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Guildford, a town in Surrey — Wodehouses birthplace. He was born prematurely in 1881 while his mother was visiting the town
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Guildfords High Street in the late Victorian period
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The birthplace, 59 Epsom Road, Guildford 
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St Nicolas, Guildford, where Wodehouse was christened


The Pothunters (1902)

[image: img21.jpg]

Serialised in Public School Magazine in January 1902, alongside illustrations by R. Noel Pocock, The Pothunters ran for a couple of issues, but when the magazine ceased publication with the March edition, the story was abruptly terminated. A hardback edition was published by A&C Black in the UK on 18 September 1902. Wodehouse was 20 years old at the time and inspired by the sale of this his first novel, alongside the sale of numerous pieces to various magazines; that same month he quit his job at a bank to write full time.

The story tells of the search for a sackful of sporting trophies (the pots of the title) that are stolen from the campus of the fictional school St Austins. The story opens at a schools boxing competition in Aldershot and were introduced to Tony Graham, who is representing St Austins and his cousin Allen Thomson, who is representing Rugby. Graham wins the competition, but in the subsequent chapter we learn about the theft at St Austins. The focus then shifts to Allens brother Jim, who made a bet on the boxing match and also broke into the school pavilion...

The book is dedicated to Joan, Effie and Ernestine Bowes-Lyon, first cousins to Queen Elizabeth, the Queen Mother. Reaction to the novel was gently encouraging, but not on the scale of Wodehouses later work, with one contemporary critic noting that it was: a very readable story of life at St Austins School...the St Austins boys are a nice set of lads and the description of modern school life is adapted to bring out their various characters.
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1. PATIENT PERSEVERANCE PRODUCES PUGILISTIC PRODIGIES
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WHERE HAVE I seen that face before? said a voice. Tony Graham looked up from his bag.

Hullo, Allen, he said, what the dickens are you up here for?

I was rather thinking of doing a little boxing. If youve no objection, of course.

But you ought to be on a bed of sickness, and that sort of thing. I heard youd crocked yourself.

So I did. Nothing much, though. Trod on myself during a game of fives, and twisted my ankle a bit.

In for the middles, of course?

Yes.

So am I.

Yes, so I saw in the Sportsman. It says you weigh eleven-three.

Bit more, really, I believe. Shant be able to have any lunch, or I shall have to go in for the heavies. What are you?

Just eleven. Well, lets hope we meet in the final.

Rather, said Tony.

It was at Aldershot — to be more exact, in the dressing-room of the Queens Avenue Gymnasium at Aldershot — that the conversation took place. From east and west, and north and south, from Dan even unto Beersheba, the representatives of the public schools had assembled to box, fence, and perform gymnastic prodigies for fame and silver medals. The room was full of all sorts and sizes of them, heavy-weights looking ponderous and muscular, feather-weights diminutive but wiry, light-weights, middle-weights, fencers, and gymnasts in scores, some wearing the unmistakable air of the veteran, for whom Aldershot has no mysteries, others nervous, and wishing themselves back again at school.

Tony Graham had chosen a corner near the door. This was his first appearance at Aldershot. St Austins was his School, and he was by far the best middle-weight there. But his doubts as to his ability to hold his own against all-comers were extreme, nor were they lessened by the knowledge that his cousin, Allen Thomson, was to be one of his opponents. Indeed, if he had not been a man of mettle, he might well have thought that with Allens advent his chances were at an end.

Allen was at Rugby. He was the son of a baronet who owned many acres in Wiltshire, and held fixed opinions on the subject of the whole duty of man, who, he held, should be before anything else a sportsman. Both the Thomsons — Allens brother Jim was at St Austins in the same House as Tony — were good at most forms of sport. Jim, however, had never taken to the art of boxing very kindly, but, by way of compensation, Allen had skill enough for two. He was a splendid boxer, quick, neat, scientific. He had been up to Aldershot three times, once as a feather-weight and twice as a light-weight, and each time he had returned with the silver medal.

As for Tony, he was more a fighter than a sparrer. When he paid a visit to his uncles house he boxed with Allen daily, and invariably got the worst of it. Allen was too quick for him. But he was clever with his hands. His supply of pluck was inexhaustible, and physically he was as hard as nails.

Is your ankle all right again, now? he asked.

Pretty well. It wasnt much of a sprain. Interfered with my training a good bit, though. I ought by rights to be well under eleven stone. Youre all right, I suppose?

Not bad. Boxing takes it out of you more than footer or a race. I was in good footer training long before I started to get fit for Aldershot. But I think I ought to get along fairly well. Any idea whos in against us?

Harrow, Felsted, Wellington. Thats all, I think.

St Pauls?

No.

Good. Well, I hope your first man mops you up. Ive a conscientious objection to scrapping with you.

Allen laughed. Youd be all right, he said, if you werent so beastly slow with your guard. Why dont you wake up? You hit like blazes.

I think I shall start guarding two seconds before you lead. By the way, dont have any false delicacy about spoiling my aristocratic features. On the ground of relationship, you know.

Rather not. Let auld acquaintance be forgot. Im not Thomson for the present. Im Rugby.

Just so, and Im St Austins. Personally, Im going for the knock-out. You wont feel hurt?

This was in the days before the Headmasters Conference had abolished the knock-out blow, and a boxer might still pay attentions to the point of his opponents jaw with an easy conscience.

I probably shall if it comes off, said Allen. I say, it occurs to me that we shall be weighing-in in a couple of minutes, and I havent started to change yet. Good, Ive not brought evening dress or somebody elses footer clothes, as usually happens on these festive occasions.

He was just pulling on his last boot when a Gymnasium official appeared in the doorway.

Will all those who are entering for the boxing get ready for the weighing-in, please? he said, and a general exodus ensued.

The weighing-in at the Public Schools Boxing Competition is something in the nature of a religious ceremony, but even religious ceremonies come to an end, and after a quarter of an hour or so Tony was weighed in the balance and found correct. He strolled off on a tour of inspection.

After a time he lighted upon the St Austins Gym Instructor, whom he had not seen since they had parted that morning, the one on his way to the dressing-room, the other to the refreshment-bar for a modest quencher.

Well, Mr Graham?

Hullo, Dawkins. What time does this show start? Do you know when the middle-weights come on?

Well, you cant say for certain. They may keep em back a bit or they may make a start with em first thing. No, the light-weights are going to start. What number did you draw, sir?

One.

Then youll be in the first middle-weight pair. Thatll be after these two gentlemen.

These two gentlemen, the first of the light-weights, were by this time in the middle of a warmish opening round. Tony watched them with interest and envy. How beastly nippy they are, he said.

Wish I could duck like that, he added.

Well, the ole thing there is you ave to watch the other mans eyes. But light-weights is always quicker at the duck than what heavier men are. You get the best boxing in the light-weights, though the feathers spar quicker.

Soon afterwards the contest finished, amidst volleys of applause. It had been a spirited battle, and an exceedingly close thing. The umpires disagreed. After a short consultation, the referee gave it as his opinion that on the whole R. Cloverdale, of Bedford, had had a shade the worse of the exchanges, and that in consequence J. Robinson, of St Pauls, was the victor. This was what he meant. What he said was, Robinson wins, in a sharp voice, as if somebody were arguing about it. The pair then shook hands and retired.

First bout, middle-weights, shrilled the M.C. W.P. Ross (Wellington) and A.C.R. Graham (St Austins).

Tony and his opponent retired for a moment to the changing-room, and then made their way amidst applause on to the raised stage on which the ring was pitched. Mr W.P. Ross proceeded to the farther corner of the ring, where he sat down and was vigorously massaged by his two seconds. Tony took the opposite corner and submitted himself to the same process. It is a very cheering thing at any time to have ones arms and legs kneaded like bread, and it is especially pleasant if one is at all nervous. It sends a glow through the entire frame. Like somebodys something it is both grateful and comforting.

Tonys seconds were curious specimens of humanity. One was a gigantic soldier, very gruff and taciturn, and with decided leanings towards pessimism. The other was also a soldier. He was in every way his colleagues opposite. He was half his size, had red hair, and was bubbling over with conversation. The other could not interfere with his hair or his size, but he could with his conversation, and whenever he attempted a remark, he was promptly silenced, much to his disgust.

Plenty o moosle ere, Fred, he began, as he rubbed Tonys left arm.

Moosle aint everything, said the other, gloomily, and there was silence again.

Are you ready? Seconds away, said the referee.

Time!

The two stood up to one another.

The Wellington representative was a plucky boxer, but he was not in the same class as Tony. After a few exchanges, the latter got to work, and after that there was only one man in the ring. In the middle of the second round the referee stopped the fight, and gave it to Tony, who came away as fresh as he had started, and a great deal happier and more confident.

Did us proud, Fred, began the garrulous man.

Yes, but that un aint nothing. You wait till he meets young Thomson. Ive seen im box ere three years, and never bin beat yet. Three bloomin years. Yus.

This might have depressed anybody else, but as Tony already knew all there was to be known about Allens skill with the gloves, it had no effect upon him.

A sanguinary heavy-weight encounter was followed by the first bout of the feathers and the second of the light-weights, and then it was Allens turn to fight the Harrow representative.

It was not a very exciting bout. Allen took things very easily. He knew his training was by no means all it should have been, and it was not his game to take it out of himself with any firework business in the trial heats. He would reserve that for the final. So he sparred three gentle rounds with the Harrow sportsman, just doing sufficient to keep the lead and obtain the verdict after the last round. He finished without having turned a hair. He had only received one really hard blow, and that had done no damage. After this came a long series of fights. The heavy-weights shed their blood in gallons for name and fame. The feather-weights gave excellent exhibitions of science, and the light-weight pairs were fought off until there remained only the final to be decided, Robinson, of St Pauls, against a Charterhouse boxer.

In the middle-weights there were three competitors still in the running, Allen, Tony, and a Felsted man. They drew lots, and the bye fell to Tony, who put up an uninteresting three rounds with one of the soldiers, neither fatiguing himself very much. Henderson, of Felsted, proved a much tougher nut to crack than Allens first opponent. He was a rushing boxer, and in the first round had, if anything, the best of it. In the last two, however, Allen gradually forged ahead, gaining many points by his perfect style alone. He was declared the winner, but he felt much more tired than he had done after his first fight.

By the time he was required again, however, he had had plenty of breathing space. The final of the light-weights had been decided, and Robinson, of St Pauls, after the custom of Paulines, had set the crown upon his afternoons work by fighting the Carthusian to a standstill in the first round. There only remained now the finals of the heavies and middles.

It was decided to take the latter first.

Tony had his former seconds, and Dawkins had come to his corner to see him through the ordeal.

The ole thing ere, he kept repeating, is to keep goin ard all the time and wear im out. Hes too quick for you to try any sparrin with.

Yes, said Tony.

The ole thing, continued the expert, is to feint with your left and it with your right. This was excellent in theory, no doubt, but Tony felt that when he came to put it into practice Allen might have other schemes on hand and bring them off first.

Are you ready? Seconds out of the ring.... Time!

Go in, sir, ard, whispered the red-haired man as Tony rose from his place.

Allen came up looking pleased with matters in general. He gave Tony a cousinly grin as they shook hands. Tony did not respond. He was feeling serious, and wondering if he could bring off his knock-out before the three rounds were over. He had his doubts.

The fight opened slowly. Both were cautious, for each knew the others powers. Suddenly, just as Tony was thinking of leading, Allen came in like a flash. A straight left between the eyes, a right on the side of the head, and a second left on the exact tip of the nose, and he was out again, leaving Tony with a helpless feeling of impotence and disgust.

Then followed more sparring. Tony could never get in exactly the right position for a rush. Allen circled round him with an occasional feint. Then he hit out with the left. Tony ducked. Again he hit, and again Tony ducked, but this time the left stopped halfway, and his right caught Tony on the cheek just as he swayed to one side. It staggered him, and before he could recover himself, in darted Allen again with another trio of blows, ducked a belated left counter, got in two stinging hits on the ribs, and finished with a left drive which took Tony clean off his feet and deposited him on the floor beside the ropes.

Silence, please, said the referee, as a burst of applause greeted this feat.

Tony was up again in a moment. He began to feel savage. He had expected something like this, but that gave him no consolation. He made up his mind that he really would rush this time, but just as he was coming in, Allen came in instead. It seemed to Tony for the next half-minute that his cousins fists were never out of his face. He looked on the world through a brown haze of boxing-glove. Occasionally his hand met something solid which he took to be Allen, but this was seldom, and, whenever it happened, it only seemed to bring him back again like a boomerang. Just at the most exciting point, Time was called.

The pessimist shook his head gloomily as he sponged Tonys face.

You must lead if you want to it im, said the garrulous man. Youre too slow. Go in at im, sir, wiv both ands, an youll be all right. Wont e, Fred?

I said ow it ud be, was the only reply Fred would vouchsafe.

Tony was half afraid the referee would give the fight against him without another round, but to his joy Time was duly called. He came up to the scratch as game as ever, though his head was singing. He meant to go in for all he was worth this round.

And go in he did. Allen had managed, in performing a complicated manoeuvre, to place himself in a corner, and Tony rushed. He was sent out again with a flush hit on the face. He rushed again, and again met Allens left. Then he got past, and in the confined space had it all his own way. Science did not tell here. Strength was the thing that scored, hard half-arm smashes, left and right, at face and body, and the guard could look after itself.

Allen upper-cut him twice, but after that he was nowhere. Tony went in with both hands. There was a prolonged rally, and it was not until Time had been called that Allen was able to extricate himself. Tonys blows had been mostly body blows, and very warm ones at that.

Thats right, sir, was the comment of the red-headed second. Keep em both goin hard, and youll win yet. You ad im proper then. Adnt e, Fred?

And even the pessimist was obliged to admit that Tony could fight, even if he was not quick with his guard.

Allen took the ring slowly. His want of training had begun to tell on him, and some of Tonys blows had landed in very tender spots. He knew that he could win if his wind held out, but he had misgivings. The gloves seemed to weigh down his hands. Tony opened the ball with a tremendous rush. Allen stopped him neatly. There was an interval while the two sparred for an opening. Then Allen feinted and dashed in. Tony did not hit him once. It was the first round over again. Left right, left right, and, finally, as had happened before, a tremendously hot shot which sent him under the ropes. He got up, and again Allen darted in. Tony met him with a straight left. A rapid exchange of blows, and the end came. Allen lashed out with his left. Tony ducked sharply, and brought his right across with every ounce of his weight behind it, fairly on to the point of the jaw. The right cross-counter is distinctly one of those things which it is more blessed to give than to receive. Allen collapsed.

... nine ... ten.

The time-keeper closed his watch.

Graham wins, said the referee, look after that man there.


2. THIEVES BREAK IN AND STEAL
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IT WAS ALWAYS the custom for such Austinians as went up to represent the School at the annual competition to stop the night in the town. It was not, therefore, till just before breakfast on the following day that Tony arrived back at his House. The boarding Houses at St Austins formed a fringe to the School grounds. The two largest were the School House and Merevales. Tony was at Merevales. He was walking up from the station with Welch, another member of Merevales, who had been up to Aldershot as a fencer, when, at the entrance to the School grounds, he fell in with Robinson, his fag. Robinson was supposed by many (including himself) to be a very warm man for the Junior Quarter, which was a handicap race, especially as an injudicious Sports Committee had given him ten yards start on Simpson, whom he would have backed himself to beat, even if the positions had been reversed. Being a wise youth, however, and knowing that the best of runners may fail through under-training, he had for the last week or so been going in for a steady course of over-training, getting up in the small hours and going for before-breakfast spins round the track on a glass of milk and a piece of bread. Master R. Robinson was nothing if not thorough in matters of this kind.

But today things of greater moment than the Sports occupied his mind. He had news. He had great news. He was bursting with news, and he hailed the approach of Tony and Welch with pleasure. With any other leading light of the School he might have felt less at ease, but with Tony it was different. When you have underdone a fellows eggs and overdone his toast and eaten the remainder for a term or two, you begin to feel that mere social distinctions and differences of age no longer form a barrier.

Besides, he had news which was absolutely fresh, news to which no one could say pityingly: What! Have you only just heard that!

Hullo, Graham, he said. Have you come back? Tony admitted that he had. Jolly good for getting the Middles. (A telegram had, of course, preceded Tony.) I say, Graham, do you know whats happened? Therell be an awful row about it. Someones been and broken into the Pav.

Rot! How do you know?

Theres a pane taken clean out. I booked it in a second as I was going past to the track.

Which room?

First Fifteen. The window facing away from the Houses.

Thats rum, said Welch. Wonder what a burglar wanted in the First room. Isnt even a hair-brush there generally.

Robinsons eyes dilated with honest pride. This was good. This was better than he had looked for. Not only were they unaware of the burglary, but they had not even an idea as to the recent event which had made the First room so fit a hunting-ground for the burgling industry. There are few pleasures keener than the pleasure of telling somebody something he didnt know before.

Great Scott, he remarked, havent you heard? No, of course you went up to Aldershot before they did it. By Jove.

Did what?

Why, they shunted all the Sports prizes from the Board Room to the Pav. and shot em into the First room. I dont suppose theres one left now. I should like to see the Old Mans face when he hears about it. Good mind to go and tell him now, only hed have a fit. Jolly exciting, though, isnt it?

Well, said Tony, of all the absolutely idiotic things to do! Fancy putting — there must have been at least fifty pounds worth of silver and things. Fancy going and leaving all that overnight in the Pav!

Rotten! agreed Welch. Wonder whose idea it was.

Look here, Robinson, said Tony, youd better buck up and change, or youll be late for brekker. Come on, Welch, well go and inspect the scene of battle.

Robinson trotted off, and Welch and Tony made their way to the Pavilion. There, sure enough, was the window, or rather the absence of window. A pane had been neatly removed, evidently in the orthodox way by means of a diamond.

May as well climb up and see if theres anything to be seen, said Welch.

All right, said Tony, give us a leg up. Right-ho. By Jove, Im stiff.

See anything?

No. Theres a cloth sort of thing covering what I suppose are the prizes. I see how the chap, whoever he was, got in. Youve only got to break the window, draw a couple of bolts, and there you are. Shall I go in and investigate?

Better not. Its rather the thing, I fancy, in these sorts of cases, to leave everything just as it is.

Rum business, said Tony, as he rejoined Welch on terra firma. Wonder if theyll catch the chap. Wed better be getting back to the House now. It struck the quarter years ago.

When Tony, some twenty minutes later, shook off the admiring crowd who wanted a full description of yesterdays proceedings, and reached his study, he found there James Thomson, brother to Allen Thomson, as the playbills say. Jim was looking worried. Tony had noticed it during breakfast, and had wondered at the cause. He was soon enlightened.

Hullo, Jim, said he. Whats up with you this morning? Feeling chippy?

No. No, Im all right. Im in a beastly hole though. I wanted to talk to you about it.

Weigh in, then. Weve got plenty of time before school.

Its about this Aldershot business. How on earth did you manage to lick Allen like that? I thought he was a cert.

Yes, so did I. The ole thing there, as Dawkins ud say, was, I knocked him out. Its the sort of thing thats always happening. I wasnt in it at all except during the second round, when I gave him beans rather in one of the corners. My aunt, it was warm while it lasted. First round, I didnt hit him once. He was better than I thought hed be, and I knew from experience he was pretty good.

Yes, you look a bit bashed.

Yes. Feel it too. But whats the row with you?

Just this. I had a couple of quid on Allen, and the rotter goes and gets licked.

Good Lord. Whom did you bet with?

With Allen himself.

Mean to say Allen was crock enough to bet against himself? He must have known he was miles better than anyone else in. Hes got three medals there already.

No, you see his bet with me was only a hedge. Hed got five to four or something in quids on with a chap in his House at Rugby on himself. He wanted a hedge because he wasnt sure about his ankle being all right. You know he hurt it. So I gave him four to one in half-sovereigns. I thought he was a cert, with apologies to you.

Dont mention it. So he was a cert. It was only the merest fluke I managed to out him when I did. If hed hung on to the end, hed have won easy. Hed been scoring points all through.

I know. So The Sportsman says. Just like my luck.

I cant see what you want to bet at all for. Youre bound to come a mucker sooner or later. Cant you raise the two quid?

Im broke except for half a crown.

Id lend it to you like a shot if I had it, of course. But you dont find me with two quid to my name at the end of term. Wont Allen wait?

He would if it was only him. But this other chap wants his oof badly for something and hes leaving and going abroad or something at the end of term. Anyhow, I know hes keen on getting it. Allen told me.

Tony pondered for a moment. Look here, he said at last, cant you ask your pater? He usually heaves his money about pretty readily, doesnt he?

Well, you see, he wouldnt send me two quid off the reel without wanting to know all about it, and why I couldnt get on to the holidays with five bob, and Id either have to fake up a lot of lies, which Im not going to do—

Of course not.

Or else I must tell him Ive been betting.

Well, he bets himself, doesnt he?

Thats just where the whole business slips up, replied Jim, prodding the table with a pen in a misanthropic manner. Bettings the one thing hes absolutely down on. He got done rather badly once a few years ago. Believe he betted on Orme that year he got poisoned. Anyhow hes always sworn to lynch us if we made fools of ourselves that way. So if I asked him, Id not only get beans myself, besides not getting any money out of him, but Allen would get scalped too, which he wouldnt see at all.

Yes, its no good doing that. Havent you any other source of revenue?

Yes, theres just one chance. If that doesnt come off, Im done. My pater said hed give me a quid for every race I won at the sports. I got the half yesterday all right when you were up at Aldershot.

Good man. I didnt hear about that. What time? Anything good?

Nothing special. 2-7 and three-fifths.

Thats awfully good. You ought to pull off the mile, too, I should think.

Yes, with luck. Drakes the man Im afraid of. Hes done it in 4-48 twice during training. He was second in the half yesterday by about three yards, but you cant tell anything from that. He sprinted too late.

Whats your best for the mile?

I have done 4-47, but only once. 4-48s my average, so theres nothing to choose between us on paper.

Well, youve got more to make you buck up than he has. There must be something in that.

Yes, by Jove. Ill win if I expire on the tape. I shant spare myself with that quid on the horizon.

No. Hullo, theres the bell. We must buck up. Going to Charteris gorge tonight?

Yes, but I shant eat anything. No risks for me.

Rusks are more in your line now. Come on.

And, in the excitement of these more personal matters, Tony entirely forgot to impart the news of the Pavilion burglary to him.


3. AN UNIMPORTANT BY-PRODUCT
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THE NEWS, HOWEVER, was not long in spreading. Robinson took care of that. On the way to school he overtook his friend Morrison, a young gentleman who had the unique distinction of being the rowdiest fag in Wards House, which, as any Austinian could have told you, was the rowdiest house in the School.

I say, Morrison, heard the latest?

No, what?

Chap broke into the Pav. last night.

Who, you?

No, you ass, a regular burglar. After the Sports prizes.

Look here, Robinson, try that on the kids.

Just what I am doing, said Robinson.

This delicate reference to Morrisons tender years had the effect of creating a disturbance. Two School House juniors, who happened to be passing, naturally forsook all their other aims and objects and joined the battle.

Whats up? asked one of them, dusting himself hastily as they stopped to take breath. It was always his habit to take up any business that might attract his attention, and ask for explanations afterwards.

This kid— began Morrison.

Kid yourself, Morrison.

This lunatic, then. Robinson allowed the emendation to pass. This lunatics got some yarn on about the Pav. being burgled.

So it is. Tell you I saw it myself.

Did it yourself, probably.

How do you know, anyway? You seem so jolly certain about it.

Why, theres a pane of glass cut out of the window in the First room.

Shouldnt wonder, you know, said Dimsdale, one of the two School House fags, judicially, if the kid wasnt telling the truth for once in his life. Those pots must be worth something. Dont you think so, Scott?

Scott admitted that there might be something in the idea, and that, however foreign to his usual habits, Robinson might on this occasion be confining himself more or less to strict fact.

There you are, then, said Robinson, vengefully. Shows what a fat lot you know what youre talking about, Morrison.

Morrisons a fool, said Scott. Ever since he got off the bottom bench in form theres been no holding him.

All the same, said Morrison, feeling that matters were going against him, I shant believe it till I see it.

Whatll you bet? said Robinson.

I never bet, replied Morrison with scorn.

You darent. You know youd lose.

All right, then, Ill bet a penny Im right. He drew a deep breath, as who should say, Its a lot of money, but its worth risking it.

Youll lose that penny, old chap, said Robinson. Thats to say, he added thoughtfully, if you ever pay up.

Youve got us as witnesses, said Dimsdale. Well see that he shells out. Scott, remember youre a witness.

Right-ho, said Scott.

At this moment the clock struck nine, and as each of the principals in this financial transaction, and both the witnesses, were expected to be in their places to answer their names at 8.58, they were late. And as they had all been late the day before and the day before that, they were presented with two hundred lines apiece. Which shows more than ever how wrong it is to bet.

The news continuing to circulate, by the end of morning school it was generally known that a gang of desperadoes, numbering at least a hundred, had taken the Pavilion down, brick by brick, till only the foundations were left standing, and had gone off with every jot and tittle of the unfortunately placed Sports prizes.

At the quarter-to-eleven interval, the School had gone en masse to see what it could see, and had stared at the window with much the same interest as they were wont to use in inspecting the First Eleven pitch on the morning of a match — a curious custom, by the way, but one very generally observed.

Then the official news of the extent of the robbery was spread abroad. It appeared that the burglar had by no means done the profession credit, for out of a vast collection of prizes ranging from the vast and silver Mile Challenge Cup to the pair of fives-gloves with which the under twelve disciple of Deerfoot was to be rewarded, he had selected only three. Two of these were worth having, being the challenge cup for the quarter and the non-challenge cup for the hundred yards, both silver, but the third was a valueless flask, and the general voice of the School was loud in condemning the business abilities of one who could select his swag in so haphazard a manner. It was felt to detract from the merit of the performance. The knowing ones, however, gave it as their opinion that the man must have been frightened by something, and so was unable to give the matter his best attention and do himself justice as a connoisseur.

We had a burglary at my place once, began Reade, of Philpotts House. The man—

That rotter, Reade, said Barrett, also of Philpotts, has been telling us that burglary chestnut of his all the morning. I wish you chaps wouldnt encourage him.

Why, what was it? First Ive heard of it, at any rate. Dallas and Vaughan, of Wards, added themselves to the group. Out with it, Reade, said Vaughan.

Its only a beastly reminiscence of Reades childhood, said Barrett. A burglar got into the wine-cellar and collared all the coals.

He didnt. He was in the hall, and my pater got his revolver—

While you hid under the bed.

 — and potted at him over the banisters.

The last time but three you told the story, your pater fired through the keyhole of the dining-room.

You idiot, that was afterwards.

Oh, well, what does it matter? Tell us something fresh.

Its my opinion, said Dallas, that Ward did it. A man of the vilest antecedents. Hes capable of anything from burglary—

To attempted poisoning. You should see what we get to eat in Wards House, said Vaughan.

Wards the worst type of beak. He simply lives for the sake of booking chaps. If he books a chap out of bounds it keeps him happy for a week.

A man like thats bound to be a criminal of sorts in his spare time. Its action and reaction, said Vaughan.

Mr Ward happening to pass at this moment, the speaker went on to ask Dallas audibly if life was worth living, and Dallas replied that under certain conditions and in some Houses it was not.

Dallas and Vaughan did not like Mr Ward. Mr Ward was not the sort of man who inspires affection. He had an unpleasant habit of jarring, as it was called. That is to say, his conversation was shaped to one single end, that of trying to make the person to whom he talked feel uncomfortable. Many of his jars had become part of the School history. There was a legend that on one occasion he had invited his prefects to supper, and regaled them with sausages. There was still one prefect unhelped. To him he addressed himself.

A sausage, Jones?

If you please, sir.

No, you wont, then, because Im going to have half myself.

This story may or may not be true. Suffice it to say, that Mr Ward was not popular.

The discussion was interrupted by the sound of the bell ringing for second lesson. The problem was left unsolved. It was evident that the burglar had been interrupted, but how or why nobody knew. The suggestion that he had heard Master R. Robinson training for his quarter-mile, and had thought it was an earthquake, found much favour with the junior portion of the assembly. Simpson, on whom Robinson had been given start in the race, expressed an opinion that he, Robinson, ran like a cow. At which Robinson smiled darkly, and advised the other to wait till Sports Day and then hed see, remarking that, meanwhile, if he gave him any of his cheek he might not be well enough to run at all.

This sort of thing, said Barrett to Reade, as they walked to their form-room, always makes me feel beastly. Once start a row like this, and all the beaks turn into regular detectives and go ferreting about all over the place, and its ten to one they knock up against something one doesnt want them to know about.

Reade was feeling hurt. He had objected to the way in which Barrett had spoiled a story that might easily have been true, and really was true in parts. His dignity was offended. He said Yes to Barretts observation in a tone of reserved hauteur. Barrett did not notice.

Its an awful nuisance. For one thing it makes them so jolly strict about bounds.

Yes.

I wanted to go for a bike ride this afternoon. Theres nothing on at the School.

Why dont you?

Whats the good if you cant break bounds? A ride of about a quarter of a miles no good. Theres a ripping place about ten miles down the Stapleton Road. Big wood, with a ripping little hollow in the middle, all ferns and moss. I was thinking of taking a book out there for the afternoon. Only theres roll-call.

He paused. Ordinarily, this would have been the cue for Reade to say, Oh, Ill answer your name at roll-call. But Reade said nothing. Barrett looked surprised and disappointed.

I say, Reade, he said.

Well?

Would you like to answer my name at roll-call? It was the first time he had ever had occasion to make the request.

No, said Reade.

Barrett could hardly believe his ears. Did he sleep? Did he dream? Or were visions about?

What! he said.

No answer.

Do you mean to say you wont?

Of course I wont. Why the deuce should I do your beastly dirty work for you?

Barrett did not know what to make of this. Curiosity urged him to ask for explanations. Dignity threw cold water on such a scheme. In the end dignity had the best of it.

Oh, very well, he said, and they went on in silence. In all the three years of their acquaintance they had never before happened upon such a crisis.

The silence lasted until they reached the form-room. Then Barrett determined, in the interests of the common good — he and Reade shared a study, and icy coolness in a small study is unpleasant — to chain up Dignity for the moment, and give Curiosity a trial.

Whats up with you today? he asked.

He could hardly have chosen a worse formula. The question has on most people precisely the same effect as that which the query, Do you know where you lost it? has on one who is engaged in looking for mislaid property.

Nothing, said Reade. Probably at the same moment hundreds of other people were making the same reply, in the same tone of voice, to the same question.

Oh, said Barrett.

There was another silence.

You might as well answer my name this afternoon, said Barrett, tentatively.

Reade walked off without replying, and Barrett went to his place feeling that curiosity was a fraud, and resolving to confine his attentions for the future to dignity. This was by-product number one of the Pavilion burglary.


4. CERTAIN REVELATIONS
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DURING THE LAST hour of morning school, Tony got a note from Jim.

Graham, said Mr Thompson, the master of the Sixth, sadly, just as Tony was about to open it.

Yes, sir?

Kindly tear that note up, Graham.

Note, sir?

Kindly tear that note up, Graham. Come, you are keeping us waiting.

As the hero of the novel says, further concealment was useless. Tony tore the note up unread.

Hope it didnt want an answer, he said to Jim after school. Constant practice has made Thompson a sort of amateur lynx.

No. It was only to ask you to be in the study directly after lunch. Theres a most unholy row going to occur shortly, as far as I can see.

What, about this burglary business?

Yes. Havent time to tell you now. See you after lunch.

After lunch, having closed the study door, Jim embarked on the following statement.

It appeared that on the previous night he had left a book of notes, which were of absolutely vital importance for the examination which the Sixth had been doing in the earlier part of the morning, in the identical room in which the prizes had been placed. Or rather, he had left it there several days before, and had not needed it till that night. At half-past six the Pavilion had been locked up, and Biffen, the ground-man, had taken the key away with him, and it was only after tea had been consumed and the evening paper read, that Jim, thinking it about time to begin work, had discovered his loss. This was about half-past seven.

Being a House-prefect, Jim did not attend preparation in the Great Hall with the common herd of the Houses, but was part-owner with Tony of a study.

The difficulties of the situation soon presented themselves to him. It was only possible to obtain the notes in three ways — firstly, by going to the rooms of the Sixth Form master, who lived out of College; secondly, by borrowing from one of the other Sixth Form members of the House; and thirdly, by the desperate expedient of burgling the Pavilion. The objections to the first course were two. In the first place Merevale was taking prep. over in the Hall, and it was strictly forbidden for anyone to quit the House after lock-up without leave. And, besides, it was long odds that Thompson, the Sixth Form master, would not have the notes, as he had dictated them partly out of his head and partly from the works of various eminent scholars. The second course was out of the question. The only other Sixth Form boy in the House, Tony and Welch being away at Aldershot, was Charteris, and Charteris, who never worked much except the night before an exam, but worked then under forced draught, was appalled at the mere suggestion of letting his note-book out of his hands. Jim had sounded him on the subject and had met with the reply, Kill my father and burn my ancestral home, and I will look on and smile. But touch these notes and you rouse the British Lion. After which he had given up the borrowing idea.

There remained the third course, and there was an excitement and sporting interest about it that took him immensely. But how was he to get out to start with? He opened his study-window and calculated the risks of a drop to the ground. No, it was too far. Not worth risking a sprained ankle on the eve of the mile. Then he thought of the Matrons sitting-room. This was on the ground-floor, and if its owner happened to be out, exit would be easy. As luck would have it she was out, and in another minute Jim had crossed the Rubicon and was standing on the gravel drive which led to the front gate.

A sharp sprint took him to the Pavilion. Now the difficulty was not how to get out, but how to get in. Theoretically, it should have been the easiest of tasks, but in practice there were plenty of obstacles to success. He tried the lower windows, but they were firmly fixed. There had been a time when one of them would yield to a hard kick and fly bodily out of its frame, but somebody had been caught playing that game not long before, and Jim remembered with a pang that not only had the window been securely fastened up, but the culprit had had a spell of extra tuition and other punishments which had turned him for the time into a hater of his species. His own fate, he knew, would be even worse, for a prefect is supposed to have something better to do in his spare time than breaking into pavilions. It would mean expulsion perhaps, or, at the least, the loss of his prefects cap, and Jim did not want to lose that. Still the thing had to be done if he meant to score any marks at all in the forthcoming exam. He wavered a while between a choice of methods, and finally fixed on the crudest of all. No one was likely to be within earshot, thought he, so he picked up the largest stone he could find, took as careful aim as the dim light would allow, and hove it. There was a sickening crash, loud enough, he thought, to bring the whole School down on him, followed by a prolonged rattle as the broken pieces of glass fell to the ground.

He held his breath and listened. For a moment all was still, uncannily still. He could hear the tops of the trees groaning in the slight breeze that had sprung up, and far away the distant roar of a train. Then a queer thing happened. He heard a quiet thud, as if somebody had jumped from a height on to grass, and then quick footsteps.

He waited breathless and rigid, expecting every moment to see a form loom up beside him in the darkness. It was useless to run. His only chance was to stay perfectly quiet.

Then it dawned upon him that the man was running away from him, not towards him. His first impulse was to give chase, but prudence restrained him. Catching burglars is an exhilarating sport, but it is best to indulge in it when one is not on a burgling expedition oneself.

Besides he had come out to get his book, and business is business.

There was no time to be lost now, for someone might have heard one or both of the noises and given the alarm.

Once the window was broken the rest was fairly easy, the only danger being the pieces of glass. He took off his coat and flung it on to the sill of the upper window. In a few seconds he was up himself without injury. He found it a trifle hard to keep his balance, as there was nothing to hold on to, but he managed it long enough to enable him to thrust an arm through the gap and turn the handle. After this there was a bolt to draw, which he managed without difficulty.

The window swung open. Jim jumped in, and groped his way round the room till he found his book. The other window of the room was wide open. He shut it for no definite reason, and noticed that a pane had been cut out entire. The professional cracksman had done his work more neatly than the amateur.

Poor chap, thought Jim, with a chuckle, as he effected a retreat, I must have given him a bit of a start with my half-brick. After bolting the window behind him, he climbed down.

As he reached earth again the clock struck a quarter to nine. In another quarter of an hour prep, would be over and the House door unlocked, and he would be able to get in again. Nor would the fact of his being out excite remark, for it was the custom of the House-Prefects to take the air for the few minutes which elapsed between the opening of the door and the final locking-up for the night.

The rest of his adventures ran too smoothly to require a detailed description. Everything succeeded excellently. The only reminiscences of his escapade were a few cuts in his coat, which went unnoticed, and the precious book of notes, to which he applied himself with such vigour in the watches of the night, with a surreptitious candle and a hamper of apples as aids to study, that, though tired next day, he managed to do quite well enough in the exam, to pass muster. And, as he had never had the least prospect of coming out top, or even in the first five, this satisfied him completely.

Tony listened with breathless interest to Jims recital of his adventures, and at the conclusion laughed.

What a mad thing to go and do, he said. Jolly sporting, though.

Jim did not join in his laughter.

Yes, but dont you see, he said, ruefully, what a mess Im in? If they find out that I was in the Pav. at the time when the cups were bagged, how on earth am I to prove I didnt take them myself?

By Jove, I never thought of that. But, hang it all, theyd never dream of accusing a Coll. chap of stealing Sports prizes. This isnt a reformatory for juvenile hooligans.

No, perhaps not.

Of course not.

Well, even if they didnt, the Old Man would be frightfully sick if he got to know about it. Id lose my prefects cap for a cert.

You might, certainly.

I should. There wouldnt be any question about it. Why, dont you remember that business last summer about Cairns? He used to stay out after lock-up. That was absolutely all he did. Well, the Old Un dropped on him like a hundredweight of bricks. Multiply that by about ten and you get what hell do to me if he books me over this job.

Tony looked thoughtful. The case of Cairns versus The Powers that were, was too recent to have escaped his memory. Even now Cairns was to be seen on the grounds with a common School House cap at the back of his head in place of the prefects cap which had once adorned it.

Yes, he said, youd lose your cap all right, Im afraid.

Rather. And the sickening part of the business is that this real, copper-bottomed burglaryll make them hunt about all over the shop for clues and things, and the odds are theyll find me out, even if they dont book the real man. Shouldnt wonder if they had a detective down for a big thing of this sort.

They are having one, I heard.

There you are, then, said Jim, dejectedly. Im done, you see.

I dont know. I dont believe detectives are much class.

Anyhow, hell probably have gumption enough to spot me.

Jims respect for the abilities of our national sleuth-hounds was greater than Tonys, and a good deal greater than that of most people.


5. CONCERNING THE MUTUAL FRIEND
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I WONDER WHERE the dear Mutual gets to these afternoons, said Dallas.

The who? asked MacArthur. MacArthur, commonly known as the Babe, was a day boy. Dallas and Vaughan had invited him to tea in their study.

Plunkett, you know.

Why the Mutual?

Mutual Friend, Vaughans and mine. Shares this study with us. I call him dear partly because hes head of the House, and therefore, of course, we respect and admire him.

And partly, put in Vaughan, beaming at the Babe over a frying-pan full of sausages, partly because we love him so. Oh, hes a beauty.

No, but rotting apart, said the Babe, what sort of a chap is he? I hardly know him by sight, even.

Should describe him roughly, said Dallas, as a hopeless, forsaken unspeakable worm.

Understates it considerably, remarked Vaughan. His manners are patronizing, and his customs beastly.

He wears spectacles, and reads Herodotus in the original Greek for pleasure.

He sneers at footer, and jeers at cricket. Croquet is his form, I should say. Should doubt, though, if he even plays that.

But why on earth, said the Babe, do you have him in your study?

Vaughan looked wildly and speechlessly at Dallas, who looked helplessly back at Vaughan.

Dont, Babe, please! said Dallas. Youve no idea how a remark of that sort infuriates us. You surely dont suppose wed have the man in the study if we could help it?

Its another instance of Ward at his worst, said Vaughan. Have you never heard the story of the Mutual Friends arrival?

No.

It was like this. At the beginning of this term I came back expecting to be head of this show. You see, Richards left at Christmas and I was next man in. Dallas and I had made all sorts of arrangements for having a good time. Well, I got back on the last evening of the holidays. When I got into this study, there was the man Plunkett sitting in the best chair, reading.

Probably reading Herodotus in the original Greek, snorted Dallas.

He didnt take the slightest notice of me. I stood in the doorway like Patience on a monument for about a quarter of an hour. Then I coughed. He took absolutely no notice. I coughed again, loud enough to crack the windows. Then I got tired of it, and said Hullo. He did look up at that. Hullo, he said, youve got rather a nasty cough. I said Yes, and waited for him to throw himself on my bosom and explain everything, you know.

Did he? asked the Babe, deeply interested.

Not a bit, said Dallas, he — sorry, Vaughan, fire ahead.

He went on reading. After a bit I said I hoped he was fairly comfortable. He said he was. Conversation languished again. I made another shot. Looking for anybody? I said. No, he said, are you? No. Then why the dickens should I be? he said. I didnt quite follow his argument. In fact, I dont even now. Look here, I said, tell me one thing. Have you or have you not bought this place? If you have, all right. If you havent, Im going to sling you out, and jolly soon, too. He looked at me in his superior sort of way, and observed without blenching that he was head of the House.

Just another of Wards jars, said Dallas. Knowing that Vaughan was keen on being head of the House he actually went to the Old Man and persuaded him that it would be better to bring in some day boy who was a School-prefect than let Vaughan boss the show. What do you think of that?

Pretty low, said the Babe.

Said I was thoughtless and headstrong, cut in Vaughan, spearing a sausage as if it were Mr Wards body. Muffins up, Dallas, old man. When the sausages are done to a turn. Thoughtless and headstrong. Those were his very words.

Cant you imagine the old beast? said Dallas, pathetically, Cant you see him getting round the Old Man? A capital lad at heart, I am sure, distinctly a capital lad, but thoughtless and headstrong, far too thoughtless for a position so important as that of head of my House. The abandoned old wreck!

Tea put an end for the moment to conversation, but when the last sausage had gone the way of all flesh, Vaughan returned to the sore subject like a moth to a candle.

It isnt only the not being head of the House that I bar. Its the man himself. You say you havent studied Plunkett much. When you get to know him better, youll appreciate his finer qualities more. There are so few of them.

The only fine quality Ive ever seen in him, said Dallas, is his habit of slinking off in the afternoons when he ought to be playing games, and not coming back till lock-up.

Which brings us back to where we started, put in the Babe. You were wondering what he did with himself.

Yes, it cant be anything good so well put beetles and butterflies out of the question right away. He might go and poach. Theres heaps of opportunity round here for a chap who wants to try his hand at that. I remember, when I was a kid, Morton Smith, who used to be in this House — remember him? — took me to old whats-his-names place. Whos that frantic blood who owns all that land along the Badgwick road? The M.P. man.

Milord Sir Alfred Venner, M.P., of Badgwick Hall.

Thats the man. Generally very much of Badgwick Hall. Came down last summer on Prize Day. One would have thought from the side on him that he was all sorts of dooks. Anyhow, Morton-Smith took me rabbiting there. I didnt know it was against the rules or anything. Had a grand time. A few days afterwards, Milord Sir Venner copped him on the hop and he got sacked. There was an awful row. I thought my hair would have turned white.

I shouldnt think the Mutual poaches, said Vaughan. He hasnt got the enterprise to poach an egg even. No, it cant be that.

Perhaps he bikes? said the Babe.

No, hes not got a bike. Hes the sort of chap, though, to borrow somebody elses without asking. Possibly he does bike.

If he does, said Dallas, its only so as to get well away from the Coll., before starting on his career of crime. Ill swear he does break rules like an ordinary human being when he thinks its safe. Those aggressively pious fellows generally do.

I didnt know he was that sort, said the Babe. Dont you find it rather a jar?

Just a bit. He jaws us sometimes till we turn and rend him.

Yes, hes an awful man, said Vaughan.

Dont stop, said the Babe, encouragingly, after the silence had lasted some time. Its a treat picking a fellow to pieces like this.

I dont know if thats your beastly sarcasm, Babe, said Vaughan, but, speaking for self and partner, I dont know how we should get on if we didnt blow off steam occasionally in this style.

We should probably last out for a week, and then there would be a sharp shriek, a hollow groan, and all that would be left of the Mutual Friend would be a slight discolouration on the study carpet.

Coupled with an aroma of fresh gore.

Perhaps thats why he goes off in the afternoons, suggested the Babe. Doesnt want to run any risks.

Shouldnt wonder.

Hes such a rotten head of the House, too, said Vaughan. Ward may gas about my being headstrong and thoughtless, but Im dashed if I would make a bally exhibition of myself like the Mutual.

Whats he do? enquired the Babe.

Its not so much what he does. Its what he doesnt do that sickens me, said Dallas. I may be a bit of a crock in some ways — for further details apply to Ward — but I can stop a couple of fags ragging if I try.

Cant Plunkett?

Not for nuts. Hes simply helpless when theres anything going on that he ought to stop. Why, the other day there was a row in the fags room that you could almost have heard at your place, Babe. We were up here working. The Mutual was jawing as usual on the subject of cramming tips for the Aeschylus exam. Said it wasnt scholarship, or some rot. What business is it of his how a chap works, I should like to know. Just as he had got under way, the fags began kicking up more row than ever.

I said, cut in Vaughan, that instead of minding other peoples business, hed better mind his own for a change, and go down and stop the row.

He looked a bit green at that, said Dallas. Said the row didnt interfere with him. Does with us, I said. Its all very well for you. You arent doing a stroke of work. No amount of row matters to a chap whos only delivering a rotten sermon on scholarship. Vaughan and I happen to be trying to do some work. All right, he said, if you want the row stopped, why dont you go and stop it? Whats it got to do with me?

Rotter! interpolated the Babe.

Wasnt he? Well, of course we couldnt stand that.

We crushed him, said Vaughan.

I said: In my young days the head of the House used to keep order for himself. I asked him what he thought he was here for. Because he isnt ornamental. So he went down after that.

Well? said the Babe. Being a miserable day boy he had had no experience of the inner life of a boarding House, which is the real life of a public school. His experience of life at St Austins was limited to doing his work and playing centre-three-quarter for the fifteen. Which, it may be remarked in passing, he did extremely well.

Dallas took up the narrative. Well, after hed been gone about five minutes, and the row seemed to be getting worse than ever, we thought wed better go down and investigate. So we did.

And when we got to the fags room, said Vaughan, pointing the toasting-fork at the Babe by way of emphasis, there was the Mutual standing in the middle of the room gassing away with an expression on his face a cross between a village idiot and an unintelligent fried egg. And all round him was a seething mass of fags, half of them playing soccer with a top-hat and the other half cheering wildly whenever the Mutual opened his mouth.

What did you do?

We made an aggressive movement in force. Collared the hat, brained every fag within reach, and swore wed report them to the beak and so on. They quieted down in about three and a quarter seconds by stopwatch, and we retired, taking the hat as a prize of war, and followed by the Mutual Friend.

He looked worried, rather, said Vaughan. And, thank goodness, he let us alone for the rest of the evening.

Thats only a sample, though, explained Dallas. That sort of thing has been going on the whole term. If the head of a House is an abject lunatic, theres bound to be ructions. Fags simply live for the sake of kicking up rows. Its meat and drink to them.

I wish the Mutual would leave, said Vaughan. Only that sort of chap always lingers on until he dies or gets sacked.

Hes not the sort of fellow to get sacked, I should say, said the Babe.

Fraid not. I wish I could shunt into some other House. Between Ward and the Mutual life here isnt worth living.

Theres Merevales, now, said Vaughan. I wish I was in there. In the first place youve got Merevale. He gets as near perfection as a beak ever does. Coaches the House footer and cricket, and takes an intelligent interest in things generally. Then there are some decent fellows in Merevales. Charteris, Welch, Graham, Thomson, heaps of them.

Pity you came to Wards, said the Babe. Why did you?

My pater knew Ward a bit. If hed known him well, hed have sent me somewhere else.

My pater knew Vaughans pater well, who knew Ward slightly and there you are. Voila comme des accidents arrivent.

If Ward wanted to lug in a day boy to be head of the House, said Vaughan, harping once more on the old string, he might at least have got somebody decent.

Theres the great Babe himself. Babe, why dont you come in next term?

Not much, said the Babe, with a shudder.

Well, even barring present company, there are lots of chaps who would have jumped at the chance of being head of a House. But nothing would satisfy Ward but lugging the Mutual from the bosom of his beastly family.

We havent decided that point about where he goes to, said the Babe.

At this moment the door of the study opened, and the gentleman in question appeared in person. He stood in the doorway for a few seconds, gasping and throwing his arms about as if he found a difficulty in making his way in.

I wish you two wouldnt make such an awful froust in the study every afternoon, he observed, pleasantly. Have you been having a little tea-party? How nice!

Weve been brewing, if thats what you mean, said Vaughan, shortly.

Oh, said Plunkett, I hope you enjoyed yourselves. Its nearly lock-up, MacArthur.

Thats Plunketts delicate way of telling you youre not wanted, Babe.

Well, I suppose I ought to be going, said the Babe. So long.

And he went, feeling grateful to Providence for not having made his father, like the fathers of Vaughan and Dallas, a casual acquaintance of Mr Ward.

The Mutual Friend really was a trial to Vaughan and Dallas. Only those whose fate it is or has been to share a study with an uncongenial companion can appreciate their feelings to the full. Three in a study is always something of a tight fit, and when the three are in a state of perpetual warfare, or, at the best, of armed truce, things become very bad indeed.

Do you find it necessary to have tea-parties every evening? enquired Plunkett, after he had collected his books for the nights work. The smell of burnt meat—

Fried sausages, said Vaughan. Perfectly healthy smell. Do you good.

Its quite disgusting. Really, the air in here is hardly fit to breathe.

Youll find an excellent brand of air down in the senior study, said Dallas, pointedly. Dont stay and poison yourself here on our account, he added. Think of your family.

I shall work where I choose, said the Mutual Friend, with dignity.

Of course, so long as you do work. You mustnt talk. Vaughan and I have got some Livy to do.

Plunkett snorted, and the passage of arms ended, as it usually did, in his retiring with his books to the senior study, leaving Dallas and Vaughan to discuss his character once more in case there might be any points of it left upon which they had not touched in previous conversations.

This robbery of the pots is a rum thing, said Vaughan, thoughtfully, when the last shreds of Plunketts character had been put through the mincing-machine to the satisfaction of all concerned.

Yes. Its the sort of thing one doesnt think possible till it actually happens.

What the dickens made them put the things in the Pav. at all? They must have known it wouldnt be safe.

Well, you see, they usually cart them into the Board Room, I believe, only this time the governors were going to have a meeting there. They couldnt very well meet in a room with the table all covered with silver pots.

Dont see why.

Well, I suppose they could, really, but some of the governors are fairly nuts on strict form. Theres that crock who makes the two-hour vote of thanks speeches on Prize Day. You can see him rising to a point of order, and fixing the Old Un with a fishy eye.

Well, anyhow, I dont see that they can blame a burglar for taking the pots if they simply chuck them in his way like that.

No. I say, wed better weigh in with the Livy. The man Wardll be round directly. Wheres the dic? And our invaluable friend, Mr Bohn? Right. Now, you reel it off, and Ill keep an eye on the notes. And they settled down to the business of the day.

After a while Vaughan looked up.

Whos going to win the mile? he asked.

Whats the matter with Thomson?

How about Drake then?

Thomson won the half.

I knew youd say that. The half isnt a test of a chaps mile form. Besides, did you happen to see Drakes sprint?

Jolly good one.

I know, but look how late he started for it. Thomson crammed on the pace directly he got into the straight. Drake only began to put it on when he got to the Pav. Even then he wasnt far behind at the tape.

No. Well, Im not plunging either way. Ought to be a good race.

Rather. I say, I wonder Welch doesnt try his hand at the mile. I believe he would do some rattling times if hed only try.

Why, Welch is a sprinter.

I know. But I believe for all that that the miles his distance. Hes always well up in the cross-country runs.

Anyhow, hes not in for it this year. Thomsons my man. Itll be a near thing, though.

Jolly near thing. With Drake in front.

Thomson.

Drake.

All right, well see. Wonder why the beak doesnt come up. I cant sit here doing Livy all the evening. And yet if we stop hes bound to look in.

Oh Lord, is that what youve been worrying about? I thought youd developed the work habit or something. Wards all right. Hes out on the tiles tonight. Gone to a dinner at Philpotts.

Good man, how do you know? Are you certain?

Heard him telling Prater this morning. Half the staff have gone. Good opportunity for a chap to go for a stroll if he wanted to. Shall we, by the way?

Not for me, thanks. Im in the middle of a rather special book. Ever read Great Expectations? Dickens, you know.

I know. Havent read it, though. Always rather funk starting on a classic, somehow. Good?

My dear chap! Goods not the word.

Well, after you. Exit Livy, then. And a good job, too. You might pass us the great Sherlock. Thanks.

He plunged with the great detective into the mystery of the speckled band, while Vaughan opened Great Expectations at the place where he had left off the night before. And a silence fell upon the study.

Curiously enough, Dallas was not the only member of Wards House to whom it occurred that evening that the absence of the House-master supplied a good opportunity for a stroll. The idea had also struck Plunkett favourably. He was not feeling very comfortable down-stairs. On entering the senior study he found Galloway, an Upper Fourth member of the House, already in possession. Galloway had managed that evening to insinuate himself with such success into the good graces of the matron, that he had been allowed to stay in the House instead of proceeding with the rest of the study to the Great Hall for preparation. The palpable failure of his attempt to hide the book he was reading under the table when he was disturbed led him to cast at the Mutual Friend, the cause of his panic, so severe and forbidding a look, that that gentleman retired, and made for the junior study.

The atmosphere in the junior study was close, and heavy with a blend of several strange odours. Plunkett went to the window. Then he noticed what he had never noticed before, that there were no bars to the window. Only the glass stood between him and the outer world. He threw up the sash as far as it would go. There was plenty of room to get out. So he got out. He stood for a moment inhaling the fresh air. Then, taking something from his coat-pocket, he dived into the shadows. An hour passed. In the study above, Dallas, surfeited with mysteries and villainy, put down his book and stretched himself.

I say, Vaughan, he said. Have you settled the House gym. team yet? Its about time the list went up.

Eh? What? said Vaughan, coming slowly out of his book.

Dallas repeated his question.

Yes, said Vaughan, got it somewhere on me. Haynes, Jarvis, and myself are going in. Only, the Mutual has to stick up the list.

It was the unwritten rule in Wards, as in most of the other Houses at the School, that none but the head of the House had the right of placing notices on the House board.

I know, said Dallas. Ill go and buck him up now.

Dont trouble. After prayersll do.

Its all right. No trouble. Whom did you say? Yourself, Haynes—

And Jarvis. Not that hes any good. But the third string never matters much, and itll do him good to represent the House.

Right. Ill go and unearth the Mutual.

The result was that Galloway received another shock to his system.

Dont glare, Galloway. Its rude, said Dallas.

Wheres Plunkett got to? he added.

Junior study, said Galloway.

Dallas went to the junior study. There were Plunketts books on the table, but of their owner no signs were to be seen. The Mutual Friend had had the good sense to close the window after he had climbed through it, and Dallas did not suspect what had actually happened. He returned to Vaughan.

The Mutual isnt in either of the studies, he said. I didnt want to spend the evening playing hide-and-seek with him, so Ive come back.

It doesnt matter, thanks all the same. Later onll do just as well.

Do you object to the window going up? asked Dallas. Theres a bit of a froust on in here.

Rather not. Heave it up.

Dallas hove it. He stood leaning out, looking towards the College buildings, which stood out black and clear against the April sky. From out of the darkness in the direction of Stapleton sounded the monotonous note of a corn-crake.

Jove, he said, its a grand night. If I was at home now I shouldnt be cooped up indoors like this.

Holidays in another week, said Vaughan, joining him. It is ripping, isnt it? Theres something not half bad in the Coll. buildings on a night like this. I shall be jolly sorry to leave, in spite of Ward and the Mutual.

Same here, by Jove. Weve each got a couple more years, though, if it comes to that. Hullo, prep.s over.

The sound of footsteps began to be heard from the direction of the College. Nine had struck from the School clock, and the Great Hall was emptying.

Your turn to read at prayers, Vaughan. Hullo, theres the Mutual. Didnt hear him unlock the door. Glad he has, though. Saves us trouble.

I must be going down to look up a bit to read. Do you remember when Harper read the same bit six days running? I shall never forget Wards pained expression. Harper explained that he thought the passage so beautiful that he couldnt leave it.

Why dont you try that tip?

Hardly. My reputation hasnt quite the stamina for the test.

Vaughan left the room. At the foot of the stairs he was met by the matron.

Will you unlock the door, please, Vaughan, she said, handing him a bunch of keys. The boys will be coming in in a minute.

Unlock the door? repeated Vaughan. I thought it was unlocked. All right.

By Jove, he thought, the plot thickens. What is our only Plunkett doing out of the House when the door is locked, I wonder.

Plunkett strolled in with the last batch of the returning crowd, wearing on his face the virtuous look of one who has been snatching a whiff of fresh air after a hard evenings preparation.

Oh, I say, Plunkett, said Vaughan, when they met in the study after prayers, I wanted to see you. Where have you been?

I have been in the junior study. Where did you think I had been?

Oh.

Do you doubt my word?

Ive the most exaggerated respect for your word, but you werent in the junior study at five to nine.

No, I went up to my dormitory about that time. You seem remarkably interested in my movements.

Only wanted to see you about the House gym. team. You might shove up the list tonight. Haynes, Jarvis, and myself.

Very well.

I didnt say anything to him, said Vaughan to Dallas as they were going to their dormitories, but, you know, theres something jolly fishy about the Mutual. That door wasnt unlocked when we saw him outside. I unlocked it myself. Seems to me the Mutuals been having a little private bust of his own on the quiet.

Thats rum. He might have been out by the front way to see one of the beaks, though.

Well, even then he would be breaking rules. You arent allowed to go out after lock-up without House beaks leave. No, I find him guilty.

If only hed go and get booked! said Vaughan. Then he might have to leave. But he wont. No such luck.

No, said Dallas. Good-night.

Good-night.

Certainly there was something mysterious about the matter.


6. A LITERARY BANQUET

[image: img26.jpg]

CHARTERIS AND WELCH were conversing in the study of which they were the joint proprietors. That is to say, Charteris was talking and playing the banjo alternately, while Welch was deep in a book and refused to be drawn out of it under any pretext. Charteris banjo was the joy of his fellows and the bane of his House-master. Being of a musical turn and owning a good deal of pocket-money, he had, at the end of the summer holidays, introduced the delights of a phonograph into the House. This being vetoed by the House-master, he had returned at the beginning of the following term with a penny whistle, which had suffered a similar fate. Upon this he had invested in a banjo, and the dazed Merevale, feeling that matters were getting beyond his grip, had effected a compromise with him. Having ascertained that there was no specific rule at St Austins against the use of musical instruments, he had informed Charteris that if he saw fit to play the banjo before prep, only, and regarded the hours between seven and eleven as a close time, all should be forgiven, and he might play, if so disposed, till the crack of doom. To this reasonable request Charteris had promptly acceded, and peace had been restored. Charteris and Welch were a curious pair. Welch spoke very little. Charteris was seldom silent. They were both in the Sixth — Welch high up, Charteris rather low down. In games, Welch was one of those fortunate individuals who are good at everything. He was captain of cricket, and not only captain, but also the best all-round man in the team, which is often a very different matter. He was the best wing three-quarter the School possessed; played fives and racquets like a professor, and only the day before had shared Tonys glory by winning the silver medal for fencing in the Aldershot competition.

The abilities of Charteris were more ordinary. He was a sound bat, and went in first for the Eleven, and played half for the Fifteen. As regards work, he might have been brilliant if he had chosen, but his energies were mainly devoted to the compilation of a monthly magazine (strictly unofficial) entitled The Glow Worm. This he edited, and for the most part wrote himself. It was a clever periodical, and rarely failed to bring him in at least ten shillings per number, after deducting the expenses which the College bookseller, who acted as sole agent, did his best to make as big as possible. Only a very few of the elect knew the identity of the editor, and they were bound to strict secrecy. On the day before the publication of each number, a notice was placed in the desk of the captain of each form, notifying him of what the morrow would bring forth, and asking him to pass it round the form. That was all. The School did the rest. The Glow Worm always sold well, principally because of the personal nature of its contents. If the average mortal is told that there is something about him in a paper, he will buy that paper at your own price.

Today he was giving his monthly tea in honour of the new number. Only contributors were invited, and the menu was always of the best. It was a Punch dinner, only more so, for these teas were celebrated with musical honours, and Charteris on the banjo was worth hearing. His rendering of extracts from the works of Messrs Gilbert and Sullivan was an intellectual treat.

When I take the chair at our harmonic club! he chanted, fixing the unconscious Welch with a fiery glance. Welch!

Yes.

If this is your idea of a harmonic club, it isnt mine. Put down that book, and try and be sociable.

One second, said Welch, burrowing still deeper.

Thats what you always say, said Charteris. Look here — Come in.

There had been a knock at the door as he was speaking. Tony entered, accompanied by Jim. They were regular attendants at these banquets, for between them they wrote most of what was left of the magazine when Charteris had done with it. There was only one other contributor, Jackson, of Dawsons House, and he came in a few minutes later. Welch was the athletics expert of the paper, and did most of the match reports.

Now were complete, said Charteris, as Jackson presented himself. Gentlemen — your seats. There are only four chairs, and we, as Wordsworth might have said, but didnt, are five. All right, Ill sit on the table. Welch, you worm, away with melancholy. Take away his book, somebody. Thats right. Who says what? Tea already made. Coffee published shortly. If anybody wants cocoa, Ive got some, only youll have to boil more water. I regret the absence of menu-cards, but as the entire feast is visible to the naked eye, our loss is immaterial. The offertory will be for the Church expenses fund. Biscuits, please.

I wish youd given this tea after next Saturday, Alderman, said Jim. Charteris was called the Alderman on account of his figure, which was inclined to stoutness, and his general capacity for consuming food.

Never put off till tomorrow — Why?

I simply must keep fit for the mile. Hows Welch to run, too, if he eats this sort of thing? He pointed to the well-spread board.

Yes, theres something in that, said Tony. Thank goodness, my little entertainments over. I think I will try one of those chocolate things. Thanks.

Welch is all right, said Jackson. He could win the hundred and the quarter on sausage-rolls. But think of the times.

And there, observed Charteris, there, my young friend, you have touched upon a sore subject. Before you came in I was administering a few wholesome words of censure to that miserable object on your right. What is a fifth of a second more or less that it should make a man insult his digestion as Welch does? Youll hardly credit it, but for the last three weeks or more I have been forced to look on a fellow-being refusing pastry and drinking beastly extracts of meat, all for the sake of winning a couple of races. It quite put me off my feed. Cake, please. Good robust slice. Thanks.

Its rather funny when you come to think of it, said Tony. Welch lives on Bovril for, a month, and then, just as he thinks hes going to score, a burglar with a sense of humour strolls into the Pav., carefully selects the only two cups he had a chance of winning, and so to bed.

Leaving Master J. G. Welch an awful example of what comes of training, said Jim. Welch, youre a rotter.

It isnt my fault, observed Welch, plaintively. You chaps seem to think Ive committed some sort of crime, just because a man I didnt know from Adam has bagged a cup or two.

It looks to me, said Charteris, as if Welch, thinking his chances of the quarter rather rocky, hired one of his low acquaintances to steal the cup for him.

Shouldnt wonder. Welch knows some jolly low characters in Stapleton.

Welch is a jolly low character himself, said Tony, judicially. I wonder you associate with him, Alderman.

Stand in loco parentis. Aunt of his asked me to keep an eye on him. Dear George is so wild, she said.

Before Welch could find words to refute this hideous slander, Tony cut in once more.

The only reason he doesnt drink gin and play billiards at the Blue Lion is that gin makes him ill and his best break at pills is six, including two flukes.

As a matter of fact, said Welch, changing the conversation with a jerk, I dont much care if the cups are stolen. One doesnt only run for the sake of the pot.

Charteris groaned. Oh, well, said he, if youre going to take the high moral standpoint, and descend to brazen platitudes like that, I give you up.

Its a rum thing about those pots, said Welch, meditatively.

Seems to me, Jim rejoined, the rum thing is that a man who considers the Pav. a safe place to keep a lot of valuable prizes in should be allowed at large. Why couldnt they keep them in the Board Room as they used to?

Thought it ud save trouble, I suppose. Save them carting the things over to the Pav. on Sports Day, hazarded Tony.

Saved the burglar a lot of trouble, I should say, observed Jackson, I could break into the Pav. myself in five minutes.

Good old Jackson, said Charteris, have a shot tonight. Ill hold the watch. Im doing a leader on the melancholy incident for next months Glow Worm. It appears that Master Reginald Robinson, a member of Mr Merevales celebrated boarding-establishment, was passing by the Pavilion at an early hour on the morning of the second of April — thats today — when his eye was attracted by an excavation or incision in one of the windows of that imposing edifice. His narrative appears on another page. Interviewed by a Glow Worm representative, Master Robinson, who is a fine, healthy, bronzed young Englishman of some thirteen summers, with a delightful, boyish flow of speech, not wholly free from a suspicion of cheek, gave it as his opinion that the outrage was the work of a burglar — a remarkable display of sagacity in one so young. A portrait of Master Robinson appears on another page.

Everything seems to appear on another page, said Jim. Am I to do the portrait?

I think it would be best. You can never trust a photo to caricature a person enough. Your facial H.B.s the thing.

Have you heard whether anything else was bagged besides the cups? asked Welch.

Not that I know of, said Jim.

Yes there was, said Jackson. It further appears that that lunatic, Adamson, had left some money in the pocket of his blazer, which he had left in the Pav. overnight. On enquiry it was found that the money had also left.

Adamson was in the same House as Jackson, and had talked of nothing else throughout the whole of lunch. He was an abnormally wealthy individual, however, and it was generally felt, though he himself thought otherwise, that he could afford to lose some of the surplus.

How much? asked Jim.

Two pounds.

At this Jim gave vent to the exclamation which Mr Barry Pain calls the Englishmans shortest prayer.

My dear sir, said Charteris. My very dear sir. We blush for you. Might I ask why you take the matter to heart so?

Jim hesitated.

Better have it out, Jim, said Tony. These chapsll keep it dark all right. And Jim entered once again upon the recital of his doings on the previous night.

So you see, he concluded, this two pound business makes it all the worse.

I dont see why, said Welch.

Well, you see, moneys a thing everybody wants, whereas cups wouldnt be any good to a fellow at school. So that I should find it much harder to prove that I didnt take the two pounds, than I should have done to prove that I didnt take the cups.

But theres no earthly need for you to prove anything, said Tony. Theres not the slightest chance of your being found out.

Exactly, observed Charteris. We will certainly respect your incog. if you wish it. Wild horses shall draw no evidence from us. It is, of course, very distressing, but what is man after all? Are we not as the beasts that perish, and is not our little life rounded by a sleep? Indeed, yes. And now — with full chorus, please.

We-e take him from the city or the plough.

We-e dress him up in uniform so ne-e-e-at.

And at the third line some plaster came down from the ceiling, and Merevale came up, and the meeting dispersed without the customary cheers.


7. BARRETT EXPLORES
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BARRETT STOOD AT the window of his study with his hands in his pockets, looking thoughtfully at the football field. Now and then he whistled. That was to show that he was very much at his ease. He whistled a popular melody of the day three times as slowly as its talented composer had originally intended it to be whistled, and in a strange minor key. Some people, when offended, invariably whistle in this manner, and these are just the people with whom, if you happen to share a study with them, it is rash to have differences of opinion. Reade, who was deep in a book — though not so deep as he would have liked the casual observer to fancy him to be — would have given much to stop Barretts musical experiments. To ask him to stop in so many words was, of course, impossible. Offended dignity must draw the line somewhere. That is one of the curious results of a polite education. When two gentlemen of Hoxton or the Borough have a misunderstanding, they address one another with even more freedom than is their usual custom. When one member of a public school falls out with another member, his politeness in dealing with him becomes so Chesterfieldian, that one cannot help being afraid that he will sustain a strain from which he will never recover.

After a time the tension became too much for Barrett. He picked up his cap and left the room. Reade continued to be absorbed in his book.

It was a splendid day outside, warm for April, and with just that freshness in the air which gets into the blood and makes Spring the best time of the whole year. Barrett had not the aesthetic soul to any appreciable extent, but he did know a fine day when he saw one, and even he realized that a day like this was not to be wasted in pottering about the School grounds watching the under thirteen hundred yards (trial heats) and the under fourteen broad jump, or doing occasional exercises in the gymnasium. It was a day for going far afield and not returning till lock-up. He had an object, too. Everything seemed to shout eggs at him, to remind him that he was an enthusiast on the subject and had a collection to which he ought to seize this excellent opportunity of adding. The only question was, where to go. The surrounding country was a Paradise for the naturalist who had no absurd scruples on the subject of trespassing. To the west, in the direction of Stapleton, the woods and hedges were thick with nests. But then, so they were to the east along the Badgwick road. He wavered, but a recollection that there was water in the Badgwick direction, and that he might with luck beard a water-wagtail in its lair, decided him. What is life without a water-wagtails egg? A mere mockery. He turned east.

Hullo, Barrett, where are you off to? Grey, of Praters House, intercepted him as he was passing.

Going to see if I can get some eggs. Are you coming?

Grey hesitated. He was a keen naturalist, too.

No, I dont think I will, thanks. Got an uncle coming down to see me.

Well, cut off before he comes.

No, hed be too sick. Besides, he added, ingenuously, theres a possible tip. Dont want to miss that. Im simply stony. Always am at end of term.

Oh, said Barrett, realizing that further argument would be thrown away. Well, so long, then.

So long. Hope you have luck.

Thanks. I say.

Well?

Roll-call, you know. If you dont see me anywhere about, you might answer my name.

All right. And if you find anything decent, you might remember me. You know pretty well what Ive got already.

Right, I will.

Magpies what I want particularly. Where are you going, by the way?

Thought of having a shot at old Venners woods. Im after a water-wagtail myself. Ought to be one or two in the Dingle.

Heaps, probably. But I should advise you to look out, you know. Venners awfully down on trespassing.

Yes, the bounder. But I dont think hell get me. One gets the knack of keeping fairly quiet with practice.

Hes got thousands of keepers.

Millions.

Dogs, too.

Dash his beastly dogs. I like dogs. Why are you such a croaker today, Grey?

Well, you know hes had two chaps sacked for going in his woods to my certain knowledge, Morton-Smith and Ainsworth. Thats only since Ive been at the Coll., too. Probably lots more before that.

Ainsworth was booked smoking there. Thats why he was sacked. And Venner caught Morton-Smith himself simply staggering under dead rabbits. They sack any chap for poaching.

Well, I dont see how youre going to show youve not been poaching. Besides, its miles out of bounds.

Grey, said Barrett, severely, Im surprised at you. Go away and meet your beastly uncle. Fancy talking about bounds at your time of life.

Well, dont forget me when youre hauling in the eggs.

Right you are. So long.

Barrett proceeded on his way, his last difficulty safely removed. He could rely on Grey not to bungle that matter of roll-call. Grey had been there before.

A long white ribbon of dusty road separated St Austins from the lodge gates of Badgwick Hall, the country seat of Sir Alfred Venner, M.P., also of 49A Lancaster Gate, London. Barrett walked rapidly for over half-an-hour before he came in sight of the great iron gates, flanked on the one side by a trim little lodge and green meadows, and on the other by woods of a darker green. Having got so far, he went on up the hill till at last he arrived at his destination. A small hedge, a sloping strip of green, and then the famous Dingle. I am loath to inflict any scenic rhapsodies on the reader, but really the Dingle deserves a line or two. It was the most beautiful spot in a country noted for its fine scenery. Dense woods were its chief feature. And by dense I mean well-supplied not only with trees (excellent things in themselves, but for the most part useless to the nest hunter), but also with a fascinating tangle of undergrowth, where every bush seemed to harbour eggs. All carefully preserved, too. That was the chief charm of the place. Since the sad episodes of Morton-Smith and Ainsworth, the School for the most part had looked askance at the Dingle. Once a select party from Dacres House, headed by Babington, who always got himself into hot water when possible, had ventured into the forbidden land, and had returned hurriedly later in the afternoon with every sign of exhaustion, hinting breathlessly at keepers, dogs, and a pursuit that had lasted fifty minutes without a check. Since then no one had been daring enough to brave the terrors so carefully prepared for them by Milord Sir Venner and his minions, and the proud owner of the Dingle walked his woods in solitary state. Occasionally he would personally conduct some favoured guest thither and show him the wonders of the place. But this was not a frequent occurrence. On still-less frequent occasions, there were large shooting parties in the Dingle. But, as a rule, the word was Keepers only. No others need apply.

A futile iron railing, some three feet in height, shut in the Dingle. Barrett jumped this lightly, and entered forthwith into Paradise. The place was full of nests. As Barrett took a step forward there was a sudden whirring of wings, and a bird rose from a bush close beside him. He went to inspect, and found a nest with seven eggs in it. Only a thrush, of course. As no one ever wants thrushes eggs the world is over-stocked with them. Still, it gave promise of good things to come. Barrett pushed on through the bushes and the promise was fulfilled. He came upon another nest. Five eggs this time, of a variety he was unable with his moderate knowledge to classify. At any rate, he had not got them in his collection. Nor, to the best of his belief, had Grey. He took one for each of them.

Now this was all very well, thought Barrett, but what he had come for was the ovular deposit of the water-wagtail. Through the trees he could see the silver gleam of the brook at the foot of the hill. The woods sloped down to the very edge. Then came the brook, widening out here into the size of a small river. Then woods again all up the side of the opposite hill. Barrett hurried down the slope.

He had put on flannels for this emergency. He was prepared to wade, to swim if necessary. He hoped that it would not be necessary, for in April water is generally inclined to be chilly. Of keepers he had up till now seen no sign. Once he had heard the distant bark of a dog. It seemed to come from far across the stream and he had not troubled about it.

In the midst of the bushes on the bank stood a tree. It was not tall compared to the other trees of the Dingle, but standing alone as it did amongst the undergrowth it attracted the eye at once. Barrett, looking at it, saw something which made him forget water-wagtails for the moment. In a fork in one of the upper branches was a nest, an enormous nest, roughly constructed of sticks. It was a very jerry-built residence, evidently run up for the season by some prudent bird who knew by experience that no nest could last through the winter, and so had declined to waste his time in useless decorative work. But what bird was it? No doubt there are experts to whom a wood-pigeons nest is something apart and distinct from the nest of the magpie, but to your unsophisticated amateur a nest that is large may be anything — rooks, magpies, pigeons, or great auks. To such an one the only true test lies in the eggs. Solvitur ambulando. Barrett laid the pill-boxes, containing the precious specimens he had found in the nest at the top of the hill, at the foot of the tree, and began to climb.

It was to be a day of surprises for him. When he had got half way up he found himself on a kind of ledge, which appeared to be a kind of junction at which the tree branched off into two parts. To the left was the nest, high up in its fork. To the right was another shoot. He realized at once, with keen disappointment, that it would be useless to go further. The branches were obviously not strong enough to bear his weight. He looked down, preparatory to commencing the descent, and to his astonishment found himself looking into a black cavern. In his eagerness to reach the nest he had not noticed before that the tree was hollow.

This made up for a great many things. His disappointment became less keen. Few things are more interesting than a hollow tree.

Wonder how deep it goes down, he said to himself. He broke off a piece of wood and dropped it down the hollow. It seemed to reach the ground uncommonly soon. He tried another piece. The sound of its fall came up to him almost simultaneously. Evidently the hole was not deep. He placed his hands on the edge, and let himself gently down into the darkness. His feet touched something solid almost immediately. As far as he could judge, the depth of the cavity was not more than five feet. Standing up at his full height he could just rest his chin on the edge.

He seemed to be standing on some sort of a floor, roughly made, but too regular to be the work of nature. Evidently someone had been here before. He bent down to make certain. There was more room to move about in than he suspected. A man sitting down would find it not uncomfortable.

He brushed his hand along the floor. Certainly it seemed to be constructed of boards. Then his hand hit something small and hard. He groped about until his fingers closed on it. It was — what was it? He could hardly make out for the moment. Suddenly, as he moved it, something inside it rattled. Now he knew what it was. It was the very thing he most needed, a box of matches.

The first match he struck promptly and naturally went out. No first match ever stays alight for more than three-fifths of a second. The second was more successful. The sudden light dazzled him for a moment. When his eyes had grown accustomed to it, the match went out. He lit a third, and this time he saw all round the little chamber. Great Scott, he said, the place is a regular poultry shop. All round the sides were hung pheasants and partridges in various stages of maturity. Here and there the fur of a rabbit or a hare showed up amongst the feathers. Barrett hit on the solution of the problem directly. He had been shown a similar collection once in a tree on his fathers land. The place was the headquarters of some poacher. Barrett was full of admiration for the ingenuity of the man in finding so safe a hiding-place.

He continued his search. In one angle of the tree was a piece of sacking. Barrett lifted it. He caught a glimpse of something bright, but before he could confirm the vague suspicion that flashed upon him, his match burnt down and lay smouldering on the floor. His hand trembled with excitement as he started to light another. It broke off in his hand. At last he succeeded. The light flashed up, and there beside the piece of sacking which had covered them were two cups. He recognized them instantly.

Jove, he gasped. The Sports pots! Now, how on earth—

At this moment something happened which took his attention away from his discovery with painful suddenness. From beneath him came the muffled whine of a dog. He listened, holding his breath. No, he was not mistaken. The dog whined again, and broke into an excited bark. Somebody at the foot of the tree began to speak.


8. BARRETT CEASES TO EXPLORE
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FETCHIMOUT! SAID THE voice, all in one word.

Nice cheery remark to make! thought Barrett. Hell have to do a good bit of digging before he fetches me out. Im a fixture for the present.

There was a sound of scratching as if the dog, in his eagerness to oblige, were trying to uproot the tree. Barrett, realizing that unless the keeper took it into his head to climb, which was unlikely, he was as safe as if he had been in his study at Philpotts, chuckled within himself, and listened intently.

What is it, then? said the keeper. Good dog, at em! Fetch him out, Jack.

Jack barked excitedly, and redoubled his efforts.

The sound of scratching proceeded.

R-r-r-ats-s-s! said the mendacious keeper. Jack had evidently paused for breath. Barrett began quite to sympathize with him. The thought that the animal was getting farther away from the object of his search with every ounce of earth he removed, tickled him hugely. He would have liked to have been able to see the operations, though. At present it was like listening to a conversation through a telephone. He could only guess at what was going on.

Then he heard somebody whistling The Lincolnshire Poacher, a strangely inappropriate air in the mouth of a keeper. The sound was too far away to be the work of Jacks owner, unless he had gone for a stroll since his last remark. No, it was another keeper. A new voice came up to him.

Ullo, Ned, whats the dog after?

Thinks es smelt a rabbit, seems to me.

Aint a rabbit hole ere.

Thinks there is, anyhow. Look at the pore beast!

They both laughed. Jack meanwhile, unaware that he was turning himself into an exhibition to make a keepers holiday, dug assiduously. Come away, Jack, said the first keeper at length. Aint nothin there. Ought to know that, clever dog like you.

There was a sound as if he had pulled Jack bodily from his hole.

Wait! Ere, Ned, whats that on the ground there? Barrett gasped. His pill-boxes had been discovered. Surely they would put two and two together now, and climb the tree after him.

Eggs. Two of em. Ow did they get ere, then?

Its one of them young devils from the School. Master says to me this morning, Look out, e says, Saunders, for them boys as come in ere after eggs, and frighten all the birds out of the dratted place. You keep your eyes open, Saunders, e says.

Well, if es still in the woods, well ave im safe.

If hes still in the woods! thought Barrett with a shiver.

After this there was silence. Barrett waited for what he thought was a quarter of an hour — it was really five minutes or less — then he peeped cautiously over the edge of his hiding-place. Yes, they had certainly gone, unless — horrible thought — they were waiting so close to the trunk of the tree as to be invisible from where he stood. He decided that the possibility must be risked. He was down on the ground in record time. Nothing happened. No hand shot out from its ambush to clutch him. He breathed more freely, and began to debate within himself which way to go. Up the hill it must be, of course, but should he go straight up, or to the left or to the right? He would have given much to know which way the keepers had gone, particularly he of the dog. They had separated, he knew. He began to reason the thing out. In the first place if they had separated, they must have gone different ways. It did not take him long to arrive at that conclusion. The odds, therefore, were that one had gone to the right up-stream, the other down-stream to the left. His knowledge of human nature told him that nobody would willingly walk up-hill if it was possible for him to walk on the flat. Therefore, assuming the two keepers to be human, they had gone along the valley. Therefore, his best plan would be to make straight for the top of the hill, as straight as he could steer, and risk it. Just as he was about to start, his eye caught the two pill-boxes, lying on the turf a few yards from where he had placed them.

May as well take what I can get, he thought. He placed them carefully in his pocket. As he did so a faint bark came to him on the breeze from down-stream. That must be friend Jack. He waited no longer, but dived into the bushes in the direction of the summit. He was congratulating himself on being out of danger — already he was more than half way up the hill — when suddenly he received a terrible shock. From the bushes to his left, not ten yards from where he stood, came the clear, sharp sound of a whistle. The sound was repeated, and this time an answer came from far out to his right. Before he could move another whistle joined in, again from the left, but farther off and higher up the hill than the first he had heard. He recalled what Grey had said about millions of keepers. The expression, he thought, had understated the true facts, if anything. He remembered the case of Babington. It was a moment for action. No guile could save him now. It must be a stern chase for the rest of the distance. He drew a breath, and was off like an arrow. The noise he made was appalling. No one in the wood could help hearing it.

Stop, there! shouted someone. The voice came from behind, a fact which he noted almost automatically and rejoiced at. He had a start at any rate.

Stop! shouted the voice once again. The whistle blew like a steam siren, and once more the other two answered it. They were all behind him now. Surely a man of the public schools in flannels and gymnasium shoes, and trained to the last ounce for just such a sprint as this, could beat a handful of keepers in their leggings and heavy boots. Barrett raced on. Close behind him a crashing in the undergrowth and the sound of heavy breathing told him that keeper number one was doing his best. To left and right similar sounds were to be heard. But Barrett had placed these competitors out of the running at once. The race was between him and the man behind.

Fifty yards of difficult country, bushes which caught his clothes as if they were trying to stop him in the interests of law and order, branches which lashed him across the face, and rabbit-holes half hidden in the bracken, and still he kept his lead. He was increasing it. He must win now. The man behind was panting in deep gasps, for the pace had been warm and he was not in training. Barrett cast a glance over his shoulder, and as he looked the keepers foot caught in a hole and he fell heavily. Barrett uttered a shout of triumph. Victory was his.

In front of him was a small hollow fringed with bushes. Collecting his strength he cleared these with a bound. Then another of the events of this eventful afternoon happened. Instead of the hard turf, his foot struck something soft, something which sat up suddenly with a yell. Barrett rolled down the slope and halfway up the other side like a shot rabbit. Dimly he recognized that he had jumped on to a human being. The figure did not wear the official velveteens. Therefore he had no business in the Dingle. And close behind thundered the keeper, now on his feet once more, dust on his clothes and wrath in his heart in equal proportions. Look out, man! shouted Barrett, as the injured person rose to his feet. Run! Cut, quick! Keeper! There was no time to say more. He ran. Another second and he was at the top, over the railing, and in the good, honest, public high-road again, safe. A hoarse shout of Got yer! from below told a harrowing tale of capture. The stranger had fallen into the hands of the enemy. Very cautiously Barrett left the road and crept to the railing again. It was a rash thing to do, but curiosity overcame him. He had to see, or, if that was impossible, to hear what had happened.

For a moment the only sound to be heard was the gasping of the keeper. After a few seconds a rapidly nearing series of crashes announced the arrival of the man from the right flank of the pursuing forces, while almost simultaneously his colleague on the left came up.

Barrett could see nothing, but it was easy to understand what was going on. Keeper number one was exhibiting his prisoner. His narrative, punctuated with gasps, was told mostly in hoarse whispers, and Barrett missed most of it.

Foot (gasp) rabbit-ole. More gasps. Up agen ... minute ... (indistinct mutterings) ... and (triumphantly) COTCHED IM!

Exclamations of approval from the other two. I assure you, said another voice. The prisoner was having his say. I assure you that I was doing no harm whatever in this wood. I....

Better tell that tale to Sir Alfred, cut in one of his captors.

Ell learn yer, said the keeper previously referred to as number one, vindictively. He was feeling shaken up with his run and his heavy fall, and his temper was proportionately short.

I swear Ive heard that voice before somewhere, thought Barrett. Wonder if its a Coll. chap.

Keeper number one added something here, which was inaudible to Barrett.

I tell you Im not a poacher, said the prisoner, indignantly. And I object to your language. I tell you I was lying here doing nothing and some fool or other came and jumped on me. I....

The rest was inaudible. But Barrett had heard enough.

I knew Id heard that voice before. Plunkett, by Jove! Golly, what is the world coming to, when heads of Houses and School-prefects go on the poach! Fancy! Plunkett of all people, too! This is a knock-out, Im hanged if it isnt.

From below came the sound of movement. The keepers were going down the hill again. To Barretts guilty conscience it seemed that they were coming up. He turned and fled.

The hedge separating Sir Alfred Venners land from the road was not a high one, though the drop the other side was considerable. Barrett had not reckoned on this. He leapt the hedge, and staggered across the road. At the same moment a grey-clad cyclist, who was pedalling in a leisurely manner in the direction of the School, arrived at the spot. A collision seemed imminent, but the stranger in a perfectly composed manner, as if he had suddenly made up his mind to take a sharp turning, rode his machine up the bank, whence he fell with easy grace to the road, just in time to act as a cushion for Barrett. The two lay there in a tangled heap. Barrett was the first to rise.


9. ENTER THE SLEUTH-HOUND
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IM AWFULLY SORRY, he said, disentangling himself carefully from the heap. I hope youre not hurt.

The man did not reply for a moment. He appeared to be laying the question before himself as an impartial judge, as who should say: Now tell me candidly, are you hurt? Speak freely and without bias.

No, he said at last, feeling his left leg as if he were not absolutely easy in his mind about that, no, not hurt, thank you. Not much, that is, he added with the air of one who thinks it best to qualify too positive a statement. Left leg. Shin. Slight bruise. Nothing to signify.

It was a rotten thing to do, jumping over into the road like that, said Barrett. Didnt remember thered be such a big drop.

My fault in a way, said the man. Riding wrong side of road. Out for a run?

More or less.

Excellent thing.

Yes.

It occurred to Barrett that it was only due to the man on whom he had been rolling to tell him the true facts of the case. Besides, it might do something towards removing the impression which must, he felt, be forming in the strangers mind that he was mad.

You see, he said, in a burst of confidence, it was rather a close thing. There were some keepers after me.

Ah! said the man. Thought so. Trespassing?

Yes.

Ah. Keepers dont like trespassers. Curious thing — dont know if it ever occurred to you — if there were no trespassers, there would be no need for keepers. To their interest, then, to encourage trespassers. But do they?

Barrett admitted that they did not very conspicuously.

No. Same with all professions. Not poaching, I suppose?

Rather not. I was after eggs. By Jove, that reminds me. He felt in his pocket for the pill-boxes. Could they have survived the stormy times through which they had been passing? He heaved a sigh of relief as he saw that the eggs were uninjured. He was so intent on examining them that he missed the strangers next remark.

Sorry. What? I didnt hear.

Asked if I was going right for St Austins School.

College! said Barrett with a convulsive shudder. The most deadly error mortal man can make, with the exception of calling a school a college, is to call a college a school.

College! said the man. Is this the road?

Yes. You cant miss it. Im going there myself. Its only about a mile.

Ah, said the man, with a touch of satisfaction in his voice. Going there yourself, are you? Perhaps youre one of the scholars?

Not much, said Barrett, ask our form-beak if Im a scholar. Oh. I see. Yes, Im there all right.

Barrett was a little puzzled as to how to class his companion. No old public school man would talk of scholars. And yet he was emphatically not a bargee. Barrett set him down as a sort of superior tourist, a Henry as opposed to an Arry.

Been bit of a disturbance there, hasnt there? Cricket pavilion. Cups.

Rather. But how on earth—

How on earth did I get to hear of it, you were going to say. Well, no need to conceal anything. Fact is, down here to look into the matter. Detective. Name, Roberts, Scotland Yard. Now we know each other, and if you can tell me one or two things about this burglary, it would be a great help to me, and I should be very much obliged.

Barrett had heard that a detective was coming down to look into the affair of the cups. His position was rather a difficult one. In a sense it was simple enough. He had found the cups. He could (keepers permitting) go and fetch them now, and there would — No. There would not be an end of the matter. It would be very pleasant, exceedingly pleasant, to go to the Headmaster and the detective, and present the cups to them with a Bless you, my children air. The Headmaster would say, Barrett, youre a marvel. How can I thank you sufficiently? while the detective would observe that he had been in the profession over twenty years, but never had he seen so remarkable an exhibition of sagacity and acumen as this. That, at least, was what ought to take place. But Barretts experience of life, short as it was, had taught him the difference between the ideal and the real. The real, he suspected, would in this case be painful. Certain facts would come to light. When had he found the cups? About four in the afternoon? Oh. Roll-call took place at four in the afternoon. How came it that he was not at roll-call? Furthermore, how came it that he was marked on the list as having answered his name at that ceremony? Where had he found the cups? In a hollow tree? Just so. Where was the hollow tree? In Sir Alfred Venners woods. Did he know that Sir Alfred Venners woods were out of bounds? Did he know that, in consequence of complaints from Sir Alfred Venner, Sir Alfred Venners woods were more out of bounds than any other out of bounds woods in the entire county that did not belong to Sir Alfred Venner? He did? Ah! No, the word for his guidance in this emergency, he felt instinctively, was mum. Time might provide him with a solution. He might, for instance, abstract the cups secretly from their resting-place, place them in the middle of the football field, and find them there dramatically after morning school. Or he might reveal his secret from the carriage window as his train moved out of the station on the first day of the holidays. There was certain to be some way out of the difficulty. But for the present, silence.

He answered his companions questions freely, however. Of the actual burglary he knew no more than any other member of the School, considerably less, indeed, than Jim Thomson, of Merevales, at present staggering under the weight of a secret even more gigantic than Barretts own. In return for his information he extracted sundry reminiscences. The scar on the detectives cheekbone, barely visible now, was the mark of a bullet, which a certain burglar, named, singularly enough, Roberts, had fired at him from a distance of five yards. The gentleman in question, who, the detective hastened to inform Barrett, was no relation of his, though owning the same name, happened to be a poor marksman and only scored a bad outer, assuming the detectives face to have been the bull. He also turned up his cuff to show a larger scar. This was another testimonial from the burglar world. A Kensington practitioner had had the bad taste to bite off a piece of that part of the detective. In short, Barrett enlarged his knowledge of the seamy side of things considerably in the mile of road which had to be traversed before St Austins appeared in sight. The two parted at the big gates, Barrett going in the direction of Philpotts, the detective wheeling his machine towards the porters lodge.

Barretts condition when he turned in at Philpotts door was critical. He was so inflated with news that any attempt to keep it in might have serious results. Certainly he could not sleep that night in such a bomb-like state.

It was thus that he broke in upon Reade. Reade had passed an absurdly useless afternoon. He had not stirred from the study. For all that it would have mattered to him, it might have been raining hard the whole afternoon, instead of being, as it had been, the finest afternoon of the whole term. In a word, and not to put too fine a point on the matter, he had been frousting, and consequently was feeling dull and sleepy, and generally under-vitalized and futile. Barrett entered the study with a rush, and was carried away by excitement to such an extent that he addressed Reade as if the deadly feud between them not only did not exist, but never had existed.

I say, Reade. Heave that beastly book away. My aunt, I have had an afternoon of it.

Oh? said Reade, politely, where did you go?

After eggs in the Dingle.

Reade was fairly startled out of his dignified reserve. For the first time since they had had their little difference, he addressed Barrett in a sensible manner.

You idiot! he said.

Dont see it. The Dingles just the place to spend a happy day. Like Rosherville. Jove, its worth going there. You should see the birds. Place is black with em.

How about keepers? See any?

Did I not! Three of them chased me like good uns all over the place.

You got away all right, though.

Only just. I say, do you know what happened? You know that rotter Plunkett. Used to be a day boy. Head of Wards now. Wears specs.

Yes?

Well, just as I was almost out of the wood, I jumped a bush and landed right on top of him. The man was asleep or something. Fancy choosing the Dingle of all places to sleep in, where you cant go a couple of yards without running into a keeper! He hadnt even the sense to run. I yelled to him to look out, and then I hooked it myself. And then the nearest keeper, whod just come down a buster over a rabbit-hole, sailed in and had him. I couldnt do anything, of course.

Jove, therell be a fair-sized row about this. The Old Mans on to trespassing like tar. I say, think Plunkettll say anything about you being there too?

Shouldnt think so. For one thing I dont think he recognized me. Probably doesnt know me by sight, and he was fast asleep, too. No, I fancy Im all right.

Well, it was a jolly narrow shave. Anything else happen?

Anything else! Just a bit. Thats to say, no, nothing much else. No.

Now then, said Reade, briskly. None of your beastly mysteries. Out with it.

Look here, swear youll keep it dark?

Of course I will.

On your word of honour?

If you think— began Reade in an offended voice.

No, its all right. Dont get shirty. The thing is, though, its so frightfully important to keep it dark.

Well? Buck up.

Well, you neednt believe me, of course, but Ive found the pots.

Reade gasped.

What! he cried. The pot for the quarter?

And the one for the hundred yards. Both of them. Its a fact.

But where? How? What have you done with them?

Barrett unfolded his tale concisely.

You see, he concluded, what a hole Im in. I cant tell the Old Man anything about it, or I get booked for cutting roll-call, and going out of bounds. And then, while Im waiting and wondering what to do, and all that, the thief, whoever he is, will most likely go off with the pots. What do you think I ought to do?

Reade perpended.

Well, he said, all you can do is to lie low and trust to luck, as far as I can see. Besides, theres one consolation. This Plunkett businessll make every keeper in the Dingle twice as keen after trespassers. So the pot man wont get a chance of getting the things away.

Yes, theres something in that, admitted Barrett.

Its all you can do, said Reade.

Yes. Unless I wrote an anonymous letter to the Old Man explaining things. How would that do?

Do for you, probably. Anonymous letters always get traced to the person who wrote them. Or pretty nearly always. No, you simply lie low.

Right, said Barrett, I will.

The process of concealing ones superior knowledge is very irritating. So irritating, indeed, that very few people do it. Barrett, however, was obliged to by necessity. He had a good chance of displaying his abilities in that direction when he met Grey the next morning.

Hullo, said Grey, have a good time yesterday?

Not bad. Ive got an egg for you.

Good man. What sort?

Hanged if I know. I know you havent got it, though.

Thanks awfully. See anything of the million keepers?

Heard them oftener than I saw them.

They didnt book you?

Rather fancy one of them saw me, but I got away all right.

Find the place pretty lively?

Pretty fair.

Stay there long?

Not very.

No. Thought you wouldnt. What do you say to a small ice? Theres time before school.

Thanks. Are you flush?

Flush isnt the word for it. Im a plutocrat.

Uncle came out fairly strong then?

Rather. To the tune of one sovereign, cash. Hes a jolly good sort, my uncle.

So it seems, said Barrett.

The meeting then adjourned to the School shop, Barrett enjoying his ice all the more for the thought that his secret still was a secret. A thing which it would in all probability have ceased to be, had he been rash enough to confide it to K. St H. Grey, who, whatever his other merits, was very far from being the safest sort of confidant. His usual practice was to speak first, and to think, if at all, afterwards.


10. MR THOMPSON INVESTIGATES
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THE PAVILION BURGLARY was discussed in other places besides Charteris study. In the Masters Common Room the matter came in for its full share of comment. The masters were, as at most schools, divided into the athletic and non-athletic, and it was for the former class that the matter possessed most interest. If it had been that apple of the College Librarys eye, the original MS. of St Austins private diary, or even that lesser treasure, the black-letter Eucalyptides, that had disappeared, the elder portion of the staff would have had a great deal to say upon the subject. But, apart from the excitement caused by the strangeness of such an occurrence, the theft of a couple of Sports prizes had little interest for them.

On the border-line between these two castes came Mr Thompson, the Master of the Sixth Form, spelt with a p and no relation to the genial James or the amiable Allen, with the former of whom, indeed, he was on very indifferent terms of friendship. Mr Thompson, though an excellent classic, had no knowledge of the inwardness of the Human Boy. He expected every member of his form not only to be earnest — which very few members of a Sixth Form are — but also to communicate his innermost thoughts to him. His aim was to be their confidant, the wise friend to whom they were to bring their troubles and come for advice. He was, in fact, poor man, the good young master. Now, it is generally the case at school that troubles are things to be worried through alone, and any attempt at interference is usually resented. Mr Thompson had asked Jim to tea, and, while in the very act of passing him the muffins, had embarked on a sort of unofficial sermon, winding up by inviting confidences. Jim had naturally been first flippant, and then rude, and relations had been strained ever since.

It must have been a professional, alleged Perkins, the master of the Upper Fourth. If it hadnt been for the fact of the money having been stolen as well as the cups, I should have put it down to one of our fellows.

My dear Perkins, expostulated Merevale.

My dear Merevale, my entire form is capable of any crime except the theft of money. A boy might have taken the cups for a joke, or just for the excitement of the thing, meaning to return them in time for the Sports. But the two pounds knocks that on the head. It must have been a professional.

I always said that the Pavilion was a very unsafe place in which to keep anything of value, said Mr Thompson.

You were profoundly right, Thompson, replied Perkins. You deserve a diploma.

This business is rather in your line, Thompson, said Merevale. You must bring your powers to bear on the subject, and scent out the criminal.

Mr Thompson took a keen pride in his powers of observation. He would frequently observe, like the lamented Sherlock Holmes, the vital necessity of taking notice of trifles. The daily life of a Sixth Form master at a big public school does not afford much scope for the practice of the detective art, but Mr Thompson had once detected a piece of cribbing, when correcting some Latin proses for the master of the Lower Third, solely by the exercise of his powers of observation, and he had never forgotten it. He burned to add another scalp to his collection, and this Pavilion burglary seemed peculiarly suited to his talents. He had given the matter his attention, and, as far as he could see, everything pointed to the fact that skilled hands had been at work.

From eleven until half-past twelve that day, the Sixth were doing an unseen examination under the eye of the Headmaster, and Mr Thompson was consequently off duty. He took advantage of this to stroll down to the Pavilion and make a personal inspection of the first room, from which what were left of the prizes had long been removed to a place of safety.

He was making his way to the place where the ground-man was usually to be found, with a view to obtaining the keys, when he noticed that the door was already open, and on going thither he came upon Biffen, the ground-man, in earnest conversation with a stranger.

Morning, sir, said the ground-man. He was on speaking terms with most of the masters and all the boys. Then, to his companion, This is Mr Thompson, one of our masters.

Morning, sir, said the latter. Weather keeps up. I am Inspector Roberts, Scotland Yard. But I think were in for rain soon. Yes. Fraid so. Been asked to look into this business, Mr Thompson. Queer business.

Very. Might I ask — I am very interested in this kind of thing — whether you have arrived at any conclusions yet?

The detective eyed him thoughtfully, as if he were hunting for the answer to a riddle.

No. Not yet. Nothing definite.

I presume you take it for granted it was the work of a professional burglar.

No. No. Take nothing for granted. Great mistake. Prejudices one way or other great mistake. But, I think, yes, I think it was probably — almost certainly — not done by a professional.

Mr Thompson looked rather blank at this. It shook his confidence in his powers of deduction.

But, he expostulated. Surely no one but a practised burglar would have taken a pane of glass out so — ah — neatly?

Inspector Roberts rubbed a finger thoughtfully round the place where the glass had been. Then he withdrew it, and showed a small cut from which the blood was beginning to drip.

Do you notice anything peculiar about that cut? he enquired.

Mr Thompson did not. Nor did the ground-man.

Look carefully. Now do you see? No? Well, its not a clean cut. Ragged. Very ragged. Now if a professional had cut that pane out he wouldnt have left it jagged like that. No. He would have used a diamond. Done the job neatly.

This destroyed another of Mr Thompsons premises. He had taken it for granted that a diamond had been used.

Oh! he said, was that pane not cut by a diamond; what did the burglar use, then?

No. No diamond. Diamond would have left smooth surface. Smooth as a razor edge. This is like a saw. Amateurish work. Cant say for certain, but probably done with a chisel.

With a chisel? Surely not.

Yes. Probably with a chisel. Probably the man knocked the pane out with one blow, then removed all the glass so as to make it look like the work of an old hand. Very good idea, but amateurish. I am told that three cups have been taken. Could you tell me how long they had been in the Pavilion?

Mr Thompson considered.

Well, he said. Of course its difficult to remember exactly, but I think they were placed there soon after one oclock the day before yesterday.

Ah! And the robbery took place yesterday in the early morning, or the night before?

Yes.

Is the Pavilion the usual place to keep the prizes for the Sports?

No, it is not. They were only put there temporarily. The Board Room, where they are usually kept, and which is in the main buildings of the School, happened to be needed until the next day. Most of us were very much against leaving them in the Pavilion, but it was thought that no harm could come to them if they were removed next day.

But they were removed that night, which made a great difference, said Mr Roberts, chuckling at his mild joke. I see. Then I suppose none outside the School knew that they were not in their proper place?

I imagine not.

Just so. Knocks the idea of professional work on the head. None of the regular trade can have known this room held so much silver for one night. No regular would look twice at a cricket pavilion under ordinary circumstances. Therefore, it must have been somebody who had something to do with the School. One of the boys, perhaps.

Really, I do not think that probable.

You cant tell. Never does to form hasty conclusions. Boy might have done it for many reasons. Some boys would have done it for the sake of the excitement. That, perhaps, is the least possible explanation. But you get boy kleptomaniacs just as much in proportion as grown-up kleptomaniacs. I knew a man. Had a son. Couldnt keep him away from anything valuable. Had to take him away in a hurry from three schools, good schools, too.

Really? What became of him? He did not come to us, I suppose?

No. Somebody advised the father to send him to one of those North-Country schools where they flog. Great success. Stole some money. Got flogged, instead of expelled. Did it again with same result. Gradually got tired of it. Reformed character now.... I dont say it is a boy, mind you. Most probably not. Only say it may be.

All the while he was talking, his eyes were moving restlessly round the room. He came to the window through which Jim had effected his entrance, and paused before the broken pane.

I suppose he tried that window first, before going round to the other? hazarded Mr Thompson.

Yes. Most probably. Broke it, and then remembered that anyone at the windows of the boarding Houses might see him, so left his job half done, and shifted his point of action. I think so. Yes.

He moved on again till he came to the other window. Then he gave vent to an excited exclamation, and picked up a piece of caked mud from the sill as carefully as if it were some fragile treasure.

Now, see this, he said. This was wet when the robbery was done. The man brought it in with him. On his boot. Left it on the sill as he climbed in. Got out in a hurry, startled by something — you can see he was startled and left in a hurry from the different values of the cups he took — and as he was going, put his hand on this. Left a clear impression. Good as plaster of Paris very nearly.

Mr Thompson looked at the piece of mud, and there, sure enough, was the distinct imprint of the palm of a hand. He could see the larger of the lines quite clearly, and under a magnifying-glass there was no doubt that more could be revealed.

He drew in a long breath of satisfaction and excitement.

Yes, said the detective. That piece of mud couldnt prove anything by itself, but bring it up at the end of a long string of evidence, and if it fits your man, it convicts him as much as a snap-shot photograph would. Morning, sir. I must be going. And he retired, carrying the piece of mud in his hand, leaving Mr Thompson in the full grip of the detective-fever, hunting with might and main for more clues.

After some time, however, he was reluctantly compelled to give up the search, for the bell rang for dinner, and he always lunched, as did many of the masters, in the Great Hall. During the course of the meal he exercised his brains without pause in the effort to discover a fitting suspect. Did he know of any victim of kleptomania in the School? No, he was sorry to say he did not. Was anybody in urgent need of money? He could not say. Very probably yes, but he had no means of knowing.

After lunch he went back to the Common Room. There was a letter lying on the table. He picked it up. It was addressed to J. Thomson, St Austins. Now Mr Thompsons Christian name was John. He did not notice the omission of the p until he had opened the envelope and caught a glimpse of the contents. The letter was so short that only a glimpse was needed, and it was not till he had read the whole that he realized that it was somebody elses letter that he had opened.

This was the letter:

Dear Jim — Frantic haste. Can you let me have that two pounds directly you come back? Beg, borrow, or steal it. I simply must have it. — Yours ever,

Allen.


11. THE SPORTS
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SPORTS WEATHER AT St Austins was as a rule a quaint but unpleasant solution of mud, hail, and iced rain. These were taken as a matter of course, and the School counted it as something gained when they were spared the usual cutting east wind.

This year, however, occurred that invaluable exception which is so useful in proving rules. There was no gale, only a gentle breeze. The sun was positively shining, and there was a general freshness in the air which would have made a cripple cast away his crutches, and, after backing himself heavily both ways, enter for the Strangers Hundred Yards.

Jim had wandered off alone. He was feeling too nervous at the thought of the coming mile and all it meant to him to move in society for the present. Charteris, Welch, and Tony, going out shortly before lunch to inspect the track, found him already on the spot, and in a very low state of mind.

Hullo, you chaps, he said dejectedly, as they came up.

Hullo.

Our James is preoccupied, said Charteris. Why this jaundiced air, Jim? Look at our other Thompson over there.

Our other Thompson was at that moment engaged in conversation with the Headmaster at the opposite side of the field.

Look at him, said Charteris, prattling away as merrily as a little che-ild to the Old Man. You should take a lesson from him.

Look here, I say, said Jim, after a pause, I believe theres something jolly queer up between Thompson and the Old Man, and I believe its about me.

What on earth makes you think that? asked Welch.

Its his evil conscience, said Charteris. No one who hadnt committed the awful crime that Jim has, could pay the least attention to anything Thompson said. What does our friend Thucydides remark on the subject? — 

Conscia mens recti, nec si sinit esse dolorem

Sed revocare gradum.

Very well then.

But why should you think anythings up? asked Tony.

Perhaps nothing is, but its jolly fishy. You see Thompson and the Old Un pacing along there? Well, theyve been going like that for about twenty minutes. Ive been watching them.

But you cant tell theyre talking about you, you rotter, said Tony. For all you know they may be discussing the exams.

Or why the sea is boiling hot, and whether pigs have wings, put in Charteris.

Or anything, added Welch profoundly.

Well, all I know is that Thompsons been doing all the talking, and the Old Mans been getting more and more riled.

Probably Thompsons been demanding a rise of screw or asking for a small loan or something, said Charteris. How long have you been watching them?

About twenty minutes.

From here?

Yes.

Why didnt you go and join them? Theres nothing like tact. If you were to go and ask the Old Man why the whale wailed or something after that style it ud buck him up like a tonic. I wish you would. And then you could tell him to tell you all about it and see if you couldnt do something to smooth the wrinkles from his careworn brow and let the sunshine of happiness into his heart. Hed like it awfully.

Would he! said Jim grimly. Well, I got the chance just now. Thompson said something to him, and he spun round, saw me, and shouted Thomson. I went up and capped him, and he was starting to say something when he seemed to change his mind, and instead of confessing everything, he took me by the arm, and said, No, no, Thomson. Go away. Its nothing. I will send for you later.

And did you knock him down? asked Charteris.

What happened? said Welch.

He gave me a shove as if he were putting the weight, and said again, Its no matter. Go away, Thomson, now. So I went.

And youve kept an eye on him ever since? said Charteris. Didnt he seem at all restive?

I dont think he noticed me. Thompson had the floor and he was pretty well full up listening to him.

I suppose you dont know what its all about? asked Tony.

Must be this Pavilion business.

Now, my dear, sweet cherub, said Charteris, dont you go and make an utter idiot of yourself and think youre found out and all that sort of thing. Even if they suspect you theyve got to prove it. Theres no sense in your giving them a helping hand in the business. What youve got to do is to look normal. Dont overdo it or youll look like a swashbuckler, and thatll be worse than underdoing it. Cant you make yourself look less like a convicted forger? For my sake?

You really do look a bit off it, said Welch critically. As if you were sickening for the flu., or something. Doesnt he, Tony?

Rather! said that expert in symptoms. You simply must buck up, Jim, or Drakell walk away from you.

Its disappointing, said Charteris, to find a chap who can crack a crib as neatly as you can doubling up like this. Think how Charles Peace would have behaved under the circs. Dont disgrace him, poor man.

Besides, said Jim, with an attempt at optimism, it isnt as if Id actually done anything, is it?

Just so, said Charteris, thats what Ive been trying to get you to see all along. Keep that fact steadily before you, and youll be all right.

There goes the lunch-bell, said Tony. You can always tell Merevales bell in a crowd. William rings it as if he was doing it for his health.

William, also known in criminal circles as the Moke, was the gentleman who served the House — in a perpetual grin and a suit of livery four sizes too large for him — as a sort of butler.

Hes an artist, agreed Charteris, as he listened to the performance. Does it as if he enjoyed it, doesnt he? Well, if we dont want to spoil Merevales appetite by coming in at half-time, we might be moving. They moved accordingly.

The Sports were to begin at two oclock with a series of hundred-yards races, which commenced with the under twelve (Cameron of Praters a warm man for this, said those who had means of knowing), and culminated at about a quarter past with the open event, for which Welch was a certainty. By a quarter to the hour the places round the ropes were filled, and more visitors were constantly streaming in at the two entrances to the School grounds, while in the centre of the ring the band of the local police force — the military being unavailable owing to exigencies of distance — were seating themselves with the grim determination of those who know that they are going to play the soldiers chorus out of Faust. The band at the Sports had played the soldiers chorus out of Faust every year for decades past, and will in all probability play it for decades to come.

The Sports at St Austins were always looked forward to by everyone with the keenest interest, and when the day arrived, were as regularly voted slow. In all school sports there are too many foregone conclusions. In the present instance everybody knew, and none better than the competitors themselves, that Welch would win the quarter and hundred. The high jump was an equal certainty for a boy named Reece in Hallidays House. Jackson, unless he were quite out of form, would win the long jump, and the majority of the other events had already been decided. The gem of the afternoon would be the mile, for not even the shrewdest judge of form could say whether Jim would beat Drake, or Drake Jim. Both had done equally good times in practice, and both were known to be in the best of training. The adherents of Jim pointed to the fact that he had won the half off Drake — by a narrow margin, true, but still he had won it. The other side argued that a half-mile is no criterion for a mile, and that if Drake had timed his sprint better he would probably have won, for he had finished up far more strongly than his opponent. And so on the subject of the mile, public opinion was for once divided.

The field was nearly full by this time. The only clear space outside the ropes was where the Headmaster stood to greet and talk about the weather to such parents and guardians and other celebrities as might pass. This habit of his did not greatly affect the unattached members of the School, those whose parents lived in distant parts of the world and were not present on Sports Day, but to St Jones Brown (for instance) of the Lower Third, towing Mr Brown, senior, round the ring, it was a nervous ordeal to have to stand by while his father and the Head exchanged polite commonplaces. He could not help feeling that there was just a chance (horrible thought) that the Head, searching for something to say, might seize upon that little matter of broken bounds or shaky examination papers as a subject for discussion. He was generally obliged, when the interview was over, to conduct his parent to the shop by way of pulling his system together again, the latter, of course, paying.

At intervals round the ropes Old Austinian number one was meeting Old Austinian number two (whom he emphatically detested, and had hoped to avoid), and was conversing with him in a nervous manner, the clearness of his replies being greatly handicapped by a feeling, which grew with the minutes, that he would never be able to get rid of him and go in search of Old Austinian number three, his bosom friend.

At other intervals, present Austinians of tender years were manoeuvring half-companies of sisters, aunts, and mothers, and trying without much success to pretend that they did not belong to them. A pretence which came down heavily when one of the aunts addressed them as Willie or Phil, and wanted to know audibly if that boy who had just passed (the one person in the School whom they happened to hate and despise) was their best friend. It was a little trying, too, to have to explain in the middle of a crowd that the reason why you were not running in that race (the under thirteen hundred, by Jove, which ought to have been a gift to you, only, etc.) was because you had been ignominiously knocked out in the trial heats.

In short, the afternoon wore on. Welch won the hundred by two yards and the quarter by twenty, and the other events fell in nearly every case to the favourite. The hurdles created something of a surprise — Jackson, who ought to have won, coming down over the last hurdle but two, thereby enabling Dallas to pull off an unexpected victory by a couple of yards. Vaughans enthusiastic watch made the time a little under sixteen seconds, but the official timekeeper had other views. There were no instances of the timid new boy, at whom previously the world had scoffed, walking away with the most important race of the day.

And then the spectators were roused from a state of coma by the sound of the bell ringing for the mile. Old Austinian number one gratefully seized the opportunity to escape from Old Austinian number two, and lose himself in the crowd. Young Pounceby-Green with equal gratitude left his father talking to the Head, and shot off without ceremony to get a good place at the ropes. In fact, there was a general stir of anticipation, and all round the ring paterfamilias was asking his son and heir which was Drake and which Thomson, and settling his glasses more firmly on the bridge of his nose.

The staff of The Glow Worm conducted Jim to the starting-place, and did their best to relieve his obvious nervousness with light conversation.

Eh, old chap? said Jim. He had been saying Eh? to everything throughout the afternoon.

I said, Is my hat on straight, and does it suit the colour of my eyes? said Charteris.

Oh, yes. Yes, rather. Ripping, in a far-off voice.

And have you a theory of the Universe?

Eh, old chap?

I said, Did you want your legs rubbed before you start? I believe its an excellent specific for the gout.

Gout? What? No, I dont think so, thanks.

And youll write to us sometimes, Jim, and give my love to little Henry, and always wear flannel next your skin, my dear boy? said Charteris.

This seemed to strike even Jim as irrelevant.

Do shut up for goodness sake, Alderman, he said irritably. Why cant you go and rag somebody else?

My place is by your side. Go, my son, or else theyll be starting without you. Give us your blazer. And take my tip, the tip of an old runner, and dont pocket your opponents ball in your own twenty-five. And come back victorious, or on the shields of your soldiers. All right, sir (to the starter), hes just making his will. Good-bye Jim. Buck up, or Ill lynch you after the race.

Jim answered by muffling him in his blazer, and walking to the line. There were six competitors in all, each of whom owned a name ranking alphabetically higher than Thomson. Jim, therefore, had the outside berth. Drake had the one next to the inside, which fell to Adamson, the victim of the lost two pounds episode.

Both Drake and Jim got off well at the sound of the pistol, and the pace was warm from the start. Jim evidently had his eye on the inside berth, and, after half a lap had been completed, he got it, Drake falling back. Jim continued to make the running, and led at the end of the first lap by about five yards. Then came Adamson, followed by a batch of three, and finally Drake, taking things exceedingly coolly, a couple of yards behind them. The distance separating him from Jim was little over a dozen yards. A roar of applause greeted the runners as they started on the second lap, and it was significant that while Jims supporters shouted, Well run, those of Drake were fain to substitute advice for approval, and cry Go it. Drake, however, had not the least intention of going it in the generally accepted meaning of the phrase. A yard or two to the rear meant nothing in the first lap, and he was running quite well enough to satisfy himself, with a nice, springy stride, which he hoped would begin to tell soon.

With the end of the second lap the real business of the race began, for the survival of the fittest had resulted in eliminations and changes of order. Jim still led, but now by only eight or nine yards. Drake had come up to second, and Adamson had dropped to a bad third. Two of the runners had given the race up, and retired, and the last man was a long way behind, and, to all practical purposes, out of the running. There were only three laps, and, as the last lap began, the pace quickened, fast as it had been before. Jim was exerting every particle of his strength. He was not a runner who depended overmuch on his final dash. He hoped to gain so much ground before Drake made his sprint as to neutralize it when it came. Adamson he did not fear.

And now they were in the last two hundred yards, Jim by this time some thirty yards ahead, but in great straits. Drake had quickened his pace, and gained slowly on him. As they rounded the corner and came into the straight, the cheers were redoubled. It was a great race. Then, fifty yards from the tape, Drake began his final sprint. If he had saved himself before, he made up for it now. The gap dwindled and dwindled. Neither could improve his pace. It was a question whether there was enough of the race left for Drake to catch his man, or whether he had once more left his sprint till too late. Jim could hear the roars of the spectators, and the frenzied appeals of Merevales House to him to sprint, but he was already doing his utmost. Everything seemed black to him, a black, surging mist, and in its centre a thin white line, the tape. Could he reach it before Drake? Or would he collapse before he reached it? There were only five more yards to go now, and still he led. Four. Three. Two. Then something white swept past him on the right, the white line quivered, snapped, and vanished, and he pitched blindly forward on to the turf at the track-side. Drake had won by a foot.


12. AN INTERESTING INTERVIEW
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FOR THE REST of the afternoon Jim had a wretched time. To be beaten after such a race by a foot, and to be beaten by a foot when victory would have cut the Gordian knot of his difficulties once and for all, was enough to embitter anybodys existence. He found it hard to accept the well-meant condolences of casual acquaintances, and still harder to do the right thing and congratulate Drake on his victory, a refinement of self-torture which is by custom expected of the vanquished in every branch of work or sport. But he managed it somehow, and he also managed to appear reasonably gratified when he went up to take his prize for the half-mile. Tony and the others, who knew what his defeat meant to him, kept out of his way, for which he was grateful. After lock-up, however, it was a different matter, but by that time he was more ready for society. Even now there might be some way out of the difficulty. He asked Tonys advice on the subject. Tony was perplexed. The situation was beyond his grip.

I dont see what you can do, Jim, he said, unless the Rugby chapll be satisfied with a pound on account. Its a beastly business. Do you think your pater will give you your money all the same as it was such a close finish?

Jim thought not. In fact, he was certain that he would not, and Tony relapsed into silence as he tried to bring another idea to the surface. He had not succeeded when Charteris came in.

Jim, he said you have my sympathy. It was an awfully near thing. But Ive got something more solid than sympathy. I will take a seat.

Dont rag, Charteris, said Tony. Its much too serious.

Whos ragging, you rotter? I say I have something more solid than sympathy, and instead of giving me an opening, as a decent individual would, by saying, What? you accuse me of ragging. James, my son, if you will postpone your suicide for two minutes, I will a tale unfold. I have an idea.

Well?

Thats more like it. Now you are talking. We will start at the beginning. First, you want a pound. So do I. Secondly, you want it before next Tuesday. Thirdly, you havent it on you. How, therefore, are you to get it? As the song hath it, you dont know, they dont know, but — now we come to the point — I do know.

Yes? said Jim and Tony together.

It is a luminous idea. Why shouldnt we publish a special number of The Glow Worm before the end of term?

Jim was silent at the brilliance of the scheme. Then doubts began to harass him.

Is there time?

Time? Yards of it. This is Saturday. We start tonight, and keep at it all night, if necessary. We ought to manage it easily before tomorrow morning. On Sunday we jellygraph it — itll have to be a jellygraphed number this time. On Monday and Tuesday we sell it, and there you are.

How are you going to sell it? In the ordinary way at the shop?

Yes, Ive arranged all that. All weve got to do is to write the thing. As the penalty for your sins you shall take on most of it. Ill do the editorial, Welch is pegging away at the Sports account now, and I waylaid Jackson just before lock-up, and induced him by awful threats to knock off some verses. So were practically published already.

Its grand, said Jim. And its awfully decent of you chaps to fag yourselves like this for me. Ill start on something now.

But can you raise a sovereign on one number? asked Tony.

Either that, or Ive arranged with the shop to give us a quid down, and take all profits on this and the next number. Theyre as keen as anything on the taking-all-profits idea, but Ive kept that back to be used only in case of necessity. But the point is that Jim gets his sovereign in any case. I must be off to my editorial. So long, and he went.

Grand man, Charteris, said Tony, as he leant back in his chair in search of a subject. Youd better weigh in with an account of the burglary. Its a pity you cant give the realistic description you gave us. It would sell like anything.

Wouldnt do to risk it.

At that moment the door swung violently open, with Merevale holding on to the handle, and following it in its course. Merevale very rarely knocked at a study door, a peculiarity of his which went far towards shattering the nervous systems of the various inmates, who never knew when it was safe to stop work and read fiction. Ah, Thomson, he said, I was looking for you. The Headmaster wants to see you over at his House, if you are feeling well enough after your exertions. Very close thing, that mile. I dont know when I have seen a better-run race on the College grounds. I suppose you are feeling pretty tired, eh?

I am rather, sir, but I had better see the Head. Will he be in his study, sir?

Yes, I think so.

Jim took his cap and went off, while Merevale settled down to spend the evening in Tonys study, as he often did when the terms work was over, and it was no longer necessary to keep up the pretence of preparation.

Parker, the Heads butler, conducted Jim into the presence.

Sit down, Thomson, said the Head.

Jim took a seat, and he had just time to notice that his namesake, Mr Thompson, was also present, and that, in spite of the fact that his tie had crept up to the top of his collar, he was looking quite unnecessarily satisfied with himself, when he became aware that the Head was speaking to him.

I hope you are not feeling any bad effects from your race, Thomson?

Jim was half inclined to say that his effects were nil, but he felt that the quip was too subtle, and would be lost on his present audience, so he merely said that he was not. There was a rather awkward silence for a minute. Then the Head coughed, and said:

Thomson.

Yes, sir.

I think it would be fairest to you to come to the point at once, and to tell you the reason why I wished to see you.

Jim ran over the sins which shot up in his mind like rockets as he heard these ominous words, and he knew that this must be the matter of the Pavilion. He was, therefore, in a measure prepared for the Heads next words.

Thomson.

Yessir.

A very serious charge has been brought against you. You are accused of nothing less than this unfortunate burglary of the prizes for the Sports.

Yes, sir. Is my accuser Mr Thompson?

The Headmaster hesitated for a moment, and Mr Thompson spoke. That is so, he said.

Yes, said the Head, the accusation is brought by Mr Thompson.

Yes, sir, said Jim again, and this time the observation was intended to convey the meaning, My dear, good sir, when youve known him as long as I have, you wont mind what Mr Thompson says or does. Its a kind of way hes got, and if hes not under treatment for it, he ought to be.

I should like to hear from your own lips that the charge is groundless.

Anything to oblige, thought Jim. Then aloud, Yes, sir.

You say it is groundless? This from Mr Thompson.

Yes, sir.

I must warn you, Thomson, that the evidence against you is very strong indeed, said the Head. Without suggesting that you are guilty of this thing, I think I ought to tell you that if you have any confession to make, it will be greatly, very greatly, to your own advantage to make it at once.

And give myself away, free, gratis and for nothing, thought Jim. Not for me, thank you.

Might I hear Mr Thompsons evidence, sir? he asked.

Certainly, Thomson. He effected a movement in Mr Thompsons direction, midway between a bow and a nod.

Mr Thompson coughed. Jim coughed, too, in the same key. This put Mr Thompson out, and he had to cough again.

In the first place, he began, it has been conclusively proved that the burglary was the work of an unskilful hand.

That certainly seems to point to me as the author, said Jim flippantly.

Silence, Thomson, said the Head, and counsel for the prosecution resumed.

In the second place, it has been proved that you were at the time of the burglary in great need of money.

This woke Jim up. It destroyed that feeling of coolness with which he had started the interview. Awful thoughts flashed across his mind. Had he been seen at the time of his burglarious entry? At any rate, how did Mr Thompson come to know of his pecuniary troubles?

Did you say it had been proved, sir?

Yes.

How, sir?

He felt the question was a mistake as he was uttering it. Your really injured innocent would have called all the elements to witness that he was a millionaire. But it was too late to try that now. And, besides, he really did want to know how Mr Thompson had got to hear of this skeleton in his cupboard.

The Headmaster interrupted hurriedly. It is a very unfortunate affair altogether, and this is quite the most unfortunate part. A letter came to the College addressed to J. Thomson, and Mr Thompson opened and read it inadvertently. Quite inadvertently.

Yes, sir, said Jim, in a tone which implied, I am no George Washington myself, but when you say he read it inadvertently, well—

This letter was signed Allen—

My brother, sir.

Exactly. And it asked for two pounds. Evidently in payment of a debt, and the tone of the letter certainly seemed to show that you were not then in possession of the money.

Could I have the letter, sir? Then with respectful venom to Mr Thompson: If you have finished with it. The letter was handed over, and pocketed, and Jim braced his moral pecker up for the next round of the contest.

I take it, then, Thomson, resumed the Head, that you owe your brother this money?

Yes, sir.

Two pounds is a great deal of money for one boy to lend another.

It was not lent, sir. It was a bet.

A bet! in a nasty tone from the Head.

A bet! in a sepulchral echo from Mr Thompson.

There was a long pause.

At any other time, said the Head, I should feel it my duty to take serious notice of this, but beside this other matter with which you are charged, it becomes trivial. I can only repeat that the circumstances are exceedingly suspicious, and I think it would be in your interests to tell us all you know without further delay.

You take it for granted I am guilty, sir, began Jim hotly.

I say that the circumstances seems to point to it. In the first place, you were in need of money. You admit that?

Yes, sir.

In the second place, said the Head slowly, in the second place, I am told that you were nowhere to be found in the House at half-past eight on the night of the burglary, when you ought certainly to have been in your study at your work.

Bombshell number two, and a worse one than the first. For the moment Jims head swam. If he had been asked just then in so many words where he had been at that time, it is likely that he would have admitted everything. By some miracle the Head did not press his point.

You may go now, Thomson, he said. I should like to see you after morning school on Monday. Good-night.

Good-night, sir, said Jim, and went without another word. Coming so soon after the exertion and strain of the mile, this shock made him feel sick and dizzy.

When he had gone, the Head turned to Mr Thompson with a worried look on his face. I feel as certain as I do of anything, he said thoughtfully, that that boy is telling the truth. If he had been guilty, he would not have behaved like that. I feel sure of it.

Mr Thompson looked equally thoughtful. The circumstances are certainly very suspicious, he said, echoing the Heads own words. I wish I could think he was innocent, but I am bound to say I do not. I regard the evidence as conclusive.

Circumstantial evidence is proverbially uncertain, Mr Thompson. That is principally the reason why I was so bent on making him confess if he had anything to confess. I cant expel a boy and ruin his whole career on mere suspicion. The matter must be proved, doubly proved, and even then I should feel uneasy until he owned himself guilty. It is a most unpleasant affair, a terrible affair.

Most, agreed Mr Thompson.

And exactly the same thing was occurring at that moment to Jim, as he sat on his bed in his dormitory, and pondered hopelessly on this new complication that had presented itself so unexpectedly. He was getting very near to the end of his tether, was J. Thomson of Merevales. It seemed to him, indeed, that he had reached it already. Possibly if he had had a clearer conscience and a larger experience, he might have recognized that the evidence which Mr Thompson had described as conclusive, was in reality not strong enough to hang a cat on. Unfortunately, he did not enjoy those advantages.


13. SIR ALFRED SCORES
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SOON AFTER JIM had taken his departure, Mr Thompson, after waiting a few minutes in case the Headmaster had anything more to say, drifted silently out of the room. The Head, like the gentleman in the ballad, continued to wear a worried look. The more he examined the matter, the less did he know what to make of it. He believed, as he had said to Mr Thompson, that Jim was entirely innocent. It was an incredible thing, he thought, that a public school boy, a School-prefect, too, into the bargain, should break out of his House and into a cricket pavilion, however great a crisis his finances might be undergoing. And then to steal two of the prizes for the Sports. Impossible. Against this, however, must be placed the theft of the two pounds. It might occur to a boy, as indeed Mr Thompson had suggested, to steal the cups in order to give the impression that a practised burglar had been at work. There was certainly something to be said in favour of this view. But he would never believe such a thing. He was a good judge of character — a headmaster generally is — and he thought he could tell when a boy was speaking the truth and when he was not.

His reflections were interrupted by a knock at the door. The butler entered with a card on a tray. Sir Alfred Venner, M.P., Badgwick Hall, said — almost shouted — the card. He read the words without any apparent pleasure.

Is Sir Alfred here himself, Parker? he said.

He is, sir.

The Headmaster sighed inaudibly but very wearily. He was feeling worried already, and he knew from experience that a tete-a-tete with Sir Alfred Venner, M.P., of Badgwick Hall, would worry him still more.

The Head was a man who tried his very hardest to like each and all of his fellow-creatures, but he felt bound to admit that he liked most people a great, a very great, deal better than he liked the gentleman who had just sent in his card. Sir Alfreds manner always jarred upon him. It was so exactly the antithesis of his own. He was quiet and dignified, and addressed everybody alike, courteously. Sir Alfred was restless and fussy. His manner was always dictatorial and generally rude. When he had risen in the House to make his maiden speech, calling the attention of the Speaker to what he described as a thorough draught, he had addressed himself with such severity to that official, that a party of Siamese noblemen, who, though not knowing a word of English, had come to listen to the debate, had gone away with the impression that he was the prime minister. No wonder the Headmaster sighed.

Show him in, Parker, said he resignedly.

Yessir.

Parker retired, leaving the Head to wonder what his visitors grievance might be this time. Sir Alfred rarely called without a grievance, generally connected with the trespassing of the School on his land.

Good evening, Sir Alfred, he said, as his visitor whirled into the room.

O-o-o, this sort of thing wont do, you know, Mr Perceval, said Sir Alfred fussily, adjusting a pair of gold pince-nez on his nose. The Heads name, which has not before been mentioned, was the Reverend Herbert Perceval, M.A. He had shivered at the sound of the O-o-o which had preceded Sir Alfreds remark. He knew, as did other unfortunate people, that the great man was at his worst when he said O-o-o. In moments of comparative calm he said Er.

I cant put up with it, you know, Mr Perceval. Its too much. A great deal too much.

You refer to — ? suggested the Head, with a patience that did him credit.

This eternal trespassing and tramping in and out of my grounds all day.

You have been misinformed, I fear, Sir Alfred. I have not trespassed in your grounds for — ah — a considerable time. The Head could not resist this thrust. In his unregenerate Varsity days he had been a power at the Union, where many a foeman had exposed himself to a verbal counter from him with disastrous results. Now the fencing must be done with buttons on the foils.

You — what — I dont follow you, Mr Perceval.

I understand you to reproach me for trespassing and — ah — tramping in and out of your grounds all day. Was that not your meaning?

Sir Alfred almost danced with impatience.

No, no, no. You misunderstand me. You dont follow my drift.

In that case, I beg your pardon. I gathered from the extreme severity of your attitude towards me that I was the person to whom you referred.

No, no, no. Ive come here to complain of your boys.

It occurred to the Head to ask if the complaint embraced the entire six hundred of them, or merely referred to one of them. But he reflected that the longer he fenced, the longer his visitor would stay. And he decided, in spite of the illicit pleasure to be derived from the exercise, that it was not worth while.

Ah, he said.

Yes, continued Sir Alfred, my keepers tell me the woods were full of them, sir.

The Head suggested that possibly the keepers had exaggerated.

Possibly. Possibly they may have exaggerated. But that is not the point. The nuisance is becoming intolerable, Mr Perceval, perfectly intolerable. It is time to take steps.

I have already done all that can be done. I have placed your land out of bounds, considerably out of bounds indeed. And I inflict the severest penalties when a breach of the rule is reported to me.

Its not enough. Its not nearly enough.

I can scarcely do more, I fear, Sir Alfred. There are more than six hundred boys at St Austins, and it is not within my power to place them all under my personal supervision.

Here the Head, who had an eye to the humorous, conjured up a picture of six hundred Austinians going for walks, two and two, the staff posted at intervals down the procession, and himself bringing up the rear. He made a mental mem. to laugh when his visitor had retired.

Hm, said the baffled M.P. thoughtfully, adjusting his pince-nez once more. M no. No, perhaps not. But — here he brightened up— you can punish them when they do trespass.

That is so, Sir Alfred. I can and invariably do.

Then punish that whats-his-name, Plinkett, Plunkett — Ive got the name down somewhere. Yes, Plunkett. I thought so. Punish Plunkett.

Plunkett! said the Head, taken completely by surprise. He, in common with the rest of the world, had imagined Plunkett to be a perfect pattern of what should be. A headmaster, like other judges of character, has his failures.

Plunkett. Yes, that is the name. Boy with spectacles. Good gracious, Mr Perceval, dont tell me the boy gave me a false name.

No. His name is Plunkett. Am I to understand that he was trespassing on your land? Surely there is some mistake? The boys a School-prefect.

Here it suddenly flashed upon his mind that he had used that expression before in the course of the day, on the occasion when Mr Thompson first told him of his suspicions in connection with Jim. Why, Mr Thompson, the boys a School-prefect, had been his exact words. School-prefects had been in his eyes above suspicion. It is a bad day for a school when they are not so. Had that day arrived for St Austins? he asked himself.

He may be a School-prefect, Mr Perceval, but the fact remains that he is a trespasser, and ought from your point of view to be punished for breaking bounds.

The Head suddenly looked almost cheerful again.

Of course, he said, of course. I thought that there must be an explanation. The rules respecting bounds, Sir Alfred, do not apply to School-prefects, only to the rest of the School.

Indeed? said Sir Alfred. His tone should have warned the Head that something more was coming, but it did not. He continued.

Of course it was very wrong of him to trespass on your land, but I have no doubt that he did it quite unintentionally. I will speak to him, and I think I can guarantee that he will not do it again.

Oh, said his visitor. That is very gratifying, I am sure. Might I ask, Mr Perceval, if School-prefects at St Austins have any other privileges?

The Head began to look puzzled. There was something in his visitors manner which suggested unpleasant possibilities.

A few, he replied. They have a few technical privileges, which it would be a matter of some little time to explain.

It must be very pleasant to be a prefect at St Austins, said Sir Alfred nastily. Very pleasant indeed. Might I ask, Mr Perceval, if the technical privileges to which you refer include — smoking?

The Head started as if, supposing such a thing possible, someone had pinched him. He did not know what to make of the question. From the expression on his face his visitor did not appear to be perpetrating a joke.

No, he said sharply, they do not include smoking.

I merely asked because this was found by my keeper on the boy when he caught him.

He produced a small silver match-box. The Head breathed again. The reputation of the School-prefect, though shaky, was still able to come up to the scratch.

A match-box is scarcely a proof that a boy has been smoking, I think, said he. Many boys carry matches for various purposes, I believe. I myself, though a non-smoker, frequently place a box in my pocket.

For answer Sir Alfred laid a bloated and exceedingly vulgar-looking plush tobacco-pouch on the table beside the match-box.

That also, he observed, was found in his pocket by my keeper.

He dived his hand once more into his coat. And also this, he said.

And, with the air of a card-player who trumps his opponents ace, he placed on the pouch a pipe. And, to make the matter, if possible, worse, the pipe was not a new pipe. It was caked within and coloured without, a pipe that had seen long service. The only mitigating circumstance that could possibly have been urged in favour of the accused, namely that of first offence, had vanished.

It is pleasant, said Sir Alfred with laborious sarcasm, to find a trespasser doing a thing which has caused the dismissal of several keepers. Smoking in my woods I — will — not — permit. I will not have my property burnt down while I can prevent it. Good evening, Mr Perceval. With these words he made a dramatic exit.

For some minutes after he had gone the Head remained where he stood, thinking. Then he went across the room and touched the bell.

Parker, he said, when that invaluable officer appeared, go across to Mr Wards House, and tell him I wish to see Plunkett. Say I wish to see him at once.

Yessir.

After ten minutes had elapsed, Plunkett entered the room, looking nervous.

Sit down, Plunkett.

Plunkett collapsed into a seat. His eye had caught sight of the smoking apparatus on the table.

The Head paced the room, something after the fashion of the tiger at the Zoo, whose clock strikes lunch.

Plunkett, he said, suddenly, you are a School-prefect.

Yes, sir, murmured Plunkett. The fact was undeniable.

You know the duties of a School-prefect?

Yes, sir.

And yet you deliberately break one of the most important rules of the School. How long have you been in the habit of smoking?

Plunkett evaded the question.

My father lets me smoke, sir, when Im at home.

(A hasty word in the readers ear. If ever you are accused of smoking, please — for my sake, if not for your own — try to refrain from saying that your father lets you do it at home. It is a fatal mistake.)

At this, to employ a metaphor, the champagne of the Heads wrath, which had been fermenting steadily during his late interview, got the better of the cork of self-control, and he exploded. If the Mutual Friend ever has grandchildren he will probably tell them with bated breath the story of how the Head paced the room, and the legend of the things he said. But it will be some time before he will be able to speak about it with any freedom. At last there was a lull in the storm.

I am not going to expel you, Plunkett. But you cannot come back after the holidays. I will write to your father to withdraw you. He pointed to the door. Plunkett departed in level time.

What did the Old Un want you for? asked Dallas, curiously, when he returned to the study.

Plunkett had recovered himself by this time sufficiently to be able to tell a lie.

He wanted to tell me hed heard from my father about my leaving.

About your leaving! Dallas tried to keep his voice as free as possible from triumphant ecstasy.

Are you leaving? When?

This term.

Oh! said Dallas. It was an uncomfortable moment. He felt that at least some conventional expression of regret ought to proceed from him.

Dont trouble to lie about being sorry, said Plunkett with a sneer.

Thanks, said Dallas, gratefully, since you mention it, I rather think I wont.


14. THE LONG RUN
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VAUGHAN CAME UP soon afterwards, and Dallas told him the great news. They were neither of them naturally vindictive, but the Mutual Friend had been a heavy burden to them during his stay in the House, and they did not attempt to conceal from themselves their unfeigned pleasure at the news of his impending departure.

Ill never say another word against Mr Plunkett, senior, in my life, said Vaughan. Hes a philanthropist. I wonder what the Mutuals going to do? Gentleman of leisure, possibly. Unless hes going to the Varsity.

Same thing, rather. I dont know a bit what hes going to do, and I cant say I care much. Hes going, thats the main point.

I say, said Vaughan. I believe the Old Man was holding a sort of reception tonight. I know he had Thomson over to his House. Do you think theres a row on?

Oh, I dont know. Probably only wanted to see if he was all right after the mile. By Jove, it was a bit of a race, wasnt it? And the conversation drifted off into matters athletic.

There were two persons that night who slept badly. Jim lay awake until the College clock had struck three, going over in his mind the various points of his difficulties, on the chance of finding a solution of them. He fell asleep at a quarter past, without having made any progress. The Head, also, passed a bad night. He was annoyed for many reasons, principally, perhaps, because he had allowed Sir Alfred Venner to score so signal a victory over him. Besides that, he was not easy in his mind about Jim. He could not come to a decision. The evidence was all against him, but evidence is noted for its untrustworthiness. The Head would have preferred to judge the matter from his knowledge of Jims character. But after the Plunkett episode he mistrusted his powers in that direction. He thought the matter over for a time, and then, finding himself unable to sleep, got up and wrote an article for a leading review on the subject of the Doxology. The article was subsequently rejected — which proves that Providence is not altogether incapable of a kindly action — but it served its purpose by sending its author to sleep.

Barrett, too, though he did not allow it to interfere with his slumbers, was considerably puzzled as to what he ought to do about the cups which he had stumbled upon in the wood. He scarcely felt equal to going to the Dingle again to fetch them, and yet every minute he delayed made the chances of their remaining there more remote. He rather hoped that Reade would think of some way out of it. He had a great respect for Reades intellect, though he did not always show it. The next day was the day of the Inter-House cross-country race. It was always fixed for the afternoon after Sports Day, a most inconvenient time for it, as everybody who had exerted or over-exerted himself the afternoon before was unable to do himself justice. Today, contrary to general expectation, both Drake and Thomson had turned out. The knowing ones, however, were prepared to bet anything you liked (except cash), that both would drop out before the first mile was over. Merevales pinned their hopes on Welch. At that time Welch had not done much long-distance running. He confined himself to the hundred yards and the quarter. But he had it in him to do great things, as he proved in the following year, when he won the half, and would have beaten the great Mitchell-Jones record for the mile, but for an accident, or rather an event, which prevented his running. The tale of which is told elsewhere.

The course for the race was a difficult one. There were hedges and brooks to be negotiated, and, worst of all, ploughed fields. The first ploughed field usually thinned the ranks of the competitors considerably. The distance was about ten miles.

The race started at three oclock. Jim and Welch, Merevales first string, set the pace from the beginning, and gradually drew away from the rest. Drake came third, and following him the rest of the Houses in a crowd.

Welch ran easily and springily; Jim with more effort. He felt from the start that he could not last. He resolved to do his best for the honour of the House, but just as the second mile was beginning, the first of the ploughed fields appeared in view, stretching, so it appeared to Jim, right up to the horizon. He groaned.

Go on, Welch, he gasped. Im done.

Welch stopped short in his stride, and eyed him critically.

Yes, he said, better get back to the House. You overdid it yesterday. Lie down somewhere. Gbye. And he got into his stride again. Jim watched his figure diminish, until at last it was a shapeless dot of white against the brown surface. Then he lay down on his back and panted.

It was in this attitude that Drake found him. For a moment an almost irresistible wish seized him to act in the same way. There was an unstudied comfort about Jims pose which appealed to him strongly. His wind still held out, but his legs were beginning to feel as if they did not belong to him at all. He pulled up for an instant.

Hullo, he said, done up?

For reply Jim merely grunted.

Slacker, said Drake. Wheres Welch?

Miles ahead.

Oh Lord! groaned Drake and, pulling himself together, set out painfully once more across the heavy surface of the field.

Jim lay where he was a little longer. The recollection of the other runners, who might be expected to arrive shortly, stirred him to action. He did not wish to interview everyone on the subject of his dropping out. He struck off at right angles towards the hedge on the left. As he did so, the first of the crowd entered the field. Simpson major, wearing the colours of Perkinss House on his manly bosom, was leading. Behind him came a group of four, two School House, Dallas of Wards, and a representative of Praters. A minute later they were followed by a larger group, consisting this time of twenty or more runners — all that was left of the fifty who had started. The rest had dropped out at the sight of the ploughed field.

Jim watched the procession vanish over the brow of the hill, and, as it passed out of sight, began to walk slowly back to the School again.

He reached it at last, only to find it almost entirely deserted. In Merevales House there was nobody. He had hoped that Charteris and Tony might have been somewhere about. When he had changed into his ordinary clothes, he made a tour of the School grounds. The only sign of life, as far as he could see, was Biffen, who was superintending the cutting of the grass on the cricket-field. During the winter Biffen always disappeared, nobody knew where, returning at the beginning of Sports Week to begin preparations for the following cricket season. It had been stated that during the winter he shut himself up and lived on himself after the fashion of a bear. Others believed that he went and worked in some Welsh mine until he was needed again at the School. Biffen himself was not communicative on the subject, a fact which led a third party to put forward the awful theory that he was a professional association player and feared to mention his crime in a school which worshipped Rugby.

Why, Mr Thomson, he said, as Jim came up, I thought you was running. Whoa! The last remark was addressed to a bored-looking horse attached to the mowing-machine. From the expression on its face, the animal evidently voted the whole process pure foolishness. He pulled up without hesitation, and Biffen turned to Jim again.

Surely they aint come back yet? he said.

I have, said Jim. I did myself up rather in the mile yesterday, and couldnt keep up the pace. I dropped out at that awfully long ploughed field by Parkers Spinney.

Biffen nodded.

And oo was winning, sir?

Well, Welch was leading, the last I saw of it. Shouldnt wonder if he won either. He was going all right. I say, the place seems absolutely deserted. Isnt anybody about?

Just what Mr MacArthur was saying to me just this minute, sir. E went into the Pavilion.

Good. Ill go and hunt for him.

Biffen clicked the blase horse into movement again. Jim went to the Pavilion and met the Babe coming down the steps.

Hullo, Babe! I was looking for you.

Hullo! Why arent you running?

Dropped out. Come and have tea in my study.

No, Ill tell you what. You come back with me. Ive got rather a decent dog I want to show you. Only got him yesterday.

Jim revelled in dogs, so he agreed instantly. The Babe lived with his parents in a big house about a mile from the College, and in so doing was the object of much envy amongst those who had to put up with life at the Houses. Jim had been to his home once or twice before, and had always had a very good time indeed there. The two strolled off. In another hour the place began to show signs of life again. The School began to return by ones and twos, most of them taking up a position near the big gates. This was where the race was to finish. There was a straight piece of road about two hundred yards in length before the high road was reached. It was a sight worth seeing when the runners, paced by their respective Houses on each side of the road, swept round the corner, and did their best to sprint with all that was left in them after ten miles of difficult country. Suddenly a distant shouting began to be heard. The leaders had been sighted. The noise increased, growing nearer and nearer, until at last it swelled into a roar, and a black mass of runners turned the corner. In the midst of the black was one white figure — Welch, as calm and unruffled as if he had been returning from a short trot to improve his wind. Merevales surged round him in a cheering mob. Welch simply disregarded them. He knew where he wished to begin his sprint, and he would begin it at that spot and no other. The spot he had chosen was well within a hundred yards from the gates. When he reached it, he let himself go, and from the uproar, the crowd appeared to be satisfied. A long pause, and still none of the other runners appeared. Five minutes went by before they began to appear. First Jones, of the School House, and Simpson, who raced every yard of the way, and finished in the order named, and then three of Philpotts House in a body. The rest dropped in at intervals for the next quarter of an hour.

The Headmaster always made a point of watching the finish of the cross-country run. Indeed, he was generally one of the last to leave. With the majority of the spectators it was enough to see the first five safely in.

The last man and lock-up arrived almost simultaneously, and the Head went off to a well-earned dinner.

He had just finished this meal, and was congratulating himself on not being obliged to spend the evening in a series of painful interviews, as had happened the night before, when Parker, the butler, entered the room.

Well, Parker, what is it? asked he.

Mr Roberts, sir, wishes to see you.

For a moment the Head was at a loss. He could not recall any friend or acquaintance of that name. Then he remembered that Roberts was the name of the detective who had come down from London to look into the matter of the prizes.

Very well, he said, resignedly, show him into the study.

Parker bowed, and retired. The Head, after an interval, followed him, and made his way to the study.


15. MR ROBERTS EXPLAINS
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INSPECTOR ROBERTS WAS standing with his back to the door, examining a photograph of the College, when the Head entered. He spun round briskly. Good evening, Mr Roberts. Pray be seated. You wish to see me?

The detective took a seat.

This business of the cups, sir.

Ah! said the Head, have you made any progress?

Considerable. Yes, very considerable progress. Ive found out who stole them.

You have? cried the Head. Excellent. I suppose it was Thomson, then? I was afraid so.

Thomson, sir? That was certainly not the name he gave me. Stokes he called himself.

Stokes? Stokes? This is curious. Perhaps if you were to describe his appearance? Was he a tall boy, of a rather slight build—

The detective interrupted.

Excuse me, sir, but I rather fancy we have different persons in our mind. Stokes is not a boy. Not at all. Well over thirty. Red moustache. Height, five foot seven, I should say. Not more. Works as a farmhand when required, and does odd jobs at times. Thats the man.

The Heads face expressed relief, as he heard this description. Then Thomson did not do it after all, he said.

Thomson? queried Mr Roberts.

Thomson, explained the Head, is the name of one of the boys at the School. I am sorry to say that I strongly suspected him of this robbery.

A boy at the School. Curious. Unusual, I should have thought, for a boy to be mixed up in an affair like this. Though I have known cases.

I was very unwilling, I can assure you, to suspect him of such a thing, but really the evidence all seemed to point to it. I am afraid, Mr Roberts, that I have been poaching on your preserves without much success.

Curious thing evidence, murmured Mr Roberts, fixing with his eye a bust of Socrates on the writing-desk, as if he wished it to pay particular attention to his words. Very curious. Very seldom able to trust it. Case the other day. Man charged with robbery from the person. With violence. They gave the case to me. Worked up beautiful case against the man. Not a hitch anywhere. Whole thing practically proved. Man brings forward alibi. Proves it. Turned out that at time of robbery he had been serving seven days without the option for knocking down two porters and a guard on the District Railway. Yet the evidence seemed conclusive. Yes, curious thing evidence. He nodded solemnly at Socrates, and resumed an interested study of the carpet.

The Head, who had made several spirited attempts at speaking during this recital, at last succeeded in getting in a word.

You have the cups?

No. No, cups still missing. Only flaw in the affair. Perhaps I had better begin from the beginning?

Exactly. Pray let me hear the whole story. I am more glad than I can say that Thomson is innocent. There is no doubt of that, I hope?

Not the least, sir. Not the very least. Stokes is the man.

I am very glad to hear it.

The inspector paused for a moment, coughed, and drifted into his narrative.

... Saw at once it was not the work of a practised burglar. First place, how could regular professional know that the cups were in the Pavilion at all? Quite so. Second place, work very clumsily done. No neatness. Not the professional touch at all. Tell it in a minute. No mistaking it. Very good. Must, therefore, have been amateur — this night only — and connected with School. Next question, who? Helped a little there by luck. Capital thing luck, when its not bad luck. Was passing by the village inn — you know the village inn, I dare say, sir?

The Head, slightly scandalized, explained that he was seldom in the village. The detective bowed and resumed his tale.

As I passed the door, I ran into a man coming out. In a very elevated, not to say intoxicated, state. As a matter of fact, barely able to stand. Reeled against wall, and dropped handful of money. I lent helping hand, and picked up his money for him. Not my place to arrest drunken men. Constables! No constable there, of course. Noticed, as I picked the money up, that there was a good deal of it. For ordinary rustic, a very good deal. Sovereign and plenty of silver. He paused, mused for a while, and went on again.

Yes. Sovereign, and quite ten shillings worth of silver. Now the nature of my profession makes me a suspicious man. It struck me as curious, not to say remarkable, that such a man should have thirty shillings or more about him so late in the week. And then there was another thing. I thought Id seen this particular man somewhere on the School grounds. Couldnt recall his face exactly, but just had a sort of general recollection of having seen him before. I happened to have a camera with me. As a matter of fact I had been taking a few photographs of the place. Pretty place, sir.

Very, agreed the Head.

You photograph yourself, perhaps?

No. I — ah — do not.

Ah. Pity. Excellent hobby. However — I took a snap-shot of this man to show to somebody who might know him better than I did. This is the photograph. Drunk as a lord, is he not?

He exhibited a small piece of paper. The Head examined it gravely, and admitted that the subject of the picture did not appear to be ostentatiously sober. The sunlight beat full on his face, which wore the intensely solemn expression of the man who, knowing his own condition, hopes, by means of exemplary conduct, to conceal it from the world. The Head handed the photograph back without further comment.

I gave the man back his money, went on Mr Roberts, and saw him safely started again, and then I set to work to shadow him. Not a difficult job. He walked very slowly, and for all he seemed to care, the whole of Scotland Yard might have been shadowing him. Went up the street, and after a time turned in at one of the cottages. I marked the place, and went home to develop the photograph. Took it to show the man who looks after the cricket-field.

Biffen?

Just so, Biffen. Very intelligent man. Given me a good deal of help in one way and another all along. Well, I showed it to him and he said he thought he knew the face. Was almost certain it was one of the men at work on the grounds at the time of the robbery. Showed it to friend of his, the other ground-man. He thought same. That made it as certain as I had any need for. Went off at once to the mans cottage, found him sober, and got the whole thing out of him. But not the cups. He had been meaning to sell them, but had not known where to go. Wanted combination of good price and complete safety. Very hard to find, so had kept cups hidden till further notice.

Here the Head interrupted.

And the cups? Where are they?

We-e-ll, said the detective, slowly. It is this way. We have only got his word to go on as regards the cups. This man, Stokes, it seems is a notorious poacher. The night after the robbery he took the cups out with him on an expedition in some woods that lie in the direction of Badgwick. I think Badgwick is the name.

Badgwick! Not Sir Alfred Venners woods?

Sir Alfred Venner it was, sir. That was the name he mentioned. Stokes appears to have been in the habit of visiting that gentlemans property pretty frequently. He had a regular hiding place, a sort of store where he used to keep all the game he killed. He described the place to me. It is a big tree on the bank of the stream nearest the high road. The tree is hollow. One has to climb to find the opening to it. Inside are the cups, and, I should say, a good deal of mixed poultry. That is what he told me, sir. I should advise you, if I may say so, to write a note to Sir Alfred Venner, explaining the case, and ask him to search the tree, and send the cups on here.

This idea did not appeal to the Head at all. Why, he thought bitterly, was this wretched M.P. always mixed up with his affairs? Left to himself, he could have existed in perfect comfort without either seeing, writing to, or hearing from the great man again for the rest of his life. I will think it over, he said, though it seems the only thing to be done. As for Stokes, I suppose I must prosecute—

The detective raised a hand in protest.

Pardon my interruption, sir, but I really should advise you not to prosecute.

Indeed! Why?

It is this way. If you prosecute, you get the man his term of imprisonment. A year, probably. Well and good. But then what happens? After his sentence has run out, he comes out of prison an ex-convict. Tries to get work. No good. Nobody will look at him. Asks for a job. People lock up their spoons and shout for the police. What happens then? Not being able to get work, tries another burglary. Being a clumsy hand at the game, gets caught again and sent back to prison, and so is ruined and becomes a danger to society. Now, if he is let off this time, he will go straight for the rest of his life. Run a mile to avoid a silver cup. Hes badly scared, and I took the opportunity of scaring him more. Told him nothing would happen this time, if the cups came back safely, but that hed be watched ever afterwards to see he did not get into mischief. Of course he wont really be watched, you understand, but he thinks he will. Which is better, for it saves trouble. Besides, we know where the cups are — I feel sure he was speaking the truth about them, he was too frightened to invent a story — and here is most of the money. So it all ends well, if I may put it so. My advice, sir, and I think you will find it good advice — is not to prosecute.

Very well, said the Head, I will not.

Very good, sir. Good morning, sir. And he left the room.

The Head rang the bell.

Parker, said he, go across to Mr Merevales, and ask him to send Thomson to me.

It was with mixed feelings that he awaited Jims arrival. The detectives story had shown how unjust had been his former suspicions, and he felt distinctly uncomfortable at the prospect of the apology which he felt bound to make to him. On the other hand, this feeling was more than equalled by his relief at finding that his faith in the virtue of the genus School-prefect, though at fault in the matter of Plunkett, was not altogether misplaced. It made up for a good deal. Then his thoughts drifted to Sir Alfred Venner. Struggle with his feelings as he might, the Head could not endure that local potentate. The recent interview between them had had no parallel in their previous acquaintance, but the Head had always felt vaguely irritated by his manner and speech, and he had always feared that matters would come to a head sooner or later. The prospect of opening communication with him once more was not alluring. In the meantime there was his more immediate duty to be performed, the apology to Thomson. But that reminded him. The apology must only be of a certain kind. It must not be grovelling. And this for a very excellent reason. After the apology must come an official lecture on the subject of betting. He had rather lost sight of that offence in the excitement of the greater crime of which Thomson had been accused, and very nearly convicted. Now the full heinousness of it came back to him. Betting! Scandalous!

Come in, he cried, as a knock at the door roused him from his thoughts. He turned. But instead of Thomson, there appeared Parker. Parker carried a note. It was from Mr Merevale.

The Head opened it.

What! he cried, as he read it. Impossible. Parker made no comment. He stood in the doorway, trying to look as like a piece of furniture as possible — which is the duty of a good butler.

Impossible! said the Head again.

What Mr Merevale had said in his note was this, that Thomson was not in the House, and had not been in the House since lunchtime. He ought to have returned at six oclock. It was now half-past eight, and still there were no signs of him. Mr Merevale expressed a written opinion that this was a remarkable thing, and the Head agreed with him unreservedly.


16. THE DISAPPEARANCE OF J. THOMSON
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CERTAINLY THE HEAD was surprised.

He read the note again. No. There was no mistake. Thomson is not in the House. There could be no two meanings about that.

Go across to Mr Merevales, he said at last, and ask him if he would mind seeing me here for a moment.

The butler bowed his head gently, but with more than a touch of pained astonishment. He thought the Headmaster might show more respect for persons. A butler is not an errand-boy.

Sir? he said, giving the Head a last chance, as it were, of realizing the situation.

Ask Mr Merevale to step over here for a moment.

The poor man bowed once more. The phantom of a half-smoked cigar floated reproachfully before his eyes. He had lit it a quarter of an hour ago in fond anticipation of a quiet evening. Unless a miracle had occurred, it must be out by this time. And he knew as well as anybody else that a relighted cigar is never at its best. But he went, and in a few minutes Mr Merevale entered the room.

Sit down, Mr Merevale, said the Head. Am I to understand from your note that Thomson is actually not in the House?

Mr Merevale thought that if he had managed to understand anything else from the note he must possess a mind of no common order, but he did not say so.

No, he said. Thomson has not been in the House since lunchtime, as far as I know. It is a curious thing.

It is exceedingly serious. Exceedingly so. For many reasons. Have you any idea where he was seen last?

Harrison in my House says he saw him at about three oclock.

Ah!

According to Harrison, he was walking in the direction of Stapleton.

Ah. Well, it is satisfactory to know even as little as that.

Just so. But Mace — he is in my House, too — declares that he saw Thomson at about the same time cycling in the direction of Badgwick. Both accounts can scarcely be correct.

But — dear me, are you certain, Mr Merevale?

Merevale nodded to imply that he was. The Head drummed irritably with his fingers on the arm of his chair. This mystery, coming as it did after the series of worries through which he had been passing for the last few days, annoyed him as much as it is to be supposed the last straw annoyed the proverbial camel.

As a matter of fact, said Merevale, I know that Thomson started to run in the long race this afternoon. I met him going to the starting-place, and advised him to go and change again. He was not looking at all fit for such a long run. It seems to me that Welch might know where he is. Thomson and he got well ahead of the others after the start, so that if, as I expect, Thomson dropped out early in the race, Welch could probably tell us where it happened. That would give us some clue to his whereabouts, at any rate.

Have you questioned Welch?

Not yet. Welch came back very tired, quite tired out, in fact and went straight to bed. I hardly liked to wake him except as a last resource. Perhaps I had better do so now?

I think you should most certainly. Something serious must have happened to Thomson to keep him out of his House as late as this. Unless—

He stopped. Merevale looked up enquiringly. The Head, after a moments deliberation, proceeded to explain.

I have made a very unfortunate mistake with regard to Thomson, Mr Merevale. A variety of reasons led me to think that he had had something to do with this theft of the Sports prizes.

Thomson! broke in Merevale incredulously.

There was a considerable weight of evidence against him, which I have since found to be perfectly untrustworthy, but which at the time seemed to me almost conclusive.

But surely, put in Merevale again, surely Thomson would be the last boy to do such a thing. Why should he? What would he gain by it?

Precisely. I can understand that perfectly in the light of certain information which I have just received from the inspector. But at the time, as I say, I believed him guilty. I even went so far as to send for him and question him upon the subject. Now it has occurred to me, Mr Merevale — you understand that I put it forward merely as a conjecture — it occurs to me—

That Thomson has run away, said Merevale bluntly.

The Head, slightly discomposed by this Sherlock-Holmes-like reading of his thoughts, pulled himself together, and said, Ah — just so. I think it very possible.

I do not agree with you, said Merevale. I know Thomson well, and I think he is the last boy to do such a thing. He is neither a fool nor a coward, to put it shortly, and he would need to have a great deal of both in him to run away.

The Head looked slightly relieved at this.

You — ah — think so? he said.

I certainly do. In the first place, where, unless he went home, would he run to? And as he would be going home in a couple of days in the ordinary course of things, he would hardly be foolish enough to risk expulsion in such a way.

Mr Merevale always rather enjoyed his straight talks with the Headmaster. Unlike most of his colleagues he stood in no awe of him whatever. He always found him ready to listen to sound argument, and, what was better, willing to be convinced. It was so in this case.

Then I think we may dismiss that idea, said the Head with visible relief. The idea of such a scandal occurring at St Austins had filled him with unfeigned horror. And now I think it would be as well to go across to your House and hear what Welch has to say about the matter. Unless Thomson returns soon — and it is already past nine oclock — we shall have to send out search-parties.

Five minutes later Welch, enjoying a sound beauty-sleep, began to be possessed of a vague idea that somebody was trying to murder him. His subsequent struggles for life partially woke him, and enabled him to see dimly that two figures were standing by his bed.

Yes? he murmured sleepily, turning over on to his side again, and preparing to doze off. The shaking continued. This was too much. Look here, said he fiercely, sitting up. Then he recognized his visitors. As his eye fell on Merevale, he wondered whether anything had occurred to bring down his wrath upon him. Perhaps he had gone to bed without leave, and was being routed out to read at prayers or do some work? No, he remembered distinctly getting permission to turn in. What then could be the matter?

At this point he recognized the Headmaster, and the last mists of sleep left him.

Yes, sir? he said, wide-awake now.

Merevale put the case briefly and clearly to him. Sorry to disturb you, Welch. I know you are tired.

Not at all, sir, said Welch, politely.

But there is something we must ask you. You probably do not know that Thomson has not returned?

Not returned!

No. Nobody knows where he is. You were probably the last to see him. What happened when you and he started for the long run this afternoon? You lost sight of the rest, did you not?

Yes, sir.

Well?

And Thomson dropped out.

Ah. This from the Headmaster.

Yes, sir. He said he couldnt go any farther. He told me to go on. And, of course, I did, as it was a race. I advised him to go back to the House and change. He looked regularly done up. I think he ran too hard in the mile yesterday.

The Head spoke.

I thought that some such thing must have happened. Where was it that he dropped out, Welch?

It was just as we came to a long ploughed field, sir, by the side of a big wood.

Parkers Spinney, I expect, put in Merevale.

Yes, sir. About a mile from the College.

And you saw nothing more of him after that? enquired the Headmaster.

No, sir. He was lying on his back when I left him. I should think some of the others must have seen him after I did. He didnt look as if he was likely to get up for some time.

Well, said the Head, as he and Merevale went out of the room, leaving Welch to his slumbers, we have gained little by seeing Welch. I had hoped for something more. I must send the prefects out to look for Thomson at once.

It will be a difficult business, said Merevale, refraining — to his credit be it said — from a mention of needles and haystacks. We have nothing to go upon. He may be anywhere for all we know. I suppose it is hardly likely that he is still where Welch left him?

The Head seemed to think this improbable. That would scarcely be the case unless he were very much exhausted. It is more than five hours since Welch saw him. I can hardly believe that the worst exhaustion would last so long. However, if you would kindly tell your House-prefects of this—

And send them out to search?

Yes. We must do all we can. Tell them to begin searching where Thomson was last seen. I will go round to the other Houses. Dear me, this is exceedingly annoying. Exceedingly so.

Merevale admitted that it was, and, having seen his visitor out of the House, went to the studies to speak to his prefects. He found Charteris and Tony together in the formers sanctum.

Has anything been heard about Thomson, sir? said Tony, as he entered.

That is just what I want to see you about. Graham, will you go and bring the rest of the prefects here?

Now, he said, as Tony returned with Swift and Daintree, the two remaining House-prefects, you all know, of course, that Thomson is not in the House. The Headmaster wants you to go and look for him. Welch seems to have been the last to see him, and he left him lying in a ploughed field near Parkers Spinney. You all know Parkers Spinney, I suppose?

Yes, sir.

Then you had better begin searching from there. Go in twos if you like, or singly. Dont all go together. I want you all to be back by eleven. All got watches?

Yes, sir.

Good. Youd better take lanterns of some sort. I think I can raise a bicycle lamp each, and there is a good moon. Look everywhere, and shout as much as you like. I think he must have sprained an ankle or something. He is probably lying somewhere unable to move, and too far away from the road to make his voice heard to anyone. If you start now, you will have just an hour and a half. You should have found him by then. The prefects from the other Houses will help you.

Daintree put in a pertinent question.

How about trespassing, sir?

Oh, go where you like. In reason, you know. Dont go getting the School mixed up in any unpleasantness, of course, but remember that your main object is to find Thomson. You all understand?

Yes, sir.

Very good. Then start at once.

By Jove, said Swift, when he had gone, what an unholy rag! This suits yours truly. Poor old Jim, though. I wonder what the deuce has happened to him?

At that very moment the Headmaster, leaving Philpotts House to go to Praters, was wondering the same thing. In spite of Mr Merevales argument, he found himself drifting back to his former belief that Jim had run away. What else could keep him out of his House more than three hours after lock-up? And he had had some reason for running away, for the conscia mens recti, though an excellent institution in theory, is not nearly so useful an ally as it should be in practice. The Head knocked at Praters door, pondering darkly within himself.


17. WELL PROCEED TO SEARCH FOR THOMSON IF HE BE ABOVE THE GROUND
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HOW SWEET THE moonlight sleeps on yonder haystack, observed Charteris poetically, as he and Tony, accompanied by Swift and Daintree, made their way across the fields to Parkers Spinney. Each carried a bicycle lamp, and at irregular intervals each broke into piercing yells, to the marked discomfort of certain birds roosting in the neighbourhood, who burst noisily from the trees, and made their way with visible disgust to quieter spots.

Theres one thing, said Swift, we ought to hear him if he yells on a night like this. A yell ought to travel about a mile.

Suppose we try one now, said Charteris. Now. A concerted piece, andante in six-eight time. Ready?

The next moment the stillness of the lovely spring night was shattered by a hideous uproar.

R.S.V.P., said Charteris to space in general, as the echoes died away. But there was no answer, though they waited several minutes on the chance of hearing some sound that would indicate Jims whereabouts.

If he didnt hear that, observed Tony, he cant be within three miles, thats a cert. Wed better separate, I think.

They were at the ploughed field by Parkers Spinney now.

Anybody got a coin? asked Daintree. Lets toss for directions.

Charteris produced a shilling.

My ewe lamb, he said. Tails.

Tails it was. Charteris expressed his intention of striking westward and drawing the Spinney. He and Tony made their way thither, Swift and Daintree moving off together in the opposite direction.

This is jolly rum, said Tony, as they entered the Spinney. I wonder where the deuce the man has got to?

Yes. Its beastly serious, really, but Im hanged if I can help feeling as if I were out on a picnic. I suppose its the night air.

I wonder if we shall find him?

Not the slightest chance in my opinion. Theres not the least good in looking through this forsaken Spinney. Still, wed better do it.

Yes. Dont make a row. Were trespassing.

They moved on in silence. Half-way through the wood Charteris caught his foot in a hole and fell.

Hurt? said Tony.

Only in spirit, thanks. The absolute dashed foolishness of this is being rapidly borne in upon me, Tony. What is the good of it? We shant find him here.

Tony put his foot down upon these opinions with exemplary promptitude.

We must go on trying. Hang it all, if it comes to the worst, its better than frousting indoors.

Tony, youre a philosopher. Lead on, Macduff.

Tony was about to do so, when a form appeared in front of him, blocking the way. He flashed his lamp at the form, and the form, prefacing its remarks with a good, honest swearword — of a variety peculiar to that part of the country — requested him, without any affectation of ceremonious courtesy, to take his something-or-other lamp out of his (the forms) whats-its-named face, and state his business briefly.

Surely I know that voice, said Charteris. Archibald, my long-lost brother.

The keeper failed to understand him, and said so tersely.

Can you tell me, went on Charteris, if you have seen such a thing as a boy in this Spinney lately? We happen to have lost one. An ordinary boy. No special markings. His name is Thomson, on the Grampian Hills—

At this point the keeper felt that he had had enough. He made a dive for the speaker.

Charteris dodged behind Tony, and his assailant, not observing this, proceeded to lay violent hands upon the latter, who had been standing waiting during the conversation.

Let go, you fool, cried he. The keepers hand had come smartly into contact with his left eye, and from there had taken up a position on his shoulder. In reply the keeper merely tightened his grip.

Ill count three, said Tony, and—

The keepers hand shifted to his collar.

All right, then, said Tony between his teeth. He hit up with his left at the keepers wrist. The hand on his collar loosed its grip. Its owner rushed, and as he came, Tony hit him in the parts about the third waistcoat-button with his right. He staggered and fell. Tony hit very hard when the spirit moved him.

Come on, man, said Charteris quickly, before he gets his wind again. We mustnt be booked trespassing.

Tony recognized the soundness of the advice. They were out of the Spinney in two minutes.

Now, said Charteris, lets do a steady double to the road. This is no place for us. Come on, you man of blood.

When they reached the road they slowed down to a walk again. Charteris laughed.

I feel just as if wed done a murder, somehow. What an ass that fellow was to employ violence. He went down all right, didnt he?

Think therell be a row?

No. Should think not. He didnt see us properly. Anyhow, he was interfering with an officer in the performance of his duty. So were we, I suppose. Well, lets hope for the best. Hullo!

Whats up?

All right. Its only somebody coming down the road. Thought it might be the keeper at first. Why, its Biffen.

It was Biffen. He looked at them casually as he came up, but stopped short in surprise when he saw who they were.

Mr Charteris!

The same, said Charteris. Enjoying a moonlight stroll, Biffen?

But what are you doing out of the ouse at this time of night, Mr Charteris?

Its this way, said Tony, all the House-prefects have been sent out to look for Thomson. Hes not come back.

Not come back, sir!

No. Bit queer, isnt it? The last anybody saw of him was when he dropped out of the long race near Parkers Spinney.

I seen him later than that, Mr Graham. He come on to the grounds while I was mowing the cricket field.

Not really? When was that?

Four. Alf past four, nearly.

What became of him?

E went off with Mr MacArthur. Mr MacArthur took im off ome with im, I think, sir.

By Jove, said Charteris with enthusiasm. Now we are on the track. Thanks awfully, Biffen, Ill remember you in my will. Come on, Tony.

Where are you going now?

Babes place, of course. The Babe holds the clue to this business. We must get it out of him. Night, Biffen.

Good-night, sir.

Arrived at the Babes residence, they rang the bell, and, in the interval of waiting for the door to be opened, listened with envy to certain sounds of revelry which filtered through the windows of a room to the right of the porch.

The Babe seems to be making a night of it, said Charteris. Oh — as the servant opened the door— can we see Mr MacArthur, please?

The servant looked doubtful on the point.

Theres company tonight, sir.

I knew he was making a night of it, said Charteris to Tony. Its not Mr MacArthur we want to see. Its — dash it, whats the Babes name?

Robert, I believe. Wouldnt swear to it.

Mr Robert. Is he in? It seemed to Charteris that the form of this question smacked of Ollendorf. He half expected the servant to say No, but he has the mackintosh of his brothers cousin. It produced the desired effect, however, for after inviting them to step in, the servant disappeared, and the Babe came on the scene, wearing a singularly prosperous expression, as if he had dined well.

Hullo, you chaps, he said.

Sir to you, said Charteris. Look here, Babe, we want to know what you have done with Jim. He was seen by competent witnesses to go off with you, and hes not come back. If youve murdered him, you might let us have the body.

Not come back! Rot. Are you certain?

My dear chap, every House-prefect on the list has been sent out to look for him. When did he leave here?

The Babe reflected.

Six, I should think. Little after, perhaps. Why — oh Lord!

He broke off suddenly.

Whats up? asked Tony.

Why I sent him by a short cut through some woods close by here, and Ive only just remembered theres a sort of quarry in the middle of them. Ill bet hes in there.

Great Scott, man, what sort of a quarry? I like the calm way the Babe talks of sending unsuspecting friends into quarries. Deep?

Not very, thank goodness. Still, if he fell down he might not be able to get up again, especially if hed hurt himself at all. Half a second. Let me get on some boots, and Ill come out and look. Shant be long.

When he came back, the three of them set out for the quarry.

There you are, cried the Babe, with an entirely improper pride in his voice, considering the circumstances. What did I tell you? Out of the darkness in front of them came a shout. They recognized the voice at once as Jims.

Tony uttered a yell of encouragement, and was darting forward to the spot from which the cry had come, when the Babe stopped him. Dont do that, man, he said. Youll be over yourself, if you dont look out. Its quite close here.

He flashed one of the lamps in front of him. The light fell on a black opening in the ground, and Jims voice sounded once more from the bowels of the earth, this time quite close to where they stood.

Jim, shouted Charteris, where are you?

Hullo, said the voice, whos that? You might lug me out of here.

Are you hurt?

Twisted my ankle.

How far down are you?

Not far. Ten feet, about. Cant you get me out?

Half a second, said the Babe, Ill go and get help. You chaps had better stay here and talk to him. He ran off.

How many of you are there up there? asked Jim.

Only Tony and myself, said Charteris.

Thought I heard somebody else.

Oh, that was the Babe. Hes gone off to get help.

Oh. When he comes back, wring his neck, and heave him down here, said Jim. I want a word with him on the subject of short cuts. I say, is there much excitement about this?

Rather. All the House-prefects are out after you. Weve been looking in Parkers Spinney, and Tony was reluctantly compelled to knock out a keeper who tried to stop us. You should have been there. It was a rag.

Wish I had been. Hullo, is that the Babe come back?

It was. The Babe, with his father and a party of friends arrayed in evening dress. They carried a ladder amongst them.

The pungent remarks Jim had intended to address to the Babe had no opportunity of active service. It was not the Babe who carried him up the ladder, but two of the dinner-party. Nor did the Babe have a hand in the carrying of the stretcher. That was done by as many of the evening-dress brigade as could get near enough. They seemed to enjoy it. One of them remarked that it reminded him of South Africa. To which another replied that it was far more like a party of policemen gathering in an early drunk in the Marylebone Road. The procession moved on its stately way to the Babes fathers house, and the last Tony and Charteris saw of Jim, he was the centre of attraction, and appeared to be enjoying himself very much.

Charteris envied him, and did not mind saying so.

Why cant I smash my ankle? he demanded indignantly of Tony.

He was nearing section five, sub-section three, of his discourse, when they reached Merevales gates. It was after eleven, but they felt that the news they were bringing entitled them to be a little late. Charteris brought his arguments to a premature end, and Tony rang the bell. Merevale himself opened the door to them.


18. IN WHICH THE AFFAIRS OF VARIOUS PERSONS ARE WOUND UP
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WELL, HE SAID, youre rather late. Any luck?

Weve found him, sir, said Tony.

Really? Thats a good thing. Where was he?

Hed fallen down a sort of quarry place near where MacArthur lives. MacArthur took him home with him to tea, and sent him back by a short cut, forgetting all about the quarry, and Thomson fell in and couldnt get out again.

Is he hurt?

Only twisted his ankle, sir.

Then where is he now?

They carried him back to the house.

MacArthurs house?

Yes, sir.

Oh, well, I suppose he will be all right then. Graham, just go across and report to the Headmaster, will you? Youll find him in his study.

The Head was immensely relieved to hear Tonys narrative. After much internal debate he had at last come to the conclusion that Jim must have run away, and he had been wondering how he should inform his father of the fact.

You are certain that he is not badly hurt, Graham? he said, when Tony had finished his story.

Yes, sir. Its only his ankle.

Very good. Good-night, Graham.

The Head retired to bed that night filled with a virtuous resolve to seek Jim out on the following day, and speak a word in season to him on the subject of crime in general and betting in particular. This plan he proceeded to carry out as soon as afternoon school was over. When, however, he had arrived at the Babes house, he found that there was one small thing which he had left out of his calculations. He had counted on seeing the invalid alone. On entering the sick-room he found there Mrs MacArthur, looking as if she intended to remain where she sat for several hours — which, indeed, actually was her intention — and Miss MacArthur, whose face and attitude expressed the same, only, if anything, more so. The fact was that the Babe, a very monument of resource on occasions, had, as he told Jim, given them the tip not to let the Old Man get at him, unless he absolutely chucked them out, you know. When he had seen the Headmaster approaching, he had gone hurriedly to Jims room to mention the fact, with excellent results.

The Head took a seat by the bed, and asked, with a touch of nervousness, after the injured ankle. This induced Mrs MacArthur to embark on a disquisition concerning the ease with which ankles are twisted, from which she drifted easily into a discussion of Rugby football, its merits and demerits. The Head, after several vain attempts to jerk the conversation into other grooves, gave it up, and listened for some ten minutes to a series of anecdotes about various friends and acquaintances of Mrs MacArthurs who had either twisted their own ankles or known people who had twisted theirs. The Head began to forget what exactly he had come to say that afternoon. Jim lay and grinned covertly through it all. When the Head did speak, his first words roused him effectually.

I suppose, Mrs MacArthur, your son has told you that we have had a burglary at the School?

Hang it, thought Jim, this isnt playing the game at all. Why talk shop, especially that particular brand of shop, here? He wondered if the Head intended to describe the burglary, and then spring to his feet with a dramatic wave of the hand towards him, and say, There, Mrs MacArthur, is the criminal! There lies the viper on whom you have lavished your hospitality, the snaky and systematic serpent you have been induced by underhand means to pity. Look upon him, and loathe him. He stole the cups!

Yes, indeed, replied Mrs MacArthur, I have heard a great deal about it. I suppose you have never found out who it was that did it?

Jim lay back resignedly. After all, he had not done it, and if the Head liked to say he had, well, let him. He didnt care.

Yes, Mrs MacArthur, we have managed to discover him.

And who was it? asked Mrs MacArthur, much interested.

Now for it, said Jim to himself.

We found that it was a man living in the village, who had been doing some work on the School grounds. He had evidently noticed the value of the cups, and determined to try his hand at appropriating them. He is well known as a poacher in the village, it seems. I think that for the future he will confine himself to that — ah — industry, for he is hardly likely ever to — ah — shine as a professional house-breaker. No.

Oh, well, that must be a relief to you, I am sure, Mr Perceval. These poachers are a terrible nuisance. They do frighten the birds so.

She spoke as if it were an unamiable eccentricity on the part of the poachers, which they might be argued out of, if the matter were put before them in a reasonable manner. The Head agreed with her and rose to go. Jim watched him out of the room and then breathed a deep, satisfying breath of relief. His troubles were at an end.

In the meantime Barrett, who, having no inkling as to the rate at which affairs had been progressing since his visit to the Dingle, still imagined that the secret of the hollow tree belonged exclusively to Reade, himself, and one other, was much exercised in his mind about it. Reade candidly confessed himself baffled by the problem. Give him something moderately straightforward, and he was all right. This secret society and dark lantern style of affair was, he acknowledged, beyond him. And so it came about that Barrett resolved to do the only thing he could think of, and go to the Head about it. But before he had come to this decision, the Head had received another visit from Mr Roberts, as a result of which the table where Sir Alfred Venner had placed Plunketts pipe and other accessories so dramatically during a previous interview, now bore another burden — the missing cups.

Mr Roberts had gone to the Dingle in person, and, by adroit use of the divinity which hedges a detective, had persuaded a keeper to lead him to the tree where, as Mr Stokes had said, the cups had been deposited.

The Heads first act, on getting the cups, was to send for Welch, to whom by right of conquest they belonged. Welch arrived shortly before Barrett. The Head was just handing him his prizes when the latter came into the room. It speaks well for Barretts presence of mind that he had grasped the situation and decided on his line of action before Welch went, and the Head turned his attention to him.

Well, Barrett? said the Head.

If you please, sir, said Barrett, blandly, may I have leave to go to Stapleton?

Certainly, Barrett. Why do you wish to go?

This was something of a poser, but Barretts brain worked quickly.

I wanted to send a telegram, sir.

Very well. But — with suspicion— why did you not ask Mr Philpott? Your House-master can give you leave to go to Stapleton.

I couldnt find him, sir. This was true, for he had not looked.

Ah. Very well.

Thank you, sir.

And Barrett went off to tell Reade that in some mysterious manner the cups had come back on their own account.

When Jim had congratulated himself that everything had ended happily, at any rate as far as he himself was concerned, he had forgotten for the moment that at present he had only one pound to his credit instead of the two which he needed. Charteris, however, had not. The special number of The Glow Worm was due on the following day, and Jims accident left a considerable amount of copy to be accounted for. He questioned Tony on the subject.

Look here, Tony, have you time to do any more stuff for The Glow Worm?

My dear chap, said Tony, Ive not half done my own bits. Ask Welch.

I asked him just now. He cant. Besides, he only writes at about the rate of one word a minute, and we must get it all in by tonight at bed-time. Im going to sit up as it is to jellygraph it. Whats up?

Tonys face had assumed an expression of dismay.

Why, he said, Great Scott, I never thought of it before. If we jellygraph it, our handwritingll be recognized, and that will give the whole show away.

Charteris took a seat, and faced this difficulty in all its aspects. The idea had never occurred to him before. And yet it should have been obvious.

Ill have to copy the whole thing out in copper-plate, he said desperately at last. My aunt, what a job.

Ill help, said Tony. Welch will, too, I should think, if you ask him. How many jelly machine things can you raise?

Ive got three. One for each of us. Wait a bit, Ill go and ask Welch.

Welch, having first ascertained that the matter really was a pressing one, agreed without hesitation. He had objections to spoiling his sleep without reason, but in moments of emergency he put comfort behind him.

Good, said Charteris, when this had been settled, be here as soon as you can after eleven. I tell you what, well do the thing in style, and brew. It oughtnt to take more than an hour or so. Itll be rather a rag than otherwise.

And how about Jims stuff? asked Welch.

I shall have to do that, as you cant. Ive done my own bits. I think Id better start now. He did, and with success. When he went to bed at half-past ten, The Glow Worm was ready in manuscript. Only the copying and printing remained to be done.

Charteris was out of bed and in the study just as eleven struck. Tony and Welch, arriving half-an-hour later, found him hard at work copying out an article of topical interest in a fair, round hand, quite unrecognizable as his own.

It was an impressive scene. The gas had been cut off, as it always was when the House went to bed, and they worked by the light of candles. Occasionally Welch, breathing heavily in his efforts to make his handwriting look like that of a member of a board-school (second standard), blew one or more of the candles out, and the others grunted fiercely. That was all they could do, for, for evident reasons, a vow of silence had been imposed. Charteris was the first to finish. He leant back in his chair, and the chair, which at a reasonable hour of the day would have endured any treatment, collapsed now with a noise like a pistol-shot.

Now youve done it, said Tony, breaking all rules by speaking considerably above a whisper.

Welch went to the door, and listened. The House was still. They settled down once more to work. Charteris lit the spirit-lamp, and began to prepare the meal. The others toiled painfully on at their round-hand. They finished almost simultaneously.

Not another stroke do I do, said Tony, till Ive had something to drink. Is that water boiling yet?

It was at exactly a quarter past two that the work was finished.

Never again, said Charteris, looking with pride at the piles of Glow Worms stacked on the table; this jelly business makes one beastly sticky. I think well keep to print in future.

And they did. Out of the twenty or more numbers of The Glow Worm published during Charteris stay at School, that was the only one that did not come from the press. Readers who have themselves tried jellygraphing will sympathize. It is a curious operation, but most people will find one trial quite sufficient. That special number, however, reached a record circulation. The School had got its journey-money by the time it appeared, and wanted something to read in the train. Jims pound was raised with ease.

Charteris took it round to him at the Babes house, together with a copy of the special number.

By Jove, said Jim. Thanks awfully. Do you know, Id absolutely forgotten all about The Glow Worm. I was to have written something for this number, wasnt I?

And, considering the circumstances, that remark, as Charteris was at some pains to explain to him at the time, contained — when you came to analyse it — more cynical immorality to the cubic foot than any other half-dozen remarks he (Charteris) had ever heard in his life.

It passes out of the realm of the merely impudent, he said, with a happy recollection of a certain favourite author of his, and soars into the boundless empyrean of pure cheek.
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1. TERM BEGINS
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MARRIOTT WALKED INTO the senior day-room, and, finding no one there, hurled his portmanteau down on the table with a bang. The noise brought William into the room. William was attached to Leicesters House, Beckford College, as a mixture of butler and bootboy. He carried a pail of water in his hand. He had been engaged in cleaning up the House against the conclusion of the summer holidays, of which this was the last evening, by the simple process of transferring all dust, dirt, and other foreign substances from the floor to his own person.

Ullo, Mr Marriott, he said.

Hullo, William, said Marriott. How are you? Still jogging along? Thats a mercy. I say, look here, I want a quiet word in season with the authorities. They must have known I was coming back this evening. Of course they did. Why, they specially wrote and asked me. Well, wheres the red carpet? Wheres the awning? Wheres the brass band that ought to have met me at the station? Wheres anything? I tell you what it is, William, my old companion, theres a bad time coming for the Headmaster if he doesnt mind what hes doing. He must learn that life is stern and life is earnest, William. Has Gethryn come back yet?

William, who had been gasping throughout this harangue, for the intellectual pressure of Marriotts conversation (of which there was always plenty) was generally too much for him, caught thankfully at the last remark as being the only intelligible one uttered up to present date, and made answer — 

Mr Gethryn es gorn out on to the field, Mr Marriott. E come arf an hour ago.

Oh! Right. Thanks. Goodbye, William. Give my respects to the cook, and mind you dont work too hard. Think what it would be if you developed heart disease. Awful! You mustnt do it, William.

Marriott vanished, and William, slightly dazed, went about his professional duties once more. Marriott walked out into the grounds in search of Gethryn. Gethryn was the head of Leicesters this term, vice Reynolds departed, and Marriott, who was second man up, shared a study with him. Leicesters had not a good name at Beckford, in spite of the fact that it was generally in the running for the cricket and football cups. The fact of the matter was that, with the exception of Gethryn, Marriott, a boy named Reece, who kept wicket for the School Eleven, and perhaps two others, Leicesters seniors were not a good lot. To the School in general, who gauged a fellows character principally by his abilities in the cricket and football fields, it seemed a very desirable thing to be in Leicesters. They had been runners-up for the House football cup that year, and this term might easily see the cricket cup fall to them. Amongst the few, however, it was known that the House was passing through an unpleasant stage in its career. A House is either good or bad. It is seldom that it can combine the advantages of both systems. Leicesters was bad.

This was due partly to a succession of bad Head-prefects, and partly to Leicester himself, who was well-meaning but weak. His spirit was willing, but his will was not spirited. When things went on that ought not to have gone on, he generally managed to avoid seeing them, and the things continued to go on. Altogether, unless Gethryns rule should act as a tonic, Leicesters was in a bad way.

The Powers that Be, however, were relying on Gethryn to effect some improvement. He was in the Sixth, the First Fifteen, and the First Eleven. Also a backbone was included in his anatomy, and if he made up his mind to a thing, that thing generally happened.

The Rev. James Beckett, the Headmaster of Beckford, had formed a very fair estimate of Gethryns capabilities, and at the moment when Marriott was drawing the field for the missing one, that worthy was sitting in the Headmasters study with a cup in his right hand and a muffin (half-eaten) in his left, drinking in tea and wisdom simultaneously. The Head was doing most of the talking. He had led up to the subject skilfully, and, once reached, he did not leave it. The text of his discourse was the degeneracy of Leicesters.

Now, you know, Gethryn — another muffin? Help yourself. You know, Reynolds — well, he was a capital boy in his way, capital, and Im sure we shall all miss him very much — but he was not a good head of a House. He was weak. Much too weak. Too easy-going. You must avoid that, Gethryn. Reynolds.... And much more in the same vein. Gethryn left the room half an hour later full of muffins and good resolutions. He met Marriott at the fives-courts.

Where have you been to? asked Marriott. Ive been looking for you all over the shop.

I and my friend the Headmaster, said Gethryn, have been having a quiet pot of tea between us.

Really? Was he affable?

Distinctly affable.

You know, said Marriott confidentially, he asked me in, but I told him it wasnt good enough. I said that if he would consent to make his tea with water that wasnt two degrees below lukewarm, and bring on his muffins cooked instead of raw, and supply some butter to eat with them, I might look him up now and then. Otherwise it couldnt be done at the price. But what did he want you for, really?

He was ragging me about the House. Quite right, too. You know, theres no doubt about it, Leicesters does want bucking up.

Were going to get the cricket cup, said Marriott, for the defence.

We may. If it wasnt for the Houses in between. School House and Jephsons especially. And anyhow, thats not what I meant. The games are all right. Its—

The moral je-ne-sais-quoi, so to speak, said Marriott. Thatll be all right. Wait till we get at em. What I want you to turn your great brain to now is this letter.

He produced a letter from his pocket. Dont you bar chaps who show you their letters? he said. This was written by an aunt of mine. I dont want to inflict the whole lot on you. Just look at line four. You see what she says: A boy is coming to Mr Leicesters House this term, whom I particularly wish you to befriend. He is the son of a great friend of a friend of mine, and is a nice, bright little fellow, very jolly and full of spirits.

That means, interpolated Gethryn grimly, that he is up to the eyes in pure, undiluted cheek, and will want kicking after every meal and before retiring to rest. Go on.

His name is—

Well?

Thats the point. At this point the manuscript becomes absolutely illegible. I have conjectured Percy for the first name. It may be Richard, but Ill plunge on Percy. Its the surname that stumps me. Personally, I think its MacCow, though I trust it isnt, for the kids sake. I showed the letter to my brother, the one whos at Oxford. He swore it was Watson, but, on being pressed, hedged with Sandys. You may as well contribute your little bit. What do you make of it?

Gethryn scrutinized the document with care.

She begins with a D. You can see that.

Well?

Next letter a or u. I see. Of course. Its Duncan.

Think so? said Marriott doubtfully. Well, lets go and ask the matron if she knows anything about him.

Miss Jones, he said, when they had reached the House, have you on your list of new boys a sportsman of the name of MacCow or Watson? I am also prepared to accept Sandys or Duncan. The Christian name is either Richard or Percy. There, that gives you a fairly wide field to choose from.

Theres a P. V. Wilson on the list, said the matron, after an inspection of that document.

That must be the man, said Marriott. Thanks very much. I suppose he hasnt arrived yet?

No, not yet. You two are the only ones so far.

Oh! Well, I suppose I shall have to see him when he does come. Ill come down for him later on.

They strolled out on to the field again.

In re the proposed bucking-up of the House, said Marriott, itll be rather a big job.

Rather. I should think so. We ought to have a most fearfully sporting time. Its got to be done. The Old Man talked to me like several fathers.

What did he say?

Oh, heaps of things.

I know. Did he mention amongst other things that Reynolds was the worst idiot on the face of this so-called world?

Something of the sort.

So I should think. The late Reynolds was a perfect specimen of the gelatine-backboned worm. Thats not my own, but its the only description of him that really suits. Monk and Danvers and the mob in general used to do what they liked with him. Talking of Monk, when you embark on your tour of moral agitation, I should advise you to start with him.

Yes. And Danvers. There isnt much to choose between them. Its a pity theyre both such good bats. When you see a chap putting them through the slips like Monk does, you cant help thinking there must be something in him.

So there is, said Marriott, and its all bad. I bar the man. Hes slimy. Its the only word for him. And he uses scent by the gallon. Thank goodness this is his last term.

Is it really? I never heard that.

Yes. He and Danvers are both leaving. Monks going to Heidelberg to study German, and Danvers is going into his paters business in the City. I got that from Waterford.

Waterford is another beast, said Gethryn thoughtfully. I suppose hes not leaving by any chance?

Not that I know of. But hell be nothing without Monk and Danvers. Hes simply a sort of bottle-washer to the firm. When they go hell collapse. Lets be strolling towards the House now, shall we? Hullo! Our only Reece! Hullo, Reece!

Hullo! said the new arrival. Reece was a weird, silent individual, whom everybody in the School knew up to a certain point, but very few beyond that point. His manner was exactly the same when talking to the smallest fag as when addressing the Headmaster. He rather gave one the impression that he was thinking of something a fortnight ahead, or trying to solve a chess problem without the aid of the board. In appearance he was on the short side, and thin. He was in the Sixth, and a conscientious worker. Indeed, he was only saved from being considered a swot, to use the vernacular, by the fact that from childhoods earliest hour he had been in the habit of keeping wicket like an angel. To a good wicket-keeper much may be forgiven.

He handed Gethryn an envelope.

Letter, Bishop, he said. Gethryn was commonly known as the Bishop, owing to a certain sermon preached in the College chapel some five years before, in aid of the Church Missionary Society, in which the preacher had alluded at frequent intervals to another Gethryn, a bishop, who, it appeared, had a see, and did much excellent work among the heathen at the back of beyond. Gethryns friends and acquaintances, who had been alternating between Ginger — Gethryns hair being inclined to redness — and Sneg, a name which utterly baffles the philologist, had welcomed the new name warmly, and it had stuck ever since. And, after all, there are considerably worse names by which one might be called.

What the dickens! he said, as he finished reading the letter.

Tell us the worst, said Marriott. You must read it out now out of common decency, after rousing our expectations like that.

All right! It isnt private. Its from an aunt of mine.

Seems to be a perfect glut of aunts, said Marriott. What views has your representative got to air? Is she springing any jolly little fellow full of spirits on this happy community?

No, its not that. Its only an uncle of mine whos coming down here. Hes coming tomorrow, and Im to meet him. The uncanny part of it is that Ive never heard of him before in my life.

That reminds me of a story I heard— began Reece slowly. Reeces observations were not frequent, but when they came, did so for the most part in anecdotal shape. Somebody was constantly doing something which reminded him of something he had heard somewhere from somebody. The unfortunate part of it was that he exuded these reminiscences at such a leisurely rate of speed that he was rarely known to succeed in finishing any of them. He resembled those serial stories which appear in papers destined at a moderate price to fill an obvious void, and which break off abruptly at the third chapter, owing to the premature decease of the said periodicals. On this occasion Marriott cut in with a few sage remarks on the subject of uncles as a class. Uncles, he said, are tricky. You never know where youve got em. You think theyre going to come out strong with a sovereign, and they make it a shilling without a blush. An uncle of mine once gave me a threepenny bit. If it hadnt been that I didnt wish to hurt his feelings, I should have flung it at his feet. Also I particularly wanted threepence at the moment. Is your uncle likely to do his duty, Bishop?

I tell you I dont know the man. Never heard of him. I thought I knew every uncle on the list, but I cant place this one. However, I suppose I shall have to meet him.

Rather, said Marriott, as they went into the House; we should always strive to be kind, even to the very humblest. On the off chance, you know. The unknown may have struck it rich in sheep or something out in Australia. Most uncles come from Australia. Or he may be the boss of some trust, and wallowing in dollars. He may be anything. Lets go and brew, Bishop. Come on, Reece.

I dont mind watching you two chaps eat, said Gethryn, but I cant join in myself. I have assimilated three pounds odd of the Headmagisterial muffins already this afternoon. Dont mind me, though.

They went upstairs to Marriotts study, which was also Gethryns. Two in a study was the rule at Beckford, though there were recluses who lived alone, and seemed to enjoy it.

When the festive board had ceased to groan, and the cake, which Marriotts mother had expected to last a fortnight, had been reduced to a mere wreck of its former self, the thought of his aunts friends friends son returned to Marriott, and he went down to investigate, returning shortly afterwards unaccompanied, but evidently full of news.

Well? said Gethryn. Hasnt he come?

A little, said Marriott, just a little. I went down to the fags room, and when I opened the door I noticed a certain weird stillness in the atmosphere. There is usually a row going on that you could cut with a knife. I looked about. The room was apparently empty. Then I observed a quaint object on the horizon. Do you know one Skinner by any chance?

My dear chap! said Gethryn. Skinner was a sort of juvenile Professor Moriarty, a Napoleon of crime. He reeked of crime. He revelled in his wicked deeds. If a Dormitory-prefect was kept awake at night by some diabolically ingenious contrivance for combining the minimum of risk with the maximum of noise, then it was Skinner who had engineered the thing. Again, did a master, playing nervously forward on a bad pitch at the nets to Gosling, the School fast bowler, receive the ball gaspingly in the small ribs, and look round to see whose was that raucous laugh which had greeted the performance, he would observe a couple of yards away Skinner, deep in conversation with some friend of equally villainous aspect. In short, in a word, the only adequate word, he was Skinner.

Well? said Reece.

Skinner, proceeded Marriott, was seated in a chair, bleeding freely into a rather dirty pocket-handkerchief. His usual genial smile was hampered by a cut lip, and his right eye was blacked in the most graceful and pleasing manner. I made tender inquiries, but could get nothing from him except grunts. So I departed, and just outside the door I met young Lee, and got the facts out of him. It appears that P. V. Wilson, my aunts friends friends son, entered the fags room at four-fifteen. At four-fifteen-and-a-half, punctually, Skinner was observed to be trying to rag him. Apparently the great Percy has no sense of humour, for at four-seventeen he got tired of it, and hit Skinner crisply in the right eyeball, blacking the same as per illustration. The subsequent fight raged gorily for five minutes odd, and then Wilson, who seems to be a professional pugilist in disguise, landed what my informant describes as three corkers on his opponents proboscis. Skinners reply was to sit down heavily on the floor, and give him to understand that the fight was over, and that for the next day or two his face would be closed for alterations and repairs. Wilson thereupon harangued the company in well-chosen terms, tried to get Skinner to shake hands, but failed, and finally took the entire crew out to the shop, where they made pigs of themselves at his expense. I have spoken.

And thats the kid youve got to look after, said Reece, after a pause.

Yes, said Marriott. What I maintain is that I require a kid built on those lines to look after me. But you ought to go down and see Skinners eye sometime. Its a beautiful bit of work.


2. INTRODUCES AN UNUSUAL UNCLE
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ON THE FOLLOWING day, at nine oclock, the term formally began. There is nothing of Black Monday about the first day of term at a public school. Black Monday is essentially a private school institution.

At Beckford the first day of every term was a half holiday. During the morning a feeble pretence of work was kept up, but after lunch the school was free, to do as it pleased and to go where it liked. The nets were put up for the first time, and the School professional emerged at last from his winter retirement with his, Coom right out to em, sir, right forward, which had helped so many Beckford cricketers to do their duty by the School in the field. There was one net for the elect, the remnants of last years Eleven and the probables for this season, and half a dozen more for lesser lights.

At the first net Norris was batting to the bowling of Gosling, a long, thin day boy, Gethryn, and the professional — as useful a trio as any school batsman could wish for. Norris was captain of the team this year, a sound, stylish bat, with a stroke after the manner of Tyldesley between cover and mid-off, which used to make Miles the professional almost weep with joy. But today he had evidently not quite got into form. Twice in successive balls Gosling knocked his leg stump out of the ground with yorkers, and the ball after that, Gethryn upset his middle with a beauty.

Hat-trick, Norris, shouted Gosling.

Cant see em a bit today. Bowled, Bishop.

A second teaser from Gethryn had almost got through his defence. The Bishop was undoubtedly a fine bowler. Without being quite so fast as Gosling, he nevertheless contrived to work up a very considerable speed when he wished to, and there was always something in every ball he bowled which made it necessary for the batsman to watch it all the way. In matches against other schools it was generally Gosling who took the wickets. The batsmen were bothered by his pace. But when the M.C.C. or the Incogniti came down, bringing seasoned county men who knew what fast bowling really was, and rather preferred it on the whole to slow, then Gethryn was called upon.

Most Beckfordians who did not play cricket on the first day of term went on the river. A few rode bicycles or strolled out into the country in couples, but the majority, amongst whom on this occasion was Marriott, sallied to the water and hired boats. Marriott was one of the six old cricket colours — the others were Norris, Gosling, Gethryn, Reece, and Pringle of the School House — who formed the foundation of this years Eleven. He was not an ornamental bat, but stood quite alone in the matter of tall hitting. Twenty minutes of Marriott when in form would often completely alter the course of a match. He had been given his colours in the previous year for making exactly a hundred in sixty-one minutes against the Authentics when the rest of the team had contributed ninety-eight. The Authentics made a hundred and eighty-four, so that the School just won; and the story of how there were five men out in the deep for him, and how he put the slow bowler over their heads and over the ropes eight times in three overs, had passed into a school legend.

But today other things than cricket occupied his attention. He had run Wilson to earth, and was engaged in making his acquaintance, according to instructions received.

Are you Wilson? he asked. P.V. Wilson?

Wilson confirmed the charge.

My names Marriott. Does that convey any significance to your young mind?

Oh, yes. My mater knows somebody who knows your aunt.

It is a true bill.

And she said you would look after me. I know you wont have time, of course.

I expect I shall have time to give you all the looking after youll require. It wont be much, from all Ive heard. Was all that true about you and young Skinner?

Wilson grinned.

I did have a bit of a row with a chap called Skinner, he admitted.

So Skinner seems to think, said Marriott. What was it all about?

Oh, he made an ass of himself, said Wilson vaguely.

Marriott nodded.

He would. I know the man. I shouldnt think youd have much trouble with Skinner in the future. By the way, Ive got you for a fag this term. You dont have to do much in the summer. Just rot around, you know, and go to the shop for biscuits and things, thats all. And, within limits of course, you get the run of the study.

I see, said Wilson gratefully. The prospect was pleasant.

Oh yes, and its your privilege to pipe-clay my cricket boots occasionally before First matches. Youll like that. Can you steer a boat?

I dont think so. I never tried.

Its easy enough. Ill tell you what to do. Anyhow, you probably wont steer any worse than I row, so lets go and get a boat out, and Ill try and think of a few more words of wisdom for your benefit.

At the nets Norris had finished his innings, and Pringle was batting in his stead. Gethryn had given up his ball to Baynes, who bowled slow leg-breaks, and was the most probable of the probables above-mentioned. He went to where Norris was taking off his pads, and began to talk to him. Norris was the head of Jephsons House, and he and the Bishop were very good friends, in a casual sort of way. If they did not see one another for a couple of days, neither of them broke his heart. Whenever, on the other hand, they did meet, they were always glad, and always had plenty to talk about. Most school friendships are of that description.

You were sending down some rather hot stuff, said Norris, as Gethryn sat down beside him, and began to inspect Pringles performance with a critical eye.

I did feel rather fit, said he. But I dont think half those that got you would have taken wickets in a match. You arent in form yet.

I tell you what it is, Bishop, said Norris, I believe Im going to be a rank failure this season. Being captain does put one off.

Dont be an idiot, man. How can you possibly tell after one days play at the nets?

I dont know. I feel so beastly anxious somehow. I feel as if I was personally responsible for every match lost. It was all right last year when John Brown was captain. Good old John! Do you remember his running you out in the Charchester match?

Dont, said Gethryn pathetically. The only time Ive ever felt as if I really was going to make that century. By Jove, see that drive? Pringle seems all right.

Yes, you know, hell simply walk into his Blue when he goes up to the Varsity. What do you think of Baynes?

Ought to be rather useful on his wicket. Jephson thinks hes good.

Mr Jephson looked after the School cricket.

Yes, I believe he rather fancies him, said Norris. Says he ought to do some big things if we get any rain. Hullo, Pringle, are you coming out? Youd better go in, then, Bishop.

All right. Thanks. Oh, by Jove, though, I forgot. I cant. Ive got to go down to the station to meet an uncle of mine.

Whats he coming up today for? Why didnt he wait till wed got a match of sorts on?

I dont know. The mans probably a lunatic. Anyhow, I shall have to go and meet him, and I shall just do it comfortably if I go and change now.

Oh! Right you are! Sammy, do you want a knock?

Samuel Wilberforce Gosling, known to his friends and admirers as Sammy, replied that he did not. All he wanted now, he said, was a drink, or possibly two drinks, and a jolly good rest in the shade somewhere. Gosling was one of those rare individuals who cultivate bowling at the expense of batting, a habit the reverse of what usually obtains in schools.

Norris admitted the justice of his claims, and sent in a Second Eleven man, Baker, a member of his own House, in Pringles place. Pringle and Gosling adjourned to the School shop for refreshment.

Gethryn walked with them as far as the gate which opened on to the road where most of the boarding Houses stood, and then branched off in the direction of Leicesters. To change into everyday costume took him a quarter of an hour, at the end of which period he left the House, and began to walk down the road in the direction of the station.

It was an hours easy walking between Horton, the nearest station to Beckford, and the College. Gethryn, who was rather tired after his exertions at the nets, took it very easily, and when he arrived at his destination the church clock was striking four.

Is the three-fifty-six in yet? he asked of the solitary porter who ministered to the needs of the traveller at Horton station.

Just a-coming in now, zur, said the porter, adding, in a sort of inspired frenzy: Orton! Orton stertion! Orton! and ringing a bell with immense enthusiasm and vigour.

Gethryn strolled to the gate, where the station-masters son stood at the receipt of custom to collect the tickets. His uncle was to arrive by this train, and if he did so arrive, must of necessity pass this way before leaving the platform. The train panted in, pulled up, whistled, and puffed out again, leaving three people behind it. One of these was a woman of sixty (approximately), the second a small girl of ten, the third a young gentleman in a top hat and Etons, who carried a bag, and looked as if he had seen the hollowness of things, for his face wore a bored, supercilious look. His uncle had evidently not arrived, unless he had come disguised as an old woman, an act of which Gethryn refused to believe him capable.

He enquired as to the next train that was expected to arrive from London. The station-masters son was not sure, but would ask the porter, whose name it appeared was Johnny. Johnny gave the correct answer without an effort. Seven-thirty it was, sir, except on Saturdays, when it was eight oclock.

Thanks, said the Bishop. Dash the man, he might at least have wired.

He registered a silent wish concerning the uncle who had brought him a long three miles out of his way with nothing to show at the end of it, and was just turning to leave the station, when the top-hatted small boy, who had been hovering round the group during the conversation, addressed winged words to him. These were the winged words — 

I say, are you looking for somebody? The Bishop stared at him as a naturalist stares at a novel species of insect.

Yes, he said. Why?

Is your name Gethryn?

This affair, thought the Bishop, was beginning to assume an uncanny aspect.

How the dickens did you know that? he said.

Oh, then you are Gethryn? Thats all right. I was told you were going to be here to meet this train. Glad to make your acquaintance. My names Farnie. Im your uncle, you know.

My what? gurgled the Bishop.

Your uncle. U-n, un; c-l-e — kul. Uncle. Fact, I assure you.


3. THE UNCLE MAKES HIMSELF AT HOME

[image: img29.jpg]

BUT, DASH IT, said Gethryn, when he had finished gasping, that must be rot!

Not a bit, said the self-possessed youth. Your mater was my elder sister. Youll find it works out all right. Look here. A, the daughter of B and C, marries. No, look here. I was born when you were four. See?

Then the demoralized Bishop remembered. He had heard of his juvenile uncle, but the tales had made little impression upon him. Till now they had not crossed one anothers tracks.

Oh, all right, said he, Ill take your word for it. You seem to have been getting up the subject.

Yes. Thought you might want to know about it. I say, how far is it to Beckford, and how do you get there?

Up till now Gethryn had scarcely realized that his uncle was actually coming to the School for good. These words brought the fact home to him.

Oh, Lord, he said, are you coming to Beckford?

The thought of having his footsteps perpetually dogged by an uncle four years younger than himself, and manifestly a youth with a fine taste in cheek, was not pleasant.

Of course, said his uncle. What did you think I was going to do? Camp out on the platform?

What House are you in?

Leicesters.

The worst had happened. The bitter cup was full, the iron neatly inserted in Gethryns soul. In his most pessimistic moments he had never looked forward to the coming term so gloomily as he did now. His uncle noted his lack of enthusiasm, and attributed it to anxiety on behalf of himself.

Whats up? he asked. Isnt Leicesters all right? Is Leicester a beast?

No. Hes a perfectly decent sort of man. Its a good enough House. At least it will be this term. I was only thinking of something.

I see. Well, how do you get to the place?

Walk. It isnt far.

How far?

Three miles.

The porter said four.

It may be four. I never measured it.

Well, how the dickens do you think Im going to walk four miles with luggage? I wish you wouldnt rot.

And before Gethryn could quite realize that he, the head of Leicesters, the second-best bowler in the School, and the best centre three-quarter the School had had for four seasons, had been requested in a peremptory manner by a youth of fourteen, a mere kid, not to rot, the offender was talking to a cabman out of the reach of retaliation. Gethryn became more convinced every minute that this was no ordinary kid.

This man says, observed Farnie, returning to Gethryn, that hell drive me up to the College for seven bob. As its a short four miles, and Ive only got two boxes, it seems to me that hes doing himself fairly well. What do you think?

Nobody ever gives more than four bob, said Gethryn.

I told you so, said Farnie to the cabman. You are a bally swindler, he added admiringly.

Look ere, began the cabman, in a pained voice.

Oh, dry up, said Farnie. Want a lift, Gethryn?

The words were spoken not so much as from equal to equal as in a tone of airy patronage which made the Bishops blood boil. But as he intended to instil a few words of wisdom into his uncles mind, he did not refuse the offer.

The cabman, apparently accepting the situation as one of those slings and arrows of outrageous fortune which no man can hope to escape, settled down on the box, clicked up his horse, and drove on towards the College.

What sort of a hole is Beckford? asked Farnie, after the silence had lasted some time.

I find it good enough personally, said Gethryn. If youd let us know earlier that you were coming, wed have had the place done up a bit for you.

This, of course, was feeble, distinctly feeble. But the Bishop was not feeling himself. The essay in sarcasm left the would-be victim entirely uncrushed. He should have shrunk and withered up, or at the least have blushed. But he did nothing of the sort. He merely smiled in his supercilious way, until the Bishop felt very much inclined to spring upon him and throw him out of the cab.

There was another pause.

Farnie, began Gethryn at last.

Um?

Doesnt it strike you that for a kid like you youve got a good deal of edge on? asked Gethryn.

Farnie effected a masterly counter-stroke. He pretended not to be able to hear. He was sorry, but would the Bishop mind repeating his remark.

Eh? What? he said. Very sorry, but this cabs making such a row. I say, cabby, why dont you sign the pledge, and save your money up to buy a new cab? Eh? Oh, sorry! I wasnt listening. Now, inasmuch as the whole virtue of the wretched-little-kid-like-you argument lies in the crisp despatch with which it is delivered, Gethryn began to find, on repeating his observation for the third time, that there was not quite so much in it as he had thought. He prudently elected to change his style of attack.

It doesnt matter, he said wearily, as Farnie opened his mouth to demand a fourth encore, it wasnt anything important. Now, look here, I just want to give you a few tips about what to do when you get to the Coll. To start with, youll have to take off that white tie youve got on. Black and dark blue are the only sorts allowed here.

How about yours then? Gethryn was wearing a somewhat sweet thing in brown and yellow.

Mine happens to be a First Eleven tie.

Oh! Well, as a matter of fact, you know, I was going to take off my tie. I always do, especially at night. Its a sort of habit Ive got into.

Not quite so much of your beastly cheek, please, said Gethryn.

Right-ho! said Farnie cheerfully, and silence, broken only by the shrieking of the cab wheels, brooded once more over the cab. Then Gethryn, feeling that perhaps it would be a shame to jump too severely on a new boy on his first day at a large public school, began to think of something conciliatory to say. Look here, he said, youll get on all right at Beckford, I expect. Youll find Leicesters a fairly decent sort of House. Anyhow, you neednt be afraid youll get bullied. Theres none of that sort of thing at School nowadays.

Really?

Yes, and theres another thing I ought to warn you about. Have you brought much money with you?

Bout fourteen pounds, I fancy, said Farnie carelessly.

Fourteen what! said the amazed Bishop. Pounds!

Or sovereigns, said Farnie. Each worth twenty shillings, you know.

For a moment Gethryns only feeling was one of unmixed envy. Previously he had considered himself passing rich on thirty shillings a term. He had heard legends, of course, of individuals who come to School bursting with bullion, but never before had he set eyes upon such an one. But after a time it began to dawn upon him that for a new boy at a public school, and especially at such a House as Leicesters had become under the rule of the late Reynolds and his predecessors, there might be such a thing as having too much money.

How the deuce did you get all that? he asked.

My pater gave it me. Hes absolutely cracked on the subject of pocket-money. Sometimes he doesnt give me a sou, and sometimes hell give me whatever I ask for.

But you dont mean to say you had the cheek to ask for fourteen quid?

I asked for fifteen. Got it, too. Ive spent a pound of it. I said I wanted to buy a bike. You can get a jolly good bike for five quid about, so you see I scoop ten pounds. What?

This ingenious, if slightly unscrupulous, feat gave Gethryn an insight into his uncles character which up till now he had lacked. He began to see that the moral advice with which he had primed himself would be out of place. Evidently this youth could take quite good care of himself on his own account. Still, even a budding Professor Moriarty would be none the worse for being warned against Gethryns bete noire, Monk, so the Bishop proceeded to deliver that warning.

Well, he said, you seem to be able to look out for yourself all right, I must say. But theres one tip I really can give you. When you get to Leicesters, and a beast with a green complexion and an oily smile comes up and calls you Old Cha-a-p, and wants you to swear eternal friendship, tell him its not good enough. Squash him!

Thanks, said Farnie. Who is this genial merchant?

Chap called Monk. Youll recognize him by the smell of scent. When you find the place smelling like an Eau-de-Cologne factory, youll know Monks somewhere near. Dont you have anything to do with him.

You seem to dislike the gentleman.

I bar the man. But that isnt why Im giving you the tip to steer clear of him. There are dozens of chaps I bar who havent an ounce of vice in them. And there are one or two chaps who have got tons. Monks one of them. A fellow called Danvers is another. Also a beast of the name of Waterford. There are some others as well, but those are the worst of the lot. By the way, I forgot to ask, have you ever been to school before?

Yes, said Farnie, in the dreamy voice of one who recalls memories from the misty past, I was at Harrow before I came here, and at Wellington before I went to Harrow, and at Clifton before I went to Wellington.

Gethryn gasped.

Anywhere before you went to Clifton? he enquired.

Only private schools.

The recollection of the platitudes which he had been delivering, under the impression that he was talking to an entirely raw beginner, made Gethryn feel slightly uncomfortable. What must this wanderer, who had seen men and cities, have thought of his harangue?

Why did you leave Harrow? asked he.

Sacked, was the laconic reply.

Have you ever, asks a modern philosopher, gone upstairs in the dark, and trodden on the last step when it wasnt there? That sensation and the one Gethryn felt at this unexpected revelation were identical. And the worst of it was that he felt the keenest desire to know why Harrow had seen fit to dispense with the presence of his uncle.

Why? he began. I mean, he went on hurriedly, why did you leave Wellington?

Sacked, said Farnie again, with the monotonous persistence of a Solomon Eagle.

Gethryn felt at this juncture much as the unfortunate gentleman in Punch must have felt, when, having finished a humorous story, the point of which turned upon squinting and red noses, he suddenly discovered that his host enjoyed both those peculiarities. He struggled manfully with his feelings for a time. Tact urged him to discontinue his investigations and talk about the weather. Curiosity insisted upon knowing further details. Just as the struggle was at its height, Farnie came unexpectedly to the rescue.

It may interest you, he said, to know that I was not sacked from Clifton.

Gethryn with some difficulty refrained from thanking him for the information.

I never stop at a school long, said Farnie. If I dont get sacked my father takes me away after a couple of terms. I went to four private schools before I started on the public schools. My pater took me away from the first two because he thought the drains were bad, the third because they wouldnt teach me shorthand, and the fourth because he didnt like the headmasters face. I worked off those schools in a year and a half. Having finished this piece of autobiography, he relapsed into silence, leaving Gethryn to recollect various tales he had heard of his grandfathers eccentricity. The silence lasted until the College was reached, when the matron took charge of Farnie, and Gethryn went off to tell Marriott of these strange happenings.

Marriott was amused, nor did he attempt to conceal the fact. When he had finished laughing, which was not for some time, he favoured the Bishop with a very sound piece of advice. If I were you, he said, I should try and hush this affair up. Its all fearfully funny, but I think youd enjoy life more if nobody knew this kid was your uncle. To see the head of the House going about with a juvenile uncle in his wake might amuse the chaps rather, and you might find it harder to keep order; I wont let it out, and nobody else knows apparently. Go and square the kid. Oh, I say though, whats his name? If its Gethryn, youre done. Unless you like to swear hes a cousin.

No; his names Farnie, thank goodness.

Thats all right then. Go and talk to him.

Gethryn went to the junior study. Farnie was holding forth to a knot of fags at one end of the room. His audience appeared to be amused at something.

I say, Farnie, said the Bishop, half a second.

Farnie came out, and Gethryn proceeded to inform him that, all things considered, and proud as he was of the relationship, it was not absolutely essential that he should tell everybody that he was his uncle. In fact, it would be rather better on the whole if he did not. Did he follow?

Farnie begged to observe that he did follow, but that, to his sorrow, the warning came too late.

Im very sorry, he said, I hadnt the least idea you wanted the thing kept dark. How was I to know? Ive just been telling it to some of the chaps in there. Awfully decent chaps. They seemed to think it rather funny. Anyhow, Im not ashamed of the relationship. Not yet, at any rate.

For a moment Gethryn seemed about to speak. He looked fixedly at his uncle as he stood framed in the doorway, a cheerful column of cool, calm, concentrated cheek. Then, as if realizing that no words that he knew could do justice to the situation, he raised his foot in silence, and booted his own flesh and blood with marked emphasis. After which ceremony he went, still without a word, upstairs again.

As for Farnie, he returned to the junior day-room whistling Down South in a soft but cheerful key, and solidified his growing popularity with doles of food from a hamper which he had brought with him. Finally, on retiring to bed and being pressed by the rest of his dormitory for a story, he embarked upon the history of a certain Pollock and an individual referred to throughout as the Porroh Man, the former of whom caused the latter to be decapitated, and was ever afterwards haunted by his head, which appeared to him all day and every day (not excepting Sundays and Bank Holidays) in an upside-down position and wearing a horrible grin. In the end Pollock very sensibly committed suicide (with ghastly details), and the dormitory thanked Farnie in a subdued and chastened manner, and tried, with small success, to go to sleep. In short, Farnies first evening at Beckford had been quite a triumph.


4. PRINGLE MAKES A SPORTING OFFER
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ESTIMATING IT ROUGHLY, it takes a new boy at a public school about a week to find his legs and shed his skin of newness. The period is, of course, longer in the case of some and shorter in the case of others. Both Farnie and Wilson had made themselves at home immediately. In the case of the latter, directly the Skinner episode had been noised abroad, and it was discovered in addition that he was a promising bat, public opinion recognized that here was a youth out of the common run of new boys, and the Lower Fourth — the form in which he had been placed on arrival — took him to its bosom as an equal. Farnies case was exceptional. A career at Harrow, Clifton, and Wellington, however short and abruptly terminated, gives one some sort of grip on the way public school life is conducted. At an early date, moreover, he gave signs of what almost amounted to genius in the Indoor Game department. Now, success in the field is a good thing, and undoubtedly makes for popularity. But if you desire to command the respect and admiration of your fellow-beings to a degree stretched almost to the point of idolatry, make yourself proficient in the art of whiling away the hours of afternoon school. Before Farnies arrival, his form, the Upper Fourth, with the best intentions in the world, had not been skilful raggers. They had ragged in an intermittent, once-a-week sort of way. When, however, he came on the scene, he introduced a welcome element of science into the sport. As witness the following. Mr Strudwick, the regular master of the form, happened on one occasion to be away for a couple of days, and a stop-gap was put in in his place. The name of the stop-gap was Mr Somerville Smith. He and Farnie exchanged an unspoken declaration of war almost immediately. The first round went in Mr Smiths favour. He contrived to catch Farnie in the act of performing some ingenious breach of the peace, and, it being a Wednesday and a half-holiday, sent him into extra lesson. On the following morning, more by design than accident, Farnie upset an inkpot. Mr Smith observed icily that unless the stain was wiped away before the beginning of afternoon school, there would be trouble. Farnie observed (to himself) that there would be trouble in any case, for he had hit upon the central idea for the most colossal rag that, in his opinion, ever was. After morning school he gathered the form around him, and disclosed his idea. The floor of the form-room, he pointed out, was some dozen inches below the level of the door. Would it not be a pleasant and profitable notion, he asked, to flood the floor with water to the depth of those dozen inches? On the wall outside the form-room hung a row of buckets, placed there in case of fire, and the lavatory was not too far off for practical purposes. Mr Smith had bidden him wash the floor. It was obviously his duty to do so. The form thought so too. For a solid hour, thirty weary but enthusiastic reprobates laboured without ceasing, and by the time the bell rang all was prepared. The floor was one still, silent pool. Two caps and a few notebooks floated sluggishly on the surface, relieving the picture of any tendency to monotony. The form crept silently to their places along the desks. As Mr Smiths footsteps were heard approaching, they began to beat vigorously upon the desks, with the result that Mr Smith, quickening his pace, dashed into the form-room at a hard gallop. The immediate results were absolutely satisfactory, and if matters subsequently (when Mr Smith, having changed his clothes, returned with the Headmaster) did get somewhat warm for the thirty criminals, they had the satisfying feeling that their duty had been done, and a hearty and unanimous vote of thanks was passed to Farnie. From which it will be seen that Master Reginald Farnie was managing to extract more or less enjoyment out of his life at Beckford.

Another person who was enjoying life was Pringle of the School House. The keynote of Pringles character was superiority. At an early period of his life — he was still unable to speak at the time — his grandmother had died. This is probably the sole reason why he had never taught that relative to suck eggs. Had she lived, her education in that direction must have been taken in hand. Baffled in this, Pringle had turned his attention to the rest of the human race. He had a rooted conviction that he did everything a shade better than anybody else. This belief did not make him arrogant at all, and certainly not offensive, for he was exceedingly popular in the School. But still there were people who thought that he might occasionally draw the line somewhere. Watson, the ground-man, for example, thought so when Pringle primed him with advice on the subject of preparing a wicket. And Langdale, who had been captain of the team five years before, had thought so most decidedly, and had not hesitated to say so when Pringle, then in his first term and aged twelve, had stood behind the First Eleven net and requested him peremptorily to keep em down, sir, keep em down. Indeed, the great man had very nearly had a fit on that occasion, and was wont afterwards to attribute to the effects of the shock so received a sequence of three ducks which befell him in the next three matches.

In short, in every department of life, Pringles advice was always (and generally unsought) at everybodys disposal. To round the position off neatly, it would be necessary to picture him as a total failure in the practical side of all the subjects in which he was so brilliant a theorist. Strangely enough, however, this was not the case. There were few better bats in the School than Pringle. Norris on his day was more stylish, and Marriott not infrequently made more runs, but for consistency Pringle was unrivalled.

That was partly the reason why at this time he was feeling pleased with life. The School had played three matches up to date, and had won them all. In the first, an Oxford college team, containing several Old Beckfordians, had been met and routed, Pringle contributing thirty-one to a total of three hundred odd. But Norris had made a century, which had rather diverted the public eye from this performance. Then the School had played the Emeriti, and had won again quite comfortably. This time his score had been forty-one, useful, but still not phenomenal. Then in the third match, versus Charchester, one of the big school matches of the season, he had found himself. He ran up a hundred and twenty-three without a chance, and felt that life had little more to offer. That had been only a week ago, and the glow of satisfaction was still pleasantly warm.

It was while he was gloating silently in his study over the bat with which a grateful Field Sports Committee had presented him as a reward for this feat, that he became aware that Lorimer, his study companion, appeared to be in an entirely different frame of mind to his own. Lorimer was in the Upper Fifth, Pringle in the Remove. Lorimer sat at the study table gnawing a pen in a feverish manner that told of an overwrought soul. Twice he uttered sounds that were obviously sounds of anguish, half groans and half grunts. Pringle laid down his bat and decided to investigate.

Whats up? he asked.

This bally poem thing, said Lorimer.

Poem? Oh, ah, I know. Pringle had been in the Upper Fifth himself a year before, and he remembered that every summer term there descended upon that form a Bad Time in the shape of a poetry prize. A certain Indian potentate, the Rajah of Seltzerpore, had paid a visit to the school some years back, and had left behind him on his departure certain monies in the local bank, which were to be devoted to providing the Upper Fifth with an annual prize for the best poem on a subject to be selected by the Headmaster. Entrance was compulsory. The wily authorities knew very well that if it had not been, the entries for the prize would have been somewhat small. Why the Upper Fifth were so favoured in preference to the Sixth or Remove is doubtful. Possibly it was felt that, what with the Jones History, the Smith Latin Verse, the Robinson Latin Prose, and the De Vere Crespigny Greek Verse, and other trophies open only to members of the Remove and Sixth, those two forms had enough to keep them occupied as it was. At any rate, to the Upper Fifth the prize was given, and every year, three weeks after the commencement of the summer term, the Bad Time arrived.

Cant you get on? asked Pringle.

No.

Whats the subject?

Death of Dido.

Something to be got out of that, surely.

Wish youd tell me what.

Heap of things.

Such as what? Cant see anything myself. I call it perfectly indecent dragging the good lady out of her well-earned tomb at this time of day. Ive looked her up in the Dic. of Antiquities, and it appears that she committed suicide some years ago. Body-snatching, I call it. What do I want to know about her?

Whats Hecuba to him or he to Hecuba? murmured Pringle.

Hecuba? said Lorimer, looking puzzled, Whats Hecuba got to do with it?

I was only quoting, said Pringle, with gentle superiority.

Well, I wish instead of quoting rot youd devote your energies to helping me with these beastly verses. How on earth shall I begin?

You might adapt my quotation. Whats Dido got to do with me, or I to do with Dido? I rather like that. Jam it down. Then you go on in a sort of rag-time metre. In the Coon Drum-Major style. Besides, you see, the beauty of it is that you administer a wholesome snub to the examiner right away. Makes him sit up at once. Put it down.

Lorimer bit off another quarter of an inch of his pen. You neednt be an ass, he said shortly.

My dear chap, said Pringle, enjoying himself immensely, what on earth is the good of my offering you suggestions if you wont take them?

Lorimer said nothing. He bit off another mouthful of penholder.

Well, anyway, resumed Pringle. I cant see why youre so keen on the business. Put down anything. The beaks never make a fuss about these special exams.

It isnt the beaks I care about, said Lorimer in an injured tone of voice, as if someone had been insinuating that he had committed some crime, only my people are rather keen on my doing well in this exam.

Why this exam, particularly?

Oh, I dont know. My grandfather or someone was a bit of a pro at verse in his day, I believe, and they think it ought to run in the family.

Pringle examined the situation in all its aspects. Cant you get along? he enquired at length.

Not an inch.

Pity. I wish we could swop places.

So do I for some things. To start with, I shouldnt mind having made that century of yours against Charchester.

Pringle beamed. The least hint that his fellow-man was taking him at his own valuation always made him happy.

Thanks, he said. No, but what I meant was that I wished I was in for this poetry prize. I bet I could turn out a rattling good screed. Why, last year I almost got the prize. I sent in fearfully hot stuff.

Think so? said Lorimer doubtfully, in answer to the rattling good screed passage of Pringles speech. Well, I wish youd have a shot. You might as well.

What, really? How about the prize?

Oh, hang the prize. Well have to chance that.

I thought you were keen on getting it.

Oh, no. Second or third will do me all right, and satisfy my people. They only want to know for certain that Ive got the poetic afflatus all right. Will you take it on?

All right.

Thanks, awfully.

I say, Lorimer, said Pringle after a pause.

Yes?

Are your people coming down for the O.B.s match?

The Old Beckfordians match was the great function of the Beckford cricket season. The Headmaster gave a garden-party. The School band played; the School choir sang; and sisters, cousins, aunts, and parents flocked to the School in platoons.

Yes, I think so, said Lorimer. Why?

Is your sister coming?

Oh, I dont know. A brothers utter lack of interest in his sisters actions is a weird and wonderful thing for an outsider to behold.

Well, look here, I wish youd get her to come. We could give them tea in here, and have rather a good time, dont you think?

All right. Ill make her come. Look here, Pringle, I believe youre rather gone on Mabel.

This was Lorimers vulgar way.

Dont be an ass, said Pringle, with a laugh which should have been careless, but was in reality merely feeble. Shes quite a kid.

Miss Mabel Lorimers exact age was fifteen. She had brown hair, blue eyes, and a smile which disclosed to view a dimple. There are worse things than a dimple. Distinctly so, indeed. When ladies of fifteen possess dimples, mere man becomes but as a piece of damp blotting-paper. Pringle was seventeen and a half, and consequently too old to take note of such frivolous attributes; but all the same he had a sort of vague, sketchy impression that it would be pleasanter to run up a lively century against the O.B.s with Miss Lorimer as a spectator than in her absence. He felt pleased that she was coming.

I say, about this poem, said Lorimer, dismissing a subject which manifestly bored him, and returning to one which was of vital interest, youre sure you can write fairly decent stuff? Its no good sending in stuff thatll turn the examiners hair grey. Can you turn out something really decent?

Pringle said nothing. He smiled gently as who should observe, I and Shakespeare.


5. FARNIE GETS INTO TROUBLE — 
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IT WAS PERHAPS only natural that Farnie, having been warned so strongly of the inadvisability of having anything to do with Monk, should for that very reason be attracted to him. Nobody ever wants to do anything except what they are not allowed to do. Otherwise there is no explaining the friendship that arose between them. Jack Monk was not an attractive individual. He had a slack mouth and a shifty eye, and his complexion was the sort which friends would have described as olive, enemies (with more truth) as dirty green. These defects would have mattered little, of course, in themselves. Theres many a bilious countenance, so to speak, covers a warm heart. With Monk, however, appearances were not deceptive. He looked a bad lot, and he was one.

It was on the second morning of term that the acquaintanceship began. Monk was coming downstairs from his study with Danvers, and Farnie was leaving the fags day-room.

See that kid? said Danvers. Thats the chap I was telling you about. Gethryns uncle, you know.

Not really? Lets cultivate him. I say, old chap, dont walk so fast. Farnie, rightly concluding that the remark was addressed to him, turned and waited, and the three strolled over to the School buildings together.

They would have made an interesting study for the observer of human nature, the two seniors fancying that they had to deal with a small boy just arrived at his first school, and in the grip of that strange, lost feeling which attacks the best of new boys for a day or so after their arrival; and Farnie, on the other hand, watching every move, as perfectly composed and at home as a youth should be with the experience of three public schools to back him up.

When they arrived at the School gates, Monk and Danvers turned to go in the direction of their form-room, the Remove, leaving Farnie at the door of the Upper Fourth. At this point a small comedy took place. Monk, after feeling hastily in his pockets, requested Danvers to lend him five shillings until next Saturday. Danvers knew this request of old, and he knew the answer that was expected of him. By replying that he was sorry, but he had not got the money, he gave Farnie, who was still standing at the door, his cue to offer to supply the deficiency. Most new boys — they had grasped this fact from experience — would have felt it an honour to oblige a senior with a small loan. As Farnie made no signs of doing what was expected of him, Monk was obliged to resort to the somewhat cruder course of applying for the loan in person. He applied. Farnie with the utmost willingness brought to light a handful of money, mostly gold. Monks eye gleamed approval, and he stretched forth an itching palm. Danvers began to think that it would be rash to let a chance like this slip. Ordinarily the tacit agreement between the pair was that only one should borrow at a time, lest confidence should be destroyed in the victim. But here was surely an exception, a special case. With a young gentleman so obviously a man of coin as Farnie, the rule might well be broken for once.

While youre about it, Farnie, old man, he said carelessly, you might let me have a bob or two if you dont mind. Five bobll see me through to Saturday all right.

Do you mean tomorrow? enquired Farnie, looking up from his heap of gold.

No, Saturday week. Let you have it back by then at the latest. Make a point of it.

How would a quid do?

Ripping, said Danvers ecstatically.

Same here, assented Monk.

Then thats all right, said Farnie briskly; I thought perhaps you mightnt have had enough. Youve got a quid, I know, Monk, because I saw you haul one out at breakfast. And Danvers has got one too, because he offered to toss you for it in the study afterwards. And besides, I couldnt lend you anything in any case, because Ive only got about fourteen quid myself.

With which parting shot he retired, wrapped in gentle thought, into his form-room; and from the noise which ensued immediately upon his arrival, the shrewd listener would have deduced, quite correctly, that he had organized and taken the leading part in a general rag.

Monk and Danvers proceeded upon their way.

You got rather left there, old chap, said Monk at length.

I like that, replied the outraged Danvers. How about you, then? It seemed to me you got rather left, too.

Monk compromised.

Well, anyhow, he said, we shant get much out of that kid.

Little beast, said Danvers complainingly. And they went on into their form-room in silence.

I saw your young — er — relative in earnest conversation with friend Monk this morning, said Marriott, later on in the day, to Gethryn; I thought you were going to give him the tip in that direction?

So I did, said the Bishop wearily; but I cant always be looking after the little brute. He only does it out of sheer cussedness, because Ive told him not to. It stands to reason that he cant like Monk.

You remind me of the psalmist and the wicked man, surname unknown, said Marriott. You cant see the good side of Monk.

There isnt one.

No. Hes only got two sides, a bad side and a worse side, which he sticks on on the strength of being fairly good at games. I wonder if hes going to get his First this season. Hes not a bad bat.

I dont think he will. He is a good bat, but there are heaps better in the place. I say, I think I shall give young Farnie the tip once more, and let him take it or leave it. What do you think?

Hell leave it, said Marriott, with conviction.

Nor was he mistaken. Farnie listened with enthusiasm to his nephews second excursus on the Monk topic, and, though he said nothing, was apparently convinced. On the following afternoon Monk, Danvers, Waterford, and he hired a boat and went up the river together. Gethryn and Marriott, steered by Wilson, who was rapidly developing into a useful coxswain, got an excellent view of them moored under the shade of a willow, drinking ginger-beer, and apparently on the best of terms with one another and the world in general. In a brief but moving speech the Bishop finally excommunicated his erring relative. For all I care, he concluded, he can do what he likes in future. I shant stop him.

No, said Marriott, I dont think you will.

For the first month of his school life Farnie behaved, except in his choice of companions, much like an ordinary junior. He played cricket moderately well, did his share of compulsory fielding at the First Eleven net, and went for frequent river excursions with Monk, Danvers, and the rest of the Mob.

At first the other juniors of the House were inclined to resent this extending of the right hand of fellowship to owners of studies and Second Eleven men, and attempted to make Farnie see the sin and folly of his ways. But Nature had endowed that youth with a fund of vitriolic repartee. When Millett, one of Leicesters juniors, evolved some laborious sarcasm on the subject of Farnies swell friends, Farnie, in a series of three remarks, reduced him, figuratively speaking, to a small and palpitating spot of grease. After that his actions came in for no further, or at any rate no outspoken comment.

Given sixpence a week and no more, Farnie might have survived an entire term without breaking any serious School rule. But when, after buying a bicycle from Smith of Markhams, he found himself with eight pounds to his name in solid cash, and the means of getting far enough away from the neighbourhood of the School to be able to spend it much as he liked, he began to do strange and risky things in his spare time.

The great obstacle to illicit enjoyment at Beckford was the four oclock roll-call on half-holidays. There were other obstacles, such as half-holiday games and so forth, but these could be avoided by the exercise of a little judgement. The penalty for non-appearance at a half-holiday game was a fine of sixpence. Constant absence was likely in time to lead to a more or less thrilling interview with the captain of cricket, but a very occasional attendance was enough to stave off this disaster; and as for the sixpence, to a man of means like Farnie it was a mere nothing. It was a bad system, and it was a wonder, under the circumstances, how Beckford produced the elevens it did. But it was the system, and Farnie availed himself of it to the full.

The obstacle of roll-call he managed also to surmount. Some reckless and penniless friend was generally willing, for a consideration, to answer his name for him. And so most Saturday afternoons would find Farnie leaving behind him the flannelled fools at their various wickets, and speeding out into the country on his bicycle in the direction of the village of Biddlehampton, where mine host of the Cow and Cornflower, in addition to other refreshment for man and beast, advertised that ping-pong and billiards might be played on the premises. It was not the former of these games that attracted Farnie. He was no pinger. Nor was he a pongster. But for billiards he had a decided taste, a genuine taste, not the pumped-up affectation sometimes displayed by boys of his age. Considering his age he was a remarkable player. Later on in life it appeared likely that he would have the choice of three professions open to him, namely, professional billiard player, billiard marker, and billiard sharp. At each of the three he showed distinct promise. He was not lured to the green cloth by Monk or Danvers. Indeed, if there had been any luring to be done, it is probable that he would have done it, and not they. Neither Monk nor Danvers was in his confidence in the matter. Billiards is not a cheap amusement. By the end of his sixth week Farnie was reduced to a single pound, a sum which, for one of his tastes, was practically poverty. And just at the moment when he was least able to bear up against it, Fate dealt him one of its nastiest blows. He was playing a fifty up against a friendly but unskilful farmer at the Cow and Cornflower. Better look out, he said, as his opponent effected a somewhat rustic stroke, youll be cutting the cloth in a second. The farmer grunted, missed by inches, and retired, leaving the red ball in the jaws of the pocket, and Farnie with three to make to win.

It was an absurdly easy stroke, and the Bishops uncle took it with an absurd amount of conceit and carelessness. Hardly troubling to aim, he struck his ball. The cue slid off in one direction, the ball rolled sluggishly in another. And when the cue had finished its run, the smooth green surface of the table was marred by a jagged and unsightly cut. There was another young man gone wrong!

To say that the farmer laughed would be to express the matter feebly. That his young opponent, who had been irritating him unspeakably since the beginning of the game with advice and criticism, should have done exactly what he had cautioned him, the farmer, against a moment before, struck him as being the finest example of poetic justice he had ever heard of, and he signalized his appreciation of the same by nearly dying of apoplexy.

The marker expressed an opinion that Farnie had been and gone and done it.

Ere, he said, inserting a finger in the cut to display its dimensions. Look ere. Thisll mean a noo cloth, young feller me lad. Thats wot thisll mean. Thatll be three pound we will trouble you for, if you please.

Farnie produced his sole remaining sovereign.

All Ive got, he said. Ill leave my name and address.

Dont you trouble, young feller me lad, said the marker, who appeared to be a very aggressive and unpleasant sort of character altogether, with meaning, I know yer name and I knows yer address. Today fortnight at the very latest, if you please. You dont want me to ave to go to your master about it, now, do yer? What say? No. Ve well then. Today fortnight is the time, and you remember it.

What was left of Farnie then rode slowly back to Beckford. Why he went to Monk on his return probably he could not have explained himself. But he did go, and, having told his story in full, wound up by asking for a loan of two pounds. Monks first impulse was to refer him back to a previous interview, when matters had been the other way about, that small affair of the pound on the second morning of the term. Then there flashed across his mind certain reasons against this move. At present Farnies attitude towards him was unpleasantly independent. He made him understand that he went about with him from choice, and that there was to be nothing of the patron and dependant about their alliance. If he were to lend him the two pounds now, things would alter. And to have got a complete hold over Master Reginald Farnie, Monk would have paid more than two pounds. Farnie had the intelligence to carry through anything, however risky, and there were many things which Monk would have liked to do, but, owing to the risks involved, shirked doing for himself. Besides, he happened to be in funds just now.

Well, look here, old chap, he said, lets have strict business between friends. If youll pay me back four quid at the end of term, you shall have the two pounds. How does that strike you?

It struck Farnie, as it would have struck most people, that if this was Monks idea of strict business, there were the makings of no ordinary financier in him. But to get his two pounds he would have agreed to anything. And the end of term seemed a long way off.

The awkward part of the billiard-playing episode was that the punishment for it, if detected, was not expulsion, but flogging. And Farnie resembled the lady in The Ingoldsby Legends who didnt mind death, but who couldnt stand pinching. He didnt mind expulsion — he was used to it, but he could not stand flogging.

Thatll be all right, he said. And the money changed hands.


6. — AND STAYS THERE
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I SAY, SAID Baker of Jephsons excitedly some days later, reeling into the study which he shared with Norris, have you seen the team the M.C.C.s bringing down?

At nearly every school there is a type of youth who asks this question on the morning of the M.C.C. match. Norris was engaged in putting the finishing touches to a snow-white pair of cricket boots.

No. Hullo, where did you raise that Sporter? Lets have a look.

But Baker proposed to conduct this business in person. It is ten times more pleasant to administer a series of shocks to a friend than to sit by and watch him administering them to himself. He retained The Sportsman, and began to read out the team.

Thought Middlesex had a match, said Norris, as Baker paused dramatically to let the name of a world-famed professional sink in.

No. They dont play Surrey till Monday.

Well, if theyve got an important match like Surrey on on Monday, said Norris disgustedly, what on earth do they let their best man come down here today for, and fag himself out?

Baker suggested gently that if anybody was going to be fagged out at the end of the day, it would in all probability be the Beckford bowlers, and not a man who, as he was careful to point out, had run up a century a mere three days ago against Yorkshire, and who was apparently at that moment at the very top of his form.

Well, said Norris, he might crock himself or anything. Rank bad policy, I call it. Anybody else?

Baker resumed his reading. A string of unknowns ended in another celebrity.

Blackwell? said Norris. Not O. T. Blackwell?

It says A. T. But, went on Baker, brightening up again, they always get the initials wrong in the papers. Certain to be O. T. By the way, I suppose you saw that he made eighty-three against Notts the other day?

Norris tried to comfort himself by observing that Notts couldnt bowl for toffee.

Last week, too, said Baker, he made a hundred and forty-six not out against Malvern for the Gentlemen of Warwickshire. They couldnt get him out, he concluded with unction. In spite of the fact that he himself was playing in the match today, and might under the circumstances reasonably look forward to a considerable dose of leather-hunting, the task of announcing the bad news to Norris appeared to have a most elevating effect on his spirits:

Thats nothing extra special, said Norris, in answer to the last item of information, the Malvern wickets like a billiard-table.

Our wickets arent bad either at this time of year, said Baker, and I heard rumours that they had got a record one ready for this match.

It seems to me, said Norris, that what Id better do if we want to bat at all today is to win the toss. Though Sammy and the Bishop and Baynes ought to be able to get any ordinary side out all right.

Only this isnt an ordinary side. Its a sort of improved county team.

Theyve got about four men who might come off, but the M.C.C. sometimes have a bit of a tail. We ought to have a look in if we win the toss.

Hope so, said Baker. I doubt it, though.

At a quarter to eleven the School always went out in a body to inspect the pitch. After the wicket had been described by experts in hushed whispers as looking pretty good, the bell rang, and all who were not playing for the team, with the exception of the lucky individual who had obtained for himself the post of scorer, strolled back towards the blocks. Monk had come out with Waterford, but seeing Farnie ahead and walking alone he quitted Waterford, and attached himself to the genial Reginald. He wanted to talk business. He had not found the speculation of the two pounds a very profitable one. He had advanced the money under the impression that Farnie, by accepting it, was practically selling his independence. And there were certain matters in which Monk was largely interested, connected with the breaking of bounds and the purchase of contraband goods, which he would have been exceedingly glad to have performed by deputy. He had fancied that Farnie would have taken over these jobs as part of his debt. But he had mistaken his man. On the very first occasion when he had attempted to put on the screw, Farnie had flatly refused to have anything to do with what he proposed. He said that he was not Monks fag — a remark which had the merit of being absolutely true.

All this, combined with a slight sinking of his own funds, induced Monk to take steps towards recovering the loan.

I say, Farnie, old chap.

Hullo!

I say, do you remember my lending you two quid some time ago?

You dont give me much chance of forgetting it, said Farnie.

Monk smiled. He could afford to be generous towards such witticisms.

I want it back, he said.

All right. Youll get it at the end of term.

I want it now.

Why?

Awfully hard up, old chap.

You arent, said Farnie. Youve got three pounds twelve and sixpence half-penny. If you will keep counting your money in public, you cant blame a chap for knowing how much youve got.

Monk, slightly disconcerted, changed his plan of action. He abandoned skirmishing tactics.

Never mind that, he said, the point is that I want that four pounds. Im going to have it, too.

I know. At the end of term.

Im going to have it now.

You can have a pound of it now.

Not enough.

I dont see how you expect me to raise any more. If I could, do you think I should have borrowed it? You might chuck rotting for a change.

Now, look here, old chap, said Monk, I should think youd rather raise that tin somehow than have it get about that youd been playing pills at some pub out of bounds. What?

Farnie, for one of the few occasions on record, was shaken out of his usual sang-froid. Even in his easy code of morality there had always been one crime which was an anathema, the sort of thing no fellow could think of doing. But it was obviously at this that Monk was hinting.

Good Lord, man, he cried, you dont mean to say youre thinking of sneaking? Why, the fellows would boot you round the field. You couldnt stay in the place a week.

There are heaps of ways, said Monk, in which a thing can get about without anyone actually telling the beaks. At present Ive not told a soul. But, you know, if I let it out to anyone they might tell someone else, and so on. And if everybody knows a thing, the beaks generally get hold of it sooner or later. Youd much better let me have that four quid, old chap.

Farnie capitulated.

All right, he said, Ill get it somehow.

Thanks awfully, old chap, said Monk, so long!

In all Beckford there was only one person who was in the least degree likely to combine the two qualities necessary for the extraction of Farnie from his difficulties. These qualities were — in the first place ability, in the second place willingness to advance him, free of security, the four pounds he required. The person whom he had in his mind was Gethryn. He had reasoned the matter out step by step during the second half of morning school. Gethryn, though he had, as Farnie knew, no overwhelming amount of affection for his uncle, might in a case of great need prove blood to be thicker (as per advertisement) than water. But, he reflected, he must represent himself as in danger of expulsion rather than flogging. He had an uneasy idea that if the Bishop were to discover that all he stood to get was a flogging, he would remark with enthusiasm that, as far as he was concerned, the good work might go on. Expulsion was different. To save a member of his family from expulsion, he might think it worth while to pass round the hat amongst his wealthy acquaintances. If four plutocrats with four sovereigns were to combine, Farnie, by their united efforts, would be saved. And he rather liked the notion of being turned into a sort of limited liability company, like the Duke of Plaza Toro, at a pound a share. It seemed to add a certain dignity to his position.

To Gethryns study, therefore, he went directly school was over. If he had reflected, he might have known that he would not have been there while the match was going on. But his brain, fatigued with his recent calculations, had not noted this point.

The study was empty.

Most people, on finding themselves in a strange and empty room, are seized with a desire to explore the same, and observe from internal evidence what manner of man is the owner. Nowhere does character come out so clearly as in the decoration of ones private den. Many a man, at present respected by his associates, would stand forth unmasked at his true worth, could the world but look into his room. For there they would see that he was so lost to every sense of shame as to cover his books with brown paper, or deck his walls with oleographs presented with the Christmas numbers, both of which habits argue a frame of mind fit for murderers, stratagems, and spoils. Let no such man be trusted.

The Bishops study, which Farnie now proceeded to inspect, was not of this kind. It was a neat study, arranged with not a little taste. There were photographs of teams with the College arms on their plain oak frames, and photographs of relations in frames which tried to look, and for the most part succeeded in looking, as if they had not cost fourpence three farthings at a Christmas bargain sale. There were snap-shots of various moving incidents in the careers of the Bishop and his friends: Marriott, for example, as he appeared when carried to the Pavilion after that sensational century against the Authentics: Robertson of Blakers winning the quarter mile: John Brown, Norriss predecessor in the captaincy, and one of the four best batsmen Beckford had ever had, batting at the nets: Norris taking a skier on the boundary in last years M.C.C. match: the Bishop himself going out to bat in the Charchester match, and many more of the same sort.

All these Farnie observed with considerable interest, but as he moved towards the book-shelf his eye was caught by an object more interesting still. It was a cash-box, simple and unornamental, but undoubtedly a cash-box, and as he took it up it rattled.

The key was in the lock. In a boarding House at a public school it is not, as a general rule, absolutely necessary to keep ones valuables always hermetically sealed. The difference between meum and tuum is so very rarely confused by the occupants of such an establishment, that one is apt to grow careless, and every now and then accidents happen. An accident was about to happen now.

It was at first without any motive except curiosity that Farnie opened the cash-box. He merely wished to see how much there was inside, with a view to ascertaining what his prospects of negotiating a loan with his relative were likely to be. When, however, he did see, other feelings began to take the place of curiosity. He counted the money. There were ten sovereigns, one half-sovereign, and a good deal of silver. One of the institutions at Beckford was a mission. The School by (more or less) voluntary contributions supported a species of home somewhere in the wilds of Kennington. No one knew exactly what or where this home was, but all paid their subscriptions as soon as possible in the term, and tried to forget about it. Gethryn collected not only for Leicesters House, but also for the Sixth Form, and was consequently, if only by proxy, a man of large means. Too large, Farnie thought. Surely four pounds, to be paid back (probably) almost at once, would not be missed. Why shouldnt he — 

Hullo!

Farnie spun round. Wilson was standing in the doorway.

Hullo, Farnie, said he, what are you playing at in here?

What are you? retorted Farnie politely.

Come to fetch a book. Marriott said I might. What are you up to?

Oh, shut up! said Farnie. Why shouldnt I come here if I like? Matter of fact, I came to see Gethryn.

He isnt here, said Wilson luminously.

You dont mean to say youve noticed that already? Youve got an eye like a hawk, Wilson. I was just taking a look round, if you really want to know.

Well, I shouldnt advise you to let Marriott catch you mucking his study up. Seen a book called Round the Red Lamp? Oh, here it is. Coming over to the field?

Not just yet. I want to have another look round. Dont you wait, though.

Oh, all right. And Wilson retired with his book.

Now, though Wilson at present suspected nothing, not knowing of the existence of the cash-box, Farnie felt that when the money came to be missed, and inquiries were made as to who had been in the study, and when, he would recall the interview. Two courses, therefore, remained open to him. He could leave the money altogether, or he could take it and leave himself. In other words, run away.

In the first case there would, of course, remain the chance that he might induce Gethryn to lend him the four pounds, but this had never been more than a forlorn hope; and in the light of the possibilities opened out by the cash-box, he thought no more of it. The real problem was, should he or should he not take the money from the cash-box?

As he hesitated, the recollection of Monks veiled threats came back to him, and he wavered no longer. He opened the box again, took out the contents, and dropped them into his pocket. While he was about it, he thought he might as well take all as only a part.

Then he wrote two notes. One — to the Bishop — he placed on top of the cash-box; the other he placed with four sovereigns on the table in Monks study. Finally he left the room, shut the door carefully behind him, and went to the yard at the back of the House, where he kept his bicycle.

The workings of the human mind, and especially of the young human mind, are peculiar. It never occurred to Farnie that a result equally profitable to himself, and decidedly more convenient for all concerned — with the possible exception of Monk — might have been arrived at if he had simply left the money in the box, and run away without it.

However, as the poet says, you cant think of everything.


7. THE BISHOP GOES FOR A RIDE
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THE M.C.C. MATCH opened auspiciously. Norris, for the first time that season, won the toss. Tom Brown, we read, in a similar position, with the usual liberality of young hands, put his opponents in first. Norris was not so liberal. He may have been young, but he was not so young as that. The sun was shining on as true a wicket as was ever prepared when he cried Heads, and the coin, after rolling for some time in diminishing circles, came to a standstill with the dragon undermost. And Norris returned to the Pavilion and informed his gratified team that, all things considered, he rather thought that they would bat, and he would be obliged if Baker would get on his pads and come in first with him.

The M.C.C. men took the field — O. T. Blackwell, by the way, had shrunk into a mere brother of the century-making A. T. — and the two School House representatives followed them. An amateur of lengthy frame took the ball, a man of pace, to judge from the number of slips. Norris asked for two leg. An obliging umpire informed him that he had got two leg. The long bowler requested short slip to stand finer, swung his arm as if to see that the machinery still worked, and dashed wildly towards the crease. The match had begun.

There are few pleasanter or more thrilling moments in ones school career than the first over of a big match. Pleasant, that is to say, if you are actually looking on. To have to listen to a match being started from the interior of a form-room is, of course, maddening. You hear the sound of bat meeting ball, followed by distant clapping. Somebody has scored. But who and what? It may be a four, or it may be a mere single. More important still, it may be the other side batting after all. Some miscreant has possibly lifted your best bowler into the road. The suspense is awful. It ought to be a School rule that the captain of the team should send a message round the form-rooms stating briefly and lucidly the result of the toss. Then one would know where one was. As it is, the entire form is dependent on the man sitting under the window. The form-master turns to write on the blackboard. The only hope of the form shoots up like a rocket, gazes earnestly in the direction of the Pavilion, and falls back with a thud into his seat. They havent started yet, he informs the rest in a stage whisper. Si-lence, says the form-master, and the whole business must be gone through again, with the added disadvantage that the master now has his eye fixed coldly on the individual nearest the window, your only link with the outer world.

Various masters have various methods under such circumstances. One more than excellent man used to close his book and remark, I think well make up a little party to watch this match. And the form, gasping its thanks, crowded to the windows. Another, the exact antithesis of this great and good gentleman, on seeing a boy taking fitful glances through the window, would observe acidly, You are at perfect liberty, Jones, to watch the match if you care to, but if you do you will come in in the afternoon and make up the time you waste. And as all that could be seen from that particular window was one of the umpires and a couple of fieldsmen, Jones would reluctantly elect to reserve himself, and for the present to turn his attention to Euripides again.

If you are one of the team, and watch the match from the Pavilion, you escape these trials, but there are others. In the first few overs of a School match, every ball looks to the spectators like taking a wicket. The fiendish ingenuity of the slow bowler, and the lightning speed of the fast man at the other end, make one feel positively ill. When the first ten has gone up on the scoring-board matters begin to right themselves. Today ten went up quickly. The fast mans first ball was outside the off-stump and a half-volley, and Norris, whatever the state of his nerves at the time, never forgot his forward drive. Before the bowler had recovered his balance the ball was half-way to the ropes. The umpire waved a large hand towards the Pavilion. The bowler looked annoyed. And the School inside the form-rooms asked itself feverishly what had happened, and which side it was that was applauding.

Having bowled his first ball too far up, the M.C.C. man, on the principle of anything for a change, now put in a very short one. Norris, a new man after that drive, steered it through the slips, and again the umpire waved his hand.

The rest of the over was more quiet. The last ball went for four byes, and then it was Bakers turn to face the slow man. Baker was a steady, plodding bat. He played five balls gently to mid-on, and glanced the sixth for a single to leg. With the fast bowler, who had not yet got his length, he was more vigorous, and succeeded in cutting him twice for two.

With thirty up for no wickets the School began to feel more comfortable. But at forty-three Baker was shattered by the man of pace, and retired with twenty to his credit. Gethryn came in next, but it was not to be his day out with the bat.

The fast bowler, who was now bowling excellently, sent down one rather wide of the off-stump. The Bishop made most of his runs from off balls, and he had a go at this one. It was rising when he hit it, and it went off his bat like a flash. In a School match it would have been a boundary. But today there was unusual talent in the slips. The man from Middlesex darted forward and sideways. He took the ball one-handed two inches from the ground, and received the applause which followed the effort with a rather bored look, as if he were saying, My good sirs, why make a fuss over these trifles! The Bishop walked slowly back to the Pavilion, feeling that his luck was out, and Pringle came in.

A boy of Pringles character is exactly the right person to go in in an emergency like the present one. Two wickets had fallen in two balls, and the fast bowler was swelling visibly with determination to do the hat-trick. But Pringle never went in oppressed by the fear of getting out. He had a serene and boundless confidence in himself.

The fast man tried a yorker. Pringle came down hard on it, and forced the ball past the bowler for a single. Then he and Norris settled down to a lengthy stand.

I do like seeing Pringle bat, said Gosling. He always gives you the idea that hes doing you a personal favour by knocking your bowling about. Oh, well hit!

Pringle had cut a full-pitch from the slow bowler to the ropes. Marriott, who had been silent and apparently in pain for some minutes, now gave out the following homemade effort:

A dashing young sportsman named Pringle,

On breaking his duck (with a single),

Observed with a smile,

Just notice my style,

How science with vigour I mingle.

Little thing of my own, he added, quoting Englands greatest librettist. I call it Heart Foam. I shall not publish it. Oh, run it out!

Both Pringle and Norris were evidently in form. Norris was now not far from his fifty, and Pringle looked as if he might make anything. The century went up, and a run later Norris off-drove the slow bowlers successor for three, reaching his fifty by the stroke.

Must be fairly warm work fielding today, said Reece.

By Jove! said Gethryn, I forgot. I left my white hat in the House. Any of you chaps like to fetch it?

There were no offers. Gethryn got up.

Marriott, you slacker, come over to the House.

My good sir, Im in next. Why dont you wait till the fellows come out of school and send a kid for it?

He probably wouldnt know where to find it. I dont know where it is myself. No, I shall go, but theres no need to fag about it yet. Hullo! Norris is out.

Norris had stopped a straight one with his leg. He had made fifty-one in his best manner, and the School, leaving the form-rooms at the exact moment when the fatal ball was being bowled, were just in time to applaud him and realize what they had missed.

Gethryns desire for his hat was not so pressing as to make him deprive himself of the pleasure of seeing Marriott at the wickets. Marriott ought to do something special today. Unfortunately, after he had played out one over and hit two fours off it, the luncheon interval began.

It was, therefore, not for half an hour that the Bishop went at last in search of the missing headgear. As luck would have it, the hat was on the table, so that whatever chance he might have had of overlooking the note which his uncle had left for him on the empty cash-box disappeared. The two things caught his eye simultaneously. He opened the note and read it. It is not necessary to transcribe the note in detail. It was no masterpiece of literary skill. But it had this merit, that it was not vague. Reading it, one grasped its meaning immediately.

The Bishops first feeling was that the bottom had dropped out of everything suddenly. Surprise was not the word. It was the arrival of the absolutely unexpected.

Then he began to consider the position.

Farnie must be brought back. That was plain. And he must be brought back at once, before anyone could get to hear of what had happened. Gethryn had the very strongest objections to his uncle, considered purely as a human being; but the fact remained that he was his uncle, and the Bishop had equally strong objections to any member of his family being mixed up in a business of this description.

Having settled that point, he went on to the next. How was he to be brought back? He could not have gone far, for he could not have been gone much more than half an hour. Again, from his knowledge of his uncles character, he deduced that he had in all probability not gone to the nearest station, Horton. At Horton one had to wait hours at a time for a train. Farnie must have made his way — on his bicycle — straight for the junction, Anfield, fifteen miles off by a good road. A train left Anfield for London at three-thirty. It was now a little past two. On a bicycle he could do it easily, and get back with his prize by about five, if he rode hard. In that case all would be well. Only three of the School wickets had fallen, and the pitch was playing as true as concrete. Besides, there was Pringle still in at one end, well set, and surely Marriott and Jennings and the rest of them would manage to stay in till five. They couldnt help it. All they had to do was to play forward to everything, and they must stop in. He himself had got out, it was true, but that was simply a regrettable accident. Not one man in a hundred would have caught that catch. No, with luck he ought easily to be able to do the distance and get back in time to go out with the rest of the team to field.

He ran downstairs and out of the House. On his way to the bicycle-shed he stopped, and looked towards the field, part of which could be seen from where he stood. The match had begun again. The fast bowler was just commencing his run. He saw him tear up to the crease and deliver the ball. What happened then he could not see, owing to the trees which stood between him and the School grounds. But he heard the crack of ball meeting bat, and a great howl of applause went up from the invisible audience. A boundary, apparently. Yes, there was the umpire signalling it. Evidently a long stand was going to be made. He would have oceans of time for his ride. Norris wouldnt dream of declaring the innings closed before five oclock at the earliest, and no bowler could take seven wickets in the time on such a pitch. He hauled his bicycle from the shed, and rode off at racing speed in the direction of Anfield.


8. THE M.C.C. MATCH
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BUT OUT IN the field things were going badly with Beckford. The aspect of a game often changes considerably after lunch. For a while it looked as if Marriott and Pringle were in for their respective centuries. But Marriott was never a safe batsman.

A hundred and fifty went up on the board off a square leg hit for two, which completed Pringles half-century, and then Marriott faced the slow bowler, who had been put on again after lunch. The first ball was a miss-hit. It went behind point for a couple. The next he got fairly hold of and drove to the boundary. The third was a very simple-looking ball. Its sole merit appeared to be the fact that it was straight. Also it was a trifle shorter than it looked. Marriott jumped out, and got too much under it. Up it soared, straight over the bowlers head. A trifle more weight behind the hit, and it would have cleared the ropes. As it was, the man in the deep-field never looked like missing it. The batsmen had time to cross over before the ball arrived, but they did it without enthusiasm. The run was not likely to count. Nor did it. Deep-field caught it like a bird. Marriott had made twenty-two.

And now occurred one of those rots which so often happen without any ostensible cause in the best regulated school elevens. Pringle played the three remaining balls of the over without mishap, but when it was the fast mans turn to bowl to Bruce, Marriotts successor, things began to happen. Bruce, temporarily insane, perhaps through nervousness, played back at a half-volley, and was clean bowled. Hill came in, and was caught two balls later at the wicket. And the last ball of the over sent Jenningss off-stump out of the ground, after that batsman had scored two.

I can always bowl like blazes after lunch, said the fast man to Pringle. Its the lobster salad that does it, I think. Four for a hundred and fifty-seven had changed to seven for a hundred and fifty-nine in the course of a single over. Gethryns calculations, if he had only known, could have done now with a little revision.

Gosling was the next man. He was followed, after a brief innings of three balls, which realized eight runs, by Baynes. Baynes, though abstaining from runs himself, helped Pringle to add three to the score, all in singles, and was then yorked by the slow man, who meanly and treacherously sent down, without the slightest warning, a very fast one on the leg stump. Then Reece came in for the last wicket, and the rot stopped. Reece always went in last for the School, and the School in consequence always felt that there were possibilities to the very end of the innings.

The lot of a last-wicket man is somewhat trying. As at any moment his best innings may be nipped in the bud by the other man getting out, he generally feels that it is hardly worth while to play himself in before endeavouring to make runs. He therefore tries to score off every ball, and thinks himself lucky if he gets half a dozen. Reece, however, took life more seriously. He had made quite an art of last-wicket batting. Once, against the Butterflies, he had run up sixty not out, and there was always the chance that he would do the same again. Today, with Pringle at the other end, he looked forward to a pleasant hour or two at the wicket.

No bowler ever looks on the last man quite in the same light as he does the other ten. He underrates him instinctively. The M.C.C. fast bowler was a man with an idea. His idea was that he could bowl a slow ball of diabolical ingenuity. As a rule, public feeling was against his trying the experiment. His captains were in the habit of enquiring rudely if he thought he was playing marbles. This was exactly what the M.C.C. captain asked on the present occasion, when the head ball sailed ponderously through the air, and was promptly hit by Reece into the Pavilion. The bowler grinned, and resumed his ordinary pace.

But everything came alike to Reece. Pringle, too, continued his career of triumph. Gradually the score rose from a hundred and seventy to two hundred. Pringle cut and drove in all directions, with the air of a prince of the blood royal distributing largesse. The second century went up to the accompaniment of cheers.

Then the slow bowler reaped his reward, for Pringle, after putting his first two balls over the screen, was caught on the boundary off the third. He had contributed eighty-one to a total of two hundred and thirteen.

So far Gethryns absence had not been noticed. But when the umpires had gone out, and the School were getting ready to take the field, inquiries were made.

You might begin at the top end, Gosling, said Norris.

Right, said Samuel. Whos going on at the other?

Baynes. Hullo, wheres Gethryn?

Isnt he here? Perhaps hes in the Pavi—

Any of you chaps seen Gethryn?

He isnt in the Pav., said Baker. Ive just come out of the First room myself, and he wasnt there. Shouldnt wonder if hes over at Leicesters.

Dash the man, said Norris, he might have known wed be going out to field soon. Anyhow, we cant wait for him. We shall have to field a sub. till he turns up.

Lorimers in the Pav., changed, said Pringle.

All right. Hell do.

And, reinforced by the gratified Lorimer, the team went on its way.

In the beginning the fortunes of the School prospered. Gosling opened, as was his custom, at a tremendous pace, and seemed to trouble the first few batsmen considerably. A worried-looking little person who had fielded with immense zeal during the School innings at cover-point took the first ball. It was very fast, and hit him just under the knee-cap. The pain, in spite of the pad, appeared to be acute. The little man danced vigorously for some time, and then, with much diffidence, prepared himself for the second instalment.

Now, when on the cricket field, the truculent Samuel was totally deficient in all the finer feelings, such as pity and charity. He could see that the batsman was in pain, and yet his second ball was faster than the first. It came in quickly from the off. The little batsman went forward in a hesitating, half-hearted manner, and played a clear two inches inside the ball. The off-stump shot out of the ground.

Bowled, Sammy, said Norris from his place in the slips.

The next man was a clergyman, a large man who suggested possibilities in the way of hitting. But Gosling was irresistible. For three balls the priest survived. But the last of the over, a fast yorker on the leg stump, was too much for him, and he retired.

Two for none. The critic in the deck chair felt that the match was as good as over.

But this idyllic state of things was not to last. The newcomer, a tall man with a light moustache, which he felt carefully after every ball, soon settled down. He proved to be a conversationalist. Until he had opened his account, which he did with a strong drive to the ropes, he was silent. When, however, he had seen the ball safely to the boundary, he turned to Reece and began.

Rather a nice one, that. Eh, what? Yes. Got it just on the right place, you know. Not a bad bat this, is it? What? Yes. One of Slogbury and Whanghams Sussex Spankers, dont you know. Chose it myself. Had it in pickle all the winter. Yes.

Play, sir, from the umpire.

Eh, what? Oh, right. Yes, good make these Sussex — Spankers. Oh, well fielded.

At the word spankers he had effected another drive, but Marriott at mid-off had stopped it prettily.

Soon it began to occur to Norris that it would be advisable to have a change of bowling. Gosling was getting tired, and Baynes apparently offered no difficulties to the batsman on the perfect wicket, the conversational man in particular being very severe upon him. It was at such a crisis that the Bishop should have come in. He was Goslings understudy. But where was he? The innings had been in progress over half an hour now, and still there were no signs of him. A man, thought Norris, who could cut off during the M.C.C. match (of all matches!), probably on some rotten business of his own, was beyond the pale, and must, on reappearance, be fallen upon and rent. He — here something small and red whizzed at his face. He put up his hands to protect himself. The ball struck them and bounded out again. When a fast bowler is bowling a slip he should not indulge in absent-mindedness. The conversational man had received his first life, and, as he was careful to explain to Reece, it was a curious thing, but whenever he was let off early in his innings he always made fifty, and as a rule a century. Goslings analysis was spoilt, and the match in all probability lost. And Norris put it all down to Gethryn. If he had been there, this would not have happened.

Sorry, Gosling, he said.

All right, said Gosling, though thinking quite the reverse. And he walked back to bowl his next ball, conjuring up a beautiful vision in his mind. J. Douglas and Braund were fielding slip to him in the vision, while in the background Norris appeared, in a cauldron of boiling oil.

Tut, tut, said Baker facetiously to the raging captain.

Bakers was essentially a flippant mind. Not even a moment of solemn agony, such as this, was sacred to him.

Norris was icy and severe.

If you want to rot about, Baker, he said, perhaps youd better go and play stump-cricket with the juniors.

Well, retorted Baker, with great politeness, I suppose seeing you miss a gaper like that right into your hands made me think I was playing stump-cricket with the juniors.

At this point the conversation ceased, Baker suddenly remembering that he had not yet received his First Eleven colours, and that it would therefore be rash to goad the captain too freely, while Norris, for his part, recalled the fact that Baker had promised to do some Latin verse for him that evening, and might, if crushed with some scathing repartee, refuse to go through with that contract. So there was silence in the slips.

The partnership was broken at last by a lucky accident. The conversationalist called his partner for a short run, and when that unfortunate gentleman had sprinted some twenty yards, reconsidered the matter and sent him back. Reece had the bails off before the victim had completed a third of the return journey.

For some time after this matters began to favour the School again. With the score at a hundred and five, three men left in two overs, one bowled by Gosling, the others caught at point and in the deep off Jennings, who had deposed Baynes. Six wickets were now down, and the enemy still over a hundred behind.

But the M.C.C. in its school matches has this peculiarity. However badly it may seem to stand, there is always something up its sleeve. In this case it was a professional, a man indecently devoid of anything in the shape of nerves. He played the bowling with a stolid confidence, amounting almost to contempt, which struck a chill to the hearts of the School bowlers. It did worse. It induced them to bowl with the sole object of getting the conversationalist at the batting end, thus enabling the professional to pile up an unassuming but rapidly increasing score by means of threes and singles.

As for the conversationalist, he had made thirty or more, and wanted all the bowling he could get.

Its a very curious thing, he said to Reece, as he faced Gosling, after his partner had scored a three off the first ball of the over, but some fellows simply detest fast bowling. Now I— He never finished the sentence. When he spoke again it was to begin a new one.

How on earth did that happen? he asked.

I think it bowled you, said Reece stolidly, picking up the two stumps which had been uprooted by Goslings express.

Yes. But how? Dash it! What? I cant underst — . Most curious thing I ever — dash it all, you know.

He drifted off in the direction of the Pavilion, stopping on the way to ask short leg his opinion of the matter.

Bowled, Sammy, said Reece, putting on the bails.

Well bowled, Gosling, growled Norris from the slips.

Sammy the marvel, by Jove, said Marriott. Switch it on, Samuel, more and more.

I wish Norris would give me a rest. Where on earth is that man Gethryn?

Rum, isnt it? Theres going to be something of a row about it. Norris seems to be getting rather shirty. Hullo! here comes the Deathless Author.

The author referred to was the new batsman, a distinguished novelist, who played a good deal for the M.C.C. He broke his journey to the wicket to speak to the conversationalist, who was still engaged with short leg.

Bates, old man, he said, if youre going to the Pavilion you might wait for me. I shall be out in an hour or two.

Upon which Bates, awaking suddenly to the position of affairs, went on his way.

With the arrival of the Deathless Author an unwelcome change came over the game. His cricket style resembled his literary style. Both were straightforward and vigorous. The first two balls he received from Gosling he drove hard past cover point to the ropes. Gosling, who had been bowling unchanged since the innings began, was naturally feeling a little tired. He was losing his length, and bowling more slowly than was his wont. Norris now gave him a rest for a few overs, Bruce going on with rather innocuous medium left-hand bowling. The professional continued to jog along slowly. The novelist hit. Everything seemed to come alike to him. Gosling resumed, but without effect, while at the other end bowler after bowler was tried. From a hundred and ten the score rose and rose, and still the two remained together. A hundred and ninety went up, and Norris in despair threw the ball to Marriott.

Here you are, Marriott, he said, Im afraid we shall have to try you.

Thats what I call really nicely expressed, said Marriott to the umpire. Yes, over the wicket.

Marriott was a slow, House-match sort of bowler. That is to say, in a House match he was quite likely to get wickets, but in a First Eleven match such an event was highly improbable. His bowling looked very subtle, and if the ball was allowed to touch the ground it occasionally broke quite a remarkable distance.

The forlorn hope succeeded. The professional for the first time in his innings took a risk. He slashed at a very mild ball almost a wide on the off side. The ball touched the corner of the bat, and soared up in the direction of cover-point, where Pringle held it comfortably.

There you are, said Marriott, when you put a really scientific bowler on youre bound to get a wicket. Why on earth didnt I go on before, Norris?

You wait, said Norris, there are five more balls of the over to come.

Bad job for the batsman, said Marriott.

There had been time for a run before the ball reached Pringle, so that the novelist was now at the batting end. Marriotts next ball was not unlike his first, but it was straighter, and consequently easier to get at. The novelist hit it into the road. When it had been brought back he hit it into the road again. Marriott suggested that he had better have a man there.

The fourth ball of the over was too wide to hit with any comfort, and the batsman let it alone. The fifth went for four to square leg, almost killing the umpire on its way, and the sixth soared in the old familiar manner into the road again. Marriotts over had yielded exactly twenty-two runs. Four to win and two wickets to fall.

Ill never read another of that mans books as long as I live, said Marriott to Gosling, giving him the ball. Youre our only hope, Sammy. Do go in and win.

The new batsman had the bowling. He snicked his first ball for a single, bringing the novelist to the fore again, and Samuel Wilberforce Gosling vowed a vow that he would dismiss that distinguished novelist.

But the best intentions go for nothing when ones arm is feeling like lead. Of all the miserable balls sent down that afternoon that one of Goslings was the worst. It was worse than anything of Marriotts. It flew sluggishly down the pitch well outside the leg stump. The novelist watched it come, and his eye gleamed. It was about to bounce for the second time when, with a pleased smile, the batsman stepped out. There was a loud, musical report, the note of a bat when it strikes the ball fairly on the driving spot.

The man of letters shaded his eyes with his hand, and watched the ball diminish in the distance.

I rather think, said he cheerfully, as a crash of glass told of its arrival at the Pavilion, that that does it.

He was perfectly right. It did.


9. THE BISHOP FINISHES HIS RIDE
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GETHRYN HAD STARTED on his ride handicapped by two things. He did not know his way after the first two miles, and the hedges at the roadside had just been clipped, leaving the roads covered with small thorns.

It was the former of these circumstances that first made itself apparent. For two miles the road ran straight, but after that it was unexplored country. The Bishop, being in both cricket and football teams, had few opportunities for cycling. He always brought his machine to School, but he very seldom used it.

At the beginning of the unexplored country, an irresponsible person recommended him to go straight on. He couldnt miss the road, said he. It was straight all the way. Gethryn thanked him, rode on, and having gone a mile came upon three roads, each of which might quite well have been considered a continuation of the road on which he was already. One curved gently off to the right, the other two equally gently to the left. He dismounted and the feelings of gratitude which he had borne towards his informant for his lucid directions vanished suddenly. He gazed searchingly at the three roads, but to single out one of them as straighter than the other two was a task that baffled him completely. A sign-post informed him of three things. By following road one he might get to Brindleham, and ultimately, if he persevered, to Corden. Road number two would lead him to Old Inns, whatever they might be, with the further inducement of Little Benbury, while if he cast in his lot with road three he might hope sooner or later to arrive at Much Middlefold-on-the-Hill, and Lesser Middlefold-in-the-Vale. But on the subject of Anfield and Anfield Junction the board was silent.

Two courses lay open to him. Should he select a route at random, or wait for somebody to come and direct him? He waited. He went on waiting. He waited a considerable time, and at last, just as he was about to trust to luck, and make for Much Middlefold-on-the-Hill, a figure loomed in sight, a slow-moving man, who strolled down the Old Inns road at a pace which seemed to argue that he had plenty of time on his hands.

I say, can you tell me the way to Anfield, please? said the Bishop as he came up.

The man stopped, apparently rooted to the spot. He surveyed the Bishop with a glassy but determined stare from head to foot. Then he looked earnestly at the bicycle, and finally, in perfect silence, began to inspect the Bishop again.

Eh? he said at length.

Can you tell me the way to Anfield?

Anfield?

Yes. How do I get there?

The man perpended, and when he replied did so after the style of the late and great Ollendorf.

Old Inns, he said dreamily, waving a hand down the road by which he had come, be over there.

Yes, yes, I know, said Gethryn.

Was born at Old Inns, I was, continued the man, warming to his subject. Lived there fifty-five years, I have. Yeou go straight down the road an yeou cam t Old Inns. Yes, that be the way t Old Inns.

Gethryn nobly refrained from rending the speaker limb from limb.

I dont want to know the way to Old Inns, he said desperately. Where I want to get is Anfield. Anfield, you know. Which way do I go?

Anfield? said the man. Then a brilliant flash of intelligence illumined his countenance. Whoy, Anfield be same road as Old Inns. Yeou go straight down the road, an—

Thanks very much, said Gethryn, and without waiting for further revelations shot off in the direction indicated. A quarter of a mile farther he looked over his shoulder. The man was still there, gazing after him in a kind of trance.

The Bishop passed through Old Inns with some way on his machine. He had much lost time to make up. A signpost bearing the legend Anfield four miles told him that he was nearing his destination. The notice had changed to three miles and again to two, when suddenly he felt that jarring sensation which every cyclist knows. His back tyre was punctured. It was impossible to ride on. He got off and walked. He was still in his cricket clothes, and the fact that he had on spiked boots did not make walking any the easier. His progress was not rapid.

Half an hour before his one wish had been to catch sight of a fellow-being. Now, when he would have preferred to have avoided his species, men seemed to spring up from nowhere, and every man of them had a remark to make or a question to ask about the punctured tyre. Reserve is not the leading characteristic of the average yokel.

Gethryn, however, refused to be drawn into conversation on the subject. At last one, more determined than the rest, brought him to bay.

Hoy, mister, stop, called a voice. Gethryn turned. A man was running up the road towards him.

He arrived panting.

Whats up? said the Bishop.

Youve got a puncture, said the man, pointing an accusing finger at the flattened tyre.

It was not worth while killing the brute. Probably he was acting from the best motives.

No, said Gethryn wearily, it isnt a puncture. I always let the air out when Im riding. It looks so much better, dont you think so? Why did they let you out? Good-bye.

And feeling a little more comfortable after this outburst, he wheeled his bicycle on into Anfield High Street.

Minds in the village of Anfield worked with extraordinary rapidity. The first person of whom he asked the way to the Junction answered the riddle almost without thinking. He left his machine out in the road and went on to the platform. The first thing that caught his eye was the station clock with its hands pointing to five past four. And when he realized that, his uncles train having left a clear half hour before, his labours had all been for nothing, the full bitterness of life came home to him.

He was turning away from the station when he stopped. Something else had caught his eye. On a bench at the extreme end of the platform sat a youth. And a further scrutiny convinced the Bishop of the fact that the youth was none other than Master Reginald Farnie, late of Beckford, and shortly, or he would know the reason why, to be once more of Beckford. Other people besides himself, it appeared, could miss trains.

Farnie was reading one of those halfpenny weeklies which — with a nerve which is the only creditable thing about them — call themselves comic. He did not see the Bishop until a shadow falling across his paper caused him to look up.

It was not often that he found himself unequal to a situation. Monk in a recent conversation had taken him aback somewhat, but his feelings on that occasion were not to be compared with what he felt on seeing the one person whom he least desired to meet standing at his side. His jaw dropped limply, Comic Blitherings fluttered to the ground.

The Bishop was the first to speak. Indeed, if he had waited for Farnie to break the silence, he would have waited long.

Get up, he said. Farnie got up.

Come on. Farnie came.

Go and get your machine, said Gethryn. Hurry up. And now you will jolly well come back to Beckford, you little beast.

But before that could be done there was Gethryns back wheel to be mended. This took time. It was nearly half past four before they started.

Oh, said Gethryn, as they were about to mount, theres that money. I was forgetting. Out with it.

Ten pounds had been the sum Farnie had taken from the study. Six was all he was able to restore. Gethryn enquired after the deficit.

I gave it to Monk, said Farnie.

To Gethryn, in his present frame of mind, the mere mention of Monk was sufficient to uncork the vials of his wrath.

What the blazes did you do that for? Whats Monk got to do with it?

He said hed get me sacked if I didnt pay him, whined Farnie.

This was not strictly true. Monk had not said. He had hinted. And he had hinted at flogging, not expulsion.

Why? pursued the Bishop. What had you and Monk been up to?

Farnie, using his out-of-bounds adventures as a foundation, worked up a highly artistic narrative of doings, which, if they had actually been performed, would certainly have entailed expulsion. He had judged Gethryns character correctly. If the matter had been simply a case for a flogging, the Bishop would have stood aside and let the thing go on. Against the extreme penalty of School law he felt bound as a matter of family duty to shield his relative. And he saw a bad time coming for himself in the very near future. Either he must expose Farnie, which he had resolved not to do, or he must refuse to explain his absence from the M.C.C. match, for by now there was not the smallest chance of his being able to get back in time for the visitors innings. As he rode on he tried to imagine what would happen in consequence of that desertion, and he could not do it. His crime was, so far as he knew, absolutely without precedent in the School history.

As they passed the cricket field he saw that it was empty. Stumps were usually drawn early in the M.C.C. match if the issue of the game was out of doubt, as the Marylebone men had trains to catch. Evidently this had happened today. It might mean that the School had won easily — they had looked like making a big score when he had left the ground — in which case public opinion would be more lenient towards him. After a victory a school feels that alls well that ends well. But it might, on the other hand, mean quite the reverse.

He put his machine up, and hurried to the study. Several boys, as he passed them, looked curiously at him, but none spoke to him.

Marriott was in the study, reading a book. He was still in flannels, and looked as if he had begun to change but had thought better of it. As was actually the case.

Hullo, he cried, as Gethryn appeared. Where the dickens have you been all the afternoon? What on earth did you go off like that for?

Im sorry, old chap, said the Bishop, I cant tell you. I shant be able to tell anyone.

But, man! Try and realize what youve done. Do you grasp the fact that youve gone and got the School licked in the M.C.C. match, and that we havent beaten the M.C.C. for about a dozen years, and that if youd been there to bowl we should have walked over this time? Do try and grasp the thing.

Did they win?

Rather. By a wicket. Two wickets, I mean. We made 213. Your bowling would just have done it.

Gethryn sat down.

Oh Lord, he said blankly, this is awful!

But, look here, Bishop, continued Marriott, this is all rot. You cant do a thing like this, and then refuse to offer any explanation, and expect things to go on just as usual.

I dont, said Gethryn. I know theres going to be a row, but I cant explain. Youll have to take me on trust.

Oh, as far as I am concerned, its all right, said Marriott. I know you wouldnt be ass enough to do a thing like that without a jolly good reason. Its the other chaps Im thinking about. Youll find it jolly hard to put Norris off, Im afraid. Hes most awfully sick about the match. He fielded badly, which always makes him shirty. Jephson, too. Youll have a bad time with Jephson. His one wish after the match was to have your gore and plenty of it. Nothing else would have pleased him a bit. And think of the chaps in the House, too. Just consider what a pull this gives Monk and his mob over you. The Housell want some looking after now, I fancy.

And theyll get it, said Gethryn. If Monk gives me any of his beastly cheek, Ill knock his head off.

But in spite of the consolation which such a prospect afforded him, he did not look forward with pleasure to the next day, when he would have to meet Norris and the rest. It would have been bad in any case. He did not care to think what would happen when he refused to offer the slightest explanation.


10. IN WHICH A CASE IS FULLY DISCUSSED
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GETHRYN WAS RIGHT in thinking that the interviews would be unpleasant. They increased in unpleasantness in arithmetical progression, until they culminated finally in a terrific encounter with the justly outraged Norris.

Reece was the first person to institute inquiries, and if everybody had resembled him, matters would not have been so bad for Gethryn. Reece possessed a perfect genius for minding his own business. The dialogue when they met was brief.

Hullo, said Reece.

Hullo, said the Bishop.

Where did you get to yesterday? said Reece.

Oh, I had to go somewhere, said the Bishop vaguely.

Oh? Pity. Wasnt a bad match. And that was all the comment Reece made on the situation.

Gethryn went over to the chapel that morning with an empty sinking feeling inside him. He was quite determined to offer no single word of explanation, and he felt that that made the prospect all the worse. There was a vast uncertainty in his mind as to what was going to happen. Nobody could actually do anything to him, of course. It would have been a decided relief to him if anybody had tried that line of action, for moments occur when the only thing that can adequately soothe the wounded spirit, is to hit straight from the shoulder at someone. The punching-ball is often found useful under these circumstances. As he was passing Jephsons House he nearly ran into somebody who was coming out.

Be firm, my moral pecker, thought Gethryn, and braced himself up for conflict.

Well, Gethryn? said Mr Jephson.

The question Well? especially when addressed by a master to a boy, is one of the few questions to which there is literally no answer. You can look sheepish, you can look defiant, or you can look surprised according to the state of your conscience. But anything in the way of verbal response is impossible.

Gethryn attempted no verbal response.

Well, Gethryn, went on Mr Jephson, was it pleasant up the river yesterday?

Mr Jephson always preferred the rapier of sarcasm to the bludgeon of abuse.

Yes, sir, said Gethryn, very pleasant. He did not mean to be massacred without a struggle.

What! cried Mr Jephson. You actually mean to say that you did go up the river?

No, sir.

Then what do you mean?

It is always pleasant up the river on a fine day, said Gethryn.

His opponent, to use a metaphor suitable to a cricket master, changed his action. He abandoned sarcasm and condescended to direct inquiry.

Where were you yesterday afternoon? he said.

The Bishop, like Mr Hurry Bungsho Jabberjee, B.A., became at once the silent tomb.

Did you hear what I said, Gethryn? (icily). Where were you yesterday afternoon?

I cant say, sir.

These words may convey two meanings. They may imply ignorance, in which case the speaker should be led gently off to the nearest asylum. Or they may imply obstinacy. Mr Jephson decided that in the present case obstinacy lay at the root of the matter. He became icier than ever.

Very well, Gethryn, he said, I shall report this to the Headmaster.

And Gethryn, feeling that the conference was at an end, proceeded on his way.

After chapel there was Norris to be handled. Norris had been rather late for chapel that morning, and had no opportunity of speaking to the Bishop. But after the service was over, and the School streamed out of the building towards their respective houses, he waylaid him at the door, and demanded an explanation. The Bishop refused to give one. Norris, whose temper never had a chance of reaching its accustomed tranquillity until he had consumed some breakfast — he hated early morning chapel — raved. The Bishop was worried, but firm.

Then you mean to say — you dont mean to say — I mean, you dont intend to explain? said Norris finally, working round for the twentieth time to his original text.

I cant explain.

You wont, you mean.

Yes. Ill apologize if you like, but I wont explain.

Norris felt the strain was becoming too much for him.

Apologize! he moaned, addressing circumambient space. Apologize! A man cuts off in the middle of the M.C.C. match, loses us the game, and then comes back and offers to apologize.

The offers withdrawn, put in Gethryn. Apologies and explanations are both off. It was hopeless to try and be conciliatory under the circumstances. They did not admit of it.

Norris glared.

I suppose, he said, you dont expect to go on playing for the First after this? We cant keep a place open for you in the team on the off chance of your not having a previous engagement, you know.

Thats your affair, said the Bishop, youre captain. Have you finished your address? Is there anything else youd like to say?

Norris considered, and, as he went in at Jephsons gate, wound up with this Parthian shaft — 

All I can say is that youre not fit to be at a public school. They ought to sack a chap for doing that sort of thing. If youll take my advice, youll leave.

About two hours afterwards Gethryn discovered a suitable retort, but, coming to the conclusion that better late than never does not apply to repartees, refrained from speaking it.

It was Mr Jephsons usual custom to sally out after supper on Sunday evenings to smoke a pipe (or several pipes) with one of the other House-masters. On this particular evening he made for Robertsons, which was one of the four Houses on the opposite side of the School grounds. He could hardly have selected a better man to take his grievance to. Mr Robertson was a long, silent man with grizzled hair, and an eye that pierced like a gimlet. He had the enviable reputation of keeping the best order of any master in the School. He was also one of the most popular of the staff. This was all the more remarkable from the fact that he played no games.

To him came Mr Jephson, primed to bursting point with his grievance.

Anything wrong, Jephson? said Mr Robertson.

Wrong? I should just think there was. Did you happen to be looking at the match yesterday, Robertson?

Mr Robertson nodded.

I always watch School matches. Good match. Norris missed a bad catch in the slips. He was asleep.

Mr Jephson conceded the point. It was trivial.

Yes, he said, he should certainly have held it. But thats a mere detail. I want to talk about Gethryn. Do you know what he did yesterday? I never heard of such a thing in my life, never. Went off during the luncheon interval without a word, and never appeared again till lock-up. And now he refuses to offer any explanation whatever. I shall report the whole thing to Beckett. I told Gethryn so this morning.

I shouldnt, said Mr Robertson; I really think I shouldnt. Beckett finds the ordinary duties of a Headmaster quite sufficient for his needs. This business is not in his province at all.

Not in his province? My dear sir, what is a headmaster for, if not to manage affairs of this sort?

Mr Robertson smiled in a sphinx-like manner, and answered, after the fashion of Socrates, with a question.

Let me ask you two things, Jephson. You must proceed gingerly. Now, firstly, it is a headmasters business to punish any breach of school rules, is it not?

Well?

And school prefects do not attend roll-call, and have no restrictions placed upon them in the matter of bounds?

No. Well?

Then perhaps youll tell me what School rule Gethryn has broken? said Mr Robertson.

You see you cant, he went on. Of course you cant. He has not broken any School rule. He is a prefect, and may do anything he likes with his spare time. He chooses to play cricket. Then he changes his mind and goes off to some unknown locality for some reason at present unexplained. It is all perfectly legal. Extremely quaint behaviour on his part, I admit, but thoroughly legal.

Then nothing can be done, exclaimed Mr Jephson blankly. But its absurd. Something must be done. The thing cant be left as it is. Its preposterous!

I should imagine, said Mr Robertson, from what small knowledge I possess of the Human Boy, that matters will be made decidedly unpleasant for the criminal.

Well, I know one thing; he wont play for the team again.

There is something very refreshing about your logic, Jephson. Because a boy does not play in one match, you will not let him play in any of the others, though you admit his absence weakens the team. However, I suppose that is unavoidable. Mind you, I think it is a pity. Of course Gethryn has some explanation, if he would only favour us with it. Personally I think rather highly of Gethryn. So does poor old Leicester. He is the only Head-prefect Leicester has had for the last half-dozen years who knows even the rudiments of his business. But its no use my preaching his virtues to you. You wouldnt listen. Take another cigar, and lets talk about the weather.

Mr Jephson took the proffered weed, and the conversation, though it did not turn upon the suggested topic, ceased to have anything to do with Gethryn.

The general opinion of the School was dead against the Bishop. One or two of his friends still clung to a hope that explanations might come out, while there were also a few who always made a point of thinking differently from everybody else. Of this class was Pringle. On the Monday after the match he spent the best part of an hour of his valuable time reasoning on the subject with Lorimer. Lorimers vote went with the majority. Although he had fielded for the Bishop, he was not, of course, being merely a substitute, allowed to bowl, as the Bishop had had his innings, and it had been particularly galling to him to feel that he might have saved the match, if it had only been possible for him to have played a larger part.

Its no good jawing about it, he said, there isnt a word to say for the man. He hasnt a leg to stand on. Why, it would be bad enough in a House or form match even, but when it comes to first matches — ! Here words failed Lorimer.

Not at all, said Pringle, unmoved. There are heaps of reasons, jolly good reasons, why he might have gone away.

Such as? said Lorimer.

Well, he might have been called away by a telegram, for instance.

What rot! Why should he make such a mystery of it if that was all?

Hed have explained all right if somebody had asked him properly. You get a chap like Norris, who, when he loses his hair, has got just about as much tact as a rhinoceros, going and ballyragging the man, and no wonder he wont say anything. I shouldnt myself.

Well, go and talk to him decently, then. Lets see you do it, and Ill bet it wont make a bit of difference. What the chap has done is to go and get himself mixed up in some shady business somewhere. Thats the only thing it can be.

Rot, said Pringle, the Bishop isnt that sort of chap.

You cant tell. I say, he broke off suddenly, have you done that poem yet?

Pringle started. He had not so much as begun that promised epic.

I — er — havent quite finished it yet. Im thinking it out, you know. Getting a sort of general grip of the thing.

Oh. Well, I wish youd buck up with it. Its got to go in tomorrow week.

Tomorrow week. Tuesday the what? Twenty-second, isnt it? Right. Ill remember. Two days after the O.B.s match. Thatll fix it in my mind. By the way, your people are going to come down all right, arent they? I mean, we shall have to be getting in supplies and so on.

Yes. Theyll be coming. Theres plenty of time, though, to think of that. What youve got to do for the present is to keep your mind glued on the death of Dido.

Rather, said Pringle, I wont forget.

This was at six twenty-two p.m. By the time six-thirty boomed from the College clock-tower, Pringle was absorbing a thrilling work of fiction, and Dido, her death, and everything connected with her, had faded from his mind like a beautiful dream.


11. POETRY AND STUMP-CRICKET
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THE OLD BECKFORDIANS match came off in due season, and Pringle enjoyed it thoroughly. Though he only contributed a dozen in the first innings, he made up for this afterwards in the second, when the School had a hundred and twenty to get in just two hours. He went in first with Marriott, and they pulled the thing off and gave the School a ten wickets victory with eight minutes to spare. Pringle was in rare form. He made fifty-three, mainly off the bowling of a certain J.R. Smith, whose fag he had been in the old days. When at School, Smith had always been singularly aggressive towards Pringle, and the latter found that much pleasure was to be derived from hitting fours off his bowling. Subsequently he ate more strawberries and cream than were, strictly speaking, good for him, and did the honours at the study tea-party with the grace of a born host. And, as he had hoped, Miss Mabel Lorimer did ask what that silver-plate was stuck on to that bat for.

It is not to be wondered at that in the midst of these festivities such trivialities as Lorimers poem found no place in his thoughts. It was not until the following day that he was reminded of it.

That Sunday was a visiting Sunday. Visiting Sundays occurred three times a term, when everybody who had friends and relations in the neighbourhood was allowed to spend the day with them. Pringle on such occasions used to ride over to Biddlehampton, the scene of Farnies adventures, on somebody elses bicycle, his destination being the residence of a certain Colonel Ashby, no relation, but a great friend of his fathers.

The gallant Colonel had, besides his other merits — which were numerous — the pleasant characteristic of leaving his guests to themselves. To be left to oneself under some circumstances is apt to be a drawback, but in this case there was never any lack of amusements. The only objection that Pringle ever found was that there was too much to do in the time. There was shooting, riding, fishing, and also stump-cricket. Given proper conditions, no game in existence yields to stump-cricket in the matter of excitement. A stable-yard makes the best pitch, for the walls stop all hits and you score solely by boundaries, one for every hit, two if it goes past the coach-room door, four to the end wall, and out if you send it over. It is perfect.

There were two junior Ashbys, twins, aged sixteen. They went to school at Charchester, returning to the ancestral home for the weekend. Sometimes when Pringle came they would bring a school friend, in which case Pringle and he would play the twins. But as a rule the programme consisted of a series of five test matches, Charchester versus Beckford; and as Pringle was almost exactly twice as good as each of the twins taken individually, when they combined it made the sides very even, and the test matches were fought out with the most deadly keenness.

After lunch the Colonel was in the habit of taking Pringle for a stroll in the grounds, to watch him smoke a cigar or two. On this Sunday the conversation during the walk, after beginning, as was right and proper, with cricket, turned to work.

Let me see, said the Colonel, as Pringle finished the description of how point had almost got to the square cut which had given him his century against Charchester, youre out of the Upper Fifth now, arent you? I always used to think you were going to be a fixture there. You are like your father in that way. I remember him at Rugby spending years on end in the same form. Couldnt get out of it. But you did get your remove, if I remember?

Rather, said Pringle, years ago. Thats to say, last term. And Im jolly glad I did, too.

His errant memory had returned to the poetry prize once more.

Oh, said the Colonel, why is that?

Pringle explained the peculiar disadvantages that attended membership of the Upper Fifth during the summer term.

I dont think a man ought to be allowed to spend his money in these special prizes, he concluded; at any rate they ought to be Sixth Form affairs. Its hard enough having to do the ordinary work and keep up your cricket at the same time.

They are compulsory then?

Yes. Swindle, I call it. The chap who shares my study at Beckford is in the Upper Fifth, and his hairs turning white under the strain. The worst of it is, too, that Ive promised to help him, and I never seem to have any time to give to the thing. I could turn out a great poem if I had an hour or two to spare now and then.

Whats the subject?

Death of Dido this year. They are always jolly keen on deaths. Last year it was Cato, and the year before Julius Caesar. They seem to have very morbid minds. I think they might try something cheerful for a change.

Dido, said the Colonel dreamily. Death of Dido. Where have I heard either a story or a poem or a riddle or something in some way connected with the death of Dido? It was years ago, but I distinctly remember having heard somebody mention the occurrence. Oh, well, it will come back presently, I dare say.

It did come back presently. The story was this. A friend of Colonel Ashbys — the one-time colonel of his regiment, to be exact — was an earnest student of everything in the literature of the country that dealt with Sport. This gentleman happened to read in a publishers list one day that a limited edition of The Dark Horse, by a Mr Arthur James, was on sale, and might be purchased from the publisher by all who were willing to spend half a guinea to that end.

Well, old Matthews, said the Colonel, sent off for this book. Thought it must be a sporting novel, dont you know. I shall never forget his disappointment when he opened the parcel. It turned out to be a collection of poems. The Dark Horse, and Other Studies in the Tragic, was its full title.

Matthews never had a soul for poetry, good or bad. The Dark Horse itself was about a knight in the Middle Ages, you know. Great nonsense it was, too. Matthews used to read me passages from time to time. When he gave up the regiment he left me the book as a farewell gift. He said I was the only man he knew who really sympathized with him in the affair. Ive got it still. Its in the library somewhere, if you care to look at it. What recalled it to my mind was your mention of Dido. The second poem was about the death of Dido, as far as I can remember. Im no judge of poetry, but it didnt strike me as being very good. At the same time, you might pick up a hint or two from it. It ought to be in one of the two lower shelves on the right of the door as you go in. Unless it has been taken away. That is not likely, though. We are not very enthusiastic poetry readers here.

Pringle thanked him for his information, and went back to the stable-yard, where he lost the fourth test match by sixteen runs, owing to preoccupation. You cant play a yorker on the leg-stump with a thin walking-stick if your mind is occupied elsewhere. And the leg-stump yorkers of James, the elder (by a minute) of the two Ashbys, were achieving a growing reputation in Charchester cricket circles.

One ought never, thought Pringle, to despise the gifts which Fortune bestows on us. And this mention of an actual completed poem on the very subject which was in his mind was clearly a gift of Fortune. How much better it would be to read thoughtfully through this poem, and quarry out a set of verses from it suitable to Lorimers needs, than to waste his brain-tissues in trying to evolve something original from his own inner consciousness. Pringle objected strongly to any unnecessary waste of his brain-tissues. Besides, the best poets borrowed. Virgil did it. Tennyson did it. Even Homer — we have it on the authority of Mr Kipling — when he smote his blooming lyre went and stole what he thought he might require. Why should Pringle of the School House refuse to follow in such illustrious footsteps?

It was at this point that the guileful James delivered his insidious yorker, and the dull thud of the tennis ball on the board which served as the wicket told a listening world that Charchester had won the fourth test match, and that the scores were now two all.

But Beckfords star was to ascend again. Pringles mind was made up. He would read the printed poem that very night, and before retiring to rest he would have Lorimers verses complete and ready to be sent in for judgement to the examiner. But for the present he would dismiss the matter from his mind, and devote himself to polishing off the Charchester champions in the fifth and final test match. And in this he was successful, for just as the bell rang, summoning the players in to a well-earned tea, a sweet forward drive from his walking-stick crashed against the end wall, and Beckford had won the rubber.

As the young batsman, undefeated to the last, reached the pavilion, said Pringle, getting into his coat, a prolonged and deafening salvo of cheers greeted him. His twenty-three not out, compiled as it was against the finest bowling Charchester could produce, and on a wicket that was always treacherous (theres a brick loose at the top end), was an effort unique in its heroism.

Oh, come on, said the defeated team.

If you have fluked a win, said James, its nothing much. Wait till next visiting Sunday.

And the teams went in to tea.

In the programme which Pringle had mapped out for himself, he was to go to bed with his book at the highly respectable hour of ten, work till eleven, and then go to sleep. But programmes are notoriously subject to alterations. Pringles was altered owing to a remark made immediately after dinner by John Ashby, who, desirous of retrieving the fallen fortunes of Charchester, offered to play Pringle a hundred up at billiards, giving him thirty. Now Pringles ability in the realm of sport did not extend to billiards. But the human being who can hear unmoved a fellow human being offering him thirty start in a game of a hundred has yet to be born. He accepted the challenge, and permission to play having been granted by the powers that were, on the understanding that the cloth was not to be cut and as few cues broken as possible, the game began, James acting as marker.

There are doubtless ways by which a game of a hundred up can be got through in less than two hours, but with Pringle and his opponent desire outran performance. When the highest break on either side is six, and the average break two, matters progress with more stateliness than speed. At last, when the hands of the clock both pointed to the figure eleven, Pringle, whose score had been at ninety-eight since half-past ten, found himself within two inches of his opponents ball, which was tottering on the very edge of the pocket. He administered the coup de grace with the air of a John Roberts, and retired triumphant; while the Charchester representatives pointed out that as their score was at seventy-four, they had really won a moral victory by four points. To which specious and unsportsmanlike piece of sophistry Pringle turned a deaf ear.

It was now too late for any serious literary efforts. No bard can do without his sleep. Even Homer used to nod at times. So Pringle contented himself with reading through the poem, which consisted of some thirty lines, and copying the same down on a sheet of notepaper for future reference. After which he went to bed.

In order to arrive at Beckford in time for morning school, he had to start from the house at eight oclock punctually. This left little time for poetical lights. The consequence was that when Lorimer, on the following afternoon, demanded the poem as per contract, all that Pringle had to show was the copy which he had made of the poem in the book. There was a moments suspense while Conscience and Sheer Wickedness fought the matter out inside him, and then Conscience, which had started on the encounter without enthusiasm, being obviously flabby and out of condition, threw up the sponge.

Here you are, said Pringle, its only a rough copy, but here it is.

Lorimer perused it hastily.

But, I say, he observed in surprised and awestruck tones, this is rather good.

It seemed to strike him as quite a novel idea. Yes, not bad, is it?

But itll get the prize.

Oh, we shall have to prevent that somehow.

He did not mention how, and Lorimer did not ask.

Well, anyhow, said Lorimer, thanks awfully. I hope youve not fagged about it too much.

Oh no, said Pringle airily, rather not. Its been no trouble at all.

He thus, it will be noticed, concluded a painful and immoral scene by speaking perfect truth. A most gratifying reflection.


12. WE, THE UNDERSIGNED—
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NORRIS KEPT HIS word with regard to the Bishops exclusion from the Eleven. The team which had beaten the O.B.s had not had the benefit of his assistance, Lorimer appearing in his stead. Lorimer was a fast right-hand bowler, deadly in House matches or on a very bad wicket. He was the mainstay of the Second Eleven attack, and in an ordinary year would have been certain of his First Eleven cap. This season, however, with Gosling, Baynes, and the Bishop, the School had been unusually strong, and Lorimer had had to wait.

The non-appearance of his name on the notice-board came as no surprise to Gethryn. He had had the advantage of listening to Norriss views on the subject. But when Marriott grasped the facts of the case, he went to Norris and raved. Norris, as is right and proper in the captain of a School team when the wisdom of his actions is called into question, treated him with no respect whatever.

Its no good talking, he said, when Marriott had finished a brisk opening speech, I know perfectly well what Im doing.

Then theres no excuse for you at all, said Marriott. If you were mad or delirious I could understand it.

Come and have an ice, said Norris.

Ice! snorted Marriott. Whats the good of standing there babbling about ices! Do you know we havent beaten the O.B.s for four years?

We shall beat them this year.

Not without Gethryn.

We certainly shant beat them with Gethryn, because hes not going to play. A chap who chooses the day of the M.C.C. match to go off for the afternoon, and then refuses to explain, can consider himself jolly well chucked until further notice. Feel ready for that ice yet?

Dont be an ass.

Well, if ever you do get any ice, take my tip and tie it carefully round your head in a handkerchief. Then perhaps youll be able to see why Gethryn isnt playing against the O.B.s on Saturday.

And Marriott went off raging, and did not recover until late in the afternoon, when he made eighty-three in an hour for Leicesters House in a scratch game.

There were only three of the eleven Houses whose occupants seriously expected to see the House cricket cup on the mantelpiece of their dining-room at the end of the season. These were the School House, Jephsons, and Leicesters. In view of Pringles sensational feats throughout the term, the knowing ones thought that the cup would go to the School House, with Leicesters runners-up. The various members of the First Eleven were pretty evenly distributed throughout the three Houses. Leicesters had Gethryn, Reece, and Marriott. Jephsons relied on Norris, Bruce, and Baker. The School House trump card was Pringle, with Lorimer and Baynes to do the bowling, and Hill of the First Eleven and Kynaston and Langdale of the second to back him up in the batting department. Both the other First Eleven men were day boys.

The presence of Gosling in any of the House elevens, however weak on paper, would have lent additional interest to the fight for the cup; for in House matches, where every team has more or less of a tail, one really good fast bowler can make a surprising amount of difference to a side.

There was a great deal of interest in the School about the House cup. The keenest of all games at big schools are generally the House matches. When Beckford met Charchester or any of the four schools which it played at cricket and football, keenness reached its highest pitch. But next to these came the House matches.

Now that he no longer played for the Eleven, the Bishop was able to give his whole mind to training the House team in the way it should go. Exclusion from the First Eleven meant also that he could no longer, unless possessed of an amount of sang-froid so colossal as almost to amount to genius, put in an appearance at the First Eleven net. Under these circumstances Leicesters net summoned him. Like Mr Phil Mays lady when she was ejected (with perfect justice) by a barman, he went somewhere where he would be respected. To the House, then, he devoted himself, and scratch games and before-breakfast field-outs became the order of the day.

House fielding before breakfast is one of the things which cannot be classed under the head of the Lighter Side of Cricket. You get up in the small hours, dragged from a comfortable bed by some sportsman who, you feel, carries enthusiasm to a point where it ceases to be a virtue and becomes a nuisance. You get into flannels, and, still half asleep, stagger off to the field, where a hired ruffian hits you up catches which bite like serpents and sting like adders. From time to time he adds insult to injury by shouting get to em!, get to em! — a remark which finds but one parallel in the language, the keep moving of the football captain. Altogether there are many more pleasant occupations than early morning field-outs, and it requires a considerable amount of keenness to carry the victim through them without hopelessly souring his nature and causing him to foster uncharitable thoughts towards his House captain.

J. Monk of Leicesters found this increased activity decidedly uncongenial. He had no real patriotism in him. He played cricket well, but he played entirely for himself.

If, for instance, he happened to make fifty in a match — and it happened fairly frequently — he vastly preferred that the rest of the side should make ten between them than that there should be any more half-centuries on the score sheet, even at the expense of losing the match. It was not likely, therefore, that he would take kindly to this mortification of the flesh, the sole object of which was to make everybody as conspicuous as everybody else. Besides, in the matter of fielding he considered that he had nothing to learn, which, as Euclid would say, was absurd. Fielding is one of the things which is never perfect.

Monk, moreover, had another reason for disliking the field-outs. Gethryn, as captain of the House team, was naturally master of the ceremonies, and Monk objected to Gethryn. For this dislike he had solid reasons. About a fortnight after the commencement of term, the Bishop, going downstairs from his study one afternoon, was aware of what appeared to be a species of free fight going on in the doorway of the senior day-room. The senior day-room was where the rowdy element of the House collected, the individuals who were too old to be fags, and too low down in the School to own studies.

Under ordinary circumstances the Bishop would probably have passed on without investigating the matter. A head of a house hates above all things to get a name for not minding his own business in unimportant matters. Such a reputation tells against him when he has to put his foot down over big things. To have invaded the senior day-room and stopped a conventional senior day-room rag would have been interfering with the most cherished rights of the citizens, the freedom which is the birthright of every Englishman, so to speak.

But as he passed the door which had just shut with a bang behind the free fighters, he heard Monks voice inside, and immediately afterwards the voice of Danvers, and he stopped. In the first place, he reasoned within himself, if Monk and Danvers were doing anything, it was probably something wrong, and ought to be stopped. Gethryn always had the feeling that it was his duty to go and see what Monk and Danvers were doing, and tell them they mustnt. He had a profound belief in their irreclaimable villainy. In the second place, having studies of their own, they had no business to be in the senior day-room at all. It was contrary to the etiquette of the House for a study man to enter the senior day-room, and as a rule the senior day-room resented it. As to all appearances they were not resenting it now, the obvious conclusion was that something was going on which ought to cease.

The Bishop opened the door. Etiquette did not compel the head of the House to knock, the rule being that you knocked only at the doors of those senior to you in the House. He was consequently enabled to witness a tableau which, if warning had been received of his coming, would possibly have broken up before he entered. In the centre of the group was Wilson, leaning over the study table, not so much as if he liked so leaning as because he was held in that position by Danvers. In the background stood Monk, armed with a walking-stick. Round the walls were various ornaments of the senior day-room in attitudes of expectant attention, being evidently content to play the part of friends and retainers, leaving the leading parts in the hands of Monk and his colleague.

Hullo, said the Bishop, whats going on?

Its all right, old chap, said Monk, grinning genially, were only having an execution.

Whats the row? said the Bishop. Whats Wilson been doing?

Nothing, broke in that youth, who had wriggled free from Danverss clutches. I havent done a thing, Gethryn. These beasts lugged me out of the junior day-room without saying what for or anything.

The Bishop began to look dangerous. This had all the outward aspect of a case of bullying. Under Reynoldss leadership Leicesters had gone in rather extensively for bullying, and the Bishop had waited hungrily for a chance of catching somebody actively engaged in the sport, so that he might drop heavily on that person and make life unpleasant for him.

Well? he said, turning to Monk, lets have it. What was it all about, and what have you got to do with it?

Monk began to shuffle.

Oh, it was nothing much, he said.

Then what are you doing with the stick? pursued the Bishop relentlessly.

Young Wilson cheeked Perkins, said Monk.

Murmurs of approval from the senior day-room. Perkins was one of the ornaments referred to above.

How? asked Gethryn.

Wilson dashed into the conversation again.

Perkins told me to go and get him some grub from the shop. I was doing some work, so I couldnt. Besides, Im not his fag. If Perkins wants to go for me, why doesnt he do it himself, and not get about a hundred fellows to help him?

Exactly, said the Bishop. A very sensible suggestion. Perkins, fall upon Wilson and slay him. Ill see fair play. Go ahead.

Er — no, said Perkins uneasily. He was a small, weedy-looking youth, not built for fighting except by proxy, and he remembered the episode of Wilson and Skinner.

Then the things finished, said Gethryn. Wilson walks over. We neednt detain you, Wilson.

Wilson departed with all the honours of war, and the Bishop turned to Monk.

Now perhaps youll tell me, he said, what the deuce you and Danvers are doing here?

Well, hang it all, old chap—

The Bishop begged that Monk would not call him old chap.

Ill call you sir, if you like, said Monk.

A gleam of hope appeared in the Bishops eye. Monk was going to give him the opportunity he had long sighed for. In cold blood he could attack no one, not even Monk, but if he was going to be rude, that altered matters.

What business have you in the day-room? he said. Youve got studies of your own.

If it comes to that, said Monk, so have you. Weve got as much business here as you. What the deuce are you doing here?

Taken by itself, taken neat, as it were, this repartee might have been insufficient to act as a casus belli, but by a merciful dispensation of Providence the senior day-room elected to laugh at the remark, and to laugh loudly. Monk also laughed. Not, however, for long. The next moment the Bishop had darted in, knocked his feet from under him, and dragged him to the door. Captain Kettle himself could not have done it more neatly.

Now, said the Bishop, we can discuss the point.

Monk got up, looking greener than usual, and began to dust his clothes.

Dont talk rot, he said, I cant fight a prefect.

This, of course, the Bishop had known all along. What he had intended to do if Monk had kept up his end he had not decided when he embarked upon the engagement. The head of a House cannot fight by-battles with his inferiors without the loss of a good deal of his painfully acquired dignity. But Gethryn knew Monk, and he had felt justified in risking it. He improved the shining hour with an excursus on the subject of bullying, dispensed a few general threats, and left the room.

Monk had — perhaps not unnaturally — not forgotten the incident, and now that public opinion ran strongly against Gethryn on account of his M.C.C. match manoeuvres, he acted. A mass meeting of the Mob was called in his study, and it was unanimously voted that field-outs in the morning were undesirable, and that it would be judicious if the team were to strike. Now, as the Mob included in their numbers eight of the House Eleven, their opinions on the subject carried weight.

Look here, said Waterford, struck with a brilliant idea, I tell you what well do. Lets sign a round-robin refusing to play in the House matches unless Gethryn resigns the captaincy and the field-outs stop.

We may as well sign in alphabetical order, said Monk prudently. Itll make it safer.

The idea took the Mobs fancy. The round-robin was drawn up and signed.

Now, if we could only get Reece, suggested Danvers. Its no good asking Marriott, but Reece might sign.

Lets have a shot at any rate, said Monk.

And a deputation, consisting of Danvers, Waterford, and Monk, duly waited upon Reece in his study, and broached the project to him.


13. LEICESTERS HOUSE TEAM GOES INTO A SECOND EDITION
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REECE WAS WORKING when the deputation entered. He looked up enquiringly, but if he was pleased to see his visitors he managed to conceal the fact.

Oh, I say, Reece, began Monk, who had constituted himself spokesman to the expedition, are you busy?

Yes, said Reece simply, going on with his writing.

This might have discouraged some people, but Nature had equipped Monk with a tough skin, which hints never pierced. He dropped into a chair, crossed his legs, and coughed. Danvers and Waterford leaned in picturesque attitudes against the door and mantelpiece. There was a silence for a minute, during which Reece continued to write unmoved.

Take a seat, Monk, he said at last, without looking up.

Oh, er, thanks, I have, said Monk. I say, Reece, we wanted to speak to you.

Go ahead then, said Reece. I can listen and write at the same time. Im doing this prose against time.

Its about Gethryn.

Whats Gethryn been doing?

Oh, I dont know. Nothing special. Its about his being captain of the House team. The chaps seem to think he ought to resign.

Which chaps? enquired Reece, laying down his pen and turning round in his chair.

The rest of the team, you know.

Why dont they think he ought to be captain? The head of the House is always captain of the House team unless hes too bad to be in it at all. Dont the chaps think Gethryns good at cricket?

Oh, hes good enough, said Monk. Its more about this M.C.C. match business, you know. His cutting off like that in the middle of the match. The chaps think the House ought to take some notice of it. Express its disapproval, and that sort of thing.

And what do the chaps think of doing about it?

Monk inserted a hand in his breast-pocket, and drew forth the round-robin. He straightened it out, and passed it over to Reece.

Weve drawn up this notice, he said, and we came to see if youd sign it. Nearly all the other chaps in the team have.

Reece perused the document gravely. Then he handed it back to its owner.

What rot, said he.

I dont think so at all, said Monk.

Nor do I, broke in Danvers, speaking for the first time. What else can we do? We cant let a chap like Gethryn stick to the captaincy.

Why not?

A cad like that!

Thats a matter of opinion. I dont suppose everyone thinks him a cad. I dont, personally.

Well, anyway, asked Waterford, are you going to sign?

My good man, of course Im not. Do you mean to say you seriously intend to hand in that piffle to Gethryn?

Rather, said Monk.

Then youll be making fools of yourselves. Ill tell you exactly whatll happen, if you care to know. Gethryn will read this rot, and simply cut everybody whose name appears on the list out of the House team. I dont know if youre aware of it, but there are several other fellows besides you in the House. And if you come to think of it, you arent so awfully good. You three are in the Second. The other five havent got colours at all.

Anyhow, were all in the House team, said Monk.

Dont let that worry you, said Reece, you wont be long, if you show Gethryn that interesting document. Anything else I can do for you?

No, thanks, said Monk. And the deputation retired.

When they had gone, Reece made his way to the Bishops study. It was not likely that the deputation would deliver their ultimatum until late at night, when the study would be empty. From what Reece knew of Monk, he judged that it would be pleasanter to him to leave the document where the Bishop could find it in the morning, rather than run the risks that might attend a personal interview. There was time, therefore, to let Gethryn know what was going to happen, so that he might not be surprised into doing anything rash, such as resigning the captaincy, for example. Not that Reece thought it likely that he would, but it was better to take no risks.

Both Marriott and Gethryn were in the study when he arrived.

Hullo, Reece, said Marriott, come in and take several seats. Have

a biscuit? Have two. Have a good many.

Reece helped himself, and gave them a brief description of the late interview.

Im not surprised, said Gethryn, I thought Monk would be getting at me somehow soon. I shall have to slay that chap someday. What ought I to do, do you think?

My dear chap, said Marriott, theres only one thing you can do. Cut the lot of them out of the team, and fill up with substitutes.

Reece nodded approval.

Of course. Thats what you must do. As a matter of fact, I told them you would. Ive given you a reputation. You must live up to it.

Besides, continued Marriott, after all it isnt such a crusher, when you come to think of it. Only four of them are really certainties for their places, Monk, Danvers, Waterford, and Saunders. The rest are simply tail.

Reece nodded again. Great minds think alike. Exactly what I told them, only they wouldnt listen.

Well, whom do you suggest instead of them? Some of the kids are jolly keen and all that, but they wouldnt be much good against Baynes and Lorimer, for instance.

If I were you, said Marriott, I shouldnt think about their batting at all. I should go simply for fielding. With a good fielding side we ought to have quite a decent chance. Theres no earthly reason why you and Reece shouldnt put on enough for the first wicket to win all the matches. Its been done before. Dont you remember the School House getting the cup four years ago when Twiss was captain? They had nobody who was any earthly good except Twiss and Birch, and those two used to make about a hundred and fifty between them in every match. Besides, some of the kids can bat rather well. Wilson for one. He can bowl, too.

Yes, said the Bishop, all right. Stick down Wilson. Who else? Gregson isnt bad. He can field in the slips, which is more than a good many chaps can.

Gregsons good, said Reece, put him down. That makes five. You might have young Lee in too. Ive seen him play like a book at his form net once or twice.

Lee — six. Five more wanted. Wheres a House list? Here we are. Now. Adams, Bond, Brown, Burgess. Burgess has his points. Shall I stick him down?

Not presume to dictate, said Marriott, but Adams is streets better than Burgess as a field, and just as good a bat.

Why, when have you seen him?

In a scratch game between his form and another. He was carting all over the shop. Made thirty something.

Well have both of them in, then. Plenty of room. This is the team so far. Wilson, Gregson, Lee, Adams, and Burgess, with Marriott, Reece, and Gethryn. Jolly hot stuff it is, too, by Jove. Well simply walk that tankard. Now, for the last places. I vote we each select a man, and nobodys allowed to appeal against the others decision. I lead off with Crowinshaw. Good name, Crowinshaw. Look well on a score sheet.

Heave us the list, said Marriott. Thanks. My dear sir, theres only one man in the running at all, which his names Chamberlain. Shove down Joseph, and dont let me hear anyone breathe a word against him. Come on, Reece, lets have your man. I bet Reece selects some weird rotter.

Reece pondered.

Carstairs, he said.

Oh, my very dear sir! Carstairs!

All criticism barred, said the Bishop.

Sorry. By the way, what House are we drawn against in the first round?

Websters.

Ripping. We can smash Websters. Theyve got nobody. Itll be rather a good thing having an easy time in our first game. We shall be able to get some idea about the teams play. I shouldnt think we could possibly get beaten by Websters.

There was a knock at the door. Wilson came in with a request that he might fetch a book that he had left in the study.

Oh, Wilson, just the man I wanted to see, said the Bishop. Wilson, youre playing against Websters next week.

By Jove, said Wilson, am I really?

He had spent days in working out on little slips of paper during school his exact chances of getting a place in the House team. Recently, however, he had almost ceased to hope. He had reckoned on at least eight of the senior study being chosen before him.

Yes, said the Bishop, you must buck up. Practise fielding every minute of your spare time. Anybodyll hit you up catches if you ask them.

Right, said Wilson, I will.

All right, then. Go, and tell Lee that I want to see him.

Lee, said the Bishop, when that worthy appeared, I wanted to see you, to tell you youre playing for the House against Websters. Thought you might like to know.

By Jove, said Lee, am I really?

Yes. Buck up with your fielding.

Right, said Lee.

Thats all. If youre going downstairs, you might tell Adams to come up.

For a quarter of an hour the Bishop interviewed the junior members of his team, and impressed on each of them the absolute necessity of bucking up with his fielding. And each of them protested that the matter should receive his best consideration.

Well, theyre keen enough anyway, said Marriott, as the door closed behind Carstairs, the last of the new recruits, and thats the great thing. Hullo, whos that? I thought you had worked through the lot. Come in!

A small form appeared in the doorway, carrying in its right hand a neatly-folded note.

Monk told me to give you this, Gethryn.

Half a second, said the Bishop, as the youth made for the door. There may be an answer.

Monk said there wouldnt be one.

Oh. No, its all right. There isnt an answer.

The door closed. The Bishop laughed, and threw the note over to Reece.

Recognize it?

Reece examined the paper.

Its a fair copy. The one Monk showed me was rather smudged. I suppose they thought you might be hurt if you got an inky round-robin. Considerate chap, Monk.

Lets have a look, said Marriott. By Jove. I say, listen to this bit. Like Macaulay, isnt it?

He read extracts from the ultimatum.

Lets have it, said Gethryn, stretching out a hand.

Not much. Im going to keep it, and have it framed.

All right. Im going down now to put up the list.

When he had returned to the study, Monk and Danvers came quietly downstairs to look at the notice-board. It was dark in the passage, and Monk had to strike a light before he could see to read.

By George, he said, as the match flared up, Reece was right. He has.

Well, theres one consolation, commented Danvers viciously, they cant possibly get that cup now. Theyll have to put us in again soon, you see if they dont.

M, yes, said Monk doubtfully.


14. NORRIS TAKES A SHORT HOLIDAY
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ITS ALL ROT, observed Pringle, to say that they havent a chance, because they have.

He and Lorimer were passing through the cricket-field on their way back from an early morning visit to the baths, and had stopped to look at Leicesters House team (revised version) taking its daily hour of fielding practice. They watched the performance keenly and critically, as spies in an enemys camp.

Who said they hadnt a chance? said Lorimer. I didnt.

Oh, everybody. The chaps call them the Kindergarten and the Kids Happy League, and things of that sort. Rot, I call it. They seem to forget that you only want two or three really good men in a team if the rest can field. Look at our crowd. Theyve all either got their colours, or else are just outside the teams, and I swear you cant rely on one of them to hold the merest sitter right into his hands.

On the subject of fielding in general, and catching in particular, Pringle was feeling rather sore. In the match which his House had just won against Brownings, he had put himself on to bowl in the second innings. He was one of those bowlers who manage to capture from six to ten wickets in the course of a season, and the occasions on which he bowled really well were few. On this occasion he had bowled excellently, and it had annoyed him when five catches, five soft, gentle catches, were missed off him in the course of four overs. As he watched the crisp, clean fielding which was shown by the very smallest of Leicesters small tail, he felt that he would rather have any of that despised eight on his side than any of the School House lights except Baynes and Lorimer.

Our lots all right, really, said Lorimer, in answer to Pringles sweeping condemnation. Everybody has his off days. Theyll be all right next match.

Doubt it, replied Pringle. Its all very well for you. You bowl to hit the sticks. I dont. Now just watch these kids for a moment. Now! Look! No, he couldnt have got to that. Wait a second. Now!

Gethryn had skied one into the deep. Wilson, Burgess, and Carstairs all started for it.

Burgess, called the Bishop.

The other two stopped dead. Burgess ran on and made the catch.

Now, there you are, said Pringle, pointing his moral, see how those two kids stopped when Gethryn called. If that had happened in one of our matches, youd have had half a dozen men rotting about underneath the ball, and getting in one anothers way, and then probably winding up by everybody leaving the catch to everybody else.

Oh, come on, said Lorimer, youre getting morbid. Why the dickens didnt you think of having our fellows out for fielding practice, if youre so keen on it?

They wouldnt have come. When a chap gets colours, he seems to think hes bought the place. You cant drag a Second Eleven man out of his bed before breakfast to improve his fielding. He thinks it cant be improved. Theyre a heart-breaking crew.

Good, said Lorimer, I suppose that includes me?

No. Youre a model man. I have seen you hold a catch now and then.

Thanks. Oh, I say, I gave in the poem yesterday. I hope the deuce it wont get the prize. I hope they wont spot, either, that I didnt write the thing.

Not a chance, said Pringle complacently, youre all right. Dont you worry yourself.

Websters, against whom Leicesters had been drawn in the opening round of the House matches, had three men in their team, and only three, who knew how to hold a bat. It was the slackest House in the School, and always had been. It did not cause any overwhelming surprise, accordingly, when Leicesters beat them without fatigue by an innings and a hundred and twenty-one runs. Websters won the toss, and made thirty-five. For Leicesters, Reece and Gethryn scored fifty and sixty-two respectively, and Marriott fifty-three not out. They then, with two wickets down, declared, and rattled Websters out for seventy. The public, which had had its eye on the team, in order to see how its tail was likely to shape, was disappointed. The only definite fact that could be gleaned from the match was that the junior members of the team were not to be despised in the field. The early morning field-outs had had their effect. Adams especially shone, while Wilson at cover and Burgess in the deep recalled Jessop and Tyldesley.

The School made a note of the fact. So did the Bishop. He summoned the eight juniors seriatim to his study, and administered much praise, coupled with the news that fielding before breakfast would go on as usual.

Leicesters had drawn against Jephsons in the second round. Norriss lot had beaten Cookes by, curiously enough, almost exactly the same margin as that by which Leicesters had defeated Websters. It was generally considered that this match would decide Leicesters chances for the cup. If they could beat a really hot team like Jephsons, it was reasonable to suppose that they would do the same to the rest of the Houses, though the School House would have to be reckoned with. But the School House, as Pringle had observed, was weak in the field. It was not a coherent team. Individually its members were good, but they did not play together as Leicesters did.

But the majority of the School did not think seriously of their chances. Except for Pringle, who, as has been mentioned before, always made a point of thinking differently from everyone else, no one really believed that they would win the cup, or even appear in the final. How could a team whose tail began at the fall of the second wicket defeat teams which, like the School House, had no real tail at all?

Norris supported this view. It was for this reason that when, at breakfast on the day on which Jephsons were due to play Leicesters, he received an invitation from one of his many uncles to spend a weekend at his house, he decided to accept it.

This uncle was a man of wealth. After winning two fortunes on the Stock Exchange and losing them both, he had at length amassed a third, with which he retired in triumph to the country, leaving Throgmorton Street to exist as best it could without him. He had bought a show-place at a village which lay twenty miles by rail to the east of Beckford, and it had always been Norriss wish to see this show-place, a house which was said to combine the hoariest of antiquity with a variety of modern comforts.

Merely to pay a flying visit there would be good. But his uncle held out an additional attraction. If Norris could catch the one-forty from Horton, he would arrive just in time to take part in a cricket match, that day being the day of the annual encounter with the neighbouring village of Pudford. The rector of Pudford, the opposition captain, so wrote Norriss uncle, had by underhand means lured down three really decent players from Oxford — not Blues, but almost — who had come to the village ostensibly to read classics with him as their coach, but in reality for the sole purpose of snatching from Little Bindlebury (his own village) the laurels they had so nobly earned the year before. He had heard that Norris was captaining the Beckford team this year, and had an average of thirty-eight point nought three two, so would he come and make thirty-eight point nought three two for Little Bindlebury?

This, thought Norris, is Fame. This is where I spread myself. I must be in this at any price.

He showed the letter to Baker.

What a pity, said Baker.

Whats a pity?

That you wont be able to go. It seems rather a catch.

Cant go? said Norris; my dear sir, youre talking through your hat. Think Im going to refuse an invitation like this? Not if I know it. Im going to toddle off to Jephson, get an exeat, and catch that one-forty. And if I dont paralyse the Pudford bowling, Ill shoot myself.

But the House match! Leicesters! This afternoon! gurgled the amazed Baker.

Oh, hang Leicesters. Surely the rest of you can lick the Kids Happy League without my help. If you cant, you ought to be ashamed of yourselves. Ive chosen you a wicket with my own hands, fit to play a test match on.

Of course we ought to lick them. But you can never tell at cricket whats going to happen. We oughtnt to run any risks when weve got such a good chance of winning the pot. Why, its centuries since we won the pot. Dont you go.

I must, man. Its the chance of a lifetime.

Baker tried another method of attack.

Besides, he said, you dont suppose Jephsonll let you off to play in a beastly little village game when theres a House match on?

He must never know! hissed Norris, after the manner of the Surrey-side villain.

Hes certain to ask why you want to get off so early.

I shall tell him my uncle particularly wishes me to come early.

Suppose he asks why?

I shall say I cant possibly imagine.

Oh, well, if youre going to tell lies—

Not at all. Merely a diplomatic evasion. Im not bound to go and sob out my secrets on Jephsons waistcoat.

Baker gave up the struggle with a sniff. Norris went to Mr Jephson and got leave to spend the week-end at his uncles. The interview went without a hitch, as Norris had prophesied.

You will miss the House match, Norris, then? said Mr Jephson.

Im afraid so, sir. But Mr Leicesters are very weak.

Hm. Reece, Marriott, and Gethryn are a good beginning.

Yes, sir. But theyve got nobody else. Their tail starts after those three.

Very well. But it seems a pity.

Thank you, sir, said Norris, wisely refraining from discussing the matter. He had got his exeat, which was what he had come for.

In all the annals of Pudford and Little Bindlebury cricket there had never been such a match as that years. The rector of Pudford and his three Oxford experts performed prodigies with the bat, prodigies, that is to say, judged from the standpoint of ordinary Pudford scoring, where double figures were the exception rather than the rule.

The rector, an elderly, benevolent-looking gentleman, played with astounding caution and still more remarkable luck for seventeen. Finally, after he had been in an hour and ten minutes, mid-on accepted the eighth easy chance offered to him, and the ecclesiastic had to retire. The three Varsity men knocked up a hundred between them, and the complete total was no less than a hundred and thirty-four.

Then came the sensation of the day. After three wickets had fallen for ten runs, Norris and the Little Bindlebury curate, an old Cantab, stayed together and knocked off the deficit.

Norriss contribution of seventy-eight not out was for many a day the sole topic of conversation over the evening pewter at the Little Bindlebury Arms. A non-enthusiast, who tried on one occasion to introduce the topic of Farmer Giless grey pig, found himself the most unpopular man in the village.

On the Monday morning Norris returned to Jephsons, with pride in his heart and a sovereign in his pocket, the latter the gift of his excellent uncle.

He had had, he freely admitted to himself, a good time. His uncle had done him well, exceedingly well, and he looked forward to going to the show-place again in the near future. In the meantime he felt a languid desire to know how the House match was going on. They must almost have finished the first innings, he thought — unless Jephsons had run up a very big score, and kept their opponents in the field all the afternoon.

Hullo, Baker, he said, tramping breezily into the study, Ive had the time of a lifetime. Great, simply! No other word for it. Hows the match getting on?

Baker looked up from the book he was reading.

What match? he enquired coldly.

House match, of course, you lunatic. What match did you think I meant? Hows it going on?

Its not going on, said Baker, its stopped.

You neednt be a funny goat, said Norris complainingly. You know what I mean. What happened on Saturday?

They won the toss, began Baker slowly.

Yes?

And went in and made a hundred and twenty.

Good. I told you they were no use. A hundred and twentys rotten.

Then we went in, and made twenty-one.

Hundred and twenty-one.

No. Just a simple twenty-one without any trimmings of any sort.

But, man! How? Why? How on earth did it happen?

Gethryn took eight for nine. Does that seem to make it any clearer?

Eight for nine? Rot.

Show you the score-sheet if you care to see it. In the second innings—

Oh, you began a second innings?

Yes. We also finished it. We scored rather freely in the second innings. Ten was on the board before the fifth wicket fell. In the end we fairly collared the bowling, and ran up a total of forty-eight.

Norris took a seat, and tried to grapple with the situation.

Forty-eight! Look here, Baker, swear youre not ragging.

Baker took a green scoring-book from the shelf and passed it to him.

Look for yourself, he said.

Norris looked. He looked long and earnestly. Then he handed the book back.

Then theyve won! he said blankly.

How do you guess these things? observed Baker with some bitterness.

Well, you are a crew, said Norris. Getting out for twenty-one and forty-eight! I see Gethryn got nine for thirty in the second innings. He seems to have been on the spot. I suppose the wicket suited him.

If you can call it a wicket. Next time you specially select a pitch for the House to play on, I wish youd hunt up something with some slight pretensions to decency.

Why, what was wrong with the pitch? It was a bit worn, that was all.

If, said Baker, you call having holes three inches deep just where every ball pitches being a bit worn, I suppose it was. Anyhow, it would have been almost as well, dont you think, if youd stopped and played for the House, instead of going off to your rotten village match? You were sick enough when Gethryn went off in the M.C.C. match.

Oh, curse, said Norris.

For he had been hoping against hope that the parallel nature of the two incidents would be less apparent to other people than it was to himself.

And so it came about that Leicesters passed successfully through the first two rounds and soared into the dizzy heights of the semi-final.


15. VERSUS CHARCHESTER (AT CHARCHESTER)
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FROM THE FACT that he had left his team so basely in the lurch on the day of an important match, a casual observer might have imagined that Norris did not really care very much whether his House won the cup or not. But this was not the case. In reality the success of Jephsons was a very important matter to him. A sudden whim had induced him to accept his uncles invitation, but now that that acceptance had had such disastrous results, he felt inclined to hire a sturdy menial by the hour to kick him till he felt better. To a person in such a frame of mind there are three methods of consolation. He can commit suicide, he can take to drink, or he can occupy his mind with other matters, and cure himself by fixing his attention steadily on some object, and devoting his whole energies to the acquisition of the same.

Norris chose the last method. On the Saturday week following his performance for Little Bindlebury, the Beckford Eleven was due to journey to Charchester, to play the return match against that school on their opponents ground, and Norris resolved that that match should be won. For the next week the team practised assiduously, those members of it who were not playing in House matches spending every afternoon at the nets. The treatment was not without its effect. The team had been a good one before. Now every one of the eleven seemed to be at the very summit of his powers. New and hitherto unsuspected strokes began to be developed, leg glances which recalled the Hove and Ranjitsinhji, late cuts of Palairetical brilliance. In short, all Nature may be said to have smiled, and by the end of the week Norris was beginning to be almost cheerful once more. And then, on the Monday before the match, Samuel Wilberforce Gosling came to school with his right arm in a sling. Norris met him at the School gates, rubbed his eyes to see whether it was not after all some horrid optical illusion, and finally, when the stern truth came home to him, almost swooned with anguish.

What? How? Why? he enquired lucidly.

The injured Samuel smiled feebly.

Im fearfully sorry, Norris, he said.

Dont say you cant play on Saturday, moaned Norris.

Frightfully sorry. I know its a bit of a sickener. But I dont see how I can, really. The doctor says I shant be able to play for a couple of weeks.

Now that the blow had definitely fallen, Norris was sufficiently himself again to be able to enquire into the matter.

How on earth did you do it? How did it happen?

Gosling looked guiltier than ever.

It was on Saturday evening, he said. We were ragging about at home a bit, you know, and my young sister wanted me to send her down a few balls. Somebody had given her a composition bean and a bat, and shes been awfully keen on the game ever since she got them.

I think its simply sickening the way girls want to do everything we do, said Norris disgustedly.

Gosling spoke for the defence.

Well, shes only thirteen. You cant blame the kid. Seemed to me a jolly healthy symptom. Laudable ambition and that sort of thing.

Well?

Well, I sent down one or two. She played em like a book. Bit inclined to pull. All girls are. So I put in a long hop on the off, and she let go at it like Jessop. Shes got a rattling stroke in mid-ons direction. Well, the bean came whizzing back rather wide on the right. I doubled across to bring off a beefy c-and-b, and the bally thing took me right on the tips of the fingers. Those composition balls hurt like blazes, I can tell you. Smashed my second finger simply into hash, and I couldnt grip a ball now to save my life. Much less bowl. Im awfully sorry. Its a shocking nuisance.

Norris agreed with him. It was more than a nuisance. It was a staggerer. Now that Gethryn no longer figured for the First Eleven, Gosling was the Schools one hope. Baynes was good on his wicket, but the wickets he liked were the sea-of-mud variety, and this summer fine weather had set in early and continued. Lorimer was also useful, but not to be mentioned in the same breath as the great Samuel. The former was good, the latter would be good in a year or so. His proper sphere of action was the tail. If the first pair of bowlers could dismiss five good batsmen, Lorimers fast, straight deliveries usually accounted for the rest. But there had to be somebody to pave the way for him. He was essentially a change bowler. It is hardly to be wondered at that Norris very soon began to think wistfully of the Bishop, who was just now doing such great things with the ball, wasting his sweetness on the desert air of the House matches. Would it be consistent with his dignity to invite him back into the team? It was a nice point. With some persons there might be a risk. But Gethryn, as he knew perfectly well, was not the sort of fellow to rub in the undeniable fact that the School team could not get along without him. He had half decided to ask him to play against Charchester, when Gosling suggested the very same thing.

Why dont you have Gethryn in again? he said. Youve stood him out against the O.B.s and the Masters. Surely thats enough. Especially as hes miles the best bowler in the School.

Bar yourself.

Not a bit. He can give me points. You take my tip and put him in again.

Think hed play if I put him down? Because, you know, Im dashed if Im going to do any grovelling and that sort of thing.

Certain to, I should think. Anyhow, its worth trying.

Pringle, on being consulted, gave the same opinion, and Norris was convinced. The list went up that afternoon, and for the first time since the M.C.C. match Gethryns name appeared in its usual place.

Norris is learning wisdom in his old age, said Marriott to the Bishop, as they walked over to the House that evening.

Leicesters were in the middle of their semi-final, and looked like winning it.

I was just wondering what to do about it, said Gethryn. What would you do? Play, do you think?

Play! My dear man, what else did you propose to do? You werent thinking of refusing?

I was.

But, man! Thats rank treason. If youre put down to play for the School you must play. Theres no question about it. If Norris knocked you down with one hand and put you up on the board with the other, youd have to play all the same. You mustnt have any feelings where the School is concerned. Nobodys ever refused to play in a first match. Its one of the things you cant do. Norris hasnt given you much of a time lately, I admit. Still, you must lump that. Excuse sermon. I hope its done you good.

Very well. Ill play. Its rather rot, though.

No, its all right, really. Its only that youve got into a groove. Youre so used to doing the heavy martyr, that the sudden change has knocked you out rather. Come and have an ice before the shop shuts.

So Gethryn came once more into the team, and travelled down to Charchester with the others. And at this point a painful alternative faces me. I have to choose between truth and inclination. I should like to say that the Bishop eclipsed himself, and broke all previous records in the Charchester match. By the rules of the dramatic, nothing else is possible. But truth, though it crush me, and truth compels me to admit that his performance was in reality distinctly mediocre. One of his weak points as a bowler was that he was at sea when opposed to a left-hander. Many bowlers have this failing. Some strange power seems to compel them to bowl solely on the leg side, and nothing but long hops and full pitches. It was so in the case of Gethryn. Charchester won the toss, and batted first on a perfect wicket. The first pair of batsmen were the captain, a great bat, who had scored seventy-three not out against Beckford in the previous match, and a left-handed fiend. Bayness leg-breaks were useless on a wicket which, from the hardness of it, might have been constructed of asphalt, and the rubbish the Bishop rolled up to the left-handed artiste was painful to witness. At four oclock — the match had started at half-past eleven — the Charchester captain reached his century, and was almost immediately stumped off Baynes. The Bishop bowled the next man first ball, the one bright spot in his afternoons performance. Then came another long stand, against which the Beckford bowling raged in vain. At five oclock, Charchester by that time having made two hundred and forty-one for two wickets, the left-hander ran into three figures, and the captain promptly declared the innings closed. Beckfords only chance was to play for a draw, and in this they succeeded. When stumps were drawn at a quarter to seven, the score was a hundred and three, and five wickets were down. The Bishop had the satisfaction of being not out with twenty-eight to his credit, but nothing less than a century would have been sufficient to soothe him after his shocking bowling performance. Pringle, who during the luncheon interval had encountered his young friends the Ashbys, and had been duly taunted by them on the subject of leather-hunting, was top scorer with forty-one. Norris, I regret to say, only made three, running himself out in his second over. As the misfortune could not, by any stretch of imagination, be laid at anybody elses door but his own, he was decidedly savage. The team returned to Beckford rather footsore, very disgusted, and abnormally silent. Norris sulked by himself at one end of the saloon carriage, and the Bishop sulked by himself at the other end, and even Marriott forbore to treat the situation lightly. It was a mournful home-coming. No cheering wildly as the brake drove to the College from Horton, no shouting of the School song in various keys as they passed through the big gates. Simply silence. And except when putting him on to bowl, or taking him off, or moving him in the field, Norris had not spoken a word to the Bishop the whole afternoon.

It was shortly after this disaster that Mr Mortimer Wells came to stay with the Headmaster. Mr Mortimer Wells was a brilliant and superior young man, who was at some pains to be a cynic. He was an old pupil of the Heads in the days before he had succeeded to the rule of Beckford. He had the reputation of being a ripe scholar, and to him had been deputed the task of judging the poetical outbursts of the bards of the Upper Fifth, with the object of awarding to the most deserving — or, perhaps, to the least undeserving — the handsome prize bequeathed by his open-handed highness, the Rajah of Seltzerpore.

This gentleman sat with his legs stretched beneath the Headmasters generous table. Dinner had come to an end, and a cup of coffee, acting in co-operation with several glasses of port and an excellent cigar, had inspired him to hold forth on the subject of poetry prizes. He held forth.

The poetry prize system, said he — it is astonishing what nonsense a man, ordinarily intelligent, will talk after dinner— is on exactly the same principle as those penny-in-the-slot machines that you see at stations. You insert your penny. You set your prize subject. In the former case you hope for wax vestas, and you get butterscotch. In the latter, you hope for something at least readable, and you get the most complete, terrible, uninspired twaddle that was ever written on paper. The boy mind — here the ash of his cigar fell off on to his waistcoat— the merely boy mind is incapable of poetry.

From which speech the shrewd reader will infer that Mr Mortimer Wells was something of a prig. And perhaps, altogether shrewd reader, youre right.

Mr Lawrie, the master of the Sixth, who had been asked to dinner to meet the great man, disagreed as a matter of principle. He was one of those men who will take up a cause from pure love of argument.

I think youre wrong, sir. Im perfectly convinced youre wrong.

Mr Wells smiled in his superior way, as if to say that it was a pity that Mr Lawrie was so foolish, but that perhaps he could not help it.

Ah, he said, but you have not had to wade through over thirty of these gems in a single week. I have. I can assure you your views would undergo a change if you could go through what I have. Let me read you a selection. If that does not convert you, nothing will. If you will excuse me for a moment, Beckett, I will leave the groaning board, and fetch the manuscripts.

He left the room, and returned with a pile of paper, which he deposited in front of him on the table.

Now, he said, selecting the topmost manuscript, I will take no unfair advantage. I will read you the very pick of the bunch. None of the other — er — poems come within a long way of this. It is a case of Eclipse first and the rest nowhere. The author, the gifted author, is a boy of the name of Lorimer, whom I congratulate on taking the Rajahs prize. I drain this cup of coffee to him. Are you ready? Now, then.

He cleared his throat.


16. A DISPUTED AUTHORSHIP
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ONE MOMENT, SAID Mr Lawrie, might I ask what is the subject of the poem?

Death of Dido, said the Headmaster. Good, hackneyed, evergreen subject, mellow with years. Go on, Wells.

Mr Wells began.

Queen of Tyre, ancient Tyre,

Whilom mistress of the wave.

Mr Lawrie, who had sunk back into the recesses of his chair in an attitude of attentive repose, sat up suddenly with a start.

What! he cried.

Hullo, said Mr Wells, has the beauty of the work come home to you already?

You notice, he said, as he repeated the couplet, that flaws begin to appear in the gem right from the start. It was rash of Master Lorimer to attempt such a difficult metre. Plucky, but rash. He should have stuck to blank verse. Tyre, you notice, two syllables to rhyme with deny her in line three. What did fortune eer deny her? Were not all her warriors brave? That last line seems to me distinctly weak. I dont know how it strikes you.

Youre hypercritical, Wells, said the Head. Now, for a boy I consider that a very good beginning. What do you say, Lawrie?

I — er. Oh, I think I am hardly a judge.

To resume, said Mr Mortimer Wells. He resumed, and ran through the remaining verses of the poem with comments. When he had finished, he remarked that, in his opinion a whiff of fresh air would not hurt him. If the Headmaster would excuse him, he would select another of those excellent cigars, and smoke it out of doors.

By all means, said the Head; I think I wont join you myself, but perhaps Lawrie will.

No, thank you. I think I will remain. Yes, I think I will remain.

Mr Wells walked jauntily out of the room. When the door had shut, Mr Lawrie coughed nervously.

Another cigar, Lawrie?

I — er — no, thank you. I want to ask you a question. What is your candid opinion of those verses Mr Wells was reading just now?

The Headmaster laughed.

I dont think Wells treated them quite fairly. In my opinion they were distinctly promising. For a boy in the Upper Fifth, you understand. Yes, on the whole they showed distinct promise.

They were mine, said Mr Lawrie.

Yours! I dont understand. How were they yours?

I wrote them. Every word of them.

You wrote them! But, my dear Lawrie—

I dont wonder that you are surprised. For my own part I am amazed, simply amazed. How the boy — I dont even remember his name — contrived to get hold of them, I have not the slightest conception. But that he did so contrive is certain. The poem is word for word, literally word for word, the same as one which I wrote when I was at Cambridge.

You dont say so!

Yes. It can hardly be a coincidence.

Hardly, said the Head. Are you certain of this?

Perfectly certain. I am not eager to claim the authorship, I can assure you, especially after Mr Wellss very outspoken criticisms, but there is nothing else to be done. The poem appeared more than a dozen years ago, in a small book called The Dark Horse.

Ah! Something in the Whyte Melville style, I suppose?

No, said Mr Lawrie sharply. No. Certainly not. They were serious poems, tragical most of them. I had them collected, and published them at my own expense. Very much at my own expense. I used a pseudonym, I am thankful to say. As far as I could ascertain, the total sale amounted to eight copies. I have never felt the very slightest inclination to repeat the performance. But how this boy managed to see the book is more than I can explain. He can hardly have bought it. The price was half-a-guinea. And there is certainly no copy in the School library. The thing is a mystery.

A mystery that must be solved, said the Headmaster. The fact remains that he did see the book, and it is very serious. Wholesale plagiarism of this description should be kept for the School magazine. It should not be allowed to spread to poetry prizes. I must see Lorimer about this tomorrow. Perhaps he can throw some light upon the matter.

When, in the course of morning school next day, the School porter entered the Upper Fifth form-room and informed Mr Sims, who was engaged in trying to drive the beauties of Plautus colloquial style into the Upper Fifth brain, that the Headmaster wished to see Lorimer, Lorimers conscience was so abnormally good that for the life of him he could not think why he had been sent for. As far as he could remember, there was no possible way in which the authorities could get at him. If he had been in the habit of smoking out of bounds in lonely fields and deserted barns, he might have felt uneasy. But whatever his failings, that was not one of them. It could not be anything about bounds, because he had been so busy with cricket that he had had no time to break them this term. He walked into the presence, glowing with conscious rectitude. And no sooner was he inside than the Headmaster, with three simple words, took every particle of starch out of his anatomy.

Sit down, Lorimer, he said.

There are many ways of inviting a person to seat himself. The genial take a pew of ones equal inspires confidence. The raucous sit down in front of the frenzied pit, when you stand up to get a better view of the stage, is not so pleasant. But worst of all is the icy sit down of the annoyed headmaster. In his mouth the words take to themselves new and sinister meanings. They seem to accuse you of nameless crimes, and to warn you that anything you may say will be used against you as evidence.

Why have I sent for you, Lorimer?

A nasty question that, and a very favourite one of the Rev. Mr Beckett, Headmaster of Beckford. In nine cases out of ten, the person addressed, paralysed with nervousness, would give himself away upon the instant, and confess everything. Lorimer, however, was saved by the fact that he had nothing to confess. He stifled an inclination to reply because the woodpecker would peck her, or words to that effect, and maintained a pallid silence.

Have you ever heard of a book called The Dark Horse, Lorimer?

Lorimer began to feel that the conversation was too deep for him. After opening in the conventional judge-then-placed-the-black-cap-on-his-head manner, his assailant had suddenly begun to babble lightly of sporting literature. He began to entertain doubts of the Headmasters sanity. It would not have added greatly to his mystification if the Head had gone on to insist that he was the Emperor of Peru, and worked solely by electricity.

The Headmaster, for his part, was also surprised. He had worked for dismay, conscious guilt, confessions, and the like, instead of blank amazement. He, too, began to have his doubts. Had Mr Lawrie been mistaken? It was not likely, but it was barely possible. In which case the interview had better be brought to an abrupt stop until he had made inquiries. The situation was at a deadlock.

Fortunately at this point half-past twelve struck, and the bell rang for the end of morning school. The situation was saved, and the tension relaxed.

You may go, Lorimer, said the Head, I will send for you later.

He swept out of the room, and Lorimer raced over to the House to inform Pringle that the Headmaster had run suddenly mad, and should by rights be equipped with a strait-waistcoat.

You never saw such a man, he said, hauled me out of school in the middle of a Plautus lesson, dumps me down in a chair, and then asks me if Ive read some weird sporting novel or other.

Sporting novel! My dear man!

Well, it sounded like it from the title.

The title. Oh!

Whats up?

Pringle had leaped to his feet as if he had suddenly discovered that he was sitting on something red-hot. His normal air of superior calm had vanished. He was breathless with excitement. A sudden idea had struck him with the force of a bullet.

What was the title he asked you if youd read the book of? he demanded incoherently.

The Derby Winner.

Pringle sat down again, relieved.

Oh. Are you certain?

No, of course it wasnt that. I was only ragging. The real title was The Dark Horse. Hullo, whats up now? Have you got em too?

Whats up? Ill tell you. Were done for. Absolutely pipped. Thats whats the matter.

Hang it, man, do give us a chance. Why cant you explain, instead of sitting there talking like that? Why are we done? What have we done, anyway?

The poem, of course, the prize poem. I forgot, I never told you. I hadnt time to write anything of my own, so I cribbed it straight out of a book called The Dark Horse. Now do you see?

Lorimer saw. He grasped the whole unpainted beauty of the situation in a flash, and for some moments it rendered him totally unfit for intellectual conversation. When he did speak his observation was brief, but it teemed with condensed meaning. It was the conversational parallel to the ox in the tea-cup.

My aunt! he said.

Therell be a row about this, said Pringle.

What am I to say when he has me in this afternoon? He said he would.

Let the whole thing out. No good trying to hush it up. He may let us down easy if youre honest about it.

It relieved Lorimer to hear Pringle talk about us. It meant that he was not to be left to bear the assault alone. Which, considering that the whole trouble was, strictly speaking, Pringles fault, was only just.

But how am I to explain? I cant reel off a long yarn all about how you did it all, and so on. It would be too low.

I know, said Pringle, Ive got it. Look here, on your way to the Old Mans room you pass the Remove door. Well, when you pass, drop some money. Ill be certain to hear it, as I sit next the door. And then Ill ask to leave the room, and well go up together.

Good man, Pringle, youre a genius. Thanks, awfully.

But as it happened, this crafty scheme was not found necessary. The blow did not fall till after lock-up.

Lorimer being in the Headmasters House, it was possible to interview him without the fuss and advertisement inseparable from a sending for during school. Just as he was beginning his night-work, the butler came with a message that he was wanted in the Headmasters part of the House.

It was only Mr Lorimer as the master wished to see, said the butler, as Pringle rose to accompany his companion in crime.

Thats all right, said Pringle, the Headmasters always glad to see me. Ive got a standing invitation. Hell understand.

At first, when he saw two where he had only sent for one, the Headmaster did not understand at all, and said so. He had prepared to annihilate Lorimer hip and thigh, for he was now convinced that his blank astonishment at the mention of The Dark Horse during their previous interview had been, in the words of the bard, a mere veneer, a wile of guile. Since the morning he had seen Mr Lawrie again, and had with his own eyes compared the two poems, the printed and the written, the author by special request having hunted up a copy of that valuable work, The Dark Horse, from the depths of a cupboard in his rooms.

His astonishment melted before Pringles explanation, which was brief and clear, and gave way to righteous wrath. In well-chosen terms he harangued the two criminals. Finally he perorated.

There is only one point which tells in your favour. You have not attempted concealment. (Pringle nudged Lorimer surreptitiously at this.) And I may add that I believe that, as you say, you did not desire actually to win the prize by underhand means. But I cannot overlook such an offence. It is serious. Most serious. You will, both of you, go into extra lesson for the remaining Saturdays of the term.

Extra lesson meant that instead of taking a half-holiday on Saturday like an ordinary law-abiding individual, you treated the day as if it were a full-school day, and worked from two till four under the eye of the Headmaster. Taking into consideration everything, the punishment was not an extraordinarily severe one, for there were only two more Saturdays to the end of term, and the sentence made no mention of the Wednesday half-holidays.

But in effect it was serious indeed. It meant that neither Pringle nor Lorimer would be able to play in the final House match against Leicesters, which was fixed to begin on the next Saturday at two oclock. Among the rules governing the House matches was one to the effect that no House might start a match with less than eleven men, nor might the Eleven be changed during the progress of the match — a rule framed by the Headmaster, not wholly without an eye to emergencies like the present.

Thank goodness, said Pringle, that there arent any more First matches. Its bad enough, though, by Jove, as it is. I suppose its occurred to you that this cuts us out of playing in the final?

Lorimer said the point had not escaped his notice.

I wish, he observed, with simple pathos, that Id got the Rajah of Seltzerpore here now. Id strangle him. I wonder if the Old Man realizes that hes done his own House out of the cup?

Wouldnt care if he did. Still, its a sickening nuisance. Leicesters are a cert now.

Absolute cert, said Lorimer; Baynes cant do all the bowling, especially on a hard wicket, and theres nobody else. As for our batting and fielding—

Dont, said-Pringle gloomily, its too awful.

On the following Saturday, Leicesters ran up a total in their first innings which put the issue out of doubt, and finished off the game on the Monday by beating the School House by six wickets.


17. THE WINTER TERM
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IT WAS THE first day of the winter term.

The Bishop, as he came back by express, could not help feeling that, after all, life considered as an institution had its points. Things had mended steadily during the last weeks of the term. He had kept up his end as head of the House perfectly. The internal affairs of Leicesters were going as smoothly as oil. And there was the cricket cup to live up to. Nothing pulls a House together more than beating all comers in the field, especially against odds, as Leicesters had done. And then Monk and Danvers had left. That had set the finishing touch to a good terms work. The Mob were no longer a power in the land. Waterford remained, but a subdued, benevolent Waterford, with a wonderful respect for law and order. Yes, as far as the House was concerned, Gethryn felt no apprehensions. As regarded the School at large, things were bound to come right in time. A school has very little memory. And in the present case the Bishop, being second man in the Fifteen, had unusual opportunities of righting himself in the eyes of the multitude. In the winter term cricket is forgotten. Football is the only game that counts.

And to round off the whole thing, when he entered his study he found a letter on the table. It was from Farnie, and revealed two curious and interesting facts. Firstly he had left, and Beckford was to know him no more. Secondly — this was even more remarkable — he possessed a conscience.

Dear Gethryn, ran the letter, I am writing to tell you my father is sending me to a school in France, so I shall not come back to Beckford. I am sorry about the M.C.C. match, and I enclose the four pounds you lent me. I utterly bar the idea of going to France. Its beastly, yours truly, R. Farnie.

The money mentioned was in the shape of a cheque, signed by Farnie senior.

Gethryn was distinctly surprised. That all this time remorse like a worm i the bud should have been feeding upon his uncles damask cheek, as it were, he had never suspected. His relatives demeanour since the M.C.C. match had, it is true, been considerably toned down, but this he had attributed to natural causes, not unnatural ones like conscience. As for the four pounds, he had set it down as a bad debt. To get it back was like coming suddenly into an unexpected fortune. He began to think that there must have been some good in Farnie after all, though he was fain to admit that without the aid of a microscope the human eye might well have been excused for failing to detect it.

His next thought was that there was nothing now to prevent him telling the whole story to Reece and Marriott. Reece, if anybody, deserved to have his curiosity satisfied. The way in which he had abstained from questions at the time of the episode had been nothing short of magnificent. Reece must certainly be told.

Neither Reece nor Marriott had arrived at the moment. Both were in the habit of returning at the latest possible hour, except at the beginning of the summer term. The Bishop determined to reserve his story until the following evening.

Accordingly, when the study kettle was hissing on the Etna, and Wilson was crouching in front of the fire, making toast in his own inimitable style, he embarked upon his narrative.

I say, Marriott.

Hullo.

Do you notice a subtle change in me this term? Does my expressive purple eye gleam more brightly than of yore? It does. Exactly so. I feel awfully bucked up. You know that kid Farnie has left?

I thought I missed his merry prattle. Whats happened to him?

Gone to a school in France somewhere.

Jolly for France.

Awfully. But the point is that now hes gone I can tell you about that M.C.C. match affair. I know you want to hear what really did happen that afternoon.

Marriott pointed significantly at Wilson, whose back was turned.

Oh, thats all right, said Gethryn. Wilson.

Yes?

You mustnt listen. Try and think youre a piece of furniture. See? And if you do happen to overhear anything, you neednt go gassing about it. Follow?

All right, said Wilson, and Gethryn told his tale.

Jove, he said, as he finished, thats a relief. Its something to have got that off my chest. I do bar keeping a secret.

But, I say, said Marriott.

Well?

Well, it was beastly good of you to do it, and that sort of thing, I suppose. I see that all right. But, my dear man, what a rotten thing to do. A kid like that. A little beast who simply cried out for sacking.

Well, at any rate, its over now. You neednt jump on me. I acted from the best motives. Thats what my grandfather, Farnies pater, you know, always used to say when he got at me for anything in the happy days of my childhood. Dont sit there looking like a beastly churchwarden, you ass. Buck up, and take an intelligent interest in things.

No, but really, Bishop, said Marriott, you must treat this seriously. Youll have to let the other chaps know about it.

How? Put it up on the notice-board? This is to certify that Mr Allan Gethryn, of Leicesters House, Beckford, is dismissed without a stain on his character. You ass, how can I let them know? I seem to see myself doing the boy-hero style of things. My friends, you wronged me, you wronged me very grievously. But I forgive you. I put up with your cruel scorn. I endured it. I steeled myself against it. And now I forgive you profusely, every one of you. Let us embrace. It wouldnt do. You must see that much. Dont be a goat. Is that toast done yet, Wilson?

Wilson exhibited several pounds of the article in question.

Good, said the Bishop. Youre a great man, Wilson. You can make a small selection of those biscuits, and if you bag all the sugar ones Ill slay you, and then you can go quietly downstairs, and rejoin your sorrowing friends. And dont you go telling them what Ive been saying.

Rather not, said Wilson.

He made his small selection, and retired. The Bishop turned to Marriott again.

I shall tell Reece, because he deserves it, and I rather think I shall tell Gosling and Pringle. Nobody else, though. Whats the good of it? Everybodyll forget the whole thing by next season.

How about Norris? asked Marriott.

Now there you have touched the spot. I cant possibly tell Norris myself. My natural pride is too enormous. Descended from a primordial atomic globule, you know, like Pooh Bah. And I shook hands with a duke once. The man Norris and I, I regret to say, had something of a row on the subject last term. We parted with mutual expressions of hate, and havent spoken since. What I should like would be for somebody else to tell him all about it. Not you. It would look too much like a put-up job. So dont you go saying anything. Swear.

Why not?

Because you mustnt. Swear. Let me hear you swear by the bones of your ancestors.

All right. I call it awful rot, though.

Cant be helped. Painful but necessary. Now Im going to tell Reece, though I dont expect hell remember anything about it. Reece never remembers anything beyond his last meal.

Idiot, said Marriott after him as the door closed. I dont know, though, he added to himself.

And, pouring himself out another cup of tea, he pondered deeply over the matter.

Reece heard the news without emotion.

Youre a good sort, Bishop, he said, I knew something of the kind must have happened. It reminds me of a thing that happened to—

Yes, it is rather like it, isnt it? said the Bishop. By the way, talking about stories, a chap I met in the holidays told me a ripper. You see, this chap and his brother—

He discoursed fluently for some twenty minutes. Reece sighed softly, but made no attempt to resume his broken narrative. He was used to this sort of thing.

It was a fortnight later, and Marriott and the Bishop were once more seated in their study waiting for Wilson to get tea ready. Wilson made toast in the foreground. Marriott was in football clothes, rubbing his shin gently where somebody had kicked it in the scratch game that afternoon. After rubbing for a few moments in silence, he spoke suddenly.

You must tell Norris, he said. Its all rot.

I cant.

Then I shall.

No, dont. You swore you wouldnt.

Well, but look here. I just want to ask you one question. What sort of a time did you have in that scratch game tonight?

Beastly. I touched the ball exactly four times. If I wasnt so awfully ornamental, I dont see what would be the use of my turning out at all. Im no practical good to the team.

Exactly. Thats just what I wanted to get at. I dont mean your remark about your being ornamental, but about your never touching the ball. Until you explain matters to Norris, you never will get a decent pass. Norris and you are a rattling good pair of centre threes, but if he never gives you a pass, I dont see how we can expect to have any combination in the First. Its no good my slinging out the ball if the centres stick to it like glue directly they get it, and refuse to give it up. Its simply sickening.

Marriott played half for the First Fifteen, and his soul was in the business.

But, my dear chap, said Gethryn, you dont mean to tell me that a man like Norris would purposely rot up the Firsts combination because he happened to have had a row with the other centre. Hes much too decent a fellow.

No. I dont mean that exactly. What he does is this. Ive watched him. He gets the ball. He runs with it till his man is on him, and then he thinks of passing. Youre backing him up. He sees you, and says to himself, I cant pass to that cad—

Meaning me?

Meaning you.

Thanks awfully.

Dont mention it. Im merely quoting his thoughts, as deduced by me. He says, I cant pass to that — well, individual, if you prefer it. Wheres somebody else? So he hesitates, and gets tackled, or else slings the ball wildly out to somebody who cant possibly get to it. Its simply infernal. And we play the Nomads tomorrow, too. Something must be done.

Somebody ought to tell him. Why doesnt our genial skipper assert his authority?

Hills a forward, you see, and doesnt get an opportunity of noticing it. I cant tell him, of course. Ive not got my colours—

Youre a cert. for them.

Hope so. Anyway, Ive not got them yet, and Norris has, so I cant very well go slanging him to Hill. Sort of thing rude people would call side.

Well, Ill look out tomorrow, and if its as bad as you think, Ill speak to Hill. Its a beastly thing to have to do.

Beastly, agreed Marriott. Its got to be done, though. We cant go through the season without any combination in the three-quarter line, just to spare Norriss feelings.

Its a pity, though, said the Bishop, because Norris is a ripping good sort of chap, really. I wish we hadnt had that bust-up last term.


18. THE BISHOP SCORES
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AT THIS POINT Wilson finished the toast, and went out. As he went he thought over what he had just heard. Marriott and Gethryn frequently talked the most important School politics before him, for they had discovered at an early date that he was a youth of discretion, who could be trusted not to reveal state secrets. But matters now seemed to demand such a revelation. It was a serious thing to do, but there was nobody else to do it, and it obviously must be done, so, by a simple process of reasoning, he ought to do it. Half an hour had to elapse before the bell rang for lock-up. There was plenty of time to do the whole thing and get back to the House before the door was closed. He took his cap, and trotted off to Jephsons.

Norris was alone in his study when Wilson knocked at the door. He seemed surprised to see his visitor. He knew Wilson well by sight, he being captain of the First Eleven and Wilson a distinctly promising junior bat, but this was the first time he had ever exchanged a word of conversation with him.

Hullo, he said, putting down his book.

Oh, I say, Norris, began Wilson nervously, can I speak to you for a minute?

All right. Go ahead.

After two false starts, Wilson at last managed to get the thread of his story. He did not mention Marriotts remarks on football subjects, but confined himself to the story of Farnie and the bicycle ride, as he had heard it from Gethryn on the second evening of the term.

So thats how it was, you see, he concluded.

There was a long silence. Wilson sat nervously on the edge of his chair, and Norris stared thoughtfully into the fire.

So shall I tell him its all right? asked Wilson at last.

Tell who whats all right? asked Norris politely.

Oh, er, Gethryn, you know, replied Wilson, slightly disconcerted. He had had a sort of idea that Norris would have rushed out of the room, sprinted over to Leicesters, and flung himself on the Bishops bosom in an agony of remorse. He appeared to be taking things altogether too coolly.

No, said Norris, dont tell him anything. I shall have lots of chances of speaking to him myself if I want to. It isnt as if we were never going to meet again. Youd better cut now. Theres the bell just going. Good night.

Good night, Norris.

Oh, and, I say, said Norris, as Wilson opened the door, I meant to tell you some time ago. If you buck up next cricket season, its quite possible that youll get colours of some sort. You might bear that in mind.

I will, said Wilson fervently. Good night, Norris. Thanks awfully.

The Nomads brought down a reasonably hot team against Beckford as a general rule, for the School had a reputation in the football world. They were a big lot this year. Their forwards looked capable, and when, after the School full-back had returned the ball into touch on the half-way line, the line-out had resulted in a hand-ball and a scrum, they proved that appearances were not deceptive. They broke through in a solid mass — the Beckford forwards never somehow seemed to get together properly in the first scrum of a big match — and rushed the ball down the field. Norris fell on it. Another hastily-formed scrum, and the Nomads front rank was off again. Ten yards nearer the School line there was another halt. Grainger, the Beckford full-back, whose speciality was the stopping of rushes, had curled himself neatly round the ball. Then the School forwards awoke to a sense of their responsibilities. It was time they did, for Beckford was now penned up well within its own twenty-five line, and the Nomad halves were appealing pathetically to their forwards to let that ball out, for goodness sake. But the forwards fancied a combined rush was the thing to play. For a full minute they pushed the School pack towards their line, and then some rash enthusiast kicked a shade too hard. The ball dribbled out of the scrum on the School side, and Marriott punted into touch.

You must let it out, you men, said the aggrieved half-backs.

Marriotts kick had not brought much relief. The visitors were still inside the Beckford twenty-five line, and now that their forwards had realized the sin and folly of trying to rush the ball through, matters became decidedly warm for the School outsides. Norris and Gethryn in the centre and Grainger at back performed prodigies of tackling. The wing three-quarter hovered nervously about, feeling that their time might come at any moment.

The Nomad attack was concentrated on the extreme right.

Philips, the International, was officiating for them as wing-three-quarters on that side, and they played to him. If he once got the ball he would take a considerable amount of stopping. But the ball never managed to arrive. Norris and Gethryn stuck to their men closer than brothers.

A prolonged struggle on the goal-line is a great spectacle. That is why (purely in the opinion of the present scribe) Rugby is such a much better game than Association. You dont get that sort of thing in Soccer. But such struggles generally end in the same way. The Nomads were now within a couple of yards of the School line. It was a question of time. In three minutes the whistle would blow for half-time, and the School would be saved.

But in those three minutes the thing happened. For the first time in the match the Nomad forwards heeled absolutely cleanly. Hitherto, the ball had always remained long enough in the scrum to give Marriott and Wogan, the School halves, time to get round and on to their men before they could become dangerous. But this time the ball was in and out again in a moment. The Nomad half who was taking the scrum picked it up, and was over the line before Marriott realized that the ball was out at all. The school lining the ropes along the touch-line applauded politely but feebly, as was their custom when the enemy scored.

The kick was a difficult one — the man had got over in the corner — and failed. The referee blew his whistle for half-time. The teams sucked lemons, and the Beckford forwards tried to explain to Hill, the captain, why they never got that ball in the scrums. Hill having observed bitterly, as he did in every match when the School did not get thirty points in the first half, that he would chuck the whole lot of them out next Saturday, the game recommenced.

Beckford started on the second half with three points against them, but with both wind, what there was of it, and slope in their favour. Three points, especially in a club match, where ones opponents may reasonably be expected to suffer from lack of training and combination, is not an overwhelming score.

Beckford was hopeful and determined.

To record all the fluctuations of the game for the next thirty-five minutes is unnecessary. Copies of The Beckfordian containing a full report, crammed with details, and written in the most polished English, may still be had from the editor at the modest price of sixpence. Suffice it to say that two minutes from the kick-off the Nomads increased their score with a goal from a mark, and almost immediately afterwards Marriott gave the School their first score with a neat drop-kick. It was about five minutes from the end of the game, and the Nomads still led, when the event of the afternoon took place. The Nomad forwards had brought the ball down the ground with one of their combined dribbles, and a scrum had been formed on the Beckford twenty-five line. The visitors heeled as usual. The half who was taking the scrum whipped the ball out in the direction of his colleague. But before it could reach him, Wogan had intercepted the pass, and was off down the field, through the enemys three-quarter line, with only the back in front of him, and with Norris in close attendance, followed by Gethryn.

There is nothing like an intercepted pass for adding a dramatic touch to a close game. A second before it had seemed as though the School must be beaten, for though they would probably have kept the enemy out for the few minutes that remained, they could never have worked the ball down the field by ordinary give-and-take play. And now, unless Wogan shamefully bungled what he had begun so well, victory was certain.

There was a danger, though. Wogan might in the excitement of the moment try to get past the back and score himself, instead of waiting until the back was on him and then passing to Norris. The School on the touch-line shrieked their applause, but there was a note of anxiety as well. A slight reputation which Wogan had earned for playing a selfish game sprang up before their eyes. Would he pass? Or would he run himself? If the latter, the odds were anything against his succeeding.

But everything went right. Wogan arrived at the back, drew that gentlemans undivided attention to himself, and then slung the ball out to Norris, the model of what a pass ought to be. Norris made no mistake about it.

Then the remarkable thing happened. The Bishop, having backed Norris up for fifty yards at full speed, could not stop himself at once. His impetus carried him on when all need for expenditure of energy had come to an end. He was just slowing down, leaving Norris to complete the thing alone, when to his utter amazement he found the ball in his hands. Norris had passed to him. With a clear run in, and the nearest foeman yards to the rear, Norris had passed. It was certainly weird, but his first duty was to score. There must be no mistake about the scoring. Afterwards he could do any thinking that might be required. He shot at express speed over the line, and placed the ball in the exact centre of the white line which joined the posts. Then he walked back to where Norris was waiting for him.

Good man, said Norris, that was awfully good.

His tone was friendly. He spoke as he had been accustomed to speak before the M.C.C. match. Gethryn took his cue from him. It was evident that, for reasons at present unexplained, Norris wished for peace, and such being the case, the Bishop was only too glad to oblige him.

No, he said, it was jolly good of you to let me in like that. Why, youd only got to walk over.

Oh, I dont know. I might have slipped or something. Anyhow I thought Id better pass. What price Beckford combination? The home-made article, eh?

Rather, said the Bishop.

Oh, by the way, said Norris, I was talking to young Wilson yesterday evening. Or rather he was talking to me. Decent kid, isnt he? He was telling me about Farnie. The M.C.C. match, you know, and so on.

Oh! said the Bishop. He began to see how things had happened.

Yes, said Norris. Hullo, that gives us the game.

A roar of applause from the touch-line greeted the successful attempt of Hill to convert Gethryns try into the necessary goal. The referee performed a solo on the whistle, and immediately afterwards another, as if as an encore.

No side, he said pensively. The School had won by two points.

Thats all right, said Norris. I say, can you come and have tea in my study when youve changed? Some of the fellows are coming. Ive asked Reece and Marriott, and Pringle said hed turn up too. Itll be rather a tight fit, but well manage somehow.

Right, said the Bishop. Thanks very much.

Norris was correct. It was a tight fit. But then a study brew loses half its charm if there is room to breathe. It was a most enjoyable ceremony in every way. After the serious part of the meal was over, and the time had arrived when it was found pleasanter to eat wafer biscuits than muffins, the Bishop obliged once more with a recital of his adventures on that distant day in the summer term.

There were several comments when he had finished. The only one worth recording is Reeces.

Reece said it distinctly reminded him of a thing which had happened to a friend of a chap his brother had known at Sandhurst.
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TO

THAT PRINCE OF SLACKERS,

HERBERT WESTBROOK


I. THE FIFTEENTH PLACE
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OUTSIDE!

Dont be an idiot, man. I bagged it first.

My dear chap, Ive been waiting here a month.

When you fellows have quite finished rotting about in front of that bath dont let me detain you.

Anybody seen that sponge?

Well, look here — this in a tone of compromise— lets toss for it.

All right. Odd man out.

All of which, being interpreted, meant that the first match of the Easter term had just come to an end, and that those of the team who, being day boys, changed over at the pavilion, instead of performing the operation at leisure and in comfort, as did the members of houses, were discussing the vital question — who was to have first bath?

The Field Sports Committee at Wrykyn — that is, at the school which stood some half-mile outside that town and took its name from it — were not lavish in their expenditure as regarded the changing accommodation in the pavilion. Letters appeared in every second number of the Wrykinian, some short, others long, some from members of the school, others from Old Boys, all protesting against the condition of the first, second, and third fifteen dressing-rooms. Indignant would inquire acidly, in half a page of small type, if the editor happened to be aware that there was no hair-brush in the second room, and only half a comb. Disgusted O. W. would remark that when he came down with the Wandering Zephyrs to play against the third fifteen, the water supply had suddenly and mysteriously failed, and the W.Z.s had been obliged to go home as they were, in a state of primeval grime, and he thought that this was a very bad thing in a school of over six hundred boys, though what the number of boys had to do with the fact that there was no water he omitted to explain. The editor would express his regret in brackets, and things would go on as before.

There was only one bath in the first fifteen room, and there were on the present occasion six claimants to it. And each claimant was of the fixed opinion that, whatever happened subsequently, he was going to have it first. Finally, on the suggestion of Otway, who had reduced tossing to a fine art, a mystic game of Tommy Dodd was played. Otway having triumphantly obtained first innings, the conversation reverted to the subject of the match.

The Easter term always opened with a scratch game against a mixed team of masters and old boys, and the school usually won without any great exertion. On this occasion the match had been rather more even than the average, and the team had only just pulled the thing off by a couple of tries to a goal. Otway expressed an opinion that the school had played badly.

Why on earth dont you forwards let the ball out occasionally? he asked. Otway was one of the first fifteen halves.

They were so jolly heavy in the scrum, said Maurice, one of the forwards. And when we did let it out, the outsides nearly always mucked it.

Well, it wasnt the halves fault. We always got it out to the centres.

It wasnt the centres, put in Robinson. They played awfully well. Trevor was ripping.

Trevor always is, said Otway; I should think hes about the best captain weve had here for a long time. Hes certainly one of the best centres.

Best theres been since Rivers-Jones, said Clephane.

Rivers-Jones was one of those players who mark an epoch. He had been in the team fifteen years ago, and had left Wrykyn to captain Cambridge and play three years in succession for Wales. The school regarded the standard set by him as one that did not admit of comparison. However good a Wrykyn centre three-quarter might be, the most he could hope to be considered was the best since Rivers-Jones. Since Rivers-Jones, however, covered fifteen years, and to be looked on as the best centre the school could boast of during that time, meant something. For Wrykyn knew how to play football.

Since it had been decided thus that the faults in the school attack did not lie with the halves, forwards, or centres, it was more or less evident that they must be attributable to the wings. And the search for the weak spot was even further narrowed down by the general verdict that Clowes, on the left wing, had played well. With a beautiful unanimity the six occupants of the first fifteen room came to the conclusion that the man who had let the team down that day had been the man on the right — Rand-Brown, to wit, of Seymours.

Ill bet he doesnt stay in the first long, said Clephane, who was now in the bath, vice Otway, retired. I suppose they had to try him, as he was the senior wing three-quarter of the second, but hes no earthly good.

He only got into the second because hes big, was Robinsons opinion. A man whos big and strong can always get his second colours.

Even if hes a funk, like Rand-Brown, said Clephane. Did any of you chaps notice the way he let Paget through that time he scored for them? He simply didnt attempt to tackle him. He could have brought him down like a shot if hed only gone for him. Paget was running straight along the touch-line, and hadnt any room to dodge. I know Trevor was jolly sick about it. And then he let him through once before in just the same way in the first half, only Trevor got round and stopped him. He was rank.

Missed every other pass, too, said Otway.

Clephane summed up.

He was rank, he said again. Trevor wont keep him in the team long.

I wish Paget hadnt left, said Otway, referring to the wing three-quarter who, by leaving unexpectedly at the end of the Christmas term, had let Rand-Brown into the team. His loss was likely to be felt. Up till Christmas Wrykyn had done well, and Paget had been their scoring man. Rand-Brown had occupied a similar position in the second fifteen. He was big and speedy, and in second fifteen matches these qualities make up for a great deal. If a man scores one or two tries in nearly every match, people are inclined to overlook in him such failings as timidity and clumsiness. It is only when he comes to be tried in football of a higher class that he is seen through. In the second fifteen the fact that Rand-Brown was afraid to tackle his man had almost escaped notice. But the habit would not do in first fifteen circles.

All the same, said Clephane, pursuing his subject, if they dont play him, I dont see who theyre going to get. Hes the best of the second three-quarters, as far as I can see.

It was this very problem that was puzzling Trevor, as he walked off the field with Paget and Clowes, when they had got into their blazers after the match. Clowes was in the same house as Trevor — Donaldsons — and Paget was staying there, too. He had been head of Donaldsons up to Christmas.

It strikes me, said Paget, the school havent got over the holidays yet. I never saw such a lot of slackers. You ought to have taken thirty points off the sort of team you had against you today.

Have you ever known the school play well on the second day of term? asked Clowes. The forwards always play as if the whole thing bored them to death.

It wasnt the forwards that mattered so much, said Trevor. Theyll shake down all right after a few matches. A little running and passing will put them right.

Lets hope so, Paget observed, or we might as well scratch to Ripton at once. Theres a jolly sight too much of the mince-pie and Christmas pudding about their play at present. There was a pause. Then Paget brought out the question towards which he had been moving all the time.

What do you think of Rand-Brown? he asked.

It was pretty clear by the way he spoke what he thought of that player himself, but in discussing with a football captain the capabilities of the various members of his team, it is best to avoid a too positive statement one way or the other before one has heard his views on the subject. And Paget was one of those people who like to know the opinions of others before committing themselves.

Clowes, on the other hand, was in the habit of forming his views on his own account, and expressing them. If people agreed with them, well and good: it afforded strong presumptive evidence of their sanity. If they disagreed, it was unfortunate, but he was not going to alter his opinions for that, unless convinced at great length that they were unsound. He summed things up, and gave you the result. You could take it or leave it, as you preferred.

I thought he was bad, said Clowes.

Bad! exclaimed Trevor, he was a disgrace. One can understand a chap having his off-days at any game, but one doesnt expect a man in the Wrykyn first to funk. He mucked five out of every six passes I gave him, too, and the ball wasnt a bit slippery. Still, I shouldnt mind that so much if he had only gone for his man properly. It isnt being out of practice that makes you funk. And even when he did have a try at you, Paget, he always went high.

That, said Clowes thoughtfully, would seem to show that he was game.

Nobody so much as smiled. Nobody ever did smile at Clowes essays in wit, perhaps because of the solemn, almost sad, tone of voice in which he delivered them. He was tall and dark and thin, and had a pensive eye, which encouraged the more soulful of his female relatives to entertain hopes that he would some day take orders.

Well, said Paget, relieved at finding that he did not stand alone in his views on Rand-Browns performance, I must say I thought he was awfully bad myself.

I shall try somebody else next match, said Trevor. Itll be rather hard, though. The man one would naturally put in, Bryce, left at Christmas, worse luck.

Bryce was the other wing three-quarter of the second fifteen.

Isnt there anybody in the third? asked Paget.

Barry, said Clowes briefly.

Clowes thinks Barrys good, explained Trevor.

He is good, said Clowes. I admit hes small, but he can tackle.

The question is, would he be any good in the first? A chap might do jolly well for the third, and still not be worth trying for the first.

I dont remember much about Barry, said Paget, except being collared by him when we played Seymours last year in the final. I certainly came away with a sort of impression that he could tackle. I thought he marked me jolly well.

There you are, then, said Clowes. A year ago Barry could tackle Paget. Theres no reason for supposing that hes fallen off since then. Weve seen that Rand-Brown cant tackle Paget. Ergo, Barry is better worth playing for the team than Rand-Brown. Q.E.D.

All right, then, replied Trevor. There cant be any harm in trying him. Well have another scratch game on Thursday. Will you be here then, Paget?

Oh, yes. Im stopping till Saturday.

Good man. Then we shall be able to see how he does against you. I wish you hadnt left, though, by Jove. We should have had Ripton on toast, the same as last term.

Wrykyn played five schools, but six school matches. The school that they played twice in the season was Ripton. To win one Ripton match meant that, however many losses it might have sustained in the other matches, the school had had, at any rate, a passable season. To win two Ripton matches in the same year was almost unheard of. This year there had seemed every likelihood of it. The match before Christmas on the Ripton ground had resulted in a win for Wrykyn by two goals and a try to a try. But the calculations of the school had been upset by the sudden departure of Paget at the end of term, and also of Bryce, who had hitherto been regarded as his understudy. And in the first Ripton match the two goals had both been scored by Paget, and both had been brilliant bits of individual play, which a lesser man could not have carried through.

The conclusion, therefore, at which the school reluctantly arrived, was that their chances of winning the second match could not be judged by their previous success. They would have to approach the Easter term fixture from another — a non-Paget — standpoint. In these circumstances it became a serious problem: who was to get the fifteenth place? Whoever played in Pagets stead against Ripton would be certain, if the match were won, to receive his colours. Who, then, would fill the vacancy?

Rand-Brown, of course, said the crowd.

But the experts, as we have shown, were of a different opinion.


II. THE GOLD BAT
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TREVOR DID NOT take long to resume a garb of civilisation. He never wasted much time over anything. He was gifted with a boundless energy, which might possibly have made him unpopular had he not justified it by results. The football of the school had never been in such a flourishing condition as it had attained to on his succeeding to the captaincy. It was not only that the first fifteen was good. The excellence of a first fifteen does not always depend on the captain. But the games, even down to the very humblest junior game, had woken up one morning — at the beginning of the previous term — to find themselves, much to their surprise, organised going concerns. Like the immortal Captain Pott, Trevor was a terror to the shirker and the lubber. And the resemblance was further increased by the fact that he was a toughish lot, who was little, but steel and india-rubber. At first sight his appearance was not imposing. Paterfamilias, who had heard his sons eulogies on Trevors performances during the holidays, and came down to watch the school play a match, was generally rather disappointed on seeing five feet six where he had looked for at least six foot one, and ten stone where he had expected thirteen. But then, what there was of Trevor was, as previously remarked, steel and india-rubber, and he certainly played football like a miniature Stoddart. It was characteristic of him that, though this was the first match of the term, his condition seemed to be as good as possible. He had done all his own work on the field and most of Rand-Browns, and apparently had not turned a hair. He was one of those conscientious people who train in the holidays.

When he had changed, he went down the passage to Clowes study. Clowes was in the position he frequently took up when the weather was good — wedged into his window in a sitting position, one leg in the study, the other hanging outside over space. The indoor leg lacked a boot, so that it was evident that its owner had at least had the energy to begin to change. That he had given the thing up after that, exhausted with the effort, was what one naturally expected from Clowes. He would have made a splendid actor: he was so good at resting.

Hurry up and dress, said Trevor; I want you to come over to the baths.

What on earth do you want over at the baths?

I want to see OHara.

Oh, yes, I remember. Dexters are camping out there, arent they? I heard they were. Why is it?

One of the Dexter kids got measles in the last week of the holidays, so they shunted all the beds and things across, and the chaps went back there instead of to the house.

In the winter term the baths were always boarded over and converted into a sort of extra gymnasium where you could go and box or fence when there was no room to do it in the real gymnasium. Socker and stump-cricket were also largely played there, the floor being admirably suited to such games, though the light was always rather tricky, and prevented heavy scoring.

I should think, said Clowes, from what Ive seen of Dexters beauties, that Dexter would like them to camp out at the bottom of the baths all the year round. It would be a happy release for him if they were all drowned. And I suppose if he had to choose any one of them for a violent death, hed pick OHara. OHara must be a boon to a house-master. Ive known chaps break rules when the spirit moved them, but hes the only one Ive met who breaks them all day long and well into the night simply for amusement. Ive often thought of writing to the S.P.C.A. about it. I suppose you could call Dexter an animal all right?

OHaras right enough, really. A man like Dexter would make any fellow run amuck. And then OHaras an Irishman to start with, which makes a difference.

There is usually one house in every school of the black sheep sort, and, if you go to the root of the matter, you will generally find that the fault is with the master of that house. A house-master who enters into the life of his house, coaches them in games — if an athlete — or, if not an athlete, watches the games, umpiring at cricket and refereeing at football, never finds much difficulty in keeping order. It may be accepted as fact that the juniors of a house will never be orderly of their own free will, but disturbances in the junior day-room do not make the house undisciplined. The prefects are the criterion. If you find them joining in the general rags, and even starting private ones on their own account, then you may safely say that it is time the master of that house retired from the business, and took to chicken-farming. And that was the state of things in Dexters. It was the most lawless of the houses. Mr Dexter belonged to a type of master almost unknown at a public school — the usher type. In a private school he might have passed. At Wrykyn he was out of place. To him the whole duty of a house-master appeared to be to wage war against his house.

When Dexters won the final for the cricket cup in the summer term of two years back, the match lasted four afternoons — four solid afternoons of glorious, up-and-down cricket. Mr Dexter did not see a single ball of that match bowled. He was prowling in sequestered lanes and broken-down barns out of bounds on the off-chance that he might catch some member of his house smoking there. As if the whole of the house, from the head to the smallest fag, were not on the field watching Days best bats collapse before Hendersons bowling, and Moriarty hit up that marvellous and unexpected fifty-three at the end of the second innings!

That sort of thing definitely stamps a master.

What do you want to see OHara about? asked Clowes.

Hes got my little gold bat. I lent it him in the holidays.

A remark which needs a footnote. The bat referred to was made of gold, and was about an inch long by an eighth broad. It had come into existence some ten years previously, in the following manner. The inter-house cricket cup at Wrykyn had originally been a rather tarnished and unimpressive vessel, whose only merit consisted in the fact that it was of silver. Ten years ago an Old Wrykinian, suddenly reflecting that it would not be a bad idea to do something for the school in a small way, hied him to the nearest jewellers and purchased another silver cup, vast withal and cunningly decorated with filigree work, and standing on a massive ebony plinth, round which were little silver lozenges just big enough to hold the name of the winning house and the year of grace. This he presented with his blessing to be competed for by the dozen houses that made up the school of Wrykyn, and it was formally established as the house cricket cup. The question now arose: what was to be done with the other cup? The School House, who happened to be the holders at the time, suggested disinterestedly that it should become the property of the house which had won it last. Not so, replied the Field Sports Committee, but far otherwise. We will have it melted down in a fiery furnace, and thereafter fashioned into eleven little silver bats. And these little silver bats shall be the guerdon of the eleven members of the winning team, to have and to hold for the space of one year, unless, by winning the cup twice in succession, they gain the right of keeping the bat for yet another year. How is that, umpire? And the authorities replied, O men of infinite resource and sagacity, verily is it a cold day when you get left behind. Forge ahead. But, when they had forged ahead, behold! it would not run to eleven little silver bats, but only to ten little silver bats. Thereupon the headmaster, a man liberal with his cash, caused an eleventh little bat to be fashioned — for the captain of the winning team to have and to hold in the manner aforesaid. And, to single it out from the others, it was wrought, not of silver, but of gold. And so it came to pass that at the time of our story Trevor was in possession of the little gold bat, because Donaldsons had won the cup in the previous summer, and he had captained them — and, incidentally, had scored seventy-five without a mistake.

Well, Im hanged if I would trust OHara with my bat, said Clowes, referring to the silver ornament on his own watch-chain; hes probably pawned yours in the holidays. Why did you lend it to him?

His people wanted to see it. I know him at home, you know. They asked me to lunch the last day but one of the holidays, and we got talking about the bat, because, of course, if we hadnt beaten Dexters in the final, OHara would have had it himself. So I sent it over next day with a note asking OHara to bring it back with him here.

Oh, well, theres a chance, then, seeing hes only had it so little time, that he hasnt pawned it yet. Youd better rush off and get it back as soon as possible. Its no good waiting for me. I shant be ready for weeks.

Wheres Paget?

Teaing with Donaldson. At least, he said he was going to.

Then I suppose I shall have to go alone. I hate walking alone.

If you hurry, said Clowes, scanning the road from his post of vantage, youll be able to go with your fascinating pal Ruthven. Hes just gone out.

Trevor dashed downstairs in his energetic way, and overtook the youth referred to.

Clowes brooded over them from above like a sorrowful and rather disgusted Providence. Trevors liking for Ruthven, who was a Donaldsonite like himself, was one of the few points on which the two had any real disagreement. Clowes could not understand how any person in his senses could of his own free will make an intimate friend of Ruthven.

Hullo, Trevor, said Ruthven.

Come over to the baths, said Trevor, I want to see OHara about something. Or were you going somewhere else.

I wasnt going anywhere in particular. I never know what to do in term-time. Its deadly dull.

Trevor could never understand how any one could find term-time dull. For his own part, there always seemed too much to do in the time.

You arent allowed to play games? he said, remembering something about a doctors certificate in the past.

No, said Ruthven. Thank goodness, he added.

Which remark silenced Trevor. To a person who thanked goodness that he was not allowed to play games he could find nothing to say. But he ceased to wonder how it was that Ruthven was dull.

They proceeded to the baths together in silence. OHara, they were informed by a Dexters fag who met them outside the door, was not about.

When he comes back, said Trevor, tell him I want him to come to tea tomorrow directly after school, and bring my bat. Dont forget.

The fag promised to make a point of it.


III. THE MAYORS STATUE

[image: img32.jpg]

ONE OF THE rules that governed the life of Donough OHara, the light-hearted descendant of the OHaras of Castle Taterfields, Co. Clare, Ireland, was Never refuse the offer of a free tea. So, on receipt — per the Dexters fag referred to — of Trevors invitation, he scratched one engagement (with his mathematical master — not wholly unconnected with the working-out of Examples 200 to 206 in Hall and Knights Algebra), postponed another (with his friend and ally Moriarty, of Dexters, who wished to box with him in the gymnasium), and made his way at a leisurely pace towards Donaldsons. He was feeling particularly pleased with himself today, for several reasons. He had begun the day well by scoring brilliantly off Mr Dexter across the matutinal rasher and coffee. In morning school he had been put on to translate the one passage which he happened to have prepared — the first ten lines, in fact, of the hundred which formed the mornings lesson. And in the final hour of afternoon school, which was devoted to French, he had discovered and exploited with great success an entirely new and original form of ragging. This, he felt, was the strenuous life; this was living ones life as ones life should be lived.

He met Trevor at the gate. As they were going in, a carriage and pair dashed past. Its cargo consisted of two people, the headmaster, looking bored, and a small, dapper man, with a very red face, who looked excited, and was talking volubly. Trevor and OHara raised their caps as the chariot swept by, but the salute passed unnoticed. The Head appeared to be wrapped in thought.

Whats the Old Man doing in a carriage, I wonder, said Trevor, looking after them. Whos that with him?

That, said OHara, is Sir Eustace Briggs.

Whos Sir Eustace Briggs?

OHara explained, in a rich brogue, that Sir Eustace was Mayor of Wrykyn, a keen politician, and a hater of the Irish nation, judging by his letters and speeches.

They went into Trevors study. Clowes was occupying the window in his usual manner.

Hullo, OHara, he said, there is an air of quiet satisfaction about you that seems to show that youve been ragging Dexter. Have you?

Oh, that was only this morning at breakfast. The best rag was in French, replied OHara, who then proceeded to explain in detail the methods he had employed to embitter the existence of the hapless Gallic exile with whom he had come in contact. It was that gentlemans custom to sit on a certain desk while conducting the lesson. This desk chanced to be OHaras. On the principle that a man may do what he likes with his own, he had entered the room privily in the dinner-hour, and removed the screws from his desk, with the result that for the first half-hour of the lesson the class had been occupied in excavating M. Gandinois from the ruins. That gentlemans first act on regaining his equilibrium had been to send OHara out of the room, and OHara, who had foreseen this emergency, had spent a very pleasant half-hour in the passage with some mixed chocolates and a copy of Mr Hornungs Amateur Cracksman. It was his notion of a cheerful and instructive French lesson.

What were you talking about when you came in? asked Clowes. Whos been slanging Ireland, OHara?

The man Briggs.

What are you going to do about it? Arent you going to take any steps?

Is it steps? said OHara, warmly, and havent we — —

He stopped.

Well?

Ye know, he said, seriously, ye mustnt let it go any further. I shall get sacked if its found out. An so will Moriarty, too.

Why? asked Trevor, looking up from the tea-pot he was filling, what on earth have you been doing?

Wouldnt it be rather a cheery idea, suggested Clowes, if you began at the beginning.

Well, ye see, OHara began, it was this way. The first I heard of it was from Dexter. He was trying to score off me as usual, an he said, Have ye seen the paper this morning, OHara? I said, no, I had not. Then he said, Ah, he said, ye should look at it. Theres something there that yell find interesting. I said, Yes, sir? in me respectful way. Yes, said he, the Irish members have been making their customary disturbances in the House. Why is it, OHara, he said, that Irishmen are always thrusting themselves forward and making disturbances for purposes of self-advertisement? Why, indeed, sir? said I, not knowing what else to say, and after that the conversation ceased.

Go on, said Clowes.

After breakfast Moriarty came to me with a paper, and showed me what they had been saying about the Irish. There was a letter from the man Briggs on the subject. A very sensible and temperate letter from Sir Eustace Briggs, they called it, but bedad! if that was a temperate letter, I should like to know what an intemperate one is. Well, we read it through, and Moriarty said to me, Can we let this stay as it is? And I said, No. We cant. Well, said Moriarty to me, what are we to do about it? I should like to tar and feather the man, he said. We cant do that, I said, but why not tar and feather his statue? I said. So we thought we would. Ye know where the statue is, I suppose? Its in the recreation ground just across the river.

I know the place, said Clowes. Go on. This is ripping. I always knew you were pretty mad, but this sounds as if it were going to beat all previous records.

Have ye seen the baths this term, continued OHara, since they shifted Dexters house into them? The beds are in two long rows along each wall. Moriartys and mine are the last two at the end farthest from the door.

Just under the gallery, said Trevor. I see.

Thats it. Well, at half-past ten sharp every night Dexter sees that were all in, locks the door, and goes off to sleep at the Old Mans, and we dont see him again till breakfast. He turns the gas off from outside. At half-past seven the next morning, Smith — Smith was one of the school porters— unlocks the door and calls us, and we go over to the Hall to breakfast.

Well?

Well, directly everybody was asleep last night — it wasnt till after one, as there was a rag on — Moriarty and I got up, dressed, and climbed up into the gallery. Ye know the gallery windows? They open at the top, an its rather hard to get out of them. But we managed it, and dropped on to the gravel outside.

Long drop, said Clowes.

Yes. I hurt myself rather. But it was in a good cause. I dropped first, and while I was on the ground, Moriarty came on top of me. Thats how I got hurt. But it wasnt much, and we cut across the grounds, and over the fence, and down to the river. It was a fine night, and not very dark, and everything smelt ripping down by the river.

Dont get poetical, said Clowes. Stick to the point.

We got into the boat-house—

How? asked the practical Trevor, for the boat-house was wont to be locked at one in the morning. Moriarty had a key that fitted, explained OHara, briefly. We got in, and launched a boat — a big tub — put in the tar and a couple of brushes — theres always tar in the boat-house — and rowed across.

Wait a bit, interrupted Trevor, you said tar and feathers. Where did you get the feathers?

We used leaves. They do just as well, and there were heaps on the bank. Well, when we landed, we tied up the boat, and bucked across to the Recreation Ground. We got over the railings — beastly, spiky railings — and went over to the statue. Ye know where the statue stands? Its right in the middle of the place, where everybody can see it. Moriarty got up first, and I handed him the tar and a brush. Then I went up with the other brush, and we began. We did his face first. It was too dark to see really well, but I think we made a good job of it. When we had put about as much tar on as we thought would do, we took out the leaves — which we were carrying in our pockets — and spread them on. Then we did the rest of him, and after about half an hour, when we thought wed done about enough, we got into our boat again, and came back.

And what did you do till half-past seven?

We couldnt get back the way wed come, so we slept in the boat-house.

Well — Im — hanged, was Trevors comment on the story.

Clowes roared with laughter. OHara was a perpetual joy to him.

As OHara was going, Trevor asked him for his gold bat.

You havent lost it, I hope? he said.

OHara felt in his pocket, but brought his hand out at once and transferred it to another pocket. A look of anxiety came over his face, and was reflected in Trevors.

I could have sworn it was in that pocket, he said.

You havent lost it? queried Trevor again.

He has, said Clowes, confidently. If you want to know where that bat is, I should say youd find it somewhere between the baths and the statue. At the foot of the statue, for choice. It seems to me — correct me if I am wrong — that you have been and gone and done it, me broth av a bhoy.

OHara gave up the search.

Its gone, he said. Man, Im most awfully sorry. Id sooner have lost a ten-pound note.

I dont see why you should lose either, snapped Trevor. Why the blazes cant you be more careful.

OHara was too penitent for words. Clowes took it on himself to point out the bright side.

Theres nothing to get sick about, really, he said. If the thing doesnt turn up, though it probably will, youll simply have to tell the Old Man that its lost. Hell have another made. You wont be asked for it till just before Sports Day either, so you will have plenty of time to find it.

The challenge cups, and also the bats, had to be given to the authorities before the sports, to be formally presented on Sports Day.

Oh, I suppose itll be all right, said Trevor, but I hope it wont be found anywhere near the statue.

OHara said he hoped so too.


IV. THE LEAGUES WARNING
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THE TEAM TO play in any match was always put upon the notice-board at the foot of the stairs in the senior block a day before the date of the fixture. Both first and second fifteens had matches on the Thursday of this week. The second were playing a team brought down by an old Wrykinian. The first had a scratch game.

When Barry, accompanied by MTodd, who shared his study at Seymours and rarely left him for two minutes on end, passed by the notice-board at the quarter to eleven interval, it was to the second fifteen list that he turned his attention. Now that Bryce had left, he thought he might have a chance of getting into the second. His only real rival, he considered, was Crawford, of the School House, who was the other wing three-quarter of the third fifteen. The first name he saw on the list was Crawfords. It seemed to be written twice as large as any of the others, and his own was nowhere to be seen. The fact that he had half expected the calamity made things no better. He had set his heart on playing for the second this term.

Then suddenly he noticed a remarkable phenomenon. The other wing three-quarter was Rand-Brown. If Rand-Brown was playing for the second, who was playing for the first?

He looked at the list.

Come on, he said hastily to MTodd. He wanted to get away somewhere where his agitated condition would not be noticed. He felt quite faint at the shock of seeing his name on the list of the first fifteen. There it was, however, as large as life. M. Barry. Separated from the rest by a thin red line, but still there. In his most optimistic moments he had never dreamed of this. MTodd was reading slowly through the list of the second. He did everything slowly, except eating.

Come on, said Barry again.

MTodd had, after much deliberation, arrived at a profound truth. He turned to Barry, and imparted his discovery to him in the weighty manner of one who realises the importance of his words.

Look here, he said, your names not down here.

I know. Come on.

But that means youre not playing for the second.

Of course it does. Well, if you arent coming, Im off.

But, look here — —

Barry disappeared through the door. After a moments pause, MTodd followed him. He came up with him on the senior gravel.

Whats up? he inquired.

Nothing, said Barry.

Are you sick about not playing for the second?

No.

You are, really. Come and have a bun.

In the philosophy of MTodd it was indeed a deep-rooted sorrow that could not be cured by the internal application of a new, hot bun. It had never failed in his own case.

Bun! Barry was quite shocked at the suggestion. I cant afford to get myself out of condition with beastly buns.

But if you arent playing — —

You ass. Im playing for the first. Now, do you see?

MTodd gaped. His mind never worked very rapidly. What about Rand-Brown, then? he said.

Rand-Browns been chucked out. Cant you understand? You are an idiot. Rand-Browns playing for the second, and Im playing for the first.

But youre — —

He stopped. He had been going to point out that Barrys tender years — he was only sixteen — and smallness would make it impossible for him to play with success for the first fifteen. He refrained owing to a conviction that the remark would not be wholly judicious. Barry was touchy on the subject of his size, and MTodd had suffered before now for commenting on it in a disparaging spirit.

I tell you what well do after school, said Barry, well have some running and passing. Itll do you a lot of good, and I want to practise taking passes at full speed. You can trot along at your ordinary pace, and Ill sprint up from behind.

MTodd saw no objection to that. Trotting along at his ordinary pace — five miles an hour — would just suit him.

Then after that, continued Barry, with a look of enthusiasm, I want to practise passing back to my centre. Paget used to do it awfully well last term, and I know Trevor expects his wing to. So Ill buck along, and you race up to take my pass. See?

This was not in MTodds line at all. He proposed a slight alteration in the scheme.

Hadnt you better get somebody else — ? he began.

Dont be a slack beast, said Barry. You want exercise awfully badly.

And, as MTodd always did exactly as Barry wished, he gave in, and spent from four-thirty to five that afternoon in the prescribed manner. A suggestion on his part at five sharp that it wouldnt be a bad idea to go and have some tea was not favourably received by the enthusiastic three-quarter, who proposed to devote what time remained before lock-up to practising drop-kicking. It was a painful alternative that faced MTodd. His allegiance to Barry demanded that he should consent to the scheme. On the other hand, his allegiance to afternoon tea — equally strong — called him back to the house, where there was cake, and also muffins. In the end the question was solved by the appearance of Drummond, of Seymours, garbed in football things, and also anxious to practise drop-kicking. So MTodd was dismissed to his tea with opprobrious epithets, and Barry and Drummond settled down to a little serious and scientific work.

Making allowances for the inevitable attack of nerves that attends a first appearance in higher football circles than one is accustomed to, Barry did well against the scratch team — certainly far better than Rand-Brown had done. His smallness was, of course, against him, and, on the only occasion on which he really got away, Paget overtook him and brought him down. But then Paget was exceptionally fast. In the two most important branches of the game, the taking of passes and tackling, Barry did well. As far as pluck went he had enough for two, and when the whistle blew for no-side he had not let Paget through once, and Trevor felt that his inclusion in the team had been justified. There was another scratch game on the Saturday. Barry played in it, and did much better. Paget had gone away by an early train, and the man he had to mark now was one of the masters, who had been good in his time, but was getting a trifle old for football. Barry scored twice, and on one occasion, by passing back to Trevor after the manner of Paget, enabled the captain to run in. And Trevor, like the captain in Billy Taylor, werry much approved of what hed done. Barry began to be regarded in the school as a regular member of the fifteen. The first of the fixture-card matches, versus the Town, was due on the following Saturday, and it was generally expected that he would play. MTodds devotion increased every day. He even went to the length of taking long runs with him. And if there was one thing in the world that MTodd loathed, it was a long run.

On the Thursday before the match against the Town, Clowes came chuckling to Trevors study after preparation, and asked him if he had heard the latest.

Have you ever heard of the League? he said.

Trevor pondered.

I dont think so, he replied.

How long have you been at the school?

Lets see. Itll be five years at the end of the summer term.

Ah, then you wouldnt remember. Ive been here a couple of terms longer than you, and the row about the League was in my first term.

What was the row?

Oh, only some chaps formed a sort of secret society in the place. Kind of Vehmgericht, you know. If they got their knife into any one, he usually got beans, and could never find out where they came from. At first, as a matter of fact, the thing was quite a philanthropical concern. There used to be a good deal of bullying in the place then — at least, in some of the houses — and, as the prefects couldnt or wouldnt stop it, some fellows started this League.

Did it work?

Work! By Jove, I should think it did. Chaps who previously couldnt get through the day without making some wretched kids life not worth living used to go about as nervous as cats, looking over their shoulders every other second. There was one man in particular, a chap called Leigh. He was hauled out of bed one night, blindfolded, and ducked in a cold bath. He was in the School House.

Why did the League bust up?

Well, partly because the fellows left, but chiefly because they didnt stick to the philanthropist idea. If anybody did anything they didnt like, they used to go for him. At last they put their foot into it badly. A chap called Robinson — in this house by the way — offended them in some way, and one morning he was found tied up in the bath, up to his neck in cold water. Apparently hed been there about an hour. He got pneumonia, and almost died, and then the authorities began to get going. Robinson thought he had recognised the voice of one of the chaps — I forget his name. The chap was had up by the Old Man, and gave the show away entirely. About a dozen fellows were sacked, clean off the reel. Since then the thing has been dropped.

But what about it? What were you going to say when you came in?

Why, its been revived!

Rot!

Its a fact. Do you know Mill, a prefect, in Seymours?

Only by sight.

I met him just now. Hes in a raving condition. His studys been wrecked. You never saw such a sight. Everything upside down or smashed. He has been showing me the ruins.

I believe Mill is awfully barred in Seymours, said Trevor. Anybody might have ragged his study.

Thats just what I thought. Hes just the sort of man the League used to go for.

That doesnt prove that its been revived, all the same, objected Trevor.

No, friend; but this does. Mill found it tied to a chair.

It was a small card. It looked like an ordinary visiting card. On it, in neat print, were the words, With the compliments of the League.

Thats exactly the same sort of card as they used to use, said Clowes. Ive seen some of them. What do you think of that?

I think whoever has started the thing is a pretty average-sized idiot. Hes bound to get caught some time or other, and then out he goes. The Old Man wouldnt think twice about sacking a chap of that sort.

A chap of that sort, said Clowes, will take jolly good care he isnt caught. But its rather sport, isnt it?

And he went off to his study.

Next day there was further evidence that the League was an actual going concern. When Trevor came down to breakfast, he found a letter by his plate. It was printed, as the card had been. It was signed The President of the League. And the purport of it was that the League did not wish Barry to continue to play for the first fifteen.


V. MILL RECEIVES VISITORS
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TREVORS FIRST IDEA was that somebody had sent the letter for a joke, — Clowes for choice.

He sounded him on the subject after breakfast.

Did you send me that letter? he inquired, when Clowes came into his study to borrow a Sportsman.

What letter? Did you send the team for tomorrow up to the sporter? I wonder what sort of a lot the Town are bringing.

About not giving Barry his footer colours?

Clowes was reading the paper.

Giving whom? he asked.

Barry. Cant you listen?

Giving him what?

Footer colours.

What about them?

Trevor sprang at the paper, and tore it away from him. After which he sat on the fragments.

Did you send me a letter about not giving Barry his footer colours?

Clowes surveyed him with the air of a nurse to whom the family baby has just said some more than usually good thing.

Dont stop, he said, I could listen all day.

Trevor felt in his pocket for the note, and flung it at him. Clowes picked it up, and read it gravely.

What are footer colours? he asked.

Well, said Trevor, its a pretty rotten sort of joke, whoever sent it. You havent said yet whether you did or not.

What earthly reason should I have for sending it? And I think youre making a mistake if you think this is meant as a joke.

You dont really believe this League rot?

You didnt see Mills study after treatment. I did. Anyhow, how do you account for the card I showed you?

But that sort of thing doesnt happen at school.

Well, it has happened, you see.

Who do you think did send the letter, then?

The President of the League.

And who the dickens is the President of the League when hes at home?

If I knew that, I should tell Mill, and earn his blessing. Not that I want it.

Then, I suppose, snorted Trevor, youd suggest that on the strength of this letter Id better leave Barry out of the team?

Satirically in brackets, commented Clowes.

Its no good your jumping on me, he added. Ive done nothing. All I suggest is that youd better keep more or less of a look-out. If this Leagues anything like the old one, youll find theyve all sorts of ways of getting at people they dont love. I shouldnt like to come down for a bath some morning, and find you already in possession, tied up like Robinson. When they found Robinson, he was quite blue both as to the face and speech. He didnt speak very clearly, but what one could catch was well worth hearing. I should advise you to sleep with a loaded revolver under your pillow.

The first thing I shall do is find out who wrote this letter.

I should, said Clowes, encouragingly. Keep moving.

In Seymours house the Mills study incident formed the only theme of conversation that morning. Previously the sudden elevation to the first fifteen of Barry, who was popular in the house, at the expense of Rand-Brown, who was unpopular, had given Seymours something to talk about. But the ragging of the study put this topic entirely in the shade. The study was still on view in almost its original condition of disorder, and all day comparative strangers flocked to see Mill in his den, in order to inspect things. Mill was a youth with few friends, and it is probable that more of his fellow-Seymourites crossed the threshold of his study on the day after the occurrence than had visited him in the entire course of his school career. Brown would come in to borrow a knife, would sweep the room with one comprehensive glance, and depart, to be followed at brief intervals by Smith, Robinson, and Jones, who came respectively to learn the right time, to borrow a book, and to ask him if he had seen a pencil anywhere. Towards the end of the day, Mill would seem to have wearied somewhat of the proceedings, as was proved when Master Thomas Renford, aged fourteen (who fagged for Milton, the head of the house), burst in on the thin pretence that he had mistaken the study for that of his rightful master, and gave vent to a prolonged whistle of surprise and satisfaction at the sight of the ruins. On that occasion, the incensed owner of the dismantled study, taking a mean advantage of the fact that he was a prefect, and so entitled to wield the rod, produced a handy swagger-stick from an adjacent corner, and, inviting Master Renford to bend over, gave him six of the best to remember him by. Which ceremony being concluded, he kicked him out into the passage, and Renford went down to the junior day-room to tell his friend Harvey about it.

Gave me six, the cad, said he, just because I had a look at his beastly study. Why shouldnt I look at his study if I like? Ive a jolly good mind to go up and have another squint.

Harvey warmly approved the scheme.

No, I dont think I will, said Renford with a yawn. Its such a fag going upstairs.

Yes, isnt it? said Harvey.

And hes such a beast, too.

Yes, isnt he? said Harvey.

Im jolly glad his study has been ragged, continued the vindictive Renford.

Its jolly exciting, isnt it? added Harvey. And I thought this term was going to be slow. The Easter term generally is.

This remark seemed to suggest a train of thought to Renford, who made the following cryptic observation. Have you seen them today?

To the ordinary person the words would have conveyed little meaning. To Harvey they appeared to teem with import.

Yes, he said, I saw them early this morning.

Were they all right?

Yes. Splendid.

Good, said Renford.

Barrys friend Drummond was one of those who had visited the scene of the disaster early, before Mills energetic hand had repaired the damage done, and his narrative was consequently in some demand.

The place was in a frightful muck, he said. Everything smashed except the table; and ink all over the place. Whoever did it must have been fairly sick with him, or hed never have taken the trouble to do it so thoroughly. Made a fair old hash of things, didnt he, Bertie?

Bertie was the form in which the school elected to serve up the name of De Bertini. Raoul de Bertini was a French boy who had come to Wrykyn in the previous term. Drummonds father had met his father in Paris, and Drummond was supposed to be looking after Bertie. They shared a study together. Bertie could not speak much English, and what he did speak was, like Mills furniture, badly broken.

Pardon? he said.

Doesnt matter, said Drummond, it wasnt anything important. I was only appealing to you for corroborative detail to give artistic verisimilitude to a bald and unconvincing narrative.

Bertie grinned politely. He always grinned when he was not quite equal to the intellectual pressure of the conversation. As a consequence of which, he was generally, like Mrs Fezziwig, one vast, substantial smile.

I never liked Mill much, said Barry, but I think its rather bad luck on the man.

Once, announced MTodd, solemnly, he kicked me — for making a row in the passage. It was plain that the recollection rankled.

Barry would probably have pointed out what an excellent and praiseworthy act on Mills part that had been, when Rand-Brown came in.

Prefects meeting? he inquired. Or havent they made you a prefect yet, MTodd?

MTodd said they had not.

Nobody present liked Rand-Brown, and they looked at him rather inquiringly, as if to ask what he had come for. A friend may drop in for a chat. An acquaintance must justify his intrusion.

Rand-Brown ignored the silent inquiry. He seated himself on the table, and dragged up a chair to rest his legs on.

Talking about Mill, of course? he said.

Yes, said Drummond. Have you seen his study since it happened?

Yes.

Rand-Brown smiled, as if the recollection amused him. He was one of those people who do not look their best when they smile.

Playing for the first tomorrow, Barry?

I dont know, said Barry, shortly. I havent seen the list.

He objected to the introduction of the topic. It is never pleasant to have to discuss games with the very man one has ousted from the team.

Drummond, too, seemed to feel that the situation was an embarrassing one, for a few minutes later he got up to go over to the gymnasium.

Any of you chaps coming? he asked.

Barry and MTodd thought they would, and the three left the room.

Nothing like showing a man you dont want him, eh, Bertie? What do you think? said Rand-Brown.

Bertie grinned politely.


VI. TREVOR REMAINS FIRM
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THE MOST IMMEDIATE effect of telling anybody not to do a thing is to make him do it, in order to assert his independence. Trevors first act on receipt of the letter was to include Barry in the team against the Town. It was what he would have done in any case, but, under the circumstances, he felt a peculiar pleasure in doing it. The incident also had the effect of recalling to his mind the fact that he had tried Barry in the first instance on his own responsibility, without consulting the committee. The committee of the first fifteen consisted of the two old colours who came immediately after the captain on the list. The powers of a committee varied according to the determination and truculence of the members of it. On any definite and important step, affecting the welfare of the fifteen, the captain theoretically could not move without their approval. But if the captain happened to be strong-minded and the committee weak, they were apt to be slightly out of it, and the captain would develop a habit of consulting them a day or so after he had done a thing. He would give a man his colours, and inform the committee of it on the following afternoon, when the thing was done and could not be repealed.

Trevor was accustomed to ask the advice of his lieutenants fairly frequently. He never gave colours, for instance, off his own bat. It seemed to him that it might be as well to learn what views Milton and Allardyce had on the subject of Barry, and, after the Town team had gone back across the river, defeated by a goal and a try to nil, he changed and went over to Seymours to interview Milton.

Milton was in an arm-chair, watching Renford brew tea. His was one of the few studies in the school in which there was an arm-chair. With the majority of his contemporaries, it would only run to the portable kind that fold up.

Come and have some tea, Trevor, said Milton.

Thanks. If theres any going.

Heaps. Is there anything to eat, Renford?

The fag, appealed to on this important point, pondered darkly for a moment.

There was some cake, he said.

Thats all right, interrupted Milton, cheerfully. Scratch the cake. I ate it before the match. Isnt there anything else?

Milton had a healthy appetite.

Then there used to be some biscuits.

Biscuits are off. I finished em yesterday. Look here, young Renford, what youd better do is cut across to the shop and get some more cake and some more biscuits, and tell em to put it down to me. And dont be long.

A miles better idea would be to send him over to Donaldsons to fetch something from my study, suggested Trevor. It isnt nearly so far, and Ive got heaps of stuff.

Ripping. Cut over to Donaldsons, young Renford. As a matter of fact, he added, confidentially, when the emissary had vanished, Im not half sure that the other dodge would have worked. They seem to think at the shop that Ive had about enough things on tick lately. I havent settled up for last term yet. Ive spent all Ive got on this study. What do you think of those photographs?

Trevor got up and inspected them. They filled the mantelpiece and most of the wall above it. They were exclusively theatrical photographs, and of a variety to suit all tastes. For the earnest student of the drama there was Sir Henry Irving in The Bells, and Mr Martin Harvey in The Only Way. For the admirers of the merely beautiful there were Messrs Dan Leno and Herbert Campbell.

Not bad, said Trevor. Beastly waste of money.

Waste of money! Milton was surprised and pained at the criticism. Why, you must spend your money on something.

Rot, I call it, said Trevor. If you want to collect something, why dont you collect something worth having?

Just then Renford came back with the supplies.

Thanks, said Milton, put em down. Does the billy boil, young Renford?

Renford asked for explanatory notes.

Youre a bit of an ass at times, arent you? said Milton, kindly. What I meant was, is the tea ready? If it is, you can scoot. If it isnt, buck up with it.

A sound of bubbling and a rush of steam from the spout of the kettle proclaimed that the billy did boil. Renford extinguished the Etna, and left the room, while Milton, murmuring vague formulae about one spoonful for each person and one for the pot, got out of his chair with a groan — for the Town match had been an energetic one — and began to prepare tea.

What I really came round about— began Trevor.

Half a second. I cant find the milk.

He went to the door, and shouted for Renford. On that overworked youths appearance, the following dialogue took place.

Wheres the milk?

What milk?

My milk.

There isnt any. This in a tone not untinged with triumph, as if the speaker realised that here was a distinct score to him.

No milk?

No.

Why not?

You never had any.

Well, just cut across — no, half a second. What are you doing downstairs?

Having tea.

Then youve got milk.

Only a little. This apprehensively.

Bring it up. You can have what we leave.

Disgusted retirement of Master Renford.

What I really came about, said Trevor again, was business.

Colours? inquired Milton, rummaging in the tin for biscuits with sugar on them. Good brand of biscuit you keep, Trevor.

Yes. I think we might give Alexander and Parker their third.

All right. Any others?

Barry his second, do you think?

Rather. He played a good game today. Hes an improvement on Rand-Brown.

Glad you think so. I was wondering whether it was the right thing to do, chucking Rand-Brown out after one trial like that. But still, if you think Barrys better—

Streets better. Ive had heaps of chances of watching them and comparing them, when theyve been playing for the house. It isnt only that Rand-Brown cant tackle, and Barry can. Barry takes his passes much better, and doesnt lose his head when hes pressed.

Just what I thought, said Trevor. Then youd go on playing him for the first?

Rather. Hell get better every game, youll see, as he gets more used to playing in the first three-quarter line. And hes as keen as anything on getting into the team. Practises taking passes and that sort of thing every day.

Well, hell get his colours if we lick Ripton.

We ought to lick them. Theyve lost one of their forwards, Clifford, a red-haired chap, who was good out of touch. I dont know if you remember him.

I suppose I ought to go and see Allardyce about these colours, now. Good-bye.

There was running and passing on the Monday for every one in the three teams. Trevor and Clowes met Mr Seymour as they were returning. Mr Seymour was the football master at Wrykyn.

I see youve given Barry his second, Trevor.

Yes, sir.

I think youre wise to play him for the first. He knows the game, which is the great thing, and he will improve with practice, said Mr Seymour, thus corroborating Miltons words of the previous Saturday.

Im glad Seymour thinks Barry good, said Trevor, as they walked on. I shall go on playing him now.

Found out who wrote that letter yet?

Trevor laughed.

Not yet, he said.

Probably Rand-Brown, suggested Clowes. Hes the man who would gain most by Barrys not playing. I hear he had a row with Mill just before his study was ragged.

Everybody in Seymours has had rows with Mill some time or other, said Trevor.

Clowes stopped at the door of the junior day-room to find his fag. Trevor went on upstairs. In the passage he met Ruthven.

Ruthven seemed excited.

I say. Trevor, he exclaimed, have you seen your study?

Why, whats the matter with it?

Youd better go and look.


VII. WITH THE COMPLIMENTS OF THE LEAGUE
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TREVOR WENT AND looked.

It was rather an interesting sight. An earthquake or a cyclone might have made it a little more picturesque, but not much more. The general effect was not unlike that of an American saloon, after a visit from Mrs Carrie Nation (with hatchet). As in the case of Mills study, the only thing that did not seem to have suffered any great damage was the table. Everything else looked rather off colour. The mantelpiece had been swept as bare as a bone, and its contents littered the floor. Trevor dived among the debris and retrieved the latest addition to his art gallery, the photograph of this years first fifteen. It was a wreck. The glass was broken and the photograph itself slashed with a knife till most of the faces were unrecognisable. He picked up another treasure, last years first eleven. Smashed glass again. Faces cut about with knife as before. His collection of snapshots was torn into a thousand fragments, though, as Mr Jerome said of the papier-mâche trout, there may only have been nine hundred. He did not count them. His bookshelf was empty. The books had gone to swell the contents of the floor. There was a Shakespeare with its cover off. Pages twenty-two to thirty-one of Vice Versa had parted from the parent establishment, and were lying by themselves near the door. The Rogues March lay just beyond them, and the look of the cover suggested that somebody had either been biting it or jumping on it with heavy boots.

There was other damage. Over the mantelpiece in happier days had hung a dozen sea gulls eggs, threaded on a string. The string was still there, as good as new, but of the eggs nothing was to be seen, save a fine parti-coloured powder — on the floor, like everything else in the study. And a good deal of ink had been upset in one place and another.

Trevor had been staring at the ruins for some time, when he looked up to see Clowes standing in the doorway.

Hullo, said Clowes, been tidying up?

Trevor made a few hasty comments on the situation. Clowes listened approvingly.

Dont you think, he went on, eyeing the study with a critical air, that youve got too many things on the floor, and too few anywhere else? And I should move some of those books on to the shelf, if I were you.

Trevor breathed very hard.

I should like to find the chap who did this, he said softly.

Clowes advanced into the room and proceeded to pick up various misplaced articles of furniture in a helpful way.

I thought so, he said presently, come and look here.

Tied to a chair, exactly as it had been in the case of Mill, was a neat white card, and on it were the words, With the Compliments of the League.

What are you going to do about this? asked Clowes. Come into my room and talk it over.

Ill tidy this place up first, said Trevor. He felt that the work would be a relief. I dont want people to see this. It mustnt get about. Im not going to have my study turned into a sort of side-show, like Mills. You go and change. I shant be long.

I will never desert Mr Micawber, said Clowes. Friend, my place is by your side. Shut the door and lets get to work.

Ten minutes later the room had resumed a more or less — though principally less — normal appearance. The books and chairs were back in their places. The ink was sopped up. The broken photographs were stacked in a neat pile in one corner, with a rug over them. The mantelpiece was still empty, but, as Clowes pointed out, it now merely looked as if Trevor had been pawning some of his household gods. There was no sign that a devastating secret society had raged through the study.

Then they adjourned to Clowes study, where Trevor sank into Clowes second-best chair — Clowes, by an adroit movement, having appropriated the best one — with a sigh of enjoyment. Running and passing, followed by the toil of furniture-shifting, had made him feel quite tired.

It doesnt look so bad now, he said, thinking of the room they had left. By the way, what did you do with that card?

Here it is. Want it?

You can keep it. I dont want it.

Thanks. If this sort of things goes on, I shall get quite a nice collection of these cards. Start an album some day.

You know, said Trevor, this is getting serious.

It always does get serious when anything bad happens to ones self. It always strikes one as rather funny when things happen to other people. When Mills study was wrecked, I bet you regarded it as an amusing and original turn. What do you think of the present effort?

Who on earth can have done it?

The Pres—

Oh, dry up. Of course it was. But who the blazes is he?

Nay, children, you have me there, quoted Clowes. Ill tell you one thing, though. You remember what I said about its probably being Rand-Brown. He cant have done this, thats certain, because he was out in the fields the whole time. Though I dont see who else could have anything to gain by Barry not getting his colours.

Theres no reason to suspect him at all, as far as I can see. I dont know much about him, bar the fact that he cant play footer for nuts, but Ive never heard anything against him. Have you?

I scarcely know him myself. He isnt liked in Seymours, I believe.

Well, anyhow, this cant be his work.

Thats what I said.

For all we know, the League may have got their knife into Barry for some reason. You said they used to get their knife into fellows in that way. Anyhow, I mean to find out who ragged my room.

It wouldnt be a bad idea, said Clowes.

* * * * *

OHara came round to Donaldsons before morning school next day to tell Trevor that he had not yet succeeded in finding the lost bat. He found Trevor and Clowes in the formers den, trying to put a few finishing touches to the same.

Hullo, an whats up with your study? he inquired. He was quick at noticing things. Trevor looked annoyed. Clowes asked the visitor if he did not think the study presented a neat and gentlemanly appearance.

Where are all your photographs, Trevor? persisted the descendant of Irish kings.

Its no good trying to conceal anything from the bhoy, said Clowes. Sit down, OHara — mind that chair; its rather wobbly — and I will tell ye the story.

Can you keep a thing dark? inquired Trevor.

OHara protested that tombs were not in it.

Well, then, do you remember what happened to Mills study? Thats whats been going on here.

OHara nearly fell off his chair with surprise. That some philanthropist should rag Mills study was only to be expected. Mill was one of the worst. A worm without a saving grace. But Trevor! Captain of football! In the first eleven! The thing was unthinkable.

But who — ? he began.

Thats just what I want to know, said Trevor, shortly. He did not enjoy discussing the affair.

How long have you been at Wrykyn, OHara? said Clowes.

OHara made a rapid calculation. His fingers twiddled in the air as he worked out the problem.

Six years, he said at last, leaning back exhausted with brain work.

Then you must remember the League?

Remember the League? Rather.

Well, its been revived.

OHara whistled.

Thisll liven the old place up, he said. Ive often thought of reviving it meself. An so has Moriarty. If its anything like the Old League, theres going to be a sort of Donnybrook before its done with. I wonder whos running it this time.

We should like to know that. If you find out, you might tell us.

I will.

And dont tell anybody else, said Trevor. This business has got to be kept quiet. Keep it dark about my study having been ragged.

I wont tell a soul.

Not even Moriarty.

Oh, hang it, man, put in Clowes, you dont want to kill the poor bhoy, surely? You must let him tell one person.

All right, said Trevor, you can tell Moriarty. But nobody else, mind.

OHara promised that Moriarty should receive the news exclusively.

But why did the League go for ye?

They happen to be down on me. It doesnt matter why. They are.

I see, said OHara. Oh, he added, about that bat. The search is being vigorously prosecuted — thats a newspaper quotation—

Times? inquired Clowes.

Wrykyn Patriot, said OHara, pulling out a bundle of letters. He inspected each envelope in turn, and from the fifth extracted a newspaper cutting.

Read that, he said.

It was from the local paper, and ran as follows: — 

Hooligan Outrage — A painful sensation has been caused in the town by a deplorable ebullition of local Hooliganism, which has resulted in the wanton disfigurement of the splendid statue of Sir Eustace Briggs which stands in the New Recreation Grounds. Our readers will recollect that the statue was erected to commemorate the return of Sir Eustace as member for the borough of Wrykyn, by an overwhelming majority, at the last election. Last Tuesday some youths of the town, passing through the Recreation Grounds early in the morning, noticed that the face and body of the statue were completely covered with leaves and some black substance, which on examination proved to be tar. They speedily lodged information at the police station. Everything seems to point to party spite as the motive for the outrage. In view of the forth-coming election, such an act is highly significant, and will serve sufficiently to indicate the tactics employed by our opponents. The search for the perpetrator (or perpetrators) of the dastardly act is being vigorously prosecuted, and we learn with satisfaction that the police have already several clues.

Clues! said Clowes, handing back the paper, that means the bat. That gas about our opponents is all a blind to put you off your guard. You wait. Therell be more painful sensations before youve finished with this business.

They cant have found the bat, or why did they not say so? observed OHara.

Guile, said Clowes, pure guile. If I were you, I should escape while I could. Try Callao. Theres no extradition there.

On no petition
Is extradition
Allowed in Callao.

Either of you chaps coming over to school?


VIII. OHARA ON THE TRACK
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TUESDAY MORNINGS AT Wrykyn were devoted — up to the quarter to eleven interval — to the study of mathematics. That is to say, instead of going to their form-rooms, the various forms visited the out-of-the-way nooks and dens at the top of the buildings where the mathematical masters were wont to lurk, and spent a pleasant two hours there playing round games or reading fiction under the desk. Mathematics being one of the few branches of school learning which are of any use in after life, nobody ever dreamed of doing any work in that direction, least of all OHara. It was a theory of OHaras that he came to school to enjoy himself. To have done any work during a mathematics lesson would have struck him as a positive waste of time, especially as he was in Mr Banks class. Mr Banks was a master who simply cried out to be ragged. Everything he did and said seemed to invite the members of his class to amuse themselves, and they amused themselves accordingly. One of the advantages of being under him was that it was possible to predict to a nicety the moment when one would be sent out of the room. This was found very convenient.

OHaras ally, Moriarty, was accustomed to take his mathematics with Mr Morgan, whose room was directly opposite Mr Banks. With Mr Morgan it was not quite so easy to date ones expulsion from the room under ordinary circumstances, and in the normal wear and tear of the mornings work, but there was one particular action which could always be relied upon to produce the desired result.

In one corner of the room stood a gigantic globe. The problem — how did it get into the room? — was one that had exercised the minds of many generations of Wrykinians. It was much too big to have come through the door. Some thought that the block had been built round it, others that it had been placed in the room in infancy, and had since grown. To refer the question to Mr Morgan would, in six cases out of ten, mean instant departure from the room. But to make the event certain, it was necessary to grasp the globe firmly and spin it round on its axis. That always proved successful. Mr Morgan would dash down from his dais, address the offender in spirited terms, and give him his marching orders at once and without further trouble.

Moriarty had arranged with OHara to set the globe rolling at ten sharp on this particular morning. OHara would then so arrange matters with Mr Banks that they could meet in the passage at that hour, when OHara wished to impart to his friend his information concerning the League.

OHara promised to be at the trysting-place at the hour mentioned.

He did not think there would be any difficulty about it. The news that the League had been revived meant that there would be trouble in the very near future, and the prospect of trouble was meat and drink to the Irishman in OHara. Consequently he felt in particularly good form for mathematics (as he interpreted the word). He thought that he would have no difficulty whatever in keeping Mr Banks bright and amused. The first step had to be to arouse in him an interest in life, to bring him into a frame of mind which would induce him to look severely rather than leniently on the next offender. This was effected as follows: — 

It was Mr Banks practice to set his class sums to work out, and, after some three-quarters of an hour had elapsed, to pass round the form what he called solutions. These were large sheets of paper, on which he had worked out each sum in his neat handwriting to a happy ending. When the head of the form, to whom they were passed first, had finished with them, he would make a slight tear in one corner, and, having done so, hand them on to his neighbour. The neighbour, before giving them to his neighbour, would also tear them slightly. In time they would return to their patentee and proprietor, and it was then that things became exciting.

Who tore these solutions like this? asked Mr Banks, in the repressed voice of one who is determined that he will be calm.

No answer. The tattered solutions waved in the air.

He turned to Harringay, the head of the form.

Harringay, did you tear these solutions like this?

Indignant negative from Harringay. What he had done had been to make the small tear in the top left-hand corner. If Mr Banks had asked, Did you make this small tear in the top left-hand corner of these solutions? Harringay would have scorned to deny the impeachment. But to claim the credit for the whole work would, he felt, be an act of flat dishonesty, and an injustice to his gifted collaborateurs.

No, sir, said Harringay.

Browne!

Yes, sir?

Did you tear these solutions in this manner?

No, sir.

And so on through the form.

Then Harringay rose after the manner of the debater who is conscious that he is going to say the popular thing.

Sir— he began.

Sit down, Harringay.

Harringay gracefully waved aside the absurd command.

Sir, he said, I think I am expressing the general consensus of opinion among my — ahem — fellow-students, when I say that this class sincerely regrets the unfortunate state the solutions have managed to get themselves into.

Hear, hear! from a back bench.

It is with—

Sit down, Harringay.

It is with heartfelt—

Harringay, if you do not sit down—

As your ludship pleases. This sotto voce.

And Harringay resumed his seat amidst applause. OHara got up.

As me frind who has just sat down was about to observe—

Sit down, OHara. The whole form will remain after the class.

 — the unfortunate state the solutions have managed to get thimsilves into is sincerely regretted by this class. Sir, I think I am ixprissing the general consensus of opinion among my fellow-students whin I say that it is with heart-felt sorrow—

OHara!

Yes, sir?

Leave the room instantly.

Yes, sir.

From the tower across the gravel came the melodious sound of chimes. The college clock was beginning to strike ten. He had scarcely got into the passage, and closed the door after him, when a roar as of a bereaved spirit rang through the room opposite, followed by a string of words, the only intelligible one being the noun-substantive globe, and the next moment the door opened and Moriarty came out. The last stroke of ten was just booming from the clock.

There was a large cupboard in the passage, the top of which made a very comfortable seat. They climbed on to this, and began to talk business.

An what was it ye wanted to tell me? inquired Moriarty.

OHara related what he had learned from Trevor that morning.

An do ye know, said Moriarty, when he had finished, I half suspected, when I heard that Mills study had been ragged, that it might be the League that had done it. If ye remember, it was what they enjoyed doing, breaking up a mans happy home. They did it frequently.

But I cant understand them doing it to Trevor at all.

Theyll do it to anybody they choose till theyre caught at it.

If they are caught, therell be a row.

We must catch em, said Moriarty. Like OHara, he revelled in the prospect of a disturbance. OHara and he were going up to Aldershot at the end of the term, to try and bring back the light and middle-weight medals respectively. Moriarty had won the light-weight in the previous year, but, by reason of putting on a stone since the competition, was now no longer eligible for that class. OHara had not been up before, but the Wrykyn instructor, a good judge of pugilistic form, was of opinion that he ought to stand an excellent chance. As the prize-fighter in Rodney Stone says, When you get a good Irishman, you cant better em, but theyre dreadful asty. OHara was attending the gymnasium every night, in order to learn to curb his dreadful astiness, and acquire skill in its place.

I wonder if Trevor would be any good in a row, said Moriarty.

He cant box, said OHara, but hed go on till he was killed entirely. I say, Im getting rather tired of sitting here, arent you? Lets go to the other end of the passage and have some cricket.

So, having unearthed a piece of wood from the debris at the top of the cupboard, and rolled a handkerchief into a ball, they adjourned.

Recalling the stirring events of six years back, when the League had first been started, OHara remembered that the members of that enterprising society had been wont to hold meetings in a secluded spot, where it was unlikely that they would be disturbed. It seemed to him that the first thing he ought to do, if he wanted to make their nearer acquaintance now, was to find their present rendezvous. They must have one. They would never run the risk involved in holding mass-meetings in one anothers studies. On the last occasion, it had been an old quarry away out on the downs. This had been proved by the not-to-be-shaken testimony of three school-house fags, who had wandered out one half-holiday with the unconcealed intention of finding the Leagues place of meeting. Unfortunately for them, they had found it. They were going down the path that led to the quarry before-mentioned, when they were unexpectedly seized, blindfolded, and carried off. An impromptu court-martial was held — in whispers — and the three explorers forthwith received the most spirited touching-up they had ever experienced. Afterwards they were released, and returned to their house with their zeal for detection quite quenched. The episode had created a good deal of excitement in the school at the time.

On three successive afternoons, OHara and Moriarty scoured the downs, and on each occasion they drew blank. On the fourth day, just before lock-up, OHara, who had been to tea with Gregson, of Days, was going over to the gymnasium to keep a pugilistic appointment with Moriarty, when somebody ran swiftly past him in the direction of the boarding-houses. It was almost dark, for the days were still short, and he did not recognise the runner. But it puzzled him a little to think where he had sprung from. OHara was walking quite close to the wall of the College buildings, and the runner had passed between it and him. And he had not heard his footsteps. Then he understood, and his pulse quickened as he felt that he was on the track. Beneath the block was a large sort of cellar-basement. It was used as a store-room for chairs, and was never opened except when prize-day or some similar event occurred, when the chairs were needed. It was supposed to be locked at other times, but never was. The door was just by the spot where he was standing. As he stood there, half-a-dozen other vague forms dashed past him in a knot. One of them almost brushed against him. For a moment he thought of stopping him, but decided not to. He could wait.

On the following afternoon he slipped down into the basement soon after school. It was as black as pitch in the cellar. He took up a position near the door.

It seemed hours before anything happened. He was, indeed, almost giving up the thing as a bad job, when a ray of light cut through the blackness in front of him, and somebody slipped through the door. The next moment, a second form appeared dimly, and then the light was shut off again.

OHara could hear them groping their way past him. He waited no longer. It is difficult to tell where sound comes from in the dark. He plunged forward at a venture. His hand, swinging round in a semicircle, met something which felt like a shoulder. He slipped his grasp down to the arm, and clutched it with all the force at his disposal.


IX. MAINLY ABOUT FERRETS
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OW! EXCLAIMED THE captive, with no uncertain voice. Let go, you ass, youre hurting.

The voice was a treble voice. This surprised OHara. It looked very much as if he had put up the wrong bird. From the dimensions of the arm which he was holding, his prisoner seemed to be of tender years.

Let go, Harvey, you idiot. I shall kick.

Before the threat could be put into execution, OHara, who had been fumbling all this while in his pocket for a match, found one loose, and struck a light. The features of the owner of the arm — he was still holding it — were lit up for a moment.

Why, its young Renford! he exclaimed. What are you doing down here?

Renford, however, continued to pursue the topic of his arm, and the effect that the vice-like grip of the Irishman had had upon it.

Youve nearly broken it, he said, complainingly.

Im sorry. I mistook you for somebody else. Whos that with you?

Its me, said an ungrammatical voice.

Whos me?

Harvey.

At this point a soft yellow light lit up the more immediate neighbourhood. Harvey had brought a bicycle lamp into action.

Thats more like it, said Renford. Look here, OHara, you wont split, will you?

Im not an informer by profession, thanks, said OHara.

Oh, I know its all right, really, but you cant be too careful, because one isnt allowed down here, and thered be a beastly row if it got out about our being down here.

And they would be cobbed, put in Harvey.

Who are they? asked OHara.

Ferrets. Like to have a look at them?

Ferrets!

Yes. Harvey brought back a couple at the beginning of term. Ripping little beasts. We couldnt keep them in the house, as theyd have got dropped on in a second, so we had to think of somewhere else, and thought why not keep them down here?

Why, indeed? said OHara. Do ye find they like it?

Oh, they dont mind, said Harvey. We feed em twice a day. Once before breakfast — we take it in turns to get up early — and once directly after school. And on half-holidays and Sundays we take them out on to the downs.

What for?

Why, rabbits, of course. Renford brought back a saloon-pistol with him. We keep it locked up in a box — dont tell any one.

And what do ye do with the rabbits?

We pot at them as they come out of the holes.

Yes, but when ye hit em?

Oh, said Renford, with some reluctance, we havent exactly hit any yet.

Weve got jolly near, though, lots of times, said Harvey. Last Saturday I swear I wasnt more than a quarter of an inch off one of them. If it had been a decent-sized rabbit, I should have plugged it middle stump; only it was a small one, so I missed. But come and see them. We keep em right at the other end of the place, in case anybody comes in.

Have you ever seen anybody down here? asked OHara.

Once, said Renford. Half-a-dozen chaps came down here once while we were feeding the ferrets. We waited till theyd got well in, then we nipped out quietly. They didnt see us.

Did you see who they were?

No. It was too dark. Here they are. Rummy old crib this, isnt it? Look out for your shins on the chairs. Switch on the light, Harvey. There, arent they rippers? Quite tame, too. They know us quite well. They know theyre going to be fed, too. Hullo, Sir Nigel! This is Sir Nigel. Out of the White Company, you know. Dont let him nip your fingers. This other ones Sherlock Holmes.

Cats-s-s — s!! said OHara. He had a sort of idea that that was the right thing to say to any animal that could chase and bite.

Renford was delighted to be able to show his ferrets off to so distinguished a visitor.

What were you down here about? inquired Harvey, when the little animals had had their meal, and had retired once more into private life.

OHara had expected this question, but he did not quite know what answer to give. Perhaps, on the whole, he thought, it would be best to tell them the real reason. If he refused to explain, their curiosity would be roused, which would be fatal. And to give any reason except the true one called for a display of impromptu invention of which he was not capable. Besides, they would not be likely to give away his secret while he held this one of theirs connected with the ferrets. He explained the situation briefly, and swore them to silence on the subject.

Renfords comment was brief.

By Jove! he observed.

Harvey went more deeply into the question.

What makes you think they meet down here? he asked.

I saw some fellows cutting out of here last night. And you say yeve seen them here, too. I dont see what object they could have down here if they werent the League holding a meeting. I dont see what else a chap would be after.

He might be keeping ferrets, hazarded Renford.

The whole school doesnt keep ferrets, said OHara. Youre unique in that way. No, it must be the League, an I mean to wait here till they come.

Not all night? asked Harvey. He had a great respect for OHara, whose reputation in the school for out-of-the-way doings was considerable. In the bright lexicon of OHara he believed there to be no such word as impossible.

No, said OHara, but till lock-up. You two had better cut now.

Yes, I think wed better, said Harvey.

And dont ye breathe a word about this to a soul — a warning which extracted fervent promises of silence from both youths.

This, said Harvey, as they emerged on to the gravel, is something like. Im jolly glad were in it.

Rather. Do you think OHara will catch them?

He must if he waits down there long enough. Theyre certain to come again. Dont you wish youd been here when the League was on before?

I should think I did. Race you over to the shop. I want to get something before it shuts.

Right ho! And they disappeared.

OHara waited where he was till six struck from the clock-tower, followed by the sound of the bell as it rang for lock-up. Then he picked his way carefully through the groves of chairs, barking his shins now and then on their out-turned legs, and, pushing open the door, went out into the open air. It felt very fresh and pleasant after the brand of atmosphere supplied in the vault. He then ran over to the gymnasium to meet Moriarty, feeling a little disgusted at the lack of success that had attended his detective efforts up to the present. So far he had nothing to show for his trouble except a good deal of dust on his clothes, and a dirty collar, but he was full of determination. He could play a waiting game.

It was a pity, as it happened, that OHara left the vault when he did. Five minutes after he had gone, six shadowy forms made their way silently and in single file through the doorway of the vault, which they closed carefully behind them. The fact that it was after lock-up was of small consequence. A good deal of latitude in that way was allowed at Wrykyn. It was the custom to go out, after the bell had sounded, to visit the gymnasium. In the winter and Easter terms, the gymnasium became a sort of social club. People went there with a very small intention of doing gymnastics. They went to lounge about, talking to cronies, in front of the two huge stoves which warmed the place. Occasionally, as a concession to the look of the thing, they would do an easy exercise or two on the horse or parallels, but, for the most part, they preferred the rôle of spectator. There was plenty to see. In one corner OHara and Moriarty would be sparring their nightly six rounds (in two batches of three rounds each). In another, Drummond, who was going up to Aldershot as a feather-weight, would be putting in a little practice with the instructor. On the apparatus, the members of the gymnastic six, including the two experts who were to carry the school colours to Aldershot in the spring, would be performing their usual marvels. It was worth dropping into the gymnasium of an evening. In no other place in the school were so many sights to be seen.

When you were surfeited with sightseeing, you went off to your house. And this was where the peculiar beauty of the gymnasium system came in. You went up to any master who happened to be there — there was always one at least — and observed in suave accents, Please, sir, can I have a paper? Whereupon, he, taking a scrap of paper, would write upon it, J. O. Jones (or A. B. Smith or C. D. Robinson) left gymnasium at such-and-such a time. And, by presenting this to the menial who opened the door to you at your house, you went in rejoicing, and all was peace.

Now, there was no mention on the paper of the hour at which you came to the gymnasium — only of the hour at which you left. Consequently, certain lawless spirits would range the neighbourhood after lock-up, and, by putting in a quarter of an hour at the gymnasium before returning to their houses, escape comment. To this class belonged the shadowy forms previously mentioned.

OHara had forgotten this custom, with the result that he was not at the vault when they arrived. Moriarty, to whom he confided between the rounds the substance of his evenings discoveries, reminded him of it. Its no good watching before lock-up, he said. After six is the time theyll come, if they come at all.

Bedad, yere right, said OHara. One of these nights well take a night off from boxing, and go and watch.

Right, said Moriarty. Are ye ready to go on?

Yes. Im going to practise that left swing at the body this round. The one Fitzsimmons does. And they put em up once more.


X. BEING A CHAPTER OF ACCIDENTS
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ON THE EVENING following OHaras adventure in the vaults, Barry and MTodd were in their study, getting out the tea-things. Most Wrykinians brewed in the winter and Easter terms, when the days were short and lock-up early. In the summer term there were other things to do — nets, which lasted till a quarter to seven (when lock-up was), and the baths — and brewing practically ceased. But just now it was at its height, and every evening, at a quarter past five, there might be heard in the houses the sizzling of the succulent sausage and other rare delicacies. As a rule, one or two studies would club together to brew, instead of preparing solitary banquets. This was found both more convivial and more economical. At Seymours, studies numbers five, six, and seven had always combined from time immemorial, and Barry, on obtaining study six, had carried on the tradition. In study five were Drummond and his friend De Bertini. In study seven, which was a smaller room and only capable of holding one person with any comfort, one James Rupert Leather-Twigg (that was his singular name, as Mr Gilbert has it) had taken up his abode. The name of Leather-Twigg having proved, at an early date in his career, too great a mouthful for Wrykyn, he was known to his friends and acquaintances by the euphonious title of Shoeblossom. The charm about the genial Shoeblossom was that you could never tell what he was going to do next. All that you could rely on with any certainty was that it would be something which would have been better left undone.

It was just five oclock when Barry and MTodd started to get things ready. They were not high enough up in the school to have fags, so that they had to do this for themselves.

Barry was still in football clothes. He had been out running and passing with the first fifteen. MTodd, whose idea of exercise was winding up a watch, had been spending his time since school ceased in the study with a book. He was in his ordinary clothes. It was therefore fortunate that, when he upset the kettle (he nearly always did at some period of the evenings business), the contents spread themselves over Barry, and not over himself. Football clothes will stand any amount of water, whereas MTodds Youths winter suiting at forty-two shillings and sixpence might have been injured. Barry, however, did not look upon the episode in this philosophical light. He spoke to him eloquently for a while, and then sent him downstairs to fetch more water. While he was away, Drummond and De Bertini came in.

Hullo, said Drummond, tea ready?

Not much, replied Barry, bitterly, not likely to be, either, at this rate. Wed just got the kettle going when that ass MTodd plunged against the table and upset the lot over my bags. Lucky the beastly stuff wasnt boiling. Im soaked.

While we wait — the sausages — Yes? — a good idea — MTodd, he is downstairs — but to wait? No, no. Let us. Shall we? Is it not so? Yes? observed Bertie, lucidly.

Now construe, said Barry, looking at the linguist with a bewildered expression. It was a source of no little inconvenience to his friends that De Bertini was so very fixed in his determination to speak English. He was a trier all the way, was De Bertini. You rarely caught him helping out his remarks with the language of his native land. It was English or nothing with him. To most of his circle it might as well have been Zulu.

Drummond, either through natural genius or because he spent more time with him, was generally able to act as interpreter. Occasionally there would come a linguistic effort by which even he freely confessed himself baffled, and then they would pass on unsatisfied. But, as a rule, he was equal to the emergency. He was so now.

What Bertie means, he explained, is that its no good us waiting for MTodd to come back. He never could fill a kettle in less than ten minutes, and even then hes certain to spill it coming upstairs and have to go back again. Lets get on with the sausages.

The pan had just been placed on the fire when MTodd returned with the water. He tripped over the mat as he entered, and spilt about half a pint into one of his football boots, which stood inside the door, but the accident was comparatively trivial, and excited no remark.

I wonder where that slacker Shoeblossom has got to, said Barry. He never turns up in time to do any work. He seems to regard himself as a beastly guest. I wish we could finish the sausages before he comes. It would be a sell for him.

Not much chance of that, said Drummond, who was kneeling before the fire and keeping an excited eye on the spluttering pan, you see. Hell come just as weve finished cooking them. I believe the man waits outside with his ear to the keyhole. Hullo! Stand by with the plate. Theyll be done in half a jiffy.

Just as the last sausage was deposited in safety on the plate, the door opened, and Shoeblossom, looking as if he had not brushed his hair since early childhood, sidled in with an attempt at an easy nonchalance which was rendered quite impossible by the hopeless state of his conscience.

Ah, he said, brewing, I see. Can I be of any use?

Weve finished years ago, said Barry.

Ages ago, said MTodd.

A look of intense alarm appeared on Shoeblossoms classical features.

Youve not finished, really?

Weve finished cooking everything, said Drummond. We havent begun tea yet. Now, are you happy?

Shoeblossom was. So happy that he felt he must do something to celebrate the occasion. He felt like a successful general. There must be something he could do to show that he regarded the situation with approval. He looked round the study. Ha! Happy thought — the frying-pan. That useful culinary instrument was lying in the fender, still bearing its cargo of fat, and beside it — a sight to stir the blood and make the heart beat faster — were the sausages, piled up on their plate.

Shoeblossom stooped. He seized the frying-pan. He gave it one twirl in the air. Then, before any one could stop him, he had turned it upside down over the fire. As has been already remarked, you could never predict exactly what James Rupert Leather-Twigg would be up to next.

When anything goes out of the frying-pan into the fire, it is usually productive of interesting by-products. The maxim applies to fat. The fat was in the fire with a vengeance. A great sheet of flame rushed out and up. Shoeblossom leaped back with a readiness highly creditable in one who was not a professional acrobat. The covering of the mantelpiece caught fire. The flames went roaring up the chimney.

Drummond, cool while everything else was so hot, without a word moved to the mantelpiece to beat out the fire with a football shirt. Bertie was talking rapidly to himself in French. Nobody could understand what he was saying, which was possibly fortunate.

By the time Drummond had extinguished the mantelpiece, Barry had also done good work by knocking the fire into the grate with the poker. MTodd, who had been standing up till now in the far corner of the room, gaping vaguely at things in general, now came into action. Probably it was force of habit that suggested to him that the time had come to upset the kettle. At any rate, upset it he did — most of it over the glowing, blazing mass in the grate, the rest over Barry. One of the largest and most detestable smells the study had ever had to endure instantly assailed their nostrils. The fire in the study was out now, but in the chimney it still blazed merrily.

Go up on to the roof and heave water down, said Drummond, the strategist. You can get out from Miltons dormitory window. And take care not to chuck it down the wrong chimney.

Barry was starting for the door to carry out these excellent instructions, when it flew open.

Pah! What have you boys been doing? What an abominable smell. Pah! said a muffled voice. It was Mr Seymour. Most of his face was concealed in a large handkerchief, but by the look of his eyes, which appeared above, he did not seem pleased. He took in the situation at a glance. Fires in the house were not rarities. One facetious sportsman had once made a rule of setting the senior day-room chimney on fire every term. He had since left (by request), but fires still occurred.

Is the chimney on fire?

Yes, sir, said Drummond.

Go and find Herbert, and tell him to take some water on to the roof and throw it down. Herbert was the boot and knife cleaner at Seymours.

Barry went. Soon afterwards a splash of water in the grate announced that the intrepid Herbert was hard at it. Another followed, and another. Then there was a pause. Mr Seymour thought he would look up to see if the fire was out. He stooped and peered into the darkness, and, even as he gazed, splash came the contents of the fourth pail, together with some soot with which they had formed a travelling acquaintance on the way down. Mr Seymour staggered back, grimy and dripping. There was dead silence in the study. Shoeblossoms face might have been seen working convulsively.

The silence was broken by a hollow, sepulchral voice with a strong Cockney accent.

Did yer see any water come down then, sir? said the voice.

Shoeblossom collapsed into a chair, and began to sob feebly.

* * * * *

 — disgraceful ... scandalous ... get up, Leather-Twigg ... not to be trusted ... babies ... three hundred lines, Leather-Twigg ... abominable ... surprised ... ought to be ashamed of yourselves ... double, Leather-Twigg ... not fit to have studies ... atrocious ...—

Such were the main heads of Mr Seymours speech on the situation as he dabbed desperately at the soot on his face with his handkerchief. Shoeblossom stood and gurgled throughout. Not even the thought of six hundred lines could quench that dauntless spirit.

Finally, perorated Mr Seymour, as he was leaving the room, as you are evidently not to be trusted with rooms of your own, I forbid you to enter them till further notice. It is disgraceful that such a thing should happen. Do you hear, Barry? And you, Drummond? You are not to enter your studies again till I give you leave. Move your books down to the senior day-room tonight.

And Mr Seymour stalked off to clean himself.

Anyhow, said Shoeblossom, as his footsteps died away, we saved the sausages.

It is this indomitable gift of looking on the bright side that makes us Englishmen what we are.


XI. THE HOUSE-MATCHES
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IT WAS SOMETHING of a consolation to Barry and his friends — at any rate, to Barry and Drummond — that directly after they had been evicted from their study, the house-matches began. Except for the Ripton match, the house-matches were the most important event of the Easter term. Even the sports at the beginning of April were productive of less excitement. There were twelve houses at Wrykyn, and they played on the knocking-out system. To be beaten once meant that a house was no longer eligible for the competition. It could play friendlies as much as it liked, but, play it never so wisely, it could not lift the cup. Thus it often happened that a weak house, by fluking a victory over a strong rival, found itself, much to its surprise, in the semi-final, or sometimes even in the final. This was rarer at football than at cricket, for at football the better team generally wins.

The favourites this year were Donaldsons, though some fancied Seymours. Donaldsons had Trevor, whose leadership was worth almost more than his play. In no other house was training so rigid. You could tell a Donaldsons man, if he was in his house-team, at a glance. If you saw a man eating oatmeal biscuits in the shop, and eyeing wistfully the while the stacks of buns and pastry, you could put him down as a Donaldsonite without further evidence. The captains of the other houses used to prescribe a certain amount of self-abnegation in the matter of food, but Trevor left his men barely enough to support life — enough, that is, of the things that are really worth eating. The consequence was that Donaldsons would turn out for an important match all muscle and bone, and on such occasions it was bad for those of their opponents who had been taking life more easily. Besides Trevor they had Clowes, and had had bad luck in not having Paget. Had Paget stopped, no other house could have looked at them. But by his departure, the strength of the team had become more nearly on a level with that of Seymours.

Some even thought that Seymours were the stronger. Milton was as good a forward as the school possessed. Besides him there were Barry and Rand-Brown on the wings. Drummond was a useful half, and five of the pack had either first or second fifteen colours. It was a team that would take some beating.

Trevor came to that conclusion early. If we can beat Seymours, well lift the cup, he said to Clowes.

Well have to do all we know, was Clowes reply.

They were watching Seymours pile up an immense score against a scratch team got up by one of the masters. The first round of the competition was over. Donaldsons had beaten Templars, Seymours the School House. Templars were rather stronger than the School House, and Donaldsons had beaten them by a rather larger score than that which Seymours had run up in their match. But neither Trevor nor Clowes was inclined to draw any augury from this. Seymours had taken things easily after half-time; Donaldsons had kept going hard all through.

That makes Rand-Browns fourth try, said Clowes, as the wing three-quarter of the second fifteen raced round and scored in the corner.

Yes. This is the sort of game hes all right in. The man whos marking him is no good. Barrys scored twice, and both good tries, too.

Oh, theres no doubt which is the best man, said Clowes. I only mentioned that it was Rand-Browns fourth as an item of interest.

The game continued. Barry scored a third try.

Were drawn against Applebys next round, said Trevor. We can manage them all right.

When is it?

Next Thursday. Nomads match on Saturday. Then Ripton, Saturday week.

Whove Seymours drawn?

Days. Itll be a good game, too. Seymours ought to win, but theyll have to play their best. Days have got some good men.

Fine scrum, said Clowes. Yes. Quick in the open, too, which is always good business. I wish theyd beat Seymours.

Oh, we ought to be all right, whichever wins.

Applebys did not offer any very serious resistance to the Donaldson attack. They were outplayed at every point of the game, and, before half-time, Donaldsons had scored their thirty points. It was a rule in all in-school matches — and a good rule, too — that, when one side led by thirty points, the match stopped. This prevented those massacres which do so much towards crushing all the football out of the members of the beaten team; and it kept the winning team from getting slack, by urging them on to score their thirty points before half-time. There were some houses — notoriously slack — which would go for a couple of seasons without ever playing the second half of a match.

Having polished off the men of Appleby, the Donaldson team trooped off to the other game to see how Seymours were getting on with Days. It was evidently an exciting match. The first half had been played to the accompaniment of much shouting from the ropes. Though coming so early in the competition, it was really the semi-final, for whichever team won would be almost certain to get into the final. The school had turned up in large numbers to watch.

Seymours looking tired of life, said Clowes. That would seem as if his fellows werent doing well.

Whats been happening here? asked Trevor of an enthusiast in a Seymours house cap whose face was crimson with yelling.

One goal all, replied the enthusiast huskily. Did you beat Applebys?

Yes. Thirty points before half-time. Whos been doing the scoring here?

Milton got in for us. He barged through out of touch. Weve been pressing the whole time. Barry got over once, but he was held up. Hullo, theyre beginning again. Buck up, Sey-mours.

His voice cracking on the high note, he took an immense slab of vanilla chocolate as a remedy for hoarseness.

Who scored for Days? asked Clowes.

Strachan. Rand-Brown let him through from their twenty-five. You never saw anything so rotten as Rand-Brown. He doesnt take his passes, and Strachan gets past him every time.

Is Strachan playing on the wing?

Strachan was the first fifteen full-back.

Yes. Theyve put young Bassett back instead of him. Sey-mours. Buck up, Seymours. We-ell played! There, did you ever see anything like it? he broke off disgustedly.

The Seymourite playing centre next to Rand-Brown had run through to the back and passed out to his wing, as a good centre should. It was a perfect pass, except that it came at his head instead of his chest. Nobody with any pretensions to decent play should have missed it. Rand-Brown, however, achieved that feat. The ball struck his hands and bounded forward. The referee blew his whistle for a scrum, and a certain try was lost.

From the scrum the Seymours forwards broke away to the goal-line, where they were pulled up by Bassett. The next minute the defence had been pierced, and Drummond was lying on the ball a yard across the line. The enthusiast standing by Clowes expended the last relics of his voice in commemorating the fact that his side had the lead.

Drummondll be good next year, said Trevor. And he made a mental note to tell Allardyce, who would succeed him in the command of the school football, to keep an eye on the player in question.

The triumph of the Seymourites was not long lived. Milton failed to convert Drummonds try. From the drop-out from the twenty-five line Barry got the ball, and punted into touch. The throw-out was not straight, and a scrum was formed. The ball came out to the Days halves, and went across to Strachan. Rand-Brown hesitated, and then made a futile spring at the first fifteen mans neck. Strachan handed him off easily, and ran. The Seymours full-back, who was a poor player, failed to get across in time. Strachan ran round behind the posts, the kick succeeded, and Days now led by two points.

After this the game continued in Days half. Five minutes before time was up, Drummond got the ball from a scrum nearly on the line, passed it to Barry on the wing instead of opening up the game by passing to his centres, and Barry slipped through in the corner. This put Seymours just one point ahead, and there they stayed till the whistle blew for no-side.

Milton walked over to the boarding-houses with Clowes and Trevor. He was full of the match, particularly of the iniquity of Rand-Brown. I slanged him on the field, he said. Its a thing I dont often do, but what else can you do when a man plays like that? He lost us three certain tries.

When did you administer your rebuke? inquired Clowes.

When he had let Strachan through that second time, in the second half. I asked him why on earth he tried to play footer at all. I told him a good kiss-in-the-ring club was about his form. It was rather cheap, but I felt so frightfully sick about it. Its sickening to be let down like that when youve been pressing the whole time, and ought to be scoring every other minute.

What had he to say on the subject? asked Clowes.

Oh, he gassed a bit until I told him Id kick him if he said another word. That shut him up.

You ought to have kicked him. You want all the kicking practice you can get. I never saw anything feebler than that shot of yours after Drummonds try.

Id like to see you take a kick like that. It was nearly on the touch-line. Still, when we play you, we shant need to convert any of our tries. Well get our thirty points without that. Perhaps youd like to scratch?

As a matter of fact, said Clowes confidentially, I am going to score seven tries against you off my own bat. Youll be sorry you ever turned out when weve finished with you.


XII. NEWS OF THE GOLD BAT
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SHOEBLOSSOM SAT DISCONSOLATELY on the table in the senior day-room. He was not happy in exile. Brewing in the senior day-room was a mere vulgar brawl, lacking all the refining influences of the study. You had to fight for a place at the fire, and when you had got it twas not always easy to keep it, and there was no privacy, and the fellows were always bear-fighting, so that it was impossible to read a book quietly for ten consecutive minutes without some ass heaving a cushion at you or turning out the gas. Altogether Shoeblossom yearned for the peace of his study, and wished earnestly that Mr Seymour would withdraw the order of banishment. It was the not being able to read that he objected to chiefly. In place of brewing, the ex-proprietors of studies five, six, and seven now made a practice of going to the school shop. It was more expensive and not nearly so comfortable — there is a romance about a study brew which you can never get anywhere else — but it served, and it was not on this score that he grumbled most. What he hated was having to live in a bear-garden. For Shoeblossom was a man of moods. Give him two or three congenial spirits to back him up, and he would lead the revels with the abandon of a Mr Bultitude (after his return to his original form). But he liked to choose his accomplices, and the gay sparks of the senior day-room did not appeal to him. They were not intellectual enough. In his lucid intervals, he was accustomed to be almost abnormally solemn and respectable. When not promoting some unholy rag, Shoeblossom resembled an elderly gentleman of studious habits. He liked to sit in a comfortable chair and read a book. It was the impossibility of doing this in the senior day-room that led him to try and think of some other haven where he might rest. Had it been summer, he would have taken some literature out on to the cricket-field or the downs, and put in a little steady reading there, with the aid of a bag of cherries. But with the thermometer low, that was impossible.

He felt very lonely and dismal. He was not a man with many friends. In fact, Barry and the other three were almost the only members of the house with whom he was on speaking-terms. And of these four he saw very little. Drummond and Barry were always out of doors or over at the gymnasium, and as for MTodd and De Bertini, it was not worth while talking to the one, and impossible to talk to the other. No wonder Shoeblossom felt dull. Once Barry and Drummond had taken him over to the gymnasium with them, but this had bored him worse than ever. They had been hard at it all the time — for, unlike a good many of the school, they went to the gymnasium for business, not to lounge — and he had had to sit about watching them. And watching gymnastics was one of the things he most loathed. Since then he had refused to go.

That night matters came to a head. Just as he had settled down to read, somebody, in flinging a cushion across the room, brought down the gas apparatus with a run, and before light was once more restored it was tea-time. After that there was preparation, which lasted for two hours, and by the time he had to go to bed he had not been able to read a single page of the enthralling work with which he was at present occupied.

He had just got into bed when he was struck with a brilliant idea. Why waste the precious hours in sleep? What was that saying of somebodys, Five hours for a wise man, six for somebody else — he forgot whom — eight for a fool, nine for an idiot, or words to that effect? Five hours sleep would mean that he need not go to bed till half past two. In the meanwhile he could be finding out exactly what the hero did do when he found out (to his horror) that it was his cousin Jasper who had really killed the old gentleman in the wood. The only question was — how was he to do his reading? Prefects were allowed to work on after lights out in their dormitories by the aid of a candle, but to the ordinary mortal this was forbidden.

Then he was struck with another brilliant idea. It is a curious thing about ideas. You do not get one for over a month, and then there comes a rush of them, all brilliant. Why, he thought, should he not go and read in his study with a dark lantern? He had a dark lantern. It was one of the things he had found lying about at home on the last day of the holidays, and had brought with him to school. It was his custom to go about the house just before the holidays ended, snapping up unconsidered trifles, which might or might not come in useful. This term he had brought back a curious metal vase (which looked Indian, but which had probably been made in Birmingham the year before last), two old coins (of no mortal use to anybody in the world, including himself), and the dark lantern. It was reposing now in the cupboard in his study nearest the window.

He had brought his book up with him on coming to bed, on the chance that he might have time to read a page or two if he woke up early. (He had always been doubtful about that man Jasper. For one thing, he had been seen pawning the old gentlemans watch on the afternoon of the murder, which was a suspicious circumstance, and then he was not a nice character at all, and just the sort of man who would be likely to murder old gentlemen in woods.) He waited till Mr Seymour had paid his nightly visit — he went the round of the dormitories at about eleven — and then he chuckled gently. If Mill, the dormitory prefect, was awake, the chuckle would make him speak, for Mill was of a suspicious nature, and believed that it was only his unintermitted vigilance which prevented the dormitory ragging all night.

Mill was awake.

Be quiet, there, he growled. Shut up that noise.

Shoeblossom felt that the time was not yet ripe for his departure. Half an hour later he tried again. There was no rebuke. To make certain he emitted a second chuckle, replete with sinister meaning. A slight snore came from the direction of Mills bed. Shoeblossom crept out of the room, and hurried to his study. The door was not locked, for Mr Seymour had relied on his commands being sufficient to keep the owner out of it. He slipped in, found and lit the dark lantern, and settled down to read. He read with feverish excitement. The thing was, you see, that though Claud Trevelyan (that was the hero) knew jolly well that it was Jasper who had done the murder, the police didnt, and, as he (Claud) was too noble to tell them, he had himself been arrested on suspicion. Shoeblossom was skimming through the pages with starting eyes, when suddenly his attention was taken from his book by a sound. It was a footstep. Somebody was coming down the passage, and under the door filtered a thin stream of light. To snap the dark slide over the lantern and dart to the door, so that if it opened he would be behind it, was with him, as Mr Claud Trevelyan might have remarked, the work of a moment. He heard the door of study number five flung open, and then the footsteps passed on, and stopped opposite his own den. The handle turned, and the light of a candle flashed into the room, to be extinguished instantly as the draught of the moving door caught it.

Shoeblossom heard his visitor utter an exclamation of annoyance, and fumble in his pocket for matches. He recognised the voice. It was Mr Seymours. The fact was that Mr Seymour had had the same experience as General Stanley in The Pirates of Penzance:

The man who finds his conscience ache,
No peace at all enjoys;
And, as I lay in bed awake,
I thought I heard a noise.

Whether Mr Seymours conscience ached or not, cannot, of course, be discovered. But he had certainly thought he heard a noise, and he had come to investigate.

The search for matches had so far proved fruitless. Shoeblossom stood and quaked behind the door. The reek of hot tin from the dark lantern grew worse momentarily. Mr Seymour sniffed several times, until Shoeblossom thought that he must be discovered. Then, to his immense relief, the master walked away. Shoeblossoms chance had come. Mr Seymour had probably gone to get some matches to relight his candle. It was far from likely that the episode was closed. He would be back again presently. If Shoeblossom was going to escape, he must do it now, so he waited till the footsteps had passed away, and then darted out in the direction of his dormitory.

As he was passing Miltons study, a white figure glided out of it. All that he had ever read or heard of spectres rushed into Shoeblossoms petrified brain. He wished he was safely in bed. He wished he had never come out of it. He wished he had led a better and nobler life. He wished he had never been born.

The figure passed quite close to him as he stood glued against the wall, and he saw it disappear into the dormitory opposite his own, of which Rigby was prefect. He blushed hotly at the thought of the fright he had been in. It was only somebody playing the same game as himself.

He jumped into bed and lay down, having first plunged the lantern bodily into his jug to extinguish it. Its indignant hiss had scarcely died away when Mr Seymour appeared at the door. It had occurred to Mr Seymour that he had smelt something very much out of the ordinary in Shoeblossoms study, a smell uncommonly like that of hot tin. And a suspicion dawned on him that Shoeblossom had been in there with a dark lantern. He had come to the dormitory to confirm his suspicions. But a glance showed him how unjust they had been. There was Shoeblossom fast asleep. Mr Seymour therefore followed the excellent example of my Lord Tomnoddy on a celebrated occasion, and went off to bed.

* * * * *

It was the custom for the captain of football at Wrykyn to select and publish the team for the Ripton match a week before the day on which it was to be played. On the evening after the Nomads match, Trevor was sitting in his study writing out the names, when there came a knock at the door, and his fag entered with a letter.

This has just come, Trevor, he said.

All right. Put it down.

The fag left the room. Trevor picked up the letter. The handwriting was strange to him. The words had been printed. Then it flashed upon him that he had received a letter once before addressed in the same way — the letter from the League about Barry. Was this, too, from that address? He opened it.

It was.

He read it, and gasped. The worst had happened. The gold bat was in the hands of the enemy.


XIII. VICTIM NUMBER THREE
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WITH REFERENCE TO our last communication, ran the letter — the writer evidently believed in the commercial style— it may interest you to know that the bat you lost by the statue on the night of the 26th of January has come into our possession. We observe that Barry is still playing for the first fifteen.

And will jolly well continue to, muttered Trevor, crumpling the paper viciously into a ball.

He went on writing the names for the Ripton match. The last name on the list was Barrys.

Then he sat back in his chair, and began to wrestle with this new development. Barry must play. That was certain. All the bluff in the world was not going to keep him from playing the best man at his disposal in the Ripton match. He himself did not count. It was the school he had to think of. This being so, what was likely to happen? Though nothing was said on the point, he felt certain that if he persisted in ignoring the League, that bat would find its way somehow — by devious routes, possibly — to the headmaster or some one else in authority. And then there would be questions — awkward questions — and things would begin to come out. Then a fresh point struck him, which was, that whatever might happen would affect, not himself, but OHara. This made it rather more of a problem how to act. Personally, he was one of those dogged characters who can put up with almost anything themselves. If this had been his affair, he would have gone on his way without hesitating. Evidently the writer of the letter was under the impression that he had been the hero (or villain) of the statue escapade.

If everything came out it did not require any great effort of prophecy to predict what the result would be. OHara would go. Promptly. He would receive his marching orders within ten minutes of the discovery of what he had done. He would be expelled twice over, so to speak, once for breaking out at night — one of the most heinous offences in the school code — and once for tarring the statue. Anything that gave the school a bad name in the town was a crime in the eyes of the powers, and this was such a particularly flagrant case. Yes, there was no doubt of that. OHara would take the first train home without waiting to pack up. Trevor knew his people well, and he could imagine their feelings when the prodigal strolled into their midst — an old Wrykinian malgré lui. As the philosopher said of falling off a ladder, it is not the falling that matters: it is the sudden stopping at the other end. It is not the being expelled that is so peculiarly objectionable: it is the sudden homecoming. With this gloomy vision before him, Trevor almost wavered. But the thought that the selection of the team had nothing whatever to do with his personal feelings strengthened him. He was simply a machine, devised to select the fifteen best men in the school to meet Ripton. In his official capacity of football captain he was not supposed to have any feelings. However, he yielded in so far that he went to Clowes to ask his opinion.

Clowes, having heard everything and seen the letter, unhesitatingly voted for the right course. If fifty mad Irishmen were to be expelled, Barry must play against Ripton. He was the best man, and in he must go.

Thats what I thought, said Trevor. Its bad for OHara, though.

Clowes remarked somewhat tritely that business was business.

Besides, he went on, youre assuming that the thing this letter hints at will really come off. I dont think it will. A man would have to be such an awful blackguard to go as low as that. The least grain of decency in him would stop him. I can imagine a man threatening to do it as a piece of bluff — by the way, the letter doesnt actually say anything of the sort, though I suppose it hints at it — but I cant imagine anybody out of a melodrama doing it.

You can never tell, said Trevor. He felt that this was but an outside chance. The forbearance of ones antagonist is but a poor thing to trust to at the best of times.

Are you going to tell OHara? asked Clowes.

I dont see the good. Would you?

No. He cant do anything, and it would only give him a bad time. There are pleasanter things, I should think, than going on from day to day not knowing whether youre going to be sacked or not within the next twelve hours. Dont tell him.

I wont. And Barry plays against Ripton.

Certainly. Hes the best man.

Im going over to Seymours now, said Trevor, after a pause, to see Milton. Weve drawn Seymours in the next round of the house-matches. I suppose you knew. I want to get it over before the Ripton match, for several reasons. About half the fifteen are playing on one side or the other, and itll give them a good chance of getting fit. Running and passing is all right, but a good, hard games the thing for putting you into form. And then I was thinking that, as the side that loses, whichever it is—

Seymours, of course.

Hope so. Well, theyre bound to be a bit sick at losing, so theyll play up all the harder on Saturday to console themselves for losing the cup.

My word, what strategy! said Clowes. You think of everything. When do you think of playing it, then?

Wednesday struck me as a good day. Dont you think so?

It would do splendidly. Itll be a good match. For all practical purposes, of course, its the final. If we beat Seymours, I dont think the others will trouble us much.

There was just time to see Milton before lock-up. Trevor ran across to Seymours, and went up to his study.

Come in, said Milton, in answer to his knock.

Trevor went in, and stood surprised at the difference in the look of the place since the last time he had visited it. The walls, once covered with photographs, were bare. Milton, seated before the fire, was ruefully contemplating what looked like a heap of waste cardboard.

Trevor recognised the symptoms. He had had experience.

You dont mean to say theyve been at you, too! he cried.

Miltons normally cheerful face was thunderous and gloomy.

Yes. I was thinking what Id like to do to the man who ragged it.

Its the League again, I suppose?

Milton looked surprised.

Again? he said, where did you hear of the League? This is the first time Ive heard of its existence, whatever it is. What is the confounded thing, and why on earth have they played the fool here? Whats the meaning of this bally rot?

He exhibited one of the variety of cards of which Trevor had already seen two specimens. Trevor explained briefly the style and nature of the League, and mentioned that his study also had been wrecked.

Your study? Why, what have they got against you?

I dont know, said Trevor. Nothing was to be gained by speaking of the letters he had received.

Did they cut up your photographs?

Every one.

I tell you what it is, Trevor, old chap, said Milton, with great solemnity, theres a lunatic in the school. Thats what I make of it. A lunatic whose form of madness is wrecking studies.

But the same chap couldnt have done yours and mine. It must have been a Donaldsons fellow who did mine, and one of your chaps who did yours and Mills.

Mills? By Jove, of course. I never thought of that. That was the League, too, I suppose?

Yes. One of those cards was tied to a chair, but Clowes took it away before anybody saw it.

Milton returned to the details of the disaster.

Was there any ink spilt in your room?

Pints, said Trevor, shortly. The subject was painful.

So there was here, said Milton, mournfully. Gallons.

There was silence for a while, each pondering over his wrongs.

Gallons, said Milton again. I was ass enough to keep a large pot full of it here, and they used it all, every drop. You never saw such a sight.

Trevor said he had seen one similar spectacle.

And my photographs! You remember those photographs I showed you? All ruined. Slit across with a knife. Some torn in half. I wish I knew who did that.

Trevor said he wished so, too.

There was one of Mrs Patrick Campbell, Milton continued in heartrending tones, which was torn into sixteen pieces. I counted them. There they are on the mantelpiece. And there was one of Little Tich (here he almost broke down), which was so covered with ink that for half an hour I couldnt recognise it. Fact.

Trevor nodded sympathetically.

Yes, said Milton. Soaked.

There was another silence. Trevor felt it would be almost an outrage to discuss so prosaic a topic as the date of a house-match with one so broken up. Yet time was flying, and lock-up was drawing near.

Are you willing to play— he began.

I feel as if I could never play again, interrupted Milton. Youd hardly believe the amount of blotting-paper Ive used today. It must have been a lunatic, Dick, old man.

When Milton called Trevor Dick, it was a sign that he was moved. When he called him Dick, old man, it gave evidence of an internal upheaval without parallel.

Why, who else but a lunatic would get up in the night to wreck another chaps study? All this was done between eleven last night and seven this morning. I turned in at eleven, and when I came down here again at seven the place was a wreck. It must have been a lunatic.

How do you account for the printed card from the League?

Milton murmured something about madmens cunning and diverting suspicion, and relapsed into silence. Trevor seized the opportunity to make the proposal he had come to make, that Donaldsons v. Seymours should be played on the following Wednesday.

Milton agreed listlessly.

Just where youre standing, he said, I found a photograph of Sir Henry Irving so slashed about that I thought at first it was Huntley Wright in San Toy.

Start at two-thirty sharp, said Trevor.

I had seventeen of Edna May, continued the stricken Seymourite, monotonously. In various attitudes. All destroyed.

On the first fifteen ground, of course, said Trevor. Ill get Aldridge to referee. Thatll suit you, I suppose?

All right. Anything you like. Just by the fireplace I found the remains of Arthur Roberts in H.M.S. Irresponsible. And part of Seymour Hicks. Under the table—

Trevor departed.


XIV. THE WHITE FIGURE
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SUPPOSE, SAID SHOEBLOSSOM to Barry, as they were walking over to school on the morning following the day on which Miltons study had passed through the hands of the League, suppose you thought somebody had done something, but you werent quite certain who, but you knew it was some one, what would you do?

What on earth do you mean? inquired Barry.

I was trying to make an A.B. case of it, explained Shoeblossom.

Whats an A.B. case?

I dont know, admitted Shoeblossom, frankly. But it comes in a book of Stevensons. I think it must mean a sort of case where you call everyone A. and B. and dont tell their names.

Well, go ahead.

Its about Miltons study.

What! what about it?

Well, you see, the night it was ragged I was sitting in my study with a dark lantern—

What!

Shoeblossom proceeded to relate the moving narrative of his night-walking adventure. He dwelt movingly on his state of mind when standing behind the door, waiting for Mr Seymour to come in and find him. He related with appropriate force the hair-raising episode of the weird white figure. And then he came to the conclusions he had since drawn (in calmer moments) from that apparitions movements.

You see, he said, I saw it coming out of Miltons study, and that must have been about the time the study was ragged. And it went into Rigbys dorm. So it must have been a chap in that dorm, who did it.

Shoeblossom was quite clever at rare intervals. Even Barry, whose belief in his sanity was of the smallest, was compelled to admit that here, at any rate, he was talking sense.

What would you do? asked Shoeblossom.

Tell Milton, of course, said Barry.

But hed give me beans for being out of the dorm, after lights-out.

This was a distinct point to be considered. The attitude of Barry towards Milton was different from that of Shoeblossom. Barry regarded him — through having played with him in important matches — as a good sort of fellow who had always behaved decently to him. Leather-Twigg, on the other hand, looked on him with undisguised apprehension, as one in authority who would give him lines the first time he came into contact with him, and cane him if he ever did it again. He had a decided disinclination to see Milton on any pretext whatever.

Suppose I tell him? suggested Barry.

Youll keep my name dark? said Shoeblossom, alarmed.

Barry said he would make an A.B. case of it.

After school he went to Miltons study, and found him still brooding over its departed glories.

I say, Milton, can I speak to you for a second?

Hullo, Barry. Come in.

Barry came in.

I had forty-three photographs, began Milton, without preamble. All destroyed. And Ive no money to buy any more. I had seventeen of Edna May.

Barry, feeling that he was expected to say something, said, By Jove! Really?

In various positions, continued Milton. All ruined.

Not really? said Barry.

There was one of Little Tich—

But Barry felt unequal to playing the part of chorus any longer. It was all very thrilling, but, if Milton was going to run through the entire list of his destroyed photographs, life would be too short for conversation on any other topic.

I say, Milton, he said, it was about that that I came. Im sorry—

Milton sat up.

It wasnt you who did this, was it?

No, no, said Barry, hastily.

Oh, I thought from your saying you were sorry—

I was going to say I thought I could put you on the track of the chap who did do it—

For the second time since the interview began Milton sat up.

Go on, he said.

 — But Im sorry I cant give you the name of the fellow who told me about it.

That doesnt matter, said Milton. Tell me the name of the fellow who did it. Thatll satisfy me.

Im afraid I cant do that, either.

Have you any idea what you can do? asked Milton, satirically.

I can tell you something which may put you on the right track.

Thatll do for a start. Well?

Well, the chap who told me — Ill call him A.; Im going to make an A.B. case of it — was coming out of his study at about one oclock in the morning—

What the deuce was he doing that for?

Because he wanted to go back to bed, said Barry.

About time, too. Well?

As he was going past your study, a white figure emerged—

I should strongly advise you, young Barry, said Milton, gravely, not to try and rot me in any way. Youre a jolly good wing three-quarters, but you shouldnt presume on it. Id slay the Old Man himself if he rotted me about this business.

Barry was quite pained at this sceptical attitude in one whom he was going out of his way to assist.

Im not rotting, he protested. This is all quite true.

Well, go on. You were saying something about white figures emerging.

Not white figures. A white figure, corrected Barry. It came out of your study—

 — And vanished through the wall?

It went into Rigbys dorm., said Barry, sulkily. It was maddening to have an exclusive bit of news treated in this way.

Did it, by Jove! said Milton, interested at last. Are you sure the chap who told you wasnt pulling your leg? Who was it told you?

I promised him not to say.

Out with it, young Barry.

I wont, said Barry.

You arent going to tell me?

No.

Milton gave up the point with much cheerfulness. He liked Barry, and he realised that he had no right to try and make him break his promise.

Thats all right, he said. Thanks very much, Barry. This may be useful.

Id tell you his name if I hadnt promised, you know, Milton.

It doesnt matter, said Milton. Its not important.

Oh, there was one thing I forgot. It was a biggish chap the fellow saw.

How big! My size?

Not quite so tall, I should think. He said he was about Seymours size.

Thanks. Thats worth knowing. Thanks very much, Barry.

When his visitor had gone, Milton proceeded to unearth one of the printed lists of the house which were used for purposes of roll-call. He meant to find out who were in Rigbys dormitory. He put a tick against the names. There were eighteen of them. The next thing was to find out which of them was about the same height as Mr Seymour. It was a somewhat vague description, for the house-master stood about five feet nine or eight, and a good many of the dormitory were that height, or near it. At last, after much brain-work, he reduced the number of possibles to seven. These seven were Rigby himself, Linton, Rand-Brown, Griffith, Hunt, Kershaw, and Chapple. Rigby might be scratched off the list at once. He was one of Miltons greatest friends. Exeunt also Griffith, Hunt, and Kershaw. They were mild youths, quite incapable of any deed of devilry. There remained, therefore, Chapple, Linton, and Rand-Brown. Chapple was a boy who was invariably late for breakfast. The inference was that he was not likely to forego his sleep for the purpose of wrecking studies. Chapple might disappear from the list. Now there were only Linton and Rand-Brown to be considered. His suspicions fell on Rand-Brown. Linton was the last person, he thought, to do such a low thing. He was a cheerful, rollicking individual, who was popular with everyone and seemed to like everyone. He was not an orderly member of the house, certainly, and on several occasions Milton had found it necessary to drop on him heavily for creating disturbances. But he was not the sort that bears malice. He took it all in the way of business, and came up smiling after it was over. No, everything pointed to Rand-Brown. He and Milton had never got on well together, and quite recently they had quarrelled openly over the formers play in the Days match. Rand-Brown must be the man. But Milton was sensible enough to feel that so far he had no real evidence whatever. He must wait.

On the following afternoon Seymours turned out to play Donaldsons.

The game, like most house-matches, was played with the utmost keenness. Both teams had good three-quarters, and they attacked in turn. Seymours had the best of it forward, where Milton was playing a great game, but Trevor in the centre was the best outside on the field, and pulled up rush after rush. By half-time neither side had scored.

After half-time Seymours, playing downhill, came away with a rush to the Donaldsonites half, and Rand-Brown, with one of the few decent runs he had made in good class football that term, ran in on the left. Milton took the kick, but failed, and Seymours led by three points. For the next twenty minutes nothing more was scored. Then, when five minutes more of play remained, Trevor gave Clowes an easy opening, and Clowes sprinted between the posts. The kick was an easy one, and what sporting reporters term the major points were easily added.

When there are five more minutes to play in an important house-match, and one side has scored a goal and the other a try, play is apt to become spirited. Both teams were doing all they knew. The ball came out to Barry on the right. Barrys abilities as a three-quarter rested chiefly on the fact that he could dodge well. This eel-like attribute compensated for a certain lack of pace. He was past the Donaldsons three-quarters in an instant, and running for the line, with only the back to pass, and with Clowes in hot pursuit. Another wriggle took him past the back, but it also gave Clowes time to catch him up. Clowes was a far faster runner, and he got to him just as he reached the twenty-five line. They came down together with a crash, Clowes on top, and as they fell the whistle blew.

No-side, said Mr. Aldridge, the master who was refereeing.

Clowes got up.

All over, he said. Jolly good game. Hullo, whats up?

For Barry seemed to be in trouble.

You might give us a hand up, said the latter. I believe Ive twisted my beastly ankle or something.


XV. A SPRAIN AND A VACANT PLACE
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I SAY, SAID Clowes, helping him up, Im awfully sorry. Did I do it? How did it happen?

Barry was engaged in making various attempts at standing on the injured leg. The process seemed to be painful.

Shall I get a stretcher or anything? Can you walk?

If youd help me over to the house, I could manage all right. What a beastly nuisance! It wasnt your fault a bit. Only you tackled me when I was just trying to swerve, and my ankle was all twisted.

Drummond came up, carrying Barrys blazer and sweater.

Hullo, Barry, he said, whats up? You arent crocked?

Something gone wrong with my ankle. That my blazer? Thanks. Coming over to the house? Clowes was just going to help me over.

Clowes asked a Donaldsons junior, who was lurking near at hand, to fetch his blazer and carry it over to the house, and then made his way with Drummond and the disabled Barry to Seymours. Having arrived at the senior day-room, they deposited the injured three-quarter in a chair, and sent MTodd, who came in at the moment, to fetch the doctor.

Dr Oakes was a big man with a breezy manner, the sort of doctor who hits you with the force of a sledge-hammer in the small ribs, and asks you if you felt anything then. It was on this principle that he acted with regard to Barrys ankle. He seized it in both hands and gave it a wrench.

Did that hurt? he inquired anxiously.

Barry turned white, and replied that it did.

Dr Oakes nodded wisely.

Ah! Hm! Just so. Myes. Ah.

Is it bad? asked Drummond, awed by these mystic utterances.

My dear boy, replied the doctor, breezily, it is always bad when one twists ones ankle.

How long will it do me out of footer? asked Barry.

How long? How long? How long? Why, fortnight. Fortnight, said the doctor.

Then I shant be able to play next Saturday?

Next Saturday? Next Saturday? My dear boy, if you can put your foot to the ground by next Saturday, you may take it as evidence that the age of miracles is not past. Next Saturday, indeed! Ha, ha.

It was not altogether his fault that he treated the matter with such brutal levity. It was a long time since he had been at school, and he could not quite realise what it meant to Barry not to be able to play against Ripton. As for Barry, he felt that he had never loathed and detested any one so thoroughly as he loathed and detested Dr Oakes at that moment.

I dont see where the joke comes in, said Clowes, when he had gone. I bar that man.

Hes a beast, said Drummond. I cant understand why they let a tout like that be the school doctor.

Barry said nothing. He was too sore for words.

What Dr Oakes said to his wife that evening was: Over at the school, my dear, this afternoon. This afternoon. Boy with a twisted ankle. Nice young fellow. Very much put out when I told him he could not play football for a fortnight. But I chaffed him, and cheered him up in no time. I cheered him up in no time, my dear.

Im sure you did, dear, said Mrs Oakes. Which shows how differently the same thing may strike different people. Barry certainly did not look as if he had been cheered up when Clowes left the study and went over to tell Trevor that he would have to find a substitute for his right wing three-quarter against Ripton.

Trevor had left the field without noticing Barrys accident, and he was tremendously pleased at the result of the game.

Good man, he said, when Clowes came in, you saved the match.

And lost the Ripton match probably, said Clowes, gloomily.

What do you mean?

That last time I brought down Barry I crocked him. Hes in his study now with a sprained ankle. Ive just come from there. Oakes has seen him, and says he mustnt play for a fortnight.

Great Scott! said Trevor, blankly. What on earth shall we do?

Why not move Strachan up to the wing, and put somebody else back instead of him? Strachan is a good wing.

Trevor shook his head.

No. Theres nobody good enough to play back for the first. We mustnt risk it.

Then I suppose it must be Rand-Brown?

I suppose so.

He may do better than we think. He played quite a decent game today. That try he got wasnt half a bad one.

Hed be all right if he didnt funk. But perhaps he wouldnt funk against Ripton. In a match like that anybody would play up. Ill ask Milton and Allardyce about it.

I shouldnt go to Milton today, said Clowes. I fancy hell want a nights rest before hes fit to talk to. He must be a bit sick about this match. I know he expected Seymours to win.

He went out, but came back almost immediately.

I say, he said, theres one thing thats just occurred to me. Thisll please the League. I mean, this ankle business of Barrys.

The same idea had struck Trevor. It was certainly a respite. But he regretted it for all that. What he wanted was to beat Ripton, and Barrys absence would weaken the team. However, it was good in its way, and cleared the atmosphere for the time. The League would hardly do anything with regard to the carrying out of their threat while Barry was on the sick-list.

Next day, having given him time to get over the bitterness of defeat in accordance with Clowes thoughtful suggestion, Trevor called on Milton, and asked him what his opinion was on the subject of the inclusion of Rand-Brown in the first fifteen in place of Barry.

Hes the next best man, he added, in defence of the proposal.

I suppose so, said Milton. Hed better play, I suppose. Theres no one else.

Clowes thought it wouldnt be a bad idea to shove Strachan on the wing, and put somebody else back.

Who is there to put?

Jervis?

Not good enough. No, its better to be weakish on the wing than at back. Besides, Rand-Brown may do all right. He played well against you.

Yes, said Trevor. Study looks a bit better now, he added, as he was going, having looked round the room. Still a bit bare, though.

Milton sighed. It will never be what it was.

Forty-three theatrical photographs want some replacing, of course, said Trevor. But it isnt bad, considering.

Hows yours?

Oh, mines all right, except for the absence of photographs.

I say, Trevor.

Yes? said Trevor, stopping at the door. Miltons voice had taken on the tone of one who is about to disclose dreadful secrets.

Would you like to know what I think?

What?

Why, Im pretty nearly sure who it was that ragged my study?

By Jove! What have you done to him?

Nothing as yet. Im not quite sure of my man.

Who is the man?

Rand-Brown.

By Jove! Clowes once said he thought Rand-Brown must be the President of the League. But then, I dont see how you can account for my study being wrecked. He was out on the field when it was done.

Why, the League, of course. You dont suppose hes the only man in it? There must be a lot of them.

But what makes you think it was Rand-Brown?

Milton told him the story of Shoeblossom, as Barry had told it to him. The only difference was that Trevor listened without any of the scepticism which Milton had displayed on hearing it. He was getting excited. It all fitted in so neatly. If ever there was circumstantial evidence against a man, here it was against Rand-Brown. Take the two cases. Milton had quarrelled with him. Miltons study was wrecked with the compliments of the League. Trevor had turned him out of the first fifteen. Trevors study was wrecked with the compliments of the League. As Clowes had pointed out, the man with the most obvious motive for not wishing Barry to play for the school was Rand-Brown. It seemed a true bill.

I shouldnt wonder if youre right, he said, but of course one cant do anything yet. You want a lot more evidence. Anyhow, we must play him against Ripton, I suppose. Which is his study? Ill go and tell him now.

Ten.

Trevor knocked at the door of study Ten. Rand-Brown was sitting over the fire, reading. He jumped up when he saw that it was Trevor who had come in, and to his visitor it seemed that his face wore a guilty look.

What do you want? said Rand-Brown.

It was not the politest way of welcoming a visitor. It increased Trevors suspicions. The man was afraid. A great idea darted into his mind. Why not go straight to the point and have it out with him here and now? He had the Leagues letter about the bat in his pocket. He would confront him with it and insist on searching the study there and then. If Rand-Brown were really, as he suspected, the writer of the letter, the bat must be in this room somewhere. Search it now, and he would have no time to hide it. He pulled out the letter.

I believe you wrote that, he said.

Trevor was always direct.

Rand-Brown seemed to turn a little pale, but his voice when he replied was quite steady.

Thats a lie, he said.

Then, perhaps, said Trevor, you wouldnt object to proving it.

How?

By letting me search your study?

You dont believe my word?

Why should I? You dont believe mine.

Rand-Brown made no comment on this remark.

Was that what you came here for? he asked.

No, said Trevor; as a matter of fact, I came to tell you to turn out for running and passing with the first tomorrow afternoon. Youre playing against Ripton on Saturday.

Rand-Browns attitude underwent a complete transformation at the news. He became friendliness itself.

All right, he said. I say, Im sorry I said what I did about lying. I was rather sick that you should think I wrote that rot you showed me. I hope you dont mind.

Not a bit. Do you mind my searching your study?

For a moment Rand-Brown looked vicious. Then he sat down with a laugh.

Go on, he said; I see you dont believe me. Here are the keys if you want them.

Trevor thanked him, and took the keys. He opened every drawer and examined the writing-desk. The bat was in none of these places. He looked in the cupboards. No bat there.

Like to take up the carpet? inquired Rand-Brown.

No, thanks.

Search me if you like. Shall I turn out my pockets?

Yes, please, said Trevor, to his surprise. He had not expected to be taken literally.

Rand-Brown emptied them, but the bat was not there. Trevor turned to go.

Youve not looked inside the legs of the chairs yet, said Rand-Brown. They may be hollow. Theres no knowing.

It doesnt matter, thanks, said Trevor. Sorry for troubling you. Dont forget tomorrow afternoon.

And he went, with the very unpleasant feeling that he had been badly scored off.


XVI. THE RIPTON MATCH
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IT WAS A curious thing in connection with the matches between Ripton and Wrykyn, that Ripton always seemed to be the bigger team. They always had a gigantic pack of forwards, who looked capable of shoving a hole through one of the pyramids. Possibly they looked bigger to the Wrykinians than they really were. Strangers always look big on the football field. When you have grown accustomed to a persons appearance, he does not look nearly so large. Milton, for instance, never struck anybody at Wrykyn as being particularly big for a school forward, and yet today he was the heaviest man on the field by a quarter of a stone. But, taken in the mass, the Ripton pack were far heavier than their rivals. There was a legend current among the lower forms at Wrykyn that fellows were allowed to stop on at Ripton till they were twenty-five, simply to play football. This is scarcely likely to have been based on fact. Few lower form legends are.

Jevons, the Ripton captain, through having played opposite Trevor for three seasons — he was the Ripton left centre-three-quarter — had come to be quite an intimate of his. Trevor had gone down with Milton and Allardyce to meet the team at the station, and conduct them up to the school.

How have you been getting on since Christmas? asked Jevons.

Pretty well. Weve lost Paget, I suppose you know?

That was the fast man on the wing, wasnt it?

Yes.

Well, weve lost a man, too.

Oh, yes, that red-haired forward. I remember him.

It ought to make us pretty even. Whats the ground like?

Bit greasy, I should think. We had some rain late last night.

The ground was a bit greasy. So was the ball. When Milton kicked off up the hill with what wind there was in his favour, the outsides of both teams found it difficult to hold the ball. Jevons caught it on his twenty-five line, and promptly handed it forward. The first scrum was formed in the heart of the enemys country.

A deep, swelling roar from either touch-line greeted the schools advantage. A feature of a big match was always the shouting. It rarely ceased throughout the whole course of the game, the monotonous but impressive sound of five hundred voices all shouting the same word. It was worth hearing. Sometimes the evenness of the noise would change to an excited crescendo as a school three-quarter got off, or the school back pulled up the attack with a fine piece of defence. Sometimes the shouting would give place to clapping when the school was being pressed and somebody had found touch with a long kick. But mostly the man on the ropes roared steadily and without cessation, and with the full force of his lungs, the word Wrykyn!

The scrum was a long one. For two minutes the forwards heaved and strained, now one side, now the other, gaining a few inches. The Wrykyn pack were doing all they knew to heel, but their opponents superior weight was telling. Ripton had got the ball, and were keeping it. Their game was to break through with it and rush. Then suddenly one of their forwards kicked it on, and just at that moment the opposition of the Wrykyn pack gave way, and the scrum broke up. The ball came out on the Wrykyn side, and Allardyce whipped it out to Deacon, who was playing half with him.

Balls out, cried the Ripton half who was taking the scrum. Break up. Its out.

And his colleague on the left darted across to stop Trevor, who had taken Deacons pass, and was running through on the right.

Trevor ran splendidly. He was a three-quarter who took a lot of stopping when he once got away. Jevons and the Ripton half met him almost simultaneously, and each slackened his pace for the fraction of a second, to allow the other to tackle. As they hesitated, Trevor passed them. He had long ago learned that to go hard when you have once started is the thing that pays.

He could see that Rand-Brown was racing up for the pass, and, as he reached the back, he sent the ball to him, waist-high. Then the back got to him, and he came down with a thud, with a vision, seen from the corner of his eye, of the ball bounding forward out of the wing three-quarters hands into touch. Rand-Brown had bungled the pass in the old familiar way, and lost a certain try.

The touch-judge ran up with his flag waving in the air, but the referee had other views.

Knocked on inside, he said; scrum here.

Here was, Trevor saw with unspeakable disgust, some three yards from the goal-line. Rand-Brown had only had to take the pass, and he must have scored.

The Ripton forwards were beginning to find their feet better now, and they carried the scrum. A truculent-looking warrior in one of those ear-guards which are tied on by strings underneath the chin, and which add fifty per cent to the ferocity of a forwards appearance, broke away with the ball at his feet, and swept down the field with the rest of the pack at his heels. Trevor arrived too late to pull up the rush, which had gone straight down the right touch-line, and it was not till Strachan fell on the ball on the Wrykyn twenty-five line that the danger ceased to threaten.

Even now the school were in a bad way. The enemy were pressing keenly, and a real piece of combination among their three-quarters would only too probably end in a try. Fortunately for them, Allardyce and Deacon were a better pair of halves than the couple they were marking. Also, the Ripton forwards heeled slowly, and Allardyce had generally got his man safely buried in the mud before he could pass.

He was just getting round for the tenth time to bottle his opponent as before, when he slipped. When the ball came out he was on all fours, and the Ripton exponent, finding to his great satisfaction that he had not been tackled, whipped the ball out on the left, where a wing three-quarter hovered.

This was the man Rand-Brown was supposed to be marking, and once again did Barrys substitute prove of what stuff his tackling powers were made. After his customary moment of hesitation, he had at the Riptonians neck. The Riptonian handed him off in a manner that recalled the palmy days of the old Prize Ring — handing off was always slightly vigorous in the Ripton v. Wrykyn match — and dashed over the line in the extreme corner.

There was anguish on the two touch-lines. Trevor looked savage, but made no comment. The team lined up in silence.

It takes a very good kick to convert a try from the touch-line. Jevons kick was a long one, but it fell short. Ripton led by a try to nothing.

A few more scrums near the halfway line, and a fine attempt at a dropped goal by the Ripton back, and it was half-time, with the score unaltered.

During the interval there were lemons. An excellent thing is your lemon at half-time. It cools the mouth, quenches the thirst, stimulates the desire to be at them again, and improves the play.

Possibly the Wrykyn team had been happier in their choice of lemons on this occasion, for no sooner had the game been restarted than Clowes ran the whole length of the field, dodged through the three-quarters, punted over the backs head, and scored a really brilliant try, of the sort that Paget had been fond of scoring in the previous term. The man on the touch-line brightened up wonderfully, and began to try and calculate the probable score by the end of the game, on the assumption that, as a try had been scored in the first two minutes, ten would be scored in the first twenty, and so on.

But the calculations were based on false premises. After Strachan had failed to convert, and the game had been resumed with the score at one try all, play settled down in the centre, and neither side could pierce the others defence. Once Jevons got off for Ripton, but Trevor brought him down safely, and once Rand-Brown let his man through, as before, but Strachan was there to meet him, and the effort came to nothing. For Wrykyn, no one did much except tackle. The forwards were beaten by the heavier pack, and seldom let the ball out. Allardyce intercepted a pass when about ten minutes of play remained, and ran through to the back. But the back, who was a capable man and in his third season in the team, laid him low scientifically before he could reach the line.

Altogether it looked as if the match were going to end in a draw. The Wrykyn defence, with the exception of Rand-Brown, was too good to be penetrated, while the Ripton forwards, by always getting the ball in the scrums, kept them from attacking. It was about five minutes from the end of the game when the Ripton right centre-three-quarter, in trying to punt across to the wing, miskicked and sent the ball straight into the hands of Trevors colleague in the centre. Before his man could get round to him he had slipped through, with Trevor backing him up. The back, as a good back should, seeing two men coming at him, went for the man with the ball. But by the time he had brought him down, the ball was no longer where it had originally been. Trevor had got it, and was running in between the posts.

This time Strachan put on the extra two points without difficulty.

Ripton played their hardest for the remaining minutes, but without result. The game ended with Wrykyn a goal ahead — a goal and a try to a try. For the second time in one season the Ripton match had ended in a victory — a thing it was very rarely in the habit of doing.

* * * * *

The senior day-room at Seymours rejoiced considerably that night. The air was dark with flying cushions, and darker still, occasionally, when the usual humorist turned the gas out. Milton was out, for he had gone to the dinner which followed the Ripton match, and the man in command of the house in his absence was Mill. And the senior day-room had no respect whatever for Mill.

Barry joined in the revels as well as his ankle would let him, but he was not feeling happy. The disappointment of being out of the first still weighed on him.

At about eight, when things were beginning to grow really lively, and the noise seemed likely to crack the window at any moment, the door was flung open and Milton stalked in.

Whats all this row? he inquired. Stop it at once.

As a matter of fact, the row had stopped — directly he came in.

Is Barry here? he asked.

Yes, said that youth.

Congratulate you on your first, Barry. Weve just had a meeting and given you your colours. Trevor told me to tell you.


XVII. THE WATCHERS IN THE VAULT
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FOR THE NEXT three seconds you could have heard a cannonball drop. And that was equivalent, in the senior day-room at Seymours, to a dead silence. Barry stood in the middle of the room leaning on the stick on which he supported life, now that his ankle had been injured, and turned red and white in regular rotation, as the magnificence of the news came home to him.

Then the small voice of Linton was heard.

Thatll be six d. Ill trouble you for, young Sammy, said Linton. For he had betted an even sixpence with Master Samuel Menzies that Barry would get his first fifteen cap this term, and Barry had got it.

A great shout went up from every corner of the room. Barry was one of the most popular members of the house, and every one had been sorry for him when his sprained ankle had apparently put him out of the running for the last cap.

Good old Barry, said Drummond, delightedly. Barry thanked him in a dazed way.

Every one crowded in to shake his hand. Barry thanked then all in a dazed way.

And then the senior day-room, in spite of the fact that Milton had returned, gave itself up to celebrating the occasion with one of the most deafening uproars that had ever been heard even in that factory of noise. A babel of voices discussed the match of the afternoon, each trying to outshout the other. In one corner Linton was beating wildly on a biscuit-tin with part of a broken chair. Shoeblossom was busy in the opposite corner executing an intricate step-dance on somebody elses box. MTodd had got hold of the red-hot poker, and was burning his initials in huge letters on the seat of a chair. Every one, in short, was enjoying himself, and it was not until an advanced hour that comparative quiet was restored. It was a great evening for Barry, the best he had ever experienced.

Clowes did not learn the news till he saw it on the notice-board, on the following Monday. When he saw it he whistled softly.

I see youve given Barry his first, he said to Trevor, when they met. Rather sensational.

Milton and Allardyce both thought he deserved it. If hed been playing instead of Rand-Brown, they wouldnt have scored at all probably, and we should have got one more try.

Thats all right, said Clowes. He deserves it right enough, and Im jolly glad youve given it him. But things will begin to move now, dont you think? The League ought to have a word to say about the business. Itll be a facer for them.

Do you remember, asked Trevor, saying that you thought it must be Rand-Brown who wrote those letters?

Yes. Well?

Well, Milton had an idea that it was Rand-Brown who ragged his study.

What made him think that?

Trevor related the Shoeblossom incident.

Clowes became quite excited.

Then Rand-Brown must be the man, he said. Why dont you go and tackle him? Probably hes got the bat in his study.

Its not in his study, said Trevor, because I looked everywhere for it, and got him to turn out his pockets, too. And yet Ill swear he knows something about it. One thing struck me as a bit suspicious. I went straight into his study and showed him that last letter — about the bat, you know, and accused him of writing it. Now, if he hadnt been in the business somehow, he wouldnt have understood what was meant by their saying the bat you lost. It might have been an ordinary cricket-bat for all he knew. But he offered to let me search the study. It didnt strike me as rum till afterwards. Then it seemed fishy. What do you think?

Clowes thought so too, but admitted that he did not see of what use the suspicion was going to be. Whether Rand-Brown knew anything about the affair or not, it was quite certain that the bat was not with him.

OHara, meanwhile, had decided that the time had come for him to resume his detective duties. Moriarty agreed with him, and they resolved that that night they would patronise the vault instead of the gymnasium, and take a holiday as far as their boxing was concerned. There was plenty of time before the Aldershot competition.

Lock-up was still at six, so at a quarter to that hour they slipped down into the vault, and took up their position.

A quarter of an hour passed. The lock-up bell sounded faintly. Moriarty began to grow tired.

Is it worth it? he said, an wouldnt they have come before, if they meant to come?

Well give them another quarter of an hour, said OHara. After that—

Sh! whispered Moriarty.

The door had opened. They could see a figure dimly outlined in the semi-darkness. Footsteps passed down into the vault, and there came a sound as if the unknown had cannoned into a chair, followed by a sharp intake of breath, expressive of pain. A scraping sound, and a flash of light, and part of the vault was lit by a candle. OHara caught a glimpse of the unknowns face as he rose from lighting the candle, but it was not enough to enable him to recognise him. The candle was standing on a chair, and the light it gave was too feeble to reach the face of any one not on a level with it.

The unknown began to drag chairs out into the neighbourhood of the light. OHara counted six.

The sixth chair had scarcely been placed in position when the door opened again. Six other figures appeared in the opening one after the other, and bolted into the vault like rabbits into a burrow. The last of them closed the door after them.

OHara nudged Moriarty, and Moriarty nudged OHara; but neither made a sound. They were not likely to be seen — the blackness of the vault was too Egyptian for that — but they were so near to the chairs that the least whisper must have been heard. Not a word had proceeded from the occupants of the chairs so far. If OHaras suspicion was correct, and this was really the League holding a meeting, their methods were more secret than those of any other secret society in existence. Even the Nihilists probably exchanged a few remarks from time to time, when they met together to plot. But these men of mystery never opened their lips. It puzzled OHara.

The light of the candle was obscured for a moment, and a sound of puffing came from the darkness.

OHara nudged Moriarty again.

Smoking! said the nudge.

Moriarty nudged OHara.

Smoking it is! was the meaning of the movement.

A strong smell of tobacco showed that the diagnosis had been a true one. Each of the figures in turn lit his pipe at the candle, and sat back, still in silence. It could not have been very pleasant, smoking in almost pitch darkness, but it was breaking rules, which was probably the main consideration that swayed the smokers. They puffed away steadily, till the two Irishmen were wrapped about in invisible clouds.

Then a strange thing happened. I know that I am infringing copyright in making that statement, but it so exactly suits the occurrence, that perhaps Mr Rider Haggard will not object. It was a strange thing that happened.

A rasping voice shattered the silence.

You boys down there, said the voice, come here immediately. Come here, I say.

It was the well-known voice of Mr Robert Dexter, OHara and Moriartys beloved house-master.

The two Irishmen simultaneously clutched one another, each afraid that the other would think — from force of long habit — that the house-master was speaking to him. Both stood where they were. It was the men of mystery and tobacco that Dexter was after, they thought.

But they were wrong. What had brought Dexter to the vault was the fact that he had seen two boys, who looked uncommonly like OHara and Moriarty, go down the steps of the vault at a quarter to six. He had been doing his usual after-lock-up prowl on the junior gravel, to intercept stragglers, and he had been a witness — from a distance of fifty yards, in a very bad light — of the descent into the vault. He had remained on the gravel ever since, in the hope of catching them as they came up; but as they had not come up, he had determined to make the first move himself. He had not seen the six unknowns go down, for, the evening being chilly, he had paced up and down, and they had by a lucky accident chosen a moment when his back was turned.

Come up immediately, he repeated.

Here a blast of tobacco-smoke rushed at him from the darkness. The candle had been extinguished at the first alarm, and he had not realised — though he had suspected it — that smoking had been going on.

A hurried whispering was in progress among the unknowns. Apparently they saw that the game was up, for they picked their way towards the door.

As each came up the steps and passed him, Mr Dexter observed Ha! and appeared to make a note of his name. The last of the six was just leaving him after this process had been completed, when Mr Dexter called him back.

That is not all, he said, suspiciously.

Yes, sir, said the last of the unknowns.

Neither of the Irishmen recognised the voice. Its owner was a stranger to them.

I tell you it is not, snapped Mr Dexter. You are concealing the truth from me. OHara and Moriarty are down there — two boys in my own house. I saw them go down there.

They had nothing to do with us, sir. We saw nothing of them.

I have no doubt, said the house-master, that you imagine that you are doing a very chivalrous thing by trying to hide them, but you will gain nothing by it. You may go.

He came to the top of the steps, and it seemed as if he intended to plunge into the darkness in search of the suspects. But, probably realising the futility of such a course, he changed his mind, and delivered an ultimatum from the top step.

OHara and Moriarty.

No reply.

OHara and Moriarty, I know perfectly well that you are down there. Come up immediately.

Dignified silence from the vault.

Well, I shall wait here till you do choose to come up. You would be well advised to do so immediately. I warn you you will not tire me out.

He turned, and the door slammed behind him.

Whatll we do? whispered Moriarty. It was at last safe to whisper.

Wait, said OHara, Im thinking.

OHara thought. For many minutes he thought in vain. At last there came flooding back into his mind a memory of the days of his faghood. It was after that that he had been groping all the time. He remembered now. Once in those days there had been an unexpected function in the middle of term. There were needed for that function certain chairs. He could recall even now his furious disgust when he and a select body of fellow fags had been pounced upon by their form-master, and coerced into forming a line from the junior block to the cloisters, for the purpose of handing chairs. True, his form-master had stood ginger-beer after the event, with princely liberality, but the labour was of the sort that gallons of ginger-beer will not make pleasant. But he ceased to regret the episode now. He had been at the extreme end of the chair-handling chain. He had stood in a passage in the junior block, just by the door that led to the masters garden, and which — he remembered — was never locked till late at night. And while he stood there, a pair of hands — apparently without a body — had heaved up chair after chair through a black opening in the floor. In other words, a trap-door connected with the vault in which he now was.

He imparted these reminiscences of childhood to Moriarty. They set off to search for the missing door, and, after wanderings and barkings of shins too painful to relate, they found it. Moriarty lit a match. The light fell on the trap-door, and their last doubts were at an end. The thing opened inwards. The bolt was on their side, not in the passage above them. To shoot the bolt took them one second, to climb into the passage one minute. They stood at the side of the opening, and dusted their clothes.

Bedad! said Moriarty, suddenly.

What?

Why, how are we to shut it?

This was a problem that wanted some solving. Eventually they managed it, OHara leaning over and fishing for it, while Moriarty held his legs.

As luck would have it — and luck had stood by them well all through — there was a bolt on top of the trap-door, as well as beneath it.

Supposing that had been shot! said OHara, as they fastened the door in its place.

Moriarty did not care to suppose anything so unpleasant.

Mr Dexter was still prowling about on the junior gravel, when the two Irishmen ran round and across the senior gravel to the gymnasium. Here they put in a few minutes gentle sparring, and then marched boldly up to Mr Day (who happened to have looked in five minutes after their arrival) and got their paper.

What time did OHara and Moriarty arrive at the gymnasium? asked Mr Dexter of Mr Day next morning.

OHara and Moriarty? Really, I cant remember. I know they left at about a quarter to seven.

That profound thinker, Mr Tony Weller, was never so correct as in his views respecting the value of an alibi. There are few better things in an emergency.


XVIII. OHARA EXCELS HIMSELF

[image: img32.jpg]

IT WAS RENFORDS turn next morning to get up and feed the ferrets. Harvey had done it the day before.

Renford was not a youth who enjoyed early rising, but in the cause of the ferrets he would have endured anything, so at six punctually he slid out of bed, dressed quietly, so as not to disturb the rest of the dormitory, and ran over to the vault. To his utter amazement he found it locked. Such a thing had never been done before in the whole course of his experience. He tugged at the handle, but not an inch or a fraction of an inch would the door yield. The policy of the Open Door had ceased to find favour in the eyes of the authorities.

A feeling of blank despair seized upon him. He thought of the dismay of the ferrets when they woke up and realised that there was no chance of breakfast for them. And then they would gradually waste away, and some day somebody would go down to the vault to fetch chairs, and would come upon two mouldering skeletons, and wonder what they had once been. He almost wept at the vision so conjured up.

There was nobody about. Perhaps he might break in somehow. But then there was nothing to get to work with. He could not kick the door down. No, he must give it up, and the ferrets breakfast-hour must be postponed. Possibly Harvey might be able to think of something.

Fed em? inquired Harvey, when they met at breakfast.

No, I couldnt.

Why on earth not? You didnt oversleep yourself?

Renford poured his tale into his friends shocked ears.

My hat! said Harvey, when he had finished, what on earth are we to do? Theyll starve.

Renford nodded mournfully.

Whatever made them go and lock the door? he said.

He seemed to think the authorities should have given him due notice of such an action.

Youre sure they have locked it? It isnt only stuck or something?

I lugged at the handle for hours. But you can go and see for yourself if you like.

Harvey went, and, waiting till the coast was clear, attached himself to the handle with a prehensile grasp, and put his back into one strenuous tug. It was even as Renford had said. The door was locked beyond possibility of doubt.

Renford and he went over to school that morning with long faces and a general air of acute depression. It was perhaps fortunate for their purpose that they did, for had their appearance been normal it might not have attracted OHaras attention. As it was, the Irishman, meeting them on the junior gravel, stopped and asked them what was wrong. Since the adventure in the vault, he had felt an interest in Renford and Harvey.

The two told their story in alternate sentences like the Strophe and Antistrophe of a Greek chorus. (Steichomuthics, your Greek scholar calls it, I fancy. Ha, yes! Just so.)

So ye cant get in because theyve locked the door, an ye dont know what to do about it? said OHara, at the conclusion of the narrative.

Renford and Harvey informed him in chorus that that was the state of the game up to present date.

An ye want me to get them out for you?

Neither had dared to hope that he would go so far as this. What they had looked for had been at the most a few thoughtful words of advice. That such a master-strategist as OHara should take up their cause was an unexampled piece of good luck.

If you only would, said Harvey.

We should be most awfully obliged, said Renford.

Very well, said OHara.

They thanked him profusely.

OHara replied that it would be a privilege.

He should be sorry, he said, to have anything happen to the ferrets.

Renford and Harvey went on into school feeling more cheerful. If the ferrets could be extracted from their present tight corner, OHara was the man to do it.

OHara had not made his offer of assistance in any spirit of doubt. He was certain that he could do what he had promised. For it had not escaped his memory that this was a Tuesday — in other words, a mathematics morning up to the quarter to eleven interval. That meant, as has been explained previously, that, while the rest of the school were in the form-rooms, he would be out in the passage, if he cared to be. There would be no witnesses to what he was going to do.

But, by that curious perversity of fate which is so often noticeable, Mr Banks was in a peculiarly lamb-like and long-suffering mood this morning. Actions for which OHara would on other days have been expelled from the room without hope of return, today were greeted with a mild Dont do that, please, OHara, or even the ridiculously inadequate OHara! It was perfectly disheartening. OHara began to ask himself bitterly what was the use of ragging at all if this was how it was received. And the moments were flying, and his promise to Renford and Harvey still remained unfulfilled.

He prepared for fresh efforts.

So desperate was he, that he even resorted to crude methods like the throwing of paper balls and the dropping of books. And when your really scientific ragger sinks to this, he is nearing the end of his tether. OHara hated to be rude, but there seemed no help for it.

The striking of a quarter past ten improved his chances. It had been privily agreed upon beforehand amongst the members of the class that at a quarter past ten every one was to sneeze simultaneously. The noise startled Mr Banks considerably. The angelic mood began to wear off. A man may be long-suffering, but he likes to draw the line somewhere.

Another exhibition like that, he said, sharply, and the class stays in after school, OHara!

Sir?

Silence.

I said nothing, sir, really.

Boy, you made a cat-like noise with your mouth.

What sort of noise, sir?

The form waited breathlessly. This peculiarly insidious question had been invented for mathematical use by one Sandys, who had left at the end of the previous summer. It was but rarely that the master increased the gaiety of nations by answering the question in the manner desired.

Mr Banks, off his guard, fell into the trap.

A noise like this, he said curtly, and to the delighted audience came the melodious sound of a Mi-aou, which put OHaras effort completely in the shade, and would have challenged comparison with the war-cry of the stoutest mouser that ever trod a tile.

A storm of imitations arose from all parts of the room. Mr Banks turned pink, and, going straight to the root of the disturbance, forthwith evicted OHara.

OHara left with the satisfying feeling that his duty had been done.

Mr Banks room was at the top of the middle block. He ran softly down the stairs at his best pace. It was not likely that the master would come out into the passage to see if he was still there, but it might happen, and it would be best to run as few risks as possible.

He sprinted over to the junior block, raised the trap-door, and jumped down. He knew where the ferrets had been placed, and had no difficulty in finding them. In another minute he was in the passage again, with the trap-door bolted behind him.

He now asked himself — what should he do with them? He must find a safe place, or his labours would have been in vain.

Behind the fives-court, he thought, would be the spot. Nobody ever went there. It meant a run of three hundred yards there and the same distance back, and there was more than a chance that he might be seen by one of the Powers. In which case he might find it rather hard to explain what he was doing in the middle of the grounds with a couple of ferrets in his possession when the hands of the clock pointed to twenty minutes to eleven.

But the odds were against his being seen. He risked it.

When the bell rang for the quarter to eleven interval the ferrets were in their new home, happily discussing a piece of meat — Renfords contribution, held over from the mornings meal, — and OHara, looking as if he had never left the passage for an instant, was making his way through the departing mathematical class to apologise handsomely to Mr Banks — as was his invariable custom — for his disgraceful behaviour during the mornings lesson.


XIX. THE MAYORS VISIT
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SCHOOL PREFECTS AT Wrykyn did weekly essays for the headmaster. Those who had got their scholarships at the Varsity, or who were going up in the following year, used to take their essays to him after school and read them to him — an unpopular and nerve-destroying practice, akin to suicide. Trevor had got his scholarship in the previous November. He was due at the headmasters private house at six oclock on the present Tuesday. He was looking forward to the ordeal not without apprehension. The essay subject this week had been One mans meat is another mans poison, and Clowes, whose idea of English Essay was that it should be a medium for intempestive frivolity, had insisted on his beginning with, While I cannot conscientiously go so far as to say that one mans meat is another mans poison, yet I am certainly of opinion that what is highly beneficial to one man may, on the other hand, to another man, differently constituted, be extremely deleterious, and, indeed, absolutely fatal.

Trevor was not at all sure how the headmaster would take it. But Clowes had seemed so cut up at his suggestion that it had better be omitted, that he had allowed it to stand.

He was putting the final polish on this gem of English literature at half-past five, when Milton came in.

Busy? said Milton.

Trevor said he would be through in a minute.

Milton took a chair, and waited.

Trevor scratched out two words and substituted two others, made a couple of picturesque blots, and, laying down his pen, announced that he had finished.

Whats up? he said.

Its about the League, said Milton.

Found out anything?

Not anything much. But Ive been making inquiries. You remember I asked you to let me look at those letters of yours?

Trevor nodded. This had happened on the Sunday of that week.

Well, I wanted to look at the post-marks.

By Jove, I never thought of that.

Milton continued with the business-like air of the detective who explains in the last chapter of the book how he did it.

I found, as I thought, that both letters came from the same place.

Trevor pulled out the letters in question. So they do, he said, Chesterton.

Do you know Chesterton? asked Milton.

Only by name.

Its a small hamlet about two miles from here across the downs. Theres only one shop in the place, which acts as post-office and tobacconist and everything else. I thought that if I went there and asked about those letters, they might remember who it was that sent them, if I showed them a photograph.

By Jove, said Trevor, of course! Did you? What happened?

I went there yesterday afternoon. I took about half-a-dozen photographs of various chaps, including Rand-Brown.

But wait a bit. If Chestertons two miles off, Rand-Brown couldnt have sent the letters. He wouldnt have the time after school. He was on the grounds both the afternoons before I got the letters.

I know, said Milton; I didnt think of that at the time.

Well?

One of the points about the Chesterton post-office is that theres no letter-box outside. You have to go into the shop and hand anything you want to post across the counter. I thought this was a tremendous score for me. I thought they would be bound to remember who handed in the letters. There cant be many at a place like that.

Did they remember?

They remembered the letters being given in distinctly, but as for knowing anything beyond that, they were simply futile. There was an old woman in the shop, aged about three hundred and ten, I should think. I shouldnt say she had ever been very intelligent, but now she simply gibbered. I started off by laying out a shilling on some poisonous-looking sweets. I gave the lot to a village kid when I got out. I hope they didnt kill him. Then, having scattered ground-bait in that way, I lugged out the photographs, mentioned the letters and the date they had been sent, and asked her to weigh in and identify the sender.

Did she?

My dear chap, she identified them all, one after the other. The first was one of Clowes. She was prepared to swear on oath that that was the chap who had sent the letters. Then I shot a photograph of you across the counter, and doubts began to creep in. She said she was certain it was one of those two la-ads, but couldnt quite say which. To keep her amused I fired in photograph number three — Allardyces. She identified that, too. At the end of ten minutes she was pretty sure that it was one of the six — the other three were Paget, Clephane, and Rand-Brown — but she was not going to bind herself down to any particular one. As I had come to the end of my stock of photographs, and was getting a bit sick of the game, I got up to go, when in came another ornament of Chesterton from a room at the back of the shop. He was quite a kid, not more than a hundred and fifty at the outside, so, as a last chance, I tackled him on the subject. He looked at the photographs for about half an hour, mumbling something about it not being thiccy un or that un, or that ere tother un, until I began to feel Id had enough of it. Then it came out that the real chap who had sent the letters was a la-ad with light hair, not so big as me—

That doesnt help us much, said Trevor.

 — And a prarper little gennlemun. So all weve got to do is to look for some young duke of polished manners and exterior, with a thatch of light hair.

There are three hundred and sixty-seven fellows with light hair in the school, said Trevor, calmly.

Thought it was three hundred and sixty-eight myself, said Milton, but I may be wrong. Anyhow, there you have the results of my investigations. If you can make anything out of them, youre welcome to it. Good-bye.

Half a second, said Trevor, as he got up; had the fellow a cap of any sort?

No. Bareheaded. You wouldnt expect him to give himself away by wearing a house-cap?

Trevor went over to the headmasters revolving this discovery in his mind. It was not much of a clue, but the smallest clue is better than nothing. To find out that the sender of the League letters had fair hair narrowed the search down a little. It cleared the more raven-locked members of the school, at any rate. Besides, by combining his information with Miltons, the search might be still further narrowed down. He knew that the polite letter-writer must be either in Seymours or in Donaldsons. The number of fair-haired youths in the two houses was not excessive. Indeed, at the moment he could not recall any; which rather complicated matters.

He arrived at the headmasters door, and knocked. He was shown into a room at the side of the hall, near the door. The butler informed him that the headmaster was engaged at present. Trevor, who knew the butler slightly through having constantly been to see the headmaster on business via the front door, asked who was there.

Sir Eustace Briggs, said the butler, and disappeared in the direction of his lair beyond the green baize partition at the end of the hall.

Trevor went into the room, which was a sort of spare study, and sat down, wondering what had brought the mayor of Wrykyn to see the headmaster at this advanced hour.

A quarter of an hour later the sound of voices broke in upon his peace. The headmaster was coming down the hall with the intention of showing his visitor out. The door of Trevors room was ajar, and he could hear distinctly what was being said. He had no particular desire to play the eavesdropper, but the part was forced upon him.

Sir Eustace seemed excited.

It is far from being my habit, he was saying, to make unnecessary complaints respecting the conduct of the lads under your care. (Sir Eustace Briggs had a distaste for the shorter and more colloquial forms of speech. He would have perished sooner than have substituted complain of your boys for the majestic formula he had used. He spoke as if he enjoyed choosing his words. He seemed to pause and think before each word. Unkind people — who were jealous of his distinguished career — used to say that he did this because he was afraid of dropping an aitch if he relaxed his vigilance.)

But, continued he, I am reluctantly forced to the unpleasant conclusion that the dastardly outrage to which both I and the Press of the town have called your attention is to be attributed to one of the lads to whom I ave — have (this with a jerk) referred.

I will make a thorough inquiry, Sir Eustace, said the bass voice of the headmaster.

I thank you, said the mayor. It would, under the circumstances, be nothing more, I think, than what is distinctly advisable. The man Samuel Wapshott, of whose narrative I have recently afforded you a brief synopsis, stated in no uncertain terms that he found at the foot of the statue on which the dastardly outrage was perpetrated a diminutive ornament, in shape like the bats that are used in the game of cricket. This ornament, he avers (with what truth I know not), was handed by him to a youth of an age coeval with that of the lads in the upper division of this school. The youth claimed it as his property, I was given to understand.

A thorough inquiry shall be made, Sir Eustace.

I thank you.

And then the door shut, and the conversation ceased.


XX. THE FINDING OF THE BAT
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TREVOR WAITED TILL the headmaster had gone back to his library, gave him five minutes to settle down, and then went in.

The headmaster looked up inquiringly.

My essay, sir, said Trevor.

Ah, yes. I had forgotten.

Trevor opened the notebook and began to read what he had written. He finished the paragraph which owed its insertion to Clowes, and raced hurriedly on to the next. To his surprise the flippancy passed unnoticed, at any rate, verbally. As a rule the headmaster preferred that quotations from back numbers of Punch should be kept out of the prefects English Essays. And he generally said as much. But today he seemed strangely preoccupied. A split infinitive in paragraph five, which at other times would have made him sit up in his chair stiff with horror, elicited no remark. The same immunity was accorded to the insertion (inspired by Clowes, as usual) of a popular catch phrase in the last few lines. Trevor finished with the feeling that luck had favoured him nobly.

Yes, said the headmaster, seemingly roused by the silence following on the conclusion of the essay. Yes. Then, after a long pause, Yes, again.

Trevor said nothing, but waited for further comment.

Yes, said the headmaster once more, I think that is a very fair essay. Very fair. It wants a little more — er — not quite so much — um — yes.

Trevor made a note in his mind to effect these improvements in future essays, and was getting up, when the headmaster stopped him.

Dont go, Trevor. I wish to speak to you.

Trevors first thought was, perhaps naturally, that the bat was going to be brought into discussion. He was wondering helplessly how he was going to keep OHara and his midnight exploit out of the conversation, when the headmaster resumed. An unpleasant thing has happened, Trevor—

Now were coming to it, thought Trevor.

It appears, Trevor, that a considerable amount of smoking has been going on in the school.

Trevor breathed freely once more. It was only going to be a mere conventional smoking row after all. He listened with more enjoyment as the headmaster, having stopped to turn down the wick of the reading-lamp which stood on the table at his side, and which had begun, appropriately enough, to smoke, resumed his discourse.

Mr Dexter—

Of course, thought Trevor. If there ever was a row in the school, Dexter was bound to be at the bottom of it.

Mr Dexter has just been in to see me. He reported six boys. He discovered them in the vault beneath the junior block. Two of them were boys in your house.

Trevor murmured something wordless, to show that the story interested him.

You knew nothing of this, of course—

No, sir.

No. Of course not. It is difficult for the head of a house to know all that goes on in that house.

Was this his beastly sarcasm? Trevor asked himself. But he came to the conclusion that it was not. After all, the head of a house is only human. He cannot be expected to keep an eye on the private life of every member of his house.

This must be stopped, Trevor. There is no saying how widespread the practice has become or may become. What I want you to do is to go straight back to your house and begin a complete search of the studies.

Tonight, sir? It seemed too late for such amusement.

Tonight. But before you go to your house, call at Mr Seymours, and tell Milton I should like to see him. And, Trevor.

Yes, sir?

You will understand that I am leaving this matter to you to be dealt with by you. I shall not require you to make any report to me. But if you should find tobacco in any boys room, you must punish him well, Trevor. Punish him well.

This meant that the culprit must be touched up before the house assembled in the dining-room. Such an event did not often occur. The last occasion had been in Pagets first term as head of Donaldsons, when two of the senior day-room had been discovered attempting to revive the ancient and dishonourable custom of bullying. This time, Trevor foresaw, would set up a record in all probability. There might be any number of devotees of the weed, and he meant to carry out his instructions to the full, and make the criminals more unhappy than they had been since the day of their first cigar. Trevor hated the habit of smoking at school. He was so intensely keen on the success of the house and the school at games, that anything which tended to damage the wind and eye filled him with loathing. That anybody should dare to smoke in a house which was going to play in the final for the House Football Cup made him rage internally, and he proposed to make things bad and unrestful for such.

To smoke at school is to insult the divine weed. When you are obliged to smoke in odd corners, fearing every moment that you will be discovered, the whole meaning, poetry, romance of a pipe vanishes, and you become like those lost beings who smoke when they are running to catch trains. The boy who smokes at school is bound to come to a bad end. He will degenerate gradually into a person that plays dominoes in the smoking-rooms of A.B.C. shops with friends who wear bowler hats and frock coats.

Much of this philosophy Trevor expounded to Clowes in energetic language when he returned to Donaldsons after calling at Seymours to deliver the message for Milton.

Clowes became quite animated at the prospect of a real row.

We shall be able to see the skeletons in their cupboards, he observed. Every man has a skeleton in his cupboard, which follows him about wherever he goes. Which study shall we go to first?

We? said Trevor.

We, repeated Clowes firmly. I am not going to be left out of this jaunt. I need bracing up — Im not strong, you know — and this is just the thing to do it. Besides, youll want a bodyguard of some sort, in case the infuriated occupant turns and rends you.

I dont see what there is to enjoy in the business, said Trevor, gloomily. Personally, I bar this kind of thing. By the time weve finished, there wont be a chap in the house Im on speaking terms with.

Except me, dearest, said Clowes. I will never desert you. Its of no use asking me, for I will never do it. Mr Micawber has his faults, but I will never desert Mr Micawber.

You can come if you like, said Trevor; well take the studies in order. I suppose we neednt look up the prefects?

A prefect is above suspicion. Scratch the prefects.

That brings us to Dixon.

Dixon was a stout youth with spectacles, who was popularly supposed to do twenty-two hours work a day. It was believed that he put in two hours sleep from eleven to one, and then got up and worked in his study till breakfast.

He was working when Clowes and Trevor came in. He dived head foremost into a huge Liddell and Scott as the door opened. On hearing Trevors voice he slowly emerged, and a pair of round and spectacled eyes gazed blankly at the visitors. Trevor briefly explained his errand, but the interview lost in solemnity owing to the fact that the bare notion of Dixon storing tobacco in his room made Clowes roar with laughter. Also, Dixon stolidly refused to understand what Trevor was talking about, and at the end of ten minutes, finding it hopeless to try and explain, the two went. Dixon, with a hazy impression that he had been asked to join in some sort of round game, and had refused the offer, returned again to his Liddell and Scott, and continued to wrestle with the somewhat obscure utterances of the chorus in AEschylus Agamemnon. The results of this fiasco on Trevor and Clowes were widely different. Trevor it depressed horribly. It made him feel savage. Clowes, on the other hand, regarded the whole affair in a spirit of rollicking farce, and refused to see that this was a serious matter, in which the honour of the house was involved.

The next study was Ruthvens. This fact somewhat toned down the exuberances of Clowess demeanour. When one particularly dislikes a person, one has a curious objection to seeming in good spirits in his presence. One feels that he may take it as a sort of compliment to himself, or, at any rate, contribute grins of his own, which would be hateful. Clowes was as grave as Trevor when they entered the study.

Ruthvens study was like himself, overdressed and rather futile. It ran to little china ornaments in a good deal of profusion. It was more like a drawing-room than a school study.

Sorry to disturb you, Ruthven, said Trevor.

Oh, come in, said Ruthven, in a tired voice. Please shut the door; there is a draught. Do you want anything?

Weve got to have a look round, said Clowes.

Cant you see everything there is?

Ruthven hated Clowes as much as Clowes hated him.

Trevor cut into the conversation again.

Its like this, Ruthven, he said. Im awfully sorry, but the Old Mans just told me to search the studies in case any of the fellows have got baccy.

Ruthven jumped up, pale with consternation.

You cant. I wont have you disturbing my study.

This is rot, said Trevor, shortly, Ive got to. Its no good making it more unpleasant for me than it is.

But Ive no tobacco. I swear I havent.

Then why mind us searching? said Clowes affably.

Come on, Ruthven, said Trevor, chuck us over the keys. You might as well.

I wont.

Dont be an ass, man.

We have here, observed Clowes, in his sad, solemn way, a stout and serviceable poker. He stooped, as he spoke, to pick it up.

Leave that poker alone, cried Ruthven.

Clowes straightened himself.

Ill swop it for your keys, he said.

Dont be a fool.

Very well, then. We will now crack our first crib.

Ruthven sprang forward, but Clowes, handing him off in football fashion with his left hand, with his right dashed the poker against the lock of the drawer of the table by which he stood.

The lock broke with a sharp crack. It was not built with an eye to such onslaught.

Neat for a first shot, said Clowes, complacently. Now for the Umustaphas and shag.

But as he looked into the drawer he uttered a sudden cry of excitement. He drew something out, and tossed it over to Trevor.

Catch, Trevor, he said quietly. Something thatll interest you.

Trevor caught it neatly in one hand, and stood staring at it as if he had never seen anything like it before. And yet he had — often. For what he had caught was a little golden bat, about an inch long by an eighth of an inch wide.


XXI. THE LEAGUE REVEALED

[image: img32.jpg]

WHAT DO YOU think of that? said Clowes.

Trevor said nothing. He could not quite grasp the situation. It was not only that he had got the idea so firmly into his head that it was Rand-Brown who had sent the letters and appropriated the bat. Even supposing he had not suspected Rand-Brown, he would never have dreamed of suspecting Ruthven. They had been friends. Not very close friends — Trevors keenness for games and Ruthvens dislike of them prevented that — but a good deal more than acquaintances. He was so constituted that he could not grasp the frame of mind required for such an action as Ruthvens. It was something absolutely abnormal.

Clowes was equally surprised, but for a different reason. It was not so much the enormity of Ruthvens proceedings that took him aback. He believed him, with that cheerful intolerance which a certain type of mind affects, capable of anything. What surprised him was the fact that Ruthven had had the ingenuity and even the daring to conduct a campaign of this description. Cribbing in examinations he would have thought the limit of his crimes. Something backboneless and underhand of that kind would not have surprised him in the least. He would have said that it was just about what he had expected all along. But that Ruthven should blossom out suddenly as quite an ingenious and capable criminal in this way, was a complete surprise.

Well, perhaps youll make a remark? he said, turning to Ruthven.

Ruthven, looking very much like a passenger on a Channel steamer who has just discovered that the motion of the vessel is affecting him unpleasantly, had fallen into a chair when Clowes handed him off. He sat there with a look on his pasty face which was not good to see, as silent as Trevor. It seemed that whatever conversation there was going to be would have to take the form of a soliloquy from Clowes.

Clowes took a seat on the corner of the table.

It seems to me, Ruthven, he said, that youd better say something. At present theres a lot that wants explaining. As this bat has been found lying in your drawer, I suppose we may take it that youre the impolite letter-writer?

Ruthven found his voice at last.

Im not, he cried; I never wrote a line.

Now were getting at it, said Clowes. I thought you couldnt have had it in you to carry this business through on your own. Apparently youve only been the sleeping partner in this show, though I suppose it was you who ragged Trevors study? Not much sleeping about that. You took over the acting branch of the concern for that day only, I expect. Was it you who ragged the study?

Ruthven stared into the fire, but said nothing.

Must be polite, you know, Ruthven, and answer when youre spoken to. Was it you who ragged Trevors study?

Yes, said Ruthven.

Thought so.

Why, of course, I met you just outside, said Trevor, speaking for the first time. You were the chap who told me what had happened.

Ruthven said nothing.

The ragging of the study seems to have been all the active work he did, remarked Clowes.

No, said Trevor, he posted the letters, whether he wrote them or not. Milton was telling me — you remember? I told you. No, I didnt. Milton found out that the letters were posted by a small, light-haired fellow.

Thats him, said Clowes, as regardless of grammar as the monks of Rheims, pointing with the poker at Ruthvens immaculate locks. Well, you ragged the study and posted the letters. That was all your share. Am I right in thinking Rand-Brown was the other partner?

Silence from Ruthven.

Am I? persisted Clowes.

You may think what you like. I dont care.

Now were getting rude again, complained Clowes. Was Rand-Brown in this?

Yes, said Ruthven.

Thought so. And who else?

No one.

Try again.

I tell you there was no one else. Cant you believe a word a chap says?

A word here and there, perhaps, said Clowes, as one making a concession, but not many, and this isnt one of them. Have another shot.

Ruthven relapsed into silence.

All right, then, said Clowes, well accept that statement. Theres just a chance that it may be true. And thats about all, I think. This isnt my affair at all, really. Its yours, Trevor. Im only a spectator and camp-follower. Its your business. Youll find me in my study. And putting the poker carefully in its place, Clowes left the room. He went into his study, and tried to begin some work. But the beauties of the second book of Thucydides failed to appeal to him. His mind was elsewhere. He felt too excited with what had just happened to translate Greek. He pulled up a chair in front of the fire, and gave himself up to speculating how Trevor was getting on in the neighbouring study. He was glad he had left him to finish the business. If he had been in Trevors place, there was nothing he would so greatly have disliked as to have some one — however familiar a friend — interfering in his wars and settling them for him. Left to himself, Clowes would probably have ended the interview by kicking Ruthven into the nearest approach to pulp compatible with the laws relating to manslaughter. He had an uneasy suspicion that Trevor would let him down far too easily.

The handle turned. Trevor came in, and pulled up another chair in silence. His face wore a look of disgust. But there were no signs of combat upon him. The toe of his boot was not worn and battered, as Clowes would have liked to have seen it. Evidently he had not chosen to adopt active and physical measures for the improvement of Ruthvens moral well-being.

Well? said Clowes.

My word, what a hound! breathed Trevor, half to himself.

My sentiments to a hair, said Clowes, approvingly. But what have you done?

I didnt do anything.

I was afraid you wouldnt. Did he give any explanation? What made him go in for the thing at all? What earthly motive could he have for not wanting Barry to get his colours, bar the fact that Rand-Brown didnt want him to? And why should he do what Rand-Brown told him? I never even knew they were pals, before today.

He told me a good deal, said Trevor. Its one of the beastliest things I ever heard. They neither of them come particularly well out of the business, but Rand-Brown comes worse out of it even than Ruthven. My word, that man wants killing.

Thatll keep, said Clowes, nodding. Whats the yarn?

Do you remember about a year ago a chap named Patterson getting sacked?

Clowes nodded again. He remembered the case well. Patterson had had gambling transactions with a Wrykyn tradesman, had been found out, and had gone.

You remember what a surprise it was to everybody. It wasnt one of those cases where half the school suspects whats going on. Those cases always come out sooner or later. But Patterson nobody knew about.

Yes. Well?

Nobody, said Trevor, except Ruthven, that is. Ruthven got to know somehow. I believe he was a bit of a pal of Pattersons at the time. Anyhow, — they had a row, and Ruthven went to Dexter — Patterson was in Dexters — and sneaked. Dexter promised to keep his name out of the business, and went straight to the Old Man, and Patterson got turfed out on the spot. Then somehow or other Rand-Brown got to know about it — I believe Ruthven must have told him by accident some time or other. After that he simply had to do everything Rand-Brown wanted him to. Otherwise he said that he would tell the chaps about the Patterson affair. That put Ruthven in a dead funk.

Of course, said Clowes; I should imagine friend Ruthven would have got rather a bad time of it. But what made them think of starting the League? It was a jolly smart idea. Rand-Browns, of course?

Yes. I suppose hed heard about it, and thought something might be made out of it if it were revived.

And were Ruthven and he the only two in it?

Ruthven swears they were, and I shouldnt wonder if he wasnt telling the truth, for once in his life. You see, everything the Leagues done so far could have been done by him and Rand-Brown, without anybody elses help. The only other studies that were ragged were Mills and Miltons — both in Seymours.

Yes, said Clowes.

There was a pause. Clowes put another shovelful of coal on the fire.

What are you going to do to Ruthven?

Nothing.

Nothing? Hang it, he doesnt deserve to get off like that. He isnt as bad as Rand-Brown — quite — but hes pretty nearly as finished a little beast as you could find.

Finished is just the word, said Trevor. Hes going at the end of the week.

Going? What! sacked?

Yes. The Old Mans been finding out things about him, apparently, and this smoking row has just added the finishing-touch to his discoveries. Hes particularly keen against smoking just now for some reason.

But was Ruthven in it?

Yes. Didnt I tell you? He was one of the fellows Dexter caught in the vault. There were two in this house, you remember?

Who was the other?

That man Dashwood. Has the study next to Pagets old one. Hes going, too.

Scarcely knew him. What sort of a chap was he?

Outsider. No good to the house in any way. He wont be missed.

And what are you going to do about Rand-Brown?

Fight him, of course. What else could I do?

But youre no match for him.

Well see.

But you arent, persisted Clowes. He can give you a stone easily, and hes not a bad boxer either. Moriarty didnt beat him so very cheaply in the middle-weight this year. You wouldnt have a chance.

Trevor flared up.

Heavens, man, he cried, do you think I dont know all that myself? But what on earth would you have me do? Besides, he may be a good boxer, but hes got no pluck at all. I might outstay him.

Hope so, said Clowes.

But his tone was not hopeful.


XXII. A DRESS REHEARSAL
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SOME PEOPLE IN Trevors place might have taken the earliest opportunity of confronting Rand-Brown, so as to settle the matter in hand without delay. Trevor thought of doing this, but finally decided to let the matter rest for a day, until he should have found out with some accuracy what chance he stood.

After four oclock, therefore, on the next day, having had tea in his study, he went across to the baths, in search of OHara. He intended that before the evening was over the Irishman should have imparted to him some of his skill with the hands. He did not know that for a man absolutely unscientific with his fists there is nothing so fatal as to take a boxing lesson on the eve of battle. A little knowledge is a dangerous thing. He is apt to lose his recklessness — which might have stood by him well — in exchange for a little quite useless science. He is neither one thing nor the other, neither a natural fighter nor a skilful boxer.

This point OHara endeavoured to press upon him as soon as he had explained why it was that he wanted coaching on this particular afternoon.

The Irishman was in the gymnasium, punching the ball, when Trevor found him. He generally put in a quarter of an hour with the punching-ball every evening, before Moriarty turned up for the customary six rounds.

Want me to teach ye a few tricks? he said. Whats that for?

Ive got a mill coming on soon, explained Trevor, trying to make the statement as if it were the most ordinary thing in the world for a school prefect, who was also captain of football, head of a house, and in the cricket eleven, to be engaged for a fight in the near future.

Mill! exclaimed OHara. You! An why?

Never mind why, said Trevor. Ill tell you afterwards, perhaps. Shall I put on the gloves now?

Wait, said OHara, I must do my quarter of an hour with the ball before I begin teaching other people how to box. Have ye a watch?

Yes.

Then time me. Ill do four rounds of three minutes each, with a minutes rest in between. Thats more than Ill do at Aldershot, but itll get me fit. Ready?

Time, said Trevor.

He watched OHara assailing the swinging ball with considerable envy. Why, he wondered, had he not gone in for boxing? Everybody ought to learn to box. It was bound to come in useful some time or other. Take his own case. He was very much afraid — no, afraid was not the right word, for he was not that. He was very much of opinion that Rand-Brown was going to have a most enjoyable time when they met. And the final house-match was to be played next Monday. If events turned out as he could not help feeling they were likely to turn out, he would be too battered to play in that match. Donaldsons would probably win whether he played or not, but it would be bitter to be laid up on such an occasion. On the other hand, he must go through with it. He did not believe in letting other people take a hand in settling his private quarrels.

But he wished he had learned to box. If only he could hit that dancing, jumping ball with a fifth of the skill that OHara was displaying, his wiriness and pluck might see him through. OHara finished his fourth round with his leathern opponent, and sat down, panting.

Pretty useful, that, commented Trevor, admiringly.

Ye should see Moriarty, gasped OHara.

Now, will ye tell me why it is youre going to fight, and with whom youre going to fight?

Very well. Its with Rand-Brown.

Rand-Brown! exclaimed OHara. But, me dearr man, hell ate you.

Trevor gave a rather annoyed laugh. I must say Ive got a nice, cheery, comforting lot of friends, he said. Thats just what Clowes has been trying to explain to me.

Clowes is quite right, said OHara, seriously. Has the thing gone too far for ye to back out? Without climbing down, of course, he added.

Yes, said Trevor, theres no question of my getting out of it. I daresay I could. In fact, I know I could. But Im not going to.

But, me dearr man, ye havent an earthly chance. I assure ye ye havent. Ive seen Rand-Brown with the gloves on. That was last term. Hes not put them on since Moriarty bate him in the middles, so he may be out of practice. But even then hed be a bad man to tackle. Hes big an hes strong, an if hed only had the heart in him hed have been going up to Aldershot instead of Moriarty. Thats what hed be doing. An you cant box at all. Never even had the gloves on.

Never. I used to scrap when I was a kid, though.

Thats no use, said OHara, decidedly. But you havent said what it is that yeve got against Rand-Brown. What is it?

I dont see why I shouldnt tell you. Youre in it as well. In fact, if it hadnt been for the bat turning up, youd have been considerably more in it than I am.

What! cried OHara. Where did you find it? Was it in the grounds? When was it you found it?

Whereupon Trevor gave him a very full and exact account of what had happened. He showed him the two letters from the League, touched on Miltons connection with the affair, traced the gradual development of his suspicions, and described with some approach to excitement the scene in Ruthvens study, and the explanations that had followed it.

Now do you wonder, he concluded, that I feel as if a few rounds with Rand-Brown would do me good.

OHara breathed hard.

My word! he said, Id like to see ye kill him.

But, said Trevor, as you and Clowes have been pointing out to me, if theres going to be a corpse, itll be me. However, I mean to try. Now perhaps you wouldnt mind showing me a few tricks.

Take my advice, said OHara, and dont try any of that foolery.

Why, I thought you were such a believer in science, said Trevor in surprise.

So I am, if youve enough of it. But its the worst thing ye can do to learn a trick or two just before a fight, if you dont know anything about the game already. A tough, rushing fighter is ten times as good as a man whos just begun to learn what he oughtnt to do.

Well, what do you advise me to do, then? asked Trevor, impressed by the unwonted earnestness with which the Irishman delivered this pugilistic homily, which was a paraphrase of the views dinned into the ears of every novice by the school instructor.

I must do something.

The best thing ye can do, said OHara, thinking for a moment, is to put on the gloves and have a round or two with me. Heres Moriarty at last. Well get him to time us.

As much explanation as was thought good for him having been given to the newcomer, to account for Trevors newly-acquired taste for things pugilistic, Moriarty took the watch, with instructions to give them two minutes for the first round.

Go as hard as you can, said OHara to Trevor, as they faced one another, and hit as hard as you like. It wont be any practice if you dont. I shant mind being hit. Itll do me good for Aldershot. See?

Trevor said he saw.

Time, said Moriarty.

Trevor went in with a will. He was a little shy at first of putting all his weight into his blows. It was hard to forget that he felt friendly towards OHara. But he speedily awoke to the fact that the Irishman took his boxing very seriously, and was quite a different person when he had the gloves on. When he was so equipped, the man opposite him ceased to be either friend or foe in a private way. He was simply an opponent, and every time he hit him was one point. And, when he entered the ring, his only object in life for the next three minutes was to score points. Consequently Trevor, sparring lightly and in rather a futile manner at first, was woken up by a stinging flush hit between the eyes. After that he, too, forgot that he liked the man before him, and rushed him in all directions. There was no doubt as to who would have won if it had been a competition. Trevors guard was of the most rudimentary order, and OHara got through when and how he liked. But though he took a good deal, he also gave a good deal, and OHara confessed himself not altogether sorry when Moriarty called Time.

Man, he said regretfully, why ever did ye not take up boxing before? Yed have made a splendid middle-weight.

Well, have I a chance, do you think? inquired Trevor.

Ye might do it with luck, said OHara, very doubtfully. But, he added, Im afraid yeve not much chance.

And with this poor encouragement from his trainer and sparring-partner, Trevor was forced to be content.


XXIII. WHAT RENFORD SAW
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THE HEALTH OF Master Harvey of Seymours was so delicately constituted that it was an absolute necessity that he should consume one or more hot buns during the quarter of an hours interval which split up morning school. He was tearing across the junior gravel towards the shop on the morning following Trevors sparring practice with OHara, when a melodious treble voice called his name. It was Renford. He stopped, to allow his friend to come up with him, and then made as if to resume his way to the shop. But Renford proposed an amendment. Dont go to the shop, he said, I want to talk.

Well, cant you talk in the shop?

Not what I want to tell you. Its private. Come for a stroll.

Harvey hesitated. There were few things he enjoyed so much as exclusive items of school gossip (scandal preferably), but hot new buns were among those few things. However, he decided on this occasion to feed the mind at the expense of the body. He accepted Renfords invitation.

What is it? he asked, as they made for the football field. Whats been happening?

Its frightfully exciting, said Renford.

Whats up?

You mustnt tell any one.

All right. Of course not.

Well, then, theres been a big fight, and Im one of the only chaps who know about it so far.

A fight? Harvey became excited. Who between?

Renford paused before delivering his news, to emphasise the importance of it.

It was between OHara and Rand-Brown, he said at length.

By Jove! said Harvey. Then a suspicion crept into his mind.

Look here, Renford, he said, if youre trying to green me—

Im not, you ass, replied Renford indignantly. Its perfectly true. I saw it myself.

By Jove, did you really? Where was it? When did it come off? Was it a good one? Who won?

It was the best one Ive ever seen.

Did OHara beat him? I hope he did. OHaras a jolly good sort.

Yes. They had six rounds. Rand-Brown got knocked out in the middle of the sixth.

What, do you mean really knocked out, or did he just chuck it?

No. He was really knocked out. He was on the floor for quite a time. By Jove, you should have seen it. OHara was ripping in the sixth round. He was all over him.

Tell us about it, said Harvey, and Renford told.

Id got up early, he said, to feed the ferrets, and I was just cutting over to the fives-courts with their grub, when, just as I got across the senior gravel, I saw OHara and Moriarty standing waiting near the second court. OHara knows all about the ferrets, so I didnt try and cut or anything. I went up and began talking to him. I noticed he didnt look particularly keen on seeing me at first. I asked him if he was going to play fives. Then he said no, and told me what hed really come for. He said he and Rand-Brown had had a row, and theyd agreed to have it out that morning in one of the fives-courts. Of course, when I heard that, I was all on to see it, so I said Id wait, if he didnt mind. He said he didnt care, so long as I didnt tell everybody, so I said I wouldnt tell anybody except you, so he said all right, then, I could stop if I wanted to. So that was how I saw it. Well, after wed been waiting a few minutes, Rand-Brown came in sight, with that beast Merrett in our house, whod come to second him. It was just like one of those duels you read about, you know. Then OHara said that as I was the only one there with a watch — he and Rand-Brown were in footer clothes, and Merrett and Moriarty hadnt got their tickers on them — Id better act as timekeeper. So I said all right, I would, and we went to the second fives-court. Its the biggest of them, you know. I stood outside on the bench, looking through the wire netting over the door, so as not to be in the way when they started scrapping. OHara and Rand-Brown took off their blazers and sweaters, and chucked them to Moriarty and Merrett, and then Moriarty and Merrett went and stood in two corners, and OHara and Rand-Brown walked into the middle and stood up to one another. Rand-Brown was miles the heaviest — by a stone, I should think — and he was taller and had a longer reach. But OHara looked much fitter. Rand-Brown looked rather flabby.

I sang out Time through the wire netting, and they started off at once. OHara offered to shake hands, but Rand-Brown wouldnt. So they began without it.

The first round was awfully fast. They kept having long rallies all over the place. OHara was a jolly sight quicker, and Rand-Brown didnt seem able to guard his hits at all. But he hit frightfully hard himself, great, heavy slogs, and OHara kept getting them in the face. At last he got one bang in the mouth which knocked him down flat. He was up again in a second, and was starting to rush, when I looked at the watch, and found that Id given them nearly half a minute too much already. So I shouted Time, and made up my mind Id keep more of an eye on the watch next round. Id got so jolly excited, watching them, that Id forgot I was supposed to be keeping time for them. They had only asked for a minute between the rounds, but as Id given them half a minute too long in the first round, I chucked in a bit extra in the rest, so that they were both pretty fit by the time I started them again.

The second round was just like the first, and so was the third. OHara kept getting the worst of it. He was knocked down three or four times more, and once, when hed rushed Rand-Brown against one of the walls, he hit out and missed, and barked his knuckles jolly badly against the wall. That was in the middle of the third round, and Rand-Brown had it all his own way for the rest of the round — for about two minutes, that is to say. He hit OHara about all over the shop. I was so jolly keen on OHaras winning, that I had half a mind to call time early, so as to give him time to recover. But I thought it would be a low thing to do, so I gave them their full three minutes.

Directly they began the fourth round, I noticed that things were going to change a bit. OHara had given up his rushing game, and was waiting for his man, and when he came at him hed put in a hot counter, nearly always at the body. After a bit Rand-Brown began to get cautious, and wouldnt rush, so the fourth round was the quietest there had been. In the last minute they didnt hit each other at all. They simply sparred for openings. It was in the fifth round that OHara began to forge ahead. About half way through he got in a ripper, right in the wind, which almost doubled Rand-Brown up, and then he started rushing again. Rand-Brown looked awfully bad at the end of the round. Round six was ripping. I never saw two chaps go for each other so. It was one long rally. Then — how it happened I couldnt see, they were so quick — just as they had been at it a minute and a half, there was a crack, and the next thing I saw was Rand-Brown on the ground, looking beastly. He went down absolutely flat; his heels and head touched the ground at the same time.

I counted ten out loud in the professional way like they do at the National Sporting Club, you know, and then said OHara wins. I felt an awful swell. After about another half-minute, Rand-Brown was all right again, and he got up and went back to the house with Merrett, and OHara and Moriarty went off to Dexters, and I gave the ferrets their grub, and cut back to breakfast.

Rand-Brown wasnt at breakfast, said Harvey.

No. He went to bed. I wonder whatll happen. Think therell be a row about it?

Shouldnt think so, said Harvey. They never do make rows about fights, and neither of them is a prefect, so I dont see what it matters if they do fight. But, I say—

Whats up?

I wish, said Harvey, his voice full of acute regret, that it had been my turn to feed those ferrets.

I dont, said Renford cheerfully. I wouldnt have missed that mill for something. Hullo, theres the bell. Wed better run.

When Trevor called at Seymours that afternoon to see Rand-Brown, with a view to challenging him to deadly combat, and found that OHara had been before him, he ought to have felt relieved. His actual feeling was one of acute annoyance. It seemed to him that OHara had exceeded the limits of friendship. It was all very well for him to take over the Rand-Brown contract, and settle it himself, in order to save Trevor from a very bad quarter of an hour, but Trevor was one of those people who object strongly to the interference of other people in their private business. He sought out OHara and complained. Within two minutes OHaras golden eloquence had soothed him and made him view the matter in quite a different light. What OHara pointed out was that it was not Trevors affair at all, but his own. Who, he asked, had been likely to be damaged most by Rand-Browns manoeuvres in connection with the lost bat? Trevor was bound to admit that OHara was that person. Very well, then, said OHara, then who had a better right to fight Rand-Brown? And Trevor confessed that no one else had a better.

Then I suppose, he said, that I shall have to do nothing about it?

Thats it, said OHara.

Itll be rather beastly meeting the man after this, said Trevor, presently. Do you think he might possibly leave at the end of term?

Hes leaving at the end of the week, said OHara. He was one of the fellows Dexter caught in the vault that evening. You wont see much more of Rand-Brown.

Ill try and put up with that, said Trevor.

And so will I, replied OHara. And I shouldnt think Milton would be so very grieved.

No, said Trevor. I tell you what will make him sick, though, and that is your having milled with Rand-Brown. Its a job hed have liked to have taken on himself.


XXIV. CONCLUSION
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INTO THE STORY at this point comes the narrative of Charles Mereweather Cook, aged fourteen, a day-boy.

Cook arrived at the school on the tenth of March, at precisely nine oclock, in a state of excitement.

He said there was a row on in the town.

Cross-examined, he said there was no end of a row on in the town.

During morning school he explained further, whispering his tale into the attentive ear of Knight of the School House, who sat next to him.

What sort of a row, Knight wanted to know.

Cook deposed that he had been riding on his bicycle past the entrance to the Recreation Grounds on his way to school, when his eye was attracted by the movements of a mass of men just inside the gate. They appeared to be fighting. Witness did not stop to watch, much as he would have liked to do so. Why not? Why, because he was late already, and would have had to scorch anyhow, in order to get to school in time. And he had been late the day before, and was afraid that old Appleby (the master of the form) would give him beans if he were late again. Wherefore he had no notion of what the men were fighting about, but he betted that more would be heard about it. Why? Because, from what he saw of it, it seemed a jolly big thing. There must have been quite three hundred men fighting. (Knight, satirically, Pile it on!) Well, quite a hundred, anyhow. Fifty a side. And fighting like anything. He betted there would be something about it in the Wrykyn Patriot tomorrow. He shouldnt wonder if somebody had been killed. What were they scrapping about? How should he know!

Here Mr Appleby, who had been trying for the last five minutes to find out where the whispering noise came from, at length traced it to its source, and forthwith requested Messrs Cook and Knight to do him two hundred lines, adding that, if he heard them talking again, he would put them into the extra lesson. Silence reigned from that moment.

Next day, while the form was wrestling with the moderately exciting account of Caesars doings in Gaul, Master Cook produced from his pocket a newspaper cutting. This, having previously planted a forcible blow in his friends ribs with an elbow to attract the latters attention, he handed to Knight, and in dumb show requested him to peruse the same. Which Knight, feeling no interest whatever in Caesars doings in Gaul, and having, in consequence, a good deal of time on his hands, proceeded to do. The cutting was headed Disgraceful Fracas, and was written in the elegant style that was always so marked a feature of the Wrykyn Patriot.

We are sorry to have to report, it ran, another of those deplorable ebullitions of local Hooliganism, to which it has before now been our painful duty to refer. Yesterday the Recreation Grounds were made the scene of as brutal an exhibition of savagery as has ever marred the fair fame of this town. Our readers will remember how on a previous occasion, when the fine statue of Sir Eustace Briggs was found covered with tar, we attributed the act to the malevolence of the Radical section of the community. Events have proved that we were right. Yesterday a body of youths, belonging to the rival party, was discovered in the very act of repeating the offence. A thick coating of tar had already been administered, when several members of the rival faction appeared. A free fight of a peculiarly violent nature immediately ensued, with the result that, before the police could interfere, several of the combatants had received severe bruises. Fortunately the police then arrived on the scene, and with great difficulty succeeded in putting a stop to the fracas. Several arrests were made.

We have no desire to discourage legitimate party rivalry, but we feel justified in strongly protesting against such dastardly tricks as those to which we have referred. We can assure our opponents that they can gain nothing by such conduct.

There was a good deal more to the effect that now was the time for all good men to come to the aid of the party, and that the constituents of Sir Eustace Briggs must look to it that they failed not in the hour of need, and so on. That was what the Wrykyn Patriot had to say on the subject.

OHara managed to get hold of a copy of the paper, and showed it to Clowes and Trevor.

So now, he said, its all right, ye see. Theyll never suspect it wasnt the same people that tarred the statue both times. An yeve got the bat back, so its all right, ye see.

The only thing thatll trouble you now, said Clowes, will be your conscience.

OHara intimated that he would try and put up with that.

But isnt it a stroke of luck, he said, that they should have gone and tarred Sir Eustace again so soon after Moriarty and I did it?

Clowes said gravely that it only showed the force of good example.

Yes. They wouldnt have thought of it, if it hadnt been for us, chortled OHara. I wonder, now, if theres anything else we could do to that statue! he added, meditatively.

My good lunatic, said Clowes, dont you think youve done almost enough for one term?

Well, myes, replied OHara thoughtfully, perhaps we have, I suppose.

* * * * *

The term wore on. Donaldsons won the final house-match by a matter of twenty-six points. It was, as they had expected, one of the easiest games they had had to play in the competition. Bryants, who were their opponents, were not strong, and had only managed to get into the final owing to their luck in drawing weak opponents for the trial heats. The real final, that had decided the ownership of the cup, had been Donaldsons v. Seymours.

Aldershot arrived, and the sports. Drummond and OHara covered themselves with glory, and brought home silver medals. But Moriarty, to the disappointment of the school, which had counted on his pulling off the middles, met a strenuous gentleman from St Pauls in the final, and was prematurely outed in the first minute of the third round. To him, therefore, there fell but a medal of bronze.

It was on the Sunday after the sports that Trevors connection with the bat ceased — as far, that is to say, as concerned its unpleasant character (as a piece of evidence that might be used to his disadvantage). He had gone to supper with the headmaster, accompanied by Clowes and Milton. The headmaster nearly always invited a few of the house prefects to Sunday supper during the term. Sir Eustace Briggs happened to be there. He had withdrawn his insinuations concerning the part supposedly played by a member of the school in the matter of the tarred statue, and the headmaster had sealed the entente cordiale by asking him to supper.

An ordinary man might have considered it best to keep off the delicate subject. Not so Sir Eustace Briggs. He was on to it like glue. He talked of little else throughout the whole course of the meal.

My suspicions, he boomed, towards the conclusion of the feast, which have, I am rejoiced to say, proved so entirely void of foundation and significance, were aroused in the first instance, as I mentioned before, by the narrative of the man Samuel Wapshott.

Nobody present showed the slightest desire to learn what the man Samuel Wapshott had had to say for himself, but Sir Eustace, undismayed, continued as if the whole table were hanging on his words.

The man Samuel Wapshott, he said, distinctly asserted that a small gold ornament, shaped like a bat, was handed by him to a lad of age coeval with these lads here.

The headmaster interposed. He had evidently heard more than enough of the man Samuel Wapshott.

He must have been mistaken, he said briefly. The bat which Trevor is wearing on his watch-chain at this moment is the only one of its kind that I know of. You have never lost it, Trevor?

Trevor thought for a moment. He had never lost it. He replied diplomatically, It has been in a drawer nearly all the term, sir, he said.

A drawer, hey? remarked Sir Eustace Briggs. Ah! A very sensible place to keep it in, my boy. You could have no better place, in my opinion.

And Trevor agreed with him, with the mental reservation that it rather depended on whom the drawer belonged to.
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The original frontispiece


The Swiss, against their Austrian foes,

Had neer a soul to lead em,

Till Tell, as youve heard tell, arose

And guided them to freedom.

Tells tale we tell again — an act

For which pray no one scold us — 

This tale of Tell we tell, in fact,

As this Tell tale was told us.


Chapter I
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ONCE UPON A time, more years ago than anybody can remember, before the first hotel had been built or the first Englishman had taken a photograph of Mont Blanc and brought it home to be pasted in an album and shown after tea to his envious friends, Switzerland belonged to the Emperor of Austria, to do what he liked with.

One of the first things the Emperor did was to send his friend Hermann Gessler to govern the country. Gessler was not a nice man, and it soon became plain that he would never make himself really popular with the Swiss. The point on which they disagreed in particular was the question of taxes. The Swiss, who were a simple and thrifty people, objected to paying taxes of any sort. They said they wanted to spend their money on all kinds of other things. Gessler, on the other hand, wished to put a tax on everything, and, being Governor, he did it. He made everyone who owned a flock of sheep pay a certain sum of money to him; and if the farmer sold his sheep and bought cows, he had to pay rather more money to Gessler for the cows than he had paid for the sheep. Gessler also taxed bread, and biscuits, and jam, and buns, and lemonade, and, in fact, everything he could think of, till the people of Switzerland determined to complain. They appointed Walter Fürst, who had red hair and looked fierce; Werner Stauffacher, who had gray hair and was always wondering how he ought to pronounce his name; and Arnold of Melchthal, who had light-yellow hair and was supposed to know a great deal about the law, to make the complaint. They called on the Governor one lovely morning in April, and were shown into the Hall of Audience.

Well, said Gessler, and whats the matter now?

The other two pushed Walter Fürst forward because he looked fierce, and they thought he might frighten the Governor.

Walter Fürst coughed.

Well? asked Gessler.

Er — ahem! said Walter Fürst.

Thats the way, whispered Werner; give it him!

Er — ahem! said Walter Fürst again; the fact is, your Governorship—

Its a small point, interrupted Gessler, but Im generally called your Excellency. Yes?

The fact is, your Excellency, it seems to the people of Switzerland—

 — Whom I represent, whispered Arnold of Melchthal.

 — Whom I represent, that things want changing.

What things? inquired Gessler.

The taxes, your excellent Governorship.

Change the taxes? Why, dont the people of Switzerland think there are enough taxes?

Arnold of Melchthal broke in hastily.

They think there are many too many, he said. What with the tax on sheep, and the tax on cows, and the tax on bread, and the tax on tea, and the tax—

I know, I know, Gessler interrupted; I know all the taxes. Come to the point. What about em?

Well, your Excellency, there are too many of them.

Too many!

Yes. And we are not going to put up with it any longer! shouted Arnold of Melchthal.

Gessler leaned forward in his throne.

Might I ask you to repeat that remark? he said.

We are not going to put up with it any longer!

Gessler sat back again with an ugly smile.

Oh, he said— oh, indeed! You arent, arent you! Desire the Lord High Executioner to step this way, he added to a soldier who stood beside him.

The Lord High Executioner entered the presence. He was a kind-looking old gentleman with white hair, and he wore a beautiful black robe, tastefully decorated with deaths-heads.

Your Excellency sent for me? he said.

Just so, replied Gessler. This gentleman here — he pointed to Arnold of Melchthal— says he does not like taxes, and that he isnt going to put up with them any longer.

Tut-tut! murmured the executioner.

See what you can do for him.

Certainly, your Excellency. Robert, he cried, is the oil on the boil?

Just this minute boiled over, replied a voice from the other side of the door.

Then bring it in, and mind you dont spill any.

Enter Robert, in a suit of armour and a black mask, carrying a large caldron, from which the steam rose in great clouds.

Now, sir, if you please, said the executioner politely to Arnold of Melchthal.

Arnold looked at the caldron.

Why, its hot, he said.

Warmish, admitted the executioner.

Its against the law to threaten a man with hot oil.
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You may bring an action against me, said the executioner. Now, sir, if you please. We are wasting time. The forefinger of your left hand, if I may trouble you. Thank you. I am obliged.

He took Arnolds left hand, and dipped the tip of the first finger into the oil.

Ow! cried Arnold, jumping.

Dont let him see hes hurting you, whispered Werner Stauffacher. Pretend you dont notice it.

Gessler leaned forward again.

Have your views on taxes changed at all? he asked. Do you see my point of view more clearly now?

Arnold admitted that he thought that, after all, there might be something to be said for it.

Thats right, said the Governor. And the tax on sheep? You dont object to that?

No.

And the tax on cows?

I like it.

And those on bread, and buns, and lemonade?

I enjoy them.

Excellent. In fact, youre quite contented?

Quite.

And you think the rest of the people are?

Oh, quite, quite!

And do you think the same? he asked of Walter and Werner.

Oh yes, your Excellency! they cried.

Then thats all right, said Gessler. I was sure you would be sensible about it. Now, if you will kindly place in the tambourine which the gentleman on my left is presenting to you a mere trifle to compensate us for our trouble in giving you an audience, and if you (to Arnold of Melchthal) will contribute an additional trifle for use of the Imperial boiling oil, I think we shall all be satisfied. Youve done it? Thats right. Good-bye, and mind the step as you go out.

And, as he finished this speech, the three spokesmen of the people of Switzerland were shown out of the Hall of Audience.


Chapter II

[image: img35.jpg]

THEY WERE MET in the street outside by a large body of their fellow-citizens, who had accompanied them to the Palace, and who had been spending the time since their departure in listening by turns at the keyhole of the front-door. But as the Hall of Audience was at the other side of the Palace, and cut off from the front-door by two other doors, a flight of stairs, and a long passage, they had not heard very much of what had gone on inside, and they surrounded the three spokesmen as they came out, and questioned them eagerly.

Has he taken off the tax on jam? asked Ulric the smith.

What is he going to do about the tax on mixed biscuits? shouted Klaus von der Flue, who was a chimney-sweep of the town and loved mixed biscuits.

Never mind about tea and mixed biscuits! cried his neighbour, Meier of Sarnen. What I want to know is whether we shall have to pay for keeping sheep any more.

What did the Governor say? asked Jost Weiler, a practical man, who liked to go straight to the point.

The three spokesmen looked at one another a little doubtfully.

We-e-ll, said Werner Stauffacher at last, as a matter of fact, he didnt actually say very much. It was more what he did, if you understand me, than what he said.

I should describe His Excellency the Governor, said Walter Fürst, as a man who has got a way with him — a man who has got all sorts of arguments at his finger-tips.

At the mention of finger-tips, Arnold of Melchthal uttered a sharp howl.

In short, continued Walter, after a few minutes very interesting conversation he made us see that it really wouldnt do, and that we must go on paying the taxes as before.

There was a dead silence for several minutes, while everybody looked at everybody else in dismay.

The silence was broken by Arnold of Sewa. Arnold of Sewa had been disappointed at not being chosen as one of the three spokesmen, and he thought that if he had been so chosen all this trouble would not have occurred.

The fact is, he said bitterly, that you three have failed to do what you were sent to do. I mention no names — far from it — but I dont mind saying that there are some people in this town who would have given a better account of themselves. What you want in little matters of this sort is, if I may say so, tact. Tact; thats what you want. Of course, if you will go rushing into the Governors presence—

But we didnt rush, said Walter Fürst.

 — Shouting out that you want the taxes abolished—

But we didnt shout, said Walter Fürst.

I really cannot speak if I am to be constantly interrupted, said Arnold of Sewa severely. What I say is, that you ought to employ tact. Tact; thats what you want. If I had been chosen to represent the Swiss people in this affair — I am not saying I ought to have been, mind you; I merely say if I had been — I should have acted rather after the following fashion: Walking firmly, but not defiantly, into the tyrants presence, I should have broken the ice with some pleasant remark about the weather. The conversation once started, the rest would have been easy. I should have said that I hoped His Excellency had enjoyed a good dinner. Once on the subject of food, and it would have been the simplest of tasks to show him how unnecessary taxes on food were, and the whole affair would have been pleasantly settled while you waited. I do not imply that the Swiss people would have done better to have chosen me as their representative. I merely say that that is how I should have acted had they done so.

And Arnold of Sewa twirled his moustache and looked offended. His friends instantly suggested that he should be allowed to try where the other three had failed, and the rest of the crowd, beginning to hope once more, took up the cry. The result was that the visitors bell of the Palace was rung for the second time. Arnold of Sewa went in, and the door was banged behind him.

Five minutes later he came out, sucking the first finger of his left hand.

No, he said; it cant be done. The tyrant has convinced me.

I knew he would, said Arnold of Melchthal.

Then I think you might have warned me, snapped Arnold of Sewa, dancing with the pain of his burnt finger.

Was it hot?

Boiling.

Ah!

Then he really wont let us off the taxes? asked the crowd in disappointed voices.

No.

Then the long and short of it is, said Walter Fürst, drawing a deep breath, that we must rebel!

Rebel? cried everybody.

Rebel! repeated Walter firmly.

We will! cried everybody.

Down with the tyrant! shouted Walter Fürst.

Down with the taxes! shrieked the crowd.

A scene of great enthusiasm followed. The last words were spoken by Werner Stauffacher.

We want a leader, he said.

I dont wish to thrust myself forward, began Arnold of Sewa, but I must say, if it comes to leading—

And I know the very man for the job, said Werner Stauffacher. William Tell!

Hurrah for William Tell! roared the crowd, and, taking the time from Werner Stauffacher, they burst into the grand old Swiss chant which runs as follows:

For hes a jolly good fellow!

For hes a jolly good fellow!!

For hes a jolly good fe-e-ll-ow!!!!

And so say all of us!

And having sung this till they were all quite hoarse, they went off to their beds to get a few hours sleep before beginning the labours of the day.


Chapter III
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IN A PICTURESQUE little châlet high up in the mountains, covered with snow and edelweiss (which is a flower that grows in the Alps, and you are not allowed to pick it), dwelt William Tell, his wife Hedwig, and his two sons, Walter and William. Such a remarkable man was Tell that I think I must devote a whole chapter to him and his exploits. There was really nothing he could not do. He was the best shot with the cross-bow in the whole of Switzerland. He had the courage of a lion, the sure-footedness of a wild goat, the agility of a squirrel, and a beautiful beard. If you wanted someone to hurry across desolate ice-fields, and leap from crag to crag after a chamois, Tell was the man for your money. If you wanted a man to say rude things to the Governor, it was to Tell that you applied first. Once when he was hunting in the wild ravine of Schächenthal, where men were hardly ever to be seen, he met the Governor face to face. There was no way of getting past. On one side the rocky wall rose sheer up, while below the river roared. Directly Gessler caught sight of Tell striding along with his cross-bow, his cheeks grew pale and his knees tottered, and he sat down on a rock feeling very unwell indeed.

Aha! said Tell. Oho! so its you, is it? I know you. And a nice sort of person you are, with your taxes on bread and sheep, arent you! Youll come to a bad end one of these days, thats what will happen to you. Oh, you old reprobate! Pooh! And he had passed on with a look of scorn, leaving Gessler to think over what he had said. And Gessler ever since had had a grudge against him, and was only waiting for a chance of paying him out.

Mark my words, said Tells wife, Hedwig, when her husband told her about it after supper that night— mark my words, he will never forgive you.

I will avoid him, said Tell. He will not seek me.

Well, mind you do, was Hedwigs reply.

On another occasion, when the Governors soldiers were chasing a friend of his, called Baumgarten, and when Baumgartens only chance of escape was to cross the lake during a fierce storm, and when the ferryman, sensibly remarking, What! must I rush into the jaws of death? No man that hath his senses would do that! refused to take out his boat even for twice his proper fare, and when the soldiers rode down to seize their prey with dreadful shouts, Tell jumped into the boat, and, rowing with all his might, brought his friend safe across after a choppy passage. Which made Gessler the Governor still more angry with him.

But it was as a marksman that Tell was so extraordinary. There was nobody in the whole of the land who was half so skilful. He attended every meeting for miles around where there was a shooting competition, and every time he won first prize. Even his rivals could not help praising his skill. Behold! they would say, Tell is quite the pot-hunter, meaning by the last word a man who always went in for every prize, and always won it. And Tell would say, Yes, truly am I a pot-hunter, for I hunt to fill the family pot. And so he did. He never came home empty-handed from the chase. Sometimes it was a chamois that he brought back, and then the family had it roasted on the first day, cold on the next four, and minced on the sixth, with sippets of toast round the edge of the dish. Sometimes it was only a bird (as on the cover of this book), and then Hedwig would say, Mark my words, this fowl will not go round. But it always did, and it never happened that there was not even a fowl to eat.
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In fact, Tell and his family lived a very happy, contented life, in spite of the Governor Gessler and his taxes.

Tell was very patriotic. He always believed that some day the Swiss would rise and rebel against the tyranny of the Governor, and he used to drill his two children so as to keep them always in a state of preparation. They would march about, beating tin cans and shouting, and altogether enjoying themselves immensely, though Hedwig, who did not like noise, and wanted Walter and William to help her with the housework, made frequent complaints. Mark my words, she would say, this growing spirit of militarism in the young and foolish will lead to no good, meaning that boys who played at soldiers instead of helping their mother to dust the chairs and scrub the kitchen floor would in all probability come to a bad end. But Tell would say, Who hopes to fight his way through life must be prepared to wield arms. Carry on, my boys! And they carried on. It was to this man that the Swiss people had determined to come for help.
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Chapter IV
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TALKING MATTERS OVER in the inn of the town, the Glass and Glacier, the citizens came to the conclusion that they ought to appoint three spokesmen to go and explain to Tell just what they wanted him to do.

I dont wish to seem to boast at all, said Arnold of Sewa, but I think I had better be one of the three.

I was thinking, said Werner Stauffacher, that it would be a pity always to be chopping and changing. Why not choose the same three as were sent to Gessler?

I dont desire to be unpleasant at all, replied Arnold of Sewa, but I must be forgiven for reminding the honourable gentleman who has just spoken that he and his equally honourable friends did not meet with the best of success when they called upon the Governor.

Well, and you didnt either! snapped Arnold of Melchthal, whose finger still hurt him, and made him a little bad-tempered.

That, said Arnold of Sewa, I put down entirely to the fact that you and your friends, by not exercising tact, irritated the Governor, and made him unwilling to listen to anybody else. Nothing is more important in these affairs than tact. Thats what you want — tact. But have it your own way. Dont mind me!

And the citizens did not. They chose Werner Stauffacher, Arnold of Melchthal, and Walter Fürst, and, having drained their glasses, the three trudged up the steep hill which led to Tells house.

It had been agreed that everyone should wait at the Glass and Glacier until the three spokesmen returned, in order that they might hear the result of their mission. Everybody was very anxious. A revolution without Tell would be quite impossible, and it was not unlikely that Tell might refuse to be their leader. The worst of a revolution is that, if it fails, the leader is always executed as an example to the rest. And many people object to being executed, however much it may set a good example to their friends. On the other hand, Tell was a brave man and a patriot, and might be only too eager to try to throw off the tyrants yoke, whatever the risk. They had waited about an hour, when they saw the three spokesmen coming down the hill. Tell was not with them, a fact which made the citizens suspect that he had refused their offer. The first thing a man does when he has accepted the leadership of a revolution is to come and plot with his companions.

Well? said everybody eagerly, as the three arrived.

Werner Stauffacher shook his head.

Ah, said Arnold of Sewa, I see what it is. He has refused. You didnt exercise tact, and he refused.

We did exercise tact, said Stauffacher indignantly; but he would not be persuaded. It was like this: We went to the house and knocked at the door. Tell opened it. Good-morning, I said.

Good-morning, said he. Take a seat.

I took a seat.

My heart is full, I said, and longs to speak with you. I thought that a neat way of putting it.

The company murmured approval.

A heavy heart, said Tell, will not grow light with words.

Not bad that! murmured Jost Weiler. Clever way of putting things, Tell has got.

Yet words, I said, might lead us on to deeds.

Neat, said Jost Weiler— very neat. Yes?

To which Tells extraordinary reply was: The only thing to do is to sit still.

What! I said; bear in silence things unbearable?

Yes, said Tell; to peaceable men peace is gladly granted. When the Governor finds that his oppression does not make us revolt, he will grow tired of oppressing.

And what did you say to that? asked Ulric the smith.

I said he did not know the Governor if he thought he could ever grow tired of oppressing. We might do much, I said, if we held fast together. Union is strength, I said.

The strong, said Tell, is strongest when he stands alone.

Then our country must not count on thee, I said, when in despair she stands on self-defence?

Oh, well, he said, hardly that, perhaps. I dont want to desert you. What I mean to say is, Im no use as a plotter or a counsellor and that sort of thing. Where I come out strong is in deeds. So dont invite me to your meetings and make me speak, and that sort of thing; but if you want a man to do anything — why, thats where I shall come in, you see. Just write if you want me — a postcard will do — and you will not find William Tell hanging back. No, sir. And with those words he showed us out.

Well, said Jost Weiler, I call that encouraging. All we have to do now is to plot. Let us plot.

Yes, lets! shouted everybody.

Ulric the smith rapped for silence on the table.

Gentlemen, he said, our friend Mr. Klaus von der Flue will now read a paper on Governors — their drawbacks, and how to get rid of them. Silence, gentlemen, please. Now, then, Klaus, old fellow, speak up and get it over.

And the citizens settled down without further delay to a little serious plotting.


Chapter V
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A FEW DAYS after this, Hedwig gave Tell a good talking to on the subject of his love for adventure. He was sitting at the door of his house mending an axe. Hedwig, as usual, was washing up. Walter and William were playing with a little cross-bow not far off.

Father, said Walter.

Yes, my boy?

My bow-string has bust. (Bust was what all Swiss boys said when they meant broken.)

You must mend it yourself, my boy, said Tell. A sportsman always helps himself.

What I say, said Hedwig, bustling out of the house, is that a boy of his age has no business to be shooting. I dont like it.

Nobody can shoot well if he does not begin to practise early. Why, when I was a boy — I remember on one occasion, when—

What I say, interrupted Hedwig, is that a boy ought not to want always to be shooting, and what not. He ought to stay at home and help his mother. And I wish you would set them a better example.

Well, the fact is, you know, said Tell, I dont think Nature meant me to be a stay-at-home and that sort of thing. I couldnt be a herdsman if you paid me. I shouldnt know what to do. No; everyone has his special line, and mine is hunting. Now, I can hunt.

A nasty, dangerous occupation, said Hedwig. I dont like to hear of your being lost on desolate ice-fields, and leaping from crag to crag, and what not. Some day, mark my words, if you are not careful, you will fall down a precipice, or be overtaken by an avalanche, or the ice will break while you are crossing it. There are a thousand ways in which you might get hurt.

A man of ready wit with a quick eye, replied Tell complacently, never gets hurt. The mountain has no terror for her children. I am a child of the mountain.

You are certainly a child! snapped Hedwig. It is no use my arguing with you.

Not very much, agreed Tell, for I am just off to the town. I have an appointment with your papa and some other gentlemen.

(I forgot to say so before, but Hedwig was the daughter of Walter Fürst.)

Now, what are you and papa plotting? asked Hedwig. I know there is something going on. I suspected it when papa brought Werner Stauffacher and the other man here, and you wouldnt let me listen. What is it? Some dangerous scheme, I suppose?

Now, how in the world do you get those sort of ideas into your head? Tell laughed. Dangerous scheme! As if I should plot dangerous schemes with your papa!

I know, said Hedwig. You cant deceive me! There is a plot afoot against the Governor, and you are in it.

A man must help his country.

Theyre sure to place you where there is most danger. I know them. Dont go. Send Walter down with a note to say that you regret that an unfortunate previous engagement, which you have just recollected, will make it impossible for you to accept their kind invitation to plot.

No; I must go.

And there is another thing, continued Hedwig: Gessler the Governor is in the town now.

He goes away to-day.

Well, wait till he has gone. You must not meet him. He bears you malice.

To me his malice cannot do much harm. I do whats right, and fear no enemy.

Those who do right, said Hedwig, are those he hates the most. And you know he has never forgiven you for speaking like that when you met him in the ravine. Keep away from the town for to-day. Do anything else. Go hunting, if you will.

No, said Tell; I promised. I must go. Come along, Walter.

You arent going to take that poor dear child? Come here, Walter, directly minute!

Want to go with father, said Walter, beginning to cry, for his father had promised to take him with him the next time he went to the town, and he had saved his pocket-money for the occasion.

Oh, let the boy come, said Tell. William will stay with you, wont you, William?

All right, father, said William.

Well, mark my words, said Hedwig, if something bad does not happen I shall be surprised.

Oh no, said Tell. What can happen?

And without further delay he set off with Walter for the town.


Chapter VI
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IN THE MEANTIME all kinds of things of which Tell had no suspicion had been happening in the town. The fact that there were no newspapers in Switzerland at that time often made him a little behindhand as regarded the latest events. He had to depend, as a rule, on visits from his friends, who would sit in his kitchen and tell him all about everything that had been going on for the last few days. And, of course, when there was anything very exciting happening in the town, nobody had time to trudge up the hill to Tells châlet. They all wanted to be in the town enjoying the fun.

What had happened now was this. It was the chief amusement of the Governor, Gessler (who, you will remember, was not a nice man), when he had a few moments to spare from the cares of governing, to sit down and think out some new way of annoying the Swiss people. He was one of those persons who

only do it to annoy,

Because they know it teases.

What he liked chiefly was to forbid something. He would find out what the people most enjoyed doing, and then he would send a herald to say that he was very sorry, but it must stop. He found that this annoyed the Swiss more than anything. But now he was rather puzzled what to do, for he had forbidden everything he could think of. He had forbidden dancing and singing, and playing on any sort of musical instrument, on the ground that these things made such a noise, and disturbed people who wanted to work. He had forbidden the eating of everything except bread and the simplest sorts of meat, because he said that anything else upset people, and made them unfit to do anything except sit still and say how ill they were. And he had forbidden all sorts of games, because he said they were a waste of time.

So that now, though he wanted dreadfully to forbid something else, he could not think of anything.

Then he had an idea, and this was it:

He told his servants to cut a long pole. And they cut a very long pole. Then he said to them, Go into the hall and bring me one of my hats. Not my best hat, which I wear on Sundays and on State occasions; nor yet my second-best, which I wear every day; nor yet, again, the one I wear when I am out hunting, for all these I need. Fetch me, rather, the oldest of my hats. And they fetched him the very oldest of his hats. Then he said, Put it on top of the pole. And they put it right on top of the pole. And, last of all, he said, Go and set up the pole in the middle of the meadow just outside the gates of the town. And they went and set up the pole in the very middle of the meadow just outside the gates of the town.

Then he sent his heralds out to north and south and east and west to summon the people together, because he said he had something very important and special to say to them. And the people came in tens, and fifties, and hundreds, men, women, and children; and they stood waiting in front of the Palace steps till Gessler the Governor should come out and say something very important and special to them.

And punctually at eleven oclock, Gessler, having finished a capital breakfast, came out on to the top step and spoke to them.

Ladies and gentlemen, — he began. (A voice from the crowd: Speak up!)

Ladies and gentlemen, he began again, in a louder voice, if I could catch the man who said Speak up! I would have him bitten in the neck by wild elephants. (Applause.) I have called you to this place to-day to explain to you my reason for putting up a pole, on the top of which is one of my caps, in the meadow just outside the city gates. It is this: You all, I know, respect and love me. Here he paused for the audience to cheer, but as they remained quite silent he went on: You would all, I know, like to come to my Palace every day and do reverence to me. (A voice: No, no!) If I could catch the man who said No, no! I would have him stung on the soles of the feet by pink scorpions; and if he was the same man who said Speak up! a little while ago, the number of scorpions should be doubled. (Loud applause.) As I was saying before I was interrupted, I know you would like to come to my Palace and do reverence to me there. But, as you are many and space is limited, I am obliged to refuse you that pleasure. However, being anxious not to disappoint you, I have set up my cap in the meadow, and you may do reverence to that. In fact, you must. Everybody is to look on that cap as if it were me. (A voice: It aint so ugly as you!) If I could catch the man who made that remark I would have him tied up and teased by trained bluebottles. (Deafening applause.) In fact, to put the matter briefly, if anybody crosses that meadow without bowing down before that cap, my soldiers will arrest him, and I will have him pecked on the nose by infuriated blackbirds. So there! Soldiers, move that crowd on!

And Gessler disappeared indoors again, just as a volley of eggs and cabbages whistled through the air. And the soldiers began to hustle the crowd down the various streets till the open space in front of the Palace gates was quite cleared of them. All this happened the day before Tell and Walter set out for the town.


Chapter VII
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HAVING SET UP the pole and cap in the meadow, Gessler sent two of his bodyguard, Friesshardt (I should think you would be safe in pronouncing this Freeze-hard, but you had better ask somebody who knows) and Leuthold, to keep watch there all day, and see that nobody passed by without kneeling down before the pole and taking off his hat to it.

But the people, who prided themselves on being what they called üppen zie schnuffen, or, as we should say, up to snuff, and equal to every occasion, had already seen a way out of the difficulty. They knew that if they crossed the meadow they must bow down before the pole, which they did not want to do, so it occurred to them that an ingenious way of preventing this would be not to cross the meadow. So they went the long way round, and the two soldiers spent a lonely day.

What I sez, said Friesshardt, is, wots the use of us wasting our time here? (Friesshardt was not a very well-educated man, and he did not speak good grammar.) None of these here people aint a-going to bow down to that there hat. Of course they aint. Why, I can remember the time when this meadow was like a fair — everybody a-shoving and a-jostling one another for elbow-room; and look at it now! Its a desert. Thats what it is, a desert. Whats the good of us wasting of our time here, I sez. Thats what I sez.

And theyre artful, too, mind yer, he continued. Why, only this morning, I sez to myself, Friesshardt, I sez, you just wait till twelve oclock, I sez, cos thats when they leave the council-house, and then theyll have to cross the meadow. And then well see what we shall see, I sez. Like that, I sez. Bitter-like, yer know. Well see, I sez, what we shall see. So I waited, and at twelve oclock out they came, dozens of them, and began to cross the meadow. And now, sez I to myself, look out for larks. But what happened? Why, when they came to the pole, the priest stood in front of it, and the sacristan rang the bell, and they all fell down on their knees. But they were saying their prayers, not doing obeisance to the hat. Thats what they were doing. Artful — thats what they are!

And Friesshardt kicked the foot of the pole viciously with his iron boot.

Its my belief, said Leuthold (Leuthold is the thin soldier you see in the picture)— its my firm belief that they are laughing at us. There! Listen to that!

A voice made itself heard from behind a rock not far off.

Where did you get that hat? said the voice.

There! grumbled Leuthold; theyre always at it. Last time it was, Whos your hatter? Why, were the laughing-stock of the place. Were like two rogues in a pillory. Tis rank disgrace for one who wears a sword to stand as sentry oer an empty hat. To make obeisance to a hat! I faith, such a command is downright foolery!

Well, said Friesshardt, and why not bow before an empty hat? Thou hast oft bowd before an empty skull. Ha, ha! I was always one for a joke, yer know.

Here come some people, said Leuthold. At last! And theyre only the rabble, after all. You dont catch any of the better sort of people coming here.

A crowd was beginning to collect on the edge of the meadow. Its numbers swelled every minute, until quite a hundred of the commoner sort must have been gathered together. They stood pointing at the pole and talking among themselves, but nobody made any movement to cross the meadow.

At last somebody shouted Yah!

The soldiers took no notice.

Somebody else cried Booh!

Pass along there, pass along! said the soldiers.

Cries of Where did you get that hat? began to come from the body of the crowd. When the Swiss invented a catch-phrase they did not drop it in a hurry.

Where — did — you — get — that — HAT? they shouted.

Friesshardt and Leuthold stood like two statues in armour, paying no attention to the remarks of the rabble. This annoyed the rabble. They began to be more personal.

You in the second-hand lobster-tin, shouted one — he meant Friesshardt, whose suit of armour, though no longer new, hardly deserved this description— whos your hatter?

Cant yer see, shouted a friend, when Friesshardt made no reply, the pore thing aint alive? Es stuffed!

Roars of laughter greeted this sally. Friesshardt, in spite of the fact that he enjoyed a joke, turned pink.

Es blushing! shrieked a voice.

Friesshardt turned purple.

Then things got still more exciting.

Ere, said a rough voice in the crowd impatiently, wots the good of torkin to em? Gimme that ere egg, missus!

And in another instant an egg flew across the meadow, and burst over Leutholds shoulder. The crowd howled with delight. This was something like fun, thought they, and the next moment eggs, cabbages, cats, and missiles of every sort darkened the air. The two soldiers raved and shouted, but did not dare to leave their post. At last, just as the storm was at its height, it ceased, as if by magic. Everyone in the crowd turned round, and, as he turned, jumped into the air and waved his hat.
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A deafening cheer went up.

Hurrah! cried the mob; here comes good old Tell! Now theres going to be a jolly row!


Chapter VIII
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TELL CAME STRIDING along, Walter by his side, and his cross-bow over his shoulder. He knew nothing about the hat having been placed on the pole, and he was surprised to see such a large crowd gathered in the meadow. He bowed to the crowd in his polite way, and the crowd gave three cheers and one more, and he bowed again.

Hullo! said Walter suddenly; look at that hat up there, father. On the pole.

What is the hat to us? said Tell; and he began to walk across the meadow with an air of great dignity, and Walter walked by his side, trying to look just like him.

Here! hi! shouted the soldiers. Stop! You havent bowed down to the cap.
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Tell looked scornful, but said nothing. Walter looked still more scornful.

Ho, there! shouted Friesshardt, standing in front of him. I bid you stand in the Emperors name.

My good fellow, said Tell, please do not bother me. I am in a hurry. I really have nothing for you.

My orders is, said Friesshardt, to stand in this ere meadow and to see as how all them what passes through it does obeisance to that there hat. Thems Governors orders, them is. So now.

My good fellow, said Tell, let me pass. I shall get cross, I know I shall.

Shouts of encouragement from the crowd, who were waiting patiently for the trouble to begin.

Go it, Tell! they cried. Dont stand talking to him. Hit him a kick!

Friesshardt became angrier every minute.

My orders is, he said again, to arrest them as dont bow down to the hat, and for two pins, young feller, Ill arrest you. So which is it to be? Either you bow down to that there hat or you come along of me.

Tell pushed him aside, and walked on with his chin in the air. Walter went with him, with his chin in the air.

WHACK!

A howl of dismay went up from the crowd as they saw Friesshardt raise his pike and bring it down with all his force on Tells head. The sound of the blow went echoing through the meadow and up the hills and down the valleys.
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Ow! cried Tell.

Now, thought the crowd, things must begin to get exciting.

Tells first idea was that one of the larger mountains in the neighbourhood had fallen on top of him. Then he thought that there must have been an earthquake. Then it gradually dawned upon him that he had been hit by a mere common soldier with a pike. Then he was angry.

Look here! he began.

Look there! said Friesshardt, pointing to the cap.
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Youve hurt my head very much, said Tell. Feel the bump. If I hadnt happened to have a particularly hard head I dont know what might not have happened; and he raised his fist and hit Friesshardt; but as Friesshardt was wearing a thick iron helmet the blow did not hurt him very much.

But it had the effect of bringing the crowd to Tells assistance. They had been waiting all this time for him to begin the fighting, for though they were very anxious to attack the soldiers, they did not like to do so by themselves. They wanted a leader.

So when they saw Tell hit Friesshardt, they tucked up their sleeves, grasped their sticks and cudgels more tightly, and began to run across the meadow towards him.

Neither of the soldiers noticed this. Friesshardt was busy arguing with Tell, and Leuthold was laughing at Friesshardt. So when the people came swarming up with their sticks and cudgels they were taken by surprise. But every soldier in the service of Gessler was as brave as a lion, and Friesshardt and Leuthold were soon hitting back merrily, and making a good many of the crowd wish that they had stayed at home. The two soldiers were wearing armour, of course, so that it was difficult to hurt them; but the crowd, who wore no armour, found that they could get hurt very easily. Conrad Hunn, for instance, was attacking Friesshardt, when the soldier happened to drop his pike. It fell on Conrads toe, and Conrad limped away, feeling that fighting was no fun unless you had thick boots on.

And so for a time the soldiers had the best of the fight.


Chapter IX
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FOR MANY MINUTES the fight raged furiously round the pole, and the earth shook beneath the iron boots of Friesshardt and Leuthold as they rushed about, striking out right and left with their fists and the flats of their pikes. Seppi the cowboy (an ancestor, by the way, of Buffalo Bill) went down before a tremendous blow by Friesshardt, and Leuthold knocked Klaus von der Flue head over heels.

What you want said Arnold of Sewa, who had seen the beginning of the fight from the window of his cottage and had hurried to join it, and, as usual, to give advice to everybody— what you want here is guile. Thats what you want — guile, cunning. Not brute force, mind you. Its no good rushing at a man in armour and hitting him. He only hits you back. You should employ guile. Thus. Observe.

He had said these words standing on the outskirts of the crowd. He now grasped his cudgel and began to steal slowly towards Friesshardt, who had just given Werni the huntsman such a hit with his pike that the sound of it was still echoing in the mountains, and was now busily engaged in disposing of Jost Weiler. Arnold of Sewa crept stealthily behind him, and was just about to bring his cudgel down on his head, when Leuthold, catching sight of him, saved his comrade by driving his pike with all his force into Arnolds side. Arnold said afterwards that it completely took his breath away. He rolled over, and after being trodden on by everybody for some minutes, got up and limped back to his cottage, where he went straight to bed, and did not get up for two days.

All this time Tell had been standing a little way off with his arms folded, looking on. While it was a quarrel simply between himself and Friesshardt he did not mind fighting. But when the crowd joined in he felt that it was not fair to help so many men attack one, however badly that one might have behaved.

He now saw that the time had come to put an end to the disturbance. He drew an arrow from his quiver, placed it in his crossbow, and pointed it at the hat. Friesshardt, seeing what he intended to do, uttered a shout of horror and rushed to stop him. But at that moment somebody in the crowd hit him so hard with a spade that his helmet was knocked over his eyes, and before he could raise it again the deed was done. Through the cap and through the pole and out at the other side sped the arrow. And the first thing he saw when he opened his eyes was Tell standing beside him twirling his moustache, while all around the crowd danced and shouted and threw their caps into the air with joy.
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A mere trifle, said Tell modestly.

The crowd cheered again and again.

Friesshardt and Leuthold lay on the ground beside the pole, feeling very sore and bruised, and thought that perhaps, on the whole, they had better stay there. There was no knowing what the crowd might do after this, if they began to fight again. So they lay on the ground and made no attempt to interfere with the popular rejoicings. What they wanted, as Arnold of Sewa might have said if he had been there, was a few moments complete rest. Leutholds helmet had been hammered with sticks until it was over his eyes and all out of shape, and Friesshardts was very little better. And they both felt just as if they had been run over in the street by a horse and cart.

Tell! shouted the crowd. Hurrah for Tell! Good old Tell!

Tells the boy! roared Ulric the smith. Not another man in Switzerland could have made that shot.

No, shrieked everybody, not another!

Speech! cried someone from the edge of the crowd.

Speech! Speech! Tell, speech! Everybody took up the cry.

No, no, said Tell, blushing.

Go on, go on! shouted the crowd.

Oh, I couldnt, said Tell; I dont know what to say.

Anything will do. Speech! Speech!

Ulric the smith and Ruodi the fisherman hoisted Tell on to their shoulders, and, having coughed once or twice, he said:

Gentlemen—

Cheers from the crowd.

Gentlemen, said Tell again, this is the proudest moment of my life.

More cheers.

I dont know what you want me to talk about. I have never made a speech before. Excuse my emotion. This is the proudest moment of my life. To-day is a great day for Switzerland. We have struck the first blow of the revolution. Let us strike some more.

Shouts of Hear, hear! from the crowd, many of whom, misunderstanding Tells last remark, proceeded to hit Leuthold and Friesshardt, until stopped by cries of Order! from Ulric the smith.

Gentlemen, continued Tell, the floodgates of revolution have been opened. From this day they will stalk through the land burning to ashes the slough of oppression which our tyrant Governor has erected in our midst. I have only to add that this is the proudest moment of my life, and — —

He was interrupted by a frightened voice.

Look out, you chaps, said the voice; here comes the Governor!

Gessler, with a bodyguard of armed men, had entered the meadow, and was galloping towards them.


Chapter X
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GESSLER CAME RIDING up on his brown horse, and the crowd melted away in all directions, for there was no knowing what the Governor might not do if he found them plotting. They were determined to rebel and to throw off his tyrannous yoke, but they preferred to do it quietly and comfortably, when he was nowhere near.

So they ran away to the edge of the meadow, and stood there in groups, waiting to see what was going to happen. Not even Ulric the smith and Ruodi the fisherman waited, though they knew quite well that Tell had not nearly finished his speech. They set the orator down, and began to walk away, trying to look as if they had been doing nothing in particular, and were going to go on doing it — only somewhere else.

Tell was left standing alone in the middle of the meadow by the pole. He scorned to run away like the others, but he did not at all like the look of things. Gessler was a stern man, quick to punish any insult, and there were two of his soldiers lying on the ground with their nice armour all spoiled and dented, and his own cap on top of the pole had an arrow right through the middle of it, and would never look the same again, however much it might be patched. It seemed to Tell that there was a bad time coming.

Gessler rode up, and reined in his horse.

Now then, now then, now then! he said, in his quick, abrupt way. Whats this? whats this? whats this?

(When a man repeats what he says three times, you can see that he is not in a good temper.)

Friesshardt and Leuthold got up, saluted, and limped slowly towards him. They halted beside his horse, and stood to attention. The tears trickled down their cheeks.

Come, come, come! said Gessler; tell me all about it.
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And he patted Friesshardt on the head. Friesshardt bellowed.

Gessler beckoned to one of his courtiers.

Have you a handkerchief? he said.

I have a handkerchief, your Excellency.

Then dry this mans eyes.

The courtier did as he was bidden.

Now, said Gessler, when the drying was done, and Friesshardts tears had ceased, what has been happening here? I heard a cry of Help! as I came up. Who cried Help!?

Please, your lordships noble Excellencyship, said Friesshardt, it was me, Friesshardt.

You should say, It was I, said Gessler. Proceed.

Which I am a loyal servant of your Excellencys, and in your Excellencys army, and seeing as how I was told to stand by this ere pole and guard that there hat, I stood by this ere pole, and guarded that there hat — all day, I did, your Excellency. And then up comes this man here, and I says to him— Bow down to the hat, I says. Ho! he says to me— ho, indeed! and he passed on without so much as nodding. So I takes my pike, and I taps him on the head to remind him, as you may say, that there was something he was forgetting, and he ups and hits me, he does. And then the crowd runs up with their sticks and hits me and Leuthold cruel, your Excellency. And while we was a-fighting with them, this here man Im a-telling you about, your Excellency, he outs with an arrow, puts it into his bow, and sends it through the hat, and I dont see how youll ever be able to wear it again. Its a waste of a good hat, your Excellency — thats what it is. And then the people, they puts me and Leuthold on the ground, and hoists this here man — Tell, they call him — up on their shoulders, and he starts making a speech, when up you comes, your Excellency. Thats how it all was.

Gessler turned pale with rage, and glared fiercely at Tell, who stood before him in the grasp of two of the bodyguard.

Ah, he said, Tell, is it? Good-day to you, Tell. I think weve met before, Tell? Eh, Tell?

We have, your Excellency. It was in the ravine of Schächenthal, said Tell firmly.

Your memory is good, Tell. So is mine. I think you made a few remarks to me on that occasion, Tell — a few chatty remarks? Eh, Tell?

Very possibly, your Excellency.

You were hardly polite, Tell.

If I offended you I am sorry.

I am glad to hear it, Tell. I think you will be even sorrier before long. So youve been ill-treating my soldiers, eh?

It was not I who touched them.

Oh, so you didnt touch them? Ah! But you defied my power by refusing to bow down to the hat. I set up that hat to prove the peoples loyalty. I am afraid you are not loyal, Tell.

I was a little thoughtless, not disloyal. I passed the hat without thinking.

You should always think, Tell. It is very dangerous not to do so. And I suppose that you shot your arrow through the hat without thinking?

I was a little carried away by excitement, your Excellency.

Dear, dear! Carried away by excitement, were you? You must really be more careful, Tell. One of these days you will be getting yourself into trouble. But it seems to have been a very fine shot. You are a capital marksman, I believe?

Fathers the best shot in all Switzerland, piped a youthful voice. He can hit an apple on a tree a hundred yards away. Ive seen him. Cant you, father?

Walter, who had run away when the fighting began, had returned on seeing his father in the hands of the soldiers.

Gessler turned a cold eye upon him.

Who is this? he asked.


Chapter XI
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IT IS MY son Walter, your Excellency, said Tell.

Your son? Indeed. This is very interesting. Have you any more children?

I have one other boy.

And which of them do you love the most, eh?

I love them both alike, your Excellency.

Dear me! Quite a happy family. Now, listen to me, Tell. I know you are fond of excitement, so I am going to try to give you a little. Your son says that you can hit an apple on a tree a hundred yards away, and I am sure you have every right to be very proud of such a feat. Friesshardt!

Your Excellency?

Bring me an apple.

Friesshardt picked one up. Some apples had been thrown at him and Leuthold earlier in the day, and there were several lying about.

Which Im afraid as how its a little bruised, your Excellency, he said, having hit me on the helmet.

Thank you. I do not require it for eating purposes, said Gessler. Now, Tell, I have here an apple — a simple apple, not over-ripe. I should like to test that feat of yours. So take your bow — I see you have it in your hand — and get ready to shoot. I am going to put this apple on your sons head. He will be placed a hundred yards away from you, and if you do not hit the apple with your first shot your life shall pay forfeit.
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And he regarded Tell with a look of malicious triumph.

Your Excellency, it cannot be! cried Tell; the thing is too monstrous. Perhaps your Excellency is pleased to jest. You cannot bid a father shoot an apple from off his sons head! Consider, your Excellency!

You shall shoot the apple from off the head of this boy, said Gessler sternly. I do not jest. That is my will.

Sooner would I die, said Tell.

If you do not shoot you die with the boy. Come, come, Tell, why so cautious? They always told me that you loved perilous enterprises, and yet when I give you one you complain. I could understand anybody else shrinking from the feat. But you! Hitting apples at a hundred yards is childs play to you. And what does it matter where the apple is — whether it is on a tree or on a boys head? It is an apple just the same. Proceed, Tell.

The crowd, seeing a discussion going on, had left the edge of the meadow and clustered round to listen. A groan of dismay went up at the Governors words.

Down on your knees, boy, whispered Rudolph der Harras to Walter— down on your knees, and beg his Excellency for your life.

I wont! said Walter stoutly.

Come, said Gessler, clear a path there — clear a path! Hurry yourselves. I wont have this loitering. Look you, Tell: attend to me for a moment. I find you in the middle of this meadow deliberately defying my authority and making sport of my orders. I find you in the act of stirring up discontent among my people with speeches. I might have you executed without ceremony. But do I? No. Nobody shall say that Hermann Gessler the Governor is not kind-hearted. I say to myself, I will give this man one chance. I place your fate in your own skilful hands. How can a man complain of harsh treatment when he is made master of his own fate? Besides, I dont ask you to do anything difficult. I merely bid you perform what must be to you a simple shot. You boast of your unerring aim. Now is the time to prove it. Clear the way there!

Walter Fürst flung himself on his knees before the Governor.

Your Highness, he cried, none deny your power. Let it be mingled with mercy. It is excellent, as an English poet will say in a few hundred years, to have a giants strength, but it is tyrannous to use it like a giant. Take the half of my possessions, but spare my son-in-law.

But Walter Tell broke in impatiently, and bade his grandfather rise, and not kneel to the tyrant.

Where must I stand? asked he. Im not afraid. Father can hit a bird upon the wing.

You see that lime-tree yonder, said Gessler to his soldiers; take the boy and bind him to it.

I will not be bound! cried Walter. I am not afraid. Ill stand still. I wont breathe. If you bind me Ill kick!

Let us bind your eyes, at least, said Rudolph der Harras.

Do you think I fear to see father shoot? said Walter. I wont stir an eyelash. Father, show the tyrant how you can shoot. He thinks youre going to miss. Isnt he an old donkey!

Very well, young man, muttered Gessler, well see who is laughing five minutes from now. And once more he bade the crowd stand back and leave a way clear for Tell to shoot.


Chapter XII
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THE CROWD FELL back, leaving a lane down which Walter walked, carrying the apple. There was dead silence as he passed. Then the people began to whisper excitedly to one another.

Shall this be done before our eyes? said Arnold of Melchthal to Werner Stauffacher. Of what use was it that we swore an oath to rebel if we permit this? Let us rise and slay the tyrant.

Werner Stauffacher, prudent man, scratched his chin thoughtfully.

We-e-ll, he said, you see, the difficulty is that we are not armed and the soldiers are. There is nothing I should enjoy more than slaying the tyrant, only I have an idea that the tyrant would slay us. You see my point?

Why were we so slow! groaned Arnold. We should have risen before, and then this would never have happened. Who was it that advised us to delay?

We-e-ll, said Stauffacher (who had himself advised delay), I cant quite remember at the moment, but I dare say you could find out by looking up the minutes of our last meeting. I know the motion was carried by a majority of two votes. See! Gessler grows impatient.

Gessler, who had been fidgeting on his horse for some time, now spoke again, urging Tell to hurry.

Begin! he cried— begin!

Immediately, replied Tell, fitting the arrow to the string.

Gessler began to mock him once more.

You see now, he said, the danger of carrying arms. I dont know if you have ever noticed it, but arrows very often recoil on the man who carries them. The only man who has any business to possess a weapon is the ruler of a country — myself, for instance. A low, common fellow — if you will excuse the description — like yourself only grows proud through being armed, and so offends those above him. But, of course, its no business of mine. I am only telling you what I think about it. Personally, I like to encourage my subjects to shoot; that is why I am giving you such a splendid mark to shoot at. You see, Tell?

Tell did not reply. He raised his bow and pointed it. There was a stir of excitement in the crowd, more particularly in that part of the crowd which stood on his right, for, his hand trembling for the first time in his life, Tell had pointed his arrow, not at his son, but straight into the heart of the crowd.
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Here! Hi! Thats the wrong way! More to the left! shouted the people in a panic, while Gessler roared with laughter, and bade Tell shoot and chance it.

If you cant hit the apple or your son, he chuckled, you can bring down one of your dear fellow-countrymen.

Tell lowered his bow, and a sigh of relief went through the crowd.

My eyes are swimming, he said; I cannot see.

Then he turned to the Governor.

I cannot shoot, he said; bid your soldiers kill me.

No, said Gessler— no, Tell. That is not at all what I want. If I had wished my soldiers to kill you, I should not have waited for a formal invitation from you. I have no desire to see you slain. Not at present. I wish to see you shoot. Come, Tell, they say you can do everything, and are afraid of nothing. Only the other day, I hear, you carried a man, one Baumgartner — that was his name, I think — across a rough sea in an open boat. You may remember it? I particularly wished to catch Baumgartner, Tell. Now, this is a feat which calls for much less courage. Simply to shoot an apple off a boys head. A child could do it.

While he was speaking, Tell had been standing in silence, his hands trembling and his eyes fixed, sometimes on the Governor, sometimes on the sky. He now seized his quiver, and taking from it a second arrow, placed it in his belt. Gessler watched him, but said nothing.

Shoot, father! cried Walter from the other end of the lane; Im not afraid.

Tell, calm again now, raised his bow and took a steady aim. Everybody craned forward, the front ranks in vain telling those behind that there was nothing to be gained by pushing. Gessler bent over his horses neck and peered eagerly towards Walter. A great hush fell on all as Tell released the string.

Phut! went the string, and the arrow rushed through the air.

A moments suspense, and then a terrific cheer rose from the spectators.
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The apple had leaped from Walters head, pierced through the centre.


Chapter XIII
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INTENSE EXCITEMENT INSTANTLY reigned. Their suspense over, the crowd cheered again and again, shook hands with one another, and flung their caps into the air. Everyone was delighted, for everyone was fond of Tell and Walter. It also pleased them to see the Governor disappointed. He had had things his own way for so long that it was a pleasant change to see him baffled in this manner. Not since Switzerland became a nation had the meadow outside the city gates been the scene of such rejoicings.

Walter had picked up the apple with the arrow piercing it, and was showing it proudly to all his friends.

I told you so, he kept saying; I knew father wouldnt hurt me. Fathers the best shot in all Switzerland.

That was indeed a shot! exclaimed Ulric the smith; it will ring through the ages. While the mountains stand will the tale of Tell the bowman be told.

Rudolph der Harras took the apple from Walter and showed it to Gessler, who had been sitting transfixed on his horse.

See, he said, the arrow has passed through the very centre. It was a master shot.

It was very nearly a Master Walter shot, said Rösselmann the priest severely, fixing the Governor with a stern eye.

Gessler made no answer. He sat looking moodily at Tell, who had dropped his cross-bow and was standing motionless, still gazing in the direction in which the arrow had sped. Nobody liked to be the first to speak to him.

Well, said Rudolph der Harras, breaking an awkward silence, I suppose its all over now? May as well be moving, eh?

He bit a large piece out of the apple, which he still held. Walter uttered a piercing scream as he saw the mouthful disappear. Up till now he had shown no signs of dismay, in spite of the peril which he had had to face; but when he watched Rudolph eating the apple, which he naturally looked upon as his own property, he could not keep quiet any longer. Rudolph handed him the apple with an apology, and he began to munch it contentedly.

Come with me to your mother, my boy, said Rösselmann.

Walter took no notice, but went on eating the apple.

Tell came to himself with a start, looked round for Walter, and began to lead him away in the direction of his home, deaf to all the cheering that was going on around him.

Gessler leaned forward in his saddle.

Tell, he said, a word with you.

Tell came back.

Your Excellency?

Before you go I wish you to explain one thing.

A thousand, your Excellency.

No, only one. When you were getting ready to shoot at the apple you placed an arrow in the string and a second arrow in your belt.

A second arrow! Tell pretended to be very much astonished, but the pretence did not deceive the Governor.

Yes, a second arrow. Why was that? What did you intend to do with that arrow, Tell?

Tell looked down uneasily, and twisted his bow about in his hands.

My lord, he said at last, it is a bowmans custom. All archers place a second arrow in their belt.

No, Tell, said Gessler, I cannot take that answer as the truth. I know there was some other meaning in what you did. Tell me the reason without concealment. Why was it? Your life is safe, whatever it was, so speak out. Why did you take out that second arrow?

Tell stopped fidgeting with his bow, and met the Governors eye with a steady gaze.

Since you promise me my life, your Excellency, he replied, drawing himself up, I will tell you.

He drew the arrow from his belt and held it up.

The crowd pressed forward, hanging on his words.

Had my first arrow, said Tell slowly, pierced my child and not the apple, this would have pierced you, my lord. Had I missed with my first shot, be sure, my lord, that my second would have found its mark.

A murmur of approval broke from the crowd as Tell thrust the arrow back into the quiver and faced the Governor with folded arms and burning eyes. Gessler turned white with fury.

Seize that man! he shouted.
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My lord, bethink you, whispered Rudolph der Harras; you promised him his life. Tell, fly! he cried.

Tell did not move.

Seize that man and bind him, roared Gessler once more. If he resists, cut him down.

I shall not resist, said Tell scornfully. I should have known the folly of trusting to a tyrant to keep his word. My death will at least show my countrymen the worth of their Governors promises.

Not so, replied Gessler; no man shall say I ever broke my knightly word. I promised you your life, and I will give you your life. But you are a dangerous man, Tell, and against such must I guard myself. You have told me your murderous purpose. I must look to it that that purpose is not fulfilled. Life I promised you, and life I will give you. But of freedom I said nothing. In my castle at Küssnacht there are dungeons where no ray of sun or moon ever falls. Chained hand and foot in one of these, you will hardly aim your arrows at me. It is rash, Tell, to threaten those who have power over you. Soldiers, bind him and lead him to my ship. I will follow, and will myself conduct him to Küssnacht.

The soldiers tied Tells hands. He offered no resistance. And amidst the groans of the people he was led away to the shore of the lake, where Gesslers ship lay at anchor.
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Our last chance is gone, said the people to one another. Where shall we look now for a leader?


Chapter XIV
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THE CASTLE OF Küssnacht lay on the opposite side of the lake, a mighty mass of stone reared on a mightier crag rising sheer out of the waves, which boiled and foamed about its foot. Steep rocks of fantastic shape hemmed it in, and many were the vessels which perished on these, driven thither by the frequent storms that swept over the lake.

Gessler and his men, Tell in their midst, bound and unarmed, embarked early in the afternoon at Flüelen, which was the name of the harbour where the Governors ship had been moored. Flüelen was about two miles from Küssnacht.

When they had arrived at the vessel they went on board, and Tell was placed at the bottom of the hold. It was pitch dark, and rats scampered over his body as he lay. The ropes were cast off, the sails filled, and the ship made her way across the lake, aided by a favouring breeze.

A large number of the Swiss people had followed Tell and his captors to the harbour, and stood gazing sorrowfully after the ship as it diminished in the distance. There had been whispers of an attempted rescue, but nobody had dared to begin it, and the whispers had led to nothing. Few of the people carried weapons, and the soldiers were clad in armour, and each bore a long pike or a sharp sword. As Arnold of Sewa would have said if he had been present, what the people wanted was prudence. It was useless to attack men so thoroughly able to defend themselves.

Therefore the people looked on and groaned, but did nothing.

For some time the ship sped easily on her way and through a calm sea. Tell lay below, listening to the trampling of the sailors overhead, as they ran about the deck, and gave up all hope of ever seeing his home and his friends again.

But soon he began to notice that the ship was rolling and pitching more than it had been doing at first, and it was not long before he realized that a very violent storm had begun. Storms sprung up very suddenly on the lake, and made it unsafe for boats that attempted to cross it. Often the sea was quite unruffled at the beginning of the crossing, and was rough enough at the end to wreck the largest ship.

Tell welcomed the storm. He had no wish to live if life meant years of imprisonment in a dark dungeon of Castle Küssnacht. Drowning would be a pleasant fate compared with that. He lay at the bottom of the ship, hoping that the next wave would dash them on to a rock and send them to the bottom of the lake. The tossing became worse and worse.

Upon the deck Gessler was standing beside the helmsman, and gazing anxiously across the waters at the rocks that fringed the narrow entrance to the bay a few hundred yards to the east of Castle Küssnacht. This bay was the only spot for miles along the shore at which it was possible to land safely. For miles on either side the coast was studded with great rocks, which would have dashed a ship to pieces in a moment. It was to this bay that Gessler wished to direct the ship. But the helmsman told him that he could not make sure of finding the entrance, so great was the cloud of spray which covered it. A mistake would mean shipwreck.

My lord, said the helmsman, I have neither strength nor skill to guide the helm. I do not know which way to turn.

What are we to do? asked Rudolph der Harras, who was standing near.

The helmsman hesitated. Then he spoke, eyeing the Governor uneasily.

Tell could steer us through, he said, if your lordship would but give him the helm.

Gessler started.

Tell! he muttered. Tell!

The ship drew nearer to the rocks.

Bring him here, said Gessler.

Two soldiers went down to the hold and released Tell. They bade him get up and come with them. Tell followed them on deck, and stood before the Governor.

Tell, said Gessler.

Tell looked at him without speaking.

Take the helm, Tell, said Gessler, and steer the ship through those rocks into the bay beyond, or instant death shall be your lot.

Without a word Tell took the helmsmans place, peering keenly into the cloud of foam before him. To right and to left he turned the vessels head, and to right again, into the very heart of the spray. They were right among the rocks now, but the ship did not strike on them. Quivering and pitching, she was hurried along, until of a sudden the spray-cloud was behind her, and in front the calm waters of the bay.

Gessler beckoned to the helmsman.

Take the helm again, he said.

He pointed to Tell.

Bind him, he said to the soldiers.

The soldiers advanced slowly, for they were loath to bind the man who had just saved them from destruction. But the Governors orders must he obeyed, so they came towards Tell, carrying ropes with which to bind him.

Tell moved a step back. The ship was gliding past a lofty rock. It was such a rock as Tell had often climbed when hunting the chamois. He acted with the quickness of the hunter. Snatching up the bow and quiver which lay on the deck, he sprang on to the bulwark of the vessel, and, with a mighty leap, gained the rock. Another instant, and he was out of reach.

Gessler roared to his bowmen.

Shoot! shoot! he cried.

The bowmen hastily fitted arrow to string. They were too late. Tell was ready before them. There was a hiss as the shaft rushed through the air, and the next moment Gessler the Governor fell dead on the deck, pierced through the heart.

Tells second arrow had found its mark, as his first had done.
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Chapter XV
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THERE IS NOT much more of the story of William Tell. The death of Gessler was a signal to the Swiss to rise in revolt, and soon the whole country was up in arms against the Austrians. It had been chiefly the fear of the Governor that had prevented a rising before. It had been brewing for a long time. The people had been bound by a solemn oath to drive the enemy out of the country. All through Switzerland preparations for a revolution were going on, and nobles and peasants had united.

Directly the news arrived that the Governor was slain, meetings of the people were held in every town in Switzerland, and it was resolved to begin the revolution without delay. All the fortresses that Gessler had built during his years of rule were carried by assault on the same night. The last to fall was one which had only been begun a short time back, and the people who had been forced to help to build it spent a very pleasant hour pulling down the stones which had cost them such labour to put in their place. Even the children helped. It was a great treat to them to break what they pleased without being told not to.

See, said Tell, as he watched them, in years to come, when these same children are gray-haired, they will remember this night as freshly as they will remember it to-morrow.

A number of people rushed up, bearing the pole which Gesslers soldiers had set up in the meadow. The hat was still on top of it, nailed to the wood by Tells arrow.

Heres the hat! shouted Ruodi— the hat to which we were to bow!

What shall we do with it? cried several voices.

Destroy it! Burn it! said others. To the flames with this emblem of tyranny!

But Tell stopped them.

Let us preserve it, he said. Gessler set it up to be a means of enslaving the country; we will set it up as a memorial of our newly-gained liberty. Nobly is fulfilled the oath we swore to drive the tyrants from our land. Let the pole mark the spot where the revolution finished.

But is it finished? said Arnold of Melchthal. It is a nice point. When the Emperor of Austria hears that we have killed his friend Gessler, and burnt down all his fine new fortresses, will he not come here to seek revenge?

He will, said Tell. And let him come. And let him bring all his mighty armies. We have driven out the enemy that was in our land. We will meet and drive away the enemy that comes from another country. Switzerland is not easy to attack. There are but a few mountain passes by which the foe can approach. We will stop these with our bodies. And one great strength we have: we are united. And united we need fear no foe.

Hurrah! shouted everybody.

But who is this that approaches? said Tell. He seems excited. Perhaps he brings news.

It was Rösselmann the pastor, and he brought stirring news.

These are strange times in which we live, said Rösselmann, coming up.

Why, what has happened? cried everybody.

Listen, and be amazed.

Why, whats the matter?

The Emperor — —

Yes?

The Emperor is dead.

What! dead?

Dead!

Impossible! How came you by the news?

John Müller of Schaffhausen brought it. And he is a truthful man.

But how did it happen?

As the Emperor rode from Stein to Baden the lords of Eschenbach and Tegerfelden, jealous, it is said, of his power, fell upon him with their spears. His bodyguard were on the other side of a stream — the Emperor had just crossed it — and could not come to his assistance. He died instantly.

By the death of the Emperor the revolution in Switzerland was enabled to proceed without check. The successor of the Emperor had too much to do in defending himself against the slayers of his father to think of attacking the Swiss, and by the time he was at leisure they were too strong to be attacked. So the Swiss became free.

As for William Tell, he retired to his home, and lived there very happily ever afterwards with his wife and his two sons, who in a few years became very nearly as skilful in the use of the cross-bow as their father.


Epilogue.
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Some say the tale related here

Is amplified and twisted;

Some say it isnt very clear

That William Tell existed;

Some say he freed his country so,

The Governor demolished.

Perhaps he did. I only know

That taxes arent abolished!


Descriptive Verses

Prologue 

The Swiss, against their Austrian foes,

Had neer a soul to lead em,

Till Tell, as youve heard tell, arose

And guided them to freedom.

Tells tale we tell again — an act

For which pray no one scold us — 

This tale of Tell we tell, in fact,

As this Tell tale was told us.



Plate I 

Beneath a tyrant foreign yoke,

How love of freedom waxes!

(Especially when foreign folk

Come round collecting taxes.)

The Swiss, held down by Gesslers fist,

Would fain have used evasion;

Yet none there seemed who could resist

His methods of persuasion.

[image: img34.jpg]



Plate II 

And pride so filled this Gesslers soul

(A monarchs pride outclassing),

He stuck his hat up on a pole,

That all might bow in passing.

Then rose the patriot, William Tell — 

Weve groaned neath Austrias sway first;

Must we be ruled by poles as well?

Ive just a word to say first!
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Plate III 

The crowd about the pole at morn

Used various persuaders — 

They flung old cans (to prove their scorn

Of all tin-pot invaders);

And cabbage-stumps were freely dealt,

And apples (inexpensive),

And rotten eggs (to show they felt

A foreign yoke offensive).
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Plate IV 

Said William Tell, And has this cuss

For conquest such a passion

He needs must set his cap at us

In this exalted fashion?

And then the people gave a cry,

Twixt joy and apprehension,

To see him pass the symbol by

With studied inattention!
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Plate V 

At first the sentinel, aghast,

Glared like an angry dumb thing;

Then Hi! he shouted, not so fast,

Youre overlooking something!

The sturdy Tell made no response;

Then through the hills resounded

A mighty thwack upon his sconce — 

The people were astounded.
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Plate VI 

Could Tell an insult such as this

Ignore or pass? I doubt it!

No, no; that patriotic Swiss

Was very cross about it.

The people, interested now,

Exclaimed, Here! Stop a minute

If theres to be a jolly row,

By Jingo! well be in it!
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Plate VII 

Said Tell, This satrap of the Duke

Is sore in need of gumption;

With my good bow I will rebuke

Such arrow-gant presumption.

Stand back! the soldier says, says he;

This roughness is unseemly!

The people cried, We will be FREE!

And so they were — extremely!
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Plate VIII 

They dealt that soldier thump on thump

(He hadnt any notion,

When on Tells head he raised that bump,

Of raising this commotion);

Tells arrow sped, the people crowed,

And loudly cheered his action;

While Tells expressive features showed

A certain satisfaction.
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Plate IX 

Now, when the cats away, the mice

Are very enterprising,

But cats return, and, in a trice — 

Well, Gessler nipped that rising.

And when those soldiers lodged complaint

(Which truly didnt lack ground),

The people practised self-restraint

And fell into the background.
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Plate X 

And Tell, before the tyrant hailed,

No patriot youd have guessed him,

For even his stout bosom quailed

When Gessler thus addressed him: — 

As youre the crack shot of these Swiss

(Ive often heard it said so),

Suppose you take a shot at this,

Placed on your youngsters head — so!
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Plate XI 

The bearing, as they say, of that

Lay in the apple-cation,

And nobody will wonder at

A parents agitation;

That anguish filled Tells bosom proud

Needs scarcely to be stated,

And, it will be observed, the crowd

Was also agitated.
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Plate XII 

Said Gessler, This is all my eye!

Come, hurry up and buck up!

Remember, if you miss, you die — 

That ought to keep your pluck up.

The flying arrow may, no doubt,

Your offsprings bosom enter—

But here there rose a mighty shout:

By George! Hes scored a centre!
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Plate XIII 

But, as the arrow cleft the core,

Cried G. with indignation,

What was the second arrow for?

Come, no e-quiver-cation!

You had a second in your fist.

Said Tell, the missile grippin,

This shaft (had I that apple missed)

Was meant for you, my pippin!
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Plate XIV 

With rage the tyrant said, said he,

Its time to stop this prating;

I find your style of repartee

Extremely irritating.

Youll hang for this, be pleased to note.

On this they bound and gagged him

(For Gesslers castle booked by boat),

And through the village dragged him.
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Plate XV 

But slips between the cup and lip,

When least expected, peer through — 

A storm arose upon the trip

Which Tell alone could steer through.

Thus, of all hands he quickly got

(As you may see) the upper,

At Gessler took a parting shot,

And hurried home to supper.
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Epilogue 

Some say the tale related here

Is amplified and twisted;

Some say it isnt very clear

That William Tell existed;

Some say he freed his country so,

The Governor demolished.

Perhaps he did. I only know

That taxes arent abolished!




The Head of Kays (1905)
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The first edition


I. MAINLY ABOUT FENN
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WHEN WE GET licked tomorrow by half-a-dozen wickets, said Jimmy Silver, tilting his chair until the back touched the wall, dont say I didnt warn you. If you fellows take down what I say from time to time in note-books, as you ought to do, youll remember that I offered to give anyone odds that Kays would out us in the final. I always said that a really hot man like Fenn was more good to a side than half-a-dozen ordinary men. He can do all the bowling and all the batting. All the fielding, too, in the slips.

Tea was just over at Blackburns, and the bulk of the house had gone across to preparation in the school buildings. The prefects, as was their custom, lingered on to finish the meal at their leisure. These after-tea conversations were quite an institution at Blackburns. The labours of the day were over, and the time for preparation for the morrow had not yet come. It would be time to be thinking of that in another hour. Meanwhile, a little relaxation might be enjoyed. Especially so as this was the last day but two of the summer term, and all necessity for working after tea had ceased with the arrival of the last lap of the examinations.

Silver was head of the house, and captain of its cricket team, which was nearing the end of its last match, the final for the inter-house cup, and — on paper — getting decidedly the worst of it. After riding in triumph over the School House, Bedells, and Mulhollands, Blackburns had met its next door neighbour, Kays, in the final, and, to the surprise of the great majority of the school, was showing up badly. The match was affording one more example of how a team of average merit all through may sometimes fall before a one-man side. Blackburns had the three last men on the list of the first eleven, Silver, Kennedy, and Challis, and at least nine of its representatives had the reputation of being able to knock up a useful twenty or thirty at any time. Kays, on the other hand, had one man, Fenn. After him the tail started. But Fenn was such an exceptional all-round man that, as Silver had said, he was as good as half-a-dozen of the Blackburns team, equally formidable whether batting or bowling — he headed the school averages at both. He was one of those batsmen who seem to know exactly what sort of ball you are going to bowl before it leaves your hand, and he could hit like another Jessop. As for his bowling, he bowled left hand — always a puzzling eccentricity to an undeveloped batsman — and could send them down very fast or very slow, as he thought best, and it was hard to see which particular brand he was going to serve up before it was actually in mid-air.

But it is not necessary to enlarge on his abilities. The figures against his name in Wisden prove a good deal. The fact that he had steered Kays through into the last round of the house-matches proves still more. It was perfectly obvious to everyone that, if only you could get Fenn out for under ten, Kays total for that innings would be nearer twenty than forty. They were an appalling side. But then no house bowler had as yet succeeded in getting Fenn out for under ten. In the six innings he had played in the competition up to date, he had made four centuries, an eighty, and a seventy.

Kennedy, the second prefect at Blackburns, paused in the act of grappling with the remnant of a pot of jam belonging to some person unknown, to reply to Silvers remarks.

We arent beaten yet, he said, in his solid way. Kennedys chief characteristics were solidity, and an infinite capacity for taking pains. Nothing seemed to tire or discourage him. He kept pegging away till he arrived. The ordinary person, for instance, would have considered the jam-pot, on which he was then engaged, an empty jam-pot. Kennedy saw that there was still a strawberry (or it may have been a section of a strawberry) at the extreme end, and he meant to have that coy vegetable if he had to squeeze the pot to get at it. To take another instance, all the afternoon of the previous day he had bowled patiently at Fenn while the latter lifted every other ball into space. He had been taken off three times, and at every fresh attack he had plodded on doggedly, until at last, as he had expected, the batsman had misjudged a straight one, and he had bowled him all over his wicket. Kennedy generally managed to get there sooner or later.

Its no good chucking the game up simply because were in a tight place, he said, bringing the spoon to the surface at last with the section of strawberry adhering to the end of it. That sort of things awfully feeble.

He calls me feeble! shouted Jimmy Silver. By James, Ive put a man to sleep for less.

It was one of his amusements to express himself from time to time in a melodramatic fashion, sometimes accompanying his words with suitable gestures. It was on one of these occasions — when he had assumed at a moments notice the role of the Baffled Despot, in an argument with Kennedy in his study on the subject of the house football team — that he broke what Mr Blackburn considered a valuable door with a poker. Since then he had moderated his transports.

Theyve got to make seventy-nine, said Kennedy.

Challis, the other first eleven man, was reading a green scoring-book.

I dont think Kays ought to have the face to stick the cup up in their dining-room, he said, considering the little theyve done to win it. If they do win it, that is. Still, as they made two hundred first innings, they ought to be able to knock off seventy-nine. But I was saying that the pot ought to go to Fenn. Lot the rest of the team had to do with it. Blackburns, first innings, hundred and fifty-one; Fenn, eight for forty-nine. Kays, two hundred and one; Fenn, a hundred and sixty-four not out. Second innings, Blackburns hundred and twenty-eight; Fenn ten for eighty. Bit thick, isnt it? I suppose thats what youd call a one-man team.

Williams, one of the other prefects, who had just sat down at the piano for the purpose of playing his one tune — a cake-walk, of which, through constant practice, he had mastered the rudiments — spoke over his shoulder to Silver.

I tell you what, Jimmy, he said, youve probably lost us the pot by getting your people to send brother Billy to Kays. If he hadnt kept up his wicket yesterday, Fenn wouldnt have made half as many.

When his young brother had been sent to Eckleton two terms before, Jimmy Silver had strongly urged upon his father the necessity of placing him in some house other than Blackburns. He felt that a head of a house, even of so orderly and perfect a house as Blackburns, has enough worries without being saddled with a small brother. And on the previous afternoon young Billy Silver, going in eighth wicket for Kays, had put a solid bat in front of everything for the space of one hour, in the course of which he made ten runs and Fenn sixty. By scoring odd numbers off the last ball of each over, Fenn had managed to secure the majority of the bowling in the most masterly way.

These things will happen, said Silver, resignedly. We Silvers, you know, cant help making runs. Come on, Williams, lets have that tune, and get it over.

Williams obliged. It was a classic piece called The Coon Band Contest, remarkable partly for a taking melody, partly for the vast possibilities of noise which it afforded. Williams made up for his failure to do justice to the former by a keen appreciation of the latter. He played the piece through again, in order to correct the mistakes he had made at his first rendering of it. Then he played it for the third time to correct a new batch of errors.

I should like to hear Fenn play that, said Challis. Youre awfully good, you know, Williams, but he might do it better still.

Get him to play it as an encore at the concert, said Williams, starting for the fourth time.

The talented Fenn was also a musician, — not a genius at the piano, as he was at cricket, but a sufficiently sound performer for his age, considering that he had not made a special study of it. He was to play at the school concert on the following day.

I believe Fenn has an awful time at Kays, said Jimmy Silver. It must be a fair sort of hole, judging from the specimens you see crawling about in Kay caps. I wish Id known my people were sending young Billy there. Id have warned them. I only told them not to sling him in here. I had no idea theyd have picked Kays.

Fenn was telling me the other day, said Kennedy, that being in Kays had spoiled his whole time at the school. He always wanted to come to Blackburns, only there wasnt room that particular term. Bad luck, wasnt it? I dont think he found it so bad before he became head of the house. He didnt come into contact with Kay so much. But now he finds that he cant do a thing without Kay buzzing round and interfering.

I wonder, said Jimmy Silver, thoughtfully, if thats why he bowls so fast. To work it off, you know.

In the course of a beautiful innings of fifty-three that afternoon, the captain of Blackburns had received two of Fenns speediest on the same spot just above the pad in rapid succession, and he now hobbled painfully when he moved about.

The conversation that evening had dealt so largely with Fenn — the whole school, indeed, was talking of nothing but his great attempt to win the cricket cup single-handed — that Kennedy, going out into the road for a breather before the rest of the boarders returned from preparation, made his way to Kays to see if Fenn was imitating his example, and taking the air too.

He found him at Kays gate, and they strolled towards the school buildings together. Fenn was unusually silent.

Well? said Kennedy, after a minute had passed without a remark.

Well, what?

Whats up?

Fenn laughed what novelists are fond of calling a mirthless laugh.

Oh, I dont know, he said; Im sick of this place.

Kennedy inspected his friends face anxiously by the light of the lamp over the school gate. There was no mistake about it. Fenn certainly did look bad. His face always looked lean and craggy, but tonight there was a difference. He looked used up.

Fagged? asked Kennedy.

No. Sick.

What about?

Everything. I wish you could come into Kays for a bit just to see what its like. Then youd understand. At present I dont suppose youve an idea of it. Id like to write a book on Kay Day by Day. Id have plenty to put in it.

Whats he been doing?

Oh, nothing out of the ordinary run. Its the fact that hes always at it that does me. You get a houseful of — well, you know the sort of chap the average Kayite is. Theyd keep me busy even if I were allowed a free hand. But Im not. Whenever I try and keep order and stop things a bit, out springs the man Kay from nowhere, and takes the job out of my hands, makes a ghastly mess of everything, and retires purring. Once in every three times, or thereabouts, he slangs me in front of the kids for not keeping order. Im glad this is the end of the term. I couldnt stand it much longer. Hullo, here come the chaps from prep. Wed better be getting back.


II. AN EVENING AT KAYS
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THEY TURNED, AND began to walk towards the houses. Kennedy felt miserable. He never allowed himself to be put out, to any great extent, by his own worries, which, indeed, had not been very numerous up to the present, but the misfortunes of his friends always troubled him exceedingly. When anything happened to him personally, he found the discomfort of being in a tight place largely counterbalanced by the excitement of trying to find a way out. But the impossibility of helping Fenn in any way depressed him.

It must be awful, he said, breaking the silence.

It is, said Fenn, briefly.

But havent the house-matches made any difference? Blackburns always frightfully bucked when the house does anything. You can do anything you like with him if you lift a cup. I should have thought Kay would have been all right when he saw you knocking up centuries, and getting into the final, and all that sort of thing.

Fenn laughed.

Kay! he said. My dear man, he doesnt know. I dont suppose hes got the remotest idea that we are in the final at all, or, if he has, he doesnt understand what being in the final means.

But surely hell be glad if you lick us tomorrow? asked Kennedy. Such indifference on the part of a house-master respecting the fortunes of his house seemed to him, having before him the bright example of Mr Blackburn, almost incredible.

I dont suppose so, said Fenn. Or, if he is, Ill bet he doesnt show it. Hes not like Blackburn. I wish he was. Here he comes, so perhaps wed better talk about something else.

The vanguard of the boys returning from preparation had passed them, and they were now standing at the gate of the house. As Fenn spoke, a little, restless-looking man in cap and gown came up. His clean-shaven face wore an expression of extreme alertness — the sort of look a ferret wears as he slips in at the mouth of a rabbit-hole. A doctor, called upon to sum up Mr Kay at a glance, would probably have said that he suffered from nerves, which would have been a perfectly correct diagnosis, though none of the members of his house put his manners and customs down to that cause. They considered that the methods he pursued in the management of the house were the outcome of a naturally malignant disposition. This was, however, not the case. There is no reason to suppose that Mr Kay did not mean well. But there is no doubt that he was extremely fussy. And fussiness — with the possible exceptions of homicidal mania and a taste for arson — is quite the worst characteristic it is possible for a house-master to possess.

He caught sight of Fenn and Kennedy at the gate, and stopped in his stride.

What are you doing here, Fenn? he asked, with an abruptness which brought a flush to the latters face. Why are you outside the house?

Kennedy began to understand why it was that his friend felt so strongly on the subject of his house-master. If this was the sort of thing that happened every day, no wonder that there was dissension in the house of Kay. He tried to imagine Blackburn speaking in that way to Jimmy Silver or himself, but his imagination was unequal to the task. Between Mr Blackburn and his prefects there existed a perfect understanding. He relied on them to see that order was kept, and they acted accordingly. Fenn, by the exercise of considerable self-control, had always been scrupulously polite to Mr Kay.

I came out to get some fresh air before lock-up, sir, he replied.

Well, go in. Go in at once. I cannot allow you to be outside the house at this hour. Go indoors directly.

Kennedy expected a scene, but Fenn took it quite quietly.

Good night, Kennedy, he said.

So long, said Kennedy.

Fenn caught his eye, and smiled painfully. Then he turned and went into the house.

Mr Kays zeal for reform was apparently still unsatisfied. He directed his batteries towards Kennedy.

Go to your house at once, Kennedy. You have no business out here at this time.

This, thought Kennedy, was getting a bit too warm. Mr Kay might do as he pleased with his own house, but he was hanged if he was going to trample on him.

Mr Blackburn is my house-master, sir, he said with great respect.

Mr Kay stared.

My house-master, continued Kennedy with gusto, slightly emphasising the first word, knows that I always go out just before lock-up, and he has no objection.

And, to emphasise this point, he walked towards the school buildings again. For a moment it seemed as if Mr Kay intended to call him back, but he thought better of it. Mr Blackburn, in normal circumstances a pacific man, had one touchy point — his house. He resented any interference with its management, and was in the habit of saying so. Mr Kay remembered one painful scene in the Masters Common Room, when he had ventured to let fall a few well-meant hints as to how a house should be ruled. Really, he had thought Blackburn would have choked. Better, perhaps, to leave him to look after his own affairs.

So Mr Kay followed Fenn indoors, and Kennedy, having watched him vanish, made his way to Blackburns.

Quietly as Fenn had taken the incident at the gate, it nevertheless rankled. He read prayers that night in a distinctly unprayerful mood. It seemed to him that it would be lucky if he could get through to the end of the term before Mr Kay applied that last straw which does not break the backs of camels only. Eight weeks holiday, with plenty of cricket, would brace him up for another term. And he had been invited to play for the county against Middlesex four days after the holidays began. That should have been a soothing thought. But it really seemed to make matters worse. It was hard that a man who on Monday would be bowling against Warner and Beldam, or standing up to Trott and Hearne, should on the preceding Tuesday be sent indoors like a naughty child by a man who stood five-feet-one in his boots, and was devoid of any sort of merit whatever.

It seemed to him that it would help him to sleep peacefully that night if he worked off a little of his just indignation upon somebody. There was a noise going on in the fags room. There always was at Kays. It was not a particularly noisy noise — considering; but it had better be stopped. Badly as Kay had treated him, he remembered that he was head of the house, and as such it behoved him to keep order in the house.

He went downstairs, and, on arriving on the scene of action, found that the fags were engaged upon spirited festivities, partly in honour of the near approach of the summer holidays, partly because — miracles barred — the house was going on the morrow to lift the cricket-cup. There were a good many books flying about, and not a few slippers. There was a confused mass rolling in combat on the floor, and the table was occupied by a scarlet-faced individual, who passed the time by kicking violently at certain hands, which were endeavouring to drag him from his post, and shrieking frenzied abuse at the owners of the said hands. It was an animated scene, and to a deaf man might have been most enjoyable.

Fenns appearance was the signal for a temporary suspension of hostilities.

What the dickens is all this row about? he inquired.

No one seemed ready at the moment with a concise explanation. There was an awkward silence. One or two of the weaker spirits even went so far as to sit down and begin to read. All would have been well but for a bright idea which struck some undiscovered youth at the back of the room.

Three cheers for Fenn! observed this genial spirit, in no uncertain voice.

The idea caught on. It was just what was wanted to give a finish to the evenings festivities. Fenn had done well by the house. He had scored four centuries and an eighty, and was going to knock off the runs against Blackburns tomorrow off his own bat. Also, he had taken eighteen wickets in the final house-match. Obviously Fenn was a person deserving of all encouragement. It would be a pity to let him think that his effort had passed unnoticed by the fags room. Happy thought! Three cheers and one more, and then Hes a jolly good fellow, to wind up with.

It was while those familiar words, Its a way we have in the public scho-o-o-o-l-s, were echoing through the room in various keys, that a small and energetic form brushed past Fenn as he stood in the doorway, vainly trying to stop the fags choral efforts.

It was Mr Kay.

The singing ceased gradually, very gradually. It was some time before Mr Kay could make himself heard. But after a couple of minutes there was a lull, and the house-masters address began to be audible.

... unendurable noise. What is the meaning of it? I will not have it. Do you hear? It is disgraceful. Every boy in this room will write me two hundred lines by tomorrow evening. It is abominable, Fenn. He wheeled round towards the head of the house. Fenn, I am surprised at you standing here and allowing such a disgraceful disturbance to go on. Really, if you cannot keep order better — It is disgraceful, disgraceful.

Mr Kay shot out of the room. Fenn followed in his wake, and the procession made its way to the house-masters study. It had been a near thing, but the last straw had arrived before the holidays.

Mr Kay wheeled round as he reached his study door.

Well, Fenn?

Fenn said nothing.

Have you anything you wish to say, Fenn?

I thought you might have something to say to me, sir.

I do not understand you, Fenn.

I thought you might wish to apologise for slanging me in front of the fags.

It is wonderful what a difference the last straw will make in ones demeanour to a person.

Apologise! I think you forget whom it is you are speaking to.

When a master makes this well-worn remark, the wise youth realises that the time has come to close the conversation. All Fenns prudence, however, had gone to the four winds.

If you wanted to tell me I was not fit to be head of the house, you neednt have done it before a roomful of fags. How do you think I can keep order in the house if you do that sort of thing?

Mr Kay overcame his impulse to end the interview abruptly in order to put in a thrust.

You do not keep order in the house, Fenn, he said, acidly.

I do when I am not interfered with.

You will be good enough to say sir when you speak to me, Fenn, said Mr Kay, thereby scoring another point. In the stress of the moment, Fenn had not noticed the omission.

He was silenced. And before he could recover himself, Mr Kay was in his study, and there was a closed, forbidding door between them.

And as he stared at it, it began slowly to dawn upon Fenn that he had not shown up to advantage in the recent interview. In a word, he had made a fool of himself.


III. THE FINAL HOUSE-MATCH
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BLACKBURNS TOOK THE field at three punctually on the following afternoon, to play out the last act of the final house-match. They were not without some small hope of victory, for curious things happen at cricket, especially in the fourth innings of a match. And runs are admitted to be easier saved than made. Yet seventy-nine seemed an absurdly small score to try and dismiss a team for, and in view of the fact that that team contained a batsman like Fenn, it seemed smaller still. But Jimmy Silver, resolutely as he had declared victory impossible to his intimate friends, was not the man to depress his team by letting it become generally known that he considered Blackburns chances small.

You must work like niggers in the field, he said; dont give away a run. Seventy-nine isnt much to make, but if we get Fenn out for a few, they wont come near it.

He did not add that in his opinion Fenn would take very good care that he did not get out for a few. It was far more likely that he would make that seventy-nine off his own bat in a dozen overs.

Youd better begin, Kennedy, he continued, from the top end. Place your men where you want em. I should have an extra man in the deep, if I were you. Thats where Fenn kept putting them last innings. And youll want a short leg, only for goodness sake keep them off the leg-side if you can. Its a safe four to Fenn every time if you dont. Look out, you chaps. Man in.

Kays first pair were coming down the pavilion steps.

Challis, going to his place at short slip, called Silvers attention to a remarkable fact.

Hullo, he said, why isnt Fenn coming in first?

What! By Jove, nor he is. Thats queer. All the better for us. You might get a bit finer, Challis, in case they snick em.

Wayburn, who had accompanied Fenn to the wicket at the beginning of Kays first innings, had now for his partner one Walton, a large, unpleasant-looking youth, said to be a bit of a bruiser, and known to be a black sheep. He was one of those who made life at Kays so close an imitation of an Inferno. His cricket was of a rustic order. He hit hard and high. When allowed to do so, he hit often. But, as a rule, he left early, a prey to the slips or deep fields. Today was no exception to that rule.

Kennedys first ball was straight and medium-paced. It was a little too short, however, and Walton, letting go at it with a semi-circular sweep like the drive of a golfer, sent it soaring over mid-ons head and over the boundary. Cheers from the pavilion.

Kennedy bowled his second ball with the same purposeful air, and Walton swept at it as before. There was a click, and Jimmy Silver, who was keeping wicket, took the ball comfortably on a level with his chin.

Hows that?

The umpires hand went up, and Walton went out — reluctantly, murmuring legends of how he had not gone within a yard of the thing.

It was only when the next batsman who emerged from the pavilion turned out to be his young brother and not Fenn, that Silver began to see that something was wrong. It was conceivable that Fenn might have chosen to go in first wicket down instead of opening the batting, but not that he should go in second wicket. If Kays were to win it was essential that he should begin to bat as soon as possible. Otherwise there might be no time for him to knock off the runs. However good a batsman is, he can do little if no one can stay with him.

There was no time to question the newcomer. He must control his curiosity until the fall of the next wicket.

Man in, he said.

Billy Silver was in many ways a miniature edition of his brother, and he carried the resemblance into his batting. The head of Blackburns was stylish, and took no risks. His brother had not yet developed a style, but he was very settled in his mind on the subject of risks. There was no tempting him with half-volleys and long-hops. His motto was defence, not defiance. He placed a straight bat in the path of every ball, and seemed to consider his duty done if he stopped it.

The remainder of the over was, therefore, quiet. Billy played Kennedys fastest like a book, and left the more tempting ones alone.

Challiss first over realised a single, Wayburn snicking him to leg. The first ball of Kennedys second over saw him caught at the wicket, as Walton had been.

Every time a coconut, said Jimmy Silver complacently, as he walked to the other end. Were a powerful combination, Kennedy. Wheres Fenn? Does anybody know? Why doesnt he come in?

Billy Silver, seated on the grass by the side of the crease, fastening the top strap of one of his pads, gave tongue with the eagerness of the well-informed man.

What, dont you know? he said. Why, theres been an awful row. Fenn wont be able to play till four oclock. I believe he and Kay had a row last night, and he cheeked Kay, and the old mans given him a sort of extra. I saw him going over to the School House, and I heard him tell Wayburn that he wouldnt be able to play till four.

The effect produced by this communication would be most fittingly expressed by the word sensation in brackets. It came as a complete surprise to everyone. It seemed to knock the bottom out of the whole match. Without Fenn the thing would be a farce. Kays would have no chance.

What a worm that man is, said Kennedy. Do you know, I had a sort of idea Fenn wouldnt last out much longer. Kays been ragging him all the term. I went round to see him last night, and Kay behaved like a bounder then. I expect Fenn had it out with him when they got indoors. What a beastly shame, though.

Beastly, agreed Jimmy Silver. Still, it cant be helped. The sins of the house-master are visited on the house. Im afraid it will be our painful duty to wipe the floor with Kays this day. Speaking at a venture, I should say that we have got them where the hairs short. Yea. Even on toast, if I may be allowed to use the expression. Who is this coming forth now? Curtis, or me old eyes deceive me. And is not Curtiss record score three, marred by ten chances? Indeed yes. A fastish yorker should settle Curtiss young hash. Try one.

Kennedy followed the recipe. A ball later the middle and leg stumps were lying in picturesque attitudes some yards behind the crease, and Curtis was beginning that sad, unending walk to the pavilion, thinking, with the poet,

Thou wast not made to play, infernal ball!

Blackburns non-combatants, dotted round the boundary, shrieked their applause. Three wickets had fallen for five runs, and life was worth living. Kays were silent and gloomy.

Billy Silver continued to occupy one end in an immovable manner, but at the other there was no monotony. Man after man came in, padded and gloved, and looking capable of mighty things. They took guard, patted the ground lustily, as if to make it plain that they were going to stand no nonsense, settled their caps over their eyes, and prepared to receive the ball. When it came it usually took a stump or two with it before it stopped. It was a procession such as the school grounds had not often seen. As the tenth man walked from the pavilion, four sounded from the clock over the Great Hall, and five minutes later the weary eyes of the supporters of Kays were refreshed by the sight of Fenn making his way to the arena from the direction of the School House.

Just as he arrived on the scene, Billy Silvers defence broke down. One of Challiss slows, which he had left alone with the idea that it was going to break away to the off, came in quickly instead, and removed a bail. Billy Silver had only made eight; but, as the full score, including one bye, was only eighteen, this was above the average, and deserved the applause it received.

Fenn came in in the unusual position of eleventh man, with an expression on his face that seemed to suggest that he meant business. He was curiously garbed. Owing to the shortness of the interval allowed him for changing, he had only managed to extend his cricket costume as far as white buckskin boots. He wore no pads or gloves. But even in the face of these sartorial deficiencies, he looked like a cricketer. The field spread out respectfully, and Jimmy Silver moved a man from the slips into the country.

There were three more balls of Challiss over, for Billy Silvers collapse had occurred at the third delivery. Fenn mistimed the first. Two hours writing indoors does not improve the eye. The ball missed the leg stump by an inch.

About the fifth ball he made no mistake. He got the full face of the bat to it, and it hummed past coverpoint to the boundary. The last of the over he put to leg for three.

A remarkable last-wicket partnership now took place, remarkable not so much for tall scoring as for the fact that one of the partners did not receive a single ball from beginning to end of it, with the exception of the one that bowled him. Fenn seemed to be able to do what he pleased with the bowling. Kennedy he played with a shade more respect than the others, but he never failed to score a three or a single off the last ball of each of his overs. The figures on the telegraph-board rose from twenty to thirty, from thirty to forty, from forty to fifty. Williams went on at the lower end instead of Challis, and Fenn made twelve off his first over. The pavilion was filled with howling enthusiasts, who cheered every hit in a frenzy.

Jimmy Silver began to look worried. He held a hasty consultation with Kennedy. The telegraph-board now showed the figures 60 — 9 — 8.

This wont do, said Silver. It would be too foul to get licked after having nine of them out for eighteen. Cant you manage to keep Fenn from scoring odd figures off the last ball of your over? If only that kid at the other end would get some of the bowling, we should do it.

Ill try, said Kennedy, and walked back to begin his over.

Fenn reached his fifty off the third ball. Seventy went up on the board. Ten more and Kays would have the cup. The fourth ball was too good to hit. Fenn let it pass. The fifth he drove to the on. It was a big hit, but there was a fieldsman in the neighbourhood. Still, it was an easy two. But to Kennedys surprise Fenn sent his partner back after they had run a single. Even the umpire was surprised. Fenns policy was so obvious that it was strange to see him thus deliberately allow his partner to take a ball.

Thats not over, you know, Fenn, said the umpire — Lang, of the School House, a member of the first eleven.

Fenn looked annoyed. He had miscounted the balls, and now his partner, who had no pretensions to be considered a bat, would have to face Kennedy.

That mistake lost Kays the match.

Impossible as he had found it to defeat Fenn, Kennedy had never lost his head or his length. He was bowling fully as well as he had done at the beginning of the innings.

The last ball of the over beat the batsman all the way. He scooped blindly forward, missed it by a foot, and the next moment the off stump lay flat. Blackburns had won by seven runs.


IV. HARMONY AND DISCORD
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WHAT MIGHT BE described as a mixed reception awaited the players as they left the field. The pavilion and the parts about the pavilion rails were always packed on the last day of a final house-match, and even in normal circumstances there was apt to be a little sparring between the juniors of the two houses which had been playing for the cup. In the present case, therefore, it was not surprising that Kays fags took the defeat badly. The thought that Fenns presence at the beginning of the innings, instead of at the end, would have made all the difference between a loss and a victory, maddened them. The crowd that seethed in front of the pavilion was a turbulent one.

For a time the operation of chairing Fenn up the steps occupied the active minds of the Kayites. When he had disappeared into the first eleven room, they turned their attention in other directions. Caustic and uncomplimentary remarks began to fly to and fro between the representatives of Kays and Blackburns. It is not known who actually administered the first blow. But, when Fenn came out of the pavilion with Kennedy and Silver, he found a stirring battle in progress. The members of the other houses who had come to look on at the match stood in knots, and gazed with approval at the efforts of Kays and Blackburns juniors to wipe each other off the face of the earth. The air was full of shrill battle-cries, varied now and then by a smack or a thud, as some young but strenuous fist found a billet. The fortune of war seemed to be distributed equally so far, and the combatants were just warming to their work.

Look here, said Kennedy, we ought to stop this.

Whats the good, said Fenn, without interest. It pleases them, and doesnt hurt anybody else.

All the same, observed Jimmy Silver, moving towards the nearest group of combatants, free fights arent quite the thing, somehow. For, children, you should never let your angry passions rise; your little hands were never made to tear each others eyes. Dr Watts Advice to Young Pugilists. Drop it, you little beasts.

He separated two heated youths who were just beginning a fourth round. The rest of the warriors, seeing Silver and the others, called a truce, and Silver, having read a sort of Riot Act, moved on. The juniors of the beaten house, deciding that it would be better not to resume hostilities, consoled themselves by giving three groans for Mr Kay.

What happened after I left you last night, Fenn? asked Kennedy.

Oh, I had one of my usual rows with Kay, only rather worse than usual. I said one or two things he didnt like, and today the old man sent for me and told me to come to his room from two till four. Kay had run me in for being grossly rude. Listen to those kids. What a row theyre making!

Its a beastly shame, said Kennedy despondently.

At the school shop Morrell, of Mulhollands, met them. He had been spending the afternoon with a rug and a novel on the hills at the back of the school, and he wanted to know how the final house-match had gone. Blackburns had beaten Mulhollands in one of the early rounds. Kennedy explained what had happened.

We should have lost if Fenn had turned up earlier, he said. He had a row with Kay, and Kay gave him a sort of extra between two and four.

Fenn, busily occupied with an ice, added no comment of his own to this plain tale.

Rough luck, said Morrell. Whats all that row out in the field?

Thats Kays kids giving three groans for Kay, explained Silver. At least, they started with the idea of giving three groans. Theyve got up to about three hundred by this time. It seems to have fascinated them. They wont leave off. Theres no school rule against groaning in the grounds, and they mean to groan till the end of the term. Personally, I like the sound. But then, Im fond of music.

Morrells face beamed with sudden pleasure. I knew there was something I wanted to tell you, he said, only I couldnt remember what. Your saying youre fond of music reminds me. Mulhollands crocked himself, and wont be able to turn out for the concert.

What! cried Kennedy. How did it happen? Whats he done?

Mr Mulholland was the master who looked after the music of the school, a fine cricketer and keen sportsman. Had nothing gone wrong, he would have conducted at the concert that night.

I heard it from the matron at our place, said Morrell. Shes full of it. Mulholland was batting at the middle net, and somebody else — I forget who — was at the one next to it on the right. The bowler sent down a long-hop to leg, and this Johnny had a smack at it, and sent it slap through the net, and it got Mulholland on the side of the head. He was stunned for a bit, but hes getting all right again now. But he wont be able to conduct tonight. Rather bad luck on the man, especially as hes so keen on the concert.

Whos going to sub for him? asked Silver. Perhaps theyll scratch the show, suggested Kennedy.

Oh, no, said Morrell, its all right. Kay is going to conduct. Hes often done it at choir practices when Mulholland couldnt turn up.

Fenn put down his empty saucer with an emphatic crack on the counter.

If Kays going to run the show, Im hanged if I turn up, he said.

My dear chap, you cant get out of it now, said Kennedy anxiously. He did not want to see Fenn plunging into any more strife with the authorities this term.

Think of the crowned heads who are coming to hear you, pleaded Jimmy Silver. Think of the nobility and gentry. Think of me. You must play.

Ah, there you are, Fenn.

Mr Kay had bustled in in his energetic way.

Fenn said nothing. He was there. It was idle to deny it.

I thought I should find you here. Yes, I wanted to see you about the concert tonight. Mr Mulholland has met with an unfortunate accident, and I am looking after the entertainment in his place. Come with me and play over your piece. I should like to see that you are perfect in it. Dear me, dear me, what a noise those boys are making. Why are they behaving in that extraordinary way, I wonder!

Kays juniors had left the pavilion, and were trooping back to their house. At the present moment they were passing the school shop, and their tuneful voices floated in through the open window.

This is very unusual. Why, they seem to be boys in my house. They are groaning.

I think they are a little upset at the result of the match, sir, said Jimmy Silver suavely. Fenn did not arrive, for some reason, till the end of the innings, so Mr Blackburns won. The wicket was good, but a little fiery.

Thank you, Silver, replied Mr Kay with asperity. When I require explanations I will ask for them.

He darted out of the shop, and a moment later they heard him pouring out a flood of recriminations on the groaning fags.

There was once a man who snubbed me, said Jimmy Silver. They buried him at Brookwood. Well, what are you going to do, Fenn? Going to play tonight? Harkee, boy. Say but the word, and I will beard this tyrant to his face.

Fenn rose.

Yes, he said briefly, I shall play. Youd better turn up. I think youll enjoy it.

Silver said that no human power should keep him away.



The School concert was always one of the events of the summer term. There was a concert at the end of the winter term, too, but it was not so important. To a great many of those present the summer concert marked, as it were, the last flutter of their school life. On the morrow they would be Old Boys, and it behoved them to extract as much enjoyment from the function as they could. Under Mr Mullhollands rule the concert had become a very flourishing institution. He aimed at a high standard, and reached it. There was more than a touch of the austere about the music. A glance at the programme was enough to show the lover of airs of the trashy, clashy order that this was no place for him. Most of the items were serious. When it was thought necessary to introduce a lighter touch, some staidly rollicking number was inserted, some song that was saved — in spite of a catchy tune — by a halo of antiquity. Anything modern was taboo, unless it were the work of Gotsuchakoff, Thingummyowsky, or some other eminent foreigner. Foreign origin made it just possible.

The school prefects lurked during the performance at the doors and at the foot of the broad stone steps that led to the Great Hall. It was their duty to supply visitors with programmes.

Jimmy Silver had foregathered with Kennedy, Challis, and Williams at the junior door. The hall was full now, and their labours consequently at an end.

Pretty good gate, said Silver, looking in through the open door. It must be warm up in the gallery.

Across the further end of the hall a dais had been erected. On this the bulk of the school sat, leaving the body of the hall to the crowned heads, nobility, and gentry to whom Silver had referred in his conversation with Fenn.

It always is warm in the gallery, said Challis. I lost about two stone there every concert when I was a kid. We simply used to sit and melt.

And I tell you what, broke in Silver, its going to get warmer before the end of the show. Do you notice that all Kays house are sitting in a lump at the back. I bet theyre simply spoiling for a row. Especially now Kays running the concert. Theres going to be a hot time in the old town tonight — you see if there isnt. Hark at em.

The choir had just come to the end of a little thing of Handels. There was no reason to suppose that the gallery appreciated Handel. Nevertheless, they were making a deafening noise. Clouds of dust rose from the rhythmical stamping of many feet. The noise was loudest and the dust thickest by the big window, beneath which sat the men from Kays. Things were warming up.

The gallery, with one last stamp which nearly caused the dais to collapse, quieted down. The masters in the audience looked serious. One or two of the visitors glanced over their shoulders with a smile. How excited the dear boys were at the prospect of holidays! Young blood! Young blood! Boys would be boys.

The concert continued. Half-way through the programme there was a ten minutes interval. Fenns pianoforte solo was the second item of the second half.

He mounted the platform amidst howls of delight from the gallery. Applause at the Eckleton concerts was granted more for services in the playing-fields than merit as a musician. Kubelik or Paderewski would have been welcomed with a few polite handclaps. A man in the eleven or fifteen was certain of two minutes unceasing cheers.

Evidently one of their heroes, my dear, said Paterfamilias to Materfamilias. I suppose he has won a scholarship at the University.

Paterfamilias mind was accustomed to run somewhat upon scholarships at the University. What the school wanted was a batting average of forty odd or a bowling analysis in single figures.

Fenn played the Moonlight Sonata. A trained musical critic would probably have found much to cavil at in his rendering of the piece, but it was undoubtedly good for a public school player. Of course he was encored. The gallery would have encored him if he had played with one finger, three mistakes to every bar.

I told Fenn, said Jimmy Silver, if he got an encore, that he ought to play the — My aunt! He is!

Three runs and half-a-dozen crashes, and there was no further room for doubt. Fenn was playing the Coon Band Contest.

Hes gone mad, gasped Kennedy.

Whether he had or not, it is certain that the gallery had. All the evening they had been stewing in an atmosphere like that of the inner room of a Turkish bath, and they were ready for anything. It needed but a trifle to set them off. The lilt of that unspeakable Yankee melody supplied that trifle. Kays malcontents, huddled in their seats by the window, were the first to break out. Feet began to stamp in time to the music — softly at first, then more loudly. The wooden dais gave out the sound like a drum.

Other rioters joined in from the right. The noise spread through the gallery as a fire spreads through gorse. Soon three hundred pairs of well-shod feet were rising and falling. Somebody began to whistle. Everybody whistled. Mr Kay was on his feet, gesticulating wildly. His words were lost in the uproar.

For five minutes the din prevailed. Then, with a final crash, Fenn finished. He got up from the music-stool, bowed, and walked back to his place by the senior door. The musical efforts of the gallery changed to a storm of cheering and clapping.

The choir rose to begin the next piece.

Still the noise continued.

People began to leave the Hall — in ones and twos first, then in a steady stream which blocked the doorways. It was plain to the dullest intelligence that if there was going to be any more concert, it would have to be performed in dumb show. Mr Kay flung down his baton.

The visitors had left by now, and the gallery was beginning to follow their example, howling as it went.

Well, said Jimmy Silver cheerfully, as he went with Kennedy down the steps, I think we may call that a record. By my halidom, therell be a row about this later on.


V. CAMP
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WITH THE BEST intentions in the world, however, a headmaster cannot make a row about a thing unless he is given a reasonable amount of time to make it in. The concert being on the last evening of term, there was only a single morning before the summer holidays, and that morning was occupied with the prize-giving. The school assembled at ten oclock with a shadowy hope that this prize-day would be more exciting than the general run of prize-days, but they were disappointed. The function passed off without sensation. The headmaster did not denounce the school in an impassioned speech from the dais. He did not refer to the events of the previous evening. At the same time, his demeanour was far from jovial. It lacked that rollicking bonhomie which we like to see in headmasters on prize-day. It was evident to the most casual observer that the affair was not closed. The school would have to pay the bill sooner or later. But eight weeks would elapse before the day of reckoning, which was a comforting thought.

The last prize was handed over to its rightful owner. The last and dullest vote of thanks had been proposed by the last and dullest member of the board of governors. The Bishop of Rumtifoo (who had been selected this year to distribute the prizes) had worked off his seventy minutes speech (inaudible, of course, as usual), and was feeling much easier. The term had been formally declared at an end, and those members of the school corps who were going to camp were beginning to assemble in front of the buildings.

I wonder why it always takes about three hours to get us off to the station, said Jimmy Silver. Ive been to camp two years now, and theres always been this rotting about in the grounds before we start. Nobodys likely to turn up to inspect us for the next hour or so. If any gent cares to put in a modest ginger-beer at the shop, Im with him.

I dont see why we shouldnt, said Kennedy. He had seen Fenn go into the shop, and wished to talk to him. He had not seen him after the concert, and he thought it would be interesting to know how Kay had taken it, and what his comments had been on meeting Fenn in the house that night.

Fenn had not much to say.

He was rather worried, he said, grinning as if the recollection of the interview amused him. But he couldnt do anything. Of course, therell be a row next term, but it cant be helped.

If I were you, said Silver, I should point out to them that youd a perfect right to play what you liked for an encore. How were you to know the gallery would go off like that? You arent responsible for them. Hullo, theres that bugle. Things seem to be on the move. We must go.

So long, said Fenn.

Goodbye. Mind you come off against Middlesex.

Kennedy stayed for a moment.

Has the Old Man said anything to you yet? he asked.

Not yet. Hell do that next term. Itll be something to look forward to.

Kennedy hurried off to take his place in the ranks.

Getting to camp at the end of the summer term is always a nuisance. Aldershot seems a long way from everywhere, and the trains take their time over the journey. Then, again, the heat always happens to be particularly oppressive on that day. Snow may have fallen on the day before, but directly one sets out for camp, the thermometer goes up into three figures. The Eckleton contingent marched into the lines damp and very thirsty.

Most of the other schools were already on the spot, and looked as if they had been spending the last few years there. There was nothing particular going on when the Eckleton warriors arrived, and everybody was lounging about in khaki and shirt-sleeves, looking exasperatingly cool. The only consolation which buoyed up the spirits of Eckleton was the reflection that in a short space of time, when the important-looking gentleman in uniform who had come to meet them had said all he wanted to say on the subject of rules and regulations, they would be like that too. Happy thought! If the man bucked up and cut short the peroration, there would be time for a bathe in Cove Reservoir. Those of the corps who had been to camp in previous years felt quite limp with the joy of the thought. Why couldnt he get through with it, and give a fellow a chance of getting cool again?

The gist of the oration was apparently that the Eckleton cadets were to consider themselves not only as soldiers — and as such subject to military discipline, and the rules for the conduct of troops quartered in the Aldershot district — but also as members of a public school. In short, that if they misbehaved themselves they would get cells, and a hundred lines in the same breath, as it were.

The corps knew all this ages ago. The man seemed to think he was telling them something fresh. They began positively to dislike him after a while.

He finished at last. Eckleton marched off wearily, but in style, to its lines.

Dis-miss!

They did.

And about time, too, said Jimmy Silver. I wish they would tie that man up, or something. Hes one of the worst bores I know. He may be full of bright conversation in private life, but in public he will talk about his beastly military regulations. You cant stop him. Its a perfect mania with him. Now, I believe — thats to say, I have a sort of dim idea — that theres a place round about here called a canteen. I seem to remember such a thing vaguely. We might go and look for it.

Kennedy made no objection.

This was his first appearance at camp. Jimmy Silver, on the other hand, was a veteran. He had been there twice before, and meant to go again. He had a peculiar and extensive knowledge of the ins and outs of the place. Kennedy was quite willing to take him as his guide. He was full of information. Kennedy was surprised to see what a number of men from the other schools he seemed to know. In the canteen there were, amongst others, a Carthusian, two Tonbridge men, and a Haileyburian. They all greeted Silver with the warmth of old friends.

You get to know a lot of fellows in camp, explained Jimmy, as they strolled back to the Eckleton lines. Thats the best of the place. Camps the best place on earth, if only you have decent weather. See that chap over there? He came here last year. Hed never been before, and one of the things he didnt know was that Cove Reservoirs only about three feet deep round the sides. He took a running dive, and almost buried himself in the mud. Its about two feet deep. He told me afterwards he swallowed pounds of it. Rather bad luck. Somebody ought to have told him. You cant do much diving here.

Glad you mentioned it, said Kennedy. I should have dived myself if you hadnt.

Many other curious and diverting facts did the expert drag from the bonded warehouse of his knowledge. Nothing changes at camp. Once get to know the ropes, and you know them for all time.

The one thing I bar, he said, is having to get up at half-past five. And one day in the week, when theres a divisional field-day, its half-past four. Its hardly worth while going to sleep at all. Still, it isnt so bad as it used to be. The first year I came to camp we used to have to do a three hours field-day before brekker. We used to have coffee before it, and nothing else till it was over. By Jove, you felt youd had enough of it before you got back. This is Laffans Plain. The worst of Laffans Plain is that you get to know it too well. You get jolly sick of always starting on field-days from the same place, and marching across the same bit of ground. Still, I suppose they cant alter the scenery for our benefit. See that man there? He won the sabres at Aldershot last year. That chap with him is in the Clifton footer team.

When a school corps goes to camp, it lives in a number of tents, and, as a rule, each house collects in a tent of its own. Blackburns had a tent, and further down the line Kays had assembled. The Kay contingent were under Wayburn, a good sort, as far as he himself was concerned, but too weak to handle a mob like Kays. Wayburn was not coming back after the holidays, a fact which perhaps still further weakened his hold on the Kayites. They had nothing to fear from him next term.

Kays was represented at camp by a dozen or so of its members, of whom young Billy Silver alone had any pretensions to the esteem of his fellow man. Kays was the rowdiest house in the school, and the cream of its rowdy members had come to camp. There was Walton, for one, a perfect specimen of the public school man at his worst. There was Mortimer, another of Kays gems. Perry, again, and Callingham, and the rest. A pleasant gang, fit for anything, if it could be done in safety.

Kennedy observed them, and — the spectacle starting a train of thought — asked Jimmy Silver, as they went into their tent just before lights-out, if there was much ragging in camp.

Not very much, said the expert. Chaps are generally too done up at the end of the day to want to do anything except sleep. Still, Ive known cases. You sometimes get one tent mobbing another. They loose the ropes, you know. Low trick, I think. It isnt often done, and it gets dropped on like bricks when its found out. But why? Do you feel as if you wanted to do it?

It only occurred to me that weve got a lively gang from Kays here. I was wondering if theyd get any chances of ragging, or if theyd have to lie low.

Id forgotten Kays for the moment. Now you mention it, they are rather a crew. But I shouldnt think theyd find it worth while to rot about here. It isnt as if they were on their native heath. People have a prejudice against having their tent-ropes loosed, and theyd get beans if they did anything in that line. I remember once there was a tent which made itself objectionable, and it got raided in the night by a sort of vigilance committee from the other schools, and the chaps in it got the dickens of a time. None of them ever came to camp again. I hope Kaysll try and behave decently. Itll be an effort for them; but I hope theyll make it. It would be an awful nuisance if young Billy made an ass of himself in any way. He loves making an ass of himself. Its a sort of hobby of his.

As if to support the statement, a sudden volley of subdued shouts came from the other end of the Eckleton lines.

Go it, Wren!

Stick to it, Silver!

Wren!

Silver!

S-s-h!

Silence, followed almost immediately by a gruff voice inquiring with simple directness what the dickens all this noise was about.

Hullo! said Kennedy. Did you hear that? I wonder whats been up? Your brother was in it, whatever it was.

Of course, said Jimmy Silver, he would be. We cant find out about it now, though. Ill ask him tomorrow, if I remember. I shant remember, of course. Good night.

Good night.

Half an hour later, Kennedy, who had been ruminating over the incident in his usual painstaking way, reopened the debate.

Whos Wren? he asked.

Wha? murmured Silver, sleepily.

Whos Wren? repeated Kennedy.

I dknow.... Oh.... Lil beast.... Kays.... Red hair.... G-ni.

And sleep reigned in Blackburns tent.


VI. THE RAID ON THE GUARD-TENT
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WREN AND BILLY Silver had fallen out over a question of space. It was Silvers opinion that Wrens nest ought to have been built a foot or two further to the left. He stated baldly that he had not room to breathe, and requested the red-headed one to ease off a point or so in the direction of his next-door neighbour. Wren had refused, and, after a few moments chatty conversation, smote William earnestly in the wind. Trouble had begun upon the instant. It had ceased almost as rapidly owing to interruptions from without, but the truce had been merely temporary. They continued the argument outside the tent at five-thirty the next morning, after the reveille had sounded, amidst shouts of approval from various shivering mortals who were tubbing preparatory to embarking on the labours of the day.

A brisk first round had just come to a conclusion when Walton lounged out of the tent, yawning.

Walton proceeded to separate the combatants. After which he rebuked Billy Silver with a swagger-stick. Wrens share in the business he overlooked. He was by way of being a patron of Wrens, and he disliked Billy Silver, partly for his own sake and partly because he hated his brother, with whom he had come into contact once or twice during his career at Eckleton, always with unsatisfactory results.

So Walton dropped on to Billy Silver, and Wren continued his toilet rejoicing.

Camp was beginning the strenuous life now. Tent after tent emptied itself of its occupants, who stretched themselves vigorously, and proceeded towards the tubbing-ground, where there were tin baths for those who cared to wait until the same were vacant, and a good, honest pump for those who did not. Then there was that unpopular job, the piling of ones bedding outside the tent, and the rolling up of the tent curtains. But these unpleasant duties came to an end at last, and signs of breakfast began to appear.

Breakfast gave Kennedy his first insight into life in camp. He happened to be tent-orderly that day, and it therefore fell to his lot to join the orderlies from the other tents in their search for the Eckleton rations. He returned with a cargo of bread (obtained from the quartermaster), and, later, with a great tin of meat, which the cook-house had supplied, and felt that this was life. Hitherto breakfast had been to him a thing of white cloths, tables, and food that appeared from nowhere. This was the first time he had ever tracked his food to its source, so to speak, and brought it back with him. After breakfast, when he was informed that, as tent-orderly for the day, it was his business to wash up, he began to feel as if he were on a desert island. He had never quite realised before what washing-up implied, and he was conscious of a feeling of respect for the servants at Blackburns, who did it every day as a matter of course, without complaint. He had had no idea before this of the intense stickiness of a jammy plate.

One day at camp is much like another. The schools opened the day with parade drill at about eight oclock, and, after an instruction series of changing direction half-left in column of double companies, and other pleasant movements of a similar nature, adjourned for lunch. Lunch was much like breakfast, except that the supply of jam was cut off. The people who arrange these things — probably the War Office, or Mr Brodrick, or someone — have come to the conclusion that two pots of jam per tent are sufficient for breakfast and lunch. The unwary devour theirs recklessly at the earlier meal, and have to go jamless until tea at six oclock, when another pot is served out.

The afternoon at camp is perfect or otherwise, according to whether there is a four oclock field-day or not. If there is, there are more manoeuvrings until tea-time, and the time is spent profitably, but not so pleasantly as it might be. If there is no field-day, you can take your time about your bathe in Cove Reservoir. And a really satisfactory bathe on a hot day should last at least three hours. Kennedy and Jimmy Silver strolled off in the direction of the Reservoir as soon as they felt that they had got over the effects of the beef, potatoes, and ginger-beer which a generous commissariat had doled out to them for lunch. It was a glorious day, and bathing was the only thing to do for the next hour or so. Stump-cricket, that fascinating sport much indulged in in camp, would not be at its best until the sun had cooled off a little.

After a pleasant half hour in the mud and water of the Reservoir, they lay on the bank and watched the rest of the schools take their afternoon dip. Kennedy had laid in a supply of provisions from the stall which stood at the camp end of the water. Neither of them felt inclined to move.

This is decent, said Kennedy, wriggling into a more comfortable position in the long grass. Hullo!

Whats up? inquired Jimmy Silver, lazily.

He was almost asleep.

Look at those idiots. Theyre certain to get spotted.

Jimmy Silver tilted his hat off his face, and sat up.

Whats the matter? Which idiot?

Kennedy pointed to a bush on their right. Walton and Perry were seated beside it. Both were smoking.

Oh, thats all right, said Silver. Masters never come to Cove Reservoir. Its a sort of unwritten law. Theyre rotters to smoke, all the same. Certain to get spotted some day.... Not worth it.... Spoils lungs.... Beastly bad ... training.

He dozed off. The sun was warm, and the grass very soft and comfortable. Kennedy turned his gaze to the Reservoir again. It was no business of his what Walton and Perry did.

Walton and Perry were discussing ways and means. The conversation changed as they saw Kennedy glance at them. They were the sort of persons who feel a vague sense of injury when anybody looks at them, perhaps because they feel that those whose attention is attracted to them must say something to their discredit when they begin to talk about them.

Theres that beast Kennedy, said Walton. I cant stick that man. Hes always hanging round the house. What he comes for, I cant make out.

Pal of Fenns, suggested Perry.

He hangs on to Fenn. I bet Fenn bars him really.

Perry doubted this in his innermost thoughts, but it was not worth while to say so.

Those Blackburn chaps, continued Walton, reverting to another grievance, will stick on no end of side next term about that cup. They wouldnt have had a look in if Kay hadnt given Fenn that extra. Kay ought to be kicked. Im hanged if Im going to care what I do next term. Somebody ought to do something to take it out of Kay for getting his own house licked like that.

Walton spoke as if the line of conduct he had mapped out for himself would be a complete reversal of his customary mode of life. As a matter of fact, he had never been in the habit of caring very much what he did.

Waltons last remarks brought the conversation back to where it had been before the mention of Kennedy switched it off on to new lines. Perry had been complaining that he thought camp a fraud, that it was all drilling and getting up at unearthly hours. He reminded Walton that he had only come on the strength of the latters statement that it would be a rag. Where did the rag come in? That was what Perry wanted to know.

When its not a ghastly sweat, he concluded, its slow. Like it is now. Cant we do something for a change?

As a matter of fact, said Walton, nearly all the best rags are played out. A chap at a crammers told me last holidays that when he was at camp he and some other fellows loosed the ropes of the guard-tent. He said it was grand sport.

Perry sat up.

Thats the thing, he said, excitedly. Lets do that. Why not?

Its beastly risky, objected Walton.

Whats that matter? They cant do anything, even if they spot us.

Thats all you know. We should get beans.

Still, its worth risking. It would be the biggest rag going. Did the chap tell you how they did it?

Yes, said Walton, becoming animated as he recalled the stirring tale, they bagged the sentry. Chucked a cloth or something over his head, you know. Then they shoved him into the ditch, and one of them sat on him while the others loosed the ropes. It took the chaps inside no end of a time getting out.

Thats the thing. Well do it. We only need one other chap. Leveson would come if we asked him. Lets get back to the lines. Its almost tea-time. Tell him after tea.

Leveson proved agreeable. Indeed, he jumped at it. His life, his attitude suggested, had been a hollow mockery until he heard the plan, but now he could begin to enjoy himself once more.

The lights-out bugle sounded at ten oclock; the last post at ten-thirty. At a quarter to twelve the three adventurers, who had been keeping themselves awake by the exercise of great pains, satisfied themselves that the other occupants of the tent were asleep, and stole out.

It was an excellent night for their purpose. There was no moon, and the stars were hidden by clouds.

They crept silently towards the guard-tent. A dim figure loomed out of the blackness. They noted with satisfaction, as it approached, that it was small. Sentries at the public-school camp vary in physique. They felt that it was lucky that the task of sentry-go had not fallen that night to some muscular forward from one of the school fifteens, or worse still, to a boxing expert who had figured in the Aldershot competition at Easter. The present sentry would be an easy victim.

They waited for him to arrive.

A moment later Private Jones, of St Asterisks — for it was he — turning to resume his beat, found himself tackled from behind. Two moments later he was reclining in the ditch. He would have challenged his adversary, but, unfortunately, that individual happened to be seated on his face.

He struggled, but to no purpose.

He was still struggling when a muffled roar of indignation from the direction of the guard-tent broke the stillness of the summer night. The roar swelled into a crescendo. What seemed like echoes came from other quarters out of the darkness. The camp was waking.

The noise from the guard-tent waxed louder.

The unknown marauder rose from his seat on Private Jones, and vanished.

Private Jones also rose. He climbed out of the ditch, shook himself, looked round for his assailant, and, not finding him, hurried to the guard-tent to see what was happening.


VII. A CLUE
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THE GUARD-TENT HAD disappeared.

Private Jones bewildered eye, rolling in a fine frenzy from heaven to earth, and from earth to heaven, in search of the missing edifice, found it at last in a tangled heap upon the ground. It was too dark to see anything distinctly, but he perceived that the canvas was rising and falling spasmodically like a stage sea, and for a similar reason — because there were human beings imprisoned beneath it.

By this time the whole camp was up and doing. Figures in deshabille, dashing the last vestiges of sleep away with their knuckles, trooped on to the scene in twos and threes, full of inquiry and trenchant sarcasm.

What are you men playing at? Whats all the row about? Cant you finish that game of footer some other time, when we arent trying to get to sleep? What on earths up?

Then the voice of one having authority.

Whats the matter? What are you doing?

It was perfectly obvious what the guard was doing. It was trying to get out from underneath the fallen tent. Private Jones explained this with some warmth.

Somebody jumped at me and sat on my head in the ditch. I couldnt get up. And then some blackguard cut the ropes of the guard-tent. I couldnt see who it was. He cut off directly the tent went down.

Private Jones further expressed a wish that he could find the chap. When he did, there would, he hinted, be trouble in the old homestead.

The tent was beginning to disgorge its prisoners.

Guard, turn out! said a facetious voice from the darkness.

The camp was divided into two schools of thought. Those who were watching the guard struggle out thought the episode funny. The guard did not. It was pathetic to hear them on the subject of their mysterious assailants. Matters quieted down rapidly after the tent had been set up again. The spectators were driven back to their lines by their officers. The guard turned in again to try and restore their shattered nerves with sleep until their time for sentry-go came round. Private Jones picked up his rifle and resumed his beat. The affair was at an end as far as that night was concerned.

Next morning, as might be expected, nothing else was talked about. Conversation at breakfast was confined to the topic. No halfpenny paper, however many times its circulation might exceed that of any penny morning paper, ever propounded so fascinating and puzzling a breakfast-table problem. It was the utter impossibility of detecting the culprits that appealed to the schools. They had swooped down like hawks out of the night, and disappeared like eels into mud, leaving no traces.

Jimmy Silver, of course, had no doubts.

It was those Kays men, he said. What does it matter about evidence? Youve only got to look at em. Thats all the evidence you want. The only thing that makes it at all puzzling is that they did nothing worse. Youd naturally expect them to slay the sentry, at any rate.

But the rest of the camp, lacking that intimate knowledge of the Kayite which he possessed, did not turn the eye of suspicion towards the Eckleton lines. The affair remained a mystery. Kennedy, who never gave up a problem when everybody else did, continued to revolve the mystery in his mind.

I shouldnt wonder, he said to Silver, two days later, if you were right.

Silver, who had not made any remark for the last five minutes, with the exception of abusive comments on the toughness of the meat which he was trying to carve with a blunt knife for the tent, asked for an explanation. I mean about that row the other night.

What row?

That guard-tent business.

Oh, that! Id forgotten. Why dont you move with the times? Youre always thinking of something thats been dead and buried for years.

You remember you said you thought it was those Kays chaps who did it. Ive been thinking it over, and I believe youre right. You see, it was probably somebody whod been to camp before, or he wouldnt have known that dodge of loosing the ropes.

I dont see why. Seems to me its the sort of idea that might have occurred to anybody. You dont want to study the thing particularly deeply to know that the best way of making a tent collapse is to loose the ropes. Of course it was Kays lot who did it. But I dont see how youre going to have them simply because one or two of them have been here before.

No, I suppose not, said Kennedy.

After tea the other occupants of the tent went out of the lines to play stump-cricket. Silver was in the middle of a story in one of the magazines, so did not accompany them. Kennedy cried off on the plea of slackness.

I say, he said, when they were alone.

Hullo, said Silver, finishing his story, and putting down the magazine. What do you say to going after those chaps? I thought that story was going to be a long one that would take half an hour to get through. But it collapsed. Like that guard-tent.

About that tent business, said Kennedy. Of course that was all rot what I was saying just now. I suddenly remembered that I didnt particularly want anybody but you to hear what I was going to say, so I had to invent any rot that I could think of.

But now, said Jimmy Silver, sinking his voice to a melodramatic whisper, the villagers have left us to continue their revels on the green, our wicked uncle has gone to London, his sinister retainer, Jasper Murgleshaw, is washing his hands in the scullery sink, and — we are alone!

Dont be an ass, pleaded Kennedy.

Tell me your dreadful tale. Conceal nothing. Spare me not. In fact, say on.

Ive had a talk with the chap who was sentry that night, began Kennedy.

Astounding revelations by our special correspondent, murmured Silver.

You might listen.

I am listening. Why dont you begin? All this hesitation strikes me as suspicious. Get on with your shady story.

You remember the sentry was upset—

Very upset.

Somebody collared him from behind, and upset him into the ditch. They went in together, and the other man sat on his head.

A touching picture. Proceed, friend.

They rolled about a bit, and this sentry chap swears he scratched the man. It was just after that that the man sat on his head. Jones says he was a big chap, strong and heavy.

He was in a position to judge, anyhow.

Of course, he didnt mean to scratch him. He was rather keen on having that understood. But his fingers came up against the fellows cheek as he was falling. So you see weve only got to look for a man with a scratch on his cheek. It was the right cheek, Jones was almost certain. I dont see what youre laughing at.

I wish you wouldnt spring these good things of yours on me suddenly, gurgled Jimmy Silver, rolling about the wooden floor of the tent. You ought to give a chap some warning. Look here, he added, imperatively, swear youll take me with you when you go on your tour through camp examining everybodys right cheek to see if its got a scratch on it.

Kennedy began to feel the glow and pride of the successful sleuth-hound leaking out of him. This aspect of the case had not occurred to him. The fact that the sentry had scratched his assailants right cheek, added to the other indubitable fact that Walton, of Kays, was even now walking abroad with a scratch on his right cheek, had seemed to him conclusive. He had forgotten that there might be others. Still, it was worth while just to question him. He questioned him at Cove Reservoir next day.

Hullo, Walton, he said, with a friendly carelessness which would not have deceived a prattling infant, nasty scratch youve got on your cheek. How did you get it?

Perry did it when we were ragging a few days ago, replied Walton, eyeing him distrustfully.

Oh, said Kennedy.

Silly fool, said Walton.

Talking about me? inquired Kennedy politely.

No, replied Walton, with the suavity of a Chesterfield, Perry.

They parted, Kennedy with the idea that Walton was his man still more deeply rooted, Walton with an uncomfortable feeling that Kennedy knew too much, and that, though he had undoubtedly scored off him for the moment, a time (as Jimmy Silver was fond of observing with a satanic laugh) would come, and then — !

He felt that it behoved him to be wary.


VIII. A NIGHT ADVENTURE — THE DETHRONEMENT OF FENN
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ONE OF THE things which make life on this planet more or less agreeable is the speed with which alarums, excursions, excitement, and rows generally, blow over. A nine-days wonder has to be a big business to last out its full time nowadays. As a rule the third day sees the end of it, and the public rushes whooping after some other hare that has been started for its benefit. The guard-tent row, as far as the bulk of camp was concerned, lasted exactly two days; at the end of which period it was generally agreed that all that could be said on the subject had been said, and that it was now a back number. Nobody, except possibly the authorities, wanted to find out the authors of the raid, and even Private Jones had ceased to talk about it — this owing to the unsympathetic attitude of his tent.

Jones, the corporal had observed, as the ex-sentrys narrative of his misfortunes reached a finish for the third time since reveille that morning, if you cant manage to switch off that infernal chestnut of yours, Ill make you wash up all day and sit on your head all night.

So Jones had withdrawn his yarn from circulation. Kennedys interest in detective work waned after his interview with Walton. He was quite sure that Walton had been one of the band, but it was not his business to find out; even had he found out, he would have done nothing. It was more for his own private satisfaction than for the furtherance of justice that he wished to track the offenders down. But he did not look on the affair, as Jimmy Silver did, as rather sporting; he had a tender feeling for the good name of the school, and he felt that it was not likely to make Eckleton popular with the other schools that went to camp if they got the reputation of practical jokers. Practical jokers are seldom popular until they have been dead a hundred years or so.

As for Walton and his colleagues, to complete the list of those who were interested in this matter of the midnight raid, they lay remarkably low after their successful foray. They imagined that Kennedy was spying on their every movement. In which they were quite wrong, for Kennedy was doing nothing of the kind. Camp does not allow a great deal of leisure for the minding of other peoples businesses. But this reflection did not occur to Walton, and he regarded Kennedy, whenever chance or his duties brought him into the neighbourhood of that worthys tent, with a suspicion which increased whenever the latter looked at him.

On the night before camp broke up, a second incident of a sensational kind occurred, which, but for the fact that they never heard of it, would have given the schools a good deal to talk about. It happened that Kennedy was on sentry-go that night. The manner of sentry-go is thus. At seven in the evening the guard falls in, and patrols the fringe of the camp in relays till seven in the morning. A guard consists of a sergeant, a corporal, and ten men. They are on duty for two hours at a time, with intervals of four hours between each spell, in which intervals they sleep the sleep of tired men in the guard-tent, unless, as happened on the occasion previously described, some miscreant takes it upon himself to loose the ropes. The ground to be patrolled by the sentries is divided into three parts, each of which is entrusted to one man.

Kennedy was one of the ten privates, and his first spell of sentry-go began at eleven oclock.

On this night there was no moon. It was as black as pitch. It is always unpleasant to be on sentry-go on such a night. The mind wanders, in spite of all effort to check it, through a long series of all the ghastly stories one has ever read. There is one in particular of Conan Doyles about a mummy that came to life and chased people on lonely roads — but enough! However courageous one may be, it is difficult not to speculate on the possible horrors which may spring out on one from the darkness. That feeling that there is somebody — or something — just behind one can only be experienced in all its force by a sentry on an inky night at camp. And the thought that, of all the hundreds there, he and two others are the only ones awake, puts a sort of finishing touch to the unpleasantness of the situation.

Kennedy was not a particularly imaginative youth, but he looked forward with no little eagerness to the time when he should be relieved. It would be a relief in two senses of the word. His beat included that side of the camp which faces the road to Aldershot. Between camp and this road is a ditch and a wood. After he had been on duty for an hour this wood began to suggest a variety of possibilities, all grim. The ditch, too, was not without associations. It was into this that Private Jones had been hurled on a certain memorable occasion. Such a thing was not likely to happen again in the same week, and, even if it did, Kennedy flattered himself that he would have more to say in the matter than Private Jones had had; but nevertheless he kept a careful eye in that direction whenever his beat took him along the ditch.

It was about half-past twelve, and he had entered upon the last section of his two hours, when Kennedy distinctly heard footsteps in the wood. He had heard so many mysterious sounds since his patrol began at eleven oclock that at first he was inclined to attribute this to imagination. But a crackle of dead branches and the sound of soft breathing convinced him that this was the real thing for once, and that, as a sentry of the Public Schools Camp on duty, it behoved him to challenge the unknown.

He stopped and waited, peering into the darkness in a futile endeavour to catch a glimpse of his man. But the night was too black for the keenest eye to penetrate it. A slight thud put him on the right track. It showed him two things; first, that the unknown had dropped into the ditch, and, secondly, that he was a camp man returning to his tent after an illegal prowl about the town at lights-out. Nobody save one belonging to the camp would have cause to cross the ditch.

Besides, the man walked warily, as one not ignorant of the danger of sentries. The unknown had crawled out of the ditch now. As luck would have it he had chosen a spot immediately opposite to where Kennedy stood. Now that he was nearer Kennedy could see the vague outline of him.

Who goes there? he said.

From an instinctive regard for the others feelings he did not shout the question in the regulation manner. He knew how he would feel himself if he were out of camp at half-past twelve, and the voice of the sentry were to rip suddenly through the silence fortissimo.

As it was, his question was quite loud enough to electrify the person to whom it was addressed. The unknown started so violently that he nearly leapt into the air. Kennedy was barely two yards from him when he spoke.

The next moment this fact was brought home to him in a very practical manner. The unknown, sighting the sentry, perhaps more clearly against the dim whiteness of the tents than Kennedy could sight him against the dark wood, dashed in with a rapidity which showed that he knew something of the art of boxing. Kennedy dropped his rifle and flung up his arm. He was altogether too late. A sudden blaze of light, and he was on the ground, sick and dizzy, a feeling he had often experienced before in a slighter degree, when sparring in the Eckleton gymnasium with the boxing instructor.

The immediate effect of a flush hit in the regions about the jaw is to make the victim lose for the moment all interest in life. Kennedy lay where he had fallen for nearly half a minute before he fully realised what it was that had happened to him. When he did realise the situation, he leapt to his feet, feeling sick and shaky, and staggered about in all directions in a manner which suggested that he fancied his assailant would be waiting politely until he had recovered. As was only natural, that wily person had vanished, and was by this time doing a quick change into garments of the night. Kennedy had the satisfaction of knowing — for what it was worth — that his adversary was in one of those tents, but to place him with any greater accuracy was impossible.

So he gave up the search, found his rifle, and resumed his patrol. And at one oclock his successor relieved him.

On the following day camp broke up.



Kennedy always enjoyed going home, but, as he travelled back to Eckleton on the last day of these summer holidays, he could not help feeling that there was a great deal to be said for term. He felt particularly cheerful. He had the carriage to himself, and he had also plenty to read and eat. The train was travelling at forty miles an hour. And there were all the pleasures of a first night after the holidays to look forward to, when you dashed from one friends study to anothers, comparing notes, and explaining — five or six of you at a time — what a good time you had had in the holidays. This was always a pleasant ceremony at Blackburns, where all the prefects were intimate friends, and all good sorts, without that liberal admixture of weeds, worms, and outsiders which marred the list of prefects in most of the other houses. Such as Kays! Kennedy could not restrain a momentary gloating as he contrasted the state of affairs in Blackburns with what existed at Kays. Then this feeling was merged in one of pity for Fenns hard case. How he must hate the beginning of term, thought Kennedy.

All the well-known stations were flashing by now. In a few minutes he would be at the junction, and in another half-hour back at Blackburns. He began to collect his baggage from the rack.

Nobody he knew was at the junction. This was the late train that he had come down by. Most of the school had returned earlier in the afternoon.

He reached Blackburns at eight oclock, and went up to his study to unpack. This was always his first act on coming back to school. He liked to start the term with all his books in their shelves, and all his pictures and photographs in their proper places on the first day. Some of the studies looked like lumber-rooms till near the end of the first week.

He had filled the shelves, and was arranging the artistic decorations, when Jimmy Silver came in. Kennedy had been surprised that he had not met him downstairs, but the matron had answered his inquiry with the statement that he was talking to Mr Blackburn in the other part of the house.

When did you arrive? asked Silver, after the conclusion of the first outbreak of holiday talk.

Ive only just come.

Seen Blackburn yet?

No. I was thinking of going up after I had got this place done properly.

Jimmy Silver ran his eye over the room.

I havent started mine yet, he said. Youre such an energetic man. Now, are all those books in their proper places?

Yes, said Kennedy.

Sure?

Yes.

How about the pictures? Got them up?

All but this lot here. Shant be a second. There you are. Hows that for effect?

Not bad. Got all your photographs in their places?

Yes.

Then, said Jimmy Silver, calmly, youd better start now to pack them all up again. And why, my son? Because you are no longer a Blackburnite. Thats what.

Kennedy stared.

Ive just had the whole yarn from Blackburn, continued Jimmy Silver. Our dear old pal, Mr Kay, wanting somebody in his house capable of keeping order, by way of a change, has gone to the Old Man and borrowed you. So youre head of Kays now. Theres an honour for you.


IX. THE SENSATIONS OF AN EXILE
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WHAT SHOUTED KENNEDY.

He sprang to his feet as if he had had an electric shock.

Jimmy Silver, having satisfied his passion for the dramatic by the abruptness with which he had exploded his mine, now felt himself at liberty to be sympathetic.

Its quite true, he said. And thats just how I felt when Blackburn told me. Blackburns as sick as anything. Naturally he doesnt see the point of handing you over to Kay. But the Old Man insisted, so he caved in. He wanted to see you as soon as you arrived. Youd better go now. Ill finish your packing.

This was noble of Jimmy, for of all the duties of life he loathed packing most.

Thanks awfully, said Kennedy, but dont you bother. Ill do it when I get back. But whats it all about? What made Kay want a man? Why wont Fenn do? And why me?

Well, its easy to see why they chose you. They reflected that youd had the advantage of being in Blackburns with me, and seeing how a house really should be run. Kay wants a head for his house. Off he goes to the Old Man. Look here, he says, I want somebody shunted into my happy home, or itll bust up. And its no good trying to put me off with an inferior article, because I wont have it. It must be somebody whos been trained from youth up by Silver. Then, says the Old Man, reflectively, you cant do better than take Kennedy. I happen to know that Silver has spent years in showing him the straight and narrow path. You take Kennedy. All right, says Kay; I always thought Kennedy a bit of an ass myself, but if hes studied under Silver he ought to know how to manage a house. Ill take him. Advise our Mr Blackburn to that effect, and ask him to deliver the goods at his earliest convenience. Adoo, mess-mate, adoo! And there you are — thats how it was.

But whats wrong with Fenn?

My dear chap! Remember last term. Didnt Fenn have a regular scrap with Kay, and get shoved into extra for it? And didnt he wreck the concert in the most sportsmanlike way with that encore of his? Think the Old Man is going to take that grinning? Not much! Fenn made a ripping fifty against Kent in the holidays — I saw him do it — but they dont count that. Its a wonder they didnt ask him to leave. Of course, I think its jolly rough on Fenn, but I dont see that you can blame them. Not the Old Man, at any rate. He couldnt do anything else. Its all Kays fault that all this has happened, of course. Im awfully sorry for you having to go into that beastly hole, but from Kays point of view its a jolly sound move. You may reform the place.

I doubt it.

So do I — very much. I didnt say you would — I said you might. I wonder if Kay means to give you a free hand. It all depends on that.

Yes. If hes going to interfere with me as he used to with Fenn, hell want to bring in another head to improve on me.

Rather a good idea, that, said Jimmy Silver, laughing, as he always did when any humorous possibilities suggested themselves to him. If he brings in somebody to improve on you, and then somebody else to improve on him, and then another chap to improve on him, he ought to have a decent house in half-a-dozen years or so.

The worst of it is, said Kennedy, that Ive got to go to Kays as a sort of rival to Fenn. I shouldnt mind so much if it wasnt for that. I wonder how hell take it! Do you think he knows about it yet? He didnt enjoy being head, but thats no reason why he shouldnt cut up rough at being shoved back to second prefect. Its a beastly situation.

Beastly, agreed Jimmy Silver. Look here, he added, after a pause, theres no reason, you know, why this should make any difference. To us, I mean. What I mean to say is, I dont see why we shouldnt see each other just as often, and so on, simply because you are in another house, and all that sort of thing. You know what I mean.

He spoke shamefacedly, as was his habit whenever he was serious. He liked Kennedy better than anyone he knew, and hated to show his feelings. Anything remotely connected with sentiment made him uncomfortable.

Of course, said Kennedy, awkwardly.

Youll want a refuge, said Silver, in his normal manner, now that youre going to see wild life in Kays. Dont forget that Im always at home in my study in the afternoons — admission on presentation of a visiting-card.

All right, said Kennedy, Ill remember. I suppose Id better go and see Blackburn now.

Mr Blackburn was in his study. He was obviously disgusted and irritated by what had happened. Loyalty to the headmaster, and an appreciation of his position as a member of the staff led him to try and conceal his feelings as much as possible in his interview with Kennedy, but the latter understood as plainly as if his house-master had burst into a flow of abuse and complaint. There had always been an excellent understanding — indeed, a friendship — between Kennedy and Mr Blackburn, and the master was just as sorry to lose his second prefect as the latter was to go.

Well, Kennedy, he said, pleasantly. I hope you had a good time in the holidays. I suppose Silver has told you the melancholy news — that you are to desert us this term? It is a great pity. We shall all be very sorry to lose you. I dont look forward to seeing you bowl us all out in the house-matches next summer, he added, with a smile, though we shall expect a few full-pitches to leg, for the sake of old times.

He meant well, but the picture he conjured up almost made Kennedy break down. Nothing up to the present had made him realise the completeness of his exile so keenly as this remark of Mr Blackburns about his bowling against the side for which he had taken so many wickets in the past. It was a painful thought.

I am afraid you wont have quite such a pleasant time in Mr Kays as you have had here, resumed the house-master. Of course, I know that, strictly speaking, I ought not to talk like this about another masters house; but you can scarcely be unaware of the reasons that have led to this change. You must know that you are being sent to pull Mr Kays house together. This is strictly between ourselves, of course. I think you have a difficult task before you, but I dont fancy that you will find it too much for you. And mind you come here as often as you please. I am sure Silver and the others will be glad to see you. Goodbye, Kennedy. I think you ought to be getting across now to Mr Kays. I told him that you would be there before half-past nine. Good night.

Good night, sir, said Kennedy.

He wandered out into the house dining-room. Somehow, though Kays was only next door, he could not get rid of the feeling that he was about to start on a long journey, and would never see his old house again. And in a sense this was so. He would probably visit Blackburns tomorrow afternoon, but it would not be the same. Jimmy Silver would greet him like a brother, and he would brew in the same study in which he had always brewed, and sit in the same chair; but it would not be the same. He would be an outsider, a visitor, a stranger within the gates, and — worst of all — a Kayite. Nothing could alter that.

The walk of the dining-room were covered with photographs of the house cricket and football teams for the last fifteen years. Looking at them, he felt more than ever how entirely his school life had been bound up in his house. From his first day at Eckleton he had been taught the simple creed of the Blackburnite, that Eckleton was the finest school in the three kingdoms, and that Blackburns was the finest house in the finest school.

Under the gas-bracket by the door hung the first photograph in which he appeared, the cricket team of four years ago. He had just got the last place in front of Challis on the strength of a tremendous catch for the house second in a scratch game two days before the house-matches began. It had been a glaring fluke, but it had impressed Denny, the head of the house, who happened to see it, and had won him his place.

He walked round the room, looking at each photograph in turn. It seemed incredible that he had no longer any right to an interest in the success of Blackburns. He could have endured leaving all this when his time at school was up, for that would have been the natural result of the passing of years. But to be transplanted abruptly and with a wrench from his native soil was too much. He went upstairs to pack, suffering from as severe an attack of the blues as any youth of eighteen had experienced since blues were first invented.

Jimmy Silver hovered round, while he packed, with expressions of sympathy and bitter remarks concerning Mr Kay and his wicked works, and, when the operation was concluded, helped Kennedy carry his box over to his new house with the air of one seeing a friend off to the parts beyond the equator.

It was ten oclock by the time the front door of Kays closed upon its new head. Kennedy went to the matrons sanctum to be instructed in the geography of the house. The matron, a severe lady, whose faith in human nature had been terribly shaken by five years of office in Kays, showed him his dormitory and study with a lack of geniality which added a deeper tinge of azure to Kennedys blues. So youve come to live here, have you? her manner seemed to say; well, I pity you, thats all. A nice time youre going to have.

Kennedy spent the half-hour before going to bed in unpacking his box for the second time, and arranging his books and photographs in the study which had been Wayburns. He had nothing to find fault with in the study. It was as large as the one he had owned at Blackburns, and, like it, looked out over the school grounds.

At half-past ten the gas gave a flicker and went out, turned off at the main. Kennedy lit a candle and made his way to his dormitory. There now faced him the more than unpleasant task of introducing himself to its inmates. He knew from experience the disconcerting way in which a dormitory greets an intruder. It was difficult to know how to begin matters. It would take a long time, he thought, to explain his presence to their satisfaction.

Fortunately, however, the dormitory was not unprepared. Things get about very quickly in a house. The matron had told the housemaids; the housemaids had handed it on to their ally, the boot boy; the boot boy had told Wren, whom he happened to meet in the passage, and Wren had told everybody else.

There was an uproar going on when Kennedy opened the door, but it died away as he appeared, and the dormitory gazed at the newcomer in absolute and embarrassing silence. Kennedy had not felt so conscious of the public eye being upon him since he had gone out to bat against the M.C.C., on his first appearance in the ranks of the Eckleton eleven. He went to his bed and began to undress without a word, feeling rather than seeing the eyes that were peering at him. When he had completed the performance of disrobing, he blew out the candle and got into bed. The silence was broken by numerous coughs, of that short, suggestive type with which the public schoolboy loves to embarrass his fellow man. From some unidentified corner of the room came a subdued giggle. Then a whispered, Shut up, you fool! To which a low voice replied, All right, Im not doing anything.

More coughs, and another outbreak of giggling from a fresh quarter.

Good night, said Kennedy, to the room in general.

There was no reply. The giggler appeared to be rapidly approaching hysterics.

Shut up that row, said Kennedy.

The giggling ceased.

The atmosphere was charged with suspicion. Kennedy fell asleep fearing that he was going to have trouble with his dormitory before many nights had passed.


X. FURTHER EXPERIENCES OF AN EXILE
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BREAKFAST ON THE following morning was a repetition of the dormitory ordeal. Kennedy walked to his place on Mr Kays right, feeling that everyone was looking at him, as indeed they were. He understood for the first time the meaning of the expression, the cynosure of all eyes. He was modest by nature, and felt his position a distinct trial.

He did not quite know what to say or do with regard to his new house-master at this their first meeting in the latters territory. Come aboard, sir, occurred to him for a moment as a happy phrase, but he discarded it. To make the situation more awkward, Mr Kay did not observe him at first, being occupied in assailing a riotous fag at the other end of the table, that youth having succeeded, by a dexterous drive in the ribs, in making a friend of his spill half a cup of coffee. Kennedy did not know whether to sit down without a word or to remain standing until Mr Kay had time to attend to him. He would have done better to have sat down; Mr Kays greeting, when it came, was not worth waiting for.

Sit down, Kennedy, he said, irritably — rebuking people on an empty stomach always ruffled him. Sit down, sit down.

Kennedy sat down, and began to toy diffidently with a sausage, remembering, as he did so, certain diatribes of Fenns against the food at Kays. As he became more intimate with the sausage, he admitted to himself that Fenn had had reason. Mr Kay meanwhile pounded away in moody silence at a plate of kidneys and bacon. It was one of the many grievances which gave the Kayite material for conversation that Mr Kay had not the courage of his opinions in the matter of food. He insisted that he fed his house luxuriously, but he refused to brave the mysteries of its bill of fare himself.

Fenn had not come down when Kennedy went in to breakfast. He arrived some ten minutes later, when Kennedy had vanquished the sausage, and was keeping body and soul together with bread and marmalade.

I cannot have this, Fenn, snapped Mr Kay; you must come down in time.

Fenn took the rebuke in silence, cast one glance at the sausage which confronted him, and then pushed it away with such unhesitating rapidity that Mr Kay glared at him as if about to take up the cudgels for the rejected viand. Perhaps he remembered that it scarcely befitted the dignity of a house-master to enter upon a wrangle with a member of his house on the subject of the merits and demerits of sausages, for he refrained, and Fenn was allowed to go on with his meal in peace.

Kennedys chief anxiety had been with regard to Fenn. True, the latter could hardly blame him for being made head of Kays, since he had not been consulted in the matter, and, if he had been, would have refused the post with horror; but nevertheless the situation might cause a coolness between them. And if Fenn, the only person in the house with whom he was at all intimate, refused to be on friendly terms, his stay in Kays would be rendered worse than even he had looked for.

Fenn had not spoken to him at breakfast, but then there was little table talk at Kays. Perhaps the quality of the food suggested such gloomy reflections that nobody liked to put them into words.

After the meal Fenn ran upstairs to his study. Kennedy followed him, and opened conversation in his direct way with the subject which he had come to discuss.

I say, he said, I hope you arent sick about this. You know I didnt want to bag your place as head of the house.

My dear chap, said Fenn, dont apologise. Youre welcome to it. Being head of Kays isnt such a soft job that one is keen on sticking to it.

All the same— began Kennedy.

I knew Kay would get at me somehow, of course. Ive been wondering how all the holidays. I didnt think of this. Still, Im jolly glad its happened. I now retire into private life, and look on. Ive taken years off my life sweating to make this house decent, and now Im going to take a rest and watch you tearing your hair out over the job. Im awfully sorry for you. I wish theyd roped in some other victim.

But youre still a house prefect, I suppose?

I believe so, Kay couldnt very well make me a fag again.

Then youll help manage things?

Fenn laughed.

Will I, by Jove! Id like to see myself! I dont want to do the heavy martyr business and that sort of thing, but Im hanged if Im going to take any more trouble over the house. Havent you any respect for Mr Kays feelings? He thinks I cant keep order. Surely you dont want me to go and shatter his pet beliefs? Anyhow, Im not going to do it. Im going to play villagers and retainers to your hero. If you do anything wonderful with the house, I shall be standing by ready to cheer. But you dont catch me shoving myself forward. Thank Heaven I knows me place, as the butler in the play says.

Kennedy kicked moodily at the leg of the chair which he was holding. The feeling that his whole world had fallen about his ears was increasing with every hour he spent in Kays. Last term he and Fenn had been as close friends as you could wish to see. If he had asked Fenn to help him in a tight place then, he knew he could have relied on him. Now his chief desire seemed to be to score off the human race in general, his best friend included. It was a depressing beginning.

Do you know what the sherry said to the man when he was just going to drink it? inquired Fenn. It said, Nemo me impune lacessit. Thats how I feel. Kay went out of his way to give me a bad time when I was doing my best to run his house properly, so I dont see that Im called upon to go out of my way to work for him.

Its rather rough on me— Kennedy began. Then a sudden indignation rushed through him. Why should he grovel to Fenn? If Fenn chose to stand out, let him. He was capable of running the house by himself.

I dont care, he said, savagely. If you cant see what a cad youre making of yourself, Im not going to try to show you. You can do what you jolly well please. Im not dependent on you. Ill make this a decent house off my own bat without your help. If you like looking on, youd better look on. Ill give you something to look at soon.

He went out, leaving Fenn with mixed feelings. He would have liked to have followed him, taken back what he had said, and formed an offensive alliance against the black sheep of the house — and also, which was just as important, against the slack sheep, who were good for nothing, either at work or play. But his bitterness against the house-master prevented him. He was not going to take his removal from the leadership of Kays as if nothing had happened.

Meanwhile, in the dayrooms and studies, the house had been holding indignation meetings, and at each it had been unanimously resolved that Kays had been abominably treated, and that the deposition of Fenn must not be tolerated. Unfortunately, a house cannot do very much when it revolts. It can only show its displeasure in little things, and by an increase of rowdiness. This was the line that Kays took. Fenn became a popular hero. Fags, until he kicked them for it, showed a tendency to cheer him whenever they saw him. Nothing could paint Mr Kay blacker in the eyes of his house, so that Kennedy came in for all the odium. The same fags who had cheered Fenn hooted him on one occasion as he passed the junior dayroom. Kennedy stopped short, went in, and presented each inmate of the room with six cuts with a swagger-stick. This summary and Captain Kettle-like move had its effect. There was no more hooting. The fags bethought themselves of other ways of showing their disapproval of their new head.

One genius suggested that they might kill two birds with one stone — snub Kennedy and pay a stately compliment to Fenn by applying to the latter for leave to go out of bounds instead of to the former. As the giving of leave down town was the prerogative of the head of the house, and of no other, there was a suggestiveness about this mode of procedure which appealed to the junior dayroom.

But the star of the junior dayroom was not in the ascendant. Fenn might have quarrelled with Kennedy, and be extremely indignant at his removal from the headship of the house, but he was not the man to forget to play the game. His policy of non-interference did not include underhand attempts to sap Kennedys authority. When Gorrick, of the Lower Fourth, the first of the fags to put the ingenious scheme into practice, came to him, still smarting from Kennedys castigation, Fenn promptly gave him six more cuts, worse than the first, and kicked him out into the passage. Gorrick naturally did not want to spoil a good thing by giving Fenns game away, so he lay low and said nothing, with the result that Wren and three others met with the same fate, only more so, because Fenns wrath increased with each visit.

Kennedy, of course, heard nothing of this, or he might perhaps have thought better of Fenn. As for the junior dayroom, it was obliged to work off its emotion by jeering Jimmy Silver from the safety of the touchline when the head of Blackburns was refereeing in a match between the juniors of his house and those of Kays. Blackburns happened to win by four goals and eight tries, a result which the patriotic Kay fag attributed solely to favouritism on the part of the referee.

I like the kids in your house, said Jimmy to Kennedy, after the match, when telling the latter of the incident; theres no false idea of politeness about them. If they dont like your decisions, they say so in a shrill treble.

Little beasts, said Kennedy. I wish I knew who they were. Its hopeless to try and spot them, of course.


XI. THE SENIOR DAYROOM OPENS FIRE
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CURIOUSLY ENOUGH, IT was shortly after this that the junior dayroom ceased almost entirely to trouble the head of the house. Not that they turned over new leaves, and modelled their conduct on that of the hero of the Sunday-school story. They were still disorderly, but in a lesser degree; and ragging became a matter of private enterprise among the fags instead of being, as it had threatened to be, an organised revolt against the new head. When a Kays fag rioted now, he did so with the air of one endeavouring to amuse himself, not as if he were carrying on a holy war against the oppressor.

Kennedys difficulties were considerably diminished by this change. A head of a house expects the juniors of his house to rag. It is what they are put into the world to do, and there is no difficulty in keeping the thing within decent limits. A revolution is another case altogether. Kennedy was grateful for the change, for it gave him more time to keep an eye on the other members of the house, but he had no idea what had brought it about. As a matter of fact, he had Billy Silver to thank for it. The chief organiser of the movement against Kennedy in the junior dayroom had been the red-haired Wren, who preached war to his fellow fags, partly because he loved to create a disturbance, and partly because Walton, who hated Kennedy, had told him to. Between Wren and Billy Silver a feud had existed since their first meeting. The unsatisfactory conclusion to their encounter in camp had given another lease of life to the feud, and Billy had come back to Kays with the fixed intention of smiting his auburn-haired foe hip and thigh at the earliest opportunity. Wrens attitude with respect to Kennedy gave him a decent excuse. He had no particular regard for Kennedy. The fact that he was a friend of his brothers was no recommendation. There existed between the two Silvers that feeling which generally exists between an elder and a much younger brother at the same school. Each thought the other a bit of an idiot, and though equal to tolerating him personally, was hanged if he was going to do the same by his friends. In Billys circle of acquaintances, Jimmys friends were looked upon with cold suspicion as officious meddlers who would give them lines if they found them out of bounds. The aristocrats with whom Jimmy foregathered barely recognised the existence of Billys companions. Kennedys claim to Billys good offices rested on the fact that they both objected to Wren.

So that, when Wren lifted up his voice in the junior dayroom, and exhorted the fags to go and make a row in the passage outside Kennedys study, and — from a safe distance, and having previously ensured a means of rapid escape — to fling boots at his door, Billy damped the popular enthusiasm which had been excited by the proposal by kicking Wren with some violence, and begging him not to be an ass. Whereupon they resumed their battle at the point at which it had been interrupted at camp. And when, some five minutes later, Billy, from his seat on his adversarys chest, offered to go through the same performance with anybody else who wished, the junior dayroom came to the conclusion that his feelings with regard to the new head of the house, however foolish and unpatriotic, had better be respected. And the revolution of the fags had fizzled out from that moment.

In the senior dayroom, however, the flag of battle was still unfurled. It was so obvious that Kennedy had been put into the house as a reformer, and the seniors of Kays had such an objection to being reformed, that trouble was only to be expected. It was the custom in most houses for the head of the house, by right of that position, to be also captain of football. The senior dayroom was aggrieved at Kennedys taking this post from Fenn. Fenn was in his second year in the school fifteen, and he was the three-quarter who scored most frequently for Eckleton, whereas Kennedy, though practically a certainty for one of the six vacant places in the school scrum, was at present entitled to wear only a second fifteen cap. The claims of Fenn to be captain of Kays football were strong, Kennedy had begged him to continue in that position more than once. Fenns persistent refusal had helped to increase the coolness between them, and it had also made things more difficult for Kennedy in the house.

It was on the Monday of the third week of term that Kennedy, at Jimmy Silvers request, arranged a friendly between Kays and Blackburns. There could be no doubt as to which was the better team (for Blackburns had been runners up for the Cup the season before), but the better ones opponents the better the practice. Kennedy wrote out the list and fixed it on the notice board. The match was to be played on the following afternoon.

A football team must generally be made up of the biggest men at the captains disposal, so it happened that Walton, Perry, Callingham, and the other leaders of dissension in Kays all figured on the list. The consequence was that the list came in for a good deal of comment in the senior dayroom. There were games every Saturday and Wednesday, and it annoyed Walton and friends that they should have to turn out on an afternoon that was not a half holiday. It was trouble enough playing football on the days when it was compulsory. As for patriotism, no member of the house even pretended to care whether Kays put a good team into the field or not. The senior dayroom sat talking over the matter till lights-out. When Kennedy came down next morning, he found his list scribbled over with blue pencil, while across it in bold letters ran the single word,

ROT.

He went to his study, wrote out a fresh copy, and pinned it up in place of the old one. He had been early in coming down that morning, and the majority of the Kayites had not seen the defaced notice. The match was fixed for half-past four. At four a thin rain was falling. The weather had been bad for some days, but on this particular afternoon it reached the limit. In addition to being wet, it was also cold, and Kennedy, as he walked over to the grounds, felt that he would be glad when the game was over. He hoped that Blackburns would be punctual, and congratulated himself on his foresight in securing Mr Blackburn as referee. Some of the staff, when they consented to hold the whistle in a scratch game, invariably kept the teams waiting on the field for half an hour before turning up. Mr Blackburn, an the other hand, was always punctual. He came out of his house just as Kennedy turned in at the school gates.

Well, Kennedy, he said from the depths of his ulster, the collar of which he had turned up over his ears with a prudence which Kennedy, having come out with only a blazer on over his football clothes, distinctly envied, I hope your men are not going to be late. I dont think I ever saw a worse day for football. How long were you thinking of playing? Two twenty-fives would be enough for a day like this, I think.

Kennedy consulted with Jimmy Silver, who came up at this moment, and they agreed without argument that twenty-five minutes each way would be the very thing.

Where are your men? asked Jimmy. Ive got all our chaps out here, bar Challis, wholl be out in a few minutes. I left him almost changed.

Challis appeared a little later, and joined the rest of Blackburns team, who were putting in the time and trying to keep warm by running and passing and dropping desultory goals. But, with the exception of Fenn, who stood brooding by himself in the centre of the field, wrapped to the eyes in a huge overcoat, and two other house prefects of Kays, who strolled up and down looking as if they wished they were in their studies, there was no sign of the missing team.

I cant make it out, said Kennedy.

Youre sure you put up the right time? asked Jimmy Silver.

Yes, quite.

It certainly could not be said that Kays had had any room for doubt as to the time of the match, for it had appeared in large figures on both notices.

A quarter to five sounded from the college clock.

We must begin soon, said Mr Blackburn, or there will not be light enough even for two twenty-fives.

Kennedy felt wretched. Apart from the fact that he was frozen to an icicle and drenched by the rain, he felt responsible for his team, and he could see that Blackburns men were growing irritated at the delay, though they did their best to conceal it.

Cant we lend them some subs? suggested Challis, hopefully.

All right — if you can raise eleven subs, said Silver. Theyve only got four men on the field at present.

Challis subsided.

Look here, said Kennedy, Im going back to the house to see whats up. Ill be back as soon as I can. They must have mistaken the time or something after all.

He rushed back to the house, and flung open the door of the senior dayroom. It was empty.

Kennedy had expected to find his missing men huddled in a semicircle round the fire, waiting for some one to come and tell them that Blackburns had taken the field, and that they could come out now without any fear of having to wait in the rain for the match to begin. This, he thought, would have been the unselfish policy of Kays senior dayroom.

But to find nobody was extraordinary.

The thought occurred to him that the team might be changing in their dormitories. He ran upstairs. But all the dormitories were locked, as he might have known they would have been. Coming downstairs again he met his fag, Spencer.

Spencer replied to his inquiry that he had only just come in. He did not know where the team had got to. No, he had not seen any of them.

Oh, yes, though, he added, as an afterthought, I met Walton just now. He looked as if he was going down town.

Walton had once licked Spencer, and that vindictive youth thought that this might be a chance of getting back at him.

Oh, said Kennedy, quietly, Walton? Did you? Thanks.

Spencer was disappointed at his lack of excitement. His news did not seem to interest him.

Kennedy went back to the football field to inform Jimmy Silver of the result of his investigations.


XII. KENNEDY INTERVIEWS WALTON
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IM VERY SORRY, he said, when he rejoined the shivering group, but Im afraid we shall have to call this match off. There seems to have been a mistake. None of my team are anywhere about. Im awfully sorry, sir, he added, to Mr Blackburn, to have given you all this trouble for nothing.

Not at all, Kennedy. We must try another day.

Mr Blackburn suspected that something untoward had happened in Kays to cause this sudden defection of the first fifteen of the house. He knew that Kennedy was having a hard time in his new position, and he did not wish to add to his discomfort by calling for an explanation before an audience. It could not be pleasant for Kennedy to feel that his enemies had scored off him. It was best to preserve a discreet silence with regard to the whole affair, and leave him to settle it for himself.

Jimmy Silver was more curious. He took Kennedy off to tea in his study, sat him down in the best chair in front of the fire, and proceeded to urge him to confess everything.

Now, then, whats it all about? he asked, briskly, spearing a muffin on the fork and beginning to toast.

Its no good asking me, said Kennedy. I suppose its a put-up job to make me look a fool. I ought to have known something of this kind would happen when I saw what they did to my first notice.

What was that?

Kennedy explained.

This is getting thrilling, said Jimmy. Just pass that plate. Thanks. What are you going to do about it?

I dont know. What would you do?

My dear chap, Id first find out who was at the bottom of it — theres bound to be one man who started the whole thing — and Id make it my aim in life to give him the warmest ten minutes hed ever had.

That sounds all right. But how would you set about it?

Why, touch him up, of course. What else would you do? Before the whole house, too.

Supposing he wouldnt be touched up?

Wouldnt be! Hed have to.

You dont know Kays, Jimmy. Youre thinking what youd do if this had happened in Blackburns. The two things arent the same. Here the man would probably take it like a lamb. The feeling of the house would be against him. Hed find nobody to back him up. Thats because Blackburns is a decent house instead of being a sink like Kays. If I tried the touching-up before the whole house game with our chaps, the man would probably reply by going for me, assisted by the whole strength of the company.

Well, dash it all then, all youve got to do is to call a prefects meeting, and hell get ten times worse beans from them than hed have got from you. Its simple.

Kennedy stared into the fire pensively.

I dont know, he said. I bar that prefects meeting business. It always seems rather feeble to me, lugging in a lot of chaps to help settle some one you cant manage yourself. I want to carry this job through on my own.

Then youd better scrap with the man.

I think I will.

Silver stared.

Dont be an ass, he said. I was only rotting. You cant go fighting all over the shop as if you were a fag. Youd lose your prefects cap if it came out.

I could wear my topper, said Kennedy, with a grin. You see, he added, Ive not much choice. I must do something. If I took no notice of this business thered be no holding the house. I should be ragged to death. Its no good talking about it. Personally, I should prefer touching the chap up to fighting him, and I shall try it on. But hes not likely to meet me half-way. And if he doesnt therell be an interesting turn-up, and you shall hold the watch. Ill send a kid round to fetch you when things look like starting. I must go now to interview my missing men. So long. Mind you slip round directly I send for you.

Wait a second. Dont be in such a beastly hurry. Whos the chap youre going to fight?

I dont know yet. Walton, I should think. But I dont know.

Walton! By Jove, itll be worth seeing, anyhow, if we are both sacked for it when the Old Man finds out.

Kennedy returned to his study and changed his football boots for a pair of gymnasium shoes. For the job he had in hand it was necessary that he should move quickly, and football boots are a nuisance on a board floor. When he had changed, he called Spencer.

Go down to the senior dayroom, he said, and tell MacPherson I want to see him.

MacPherson was a long, weak-looking youth. He had been put down to play for the house that day, and had not appeared.

MacPherson! said the fag, in a tone of astonishment, not Walton?

He had been looking forward to the meeting between Kennedy and his ancient foe, and to have a miserable being like MacPherson offered as a substitute disgusted him.

If you have no objection, said Kennedy, politely, I may want you to fetch Walton later on.

Spencer vanished, hopeful once more.

Come in, MacPherson, said Kennedy, on the arrival of the long one; shut the door.

MacPherson did so, feeling as if he were paying a visit to the dentist. As long as there had been others with him in this affair he had looked on it as a splendid idea. But to be singled out like this was quite a different thing.

Now, said Kennedy, Why werent you on the field this afternoon?

I — er — I was kept in.

How long?

Oh — er — till about five.

What do you call about five?

About twenty-five to, he replied, despondently.

Now look here, said Kennedy, briskly, Im just going to explain to you exactly how I stand in this business, so youd better attend. I didnt ask to be made head of this sewage depot. If I could have had any choice, I wouldnt have touched a Kayite with a barge-pole. But since I am head, Im going to be it, and the sooner you and your senior dayroom crew realise it the better. This sort of thing isnt going on. I want to know now who it was put up this job. You wouldnt have the cheek to start a thing like this yourself. Who was it?

Well — er—

Youd better say, and be quick, too. I cant wait. Whoever it was. I shant tell him you told me. And I shant tell Kay. So now you can go ahead. Who was it?

Well — er — Walton.

I thought so. Now you can get out. If you see Spencer, send him here.

Spencer, curiously enough, was just outside the door. So close to it, indeed, that he almost tumbled in when MacPherson opened it.

Go and fetch Walton, said Kennedy.

Spencer dashed off delightedly, and in a couple of minutes Walton appeared. He walked in with an air of subdued defiance, and slammed the door.

Dont bang the door like that, said Kennedy. Why didnt you turn out today?

I was kept in.

Couldnt you get out in time to play?

No.

When did you get out?

Six.

Not before?

I said six.

Then how did you manage to go down town — without leave, by the way, but thats a detail — at half-past five?

All right, said Walton; better call me a liar.

Good suggestion, said Kennedy, cheerfully; I will.

Its all very well, said Walton. You know jolly well you can say anything you like. I cant do anything to you. Youd have me up before the prefects.

Not a bit of it. This is a private affair between ourselves. Im not going to drag the prefects into it. You seem to want to make this house worse than it is. I want to make it more or less decent. We cant both have what we want.

There was a pause.

When would it be convenient for you to be touched up before the whole house? inquired Kennedy, pleasantly.

What?

Well, you see, it seems the only thing. I must take it out of some one for this house-match business, and you started it. Will tonight suit you, after supper?

Youll get it hot if you try to touch me.

Well see.

Youd funk taking me on in a scrap, said Walton.

Would I? As a matter of fact, a scrap would suit me just as well. Better. Are you ready now?

Quite, thanks, sneered Walton. Ive knocked you out before, and Ill do it again.

Oh, then it was you that night at camp? I thought so. I spotted your style. Hitting a chap when he wasnt ready, you know, and so on. Now, if youll wait a minute, Ill send across to Blackburns for Silver. I told him I should probably want him as a time-keeper tonight.

What do you want with Silver. Why wont Perry do?

Thanks, Im afraid Perrys time-keeping wouldnt be impartial enough. Silver, I think, if you dont mind.

Spencer was summoned once more, and despatched to Blackburns. He returned with Jimmy.

Come in, Jimmy, said Kennedy. Run away, Spencer. Walton and I are just going to settle a point of order which has arisen, Jimmy. Will you hold the watch? We ought just to have time before tea.

Where? asked Silver.

My dormitory would be the best place. We can move the beds. Ill go and get the keys.

Kennedys dormitory was the largest in the house. After the beds had been moved back, there was a space in the middle of fifteen feet one way, and twelve the other — not a large ring, but large enough for two fighters who meant business.

Walton took off his coat, waistcoat, and shirt. Kennedy, who was still in football clothes, removed his blazer.

Half a second, said Jimmy Silver— what length rounds?

Two minutes? said Kennedy to Walton.

All right, growled Walton.

Two minutes, then, and half a minute in between.

Are you both ready? asked Jimmy, from his seat on the chest of drawers.

Kennedy and Walton advanced into the middle of the impromptu ring.

There was dead silence for a moment.

Time! said Jimmy Silver.


XIII. THE FIGHT IN THE DORMITORY
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STATING IT BROADLY, fighters may be said to be divided into two classes — those who are content to take two blows if they can give three in return, and those who prefer to receive as little punishment as possible, even at the expense of scoring fewer points themselves. Kennedys position, when Jimmy Silver called time, was peculiar. On all the other occasions on which he had fought — with the gloves on in the annual competition, and at the assault-at-arms — he had gone in for the policy of taking all that the other man liked to give him, and giving rather more in exchange. Now, however, he was obliged to alter his whole style. For a variety of reasons it was necessary that he should come out of this fight with as few marks as possible. To begin with, he represented, in a sense, the Majesty of the Law. He was tackling Walton more by way of an object-lesson to the Kayite mutineers than for his own personal satisfaction. The object-lesson would lose in impressiveness if he were compelled to go about for a week or so with a pair of black eyes, or other adornments of a similar kind. Again — and this was even more important — if he was badly marked the affair must come to the knowledge of the headmaster. Being a prefect, and in the sixth form, he came into contact with the Head every day, and the disclosure of the fact that he had been engaged in a pitched battle with a member of his house, who was, in addition to other disadvantages, very low down in the school, would be likely to lead to unpleasantness. A school prefect of Eckleton was supposed to be hedged about with so much dignity that he could quell turbulent inferiors with a glance. The idea of one of the august body lowering himself to the extent of emphasising his authority with the bare knuckle would scandalise the powers.

So Kennedy, rising at the call of time from the bed on which he sat, came up to the scratch warily.

Walton, on the other hand, having everything to gain and nothing to lose, and happy in the knowledge that no amount of bruises could do him any harm, except physically, came on with the evident intention of making a hurricane fight of it. He had very little science as a boxer. Heavy two-handed slogging was his forte, and, as the majority of his opponents up to the present had not had sufficient skill to discount his strength, he had found this a very successful line of action. Kennedy and he had never had the gloves on together. In the competition of the previous year both had entered in their respective classes, Kennedy as a lightweight, Walton in the middles, and both, after reaching the semi-final, had been defeated by the narrowest of margins by men who had since left the school. That had been in the previous Easter term, and, while Walton had remained much the same as regards weight and strength, Kennedy, owing to a term of hard bowling and a summer holiday spent in the open, had filled out. They were now practically on an equality, as far as weight was concerned. As for condition, that was all in favour of Kennedy. He played football in his spare time. Walton, on the days when football was not compulsory, smoked cigarettes.

Neither of the pair showed any desire to open the fight by shaking hands. This was not a friendly spar. It was business. The first move was made by Walton, who feinted with his right and dashed in to fight at close quarters. It was not a convincing feint. At any rate, it did not deceive Kennedy. He countered with his left, and swung his right at the body with all the force he could put into the hit. Walton went back a pace, sparred for a moment, then came in again, hitting heavily. Kennedys counter missed its mark this time. He just stopped a round sweep of Waltons right, ducked to avoid a similar effort of his left, and they came together in a clinch.

In a properly regulated glove-fight, the referee, on observing the principals clinch, says, Break away there, break away, in a sad, reproachful voice, and the fighters separate without demur, being very much alive to the fact that, as far as that contest is concerned, their destinies are in his hands, and that any bad behaviour in the ring will lose them the victory. But in an impromptu turn-up like this one, the combatants show a tendency to ignore the rules so carefully mapped out by the present Marquess of Queensberrys grandfather, and revert to the conditions of warfare under which Cribb and Spring won their battles. Kennedy and Walton, having clinched, proceeded to wrestle up and down the room, while Jimmy Silver looked on from his eminence in pained surprise at the sight of two men, who knew the rules of the ring, so far forgetting themselves.

To do Kennedy justice, it was not his fault. He was only acting in self-defence. Walton had started the hugging. Also, he had got the under-grip, which, when neither man knows a great deal of the science of wrestling, generally means victory. Kennedy was quite sure that he could not throw his antagonist, but he hung on in the knowledge that the round must be over shortly, when Walton would have to loose him.

Time, said Jimmy Silver.

Kennedy instantly relaxed his grip, and in that instant Walton swung him off his feet, and they came down together with a crash that shook the room. Kennedy was underneath, and, as he fell, his head came into violent contact with the iron support of a bed.

Jimmy Silver sprang down from his seat.

What are you playing at, Walton? Didnt you hear me call time? It was a beastly foul — the worst I ever saw. You ought to be sacked for a thing like that. Look here, Kennedy, you neednt go on. I disqualify Walton for fouling.

The usually genial James stammered with righteous indignation.

Kennedy sat down on a bed, dizzily.

No, he said; Im going on.

But he fouled you.

I dont care. Ill look after myself. Is it time yet?

Ten seconds more, if you really are going on.

He climbed back on to the chest of drawers.

Time.

Kennedy came up feeling weak and sick. The force with which he had hit his head on the iron had left him dazed.

Walton rushed in as before. He had no chivalrous desire to spare his man by way of compensation for fouling him. What monopolised his attention was the evident fact that Kennedy was in a bad way, and that a little strenuous infighting might end the affair in the desired manner.

It was at this point that Kennedy had reason to congratulate himself on donning gymnasium shoes. They gave him that extra touch of lightness which enabled him to dodge blows which he was too weak to parry. Everything was vague and unreal to him. He seemed to be looking on at a fight between Walton and some stranger.

Then the effect of his fall began to wear off. He could feel himself growing stronger. Little by little his head cleared, and he began once more to take a personal interest in the battle. It is astonishing what a power a boxer, who has learnt the art carefully, has of automatic fighting. The expert gentleman who fights under the pseudonym of Kid MCoy once informed the present writer that in one of his fights he was knocked down by such a severe hit that he remembered nothing further, and it was only on reading the paper next morning that he found, to his surprise, that he had fought four more rounds after the blow, and won the battle handsomely on points. Much the same thing happened to Kennedy. For the greater part of the second round he fought without knowing it. When Jimmy Silver called time he was in as good case as ever, and the only effects of the blow on his head were a vast lump underneath the hair, and a settled determination to win or perish. In a few minutes the bell would ring for tea, and all his efforts would end in nothing. It was no good fighting a draw with Walton if he meant to impress the house. He knew exactly what Rumour, assisted by Walton, would make of the affair in that case. Have you heard the latest? A would ask of B. Why, Kennedy tried to touch Walton up for not playing footer, and Walton went for him and would have given him frightful beans, only they had to go down to tea. There must be none of that sort of thing.

Time, said Jimmy Silver, breaking in on his meditations.

It was probably the suddenness and unexpectedness of it that took Walton aback. Up till now his antagonist had been fighting strictly on the defensive, and was obviously desirous of escaping punishment as far as might be possible. And then the fall at the end of round one had shaken him up, so that he could hardly fight at all at their second meeting. Walton naturally expected that it would be left to him to do the leading in round three. Instead of this, however, Kennedy opened the round with such a lightning attack that Walton was all abroad in a moment. In his most scientific mood he had never had the remotest notion of how to guard. He was aggressive and nothing else. Attacked by a quick hitter, he was useless. Three times Kennedy got through his guard with his left. The third hit staggered him. Before he could recover, Kennedy had got his right in, and down went Walton in a heap.

He was up again as soon as he touched the boards, and down again almost as soon as he was up. Kennedy was always a straight hitter, and now a combination of good cause and bad temper — for the thought of the foul in the first round had stirred what was normally a more or less placid nature into extreme viciousness — lent a vigour to his left arm to which he had hitherto been a stranger. He did not use his right again. It was not needed.

Twice more Walton went down. He was still down when Jimmy Silver called time. When the half-minute interval between the rounds was over, he stated that he was not going on.

Kennedy looked across at him as he sat on a bed dabbing tenderly at his face with a handkerchief, and was satisfied with the success of his object-lesson. From his own face the most observant of headmasters could have detected no evidence that he had been engaged in a vulgar fight. Walton, on the other hand, looked as if he had been engaged in several — all violent. Kennedy went off to his study to change, feeling that he had advanced a long step on the thorny path that led to the Perfect House.


XIV. FENN RECEIVES A LETTER
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BUT THE STEP was not such a very long one after all. What it amounted to was simply this, that open rebellion ceased in Kays. When Kennedy put up the list on the notice-board for the third time, which he did on the morning following his encounter with Walton, and wrote on it that the match with Blackburns would take place that afternoon, his team turned out like lambs, and were duly defeated by thirty-one points. He had to play a substitute for Walton, who was rather too battered to be of any real use in the scrum; but, with that exception, the team that entered the field was the same that should have entered it the day before.

But his labours in the Augean stables of Kays were by no means over. Practically they had only begun. The state of the house now was exactly what it had been under Fenn. When Kennedy had taken over the reins, Kays had become on the instant twice as bad as it had been before. By his summary treatment of the revolution, he had, so to speak, wiped off this deficit. What he had to do now was to begin to improve things. Kays was now in its normal state — slack, rowdy in an underhand way, and utterly useless to the school. It was up to Kennedy, as they say in America, to start in and make something presentable and useful out of these unpromising materials.

What annoyed him more than anything else was the knowledge that if only Fenn chose to do the square thing and help him in his work, the combination would be irresistible. It was impossible to make any leeway to speak of by himself. If Fenn would only forget his grievances and join forces with him, they could electrify the house.

Fenn, however, showed no inclination to do anything of the kind. He and Kennedy never spoke to one another now except when it was absolutely unavoidable, and then they behaved with that painful politeness in which the public schoolman always wraps himself as in a garment when dealing with a friend with whom he has quarrelled.

On the Walton episode Fenn had made no comment, though it is probable that he thought a good deal.

It was while matters were in this strained condition that Fenn received a letter from his elder brother. This brother had been at Eckleton in his time — School House — and had left five years before to go to Cambridge. Cambridge had not taught him a great deal, possibly because he did not meet the well-meant efforts of his tutor half-way. The net result of his three years at Kings was — imprimis, a cricket blue, including a rather lucky eighty-three at Lords; secondly, a very poor degree; thirdly and lastly, a taste for literature and the drama — he had been a prominent member of the Footlights Club. When he came down he looked about him for some occupation which should combine in happy proportions a small amount of work and a large amount of salary, and, finding none, drifted into journalism, at which calling he had been doing very fairly ever since.

Dear Bob, the letter began. Fenns names were Robert Mowbray, the second of which he had spent much of his time in concealing. Just a line.

The elder Fenn always began his letters with these words, whether they ran to one sheet or eight. In the present case the screed was not particularly long.

Do you remember my reading you a bit of an opera I was writing? Well, I finished it, and, after going the round of most of the managers, who chucked it with wonderful unanimity, it found an admirer in Higgs, the man who took the part of the duke in The Outsider. Luckily, he happened to be thinking of starting on his own in opera instead of farce, and theres a part in mine which fits him like a glove. So hes going to bring it out at the Imperial in the spring, and by way of testing the piece — trying it on the dog, as it were — he means to tour with it. Now, heres the point of this letter. We start at Eckleton next Wednesday. We shall only be there one night, for we go on to Southampton on Thursday. I suppose you couldnt come and see it? I remember Peter Brown, who got the last place in the team the year I got my cricket colours, cutting out of his house (Kays, by the way) and going down town to see a piece at the theatre. Im bound to admit he got sacked for it, but still, it shows that it can be done. All the same, I shouldnt try it on if I were you. Youll be able to read all about the striking success and unrestrained enthusiasm in the Eckleton Mirror on Thursday. Mind you buy a copy.

The rest of the letter was on other subjects. It took Fenn less than a minute to decide to patronise that opening performance. He was never in the habit of paying very much attention to risks when he wished to do anything, and now he felt as if he cared even less than usual what might be the outcome of the adventure. Since he had ceased to be on speaking terms with Kennedy, he had found life decidedly dull. Kennedy had been his only intimate friend. He had plenty of acquaintances, as a first eleven and first fifteen man usually has, but none of them were very entertaining. Consequently he welcomed the idea of a break in the monotony of affairs. The only thing that had broken it up to the present had been a burglary at the school house. Some enterprising marauder had broken in a week before and gone off with a few articles of value from the headmasters drawing-room. But the members of the school house had talked about this episode to such an extent that the rest of the school had dropped off the subject, exhausted, and declined to discuss it further. And things had become monotonous once more.

Having decided to go, Fenn began to consider how he should do it. And here circumstances favoured him. It happened that on the evening on which his brothers play was to be produced the headmaster was giving his once-a-term dinner to the house-prefects. This simplified matters wonderfully. The only time when his absence from the house was at all likely to be discovered would be at prayers, which took place at half-past nine. The prefects dinner solved this difficulty for him. Kay would not expect him to be at prayers, thinking he was over at the Heads, while the Head, if he noticed his absence at all, would imagine that he was staying away from the dinner owing to a headache or some other malady. It seemed tempting Providence not to take advantage of such an excellent piece of luck. For the rest, detection was practically impossible. Kennedys advent to the house had ousted Fenn from the dormitory in which he had slept hitherto, and, there being no bed available in any of the other dormitories, he had been put into the spare room usually reserved for invalids whose invalidism was not of a sufficiently infectious kind to demand their removal to the infirmary. As for getting back into the house, he would leave the window of his study unfastened. He could easily climb on to the window-ledge, and so to bed without let or hindrance.

The distance from Kays to the town was a mile and a half. If he started at the hour when he should have been starting for the school house, he would arrive just in time to see the curtain go up.

Having settled these facts definitely in his mind, he got his books together and went over to school.


XV. DOWN TOWN
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FENN ARRIVED AT the theatre a quarter of an hour before the curtain rose. Going down a gloomy alley of the High Street, he found himself at the stage door, where he made inquiries of a depressed-looking man with a bad cold in the head as to the whereabouts of his brother. It seemed that he was with Mr Higgs. If he would wait, said the door-keeper, his name should be sent up. Fenn waited, while the door-keeper made polite conversation by describing his symptoms to him in a hoarse growl. Presently the minion who had been despatched to the upper regions with Fenns message returned. Would he go upstairs, third door on the left. Fenn followed the instructions, and found himself in a small room, a third of which was filled by a huge iron-bound chest, another third by a very stout man and a dressing-table, while the rest of the space was comparatively empty, being occupied by a wooden chair with three legs. On this seat his brother was trying to balance himself, giving what part of his attention was not required for this feat to listening to some story the fat man was telling him. Fenn had heard his deep voice booming as he went up the passage.

His brother did the honours.

Glad to see you, glad to see you, said Mr Higgs, for the fat man was none other than that celebrity. Take a seat.

Fenn sat down on the chest and promptly tore his trousers on a jagged piece of iron.

These provincial dressing-rooms! said Mr Higgs, by way of comment. No room! Never any room! No chairs! Nothing!

He spoke in short, quick sentences, and gasped between each. Fenn said it really didnt matter — he was quite comfortable.

Havent they done anything about it? asked Fenns brother, resuming the conversation which Fenns entrance had interrupted. Weve been having a burglary here, he explained. Somebody got into the theatre last night through a window. I dont know what they expected to find.

Why, said Fenn, weve had a burglar up our way too. Chap broke into the school house and went through the old mans drawing-room. The school house men have been talking about nothing else ever since. I wonder if its the same crew.

Mr Higgs turned in his chair, and waved a stick of grease paint impressively to emphasise his point.

There, he said. There! What Ive been saying all along. No doubt of it. Organised gang. And what are the police doing? Nothing, sir, nothing. Making inquiries. Rot! Whats the good of inquiries?

Fenns brother suggested mildly that inquiries were a good beginning. You must start somehow. Mr Higgs scouted the idea.

There ought not to be any doubt, sir. They ought to know. To KNOW, he added, with firmness.

At this point there filtered through the closed doors the strains of the opening chorus.

By Jove, its begun! said Fenns brother. Come on, Bob.

Where are we going to? asked Fenn, as he followed. The wings?

But it seemed that the rules of Mr Higgs company prevented any outsider taking up his position in that desirable quarter. The only place from which it was possible to watch the performance, except by going to the front of the house, was the flies, situated near the roof of the building.

Fenn found all the pleasures of novelty in watching the players from this lofty position. Judged by the cold light of reason, it was not the best place from which to see a play. It was possible to gain only a very foreshortened view of the actors. But it was a change after sitting in front.

The piece was progressing merrily. The gifted author, at first silent and pale, began now to show signs of gratification. Now and again he chuckled as some jeu de mots hit the mark and drew a quick gust of laughter from the unseen audience. Occasionally he would nudge Fenn to draw his attention to some good bit of dialogue which was approaching. He was obviously enjoying himself.

The advent of Mr Higgs completed his satisfaction, for the audience greeted the comedian with roars of applause. As a rule Eckleton took its drama through the medium of third-rate touring companies, which came down with plays that had not managed to attract London to any great extent, and were trying to make up for failures in the metropolis by long tours in the provinces. It was seldom that an actor of the Higgs type paid the town a visit, and in a play, too, which had positively never appeared before on any stage. Eckleton appreciated the compliment.

Listen, said Fenns brother. Isnt that just the part for him? Its just like he was in the dressing-room, eh? Short sentences and everything. The funny part of it is that I didnt know the man when I wrote the play. It was all luck.

Mr Higgs performance sealed the success of the piece. The house laughed at everything he said. He sang a song in his gasping way, and they laughed still more. Fenns brother became incoherent with delight. The verdict of Eckleton was hardly likely to affect London theatre-goers, but it was very pleasant notwithstanding. Like every playwright with his first piece, he had been haunted by the idea that his dialogue would not act, that, however humorous it might be to a reader, it would fall flat when spoken. There was no doubt now as to whether the lines sounded well.

At the beginning of the second act the great Higgs was not on the stage, Fenns brother knowing enough of the game not to bring on his big man too soon. He had not to enter for ten minutes or so. The author, who had gone down to see him during the interval, stayed in the dressing-room. Fenn, however, who wanted to see all of the piece that he could, went up to the flies again.

It occurred to him when he got there that he would see more if he took the seat which his brother had been occupying. It would give him much the same view of the stage, and a wider view of the audience. He thought it would be amusing to see how the audience looked from the flies.

Mr W. S. Gilbert once wrote a poem about a certain bishop who, while fond of amusing himself, objected to his clergy doing likewise. And the consequence was that whenever he did so amuse himself, he was always haunted by a phantom curate, who joined him in his pleasures, much to his dismay. On one occasion he stopped to watch a Punch and Judy show,

And heard, as Punch was being treated penally,

That phantom curate laughing all hyaenally.

The disgust and panic of this eminent cleric was as nothing compared with that of Fenn, when, shifting to his brothers seat, he got the first clear view he had had of the audience. In a box to the left of the dress-circle sat, laughing all hyaenally, the following distinguished visitors:

Mr Mulholland of No. 7 College Buildings.

Mr Raynes of No. 4 ditto,

and

Mr Kay.

Fenn drew back like a flash, knocking his chair over as he did so.

Giddy, sir? said a stage hand, pleasantly. Bless you, lots of gents is like that when they comes up here. Cant stand the eight, they cant. Youll be all right in a jiffy.

Yes. It — it is rather high, isnt it? said Fenn. Awful glare, too.

He picked up his chair and sat down well out of sight of the box. Had they seen him? he wondered. Then common sense returned to him. They could not possibly have seen him. Apart from any other reasons, he had only been in his brothers seat for half-a-dozen seconds. No. He was all right so far. But he would have to get back to the house, and at once. With three of the staff, including his own house-master, ranging the town, things were a trifle too warm for comfort. He wondered it had not occurred to him that, with a big attraction at the theatre, some of the staff might feel an inclination to visit it.

He did not stop to say goodbye to his brother. Descending from his perch, he hurried to the stage door.

Its in the toobs that I feel it, sir. said the door-keeper, as he let him out, resuming their conversation as if they had only just parted. Fenn hurried off without waiting to hear more.

It was drizzling outside, and there was a fog. Not a London particular, but quite thick enough to make it difficult to see where one was going. People and vehicles passed him, vague phantoms in the darkness. Occasionally the former collided with him. He began to wish he had not accepted his brothers invitation. The unexpected sight of the three masters had shaken his nerve. Till then only the romantic, adventurous side of the expedition had struck him. Now the risks began to loom larger in his mind. It was all very well, he felt, to think, as he had done, that he would be expelled if found out, but that all the same he would risk it. Detection then had seemed a remote contingency. With three masters in the offing it became at least a possibility. The melancholy case of Peter Brown seemed to him now to have a more personal significance for him.

Wrapped in these reflections, he lost his way.

He did not realise this for some time. It was borne in upon him when the road he was taking suddenly came to an abrupt end in a blank wall. Instead of being, as he had fancied, in the High Street, he must have branched off into some miserable blind alley.

More than ever he wished he had not come. Eckleton was not a town that took up a great deal of room on the map of England, but it made up for small dimensions by the eccentricity with which it had been laid out. On a dark and foggy night, to one who knew little of its geography, it was a perfect maze.

Fenn had wandered some way when the sound of someone whistling a popular music-hall song came to him through the gloom. He had never heard anything more agreeable.

I say, he shouted at a venture, can you tell me the way to the High Street?

The whistler stopped in the middle of a bar, and presently Fenn saw a figure sidling towards him in what struck him as a particularly furtive manner.

Wots thet, gavnor?

Can you tell me where the High Street is? Ive lost my way.

The vague figure came closer.

Igh Street? Yus; yer go—

A hand shot out, Fenn felt a sharp wrench in the region of his waistcoat, and a moment later the stranger had vanished into the fog with the prefects watch and chain.

Fenn forgot his desire to return to the High Street. He forgot everything except that he wished to catch the fugitive, maltreat him, and retrieve his property. He tore in the direction whence came the patter of retreating foot-steps.

There were moments when he thought he had him, when he could hear the sound of his breathing. But the fog was against him. Just as he was almost on his mans heels, the fugitive turned sharply into a street which was moderately well lighted. Fenn turned after him. He had just time to recognise the street as his goal, the High Street, when somebody, walking unexpectedly out of the corner house, stood directly in his path. Fenn could not stop himself. He charged the man squarely, clutched him to save himself, and they fell in a heap on the pavement.


XVI. WHAT HAPPENED TO FENN
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FENN WAS UP first. Many years experience of being tackled at full speed on the football field had taught him how to fall. The stranger, whose football days, if he had ever had any, were long past, had gone down with a crash, and remained on the pavement, motionless. Fenn was conscious of an ignoble impulse to fly without stopping to chat about the matter. Then he was seized with a gruesome fear that he had injured the man seriously, which vanished when the stranger sat up. His first words were hardly of the sort that one would listen to from choice. His first printable expression, which did not escape him until he had been speaking some time, was in the nature of an official bulletin.

Youve broken my neck, said he.

Fenn renewed his apologies and explanations.

Your watch! cried the man in a high, cracked voice. Dont stand there talking about your watch, but help me up. What do I care about your watch? Why dont you look where you are going to? Now then, now then, dont hoist me as if I were a hod of bricks. Thats right. Now help me indoors, and go away.

Fenn supported him while he walked lamely into the house. He was relieved to find that there was nothing more the matter with him than a shaking and a few bruises.

Door on the left, said the injured one.

Fenn led him down the passage and into a small sitting-room. The gas was lit, and as he turned it up he saw that the stranger was a man well advanced in years. He had grey hair that was almost white. His face was not a pleasant one. It was a mass of lines and wrinkles from which a physiognomist would have deduced uncomplimentary conclusions as to his character. Fenn had little skill in that way, but he felt that for some reason he disliked the man, whose eyes, which were small and extraordinarily bright, gave rather an eerie look to his face.

Go away, go away, he kept repeating savagely from his post on the shabby sofa on which Fenn had deposited him.

But are you all right? Cant I get you something? asked the Eckletonian.

Go away, go away, repeated the man.

Conversation on these lines could never be really attractive. Fenn turned to go. As he closed the door and began to feel his way along the dark passage, he heard the key turn in the lock behind him. The man could not, he felt, have been very badly hurt if he were able to get across the room so quickly. The thought relieved him somewhat. Nobody likes to have the maiming even of the most complete stranger on his mind. The sensation of relief lasted possibly three seconds. Then it flashed upon him that in the excitement of the late interview he had forgotten his cap. That damaging piece of evidence lay on the table in the sitting-room, and between him and it was a locked door.

He groped his way back, and knocked. No sound came from the room.

I say, he cried, you might let me have my cap. I left it on the table.

No reply.

Fenn half thought of making a violent assault on the door. He refrained on reflecting that it would be useless. If he could break it open — which, in all probability, he could not — there would be trouble such as he had never come across in his life. He was not sure it would not be an offence for which he would be rendered liable to fine or imprisonment. At any rate, it would mean the certain detection of his visit to the town. So he gave the thing up, resolving to return on the morrow and reopen negotiations. For the present, what he had to do was to get safely back to his house. He had lost his watch, his cap with his name in it was in the hands of an evil old man who evidently bore him a grudge, and he had to run the gauntlet of three house-masters and get to bed via a study-window. Few people, even after the dullest of plays, have returned from the theatre so disgusted with everything as did Fenn. Reviewing the situation as he ran with long, easy strides over the road that led to Kays, he found it devoid of any kind of comfort. Unless his mission in quest of the cap should prove successful, he was in a tight place.

It is just as well that the gift of second sight is accorded to but few. If Fenn could have known at this point that his adventures were only beginning, that what had taken place already was but as the overture to a drama, it is possible that he would have thrown up the sponge for good and all, entered Kays by way of the front door — after knocking up the entire household — and remarked, in answer to his house-masters excited questions, Enough! Enough! I am a victim of Fate, a Toad beneath the Harrow. Sack me tomorrow, if you like, but for goodness sake let me get quietly to bed now.

As it was, not being able to peep with security into futurity, he imagined that the worst was over.

He began to revise this opinion immediately on turning in at Kays gate. He had hardly got half-way down the drive when the front door opened and two indistinct figures came down the steps. As they did so his foot slipped off the grass border on which he was running to deaden the noise of his steps, and grated sharply on the gravel.

Whats that? said a voice. The speaker was Mr Kay.

Whats what? replied a second voice which he recognised as Mr Mulhollands.

Didnt you hear a noise?

I heard the water lapping on the crag, replied Mr Mulholland, poetically.

It was over there, persisted Mr Kay. I am certain I heard something — positively certain, Mulholland. And after that burglary at the school house—

He began to move towards the spot where Fenn lay crouching behind a bush. Mr Mulholland followed, mildly amused. They were a dozen yards away when Fenn, debating in his mind whether it would not be better — as it would certainly be more dignified — for him to rise and deliver himself up to justice instead of waiting to be discovered wallowing in the damp grass behind a laurel bush, was aware of something soft and furry pressing against his knuckles. A soft purring sound reached his ears.

He knew at once who it was — Thomas Edward, the matrons cat, ever a staunch friend of his. Many a time had they taken tea together in his study in happier days. The friendly animal had sought him out in his hiding-place, and was evidently trying to intimate that the best thing they could do now would be to make a regular night of it.

Fenn, as I have said, liked and respected Thomas. In ordinary circumstances he would not have spoken an unfriendly word to him. But things were desperate now, and needed remedies to match.

Very softly he passed his hand down the delighted animals back until he reached his tail. Then, stifling with an effort all the finer feelings which should have made such an act impossible, he administered so vigorous a tweak to that appendage that Thomas, with one frenzied yowl, sprang through the bush past the two masters and vanished at full speed into the opposite hedge.

My goodness! said Mr Kay, starting back.

It was a further shock to Fenn to find how close he was to the laurel.

Goodness me,

Why, what was that?

Silent be,

It was the cat,

chanted Mr Mulholland, who was in poetical vein after the theatre.

It was a cat! gasped Mr Kay.

So I am disposed to imagine. What lungs! We shall be having the R.S.P.C.A. down on us if we arent careful. They must have heard that noise at the headquarters of the Society, wherever they are. Well, if your zeal for big game hunting is satisfied, and you dont propose to follow the vocalist through that hedge, I think I will be off. Good night. Good piece, wasnt it?

Excellent. Good night, Mulholland.

By the way, I wonder if the man who wrote it is a relation of our Fenn. It may be his brother — I believe he writes. You probably remember him when he was here. He was before my time. Talking of Fenn, how do you find the new arrangement answer? Is Kennedy an improvement?

Kennedy, said Mr Kay, is a well-meaning boy, I think. Quite well-meaning. But he lacks ability, in my opinion. I have had to speak to him on several occasions on account of disturbances amongst the juniors. Once I found two boys actually fighting in the junior dayroom. I was very much annoyed about it.

And where was Kennedy while this was going on? Was he holding the watch?

The watch? said Mr Kay, in a puzzled tone of voice. Kennedy was over at the gymnasium when it occurred.

Then it was hardly his fault that the fight took place.

My dear Mulholland, if the head of a house is efficient, fights should be impossible. Even when he is not present, his influence, his prestige, so to speak, should be sufficient to restrain the boys under him.

Mr Mulholland whistled softly.

So thats your idea of what the head of your house should be like, is it? Well, I know of one fellow who would have been just your man. Unfortunately, he is never likely to come to school at Eckleton.

Indeed? said Mr Kay, with interest. Who is that? Where did you meet him? What school is he at?

I never said I had met him. I only go by what I have heard of him. And as far as I know, he is not at any school. He was a gentleman of the name of Napoleon Bonaparte. He might just have been equal to the arduous duties which devolve upon the head of your house. Goodnight.

And Fenn heard his footsteps crunch the gravel as he walked away. A minute later the front door shut, and there was a rattle. Mr Kay had put the chain up and retired for the night.

Fenn lay where he was for a short while longer. Then he rose, feeling very stiff and wet, and crept into one of the summer-houses which stood in Mr Kays garden. Here he sat for an hour and a half, at the end of which time, thinking that Mr Kay must be asleep, he started out to climb into the house.

His study was on the first floor. A high garden-seat stood directly beneath the window and acted as a convenient ladder. It was easy to get from this on to the window-ledge. Once there he could open the window, and the rest would be plain sailing.

Unhappily, there was one flaw in his scheme. He had conceived that scheme in the expectation that the window would be as he had left it.

But it was not.

During his absence somebody had shot the bolt. And, try his hardest, he could not move the sash an inch.


XVII. FENN HUNTS FOR HIMSELF
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NOBODY KNOWS FOR certain the feelings of the camel when his proprietor placed that last straw on his back. The incident happened so long ago. If it had occurred in modern times, he would probably have contributed a first-hand report to the Daily Mail. But it is very likely that he felt on that occasion exactly as Fenn felt when, after a night of unparalleled misadventure, he found that somebody had cut off his retreat by latching the window. After a gruelling race Fate had just beaten him on the tape.

There was no doubt about its being latched. The sash had not merely stuck. He put all he knew into the effort to raise it, but without a hint of success. After three attempts he climbed down again and, sitting on the garden-seat, began to review his position.

If one has an active mind and a fair degree of optimism, the effect of the staggerers administered by Fate passes off after a while. Fenn had both. The consequence was that, after ten minutes of grey despair, he was relieved by a faint hope that there might be some other way into the house than through his study. Anyhow, it would be worth while to investigate.

His study was at the side of the house. At the back were the kitchen, the scullery, and the dining-room, and above these more studies and a couple of dormitories. As a last resort he might fling rocks and other solids at the windows until he woke somebody up. But he did not feel like trying this plan until every other had failed. He had no desire to let a garrulous dormitory into the secret of his wanderings. What he hoped was that he might find one of the lower windows open.

And so he did.

As he turned the corner of the house he saw what he had been looking for. The very first window was wide open. His spirits shot up, and for the first time since he had left the theatre he was conscious of taking a pleasure in his adventurous career. Fate was with him after all. He could not help smiling as he remembered how he had felt during that ten minutes on the garden-seat, when the future seemed blank and devoid of any comfort whatsoever. And all the time he could have got in without an effort, if he had only thought of walking half a dozen yards.

Now that the way was open to him, he wasted no time. He climbed through into the dark room. He was not certain which room it was, in spite of his lengthy residence at Kays.

He let himself down softly till his foot touched the floor. After a moments pause he moved forward a step. Then another. At the third step his knee struck the leg of a table. He must be in the dining-room. If so, he was all right. He could find his way up to his room with his eyes shut. It was easy to find out for certain. The walls of the dining-room at Kays, as in the other houses, were covered with photographs. He walked gingerly in the direction in which he imagined the nearest wall to be, reached it, and passed his hand along it. Yes, there were photographs. Then all he had to do was to find the table again, make his way along it, and when he got to the end the door would be a yard or so to his left. The programme seemed simple and attractive. But it was added to in a manner which he had not foreseen. Feeling his way back to the table, he upset a chair. If he had upset a cart-load of coal on to a sheet of tin it could not, so it seemed to him in the disordered state of his nerves, have made more noise. It went down with an appalling crash, striking the table on its way. This, thought Fenn, savagely, as he waited, listening, is where I get collared. What a fool I am to barge about like this.

He felt that the echoes of that crash must have penetrated to every corner of the house. But no one came. Perhaps, after all, the noise had not been so great. He proceeded on his journey down the table, feeling every inch of the way. The place seemed one bristling mass of chairs. But, by the exercise of consummate caution, he upset no more and won through at last in safety to the door.

It was at this point that the really lively and exciting part of his adventure began. Compared with what was to follow, his evening had been up to the present dull and monotonous.

As he opened the door there was a sudden stir and crash at the other end of the room. Fenn had upset one chair and the noise had nearly deafened him. Now chairs seemed to be falling in dozens. Bang! Bang! Crash!! (two that time). And then somebody shot through the window like a harlequin and dashed away across the lawn. Fenn could hear his footsteps thudding on the soft turf. And at the same moment other footsteps made themselves heard.

Somebody was coming downstairs.

Who is that? Is anybody there?

It was Mr Kays voice, unmistakably nervous. Fenn darted from the door and across the passage. At the other side was a boot-cupboard. It was his only refuge in that direction. What he ought to have done was to leave the dining-room by the opposite door, which led via a corridor to the junior dayroom. But he lost his head, and instead of bolting away from the enemy, went towards him.

The stairs down which Mr Kay was approaching were at the end of the passage. To reach the dining-room one turned to the right. Beyond the stairs on the left the passage ended in a wall, so that Mr Kay was bound to take the right direction in the search. Fenn wondered if he had a pistol. Not that he cared very much. If the house-master was going to find him, it would be very little extra discomfort to be shot at. And Mr Kays talents as a marksman were in all probability limited to picking off sitting haystacks. The important point was that he had a candle. A faint yellow glow preceded him down the stairs. Playing hide-and-seek with him in the dark, Fenn might have slipped past in safety; but the candle made that impossible.

He found the boot-room door and slipped through just as Mr Kay turned the corner. With a thrill of pleasure he found that there was a key inside. He turned it as quietly as he could, but nevertheless it grated. Having done this, and seeing nothing else that he could do except await developments, he sat down on the floor among the boots. It was not a dignified position for a man who had played for his county while still at school, but just then he would not have exchanged it for a throne — if the throne had been placed in the passage or the dining-room.

The only question was — had he been seen or heard? He thought not; but his heart began to beat furiously as the footsteps stopped outside the cupboard door and unseen fingers rattled the handle.

Twice Mr Kay tried the handle, but, finding the cupboard locked, passed on into the dining-room. The light of the candle ceased to shine under the door, and Fenn was once more in inky darkness.

He listened intently. A minute later he had made his second mistake. Instead of waiting, as he should have done, until Mr Kay had retired for good, he unlocked the door directly he had passed, and when a muffled crash told him that the house-master was in the dining-room among the chairs, out he came and fled softly upstairs towards his bedroom. He thought that Mr Kay might possibly take it into his head to go round the dormitories to make certain that all the members of his house were in. In which case all would be discovered.

When he reached his room he began to fling off his clothes with feverish haste. Once in bed all would be well.

He had got out of his boots, his coat, and his waistcoat, and was beginning to feel that electric sensation of triumph which only conies to the man who just pulls through, when he heard Mr Kay coming down the corridor towards his room. The burglar-hunter, returning from the dining-room in the full belief that the miscreant had escaped through the open window, had had all his ardour for the chase redoubled by the sight of the cupboard door, which Fenn in his hurry had not remembered to close. Mr Kay had made certain by two separate trials that that door had been locked. And now it was wide open. Ergo, the apostle of the jemmy and the skeleton key must still be in the house. Mr Kay, secure in the recollection that burglars never show fight if they can possibly help it, determined to search the house.

Fenn made up his mind swiftly. There was no time to finish dressing. Mr Kay, peering round, might note the absence of the rest of his clothes from their accustomed pegs if he got into bed as he was. There was only one thing to be done. He threw back the bed-clothes, ruffled the sheets till the bed looked as if it had been slept in, and opened the door just as Mr Kay reached the threshold.

Anything the matter, sir? asked Fenn, promptly. I heard a noise downstairs. Can I help you?

Mr Kay looked carefully at the ex-head of his house. Fenn was a finely-developed youth. He stood six feet, and all of him that was not bone was muscle. A useful colleague to have by one in a hunt for a possibly ferocious burglar.

So thought Mr Kay.

So you heard the noise? he said. Well, perhaps you had better come with me. There is no doubt that a burglar has entered the house tonight, in spite of the fact that I locked all the windows myself. Your study window was unlocked, Fenn. It was extremely careless of you to leave it in such a condition, and I hope you will be more careful in future. Why, somebody might have got in through it.

Fenn thought it was not at all unlikely.

Come along, then. I am sure the man is still in the house. He was hiding in the cupboard by the dining-room. I know it. I am sure he is still in the house.

But, in spite of the fact that Fenn was equally sure, half an hours search failed to discover any lurking evil-doer.

You had better go to bed, Fenn, said Mr Kay, disgustedly, at the end of that period. He must have got back in some extraordinary manner.

Yes, sir, agreed Fenn.

He himself had certainly got back in a very extraordinary manner.

However, he had got back, which was the main point.


XVIII. A VAIN QUEST
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AFTER ALL HE had gone through that night, it disturbed Fenn very little to find on the following morning that the professional cracksman had gone off with one of the cups in his study. Certainly, it was not as bad as it might have been, for he had only abstracted one out of the half dozen that decorated the room. Fenn was a fine runner, and had won the sprint events at the sports for two years now.

The news of the burglary at Kays soon spread about the school. Mr Kay mentioned it to Mr Mulholland, and Mr Mulholland discussed it at lunch with the prefects of his house. The juniors of Kays were among the last to hear of it, but when they did, they made the most of it, to the disgust of the School House fags, to whom the episode seemed in the nature of an infringement of copyright. Several spirited by-battles took place that day owing to this, and at the lower end of the table of Kays dining-room at tea that evening there could be seen many swollen countenances. All, however, wore pleased smiles. They had proved to the School House their right to have a burglary of their own if they liked. It was the first occasion since Kennedy had become head of the house that Kays had united in a common and patriotic cause.

Directly afternoon school was over that day, Fenn started for the town. The only thing that caused him any anxiety now was the fear lest the cap which he had left in the house in the High Street might rise up as evidence against him later on. Except for that, he was safe. The headmaster had evidently not remembered his absence from the festive board, or he would have spoken to him on the subject before now. If he could but recover the lost cap, all would be right with the world. Give him back that cap, and he would turn over a new leaf with a rapidity and emphasis which would lower the worlds record for that performance. He would be a reformed character. He would even go to the extent of calling a truce with Mr Kay, climbing down to Kennedy, and offering him his services in his attempt to lick the house into shape.

As a matter of fact, he had had this idea before. Jimmy Silver, who was in the position — common at school — of being very friendly with two people who were not on speaking terms, had been at him on the topic.

Its rot, James had said, with perfect truth, to see two chaps like you making idiots of themselves over a house like Kays. And its all your fault, too, he had added frankly. You know jolly well you arent playing the game. You ought to be backing Kennedy up all the time. Instead of which, you go about trying to look like a Christian martyr—

I dont, said Fenn, indignantly.

Well, like a stuffed frog, then — its all the same to me. Its perfect rot. If Im walking with Kennedy, you stalk past as if wed both got the plague or something. And if Im with you, Kennedy suddenly remembers an appointment, and dashes off at a gallop in the opposite direction. If I had to award the bronze medal for drivelling lunacy in this place, you would get it by a narrow margin, and Kennedy would be proxime, and honourably mentioned. Silly idiots!

Dont stop, Jimmy. Keep it up, said Fenn, settling himself in his chair. The dialogue was taking place in Silvers study.

My dear chap, you didnt think Id finished, surely! I was only trying to find some description that would suit you. But its no good. I cant. Look here, take my advice — the advice, he added, in the melodramatic voice he was in the habit of using whenever he wished to conceal the fact that he was speaking seriously, of an old man who wishes ye both well. Go to Kennedy, fling yourself on his chest, and say, We have done those things which we ought not to have done— No. As you were! Compny, shun! Say J. Silver says that I am a rotter. I am a worm. I have made an ass of myself. But I will be good. Shake, pard! Thats what youve got to do. Come in.

And in had come Kennedy. The attractions of Kays were small, and he usually looked in on Jimmy Silver in the afternoons.

Oh, sorry, he said, as he saw Fenn. I thought you were alone, Jimmy.

I was just going, said Fenn, politely.

Oh, dont let me disturb you, protested Kennedy, with winning courtesy.

Not at all, said Fenn.

Oh, if you really were—

Oh, yes, really.

Get out, then, growled Jimmy, who had been listening in speechless disgust to the beautifully polite conversation just recorded. Ill forward that bronze medal to you, Fenn.

And as the door closed he had turned to rend Kennedy as he had rent Fenn; while Fenn walked back to Kays feeling that there was a good deal in what Jimmy had said.

So that when he went down town that afternoon in search of his cap, he pondered as he walked over the advisability of making a fresh start. It would not be a bad idea. But first he must concentrate his energies on recovering what he had lost.

He found the house in the High Street without a great deal of difficulty, for he had marked the spot carefully as far as that had been possible in the fog.

The door was opened to him, not by the old man with whom he had exchanged amenities on the previous night, but by a short, thick fellow, who looked exactly like a picture of a loafer from the pages of a comic journal. He eyed Fenn with what might have been meant for an inquiring look. To Fenn it seemed merely menacing.

Wodyer want? he asked, abruptly.

Eckleton was not a great distance from London, and, as a consequence, many of Londons choicest blackguards migrated there from time to time. During the hopping season, and while the local races were on, one might meet with two Cockney twangs for every country accent.

I want to see the old gentleman who lives here, said Fenn.

Wot old gentleman?

Im afraid I dont know his name. Is this a home for old gentlemen? If youll bring out all youve got, Ill find my one.

Wodyer want see the old gentleman for?

To ask for my cap. I left it here last night.

Oh, yer left it ere last night! Well, yer cawnt see im.

Not from here, no, agreed Fenn. Being only eyes, you see, he quoted happily, my wisions limited. But if you wouldnt mind moving out of the way—

Yer cawnt see im. Blimey, ow much more of it, I should like to know. Gerroutovit, cawnt yer! You and yer caps.

And he added a searching expletive by way of concluding the sentence fittingly. After which he slipped back and slammed the door, leaving Fenn waiting outside like the Peri at the gate of Paradise.

His resemblance to the Peri ceased after the first quarter of a minute. That lady, we read, took her expulsion lying down. Fenn was more vigorous. He seized the knocker, and banged lustily on the door. He had given up all hope of getting back the cap. All he wanted was to get the doorkeeper out into the open again, when he would proceed to show him, to the best of his ability, what was what. It would not be the first time he had taken on a gentleman of the same class and a similar type of conversation.

But the man refused to be drawn. For all the reply Fenns knocking produced, the house might have been empty. At last, having tired his wrist and collected a small crowd of Young Eckleton, who looked as if they expected him to proceed to further efforts for their amusement, he gave it up, and retired down the High Street with what dignity he could command — which, as he was followed for the first fifty yards by the silent but obviously expectant youths, was not a great deal.

They left him, disappointed, near the Town Hall, and Fenn continued on his way alone. The window of the grocers shop, with its tins of preserved apricots and pots of jam, recalled to his mind what he had forgotten, that the food at Kays, though it might be wholesome (which he doubted), was undeniably plain, and, secondly, that he had run out of jam. Now that he was here he might as well supply that deficiency.

Now it chanced that Master Wren, of Kays, was down town — without leave, as was his habit — on an errand of a very similar nature. Walton had found that he, like Fenn, lacked those luxuries of life which are so much more necessary than necessities, and, being unable to go himself, owing to the unfortunate accident of being kept in by his form-master, had asked Wren to go for him. Wrens visit to the grocers was just ending when Fenns began.

They met in the doorway.

Wren looked embarrassed, and nearly dropped a pot of honey, which he secured low down after the manner of a catch in the slips. Fenn, on the other hand, took no notice of his fellow-Kayite, but walked on into the shop and began to inspect the tins of biscuits which were stacked on the floor by the counter.


XIX. THE GUILE OF WREN
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WREN DID NOT quite know what to make of this. Why had not Fenn said a word to him? There were one or two prefects in the school whom he might have met even at such close quarters and yet have cherished a hope that they had not seen him. Once he had run right into Drew, of the School House, and escaped unrecognised. But with Fenn it was different. Compared to Fenn, lynxes were astigmatic. He must have spotted him.

There was a vein of philosophy in Wrens composition. He felt that he might just as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb. In other words, having been caught down town without leave, he might as well stay there and enjoy himself a little while longer before going back to be executed. So he strolled off down the High Street, bought a few things at a stationers, and wound up with an excellent tea at the confectioners by the post-office.

It was as he was going to this meal that Kennedy caught sight of him. Kennedy had come down town to visit the local photographer, to whom he had entrusted a fortnight before the pleasant task of taking his photograph. As he had heard nothing from him since, he was now coming to investigate. He entered the High Street as Wren was turning into the confectioners, saw him, and made a note of it for future reference.

When Wren returned to the house just before lock-up, he sought counsel of Walton.

I say, he said, as he handed over the honey he had saved so neatly from destruction, what would you do? Just as I was coming out of the shop, I barged into Fenn. He must have twigged me.

Didnt he say anything?

Not a word. I couldnt make it out, because he must have seen me. We werent a yard away from one another.

Its dark in the shop, suggested Walton.

Not at the door; which is where we met.

Before Walton could find anything to say in reply to this, their conversation was interrupted by Spencer.

Kennedy wants you, Wren, said Spencer. Youd better buck up; hes in an awful wax.

Next to Walton, the vindictive Spencer objected most to Wren, and he did not attempt to conceal the pleasure he felt in being the bearer of this ominous summons.

The group broke up. Wren went disconsolately upstairs to Kennedys study; Walton smacked Spencers head — more as a matter of form than because he had done anything special to annoy him — and retired to the senior dayroom; while Spencer, muttering darkly to himself, avoided a second smack and took cover in the junior room, where he consoled himself by toasting a piece of india-rubber in the gas till it made the atmosphere painful to breathe in, and recalling with pleasure the condition Waltons face had been in for the day or two following his encounter with Kennedy in the dormitory.

Kennedy was working when Wren knocked at his door.

He had not much time to spare on a bounds-breaking fag; and his manner was curt.

I saw you going into Roses, in the High Street, this afternoon, Wren, he said, looking up from his Greek prose. I didnt give you leave. Come up here after prayers tonight. Shut the door.

Wren went down to consult Walton again. His attitude with regard to a licking from the head of the house was much like that of the other fags. Custom had, to a certain extent, inured him to these painful interviews, but still, if it was possible, he preferred to keep out of them. Under Fenns rule he had often found a tolerably thin excuse serve his need. Fenn had so many other things to do that he was not unwilling to forego an occasional licking, if the excuse was good enough. And he never took the trouble to find out whether the ingenious stories Wren was wont to serve up to him were true or not. Kennedy, Wren reflected uncomfortably, had given signs that this easy-going method would not do for him. Still, it might be possible to hunt up some story that would meet the case. Walton had a gift in that direction.

He says Im to go to his study after prayers, reported Wren. Cant you think of any excuse that would do?

Cant understand Fenn running you in, said Walton. I thought he never spoke to Kennedy.

Wren explained.

It wasnt Fenn who ran me in. Kennedy was down town, too, and twigged me going into Roses. I went there and had tea after I got your things at the grocers.

Oh, he spotted you himself, did he? said Walton. And he doesnt know Fenn saw you?

I dont think so.

Then Ive got a ripping idea. When he has you up tonight, swear that you got leave from Fenn to go down town.

But hell ask him.

The odds are that he wont. He and Fenn had a row at the beginning of term, and never speak to one another if they can help it. Its ten to one that he will prefer taking your yarn to going and asking Fenn if its true or not. Then hes bound to let you off.

Wren admitted that the scheme was sound.

At the conclusion of prayers, therefore, he went up again to Kennedys study, with a more hopeful air than he had worn on his previous visit.

Come in, said Kennedy, reaching for the swagger-stick which he was accustomed to use at these ceremonies.

Please, Kennedy, said Wren, glibly. I did get leave to go down town this afternoon.

What!

Wren repeated the assertion.

Who gave you leave?

Fenn.

The thing did not seem to be working properly. When he said the word Fenn, Wren expected to see Kennedy retire baffled, conscious that there was nothing more to be said or done. Instead of this, the remark appeared to infuriate him.

Its just like your beastly cheek, he said, glaring at the red-headed delinquent, to ask Fenn for leave instead of me. You know perfectly well that only the head of the house can give leave to go down town. I dont know how often you and the rest of the junior dayroom have played this game, but its going to stop now. Youd better remember another time when you want to go to Roses that Ive got to be consulted first.

With which he proceeded to ensure to the best of his ability that the memory of Master Wren should not again prove treacherous in this respect.

How did it work? asked Walton, when Wren returned.

It didnt, said Wren, briefly.

Walton expressed an opinion that Kennedy was a cad; which, however sound in itself, did little to improve the condition of Wren.

Having disposed of Wren, Kennedy sat down seriously to consider this new development of a difficult situation. Hitherto he had imagined Fenn to be merely a sort of passive resister who confined himself to the Achilles-in-his-tent business, and was only a nuisance because he refused to back him up. To find him actually aiding and abetting the house in its opposition to its head was something of a shock. And yet, if he had given Wren leave to go down town, he had probably done the same kind office by others. It irritated Kennedy more than the most overt act of enmity would have done. It was not good form. It was hitting below the belt. There was, of course, the chance that Wrens story had not been true. But he did not build much on that. He did not yet know his Wren well, and believed that such an audacious lie would be beyond the daring of a fag. But it would be worth while to make inquiries. He went down the passage to Fenns study. Fenn, however, had gone to bed, so he resolved to approach him on the subject next day. There was no hurry.

He went to his dormitory, feeling very bitter towards Fenn, and rehearsing home truths with which to confound him on the morrow.


XX. JIMMY THE PEACEMAKER
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IN THESE HUSTLING times it is not always easy to get ten minutes conversation with an acquaintance in private. There was drill in the dinner hour next day for the corps, to which Kennedy had to go directly after lunch. It did not end till afternoon school began. When afternoon school was over, he had to turn out and practise scrummaging with the first fifteen, in view of an important school match which was coming off on the following Saturday. Kennedy had not yet received his cap, but he was playing regularly for the first fifteen, and was generally looked upon as a certainty for one of the last places in the team. Fenn, being a three-quarter, had not to participate in this practice. While the forwards were scrummaging on the second fifteen ground, the outsides ran and passed on the first fifteen ground over at the other end of the field. Fenns training for the day finished earlier than Kennedys, the captain of the Eckleton fifteen, who led the scrum, not being satisfied with the way in which the forwards wheeled. He kept them for a quarter of an hour after the outsides had done their days work, and when Kennedy got back to the house and went to Fenns study, the latter was not there. He had evidently changed and gone out again, for his football clothes were lying in a heap in a corner of the room. Going back to his own study, he met Spencer.

Have you seen Fenn? he asked.

No, said the fag. He hasnt come in.

Hes come in all right, but hes gone out again. Go and ask Taylor if he knows where he is.

Taylor was Fenns fag.

Spencer went to the junior dayroom, and returned with the information that Taylor did not know.

Oh, all right, then — it doesnt matter, said Kennedy, and went into his study to change.

He had completed this operation, and was thinking of putting his kettle on for tea, when there was a knock at the door.

It was Baker, Jimmy Silvers fag.

Oh, Kennedy, he said, Silver says, if you arent doing anything special, will you go over to his study to tea?

Why, is there anything on?

It struck him as curious that Jimmy should take the trouble to send his fag over to Kays with a formal invitation. As a rule the head of Blackburns kept open house. His friends were given to understand that they could drop in whenever they liked. Kennedy looked in for tea three times a week on an average.

I dont think so, said Baker.

Who else is going to be there?

Jimmy Silver sometimes took it into his head to entertain weird beings from other houses whose brothers or cousins he had met in the holidays. On such occasions he liked to have some trusty friend by him to help the conversation along. It struck Kennedy that this might be one of those occasions. If so, he would send back a polite but firm refusal of the invitation. Last time he had gone to help Jimmy entertain a guest of this kind, conversation had come to a dead standstill a quarter of an hour after his arrival, the guest refusing to do anything except eat prodigiously, and reply Yes or No, as the question might demand, when spoken to. Also he had declined to stir from his seat till a quarter to seven. Kennedy was not going to be let in for another orgy of that nature if he knew it.

Whos with Silver? he asked.

Only Fenn, said Baker.

Kennedy pondered for a moment.

All right, he said, at last, tell him Ill be round in a few minutes.

He sat thinking the thing over after Baker had gone back to Blackburns with the message. He saw Silvers game, of course. Jimmy had made no secret for some time of his disgust at the coolness between Kennedy and Fenn. Not knowing all the circumstances, he considered it absolute folly. If only he could get the two together over a quiet pot of tea, he imagined that it would not be a difficult task to act effectively as a peacemaker.

Kennedy was sorry for Jimmy. He appreciated his feelings in the matter. He would not have liked it himself if his two best friends had been at daggers drawn. Still, he could not bring himself to treat Fenn as if nothing had happened, simply to oblige Silver. There had been a time when he might have done it, but now that Fenn had started a deliberate campaign against him by giving Wren — and probably, thought Kennedy, half the other fags in the house — leave down town when he ought to have sent them on to him, things had gone too far. However, he could do no harm by going over to Jimmys to tea, even if Fenn was there. He had not looked to interview Fenn before an audience, but if that audience consisted only of Jimmy, it would not matter so much.

His advent surprised Fenn. The astute James, fancying that if he mentioned that he was expecting Kennedy to tea, Fenn would make a bolt for it, had said nothing about it.

When Kennedy arrived there was one of those awkward pauses which are so difficult to fill up in a satisfactory manner.

Now youre up, Fenn, said Jimmy, as the latter rose, evidently with the intention of leaving the study, you might as well reach down that toasting-fork and make some toast.

Im afraid I must be off now, Jimmy, said Fenn.

No you arent, said Silver. You bustle about and make yourself useful, and dont talk rot. Youll find your cup on that shelf over there, Kennedy. Itll want a wipe round. Better use the table-cloth.

There was silence in the study until tea was ready. Then Jimmy Silver spoke.

Long time since we three had tea together, he said, addressing the remark to the teapot.

Kennedys a busy man, said Fenn, suavely. Hes got a house to look after.

And Im going to look after it, said Kennedy, as youll find.

Jimmy Silver put in a plaintive protest.

I wish you two men wouldnt talk shop, he said. Its bad enough having Kays next door to one, without your dragging it into the conversation. How were the forwards this evening, Kennedy?

Not bad, said Kennedy, shortly.

I wonder if we shall lick Tuppenham on Saturday?

I dont know, said Kennedy; and there was silence again.

Look here, Jimmy, said Kennedy, after a long pause, during which the head of Blackburns tried to fill up the blank in the conversation by toasting a piece of bread in a way which was intended to suggest that if he were not so busy, the talk would be unchecked and animated, its no good. We must have it out some time, so it may as well be here as anywhere else. Ive been looking for Fenn all day.

Sorry to give you all that trouble, said Fenn, with a sneer. Got something important to say?

Yes.

Go ahead, then.

Jimmy Silver stood between them with the toasting-fork in his hand, as if he meant to plunge it into the one who first showed symptoms of flying at the others throat. He was unhappy. His peace-making tea-party was not proving a success.

I wanted to ask you, said Kennedy, quietly, what you meant by giving the fags leave down town when you knew that they ought to come to me?

The gentle and intelligent reader will remember (though that miserable worm, the vapid and irreflective reader, will have forgotten) that at the beginning of the term the fags of Kays had endeavoured to show their approval of Fenn and their disapproval of Kennedy by applying to the former for leave when they wished to go to the town; and that Fenn had received them in the most ungrateful manner with blows instead of exeats. Strong in this recollection, he was not disturbed by Kennedys question. Indeed, it gave him a comfortable feeling of rectitude. There is nothing more pleasant than to be accused to your face of something which you can deny on the spot with an easy conscience. It is like getting a very loose ball at cricket. Fenn felt almost friendly towards Kennedy.

I meant nothing, he replied, for the simple reason that I didnt do it.

I caught Wren down town yesterday, and he said you had given him leave.

Then he lied, and I hope you licked him.

There you are, you see, broke in Jimmy Silver triumphantly, its all a misunderstanding. You two have got no right to be cutting one another. Why on earth cant you stop all this rot, and behave like decent members of society again?

As a matter of fact, said Fenn, they did try it on earlier in the term. I wasted a lot of valuable time pointing out to them with a swagger-stick — that I was the wrong person to come to. Im sorry you should have thought I could play it as low down as that.

Kennedy hesitated. It is not very pleasant to have to climb down after starting a conversation in a stormy and wrathful vein. But it had to be done.

Im sorry, Fenn, he said; I was an idiot.

Jimmy Silver cut in again.

You were, he said, with enthusiasm. You both were. I used to think Fenn was a bigger idiot than you, but now Im inclined to call it a dead heat. Whats the good of going on trying to see which of you can make the bigger fool of himself? Youve both lowered all previous records.

I suppose we have, said Fenn. At least, I have.

No, I have, said Kennedy.

You both have, said Jimmy Silver. Another cup of tea, anybody? Say when.

Fenn and Kennedy walked back to Kays together, and tea-d together in Fenns study on the following afternoon, to the amazement — and even scandal — of Master Spencer, who discovered them at it. Spencer liked excitement; and with the two leaders of the house at logger-heads, things could never be really dull. If, as appearances seemed to suggest, they had agreed to settle their differences, life would become monotonous again — possibly even unpleasant.

This thought flashed through Spencers brain (as he called it) when he opened Fenns door and found him helping Kennedy to tea.

Oh, the headmaster wants to see you, please, Fenn, said Spencer, recovering from his amazement, and told me to give you this.

This was a prefects cap. Fenn recognised it without difficulty. It was the cap he had left in the sitting-room of the house in the High Street.


XXI. IN WHICH AN EPISODE IS CLOSED
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THANKS, SAID FENN.

He stood twirling the cap round in his hand as Spencer closed the door. Then he threw it on to the table. He did not feel particularly disturbed at the thought of the interview that was to come. He had been expecting the cap to turn up, like the corpse of Eugene Arams victim, at some inconvenient moment. It was a pity that it had come just as things looked as if they might be made more or less tolerable in Kays. He had been looking forward with a grim pleasure to the sensation that would be caused in the house when it became known that he and Kennedy had formed a combine for its moral and physical benefit. But that was all over. He would be sacked, beyond a doubt. In the history of Eckleton, as far as he knew it, there had never been a case of a fellow breaking out at night and not being expelled when he was caught. It was one of the cardinal sins in the school code. There had been the case of Peter Brown, which his brother had mentioned in his letter. And in his own time he had seen three men vanish from Eckleton for the same offence. He did not flatter himself that his record at the school was so good as to make it likely that the authorities would stretch a point in his favour.

So long, Kennedy, he said. Youll be here when I get back, I suppose?

What does he want you for, do you think? asked Kennedy, stretching himself, with a yawn. It never struck him that Fenn could be in any serious trouble. Fenn was a prefect; and when the headmaster sent for a prefect, it was generally to tell him that he had got a split infinitive in his English Essay that week.

Glad Im not you, he added, as a gust of wind rattled the sash, and the rain dashed against the pane. Beastly evening to have to go out.

It isnt the rain I mind, said Fenn; its whats going to happen when I get indoors again, and refused to explain further. There would be plenty of time to tell Kennedy the whole story when he returned. It was better not to keep the headmaster waiting.

The first thing he noticed on reaching the School House was the strange demeanour of the butler. Whenever Fenn had had occasion to call on the headmaster hitherto, Watson had admitted him with the air of a high priest leading a devotee to a shrine of which he was the sole managing director. This evening he seemed restless, excited.

Good evening, Mr Fenn, he said. This way, sir.

Those were his actual words. Fenn had not known for certain until now that he could talk. On previous occasions their conversations had been limited to an Is the headmaster in? from Fenn, and a stately inclination of the head from Watson. The man was getting a positive babbler.

With an eager, springy step, distantly reminiscent of a shopwalker heading a procession of customers, with a touch of the style of the winner in a walking-race to Brighton, the once slow-moving butler led the way to the headmasters study.

For the first time since he started out, Fenn was conscious of a tremor. There is something about a closed door, behind which somebody is waiting to receive one, which appeals to the imagination, especially if the ensuing meeting is likely to be an unpleasant one.

Ah, Fenn, said the headmaster. Come in.

Fenn wondered. It was not in this tone of voice that the Head was wont to begin a conversation which was going to prove painful.

Youve got your cap, Fenn? I gave it to a small boy in your house to take to you.

Yes, sir.

He had given up all hope of understanding the Heads line of action. Unless he was playing a deep game, and intended to flash out suddenly with a keen question which it would be impossible to parry, there seemed nothing to account for the strange absence of anything unusual in his manner. He referred to the cap as if he had borrowed it from Fenn, and had returned it by bearer, hoping that its loss had not inconvenienced him at all.

I daresay, continued the Head, that you are wondering how it came into my possession. You missed it, of course?

Very much, sir, said Fenn, with perfect truth.

It has just been brought to my house, together with a great many other things, more valuable, perhaps, — here he smiled a head-magisterial smile— by a policeman from Eckleton.

Fenn was still unequal to the intellectual pressure of the conversation. He could understand, in a vague way, that for some unexplained reason things were going well for him, but beyond that his mind was in a whirl.

You will remember the unfortunate burglary of Mr Kays house and mine. Your cap was returned with the rest of the stolen property.

Just so, thought Fenn. The rest of the stolen property? Exactly. Go on. Dont mind me. I shall begin to understand soon, I suppose.

He condensed these thoughts into the verbal reply, Yes, sir.

I sent for you to identify your own property. I see there is a silver cup belonging to you. Perhaps there are also other articles. Go and see. You will find them on that table. They are in a hopeless state of confusion, having been conveyed here in a sack. Fortunately, nothing is broken.

He was thinking of certain valuables belonging to himself which had been abstracted from his drawing-room on the occasion of the burglars visit to the School House.

Fenn crossed the room, and began to inspect the table indicated. On it was as mixed a collection of valuable and useless articles as one could wish to see. He saw his cup at once, and attached himself to it. But of all the other exhibits in this private collection, he could recognise nothing else as his property.

There is nothing of mine here except the cup, sir, he said.

Ah. Then that is all, I think. You are going back to Mr Kays. Then please send Kennedy to me. Good night, Fenn.

Good night, sir.

Even now Fenn could not understand it. The more he thought it over, the more his brain reeled. He could grasp the fact that his cap and his cup were safe again, and that there was evidently going to be no sacking for the moment. But how it had all happened, and how the police had got hold of his cap, and why they had returned it with the loot gathered in by the burglar who had visited Kays and the School House, were problems which, he had to confess, were beyond him.

He walked to Kays through the rain with the cup under his mackintosh, and freely admitted to himself that there were things in heaven and earth — and particularly earth — which no fellow could understand.

I dont know, he said, when Kennedy pressed for an explanation of the reappearance of the cup. Its no good asking me. Im going now to borrow the matrons smelling-salts: I feel faint. After that I shall wrap a wet towel round my head, and begin to think it out. Meanwhile, youre to go over to the Head. Hes had enough of me, and he wants to have a look at you.

Me? said Kennedy. Why?

Now, is it any good asking me?? said Fenn. If you can find out what its all about, Ill thank you if youll come and tell me.

Ten minutes later Kennedy returned. He carried a watch and chain.

I couldnt think what had happened to my watch, he said. I missed it on the day after that burglary here, but I never thought of thinking it had been collared by a professional. I thought I must have lost it somewhere.

Well, have you grasped whats been happening?

Ive grasped my ticker, which is good enough for me. Half a second. The old man wants to see the rest of the prefects. Hes going to work through the house in batches, instead of man by man. Ill just go round the studies and rout them out, and then Ill come back and explain. Its perfectly simple.

Glad you think so, said Fenn.

Kennedy went and returned.

Now, he said, subsiding into a deck-chair, what is it you dont understand?

I dont understand anything. Begin at the beginning.

I got the yarn from the butler — whats his name?

Those who know him well enough to venture to give him a name — Ive never dared to myself — call him Watson, said Fenn.

I got the yarn from Watson. He was as excited as anything about it. I never saw him like that before.

I noticed something queer about him.

Hes awfully bucked, and is doing the Ancient Mariner business all over the place. Wants to tell the story to everyone he sees.

Well, suppose you follow his example. I want to hear about it.

Well, it seems that the police have been watching a house at the corner of the High Street for some time — whats up?

Nothing. Go on.

But you said, By Jove!

Well, why shouldnt I say By Jove? When you are telling sensational yarns, its my duty to say something of the sort. Buck along.

Its a house not far from the Town Hall, at the corner of Pegwell Street — youve probably been there scores of times.

Once or twice, perhaps, said Fenn. Well?

About a month ago two suspicious-looking bounders went to live there. Watson says their faces were enough to hang them. Anyhow, they must have been pretty bad, for they made even the Eckleton police, who are pretty average-sized rotters, suspicious, and they kept an eye on them. Well, after a bit there began to be a regular epidemic of burglary round about here. Watson says half the houses round were broken into. The police thought it was getting a bit too thick, but they didnt like to raid the house without some jolly good evidence that these two men were the burglars, so they lay low and waited till they should give them a decent excuse for jumping on them. They had had a detective chap down from London, by the way, to see if he couldnt do something about the burglaries, and he kept his eye on them, too.

They had quite a gallery. Didnt they notice any of the eyes?

No. Then after a bit one of them nipped off to London with a big bag. The detective chap was after him like a shot. He followed him from the station, saw him get into a cab, got into another himself, and stuck to him hard. The front cab stopped at about a dozen pawnbrokers shops. The detective Johnny took the names and addresses, and hung on to the burglar man all day, and finally saw him return to the station, where he caught a train back to Eckleton. Directly he had seen him off, the detective got into a cab, called on the dozen pawnbrokers, showed his card, with Scotland Yard on it, I suppose, and asked to see what the other chap had pawned. He identified every single thing as something that had been collared from one of the houses round Eckleton way. So he came back here, told the police, and they raided the house, and there they found stacks of loot of all descriptions.

Including my cap, said Fenn, thoughtfully. I see now.

Rummy the man thinking it worth his while to take an old cap, said Kennedy.

Very, said Fenn. But its been a rum business all along.


XXII. KAYS CHANGES ITS NAME
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FOR THE REMAINING weeks of the winter term, things went as smoothly in Kays as Kay would let them. That restless gentleman still continued to burst in on Kennedy from time to time with some sensational story of how he had found a fag doing what he ought not to have done. But there was a world of difference between the effect these visits had now and that which they had had when Kennedy had stood alone in the house, his hand against all men. Now that he could work off the effects of such encounters by going straight to Fenns study and picking the house-master to pieces, the latters peculiar methods ceased to be irritating, and became funny. Mr Kay was always ferreting out the weirdest misdoings on the part of the members of his house, and rushing to Kennedys study to tell him about them at full length, like a rather indignant dog bringing a rat he has hunted down into a drawing-room, to display it to the company. On one occasion, when Fenn and Jimmy Silver were in Kennedys study, Mr Kay dashed in to complain bitterly that he had discovered that the junior dayroom kept mice in their lockers. Apparently this fact seemed to him enough to cause an epidemic of typhoid fever in the place, and he hauled Kennedy over the coals, in a speech that lasted five minutes, for not having detected this plague-spot in the house.

So thats the celebrity at home, is it? said Jimmy Silver, when he had gone. I now begin to understand more or less why this house wants a new Head every two terms. Is he often taken like that?

Hes never anything else, said Kennedy. Fenn keeps a list of the things he rags me about, and we have an even shilling on, each week, that he will beat the record of the previous week. At first I used to get the shilling if he lowered the record; but after a bit it struck us that it wasnt fair, so now we take it on alternate weeks. This is my week, by the way. I think I can trouble you for that bob, Fenn?

I wish I could make it more, said Fenn, handing over the shilling.

What sort of things does he rag you about generally? inquired Silver.

Fenn produced a slip of paper.

Here are a few, he said, for this month. He came in on the 10th because he found two kids fighting. Kennedy was down town when it happened, but that made no difference. Then he caught the senior dayroom making a row of some sort. He said it was perfectly deafening; but we couldnt hear it in our studies. I believe he goes round the house, listening at keyholes. That was on the 16th. On the 22nd he found a chap in Kennedys dormitory wandering about the house at one in the morning. He seemed to think that Kennedy ought to have sat up all night on the chance of somebody cutting out of the dormitory. At any rate, he ragged him. I won the weekly shilling on that; and deserved it, too.

Fenn had to go over to the gymnasium shortly after this. Jimmy Silver stayed on, talking to Kennedy.

And bar Kay, said Jimmy, how do you find the house doing? Any better?

Better! Its getting a sort of model establishment. I believe, if we keep pegging away at them, we may win some sort of a cup sooner or later.

Well, Kays very nearly won the cricket cup last year. You ought to get it next season, now that you and Fenn are both in the team.

Oh, I dont know. Itll be a fluke if we do. Still, were hoping. It isnt every house thats got a county man in it. But were breaking out in another place. Dont let it get about, for goodness sake, but were going for the sports cup.

Hope youll get it. Blackburns wont have a chance, anyhow, and I should like to see somebody get it away from the School House. Theyve had it much too long. Theyre beginning to look on it as their right. But who are your men?

Well, Fenn ought to be a cert for the hundred and the quarter, to start with.

But the School House must get the long run, and the mile, and the half, too, probably.

Yes. We havent anyone to beat Milligan, certainly. But there are the second and third places. Dont forget those. Thats where were going to have a look in. Theres all sorts of unsuspected talent in Kays. To look at Peel, for instance, you wouldnt think he could do the hundred in eleven, would you? Well, he can, only hes been too slack to go in for the race at the sports, because it meant training. I had him up here and reasoned with him, and hes promised to do his best. Eleven is good enough for second place in the hundred, dont you think? There are lots of others in the house who can do quite decently on the track, if they try. Ive been making strict inquiries. Kays are hot stuff, Jimmy. Heap big medicine. Thats what they are.

Youre a wonderful man, Kennedy, said Jimmy Silver. And he meant it. Kennedys uphill fight at Kays had appealed to him strongly. He himself had never known what it meant to have to manage a hostile house. He had stepped into his predecessors shoes at Blackburns much as the heir to a throne becomes king. Nobody had thought of disputing his right to the place. He was next man in; so, directly the departure of the previous head of Blackburns left a vacancy, he stepped into it, and the machinery of the house had gone on as smoothly as if there had been no change at all. But Kennedy had gone in against a slack and antagonistic house, with weak prefects to help him, and a fussy house-master; and he had fought them all for a term, and looked like winning. Jimmy admired his friend with a fervour which nothing on earth would have tempted him to reveal. Like most people with a sense of humour, he had a fear of appearing ridiculous, and he hid his real feelings as completely as he was able.

How is the footer getting on? inquired Jimmy, remembering the difficulties Kennedy had encountered earlier in the term in connection with his house team.

Its better, said Kennedy. Keener, at any rate. We shall do our best in the house-matches. But we arent a good team.

Any more trouble about your being captain instead of Fenn?

No. We both sign the lists now. Fenn didnt want to, but I thought it would be a good idea, so we tried it. It seems to have worked all right.

Of course, your getting your first has probably made a difference.

A bit, perhaps.

Well, I hope you wont get the footer cup, because I want it for Blackburns. Or the cricket cup. I want that, too. But you can have the sports cup with my blessing.

Thanks, said Kennedy. Its very generous of you.

Dont mention it, said Jimmy.

From which conversation it will be seen that Kays was gradually pulling itself together. It had been asleep for years. It was now waking up.

When the winter term ended, there were distinct symptoms of an outbreak of public spirit in the house.

The Easter term opened auspiciously in one way. Neither Walton nor Perry returned. The former had been snapped up in the middle of the holidays — to his enormous disgust — by a bank, which wanted his services so much that it was prepared to pay him 40 pounds a year simply to enter the addresses of its outgoing letters in a book, and post them when he had completed this ceremony. After a spell of this he might hope to be transferred to another sphere of bank life and thought, and at the end of his first year he might even hope for a rise in his salary of ten pounds, if his conduct was good, and he had not been late on more than twenty mornings in the year. I am aware that in a properly-regulated story of school-life Walton would have gone to the Eckleton races, returned in a state of speechless intoxication, and been summarily expelled; but facts are facts, and must not be tampered with. The ingenious but not industrious Perry had been superannuated. For three years he had been in the Lower Fourth. Probably the master of that form went to the Head, and said that his constitution would not stand another year of him, and that either he or Perry must go. So Perry had departed. Like a poor play, he had failed to attract, and was withdrawn. There was also another departure of an even more momentous nature.

Mr Kay had left Eckleton.

Kennedy was no longer head of Kays. He was now head of Dencrofts.

Mr Dencroft was one of the most popular masters in the school. He was a keen athlete and a tactful master. Fenn and Kennedy knew him well, through having played at the nets and in scratch games with him. They both liked him. If Kennedy had had to select a house-master, he would have chosen Mr Blackburn first. But Mr Dencroft would have been easily second.

Fenn learned the facts from the matron, and detailed them to Kennedy.

Kay got the offer of a headmastership at a small school in the north, and jumped at it. I pity the fellows there. They are going to have a lively time.

Im jolly glad Dencroft has got the house, said Kennedy. We might have had some awful rotter put in. Dencroft will help us buck up the house games.

The new house-master sent for Kennedy on the first evening of term. He wished to find out how the Head of the house and the ex-Head stood with regard to one another. He knew the circumstances, and comprehended vaguely that there had been trouble.

I hope we shall have a good term, he said.

I hope so, sir, said Kennedy.

You — er — you think the house is keener, Kennedy, than when you first came in?

Yes, sir. They are getting quite keen now. We might win the sports.

I hope we shall. I wish we could win the football cup, too, but I am afraid Mr Blackburns are very heavy metal.

Its hardly likely we shall have very much chance with them; but we might get into the final!

It would be an excellent thing for the house if we could. I hope Fenn is helping you get the team into shape? he added.

Oh, yes, sir, said Kennedy. We share the captaincy. We both sign the lists.

A very good idea, said Mr Dencroft, relieved. Good night, Kennedy.

Good night, sir, said Kennedy.


XXIII. THE HOUSE-MATCHES

[image: img62.jpg]

THE CHANCES OF Kays in the inter-house Football Competition were not thought very much of by their rivals. Of late years each of the other houses had prayed to draw Kays for the first round, it being a certainty that this would mean that they got at least into the second round, and so a step nearer the cup. Nobody, however weak compared to Blackburns, which was at the moment the crack football house, ever doubted the result of a match with Kays. It was looked on as a sort of gentle trial trip.

But the efforts of the two captains during the last weeks of the winter term had put a different complexion on matters. Football is not like cricket. It is a game at which anybody of average size and a certain amount of pluck can make himself at least moderately proficient. Kennedy, after consultations with Fenn, had picked out what he considered the best fifteen, and the two set themselves to knock it into shape. In weight there was not much to grumble at. There were several heavy men in the scrum. If only these could be brought to use their weight to the last ounce when shoving, all would be well as far as the forwards were concerned. The outsides were not so satisfactory. With the exception, of course, of Fenn, they lacked speed. They were well-meaning, but they could not run any faster by virtue of that. Kays would have to trust to its scrum to pull it through. Peel, the sprinter whom Kennedy had discovered in his search for athletes, had to be put in the pack on account of his weight, which deprived the three-quarter line of what would have been a good man in that position. It was a drawback, too, that Fenn was accustomed to play on the wing. To be of real service, a wing three-quarter must be fed by his centres, and, unfortunately, there was no centre in Kays — or Dencrofts, as it should now be called — who was capable of making openings enough to give Fenn a chance. So he had to play in the centre, where he did not know the game so well.

Kennedy realised at an early date that the one chance of the house was to get together before the house-matches and play as a coherent team, not as a collection of units. Combination will often make up for lack of speed in a three-quarter line. So twice a week Dencrofts turned out against scratch teams of varying strength.

It delighted Kennedy to watch their improvement. The first side they played ran through them to the tune of three goals and four tries to a try, and it took all the efforts of the Head of the house to keep a spirit of pessimism from spreading in the ranks. Another frost of this sort, and the sprouting keenness of the house would be nipped in the bud. He conducted himself with much tact. Another captain might have made the fatal error of trying to stir his team up with pungent abuse. He realised what a mistake this would be. It did not need a great deal of discouragement to send the house back to its old slack ways. Another such defeat, following immediately in the footsteps of the first, and they would begin to ask themselves what was the good of mortifying the flesh simply to get a licking from a scratch team by twenty-four points. Kays, they would feel, always had got beaten, and they always would, to the end of time. A house that has once got thoroughly slack does not change its views of life in a moment.

Kennedy acted craftily.

You played jolly well, he told his despondent team, as they trooped off the field. We havent got together yet, thats all. And it was a hot side we were playing today. They would have licked Blackburns.

A good deal more in the same strain gave the house team the comfortable feeling that they had done uncommonly well to get beaten by only twenty-four points. Kennedy fostered the delusion, and in the meantime arranged with Mr Dencroft to collect fifteen innocents and lead them forth to be slaughtered by the house on the following Friday. Mr Dencroft entered into the thing with a relish. When he showed Kennedy the list of his team on the Friday morning, that diplomatist chuckled. He foresaw a good time in the near future. You must play up like the dickens, he told the house during the dinner-hour. Dencroft is bringing a hot lot this afternoon. But I think we shall lick them.

They did. When the whistle blew for No-side, the house had just finished scoring its fourteenth try. Six goals and eight tries to nil was the exact total. Dencrofts returned to headquarters, asking itself in a dazed way if these things could be. They saw that cup on their mantelpiece already. Keenness redoubled. Football became the fashion in Dencrofts. The play of the team improved weekly. And its spirit improved too. The next scratch team they played beat them by a goal and a try to a goal. Dencrofts was not depressed. It put the result down to a fluke. Then they beat another side by a try to nothing; and by that time they had got going as an organised team, and their heart was in the thing.

They had improved out of all knowledge when the house-matches began. Blairs was the lucky house that drew against them in the first round.

Good business, said the men of Blair. Wonder who well play in the second round.

They left the field marvelling. For some unaccountable reason, Dencrofts had flatly refused to act in the good old way as a doormat for their opponents. Instead, they had played with a dash and knowledge of the game which for the first quarter of an hour quite unnerved Blairs. In that quarter of an hour they scored three times, and finished the game with two goals and three tries to their name.

The School looked on it as a huge joke. Heard the latest? friends would say on meeting one another the day after the game. Kays — I mean Dencrofts — have won a match. They simply sat on Blairs. First time theyve ever won a house-match, I should think. Blairs are awfully sick. We shall have to be looking out.

Whereat the friend would grin broadly. The idea of Dencrofts making a game of it with his house tickled him.

When Dencrofts took fifteen points off Mulhollands, the joke began to lose its humour.

Why, they must be some good, said the public, startled at the novelty of the idea. If they win another match, theyll be in the final!

Kays in the final! Cricket? Oh, yes, they had got into the final at cricket, of course. But that wasnt the house. It was Fenn. Footer was different. One man couldnt do everything there. The only possible explanation was that they had improved to an enormous extent.

Then people began to remember that they had played in scratch games against the house. There seemed to be a tremendous number of fellows who had done this. At one time or another, it seemed, half the School had opposed Dencrofts in the ranks of a scratch side. It began to dawn on Eckleton that in an unostentatious way Dencrofts had been putting in about seven times as much practice as any other three houses rolled together. No wonder they combined so well.

When the School House, with three first fifteen men in its team, fell before them, the reputation of Dencrofts was established. It had reached the final, and only Blackburns stood now between it and the cup.

All this while Blackburns had been doing what was expected of them by beating each of their opponents with great ease. There was nothing sensational about this as there was in the case of Dencrofts. The latter were, therefore, favourites when the two teams lined up against one another in the final. The School felt that a house that had had such a meteoric flight as Dencrofts must — by all that was dramatic — carry the thing through to its obvious conclusion, and pull off the final.

But Fenn and Kennedy were not so hopeful. A certain amount of science, a great deal of keenness, and excellent condition, had carried them through the other rounds in rare style, but, though they would probably give a good account of themselves, nobody who considered the two teams impartially could help seeing that Dencrofts was a weaker side than Blackburns. Nothing but great good luck could bring them out victorious today.

And so it proved. Dencrofts played up for all they were worth from the kick-off to the final solo on the whistle, but they were over-matched. Blackburns scrum was too heavy for them, with its three first fifteen men and two seconds. Dencrofts pack were shoved off the ball time after time, and it was only keen tackling that kept the score down. By half-time Blackburns were a couple of tries ahead. Fenn scored soon after the interval with a great run from his own twenty-five, and for a quarter of an hour it looked as if it might be anybodys game. Kennedy converted the try, so that Blackburns only led by a single point. A fluky kick or a mistake on the part of a Blackburnite outside might give Dencrofts the cup.

But the Blackburn outsides did not make mistakes. They played a strong, sure game, and the forwards fed them well. Ten minutes before No-side, Jimmy Silver ran in, increasing the lead to six points. And though Dencrofts never went to pieces, and continued to show fight to the very end, Blackburns were not to be denied, and Challis scored a final try in the corner. Blackburns won the cup by the comfortable, but not excessive, margin of a goal and three tries to a goal.

Dencrofts had lost the cup; but they had lost it well. Their credit had increased in spite of the defeat.

I thought we shouldnt be able to manage Blackburns, said Kennedy, What we must do now is win that sports cup.


XXIV. THE SPORTS
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THERE WERE CERTAIN houses at Eckleton which had, as it were, specialised in certain competitions. Thus, Gays, who never by any chance survived the first two rounds of the cricket and football housers, invariably won the shooting shield. All the other houses sent their brace of men to the range to see what they could do, but every year it was the same. A pair of weedy obscurities from Gays would take the shield by a comfortable margin. In the same way Mulhollands had only won the cricket cup once since they had become a house, but they had carried off the swimming cup three years in succession, and six years in all out of the last eight. The sports had always been looked on as the perquisite of the School House; and this year, with Milligan to win the long distances, and Maybury the high jump and the weight, there did not seem much doubt at their success. These two alone would pile up fifteen points. Three points were given for a win, two for second place, and one for third. It was this that encouraged Kennedy in the hope that Dencrofts might have a chance. Nobody in the house could beat Milligan or Maybury, but the School House second and third strings were not so invincible. If Dencrofts, by means of second and third places in the long races and the other events which were certainties for their opponents, could hold the School House, Fenns sprinting might just give them the cup. In the meantime they trained hard, but in an unobtrusive fashion which aroused no fear in School House circles.

The sports were fixed for the last Saturday of term, but not all the races were run on that day. The half-mile came off on the previous Thursday, and the long steeplechase on the Monday after.

The School House won the half-mile, as they were expected to do. Milligan led from the start, increased his lead at the end of the first lap, doubled it half-way through the second, and finally, with a dazzling sprint in the last seventy yards, lowered the Eckleton record by a second and three-fifths, and gave his house three points. Kennedy, who stuck gamely to his man for half the first lap, was beaten on the tape by Crake, of Mulhollands. When sports day came, therefore, the score was School House three points, Mulhollands two, Dencrofts one. The success of Mulhollands in the half was to the advantage of Dencrofts. Mulhollands was not likely to score many more points, and a place to them meant one or two points less to the School House.

The sports opened all in favour of Dencrofts, but those who knew drew no great consolation from this. School sports always begin with the sprints, and these were Dencrofts certainties. Fenn won the hundred yards as easily as Milligan had won the half. Peel was second, and a Beddells man got third place. So that Dencrofts had now six points to their rivals three. Ten minutes later they had increased their lead by winning the first two places at throwing the cricket ball, Fenns throw beating Kennedys by ten yards, and Kennedys being a few feet in front of Jimmy Silvers, which, by gaining third place, represented the only point Blackburns managed to amass during the afternoon.

It now began to dawn upon the School House that their supremacy was seriously threatened. Dencrofts, by its success in the football competition, had to a great extent lived down the reputation the house had acquired when it had been Kays, but even now the notion of its winning a cup seemed somehow vaguely improper. But the fact had to be faced that it now led by eleven points to the School Houses three.

Its all right, said the School House, our spot events havent come off yet. Dencrofts cant get much more now.

And, to prove that they were right, the gap between the two scores began gradually to be filled up. Dencrofts struggled hard, but the School House total crept up and up. Maybury brought it to six by winning the high jump. This was only what had been expected of him. The discomforting part of the business was that the other two places were filled by Morrell, of Mulhollands, and Smith, of Dalys. And when, immediately afterwards, Maybury won the weight, with another School House man second, leaving Dencrofts with third place only, things began to look black for the latter. They were now only one point ahead, and there was the mile to come: and Milligan could give any Dencroftian a hundred yards at that distance.

But to balance the mile there was the quarter, and in the mile Kennedy contrived to beat Crake by much the same number of feet as Crake had beaten him by in the half. The scores of the two houses were now level, and a goodly number of the School House certainties were past.

Dencrofts forged ahead again by virtue of the quarter-mile. Fenn won it; Peel was second; and a dark horse from Dennys got in third. With the greater part of the sports over, and a lead of five points to their name, Dencrofts could feel more comfortable. The hurdle-race was productive of some discomfort. Fenn should have won it, as being blessed with twice the pace of any of his opponents. But Maybury, the jumper, made up for lack of pace by the scientific way in which he took his hurdles, and won off him by a couple of feet. Smith, Dencrofts second string, finished third, thus leaving the totals unaltered by the race.

By this time the public had become alive to the fact that Dencrofts were making a great fight for the cup. They had noticed that Dencrofts colours always seemed to be coming in near the head of the procession, but the School House had made the cup so much their own, that it took some time for the school to realise that another house — especially the late Kays — was running them hard for first place. Then, just before the hurdle-race, fellows with correct cards hastily totted up the points each house had won up-to-date. To the general amazement it was found that, while the School House had fourteen, Dencrofts had reached nineteen, and, barring the long run to be decided on the Monday, there was nothing now that the School House must win without dispute.

A house that will persist in winning a cup year after year has to pay for it when challenged by a rival. Dencrofts instantly became warm favourites. Whenever Dencrofts brown and gold appeared at the scratch, the school shouted for it wildly till the event was over. By the end of the day the totals were more nearly even, but Dencrofts were still ahead. They had lost on the long jump, but not unexpectedly. The totals at the finish were, School House twenty-three, Dencrofts twenty-five. Everything now depended on the long run.

We might do it, said Kennedy to Fenn, as they changed. Milligans a cert for three points, of course, but if we can only get two we win the cup.

Theres one thing about the long run, said Fenn; you never quite know whats going to happen. Milligan might break down over one of the hedges or the brook. Theres no telling.

Kennedy felt that such a remote possibility was something of a broken reed to lean on. He had no expectation of beating the School House long distance runner, but he hoped for second place; and second place would mean the cup, for there was nobody to beat either himself or Crake.

The distance of the long run was as nearly as possible five miles. The course was across country to the village of Ledby in a sort of semicircle of three and a half miles, and then back to the school gates by road. Every Eckletonian who ran at all knew the route by heart. It was the recognised training run if you wanted to train particularly hard. If you did not, you took a shorter spin. At the milestone nearest the school — it was about half a mile from the gates — a good number of fellows used to wait to see the first of the runners and pace their men home. But, as a rule, there were few really hot finishes in the long run. The man who got to Ledby first generally kept the advantage, and came in a long way ahead of the field.

On this occasion the close fight Kennedy and Crake had had in the mile and the half, added to the fact that Kennedy had only to get second place to give Dencrofts the cup, lent a greater interest to the race than usual. The crowd at the milestone was double the size of the one in the previous year, when Milligan had won for the first time. And when, amidst howls of delight from the School House, the same runner ran past the stone with his long, effortless stride, before any of the others were in sight, the crowd settled down breathlessly to watch for the second man.

Then a yell, to which the other had been nothing, burst from the School House as a white figure turned the corner. It was Crake. Waddling rather than running, and breathing in gasps; but still Crake. He toiled past the crowd at the milestone.

By Jove, he looks bad, said someone.

And, indeed, he looked very bad. But he was ahead of Kennedy. That was the great thing.

He had passed the stone by thirty yards, when the cheering broke out again. Kennedy this time, in great straits, but in better shape than Crake. Dencrofts in a body trotted along at the side of the road, shouting as they went. Crake, hearing the shouts, looked round, almost fell, and then pulled himself together and staggered on again. There were only a hundred yards to go now, and the school gates were in sight at the end of a long lane of spectators. They looked to Kennedy like two thick, black hedges. He could not sprint, though a hundred voices were shouting to him to do so. It was as much as he could do to keep moving. Only his will enabled him to run now. He meant to get to the gates, if he had to crawl.

The hundred yards dwindled to fifty, and he had diminished Crakes lead by a third. Twenty yards from the gates, and he was only half-a-dozen yards behind.

Crake looked round again, and this time did what he had nearly done before. His legs gave way; he rolled over; and there he remained, with the School House watching him in silent dismay, while Kennedy went on and pitched in a heap on the other side of the gates.



Feeling bad? said Jimmy Silver, looking in that evening to make inquiries.

Im feeling good, said Kennedy.

That the cup? asked Jimmy.

Kennedy took the huge cup from the table.

Thats it. Milligan has just brought it round. Well, they cant say they havent had their fair share of it. Look here. School House. School House. School House. School House. Dalys. School House. Dennys. School House. School House. Ad infinitum.

They regarded the trophy in silence.

First pot the house has won, said Kennedy at length. The very first.

It wont be the last, returned Jimmy Silver, with decision.


Love among the Chickens (1906)
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A STORY OF THE HAPS AND MISHAPS ON AN ENGLISH CHICKEN FARM

FIRST EDITION TEXT

When this novel first appeared in Britain in June 1906, the New York Times published a small piece, under the title London Book News which stated that, Sir George Newnes announces a new novel entitled Love Among the Chickens and his publishing house informs the world that the author is Mr P. P. G Wodehouse (sic) a humorist who probably could not be serious if he should try. There is some amateur poultry farming in the story and that seems to have suggested the title. A US edition followed in May 1909, although prior to that it was serialised in Circle magazine from September 1908 to March 1909. In 1921 Wodehouse revised the book, rewriting the first five chapters so they were narrated in the first person and making some changes to the ending. The revised version was first published in May 1921.

Jeremy Garnet, a novelist of questionable talents, joins his old pal Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge, in starting a chicken ranch. Common sense suggests that Garnet should leave his crazy friend to it, but Garnet falls in love with one of Ukridges neighbours, Phyllis. Sick chickens, bad debts, an unfriendly future father-in-law and dirty golf all make for an interesting story...

Critical reaction was generally positive, with American critics noting that The story is full of droll humor...it is a characteristic English story with many side plays that keep the reader guessing as to outcomes... With hindsight many later critics noted that this was an example of Wodehouse finding his form, not quite becoming the humorist for which he would become known, but definitely on his way.

In early 1920 virile and dashing silent film star Owen Moore was reportedly filming an adaptation of this story alongside director Wesley Ruggles. Despite numerous press reports detailing this, no subsequent film emerged; however, the pair had worked together on an adaptation of Wodehouses Piccadilly Jim the previous year.
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The first edition
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The original frontispiece


A LETTER WITH A POSTSCRIPT
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MR. JEREMY GARNET stood with his back to the empty grate — for the time was summer — watching with a jaundiced eye the removal of his breakfast things.

Mrs. Medley, he said.

Sir?

Would it bore you if I became auto-biographical?

Sir?

Never mind. I merely wish to sketch for your benefit a portion of my lifes history. At eleven oclock last night I went to bed, and at once sank into a dreamless sleep. About four hours later there was a clattering on the stairs which shook the house like a jelly. It was the gentleman in the top room — I forget his name — returning to roost. He was humming a patriotic song. A little while later there were a couple of loud crashes. He had removed his boots. All this while snatches of the patriotic song came to me through the ceiling of my bedroom. At about four-thirty there was a lull, and I managed to get to sleep again. I wish when you see that gentleman, Mrs. Medley, you would give him my compliments, and ask him if he could shorten his program another night. He might cut out the song, for a start.

Hes a very young gentleman, sir, said Mrs. Medley, in vague defense of her top room.

And its highly improbable, said Garnet, that he will ever grow old, if he repeats his last nights performance. I have no wish to shed blood wantonly, but there are moments when one must lay aside ones personal prejudices, and act for the good of the race. A man who hums patriotic songs at four oclock in the morning doesnt seem to me to fit into the scheme of universal happiness. So you will mention it to him, wont you?

Very well, sir, said Mrs. Medley, placidly.

On the strength of the fact that he wrote for the newspapers and had published two novels, Mrs. Medley regarded Mr. Garnet as an eccentric individual who had to be humored. Whatever he did or said filled her with a mild amusement. She received his daily harangues in the same spirit as that in which a nurse listens to the outpourings of the family baby. She was surprised when he said anything sensible enough for her to understand.

His table being clear of breakfast and his room free from disturbing influences, the exhilaration caused by his chat with his landlady left Mr. Garnet. Life seemed very gray to him. He was a conscientious young man, and he knew that he ought to sit down and do some work. On the other hand, his brain felt like a cauliflower, and he could not think what to write about. This is one of the things which sour the young author even more than do those long envelopes which so tastefully decorate his table of a morning.

He felt particularly unfitted for writing at that moment. The morning is not the time for inventive work. An article may be polished then, or a half-finished story completed, but 11 A.M. is not the hour at which to invent.

Jerry Garnet wandered restlessly about his sitting room. Rarely had it seemed so dull and depressing to him as it did then. The photographs on the mantelpiece irritated him. There was no change in them. They struck him as the concrete expression of monotony. His eye was caught by a picture hanging out of the straight. He jerked it to one side, and the effect became worse. He jerked it back again, and the thing looked as if it had been hung in a dim light by an astigmatic drunkard. Five minutes pulling and hauling brought it back to a position only a shade less crooked than that in which he had found it, and by that time his restlessness had grown like a mushroom.

He looked out of the window. The sunlight was playing on the house opposite. He looked at his boots. At this point conscience prodded him sharply.

I wont, he muttered fiercely, I will work. Ill turn out something, even if its the worst rot ever written.

With which admirable sentiment he tracked his blotting pad to its hiding place (Mrs. Medley found a fresh one every day), collected ink and pens, and sat down.

There was a distant thud from above, and shortly afterwards a thin tenor voice made itself heard above a vigorous splashing. The young gentleman on the top floor was starting another day.

Oill — er — sing thee saw-ongs — brief pause, then in a triumphant burst, as if the singer had just remembered the name— ovarraby.

Mr. Garnet breathed a prayer and glared at the ceiling.

The voice continued:

Ahnd — er — ta-ales of fa-arr Cahsh-meerer.

Sudden and grewsome pause. The splashing ceased. The singer could hardly have been drowned in a hip bath, but Mr. Garnet hoped for the best.

His hopes were shattered.

Come, resumed the young gentleman persuasively, into the garden, Maud, for ther black batter nah-eet hath — er — florn.

Jerry Garnet sprang from his seat and paced the room.

This is getting perfectly impossible, he said to himself. I must get out of this. A fellow cant work in London. Ill go down to some farmhouse in the country. I cant think here. You might just as well try to work at a musical At Home.

Here followed certain remarks about the young man upstairs, who was now, in lighter vein, putting in a spell at a popular melody from the Gaiety Theater.

He resumed his seat and set himself resolutely to hammer out something which, though it might not be literature, would at least be capable of being printed. A search through his commonplace book brought no balm. A commonplace book is the authors rag bag. In it he places all the insane ideas that come to him, in the groundless hope that some day he will be able to convert them with magic touch into marketable plots.

This was the luminous item which first met Mr. Garnets eye:

Mem. Dead body found in railway carriage under seat. Only one living occupant of carriage. He is suspected of being the murderer, but proves that he only entered carriage at twelve oclock in the morning, while the body has been dead since the previous night.

To this bright scheme were appended the words:

This will want some working up.

J. G.

It will, thought Jerry Garnet grimly, but it will have to go on wanting as far as Im concerned.

The next entry he found was a perfectly inscrutable lyric outburst.

There are moments of annoyance, Void of every kind of joyance, In the complicated course of Mans affairs; But the very worst of any He experiences when he Meets a young, but active, lion on the stairs.

Sentiment unexceptionable. But as to the reason for the existence of the fragment, his mind was a blank. He shut the book impatiently. It was plain that no assistance was to be derived from it.

His thoughts wandered back to the idea of leaving London. London might have suited Dr. Johnson, but he had come to the conclusion that what he wanted to enable him to give the public of his best (as the reviewer of the Academy, dealing with his last work, had expressed a polite hope that he would continue to do) was country air. A farmhouse by the sea somewhere ... cows ... spreading boughs ... rooks ... brooks ... cream. In London the day stretches before a man, if he has no regular and appointed work to do, like a long, white, dusty road. It seems impossible to get to the end of it without vast effort. But in the country every hour has its amusements. Up with the lark. Morning dip. Cheery greetings. Local color. Huge breakfast. Long walks. Flannels. The ungirt loin. Good, steady spell of work from dinner till bedtime. The prospect fascinated him. His third novel was already in a nebulous state in his brain. A quiet week or two in the country would enable him to get it into shape.

He took from the pocket of his blazer a letter which had arrived some days before from an artist friend of his who was on a sketching tour in Devonshire and Somerset. There was a penciled memorandum on the envelope in his own handwriting:

Mem. Might work K. L.s story about M. and the W — ss into comic yarn for one of the weeklies.

He gazed at this for a while, with a last hope that in it might be contained the germ of something which would enable him to turn out a mornings work; but having completely forgotten who K. L. was, and especially what was his (or her) story about M., whoever he (or she) might be, he abandoned this hope and turned to the letter in the envelope.

The earlier portions of the letter dealt tantalizingly with the scenery. Bits, come upon by accident at the end of disused lanes and transferred with speed to canvas, were described concisely but with sufficient breadth to make Garnet long to see them for himself. There were brief résumés of dialogues between Lickford (the writer) and weird rustics. The whole letter breathed of the country and the open air. The atmosphere of Garnets sitting room seemed to him to become stuffier with every sentence he read.

The postscript interested him.

... By the way, at Yeovil I came across an old friend of yours. Stanley Featherstonhaugh Ukridge, of all people. As large as life — quite six foot two, and tremendously filled out. I thought he was abroad. The last I heard of him was that he had started for Buenos Ayres in a cattle-ship. It seems he has been in England sometime. I met him in the refreshment room at Yeovil station. I was waiting for a down train; he had changed on his way to town. As I opened the door I heard a huge voice in a more or less violent altercation, and there was S. F. U., in a villainous old suit of gray flannels (Ill swear it was the same one that he had on last time I saw him), and a mackintosh, though it was a blazing hot day. His pince-nez were tacked onto his ears with wire as usual. He greeted me with effusive shouts, and drew me aside. Then after a few commonplaces of greeting, he fumbled in his pockets, looked pained and surprised.

Look here, Licky, he said. You know I never borrow. Its against my principles. But I must have a shilling, or Im a ruined man. I seem to have had my pocket picked by some scoundrelly blackguard. Can you, my dear fellow, oblige me with a shilling until next Tuesday afternoon at three-thirty? I never borrow, so Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill let you have this (producing a beastly little three-penny-bit with a hole in it) until I can pay you back. This is of more value to me than I can well express, Licky, my boy. A very, very dear friend gave it to me when we parted, years ago. Its a wrench to part with it. But grim necessity ... I can hardly do it.... Still, no, no, ... you must take it, you must take it. Licky, old man, shake hands! Shake hands, my boy!

He then asked after you, and said you were the noblest man — except me — on earth. I gave him your address, not being able to get out of it, but if I were you I should fly while there is yet time.

That, said Jerry Garnet, is the soundest bit of advice Ive heard. I will.

Mrs. Medley, he said, when that lady made her appearance.

Sir?

Im going away for a few weeks. You can let the rooms if you like. Ill drop you a line when I think of coming back.

Yes, sir. And your letters. Where shall I send them, sir?

Till further notice, said Jerry Garnet, pulling out a giant portmanteau from a corner of the room and flinging it open, care of the Dalai Lama, No. 3 Younghusband Terrace, Tibet.

Yes, sir, said Mrs. Medley placidly.

Ill write you my address to-night. I dont know where Im going yet. Is that an A. B. C. over there? Good. Give my love to that bright young spirit on the top floor, and tell him that I hope my not being here to listen wont interfere in any way with his morning popular concerts.

Yes, sir.

And, Mrs. Medley, if a man named — —

Mrs. Medley had drifted silently away. During his last speech a thunderous knocking had begun on the front door.

Jerry Garnet stood and listened, transfixed. Something seemed to tell him who was at the business end of that knocker.

He heard Mrs. Medleys footsteps pass along the hall and pause at the door. Then there was the click of the latch. Then a volume of sound rushed up to him where he stood over his empty portmanteau.

Is Mr. Garnet in?

Mrs. Medleys reply was inaudible, but apparently in the affirmative.

Where is he? boomed the voice. Show me the old horse. First floor. Thank you. Where is the man of wrath?

There followed a crashing on the stairs such as even the young gentleman of the top floor had been unable to produce in his nocturnal rovings. The house shook.

And with the tramping came the thunderous voice, as the visitor once more gave tongue.

Garnet! Garnet!! GARNET!!!


UKRIDGES SCHEME
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MR. STANLEY FEATHERSTONHAUGH Ukridge dashed into the room, uttering a roar of welcome as he caught sight of Garnet, still standing petrified athwart his portmanteau.

My dear old man, he shouted, springing at him and seizing his hand in a clutch that effectually woke Garnet from his stupor. How are you, old chap? This is good. By Jove, this is good! This is fine, what?

He dashed back to the door and looked out.

Come on, Millie, he shouted.

Garnet was wondering who in the name of fortune Millie could possibly be, when there appeared on the further side of Mr. Ukridge the figure of a young woman. She paused in the doorway, and smiled pleasantly.

Garnet, old horse, said Ukridge with some pride, let me introduce you to my wife. Millie, this is old Garnet. Youve heard me talk about him.

Oh, yes, said Mrs. Ukridge.

Garnet bowed awkwardly. The idea of Ukridge married was something too overpowering to be assimilated on the instant. If ever there was a man designed by nature to be a bachelor, Stanley Ukridge was that man. Garnet could feel that he himself was not looking his best. He knew in a vague, impersonal way that his eyebrows were still somewhere in the middle of his forehead, whither they had sprung in the first moment of surprise, and that his jaw, which had dropped, had not yet resumed its normal posture. Before committing himself to speech he made a determined effort to revise his facial expression.

Buck up, old horse, said Ukridge. He had a painful habit of addressing all and sundry by that title. In his school-master days he had made use of it while interviewing the parents of new pupils, and the latter had gone away, as a rule, with a feeling that this must be either the easy manner of genius or spirits, and hoping for the best. Later, he had used it to perfect strangers in the streets. On one occasion he had been heard to address a bishop by that title.

Surprised to find me married, what? Garny, old boy — sinking his voice to what was intended to be a whisper— take my tip. You go and do the same. You feel another man. Give up this bachelor business. Its a mugs game. Go and get married, my boy, go and get married. By gad, Ive forgotten to pay the cabby. Half a moment.

He was out of the door and on his way downstairs before the echoes of his last remark had ceased to shake the window of the sitting room. Garnet was left to entertain Mrs. Ukridge.

So far her share in the conversation had been small. Nobody talked very much when Ukridge was on the scene. She sat on the edge of Garnets big basket chair, looking very small and quiet. She smiled pleasantly, as she had done during the whole of the preceding dialogue. It was apparently her chief form of expression.

Jerry Garnet felt very friendly toward her. He could not help pitying her. Ukridge, he thought, was a very good person to know casually, but a little of him, as his former headmaster had once said in a moody, reflective voice, went a very long way. To be bound to him for life was not the ideal state for a girl. If he had been a girl, he felt, he would as soon have married a volcano.

And shes so young, he thought, as he looked across at the basket chair. Quite a kid.

You and Stanley have known each other a long time, havent you? said the object of his pity, breaking the silence.

Yes. Oh, yes, said Garnet. Several years. We were masters at the same school together.

Mrs. Ukridge leaned forward with round, shining eyes.

Isnt he a wonderful man, Mr. Garnet! she said ecstatically.

Not yet, to judge from her expression and the tone of her voice, had she had experience of the disadvantages attached to the position of Mrs. Stanley Ukridge.

Garnet could agree with her there.

Yes, he is certainly wonderful, he said.

I believe he could do anything.

Yes, said Garnet. He believed that Ukridge was at least capable of anything.

He has done so many things. Have you ever kept fowls? she broke off with apparent irrelevance.

No, said Garnet. You see, I spend so much of my time in town. I should find it difficult.

Mrs. Ukridge looked disappointed.

I was hoping you might have had some experience. Stanley, of course, can turn his hand to anything, but I think experience is such a good thing, dont you?

It is, said Garnet, mystified. But—

I have bought a shilling book called Fowls and All About Them, but it is very hard to understand. You see, we — but here is Stanley. He will explain it all.

Well, Garnet, old horse, said Ukridge, reëntering the room after another energetic passage of the stairs, settle down and lets talk business. Found cabby gibbering on doorstep. Wouldnt believe I didnt want to bilk him. Had to give him an extra shilling. But now, about business. Lucky to find you in, because Ive got a scheme for you, Garny, old boy. Yes, sir, the idea of a thousand years. Now listen to me for a moment.

He sat down on the table and dragged a chair up as a leg rest. Then he took off his pince-nez, wiped them, readjusted the wire behind his ears, and, having hit a brown patch on the knee of his gray flannel trousers several times in the apparent hope of removing it, began to speak.

About fowls, he said.

What about them? asked Garnet. The subject was beginning to interest him. It showed a curious tendency to creep into the conversation.

I want you to give me your undivided attention for a moment, said Ukridge. I was saying to my wife only the other day: Garnets the man. Clever man, Garnet. Full of ideas. Didnt I, Millie?

Yes, dear, said Mrs. Ukridge, smiling.

Well? said Garnet.

The fact is, said Ukridge, with a Micawber-like burst of candor, we are going to keep fowls.

He stopped and looked at Garnet in order to see the effect of the information. Garnet bore it with fortitude.

Yes? he said.

Ukridge shifted himself farther on to the table and upset the inkpot.

Never mind, he said, itll soak in. Dont you worry about that, you keep listening to me. When I said we meant to keep fowls, I didnt mean in a small sort of way — two cocks and a couple of hens and a ping-pong ball for a nest egg. We are going to do it on a large scale. We are going to keep, he concluded impressively, a chicken farm!

A chicken farm, echoed Mrs. Ukridge with an affectionate and admiring glance at her husband.

Ah, said Garnet, who felt his responsibilities as chorus.

Ive thought it all out, continued Ukridge, and its as clear as mud. No expenses, large profits, quick returns. Chickens, eggs, and no work. By Jove, old man, its the idea of a lifetime. Just listen to me for a moment. You buy your hen—

One hen? inquired Garnet.

Call it one for the sake of argument. It makes my calculations clearer. Very well, then. You buy your hen. It lays an egg every day of the week. You sell the eggs — say — six for fivepence. Keep of hen costs nothing. Profit at least fourpence, three farthings on every half-dozen eggs. What do you think of that, Bartholomew?

Garnet admitted that it sounded like an attractive scheme, but expressed a wish to overhaul the figures in case of error.

Error! shouted Ukridge, pounding the table with such energy that it groaned beneath him. Error? Not a bit of it. Cant you follow a simple calculation like that? The thing is, you see, you get your original hen for next to nothing. Thats to say, on tick. Anybody will let you have a hen on tick. Now listen to me for a moment. You let your hen set, and hatch chickens. Suppose you have a dozen hens. Very well, then. When each of the dozen has a dozen chickens, you send the old hens back with thanks for the kind loan, and there you are, starting business with a hundred and forty-four free chickens to your name. And after a bit, when the chickens grow up and begin to lay, all you have to do is to sit back in your chair and gather in the big checks. Isnt that so, Millie?

Yes, dear, said Mrs. Ukridge with shining eyes.

Weve fixed it all up. Do you know Lyme Regis, in Dorsetshire? On the borders of Devon. Quiet little fishing village. Bathing. Sea air. Splendid scenery. Just the place for a chicken farm. Ive been looking after that. A friend of my wifes has lent us a jolly old house with large grounds. All weve got to do is to get in the fowls. Thats all right. Ive ordered the first lot. We shall find them waiting for us when we arrive.

Well, said Garnet, Im sure I wish you luck. Mind you let me know how you get on.

Let you know! roared Ukridge. Why, old horse, youve got to come, too. We shall take no refusal. Shall we, Millie?

No, dear, murmured Mrs. Ukridge.

Of course not, said Ukridge. No refusal of any sort. Pack up to-night, and meet us at Waterloo to-morrow.

Its awfully good of you— began Garnet a little blankly.

Not a bit of it, not a bit of it. This is pure business. I was saying to my wife when we came in that you were the very man for us. If old Garnets in town, I said, well have him. A man with his flow of ideas will be invaluable on a chicken farm. Didnt I, Millie?

Mrs. Ukridge murmured the response.

You see, Im one of these practical men. I go straight ahead, following my nose. What you want in a business of this sort is a touch of the dreamer to help out the practical mind. We look to you for suggestions, Montmorency. Timely suggestions with respect to the comfort and upbringing of the fowls. And you can work. Ive seen you. Of course you take your share of the profits. Thats understood. Yes, yes, I must insist. Strict business between friends. We must arrange it all when we get down there. My wife is the secretary of the firm. She has been writing letters to people, asking for fowls. So you see its a thoroughly organized concern. Theres money in it, old horse. Dont you forget that.

We should be so disappointed if you did not come, said Mrs. Ukridge, lifting her childlike eyes to Garnets face.

Garnet stood against the mantelpiece and pondered. In after years he recognized that that moment marked an epoch in his life. If he had refused the invitation, he would not have — but, to quote the old novelists, we anticipate. At any rate, he would have missed a remarkable experience. It is not given to everyone to see Mr. Stanley Ukridge manage a chicken farm.

The fact is, he said at last, I was thinking of going somewhere where I could get some golf.

Ukridge leaped on the table triumphantly.

Lyme Regis is just the place for you, then. Perfect hotbed of golf. Fine links at the top of the hill, not half a mile from the farm. Bring your clubs. Youll be able to have a round or two in the afternoons. Get through serious work by lunch time.

You know, said Garnet, I am absolutely inexperienced as regards fowls.

Excellent! said Ukridge. Then youre just the man. You will bring to the work a mind entirely unclouded by theories. You will act solely by the light of your intelligence.

Er — yes, said Garnet.

I wouldnt have a professional chicken farmer about the place if he paid to come. Natural intelligence is what we want. Then we can rely on you?

Very well, said Garnet slowly. Its very kind of you to ask me.

Its business, Cuthbert, business. Very well, then. We shall catch the eleven-twenty at Waterloo. Dont miss it. You book to Axminster. Look out for me on the platform. If I see you first, Ill shout.

Garnet felt that that promise rang true.

Then good-by for the present. Millie, we must be off. Till to-morrow, Garnet.

Good-by, Mr. Garnet, said Mrs. Ukridge.

Looking back at the affair after the lapse of years, Garnet was accustomed to come to the conclusion that she was the one pathetic figure in the farce. Under what circumstances she had married Ukridge he did not learn till later. He was also uncertain whether at any moment in her career she regretted it. But it was certainly pathetic to witness her growing bewilderment during the weeks that followed, as the working of Ukridges giant mind was unfolded to her little by little. Life, as Ukridge understood the word, must have struck her as a shade too full of incident to be really comfortable. Garnet was wont to console himself by the hope that her very genuine love for her husband, and his equally genuine love for her, was sufficient to smooth out the rough places of life.

As he returned to his room, after showing his visitors to the door, the young man upstairs, who had apparently just finished breakfast, burst once more into song:

Well never come back no more, boys, Well never come back no more.

Garnet could hear him wedding appropriate dance to the music.

Not for a few weeks, at any rate, he said to himself, as he started his packing at the point where he had left off.


A GIRL WITH BROWN HAIR
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Waterloo station is one of the things which no fellow can understand. Thousands come to it, thousands go from it. Porters grow gray-headed beneath its roof. Buns, once fresh and tender, become hard and misanthropic in its refreshment rooms, and look as if they had seen the littleness of existence and were disillusioned. But there the station stands, year after year, wrapped in a discreet gloom, always the same, always baffling and inscrutable. Not even the porters understand it. I couldnt say, sir, is the civil but unsatisfying reply with which research is met. Now and then one, more gifted than his colleagues, will inform the traveler that his train starts from No. 3 or No. 7, but a moments reflection and he hedges with No. 12.

Waterloo is the home of imperfect knowledge. The booking clerks cannot state in a few words where tickets may be bought for any station. They are only certain that they themselves cannot sell them.



The gloom of the station was lightened on the following morning at ten minutes to eleven when Mr. Garnet arrived to catch the train to Axminster, by several gleams of sunshine and a great deal of bustle and movement on the various platforms. A cheery activity pervaded the place. Porters on every hand were giving their celebrated imitations of the car of Juggernaut, throwing as a sop to the wounded a crisp by your leave. Agitated ladies were pouring forth questions with the rapidity of machine guns. Long queues surged at the mouths of the booking offices, inside which soured clerks, sending lost sheep empty away, were learning once more their lesson of the innate folly of mankind. Other crowds collected at the bookstalls, and the bookstall keeper was eying with dislike men who were under the impression that they were in a free library.

An optimistic porter had relieved Garnet of his portmanteau and golf clubs as he stepped out of his cab, and had arranged to meet him on No. 6 platform, from which, he asserted, with the quiet confidence which has made Englishmen what they are, the eleven-twenty would start on its journey to Axminster. Unless, he added, it went from No. 4.

Garnet, having bought a ticket, after drawing blank at two booking offices, made his way to the bookstall. Here he inquired, in a loud, penetrating voice, if they had got Mr. Jeremy Garnets last novel, The Maneuvers of Arthur. Being informed that they had not, he clicked his tongue cynically, advised the man in charge to order that work, as the demand for it might be expected shortly to be large, and spent a shilling on a magazine and some weekly papers. Then, with ten minutes to spare, he went off in search of Ukridge.

He found him on platform No. 6. The porters first choice was, it seemed, correct. The eleven-twenty was already alongside the platform, and presently Garnet observed his porter cleaving a path toward him with the portmanteau and golf clubs.

Here you are! shouted Ukridge. Good for you. Thought you were going to miss it.

Garnet shook hands with the smiling Mrs. Ukridge.

Ive got a carriage, said Ukridge, and collared two corner seats. My wife goes down in another. She dislikes the smell of smoke when shes traveling. Lets pray that we get the carriage to ourselves. But all London seems to be here this morning. Get in, old horse. Ill just see her ladyship into her carriage and come back to you.

Garnet entered the compartment, and stood at the door, looking out in order, after the friendly manner of the traveling Briton, to thwart an invasion of fellow-travelers. Then he withdrew his head suddenly and sat down. An elderly gentleman, accompanied by a girl, was coming toward him. It was not this type of fellow-traveler whom he hoped to keep out. He had noticed the girl at the booking office. She had waited by the side of the line, while the elderly gentleman struggled gamely for the tickets, and he had plenty of opportunity of observing her appearance. For five minutes he had debated with himself as to whether her hair should rightly be described as brown or golden. He had decided finally on brown. It then became imperative that he should ascertain the color of her eyes. Once only had he met them, and then only for a second. They might be blue. They might be gray. He could not be certain. The elderly gentleman came to the door of the compartment and looked in.

This seems tolerably empty, my dear Phyllis, he said.

Garnet, his glance fixed on his magazine, made a note of the name. It harmonized admirably with the hair and the eyes of elusive color.

You are sure you do not object to a smoking carriage, my dear?

Oh, no, father. Not at all.

Garnet told himself that the voice was just the right sort of voice to go with the hair, the eyes, and the name.

Then I think— said the elderly gentleman, getting in. The inflection of his voice suggested the Irishman. It was not a brogue. There were no strange words. But the general effect was Irish. Garnet congratulated himself. Irishmen are generally good company. An Irishman with a pretty daughter should be unusually good company.

The bustle on the platform had increased momently, until now, when, from the snorting of the engine, it seemed likely that the train might start at any minute, the crowds excitement was extreme. Shrill cries echoed down the platform. Lost sheep, singly and in companies, rushed to and fro, peering eagerly into carriages in the search for seats. Piercing cries ordered unknown Tommies and Ernies to keep by aunty, now. Just as Ukridge returned, the dreaded Get in anywhere began to be heard, and the next moment an avalanche of warm humanity poured into the carriage. A silent but bitter curse framed itself on Garnets lips. His chance of pleasant conversation with the lady of the brown hair and the eyes that were either gray or blue was at an end.

The newcomers consisted of a middle-aged lady, addressed as aunty; a youth called Albert, subsequently described by Garnet as the rudest boy on earth — a proud title, honestly won; lastly, a niece of some twenty years, stolid and seemingly without interest in life.

Ukridge slipped into his corner, adroitly foiling Albert, who had made a dive in that direction. Albert regarded him fixedly for a space, then sank into the seat beside Garnet and began to chew something grewsome that smelled of aniseed.

Aunty, meanwhile, was distributing her weight evenly between the toes of the Irish gentleman and those of his daughter, as she leaned out of the window to converse with a lady friend in a straw hat and hair curlers. Phyllis, he noticed, was bearing it with angelic calm. Her profile, when he caught sight of it round aunty, struck him as a little cold, even haughty. That, however, might be due to what she was suffering. It is unfair to judge a ladys character from her face, at a moment when she is in a position of physical discomfort. The train moved off with a jerk in the middle of a request on the part of the straw-hatted lady that her friend would remember that, you know, about him, and aunty, staggering back, sat down on a bag of food which Albert had placed on the seat beside him.

Clumsy! observed Albert tersely.

Albert, you mustnt speak to aunty so.

Wodyer want sit on my bag for, then? inquired Albert.

They argued the point.

Garnet, who should have been busy studying character for a novel of the lower classes, took up his magazine and began to read. The odor of aniseed became more and more painful. Ukridge had lighted a cigar, and Garnet understood why Mrs. Ukridge preferred to travel in another compartment. For in his hand he bore the brand which none but he might smoke.

Garnet looked stealthily across the carriage to see how his lady of the hair and eyes was enduring this combination of evils, and noticed that she, too, had begun to read. And as she put down the book to look out of the window at the last view of London, he saw with a thrill that it was The Maneuvers of Arthur. Never before had he come upon a stranger reading his work. And if The Maneuvers of Arthur could make the reader oblivious to surroundings such as these, then, felt Garnet, it was no common book — a fact which he had long since suspected.

The train raced on toward the sea. It was a warm day, and a torpid peace began to settle down on the carriage.

Soon only Garnet, the Irishman, and the lady were awake.

Whats your book, me dear? asked the Irishman.

The Maneuvers of Arthur, father, said Phyllis. By Jeremy Garnet.

Garnet would not have believed without the evidence of his ears that his name could possibly have sounded so well.

Dolly Strange gave it to me when I left the abbey, continued Phyllis. She keeps a shelf of books for her guests when they are going away. Books that she considers rubbish and doesnt want, you know.

Garnet hated Dolly Strange without further evidence.

And what do you think of it, me dear?

I like it, said Phyllis decidedly. The carriage swam before Garnets eyes. I think it is very clever. I shall keep it.

Bless you, thought Garnet, and I will write my precious autograph on every page, if you want it.

I wonder who Jeremy Garnet is? said Phyllis. I imagine him rather an old young man, probably with an eyeglass and conceited. He must be conceited. I can tell that from the style. And I should think he didnt know many girls. At least, if he thinks Pamela Grant an ordinary sort of girl.

Is she not? asked her father.

Shes a cr-r-reature, said Phyllis emphatically.

This was a blow to Garnet, and demolished the self-satisfaction which her earlier criticisms had caused to grow within him. He had always looked on Pamela as something very much out of the ordinary run of feminine character studies. That scene between her and the curate in the conservatory.... And when she finds Arthur at the meet of the Blankshire.... He was sorry she did not like Pamela. Somehow it lowered Pamela in his estimation.

But I like Arthur, said Phyllis, and she smiled — the first time Garnet had seen her do so.

Garnet also smiled to himself. Arthur was the hero. He was a young writer. Ergo, Arthur was himself.

The train was beginning to slow down. Signs of returning animation began to be noticeable among the sleepers. A whistle from the engine, and the train drew up in a station. Looking out of the window, Garnet saw that it was Yeovil. There was a general exodus. Aunty became instantly a thing of dash and electricity, collected parcels, shook Albert, replied to his thrusts with repartee, and finally headed a stampede out of the door.

To Garnets chagrin the Irish gentleman and his daughter also rose. Apparently this was to be the end of their brief acquaintanceship. They alighted and walked down the platform.

Where are we? said Ukridge sleepily, opening his eyes. Yeovil? Not far now, old horse.

With which remark he closed his eyes again and returned to his slumbers.

Garnets eye, roving disconsolately over the carriage, was caught by something lying in the far corner. It was the criticized Maneuvers of Arthur. The girl had left it behind.

What follows shows the vanity that obsesses our young and rising authors. It did not enter into his mind that the book might have been left behind of set purpose, as being of no further use to the owner. It only occurred to him that if he did not act swiftly the lady of the hair and eyes would suffer a loss beside which the loss of a purse or a hand bag were trivial.

He acted swiftly.

Five seconds later he was at the end of the platform, flushed but courteous.

Excuse me, he said, I think—

Thank you, said the girl.

Garnet made his way back to his carriage.

They are blue, he said.


THE ARRIVAL
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From Axminster to Lyme Regis the line runs through country as pretty as any that can be found in the island, and the train, as if in appreciation of this fact, does not hurry over the journey. It was late afternoon by the time the chicken farmers reached their destination.

The arrangements for the carrying of luggage at Lyme Regis border on the primitive. Boxes are left on the platform, and later, when he thinks of it, a carrier looks in and conveys them down into the valley and up the hill on the opposite side to the address written on the labels. The owner walks. Lyme Regis is not a place for the halt and maimed.

Ukridge led his band in the direction of the farm, which lay across the valley, looking through woods to the sea. The place was visible from the station, from which, indeed, standing as it did on the top of a hill, the view was extensive.

Halfway up the slope on the other side of the valley the party left the road and made their way across a spongy field, Ukridge explaining that this was a short cut. They climbed through a hedge, crossed a stream and another field, and after negotiating a difficult bank topped with barbed wire, found themselves in a kitchen garden.

Ukridge mopped his forehead and restored his pince-nez to their original position, from which the passage of the barbed wire had dislodged them.

This is the place, he said. We have come in by the back way. It saves time. Tired, Millie?

No, dear, thank you.

Without being tired, said Garnet, I am distinctly ready for tea. What are the prospects?

Thatll be all right, said Ukridge, dont you worry. A most competent man, of the name of Beale, and his wife are in charge at present. I wrote to them telling them that we were coming to-day. They will be ready for us.

They were at the front door by this time. Ukridge rang the bell. The noise reëchoed through the house, but there were no answering footsteps. He rang again. There is no mistaking the note of a bell in an empty house. It was plain that the most competent man and his wife were out.

Now what are you going to do? said Garnet.

Mrs. Ukridge looked at her husband with quiet confidence.

Ukridge fell back on reminiscence.

This, he said, leaning against the door and endeavoring to button his collar at the back, reminds me of an afternoon in the Argentine. Two other men and myself tried for three quarters of an hour to get into an empty house, where there looked as if there might be something to eat, and wed just got the door open when the owner turned up from behind a tree with a shotgun. It was a little difficult to explain. There was a dog, too. We were glad to say good-by.

At this moment history partially repeated itself. From the other side of the door came a dissatisfied whine, followed by a short bark.

Halloo, said Ukridge, Beale has a dog.

And the dog, said Garnet, will have us if were not careful. What are you going to do?

Lets try the back, said Ukridge. We must get in. What right, he added with pathos, has a beastly mongrel belonging to a man I employ to keep me out of my own house? Its a little hard. Here am I, slaving to support Beale, and when I try to get into my house, his infernal dog barks at me. But we will try kindness first. Let me get to the keyhole. I will parley with the animal.

He put his mouth to the keyhole and roared the soothing words Goo dog! through it. Instantly the door shook as some heavy object hurled itself against it. The barking rang through the house.

Kindness seems to be a drug in the market, said Garnet. Do you see your way to trying a little force?

Ill tell you what well do, said Ukridge, rising. Well go round and get in at the kitchen window.

And how long are we to stay there? Till the dog dies?

I never saw such a man as you, protested Ukridge. You have a perfect mania for looking on the dark side. The dog wont guard the kitchen door. We shall manage to shut him up somewhere.

Oh, said Garnet.

And now lets get in and have something to eat, for goodness sake.

The kitchen window proved to be insecurely latched. Ukridge flung it open and they climbed in.

The dog, hearing the sound of voices, raced back along the passage and flung himself at the door. He then proceeded to scratch at the panels in the persevering way of one who feels that he is engaged upon a business at which he is a specialist.

Inside the kitchen, Ukridge took command.

Never mind the dog, he said, let it scratch.

I thought, said Garnet, we were going to shut it up somewhere?

Go out and shut it into the dining room, then. Personally, I mean to have some tea. Millie, you know how to light a fire. Garnet and I will be collecting cups and things. When that scoundrel Beale arrives, I shall tear him limb from limb. Deserting us like this! The man must be a thorough fraud. He told me he was an old soldier. If this was the sort of discipline they used to keep in his regiment, I dont wonder that the service is going to the dogs. There goes a plate! How is the fire getting on, Millie? Ill chop Beale into little bits. Whats that youve got there, Garny, old horse? Tea? Good! Wheres the bread? There! Another plate. Look here, Ill give that dog three minutes, and if it doesnt stop scratching that door by then, Ill take the bread knife and go out and have a soul-to-soul talk with it. Its a little hard. My own house, and the first thing I find in it when I arrive is somebody elses beastly dog scratching holes in the doors. Stop it, you beast!

The dogs reply was to continue his operations piu mosso.

Ukridges eyes gleamed behind their glasses.

Give me a good large jug, he said with ominous calm.

He took the largest of the jugs from the dresser and strode with it into the scullery, whence came the sound of running water. He returned carrying the jug in both hands. His mien was that of a general who sees his way to a master stroke of strategy.

Garny, old horse, he said, tack on to the handle, and when I give the word fling wide the gates. Then watch that beast beyond the door get the surprise of its lifetime.

Garnet attached himself to the handle as directed. Ukridge gave the word. They had a momentary vision of an excited dog of the mongrel class framed in the open doorway, all eyes and teeth; then the passage was occupied by a spreading pool, and indignant barks from the distance told that the mongrel was thinking the thing over in some safe retreat.
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They had a momentary vision of an excited dog, framed in the doorway.

Settled his hash, said Ukridge complacently. Nothing like resource, Garnet, my boy. Some men would have gone on letting a good door be ruined.

And spoiled the dog for a ha-porth of water, said Garnet. I suppose we shall have to clean up that mess some time.

There you go, said Ukridge, looking on the dark side. Be an optimist, my boy, be an optimist. Beale and Mrs. Beale shall clean that passage as a penance. How is the fire, Millie?

The kettle is just boiling, dear.

Over a cup of tea Ukridge became the man of business.



I wonder when those fowls are going to arrive. They should have been here to-day. If they dont come to-morrow, I shall lodge a complaint. There must be no slackness. They must bustle about. After tea Ill show you the garden, and we will choose a place for a fowl run. To-morrow we must buckle to. Serious work will begin immediately after breakfast.

Suppose, said Garnet, the fowls arrive before we are ready for them?

Why, then, they must wait.

But you cant keep fowls cooped up indefinitely in a crate. I suppose they will come in a crate. I dont know much about these things.

Oh, thatll be all right. Theres a basement to this house. Well let em run about there till were ready for them. Theres always a way of doing things if you look for it.

I hope you are going to let the hens hatch some of the eggs, Stanley, dear, said Mrs. Ukridge. I should so love to have some dear little chickens.

Of course, said Ukridge. My idea was this: These people will send us fifty fowls of sorts. That means — call it forty eggs a day. Let em hatch out thirty a day, and we will use the other ten for the table. We shall want at least ten. Well, Im hanged, that dog again! Wheres that jug?

But this time an unforeseen interruption prevented the maneuver from being the success it had been before. Garnet had turned the handle, and was just about to pull the door open, while Ukridge, looking like some modern and dilapidated version of Discobolus, stood beside him with his jug poised, when a hoarse voice spoke from the window.

Stand still! said the voice, or Ill corpse you.

Garnet dropped the handle, Ukridge dropped the jug, Mrs. Ukridge screamed.

At the window, with a double-barreled gun in his hands, stood a short, square, red-headed man. The muzzle of his gun, which rested on the sill, was pointing in a straight line at the third button of Garnets waistcoat. With a distant recollection of the Deadwood Dick literature of his childhood, Garnet flung both hands above his head.

Ukridge emitted a roar like that of a hungry lion.

Beale! he shouted. You scoundrelly, unprincipled blackguard! What are you doing with that gun? Why were you out? What have you been doing? Why did you shout like that? Look what youve made me do.

He pointed to the floor. Broken crockery, spreading water, his own shoes — exceedingly old tennis shoes — well soaked, attested the fact that damage had been done.

Lor! Mr. Ukridge, sir, is that you? said the red-headed man calmly. I thought you was burglars.

A sharp bark from the other side of the kitchen door, followed by a renewal of the scratching, drew Mr. Beales attention to his faithful hound.

Thats Bob, he said.

I dont know what you call the brute, said Ukridge. Come in and tie him up.

Ow am I to get in, Mr. Ukridge, sir?

Come in through the window, and mind what youre doing with that gun. After youve finished with the dog, I should like a brief chat with you, if you can spare the time and have no other engagements.

Mr. Beale, having carefully deposited his gun against the wall of the kitchen, and dropped a pair of very limp rabbits with a thud to the floor, proceeded to climb through the window. This operation performed, he stood on one side while the besieged garrison passed out by the same road.

You will find me in the garden, Beale, said Ukridge. I have one or two little things to say to you.

Mr. Beale grinned affably.

The cool air of the garden was grateful after the warmth of the kitchen. It was a pretty garden, or would have been, if it had not been so neglected. Garnet seemed to see himself sitting in a deck chair on the lawn, looking through the leaves of the trees at the harbor below. It was a spot, he felt, in which it would be an easy and pleasant task to shape the plot of his novel. He was glad he had come. About now, outside his lodgings in town, a particularly lethal barrel organ would be striking up the latest revolting air with which the halls had inflicted London.

Here you are, Beale, said Ukridge, as the red-headed man approached. Now, then, what have you to say?

The hired man looked thoughtful for a while, then observed that it was a fine evening. Garnet felt that he was begging the question. He was a strong, healthy man, and should have scorned to beg.

Fine evening? shouted Ukridge. What — on — earth has that got to do with it? I want to know why you and Mrs. Beale were both out when we arrived?

The missus went to Axminster, Mr. Ukridge, sir.

She had no right to go to Axminster. I dont pay her large sums to go to Axminster. You knew I was coming this evening.

No, Mr. Ukridge, sir.

You didnt!

No, Mr. Ukridge, sir.

Beale, said Ukridge with studied calm, one of us two is a fool.

I noticed that, sir.

Let us sift this matter to the bottom. You got my letter?

No, Mr. Ukridge, sir.

My letter saying that I should arrive to-night. You did not get it?

No, sir.

Now look here, Beale, said Ukridge, I am certain that that letter was posted. I remember placing it in my pocket for that purpose. It is not there now. See. These are all the contents of my — well, Im hanged!

He stood looking at the envelope he had produced from his breast pocket. Mr. Beale coughed.

Beale, said Ukridge, you — er — there seems to have been a mistake.

Yes, sir.

You are not so much to blame as I thought.

No, sir.

Anyhow, said Ukridge, in inspired tones, Ill go and slay that infernal dog. Wheres your gun, Beale?

But better counsels prevailed, and the proceedings closed with a cold but pleasant little dinner, at which the spared mongrel came out unexpectedly strong with brainy and diverting tricks.


BUCKLING TO
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Sunshine, streaming into his bedroom through the open window, woke Garnet next day as distant clocks were striking eight. It was a lovely morning, cool and fresh. The grass of the lawn, wet with dew, sparkled in the sun. A thrush, who knew all about early birds and their perquisites, was filling in the time before the arrival of the worm with a song or two as he sat in the bushes. In the ivy a colony of sparrows were opening the day well with a little brisk fighting. On the gravel in front of the house lay the mongrel Bob, blinking lazily.

The gleam of the sea through the trees turned Garnets thoughts to bathing. He dressed quickly and went out. Bob rose to meet him, waving an absurdly long tail. The hatchet was definitely buried now. That little matter of the jug of water was forgotten.

Well, Bob, said Garnet, coming down to watch me bathe?

Bob uttered a bark of approval and ran before him to the gate.

A walk of five minutes brought Garnet to the sleepy little town. He passed through the narrow street, and turned on to the beach, walking in the direction of the cob, that combination of pier and breakwater which the misadventures of one of Jane Austens young misses have made known to the outside public.

The tide was high, and Garnet, leaving his clothes to the care of Bob, dived into twelve feet of clear, cold water. As he swam he compared it with the morning tub of town, and felt that he had done well to come with Ukridge to this pleasant spot. But he could not rely on unbroken calm during the whole of his visit. He did not know a great deal about chicken farming, but he was certain that Ukridge knew less. There would be some strenuous moments before that farm became a profitable commercial speculation. At the thought of Ukridge toiling on a hot afternoon to manage an undisciplined mob of fowls, and becoming more and more heated and voluble in the struggle, he laughed and promptly swallowed a generous mouthful of salt water. There are few things which depress the swimmer more than an involuntary draught of water. Garnet turned and swam back to Bob and the clothes.

As he strolled back along the beach he came upon a small, elderly gentleman toweling his head in a vigorous manner. Hearing Garnets footsteps, he suspended this operation for a moment and peered out at him from beneath a turban of towel.

It was the elderly Irishman of the journey, the father of the blue-eyed Phyllis. Then they had come on to Lyme Regis after all. Garnet stopped, with some idea of going back and speaking to him; but realizing that they were perfect strangers, he postponed this action and followed Bob up the hill. In a small place like Lyme Regis it would surely not be difficult to find somebody who would introduce them. He cursed the custom which made such a thing necessary. In a properly constituted country everybody would know everybody else without fuss or trouble.

He found Ukridge, in his shirt sleeves and minus a collar, assailing a large ham. Mrs. Ukridge, looking younger and more childlike than ever in brown holland, smiled at him over the teapot.

Here he is! shouted Ukridge, catching sight of him. Where have you been, old horse? I went to your room, but you werent there. Bathing? Hope its made you feel fit for work, because weve got to buckle to this morning.

The fowls have arrived, Mr. Garnet, said Mrs. Ukridge, opening her eyes till she looked like an astonished kitten. Such a lot of them! Theyre making such a noise!

And to support her statement there floated through the window a cackling, which, for volume and variety of key, beat anything that Garnet had ever heard. Judging from the noise, it seemed as if England had been drained of fowls and the entire tribe of them dumped into the yard of the Ukridges farm.

There seems to have been no stint, he said, sitting down. Did you order a million or only nine hundred thousand?

Good many, arent there? said Ukridge complacently. But thats what we want. No good starting on a small scale. The more you have, the bigger the profits.

What sort have you got mostly?

Oh, all sorts. Bless you, people dont mind what breed a fowl is, so long as it is a fowl. These dealer chaps were so infernally particular. Any Dorkings? they said. All right, I said, bring on your Dorkings. Or perhaps you want a few Minorcas? Very well, I said, show Minorcas. They were going on — theyd have gone on for hours, but I stopped em. Look here, Maximilian, I said to the manager Johnny — decent old chap, with the manners of a marquis— look here, I said, life is short, and were neither of us as young as we used to be. Dont let us waste the golden hours playing guessing games. I want fowls. You sell fowls. So give me some of all sorts. And he has, by Jove! There must be one of every breed ever invented.

Where are you going to put them?

That spot we chose by the paddock. Thats the place. Plenty of mud for them to scratch about in, and they can go into the field when they want to, and pick up worms, or whatever they feed on. We must rig them up some sort of a shanty, I suppose, this morning. Well go and tell em to send up some wire netting and stuff from the town.

Then we shall want hencoops. We shall have to make those.

Of course. So we shall. Millie, didnt I tell you that old Garnet was the man to think of things! I forgot the coops. We cant buy some, I suppose? On tick?

Cheaper to make them. Suppose we get a lot of boxes. Soap boxes are as good as any. It wont take long to knock up a few coops.

Ukridge thumped the table with enthusiasm.

Garny, old horse, youre a marvel. You think of everything. Well buckle to right away. What a noise those fowls are making. I suppose they dont feel at home in the yard. Wait till they see the A1 residential mansions were going to put up for them. Finished breakfast? Then lets go out. Come along, Millie.

The red-headed Beale, discovered leaning in an attitude of thought on the yard gate, and observing the feathered mob below, was roused from his reflections and dispatched to the town for the wire and soap boxes. Ukridge, taking his place at the gate, gazed at the fowls with the affectionate eye of a proprietor.

Well, they have certainly taken you at your word, said Garnet, as far as variety is concerned.

The man with the manners of a marquis seemed to have been at great pains to send a really representative supply of fowls. There were blue ones, black ones, white, gray, yellow, brown, big, little, Dorkings, Minorcas, Cochin Chinas, Bantams, Orpingtons, Wyandottes, and a host more. It was an imposing spectacle.

The hired man returned toward the end of the morning, preceded by a cart containing the necessary wire and boxes, and Ukridge, whose enthusiasm brooked no delay, started immediately the task of fashioning the coops, while Garnet, assisted by Beale, draped the wire netting about the chosen spot next to the paddock. There were little unpleasantnesses — once a roar of anguish told that Ukridges hammer had found the wrong billet, and on another occasion Garnets flannel trousers suffered on the wire — but the work proceeded steadily. By the middle of the afternoon things were in a sufficiently advanced state to suggest to Ukridge the advisability of a halt for refreshments.

Thats the way to do it, said he. At this rate we shall have the place in A1 condition before bedtime. What do you think of those for coops, Beale?

The hired man examined them gravely.

Ive seen worse, sir.

He continued his examination.

But not many, he added. Beales passion for truth had made him unpopular in three regiments.

They arent so bad, said Garnet, but Im glad Im not a fowl.

So you ought to be, said Ukridge, considering the way youve put up that wire. Youll have them strangling themselves.

In spite of earnest labor, the housing arrangements of the fowls were still in an incomplete state at the end of the day. The details of the evenings work are preserved in a letter which Garnet wrote that night to his friend Lickford.



... Have you ever played a game called Pigs in Clover? We have just finished a bout of it (with hens instead of marbles) which has lasted for an hour and a half. We are all dead tired except the hired man, who seems to be made of India rubber. He has just gone for a stroll to the beach. Wants some exercise, I suppose. Personally, I feel as if I should never move again. I have run faster and farther than I have done since I was at school. You have no conception of the difficulty of rounding up fowls and getting them safely to bed. Having no proper place to put them, we were obliged to stow some of them inside soap boxes and the rest in the basement. It has only just occurred to me that they ought to have had perches to roost on. It didnt strike me before. I shall not mention it to Ukridge, or that indomitable man will start making some, and drag me into it, too. After all, a hen can rough it for one night, and if I did a stroke more work I should collapse. My idea was to do the thing on the slow but sure principle. That is to say, take each bird singly and carry it to bed. It would have taken some time, but there would have been no confusion. But you can imagine that that sort of thing would not appeal to Ukridge. There is a touch of the Napoleon about him. He likes his maneuvers to be daring and on a large scale. He said: Open the yard gate and let the fowls come out into the open, then sail in and drive them in a mass through the back door into the basement. It was a great idea, but there was one fatal flaw in it. It didnt allow for the hens scattering. We opened the gate, and out they all came like an audience coming out of a theater. Then we closed in on them to bring off the big drive. For about three seconds it looked as if we might do it. Then Bob, the hired mans dog, an animal who likes to be in whatevers going on, rushed out of the house into the middle of them, barking. There was a perfect stampede, and Heaven only knows where some of those fowls are now. There was one in particular, a large yellow bird, which, I should imagine, is nearing London by this time. The last I saw of it, it was navigating at the rate of knots, so to speak, in that direction, with Bob after it barking his hardest. Presently Bob came back, panting, having evidently given up the job. We, in the meantime, were chasing the rest of the birds all over the garden. The thing had now resolved itself into the course of action I had suggested originally, except that instead of collecting them quietly and at our leisure, we had to run miles for each one we captured. After a time we introduced some sort of system into it. Mrs. Ukridge (fancy him married; did you know?) stood at the door. We chased the hens and brought them in. Then as we put each through into the basement, she shut the door on it. We also arranged Ukridges soap-box coops in a row, and when we caught a fowl we put it into the coop and stuck a board in front of it. By these strenuous means we gathered in about two thirds of the lot. The rest are all over England. A few may be in Dorsetshire, but I should not like to bet on it.

So you see things are being managed on the up-to-date chicken farm on good, sound, Ukridge principles. This is only the beginning. I look with confidence for further exciting events. I believe, if Ukridge kept white mice, he would manage to knock some feverish excitement out of it. He is at present lying on the sofa, smoking one of his infernal brand of cigars. From the basement I can hear faintly the murmur of innumerable fowls. We are a happy family; we are, we are, we ARE!

P. S. Have you ever caught a fowl and carried it to roost? You take it under the wings, and the feel of it sets ones teeth on edge. It is a grisly experience. All the time you are carrying it, it makes faint protesting noises and struggles feebly to escape.

P. P. S. You know the opinion of Pythagoras respecting fowls. That the soul of our granddam might haply inhabit a bird. I hope that yellow hen which Bob chased into the purple night is not the grandmamma of any friend of mine.


A REUNION
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The day was Thursday, the date July the twenty-second. We had been chicken farmers for a whole week, and things were beginning to settle down to a certain extent. The coops were finished. They were not masterpieces, and I have seen chickens pause before them in deep thought, as who should say: Now what in the world have we struck here? But they were coops, within the meaning of the act, and we induced the hens to become tenants. The hardest work had been the fixing of the wire netting. This was the department of the hired man and myself. Beale and I worked ourselves into a fever in the sun, while the senior partner of the firm sat in the house, writing out plans and ideas and scribbling down his accounts (which must have been complicated) on gilt-edged correspondence cards. From time to time he abused his creditors, who were numerous.

Ukridges financial methods were always puzzling to the ordinary mind. We had hardly been at the farm a day before he began to order in a vast supply of necessary and unnecessary articles — all on credit. Some he got from the village, others from neighboring towns. He has a way with him, like Father OFlynn, and the tradesmen behaved beautifully. The things began to pour in from all sides — suits, groceries (of the very best), a piano, a gramophone, and pictures of all kinds. He was not one of those men who want but little here below. He wanted a great deal, and of a superior quality. If a tradesman suggested that a small check on account would not be taken amiss, as one or two sordid fellows of the village did, he became pathetic.

Confound it, sir, he would say with tears in his voice, laying a hand on the mans shoulder in an elder brotherly way, its a trifle hard when a gentleman comes to settle here, that you should dun him for things before he has settled the preliminary expenses about his house.

This sounded well, and suggested the disbursement of huge sums for rent. The fact that the house had been lent him rent free was kept with some care in the background. Having weakened the man with pathos, he would strike a sterner note. A little more of this, he would go on, and Ill close my account. As it is, I think I will remove my patronage to a firm which will treat me civilly. Why, sir, Ive never heard anything like it in all my experience. Upon which the man would knuckle under and go away forgiven, with a large order for more goods.

Once, when Ukridge and I were alone, I ventured to expostulate. High finance was always beyond my mental grasp. Pay? he exclaimed, of course we shall pay. You dont seem to realize the possibilities of this business. Garny, my boy, we are on to a big thing. The money isnt coming in yet. We must give it time. But soon we shall be turning over hundreds every week. I am in touch with Whiteleys and Harrods and all the big places. Perfectly simple business matter. Here I am, I said, with a large chicken farm with all the modern improvements. You want eggs, I said. I supply them. I will let you have so many hundred eggs a week, I said; what will you give for them? Well, their terms did not come up to my scheduled prices, I admit, but we mustnt sneer at small prices at first.

The upshot of it was that the firms mentioned supplied us with a quantity of goods, agreeing to receive phantom eggs in exchange. This satisfied Ukridge. He had a faith in the laying powers of his hens which would have flattered those birds if they could have known of it. It might also have stimulated their efforts in that direction, which up to date were feeble. This, however, I attributed to the fact that the majority of our fowls — perhaps through some sinister practical joke on the part of the manager who had the manners of a marquis — were cocks. It vexed Ukridge. Here we are, he said complainingly, living well and drinking well, in a newly furnished house, having to keep a servant and maintain our position in life, with expenses mounting and not a penny coming in. Its absurd. Weve got hundreds of hens (most of them cocks, its true, but I forgot they didnt lay), and getting not even enough eggs for our own table. We must make some more arrangements. Come on in and let us think the thing out.

But this speech was the outcome of a rare moment of pessimism. In his brighter moods he continued to express unbounded faith in the hens, and was willing to leave the thing to time.

Meanwhile, we were creating quite a small sensation in the neighborhood. The interest of the natives was aroused at first by the fact that nearly all of them received informal visits from our fowls, which had strayed. Small boys would arrive in platoons, each bearing his quota of stragglers. Be these your ens, zur? was the formula. If they be, weve got twenty-fower mower in our yard. Could ee coom over and fetch em?

However, after the hired retainer and I had completed our work with the wire netting, desertions became less frequent. People poured in from villages for miles around to look at the up-to-date chicken farm. It was a pleasing and instructive spectacle to see Ukridge, in a pink shirt without a collar, and very dirty flannel trousers, lecturing to the intelligent natives on the breeding of fowls. They used to go away with the dazed air of men who have heard strange matters, and Ukridge, unexhausted, would turn to interview the next batch. I fancy we gave Lyme Regis something to think about. Ukridge must have been in the nature of a staggerer to the rustic mind.

It was now, as I have said, Thursday, the twenty-second of July, a memorable date to me. A glorious, sunny morning, of the kind which Nature provides occasionally, in an ebullition of benevolence. It is at times such as this that we dream our dreams and compose our masterpieces.

And a masterpiece I was, indeed, making. The new novel was growing nobly. Striking scenes and freshets of scintillating dialogue rushed through my mind. I had neglected my writing for the past week in favor of the tending of fowls, but I was making up for lost time now. Another uninterrupted quarter of an hour, and I firmly believe I should have completed the framework of a novel that would have placed me with the great, in that select band whose members have no Christian names. Another quarter of an hour and posterity would have known me as Garnet.

But it was not to be. I had just framed the most poignant, searching conversation between my heroine and my hero, and was about to proceed, flushed with great thoughts, to further triumphs, when a distant shout brought me to earth.

Stop her! Catch her! Garnet!

I was in the paddock at the time. Coming toward me at her best pace was a small hen. Behind the hen was Bob, doing, as usual, the thing that he ought not to have done. Behind Bob — some way behind — was Ukridge. It was his shout that I had heard.

After her, Garny, old horse! he repeated. A valuable bird. Must not be lost.

When not in a catalepsy of literary composition, I am essentially the man of action. I laid aside my novel for future reference, and, after a fruitless lunge at the hen as it passed, joined Bob in the chase.

We passed out of the paddock in the following order: First, the hen, as fresh as paint, and good for a five-mile spin; next, Bob, panting but fit for anything; lastly, myself, determined, but mistrustful of my powers of pedestrianism. In the distance Ukridge gesticulated and shouted advice.

After the first field Bob gave up the chase, and sauntered off to scratch at a rabbit hole. He seemed to think that he had done all that could be expected of him in setting the thing going. His air suggested that he knew the affair was in competent hands, and relied on me to do the right thing.

The exertions of the past few days had left me in very fair condition, but I could not help feeling that in competition with the hen I was overmatched. Neither in speed nor in staying power was I its equal. But I pounded along doggedly. Whenever I find myself fairly started on any business I am reluctant to give it up. I began to set an extravagant value on the capture of the small hen. All the abstract desire for fame which had filled my mind five minutes before was concentrated now on that one feat. In a calmer moment I might have realized that one bird more or less would not make a great deal of difference to the fortunes of the chicken farm, but now my power of logical reasoning had left me. All our fortunes seemed to me to center in the hen, now half a field in front of me.

We had been traveling downhill all this time, but at this point we crossed the road and the ground began to rise. I was in that painful condition which occurs when one has lost ones first wind and has not yet got ones second. I was hotter than I had ever been in my life.

Whether the hen, too, was beginning to feel the effects of its run I do not know, but it slowed down to a walk, and even began to peck in a tentative manner at the grass. This assumption on its part that the chase was at an end irritated me. I felt that I should not be worthy of the name of Englishman if I allowed myself to be treated as a cipher by a mere bird. It should realize yet that it was no light matter to be pursued by J. Garnet, author of The Maneuvers of Arthur, etc.

A judicious increase of pace brought me within a yard or two of my quarry. But it darted from me with a startled exclamation and moved off rapidly up the hill. I followed, distressed. The pace was proving too much for me. The sun blazed down. It seemed to concentrate its rays on my back, to the exclusion of the surrounding scenery, in much the same way as the moon behaves to the heroine of a melodrama. A student of the drama has put it on record that he has seen the moon follow the heroine round the stage, and go off with her (left). The sun was just as attentive to me.

We were on level ground now. The hen had again slowed to a walk, and I was capable of no better pace. Very gradually I closed in on it. There was a high boxwood hedge in front of us. Just as I came close enough to stake my all on a single grab, the hen dived into this and struggled through in the mysterious way in which birds do get through hedges.

I was in the middle of the obstacle, very hot, tired, and dirty, when from the other side I heard a sudden shout of Mark over! Bird to the right! and the next moment I found myself emerging, with a black face and tottering knees, on to the gravel path of a private garden.

Beyond the path was a croquet lawn, on which I perceived, as through a glass darkly, three figures. The mist cleared from my eyes and I recognized two of the trio.

One was my Irish fellow-traveler, the other was his daughter.

The third member of the party was a man, a stranger to me. By some miracle of adroitness he had captured the hen, and was holding it, protesting, in a workman-like manner behind the wings.


THE ENTENTE CORDIALE
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It has been well observed that there are moments and moments. The present, as far as I was concerned, belonged to the more painful variety.

Even to my exhausted mind it was plain that there was need here for explanations. An Irishmans croquet lawn is his castle, and strangers cannot plunge on to it unannounced through hedges without being prepared to give reasons.

Unfortunately, speech was beyond me. I could have done many things at that moment. I could have emptied a water butt, lain down and gone to sleep, or melted ice with a touch of the finger. But I could not speak. The conversation was opened by the other man, in whose soothing hand the hen now lay, apparently resigned to its fate.

Come right in, he said pleasantly. Dont knock. Your bird, I think?

I stood there panting. I must have presented a quaint appearance. My hair was full of twigs and other foreign substances. My face was moist and grimy. My mouth hung open. I wanted to sit down. My legs felt as if they had ceased to belong to me.

I must apologize— I began, and ended the sentence with gasps.

Conversation languished. The elderly gentleman looked at me with what seemed to me indignant surprise. His daughter looked through me. The man regarded me with a friendly smile, as if I were some old crony dropped in unexpectedly.

Im afraid— I said, and stopped again.

Hard work, big-game hunting in this weather, said the man. Take a long breath.

I took several and felt better.

I must apologize for this intrusion, I said successfully. Unwarrantable would have rounded off the sentence nicely, but instinct told me not to risk it. It would have been mere bravado to have attempted unnecessary words of five syllables at that juncture.

I paused.

Say on, said the man with the hen encouragingly, Im a human being just like yourself.

The fact is, I said, I didnt — didnt know there was a private garden beyond the hedge. If you will give me my hen—

Its hard to say good-by, said the man, stroking the birds head with the first finger of his disengaged hand. She and I are just beginning to know and appreciate each other. However, if it must be—

He extended the hand which held the bird, and at this point a hitch occurred. He did his part of the business — the letting go. It was in my department — the taking hold — that the thing was bungled. The hen slipped from my grasp like an eel, stood for a moment overcome by the surprise of being at liberty once more, then fled and intrenched itself in some bushes at the farther end of the lawn.

There are times when the most resolute man feels that he can battle no longer with fate; when everything seems against him and the only course left is a dignified retreat. But there is one thing essential to a dignified retreat. One must know the way out. It was that fact which kept me standing there, looking more foolish than anyone has ever looked since the world began. I could hardly ask to be conducted off the premises like the honored guest. Nor would it do to retire by the way I had come. If I could have leaped the hedge with a single bound, that would have made a sufficiently dashing and debonair exit. But the hedge was high, and I was incapable at the moment of achieving a debonair leap over a footstool.

The man saved the situation. He seemed to possess that magnetic power over his fellows which marks the born leader. Under his command we became an organized army. The common object, the pursuit of the hen, made us friends. In the first minute of the proceedings the Irishman was addressing me as me dear boy, and the other man, who had introduced himself rapidly as Tom Chase, lieutenant in his Majestys navy, was shouting directions to me by name. I have never assisted at any ceremony at which formality was so completely dispensed with. The ice was not merely broken, it was shivered into a million fragments.

Go in and drive her out, Garnet, shouted Mr. Chase. In my direction, if you can. Look out on the left, Phyllis.

Even in that disturbing moment I could not help noticing his use of the Christian name. It seemed to me sinister. I did not like the idea of dashing young lieutenants in the royal navy calling a girl Phyllis whose eyes had haunted me for just over a week — since, in fact, I had first seen them. Nevertheless, I crawled into the bushes and dislodged the hen. She emerged at the spot where Mr. Chase was waiting with his coat off, and was promptly enveloped in that garment and captured.

The essence of strategy, observed Mr. Chase approvingly, is surprise. A devilish neat piece of work.

I thanked him. He deprecated the thanks. He had, he said, only done his duty, as a man is bound to do. He then introduced me to the elderly Irishman, who was, it seemed, a professor — of what I do not know — at Dublin University. By name, Derrick. He informed me that he always spent the summer at Lyme Regis.

I was surprised to see you at Lyme Regis, I said. When you got out at Yeovil, I thought I had seen the last of you.

I think I am gifted beyond other men as regards the unfortunate turning of sentences.

I meant, I added speedily, I was afraid I had.

Ah, of course, he said, you were in our carriage coming down. I was confident I had seen you before. I never forget a face.

It would be a kindness, said Mr. Chase, if you would forget Garnets as now exhibited. Youll excuse the personality, but you seem to have collected a good deal of the professors property coming through that hedge.

I was wondering, I said with gratitude. A wash — if I might?

Of course, me boy, of course, said the professor. Tom, take Mr. Garnet off to your room, and then well have some lunch. Youll stay to lunch, Mr. Garnet?

I thanked him for his kindness and went off with my friend, the lieutenant, to the house. We imprisoned the hen in the stables, to its profound indignation, gave directions for lunch to be served to it, and made our way to Mr. Chases room.

So youve met the professor before? he said, hospitably laying out a change of raiment for me — we were fortunately much of a height and build.

I have never spoken to him, I said. We traveled down together in a very full carriage, and I saw him next day on the beach.

Hes a dear old boy, if you rub him the right way.

Yes? I said.

But — Im telling you this for your good and guidance — he can cut up rough. And when he does, he goes off like a four point seven. I think, if I were you — you dont mind my saying this? — I think, if I were you, I should not mention Mr. Tim Healy at lunch.

I promised that I would try to resist the temptation.

And if you could manage not to discuss home rule—

I will make an effort.

On any other topic he will be delighted to hear your views. Chatty remarks on bimetallism would meet with his earnest attention. A lecture on what to do with the cold mutton would be welcomed. But not Ireland, if you dont mind. Shall we go down?

We got to know one another very well at lunch.

Do you hunt hens, asked Mr. Chase, who was mixing the salad — he was one of those men who seem to do everything a shade better than anyone else, for amusement or by your doctors orders?

Neither, I said, and particularly not for amusement. The fact is I have been lured down here by a friend of mine who has started a chicken farm—

I was interrupted. All three of them burst into laughter. Mr. Chase in his emotion allowed the vinegar to trickle on to the cloth, missing the salad bowl by a clear two inches.

You dont mean to tell us, he said, that you really come from the one and only chicken farm?

I could not deny it.

Why, youre the man weve all been praying to meet for days past. Havent we, professor?

Youre right, Tom, chuckled Mr. Derrick.

We want to know all about it, Mr. Garnet, said Phyllis Derrick.

Do you know, continued Mr. Chase, that you are the talk of the town? Everybody is discussing you. Your methods are quite new and original, arent they?

Probably, I replied. Ukridge knows nothing about fowls. I know less. He considers it an advantage. He said our minds ought to be unbiased by any previous experience.

Ukridge! said the professor. That was the name old Dawlish, the grocer, said. I never forget a name. He is the gentleman who lectures on the breeding of poultry, is he not? You do not?

I hastened to disclaim any such feat.

His lectures are very popular, said Phyllis with a little splutter of mirth.

He enjoys them, I said.

Look here, Garnet, said Mr. Chase, I hope you wont consider all these questions impertinent, but youve no notion of the thrilling interest we all take — at a distance — in your farm. We have been talking of nothing else for a week. I have dreamed of it three nights running. Is Mr. Ukridge doing this as a commercial speculation, or is he an eccentric millionaire?

Hes not a millionaire. I believe he intends to be, though, before long, with the assistance of the fowls. But I hope you wont look on me as in any way responsible for the arrangements at the farm. I am merely a laborer. The brain work of the business lies in Ukridges department.

Tell me, Mr. Garnet, said Phyllis, do you use an incubator?

Oh, yes, we have an incubator.

I suppose you find it very useful?

Im afraid we use it chiefly for drying our boots when they get wet, I said.

Only that morning Ukridges spare pair of tennis shoes had permanently spoiled the future of half-a-dozen eggs which were being hatched on the spot where the shoes happened to be placed. Ukridge had been quite annoyed.

I came down here principally, I said, in search of golf. I was told there were links, but up to the present my professional duties have monopolized me.

Golf, said Professor Derrick. Why, yes. We must have a round or two together. I am very fond of golf. I generally spend the summer down here improving my game.

I said I should be delighted.



There was croquet after lunch — a game at which I am a poor performer. Miss Derrick and I played the professor and Chase. Chase was a little better than myself; the professor, by dint of extreme earnestness and care, managed to play a fair game; and Phyllis was an expert.

I was reading a book, said she, as we stood together watching the professor shaping at his ball at the other end of the lawn, by an author of the same surname as you, Mr. Garnet. Is he a relation of yours?

I am afraid I am the person, Miss Derrick, I said.

You wrote the book?

A man must live, I said apologetically.

Then you must have — oh, nothing.

I could not help it, Im afraid. But your criticism was very kind.

Did you know what I was going to say?

I guessed.

It was lucky I liked it, she said with a smile.

Lucky for me, I said.

Why?

It will encourage me to write another book. So you see what you have to answer for. I hope it will not trouble your conscience.

At the other end of the lawn the professor was still patting the balls about, Chase the while advising him to allow for windage and elevation and other mysterious things.

I should not have thought, she said, that an author cared a bit for the opinion of an amateur.

It all depends.

On the author?

On the amateur.

It was my turn to play at this point. I missed — as usual.

I didnt like your heroine, Mr. Garnet.

That was the one crumpled rose leaf. I have been wondering why ever since. I tried to make her nice. Three of the critics liked her.

Really?

And the modern reviewer is an intelligent young man. What is a creature, Miss Derrick?

Pamela in your book is a creature, she replied unsatisfactorily, with the slightest tilt of the chin.

My next heroine shall be a triumph, I said.

She should be a portrait, I resolved, from life.

Shortly after, the game came somehow to an end. I do not understand the intricacies of croquet. But Phyllis did something brilliant and remarkable with the balls, and we adjourned for tea, which had been made ready at the edge of the lawn while we played.

The sun was setting as I left to return to the farm, with the hen stored neatly in a basket in my hand. The air was deliciously cool and full of that strange quiet which follows soothingly on the skirts of a broiling midsummer afternoon. Far away — the sound seemed almost to come from another world — the tinkle of a sheep bell made itself heard, deepening the silence. Alone in a sky of the palest blue there twinkled a small bright star.

I addressed this star.

She was certainly very nice to me, I said. Very nice, indeed.

The star said nothing.

On the other hand, I went on, I dont like that naval man. He is a good chap, but he overdoes it.

The star winked sympathetically.

He calls her Phyllis, I said.

Charawk, said the hen satirically from her basket.


A LITTLE DINNER
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Edwin comes to-day, said Mrs. Ukridge.

And the Derricks, said Ukridge, sawing at the bread in his energetic way. Dont forget the Derricks, Millie.

No, dear. Mrs. Beale is going to give us a very nice dinner. We talked it over yesterday.

Who is Edwin? I asked.

We were finishing breakfast on the second morning after my visit to the Derricks. I had related my adventures to the staff of the farm on my return, laying stress on the merits of our neighbors and their interest in our doings, and the hired retainer had been sent off next morning with a note from Mrs. Ukridge, inviting them to look over the farm and stay to dinner.

Edwin? said Ukridge. Beast of a cat.

O Stanley! said Mrs. Ukridge plaintively. Hes not. Hes such a dear, Mr. Garnet. A beautiful, pure-bred Persian. He has taken prizes.

Hes always taking something — generally food. Thats why he didnt come down with us.

A great, horrid beast of a dog bit him, Mr. Garnet. Mrs. Ukridges eyes became round and shining. And poor Edwin had to go to a cats hospital.

And I hope, said Ukridge, the experience will do him good. Sneaked a dogs bone, Garnet, under his very nose, if you please. Naturally, the dog lodged a protest.

Im so afraid that he will be frightened of Bob. He will be very timid, and Bobs so exceedingly boisterous. Isnt he, Mr. Garnet?

I owned that Bobs manner was not that of a Vere de Vere.

Thats all right, said Ukridge; Bob wont hurt him, unless he tries to steal his bone. In that case we will have Edwin made into a rug.

Stanley doesnt like Edwin, said Mrs. Ukridge plaintively.



Edwin arrived early in the afternoon, and was shut into the kitchen. He struck me as a handsome cat, but nervous. He had an excited eye.

The Derricks followed two hours later. Mr. Chase was not of the party.

Tom had to go to London, explained the professor, or he would have been delighted to come. It was a disappointment to the boy, for he wanted to see the farm.

He must come some other time, said Ukridge. We invite inspection. Look here, he broke off suddenly — we were nearing the fowl run now, Mrs. Ukridge walking in front with Phyllis Derrick— were you ever at Bristol?

Never, sir, said the professor.

Because I knew just such another fat little buffer there a few years ago. Gay old bird, he was. He—

This is the fowl run, professor, I broke in, with a moist, tingling feeling across my forehead and up my spine. I saw the professor stiffen as he walked, while his face deepened in color. Ukridges breezy way of expressing himself is apt to electrify the stranger.

You will notice the able way — ha, ha! — in which the wire netting is arranged, I continued feverishly. Took some doing, that. By Jove! yes. It was hot work. Nice lot of fowls, arent they? Rather a mixed lot, of course. Ha, ha! Thats the dealers fault, though. We are getting quite a number of eggs now. Hens wouldnt lay at first. Couldnt make them.

I babbled on till from the corner of my eye I saw the flush fade from the professors face and his back gradually relax its pokerlike attitude. The situation was saved for the moment, but there was no knowing what further excesses Ukridge might indulge in. I managed to draw him aside as we went through the fowl run, and expostulated.

For goodness sake, be careful, I whispered. Youve no notion how touchy the professor is.

But I said nothing, he replied, amazed.

Hang it, you know, nobody likes to be called a fat little buffer to his face.

What else could I call him? Nobody minds a little thing like that. We cant be stilted and formal. Its ever so much more friendly to relax and be chummy.

Here we rejoined the others, and I was left with a leaden foreboding of grewsome things in store. I knew what manner of man Ukridge was when he relaxed and became chummy. Friendships of years standing had failed to survive the test.

For the time being, however, all went well. In his rôle of lecturer he offended no one, and Phyllis and her father behaved admirably. They received the strangest theories without a twitch of the mouth.

Ah, the professor would say, now, is that really so? Very interesting, indeed.

Only once, when Ukridge was describing some more than usually original device for the furthering of the interests of his fowls, did a slight spasm disturb Phylliss look of attentive reverence.

And you have really had no previous experience in chicken farming? she said.

None, said Ukridge, beaming through his glasses, not an atom. But I can turn my hand to anything, you know. Things seem to come naturally to me, somehow.

I see, said Phyllis.

It was while matters were progressing with such beautiful smoothness that I observed the square form of the hired retainer approaching us. Somehow — I cannot say why — I had a feeling that he came with bad news. Perhaps it was his air of quiet satisfaction which struck me as ominous.

Beg pardon, Mr. Ukridge, sir.

Ukridge was in the middle of a very eloquent excursus on the feeding of fowls. The interruption annoyed him.

Well, Beale, he said, what is it?

That there cat, sir, what came to-day.

O Beale, cried Mrs. Ukridge in agitation, what has happened?

Having something to say to the missus—

What has happened? O Beale, dont say that Edwin has been hurt? Where is he? Oh, poor Edwin!

Having something to say to the missus—

If Bob has bitten him, I hope he had his nose well scratched, said Mrs. Ukridge vindictively.

Having something to say to the missus, resumed the hired retainer tranquilly, I went into the kitchen ten minutes back. The cat was sitting on the mat.

Beales narrative style closely resembled that of a certain book I had read in my infancy. I wish I could remember its title. It was a well-written book.

Yes, Beale, yes? said Mrs. Ukridge. Oh, do go on!

Halloo, puss, I says to him, and ow are you, sir? Be careful, says the missus. Es that timid, she says, you wouldnt believe, she says. Es only just settled down, as you may say, she says. Ho, dont you fret, I says to her, im and me we understands each other. Im and me, I says, is old friends. Es me dear old pal, Corporal Banks, of the Skrimshankers. She grinned at that, maam, Corporal Banks being a man wed ad many a earty laugh at in the old days. E was, in a manner of speaking, a joke between us.

Oh, do — go — on, Beale! What has happened to Edwin?

The hired retainer proceeded in calm, even tones.

We was talking there, maam, when Bob, which had followed me unknown, trotted in. When the cat ketched sight of im sniffing about, there was such a spitting and swearing as you never eard, and blowed, said Mr. Beale amusedly, as if the recollection tickled him, blowed if the old cat didnt give one jump and move in quick time up the chimley, where e now remains, paying no eed to the missuss attempts to get him down again.

Sensation, as they say in the reports.

But hell be cooked, cried Phyllis, open-eyed.

Ukridge uttered a roar of dismay.

No, he wont. Nor will our dinner. Mrs. Beale always lets the kitchen fire out during the afternoon. Its a cold dinner well get to-night, if that cat doesnt come down.

The professors face fell. I had remarked on the occasion when I had lunched with him his evident fondness for the pleasures of the table. Cold, impromptu dinners were plainly not to his taste.

We went to the kitchen in a body. Mrs. Beale was standing in front of the empty grate making seductive cat noises up the chimney.

Whats all this, Mrs. Beale? said Ukridge.
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Ive only bin and drove im further up, said Mrs. Beale.

He wont come down, sir, not while he thinks Bobs about. And how Im to cook dinner for five with him up the chimney I dont see, sir.

Prod at him with a broom handle, Mrs. Beale, urged Ukridge.

I ave tried that, sir, but I cant reach him, and Ive only bin and drove im further up. What must be, added Mrs. Beale philosophically, must be. He may come down of his own accord in the night. Bein ungry.

Then what we must do, said Ukridge in a jovial manner which to me at least seemed out of place, is to have a regular, jolly, picnic dinner, what? Whack up whatever we have in the larder, and eat that.

A regular, jolly, picnic dinner, repeated the professor gloomily. I could read what was passing in his mind.

That will be delightful, said Phyllis.



Er — I think, my dear sir, said her father, it would be hardly fair of us to give any further trouble to Mrs. Ukridge and yourself. If you will allow me, therefore, I will—

Ukridge became gushingly hospitable. He refused to think of allowing his guests to go empty away. He would be able to whack up something, he said. There was quite a good deal of the ham left, he was sure. He appealed to me to indorse his view that there was a tin of sardines and part of a cold fowl and plenty of bread and cheese.

And after all, he said, speaking for the whole company in the generous, comprehensive way enthusiasts have, what more do we want in weather like this? A nice, light, cold dinner is ever so much better for us than a lot of hot things.

The professor said nothing. He looked wan and unhappy.

We strolled out again into the garden, but somehow things seemed to drag. Conversation was fitful, except on the part of Ukridge, who continued to talk easily on all subjects, unconscious of the fact that the party was depressed, and at least one of his guests rapidly becoming irritable. I watched the professor furtively as Ukridge talked on, and that ominous phrase of Mr. Chases concerning four-point-seven guns kept coming into my mind. If Ukridge were to tread on any of his pet corns, as he might at any minute, there would be an explosion. The snatching of the dinner from his very mouth, as it were, and the substitution of a bread-and-cheese and sardines menu had brought him to the frame of mind when men turn and rend their nearest and dearest.

The sight of the table, when at length we filed into the dining room, sent a chill through me. It was a meal for the very young or the very hungry. The uncompromising coldness and solidity of the viands was enough to appall a man conscious that his digestion needed humoring. A huge cheese faced us in almost a swash-buckling way, and I noticed that the professor shivered slightly as he saw it. Sardines, looking more oily and uninviting than anything I had ever seen, appeared in their native tin beyond the loaf of bread. There was a ham, in its third quarter, and a chicken which had suffered heavily during a previous visit to the table.

We got through the meal somehow, and did our best to delude ourselves into the idea that it was all great fun, but it was a shallow pretense. The professor was very silent by the time we had finished. Ukridge had been terrible. When the professor began a story — his stories would have been the better for a little more briskness and condensation — Ukridge interrupted him before he had got halfway through, without a word of apology, and began some anecdote of his own. He disagreed with nearly every opinion he expressed. It is true that he did it all in such a perfectly friendly way, and was obviously so innocent of any intention of giving offense, that another man might have overlooked the matter. But the professor, robbed of his good dinner, was at the stage when he had to attack somebody. Every moment I had been expecting the storm to burst.

It burst after dinner.

We were strolling in the garden when some demon urged Ukridge, apropos of the professors mention of Dublin, to start upon the Irish question. My heart stood still.

Ukridge had boomed forth some very positive opinions of his own on the subject of Ireland before I could get near enough to him to stop him. When I did, I suppose I must have whispered louder than I had intended, for the professor heard my words, and they acted as the match to the powder.

Hes touchy on the Irish question, is he? he thundered. Drop it, is it? And why? Why, sir? Im one of the best-tempered men that ever came from Ireland, let me tell you, and I will not stay here to be insulted by the insinuation that I cannot discuss Irish affairs as calmly as anyone.

But, professor—

Take your hand off my arm, Mr. Garnet. I will not be treated like a child. I am as competent to discuss the affairs of Ireland without heat as any man, let me tell you.

Father—

And let me tell you, Mr. Ukridge, that I consider your opinions poisonous. Poisonous, sir. And you know nothing whatever about the subject, sir. I dont wish to see you or to speak to you again. Understand that, sir. Our acquaintance began to-day, and it will cease to-day. Good night to you. Come, Phyllis, me dear. Mrs. Ukridge, good night.

Mr. Chase, when he spoke of four-point-seven guns, had known what he was talking about.


DIES IRÆ
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Why is it, I wonder, that stories of Retribution calling at the wrong address strike us as funny instead of pathetic? I myself had been amused by them many a time. In a book which I had just read, a shop woman, being vexed with an omnibus conductor, had thrown a superannuated orange at him. It had found its billet not on him, but on a perfectly inoffensive spectator. The missile, we are told, it a young copper full in the hyeball. I had enjoyed this when I read it, but now that fate had arranged a precisely similar situation, with myself in the rôle of the young copper, the fun of the thing appealed to me not at all.

It was Ukridge who was to blame for the professors regrettable explosion and departure, and he ought by all laws of justice to have suffered for it. As it was, I was the only person materially affected. It did not matter to Ukridge. He did not care twopence one way or the other. If the professor were friendly, he was willing to talk to him by the hour on any subject, pleasant or unpleasant. If, on the other hand, he wished to have nothing more to do with us, it did not worry him. He was content to let him go. Ukridge was a self-sufficing person.

But to me it was a serious matter. More than serious. If I have done my work as historian with any adequate degree of skill, the reader should have gathered by this time the state of my feelings.

My love had grown with the days. Mr. J. Holt Schooling, or somebody else with a taste for juggling with figures, might write a very readable page or so of statistics in connection with the growth of love in the heart of a man. In some cases it is, I believe, slow. In my own I can only say that Jacks beanstalk was a backward plant in comparison. It is true that we had not seen a great deal of one another, and that, when we had met, our interviews had been brief and our conversation conventional; but it is the intervals between the meetings that do the real damage. Absence, as the poet neatly remarks, makes the heart grow fonder. And now, thanks to Ukridges amazing idiocy, a barrier had been thrust between us. As if the business of fishing for a girls heart were not sufficiently difficult and delicate without the addition of needless obstacles! It was terrible to have to reëstablish myself in the good graces of the professor before I could so much as begin to dream of Phyllis.

Ukridge gave me no balm.

Well, after all, he said, when I pointed out to him quietly but plainly my opinion of his tactlessness, what does it matter? There are other people in the world besides the old buffer. And we havent time to waste making friends, as a matter of fact. The farm ought to keep us busy. Ive noticed, Garny, old boy, that you havent seemed such a whale for work lately as you might be. You must buckle to, old horse. We are at a critical stage. On our work now depends the success of the speculation. Look at those cocks. Theyre always fighting. Fling a stone at them. Whats the matter with you? Cant get the novel off your chest, what? You take my tip, and give your mind a rest. Nothing like manual labor for clearing the brain. All the doctors say so. Those coops ought to be painted to-day or to-morrow. Mind you, I think old Derrick would be all right if one persevered—

And didnt call him a fat old buffer, and contradict everything he said and spoil all his stories by breaking in with chestnuts of your own in the middle, I interrupted with bitterness.

Oh, rot, old boy! He didnt mind being called a fat old buffer. You keep harping on that. A man likes one to be chatty with him. What was the matter with old Derrick was a touch of liver. You should have stopped him taking that cheese. I say, old man, just fling another stone at those cocks, will you? Theyll eat one another.

I had hoped, fearing the while that there was not much chance of such a thing happening, that the professor might get over his feeling of injury during the night, and be as friendly as ever next day. But he was evidently a man who had no objection whatever to letting the sun go down upon his wrath, for, when I met him on the beach the following morning, he cut me in the most uncompromising fashion.

Phyllis was with him at the time, and also another girl who was, I supposed from the strong likeness between them, her sister. She had the same soft mass of brown hair. But to me she appeared almost commonplace in comparison.

It is never pleasant to be cut dead. It produces the same sort of feeling as is experienced when one treads on nothing where one imagined a stair to be. In the present instance the pang was mitigated to a certain extent — not largely — by the fact that Phyllis looked at me. She did not move her head, and I could not have declared positively that she moved her eyes; but nevertheless she certainly looked at me. It was something. She seemed to say that duty compelled her to follow her fathers lead, and that the act must not be taken as evidence of any personal animus.

That, at least, was how I read off the message.

Two days later I met Mr. Chase in the village.

Halloo! so youre back, I said.

Youve discovered my secret, said he. Will you have a cigar or a cocoanut?

There was a pause.

Trouble, I hear, while I was away, he said.

I nodded.

The man I live with, Ukridge, did it. Touched on the Irish question.

Home rule?

He mentioned it among other things.

And the professor went off?

Like a bomb.

He would. Its a pity.

I agreed.

I am glad to say that I suppressed the desire to ask him to use his influence, if any, with Professor Derrick to effect a reconciliation. I felt that I must play the game.

I ought not to be speaking to you, you know, said Mr. Chase. Youre under arrest.

Hes still— I stopped for a word.

Very much so. Ill do what I can.

Its very good of you.

But the time is not yet ripe. He may be said at present to be simmering down.

I see. Thanks. Good-by.

So long.

And Mr. Chase walked on with long strides to the Cob.



The days passed slowly. I saw nothing more of Phyllis or her sister. The professor I met once or twice on the links. I had taken earnestly to golf in this time of stress. Golf, it has been said, is the game of disappointed lovers. On the other hand, it has further been pointed out that it does not follow that, because a man is a failure as a lover, he will be any good at all on the links. My game was distinctly poor at first. But a round or two put me back into my proper form, which is fair. The professors demeanor at these accidental meetings on the links was a faithful reproduction of his attitude on the beach. Only by a studied imitation of the absolute stranger did he show that he had observed my presence.

Once or twice after dinner, when Ukridge was smoking one of his special cigars while Mrs. Ukridge petted Edwin (now moving in society once more, and in his right mind), I walked out across the fields through the cool summer night till I came to the hedge that shut off the Derricks grounds. Not the hedge through which I had made my first entrance, but another, lower, and nearer the house. Standing there under the shade of a tree I could see the lighted windows of the drawing-room.

Generally there was music inside, and, the windows being opened on account of the warmth of the night, I was able to make myself a little more miserable by hearing Phyllis sing. It deepened the feeling of banishment.

I shall never forget those furtive visits. The intense stillness of the night, broken by an occasional rustling in the grass or the hedge; the smell of the flowers in the garden beyond; the distant drone of the sea.

God makes sech nights, all white and still, Furz you can look and listen.

Another day had generally begun before I moved from my hiding place, and started for home, surprised to find my limbs stiff and my clothes bathed with dew.

Life seemed a poor institution during these days.


I ENLIST A MINIONS SERVICES
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It would be interesting to know to what extent the work of authors is influenced by their private affairs. If life is flowing smoothly for them, are the novels they write in that period of content colored with optimism? And if things are running crosswise, do they work off the resultant gloom on their faithful public? If, for instance, Mr. W. W. Jacobs had toothache, would he write like Mr. Hall Caine? If Maxim Gorky were invited to lunch by the Czar, would he sit down and dash off a trifle in the vein of Mr. Dooley? Probably great authors have the power of detaching their writing self from their living, workaday self. For my own part, the frame of mind in which I now found myself completely altered the scheme of my novel. I had designed it as a light-comedy effort. Here and there a page or two to steady the reader, and show him what I could do in the way of pathos if I cared to try; but in the main a thing of sunshine and laughter. But now great slabs of gloom began to work themselves into the scheme of it. Characters whom I had hitherto looked upon as altogether robust developed fatal illnesses. A magnificent despondency became the keynote of the book. Instead of marrying, my hero and heroine had a big scene in the last chapter, at the end of which she informed him that she was already secretly wedded to another, a man with whom she had not even a sporting chance of being happy. I could see myself correcting proofs made pulpy by the tears of emotional printers.

It would not do. I felt that I must make a determined effort to shake off my depression. More than ever the need for conciliating the professor was borne in upon me. Day and night I spurred my brain to think of some suitable means of engineering a reconciliation.

In the meantime I worked hard among the fowls, drove furiously on the links, and swam about the harbor when the affairs of the farm did not require my attention.

Things were not going very well on our model chicken farm. Little accidents marred the harmony of life in the fowl run. On one occasion a hen fell into a pot of tar, and came out an unspeakable object. Chickens kept straying into the wrong coops, and, in accordance with fowl etiquette, were promptly pecked to death by the resident. Edwin murdered a couple of Wyandottes, and was only saved from execution by the tears of Mrs. Ukridge.

In spite of these occurrences, however, his buoyant optimism never deserted Ukridge. They were incidents, annoying, but in no way affecting the prosperity of the farm.
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Things were not going very well on our model chicken farm.

After all, he said, whats one bird more or less? Yes, I know I was angry when that beast of a cat lunched off those two, but that was more for the principle of the thing. Im not going to pay large sums for chickens so that a beastly cat can lunch well. Still, weve plenty left, and the eggs are coming in better now, though weve a deal of leeway to make up yet in that line. I got a letter from Whiteleys this morning asking when my first consignment was to arrive. You know, these people make a mistake in hurrying a man. It annoys him. It irritates him. When we really get going, Garny, my boy, I shall drop Whiteleys. I shall cut them out of my list, and send my eggs to their trade rivals. They shall have a sharp lesson. Its a little hard. Here am I, worked to death looking after things down here, and these men have the impertinence to bother me about their wretched business!

It was on the morning after this that I heard him calling me in a voice in which I detected agitation. I was strolling about the paddock, as was my habit after breakfast, thinking about Phyllis and my wretched novel. I had just framed a more than usually murky scene for use in the earlier part of the book, when Ukridge shouted to me from the fowl run.

Garnet, come here, he cried, I want you to see the most astounding thing.

I joined him.

Whats the matter? I asked.

Blest if I know. Look at those chickens. Theyve been doing that for the last half hour.

I inspected the chickens. There was certainly something the matter with them. They were yawning broadly, as if we bored them. They stood about singly and in groups, opening and shutting their beaks. It was an uncanny spectacle.

Whats the matter with them?

It looks to me, I said, as if they were tired of life. They seem hipped.

Oh, do look at that poor little brown one by the coop, said Mrs. Ukridge sympathetically, Im sure its not well. See, its lying down. What can be the matter with it?

Can a chicken get a fit of the blues? I asked. Because, if so, thats what theyve got. I never saw a more bored-looking lot of birds.

Ill tell you what well do, said Ukridge. Well ask Beale. He once lived with an aunt who kept fowls. Hell know all about it. Beale!

No answer.

Beale!!

A sturdy form in shirt sleeves appeared through the bushes, carrying a boot. We seemed to have interrupted him in the act of cleaning it.

Beale, you know about fowls. Whats the matter with these chickens?

The hired retainer examined the blasé birds with a wooden expression on his face.

Well? said Ukridge.

The ole thing ere, said the hired retainer, is these ere fowls have bin and got the roop.

I had never heard of the disease before, but it sounded quite horrifying.

Is that what makes them yawn like that? said Mrs. Ukridge.

Yes, maam.

Poor things!

Yes, maam.

And have they all got it?

Yes, maam.

What ought we to do? asked Ukridge.

The hired retainer perpended.

Well, my aunt, sir, when er fowls ad the roop, she give them snuff. Give them snuff, she did, he repeated with relish, every morning.

Snuff! said Mrs. Ukridge.

Yes, maam. She give them snuff till their eyes bubbled.

Mrs. Ukridge uttered a faint squeak at this vivid piece of word painting.

And did it cure them? asked Ukridge.

No, sir, responded the expert soothingly. They died.

Oh, go away, Beale, and clean your beastly boots, said Ukridge. Youre no use. Wait a minute. Who would know about this infernal roop thing? One of those farmer chaps would, I suppose. Beale, go off to farmer Leigh at Up Lyme, and give him my compliments, and ask him what he does when his fowls get the roop.

Yes, sir.

No, Ill go, Ukridge, I said, I want some exercise.

I whistled to Bob, who was investigating a mole heap in the paddock, and set off to consult farmer Leigh. He had sold us some fowls shortly after our arrival, so might be expected to feel a kindly interest in their ailing families.

The path to Up Lyme lies across deep-grassed meadows. At intervals it passes over a stream by means of foot bridges. The stream curls through the meadows like a snake.

And at the first of these bridges I met Phyllis.

I came upon her quite suddenly. The other end of the bridge was hidden from my view. I could hear somebody coming through the grass, but not till I was on the bridge did I see who it was. We reached the bridge simultaneously. She was alone. She carried a sketching block. All nice girls sketch a little.

There was room for one alone on the foot bridge, and I drew back to let her pass.

As it is the privilege of woman to make the first sign of recognition, I said nothing. I merely lifted my hat in a noncommitting fashion.

Are you going to cut me, I wonder? I said to myself.

She answered the unspoken question as I hoped it would be answered.

Mr. Garnet, she said, stopping at the end of the bridge.

Miss Derrick?

I couldnt tell you so before, but I am so sorry this has happened.

You are very kind, I said, realizing as I said it the miserable inadequacy of the English language. At a crisis when I would have given a months income to have said something neat, epigrammatic, suggestive, yet withal courteous and respectful, I could only find a hackneyed, unenthusiastic phrase which I should have used in accepting an invitation from a bore to lunch with him at his club.

Of course you understand my friends must be my fathers friends.

Yes, I said gloomily, I suppose so.

So you must not think me rude if I — I—

Cut me, said I with masculine coarseness.

Dont seem to see you, said she, with feminine delicacy, when I am with my father. You will understand?

I shall understand.

You see — she smiled— you are under arrest, as Tom says.

Tom!

I see, I said.

Good-by.

Good-by.

I watched her out of sight, and went on to interview Mr. Leigh.

We had a long and intensely uninteresting conversation about the maladies to which chickens are subject. He was verbose and reminiscent. He took me over his farm, pointing out as he went Dorkings and Cochin Chinas which he had cured of diseases generally fatal, with, as far as I could gather, Christian Science principles.

I left at last with instructions to paint the throats of the stricken birds with turpentine — a task imagination boggled at, and one which I proposed to leave exclusively to Ukridge and the hired retainer. As I had a slight headache, a visit to the Cob would, I thought, do me good. I had missed my bath that morning, and was in need of a breath of sea air.

It was high tide, and there was deep water on three sides of the Cob.

In a small boat in the offing Professor Derrick appeared, fishing. I had seen him engaged in this pursuit once or twice before. His only companion was a gigantic boatman, by name Harry Hawk.

I sat on the seat at the end of the Cob, and watched the professor. It was an instructive sight, an object lesson to those who hold that optimism has died out of the race. I had never seen him catch a fish. He did not look to me as if he were at all likely to catch a fish. Yet he persevered.

There are few things more restful than to watch some one else busy under a warm sun. As I sat there, my mind ranged idly over large subjects and small. I thought of love and chicken farming. I mused on the immortality of the soul. In the end I always returned to the professor. Sitting, as I did, with my back to the beach, I could see nothing but his boat. It had the ocean to itself.

I began to ponder over the professor. I wondered dreamily if he were very hot. I tried to picture his boyhood. I speculated on his future, and the pleasure he extracted from life.

It was only when I heard him call out to Hawk to be careful, when a movement on the part of that oarsman set the boat rocking, that I began to weave romances round him in which I myself figured.

But, once started, I progressed rapidly. I imagined a sudden upset. Professor struggling in water. Myself (heroically): Courage! Im coming! A few rapid strokes. Saved! Sequel: A subdued professor, dripping salt water and tears of gratitude, urging me to become his son-in-law. That sort of thing happened in fiction. It was a shame that it should not happen in real life. In my hot youth I once had seven stories in seven weekly penny papers in the same month all dealing with a situation of the kind. Only the details differed. In Not Really a Coward, Vincent Devereux had rescued the earls daughter from a fire, whereas in Hildas Hero it was the peppery old father whom Tom Slingsby saved. Singularly enough, from drowning. In other words, I, a very mediocre scribbler, had effected seven times in a single month what the powers of the universe could not manage once, even on the smallest scale.

I was a little annoyed with the powers of the universe.



It was at precisely three minutes to twelve — for I had just consulted my watch — that the great idea surged into my brain. At four minutes to twelve I had been grumbling impotently at Providence. By two minutes to twelve I had determined upon a manly and independent course of action.

Briefly, it was this. Since dramatic accident and rescue would not happen of its own accord, I would arrange one for myself. Hawk looked to me the sort of man who would do anything in a friendly way for a few shillings.



That afternoon I interviewed Mr. Hawk at the Net and Mackerel.

Hawk, I said to him darkly, over a mystic and conspirator-like pot, I want you, the next time you take Professor Derrick out fishing — here I glanced round, to make sure that we were not overheard— to upset him.

His astonished face rose slowly from the rim of the pot, like a full moon.

What ud I do that for? he gasped.

Five shillings, I hope, said I; but I am prepared to go to ten.

He gurgled.

I argued with the man. I was eloquent, but at the same time concise. My choice of words was superb. I crystallized my ideas into pithy sentences which a child could have understood.

At the end of half an hour he had grasped all the salient points of the scheme. Also he imagined that I wished the professor upset by way of a practical joke. He gave me to understand that this was the type of humor which was to be expected from a gentleman from London. I am afraid he must at one period of his career have lived at one of those watering places to which trippers congregate. He did not seem to think highly of the Londoner.

I let it rest at that. I could not give my true reason, and this served as well as any.

At the last moment he recollected that he, too, would get wet when the accident took place, and raised his price to a sovereign.

A mercenary man. It is painful to see how rapidly the old simple spirit is dying out in rural districts. Twenty years ago a fisherman would have been charmed to do a little job like that for a shilling.


THE BRAVE PRESERVER
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I could have wished, during the next few days, that Mr. Harry Hawks attitude toward myself had not been so unctuously confidential and mysterious. It was unnecessary, in my opinion, for him to grin meaningly whenever he met me in the street. His sly wink when we passed each other on the Cob struck me as in indifferent taste. The thing had been definitely arranged (half down and half when it was over), and there was no need for any cloak and dark-lantern effects. I objected strongly to being treated as the villain of a melodrama. I was merely an ordinary well-meaning man, forced by circumstances into doing the work of Providence. Mr. Hawks demeanor seemed to say:

We are two reckless scoundrels, but bless you, I wont give away your guilty secret.

The climax came one morning as I was going along the street toward the beach. I was passing a dark doorway, when out shimmered Mr. Hawk as if he had been a specter instead of the most substantial man within a radius of ten miles.

St! he whispered.

Now look here, Hawk, I said wrathfully, for the start he had given me had made me bite my tongue, this has got to stop. I refuse to be haunted in this way. What is it now?

Mr. Derrick goes out this morning, zur.

Thank goodness for that, I said. Get it over this morning, then, without fail. I couldnt stand another day of this.

I went on to the Cob, where I sat down. I was excited. Deeds of great import must shortly be done. I felt a little nervous. It would never do to bungle the thing. Suppose by some accident I were to drown the professor, or suppose that, after all, he contented himself with a mere formal expression of thanks and refused to let bygones be bygones. These things did not bear thinking of.

I got up and began to pace restlessly to and fro.

Presently from the farther end of the harbor there put off Mr. Hawks boat, bearing its precious cargo. My mouth became dry with excitement.

Very slowly Mr. Hawk pulled round the end of the Cob, coming to a standstill some dozen yards from where I was performing my beat. It was evidently here that the scene of the gallant rescue had been fixed.

My eyes were glued upon Mr. Hawks broad back. The boat lay almost motionless on the water. I had never seen the sea smoother.

It seemed as if this perfect calm might continue for ever. Mr. Hawk made no movement. Then suddenly the whole scene changed to one of vast activity. I heard Mr. Hawk utter a hoarse cry, and saw him plunge violently in his seat. The professor turned half round, and I caught sight of his indignant face, pink with emotion. Then the scene changed again with the rapidity of a dissolving view. I saw Mr. Hawk give another plunge, and the next moment the boat was upside down in the water, and I was shooting head foremost to the bottom, oppressed with the indescribably clammy sensation which comes when ones clothes are thoroughly wet.

I rose to the surface close to the upturned boat. The first sight I saw was the spluttering face of Mr. Hawk. I ignored him and swam to where the professors head bobbed on the waters.

Keep cool, I said. A silly remark in the circumstances.

He was swimming energetically but unskillfully. In his shore clothes it would have taken him at least a week to struggle to land.

I knew all about saving people from drowning. We used to practice it with a dummy in the swimming bath at school. I attacked him from the rear and got a good grip of him by the shoulders. I then swam on my back in the direction of land, and beached him at the feet of an admiring crowd. I had thought of putting him under once or twice just to show him he was being rescued, but decided against such a course as needlessly realistic. As it was, I fancy he had swallowed two or three hearty draughts of sea water.

The crowd was enthusiastic.
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Mr. Garnet, he said, we parted recently in anger. I hope that bygones will be bygones.

Brave young feller, said somebody.

I blushed. This was fame.

Jumped in, he did, sure enough, an saved the gentleman!

Be the old soul drownded?

That girt fule, Arry Awk!

I was sorry for Mr. Hawk. Popular opinion, in which the professor wrathfully joined, was against him. I could not help thinking that my fellow-conspirator did well to keep out of it all. He was now sitting in the boat, which he had restored to its normal position, baling pensively with an old tin can. To satire from the shore he paid no attention.

The professor stood up and stretched out his hand to me.

I grasped it.

Mr. Garnet, he said, for all the world as if he had been the father of the heroine of Hildas Hero, we parted recently in anger. Let me thank you for your gallant conduct, and hope that bygones will be bygones.

Like Mr. Samuel Weller, I liked his conversation much. It was werry pretty.

I came out strong. I continued to hold his hand. The crowd raised a sympathetic cheer.

I said:

Professor, the fault was mine. Show that you have forgiven me by coming up to the farm and putting on something dry.

An excellent idea, me boy. I am a little wet.

We walked briskly up the hill to the farm. Ukridge met us at the gate.

He diagnosed the situation rapidly.

Youre all wet, he said.

I admitted it.

Professor Derrick has had an unfortunate boating accident, I explained.

And Mr. Garnet heroically dived in, in all his clothes, and saved me life, broke in the professor. A hero, sir. A-choo!

Youre catching cold, old horse, said Ukridge, all friendliness and concern, his little differences with the professor having vanished like thawed snow. Thisll never do. Come upstairs and get into something of Garnets. My own toggery wouldnt fit, what? Come along, come along. Ill get you some hot water. Mrs. Beale — Mrs. Beale! We want a large can of hot water. At once. What? Yes, immediately. What? Very well, then, as soon as you can. Now, then, Garny, my boy, out with the duds. What do you think of this, now, professor? A sweetly pretty thing in gray flannel. Heres a shirt. Get out of that wet toggery, and Mrs. Beale shall dry it. Dont attempt to tell me about it till youve changed. Socks? Socks forward. Show socks. Here you are. Coat? Try this blazer. Thats right. Thats right.

He bustled about till the professor was clothed, then marched him downstairs and gave him a cigar.

Now, whats all this? What happened?

The professor explained. He was severe in his narration upon the unlucky Mr. Hawk.

I was fishing, Mr. Ukridge, with me back turned, when I felt the boat rock violently from one side to the other to such an extent that I nearly lost me equilibrium. And then the boat upset. The mans a fool, sir. I could not see what had happened, my back being turned, as I say.

Garnet must have seen. What happened, Marmaduke?

I tried to smooth things over for Mr. Hawk.

It was very sudden, I said. It seemed to me as if the man had got an attack of cramp. That would account for it. He has the reputation of being a most sober and trustworthy fellow.

Never trust that sort of man, said Ukridge. They are always the worst. Its plain to me that this man was beastly drunk, and upset the boat while trying to do a dance.

The professor was in the best of tempers, and I worked strenuously to keep him so. My scheme had been so successful that its iniquity did not worry me. I have noticed that this is usually the case in matters of this kind. It is the bungled crime that brings remorse.

We must go round the links together one of these days, Mr. Garnet, said the professor. I have noticed you there on several occasions, playing a strong game. I have lately taken to using a Schenectady putter. It is wonderful what a difference it makes.

Golf is a great bond of union. We wandered about the grounds discussing the game, the entente cordiale growing more firmly established every moment.

We must certainly arrange a meeting, concluded the professor. I shall be interested to see how we stand with regard to one another. I have improved my game considerably since I have been down here — considerably.

My only feat worthy of mention since I started the game, I said, has been to halve a round with Angus McLurkin at St. Andrews.

The McLurkin? asked the professor, impressed.

Yes. But it was one of his very off days, I fancy. He must have had gout, or something. And I have certainly never played so well since.

Still— said the professor. Yes, we must really arrange to meet.

With Ukridge, who was in one of his less tactless moods, he became very friendly.

Ukridges ready agreement with his strictures on the erring Hawk had a great deal to do with this. When a man has a grievance he feels drawn to those who will hear him patiently and sympathize. Ukridge was all sympathy.

The man is an unprincipled scoundrel, he said, and should be torn limb from limb. Take my advice, Cholmondeley, and dont go out with him again. Show him that you are not a man to be trifled with. The spilled child dreads the water, what? Human life isnt safe with such men as Hawk roaming about.

You are perfectly right, sir. The man can have no defense. I shall not employ him again.

I felt more than a little guilty while listening to this duet on the subject of the man whom I had lured from the straight and narrow path. But my attempts at excusing him were ill received. Indeed, the professor showed such distinct signs of becoming heated that I abandoned my fellow-conspirator to his fate with extreme promptness. After all, an addition to the stipulated reward — one of these days — would compensate him for any loss which he might sustain from the withdrawal of the professors custom. Mr. Harry Hawk was in good enough case. I would see that he did not suffer.

Filled with these philanthropic feelings, I turned once more to talk with the professor of niblicks and approach shots and holes done in three without a brassy. We were a merry party at lunch — a lunch, fortunately, in Mrs. Beales best vein, consisting of a roast chicken and sweets. Chicken had figured somewhat frequently of late on our daily bill of fare.

We saw the professor off the premises in his dried clothes, and I turned back to put the fowls to bed in a happier frame of mind than I had known for a long time. I whistled rag-time airs as I worked.

Rum old buffer, said Ukridge meditatively. My goodness, I should have liked to see him in the water. Why do I miss these good things?
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The fame which came to me through that gallant rescue was a little embarrassing. I was a marked man. Did I walk through the village, heads emerged from windows, and eyes followed me out of sight. Did I sit on the beach, groups formed behind me and watched in silent admiration. I was the man of the moment.

If wed wanted an advertisement for the farm, said Ukridge on one of these occasions, we couldnt have had a better one than you, Garny, my boy. You have brought us three distinct orders for eggs during the last week. And Ill tell you what it is, we need all the orders we can get thatll bring us in ready money. The farm is in a critical condition, Marmaduke. The coffers are low, decidedly low. And Ill tell you another thing. Im getting precious tired of living on nothing but chicken and eggs. Sos Millie, though she doesnt say so.

So am I, I said, and I dont feel like imitating your wifes proud reserve. I never want to see a chicken again except alive.

For the last week monotony had been the keynote of our commissariat. We had cold chicken and eggs for breakfast, boiled chicken and eggs for lunch, and roast chicken and eggs for dinner. Meals became a nuisance, and Mrs. Beale complained bitterly that we did not give her a chance. She was a cook who would have graced an aldermans house, and served up noble dinners for gourmets, and here she was in this remote corner of the world ringing the changes on boiled chicken and roast chicken and boiled eggs and poached eggs. Mr. Whistler, set to paint signboards for public houses, might have felt the same restless discontent. As for her husband, the hired retainer, he took life as tranquilly as ever, and seemed to regard the whole thing as the most exhilarating farce he had ever been in. I think he looked on Ukridge as an amiable lunatic, and was content to rough it a little in order to enjoy the privilege of observing his movements. He made no complaints of the food. When a man has supported life for a number of years on incessant army beef, the monotony of daily chicken and eggs scarcely strikes him.

The fact is, said Ukridge, these tradesmen round here seem to be a sordid, suspicious lot. They clamor for money.

He mentioned a few examples. Vickers, the butcher, had been the first to strike, with the remark that he would like to see the color of Mr. Ukridges money before supplying further joints. Dawlish, the grocer, had expressed almost exactly similar sentiments two days later, and the ranks of these passive resisters had been receiving fresh recruits ever since. To a man the tradesmen of Lyme Regis seemed as deficient in simple faith as they were in Norman blood.

Cant you pay some of them a little on account? I suggested. It would set them going again.

My dear old man, said Ukridge impressively, we need every penny of ready money we can raise for the farm. The place simply eats money. That infernal roop let us in for I dont know what.

That insidious epidemic had indeed proved costly. We had painted the throats of the chickens with the best turpentine — at least, Ukridge and Beale had — but in spite of their efforts dozens had died, and we had been obliged to sink much more money than was pleasant in restocking the run.

No, said Ukridge, summing up, these men must wait. We cant help their troubles. Why, good gracious, it isnt as if theyd been waiting for the money long. Weve not been down here much over a month. I never heard such a scandalous thing. Pon my word, Ive a good mind to go round and have a straight talk with one or two of them. I come and settle down here, and stimulate trade, and give them large orders, and they worry me with bills when they know Im up to my eyes in work, looking after the fowls. One cant attend to everything. This business is just now at its most crucial point. It would be fatal to pay any attention to anything else with things as they are. These scoundrels will get paid all in good time.

It is a peculiarity of situations of this kind that the ideas of debtor and creditor as to what constitutes good time never coincide.

I am afraid that, despite the urgent need for strict attention to business, I was inclined to neglect my duties about this time. I had got into the habit of wandering off, either to the links, where I generally found the professor and sometimes Phyllis, or on long walks by myself. There was one particular walk, along the Ware cliff, through some of the most beautiful scenery I have ever set eyes on, which more than any other suited my mood. I would work my way through the woods till I came to a small clearing on the very edge of the cliff. There I would sit by the hour. Somehow I found that my ideas flowed more readily in that spot than in any other. My novel was taking shape. It was to be called, by the way, if it ever won through to the goal of a title, The Brown-haired Girl.

I had not been inside the professors grounds since the occasion when I had gone in through the boxwood hedge. But on the afternoon following my financial conversation with Ukridge I made my way thither after a toilet which, from its length, should have produced better results than it did.

Not for four whole days had I caught so much as a glimpse of Phyllis. I had been to the links three times, and had met the professor twice, but on both occasions she had been absent. I had not had the courage to ask after her. I had an absurd idea that my voice or my manner would betray me in some way.

The professor was not at home. Nor was Mr. Chase. Nor was Miss Norah Derrick, the lady I had met on the beach with the professor. Miss Phyllis, said the maid, was in the garden.

I went into the garden. She was sitting under the cedar by the tennis lawn, reading. She looked up as I approached.

To walk any distance under observation is one of the most trying things I know. I advanced in bad order, hoping that my hands did not really look as big as they felt. The same remark applied to my feet. In emergencies of this kind a diffident man could very well dispense with extremities. I should have liked to be wheeled up in a bath chair.

I said it was a lovely afternoon; after which there was a lull in the conversation. I was filled with a horrid fear that I was boring her. I had probably arrived at the very moment when she was most interested in her book. She must, I thought, even now be regarding me as a nuisance, and was probably rehearsing bitter things to say to the servant for not having had the sense to explain that she was out.

I — er — called in the hope of seeing Professor Derrick, I said.

You would find him on the links, she replied. It seemed to me that she spoke wistfully.

Oh, it — it doesnt matter, I said. It wasnt anything important.

This was true. If the professor had appeared then and there, I should have found it difficult to think of anything to say to him which would have accounted for my anxiety to see him.

We paused again.

How are the chickens, Mr. Garnet? said she.

The situation was saved. Conversationally, I am like a clockwork toy. I have to be set going. On the affairs of the farm I could speak fluently. I sketched for her the progress we had made since her visit. I was humorous concerning roop, epigrammatic on the subject of the hired retainer and Edwin.

Then the cat did come down from the chimney? said Phyllis.

We both laughed, and — I can answer for myself — felt the better for it.

He came down next day, I said, and made an excellent lunch off one of our best fowls. He also killed another, and only just escaped death himself at the hands of Ukridge.

Mr. Ukridge doesnt like him, does he?

If he does, he dissembles his love. Edwin is Mrs. Ukridges pet. He is the only subject on which they disagree. Edwin is certainly in the way on a chicken farm. He has got over his fear of Bob, and is now perfectly lawless. We have to keep a constant eye on him.

And have you had any success with the incubator? I love incubators. I have always wanted to have one of my own, but we have never kept fowls.

The incubator has not done all that it should have done, I said. Ukridge looks after it, and I fancy his methods are not the right methods. I dont know if I have got the figures absolutely correct, but Ukridge reasons on these lines. He says you are supposed to keep the temperature up to a hundred and five degrees. I think he said a hundred and five. Then the eggs are supposed to hatch out in a week or so. He argues that you may just as well keep the temperature at seventy-two, and wait a fortnight for your chickens. I am certain theres a fallacy in the system somewhere, because we never seem to get as far as the chickens. But Ukridge says his theory is mathematically sound and he sticks to it.

Are you quite sure that the way you are doing it is the best way to manage a chicken farm?

I should very much doubt it. I am a child in these matters. I had only seen a chicken in its wild state once or twice before we came down here. I had never dreamed of being an active assistant on a real farm. The whole thing began like Mr. George Ades fable of the author. An author — myself — was sitting at his desk trying to turn out something that could be converted into breakfast food, when a friend came in and sat down on the table and told him to go right on and not mind him.

Did Mr. Ukridge do that?

Very nearly that. He called at my rooms one beautiful morning when I was feeling desperately tired of London and overworked and dying for a holiday, and suggested that I should come to Lyme Regis with him and help him farm chickens. I have not regretted it.

It is a lovely place, isnt it?

The loveliest I have ever seen. How charming your garden is.

Shall we go and look at it? You have not seen the whole of it.

As she rose I saw her book, which she had laid face downward on the grass beside her. It was that same much-enduring copy of The Maneuvers of Arthur. I was thrilled. This patient perseverance must surely mean something.

She saw me looking at it.

Did you draw Pamela from anybody? she asked suddenly.

I was glad now that I had not done so. The wretched Pamela, once my pride, was for some reason unpopular with the only critic about whose opinion I cared, and had fallen accordingly from her pedestal.

As we wandered down the gravel paths she gave me her opinion of the book. In the main it was appreciative. I shall always associate the scent of yellow lubin with the higher criticism.

Of course I dont know anything about writing books, she said.

Yes? My tone implied, or I hoped it did, that she was an expert on books, and that if she was not it didnt matter.

But I dont think you do your heroines well. I have got The Outsider—

(My other novel. Bastable & Kirby, six shillings. Satirical. All about society, of which I know less than I know about chicken farming. Slated by Times and Spectator. Well received by the Pelican.)

 — and, continued Phyllis, Lady Maud is exactly the same as Pamela in The Maneuvers of Arthur. I thought you must have drawn both characters from some one you knew.

No, I said; no.

I am so glad, said Phyllis.

And then neither of us seemed to have anything to say.

My knees began to tremble. I realized that the moment had arrived when my fate must be put to the touch, and I feared that the moment was premature. We cannot arrange these things to suit ourselves. I knew that the time was not yet ripe, but the magic scent of the yellow lubin was too much for me.

Miss Derrick— I said hoarsely.

Phyllis was looking with more intentness than the attractions of the flower justified at a rose she held in her hand. The bees hummed in the lubin.

Miss Derrick— I said, and stopped again.

I say, you people, said a cheerful voice, tea is ready. Halloo, Garnet, how are you? That medal arrived yet from the humane society?

I spun round. Mr. Tom Chase was standing at the end of the path. I grinned a sickly grin.

Well, Tom, said Phyllis.

And there was, I thought, just the faintest trace of annoyance in her voice.

Ive been bathing, said Mr. Chase.

Oh, I replied. And I wish, I added, that youd drowned yourself.

But I added it silently to myself.
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Met the professors late boatman on the Cob, said Mr. Chase, dissecting a chocolate cake.

Clumsy man, said Phyllis, I hope he was ashamed of himself. I shall never forgive him for trying to drown papa.

My heart bled for Mr. Henry Hawk, that modern martyr.

When I met him, said Tom Chase, he looked as if he had been trying to drown his sorrow as well.

I knew he drank, said Phyllis severely, the very first time I saw him.

You might have warned the professor, murmured Mr. Chase.

He couldnt have upset the boat if he had been sober.

You never know. He may have done it on purpose.

How absurd!

Rather rough on the man, arent you? I said.

Merely a suggestion, continued Mr. Chase airily. Ive been reading sensational novels lately, and it seems to me that Hawks cut out to be a minion. Probably some secret foe of the professors bribed him.

My heart stood still. Did he know, I wondered, and was this all a roundabout way of telling me that he knew?

The professor may be a member of an anarchist league, or something, and this is his punishment for refusing to assassinate the Kaiser.

Have another cup of tea, Tom, and stop talking nonsense.

Mr. Chase handed in his cup.

What gave me the idea that the upset was done on purpose was this. I saw the whole thing from the Ware cliff. The spill looked to me just like dozens I had seen at Malta.

Why do they upset themselves on purpose at Malta particularly? inquired Phyllis.

Listen carefully, my dear, and youll know more about the ways of the navy that guards your coasts than you did before. When men are allowed on shore at Malta, the owner has a fancy to see them snugly on board again at a certain reasonable hour. After that hour any Maltese policeman who brings them aboard gets one sovereign, cash. But he has to do all the bringing part of it on his own. Consequence is, you see boats rowing out to the ship, carrying men who have overstayed their leave; and, when they get near enough, the able-bodied gentleman in custody jumps to his feet, upsets the boat, and swims to the gangway. The policemen, if they arent drowned — they sometimes are — race him, and whichever gets there first wins. If its the policeman, he gets his sovereign. If its the sailor, he is considered to have arrived not in a state of custody, and gets off easier. What a judicious remark that was of the Governor of North Carolina to the Governor of South Carolina! Just one more cup, please, Phyllis.

But how does all that apply? I asked, dry-mouthed.

Why, Hawk upset the professor just as those Maltese were upset. Theres a patent way of doing it. Furthermore, by judicious questioning, I found that Hawk was once in the navy, and stationed at Malta. Now, whos going to drag in Sherlock Holmes?

You dont really think— I said, feeling like a criminal in the dock when the case is going against him.

I think friend Hawk has been reënacting the joys of his vanished youth, so to speak.

He ought to be prosecuted, said Phyllis, blazing with indignation.

Alas, poor Hawk!

Nobodys safe with a man of that sort hiring out a boat.

Oh, miserable Hawk!

But why on earth, I asked, as calmly as possible, should he play a trick like that on Professor Derrick, Chase?

Pure animal spirits, probably. Or he may, as I say, be a minion.

I was hot all over.

I shall tell father that, said Phyllis in her most decided voice, and see what he says. I dont wonder at the man taking to drink after doing such a thing.

I — I think youre making a mistake, I said.

I never make mistakes, Mr. Chase replied. I am called Archibald the All Right, for I am infallible. I propose to keep a reflective eye upon the jovial Hawk.

He helped himself to another section of the chocolate cake.

Havent you finished yet, Tom? inquired Phyllis. Im sure Mr. Garnets getting tired of sitting talking here.

I shot out a polite negative. Mr. Chase explained with his mouth full that he had by no means finished. Chocolate cake, it appeared, was the dream of his life. When at sea he was accustomed to lie awake o nights thinking of it.

You dont seem to realize, he said, that I have just come from a cruise on a torpedo boat. There was such a sea on, as a rule, that cooking operations were entirely suspended, and we lived on ham and sardines — without bread.

How horrible!

On the other hand, added Mr. Chase philosophically, it didnt matter much, because we were all ill most of the time.

Dont be nasty, Tom.

I was merely defending myself. I hope Mr. Hawk will be able to do as well when his turn comes. My aim, my dear Phyllis, is to show you in a series of impressionist pictures the sort of thing I have to go through when Im not here. Then perhaps you wont rend me so savagely over a matter of five minutes lateness for breakfast.

Five minutes! It was three quarters of an hour, and everything was simply frozen.

Quite right, too, in weather like this. Youre a slave to convention, Phyllis. You think breakfast ought to be hot, so you always have it hot. On occasion I prefer mine cold. Mine is the truer wisdom. I have scoffed the better part, as the good Kipling has it. You can give the cook my compliments, Phyllis, and tell her — gently, for I dont wish the glad news to overwhelm her — that I enjoyed that cake. Say that I shall be glad to hear from her again. Care for a game of tennis, Garnet?

What a pity Norah isnt here, said Phyllis. We could have had a four.

But she is at present wasting her sweetness on the desert air of Yeovil. You had better sit out and watch us, Phyllis. Tennis in this sort of weather is no job for the delicately nurtured feminine. I will explain the finer points of my play as we go on. Look out particularly for the Doherty Back-handed Slosh. A winning stroke every time.

We proceeded to the tennis court. I played with the sun in my eyes. I might, if I chose, emphasize that fact, and attribute my subsequent rout to it, adding, by way of solidifying the excuse, that I was playing in a strange court with a borrowed racket, and that my mind was preoccupied — firstly, with laffaire Hawk; secondly, and chiefly, with the gloomy thought that Phyllis and my opponent seemed to be on fiendishly good terms with each other. Their manner at tea had been almost that of an engaged couple. There was a thorough understanding between them. I will not, however, take refuge behind excuses. I admit, without qualifying the statement, that Mr. Chase was too good for me. I had always been under the impression that lieutenants in the royal navy were not brilliant at tennis. I had met them at various houses, but they had never shone conspicuously. They had played an earnest, unobtrusive game, and generally seemed glad when it was over. Mr. Chase was not of this sort. His service was bottled lightning. His returns behaved like jumping crackers. He won the first game in precisely four strokes. He served. I know now how soldiers feel under fire. The balls whistled at me like live things. Only once did I take the service with the full face of the racket, and then I seemed to be stopping a bullet. I returned it into the net.

Game, said Mr. Chase.

I felt a worm, and no man. Phyllis, I thought, would probably judge my entire character from this exhibition. A man, she would reflect, who could be so feeble and miserable a failure at tennis, could not be good for much in any department of life. She would compare me instructively with my opponent, and contrast his dash and brilliance with my own inefficiency. Somehow, the massacre was beginning to have a bad effect on my character. My self-respect was ebbing. A little more of this, and I should become crushed — a mere human jelly. It was my turn to serve. Service is my strong point at tennis. I am inaccurate but vigorous, and occasionally send in a quite unplayable shot. One or two of these, even at the expense of a fault or so, and I might be permitted to retain at least a portion of my self-respect.

I opened with two faults. The sight of Phyllis, sitting calm and cool in her chair under the cedar, unnerved me. I served another fault. And yet another.

Here, I say, Garnet, observed Mr. Chase plaintively, do put me out of this hideous suspense. Im becoming a mere bundle of quivering ganglions.

I loath facetiousness in moments of stress. I frowned austerely, made no reply, and served another fault, my fifth.

Matters had reached a crisis. Even if I had to lob it under hand, I must send the ball over the net with this next stroke.

I restrained myself this time, eschewing the careless vigor which had marked my previous efforts. The ball flew in a slow semicircle, and pitched inside the correct court. At least, I told myself, I had not served a fault.

What happened then I cannot exactly say. I saw my opponent spring forward like a panther and whirl his racket. The next moment the back net was shaking violently and the ball was rolling swiftly along the ground on a return journey to the other court.

Love — forty, said Mr. Chase. Phyllis!

Yes?

That was the Doherty Slosh.

I thought it must be, said Phyllis.

The game ended with another brace of faults.

In the third game I managed to score fifteen. By the merest chance I returned one of his red-hot serves, and — probably through surprise — he failed to send it back again.

In the fourth and fifth games I omitted to score.

We began the sixth game. And now for some reason I played really well. I struck a little vein of brilliance. I was serving, and this time a proportion of my serves went over the net instead of trying to get through. The score went from fifteen all to forty-fifteen. Hope began to surge through my veins. If I could keep this up, I might win yet.

The Doherty Slosh diminished my lead by fifteen. The Renshaw Slam brought the score to Deuce. Then I got in a really fine serve, which beat him. Vantage in. Another Slosh. Deuce. Another Slam. Vantage out. It was an awesome moment. There is a tide in the affairs of men which taken at the flood — I served. Fault. I served again — a beauty. He returned it like a flash into the corner of the court. With a supreme effort I got to it. We rallied. I was playing like a professor. Then whizz!

The Doherty Slosh had beaten me on the post.

Game and— said Mr. Chase, twirling his racket into the air and catching it by the handle. Good game that last one.

I turned to see what Phyllis thought of it. At the eleventh hour I had shown her of what stuff I was made.

She had disappeared.

Looking for Miss Derrick? said Chase, jumping the net, and joining me in my court; shes gone into the house.

When did she go?

At the end of the fifth game, said Chase.

Gone to dress for dinner, I suppose, he continued. It must be getting late. I think I ought to be going, too, if you dont mind. The professor gets a little restive if I keep him waiting for his daily bread. Great Scott, that watch cant be right! What do you make it? Yes, so do I. I really think I must run. You wont mind? Good night, then. See you to-morrow, I hope.

I walked slowly out across the fields. That same star, in which I had confided on a former occasion, was at its post. It looked placid and cheerful. It never got beaten by six games to love under the eyes of its particular lady star. It was never cut out ignominiously by infernally capable lieutenants in his Majestys navy. No wonder it was cheerful.

It must be pleasant to be a star.
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The fact is, said Ukridge, if things go on as they are now, old horse, we shall be in the cart. This business wants bucking up. We dont seem to be making headway. What we want is time. If only these scoundrels of tradesmen would leave us alone for a spell, we might get things going properly. But were hampered and worried and rattled all the time. Arent we, Millie?

Yes, dear.

You dont let me see the financial side of the thing, I said, except at intervals. I didnt know we were in such a bad way. The fowls look fit enough, and Edwin hasnt had one for a week.

Edwin knows as well as possible when hes done wrong, Mr. Garnet, said Mrs. Ukridge. He was so sorry after he had killed those other two.

Yes, said Ukridge. I saw to that.

As far as I can see, I continued, were going strong. Chicken for breakfast, lunch, and dinner is a shade monotonous, but look at the business were doing. We sold a whole heap of eggs last week.

Its not enough, Garny, my boy. We sell a dozen eggs where we ought to be selling a hundred, carting them off in trucks for the London market. Harrods and Whiteleys and the rest of them are beginning to get on their hind legs, and talk. Thats what theyre doing. You see, Marmaduke, theres no denying it — we did touch them for a lot of things on account, and they agreed to take it out in eggs. They seem to be getting tired of waiting.

Their last letter was quite pathetic, said Mrs. Ukridge.

I had a vision of an eggless London. I seemed to see homes rendered desolate and lives embittered by the slump, and millionaires bidding against one another for the few specimens Ukridge had actually managed to dispatch to Brompton and Bayswater.

I told them in my last letter but three, continued Ukridge complainingly, that I proposed to let them have the eggs on the Times installment system, and they said I was frivolous. They said that to send thirteen eggs as payment for goods supplied to the value of twenty-five pounds one shilling and sixpence was mere trifling. Trifling! when those thirteen eggs were absolutely all we had over that week after Mrs. Beale had taken what she wanted for the kitchen. I tell you what it is, old boy, that woman literally eats eggs.

The habit is not confined to her, I said.

What I mean to say is, she seems to bathe in them.

An impressive picture to one who knew Mrs. Beale.

She says she needs so many for puddings, dear, said Mrs. Ukridge. I spoke to her about it yesterday. And, of course, we often have omelets.

She cant make omelets without breakings eggs, I urged.

She cant make them without breaking us, said Ukridge. One or two more omelets and were done for. Another thing, he continued, that incubator thing wont work. I dont know whats wrong with it.

Perhaps its your dodge of letting down the temperature.

I had touched upon a tender point.

My dear fellow, he said earnestly, theres nothing the matter with my figures. Its a mathematical certainty. Whats the good of mathematics if not to help you work out that sort of thing? No, theres something wrong with the machine itself, and I shall probably make a complaint to the people I got it from. Where did we get the incubator, Millie?

Harrods, I think, dear. Yes, it was Harrods. It came down with the first lot of things from there.

Then, said Ukridge, banging the table with his fist, while his glasses flashed triumph, weve got em! Write and answer that letter of theirs to-night, Millie. Sit on them.

Yes, dear.

And tell em that wed have sent em their confounded eggs weeks ago if only their rotten, twopenny-hapenny incubator had worked with any approach to decency.

Or words to that effect, I suggested.

Add in a postscript that I consider that the manufacturer of the thing ought to rent a padded cell at Earlswood, and that they are scoundrels for palming off a groggy machine of that sort on me. Ill teach them!

Yes, dear.

The ceremony of opening the mornings letters at Harrods ought to be full of interest and excitement to-morrow, I said.

This dashing counter stroke served to relieve Ukridges pessimistic mood. He seldom looked on the dark side of things for long at a time. He began now to speak hopefully of the future. He planned out ingenious, if somewhat impracticable, improvements in the farm. Our fowls were to multiply so rapidly and consistently that within a short space of time Dorsetshire would be paved with them. Our eggs were to increase in size till they broke records, and got three-line notices in the Items of Interest column of the Daily Mail. Briefly, each hen was to become a happy combination of rabbit and ostrich.

There is certainly a good time coming, I said. May it be soon. Meanwhile, there remain the local tradesmen. What of them?

Ukridge relapsed once more into pessimism.

They are the worst of the lot, he said. I dont mind about the London men so much. They only write. And a letter or two hurts nobody. But when it comes to butchers and bakers and grocers and fishmongers and fruiterers, and what not, coming up to ones house and dunning one in ones own garden — well, its a little hard, what?

It may be wondered why, before things came to such a crisis, I had not placed my balance at the bank at the disposal of the senior partner for use on behalf of the firm. The fact was that my balance was at the moment small. I have not yet in the course of this narrative gone into my pecuniary position, but I may state here that it was an inconvenient one. It was big with possibilities, but of ready cash there was but a meager supply. My parents had been poor, but I had a wealthy uncle. Uncles are notoriously careless of the comfort of their nephews. Mine was no exception. He had views. He was a great believer in matrimony, as, having married three wives — not, I should add, simultaneously — he had every right to be. He was also of opinion that the less money the young bachelor possessed, the better. The consequence was that he announced his intention of giving me a handsome allowance from the day that I married, but not an instant before. Till that glad day I would have to shift for myself. And I am bound to admit that — for an uncle — it was a remarkably sensible idea. I am also of opinion that it is greatly to my credit, and a proof of my pure and unmercenary nature, that I did not instantly put myself up to be raffled for, or rush out into the streets and propose marriage to the first lady I met. I was making enough with my pen to support myself, and, be it ever so humble, there is something pleasant in a bachelor existence, or so I had thought until very recently.

I had thus no great stake in Ukridges chicken farm. I had contributed a modest five pounds to the preliminary expenses, and another five pounds after the roop incident. But further I could not go with safety. When his income is dependent on the whims of editors and publishers, the prudent man keeps something up his sleeve against a sudden slump in his particular wares. I did not wish to have to make a hurried choice between matrimony and the workhouse.

Having exhausted the subject of finance — or, rather, when I began to feel that it was exhausting me — I took my clubs and strolled up the hill to the links to play off a match with a sportsman from the village. I had entered some days previously a competition for a trophy (I quote the printed notice) presented by a local supporter of the game, in which up to the present I was getting on nicely. I had survived two rounds, and expected to beat my present opponent, which would bring me into the semi-final. Unless I had bad luck, I felt that I ought to get into the final, and win it. As far as I could gather from watching the play of my rivals, the professor was the best of them, and I was convinced that I should have no difficulty with him. But he had the most extraordinary luck at golf, though he never admitted it. He also exercised quite an uncanny influence on his opponent. I have seen men put completely off their stroke by his good fortune.

I disposed of my man without difficulty. We parted a little coldly. He decapitated his brassy on the occasion of his striking Dorsetshire instead of his ball, and he was slow in recovering from the complex emotions which such an episode induces.

In the clubhouse I met the professor, whose demeanor was a welcome contrast to that of my late antagonist. The professor had just routed his opponent, and so won through to the semi-final. He was warm but jubilant.

I congratulated him, and left the place.

Phyllis was waiting outside. She often went round the course with him.

Good afternoon, I said. Have you been round with the professor?

Yes. We must have been in front of you. Father won his match.

So he was telling me. I was very glad to hear it.

Did you win, Mr. Garnet?

Yes. Pretty easily. My opponent had bad luck all through. Bunkers seemed to have a magnetic attraction for him.

So you and father are both in the semi-final? I hope you will play very badly.

Thank you, Miss Derrick, I said.

Yes, it does sound rude, doesnt it? But father has set his heart on winning this year. Do you know that he has played in the final round two years running now?

Really?

Both times he was beaten by the same man.

Who was that? Mr. Derrick plays a much better game than anybody I have seen on these links.

It was nobody who is here now. It was a Colonel Jervis. He has not come to Lyme Regis this year. That is why father is hopeful.

Logically, I said, he ought to be certain to win.

Yes; but, you see, you were not playing last year, Mr. Garnet.

Oh, the professor can make rings round me, I said.

What did you go round in to-day?

We were playing match play, and only did the first dozen holes; but my average round is somewhere in the late eighties.

The best father has ever done is ninety, and that was only once. So you see, Mr. Garnet, theres going to be another tragedy this year.

You make me feel a perfect brute. But its more than likely, you must remember, that I shall fail miserably if I ever do play your father in the final. There are days when I play golf very badly.

Phyllis smiled. Do you really have your off days?

Nearly always. There are days when I slice with my driver as if it were a bread knife.

Really?

And when I couldnt putt to hit a haystack.

Then I hope it will be on one of those days that you play father.

I hope so, too, I said.

You hope so?

Yes.

But dont you want to win?

I should prefer to please you.

Mr. Lewis Waller could not have said it better.

Really, how very unselfish of you, Mr. Garnet, she replied with a laugh. I had no idea that such chivalry existed. I thought a golfer would sacrifice anything to win a game.

Most things.

And trample on the feelings of anybody.

Not everybody, I said.

At this point the professor joined us.
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Some people do not believe in presentiments. They attribute that curious feeling that something unpleasant is going to happen to such mundane causes as liver or a chill or the weather. For my own part, I think there is more in the matter than the casual observer might imagine.

I awoke three days after my meeting with the professor at the clubhouse filled with a dull foreboding. Somehow I seemed to know that that day was going to turn out badly for me. It may have been liver or a chill, but it was certainly not the weather. The morning was perfect, the most glorious of a glorious summer. There was a haze over the valley and out to sea which suggested a warm noon, when the sun should have begun the serious duties of the day. The birds were singing in the trees and breakfasting on the lawn, while Edwin, seated on one of the flower beds, watched them with the eye of a connoisseur. Occasionally, when a sparrow hopped in his direction, he would make a sudden spring, and the bird would fly away to the other side of the lawn. I had never seen Edwin catch a sparrow. I believe they looked on him as a bit of a crank, and humored him by coming within springing distance, just to keep him amused. Dashing young cock sparrows would show off before their particular hen sparrows, and earn a cheap reputation for dare-deviltry by going within so many yards of Edwins lair and then darting away.

Bob was in his favorite place on the gravel. I took him with me down to the Cob to watch me bathe.

Whats the matter with me to-day, Robert, old man? I asked him as I dried myself.

He blinked lazily, but contributed no suggestion.

Its no good looking bored, I went on, because Im going to talk about myself, however much it bores you. Here am I, as fit as a prize fighter; living in the open air for I dont know how long; eating good, plain food; bathing every morning — sea bathing, mind you; and yet whats the result? I feel beastly.

Bob yawned and gave a little whine.

Yes, I said, I know Im in love. But that cant be it, because I was in love just as much a week ago, and I felt all right then. But isnt she an angel, Bob? Eh? Isnt she? But how about Tom Chase? Dont you think hes a dangerous man? He calls her by her Christian name, you know, and behaves generally as if she belonged to him. And then he sees her every day, while I have to trust to meeting her at odd times, and then I generally feel like such a fool I cant think of anything to talk about except golf and the weather. He probably sings duets with her after dinner. And you know what comes of duets after dinner.

Here Bob, who had been trying for some time to find a decent excuse for getting away, pretended to see something of importance at the other end of the Cob, and trotted off to investigate it, leaving me to finish dressing by myself.

Of course, I said to myself, it may be merely hunger. I may be all right after breakfast, but at present I seem to be working up for a really fine fit of the blues.

I whistled for Bob and started for home. On the beach I saw the professor some little distance away and waved my towel in a friendly manner. He made no reply.

Of course it was possible that he had not seen me, but for some reason his attitude struck me as ominous. As far as I could see, he was looking straight at me, and he was not a shortsighted man. I could think of no reason why he should cut me. We had met on the links on the previous morning, and he had been friendliness itself. He had called me me dear boy, supplied me with ginger beer at the clubhouse, and generally behaved as if he had been David and I Jonathan. Yet in certain moods we are inclined to make mountains out of mole-hills, and I went on my way, puzzled and uneasy, with a distinct impression that I had received the cut direct.

I felt hurt. What had I done that Providence should make things so unpleasant for me? It would be a little hard, as Ukridge would have said, if, after all my trouble, the professor had discovered some fresh crow to pluck with me. Perhaps Ukridge had been irritating him again. I wished he would not identify me so completely with Ukridge. I could not be expected to control the man. Then I reflected that they could hardly have met in the few hours between my parting from the professor at the clubhouse and my meeting with him on the beach. Ukridge rarely left the farm. When he was not working among the fowls, he was lying on his back in the paddock, resting his massive mind.

I came to the conclusion that, after all, the professor had not seen me.

Im an idiot, Bob, I said, as we turned in at the farm gate, and I let my imagination run away with me.

Bob wagged his tail in approval of the sentiment.

Breakfast was ready when I got in. There was a cold chicken on the sideboard, deviled chicken on the table, and a trio of boiled eggs, and a dish of scrambled eggs. I helped myself to the latter and sat down.

Ukridge was sorting the letters.

Morning, Garny, he said. One for you, Millie.

Its from Aunt Elizabeth, said Mrs. Ukridge, looking at the envelope.

Wish shed inclose a check. She could spare it.

I think she would, dear, if she knew how much it was needed. But I dont like to ask her. Shes so curious and says such horrid things.

She does, said Ukridge gloomily. He probably spoke from experience. Two for you, Sebastian. All the rest for me. Eighteen of them, and all bills.

He spread them out on the table like a pack of cards, and drew one at a venture.

Whiteleys, he said. Getting jumpy. Are in receipt of my favor of the 7th inst, and are at a loss to understand — all sorts of things. Would like something on account.

Grasping of them, I said.

They seem to think Im doing it for fun. How can I let them have their money when there isnt any?

Sounds difficult.

Heres one from Dorchester — Smith, the man I got the gramophone from. Wants to know when Im going to settle up for sixteen records.

Sordid man!

I wanted to get on with my own correspondence, but Ukridge was one of those men who compel ones attention when they are talking.

The chicken men, the dealer people, you know, want me to pay up for the first lot of hens. Considering that they all died of roop, and that I was going to send them back, anyhow, after Id got them to hatch out a few chickens, I call that cool. I cant afford to pay heavy sums for birds which die off quicker than I can get them in. It isnt business.

It was not my business, at any rate, so I switched off my attention from Ukridges troubles and was opening the first of my two letters when an exclamation from Mrs. Ukridge made me look up.

She had dropped the letter she had been reading and was staring indignantly in front of her. There were two little red spots on her cheeks.

I shall never speak to Aunt Elizabeth again, she said.

Whats the matter, old chap? inquired Ukridge affectionately, glancing up from his pile of bills. Aunt Elizabeth been getting on your nerves again? Whats she been saying this time?

Mrs. Ukridge left the room with a sob.

Ukridge sprang at the letter.

If that demon doesnt stop writing letters and upsetting Millie I shall lynch her, he said. I had never seen him so genuinely angry. He turned over the pages till he came to the passage which had caused the trouble. Listen to this, Garnet. Im sorry, but not surprised, to hear that the chicken farm is not proving a great success. I think you know my opinion of your husband. He is perfectly helpless in any matter requiring the exercise of a little common sense and business capability. I like that! Pon my soul, I like that! Youve known me longer than she has, Garny, and you know that its just in matters requiring common sense that I come out strong. What?

Of course, old man, I replied dutifully. The woman must be a fool.

Thats what she calls me two lines farther on. No wonder Millie was upset. Why cant these cats leave people alone?

O woman, woman! I threw in helpfully.

Always interfering—

Beastly!

 — and backbiting—

Awful!

I shant stand it!

I shouldnt.

Look here! On the next page she calls me a gaby!

Its time you took a strong hand.

And in the very next sentence refers to me as a perfect guffin. Whats a guffin, Garny, old boy?

It sounds indecent.

I believe its actionable.

I shouldnt wonder.

Ukridge rushed to the door.

Millie! he shouted.

No answer.

He slammed the door, and I heard him dashing upstairs.

I turned with a sense of relief to my letters. One was from Lickford. It bore a Cornish postmark. I glanced through it, and laid it aside for a more exhaustive perusal later on.

The other was in a strange handwriting. I looked at the signature. Patrick Derrick. This was queer. What had the professor to say to me?

The next moment my heart seemed to spring to my throat.

Sir, the letter began.

A pleasant, cheery beginning!

Then it got off the mark, so to speak, like lightning. There was no sparring for an opening, no dignified parade of set phrases leading up to the main point. It was the letter of a man who was almost too furious to write. It gave me the impression that, if he had not written it, he would have been obliged to have taken some very violent form of exercise by way of relief to his soul.

You will be good enough, he wrote, to look on our acquaintance as closed. I have no wish to associate with persons of your stamp. If we should happen to meet, you will be good enough to treat me as a total stranger, as I shall treat you. And, if I may be allowed to give you a word of advice, I should recommend you in future, when you wish to exercise your humor, to do so in some less practical manner than by bribing boatmen to upset your (friends crossed out thickly, and acquaintances substituted). If you require further enlightenment in this matter, the inclosed letter may be of service to you.

With which he remained mine faithfully, 
Patrick Derrick.

The inclosed letter was from one Jane Muspratt. It was bright and interesting.

Dear Sir: My Harry, Mr. Hawk, sas to me how it was him upseting the boat and you, not because he is not steddy in a boat which he is no man more so in Lyme Regis but because one of the gentmen what keeps chikkens up the hill, the little one, Mr. Garnick his name is, says to him Hawk, Ill give you a sovrin to upset Mr. Derrick in your boat, and my Harry being esily led was took in and did but hes sory now and wishes he hadnt, and he sas hell niver do a prackticle joke again for anyone even for a bank note.

Yours obedly

Jane Muspratt.

O woman, woman!

At the bottom of everything! History is full of cruel tragedies caused by the lethal sex.

Who lost Mark Antony the world? A woman. Who let Samson in so atrociously? Woman again. Why did Bill Bailey leave home? Once more, because of a woman. And here was I, Jerry Garnet, harmless, well-meaning writer of minor novels, going through the same old mill.

I cursed Jane Muspratt. What chance had I with Phyllis now? Could I hope to win over the professor again? I cursed Jane Muspratt for the second time.

My thoughts wandered to Mr. Harry Hawk. The villain! The scoundrel! What business had he to betray me? Well, I could settle with him. The man who lays a hand upon a woman, save in the way of kindness, is justly disliked by society; so the woman Muspratt, culpable as she was, was safe from me. But what of the man Hawk? There no such considerations swayed me. I would interview the man Hawk. I would give him the most hectic ten minutes of his career. I would say things to him the recollection of which would make him start up shrieking in his bed in the small hours of the night. I would arise, and be a man and slay him — take him grossly, full of bread, with all his crimes, broad-blown, as flush as May; at gaming, swearing, or about some act that had no relish of salvation in it.

The demon!

My life — ruined. My future — gray and blank. My heart — shattered. And why? Because of the scoundrel — Hawk.

Phyllis would meet me in the village, on the Cob, on the links, and pass by as if I were the invisible man. And why? Because of the reptile — Hawk. The worm — Hawk. The varlet — Hawk.

I crammed my hat on and hurried out of the house toward the village.
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I roamed the place in search of the varlet for the space of half an hour, and, after having drawn all his familiar haunts, found him at length leaning over the sea wall near the church, gazing thoughtfully into the waters below.

I confronted him.

Well, I said, youre a beauty, arent you?

He eyed me owlishly. Even at this early hour, I was grieved to see, he showed signs of having looked on the bitter while it was brown.

Beauty? he echoed.

What have you got to say for yourself?

It was plain that he was engaged in pulling his faculties together by some laborious process known only to himself. At present my words conveyed no meaning to him. He was trying to identify me. He had seen me before somewhere, he was certain, but he could not say where, or who I was.

I want to know, I said, what induced you to be such an abject idiot as to let our arrangement get known?

I spoke quietly. I was not going to waste the choicer flowers of speech on a man who was incapable of understanding them. Later on, when he had awakened to a sense of his position, I would begin really to talk to him.

He continued to stare at me. Then a sudden flash of intelligence lit up his features.

Mr. Garnick, he said.

Youve got it at last.

He stretched out a huge hand.

I want to know, I said distinctly, what youve got to say for yourself after letting our affair with the professor become public property?

He paused a while in thought.

Dear sir, he said at last, as if he were dictating a letter, dear sir, I owe you — ex — exp—

You do, said I grimly. I should like to hear it.

Dear sir, listen me.

Go on, then.

You came me. You said, Hawk, Hawk, ol fren, listen me. You tip this ol bufflehead into sea, you said, an gormed if I dont give ee a gould savrin. Thats what you said me. Isnt that what you said me?

I did not deny it.

Ve well. I said you, Right, I said. I tipped the ol soul into sea, and I got the gould savrin.

Yes, you took care of that. All this is quite true, but its beside the point. We are not disputing about what happened. What I want to know for the third time — is what made you let the cat out of the bag? Why couldnt you keep quiet about it?

He waved his hand.

Dear sir, he replied. This way. Listen me.

It was a tragic story that he unfolded. My wrath ebbed as I listened. After all, the fellow was not so greatly to blame. I felt that in his place I should have acted as he had done. Fate was culpable, and fate alone.

It appeared that he had not come well out of the matter of the accident. I had not looked at it hitherto from his point of view. While the rescue had left me the popular hero, it had had quite the opposite result for him. He had upset his boat and would have drowned his passenger, said public opinion, if the young hero from London — myself — had not plunged in, and at the risk of his life brought the professor to shore. Consequently, he was despised by all as an inefficient boatman. He became a laughing stock. The local wags made laborious jests when he passed. They offered him fabulous sums to take their worst enemies out for a row with him. They wanted to know when he was going to school to learn his business. In fact, they behaved as wags do and always have done at all times all the world over.

Now, all this Mr. Hawk, it seemed, would have borne cheerfully and patiently for my sake, or, at any rate, for the sake of the good golden sovereign I had given him. But a fresh factor appeared in the problem, complicating it grievously. To wit, Miss Jane Muspratt.

She said me, explained Mr. Hawk with pathos, Harry Awk, she said, yeoum a girt fule, an I dont marry noone as is aint to be trusted in a boat by hisself, and what has jokes made about him by that Tom Leigh. I punched Tom Leigh, observed Mr. Hawk parenthetically. So, she said me, yeou can go away, an I dont want to see yeou again.

This heartless conduct on the part of Miss Muspratt had had the natural result of making him confess all in self-defense, and she had written to the professor the same night.

I forgave Mr. Hawk. I think he was hardly sober enough to understand, for he betrayed no emotion.

It is fate, Hawk, I said, simply fate. There is a divinity that shapes our ends, rough-hew them how we will, and its no good grumbling.

Yiss, said Mr. Hawk, after chewing this sentiment for a while in silence, so she said me, Hawk, she said — like that— youre a girt fule—

Thats all right, I replied. I quite understand. As I say, its simply fate. Good-by.

And I left him.

As I was going back, I met the professor and Phyllis.

They passed me without a look.

I wandered on in quite a fervor of self-pity. I was in one of those moods when life suddenly seems to become irksome, when the future stretches blank and gray in front of one. In such a mood it is imperative that one should seek distraction. The shining example of Mr. Harry Hawk did not lure me. Taking to drink would be a nuisance. Work was what I wanted. I would toil like a navvy all day among the fowls, separating them when they fought, gathering in the eggs when they laid, chasing them across country when they got away, and even, if necessity arose, painting their throats with turpentine when they were stricken with roop. Then, after dinner, when the lamps were lit, and Mrs. Ukridge petted Edwin and sewed, and Ukridge smoked cigars and incited the gramophone to murder Mumbling Mose, I would steal away to my bedroom and write — and write — and write — and go on writing till my fingers were numb and my eyes refused to do their duty. And, when time had passed, I might come to feel that it was all for the best. A man must go through the fire before he can write his masterpiece. We learn in suffering what we teach in song. What we lose on the swings we make up on the roundabouts. Jerry Garnet, the man, might become a depressed, hopeless wreck, with the iron planted irremovably in his soul; but Jeremy Garnet, the author, should turn out such a novel of gloom that strong critics would weep and the public jostle for copies till Mudies doorways became a shambles.

Thus might I some day feel that all this anguish was really a blessing — effectively disguised.

But I doubted it.

We were none of us very cheerful now at the farm. Even Ukridges spirit was a little daunted by the bills which poured in by every post. It was as if the tradesmen of the neighborhood had formed a league and were working in concert. Or it may have been due to thought waves. Little accounts came not in single spies but in battalions. The popular demand for a sight of the color of his money grew daily. Every morning at breakfast he would give us fresh bulletins of the state of mind of each of our creditors, and thrill us with the announcement that Whiteleys were getting cross and Harrods jumpy, or that the bearings of Dawlish, the grocer, were becoming over-heated. We lived in a continual atmosphere of worry. Chicken and nothing but chicken at meals, and chicken and nothing but chicken between meals, had frayed our nerves. An air of defeat hung over the place. We were a beaten side, and we realized it. We had been playing an uphill game for nearly two months, and the strain was beginning to tell. Ukridge became uncannily silent. Mrs. Ukridge, though she did not understand, I fancy, the details of the matter, was worried because Ukridge was. Mrs. Beale had long since been turned into a soured cynic by the lack of chances vouchsafed her for the exercise of her art. And as for me, I have never since spent so profoundly miserable a week. I was not even permitted the anodyne of work. There seemed to be nothing to do on the farm. The chickens were quite happy, and only asked to be let alone and allowed to have their meals at regular intervals. And every day one or more of their number would vanish into the kitchen, and Mrs. Beale would serve up the corpse in some cunning disguise, and we would try to delude ourselves into the idea that it was something altogether different.

There was one solitary gleam of variety in our menu. An editor sent me a check for a guinea for a set of verses. We cashed that check and trooped round the town in a body, laying out the money. We bought a leg of mutton and a tongue and sardines and pineapple chunks and potted meat and many other noble things, and had a perfect banquet.

After that we relapsed into routine again.

Deprived of physical labor, with the exception of golf and bathing — trivial sports compared with work in the fowl runs at its hardest — I tried to make up for it by working at my novel.

It refused to materialize.

I felt, like the man in the fable, as if some one had played a mean trick on me, and substituted for my brain a side order of cauliflower. By no manner of means could I get the plot to shape itself. I could not detach my mind from my own painful case. Instead of thinking of my characters, I sat in my chair and thought miserably of Phyllis.

The only progress I achieved was with my villain.

I drew him from the professor and made him a blackmailer. He had several other social defects, but that was his profession. That was the thing he did really well.

It was on one of the many occasions on which I had sat in my room, pen in hand, through the whole of a lovely afternoon, with no better result than a slight headache, that I bethought me of that little paradise on the Ware Cliff, hung over the sea and backed by green woods. I had not been there for sometime, owing principally to an entirely erroneous idea that I could do more solid work sitting in a straight, hard chair at a table than lying on soft turf with the sea wind in my eyes.

But now the desire to visit that little clearing again drove me from my room. In the drawing-room below, the gramophone was dealing brassily with Mister Blackman. Outside, the sun was just thinking of setting. The Ware Cliff was the best medicine for me. What does Kipling say?

And soon you will find that the sun and the wind And the Djinn of the Garden, too, Have lightened the Hump, Cameelious Hump, The Hump that is black and blue.

His instructions include digging with a hoe and a shovel also, but I could omit that. The sun and wind were what I needed.

I took the upper road. In certain moods I preferred it to the path along the cliff. I walked fast. The exercise was soothing.

To reach my favorite clearing I had to take to the fields on the left and strike down hill in the direction of the sea. I hurried down the narrow path.

I broke into the clearing at a jog trot, and stood panting. And at the same moment, looking cool and beautiful in her white dress, Phyllis entered it from the other side. Phyllis — without the professor.
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She was wearing a Panama, and she carried a sketching block and camp stool.

Good evening, I said.

Good evening, said she.

It is curious how different the same words can sound when spoken by different people. My good evening might have been that of a man with a particularly guilty conscience caught in the act of doing something more than usually ignoble. She spoke like a somewhat offended angel.

Its a lovely evening, I went on pluckily.

Very.

The sunset!

Yes.

Er—

She raised a pair of blue eyes, devoid of all expression save a faint suggestion of surprise, gazed through me for a moment at some object a couple of thousand miles away, and lowered them again, leaving me with a vague feeling that there was something wrong with my personal appearance.

Very calmly she moved to the edge of the cliff, arranged her camp stool, and sat down. Neither of us spoke a word. I watched her while she filled a little mug with water from a little bottle, opened her paint box, selected a brush, and placed her sketching block in position.

She began to paint.

Now, by all the laws of good taste, I should before this have made a dignified exit. When a lady shows a gentleman that his presence is unwelcome, it is up to him, as an American friend of mine pithily observed to me on one occasion, to get busy and chase himself, and see if he can make the tall timber in two jumps. In other words, to retire. It was plain that I was not regarded as an essential ornament of this portion of the Ware Cliff. By now, if I had been the perfect gentleman, I ought to have been a quarter of a mile away.

But there is a definite limit to what a man can do. I remained.

The sinking sun flung a carpet of gold across the sea. Phylliss hair was tinged with it. Little waves tumbled lazily on the beach below. Except for the song of a distant blackbird running through its repertory before retiring for the night, everything was silent.

Especially Phyllis.

She sat there, dipping and painting and dipping again, with never a word for me — standing patiently and humbly behind her.

Miss Derrick, I said.

She half turned her head.

Yes?

One of the most valuable things which a lifetime devoted to sport teaches a man is never play the goose game. Bold attack is the safest rule in nine cases out of ten, wherever you are and whatever you may be doing. If you are batting, attack the ball. If you are boxing, get after your man. If you are talking, go to the point.

Why wont you speak to me? I said.

I dont understand you.

Why wont you speak to me?

I think you know, Mr. Garnet.

It is because of that boat accident?

Accident!

Episode, I amended.

She went on painting in silence. From where I stood I could see her profile. Her chin was tilted. Her expression was determined.

Is it? I said.

Need we discuss it?

Not if you do not wish.

I paused.

But, I added, I should have liked a chance to defend myself.... What glorious sunsets there have been these last few days. I believe we shall have this sort of weather for another month.

I should not have thought that possible.

The glass is going up, I said.

I was not talking about the weather.

It was dull of me to introduce such a worn-out topic.

You said you could defend yourself.

I said I should like the chance to do so.

Then you shall have it.

That is very kind of you. Thank you.

Is there any reason for gratitude?

Every reason.

Go on, Mr. Garnet. I can listen while I paint. But please sit down. I dont like being talked to from a height.

I sat down on the grass in front of her, feeling as I did so that the change of position in a manner clipped my wings. It is difficult to speak movingly while sitting on the ground. Instinctively, I avoided eloquence. Standing up, I might have been pathetic and pleading. Sitting down, I was compelled to be matter of fact.

You remember, of course, the night you and Professor Derrick dined with us? When I say dined, I use the word in a loose sense.

For a moment I thought she was going to smile. We were both thinking of Edwin. But it was only for a moment, and then her face grew cold once more, and the chin resumed its angle of determination.

Yes, she said.

You remember the unfortunate ending of the festivities?

Well?

I naturally wished to mend matters. It occurred to me that an excellent way would be by doing your father a service. It was seeing him fishing that put the idea of a boat accident into my head. I hoped for a genuine boat accident. But those things only happen when one does not want them. So I determined to engineer one.

You didnt think of the shock to my father.

I did. It worried me very much.

But you upset him all the same.

Reluctantly.

She looked up and our eyes met. I could detect no trace of forgiveness in hers.

You behaved abominably, she said.

I played a risky game, and I lost. And I shall now take the consequences. With luck I should have won. I did not have luck, and I am not going to grumble about it. But I am grateful to you for letting me explain. I should not have liked you to go on thinking that I played practical jokes on my friends. That is all I have to say, I think. It was kind of you to listen. Good-by, Miss Derrick.

I got up.

Are you going?

Why not?

Please sit down again.

But you wish to be alone—

Please sit down!

There was a flush on the fair cheek turned toward me, and the chin was tilted higher.

I sat down.

To westward the sky had changed to the hue of a bruised cherry. The sun had sunk below the horizon, and the sea looked cold and leaden. The blackbird had long since gone to bed.

I am glad you told me, Mr. Garnet.

She dipped her brush in the water.

Because I dont like to think badly of — people.

She bent her head over her painting.

Though I still think you behaved very wrongly. And I am afraid my father will never forgive you for what you did.

Her father! As if he counted!

But you do? I said eagerly.

I think you are less to blame than I thought you were at first.

No more than that?

You cant expect to escape all consequences. You did a very stupid thing.

Consider the temptation.

The sky was a dull gray now. It was growing dusk. The grass on which I sat was wet with dew.

I stood up.

Isnt it getting a little dark for painting? I said. Are you sure you wont catch cold? Its very damp.

Perhaps it is. And it is late, too.

She shut her paint box and emptied the little mug on the grass.

You will let me carry your things? I said.

I think she hesitated, but only for a moment. I possessed myself of the camp stool, and we started on our homeward journey. We were both silent. The spell of the quiet summer evening was on us.

And all the air a solemn stillness holds, she said softly. I love this cliff, Mr. Garnet. Its the most soothing place in the world.

I have found it so this evening.

She glanced at me quickly.

Youre not looking well, she said. Are you sure you are not overworking yourself?

No, its not that.

Somehow we had stopped, as if by agreement, and were facing each other. There was a look in her eyes I had never seen there before. The twilight hung like a curtain between us and the world. We were alone together in a world of our own.

It is because I had displeased you, I said.

She laughed nervously.

I have loved you ever since I first saw you, I said doggedly.


UKRIDGE GIVES ME ADVICE
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Hours after — or so it seemed to me — we reached the spot at which our ways divided. We stopped, and I felt as if I had been suddenly cast back into the workaday world from some distant and pleasanter planet. I think Phyllis must have had something of the same sensation, for we both became on the instant intensely practical and businesslike.

But about your father, I said briskly. I was not even holding her hand.

Thats the difficulty.

He wont give his consent?

Im afraid he wouldnt dream of it.

You cant persuade him?

I can in most things, but not in this. You see, even if nothing had happened, he wouldnt like to lose me just yet, because of Norah.

Norah!

My sister. Shes going to be married in October. I wonder if we shall ever be as happy as they will?

I laughed scornfully.

Happy! They will be miserable compared with us. Not that I know who the man is.

Why, Tom, of course. Do you mean to say you really didnt know?

Tom! Tom Chase?

Of course.

I gasped.

Well, Im — hanged, I said. When I think of the torments Ive been through because of that wretched man, and all for nothing, I dont know what to say.

Dont you like Tom?

Very much. I always did. But I was awfully jealous of him.

You werent! How silly of you.

Of course I was. He was always about with you, and called you Phyllis, and generally behaved as if you and he were the heroine and hero of a musical comedy, so what else could I think? I heard you singing duets after dinner once. I drew the worst conclusions.

When was that?

It was shortly after Ukridge had got on your fathers nerves, and nipped our acquaintance in the bud. I used to come every night to the hedge opposite your drawing-room window, and brood there by the hour.

Poor old boy!

Hoping to hear you sing. And when you did sing, and he joined in all flat, I used to scold. Youll probably find most of the bark worn off the tree I leaned against.

Poor old man! Still, its all over now, isnt it?

And when I was doing my very best to show off before you at tennis, you went away just as I got into form.

Im very sorry, but I couldnt know — could I? I thought you always played like that.

I know. I knew you would. It nearly turned my hair white. I didnt see how a girl could ever care for a man who was so bad at tennis.

One doesnt love a man because hes good at tennis.

What does a girl see to love in a man? I inquired abruptly; and paused on the verge of a great discovery.

Oh, I dont know, she replied, most unsatisfactorily.

And I could draw no views from her.

But about father, said she. What are we to do?

He objects to me.

Hes perfectly furious with you.

Blow, blow, I said, thou winter wind. Thou art not so unkind—

Hell never forgive you.

As mans ingratitude. I saved his life — at the risk of my own. Why, I believe Ive got a legal claim on him. Whoever heard of a man having his life saved, and not being delighted when his preserver wanted to marry his daughter? Your father is striking at the very root of the short-story writers little earnings. He mustnt be allowed to do it.

Jerry!

I started.

Again! I said.

What?

Say it again. Do, please. Now.

Very well. Jerry!

It was the first time you had called me by my Christian name. I dont suppose youve the remotest notion how splendid it sounds when you say it. There is something poetical, something almost holy, about it.

Jerry, please!

Say on.

Do be sensible. Dont you see how serious this is? We must think how we can make father consent.

All right, I said. Well tackle the point. Im sorry to be frivolous, but Im so happy I cant keep it all in. Ive got you, and I cant think of anything else.

Try.

Ill pull myself together.... Now, say on once more.

We cant marry without fathers consent.

Why not? I said, not having a marked respect for the professors whims. Gretna Green is out of date, but there are registrars.

I hate the very idea of a registrar, she said with decision. Besides—

Well?

Poor father would never get over it. Weve always been such friends. If I married against his wishes, he would — oh, you know — not let me come near him again, and not write to me. And he would hate it all the time he was doing it. He would be bored to death without me.

Anybody would, I said.

Because, you see, Norah has never been quite the same. She has spent such a lot of her time on visits to people that she and father dont understand each other so well as he and I do. She would try and be nice to him, but she wouldnt know him as I do. And, besides, she will be with him such a little, now shes going to be married.

But, look here, I said, this is absurd. You say your father would never see you again, and so on, if you married me. Why? Its nonsense. It isnt as if I were a sort of social outcast. We were the best of friends till that man Hawk gave me away like that.

I know. But hes very obstinate about some things. You see, he thinks the whole thing has made him look ridiculous, and it will take him a long time to forgive you for that.

I realized the truth of this. One can pardon any injury to oneself, unless it hurts ones vanity. Moreover, even in a genuine case of rescue, the rescued man must always feel a little aggrieved with his rescuer when he thinks the matter over in cold blood. He must regard him unconsciously as the super regards the actor manager, indebted to him for the means of supporting existence, but grudging him the lime light and the center of the stage and the applause. Besides, everyone instinctively dislikes being under an obligation which he can never wholly repay. And when a man discovers that he has experienced all these mixed sensations for nothing, as the professor had done, his wrath is likely to be no slight thing.

Taking everything into consideration, I could not but feel that it would require more than a little persuasion to make the professor bestow his blessing with that genial warmth which we like to see in our fathers-in-law elect.

You dont think, I said, that time, the great healer, and so on — he wont feel kindlier disposed toward me — say in a months time?

Of course, he might, said Phyllis; but she spoke doubtfully.

He strikes me, from what I have seen of him, as a man of moods. I might do something one of these days which would completely alter his views. We will hope for the best.

About telling father—

Need we tell him? I asked.

Yes, we must. I couldnt bear to think that I was keeping it from him. I dont think Ive ever kept anything from him in my life. Nothing bad, I mean.

You count this among your darker crimes, then?

I was looking at it from fathers point of view. He will be awfully angry. I dont know how I shall begin telling him.

Good heavens! I cried, you surely dont think Im going to let you do that! Keep safely out of the way while you tell him? Not much. Im coming back with you now, and well break the bad news together.

No, not to-night. He may be tired and rather cross. We had better wait till to-morrow. You might speak to him in the morning.

Where shall I find him?

He is certain to go to the beach before breakfast to bathe.

Good. To-morrow, do thy worst, for I have lived to-day. Ill be there.



Ukridge, I said, when I got back, can you give me audience for a brief space? I want your advice.

This stirred him like a trumpet blast. When a man is in the habit of giving unsolicited counsel to everyone he meets, it is as invigorating as an electric shock to him to be asked for it spontaneously.

Whats up, old horse? he asked eagerly. Ill tell you what to do. Get on to it. Bang it out. Here, lets go into the garden.

I approved of this. I can always talk more readily in the dark, and I did not wish to be interrupted by the sudden entrance of the hired retainer or Mrs. Beale. We walked down to the paddock. Ukridge lit a cigar.

Im in love, Ukridge, I said.

What!

More — Im engaged.

A huge hand whistled through the darkness and smote me heavily between the shoulder blades.

Thanks, I said; that felt congratulatory.

By Jove! old boy, I wish you luck. Pon my word, I do. Fancy you engaged! Best thing in the world for you. Never knew what happiness was till I married. A man wants a helpmeet—

And this man, I said, seems likely to go on wanting. Thats where I need your advice. Im engaged to Miss Derrick.

Miss Derrick! He spoke as if he hardly knew whom I meant.

You cant have forgotten her! Good heavens, what eyes some men have! Why, if Id only seen her once, I should have remembered her all my life.

I know now. She came to dinner here with her father, that fat little buffer.

As you were careful to call him at the time. Thereby starting all the trouble.

You fished him out of the water afterwards.

Quite right.

Why, its a perfect romance, old horse. Its like the stories you read.

And write. But they all end happily. There is none, my brave young preserver, to whom I would more willingly intrust my daughters happiness. Unfortunately, in my little drama, the heavy father seems likely to forget his cue.

The old man wont give his consent?

Probably not.

But why? Whats the matter with you? If you marry, youll come into your uncles money, and all that.

True. Affluence stares me in the face.

And you fished him out of the water.

After previously chucking him in.

What!

At any rate, by proxy.

I explained. Ukridge, I regret to say, laughed.

You vagabond! he said. Pon my word, old horse, to look at you, one would never have thought youd have had it in you.

I cant help looking respectable.

What are you going to do about it? The old mans got it up against you good and strong, theres no doubt of that.

Thats where I wanted your advice. Youre a man of resource. What would you do if you were in my place?

Ukridge tapped me impressively on the shoulder.

Marmaduke, he said, theres one thing thatll carry you through any mess.

And that is—

Cheek, my boy — cheek! Gall! Why, take my case. I never told you how I came to marry, did I? I thought not. Well, it was this way. Youve heard us mention Millies Aunt Elizabeth — what? Well, then, when I tell you that she was Millies nearest relative, and it was her consent I had to gather, youll see that it wasnt a walk-over.

Well? I said.

First time I saw Millie was in a first-class carriage on the underground. Id got a third-class ticket, by the way. We werent alone. It was five a side. But she sat opposite me, and I fell in love with her there and then. We both got out at South Kensington. I followed her. She went to a house in Thurloe Square. I waited outside and thought it over. I had got to get into that house and make her acquaintance. So I rang the bell. Is Lady Lichenhall at home? I asked. You note the artfulness? My asking for Lady Lichenhall made em think I was one of the upper ten — what?

How were you dressed? I could not help asking.

Oh, it was one of my frock-coat days. Id been to see a man about tutoring his son. There was nothing the matter with my appearance. No, said the servant, nobody of that name lives here. This is Lady Lakenheaths house. So, you see, I had luck at the start, because the two names were a bit alike. Well, I got the servant to show me in somehow, and, once in, you can wager I talked for all I was worth. Kept up a flow of conversation about being misdirected and coming to the wrong house, and so on. Went away, and called a few days later. Called regularly. Met em at every theater they went to, and bowed, and finally got away with Millie before her aunt could tell what was happening, or who I was or what I was doing or anything.

And whats the moral? I said.

Why, go in hard. Rush em. Bustle em. Dont give em a moments rest.

Dont play the goose game, I said with that curious thrill we feel when somebodys independent view of a matter coincides with ones own.

Thats it. Dont play the goose game. Dont give em time to think. Why, if Id given Millies aunt time to think, where should we have been? Not at Lyme Regis together, Ill bet.

Ukridge, I said, you inspire me. You would inspire a caterpillar. I will go to the professor — I was going anyhow — but now I shall go aggressively, and bustle him. I will surprise a fathers blessing out of him, if I have to do it with a crowbar!


I ASK PAPA
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Reviewing the matter later, I see that I made a poor choice of time and place. But at the moment this did not strike me. It is a simple thing, I reflected, for a man to pass another by haughtily and without recognition, when they meet on dry land; but when the said man, being an indifferent swimmer, is accosted in the water and out of his depth, the feat becomes a hard one.

When, therefore, having undressed on the Cob on the following morning, I spied in the distance, as I was about to dive, the gray head of the professor bobbing on the face of the waters, I did not hesitate. I plunged in and swam rapidly toward him.

His face was turned in the opposite direction when I came up with him, and it was soon evident that he had not observed my approach. For when, treading water easily in his immediate rear, I wished him good morning in my most conciliatory tones, he stood not upon the order of his sinking, but went under like so much pig iron. I waited courteously until he rose to the surface once more, when I repeated my remark.

He expelled the last remnant of water from his mouth with a wrathful splutter, and cleared his eyes with the back of his hand.

The water is delightfully warm, I said.

Oh, its you! said he, and I could not cheat myself into believing that he spoke cordially.

You are swimming splendidly this morning, I said, feeling that an ounce of flattery is often worth a pound of rhetoric. If, I added, you will allow me to say so.

I will not, he snapped. I— Here a small wave, noticing that his mouth was open, walked in. I wish, he resumed warmly, as I said in me letter, to have nothing to do with you. I consider yeve behaved in a manner that can only be described as abominable, and I will thank ye to leave me alone.

But, allow me—

I will not allow ye, sir. I will allow ye nothing. Is it not enough to make me the laughingstock, the butt, sir, of this town, without pursuing me in this manner when I wish to enjoy a quiet swim?

His remarks, which I have placed on paper as if they were continuous and uninterrupted, were punctuated in reality by a series of gasps and puffings as he received and ejected the successors of the wave he had swallowed at the beginning of our little chat. The art of conducting bright conversation while in the water is not given to every swimmer. This he seemed to realize, for, as if to close the interview, he proceeded to make his way as quickly as he could toward the shore. Using my best stroke, I shot beyond him and turned, treading water as before.

But, professor, I said, one moment.

I was growing annoyed with the man. I could have ducked him but for the reflection that my prospects of obtaining his consent to my engagement with Phyllis would hardly have been enhanced thereby. No more convincing proof of my devotion can be given than this, that I did not seize that little man by the top of his head, thrust him under water, and keep him there.

I restrained myself. I was suave. Soothing, even.

But, professor, I said, one moment.

Not one, he spluttered. Go away, sir. I will have nothing to say to you.

I shant keep you a minute.

He had been trying all this while to pass me and escape to the shore, but I kept always directly in front of him. He now gave up the attempt and came to standstill.

Well? he said.

Without preamble I gave out the text of the address I was about to deliver to him.

I love your daughter Phyllis, Mr. Derrick. She loves me. In fact, we are engaged, I said.

He went under as if he had been seized with cramp. It was a little trying having to argue with a man, of whom one could not predict with certainty that at any given moment he would not be under water. It tended to spoil ones flow of eloquence. The best of arguments is useless if the listener suddenly disappears in the middle of it.

However, I persevered.

Mr. Derrick, I said, as his head emerged, you are naturally surprised.

You — you — you—

So far from cooling him, liberal doses of water seemed to make him more heated.

You impudent scoundrel!

He said that — not I. What I said was more gentlemanly, more courteous, on a higher plane altogether.

I said winningly: Mr. Derrick, cannot we let bygones be bygones?

From his expression I gathered that we could not.

I continued. I was under the unfortunate necessity of having to condense my remarks. I was not able to let myself go as I could have wished, for time was an important consideration. Erelong, swallowing water at his present rate, the professor must inevitably become waterlogged. It behooved me to be succinct.

I have loved your daughter, I said rapidly, ever since I first saw her. I learned last night that she loved me. But she will not marry me without your consent. Stretch your arms out straight from the shoulders and fill your lungs well, and you cant sink. So I have come this morning to ask for your consent. I know we have not been on the best of terms lately.

You—

For Heavens sake, dont try to talk. Your one chance of remaining on the surface is to keep your lungs well filled. The fault, I said generously, was mine. But when you have heard my explanation, I am sure you will forgive me. There, I told you so.

He reappeared some few feet to the left. I swam up and resumed:

When you left us so abruptly after our little dinner party, you put me in a very awkward position. I was desperately in love with your daughter, and as long as you were in the frame of mind in which you left, I could not hope to find an opportunity of telling her so. You see what a fix I was in, dont you? I thought for hours and hours, to try and find some means of bringing about a reconciliation. You wouldnt believe how hard I thought. At last, seeing you fishing one morning when I was on the Cob, it struck me all of a sudden that the very best way would be to arrange a little boating accident. I was confident that I could rescue you all right.

You young blackguard!

He managed to slip past me, and made for the shore again.

Strike out — but hear me, I said, swimming by his side. Look at the thing from the standpoint of a philosopher. The fact that the rescue was arranged oughtnt really to influence you in the least. You didnt know it at the time, therefore relatively it was not, and you were genuinely saved from a watery grave.

I felt that I was becoming a shade too metaphysical, but I could not help it. What I wanted to point out was that I had certainly pulled him out of the water, and that the fact that I had caused him to be pushed in had nothing to do with the case. Either a man is a gallant rescuer or he is not a gallant rescuer. There is no middle course. I had saved his life, for he would have drowned if he had been left to himself, and was consequently entitled to his gratitude. And that was all that there was to be said about it.

These things I endeavored to make plain to him as we swam along. But whether it was that the salt water he had swallowed dulled his intelligence or that my power of stating a case neatly was to seek, the fact remains that he reached the beach an unconvinced man.

We faced one another, dripping.

Then may I consider, I said, that your objections are removed? We have your consent?

He stamped angrily, and his bare foot came down on a small but singularly sharp pebble. With a brief exclamation he seized the foot with one hand and hopped. While hopping, he delivered his ultimatum. Probably this is the only instance on record of a father adopting this attitude in dismissing a suitor.

You may not, he said. You may not consider any such thing. My objections were never more — absolute. You detain me in the water till I am blue, sir, blue with cold, in order to listen to the most preposterous and impudent nonsense I ever heard.

This was unjust. If he had heard me attentively from the first and avoided interruptions and not behaved like a submarine, we should have got through our little business in half the time. We might both have been dry and clothed by now.

I endeavored to point this out to him.

Dont talk to me, sir, he roared, hobbling off across the beach to his dressing tent. I will not listen to you. I will have nothing to do with you. I consider you impudent, sir.

I am sure it was unintentional, Mr. Derrick.

Isch! he said — being the first occasion and the last on which I ever heard that remarkable word proceed from the mouth of man.

And he vanished into his tent, while I, wading in once more, swam back to the Cob and put on my clothes.

And so home, as Pepys would have said, to breakfast, feeling depressed.


SCIENTIFIC GOLF
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As I stood with Ukridge in the fowl run on the morning following my maritime conversation with the professor, regarding a hen that had posed before us, obviously with a view to inspection, there appeared a man carrying an envelope.

Ukridge, who by this time saw, as Calverley almost said, under every hat a dun, and imagined that no envelope could contain anything but a small account, softly and silently vanished away, leaving me to interview the enemy.

Mr. Garnet, sir? said the foe.

I recognized him. He was Professor Derricks gardener. What did this portend? Had the merits of my pleadings come home to the professor when he thought them over, and was there a fathers blessing inclosed in the envelope which was being held out to me?

I opened the envelope. No, fathers blessings were absent. The letter was in the third person. Professor Derrick begged to inform Mr. Garnet that, by defeating Mr. Saul Potter, he had qualified for the final round of the Lyme Regis Golf Tournament, in which, he understood, Mr. Garnet was to be his opponent. If it would be convenient for Mr. Garnet to play off the match on the present afternoon, Professor Derrick would be obliged if he would be at the clubhouse at half-past two. If this hour and day were unsuitable, would he kindly arrange others. The bearer would wait.

The bearer did wait, and then trudged off with a note, beautifully written in the third person, in which Mr. Garnet, after numerous compliments and thanks, begged to inform Professor Derrick that he would be at the clubhouse at the hour mentioned.

And, I added — to myself, not in the note— I will give him such a licking that hell brain himself with a cleek.

For I was not pleased with the professor. I was conscious of a malicious joy at the prospect of snatching the prize from him. I knew he had set his heart on winning the tournament this year. To be runner-up two years in succession stimulates the desire for the first place. It would be doubly bitter to him to be beaten by a newcomer, after the absence of his rival, the colonel, had awakened hope in him. And I knew I could do it. Even allowing for bad luck — and I am never a very unlucky golfer — I could rely almost with certainty on crushing the man.

And Ill do it, I said to Bob, who had trotted up.

I often make Bob the recipient of my confidences. He listens appreciatively and never interrupts. And he never has grievances of his own. If there is one person I dislike, it is the man who tries to air his grievances when I wish to air mine.

Bob, I said, running his tail through my fingers, listen to me. If I am in form this afternoon, and I feel in my bones that I shall be, I shall nurse the professor. I shall play with him. Do you understand the principles of match play at golf, Robert? You score by holes, not strokes. There are eighteen holes. I shall toy with the professor, Bob. I shall let him get ahead, and then catch him up. I shall go ahead myself, and let him catch me up. I shall race him neck and neck till the very end. Then, when his hair has turned white with the strain, and hes lost a couple of stone in weight, and his eyes are starting out of his head, I shall go ahead and beat him by a hole. Ill teach him, Robert. He shall taste of my despair, and learn by proof in some wild hour how much the wretched dare. And when its all over, and hes torn all his hair out and smashed all his clubs, I shall go and commit suicide off the Cob. Because, you see, if I cant marry Phyllis, I shant have any use for life.

Bob wagged his tail cheerfully.

I mean it, I said, rolling him on his back and punching him on the chest till his breathing became stertorous. You dont see the sense of it, I know. But then youve got none of the finer feelings. Youre a jolly good dog, Robert, but youre a rank materialist. Bones and cheese and potatoes with gravy over them make you happy. You dont know what it is to be in love. Youd better get right side up now, or youll have apoplexy.

It has been my aim in the course of this narrative to extenuate nothing, nor set down aught in malice. Like the gentleman who played euchre with the heathen Chinee, I state but the facts. I do not, therefore, slur over my scheme for disturbing the professors peace of mind. I am not always good and noble. I am the hero of this story, but I have my off moments.

I felt ruthless toward the professor. I cannot plead ignorance of the golfers point of view as an excuse for my plottings. I knew that to one whose soul is in the game, as the professors was, the agony of being just beaten in an important match exceeds in bitterness all other agonies. I knew that if I scraped through by the smallest possible margin, his appetite would be destroyed, his sleep o nights broken. He would wake from fitful slumber moaning that if he had only used his iron at the tenth hole all would have been well; that if he had aimed more carefully on the seventh green, life would not be drear and blank; that a more judicious manipulation of his brassy throughout might have given him something to live for. All these things I knew.

And they did not touch me. I was adamant.



The professor was waiting for me at the clubhouse, and greeted me with a cold and stately inclination of the head.

Beautiful day for golf, I observed in my gay, chatty manner.

He bowed in silence.

Very well, I thought. Wait — just wait.

Miss Derrick is well, I hope? I added aloud.

That drew him. He started. His aspect became doubly forbidding.

Miss Derrick is perfectly well, sir, I thank you.

And you? No bad effect, I hope, from your dip yesterday?

Mr. Garnet, I came here for golf, not conversation, he said.

We made it so. I drove off from the first tee. It was a splendid drive. I should not say so if there were anyone else to say so for me. Modesty would forbid. But, as there is no one, I must repeat the statement. It was one of the best drives of my experience. The ball flashed through the air, took the bunker with a dozen feet to spare, and rolled onto the green. I had felt all along that I should be in form. Unless my opponent was equally above himself, he was a lost man.

The excellence of my drive had not been without its effect on the professor. I could see that he was not confident. He addressed his ball more strangely and at greater length than anyone I had ever seen. He waggled his club over it as if he were going to perform a conjuring trick. Then he struck and topped it.

The ball rolled two yards.

He looked at it in silence. Then he looked at me — also in silence.

I was gazing seaward.

When I looked round, he was getting to work with a brassy.

This time he hit the bunker and rolled back. He repeated this maneuver twice.

Hard luck! I murmured sympathetically on the third occasion, thereby going as near to being slain with an iron as it has ever been my lot to go. Your true golfer is easily roused in times of misfortune, and there was a red gleam in the eye the professor turned to me.

I shall pick my ball up, he growled.

We walked on in silence to the second tee.

He did the second hole in four, which was good. I won it in three, which — unfortunately for him — was better.

I won the third hole.

I won the fourth hole.

I won the fifth hole.

I glanced at my opponent out of the corner of my eyes. The man was suffering. Beads of perspiration stood out on his forehead.

His play had become wilder and wilder at each hole in arithmetical progression. If he had been a plow, he could hardly have turned up more soil. The imagination recoiled from the thought of what he would be doing in another half hour if he deteriorated at his present speed.

A feeling of calm and content stole over me. I was not sorry for him. All the viciousness of my nature was uppermost in me. Once, when he missed the ball clean at the fifth tee, his eye met mine, and we stood staring at each other for a full half minute without moving. I believe if I had smiled then, he would have attacked me without hesitation. There is a type of golfer who really almost ceases to be human under stress of the wild agony of a series of foozles.

The sixth hole involves the player in a somewhat tricky piece of cross-country work. There is a nasty ditch to be negotiated. Many an optimist has been reduced to blank pessimism by that ditch. All hope abandon, ye who enter here, might be written on a notice board over it.

The professor entered there. The unhappy man sent his ball into its very jaws. And then madness seized him. The merciful laws of golf, framed by kindly men who do not wish to see the asylums of Great Britain overcrowded, enact that in such a case the player may take his ball and throw it over his shoulder. The same to count as one stroke. But vaulting ambition is apt to try and drive out from the ditch, thinking thereby to win through without losing a stroke. This way madness lies.

It was a grisly sight to see the professor, head and shoulders above the ditch, hewing at his obstinate Haskell.

Sixteen! said the professor at last between his teeth. Then, having made one or two further comments, he stooped and picked up his ball.

I give you this hole, he said.

We walked on.

I won the seventh hole.

I won the eighth hole.

The ninth we halved, for in the black depth of my soul I had formed a plan of fiendish subtlety. I intended to allow him to win — with extreme labor — eight holes in succession.

Then, when hope was once more strong in him, I would win the last, and he would go mad.



I watched him carefully as we trudged on. Emotions chased one another across his face. When he won the tenth hole he merely refrained from oaths. When he won the eleventh a sort of sullen pleasure showed in his face. It was at the thirteenth that I detected the first dawning of hope. From then onward it grew. When, with a sequence of shocking shots, he took the seventeenth hole in eight, he was in a parlous condition. His run of success had engendered within him a desire for conversation. He wanted, as it were, to flap his wings and crow. I could see dignity wrestling with talkativeness.

I gave him a lead.

You have got back your form now, I said.

Talkativeness had it. Dignity retired hurt. Speech came from him with a rush. When he brought off an excellent drive from the eighteenth tee, he seemed to forget everything.

Me dear boy— he began, and stopped abruptly in some confusion. Silence once more brooded over us as we played ourselves up the fairway and on to the green.

He was on the green in four. I reached it in three. His sixth stroke took him out.

I putted carefully to the very mouth of the hole.

I walked up to my ball and paused. I looked at the professor. He looked at me.

Go on, he said hoarsely.

Suddenly a wave of compassion flooded over me. What right had I to torture the man like this? He had not behaved well to me, but in the main it was my fault. In his place I should have acted in precisely the same way. In a flash I made up my mind.

Professor, I said.

Go on, he repeated.

That looks a simple shot, I said, eyeing him steadily, but I might easily miss it.

He started.

And then you would win the championship.

He dabbed at his forehead with a wet ball of a handkerchief.

It would be very pleasant for you after getting so near it the last two years.

Go on, he said for the third time. But there was a note of hesitation in his voice.

Sudden joy, I said, would almost certainly make me miss it.

We looked at each other. He had the golf fever in his eyes.

If, I said slowly, lifting my putter, you were to give your consent to my marriage with Phyllis—

He looked from me to the ball, from the ball to me, and back again to the ball. It was very, very near the hole.

I love her, I said, and I have discovered she loves me.... I shall be a rich man from the day I marry—

His eyes were still fixed on the ball.

Why not? I said.

He looked up, and burst into a roar of laughter.

You young divil, said he, smiting his thigh, you young divil, youve beaten me.

I swung my putter, and drove the ball far beyond the green.

On the contrary, I said, you have beaten me.



I left the professor at the clubhouse and raced back to the farm. I wanted to pour my joys into a sympathetic ear. Ukridge, I knew, would offer that same sympathetic ear. A good fellow, Ukridge. Always interested in what you had to tell him — never bored.

Ukridge, I shouted.

No answer.

I flung open the dining-room door. Nobody.

I went into the drawing-room. It was empty.

I searched through the garden, and looked into his bedroom. He was not in either.

He must have gone for a stroll, I said.

I rang the bell.

The hired retainer appeared, calm and imperturbable as ever.

Sir?

Oh, where is Mr. Ukridge, Beale?

Mr. Ukridge, sir, said the hired retainer nonchalantly, has gone.

Gone!

Yes, sir. Mr. Ukridge and Mrs. Ukridge went away together by the three oclock train.


THE CALM BEFORE THE STORM
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Beale, I said, what do you mean? Where have they gone?

Dont know, sir. London, I expect.

When did they go? Oh, you told me that. Didnt they say why they were going?

No, sir.

Didnt you ask? When you saw them packing up and going to the station, didnt you do anything?

No, sir.

Why on earth not?

I didnt see them, sir. I only found out as theyd gone after theyd been and went, sir. Walking down by the Net and Mackerel, met one of them coastguards. Oh, says he, so youre moving? Whos a-moving? I says to him. Well, he says to me, I seen your Mr. Ukridge and his missus get into the three oclock train for Axminster. I thought as you was all a-moving. Ho! I says, Ho! wondering, and I goes on. When I gets back, I asks the missus did she see them packing their boxes, and she says, No, she says, they didnt pack no boxes as she knowed of. And blowed if they had, Mr. Garnet, sir.

What, they didnt pack!

No, sir.

We looked at one another.

Beale, I said.

Sir?

Do you know what I think?

Yes, sir.

Theyve bolted.

So I says to the missus, sir. It struck me right off, in a manner of speaking.

This is awful, I said.

Yes, sir.

His face betrayed no emotion, but he was one of those men whose expression never varies. Its a way they have in the army.

This wants thinking out, Beale, I said.

Yes, sir.

Youd better ask Mrs. Beale to give me some dinner, and then Ill think it out.

Yes, sir.

I was in an unpleasant position. Ukridge, by his defection, had left me in charge of the farm. I could dissolve the concern, I supposed, if I wished, and return to London; but I particularly desired to remain in Lyme Regis. To complete the victory I had won on the links, it was necessary for me to continue as I had begun. I was in the position of a general who has conquered a hostile country, and is obliged to soothe the feelings of the conquered people before his labors can be considered at an end. I had rushed the professor. It must now be my aim to keep him from regretting that he had been rushed. I must, therefore, stick to my post with the tenacity of a boy on a burning deck. There would be trouble. Of that I was certain. As soon as the news got about that Ukridge had gone, the deluge would begin. His creditors would abandon their passive tactics and take active steps. The siege of Port Arthur would be nothing to it. There was a chance that aggressive measures would be confined to the enemy at our gates, the tradesmen of Lyme Regis. But the probability was that the news would spread and the injured merchants of Dorchester and Axminster rush to the scene of hostilities. I foresaw unpleasantness.

I summoned Beale after dinner and held a council of war. It was no time for airy persiflage.

I said, Beale, were in the cart.

Sir?

Mr. Ukridge going away like this has left me in a most unpleasant position. I would like to talk it over with you. I dare say you know that we — that Mr. Ukridge owes a considerable amount of money roundabout here to tradesmen?

Yes, sir.

Well, when they find out that he has — er—

Shot the moon, sir, suggested the hired retainer helpfully.

Gone up to town, I said. When they find that he has gone up to town, they are likely to come bothering us a good deal.

Yes, sir.

I fancy that we shall have them all round here by the day after to-morrow at the latest. Probably earlier. News of this sort always spreads quickly. The point is, then, what are we to do?

He propounded no scheme, but stood in an easy attitude of attention, waiting for me to continue.

I continued.

Lets see exactly how we stand, I said. My point is that I particularly wish to go on living down here for at least another fortnight. Of course, my position is simple. I am Mr. Ukridges guest. I shall go on living as I have been doing up to the present. He asked me down here to help him look after the fowls, so I shall go on looking after them. I shall want a chicken a day, I suppose, or perhaps two, for my meals, and there the thing ends, as far I am concerned. Complications set in when we come to consider you and Mrs. Beale. I suppose you wont care to stop on after this?

The hired retainer scratched his chin and glanced out of the window. The moon was up and the garden looked cool and mysterious in the dim light.

Its a pretty place, Mr. Garnet, sir, he said.

It is, I said, but about other considerations? Theres the matter of wages. Are yours in arrears?

Yes, sir. A month.

And Mrs. Beales the same, I suppose?

Yes, sir. A month.

Hm. Well, it seems to me, Beale, you cant lose anything by stopping on.

I cant be paid any less than I have been, sir, he agreed.

Exactly. And, as you say, its a pretty place. You might just as well stop on and help me in the fowl run. What do you think?

Very well, sir.

And Mrs. Beale will do the same?

Yes, sir.

Thats excellent. Youre a hero, Beale. I shant forget you. Theres a check coming to me from a magazine in another week for a short story. When it arrives Ill look into that matter of back wages. Tell Mrs. Beale Im much obliged to her, will you?

Yes, sir.

Having concluded that delicate business, I strolled out into the garden with Bob. It was abominable of Ukridge to desert me in this way. Even if I had not been his friend, it would have been bad. The fact that we had known each other for years made it doubly discreditable. He might at least have warned me and given me the option of leaving the sinking ship with him.

But, I reflected, I ought not to be surprised. His whole career, as long as I had known him, had been dotted with little eccentricities of a type which an unfeeling world generally stigmatizes as shady. They were small things, it was true; but they ought to have warned me. We are most of us wise after the event. When the wind has blown we generally discover a multitude of straws which should have shown us which way it was blowing.

Once, I remembered, in our school-master days, when guineas, though regular, were few, he had had occasion to increase his wardrobe. If I recollect rightly, he thought he had a chance of a good position in the tutoring line, and only needed good clothes to make it his. He took four pounds of his salary in advance — he was in the habit of doing this; he never had any of his salary left by the end of term, it having vanished in advance loans beforehand. With this he was to buy two suits, a hat, new boots, and collars. When it came to making the purchases, he found, what he had overlooked previously in his optimistic way, that four pounds did not go very far. At the time, I remember, I thought his method of grappling with the situation humorous. He bought a hat for three and sixpence, and got the suits and the boots on the installment system, paying a small sum in advance, as earnest of more to come. He then pawned one suit to pay the first few installments, and finally departed, to be known no more. His address he had given, with a false name, at an empty house, and when the tailor arrived with the minions of the law, all he found was an annoyed caretaker and a pile of letters written by himself, containing his bill in its various stages of evolution.

Or again. There was a bicycle and photograph shop near the school. He blew into this one day and his roving eye fell on a tandem bicycle. He did not want a tandem bicycle, but that influenced him not at all. He ordered it, provisionally. He also ordered an enlarging camera, a Kodak, and a magic lantern. The order was booked and the goods were to be delivered when he had made up his mind concerning them. After a week the shopman sent round to ask if there were any further particulars which Mr. Ukridge would like to learn before definitely ordering them. Mr. Ukridge sent word back that he was considering the matter, and that in the meantime would he be so good as to let him have that little clockwork man in his window, which walked when wound up? Having got this, and not paid for it, Ukridge thought that he had done handsomely by the bicycle and photograph man, and that things were square between them. The latter met him a few days afterwards and expostulated plaintively. Ukridge explained. My good man, he said, you know, I really think we need say no more about the matter. Really, youve come out of it very well. Now, look here, which would you rather be owed for? A clockwork man, which is broken, and you can have it back, or a tandem bicycle, an enlarging camera, a Kodak, and a magic lantern? What? His reasoning was too subtle for the uneducated mind. The man retired, puzzled and unpaid, and Ukridge kept the clockwork toy.

A remarkable financier, Ukridge. I sometimes think that he would have done well in the city.

I did not go to bed till late that night. There was something so peaceful in the silence that brooded over everything that I stayed on, enjoying it. Perhaps it struck me as all the more peaceful because I could not help thinking of the troublous times that were to come. Already I seemed to hear the horrid roar of a herd of infuriated creditors. I seemed to see fierce brawlings and sackings in progress in this very garden.

It will be a coarse, brutal spectacle, Robert, I said.

Bob uttered a little whine, as if he, too, were endowed with powers of prophecy.


THE STORM BREAKS
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Rather to my surprise, the next morning passed off uneventfully. By lunch time I had come to the conclusion that the expected trouble would not occur that day, and I felt that I might well leave my post for the afternoon while I went to the professors to pay my respects.

The professor was out when I arrived. Phyllis was in, and as we had a good many things of no importance to say to each other, it was not till the evening that I started for the farm again.

As I approached the sound of voices smote my ears.

I stopped. I could hear Beale speaking. Then came the rich notes of Vickers, the butcher. Then Beale again. Then Dawlish, the grocer. Then a chorus.

The storm had burst, and in my absence.

I blushed for myself. I was in command, and I had deserted the fort in time of need. What must the faithful hired man be thinking of me? Probably he placed me, as he had placed Ukridge, in the ragged ranks of those who have shot the moon.

Fortunately, having just come from the professors, I was in the costume which of all my wardrobe was most calculated to impress. To a casual observer I should probably suggest wealth and respectability. I stopped for a moment to cool myself, for, as is my habit when pleased with life, I had been walking fast, then I opened the gate and strode in, trying to look as opulent as possible.

It was an animated scene that met my eyes. In the middle of the lawn stood the devoted Beale, a little more flushed than I had seen him hitherto, parleying with a burly and excited young man without a coat. Grouped round the pair were some dozen men, young, middle-aged, and old, all talking their hardest. I could distinguish nothing of what they were saying. I noticed that Beales left cheek bone was a little discolored, and there was a hard, dogged expression on his face. He, too, was in his shirt sleeves.

My entry created no sensation. Nobody, apparently, had heard the latch click, and nobody had caught sight of me. Their eyes were fixed on the young man and Beale. I stood at the gate and watched them.

There seemed to have been trouble already. Looking more closely I perceived sitting on the grass apart a second young man. His face was obscured by a dirty pocket handkerchief, with which he dabbed tenderly at his features. Every now and then the shirt-sleeved young man flung his hand toward him with an indignant gesture, talking hard the while. It did not need a preternaturally keen observer to deduce what had happened. Beale must have fallen out with the young man who was sitting on the grass and smitten him, and now his friend had taken up the quarrel.

Now this, I said to myself, is rather interesting. Here in this one farm we have the only three known methods of dealing with duns. Beale is evidently an exponent of the violent method. Ukridge is an apostle of evasion. I shall try conciliation. I wonder which of us will be the most successful.

Meanwhile, not to spoil Beales efforts by allowing him too little scope for experiment, I refrained from making my presence known, and continued to stand by the gate, an interested spectator.

Things were evidently moving now. The young mans gestures became more vigorous. The dogged look on Beales face deepened. The comments of the ring increased in point and pungency.

What did you hit him for, then?

This question was put, always in the same words and with the same air of quiet triumph, at intervals of thirty seconds by a little man in a snuff-colored suit with a purple tie. Nobody ever answered him or appeared to listen to him, but he seemed each time to think that he had clinched the matter and cornered his opponent.

Other voices chimed in.

You hit him, Charlie. Go on. You hit him.

Well have the law.

Go on, Charlie.

Flushed with the favor of the many-headed, Charlie now proceeded from threats to action. His right fist swung round suddenly. But Beale was on the alert. He ducked sharply, and the next minute Charlie was sitting on the ground beside his fallen friend. A hush fell on the ring, and the little man in the purple tie was left repeating his formula without support.

I advanced. It seemed to me that the time had come to be conciliatory. Charlie was struggling to his feet, obviously anxious for a second round, and Beale was getting into position once more. In another five minutes conciliation would be out of the question.

Whats all this? I said.

My advent caused a stir. Excited men left Beale and rallied round me. Charlie, rising to his feet, found himself dethroned from his position of man of the moment, and stood blinking at the setting sun and opening and shutting his mouth. There was a buzz of conversation.

Dont all speak at once, please, I said. I cant possibly follow what you say. Perhaps you will tell me what you want?

I singled out a short, stout man in gray. He wore the largest whiskers ever seen on human face.

Its like this, sir. We all of us want to know where we are.

I can tell you that, I said, youre on our lawn, and I should be much obliged if you would stop digging your heels into it.

This was not, I suppose, conciliation in the strictest and best sense of the word, but the thing had to be said.

You dont understand me, sir, he said excitedly. When I said we didnt know where we were, it was a manner of speaking. We want to know how we stand.

On your heels, I replied gently, as I pointed out before.

I am Brass, sir, of Axminster. My account with Mr. Ukridge is ten pounds eight shillings and fourpence. I want to know—

The whole strength of the company now joined in.

You know me, Mr. Garnet. Appleby, in the High— (voice lost in the general roar) ... and eightpence.

My account with Mr. Uk — —

... settle—

I represent Bodger—

A diversion occurred at this point. Charlie, who had long been eyeing Beale sourly, dashed at him with swinging fists and was knocked down again. The whole trend of the meeting altered once more. Conciliation became a drug. Violence was what the public wanted. Beale had three fights in rapid succession. I was helpless. Instinct prompted me to join the fray, but prudence told me that such a course would be fatal.

At last, in a lull, I managed to catch the hired retainer by the arm as he drew back from the prostrate form of his latest victim.

Drop it, Beale, I whispered hotly, drop it. We shall never manage these people if you knock them about. Go indoors and stay there while I talk to them.

Mr. Garnet, sir, said he, the light of battle dying out of his eyes, its ard. Its cruel ard. I aint ad a turn-up, not to call a turn-up, since Ive bin a time-expired man. I aint hitting of em, Mr. Garnet, sir, not hard I aint. That there first one of em he played me dirty, hittin at me when I wasnt looking. They cant say as I started it.

Thats all right, Beale, I said soothingly. I know it wasnt your fault, and I know its hard on you to have to stop, but I wish you would go indoors. I must talk to these men, and we shant have a moments peace while youre here. Cut along.

Very well, sir. But its ard. Maynt I ave just one go at that Charlie, Mr. Garnet? he asked wistfully.

No, no. Go in.

And if they goes for you, sir, and tries to wipe the face off you?

They wont, they wont. If they do, Ill shout for you.

He went reluctantly into the house, and I turned again to my audience.

If you will kindly be quiet for a moment— I said.

I am Appleby, Mr. Garnet, in the High Street. Mr. Ukridge—

Eighteen pounds fourteen shillings—

Kindly glance—

I waved my hands wildly above my head.

Stop! Stop! Stop! I shouted.

The babble continued, but diminished gradually in volume. Through the trees, as I waited, I caught a glimpse of the sea. I wished I was out on the Cob, where beyond these voices there was peace. My head was beginning to ache, and I felt faint for want of food.

Gentlemen! I cried, as the noise died away.

The latch of the gate clicked. I looked up and saw a tall thin young man in a frock coat and silk hat enter the garden. It was the first time I had seen the costume in the country.

He approached me.

Mr. Ukridge, sir? he said.

My name is Garnet. Mr. Ukridge is away at the moment.

I come from Whiteleys, Mr. Garnet. Our Mr. Blenkinsop having written on several occasions to Mr. Ukridge, calling his attention to the fact that his account has been allowed to mount to a considerable figure, and having received no satisfactory reply, desired me to visit him. I am sorry that he is not at home.

So am I, I said with feeling.

Do you expect him to return shortly?

No, I said, I do not.

He was looking curiously at the expectant band of duns. I forestalled his question.

Those are some of Mr. Ukridges creditors, I said. I am just about to address them. Perhaps you will take a seat. The grass is quite dry. My remarks will embrace you as well as them.

Comprehension came into his eyes, and the natural man in him peeped through the polish.

Great Scott, has he done a bunk? he cried.

To the best of my knowledge, yes, I said.

He whistled.

I turned again to the local talent.

Gentlemen! I shouted.

Hear, hear! said some idiot.

Gentlemen, I intend to be quite frank with you. We must decide just how matters stand between us. (A voice: Wheres Ukridge?) Mr. Ukridge left for London suddenly (bitter laughter) yesterday afternoon. Personally I think he will come back very shortly.

Hoots of derision greeted this prophecy.

I resumed:

I fail to see your object in coming here. I have nothing for you. I couldnt pay your bills if I wanted to.

It began to be borne in upon me that I was becoming unpopular.

I am here simply as Mr. Ukridges guest, I proceeded. After all, why should I spare the man? I have nothing whatever to do with his business affairs. I refuse absolutely to be regarded as in any way indebted to you. I am sorry for you. You have my sympathy. That is all I can give you, sympathy — and good advice.

Dissatisfaction. I was getting myself disliked. And I had meant to be so conciliatory, to speak to these unfortunates words of cheer which should be as olive oil poured into a wound. For I really did sympathize with them. I considered that Ukridge had used them disgracefully. But I was irritated. My head ached abominably.

Then am I to tell our Mr. Blenkinsop, asked the frock-coated one, that the money is not and will not be forthcoming?

When next you smoke a quiet cigar with your Mr. Blenkinsop, I replied courteously, and find conversation flagging, I rather think I should say something of the sort.

We shall, of course, instruct our solicitors at once to institute legal proceedings against your Mr. Ukridge.

Dont call him my Mr. Ukridge. You can do whatever you please.

That is your last word on the subject.

I hope so.

Wheres our money? demanded a discontented voice from the crowd.

Then Charlie, filled with the lust of revenge, proposed that the company should sack the place.

We cant see the color of our money, he said pithily, but we can have our own back.

That settled it. The battle was over. The most skillful general must sometimes recognize defeat. I could do nothing further with them. I had done my best for the farm. I could do no more.

I lit my pipe and strolled into the paddock.

Chaos followed. Indoors and out of doors they raged without check. Even Beale gave the thing up. He knocked Charlie into a flower bed and then disappeared in the direction of the kitchen.

It was growing dusk. From inside the house came faint sounds of mirth, as the sacking party emptied the rooms of their contents. In the fowl run a hen was crooning sleepily in its coop. It was a very soft, liquid, soothing sound.

Presently out came the invaders with their loot — one with a picture, another with a vase, another bearing the gramophone upside down.

Then I heard somebody — Charlie again, it seemed to me — propose a raid on the fowl run.

The fowls had had their moments of unrest since they had been our property, but what they had gone through with us was peace compared with what befell them then. Not even on that second evening of our visit, when we had run unmeasured miles in pursuit of them, had there been such confusion. Roused abruptly from their beauty sleep, they fled in all directions. The summer evening was made hideous with the noise of them.

Disgraceful, sir. Is it not disgraceful! said a voice at my ear.

The young man from Whiteleys stood beside me. He did not look happy. His forehead was damp. Somebody seemed to have stepped on his hat and his coat was smeared with mold.

I was turning to answer him, when from the dusk in the direction of the house came a sudden roar. A passionate appeal to the world in general to tell the speaker what all this meant.

There was only one man of my acquaintance with a voice like that. I walked without hurry toward him.

Good evening, Ukridge, I said.


AFTER THE STORM
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A yell of welcome drowned the tumult of the looters.

Is that you, Garny, old horse? Whats up? Whats the matter? Has everybody gone mad? Who are those blackguardly scoundrels in the fowl run? What are they doing? Whats been happening?

I have been entertaining a little meeting of your creditors, I said. And now they are entertaining themselves.

But what did you let them do it for?

What is one among so many? I said.

Oh, moaned Ukridge, as a hen flashed past us, pursued by a criminal, its a little hard. I cant go away for a day—

You cant, I said. Youre right there. You cant go away without a word—

Without a word? What do you mean? Garny, old boy, pull yourself together. Youre overexcited. Do you mean to tell me you didnt get my note?

What note?

The one I left on the dining-room table.

There was no note there.

What!

I was reminded of the scene that had taken place on the first day of our visit.

Feel in your pockets, I said.

And history repeated itself. One of the first things he pulled out was the note.

Why, here it is! he said in amazement.

Of course. Where did you expect it to be? Was it important?

Why, it explained the whole thing.

Then, I said, I wish youd let me read it. A note that can explain whats happened ought to be worth reading.

I took the envelope from his hand and opened it.

It was too dark to read, so I lit a match. A puff of wind extinguished it. There is always just enough wind to extinguish a match.

I pocketed the note.

I cant read it now, I said. Tell me what it was about.

It was telling you to sit tight and not to worry about us going away—

Thats good about worrying. Youre a thoughtful chap, Ukridge.

 — because we should be back in a day or two.

And what sent you up to town?

Why, we went to touch Millies Aunt Elizabeth.

A light began to shine on my darkness.

Oh! I said.

You remember Aunt Elizabeth? We got a letter from her not so long ago.

I know whom you mean. She called you a gaby.

And a guffin.

Of course. I remember thinking her a shrewd and discriminating old lady, with a great gift of description. So you went to touch her?

Thats it. I suddenly found that things were getting into an A1 tangle, and that we must have more money. So I naturally thought of Aunt Elizabeth. She isnt what you might call an admirer of mine, but shes very fond of Millie, and would do anything for her if shes allowed to chuck about a few home-truths before doing it. So we went off together, looked her up at her house, stated our painful case, and corralled the money. Millie and I shared the work. She did the asking, while I inquired after the rheumatism. She mentioned the precise figure that would clear us. I patted the toy Pomeranian. Little beast! Got after me quick, when I wasnt looking, and chewed my ankle.

Thank Heaven for that, I said.

In the end Millie got the money and I got the home truths.

Did she call you a gaby?

Twice. And a guffin three times.

But you got the money?

Rather. And Ill tell you another thing. I scored heavily at the end of the visit. Lady Lakenheath was doing stunts with proverbs—

I beg your pardon?

Quoting proverbs, you know, bearing on the situation. Ah, my dear, she said to Millie, marry in haste, repent at leisure! Im afraid that proverb doesnt apply to us, said Millie, because I havent repented. What do you think of that, old horse?

Millies an angel, I replied.

Just then the angel joined us. She had been exploring the house, and noting the damage done. Her eyes were open to their fullest extent as she shook hands with me.

Oh, Mr. Garnet, she said, couldnt you have stopped them?

I felt a cur. Had I done as much as I might have done to stem the tide?

Im awfully sorry, Mrs. Ukridge, I said. I really dont think I could have done more. We tried every method. Beale had seven fights, and I made a speech on the lawn, but it was all no good.

Perhaps we can collect these men and explain things, I added. I dont believe any of them know youve come back.

Send Beale round, said Ukridge. Beale!

The hired retainer came running out at the sound of the well-known voice.

Lumme, Mr. Ukridge, sir! he gasped.

It was the first time Beale had ever betrayed any real emotion in my presence. To him, I suppose, the return of Ukridge was as sensational and astounding an event as the reappearance of one from the tomb would have been. He was not accustomed to find those who had shot the moon revisiting their old haunts.

Go round the place and tell those blackguards that Ive come back, and would like to have a word with them on the lawn. And if you find any of them stealing my fowls, knock them down.

I ave knocked down one or two, said Beale with approval. That Charlie—

Thats right, Beale. Youre an excellent man, and I will pay you your back wages to-night before I go to bed.

Those fellers, sir, said Beale, having expressed his gratification, theyve been and scattered most of them birds already, sir. Theyve been chasin of em for this hour back.

Ukridge groaned.

Demons! he said. Demons!

Beale went off.

The audience assembled on the lawn in the moonlight. Ukridge, with his cap well over his eyes and his mackintosh hanging around him like a Roman toga, surveyed them stonily, and finally began his speech.

You — you — you — you blackguards! he said.

I always like to think of Ukridge as he appeared at that moment. There have been times when his conduct did not recommend itself to me. It has sometimes happened that I have seen flaws in him. But on this occasion he was at his best. He was eloquent. He dominated his audience.

He poured scorn upon his hearers, and they quailed. He flung invective at them, and they wilted.

It was hard, he said, it was a little hard that a gentleman could not run up to London for a couple of days on business without having his private grounds turned upside down. He had intended to deal well by the tradesmen of the town, to put business in their way, to give them large orders. But would he? Not much. As soon as ever the sun had risen and another day begun, their miserable accounts should be paid in full and their connection with him be cut off. Afterwards it was probable that he would institute legal proceedings against them for trespass and damage to property, and if they didnt all go to prison they might consider themselves uncommonly lucky, and if they didnt fly the spot within the brief space of two ticks he would get among them with a shotgun. He was sick of them. They were no gentlemen, but cads. Scoundrels. Creatures that it would be rank flattery to describe as human beings. Thats the sort of things they were. And now they might go — quick!

The meeting then dispersed, without the usual vote of thanks.



We were quiet at the farm that night. Ukridge sat like Marius among the ruins of Carthage and refused to speak. Eventually he took Bob with him and went for a walk.

Half an hour later I, too, wearied of the scene of desolation. My errant steps took me in the direction of the sea. As I approached I was aware of a figure standing in the moonlight, gazing moodily out over the waters. Beside the figure was a dog.

I would not disturb his thoughts. The dark moments of massive minds are sacred. I forebore to speak to him. As readily might one of the generals of the Grand Army have opened conversation with Napoleon during the retreat from Moscow.

I turned softly and walked the other way. When I looked back he was still there.
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I did think Mr. Garnet would have fainted when the best man said, I cant find it, old horse!


EPILOGUE

ARGUMENT. FROM THE Morning Post: ... and graceful, wore a simple gown of stiff satin and old lace, and a heavy lace veil fell in soft folds over the shimmering skirt. A reception was subsequently held by Mrs. OBrien, aunt of the bride, at her house in Ennismore Gardens.

IN THE SERVANTS HALL

The Cook. ... And as pretty a wedding, Mr. Hill, as ever I did see.

The Butler. Indeed, Mrs. Minchley? And how did our niece look?

The Cook (closing her eyes in silent rapture). Well, there! That lace! (In a burst of ecstacy.) Well, there!! Words cant describe it, Mr. Hill.

The Butler. Indeed, Mrs. Minchley?

The Cook. And Miss Phyllis — Mrs. Garnet, I should say — she was as calm as calm. And looking beautiful as — well, there! Now, Mr. Garnet, he did look nervous, if you like, and when the best man — such a queer-looking awkward man, in a frock coat that I wouldnt have been best man at a wedding in — when he lost the ring and said — quite loud, everybody could hear him— I cant find it, old horse! why I did think Mr. Garnet would have fainted away, and so I said to Jane, as was sitting beside me. But he found it at the last moment, and all went on as merrily, as you may say, as a wedding bell.

Jane (sentimentally). Reely, these weddings, you know, they do give you a sort of feeling, if you catch my meaning, Mrs. Minchley.

The Butler (with the air of a high priest who condescends for once to unbend and frolic with lesser mortals). Ah! itll be your turn next, Miss Jane.

Jane (who has long had designs on this dignified bachelor). Oh, Mr. Hill, reely! You do poke your fun.

[Raises her eyes to his, and drops them swiftly, leaving him with a pleasant sensation of having said a good thing particularly neatly, and a growing idea that he might do worse than marry Jane, take a nice little house in Chelsea somewhere, and let lodgings. He thinks it over.

Tilby (a flighty young person who, when she has a moment or two to spare from the higher flirtation with the local policeman, puts in a little light work about the bedrooms). Oh, I say, thisll be one in the eye for Riggetts, pore little feller. (Assuming an air of advanced melodrama.) Ow! She as forsiken me! Ill go and blow me little ead off with a blunderbuss! Ow that one so fair could be so false!

Master Thomas Riggetts (the page boy, whose passion for the lady who has just become Mrs. Garnet has for many months been a byword in the servants hall). Huh! (To himself bitterly.) Tike care, tike care, lest some day you drive me too far. [Is left brooding darkly.

UPSTAIRS

The Bride. ... Thank you.... Oh, thank you.... Thank you so much.... Thank you so much ... oh, thank you.... Thank you.... Thank you so much.

The Bridegroom. Thanks.... Oh, thanks.... Thanks awflly.... Thanks awflly.... Thanks awflly.... Oh, thanks awflly ... (with a brilliant burst of invention, amounting almost to genius) Thanks frightfully.

The Bride (to herself, rapturously). A-a-a-h!

The Bridegroom (dabbing at his forehead with his handkerchief during a lull). I shall drop.

The Best Man (appearing suddenly at his side with a glass). Bellows to mend, old horse, what? Keep going. Youre doing fine. Bless you. Bless you.

[Drifts away.

Elderly Stranger (to bridegroom). Sir, I have jigged your wife on my knee.

The Bridegroom (with absent politeness). Ah! Lately?

Elderly Stranger. When she was a baby, sir.

The Bridegroom (from force of habit). Oh, thanks. Thanks awflly.

The Bride (to herself). Why cant one get married every day!... (catching sight of a young gentleman whose bi-weekly conversation with her in the past was wont to consist of two remarks on the weather and one proposal of marriage). Oh! Oh, what a shame inviting poor little Freddy Fraddle! Aunt Kathleen must have known! How could she be so cruel! Poor little fellow, he must be suffering dreadfully!

Poor Little Freddy Fraddle (addressing his immortal soul as he catches sight of the bridegroom, with a set smile on his face, shaking hands with an obvious bore). Poor devil, poor, poor devil! And to think that I — ! Well, well! There but for the grace of God goes Frederick Fraddle.

The Bridegroom (to the Obvious Bore). Thanks. Thanks awflly.

The Obvious Bore (in measured tones).... are going, as you say, to Wales for your honeymoon, you should on no account miss the opportunity of seeing the picturesque ruins of Llanxwrg Castle, which are among the most prominent spectacles of Carnarvonshire, a county, which I understand you to say, you propose to include in your visit. The ruins are really part of the village of Twdyd-Prtsplgnd, but your best station would be Golgdn. There is a good train service to and from that spot. If you mention my name to the custodian of the ruins, he will allow you to inspect the grave of the celebrated —— 

Immaculate Youth (interrupting). Hello, Garnet, old man. Dont know if you remember me. Latimer, of Oriel. I was a fresher in your third year. Gratters!

The Bridegroom (with real sincerity for once). Thanks. Thanks awflly.

[They proceed to talk Oxford shop together, to the exclusion of the O. B., who glides off in search of another victim.

IN THE STREET

The Coachman (to his horse). Kim up, then!

The Horse (to itself). Deuce of a time these people are. Why dont they hurry. I want to be off. Im certain we shall miss that train.

The Best Man (to crowd of perfect strangers, with whom in some mysterious way he has managed to strike up a warm friendship). Now, then, you men, stand by. Wait till they come out, then blaze away. Good handful first shot. Thats what you want.

The Cook (in the area, to Jane). Oh, I do ope they wont miss that train, dont you? Oh, here they come. Oh, dont Miss Phyllis — Mrs. Garnet — look — well, there. And I can remember her a little slip of a girl only so high, and she used to come to my kitchen, and she used to say, Mrs. Minchley, she used to say — it seems only yesterday— Mrs. Minchley, I want—

[Left reminiscing.

The Bride (as the page boys gloomy eye catches hers, smiles as she was wont to smile).

Master Riggetts (with a happy recollection of his latest-read work of fiction— Sir Rupert of the Hall: Meadowsweet Library — to himself). Good-by, proud lady. Fare you well. And may you never regret. May — you — nevorrr — regret!

[Dives passionately into larder, and consoles himself with jam.

The Best Man (to his gang of bravoes). Now, then, you men, bang it in.

[They bang it in.

The Bridegroom (retrieving his hat). Oh — [Recollects himself in time.

The Best Man. Oh, shot, sir! Shot, indeed!

[The Bride and Bridegroom enter the carriage amid a storm of rice.

The Best Man (coming to carriage window). Garny, old horse.

The Bridegroom. Well?

The Best Man. Just a moment. Look here, Ive got a new idea. The best ever, pon my word it is. Im going to start a duck farm and run it without water. What? Youll miss your train? Oh, no, you wont. Theres plenty of time. My theory is, you see, that ducks get thin by taking exercise and swimming about and so on, dont you know, so that, if you kept them on land always, theyd get jolly fat in about half the time — and no trouble and expense. See? What? You bring the missus down there. Ill write you the address. Good-by. Bless you. Good-by, Mrs. Garnet.

The Bride and Bridegroom (simultaneously, with a smile apiece). Good-by.

[They catch the train and live happily ever afterwards.]


The White Feather (1907)
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TO

MY BROTHER

DICK

The time of this story is a year and a term later than that of The Gold Bat. The history of Wrykyn in between these two books is dealt with in a number of short stories, some of them brainy in the extreme, which have appeared in various magazines. I wanted Messrs Black to publish these, but they were light on their feet and kept away — a painful exhibition of the White Feather.

P. G. Wodehouse


I. EXPERT OPINIONS
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WITH APOLOGIES TO gent opposite, said Clowes, I must say I dont think much of the team.

Dont apologise to me, said Allardyce disgustedly, as he filled the teapot, I think theyre rotten.

They ought to have got into form by now, too, said Trevor. Its not as if this was the first game of the term.

First game! Allardyce laughed shortly. Why, weve only got a couple of club matches and the return match with Ripton to end the season. It is about time they got into form, as you say.

Clowes stared pensively into the fire.

They struck me, he said, as the sort of team whod get into form somewhere in the middle of the cricket season.

Thats about it, said Allardyce. Try those biscuits, Trevor. Theyre about the only good thing left in the place.

School isnt what it was? inquired Trevor, plunging a hand into the tin that stood on the floor beside him.

No, said Allardyce, not only in footer but in everything. The place seems absolutely rotten. Its bad enough losing all our matches, or nearly all. Did you hear that Ripton took thirty-seven points off us last term? And we only just managed to beat Greenburgh by a try to nil.

We got thirty points last year, he went on. Thirty-three, and forty-two the year before. Why, weve always simply walked them. Its an understood thing that we smash them. And this year they held us all the time, and it was only a fluke that we scored at all. Their back miskicked, and let Barry in.

Barry struck me as the best of the outsides today, said Clowes. Hes heavier than he was, and faster.

Hes all right, agreed Allardyce. If only the centres would feed him, we might do something occasionally. But did you ever see such a pair of rotters?

The man who was marking me certainly didnt seem particularly brilliant. I dont even know his name. He didnt do anything at footer in my time, said Trevor.

Hes a chap called Attell. He wasnt here with you. He came after the summer holidays. I believe he was sacked from somewhere. Hes no good, but theres nobody else. Colours have been simply a gift this year to anyone who can do a thing. Only Barry and myself left from last years team. I never saw such a clearance as there was after the summer term.

Where are the boys of the Old Brigade? sighed Clowes.

I dont know. I wish they were here, said Allardyce.

Trevor and Clowes had come down, after the Easter term had been in progress for a fortnight, to play for an Oxford A team against the school. The match had resulted in an absurdly easy victory for the visitors by over forty points. Clowes had scored five tries off his own bat, and Trevor, if he had not fed his wing so conscientiously, would probably have scored an equal number. As it was, he had got through twice, and also dropped a goal. The two were now having a late tea with Allardyce in his study. Allardyce had succeeded Trevor as Captain of Football at Wrykyn, and had found the post anything but a sinecure.

For Wrykyn had fallen for the time being on evil days. It was experiencing the reaction which so often takes place in a school in the year following a season of exceptional athletic prosperity. With Trevor as captain of football, both the Ripton matches had been won, and also three out of the four other school matches. In cricket the eleven had had an even finer record, winning all their school matches, and likewise beating the M.C.C. and Old Wrykinians. It was too early to prophesy concerning the fortunes of next terms cricket team, but, if they were going to resemble the fifteen, Wrykyn was doomed to the worst athletic year it had experienced for a decade.

Its a bit of a come-down after last season, isnt it? resumed Allardyce, returning to his sorrows. It was a relief to him to discuss his painful case without restraint.

We were a fine team last year, agreed Clowes, and especially strong on the left wing. By the way, I see youve moved Barry across.

Yes. Attell cant pass much, but he passes better from right to left than from left to right; so, Barry being our scoring man, I shifted him across. The chap on the other wing, Stanning, isnt bad at times. Do you remember him? Hes in Applebys. Then Drummonds useful at half.

Jolly useful, said Trevor. I thought he would be. I recommended you last year to keep your eye on him.

Decent chap, Drummond, said Clowes.

About the only one there is left in the place, observed Allardyce gloomily.

Our genial host, said Clowes, sawing at the cake, appears to have that tired feeling. He seems to have lost that joie de vivre of his, what?

It must be pretty sickening, said Trevor sympathetically. Im glad I wasnt captain in a bad year.

The rummy thing is that the worse they are, the more side they stick on. You see chaps who wouldnt have been in the third in a good year walking about in first fifteen blazers, and first fifteen scarves, and first fifteen stockings, and sweaters with first fifteen colours round the edges. I wonder they dont tattoo their faces with first fifteen colours.

It would improve some of them, said Clowes.

Allardyce resumed his melancholy remarks. But, as I was saying, its not only that the footers rotten. That you cant help, I suppose. Its the general beastliness of things that I bar. Rows with the town, for instance. Weve been having them on and off ever since you left. And itll be worse now, because theres an election coming off soon. Are you fellows stopping for the night in the town? If so, I should advise you to look out for yourselves.

Thanks, said Clowes. I shouldnt like to see Trevor sand-bagged. Nor indeed, should I — for choice — care to be sand-bagged myself. But, as it happens, the good Donaldson is putting us up, so we escape the perils of the town.

Everybody seems so beastly slack now, continued Allardyce. Its considered the thing. Youre looked on as an awful blood if you say you havent done a stroke of work for a week. I shouldnt mind that so much if they were some good at anything. But they cant do a thing. The footers rotten, the gymnasium six is made up of kids an inch high — we shall probably be about ninetieth at the Public Schools Competition — and there isnt any one who can play racquets for nuts. The only thing that Wrykynll do this year is to get the Light-Weights at Aldershot. Drummond ought to manage that. He won the Feathers last time. Hes nearly a stone heavier now, and awfully good. But hes the only man we shall send up, I expect. Now that OHara and Moriarty are both gone, hes the only chap we have whos up to Aldershot form. And nobody elsell take the trouble to practice. Theyre all too slack.

In fact, said Clowes, getting up, as was only to be expected, the school started going to the dogs directly I left. We shall have to be pushing on now, Allardyce. We promised to look in on Seymour before we went to bed. Friend let us away.

Good night, said Allardyce.

What you want, said Clowes solemnly, is a liver pill. You are looking on life too gloomily. Take a pill. Let there be no stint. Take two. Then we shall hear your merry laugh ringing through the old cloisters once more. Buck up and be a bright and happy lad, Allardyce.

Take more than a pill to make me that, growled that soured footballer.

Mr Seymours views on the school resembled those of Allardyce. Wrykyn, in his opinion, was suffering from a reaction.

Its always the same, he said, after a very good year. Boys leave, and its hard to fill their places. I must say I did not expect quite such a clearing out after the summer. We have had bad luck in that way. Maurice, for instance, and Robinson both ought to have had another year at school. It was quite unexpected, their leaving. They would have made all the difference to the forwards. You must have somebody to lead the pack who has had a little experience of first fifteen matches.

But even then, said Clowes, they oughtnt to be so rank as they were this afternoon. They seemed such slackers.

Im afraid thats the failing of the school just now, agreed Mr Seymour. They dont play themselves out. They dont put just that last ounce into their work which makes all the difference.

Clowes thought of saying that, to judge by appearances, they did not put in even the first ounce; but refrained. However low an opinion a games master may have — and even express — of his team, he does not like people to agree too cordially with his criticisms.

Allardyce seems rather sick about it, said Trevor.

I am sorry for Allardyce. It is always unpleasant to be the only survivor of an exceptionally good team. He cant forget last years matches, and suffers continual disappointments because the present team does not play up to the same form.

He was saying something about rows with the town, said Trevor, after a pause.

Yes, there has certainly been some unpleasantness lately. It is the penalty we pay for being on the outskirts of a town. Four years out of five nothing happens. But in the fifth, when the school has got a little out of hand—

Oh, then it really has got out of hand? asked Clowes.

Between ourselves, yes, admitted Mr Seymour.

What sort of rows? asked Trevor.

Mr Seymour couldnt explain exactly. Nothing, as it were, definite — as yet. No actual complaints so far. But still — well, trouble — yes, trouble.

For instance, he said, a boy in my house, Linton — you remember him? — is moving in society at this moment with a swollen lip and minus a front tooth. Of course, I know nothing about it, but I fancy he got into trouble in the town. That is merely a straw which shows how the wind is blowing, but if you lived on the spot you would see more what I mean. There is trouble in the air. And now that this election is coming on, I should not wonder if things came to a head. I cant remember a single election in Wrykyn when there was not disorder in the town. And if the school is going to join in, as it probably will, I shall not be sorry when the holidays come. I know the headmaster is only waiting for an excuse to put the town out of bounds.

But the kids have always had a few rows on with that school in the High Street — whats its name — St Something? said Clowes.

Judes, supplied Trevor.

St Judes! said Mr Seymour. Have they? I didnt know that.

Oh yes. I dont know how it started, but its been going on for two or three years now. Its a School House feud really, but Dexters are mixed up in it somehow. If a School House fag goes down town he runs like an antelope along the High Street, unless hes got one or two friends with him. I saved dozens of kids from destruction when I was at school. The St Judes fellows lie in wait, and dash out on them. I used to find School House fags fighting for their lives in back alleys. The enemy fled on my approach. My air of majesty overawed them.

But a junior school feud matters very little, said Mr Seymour. You say it has been going on for three years; and I have never heard of it till now. It is when the bigger fellows get mixed up with the town that we have to interfere. I wish the headmaster would put the place out of bounds entirely until the election is over. Except at election time, the town seems to go to sleep.

Thats what we ought to be doing, said Clowes to Trevor. I think we had better be off now, sir. We promised Mr Donaldson to be in some time tonight.

Its later than I thought, said Mr Seymour. Good night, Clowes. How many tries was it that you scored this afternoon? Five? I wish you were still here, to score them for instead of against us. Good night, Trevor. I was glad to see they tried you for Oxford, though you didnt get your blue. Youll be in next year all right. Good night.

The two Old Wrykinians walked along the road towards Donaldsons. It was a fine night, but misty.

Jove, Im quite tired, said Clowes. Hullo!

Whats up?

They were opposite Applebys at the moment. Clowes drew him into the shadow of the fence.

Theres a chap breaking out. I saw him shinning down a rope. Lets wait, and see who it is.

A moment later somebody ran softly through the gateway and disappeared down the road that led to the town.

Who was it? said Trevor. I couldnt see.

I spotted him all right. It was that chap who was marking me today, Stanning. Wonder what hes after. Perhaps hes gone to tar the statue, like OHara. Rather a sportsman.

Rather a silly idiot, said Trevor. I hope he gets caught.

You always were one of those kind sympathetic chaps, said Clowes. Come on, or Donaldsonll be locking us out.


II. SHEEN AT HOME
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ON THE AFTERNOON following the Oxford A match, Sheen, of Seymours, was sitting over the gas-stove in his study with a Thucydides. He had been staying in that day with a cold. He was always staying in. Everyone has his hobby. That was Sheens.

Nobody at Wrykyn, even at Seymours, seemed to know Sheen very well, with the exception of Drummond; and those who troubled to think about the matter at all rather wondered what Drummond saw in him. To the superficial observer the two had nothing in common. Drummond was good at games — he was in the first fifteen and the second eleven, and had won the Feather Weights at Aldershot — and seemed to have no interests outside them. Sheen, on the other hand, played fives for the house, and that was all. He was bad at cricket, and had given up football by special arrangement with Allardyce, on the plea that he wanted all his time for work. He was in for an in-school scholarship, the Gotford. Allardyce, though professing small sympathy with such a degraded ambition, had given him a special dispensation, and since then Sheen had retired from public life even more than he had done hitherto. The examination for the Gotford was to come off towards the end of the term.

The only other Wrykinians with whom Sheen was known to be friendly were Stanning and Attell, of Applebys. And here those who troubled to think about it wondered still more, for Sheen, whatever his other demerits, was not of the type of Stanning and Attell. There are certain members of every public school, just as there are certain members of every college at the universities, who are marked men. They have never been detected in any glaring breach of the rules, and their manner towards the powers that be is, as a rule, suave, even deferential. Yet it is one of the things which everybody knows, that they are in the black books of the authorities, and that sooner or later, in the picturesque phrase of the New Yorker, they will get it in the neck. To this class Stanning and Attell belonged. It was plain to all that the former was the leading member of the firm. A glance at the latter was enough to show that, whatever ambitions he may have had in the direction of villainy, he had not the brains necessary for really satisfactory evildoing. As for Stanning, he pursued an even course of life, always rigidly obeying the eleventh commandment, thou shalt not be found out. This kept him from collisions with the authorities; while a ready tongue and an excellent knowledge of the art of boxing — he was, after Drummond, the best Light-Weight in the place — secured him at least tolerance at the hand of the school: and, as a matter of fact, though most of those who knew him disliked him, and particularly those who, like Drummond, were what Clowes had called the Old Brigade, he had, nevertheless, a tolerably large following. A first fifteen man, even in a bad year, can generally find boys anxious to be seen about with him.

That Sheen should have been amongst these surprised one or two people, notably Mr Seymour, who, being games master had come a good deal into contact with Stanning, and had not been favourably impressed. The fact was that the keynote of Sheens character was a fear of giving offence. Within limits this is not a reprehensible trait in a persons character, but Sheen overdid it, and it frequently complicated his affairs. There come times when one has to choose which of two people one shall offend. By acting in one way, we offend A. By acting in the opposite way, we annoy B. Sheen had found himself faced by this problem when he began to be friendly with Drummond. Their acquaintance, begun over a game of fives, had progressed. Sheen admired Drummond, as the type of what he would have liked to have been, if he could have managed it. And Drummond felt interested in Sheen because nobody knew much about him. He was, in a way, mysterious. Also, he played the piano really well; and Drummond at that time would have courted anybody who could play for his benefit Mumblin Mose, and didnt mind obliging with unlimited encores.

So the two struck up an alliance, and as Drummond hated Stanning only a shade less than Stanning hated him, Sheen was under the painful necessity of choosing between them. He chose Drummond. Whereby he undoubtedly did wisely.

Sheen sat with his Thucydides over the gas-stove, and tried to interest himself in the doings of the Athenian expedition at Syracuse. His brain felt heavy and flabby. He realised dimly that this was because he took too little exercise, and he made a resolution to diminish his hours of work per diem by one, and to devote that one to fives. He would mention it to Drummond when he came in. He would probably come in to tea. The board was spread in anticipation of a visit from him. Herbert, the boot-boy, had been despatched to the town earlier in the afternoon, and had returned with certain food-stuffs which were now stacked in an appetising heap on the table.

Sheen was just making something more or less like sense out of an involved passage of Nikias speech, in which that eminent general himself seemed to have only a hazy idea of what he was talking about, when the door opened.

He looked up, expecting to see Drummond, but it was Stanning. He felt instantly that warm shooting sensation from which David Copperfield suffered in moments of embarrassment. Since the advent of Drummond he had avoided Stanning, and he could not see him without feeling uncomfortable. As they were both in the sixth form, and sat within a couple of yards of one another every day, it will be realised that he was frequently uncomfortable.

Great Scott! said Stanning, swotting?

Sheen glanced almost guiltily at his Thucydides. Still, it was something of a relief that the other had not opened the conversation with an indictment of Drummond.

You see, he said apologetically, Im in for the Gotford.

So am I. Whats the good of swotting, though? Im not going to do a stroke.

As Stanning was the only one of his rivals of whom he had any real fear, Sheen might have replied with justice that, if that was the case, the more he swotted the better. But he said nothing. He looked at the stove, and dogs-eared the Thucydides.

What a worm you are, always staying in! said Stanning.

I caught a cold watching the match yesterday.

Youre as flabby as— Stanning looked round for a simile, as a dough-nut. Why dont you take some exercise?

Im going to play fives, I think. I do need some exercise.

Fives? Why dont you play footer?

I havent time. I want to work.

What rot. Im not doing a stroke.

Stanning seemed to derive a spiritual pride from this admission.

Tell you what, then, said Stanning, Ill play you tomorrow after school.

Sheen looked a shade more uncomfortable, but he made an effort, and declined the invitation.

I shall probably be playing Drummond, he said.

Oh, all right, said Stanning. I dont care. Play whom you like.

There was a pause.

As a matter of fact, resumed Stanning, what I came here for was to tell you about last night. I got out, and went to Mitchells. Why didnt you come? Didnt you get my note? I sent a kid with it.

Mitchell was a young gentleman of rich but honest parents, who had left the school at Christmas. He was in his fathers office, and lived in his fathers house on the outskirts of the town. From time to time his father went up to London on matters connected with business, leaving him alone in the house. On these occasions Mitchell the younger would write to Stanning, with whom when at school he had been on friendly terms; and Stanning, breaking out of his house after everybody had gone to bed, would make his way to the Mitchell residence, and spend a pleasant hour or so there. Mitchell senior owned Turkish cigarettes and a billiard table. Stanning appreciated both. There was also a piano, and Stanning had brought Sheen with him one night to play it. The getting-out and the subsequent getting-in had nearly whitened Sheens hair, and it was only by a series of miracles that he had escaped detection. Once, he felt, was more than enough; and when a fag from Applebys had brought him Stannings note, containing an invitation to a second jaunt of the kind, he had refused to be lured into the business again.

Yes, I got the note, he said.

Then why didnt you come? Mitchell was asking where you were.

Its so beastly risky.

Risky! Rot.

We should get sacked if we were caught.

Well, dont get caught, then.

Sheen registered an internal vow that he would not.

He wanted us to go again on Monday. Will you come?

I — dont think I will, Stanning, said Sheen. It isnt worth it.

You mean you funk it. Thats whats the matter with you.

Yes, I do, admitted Sheen.

As a rule — in stories — the person who owns that he is afraid gets unlimited applause and adulation, and feels a glow of conscious merit. But with Sheen it was otherwise. The admission made him if possible, more uncomfortable than he had been before.

Mitchell will be sick, said Stanning.

Sheen said nothing.

Stanning changed the subject.

Well, at anyrate, he said, give us some tea. You seem to have been victualling for a siege.

Im awfully sorry, said Sheen, turning a deeper shade of red and experiencing a redoubled attack of the warm shooting, but the fact is, Im waiting for Drummond.

Stanning got up, and expressed his candid opinion of Drummond in a few words.

He said more. He described Sheen, too in unflattering terms.

Look here, he said, you may think it jolly fine to drop me just because youve got to know Drummond a bit, but youll be sick enough that youve done it before youve finished.

It isnt that— began Sheen.

I dont care what it is. You slink about trying to avoid me all day, and you wont do a thing I ask you to do.

But you see—

Oh, shut up, said Stanning.


III. SHEEN RECEIVES VISITORS AND ADVICE
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WHILE SHEEN HAD been interviewing Stanning, in study twelve, farther down the passage, Linton and his friend Dunstable, who was in Days house, were discussing ways and means. Like Stanning, Dunstable had demanded tea, and had been informed that there was none for him.

Well, you are a bright specimen, arent you? said Dunstable, seating himself on the table which should have been groaning under the weight of cake and biscuits. I should like to know where you expect to go to. You lure me in here, and then have the cheek to tell me you havent got anything to eat. What have you done with it all?

There was half a cake—

Bring it on.

Young Menzies bagged it after the match yesterday. His brother came down with the Oxford A team, and he had to give him tea in his study. Then there were some biscuits—

Whats the matter with biscuits? Theyre all right. Bring them on. Biscuits forward. Show biscuits.

Menzies took them as well.

Dunstable eyed him sorrowfully.

You always were a bit of a maniac, he said, but I never thought you were quite such a complete gibberer as to let Menzies get away with all your grub. Well, the only thing to do is to touch him for tea. He owes us one. Come on.

They proceeded down the passage and stopped at the door of study three.

Hullo! said Menzies, as they entered.

Weve come to tea, said Dunstable. Cut the satisfying sandwich. Lets see a little more of that hissing urn of yours, Menzies. Bustle about, and be the dashing host.

I wasnt expecting you.

I cant help your troubles, said Dunstable.

Ive not got anything. I was thinking of coming to you, Linton.

Wheres that cake?

Finished. My brother simply walked into it.

Greed, said Dunstable unkindly, seems to be the besetting sin of the Menzies. Well, what are you going to do about it? I dont wish to threaten, but Im a demon when Im roused. Being done out of my tea is sure to rouse me. And owing to unfortunate accident of being stonily broken, I cant go to the shop. Youre responsible for the slump in provisions, Menzies, and you must see us through this. What are you going to do about it?

Do either of you chaps know Sheen at all?

I dont, said Linton. Not to speak to.

You cant expect us to know all your shady friends, said Dunstable. Why?

Hes got a tea on this evening. If you knew him well enough, you might borrow something from him. I met Herbert in the dinner-hour carrying in all sorts of things to his study. Still, if you dont know him—

Dont let a trifle of that sort stand in the way, said Dunstable. Which is his study?

Come on, Linton, said Dunstable. Be a man, and lead the way. Go in as if hed invited us. Ten to one hell think he did, if you dont spoil the thing by laughing.

What, invite ourselves to tea? asked Linton, beginning to grasp the idea.

Thats it. Sheens the sort of ass who wont do a thing. Anyhow, its worth trying. Smith in our house got a tea out of him that way last term. Coming, Menzies?

Not much. I hope he kicks you out.

Come on, then, Linton. If Menzies cares to chuck away a square meal, let him.

Thus, no sooner had the door of Sheens study closed upon Stanning than it was opened again to admit Linton and Dunstable.

Well, said Linton, affably, here we are.

Hope were not late, said Dunstable. You said somewhere about five. Its just struck. Shall we start?

He stooped, and took the kettle from the stove.

Dont you bother, he said to Sheen, who had watched this manœuvre with an air of amazement, Ill do all the dirty work.

But— began Sheen.

Thats all right, said Dunstable soothingly. I like it.

The intellectual pressure of the affair was too much for Sheen. He could not recollect having invited Linton, with whom he had exchanged only about a dozen words that term, much less Dunstable, whom he merely knew by sight. Yet here they were, behaving like honoured guests. It was plain that there was a misunderstanding somewhere, but he shrank from grappling with it. He did not want to hurt their feelings. It would be awkward enough if they discovered their mistake for themselves.

So he exerted himself nervously to play the host, and the first twinge of remorse which Linton felt came when Sheen pressed upon him a bag of biscuits which, he knew, could not have cost less than one and sixpence a pound. His heart warmed to one who could do the thing in such style.

Dunstable, apparently, was worried by no scruples. He leaned back easily in his chair, and kept up a bright flow of conversation.

Youre not looking well, Sheen, he said. You ought to take more exercise. Why dont you come down town with us one of these days and do a bit of canvassing? Its a rag. Linton lost a tooth at it the other day. Were going down on Saturday to do a bit more.

Oh! said Sheen, politely.

We shall get one or two more chaps to help next time. It isnt good enough, only us two. We had four great beefy hooligans on to us when Linton got his tooth knocked out. We had to run. Theres a regular gang of them going about the town, now that the elections on. A red-headed fellow, who looks like a butcher, seems to boss the show. They call him Albert. Hell have to be slain one of these days, for the credit of the school. I should like to get Drummond on to him.

I was expecting Drummond to tea, said Sheen.

Hes running and passing with the fifteen, said Linton. He ought to be in soon. Why, here he is. Hullo, Drummond!

Hullo! said the newcomer, looking at his two fellow-visitors as if he were surprised to see them there.

How were the First? asked Dunstable.

Oh, rotten. Any tea left?

Conversation flagged from this point, and shortly afterwards Dunstable and Linton went.

Come and tea with me some time, said Linton.

Oh, thanks, said Sheen. Thanks awfully.

It was rather a shame, said Linton to Dunstable, as they went back to their study, rushing him like that. I shouldnt wonder if hes quite a good sort, when one gets to know him.

He must be a rotter to let himself be rushed. By Jove, I should like to see someone try that game on with me.

In the study they had left, Drummond was engaged in pointing this out to Sheen.

The First are rank bad, he said. The outsides were passing rottenly today. We shall have another forty points taken off us when we play Ripton. By the way, I didnt know you were a pal of Lintons.

Im not, said Sheen.

Well, he seemed pretty much at home just now.

I cant understand it. Im certain I never asked him to tea. Or Dunstable either. Yet they came in as if I had. I didnt like to hurt their feelings by telling them.

Drummond stared.

What, they came without being asked! Heavens! man, you must buck up a bit and keep awake, or youll have an awful time. Of course those two chaps were simply trying it on. I had an idea it might be that when I came in. Why did you let them? Why didnt you scrag them?

Oh, I dont know, said Sheen uncomfortably.

But, look here, its rot. You must keep your end up in a place like this, or everybody in the housell be ragging you. Chaps will, naturally, play the goat if you let them. Has this ever happened before?

Sheen admitted reluctantly that it had. He was beginning to see things. It is never pleasant to feel one has been bluffed.

Once last term, he said, Smith, a chap in Days, came to tea like that. I couldnt very well do anything.

And Dunstable is in Days. They compared notes. I wonder you havent had the whole school dropping in on you, lining up in long queues down the passage. Look here, Sheen, you really must pull yourself together. Im not ragging. Youll have a beastly time if youre so feeble. I hope you wont be sick with me for saying it, but I cant help that. Its all for your own good. And its really pure slackness thats the cause of it all.

I hate hurting peoples feelings, said Sheen.

Oh, rot. As if anybody here had any feelings. Besides, it doesnt hurt a chaps feelings being told to get out, when he knows hes no business in a place.

Oh, all right, said Sheen shortly.

Glad you see it, said Drummond. Well, Im off. Wonder if theres anybody in that bath.

He reappeared a few moments later. During his absence Sheen overheard certain shrill protestations which were apparently being uttered in the neighbourhood of the bathroom door.

There was, he said, putting his head into the study and grinning cheerfully at Sheen. There was young Renford, who had no earthly business to be there. Ive just looked in to point the moral. Suppose youd have let him bag all the hot water, which ought to have come to his elders and betters, for fear of hurting his feelings; and gone without your bath. I went on my theory that nobody at Wrykyn, least of all a fag, has any feelings. I turfed him out without a touch of remorse. You get much the best results my way. So long.

And the head disappeared; and shortly afterwards there came from across the passage muffled but cheerful sounds of splashing.


IV. THE BETTER PART OF VALOUR
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THE BOROUGH OF Wrykyn had been a little unfortunate — or fortunate, according to the point of view — in the matter of elections. The latter point of view was that of the younger and more irresponsible section of the community, which liked elections because they were exciting. The former was that of the tradespeople, who disliked them because they got their windows broken.

Wrykyn had passed through an election and its attendant festivities in the previous year, when Sir Eustace Briggs, the mayor of the town, had been returned by a comfortable majority. Since then ill-health had caused that gentleman to resign his seat, and the place was once more in a state of unrest. This time the school was deeply interested in the matter. The previous election had not stirred them. They did not care whether Sir Eustace Briggs defeated Mr Saul Pedder, or whether Mr Saul Pedder wiped the political floor with Sir Eustace Briggs. Mr Pedder was an energetic Radical; but owing to the fact that Wrykyn had always returned a Conservative member, and did not see its way to a change as yet, his energy had done him very little good. The school had looked on him as a sportsman, and read his speeches in the local paper with amusement; but they were not interested. Now, however, things were changed. The Conservative candidate, Sir William Bruce, was one of themselves — an Old Wrykinian, a governor of the school, a man who always watched school-matches, and the donor of the Bruce Challenge Cup for the school mile. In fine, one of the best. He was also the father of Jack Bruce, a day-boy on the engineering side. The school would have liked to have made a popular hero of Jack Bruce. If he had liked, he could have gone about with quite a suite of retainers. But he was a quiet, self-sufficing youth, and was rarely to be seen in public. The engineering side of a public school has workshops and other weirdnesses which keep it occupied after the ordinary school hours. It was generally understood that Bruce was a good sort of chap if you knew him, but you had got to know him first; brilliant at his work, and devoted to it; a useful slow bowler; known to be able to drive and repair the family motor-car; one who seldom spoke unless spoken to, but who, when he did speak, generally had something sensible to say. Beyond that, report said little.

As he refused to allow the school to work off its enthusiasm on him, they were obliged to work it off elsewhere. Hence the disturbances which had become frequent between school and town. The inflammatory speeches of Mr Saul Pedder had caused a swashbuckling spirit to spread among the rowdy element of the town. Gangs of youths, to adopt the police-court term, had developed a habit of parading the streets arm-in-arm, shouting Good old Pedder! When these met some person or persons who did not consider Mr Pedder good and old, there was generally what the local police-force described as a frakkus.

It was in one of these frakkuses that Linton had lost a valuable tooth.

Two days had elapsed since Dunstable and Linton had looked in on Sheen for tea. It was a Saturday afternoon, and roll-call was just over. There was no first fifteen match, only a rather uninteresting house-match, Templars versus Donaldsons, and existence in the school grounds showed signs of becoming tame.

What a beastly term the Easter term is, said Linton, yawning. There wont be a thing to do till the house-matches begin properly.

Seymours had won their first match, as had Days. They would not be called upon to perform for another week or more.

Lets get a boat out, suggested Dunstable.

Such a beastly day.

Lets have tea at the shop.

Rather slow. How about going to Cooks?

All right. Toss you who pays.

Cooks was a shop in the town to which the school most resorted when in need of refreshment.

Wonder if we shall meet Albert.

Linton licked the place where his tooth should have been, and said he hoped so.

Sergeant Cook, the six-foot proprietor of the shop, was examining a broken window when they arrived, and muttering to himself.

Hullo! said Dunstable, whats this? New idea for ventilation? Golly, massa, who frew dat brick?

Done it at ar-parse six last night, he did, said Sergeant Cook, the red-eaded young scallywag. Ketch im — Ill give im—

Sounds like dear old Albert, said Linton. Who did it, sergeant?

Red-headed young mongrel. Good old Pedder, he says. Ill give you Pedder, I says. Then bang it comes right on top of the muffins, and when I doubled out after im ed gone.

Mrs Cook appeared and corroborated witnesss evidence. Dunstable ordered tea.

We may meet him on our way home, said Linton. If we do, Ill give him something from you with your love. I owe him a lot for myself.

Mrs Cook clicked her tongue compassionately at the sight of the obvious void in the speakers mouth.

Youll ave to ave a forlse one, Mr Linton, said Sergeant Cook with gloomy relish.

The back shop was empty. Dunstable and Linton sat down and began tea. Sergeant Cook came to the door from time to time and dilated further on his grievances.

Gentlemen from the school they come in ere and says aint it all a joke and exciting and what not. But I says to them, you avent got to live in it, I says. Thats what it is. You avent got to live in it, I says. Glad when its all over, thats what Ill be.

Nother jug of hot water, please, said Linton.

The Sergeant shouted the order over his shoulder, as if he were addressing a half-company on parade, and returned to his woes.

You avent got to live in it, I says. Thats what it is. Its this everlasting worry and flurry day in and day out, and not knowing whats going to appen next, and one man coming in and saying Vote for Bruce, and another Vote for Pedder, and another saying how its the poor mans loaf hes fighting for — if hed only buy a loaf, now— ullo, ullo, wots this?

There was a confused noise without, as Shakespeare would put it, and into the shop came clattering Barry and McTodd, of Seymours, closely followed by Stanning and Attell.

This is getting a bit too thick, said Barry, collapsing into a chair.

From the outer shop came the voice of Sergeant Cook.

Let me jest come to you, you red-eaded—

Roars of derision from the road.

Thats Albert, said Linton, jumping up.

Yes, I heard them call him that, said Barry. McTodd and I were coming down here to tea, when they started going for us, so we nipped in here, hoping to find reinforcements.

We were just behind you, said Stanning. I got one of them a beauty. He went down like a shot.

Albert? inquired Linton.

No. A little chap.

Lets go out, and smash them up, suggested Linton excitedly.

Dunstable treated the situation more coolly.

Wait a bit, he said. No hurry. Lets finish tea at any rate. Youd better eat as much as you can now Linton. You may have no teeth left to do it with afterwards, he added cheerfully.

Lets chuck things at them, said McTodd.

Dont be an ass, said Barry. What on earths the good of that?

Well, it would be something, said McTodd vaguely.

Hit em with a muffin, suggested Stanning. Dash, I barked my knuckles on that man. But I bet he felt it.

Look here, Im going out, said Linton. Come on, Dunstable.

Dunstable continued his meal without hurry.

Whats the excitement? he said. Theres plenty of time. Dear old Alberts not the sort of chap to go away when hes got us cornered here. The first principle of warfare is to get a good feed before you start.

And anyhow, said Barry, I came here for tea, and Im going to have it.

Sergeant Cook was recalled from the door, and received the orders.

Theyve just gone round the corner, he said, and that red-eaded one e says hes goin to wait if he as to wait all night.

Quite right, said Dunstable, approvingly. Sensible chap, Albert. If you see him, you might tell him we shant be long, will you?

A quarter of an hour passed.

Kerm out, shouted a voice from the street.

Dunstable looked at the others.

Perhaps we might be moving now, he said, getting up Ready?

We must keep together, said Barry.

You goin out, Mr Dunstable? inquired Sergeant Cook.

Yes. Good bye. Youll see that were decently buried wont you?

The garrison made its sortie.



It happened that Drummond and Sheen were also among those whom it had struck that afternoon that tea at Cooks would be pleasant; and they came upon the combatants some five minutes after battle had been joined. The town contingent were filling the air with strange cries, Alberts voice being easily heard above the din, while the Wrykinians, as public-school men should, were fighting quietly and without unseemly tumult.

By Jove, said Drummond, heres a row on.

Sheen stopped dead, with a queer, sinking feeling within him. He gulped. Drummond did not notice these portents. He was observing the battle.

Suddenly he uttered an exclamation.

Why, its some of our chaps! Theres a Seymours cap. Isnt that McTodd? And, great Scott! theres Barry. Come on, man!

Sheen did not move.

Ought we...to get...mixed up...? he began.

Drummond looked at him with open eyes. Sheen babbled on.

The old man might not like — sixth form, you see — oughtnt we to — ?

There was a yell of triumph from the town army as the red-haired Albert, plunging through the fray, sent Barry staggering against the wall. Sheen caught a glimpse of Alberts grinning face as he turned. He had a cut over one eye. It bled.

Come on, said Drummond, beginning to run to the scene of action.

Sheen paused for a moment irresolutely. Then he walked rapidly in the opposite direction.


V. THE WHITE FEATHER
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IT WAS NOT until he had reached his study that Sheen thoroughly realised what he had done. All the way home he had been defending himself eloquently against an imaginary accuser; and he had built up a very sound, thoughtful, and logical series of arguments to show that he was not only not to blame for what he had done, but had acted in highly statesmanlike and praiseworthy manner. After all, he was in the sixth. Not a prefect, it was true, but, still, practically a prefect. The headmaster disliked unpleasantness between school and town, much more so between the sixth form of the school and the town. Therefore, he had done his duty in refusing to be drawn into a fight with Albert and friends. Besides, why should he be expected to join in whenever he saw a couple of fellows fighting? It wasnt reasonable. It was no business of his. Why, it was absurd. He had no quarrel with those fellows. It wasnt cowardice. It was simply that he had kept his head better than Drummond, and seen further into the matter. Besides....

But when he sat down in his chair, this mood changed. There is a vast difference between the view one takes of things when one is walking briskly, and that which comes when one thinks the thing over coldly. As he sat there, the wall of defence which he had built up slipped away brick by brick, and there was the fact staring at him, without covering or disguise.

It was no good arguing against himself. No amount of argument could wipe away the truth. He had been afraid, and had shown it. And he had shown it when, in a sense, he was representing the school, when Wrykyn looked to him to help it keep its end up against the town.

The more he reflected, the more he saw how far-reaching were the consequences of that failure in the hour of need. He had disgraced himself. He had disgraced Seymours. He had disgraced the school. He was an outcast.

This mood, the natural reaction from his first glow of almost jaunty self-righteousness, lasted till the lock-up bell rang, when it was succeeded by another. This time he took a more reasonable view of the affair. It occurred to him that there was a chance that his defection had passed unnoticed. Nothing could make his case seem better in his own eyes, but it might be that the thing would end there. The house might not have lost credit.

An overwhelming curiosity seized him to find out how it had all ended. The ten minutes of grace which followed the ringing of the lock-up bell had passed. Drummond and the rest must be back by now.

He went down the passage to Drummonds study. Somebody was inside. He could hear him.

He knocked at the door.

Drummond was sitting at the table reading. He looked up, and there was a silence. Sheens mouth felt dry. He could not think how to begin. He noticed that Drummonds face was unmarked. Looking down, he saw that one of the knuckles of the hand that held the book was swollen and cut.

Drummond, I—

Drummond lowered the book.

Get out, he said. He spoke without heat, calmly, as if he were making some conventional remark by way of starting a conversation.

I only came to ask—

Get out, said Drummond again.

There was another pause. Drummond raised his book and went on reading.

Sheen left the room.

Outside he ran into Linton. Unlike Drummond, Linton bore marks of the encounter. As in the case of the hero of Calverleys poem, one of his speaking eyes was sable. The swelling of his lip was increased. There was a deep red bruise on his forehead. In spite of these injuries, however, he was cheerful. He was whistling when Sheen collided with him.

Sorry, said Linton, and went on into the study.

Well, he said, how are you feeling, Drummond? Lucky beggar, you havent got a mark. I wish I could duck like you. Well, we have fought the good fight. Exit Albert — sweep him up. You gave him enough to last him for the rest of the term. I couldnt tackle the brute. Hes as strong as a horse. My word, it was lucky you happened to come up. Albert was making hay of us. Still, alls well that ends well. We have smitten the Philistines this day. By the way—

Whats up now?

Who was that chap with you when you came up?

Which chap?

I thought I saw some one.

You shouldnt eat so much tea. You saw double.

There wasnt anybody?

No, said Drummond.

Not Sheen?

No, said Drummond, irritably. How many more times do you want me to say it?

All right, said Linton, I only asked. I met him outside.

Who?

Sheen.

Oh!

You might be sociable.

I know I might. But I want to read.

Lucky man. Wish I could. I can hardly see. Well, good bye, then. Im off.

Good, grunted Drummond. You know your way out, dont you?

Linton went back to his own study.

Its all very well, he said to himself, for Drummond to deny it, but Ill swear I saw Sheen with him. So did Dunstable. Ill cut out and ask him about it after prep. If he really was there, and cut off, something ought to be done about it. The chap ought to be kicked. Hes a disgrace to the house.

Dunstable, questioned after preparation, refused to commit himself.

I thought I saw somebody with Drummond, he said, and I had a sort of idea it was Sheen. Still, I was pretty busy at the time, and wasnt paying much attention to anything, except that long, thin bargee with the bowler. I wish those men would hit straight. Its beastly difficult to guard a round-arm swing. My right ear feels like a cauliflower. Does it look rum?

Beastly. But what about this? You cant swear to Sheen then?

No. Better give him the benefit of the doubt. What does Drummond say? You ought to ask him.

I have. He says he was alone.

Well, that settles it. What an ass you are. If Drummond doesnt know, who does?

I believe hes simply hushing it up.

Well, let us hush it up, too. Its no good bothering about it. We licked them all right.

But its such a beastly thing for the house.

Then why the dickens do you want it to get about? Surely the best thing you can do is to dry up and say nothing about it.

But something ought to be done.

Whats the good of troubling about a man like Sheen? He never was any good, and this doesnt make him very much worse. Besides, hell probably be sick enough on his own account. I know I should, if Id done it. And, anyway, we dont know that he did do it.

Im certain he did. I could swear it was him.

Anyhow, for goodness sake let the thing drop.

All right. But I shall cut him.

Well, that would be punishment enough for anybody, whatever hed done. Fancy existence without your bright conversation. It doesnt bear thinking of. You do look a freak with that eye and that lump on your forehead. You ought to wear a mask.

That ear of yours, said Linton with satisfaction, will be about three times its ordinary size tomorrow. And it always was too large. Good night.

On his way back to Seymours Mason of Applebys, who was standing at his house gate imbibing fresh air, preparatory to going to bed, accosted him.

I say, Linton, he said,  — hullo, you look a wreck, dont you! — I say, whats all this about your house?

What about my house?

Funking, and all that. Sheen, you know. Stanning has just been telling me.

Then he saw him, too! exclaimed Linton, involuntarily.

Oh, its true, then? Did he really cut off like that? Stanning said he did, but I wouldnt believe him at first. You arent going? Good night.

So the thing was out. Linton had not counted on Stanning having seen what he and Dunstable had seen. It was impossible to hush it up now. The scutcheon of Seymours was definitely blotted. The name of the house was being held up to scorn in Applebys probably everywhere else as well. It was a nuisance, thought Linton, but it could not be helped. After all, it was a judgment on the house for harbouring such a specimen as Sheen.

In Seymours there was tumult and an impromptu indignation meeting. Stanning had gone to work scientifically. From the moment that, ducking under the guard of a sturdy town youth, he had caught sight of Sheen retreating from the fray, he had grasped the fact that here, ready-made, was his chance of working off his grudge against him. All he had to do was to spread the news abroad, and the school would do the rest. On his return from the town he had mentioned the facts of the case to one or two of the more garrulous members of his house, and they had passed it on to everybody they met during the interval in the middle of preparation. By the end of preparation half the school knew what had happened.

Seymours was furious. The senior day-room to a man condemned Sheen. The junior day-room was crimson in the face and incoherent. The demeanour of a junior in moments of excitement generally lacks that repose which marks the philosopher.

He ought to be kicked, shrilled Renford.

We shall get rotted by those kids in Dexters, moaned Harvey.

Disgracing the house! thundered Watson.

Lets go and chuck things at his door, suggested Renford.

A move was made to the passage in which Sheens study was situated, and, with divers groans and howls, the junior day-room hove football boots and cricket stumps at the door.

The success of the meeting, however, was entirely neutralised by the fact that in the same passage stood the study of Rigby, the head of the house. Also Rigby was trying at the moment to turn into idiomatic Greek verse the words: The Days of Peace and Slumberous calm have fled, and this corroboration of the statement annoyed him to the extent of causing him to dash out and sow lines among the revellers like some monarch scattering largesse. The junior day-room retired to its lair to inveigh against the brutal ways of those in authority, and begin working off the commission it had received.

The howls in the passage were the first official intimation Sheen had received that his shortcomings were public property. The word Funk! shouted through his keyhole, had not unnaturally given him an inkling as to the state of affairs.

So Drummond had given him away, he thought. Probably he had told Linton the whole story the moment after he, Sheen, had met the latter at the door of the study. And perhaps he was now telling it to the rest of the house. Of all the mixed sensations from which he suffered as he went to his dormitory that night, one of resentment against Drummond was the keenest.

Sheen was in the fourth dormitory, where the majority of the day-room slept. He was in the position of a sort of extra house prefect, as far as the dormitory was concerned. It was a large dormitory, and Mr Seymour had fancied that it might, perhaps, be something of a handful for a single prefect. As a matter of fact, however, Drummond, who was in charge, had shown early in the term that he was more than capable of managing the place single handed. He was popular and determined. The dormitory was orderly, partly because it liked him, principally because it had to be.

He had an opportunity of exhibiting his powers of control that night. When Sheen came in, the room was full. Drummond was in bed, reading his novel. The other ornaments of the dormitory were in various stages of undress.

As Sheen appeared, a sudden hissing broke out from the farther corner of the room. Sheen flushed, and walked to his bed. The hissing increased in volume and richness.

Shut up that noise, said Drummond, without looking up from his book.

The hissing diminished. Only two or three of the more reckless kept it up.

Drummond looked across the room at them.

Stop that noise, and get into bed, he said quietly.

The hissing ceased. He went on with his book again.

Silence reigned in dormitory four.


VI. ALBERT REDIVIVUS
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BY MURDERING IN cold blood a large and respected family, and afterwards depositing their bodies in a reservoir, one may gain, we are told, much unpopularity in the neighbourhood of ones crime; while robbing a church will get one cordially disliked especially by the vicar. But, to be really an outcast, to feel that one has no friend in the world, one must break an important public-school commandment.

Sheen had always been something of a hermit. In his most sociable moments he had never had more than one or two friends; but he had never before known what it meant to be completely isolated. It was like living in a world of ghosts, or, rather, like being a ghost in a living world. That disagreeable experience of being looked through, as if one were invisible, comes to the average person, it may be half a dozen times in his life. Sheen had to put up with it a hundred times a day. People who were talking to one another stopped when he appeared and waited until he had passed on before beginning again. Altogether, he was made to feel that he had done for himself, that, as far as the life of the school was concerned, he did not exist.

There had been some talk, particularly in the senior day-room, of more active measures. It was thought that nothing less than a court-martial could meet the case. But the house prefects had been against it. Sheen was in the sixth, and, however monstrous and unspeakable might have been his acts, it would hardly do to treat him as if he were a junior. And the scheme had been definitely discouraged by Drummond, who had stated, without wrapping the gist of his remarks in elusive phrases, that in the event of a court-martial being held he would interview the president of the same and knock his head off. So Seymours had fallen back on the punishment which from their earliest beginnings the public schools have meted out to their criminals. They had cut Sheen dead.

In a way Sheen benefited from this excommunication. Now that he could not even play fives, for want of an opponent, there was nothing left for him to do but work. Fortunately, he had an object. The Gotford would be coming on in a few weeks, and the more work he could do for it, the better. Though Stanning was the only one of his rivals whom he feared, and though he was known to be taking very little trouble over the matter, it was best to run as few risks as possible. Stanning was one of those people who produce great results in their work without seeming to do anything for them.

So Sheen shut himself up in his study and ground grimly away at his books, and for exercise went for cross-country walks. It was a monotonous kind of existence. For the space of a week the only Wrykinian who spoke a single word to him was Bruce, the son of the Conservative candidate for Wrykyn: and Bruces conversation had been limited to two remarks. He had said, You might play that again, will you? and, later, Thanks. He had come into the music-room while Sheen was practising one afternoon, and had sat down, without speaking, on a chair by the door. When Sheen had played for the second time the piece which had won his approval, Bruce thanked him and left the room. As the solitary break in the monotony of the week, Sheen remembered the incident rather vividly.

Since the great rout of Albert and his minions outside Cooks, things, as far as the seniors were concerned, had been quiet between school and town. Linton and Dunstable had gone to and from Cooks two days in succession without let or hindrance. It was generally believed that, owing to the unerring way in which he had put his head in front of Drummonds left on that memorable occasion, the scarlet-haired one was at present dry-docked for repairs. The story in the school — it had grown with the days — was that Drummond had laid the enemy out on the pavement with a sickening crash, and that he had still been there at, so to speak, the close of play. As a matter of fact, Albert was in excellent shape, and only an unfortunate previous engagement prevented him from ranging the streets near Cooks as before. Sir William Bruce was addressing a meeting in another part of the town, and Albert thought it his duty to be on hand to boo.

In the junior portion of the school the feud with the town was brisk. Mention has been made of a certain St Judes, between which seat of learning and the fags of Dexters and the School House there was a spirited vendetta.

Jackson, of Dexters was one of the pillars of the movement. Jackson was

a calm-browd lad,

Yet mad, at moments, as a hatter,

and he derived a great deal of pleasure from warring against St Judes. It helped him to enjoy his meals. He slept the better for it. After a little turn up with a Judy he was fuller of that spirit of manly fortitude and forbearance so necessary to those whom Fate brought frequently into contact with Mr Dexter. The Judies wore mortar-boards, and it was an enjoyable pastime sending these spinning into space during one of the usual rencontres in the High Street. From the fact that he and his friends were invariably outnumbered, there was a sporting element in these affairs, though occasionally this inferiority of numbers was the cause of his executing a scientific retreat with the enemy harassing his men up to the very edge of the town. This had happened on the last occasion. There had been casualties. No fewer than six house-caps had fallen into the enemys hands, and he himself had been tripped up and rolled in a puddle.

He burned to avenge this disaster.

Coming down to Cooks? he said to his ally, Painter. It was just a week since the Sheen episode.

All right, said Painter.

Suppose we go by the High Street, suggested Jackson, casually.

Then wed better get a few more chaps, said Painter.

A few more chaps were collected, and the party, numbering eight, set off for the town. There were present such stalwarts as Borwick and Crowle, both of Dexters, and Tomlin, of the School House, a useful man to have by you in an emergency. It was Tomlin who, on one occasion, attacked by two terrific champions of St Judes in a narrow passage, had vanquished them both, and sent their mortar-boards miles into the empyrean, so that they were never the same mortar-boards again, but wore ever after a bruised and draggled look.

The expedition passed down the High Street without adventure, until, by common consent, it stopped at the lofty wall which bounded the playground of St Judes.

From the other side of the wall came sounds of revelry, shrill squealings and shoutings. The Judies were disporting themselves at one of their weird games. It was known that they played touch-last, and Scandal said that another of their favourite recreations was marbles. The juniors at Wrykyn believed that it was to hide these excesses from the gaze of the public that the playground wall had been made so high. Eye-witnesses, who had peeped through the door in the said wall, reported that what the Judies seemed to do mostly was to chase one another about the playground, shrieking at the top of their voices. But, they added, this was probably a mere ruse to divert suspicion.

They had almost certainly got the marbles in their pockets all the time.

The expedition stopped, and looked itself in the face.

How about buzzing something at them? said Jackson earnestly.

You can get oranges over the road, said Tomlin in his helpful way.

Jackson vanished into the shop indicated, and reappeared a few moments later with a brown paper bag.

It seems a beastly waste, suggested the economical Painter.

Thats all right, said Jackson, theyre all bad. The man thought I was rotting him when I asked if hed got any bad oranges, but I got them at last. Give us a leg up, some one.

Willing hands urged him to the top of the wall. He drew out a green orange, and threw it.

There was a sudden silence on the other side of the wall. Then a howl of wrath went up to the heavens. Jackson rapidly emptied his bag.

Got him! he exclaimed, as the last orange sped on its way. Look out, theyre coming!

The expedition had begun to move off with quiet dignity, when from the doorway in the wall there poured forth a stream of mortar-boarded warriors, shrieking defiance. The expedition advanced to meet them.

As usual, the Judies had the advantage in numbers, and, filled to the brim with righteous indignation, they were proceeding to make things uncommonly warm for the invaders — Painter had lost his cap, and Tomlin three waistcoat buttons — when the eye of Jackson, roving up and down the street, was caught by a Seymours cap. He was about to shout for assistance when he perceived that the newcomer was Sheen, and refrained. It was no use, he felt, asking Sheen for help.

But just as Sheen arrived and the ranks of the expedition were beginning to give way before the strenuous onslaught of the Judies, the latter, almost with one accord, turned and bolted into their playground again. Looking round, Tomlin, that first of generals, saw the reason, and uttered a warning.

A mutual foe had appeared. From a passage on the left of the road there had debouched on to the field of action Albert himself and two of his band.

The expedition flew without false shame. It is to be doubted whether one of Alberts calibre would have troubled to attack such small game, but it was the firm opinion of the Wrykyn fags and the Judies that he and his men were to be avoided.

The newcomers did not pursue them. They contented themselves with shouting at them. One of the band threw a stone.

Then they caught sight of Sheen.

Albert said, Oo er! and advanced at the double. His companions followed him.

Sheen watched them come, and backed against the wall. His heart was thumping furiously. He was in for it now, he felt. He had come down to the town with this very situation in his mind. A wild idea of doing something to restore his self-respect and his credit in the eyes of the house had driven him to the High Street. But now that the crisis had actually arrived, he would have given much to have been in his study again.

Albert was quite close now. Sheen could see the marks which had resulted from his interview with Drummond. With all his force Sheen hit out, and experienced a curious thrill as his fist went home. It was a poor blow from a scientific point of view, but Sheens fives had given him muscle, and it checked Albert. That youth, however, recovered rapidly, and the next few moments passed in a whirl for Sheen. He received a stinging blow on his left ear, and another which deprived him of his whole stock of breath, and then he was on the ground, conscious only of a wish to stay there for ever.


VII. MR JOE BEVAN
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ALMOST INVOLUNTARILY HE staggered up to receive another blow which sent him down again.

Thatll do, said a voice.

Sheen got up, panting. Between him and his assailant stood a short, sturdy man in a tweed suit. He was waving Albert back, and Albert appeared to be dissatisfied. He was arguing hotly with the newcomer.

Now, you go away, said that worthy, mildly, just you go away.

Albert gave it as his opinion that the speaker would do well not to come interfering in what didnt concern him. What he wanted, asserted Albert, was a thick ear.

Coming pushing yourself in, added Albert querulously.

You go away, repeated the stranger. You go away. I dont want to have trouble with you.

Alberts reply was to hit out with his left hand in the direction of the speakers face. The stranger, without fuss, touched the back of Alberts wrist gently with the palm of his right hand, and Albert, turning round in a circle, ended the manœuvre with his back towards his opponent. He faced round again irresolutely. The thing had surprised him.

You go away, said the other, as if he were making the observation for the first time.

Its Joe Bevan, said one of Alberts friends, excitedly.

Alberts jaw fell. His freckled face paled.

You go away, repeated the man in the tweed suit, whose conversation seemed inclined to run in a groove.

This time Albert took the advice. His friends had already taken it.

Thanks, said Sheen.

Beware, said Mr Bevan oracularly, of entrance to a quarrel; but, being in, beart that th opposed may beware of thee. Always counter back when you guard. When a man shows you his right like that, always push out your hand straight. The straight left rules the boxing world. Feeling better, sir?

Yes, thanks.

He got that right in just on the spot. I was watching. When you see a man coming to hit you with his right like that, dont you draw back. Get on top of him. He cant hit you then.

That feeling of utter collapse, which is the immediate result of a blow in the parts about the waistcoat, was beginning to pass away, and Sheen now felt capable of taking an interest in sublunary matters once more. His ear smarted horribly, and when he put up a hand and felt it the pain was so great that he could barely refrain from uttering a cry. But, however physically battered he might be, he was feeling happier and more satisfied with himself than he had felt for years. He had been beaten, but he had fought his best, and not given in. Some portion of his self-respect came back to him as he reviewed the late encounter.

Mr Bevan regarded him approvingly.

He was too heavy for you, he said. Hes a good twelve stone, I make it. I should put you at ten stone — say ten stone three. Call it nine stone twelve in condition. But youve got pluck, sir.

Sheen opened his eyes at this surprising statement.

Some Ive met would have laid down after getting that first hit, but you got up again. Thats the secret of fighting. Always keep going on. Never give in. You know what Shakespeare says about the one who first cries, Hold, enough! Do you read Shakespeare, sir?

Yes, said Sheen.

Ah, now he knew his business, said Mr Bevan enthusiastically. There was ring-craft, as you may say. He wasnt a novice.

Sheen agreed that Shakespeare had written some good things in his time.

Thats what you want to remember. Always keep going on, as the saying is. I was fighting Dick Roberts at the National — an American, he was, from San Francisco. He come at me with his right stretched out, and I think hes going to hit me with it, when blessed if his left dont come out instead, and, my Golly! it nearly knocked a passage through me. Just where that fellow hit you, sir, he hit me. It was just at the end of the round, and I went back to my corner. Jim Blake was seconding me. Whats this, Jim? I says, is the man mad, or what? Why, he says, hes left-handed, thats whats the matter. Get on top of him. Get on top of him? I says. My Golly, Ill get on top of the roof if hes going to hit me another of those. But I kept on, and got close to him, and he couldnt get in another of them, and he give in after the seventh round.

What competition was that? asked Sheen.

Mr Bevan laughed. It was a twenty-round contest, sir, for seven-fifty aside and the Light Weight Championship of the World.

Sheen looked at him in astonishment. He had always imagined professional pugilists to be bullet-headed and beetle-browed to a man. He was not prepared for one of Mr Joe Bevans description. For all the marks of his profession that he bore on his face, in the shape of lumps and scars, he might have been a curate. His face looked tough, and his eyes harboured always a curiously alert, questioning expression, as if he were perpetually sizing up the person he was addressing. But otherwise he was like other men. He seemed also to have a pretty taste in Literature. This, combined with his strong and capable air, attracted Sheen. Usually he was shy and ill at ease with strangers. Joe Bevan he felt he had known all his life.

Do you still fight? he asked.

No, said Mr Bevan, I gave it up. A man finds hes getting on, as the saying is, and it dont do to keep at it too long. I teach and I train, but I dont fight now.

A sudden idea flashed across Sheens mind. He was still glowing with that pride which those who are accustomed to work with their brains feel when they have gone honestly through some labour of the hands. At that moment he felt himself capable of fighting the world and beating it. The small point, that Albert had knocked him out of time in less than a minute, did not damp him at all. He had started on the right road. He had done something. He had stood up to his man till he could stand no longer. An unlimited vista of action stretched before him. He had tasted the pleasure of the fight, and he wanted more.

Why, he thought, should he not avail himself of Joe Bevans services to help him put himself right in the eyes of the house? At the end of the term, shortly before the Public Schools Competitions at Aldershot, inter-house boxing cups were competed for at Wrykyn. It would be a dramatic act of reparation to the house if he could win the Light-Weight cup for it. His imagination, jumping wide gaps, did not admit the possibility of his not being good enough to win it. In the scene which he conjured up in his mind he was an easy victor. After all, there was the greater part of the term to learn in, and he would have a Champion of the World to teach him.

Mr Bevan cut in on his reflections as if he had heard them by some process of wireless telegraphy.

Now, look here, sir, he said, you should let me give you a few lessons. Youre plucky, but you dont know the game as yet. And boxings a thing every one ought to know. Supposition is, youre crossing a field or going down a street with your sweetheart or your wife—

Sheen was neither engaged nor married, but he let the point pass.

— And up comes one of these hooligans, as they call em. What are you going to do if he starts his games? Why, nothing, if you cant box. You may be plucky, but you cant beat him. And if you beat him, youll get half murdered yourself. What you want to do is to learn to box, and then what happens? Why, as soon as he sees you shaping, he says to himself, Hullo, this chap knows too much for me. Im off, and off he runs. Or supposition is, he comes for you. You dont mind. Not you. You give him one punch in the right place, and then you go off to your tea, leaving him lying there. He wont get up.

Id like to learn, said Sheen. I should be awfully obliged if youd teach me. I wonder if you could make me any good by the end of the term. The House Competitions come off then.

That all depends, sir. It comes easier to some than others. If you know how to shoot your left out straight, thats as good as six months teaching. After that its all ring-craft. The straight left beats the world.

Where shall I find you?

Im training a young chap — eight stone seven, and hes got to get down to eight stone four, for a bantam weight match — at an inn up the river here. I daresay you know it, sir. Or any one would tell you where it is. The Blue Boar, its called. You come there any time you like to name, sir, and youll find me.

I should like to come every day, said Sheen. Would that be too often?

Oftener the better, sir. You cant practise too much.

Then Ill start next week. Thanks very much. By the way, I shall have to go by boat, I suppose. It isnt far, is it? Ive not been up the river for some time. The School generally goes down stream.

Its not what youd call far, said Bevan. But it would be easier for you to come by road.

I havent a bicycle.

Wouldnt one of your friends lend you one?

Sheen flushed.

No, Id better come by boat, I think. Ill turn up on Tuesday at about five. Will that suit you?

Yes, sir. That will be a good time. Then Ill say good bye, sir, for the present.

Sheen went back to his house in a different mood from the one in which he had left it. He did not care now when the other Seymourites looked through him.

In the passage he met Linton, and grinned pleasantly at him.

What the dickens was that man grinning at? said Linton to himself. I must have a smut or something on my face.

But a close inspection in the dormitory looking-glass revealed no blemish on his handsome features.


VIII. A NAVAL BATTLE AND ITS CONSEQUENCES
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WHAT A GO is life!

Let us examine the case of Jackson, of Dexters. OHara, who had left Dexters at the end of the summer term, had once complained to Clowes of the manner in which his house-master treated him, and Clowes had remarked in his melancholy way that it was nothing less than a breach of the law that Dexter should persist in leading a fellow a dogs life without a dog licence for him.

That was precisely how Jackson felt on the subject.

Things became definitely unbearable on the day after Sheens interview with Mr Joe Bevan.

Twas morn — to begin at the beginning — and Jackson sprang from his little cot to embark on the labours of the day. Unfortunately, he sprang ten minutes too late, and came down to breakfast about the time of the second slice of bread and marmalade. Result, a hundred lines. Proceeding to school, he had again fallen foul of his house-master — in whose form he was — over a matter of unprepared Livy. As a matter of fact, Jackson had prepared the Livy. Or, rather, he had not absolutely prepared it; but he had meant to. But it was Mr Templars preparation, and Mr Templar was short-sighted. Any one will understand, therefore, that it would have been simply chucking away the gifts of Providence if he had not gone on with the novel which he had been reading up till the last moment before prep-time, and had brought along with him accidentally, as it were. It was a book called A Spoiler of Men, by Richard Marsh, and there was a repulsive crime on nearly every page. It was Hot Stuff. Much better than Livy....

Lunch Score — Two hundred lines.

During lunch he had the misfortune to upset a glass of water. Pure accident, of course, but there it was, dont you know, all over the table.

Mr Dexter had called him — 

(a) clumsy;

(b) a pig;

and had given him

(1) Advice— You had better be careful, Jackson.

(2) A present— Two hundred lines, Jackson.

On the match being resumed at two oclock, with four hundred lines on the score-sheet, he had played a fine, free game during afternoon school, and Mr Dexter, who objected to fine, free games — or, indeed, any games — during school hours, had increased the total to six hundred, when stumps were drawn for the day.

So on a bright sunny Saturday afternoon, when he should have been out in the field cheering the house-team on to victory against the School House, Jackson sat in the junior day-room at Dexters copying out portions of Virgil, Aeneid Two.

To him, later on in the afternoon, when he had finished half his task, entered Painter, with the news that Dexters had taken thirty points off the School House just after half-time.

Mopped them up, said the terse and epigrammatic Painter. Made rings round them. Havent you finished yet? Well, chuck it, and come out.

Whats on? asked Jackson.

Were going to have a boat race.

Pile it on.

We are, really. Fact. Some of these School House kids are awfully sick about the match, and challenged us. That chap Tomlin thinks he can row.

He cant row for nuts, said Jackson. He doesnt know which end of the oar to shove into the water. Ive seen cats that could row better than Tomlin.

Thats what I told him. At least, I said he couldnt row for toffee, so he said all right, I bet I can lick you, and I said I betted he couldnt, and he said all right, then, lets try, and then the other chaps wanted to join in, so we made an inter-house thing of it. And I want you to come and stroke us.

Jackson hesitated. Mr Dexter, setting the lines on Friday, had certainly said that they were to be shown up tomorrow evening. He had said it very loud and clear. Still, in a case like this.... After all, by helping to beat the School House on the river he would be giving Dexters a leg-up. And what more could the man want?

Right ho, said Jackson.

Down at the School boat-house the enemy were already afloat when Painter and Jackson arrived.

Buck up, cried the School House crew.

Dexters embarked, five strong. There was room for two on each seat. Jackson shared the post of stroke with Painter. Crowle steered.

Ready? asked Tomlin from the other boat.

Half a sec., said Jackson. Whats the course?

Oh, dont you know that yet? Up to the town, round the island just below the bridge, — the island with the croquet ground on it, you know — and back again here. Ready?

In a jiffy. Look here, Crowle, remember about steering. You pull the right line if you want to go to the right and the other if you want to go to the left.

All right, said the injured Crowle. As if I didnt know that.

Thought Id mention it. Its your fault. Nobody could tell by looking at you that you knew anything except how to eat. Ready, you chaps?

When I say Three, said Tomlin.

It was a subject of heated discussion between the crews for weeks afterwards whether Dexters boat did or did not go off at the word Two. Opinions were divided on the topic. But it was certain that Jackson and his men led from the start. Pulling a good, splashing stroke which had drenched Crowle to the skin in the first thirty yards, Dexters boat crept slowly ahead. By the time the island was reached, it led by a length. Encouraged by success, the leaders redoubled their already energetic efforts. Crowle sat in a shower-bath. He was even moved to speech about it.

When youve finished, said Crowle.

Jackson, intent upon repartee, caught a crab, and the School House drew level again. The two boats passed the island abreast.

Just here occurred one of those unfortunate incidents. Both crews had quickened their stroke until the boats had practically been converted into submarines, and the rival coxswains were observing bitterly to space that this was jolly well the last time they ever let themselves in for this sort of thing, when round the island there hove in sight a flotilla of boats, directly in the path of the racers.

There were three of them, and not even the spray which played over them like a fountain could prevent Crowle from seeing that they were manned by Judies. Even on the river these outcasts wore their mortar-boards.

Look out! shrieked Crowle, pulling hard on his right line. Stop rowing, you chaps. We shall be into them.

At the same moment the School House oarsmen ceased pulling. The two boats came to a halt a few yards from the enemy.

Whats up? panted Jackson, crimson from his exertions. Hullo, its the Judies!

Tomlin was parleying with the foe.

Why the dickens cant you keep out of the way? Spoiling our race. Wait till we get ashore.

But the Judies, it seemed, were not prepared to wait even for that short space of time. A miscreant, larger than the common run of Judy, made a brief, but popular, address to his men.

Splash them! he said.

Instantly, amid shrieks of approval, oars began to strike the water, and the water began to fly over the Wrykyn boats, which were now surrounded. The latter were not slow to join battle with the same weapons. Homeric laughter came from the bridge above. The town bridge was a sort of loafers club, to which the entrance fee was a screw of tobacco, and the subscription an occasional remark upon the weather. Here gathered together day by day that section of the populace which resented it when they asked for employment, and only got work instead. From morn till eve they lounged against the balustrades, surveying nature, and hoping it would be kind enough to give them some excitement that day. An occasional dog-fight found in them an eager audience. No runaway horse ever bored them. A broken-down motor-car was meat and drink to them. They had an appetite for every spectacle.

When, therefore, the water began to fly from boat to boat, kind-hearted men fetched their friends from neighbouring public houses and craned with them over the parapet, observing the sport and commenting thereon. It was these comments that attracted Mr Dexters attention. When, cycling across the bridge, he found the south side of it entirely congested, and heard raucous voices urging certain unseen little uns now to go it and anon to vote for Pedder, his curiosity was aroused. He dismounted and pushed his way through the crowd until he got a clear view of what was happening below.

He was just in time to see the most stirring incident of the fight. The biggest of the Judy boats had been propelled by the current nearer and nearer to the Dexter Argo. No sooner was it within distance than Jackson, dropping his oar, grasped the side and pulled it towards him. The two boats crashed together and rocked violently as the crews rose from their seats and grappled with one another. A hurricane of laughter and applause went up from the crowd upon the bridge.

The next moment both boats were bottom upwards and drifting sluggishly down towards the island, while the crews swam like rats for the other boats.

Every Wrykinian had to learn to swim before he was allowed on the river; so that the peril of Jackson and his crew was not extreme: and it was soon speedily evident that swimming was also part of the Judy curriculum, for the shipwrecked ones were soon climbing drippingly on board the surviving ships, where they sat and made puddles, and shrieked defiance at their antagonists.

This was accepted by both sides as the end of the fight, and the combatants parted without further hostilities, each fleet believing that the victory was with them.

And Mr Dexter, mounting his bicycle again, rode home to tell the headmaster.

That evening, after preparation, the headmaster held a reception. Among distinguished visitors were Jackson, Painter, Tomlin, Crowle, and six others.

On the Monday morning the headmaster issued a manifesto to the school after prayers. He had, he said, for some time entertained the idea of placing the town out of bounds. He would do so now. No boy, unless he was a prefect, would be allowed till further notice to cross the town bridge. As regarded the river, for the future boating Wrykinians must confine their attentions to the lower river. Nobody must take a boat up-stream. The school boatman would have strict orders to see that this rule was rigidly enforced. Any breach of these bounds would, he concluded, be punished with the utmost severity.

The headmaster of Wrykyn was not a hasty man. He thought before he put his foot down. But when he did, he put it down heavily.

Sheen heard the ultimatum with dismay. He was a law-abiding person, and here he was, faced with a dilemma that made it necessary for him to choose between breaking school rules of the most important kind, or pulling down all the castles he had built in the air before the mortar had had time to harden between their stones.

He wished he could talk it over with somebody. But he had nobody with whom he could talk over anything. He must think it out for himself.

He spent the rest of the day thinking it out, and by nightfall he had come to his decision.

Even at the expense of breaking bounds and the risk of being caught at it, he must keep his appointment with Joe Bevan. It would mean going to the town landing-stage for a boat, thereby breaking bounds twice over.

But it would have to be done.


IX. SHEEN BEGINS HIS EDUCATION
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THE BLUE BOAR was a picturesque inn, standing on the bank of the river Severn. It was much frequented in the summer by fishermen, who spent their days in punts and their evenings in the old oak parlour, where a picture in boxing costume of Mr Joe Bevan, whose brother was the landlord of the inn, gazed austerely down on them, as if he disapproved of the lamentable want of truth displayed by the majority of their number. Artists also congregated there to paint the ivy-covered porch. At the back of the house were bedrooms, to which the fishermen would make their way in the small hours of a summer morning, arguing to the last as they stumbled upstairs. One of these bedrooms, larger than the others, had been converted into a gymnasium for the use of mine hosts brother. Thither he brought pugilistic aspirants who wished to be trained for various contests, and it was the boast of the Blue Boar that it had never turned out a loser. A reputation of this kind is a valuable asset to an inn, and the boxing world thought highly of it, in spite of the fact that it was off the beaten track. Certainly the luck of the Blue Boar had been surprising.

Sheen pulled steadily up stream on the appointed day, and after half an hours work found himself opposite the little landing-stage at the foot of the inn lawn.

His journey had not been free from adventure. On his way to the town he had almost run into Mr Templar, and but for the lucky accident of that gentlemans short sight must have been discovered. He had reached the landing-stage in safety, but he had not felt comfortable until he was well out of sight of the town. It was fortunate for him in the present case that he was being left so severely alone by the school. It was an advantage that nobody took the least interest in his goings and comings.

Having moored his boat and proceeded to the inn, he was directed upstairs by the landlord, who was an enlarged and coloured edition of his brother. From the other side of the gymnasium door came an unceasing and mysterious shuffling sound.

He tapped at the door and went in.

He found himself in a large, airy room, lit by two windows and a broad skylight. The floor was covered with linoleum. But it was the furniture that first attracted his attention. In a farther corner of the room was a circular wooden ceiling, supported by four narrow pillars. From the centre of this hung a ball, about the size of an ordinary football. To the left, suspended from a beam, was an enormous leather bolster. On the floor, underneath a table bearing several pairs of boxing-gloves, a skipping-rope, and some wooden dumb-bells, was something that looked like a dozen Association footballs rolled into one. All the rest of the room, a space some few yards square, was bare of furniture. In this space a small sweater-clad youth, with a head of light hair cropped very short, was darting about and ducking and hitting out with both hands at nothing, with such a serious, earnest expression on his face that Sheen could not help smiling. On a chair by one of the windows Mr Joe Bevan was sitting, with a watch in his hand.

As Sheen entered the room the earnest young man made a sudden dash at him. The next moment he seemed to be in a sort of heavy shower of fists. They whizzed past his ear, flashed up from below within an inch of his nose, and tapped him caressingly on the waistcoat. Just as the shower was at its heaviest his assailant darted away again, side-stepped an imaginary blow, ducked another, and came at him once more. None of the blows struck him, but it was with more than a little pleasure that he heard Joe Bevan call Time! and saw the active young gentleman sink panting into a seat.

You and your games, Francis! said Joe Bevan, reproachfully. This is a young gentleman from the college come for tuition.

Gentleman — wont mind — little joke — take it in spirit which is — meant, said Francis, jerkily.

Sheen hastened to assure him that he had not been offended.

You take your two minutes, Francis, said Mr Bevan, and then have a turn with the ball. Come this way, Mr—

Sheen.

Come this way, Mr Sheen, and Ill show you where to put on your things.

Sheen had brought his football clothes with him. He had not put them on for a year.

Thats the lad I was speaking of. Getting on prime, he is. Fit to fight for his life, as the saying is.

What was he doing when I came in?

Oh, he always has three rounds like that every day. It teaches you to get about quick. You try it when you get back, Mr Sheen. Fancy youre fighting me.

Are you sure Im not interrupting you in the middle of your work? asked Sheen.

Not at all, sir, not at all. I just have to rub him down, and give him his shower-bath, and then hes finished for the day.

Having donned his football clothes and returned to the gymnasium, Sheen found Francis in a chair, having his left leg vigorously rubbed by Mr Bevan.

You fon of dargs? inquired Francis affably, looking up as he came in.

Sheen replied that he was, and, indeed, was possessed of one. The admission stimulated Francis, whose right leg was now under treatment, to a flood of conversation. He, it appeared, had always been one for dargs. Owned two. Answering to the names of Tim and Tom. Beggars for rats, yes. And plucked uns? Well — he would like to see, would Francis, a dog that Tim or Tom would not stand up to. Clever, too. Why once — 

Joe Bevan cut his soliloquy short at this point by leading him off to another room for his shower-bath; but before he went he expressed a desire to talk further with Sheen on the subject of dogs, and, learning that Sheen would be there every day, said he was glad to hear it. He added that for a brother dog-lover he did not mind stretching a point, so that, if ever Sheen wanted a couple of rounds any day, he, Francis, would see that he got them. This offer, it may be mentioned, Sheen accepted with gratitude, and the extra practice he acquired thereby was subsequently of the utmost use to him. Francis, as a boxer, excelled in what is known in pugilistic circles as shiftiness. That is to say, he had a number of ingenious ways of escaping out of tight corners; and these he taught Sheen, much to the latters profit.

But this was later, when the Wrykinian had passed those preliminary stages on which he was now to embark.

The art of teaching boxing really well is a gift, and it is given to but a few. It is largely a matter of personal magnetism, and, above all, sympathy. A man may be a fine boxer himself, up to every move of the game, and a champion of champions, but for all that he may not be a good teacher. If he has not the sympathy necessary for the appreciation of the difficulties experienced by the beginner, he cannot produce good results. A boxing instructor needs three qualities — skill, sympathy, and enthusiasm. Joe Bevan had all three, particularly enthusiasm. His heart was in his work, and he carried Sheen with him. Beautiful, sir, beautiful, he kept saying, as he guarded the blows; and Sheen, though too clever to be wholly deceived by the praise, for he knew perfectly well that his efforts up to the present had been anything but beautiful, was nevertheless encouraged, and put all he knew into his hits. Occasionally Joe Bevan would push out his left glove. Then, if Sheens guard was in the proper place and the push did not reach its destination, Joe would mutter a word of praise. If Sheen dropped his right hand, so that he failed to stop the blow, Bevan would observe, Keep that guard up, sir! with almost a pained intonation, as if he had been disappointed in a friend.

The constant repetition of this maxim gradually drove it into Sheens head, so that towards the end of the lesson he no longer lowered his right hand when he led with his left; and he felt the gentle pressure of Joe Bevans glove less frequently. At no stage of a pupils education did Joe Bevan hit him really hard, and in the first few lessons he could scarcely be said to hit him at all. He merely rested his glove against the pupils face. On the other hand, he was urgent in imploring the pupil to hit him as hard as he could.

Dont be too kind, sir, he would chant, I dont mind being hit. Let me have it. Dont flap. Put it in with some weight behind it. He was also fond of mentioning that extract from Polonius speech to Laertes, which he had quoted to Sheen on their first meeting.

Sheen finished his first lesson, feeling hotter than he had ever felt in his life.

Hullo, sir, youre out of condition, commented Mr Bevan. Have a bit of a rest.

Once more Sheen had learnt the lesson of his weakness. He could hardly realise that he had only begun to despise himself in the last fortnight. Before then, he had been, on the whole, satisfied with himself. He was brilliant at work, and would certainly get a scholarship at Oxford or Cambridge when the time came; and he had specialised in work to the exclusion of games. It is bad to specialise in games to the exclusion of work, but of the two courses the latter is probably the less injurious. One gains at least health by it.

But Sheen now understood thoroughly, what he ought to have learned from his study of the Classics, that the happy mean was the thing at which to strive. And for the future he meant to aim at it. He would get the Gotford, if he could, but also would he win the house boxing at his weight.

After he had rested he discovered the use of the big ball beneath the table. It was soft, but solid and heavy. By throwing this — the medicine-ball, as they call it in the profession — at Joe Bevan, and catching it, Sheen made himself very hot again, and did the muscles of his shoulders a great deal of good.

Thatll do for today, then, sir, said Joe Bevan. Have a good rub down tonight, or youll find yourself very stiff in the morning.

Well, do you think I shall be any good? asked Sheen.

Youll do fine, sir. But remember what Shakespeare says.

About vaulting ambition?

No, sir, no. I meant what Hamlet says to the players. Nor do not saw the air too much, with your hand, thus, but use all gently. Thats what youve got to remember in boxing, sir. Take it easy. Easy and cool does it, and the straight left beats the world.



Sheen paddled quietly back to the town with the stream, pondering over this advice. He felt that he had advanced another step. He was not foolish enough to believe that he knew anything about boxing as yet, but he felt that it would not be long before he did.


X. SHEENS PROGRESS
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SHEEN IMPROVED. HE took to boxing as he had taken to fives. He found that his fives helped him. He could get about on his feet quickly, and his eye was trained to rapid work.

His second lesson was not encouraging. He found that he had learned just enough to make him stiff and awkward, and no more. But he kept on, and by the end of the first week Joe Bevan declared definitely that he would do, that he had the root of the matter in him, and now required only practice.

I wish you could see like I can how youre improving, he said at the end of the sixth lesson, as they were resting after five minutes exercise with the medicine-ball. I get four blows in on some of the gentlemen I teach to one what I get in on you. But its like riding. When you can trot, you look forward to when you can gallop. And when you can gallop, you cant see yourself getting on any further. But youre improving all the time.

But I cant gallop yet, said Sheen.

Well, no, not gallop exactly, but youve only had six lessons. Why, in another six weeks, if you come regular, you wont know yourself. Youll be making some of the young gentlemen at the college wish they had never been born. Youll make babies of them, thats what youll do.

Ill bet I couldnt, if Id learnt with some one else, said Sheen, sincerely. I dont believe I should have learnt a thing if Id gone to the school instructor.

Who is your school instructor, sir?

A man named Jenkins. He used to be in the army.

Well, there, you see, thats what it is. I know old George Jenkins. He used to be a pretty good boxer in his time, but there! boxings a thing, like everything else, that moves with the times. We used to go about in iron trucks. Now we go in motor-cars. Just the same with boxing. What youre learning now is the sort of boxing that wins championship fights nowadays. Old George, well, he teaches you how to put your left out, but, my Golly, he doesnt know any tricks. He hasnt studied it same as I have. Its the ring-craft that wins battles. Now sir, if youre ready.

They put on the gloves again. When the round was over, Mr Bevan had further comments to make.

You dont hit hard enough, sir, he said. Dont flap. Let it come straight out with some weight behind it. You want to be earnest in the ring. The other mans going to do his best to hurt you, and youve got to stop him. One good punch is worth twenty taps. You hit him. And when youve hit him, dont you go back; you hit him again. Theyll only give you three rounds in any competition you go in for, so you want to do the work you can while youre at it.

As the days went by, Sheen began to imbibe some of Joe Bevans rugged philosophy of life. He began to understand that the world is a place where every man has to look after himself, and that it is the stronger hand that wins. That sentence from Hamlet which Joe Bevan was so fond of quoting practically summed up the whole duty of man — and boy too. One should not seek quarrels, but, being in, one should do ones best to ensure that ones opponent thought twice in future before seeking them. These afternoons at the Blue Boar were gradually giving Sheen what he had never before possessed — self-confidence. He was beginning to find that he was capable of something after all, that in an emergency he would be able to keep his end up. The feeling added a zest to all that he did. His work in school improved. He looked at the Gotford no longer as a prize which he would have to struggle to win. He felt that his rivals would have to struggle to win it from him.

After his twelfth lesson, when he had learned the ground-work of the art, and had begun to develop a style of his own, like some nervous batsman at cricket who does not show his true form till he has been at the wickets for several overs, the dog-loving Francis gave him a trial. This was a very different affair from his spars with Joe Bevan. Frank Hunt was one of the cleverest boxers at his weight in England, but he had not Joe Bevans gift of hitting gently. He probably imagined that he was merely tapping, and certainly his blows were not to be compared with those he delivered in the exercise of his professional duties; but, nevertheless, Sheen had never felt anything so painful before, not even in his passage of arms with Albert. He came out of the encounter with a swollen lip and a feeling that one of his ribs was broken, and he had not had the pleasure of landing a single blow upon his slippery antagonist, who flowed about the room like quicksilver. But he had not flinched, and the statement of Francis, as they shook hands, that he had done varry well, was as balm. Boxing is one of the few sports where the loser can feel the same thrill of triumph as the winner. There is no satisfaction equal to that which comes when one has forced oneself to go through an ordeal from which one would have liked to have escaped.

Capital, sir, capital, said Joe Bevan. I wanted to see whether you would lay down or not when you began to get a few punches. You did capitally, Mr Sheen.

I didnt hit him much, said Sheen with a laugh.

Never mind, sir, you got hit, which was just as good. Some of the gentlemen Ive taught wouldnt have taken half that. Theyre all right when theyre on top and winning, and to see them shape youd say to yourself, By George, heres a champion. But let em get a punch or two, and hullo! says you, whats this? They dont like it. They lay down. But you kept on. Theres one thing, though, you want to keep that guard up when you duck. You slip him that way once. Very well. Next time hes waiting for you. He doesnt hit straight. He hooks you, and you dont want many of those.

Sheen enjoyed his surreptitious visits to the Blue Boar. Twice he escaped being caught in the most sensational way; and once Mr Spence, who looked after the Wrykyn cricket and gymnasium, and played everything equally well, nearly caused complications by inviting Sheen to play fives with him after school. Fortunately the Gotford afforded an excellent excuse. As the time for the examination drew near, those who had entered for it were accustomed to become hermits to a great extent, and to retire after school to work in their studies.

You mustnt overdo it, Sheen, said Mr Spence. You ought to get some exercise.

Oh, I do, sir, said Sheen. I still play fives, but I play before breakfast now.

He had had one or two games with Harrington of the School House, who did not care particularly whom he played with so long as his opponent was a useful man. Sheen being one of the few players in the school who were up to his form, Harrington ignored the cloud under which Sheen rested. When they met in the world outside the fives-courts Harrington was polite, but made no overtures of friendship. That, it may be mentioned, was the attitude of every one who did not actually cut Sheen. The exception was Jack Bruce, who had constituted himself audience to Sheen, when the latter was practising the piano, on two further occasions. But then Bruce was so silent by nature that for all practical purposes he might just as well have cut Sheen like the others.

We might have a game before breakfast some time, then, said Mr Spence.

He had noticed, being a master who did notice things, that Sheen appeared to have few friends, and had made up his mind that he would try and bring him out a little. Of the real facts of the case, he knew of course, nothing.

I should like to, sir, said Sheen.

Next Wednesday?

All right, sir.

Ill be there at seven. If youre before me, you might get the second court, will you?

The second court from the end nearest the boarding-house was the best of the half-dozen fives-courts at Wrykyn. After school sometimes you would see fags racing across the gravel to appropriate it for their masters. The rule was that whoever first pinned to the door a piece of paper with his name on it was the legal owner of the court — and it was a stirring sight to see a dozen fags fighting to get at the door. But before breakfast the court might be had with less trouble.



Meanwhile, Sheen paid his daily visits to the Blue Boar, losing flesh and gaining toughness with every lesson. The more he saw of Joe Bevan the more he liked him, and appreciated his strong, simple outlook on life. Shakespeare was a great bond between them. Sheen had always been a student of the Bard, and he and Joe would sit on the little verandah of the inn, looking over the river, until it was time for him to row back to the town, quoting passages at one another. Joe Bevans knowledge, of the plays, especially the tragedies, was wide, and at first inexplicable to Sheen. It was strange to hear him declaiming long speeches from Macbeth or Hamlet, and to think that he was by profession a pugilist. One evening he explained his curious erudition. In his youth, before he took to the ring in earnest, he had travelled with a Shakespearean repertory company. I never played a star part, he confessed, but I used to come on in the Battle of Bosworth and in Macbeths castle and what not. Ive been First Citizen sometimes. I was the carpenter in Julius Caesar. That was my biggest part. Truly sir, in respect of a fine workman, I am but, as you would say, a cobbler. But somehow the stage — well...you know what it is, sir. Leeds one week, Manchester the next, Brighton the week after, and travelling all Sunday. It wasnt quiet enough for me.

The idea of becoming a professional pugilist for the sake of peace and quiet tickled Sheen. But Ive always read Shakespeare ever since then, continued Mr Bevan, and I always shall read him.

It was on the next day that Mr Bevan made a suggestion which drew confidences from Sheen, in his turn.

What you want now, sir, he said, is to practise on someone of about your own form, as the saying is. Isnt there some gentleman friend of yours at the college who would come here with you?

They were sitting on the verandah when he asked this question. It was growing dusk, and the evening seemed to invite confidences. Sheen, looking out across the river and avoiding his friends glance, explained just what it was that made it so difficult for him to produce a gentleman friend at that particular time. He could feel Mr Bevans eye upon him, but he went through with it till the thing was told — boldly, and with no attempt to smooth over any of the unpleasant points.

Never you mind, sir, said Mr Bevan consolingly, as he finished. We all lose our heads sometimes. Ive seen the way you stand up to Francis, and Ill eat — Ill eat the medicine-ball if youre not as plucky as anyone. Its simply a question of keeping your head. You wouldnt do a thing like that again, not you. Dont you worry yourself, sir. Were all alike when we get bustled. We dont know what were doing, and by the time weve put our hands up and got into shape, why, its all over, and there you are. Dont you worry yourself, sir.

Youre an awfully good sort, Joe, said Sheen gratefully.


XI. A SMALL INCIDENT
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FAILING A GENTLEMAN friend, Mr Bevan was obliged to do what he could by means of local talent. On Sheens next visit he was introduced to a burly youth of his own age, very taciturn, and apparently ferocious. He, it seemed, was the knife and boot boy at the Blue Boar, did a bit with the gloves, and was willing to spar with Sheen provided Mr Bevan made it all right with the guvnor; saw, that is so say, that he did not get into trouble for passing in unprofessional frivolity moments which should have been sacred to knives and boots. These terms having been agreed to, he put on the gloves.

For the first time since he had begun his lessons, Sheen experienced an attack of his old shyness and dislike of hurting other peoples feelings. He could not resist the thought that he had no grudge against the warden of the knives and boots. He hardly liked to hit him.

The other, however, did not share this prejudice. He rushed at Sheen with such determination, that almost the first warning the latter had that the contest had begun was the collision of the back of his head with the wall. Out in the middle of the room he did better, and was beginning to hold his own, in spite of a rousing thump on his left eye, when Joe Bevan called Time! A second round went off in much the same way. His guard was more often in the right place, and his leads less wild. At the conclusion of the round, pressure of business forced his opponent to depart, and Sheen wound up his lesson with a couple of minutes at the punching-ball. On the whole, he was pleased with his first spar with someone who was really doing his best and trying to hurt him. With Joe Bevan and Francis there was always the feeling that they were playing down to him. Joe Bevans gentle taps, in particular, were a little humiliating. But with his late opponent all had been serious. It had been a real test, and he had come through it very fairly. On the whole, he had taken more than he had given — his eye would look curious tomorrow — but already he had thought out a way of foiling the burly youths rushes. Next time he would really show his true form.

The morrow, on which Sheen expected his eye to look curious, was the day he had promised to play fives with Mr Spence. He hoped that at the early hour at which they had arranged to play it would not have reached its worst stage; but when he looked in the glass at a quarter to seven, he beheld a small ridge of purple beneath it. It was not large, nor did it interfere with his sight, but it was very visible. Mr Spence, however, was a sportsman, and had boxed himself in his time, so there was a chance that nothing would be said.

It was a raw, drizzly morning. There would probably be few fives-players before breakfast, and the capture of the second court should be easy. So it turned out. Nobody was about when Sheen arrived. He pinned his slip of paper to the door, and, after waiting for a short while for Mr Spence and finding the process chilly, went for a trot round the gymnasium to pass the time.

Mr Spence had not arrived during his absence, but somebody else had. At the door of the second court, gleaming in first-fifteen blazer, sweater, stockings, and honour-cap, stood Attell.

Sheen looked at Attell, and Attell looked through Sheen.

It was curious, thought Sheen, that Attell should be standing in the very doorway of court two. It seemed to suggest that he claimed some sort of ownership. On the other hand, there was his, Sheens, paper on the.... His eye happened to light on the cement flooring in front of the court. There was a crumpled ball of paper there.

When he had started for his run, there had been no such ball of paper.

Sheen picked it up and straightened it out. On it was written R. D. Sheen.

He looked up quickly. In addition to the far-away look, Attells face now wore a faint smile, as if he had seen something rather funny on the horizon. But he spake no word.

A curiously calm and contented feeling came upon Sheen. Here was something definite at last. He could do nothing, however much he might resent it, when fellows passed him by as if he did not exist; but when it came to removing his landmark....

Would you mind shifting a bit? he said very politely. I want to pin my paper on the door again. It seems to have fallen down.

Attells gaze shifted slowly from the horizon and gradually embraced Sheen.

Ive got this court, he said.

I think not, said Sheen silkily. I was here at ten to seven, and there was no paper on the door then. So I put mine up. If you move a little, Ill put it up again.

Go and find another court, if you want to play, said Attell, and if youve got anybody to play with, he added with a sneer. This is mine.

I think not, said Sheen.

Attell resumed his inspection of the horizon.

Attell, said Sheen.

Attell did not answer.

Sheen pushed him gently out of the way, and tore down the paper from the door.

Their eyes met. Attell, after a moments pause, came forward, half-menacing, half irresolute; and as he came Sheen hit him under the chin in the manner recommended by Mr Bevan.

When you upper-cut, Mr Bevan was wont to say, dont make it a swing. Just a half-arm jolts all you want.

It was certainly all Attell wanted. He was more than surprised. He was petrified. The sudden shock of the blow, coming as it did from so unexpected a quarter, deprived him of speech: which was, perhaps, fortunate for him, for what he would have said would hardly have commended itself to Mr Spence, who came up at this moment.

Well, Sheen, said Mr Spence, here you are. I hope I havent kept you waiting. What a morning! Youve got the court, I hope?

Yes, sir, said Sheen.

He wondered if the master had seen the little episode which had taken place immediately before his arrival. Then he remembered that it had happened inside the court. It must have been over by the time Mr Spence had come upon the scene.

Are you waiting for somebody, Attell? asked Mr Spence. Stanning? He will be here directly. I passed him on the way.

Attell left the court, and they began their game.

Youve hurt your eye, Sheen, said Mr Spence, at the end of the first game. How did that happen?

Boxing, sir, said Sheen.

Oh, replied Mr Spence, and to Sheens relief he did not pursue his inquiries.

Attell had wandered out across the gravel to meet Stanning.

Got that court? inquired Stanning.

No.

You idiot, why on earth didnt you? Its the only court worth playing in. Whos got it?

Sheen.

Sheen! Stanning stopped dead. Do you mean to say you let a fool like Sheen take it from you! Why didnt you turn him out?

I couldnt, said Attell. I was just going to when Spence came up. Hes playing Sheen this morning. I couldnt very well bag the court when a master wanted it.

I suppose not, said Stanning. What did Sheen say when you told him you wanted the court?

This was getting near a phase of the subject which Attell was not eager to discuss.

Oh, he didnt say much, he said.

Did you do anything? persisted Stanning.

Attell suddenly remembered having noticed that Sheen was wearing a black eye. This was obviously a thing to be turned to account.

I hit him in the eye, he said. Ill bet its coloured by school-time.

And sure enough, when school-tune arrived, there was Sheen with his face in the condition described, and Stanning hastened to spread abroad this sequel to the story of Sheens failings in the town battle. By the end of preparation it had got about the school that Sheen had cheeked Attell, that Attell had hit Sheen, and that Sheen had been afraid to hit him back. At the precise moment when Sheen was in the middle of a warm two-minute round with Francis at the Blue Boar, an indignation meeting was being held in the senior day-room at Seymours to discuss this latest disgrace to the house.

This is getting a bit too thick, was the general opinion. Moreover, it was universally agreed that something ought to be done. The feeling in the house against Sheen had been stirred to a dangerous pitch by this last episode. Seymours thought more of their reputation than any house in the school. For years past the house had led on the cricket and football field and off it. Sometimes other houses would actually win one of the cups, but, when this happened, Seymours was always their most dangerous rival. Other houses had their ups and downs, were very good one year and very bad the next; but Seymours had always managed to maintain a steady level of excellence. It always had a man or two in the School eleven and fifteen, generally supplied one of the School Racquets pair for Queens Club in the Easter vac., and when this did not happen always had one of two of the Gym. Six or Shooting Eight, or a few men who had won scholarships at the Varsities. The pride of a house is almost keener than the pride of a school. From the first minute he entered the house a new boy was made to feel that, in coming to Seymours, he had accepted a responsibility that his reputation was not his own, but belonged to the house. If he did well, the glory would be Seymours glory. If he did badly, he would be sinning against the house.

This second story about Sheen, therefore, stirred Seymours to the extent of giving the house a resemblance to a hornets nest into which a stone had been hurled. After school that day the house literally hummed. The noise of the two day-rooms talking it over could be heard in the road outside. The only bar that stood between the outraged Seymourites and Sheen was Drummond. As had happened before, Drummond resolutely refused to allow anything in the shape of an active protest, and no argument would draw him from this unreasonable attitude, though why it was that he had taken it up he himself could not have said. Perhaps it was that rooted hatred a boxer instinctively acquires of anything in the shape of unfair play that influenced him. He revolted against the idea of a whole house banding together against one of its members.

So even this fresh provocation did not result in any active interference with Sheen; but it was decided that he must be cut even more thoroughly than before.

And about the time when this was resolved, Sheen was receiving the congratulations of Francis on having positively landed a blow upon him. It was an event which marked an epoch in his career.


XII. DUNSTABLE AND LINTON GO UP THE RIVER
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THERE ARE SOME proud, spirited natures which resent rules and laws on principle as attempts to interfere with the rights of the citizen. As the Duchess in the play said of her son, who had had unpleasantness with the authorities at Eton because they had been trying to teach him things, Silwood is a sweet boy, but he will not stand the bearing-rein. Dunstable was also a sweet boy, but he, too, objected to the bearing-rein. And Linton was a sweet boy, and he had similar prejudices. And this placing of the town out of bounds struck both of them simultaneously as a distinct attempt on the part of the headmaster to apply the bearing-rein.

Its all very well to put it out of bounds for the kids, said Dunstable, firmly, but when it comes to Us — why, I never heard of such a thing.

Linton gave it as his opinion that such conduct was quite in a class of its own as regarded cool cheek.

It fairly sneaks, said Linton, with forced calm, the Garibaldi.

Kids, proceeded Dunstable, judicially, are idiots, and cant be expected to behave themselves down town. Put the show out of bounds to them if you like. But We—

We! echoed Linton.

The fact is, said Dunstable, its a beastly nuisance, but we shall have to go down town and up the river just to assert ourselves. We cant have the thin end of the wedge coming and spoiling our liberties. We may as well chuck life altogether if we arent able to go to the town whenever we like.

And Albert will be pining away, added Linton.



Hullo, young gentlemen, said the town boatman, when they presented themselves to him, what can I do for you?

I know it seems strange, said Dunstable, but we want a boat. We are the Down-trodden British Schoolboys League for Demanding Liberty and seeing that We Get It. Have you a boat?

The man said he believed he had a boat. In fact, now that he came to think of it, he rather fancied he had one or two. He proceeded to get one ready, and the two martyrs to the cause stepped in.

Dunstable settled himself in the stern, and collected the rudder-lines.

Hullo, said Linton, arent you going to row?

It may be only my foolish fancy, replied Dunstable, but I rather think youre going to do that. Ill steer.

Beastly slacker, said Linton. Anyhow, how far are we going? Im not going to pull all night.

If you row for about half an hour without exerting yourself — and I can trust you not to do that — and then look to your left, youll see a certain hostelry, if it hasnt moved since I was last there. Its called the Blue Boar. We will have tea there, and then Ill pull gently back, and that will end the programme.

Except being caught in the town by half the masters, said Linton. Still, Im not grumbling. This had to be done. Ready?

Not just yet, said Dunstable, looking past Linton and up the landing-stage. Wait just one second. Here are some friends of ours.

Linton looked over his shoulder.

Albert! he cried.

And the who struck me divers blows in sundry places. Ah, theyve sighted us.

What are you going to do? We cant have another scrap with them.

Far from it, said Dunstable gently. Hullo, Albert. And my friend in the moth-eaten bowler! This is well met.

You come out here, said Albert, pausing on the brink.

Why? asked Dunstable.

You see what youll get.

But we dont want to see what well get. Youve got such a narrow mind, Albert — may I call you Bertie? You seem to think that nobody has any pleasures except vulgar brawls. We are going to row up river, and think beautiful thoughts.

Albert was measuring with his eye the distance between the boat and landing-stage. It was not far. A sudden spring....

If you want a fight, go up to the school and ask for Mr Drummond. Hes the gentlemen who sent you to hospital last time. Any time youre passing, Im sure hed—

Albert leaped.

But Linton had had him under observation, and, as he sprung, pushed vigorously with his oar. The gap between boat and shore widened in an instant, and Albert, failing to obtain a foothold on the boat, fell back, with a splash that sent a cascade over his friend and the boatman, into three feet of muddy water. By the time he had scrambled out, his enemies were moving pensively up-stream.

The boatman was annoyed.

Makin me wet and spoilin my paint — what yer mean by it?

Me and my friend here we want a boat, said Albert, ignoring the main issue.

Want a boat! Then youll not get a boat. Spoil my cushions, too, would you? What next, I wonder! You go to Smith and ask him for a boat. Perhaps he aint so particular about having his cushions—

Orl right, said Albert, orl right.

Mr Smith proved more complaisant, and a quarter of an hour after Dunstable and Linton had disappeared, Albert and his friend were on the water. Moist outside, Albert burned with a desire for Revenge. He meant to follow his men till he found them. It almost seemed as if there would be a repetition of the naval battle which had caused the town to be put out of bounds. Albert was a quick-tempered youth, and he had swallowed fully a pint of Severn water.



Dunstable and Linton sat for some time in the oak parlour of the Blue Boar. It was late when they went out. As they reached the waters edge Linton uttered a cry of consternation.

Whats up? asked Dunstable. I wish you wouldnt do that so suddenly. It gives me a start. Do you feel bad?

Great Scott! its gone.

The pain?

Our boat. I tied it up to this post.

You cant have done. Whats that boat over there! That looks like ours.

No, it isnt. That was there when we came. I noticed it. I tied ours up here, to this post.

This is a shade awkward, said Dunstable thoughtfully. You must have tied it up jolly rottenly. It must have slipped away and gone down-stream. This is where we find ourselves in the cart. Right among the ribstons, by Jove. I feel like that Frenchman in the story, who lost his glasses just as he got to the top of the mountain, and missed the view. Altogezzer I do not vish I ad kom.

Im certain I tied it up all right. And — why, look! heres the rope still on the pole, just as I left it.

For the first time Dunstable seemed interested.

This is getting mysterious. Did we hire a rowing-boat or a submarine? Theres something on the end of this rope. Give it a tug, and see. There, didnt you feel it?

I do believe, said Linton in an awed voice, the things sunk.

They pulled at the rope together. The waters heaved and broke, and up came the nose of the boat, to sink back with a splash as they loosened their hold.

There are more things in Heaven and Earth— said Dunstable, wiping his hands. If you ask me, I should say an enemy hath done this. A boat doesnt sink of its own accord.

Albert! said Linton. The blackguard must have followed us up and done it while we were at tea.

Thats about it, said Dunstable. And now — how about getting home?

I suppose wed better walk. We shall be hours late for lock-up.

You, said Dunstable, may walk if you are fond of exercise and arent in a hurry. Personally, Im going back by river.

But—

That looks a good enough boat over there. Anyhow, we must make it do. One mustnt be particular for once.

But it belongs — what will the other fellow do?

I cant help his troubles, said Dunstable mildly, having enough of my own. Coming?



It was about ten minutes later that Sheen, approaching the waterside in quest of his boat, found no boat there. The time was a quarter to six, and lock-up was at six-thirty.


XIII. DEUS EX MACHINA
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IT DID NOT occur to Sheen immediately that his boat had actually gone. The full beauty of the situation was some moments in coming home to him. At first he merely thought that somebody had moved it to another part of the bank, as the authorities at the inn had done once or twice in the past, to make room for the boats of fresh visitors. Walking along the lawn in search of it, he came upon the stake to which Dunstables submerged craft was attached. He gave the rope a tentative pull, and was surprised to find that there was a heavy drag on the end of it.

Then suddenly the truth flashed across him. Heavens! he cried, its sunk.

Joe Bevan and other allies lent their aid to the pulling. The lost boat came out of the river like some huge fish, and finally rested on the bank, oozing water and drenching the grass in all directions.

Joe Bevan stooped down, and examined it in the dim light.

Whats happened here, sir, he said, is that theres a plank gone from the bottom. Smashed clean out, it is. Not started it isnt. Smashed clean out. Thats what it is. Some one must have been here and done it.

Sheen looked at the boat, and saw that he was right. A plank in the middle had been splintered. It looked as if somebody had driven some heavy instrument into it. As a matter of fact, Albert had effected the job with the butt-end of an oar.

The damage was not ruinous. A carpenter could put the thing right at no great expense. But it would take time. And meanwhile the minutes were flying, and lock-up was now little more than half an hour away.

Whatll you do, sir? asked Bevan.

That was just what Sheen was asking himself. What could he do? The road to the school twisted and turned to such an extent that, though the distance from the Blue Boar to Seymours was only a couple of miles as the crow flies, he would have to cover double that distance unless he took a short cut across the fields. And if he took a short cut in the dark he was certain to lose himself. It was a choice of evils. The Blue Boar possessed but one horse and trap, and he had seen that driven away to the station in charge of a fishermans luggage half an hour before.

I shall have to walk, he said.

Its a long way. Youll be late, wont you? said Mr Bevan.

It cant be helped. I suppose I shall. I wonder who smashed that boat, he added after a pause.

Passing through the inn on his way to the road, he made inquiries. It appeared that two young gentlemen from the school had been there to tea. They had arrived in a boat and gone away in a boat. Nobody else had come into the inn. Suspicion obviously rested upon them.

Do you remember anything about them? asked Sheen.

Further details came out. One of the pair had worn a cap like Sheens. The others headgear, minutely described, showed him that its owner was a member of the school second eleven.

Sheen pursued the inquiry. He would be so late in any case that a minute or so more or less would make no material difference; and he was very anxious to find out, if possible, who it was that had placed him in this difficulty. He knew that he was unpopular in the school, but he had not looked for this sort of thing.

Then somebody suddenly remembered having heard one of the pair address the other by name.

What name? asked Sheen.

His informant was not sure. Would it be Lindon?

Linton, said Sheen.

That was it.

Sheen thanked him and departed, still puzzled. Linton, as he knew him, was not the sort of fellow to do a thing like that. And the other, the second eleven man, must be Dunstable. They were always about together. He did not know much about Dunstable, but he could hardly believe that this sort of thing was his form either. Well, he would have to think of that later. He must concentrate himself now on covering the distance to the school in the minimum of time. He looked at his watch. Twenty minutes more. If he hurried, he might not be so very late. He wished that somebody would come by in a cart, and give him a lift.

He stopped and listened. No sound of horses hoof broke the silence. He walked on again.

Then, faint at first, but growing stronger every instant, there came from some point in the road far behind him a steady droning sound. He almost shouted with joy. A motor! Even now he might do it.

But could he stop it? Would the motorist pay any attention to him, or would he flash past and leave him in the dust? From the rate at which the drone increased the car seemed to be travelling at a rare speed.

He moved to one side of the road, and waited. He could see the lights now, flying towards him.

Then, as the car hummed past, he recognised its driver, and put all he knew into a shout.

Bruce! he cried.

For a moment it seemed as if he had not been heard. The driver paid not the smallest attention, as far as he could see. He looked neither to the left nor to right. Then the car slowed down, and, backing, came slowly to where he stood.

Hullo, said the driver, whos that?

Jack Bruce was alone in the car, muffled to the eyes in an overcoat. It was more by his general appearance than his face that Sheen had recognised him.

Its me, Sheen. I say, Bruce, I wish youd give me a lift to Seymours, will you?

There was never any waste of words about Jack Bruce. Of all the six hundred and thirty-four boys at Wrykyn he was probably the only one whose next remark in such circumstances would not have been a question. Bruce seldom asked questions — never, if they wasted time.

Hop in, he said.

Sheen consulted his watch again.

Lock-ups in a quarter of an hour, he said, but they give us ten minutes grace. That allows us plenty of time, doesnt it?

Do it in seven minutes, if you like.

Dont hurry, said Sheen. Ive never been in a motor before, and I dont want to cut the experience short. Its awfully good of you to give me a lift.

Thats all right, said Bruce.

Were you going anywhere? Am I taking you out of your way?

No. I was just trying the car. Its a new one. The paters just got it.

Do you do much of this? said Sheen.

Good bit. Im going in for the motor business when I leave school.

So all this is training?

Thats it.

There was a pause.

You seemed to be going at a good pace just now, said Sheen.

About thirty miles an hour. She can move all right.

Thats faster than youre allowed to go, isnt it?

Yes.

Youve never been caught, have you?

Not yet. I want to see how much pace I can get out of her, because shell be useful when the election really comes on. Bringing voters to the poll, you know. Thats why the pater bought this new car. Its a beauty. His others only a little runabout.

Doesnt your father mind your motoring?

Likes it, said Jack Bruce.

It seemed to Sheen that it was about time that he volunteered some information about himself, instead of plying his companion with questions. It was pleasant talking to a Wrykinian again; and Jack Bruce had apparently either not heard of the Albert incident, or else he was not influenced by it in any way.

Youve got me out of an awful hole, Bruce, he began.

Thats all right. Been out for a walk?

Id been to the Blue Boar.

Oh! said Bruce. He did not seem to wish to know why Sheen had been there.

Sheen proceeded to explain.

I suppose youve heard all about me, he said uncomfortably. About the town, you know. That fight. Not joining in.

Heard something about it, said Bruce.

I went down town again after that, said Sheen, and met the same fellows who were fighting Linton and the others. They came for me, and I was getting awfully mauled when Joe Bevan turned up.

Oh, is Joe back again?

Do you know him? asked Sheen in surprise.

Oh yes. I used to go to the Blue Boar to learn boxing from him all last summer holidays.

Did you really? Why, thats what Im doing now.

Good man, said Bruce.

Isnt he a splendid teacher?

Ripping.

But I didnt know you boxed, Bruce. You never went in for any of the School competitions.

Im rather a rotten weight. Ten six. Too heavy for the Light-Weights and not heavy enough for the Middles. Besides, the competitions here are really inter-house. They dont want day-boys going in for them. Are you going to box for Seymours?

Thats what I want to do. You see, it would be rather a score, wouldnt it? After whats happened, you know.

I suppose it would.

I should like to do something. Its not very pleasant, he added, with a forced laugh, being considered a disgrace to the house, and cut by everyone.

Suppose not.

The difficulty is Drummond. You see, we are both the same weight, and hes much better than I am. Im hoping that hell go in for the Middles and let me take the Light-Weights. Theres nobody he couldnt beat in the Middles, though he would be giving away a stone.

Have you asked him?

Not yet. I want to keep it dark that Im learning to box, just at present.

Spring it on them suddenly?

Yes. Of course, I cant let it get about that I go to Joe Bevan, because I have to break bounds every time I do it.

The upper rivers out of bounds now for boarders, isnt it?

Yes.

Jack Bruce sat in silence for a while, his gaze concentrated on the road in front of him.

Why go by river at all? he said at last. If you like, Ill run you to the Blue Boar in the motor every day.

Oh, I say, thats awfully decent of you, said Sheen.

I should like to see old Joe again. I think Ill come and spar, too. If youre learning, what you want more than anything is somebody your own size to box with.

Thats just what Joe was saying. Will you really? I should be awfully glad if you would. Boxing with Joe is all right, but you feel all the time hes fooling with you. I should like to try how I got on with somebody else.

Youd better meet me here, then, as soon after school as you can.

As he spoke, the car stopped.

Where are we? asked Sheen.

Just at the corner of the road behind the houses.

Oh, I know. Hullo, there goes the lock-up bell. I shall do it comfortably.

He jumped down.

I say, Bruce, he said, I really am most awfully obliged for the lift. Something went wrong with my boat, and I couldnt get back in it. I should have been frightfully in the cart if you hadnt come by.

Thats all right, said Jack Bruce. I say, Sheen!

Hullo?

Are you going to practise in the music-room after morning school tomorrow?

Yes. Why?

I think Ill turn up.

I wish you would.

Whats that thing that goes like this? I forget most of it.

He whistled a few bars.

Thats a thing of Greigs, said Sheen.

You might play it tomorrow, said Bruce.

Rather. Of course I will.

Thanks, said Jack Bruce. Good night.

He turned the car, and vanished down the road. From the sound Sheen judged that he was once more travelling at a higher rate of speed than the local police would have approved.


XIV. A SKIRMISH
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UPON CONSIDERATION SHEEN determined to see Linton about that small matter of the boat without delay. After prayers that night he went to his study.

Can I speak to you for a minute, Linton? he said.

Linton was surprised. He disapproved of this intrusion. When a fellow is being cut by the house, he ought, by all the laws of school etiquette, to behave as such, and not speak till he is spoken to.

What do you want? asked Linton.

I shant keep you long. Do you think you could put away that book for a minute, and listen?

Linton hesitated, then shut the book.

Hurry up, then, he said.

I was going to, said Sheen. I simply came in to tell you that I know perfectly well who sunk my boat this afternoon.

He felt at once that he had now got Lintons undivided attention.

Your boat! said Linton. You dont mean to say that was yours! What on earth were you doing at the place?

I dont think thats any business of yours, is it, Linton?

How did you get back?

I dont think thats any business of yours, either. I daresay youre disappointed, but I did manage to get back. In time for lock-up, too.

But I dont understand. Do you mean to say that that was your boat we took?

Sunk, corrected Sheen.

Dont be a fool, Sheen. What the dickens should we want to sink your boat for? What happened was this. Albert — you remember Albert? — followed us up to the inn, and smashed our boat while we were having tea. When we got out and found it sunk, we bagged the only other one we could see. We hadnt a notion it was yours. We thought it belonged to some fisherman chap.

Then you didnt sink my boat?

Of course we didnt. What do you take us for?

Sorry, said Sheen. I thought it was a queer thing for you to have done. Im glad it wasnt you. Good night.

But look here, said Linton, dont go. It must have landed you in a frightful hole, didnt it?

A little. But it doesnt matter. Good night.

But half a second, Sheen—

Sheen had disappeared.

Linton sat on till lights were turned off, ruminating. He had a very tender conscience where other members of the school were concerned, though it was tougher as regarded masters; and he was full of remorse at the thought of how nearly he had got Sheen into trouble by borrowing his boat that afternoon. It seemed to him that it was his duty to make it up to him in some way.

It was characteristic of Linton that the episode did not, in any way, alter his attitude towards Sheen. Another boy in a similar position might have become effusively friendly. Linton looked on the affair in a calm, judicial spirit. He had done Sheen a bad turn, but that was no reason why he should fling himself on his neck and swear eternal friendship. His demeanour on the occasions when they came in contact with each other remained the same. He did not speak to him, and he did not seem to see him. But all the while he was remembering that somehow or other he must do him a good turn of some sort, by way of levelling things up again. When that good turn had been done, he might dismiss him from his thoughts altogether.

Sheen, for his part, made no attempt to trade on the matter of the boat. He seemed as little anxious to be friendly with Linton as Linton was to be friendly with him. For this Linton was grateful, and continued to keep his eyes open in the hope of finding some opportunity of squaring up matters between them.

His chance was not long in coming. The feeling in the house against Sheen, caused by the story of his encounter with Attell, had not diminished. Stanning had fostered it in various little ways. It was not difficult. When a house of the standing in the school which Seymours possessed exhibits a weak spot, the rest of the school do not require a great deal of encouragement to go on prodding that weak spot. In short, the school rotted Seymours about Sheen, and Seymours raged impotently. Fags of other houses expended much crude satire on Seymours fags, and even the seniors of the house came in for their share of the baiting. Most of the houses at Wrykyn were jealous of Seymours, and this struck them as an admirable opportunity of getting something of their own back.

One afternoon, not long after Sheens conversation with Linton, Stanning came into Seymours senior day-room and sat down on the table. The senior day-room objected to members of other houses coming and sitting on their table as if they had bought that rickety piece of furniture; but Stannings reputation as a bruiser kept their resentment within bounds.

Hullo, you chaps, said Stanning.

The members of the senior day-room made no reply, but continued, as Mr Kipling has it, to persecute their vocations. Most of them were brewing. They went on brewing with the earnest concentration of chefs.

Youre a cheery lot, said Stanning. But I dont wonder youve got the hump. I should be a bit sick if wed got a skunk like that in our house. Heard the latest?

Some lunatic said, No. What? thereby delivering the day-room bound into the hands of the enemy.

Sheens apologised to Attell.

There was a sensation in the senior day-room, as Stanning had expected. He knew his men. He was perfectly aware that any story which centred round Sheens cowardice would be believed by them, so he had not troubled to invent a lie which it would be difficult to disprove. He knew that in the present state of feeling in the house Sheen would not be given a hearing.

No! shouted the senior day-room.

This was the last straw. The fellow seemed to go out of his way to lower the prestige of the house.

Fact, said Stanning. I thought you knew.

He continued to sit on the table, swinging his legs, while the full horror of his story sunk into the senior day-room mind.

I wonder you dont do something about it. Why dont you touch him up? Hes not a prefect.

But they were not prepared to go to that length. The senior day-room had a great respect both for Drummonds word and his skill with his hands. He had said he would slay any one who touched Sheen, and they were of opinion that he would do it.

He isnt in, said one of the brewers, looking up from his toasting-fork. His study door was open when I passed.

I say, why not rag his study? suggested another thickly, through a mouthful of toast.

Stanning smiled.

Good idea, he said.

It struck him that some small upheaval of Sheens study furniture, coupled with the burning of one or two books, might check to some extent that students work for the Gotford. And if Sheen could be stopped working for the Gotford, he, Stanning, would romp home. In the matter of brilliance there was no comparison between them. It was Sheens painful habit of work which made him dangerous.

Linton had been listening to this conversation in silence. He had come to the senior day-room to borrow a book. He now slipped out, and made his way to Drummonds study.

Drummond was in. Linton proceeded to business.

I say, Drummond.

Hullo?

That man Stanning has come in. Hes getting the senior day-room to rag Sheens study.

What!

Linton repeated his statement.

Does the man think he owns the house? said Drummond. Where is he?

Coming up now. I hear them. What are you going to do? Stop them?

What do you think? Of course I am. Im not going to have any of Applebys crew coming into Seymours and ragging studies.

This ought to be worth seeing, said Linton. Look on me as Charles, his friend. Ill help if you want me, but its your scene.

Drummond opened his door just as Stanning and his myrmidons were passing it.

Hullo, Stanning, he said.

Stanning turned. The punitive expedition stopped.

Do you want anything? inquired Drummond politely.

The members of the senior day-room who were with Stanning rallied round, silent and interested. This dramatic situation appealed to them. They had a passion for rows, and this looked distinctly promising.

There was a pause. Stanning looked carefully at Drummond. Drummond looked carefully at Stanning.

I was going to see Sheen, said Stanning at length.

He isnt in.

Oh!

Another pause.

Was it anything special? inquired Drummond pleasantly.

The expedition edged a little forward.

No. Oh, no. Nothing special, said Stanning.

The expedition looked disappointed.

Any message I can give him? asked Drummond.

No, thanks, said Stanning.

Sure?

Quite, thanks.

I dont think its worth while your waiting. He may not be in for some time.

No, perhaps not. Thanks. So long.

So long.

Stanning turned on his heel, and walked away down the passage. Drummond went back into his study, and shut the door.

The expedition, deprived of its commander-in-chief, paused irresolutely outside. Then it followed its leaders example.

There was peace in the passage.


XV. THE ROUT AT RIPTON
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ON THE SATURDAY following this episode, the first fifteen travelled to Ripton to play the return match with that school on its own ground. Of the two Ripton matches, the one played at Wrykyn was always the big event of the football year; but the other came next in importance, and the telegram which was despatched to the school shop at the close of the game was always awaited with anxiety. This year Wrykyn looked forward to the return match with a certain amount of apathy, due partly to the fact that the school was in a slack, unpatriotic state, and partly to the hammering the team had received in the previous term, when the Ripton centre three-quarters had run through and scored with monotonous regularity. Were bound to get sat on, was the general verdict of the school.

Allardyce, while thoroughly agreeing with this opinion, did his best to conceal the fact from the rest of the team. He had certainly done his duty by them. Every day for the past fortnight the forwards and outsides had turned out to run and pass, and on the Saturdays there had been matches with Corpus, Oxford, and the Cambridge Old Wrykinians. In both games the school had been beaten. In fact, it seemed as if they could only perform really well when they had no opponents. To see the three-quarters racing down the field (at practice) and scoring innumerable (imaginary) tries, one was apt to be misled into considering them a fine quartette. But when there was a match, all the beautiful dash and precision of the passing faded away, and the last thing they did was to run straight. Barry was the only one of the four who played the game properly.

But, as regarded condition, there was nothing wrong with the team. Even Trevor could not have made them train harder; and Allardyce in his more sanguine moments had a shadowy hope that the Ripton score might, with care, be kept in the teens.

Barry had bought a Sportsman at the station, and he unfolded it as the train began to move. Searching the left-hand column of the middle page, as we all do when we buy the Sportsman on Saturday — to see how our names look in print, and what sort of a team the enemy has got — he made a remarkable discovery. At the same moment Drummond, on the other side of the carriage, did the same.

I say, he said, they must have had a big clear-out at Ripton. Have you seen the team theyve got out today?

I was just looking at it, said Barry.

Whats up with it? inquired Allardyce. Lets have a look.

Theyve only got about half their proper team. Theyve got a different back — Grey isnt playing.

Both their centres are, though, said Drummond.

More fun for us, Drum., old chap, said Attell. Im going home again. Stop the train.

Drummond said nothing. He hated Attell most when he tried to be facetious.

Dunn isnt playing, nor is Waite, said Barry, so they havent got either of their proper halves. I say, we might have a chance of doing something today.

Of course we shall, said Allardyce. Youve only got to buck up and weve got them on toast.

The atmosphere in the carriage became charged with optimism. It seemed a simple thing to defeat a side which was practically a Ripton A team. The centre three-quarters were there still, it was true, but Allardyce and Drummond ought to be able to prevent the halves ever getting the ball out to them. The team looked on those two unknown halves as timid novices, who would lose their heads at the kick-off. As a matter of fact, the system of football teaching at Ripton was so perfect, and the keenness so great, that the second fifteen was nearly as good as the first every year. But the Wrykyn team did not know this, with the exception of Allardyce, who kept his knowledge to himself; and they arrived at Ripton jaunty and confident.

Keith, the Ripton captain, who was one of the centre three-quarters who had made so many holes in the Wrykyn defence in the previous term, met the team at the station, and walked up to the school with them, carrying Allardyces bag.

You seem to have lost a good many men at Christmas, said Allardyce. We were reading the Sportsman in the train. Apparently, youve only got ten of your last terms lot. Have they all left?

The Ripton captain grinned ruefully.

Not much, he replied. Theyre all here. All except Dunn. You remember Dunn? Little thick-set chap who played half. He always had his hair quite tidy and parted exactly in the middle all through the game.

Oh, yes, I remember Dunn. Whats he doing now?

Gone to Coopers Hill. Rot, his not going to the Varsity. Hed have walked into his blue.

Allardyce agreed. He had marked Dunn in the match of the previous term, and that immaculate sportsman had made things not a little warm for him.

Where are all the others, then? he asked. Wheres that other half of yours? And the rest of the forwards?

Mumps, said Keith.

What!

Its a fact. Rot, isnt it? Weve had a regular bout of it. Twenty fellows got it altogether. Naturally, four of those were in the team. Thats the way things happen. I only wonder the whole scrum didnt have it.

What beastly luck, said Allardyce. We had measles like that a couple of years ago in the summer term, and had to play the Incogs and Zingari with a sort of second eleven. We got mopped.

Thats what we shall get this afternoon, Im afraid, said Keith.

Oh, no, said Allardyce. Of course you wont.

And, as events turned out, that was one of the truest remarks he had ever made in his life.



One of the drawbacks to playing Ripton on its own ground was the crowd. Another was the fact that one generally got beaten. But your sportsman can put up with defeat. What he does not like is a crowd that regards him as a subtle blend of incompetent idiot and malicious scoundrel, and says so very loud and clear. It was not, of course, the school that did this. They spent their time blushing for the shouters. It was the patriotic inhabitants of Ripton town who made the school wish that they could be saved from their friends. The football ground at Ripton was at the edge of the school fields, separated from the road by narrow iron railings; and along these railings the choicest spirits of the town would line up, and smoke and yell, and spit and yell again. As Wordsworth wrote, There are two voices. They were on something like the following lines.

Inside the railings: Sch-oo-oo-oo-oo-l! Buck up Sch-oo-oo-oo-oo-l!! Get it OUT, Schoo-oo-oo-oo-l!!!

Outside the railings: Gow it, Ripton! Thats the way, Ripton! Twist his good-old-English-adjectived neck, Ripton! Sit on his forcibly described head, Ripton! Gow it, Ripton! Haw, Haw, Haw! They aint no use, RIPton! Kick im in the eye, RipTON! Haw, Haw, Haw!

The bursts of merriment signalised the violent downfall of some dangerous opponent.

The school loathed these humble supporters, and occasionally fastidious juniors would go the length of throwing chunks of mud at them through the railings. But nothing discouraged them or abated their fervid desire to see the school win. Every year they seemed to increase in zeal, and they were always in great form at the Wrykyn match.

It would be charitable to ascribe to this reason the gruesome happenings of that afternoon. They needed some explaining away.



Allardyce won the toss, and chose to start downhill, with the wind in his favour. It is always best to get these advantages at the beginning of the game. If one starts against the wind, it usually changes ends at half-time. Amidst a roar from both touch-lines and a volley of howls from the road, a Ripton forward kicked off. The ball flew in the direction of Stanning, on the right wing. A storm of laughter arose from the road as he dropped it. The first scrum was formed on the Wrykyn twenty-five line.

The Ripton forwards got the ball, and heeled with their usual neatness. The Ripton half who was taking the scrum gathered it cleanly, and passed to his colleague. He was a sturdy youth with a dark, rather forbidding face, in which the acute observer might have read signs of the savage. He was of the breed which is vaguely described at public schools as nigger, a term covering every variety of shade from ebony to light lemon. As a matter of fact he was a half-caste, sent home to England to be educated. Drummond recognised him as he dived forward to tackle him. The last place where they had met had been the roped ring at Aldershot. It was his opponent in the final of the Feathers.

He reached him as he swerved, and they fell together. The ball bounded forward.

Hullo, Peteiro, he said. Thought youd left.

The other grinned recognition.

Hullo, Drummond.

Going up to Aldershot this year?

Yes. Light-Weight.

So am I.

The scrum had formed by now, and further conversation was impossible. Drummond looked a little thoughtful as he put the ball in. He had been told that Peteiro was leaving Ripton at Christmas. It was a nuisance his being still at school. Drummond was not afraid of him — he would have fought a champion of the world if the school had expected him to — but he could not help remembering that it was only by the very narrowest margin, and after a terrific three rounds, that he had beaten him in the Feathers the year before. It would be too awful for words if the decision were to be reversed in the coming competition.

But he was not allowed much leisure for pondering on the future. The present was too full of incident and excitement. The withdrawal of the four invalids and the departure of Dunn had not reduced the Ripton team to that wreck of its former self which the Wrykyn fifteen had looked for. On the contrary, their play seemed, if anything, a shade better than it had been in the former match. There was all the old aggressiveness, and Peteiro and his partner, so far from being timid novices and losing their heads, eclipsed the exhibition given at Wrykyn by Waite and Dunn. Play had only been in progress six minutes when Keith, taking a pass on the twenty-five line, slipped past Attell, ran round the back, and scored between the posts. Three minutes later the other Ripton centre scored. At the end of twenty minutes the Wrykyn line had been crossed five times, and each of the tries had been converted.

Cant you fellows get that ball in the scrum? demanded Allardyce plaintively, as the team began for the fifth time the old familiar walk to the half-way line. Pack tight, and get the first shove.

The result of this address was to increase the Ripton lead by four points. In his anxiety to get the ball, one of the Wrykyn forwards started heeling before it was in, and the referee promptly gave a free kick to Ripton for foot up. As this event took place within easy reach of the Wrykyn goal, and immediately in front of the same, Keith had no difficulty in bringing off the penalty.

By half-time the crowd in the road, hoarse with laughter, had exhausted all their adjectives and were repeating themselves. The Ripton score was six goals, a penalty goal, and two tries to nil, and the Wrykyn team was a demoralised rabble.

The fact that the rate of scoring slackened somewhat after the interval may be attributed to the disinclination of the Riptonians to exert themselves unduly. They ceased playing in the stern and scientific spirit in which they had started; and, instead of adhering to an orthodox game, began to enjoy themselves. The forwards no longer heeled like a machine. They broke through ambitiously, and tried to score on their own account. When the outsides got as far as the back, they did not pass. They tried to drop goals. In this way only twenty-two points were scored after half-time. Allardyce and Drummond battled on nobly, but with their pack hopelessly outclassed it was impossible for them to do anything of material use. Barry, on the wing, tackled his man whenever the latter got the ball, but, as a rule, the centres did not pass, but attacked by themselves. At last, by way of a fitting conclusion to the rout, the Ripton back, catching a high punt, ran instead of kicking, and, to the huge delight of the town contingent, scored. With this incident the visiting team drained the last dregs of the bitter cup. Humiliation could go no further. Almost immediately afterwards the referee blew his whistle for No side.

Three cheers for Wrykyn, said Keith.

To the fifteen victims it sounded ironical.


XVI. DRUMMOND GOES INTO RETIREMENT
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THE RETURN JOURNEY of a school team after a crushing defeat in a foreign match is never a very exhilarating business. Those members of the side who have not yet received their colours are wondering which of them is to be sacrificed to popular indignation and chucked: the rest, who have managed to get their caps, are feeling that even now two-thirds of the school will be saying that they are not worth a place in the third fifteen; while the captain, brooding apart, is becoming soured at the thought that Posterity will forget what little good he may have done, and remember only that it was in his year that the school got so many points taken off them by So-and-So. Conversation does not ripple and sparkle during these home-comings. The Wrykyn team made the journey in almost unbroken silence. They were all stiff and sore, and their feelings were such as to unfit them for talking to people.

The school took the thing very philosophically — a bad sign. When a school is in a healthy, normal condition, it should be stirred up by a bad defeat by another school, like a disturbed wasps nest. Wrykyn made one or two remarks about people who could not play footer for toffee, and then let the thing drop.

Sheen was too busy with his work and his boxing to have much leisure for mourning over this latest example of the present inefficiency of the school. The examination for the Gotford was to come off in two days, and the inter-house boxing was fixed for the following Wednesday. In five days, therefore, he would get his chance of retrieving his lost place in the school. He was certain that he could, at any rate make a very good show against anyone in the school, even Drummond. Joe Bevan was delighted with his progress, and quoted Shakespeare volubly in his admiration. Jack Bruce and Francis added their tribute, and the knife and boot boy paid him the neatest compliment of all by refusing point-blank to have any more dealings with him whatsoever. His professional duties, explained the knife and boot boy, did not include being punched in the heye by blokes, and he did not intend to be put upon.

Youll do all right, said Jack Bruce, as they were motoring home, if theyll let you go in for it all. But how do you know they will? Have they chosen the men yet?

Not yet. They dont do it till the day before. But there wont be any difficulty about that. Drummond will let me have a shot if he thinks Im good enough.

Oh, youre good enough, said Bruce.

And when, on Monday evening, Francis, on receipt of no fewer than four blows in a single round — a record, shook him by the hand and said that if ever he happened to want a leetle darg that was a perfect bag of tricks and had got a pedigree, mind you, he, Francis, would be proud to supply that animal, Sheen felt that the moment had come to approach Drummond on the subject of the house boxing. It would be a little awkward at first, and conversation would probably run somewhat stiffly; but all would be well once he had explained himself.

But things had been happening in his absence which complicated the situation. Allardyce was having tea with Drummond, who had been stopping in with a sore throat. He had come principally to make arrangements for the match between his house and Seymours in the semi-final round of the competition.

Youre looking bad, he said, taking a seat.

Im feeling bad, said Drummond. For the past few days he had been very much out of sorts. He put it down to a chill caught after the Ripton match. He had never mustered up sufficient courage to sponge himself with cold water after soaking in a hot bath, and he occasionally suffered for it.

Whats up? inquired Allardyce.

Oh, I dont know. Sort of beastly feeling. Sore throat. Nothing much. Only it makes you feel rather rotten.

Allardyce looked interested.

I say, he said, it looks as if — I wonder. I hope you havent.

What?

Mumps. It sounds jolly like it.

Mumps! Of course Ive not. Why should I?

Allardyce produced a letter from his pocket. I got this from Keith, the Ripton captain, this morning. You know theyve had a lot of the thing there. Oh, didnt you? That was why they had such a bad team out.

Bad team! murmured Drummond.

Well, I mean not their best team. They had four of their men down with mumps. Heres what Keith says. Listen. Bit about hoping we got back all right, and so on, first. Then he says — here it is, Another of our fellows has got the mumps. One of the forwards; rather a long man who was good out of touch. He developed it a couple of days after the match. Its lucky that all our card games are over. We beat Johns, Oxford, last Wednesday, and that finished the card. But itll rather rot up the House matches. We should have walked the cup, but theres no knowing what will happen now. I hope none of your lot caught the mumps from Browning during the game. Its quite likely, of course. Browning ought not to have been playing, but I had no notion that there was anything wrong with him. He never said he felt bad. Youve got it, Drummond. Thats whats the matter with you.

Oh, rot, said Drummond. Its only a chill.

But the school doctor, who had looked in at the house to dose a small Seymourite who had indulged too heartily in the pleasures of the table, had other views, and before lock-up Drummond was hurried off to the infirmary.

Sheen went to Drummonds study after preparation had begun, and was surprised to find him out. Not being on speaking terms with a single member of the house, he was always out-of-date as regarded items of school news. As a rule he had to wait until Jack Bruce told him before learning of any occurrence of interest. He had no notion that mumps was the cause of Drummonds absence, and he sat and waited patiently for him in his study till the bell rang for prayers. The only possible explanation that occurred to him was that Drummond was in somebody elses study, and he could not put his theory to the test by going and looking. It was only when Drummond did not put in an appearance at prayers that Sheen began to suspect that something might have happened.

It was maddening not to be able to make inquiries. He had almost decided to go and ask Linton, and risk whatever might be the consequences of such a step, when he remembered that the matron must know. He went to her, and was told that Drummond was in the infirmary.

He could not help seeing that this made his position a great deal more difficult. In ten minutes he could have explained matters to Drummond if he had found him in his study. But it would be a more difficult task to put the thing clearly in a letter.

Meanwhile, it was bed-time, and he soon found his hands too full with his dormitory to enable him to think out the phrasing of that letter. The dormitory, which was recruited entirely from the junior day-room, had heard of Drummonds departure with rejoicings. They liked Drummond, but he was a good deal too fond of the iron hand for their tastes. A night with Sheen in charge should prove a welcome change.

A deafening uproar was going on when Sheen arrived, and as he came into the room somebody turned the gas out. He found some matches on the chest of drawers, and lit it again just in time to see a sportive youth tearing the clothes off his bed and piling them on the floor. A month before he would not have known how to grapple with such a situation, but his evenings with Joe Bevan had given him the habit of making up his mind and acting rapidly. Drummond was wont to keep a swagger-stick by his bedside for the better observance of law and order. Sheen possessed himself of this swagger-stick, and reasoned with the sportive youth. The rest of the dormitory looked on in interested silence. It was a critical moment, and on his handling of it depended Sheens victory or defeat. If he did not keep his head he was lost. A dormitory is merciless to a prefect whose weakness they have discovered.

Sheen kept his head. In a quiet, pleasant voice, fingering the swagger-stick, as he spoke, in an absent manner, he requested his young friend to re-make the bed — rapidly and completely. For the space of five minutes no sound broke the silence except the rustle of sheets and blankets. At the end of that period the bed looked as good as new.

Thanks, said Sheen gratefully. Thats very kind of you.

He turned to the rest of the dormitory.

Dont let me detain you, he said politely. Get into bed as soon as you like.

The dormitory got into bed sooner than they liked. For some reason the colossal rag they had planned had fizzled out. They were thoughtful as they crept between the sheets. Could these things be?



After much deliberation Sheen sent his letter to Drummond on the following day. It was not a long letter, but it was carefully worded. It explained that he had taken up boxing of late, and ended with a request that he might be allowed to act as Drummonds understudy in the House competitions.

It was late that evening when the infirmary attendant came over with the answer.

Like the original letter, the answer was brief.

Dear Sheen, wrote Drummond, thanks for the offer. I am afraid I cant accept it. We must have the best man. Linton is going to box for the House in the Light-Weights.


XVII. SEYMOURS ONE SUCCESS
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THIS POLITE EPISTLE, it may be mentioned, was a revised version of the one which Drummond originally wrote in reply to Sheens request. His first impulse had been to answer in the four brief words, Dont be a fool; for Sheens letter had struck him as nothing more than a contemptible piece of posing, and he had all the hatred for poses which is a characteristic of the plain and straightforward type of mind. It seemed to him that Sheen, as he expressed it to himself, was trying to do the boy hero. In the school library, which had been stocked during the dark ages, when that type of story was popular, there were numerous school stories in which the hero retrieved a rocky reputation by thrashing the bully, displaying in the encounter an intuitive but overwhelming skill with his fists. Drummond could not help feeling that Sheen must have been reading one of these stories. It was all very fine and noble of him to want to show that he was No Coward After All, like Leo Cholmondeley or whatever his beastly name was, in The Lads of St. Ethelbertas or some such piffling book; but, thought Drummond in his cold, practical way, what about the house? If Sheen thought that Seymours was going to chuck away all chance of winning one of the inter-house events, simply in order to give him an opportunity of doing the Young Hero, the sooner he got rid of that sort of idea, the better. If he wanted to do the Leo Cholmondeley business, let him go and chuck a kid into the river, and jump in and save him. But he wasnt going to have the house let in for twenty Sheens.

Such were the meditations of Drummond when the infirmary attendant brought Sheens letter to him; and he seized pencil and paper and wrote, Dont be a fool. But pity succeeded contempt, and he tore up the writing. After all, however much he had deserved it, the man had had a bad time. It was no use jumping on him. And at one time they had been pals. Might as well do the thing politely.

All of which reflections would have been prevented had Sheen thought of mentioning the simple fact that it was Joe Bevan who had given him the lessons to which he referred in his letter. But he had decided not to do so, wishing to avoid long explanations. And there was, he felt, a chance that the letter might come into other hands than those of Drummond. So he had preserved silence on that point, thereby wrecking his entire scheme.

It struck him that he might go to Linton, explain his position, and ask him to withdraw in his favour, but there were difficulties in the way of that course. There is a great deal of red tape about the athletic arrangements of a house at a public school. When once an order has gone forth, it is difficult to get it repealed. Linton had been chosen to represent the house in the Light-Weights, and he would carry out orders. Only illness would prevent him appearing in the ring.

Sheen made up his mind not to try to take his place, and went through the days a victim to gloom, which was caused by other things besides his disappointment respecting the boxing competition. The Gotford examination was over now, and he was not satisfied with his performance. Though he did not know it, his dissatisfaction was due principally to the fact that, owing to his isolation, he had been unable to compare notes after the examinations with the others. Doing an examination without comparing notes subsequently with ones rivals, is like playing golf against a bogey. The imaginary rival against whom one pits oneself never makes a mistake. Our own howlers stand out in all their horrid nakedness; but we do not realise that our rivals have probably made others far worse. In this way Sheen plumbed the depths of depression. The Gotford was a purely Classical examination, with the exception of one paper, a General Knowledge paper; and it was in this that Sheen fancied he had failed so miserably. His Greek and Latin verse were always good; his prose, he felt, was not altogether beyond the pale; but in the General Knowledge paper he had come down heavily. As a matter of fact, if he had only known, the paper was an exceptionally hard one, and there was not a single candidate for the scholarship who felt satisfied with his treatment of it. It was to questions ten, eleven, and thirteen of this paper that Cardew, of the School House, who had entered for the scholarship for the sole reason that competitors got excused two clear days of ordinary school-work, wrote the following answer:

See Encylopaedia Britannica, Times edition.

If they really wanted to know, he said subsequently, that was the authority to go to. He himself would probably misinform them altogether.

In addition to the Gotford and the House Boxing, the House Fives now came on, and the authorities of Seymours were in no small perplexity. They met together in Rigbys study to discuss the matter. Their difficulty was this. There was only one inmate of Seymours who had a chance of carrying off the House Fives Cup. And that was Sheen. The house was asking itself what was to be done about it.

You see, said Rigby, you can look at it in two ways, whichever you like. We ought certainly to send in our best man for the pot, whatever sort of chap he is. But then, come to think of it, Sheen cant very well be said to belong to the house at all. When a mans been cut dead during the whole term, he cant be looked on as one of the house very well. See what I mean?

Of course he cant, said Mill, who was second in command at Seymours. Mills attitude towards his fellow men was one of incessant hostility. He seemed to bear a grudge against the entire race.

Rigby resumed. He was a pacific person, and hated anything resembling rows in the house. He had been sorry for Sheen, and would have been glad to give him a chance of setting himself on his legs again.

You see, he said, this is what I mean. We either recognise Sheens existence or we dont. Follow? We cant get him to win this Cup for us, and then, when he has done it, go on cutting him and treating him as if he didnt belong to the house at all. I know he let the house down awfully badly in that business, but still, if he lifts the Fives Cup, thatll square the thing. If he does anything to give the house a leg-up, he must be treated as if hed never let it down at all.

Of course, said Barry. I vote we send him in for the Fives.

What rot! said Mill. It isnt as if none of the rest of us played fives.

We arent as good as Sheen, said Barry.

I dont care. I call it rot letting a chap like him represent the house at anything. If he were the best fives-player in the world I wouldnt let him play for the house.

Rigby was impressed by his vehemence. He hesitated.

After all, Barry, he said, I dont know. Perhaps it might — you see, he did — well, I really think wed better have somebody else. The house has got its knife into Sheen too much just at present to want him as a representative. Thered only be sickness, dont you think? Who else is there?

So it came about that Menzies was chosen to uphold the house in the Fives Courts. Sheen was not surprised. But it was not pleasant. He was certainly having bad luck in his attempts to do something for the house. Perhaps if he won the Gotford they might show a little enthusiasm. The Gotford always caused a good deal of interest in the school. It was the best thing of its kind in existence at Wrykyn, and even the most abandoned loafers liked to feel that their house had won it. It was just possible, thought Sheen, that a brilliant win might change the feelings of Seymours towards him. He did not care for the applause of the multitude more than a boy should, but he preferred it very decidedly to the cut direct.

Things went badly for Seymours. Never in the history of the house, or, at any rate, in the comparatively recent history of the house, had there been such a slump in athletic trophies. To begin with, they were soundly beaten in the semi-final for the House football cup by Allardyces lot. With Drummond away, there was none to mark the captain of the School team at half, and Allardyce had raced through in a manner that must have compensated him to a certain extent for the poor time he had had in first fifteen matches. The game had ended in a Seymourite defeat by nineteen points to five.

Nor had the Boxing left the house in a better position. Linton fought pluckily in the Light-Weights, but went down before Stanning, after beating a representative of Templars. Mill did not show up well in the Heavy-Weights, and was defeated in his first bout. Seymours were reduced to telling themselves how different it all would have been if Drummond had been there.

Sheen watched the Light-Weight contests, and nearly danced with irritation. He felt that he could have eaten Stanning. The man was quick with his left, but he couldnt box. He hadnt a notion of side-stepping, and the upper-cut appeared to be entirely outside his range. He would like to see him tackle Francis.

Sheen thought bitterly of Drummond. Why on earth couldnt he have given him a chance. It was maddening.

The Fives carried on the story. Menzies was swamped by a Days man. He might just as well have stayed away altogether. The star of Seymours was very low on the horizon.

And then the house scored its one success. The headmaster announced it in the Hall after prayers in his dry, unemotional way.

I have received the list of marks, he said, from the examiners for the Gotford Scholarship. He paused. Sheen felt a sudden calm triumph flood over him. Somehow, intuitively, he knew that he had won. He waited without excitement for the next words.

Out of a possible thousand marks, Sheen, who wins the scholarship, obtained seven hundred and one, Stanning six hundred and four, Wilson....

Sheen walked out of the Hall in the unique position of a Gotford winner with only one friend to congratulate him. Jack Bruce was the one. The other six hundred and thirty-three members of the school made no demonstration.

There was a pleasant custom at Seymours of applauding at tea any Seymourite who had won distinction, and so shed a reflected glory on the house. The head of the house would observe, Well played, So-and-So! and the rest of the house would express their emotion in the way that seemed best to them, to the subsequent exultation of the local crockery merchant, who had generally to supply at least a dozen fresh cups and plates to the house after one of these occasions. When it was for getting his first eleven or first fifteen cap that the lucky man was being cheered, the total of breakages sometimes ran into the twenties.

Rigby, good, easy man, was a little doubtful as to what course to pursue in the circumstances. Should he give the signal? After all, the fellow had won the Gotford. It was a score for the house, and they wanted all the scores they could get in these lean years. Perhaps, then, he had better.

Well played, Sheen, said he.

There was a dead silence. A giggle from the fags table showed that the comedy of the situation was not lost on the young mind.

The head of the house looked troubled. This was awfully awkward.

Well played, Sheen, he said again.

Dont mention it, Rigby, said the winner of the Gotford politely, looking up from his plate.


XVIII. MR BEVAN MAKES A SUGGESTION
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WHEN ONE HAS been working hard with a single end in view, the arrival and departure of the supreme moment is apt to leave a feeling of emptiness, as if life had been drained of all its interest, and left nothing sufficiently exciting to make it worth doing. Horatius, as he followed his plough on a warm day over the corn land which his gratified country bestowed on him for his masterly handling of the traffic on the bridge, must sometimes have felt it was a little tame. The feeling is far more acute when one has been unexpectedly baulked in ones desire for action. Sheen, for the first few days after he received Drummonds brief note, felt that it was useless for him to try to do anything. The Fates were against him. In stories, as Mr Anstey has pointed out, the hero is never long without his chance of retrieving his reputation. A mad bull comes into the school grounds, and he alone (the hero, not the bull) is calm. Or there is a fire, and whose is that pale and gesticulating form at the upper window? The bullys, of course. And who is that climbing nimbly up the Virginia creeper? Why, the hero. Who else? Three hearty cheers for the plucky hero.

But in real life opportunities of distinguishing oneself are less frequent.

Sheen continued his visits to the Blue Boar, but more because he shrank from telling Joe Bevan that all his trouble had been for nothing, than because he had any definite object in view. It was bitter to listen to the eulogies of the pugilist, when all the while he knew that, as far as any immediate results were concerned, it did not really matter whether he boxed well or feebly. Some day, perhaps, as Mr Bevan was fond of pointing out when he approached the subject of disadvantages of boxing, he might meet a hooligan when he was crossing a field with his sister; but he found that but small consolation. He was in the position of one who wants a small sum of ready money, and is told that, in a few years, he may come into a fortune. By the time he got a chance of proving himself a man with his hands, he would be an Old Wrykinian. He was leaving at the end of the summer term.

Jack Bruce was sympathetic, and talked more freely than was his wont.

I cant understand it, he said. Drummond always seemed a good sort. I should have thought he would have sent you in for the house like a shot. Are you sure you put it plainly in your letter? What did you say?

Sheen repeated the main points of his letter.

Did you tell him who had been teaching you?

No. I just said Id been boxing lately.

Pity, said Jack Bruce. If youd mentioned that it was Joe whod been training you, he would probably have been much more for it. You see, he couldnt know whether you were any good or not from your letter. But if youd told him that Joe Bevan and Hunt both thought you good, hed have seen there was something in it.

It never occurred to me. Like a fool, I was counting on the thing so much that it didnt strike me there would be any real difficulty in getting him to see my point. Especially when he got mumps and couldnt go in himself. Well, it cant be helped now.

And the conversation turned to the prospects of Jack Bruces father in the forthcoming election, the polling for which had just begun.

Im busy now, said Bruce. Im not sure that I shall be able to do much sparring with you for a bit.

My dear chap, dont let me—

Oh, its all right, really. Taking you to the Blue Boar doesnt land me out of my way at all. Most of the work lies round in this direction. I call at cottages, and lug oldest inhabitants to the poll. Its rare sport.

Does your pater know?

Oh, yes. He rots me about it like anything, but, all the same, I believe hes really rather bucked because Ive roped in quite a dozen voters who wouldnt have stirred a yard if I hadnt turned up. Thats where were scoring. Pedder hasnt got a car yet, and these old rotters round here arent going to move out of their chairs to go for a ride in an ordinary cart. But they chuck away their crutches and hop into a motor like one oclock.

It must be rather a rag, said Sheen.

The car drew up at the door of the Blue Boar. Sheen got out and ran upstairs to the gymnasium. Joe Bevan was sparring a round with Francis. He watched them while he changed, but without the enthusiasm of which he had been conscious on previous occasions. The solid cleverness of Joe Bevan, and the quickness and cunning of the bantam-weight, were as much in evidence as before, but somehow the glamour and romance which had surrounded them were gone. He no longer watched eagerly to pick up the slightest hint from these experts. He felt no more interest than he would have felt in watching a game of lawn tennis. He had been keen. Since his disappointment with regard to the House Boxing he had become indifferent.

Joe Bevan noticed this before he had been boxing with him a minute.

Hullo, sir, he said, whats this? Tired today? Not feeling well? You arent boxing like yourself, not at all you arent. Theres no weight behind em. Youre tapping. Whats the matter with your feet, too? You arent getting about as quickly as I should like to see. What have you been doing to yourself?

Nothing that I know of, said Sheen. Im sorry Im so rotten. Lets have another try.

The second try proved as unsatisfactory as the first. He was listless, and his leads and counters lacked conviction.

Joe Bevan, who identified himself with his pupils with that thoroughness which is the hall-mark of the first-class boxing instructor, looked so pained at his sudden loss of form, that Sheen could not resist the temptation to confide in him. After all, he must tell him some time.

The fact is, he said, as they sat on the balcony overlooking the river, waiting for Jack Bruce to return with his car, Ive had a bit of a sickener.

I thought youd got sick of it, said Mr Bevan. Well, have a bit of a rest.

I dont mean that Im tired of boxing, Sheen hastened to explain. After all the trouble youve taken with me, it would be a bit thick if I chucked it just as I was beginning to get on. It isnt that. But you know how keen I was on boxing for the house?

Joe Bevan nodded.

Did you get beat?

They wouldnt let me go in, said Sheen.

But, bless me! youd have made babies of them. What was the instructor doing? Couldnt he see that you were good?

I didnt get a chance of showing what I could do. He explained the difficulties of the situation.

Mr Bevan nodded his head thoughtfully.

So naturally, concluded Sheen, the thing has put me out a bit. Its beastly having nothing to work for. Im at a loose end. Up till now, Ive always had the thought of the House Competition to keep me going. But now — well, you see how it is. Its like running to catch a train, and then finding suddenly that youve got plenty of time. There doesnt seem any point in going on running.

Why not Aldershot, sir? said Mr Bevan.

What! cried Sheen.

The absolute novelty of the idea, and the gorgeous possibilities of it, made him tingle from head to foot. Aldershot! Why hadnt he thought of it before! The House Competition suddenly lost its importance in his eyes. It was a trivial affair, after all, compared with Aldershot, that Mecca of the public-school boxer.

Then the glow began to fade. Doubts crept in. He might have learned a good deal from Joe Bevan, but had he learned enough to be able to hold his own with the best boxers of all the public schools in the country? And if he had the skill to win, had he the heart? Joe Bevan had said that he would not disgrace himself again, and he felt that the chances were against his doing so, but there was the terrible possibility. He had stood up to Francis and the others, and he had taken their blows without flinching; but in these encounters there was always at the back of his mind the comforting feeling that there was a limit to the amount of punishment he would receive. If Francis happened to drive him into a corner where he could neither attack, nor defend himself against attack, he did not use his advantage to the full. He indicated rather than used it. A couple of blows, and he moved out into the open again. But in the Public Schools Competition at Aldershot there would be no quarter. There would be nothing but deadly earnest. If he allowed himself to be manœuvred into an awkward position, only his own skill, or the call of time, could extricate him from it.

In a word, at the Blue Boar he sparred. At Aldershot he would have to fight. Was he capable of fighting?

Then there was another difficulty. How was he to get himself appointed as the Wrykyn light-weight representative? Now that Drummond was unable to box, Stanning would go down, as the winner of the School Competition. These things were worked by an automatic process. Sheen felt that he could beat Stanning, but he had no means of publishing this fact to the school. He could not challenge him to a trial of skill. That sort of thing was not done.

He explained this to Joe Bevan.

Well, its a pity, said Joe regretfully. Its a pity.

At this moment Jack Bruce appeared.

Whats a pity, Joe? he asked.

Joe wants me to go to Aldershot as a light-weight, explained Sheen, and I was just saying that I couldnt, because of Stanning.

What about Stanning?

He won the School Competition, you see, so theyre bound to send him down.

Half a minute, said Jack Bruce. I never thought of Aldershot for you before. Its a jolly good idea. I believe youd have a chance. And its all right about Stanning. Hes not going down. Havent you heard?

I dont hear anything. Why isnt he going down?

Hes knocked up one of his wrists. So he says.

How do you mean — so he says? asked Sheen.

I believe he funks it.

Why? What makes you think that?

Oh, I dont know. Its only my opinion. Still, its a little queer. Stanning says he crocked his left wrist in the final of the House Competition.

Well, whats wrong with that? Why shouldnt he have done so?

Sheen objected strongly to Stanning, but he had the elements of justice in him, and he was not going to condemn him on insufficient evidence, particularly of a crime of which he himself had been guilty.

Of course he may have done, said Bruce. But its a bit fishy that he should have been playing fives all right two days running just after the competition.

He might have crocked himself then.

Then why didnt he say so?

A question which Sheen found himself unable to answer.

Then theres nothing to prevent you fighting, sir, said Joe Bevan, who had been listening attentively to the conversation.

Do you really think Ive got a chance?

I do, sir.

Of course you have, said Jack Bruce. Youre quite as good as Drummond was, last time I saw him box.

Then Ill have a shot at it, said Sheen.

Good for you, sir, cried Joe Bevan.

Though itll be a bit of a job getting leave, said Sheen. How would you start about it, Bruce?

Youd better ask Spence. Hes the man to go to.

Thats all right. Im rather a pal of Spences.

Ask him tonight after prep., suggested Bruce.

And then you can come here regular, said Joe Bevan, and well train you till youre that fit you could eat bricks, and youll make babies of them up at Aldershot.


XIX. PAVING THE WAY
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BRUCE HAD BEEN perfectly correct in his suspicions. Stannings wrist was no more sprained than his ankle. The advisability of manufacturing an injury had come home to him very vividly on the Saturday morning following the Ripton match, when he had read the brief report of that painful episode in that weeks number of the Field in the school library. In the list of the Ripton team appeared the name R. Peteiro. He had heard a great deal about the dusky Riptonian when Drummond had beaten him in the Feather-Weights the year before. Drummond had returned from Aldershot on that occasion cheerful, but in an extremely battered condition. His appearance as he limped about the field on Sports Day had been heroic, and, in addition, a fine advertisement for the punishing powers of the Ripton champion. It is true that at least one of his injuries had been the work of a Pauline whom he had met in the opening bout; but the great majority were presents from Ripton, and Drummond had described the dusky one, in no uncertain terms, as a holy terror.

These things had sunk into Stannings mind. It had been generally understood at Wrykyn that Peteiro had left school at Christmas. When Stanning, through his study of the Field, discovered that the redoubtable boxer had been one of the team against which he had played at Ripton, and realised that, owing to Drummonds illness, it would fall to him, if he won the House Competition, to meet this man of wrath at Aldershot, he resolved on the instant that the most persuasive of wild horses should not draw him to that military centre on the day of the Public Schools Competition. The difficulty was that he particularly wished to win the House Cup. Then it occurred to him that he could combine the two things — win the competition and get injured while doing so.

Accordingly, two days after the House Boxing he was observed to issue from Applebys with his left arm slung in a first fifteen scarf. He was too astute to injure his right wrist. What happens to ones left wrist at school is ones own private business. When one injures ones right arm, and so incapacitates oneself for form work, the authorities begin to make awkward investigations.

Mr Spence, who looked after the schools efforts to win medals at Aldershot, was the most disappointed person in the place. He was an enthusiastic boxer — he had represented Cambridge in the Middle-Weights in his day — and with no small trouble had succeeded in making boxing a going concern at Wrykyn. Years of failure had ended, the Easter before, in a huge triumph, when OHara, of Dexters and Drummond had won silver medals, and Moriarty, of Dexters, a bronze. If only somebody could win a medal this year, the tradition would be established, and would not soon die out. Unfortunately, there was not a great deal of boxing talent in the school just now. The rule that the winner at his weight in the House Competitions should represent the school at Aldershot only applied if the winner were fairly proficient. Mr Spence exercised his discretion. It was no use sending down novices to be massacred. This year Drummond and Stanning were the only Wrykinians up to Aldershot form. Drummond would have been almost a certainty for a silver medal, and Stanning would probably have been a runner-up. And here they were, both injured; Wrykyn would not have a single representative at the Queens Avenue Gymnasium. It would be a set-back to the cult of boxing at the school.

Mr Spence was pondering over this unfortunate state of things when Sheen was shown in.

Can I speak to you for a minute, sir? said Sheen.

Certainly, Sheen. Take one of those cig — I mean, sit down. What is it?

Sheen had decided how to open the interview before knocking at the door. He came to the point at once.

Do you think I could go down to Aldershot, sir? he asked.

Mr Spence looked surprised.

Go down? You mean — ? Do you want to watch the competition? Really, I dont know if the headmaster—

I mean, can I box?

Mr Spences look of surprise became more marked.

Box? he said. But surely — I didnt know you were a boxer, Sheen.

Ive only taken it up lately.

But you didnt enter for the House Competitions, did you? What weight are you?

Just under ten stone.

A light-weight. Why, Linton boxed for your house in the Light-Weights surely?

Yes sir. They wouldnt let me go in.

You hurt yourself?

No, sir.

Then why wouldnt they let you go in?

Drummond thought Linton was better. He didnt know I boxed.

But — this is very curious. I dont understand it at all. You see, if you were not up to House form, you would hardly — At Aldershot, you see, you would meet the best boxers of all the public schools.

Yes, sir.

There was a pause.

It was like this, sir, said Sheen nervously. At the beginning of the term there was a bit of a row down in the town, and I got mixed up in it. And I didnt — I was afraid to join in. I funked it.

Mr Spence nodded. He was deeply interested now. The office of confessor is always interesting.

Go on, Sheen. What happened then?

I was cut by everybody. The fellows thought I had let the house down, and it got about, and the other houses scored off them, so I had rather a rotten time.

Here it occurred to him that he was telling his story without that attention to polite phraseology which a master expects from a boy, so he amended the last sentence.

I didnt have a very pleasant time, sir, was his correction.

Well? said Mr Spence.

So I was a bit sick, continued Sheen, relapsing once more into the vernacular, and I wanted to do something to put things right again, and I met — anyhow, I took up boxing. I wanted to box for the house, if I was good enough. I practised every day, and stuck to it, and after a bit I did become pretty good.

Well?

Then Drummond got mumps, and I wrote to him asking if I might represent the house instead of him, and I suppose he didnt believe I was any good. At any rate, he wouldnt let me go in. Then Joe — a man who knows something about boxing — suggested I should go down to Aldershot.

Joe? said Mr Spence inquiringly.

Sheen had let the name slip out unintentionally, but it was too late now to recall it.

Joe Bevan, sir, he said. He used to be champion of England, light-weight.

Joe Bevan! cried Mr Spence. Really? Why, he trained me when I boxed for Cambridge. Hes one of the best of fellows. Ive never seen any one who took such trouble with his man. I wish we could get him here. So it was Joe who suggested that you should go down to Aldershot? Well, he ought to know. Did he say you would have a good chance?

Yes, sir.

My position is this, you see, Sheen. There is nothing I should like more than to see the school represented at Aldershot. But I cannot let anyone go down, irrespective of his abilities. Aldershot is not childs play. And in the Light-Weights you get the hardest fighting of all. It wouldnt do for me to let you go down if you are not up to the proper form. You would be half killed.

I should like to have a shot, sir, said Sheen.

Then this year, as you probably know, Ripton are sending down Peteiro for the Light-Weights. He was the fellow whom Drummond only just beat last year. And you saw the state in which Drummond came back. If Drummond could hardly hold him, what would you do?

I believe I could beat Drummond, sir, said Sheen.

Mr Spences eyes opened wider. Here were brave words. This youth evidently meant business. The thing puzzled him. On the one hand, Sheen had been cut by his house for cowardice. On the other, Joe Bevan, who of all men was best able to judge, had told him that he was good enough to box at Aldershot.

Let me think it over, Sheen, he said. This is a matter which I cannot decide in a moment. I will tell you tomorrow what I think about it.

I hope you will let me go down, sir, said Sheen. Its my one chance.

Yes, yes, I see that, I see that, said Mr Spence, but all the same — well, I will think it over.

All the rest of that evening he pondered over the matter, deeply perplexed. It would be nothing less than cruel to let Sheen enter the ring at Aldershot if he were incompetent. Boxing in the Public Schools Boxing Competition is not a pastime for the incompetent. But he wished very much that Wrykyn should be represented, and also he sympathised with Sheens eagerness to wipe out the stain on his honour, and the honour of the house. But, like Drummond, he could not help harbouring a suspicion that this was a pose. He felt that Sheen was intoxicated by his imagination. Every one likes to picture himself doing dashing things in the limelight, with an appreciative multitude to applaud. Would this mood stand the test of action?

Against this there was the evidence of Joe Bevan. Joe had said that Sheen was worthy to fight for his school, and Joe knew.

Mr Spence went to bed still in a state of doubt.

Next morning he hit upon a solution of the difficulty. Wandering in the grounds before school, he came upon OHara, who, as has been stated before, had won the Light-Weights at Aldershot in the previous year. He had come to Wrykyn for the Sports. Here was the man to help him. OHara should put on the gloves with Sheen and report.

Im in rather a difficulty, OHara, he said, and you can help me.

Whats that? inquired OHara.

You know both our light-weights are on the sick list? I had just resigned myself to going down to Aldershot without any one to box, when a boy in Seymours volunteered for the vacant place. I dont know if you knew him at school? Sheen. Do you remember him?

Sheen? cried OHara in amazement. Not Sheen!...

His recollections of Sheen were not conducive to a picture of him as a public-school boxer.

Yes. I had never heard of him as a boxer. Still, he seems very anxious to go down, and he certainly has one remarkable testimonial, and as theres no one else—

And what shall I do? asked OHara.

I want you, if you will, to give him a trial in the dinner-hour. Just see if hes any good at all. If he isnt, of course, dont hit him about a great deal. But if he shows signs of being a useful man, extend him. See what he can do.

Very well, sir, said OHara.

And you might look in at my house at tea-time, if you have nothing better to do, and tell me what you think of him.

At five oclock, when he entered Mr Spences study, OHaras face wore the awe-struck look of one who had seen visions.

Well? said Mr Spence. Did you find him any good?

Good? said OHara. Hell beat them all. Hes a champion. Theres no stopping him.

What an extraordinary thing! said Mr Spence.


XX. SHEEN GOES TO ALDERSHOT
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AT SHEENS REQUEST Mr Spence made no announcement of the fact that Wrykyn would be represented in the Light-Weights. It would be time enough, Sheen felt, for the School to know that he was a boxer when he had been down and shown what he could do. His appearance in his new role would be the most surprising thing that had happened in the place for years, and it would be a painful anti-climax if, after all the excitement which would be caused by the discovery that he could use his hands, he were to be defeated in his first bout. Whereas, if he happened to win, the announcement of his victory would be all the more impressive, coming unexpectedly. To himself he did not admit the possibility of defeat. He had braced himself up for the ordeal, and he refused to acknowledge to himself that he might not come out of it well. Besides, Joe Bevan continued to express hopeful opinions.

Just you keep your head, sir, he said, and youll win. Lots of these gentlemen, theyre champions when theyre practising, and youd think nothing wouldnt stop them when they get into the ring. But they get wild directly they begin, and forget everything theyve been taught, and where are they then? Why, on the floor, waiting for the referee to count them out.

This picture might have encouraged Sheen more if he had not reflected that he was just as likely to fall into this error as were his opponents.

What you want to remember is to keep that guard up. Nothing can beat that. And push out your left straight. The straight left rules the boxing world. And be earnest about it. Be as friendly as you like afterwards, but while youre in the ring say to yourself, Well, its you or me, and dont be too kind.

I wish you could come down to second me, Joe, said Sheen.

Ill have a jolly good try, sir, said Joe Bevan. Let me see. Youll be going down the night before — I cant come down then, but Ill try and manage it by an early train on the day.

How about Francis?

Oh, Francis can look after himself for one day. Hes not the sort of boy to run wild if hes left alone for a few hours.

Then you think you can manage it?

Yes, sir. If Im not there for your first fight, I shall come in time to second you in the final.

If I get there, said Sheen.

Good secondings half the battle. These soldiers they give you at Aldershot — well, they dont know the business, as the saying is. They dont look after their man, not like I could. I saw young whats-his-name, of Rugby — Stevens: he was beaten in the final by a gentleman from Harrow — I saw him fight there a couple of years ago. After the first round he was leading — not by much, but still, he was a point or two ahead. Well! He went to his corner and his seconds sent him up for the next round in the same state hed got there in. They hadnt done a thing to him. Why, if Id been in his corner Id have taken him and sponged him and sent him up again as fresh as he could be. You must have a good second if youre to win. When youre all on top of your man, I dont say. But you get a young gentleman of your own class, just about as quick and strong as you are, and then youll know where the seconding comes in.

Then, for goodness sake, dont make any mistake about coming down, said Sheen.

Ill be there, sir, said Joe Bevan.



The Queens Avenue Gymnasium at Aldershot is a roomy place, but it is always crowded on the Public Schools Day. Sisters and cousins and aunts of competitors flock there to see Tommy or Bobby perform, under the impression, it is to be supposed, that he is about to take part in a pleasant frolic, a sort of merry parlour game. What their opinion is after he emerges from a warm three rounds is not known. Then there are soldiers in scores. Their views on boxing as a sport are crisp and easily defined. What they want is Gore. Others of the spectators are Old Boys, come to see how the school can behave in an emergency, and to find out whether there are still experts like Jones, who won the Middles in 96 or Robinson, who was runner-up in the Feathers in the same year; or whether, as they have darkly suspected for some time, the school has Gone To The Dogs Since They Left.

The usual crowd was gathered in the seats round the ring when Sheen came out of the dressing-room and sat down in an obscure corner at the end of the barrier which divides the gymnasium into two parts on these occasions. He felt very lonely. Mr Spence and the school instructor were watching the gymnastics, which had just started upon their lengthy course. The Wrykyn pair were not expected to figure high on the list this year. He could have joined Mr Spence, but, at the moment, he felt disinclined for conversation. If he had been a more enthusiastic cricketer, he would have recognised the feeling as that which attacks a batsman before he goes to the wicket. It is not precisely funk. It is rather a desire to accelerate the flight of Time, and get to business quickly. All things come to him who waits, and among them is that unpleasant sensation of a cold hand upon the portion of the body which lies behind the third waistcoat button.

The boxing had begun with a bout between two feather-weights, both obviously suffering from stage-fright. They were fighting in a scrambling and unscientific manner, which bore out Mr Bevans statements on the subject of losing ones head. Sheen felt that both were capable of better things. In the second and third rounds this proved to be the case and the contest came to an end amidst applause.

The next pair were light-weights, and Sheen settled himself to watch more attentively. From these he would gather some indication of what he might expect to find when he entered the ring. He would not have to fight for some time yet. In the drawing for numbers, which had taken place in the dressing-room, he had picked a three. There would be another light-weight battle before he was called upon. His opponent was a Tonbridgian, who, from the glimpse Sheen caught of him, seemed muscular. But he (Sheen) had the advantage in reach, and built on that.

After opening tamely, the light-weight bout had become vigorous in the second round, and both men had apparently forgotten that their right arms had been given them by Nature for the purpose of guarding. They were going at it in hurricane fashion all over the ring. Sheen was horrified to feel symptoms of a return of that old sensation of panic which had caused him, on that dark day early in the term, to flee Albert and his wicked works. He set his teeth, and fought it down. And after a bad minute he was able to argue himself into a proper frame of mind again. After all, that sort of thing looked much worse than it really was. Half those blows, which seemed as if they must do tremendous damage, were probably hardly felt by their recipient. He told himself that Francis, and even the knife-and-boot boy, hit fully as hard, or harder, and he had never minded them. At the end of the contest he was once more looking forward to his entrance to the ring with proper fortitude.

The fighting was going briskly forward now, sometimes good, sometimes moderate, but always earnest, and he found himself contemplating, without undue excitement, the fact that at the end of the bout which had just begun, between middle-weights from St Pauls and Wellington, it would be his turn to perform. As luck would have it, he had not so long to wait as he had expected, for the Pauline, taking the lead after the first few exchanges, out-fought his man so completely that the referee stopped the contest in the second round. Sheen got up from his corner and went to the dressing-room. The Tonbridgian was already there. He took off his coat. Somebody crammed his hands into the gloves and from that moment the last trace of nervousness left him. He trembled with the excitement of the thing, and hoped sincerely that no one would notice it, and think that he was afraid.

Then, amidst a clapping of hands which sounded faint and far-off, he followed his opponent to the ring, and ducked under the ropes.

The referee consulted a paper which he held, and announced the names.

R. D. Sheen, Wrykyn College.

Sheen wriggled his fingers right into the gloves, and thought of Joe Bevan. What had Joe said? Keep that guard up. The straight left. Keep that guard — the straight left. Keep that — 

A. W. Bird, Tonbridge School.

There was a fresh outburst of applause. The Tonbridgian had shown up well in the competition of the previous year, and the crowd welcomed him as an old friend.

Keep that guard up — straight left. Straight left — guard up.

Seconds out of the ring.

Guard up. Not too high. Straight left. It beats the world. What an age that man was calling Time. Guard up. Straight — 

Time, said the referee.

Sheen, filled with a great calm, walked out of his corner and shook hands with his opponent.


XXI. A GOOD START
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IT WAS ALL over in half a minute.

The Tonbridgian was a two-handed fighter of the rushing type almost immediately after he had shaken hands. Sheen found himself against the ropes, blinking from a heavy hit between the eyes. Through the mist he saw his opponent sparring up to him, and as he hit he side-stepped. The next moment he was out in the middle again, with his man pressing him hard. There was a quick rally, and then Sheen swung his right at a venture. The blow had no conscious aim. It was purely speculative. But it succeeded. The Tonbridgian fell with a thud.

Sheen drew back. The thing seemed pathetic. He had braced himself up for a long fight, and it had ended in half a minute. His sensations were mixed. The fighting half of him was praying that his man would get up and start again. The prudent half realised that it was best that he should stay down. He had other fights before him before he could call that silver medal his own, and this would give him an invaluable start in the race. His rivals had all had to battle hard in their opening bouts.

The Tonbridgians rigidity had given place to spasmodic efforts to rise. He got on one knee, and his gloved hand roamed feebly about in search of a hold. It was plain that he had shot his bolt. The referee signed to his seconds, who ducked into the ring and carried him to his corner. Sheen walked back to his own corner, and sat down. Presently the referee called out his name as the winner, and he went across the ring and shook hands with his opponent, who was now himself again.

He overheard snatches of conversation as he made his way through the crowd to the dressing-room.

Useful boxer, that Wrykyn boy.

Shortest fight Ive seen here since Hopley won the Heavy-Weights.

Fluke, do you think?

Dont know. Came to the same thing in the end, anyhow. Caught him fair.

Hard luck on that Tonbridge man. Hes a good boxer, really. Did well here last year.

Then an outburst of hand-claps drowned the speakers voices. A swarthy youth with the Ripton pink and green on his vest had pushed past him and was entering the ring. As he entered the dressing-room he heard the referee announcing the names. So that was the famous Peteiro! Sheen admitted to himself that he looked tough, and hurried into his coat and out of the dressing-room again so as to be in time to see how the Ripton terror shaped.

It was plainly not a one-sided encounter. Peteiros opponent hailed from St Pauls, a school that has a habit of turning out boxers. At the end of the first round it seemed that honours were even. The great Peteiro had taken as much as he had given, and once had been uncompromisingly floored by the Paulines left. But in the second round he began to gain points. For a boy of his weight he had a terrific hit with the right, and three applications of this to the ribs early in the round took much of the sting out of the Paulines blows. He fought on with undiminished pluck, but the Riptonian was too strong for him, and the third round was a rout. To quote the Sportsman of the following day, Peteiro crowded in a lot of work with both hands, and scored a popular victory.

Sheen looked thoughtful at the conclusion of the fight. There was no doubt that Drummonds antagonist of the previous year was formidable. Yet Sheen believed himself to be the cleverer of the two. At any rate, Peteiro had given no signs of possessing much cunning. To all appearances he was a tough, go-ahead fighter, with a right which would drill a hole in a steel plate. Had he sufficient skill to baffle his (Sheens) strong tactics? If only Joe Bevan would come! With Joe in his corner to direct him, he would feel safe.

But of Joe up to the present there were no signs.

Mr Spence came and sat down beside him.

Well, Sheen, he said, so you won your first fight. Keep it up.

Ill try, sir, said Sheen.

What do you think of Peteiro?

I was just wondering, sir. He hits very hard.

Very hard indeed.

But he doesnt look as if he was very clever.

Not a bit. Just a plain slogger. Thats all. Thats why Drummond beat him last year in the Feather-Weights. In strength there was no comparison, but Drummond was just too clever for him. You will be the same, Sheen.

I hope so, sir, said Sheen.



After lunch the second act of the performance began. Sheen had to meet a boxer from Harrow who had drawn a bye in the first round of the competition. This proved a harder fight than his first encounter, but by virtue of a stout heart and a straight left he came through it successfully, and there was no doubt as to what the decision would be. Both judges voted for him.

Peteiro demolished a Radleian in his next fight.

By the middle of the afternoon there were three light-weights in the running — Sheen, Peteiro, and a boy from Clifton. Sheen drew the bye, and sparred in an outer room with a soldier, who was inclined to take the thing easily. Sheen, with the thought of the final in his mind, was only too ready to oblige him. They sparred an innocuous three rounds, and the man of war was kind enough to whisper in his ear as they left the room that he hoped he would win the final, and that he himself had a matter of one-and-sixpence with Old Spud Smith on his success.

For Im a man, said the amiable warrior confidentially, as knows Class when he sees it. Youre Class, sir, thats what you are.

This, taken in conjunction with the fact that if the worst came to the worst he had, at any rate, won a medal by having got into the final, cheered Sheen. If only Joe Bevan had appeared he would have been perfectly contented.

But there were no signs of Joe.


XXII. A GOOD FINISH
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FINAL, LIGHT-WEIGHTS, SHOUTED the referee.

A murmur of interest from the ring-side chairs.

R. D. Sheen, Wrykyn College.

Sheen got his full measure of applause this time. His victories in the preliminary bouts had won him favour with the spectators.

J. Peteiro, Ripton School.

Go it, Ripton! cried a voice from near the door. The referee frowned in the direction of this audacious partisan, and expressed a hope that the audience would kindly refrain from comment during the rounds.

Then he turned to the ring again, and announced the names a second time.

Sheen — Peteiro.

The Ripton man was sitting with a hand on each knee, listening to the advice of his school instructor, who had thrust head and shoulders through the ropes, and was busy impressing some point upon him. Sheen found himself noticing the most trivial things with extraordinary clearness. In the front row of the spectators sat a man with a parti-coloured tie. He wondered idly what tie it was. It was rather like one worn by members of Templars house at Wrykyn. Why were the ropes of the ring red? He rather liked the colour. There was a man lighting a pipe. Would he blow out the match or extinguish it with a wave of the hand? What a beast Peteiro looked. He really was a nigger. He must look out for that right of his. The straight left. Push it out. Straight left ruled the boxing world. Where was Joe? He must have missed the train. Or perhaps he hadnt been able to get away. Why did he want to yawn, he wondered.

Time!

The Ripton man became suddenly active. He almost ran across the ring. A brief handshake, and he had penned Sheen up in his corner before he had time to leave it. It was evident what advice his instructor had been giving him. He meant to force the pace from the start.

The suddenness of it threw Sheen momentarily off his balance. He seemed to be in a whirl of blows. A sharp shock from behind. He had run up against the post. Despite everything, he remembered to keep his guard up, and stopped a lashing hit from his antagonists left. But he was too late to keep out his right. In it came, full on the weakest spot on his left side. The pain of it caused him to double up for an instant, and as he did so his opponent upper-cut him. There was no rest for him. Nothing that he had ever experienced with the gloves on approached this. If only he could get out of this corner.

Then, almost unconsciously, he recalled Joe Bevans advice.

If a mans got you in a corner, Joe had said, fall on him.

Peteiro made another savage swing. Sheen dodged it and hurled himself forward.

Break away, said a dispassionate official voice.

Sheen broke away, but now he was out of the corner with the whole good, open ring to manœuvre in.

He could just see the Ripton instructor signalling violently to his opponent, and, in reply to the signals, Peteiro came on again with another fierce rush.

But Sheen in the open was a different person from Sheen cooped up in a corner. Francis Hunt had taught him to use his feet. He side-stepped, and, turning quickly, found his man staggering past him, over-balanced by the force of his wasted blow. And now it was Sheen who attacked, and Peteiro who tried to escape. Two swift hits he got in before his opponent could face round, and another as he turned and rushed. Then for a while the battle raged without science all over the ring. Gradually, with a cold feeling of dismay, Sheen realised that his strength was going. The pace was too hot. He could not keep it up. His left counters were losing their force. Now he was merely pushing his glove into the Ripton mans face. It was not enough. The other was getting to close quarters, and that right of his seemed stronger than ever.

He was against the ropes now, gasping for breath, and Peteiros right was thudding against his ribs. It could not last. He gathered all his strength and put it into a straight left. It took the Ripton man in the throat, and drove him back a step. He came on again. Again Sheen stopped him.

It was his last effort. He could do no more. Everything seemed black to him. He leaned against the ropes and drank in the air in great gulps.

Time! said the referee.

The word was lost in the shouts that rose from the packed seats.

Sheen tottered to his corner and sat down.

Keep it up, sir, keep it up, said a voice. Beart that the opposed may beware of thee. Dont forget the guard. And the straight left beats the world.

It was Joe — at the eleventh hour.

With a delicious feeling of content Sheen leaned back in his chair. It would be all right now. He felt that the matter had been taken out of his hands. A more experienced brain than his would look after the generalship of the fight.

As the moments of the half-minutes rest slid away he discovered the truth of Joes remarks on the value of a good second. In his other fights the napping of the towel had hardly stirred the hair on his forehead. Joes energetic arms set a perfect gale blowing. The cool air revived him. He opened his mouth and drank it in. A spongeful of cold water completed the cure. Long before the call of Time he was ready for the next round.

Keep away from him, sir, said Joe, and score with that left of yours. Dont try the right yet. Keep it for guarding. Box clever. Dont let him corner you. Slip him when he rushes. Cool and steady does it. Dont aim at his face too much. Go down below. Thats the de-partment. And use your feet. Get about quick, and youll find he dont like that. Hullo, says he, I cant touch him. Then, when hes tired, go in.

The pupil nodded with closed eyes.

While these words of wisdom were proceeding from the mouth of Mr Bevan, another conversation was taking place which would have interested Sheen if he could have heard it. Mr Spence and the school instructor were watching the final from the seats under the side windows.

Its extraordinary, said Mr Spence. The boys wonderfully good for the short time he has been learning. You ought to be proud of your pupil.

Sir?

I was saying that Sheen does you credit.

Not me, sir.

What! He told me he had been taking lessons. Didnt you teach him?

Never set eyes on him, till this moment. Wish I had, sir. Hes the sort of pupil I could wish for.

Mr Spence bent forward and scanned the features of the man who was attending the Wrykinian.

Why, he said, surely thats Bevan — Joe Bevan! I knew him at Cambridge.

Yes, sir, thats Bevan, replied the instructor. He teaches boxing at Wrykyn now, sir.

At Wrykyn — where?

Up the river — at the Blue Boar, sir, said the instructor, quite innocently — for it did not occur to him that this simple little bit of information was just so much incriminating evidence against Sheen.

Mr Spence said nothing, but he opened his eyes very wide. Recalling his recent conversation with Sheen, he remembered that the boy had told him he had been taking lessons, and also that Joe Bevan, the ex-pugilist, had expressed a high opinion of his work. Mr Spence had imagined that Bevan had been a chance spectator of the boys skill; but it would now seem that Bevan himself had taught Sheen. This matter, decided Mr Spence, must be looked into, for it was palpable that Sheen had broken bounds in order to attend Bevans boxing-saloon up the river.

For the present, however, Mr Spence was content to say nothing.



Sheen came up for the second round fresh and confident. His head was clear, and his breath no longer came in gasps. There was to be no rallying this time. He had had the worst of the first round, and meant to make up his lost points.

Peteiro, losing no time, dashed in. Sheen met him with a left in the face, and gave way a foot. Again Peteiro rushed, and again he was stopped. As he bored in for the third time Sheen slipped him. The Ripton man paused, and dropped his guard for a moment.

Sheens left shot out once more, and found its mark. Peteiro swung his right viciously, but without effect. Another swift counter added one more point to Sheens score.

Sheen nearly chuckled. It was all so beautifully simple. What a fool he had been to mix it up in the first round. If he only kept his head and stuck to out-fighting he could win with ease. The man couldnt box. He was nothing more than a slogger. Here he came, as usual, with the old familiar rush. Out went his left. But it missed its billet. Peteiro had checked his rush after the first movement, and now he came in with both hands. It was the first time during the round that he had got to close quarters, and he made the most of it. Sheens blows were as frequent, but his were harder. He drove at the body, right and left; and once again the call of Time extricated Sheen from an awkward position. As far as points were concerned he had had the best of the round, but he was very sore and bruised. His left side was one dull ache.

Keep away from him, sir, said Joe Bevan. You were ahead on that round. Keep away all the time unless he gets tired. But if you see me signalling, then go in all you can and have a fight.

There was a suspicion of weariness about the look of the Ripton champion as he shook hands for the last round. He was beginning to feel the effects of his hurricane fighting in the opening rounds. He began quietly, sparring for an opening. Sheen led with his left. Peteiro was too late with his guard. Sheen tried again — a double lead. His opponent guarded the first blow, but the second went home heavily on the body, and he gave way a step.

Then from the corner of his eye Sheen saw Bevan gesticulating wildly, so, taking his life in his hands, he abandoned his waiting game, dropped his guard, and dashed in to fight. Peteiro met him doggedly. For a few moments the exchanges were even. Then suddenly the Riptonians blows began to weaken. He got home his right on the head, and Sheen hardly felt it. And in a flash there came to him the glorious certainty that the game was his.

He was winning — winning — winning.



Thats enough, said the referee.

The Ripton man was leaning against the ropes, utterly spent, at almost the same spot where Sheen had leaned at the end of the first round. The last attack had finished him. His seconds helped him to his corner.

The referee waved his hand.

Sheen wins, he said.

And that was the greatest moment of his life.


XXIII. A SURPRISE FOR SEYMOURS
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SEYMOURS HOUSE TOOK in one copy of the Sportsman daily. On the morning after the Aldershot competition Linton met the paper-boy at the door on his return from the fives courts, where he had been playing a couple of before-breakfast games with Dunstable. He relieved him of the house copy, and opened it to see how the Wrykyn pair had performed in the gymnastics. He did not expect anything great, having a rooted contempt for both experts, who were small and, except in the gymnasium, obscure. Indeed, he had gone so far on the previous day as to express a hope that Biddle, the more despicable of the two, would fall off the horizontal bar and break his neck. Still he might as well see where they had come out. After all, with all their faults, they were human beings like himself, and Wrykinians.

The competition was reported in the Boxing column. The first thing that caught his eye was the name of the school among the headlines. Honours, said the headline, for St Pauls, Harrow, and Wrykyn.

Hullo, said Linton, whats all this?

Then the thing came on him with nothing to soften the shock. He had folded the paper, and the last words on the half uppermost were, Final. Sheen beat Peteiro.

Linton had often read novels in which some important document swam before the eyes of the hero or the heroine; but he had never understood the full meaning of the phrase until he read those words, Sheen beat Peteiro.

There was no mistake about it. There the thing was. It was impossible for the Sportsman to have been hoaxed. No, the incredible, outrageous fact must be faced. Sheen had been down to Aldershot and won a silver medal! Sheen! Sheen!! Sheen who had — who was — well, who, in a word, was SHEEN!!!

Linton read on like one in a dream.

The Light-Weights fell, said the writer, to a newcomer Sheen, of Wrykyn (Sheen!), a clever youngster with a strong defence and a beautiful straight left, doubtless the result of tuition from the middle-weight ex-champion, Joe Bevan, who was in his corner for the final bout. None of his opponents gave him much trouble except Peteiro of Ripton, whom he met in the final. A very game and determined fight was seen when these two met, but Sheens skill and condition discounted the rushing tactics of his adversary, and in the last minute of the third round the referee stopped the encounter. (Game and determined! Sheen!!) Sympathy was freely expressed for Peteiro, who has thus been runner-up two years in succession. He, however, met a better man, and paid the penalty. The admirable pluck with which Sheen bore his punishment and gradually wore his man down made his victory the most popular of the days programme.

Well!

Details of the fighting described Sheen as cutting out the work, popping in several nice lefts, swinging his right for the point, and executing numerous other incredible manœuvres.

Sheen!

You caught the name correctly? SHEEN, Ill trouble you.

Linton stared blankly across the school grounds. Then he burst into a sudden yell of laughter.

On that very morning the senior day-room was going to court-martial Sheen for disgracing the house. The resolution had been passed on the previous afternoon, probably just as he was putting the finishing touches to the most popular victory of the days programme. This, said Linton, is rich.

He grubbed a little hole in one of Mr Seymours flower-beds, and laid the Sportsman to rest in it. The news would be about the school at nine oclock, but if he could keep it from the senior day-room till the brief interval between breakfast and school, all would be well, and he would have the pure pleasure of seeing that backbone of the house make a complete ass of itself. A thought struck him. He unearthed the Sportsman, and put it in his pocket.

He strolled into the senior day-room after breakfast.

Any one seen the Sporter this morning? he inquired.

No one had seen it.

The thing hasnt come, said some one.

Good! said Linton to himself.

At this point Stanning strolled into the room. Im a witness, he said, in answer to Lintons look of inquiry. Were doing this thing in style. I depose that I saw the prisoner cutting off on the — whatever day it was, when he ought to have been saving our lives from the fury of the mob. Hadnt somebody better bring the prisoner into the dock?

Ill go, said Linton promptly. I may be a little time, but dont get worried. Ill bring him all right.

He went upstairs to Sheens study, feeling like an impresario about to produce a new play which is sure to create a sensation.

Sheen was in. There was a ridge of purple under his left eye, but he was otherwise intact.

Gratulate you, Sheen, said Linton.

For an instant Sheen hesitated. He had rehearsed this kind of scene in his mind, and sometimes he saw himself playing a genial, forgiving, lets-say-no-more-about-it-we-all-make-mistakes-but-in-future! role, sometimes being cold haughty, and distant, and repelling friendly advances with icy disdain. If anybody but Linton had been the first to congratulate him he might have decided on this second line of action. But he liked Linton, and wanted to be friendly with him.

Thanks, he said.

Linton sat down on the table and burst into a torrent of speech.

You are a man! What did you want to do it for? Where the dickens did you learn to box? And why on earth, if you can win silver medals at Aldershot, didnt you box for the house and smash up that sidey ass Stanning? I say, look here, I suppose we havent been making idiots of ourselves all the time, have we?

I shouldnt wonder, said Sheen. How?

I mean, you did — What I mean to say is — Oh, hang it, you know! You did cut off when we had that row in the town, didnt you?

Yes, said Sheen, I did.

With that medal in his pocket it cost him no effort to make the confession.

Im glad of that. I mean, Im glad we havent been such fools as we might have been. You see, we only had Stannings word to go on.

Sheen started.

Stanning! he said. What do you mean?

He was the chap who started the story. Didnt you know? He told everybody.

I thought it was Drummond, said Sheen blankly. You remember meeting me outside his study the day after? I thought he told you then.

Drummond! Not a bit of it. He swore you hadnt been with him at all. He was as sick as anything when I said I thought Id seen you with him.

I— Sheen stopped. I wish Id known, he concluded. Then, after a pause, So it was Stanning!

Yes, — conceited beast. Oh. I say.

Um?

I see it all now. Joe Bevan taught you to box.

Yes.

Then thats how you came to be at the Blue Boar that day. Hes the Bevan who runs it.

Thats his brother. Hes got a gymnasium up at the top. I used to go there every day.

But I say, Great Scott, what are you going to do about that?

How do you mean?

Why, Spence is sure to ask you who taught you to box. He must know you didnt learn with the instructor. Then itll all come out, and youll get dropped on for going up the river and going to the pub.

Perhaps he wont ask, said Sheen.

Hope not. Oh, by the way—

Whats up?

Just remembered what I came up for. Its an awful rag. The senior day-room are going to court-martial you.

Court-martial me!

For funking. They dont know about Aldershot, not a word. I bagged the Sportsman early, and hid it. They are going to get the surprise of their lifetime. I said Id come up and fetch you.

I shant go, said Sheen.

Linton looked alarmed.

Oh, but I say, you must. Dont spoil the thing. Cant you see what a rag itll be?

Im not going to sweat downstairs for the benefit of the senior day-room.

I say, said Linton, Stannings there.

What!

Hes a witness, said Linton, grinning.

Sheen got up.

Come on, he said.

Linton came on.



Down in the senior day-room the court was patiently awaiting the prisoner. Eager anticipation was stamped on its expressive features.

Beastly time he is, said Clayton. Clayton was acting as president.

We shall have to buck up, said Stanning. Hullo, here he is at last. Come in, Linton.

I was going to, said Linton, but thanks all the same. Come along, Sheen.

Shut that door, Linton, said Stanning from his seat on the table.

All right, Stanning, said Linton. Anything to oblige. Shall I bring up a chair for you to rest your feet on?

Forge ahead, Clayton, said Stanning to the president.

The president opened the court-martial in unofficial phraseology.

Look here, Sheen, he said, weve come to the conclusion that this has got a bit too thick.

You mustnt talk in that chatty way, Clayton, interrupted Linton. Prisoner at the bars the right expression to use. Why dont you let somebody else have a look in? Youre the rottenest president of a court-martial I ever saw.

Dont rag, Linton, said Clayton, with an austere frown. This is serious.

Glad you told me, said Linton. Go on.

Cant you sit down, Linton! said Stanning.

I was only waiting for leave. Thanks. You were saying something, Clayton. It sounded pretty average rot, but youd better unburden your soul.

The president resumed.

We want to know if youve anything to say—

You dont give him a chance, said Linton. You bag the conversation so.

 — about disgracing the house.

By getting the Gotford, you know, Sheen, explained Linton. Clayton thinks that works a bad habit, and ought to be discouraged.

Clayton glared, and looked at Stanning. He was not equal to the task of tackling Linton himself.

Stanning interposed.

Dont rot, Linton. We havent much time as it is.

Sorry, said Linton.

Youve let the house down awfully, said Clayton.

Yes? said Sheen.

Linton took the paper out of his pocket, and smoothed it out.

Seen the Sporter? he asked casually. His neighbour grabbed at it.

I thought it hadnt come, he said.

Good account of Aldershot, said Linton.

He leaned back in his chair as two or three of the senior day-room collected round the Sportsman.

Hullo! We won the gym.!

Rot! Lets have a look!

This tremendous announcement quite eclipsed the court-martial as an object of popular interest. The senior day-room surged round the holder of the paper.

Give us a chance, he protested.

We cant have. Where is it? Biddle and Smith are simply hopeless. How the dickens can they have got the shield?

What a goat you are! said a voice reproachfully to the possessor of the paper. Look at this. It says Cheltenham got it. And here we are — seventeenth. Fat lot of shield weve won.

Then what the deuce does this mean? Honours for St Pauls, Harrow, and Wrykyn.

Perhaps it refers to the boxing, suggested Linton.

But we didnt send any one up. Look here. Harrow won the Heavies. St Pauls got the Middles. Hullo!

Great Scott! said the senior day-room.

There was a blank silence. Linton whistled softly to himself.

The gaze of the senior day-room was concentrated on that ridge of purple beneath Sheens left eye.

Clayton was the first to speak. For some time he had been waiting for sufficient silence to enable him to proceed with his presidential duties. He addressed himself to Sheen.

Look here, Sheen, he said, we want to know what youve got to say for yourself. You go disgracing the house—

The stunned senior day-room were roused to speech.

Oh, chuck it, Clayton.

Dont be a fool, Clayton.

Silly idiot!

Clayton looked round in pained surprise at this sudden withdrawal of popular support.

Youd better be polite to Sheen, said Linton; he won the Light-Weights at Aldershot yesterday.

The silence once more became strained.

Well, said Sheen, werent you going to court-martial me, or something? Clayton, werent you saying something?

Clayton started. He had not yet grasped the situation entirely; but he realised dimly that by some miracle Sheen had turned in an instant into a most formidable person.

Er — no, he said. No, nothing.

The thing seems to have fallen through, Sheen, said Linton. Great pity. Started so well, too. Clayton always makes a mess of things.

Then Id just like to say one thing, said Sheen.

Respectful attention from the senior day-room.

I only want to know why you cant manage things of this sort by yourselves, without dragging in men from other houses.

Especially men like Stanning, said Linton. The same thing occurred to me. Its lucky Drummond wasnt here. Remember the last time, you chaps?

The chaps did. Stanning became an object of critical interest. After all, who was Stanning? What right had he to come and sit on tables in Seymours and interfere with the affairs of the house?

The allusion to last time was lost upon Sheen, but he saw that it had not improved Stannings position with the spectators.

He opened the door.

Good bye, Stanning, he said.

If I hadnt hurt my wrist— Stanning began.

Hurt your wrist! said Sheen. You got a bad attack of Peteiro. That was what was the matter with you.

You think that every ones a funk like yourself, said Stanning.

Pity they arent, said Linton; we should do rather well down at Aldershot. And he wasnt such a terror after all, Sheen, was he? You beat him in two and a half rounds, didnt you? Think what Stanning might have done if only he hadnt sprained his poor wrist just in time.

Look here, Linton—

Some are born with sprained wrists, continued the speaker, some achieve sprained wrists — like Stanning—

Stanning took a step towards him.

Dont forget youve a sprained wrist, said Linton.

Come on, Stanning, said Sheen, who was still holding the door open, youll be much more comfortable in your own house. Ill show you out.

I suppose, said Stanning in the passage, you think youve scored off me.

That, said Sheen pleasantly, is rather the idea. Good bye.


XXIV. BRUCE EXPLAINS

[image: img97.jpg]

MR SPENCE WAS a master with a great deal of sympathy and a highly developed sense of duty. It was the combination of these two qualities which made it so difficult for him to determine on a suitable course of action in relation to Sheens out-of-bounds exploits. As a private individual he had nothing but admiration for the sporting way in which Sheen had fought his up-hill fight. He felt that he himself in similar circumstances would have broken any number of school rules. But, as a master, it was his duty, he considered, to report him. If a master ignored a breach of rules in one case, with which he happened to sympathise, he would in common fairness be compelled to overlook a similar breach of rules in other cases, even if he did not sympathise with them. In which event he would be of small use as a master.

On the other hand, Sheens case was so exceptional that he might very well compromise to a certain extent between the claims of sympathy and those of duty. If he were to go to the headmaster and state baldly that Sheen had been in the habit for the last half-term of visiting an up-river public-house, the headmaster would get an entirely wrong idea of the matter, and suspect all sorts of things which had no existence in fact. When a boy is accused of frequenting a public-house, the head-magisterial mind leaps naturally to Stale Fumes and the Drunken Stagger.

So Mr Spence decided on a compromise. He sent for Sheen, and having congratulated him warmly on his victory in the Light-Weights, proceeded as follows:

You have given me to understand, Sheen, that you were taught boxing by Bevan?

Yes, sir.

At the Blue Boar?

Yes, sir.

This puts me in a rather difficult position, Sheen. Much as I dislike doing it, I am afraid I shall have to report this matter to the headmaster.

Sheen said he supposed so. He saw Mr Spences point.

But I shall not mention the Blue Boar. If I did, the headmaster might get quite the wrong impression. He would not understand all the circumstances. So I shall simply mention that you broke bounds by going up the river. I shall tell him the whole story, you understand, and its quite possible that you will hear no more of the affair. Im sure I hope so. But you understand my position?

Yes, sir.

Thats all, then, Sheen. Oh, by the way, you wouldnt care for a game of fives before breakfast tomorrow, I suppose?

I should like it, sir.

Not too stiff?

No, sir.

Very well, then. Ill be there by a quarter-past seven.



Jack Bruce was waiting to see the headmaster in his study at the end of afternoon school.

Well, Bruce, said the headmaster, coming into the room and laying down some books on the table, do you want to speak to me? Will you give your father my congratulations on his victory. I shall be writing to him tonight. I see from the paper that the polling was very even. Apparently one or two voters arrived at the last moment and turned the scale.

Yes, sir.

It is a most gratifying result. I am sure that, apart from our political views, we should all have been disappointed if your father had not won. Please congratulate him sincerely.

Yes, sir.

Well, Bruce, and what was it that you wished to see me about?

Bruce was about to reply when the door opened, and Mr Spence came in.

One moment, Bruce, said the headmaster. Yes, Spence?

Mr Spence made his report clearly and concisely. Bruce listened with interest. He thought it hardly playing the game for the gymnasium master to hand Sheen over to be executed at the very moment when the school was shaking hands with itself over the one decent thing that had been done for it in the course of the athletic year; but he told himself philosophically that he supposed masters had to do these things. Then he noticed with some surprise that Mr Spence was putting the matter in a very favourable light for the accused. He was avoiding with some care any mention of the Blue Boar. When he had occasion to refer to the scene of Sheens training, he mentioned it vaguely as a house.

This man Bevan, who is an excellent fellow and a personal friend of my own, has a house some way up the river.

Of course a public-house is a house.

Up the river, said the headmaster meditatively.

It seemed that that was all that was wrong. The prosecution centred round that point, and no other. Jack Bruce, as he listened, saw his way of coping with the situation.

Thank you, Spence, said the headmaster at the conclusion of the narrative. I quite understand that Sheens conduct was very excusable. But — I distinctly said — I placed the upper river out of bounds.... Well, I will see Sheen, and speak to him. I will speak to him.

Mr Spence left the room.

Please sir— said Jack Bruce.

Ah, Bruce. I am afraid I have kept you some little time. Yes?

I couldnt help hearing what Mr Spence was saying to you about Sheen, sir. I dont think he knows quite what really happened.

You mean — ?

Sheen went there by road. I used to take him in my motor.

Your — ! What did you say, Bruce?

My motor-car, sir. Thats to say, my fathers. We used to go together every day.

I am glad to hear it. I am glad. Then I need say nothing to Sheen after all. I am glad.... But — er — Bruce, proceeded the headmaster after a pause.

Yes, sir?

Do you — are you in the habit of driving a motor-car frequently?

Every day, sir. You see, I am going to take up motors when I leave school, so its all education.

The headmaster was silent. To him the word Education meant Classics. There was a Modern side at Wrykyn, and an Engineering side, and also a Science side; but in his heart he recognised but one Education — the Classics. Nothing that he had heard, nothing that he had read in the papers and the monthly reviews had brought home to him the spirit of the age and the fact that Things were not as they used to be so clearly as this one remark of Jack Bruces. For here was Bruce admitting that in his spare time he drove motors. And, stranger still, that he did it not as a wild frolic but seriously, with a view to his future career.

The old order changeth, thought the headmaster a little sadly.

Then he brought himself back from his mental plunge into the future.

Well, well, Bruce, he said, we need not discuss the merits and demerits of driving motor-cars, need we? What did you wish to see me about?

I came to ask if I might get off morning school tomorrow, sir. Those voters who got to the poll just in time and settled the election — I brought them down in the car. And the policeman — hes a Radical, and voted for Pedder — Mr Pedder — has sworn — says I was exceeding the speed-limit.

The headmaster pressed a hand to his forehead, and his mind swam into the future.

Well, Bruce? he said at length, in the voice of one whom nothing can surprise now.

He says I was going twenty-eight miles an hour. And if I can get to the Court tomorrow morning I can prove that I wasnt. I brought them to the poll in the little runabout.

And the — er — little runabout, said the headmaster, does not travel at twenty-eight miles an hour?

No, sir. It cant go more than twenty at the outside.

Very well, Bruce, you need not come to school tomorrow morning.

Thank you, sir.

The headmaster stood thinking.... The new order....

Bruce, he said.

Yes, sir?

Tell me, do I look very old?

Bruce stared.

Do I look three hundred years old?

No, sir, said Bruce, with the stolid wariness of the boy who fears that a master is subtly chaffing him.

I feel more, Bruce, said the headmaster, with a smile. I feel more. You will remember to congratulate your father for me, wont you?



Outside the door Jack Bruce paused in deep reflection. Rum! he said to himself. Jolly rum!



On the senior gravel he met Sheen.

Hullo, Sheen, he said, what are you going to do?

Drummond wants me to tea with him in the infirmary.

Its all right, then?

Yes. I got a note from him during afternoon school. You coming?

All right. I say, Sheen, the Old Mans rather rum sometimes, isnt he?

Whats he been doing now?

Oh — nothing. How do you feel after Aldershot? Tell us all about it. Ive not heard a word yet.


Not George Washington (1907)

[image: img27.jpg]

AN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL NOVEL

CONTENTS

PART ONE. Miss Margaret Goodwins Narrative

CHAPTER 1. JAMES ARRIVES

CHAPTER 2. JAMES SETS OUT

CHAPTER 3. A HARMLESS DECEPTION

PART TWO. James Orlebar Cloysters Narrative

CHAPTER 1. THE INVASION OF BOHEMIA

CHAPTER 2. I EVACUATE BOHEMIA

CHAPTER 3. THE ORB

CHAPTER 4. JULIAN EVERSLEIGH

CHAPTER 5. THE COLUMN

CHAPTER 6. NEW YEARS EVE

CHAPTER 7. I MEET MR. THOMAS BLAKE

CHAPTER 8. I MEET THE REV. JOHN HATTON

CHAPTER 9. JULIAN LEARNS MY SECRET

CHAPTER 10. TOM BLAKE AGAIN

CHAPTER 11. JULIANS IDEA

CHAPTER 12. THE FIRST GHOST

CHAPTER 13. THE SECOND GHOST

CHAPTER 14. THE THIRD GHOST

CHAPTER 15. EVA EVERSLEIGH

CHAPTER 16. I TELL JULIAN

Sidney Prices Narrative

CHAPTER 17. A GHOSTLY GATHERING

CHAPTER 18. ONE IN THE EYE

CHAPTER 19. IN THE SOUP

CHAPTER 20. NORAH WINS HOME

Julian Eversleighs Narrative

CHAPTER 21. THE TRANSPOSITION OF SENTIMENT

CHAPTER 22. A CHAT WITH JAMES

CHAPTER 23. IN A HANSOM

Narrative Resumed by James Orlebar Cloyster

CHAPTER 24. A RIFT IN THE CLOUDS

CHAPTER 25. BRIGGS TO THE RESCUE

CHAPTER 26. MY TRIUMPH




[image: img98.png]

The first editions title page


PART ONE. Miss Margaret Goodwins Narrative
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CHAPTER 1. JAMES ARRIVES
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I AM MARGARET Goodwin. A week from today I shall be Mrs. James Orlebar Cloyster.

It is just three years since I first met James. We made each others acquaintance at half-past seven on the morning of the 28th of July in the middle of Fermain Bay, about fifty yards from the shore.

Fermain Bay is in Guernsey. My home had been with my mother for many years at St. Martins in that island. There we two lived our uneventful lives until fate brought one whom, when first I set my eyes on him, I knew I loved.

Perhaps it is indiscreet of me to write that down. But what does it matter? It is for no ones reading but my own. James, my fianci, is not peeping slyly over my shoulder as I write. On the contrary, my door is locked, and James is, I believe, in the smoking-room of his hotel at St. Peters Port.

At that time it had become my habit to begin my day by rising before breakfast and taking a swim in Fermain Bay, which lies across the road in front of our cottage. The practice — I have since abandoned it — was good for the complexion, and generally healthy. I had kept it up, moreover, because I had somehow cherished an unreasonable but persistent presentiment that some day Somebody (James, as it turned out) would cross the pathway of my maiden existence. I told myself that I must be ready for him. It would never do for him to arrive, and find no one to meet him.

On the 28th of July I started off as usual. I wore a short tweed skirt, brown stockings — my ankles were, and are, good — a calico blouse, and a red tam-o-shanter. Ponto barked at my heels. In one hand I carried my blue twill bathing-gown. In the other a miniature alpenstock. The sun had risen sufficiently to scatter the slight mist of the summer morning, and a few flecked clouds were edged with a slender frame of red gold.

Leisurely, and with my presentiment strong upon me, I descended the steep cliffside to the cave on the left of the bay, where, guarded by the faithful Ponto, I was accustomed to disrobe; and soon afterwards I came out, my dark hair over my shoulders and blue twill over a portion of the rest of me, to climb out to the point of the projecting rocks, so that I might dive gracefully and safely into the still blue water.

I was a good swimmer. I reached the ridge on the opposite side of the bay without fatigue, not changing from a powerful breast-stroke. I then sat for a while at the waters edge to rest and to drink in the thrilling glory of what my heart persisted in telling me was the morning of my life.

And then I saw Him.

Not distinctly, for he was rowing a dinghy in my direction, and consequently had his back to me.

In the stress of my emotions and an aggravation of modesty, I dived again. With an intensity like that of a captured conger I yearned to be hidden by the water. I could watch him as I swam, for, strictly speaking, he was in my way, though a little farther out to sea than I intended to go. As I drew near, I noticed that he wore an odd garment like a dressing-gown. He had stopped rowing.

I turned upon my back for a moments rest, and, as I did so, heard a cry. I resumed my former attitude, and brushed the salt water from my eyes.

The dinghy was wobbling unsteadily. The dressing-gown was in the bows; and he, my sea-god, was in the water. Only for a second I saw him. Then he sank.

How I blessed the muscular development of my arms.

I reached him as he came to the surface.

Thats twice, he remarked contemplatively, as I seized him by the shoulders.

Be brave, I said excitedly; I can save you.

I should be most awfully obliged, he said.

Do exactly as I tell you.

I say, he remonstrated, youre not going to drag me along by the roots of my hair, are you?

The natural timidity of man is, I find, attractive.

I helped him to the boat, and he climbed in. I trod water, clinging with one hand to the stern.

Allow me, he said, bending down.

No, thank you, I replied.

Not, really?

Thank you very much, but I think I will stay where I am.

But you may get cramp. By the way — Im really frightfully obliged to you for saving my life — I mean, a perfect stranger — Im afraid its quite spoiled your dip.

Not at all, I said politely. Did you get cramp?

A twinge. It was awfully kind of you.

Not at all.

Then there was a rather awkward silence.

Is this your first visit to Guernsey? I asked.

Yes; I arrived yesterday. Its a delightful place. Do you live here?

Yes; that white cottage you can just see through the trees.

I suppose I couldnt give you a tow anywhere?

No; thank you very much. I will swim back.

Another constrained silence.

Are you ever in London, Miss —— ?

Goodwin. Oh, yes; we generally go over in the winter, Mr. — —

Cloyster. Really? How jolly. Do you go to the theatre much?

Oh, yes. We saw nearly everything last time we were over.

There was a third silence. I saw a remark about the weather trembling on his lip, and, as I was beginning to feel the chill of the water a little, I determined to put a temporary end to the conversation.

I think I will be swimming back now, I said.

Youre quite sure I cant give you a tow?

Quite, thanks. Perhaps you would care to come to breakfast with us, Mr. Cloyster? I know my mother would be glad to see you.

It is very kind of you. I should be delighted. Shall we meet on the beach?

I swam off to my cave to dress.

Breakfast was a success, for my mother was a philosopher. She said very little, but what she did say was magnificent. In her youth she had moved in literary circles, and now found her daily pleasure in the works of Schopenhauer, Kant, and other Germans. Her lightest reading was Sartor Resartus, and occasionally she would drop into Ibsen and Maeterlinck, the asparagus of her philosophic banquet. Her chosen mode of thought, far from leaving her inhuman or intolerant, gave her a social distinction which I had inherited from her. I could, if I had wished it, have attended with success the tea-drinkings, the tennis-playings, and the iclair-and-lemonade dances to which I was frequently invited. But I always refused. Nature was my hostess. Nature, which provided me with balmy zephyrs that were more comforting than buttered toast; which set the race of the waves to the ridges of Fermain, where arose no shrill, heated voice crying, Love — forty; which decked foliage in more splendid sheen than anything the local costumier could achieve, and whose poplars swayed more rhythmically than the dancers of the Assembly Rooms.

The constraint which had been upon us during our former conversation vanished at breakfast. We were both hungry, and we had a common topic. We related our story of the sea in alternate sentences. We ate and we talked, turn and turn about. My mother listened. To her the affair, compared with the tremendous subjects to which she was accustomed to direct her mind, was broad farce. James took it with an air of restrained amusement. I, seriously.

Tentatively, I diverged from this subject towards other and wider fields. Impressions of Guernsey, which drew from him his address, at the St. Peters Port Hotel. The horrors of the sea passage from Weymouth, which extorted a comment on the limitations of England. England. London. Kensington. South Kensington. The Gunton-Cresswells? Yes, yes! Extraordinary. Curious coincidence. Excursus on smallness of world. Queer old gentleman, Mr. Gunton-Cresswell. He is, indeed. Quite one of the old school. Oh, quite. Still wears that beaver hat? Does he really? Yes. Ha, ha! Yes.

Here the humanising influence of the Teutonic school of philosophic analysis was demonstrated by my mothers action. Mr. Cloyster, she said, must reconcile himself to exchanging his comfortable rooms at the St. Peters Port — (I particularly dislike half-filled hotel life, Mrs. Goodwin) — for the shelter of our cottage. He accepted. He was then warned that I was chef at the cottage. Mother gave him a chance to change his mind. Something was said about my saving life and destroying digestion. He went to collect his things in an ecstasy of merriment.

At this point I committed an indiscretion which can only be excused by the magnitude of the occasion.

My mother had retired to her favourite bow-window where, by a tour de force on the part of the carpenter, a system of low, adjustable bookcases had been craftily constructed in such a way that when she sat in her window-seat they jutted in a semicircle towards her hand.

James, whom I had escorted down the garden path, had left me at the little wooden gate and had gone swinging down the road. I, shielded from outside observation (if any) by a line of lilacs, gazed rapturously at his retreating form. The sun was high in the sky now. It was a perfect summers day. Birds were singing. Their notes blended with the gentle murmur of the sea on the beach below. Every fibre of my body was thrilling with the magic of the morning.

Through the kindly branches of the lilac I watched him, and then, as though in obedience to the primaeval call of that July sunshine, I stood on tiptoe, and blew him a kiss.

I realised in an instant what I had done. Fool that I had been. The bow-window!

I was rigid with discomfiture. My mothers eyes were on the book she held. And yet a faint smile seemed to hover round her lips. I walked in silence to where she sat at the open window.

She looked up. Her smile was more pronounced.

Margie, she said.

Yes, mother?

The hedonism of Voltaire is the indictment of an honest bore.

Yes, mother.

She then resumed her book.


CHAPTER 2. JAMES SETS OUT
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(MISS MARGARET GOODWINS narrative continued)

Those August days! Have there been any like them before? I realise with difficulty that the future holds in store for me others as golden.

The island was crammed with trippers. They streamed in by every boat. But James and I were infinitely alone. I loved him from the first, from the moment when he had rowed out of the unknown into my life, clad in a dressing-gown. I like to think that he loved me from that moment, too. But, if he did, the knowledge that he did came to him only after a certain delay. It was my privilege to watch this knowledge steal gradually but surely upon him.

We were always together; and as the days passed by he spoke freely of himself and his affairs, obeying unconsciously the rudder of my tactful inquisitiveness. By the end of the first week I knew as much about him as he did himself.

It seemed that a guardian — an impersonal sort of business man with a small but impossible family — was the most commanding figure in his private life. As for his finances, five-and-forty sovereigns, the remnant of a larger sum which had paid for his education at Cambridge, stood between him and the necessity of offering for hire a sketchy acquaintance with general literature and a third class in the classical tripos.

He had come to Guernsey to learn by personal observation what chances tomato growing held out to a young man in a hurry to get rich.

Tomato growing? I echoed dubiously. And then, to hide a sense of bathos, People have made it pay. Of course, they work very hard.

Myes, said James without much enthusiasm.

But I fancy, I added, the life is not at all unpleasant.

At this point embarrassment seemed to engulf James. He blushed, swallowed once or twice in a somewhat convulsive manner, and stammered.

Then he made his confession guiltily.

I was not to suppose that his aims ceased with the attainment of a tomato-farm. The nurture of a wholesome vegetable occupied neither the whole of his ambitions nor even the greater part of them. To write — the agony with which he throatily confessed it! — to be swept into the maelstrom of literary journalism, to be en rapport with the unslumbering forces of Fleet Street — those were the real objectives of James Orlebar Cloyster.

Of course, I mean, he said, I suppose it would be a bit of a struggle at first, if you see what I mean. What I mean to say is, rejected manuscripts, and so on. But still, after a bit, once get a footing, you know — I should like to have a dash at it. I mean, I think I could do something, you know.

Of course you could, I said.

I mean, lots of men have, dont you know.

Theres plenty of room at the top, I said.

He seemed struck with this remark. It encouraged him.

He had had his opportunity of talking thus of himself during our long rambles out of doors. They were a series of excursions which he was accustomed to describe as hunting expeditions for the stocking of our larder.

Thus James would announce at breakfast that prawns were the days quarry, and the foreshore round Cobo Bay the hunting-ground. And to Cobo, accordingly, we would set out. This prawn-yielding area extends along the coast on the other side of St. Peters Port, where two halts had to be made, one at Madame Garniers, the confectioners, the other at the library, to get fiction, which I never read. Then came a journey on the top of the antediluvian horse-tram, a sort of diligence on rails; and then a whole summers afternoon among the prawns. Cobo is an expanse of shingle, dotted with seaweed and rocks; and Guernsey is a place where one can take off ones shoes and stockings on the slightest pretext. We waded hither and thither with the warm brine lapping unchecked over our bare legs. We did not use our nets very industriously, it is true; but our tongues were seldom still. The slow walk home was a thing to be looked forward to. Ah! those memorable homecomings in the quiet solemnity of that hour, when a weary sun stoops, one can fancy with a sigh of pleasure, to sink into the bosom of the sea!

Prawn-hunting was agreeably varied by fish-snaring, mussel-stalking, and mushroom-trapping — sports which James, in his capacity of Head Forester, included in his venery.

For mushroom-trapping an early start had to be made — usually between six and seven. The chase took us inland, until, after walking through the fragrant, earthy lanes, we turned aside into dewy meadows, where each blade of grass sparkled with a gem of purest water. Again the necessity of going barefoot. Breakfast was late on these mornings, my mother whiling away the hours of waiting with a volume of Diogenes Laertius in the bow-window. She would generally open the meal with the remark that Anaximander held the primary cause of all things to be the Infinite, or that it was a favourite expression of Theophrastus that time was the most valuable thing a man could spend. When breakfast was announced, one of the covers concealed the mushrooms, which, under my superintendence, James had done his best to devil. A quiet day followed, devoted to sedentary recreation after the labours of the run.

The period which I have tried to sketch above may be called the period of good-fellowship. Whatever else love does for a woman, it makes her an actress. So we were merely excellent friends till Jamess eyes were opened. When that happened, he abruptly discarded good-fellowship. I, on the other hand, played it the more vigorously. The situation was mine.

Our days run became the merest shadow of a formality. The office of Head Forester lapsed into an absolute sinecure. Love was with us — triumphant, and no longer to be skirted round by me; fresh, electric, glorious in James.

We talked — we must have talked. We moved. Our limbs performed their ordinary, daily movements. But a golden haze hangs over that second period. When, by the strongest effort of will, I can let my mind stand by those perfect moments, I seem to hear our voices, low and measured. And there are silences, fond in themselves and yet more fondly interrupted by unspoken messages from our eyes. What we really said, what we actually did, where precisely we two went, I do not know. We were together, and the blur of love was about us. Always the blur. It is not that memory cannot conjure up the scene again. It is not that the scene is clouded by the ill-proportion of a dream. No. It is because the dream is brought to me by will and not by sleep. The blur recurs because the blur was there. A love vast as ours is penalised, as it were, by this blur, which is the hall-mark of infinity.

In mighty distances, whether from earth to heaven, whether from 5245 Gerrard to 137 Glasgow, there is always that awful, that disintegrating blur.

A third period succeeded. I may call it the affectionately practical period. Instantly the blur vanishes. We were at our proper distance from the essence of things, and though infinity is something one yearns for passionately, ones normal condition has its meed of comfort. I remember once hearing a man in a Government office say that the pleasantest moment of his annual holiday was when his train rolled back into Paddington Station. And he was a man, too, of a naturally lazy disposition.

It was about the middle of this third period, during a mushroom-trapping ramble, that the idea occurred to us, first to me, then — after reflection — to James, that mother ought to be informed how matters stood between us.

We went into the house, hand-in-hand, and interviewed her.

She was in the bow-window, reading a translation of The Deipnosophists of Athenaeus.

Good morning, she said, looking at her watch. It is a little past our usual breakfast time, Margie, I think?

We have been looking for mushrooms, mother.

Every investigation, says Athenaeus, which is guided by principles of Nature fixes its ultimate aim entirely on gratifying the stomach. Have you found any mushrooms?

Heaps, Mrs. Goodwin, said James.

Mother, I said, we want to tell you something.

The fact is, Mrs. Goodwin — —

We are engaged.

My mother liked James.

Margie, she once said to me, there is good in Mr. Cloyster. He is not for ever offering to pass me things. Time had not caused her to modify this opinion. She received our news calmly, and inquired into Jamess means and prospects. James had forty pounds and some odd silver. I had nothing.

The key-note of my mothers contribution to our conference was, Wait.

You are both young, she said.

She then kissed me, smiled contemplatively at James, and resumed her book.

When we were alone, My darling, said James, we must wait. Tomorrow I catch the boat for Weymouth. I shall go straight to London. My first manuscript shall be in an editors hands on Wednesday morning. I will go, but I will come back.

I put my arms round his neck.

My love, I said, I trust you. Go. Always remember that I know you will succeed.

I kissed him.

And when you have succeeded, come back.


CHAPTER 3. A HARMLESS DECEPTION
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(MISS MARGARET GOODWINS narrative continued)

They say that everyone is capable of one novel. And, in my opinion, most people could write one play.

Whether I wrote mine in an inspiration of despair, I cannot say. I wrote it.

Three years had passed, and James was still haggling with those who buy mens brains. His earnings were enough just to keep his head above water, but not enough to make us two one.

Perhaps, because everything is clear and easy for us now, I am gradually losing a proper appreciation of his struggle. That should never be. He did not win. But he did not lose; which means nearly as much. For it is almost less difficult to win than not to lose, so my mother has told me, in modern journalistic London. And I know that he would have won. The fact that he continued the fight as he did was in itself a pledge of ultimate victory. What he went through while trying with his pen to make a living for himself and me I learned from his letters.

London, he wrote, is not paved with gold; but in literary fields there are nuggets to be had by the lightest scratching. And those nuggets are plays. A successful play gives you money and a name automatically. What the ordinary writer makes in a year the successful dramatist receives, without labour, in a fortnight. He went on to deplore his total lack of dramatic intuition. Some men, he said, have some of the qualifications while falling short of the others. They have a sense of situation without the necessary tricks of technique. Or they sacrifice plot to atmosphere, or atmosphere to plot. I, worse luck, have not one single qualification. The nursing of a climax, the tremendous omissions in the dialogue, the knack of stage characterisation — all these things are, in some inexplicable way, outside me.

It was this letter that set me thinking. Ever since James had left the island, I had been chafing at the helplessness of my position. While he toiled in London, what was I doing? Nothing. I suppose I helped him in a way. The thought of me would be with him always, spurring him on to work, that the time of our separation might be less. But it was not enough. I wanted to be doing something.... And it was during these restless weeks that I wrote my play.

I think nothing will ever erase from my mind the moment when the central idea of The Girl who Waited came to me. It was a boisterous October evening. The wind had been rising all day. Now the branches of the lilac were dancing in the rush of the storm, and far out in the bay one could see the white crests of the waves gleaming through the growing darkness. We had just finished tea. The lamp was lit in our little drawing-room, and on the sofa, so placed that the light fell over her left shoulder in the manner recommended by oculists, sat my mother with Schopenhauers Art of Literature. Ponto slept on the rug.

Something in the unruffled peace of the scene tore at my nerves. I have seldom felt so restless. It may have been the storm that made me so. I think myself that it was Jamess letter. The boat had been late that morning, owing to the weather, and I had not received the letter till after lunch. I listened to the howl of the wind, and longed to be out in it.

My mother looked at me over her book.

You are restless, Margie, she said. There is a volume of Marcus Aurelius on the table beside you, if you care to read.

No, thank you, mother, I said. I think I shall go for a walk.

Wrap up well, my dear, she replied.

She then resumed her book.

I went out of our little garden, and stood on the cliff. The wind flew at me like some wild thing. Spray stung my face. I was filled with a wild exhilaration.

And then the idea came to me. The simplest, most dramatic idea. Quaint, whimsical, with just that suggestion of pathos blended with it which makes the fortunes of a play. The central idea, to be brief, of The Girl who Waited.

Of my Maenad tramp along the cliff-top with my brain afire, and my return, draggled and dripping, an hour late for dinner; of my writing and re-writing, of my tears and black depression, of the pens I wore out and the quires of paper I spoiled, and finally of the ecstasy of the day when the piece began to move and the characters to live, I need not speak. Anyone who has ever written will know the sensations. James must have gone through a hundred times what I went through once. At last, at long last, the play was finished.

For two days I gloated alone over the great pile of manuscript.

Then I went to my mother.

My diffidence was exquisite. It was all I could do to tell her the nature of my request, when I spoke to her after lunch. At last she understood that I had written a play, and wished to read it to her. She took me to the bow-window with gentle solicitude, and waited for me to proceed.

At first she encouraged me, for I faltered over my opening words. But as I warmed to my work, and as my embarrassment left me, she no longer spoke. Her eyes were fixed intently upon the blue space beyond the lilac.

I read on and on, till at length my voice trailed over the last line, rose gallantly at the last fence, the single word Curtain, and abruptly broke. The strain had been too much for me.

Tenderly my mother drew me to the sofa; and quietly, with closed eyelids, I lay there until, in the soft cool of the evening, I asked for her verdict.

Seeing, as she did instantly, that it would be more dangerous to deny my request than to accede to it, she spoke.

That there is an absence, my dear Margie, of any relationship with life, that not a single character is in any degree human, that passion and virtue and vice and real feeling are wanting — this surprises me more than I can tell you. I had expected to listen to a natural, ordinary, unactable episode arranged more or less in steichomuthics. There is no work so scholarly and engaging as the amateurs. But in your play I am amazed to find the touch of the professional and experienced playwright. Yes, my dear, you have proved that you happen to possess the quality — one that is most difficult to acquire — of surrounding a situation which is improbable enough to be convincing with that absurdly mechanical conversation which the theatre-going public demands. As your mother, I am disappointed. I had hoped for originality. As your literary well-wisher, I stifle my maternal feelings and congratulate you unreservedly.

I thanked my mother effusively. I think I cried a little.

She said affectionately that the hour had been one of great interest to her, and she added that she would be glad to be consulted with regard to the steps I contemplated taking in my literary future.

She then resumed her book.

I went to my room and re-read the last letter I had had from James.

The Barrel Club,

Covent Garden,

London.



MY DARLING MARGIE, — I am writing this line simply and solely for

the selfish pleasure I gain from the act of writing to you. I know

everything will come right some time or other, but at present I am

suffering from a bad attack of the blues. I am like a general who

has planned out a brilliant attack, and realises that he must fail

for want of sufficient troops to carry a position, on the taking of

which the whole success of the assault depends. Briefly, my position

is like this. My name is pretty well known in a small sort of way

among editors and the like as that of a man who can turn out fairly

good stuff. Besides this, I have many influential friends. You see

where this brings me? I am in the middle of my attacking movement,

and I have not been beaten back; but the key to the enemys position

is still uncaptured. You know what this key is from my other letters.

Its the stage. Ah, Margie, one acting play! Only one! It would mean

everything. Apart from the actual triumph and the direct profits, it

would bring so much with it. The enemys flank would be turned, and

the rest of the battle would become a mere rout. I should have an

accepted position in the literary world which would convert all the

other avenues to wealth on which I have my eye instantly into royal

roads. Obstacles would vanish. The fact that I was a successful

playwright would make the acceptance of the sort of work I am doing

now inevitable, and I should get paid ten times as well for it. And

it would mean — well, you know what it would mean, dont you? Darling

Margie, tell me again that I have your love, that the waiting is not

too hard, that you believe in me. Dearest, it will come right in the

end. Nothing can prevent that. Love and the will of a man have always

beaten Time and Fate. Write to me, dear.



Ever your devoted

James.

How utterly free from thought of self! His magnificent loyalty forgot the dreadful tension of his own great battle, and pictured only the tedium of waiting which it was my part to endure.

I finished my letter to James very late that night. It was a very long and explanatory letter, and it enclosed my play.

The main point I aimed at was not to damp his spirits. He would, I knew well, see that the play was suitable for staging. He would, in short, see that I, an inexperienced girl, had done what he, a trained professional writer, had failed to do. Lest, therefore, his pique should kill admiration and pleasure when he received my work, I wrote as one begging a favour. Here, I said, we have the means to achieve all we want. Do not — oh, do not — criticise. I have written down the words. But the conception is yours. The play was inspired by you. But for you I should never have begun it. Take my play, James; take it as your own. For yours it is. Put your name to it, and produce it, if you love me, under your own signature. If this hurts your pride, I will word my request differently. You alone are able to manage the business side of the production. You know the right men to go to. To approach them on behalf of a strangers work is far less likely to lead to success. I have assumed, you will see, that the play is certain to be produced. But that will only be so if you adopt it as your own. Claim the authorship, and all will be well.

Much more I wrote to James in the same strain; and my reward came next day in the shape of a telegram: Accept thankfully. — Cloyster.

Of the play and its reception by the public there is no need to speak. The criticisms were all favourable.

Neither the praise of the critics nor the applause of the public aroused any trace of jealousy in James. Their unanimous note of praise has been a source of pride to him. He is proud — ah, joy! — that I am to be his wife.

I have blotted the last page of this commonplace love-story of mine.

The moon has come out from behind a cloud, and the whole bay is one vast sheet of silver. I could sit here at my bedroom window and look at it all night. But then I should be sure to oversleep myself and be late for breakfast. I shall read what I have written once more, and then I shall go to bed.

I think I shall wear my white muslin tomorrow.

(End of Miss Margaret Goodwins narrative.)


PART TWO. James Orlebar Cloysters Narrative
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CHAPTER 1. THE INVASION OF BOHEMIA
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IT IS CURIOUS to reflect that my marriage (which takes place today week) destroys once and for all my lifes ambition. I have never won through to the goal I longed for, and now I never shall.

Ever since I can remember I have yearned to be known as a Bohemian. That was my ambition. I have ceased to struggle now. Married Bohemians live in Oakley Street, Kings Road, Chelsea. We are to rent a house in Halkett Place.

Three years have passed since the excellent, but unsteady, steamship Ibex brought me from Guernsey to Southampton. It was a sleepy, hot, and sticky wreck that answered to the name of James Orlebar Cloyster that morning; but I had my first youth and forty pounds, so that soap and water, followed by coffee and an omelette, soon restored me.

The journey to Waterloo gave me opportunity for tobacco and reflection.

What chiefly exercised me, I remember, was the problem whether it was possible to be a Bohemian, and at the same time to be in love. Bohemia I looked on as a region where one became inevitably entangled with women of unquestionable charm, but doubtful morality. There were supper parties.... Festive gatherings in the old studio.... Babette.... Lucille.... The artists ball.... Were these things possible for a man with an honest, earnest, whole-hearted affection?

The problem engaged me tensely till my ticket was collected at Vauxhall. Just there the solution came. I would be a Bohemian, but a misogynist. People would say, Dear old Jimmy Cloyster. How he hates women! It would add to my character a pleasant touch of dignity and reserve which would rather accentuate my otherwise irresponsible way of living.

Little did the good Bohemians of the metropolis know how keen a recruit the boat train was bringing to them.



As a pied-`-terre I selected a cheap and dingy hotel in York Street, and from this base I determined to locate my proper sphere.

Chelsea was the first place that occurred to me. There was St. Johns Wood, of course, but that was such a long way off. Chelsea was comparatively near to the heart of things, and I had heard that one might find there artistic people whose hand-to-mouth, Saturnalian existence was redolent of that exquisite gaiety which so attracted my own casual temperament.

Sallying out next morning into the brilliant sunshine and the dusty rattle of York Street, I felt a sense of elation at the thought that the time for action had come. I was in London. London! The home of the fragrant motor-omnibus and the night-blooming Hooligan. London, the battlefield of the literary aspirant since Caxton invented the printing press. It seemed to me, as I walked firmly across Westminster Bridge, that Margie gazed at me with the lovelight in her eyes, and that a species of amorous telepathy from Guernsey was girding me for the fight.

Manresa Road I had once heard mentioned as being the heart of Bohemian Chelsea. To Manresa Road, accordingly, I went, by way of St. Jamess Park, Buckingham Palace Road, and Lower Sloane Street. Thence to Sloane Square. Here I paused, for I knew that I had reached the last outpost of respectable, inartistic London.

How sudden, I soliloquised, is the change. Here I am in Sloane Square, regular, business-like, and unimaginative; while, a few hundred yards away, Kings Road leads me into the very midst of genius, starvation, and possibly Free Love.

Sloane Square, indeed, gave me the impression, not so much of a suburb as of the suburban portion of a great London railway terminus. It was positively pretty. People were shopping with comparative leisure, omnibus horses were being rubbed down and watered on the west side of the Square, out of the way of the main stream of traffic. A postman, clearing the letter-box at the office, stopped his work momentarily to read the contents of a postcard. For the moment I understood Caesars feelings on the brink of the Rubicon, and the emotions of Cortes when with eagle eyes he stared at the Pacific. I was on the threshold of great events. Behind me was orthodox London; before me the unknown.

It was distinctly a Caesarian glance, full of deliberate revolt, that I bestowed upon the street called Sloane; that clean, orderly thoroughfare which leads to Knightsbridge, and thence either to the respectabilities of Kensington or the plush of Piccadilly.

Setting my hat at a wild angle, I stepped with a touch of abandon along the Kings Road to meet the charming, impoverished artists whom our country refuses to recognise.

My first glimpse of the Manresa Road was, I confess, a complete disappointment. Never was Bohemianism more handicapped by its setting than that of Chelsea, if the Manresa Road was to be taken as a criterion. Along the uninviting uniformity of this street no trace of unorthodoxy was to be seen. There came no merry, roystering laughter from attic windows. No talented figures of idle geniuses fetched pints of beer from the public-house at the corner. No one dressed in an ancient ulster and a battered straw hat and puffing enormous clouds of blue smoke from a treasured clay pipe gazed philosophically into space from a doorway. In point of fact, save for a most conventional butcher-boy, I was alone in the street.

Then the explanation flashed upon me. I had been seen approaching. The word had been passed round. A stranger! The clique resents intrusion. It lies hid. These gay fellows see me all the time, and are secretly amused. But they do not know with whom they have to deal. I have come to join them, and join them I will. I am not easily beaten. I will outlast them. The joke shall be eventually against them, at some eccentric supper. I shall chaff them about how they tried to elude me, and failed.

The hours passed. Still no Bohemians. I began to grow hungry. I sprang on to a passing bus. It took me to Victoria. I lunched at the Shakespeare Hotel, smoked a pipe, and went out into the sunlight again. It had occurred to me that night was perhaps the best time for trapping my shy quarry. Possibly the revels did not begin in Manresa Road till darkness had fallen. I spent the afternoon and evening in the Park, dined at Lyons Popular Cafi (it must be remembered that I was not yet a Bohemian, and consequently owed no deference to the traditions of the order); and returned at nine oclock to the Manresa Road. Once more I drew blank. A barrel-organ played cake-walk airs in the middle of the road, but it played to an invisible audience. No bearded men danced can-cans around it, shouting merry jests to one another. Solitude reigned.

I wait. The duel continues. What grim determination, what perseverance can these Bohemians put into a mad jest! I find myself thinking how much better it would be were they to apply to their Art the same earnestness and fixity of purpose which they squander on a practical joke.

Evening fell. Blinds began to be drawn down. Lamps were lit behind them, one by one. Despair was gnawing at my heart, but still I waited.

Then, just as I was about to retire defeated, I was arrested by the appearance of a house numbered 93A.

At the first-floor window sat a man. He was writing. I could see his profile, his long untidy hair. I understood in a moment. This was no ordinary writer. He was one of those Bohemians whose wit had been exercised upon me so successfully. He was a literary man, and though he enjoyed the sport as much as any of the others he was under the absolute necessity of writing his copy up to time. Unobserved by his gay comrades, he had slipped away to his work. They were still watching me; but he, probably owing to a contract with some journal, was obliged to give up his share in their merriment and toil with his pen.

His pen fascinated me. I leaned against the railings of the house opposite, enthralled. Ever and anon he seemed to be consulting one or other of the books of reference piled up on each side of him. Doubtless he was preparing a scholarly column for a daily paper. Presently a printers devil would arrive, clamouring for his copy. I knew exactly the sort of thing that happened. I had read about it in novels.

How unerring is instinct, if properly cultivated. Hardly had the clocks struck twelve when the emissaries — there were two of them, which showed the importance of their errand — walked briskly to No. 93A, and knocked at the door.

The writer heard the knock. He rose hurriedly, and began to collect his papers. Meanwhile, the knocking had been answered from within by the shooting of bolts, noises that were followed by the apparition of a female head.

A few brief questions and the emissaries entered. A pause.

The litterateur is warning the menials that their charge is sacred; that the sheets he has produced are impossible to replace. High words. Abrupt re-opening of the front door. Struggling humanity projected on to the pavement. Three persons — my scribe in the middle, an emissary on either side — stagger strangely past me. The scribe enters the purple night only under the stony compulsion of the emissaries.

What does this mean?

I have it. The emissaries have become over-anxious. They dare not face the responsibility of conveying the priceless copy to Fleet Street. They have completely lost their nerve. They insist upon the author accompanying them to see with his own eyes that all is well. They do not wish Posterity to hand their names down to eternal infamy as the men who lost Blanks manuscript.

So, greatly against his will, he is dragged off.

My vigil is rewarded. No. 93A harbours a Bohemian. Let it be inhabited also by me.

I stepped across, and rang the bell.

The answer was a piercing scream.

Ah, ha! I said to myself complacently, there are more Bohemians than one, then, in this house.

The female head again appeared.

Not another? Oh, sir, say there aint another wanted, said the head in a passionate Cockney accent.

That is precisely what there is, I replied. I want — —

What for?

For something moderate.

Well, thats a comfort in a wiy. Which of em is it you want? The first-floor back?

I have no doubt the first-floor back would do quite well.

My words had a curious effect. She scrutinised me suspiciously.

Ho! she said, with a sniff; you dont seem to care much which it is you get.

I dont, I said, not particularly.

Look ere, she exclaimed, you jest op it. See? I dont want none of your arf-larks here, and, whats more, I wont ave em. I dont believe youre a copper at all.

Im not. Far from it.

Then what dyer mean coming ere saying you want my first-floor back?

But I do. Or any other room, if that is occupied.

Ow! Room? Why didnt yer siy so? Youll pawdon me, sir, if Ive said anything asty-like. I thought — but my mistake.

Not at all. Can you let me have a room? I notice that the gentleman whom I have just seen — —

She cut me short. I was about to explain that I was a Bohemian, too.

Es gorn for a stroll, sir. I expec him back every moment. Es forgot is latchkey. Thets why Im sitting up for im. Mrs. Driver my name is, sir. Thats my name, and well known in the neighbourood.

Mrs. Driver spoke earnestly, but breathlessly.

I do not contemplate asking you, Mrs. Driver, to give me the apartments already engaged by the literary gentleman — —

Yes, sir, she interpolated, thats wot e wos, I mean is. A literary gent.

But have you not another room vacant?

The second-floor back, sir. Very comfortable, nice room, sir. Shady in the morning, and gets the setting sun.

Had the meteorological conditions been adverse to the point of malignancy, I should have closed with her terms. Simple agreements were ratified then and there by the light of a candle in the passage, and I left the house, promising to come in in the course of the following afternoon.


CHAPTER 2. I EVACUATE BOHEMIA
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOISTERS narrative continued)

The three weeks which I spent at No. 93A mark an epoch in my life. It was during that period that I came nearest to realising my ambition to be a Bohemian; and at the end of the third week, for reasons which I shall state, I deserted Bohemia, firmly and with no longing, lingering glance behind, and settled down to the prosaic task of grubbing earnestly for money.

The second-floor back had a cupboard of a bedroom leading out of it. Even I, desirous as I was of seeing romance in everything, could not call my lodgings anything but dingy, dark, and commonplace. They were just like a million other of Londons mean lodgings. The window looked out over a sea of backyards, bounded by tall, depressing houses, and intersected by clothes-lines. A cats club (social, musical, and pugilistic) used to meet on the wall to the right of my window. One or two dissipated trees gave the finishing touch of gloom to the scene. Nor was the interior of the room more cheerful. The furniture had been put in during the reign of George III, and last dusted in that of William and Mary. A black horse-hair sofa ran along one wall. There was a deal table, a chair, and a rickety bookcase. It was a room for a realist to write in; and my style, such as it was, was bright and optimistic.

Once in, I set about the task of ornamenting my abode with much vigour. I had my own ideas of mural decoration. I papered the walls with editorial rejection forms, of which I was beginning to have a representative collection. Properly arranged, these look very striking. There is a good deal of variety about them. The ones I liked best were those which I received, at the rate of three a week, bearing a very pleasing picture, in green, of the publishing offices at the top of the sheet of note-paper. Scattered about in sufficient quantities, these lend an air of distinction to a room. Pearsons Magazine also supplies a taking line in rejection forms. Punchs I never cared for very much. Neat, I grant you; but, to my mind, too cold. I like a touch of colour in a rejection form.

In addition to these, I purchased from the grocer at the corner a collection of pictorial advertisements. What I had really wanted was the theatrical poster, printed and signed by well-known artists. But the grocer didnt keep them, and I was impatient to create my proper atmosphere. My next step was to buy a corncob pipe and a quantity of rank, jet-black tobacco. I hated both, and kept them more as ornaments than for use.

Then, having hacked my table about with a knife and battered it with a poker till it might have been the table of a shaggy and unrecognised genius, I settled down to work.

I was not a brilliant success. I had that little knowledge which is held to be such a dangerous thing. I had not plunged into the literary profession without learning a few facts about it. I had read nearly every journalistic novel and Hints on Writing for the Papers book that had ever been published. In theory I knew all that there was to be known about writing. Now, all my authorities were very strong on one point. Write, they said, very loud and clear, not what you like, but what editors like. I smiled to myself when I started. I felt that I had stolen a march on my rivals. All round me, I said to myself, are young authors bombarding editors with essays on Lucretius, translations of Martial, and disquisitions on Ionic comedy. I know too much for that. I work on a different plan. Study the papers, and see what they want, said my authorities. I studied the papers. Some wanted one thing, apparently, others another. There was one group of three papers whose needs seemed to coincide, and I could see an article rejected by one paper being taken by another. This offered me a number of chances instead of one. I could back my MSS. to win or for a place. I began a serious siege of these three papers.

By the end of the second week I had had Curious Freaks of Eccentric Testators, Singular Scenes in Court, Actors Who Have Died on the Stage, Curious Scenes in Church, and seven others rejected by all three. Somehow this sort of writing is not so easy as it looks. A man who was on the staff of a weekly once told me that he had had two thousand of these articles printed since he started — poor devil. He had the knack. I could never get it. I sent up fifty-three in all in the first year of my literary life, and only two stuck. I got fifteen shillings from one periodical for Men Who Have Missed Their Own Weddings, and, later, a guinea from the same for Single Day Marriages. That paper has a penchant for the love-interest. Yet when I sent it my Duchesses Who Have Married Dustmen, it came back by the early post next day. That was to me the worst part of those grey days. I had my victories, but they were always followed by a series of defeats. I would have a manuscript accepted by an editor. Hullo, I would say, heres the man at last, the Editor-Who-Believes-In-Me. Let the thing go on. I would send him off another manuscript. He would take it. Victory, by Jove! Then — wonk! Back would come my third effort with the curtest of refusals. I always imagined editors in those days to be pettish, whimsical men who amused themselves by taking up a beginner, and then, wearying of the sport, dropped him back into the slime from which they had picked him.

In the intervals of articles I wrote short stories, again for the same three papers. As before, I studied these papers carefully to see what they wanted; then worked out a mechanical plot, invariably with a quarrel in the first part, an accident, and a rescue in the middle, and a reconciliation at the end — told it in a style that makes me hot all over when I think of it, and sent it up, enclosing a stamped addressed envelope in case of rejection. A very useful precaution, as it always turned out.

It was the little knowledge to which I have referred above which kept my walls so thickly covered with rejection forms. I was in precisely the same condition as a man who has been taught the rudiments of boxing. I knew just enough to hamper me, and not enough to do me any good. If I had simply blundered straight at my work and written just what occurred to me in my own style, I should have done much better. I have a sense of humour. I deliberately stifled it. For it I substituted a grisly kind of playfulness. My hero called my heroine little woman, and the concluding passage where he kissed her was written in a sly, roguish vein, for which I suppose I shall have to atone in the next world. Only the editor of the Colney Hatch Argus could have accepted work like mine. Yet I toiled on.

It was about the middle of my third week at No. 93A that I definitely decided to throw over my authorities, and work by the light of my own intelligence.

Nearly all my authorities had been very severe on the practice of verse-writing. It was, they asserted, what all young beginners tried to do, and it was the one thing editors would never look at. In the first ardour of my revolt I determined to do a set of verses.

It happened that the weather had been very bad for the last few days. After a month and a half of sunshine the rain had suddenly begun to fall. I took this as my topic. It was raining at the time. I wrote a satirical poem, full of quaint rhymes.

I had always had rather a turn for serious verse. It struck me that the rain might be treated poetically as well as satirically. That night I sent off two sets of verses to a daily and an evening paper. Next day both were in print, with my initials to them.

I began to see light.

Verse is the thing, I said. I will reorganise my campaign. First the skirmishers, then the real attack. I will peg along with verses till somebody begins to take my stories and articles.

I felt easier in my mind than I had felt for some time. A story came back by the nine oclock post from a monthly magazine (to which I had sent it from mere bravado), but the thing did not depress me. I got out my glue-pot and began to fasten the rejection form to the wall, whistling a lively air as I did so.

While I was engaged in this occupation there was a testy rap at the door, and Mrs. Driver appeared. She eyed my manoeuvres with the rejection form with a severe frown. After a preliminary sniff she embarked upon a rapid lecture on what she called my irregular and untidy habits. I had turned her second-floor back, she declared, into a pig-stye.

Sech a litter, she said.

But, I protested, this is a Bohemian house, is it not?

She appeared so shocked — indeed, so infuriated, that I dared not give her time to answer.

The gentleman below, hes not very tidy, I added diplomatically.

Wot gent below? said Mrs. Driver.

I reminded her of the night of my arrival.

Oh, im, she said, shaken. Well, es not come back.

Mrs. Driver, I said sternly, you said hed gone out for a stroll. I refuse to believe that any man would stroll for three weeks.

So I did say it, was the defiant reply. I said it so as you shouldnt be put off coming. You looked a steady young feller, and I wanted a let. Wish Id told you the truth, if it ad a-stopped you.

What is the truth?

E was a wrong un, e wos. Writing begging letters to parties as was a bit soft, that wos is little gime. But e wos a bit too clever one day, and the coppers got im. Now you know!

Mrs. Driver paused after this outburst, and allowed her eye to wander slowly and ominously round my walls.

I was deeply moved. My one link with Bohemia had turned out a fraud.

Mrs. Drivers voice roused me from my meditations.

I must arst you to be good enough, if you please, kindly to remove those there bits of paper.

She pointed to the rejection forms.

I hesitated. I felt that it was a thing that ought to be broken gently.

The fact is, Mrs. Driver, I said, and no one can regret it more deeply than I do — the fact is, theyre stuck on with glue.

Two minutes later I had received my marching orders, and the room was still echoing with the slam of the door as it closed behind the indignant form of my landlady.


CHAPTER 3. THE ORB
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

The problem of lodgings in London is an easy one to a man with an adequate supply of money in his pocket. The only difficulty is to select the most suitable, to single out from the eager crowd the ideal landlady.

Evicted from No. 93A, it seemed to me that I had better abandon Bohemia; postpone my connection with that land of lotus-eaters for the moment, while I provided myself with the means of paying rent and buying dinners. Farther down the Kings Road there were comfortable rooms to be had for a moderate sum per week. They were prosaic, but inexpensive. I chose Walpole Street. A fairly large bed-sitting room was vacant at No. 23. I took it, and settled down seriously to make my writing pay.

There were advantages in Walpole Street which Manresa Road had lacked. For one thing, there was more air, and it smelt less than the Manresa Road air. Walpole Street is bounded by Burton Court, where the Household Brigade plays cricket, and the breezes from the river come to it without much interruption. There was also more quiet. No. 23 is the last house in the street, and, even when I sat with my window open, the noise of traffic from the Kings Road was faint and rather pleasant. It was an excellent spot for a man who meant to work. Except for a certain difficulty in getting my landlady and her daughters out of the room when they came to clear away my meals and talk about the better days they had seen, and a few imbroglios with the eight cats which infested the house, it was the best spot, I think, that I could have chosen.

Living a life ruled by the strictest economy, I gradually forged ahead. Verse, light and serious, continued my long suit. I generally managed to place two of each brand a week; and that meant two guineas, sometimes more. One particularly pleasing thing about this verse-writing was that there was no delay, as there was with my prose. I would write a set of verses for a daily paper after tea, walk to Fleet Street with them at half-past six, thus getting a little exercise; leave them at the office; and I would see them in print in the next mornings issue. Payment was equally prompt. The rule was, Send in your bill before five on Wednesday, and call for payment on Friday at seven. Thus I had always enough money to keep me going during the week.

In addition to verses, I kept turning out a great quantity of prose, fiction, and otherwise, but without much success. The visits of the postmen were the big events of the day at that time. Before I had been in Walpole Street a week I could tell by ear the difference between a rejected manuscript and an ordinary letter. There is a certain solid plop about the fall of the former which not even a long envelope full of proofs can imitate successfully.

I worked extraordinarily hard at that time. All day, sometimes. The thought of Margie waiting in Guernsey kept me writing when I should have done better to have taken a rest. My earnings were small in proportion to my labour. The guineas I made, except from verse, were like the ounce of gold to the ton of ore. I no longer papered the walls with rejection forms; but this was from choice, not from necessity. I had plenty of material, had I cared to use it.

I made a little money, of course. My takings for the first month amounted to #9 10s. I notched double figures in the next with #ll 1s. 6d. Then I dropped to #7 0s. 6d. It was not starvation, but it was still more unlike matrimony.

But at the end of the sixth month there happened to me what, looking back, I consider to be the greatest piece of good fortune of my life. I received a literary introduction. Some authorities scoff at literary introductions. They say that editors read everything, whether they know the author or not. So they do; and, if the work is not good, a letter to the editor from a man who once met his cousin at a garden-party is not likely to induce him to print it. There is no journalistic ring in the sense in which the word is generally used; but there are undoubtedly a certain number of men who know the ropes, and can act as pilots in a strange sea; and an introduction brings one into touch with them. There is a world of difference between contributing blindly work which seems suitable to the style of a paper and sending in matter designed to attract the editor personally.

Mr. Macrae, whose pupil I had been at Cambridge, was the author of my letter of introduction. At St. Gabriels, Mr. Macrae had been a man for whom I entertained awe and respect. Likes and dislikes in connection with ones tutor seemed outside the question. Only a chance episode had shown me that my tutor was a mortal with a mortals limitations. We were bicycling together one day along the Trumpington Road, when a form appeared, coming to meet us. My tutors speech grew more and more halting as the form came nearer. At last he stopped talking altogether, and wobbled in his saddle. The man bowed to him, and, as if he had won through some fiery ordeal, he shot ahead like a gay professional rider. When I drew level with him, he said, That, Mr. Cloyster, is my tailor.

Mr. Macrae was typical of the University don who is Scotch. He had married the senior historian of Newnham. He lived (and still lives) by proxy. His publishers order his existence. His honeymoon had been placed at the disposal of these gentlemen, and they had allotted to that period an edition of Aristotles Ethics. Aristotle, accordingly, received the most scholarly attention from the recently united couple somewhere on the slopes of Mount Parnassus. All the reviews were satisfactory.

In my third year at St. Gabriels it was popularly supposed that Master Pericles Aeschylus, Mr. Macraes infant son, was turned to correct my Latin prose, though my Iambics were withheld from him at the request of the family doctor.

The letter which Pericles Aeschyluss father had addressed to me was one of the pleasantest surprises I have ever had. It ran as follows:

St. Gabriels College,

Cambridge.



MY DEAR CLOYSTER, — The divergence of our duties and pleasures

during your residence here caused us to see but little of each

other. Would it had been otherwise! And too often our intercourse

had — on my side — a distinctly professional flavour. Your attitude

towards your religious obligations was, I fear, something to seek.

Indeed, the line, Pastor deorum cultor et infrequens,

might have been directly inspired by your views on the keeping

of Chapels. On the other hand, your contributions to our musical

festivities had the true Aristophanes panache.



I hear you are devoting yourself to literature, and I beg that

you will avail yourself of the enclosed note, which is addressed

to a personal friend of mine.



Believe me,

Your well-wisher,

David Ossian Macrae.

The enclosure bore this inscription:

CHARLES FERMIN, ESQ.,

Offices of the Orb,

Strand,

London.

I had received the letter at breakfast. I took a cab, and drove straight to the Orb.

A painted hand, marked Editorial, indicated a flight of stairs. At the top of these I was confronted by a glass door, beyond which, entrenched behind a desk, sat a cynical-looking youth. A smaller boy in the background talked into a telephone. Both were giggling. On seeing me the slightly larger of the two advanced with a half-hearted attempt at solemnity, though unable to resist a Parthian shaft at his companion, who was seized on the instant with a paroxysm of suppressed hysteria.

My letter was taken down a mysterious stone passage. After some waiting the messenger returned with the request that I would come back at eleven, as Mr. Fermin would be very busy till then.

I went out into the Strand, and sought a neighbouring hostelry. It was essential that I should be brilliant at the coming interview, if only spirituously brilliant; and I wished to remove a sensation of stomachic emptiness, such as I had been wont to feel at school when approaching the headmasters study.

At eleven I returned, and asked again for Mr. Fermin; and presently he appeared — a tall, thin man, who gave one the impression of being in a hurry. I knew him by reputation as a famous quarter-miler. He had been president of the O.U.A.C. some years back. He looked as if at any moment he might dash off in any direction at quarter-mile pace.

We shook hands, and I tried to look intelligent.

Sorry to have to keep you waiting, he said, as we walked to his club; but we are always rather busy between ten and eleven, putting the column through. Gresham and I do On Your Way, you know. The last copy has to be down by half-past ten.

We arrived at the Club, and sat in a corner of the lower smoking-room.

Macrae says that you are going in for writing. Of course, Ill do anything I can, but it isnt easy to help a man. As it happens, though, I can put you in the way of something, if its your style of work. Do you ever do verse?

I felt like a batsman who sees a slow full-toss sailing through the air.

Its the only thing I can get taken, I said. Ive had quite a lot in the Chronicle and occasional bits in other papers.

He seemed relieved.

Oh, thats all right, then, he said. You know On Your Way. Perhaps youd care to come in and do that for a bit? Its only holiday work, but itll last five weeks. And if you do it all right I can get you the whole of the holiday work on the column. That comes to a good lot in the year. Were always taking odd days off. Can you come up at a moments notice?

Easily, I said.

Then, you see, if you did that you would drop into the next vacancy on the column. Theres no saying when one may occur. Its like the General Election. It may happen tomorrow, or not for years. Still, youd be on the spot in case.

Its awfully good of you.

Not at all. As a matter of fact, I was rather in difficulties about getting a holiday man. Im off to Scotland the day after tomorrow, and I had to find a sub. Well, then, will you come in on Monday?

All right.

Youve had no experience of newspaper work, have you?

No.

Well, all the work at the Orbs done between nine and eleven. You must be there at nine sharp. Literally sharp, I mean. Not half-past. And youd better do some stuff overnight for the first week or so. Youll find working in the office difficult till you get used to it. Of course, though, youll always have Gresham there, so theres no need to get worried. He can fill the column himself, if hes pushed. Four or five really good paragraphs a day and an occasional set of verses are all hell want from you.

I see.

On Monday, then. Nine sharp. Good-bye.

I walked home along Piccadilly with almost a cake-walk stride. At last I was in the inner circle.

An Orb cart passed me. I nodded cheerfully to the driver. He was one of Us.


CHAPTER 4. JULIAN EVERSLEIGH
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

I determined to celebrate the occasion by dining out, going to a theatre, and having supper afterwards, none of which things were ordinarily within my means. I had not been to a theatre since I had arrived in town; and, except on Saturday nights, I always cooked my own dinner, a process which was cheap, and which appealed to the passion for Bohemianism which I had not wholly cast out of me.

The morning paper informed me that there were eleven musical comedies, three Shakespeare plays, a blank verse drama, and two comedies (last weeks) for me to choose from. I bought a stall at the Briggs Theatre. Stanley Briggs, who afterwards came to bulk large in my small world, was playing there in a musical comedy which had had even more than the customary musical-comedy success.

London by night had always had an immense fascination for me. Coming out of the restaurant after supper, I felt no inclination to return to my lodgings, and end the greatest night of my life tamely with a book and a pipe. Here was I, a young man, fortified by an excellent supper, in the heart of Stevensons London. Why should I have no New Arabian Night adventure? I would stroll about for half an hour, and give London a chance of living up to its reputation.

I walked slowly along Piccadilly, and turned up Rupert Street. A magic name. Prince Florizel of Bohemia had ended his days there in his tobacconists divan. Mr. Gilberts Policeman Forth had been discovered there by the men of London at the end of his long wanderings through Soho. Probably, if the truth were known, Rudolf Rassendyl had spent part of his time there. It could not be that Rupert Street would send me empty away.

My confidence was not abused. Turning into Rupert Court, a dark and suggestive passage some short distance up the street on the right, I found a curious little comedy being played.

A door gave on to the deserted passageway, and on each side of it stood a man — the lurcher type of man that is bred of London streets. The door opened inwards. Another man stepped out. The hands of one of the lurchers flew to the newcomers mouth. The hands of the other lurcher flew to the newcomers pockets.

At that moment I advanced.

The lurchers vanished noiselessly and instantaneously.

Their victim held out his hand.

Come in, wont you? he said, smiling sleepily at me.

I followed him in, murmuring something about caught in the act.

He repeated the phrase as we went upstairs.

Caught in the act. Yes, they are ingenious creatures. Let me introduce myself. My name is Julian Eversleigh. Sit down, wont you? Excuse me for a moment.

He crossed to a writing-table.

Julian Eversleigh inhabited a single room of irregular shape. It was small, and situated immediately under the roof. One side had a window which overlooked Rupert Court. The view from it was, however, restricted, because the window was inset, so that the walls projecting on either side prevented one seeing more than a yard or two of the court.

The room contained a hammock, a large tin bath, propped up against the wall, a big wardrobe, a couple of bookcases, a deal writing-table — at which the proprietor was now sitting with a pen in his mouth, gazing at the ceiling — and a divan-like formation of rugs and cube sugar boxes.

The owner of this mixed lot of furniture wore a very faded blue serge suit, the trousers baggy at the knees and the coat threadbare at the elbows. He had the odd expression which green eyes combined with red hair give a man.

Caught in the act, he was murmuring. Caught in the act.

The phrase seemed to fascinate him.

I had established myself on the divan, and was puffing at a cigar, which I had bought by way of setting the coping-stone on my nights extravagance, before he got up from his writing.

Those fellows, he said, producing a bottle of whisky and a syphon from one of the lower drawers of the wardrobe, did me a double service. They introduced me to you — say when — and they gave me — —

When.

 — an idea.

But how did it happen? I asked.

Quite simple, he answered. You see, my friends, when they call on me late at night, cant get in by knocking at the front door. It is a shop-door, and is locked early. Vancott, my landlord, is a baker, and, as he has to be up making muffins somewhere about five in the morning — we all have our troubles — he does not stop up late. So people who want me go into the court, and see whether my lamp is burning by the window. If it is, they stand below and shout, Julian, till I open the door into the court. Thats what happened tonight. I heard my name called, went down, and walked into the arms of the enterprising gentlemen whom you chanced to notice. They must have been very hungry, for even if they had carried the job through they could not have expected to make their fortunes. In point of fact, they would have cleared one-and-threepence. But when youre hungry you can see no further than the pit of your stomach. Do you know, I almost sympathise with the poor brutes. People sometimes say to me, What are you? I have often half a mind to reply, I have been hungry. My stars, be hungry once, and youre educated, if you dont die of it, for a lifetime.

This sort of talk from a stranger might have been the prelude to an appeal for financial assistance.

He dissipated that half-born thought.

Dont be uneasy, he said; you have not been lured up here by the ruse of a clever borrower. I can do a bit of touching when in the mood, mind you, but youre safe. You are here because I see that you are a pleasant fellow.

Thank you, I said.

Besides, he continued, I am not hungry at present. In fact, I shall never be hungry again.

Youre lucky, I remarked.

I am. I am the fortunate possessor of the knack of writing advertisements.

Indeed, I said, feeling awkward, for I saw that I ought to be impressed.

Ah! he said, laughing outright. Youre not impressed in the least, really. But Ill ask you to consider what advertisements mean. First, they are the life-essence of every newspaper, every periodical, and every book.

Every book?

Practically, yes. Most books contain some latent support of a fashion in clothes or food or drink, or of some pleasant spot or phase of benevolence or vice, all of which form the interest of one or other of the sections of society, which sections require publicity at all costs for their respective interests.

I was about to probe searchingly into so optimistic a view of modern authorship, but he stalled me off by proceeding rapidly with his discourse.

Apart, however, from the less obvious modes of advertising, youll agree that this is the age of all ages for the man who can write puffs. Good wine needs no bush has become a trade paradox, Judge by appearances, a commercial platitude. The man who is ambitious and industrious turns his trick of writing into purely literary channels, and becomes a novelist. The man who is not ambitious and not industrious, and who does not relish the prospect of becoming a loafer in Strand wine-shops, writes advertisements. The gold-bearing area is always growing. Its a Tom Tiddlers ground. It is simply a question of picking up the gold and silver. The industrious man picks up as much as he wants. Personally, I am easily content. An occasional nugget satisfies me. Heres tonights nugget, for instance.

I took the paper he handed to me. It bore the words:

CAUGHT IN THE ACT



CAUGHT IN THE ACT of drinking Skeffingtons Sloe Gin, a man will

always present a happy and smiling appearance. Skeffingtons Sloe

Gin adds a crowning pleasure to prosperity, and is a consolation

in adversity. Of all Grocers.

Skeffingtons, he said, pay me well. Im worth money to them, and they know it. At present they are giving me a retainer to keep my work exclusively for them. The stuff they have put on the market is neither better nor worse than the average sloe gin. But my advertisements have given it a tremendous vogue. It is the only brand that grocers stock. Since I made the firm issue a weekly paper called Skeffingtons Poultry Farmer, free to all country customers, the consumption of sloe gin has been enormous among agriculturists. My idea, too, of supplying suburban buyers gratis with a small drawing-book, skeleton illustrations, and four coloured chalks, has made the drink popular with children. You must have seen the poster I designed. Theres a reduced copy behind you. The father of a family is unwrapping a bottle of Skeffingtons Sloe Gin. His little ones crowd round him, laughing and clapping their hands. The mans wife is seen peeping roguishly in through the door. Beneath is the popular catch-phrase, Aint mother going to ave none?

Youre a genius, I cried.

Hardly that, he said. At least, I have no infinite capacity for taking pains. I am one of Natures slackers. Despite my talent for drawing up advertisements, I am often in great straits owing to my natural inertia and a passionate love of sleep. I sleep on the slightest provocation or excuse. I will back myself to sleep against anyone in the world, no age, weight, or colour barred. You, I should say, are of a different temperament. More energetic. The Get On or Get Out sort of thing. The Young Hustler.

Rather, I replied briskly, I am in love.

So am I, said Julian Eversleigh. Hopelessly, however. Give us a match.

After that we confirmed our friendship by smoking a number of pipes together.


CHAPTER 5. THE COLUMN
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

After the first week On Your Way, on the Orb, offered hardly any difficulty. The source of material was the morning papers, which were placed in a pile on our table at nine oclock. The halfpenny papers were our principal support. Gresham and I each took one, and picked it clean. We attended first to the Subject of the Day. This was generally good for two or three paragraphs of verbal fooling. There was a sort of tradition that the first half-dozen paragraphs should be topical. The rest might be topical or not, as occasion served.

The column usually opened with a one-line pun — Greshams invention.

Gresham was a man of unparalleled energy and ingenuity. He had created several of the typical characters who appeared from time to time in On Your Way, as, for instance, Mrs. Jenkinson, our Mrs. Malaprop, and Jones junior, our howler manufacturing schoolboy. He was also a stout apostle of a mode of expression which he called funny language. Thus, instead of writing boldly: There is a rumour that —— , I was taught to say, It has got about that —— . This sounds funnier in print, so Gresham said. I could never see it myself.

Gresham had a way of seizing on any bizarre incident reported in the morning papers, enfolding it in funny language, adding a pun, and thus making it his own. He had a cunning mastery of periphrasis, and a telling command of adverbs.

Here is an illustration. An account was given one morning by the Central news of the breaking into of a house at Johnsonville (Mich.) by a negro, who had stolen a quantity of greenbacks. The thief, escaping across some fields, was attacked by a cow, which, after severely injuring the negro, ate the greenbacks.

Greshams unacknowledged version of the episode ran as follows:

The sleepy god had got the stranglehold on John Denville when Caesar Bones, a coloured gentleman, entered Johns house at Johnsonville (Mich.) about midnight. Did the nocturnal caller disturb his slumbering host? No. Caesar Bones has the finer feelings. But as he was noiselessly retiring, what did he see? Why, a pile of greenbacks which John had thoughtlessly put away in a fire-proof safe.

To prevent the story being cut out by the editor, who revised all the proofs of the column, with the words too long scribbled against it, Gresham continued his tale in another paragraph.

Dis am berry insecure, murmured the visitor to himself, transplanting the notes in a neighbourly way into his pocket. Mark the sequel. The noble Caesar met, on his homeward path, an irritable cudster. The encounter was brief. Caesar went weak in the second round, and took the count in the third. Elated by her triumph, and hungry from her exertions, the horned quadruped nosed the wad of paper money and daringly devoured it. Caesar has told the court that if he is convicted of felony, he will arraign the owner of the ostrich-like bovine on a charge of receiving stolen goods. The owner merely ejaculates Black male!

On his day Gresham could write the column and have a hundred lines over by ten oclock. I, too, found plenty of copy as a rule, though I continued my practice of doing a few paragraphs overnight. But every now and then fearful days would come, when the papers were empty of material for our purposes, and when two out of every half-dozen paragraphs which we did succeed in hammering out were returned deleted on the editors proof.

The tension at these times used to be acute. The head printer would send up a relay of small and grubby boys to remind us that On Your Way was fifty lines short. At ten oclock he would come in person, and be plaintive.

Gresham, the old hand, applied to such occasions desperate remedies. He would manufacture out of even the most pointless item of news two paragraphs by adding to his first the words, This reminds us of Mr. Punchs famous story. He would then go through the bound volumes of Punch — we had about a dozen in the room — with lightning speed until he chanced upon a more or less appropriate tag.

Those were mornings when verses would be padded out from three stanzas to five, Gresham turning them out under fifteen minutes. He had a wonderful facility for verse.

As a last expedient one fell back upon a standing column, a moth-eaten collection of alleged jests which had been set up years ago to meet the worst emergencies. It was, however, considered a confession of weakness and a degradation to use this column.

We had also in our drawer a book of American witticisms, published in New York. To cut one out, preface it with A good American story comes to hand, and pin it on a slip was a pleasing variation of the usual mode of constructing a paragraph. Gresham and I each had our favourite method. Personally, I had always a partiality for dealing with buffers. The brakes refused to act, and the train struck the buffers at the end of the platform invariably suggested that if elderly gentlemen would abstain from loitering on railway platforms, they would not get hurt in this way.

Gresham had a similar liking for turns. The performance at the Frivoli Music Hall was in full swing when the scenery was noticed to be on fire. The audience got a turn. An extra turn.

Julian Eversleigh, to whom I told my experiences on the Orb, said he admired the spirit with which I entered into my duties. He said, moreover, that I had a future before me, not only as a journalist, but as a writer.

Nor, indeed, could I help seeing for myself that I was getting on. I was making a fair income now, and had every prospect of making a much better one. My market was not restricted. Verses, articles, and fiction from my pen were being accepted with moderate regularity by many of the minor periodicals. My scope was growing distinctly wider. I found, too, that my work seemed to meet with a good deal more success when I sent it in from the Orb, with a letter to the editor on Orb notepaper.

Altogether, my five weeks on the Orb were invaluable to me. I ought to have paid rather than have taken payment for working on the column. By the time Fermin came back from Scotland to turn me out, I was a professional. I had learned the art of writing against time. I had learned to ignore noise, which, for a writer in London, is the most valuable quality of all. Every day at the Orb I had had to turn out my stuff with the hum of the Strand traffic in my ears, varied by an occasional barrel-organ, the whistling of popular songs by the printers, whose window faced ours, and the clatter of a typewriter in the next room. Often I had to turn out a paragraph or a verse while listening and making appropriate replies to some other member of the staff, who had wandered into our room to pass the time of day or read out a bit of his own stuff which had happened to please him particularly. All this gave me a power of concentration, without which writing is difficult in this city of noises.

The friendship I formed with Gresham too, besides being pleasant, was of infinite service to me. He knew all about the game. I followed his advice, and prospered. His encouragement was as valuable as his advice. He was my pilot, and saw me, at great trouble to himself, through the dangerous waters.

I foresaw that the future held out positive hope that my marriage with Margaret would become possible. And yet —— 

Pausing in the midst of my castle-building, I suffered a sense of revulsion. I had been brought up to believe that the only adjective that could be coupled with the noun journalism was precarious. Was I not, as Gresham would have said, solving an addition sum in infantile poultry before their mother, the feathered denizen of the farmyard, had lured them from their shell? Was I not mistaking a flash in the pan for a genuine success?

These thoughts numbed my fingers in the act of writing to Margaret.

Instead, therefore, of the jubilant letter I had intended to send her, I wrote one of quite a different tone. I mentioned the arduous nature of my work. I referred to the struggle in which I was engaged. I indicated cleverly that I was a man of extraordinary courage battling with fate. I implied that I made just enough to live on.

It would have been cruel to arouse expectations which might never be fulfilled. In this letter, accordingly, and in subsequent letters, I rather went to the opposite extreme. Out of pure regard for Margaret, I painted my case unnecessarily black. Considerations of a similar nature prompted me to keep on my lodging in Walpole Street. I had two rooms instead of one, but they were furnished severely and with nothing but the barest necessaries.

I told myself through it all that I loved Margaret as dearly as ever. Yet there were moments, and they seemed to come more frequently as the days went on, when I found myself wondering. Did I really want to give up all this? The untidiness, the scratch meals, the nights with Julian? And, when I was honest, I answered, No.

Somehow Margaret seemed out of place in this new world of mine.


CHAPTER 6. NEW YEARS EVE
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

The morning of New Years Eve was a memorable one for me. My first novel was accepted. Not an ambitious volume. It was rather short, and the plot was not obtrusive. The sporting gentlemen who accepted it, however — Messrs. Prodder and Way — seemed pleased with it; though, when I suggested a sum in cash in advance of royalties, they displayed a most embarrassing coyness — and also, as events turned out, good sense.

I carried the good news to Julian, whom I found, as usual, asleep in his hammock. I had fallen into the habit of calling on him after my Orb work. He was generally sleepy when I arrived, at half-past eleven, and while we talked I used to make his breakfast act as a sort of early lunch for myself. He said that the people of the house had begun by trying to make the arrival of his breakfast coincide with the completion of his toilet; that this had proved so irksome that they had struck; and that finally it had been agreed on both sides that the meal should be put in his room at eleven oclock, whether he was dressed or not. He said that he often saw his breakfast come in, and would drowsily determine to consume it hot. But he had never had the energy to do so. Once, indeed, he had mistaken the time, and had confidently expected that the morning of a hot breakfast had come at last. He was dressed by nine, and had sat for two hours gloating over the prospect of steaming coffee and frizzling bacon. On that particular morning, however, there had been some domestic tragedy — the firing of a chimney or the illness of a cook — and at eleven oclock, not breakfast, but an apology for its absence had been brought to him. This embittered Julian. He gave up the unequal contest, and he has frequently confessed to me that cold breakfast is an acquired, yet not unpleasant, taste.

He woke up when I came in, and, after hearing my news and congratulating me, began to open the letters that lay on the table at his side.

One of the envelopes had Skeffingtons trade mark stamped upon it, and contained a bank-note and a sheet closely type-written on both sides.

Half a second, Jimmy, said he, and began to read.

I poured myself out a cup of cold coffee, and, avoiding the bacon and eggs, which lay embalmed in frozen grease, began to lunch off bread and marmalade.

Ill do it, he burst out when he had finished. Its a sweat — a fearful sweat, but —— 

Skeffingtons have written urging me to undertake a rather original advertising scheme. Theyre very pressing, and theyve enclosed a tenner in advance. They want me to do them a tragedy in four acts. I sent them the scenario last week. I sketched out a skeleton plot in which the hero is addicted to a strictly moderate use of Skeffingtons Sloe Gin. His wife adopts every conceivable measure to wean him from this harmless, even praiseworthy indulgence. At the end of the second act she thinks she has cured him. He has promised to gratify what he regards as merely a capricious whim on her part. I will give — yes, I will give it up, darling! George! George! She falls on his neck. Over her shoulder he winks at the audience, who realise that there is more to come. Curtain. In Act 3 the husband is seen sitting alone in his study. His wife has gone to a party. The man searches in a cupboard for something to read. Instead of a novel, however, he lights on a bottle of Skeffingtons Sloe Gin. Instantly the old overwhelming craving returns. He hesitates. What does it matter? She will never know. He gulps down glass after glass. He sinks into an intoxicated stupor. His wife enters. Curtain again. Act 4. The draught of nectar tasted in the former act after a period of enforced abstinence has produced a deadly reaction. The husband, who previously improved his health, his temper, and his intellect by a strictly moderate use of Skeffingtons Sloe Gin, has now become a ghastly dipsomaniac. His wife, realising too late the awful effect of her idiotic antagonism to Skeffingtons, experiences the keenest pangs of despair. She drinks laudanum, and the tragedy is complete.

Fine, I said, finishing the coffee.

In a deferential postscript, said Julian, Skeffingtons suggest an alternative ending, that the wife should drink, not laudanum, but Sloe Gin, and grow, under its benign influence, resigned to the fate she has brought on her husband and herself. Resignation gives way to hope. She devotes her life to the care of the inebriate man, and, by way of pathetic retribution, she lives precisely long enough to nurse him back to sanity. Which finale do you prefer?

Yours! I said.

Thank you, said Julian, considerably gratified. So do I. Its terser, more dramatic, and altogether a better advertisement. Skeffingtons make jolly good sloe gin, but they cant arouse pity and terror. Yes, Ill do it; but first let me spend the tenner.

Im taking a holiday, too, today, I said. How can we amuse ourselves?

Julian had opened the last of his letters. He held up two cards.

Tickets for Covent Garden Ball tonight, he said. Why not come? Its sure to be a good one.

I should like to, I said. Thanks.

Julian dropped from his hammock, and began to get his bath ready.

We arranged to dine early at the Maison Suisse in Rupert Street — table dhtte one franc, plus twopence for madmoiselle — and go on to the gallery of a first night. I was to dress for Covent Garden at Julians after the theatre, because white waistcoats and the franc table dhtte didnt go well together.

When I dined out, I usually went to the Maison Suisse. I shall never have the chance of going again, even if, as a married man, I were allowed to do so, for it has been pulled down to make room for the Hicks Theatre in Shaftesbury Avenue. When I did not dine there, I attended a quaint survival of last centurys coffee-houses in Glasshouse Street: Tall, pew-like boxes, wooden tables without table-cloths, panelled walls; an excellent menu of chops, steaks, fried eggs, sausages, and other British products. Once the resort of bucks and Macaronis, Fords coffee-house I found frequented by a strange assortment of individuals, some of whom resembled bookmakers touts, others clerks of an inexplicably rustic type. Who these people really were I never discovered.

I generally have supper at Pepolos, said Julian, as we left the theatre, before a Covent Garden Ball. Shall we go on there?

There are two entrances to Pepolos restaurant, one leading to the ground floor, the other to the brasserie in the basement. I liked to spend an hour or so there occasionally, smoking and watching the crowd. Every sixth visit on an average I would happen upon somebody interesting among the ordinary throng of medical students and third-rate clerks — watery-eyed old fellows who remembered Cremorne, a mahogany derelict who had spent his youth on the sea when liners were sailing-ships, and the apprentices, terrorised by bullying mates and the rollers of the Bay, lay howling in the scuppers and prayed to be thrown overboard. He told me of one voyage on which the Malay cook went mad, and, escaping into the ratlines, shot down a dozen of the crew before he himself was sniped.

The supper tables are separated from the brasserie by a line of stucco arches, and as it was now a quarter to twelve the place was full. At a first glance it seemed that there were no empty supper tables. Presently, however, we saw one, laid for four, at which only one man was sitting.

Hullo! said Julian, theres Malim. Lets go and see if we can push into his table. Well, Malim, how are you? Do you know Cloyster?

Mr. Malim had a lofty expression. I should have put him down as a scholarly recluse. His first words upset this view somewhat.

Coming to Covent Garden? he said, genially. I am. So is Kit. Shell be down soon.

Good, said Julian; may Jimmy and I have supper at your table?

Do, said Malim. Plenty of room. Wed better order our food and not wait for her.

We took our places, and looked round us. The hum of conversation was persistent. It rose above the clatter of the supper tables and the sudden bursts of laughter.

It was now five minutes to twelve. All at once those nearest the door sprang to their feet. A girl in scarlet and black had come in.

Ah, theres Kit at last, said Malim.

Theyre cheering her, said Julian.

As he spoke, the tentative murmur of a cheer was caught up by everyone. Men leaped upon chairs and tables.

Hullo, hullo, hullo! said Kit, reaching us. Kiddie, when they do that it makes me feel shy.

She was laughing like a child. She leaned across the table, put her arms round Malims neck, and kissed him. She glanced at us.

Malim smiled quietly, but said nothing.

She kissed Julian, and she kissed me.

Now were all friends, she said, sitting down.

Better know each others names, said Malim. Kit, this is Mr. Cloyster. Mr. Cloyster, may I introduce you to my wife?


CHAPTER 7. I MEET MR. THOMAS BLAKE
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

Someone had told me that, the glory of Covent Garden Ball had departed. It may be so. Yet the floor, with its strange conglomeration of music-hall artists, callow university men, shady horse-dealers, and raucous military infants, had an atmosphere of more than meretricious gaiety. The close of an old year and the birth of a new one touch the toughest.

The band was working away with a strident brassiness which filled the room with noise. The womens dresses were a shriek of colour. The vulgarity of the scene was so immense as to be almost admirable. It was certainly interesting.

Watching his opportunity, Julian presently drew me aside into the smoking-room.

Malim, he said, has paid you a great compliment.

Really, I said, rather surprised, for Julians acquaintance had done nothing more, to my knowledge, than give me a cigar and a whiskey-and-soda.

Hes introduced you to his wife.

Very good of him, Im sure.

You dont understand. You see Kit for what she is: a pretty, good-natured creature bred in the gutter. But Malim — well, hes in the Foreign Office and is secretary to Sir George Grant.

Then what in Heavens name, I cried, induced him to marry — —

My dear Jimmy, said Julian, adroitly avoiding the arm of an exuberant lady impersonating Winter, and making fair practice with her detachable icicles, it was Kit or no one. Just consider Malims position, which was that of thousands of other men of his type. They are the cleverest men of their schools; they are the intellectual stars of their Varsities. I was at Oxford with Malim. He was a sort of tin god. Double-first and all that. Just like all the rest of them. They get what is looked upon as a splendid appointment under Government. They come to London, hire comfortable chambers or a flat, go off to their office in the morning, leave it in the evening, and are given a salary which increases by regular gradations from an initial two hundred a year. Say that a man begins this kind of work at twenty-four. What are his matrimonial prospects? His office work occupies his entire attention (the idea that Government clerks dont work is a fiction preserved merely for the writers of burlesque) from the moment he wakes in the morning until dinner. His leisure extends, roughly speaking, from eight-thirty until twelve. The man whom I am discussing, and of whom Malim is a type, is, as I have already proved, intellectual. He has, therefore, ambitions. The more intellectual he is the more he loathes the stupid routine of his daily task. Thus his leisure is his most valuable possession. There are books he wants to read — those which he liked in the days previous to his slavery — and new ones which he sees published every day. There are plays he wants to see performed. And there are subjects on which he would like to write — would give his left hand to write, if the loss of that limb wouldnt disqualify him for his post. Where is his social chance? It surely exists only in the utter abandonment of his personal projects. And to go out when one is tied to the clock is a poor sort of game. But suppose he does seek the society of what friends he can muster in London. Is he made much of, fussed over? Not a bit of it. Brainless subalterns, ridiculous midshipmen, have, in the eyes of the girl whom he has come to see, a reputation that he can never win. Theyre in the Service; theyre so dashing; theyre so charmingly extravagant; theyre so tremendous in face of an emergency that their conversational limitations of Yes and No are hailed as brilliant flights of genius. Their inane anecdotes, their pointless observations are positively courted. It is they who retire to the conservatory with the divine Violet, whose face is like the Venus of Milos, whose hair (one hears) reaches to her knees, whose eyes are like blue saucers, and whose complexion is a pink poem. It is Jane, the stumpy, the flat-footed — Jane, who wears glasses and has all the virtues which are supposed to go with indigestion: big hands and an enormous waist — Jane, I repeat, who is told off to talk to a man like Malim. If, on the other hand, he and his fellows refuse to put on evening clothes and be bored to death of an evening, who can blame them? If they deliberately find enough satisfaction for their needs in the company of a circle of men friends and the casual pleasures of the town, selfishness is the last epithet with which their behaviour can be charged. Unselfishness has been their curse. No sane person would, of his own accord, become the automaton that a Government office requires. Pressure on the part of relations, of parents, has been brought to bear on them. The steady employment, the graduated income, the pension — that fatal pension — has been danced by their fathers and their mothers and their Uncle Johns before their eyes. Appeals have been made to them on filial, not to say religious, grounds. Threats would have availed nothing; but appeals — downright tearful appeals from mamma, husky, hand-gripping appeals from papa — that is what has made escape impossible. A huge act of unselfishness has been compelled; a lifetime of reactionary egotism is inevitable and legitimate. I was wrong when I said Malim was typical. He has to the good an ingenuity which assists naturally in the solution of the problem of self and circumstance. A year or two ago chance brought him in contact with Kit. They struck up a friendship. He became an habitui at the Fried Fish Shop in Tottenham Court Road. Whenever we questioned his taste he said that a physician recommended fish as a tonic for the brain. But it was not his brain that took Malim to the fried fish shop. It was his heart. He loved Kit, and presently he married her. One would have said this was an impossible step. Misery for Malims people, his friends, himself, and afterwards for Kit. But Nature has endowed both Malim and Kit with extraordinary commonsense. He kept to his flat; she kept to her job in the fried fish shop. Only, instead of living in, she was able to retire after her days work to a little house which he hired for her in the Hampstead Road. Her work, for which she is eminently fitted, keeps her out of mischief. His flat gives the impression to his family and the head of his department that he is still a bachelor. Thus, all goes well.

Ive often read in the police reports, I said, of persons who lead double lives, and Im much interested in — —

Malim and Kit bore down upon us. We rose.

Its the march past, observed the former. Come upstairs.

Kiddie, said Kit, give me your arm.

At half-past four we were in Wellington Street. It was a fine, mild morning, and in the queer light of the false dawn we betook ourselves to the Old Hummums for breakfast. Other couples had done the same. The steps of the Hummums facing the market harboured already a waiting crowd. The doors were to be opened at five. We also found places on the stone steps. The market was alive with porters, who hailed our appearance with every profession of delight. Early hours would seem to lend a certain acidity to their badinage. By-and-by a more personal note crept into their facetious comments. Two guardsmen on the top step suddenly displayed, in return, a very creditable gift of repartee. Covent Garden market was delighted. It felt the stern joy which warriors feel with foemen worthy of their steel. It suspended its juggling feats with vegetable baskets, and devoted itself exclusively to the task of silencing our guns. Porters, costers, and the riff-raff of the streets crowded in a semicircle around us. Just then it was borne in on us how small our number was. A solid phalanx of the toughest customers in London faced us. Behind this semicircle a line of carts had been drawn up. Unseen enemies from behind this laager now began to amuse themselves by bombarding us with the product of the market garden. Tomatoes, cauliflowers, and potatoes came hurtling into our midst. I saw Julian consulting his watch. Five minutes more, he said. I had noticed some minutes back that the ardour of the attack seemed to centre round one man in particular — a short, very burly man in a costume that seemed somehow vaguely nautical. His face wore the expression of one cheerfully conscious of being well on the road to intoxication. He was the ringleader. It was he who threw the largest cabbage, the most passi tomato. I dont suppose he had ever enjoyed himself so much in his life. He was standing now on a cart full of potatoes, and firing them in with tremendous force.

Kit saw him too.

Why, theres that blackguard Tom! she cried.

She had been told to sit down behind Malim for safety. Before anyone could stop her, or had guessed her intention, she had pushed her way through us and stepped out into the road.

It was so unexpected that there was an involuntary lull in the proceedings.

Tom!

She pointed an accusing finger at the man, who gaped beerily.

Tom, who pinched farvers best trousers, and popped them?

There was a roar of laughter. A moment before, and Tom had been the pet of the market, the energetic leader, the champion potato-slinger. Now he was a thing of derision. His friends took up the question. Keen anxiety was expressed on all sides as to the fate of fathers trousers. He was requested to be a man and speak up.

The uproar died away as it was seen that Kit had not yet finished.

Cheese it, some of yer, shouted a voice. The lady wants to orsk him somefin else.

Tom, said Kit, who was sent with tuppence to buy postage-stamps and spent it on beer?

The question was well received by the audience. Tom was beaten. A potato, vast and nobbly, fell from his palsied hand. He was speechless. Then he began to stammer.

Just you stop it, Tom, shouted Kit triumphantly. Just you stop it, dyou ear, you stop it.

She turned towards us on the steps, and, taking us all into her confidence, added: Es a nice thing to ave for a bruvver, anyway.

Then she rejoined Malim, amid peals of laughter from both armies. It was a Homeric incident.

Only a half-hearted attempt was made to renew the attack. And when the door of the Hummums at last opened, Malim observed to Julian and me, as we squashed our way in, that if a mans wifes relations were always as opportune as Kits, the greatest objection to them would be removed.


CHAPTER 8. I MEET THE REV. JOHN HATTON
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

I saw a great deal of Malim after that. He and Julian became my two chief mainstays when I felt in need of society. Malim was a man of delicate literary skill, a genuine lover of books, a severe critic of modern fiction. Our tastes were in the main identical, though it was always a blow to me that he could see nothing humorous in Mr. George Ade, whose Fables I knew nearly by heart. The more robust type of humour left him cold.

In all other respects we agreed.

There is a never-failing fascination in a man with a secret. It gave me a pleasant feeling of being behind the scenes, to watch Malim, sitting in his armchair, the essence of everything that was conventional and respectable, with Eton and Oxford written all over him, and to think that he was married all the while to an employee in a Tottenham Court Road fried-fish shop.

Kit never appeared in the flat: but Malim went nearly every evening to the little villa. Sometimes he took Julian and myself, more often myself alone, Julian being ever disinclined to move far from his hammock. The more I saw of Kit the more thoroughly I realized how eminently fitted she was to be Malims wife. It was a union of opposites. Except for the type of fiction provided by penny libraries of powerful stories. Kit had probably not read more than half a dozen books in her life. Grimms fairy stories she recollected dimly, and she betrayed a surprising acquaintance with at least three of Ouidas novels. I fancy that Malim appeared to her as a sort of combination of fairy prince and Ouida guardsman. He exhibited the Oxford manner at times rather noticeably. Kit loved it.

Till I saw them together I had thought Kits accent and her incessant mangling of the Kings English would have jarred upon Malim. But I soon found that I was wrong. He did not appear to notice.

I learned from Kit, in the course of my first visit to the villa, some further particulars respecting her brother Tom, the potato-thrower of Covent Garden Market. Mr. Thomas Blake, it seemed, was the proprietor and skipper of a barge. A pleasant enough fellow when sober, but too much given to what Kit described as his drop. He had apparently left home under something of a cloud, though whether this had anything to do with fathers trousers I never knew. Kit said she had not seen him for some years, though each had known the others address. It seemed that the Blake family were not great correspondents.

Have you ever met John Hatton? asked Malim one night after dinner at his flat.

John Hatton? I answered. No. Who is he?

A parson. A very good fellow. You ought to know him. Hes a man with a number of widely different interests. We were at Trinity together. He jumps from one thing to another, but hes frightfully keen about whatever he does. Someone was saying that he was running a boys club in the thickest part of Lambeth.

There might be copy in it, I said.

Or ideas for advertisements for Julian, said Malim. Anyway, Ill introduce you to him. Have you ever been in the Barrel?

Whats the Barrel?

The Barrel is a club. It gets the name from the fact that its the only club in England that allows, and indeed urges, its members to sit on a barrel. John Hatton is sometimes to be found there. Come round to it tomorrow night.

All right, I replied. Where is it?

A hundred and fifty-three, York Street, Covent Garden. First floor.

Very well, I said. Ill meet you there at twelve oclock. I cant come sooner because Ive got a story to write.

Twelve had just struck when I walked up York Street looking for No. 153.

The house was brilliantly lighted on the first floor. The street door opened on to a staircase, and as I mounted it the sound of a piano and a singing voice reached me. At the top of the stairs I caught sight of a waiter loaded with glasses. I called to him.

Mr. Cloyster, sir? Yessir. Ill find out whether Mr. Malim can see you, sir.

Malim came out to me. Hattons not here, he said, but come in. Theres a smoking concert going on.

He took me into the room, the windows of which I had seen from the street.

There was a burst of cheering as we entered the room. The song was finished, and there was a movement among the audience. Its the interval, said Malim.

Men surged out of the packed front room into the passage, and then into a sort of bar parlour. Malim and I also made our way there. Thats the fetish of the club, said Malim, pointing to a barrel standing on end; and Ill introduce you to the man who is sitting on it. Hes little Michael, the musical critic. They once put on an operetta of his at the Court. It ran about two nights, but he reckons all the events of the world from the date of its production.

Mr. Cloyster — Mr. Michael.

The musician hopped down from the barrel and shook hands. He was a dapper little person, and had a trick of punctuating every sentence with a snigger.

Cheer-o, he said genially. Is this your first visit?

I said it was.

Then sit on the barrel. We are the only club in London who can offer you the privilege. Accordingly I sat on the barrel, and through a murmur of applause I could hear Michael telling someone that hed first seen that barrel five years before his operetta came out at the Court.

At that moment a venerable figure strode with dignity into the bar.

Maundrell, said Malim to me. The last of the old Bohemians. An old actor. Always wears the steeple hat and a long coat with skirts.

The survivor of the days of Kean uttered a bellow for whisky-and-water. That barrel, he said, reminds me of Buckstones days at the Haymarket. After the performance we used to meet at the Cafi de lEurope, a few yards from the theatre. Our secret society sat there.

What was the society called, Mr. Maundrell? asked a new member with unusual intrepidity.

Its name, replied the white-headed actor simply, I shall not divulge. It was not, however, altogether unconnected with the Pink Men of the Blue Mountains. We used to sit, we who were initiated, in a circle. We met to discuss the business of the society. Oh, we were the observed of all observers, I can assure you. Our society was extensive. It had its offshoots in foreign lands. Well, we at these meetings used to sit round a barrel — a great big barrel, which had a hole in the top. The barrel was not merely an ornament, for through the hole in the top we threw any scraps and odds and ends we did not want. Bits of tobacco, bread, marrow bones, the dregs of our glasses — anything and everything went into the barrel. And so it happened, as the barrel became fuller and fuller, strange animals made their appearance — animals of peculiar shape and form crawled out of the barrel and would attempt to escape across the floor. But we were on their tracks. We saw them. We headed them off with our sticks, and we chased them back again to the place where they had been born and bred. We poked them in, sir, with our sticks.

Mr. Maundrell emitted a placid chuckle at this reminiscence.

A good many members of this club, whispered Malim to me, would have gone back into that barrel.

A bell sounded. Thats for the second part to begin, said Malim.

We herded back along the passage. A voice cried, Be seated, please, gentlemen.

At the far end of the room was a table for the chairman and the committee, and to the left stood a piano. Everyone had now sat down except the chairman, who was apparently not in the room. There was a pause. Then a man from the audience whooped sharply and clambered over the table and into the place of the chairman. He tapped twice with the mallet. Get out of that chair, yelled various voices.

Gentlemen, said the man in the chair. A howl of execration went up, and simultaneously the door was flung open. A double file of white-robed Druids came, chanting, into the room.

The Druids carried in with them a small portable tree which they proceeded to set upright. The chant now became extremely topical. Each Druid sang a verse in turn, while his fellow Druids danced a stately measure round the tree. As the verse was being sung, an imitation granite altar was hastily erected.

The man in the chair, who had so far smoked a cigarette in silence, now tapped again with his mallet. Gentlemen, he observed.

The Druids ended their song abruptly, and made a dash at the occupant of the chair. The audience stood up. A victim for our ancient rites! screamed the Druids, falling upon the man and dragging him towards the property altar.

The victim showed every sign of objection to early English rites; but he was dislodged, and after being dragged, struggling, across the table, subsided quickly on the floor. The mob surged about and around him. He was hidden from view. His position, however, could be located by a series of piercing shrieks.

The door again opened. Mr. Maundrell, the real chairman of the evening, stood on the threshold. Chair! was now the word that arose on every side, and at this signal the Druids disappeared at a trot past the long-bearded, impassive Mr. Maundrell. Their victim followed them, but before he did so he picked up his trousers which were lying on the carpet.

All the time this scene had been going on, I fancied I recognised the man in the chair. In a flash I remembered. It was Dawkins who had coached First Trinity, and whom I, as a visitor once at the crews training dinner, had last seen going through the ancient and honourable process of de-bagging at the hands of his light-hearted boat.

Come on, said Malim. Godfrey Lanes going to sing a patriotic song. They will let him do it. Well go down to the Temple and find John Hatton.

We left the Barrel at about one oclock. It was a typical London late autumn night. Quiet with the peace of a humming top; warm with the heat generated from mellow asphalt and resinous wood-paving.

We turned from Bedford Street eastwards along the Strand.

Between one and two the Strand is as empty as it ever is. It is given over to lurchers and policemen. Fleet Street reproduces for this one hour the Sahara.

When I knock at the Temple gate late at night, said Malim, and am admitted by the night porter, I always feel a pleasantly archaic touch.

I agreed with him. The process seemed a quaint admixture of an Oxford or Cambridge college, Gottingen, and a feudal keep. And after the gate had been closed behind one, it was difficult to realise that within a few yards of an academic system of lawns and buildings full of living traditions and associations which wainscoting and winding stairs engender, lay the modern world, its American invaders, its new humour, its womens clubs, its long firms, its musical comedies, its Park Lane, and its Strand with the hub of the universe projecting from the roadway at Charing Cross, plain for Englishmen to gloat over and for foreigners to envy.

Sixty-two Harcourt Buildings is emblazoned with many names, including that of the Rev. John Hatton. The oak was not sported, and our rap at the inner door was immediately answered by a shout of Come in! As we opened it we heard a peculiar whirring sound. Road skates, said Hatton, gracefully circling the table and then coming to a standstill. I was introduced. Im very glad to see you both, he said. The two other men I share these rooms with have gone away, so Im killing time by training for my road-skate tour abroad. Its trying for ones ankles.

Could you go downstairs on them? said Malim.

Certainly, he replied, Ill do so now. And when were down, Ill have a little practice in the open.

Whereupon he skated to the landing, scrambled down the stairs, sped up Middle Temple Lane, and called the porter to let us out into Fleet Street. He struck me as a man who differed in some respects from the popular conception of a curate.

Ill race you to Ludgate Circus and back, said the clergyman.

Youre too fast, said Malim; it must be a handicap.

We might do it level in a cab, said I, for I saw a hansom crawling towards us.

Done, said the Rev. John Hatton. Done, for half-a-crown!

I climbed into the hansom, and Malim, about to follow me, found that a constable, to whom the soil of the City had given spontaneous birth, was standing at his shoulder. Wots the game? inquired the officer, with tender solicitude.

A fine night, Perkins, remarked Hatton.

A fine morning, beggin your pardon, sir, said the policeman facetiously. He seemed to be an acquaintance of the skater.

Reliability trials, continued Hatton. Be good enough to start us, Perkins.

Very good, sir, said Perkins.

Drive to Ludgate Circus and back, and beat the gentleman on the skates, said Malim to our driver, who was taking the race as though he assisted at such events in the course of his daily duty.

Hi shall say, Are you ready? Horf!

We shall have Perkins applying to the Jockey Club for Ernest Willoughbys job, whispered Malim.

Are you ready? Horf!

Hatton was first off the mark. He raced down the incline to the Circus at a tremendous speed. He was just in sight as he swung laboriously round and headed for home. But meeting him on our outward journey, we noticed that the upward slope was distressing him. Shall we do it? we asked.

Yessir, said our driver. And now we, too, were on the up grade. We went up the hill at a gallop: were equal with Hatton at Fetter Lane, and reached the Temple Gate yards to the good.

The ancient driver of a four-wheeler had been the witness of the finish.

He gazed with displeasure upon us.

This eres a nice use ter put Fleet Street to, I dont think, he said coldly.

This sarcastic rebuke rather damped us, and after Hatton had paid Malim his half-crown, and had invited me to visit him, we departed.

Queer chap, Hatton, said Malim as we walked up the Strand.

I was to discover at no distant date that he was distinctly a many-sided man. I have met a good many clergymen in my time, but I have never come across one quite like the Rev. John Hatton.


CHAPTER 9. JULIAN LEARNS MY SECRET
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

A difficulty in the life of a literary man in London is the question of getting systematic exercise. At school and college I had been accustomed to play games every day, and now I felt the change acutely.

It was through this that I first became really intimate with John Hatton, and incidentally with Sidney Price, of the Moon Assurance Company. I happened to mention my trouble one night in Hattons rooms. I had been there frequently since my first visit.

None of my waistcoats fit, I remarked.

My dear fellow, said Hatton, Ill give you exercise and to spare; that is to say, if you can box.

Im not a champion, I said; but Im fond of it. I shouldnt mind taking up boxing again. Theres nothing like it for exercise.

Quite right, James, he replied; and exercise, as I often tell my boys, is essential.

What boys? I asked.

My club boys, said Hatton. They belong to the most dingy quarter of the whole of London — South Lambeth. They are not hooligans. They are not so interesting as that. They represent the class of youth that is a stratum or two above hooliganism. Frightful weeds. They lack the robust animalism of the class below them, and they lack the intelligence of the class above them. The fellows at my club are mostly hard-working mechanics and under-paid office boys. They have nothing approaching a sense of humour or the instinct of sport.

Not very encouraging, I said.

Nor picturesque, said Hatton; and that is why theyve been so neglected. There is romance in an out-and-out hooligan. It interests people to reform him. But to the outsider my boys are dull. I dont find them so. But then I know them. Boxing lessons are just what they want. In fact, I was telling Sidney Price, an insurance clerk who lives in Lambeth and helps me at the club, only yesterday how much I wished we could teach them to use the gloves.

Ill take it on, then, Hatton, if you like, I said. It ought to keep me in form.

I found that it did. I ceased to be aware of my liver. That winter I was able to work to good purpose, and the result was that I arrived. It dawned upon me at last that the precarious idea was played out. One could see too plainly the white sheet and phosphorus.

And I was happy. Happier, perhaps, than I had ever hoped to be. Happier, in a sense, than I can hope to be again. I had congenial work, and, what is more, I had congenial friends.

What friends they were!

Julian — I seem to see him now sprawling in his hammock, sucking his pipe, planning an advertisement, or propounding some whimsical theory of life; and in his eyes he bears the pain of one whose love and life are spoilt. Julian — no longer my friend.

Kit and Malim — what evenings are suggested by those names.

Evenings alone with Malim at his flat in Vernon Place. An unimpeachable dinner, a hand at picquet, midnight talk with the blue smoke wreathing round our heads.

Well, Malim and I are unlikely to meet again in Vernon Place. Nor shall we foregather at the little house in the Hampstead Road, the house which Kit enveloped in an inimitable air of domesticity. Her past had not been unconnected with the minor stage. She could play on the piano from ear, and sing the songs of the street with a charming cockney twang. But there was nothing of the stage about her now. She was born for domesticity and, as the wife of Malim, she wished to forget all that had gone before. She even hesitated to give us her wonderful imitations of the customers at the fried fish shop, because in her heart she did not think such impersonations altogether suitable for a respectable married woman.

It was Malim who got me elected to the Barrel Club. I take it that I shall pay few more visits there.

I have mentioned at this point the love of my old friends who made my first years in London a period of happiness, since it was in this month of April that I had a momentous conversation with Julian about Margaret.

He had come to Walpole Street to use my typewriter, and seemed amazed to find that I was still living in much the same style as I had always done.

Let me see, he said. How long is it since I was here last?

You came some time before Christmas.

Ah, yes, he said reminiscently. I was doing a lot of travelling just then. And he added, thoughtfully, What a curious fellow you are, Jimmy. Here are you making — — He glanced at me.

Oh, say a thousand a year.

 — Fifteen hundred a year, and you live in precisely the same shoddy surroundings as you did when your manuscripts were responsible for an extra size in waste-paper baskets. I was surprised to hear that you were still in Walpole Street. I supposed that, at any rate, you had taken the whole house.

His eyes raked the little sitting-room from the sham marble mantelpiece to the bamboo cabinet. I surveyed it, too, and suddenly it did seem unnecessarily wretched and depressing.

Julian looked at me curiously.

Theres some mystery here, he said.

Dont be an ass, Julian, I replied weakly.

Its no good denying it, he retorted; theres some mystery. Youre a materialist. You dont live like this from choice. If you were to follow your own inclinations, youd do things in the best style you could run to. Youd be in Jermyn Street; youd have your man, a cottage in Surrey; youd entertain, go out a good deal. Youd certainly give up these dingy quarters. My friendship for you deplores a mammoth skeleton in your cupboard, James. My study of advertising tells me that this paltry existence of yours does not adequately push your name before the public. Youre losing money, youre — —

Stop, Julian, I exclaimed.

Cherchez, he continued, cherchez — —

Stop! Confound you, stop! I tell you — —

Come, he said laughing. I mustnt force your confidence; but I cant help feeling its odd — —

When I came to London, I said, firmly, I was most desperately in love. I was to make a fortune, incidentally my name, marry, and live happily ever after. There seemed last year nothing complex about that programme. It seemed almost too simple. I even, like a fool, thought to add an extra touch of piquancy to it by endeavouring to be a Bohemian. I then discovered that what I was attempting was not so simple as I had imagined. To begin with, Bohemians diffuse their brains in every direction except that where bread-and-butter comes from. I found, too, that unless one earns bread-and-butter, one has to sprint very fast to the workhouse door to prevent oneself starving before one gets there; so I dropped Bohemia and I dropped many other pleasant fictions as well. I took to examining pavements, saw how hard they were, had a look at the gutters, and saw how broad they were. I noticed the accumulation of dirt on the house fronts, the actual proportions of industrial buildings. I observed closely the price of food, clothes, and roofs.

You became a realist.

Yes; I read a good deal of Gissing about then, and it scared me. I pitied myself. And after that came pity for the girl I loved. I swore that I would never let her come to my side in the ring where the monster Poverty and I were fighting. If youve been there youve been in hell. And if you come out with your soul alive you cant tell other people what it felt like. They couldnt understand.

Julian nodded. I understand, you know, he said gravely.

Yes, youve been there, I said. Well, youve seen that my little turn-up with the monster was short and sharp. It wasnt one of the old-fashioned, forty-round, most-of-a-lifetime, feint-for-an-opening, in-and-out affairs. Our pace was too fast for that. We went at it both hands, fighting all the time. I was going for the knock-out in the first round. Not your method, Julian.

No, said Julian; its not my method. I treat the monster rather as a wild animal than as a hooligan; and hearing that wild animals wont do more than sniff at you if you lie perfectly still, I adopted that ruse towards him to save myself the trouble of a conflict. But the effect of lying perfectly still was that I used to fall asleep; and that works satisfactorily.

Julian, I said, I detect a touch of envy in your voice. You try to keep it out, but you cant. Wait a bit, though. I havent finished.

As you know, I had the monster down in less than no time. I said to myself, Ive won. Ill write to Margaret, and tell her so! Do you know I had actually begun to write the letter when another thought struck me. One that started me sweating and shaking. The monster, I said again to myself, the monster is devilish cunning. Perhaps hes only shamming! It looks as if he were beaten. Suppose its only a feint to get me off my guard. Suppose he just wants me to take my eyes off him so that he may get at me again as soon as Ive begun to look for a comfortable chair and a mantelpiece to rest my feet on! I told myself that I wouldnt risk bringing Margaret over. I didnt dare chance her being with me if ever I had to go back into the ring. So I kept jumping and stamping on the monster. The referee had given me the fight and had gone away; and, with no one to stop me, I kicked the life out of him.

No, you didnt, interrupted Julian. Excuse me, Im sure you didnt. I often wake up and hear him prowling about.

Yes; but theres a separate monster set apart for each of us. Its Fate who arranges the programme, and, by stress of business, Fate postpones many contests so late that before they can take place the man has died. Those who die before their fight comes on are called rich men. To return, however, to my own monster: I was at last convinced that he was dead a thousand times — —

How long have you had this conviction? asked Julian.

The absolute certainty that my monster has ceased to exist came to me this morning whilst I brushed my hair.

Ah, said Julian; and now, I suppose, you really will write to Miss Margaret — — He paused.

Goodwin?

To Miss Margaret Goodwin, he repeated.

Look here, Julian, I said irritably; its no use your repeating every observation I make as though you were Massa Johnson on Margate Sands.

Whats the matter?

I was silent for a moment. Then I confessed.

Julian, I said, I cant write to her. You need neither say that Im a blackguard nor that youre sorry for us both. At this present moment Ive no more affection for Margaret than I have for this chair. When precisely I left off caring for her I dont know. Why I ever thought I loved her I dont know, either. But ever since I came to London all the love I did have for her has been ebbing away every day.

Had you met many people before you met her? asked Julian slowly.

No one that counted. Not a woman that counted, thats to say. I am shy with women. I can talk to them in a sort of way, but I never seem able to get intimate. Margaret was different. She saved my life, and we spent the summer in Guernsey together.

And you seriously expected not to fall in love? Julian laughed My dear Jimmy, you ought to write a psychological novel.

Possibly. But, in the meantime, what am I to do?

Julian stood up.

Shes in love with you, I suppose?

Yes.

He stood looking at me.

Well, cant you speak? I said.

He turned away, shrugging his shoulders. Ones got ones own right and ones own wrong, he grumbled, lighting his pipe.

I know what youre thinking, I said.

He would not look at me.

Youre thinking, I went on, what a cad I am not to have written that letter. I sat down resting my head on my hands. After all — love and liberty — theyre both very sweet.

Im thinking, said Julian, watching the smoke from his pipe abstractedly, that you will probably write tonight; and I think I know how youre feeling.

Julian, I said, must it be tonight? Why? The letter shall go. But must it be tonight?

Julian hesitated.

No, he said; but youve made up your mind, so why put off the inevitable?

I cant, I exclaimed; oh, I really cant. I must have my freedom a little longer.

You must give it up some day. Itll be all the harder when youve got to face it.

I dont mind that. A little more freedom, just a little; and then Ill tell her to come to me.

He smoked in silence.

Surely, I said, this little more freedom that I ask is a small thing compared with the sacrifice I have promised to make?

You wont let her know its a sacrifice?

Of course not. She shall think that I love her as I used to.

Yes, you ought to do that, he said softly. Poor devil, he added.

Am I too selfish? I asked.

He got up to go. No, he said. To my mind, youre entitled to a breathing space before you give up all that you love best. But theres a risk.

Of what?

Of her finding out by some other means than yourself and before your letter comes, that the letter should have been written earlier. Do you sign all your stuff with your own name?

Yes.

Well, then, shes bound to see how youre getting on. Shell see your name in the magazines, in newspapers and in books. Shell know you dont write for nothing, and shell make calculations.

I was staggered.

You mean — ? I said.

Why, it will occur to her before long that your statement of your income doesnt square with the rest of the evidence; and shell wonder why you pose as a pauper when youre really raking in the money with both hands. Shell think it over, and then shell see it all.

I see, I said, dully. Well, youve taken my last holiday from me. Ill write to her tonight, telling her the truth.

I shouldnt, necessarily. Wait a week or two. You may quite possibly hit on some way out of the difficulty. Im bound to say, though, I cant see one myself at the moment.

Nor can I, I said.


CHAPTER 10. TOM BLAKE AGAIN
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

Hattons Club boys took kindly to my course of instruction. For a couple of months, indeed, it seemed that another golden age of the noble art was approaching, and that the rejuvenation of boxing would occur, beginning at Carnation Hall, Lambeth.

Then the thing collapsed like a punctured tyre.

At first, of course, they fought a little shy. But when I had them up in line, and had shown them what a large proportion of an eight-ounce glove is padding, they grew more at ease. To be asked suddenly to fight three rounds with one of your friends before an audience, also of your friends, is embarrassing. One feels hot and uncomfortable. Hattons boys jibbed nervously. As a preliminary measure, therefore, I drilled them in a class at foot-work and the left lead. They found the exercise exhilarating. If this was the idea, they seemed to say, let the thing go on. Then I showed them how to be highly scientific with a punch ball. Finally, I sparred lightly with them myself.

In the rough they were impossible boxers. After their initial distrust had evaporated under my gentle handling of them, they forgot all I had taught them about position and guards. They bored in, heads down and arms going like semicircular pistons. Once or twice I had to stop them. They were easily steadied. They hastened to adopt a certain snakiness of attack instead of the frontal method which had left them so exposed. They began to cultivate a kind of negative style. They were tremendously impressed by the superiority of science over strength.

I am not sure that I did not harp rather too much on the scientific note. Perhaps if I had referred to it less, the ultimate disaster would not have been quite so appalling. On the other hand, I had not the slightest suspicion that they would so exaggerate my meaning when I was remarking on the worth of science, how it tells, and how it causes the meagre stripling to play fast and loose with huge, brawny ruffians — no cowards, mark you — and hairy as to their chests.

But the weeds at Hattons Club were fascinated by my homilies on science. The simplicity of the thing appealed to them irresistibly. They caught at the expression, Science, and regarded it as the Hey Presto! of a friendly conjurer who could so arrange matters for them that powerful opponents would fall flat, involuntarily, at the sight of their technically correct attitude.

I did not like to destroy their illusions. Had I said to them, Look here, science is no practical use to you unless youve got low-bridged, snub noses, protruding temples, nostrils like the tubes of a vacuum-cleaner, stomach muscles like motor-car wheels, hands like legs of mutton, and biceps like transatlantic cables — had I said that, they would have voted boxing a fraud, and gone away to quarrel over a game of backgammon, which was precisely what I wished to avoid.

So I let them go on with their tapping and feinting and side-slipping.

To make it worse they overheard Sidney Price trying to pay me a compliment. Price was the insurance clerk who had attached himself to Hatton and had proved himself to be of real service in many ways. He was an honest man, but he could not box. He came down to the hall one night after I had given four or five lessons, to watch the boys spar. Of course, to the uninitiated eye it did seem as though they were neat in their work. The sight was very different from the absurd exhibition which Price had seen on the night I started with them. He might easily have said, if he was determined to compliment me, that they had improved, progressed, or something equally adequate and innocuous. But no. The man must needs be effusive, positively gushing. He came to me in transports. Wonderful! he said. Wonderful!

Whats wonderful? I said, a shade irritably.

Their style, he said loudly, so that they could all hear, their style. Its their style that astonishes me.

I hustled him away as soon as I could, but the mischief was done.

Style ran through Hattons Club boys like an epidemic. Carnation Hall fairly buzzed with style. An apology for a blow which landed on your chest with the delicacy of an Agag among butterflies was extolled to the skies because it was a stylish blow. When Alf Joblin, a recruit, sent Walter Greenway sprawling with a random swing on the mark, there was a pained shudder. Not only Walter Greenway, but the whole club explained to Alf that the swing was a bad swing, an awful violation of style, practically a crime. By the time they had finished explaining, Alf was dazed; and when invited by Walter to repeat the hit with a view to his being further impressed with its want of style, did so in such half-hearted fashion that Walter had time to step stylishly aside and show Alf how futile it is to be unscientific.

To the club this episode was decently buried in an unremembered past. To me, however, it was significant, though I did not imagine it would ever have the tremendous sequel which was brought about by the coming of Thomas Blake.

Fate never planned a coup so successfully. The psychology of Blakes arrival was perfect. The boxers of Carnation Hall had worked themselves into a mental condition which I knew was as ridiculous as it was dangerous. Their conceit and their imagination transformed the hall into a kind of improved National Sporting Club. They went about with an air of subdued but tremendous athleticism. They affected a sort of self-conscious nonchalance. They adopted an odiously patronising attitude towards the once popular game of backgammon. I daresay that picture is not yet forgotten where a British general, a man of blood and iron, is portrayed as playing with a baby, to the utter neglect of a table full of important military dispatches. Well, the club boys, to a boy, posed as generals of blood and iron when they condescended to play backgammon. They did it, but they let you see that they did not regard it as one of the serious things of life.

Also, knowing that each others hitting was so scientific as to be harmless, they would sometimes deliberately put their eye in front of their opponents stylish left, in the hope that the blow would raise a bruise. It hardly ever did. But occasionally —— ! Oh, then you should have seen the hero-with-the-quiet-smile look on their faces as they lounged ostentatiously about the place. In a word, they were above themselves. They sighed for fresh worlds to conquer. And Thomas Blake supplied the long-felt want.

Personally, I did not see his actual arrival. I only saw his handiwork after he had been a visitor awhile within the hall. But, to avoid unnecessary verbiage and to avail myself of the privilege of an author, I will set down, from the evidence of witnesses, the main points of the episode as though I myself had been present at his entrance.

He did not strike them, I am informed, as a particularly big man. He was a shade under average height. His shoulders seemed to them not so much broad as humpy. He rolled straight in from the street on a wet Saturday night at ten minutes to nine, asking for free tea.

I should mention that on certain Fridays Hatton gave a free meal to his parishioners on the understanding that it was rigidly connected with a Short Address. The preceding Friday had been such an occasion. The placards announcing the tea were still clinging to the outer railings of the hall.

When I said that Blake asked for free tea, I should have said, shouted for free tea. He cast one decisive glance at Hattons placards, and rolled up. He shot into the gate, up the steps, down the passage, and through the door leading into the big corrugated-iron hall which I used for my lessons. And all the time he kept shouting for free tea.

In the hall the members of my class were collected. Some were changing their clothes; others, already changed, were tapping the punch-ball. They knew that I always came punctually at nine oclock, and they liked to be ready for me. Amongst those present was Sidney Price.

Thomas Blake brought up short, hiccuping, in the midst of them. Gimme that free tea! he said.

Sidney Price, whose moral fortitude has never been impeached, was the first to handle the situation.

My good man, he said, I am sorry to say you have made a mistake.

A mistake! said Thomas, quickly taking him up. A mistake! Oh! What oh! My errer?

Quite so, said Price, diplomatically; an error.

Thomas Blake sat down on the floor, fumbled for a short pipe, and said, Seems ter me Im sick of errers. Sick of em! Made a bloomer this mornin — this way. Here he took into his confidence the group which had gathered uncertainly round him. My wifes brother, im wots a postman, owes me arf a bloomin thick un. Es a hard-working bloke, and ter save im trouble I came down ere from Brentford, where my boat lies, to catch im on is rounds. Lot of catchin e wanted, too — I dont think. Tracked im by the knocks at last. And then, wot dyer think e said? Didnt know nothing about no ruddy arf thick un, and would I kindly cease to impede a public servant in the discharge of is dooty. Otherwise — the perlice. That, mind you, was my own brother-in-law. Oh, hes a nice man, I dont think!

Thomas Blake nodded his head as one who, though pained by the hollowness of life, is resigned to it, and proceeded to doze.

The crowd gazed at him and murmured.

Sidney Price, however, stepped forward with authority.

Youd better be going, he said; and he gently jogged the recumbent boatmans elbow.

Leave me be! I want my tea, was the muttered and lyrical reply.

Hook it! said Price.

Without my tea? asked Blake, opening his eyes wide.

It was yesterday, explained Price, brusquely. There isnt any free tea tonight.

The effect was magical. A very sinister expression came over the face of the prostrate one, and he slowly clambered to his feet.

Ho! he said, disengaging himself from his coat. Ho. There aint no free tea ternight, aint there? Bills stuck on them railings in errer, I suppose. Another bloomin errer. Seems to me Im sick of errers. Wot I says is, Come on, all of yer. Im Tom Blake, I am. You can arst them down at Brentford. Kind old Tom Blake, wot wouldnt hurt a fly; and I says, Come on, all of yer, and Ill knock yer insides through yer backbones.

Sidney Price spoke again. His words were honeyed, but ineffectual.

Im honest old Tom, I am, boomed Thomas Blake, and Im ready for the lot of yer: you and yer free tea and yer errers.

At this point Alf Joblin detached himself from the hovering crowd and said to Price: He must be cowed. Ill knock sense into the drunken brute.

Well, said Price, hes got to go; but you wont hurt him, Alf, will you?

No, said Alf, I wont hurt him. Ill just make him look a fool. This is where science comes in.

Im honest old Tom, droned the boatman.

If you will have it, said Alf, with fine aposiopesis.

He squared up to him.

Now Alf Joblin, like the other pugilists of my class, habitually refrained from delivering any sort of attack until he was well assured that he had seen an orthodox opening. A large part of every round between Hattons boys was devoted to stealthy circular movements, signifying nothing. But Thomas Blake had not had the advantage of scientific tuition. He came banging in with a sweeping right. Alf stopped him with his left. Again Blake swung his right, and again he took Alfs stopping blow without a blink. Then he went straight in, right and left in quick succession. The force of the right was broken by Alfs guard, but the left got home on the mark; and Alf Joblins wind left him suddenly. He sat down on the floor.

To say that this tragedy in less than five seconds produced dismay among the onlookers would be incorrect. They were not dismayed. They were amused. They thought that Alf had laid himself open to chaff. Whether he had slipped or lost his head they did not know. But as for thinking that Alf with all his scientific knowledge was not more than a match for this ignorant, intoxicated boatman, such a reflection never entered their heads. What is more, each separate member of the audience was convinced that he individually was the proper person to illustrate the efficacy of style versus untutored savagery.

As soon, therefore, as Alf Joblin went writhing to the floor, and Thomas Blakes voice was raised afresh in a universal challenge, Walter Greenway stepped briskly forward.

And as soon as Walters guard had been smashed down by a most unconventional attack, and Walter himself had been knocked senseless by a swing on the side of the jaw, Bill Shale leaped gaily forth to take his place.

And so it happened that, when I entered the building at nine, it was as though a devastating tornado had swept down every club boy, sparing only Sidney Price, who was preparing miserably to meet his fate.

To me, standing in the doorway, the situation was plain at the first glance. Only by a big effort could I prevent myself laughing outright. It was impossible to check a grin. Thomas Blake saw me.

Hullo! I said; whats all this?

He stared at me.

Ullo! he said, another of em, is it? Im honest old Tom Blake, I am, and wot I say is — —

Why honest, Mr. Blake? I interrupted.

Call me a liar, then! said he. Go on. You do it. Call it me, then, and lets see.

He began to shuffle towards me.

Who pinched his fathers trousers, and popped them? I inquired genially.

He stopped and blinked.

Eh? he said weakly.

And who, I continued, when sent with twopence to buy postage-stamps, squandered it on beer?

His jaw dropped, as it had dropped in Covent Garden. It must be very unpleasant to have ones past continually rising up to confront one.

Look ere! he said, a conciliatory note in his voice, you and mes pals, mister, aint we? Say were pals. Of course we are. You and me dont want no fuss. Of course we dont. Then look here: this is ow it is. You come along with me and ave a drop.

It did not seem likely that my class would require any instruction in boxing that evening in addition to that which Mr. Blake had given them, so I went with him.

Over the moisture, as he facetiously described it, he grew friendliness itself. He did not ask after Kit, but gave his opinion of her gratuitously. According to him, she was unkind to her relations. Crool arsh, he said. A girl, in fact, who made no allowances for a man, and was over-prone to Sauce and the Nasty Snack.

We parted the best of friends.

Any time youre on the Cut, he said, gripping my hand with painful fervour, you look out for Tom Blake, mister. Tom Blake of the Ashlade and Lechton. No ceremony. Jest drop in on me and the missis. Goo night.

At the moment of writing Tom Blake is rapidly acquiring an assured position in the heart of the British poetry-loving public. This incident in his career should interest his numerous admirers. The world knows little of its greatest men.


CHAPTER 11. JULIANS IDEA
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

I had been relating, on the morning after the Blake affair, the stirring episode of the previous night to Julian. He agreed with me that it was curious that our potato-thrower of Covent Garden market should have crossed my path again. But I noticed that, though he listened intently enough, he lay flat on his back in his hammock, not looking at me, but blinking at the ceiling; and when I had finished he turned his face towards the wall — which was unusual, since I generally lunched on his breakfast, as I was doing then, to the accompaniment of quite a flow of languid abuse.

I was in particularly high spirits that morning, for I fancied that I had found a way out of my difficulty about Margaret. That subject being uppermost in my mind, I guessed at once what Julians trouble was.

I think youd like to know, Julian, I said, whether Id written to Guernsey.

Well?

Its all right, I said.

Youve told her to come?

No; but Im able to take my respite without wounding her. Thats as good as writing, isnt it? We agreed on that.

Yes; that was the idea. If you could find a way of keeping her from knowing how well you were getting on with your writing, you were to take it. Whats your idea?

Ive hit on a very simple way out of the difficulty, I said. It came to me only this morning. All I need do is to sign my stuff with a pseudonym.

You only thought of that this morning?

Yes. Why?

My dear chap, I thought of it as soon as you told me of the fix you were in.

You might have suggested it.

Julian slid to the floor, drained the almost empty teapot, rescued the last kidney, and began his breakfast.

I would have suggested it, he said, if the idea had been worth anything.

What! Whats wrong with it?

My dear man, its too risky. Its not as though you kept to one form of literary work. Youre so confoundedly versatile. Lets suppose you did sign your work with a nom de plume.

Say, George Chandos.

All right. George Chandos. Well, how long would it be, do you think, before paragraphs appeared, announcing to the public, not only of England but of the Channel Islands, that George Chandos was really Jimmy Cloyster?

What rot! I said. Why the deuce should they want to write paragraphs about me? Im not a celebrity. Youre talking through your hat, Julian.

Julian lit his pipe.

Not at all, he said. Count the number of people who must necessarily be in the secret from the beginning. There are your publishers, Prodder and Way. Then there are the editors of the magazine which publishes your Society dialogue bilge, and of all the newspapers, other than the Orb, in which your serious verse appears. My dear Jimmy, the news that you and George Chandos were the same man would go up and down Fleet Street and into the Barrel like wildfire. And after that the paragraphs.

I saw the truth of his reasoning before he had finished speaking. Once more my spirits fell to the point where they had been before I hit upon what I thought was such a bright scheme.

Julians pipe had gone out while he was talking. He lit it again, and spoke through the smoke:

The weak point of your idea, of course, is that you and George Chandos are a single individual.

But why should the editors know that? Why shouldnt I simply send in my stuff, typed, by post, and never appear myself at all?

My dear Jimmy, you know as well as I do that that wouldnt work. It would do all right for a bit. Then one morning: Dear Mr. Chandos, — I should be glad if you could make it convenient to call here some time between Tuesday and Thursday. — Yours faithfully. Editor of Something-or-other. Sooner or later a man who writes at all regularly for the papers is bound to meet the editors of them. A successful author cant conduct all his business through the post. Of course, if you chucked London and went to live in the country — —

I couldnt, I said. I simply couldnt do it. Londons got into my bones.

It does, said Julian.

I like the country, but I couldnt live there. Besides, I dont believe I could write there — not for long. All my ideas would go.

Julian nodded.

Just so, he said. Then exit George Chandos.

My scheme is worthless, you think, then?

As you state it, yes.

You mean —— ? I prompted quickly, clutching at something in his tone which seemed to suggest that he did not consider the matter entirely hopeless.

I mean this. The weak spot in your idea, as I told you, is that you and George Chandos have the same body. Now, if you could manage to provide George with separate flesh and blood of his own, theres no reason — —

By Jove! youve hit it. Go on.

Listen. Here is my rough draft of what I think might be a sound, working system. How many divisions does your work fall into, not counting the Orb?

I reflected.

Well, of course, I do a certain amount of odd work, but lately Ive rather narrowed it down, and concentrated my output. It seemed to me a better plan than sowing stuff indiscriminately through all the papers in London.

Well, how many stunts have you got? Theres your serious verse — one. And your Society stuff — two. Any more?

Novels and short stories.

Class them together — three. Any more?

No; thats all.

Very well, then. What you must do is to look about you, and pick carefully three men on whom you can rely. Divide your signed stuff between these three men. They will receive your copy, sign it with their own names, and see that it gets to wherever you want to send it. As far as the editorial world is concerned, and as far as the public is concerned, they will become actually the authors of the manuscripts which you have prepared for them to sign. They will forward you the cheques when they arrive, and keep accounts to which you will have access. I suppose you will have to pay them a commission on a scale to be fixed by mutual arrangement. As regards your unsigned work, there is nothing to prevent your doing that yourself— On Your Way, I mean, whenever theres any holiday work going: general articles, and light verse. I say, though, half a moment.

Why, what?

Ive thought of a difficulty. The editors who have been taking your stuff hitherto may have a respect for the name of James Orlebar Cloyster which they may not extend to the name of John Smith or George Chandos, or whoever it is. I mean, its quite likely the withdrawal of the name will lead to the rejection of the manuscript.

Oh no; thats all right, I said. Its the stuff they want, not the name. I dont say that names dont matter. They do. But only if theyre big names. Kipling might get a story rejected if he sent it in under a false name, which theyd have taken otherwise just because he was Kipling. What they want from me is the goods. I can shove any label on them I like. The editor will read my ghosts stuff, see its what he wants, and put it in. He may say, Its rather like Cloysters style, but hell certainly add, Anyhow, its what I want. You can scratch that difficulty, Julian. Any more?

I think not. Of course, theres the objection that youll lose any celebrity you might have got. No onell say, Oh, Mr. Cloyster, I enjoyed your last book so much!

And no onell say, Oh, do you write, Mr. Cloyster? How interesting! What have you written? You must send me a copy.

Thats true. In any case, its celebrity against the respite, obscurity against Miss Goodwin. While the system is in operation you will be free but inglorious. You choose freedom? All right, then. Pass the matches.


CHAPTER 12. THE FIRST GHOST
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

Such was the suggestion Julian made; and I praised its ingenuity, little thinking how bitterly I should come to curse it in the future.

I was immediately all anxiety to set the scheme working.

Will you be one of my three middlemen, Julian? I asked.

He shook his head.

Thanks! he said; its very good of you, but I darent encroach further on my hours of leisure. Skeffingtons Sloe Gin has already become an incubus.

I could not move him from this decision.

It is not everybody who, in a moment of emergency, can put his hand on three men of his acquaintance capable of carrying through a more or less delicate business for him. Certainly I found a difficulty in making my selection. I ran over the list of my friends in my mind. Then I was compelled to take pencil and paper, and settle down seriously to what I now saw would be a task of some difficulty. After half an hour I read through my list, and could not help smiling. I had indeed a mixed lot of acquaintances. First came Julian and Malim, the two pillars of my world. I scratched them out. Julian had been asked and had refused; and, as for Malim, I shrank from exposing my absurd compositions to his critical eye. A man who could deal so trenchantly over a pipe and a whisky-and-soda with Established Reputations would hardly take kindly to seeing my work in print under his name. I wished it had been possible to secure him, but I did not disguise it from myself that it was not.

The rest of the list was made up of members of the Barrel Club (impossible because of their inherent tendency to break out into personal paragraphs); writers like Fermin and Gresham, above me on the literary ladder, and consequently unapproachable in a matter of this kind; certain college friends, who had vanished into space, as men do on coming down from the Varsity, leaving no address; John Hatton, Sidney Price, and Tom Blake.

There were only three men in that list to whom I felt I could take my suggestion. Hatton was one, Price was another, and Blake was the third. Hatton should have my fiction, Price my Society stuff, Blake my serious verse.

That evening I went off to the Temple to sound Hatton on the subject of signing my third book. The wretched sale of my first two had acted as something of a check to my enthusiasm for novel-writing. I had paused to take stock of my position. My first two novels had, I found on re-reading them, too much of the Varsity tone in them to be popular. That is the mistake a man falls into through being at Cambridge or Oxford. He fancies unconsciously that the world is peopled with undergraduates. He forgets that what appeals to an undergraduate public may be Greek to the outside reader and, unfortunately, not compulsory Greek. The reviewers had dealt kindly with my two books (this pleasant little squib, full of quiet humour, should amuse all who remember their undergraduate days); but the great heart of the public had remained untouched, as had the great purse of the public. I had determined to adopt a different style. And now my third book was ready. It was called, When It Was Lurid, with the sub-title, A Tale of God and Allah. There was a piquant admixture of love, religion, and Eastern scenery which seemed to point to a record number of editions.

I took the type-script of this book with me to the Temple.

Hatton was in. I flung When It Was Lurid on the table, and sat down.

Whats this? inquired Hatton, fingering the brown-paper parcel. If its the corpse of a murdered editor, I think its only fair to let you know that I have a prejudice against having my rooms used as a cemetery. Go and throw him into the river.

Its anything but a corpse. Its the most lively bit of writing ever done. Theres enough fire in that book to singe your tablecloth.

You arent going to read it to me out loud? he said anxiously.

No.

Have I got to read it when youre gone?

Not unless you wish to.

Then why, if I may ask, do you carry about a parcel which, I should say, weighs anything between one and two tons, simply to use it as a temporary table ornament? Is it the Sandow System?

No, I said; its like this.

And suddenly it dawned on me that it was not going to be particularly easy to explain to Hatton just what it was that I wanted him to do.

I made the thing clear at last, suppressing, of course, my reasons for the move. When he had grasped my meaning, he looked at me rather curiously.

Doesnt it strike you, he said, that what you propose is slightly dishonourable?

You mean that I have come deliberately to insult you, Hatton?

Our conversation seems to be getting difficult, unless you grant that honour is not one immovable, intangible landmark, fixed for humanity, but that it is a commodity we all carry with us in varying forms.

Personally, I believe that, as a help to identification, honour-impressions would be as useful as fingerprints.

Good! You agree with me. Now, you may have a different view; but, in my opinion, if I were to pose as the writer of your books, and gained credit for a literary skill — —

I laughed.

You wont get credit for literary skill out of the sort of books I want you to put your name to. Theyre potboilers. You neednt worry about Fame. Youll be a martyr, not a hero.

You may be right. You wrote the book. But, in any case, I should be more of a charlatan than I care about.

You wont do it? I said. Im sorry. It would have been a great convenience to me.

On the other hand, continued Hatton, ignoring my remark, there are arguments in favour of such a scheme as you suggest.

Stout fellow! I said encouragingly.

To examine the matter in its — er — financial — to suppose for a moment — briefly, what do I get out of it?

Ten per cent.

He looked thoughtful.

The end shall justify the means, he said. The money you pay me can do something to help the awful, the continual poverty of Lambeth. Yes, James Cloyster, I will sign whatever you send me.

Good for you, I said.

And I shall come better out of the transaction than you.

No one would credit the way that man — a clergyman, too — haggled over terms. He ended by squeezing fifteen per cent out of me.


CHAPTER 13. THE SECOND GHOST
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

The reasons which had led me to select Sidney Price as the sponsor of my Society dialogues will be immediately apparent to those who have read them. They were just the sort of things you would expect an insurance clerk to write. The humour was thin, the satire as cheap as the papers in which they appeared, and the vulgarity in exactly the right quantity for a public that ate it by the pound and asked for more. Every thing pointed to Sidney Price as the man.

It was my intention to allow each of my three ghosts to imagine that he was alone in the business; so I did not get Prices address from Hatton, who might have wondered why I wanted it, and had suspicions. I applied to the doorkeeper at Carnation Hall; and on the following evening I rang the front-door bell of The Hollyhocks, Belmont Park Road, Brixton.

Whilst I was waiting on the step, I was able to get a view through the slats of the Venetian blind of the front ground-floor sitting-room. I could scarcely restrain a cry of pure aesthetic delight at what I saw within. Price was sitting on a horse-hair sofa with an arm round the waist of a rather good-looking girl. Her eyes were fixed on his. It was Edwin and Angelina in real life.

Up till then I had suffered much discomfort from the illustrated record of their adventures in the comic papers. Is there really, I had often asked myself, a body of men so gifted that they can construct the impossible details of the lives of nonexistent types purely from imagination? If such creative genius as theirs is unrecognized and ignored, what hope of recognition is there for ones own work? The thought had frequently saddened me; but here at last they were — Edwin and Angelina in the flesh!

I took the gallant Sidney for a fifteen-minute stroll up and down the length of the Belmont Park Road. Poor Angelina! He came, as he expressed it, like a bird. Give him a sec. to slip on a pair of boots, he said, and he would be with me in two ticks.

He was so busy getting his hat and stick from the stand in the passage that he quite forgot to tell the lady that he was going out, and, as we left, I saw her with the tail of my eye sitting stolidly on the sofa, still wearing patiently the expression of her comic-paper portraits.

The task of explaining was easier than it had been with Hatton.

Sorry to drag you out, Price, I said, as we went down the steps.

Dont mention it, Mr. Cloyster, he said. Norah wont mind a bit of a sit by herself. Looked in to have a chat, or is there anything I can do?

Its like this, I said. You know I write a good deal?

Yes.

Well, it has occurred to me that, if I go on turning out quantities of stuff under my own name, theres a danger of the public getting tired of me.

He nodded.

Now, Im with you there, mind you, he said. Cant have too much of a good thing, some chaps say. I say, Yes, you can. Stands to reason a chap cant go on writing and writing without making a bloomer every now and then. What he wants is to take his time over it. Look at all the real swells— Erbert Spencer, Marie Corelli, and what not — you dont find them pushing it out every day of the year. They wait a bit and have a look round, and then they start again when theyre ready. Stands to reason thats the only way.

Quite right, I said; but the difficulty, if you live by writing, is that you must turn out a good deal, or you dont make enough to live on. Ive got to go on getting stuff published, but I dont want people to be always seeing my name about.

You mean, adopt a nom de ploom?

Thats the sort of idea; but Im going to vary it a little.

And I explained my plan.

But why me? he asked, when he had understood the scheme. What made you think of me?

The fact is, my dear fellow, I said, this writing is a game where personality counts to an enormous extent. The man who signs my Society dialogues will probably come into personal contact with the editors of the papers in which they appear. He will be asked to call at their offices. So you see I must have a man who looks as if he had written the stuff.

I see, he said complacently. Dressy sort of chap. Chap who looks as if he knew a thing or two.

Yes. I couldnt get Alf Joblin, for instance.

We laughed together at the notion.

Poor old Alf! said Sidney Price.

Now you probably know a good deal about Society?

Rather said Sidney. Theyre a hot lot. My word! Saw The Walls of Jericho three times. Gives it em pretty straight, that does. Visits of Elizabeth, too. Chase me! Used to think some of us chaps in the Moon were a bit O.T., but we arent in it — not in the same street. Chaps, I mean, whod call a girl behind the bar by her Christian name as soon as look at you. One chap I knew used to give the girl at the cash-desk of the Mecca he went to bottles of scent. Bottles of it — regular! Here you are, Tottie, he used to say, heres another little donation from yours truly. Kissed her once. Slap in front of everybody. Saw him do it. But, bless you, theyd think nothing of that in the Smart Set. Ever read Gods Good Man? Theres a book! My stars! Lets you see what goes on. Scorchers they are.

Thats just what my dialogues point out. I can count on you, then?

He said I could. He was an intelligent young man, and he gave me to understand that all would be well. He would carry the job through on the strict Q.T. He closely willingly with my offer of ten per cent, thus affording a striking contrast to the grasping Hatton. He assured me he had found literary chaps not half bad. Had occasionally had an idea of writing a bit himself.

We parted on good terms, and I was pleased to think that I was placing my Dialogues of Mayfair and my London and Country House Tales in really competent and appreciative hands.


CHAPTER 14. THE THIRD GHOST
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

There only remained now my serious verse, of which I turned out an enormous quantity. It won a ready acceptance in many quarters, notably the St. Stephens Gazette. Already I was beginning to oust from their positions on that excellent journal the old crusted poetesses who had supplied it from its foundation with verse. The prices they paid on the St. Stephens were in excellent taste. In the musical world, too, I was making way rapidly. Lyrics of the tea-and-muffin type streamed from my pen. Sleep whilst I Sing, Love, had brought me in an astonishing amount of money, in spite of the music-pirates. It was on the barrel-organs. Adults hummed it. Infants crooned it in their cots. Comic men at music-halls opened their turns by remarking soothingly to the conductor of the orchestra, Im going to sing now, so you go to sleep, love. In a word, while the boom lasted, it was a little gold-mine to me.

Thomas Blake was as obviously the man for me here as Sidney Price had been in the case of my Society dialogues. The public would find something infinitely piquant in the thought that its most sentimental ditties were given to it by the horny-handed steerer of a canal barge. He would be greeted as the modern Burns. People would ask him how he thought of his poems, and he would say, Oo-er! and they would hail him as delightfully original. In the case of Thomas Blake I saw my earnings going up with a bound. His personality would be a noble advertisement.

He was aboard the Ashlade or Lechton on the Cut, so I was informed by Kit. Which information was not luminous to me. Further inquiries, however, led me to the bridge at Brentford, whence starts that almost unknown system of inland navigation which extends to Manchester and Birmingham.

Here I accosted at a venture a ruminative bargee. Tom Blake? he repeated, reflectively. Oh! es been off this three hours on a trip to Braunston. Hell tie up tonight at the Shovel.

Wheres the Shovel?

Past Cowley, the Shovel is. This was spoken in a tired drawl which was evidently meant to preclude further chit-chat. To clinch things, he slouched away, waving me in an abstracted manner to the towpath.

I took the hint. It was now three oclock in the afternoon. Judging by the pace of the barges I had seen, I should catch Blake easily before nightfall. I set out briskly. An hours walking brought me to Hanwell, and I was glad to see a regular chain of locks which must have considerably delayed the Ashlade and Lechton.

The afternoon wore on. I went steadily forward, making inquiries as to Thomass whereabouts from the boats which met me, and always hearing that he was still ahead.

Footsore and hungry, I overtook him at Cowley. The two boats were in the lock. Thomas and a lady, presumably his wife, were ashore. On the Ashlades raised cabin cover was a baby. Two patriarchal-looking boys were respectively at the Ashlades and Lechtons tillers. The lady was attending to the horse.

The water in the lock rose gradually to a higher level.

Hold them tillers straight! yelled Thomas. At which point I saluted him. He was a little blank at first, but when I reminded him of our last meeting his face lit up at once. Why, youre the mister wot — —

Nuppie! came in a shrill scream from the lady with the horse. Nuppie!

Yes, Ada! answered the boy on the Ashlade.

Liz aint tied to the can. Dyou want er to be drownded? Didnt I tell you to be sure and tie her up tight?

So I did, Ada. Shes untied herself again. Yes, she as. Asnt she, Albert?

This appeal for corroboration was directed to the other small boy on the Lechton. It failed signally.

No, you did not tie Liz to the chimney. You know you never, Nuppie.

Wait till we get out of this lock! said Nuppie, earnestly.

The water pouring in from the northern sluice was forcing the tillers violently against the southern sluice gates.

If them boys, said Tom Blake in an overwrought voice, lets them tillers go round, its all up with my pair o boats. Lemme do it, you — — The rest of the sentence was mercifully lost in the thump with which Thomass feet bounded on the Ashlades cabin-top. He made Liz fast to the circular foot of iron chimney projecting from the boards; then, jumping back to the land, he said, more in sorrow than in anger: Lazy little brats! an theyve ad their tea, too.

Clear of the locks, I walked with Thomas and his ancient horse, trying to explain what I wanted done. But it was not until we had tied up for the night, had had beer at the Shovel, and (Nuppie and Albert being safely asleep in the second cabin) had met at supper that my instructions had been fully grasped. Thomas himself was inclined to be diffident, and had it not been for Ada would, I think, have let my offer slide. She was enthusiastic. It was she who told me of the cottage they had at Fenny Stratford, which they used as headquarters whilst waiting for a cargo.

That can be used as a permanent address, I said. All you have to do is to write your name at the end of each typewritten sheet, enclose it in the stamped envelope which I will send you, and send it by post. When the cheques come, sign them on the back and forward them to me. For every ten pounds you forward me, Ill give you one for yourself. In any difficulty, simply write to me — heres my own address — and Ill see you through it.

We cant go to prison for it, can we, mister? asked Ada suddenly, after a pause.

No, I said; theres nothing dishonest in what I propose.

Oh, she didnt so much mean that, said Thomas, thoughtfully.

They gave me a shakedown for the night in the cargo.

Just before turning in, I said casually, If anyone except me cashed the cheques by mistake, hed go to prison quick.

Yes, mister, came back Thomass voice, again a shade thoughtfully modulated.


CHAPTER 15. EVA EVERSLEIGH
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

With my system thus in full swing I experienced the intoxication of assured freedom. To say I was elated does not describe it. I walked on air. This was my state of mind when I determined to pay a visit to the Gunton-Cresswells. I had known them in my college days, but since I had been engaged in literature I had sedulously avoided them because I remembered that Margaret had once told me they were her friends.

But now there was no need for me to fear them on that account, and thinking that the solid comfort of their house in Kensington would be far from disagreeable, thither, one afternoon in spring, I made my way. It is wonderful how friendly Convention is to Art when Art does not appear to want to borrow money.

No. 5, Kensington Lane, W., is the stronghold of British respectability. It is more respectable than the most respectable suburb. Its attitude to Mayfair is that of a mother to a daughter who has gone on the stage and made a success. Kensington Lane is almost tolerant of Mayfair. But not quite. It admits the success, but shakes its head.

Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell took an early opportunity of drawing me aside, and began gently to pump me. After I had responded with sufficient docility to her leads, she reiterated her delight at seeing me again. I had concluded my replies with the words, I am a struggling journalist, Mrs. Cresswell. I accompanied the phrase with a half-smile which she took to mean — as I intended she should — that I was amusing myself by dabbling in literature, backed by a small, but adequate, private income.

Oh, come, James, she said, smiling approvingly, you know you will make a quite too dreadfully clever success. How dare you try to deceive me like that? A struggling journalist, indeed.

But I knew she liked that struggling journalist immensely. She would couple me and my own epithet together before her friends. She would enjoy unconsciously an imperceptible, but exquisite, sensation of patronage by having me at her house. Even if she discussed me with Margaret I was safe. For Margaret would give an altogether different interpretation of the smile with which I described myself as struggling. My smile would be mentally catalogued by her as brave; for it must not be forgotten that as suddenly as my name had achieved a little publicity, just so suddenly had it utterly disappeared.



Towards the end of May, it happened that Julian dropped into my rooms about three oclock, and found me gazing critically at a top-hat.

Ive seen you, he remarked, rather often in that get-up lately.

It is, perhaps, losing its first gloss, I answered, inspecting my hat closely. I cared not a bit for Julians sneers; for the smell of the flesh-pots of Kensington had laid hold of my soul, and I was resolved to make the most of the respite which my system gave me.

What salon is to have the honour today? he asked, spreading himself on my sofa.

Im going to the Gunton-Cresswells, I replied.

Julian slowly sat up.

Ah? he said conversationally.

Ive been asked to meet their niece, a Miss Eversleigh, whom theyve invited to stop with them. Funny, by the way, that her name should be the same as yours.

Not particularly, said Julian shortly; shes my cousin. My cousin Eva.

This was startling. There was a pause. Presently Julian said, Do you know, Jimmy, that if I were not the philosopher I am, Id curse this awful indolence of mine.

I saw it in a flash, and went up to him holding out my hand in sympathy. Thanks, he said, gripping it; but dont speak of it. I couldnt endure that, even from you, James. Its too hard for talking. If it was only myself whose life Id spoilt — if it was only myself — —

He broke off. And then, Hers too. Shes true as steel.

I had heard no more bitter cry than that.

I began to busy myself amongst some manuscripts to give Julian time to compose himself. And so an hour passed. At a quarter past four I got up to go out. Julian lay recumbent. It seemed terrible to leave him brooding alone over his misery.

A closer inspection, however, showed me he was asleep.



Meanwhile, Eva Eversleigh and I became firm friends. Of her person I need simply say that it was the most beautiful that Nature ever created. Pressed as to details, I should add that she was petite, dark, had brown hair, very big blue eyes, a retroussi nose, and a rather wide mouth.

Julian had said she was true as steel. Therefore, I felt no diffidence in manoeuvring myself into her society on every conceivable occasion. Sometimes she spoke to me of Julian, whom I admitted I knew, and, with feminine courage, she hid her hopeless, all-devouring affection for her cousin under the cloak of ingenuous levity. She laughed nearly every time his name was mentioned.

About this time the Gunton-Cresswells gave a dance.

I looked forward to it with almost painful pleasure. I had not been to a dance since my last May-week at Cambridge. Also No. 5, Kensington Lane had completely usurped the position I had previously assigned to Paradise. To waltz with Julians cousin — that was the ambition which now dwarfed my former hankering for the fame of authorship or a habitation in Bohemia.

Mrs. Goodwin once said that happiness consists in anticipating an impossible future. Be that as it may, I certainly thought my sensations were pleasant enough when at length my hansom pulled up jerkily beside the red-carpeted steps of No. 5, Kensington Lane. As I paid the fare, I could hear the murmur from within of a waltz tune — and I kept repeating to myself that Eva had promised me the privilege of taking her in to supper, and had given me the last two waltzes and the first two extras.

I went to pay my devoirs to my hostess. She was supinely gamesome. Ah, she said, showing her excellent teeth, Genius attendant at the revels of Terpsichore.

Where Beauty, Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell, I responded, cutting it, as though mutton, thick, teaches een the humblest visitor the reigning Muses art.

You may have this one, if you like, said Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell simply.

Supper came at last, and, with supper, Eva.

I must now write it down that she was not a type of English beauty. She was not, I mean, queenly, impassive, never-anything-but-her-cool-calm-self. Tonight, for instance, her eyes were as I had never seen them. There danced in them the merriest glitter, which was more than a mere glorification of the ordinary merry glitter — which scores of girls possess at every ball. To begin with, there was a diabolical abandon in Evas glitter, which raised it instantly above the common herds. And behind it all was that very misty mist. I dont know whether all men have seen that mist; but I am sure that no man has seen it more than once; and, from what Ive seen of the average man, I doubt if most of them have ever seen it at all. Well, there it was for me to see in Eva Eversleighs eyes that night at supper. It made me think of things unspeakable. I felt a rush of classic aestheticism: Arcadia, Helen of Troy, the happy valleys of the early Greeks. Supper: I believe I gave her oyster pbtis. But I was far away. Deep, deep, deep in Evas eyes I saw a craft sighting, neath a cloudless azure sky, the dark blue Symplegades; heard in my ears the jargon, loud and near me, of the sailors; and faintly oer the distance of the dead-calm sea rose intermittently the sound of brine-foam at the clashing rocks....

As we sat there tjte-`-tjte, she smiled across the table at me with such perfect friendliness, it seemed as though a magic barrier separated our two selves from all the chattering, rustling crowd around us. When she spoke, a little quiver of feeling blended adorably with the low, sweet tones of her voice. We talked, indeed, of trifles, but with just that charming hint of intimacy which men friends have who may have known one another from birth, and may know one another for a lifetime, but never become bores, never change. Only when it comes between a woman and a man, it is incomparably finer. It is the talk, of course, of lovers who have not realised they are in love.

The two last waltzes, I murmured, when parting with her. She nodded. I roamed the Gunton-Cresswellss rooms awaiting them.

She danced those two last waltzes with strangers.

The thing was utterly beyond me at the time. Looking back, I am still amazed to what lengths deliberate coquetry can go.

She actually took pains to elude me, and gave those waltzes to strangers.

From being comfortably rocked in the dark blue waters of a Grecian sea, I was suddenly transported to the realities of the ballroom. My theoretical love for Eva was now a substantial truth. I was in an agony of desire, in a frenzy of jealousy. I wanted to hurl the two strangers to opposite corners of the ballroom, but civilisation forbade it.

I was now in an altogether indescribable state of nerves and suspense. Had she definitely and for some unfathomable reason decided to cut me? The first extra drew languorously to a close, couples swept from the room to the grounds, the gallery or the conservatory. I tried to steady my whirling head with a cigarette and a whisky-and-soda in the smoking-room.

The orchestra, like a train starting tentatively on a long run, launched itself mildly into the preliminary bars of Tout Passe. I sought the ballroom blinded by my feelings. Pulling myself together with an effort, I saw her standing alone. It struck me for the first time that she was clothed in cream. Her skin gleamed shining white. She stood erect, her arms by her sides. Behind her was a huge, black velvet portihre of many folds, supported by two dull brazen columns.

As I advanced towards her, two or three men bowed and spoke to her. She smiled and dismissed them, and, still smiling pleasantly, her glance traversed the crowd and rested upon me. I was drawing now quite near. Her eyes met mine; nor did she avert them, and stooping a little to address her, I heard her sigh.

Youre tired, I said, forgetting my two last dances, forgetting everything but that I loved her.

Perhaps I am, she said, taking my arm. We turned in silence to the portihre and found ourselves in the hall. The doors were opened. Some servants were there. At the bottom of the steps I chanced to see a yellow light.

Find out if that cabs engaged, I said to a footman.

The cool air — — I said to Eva.

The cab is not engaged, sir, said the footman, returning.

Yes, said Eva, in answer to my glance.

Drive to the corner of Sloane Street, by way of the Park, I told the driver.

I have said that I had forgotten everything except that I loved her. Could it help remembrance now that we two sped alone through empty streets, her warm, palpitating body touching mine?

Julian, his friendship for me, his love for Eva; Margaret and her love for me; my own honour — these things were blotted from my brain.

Eva! I murmured; and I took her hand.

Eva.

Her wonderful eyes met mine. The mist in them seemed to turn to dew.

My darling, she whispered, very low. And, the road being deserted, I drew her face to mine and kissed her.


CHAPTER 16. I TELL JULIAN
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

Is any man really honourable? I wonder. Hundreds, thousands go triumphantly through life with that reputation. But how far is this due to absence of temptation? Life, which is like cricket in so many ways, resembles the game in this also. A batsman makes a century, and, having made it, is bowled by a ball which he is utterly unable to play. What if that ball had come at the beginning of his innings instead of at the end of it? Men go through life without a stain on their honour. I wonder if it simply means that they had the luck not to have the good ball bowled to them early in their innings. To take my own case. I had always considered myself a man of honour. I had a code that was rigid compared with that of a large number of men. In theory I should never have swerved from it. I was fully prepared to carry out my promise and marry Margaret, at the expense of my happiness — until I met Eva. I would have done anything to avoid injuring Julian, my friend, until I met Eva. Eva was my temptation, and I fell. Nothing in the world mattered, so that she was mine. I ought to have had a revulsion of feeling as I walked back to my rooms in Walpole Street. The dance was over. The music had ceased. The dawn was chill. And at a point midway between Kensington Lane and the Brompton Oratory I had proposed to Eversleighs cousin, his Eva, true as steel, and had been accepted.

Yet I had no remorse. I did not even try to justify my behaviour to Julian or to Margaret, or — for she must suffer, too — to Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell, who, I knew well, was socially ambitious for her niece.

To all these things I was indifferent. I repeated softly to myself, We love each other.

From this state of coma, however, I was aroused by the appearance of my window-blind. I saw, in fact, that my room was illuminated. Remembering that I had been careful to put out my lamp before I left, I feared, as I opened the hall door, a troublesome encounter with a mad housebreaker. Mad, for no room such as mine could attract a burglar who has even the slightest pretensions to sanity.

It was not a burglar. It was Julian Eversleigh, and he was lying asleep on my sofa.

There was nothing peculiar in this. I roused him.

Julian, I said.

Im glad youre back, he said, sitting up; Ive some news for you.

So have I, said I. For I had resolved to tell him what I had done.

Hear mine first. Its urgent. Miss Margaret Goodwin has been here.

My heart seemed to leap.

Today? I cried.

Yes. I had called to see you, and was waiting a little while on the chance of your coming in when I happened to look out of the window. A girl was coming down the street, looking at the numbers of the houses. She stopped here. Intuition told me she was Miss Goodwin. While she was ringing the bell I did all I could to increase the shabby squalor of your room. She was shown in here, and I introduced myself as your friend. We chatted. I drew an agonising picture of your struggle for existence. You were brave, talented, and unsuccessful. Though you went often hungry, you had a plucky smile upon your lips. It was a meritorious bit of work. Miss Goodwin cried a good deal. She is charming. I was so sorry for her that I laid it on all the thicker.

Where is she now?

Nearing Guernsey. Shes gone.

Gone! I said. Without seeing me! I dont understand.

You dont understand how she loves you, James.

But shes gone. Gone without a word.

She has gone because she loved you so. She had intended to stay with the Gunton-Cresswells. She knows them, it seems. They didnt know she was coming. She didnt know herself until this morning. She happened to be walking on the quay at St. Peters Port. The outward-bound boat was on the point of starting for England. A wave of affection swept over Miss Goodwin. She felt she must see you. Scribbling a note, which she despatched to her mother, she went aboard. She came straight here. Then, when I had finished with her, when I had lied consistently about you for an hour, she told me she must return. I must not see James, she said. You have torn my heart. I should break down. And she said, speaking, I think, half to herself, Your courage is so noble, so different from mine. And I must not impose a needless strain upon it. You shall not see me weep for you. And then she went away.

Julians voice broke. He was genuinely affected by his own recital.

For my part, I saw that I had bludgeon work to do. It is childish to grumble at the part Fate forces one to play. Sympathetic or otherwise, one can only enact ones rtle to the utmost of ones ability. Mine was now essentially unsympathetic, but I was determined that it should be adequately played.

I went to the fireplace and poked the fire into a blaze. Then, throwing my hat on the table and lighting a cigarette, I regarded Julian cynically.

Youre a nice sort of person, arent you? I said.

What do you mean? asked Julian, startled, as I had meant that he should be, by the question.

I laughed.

Arent you just a little transparent, my dear Julian?

He stared blankly.

I took up a position in front of the fire.

Disloyalty, I said tolerantly, where a woman is concerned, is in the eyes of some people almost a negative virtue.

I dont know what on earth youre talking about.

Dont you?

I was sorry for him all the time. In a curiously impersonal way I could realise the depths to which I was sinking in putting this insult upon him. But my better feelings were gagged and bound that night. The one thought uppermost in my mind was that I must tell Julian of Eva, and that by his story of Margaret he had given me an opening for making my confession with the minimum of discomfort to myself.

It was pitiful to see the first shaft of my insinuation slowly sink into him. I could see by the look in his eyes that he had grasped my meaning.

Jimmy, he gasped, you cant think — are you joking?

I am not surprised at your asking that question, I replied pleasantly. You know how tolerant I am. But Im not joking. Not that I blame you, my dear fellow. Margaret is, or used to be, very good-looking.

You seem to be in earnest, he said, in a dazed way.

My dear fellow, I said; I have a certain amount of intuition. You spend an hour here alone with Margaret. She is young, and very pretty. You are placed immediately on terms of intimacy by the fact that you have, in myself, a subject of mutual interest. That breaks the ice. You are at cross-purposes, but your main sympathies are identical. Also, you have a strong objective sympathy for Margaret. I think we may presuppose that this second sympathy is stronger than the first. It pivots on a woman, not on a man. And on a woman who is present, not on a man who is absent. You see my meaning? At any rate, the solid fact remains that she stayed an hour with you, whom she had met for the first time today, and did not feel equal to meeting me, whom she has loved for two years. If you want me to explain myself further, I have no objection to doing so. I mean that you made love to her.

I watched him narrowly to see how he would take it. The dazed expression deepened on his face.

You are apparently sane, he said, very wearily. You seem to be sober.

I am both, I said.

There was a pause.

Its no use for me, he began, evidently collecting his thoughts with a strong effort, to say your charge is preposterous. I dont suppose mere denial would convince you. I can only say, instead, that the charge is too wild to be replied to except in one way, which is this. Employ for a moment your own standard of right and wrong. I know your love story, and you know mine. Miss Eversleigh, my cousin, is to me what Miss Goodwin is to you — true as steel. My loyalty and my friendship for you are the same as your loyalty and your friendship for me.

Well?

Well, if I have spent an hour with Miss Goodwin, you have spent more than an hour with my cousin. What right have you to suspect me more than I have to suspect you? Judge me by your own standard.

I do, I said, and I find myself still suspecting you.

He stared.

I dont understand you.

Perhaps you will when you have heard the piece of news which I mentioned earlier in our conversation that I had for you.

Well?

I proposed to your cousin at the Gunton-Cresswellss dance tonight, and she accepted me.

The news had a surprising effect on Julian. First he blinked. Then he craned his head forward in the manner of a deaf man listening with difficulty.

Then he left the room without a word.

He had not been gone two minutes when there were three short, sharp taps at my window.

Julian returned? Impossible. Yet who else could have called on me at that hour?

I went to the front door, and opened it.

On the steps stood the Rev. John Hatton. Beside him Sidney Price. And, lurking in the background, Tom Blake of the Ashlade and Lechton.

(End of James Orlebar Cloisters narrative.)


Sidney Prices Narrative
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CHAPTER 17. A GHOSTLY GATHERING
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NORAH PERKINS IS a peach, and I dont care who knows it; but, all the same, theres no need to tell her every little detail of a mans past life. Not that Ive been a Don Whats-his-name. Far from it. Costs a bit too much, that game. You simply cant do it on sixty quid a year, paid monthly, and thats all there is about it. Not but what I dont often think of going it a bit when things are slack at the office and my pal in the New Business Department is out for lunch. Its the loneliness makes you think of going a regular plunger. More than once, when Tommy Milner hasnt been there to talk to, I tell you Ive half a mind to take out some girl or other to tea at the Cabin. I have, straight.

Yet somehow when the assist. cash. comes round with the wicker tray on the 1st, and gives you the envelope (Mr. Price) and you take out the five sovereigns — well, somehow, theres such a lot of other things which you dont want to buy but have just got to. Tommy Milner said the other day, and I quite agree with him, When I took my clean handkerchief out last fortnight, he said, I couldnt help totting up what a lot I spend on trifles. Thats it. There youve got it in a nutshell. Washing, bootlaces, bus-tickets — trifles, in fact: thats where the coin goes. Only the other morning I bust my braces. I was late already, and pinning them together all but lost me the 9:16, only it was a bit behind time. It struck me then as I ran to the station that the average person would never count braces an expense. Trifles — thats what it is.

No; I may have smoked a cig. too much and been so chippy next day that I had to go out and get a cup of tea at the A.B.C.; or I may now and again have gone up West of an evening for a bit of a look round; but beyond that Ive never been really what youd call vicious. Very likely its been my friendship for Mr. Hatton thats curbed me breaking out as Ive sometimes imagined myself doing when Ive been alone in the New Business Room. Though I must say, in common honesty to myself, that theres always been the fear of getting the sack from the Moon. The Moon isnt like some other insurance companies I could mention whichll take anyone. Your refs. must be A1, or you dont stand an earthly. Simply not an earthly. Besides, the Moon isnt an Insurance Company at all: its an Assurance Company. Of course, now Ive chucked the Moon (shot the moon, as Tommy Milner, whos the office comic, put it) and taken to Literature I could do pretty well what I liked, if it werent for Norah.

Which brings me back to what I was saying just now — that Im not sure whether I shall tell her the Past. I may and I may not. Ill have to think it over. Anyway, Im going to write it down first and see how it looks. If its all right it can go into my autobiography. If it isnt, then I shall lie low about it. Thats the posish.

It all started from my friendship with Mr. Hatton — the Rev. Mr. Hatton. If it hadnt have been for that man I should still be working out rates of percentage for the Moon and listening to Tommy Milners so-called witticisms. Of course, Ive cut him now. A literary man, a man who supplies the Strawberry Leaf with two columns of Social Interludes at a salary Im not going to mention in case Norah gets to hear of it and wants to lash out, a man whose Society novels are competed for by every publisher in London and New York — well, can a man in that position be expected to keep up with an impudent little ledger-lugger like Tommy Milner? It cant be done.

I first met the Reverend on the top of Box Hill one Saturday afternoon. Bike had punctured, and the Reverend gave me the loan of his cyclists repairing outfit. We had our tea together. Watercress, bread-and-butter, and two sorts of jam — one bob per head. He issued an invite to his diggings in the Temple. Cocoa and cigs. of an evening. Regular pally, him and me was. Then he got into the way of taking me down to a Boys Club that he had started. Terrors they were, so to put it. Fair out-and-out terrors. But they all thought a lot of the Reverend, and so did I. Consequently it was all right. The next link in the chain was a chap called Cloyster. James Orlebar Cloyster. The Reverend brought him down to teach boxing. For my own part, I dont fancy anything in the way of brutality. The club, so I thought, had got on very nicely with more intellectual pursuits: draughts, chess, bagatelle, and what-not. But the Rev. wanted boxing, and boxing it had to be. Not that it would have done for him or me to have mixed ourselves up in it. He had his congregation to consider, and I am often on duty at the downstairs counter before the very heart of the public. A black eye or a missing tooth wouldnt have done at all for either of us, being, as we were, in a sense, officials. But Cloyster never seemed to realise this. Not to put too fine a point upon it, Cloyster was not my idea of a gentleman. He had no tact.

The next link was a confirmed dipsomaniac. A terrible phrase. Unavoidable, though. A very evil man is Tom Blake. Yet out of evil cometh good, and it was Tom Blake, who, indirectly, stopped the boxing lessons. The club boys never wore the gloves after drunken Blakes visit.

I shall never — no, positively never forget that night in June when matters came to a head in Shaftesbury Avenue. Oh, I say, it was a bit hot — very warm.

Each successive phase is limned indelibly — thats the sort of literary style Ive got, if wanted — on the tablets of my memory.

Id been up West, and who should I run across in Oxford Street but my old friend, Charlie Cookson. Very good company is Charlie Cookson. See him at a shilling hop at the Holborn: hes pretty much all there all the time. Well-known follower — of course, purely as an amateur — of the late Dan Leno, king of comedians; good penetrating voice; writes his own in-between bits — you know what I mean: the funny observations on mothers-in-law, motors, and marriage, marked Spoken in the song-books. Fellows often tell him hed make a mint of money in the halls, and theres a rumour flying round among us who knew him in the Moon that he was seen coming out of a Bedford Street Variety Agency the other day.

Well, I met Charlie at something after ten. Directly he spotted me he was at his antics, standing stock still on the pavement in a crouching attitude, and grasping his umbrella like a tomahawk. His humours always high-class, but hes the sort of fellow who doesnt care a blow what he does. Chronic in that respect, absolutely. The passers-by couldnt think what he was up to. Whoop-whoop-whoop! thats what he said. He did, straight. Only yelled it. I thought it was going a bit too far in a public place. So, to show him, I just said Good evening, Cookson; how are you this evening? With all his entertaining ways hes sometimes slow at taking a hint. No tact, if you see what I mean.

In this case, for instance, he answered at the top of his voice: Bolly Golly, yah! and pretended to scalp me with his umbrella. I immediately ducked, and somehow knocked my bowler against his elbow. He caught it as it was falling off my head. Then he said, Indian brave give little pale face chief his hat. This was really too much, and I felt relieved when a policeman told us to move on. Charlie said: Come and have two pennorth of something.

Well, we stayed chatting over our drinks (in fact, I was well into my second lemon and dash) at the Stockwood Hotel until nearly eleven. At five to, Charlie said good-bye, because he was living in, and I walked out into the Charing Cross Road, meaning to turn down Shaftesbury Avenue so as to get a breath of fresh air. Outside the Oxford there was a bit of a crowd. I asked a man standing outside a tobacconists what the trouble was. Says he wont go away without kissing the girl that sang Empire Boys, was the reply. Bin shiftin it, e as, not arf! Sure enough, from the midst of the crowd came:

Yew are ther boys of the Empire,

Steady an brave an trew.

Yew are the wuns

She calls er sons

An I luv yew.

I had gone, out of curiosity, to the outskirts of the crowd, and before I knew what had happened I found myself close to the centre of it. A large man in dirty corduroys stood with his back to me. His shape seemed strangely familiar. Still singing, and swaying to horrible angles all over the shop, he slowly pivoted round. In a moment I recognised the bleary features of Tom Blake. At the same time he recognised me. He stretched out a long arm and seized me by the shoulder. Oh, he sobbed, I thought I ad no friend in the wide world except er; but now Ive got yew its orlright. Yus, yus, its orlright. A murmur, almost a cheer it was, circulated among the crowd. But a policeman stepped up to me.

Now then, said the policeman, wots all this about?

Yew are the wuns

She calls er sons —— 

shouted Blake.

Ho, thats yer little game, is it? said the policeman. Move on, dyer hear? Pop off.

I will, said Blake. Ill never do it again. I promise faithful never to do it again. Ive found a fren.

Do you know this covey? asked the policeman.

Deny it, if yer dare, said Blake. Jus you deny it, thats orl, an Ill tell the parson.

Slightly, constable, I said. I mean, Ive seen him before.

Then youd better take im off if you dont want im locked up.

Im want me locked up? Were bosum frens, aint we, old dear? said Blake, linking his arm in mine and dragging me away with him. Behind us, the policeman was shunting the spectators. Oh, it was excessively displeasing to any man of culture, I can assure you.

How we got along Shaftesbury I dont know. Its a subject I do not care to think about.

By leaning heavily on my shoulder and using me, so to speak, as ballast, drunken Blake just managed to make progress, I cannot say unostentatiously, but at any rate not so noticeably as to be taken into custody.

I didnt know, mind you, where we were going to, and I didnt know when we were going to stop.

In this frightful manner of progression we had actually gained sight of Piccadilly Circus when all of a sudden a voice hissed in my ear: Sidney Price, I am disappointed in you. Hissed, mind you. I tell you, I jumped. Thought Id bitten my tongue off at first.

If drunken Blake hadnt been clutching me so tight you could have knocked me down with a feather: bowled me over clean. It startled Blake a goodish bit, too. All along the Avenue hed been making just a quiet sort of snivelling noise. Crikey, if he didnt speak up quite perky. O, my fren, he says. So drunk and yet so young. Meaning me, if you please.

It was too thick.

You blighter, I says. You blooming blighter. You talk to me like that. Let go of my arm and see me knock you down.

I must have been a bit excited, you see, to say that. Then I looked round to see who the other individual was. Youll hardly credit me when I tell you it was the Reverend. But it was. Honest truth, it was the Rev. John Hatton and no error. His face fairly frightened me. Simply blazing: red: fair scarlet. He kept by the side of us and let me have it all he could. I thought you knew better, Price, thats what he said. I thought you knew better. Here are you, a friend of mine, a member of the Club, a man Ive trusted, going about the streets of London in a bestial state of disgusting intoxication. Thats enough in itself. But youve done worse than that. Youve lured poor Blake into intemperance. Yes, with all your advantages of education and up-bringing, you deliberately set to work to put temptation in the way of poor, weak, hard-working Blake. Drunkenness is Blakes besetting sin, and you — —

Blake had been silently wagging his head, as pleased as Punch at being called hardworking. But here he shoved in his oar.

Ow dare yer! he burst out. I aint never tasted a drop o beer in my natural. Born an bred teetotal, thats wot I was, and dont yew forget it, neither.

Blake, said the Reverend, thats not the truth.

Call me a drunkard, do yer? replied Blake. Go on. Say it again. Say Im a blarsted liar, wont yer? Orlright, then I shall run away.

And with that he wrenched himself away from me and set off towards the Circus. He was trying to run, but his advance took the form of semi-circular sweeps all over the pavement. He had circled off so unexpectedly that he had gained some fifty yards before we realised what was happening. We must stop him, said the Reverend.

As Im intoxicated, I said, coldly (being a bit fed up with things), I should recommend you stopping him, Mr. Hatton.

Ive done you an injustice, said the Reverend.

You have, said I.

Blake was now nearing a policeman. Stop him! we both shouted, starting to run forward.

The policeman brought Blake to a standstill.

Friend of yours? said the constable when we got up to him.

Yes, said the Reverend.

You ought to look after him better, said the constable.

Well, really, I like that! said the Reverend; but he caught my eye and began laughing. Our best plan, he said, is to get a four-wheeler and go down to the Temple. Theres some supper there. What do you say?

Im on, I said, and to the Temple we accordingly journeyed.

Tom Blake was sleepy and immobile. We spread him without hindrance on a sofa, where he snored peacefully whilst the Reverend brought eggs and a slab of bacon out of a cupboard in the kitchen. He also brought a frying-pan, and a bowl of fat.

Is your cooking anything extra good? he asked.

No, Mr. Hatton, I answered, rather stiff; Ive never cooked anything in my life. I may not be in a very high position in the Moon, but Ive never descended to menials work yet.

For about five minutes after that the Reverend was too busy to speak. Then he said, without turning his head away from the hissing pan, I wish youd do me a favour, Price.

Certainly, I said.

Look in the cupboard and see whether there are any knives, forks, plates, and a loaf and a bit of butter, will you?

I looked, and, sure enough, they were there.

Yes, theyre all here, I called to him.

And is there a tray?

Yes, theres a tray.

Now, its a funny thing that my laundress, he shouted back, cant bring in breakfast things for more than one on that particular tray. Shes always complaining its too small, and says I ought to buy a bigger one.

Nonsense, I exclaimed, shes quite wrong about that. You watch what I can carry in one load. And I packed the tray with everything he had mentioned.

What price that? I said, putting the whole boiling on the sitting-room table.

The Reverend began to roar with laughter. Its ridiculous, he chuckled. I shall tell her its ridiculous. She ought to be ashamed of herself.

Shortly after we had supper, previously having aroused Blake.

The drunken fellow seemed completely restored by his repose. He ate more than his share of the eggs and bacon, and drank five cups of tea. Then he stretched himself, lit a clay pipe, and offered us his tobacco box, from which the Reverend filled his briar. I remained true to my packet of Queen of the Harem. I shall think twice before chucking up cig. smoking as long as Queen of the Harem dont go above tuppence-half-penny per ten.

We were sitting there smoking in front of the fire — it was a shade parky for the time of year — and not talking a great deal, when the Reverend said to Blake, Things are looking up on the canal, arent they, Tom?

No, said Blake; things aint lookin up on the canal.

Got a little house property, said the Reverend, to spend when you feel like it?

No, said the other; I aint got no ouse property to spend.

Ah. said the Reverend, cheesing it, and sucking his pipe.

Dessay yer think Im free with the rhino? said Blake after a while.

I was only wondering, said the Reverend.

Blake stared first at the Reverend and then at me.

Ever remember a party of the name of Cloyster, Mr. James Orlebar Cloyster? he inquired.

Yes, we both said.

Es a good man, said Blake.

Been giving you money? asked the Reverend.

Es put me into the way of earning it. Its the sorfest job ever I struck. E told me not to say nothin, and I said as ow I wouldnt. But it aint fair to Mr. Cloyster, not keeping of it dark aint. Yew dont know what a noble eart that mans got, an if you werent fren of is I couldnt have told you. But as you are frens of is, as were all frens of is, Ill take it on myself to tell you wot that noble-natured man is giving me money for. Blowed if e shall ide his bloomin light under a blanky bushel any longer. And then he explained that for putting his name to a sheet or two of paper, and addressing a few envelopes, he was getting more money than he knew what to do with. Mind you, he said, I play it fair. I only take wot he says Im to take. The rest goes to im. My old missus sees to all that part of it cos shes quicker at figures nor wot I am.

While he was speaking, I could hardly contain myself. The Reverend was listening so carefully to every word that I kept myself from interrupting; but when hed got it off his chest, I clutched the Reverends arm, and said, Whats it mean?

Cant say, said he, knitting his brows.

Is he straight? I said, all on the jump.

I hope so.

Hope so. You dont think theres a doubt of it?

I suppose not. But surely its very unselfish of you to be so concerned over Blakes business.

Blakes business be jiggered, I said. Its my business, too. Im doing for Mister James Orlebar Cloyster exactly what Blakes doing. And Im making money. You dont understand.

On the contrary, Im just beginning to understand. You see, Im doing for Mr. James Orlebar Cloyster exactly the same service as you and Blake. And Im getting money from him, too.


CHAPTER 18. ONE IN THE EYE
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(SIDNEY PRICES NARRATIVE continued)

Serpose I oughtnt ter ave let on, thats it, aint it? from Tom Blake.

Seemed to me that if one of the three gave the show away to the other two, the compact made by each of the other two came to an end automatically, from myself.

The reason I have broken my promise of secrecy is this: that Im determined we three shall make a united demand for a higher rate of payment. You, of course, have your own uses for the money, I need mine for those humanitarian objects for which my whole life is lived, from the Reverend.

Wot o, said Blake. More coin. Wot o. Might ave thought o that before.

Im with you, sir, said I. Were entitled to a higher rate, Ill make a memo to that effect.

No, no, said the Reverend. We can do better than that. We three should have a personal interview with Cloyster and tell him our decision.

When? I asked.

Now. At once. We are here together, and I see no reason to prevent our arranging the matter within the hour.

But hell be asleep, I objected.

He wont be asleep much longer.

Yus, roust im outer bed. Thats wot I say. Wot o for more coin.

It was now half-past two in the morning. Id missed the 12:15 back to Brixton slap bang pop hours ago, so I thought I might just as well make a night of it. We jumped into our overcoats and hats, and hurried to Fleet Street. We walked towards the Strand until we found a four-wheeler. We then drove to No. 23, Walpole Street.

The clocks struck three as the Reverend paid the cab.

Hullo! said he. Why, theres a light in Cloysters sitting-room. He cant have gone to bed yet. His late hours save us a great deal of trouble. And he went up the two or three steps which led to the front door.

A glance at Tom Blake showed me that the barge-driver was alarmed. He looked solemn and did not speak. I felt funny, too. Like when I first handed round the collection-plate in our parish church. Sort of empty feeling.

But the Reverend was all there, spry and business-like.

He leaned over the area railing and gave three short, sharp taps on the ground floor window with his walking-stick.

Behind the lighted blind appeared the shadow of a mans figure.

Its he! Its him! came respectively and simultaneously from the Reverend and myself.

After a bit of waiting the latch clicked and the door opened. The door was opened by Mr. Cloyster himself. He was in evening dress and hysterics. I thought I had heard a rummy sound from the other side of the door. Couldnt account for it at the time. Must have been him laughing.

At the sight of us he tried to pull himself together. He half succeeded after a bit, and asked us to come in.

To say his room was plainly furnished doesnt express it. The apartment was like a prison cell. Ive never been in gaol, of course. But I read Convict 99 when it ran in a serial. The fire was out, the chairs were hard, and the whole thing was uncomfortable. Never struck such a shoddy place in my natural, ever since I called on a man I know slightly who was in The Hand of Blood travelling company No. 3 B.

Delighted to see you, Im sure, said Mr. Cloyster. In fact, I was just going to sit down and write to you.

Really, said the Reverend. Well, weve come of our own accord, and weve come to talk business. Then turning to Blake and me he added, May I state our case?

Most certainly, sir, I answered. And Blake gave a nod.

Briefly, then, said the Reverend, our mission is this: that we three want our contracts revised.

What contracts? said Mr. Cloyster.

Our contracts connected with your manuscripts.

Since when have the several matters of business which I arranged privately with each of you become public?

Tonight. It was quite unavoidable. We met by chance. We are not to blame. Tom Blake was — —

Yes, he looks as if he had been.

Our amended offer is half profits.

More coin, murmured Blake huskily. Wot o!

I regret that youve had your journey for nothing.

You refuse?

Absolutely.

My dear Cloyster, I had expected you to take this attitude; but surely its childish of you. You are bound to accede. Why not do so at once?

Bound to accede? I dont follow you.

Yes, bound. The present system which you are working is one you cannot afford to destroy. That is clear, because, had it not been so, you would never have initiated it. I do not know for what reason you were forced to employ this system, but I do know that powerful circumstances must have compelled you to do so. You are entirely in our hands.

I said just now I was delighted to see you, and that I had intended to ask you to come to me. One by one, of course; for I had no idea that the promise of secrecy which you gave me had been broken.

The Reverend shrugged his shoulders.

Do you know why I wanted to see you?

No.

To tell you that I had decided to abandon my system. To notify you that you would, in future, receive no more of my work.

There was a dead silence.

I think Ill go home to bed, said the Reverend.

Blake and myself followed him out.

Mr. Cloyster thanked us all warmly for the excellent way in which we had helped him. He said that he was now engaged to be married, and had to save every penny. Otherwise, I should have tried to meet you in this affair of the half-profits. He added that we had omitted to congratulate him on his engagement.

His words came faintly to our ears as we tramped down Walpole Street; nor did we, as far as I can remember, give back any direct reply.

Tell you what it was just like. Reminded me of it even at the time: that picture of Napoleon coming back from Moscow. The Reverend was Napoleon, and we were the generals; and if there were three humpier men walking the streets of London at that moment I should have liked to have seen them.


CHAPTER 19. IN THE SOUP
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(SIDNEY PRICES NARRATIVE continued)

They give you a small bonus at the Moon if you get through a quarter without being late, which just shows the sort of scale on which the Moon does things. Cookson, down at the Oxford Street Emporium, gets fined regular when hes late. Shilling the first hour and twopence every five minutes after. Ive known gentlemen in banks, railway companies, dry goods, and woollen offices, the Indian trade, jute, tea — every manner of shop — but they all say the same thing, We are ruled by fear. Its fear that drags them out of bed in the morning; its fear that makes them bolt, or even miss, their sausages; its fear that makes them run to catch their train. But the Moons method is of a different standard. The Moon does not intimidate; no, it entwines itself round, it insinuates itself into, the hearts of its employees. It suggests, in fact, that we should not be late by offering us this small bonus. No insurance office and, up to the time of writing, no other assurance office has been able to boast as much. The same cause is at the bottom of the Moons high reputation, both inside and outside. It does things in a big way. Its spacious.

The Moons timing system is great, too. Great in its simplicity. The regulation says youve got to be in the office by ten oclock. Suppose you arrive with ten minutes to spare. You go into the outer office (theres only one entrance — the big one in Threadneedle Street) and find on the right-hand side of the circular counter a ledger. The ledger is open: there is blotting-paper and a quill pen beside it. Everyones name is written in alphabetical order on the one side of the ledger and on the other side there is a blank page ruled down the middle with a red line. Having made your appearance at ten to ten, you put your initials in a line with your name on the page opposite and to the left of the division. If, on the other hand, youve missed your train, and dont turn up till ten minutes past ten, youve got to initial your name on the other side of the red line. In the space on the right of the line, a thick black dash has been drawn by Leach, the cashier. He does this on the last stroke of ten. It makes the page look neat, he says. Which is quite right and proper. I see his point of view entirely. The ledger must look decent in an office like the Moon. Tommy Milner agrees with me. He says that not only does it look better, but it prevents unfortunate mistakes on the part of those who come in late. They might forget and initial the wrong side.

After ten the book goes into Mr. Leachs private partition, and youve got to go in there to sign.

It was there when I came into the office on the morning after wed been to talk business with Mr. Cloyster. It had been there about an hour and a half.

Lost your bonus, Price, my boy, said genial Mr. Leach. And the General Manager, Mr. Fennell, who had stepped out of his own room close by, heard him say it.

I do not imagine that Mr. Price is greatly perturbed on that account. He will, no doubt, shortly be forsaking us for literature. What Commerce loses, Art gains, said the G.M.

He may have meant to be funny, or he may not. Some of those standing near took him one way, others the other. Some gravely bowed their heads, others burst into guffaws. The G.M. often puzzled his staff in that way. All were anxious to do the right thing by him, but he made it so difficult to tell what the right thing was.

But, as I went down the basement stairs to change my coat in the clerks locker-room, I understood from the G.M.s words how humiliating my position was.

I had always been a booky sort of person. At home it had been a standing joke that, when a boy, I would sooner spend a penny on Tit-Bits than liquorice. And it was true. Not that I disliked liquorice. I liked Tit-Bits better, though. So the thing had gone on. I advanced from Deadwood Dick to Hall Caine and Guy Boothby; and since I had joined the Moon I had actually gone a buster and bought Omar Khayyam in the Golden Treasury series. Added to which, I had recently composed a little lyric for a singer at the Moons annual smoking concert. The lines were topical and were descriptive of our Complete Compensation Policy. Tommy Milner was the vocalist. He sang my composition to a hymn tune. The refrain went:

Come and buy a C.C.Pee-ee!

If you want immunitee-ee

From the accidents which come

Please plank down your premium.

Life is diffrent, youll agree

Repeat When youve got a C.C.P.

The Throne Room of the Holborn fairly rocked with applause.

Well, it was shortly afterwards that I had received a visit from Mr. Cloyster — the visit which ended in my agreeing to sign whatever manuscripts he sent me, and forward him all cheques for a consideration of ten per cent. Softest job ever a man had. Easy money. Kudos — I had almost too much of it. Which takes me back to the G.M.s remark about my leaving the office. Since hes bought that big house at Regents Park hes done a lot of entertaining at the restaurants. His names always cropping up in the Here and There column, and naturally hes a subscriber to the Strawberry Leaf. The G.M. has everything of the best and plenty of it. (You dont see the G.M. with memo. forms tucked round his cuffs: he wears a clean shirt every morning of his life. All tip-top people have their little eccentricities.) And the Strawberry Leaf, the smartest, goeyest, personalest weekly, is never missing from his drawing-room what-not. Every week its there, regular as clockwork. Thats what started my literary reputation among the fellows at the Moon. Mr. Cloyster was contributing a series of short dialogues to the Strawberry Leaf — called, In Town. These, on publication, bore my own signature. As a matter of fact, I happened to see the G.M. showing the first of the series to Mr. Leach in his private room. Ive kept it by me, and I dont wonder the news created a bit of a furore. This was it: —— 

IN TOWN

BY SIDNEY PRICE



No. I. — THE SECRECY OF THE BALLET



(You are standing under the shelter of the Criterions awning.

It is 12.30 of a summers morning. It is pouring in torrents.

A quick and sudden rain storm. It wont last long, and it

doesnt mean any harm. But whats sport to it is death to you.

You were touring the Circus in a new hat. Brand new. Couldnt

spot your tame cabby. Hadnt a token. Spied the Cris awning.

Dashed at it. But it leaks. Not so much as the sky though. Just

enough, however, to do your hat no good. You mention this to

Friendly Creature with umbrella, and hint that you would like

to share that weapon.)



FRIENDLY CREATURE. Cant give you all, boysie. Mines new, too.



YOU. (in your charming way). Well, of course. You wouldnt

be a woman if you hadnt a new hat.



FRIENDLY CREATURE. Do women always have new hats?



YOU. (edging under the umbrella). Women have new hats.

New women have hats.



FRIENDLY CREATURE. Dont call me a woman, ducky; Im a lady.



YOU. I must be careful. If I dont flatter you, youll take your

umbrella away.



FRIENDLY CREATURE (changing subject). Theres Matilda.



YOU. Where?



FRIENDLY CREATURE. Coming towards us in that landaulette.



YOU. Looks fit, doesnt she?



FRIENDLY CREATURE. Her! Shes a blooming rotter.



YOU. Not so loud. Shell hear you.



FRIENDLY CREATURE (raising her voice). Good job. I want her

to. Stumer!



YOU. S-s-s-sh! What are you saying? Matildas a duchess now.



FRIENDLY CREATURE. I know.



YOU. But you mustnt say Stumer to a duchess unless —— 



FRIENDLY CREATURE. Well?



YOU. Unless youre a duchess yourself?



FRIENDLY CREATURE. I am. At least I was. Only I chucked it.



YOU. But you said you were a lady.



FRIENDLY CREATURE. So I am. An extra lady — front row, second O.P.



YOU. How rude of me. Of course you were a duchess. I know you

perfectly. Gorell Barnes said —— 



FRIENDLY CREATURE. Drop it. Whats the good of the secrecy of

the ballet if people are going to remember every single thing

about you?



(At this point the rain stops. By an adroit flanking movement

you get away without having to buy her a lunch.)

Everyone congratulated me. Always knew he had it in him, Found his vocation, A distinctly clever head, Reaping in the shekels — that was the worst part. The Moon, to a man, was bent on finding out how much Sidney Price makes out of his bits in the papers. Some dropped hints — the G.M., Leach, and the men at the counter. Others, like Tommy Milner, asked slap out. You may be sure I didnt tell them a fixed sum. But it was hopeless to say I was getting the small sum which my ten per cent. commission worked out at. On the other hand, I dared not pretend I was being paid at the usual rates. I should have gone broke in twenty-four hours. You have no idea how constantly I was given the opportunity of lending five shillings to important members of the Moon staff. It struck me then — and I have found out for certain since — that there is a popular anxiety to borrow from a man who earns money by writing. The earnings of a successful writer are, to the common intelligence, something he ought not really to have. And anyone, in default of abstracting his income, may fall back upon taking up his time.

It did, no doubt, appear that I was coining the ready. Besides the Strawberry Leaf, Features, and The Key of the Street were printing my signed contributions in weekly series. The Mayfair, too, had announced on its placards, A Story in Dialogue, by Sidney Price.

This, then, was my position on the morning when I was late at the Moon and lost my bonus.

Whilst I went up in the lift to the New Business Room, and whilst I was entering the names and addresses of inquirers in the Proposal Book, I was trying to gather courage to meet what was in store.

For the future held this: that my name would disappear from the papers as suddenly as it had arrived there. People would want to know why I had given up writing. Written himself out, No staying power, As short-lived as a Barnum monstrosity: these would be the remarks which would herald ridicule and possibly pity.

And I should be in just the same beastly fix at the Hollyhocks as I was at the Moon. What would my people say? What would Norah say?

There was another reason, too, why a stoppage of the ten per cent. cheques would be a whack in the eye. You see, I had been doing myself well on them — uncommonly well. I had ordered, as a present to my parents, new furniture for the drawing-room. I had pressed my father to have a small greenhouse put up at my expense. He had always wanted one, but had never been able to run to it. And I had taken Norah about a good deal. Our weekly visit to a matinie (upper circle and ices), followed by tea at the Cabin or Lyons Popular, had become an institution. We had gone occasionally to a ball at the Town Hall.

What would Norah say when all this ended abruptly without any explanation?

There was no getting away from it. Sidney Price was in the soup.


CHAPTER 20. NORAH WINS HOME
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(SIDNEY PRICES NARRATIVE continued)

My signed work had run out. For two weeks nothing had been printed over my signature. So far no comment had been raised. But it was only a question of days. But then one afternoon it all came right. It was like this.

I was sitting eating my lunch at Elizas in Birchin Lane. Twenty minutes was the official allowance for the meal, and I took my twenty minutes at two oclock. The St. Stephens Gazette was lying near me. I picked it up. Anything to distract my thoughts from the trouble to come. That was how I felt. Reading mechanically the front page, I saw a poem, and started violently. This was the poem: — 

A CRY



Hands at the tiller to steer:

A star in the murky sky:

Water and waste of mere:

Whither and why?



Sting of absorbent night:

Journey of weal or woe:

And overhead the light:

We go — we go?



Darkness a mortals part,

Mortals of whom we are:

Come to a mortals heart,

Immortal star.



Thos. Blake.

June 6th.

Rummy, very rummy, I exclaimed. The poem was dated yesterday. Had Mr. Cloyster, then, continued to work his system with Thomas Blake to the exclusion of the Reverend and myself?

Still worrying over the thing, I turned over the pages of the paper until I chanced to see the following paragraph:

LITERARY GOSSIP



Few will be surprised to learn that the Rev. John Hatton intends

to publish another novel in the immediate future. Mr. Hattons

first book, When It Was Lurid, created little less than

a furore. The work on which he is now engaged, which will bear

the title of The Browns of Brixton, is a tender sketch of

English domesticity. This new vein of Mr. Hattons will, doubtless,

be distinguished by the naturalness of dialogue and sanity of

characterisation of his first novel. Messrs. Prodder and Way are

to publish it in the autumn.

Hes running the Reverend again, is he? said I to myself. And Im the only one left out. Its a bit thick.

That night I wrote to Blake and to the Reverend asking whether they had been taken on afresh, and if so, couldnt I get a look in, as things were pretty serious.

The Reverends reply arrived first:

THE TEMPLE,

June 7th.



Dear Price, — 



As you have seen, I am hard at work at my new novel. The leisure

of a novelist is so scanty that I know youll forgive my writing

only a line. I am in no way associated with James Orlebar Cloyster,

nor do I wish to be. Rather I would forget his very existence.



You are aware of the interests which I have at heart: social

reform, the education of the submerged, the physical needs of

the young — there is no necessity for me to enumerate my ideals

further. To get quick returns from philanthropy, to put remedial

organisation into speedy working order wants capital. Cloysters

system was one way of obtaining some of it, but when that failed

I had to look out for another. Im glad I helped in the system,

for it made me realise how large an income a novelist can obtain.

Im glad it failed because its failure suggested that I should try

to get for myself those vast sums which I had been getting for the

selfish purse of an already wealthy man. Unconsciously, he has

played into my hands. I read his books before I signed them, and I

find that I have thoroughly absorbed those tricks of his, of style

and construction, which opened the publics coffers to him. The

Browns of Brixton will eclipse anything that Cloyster has

previously done, for this reason, that it will out-Cloyster

Cloyster. It is Cloyster with improvements.



In thus abducting his novel-reading public I shall feel no

compunction. His serious verse and his society dialogues bring him

in so much that he cannot be in danger of financial embarrassment.



Yours sincerely, John Hatton.

Now this letter set my brain buzzing like the engine of a stationary Vanguard. I, too, had been in the habit of reading Mr. Cloysters dialogues before I signed and sent them off. I had often thought to myself, also, that they couldnt take much writing, that it was all a knack; and the more I read of them the more transparent the knack appeared to me to be. Just for a lark, I sat down that very evening and had a go at one. Taking the Park for my scene, I made two or three theatrical celebrities whose names I had seen in the newspapers talk about a horse race. At least, one talked about a horse race, and the others thought she was gassing about a new musical comedy, the name of the play being the same as the name of the horse, The Oriental Belle. A very amusing muddle, with lots of doubles entendres, and heaps of adverbial explanation in small print. Such as:

Miss Adeline Genie

(with the faint, incipient blush which

Mrs. Adair uses to test her Rouge Imperial).

That sort of thing.

I had it typed, and I said, Price, my boy, theres more Mr. Cloyster in this than ever Mr. Cloyster could have put into it. And the editor of the Strawberry Leaf printed it next issue as a matter of course. I say, as a matter of course with intention, because the fellows at the Moon took it as a matter of course, too. You see, when it first appeared, I left the copy about the desk in the New Business Room, hoping Tommy Milner or some of them would rush up and congratulate me. But they didnt. They simply said, Dont litter the place up, old man. Keep your papers, if you must bring em here, in your locker downstairs. One of them did say, I fancy, something about its not being quite up to my usual. They didnt know it was my maiden effort at original composition, and I couldnt tell them. It was galling, youll admit.

However, I quickly forgot my own troubles in wondering what Mr. Cloyster was doing. No editor, I foresaw, would accept his society stuff as long as mine was in the market. They wouldnt pay for Cloyster whilst they were offered the refusal of super-Cloyster. Wasnt likely. You must understand I wasnt over-easy in my conscience about the affair. I had, in a manner of speaking, pinched Mr. Cloysters job. But then, I argued to myself, he was earning quite as much as was good for any one man by his serious verse.

And at that very minute our slavey, little Ethelbertina, knocked at my bedroom door and gave me a postcard. It was addressed to me in thick, straggly writing, and was so covered with thumb-marks that a Bertillon expert would have gone straight off his nut at the sight of it. My usbend, began the postcard, as received yourn. E as no truk wif the other man E is a pots imself an e can do a job of potry as orfen as e as a mine to your obegent servent Ada Blake. P.S. me an is ole ant do is writin up for im.

So then I saw how that Cry thing in the St. Stephens had come there.



You heard me give my opinion about telling Norah my past life. Well, youll agree with me now that theres practically nothing to tell her.

There is, of course, little Miss Richards, the waitress in the smoking-room of the Piccadilly Cabin. Her, I mean, with the fuzzy golden hair done low. Youve often exchanged Good evening with her, Im sure. Her hairs done low: she used to make rather a point of telling me that. Why, I dont know, especially as it was always tidy and well off her shoulders.

And then there was the haughty lady who sold programmes in the Haymarket Amphitheatre — but shes got the sack, so Cookson informs me.

Therefore, as I shall tell Norah plainly that I disapprove of the Cabin, the past can hatch no egg of discord in the shape of the Cast-Off Glove.

The only thing that I can think of as needing suppression is the part I played in Mr. Cloysters system.

Theres no doubt that the Reverend, Blake and I have, between us, put a fairly considerable spoke in Mr. Cloysters literary wheel. But what am I to do? To begin with, its no use my telling Norah about the affair, because it would do her no good, and might tend possibly to lessen her valuation of my capabilities. At present, my dialogues dazzle her; and once your fiancie is dazzled the basis of matrimonial happiness is assured. Again, looking at it from Mr. Cloysters point of view, what good would it be to him if I were to stop writing? Both the editor and the public have realised by now that his work is only second-rate. He can never hope to get a tenth of his original prices, even if his work is accepted, which it wont be; for directly I leave his market clear, someone else will collar it slap off.

Besides, Ive no right to stop my dialogues. My duty to Norah is greater than my duty to Mr. Cloyster. Unless I continue to be paid by literature I shall not be able to marry Norah until three years next quarter. The Moon has passed a rule about it, and an official who marries on an income not larger than eighty pounds per annum is liable to dismissal without notice.

Norahs mother wouldnt let her wait three years, and though fellows have been known to have had a couple of kids at the time of their official marriage, I personally couldnt stand the wear and tear of that hole-and-corner business. It couldnt be done.

(End of Sidney Prices narrative.)


Julian Eversleighs Narrative

[image: img97.jpg]


CHAPTER 21. THE TRANSPOSITION OF SENTIMENT
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IT IS ALL very, very queer. I do not understand it at all. It makes me sleepy to think about it.

A month ago I hated Eva. Tomorrow I marry her by special licence.

Now, what about this?

My brain is not working properly. I am becoming jerky.

I tried to work the thing out algebraically. I wrote it down as an equation, thus: — 

HATRED, denoted by x + Eva.

REVERSE OF HATRED,   y + Eva

ONE MONTH   z.

From which we get: — 

x + Eva = (y + Eva)z.

And if anybody can tell me what that means (if it means anything — which I doubt) I shall be grateful. As I said before, my brain is not working properly.

There is no doubt that my temperament has changed, and in a very short space of time. A month ago I was soured, cynical, I didnt brush my hair, and I slept too much. I talked a good deal about Life. Now I am blithe and optimistic. I use pomade, part in the middle, and sleep eight hours and no more. I have not made an epigram for days. It is all very queer.

I took a new attitude towards life at about a quarter to three on the morning after the Gunton-Cresswellss dance. I had waited for James in his rooms. He had been to the dance.

Examine me for a moment as I wait there.

I had been James friend for more than two years and a half. I had watched his career from the start. I knew him before he had located exactly the short cut to Fortune. Our friendship embraced the whole period of his sudden, extraordinary success.

Had not envy by that time been dead in me, it might have been pain to me to watch him accomplish unswervingly with his effortless genius the things I had once dreamt I, too, would laboriously achieve.

But I grudged him nothing. Rather, I had pleasure in those triumphs of my friend.

There was no confidence we had withheld from one another.

When he told me of his relations with Margaret Goodwin he had counted on my sympathy as naturally as he had requested and received my advice.

To no living soul, save James, would I have confessed my own tragedy — my hopeless love for Eva.

It is inconceivable that I should have misjudged a man so utterly as I misjudged James.

That is the latent factor at the root of my problem. The innate rottenness, the cardiac villainy of James Orlebar Cloyster.

In a measure it was my own hand that laid the train which eventually blew James hidden smoulder of fire into the blazing beacon of wickedness, in which my friends Satanic soul is visible in all its lurid nakedness.

I remember well that evening, mild with the prelude of spring, when I evolved for James benefit the System. It was a device which was to preserve my friends liberty and, at the same time, to preserve my friends honour. How perfect in its irony!

Margaret Goodwin, mark you, was not to know he could afford to marry her, and my system was an instrument to hide from her the truth.

He employed that system. It gave him the holiday he asked for. He went into Society.

Among his acquaintances were the Gunton-Cresswells, and at their house he met Eva. Whether his determination to treat Eva as he had treated Margaret came to him instantly, or by degrees I do not know. Inwardly he may have had his scheme matured in embryo, but outwardly he was still the accomplished hypocrite. He was the soul of honour — outwardly. He was the essence of sympathetic tact as far as his specious exterior went. Then came the 27th of May. On that date the first of James Orlebar Cloysters masks was removed.

I had breakfasted earlier than usual, so that by the time I had walked from Rupert Court to Walpole Street it was not yet four oclock.

James was out. I thought I would wait for him. I stood at his window. Then I saw Margaret Goodwin. What features! What a complexion! And James, I murmured, is actually giving this the miss in baulk! I discovered, at that instant, that I did not know James. He was a fool.

In a few hours I was to discover he was a villain, too.

She came in and I introduced myself to her. I almost forget what pretext I manufactured, but I remember I persuaded her to go back to Guernsey that very day. I think I said that James was spending Friday till Monday in the country, and had left no address. I was determined that they should not meet. She was far too good for a man who obviously did not appreciate her in the least.

We had a very pleasant chat. She was charming. At first she was apt to touch on James a shade too frequently, but before long I succeeded in diverting our conversation into less uninteresting topics.

She talked of Guernsey, I of London. I said I felt I had known her all my life. She said that one had, undeniably, ones affinities.

I said, Might I think of her as Margaret?

She said it was rather unconventional, but that she could not control my thoughts.

I said, There you are wrong — Margaret.

She said, Oh, what are you saying, Mr. Eversleigh?

I said I was thinking out loud.

On the doorstep she said, Well, yes — Julian — you may write to me — sometimes. But I wont promise to answer.

Angel!

The next thing that awakened me was the coming of James.

After I had given him a suitable version of Margarets visit, he told me he was engaged to Eva. That was an astounding thing; but what was more astounding was that James had somehow got wind of the real spirit of my interview with Margaret.

I have called James Orlebar Cloyster a fool; I have called him a villain. I will never cease to call him a genius. For by some marvellous capacity for introspection, by some incredible projection of his own mind into other peoples matters, he was able to tax me to my face with an attempt to win his former fiancies affections. I tried to choke him off. I used every ounce of bluff I possessed. In vain. I left Walpole Street in a state approaching mental revolution.

My exact feelings towards James were too intricate to be defined in a single word. Not so my feelings towards Eva. Hate supplied the lacuna in her case.

Thus the month began.

The next point of importance is my interview with Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell. She had known all along how matters stood in regard to Eva and myself. She had not been hostile to me on that account. She had only pointed out that as I could do nothing towards supporting Eva I had better keep away when my cousin was in London. That was many years ago. Since then we had seldom met. Latterly, not at all. Invitations still arrived from her, but her afternoon parties clashed with my after-breakfast pipe, and as for her evening receptions — well, by the time I had pieced together the various component parts of my dress clothes, I found myself ready for bed. That is to say, more ready for bed than I usually am.

I went to Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell in a very bitter mood. I was bent on trouble.

Ive come to congratulate Eva, I said.

Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell sighed.

I was afraid of this, she said.

The announcement was the more pleasant, I went on, because James has been a bosom friend of mine.

Im afraid you are going to be extremely disagreeable about your cousins engagement, she said.

I am, I answered her. Very disagreeable. I intend to shadow the young couple, to be constantly meeting them, calling attention to them. James will most likely have to try to assault me. That may mean a black eye for dear James. It will certainly mean the police court. Their engagement will be, in short, a succession of hideous contretemps, a series of laughable scenes.

Julian, said Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell, hitherto you have acted manfully toward Eva. You have been brave. Have you no regard for Eva?

None, I said.

Nor for Mr. Cloyster?

Not a scrap.

But why are you behaving in this appallingly selfish way?

This was a facer. I couldnt quite explain to her how things really were, so I said:

Never you mind. Selfish or not, Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell, Im out for trouble.

That night I had a letter from her. She said that in order to avoid all unpleasantness, Evas engagement would be of the briefest nature possible. That the marriage was fixed for the twelfth of next month; that the wedding would be a very quiet one; and that until the day of the wedding Eva would not be in London.

It amused me to find how thoroughly I had terrified Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell. How excellently I must have acted, for, of course, I had not meant a word I had said to that good lady.

In the days preceding the twelfth of June I confess I rather softened to James. The entente cordiale was established between us. He told me how irresistible Eva had been that night; mentioned how completely she had carried him away. Had she not carried me away in precisely the same manner once upon a time?

He swore he loved her as dearly as — (I cant call to mind the simile he employed, though it was masterly and impressive.) I even hinted that the threats I had used in the presence of Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell were not serious. He thanked me, but said I had frightened her to such good purpose that the date would now have to stand. You will not be surprised to hear, he added, that I have called in all my work. I shall want every penny I make. The expenses of an engaged man are hair-raising. I send her a lot of flowers every morning — youve no conception how much a few orchids cost. Then, whenever I go to see her I take her some little present — a gold-mounted umbrella, a bicycle lamp, or a patent scent-bottle. Im indebted to you, Julian, positively indebted to you for cutting short our engagement.

I now go on to point two: the morning of the twelfth of June.

Hurried footsteps on my staircase. A loud tapping at my door. The church clock chiming twelve. The agitated, weeping figure of Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell approaching my hammock. A telegram thrust into my hand. Mrs. Gunton-Cresswells hysterical exclamation, You infamous monster — you — you are at the bottom of this.

All very disconcerting. All, fortunately, very unusual.

My eyes were leaden with slumber, but I forced myself to decipher the following message, which had been telegraphed to West Kensington Lane:

Wedding must be postponed. — CLOYSTER.

Ive had no hand in this, I cried; but, I added enthusiastically, it serves Eva jolly well right.


CHAPTER 22. A CHAT WITH JAMES
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(JULIAN EVERSLEIGHS NARRATIVE continued)

Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell seemed somehow to drift away after that. Apparently I went to sleep again, and she didnt wait.

When I woke, it was getting on for two oclock. I breakfasted, with that magnificent telegram propped up against the teapot; had a bath, dressed, and shortly before five was well on my way to Walpole Street.

The more I thought over the thing, the more it puzzled me. Why had James done this? Why should he wish to treat Eva in this manner? I was delighted that he had done so, but why had he? A very unexpected person, James.

James was lying back in his shabby old armchair, smoking a pipe. There was tea on the table. The room seemed more dishevelled than ever. It would have been difficult to say which presented the sorrier spectacle, the room or its owner.

He looked up as I came in, and nodded listlessly. I poured myself out a cup of tea, and took a muffin. Both were cold and clammy. I went to the bell.

What are you doing? asked James.

Only going to ring for some more tea, I said.

No, dont do that. Ill go down and ask for it. You dont mind using my cup, do you?

He went out of the room, and reappeared with a jug of hot water.

You see, he explained, if Mrs. Blankley brings in another cup shell charge for two teas instead of one.

It didnt occur to me, I said. Sorry.

It sounds mean, mumbled James.

Not at all, I said. Youre quite right not to plunge into reckless extravagance.

James blushed slightly — a feat of which I was surprised to see that he was capable.

The fact is — — he began.

I interrupted him.

Never mind about that, I said. What I want to know is — whats the meaning of this? And I shoved the bilious-hued telegraph form under his nose, just as Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell had shoved it under mine.

It means that Im done, he said.

I dont understand.

Ill explain. I have postponed my marriage for the same reason that I refused you a clean cup — because I cannot afford luxuries.

It may be my dulness; but, still, I dont follow you. What exactly are you driving at?

Im done for. Im on the rocks. Im a pauper.

A what?

A pauper.

I laughed. The man was splendid. There was no other word for it.

And shall I tell you something else that you are? I said. You are a low, sneaking liar. You are playing it low down on Eva.

He laughed this time. It irritated me unspeakably.

Dont try to work off the hollow, mirthless laugh dodge on me, I said, because it wont do. Youre a blackguard, and you know it.

I tell you Im done for. Ive barely a penny in the world.

Rot! I said. Dont try that on me. Youve let Eva down plop, and Im jolly glad; but all the same youre a skunk. Nothing can alter that. Why dont you marry the girl?

I cant, he said. It would be too dishonourable.

Dishonourable?

Yes. I havent got enough money. I couldnt ask her to share my poverty with me. I love her too dearly.

I was nearly sick. The beast spoke in a sort of hushed, soft-music voice as if he were the self-sacrificing hero in a melodrama. The stained-glass expression on his face made me feel homicidal.

Oh, drop it, I said. Poverty! Good Lord! Isnt two thousand a year enough to start on?

But I havent got two thousand a year.

Oh, I dont pretend to give the figures to a shilling.

You dont understand. All I have to live on is my holiday work at the Orb.

What!

Oh, yes; and Im doing some lyrics for Briggs for the second edition of The Belle of Wells. Thatll keep me going for a bit, but its absolutely out of the question to think of marrying anyone. If I can keep my own head above water till the next vacancy occurs at the Orb I shall be lucky.

Youre mad.

Im not, though I dare say I shall be soon, if this sort of thing goes on.

I tell you you are mad. Otherwise youd have called in your work, and saved yourself having to pay those commissions to Hatton and the others. As it is, I believe theyve somehow done you out of your cheques, and the shock of it has affected your brain.

My dear Julian, its a good suggestion, that about calling in my work. But it comes a little late. I called it in weeks ago.

My irritation increased.

What is the use of lying like that? I said angrily. You dont seem to credit me with any sense at all. Do you think I never read the papers and magazines? You cant have called in your work. The stuffs still being printed over the signatures of Sidney Price, Tom Blake, and the Rev. John Hatton.

I caught sight of a Strawberry Leaf lying on the floor beside his chair. I picked it up.

Here you are, I said. Page 324. Short story. Lady Marys Mistake, by Sidney Price. How about that?

Thats it, Julian, he said dismally; thats just it. Those three devils have pinched my job. Theyve learned the trick of the thing through reading my stuff, and now theyre turning it out for themselves. Theyve cut me out. My markets gone. The editors and publishers wont look at me. I have had eleven printed rejection forms this week. One editor wrote and said that he did not want John-Hatton-and-water. Thats why I sent the wire.

Lets see those rejection forms.

You cant. Theyre burnt. They got on my nerves, and I burnt them.

Oh, I said, theyre burnt, are they?

He got up, and began to pace the room.

But I shant give up, Julian, he cried, with a sickening return of the melodrama hero manner; I shant give up. I shall still persevere. The fight will be terrible. Often I shall feel on the point of despair. Yet I shall win through. I feel it, Julian. I have the grit in me to do it. And meanwhile — he lowered his voice, and seemed surprised that the orchestra did not strike up the slow music— meanwhile, I shall ask Eva to wait.

To wait! The colossal, the Napoleonic impudence of the man! I have known men who seemed literally to exude gall, but never one so overflowing with it as James Orlebar Cloyster. As I looked at him standing there and uttering that great speech, I admired him. I ceased to wonder at his success in life.

I shook my head.

I cant do it, I said regretfully. I simply cannot begin to say what I think of you. The English language isnt equal to it. I cannot, off-hand, coin a new phraseology to meet the situation. All I can say is that you are unique.

What do you mean?

Absolutely unique. Though I had hoped you would have known me better than to believe that I would swallow the ludicrous yarn youve prepared. Dont you ever stop and ask yourself on these occasions if its good enough?

You dont believe me!

My dear James! I protested. Believe you!

I swear its all true. Every word of it.

You seem to forget that Ive been behind the scenes. Im not simply an ordinary member of the audience. I know how the illusion is produced. Ive seen the strings pulled. Why, dash it, I showed you how to pull them. I never came across a finer example of seething the kid in its mothers milk. I put you up to the system, and you turn round and try to take me in with it. Yes, youre a wonder, James.

You dont mean to say you think —— !

Dont be an ass, James. Of course I do. Youve had the brazen audacity to attempt to work off on Eva the game you played on Margaret. But youve made a mistake. Youve forgotten to count me.

I paused, and ate a muffin. James watched me with fascinated eyes.

You, I resumed, ethically, I despise. Eva, personally, I detest. It seems, therefore, that I may expect to extract a certain amount of amusement from the situation. The fun will be inaugurated by your telling Eva that she may have to wait five years. You will state, also, the amount of your present income.

Suppose I decline?

You wont.

You think not?

I am sure.

What would you do if I declined?

I should call upon Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell and give her a quarter of an hours entertainment by telling her of the System, and explaining to her, in detail, the exact method of its working and the reason why you set it going. Having amused Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell in this manner, I should make similar revelations to Eva. It would not be pleasant for you subsequently, I suppose, but we all have our troubles. That would be yours.

He hesitated.

As if theyd believe it, he said, weakly.

I think they would.

Theyd laugh at you. Theyd think you were mad.

Not when I produced John Hatton, Sidney Price, and Tom Blake in a solid phalanx, and asked them to corroborate me.

They wouldnt do it, he said, snatching at a straw. They wouldnt give themselves away.

Hatton might hesitate to, but Tom Blake would do it like a shot.

As I did not know Tom Blake, a moments reflection might have told James that this was bluff. But I had gathered a certain knowledge of the bargees character from Jamess conversation, and I knew that he was a drunken, indiscreet sort of person who might be expected to reveal everything in circumstances such as I had described; so I risked the shot, and it went home. Jamess opposition collapsed.

I shall then, administering the coup de grbce, arrange a meeting between the Gunton-Cresswells and old Mrs. Goodwin.

Thank you, said James, but dont bother. On second thoughts I will tell Eva about my income and the five years wait.

Thanks, I said; its very good of you. Good-bye.

And I retired, chuckling, to Rupert Street.


CHAPTER 23. IN A HANSOM
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(JULIAN EVERSLEIGHS NARRATIVE continued)

I spent a pleasant week in my hammock awaiting developments.

At the end of the week came a letter from Eva. She wrote: — 

My Dear Julian, — You havent been to see us for

ages. Is Kensington Lane beyond the pale?

Your affectionate cousin,

Eva.

You vixen, I thought. Yes; Ill come and see you fast enough. It will give me the greatest pleasure to see you crushed and humiliated.

I collected my evening clothes from a man of the name of Attenborough, whom I employ to take care of them when they are not likely to be wanted; found a white shirt, which looked presentable after a little pruning of the cuffs with a razor; and drove to the Gunton-Cresswellss in time for dinner.

There was a certain atmosphere of unrest about the house. I attributed this at first to the effects of the James Orlebar Cloyster bomb-shell, but discovered that it was in reality due to the fact that Eva was going out to a fancy-dress ball that night.

She was having dinner sent up to her room, they told me, and would be down presently. There was a good deal of flitting about going on. Maids on mysterious errands shot up and down stairs. Old Mr. Gunton-Cresswell, looking rather wry, was taking cover in his study when I arrived. Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell was in the drawing-room.

Before Eva came down I got a word alone with her. Ive had a nice, straight-forward letter from James, she said, and he has done all he can to put things straight with us.

Ah! said I.

That telegram, he tells me, was the outcome of a sudden panic.

Dear me! I said.

It seems that he made some most ghastly mistake about his finances. What exactly happened I cant quite understand, but the gist of it is, he thought he was quite well off, whereas, really, his income is infinitesimal.

How odd! I remarked.

It sounds odd; in fact, I could scarcely believe it until I got his letter of explanation. Ill show it to you. Here it is.

I read James Orlebar Cloysters letter with care. It was not particularly long, but I wish I had a copy of it; for it is the finest work in an imaginative vein that has ever been penned.

Masterly! I exclaimed involuntarily.

Yes, isnt it? she echoed. Enables one to grasp thoroughly how the mistake managed to occur.

Has Eva seen it?

Yes.

I notice he mentions five years as being about the period — —

Yes; its rather a long engagement, but, of course, shell wait, she loves him so.

Eva now entered the room. When I caught sight of her I remembered I had pictured her crushed and humiliated. I had expected to gloat over a certain dewiness of her eyes, a patient drooping of her lips. I will say plainly there was nothing of that kind about Eva tonight.

She had decided to go to the ball as Peter Pan.

The costume had rather scandalised old Mr. Gunton-Cresswell, a venerable Tory who rarely spoke except to grumble. Even Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell, who had lately been elected to the newly-formed Les Serfs dAvenir, was inclined to deprecate it.

But I was sure Eva had chosen the better part. The dress suited her to perfection. Her legs are the legs of a boy.

As I looked at her with concentrated hatred, I realised I had never seen a human soul so radiant, so brimming with espihglerie, so altogether to be desired.

Why, Julian, is it you. This is good of you!

It was evident that the past was to be waived. I took my cue.

Thanks, Eva, I said; it suits you admirably.

Events at this point move quickly.

Another card of invitation is produced. Would I care to use it, and take Eva to the ball?

But Im not in fancy dress.

Overruled. Fancy dress not an essential. Crowds of men there in ordinary evening clothes.

So we drove off.

We hardly exchanged a syllable. No one has much to say just before a dance.

I looked at Eva out of the corner of my eye, trying to discover just what it was in her that attracted men. I knew her charm, though I flattered myself that I was proof against it. I wanted to analyse it.

Her photograph is on the table before me as I write. I look at it critically. She is not what I should describe as exactly a type of English beauty. You know the sort of beauty I mean? Queenly, statuesque, a daughter of the gods, divinely fair. Her charm is not in her features. It is in her expression.

Tonight, for instance, as we drove to the ball, there sparkled in her eyes a light such as I had never seen in them before. Every girl is animated at a ball, but this was more than mere animation. There was a latent devilry about her; and behind the sparkle and the glitter a film, a mist, as it were, which lent almost a pathos to her appearance. The effect it had on me was to make me tend to forget that I hated her.

We arrive. I mutter something about having the pleasure.

Eva says I can have the last two waltzes.

Here comes a hiatus. I am told that I was seen dancing, was observed to eat an excellent supper, and was noticed in the smoking-room with a cigarette in my mouth.

At last the first of my two waltzes. The Eton Boating Song — one of my favourites. I threaded my way through the room in search of her. She was in neither of the doorways. I cast my eyes about the room. Her costume was so distinctive that I could hardly fail to see her.

I did see her.

She was dancing my waltz with another man.

The thing seemed to numb my faculties. I stood in the doorway, gaping. I couldnt understand it. The illogical nature of my position did not strike me. It did not occur to me that as I hated the girl so much, it was much the best thing that could happen that I should see as little of her as possible. My hatred was entirely concentrated on the bounder who had stolen my dance. He was a small, pink-faced little beast, and it maddened me to see that he danced better than I could ever have done.

As they whirled past me she smiled at him.

I rushed to the smoking-room.

Whether she gave my other waltz to the same man, or whether she chose some other partner, or sat alone waiting for me, I do not know. When I returned to the ballroom the last waltz was over, and the orchestra was beginning softly to play the first extra. It was Tout Passe, an air that has always had the power to thrill me.

My heart gave a bound. Standing in the doorway just in front of me was Eva.

I drew back.

Two or three men came up, and asked her for the dance. She sent them away, and my heart leaped as they went.

She was standing with her back towards me. Now she turned. Our eyes met. We stood for a moment looking at one another.

Then I heard her give a little sigh; and instantly I forgot everything — my hatred, my two lost dances, the pink-faced blighter — everything. Everything but that I loved her.

Tired, Eva? I said.

Perhaps I am, she replied. Yes, I am, Julian.

Give me this one, I whispered. Well sit it out.

Very well. Its so hot in here. Well go and sit it out in a hansom, shall we? Ill get my cloak.

I waited, numbed by her absence. Her cloak was pale pink. We walked out together into the starry night. A few yards off stood a hansom. Drive to the corner of Sloane Street, I said to the man, by way of the Park.

The night was very still.

I have said that I had forgotten everything except that I loved her. Could I remember now? Now, as we drove together through the empty streets alone, her warm, palpitating body touching mine.

James, and his awful predicament, which would last till Eva gave him up; Evas callous treatment of my former love for her; my own newly-acquired affection for Margaret; my self-respect — these things had become suddenly of no account.

Eva, I murmured; and I took her hand.

Eva....

Her wonderful eyes met mine. The mist in them seemed to turn to dew. My darling, she whispered, very low.

The road was deserted. We were alone.

I drew her face to mine and kissed her.



My love for her grows daily.

Old Gunton-Cresswell has introduced me to a big firm of linoleum manufacturers. I am taking over their huge system of advertising next week. My salary will be enormous. It almost frightens me. Old Mr. Cresswell tells me that he had had the job in his mind for me for some time, and had, indeed, mentioned to his wife and Eva at lunch that day that he intended to write to me about it. I am more grateful to him than I can ever make him understand. Eva, I know, cares nothing for money — she told me so — but it is a comfort to feel that I can keep her almost in luxury.

I have given up my rooms in Rupert Street.

I sleep in a bed.

I do Sandow exercises.

I am always down to breakfast at eight-thirty sharp.

I smoke less.

I am the happiest man on earth.

(End of Julian Eversleighs narrative.)


Narrative Resumed by James Orlebar Cloyster
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CHAPTER 24. A RIFT IN THE CLOUDS
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O PERFIDY OF woman! O feminine inconstancy! That is the only allusion I shall permit to escape me on the subject of Eva Eversleighs engagement to that scoundrel Julian.

I had the news by telegraph, and the heavens darkened above me, whilst the solid earth rocked below.

I had been trapped into dishonour, and even the bait had been withheld from me.

But it was not the loss of Eva that troubled me most. It should have outweighed all my other misfortunes and made them seem of no account, but it did not. Man is essentially a materialist. The prospect of an empty stomach is more serious to him than a broken heart. A broken heart is the luxury of the well-to-do. What troubled me more than all other things at this juncture was the thought that I was face to face with starvation, and that only the grimmest of fights could enable me to avoid it. I quaked at the prospect. The early struggles of the writer to keep his head above water form an experience which does not bear repetition. The hopeless feeling of chipping a little niche for oneself out of the solid rock with a nib is a nightmare even in times of prosperity. I remembered the grey days of my literary apprenticeship, and I shivered at the thought that I must go through them again.

I examined my position dispassionately over a cup of coffee at Grooms, in Fleet Street. Grooms was a recognised Orb rendezvous. When I was doing On Your Way, one or two of us used to go down Fleet Street for coffee after the mornings work with the regularity of machines. It formed a recognised break in the day.

I thought things over. How did I stand? Holiday work at the Orb would begin very shortly, so that I should get a good start in my race. Fermin would be going away in a few weeks, then Gresham, and after that Fane, the man who did the People and Things column. With luck I ought to get a clear fifteen weeks of regular work. It would just save me. In fifteen weeks I ought to have got going again. The difficulty was that I had dropped out. Editors had forgotten my work. John Hatton they knew, and Sidney Price they knew; but who was James Orlebar Cloyster? There would be much creaking of joints and wobbling of wheels before my triumphal car could gather speed again. But, with a regular salary coming in week by week from the Orb, I could endure this. I became almost cheerful. It is an exhilarating sensation having ones back against the wall.

Then there was Briggs, the actor. The very thought of him was a tonic. A born fighter, with the energy of six men, he was an ideal model for me. If I could work with a sixth of his dash and pluck, I should be safe. He was giving me work. He might give me more. The new edition of the Belle of Wells was due in another fortnight. My lyrics would be used, and I should get paid for them. Add this to my Orb salary, and I should be a man of substance.

I glared over my coffee-cup at an imaginary John Hatton.

You thought youd done me, did you? I said to him. By Gad! Ill have the laugh of you all yet.

I was shaking my fist at him when the door opened. I hurriedly tilted back my chair, and looked out of the window.

Hullo, Cloyster.

I looked round. It was Fermin. Just the man I wanted to see.

He seemed depressed. Even embarrassed.

Hows the column? I asked.

Oh, all right, he said awkwardly. I wanted to see you about that. I was going to write to you.

Oh, yes, I said, of course. About the holiday work. When are you off?

I was thinking of starting next week.

Good. Sorry to lose you, of course, but — —

He shuffled his feet.

Youre doing pretty well now at the game, arent you, Cloyster? he said.

It was not to my interests to cry myself down, so I said that I was doing quite decently. He seemed relieved.

Youre making quite a good income, I suppose? I mean, no difficulty about placing your stuff?

Editors squeal for it.

Because, otherwise what I wanted to say to you might have been something of a blow. But it wont affect you much if youre doing plenty of work elsewhere.

A cold hand seemed laid upon my heart. My mind leaped to what he meant. Something had gone wrong with the Orb holiday work, my sheet-anchor.

Do you remember writing a par about Stickney, the butter-scotch man, you know, ragging him when he got his peerage?

Yes.

It was one of the best paragraphs I had ever done. A two-line thing, full of point and sting. I had been editing On Your Way that day, Fermin being on a holiday and Gresham ill; and I had put the paragraph conspicuously at the top of the column.

Well, said Fermin, Im afraid there was rather trouble about it. Hamilton came into our room yesterday, and asked if I should be seeing you. I said I thought I should. Well, tell him, said Hamilton, that that paragraph of his about Stickney has only cost us five hundred pounds. Thats all. And he went out again. Apparently Stickney was on the point of advertising largely with the Orb, and had backed out in a huff. Today, I went to see him about my holiday, and he wanted to know who was coming in to do my work. I mentioned you, and he absolutely refused to have you in. Im awfully sorry about it.

I was silent. The shock was too great. Instead of drifting easily into my struggle on a comfortable weekly salary, I should have to start the tooth-and-nail fighting at once. I wanted to get away somewhere by myself, and grapple with the position.

I said good-bye to Fermin, retaining sufficient presence of mind to treat the thing lightly, and walked swiftly along the restless Strand, marvelling at what I had suffered at the hands of Fortune. The deceiver of Margaret, deceived by Eva, a pauper! I covered the distance between Grooms and Walpole Street in sombre meditation.

In a sort of dull panic I sat down immediately on my arrival, and tried to work. I told myself that I must turn out something, that it would be madness to waste a moment.

I sat and chewed my pen from two oclock till five, but not a page of printable stuff could I turn out. Looking back at myself at that moment, I am not surprised that my ideas did not flow. It would have been a wonderful triumph of strength of mind if I had been able to write after all that had happened. Dr. Johnson has laid it down that a man can write at any time, if he sets himself to it earnestly; but mine were exceptional circumstances. My lifes happiness and my means for supporting life at all, happy or otherwise, had been swept away in a single morning; and I found myself utterly unable to pen a coherent sentence.

At five oclock I gave up the struggle, and rang for tea.

While I was having tea there was a ring at the bell, and my landlady brought in a large parcel.

I recognised the writing on the label. The hand was Margarets. I wondered in an impersonal sort of way what Margaret could be sending to me. From the feel of it the contents were paper.

It amuses me now to think that it was a good half-hour before I took the trouble to cut the string. Fortune and happiness were waiting for me in that parcel, and I would not bother to open it. I sat in my chair, smoking and thinking, and occasionally cast a gloomy eye at the parcel. But I did not open it. Then my pipe went out, and I found that I had no matches in my pocket. There were some at the farther end of the mantelpiece. I had to get up to reach them, and, once up, I found myself filled with a sufficient amount of energy to take a knife from the table and cut the string.

Languidly I undid the brown paper. The contents were a pile of typewritten pages and a letter.

It was the letter over which my glassy eyes travelled first.

My own dear, brave, old darling James, it began, and its purport was that she had written a play, and wished me to put my name to it and hawk it round: to pass off as my work her own amateurish effort at playwriting. Ludicrous. And so immoral, too. I had always imagined that Margaret had a perfectly flawless sense of honesty. Yet here she was asking me deliberately to impose on the credulity of some poor, trusting theatrical manager. The dreadful disillusionment of it shocked me.

Most men would have salved their wounded susceptibilities by putting a match to the manuscript without further thought or investigation.

But I have ever been haunted by a somewhat over-strict conscience, and I sat down there and then to read the stupid stuff.

At seven oclock I was still reading.

My dinner was brought in. I bolted it with Margarets play propped up against the potato dish.

I read on and on. I could not leave it. Incredible as it would appear from anyone but me, I solemnly assure you that the typewritten nonsense I read that evening was nothing else than The Girl who Waited.


CHAPTER 25. BRIGGS TO THE RESCUE
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

I finished the last page, and I laid down the typescript reverently. The thing amazed me. Unable as I was to turn out a good acting play of my own, I was, nevertheless, sufficiently gifted with an appreciation of the dramatic to be able to recognise such a play when I saw it. There were situations in Margarets comedy which would grip a London audience, and force laughter and tears from it.... Well, the public side of that idiotic play is history. Everyone knows how many nights it ran, and the Press from time to time tells its readers what were the profits from it that accrued to the author.

I turned to Margarets letter and re-read the last page. She put the thing very well, very sensibly. As I read, my scruples began to vanish. After all, was it so very immoral, this little deception that she proposed?

I have written down the words, she said; but the conception is yours. The play was inspired by you. But for you I should never have begun it. Well, if she put it like that —— 

You alone are able to manage the business side of the production. You know the right men to go to. To approach them on behalf of a strangers work is far less likely to lead to success.

(True, true.)

I have assumed, you will see, that the play is certain to be produced. But that will only be so if you adopt it as your own,

(There was sense in this.)

Claim the authorship, and all will be well.

I will, I said.

I packed up the play in its brown paper, and rushed from the house. At the post-office, at the bottom of the Kings Road, I stopped to send a telegram. It consisted of the words, Accept thankfully. — Cloyster.

Then I took a cab from the rank at Sloane Square, and told the man to drive to the stage-door of the Briggs Theatre in Shaftesbury Avenue.

The cab-rank in Sloane Square is really a Home for Superannuated Horses. It is a sort of equine Athenaeum. No horse is ever seen there till it has passed well into the sere and yellow. A Sloane Square cab-horse may be distinguished by the dignity of its movements. It is happiest when walking.

The animal which had the privilege of making history by conveying me and The Girl who Waited to the Briggs Theatre was asthmatic, and, I think, sickening for the botts. I had plenty of time to cool my brain and think out a plan of campaign.

Stanley Briggs, whom I proposed to try first, was the one man I should have liked to see in the part of James, the hero of the piece. The part might have been written round him.

There was the objection, of course, that The Girl who Waited was not a musical comedy, but I knew he would consider a straight play, and put it on if it suited him. I was confident that The Girl who Waited would be just what he wanted.

The problem was how to get him to himself for a sufficient space of time. When a man is doing the work of half a dozen he is likely to get on in the world, but he has, as a rule, little leisure for conversation.

My octogenarian came to a standstill at last at the stage-door, and seemed relieved at having won safely through a strenuous bit of work.

I went through in search of my man.

His dressing-room was the first place I drew. I knew that he was not due on the stage for another ten minutes. Mr. Richard Belsey, his valet, was tidying up the room as I entered.

Mr. Briggs anywhere about, Richard? I asked.

Down on the side, sir, I think. Theres a new song in tonight for Mrs. Briggs, and hes gone to listen how it goes.

Which side, do you know?

O.P., sir, I think.

I went downstairs and through the folding-doors into the wings. The O.P. corner was packed — standing room only — and the overflow reached nearly to the doors. The Black Hole of Calcutta was roomy compared with the wings on the night of a new song. Everybody who had the least excuse for being out of his or her dressing-room at that moment was peering through odd chinks in the scenery. Chorus-girls, show-girls, chorus-men, principals, children, scene-shifters, and other theatrical fauna waited in a solid mass for the arrival of the music-cue.

The atmosphere behind the scenes has always had the effect of making me feel as if my boots were number fourteens and my hands, if anything, larger. Directly I have passed the swing-doors I shuffle like one oppressed with a guilty conscience. Outside I may have been composed, even jaunty. Inside I am hangdog. Beads of perspiration form on my brow. My collar tightens. My boots begin to squeak. I smile vacuously.

I shuffled, smiling vacuously and clutching the type-script of The Girl who Waited, to the O.P. corner. I caught the eye of a tall lady in salmon-pink, and said Good evening huskily — my voice is always husky behind the scenes: elsewhere it is like some beautiful bell. A piercing whisper of Sh-h-h-! came from somewhere close at hand. This sort of thing does not help bright and sparkling conversation. I sh-h-hed, and passed on.

At the back of the O.P. corner Timothy Prince, the comedian, was filling in the time before the next entrance by waltzing with one of the stage-carpenters. He suspended the operation to greet me.

Hullo, dear heart, he said, how goes it?

Seen Briggs anywhere? I asked.

Round on the prompt side, I think. He was here a second ago, but he dashed off.

At this moment the music-cue was given, and a considerable section of the multitude passed on to the stage.

Locomotion being rendered easier, I hurried round to the prompt side.

But when I arrived there were no signs of the missing man.

Seen Mr. Briggs anywhere? I asked.

Here a moment ago, said one of the carpenters. He went out after Miss Lewins song began. I think hes gone round the other side.

I dashed round to the O.P. corner again. He had just left.

Taking up the trail, I went to his dressing-room once more.

Youre just too late, sir, said Richard; he was here a moment ago.

I decided to wait.

I wonder if hell be back soon.

Hes probably downstairs. His call is in another two minutes.

I went downstairs, and waited on the prompt side. Sir Boyle Roches bird was sedentary compared with this elusive man.

Presently he appeared.

Hullo, dear old boy, he said. Welcome to Elsmore. Come and see me before you go, will you? Ive got an idea for a song.

I say, I said, as he flitted past, can I — —

Tell me later on.

And he sprang on to the stage.

By the time I had worked my way, at the end of the performance, through the crowd of visitors who were waiting to see him in his dressing-room, I found that he had just three minutes in which to get to the Savoy to keep an urgent appointment. He explained that he was just dashing off. I shall be at the theatre all tomorrow morning, though, he said. Come round about twelve, will you?



There was a rehearsal at half-past eleven next morning. When I got to the theatre I found him on the stage. He was superintending the chorus, talking to one man about a song and to two others about motors, and dictating letters to his secretary. Taking advantage of this spell of comparative idleness, I advanced (l.c.) with the typescript.

Hullo, old boy, he said, just a minute! Sit down, wont you? Have a cigar.

I sat down on the Act One sofa, and he resumed his conversations.

You see, laddie, he said, what you want in a song like this is tune. Its no good doing stuff that your wife and family and your aunts say is better than Wagner. They dont want that sort of thing here — Dears, we simply cant get on if you wont do what youre told. Begin going off while youre singing the last line of the refrain, not after youve finished. All back. Ive told you a hundred times. Do try and get it right — I simply darent look at a motor bill. These fellers at the garage cram it on — I mean, what can you do? Youre up against it — Miss Hinckel, Ive got seventy-five letters I want you to take down. Ready? Mrs. Robert Boodle, Sandringham, Mafeking Road, Balham. Dear Madam: Mr. Briggs desires me to say that he fears that he has no part to offer to your son. He is glad that he made such a success at his school theatricals. James Winterbotham, Pleasant Cottage, Rhodesia Terrace, Stockwell. Dear Sir: Mr. Briggs desires me to say that he remembers meeting your wifes cousin at the public dinner you mention, but that he fears he has no part at present to offer to your daughter. Arnold H. Bodgett, Wistaria Lodge....

My attention wandered.

At the end of a quarter of an hour he was ready for me.

I wish youd have a shot at it, old boy, he said, as he finished sketching out the idea for the lyric, and let me have it as soon as you can. I want it to go in at the beginning of the second act. Hullo, whats that youre nursing?

Its a play. I was wondering if you would mind glancing at it if you have time?

Yours?

Yes. Theres a part in it that would just suit you.

What is it? Musical comedy?

No. Ordinary comedy.

I shouldnt mind putting on a comedy soon. I must have a look at it. Come and have a bit of lunch.

One of the firemen came up, carrying a card.

Hullo, whats this? Oh, confound the feller! Hes always coming here. Look here: tell him that Im just gone out to lunch, but can see him at three. Come along, old boy.

He began to read the play over the coffee and cigars.

He read it straight through, as I had done.

What rot! he said, as he turned the last page.

Isnt it! I exclaimed enthusiastically. But wont it go?

Go? he shouted, with such energy that several lunchers spun round in their chairs, and a Rand magnate, who was eating peas at the next table, started and cut his mouth. Go? Its the limit! This is just the sort of thing to get right at them. Itll hit them where they live. What made you think of that drivel at the end of Act Two?

Genius, I suppose. What do you think of James as a part for you?

Top hole. Good Lord, I havent congratulated you! Consider it done.

Thanks.

We drained our liqueur glasses to The Girl who Waited and to ourselves.

Briggs, after a lifetime spent in doing three things at once, is not a man who lets a great deal of grass grow under his feet. Before I left him that night the ideal cast of the play had been jotted down, and much of the actual cast settled. Rehearsals were in full swing within a week, and the play was produced within ten days of the demise of its predecessor.

Meanwhile, the satisfactory sum which I received in advance of royalties was sufficient to remove any regrets as to the loss of the Orb holiday work. With The Girl who Waited in active rehearsal, On Your Way lost in importance.


CHAPTER 26. MY TRIUMPH
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(JAMES ORLEBAR CLOYSTERS narrative continued)

ON THE MORNING of the day for which the production had been fixed, it dawned upon me that I had to meet Mrs. Goodwin and Margaret at Waterloo. All through the busy days of rehearsal, even on those awful days when everything went wrong and actresses, breaking down, sobbed in the wings and refused to be comforted, I had dimly recognised the fact that when I met Margaret I should have to be honest with her. Plans for evasion had been half-matured by my inventive faculties, only to be discarded, unpolished, on account of the insistent claims of the endless rehearsals. To have concocted a story with which to persuade Margaret that I stood to lose money if the play succeeded would have been a clear days work. And I had no clear days.

But this was not all. There was another reason. Somehow my sentiments with regard to her were changing again. It was as if I were awaking from some dream. I felt as if my eyes had been blindfolded to prevent me seeing Margaret as she really was, and that now the bandage had been removed. As the day of production drew nearer, and the play began to take shape, I caught myself sincerely admiring the girl who could hit off, first shot, the exact shade of drivel which the London stage required. What culture, what excessive brain-power she must have. How absurdly naove, how impossibly melodramatic, how maudlinly sentimental, how improbable — in fact, how altogether womanly she must have grown.

Womanly! That did it. I felt that she was womanly. And it came about that it was my Margaret of the Cobo shrimping journeys that I was prepared to welcome as I drove that morning to Waterloo Station.

And so, when the train rolled in, and the Goodwins alighted, and Margaret kissed me, by an extraordinarily lucky chance I found that I loved her more dearly than ever.



That premihre is still fresh in my memory.

Mrs. Goodwin, Margaret, and myself occupied the stage box, and in various parts of the house I could see the familiar faces of those whom I had invited as my guests.

I felt it was the supreme event of my life. It was the moment. And surely I should have spoilt it all unless my old-time friends had been sitting near me.

Eva and Julian were with Mr. and Mrs. Gunton-Cresswell in the box opposite us. To the Barrel Club I had sent the first row of the dress circle. It was expensive, but worth it. Hatton and Sidney Price were in the stalls. Tom Blake had preferred a free pass to the gallery. Kit and Malim were at the back of the upper circle (this was, Malim told me, Kits own choice).

One by one the members of the orchestra took their places for the overture, and it was to the appropriate strains of Land of Hope and Glory that the curtain rose on the first act of my play.

The first act, I should mention (though it is no doubt superfluous to do so) is bright and suggestive, but ends on a clear, firm note of pathos. That is why, as soon as the lights went up, I levelled my glasses at the eyes of the critics. Certainly in two cases, and, I think, in a third, I caught the glint of tear-drops. One critic was blowing his nose, another sobbed like a child, and I had a hurried vision of a third staggering out to the foyer with his hand to his eyes. Margaret was removing her own tears with a handkerchief. Mrs. Goodwins unmoved face may have hidden a lacerated soul, but she did not betray herself. Hers may have been the thoughts that lie too deep for tears. At any rate, she did not weep. Instead, she drew from her reticule the fragmentary writings of an early Portuguese author. These she perused during the present and succeeding entractes.

Pressing Margarets hand, I walked round to the Gunton-Cresswellss box to see what effect the act had had on them. One glance at their faces was enough. They were long and hard. This is a real compliment, I said to myself, for the whole party cut me dead. I withdrew, delighted. They had come, of course, to assist at my failure. I had often observed to Julian how curiously lacking I was in dramatic instinct, and Julian had predicted to Eva and her aunt and uncle a glorious fiasco. They were furious at their hopes being so egregiously disappointed. Had they dreamt of a success they would have declined to be present. Indeed, half-way through Act Two, I saw them creeping away into the night.

The Barrel Club I discovered in the bar. As I approached, I heard Michael declare that thered not been such an act produced since his show was put on at — — He was interrupted by old Maundrell asserting that the business arranged for valet reminded him of a story about Leopold Lewis.

They, too, added their quota to my cup of pleasure by being distinctly frigid.

Ascending to the gallery I found another compliment awaiting me. Tom Blake was fast asleep. The quality of Blakes intellect was in inverse ratio to that of Mrs. Goodwin. Neither of them appreciated the stuff that suited so well the tastes of the million; and it was consequently quite consistent that while Mrs. Goodwin dozed in spirit Tom Blake should snore in reality.

With Hatton and Price I did not come into contact. I noticed, however, that they wore an expression of relief at the enthusiastic reception my play had received.

But an encounter with Kit and Malim was altogether charming. They had had some slight quarrel on the way to the theatre, and had found a means of reconciliation in their mutual emotion at the pathos of the first acts finale. They were now sitting hand in hand telling each other how sorry they were. They congratulated me warmly.



A couple of hours more, and the curtain had fallen.

The roar, the frenzied scene, the picture of a vast audience, half-mad with excitement — how it all comes back to me.

And now, as I sit in this quiet smoking-room of a St. Peters Port hotel, I hear again the shout of Author! I see myself again stepping forward from the wings. That short appearance of mine, that brief speech behind the footlights fixed my future....



James Orlebar Cloyster, the plutocratic playwright, to Margaret, only daughter of the late Eugene Grandison Goodwin, LL.D.


The Swoop! (1909)
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PREFACE
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IT MAY BE thought by some that in the pages which follow I have painted in too lurid colours the horrors of a foreign invasion of England. Realism in art, it may be argued, can be carried too far. I prefer to think that the majority of my readers will acquit me of a desire to be unduly sensational. It is necessary that England should be roused to a sense of her peril, and only by setting down without flinching the probable results of an invasion can this be done. This story, I may mention, has been written and published purely from a feeling of patriotism and duty. Mr. Alston Rivers sensitive soul will be jarred to its foundations if it is a financial success. So will mine. But in a time of national danger we feel that the risk must be taken. After all, at the worst, it is a small sacrifice to make for our country.

P. G. WODEHOUSE.

The Bomb-Proof Shelter, London, W.


Part One
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Chapter 1. AN ENGLISH BOYS HOME
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AUGUST THE FIRST, 19 — 

Clarence Chugwater looked around him with a frown, and gritted his teeth.

England — my England! he moaned.

Clarence was a sturdy lad of some fourteen summers. He was neatly, but not gaudily, dressed in a flat-brimmed hat, a coloured handkerchief, a flannel shirt, a bunch of ribbons, a haversack, football shorts, brown boots, a whistle, and a hockey-stick. He was, in fact, one of General Baden-Powells Boy Scouts.

Scan him closely. Do not dismiss him with a passing glance; for you are looking at the Boy of Destiny, at Clarence MacAndrew Chugwater, who saved England.

To-day those features are familiar to all. Everyone has seen the Chugwater Column in Aldwych, the equestrian statue in Chugwater Road (formerly Piccadilly), and the picture-postcards in the stationers windows. That bulging forehead, distended with useful information; that massive chin; those eyes, gleaming behind their spectacles; that tout ensemble; that je ne sais quoi.

In a word, Clarence!

He could do everything that the Boy Scout must learn to do. He could low like a bull. He could gurgle like a wood-pigeon. He could imitate the cry of the turnip in order to deceive rabbits. He could smile and whistle simultaneously in accordance with Rule 8 (and only those who have tried this know how difficult it is). He could spoor, fell trees, tell the character from the boot-sole, and fling the squaler. He did all these things well, but what he was really best at was flinging the squaler.



Clarence, on this sultry August afternoon, was tensely occupied tracking the family cat across the dining-room carpet by its foot-prints. Glancing up for a moment, he caught sight of the other members of the family.

England, my England! he moaned.

It was indeed a sight to extract tears of blood from any Boy Scout. The table had been moved back against the wall, and in the cleared space Mr. Chugwater, whose duty it was to have set an example to his children, was playing diabolo. Beside him, engrossed in cup-and-ball, was his wife. Reggie Chugwater, the eldest son, the heir, the hope of the house, was reading the cricket news in an early edition of the evening paper. Horace, his brother, was playing pop-in-taw with his sister Grace and Graces fiance, Ralph Peabody. Alice, the other Miss Chugwater, was mending a Badminton racquet.

Not a single member of that family was practising with the rifle, or drilling, or learning to make bandages.

Clarence groaned.

If you cant play without snorting like that, my boy, said Mr. Chugwater, a little irritably, you must find some other game. You made me jump just as I was going to beat my record.

Talking of records, said Reggie, Frys on his way to his eighth successive century. If he goes on like this, Lancashire will win the championship.

I thought he was playing for Somerset, said Horace.

That was a fortnight ago. You ought to keep up to date in an important subject like cricket.

Once more Clarence snorted bitterly.

Im sure you ought not to be down on the floor, Clarence, said Mr. Chugwater anxiously. It is so draughty, and you have evidently got a nasty cold. Must you lie on the floor?

I am spooring, said Clarence with simple dignity.

But Im sure you can spoor better sitting on a chair with a nice book.

I think the kids sickening for something, put in Horace critically. Hes deuced roopy. Whats up, Clarry?

I was thinking, said Clarence, of my country — of England.

Whats the matter with England?

Shes all right, murmured Ralph Peabody.

My fallen country! sighed Clarence, a not unmanly tear bedewing the glasses of his spectacles. My fallen, stricken country!

That kid, said Reggie, laying down his paper, is talking right through his hat. My dear old son, are you aware that England has never been so strong all round as she is now? Do you ever read the papers? Dont you know that weve got the Ashes and the Golf Championship, and the Wibbley-wob Championship, and the Spiropole, Spillikins, Puff-Feather, and Animal Grab Championships? Has it come to your notice that our croquet pair beat America last Thursday by eight hoops? Did you happen to hear that we won the Hop-skip-and-jump at the last Olympic Games? Youve been out in the woods, old sport.

Clarences heart was too full for words. He rose in silence, and quitted the room.

Got the pip or something! said Reggie. Rum kid! I say, Hirsts bowling well! Five for twenty-three so far!

Clarence wandered moodily out of the house. The Chugwaters lived in a desirable villa residence, which Mr. Chugwater had built in Essex. It was a typical Englishmans Home. Its name was Nasturtium Villa.

As Clarence walked down the road, the excited voice of a newspaper-boy came to him. Presently the boy turned the corner, shouting, Ker-lapse of Surrey! Sensational bowling at the Oval!

He stopped on seeing Clarence.

Paper, General?

Clarence shook his head. Then he uttered a startled exclamation, for his eye had fallen on the poster.

It ran as follows: — 

SURREY

DOING

BADLY

GERMAN ARMY LANDS IN ENGLAND


Chapter 2. THE INVADERS
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CLARENCE FLUNG THE boy a halfpenny, tore a paper from his grasp, and scanned it eagerly. There was nothing to interest him in the body of the journal, but he found what he was looking for in the stop-press space. Stop press news, said the paper. Fry not out, 104. Surrey 147 for 8. A German army landed in Essex this afternoon. Loamshire Handicap: Spring Chicken, 1; Salome, 2; Yip-i-addy, 3. Seven ran.

Essex! Then at any moment the foe might be at their doors; more, inside their doors. With a passionate cry, Clarence tore back to the house.

He entered the dining-room with the speed of a highly-trained Marathon winner, just in time once more to prevent Mr. Chugwater lowering his record.

The Germans! shouted Clarence. We are invaded!

This time Mr. Chugwater was really annoyed.

If I have told you once about your detestable habit of shouting in the house, Clarence, I have told you a hundred times. If you cannot be a Boy Scout quietly, you must stop being one altogether. I had got up to six that time.

But, father — —

Silence! You will go to bed this minute; and I shall consider the question whether you are to have any supper. It will depend largely on your behaviour between now and then. Go!

But, father — —

Clarence dropped the paper, shaken with emotion. Mr. Chugwaters sternness deepened visibly.

Clarence! Must I speak again?

He stooped and removed his right slipper.

Clarence withdrew.

Reggie picked up the paper.

That kid, he announced judicially, is off his nut! Hullo! I told you so! Fry not out, 104. Good old Charles!

I say, exclaimed Horace, who sat nearest the window, there are two rummy-looking chaps coming to the front door, wearing a sort of fancy dress!

It must be the Germans, said Reggie. The paper says they landed here this afternoon. I expect — —

A thunderous knock rang through the house. The family looked at one another. Voices were heard in the hall, and next moment the door opened and the servant announced Mr. Prinsotto and Mr. Aydycong.

Or, rather, said the first of the two newcomers, a tall, bearded, soldierly man, in perfect English, Prince Otto of Saxe-Pfennig and Captain the Graf von Poppenheim, his aide-de-camp.

Just so — just so! said Mr. Chugwater, affably. Sit down, wont you?

The visitors seated themselves. There was an awkward silence.

Warm day! said Mr. Chugwater.

Very! said the Prince, a little constrainedly.

Perhaps a cup of tea? Have you come far?

Well — er — pretty far. That is to say, a certain distance. In fact, from Germany.

I spent my summer holiday last year at Dresden. Capital place!

Just so. The fact is, Mr. — er—

Chugwater. By the way — my wife, Mrs. Chugwater.

The prince bowed. So did his aide-de-camp.

The fact is, Mr. Jugwater, resumed the prince, we are not here on a holiday.

Quite so, quite so. Business before pleasure.

The prince pulled at his moustache. So did his aide-de-camp, who seemed to be a man of but little initiative and conversational resource.

We are invaders.

Not at all, not at all, protested Mr. Chugwater.

I must warn you that you will resist at your peril. You wear no uniform—

Wouldnt dream of such a thing. Except at the lodge, of course.

You will be sorely tempted, no doubt. Do not think that I do not appreciate your feelings. This is an Englishmans Home.

Mr. Chugwater tapped him confidentially on the knee.

And an uncommonly snug little place, too, he said. Now, if you will forgive me for talking business, you, I gather, propose making some stay in this country.

The prince laughed shortly. So did his aide-de-camp. Exactly, continued Mr. Chugwater, exactly. Then you will want some pied-a-terre, if you follow me. I shall be delighted to let you this house on remarkably easy terms for as long as you please. Just come along into my study for a moment. We can talk it over quietly there. You see, dealing direct with me, you would escape the middlemans charges, and—

Gently but firmly he edged the prince out of the room and down the passage.

The aide-de-camp continued to sit staring woodenly at the carpet. Reggie closed quietly in on him.

Excuse me, he said; talking shop and all that. But Im an agent for the Come One Come All Accident and Life Assurance Office. You have heard of it probably? We can offer you really exceptional terms. You must not miss a chance of this sort. Now heres a prospectus—

Horace sidled forward.

I dont know if you happen to be a cyclist, Captain — er — Graf; but if youd like a practically new motorbike, only been used since last November, I can let you—

There was a swish of skirts as Grace and Alice advanced on the visitor.

Im sure, said Grace winningly, that youre fond of the theatre, Captain Poppenheim. We are getting up a performance of Ici on parle Francais, in aid of the fund for Supplying Square Meals to Old-Age Pensioners. Such a deserving object, you know. Now, how many tickets will you take?

You can sell them to your friends, you know, added Mrs. Chugwater.

The aide-de-camp gulped convulsively.



Ten minutes later two penniless men groped their way, dazed, to the garden gate.

At last, said Prince Otto brokenly, for it was he, at last I begin to realise the horrors of an invasion — for the invaders.

And together the two men staggered on.


Chapter 3. ENGLANDS PERIL
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WHEN THE PAPERS arrived next morning, it was seen that the situation was even worse than had at first been suspected. Not only had the Germans effected a landing in Essex, but, in addition, no fewer than eight other hostile armies had, by some remarkable coincidence, hit on that identical moment for launching their long-prepared blow.

England was not merely beneath the heel of the invader. It was beneath the heels of nine invaders.

There was barely standing-room.

Full details were given in the Press. It seemed that while Germany was landing in Essex, a strong force of Russians, under the Grand Duke Vodkakoff, had occupied Yarmouth. Simultaneously the Mad Mullah had captured Portsmouth; while the Swiss navy had bombarded Lyme Regis, and landed troops immediately to westward of the bathing-machines. At precisely the same moment China, at last awakened, had swooped down upon that picturesque little Welsh watering-place, Lllgxtplll, and, despite desperate resistance on the part of an excursion of Evanses and Joneses from Cardiff, had obtained a secure foothold. While these things were happening in Wales, the army of Monaco had descended on Auchtermuchty, on the Firth of Clyde. Within two minutes of this disaster, by Greenwich time, a boisterous band of Young Turks had seized Scarborough. And, at Brighton and Margate respectively, small but determined armies, the one of Moroccan brigands, under Raisuli, the other of dark-skinned warriors from the distant isle of Bollygolla, had made good their footing.

This was a very serious state of things.

Correspondents of the Daily Mail at the various points of attack had wired such particulars as they were able. The preliminary parley at Lllgxtplll between Prince Ping Pong Pang, the Chinese general, and Llewellyn Evans, the leader of the Cardiff excursionists, seems to have been impressive to a degree. The former had spoken throughout in pure Chinese, the latter replying in rich Welsh, and the general effect, wired the correspondent, was almost painfully exhilarating.

So sudden had been the attacks that in very few instances was there any real resistance. The nearest approach to it appears to have been seen at Margate.

At the time of the arrival of the black warriors which, like the other onslaughts, took place between one and two oclock on the afternoon of August Bank Holiday, the sands were covered with happy revellers. When the war canoes approached the beach, the excursionists seem to have mistaken their occupants at first for a troupe of nigger minstrels on an unusually magnificent scale; and it was freely noised abroad in the crowd that they were being presented by Charles Frohmann, who was endeavouring to revive the ancient glories of the Christy Minstrels. Too soon, however, it was perceived that these were no harmless Moore and Burgesses. Suspicion was aroused by the absence of banjoes and tambourines; and when the foremost of the negroes dexterously scalped a small boy, suspicion became certainty.

In this crisis the trippers of Margate behaved well. The Mounted Infantry, on donkeys, headed by Uncle Bones, did much execution. The Ladies Tormentor Brigade harassed the enemys flank, and a hastily-formed band of sharp-shooters, armed with three-shies-a-penny balls and milky cocos, undoubtedly troubled the advance guard considerably. But superior force told. After half an hours fighting the excursionists fled, leaving the beach to the foe.

At Auchtermuchty and Portsmouth no obstacle, apparently, was offered to the invaders. At Brighton the enemy were permitted to land unharmed. Scarborough, taken utterly aback by the boyish vigour of the Young Turks, was an easy prey; and at Yarmouth, though the Grand Duke received a nasty slap in the face from a dexterously-thrown bloater, the resistance appears to have been equally futile.

By tea-time on August the First, nine strongly-equipped forces were firmly established on British soil.


Chapter 4. WHAT ENGLAND THOUGHT OF IT
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SUCH A STATE of affairs, disturbing enough in itself, was rendered still more disquieting by the fact that, except for the Boy Scouts, Englands military strength at this time was practically nil.

The abolition of the regular army had been the first step. Several causes had contributed to this. In the first place, the Socialists had condemned the army system as unsocial. Privates, they pointed out, were forbidden to hob-nob with colonels, though the difference in their positions was due to a mere accident of birth. They demanded that every man in the army should be a general. Comrade Quelch, in an eloquent speech at Newington Butts, had pointed, amidst enthusiasm, to the republics of South America, where the system worked admirably.

Scotland, too, disapproved of the army, because it was professional. Mr. Smith wrote several trenchant letters to Mr. C. J. B. Marriott on the subject.

So the army was abolished, and the land defence of the country entrusted entirely to the Territorials, the Legion of Frontiersmen, and the Boy Scouts.

But first the Territorials dropped out. The strain of being referred to on the music-hall stage as Teddy-boys was too much for them.

Then the Frontiersmen were disbanded. They had promised well at the start, but they had never been themselves since La Milo had been attacked by the Manchester Watch Committee. It had taken all the heart out of them.

So that in the end Englands defenders were narrowed down to the Boy Scouts, of whom Clarence Chugwater was the pride, and a large civilian population, prepared, at any moment, to turn out for their countrys sake and wave flags. A certain section of these, too, could sing patriotic songs.



It was inevitable, in the height of the Silly Season, that such a topic as the simultaneous invasion of Great Britain by nine foreign powers should be seized upon by the press. Countless letters poured into the offices of the London daily papers every morning. Space forbids more than the gist of a few of these.

Miss Charlesworth wrote:— In this crisis I see no alternative. I shall disappear.

Mr. Horatio Bottomley, in John Bull, said that there was some very dirty and underhand work going on, and that the secret history of the invasion would be published shortly. He himself, however, preferred any invader, even the King of Bollygolla, to some K.C.s he could name, though he was fond of dear old Muir. He wanted to know why Inspector Drew had retired.

The Daily Express, in a thoughtful leader, said that Free Trade evidently meant invaders for all.

Mr. Herbert Gladstone, writing to the Times, pointed out that he had let so many undesirable aliens into the country that he did not see that a few more made much difference.

Mr. George R. Sims made eighteen puns on the names of the invading generals in the course of one number of Mustard and Cress.

Mr. H. G. Pelissier urged the public to look on the bright side. There was a sun still shining in the sky. Besides, who knew that some foreign marksman might not pot the censor?

Mr. Robert FitzSimmons offered to take on any of the invading generals, or all of them, and if he didnt beat them it would only be because the referee had a wife and seven small children and had asked him as a personal favour to let himself be knocked out. He had lost several fights that way.

The directors of the Crystal Palace wrote a circular letter to the shareholders, pointing out that there was a good time coming. With this addition to the public, the Palace stood a sporting chance of once more finding itself full.

Judge Willis asked: What is an invasion?

Signor Scotti cabled anxiously from America (prepaid): Stands Scotland where it did?

Mr. Lewis Waller wrote heroically: How many of them are there? I am usually good for about half a dozen. Are they assassins? I can tackle any number of assassins.

Mr. Seymour Hicks said he hoped they would not hurt George Edwardes.

Mr. George Edwardes said that if they injured Seymour Hicks in any way he would never smile again.

A writer in Answers pointed out that, if all the invaders in the country were piled in a heap, they would reach some of the way to the moon.

Far-seeing men took a gloomy view of the situation. They laid stress on the fact that this counter-attraction was bound to hit first-class cricket hard. For some years gates had shown a tendency to fall off, owing to the growing popularity of golf, tennis, and other games. The desire to see the invaders as they marched through the country must draw away thousands who otherwise would have paid their sixpences at the turnstiles. It was suggested that representations should be made to the invading generals with a view to inducing them to make a small charge to sightseers.

In sporting circles the chief interest centered on the race to London. The papers showed the positions of the various armies each morning in their Runners and Betting columns; six to four on the Germans was freely offered, but found no takers.

Considerable interest was displayed in the probable behaviour of the nine armies when they met. The situation was a curious outcome of the modern custom of striking a deadly blow before actually declaring war. Until the moment when the enemy were at her doors, England had imagined that she was on terms of the most satisfactory friendship with her neighbours. The foe had taken full advantage of this, and also of the fact that, owing to a fit of absent-mindedness on the part of the Government, England had no ships afloat which were not entirely obsolete. Interviewed on the subject by representatives of the daily papers, the Government handsomely admitted that it was perhaps in some ways a silly thing to have done; but, they urged, you could not think of everything. Besides, they were on the point of laying down a Dreadnought, which would be ready in a very few years. Meanwhile, the best thing the public could do was to sleep quietly in their beds. It was Fishers tip; and Fisher was a smart man.

And all the while the Invaders Marathon continued.

Who would be the first to reach London?


Chapter 5. THE GERMANS REACH LONDON
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THE GERMANS HAD got off smartly from the mark and were fully justifying the long odds laid upon them. That master-strategist, Prince Otto of Saxe-Pfennig, realising that if he wished to reach the Metropolis quickly he must not go by train, had resolved almost at once to walk. Though hampered considerably by crowds of rustics who gathered, gaping, at every point in the line of march, he had made good progress. The German troops had strict orders to reply to no questions, with the result that little time was lost in idle chatter, and in a couple of days it was seen that the army of the Fatherland was bound, barring accidents, to win comfortably.

The progress of the other forces was slower. The Chinese especially had undergone great privations, having lost their way near Llanfairpwlgwnngogogoch, and having been unable to understand the voluble directions given to them by the various shepherds they encountered. It was not for nearly a week that they contrived to reach Chester, where, catching a cheap excursion, they arrived in the metropolis, hungry and footsore, four days after the last of their rivals had taken up their station.

The German advance halted on the wooded heights of Tottenham. Here a camp was pitched and trenches dug.

The march had shown how terrible invasion must of necessity be. With no wish to be ruthless, the troops of Prince Otto had done grievous damage. Cricket-pitches had been trampled down, and in many cases even golf-greens dented by the iron heel of the invader, who rarely, if ever, replaced the divot. Everywhere they had left ruin and misery in their train.

With the other armies it was the same story. Through carefully-preserved woods they had marched, frightening the birds and driving keepers into fits of nervous prostration. Fishing, owing to their tramping carelessly through the streams, was at a standstill. Croquet had been given up in despair.

Near Epping the Russians shot a fox....



The situation which faced Prince Otto was a delicate one. All his early training and education had implanted in him the fixed idea that, if he ever invaded England, he would do it either alone or with the sympathetic co-operation of allies. He had never faced the problem of what he should do if there were rivals in the field. Competition is wholesome, but only within bounds. He could not very well ask the other nations to withdraw. Nor did he feel inclined to withdraw himself.

It all comes of this dashed Swoop of the Vulture business, he grumbled, as he paced before his tent, ever and anon pausing to sweep the city below him with his glasses. I should like to find the fellow who started the idea! Making me look a fool! Still, its just as bad for the others, thank goodness! Well, Poppenheim?

Captain von Poppenheim approached and saluted.

Please, sir, the men say, May they bombard London?

Bombard London!

Yes, sir; its always done.

Prince Otto pulled thoughtfully at his moustache.

Bombard London! It seems — and yet — ah, well, they have few pleasures.

He stood awhile in meditation. So did Captain von Poppenheim. He kicked a pebble. So did Captain von Poppenheim — only a smaller pebble. Discipline is very strict in the German army.

Poppenheim.

Sir?

Any signs of our — er — competitors?

Yes, sir; the Russians are coming up on the left flank, sir. Theyll be here in a few hours. Raisuli has been arrested at Purley for stealing chickens. The army of Bollygolla is about ten miles out. No news of the field yet, sir.

The Prince brooded. Then he spoke, unbosoming himself more freely than was his wont in conversation with his staff.

Between you and me, Pop, he cried impulsively, Im dashed sorry we ever started this dashed silly invading business. We thought ourselves dashed smart, working in the dark, and giving no sign till the great pounce, and all that sort of dashed nonsense. Seems to me weve simply dashed well landed ourselves in the dashed soup.

Captain von Poppenheim saluted in sympathetic silence. He and the prince had been old chums at college. A life-long friendship existed between them. He would have liked to have expressed adhesion verbally to his superior officers remarks. The words I dont think trembled on his tongue. But the iron discipline of the German Army gagged him. He saluted again and clicked his heels.

The Prince recovered himself with a strong effort.

You say the Russians will be here shortly? he said.

In a few hours, sir.

And the men really wish to bombard London?

It would be a treat to them, sir.

Well, well, I suppose if we dont do it, somebody else will. And we got here first.

Yes, sir.

Then—

An orderly hurried up and saluted.

Telegram, sir.

Absently the Prince opened it. Then his eyes lit up.

Gotterdammerung! he said. I never thought of that. Smash up London and provide work for unemployed mending it. — GRAYSON, he read. Poppenheim.

Sir?

Let the bombardment commence.

Yes, sir.

And let it continue till the Russians arrive. Then it must stop, or there will be complications.

Captain von Poppenheim saluted, and withdrew.


Chapter 6. THE BOMBARDMENT OF LONDON
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THUS WAS LONDON bombarded. Fortunately it was August, and there was nobody in town.

Otherwise there might have been loss of life.


Chapter 7. A CONFERENCE OF THE POWERS
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THE RUSSIANS, LED by General Vodkakoff, arrived at Hampstead half an hour after the bombardment had ceased, and the rest of the invaders, including Raisuli, who had got off on an alibi, dropped in at intervals during the week. By the evening of Saturday, the sixth of August, even the Chinese had limped to the metropolis. And the question now was, What was going to happen? England displayed a polite indifference to the problem. We are essentially a nation of sight-seers. To us the excitement of staring at the invaders was enough. Into the complex international problems to which the situation gave rise it did not occur to us to examine. When you consider that a crowd of five hundred Londoners will assemble in the space of two minutes, abandoning entirely all its other business, to watch a cab-horse that has fallen in the street, it is not surprising that the spectacle of nine separate and distinct armies in the metropolis left no room in the British mind for other reflections.

The attraction was beginning to draw people back to London now. They found that the German shells had had one excellent result, they had demolished nearly all the London statues. And what might have conceivably seemed a draw-back, the fact that they had blown great holes in the wood-paving, passed unnoticed amidst the more extensive operations of the London County Council.

Taking it for all in all, the German gunners had simply been beautifying London. The Albert Hall, struck by a merciful shell, had come down with a run, and was now a heap of picturesque ruins; Whitefields Tabernacle was a charred mass; and the burning of the Royal Academy proved a great comfort to all. At a mass meeting in Trafalgar Square a hearty vote of thanks was passed, with acclamation, to Prince Otto.

But if Londoners rejoiced, the invaders were very far from doing so. The complicated state of foreign politics made it imperative that there should be no friction between the Powers. Yet here a great number of them were in perhaps as embarrassing a position as ever diplomatists were called upon to unravel. When nine dogs are assembled round one bone, it is rarely on the bone alone that teeth-marks are found at the close of the proceedings.

Prince Otto of Saxe-Pfennig set himself resolutely to grapple with the problem. His chance of grappling successfully with it was not improved by the stream of telegrams which arrived daily from his Imperial Master, demanding to know whether he had yet subjugated the country, and if not, why not. He had replied guardedly, stating the difficulties which lay in his way, and had received the following: At once mailed fist display. On Get or out Get. — WILHELM.

It was then that the distracted prince saw that steps must be taken at once.

Carefully-worded letters were despatched by District Messenger boys to the other generals. Towards nightfall the replies began to come in, and, having read them, the Prince saw that this business could never be settled without a personal interview. Many of the replies were absolutely incoherent.

Raisuli, apologising for delay on the ground that he had been away in the Isle of Dogs cracking a crib, wrote suggesting that the Germans and Moroccans should combine with a view to playing the Confidence Trick on the Swiss general, who seemed a simple sort of chap. Reminds me of dear old Maclean, wrote Raisuli. There is money in this. Will you come in? Wire in the morning.

The general of the Monaco forces thought the best way would be to settle the thing by means of a game of chance of the odd-man-out class. He knew a splendid game called Slippery Sam. He could teach them the rules in half a minute.

The reply of Prince Ping Pong Pang of China was probably brilliant and scholarly, but it was expressed in Chinese characters of the Ming period, which Prince Otto did not understand; and even if he had it would have done him no good, for he tried to read it from the top downwards instead of from the bottom up.

The Young Turks, as might have been expected, wrote in their customary flippant, cheeky style. They were full of mischief, as usual. The body of the letter, scrawled in a round, schoolboy hand, dealt principally with the details of the booby-trap which the general had successfully laid for his head of staff. He was frightfully shirty, concluded the note jubilantly.

From the Bollygolla camp the messenger-boy returned without a scalp, and with a verbal message to the effect that the King could neither read nor write.

Grand Duke Vodkakoff, from the Russian lines, replied in his smooth, cynical, Russian way:— You appear anxious, my dear prince, to scratch the other entrants. May I beg you to remember what happens when you scratch a Russian?

As for the Mad Mullahs reply, it was simply pure delirium. The journey from Somaliland, and his meeting with his friend Mr. Dillon, appeared to have had the worse effects on his sanity. He opened with the statement that he was a tea-pot: and that was the only really coherent remark he made.

Prince Otto placed a hand wearily on his throbbing brow.

We must have a conference, he said. It is the only way.

Next day eight invitations to dinner went out from the German camp.



It would be idle to say that the dinner, as a dinner, was a complete success. Half-way through the Swiss general missed his diamond solitaire, and cold glances were cast at Raisuli, who sat on his immediate left. Then the King of Bollygollas table-manners were frankly inelegant. When he wanted a thing, he grabbed for it. And he seemed to want nearly everything. Nor was the behaviour of the leader of the Young Turks all that could be desired. There had been some talk of only allowing him to come down to dessert; but he had squashed in, as he briefly put it, and it would be paltering with the truth to say that he had not had far more champagne than was good for him. Also, the general of Monaco had brought a pack of cards with him, and was spoiling the harmony by trying to induce Prince Ping Pong Pang to find the lady. And the brainless laugh of the Mad Mullah was very trying.

Altogether Prince Otto was glad when the cloth was removed, and the waiters left the company to smoke and talk business.

Anyone who has had anything to do with the higher diplomacy is aware that diplomatic language stands in a class by itself. It is a language specially designed to deceive the chance listener.

Thus when Prince Otto, turning to Grand Duke Vodkakoff, said quietly, I hear the crops are coming on nicely down Kent way, the habitual frequenter of diplomatic circles would have understood, as did the Grand Duke, that what he really meant was, Now about this business. What do you propose to do?

The company, with the exception of the representative of the Young Turks, who was drinking creme de menthe out of a tumbler, the Mullah and the King of Bollygolla bent forward, deeply interested, to catch the Russians reply. Much would depend on this.

Vodkakoff carelessly flicked the ash off his cigarette.

So I hear, he said slowly. But in Shropshire, they tell me, they are having trouble with the mangel-wurzels.

The prince frowned at this typical piece of shifty Russian diplomacy.

How is your Highness getting on with your Highnesss roller-skating? he enquired guardedly.

The Russian smiled a subtle smile.

Poorly, he said, poorly. The last time I tried the outside edge I thought somebody had thrown the building at me.

Prince Otto flushed. He was a plain, blunt man, and he hated this beating about the bush.

Why does a chicken cross the road? he demanded, almost angrily.

The Russian raised his eyebrows, and smiled, but made no reply. The prince, resolved to give him no chance of wriggling away from the point, pressed him hotly.

Think of a number, he cried. Double it. Add ten. Take away the number you first thought of. Divide it by three, and what is the result?

There was an awed silence. Surely the Russian, expert at evasion as he was, could not parry so direct a challenge as this.

He threw away his cigarette and lit a cigar.

I understand, he said, with a tinkle of defiance in his voice, that the Suffragettes, as a last resource, propose to capture Mr. Asquith and sing the Suffragette Anthem to him.

A startled gasp ran round the table.

Because the higher he flies, the fewer? asked Prince Otto, with sinister calm.

Because the higher he flies, the fewer, said the Russian smoothly, but with the smoothness of a treacherous sea.

There was another gasp. The situation was becoming alarmingly tense.

You are plain-spoken, your Highness, said Prince Otto slowly.

At this moment the tension was relieved by the Young Turk falling off his chair with a crash on to the floor. Everyone jumped up startled. Raisuli took advantage of the confusion to pocket a silver ash-tray.

The interruption had a good effect. Frowns relaxed. The wranglers began to see that they had allowed their feelings to run away with them. It was with a conciliatory smile that Prince Otto, filling the Grand Dukes glass, observed:

Trumper is perhaps the prettier bat, but I confess I admire Frys robust driving.

The Russian was won over. He extended his hand.

Two down and three to play, and the red near the top corner pocket, he said with that half-Oriental charm which he knew so well how to exhibit on occasion.

The two shook hands warmly.

And so it was settled, the Russian having, as we have seen, waived his claim to bombard London in his turn, there was no obstacle to a peaceful settlement. It was obvious that the superior forces of the Germans and Russians gave them, if they did but combine, the key to the situation. The decision they arrived at was, as set forth above, as follows. After the fashion of the moment, the Russian and German generals decided to draw the Colour Line. That meant that the troops of China, Somaliland, Bollygolla, as well as Raisuli and the Young Turks, were ruled out. They would be given a week in which to leave the country. Resistance would be useless. The combined forces of the Germans, Russians, Swiss, and Monacoans were overwhelming, especially as the Chinese had not recovered from their wanderings in Wales and were far too footsore still to think of serious fighting.

When they had left, the remaining four Powers would continue the invasion jointly.



Prince Otto of Saxe-Pfennig went to bed that night, comfortably conscious of a good work well done. He saw his way now clear before him.

But he had made one miscalculation. He had not reckoned with Clarence Chugwater.


Part Two
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Chapter 1. IN THE BOY SCOUTS CAMP

[image: img100.jpg]

NIGHT!

Night in ALDWYCH!

In the centre of that vast tract of unreclaimed prairie known to Londoners as the Aldwych Site there shone feebly, seeming almost to emphasise the darkness and desolation of the scene, a single light.

It was the camp-fire of the Boy Scouts.

The night was raw and windy. A fine rain had been falling for some hours. The date of September the First. For just a month England had been in the grip of the invaders. The coloured section of the hostile force had either reached its home by now, or was well on its way. The public had seen it go with a certain regret. Not since the visit of the Shah had such an attractive topic of conversation been afforded them. Several comic journalists had built up a reputation and a large price per thousand words on the King of Bollygolla alone. Theatres had benefited by the index of a large, new, unsophisticated public. A piece at the Waldorf Theatre had run for a whole fortnight, and The Merry Widow had taken on a new lease of life. Selfridges, abandoning its policy of caution, had advertised to the extent of a quarter of a column in two weekly papers.

Now the Young Turks were back at school in Constantinople, shuffling their feet and throwing ink pellets at one another; Raisuli, home again in the old mountains, was working up the kidnapping business, which had fallen off sadly in his absence under the charge of an incompetent locum tenens; and the Chinese, the Bollygollans, and the troops of the Mad Mullah were enduring the miseries of sea-sickness out in mid-ocean.

The Swiss army had also gone home, in order to be in time for the winter hotel season. There only remained the Germans, the Russians, and the troops of Monaco.



In the camp of the Boy Scouts a vast activity prevailed.

Few of Londons millions realise how tremendous and far-reaching an association the Boy Scouts are. It will be news to the Man in the Street to learn that, with the possible exception of the Black Hand, the Scouts are perhaps the most carefully-organised secret society in the world.

Their ramifications extend through the length and breadth of England. The boys you see parading the streets with hockey-sticks are but a small section, the aristocrats of the Society. Every boy in England, and many a man, is in the pay of the association. Their funds are practically unlimited. By the oath of initiation which he takes on joining, every boy is compelled to pay into the common coffers a percentage of his pocket-money or his salary. When you drop his weekly three and sixpence into the hand of your office-boy on Saturday, possibly you fancy he takes it home to mother. He doesnt. He spend two-and-six on Woodbines. The other shilling goes into the treasury of the Boy Scouts. When you visit your nephew at Eton, and tip him five pounds or whatever it is, does he spend it at the sock-shop? Apparently, yes. In reality, a quarter reaches the common fund.

Take another case, to show the Boy Scouts power. You are a City merchant, and, arriving at the office one morning in a bad temper, you proceed to cure yourself by taking it out of the office-boy. He says nothing, apparently does nothing. But that evening, as you are going home in the Tube, a burly working-man treads heavily on your gouty foot. In Ladbroke Grove a passing hansom splashes you with mud. Reaching home, you find that the cat has been at the cold chicken and the butler has given notice. You do not connect these things, but they are all alike the results of your unjust behaviour to your office-boy in the morning. Or, meeting a ragged little matchseller, you pat his head and give him six-pence. Next day an anonymous present of champagne arrives at your address.

Terrible in their wrath, the Boy Scouts never forget kindness.



The whistle of a Striped Iguanodon sounded softly in the darkness. The sentry, who was pacing to and fro before the camp-fire, halted, and peered into the night. As he peered, he uttered the plaintive note of a zebra calling to its mate.

A voice from the darkness said, Een gonyama-gonyama.

Invooboo, replied the sentry argumentatively Yah bo! Yah bo! Invooboo.

An indistinct figure moved forward.

Who goes there?

A friend.

Advance, friend, and give the countersign.

Remember Mafeking, and death to Injuns.

Pass friend! Alls well.

The figure walked on into the firelight. The sentry started; then saluted and stood to attention. On his face was a worshipping look of admiration and awe, such as some young soldier of the Grande Armee might have worn on seeing Napoleon; for the newcomer was Clarence Chugwater.

Your name? said Clarence, eyeing the sturdy young warrior.

Private William Buggins, sir.

You watch well, Private Buggins. England has need of such as you.

He pinched the young Scouts ear tolerantly. The sentry flushed with pleasure.

My orders have been carried out? said Clarence.

Yes, sir. The patrols are all here.

Enumerate them.

The Chinchilla Kittens, the Bongos, the Zebras, the Iguanodons, the Welsh Rabbits, the Snapping Turtles, and a half-patrol of the 33rd London Gazekas, sir.

Clarence nodded.

Tis well, he said. What are they doing?

Some of them are acting a Scouts play, sir; some are doing Cone Exercises; one or two are practising deep breathing; and the rest are dancing an Old English Morris Dance.

Clarence nodded.

They could not be better employed. Inform them that I have arrived and would address them.

The sentry saluted.

Standing in an attitude of deep thought, with his feet apart, his hands clasped behind him, and his chin sunk upon his breast, Clarence made a singularly impressive picture. He had left his Essex home three weeks before, on the expiration of his ten days holiday, to return to his post of junior sub-reporter on the staff of a leading London evening paper. It was really only at night now that he got any time to himself. During the day his time was his papers, and he was compelled to spend the weary hours reading off results of races and other sporting items on the tape-machine. It was only at 6 p.m. that he could begin to devote himself to the service of his country.

The Scouts had assembled now, and were standing, keen and alert, ready to do Clarences bidding.

Clarence returned their salute moodily.

Scout-master Wagstaff, he said.

The Scout-master, the leader of the troop formed by the various patrols, stepped forward.

Let the war-dance commence.

Clarence watched the evolutions absently. His heart was ill-attuned to dances. But the thing had to be done, so it was as well to get it over. When the last movement had been completed, he raised his hand.

Men, he said, in his clear, penetrating alto, although you have not the same facilities as myself for hearing the latest news, you are all, by this time, doubtless aware that this England of ours lies neath the proud foot of a conqueror. It is for us to save her. (Cheers, and a voice Invooboo!) I would call on you here and now to seize your hockey-sticks and rush upon the invader, were it not, alas! that such an action would merely result in your destruction. At present the invader is too strong. We must wait; and something tells me that we shall not have to wait long. (Applause.) Jealousy is beginning to spring up between the Russians and the Germans. It will be our task to aggravate this feeling. With our perfect organisation this should be easy. Sooner or later this smouldering jealousy is going to burst into flame. Any day now, he proceeded, warming as he spoke, there may be the dickens of a dust-up between these Johnnies, and then weve got em where the hairs short. See what I mean, you chaps? Its like this. Any moment they may start scrapping and chaw each other up, and then well simply sail in and knock whats left endways.

A shout of applause went up from the assembled scouts.

What I am anxious to impress upon you men, concluded Clarence, in more measured tones, is that our hour approaches. England looks to us, and it is for us to see that she does not look in vain. Sedulously feeding the growing flame of animosity between the component parts of the invading horde, we may contrive to bring about that actual disruption. Till that day, see to it that you prepare yourselves for war. Men, I have finished.

What the Chief Scout means, said Scout-master Wagstaff, is no rotting about and all that sort of rot. Jolly well keep yourselves fit, and then, when the time comes, well give these Russian and German blighters about the biggest hiding theyve ever heard of. Follow the idea? Very well, then. Mind you dont go mucking the show up.

Een gonyama-gonyama! shouted the new thoroughly roused troops. Invooboo! Yah bo! Yah bo! Invooboo!

The voice of Young England — of Young England alert and at its post!


Chapter 2. AN IMPORTANT ENGAGEMENT
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HISTORIANS, WHEN THEY come to deal with the opening years of the twentieth century, will probably call this the Music-Hall Age. At the time of the great invasion the music-halls dominated England. Every town and every suburb had its Hall, most of them more than one. The public appetite for sight-seeing had to be satisfied somehow, and the music-hall provided the easiest way of doing it. The Halls formed a common place on which the celebrity and the ordinary man could meet. If an impulsive gentleman slew his grandmother with a coal-hammer, only a small portion of the public could gaze upon his pleasing features at the Old Bailey. To enable the rest to enjoy the intellectual treat, it was necessary to engage him, at enormous expense, to appear at a music-hall. There, if he happened to be acquitted, he would come on the stage, preceded by an asthmatic introducer, and beam affably at the public for ten minutes, speaking at intervals in a totally inaudible voice, and then retire; to be followed by some enterprising lady who had endeavoured, unsuccessfully, to solve the problem of living at the rate of ten thousand a year on an income of nothing, or who had performed some other similarly brainy feat.

It was not till the middle of September that anyone conceived what one would have thought the obvious idea of offering music-hall engagements to the invading generals.

The first man to think of it was Solly Quhayne, the rising young agent. Solly was the son of Abraham Cohen, an eminent agent of the Victorian era. His brothers, Abe Kern, Benjamin Colquhoun, Jack Coyne, and Barney Cowan had gravitated to the City; but Solly had carried on the old business, and was making a big name for himself. It was Solly who had met Blinky Bill Mullins, the prominent sand-bagger, as he emerged from his twenty years retirement at Dartmoor, and booked him solid for a thirty-six months lecturing tour on the McGinnis circuit. It was to him, too, that Joe Brown, who could eat eight pounds of raw meat in seven and a quarter minutes, owed his first chance of displaying his gifts to the wider public of the vaudeville stage.

The idea of securing the services of the invading generals came to him in a flash.

Selp me! he cried. I believe theyd go big; put em on where you like.

Solly was a man of action. Within a minute he was talking to the managing director of the Mammoth Syndicate Halls on the telephone. In five minutes the managing director had agreed to pay Prince Otto of Saxe-Pfennig five hundred pounds a week, if he could be prevailed upon to appear. In ten minutes the Grand Duke Vodkakoff had been engaged, subject to his approval, at a weekly four hundred and fifty by the Stone-Rafferty circuit. And in a quarter of an hour Solly Quhayne, having pushed his way through a mixed crowd of Tricky Serios and Versatile Comedians and Patterers who had been waiting to see him for the last hour and a half, was bowling off in a taximeter-cab to the Russian lines at Hampstead.

General Vodkakoff received his visitor civilly, but at first without enthusiasm. There were, it seemed, objections to his becoming an artiste. Would he have to wear a properly bald head and sing songs about wanting people to see his girl? He didnt think he could. He had only sung once in his life, and that was twenty years ago at a bump-supper at Moscow University. And even then, he confided to Mr. Quhayne, it had taken a decanter and a-half of neat vodka to bring him up to the scratch.

The agent ridiculed the idea.

Why, your Grand Grace, he cried, there wont be anything of that sort. You aint going to be starred as a comic. Youre a Refined Lecturer and Society Monologue Artist. How I Invaded England, with lights down and the cinematograph going. We can easily fake the pictures.

The Grand Duke made another objection.

I understand, he said, it is etiquette for music-hall artists in their spare time to eat — er — fried fish with their fingers. Must I do that? I doubt if I could manage it.

Mr Quhayne once more became the human semaphore.

Selp me! Of course you neednt! All the leading pros, eat it with a spoon. Bless you, you can be the refined gentleman on the Halls same as anywhere else. Come now, your Grand Grace, is it a deal? Four hundred and fifty chinking oGoblins a week for one hall a night, and press-agented at eight hundred and seventy-five. Selp me! Lauder doesnt get it, not in England.

The Grand Duke reflected. The invasion has proved more expensive than he had foreseen. The English are proverbially a nation of shopkeepers, and they had put up their prices in all the shops for his special benefit. And he was expected to do such a lot of tipping. Four hundred and fifty a week would come in uncommonly useful.

Where do I sign? he asked, extending his hand for the agreement.



Five minutes later Mr. Quhayne was urging his taxidriver to exceed the speed-limit in the direction of Tottenham.


Chapter 3. A BIRDS-EYE VIEW OF THE SITUATION
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CLARENCE READ THE news of the two engagements on the tape at the office of his paper, but the first intimation the general public had of it was through the medium of headlines: — 

MUSIC-HALL SENSATION

INVADING GENERALS GIGANTIC SALARIES

RUMOURED RESENTMENT OF V.A.F.

WHAT WILL WATER-RATS DO?

INTERVIEW WITH MR. HARRY LAUDER

Clarence chuckled grimly as the tape clicked out the news. The end had begun. To sow jealousy between the rival generals would have been easy. To sow it between two rival music-hall artistes would be among the worlds softest jobs.

Among the general public, of course, the announcement created a profound sensation. Nothing else was talked about in train and omnibus. The papers had leaders on the subject. At first the popular impression was that the generals were going to do a comedy duo act of the Who-Was-It-I-Seen-You-Coming-Down-the-Street-With? type, and there was disappointment when it was found that the engagements were for different halls. Rumours sprang up. It was said that the Grand Duke had for years been an enthusiastic amateur sword-swallower, and had, indeed, come to England mainly for the purpose of getting bookings; that the Prince had a secure reputation in Potsdam as a singer of songs in the George Robey style; that both were expert trick-cyclists.

Then the truth came out. Neither had any specialities; they would simply appear and deliver lectures.

The feeling in the music-hall world was strong. The Variety Artists Federation debated the advisability of another strike. The Water Rats, meeting in mystic secrecy in a Maiden Lane public-house, passed fifteen resolutions in an hour and a quarter. Sir Harry Lauder, interviewed by the Era, gave it as his opinion that both the Grand Duke and the Prince were gowks, who would do well to haud their blether. He himself proposed to go straight to America, where genuine artists were cheered in the streets and entertained at haggis dinners, and not forced to compete with amateur sumphs and gonuphs from other countries.

Clarence, brooding over the situation like a Providence, was glad to see that already the new move had weakened the invaders power. The day after the announcement in the press of the approaching debut of the other generals, the leader of the army of Monaco had hurried to the agents to secure an engagement for himself. He held out the special inducement of card-tricks, at which he was highly skilled. The agents had received him coldly. Brown and Day had asked him to call again. Foster had sent out a message regretting that he was too busy to see him. At de Freeces he had been kept waiting in the ante-room for two hours in the midst of a bevy of Sparkling Comediennes of pronounced peroxidity and blue-chinned men in dusty bowler-hats, who told each other how they had gone with a bang at Oakham and John oGroats, and had then gone away in despair.

On the following day, deeply offended, he had withdrawn his troops from the country.

The strength of the invaders was melting away little by little.

How long? murmured Clarence Chugwater, as he worked at the tape-machine. How long?


Chapter 4. CLARENCE HEARS IMPORTANT NEWS
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IT WAS CLARENCES custom to leave the office of his newspaper at one oclock each day, and lunch at a neighbouring Aerated Bread shop. He did this on the day following the first appearance of the two generals at their respective halls. He had brought an early edition of the paper with him, and in the intervals of dealing with his glass of milk and scone and butter, he read the report of the performances.

Both, it seemed, had met with flattering receptions, though they had appeared nervous. The Russian general especially, whose style, said the critic, was somewhat reminiscent of Mr. T. E. Dunville, had made himself a great favourite with the gallery. The report concluded by calling attention once more to the fact that the salaries paid to the two — eight hundred and seventy-five pounds a week each — established a record in music-hall history on this side of the Atlantic.

Clarence had just finished this when there came to his ear the faint note of a tarantula singing to its young.

He looked up. Opposite him, at the next table, was seated a youth of fifteen, of a slightly grubby aspect. He was eyeing Clarence closely.

Clarence took off his spectacles, polished them, and replaced them on his nose. As he did so, the thin gruffle of the tarantula sounded once more. Without changing his expression, Clarence cautiously uttered the deep snarl of a sand-eel surprised while bathing.

It was sufficient. The other rose to his feet, holding his right hand on a line with his shoulder, palm to the front, thumb resting on the nail of the little finger, and the other three fingers upright.

Clarence seized his hat by the brim at the back, and moved it swiftly twice up and down.

The other, hesitating no longer, came over to his table.

Pip-pip! he said, in an undertone.

Toodleoo and God save the King! whispered Clarence.

The mystic ceremony which always takes place when two Boy Scouts meet in public was complete.

Private Biggs of the Eighteenth Tarantulas, sir, said the boy respectfully, for he had recognised Clarence.

Clarence inclined his head.

You may sit, Private Biggs, he said graciously. You have news to impart?

News, sir, that may be of vital importance.

Say on.

Private Biggs, who had brought his sparkling limado and a bath-bun with him from the other table, took a sip of the former, and embarked upon his narrative.

I am employed, sir, he said, as a sort of junior clerk and office-boy by Mr. Solly Quhayne, the music-hall agent.

Clarence tapped his brow thoughtfully; then his face cleared.

I remember. It was he who secured the engagements of the generals.

The same, sir.

Proceed.

The other resumed his story.

It is my duty to sit in a sort of rabbit-hutch in the outer office, take the callers names, and especially to see that they dont get through to Mr. Quhayne till he wishes to receive them. That is the most exacting part of my days work. You wouldnt believe how full of the purest swank some of these pros. are. Tell you theyve got an appointment as soon as look at you. Artful beggars!

Clarence nodded sympathetically.

This morning an Acrobat and Society Contortionist made such a fuss that in the end I had to take his card in to the private office. Mr. Quhayne was there talking to a gentleman whom I recognised as his brother, Mr. Colquhoun. They were engrossed in their conversation, and did not notice me for a moment. With no wish to play the eavesdropper, I could not help but overhear. They were talking about the generals. Yes, I know theyre press-agented at eight seventy-five, dear boy, I heard Mr. Quhayne say, but between you and me and the door-knob that isnt what theyre getting. The German fellers drawing five hundred of the best, but I could only get four-fifty for the Russian. Cant say why. I should have thought, if anything, hed be the bigger draw. Bit of a comic in his way! And then he saw me. There was some slight unpleasantness. In fact, Ive got the sack. After it was over I came away to try and find you. It seemed to me that the information might be of importance.

Clarences eyes gleamed.

You have done splendidly, Private — no, Corporal Biggs. Do not regret your lost position. The society shall find you work. This news you have brought is of the utmost — the most vital importance. Dash it! he cried, unbending in his enthusiasm, weve got em on the hop. If they arent biting pieces out of each other in the next day or two, Im jolly well mistaken.

He rose; then sat down again.

Corporal — no, dash it, Sergeant Biggs — you must have something with me. This is an occasion. The news you have brought me may mean the salvation of England. What would you like?

The other saluted joyfully.

I think Ill have another sparkling limado, thanks, awfully, he said.

The beverage arrived. They raised their glasses.

To England, said Clarence simply.

To England, echoed his subordinate.



Clarence left the shop with swift strides, and hurried, deep in thought, to the offices of the Encore in Wellington Street.

Yus? said the office-boy interrogatively.

Clarence gave the Scouts Siquand, the pass-word. The boys demeanour changed instantly. He saluted with the utmost respect.

I wish to see the Editor, said Clarence.

A short speech, but one that meant salvation for the motherland.


Chapter 5. SEEDS OF DISCORD
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THE DAYS FOLLOWING Clarences visit to the offices of the Encore were marked by a growing feeling of unrest, alike among invaded and invaders. The first novelty and excitement of the foreign occupation of the country was beginning to wear off, and in its place the sturdy independence so typical of the British character was reasserting itself. Deep down in his heart the genuine Englishman has a rugged distaste for seeing his country invaded by a foreign army. People were asking themselves by what right these aliens had overrun British soil. An ever-growing feeling of annoyance had begun to lay hold of the nation.

It is probable that the departure of Sir Harry Lauder first brought home to England what this invasion might mean. The great comedian, in his manifesto in the Times, had not minced his words. Plainly and crisply he had stated that he was leaving the country because the music-hall stage was given over to alien gowks. He was sorry for England. He liked England. But now, all he could say was, God bless you. England shuddered, remembering that last time he had said, God bless you till I come back.

Ominous mutterings began to make themselves heard.

Other causes contributed to swell the discontent. A regiment of Russians, out route-marching, had walked across the bowling-screen at Kennington Oval during the Surrey v. Lancashire match, causing Hayward to be bowled for a ducks-egg. A band of German sappers had dug a trench right across the turf at Queens Club.

The mutterings increased.

Nor were the invaders satisfied and happy. The late English summer had set in with all its usual severity, and the Cossacks, reared in the kindlier climate of Siberia, were feeling it terribly. Colds were the rule rather than the exception in the Russian lines. The coughing of the Germans at Tottenham could be heard in Oxford Street.

The attitude of the British public, too, was getting on their nerves. They had been prepared for fierce resistance. They had pictured the invasion as a series of brisk battles — painful perhaps, but exciting. They had anticipated that when they had conquered the country they might meet with the Glare of Hatred as they patrolled the streets. The Supercilious Stare unnerved them. There is nothing so terrible to the highly-strung foreigner as the cold, contemptuous, patronising gaze of the Englishman. It gave the invaders a perpetual feeling of doing the wrong thing. They felt like men who had been found travelling in a first-class carriage with a third-class ticket. They became conscious of the size of their hands and feet. As they marched through the Metropolis they felt their ears growing hot and red. Beneath the chilly stare of the populace they experienced all the sensations of a man who has come to a strange dinner-party in a tweed suit when everybody else has dressed. They felt warm and prickly.

It was dull for them, too. London is never at its best in early September, even for the habitue. There was nothing to do. Most of the theatres were shut. The streets were damp and dirty. It was all very well for the generals, appearing every night in the glare and glitter of the footlights; but for the rank and file the occupation of London spelt pure boredom.

London was, in fact, a human powder-magazine. And it was Clarence Chugwater who with a firm hand applied the match that was to set it in a blaze.


Chapter 6. THE BOMB-SHELL
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CLARENCE HAD CALLED at the offices of the Encore on a Friday. The papers publishing day is Thursday. The Encore is the Times of the music-hall world. It casts its curses here, bestows its benedictions (sparely) there. The Encore criticising the latest action of the Variety Artists Federation is the nearest modern approach to Jove hurling the thunderbolt. Its motto is, Cry havoc, and let loose the performing dogs of war.

It so happened that on the Thursday following his momentous visit to Wellington Street, there was need of someone on the staff of Clarences evening paper to go and obtain an interview from the Russian general. Mr. Hubert Wales had just published a novel so fruity in theme and treatment that it had been publicly denounced from the pulpit by no less a person than the Rev. Canon Edgar Sheppard, D.D., Sub-Dean of His Majestys Chapels Royal, Deputy Clerk of the Closet and Sub-Almoner to the King. A morning paper had started the question, Should there be a Censor of Fiction? and, in accordance with custom, editors were collecting the views of celebrities, preferably of those whose opinion on the subject was absolutely valueless.

All the other reporters being away on their duties, the editor was at a loss.

Isnt there anybody else? he demanded.

The chief sub-editor pondered.

There is young blooming Chugwater, he said.

(It was thus that Englands deliverer was habitually spoken of in the office.)

Then send him, said the editor.



Grand Duke Vodkakoffs turn at the Magnum Palace of Varieties started every evening at ten sharp. He topped the bill. Clarence, having been detained by a review of the Scouts, did not reach the hall till five minutes to the hour. He got to the dressing-room as the general was going on to the stage.

The Grand Duke dressed in the large room with the other male turns. There were no private dressing-rooms at the Magnum. Clarence sat down on a basket-trunk belonging to the Premier Troupe of Bounding Zouaves of the Desert, and waited. The four athletic young gentlemen who composed the troupe were dressing after their turn. They took no notice of Clarence.

Presently one Zouave spoke.

Bit off to-night, Bill. Cold house.

Not arf, replied his colleague. Gave me the shivers.

Wonder how his nibsll go.

Evidently he referred to the Grand Duke.

Oh, es all right. They eat his sort of swank. Seems to me the professions going to the dogs, what with these bloomin amytoors an all. Got the airbrush, Arry?

Harry, a tall, silent Zouave, handed over the hairbrush.

Bill continued.

Id like to see him go on of a Monday night at the old Mogul. Theyd soon show him. It gives me the fair ump, it does, these toffs coming in and taking the bread out of our mouths. Why cant he give us chaps a chance? Fair makes me rasp, him and his bloomin eight hundred and seventy-five o goblins a week.

Not so much of your eight hundred and seventy-five, young feller me lad, said the Zouave who had spoken first. Aint you seen the rag this week?

Naow. Whats in it? How does our advert, look?

Ow, thats all right, never mind that. You look at What the Encore Would Like to Know. Thats whatll touch his nibs up.

He produced a copy of the paper from the pocket of his great-coat which hung from the door, and passed it to his bounding brother.

Read it out, old sort, he said.

The other took it to the light and began to read slowly and cautiously, as one who is no expert at the art.

What the Encore would like to know: — Whether Prince Otto of Saxe-Pfennig didnt go particularly big at the Lobelia last week? And Whether his success hasnt compelled Agent Quhayne to purchase a larger-sized hat? And Whether it isnt a fact that, though they are press-agented at the same figure, Prince Otto is getting fifty a week more than Grand Duke Vodkakoff? And If it is not so, why a little bird has assured us that the Prince is being paid five hundred a week and the Grand Duke only four hundred and fifty? And, In any case, whether the Prince isnt worth fifty a week more than his Russian friend? Lumme!

An awed silence fell upon the group. To Clarence, who had dictated the matter (though the style was the editors), the paragraph did not come as a surprise. His only feeling was one of relief that the editor had served up his material so well. He felt that he had been justified in leaving the more delicate literary work to that master-hand.

Thatll be one in the eye, said the Zouave Harry. Ere, Ill stick it up opposite of him when he comes back to dress. Got a pin and a pencil, some of you?

He marked the quarter column heavily, and pinned it up beside the looking-glass. Then he turned to his companions.

Ow about not waiting, chaps? he suggested. I shouldnt arf wonder, from the look of him, if he wasnt the aughty kind of a feller whod cleave you to the bazooka for tuppence with his bloomin falchion. Im goin to urry through with my dressing and wait till to-morrow night to see how he looks. No risks for Willie!

The suggestion seemed thoughtful and good. The Bounding Zouaves, with one accord, bounded into their clothes and disappeared through the door just as a long-drawn chord from the invisible orchestra announced the conclusion of the Grand Dukes turn.

General Vodkakoff strutted into the room, listening complacently to the applause which was still going on. He had gone well. He felt pleased with himself.

It was not for a moment that he noticed Clarence.

Ah, he said, the interviewer, eh? You wish to—

Clarence began to explain his mission. While he was doing so the Grand Duke strolled to the basin and began to remove his make-up. He favoured, when on the stage, a touch of the Raven Gipsy No. 3 grease-paint. It added a picturesque swarthiness to his appearance, and made him look more like what he felt to be the popular ideal of a Russian general.

The looking-glass hung just over the basin.

Clarence, watching him in the glass, saw him start as he read the first paragraph. A dark flush, almost rivalling the Raven Gipsy No. 3, spread over his face. He trembled with rage.

Who put that paper there? he roared, turning.

With reference, then, to Mr. Hubert Waless novel, said Clarence.

The Grand Duke cursed Mr. Hubert Wales, his novel, and Clarence in one sentence.

You may possibly, continued Clarence, sticking to his point like a good interviewer, have read the trenchant, but some say justifiable remarks of the Rev. Canon Edgar Sheppard, D.D., Sub-Dean of His Majestys Chapels Royal, Deputy Clerk of the Closet, and Sub-Almoner to the King.

The Grand Duke swiftly added that eminent cleric to the list.

Did you put that paper on this looking-glass? he shouted.

I did not put that paper on that looking-glass, replied Clarence precisely.

Ah, said the Grand Duke, if you had, Id have come and wrung your neck like a chicken, and scattered you to the four corners of this dressing-room.

Im glad I didnt, said Clarence.

Have you read this paper on the looking-glass?

I have not read that paper on the looking-glass, replied Clarence, whose chief fault as a conversationalist was that he was perhaps a shade too Ollendorfian. But I know its contents.

Its a lie! roared the Grand Duke. An infamous lie! Ive a good mind to have him up for libel. I know very well he got them to put those paragraphs in, if he didnt write them himself.

Professional jealousy, said Clarence, with a sigh, is a very sad thing.

Ill professional jealousy him!

I hear, said Clarence casually, that he has been going very well at the Lobelia. A friend of mine who was there last night told me he took eleven calls.

For a moment the Russian Generals face swelled apoplectically. Then he recovered himself with a tremendous effort.

Wait! he said, with awful calm. Wait till to-morrow night! Ill show him! Went very well, did he? Ha! Took eleven calls, did he? Oh, ha, ha! And hell take them to-morrow night, too! Only — and here his voice took on a note of fiendish purpose so terrible that, hardened scout as he was, Clarence felt his flesh creep— only this time theyll be catcalls!

And, with a shout of almost maniac laughter, the jealous artiste flung himself into a chair, and began to pull off his boots.

Clarence silently withdrew. The hour was very near.


Chapter 7. THE BIRD
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THE GRAND DUKE Vodkakoff was not the man to let the grass grow under his feet. He was no lobster, no flat-fish. He did it now — swift, secret, deadly — a typical Muscovite. By midnight his staff had their orders.

Those orders were for the stalls at the Lobelia.

Price of entrance to the gallery and pit was served out at daybreak to the Eighth and Fifteenth Cossacks of the Don, those fierce, semi-civilised fighting-machines who know no fear.

Grand Duke Vodkakoffs preparations were ready.



Few more fortunate events have occurred in the history of English literature than the quite accidental visit of Mr. Bart Kennedy to the Lobelia on that historic night. He happened to turn in there casually after dinner, and was thus enabled to see the whole thing from start to finish. At a quarter to eleven a wild-eyed man charged in at the main entrance of Carmelite House, and, too impatient to use the lift, dashed up the stairs, shouting for pens, ink and paper.

Next morning the Daily Mail was one riot of headlines. The whole of page five was given up to the topic. The headlines were not elusive. They flung the facts at the reader: — 

SCENE AT THE LOBELIA

PRINCE OTTO OF SAXE-PFENNIG

GIVEN THE BIRD BY

RUSSIAN SOLDIERS

WHAT WILL BE THE OUTCOME?

There were about seventeen more, and then came Mr. Bart Kennedys special report.

He wrote as follows: — 

A night to remember. A marvellous night. A night such as few will see again. A night of fear and wonder. The night of September the eleventh. Last night.

Nine-thirty. I had dined. I had eaten my dinner. My dinner! So inextricably are the prose and romance of life blended. My dinner! I had eaten my dinner on this night. This wonderful night. This night of September the eleventh. Last night!

I had dined at the club. A chop. A boiled potato. Mushrooms on toast. A touch of Stilton. Half-a-bottle of Beaune. I lay back in my chair. I debated within myself. A Hall? A theatre? A book in the library? That night, the night of September the eleventh, I as near as a toucher spent in the library of my club with a book. That night! The night of September the eleventh. Last night!

Fate took me to the Lobelia. Fate! We are its toys. Its footballs. We are the footballs of Fate. Fate might have sent me to the Gaiety. Fate took me to the Lobelia. This Fate which rules us.

I sent in my card to the manager. He let me through. Ever courteous. He let me through on my face. This manager. This genial and courteous manager.

I was in the Lobelia. A dead-head. I was in the Lobelia as a dead-head!

Here, in the original draft of the article, there are reflections, at some length, on the interior decorations of the Hall, and an excursus on music-hall performances in general. It is not till he comes to examine the audience that Mr. Kennedy returns to the main issue.

And what manner of audience was it that had gathered together to view the entertainment provided by the genial and courteous manager of the Lobelia? The audience. Beyond whom there is no appeal. The Caesars of the music-hall. The audience.

At this point the author has a few extremely interesting and thoughtful remarks on the subject of audiences. These may be omitted. In the stalls I noted a solid body of Russian officers. These soldiers from the Steppes. These bearded men. These Russians. They sat silent and watchful. They applauded little. The programme left them cold. The Trick Cyclist. The Dashing Soubrette and Idol of Belgravia. The Argumentative College Chums. The Swell Comedian. The Man with the Performing Canaries. None of these could rouse them. They were waiting. Waiting. Waiting tensely. Every muscle taut. Husbanding their strength. Waiting. For what?

A man at my side told a friend that a fellow had told him that he had been told by a commissionaire that the pit and gallery were full of Russians. Russians. Russians everywhere. Why? Were they genuine patrons of the Halls? Or were they there from some ulterior motive? There was an air of suspense. We were all waiting. Waiting. For what?

The atmosphere is summed up in a word. One word. Sinister. The atmosphere was sinister.

AA! A stir in the crowded house. The ruffling of the face of the sea before a storm. The Sisters Sigsbee, Coon Delineators and Unrivalled Burlesque Artists, have finished their dance, smiled, blown kisses, skipped off, skipped on again, smiled, blown more kisses, and disappeared. A long chord from the orchestra. A chord that is almost a wail. A wail of regret for that which is past. Two liveried menials appear. They carry sheets of cardboard. These menials carry sheets of cardboard. But not blank sheets. On each sheet is a number.

The number 15.

Who is number 15?

Prince Otto of Saxe-Pfennig. Prince Otto, General of the German Army. Prince Otto is Number 15.

A burst of applause from the house. But not from the Russians. They are silent. They are waiting. For what?

The orchestra plays a lively air. The massive curtains part. A tall, handsome military figure strides on to the stage. He bows. This tall, handsome, military man bows. He is Prince Otto of Saxe-Pfennig, General of the Army of Germany. One of our conquerors.

He begins to speak. Ladies and gentlemen. This man, this general, says, Ladies and gentlemen.

But no more. No more. No more. Nothing more. No more. He says, Ladies and Gentlemen, but no more.

And why does he say no more? Has he finished his turn? Is that all he does? Are his eight hundred and seventy-five pounds a week paid him for saying, Ladies and Gentlemen?

No!

He would say more. He has more to say. This is only the beginning. This tall, handsome man has all his music still within him.

Why, then, does he say no more? Why does he say Ladies and Gentlemen, but no more? No more. Only that. No more. Nothing more. No more.

Because from the stalls a solid, vast, crushing Boo! is hurled at him. From the Russians in the stalls comes this vast, crushing Boo! It is for this that they have been waiting. It is for this that they have been waiting so tensely. For this. They have been waiting for this colossal Boo!

The General retreats a step. He is amazed. Startled. Perhaps frightened. He waves his hands.

From gallery and pit comes a hideous whistling and howling. The noise of wild beasts. The noise of exploding boilers. The noise of a music-hall audience giving a performer the bird.

Everyone is standing on his feet. Some on mine. Everyone is shouting. This vast audience is shouting.

Words begin to emerge from the babel.

Get offski! Rotten turnovitch! These bearded Russians, these stern critics, shout, Rotten turnovitch!

Fire shoots from the eyes of the German. This strong mans eyes.

Get offski! Swankietoff! Rotten turnovitch!

The fury of this audience is terrible. This audience. This last court of appeal. This audience in its fury is terrible.

What will happen? The German stands his ground. This man of blood and iron stands his ground. He means to go on. This strong man. He means to go on if it snows.

The audience is pulling up the benches. A tomato shatters itself on the Princes right eye. An over-ripe tomato.

Get offski! Three eggs and a cat sail through the air. Falling short, they drop on to the orchestra. These eggs! This cat! They fall on the conductor and the second trombone. They fall like the gentle dew from Heaven upon the place beneath. That cat! Those eggs!

AA! At last the stage-manager — keen, alert, resourceful — saves the situation. This man. This stage-manager. This man with the big brain. Slowly, inevitably, the fireproof curtain falls. It is half-way down. It is down. Before it, the audience. The audience. Behind it, the Prince. The Prince. That general. That man of iron. That performer who has just got the bird.

The Russian National Anthem rings through the hall. Thunderous! Triumphant! The Russian National Anthem. A paean of joy.

The menials reappear. Those calm, passionless menials. They remove the number fifteen. They insert the number sixteen. They are like Destiny — Pitiless, Unmoved, Purposeful, Silent. Those menials.

A crash from the orchestra. Turn number sixteen has begun....


Chapter 8. THE MEETING AT THE SCOTCH STORES
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PRINCE OTTO OF Saxe-Pfennig stood in the wings, shaking in every limb. German oaths of indescribable vigour poured from his lips. In a group some feet away stood six muscular, short-sleeved stage-hands. It was they who had flung themselves on the general at the fall of the iron curtain and prevented him dashing round to attack the stalls with his sabre. At a sign from the stage-manager they were ready to do it again.

The stage-manager was endeavouring to administer balm.

Bless you, your Highness, he was saying, its nothing. Its what happens to everyone some time. Ask any of the top-notch pros. Ask em whether they never got the bird when they were starting. Why, even now some of the biggest stars cant go to some towns because they always cop it there. Bless you, it — —

A stage-hand came up with a piece of paper in his hand.

Young feller in spectacles and a rum sort o suit give me this for your Ighness.

The Prince snatched it from his hand.

The note was written in a round, boyish hand. It was signed, A Friend. It ran:— The men who booed you to-night were sent for that purpose by General Vodkakoff, who is jealous of you because of the paragraphs in the Encore this week.

Prince Otto became suddenly calm.

Excuse me, your Highness, said the stage-manager anxiously, as he moved, you cant go round to the front. Stand by, Bill.

Right, sir! said the stage-hands.

Prince Otto smiled pleasantly.

There is no danger. I do not intend to go to the front. I am going to look in at the Scotch Stores for a moment.

Oh, in that case, your Highness, good-night, your Highness! Better luck to-morrow, your Highness!



It had been the custom of the two generals, since they had joined the music-hall profession, to go, after their turn, to the Scotch Stores, where they stood talking and blocking the gangway, as etiquette demands that a successful artiste shall.

The Prince had little doubt but that he would find Vodkakoff there to-night.

He was right. The Russian general was there, chatting affably across the counter about the weather.

He nodded at the Prince with a well-assumed carelessness.

Go well to-night? he inquired casually.

Prince Otto clenched his fists; but he had had a rigorously diplomatic up-bringing, and knew how to keep a hold on himself. When he spoke it was in the familiar language of diplomacy.

The rain has stopped, he said, but the pavements are still wet underfoot. Has your grace taken the precaution to come out in a good stout pair of boots?

The shaft plainly went home, but the Grand Dukes manner, as he replied, was unruffled.

Rain, he said, sipping his vermouth, is always wet; but sometimes it is cold as well.

But it never falls upwards, said the Prince, pointedly.

Rarely, I understand. Your powers of observation are keen, my dear Prince.

There was a silence; then the Prince, momentarily baffled, returned to the attack.

The quickest way to get from Charing Cross to Hammersmith Broadway, he said, is to go by Underground.

Men have died in Hammersmith Broadway, replied the Grand Duke suavely.

The Prince gritted his teeth. He was no match for his slippery adversary in a diplomatic dialogue, and he knew it.

The sun rises in the East, he cried, half-choking, but it sets — it sets!

So does a hen, was the cynical reply.

The last remnants of the Princes self-control were slipping away. This elusive, diplomatic conversation is a terrible strain if one is not in the mood for it. Its proper setting is the gay, glittering ball-room at some frivolous court. To a man who has just got the bird at a music-hall, and who is trying to induce another man to confess that the thing was his doing, it is little short of maddening.

Hen! he echoed, clenching and unclenching his fists. Have you studied the habits of hens?

The truth seemed very near to him now, but the master-diplomat before him was used to extracting himself from awkward corners.

Pullets with a southern exposure, he drawled, have yellow legs and ripen quickest.

The Prince was nonplussed. He had no answer.

The girl behind the bar spoke.

You do talk silly, you two! she said.

It was enough. Trivial as the remark was, it was the last straw. The Prince brought his fist down with a crash on the counter.

Yes, he shouted, you are right. We do talk silly; but we shall do so no longer. I am tired of this verbal fencing. A plain answer to a plain question. Did you or did you not send your troops to give me the bird to-night?

My dear Prince!

The Grand Duke raised his eyebrows.

Did you or did you not?

The wise man, said the Russian, still determined on evasion, never takes sides, unless they are sides of bacon.

The Prince smashed a glass.

You did! he roared. I know you did! Listen to me! Ill give you one chance. Ill give you and your precious soldiers twenty-four hours from midnight to-night to leave this country. If you are still here then — —

He paused dramatically.

The Grand Duke slowly drained his vermouth.

Have you seen my professional advertisement in the Era, my dear Prince? he asked.

I have. What of it?

You noticed nothing about it?

I did not.

Ah. If you had looked more closely, you would have seen the words, Permanent address, Hampstead.

You mean — —

I mean that I see no occasion to alter that advertisement in any way.

There was another tense silence. The two men looked hard at each other.

That is your final decision? said the German.

The Russian bowed.

So be it, said the Prince, turning to the door. I have the honour to wish you a very good night.

The same to you, said the Grand Duke. Mind the step.


Chapter 9. THE GREAT BATTLE
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THE NEWS THAT an open rupture had occurred between the Generals of the two invading armies was not slow in circulating. The early editions of the evening papers were full of it. A symposium of the opinions of Dr. Emil Reich, Dr. Saleeby, Sandow, Mr. Chiozza Money, and Lady Grove was hastily collected. Young men with knobbly and bulging foreheads were turned on by their editors to write character-sketches of the two generals. All was stir and activity.

Meanwhile, those who look after Londons public amusements were busy with telephone and telegraph. The quarrel had taken place on Friday night. It was probable that, unless steps were taken, the battle would begin early on Saturday. Which, it did not require a man of unusual intelligence to see, would mean a heavy financial loss to those who supplied London with its Saturday afternoon amusements. The matinees would suffer. The battle might not affect the stalls and dress-circle, perhaps, but there could be no possible doubt that the pit and gallery receipts would fall off terribly. To the public which supports the pit and gallery of a theatre there is an irresistible attraction about a fight on anything like a large scale. When one considers that a quite ordinary street-fight will attract hundreds of spectators, it will be plainly seen that no theatrical entertainment could hope to compete against so strong a counter-attraction as a battle between the German and Russian armies.

The various football-grounds would be heavily hit, too. And there was to be a monster roller-skating carnival at Olympia. That also would be spoiled.

A deputation of amusement-caterers hurried to the two camps within an hour of the appearance of the first evening paper. They put their case plainly and well. The Generals were obviously impressed. Messages passed and repassed between the two armies, and in the end it was decided to put off the outbreak of hostilities till Monday morning.



Satisfactory as this undoubtedly was for the theatre-managers and directors of football clubs, it was in some ways a pity. From the standpoint of the historian it spoiled the whole affair. But for the postponement, readers of this history might — nay, would — have been able to absorb a vivid and masterly account of the great struggle, with a careful description of the tactics by which victory was achieved. They would have been told the disposition of the various regiments, the stratagems, the dashing advances, the skilful retreats, and the Lessons of the War.

As it is, owing to the mistaken good-nature of the rival generals, the date of the fixture was changed, and practically all that a historian can do is to record the result.

A slight mist had risen as early as four oclock on Saturday. By night-fall the atmosphere was a little dense, but the lamp-posts were still clearly visible at a distance of some feet, and nobody, accustomed to living in London, would have noticed anything much out of the common. It was not till Sunday morning that the fog proper really began.

London awoke on Sunday to find the world blanketed in the densest, yellowest London particular that had been experienced for years. It was the sort of day when the City clerk has the exhilarating certainty that at last he has an excuse for lateness which cannot possibly be received with harsh disbelief. People spent the day indoors and hoped it would clear up by tomorrow.

They cant possibly fight if its like this, they told each other.

But on the Monday morning the fog was, if possible, denser. It wrapped London about as with a garment. People shook their heads.

Theyll have to put it off, they were saying, when of a sudden — Boom! And, again, Boom!

It was the sound of heavy guns.

The battle had begun!



One does not wish to grumble or make a fuss, but still it does seem a little hard that a battle of such importance, a battle so outstanding in the history of the world, should have been fought under such conditions. London at that moment was richer than ever before in descriptive reporters. It was the age of descriptive reporters, of vivid pen-pictures. In every newspaper office there were men who could have hauled up their slacks about that battle in a way that would have made a Y.M.C.A. lecturer want to get at somebody with a bayonet; men who could have handed out the adjectives and exclamation-marks till you almost heard the roar of the guns. And there they were — idle, supine — like careened battleships. They were helpless. Bart Kennedy did start an article which began, Fog. Black fog. And the roar of guns. Two nations fighting in the fog, but it never came to anything. It was promising for a while, but it died of inanition in the middle of the second stick.

It was hard.

The lot of the actual war-correspondents was still worse. It was useless for them to explain that the fog was too thick to give them a chance. If its light enough for them to fight, said their editors remorselessly, its light enough for you to watch them. And out they had to go.

They had a perfectly miserable time. Edgar Wallace seems to have lost his way almost at once. He was found two days later in an almost starving condition at Steeple Bumpstead. How he got there nobody knows. He said he had set out to walk to where the noise of the guns seemed to be, and had gone on walking. Bennett Burleigh, that crafty old campaigner, had the sagacity to go by Tube. This brought him to Hampstead, the scene, it turned out later, of the fiercest operations, and with any luck he might have had a story to tell. But the lift stuck half-way up, owing to a German shell bursting in its neighbourhood, and it was not till the following evening that a search-party heard and rescued him.

The rest — A. G. Hales, Frederick Villiers, Charles Hands, and the others — met, on a smaller scale, the same fate as Edgar Wallace. Hales, starting for Tottenham, arrived in Croydon, very tired, with a nail in his boot. Villiers, equally unlucky, fetched up at Richmond. The most curious fate of all was reserved for Charles Hands. As far as can be gathered, he got on all right till he reached Leicester Square. There he lost his bearings, and seems to have walked round and round Shakespeares statue, under the impression that he was going straight to Tottenham. After a day and a-half of this he sat down to rest, and was there found, when the fog had cleared, by a passing policeman.

And all the while the unseen guns boomed and thundered, and strange, thin shoutings came faintly through the darkness.


Chapter 10. THE TRIUMPH OF ENGLAND
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IT WAS THE afternoon of Wednesday, September the Sixteenth. The battle had been over for twenty-four hours. The fog had thinned to a light lemon colour. It was raining.

By now the country was in possession of the main facts. Full details were not to be expected, though it is to the credit of the newspapers that, with keen enterprise, they had at once set to work to invent them, and on the whole had not done badly.

Broadly, the facts were that the Russian army, outmanoeuvered, had been practically annihilated. Of the vast force which had entered England with the other invaders there remained but a handful. These, the Grand Duke Vodkakoff among them, were prisoners in the German lines at Tottenham.

The victory had not been gained bloodlessly. Not a fifth of the German army remained. It is estimated that quite two-thirds of each army must have perished in that last charge of the Germans up the Hampstead heights, which ended in the storming of Jack Straws Castle and the capture of the Russian general.



Prince Otto of Saxe-Pfennig lay sleeping in his tent at Tottenham. He was worn out. In addition to the strain of the battle, there had been the heavy work of seeing the interviewers, signing autograph-books, sitting to photographers, writing testimonials for patent medicines, and the thousand and one other tasks, burdensome but unavoidable, of the man who is in the public eye. Also he had caught a bad cold during the battle. A bottle of ammoniated quinine lay on the table beside him now as he slept.



As he lay there the flap of the tent was pulled softly aside. Two figures entered. Each was dressed in a flat-brimmed hat, a coloured handkerchief, a flannel shirt, football shorts, stockings, brown boots, and a whistle. Each carried a hockey-stick. One, however, wore spectacles and a look of quiet command which showed that he was the leader.

They stood looking at the prostrate general for some moments. Then the spectacled leader spoke.

Scout-Master Wagstaff.

The other saluted.

Wake him!

Scout-Master Wagstaff walked to the side of the bed, and shook the sleepers shoulder. The Prince grunted, and rolled over on to his other side. The Scout-Master shook him again. He sat up, blinking.

As his eyes fell on the quiet, stern, spectacled figure, he leaped from the bed.

What — what — what, he stammered. Whats the beadig of this?

He sneezed as he spoke, and, turning to the table, poured out and drained a bumper of ammoniated quinine.

I told the sedtry pardicularly not to let adybody id. Who are you?

The intruder smiled quietly.

My name is Clarence Chugwater, he said simply.

Jugwater? Dodt doe you frob Adab. What do you want? If youre forb sub paper, I cadt see you now. Cub to-borrow bordig.

I am from no paper.

Thed youre wud of these photographers. I tell you, I cadt see you.

I am no photographer.

Thed what are you?

The other drew himself up.

I am England, he said with a sublime gesture.

Igglud! How do you bead youre Igglud? Talk seds.

Clarence silenced him with a frown.

I say I am England. I am the Chief Scout, and the Scouts are England. Prince Otto, you thought this England of ours lay prone and helpless. You were wrong. The Boy Scouts were watching and waiting. And now their time has come. Scout-Master Wagstaff, do your duty.

The Scout-Master moved forward. The Prince, bounding to the bed, thrust his hand under the pillow. Clarences voice rang out like a trumpet.

Cover that man!

The Prince looked up. Two feet away Scout-Master Wagstaff was standing, catapult in hand, ready to shoot.

He is never known to miss, said Clarence warningly.

The Prince wavered.

He has broken more windows than any other boy of his age in South London.

The Prince sullenly withdrew his hand — empty.

Well, whad do you wad? he snarled.

Resistance is useless, said Clarence. The moment I have plotted and planned for has come. Your troops, worn out with fighting, mere shadows of themselves, have fallen an easy prey. An hour ago your camp was silently surrounded by patrols of Boy Scouts, armed with catapults and hockey-sticks. One rush and the battle was over. Your entire army, like yourself, are prisoners.

The diggids they are! said the Prince blankly.

England, my England! cried Clarence, his face shining with a holy patriotism. England, thou art free! Thou hast risen from the ashes of the dead self. Let the nations learn from this that it is when apparently crushed that the Briton is to more than ever be feared.

Thads bad grabbar, said the Prince critically.

It isnt, said Clarence with warmth.

It is, I tell you. Ids a splid idfididive.

Clarences eyes flashed fire.

I dont want any of your beastly cheek, he said. Scout-Master Wagstaff, remove your prisoner.

All the sabe, said the Prince, id is a splid idfididive.

Clarence pointed silently to the door.

And you doe id is, persisted the Prince. And ids spoiled your big sbeech. Id—

Come on, cant you, interrupted Scout-Master Wagstaff.

I ab cubbing, arent I? I was odly saying—

Ill give you such a whack over the shin with this hockey-stick in a minute! said the Scout-Master warningly. Come on!

The Prince went.


Chapter 11. CLARENCE — THE LAST PHASE
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THE BRILLIANTLY-LIGHTED AUDITORIUM of the Palace Theatre.

Everywhere a murmur and stir. The orchestra is playing a selection. In the stalls fair women and brave men converse in excited whispers. One catches sentences here and there.

Quite a boy, I believe!

How perfectly sweet!

Pon honour, Lady Gussie, I couldnt say. Bertie Bertison, of the Bachelors, says a feller told him it was a clear thousand.

Do you hear that? Mr. Bertison says that this boy is getting a thousand a week.

Why, thats more than either of those horrid generals got.

Its a lot of money, isnt it?

Of course, he did save the country, didnt he?

You may depend they wouldnt give it him if he wasnt worth it.

Met him last night at the Duchesss hop. Seems a decent little chap. No side and that, if you know what I mean. Hullo, theres his number!

The orchestra stops. The number 7 is displayed. A burst of applause, swelling into a roar as the curtain rises.

A stout man in crinkled evening-dress walks on to the stage.

Ladies and gentlemen, he says, I ave the onour to-night to introduce to you one whose name is, as the saying goes, a nouseold word. It is thanks to im, to this ero whom I ave the onour to introduce to you to-night, that our beloved England no longer writhes beneath the ruthless eel of the alien oppressor. It was this eros genius — and, I may say — er — I may say genius — that, unaided, it upon the only way for removing the cruel conqueror from our beloved earths and omes. It was this ero who, aving first allowed the invaders to claw each other to ash (if I may be permitted the expression) after the well-known precedent of the Kilkenny cats, thereupon firmly and without flinching, stepped bravely in with his fellow-eros — need I say I allude to our gallant Boy Scouts? — and dexterously gave what-for in no uncertain manner to the few survivors who remained.

Here the orator bowed, and took advantage of the applause to replenish his stock of breath. When his face had begun to lose the purple tinge, he raised his hand.

I ave only to add, he resumed, that this ero is engaged exclusively by the management of the Palace Theatre of Varieties, at a figure previously undreamed of in the annals of the music-hall stage. He is in receipt of the magnificent weekly salary of no less than one thousand one undred and fifty pounds a week.

Thunderous applause.

I ave little more to add. This ero will first perform a few of those physical exercises which have made our Boy Scouts what they are, such as deep breathing, twisting the right leg firmly round the neck, and hopping on one foot across the stage. He will then give an exhibition of the various calls and cries of the Boy Scouts — all, as you doubtless know, skilful imitations of real living animals. In this connection I ave to assure you that he as nothing whatsoever in is mouth, as it as been sometimes suggested. In conclusion he will deliver a short address on the subject of is great exploits. Ladies and gentlemen, I have finished, and it only now remains for me to retire, aving duly announced to you Englands Darling Son, the Countrys Ero, the Nations Proudest Possession — Clarence Chugwater.

A moments breathless suspense, a crash from the orchestra, and the audience are standing on their seats, cheering, shouting, stamping.

A small sturdy, spectacled figure is on the stage.

It is Clarence, the Boy of Destiny.


Mike (1909)
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First published by A & C Black in September 1909 with illustrations by T. M. R. Whitwell, Mike originally appeared as two separate stories in The Captain magazine, a monthly publication for boys that printed many of Wodehouses early school stories. The stories ran from April to September 1907 (which would form the first half of the book and also be published separately as Mike at Wrykyn) and from April to September 1908 (which would form the latter part of the book and be published separately as Mike and Psmith).

A tale of two halves, the narrative introduces us to Michael Mike Jackson, youngest son of a renowned family of cricketers. Sent to Wrykyn he quickly tries out for the school cricket team and joins the third team. He is promoted to the first team after a fight between some students and a local gang, which results in a policeman being thrown into a pond; more success and trouble arrive in equal measure. The second half of the story is set two years later and Mike, due to his poor schoolwork, is withdrawn from Wrykyn and sent to Sedleigh, a smaller school. There he meets Rupert Psmith, who has arrived from Eton. They become firm friends and get into all sorts of scrapes.

Psmith is one of Wodehouses more enduring heroes and would appear in a further three titles, Psmith in the City (1910), Psmith, Journalist (1915) and Leave it to Psmith (1923). Mike Jackson also features in these books; however, as you may guess from the titles alone, his participation has been eclipsed by Psmiths wit and force of personality.

Throughout his career Wodehouse regarded this book as his best work. George Orwell described this book as the highpoint of Wodehouses early school stories and as one of the best light school stories in English.

The Guardian loved the book: ...Wodehouse is a clever writer with a style so brittle and so crisp that it almost makes the paper crackle...He is a pleasant writer for a dull half-hour. He has a genius for portraying cricket and the psychology of those to whom cricket is the business of life...
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The first edition
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The original frontispiece


TO

ALAN DURAND


CHAPTER I

MIKE
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IT WAS A morning in the middle of April, and the Jackson family were consequently breakfasting in comparative silence. The cricket season had not begun, and except during the cricket season they were in the habit of devoting their powerful minds at breakfast almost exclusively to the task of victualling against the labours of the day. In May, June, July, and August the silence was broken. The three grown-up Jacksons played regularly in first-class cricket, and there was always keen competition among their brothers and sisters for the copy of the Sportsman which was to be found on the hall table with the letters. Whoever got it usually gloated over it in silence till urged wrathfully by the multitude to let them know what had happened; when it would appear that Joe had notched his seventh century, or that Reggie had been run out when he was just getting set, or, as sometimes occurred, that that ass Frank had dropped Fry or Hayward in the slips before he had scored, with the result that the spared expert had made a couple of hundred and was still going strong.

In such a case the criticisms of the family circle, particularly of the smaller Jackson sisters, were so breezy and unrestrained that Mrs. Jackson generally felt it necessary to apply the closure. Indeed, Marjory Jackson, aged fourteen, had on three several occasions been fined pudding at lunch for her caustic comments on the batting of her brother Reggie in important fixtures. Cricket was a tradition in the family, and the ladies, unable to their sorrow to play the game themselves, were resolved that it should not be their fault if the standard was not kept up.

On this particular morning silence reigned. A deep gasp from some small Jackson, wrestling with bread-and-milk, and an occasional remark from Mr. Jackson on the letters he was reading, alone broke it.

Mikes late again, said Mrs. Jackson plaintively, at last.

Hes getting up, said Marjory. I went in to see what he was doing, and he was asleep. So, she added with a satanic chuckle, I squeezed a sponge over him. He swallowed an awful lot, and then he woke up, and tried to catch me, so hes certain to be down soon.

Marjory!

Well, he was on his back with his mouth wide open. I had to. He was snoring like anything.

You might have choked him.

I did, said Marjory with satisfaction. Jam, please, Phyllis, you pig.

Mr. Jackson looked up.

Mike will have to be more punctual when he goes to Wrykyn, he said.

Oh, father, is Mike going to Wrykyn? asked Marjory. When?

Next term, said Mr. Jackson. Ive just heard from Mr. Wain, he added across the table to Mrs. Jackson. The house is full, but he is turning a small room into an extra dormitory, so he can take Mike after all.

The first comment on this momentous piece of news came from Bob Jackson. Bob was eighteen. The following term would be his last at Wrykyn, and, having won through so far without the infliction of a small brother, he disliked the prospect of not being allowed to finish as he had begun.

I say! he said. What?

He ought to have gone before, said Mr. Jackson. Hes fifteen. Much too old for that private school. He has had it all his own way there, and it isnt good for him.

Hes got cheek enough for ten, agreed Bob.

Wrykyn will do him a world of good.

We arent in the same house. Thats one comfort.

Bob was in Donaldsons. It softened the blow to a certain extent that Mike should be going to Wains. He had the same feeling for Mike that most boys of eighteen have for their fifteen-year-old brothers. He was fond of him in the abstract, but preferred him at a distance.

Marjory gave tongue again. She had rescued the jam from Phyllis, who had shown signs of finishing it, and was now at liberty to turn her mind to less pressing matters. Mike was her special ally, and anything that affected his fortunes affected her.

Hooray! Mikes going to Wrykyn. I bet he gets into the first eleven his first term.

Considering there are eight old colours left, said Bob loftily, besides heaps of last years seconds, its hardly likely that a kid like Mikell get a look in. He might get his third, if he sweats.

The aspersion stung Marjory.

I bet he gets in before you, anyway, she said.

Bob disdained to reply. He was among those heaps of last years seconds to whom he had referred. He was a sound bat, though lacking the brilliance of his elder brothers, and he fancied that his cap was a certainty this season. Last year he had been tried once or twice. This year it should be all right.

Mrs. Jackson intervened.

Go on with your breakfast, Marjory, she said. You mustnt say I bet so much.

Marjory bit off a section of her slice of bread-and-jam.

Anyhow, I bet he does, she muttered truculently through it.

There was a sound of footsteps in the passage outside. The door opened, and the missing member of the family appeared. Mike Jackson was tall for his age. His figure was thin and wiry. His arms and legs looked a shade too long for his body. He was evidently going to be very tall some day. In face, he was curiously like his brother Joe, whose appearance is familiar to every one who takes an interest in first-class cricket. The resemblance was even more marked on the cricket field. Mike had Joes batting style to the last detail. He was a pocket edition of his century-making brother. Hullo, he said, sorry Im late.

This was mere stereo. He had made the same remark nearly every morning since the beginning of the holidays.

All right, Marjory, you little beast, was his reference to the sponge incident.

His third remark was of a practical nature.

I say, whats under that dish?

Mike, began Mr. Jackson — this again was stereo— you really must learn to be more punctual — —

He was interrupted by a chorus.

Mike, youre going to Wrykyn next term, shouted Marjory.

Mike, fathers just had a letter to say youre going to Wrykyn next term. From Phyllis.

Mike, youre going to Wrykyn. From Ella.

Gladys Maud Evangeline, aged three, obliged with a solo of her own composition, in six-eight time, as follows: Mike Wryky. Mike Wryky. Mike Wryke Wryke Wryke Mike Wryke Wryke Mike Wryke Mike Wryke.

Oh, put a green baize cloth over that kid, somebody, groaned Bob.

Whereat Gladys Maud, having fixed him with a chilly stare for some seconds, suddenly drew a long breath, and squealed deafeningly for more milk.

Mike looked round the table. It was a great moment. He rose to it with the utmost dignity.

Good, he said. I say, whats under that dish?



After breakfast, Mike and Marjory went off together to the meadow at the end of the garden. Saunders, the professional, assisted by the gardeners boy, was engaged in putting up the net. Mr. Jackson believed in private coaching; and every spring since Joe, the eldest of the family, had been able to use a bat a man had come down from the Oval to teach him the best way to do so. Each of the boys in turn had passed from spectators to active participants in the net practice in the meadow. For several years now Saunders had been the chosen man, and his attitude towards the Jacksons was that of the Faithful Old Retainer in melodrama. Mike was his special favourite. He felt that in him he had material of the finest order to work upon. There was nothing the matter with Bob. In Bob he would turn out a good, sound article. Bob would be a Blue in his third or fourth year, and probably a creditable performer among the rank and file of a county team later on. But he was not a cricket genius, like Mike. Saunders would lie awake at night sometimes thinking of the possibilities that were in Mike. The strength could only come with years, but the style was there already. Joes style, with improvements.

Mike put on his pads; and Marjory walked with the professional to the bowling crease.

Mikes going to Wrykyn next term, Saunders, she said. All the boys were there, you know. So was father, ages ago.

Is he, miss? I was thinking he would be soon.

Do you think hell get into the school team?

School team, miss! Master Mike get into a school team! Hell be playing for England in another eight years. Thats what hell be playing for.

Yes, but I meant next term. It would be a record if he did. Even Joe only got in after hed been at school two years. Dont you think he might, Saunders? Hes awfully good, isnt he? Hes better than Bob, isnt he? And Bobs almost certain to get in this term.

Saunders looked a little doubtful.

Next term! he said. Well, you see, miss, its this way. Its all there, in a manner of speaking, with Master Mike. Hes got as much style as Mr. Joes got, every bit. The whole thing is, you see, miss, you get these young gentlemen of eighteen, and nineteen perhaps, and it stands to reason theyre stronger. Theres a young gentleman, perhaps, doesnt know as much about what I call real playing as Master Mikes forgotten; but then he can hit em harder when he does hit em, and thats where the runs come in. They arent going to play Master Mike because hell be in the England team when he leaves school. Theyll give the cap to somebody that can make a few then and there.

But Mikes jolly strong.

Ah, Im not saying it mightnt be, miss. I was only saying dont count on it, so you wont be disappointed if it doesnt happen. Its quite likely that it will, only all I say is dont count on it. I only hope that they wont knock all the style out of him before theyre done with him. You know these school professionals, miss.

No, I dont, Saunders. What are they like?

Well, theres too much of the come-right-out-at-everything about em for my taste. Seem to think playing forward the alpha and omugger of batting. Theyll make him pat balls back to the bowler which hed cut for twos and threes if he was left to himself. Still, well hope for the best, miss. Ready, Master Mike? Play.

As Saunders had said, it was all there. Of Mikes style there could be no doubt. To-day, too, he was playing more strongly than usual. Marjory had to run to the end of the meadow to fetch one straight drive. He hit that hard enough, didnt he, Saunders? she asked, as she returned the ball.

If he could keep on doing ones like that, miss, said the professional, theyd have him in the team before you could say knife.

Marjory sat down again beside the net, and watched more hopefully.


CHAPTER II

THE JOURNEY DOWN
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THE SEEING OFF of Mike on the last day of the holidays was an imposing spectacle, a sort of pageant. Going to a public school, especially at the beginning of the summer term, is no great hardship, more particularly when the departing hero has a brother on the verge of the school eleven and three other brothers playing for counties; and Mike seemed in no way disturbed by the prospect. Mothers, however, to the end of time will foster a secret fear that their sons will be bullied at a big school, and Mrs. Jacksons anxious look lent a fine solemnity to the proceedings.

And as Marjory, Phyllis, and Ella invariably broke down when the time of separation arrived, and made no exception to their rule on the present occasion, a suitable gloom was the keynote of the gathering. Mr. Jackson seemed to bear the parting with fortitude, as did Mikes Uncle John (providentially roped in at the eleventh hour on his way to Scotland, in time to come down with a handsome tip). To their coarse-fibred minds there was nothing pathetic or tragic about the affair at all. (At the very moment when the train began to glide out of the station Uncle John was heard to remark that, in his opinion, these Bocks werent a patch on the old shaped Larranaga.) Among others present might have been noticed Saunders, practising late cuts rather coyly with a walking-stick in the background; the village idiot, who had rolled up on the chance of a dole; Gladys Maud Evangelines nurse, smiling vaguely; and Gladys Maud Evangeline herself, frankly bored with the whole business.

The train gathered speed. The air was full of last messages. Uncle John said on second thoughts he wasnt sure these Bocks werent half a bad smoke after all. Gladys Maud cried, because she had taken a sudden dislike to the village idiot; and Mike settled himself in the corner and opened a magazine.

He was alone in the carriage. Bob, who had been spending the last week of the holidays with an aunt further down the line, was to board the train at East Wobsley, and the brothers were to make a state entry into Wrykyn together. Meanwhile, Mike was left to his milk chocolate, his magazines, and his reflections.

The latter were not numerous, nor profound. He was excited. He had been petitioning the home authorities for the past year to be allowed to leave his private school and go to Wrykyn, and now the thing had come about. He wondered what sort of a house Wains was, and whether they had any chance of the cricket cup. According to Bob they had no earthly; but then Bob only recognised one house, Donaldsons. He wondered if Bob would get his first eleven cap this year, and if he himself were likely to do anything at cricket. Marjory had faithfully reported every word Saunders had said on the subject, but Bob had been so careful to point out his insignificance when compared with the humblest Wrykynian that the professionals glowing prophecies had not had much effect. It might be true that some day he would play for England, but just at present he felt he would exchange his place in the team for one in the Wrykyn third eleven. A sort of mist enveloped everything Wrykynian. It seemed almost hopeless to try and compete with these unknown experts. On the other hand, there was Bob. Bob, by all accounts, was on the verge of the first eleven, and he was nothing special.

While he was engaged on these reflections, the train drew up at a small station. Opposite the door of Mikes compartment was standing a boy of about Mikes size, though evidently some years older. He had a sharp face, with rather a prominent nose; and a pair of pince-nez gave him a supercilious look. He wore a bowler hat, and carried a small portmanteau.

He opened the door, and took the seat opposite to Mike, whom he scrutinised for a moment rather after the fashion of a naturalist examining some new and unpleasant variety of beetle. He seemed about to make some remark, but, instead, got up and looked through the open window.

Wheres that porter? Mike heard him say.

The porter came skimming down the platform at that moment.

Porter.

Sir?

Are those frightful boxes of mine in all right?

Yes, sir.

Because, you know, therell be a frightful row if any of them get lost.

No chance of that, sir.

Here you are, then.

Thank you, sir.

The youth drew his head and shoulders in, stared at Mike again, and finally sat down. Mike noticed that he had nothing to read, and wondered if he wanted anything; but he did not feel equal to offering him one of his magazines. He did not like the looks of him particularly. Judging by appearances, he seemed to carry enough side for three. If he wanted a magazine, thought Mike, let him ask for it.

The other made no overtures, and at the next stop got out. That explained his magazineless condition. He was only travelling a short way.

Good business, said Mike to himself. He had all the Englishmans love of a carriage to himself.

The train was just moving out of the station when his eye was suddenly caught by the strangers bag, lying snugly in the rack.

And here, I regret to say, Mike acted from the best motives, which is always fatal.

He realised in an instant what had happened. The fellow had forgotten his bag.

Mike had not been greatly fascinated by the strangers looks; but, after all, the most supercilious person on earth has a right to his own property. Besides, he might have been quite a nice fellow when you got to know him. Anyhow, the bag had better be returned at once. The train was already moving quite fast, and Mikes compartment was nearing the end of the platform.

He snatched the bag from the rack and hurled it out of the window. (Porter Robinson, who happened to be in the line of fire, escaped with a flesh wound.) Then he sat down again with the inward glow of satisfaction which comes to one when one has risen successfully to a sudden emergency.



The glow lasted till the next stoppage, which did not occur for a good many miles. Then it ceased abruptly, for the train had scarcely come to a standstill when the opening above the door was darkened by a head and shoulders. The head was surmounted by a bowler, and a pair of pince-nez gleamed from the shadow.

Hullo, I say, said the stranger. Have you changed carriages, or what?

No, said Mike.

Then, dash it, wheres my frightful bag?

Life teems with embarrassing situations. This was one of them.

The fact is, said Mike, I chucked it out.

Chucked it out! what do you mean? When?

At the last station.

The guard blew his whistle, and the other jumped into the carriage.

I thought youd got out there for good, explained Mike. Im awfully sorry.

Where is the bag?

On the platform at the last station. It hit a porter.

Against his will, for he wished to treat the matter with fitting solemnity, Mike grinned at the recollection. The look on Porter Robinsons face as the bag took him in the small of the back had been funny, though not intentionally so.

The bereaved owner disapproved of this levity; and said as much.

Dont grin, you little beast, he shouted. Theres nothing to laugh at. You go chucking bags that dont belong to you out of the window, and then you have the frightful cheek to grin about it.

It wasnt that, said Mike hurriedly. Only the porter looked awfully funny when it hit him.

Dash the porter! Whats going to happen about my bag? I cant get out for half a second to buy a magazine without your flinging my things about the platform. What you want is a frightful kicking.

The situation was becoming difficult. But fortunately at this moment the train stopped once again; and, looking out of the window, Mike saw a board with East Wobsley upon it in large letters. A moment later Bobs head appeared in the doorway.

Hullo, there you are, said Bob.

His eye fell upon Mikes companion.

Hullo, Gazeka! he exclaimed. Where did you spring from? Do you know my brother? Hes coming to Wrykyn this term. By the way, rather lucky youve met. Hes in your house. Firby-Smiths head of Wains, Mike.

Mike gathered that Gazeka and Firby-Smith were one and the same person. He grinned again. Firby-Smith continued to look ruffled, though not aggressive.

Oh, are you in Wains? he said.

I say, Bob, said Mike, Ive made rather an ass of myself.

Naturally.

I mean, what happened was this. I chucked Firby-Smiths portmanteau out of the window, thinking hed got out, only he hadnt really, and its at a station miles back.

Youre a bit of a rotter, arent you? Had it got your name and address on it, Gazeka?

Yes.

Oh, then its certain to be all right. Its bound to turn up some time. Theyll send it on by the next train, and youll get it either to-night or to-morrow.

Frightful nuisance, all the same. Lots of things in it I wanted.

Oh, never mind, its all right. I say, what have you been doing in the holidays? I didnt know you lived on this line at all.

From this point onwards Mike was out of the conversation altogether. Bob and Firby-Smith talked of Wrykyn, discussing events of the previous term of which Mike had never heard. Names came into their conversation which were entirely new to him. He realised that school politics were being talked, and that contributions from him to the dialogue were not required. He took up his magazine again, listening the while. They were discussing Wains now. The name Wyatt cropped up with some frequency. Wyatt was apparently something of a character. Mention was made of rows in which he had played a part in the past.

It must be pretty rotten for him, said Bob. He and Wain never get on very well, and yet they have to be together, holidays as well as term. Pretty bad having a step-father at all — I shouldnt care to — and when your house-master and your step-father are the same man, its a bit thick.

Frightful, agreed Firby-Smith.

I swear, if I were in Wyatts place, I should rot about like anything. It isnt as if hed anything to look forward to when he leaves. He told me last term that Wain had got a nomination for him in some beastly bank, and that he was going into it directly after the end of this term. Rather rough on a chap like Wyatt. Good cricketer and footballer, I mean, and all that sort of thing. Its just the sort of life hell hate most. Hullo, here we are.

Mike looked out of the window. It was Wrykyn at last.


CHAPTER III

MIKE FINDS A FRIENDLY NATIVE
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MIKE WAS SURPRISED to find, on alighting, that the platform was entirely free from Wrykynians. In all the stories he had read the whole school came back by the same train, and, having smashed in one anothers hats and chaffed the porters, made their way to the school buildings in a solid column. But here they were alone.

A remark of Bobs to Firby-Smith explained this. Cant make out why none of the fellows came back by this train, he said. Heaps of them must come by this line, and its the only Christian train they run,

Dont want to get here before the last minute they can possibly manage. Silly idea. I suppose they think thered be nothing to do.

What shall we do? said Bob. Come and have some tea at Cooks?

All right.

Bob looked at Mike. There was no disguising the fact that he would be in the way; but how convey this fact delicately to him?

Look here, Mike, he said, with a happy inspiration, Firby-Smith and I are just going to get some tea. I think youd better nip up to the school. Probably Wain will want to see you, and tell you all about things, which is your dorm. and so on. See you later, he concluded airily. Any onell tell you the way to the school. Go straight on. Theyll send your luggage on later. So long. And his sole prop in this world of strangers departed, leaving him to find his way for himself.

There is no subject on which opinions differ so widely as this matter of finding the way to a place. To the man who knows, it is simplicity itself. Probably he really does imagine that he goes straight on, ignoring the fact that for him the choice of three roads, all more or less straight, has no perplexities. The man who does not know feels as if he were in a maze.

Mike started out boldly, and lost his way. Go in which direction he would, he always seemed to arrive at a square with a fountain and an equestrian statue in its centre. On the fourth repetition of this feat he stopped in a disheartened way, and looked about him. He was beginning to feel bitter towards Bob. The man might at least have shown him where to get some tea.

At this moment a ray of hope shone through the gloom. Crossing the square was a short, thick-set figure clad in grey flannel trousers, a blue blazer, and a straw hat with a coloured band. Plainly a Wrykynian. Mike made for him.

Can you tell me the way to the school, please, he said.

Oh, youre going to the school, said the other. He had a pleasant, square-jawed face, reminiscent of a good-tempered bull-dog, and a pair of very deep-set grey eyes which somehow put Mike at his ease. There was something singularly cool and genial about them. He felt that they saw the humour in things, and that their owner was a person who liked most people and whom most people liked.

You look rather lost, said the stranger. Been hunting for it long?

Yes, said Mike.

Which house do you want?

Wains.

Wains? Then youve come to the right man this time. What I dont know about Wains isnt worth knowing.

Are you there, too?

Am I not! Term and holidays. Theres no close season for me.

Oh, are you Wyatt, then? asked Mike.

Hullo, this is fame. How did you know my name, as the ass in the detective story always says to the detective, whos seen it in the lining of his hat? Whos been talking about me?

I heard my brother saying something about you in the train.

Whos your brother?

Jackson. Hes in Donaldsons.

I know. A stout fellow. So youre the newest make of Jackson, latest model, with all the modern improvements? Are there any more of you?

Not brothers, said Mike.

Pity. You cant quite raise a team, then? Are you a sort of young Tyldesley, too?

I played a bit at my last school. Only a private school, you know, added Mike modestly.

Make any runs? What was your best score?

Hundred and twenty-three, said Mike awkwardly. It was only against kids, you know. He was in terror lest he should seem to be bragging.

Thats pretty useful. Any more centuries?

Yes, said Mike, shuffling.

How many?

Seven altogether. You know, it was really awfully rotten bowling. And I was a good bit bigger than most of the chaps there. And my pater always has a pro. down in the Easter holidays, which gave me a bit of an advantage.

All the same, seven centuries isnt so dusty against any bowling. We shall want some batting in the house this term. Look here, I was just going to have some tea. You come along, too.

Oh, thanks awfully, said Mike. My brother and Firby-Smith have gone to a place called Cooks.

The old Gazeka? I didnt know he lived in your part of the world. Hes head of Wains.

Yes, I know, said Mike. Why is he called Gazeka? he asked after a pause.

Dont you think he looks like one? What did you think of him?

I didnt speak to him much, said Mike cautiously. It is always delicate work answering a question like this unless one has some sort of an inkling as to the views of the questioner.

Hes all right, said Wyatt, answering for himself. Hes got a habit of talking to one as if he were a prince of the blood dropping a gracious word to one of the three Small-Heads at the Hippodrome, but thats his misfortune. We all have our troubles. Thats his. Lets go in here. Its too far to sweat to Cooks.

It was about a mile from the tea-shop to the school. Mikes first impression on arriving at the school grounds was of his smallness and insignificance. Everything looked so big — the buildings, the grounds, everything. He felt out of the picture. He was glad that he had met Wyatt. To make his entrance into this strange land alone would have been more of an ordeal than he would have cared to face.

Thats Wains, said Wyatt, pointing to one of half a dozen large houses which lined the road on the south side of the cricket field. Mike followed his finger, and took in the size of his new home.

I say, its jolly big, he said. How many fellows are there in it?

Thirty-one this term, I believe.

Thats more than there were at King-Halls.

Whats King-Halls?

The private school I was at. At Emsworth.

Emsworth seemed very remote and unreal to him as he spoke.

They skirted the cricket field, walking along the path that divided the two terraces. The Wrykyn playing-fields were formed of a series of huge steps, cut out of the hill. At the top of the hill came the school. On the first terrace was a sort of informal practice ground, where, though no games were played on it, there was a good deal of punting and drop-kicking in the winter and fielding-practice in the summer. The next terrace was the biggest of all, and formed the first eleven cricket ground, a beautiful piece of turf, a shade too narrow for its length, bounded on the terrace side by a sharply sloping bank, some fifteen feet deep, and on the other by the precipice leading to the next terrace. At the far end of the ground stood the pavilion, and beside it a little ivy-covered rabbit-hutch for the scorers. Old Wrykynians always claimed that it was the prettiest school ground in England. It certainly had the finest view. From the verandah of the pavilion you could look over three counties.

Wains house wore an empty and desolate appearance. There were signs of activity, however, inside; and a smell of soap and warm water told of preparations recently completed.

Wyatt took Mike into the matrons room, a small room opening out of the main passage.

This is Jackson, he said. Which dormitory is he in, Miss Payne?

The matron consulted a paper.

Hes in yours, Wyatt.

Good business. Whos in the other bed? There are going to be three of us, arent there?

Fereira was to have slept there, but we have just heard that he is not coming back this term. He has had to go on a sea-voyage for his health.

Seems queer any one actually taking the trouble to keep Fereira in the world, said Wyatt. Ive often thought of giving him Rough On Rats myself. Come along, Jackson, and Ill show you the room.

They went along the passage, and up a flight of stairs.

Here you are, said Wyatt.

It was a fair-sized room. The window, heavily barred, looked out over a large garden.

I used to sleep here alone last term, said Wyatt, but the house is so full now theyve turned it into a dormitory.

I say, I wish these bars werent here. It would be rather a rag to get out of the window on to that wall at night, and hop down into the garden and explore, said Mike.

Wyatt looked at him curiously, and moved to the window.

Im not going to let you do it, of course, he said, because youd go getting caught, and dropped on, which isnt good for one in ones first term; but just to amuse you — —

He jerked at the middle bar, and the next moment he was standing with it in his hand, and the way to the garden was clear.

By Jove! said Mike.

Thats simply an object-lesson, you know, said Wyatt, replacing the bar, and pushing the screws back into their putty. I get out at night myself because I think my health needs it. Besides, its my last term, anyhow, so it doesnt matter what I do. But if I find you trying to cut out in the small hours, therell be trouble. See?

All right, said Mike, reluctantly. But I wish youd let me.

Not if I know it. Promise you wont try it on.

All right. But, I say, what do you do out there?

I shoot at cats with an air-pistol, the beauty of which is that even if you hit them it doesnt hurt — simply keeps them bright and interested in life; and if you miss youve had all the fun anyhow. Have you ever shot at a rocketing cat? Finest mark you can have. Societys latest craze. Buy a pistol and see life.

I wish youd let me come.

I daresay you do. Not much, however. Now, if you like, Ill take you over the rest of the school. Youll have to see it sooner or later, so you may as well get it over at once.


CHAPTER IV

AT THE NETS
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THERE ARE FEW better things in life than a public school summer term. The winter term is good, especially towards the end, and there are points, though not many, about the Easter term: but it is in the summer that one really appreciates public school life. The freedom of it, after the restrictions of even the most easy-going private school, is intoxicating. The change is almost as great as that from public school to Varsity.

For Mike the path was made particularly easy. The only drawback to going to a big school for the first time is the fact that one is made to feel so very small and inconspicuous. New boys who have been leading lights at their private schools feel it acutely for the first week. At one time it was the custom, if we may believe writers of a generation or so back, for boys to take quite an embarrassing interest in the newcomer. He was asked a rain of questions, and was, generally, in the very centre of the stage. Nowadays an absolute lack of interest is the fashion. A new boy arrives, and there he is, one of a crowd.

Mike was saved this salutary treatment to a large extent, at first by virtue of the greatness of his family, and, later, by his own performances on the cricket field. His three elder brothers were objects of veneration to most Wrykynians, and Mike got a certain amount of reflected glory from them. The brother of first-class cricketers has a dignity of his own. Then Bob was a help. He was on the verge of the cricket team and had been the school full-back for two seasons. Mike found that people came up and spoke to him, anxious to know if he were Jacksons brother; and became friendly when he replied in the affirmative. Influential relations are a help in every stage of life.

It was Wyatt who gave him his first chance at cricket. There were nets on the first afternoon of term for all old colours of the three teams and a dozen or so of those most likely to fill the vacant places. Wyatt was there, of course. He had got his first eleven cap in the previous season as a mighty hitter and a fair slow bowler. Mike met him crossing the field with his cricket bag.

Hullo, where are you off to? asked Wyatt. Coming to watch the nets?

Mike had no particular programme for the afternoon. Junior cricket had not begun, and it was a little difficult to know how to fill in the time.

I tell you what, said Wyatt, nip into the house and shove on some things, and Ill try and get Burgess to let you have a knock later on.

This suited Mike admirably. A quarter of an hour later he was sitting at the back of the first eleven net, watching the practice.

Burgess, the captain of the Wrykyn team, made no pretence of being a bat. He was the school fast bowler and concentrated his energies on that department of the game. He sometimes took ten minutes at the wicket after everybody else had had an innings, but it was to bowl that he came to the nets.

He was bowling now to one of the old colours whose name Mike did not know. Wyatt and one of the professionals were the other two bowlers. Two nets away Firby-Smith, who had changed his pince-nez for a pair of huge spectacles, was performing rather ineffectively against some very bad bowling. Mike fixed his attention on the first eleven man.

He was evidently a good bat. There was style and power in his batting. He had a way of gliding Burgesss fastest to leg which Mike admired greatly. He was succeeded at the end of a quarter of an hour by another eleven man, and then Bob appeared.

It was soon made evident that this was not Bobs day. Nobody is at his best on the first day of term; but Bob was worse than he had any right to be. He scratched forward at nearly everything, and when Burgess, who had been resting, took up the ball again, he had each stump uprooted in a regular series in seven balls. Once he skied one of Wyatts slows over the net behind the wicket; and Mike, jumping up, caught him neatly.

Thanks, said Bob austerely, as Mike returned the ball to him. He seemed depressed.

Towards the end of the afternoon, Wyatt went up to Burgess.

Burgess, he said, see that kid sitting behind the net?

With the naked eye, said Burgess. Why?

Hes just come to Wains. Hes Bob Jacksons brother, and Ive a sort of idea that hes a bit of a bat. I told him Id ask you if he could have a knock. Why not send him in at the end net? Theres nobody there now.

Burgesss amiability off the field equalled his ruthlessness when bowling.

All right, he said. Only if you think that Im going to sweat to bowl to him, youre making a fatal error.

You neednt do a thing. Just sit and watch. I rather fancy this kids something special.



Mike put on Wyatts pads and gloves, borrowed his bat, and walked round into the net.

Not in a funk, are you? asked Wyatt, as he passed.

Mike grinned. The fact was that he had far too good an opinion of himself to be nervous. An entirely modest person seldom makes a good batsman. Batting is one of those things which demand first and foremost a thorough belief in oneself. It need not be aggressive, but it must be there.

Wyatt and the professional were the bowlers. Mike had seen enough of Wyatts bowling to know that it was merely ordinary slow tosh, and the professional did not look as difficult as Saunders. The first half-dozen balls he played carefully. He was on trial, and he meant to take no risks. Then the professional over-pitched one slightly on the off. Mike jumped out, and got the full face of the bat on to it. The ball hit one of the ropes of the net, and nearly broke it.

Hows that? said Wyatt, with the smile of an impresario on the first night of a successful piece.

Not bad, admitted Burgess.

A few moments later he was still more complimentary. He got up and took a ball himself.

Mike braced himself up as Burgess began his run. This time he was more than a trifle nervous. The bowling he had had so far had been tame. This would be the real ordeal.

As the ball left Burgesss hand he began instinctively to shape for a forward stroke. Then suddenly he realised that the thing was going to be a yorker, and banged his bat down in the block just as the ball arrived. An unpleasant sensation as of having been struck by a thunderbolt was succeeded by a feeling of relief that he had kept the ball out of his wicket. There are easier things in the world than stopping a fast yorker.

Well played, said Burgess.

Mike felt like a successful general receiving the thanks of the nation.

The fact that Burgesss next ball knocked middle and off stumps out of the ground saddened him somewhat; but this was the last tragedy that occurred. He could not do much with the bowling beyond stopping it and feeling repetitions of the thunderbolt experience, but he kept up his end; and a short conversation which he had with Burgess at the end of his innings was full of encouragement to one skilled in reading between the lines.

Thanks awfully, said Mike, referring to the square manner in which the captain had behaved in letting him bat.

What school were you at before you came here? asked Burgess.

A private school in Hampshire, said Mike. King-Halls. At a place called Emsworth.

Get much cricket there?

Yes, a good lot. One of the masters, a chap called Westbrook, was an awfully good slow bowler.

Burgess nodded.

You dont run away, which is something, he said.

Mike turned purple with pleasure at this stately compliment. Then, having waited for further remarks, but gathering from the captains silence that the audience was at an end, he proceeded to unbuckle his pads. Wyatt overtook him on his way to the house.

Well played, he said. Id no idea you were such hot stuff. Youre a regular pro.

I say, said Mike gratefully, it was most awfully decent of you getting Burgess to let me go in. It was simply ripping of you.

Oh, thats all right. If you dont get pushed a bit here you stay for ages in the hundredth game with the cripples and the kids. Now youve shown them what you can do you ought to get into the Under Sixteen team straight away. Probably into the third, too.

By Jove, that would be all right.

I asked Burgess afterwards what he thought of your batting, and he said, Not bad. But he says that about everything. Its his highest form of praise. He says it when he wants to let himself go and simply butter up a thing. If you took him to see N. A. Knox bowl, hed say he wasnt bad. What he meant was that he was jolly struck with your batting, and is going to play you for the Under Sixteen.

I hope so, said Mike.

The prophecy was fulfilled. On the following Wednesday there was a match between the Under Sixteen and a scratch side. Mikes name was among the Under Sixteen. And on the Saturday he was playing for the third eleven in a trial game.

This place is ripping, he said to himself, as he saw his name on the list. Thought I should like it.

And that night he wrote a letter to his father, notifying him of the fact.


CHAPTER V

REVELRY BY NIGHT
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A SUCCESSION OF events combined to upset Mike during his first fortnight at school. He was far more successful than he had any right to be at his age. There is nothing more heady than success, and if it comes before we are prepared for it, it is apt to throw us off our balance. As a rule, at school, years of wholesome obscurity make us ready for any small triumphs we may achieve at the end of our time there. Mike had skipped these years. He was older than the average new boy, and his batting was undeniable. He knew quite well that he was regarded as a find by the cricket authorities; and the knowledge was not particularly good for him. It did not make him conceited, for his was not a nature at all addicted to conceit. The effect it had on him was to make him excessively pleased with life. And when Mike was pleased with life he always found a difficulty in obeying Authority and its rules. His state of mind was not improved by an interview with Bob.

Some evil genius put it into Bobs mind that it was his duty to be, if only for one performance, the Heavy Elder Brother to Mike; to give him good advice. It is never the smallest use for an elder brother to attempt to do anything for the good of a younger brother at school, for the latter rebels automatically against such interference in his concerns; but Bob did not know this. He only knew that he had received a letter from home, in which his mother had assumed without evidence that he was leading Mike by the hand round the pitfalls of life at Wrykyn; and his conscience smote him. Beyond asking him occasionally, when they met, how he was getting on (a question to which Mike invariably replied, Oh, all right), he was not aware of having done anything brotherly towards the youngster. So he asked Mike to tea in his study one afternoon before going to the nets.

Mike arrived, sidling into the study in the half-sheepish, half-defiant manner peculiar to small brothers in the presence of their elders, and stared in silence at the photographs on the walls. Bob was changing into his cricket things. The atmosphere was one of constraint and awkwardness.

The arrival of tea was the cue for conversation.

Well, how are you getting on? asked Bob.

Oh, all right, said Mike.

Silence.

Sugar? asked Bob.

Thanks, said Mike.

How many lumps?

Two, please.

Cake?

Thanks.

Silence.

Bob pulled himself together.

Like Wains?

Ripping.

I asked Firby-Smith to keep an eye on you, said Bob.

What! said Mike.

The mere idea of a worm like the Gazeka being told to keep an eye on him was degrading.

He said hed look after you, added Bob, making things worse.

Look after him! Him!! M. Jackson, of the third eleven!!!

Mike helped himself to another chunk of cake, and spoke crushingly.

He neednt trouble, he said. I can look after myself all right, thanks.

Bob saw an opening for the entry of the Heavy Elder Brother.

Look here, Mike, he said, Im only saying it for your good — —

I should like to state here that it was not Bobs habit to go about the world telling people things solely for their good. He was only doing it now to ease his conscience.

Yes? said Mike coldly.

Its only this. You know, I should keep an eye on myself if I were you. Theres nothing that gets a chap so barred here as side.

What do you mean? said Mike, outraged.

Oh, Im not saying anything against you so far, said Bob. Youve been all right up to now. What I mean to say is, youve got on so well at cricket, in the third and so on, theres just a chance you might start to side about a bit soon, if you dont watch yourself. Im not saying a word against you so far, of course. Only you see what I mean.

Mikes feelings were too deep for words. In sombre silence he reached out for the jam; while Bob, satisfied that he had delivered his message in a pleasant and tactful manner, filled his cup, and cast about him for further words of wisdom.

Seen you about with Wyatt a good deal, he said at length.

Yes, said Mike.

Like him?

Yes, said Mike cautiously.

You know, said Bob, I shouldnt — I mean, I should take care what youre doing with Wyatt.

What do you mean?

Well, hes an awfully good chap, of course, but still — —

Still what?

Well, I mean, hes the sort of chap wholl probably get into some thundering row before he leaves. He doesnt care a hang what he does. Hes that sort of chap. Hes never been dropped on yet, but if you go on breaking rules youre bound to be sooner or later. Thing is, it doesnt matter much for him, because hes leaving at the end of the term. But dont let him drag you into anything. Not that he would try to. But you might think it was the blood thing to do to imitate him, and the first thing you knew youd be dropped on by Wain or somebody. See what I mean?

Bob was well-intentioned, but tact did not enter greatly into his composition.

What rot! said Mike.

All right. But dont you go doing it. Im going over to the nets. I see Burgess has shoved you down for them. Youd better be going and changing. Stick on here a bit, though, if you want any more tea. Ive got to be off myself.

Mike changed for net-practice in a ferment of spiritual injury. It was maddening to be treated as an infant who had to be looked after. He felt very sore against Bob.

A good innings at the third eleven net, followed by some strenuous fielding in the deep, soothed his ruffled feelings to a large extent; and all might have been well but for the intervention of Firby-Smith.

That youth, all spectacles and front teeth, met Mike at the door of Wains.

Ah, I wanted to see you, young man, he said. (Mike disliked being called young man.) Come up to my study.

Mike followed him in silence to his study, and preserved his silence till Firby-Smith, having deposited his cricket-bag in a corner of the room and examined himself carefully in a looking-glass that hung over the mantelpiece, spoke again.

Ive been hearing all about you, young man. Mike shuffled.

Youre a frightful character from all accounts. Mike could not think of anything to say that was not rude, so said nothing.

Your brother has asked me to keep an eye on you.

Mikes soul began to tie itself into knots again. He was just at the age when one is most sensitive to patronage and most resentful of it.

I promised I would, said the Gazeka, turning round and examining himself in the mirror again. Youll get on all right if you behave yourself. Dont make a frightful row in the house. Dont cheek your elders and betters. Wash. Thats all. Cut along.

Mike had a vague idea of sacrificing his career to the momentary pleasure of flinging a chair at the head of the house. Overcoming this feeling, he walked out of the room, and up to his dormitory to change.



In the dormitory that night the feeling of revolt, of wanting to do something actively illegal, increased. Like Eric, he burned, not with shame and remorse, but with rage and all that sort of thing. He dropped off to sleep full of half-formed plans for asserting himself. He was awakened from a dream in which he was batting against Firby-Smiths bowling, and hitting it into space every time, by a slight sound. He opened his eyes, and saw a dark figure silhouetted against the light of the window. He sat up in bed.

Hullo, he said. Is that you, Wyatt?

Are you awake? said Wyatt. Sorry if Ive spoiled your beauty sleep.

Are you going out?

I am, said Wyatt. The cats are particularly strong on the wing just now. Mustnt miss a chance like this. Specially as theres a good moon, too. I shall be deadly.

I say, cant I come too?

A moonlight prowl, with or without an air-pistol, would just have suited Mikes mood.

No, you cant, said Wyatt. When Im caught, as Im morally certain to be some day, or night rather, theyre bound to ask if youve ever been out as well as me. Then youll be able to put your hand on your little heart and do a big George Washington act. Youll find that useful when the time comes.

Do you think you will be caught?

Shouldnt be surprised. Anyhow, you stay where you are. Go to sleep and dream that youre playing for the school against Ripton. So long.

And Wyatt, laying the bar he had extracted on the window-sill, wriggled out. Mike saw him disappearing along the wall.



It was all very well for Wyatt to tell him to go to sleep, but it was not so easy to do it. The room was almost light; and Mike always found it difficult to sleep unless it was dark. He turned over on his side and shut his eyes, but he had never felt wider awake. Twice he heard the quarters chime from the school clock; and the second time he gave up the struggle. He got out of bed and went to the window. It was a lovely night, just the sort of night on which, if he had been at home, he would have been out after moths with a lantern.

A sharp yowl from an unseen cat told of Wyatts presence somewhere in the big garden. He would have given much to be with him, but he realised that he was on parole. He had promised not to leave the house, and there was an end of it.

He turned away from the window and sat down on his bed. Then a beautiful, consoling thought came to him. He had given his word that he would not go into the garden, but nothing had been said about exploring inside the house. It was quite late now. Everybody would be in bed. It would be quite safe. And there must be all sorts of things to interest the visitor in Wains part of the house. Food, perhaps. Mike felt that he could just do with a biscuit. And there were bound to be biscuits on the sideboard in Wains dining-room.

He crept quietly out of the dormitory.

He had been long enough in the house to know the way, in spite of the fact that all was darkness. Down the stairs, along the passage to the left, and up a few more stairs at the end. The beauty of the position was that the dining-room had two doors, one leading into Wains part of the house, the other into the boys section. Any interruption that there might be would come from the further door.

To make himself more secure he locked that door; then, turning up the incandescent light, he proceeded to look about him.

Mr. Wains dining-room repaid inspection. There were the remains of supper on the table. Mike cut himself some cheese and took some biscuits from the box, feeling that he was doing himself well. This was Life. There was a little soda-water in the syphon. He finished it. As it swished into the glass, it made a noise that seemed to him like three hundred Niagaras; but nobody else in the house appeared to have noticed it.

He took some more biscuits, and an apple.

After which, feeling a new man, he examined the room.

And this was where the trouble began.

On a table in one corner stood a small gramophone. And gramophones happened to be Mikes particular craze.

All thought of risk left him. The soda-water may have got into his head, or he may have been in a particularly reckless mood, as indeed he was. The fact remains that he inserted the first record that came to hand, wound the machine up, and set it going.

The next moment, very loud and nasal, a voice from the machine announced that Mr. Godfrey Field would sing The Quaint Old Bird. And, after a few preliminary chords, Mr. Field actually did so.

Auntie went to Aldershot in a Paris pom-pom hat.

Mike stood and drained it in.

... Good gracious (sang Mr. Field), what was that?

It was a rattling at the handle of the door. A rattling that turned almost immediately into a spirited banging. A voice accompanied the banging. Who is there? inquired the voice. Mike recognised it as Mr. Wains. He was not alarmed. The man who holds the ace of trumps has no need to be alarmed. His position was impregnable. The enemy was held in check by the locked door, while the other door offered an admirable and instantaneous way of escape.

Mike crept across the room on tip-toe and opened the window. It had occurred to him, just in time, that if Mr. Wain, on entering the room, found that the occupant had retired by way of the boys part of the house, he might possibly obtain a clue to his identity. If, on the other hand, he opened the window, suspicion would be diverted. Mike had not read his Raffles for nothing.

The handle-rattling was resumed. This was good. So long as the frontal attack was kept up, there was no chance of his being taken in the rear — his only danger.

He stopped the gramophone, which had been pegging away patiently at The Quaint Old Bird all the time, and reflected. It seemed a pity to evacuate the position and ring down the curtain on what was, to date, the most exciting episode of his life; but he must not overdo the thing, and get caught. At any moment the noise might bring reinforcements to the besieging force, though it was not likely, for the dining-room was a long way from the dormitories; and it might flash upon their minds that there were two entrances to the room. Or the same bright thought might come to Wain himself.

Now what, pondered Mike, would A. J. Raffles have done in a case like this? Suppose hed been after somebodys jewels, and found that they were after him, and hed locked one door, and could get away by the other.

The answer was simple.

Hed clear out, thought Mike.

Two minutes later he was in bed.

He lay there, tingling all over with the consciousness of having played a masterly game, when suddenly a gruesome idea came to him, and he sat up, breathless. Suppose Wain took it into his head to make a tour of the dormitories, to see that all was well! Wyatt was still in the garden somewhere, blissfully unconscious of what was going on indoors. He would be caught for a certainty!


CHAPTER VI

IN WHICH A TIGHT CORNER IS EVADED
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FOR A MOMENT the situation paralysed Mike. Then he began to be equal to it. In times of excitement one thinks rapidly and clearly. The main point, the kernel of the whole thing, was that he must get into the garden somehow, and warn Wyatt. And at the same time, he must keep Mr. Wain from coming to the dormitory. He jumped out of bed, and dashed down the dark stairs.

He had taken care to close the dining-room door after him. It was open now, and he could hear somebody moving inside the room. Evidently his retreat had been made just in time.

He knocked at the door, and went in.

Mr. Wain was standing at the window, looking out. He spun round at the knock, and stared in astonishment at Mikes pyjama-clad figure. Mike, in spite of his anxiety, could barely check a laugh. Mr. Wain was a tall, thin man, with a serious face partially obscured by a grizzled beard. He wore spectacles, through which he peered owlishly at Mike. His body was wrapped in a brown dressing-gown. His hair was ruffled. He looked like some weird bird.

Please, sir, I thought I heard a noise, said Mike.

Mr. Wain continued to stare.

What are you doing here? said he at last.

Thought I heard a noise, please, sir.

A noise?

Please, sir, a row.

You thought you heard —— !

The thing seemed to be worrying Mr. Wain.

So I came down, sir, said Mike.

The house-masters giant brain still appeared to be somewhat clouded. He looked about him, and, catching sight of the gramophone, drew inspiration from it.

Did you turn on the gramophone? he asked.

Me, sir! said Mike, with the air of a bishop accused of contributing to the Police News.

Of course not, of course not, said Mr. Wain hurriedly. Of course not. I dont know why I asked. All this is very unsettling. What are you doing here?

Thought I heard a noise, please, sir.

A noise?

A row, sir.

If it was Mr. Wains wish that he should spend the night playing Massa Tambo to his Massa Bones, it was not for him to baulk the house-masters innocent pleasure. He was prepared to continue the snappy dialogue till breakfast time.

I think there must have been a burglar in here, Jackson.

Looks like it, sir.

I found the window open.

Hes probably in the garden, sir.

Mr. Wain looked out into the garden with an annoyed expression, as if its behaviour in letting burglars be in it struck him as unworthy of a respectable garden.

He might be still in the house, said Mr. Wain, ruminatively.

Not likely, sir.

You think not?

Wouldnt be such a fool, sir. I mean, such an ass, sir.

Perhaps you are right, Jackson.

I shouldnt wonder if he was hiding in the shrubbery, sir.

Mr. Wain looked at the shrubbery, as who should say, Et tu, Brute!

By Jove! I think I see him, cried Mike. He ran to the window, and vaulted through it on to the lawn. An inarticulate protest from Mr. Wain, rendered speechless by this move just as he had been beginning to recover his faculties, and he was running across the lawn into the shrubbery. He felt that all was well. There might be a bit of a row on his return, but he could always plead overwhelming excitement.

Wyatt was round at the back somewhere, and the problem was how to get back without being seen from the dining-room window. Fortunately a belt of evergreens ran along the path right up to the house. Mike worked his way cautiously through these till he was out of sight, then tore for the regions at the back.

The moon had gone behind the clouds, and it was not easy to find a way through the bushes. Twice branches sprang out from nowhere, and hit Mike smartly over the shins, eliciting sharp howls of pain.

On the second of these occasions a low voice spoke from somewhere on his right.

Who on earths that? it said.

Mike stopped.

Is that you, Wyatt? I say — —

Jackson!

The moon came out again, and Mike saw Wyatt clearly. His knees were covered with mould. He had evidently been crouching in the bushes on all fours.

You young ass, said Wyatt. You promised me that you wouldnt get out.

Yes, I know, but — —

I heard you crashing through the shrubbery like a hundred elephants. If you must get out at night and chance being sacked, you might at least have the sense to walk quietly.

Yes, but you dont understand.

And Mike rapidly explained the situation.

But how the dickens did he hear you, if you were in the dining-room? asked Wyatt. Its miles from his bedroom. You must tread like a policeman.

It wasnt that. The thing was, you see, it was rather a rotten thing to do, I suppose, but I turned on the gramophone.

You — what?

The gramophone. It started playing The Quaint Old Bird. Ripping it was, till Wain came along.

Wyatt doubled up with noiseless laughter.

Youre a genius, he said. I never saw such a man. Well, whats the game now? Whats the idea?

I think youd better nip back along the wall and in through the window, and Ill go back to the dining-room. Then itll be all right if Wain comes and looks into the dorm. Or, if you like, you might come down too, as if youd just woke up and thought youd heard a row.

Thats not a bad idea. All right. You dash along then. Ill get back.

Mr. Wain was still in the dining-room, drinking in the beauties of the summer night through the open window. He gibbered slightly when Mike reappeared.

Jackson! What do you mean by running about outside the house in this way! I shall punish you very heavily. I shall certainly report the matter to the headmaster. I will not have boys rushing about the garden in their pyjamas. You will catch an exceedingly bad cold. You will do me two hundred lines, Latin and English. Exceedingly so. I will not have it. Did you not hear me call to you?

Please, sir, so excited, said Mike, standing outside with his hands on the sill.

You have no business to be excited. I will not have it. It is exceedingly impertinent of you.

Please, sir, may I come in?

Come in! Of course, come in. Have you no sense, boy? You are laying the seeds of a bad cold. Come in at once.

Mike clambered through the window.

I couldnt find him, sir. He must have got out of the garden.

Undoubtedly, said Mr. Wain. Undoubtedly so. It was very wrong of you to search for him. You have been seriously injured. Exceedingly so.

He was about to say more on the subject when Wyatt strolled into the room. Wyatt wore the rather dazed expression of one who has been aroused from deep sleep. He yawned before he spoke.

I thought I heard a noise, sir, he said.

He called Mr. Wain father in private, sir in public. The presence of Mike made this a public occasion.

Has there been a burglary?

Yes, said Mike, only he has got away.

Shall I go out into the garden, and have a look round, sir? asked Wyatt helpfully.

The question stung Mr. Wain into active eruption once more.

Under no circumstances whatever, he said excitedly. Stay where you are, James. I will not have boys running about my garden at night. It is preposterous. Inordinately so. Both of you go to bed immediately. I shall not speak to you again on this subject. I must be obeyed instantly. You hear me, Jackson? James, you understand me? To bed at once. And, if I find you outside your dormitory again to-night, you will both be punished with extreme severity. I will not have this lax and reckless behaviour.

But the burglar, sir? said Wyatt.

We might catch him, sir, said Mike.

Mr. Wains manner changed to a slow and stately sarcasm, in much the same way as a motor-car changes from the top speed to its first.

I was under the impression, he said, in the heavy way almost invariably affected by weak masters in their dealings with the obstreperous, I was distinctly under the impression that I had ordered you to retire immediately to your dormitory. It is possible that you mistook my meaning. In that case I shall be happy to repeat what I said. It is also in my mind that I threatened to punish you with the utmost severity if you did not retire at once. In these circumstances, James — and you, Jackson — you will doubtless see the necessity of complying with my wishes.

They made it so.


CHAPTER VII

IN WHICH MIKE IS DISCUSSED
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TREVOR AND CLOWES, of Donaldsons, were sitting in their study a week after the gramophone incident, preparatory to going on the river. At least Trevor was in the study, getting tea ready. Clowes was on the window-sill, one leg in the room, the other outside, hanging over space. He loved to sit in this attitude, watching some one else work, and giving his views on life to whoever would listen to them. Clowes was tall, and looked sad, which he was not. Trevor was shorter, and very much in earnest over all that he did. On the present occasion he was measuring out tea with a concentration worthy of a general planning a campaign.

One for the pot, said Clowes.

All right, breathed Trevor. Come and help, you slacker.

Too busy.

You arent doing a stroke.

My lad, Im thinking of Life. Thats a thing you couldnt do. I often say to people, Good chap, Trevor, but cant think of Life. Give him a tea-pot and half a pound of butter to mess about with, I say, and hes all right. But when it comes to deep thought, where is he? Among the also-rans. Thats what I say.

Silly ass, said Trevor, slicing bread. What particular rot were you thinking about just then? What fun it was sitting back and watching other fellows work, I should think.

My mind at the moment, said Clowes, was tensely occupied with the problem of brothers at school. Have you got any brothers, Trevor?

One. Couple of years younger than me. I say, we shall want some more jam to-morrow. Better order it to-day.

See it done, Tigellinus, as our old pal Nero used to remark. Where is he? Your brother, I mean.

Marlborough.

That shows your sense. I have always had a high opinion of your sense, Trevor. If youd been a silly ass, youd have let your people send him here.

Why not? Shouldnt have minded.

I withdraw what I said about your sense. Consider it unsaid. I have a brother myself. Aged fifteen. Not a bad chap in his way. Like the heroes of the school stories. Big blue eyes literally bubbling over with fun. At least, I suppose its fun to him. Cheeks what I call it. My people wanted to send him here. I lodged a protest. I said, One Clowes is ample for any public school.

You were right there, said Trevor.

I said, One Clowes is luxury, two excess. I pointed out that I was just on the verge of becoming rather a blood at Wrykyn, and that I didnt want the work of years spoiled by a brother who would think it a rag to tell fellows who respected and admired me — —

Such as who?

 —— Anecdotes of a chequered infancy. There are stories about me which only my brother knows. Did I want them spread about the school? No, laddie, I did not. Hence, we see my brother two terms ago, packing up his little box, and tooling off to Rugby. And here am I at Wrykyn, with an unstained reputation, loved by all who know me, revered by all who dont; courted by boys, fawned upon by masters. Peoples faces brighten when I throw them a nod. If I frown — —

Oh, come on, said Trevor.

Bread and jam and cake monopolised Clowess attention for the next quarter of an hour. At the end of that period, however, he returned to his subject.

After the serious business of the meal was concluded, and a simple hymn had been sung by those present, he said, Mr. Clowes resumed his very interesting remarks. We were on the subject of brothers at school. Now, take the melancholy case of Jackson Brothers. My heart bleeds for Bob.

Jacksons all right. Whats wrong with him? Besides, naturally, young Jackson came to Wrykyn when all his brothers had been here.

What a rotten argument. Its just the one used by chaps people, too. They think how nice it will be for all the sons to have been at the same school. It may be all right after theyre left, but while theyre there, its the limit. You say Jacksons all right. At present, perhaps, he is. But the terms hardly started yet.

Well?

Look here, whats at the bottom of this sending young brothers to the same school as elder brothers?

Elder brother can keep an eye on him, I suppose.

Thats just it. For once in your life youve touched the spot. In other words, Bob Jackson is practically responsible for the kid. Thats where the whole rotten trouble starts.

Why?

Well, what happens? He either lets the kid rip, in which case he may find himself any morning in the pleasant position of having to explain to his people exactly why it is that little Willie has just received the boot, and why he didnt look after him better: or he spends all his spare time shadowing him to see that he doesnt get into trouble. He feels that his reputation hangs on the kids conduct, so he broods over him like a policeman, which is pretty rotten for him and maddens the kid, who looks on him as no sportsman. Bob seems to be trying the first way, which is what I should do myself. Its all right, so far, but, as I said, the terms only just started.

Young Jackson seems all right. Whats wrong with him? He doesnt stick on side any way, which he might easily do, considering his cricket.

Theres nothing wrong with him in that way. Ive talked to him several times at the nets, and hes very decent. But his getting into trouble hasnt anything to do with us. Its the masters youve got to consider.

Whats up? Does he rag?

From what I gather from fellows in his form hes got a genius for ragging. Thinks of things that dont occur to anybody else, and does them, too.

He never seems to be in extra. One always sees him about on half-holidays.

Thats always the way with that sort of chap. He keeps on wriggling out of small rows till he thinks he can do anything he likes without being dropped on, and then all of a sudden he finds himself up to the eyebrows in a record smash. I dont say young Jackson will land himself like that. All I say is that hes just the sort who does. Hes asking for trouble. Besides, who do you see him about with all the time?

Hes generally with Wyatt when I meet him.

Yes. Well, then!

Whats wrong with Wyatt? Hes one of the decentest men in the school.

I know. But hes working up for a tremendous row one of these days, unless he leaves before it comes off. The odds are, if Jacksons so thick with him, that hell be roped into it too. Wyatt wouldnt land him if he could help it, but he probably wouldnt realise what he was letting the kid in for. For instance, I happen to know that Wyatt breaks out of his dorm. every other night. I dont know if he takes Jackson with him. I shouldnt think so. But theres nothing to prevent Jackson following him on his own. And if youre caught at that game, its the boot every time.

Trevor looked disturbed.

Somebody ought to speak to Bob.

Whats the good? Why worry him? Bob couldnt do anything. Youd only make him do the policeman business, which he hasnt time for, and which is bound to make rows between them. Better leave him alone.

I dont know. It would be a beastly thing for Bob if the kid did get into a really bad row.

If you must tell anybody, tell the Gazeka. Hes head of Wains, and has got far more chance of keeping an eye on Jackson than Bob has.

The Gazeka is a fool.

All front teeth and side. Still, hes on the spot. But whats the good of worrying. Its nothing to do with us, anyhow. Lets stagger out, shall we?



Trevors conscientious nature, however, made it impossible for him to drop the matter. It disturbed him all the time that he and Clowes were on the river; and, walking back to the house, he resolved to see Bob about it during preparation.

He found him in his study, oiling a bat.

I say, Bob, he said, look here. Are you busy?

No. Why?

Its this way. Clowes and I were talking — —

If Clowes was there he was probably talking. Well?

About your brother.

Oh, by Jove, said Bob, sitting up. That reminds me. I forgot to get the evening paper. Did he get his century all right?

Who? asked Trevor, bewildered.

My brother, J. W. Hed made sixty-three not out against Kent in this mornings paper. What happened?

I didnt get a paper either. I didnt mean that brother. I meant the one here.

Oh, Mike? Whats Mike been up to?

Nothing as yet, that I know of; but, I say, you know, he seems a great pal of Wyatts.

I know. I spoke to him about it.

Oh, you did? Thats all right, then.

Not that theres anything wrong with Wyatt.

Not a bit. Only he is rather mucking about this term, I hear. Its his last, so I suppose he wants to have a rag.

Dont blame him.

Nor do I. Rather rot, though, if he lugged your brother into a row by accident.

I should get blamed. I think Ill speak to him again.

I should, I think.

I hope he isnt idiot enough to go out at night with Wyatt. If Wyatt likes to risk it, all right. Thats his look out. But it wont do for Mike to go playing the goat too.

Clowes suggested putting Firby-Smith on to him. Hed have more chance, being in the same house, of seeing that he didnt come a mucker than you would.

Ive done that. Smith said hed speak to him.

Thats all right then. Is that a new bat?

Got it to-day. Smashed my other yesterday — against the school house.

Donaldsons had played a friendly with the school house during the last two days, and had beaten them.

I thought I heard it go. You were rather in form.

Better than at the beginning of the term, anyhow. I simply couldnt do a thing then. But my last three innings have been 33 not out, 18, and 51.

I should think youre bound to get your first all right.

Hope so. I see Mikes playing for the second against the O.W.s.

Yes. Pretty good for his first term. You have a pro. to coach you in the holidays, dont you?

Yes. I didnt go to him much this last time. I was away a lot. But Mike fairly lived inside the net.

Well, its not been chucked away. I suppose hell get his first next year. Therell be a big clearing-out of colours at the end of this term. Nearly all the first are leaving. Henfreyll be captain, I expect.

Saunders, the pro. at home, always says that Mikes going to be the star cricketer of the family. Better than J. W. even, he thinks. I asked him what he thought of me, and he said, Youll be making a lot of runs some day, Mr. Bob. Theres a subtle difference, isnt there? I shall have Mike cutting me out before I leave school if Im not careful.

Sort of infant prodigy, said Trevor. Dont think hes quite up to it yet, though.

He went back to his study, and Bob, having finished his oiling and washed his hands, started on his Thucydides. And, in the stress of wrestling with the speech of an apparently delirious Athenian general, whose remarks seemed to contain nothing even remotely resembling sense and coherence, he allowed the question of Mikes welfare to fade from his mind like a dissolving view.


CHAPTER VIII

A ROW WITH THE TOWN
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THE BEGINNING OF a big row, one of those rows which turn a school upside down like a volcanic eruption and provide old boys with something to talk about, when they meet, for years, is not unlike the beginning of a thunderstorm.

You are walking along one seemingly fine day, when suddenly there is a hush, and there falls on you from space one big drop. The next moment the thing has begun, and you are standing in a shower-bath. It is just the same with a row. Some trivial episode occurs, and in an instant the place is in a ferment. It was so with the great picnic at Wrykyn.

The bare outlines of the beginning of this affair are included in a letter which Mike wrote to his father on the Sunday following the Old Wrykynian matches.

This was the letter:

DEAR FATHER, — Thanks awfully for your letter. I hope you are quite well. I have been getting on all right at cricket lately. My scores since I wrote last have been 0 in a scratch game (the sun got in my eyes just as I played, and I got bowled); 15 for the third against an eleven of masters (without G. B. Jones, the Surrey man, and Spence); 28 not out in the Under Sixteen game; and 30 in a form match. Rather decent. Yesterday one of the men put down for the second against the O.W.s second couldnt play because his father was very ill, so I played. Wasnt it luck? Its the first time Ive played for the second. I didnt do much, because I didnt get an innings. They stop the cricket on O.W. matches day because they have a lot of rotten Greek plays and things which take up a frightful time, and half the chaps are acting, so we stop from lunch to four. Rot I call it. So I didnt go in, because they won the toss and made 215, and by the time wed made 140 for 6 it was close of play. Theyd stuck me in eighth wicket. Rather rot. Still, I may get another shot. And I made rather a decent catch at mid-on. Low down. I had to dive for it. Bob played for the first, but didnt do much. He was run out after hed got ten. I believe hes rather sick about it.

Rather a rummy thing happened after lock-up. I wasnt in it, but a fellow called Wyatt (awfully decent chap. Hes Wains step-son, only they bar one another) told me about it. He was in it all right. Theres a dinner after the matches on O.W. day, and some of the chaps were going back to their houses after it when they got into a row with a lot of brickies from the town, and there was rather a row. There was a policeman mixed up in it somehow, only I dont quite know where he comes in. Ill find out and tell you next time I write. Love to everybody. Tell Marjory Ill write to her in a day or two.

Your loving son,

MIKE.

P.S. — I say, I suppose you couldnt send me five bob, could you? Im rather broke.

P.P.S. — Half-a-crown would do, only Id rather it was five bob.

And, on the back of the envelope, these words: Or a bob would be better than nothing.



The outline of the case was as Mike had stated. But there were certain details of some importance which had not come to his notice when he sent the letter. On the Monday they were public property.

The thing had happened after this fashion. At the conclusion of the days cricket, all those who had been playing in the four elevens which the school put into the field against the old boys, together with the school choir, were entertained by the headmaster to supper in the Great Hall. The banquet, lengthened by speeches, songs, and recitations which the reciters imagined to be songs, lasted, as a rule, till about ten oclock, when the revellers were supposed to go back to their houses by the nearest route, and turn in. This was the official programme. The school usually performed it with certain modifications and improvements.

About midway between Wrykyn, the school, and Wrykyn, the town, there stands on an island in the centre of the road a solitary lamp-post. It was the custom, and had been the custom for generations back, for the diners to trudge off to this lamp-post, dance round it for some minutes singing the school song or whatever happened to be the popular song of the moment, and then race back to their houses. Antiquity had given the custom a sort of sanctity, and the authorities, if they knew — which they must have done — never interfered.

But there were others.

Wrykyn, the town, was peculiarly rich in gangs of youths. Like the vast majority of the inhabitants of the place, they seemed to have no work of any kind whatsoever to occupy their time, which they used, accordingly, to spend prowling about and indulging in a mild, brainless, rural type of hooliganism. They seldom proceeded to practical rowdyism and never except with the school. As a rule, they amused themselves by shouting rude chaff. The school regarded them with a lofty contempt, much as an Oxford man regards the townee. The school was always anxious for a row, but it was the unwritten law that only in special circumstances should they proceed to active measures. A curious dislike for school-and-town rows and most misplaced severity in dealing with the offenders when they took place, were among the few flaws in the otherwise admirable character of the headmaster of Wrykyn. It was understood that one scragged bargees at ones own risk, and, as a rule, it was not considered worth it.

But after an excellent supper and much singing and joviality, ones views are apt to alter. Risks which before supper seemed great, show a tendency to dwindle.

When, therefore, the twenty or so Wrykynians who were dancing round the lamp-post were aware, in the midst of their festivities, that they were being observed and criticised by an equal number of townees, and that the criticisms were, as usual, essentially candid and personal, they found themselves forgetting the headmasters prejudices and feeling only that these outsiders must be put to the sword as speedily as possible, for the honour of the school.

Possibly, if the town brigade had stuck to a purely verbal form of attack, all might yet have been peace. Words can be overlooked.

But tomatoes cannot.

No man of spirit can bear to be pelted with over-ripe tomatoes for any length of time without feeling that if the thing goes on much longer he will be reluctantly compelled to take steps.

In the present crisis, the first tomato was enough to set matters moving.

As the two armies stood facing each other in silence under the dim and mysterious rays of the lamp, it suddenly whizzed out from the enemys ranks, and hit Wyatt on the right ear.

There was a moment of suspense. Wyatt took out his handkerchief and wiped his face, over which the succulent vegetable had spread itself.

I dont know how you fellows are going to pass the evening, he said quietly. My idea of a good after-dinner game is to try and find the chap who threw that. Anybody coming?

For the first five minutes it was as even a fight as one could have wished to see. It raged up and down the road without a pause, now in a solid mass, now splitting up into little groups. The science was on the side of the school. Most Wrykynians knew how to box to a certain extent. But, at any rate at first, it was no time for science. To be scientific one must have an opponent who observes at least the more important rules of the ring. It is impossible to do the latest ducks and hooks taught you by the instructor if your antagonist butts you in the chest, and then kicks your shins, while some dear friend of his, of whose presence you had no idea, hits you at the same time on the back of the head. The greatest expert would lose his science in such circumstances.

Probably what gave the school the victory in the end was the righteousness of their cause. They were smarting under a sense of injury, and there is nothing that adds a force to ones blows and a recklessness to ones style of delivering them more than a sense of injury.

Wyatt, one side of his face still showing traces of the tomato, led the school with a vigour that could not be resisted. He very seldom lost his temper, but he did draw the line at bad tomatoes.

Presently the school noticed that the enemy were vanishing little by little into the darkness which concealed the town. Barely a dozen remained. And their lonely condition seemed to be borne in upon these by a simultaneous brain-wave, for they suddenly gave the fight up, and stampeded as one man.

The leaders were beyond recall, but two remained, tackled low by Wyatt and Clowes after the fashion of the football-field.



The school gathered round its prisoners, panting. The scene of the conflict had shifted little by little to a spot some fifty yards from where it had started. By the side of the road at this point was a green, depressed looking pond. Gloomy in the daytime, it looked unspeakable at night. It struck Wyatt, whose finer feelings had been entirely blotted out by tomato, as an ideal place in which to bestow the captives.

Lets chuck em in there, he said.

The idea was welcomed gladly by all, except the prisoners. A move was made towards the pond, and the procession had halted on the brink, when a new voice made itself heard.

Now then, it said, whats all this?

A stout figure in policemans uniform was standing surveying them with the aid of a small bulls-eye lantern.

Whats all this?

Its all right, said Wyatt.

All right, is it? Whats on?

One of the prisoners spoke.

Make em leave hold of us, Mr. Butt. Theyre a-going to chuck us in the pond.

Ho! said the policeman, with a change in his voice. Ho, are they? Come now, young gentleman, a larks a lark, but you ought to know where to stop.

Its anything but a lark, said Wyatt in the creamy voice he used when feeling particularly savage. Were the Strong Right Arm of Justice. Thats what we are. This isnt a lark, its an execution.

I dont want none of your lip, whoever you are, said Mr. Butt, understanding but dimly, and suspecting impudence by instinct.

This is quite a private matter, said Wyatt. You run along on your beat. You cant do anything here.

Ho!

Shove em in, you chaps.

Stop! From Mr. Butt.

Oo-er! From prisoner number one.

There was a sounding splash as willing hands urged the first of the captives into the depths. He ploughed his way to the bank, scrambled out, and vanished.

Wyatt turned to the other prisoner.

Youll have the worst of it, going in second. Hell have churned up the mud a bit. Dont swallow more than you can help, or youll go getting typhoid. I expect there are leeches and things there, but if you nip out quick they may not get on to you. Carry on, you chaps.

It was here that the regrettable incident occurred. Just as the second prisoner was being launched, Constable Butt, determined to assert himself even at the eleventh hour, sprang forward, and seized the captive by the arm. A drowning man will clutch at a straw. A man about to be hurled into an excessively dirty pond will clutch at a stout policeman. The prisoner did.

Constable Butt represented his one link with dry land. As he came within reach he attached himself to his tunic with the vigour and concentration of a limpet.

At the same moment the executioners gave their man the final heave. The policeman realised his peril too late. A medley of noises made the peaceful night hideous. A howl from the townee, a yell from the policeman, a cheer from the launching party, a frightened squawk from some birds in a neighbouring tree, and a splash compared with which the first had been as nothing, and all was over.

The dark waters were lashed into a maelstrom; and then two streaming figures squelched up the further bank.
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The school stood in silent consternation. It was no occasion for light apologies.

Do you know, said Wyatt, as he watched the Law shaking the water from itself on the other side of the pond, Im not half sure that we hadnt better be moving!


CHAPTER IX

BEFORE THE STORM
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YOUR REAL, DEVASTATING row has many points of resemblance with a prairie fire. A man on a prairie lights his pipe, and throws away the match. The flame catches a bunch of dry grass, and, before any one can realise what is happening, sheets of fire are racing over the country; and the interested neighbours are following their example. (I have already compared a row with a thunderstorm; but both comparisons may stand. In dealing with so vast a matter as a row there must be no stint.)

The tomato which hit Wyatt in the face was the thrown-away match. But for the unerring aim of the town marksman great events would never have happened. A tomato is a trivial thing (though it is possible that the man whom it hits may not think so), but in the present case, it was the direct cause of epoch-making trouble.

The tomato hit Wyatt. Wyatt, with others, went to look for the thrower. The remnants of the throwers friends were placed in the pond, and with them, as they say in the courts of law, Police Constable Alfred Butt.

Following the chain of events, we find Mr. Butt, having prudently changed his clothes, calling upon the headmaster.

The headmaster was grave and sympathetic; Mr. Butt fierce and revengeful.

The imagination of the force is proverbial. Nurtured on motor-cars and fed with stop-watches, it has become world-famous. Mr. Butt gave free rein to it.

Threw me in, they did, sir. Yes, sir.

Threw you in!

Yes, sir. Plop! said Mr. Butt, with a certain sad relish.

Really, really! said the headmaster. Indeed! This is — dear me! I shall certainly — They threw you in! — Yes, I shall — certainly — —

Encouraged by this appreciative reception of his story, Mr. Butt started it again, right from the beginning.

I was on my beat, sir, and I thought I heard a disturbance. I says to myself, Allo, I says, a frakkus. Lots of them all gathered together, and fighting. I says, beginning to suspect something, Wots this all about, I wonder? I says. Blow me if I dont think its a frakkus. And, concluded Mr. Butt, with the air of one confiding a secret, and it was a frakkus!

And these boys actually threw you into the pond?

Plop, sir! Mrs. Butt is drying my uniform at home at this very moment as we sit talking here, sir. She says to me, Why, whatever ave you been a-doing? Youre all wet. And, he added, again with the confidential air, I was wet, too. Wringin wet.

The headmasters frown deepened.

And you are certain that your assailants were boys from the school?

Sure as I am that Im sitting here, sir. They all ad their caps on their heads, sir.

I have never heard of such a thing. I can hardly believe that it is possible. They actually seized you, and threw you into the water — —

Splish, sir! said the policeman, with a vividness of imagery both surprising and gratifying.

The headmaster tapped restlessly on the floor with his foot.

How many boys were there? he asked.

Couple of undred, sir, said Mr. Butt promptly.

Two hundred!

It was dark, sir, and I couldnt see not to say properly; but if you ask me my frank and private opinion I should say couple of undred.

Hm — Well, I will look into the matter at once. They shall be punished.

Yes, sir.

Ye-e-s — Hm — Yes — Most severely.

Yes, sir.

Yes — Thank you, constable. Good-night.

Good-night, sir.

The headmaster of Wrykyn was not a motorist. Owing to this disadvantage he made a mistake. Had he been a motorist, he would have known that statements by the police in the matter of figures must be divided by any number from two to ten, according to discretion. As it was, he accepted Constable Butts report almost as it stood. He thought that he might possibly have been mistaken as to the exact numbers of those concerned in his immersion; but he accepted the statement in so far as it indicated that the thing had been the work of a considerable section of the school, and not of only one or two individuals. And this made all the difference to his method of dealing with the affair. Had he known how few were the numbers of those responsible for the cold in the head which subsequently attacked Constable Butt, he would have asked for their names, and an extra lesson would have settled the entire matter.

As it was, however, he got the impression that the school, as a whole, was culpable, and he proceeded to punish the school as a whole.

It happened that, about a week before the pond episode, a certain member of the Royal Family had recovered from a dangerous illness, which at one time had looked like being fatal. No official holiday had been given to the schools in honour of the recovery, but Eton and Harrow had set the example, which was followed throughout the kingdom, and Wrykyn had come into line with the rest. Only two days before the O.W.s matches the headmaster had given out a notice in the hall that the following Friday would be a whole holiday; and the school, always ready to stop work, had approved of the announcement exceedingly.

The step which the headmaster decided to take by way of avenging Mr. Butts wrongs was to stop this holiday.

He gave out a notice to that effect on the Monday.

The school was thunderstruck. It could not understand it. The pond affair had, of course, become public property; and those who had had nothing to do with it had been much amused. Therell be a frightful row about it, they had said, thrilled with the pleasant excitement of those who see trouble approaching and themselves looking on from a comfortable distance without risk or uneasiness. They were not malicious. They did not want to see their friends in difficulties. But there is no denying that a row does break the monotony of a school term. The thrilling feeling that something is going to happen is the salt of life....

And here they were, right in it after all. The blow had fallen, and crushed guilty and innocent alike.



The schools attitude can be summed up in three words. It was one vast, blank, astounded Here, I say!

Everybody was saying it, though not always in those words. When condensed, everybodys comment on the situation came to that.



There is something rather pathetic in the indignation of a school. It must always, or nearly always, expend itself in words, and in private at that. Even the consolation of getting on to platforms and shouting at itself is denied to it. A public school has no Hyde Park.

There is every probability — in fact, it is certain — that, but for one malcontent, the schools indignation would have been allowed to simmer down in the usual way, and finally become a mere vague memory.

The malcontent was Wyatt. He had been responsible for the starting of the matter, and he proceeded now to carry it on till it blazed up into the biggest thing of its kind ever known at Wrykyn — the Great Picnic.



Any one who knows the public schools, their ironbound conservatism, and, as a whole, intense respect for order and authority, will appreciate the magnitude of his feat, even though he may not approve of it. Leaders of men are rare. Leaders of boys are almost unknown. It requires genius to sway a school.

It would be an absorbing task for a psychologist to trace the various stages by which an impossibility was changed into a reality. Wyatts coolness and matter-of-fact determination were his chief weapons. His popularity and reputation for lawlessness helped him. A conversation which he had with Neville-Smith, a day-boy, is typical of the way in which he forced his point of view on the school.

Neville-Smith was thoroughly representative of the average Wrykynian. He could play his part in any minor rag which interested him, and probably considered himself, on the whole, a daring sort of person. But at heart he had an enormous respect for authority. Before he came to Wyatt, he would not have dreamed of proceeding beyond words in his revolt. Wyatt acted on him like some drug.

Neville-Smith came upon Wyatt on his way to the nets. The notice concerning the holiday had only been given out that morning, and he was full of it. He expressed his opinion of the headmaster freely and in well-chosen words. He said it was a swindle, that it was all rot, and that it was a beastly shame. He added that something ought to be done about it.

What are you going to do? asked Wyatt.

Well, said Neville-Smith a little awkwardly, guiltily conscious that he had been frothing, and scenting sarcasm, I dont suppose one can actually do anything.

Why not? said Wyatt.

What do you mean?

Why dont you take the holiday?

What? Not turn up on Friday!

Yes. Im not going to.

Neville-Smith stopped and stared. Wyatt was unmoved.

Youre what?

I simply shant go to school.

Youre rotting.

All right.

No, but, I say, ragging barred. Are you just going to cut off, though the holidays been stopped?

Thats the idea.

Youll get sacked.

I suppose so. But only because I shall be the only one to do it. If the whole school took Friday off, they couldnt do much. They couldnt sack the whole school.

By Jove, nor could they! I say!

They walked on, Neville-Smiths mind in a whirl, Wyatt whistling.

I say, said Neville-Smith after a pause. It would be a bit of a rag.

Not bad.

Do you think the chaps would do it?

If they understood they wouldnt be alone.

Another pause.

Shall I ask some of them? said Neville-Smith.

Do.

I could get quite a lot, I believe.

That would be a start, wouldnt it? I could get a couple of dozen from Wains. We should be forty or fifty strong to start with.

I say, what a score, wouldnt it be?

Yes.

Ill speak to the chaps to-night, and let you know.

All right, said Wyatt. Tell them that I shall be going anyhow. I should be glad of a little company.



The school turned in on the Thursday night in a restless, excited way. There were mysterious whisperings and gigglings. Groups kept forming in corners apart, to disperse casually and innocently on the approach of some person in authority.

An air of expectancy permeated each of the houses.


CHAPTER X

THE GREAT PICNIC
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MORNING SCHOOL AT Wrykyn started at nine oclock. At that hour there was a call-over in each of the form-rooms. After call-over the forms proceeded to the Great Hall for prayers.

A strangely desolate feeling was in the air at nine oclock on the Friday morning. Sit in the grounds of a public school any afternoon in the summer holidays, and you will get exactly the same sensation of being alone in the world as came to the dozen or so day-boys who bicycled through the gates that morning. Wrykyn was a boarding-school for the most part, but it had its leaven of day-boys. The majority of these lived in the town, and walked to school. A few, however, whose homes were farther away, came on bicycles. One plutocrat did the journey in a motor-car, rather to the scandal of the authorities, who, though unable to interfere, looked askance when compelled by the warning toot of the horn to skip from road to pavement. A form-master has the strongest objection to being made to skip like a young ram by a boy to whom he has only the day before given a hundred lines for shuffling his feet in form.

It seemed curious to these cyclists that there should be nobody about. Punctuality is the politeness of princes, but it was not a leading characteristic of the school; and at three minutes to nine, as a general rule, you might see the gravel in front of the buildings freely dotted with sprinters, trying to get in in time to answer their names.

It was curious that there should be nobody about to-day. A wave of reform could scarcely have swept through the houses during the night.

And yet — where was everybody?

Time only deepened the mystery. The form-rooms, like the gravel, were empty.

The cyclists looked at one another in astonishment. What could it mean?

It was an occasion on which sane people wonder if their brains are not playing them some unaccountable trick.

I say, said Willoughby, of the Lower Fifth, to Brown, the only other occupant of the form-room, the old man did stop the holiday to-day, didnt he?

Just what I was going to ask you, said Brown. Its jolly rum. I distinctly remember him giving it out in hall that it was going to be stopped because of the O.W.s day row.

So do I. I cant make it out. Where is everybody?

They cant all be late.

Somebody would have turned up by now. Why, its just striking.

Perhaps he sent another notice round the houses late last night, saying it was on again all right. I say, what a swindle if he did. Some one might have let us know. I should have got up an hour later.

So should I.

Hullo, here is somebody.

It was the master of the Lower Fifth, Mr. Spence. He walked briskly into the room, as was his habit. Seeing the obvious void, he stopped in his stride, and looked puzzled.

Willoughby. Brown. Are you the only two here? Where is everybody?

Please, sir, we dont know. We were just wondering.

Have you seen nobody?

No, sir.

We were just wondering, sir, if the holiday had been put on again, after all.

Ive heard nothing about it. I should have received some sort of intimation if it had been.

Yes, sir.

Do you mean to say that you have seen nobody, Brown?

Only about a dozen fellows, sir. The usual lot who come on bikes, sir.

None of the boarders?

No, sir. Not a single one.

This is extraordinary.

Mr. Spence pondered.

Well, he said, you two fellows had better go along up to Hall. I shall go to the Common Room and make inquiries. Perhaps, as you say, there is a holiday to-day, and the notice was not brought to me.

Mr. Spence told himself, as he walked to the Common Room, that this might be a possible solution of the difficulty. He was not a house-master, and lived by himself in rooms in the town. It was just conceivable that they might have forgotten to tell him of the change in the arrangements.

But in the Common Room the same perplexity reigned. Half a dozen masters were seated round the room, and a few more were standing. And they were all very puzzled.

A brisk conversation was going on. Several voices hailed Mr. Spence as he entered.

Hullo, Spence. Are you alone in the world too?

Any of your boys turned up, Spence?

You in the same condition as we are, Spence?

Mr. Spence seated himself on the table.

Havent any of your fellows turned up, either? he said.

When I accepted the honourable post of Lower Fourth master in this abode of sin, said Mr. Seymour, it was on the distinct understanding that there was going to be a Lower Fourth. Yet I go into my form-room this morning, and what do I find? Simply Emptiness, and Pickersgill II. whistling The Church Parade, all flat. I consider I have been hardly treated.

I have no complaint to make against Brown and Willoughby, as individuals, said Mr. Spence; but, considered as a form, I call them short measure.

I confess that I am entirely at a loss, said Mr. Shields precisely. I have never been confronted with a situation like this since I became a schoolmaster.

It is most mysterious, agreed Mr. Wain, plucking at his beard. Exceedingly so.

The younger masters, notably Mr. Spence and Mr. Seymour, had begun to look on the thing as a huge jest.

We had better teach ourselves, said Mr. Seymour. Spence, do a hundred lines for laughing in form.

The door burst open.

Hullo, heres another scholastic Little Bo-Peep, said Mr. Seymour. Well, Appleby, have you lost your sheep, too?

You dont mean to tell me — — began Mr. Appleby.

I do, said Mr. Seymour. Here we are, fifteen of us, all good men and true, graduates of our Universities, and, as far as I can see, if we divide up the boys who have come to school this morning on fair share-and-share-alike lines, it will work out at about two-thirds of a boy each. Spence, will you take a third of Pickersgill II.?

I want none of your charity, said Mr. Spence loftily. You dont seem to realise that Im the best off of you all. Ive got two in my form. Its no good offering me your Pickersgills. I simply havent room for them.

What does it all mean? exclaimed Mr. Appleby.

If you ask me, said Mr. Seymour, I should say that it meant that the school, holding the sensible view that first thoughts are best, have ignored the heads change of mind, and are taking their holiday as per original programme.

They surely cannot —— !

Well, where are they then?

Do you seriously mean that the entire school has — has rebelled?

Nay, sire, quoted Mr. Spence, a revolution!

I never heard of such a thing!

Were making history, said Mr. Seymour.

It will be rather interesting, said Mr. Spence, to see how the head will deal with a situation like this. One can rely on him to do the statesman-like thing, but Im bound to say I shouldnt care to be in his place. It seems to me these boys hold all the cards. You cant expel a whole school. Theres safety in numbers. The thing is colossal.

It is deplorable, said Mr. Wain, with austerity. Exceedingly so.

I try to think so, said Mr. Spence, but its a struggle. Theres a Napoleonic touch about the business that appeals to one. Disorder on a small scale is bad, but this is immense. Ive never heard of anything like it at any public school. When I was at Winchester, my last year there, there was pretty nearly a revolution because the captain of cricket was expelled on the eve of the Eton match. I remember making inflammatory speeches myself on that occasion. But we stopped on the right side of the line. We were satisfied with growling. But this —— !

Mr. Seymour got up.

Its an ill wind, he said. With any luck we ought to get the day off, and its ideal weather for a holiday. The head can hardly ask us to sit indoors, teaching nobody. If I have to stew in my form-room all day, instructing Pickersgill II., I shall make things exceedingly sultry for that youth. He will wish that the Pickersgill progeny had stopped short at his elder brother. He will not value life. In the meantime, as its already ten past, hadnt we better be going up to Hall to see what the orders of the day are?

Look at Shields, said Mr. Spence. He might be posing for a statue to be called Despair! He reminds me of Macduff. Macbeth, Act iv., somewhere near the end. What, all my pretty chickens, at one fell swoop? Thats what Shields is saying to himself.

Its all very well to make a joke of it, Spence, said Mr. Shields querulously, but it is most disturbing. Most.

Exceedingly, agreed Mr. Wain.

The bereaved company of masters walked on up the stairs that led to the Great Hall.


CHAPTER XI

THE CONCLUSION OF THE PICNIC
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IF THE FORM-ROOMS had been lonely, the Great Hall was doubly, trebly, so. It was a vast room, stretching from side to side of the middle block, and its ceiling soared up into a distant dome. At one end was a dais and an organ, and at intervals down the room stood long tables. The panels were covered with the names of Wrykynians who had won scholarships at Oxford and Cambridge, and of Old Wrykynians who had taken first in Mods or Greats, or achieved any other recognised success, such as a place in the Indian Civil Service list. A silent testimony, these panels, to the work the school had done in the world.

Nobody knew exactly how many the Hall could hold, when packed to its fullest capacity. The six hundred odd boys at the school seemed to leave large gaps unfilled.

This morning there was a mere handful, and the place looked worse than empty.

The Sixth Form were there, and the school prefects. The Great Picnic had not affected their numbers. The Sixth stood by their table in a solid group. The other tables were occupied by ones and twos. A buzz of conversation was going on, which did not cease when the masters filed into the room and took their places. Every one realised by this time that the biggest row in Wrykyn history was well under way; and the thing had to be discussed.

In the Masters library Mr. Wain and Mr. Shields, the spokesmen of the Common Room, were breaking the news to the headmaster.

The headmaster was a man who rarely betrayed emotion in his public capacity. He heard Mr. Shieldss rambling remarks, punctuated by Mr. Wains Exceedinglys, to an end. Then he gathered up his cap and gown.

You say that the whole school is absent? he remarked quietly.

Mr. Shields, in a long-winded flow of words, replied that that was what he did say.

Ah! said the headmaster.

There was a silence.

M! said the headmaster.

There was another silence.

Ye — e — s! said the headmaster.

He then led the way into the Hall.

Conversation ceased abruptly as he entered. The school, like an audience at a theatre when the hero has just appeared on the stage, felt that the serious interest of the drama had begun. There was a dead silence at every table as he strode up the room and on to the dais.

There was something Titanic in his calmness. Every eye was on his face as he passed up the Hall, but not a sign of perturbation could the school read. To judge from his expression, he might have been unaware of the emptiness around him.

The master who looked after the music of the school, and incidentally accompanied the hymn with which prayers at Wrykyn opened, was waiting, puzzled, at the foot of the dais. It seemed improbable that things would go on as usual, and he did not know whether he was expected to be at the organ, or not. The headmasters placid face reassured him. He went to his post.

The hymn began. It was a long hymn, and one which the school liked for its swing and noise. As a rule, when it was sung, the Hall re-echoed. To-day, the thin sound of the voices had quite an uncanny effect. The organ boomed through the deserted room.

The school, or the remnants of it, waited impatiently while the prefect whose turn it was to read stammered nervously through the lesson. They were anxious to get on to what the Head was going to say at the end of prayers. At last it was over. The school waited, all ears.

The headmaster bent down from the dais and called to Firby-Smith, who was standing in his place with the Sixth.

The Gazeka, blushing warmly, stepped forward.

Bring me a school list, Firby-Smith, said the headmaster.

The Gazeka was wearing a pair of very squeaky boots that morning. They sounded deafening as he walked out of the room.

The school waited.

Presently a distant squeaking was heard, and Firby-Smith returned, bearing a large sheet of paper.

The headmaster thanked him, and spread it out on the reading-desk.

Then, calmly, as if it were an occurrence of every day, he began to call the roll.

Abney.

No answer.

Adams.

No answer.

Allenby.

Here, sir, from a table at the end of the room. Allenby was a prefect, in the Science Sixth.

The headmaster made a mark against his name with a pencil.

Arkwright.

No answer.

He began to call the names more rapidly.

Arlington. Arthur. Ashe. Aston.

Here, sir, in a shrill treble from the rider in motorcars.

The headmaster made another tick.

The list came to an end after what seemed to the school an unconscionable time, and he rolled up the paper again, and stepped to the edge of the dais.

All boys not in the Sixth Form, he said, will go to their form-rooms and get their books and writing-materials, and return to the Hall.

(Good work, murmured Mr. Seymour to himself. Looks as if we should get that holiday after all.)

The Sixth Form will go to their form-room as usual. I should like to speak to the masters for a moment.

He nodded dismissal to the school.

The masters collected on the daïs.

I find that I shall not require your services to-day, said the headmaster. If you will kindly set the boys in your forms some work that will keep them occupied, I will look after them here. It is a lovely day, he added, with a smile, and I am sure you will all enjoy yourselves a great deal more in the open air.

That, said Mr. Seymour to Mr. Spence, as they went downstairs, is what I call a genuine sportsman.

My opinion neatly expressed, said Mr. Spence. Come on the river. Or shall we put up a net, and have a knock?

River, I think. Meet you at the boat-house.

All right. Dont be long.

If every day were run on these lines, school-mastering wouldnt be such a bad profession. I wonder if one could persuade ones form to run amuck as a regular thing.

Pity one cant. It seems to me the ideal state of things. Ensures the greatest happiness of the greatest number.

I say! Suppose the school has gone up the river, too, and we meet them! What shall we do?

Thank them, said Mr. Spence, most kindly. Theyve done us well.

The school had not gone up the river. They had marched in a solid body, with the school band at their head playing Sousa, in the direction of Worfield, a market town of some importance, distant about five miles. Of what they did and what the natives thought of it all, no very distinct records remain. The thing is a tradition on the countryside now, an event colossal and heroic, to be talked about in the tap-room of the village inn during the long winter evenings. The papers got hold of it, but were curiously misled as to the nature of the demonstration. This was the fault of the reporter on the staff of the Worfield Intelligencer and Farmers Guide, who saw in the thing a legitimate march-out, and, questioning a straggler as to the reason for the expedition and gathering foggily that the restoration to health of the Eminent Person was at the bottom of it, said so in his paper. And two days later, at about the time when Retribution had got seriously to work, the Daily Mail reprinted the account, with comments and elaborations, and headed it Loyal Schoolboys. The writer said that great credit was due to the headmaster of Wrykyn for his ingenuity in devising and organising so novel a thanksgiving celebration. And there was the usual conversation between a rosy-cheeked lad of some sixteen summers and our representative, in which the rosy-cheeked one spoke most kindly of the head-master, who seemed to be a warm personal friend of his.

The remarkable thing about the Great Picnic was its orderliness. Considering that five hundred and fifty boys were ranging the country in a compact mass, there was wonderfully little damage done to property. Wyatts genius did not stop short at organising the march. In addition, he arranged a system of officers which effectually controlled the animal spirits of the rank and file. The prompt and decisive way in which rioters were dealt with during the earlier stages of the business proved a wholesome lesson to others who would have wished to have gone and done likewise. A spirit of martial law reigned over the Great Picnic. And towards the end of the day fatigue kept the rowdy-minded quiet.

At Worfield the expedition lunched. It was not a market-day, fortunately, or the confusion in the narrow streets would have been hopeless. On ordinary days Worfield was more or less deserted. It is astonishing that the resources of the little town were equal to satisfying the needs of the picnickers. They descended on the place like an army of locusts.

Wyatt, as generalissimo of the expedition, walked into the Grasshopper and Ant, the leading inn of the town.

Anything I can do for you, sir? inquired the landlord politely.

Yes, please, said Wyatt, I want lunch for five hundred and fifty.

That was the supreme moment in mine hosts life. It was his big subject of conversation ever afterwards. He always told that as his best story, and he always ended with the words, You could ha knocked me down with a feather!

The first shock over, the staff of the Grasshopper and Ant bustled about. Other inns were called upon for help. Private citizens rallied round with bread, jam, and apples. And the army lunched sumptuously.

In the early afternoon they rested, and as evening began to fall, the march home was started.



At the school, net practice was just coming to an end when, faintly, as the garrison of Lucknow heard the first skirl of the pipes of the relieving force, those on the grounds heard the strains of the school band and a murmur of many voices. Presently the sounds grew more distinct, and up the Wrykyn road came marching the vanguard of the column, singing the school song. They looked weary but cheerful.

As the army drew near to the school, it melted away little by little, each house claiming its representatives. At the school gates only a handful were left.

Bob Jackson, walking back to Donaldsons, met Wyatt at the gate, and gazed at him, speechless.

Hullo, said Wyatt, been to the nets? I wonder if theres time for a ginger-beer before the shop shuts.


CHAPTER XII

MIKE GETS HIS CHANCE
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THE HEADMASTER WAS quite bland and business-like about it all. There were no impassioned addresses from the dais. He did not tell the school that it ought to be ashamed of itself. Nor did he say that he should never have thought it of them. Prayers on the Saturday morning were marked by no unusual features. There was, indeed, a stir of excitement when he came to the edge of the dais, and cleared his throat as a preliminary to making an announcement. Now for it, thought the school.

This was the announcement.

There has been an outbreak of chicken-pox in the town. All streets except the High Street will in consequence be out of bounds till further notice.

He then gave the nod of dismissal.

The school streamed downstairs, marvelling.

The less astute of the picnickers, unmindful of the homely proverb about hallooing before leaving the wood, were openly exulting. It seemed plain to them that the headmaster, baffled by the magnitude of the thing, had resolved to pursue the safe course of ignoring it altogether. To lie low is always a shrewd piece of tactics, and there seemed no reason why the Head should not have decided on it in the present instance.

Neville-Smith was among these premature rejoicers.

I say, he chuckled, overtaking Wyatt in the cloisters, this is all right, isnt it! Hes funked it. I thought he would. Finds the job too big to tackle.

Wyatt was damping.

My dear chap, he said, its not over yet by a long chalk. It hasnt started yet.

What do you mean? Why didnt he say anything about it in Hall, then?

Why should he? Have you ever had tick at a shop?

Of course I have. What do you mean? Why?

Well, they didnt send in the bill right away. But it came all right.

Do you think hes going to do something, then?

Rather. You wait.

Wyatt was right.

Between ten and eleven on Wednesdays and Saturdays old Bates, the school sergeant, used to copy out the names of those who were in extra lesson, and post them outside the school shop. The school inspected the list during the quarter to eleven interval.

To-day, rushing to the shop for its midday bun, the school was aware of a vast sheet of paper where usually there was but a small one. They surged round it. Buns were forgotten. What was it?

Then the meaning of the notice flashed upon them. The headmaster had acted. This bloated document was the extra lesson list, swollen with names as a stream swells with rain. It was a comprehensive document. It left out little.

The following boys will go in to extra lesson this afternoon and next Wednesday, it began. And the following boys numbered four hundred.

Bates must have got writers cramp, said Clowes, as he read the huge scroll.



Wyatt met Mike after school, as they went back to the house.

Seen the extra list? he remarked. None of the kids are in it, I notice. Only the bigger fellows. Rather a good thing. Im glad you got off.

Thanks, said Mike, who was walking a little stiffly. I dont know what you call getting off. It seems to me youre the chaps who got off.

How do you mean?

We got tanned, said Mike ruefully.

What!

Yes. Everybody below the Upper Fourth.

Wyatt roared with laughter.

By Gad, he said, he is an old sportsman. I never saw such a man. He lowers all records.

Glad you think it funny. You wouldnt have if youd been me. I was one of the first to get it. He was quite fresh.

Sting?

Should think it did.

Well, buck up. Dont break down.

Im not breaking down, said Mike indignantly.

All right, I thought you werent. Anyhow, youre better off than I am.

An extras nothing much, said Mike.

It is when it happens to come on the same day as the M.C.C. match.

Oh, by Jove! I forgot. Thats next Wednesday, isnt it? You wont be able to play!

No.

I say, what rot!

It is, rather. Still, nobody can say I didnt ask for it. If one goes out of ones way to beg and beseech the Old Man to put one in extra, it would be a little rough on him to curse him when he does it.

I should be awfully sick, if it were me.

Well, it isnt you, so youre all right. Youll probably get my place in the team.

Mike smiled dutifully at what he supposed to be a humorous sally.

Or, rather, one of the places, continued Wyatt, who seemed to be sufficiently in earnest. Theyll put a bowler in instead of me. Probably Druce. But therell be several vacancies. Lets see. Me. Adams. Ashe. Any more? No, thats the lot. I should think theyd give you a chance.

You neednt rot, said Mike uncomfortably. He had his day-dreams, like everybody else, and they always took the form of playing for the first eleven (and, incidentally, making a century in record time). To have to listen while the subject was talked about lightly made him hot and prickly all over.

Im not rotting, said Wyatt seriously, Ill suggest it to Burgess to-night.

You dont think theres any chance of it, really, do you? said Mike awkwardly.

I dont see why not? Buck up in the scratch game this afternoon. Fielding especially. Burgess is simply mad on fielding. I dont blame him either, especially as hes a bowler himself. Hed shove a man into the team like a shot, whatever his batting was like, if his fielding was something extra special. So you field like a demon this afternoon, and Ill carry on the good work in the evening.

I say, said Mike, overcome, its awfully decent of you, Wyatt.



Billy Burgess, captain of Wrykyn cricket, was a genial giant, who seldom allowed himself to be ruffled. The present was one of the rare occasions on which he permitted himself that luxury. Wyatt found him in his study, shortly before lock-up, full of strange oaths, like the soldier in Shakespeare.

You rotter! You rotter! You worm! he observed crisply, as Wyatt appeared.

Dear old Billy! said Wyatt. Come on, give me a kiss, and lets be friends.

You —— !

William! William!

If it wasnt illegal, Id like to tie you and Ashe and that blackguard Adams up in a big sack, and drop you into the river. And Id jump on the sack first. What do you mean by letting the team down like this? I know you were at the bottom of it all.

He struggled into his shirt — he was changing after a bath — and his face popped wrathfully out at the other end.

Im awfully sorry, Bill, said Wyatt. The fact is, in the excitement of the moment the M.C.C. match went clean out of my mind.

You havent got a mind, grumbled Burgess. Youve got a cheap brown paper substitute. Thats your trouble.

Wyatt turned the conversation tactfully.

How many wickets did you get to-day? he asked.

Eight. For a hundred and three. I was on the spot. Young Jackson caught a hot one off me at third man. That kids good.

Why dont you play him against the M.C.C. on Wednesday? said Wyatt, jumping at his opportunity.

What? Are you sitting on my left shoe?

No. There it is in the corner.

Right ho!... What were you saying?

Why not play young Jackson for the first?

Too small.

Rot. What does size matter? Cricket isnt footer. Besides, he isnt small. Hes as tall as I am.

I suppose he is. Dash, Ive dropped my stud.

Wyatt waited patiently till he had retrieved it. Then he returned to the attack.

Hes as good a bat as his brother, and a better field.

Old Bob cant field for toffee. I will say that for him. Dropped a sitter off me to-day. Why the deuce fellows cant hold catches when they drop slowly into their mouths Im hanged if I can see.

You play him, said Wyatt. Just give him a trial. That kids a genius at cricket. Hes going to be better than any of his brothers, even Joe. Give him a shot.

Burgess hesitated.

You know, its a bit risky, he said. With you three lunatics out of the team we cant afford to try many experiments. Better stick to the men at the top of the second.

Wyatt got up, and kicked the wall as a vent for his feelings.

You rotter, he said. Cant you see when youve got a good man? Heres this kid waiting for you ready made with a style like Trumpers, and you rave about top men in the second, chaps who play forward at everything, and pat half-volleys back to the bowler! Do you realise that your only chance of being known to Posterity is as the man who gave M. Jackson his colours at Wrykyn? In a few years hell be playing for England, and youll think it a favour if he nods to you in the pav. at Lords. When youre a white-haired old man youll go doddering about, gassing to your grandchildren, poor kids, how you discovered M. Jackson. Itll be the only thing theyll respect you for.

Wyatt stopped for breath.

All right, said Burgess, Ill think it over. Frightful gift of the gab youve got, Wyatt.

Good, said Wyatt. Think it over. And dont forget what I said about the grandchildren. You would like little Wyatt Burgess and the other little Burgesses to respect you in your old age, wouldnt you? Very well, then. So long. The bell went ages ago. I shall be locked out.



On the Monday morning Mike passed the notice-board just as Burgess turned away from pinning up the list of the team to play the M.C.C. He read it, and his heart missed a beat. For, bottom but one, just above the W. B. Burgess, was a name that leaped from the paper at him. His own name.


CHAPTER XIII

THE M.C.C. MATCH
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IF THE DAY happens to be fine, there is a curious, dream-like atmosphere about the opening stages of a first eleven match. Everything seems hushed and expectant. The rest of the school have gone in after the interval at eleven oclock, and you are alone on the grounds with a cricket-bag. The only signs of life are a few pedestrians on the road beyond the railings and one or two blazer and flannel-clad forms in the pavilion. The sense of isolation is trying to the nerves, and a school team usually bats 25 per cent. better after lunch, when the strangeness has worn off.

Mike walked across from Wains, where he had changed, feeling quite hollow. He could almost have cried with pure fright. Bob had shouted after him from a window as he passed Donaldsons, to wait, so that they could walk over together; but conversation was the last thing Mike desired at that moment.

He had almost reached the pavilion when one of the M.C.C. team came down the steps, saw him, and stopped dead.

By Jove, Saunders! cried Mike.

Why, Master Mike!

The professional beamed, and quite suddenly, the lost, hopeless feeling left Mike. He felt as cheerful as if he and Saunders had met in the meadow at home, and were just going to begin a little quiet net-practice.

Why, Master Mike, you dont mean to say youre playing for the school already?

Mike nodded happily.

Isnt it ripping, he said.

Saunders slapped his leg in a sort of ecstasy.

Didnt I always say it, sir, he chuckled. Wasnt I right? I used to say to myself it ud be a pretty good school team that ud leave you out.

Of course, Im only playing as a sub., you know. Three chaps are in extra, and I got one of the places.

Well, youll make a hundred to-day, Master Mike, and then theyll have to put you in.

Wish I could!

Master Joes come down with the Club, said Saunders.

Joe! Has he really? How ripping! Hullo, here he is. Hullo, Joe?

The greatest of all the Jacksons was descending the pavilion steps with the gravity befitting an All England batsman. He stopped short, as Saunders had done.

Mike! You arent playing!

Yes.

Well, Im hanged! Young marvel, isnt he, Saunders?

He is, sir, said Saunders. Got all the strokes. I always said it, Master Joe. Only wants the strength.

Joe took Mike by the shoulder, and walked him off in the direction of a man in a Zingari blazer who was bowling slows to another of the M.C.C. team. Mike recognised him with awe as one of the three best amateur wicket-keepers in the country.

What do you think of this? said Joe, exhibiting Mike, who grinned bashfully. Aged ten last birthday, and playing for the school. You are only ten, arent you, Mike?

Brother of yours? asked the wicket-keeper.

Probably too proud to own the relationship, but he is.

Isnt there any end to you Jacksons? demanded the wicket-keeper in an aggrieved tone. I never saw such a family.

This is our star. You wait till he gets at us to-day. Saunders is our only bowler, and Mikes been brought up on Saunders. Youd better win the toss if you want a chance of getting a knock and lifting your average out of the minuses.

I have won the toss, said the other with dignity. Do you think I dont know the elementary duties of a captain?



The school went out to field with mixed feelings. The wicket was hard and true, which would have made it pleasant to be going in first. On the other hand, they would feel decidedly better and fitter for centuries after the game had been in progress an hour or so. Burgess was glad as a private individual, sorry as a captain. For himself, the sooner he got hold of the ball and began to bowl the better he liked it. As a captain, he realised that a side with Joe Jackson on it, not to mention the other first-class men, was not a side to which he would have preferred to give away an advantage. Mike was feeling that by no possibility could he hold the simplest catch, and hoping that nothing would come his way. Bob, conscious of being an uncertain field, was feeling just the same.

The M.C.C. opened with Joe and a man in an Oxford Authentic cap. The beginning of the game was quiet. Burgesss yorker was nearly too much for the latter in the first over, but he contrived to chop it away, and the pair gradually settled down. At twenty, Joe began to open his shoulders. Twenty became forty with disturbing swiftness, and Burgess tried a change of bowling.

It seemed for one instant as if the move had been a success, for Joe, still taking risks, tried to late-cut a rising ball, and snicked it straight into Bobs hands at second slip. It was the easiest of slip-catches, but Bob fumbled it, dropped it, almost held it a second time, and finally let it fall miserably to the ground. It was a moment too painful for words. He rolled the ball back to the bowler in silence.

One of those weary periods followed when the batsmans defence seems to the fieldsmen absolutely impregnable. There was a sickening inevitableness in the way in which every ball was played with the very centre of the bat. And, as usual, just when things seemed most hopeless, relief came. The Authentic, getting in front of his wicket, to pull one of the simplest long-hops ever seen on a cricket field, missed it, and was l.b.w. And the next ball upset the newcomers leg stump.

The school revived. Bowlers and field were infused with a new life. Another wicket — two stumps knocked out of the ground by Burgess — helped the thing on. When the bell rang for the end of morning school, five wickets were down for a hundred and thirteen.

But from the end of school till lunch things went very wrong indeed. Joe was still in at one end, invincible; and at the other was the great wicket-keeper. And the pair of them suddenly began to force the pace till the bowling was in a tangled knot. Four after four, all round the wicket, with never a chance or a mishit to vary the monotony. Two hundred went up, and two hundred and fifty. Then Joe reached his century, and was stumped next ball. Then came lunch.

The rest of the innings was like the gentle rain after the thunderstorm. Runs came with fair regularity, but wickets fell at intervals, and when the wicket-keeper was run out at length for a lively sixty-three, the end was very near. Saunders, coming in last, hit two boundaries, and was then caught by Mike. His second hit had just lifted the M.C.C. total over the three hundred.



Three hundred is a score that takes some making on any ground, but on a fine day it was not an unusual total for the Wrykyn eleven. Some years before, against Ripton, they had run up four hundred and sixteen; and only last season had massacred a very weak team of Old Wrykynians with a score that only just missed the fourth hundred.

Unfortunately, on the present occasion, there was scarcely time, unless the bowling happened to get completely collared, to make the runs. It was a quarter to four when the innings began, and stumps were to be drawn at a quarter to seven. A hundred an hour is quick work.

Burgess, however, was optimistic, as usual. Better have a go for them, he said to Berridge and Marsh, the school first pair.

Following out this courageous advice, Berridge, after hitting three boundaries in his first two overs, was stumped half-way through the third.

After this, things settled down. Morris, the first-wicket man, was a thoroughly sound bat, a little on the slow side, but exceedingly hard to shift. He and Marsh proceeded to play themselves in, until it looked as if they were likely to stay till the drawing of stumps.

A comfortable, rather somnolent feeling settled upon the school. A long stand at cricket is a soothing sight to watch. There was an absence of hurry about the batsmen which harmonised well with the drowsy summer afternoon. And yet runs were coming at a fair pace. The hundred went up at five oclock, the hundred and fifty at half-past. Both batsmen were completely at home, and the M.C.C. third-change bowlers had been put on.

Then the great wicket-keeper took off the pads and gloves, and the fieldsmen retired to posts at the extreme edge of the ground.

Lobs, said Burgess. By Jove, I wish I was in.

It seemed to be the general opinion among the members of the Wrykyn eleven on the pavilion balcony that Morris and Marsh were in luck. The team did not grudge them their good fortune, because they had earned it; but they were distinctly envious.

Lobs are the most dangerous, insinuating things in the world. Everybody knows in theory the right way to treat them. Everybody knows that the man who is content not to try to score more than a single cannot get out to them. Yet nearly everybody does get out to them.

It was the same story to-day. The first over yielded six runs, all through gentle taps along the ground. In the second, Marsh hit an over-pitched one along the ground to the terrace bank. The next ball he swept round to the leg boundary. And that was the end of Marsh. He saw himself scoring at the rate of twenty-four an over. Off the last ball he was stumped by several feet, having done himself credit by scoring seventy.

The long stand was followed, as usual, by a series of disasters. Marshs wicket had fallen at a hundred and eighty. Ellerby left at a hundred and eighty-six. By the time the scoring-board registered two hundred, five wickets were down, three of them victims to the lobs. Morris was still in at one end. He had refused to be tempted. He was jogging on steadily to his century.

Bob Jackson went in next, with instructions to keep his eye on the lob-man.

For a time things went well. Saunders, who had gone on to bowl again after a rest, seemed to give Morris no trouble, and Bob put him through the slips with apparent ease. Twenty runs were added, when the lob-bowler once more got in his deadly work. Bob, letting alone a ball wide of the off-stump under the impression that it was going to break away, was disagreeably surprised to find it break in instead, and hit the wicket. The bowler smiled sadly, as if he hated to have to do these things.

Mikes heart jumped as he saw the bails go. It was his turn next.

Two hundred and twenty-nine, said Burgess, and its ten past six. No good trying for the runs now. Stick in, he added to Mike. Thats all youve got to do.

All!... Mike felt as if he was being strangled. His heart was racing like the engines of a motor. He knew his teeth were chattering. He wished he could stop them. What a time Bob was taking to get back to the pavilion! He wanted to rush out, and get the thing over.

At last he arrived, and Mike, fumbling at a glove, tottered out into the sunshine. He heard miles and miles away a sound of clapping, and a thin, shrill noise as if somebody were screaming in the distance. As a matter of fact, several members of his form and of the junior day-room at Wains nearly burst themselves at that moment.

At the wickets, he felt better. Bob had fallen to the last ball of the over, and Morris, standing ready for Saunderss delivery, looked so calm and certain of himself that it was impossible to feel entirely without hope and self-confidence. Mike knew that Morris had made ninety-eight, and he supposed that Morris knew that he was very near his century; yet he seemed to be absolutely undisturbed. Mike drew courage from his attitude.

Morris pushed the first ball away to leg. Mike would have liked to have run two, but short leg had retrieved the ball as he reached the crease.

The moment had come, the moment which he had experienced only in dreams. And in the dreams he was always full of confidence, and invariably hit a boundary. Sometimes a drive, sometimes a cut, but always a boundary.

To leg, sir, said the umpire.

Dont be in a funk, said a voice. Play straight, and you cant get out.

It was Joe, who had taken the gloves when the wicket-keeper went on to bowl.

Mike grinned, wryly but gratefully.

Saunders was beginning his run. It was all so home-like that for a moment Mike felt himself again. How often he had seen those two little skips and the jump. It was like being in the paddock again, with Marjory and the dogs waiting by the railings to fetch the ball if he made a drive.

Saunders ran to the crease, and bowled.

Now, Saunders was a conscientious man, and, doubtless, bowled the very best ball that he possibly could. On the other hand, it was Mikes first appearance for the school, and Saunders, besides being conscientious, was undoubtedly kind-hearted. It is useless to speculate as to whether he was trying to bowl his best that ball. If so, he failed signally. It was a half-volley, just the right distance away from the off-stump; the sort of ball Mike was wont to send nearly through the net at home....

The next moment the dreams had come true. The umpire was signalling to the scoring-box, the school was shouting, extra-cover was trotting to the boundary to fetch the ball, and Mike was blushing and wondering whether it was bad form to grin.

From that ball onwards all was for the best in this best of all possible worlds. Saunders bowled no more half-volleys; but Mike played everything that he did bowl. He met the lobs with a bat like a barn-door. Even the departure of Morris, caught in the slips off Saunderss next over for a chanceless hundred and five, did not disturb him. All nervousness had left him. He felt equal to the situation. Burgess came in, and began to hit out as if he meant to knock off the runs. The bowling became a shade loose. Twice he was given full tosses to leg, which he hit to the terrace bank. Half-past six chimed, and two hundred and fifty went up on the telegraph board. Burgess continued to hit. Mikes whole soul was concentrated on keeping up his wicket. There was only Reeves to follow him, and Reeves was a victim to the first straight ball. Burgess had to hit because it was the only game he knew; but he himself must simply stay in.

The hands of the clock seemed to have stopped. Then suddenly he heard the umpire say Last over, and he settled down to keep those six balls out of his wicket.

The lob bowler had taken himself off, and the Oxford Authentic had gone on, fast left-hand.

The first ball was short and wide of the off-stump. Mike let it alone. Number two: yorker. Got him! Three: straight half-volley. Mike played it back to the bowler. Four: beat him, and missed the wicket by an inch. Five: another yorker. Down on it again in the old familiar way.

All was well. The match was a draw now whatever happened to him. He hit out, almost at a venture, at the last ball, and mid-off, jumping, just failed to reach it. It hummed over his head, and ran like a streak along the turf and up the bank, and a great howl of delight went up from the school as the umpire took off the bails.

Mike walked away from the wickets with Joe and the wicket-keeper.

Im sorry about your nose, Joe, said the wicket-keeper in tones of grave solicitude.

Whats wrong with it?

At present, said the wicket-keeper, nothing. But in a few years Im afraid its going to be put badly out of joint.


CHAPTER XIV

A SLIGHT IMBROGLIO
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MIKE GOT HIS third eleven colours after the M.C.C. match. As he had made twenty-three not out in a crisis in a first eleven match, this may not seem an excessive reward. But it was all that he expected. One had to take the rungs of the ladder singly at Wrykyn. First one was given ones third eleven cap. That meant, You are a promising man, and we have our eye on you. Then came the second colours. They might mean anything from Well, here you are. You wont get any higher, so you may as well have the thing now, to This is just to show that we still have our eye on you.

Mike was a certainty now for the second. But it needed more than one performance to secure the first cap.

I told you so, said Wyatt, naturally, to Burgess after the match.

Hes not bad, said Burgess. Ill give him another shot.

But Burgess, as has been pointed out, was not a person who ever became gushing with enthusiasm.



So Wilkins, of the School House, who had played twice for the first eleven, dropped down into the second, as many a good man had done before him, and Mike got his place in the next match, against the Gentlemen of the County. Unfortunately for him, the visiting team, however gentlemanly, were not brilliant cricketers, at any rate as far as bowling was concerned. The school won the toss, went in first, and made three hundred and sixteen for five wickets, Morris making another placid century. The innings was declared closed before Mike had a chance of distinguishing himself. In an innings which lasted for one over he made two runs, not out; and had to console himself for the cutting short of his performance by the fact that his average for the school was still infinity. Bob, who was one of those lucky enough to have an unabridged innings, did better in this match, making twenty-five. But with Morris making a hundred and seventeen, and Berridge, Ellerby, and Marsh all passing the half-century, this score did not show up excessively.

We now come to what was practically a turning-point in Mikes career at Wrykyn. There is no doubt that his meteor-like flights at cricket had an unsettling effect on him. He was enjoying life amazingly, and, as is not uncommon with the prosperous, he waxed fat and kicked. Fortunately for him — though he did not look upon it in that light at the time — he kicked the one person it was most imprudent to kick. The person he selected was Firby-Smith. With anybody else the thing might have blown over, to the detriment of Mikes character; but Firby-Smith, having the most tender affection for his dignity, made a fuss.

It happened in this way. The immediate cause of the disturbance was a remark of Mikes, but the indirect cause was the unbearably patronising manner which the head of Wains chose to adopt towards him. The fact that he was playing for the school seemed to make no difference at all. Firby-Smith continued to address Mike merely as the small boy.

The following, verbatim, was the tactful speech which he addressed to him on the evening of the M.C.C. match, having summoned him to his study for the purpose.

Well, he said, you played a very decent innings this afternoon, and I suppose youre frightfully pleased with yourself, eh? Well, mind you dont go getting swelled head. See? Thats all. Run along.

Mike departed, bursting with fury.

The next link in the chain was forged a week after the Gentlemen of the County match. House matches had begun, and Wains were playing Applebys. Applebys made a hundred and fifty odd, shaping badly for the most part against Wyatts slows. Then Wains opened their innings. The Gazeka, as head of the house, was captain of the side, and he and Wyatt went in first. Wyatt made a few mighty hits, and was then caught at cover. Mike went in first wicket.

For some ten minutes all was peace. Firby-Smith scratched away at his end, getting here and there a single and now and then a two, and Mike settled down at once to play what he felt was going to be the innings of a lifetime. Applebys bowling was on the feeble side, with Raikes, of the third eleven, as the star, supported by some small change. Mike pounded it vigorously. To one who had been brought up on Saunders, Raikes possessed few subtleties. He had made seventeen, and was thoroughly set, when the Gazeka, who had the bowling, hit one in the direction of cover-point. With a certain type of batsman a single is a thing to take big risks for. And the Gazeka badly wanted that single.

Come on, he shouted, prancing down the pitch.

Mike, who had remained in his crease with the idea that nobody even moderately sane would attempt a run for a hit like that, moved forward in a startled and irresolute manner. Firby-Smith arrived, shouting Run! and, cover having thrown the ball in, the wicket-keeper removed the bails.

These are solemn moments.

The only possible way of smoothing over an episode of this kind is for the guilty man to grovel.

Firby-Smith did not grovel.

Easy run there, you know, he said reprovingly.

The world swam before Mikes eyes. Through the red mist he could see Firby-Smiths face. The sun glinted on his rather prominent teeth. To Mikes distorted vision it seemed that the criminal was amused.

Dont laugh, you grinning ape! he cried. It isnt funny.
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He then made for the trees where the rest of the team were sitting.

Now Firby-Smith not only possessed rather prominent teeth; he was also sensitive on the subject. Mikes shaft sank in deeply. The fact that emotion caused him to swipe at a straight half-volley, miss it, and be bowled next ball made the wound rankle.

He avoided Mike on his return to the trees. And Mike, feeling now a little apprehensive, avoided him.

The Gazeka brooded apart for the rest of the afternoon, chewing the insult. At close of play he sought Burgess.

Burgess, besides being captain of the eleven, was also head of the school. He was the man who arranged prefects meetings. And only a prefects meeting, thought Firby-Smith, could adequately avenge his lacerated dignity.

I want to speak to you, Burgess, he said.

Whats up? said Burgess.

You know young Jackson in our house.

What about him?

Hes been frightfully insolent.

Cheeked you? said Burgess, a man of simple speech.

I want you to call a prefects meeting, and lick him.

Burgess looked incredulous.

Rather a large order, a prefects meeting, he said. It has to be a pretty serious sort of thing for that.

Frightful cheek to a school prefect is a serious thing, said Firby-Smith, with the air of one uttering an epigram.

Well, I suppose — What did he say to you?

Firby-Smith related the painful details.

Burgess started to laugh, but turned the laugh into a cough.

Yes, he said meditatively. Rather thick. Still, I mean — A prefects meeting. Rather like crushing a thingummy with a what-dyou-call-it. Besides, hes a decent kid.

Hes frightfully conceited.

Oh, well — Well, anyhow, look here, Ill think it over, and let you know to-morrow. Its not the sort of thing to rush through without thinking about it.

And the matter was left temporarily at that.


CHAPTER XV

MIKE CREATES A VACANCY
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BURGESS WALKED OFF the ground feeling that fate was not using him well.

Here was he, a well-meaning youth who wanted to be on good terms with all the world, being jockeyed into slaughtering a kid whose batting he admired and whom personally he liked. And the worst of it was that he sympathised with Mike. He knew what it felt like to be run out just when one had got set, and he knew exactly how maddening the Gazekas manner would be on such an occasion. On the other hand, officially he was bound to support the head of Wains. Prefects must stand together or chaos will come.

He thought he would talk it over with somebody. Bob occurred to him. It was only fair that Bob should be told, as the nearest of kin.

And here was another grievance against fate. Bob was a person he did not particularly wish to see just then. For that morning he had posted up the list of the team to play for the school against Geddington, one of the four schools which Wrykyn met at cricket; and Bobs name did not appear on that list. Several things had contributed to that melancholy omission. In the first place, Geddington, to judge from the weekly reports in the Sportsman and Field, were strong this year at batting. In the second place, the results of the last few matches, and particularly the M.C.C. match, had given Burgess the idea that Wrykyn was weak at bowling. It became necessary, therefore, to drop a batsman out of the team in favour of a bowler. And either Mike or Bob must be the man.

Burgess was as rigidly conscientious as the captain of a school eleven should be. Bob was one of his best friends, and he would have given much to be able to put him in the team; but he thought the thing over, and put the temptation sturdily behind him. At batting there was not much to choose between the two, but in fielding there was a great deal. Mike was good. Bob was bad. So out Bob had gone, and Neville-Smith, a fair fast bowler at all times and on his day dangerous, took his place.

These clashings of public duty with private inclination are the drawbacks to the despotic position of captain of cricket at a public school. It is awkward having to meet your best friend after you have dropped him from the team, and it is difficult to talk to him as if nothing had happened.

Burgess felt very self-conscious as he entered Bobs study, and was rather glad that he had a topic of conversation ready to hand.

Busy, Bob? he asked.

Hullo, said Bob, with a cheerfulness rather over-done in his anxiety to show Burgess, the man, that he did not hold him responsible in any way for the distressing acts of Burgess, the captain. Take a pew. Dont these studies get beastly hot this weather. Theres some ginger-beer in the cupboard. Have some?

No, thanks. I say, Bob, look here, I want to see you.

Well, you can, cant you? This is me, sitting over here. The tall, dark, handsome chap.

Its awfully awkward, you know, continued Burgess gloomily; that ass of a young brother of yours — Sorry, but he is an ass, though hes your brother — —

Thanks for the though, Billy. You know how to put a thing nicely. Whats Mike been up to?

Its that old fool the Gazeka. He came to me frothing with rage, and wanted me to call a prefects meeting and touch young Mike up.

Bob displayed interest and excitement for the first time.

Prefects meeting! What the dickens is up? Whats he been doing? Smith must be drunk. Whats all the row about?

Burgess repeated the main facts of the case as he had them from Firby-Smith.

Personally, I sympathise with the kid, he added, Still, the Gazeka is a prefect — —

Bob gnawed a pen-holder morosely.

Silly young idiot, he said.

Sickening thing being run out, suggested Burgess.

Still — —

I know. Its rather hard to see what to do. I suppose if the Gazeka insists, ones bound to support him.

I suppose so.

Awful rot. Prefects lickings arent meant for that sort of thing. Theyre supposed to be for kids who steal buns at the shop or muck about generally. Not for a chap who curses a fellow who runs him out. I tell you what, theres just a chance Firby-Smith wont press the thing. He hadnt had time to get over it when he saw me. By now hell have simmered down a bit. Look here, youre a pal of his, arent you? Well, go and ask him to drop the business. Say youll curse your brother and make him apologise, and that Ill kick him out of the team for the Geddington match.

It was a difficult moment for Bob. One cannot help ones thoughts, and for an instant the idea of going to Geddington with the team, as he would certainly do if Mike did not play, made him waver. But he recovered himself.

Dont do that, he said. I dont see theres a need for anything of that sort. You must play the best side youve got. I can easily talk the old Gazeka over. He gets all right in a second if hes treated the right way. Ill go and do it now.

Burgess looked miserable.

I say, Bob, he said.

Yes?

Oh, nothing — I mean, youre not a bad sort. With which glowing eulogy he dashed out of the room, thanking his stars that he had won through a confoundedly awkward business.

Bob went across to Wains to interview and soothe Firby-Smith.

He found that outraged hero sitting moodily in his study like Achilles in his tent.

Seeing Bob, he became all animation.

Look here, he said, I wanted to see you. You know, that frightful young brother of yours — —

I know, I know, said Bob. Burgess was telling me. He wants kicking.

He wants a frightful licking from the prefects, emended the aggrieved party.

Well, I dont know, you know. Not much good lugging the prefects into it, is there? I mean, apart from everything else, not much of a catch for me, would it be, having to sit there and look on. Im a prefect, too, you know.

Firby-Smith looked a little blank at this. He had a great admiration for Bob.

I didnt think of you, he said.

I thought you hadnt, said Bob. You see it now, though, dont you?

Firby-Smith returned to the original grievance.

Well, you know, it was frightful cheek.

Of course it was. Still, I think if I saw him and cursed him, and sent him up to you to apologise — How would that do?

All right. After all, I did run him out.

Yes, theres that, of course. Mikes all right, really. It isnt as if he did that sort of thing as a habit.

No. All right then.

Thanks, said Bob, and went to find Mike.



The lecture on deportment which he read that future All-England batsman in a secluded passage near the junior day-room left the latter rather limp and exceedingly meek. For the moment all the jauntiness and exuberance had been drained out of him. He was a punctured balloon. Reflection, and the distinctly discouraging replies of those experts in school law to whom he had put the question, What dyou think hell do? had induced a very chastened frame of mind.

He perceived that he had walked very nearly into a hornets nest, and the realisation of his escape made him agree readily to all the conditions imposed. The apology to the Gazeka was made without reserve, and the offensively forgiving, say-no-more-about-it-but-take-care-in-future air of the head of the house roused no spark of resentment in him, so subdued was his fighting spirit. All he wanted was to get the thing done with. He was not inclined to be critical.

And, most of all, he felt grateful to Bob. Firby-Smith, in the course of his address, had not omitted to lay stress on the importance of Bobs intervention. But for Bob, he gave him to understand, he, Mike, would have been prosecuted with the utmost rigour of the law. Mike came away with a confused picture in his mind of a horde of furious prefects bent on his slaughter, after the manner of a stage excited crowd, and Bob waving them back. He realised that Bob had done him a good turn. He wished he could find some way of repaying him.

Curiously enough, it was an enemy of Bobs who suggested the way — Burton, of Donaldsons. Burton was a slippery young gentleman, fourteen years of age, who had frequently come into contact with Bob in the house, and owed him many grudges. With Mike he had always tried to form an alliance, though without success.

He happened to meet Mike going to school next morning, and unburdened his soul to him. It chanced that Bob and he had had another small encounter immediately after breakfast, and Burton felt revengeful.

I say, said Burton, Im jolly glad youre playing for the first against Geddington.

Thanks, said Mike.

Im specially glad for one reason.

Whats that? inquired Mike, without interest.

Because your beast of a brother has been chucked out. Hed have been playing but for you.

At any other time Mike would have heard Bob called a beast without active protest. He would have felt that it was no business of his to fight his brothers battles for him. But on this occasion he deviated from his rule.

He kicked Burton. Not once or twice, but several times, so that Burton, retiring hurriedly, came to the conclusion that it must be something in the Jackson blood, some taint, as it were. They were all beasts.



Mike walked on, weighing this remark, and gradually made up his mind. It must be remembered that he was in a confused mental condition, and that the only thing he realised clearly was that Bob had pulled him out of an uncommonly nasty hole. It seemed to him that it was necessary to repay Bob. He thought the thing over more fully during school, and his decision remained unaltered.

On the evening before the Geddington match, just before lock-up, Mike tapped at Burgesss study door. He tapped with his right hand, for his left was in a sling.

Come in! yelled the captain. Hullo!

Im awfully sorry, Burgess, said Mike. Ive crocked my wrist a bit.

How did you do that? You were all right at the nets?

Slipped as I was changing, said Mike stolidly.

Is it bad?

Nothing much. Im afraid I shant be able to play to-morrow.

I say, thats bad luck. Beastly bad luck. We wanted your batting, too. Be all right, though, in a day or two, I suppose?

Oh, yes, rather.

Hope so, anyway.

Thanks. Good-night.

Good-night.

And Burgess, with the comfortable feeling that he had managed to combine duty and pleasure after all, wrote a note to Bob at Donaldsons, telling him to be ready to start with the team for Geddington by the 8.54 next morning.


CHAPTER XVI

AN EXPERT EXAMINATION
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MIKES UNCLE JOHN was a wanderer on the face of the earth. He had been an army surgeon in the days of his youth, and, after an adventurous career, mainly in Afghanistan, had inherited enough money to keep him in comfort for the rest of his life. He had thereupon left the service, and now spent most of his time flitting from one spot of Europe to another. He had been dashing up to Scotland on the day when Mike first became a Wrykynian, but a few weeks in an uncomfortable hotel in Skye and a few days in a comfortable one in Edinburgh had left him with the impression that he had now seen all that there was to be seen in North Britain and might reasonably shift his camp again.

Coming south, he had looked in on Mikes people for a brief space, and, at the request of Mikes mother, took the early express to Wrykyn in order to pay a visit of inspection.

His telegram arrived during morning school. Mike went down to the station to meet him after lunch.

Uncle John took command of the situation at once.

School playing anybody to-day, Mike? I want to see a match.

Theyre playing Geddington. Only its away. Theres a second match on.

Why arent you — Hullo, I didnt see. What have you been doing to yourself?

Crocked my wrist a bit. Its nothing much.

How did you do that?

Slipped while I was changing after cricket.

Hurt?

Not much, thanks.

Doctor seen it?

No. But its really nothing. Be all right by Monday.

Hm. Somebody ought to look at it. Ill have a look later on.

Mike did not appear to relish this prospect.

It isnt anything, Uncle John, really. It doesnt matter a bit.

Never mind. It wont do any harm having somebody examine it who knows a bit about these things. Now, what shall we do. Go on the river?

I shouldnt be able to steer.

I could manage about that. Still, I think I should like to see the place first. Your mothers sure to ask me if you showed me round. Its like going over the stables when youre stopping at a country-house. Got to be done, and better do it as soon as possible.

It is never very interesting playing the part of showman at school. Both Mike and his uncle were inclined to scamp the business. Mike pointed out the various landmarks without much enthusiasm — it is only after one has left a few years that the school buildings take to themselves romance — and Uncle John said, Ah yes, I see. Very nice, two or three times in an absent voice; and they passed on to the cricket field, where the second eleven were playing a neighbouring engineering school. It was a glorious day. The sun had never seemed to Mike so bright or the grass so green. It was one of those days when the ball looks like a large vermilion-coloured football as it leaves the bowlers hand. If ever there was a day when it seemed to Mike that a century would have been a certainty, it was this Saturday. A sudden, bitter realisation of all he had given up swept over him, but he choked the feeling down. The thing was done, and it was no good brooding over the might-have-beens now. Still — And the Geddington ground was supposed to be one of the easiest scoring grounds of all the public schools!

Well hit, by George! remarked Uncle John, as Trevor, who had gone in first wicket for the second eleven, swept a half-volley to leg round to the bank where they were sitting.

Thats Trevor, said Mike. Chap in Donaldsons. The fellow at the other end is Wilkins. Hes in the School House. They look as if they were getting set. By Jove, he said enviously, pretty good fun batting on a day like this.

Uncle John detected the envious note.

I suppose you would have been playing here but for your wrist?

No, I was playing for the first.

For the first? For the school! My word, Mike, I didnt know that. No wonder youre feeling badly treated. Of course, I remember your father saying you had played once for the school, and done well; but I thought that was only as a substitute. I didnt know you were a regular member of the team. What bad luck. Will you get another chance?

Depends on Bob.

Has Bob got your place?

Mike nodded.

If he does well to-day, theyll probably keep him in.

Isnt there room for both of you?

Such a lot of old colours. There are only three vacancies, and Henfrey got one of those a week ago. I expect theyll give one of the other two to a bowler, Neville-Smith, I should think, if he does well against Geddington. Then therell be only the last place left.

Rather awkward, that.

Still, its Bobs last year. Ive got plenty of time. But I wish I could get in this year.

After they had watched the match for an hour, Uncle Johns restless nature asserted itself.

Suppose we go for a pull on the river now? he suggested.

They got up.

Lets just call at the shop, said Mike. There ought to be a telegram from Geddington by this time. I wonder how Bobs got on.

Apparently Bob had not had a chance yet of distinguishing himself. The telegram read, Geddington 151 for four. Lunch.

Not bad that, said Mike. But I believe theyre weak in bowling.

They walked down the road towards the school landing-stage.

The worst of a school, said Uncle John, as he pulled up-stream with strong, unskilful stroke, is that one isnt allowed to smoke on the grounds. I badly want a pipe. The next piece of shade that you see, sing out, and well put in there.

Pull your left, said Mike. That willows what you want.

Uncle John looked over his shoulder, caught a crab, recovered himself, and steered the boat in under the shade of the branches.

Put the rope over that stump. Can you manage with one hand? Here, let me — Done it? Good. A-ah!

He blew a great cloud of smoke into the air, and sighed contentedly.

I hope you dont smoke, Mike?

No.

Rotten trick for a boy. When you get to my age you need it. Boys ought to be thinking about keeping themselves fit and being good at games. Which reminds me. Lets have a look at the wrist.

A hunted expression came into Mikes eyes.

Its really nothing, he began, but his uncle had already removed the sling, and was examining the arm with the neat rapidity of one who has been brought up to such things.

To Mike it seemed as if everything in the world was standing still and waiting. He could hear nothing but his own breathing.

His uncle pressed the wrist gingerly once or twice, then gave it a little twist.

That hurt? he asked.

Ye — no, stammered Mike.

Uncle John looked up sharply. Mike was crimson.

Whats the game? inquired Uncle John.

Mike said nothing.

There was a twinkle in his uncles eyes.

May as well tell me. I wont give you away. Why this wounded warrior business when youve no more the matter with you than I have?

Mike hesitated.

I only wanted to get out of having to write this morning. There was an exam. on.

The idea had occurred to him just before he spoke. It had struck him as neat and plausible.

To Uncle John it did not appear in the same light.

Do you always write with your left hand? And if you had gone with the first eleven to Geddington, wouldnt that have got you out of your exam? Try again.

When in doubt, one may as well tell the truth. Mike told it.

I know. It wasnt that, really. Only — —

Well?

Oh, well, dash it all then. Old Bob got me out of an awful row the day before yesterday, and he seemed a bit sick at not playing for the first, so I thought I might as well let him. Thats how it was. Look here, swear you wont tell him.

Uncle John was silent. Inwardly he was deciding that the five shillings which he had intended to bestow on Mike on his departure should become a sovereign. (This, it may be mentioned as an interesting biographical fact, was the only occasion in his life on which Mike earned money at the rate of fifteen shillings a half-minute.)

Swear you wont tell him. Hed be most frightfully sick if he knew.

I wont tell him.

Conversation dwindled to vanishing-point. Uncle John smoked on in weighty silence, while Mike, staring up at the blue sky through the branches of the willow, let his mind wander to Geddington, where his fate was even now being sealed. How had the school got on? What had Bob done? If he made about twenty, would they give him his cap? Supposing....

A faint snore from Uncle John broke in on his meditations. Then there was a clatter as a briar pipe dropped on to the floor of the boat, and his uncle sat up, gaping.

Jove, I was nearly asleep. Whats the time? Just on six? Didnt know it was so late.

I ought to be getting back soon, I think. Lock-ups at half-past.

Up with the anchor, then. You can tackle that rope with two hands now, eh? We are not observed. Dont fall overboard. Im going to shove her off.

Therell be another telegram, I should think, said Mike, as they reached the school gates.

Shall we go and look?

They walked to the shop.

A second piece of grey paper had been pinned up under the first. Mike pushed his way through the crowd. It was a longer message this time.

It ran as follows:

Geddington 247 (Burgess six wickets, Neville-Smith four). 
Wrykyn 270 for nine (Berridge 86, Marsh 58, Jackson 48).

Mike worked his way back through the throng, and rejoined his uncle.

Well? said Uncle John.

We won.

He paused for a moment.

Bob made forty-eight, he added carelessly.

Uncle John felt in his pocket, and silently slid a sovereign into Mikes hand.

It was the only possible reply.


CHAPTER XVII

ANOTHER VACANCY
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WYATT GOT BACK late that night, arriving at the dormitory as Mike was going to bed.

By Jove, Im done, he said. It was simply baking at Geddington. And I came back in a carriage with Neville-Smith and Ellerby, and they ragged the whole time. I wanted to go to sleep, only they wouldnt let me. Old Smith was awfully bucked because hed taken four wickets. I should think hed go off his nut if he took eight ever. He was singing comic songs when he wasnt trying to put Ellerby under the seat. Hows your wrist?

Oh, better, thanks.

Wyatt began to undress.

Any colours? asked Mike after a pause. First eleven colours were generally given in the pavilion after a match or on the journey home.

No. Only one or two thirds. Jenkins and Clephane, and another chap, cant remember who. No first, though.

What was Bobs innings like?

Not bad. A bit lucky. He ought to have been out before hed scored, and he was out when hed made about sixteen, only the umpire didnt seem to know that its l-b-w when you get your leg right in front of the wicket and the ball hits it. Never saw a clearer case in my life. I was in at the other end. Bit rotten for the Geddington chaps. Just lost them the match. Their umpire, too. Bit of luck for Bob. He didnt give the ghost of a chance after that.

I should have thought theyd have given him his colours.

Most captains would have done, only Burgess is so keen on fielding that he rather keeps off it.

Why, did he field badly?

Rottenly. And the man always will choose Billys bowling to drop catches off. And Billy would cut his rich uncle from Australia if he kept on dropping them off him. Bobs fieldings perfectly sinful. He was pretty bad at the beginning of the season, but now hes got so nervous that hes a dozen times worse. He turns a delicate green when he sees a catch coming. He let their best man off twice in one over, off Billy, to-day; and the chap went on and made a hundred odd. Ripping innings bar those two chances. I hear hes got an average of eighty in school matches this season. Beastly man to bowl to. Knocked me off in half a dozen overs. And, when he does give a couple of easy chances, Bob puts them both on the floor. Billy wouldnt have given him his cap after the match if hed made a hundred. Bobs the sort of man who wouldnt catch a ball if you handed it to him on a plate, with watercress round it.

Burgess, reviewing the match that night, as he lay awake in his cubicle, had come to much the same conclusion. He was very fond of Bob, but two missed catches in one over was straining the bonds of human affection too far. There would have been serious trouble between David and Jonathan if either had persisted in dropping catches off the others bowling. He writhed in bed as he remembered the second of the two chances which the wretched Bob had refused. The scene was indelibly printed on his mind. Chap had got a late cut which he fancied rather. With great guile he had fed this late cut. Sent down a couple which he put to the boundary. Then fired a third much faster and a bit shorter. Chap had a go at it, just as he had expected: and he felt that life was a good thing after all when the ball just touched the corner of the bat and flew into Bobs hands. And Bob dropped it!

The memory was too bitter. If he dwelt on it, he felt, he would get insomnia. So he turned to pleasanter reflections: the yorker which had shattered the second-wicket man, and the slow head-ball which had led to a big hitter being caught on the boundary. Soothed by these memories, he fell asleep.

Next morning he found himself in a softened frame of mind. He thought of Bobs iniquities with sorrow rather than wrath. He felt towards him much as a father feels towards a prodigal son whom there is still a chance of reforming. He overtook Bob on his way to chapel.

Directness was always one of Burgesss leading qualities.

Look here, Bob. About your fielding. Its simply awful.

Bob was all remorse.

Its those beastly slip catches. I cant time them.

That one yesterday was right into your hands. Both of them were.

I know. Im frightfully sorry.

Well, but I mean, why cant you hold them? Its no good being a good bat — youre that all right — if youre going to give away runs in the field.

Do you know, I believe I should do better in the deep. I could get time to watch them there. I wish youd give me a shot in the deep — for the second.

Second be blowed! I want your batting in the first. Do you think youd really do better in the deep?

Im almost certain I should. Ill practise like mad. Trevorll hit me up catches. I hate the slips. I get in the dickens of a funk directly the bowler starts his run now. I know that if a catch does come, I shall miss it. Im certain the deep would be much better.

All right then. Try it.

The conversation turned to less pressing topics.



In the next two matches, accordingly, Bob figured on the boundary, where he had not much to do except throw the ball back to the bowler, and stop an occasional drive along the carpet. The beauty of fielding in the deep is that no unpleasant surprises can be sprung upon one. There is just that moment or two for collecting ones thoughts which makes the whole difference. Bob, as he stood regarding the game from afar, found his self-confidence returning slowly, drop by drop.

As for Mike, he played for the second, and hoped for the day.



His opportunity came at last. It will be remembered that on the morning after the Great Picnic the headmaster made an announcement in Hall to the effect that, owing to an outbreak of chicken-pox in the town, all streets except the High Street would be out of bounds. This did not affect the bulk of the school, for most of the shops to which any one ever thought of going were in the High Street. But there were certain inquiring minds who liked to ferret about in odd corners.

Among these was one Leather-Twigg, of Seymours, better known in criminal circles as Shoeblossom.

Shoeblossom was a curious mixture of the Energetic Ragger and the Quiet Student. On a Monday evening you would hear a hideous uproar proceeding from Seymours junior day-room; and, going down with a swagger-stick to investigate, you would find a tangled heap of squealing humanity on the floor, and at the bottom of the heap, squealing louder than any two others, would be Shoeblossom, his collar burst and blackened and his face apoplectically crimson. On the Tuesday afternoon, strolling in some shady corner of the grounds you would come upon him lying on his chest, deep in some work of fiction and resentful of interruption. On the Wednesday morning he would be in receipt of four hundred lines from his housemaster for breaking three windows and a gas-globe. Essentially a man of moods, Shoeblossom.

It happened about the date of the Geddington match that he took out from the school library a copy of The Iron Pirate, and for the next day or two he wandered about like a lost spirit trying to find a sequestered spot in which to read it. His inability to hit on such a spot was rendered more irritating by the fact that, to judge from the first few chapters (which he had managed to get through during prep. one night under the eye of a short-sighted master), the book was obviously the last word in hot stuff. He tried the junior day-room, but people threw cushions at him. He tried out of doors, and a ball hit from a neighbouring net nearly scalped him. Anything in the nature of concentration became impossible in these circumstances.

Then he recollected that in a quiet backwater off the High Street there was a little confectioners shop, where tea might be had at a reasonable sum, and also, what was more important, peace.

He made his way there, and in the dingy back shop, all amongst the dust and bluebottles, settled down to a thoughtful perusal of chapter six.

Upstairs, at the same moment, the doctor was recommending that Master John George, the son of the house, be kept warm and out of draughts and not permitted to scratch himself, however necessary such an action might seem to him. In brief, he was attending J. G. for chicken-pox.

Shoeblossom came away, entering the High Street furtively, lest Authority should see him out of bounds, and returned to the school, where he went about his lawful occasions as if there were no such thing as chicken-pox in the world.

But all the while the microbe was getting in some unostentatious but clever work. A week later Shoeblossom began to feel queer. He had occasional headaches, and found himself oppressed by a queer distaste for food. The professional advice of Dr. Oakes, the school doctor, was called for, and Shoeblossom took up his abode in the Infirmary, where he read Punch, sucked oranges, and thought of Life.

Two days later Barry felt queer. He, too, disappeared from Society.

Chicken-pox is no respecter of persons. The next victim was Marsh, of the first eleven. Marsh, who was top of the school averages. Where were his drives now, his late cuts that were wont to set the pavilion in a roar. Wrapped in a blanket, and looking like the spotted marvel of a travelling circus, he was driven across to the Infirmary in a four-wheeler, and it became incumbent upon Burgess to select a substitute for him.

And so it came about that Mike soared once again into the ranks of the elect, and found his name down in the team to play against the Incogniti.


CHAPTER XVIII

BOB HAS NEWS TO IMPART
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WRYKYN WENT DOWN badly before the Incogs. It generally happens at least once in a school cricket season that the team collapses hopelessly, for no apparent reason. Some schools do it in nearly every match, but Wrykyn so far had been particularly fortunate this year. They had only been beaten once, and that by a mere twenty odd runs in a hard-fought game. But on this particular day, against a not overwhelmingly strong side, they failed miserably. The weather may have had something to do with it, for rain fell early in the morning, and the school, batting first on the drying wicket, found themselves considerably puzzled by a slow left-hander. Morris and Berridge left with the score still short of ten, and after that the rout began. Bob, going in fourth wicket, made a dozen, and Mike kept his end up, and was not out eleven; but nobody except Wyatt, who hit out at everything and knocked up thirty before he was stumped, did anything to distinguish himself. The total was a hundred and seven, and the Incogniti, batting when the wicket was easier, doubled this.

The general opinion of the school after this match was that either Mike or Bob would have to stand down from the team when it was definitely filled up, for Neville-Smith, by showing up well with the ball against the Incogniti when the others failed with the bat, made it practically certain that he would get one of the two vacancies.

If I do he said to Wyatt, there will be the biggest bust of modern times at my place. My pater is away for a holiday in Norway, and Im alone, bar the servants. And I can square them. Will you come?

Tea?

Tea! said Neville-Smith scornfully.

Well, what then?

Dont you ever have feeds in the dorms. after lights-out in the houses?

Used to when I was a kid. Too old now. Have to look after my digestion. I remember, three years ago, when Wains won the footer cup, we got up and fed at about two in the morning. All sorts of luxuries. Sardines on sugar-biscuits. Ive got the taste in my mouth still. Do you remember Macpherson? Left a couple of years ago. His food ran out, so he spread brown-boot polish on bread, and ate that. Got through a slice, too. Wonderful chap! But what about this thing of yours? What times it going to be?

Eleven suit you?

All right.

How about getting out?

Ill do it as quickly as the team did to-day. I cant say more than that.

You were all right.

Im an exceptional sort of chap.

What about the Jacksons?

Its going to be a close thing. If Bobs fielding were to improve suddenly, he would just do it. But young Mikes all over him as a bat. In a year or two that kidll be a marvel. Hes bound to get in next year, of course, so perhaps it would be better if Bob got the place as its his last season. Still, one wants the best man, of course.



Mike avoided Bob as much as possible during this anxious period; and he privately thought it rather tactless of the latter when, meeting him one day outside Donaldsons, he insisted on his coming in and having some tea.

Mike shuffled uncomfortably as his brother filled the kettle and lit the Etna. It required more tact than he had at his disposal to carry off a situation like this.

Bob, being older, was more at his ease. He got tea ready, making desultory conversation the while, as if there were no particular reason why either of them should feel uncomfortable in the others presence. When he had finished, he poured Mike out a cup, passed him the bread, and sat down.

Not seen much of each other lately, Mike, what?

Mike murmured unintelligibly through a mouthful of bread-and-jam.

Its no good pretending it isnt an awkward situation, continued Bob, because it is. Beastly awkward.

Awful rot the pater sending us to the same school.

Oh, I dont know. Weve all been at Wrykyn. Pity to spoil the record. Its your fault for being such a young Infant Prodigy, and mine for not being able to field like an ordinary human being.

You get on much better in the deep.

Bit better, yes. Liable at any moment to miss a sitter, though. Not that it matters much really whether I do now.

Mike stared.

What! Why?

Thats what I wanted to see you about. Has Burgess said anything to you yet?

No. Why? What about?

Well, Ive a sort of idea our little race is over. I fancy youve won.

Ive not heard a word — —

I have. Ill tell you what makes me think the things settled. I was in the pav. just now, in the First room, trying to find a batting-glove Id mislaid. There was a copy of the Wrykynian lying on the mantelpiece, and I picked it up and started reading it. So there wasnt any noise to show anybody outside that there was some one in the room. And then I heard Burgess and Spence jawing on the steps. They thought the place was empty, of course. I couldnt help hearing what they said. The pav.s like a sounding-board. I heard every word. Spence said, Well, its about as difficult a problem as any captain of cricket at Wrykyn has ever had to tackle. I had a sort of idea that old Billy liked to boss things all on his own, but apparently he does consult Spence sometimes. After all, hes cricket-master, and thats what hes there for. Well, Billy said, I dont know what to do. What do you think, sir? Spence said, Well, Ill give you my opinion, Burgess, but dont feel bound to act on it. Im simply saying what I think. Yes, sir, said old Bill, doing a big Young Disciple with Wise Master act. I think M., said Spence. Decidedly M. Hes a shade better than R. now, and in a year or two, of course, therell be no comparison.

Oh, rot, muttered Mike, wiping the sweat off his forehead. This was one of the most harrowing interviews he had ever been through.

Not at all. Billy agreed with him. Thats just what I think, sir, he said. Its rough on Bob, but still — — And then they walked down the steps. I waited a bit to give them a good start, and then sheered off myself. And so home.

Mike looked at the floor, and said nothing.

There was nothing much to be said.

Well, what I wanted to see you about was this, resumed Bob. I dont propose to kiss you or anything; but, on the other hand, dont lets go to the other extreme. Im not saying that it isnt a bit of a brick just missing my cap like this, but it would have been just as bad for you if youd been the one dropped. Its the fortune of war. I dont want you to go about feeling that youve blighted my life, and so on, and dashing up side-streets to avoid me because you think the sight of you will be painful. As it isnt me, Im jolly glad its you; and I shall cadge a seat in the pavilion from you when youre playing for England at the Oval. Congratulate you.

It was the custom at Wrykyn, when you congratulated a man on getting colours, to shake his hand. They shook hands.

Thanks, awfully, Bob, said Mike. And after that there seemed to be nothing much to talk about. So Mike edged out of the room, and tore across to Wains.

He was sorry for Bob, but he would not have been human (which he certainly was) if the triumph of having won through at last into the first eleven had not dwarfed commiseration. It had been his one ambition, and now he had achieved it.

The annoying part of the thing was that he had nobody to talk to about it. Until the news was official he could not mention it to the common herd. It wouldnt do. The only possible confidant was Wyatt. And Wyatt was at Bisley, shooting with the School Eight for the Ashburton. For bulls-eyes as well as cats came within Wyatts range as a marksman. Cricket took up too much of his time for him to be captain of the Eight and the man chosen to shoot for the Spencer, as he would otherwise almost certainly have been; but even though short of practice he was well up in the team.

Until he returned, Mike could tell nobody. And by the time he returned the notice would probably be up in the Senior Block with the other cricket notices.

In this fermenting state Mike went into the house.

The list of the team to play for Wains v. Seymours on the following Monday was on the board. As he passed it, a few words scrawled in pencil at the bottom caught his eye.

All the above will turn out for house-fielding at 6.30 to-morrow morning. — W. F.-S.

Oh, dash it, said Mike, what rot! Why on earth cant he leave us alone!

For getting up an hour before his customary time for rising was not among Mikes favourite pastimes. Still, orders were orders, he felt. It would have to be done.


CHAPTER XIX

MIKE GOES TO SLEEP AGAIN
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MIKE WAS A stout supporter of the view that sleep in large quantities is good for one. He belonged to the school of thought which holds that a man becomes plain and pasty if deprived of his full spell in bed. He aimed at the peach-bloom complexion.

To be routed out of bed a clear hour before the proper time, even on a summer morning, was not, therefore, a prospect that appealed to him.

When he woke it seemed even less attractive than it had done when he went to sleep. He had banged his head on the pillow six times over-night, and this silent alarm proved effective, as it always does. Reaching out a hand for his watch, he found that it was five minutes past six.

This was to the good. He could manage another quarter of an hour between the sheets. It would only take him ten minutes to wash and get into his flannels.

He took his quarter of an hour, and a little more. He woke from a sort of doze to find that it was twenty-five past.

Mans inability to get out of bed in the morning is a curious thing. One may reason with oneself clearly and forcibly without the slightest effect. One knows that delay means inconvenience. Perhaps it may spoil ones whole day. And one also knows that a single resolute heave will do the trick. But logic is of no use. One simply lies there.

Mike thought he would take another minute.

And during that minute there floated into his mind the question, Who was Firby-Smith? That was the point. Who was he, after all?

This started quite a new train of thought. Previously Mike had firmly intended to get up — some time. Now he began to waver.

The more he considered the Gazekas insignificance and futility and his own magnificence, the more outrageous did it seem that he should be dragged out of bed to please Firby-Smiths vapid mind. Here was he, about to receive his first eleven colours on this very day probably, being ordered about, inconvenienced — in short, put upon by a worm who had only just scraped into the third.

Was this right, he asked himself. Was this proper?

And the hands of the watch moved round to twenty to.

What was the matter with his fielding? It was all right. Make the rest of the team fag about, yes. But not a chap who, dash it all, had got his first for fielding!

It was with almost a feeling of self-righteousness that Mike turned over on his side and went to sleep again.

And outside in the cricket-field, the massive mind of the Gazeka was filled with rage, as it was gradually borne in upon him that this was not a question of mere lateness — which, he felt, would be bad enough, for when he said six-thirty he meant six-thirty — but of actual desertion. It was time, he said to himself, that the foot of Authority was set firmly down, and the strong right hand of Justice allowed to put in some energetic work. His comments on the teams fielding that morning were bitter and sarcastic. His eyes gleamed behind their pince-nez.

The painful interview took place after breakfast. The head of the house despatched his fag in search of Mike, and waited. He paced up and down the room like a hungry lion, adjusting his pince-nez (a thing, by the way, which lions seldom do) and behaving in other respects like a monarch of the desert. One would have felt, looking at him, that Mike, in coming to his den, was doing a deed which would make the achievement of Daniel seem in comparison like the tentative effort of some timid novice.

And certainly Mike was not without qualms as he knocked at the door, and went in in response to the hoarse roar from the other side of it.

Firby-Smith straightened his tie, and glared.

Young Jackson, he said, look here, I want to know what it all means, and jolly quick. You werent at house-fielding this morning. Didnt you see the notice?

Mike admitted that he had seen the notice.

Then you frightful kid, what do you mean by it? What?

Mike hesitated. Awfully embarrassing, this. His real reason for not turning up to house-fielding was that he considered himself above such things, and Firby-Smith a toothy weed. Could he give this excuse? He had not his Book of Etiquette by him at the moment, but he rather fancied not. There was no arguing against the fact that the head of the house was a toothy weed; but he felt a firm conviction that it would not be politic to say so.

Happy thought: over-slept himself.

He mentioned this.

Over-slept yourself! You must jolly well not over-sleep yourself. What do you mean by over-sleeping yourself?

Very trying this sort of thing.

What time did you wake up?

Six, said Mike.

It was not according to his complicated, yet intelligible code of morality to tell lies to save himself. When others were concerned he could suppress the true and suggest the false with a face of brass.

Six!

Five past.

Why didnt you get up then?

I went to sleep again.

Oh, you went to sleep again, did you? Well, just listen to me. Ive had my eye on you for some time, and Ive seen it coming on. Youve got swelled head, young man. Thats what youve got. Frightful swelled head. You think the place belongs to you.

I dont, said Mike indignantly.

Yes, you do, said the Gazeka shrilly. You think the whole frightful place belongs to you. You go siding about as if youd bought it. Just because youve got your second, you think you can do what you like; turn up or not, as you please. It doesnt matter whether Im only in the third and youre in the first. Thats got nothing to do with it. The point is that youre one of the house team, and Im captain of it, so youve jolly well got to turn out for fielding with the others when I think it necessary. See?

Mike said nothing.

Do — you — see, you frightful kid?
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Mike remained stonily silent. The rather large grain of truth in what Firby-Smith had said had gone home, as the unpleasant truth about ourselves is apt to do; and his feelings were hurt. He was determined not to give in and say that he saw even if the head of the house invoked all the majesty of the prefects room to help him, as he had nearly done once before. He set his teeth, and stared at a photograph on the wall.

Firby-Smiths manner became ominously calm. He produced a swagger-stick from a corner.

Do you see? he asked again.

Mikes jaw set more tightly.

What one really wants here is a row of stars.

* * * * *

Mike was still full of his injuries when Wyatt came back. Wyatt was worn out, but cheerful. The school had finished sixth for the Ashburton, which was an improvement of eight places on their last years form, and he himself had scored thirty at the two hundred and twenty-seven at the five hundred totals, which had put him in a very good humour with the world.

Me ancient skill has not deserted me, he said, Thats the cats. The man who can wing a cat by moonlight can put a bullet where he likes on a target. I didnt hit the bull every time, but that was to give the other fellows a chance. My fatal modesty has always been a hindrance to me in life, and I suppose it always will be. Well, well! And what of the old homestead? Anything happened since I went away? Me old father, is he well? Has the lost will been discovered, or is there a mortgage on the family estates? By Jove, I could do with a stoup of Malvoisie. I wonder if the mokes gone to bed yet. Ill go down and look. A jug of water drawn from the well in the old courtyard where my ancestors have played as children for centuries back would just about save my life.

He left the dormitory, and Mike began to brood over his wrongs once more.

Wyatt came back, brandishing a jug of water and a glass.

Oh, for a beaker full of the warm south, full of the true, the blushful Hippocrene! Have you ever tasted Hippocrene, young Jackson? Rather like ginger-beer, with a dash of raspberry-vinegar. Very heady. Failing that, water will do. A-ah!

He put down the glass, and surveyed Mike, who had maintained a moody silence throughout this speech.

Whats your trouble? he asked. For pains in the back try Ju-jar. If its a broken heart, Zam-buks what you want. Whos been quarrelling with you?

Its only that ass Firby-Smith.

Again! I never saw such chaps as you two. Always at it. What was the trouble this time? Call him a grinning ape again? Your passion for the truthll be getting you into trouble one of these days.

He said I stuck on side.

Why?

I dont know.

I mean, did he buttonhole you on your way to school, and say, Jackson, a word in your ear. You stick on side. Or did he lead up to it in any way? Did he say, Talking of side, you stick it on. What had you been doing to him?

It was the house-fielding.

But you cant stick on side at house-fielding. I defy any one to. Its too early in the morning.

I didnt turn up.

What! Why?

Oh, I dont know.

No, but, look here, really. Did you simply bunk it?

Yes.

Wyatt leaned on the end of Mikes bed, and, having observed its occupant thoughtfully for a moment, proceeded to speak wisdom for the good of his soul.

I say, I dont want to jaw — Im one of those quiet chaps with strong, silent natures; you may have noticed it — but I must put in a well-chosen word at this juncture. Dont pretend to be dropping off to sleep. Sit up and listen to what your kind old uncles got to say to you about manners and deportment. Otherwise, blood as you are at cricket, youll have a rotten time here. There are some things you simply cant do; and one of them is bunking a thing when youre put down for it. It doesnt matter who it is puts you down. If hes captain, youve got to obey him. Thats discipline, that ere is. The speaker then paused, and took a sip of water from the carafe which stood at his elbow. Cheers from the audience, and a voice Hear! Hear!

Mike rolled over in bed and glared up at the orator. Most of his face was covered by the water-jug, but his eyes stared fixedly from above it. He winked in a friendly way, and, putting down the jug, drew a deep breath.

Nothing like this old 87 water, he said. Such body.

I like you jawing about discipline, said Mike morosely.

And why, my gentle che-ild, should I not talk about discipline?

Considering you break out of the house nearly every night.

In passing, rather rum when you think that a burglar would get it hot for breaking in, while I get dropped on if I break out. Why should there be one law for the burglar and one for me? But you were saying — just so. I thank you. About my breaking out. When youre a white-haired old man like me, young Jackson, youll see that there are two sorts of discipline at school. One you can break if you feel like taking the risks; the other you mustnt ever break. I dont know why, but it isnt done. Until you learn that, you can never hope to become the Perfect Wrykynian like, he concluded modestly, me.

Mike made no reply. He would have perished rather than admit it, but Wyatts words had sunk in. That moment marked a distinct epoch in his career. His feelings were curiously mixed. He was still furious with Firby-Smith, yet at the same time he could not help acknowledging to himself that the latter had had the right on his side. He saw and approved of Wyatts point of view, which was the more impressive to him from his knowledge of his friends contempt for, or, rather, cheerful disregard of, most forms of law and order. If Wyatt, reckless though he was as regarded written school rules, held so rigid a respect for those that were unwritten, these last must be things which could not be treated lightly. That night, for the first time in his life, Mike went to sleep with a clear idea of what the public school spirit, of which so much is talked and written, really meant.


CHAPTER XX

THE TEAM IS FILLED UP
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WHEN BURGESS, AT the end of the conversation in the pavilion with Mr. Spence which Bob Jackson had overheard, accompanied the cricket-master across the field to the boarding-houses, he had distinctly made up his mind to give Mike his first eleven colours next day. There was only one more match to be played before the school fixture-list was finished. That was the match with Ripton. Both at cricket and football Ripton was the school that mattered most. Wrykyn did not always win its other school matches; but it generally did. The public schools of England divide themselves naturally into little groups, as far as games are concerned. Harrow, Eton, and Winchester are one group: Westminster and Charterhouse another: Bedford, Tonbridge, Dulwich, Haileybury, and St. Pauls are a third. In this way, Wrykyn, Ripton, Geddington, and Wilborough formed a group. There was no actual championship competition, but each played each, and by the end of the season it was easy to see which was entitled to first place. This nearly always lay between Ripton and Wrykyn. Sometimes an exceptional Geddington team would sweep the board, or Wrykyn, having beaten Ripton, would go down before Wilborough. But this did not happen often. Usually Wilborough and Geddington were left to scramble for the wooden spoon.

Secretaries of cricket at Ripton and Wrykyn always liked to arrange the date of the match towards the end of the term, so that they might take the field with representative and not experimental teams. By July the weeding-out process had generally finished. Besides which the members of the teams had had time to get into form.

At Wrykyn it was the custom to fill up the team, if possible, before the Ripton match. A player is likely to show better form if he has got his colours than if his fate depends on what he does in that particular match.

Burgess, accordingly, had resolved to fill up the first eleven just a week before Ripton visited Wrykyn. There were two vacancies. One gave him no trouble. Neville-Smith was not a great bowler, but he was steady, and he had done well in the earlier matches. He had fairly earned his place. But the choice between Bob and Mike had kept him awake into the small hours two nights in succession. Finally he had consulted Mr. Spence, and Mr. Spence had voted for Mike.

Burgess was glad the thing was settled. The temptation to allow sentiment to interfere with business might have become too strong if he had waited much longer. He knew that it would be a wrench definitely excluding Bob from the team, and he hated to have to do it. The more he thought of it, the sorrier he was for him. If he could have pleased himself, he would have kept Bob In. But, as the poet has it, Pleasure is pleasure, and biz is biz, and kep in a sepyrit jug. The first duty of a captain is to have no friends.

From small causes great events do spring. If Burgess had not picked up a particularly interesting novel after breakfast on the morning of Mikes interview with Firby-Smith in the study, the list would have gone up on the notice-board after prayers. As it was, engrossed in his book, he let the moments go by till the sound on the bell startled him into movement. And then there was only time to gather up his cap, and sprint. The paper on which he had intended to write the list and the pen he had laid out to write it with lay untouched on the table.

And, as it was not his habit to put up notices except during the morning, he postponed the thing. He could write it after tea. After all, there was a week before the match.



When school was over, he went across to the Infirmary to inquire about Marsh. The report was more than favourable. Marsh had better not see any one just yet, In case of accident, but he was certain to be out in time to play against Ripton.

Doctor Oakes thinks he will be back in school on Tuesday.

Banzai! said Burgess, feeling that life was good. To take the field against Ripton without Marsh would have been to court disaster. Marshs fielding alone was worth the money. With him at short slip, Burgess felt safe when he bowled.

The uncomfortable burden of the knowledge that he was about temporarily to sour Bob Jacksons life ceased for the moment to trouble him. He crooned extracts from musical comedy as he walked towards the nets.

Recollection of Bobs hard case was brought to him by the sight of that about-to-be-soured sportsman tearing across the ground in the middle distance in an effort to get to a high catch which Trevor had hit up to him. It was a difficult catch, and Burgess waited to see if he would bring it off.

Bob got to it with one hand, and held it. His impetus carried him on almost to where Burgess was standing.

Well held, said Burgess.

Hullo, said Bob awkwardly. A gruesome thought had flashed across his mind that the captain might think that this gallery-work was an organised advertisement.

I couldnt get both hands to it, he explained.

Youre hot stuff in the deep.

Easy when youre only practising.

Ive just been to the Infirmary.

Oh. Hows Marsh?

They wouldnt let me see him, but its all right. Hell be able to play on Saturday.

Good, said Bob, hoping he had said it as if he meant it. It was decidedly a blow. He was glad for the sake of the school, of course, but one has ones personal ambitions. To the fact that Mike and not himself was the eleventh cap he had become partially resigned: but he had wanted rather badly to play against Ripton.

Burgess passed on, his mind full of Bob once more. What hard luck it was! There was he, dashing about in the sun to improve his fielding, and all the time the team was filled up. He felt as if he were playing some low trick on a pal.

Then the Jekyll and Hyde business completed itself. He suppressed his personal feelings, and became the cricket captain again.

It was the cricket captain who, towards the end of the evening, came upon Firby-Smith and Mike parting at the conclusion of a conversation. That it had not been a friendly conversation would have been evident to the most casual observer from the manner in which Mike stumped off, swinging his cricket-bag as if it were a weapon of offence. There are many kinds of walk. Mikes was the walk of the Overwrought Soul.

Whats up? inquired Burgess.

Young Jackson, do you mean? Oh, nothing. I was only telling him that there was going to be house-fielding to-morrow before breakfast.

Didnt he like the idea?

Hes jolly well got to like it, said the Gazeka, as who should say, This way for Iron Wills. The frightful kid cut it this morning. Therell be worse trouble if he does it again.

There was, it may be mentioned, not an ounce of malice in the head of Wains house. That by telling the captain of cricket that Mike had shirked fielding-practice he might injure the latters prospects of a first eleven cap simply did not occur to him. That Burgess would feel, on being told of Mikes slackness, much as a bishop might feel if he heard that a favourite curate had become a Mahometan or a Mumbo-Jumboist, did not enter his mind. All he considered was that the story of his dealings with Mike showed him, Firby-Smith, in the favourable and dashing character of the fellow-who-will-stand-no-nonsense, a sort of Captain Kettle on dry land, in fact; and so he proceeded to tell it in detail.

Burgess parted with him with the firm conviction that Mike was a young slacker. Keenness in fielding was a fetish with him; and to cut practice struck him as a crime.

He felt that he had been deceived in Mike.



When, therefore, one takes into consideration his private bias in favour of Bob, and adds to it the reaction caused by this sudden unmasking of Mike, it is not surprising that the list Burgess made out that night before he went to bed differed in an important respect from the one he had intended to write before school.

Mike happened to be near the notice-board when he pinned it up. It was only the pleasure of seeing his name down in black-and-white that made him trouble to look at the list. Bobs news of the day before yesterday had made it clear how that list would run.

The crowd that collected the moment Burgess had walked off carried him right up to the board.

He looked at the paper.

Hard luck! said somebody.

Mike scarcely heard him.

He felt physically sick with the shock of the disappointment. For the initial before the name Jackson was R.

There was no possibility of mistake. Since writing was invented, there had never been an R. that looked less like an M. than the one on that list.

Bob had beaten him on the tape.


CHAPTER XXI

MARJORY THE FRANK
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AT THE DOOR of the senior block Burgess, going out, met Bob coming in, hurrying, as he was rather late.

Congratulate you, Bob, he said; and passed on.

Bob stared after him. As he stared, Trevor came out of the block.

Congratulate you, Bob.

Whats the matter now?

Havent you seen?

Seen what?

Why the list. Youve got your first.

My — what? youre rotting.

No, Im not. Go and look.

The thing seemed incredible. Had he dreamed that conversation between Spence and Burgess on the pavilion steps? Had he mixed up the names? He was certain that he had heard Spence give his verdict for Mike, and Burgess agree with him.

Just then, Mike, feeling very ill, came down the steps. He caught sight of Bob and was passing with a feeble grin, when something told him that this was one of those occasions on which one has to show a Red Indian fortitude and stifle ones private feelings.

Congratulate you, Bob, he said awkwardly.

Thanks awfully, said Bob, with equal awkwardness. Trevor moved on, delicately. This was no place for him. Bobs face was looking like a stuffed frogs, which was Bobs way of trying to appear unconcerned and at his ease, while Mike seemed as if at any moment he might burst into tears. Spectators are not wanted at these awkward interviews.

There was a short silence.

Jolly glad youve got it, said Mike.

I believe theres a mistake. I swear I heard Burgess say to Spence — —

He changed his mind probably. No reason why he shouldnt.

Well, its jolly rummy.

Bob endeavoured to find consolation.

Anyhow, youll have three years in the first. Youre a cert. for next year.

Hope so, said Mike, with such manifest lack of enthusiasm that Bob abandoned this line of argument. When one has missed ones colours, next year seems a very, very long way off.

They moved slowly through the cloisters, neither speaking, and up the stairs that led to the Great Hall. Each was gratefully conscious of the fact that prayers would be beginning in another minute, putting an end to an uncomfortable situation.

Heard from home lately? inquired Mike.

Bob snatched gladly at the subject.

Got a letter from mother this morning. I showed you the last one, didnt I? Ive only just had time to skim through this one, as the post was late, and I only got it just as I was going to dash across to school. Not much in it. Here it is, if you want to read it.

Thanks. Itll be something to do during Math.

Marjory wrote, too, for the first time in her life. Havent had time to look at it yet.

After you. Sure it isnt meant for me? She owes me a letter.

No, its for me all right. Ill give it you in the interval.

The arrival of the headmaster put an end to the conversation.



By a quarter to eleven Mike had begun to grow reconciled to his fate. The disappointment was still there, but it was lessened. These things are like kicks on the shin. A brief spell of agony, and then a dull pain of which we are not always conscious unless our attention is directed to it, and which in time disappears altogether. When the bell rang for the interval that morning, Mike was, as it were, sitting up and taking nourishment.

He was doing this in a literal as well as in a figurative sense when Bob entered the school shop.

Bob appeared curiously agitated. He looked round, and, seeing Mike, pushed his way towards him through the crowd. Most of those present congratulated him as he passed; and Mike noticed, with some surprise, that, in place of the blushful grin which custom demands from the man who is being congratulated on receipt of colours, there appeared on his face a worried, even an irritated look. He seemed to have something on his mind.

Hullo, said Mike amiably. Got that letter?

Yes. Ill show it you outside.

Why not here?

Come on.

Mike resented the tone, but followed. Evidently something had happened to upset Bob seriously. As they went out on the gravel, somebody congratulated Bob again, and again Bob hardly seemed to appreciate it.

Bob led the way across the gravel and on to the first terrace. When they had left the crowd behind, he stopped.

Whats up? asked Mike.

I want you to read — —

Jackson!

They both turned. The headmaster was standing on the edge of the gravel.

Bob pushed the letter into Mikes hands.

Read that, he said, and went up to the headmaster. Mike heard the words English Essay, and, seeing that the conversation was apparently going to be one of some length, capped the headmaster and walked off. He was just going to read the letter when the bell rang. He put the missive in his pocket, and went to his form-room wondering what Marjory could have found to say to Bob to touch him on the raw to such an extent. She was a breezy correspondent, with a style of her own, but usually she entertained rather than upset people. No suspicion of the actual contents of the letter crossed his mind.

He read it during school, under the desk; and ceased to wonder. Bob had had cause to look worried. For the thousand and first time in her career of crime Marjory had been and done it! With a strong hand she had shaken the cat out of the bag, and exhibited it plainly to all whom it might concern.

There was a curious absence of construction about the letter. Most authors of sensational matter nurse their bomb-shell, lead up to it, and display it to the best advantage. Marjory dropped hers into the body of the letter, and let it take its chance with the other news-items.

DEAR BOB (the letter ran), — 

I hope you are quite well. I am quite well. Phyllis has a cold, Ella cheeked Mademoiselle yesterday, and had to write out Little Girls must be polite and obedient a hundred times in French. She was jolly sick about it. I told her it served her right. Joe made eighty-three against Lancashire. Reggie made a duck. Have you got your first? If you have, it will be all through Mike. Uncle John told Father that Mike pretended to hurt his wrist so that you could play instead of him for the school, and Father said it was very sporting of Mike but nobody must tell you because it wouldnt be fair if you got your first for you to know that you owed it to Mike and I wasnt supposed to hear but I did because I was in the room only they didnt know I was (we were playing hide-and-seek and I was hiding) so Im writing to tell you,

From your affectionate sister

Marjory.

There followed a P.S.

Ill tell you what you ought to do. Ive been reading a jolly good book called The Boys of Dormitory Two, and the heros an awfully nice boy named Lionel Tremayne, and his friend Jack Langdale saves his life when a beast of a boatman whos really employed by Lionels cousin who wants the money that Lionels going to have when he grows up stuns him and leaves him on the beach to drown. Well, Lionel is going to play for the school against Loamshire, and its the match of the season, but he goes to the headmaster and says he wants Jack to play instead of him. Why dont you do that?

M.

P.P.S. — This has been a frightful fag to write.

For the life of him Mike could not help giggling as he pictured what Bobs expression must have been when his brother read this document. But the humorous side of the thing did not appeal to him for long. What should he say to Bob? What would Bob say to him? Dash it all, it made him look such an awful ass! Anyhow, Bob couldnt do much. In fact he didnt see that he could do anything. The team was filled up, and Burgess was not likely to alter it. Besides, why should he alter it? Probably he would have given Bob his colours anyhow. Still, it was beastly awkward. Marjory meant well, but she had put her foot right in it. Girls oughtnt to meddle with these things. No girl ought to be taught to write till she came of age. And Uncle John had behaved in many respects like the Complete Rotter. If he was going to let out things like that, he might at least have whispered them, or looked behind the curtains to see that the place wasnt chock-full of female kids. Confound Uncle John!

Throughout the dinner-hour Mike kept out of Bobs way. But in a small community like a school it is impossible to avoid a man for ever. They met at the nets.

Well? said Bob.

How do you mean? said Mike.

Did you read it?

Yes.

Well, is it all rot, or did you — you know what I mean — sham a crocked wrist?

Yes, said Mike, I did.

Bob stared gloomily at his toes.

I mean, he said at last, apparently putting the finishing-touch to some train of thought, I know I ought to be grateful, and all that. I suppose I am. I mean it was jolly good of you — Dash it all, he broke off hotly, as if the putting his position into words had suddenly showed him how inglorious it was, what did you want to do it for? What was the idea? What right have you got to go about playing Providence over me? Dash it all, its like giving a fellow money without consulting him.

I didnt think youd ever know. You wouldnt have if only that ass Uncle John hadnt let it out.

How did he get to know? Why did you tell him?

He got it out of me. I couldnt choke him off. He came down when you were away at Geddington, and would insist on having a look at my arm, and naturally he spotted right away there was nothing the matter with it. So it came out; thats how it was.

Bob scratched thoughtfully at the turf with a spike of his boot.

Of course, it was awfully decent — —

Then again the monstrous nature of the affair came home to him.

But what did you do it for? Why should you rot up your own chances to give me a look in?

Oh, I dont know.... You know, you did me a jolly good turn.

I dont remember. When?

That Firby-Smith business.

What about it?

Well, you got me out of a jolly bad hole.

Oh, rot! And do you mean to tell me it was simply because of that —— ?

Mike appeared to him in a totally new light. He stared at him as if he were some strange creature hitherto unknown to the human race. Mike shuffled uneasily beneath the scrutiny.

Anyhow, its all over now, Mike said, so I dont see whats the point of talking about it.

Im hanged if it is. You dont think Im going to sit tight and take my first as if nothing had happened?

What can you do? The lists up. Are you going to the Old Man to ask him if I can play, like Lionel Tremayne?

The hopelessness of the situation came over Bob like a wave. He looked helplessly at Mike.

Besides, added Mike, I shall get in next year all right. Half a second, I just want to speak to Wyatt about something.

He sidled off.

Well, anyhow, said Bob to himself, I must see Burgess about it.


CHAPTER XXII

WYATT IS REMINDED OF AN ENGAGEMENT
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THERE ARE SITUATIONS in life which are beyond one. The sensible man realises this, and slides out of such situations, admitting himself beaten. Others try to grapple with them, but it never does any good. When affairs get into a real tangle, it is best to sit still and let them straighten themselves out. Or, if one does not do that, simply to think no more about them. This is Philosophy. The true philosopher is the man who says All right, and goes to sleep in his arm-chair. Ones attitude towards Lifes Little Difficulties should be that of the gentleman in the fable, who sat down on an acorn one day, and happened to doze. The warmth of his body caused the acorn to germinate, and it grew so rapidly that, when he awoke, he found himself sitting in the fork of an oak, sixty feet from the ground. He thought he would go home, but, finding this impossible, he altered his plans. Well, well, he said, if I cannot compel circumstances to my will, I can at least adapt my will to circumstances. I decide to remain here. Which he did, and had a not unpleasant time. The oak lacked some of the comforts of home, but the air was splendid and the view excellent.

To-days Great Thought for Young Readers. Imitate this man.

Bob should have done so, but he had not the necessary amount of philosophy. He still clung to the idea that he and Burgess, in council, might find some way of making things right for everybody. Though, at the moment, he did not see how eleven caps were to be divided amongst twelve candidates in such a way that each should have one.

And Burgess, consulted on the point, confessed to the same inability to solve the problem. It took Bob at least a quarter of an hour to get the facts of the case into the captains head, but at last Burgess grasped the idea of the thing. At which period he remarked that it was a rum business.

Very rum, Bob agreed. Still, what you say doesnt help us out much, seeing that the point is, whats to be done?

Why do anything?

Burgess was a philosopher, and took the line of least resistance, like the man in the oak-tree.

But I must do something, said Bob. Cant you see how rotten it is for me?

I dont see why. Its not your fault. Very sporting of your brother and all that, of course, though Im blowed if Id have done it myself; but why should you do anything? Youre all right. Your brother stood out of the team to let you in it, and here you are, in it. Whats he got to grumble about?

Hes not grumbling. Its me.

Whats the matter with you? Dont you want your first?

Not like this. Cant you see what a rotten position it is for me?

Dont you worry. You simply keep on saying youre all right. Besides, what do you want me to do? Alter the list?

But for the thought of those unspeakable outsiders, Lionel Tremayne and his headmaster, Bob might have answered this question in the affirmative; but he had the public-school boys terror of seeming to pose or do anything theatrical. He would have done a good deal to put matters right, but he could not do the self-sacrificing young hero business. It would not be in the picture. These things, if they are to be done at school, have to be carried through stealthily, after Mikes fashion.

I suppose you cant very well, now its up. Tell you what, though, I dont see why I shouldnt stand out of the team for the Ripton match. I could easily fake up some excuse.

I do. I dont know if its occurred to you, but the idea is rather to win the Ripton match, if possible. So that Im a lot keen on putting the best team into the field. Sorry if it upsets your arrangements in any way.

You know perfectly well Mikes every bit as good as me.

He isnt so keen.

What do you mean?

Fielding. Hes a young slacker.

When Burgess had once labelled a man as that, he did not readily let the idea out of his mind.

Slacker? What rot! Hes as keen as anything.

Anyhow, his keenness isnt enough to make him turn out for house-fielding. If you really want to know, thats why youve got your first instead of him. You sweated away, and improved your fielding twenty per cent.; and I happened to be talking to Firby-Smith and found that young Mike had been shirking his, so out he went. A bad fields bad enough, but a slack field wants skinning.

Smith oughtnt to have told you.

Well, he did tell me. So you see how it is. There wont be any changes from the team Ive put up on the board.

Oh, all right, said Bob. I was afraid you mightnt be able to do anything. So long.

Mind the step, said Burgess.



At about the time when this conversation was in progress, Wyatt, crossing the cricket-field towards the school shop in search of something fizzy that might correct a burning thirst acquired at the nets, espied on the horizon a suit of cricket flannels surmounted by a huge, expansive grin. As the distance between them lessened, he discovered that inside the flannels was Neville-Smiths body and behind the grin the rest of Neville-Smiths face. Their visit to the nets not having coincided in point of time, as the Greek exercise books say, Wyatt had not seen his friend since the list of the team had been posted on the board, so he proceeded to congratulate him on his colours.

Thanks, said Neville-Smith, with a brilliant display of front teeth.

Feeling good?

Not the word for it. I feel like — I dont know what.

Ill tell you what you look like, if thats any good to you. That slight smile of yours will meet behind, if you dont look out, and then the top of your headll come off.

I dont care. Ive got my first, whatever happens. Little Willies going to buy a nice new cap and a pretty striped jacket all for his own self! I say, thanks for reminding me. Not that you did, but supposing you had. At any rate, I remember what it was I wanted to say to you. You know what I was saying to you about the bust I meant to have at home in honour of my getting my first, if I did, which I have — well, anyhow its to-night. You can roll up, cant you?

Delighted. Anything for a free feed in these hard times. What time did you say it was?

Eleven. Make it a bit earlier, if you like.

No, elevenll do me all right.

How are you going to get out?

Stone walls do not a prison make, nor iron bars a cage. Thats what the man said who wrote the libretto for the last set of Latin Verses we had to do. I shall manage it.

They ought to allow you a latch-key.

Yes, Ive often thought of asking my pater for one. Still, I get on very well. Who are coming besides me?

No boarders. They all funked it.

The race is degenerating.

Said it wasnt good enough.

The school is going to the dogs. Who did you ask?

Clowes was one. Said he didnt want to miss his beauty-sleep. And Henfrey backed out because he thought the risk of being sacked wasnt good enough.

Thats an aspect of the thing that might occur to some people. I dont blame him — I might feel like that myself if Id got another couple of years at school.

But one or two day-boys are coming. Clephane is, for one. And Beverley. We shall have rather a rag. Im going to get the things now.

When I get to your place — I dont believe I know the way, now I come to think of it — what do I do? Ring the bell and send in my card? or smash the nearest window and climb in?

Dont make too much row, for goodness sake. All the servantsll have gone to bed. Youll see the window of my room. Its just above the porch. Itll be the only one lighted up. Heave a pebble at it, and Ill come down.

So will the glass — with a run, I expect. Still, Ill try to do as little damage as possible. After all, I neednt throw a brick.

You will turn up, wont you?

Nothing shall stop me.

Good man.

As Wyatt was turning away, a sudden compunction seized upon Neville-Smith. He called him back.

I say, you dont think its too risky, do you? I mean, you always are breaking out at night, arent you? I dont want to get you into a row.

Oh, thats all right, said Wyatt. Dont you worry about me. I should have gone out anyhow to-night.


CHAPTER XXIII

A SURPRISE FOR MR. APPLEBY
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YOU MAY NOT know it, said Wyatt to Mike in the dormitory that night, but this is the maddest, merriest day of all the glad New Year.

Mike could not help thinking that for himself it was the very reverse, but he did not state his view of the case.

Whats up? he asked.

Neville-Smiths giving a meal at his place in honour of his getting his first. I understand the preparations are on a scale of the utmost magnificence. No expense has been spared. Ginger-beer will flow like water. The oldest cask of lemonade has been broached; and a sardine is roasting whole in the market-place.

Are you going?

If I can tear myself away from your delightful society. The kick-off is fixed for eleven sharp. I am to stand underneath his window and heave bricks till something happens. I dont know if he keeps a dog. If so, I shall probably get bitten to the bone.

When are you going to start?

About five minutes after Wain has been round the dormitories to see that alls well. That ought to be somewhere about half-past ten.

Dont go getting caught.

I shall do my little best not to be. Rather tricky work, though, getting back. Ive got to climb two garden walls, and I shall probably be so full of Malvoisie that youll be able to hear it swishing about inside me. No catch steeple-chasing if youre like that. Theyve no thought for peoples convenience here. Now at Bradford theyve got studies on the ground floor, the windows looking out over the boundless prairie. No climbing or steeple-chasing needed at all. All you have to do is to open the window and step out. Still, we must make the best of things. Push us over a pinch of that tooth-powder of yours. Ive used all mine.

Wyatt very seldom penetrated further than his own garden on the occasions when he roamed abroad at night. For cat-shooting the Wain spinneys were unsurpassed. There was one particular dustbin where one might be certain of flushing a covey any night; and the wall by the potting-shed was a feline club-house.

But when he did wish to get out into the open country he had a special route which he always took. He climbed down from the wall that ran beneath the dormitory window into the garden belonging to Mr. Appleby, the master who had the house next to Mr. Wains. Crossing this, he climbed another wall, and dropped from it into a small lane which ended in the main road leading to Wrykyn town.

This was the route which he took to-night. It was a glorious July night, and the scent of the flowers came to him with a curious distinctness as he let himself down from the dormitory window. At any other time he might have made a lengthy halt, and enjoyed the scents and small summer noises, but now he felt that it would be better not to delay. There was a full moon, and where he stood he could be seen distinctly from the windows of both houses. They were all dark, it is true, but on these occasions it was best to take no risks.

He dropped cautiously into Applebys garden, ran lightly across it, and was in the lane within a minute.

There he paused, dusted his trousers, which had suffered on the two walls, and strolled meditatively in the direction of the town. Half-past ten had just chimed from the school clock. He was in plenty of time.

What a night! he said to himself, sniffing as he walked.



Now it happened that he was not alone in admiring the beauty of that particular night. At ten-fifteen it had struck Mr. Appleby, looking out of his study into the moonlit school grounds, that a pipe in the open would make an excellent break in his nights work. He had acquired a slight headache as the result of correcting a batch of examination papers, and he thought that an interval of an hour in the open air before approaching the half-dozen or so papers which still remained to be looked at might do him good. The window of his study was open, but the room had got hot and stuffy. Nothing like a little fresh air for putting him right.

For a few moments he debated the rival claims of a stroll in the cricket-field and a seat in the garden. Then he decided on the latter. The little gate in the railings opposite his house might not be open, and it was a long way round to the main entrance. So he took a deck-chair which leaned against the wall, and let himself out of the back door.

He took up his position in the shadow of a fir-tree with his back to the house. From here he could see the long garden. He was fond of his garden, and spent what few moments he could spare from work and games pottering about it. He had his views as to what the ideal garden should be, and he hoped in time to tinker his own three acres up to the desired standard. At present there remained much to be done. Why not, for instance, take away those laurels at the end of the lawn, and have a flower-bed there instead? Laurels lasted all the year round, true, whereas flowers died and left an empty brown bed in the winter, but then laurels were nothing much to look at at any time, and a garden always had a beastly appearance in winter, whatever you did to it. Much better have flowers, and get a decent show for ones money in summer at any rate.

The problem of the bed at the end of the lawn occupied his complete attention for more than a quarter of an hour, at the end of which period he discovered that his pipe had gone out.

He was just feeling for his matches to relight it when Wyatt dropped with a slight thud into his favourite herbaceous border.

The surprise, and the agony of feeling that large boots were trampling among his treasures kept him transfixed for just the length of time necessary for Wyatt to cross the garden and climb the opposite wall. As he dropped into the lane, Mr. Appleby recovered himself sufficiently to emit a sort of strangled croak, but the sound was too slight to reach Wyatt. That reveller was walking down the Wrykyn road before Mr. Appleby had left his chair.

It is an interesting point that it was the gardener rather than the schoolmaster in Mr. Appleby that first awoke to action. It was not the idea of a boy breaking out of his house at night that occurred to him first as particularly heinous; it was the fact that the boy had broken out via his herbaceous border. In four strides he was on the scene of the outrage, examining, on hands and knees, with the aid of the moonlight, the extent of the damage done.

As far as he could see, it was not serious. By a happy accident Wyatts boots had gone home to right and left of precious plants but not on them. With a sigh of relief Mr. Appleby smoothed over the cavities, and rose to his feet.

At this point it began to strike him that the episode affected him as a schoolmaster also.

In that startled moment when Wyatt had suddenly crossed his line of vision, he had recognised him. The moon had shone full on his face as he left the flowerbed. There was no doubt in his mind as to the identity of the intruder.

He paused, wondering how he should act. It was not an easy question. There was nothing of the spy about Mr. Appleby. He went his way openly, liked and respected by boys and masters. He always played the game. The difficulty here was to say exactly what the game was. Sentiment, of course, bade him forget the episode, treat it as if it had never happened. That was the simple way out of the difficulty. There was nothing unsporting about Mr. Appleby. He knew that there were times when a master might, without blame, close his eyes or look the other way. If he had met Wyatt out of bounds in the day-time, and it had been possible to convey the impression that he had not seen him, he would have done so. To be out of bounds is not a particularly deadly sin. A master must check it if it occurs too frequently, but he may use his discretion.

Breaking out at night, however, was a different thing altogether. It was on another plane. There are times when a master must waive sentiment, and remember that he is in a position of trust, and owes a duty directly to his headmaster, and indirectly, through the headmaster, to the parents. He receives a salary for doing this duty, and, if he feels that sentiment is too strong for him, he should resign in favour of some one of tougher fibre.

This was the conclusion to which Mr. Appleby came over his relighted pipe. He could not let the matter rest where it was.

In ordinary circumstances it would have been his duty to report the affair to the headmaster but in the present case he thought that a slightly different course might be pursued. He would lay the whole thing before Mr. Wain, and leave him to deal with it as he thought best. It was one of the few cases where it was possible for an assistant master to fulfil his duty to a parent directly, instead of through the agency of the headmaster.



Knocking out the ashes of his pipe against a tree, he folded his deck-chair and went into the house. The examination papers were spread invitingly on the table, but they would have to wait. He turned down his lamp, and walked round to Wains.

There was a light in one of the ground-floor windows. He tapped on the window, and the sound of a chair being pushed back told him that he had been heard. The blind shot up, and he had a view of a room littered with books and papers, in the middle of which stood Mr. Wain, like a sea-beast among rocks.

Mr. Wain recognised his visitor and opened the window. Mr. Appleby could not help feeling how like Wain it was to work on a warm summers night in a hermetically sealed room. There was always something queer and eccentric about Wyatts step-father.

Can I have a word with you, Wain? he said.

Appleby! Is there anything the matter? I was startled when you tapped. Exceedingly so.

Sorry, said Mr. Appleby. Wouldnt have disturbed you, only its something important. Ill climb in through here, shall I? No need to unlock the door. And, greatly to Mr. Wains surprise and rather to his disapproval, Mr. Appleby vaulted on to the window-sill, and squeezed through into the room.


CHAPTER XXIV

CAUGHT
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GOT SOME RATHER bad news for you, Im afraid, began Mr. Appleby. Ill smoke, if you dont mind. About Wyatt.

James!

I was sitting in my garden a few minutes ago, having a pipe before finishing the rest of my papers, and Wyatt dropped from the wall on to my herbaceous border.

Mr. Appleby said this with a tinge of bitterness. The thing still rankled.

James! In your garden! Impossible. Why, it is not a quarter of an hour since I left him in his dormitory.

Hes not there now.

You astound me, Appleby. I am astonished.

So was I.

How is such a thing possible? His window is heavily barred.

Bars can be removed.

You must have been mistaken.

Possibly, said Mr. Appleby, a little nettled. Gaping astonishment is always apt to be irritating. Lets leave it at that, then. Sorry to have disturbed you.

No, sit down, Appleby. Dear me, this is most extraordinary. Exceedingly so. You are certain it was James?

Perfectly. Its like daylight out of doors.

Mr. Wain drummed on the table with his fingers.

What shall I do?

Mr. Appleby offered no suggestion.

I ought to report it to the headmaster. That is certainly the course I should pursue.

I dont see why. It isnt like an ordinary case. Youre the parent. You can deal with the thing directly. If you come to think of it, a headmasters only a sort of middleman between boys and parents. He plays substitute for the parent in his absence. I dont see why you should drag in the master at all here.

There is certainly something in what you say, said Mr. Wain on reflection.

A good deal. Tackle the boy when he comes in, and have it out with him. Remember that it must mean expulsion if you report him to the headmaster. He would have no choice. Everybody who has ever broken out of his house here and been caught has been expelled. I should strongly advise you to deal with the thing yourself.

I will. Yes. You are quite right, Appleby. That is a very good idea of yours. You are not going?

Must. Got a pile of examination papers to look over. Good-night.

Good-night.

Mr. Appleby made his way out of the window and through the gate into his own territory in a pensive frame of mind. He was wondering what would happen. He had taken the only possible course, and, if only Wain kept his head and did not let the matter get through officially to the headmaster, things might not be so bad for Wyatt after all. He hoped they would not. He liked Wyatt. It would be a thousand pities, he felt, if he were to be expelled. What would Wain do? What would he do in a similar case? It was difficult to say. Probably talk violently for as long as he could keep it up, and then consider the episode closed. He doubted whether Wain would have the common sense to do this. Altogether it was very painful and disturbing, and he was taking a rather gloomy view of the assistant masters lot as he sat down to finish off the rest of his examination papers. It was not all roses, the life of an assistant master at a public school. He had continually to be sinking his own individual sympathies in the claims of his duty. Mr. Appleby was the last man who would willingly have reported a boy for enjoying a midnight ramble. But he was the last man to shirk the duty of reporting him, merely because it was one decidedly not to his taste.

Mr. Wain sat on for some minutes after his companion had left, pondering over the news he had heard. Even now he clung to the idea that Appleby had made some extraordinary mistake. Gradually he began to convince himself of this. He had seen Wyatt actually in bed a quarter of an hour before — not asleep, it was true, but apparently on the verge of dropping off. And the bars across the window had looked so solid.... Could Appleby have been dreaming? Something of the kind might easily have happened. He had been working hard, and the night was warm....

Then it occurred to him that he could easily prove or disprove the truth of his colleagues statement by going to the dormitory and seeing if Wyatt were there or not. If he had gone out, he would hardly have returned yet.

He took a candle, and walked quietly upstairs.

Arrived at his step-sons dormitory, he turned the door-handle softly and went in. The light of the candle fell on both beds. Mike was there, asleep. He grunted, and turned over with his face to the wall as the light shone on his eyes. But the other bed was empty. Appleby had been right.

If further proof had been needed, one of the bars was missing from the window. The moon shone in through the empty space.

The house-master sat down quietly on the vacant bed. He blew the candle out, and waited there in the semi-darkness, thinking. For years he and Wyatt had lived in a state of armed neutrality, broken by various small encounters. Lately, by silent but mutual agreement, they had kept out of each others way as much as possible, and it had become rare for the house-master to have to find fault officially with his step-son. But there had never been anything even remotely approaching friendship between them. Mr. Wain was not a man who inspired affection readily, least of all in those many years younger than himself. Nor did he easily grow fond of others. Wyatt he had regarded, from the moment when the threads of their lives became entangled, as a complete nuisance.

It was not, therefore, a sorrowful, so much as an exasperated, vigil that he kept in the dormitory. There was nothing of the sorrowing father about his frame of mind. He was the house-master about to deal with a mutineer, and nothing else.

This breaking-out, he reflected wrathfully, was the last straw. Wyatts presence had been a nervous inconvenience to him for years. The time had come to put an end to it. It was with a comfortable feeling of magnanimity that he resolved not to report the breach of discipline to the headmaster. Wyatt should not be expelled. But he should leave, and that immediately. He would write to the bank before he went to bed, asking them to receive his step-son at once; and the letter should go by the first post next day. The discipline of the bank would be salutary and steadying. And — this was a particularly grateful reflection — a fortnight annually was the limit of the holiday allowed by the management to its junior employees.

Mr. Wain had arrived at this conclusion, and was beginning to feel a little cramped, when Mike Jackson suddenly sat up.

Hullo! said Mike.

Go to sleep, Jackson, immediately, snapped the house-master.

Mike had often heard and read of peoples hearts leaping to their mouths, but he had never before experienced that sensation of something hot and dry springing in the throat, which is what really happens to us on receipt of a bad shock. A sickening feeling that the game was up beyond all hope of salvation came to him. He lay down again without a word.

What a frightful thing to happen! How on earth had this come about? What in the world had brought Wain to the dormitory at that hour? Poor old Wyatt! If it had upset him (Mike) to see the house-master in the room, what would be the effect of such a sight on Wyatt, returning from the revels at Neville-Smiths!

And what could he do? Nothing. There was literally no way out. His mind went back to the night when he had saved Wyatt by a brilliant coup. The most brilliant of coups could effect nothing now. Absolutely and entirely the game was up.



Every minute that passed seemed like an hour to Mike. Dead silence reigned in the dormitory, broken every now and then by the creak of the other bed, as the house-master shifted his position. Twelve boomed across the field from the school clock. Mike could not help thinking what a perfect night it must be for him to be able to hear the strokes so plainly. He strained his ears for any indication of Wyatts approach, but could hear nothing. Then a very faint scraping noise broke the stillness, and presently the patch of moonlight on the floor was darkened.

At that moment Mr. Wain relit his candle.

The unexpected glare took Wyatt momentarily aback. Mike saw him start. Then he seemed to recover himself. In a calm and leisurely manner he climbed into the room.

James! said Mr. Wain. His voice sounded ominously hollow.

Wyatt dusted his knees, and rubbed his hands together. Hullo, is that you, father! he said pleasantly.


CHAPTER XXV

MARCHING ORDERS
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A SILENCE FOLLOWED.  To Mike, lying in bed, holding his breath, it seemed a long silence. As a matter of fact it lasted for perhaps ten seconds. Then Mr. Wain spoke.

You have been out, James?

It is curious how in the more dramatic moments of life the inane remark is the first that comes to us.

Yes, sir, said Wyatt.

I am astonished. Exceedingly astonished.

I got a bit of a start myself, said Wyatt.

I shall talk to you in my study. Follow me there.

Yes, sir.

He left the room, and Wyatt suddenly began to chuckle.

I say, Wyatt! said Mike, completely thrown off his balance by the events of the night.

Wyatt continued to giggle helplessly. He flung himself down on his bed, rolling with laughter. Mike began to get alarmed.

Its all right, said Wyatt at last, speaking with difficulty. But, I say, how long had he been sitting there?

It seemed hours. About an hour, I suppose, really.

Its the funniest thing Ive ever struck. Me sweating to get in quietly, and all the time him camping out on my bed!

But look here, whatll happen?

Wyatt sat up.

That reminds me. Suppose Id better go down.

Whatll he do, do you think?

Ah, now, what!

But, I say, its awful. Whatll happen?

Thats for him to decide. Speaking at a venture, I should say — —

You dont think —— ?

The boot. The swift and sudden boot. I shall be sorry to part with you, but Im afraid its a case of Au revoir, my little Hyacinth. We shall meet at Philippi. This is my Moscow. To-morrow I shall go out into the night with one long, choking sob. Years hence a white-haired bank-clerk will tap at your door when youre a prosperous professional cricketer with your photograph in Wisden. Thatll be me. Well, I suppose Id better go down. Wed better all get to bed some time to-night. Dont go to sleep.

Not likely.

Ill tell you all the latest news when I come back. Where are me slippers? Ha, tis well! Lead on, then, minions. I follow.



In the study Mr. Wain was fumbling restlessly with his papers when Wyatt appeared.

Sit down, James, he said.

Wyatt sat down. One of his slippers fell off with a clatter. Mr. Wain jumped nervously.

Only my slipper, explained Wyatt. It slipped.

Mr. Wain took up a pen, and began to tap the table.

Well, James?

Wyatt said nothing.

I should be glad to hear your explanation of this disgraceful matter.

The fact is — — said Wyatt.

Well?

I havent one, sir.

What were you doing out of your dormitory, out of the house, at that hour?

I went for a walk, sir.

And, may I inquire, are you in the habit of violating the strictest school rules by absenting yourself from the house during the night?

Yes, sir.

What?

Yes, sir.

This is an exceedingly serious matter.

Wyatt nodded agreement with this view.

Exceedingly.

The pen rose and fell with the rapidity of the cylinder of a motor-car. Wyatt, watching it, became suddenly aware that the thing was hypnotising him. In a minute or two he would be asleep.

I wish you wouldnt do that, father. Tap like that, I mean. Its sending me to sleep.

James!

Its like a woodpecker.

Studied impertinence — —

Im very sorry. Only it was sending me off.

Mr. Wain suspended tapping operations, and resumed the thread of his discourse.

I am sorry, exceedingly, to see this attitude in you, James. It is not fitting. It is in keeping with your behaviour throughout. Your conduct has been lax and reckless in the extreme. It is possible that you imagine that the peculiar circumstances of our relationship secure you from the penalties to which the ordinary boy — —

No, sir.

I need hardly say, continued Mr. Wain, ignoring the interruption, that I shall treat you exactly as I should treat any other member of my house whom I had detected in the same misdemeanour.

Of course, said Wyatt, approvingly.

I must ask you not to interrupt me when I am speaking to you, James. I say that your punishment will be no whit less severe than would be that of any other boy. You have repeatedly proved yourself lacking in ballast and a respect for discipline in smaller ways, but this is a far more serious matter. Exceedingly so. It is impossible for me to overlook it, even were I disposed to do so. You are aware of the penalty for such an action as yours?

The sack, said Wyatt laconically.

It is expulsion. You must leave the school. At once.

Wyatt nodded.

As you know, I have already secured a nomination for you in the London and Oriental Bank. I shall write to-morrow to the manager asking him to receive you at once — —

After all, they only gain an extra fortnight of me.

You will leave directly I receive his letter. I shall arrange with the headmaster that you are withdrawn privately — —

Not the sack?

Withdrawn privately. You will not go to school to-morrow. Do you understand? That is all. Have you anything to say?

Wyatt reflected.

No, I dont think — —

His eye fell on a tray bearing a decanter and a syphon.

Oh, yes, he said. Cant I mix you a whisky and soda, father, before I go off to bed?



Well? said Mike.

Wyatt kicked off his slippers, and began to undress.

What happened?

We chatted.

Has he let you off?

Like a gun. I shoot off almost immediately. To-morrow I take a well-earned rest away from school, and the day after I become the gay young bank-clerk, all amongst the ink and ledgers.

Mike was miserably silent.

Buck up, said Wyatt cheerfully. It would have happened anyhow in another fortnight. So why worry?

Mike was still silent. The reflection was doubtless philosophic, but it failed to comfort him.


CHAPTER XXVI

THE AFTERMATH
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BAD NEWS SPREADS quickly. By the quarter to eleven interval next day the facts concerning Wyatt and Mr. Wain were public property. Mike, as an actual spectator of the drama, was in great request as an informant. As he told the story to a group of sympathisers outside the school shop, Burgess came up, his eyes rolling in a fine frenzy.

Anybody seen young — oh, here you are. Whats all this about Jimmy Wyatt? Theyre saying hes been sacked, or some rot.
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So he has — at least, hes got to leave.

What? When?

Hes left already. He isnt coming to school again.

Burgesss first thought, as befitted a good cricket captain, was for his team.

And the Ripton match on Saturday!

Nobody seemed to have anything except silent sympathy at his command.

Dash the man! Silly ass! What did he want to do it for! Poor old Jimmy, though! he added after a pause. What rot for him!

Beastly, agreed Mike.

All the same, continued Burgess, with a return to the austere manner of the captain of cricket, he might have chucked playing the goat till after the Ripton match. Look here, young Jackson, youll turn out for fielding with the first this afternoon. Youll play on Saturday.

All right, said Mike, without enthusiasm. The Wyatt disaster was too recent for him to feel much pleasure at playing against Ripton vice his friend, withdrawn.

Bob was the next to interview him. They met in the cloisters.

Hullo, Mike! said Bob. I say, whats all this about Wyatt?

Wain caught him getting back into the dorm. last night after Neville-Smiths, and hes taken him away from the school.

Whats he going to do? Going into that bank straight away?

Yes. You know, thats the part he bars most. Hed have been leaving anyhow in a fortnight, you see; only its awful rot for a chap like Wyatt to have to go and froust in a bank for the rest of his life.

Hell find it rather a change, I expect. I suppose you wont be seeing him before he goes?

I shouldnt think so. Not unless he comes to the dorm. during the night. Hes sleeping over in Wains part of the house, but I shouldnt be surprised if he nipped out after Wain has gone to bed. Hope he does, anyway.

I should like to say good-bye. But I dont suppose itll be possible.

They separated in the direction of their respective form-rooms. Mike felt bitter and disappointed at the way the news had been received. Wyatt was his best friend, his pal; and it offended him that the school should take the tidings of his departure as they had done. Most of them who had come to him for information had expressed a sort of sympathy with the absent hero of his story, but the chief sensation seemed to be one of pleasurable excitement at the fact that something big had happened to break the monotony of school routine. They treated the thing much as they would have treated the announcement that a record score had been made in first-class cricket. The school was not so much regretful as comfortably thrilled. And Burgess had actually cursed before sympathising. Mike felt resentful towards Burgess. As a matter of fact, the cricket captain wrote a letter to Wyatt during preparation that night which would have satisfied even Mikes sense of what was fit. But Mike had no opportunity of learning this.

There was, however, one exception to the general rule, one member of the school who did not treat the episode as if it were merely an interesting and impersonal item of sensational news. Neville-Smith heard of what had happened towards the end of the interval, and rushed off instantly in search of Mike. He was too late to catch him before he went to his form-room, so he waited for him at half-past twelve, when the bell rang for the end of morning school.

I say, Jackson, is this true about old Wyatt?

Mike nodded.

What happened?

Mike related the story for the sixteenth time. It was a melancholy pleasure to have found a listener who heard the tale in the right spirit. There was no doubt about Neville-Smiths interest and sympathy. He was silent for a moment after Mike had finished.

It was all my fault, he said at length. If it hadnt been for me, this wouldnt have happened. What a fool I was to ask him to my place! I might have known he would be caught.

Oh, I dont know, said Mike.

It was absolutely my fault.

Mike was not equal to the task of soothing Neville-Smiths wounded conscience. He did not attempt it. They walked on without further conversation till they reached Wains gate, where Mike left him. Neville-Smith proceeded on his way, plunged in meditation.

The result of which meditation was that Burgess got a second shock before the day was out. Bob, going over to the nets rather late in the afternoon, came upon the captain of cricket standing apart from his fellow men with an expression on his face that spoke of mental upheavals on a vast scale.

Whats up? asked Bob.

Nothing much, said Burgess, with a forced and grisly calm. Only that, as far as I can see, we shall play Ripton on Saturday with a sort of second eleven. You dont happen to have got sacked or anything, by the way, do you?

Whats happened now?

Neville-Smith. In extra on Saturday. Thats all. Only our first- and second-change bowlers out of the team for the Ripton match in one day. I suppose by to-morrow half the othersll have gone, and we shall take the field on Saturday with a scratch side of kids from the Junior School.

Neville-Smith! Why, whats he been doing?

Apparently he gave a sort of supper to celebrate his getting his first, and it was while coming back from that that Wyatt got collared. Well, Im blowed if Neville-Smith doesnt toddle off to the Old Man after school to-day and tell him the whole yarn! Said it was all his fault. What rot! Sort of thing that might have happened to any one. If Wyatt hadnt gone to him, hed probably have gone out somewhere else.

And the Old Man shoved him in extra?

Next two Saturdays.

Are Ripton strong this year? asked Bob, for lack of anything better to say.

Very, from all accounts. They whacked the M.C.C. Jolly hot team of M.C.C. too. Stronger than the one we drew with.

Oh, well, you never know whats going to happen at cricket. I may hold a catch for a change.

Burgess grunted.

Bob went on his way to the nets. Mike was just putting on his pads.

I say, Mike, said Bob. I wanted to see you. Its about Wyatt. Ive thought of something.

Whats that?

A way of getting him out of that bank. If it comes off, thats to say.

By Jove, hed jump at anything. Whats the idea?

Why shouldnt he get a job of sorts out in the Argentine? There ought to be heaps of sound jobs going there for a chap like Wyatt. Hes a jolly good shot, to start with. I shouldnt wonder if it wasnt rather a score to be able to shoot out there. And he can ride, I know.

By Jove, Ill write to father to-night. He must be able to work it, I should think. He never chucked the show altogether, did he?

Mike, as most other boys of his age would have been, was profoundly ignorant as to the details by which his fathers money had been, or was being, made. He only knew vaguely that the source of revenue had something to do with the Argentine. His brother Joe had been born in Buenos Ayres; and once, three years ago, his father had gone over there for a visit, presumably on business. All these things seemed to show that Mr. Jackson senior was a useful man to have about if you wanted a job in that Eldorado, the Argentine Republic.

As a matter of fact, Mikes father owned vast tracts of land up country, where countless sheep lived and had their being. He had long retired from active superintendence of his estate. Like Mr. Spenlow, he had a partner, a stout fellow with the work-taint highly developed, who asked nothing better than to be left in charge. So Mr. Jackson had returned to the home of his fathers, glad to be there again. But he still had a decided voice in the ordering of affairs on the ranches, and Mike was going to the fountain-head of things when he wrote to his father that night, putting forward Wyatts claims to attention and ability to perform any sort of job with which he might be presented.

The reflection that he had done all that could be done tended to console him for the non-appearance of Wyatt either that night or next morning — a non-appearance which was due to the simple fact that he passed that night in a bed in Mr. Wains dressing-room, the door of which that cautious pedagogue, who believed in taking no chances, locked from the outside on retiring to rest.


CHAPTER XXVII

THE RIPTON MATCH
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MIKE GOT AN answer from his father on the morning of the Ripton match. A letter from Wyatt also lay on his plate when he came down to breakfast.

Mr. Jacksons letter was short, but to the point. He said he would go and see Wyatt early in the next week. He added that being expelled from a public school was not the only qualification for success as a sheep-farmer, but that, if Mikes friend added to this a general intelligence and amiability, and a skill for picking off cats with an air-pistol and bulls-eyes with a Lee-Enfield, there was no reason why something should not be done for him. In any case he would buy him a lunch, so that Wyatt would extract at least some profit from his visit. He said that he hoped something could be managed. It was a pity that a boy accustomed to shoot cats should be condemned for the rest of his life to shoot nothing more exciting than his cuffs.

Wyatts letter was longer. It might have been published under the title My First Day in a Bank, by a Beginner. His advent had apparently caused little sensation. He had first had a brief conversation with the manager, which had run as follows:

Mr. Wyatt?

Yes, sir.

Hm ... Sportsman?

Yes, sir.

Cricketer?

Yes, sir.

Play football?

Yes, sir.

Hm ... Racquets?

Yes, sir.

Everything?

Yes, sir.

Hm ... Well, you wont get any more of it now.

After which a Mr. Blenkinsop had led him up to a vast ledger, in which he was to inscribe the addresses of all out-going letters. These letters he would then stamp, and subsequently take in bundles to the post office. Once a week he would be required to buy stamps. If I were one of those Napoleons of Finance, wrote Wyatt, I should cook the accounts, I suppose, and embezzle stamps to an incredible amount. But it doesnt seem in my line. Im afraid I wasnt cut out for a business career. Still, I have stamped this letter at the expense of the office, and entered it up under the heading Sundries, which is a sort of start. Look out for an article in the Wrykynian, Hints for Young Criminals, by J. Wyatt, champion catch-as-catch-can stamp-stealer of the British Isles. So long. I suppose you are playing against Ripton, now that the world of commerce has found that it cant get on without me. Mind you make a century, and then perhaps Burgessll give you your first after all. There were twelve colours given three years ago, because one chap left at half-term and the man who played instead of him came off against Ripton.



This had occurred to Mike independently. The Ripton match was a special event, and the man who performed any outstanding feat against that school was treated as a sort of Horatius. Honours were heaped upon him. If he could only make a century! or even fifty. Even twenty, if it got the school out of a tight place. He was as nervous on the Saturday morning as he had been on the morning of the M.C.C. match. It was Victory or Westminster Abbey now. To do only averagely well, to be among the ruck, would be as useless as not playing at all, as far as his chance of his first was concerned.

It was evident to those who woke early on the Saturday morning that this Ripton match was not likely to end in a draw. During the Friday rain had fallen almost incessantly in a steady drizzle. It had stopped late at night; and at six in the morning there was every prospect of another hot day. There was that feeling in the air which shows that the sun is trying to get through the clouds. The sky was a dull grey at breakfast time, except where a flush of deeper colour gave a hint of the sun. It was a day on which to win the toss, and go in first. At eleven-thirty, when the match was timed to begin, the wicket would be too wet to be difficult. Runs would come easily till the sun came out and began to dry the ground. When that happened there would be trouble for the side that was batting.

Burgess, inspecting the wicket with Mr. Spence during the quarter to eleven interval, was not slow to recognise this fact.

I should win the toss to-day, if I were you, Burgess, said Mr. Spence.

Just what I was thinking, sir.

That wickets going to get nasty after lunch, if the sun comes out. A regular Rhodes wicket its going to be.

I wish we had Rhodes, said Burgess. Or even Wyatt. It would just suit him, this.

Mr. Spence, as a member of the staff, was not going to be drawn into discussing Wyatt and his premature departure, so he diverted the conversation on to the subject of the general aspect of the schools attack.

Who will go on first with you, Burgess?

Who do you think, sir? Ellerby? It might be his wicket.

Ellerby bowled medium inclining to slow. On a pitch that suited him he was apt to turn from leg and get people out caught at the wicket or short slip.

Certainly, Ellerby. This end, I think. The others yours, though Im afraid youll have a poor time bowling fast to-day. Even with plenty of sawdust I doubt if it will be possible to get a decent foothold till after lunch.

I must win the toss, said Burgess. Its a nuisance too, about our batting. Marsh will probably be dead out of form after being in the Infirmary so long. If hed had a chance of getting a bit of practice yesterday, it might have been all right.

That rain will have a lot to answer for if we lose. On a dry, hard wicket Im certain we should beat them four times out of six. I was talking to a man who played against them for the Nomads. He said that on a true wicket there was not a great deal of sting in their bowling, but that theyve got a slow leg-break man who might be dangerous on a day like this. A boy called de Freece. I dont know of him. He wasnt in the team last year.

I know the chap. He played wing three for them at footer against us this year on their ground. He was crocked when they came here. Hes a pretty useful chap all round, I believe. Plays racquets for them too.

Well, my friend said he had one very dangerous ball, of the Bosanquet type. Looks as if it were going away, and comes in instead.

I dont think a lot of that, said Burgess ruefully. One consolation is, though, that that sort of ball is easier to watch on a slow wicket. I must tell the fellows to look out for it.

I should. And, above all, win the toss.



Burgess and Maclaine, the Ripton captain, were old acquaintances. They had been at the same private school, and they had played against one another at football and cricket for two years now.

Well go in first, Mac, said Burgess, as they met on the pavilion steps after they had changed.

Its awfully good of you to suggest it, said Maclaine. but I think well toss. Its a hobby of mine. You call.

Heads.

Tails it is. I ought to have warned you that you hadnt a chance. Ive lost the toss five times running, so I was bound to win to-day.

Youll put us in, I suppose?

Yes — after us.

Oh, well, we shant have long to wait for our knock, thats a comfort. Buck up and send some one in, and lets get at you.

And Burgess went off to tell the ground-man to have plenty of sawdust ready, as he would want the field paved with it.



The policy of the Ripton team was obvious from the first over. They meant to force the game. Already the sun was beginning to peep through the haze. For about an hour run-getting ought to be a tolerably simple process; but after that hour singles would be as valuable as threes and boundaries an almost unheard-of luxury.

So Ripton went in to hit.

The policy proved successful for a time, as it generally does. Burgess, who relied on a run that was a series of tiger-like leaps culminating in a spring that suggested that he meant to lower the long jump record, found himself badly handicapped by the state of the ground. In spite of frequent libations of sawdust, he was compelled to tread cautiously, and this robbed his bowling of much of its pace. The score mounted rapidly. Twenty came in ten minutes. At thirty-five the first wicket fell, run out.

At sixty Ellerby, who had found the pitch too soft for him and had been expensive, gave place to Grant. Grant bowled what were supposed to be slow leg-breaks, but which did not always break. The change worked.

Maclaine, after hitting the first two balls to the boundary, skied the third to Bob Jackson in the deep, and Bob, for whom constant practice had robbed this sort of catch of its terrors, held it.

A yorker from Burgess disposed of the next man before he could settle down; but the score, seventy-four for three wickets, was large enough in view of the fact that the pitch was already becoming more difficult, and was certain to get worse, to make Ripton feel that the advantage was with them. Another hour of play remained before lunch. The deterioration of the wicket would be slow during that period. The sun, which was now shining brightly, would put in its deadliest work from two oclock onwards. Maclaines instructions to his men were to go on hitting.

A too liberal interpretation of the meaning of the verb to hit led to the departure of two more Riptonians in the course of the next two overs. There is a certain type of school batsman who considers that to force the game means to swipe blindly at every ball on the chance of taking it half-volley. This policy sometimes leads to a boundary or two, as it did on this occasion, but it means that wickets will fall, as also happened now. Seventy-four for three became eighty-six for five. Burgess began to look happier.

His contentment increased when he got the next man leg-before-wicket with the total unaltered. At this rate Ripton would be out before lunch for under a hundred.

But the rot stopped with the fall of that wicket. Dashing tactics were laid aside. The pitch had begun to play tricks, and the pair now in settled down to watch the ball. They plodded on, scoring slowly and jerkily till the hands of the clock stood at half-past one. Then Ellerby, who had gone on again instead of Grant, beat the less steady of the pair with a ball that pitched on the middle stump and shot into the base of the off. A hundred and twenty had gone up on the board at the beginning of the over.

That period which is always so dangerous, when the wicket is bad, the ten minutes before lunch, proved fatal to two more of the enemy. The last man had just gone to the wickets, with the score at a hundred and thirty-one, when a quarter to two arrived, and with it the luncheon interval.

So far it was anybodys game.


CHAPTER XXVIII

MIKE WINS HOME
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THE RIPTON LAST-WICKET man was de Freece, the slow bowler. He was apparently a young gentleman wholly free from the curse of nervousness. He wore a cheerful smile as he took guard before receiving the first ball after lunch, and Wrykyn had plenty of opportunity of seeing that that was his normal expression when at the wickets. There is often a certain looseness about the attack after lunch, and the bowler of googlies took advantage of it now. He seemed to be a batsman with only one hit; but he had also a very accurate eye, and his one hit, a semicircular stroke, which suggested the golf links rather than the cricket field, came off with distressing frequency. He mowed Burgesss first ball to the square-leg boundary, missed his second, and snicked the third for three over long-slips head. The other batsman played out the over, and de Freece proceeded to treat Ellerbys bowling with equal familiarity. The scoring-board showed an increase of twenty as the result of three overs. Every run was invaluable now, and the Ripton contingent made the pavilion re-echo as a fluky shot over mid-ons head sent up the hundred and fifty.

There are few things more exasperating to the fielding side than a last-wicket stand. It resembles in its effect the dragging-out of a book or play after the dénouement has been reached. At the fall of the ninth wicket the fieldsmen nearly always look on their outing as finished. Just a ball or two to the last man, and it will be their turn to bat. If the last man insists on keeping them out in the field, they resent it.

What made it especially irritating now was the knowledge that a straight yorker would solve the whole thing. But when Burgess bowled a yorker, it was not straight. And when he bowled a straight ball, it was not a yorker. A four and a three to de Freece, and a four bye sent up a hundred and sixty.

It was beginning to look as if this might go on for ever, when Ellerby, who had been missing the stumps by fractions of an inch, for the last ten minutes, did what Burgess had failed to do. He bowled a straight, medium-paced yorker, and de Freece, swiping at it with a bright smile, found his leg-stump knocked back. He had made twenty-eight. His record score, he explained to Mike, as they walked to the pavilion, for this or any ground.

The Ripton total was a hundred and sixty-six.



With the ground in its usual true, hard condition, Wrykyn would have gone in against a score of a hundred and sixty-six with the cheery intention of knocking off the runs for the loss of two or three wickets. It would have been a gentle canter for them.

But ordinary standards would not apply here. On a good wicket Wrykyn that season were a two hundred and fifty to three hundred side. On a bad wicket — well, they had met the Incogniti on a bad wicket, and their total — with Wyatt playing and making top score — had worked out at a hundred and seven.

A grim determination to do their best, rather than confidence that their best, when done, would be anything record-breaking, was the spirit which animated the team when they opened their innings.

And in five minutes this had changed to a dull gloom.

The tragedy started with the very first ball. It hardly seemed that the innings had begun, when Morris was seen to leave the crease, and make for the pavilion.

Its that googly man, said Burgess blankly.

Whats happened? shouted a voice from the interior of the first eleven room.

Morris is out.

Good gracious! How? asked Ellerby, emerging from the room with one pad on his leg and the other in his hand.

L.-b.-w. First ball.

My aunt! Whos in next? Not me?

No. Berridge. For goodness sake, Berry, stick a bat in the way, and not your legs. Watch that de Freece man like a hawk. He breaks like sin all over the shop. Hullo, Morris! Bad luck! Were you out, do you think? A batsman who has been given l.-b.-w. is always asked this question on his return to the pavilion, and he answers it in nine cases out of ten in the negative. Morris was the tenth case. He thought it was all right, he said.

Thought the thing was going to break, but it didnt.

Hear that, Berry? He doesnt always break. You must look out for that, said Burgess helpfully. Morris sat down and began to take off his pads.

That chapll have Berry, if he doesnt look out, he said.

But Berridge survived the ordeal. He turned his first ball to leg for a single.

This brought Marsh to the batting end; and the second tragedy occurred.

It was evident from the way he shaped that Marsh was short of practice. His visit to the Infirmary had taken the edge off his batting. He scratched awkwardly at three balls without hitting them. The last of the over had him in two minds. He started to play forward, changed his stroke suddenly and tried to step back, and the next moment the bails had shot up like the débris of a small explosion, and the wicket-keeper was clapping his gloved hands gently and slowly in the introspective, dreamy way wicket-keepers have on these occasions.

A silence that could be felt brooded over the pavilion.

The voice of the scorer, addressing from his little wooden hut the melancholy youth who was working the telegraph-board, broke it.

One for two. Last man duck.

Ellerby echoed the remark. He got up, and took off his blazer.

This is all right, he said, isnt it! I wonder if the man at the other end is a sort of young Rhodes too!

Fortunately he was not. The star of the Ripton attack was evidently de Freece. The bowler at the other end looked fairly plain. He sent them down medium-pace, and on a good wicket would probably have been simple. But to-day there was danger in the most guileless-looking deliveries.

Berridge relieved the tension a little by playing safely through the over, and scoring a couple of twos off it. And when Ellerby not only survived the destructive de Freeces second over, but actually lifted a loose ball on to the roof of the scoring-hut, the cloud began perceptibly to lift. A no-ball in the same over sent up the first ten. Ten for two was not good; but it was considerably better than one for two.

With the score at thirty, Ellerby was missed in the slips off de Freece. He had been playing with slowly increasing confidence till then, but this seemed to throw him out of his stride. He played inside the next ball, and was all but bowled: and then, jumping out to drive, he was smartly stumped. The cloud began to settle again.

Bob was the next man in.

Ellerby took off his pads, and dropped into the chair next to Mikes. Mike was silent and thoughtful. He was in after Bob, and to be on the eve of batting does not make one conversational.

You in next? asked Ellerby.

Mike nodded.

Its getting trickier every minute, said Ellerby. The only thing is, if we can only stay in, we might have a chance. The wicketll get better, and I dont believe theyve any bowling at all bar de Freece. By George, Bobs out!... No, he isnt.

Bob had jumped out at one of de Freeces slows, as Ellerby had done, and had nearly met the same fate. The wicket-keeper, however, had fumbled the ball.

Thats the way I was had, said Ellerby. That mans keeping such a jolly good length that you dont know whether to stay in your ground or go out at them. If only somebody would knock him off his length, I believe we might win yet.

The same idea apparently occurred to Burgess. He came to where Mike was sitting.

Im going to shove you down one, Jackson, he said. I shall go in next myself and swipe, and try and knock that man de Freece off.

All right, said Mike. He was not quite sure whether he was glad or sorry at the respite.

Its a pity old Wyatt isnt here, said Ellerby. This is just the sort of time when he might have come off.

Bobs broken his egg, said Mike.

Good man. Every little helps.... Oh, you silly ass, get back!

Berridge had called Bob for a short run that was obviously no run. Third man was returning the ball as the batsmen crossed. The next moment the wicket-keeper had the bails off. Berridge was out by a yard.

Forty-one for four, said Ellerby. Help!

Burgess began his campaign against de Freece by skying his first ball over covers head to the boundary. A howl of delight went up from the school, which was repeated, fortissimo, when, more by accident than by accurate timing, the captain put on two more fours past extra-cover. The bowlers cheerful smile never varied.

Whether Burgess would have knocked de Freece off his length or not was a question that was destined to remain unsolved, for in the middle of the other bowlers over Bob hit a single; the batsmen crossed; and Burgess had his leg-stump uprooted while trying a gigantic pull-stroke.

The melancholy youth put up the figures, 54, 5, 12, on the board.

Mike, as he walked out of the pavilion to join Bob, was not conscious of any particular nervousness. It had been an ordeal having to wait and look on while wickets fell, but now that the time of inaction was at an end he felt curiously composed. When he had gone out to bat against the M.C.C. on the occasion of his first appearance for the school, he experienced a quaint sensation of unreality. He seemed to be watching his body walking to the wickets, as if it were some one elses. There was no sense of individuality.

But now his feelings were different. He was cool. He noticed small things — mid-off chewing bits of grass, the bowler re-tying the scarf round his waist, little patches of brown where the turf had been worn away. He took guard with a clear picture of the positions of the fieldsmen photographed on his brain.

Fitness, which in a batsman exhibits itself mainly in an increased power of seeing the ball, is one of the most inexplicable things connected with cricket. It has nothing, or very little, to do with actual health. A man may come out of a sick-room with just that extra quickness in sighting the ball that makes all the difference; or he may be in perfect training and play inside straight half-volleys. Mike would not have said that he felt more than ordinarily well that day. Indeed, he was rather painfully conscious of having bolted his food at lunch. But something seemed to whisper to him, as he settled himself to face the bowler, that he was at the top of his batting form. A difficult wicket always brought out his latent powers as a bat. It was a standing mystery with the sporting Press how Joe Jackson managed to collect fifties and sixties on wickets that completely upset men who were, apparently, finer players. On days when the Olympians of the cricket world were bringing their averages down with ducks and singles, Joe would be in his element, watching the ball and pushing it through the slips as if there were no such thing as a tricky wicket. And Mike took after Joe.

A single off the fifth ball of the over opened his score and brought him to the opposite end. Bob played ball number six back to the bowler, and Mike took guard preparatory to facing de Freece.

The Ripton slow bowler took a long run, considering his pace. In the early part of an innings he often trapped the batsmen in this way, by leading them to expect a faster ball than he actually sent down. A queer little jump in the middle of the run increased the difficulty of watching him.

The smiting he had received from Burgess in the previous over had not had the effect of knocking de Freece off his length. The ball was too short to reach with comfort, and not short enough to take liberties with. It pitched slightly to leg, and whipped in quickly. Mike had faced half-left, and stepped back. The increased speed of the ball after it had touched the ground beat him. The ball hit his right pad.

S that? shouted mid-on. Mid-on has a habit of appealing for l.-b.-w. in school matches.

De Freece said nothing. The Ripton bowler was as conscientious in the matter of appeals as a good bowler should be. He had seen that the ball had pitched off the leg-stump.

The umpire shook his head. Mid-on tried to look as if he had not spoken.

Mike prepared himself for the next ball with a glow of confidence. He felt that he knew where he was now. Till then he had not thought the wicket was so fast. The two balls he had played at the other end had told him nothing. They had been well pitched up, and he had smothered them. He knew what to do now. He had played on wickets of this pace at home against Saunderss bowling, and Saunders had shown him the right way to cope with them.

The next ball was of the same length, but this time off the off-stump. Mike jumped out, and hit it before it had time to break. It flew along the ground through the gap between cover and extra-cover, a comfortable three.

Bob played out the over with elaborate care.

Off the second ball of the other mans over Mike scored his first boundary. It was a long-hop on the off. He banged it behind point to the terrace-bank. The last ball of the over, a half-volley to leg, he lifted over the other boundary.

Sixty up, said Ellerby, in the pavilion, as the umpire signalled another no-ball. By George! I believe these chaps are going to knock off the runs. Young Jackson looks as if he was in for a century.

You ass, said Berridge. Dont say that, or hes certain to get out.

Berridge was one of those who are skilled in cricket superstitions.

But Mike did not get out. He took seven off de Freeces next over by means of two cuts and a drive. And, with Bob still exhibiting a stolid and rock-like defence, the score mounted to eighty, thence to ninety, and so, mainly by singles, to a hundred.

At a hundred and four, when the wicket had put on exactly fifty, Bob fell to a combination of de Freece and extra-cover. He had stuck like a limpet for an hour and a quarter, and made twenty-one.

Mike watched him go with much the same feelings as those of a man who turns away from the platform after seeing a friend off on a long railway journey. His departure upset the scheme of things. For himself he had no fear now. He might possibly get out off his next ball, but he felt set enough to stay at the wickets till nightfall. He had had narrow escapes from de Freece, but he was full of that conviction, which comes to all batsmen on occasion, that this was his day. He had made twenty-six, and the wicket was getting easier. He could feel the sting going out of the bowling every over.

Henfrey, the next man in, was a promising rather than an effective bat. He had an excellent style, but he was uncertain. (Two years later, when he captained the Wrykyn teams, he made a lot of runs.) But this season his batting had been spasmodic.

To-day he never looked like settling down. He survived an over from de Freece, and hit a fast change bowler who had been put on at the other end for a couple of fluky fours. Then Mike got the bowling for three consecutive overs, and raised the score to a hundred and twenty-six. A bye brought Henfrey to the batting end again, and de Freeces pet googly, which had not been much in evidence hitherto, led to his snicking an easy catch into short-slips hands.

A hundred and twenty-seven for seven against a total of a hundred and sixty-six gives the impression that the batting side has the advantage. In the present case, however, it was Ripton who were really in the better position. Apparently, Wrykyn had three more wickets to fall. Practically they had only one, for neither Ashe, nor Grant, nor Devenish had any pretensions to be considered batsmen. Ashe was the school wicket-keeper. Grant and Devenish were bowlers. Between them the three could not be relied on for a dozen in a decent match.

Mike watched Ashe shape with a sinking heart. The wicket-keeper looked like a man who feels that his hour has come. Mike could see him licking his lips. There was nervousness written all over him.

He was not kept long in suspense. De Freeces first ball made a hideous wreck of his wicket.

Over, said the umpire.

Mike felt that the schools one chance now lay in his keeping the bowling. But how was he to do this? It suddenly occurred to him that it was a delicate position that he was in. It was not often that he was troubled by an inconvenient modesty, but this happened now. Grant was a fellow he hardly knew, and a school prefect to boot. Could he go up to him and explain that he, Jackson, did not consider him competent to bat in this crisis? Would not this get about and be accounted to him for side? He had made forty, but even so....

Fortunately Grant solved the problem on his own account. He came up to Mike and spoke with an earnestness born of nerves. For goodness sake, he whispered, collar the bowling all you know, or were done. I shall get outed first ball.

All right, said Mike, and set his teeth. Forty to win! A large order. But it was going to be done. His whole existence seemed to concentrate itself on those forty runs.

The fast bowler, who was the last of several changes that had been tried at the other end, was well-meaning but erratic. The wicket was almost true again now, and it was possible to take liberties.

Mike took them.

A distant clapping from the pavilion, taken up a moment later all round the ground, and echoed by the Ripton fieldsmen, announced that he had reached his fifty.

The last ball of the over he mishit. It rolled in the direction of third man.

Come on, shouted Grant.

Mike and the ball arrived at the opposite wicket almost simultaneously. Another fraction of a second, and he would have been run out.
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The last balls of the next two overs provided repetitions of this performance. But each time luck was with him, and his bat was across the crease before the bails were off. The telegraph-board showed a hundred and fifty.

The next over was doubly sensational. The original medium-paced bowler had gone on again in place of the fast man, and for the first five balls he could not find his length. During those five balls Mike raised the score to a hundred and sixty.

But the sixth was of a different kind. Faster than the rest and of a perfect length, it all but got through Mikes defence. As it was, he stopped it. But he did not score. The umpire called Over! and there was Grant at the batting end, with de Freece smiling pleasantly as he walked back to begin his run with the comfortable reflection that at last he had got somebody except Mike to bowl at.

That over was an experience Mike never forgot.

Grant pursued the Fabian policy of keeping his bat almost immovable and trusting to luck. Point and the slips crowded round. Mid-off and mid-on moved half-way down the pitch. Grant looked embarrassed, but determined. For four balls he baffled the attack, though once nearly caught by point a yard from the wicket. The fifth curled round his bat, and touched the off-stump. A bail fell silently to the ground.

Devenish came in to take the last ball of the over.

It was an awe-inspiring moment. A great stillness was over all the ground. Mikes knees trembled. Devenishs face was a delicate grey.

The only person unmoved seemed to be de Freece. His smile was even more amiable than usual as he began his run.

The next moment the crisis was past. The ball hit the very centre of Devenishs bat, and rolled back down the pitch.

The school broke into one great howl of joy. There were still seven runs between them and victory, but nobody appeared to recognise this fact as important. Mike had got the bowling, and the bowling was not de Freeces.

It seemed almost an anti-climax when a four to leg and two twos through the slips settled the thing.



Devenish was caught and bowled in de Freeces next over; but the Wrykyn total was one hundred and seventy-two.



Good game, said Maclaine, meeting Burgess in the pavilion. Who was the man who made all the runs? How many, by the way?

Eighty-three. It was young Jackson. Brother of the other one.

That family! How many more of them are you going to have here?

Hes the last. I say, rough luck on de Freece. He bowled rippingly.

Politeness to a beaten foe caused Burgess to change his usual not bad.

The funny part of it is, continued he, that young Jackson was only playing as a sub.

Youve got a rum idea of whats funny, said Maclaine.


CHAPTER XXIX

WYATT AGAIN
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IT WAS A morning in the middle of September. The Jacksons were breakfasting. Mr. Jackson was reading letters. The rest, including Gladys Maud, whose finely chiselled features were gradually disappearing behind a mask of bread-and-milk, had settled down to serious work. The usual catch-as-catch-can contest between Marjory and Phyllis for the jam (referee and time-keeper, Mrs. Jackson) had resulted, after both combatants had been cautioned by the referee, in a victory for Marjory, who had duly secured the stakes. The hour being nine-fifteen, and the official time for breakfast nine oclock, Mikes place was still empty.

Ive had a letter from MacPherson, said Mr. Jackson.

MacPherson was the vigorous and persevering gentleman, referred to in a previous chapter, who kept a fatherly eye on the Buenos Ayres sheep.

He seems very satisfied with Mikes friend Wyatt. At the moment of writing Wyatt is apparently incapacitated owing to a bullet in the shoulder, but expects to be fit again shortly. That young man seems to make things fairly lively wherever he is. I dont wonder he found a public school too restricted a sphere for his energies.

Has he been fighting a duel? asked Marjory, interested.

Bushrangers, said Phyllis.

There arent any bushrangers in Buenos Ayres, said Ella.

How do you know? said Phyllis clinchingly.

Bush-ray, bush-ray, bush-ray, began Gladys Maud, conversationally, through the bread-and-milk; but was headed off.

He gives no details. Perhaps that letter on Mikes plate supplies them. I see it comes from Buenos Ayres.

I wish Mike would come and open it, said Marjory. Shall I go and hurry him up?

The missing member of the family entered as she spoke.

Buck up, Mike, she shouted. Theres a letter from Wyatt. Hes been wounded in a duel.

With a bushranger, added Phyllis.

Bush-ray, explained Gladys Maud.

Is there? said Mike. Sorry Im late.

He opened the letter and began to read.

What does he say? inquired Marjory. Who was the duel with?

How many bushrangers were there? asked Phyllis.

Mike read on.

Good old Wyatt! Hes shot a man.

Killed him? asked Marjory excitedly.

No. Only potted him in the leg. This is what he says. First page is mostly about the Ripton match and so on. Here you are. Im dictating this to a sportsman of the name of Danvers, a good chap who cant help being ugly, so excuse bad writing. The fact is weve been having a bust-up here, and Ive come out of it with a bullet in the shoulder, which has crocked me for the time being. It happened like this. An ass of a Gaucho had gone into the town and got jolly tight, and coming back, he wanted to ride through our place. The old woman who keeps the lodge wouldnt have it at any price. Gave him the absolute miss-in-baulk. So this rotter, instead of shifting off, proceeded to cut the fence, and go through that way. All the farms out here have their boundaries marked by wire fences, and it is supposed to be a deadly sin to cut these. Well, the lodge-keepers son dashed off in search of help. A chap called Chester, an Old Wykehamist, and I were dipping sheep close by, so he came to us and told us what had happened. We nipped on to a couple of horses, pulled out our revolvers, and tooled after him. After a bit we overtook him, and thats when the trouble began. The johnny had dismounted when we arrived. I thought he was simply tightening his horses girths. What he was really doing was getting a steady aim at us with his revolver. He fired as we came up, and dropped poor old Chester. I thought he was killed at first, but it turned out it was only his leg. I got going then. I emptied all the six chambers of my revolver, and missed him clean every time. In the meantime he got me in the right shoulder. Hurt like sin afterwards, though it was only a sort of dull shock at the moment. The next item of the programme was a forward move in force on the part of the enemy. The man had got his knife out now — why he didnt shoot again I dont know — and toddled over in our direction to finish us off. Chester was unconscious, and it was any money on the Gaucho, when I happened to catch sight of Chesters pistol, which had fallen just by where I came down. I picked it up, and loosed off. Missed the first shot, but got him with the second in the ankle at about two yards; and his days work was done. Thats the painful story. Danvers says hes getting writers cramp, so I shall have to stop....

By Jove! said Mike.

What a dreadful thing! said Mrs. Jackson.

Anyhow, it was practically a bushranger, said Phyllis.

I told you it was a duel, and so it was, said Marjory.

What a terrible experience for the poor boy! said Mrs. Jackson.

Much better than being in a beastly bank, said Mike, summing up. Im glad hes having such a ripping time. It must be almost as decent as Wrykyn out there.... I say, whats under that dish?


CHAPTER XXX

MR. JACKSON MAKES UP HIS MIND
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TWO YEARS HAVE elapsed and Mike is home again for the Easter holidays.

If Mike had been in time for breakfast that morning he might have gathered from the expression on his fathers face, as Mr. Jackson opened the envelope containing his school report and read the contents, that the document in question was not exactly a paean of praise from beginning to end. But he was late, as usual. Mike always was late for breakfast in the holidays.

When he came down on this particular morning, the meal was nearly over. Mr. Jackson had disappeared, taking his correspondence with him; Mrs. Jackson had gone into the kitchen, and when Mike appeared the thing had resolved itself into a mere vulgar brawl between Phyllis and Ella for the jam, while Marjory, who had put her hair up a fortnight before, looked on in a detached sort of way, as if these juvenile gambols distressed her.

Hullo, Mike, she said, jumping up as he entered; here you are — Ive been keeping everything hot for you.

Have you? Thanks awfully. I say— his eye wandered in mild surprise round the table. Im a bit late.

Marjory was bustling about, fetching and carrying for Mike, as she always did. She had adopted him at an early age, and did the thing thoroughly. She was fond of her other brothers, especially when they made centuries in first-class cricket, but Mike was her favourite. She would field out in the deep as a natural thing when Mike was batting at the net in the paddock, though for the others, even for Joe, who had played in all five Test Matches in the previous summer, she would do it only as a favour.

Phyllis and Ella finished their dispute and went out. Marjory sat on the table and watched Mike eat.

Your report came this morning, Mike, she said.

The kidneys failed to retain Mikes undivided attention. He looked up interested. What did it say?

I didnt see — I only caught sight of the Wrykyn crest on the envelope. Father didnt say anything.

Mike seemed concerned. I say, that looks rather rotten! I wonder if it was awfully bad. Its the first Ive had from Appleby.

It cant be any worse than the horrid ones Mr. Blake used to write when you were in his form.

No, thats a comfort, said Mike philosophically. Think theres any more tea in that pot?

I call it a shame, said Marjory; they ought to be jolly glad to have you at Wrykyn just for cricket, instead of writing beastly reports that make father angry and dont do any good to anybody.

Last summer he said hed take me away if I got another one.

He didnt mean it really, I know he didnt! He couldnt! Youre the best bat Wrykyns ever had.

What ho! interpolated Mike.

You are. Everybody says you are. Why, you got your first the very first term you were there — even Joe didnt do anything nearly so good as that. Saunders says youre simply bound to play for England in another year or two.

Saunders is a jolly good chap. He bowled me a half-volley on the off the first ball I had in a school match. By the way, I wonder if hes out at the net now. Lets go and see.

Saunders was setting up the net when they arrived. Mike put on his pads and went to the wickets, while Marjory and the dogs retired as usual to the far hedge to retrieve.

She was kept busy. Saunders was a good sound bowler of the M.C.C. minor match type, and there had been a time when he had worried Mike considerably, but Mike had been in the Wrykyn team for three seasons now, and each season he had advanced tremendously in his batting. He had filled out in three years. He had always had the style, and now he had the strength as well. Saunderss bowling on a true wicket seemed simple to him. It was early in the Easter holidays, but already he was beginning to find his form. Saunders, who looked on Mike as his own special invention, was delighted.

If you dont be worried by being too anxious now that youre captain, Master Mike, he said, youll make a century every match next term.

I wish I wasnt; its a beastly responsibility.

Henfrey, the Wrykyn cricket captain of the previous season, was not returning next term, and Mike was to reign in his stead. He liked the prospect, but it certainly carried with it a rather awe-inspiring responsibility. At night sometimes he would lie awake, appalled by the fear of losing his form, or making a hash of things by choosing the wrong men to play for the school and leaving the right men out. It is no light thing to captain a public school at cricket.

As he was walking towards the house, Phyllis met him. Oh, Ive been hunting for you, Mike; father wants you.

What for?

I dont know.

Where?

Hes in the study. He seems— added Phyllis, throwing in the information by way of a make-weight, in a beastly wax.

Mikes jaw fell slightly. I hope the dickens its nothing to do with that bally report, was his muttered exclamation.

Mikes dealings with his father were as a rule of a most pleasant nature. Mr. Jackson was an understanding sort of man, who treated his sons as companions. From time to time, however, breezes were apt to ruffle the placid sea of good-fellowship. Mikes end-of-term report was an unfailing wind-raiser; indeed, on the arrival of Mr. Blakes sarcastic résumé of Mikes short-comings at the end of the previous term, there had been something not unlike a typhoon. It was on this occasion that Mr. Jackson had solemnly declared his intention of removing Mike from Wrykyn unless the critics became more flattering; and Mr. Jackson was a man of his word.

It was with a certain amount of apprehension, therefore, that Jackson entered the study.

Come in, Mike, said his father, kicking the waste-paper basket; I want to speak to you.

Mike, skilled in omens, scented a row in the offing. Only in moments of emotion was Mr. Jackson in the habit of booting the basket.

There followed an awkward silence, which Mike broke by remarking that he had carted a half-volley from Saunders over the on-side hedge that morning.

It was just a bit short and off the leg stump, so I stepped out — may I bag the paper-knife for a jiffy? Ill just show — —

Never mind about cricket now, said Mr. Jackson; I want you to listen to this report.

Oh, is that my report, father? said Mike, with a sort of sickly interest, much as a dog about to be washed might evince in his tub.

It is, replied Mr. Jackson in measured tones, your report; what is more, it is without exception the worst report you have ever had.

Oh, I say! groaned the record-breaker.

His conduct, quoted Mr. Jackson, has been unsatisfactory in the extreme, both in and out of school.

It wasnt anything really. I only happened — —

Remembering suddenly that what he had happened to do was to drop a cannon-ball (the school weight) on the form-room floor, not once, but on several occasions, he paused.

French bad; conduct disgraceful — —

Everybody rags in French.

Mathematics bad. Inattentive and idle.

Nobody does much work in Math.

Latin poor. Greek, very poor.

We were doing Thucydides, Book Two, last term — all speeches and doubtful readings, and cruxes and things — beastly hard! Everybody says so.

Here are Mr. Applebys remarks: The boy has genuine ability, which he declines to use in the smallest degree.

Mike moaned a moan of righteous indignation.

An abnormal proficiency at games has apparently destroyed all desire in him to realise the more serious issues of life. There is more to the same effect.

Mr. Appleby was a master with very definite ideas as to what constituted a public-school masters duties. As a man he was distinctly pro-Mike. He understood cricket, and some of Mikes shots on the off gave him thrills of pure aesthetic joy; but as a master he always made it his habit to regard the manners and customs of the boys in his form with an unbiased eye, and to an unbiased eye Mike in a form-room was about as near the extreme edge as a boy could be, and Mr. Appleby said as much in a clear firm hand.

You remember what I said to you about your report at Christmas, Mike? said Mr. Jackson, folding the lethal document and replacing it in its envelope.

Mike said nothing; there was a sinking feeling in his interior.

I shall abide by what I said.

Mikes heart thumped.

You will not go back to Wrykyn next term.

Somewhere in the world the sun was shining, birds were twittering; somewhere in the world lambkins frisked and peasants sang blithely at their toil (flat, perhaps, but still blithely), but to Mike at that moment the sky was black, and an icy wind blew over the face of the earth.

The tragedy had happened, and there was an end of it. He made no attempt to appeal against the sentence. He knew it would be useless, his father, when he made up his mind, having all the unbending tenacity of the normally easy-going man.

Mr. Jackson was sorry for Mike. He understood him, and for that reason he said very little now.

I am sending you to Sedleigh, was his next remark.

Sedleigh! Mike sat up with a jerk. He knew Sedleigh by name — one of those schools with about a hundred fellows which you never hear of except when they send up their gymnasium pair to Aldershot, or their Eight to Bisley. Mikes outlook on life was that of a cricketer, pure and simple. What had Sedleigh ever done? What were they ever likely to do? Whom did they play? What Old Sedleighan had ever done anything at cricket? Perhaps they didnt even play cricket!

But its an awful hole, he said blankly.

Mr. Jackson could read Mikes mind like a book. Mikes point of view was plain to him. He did not approve of it, but he knew that in Mikes place and at Mikes age he would have felt the same. He spoke drily to hide his sympathy.

It is not a large school, he said, and I dont suppose it could play Wrykyn at cricket, but it has one merit — boys work there. Young Barlitt won a Balliol scholarship from Sedleigh last year. Barlitt was the vicars son, a silent, spectacled youth who did not enter very largely into Mikes world. They had met occasionally at tennis-parties, but not much conversation had ensued. Barlitts mind was massive, but his topics of conversation were not Mikes.

Mr. Barlitt speaks very highly of Sedleigh, added Mr. Jackson.

Mike said nothing, which was a good deal better than saying what he would have liked to have said.


CHAPTER XXXI

SEDLEIGH
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THE TRAIN, WHICH had been stopping everywhere for the last half-hour, pulled up again, and Mike, seeing the name of the station, got up, opened the door, and hurled a Gladstone bag out on to the platform in an emphatic and vindictive manner. Then he got out himself and looked about him.

For the school, sir? inquired the solitary porter, bustling up, as if he hoped by sheer energy to deceive the traveller into thinking that Sedleigh station was staffed by a great army of porters.

Mike nodded. A sombre nod. The nod Napoleon might have given if somebody had met him in 1812, and said, So youre back from Moscow, eh? Mike was feeling thoroughly jaundiced. The future seemed wholly gloomy. And, so far from attempting to make the best of things, he had set himself deliberately to look on the dark side. He thought, for instance, that he had never seen a more repulsive porter, or one more obviously incompetent than the man who had attached himself with a firm grasp to the handle of the bag as he strode off in the direction of the luggage-van. He disliked his voice, his appearance, and the colour of his hair. Also the boots he wore. He hated the station, and the man who took his ticket.

Young gents at the school, sir, said the porter, perceiving from Mikes distrait air that the boy was a stranger to the place, goes up in the bus mostly. Its waiting here, sir. Hi, George!

Ill walk, thanks, said Mike frigidly.

Its a goodish step, sir.

Here you are.

Thank you, sir. Ill send up your luggage by the bus, sir. Which ouse was it you was going to?

Outwoods.

Right, sir. Its straight on up this road to the school. You cant miss it, sir.

Worse luck, said Mike.

He walked off up the road, sorrier for himself than ever. It was such absolutely rotten luck. About now, instead of being on his way to a place where they probably ran a diabolo team instead of a cricket eleven, and played hunt-the-slipper in winter, he would be on the point of arriving at Wrykyn. And as captain of cricket, at that. Which was the bitter part of it. He had never been in command. For the last two seasons he had been the star man, going in first, and heading the averages easily at the end of the season; and the three captains under whom he had played during his career as a Wrykynian, Burgess, Enderby, and Henfrey had always been sportsmen to him. But it was not the same thing. He had meant to do such a lot for Wrykyn cricket this term. He had had an entirely new system of coaching in his mind. Now it might never be used. He had handed it on in a letter to Strachan, who would be captain in his place; but probably Strachan would have some scheme of his own. There is nobody who could not edit a paper in the ideal way; and there is nobody who has not a theory of his own about cricket-coaching at school.

Wrykyn, too, would be weak this year, now that he was no longer there. Strachan was a good, free bat on his day, and, if he survived a few overs, might make a century in an hour, but he was not to be depended upon. There was no doubt that Mikes sudden withdrawal meant that Wrykyn would have a bad time that season. And it had been such a wretched athletic year for the school. The football fifteen had been hopeless, and had lost both the Ripton matches, the return by over sixty points. Sheens victory in the light-weights at Aldershot had been their one success. And now, on top of all this, the captain of cricket was removed during the Easter holidays. Mikes heart bled for Wrykyn, and he found himself loathing Sedleigh and all its works with a great loathing.

The only thing he could find in its favour was the fact that it was set in a very pretty country. Of a different type from the Wrykyn country, but almost as good. For three miles Mike made his way through woods and past fields. Once he crossed a river. It was soon after this that he caught sight, from the top of a hill, of a group of buildings that wore an unmistakably school-like look.

This must be Sedleigh.

Ten minutes walk brought him to the school gates, and a bakers boy directed him to Mr. Outwoods.

There were three houses in a row, separated from the school buildings by a cricket-field. Outwoods was the middle one of these.

Mike went to the front door, and knocked. At Wrykyn he had always charged in at the beginning of term at the boys entrance, but this formal reporting of himself at Sedleigh suited his mood.

He inquired for Mr. Outwood, and was shown into a room lined with books. Presently the door opened, and the house-master appeared.

There was something pleasant and homely about Mr. Outwood. In appearance he reminded Mike of Smee in Peter Pan. He had the same eyebrows and pince-nez and the same motherly look.

Jackson? he said mildly.

Yes, sir.

I am very glad to see you, very glad indeed. Perhaps you would like a cup of tea after your journey. I think you might like a cup of tea. You come from Crofton, in Shropshire, I understand, Jackson, near Brindleford? It is a part of the country which I have always wished to visit. I daresay you have frequently seen the Cluniac Priory of St. Ambrose at Brindleford?

Mike, who would not have recognised a Cluniac Priory if you had handed him one on a tray, said he had not.

Dear me! You have missed an opportunity which I should have been glad to have. I am preparing a book on Ruined Abbeys and Priories of England, and it has always been my wish to see the Cluniac Priory of St. Ambrose. A deeply interesting relic of the sixteenth century. Bishop Geoffrey, 1133-40 — —

Shall I go across to the boys part, sir?

What? Yes. Oh, yes. Quite so. And perhaps you would like a cup of tea after your journey? No? Quite so. Quite so. You should make a point of visiting the remains of the Cluniac Priory in the summer holidays, Jackson. You will find the matron in her room. In many respects it is unique. The northern altar is in a state of really wonderful preservation. It consists of a solid block of masonry five feet long and two and a half wide, with chamfered plinth, standing quite free from the apse wall. It will well repay a visit. Good-bye for the present, Jackson, good-bye.

Mike wandered across to the other side of the house, his gloom visibly deepened. All alone in a strange school, where they probably played hopscotch, with a house-master who offered one cups of tea after ones journey and talked about chamfered plinths and apses. It was a little hard.

He strayed about, finding his bearings, and finally came to a room which he took to be the equivalent of the senior day-room at a Wrykyn house. Everywhere else he had found nothing but emptiness. Evidently he had come by an earlier train than was usual. But this room was occupied.

A very long, thin youth, with a solemn face and immaculate clothes, was leaning against the mantelpiece. As Mike entered, he fumbled in his top left waistcoat pocket, produced an eyeglass attached to a cord, and fixed it in his right eye. With the help of this aid to vision he inspected Mike in silence for a while, then, having flicked an invisible speck of dust from the left sleeve of his coat, he spoke.

Hullo, he said.

He spoke in a tired voice.

Hullo, said Mike.

Take a seat, said the immaculate one. If you dont mind dirtying your bags, thats to say. Personally, I dont see any prospect of ever sitting down in this place. It looks to me as if they meant to use these chairs as mustard-and-cress beds. A Nursery Garden in the Home. That sort of idea. My name, he added pensively, is Smith. Whats yours?


CHAPTER XXXII

PSMITH
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JACKSON, SAID MIKE.

Are you the Bully, the Pride of the School, or the Boy who is Led Astray and takes to Drink in Chapter Sixteen?

The last, for choice, said Mike, but Ive only just arrived, so I dont know.

The boy — what will he become? Are you new here, too, then?

Yes! Why, are you new?

Do I look as if I belonged here? Im the latest import. Sit down on yonder settee, and I will tell you the painful story of my life. By the way, before I start, theres just one thing. If you ever have occasion to write to me, would you mind sticking a P at the beginning of my name? P-s-m-i-t-h. See? There are too many Smiths, and I dont care for Smythe. My fathers content to worry along in the old-fashioned way, but Ive decided to strike out a fresh line. I shall found a new dynasty. The resolve came to me unexpectedly this morning, as I was buying a simple pennorth of butterscotch out of the automatic machine at Paddington. I jotted it down on the back of an envelope. In conversation you may address me as Rupert (though I hope you wont), or simply Smith, the P not being sounded. Cp. the name Zbysco, in which the Z is given a similar miss-in-baulk. See?

Mike said he saw. Psmith thanked him with a certain stately old-world courtesy.

Let us start at the beginning, he resumed. My infancy. When I was but a babe, my eldest sister was bribed with a shilling an hour by my nurse to keep an eye on me, and see that I did not raise Cain. At the end of the first day she struck for one-and six, and got it. We now pass to my boyhood. At an early age, I was sent to Eton, everybody predicting a bright career for me. But, said Psmith solemnly, fixing an owl-like gaze on Mike through the eye-glass, it was not to be.

No? said Mike.

No. I was superannuated last term.

Bad luck.

For Eton, yes. But what Eton loses, Sedleigh gains.

But why Sedleigh, of all places?

This is the most painful part of my narrative. It seems that a certain scug in the next village to ours happened last year to collar a Balliol — —

Not Barlitt! exclaimed Mike.

That was the man. The son of the vicar. The vicar told the curate, who told our curate, who told our vicar, who told my father, who sent me off here to get a Balliol too. Do you know Barlitt?

His paters vicar of our village. It was because his son got a Balliol that I was sent here.

Do you come from Crofton?

Yes.

Ive lived at Lower Benford all my life. We are practically long-lost brothers. Cheer a little, will you?

Mike felt as Robinson Crusoe felt when he met Friday. Here was a fellow human being in this desert place. He could almost have embraced Psmith. The very sound of the name Lower Benford was heartening. His dislike for his new school was not diminished, but now he felt that life there might at least be tolerable.

Where were you before you came here? asked Psmith. You have heard my painful story. Now tell me yours.

Wrykyn. My pater took me away because I got such a lot of bad reports.

My reports from Eton were simply scurrilous. Theres a libel action in every sentence. How do you like this place from what youve seen of it?

Rotten.

I am with you, Comrade Jackson. You wont mind my calling you Comrade, will you? Ive just become a Socialist. Its a great scheme. You ought to be one. You work for the equal distribution of property, and start by collaring all you can and sitting on it. We must stick together. We are companions in misfortune. Lost lambs. Sheep that have gone astray. Divided, we fall, together we may worry through. Have you seen Professor Radium yet? I should say Mr. Outwood. What do you think of him?

He doesnt seem a bad sort of chap. Bit off his nut. Jawed about apses and things.

And thereby, said Psmith, hangs a tale. Ive been making inquiries of a stout sportsman in a sort of Salvation Army uniform, whom I met in the grounds — hes the school sergeant or something, quite a solid man — and I hear that Comrade Outwoods an archaeological cove. Goes about the country beating up old ruins and fossils and things. Theres an Archaeological Society in the school, run by him. It goes out on half-holidays, prowling about, and is allowed to break bounds and generally steep itself to the eyebrows in reckless devilry. And, mark you, laddie, if you belong to the Archaeological Society you get off cricket. To get off cricket, said Psmith, dusting his right trouser-leg, was the dream of my youth and the aspiration of my riper years. A noble game, but a bit too thick for me. At Eton I used to have to field out at the nets till the soles of my boots wore through. I suppose you are a blood at the game? Play for the school against Loamshire, and so on.

Im not going to play here, at any rate, said Mike.

He had made up his mind on this point in the train. There is a certain fascination about making the very worst of a bad job. Achilles knew his business when he sat in his tent. The determination not to play cricket for Sedleigh as he could not play for Wrykyn gave Mike a sort of pleasure. To stand by with folded arms and a sombre frown, as it were, was one way of treating the situation, and one not without its meed of comfort.

Psmith approved the resolve.

Stout fellow, he said. Tis well. You and I, hand in hand, will search the countryside for ruined abbeys. We will snare the elusive fossil together. Above all, we will go out of bounds. We shall thus improve our minds, and have a jolly good time as well. I shouldnt wonder if one mightnt borrow a gun from some friendly native, and do a bit of rabbit-shooting here and there. From what I saw of Comrade Outwood during our brief interview, I shouldnt think he was one of the lynx-eyed contingent. With tact we ought to be able to slip away from the merry throng of fossil-chasers, and do a bit on our own account.

Good idea, said Mike. We will. A chap at Wrykyn, called Wyatt, used to break out at night and shoot at cats with an air-pistol.

It would take a lot to make me do that. I am all against anything that interferes with my sleep. But rabbits in the daytime is a scheme. Well nose about for a gun at the earliest opp. Meanwhile wed better go up to Comrade Outwood, and get our names shoved down for the Society.

I vote we get some tea first somewhere.

Then lets beat up a study. I suppose they have studies here. Lets go and look.

They went upstairs. On the first floor there was a passage with doors on either side. Psmith opened the first of these.

Thisll do us well, he said.

It was a biggish room, looking out over the school grounds. There were a couple of deal tables, two empty bookcases, and a looking-glass, hung on a nail.

Might have been made for us, said Psmith approvingly.

I suppose it belongs to some rotter.

Not now.

You arent going to collar it!

That, said Psmith, looking at himself earnestly in the mirror, and straightening his tie, is the exact programme. We must stake out our claims. This is practical Socialism.

But the real owners bound to turn up some time or other.

His misfortune, not ours. You cant expect two master-minds like us to pig it in that room downstairs. There are moments when one wants to be alone. It is imperative that we have a place to retire to after a fatiguing day. And now, if you want to be really useful, come and help me fetch up my box from downstairs. Its got an Etna and various things in it.


CHAPTER XXXIII

STAKING OUT A CLAIM
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PSMITH, IN THE matter of decorating a study and preparing tea in it, was rather a critic than an executant. He was full of ideas, but he preferred to allow Mike to carry them out. It was he who suggested that the wooden bar which ran across the window was unnecessary, but it was Mike who wrenched it from its place. Similarly, it was Mike who abstracted the key from the door of the next study, though the idea was Psmiths.

Privacy, said Psmith, as he watched Mike light the Etna, is what we chiefly need in this age of publicity. If you leave a study door unlocked in these strenuous times, the first thing you know is, somebody comes right in, sits down, and begins to talk about himself. I think with a little care we ought to be able to make this room quite decently comfortable. That putrid calendar must come down, though. Do you think you could make a long arm, and haul it off the parent tin-tack? Thanks. We make progress. We make progress.

We shall jolly well make it out of the window, said Mike, spooning up tea from a paper bag with a postcard, if a sort of young Hackenschmidt turns up and claims the study. What are you going to do about it?

Dont let us worry about it. I have a presentiment that he will be an insignificant-looking little weed. How are you getting on with the evening meal?

Just ready. What would you give to be at Eton now? Id give something to be at Wrykyn.

These school reports, said Psmith sympathetically, are the very dickens. Many a bright young lad has been soured by them. Hullo. Whats this, I wonder.

A heavy body had plunged against the door, evidently without a suspicion that there would be any resistance. A rattling at the handle followed, and a voice outside said, Dash the door!

Hackenschmidt! said Mike.

The weed, said Psmith. You couldnt make a long arm, could you, and turn the key? We had better give this merchant audience. Remind me later to go on with my remarks on school reports. I had several bright things to say on the subject.

Mike unlocked the door, and flung it open. Framed in the entrance was a smallish, freckled boy, wearing a bowler hat and carrying a bag. On his face was an expression of mingled wrath and astonishment.

Psmith rose courteously from his chair, and moved forward with slow stateliness to do the honours.

What the dickens, inquired the newcomer, are you doing here?
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We were having a little tea, said Psmith, to restore our tissues after our journey. Come in and join us. We keep open house, we Psmiths. Let me introduce you to Comrade Jackson. A stout fellow. Homely in appearance, perhaps, but one of us. I am Psmith. Your own name will doubtless come up in the course of general chit-chat over the tea-cups.

My names Spiller, and this is my study.

Psmith leaned against the mantelpiece, put up his eyeglass, and harangued Spiller in a philosophical vein.

Of all sad words of tongue or pen, said he, the saddest are these: It might have been. Too late! That is the bitter cry. If you had torn yourself from the bosom of the Spiller family by an earlier train, all might have been well. But no. Your father held your hand and said huskily, Edwin, dont leave us! Your mother clung to you weeping, and said, Edwin, stay! Your sisters — —

I want to know what — —

Your sisters froze on to your knees like little octopuses (or octopi), and screamed, Dont go, Edwin! And so, said Psmith, deeply affected by his recital, you stayed on till the later train; and, on arrival, you find strange faces in the familiar room, a people that know not Spiller. Psmith went to the table, and cheered himself with a sip of tea. Spillers sad case had moved him greatly.

The victim of Fate seemed in no way consoled.

Its beastly cheek, thats what I call it. Are you new chaps?

The very latest thing, said Psmith.

Well, its beastly cheek.

Mikes outlook on life was of the solid, practical order. He went straight to the root of the matter.

What are you going to do about it? he asked.

Spiller evaded the question.

Its beastly cheek, he repeated. You cant go about the place bagging studies.

But we do, said Psmith. In this life, Comrade Spiller, we must be prepared for every emergency. We must distinguish between the unusual and the impossible. It is unusual for people to go about the place bagging studies, so you have rashly ordered your life on the assumption that it is impossible. Error! Ah, Spiller, Spiller, let this be a lesson to you.

Look here, I tell you what it — —

I was in a motor with a man once. I said to him: What would happen if you trod on that pedal thing instead of that other pedal thing? He said, I couldnt. Ones the foot-brake, and the others the accelerator. But suppose you did? I said. I wouldnt, he said. Now well let her rip. So he stamped on the accelerator. Only it turned out to be the foot-brake after all, and we stopped dead, and skidded into a ditch. The advice I give to every young man starting life is: Never confuse the unusual and the impossible. Take the present case. If you had only realised the possibility of somebody some day collaring your study, you might have thought out dozens of sound schemes for dealing with the matter. As it is, you are unprepared. The thing comes on you as a surprise. The cry goes round: Spiller has been taken unawares. He cannot cope with the situation.

Cant I! Ill — —

What are you going to do about it? said Mike.

All I know is, Im going to have it. It was Simpsons last term, and Simpsons left, and Im next on the house list, so, of course, its my study.

But what steps, said Psmith, are you going to take? Spiller, the man of Logic, we know. But what of Spiller, the Man of Action? How do you intend to set about it? Force is useless. I was saying to Comrade Jackson before you came in, that I didnt mind betting you were an insignificant-looking little weed. And you are an insignificant-looking little weed.

Well see what Outwood says about it.

Not an unsound scheme. By no means a scaly project. Comrade Jackson and myself were about to interview him upon another point. We may as well all go together.

The trio made their way to the Presence, Spiller pink and determined, Mike sullen, Psmith particularly debonair. He hummed lightly as he walked, and now and then pointed out to Spiller objects of interest by the wayside.

Mr. Outwood received them with the motherly warmth which was evidently the leading characteristic of his normal manner.

Ah, Spiller, he said. And Smith, and Jackson. I am glad to see that you have already made friends.

Spillers, sir, said Psmith, laying a hand patronisingly on the study-claimers shoulder — a proceeding violently resented by Spiller— is a character one cannot help but respect. His nature expands before one like some beautiful flower.

Mr. Outwood received this eulogy with rather a startled expression, and gazed at the object of the tribute in a surprised way.

Er — quite so, Smith, quite so, he said at last. I like to see boys in my house friendly towards one another.

There is no vice in Spiller, pursued Psmith earnestly. His heart is the heart of a little child.

Please, sir, burst out this paragon of all the virtues, I — —

But it was not entirely with regard to Spiller that I wished to speak to you, sir, if you were not too busy.

Not at all, Smith, not at all. Is there anything — —

Please, sir— began Spiller.

I understand, sir, said Psmith, that there is an Archaeological Society in the school.

Mr. Outwoods eyes sparkled behind their pince-nez. It was a disappointment to him that so few boys seemed to wish to belong to his chosen band. Cricket and football, games that left him cold, appeared to be the main interest in their lives. It was but rarely that he could induce new boys to join. His colleague, Mr. Downing, who presided over the School Fire Brigade, never had any difficulty in finding support. Boys came readily at his call. Mr. Outwood pondered wistfully on this at times, not knowing that the Fire Brigade owed its support to the fact that it provided its light-hearted members with perfectly unparalleled opportunities for ragging, while his own band, though small, were in the main earnest.

Yes, Smith. he said. Yes. We have a small Archaeological Society. I — er — in a measure look after it. Perhaps you would care to become a member?

Please, sir— said Spiller.

One moment, Spiller. Do you want to join, Smith?

Intensely, sir. Archaeology fascinates me. A grand pursuit, sir.

Undoubtedly, Smith. I am very pleased, very pleased indeed. I will put down your name at once.

And Jacksons, sir.

Jackson, too! Mr. Outwood beamed. I am delighted. Most delighted. This is capital. This enthusiasm is most capital.

Spiller, sir, said Psmith sadly, I have been unable to induce to join.

Oh, he is one of our oldest members.

Ah, said Psmith, tolerantly, that accounts for it.

Please, sir— said Spiller.

One moment, Spiller. We shall have the first outing of the term on Saturday. We intend to inspect the Roman Camp at Embury Hill, two miles from the school.

We shall be there, sir.

Capital!

Please, sir— said Spiller.

One moment, Spiller, said Psmith. There is just one other matter, if you could spare the time, sir.

Certainly, Smith. What is that?

Would there be any objection to Jackson and myself taking Simpsons old study?

By all means, Smith. A very good idea.

Yes, sir. It would give us a place where we could work quietly in the evenings.

Quite so. Quite so.

Thank you very much, sir. We will move our things in.

Thank you very much, sir, said Mike.

Please, sir, shouted Spiller, arent I to have it? Im next on the list, sir. I come next after Simpson. Cant I have it?

Im afraid I have already promised it to Smith, Spiller. You should have spoken before.

But, sir — —

Psmith eyed the speaker pityingly.

This tendency to delay, Spiller, he said, is your besetting fault. Correct it, Edwin. Fight against it.

He turned to Mr. Outwood.

We should, of course, sir, always be glad to see Spiller in our study. He would always find a cheery welcome waiting there for him. There is no formality between ourselves and Spiller.

Quite so. An excellent arrangement, Smith. I like this spirit of comradeship in my house. Then you will be with us on Saturday?

On Saturday, sir.

All this sort of thing, Spiller, said Psmith, as they closed the door, is very, very trying for a man of culture. Look us up in our study one of these afternoons.


CHAPTER XXXIV

GUERRILLA WARFARE
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THERE ARE FEW pleasures, said Psmith, as he resumed his favourite position against the mantelpiece and surveyed the commandeered study with the pride of a householder, keener to the reflective mind than sitting under ones own roof-tree. This place would have been wasted on Spiller; he would not have appreciated it properly.

Mike was finishing his tea. Youre a jolly useful chap to have by you in a crisis, Smith, he said with approval. We ought to have known each other before.

The loss was mine, said Psmith courteously. We will now, with your permission, face the future for awhile. I suppose you realise that we are now to a certain extent up against it. Spillers hot Spanish blood is not going to sit tight and do nothing under a blow like this.

What can he do? Outwoods given us the study.

What would you have done if somebody had bagged your study?

Made it jolly hot for them!

So will Comrade Spiller. I take it that he will collect a gang and make an offensive movement against us directly he can. To all appearances we are in a fairly tight place. It all depends on how big Comrade Spillers gang will be. I dont like rows, but Im prepared to take on a reasonable number of bravoes in defence of the home.

Mike intimated that he was with him on the point. The difficulty is, though, he said, about when we leave this room. I mean, were all right while we stick here, but we cant stay all night.

Thats just what I was about to point out when you put it with such admirable clearness. Here we are in a stronghold, they can only get at us through the door, and we can lock that.

And jam a chair against it.

And, as you rightly remark, jam a chair against it. But what of the nightfall? What of the time when we retire to our dormitory?

Or dormitories. I say, if were in separate rooms we shall be in the cart.

Psmith eyed Mike with approval. He thinks of everything! Youre the man, Comrade Jackson, to conduct an affair of this kind — such foresight! such resource! We must see to this at once; if they put us in different rooms were done — we shall be destroyed singly in the watches of the night.

Wed better nip down to the matron right off.

Not the matron — Comrade Outwood is the man. We are as sons to him; there is nothing he can deny us. Im afraid we are quite spoiling his afternoon by these interruptions, but we must rout him out once more.

As they got up, the door handle rattled again, and this time there followed a knocking.

This must be an emissary of Comrade Spillers, said Psmith. Let us parley with the man.

Mike unlocked the door. A light-haired youth with a cheerful, rather vacant face and a receding chin strolled into the room, and stood giggling with his hands in his pockets.

I just came up to have a look at you, he explained.

If you move a little to the left, said Psmith, you will catch the light and shade effects on Jacksons face better.

The new-comer giggled with renewed vigour. Are you the chap with the eyeglass who jaws all the time?

I do wear an eyeglass, said Psmith; as to the rest of the description — —

My names Jellicoe.

Mine is Psmith — P-s-m-i-t-h — one of the Shropshire Psmiths. The object on the skyline is Comrade Jackson.

Old Spiller, giggled Jellicoe, is cursing you like anything downstairs. You are chaps! Do you mean to say you simply bagged his study? Hes making no end of a row about it.

Spillers fiery nature is a byword, said Psmith.

Whats he going to do? asked Mike, in his practical way.

Hes going to get the chaps to turn you out.

As I suspected, sighed Psmith, as one mourning over the frailty of human nature. About how many horny-handed assistants should you say that he would be likely to bring? Will you, for instance, join the glad throng?

Me? No fear! I think Spillers an ass.

Theres nothing like a common thought for binding people together. I think Spillers an ass.

How many will there be, then? asked Mike.

He might get about half a dozen, not more, because most of the chaps dont see why they should sweat themselves just because Spillers study has been bagged.

Sturdy common sense, said Psmith approvingly, seems to be the chief virtue of the Sedleigh character.

We shall be able to tackle a crowd like that, said Mike. The only thing is we must get into the same dormitory.

This is where Comrade Jellicoes knowledge of the local geography will come in useful. Do you happen to know of any snug little room, with, say, about four beds in it? How many dormitories are there?

Five — theres one with three beds in it, only it belongs to three chaps.

I believe in the equal distribution of property. We will go to Comrade Outwood and stake out another claim.

Mr. Outwood received them even more beamingly than before. Yes, Smith? he said.

We must apologise for disturbing you, sir — —

Not at all, Smith, not at all! I like the boys in my house to come to me when they wish for my advice or help.

We were wondering, sir, if you would have any objection to Jackson, Jellicoe and myself sharing the dormitory with the three beds in it. A very warm friendship— explained Psmith, patting the gurgling Jellicoe kindly on the shoulder, has sprung up between Jackson, Jellicoe and myself.

You make friends easily, Smith. I like to see it — I like to see it.

And we can have the room, sir?

Certainly — certainly! Tell the matron as you go down.

And now, said Psmith, as they returned to the study, we may say that we are in a fairly winning position. A vote of thanks to Comrade Jellicoe for his valuable assistance.

You are a chap! said Jellicoe.

The handle began to revolve again.

That door, said Psmith, is getting a perfect incubus! It cuts into ones leisure cruelly.

This time it was a small boy. They told me to come up and tell you to come down, he said.

Psmith looked at him searchingly through his eyeglass.

Who?

The senior day-room chaps.

Spiller?

Spiller and Robinson and Stone, and some other chaps.

They want us to speak to them?

They told me to come up and tell you to come down.

Go and give Comrade Spiller our compliments and say that we cant come down, but shall be delighted to see him up here. Things, he said, as the messenger departed, are beginning to move. Better leave the door open, I think; it will save trouble. Ah, come in, Comrade Spiller, what can we do for you?

Spiller advanced into the study; the others waited outside, crowding in the doorway.

Look here, said Spiller, are you going to clear out of here or not?

After Mr. Outwoods kindly thought in giving us the room? You suggest a black and ungrateful action, Comrade Spiller.

Youll get it hot, if you dont.

Well risk it, said Mike.

Jellicoe giggled in the background; the drama in the atmosphere appealed to him. His was a simple and appreciative mind.

Come on, you chaps, cried Spiller suddenly.

There was an inward rush on the enemys part, but Mike had been watching. He grabbed Spiller by the shoulders and ran him back against the advancing crowd. For a moment the doorway was blocked, then the weight and impetus of Mike and Spiller prevailed, the enemy gave back, and Mike, stepping into the room again, slammed the door and locked it.

A neat piece of work, said Psmith approvingly, adjusting his tie at the looking-glass. The preliminaries may now be considered over, the first shot has been fired. The dogs of war are now loose.

A heavy body crashed against the door.

Theyll have it down, said Jellicoe.

We must act, Comrade Jackson! Might I trouble you just to turn that key quietly, and the handle, and then to stand by for the next attack.

There was a scrambling of feet in the passage outside, and then a repetition of the onslaught on the door. This time, however, the door, instead of resisting, swung open, and the human battering-ram staggered through into the study. Mike, turning after re-locking the door, was just in time to see Psmith, with a display of energy of which one would not have believed him capable, grip the invader scientifically by an arm and a leg.

Mike jumped to help, but it was needless; the captive was already on the window-sill. As Mike arrived, Psmith dropped him on to the flower-bed below.

Psmith closed the window gently and turned to Jellicoe. Who was our guest? he asked, dusting the knees of his trousers where they had pressed against the wall.

Robinson. I say, you are a chap!

Robinson, was it? Well, we are always glad to see Comrade Robinson, always. I wonder if anybody else is thinking of calling?

Apparently frontal attack had been abandoned. Whisperings could be heard in the corridor.

Somebody hammered on the door.

Yes? called Psmith patiently.

Youd better come out, you know; youll only get it hotter if you dont.

Leave us, Spiller; we would be alone.

A bell rang in the distance.

Tea, said Jellicoe; we shall have to go now.

They wont do anything till after tea, I shouldnt think, said Mike. Theres no harm in going out.

The passage was empty when they opened the door; the call to food was evidently a thing not to be treated lightly by the enemy.

In the dining-room the beleaguered garrison were the object of general attention. Everybody turned to look at them as they came in. It was plain that the study episode had been a topic of conversation. Spillers face was crimson, and Robinsons coat-sleeve still bore traces of garden mould.

Mike felt rather conscious of the eyes, but Psmith was in his element. His demeanour throughout the meal was that of some whimsical monarch condescending for a freak to revel with his humble subjects.

Towards the end of the meal Psmith scribbled a note and passed it to Mike. It read: Directly this is over, nip upstairs as quickly as you can.

Mike followed the advice; they were first out of the room. When they had been in the study a few moments, Jellicoe knocked at the door. Lucky you two cut away so quick, he said. They were going to try and get you into the senior day-room and scrag you there.

This, said Psmith, leaning against the mantelpiece, is exciting, but it cant go on. We have got for our sins to be in this place for a whole term, and if we are going to do the Hunted Fawn business all the time, life in the true sense of the word will become an impossibility. My nerves are so delicately attuned that the strain would simply reduce them to hash. We are not prepared to carry on a long campaign — the thing must be settled at once.

Shall we go down to the senior day-room, and have it out? said Mike.

No, we will play the fixture on our own ground. I think we may take it as tolerably certain that Comrade Spiller and his hired ruffians will try to corner us in the dormitory to-night. Well, of course, we could fake up some sort of barricade for the door, but then we should have all the trouble over again to-morrow and the day after that. Personally I dont propose to be chivvied about indefinitely like this, so I propose that we let them come into the dormitory, and see what happens. Is this meeting with me?

I think thats sound, said Mike. We neednt drag Jellicoe into it.

As a matter of fact — if you dont mind— began that man of peace.

Quite right, said Psmith; this is not Comrade Jellicoes scene at all; he has got to spend the term in the senior day-room, whereas we have our little wooden châlet to retire to in times of stress. Comrade Jellicoe must stand out of the game altogether. We shall be glad of his moral support, but otherwise, ne pas. And now, as there wont be anything doing till bedtime, I think Ill collar this table and write home and tell my people that all is well with their Rupert.


CHAPTER XXXV

UNPLEASANTNESS IN THE SMALL HOURS
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JELLICOE, THAT HUMAN encyclopaedia, consulted on the probable movements of the enemy, deposed that Spiller, retiring at ten, would make for Dormitory One in the same passage, where Robinson also had a bed. The rest of the opposing forces were distributed among other and more distant rooms. It was probable, therefore, that Dormitory One would be the rendezvous. As to the time when an attack might be expected, it was unlikely that it would occur before half-past eleven. Mr. Outwood went the round of the dormitories at eleven.

And touching, said Psmith, the matter of noise, must this business be conducted in a subdued and sotto voce manner, or may we let ourselves go a bit here and there?

I shouldnt think old Outwoods likely to hear you — he sleeps miles away on the other side of the house. He never hears anything. We often rag half the night and nothing happens.

This appears to be a thoroughly nice, well-conducted establishment. What would my mother say if she could see her Rupert in the midst of these reckless youths!

All the better, said Mike; we dont want anybody butting in and stopping the show before its half started.

Comrade Jacksons Berserk blood is up — I can hear it sizzling. I quite agree these things are all very disturbing and painful, but its as well to do them thoroughly when ones once in for them. Is there nobody else who might interfere with our gambols?

Barnes might, said Jellicoe, only he wont.

Who is Barnes?

Head of the house — a rotter. Hes in a funk of Stone and Robinson; they rag him; hell simply sit tight.

Then I think, said Psmith placidly, we may look forward to a very pleasant evening. Shall we be moving?

Mr. Outwood paid his visit at eleven, as predicted by Jellicoe, beaming vaguely into the darkness over a candle, and disappeared again, closing the door.

How about that door? said Mike. Shall we leave it open for them?

Not so, but far otherwise. If its shut we shall hear them at it when they come. Subject to your approval, Comrade Jackson, I have evolved the following plan of action. I always ask myself on these occasions, What would Napoleon have done? I think Napoleon would have sat in a chair by his washhand-stand, which is close to the door; he would have posted you by your washhand-stand, and he would have instructed Comrade Jellicoe, directly he heard the door-handle turned, to give his celebrated imitation of a dormitory breathing heavily in its sleep. He would then — —

I tell you what, said Mike, how about tying a string at the top of the steps?

Yes, Napoleon would have done that, too. Hats off to Comrade Jackson, the man with the big brain!

The floor of the dormitory was below the level of the door. There were three steps leading down to it. Psmith lit a candle and they examined the ground. The leg of a wardrobe and the leg of Jellicoes bed made it possible for the string to be fastened in a satisfactory manner across the lower step. Psmith surveyed the result with approval.

Dashed neat! he said. Practically the sunken road which dished the Cuirassiers at Waterloo. I seem to see Comrade Spiller coming one of the finest purlers in the worlds history.

If theyve got a candle — —

They wont have. If they have, stand by with your water-jug and douse it at once; then theyll charge forward and all will be well. If they have no candle, fling the water at a venture — fire into the brown! Lest we forget, Ill collar Comrade Jellicoes jug now and keep it handy. A couple of sheets would also not be amiss — we will enmesh the enemy!

Right ho! said Mike.

These humane preparations being concluded, said Psmith, we will retire to our posts and wait. Comrade Jellicoe, dont forget to breathe like an asthmatic sheep when you hear the door opened; they may wait at the top of the steps, listening.

You are a chap! said Jellicoe.

Waiting in the dark for something to happen is always a trying experience, especially if, as on this occasion, silence is essential. Mike found his thoughts wandering back to the vigil he had kept with Mr. Wain at Wrykyn on the night when Wyatt had come in through the window and found authority sitting on his bed, waiting for him. Mike was tired after his journey, and he had begun to doze when he was jerked back to wakefulness by the stealthy turning of the door-handle; the faintest rustle from Psmiths direction followed, and a slight giggle, succeeded by a series of deep breaths, showed that Jellicoe, too, had heard the noise.

There was a creaking sound.

It was pitch-dark in the dormitory, but Mike could follow the invaders movements as clearly as if it had been broad daylight. They had opened the door and were listening. Jellicoes breathing grew more asthmatic; he was flinging himself into his part with the whole-heartedness of the true artist.

The creak was followed by a sound of whispering, then another creak. The enemy had advanced to the top step.... Another creak.... The vanguard had reached the second step.... In another moment —— 

CRASH!

And at that point the proceedings may be said to have formally opened.

A struggling mass bumped against Mikes shins as he rose from his chair; he emptied his jug on to this mass, and a yell of anguish showed that the contents had got to the right address.

Then a hand grabbed his ankle and he went down, a million sparks dancing before his eyes as a fist, flying out at a venture, caught him on the nose.

Mike had not been well-disposed towards the invaders before, but now he ran amok, hitting out right and left at random. His right missed, but his left went home hard on some portion of somebodys anatomy. A kick freed his ankle and he staggered to his feet. At the same moment a sudden increase in the general volume of noise spoke eloquently of good work that was being put in by Psmith.

Even at that crisis, Mike could not help feeling that if a row of this calibre did not draw Mr. Outwood from his bed, he must be an unusual kind of house-master.

He plunged forward again with outstretched arms, and stumbled and fell over one of the on-the-floor section of the opposing force. They seized each other earnestly and rolled across the room till Mike, contriving to secure his adversarys head, bumped it on the floor with such abandon that, with a muffled yell, the other let go, and for the second time he rose. As he did so he was conscious of a curious thudding sound that made itself heard through the other assorted noises of the battle.

All this time the fight had gone on in the blackest darkness, but now a light shone on the proceedings. Interested occupants of other dormitories, roused from their slumbers, had come to observe the sport. They were crowding in the doorway with a candle.

By the light of this Mike got a swift view of the theatre of war. The enemy appeared to number five. The warrior whose head Mike had bumped on the floor was Robinson, who was sitting up feeling his skull in a gingerly fashion. To Mikes right, almost touching him, was Stone. In the direction of the door, Psmith, wielding in his right hand the cord of a dressing-gown, was engaging the remaining three with a patient smile. They were clad in pyjamas, and appeared to be feeling the dressing-gown cord acutely.

The sudden light dazed both sides momentarily. The defence was the first to recover, Mike, with a swing, upsetting Stone, and Psmith, having seized and emptied Jellicoes jug over Spiller, getting to work again with the cord in a manner that roused the utmost enthusiasm of the spectators.
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Agility seemed to be the leading feature of Psmiths tactics. He was everywhere — on Mikes bed, on his own, on Jellicoes (drawing a passionate complaint from that non-combatant, on whose face he inadvertently trod), on the floor — he ranged the room, sowing destruction.

The enemy were disheartened; they had started with the idea that this was to be a surprise attack, and it was disconcerting to find the garrison armed at all points. Gradually they edged to the door, and a final rush sent them through.

Hold the door for a second, cried Psmith, and vanished. Mike was alone in the doorway.

It was a situation which exactly suited his frame of mind; he stood alone in direct opposition to the community into which Fate had pitchforked him so abruptly. He liked the feeling; for the first time since his father had given him his views upon school reports that morning in the Easter holidays, he felt satisfied with life. He hoped, outnumbered as he was, that the enemy would come on again and not give the thing up in disgust; he wanted more.

On an occasion like this there is rarely anything approaching concerted action on the part of the aggressors. When the attack came, it was not a combined attack; Stone, who was nearest to the door, made a sudden dash forward, and Mike hit him under the chin.

Stone drew back, and there was another interval for rest and reflection.

It was interrupted by the reappearance of Psmith, who strolled back along the passage swinging his dressing-gown cord as if it were some clouded cane.

Sorry to keep you waiting, Comrade Jackson, he said politely. Duty called me elsewhere. With the kindly aid of a guide who knows the lie of the land, I have been making a short tour of the dormitories. I have poured divers jugfuls of water over Comrade Spillers bed, Comrade Robinsons bed, Comrade Stones — Spiller, Spiller, these are harsh words; where you pick them up I cant think — not from me. Well, well, I suppose there must be an end to the pleasantest of functions. Good-night, good-night.

The door closed behind Mike and himself. For ten minutes shufflings and whisperings went on in the corridor, but nobody touched the handle.

Then there was a sound of retreating footsteps, and silence reigned.

On the following morning there was a notice on the house-board. It ran:

[image: img117.png]


CHAPTER XXXVI

ADAIR
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ON THE SAME morning Mike met Adair for the first time.

He was going across to school with Psmith and Jellicoe, when a group of three came out of the gate of the house next door.

Thats Adair, said Jellicoe, in the middle.

His voice had assumed a tone almost of awe.

Whos Adair? asked Mike.

Captain of cricket, and lots of other things.

Mike could only see the celebritys back. He had broad shoulders and wiry, light hair, almost white. He walked well, as if he were used to running. Altogether a fit-looking sort of man. Even Mikes jaundiced eye saw that.

As a matter of fact, Adair deserved more than a casual glance. He was that rare type, the natural leader. Many boys and men, if accident, or the passage of time, places them in a position where they are expected to lead, can handle the job without disaster; but that is a very different thing from being a born leader. Adair was of the sort that comes to the top by sheer force of character and determination. He was not naturally clever at work, but he had gone at it with a dogged resolution which had carried him up the school, and landed him high in the Sixth. As a cricketer he was almost entirely self-taught. Nature had given him a good eye, and left the thing at that. Adairs doggedness had triumphed over her failure to do her work thoroughly. At the cost of more trouble than most people give to their life-work he had made himself into a bowler. He read the authorities, and watched first-class players, and thought the thing out on his own account, and he divided the art of bowling into three sections. First, and most important — pitch. Second on the list — break. Third — pace. He set himself to acquire pitch. He acquired it. Bowling at his own pace and without any attempt at break, he could now drop the ball on an envelope seven times out of ten.

Break was a more uncertain quantity. Sometimes he could get it at the expense of pitch, sometimes at the expense of pace. Some days he could get all three, and then he was an uncommonly bad man to face on anything but a plumb wicket.

Running he had acquired in a similar manner. He had nothing approaching style, but he had twice won the mile and half-mile at the Sports off elegant runners, who knew all about stride and the correct timing of the sprints and all the rest of it.

Briefly, he was a worker. He had heart.

A boy of Adairs type is always a force in a school. In a big public school of six or seven hundred, his influence is felt less; but in a small school like Sedleigh he is like a tidal wave, sweeping all before him. There were two hundred boys at Sedleigh, and there was not one of them in all probability who had not, directly or indirectly, been influenced by Adair. As a small boy his sphere was not large, but the effects of his work began to be apparent even then. It is human nature to want to get something which somebody else obviously values very much; and when it was observed by members of his form that Adair was going to great trouble and inconvenience to secure a place in the form eleven or fifteen, they naturally began to think, too, that it was worth being in those teams. The consequence was that his form always played hard. This made other forms play hard. And the net result was that, when Adair succeeded to the captaincy of football and cricket in the same year, Sedleigh, as Mr. Downing, Adairs house-master and the nearest approach to a cricket-master that Sedleigh possessed, had a fondness for saying, was a keen school. As a whole, it both worked and played with energy.

All it wanted now was opportunity.

This Adair was determined to give it. He had that passionate fondness for his school which every boy is popularly supposed to have, but which really is implanted in about one in every thousand. The average public-school boy likes his school. He hopes it will lick Bedford at footer and Malvern at cricket, but he rather bets it wont. He is sorry to leave, and he likes going back at the end of the holidays, but as for any passionate, deep-seated love of the place, he would think it rather bad form than otherwise. If anybody came up to him, slapped him on the back, and cried, Come along, Jenkins, my boy! Play up for the old school, Jenkins! The dear old school! The old place you love so! he would feel seriously ill.

Adair was the exception.

To Adair, Sedleigh was almost a religion. Both his parents were dead; his guardian, with whom he spent the holidays, was a man with neuralgia at one end of him and gout at the other; and the only really pleasant times Adair had had, as far back as he could remember, he owed to Sedleigh. The place had grown on him, absorbed him. Where Mike, violently transplanted from Wrykyn, saw only a wretched little hole not to be mentioned in the same breath with Wrykyn, Adair, dreaming of the future, saw a colossal establishment, a public school among public schools, a lump of human radium, shooting out Blues and Balliol Scholars year after year without ceasing.

It would not be so till long after he was gone and forgotten, but he did not mind that. His devotion to Sedleigh was purely unselfish. He did not want fame. All he worked for was that the school should grow and grow, keener and better at games and more prosperous year by year, till it should take its rank among the schools, and to be an Old Sedleighan should be a badge passing its owner everywhere.

Hes captain of cricket and footer, said Jellicoe impressively. Hes in the shooting eight. Hes won the mile and half two years running. He would have boxed at Aldershot last term, only he sprained his wrist. And he plays fives jolly well!

Sort of little tin god, said Mike, taking a violent dislike to Adair from that moment.

Mikes actual acquaintance with this all-round man dated from the dinner-hour that day. Mike was walking to the house with Psmith. Psmith was a little ruffled on account of a slight passage-of-arms he had had with his form-master during morning school.

Theres a P before the Smith, I said to him. Ah, P. Smith, I see, replied the goat. Not Peasmith, I replied, exercising wonderful self-restraint, just Psmith. It took me ten minutes to drive the thing into the mans head; and when I had driven it in, he sent me out of the room for looking at him through my eye-glass. Comrade Jackson, I fear me we have fallen among bad men. I suspect that we are going to be much persecuted by scoundrels.

Both you chaps play cricket, I suppose?

They turned. It was Adair. Seeing him face to face, Mike was aware of a pair of very bright blue eyes and a square jaw. In any other place and mood he would have liked Adair at sight. His prejudice, however, against all things Sedleighan was too much for him. I dont, he said shortly.

Havent you ever played?

My little sister and I sometimes play with a soft ball at home.

Adair looked sharply at him. A temper was evidently one of his numerous qualities.

Oh, he said. Well, perhaps you wouldnt mind turning out this afternoon and seeing what you can do with a hard ball — if you can manage without your little sister.

I should think the form at this place would be about on a level with hers. But I dont happen to be playing cricket, as I think I told you.

Adairs jaw grew squarer than ever. Mike was wearing a gloomy scowl.

Psmith joined suavely in the dialogue.

My dear old comrades, he said, dont let us brawl over this matter. This is a time for the honeyed word, the kindly eye, and the pleasant smile. Let me explain to Comrade Adair. Speaking for Comrade Jackson and myself, we should both be delighted to join in the mimic warfare of our National Game, as you suggest, only the fact is, we happen to be the Young Archaeologists. We gave in our names last night. When you are being carried back to the pavilion after your century against Loamshire — do you play Loamshire? — we shall be grubbing in the hard ground for ruined abbeys. The old choice between Pleasure and Duty, Comrade Adair. A Boys Cross-Roads.

Then you wont play?

No, said Mike.

Archaeology, said Psmith, with a deprecatory wave of the hand, will brook no divided allegiance from her devotees.

Adair turned, and walked on.

Scarcely had he gone, when another voice hailed them with precisely the same question.

Both you fellows are going to play cricket, eh?

It was a master. A short, wiry little man with a sharp nose and a general resemblance, both in manner and appearance, to an excitable bullfinch.

I saw Adair speaking to you. I suppose you will both play. I like every new boy to begin at once. The more new blood we have, the better. We want keenness here. We are, above all, a keen school. I want every boy to be keen.

We are, sir, said Psmith, with fervour.

Excellent.

On archaeology.

Mr. Downing — for it was no less a celebrity — started, as one who perceives a loathly caterpillar in his salad.

Archaeology!

We gave in our names to Mr. Outwood last night, sir. Archaeology is a passion with us, sir. When we heard that there was a society here, we went singing about the house.

I call it an unnatural pursuit for boys, said Mr. Downing vehemently. I dont like it. I tell you I dont like it. It is not for me to interfere with one of my colleagues on the staff, but I tell you frankly that in my opinion it is an abominable waste of time for a boy. It gets him into idle, loafing habits.

I never loaf, sir, said Psmith.

I was not alluding to you in particular. I was referring to the principle of the thing. A boy ought to be playing cricket with other boys, not wandering at large about the country, probably smoking and going into low public-houses.

A very wild lot, sir, I fear, the Archaeological Society here, sighed Psmith, shaking his head.

If you choose to waste your time, I suppose I cant hinder you. But in my opinion it is foolery, nothing else.

He stumped off.

Now hes cross, said Psmith, looking after him. Im afraid were getting ourselves disliked here.

Good job, too.

At any rate, Comrade Outwood loves us. Lets go on and see what sort of a lunch that large-hearted fossil-fancier is going to give us.


CHAPTER XXXVII

MIKE FINDS OCCUPATION
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THERE WAS MORE than one moment during the first fortnight of term when Mike found himself regretting the attitude he had imposed upon himself with regard to Sedleighan cricket. He began to realise the eternal truth of the proverb about half a loaf and no bread. In the first flush of his resentment against his new surroundings he had refused to play cricket. And now he positively ached for a game. Any sort of a game. An innings for a Kindergarten v. the Second Eleven of a Home of Rest for Centenarians would have soothed him. There were times, when the sun shone, and he caught sight of white flannels on a green ground, and heard the plonk of bat striking ball, when he felt like rushing to Adair and shouting, I will be good. I was in the Wrykyn team three years, and had an average of over fifty the last two seasons. Lead me to the nearest net, and let me feel a bat in my hands again.

But every time he shrank from such a climb down. It couldnt be done.

What made it worse was that he saw, after watching behind the nets once or twice, that Sedleigh cricket was not the childish burlesque of the game which he had been rash enough to assume that it must be. Numbers do not make good cricket. They only make the presence of good cricketers more likely, by the law of averages.

Mike soon saw that cricket was by no means an unknown art at Sedleigh. Adair, to begin with, was a very good bowler indeed. He was not a Burgess, but Burgess was the only Wrykyn bowler whom, in his three years experience of the school, Mike would have placed above him. He was a long way better than Neville-Smith, and Wyatt, and Milton, and the others who had taken wickets for Wrykyn.

The batting was not so good, but there were some quite capable men. Barnes, the head of Outwoods, he who preferred not to interfere with Stone and Robinson, was a mild, rather timid-looking youth — not unlike what Mr. Outwood must have been as a boy — but he knew how to keep balls out of his wicket. He was a good bat of the old plodding type.

Stone and Robinson themselves, that swash-buckling pair, who now treated Mike and Psmith with cold but consistent politeness, were both fair batsmen, and Stone was a good slow bowler.

There were other exponents of the game, mostly in Downings house.

Altogether, quite worthy colleagues even for a man who had been a star at Wrykyn.



One solitary overture Mike made during that first fortnight. He did not repeat the experiment. It was on a Thursday afternoon, after school. The day was warm, but freshened by an almost imperceptible breeze. The air was full of the scent of the cut grass which lay in little heaps behind the nets. This is the real cricket scent, which calls to one like the very voice of the game.

Mike, as he sat there watching, could stand it no longer.

He went up to Adair.

May I have an innings at this net? he asked. He was embarrassed and nervous, and was trying not to show it. The natural result was that his manner was offensively abrupt.

Adair was taking off his pads after his innings. He looked up. This net, it may be observed, was the first eleven net.

What? he said.

Mike repeated his request. More abruptly this time, from increased embarrassment.

This is the first eleven net, said Adair coldly. Go in after Lodge over there.

Over there was the end net, where frenzied novices were bowling on a corrugated pitch to a red-haired youth with enormous feet, who looked as if he were taking his first lesson at the game.

Mike walked away without a word.



The Archaeological Society expeditions, even though they carried with them the privilege of listening to Psmiths views on life, proved but a poor substitute for cricket. Psmith, who had no counter-attraction shouting to him that he ought to be elsewhere, seemed to enjoy them hugely, but Mike almost cried sometimes from boredom. It was not always possible to slip away from the throng, for Mr. Outwood evidently looked upon them as among the very faithful, and kept them by his aide.

Mike on these occasions was silent and jumpy, his brow sicklied oer with the pale cast of care. But Psmith followed his leader with the pleased and indulgent air of a father whose infant son is showing him round the garden. Psmiths attitude towards archaeological research struck a new note in the history of that neglected science. He was amiable, but patronising. He patronised fossils, and he patronised ruins. If he had been confronted with the Great Pyramid, he would have patronised that.

He seemed to be consumed by a thirst for knowledge.

That this was not altogether a genuine thirst was proved on the third expedition. Mr. Outwood and his band were pecking away at the site of an old Roman camp. Psmith approached Mike.

Having inspired confidence, he said, by the docility of our demeanour, let us slip away, and brood apart for awhile. Roman camps, to be absolutely accurate, give me the pip. And I never want to see another putrid fossil in my life. Let us find some shady nook where a man may lie on his back for a bit.

Mike, over whom the proceedings connected with the Roman camp had long since begun to shed a blue depression, offered no opposition, and they strolled away down the hill.

Looking back, they saw that the archaeologists were still hard at it. Their departure had passed unnoticed.

A fatiguing pursuit, this grubbing for mementoes of the past, said Psmith. And, above all, dashed bad for the knees of the trousers. Mine are like some furrowed field. Its a great grief to a man of refinement, I can tell you, Comrade Jackson. Ah, this looks a likely spot.

They had passed through a gate into the field beyond. At the further end there was a brook, shaded by trees and running with a pleasant sound over pebbles.

Thus far, said Psmith, hitching up the knees of his trousers, and sitting down, and no farther. We will rest here awhile, and listen to the music of the brook. In fact, unless you have anything important to say, I rather think Ill go to sleep. In this busy life of ours these naps by the wayside are invaluable. Call me in about an hour. And Psmith, heaving the comfortable sigh of the worker who by toil has earned rest, lay down, with his head against a mossy tree-stump, and closed his eyes.

Mike sat on for a few minutes, listening to the water and making centuries in his mind, and then, finding this a little dull, he got up, jumped the brook, and began to explore the wood on the other side.

He had not gone many yards when a dog emerged suddenly from the undergrowth, and began to bark vigorously at him.

Mike liked dogs, and, on acquaintance, they always liked him. But when you meet a dog in some one elses wood, it is as well not to stop in order that you may get to understand each other. Mike began to thread his way back through the trees.

He was too late.

Stop! What the dickens are you doing here? shouted a voice behind him.

In the same situation a few years before, Mike would have carried on, and trusted to speed to save him. But now there seemed a lack of dignity in the action. He came back to where the man was standing.

Im sorry if Im trespassing, he said. I was just having a look round.

The dickens you — Why, youre Jackson!

Mike looked at him. He was a short, broad young man with a fair moustache. Mike knew that he had seen him before somewhere, but he could not place him.

I played against you, for the Free Foresters last summer. In passing, you seem to be a bit of a free forester yourself, dancing in among my nesting pheasants.

Im frightfully sorry.

Thats all right. Where do you spring from?

Of course — I remember you now. Youre Prendergast. You made fifty-eight not out.

Thanks. I was afraid the only thing you would remember about me was that you took a century mostly off my bowling.

You ought to have had me second ball, only cover dropped it.

Dont rake up forgotten tragedies. How is it youre not at Wrykyn? What are you doing down here?

Ive left Wrykyn.

Prendergast suddenly changed the conversation. When a fellow tells you that he has left school unexpectedly, it is not always tactful to inquire the reason. He began to talk about himself.

I hang out down here. I do a little farming and a good deal of pottering about.

Get any cricket? asked Mike, turning to the subject next his heart.

Only village. Very keen, but no great shakes. By the way, how are you off for cricket now? Have you ever got a spare afternoon?

Mikes heart leaped.

Any Wednesday or Saturday. Look here, Ill tell you how it is.

And he told how matters stood with him.

So, you see, he concluded, Im supposed to be hunting for ruins and things — Mikes ideas on the subject of archaeology were vague— but I could always slip away. We all start out together, but I could nip back, get on to my bike — Ive got it down here — and meet you anywhere you liked. By Jove, Im simply dying for a game. I can hardly keep my hands off a bat.

Ill give you all you want. What youd better do is to ride straight to Lower Borlock — thats the name of the place — and Ill meet you on the ground. Any one will tell you where Lower Borlock is. Its just off the London road. Theres a sign-post where you turn off. Can you come next Saturday?

Rather. I suppose you can fix me up with a bat and pads? I dont want to bring mine.

Ill lend you everything. I say, you know, we cant give you a Wrykyn wicket. The Lower Borlock pitch isnt a shirt-front.

Ill play on a rockery, if you want me to, said Mike.



Youre going to what? asked Psmith, sleepily, on being awakened and told the news.

Im going to play cricket, for a village near here. I say, dont tell a soul, will you? I dont want it to get about, or I may get lugged in to play for the school.

My lips are sealed. I think Ill come and watch you. Cricket I dislike, but watching cricket is one of the finest of Britains manly sports. Ill borrow Jellicoes bicycle.



That Saturday, Lower Borlock smote the men of Chidford hip and thigh. Their victory was due to a hurricane innings of seventy-five by a new-comer to the team, M. Jackson.


CHAPTER XXXVIII

THE FIRE BRIGADE MEETING
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CRICKET IS THE great safety-valve. If you like the game, and are in a position to play it at least twice a week, life can never be entirely grey. As time went on, and his average for Lower Borlock reached the fifties and stayed there, Mike began, though he would not have admitted it, to enjoy himself. It was not Wrykyn, but it was a very decent substitute.

The only really considerable element making for discomfort now was Mr. Downing. By bad luck it was in his form that Mike had been placed on arrival; and Mr. Downing, never an easy form-master to get on with, proved more than usually difficult in his dealings with Mike.

They had taken a dislike to each other at their first meeting; and it grew with further acquaintance. To Mike, Mr. Downing was all that a master ought not to be, fussy, pompous, and openly influenced in his official dealings with his form by his own private likes and dislikes. To Mr. Downing, Mike was simply an unamiable loafer, who did nothing for the school and apparently had none of the instincts which should be implanted in the healthy boy. Mr. Downing was rather strong on the healthy boy.

The two lived in a state of simmering hostility, punctuated at intervals by crises, which usually resulted in Lower Borlock having to play some unskilled labourer in place of their star batsman, employed doing over-time.

One of the most acute of these crises, and the most important, in that it was the direct cause of Mikes appearance in Sedleigh cricket, had to do with the third weekly meeting of the School Fire Brigade.

It may be remembered that this well-supported institution was under Mr. Downings special care. It was, indeed, his pet hobby and the apple of his eye.

Just as you had to join the Archaeological Society to secure the esteem of Mr. Outwood, so to become a member of the Fire Brigade was a safe passport to the regard of Mr. Downing. To show a keenness for cricket was good, but to join the Fire Brigade was best of all. The Brigade was carefully organised. At its head was Mr. Downing, a sort of high priest; under him was a captain, and under the captain a vice-captain. These two officials were those sportive allies, Stone and Robinson, of Outwoods house, who, having perceived at a very early date the gorgeous opportunities for ragging which the Brigade offered to its members, had joined young and worked their way up.

Under them were the rank and file, about thirty in all, of whom perhaps seven were earnest workers, who looked on the Brigade in the right, or Downing, spirit. The rest were entirely frivolous.

The weekly meetings were always full of life and excitement.

At this point it is as well to introduce Sammy to the reader.

Sammy, short for Sampson, was a young bull-terrier belonging to Mr. Downing. If it is possible for a man to have two apples of his eye, Sammy was the other. He was a large, light-hearted dog with a white coat, an engaging expression, the tongue of an ant-eater, and a manner which was a happy blend of hurricane and circular saw. He had long legs, a tenor voice, and was apparently made of india-rubber.

Sammy was a great favourite in the school, and a particular friend of Mikes, the Wrykynian being always a firm ally of every dog he met after two minutes acquaintance.

In passing, Jellicoe owned a clock-work rat, much in request during French lessons.

We will now proceed to the painful details.



The meetings of the Fire Brigade were held after school in Mr. Downings form-room. The proceedings always began in the same way, by the reading of the minutes of the last meeting. After that the entertainment varied according to whether the members happened to be fertile or not in ideas for the disturbing of the peace.

To-day they were in very fair form.

As soon as Mr. Downing had closed the minute-book, Wilson, of the School House, held up his hand.

Well, Wilson?

Please, sir, couldnt we have a uniform for the Brigade?

A uniform? Mr. Downing pondered

Red, with green stripes, sir,

Red, with a thin green stripe, was the Sedleigh colour.

Shall I put it to the vote, sir? asked Stone.

One moment, Stone.

Those in favour of the motion move to the left, those against it to the right.

A scuffling of feet, a slamming of desk-lids and an upset blackboard, and the meeting had divided.

Mr. Downing rapped irritably on his desk.

Sit down! he said, sit down! I wont have this noise and disturbance. Stone, sit down — Wilson, get back to your place.

Please, sir, the motion is carried by twenty-five votes to six.

Please, sir, may I go and get measured this evening?

Please, sir — —

Si-lence! The idea of a uniform is, of course, out of the question.

Oo-oo-oo-oo, sir-r-r!

Be quiet! Entirely out of the question. We cannot plunge into needless expense. Stone, listen to me. I cannot have this noise and disturbance! Another time when a point arises it must be settled by a show of hands. Well, Wilson?

Please, sir, may we have helmets?

Very useful as a protection against falling timbers, sir, said Robinson.

I dont think my people would be pleased, sir, if they knew I was going out to fires without a helmet, said Stone.

The whole strength of the company: Please, sir, may we have helmets?

Those in favour— began Stone.

Mr. Downing banged on his desk. Silence! Silence!! Silence!!! Helmets are, of course, perfectly preposterous.

Oo-oo-oo-oo, sir-r-r!

But, sir, the danger!

Please, sir, the falling timbers!

The Fire Brigade had been in action once and once only in the memory of man, and that time it was a haystack which had burnt itself out just as the rescuers had succeeded in fastening the hose to the hydrant.

Silence!

Then, please, sir, couldnt we have an honour cap? It wouldnt be expensive, and it would be just as good as a helmet for all the timbers that are likely to fall on our heads.

Mr. Downing smiled a wry smile.

Our Wilson is facetious, he remarked frostily.

Sir, no, sir! I wasnt facetious! Or couldnt we have footer-tops, like the first fifteen have? They — —

Wilson, leave the room!

Sir, please, sir!

This moment, Wilson. And, as he reached the door, do me one hundred lines.

A pained OO-oo-oo, sir-r-r, was cut off by the closing door.

Mr. Downing proceeded to improve the occasion. I deplore this growing spirit of flippancy, he said. I tell you I deplore it! It is not right! If this Fire Brigade is to be of solid use, there must be less of this flippancy. We must have keenness. I want you boys above all to be keen. I — What is that noise?

From the other side of the door proceeded a sound like water gurgling from a bottle, mingled with cries half-suppressed, as if somebody were being prevented from uttering them by a hand laid over his mouth. The sufferer appeared to have a high voice.

There was a tap at the door and Mike walked in. He was not alone. Those near enough to see, saw that he was accompanied by Jellicoes clock-work rat, which moved rapidly over the floor in the direction of the opposite wall.

May I fetch a book from my desk, sir? asked Mike.

Very well — be quick, Jackson; we are busy.

Being interrupted in one of his addresses to the Brigade irritated Mr. Downing.

The muffled cries grew more distinct.

What — is — that — noise? shrilled Mr. Downing.

Noise, sir? asked Mike, puzzled.

I think its something outside the window, sir, said Stone helpfully.

A bird, I think, sir, said Robinson.

Dont be absurd! snapped Mr. Downing. Its outside the door. Wilson!

Yes, sir? said a voice off.

Are you making that whining noise?

Whining noise, sir? No, sir, Im not making a whining noise.

What sort of noise, sir? inquired Mike, as many Wrykynians had asked before him. It was a question invented by Wrykyn for use in just such a case as this.

I do not propose, said Mr. Downing acidly, to imitate the noise; you can all hear it perfectly plainly. It is a curious whining noise.

They are mowing the cricket field, sir, said the invisible Wilson. Perhaps thats it.

It may be one of the desks squeaking, sir, put in Stone. They do sometimes.

Or somebodys boots, sir, added Robinson.

Silence! Wilson?

Yes, sir? bellowed the unseen one.

Dont shout at me from the corridor like that. Come in.

Yes, sir!

As he spoke the muffled whining changed suddenly to a series of tenor shrieks, and the india-rubber form of Sammy bounded into the room like an excited kangaroo.

Willing hands had by this time deflected the clockwork rat from the wall to which it had been steering, and pointed it up the alley-way between the two rows of desks. Mr. Downing, rising from his place, was just in time to see Sammy with a last leap spring on his prey and begin worrying it.

Chaos reigned.

A rat! shouted Robinson.

The twenty-three members of the Brigade who were not earnest instantly dealt with the situation, each in the manner that seemed proper to him. Some leaped on to forms, others flung books, all shouted. It was a stirring, bustling scene.

Sammy had by this time disposed of the clock-work rat, and was now standing, like Marius, among the ruins barking triumphantly.

The banging on Mr. Downings desk resembled thunder. It rose above all the other noises till in time they gave up the competition and died away.

Mr. Downing shot out orders, threats, and penalties with the rapidity of a Maxim gun.

Stone, sit down! Donovan, if you do not sit down, you will be severely punished. Henderson, one hundred lines for gross disorder! Windham, the same! Go to your seat, Vincent. What are you doing, Broughton-Knight? I will not have this disgraceful noise and disorder! The meeting is at an end; go quietly from the room, all of you. Jackson and Wilson, remain. Quietly, I said, Durand! Dont shuffle your feet in that abominable way.

Crash!

Wolferstan, I distinctly saw you upset that black-board with a movement of your hand — one hundred lines. Go quietly from the room, everybody.

The meeting dispersed.

Jackson and Wilson, come here. Whats the meaning of this disgraceful conduct? Put that dog out of the room, Jackson.

Mike removed the yelling Sammy and shut the door on him.

Well, Wilson?

Please, sir, I was playing with a clock-work rat — —

What business have you to be playing with clock-work rats?

Then I remembered, said Mike, that I had left my Horace in my desk, so I came in — —

And by a fluke, sir, said Wilson, as one who tells of strange things, the rat happened to be pointing in the same direction, so he came in, too.

I met Sammy on the gravel outside and he followed me.

I tried to collar him, but when you told me to come in, sir, I had to let him go, and he came in after the rat.

It was plain to Mr. Downing that the burden of sin was shared equally by both culprits. Wilson had supplied the rat, Mike the dog; but Mr. Downing liked Wilson and disliked Mike. Wilson was in the Fire Brigade, frivolous at times, it was true, but nevertheless a member. Also he kept wicket for the school. Mike was a member of the Archaeological Society, and had refused to play cricket.

Mr. Downing allowed these facts to influence him in passing sentence.

One hundred lines, Wilson, he said. You may go.

Wilson departed with the air of a man who has had a great deal of fun, and paid very little for it.

Mr. Downing turned to Mike. You will stay in on Saturday afternoon, Jackson; it will interfere with your Archaeological studies, I fear, but it may teach you that we have no room at Sedleigh for boys who spend their time loafing about and making themselves a nuisance. We are a keen school; this is no place for boys who do nothing but waste their time. That will do, Jackson.

And Mr. Downing walked out of the room. In affairs of this kind a master has a habit of getting the last word.


CHAPTER XXXIX

ACHILLES LEAVES HIS TENT
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THEY SAY MISFORTUNES never come singly. As Mike sat brooding over his wrongs in his study, after the Sammy incident, Jellicoe came into the room, and, without preamble, asked for the loan of a sovereign.

When one has been in the habit of confining ones lendings and borrowings to sixpences and shillings, a request for a sovereign comes as something of a blow.

What on earth for? asked Mike.

I say, do you mind if I dont tell you? I dont want to tell anybody. The fact is, Im in a beastly hole.

Oh, sorry, said Mike. As a matter of fact, I do happen to have a quid. You can freeze on to it, if you like. But its about all I have got, so dont be shy about paying it back.

Jellicoe was profuse in his thanks, and disappeared in a cloud of gratitude.

Mike felt that Fate was treating him badly. Being kept in on Saturday meant that he would be unable to turn out for Little Borlock against Claythorpe, the return match. In the previous game he had scored ninety-eight, and there was a lob bowler in the Claythorpe ranks whom he was particularly anxious to meet again. Having to yield a sovereign to Jellicoe — why on earth did the man want all that? — meant that, unless a carefully worded letter to his brother Bob at Oxford had the desired effect, he would be practically penniless for weeks.

In a gloomy frame of mind he sat down to write to Bob, who was playing regularly for the Varsity this season, and only the previous week had made a century against Sussex, so might be expected to be in a sufficiently softened mood to advance the needful. (Which, it may be stated at once, he did, by return of post.)

Mike was struggling with the opening sentences of this letter — he was never a very ready writer — when Stone and Robinson burst into the room.

Mike put down his pen, and got up. He was in warlike mood, and welcomed the intrusion. If Stone and Robinson wanted battle, they should have it.

But the motives of the expedition were obviously friendly. Stone beamed. Robinson was laughing.

Youre a sportsman, said Robinson.

What did he give you? asked Stone.

They sat down, Robinson on the table, Stone in Psmiths deck-chair. Mikes heart warmed to them. The little disturbance in the dormitory was a thing of the past, done with, forgotten, contemporary with Julius Caesar. He felt that he, Stone and Robinson must learn to know and appreciate one another.

There was, as a matter of fact, nothing much wrong with Stone and Robinson. They were just ordinary raggers of the type found at every public school, small and large. They were absolutely free from brain. They had a certain amount of muscle, and a vast store of animal spirits. They looked on school life purely as a vehicle for ragging. The Stones and Robinsons are the swashbucklers of the school world. They go about, loud and boisterous, with a whole-hearted and cheerful indifference to other peoples feelings, treading on the toes of their neighbour and shoving him off the pavement, and always with an eye wide open for any adventure. As to the kind of adventure, they are not particular so long as it promises excitement. Sometimes they go through their whole school career without accident. More often they run up against a snag in the shape of some serious-minded and muscular person who objects to having his toes trodden on and being shoved off the pavement, and then they usually sober down, to the mutual advantage of themselves and the rest of the community.

Ones opinion of this type of youth varies according to ones point of view. Small boys whom they had occasion to kick, either from pure high spirits or as a punishment for some slip from the narrow path which the ideal small boy should tread, regarded Stone and Robinson as bullies of the genuine Eric and St. Winifreds brand. Masters were rather afraid of them. Adair had a smouldering dislike for them. They were useful at cricket, but apt not to take Sedleigh as seriously as he could have wished.

As for Mike, he now found them pleasant company, and began to get out the tea-things.

Those Fire Brigade meetings, said Stone, are a rag. You can do what you like, and you never get more than a hundred lines.

Dont you! said Mike. I got Saturday afternoon.

What!

Is Wilson in too?

No. He got a hundred lines.

Stone and Robinson were quite concerned.

What a beastly swindle!

Thats because you dont play cricket. Old Downing lets you do what you like if you join the Fire Brigade and play cricket.

We are, above all, a keen school, quoted Stone. Dont you ever play?

I have played a bit, said Mike.

Well, why dont you have a shot? We arent such flyers here. If you know one end of a bat from the other, you could get into some sort of a team. Were you at school anywhere before you came here?

I was at Wrykyn.

Why on earth did you leave? asked Stone. Were you sacked?

No. My pater took me away.

Wrykyn? said Robinson. Are you any relation of the Jacksons there — J. W. and the others?

Brother.

What!

Well, didnt you play at all there?

Yes, said Mike, I did. I was in the team three years, and I should have been captain this year, if Id stopped on.

There was a profound and gratifying sensation. Stone gaped, and Robinson nearly dropped his tea-cup.

Stone broke the silence.

But I mean to say — look here! What I mean is, why arent you playing? Why dont you play now?

I do. I play for a village near here. Place called Little Borlock. A man who played against Wrykyn for the Free Foresters captains them. He asked me if Id like some games for them.

But why not for the school?

Why should I? Its much better fun for the village. You dont get ordered about by Adair, for a start.

Adair sticks on side, said Stone.

Enough for six, agreed Robinson.

By Jove, said Stone, Ive got an idea. My word, what a rag!

Whats wrong now? inquired Mike politely.

Why, look here. To-morrows Mid-term Service day. Its nowhere near the middle of the term, but they always have it in the fourth week. Theres chapel at half-past nine till half-past ten. Then the rest of the days a whole holiday. There are always house matches. Were playing Downings. Why dont you play and lets smash them?

By Jove, yes, said Robinson. Why dont you? Theyre always sticking on side because theyve won the house cup three years running. I say, do you bat or bowl?

Bat. Why?

Robinson rocked on the table.

Why, old Downing fancies himself as a bowler. You must play, and knock the cover off him.

Masters dont play in house matches, surely?

This isnt a real house match. Only a friendly. Downing always turns out on Mid-term Service day. I say, do play.

Think of the rag.

But the teams full, said Mike.

The list isnt up yet. Well nip across to Barnes study, and make him alter it.

They dashed out of the room. From down the passage Mike heard yells of Barnes! the closing of a door, and a murmur of excited conversation. Then footsteps returning down the passage.

Barnes appeared, on his face the look of one who has seen visions.

I say, he said, is it true? Or is Stone rotting? About Wrykyn, I mean.

Yes, I was in the team.

Barnes was an enthusiastic cricketer. He studied his Wisden, and he had an immense respect for Wrykyn cricket.

Are you the M. Jackson, then, who had an average of fifty-one point nought three last year?
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Yes.

Barness manner became like that of a curate talking to a bishop.

I say, he said, then — er — will you play against Downings to-morrow?

Rather, said Mike. Thanks awfully. Have some tea?


CHAPTER XL

THE MATCH WITH DOWNINGS
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IT IS THE curious instinct which prompts most people to rub a thing in that makes the lot of the average convert an unhappy one. Only the very self-controlled can refrain from improving the occasion and scoring off the convert. Most leap at the opportunity.

It was so in Mikes case. Mike was not a genuine convert, but to Mr. Downing he had the outward aspect of one. When you have been impressing upon a non-cricketing boy for nearly a month that (a) the school is above all a keen school, (b) that all members of it should play cricket, and (c) that by not playing cricket he is ruining his chances in this world and imperilling them in the next; and when, quite unexpectedly, you come upon this boy dressed in cricket flannels, wearing cricket boots and carrying a cricket bag, it seems only natural to assume that you have converted him, that the seeds of your eloquence have fallen on fruitful soil and sprouted.

Mr. Downing assumed it.

He was walking to the field with Adair and another member of his team when he came upon Mike.

What! he cried. Our Jackson clad in suit of mail and armed for the fray!

This was Mr. Downings No. 2 manner — the playful.

This is indeed Saul among the prophets. Why this sudden enthusiasm for a game which I understood that you despised? Are our opponents so reduced?

Psmith, who was with Mike, took charge of the affair with a languid grace which had maddened hundreds in its time, and which never failed to ruffle Mr. Downing.

We are, above all, sir, he said, a keen house. Drones are not welcomed by us. We are essentially versatile. Jackson, the archaeologist of yesterday, becomes the cricketer of to-day. It is the right spirit, sir, said Psmith earnestly. I like to see it.

Indeed, Smith? You are not playing yourself, I notice. Your enthusiasm has bounds.

In our house, sir, competition is fierce, and the Selection Committee unfortunately passed me over.



There were a number of pitches dotted about over the field, for there was always a touch of the London Park about it on Mid-term Service day. Adair, as captain of cricket, had naturally selected the best for his own match. It was a good wicket, Mike saw. As a matter of fact the wickets at Sedleigh were nearly always good. Adair had infected the ground-man with some of his own keenness, with the result that that once-leisurely official now found himself sometimes, with a kind of mild surprise, working really hard. At the beginning of the previous season Sedleigh had played a scratch team from a neighbouring town on a wicket which, except for the creases, was absolutely undistinguishable from the surrounding turf, and behind the pavilion after the match Adair had spoken certain home truths to the ground-man. The latters reformation had dated from that moment.



Barnes, timidly jubilant, came up to Mike with the news that he had won the toss, and the request that Mike would go in first with him.

In stories of the Not Really a Duffer type, where the nervous new boy, who has been found crying in the boot-room over the photograph of his sister, contrives to get an innings in a game, nobody suspects that he is really a prodigy till he hits the Bullys first ball out of the ground for six.

With Mike it was different. There was no pitying smile on Adairs face as he started his run preparatory to sending down the first ball. Mike, on the cricket field, could not have looked anything but a cricketer if he had turned out in a tweed suit and hobnail boots. Cricketer was written all over him — in his walk, in the way he took guard, in his stand at the wickets. Adair started to bowl with the feeling that this was somebody who had more than a little knowledge of how to deal with good bowling and punish bad.

Mike started cautiously. He was more than usually anxious to make runs to-day, and he meant to take no risks till he could afford to do so. He had seen Adair bowl at the nets, and he knew that he was good.

The first over was a maiden, six dangerous balls beautifully played. The fieldsmen changed over.

The general interest had now settled on the match between Outwoods and Downings. The fact in Mikes case had gone round the field, and, as several of the other games had not yet begun, quite a large crowd had collected near the pavilion to watch. Mikes masterly treatment of the opening over had impressed the spectators, and there was a popular desire to see how he would deal with Mr. Downings slows. It was generally anticipated that he would do something special with them.

Off the first ball of the masters over a leg-bye was run.

Mike took guard.

Mr. Downing was a bowler with a style of his own. He took two short steps, two long steps, gave a jump, took three more short steps, and ended with a combination of step and jump, during which the ball emerged from behind his back and started on its slow career to the wicket. The whole business had some of the dignity of the old-fashioned minuet, subtly blended with the careless vigour of a cake-walk. The ball, when delivered, was billed to break from leg, but the programme was subject to alterations.

If the spectators had expected Mike to begin any firework effects with the first ball, they were disappointed. He played the over through with a grace worthy of his brother Joe. The last ball he turned to leg for a single.

His treatment of Adairs next over was freer. He had got a sight of the ball now. Half-way through the over a beautiful square cut forced a passage through the crowd by the pavilion, and dashed up against the rails. He drove the sixth ball past cover for three.

The crowd was now reluctantly dispersing to its own games, but it stopped as Mr. Downing started his minuet-cake-walk, in the hope that it might see something more sensational.

This time the hope was fulfilled.

The ball was well up, slow, and off the wicket on the on-side. Perhaps if it had been allowed to pitch, it might have broken in and become quite dangerous. Mike went out at it, and hit it a couple of feet from the ground. The ball dropped with a thud and a spurting of dust in the road that ran along one side of the cricket field.

It was returned on the instalment system by helpers from other games, and the bowler began his manoeuvres again. A half-volley this time. Mike slammed it back, and mid-on, whose heart was obviously not in the thing, failed to stop it.

Get to them, Jenkins, said Mr. Downing irritably, as the ball came back from the boundary. Get to them.

Sir, please, sir — —

Dont talk in the field, Jenkins.

Having had a full-pitch hit for six and a half-volley for four, there was a strong probability that Mr. Downing would pitch his next ball short.

The expected happened. The third ball was a slow long-hop, and hit the road at about the same spot where the first had landed. A howl of untuneful applause rose from the watchers in the pavilion, and Mike, with the feeling that this sort of bowling was too good to be true, waited in position for number four.

There are moments when a sort of panic seizes a bowler. This happened now with Mr. Downing. He suddenly abandoned science and ran amok. His run lost its stateliness and increased its vigour. He charged up to the wicket as a wounded buffalo sometimes charges a gun. His whole idea now was to bowl fast.

When a slow bowler starts to bowl fast, it is usually as well to be batting, if you can manage it.

By the time the over was finished, Mikes score had been increased by sixteen, and the total of his side, in addition, by three wides.

And a shrill small voice, from the neighbourhood of the pavilion, uttered with painful distinctness the words, Take him off!

That was how the most sensational days cricket began that Sedleigh had known.

A description of the details of the mornings play would be monotonous. It is enough to say that they ran on much the same lines as the third and fourth overs of the match. Mr. Downing bowled one more over, off which Mike helped himself to sixteen runs, and then retired moodily to cover-point, where, in Adairs fifth over, he missed Barnes — the first occasion since the game began on which that mild batsman had attempted to score more than a single. Scared by this escape, Outwoods captain shrank back into his shell, sat on the splice like a limpet, and, offering no more chances, was not out at lunch time with a score of eleven.

Mike had then made a hundred and three.



As Mike was taking off his pads in the pavilion, Adair came up.

Why did you say you didnt play cricket? he asked abruptly.
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When one has been bowling the whole morning, and bowling well, without the slightest success, one is inclined to be abrupt.

Mike finished unfastening an obstinate strap. Then he looked up.

I didnt say anything of the kind. I said I wasnt going to play here. Theres a difference. As a matter of fact, I was in the Wrykyn team before I came here. Three years.

Adair was silent for a moment.

Will you play for us against the Old Sedleighans to-morrow? he said at length.

Mike tossed his pads into his bag and got up.

No, thanks.

There was a silence.

Above it, I suppose?

Not a bit. Not up to it. I shall want a lot of coaching at that end net of yours before Im fit to play for Sedleigh.

There was another pause.

Then you wont play? asked Adair.

Im not keeping you, am I? said Mike, politely.

It was remarkable what a number of members of Outwoods house appeared to cherish a personal grudge against Mr. Downing. It had been that masters somewhat injudicious practice for many years to treat his own house as a sort of Chosen People. Of all masters, the most unpopular is he who by the silent tribunal of a school is convicted of favouritism. And the dislike deepens if it is a house which he favours and not merely individuals. On occasions when boys in his own house and boys from other houses were accomplices and partners in wrong-doing, Mr. Downing distributed his thunderbolts unequally, and the school noticed it. The result was that not only he himself, but also — which was rather unfair — his house, too, had acquired a good deal of unpopularity.

The general consensus of opinion in Outwoods during the luncheon interval was that, having got Downings up a tree, they would be fools not to make the most of the situation.

Barness remark that he supposed, unless anything happened and wickets began to fall a bit faster, they had better think of declaring somewhere about half-past three or four, was met with a storm of opposition.

Declare! said Robinson. Great Scott, what on earth are you talking about?

Declare! Stones voice was almost a wail of indignation. I never saw such a chump.

Theyll be rather sick if we dont, wont they? suggested Barnes.

Sick! I should think they would, said Stone. Thats just the gay idea. Cant you see that by a miracle weve got a chance of getting a jolly good bit of our own back against those Downings ticks? What weve got to do is to jolly well keep them in the field all day if we can, and be jolly glad its so beastly hot. If they lose about a dozen pounds each through sweating about in the sun after Jacksons drives, perhaps theyll stick on less side about things in general in future. Besides, I want an innings against that bilge of old Downings, if I can get it.

So do I, said Robinson.

If you declare, I swear I wont field. Nor will Robinson.

Rather not.

Well, I wont then, said Barnes unhappily. Only you know theyre rather sick already.

Dont you worry about that, said Stone with a wide grin. Theyll be a lot sicker before weve finished.

And so it came about that that particular Mid-term Service-day match made history. Big scores had often been put up on Mid-term Service day. Games had frequently been one-sided. But it had never happened before in the annals of the school that one side, going in first early in the morning, had neither completed its innings nor declared it closed when stumps were drawn at 6.30. In no previous Sedleigh match, after a full days play, had the pathetic words Did not bat been written against the whole of one of the contending teams.

These are the things which mark epochs.

Play was resumed at 2.15. For a quarter of an hour Mike was comparatively quiet. Adair, fortified by food and rest, was bowling really well, and his first half-dozen overs had to be watched carefully. But the wicket was too good to give him a chance, and Mike, playing himself in again, proceeded to get to business once more. Bowlers came and went. Adair pounded away at one end with brief intervals between the attacks. Mr. Downing took a couple more overs, in one of which a horse, passing in the road, nearly had its useful life cut suddenly short. Change-bowlers of various actions and paces, each weirder and more futile than the last, tried their luck. But still the first-wicket stand continued.

The bowling of a house team is all head and no body. The first pair probably have some idea of length and break. The first-change pair are poor. And the rest, the small change, are simply the sort of things one sees in dreams after a heavy supper, or when one is out without ones gun.

Time, mercifully, generally breaks up a big stand at cricket before the field has suffered too much, and that is what happened now. At four oclock, when the score stood at two hundred and twenty for no wicket, Barnes, greatly daring, smote lustily at a rather wide half-volley and was caught at short-slip for thirty-three. He retired blushfully to the pavilion, amidst applause, and Stone came out.

As Mike had then made a hundred and eighty-seven, it was assumed by the field, that directly he had topped his second century, the closure would be applied and their ordeal finished. There was almost a sigh of relief when frantic cheering from the crowd told that the feat had been accomplished. The fieldsmen clapped in quite an indulgent sort of way, as who should say, Capital, capital. And now lets start our innings. Some even began to edge towards the pavilion. But the next ball was bowled, and the next over, and the next after that, and still Barnes made no sign. (The conscience-stricken captain of Outwoods was, as a matter of fact, being practically held down by Robinson and other ruffians by force.)

A grey dismay settled on the field.

The bowling had now become almost unbelievably bad. Lobs were being tried, and Stone, nearly weeping with pure joy, was playing an innings of the How-to-brighten-cricket type. He had an unorthodox style, but an excellent eye, and the road at this period of the game became absolutely unsafe for pedestrians and traffic.

Mikes pace had become slower, as was only natural, but his score, too, was mounting steadily.

This is foolery, snapped Mr. Downing, as the three hundred and fifty went up on the board. Barnes! he called.

There was no reply. A committee of three was at that moment engaged in sitting on Barness head in the first eleven changing-room, in order to correct a more than usually feverish attack of conscience.

Barnes!

Please, sir, said Stone, some species of telepathy telling him what was detaining his captain. I think Barnes must have left the field. He has probably gone over to the house to fetch something.

This is absurd. You must declare your innings closed. The game has become a farce.

Declare! Sir, we cant unless Barnes does. He might be awfully annoyed if we did anything like that without consulting him.

Absurd.

Hes very touchy, sir.

It is perfect foolery.

I think Jenkins is just going to bowl, sir.

Mr. Downing walked moodily to his place.



In a neat wooden frame in the senior day-room at Outwoods, just above the mantelpiece, there was on view, a week later, a slip of paper. The writing on it was as follows:

OUTWOODS v. DOWNINGS

Outwoods. First innings.



	
J. P. Barnes, c. Hammond, b. Hassall...


	
33





	
M. Jackson, not out........................ 


	
277





	
W. J. Stone, not out....................... 


	
124





	
Extras............................... 


	
37





	



	
—— 





	
Total (for one wicket)...... 


	
471






Downings did not bat.


CHAPTER XLI

THE SINGULAR BEHAVIOUR OF JELLICOE
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OUTWOODS ROLLICKED CONSIDERABLY that night. Mike, if he had cared to take the part, could have been the Petted Hero. But a cordial invitation from the senior day-room to be the guest of the evening at about the biggest rag of the century had been refused on the plea of fatigue. One does not make two hundred and seventy-seven runs on a hot day without feeling the effects, even if one has scored mainly by the medium of boundaries; and Mike, as he lay back in Psmiths deck-chair, felt that all he wanted was to go to bed and stay there for a week. His hands and arms burned as if they were red-hot, and his eyes were so tired that he could not keep them open.

Psmith, leaning against the mantelpiece, discoursed in a desultory way on the days happenings — the score off Mr. Downing, the undeniable annoyance of that battered bowler, and the probability of his venting his annoyance on Mike next day.

In theory, said he, the manly what-dyou-call-it of cricket and all that sort of thing ought to make him fall on your neck to-morrow and weep over you as a foeman worthy of his steel. But I am prepared to bet a reasonable sum that he will give no Jiu-jitsu exhibition of this kind. In fact, from what I have seen of our bright little friend, I should say that, in a small way, he will do his best to make it distinctly hot for you, here and there.

I dont care, murmured Mike, shifting his aching limbs in the chair.

In an ordinary way, I suppose, a man can put up with having his bowling hit a little. But your performance was cruelty to animals. Twenty-eight off one over, not to mention three wides, would have made Job foam at the mouth. You will probably get sacked. On the other hand, its worth it. You have lit a candle this day which can never be blown out. You have shown the lads of the village how Comrade Downings bowling ought to be treated. I dont suppose hell ever take another wicket.

He doesnt deserve to.

Psmith smoothed his hair at the glass and turned round again.

The only blot on this day of mirth and good-will is, he said, the singular conduct of our friend Jellicoe. When all the place was ringing with song and merriment, Comrade Jellicoe crept to my side, and, slipping his little hand in mine, touched me for three quid.

This interested Mike, fagged as he was.

What! Three quid!

Three jingling, clinking sovereigns. He wanted four.

But the man must be living at the rate of I dont know what. It was only yesterday that he borrowed a quid from me!

He must be saving money fast. There appear to be the makings of a financier about Comrade Jellicoe. Well, I hope, when hes collected enough for his needs, hell pay me back a bit. Im pretty well cleaned out.

I got some from my brother at Oxford.

Perhaps hes saving up to get married. We may be helping towards furnishing the home. There was a Siamese prince fellow at my dames at Eton who had four wives when he arrived, and gathered in a fifth during his first summer holidays. It was done on the correspondence system. His Prime Minister fixed it up at the other end, and sent him the glad news on a picture post-card. I think an eye ought to be kept on Comrade Jellicoe.



Mike tumbled into bed that night like a log, but he could not sleep. He ached all over. Psmith chatted for a time on human affairs in general, and then dropped gently off. Jellicoe, who appeared to be wrapped in gloom, contributed nothing to the conversation.

After Psmith had gone to sleep, Mike lay for some time running over in his mind, as the best substitute for sleep, the various points of his innings that day. He felt very hot and uncomfortable.

Just as he was wondering whether it would not be a good idea to get up and have a cold bath, a voice spoke from the darkness at his side.

Are you asleep, Jackson?

Whos that?

Me — Jellicoe. I cant get to sleep.

Nor can I. Im stiff all over.

Ill come over and sit on your bed.

There was a creaking, and then a weight descended in the neighbourhood of Mikes toes.

Jellicoe was apparently not in conversational mood. He uttered no word for quite three minutes. At the end of which time he gave a sound midway between a snort and a sigh.

I say, Jackson! he said.

Yes?

Have you — oh, nothing.

Silence again.

Jackson.

Hullo?

I say, what would your people say if you got sacked?

All sorts of things. Especially my pater. Why?

Oh, I dont know. So would mine.

Everybodys would, I expect.

Yes.

The bed creaked, as Jellicoe digested these great thoughts. Then he spoke again.

It would be a jolly beastly thing to get sacked.

Mike was too tired to give his mind to the subject. He was not really listening. Jellicoe droned on in a depressed sort of way.

Youd get home in the middle of the afternoon, I suppose, and youd drive up to the house, and the servant would open the door, and youd go in. They might all be out, and then youd have to hang about, and wait; and presently youd hear them come in, and youd go out into the passage, and theyd say Hullo!

Jellicoe, in order to give verisimilitude, as it were, to an otherwise bald and unconvincing narrative, flung so much agitated surprise into the last word that it woke Mike from a troubled doze into which he had fallen.

Hullo? he said. Whats up?

Then youd say. Hullo! And then theyd say, What are you doing here? And youd say — —

What on earth are you talking about?

About what would happen.

Happen when?

When you got home. After being sacked, you know.

Whos been sacked? Mikes mind was still under a cloud.

Nobody. But if you were, I meant. And then I suppose thered be an awful row and general sickness, and all that. And then youd be sent into a bank, or to Australia, or something.

Mike dozed off again.

My pater would be frightfully sick. My mater would be sick. My sister would be jolly sick, too. Have you got any sisters, Jackson? I say, Jackson!

Hullo! Whats the matter? Whos that?

Me — Jellicoe.

Whats up?

I asked you if youd got any sisters.

Any what?

Sisters.

Whose sisters?

Yours. I asked if youd got any.

Any what?

Sisters.

What about them?

The conversation was becoming too intricate for Jellicoe. He changed the subject.

I say, Jackson!

Well?

I say, you dont know any one who could lend me a pound, do you?

What! cried Mike, sitting up in bed and staring through the darkness in the direction whence the numismatists voice was proceeding. Do what?

I say, look out. Youll wake Smith.

Did you say you wanted some one to lend you a quid?

Yes, said Jellicoe eagerly. Do you know any one?

Mikes head throbbed. This thing was too much. The human brain could not be expected to cope with it. Here was a youth who had borrowed a pound from one friend the day before, and three pounds from another friend that very afternoon, already looking about him for further loans. Was it a hobby, or was he saving up to buy an aeroplane?

What on earth do you want a pound for?

I dont want to tell anybody. But its jolly serious. I shall get sacked if I dont get it.

Mike pondered.

Those who have followed Mikes career as set forth by the present historian will have realised by this time that he was a good long way from being perfect. As the Blue-Eyed Hero he would have been a rank failure. Except on the cricket field, where he was a natural genius, he was just ordinary. He resembled ninety per cent. of other members of English public schools. He had some virtues and a good many defects. He was as obstinate as a mule, though people whom he liked could do as they pleased with him. He was good-natured as a general thing, but on occasion his temper could be of the worst, and had, in his childhood, been the subject of much adverse comment among his aunts. He was rigidly truthful, where the issue concerned only himself. Where it was a case of saving a friend, he was prepared to act in a manner reminiscent of an American expert witness.

He had, in addition, one good quality without any defect to balance it. He was always ready to help people. And when he set himself to do this, he was never put off by discomfort or risk. He went at the thing with a singleness of purpose that asked no questions.

Bobs postal order, which had arrived that evening, was reposing in the breast-pocket of his coat.

It was a wrench, but, if the situation was so serious with Jellicoe, it had to be done.



Two minutes later the night was being made hideous by Jellicoes almost tearful protestations of gratitude, and the postal order had moved from one side of the dormitory to the other.


CHAPTER XLII

JELLICOE GOES ON THE SICK-LIST
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MIKE WOKE NEXT morning with a confused memory of having listened to a great deal of incoherent conversation from Jellicoe, and a painfully vivid recollection of handing over the bulk of his worldly wealth to him. The thought depressed him, though it seemed to please Jellicoe, for the latter carolled in a gay undertone as he dressed, till Psmith, who had a sensitive ear, asked as a favour that these farm-yard imitations might cease until he was out of the room.

There were other things to make Mike low-spirited that morning. To begin with, he was in detention, which in itself is enough to spoil a day. It was a particularly fine day, which made the matter worse. In addition to this, he had never felt stiffer in his life. It seemed to him that the creaking of his joints as he walked must be audible to every one within a radius of several yards. Finally, there was the interview with Mr. Downing to come. That would probably be unpleasant. As Psmith had said, Mr. Downing was the sort of master who would be likely to make trouble. The great match had not been an ordinary match. Mr. Downing was a curious man in many ways, but he did not make a fuss on ordinary occasions when his bowling proved expensive. Yesterdays performance, however, stood in a class by itself. It stood forth without disguise as a deliberate rag. One side does not keep another in the field the whole day in a one-day match except as a grisly kind of practical joke. And Mr. Downing and his house realised this. The houses way of signifying its comprehension of the fact was to be cold and distant as far as the seniors were concerned, and abusive and pugnacious as regards the juniors. Young blood had been shed overnight, and more flowed during the eleven oclock interval that morning to avenge the insult.

Mr. Downings methods of retaliation would have to be, of necessity, more elusive; but Mike did not doubt that in some way or other his form-master would endeavour to get a bit of his own back.

As events turned out, he was perfectly right. When a master has got his knife into a boy, especially a master who allows himself to be influenced by his likes and dislikes, he is inclined to single him out in times of stress, and savage him as if he were the official representative of the evildoers. Just as, at sea, the skipper, when he has trouble with the crew, works it off on the boy.

Mr. Downing was in a sarcastic mood when he met Mike. That is to say, he began in a sarcastic strain. But this sort of thing is difficult to keep up. By the time he had reached his peroration, the rapier had given place to the bludgeon. For sarcasm to be effective, the user of it must be met half-way. His hearer must appear to be conscious of the sarcasm and moved by it. Mike, when masters waxed sarcastic towards him, always assumed an air of stolid stupidity, which was as a suit of mail against satire.

So Mr. Downing came down from the heights with a run, and began to express himself with a simple strength which it did his form good to listen to. Veterans who had been in the form for terms said afterwards that there had been nothing to touch it, in their experience of the orator, since the glorious day when Dunster, that prince of raggers, who had left at Christmas to go to a crammers, had introduced three lively grass-snakes into the room during a Latin lesson.

You are surrounded, concluded Mr. Downing, snapping his pencil in two in his emotion, by an impenetrable mass of conceit and vanity and selfishness. It does not occur to you to admit your capabilities as a cricketer in an open, straightforward way and place them at the disposal of the school. No, that would not be dramatic enough for you. It would be too commonplace altogether. Far too commonplace! Mr. Downing laughed bitterly. No, you must conceal your capabilities. You must act a lie. You must — who is that shuffling his feet? I will not have it, I will have silence — you must hang back in order to make a more effective entrance, like some wretched actor who — I will not have this shuffling. I have spoken of this before. Macpherson, are you shuffling your feet?

Sir, no, sir.

Please, sir.

Well, Parsons?

I think its the noise of the draught under the door, sir.

Instant departure of Parsons for the outer regions. And, in the excitement of this side-issue, the speaker lost his inspiration, and abruptly concluded his remarks by putting Mike on to translate in Cicero. Which Mike, who happened to have prepared the first half-page, did with much success.



The Old Boys match was timed to begin shortly after eleven oclock. During the interval most of the school walked across the field to look at the pitch. One or two of the Old Boys had already changed and were practising in front of the pavilion.

It was through one of these batsmen that an accident occurred which had a good deal of influence on Mikes affairs.

Mike had strolled out by himself. Half-way across the field Jellicoe joined him. Jellicoe was cheerful, and rather embarrassingly grateful. He was just in the middle of his harangue when the accident happened.

To their left, as they crossed the field, a long youth, with the faint beginnings of a moustache and a blazer that lit up the surrounding landscape like a glowing beacon, was lashing out recklessly at a friends bowling. Already he had gone within an ace of slaying a small boy. As Mike and Jellicoe proceeded on their way, there was a shout of Heads!

The almost universal habit of batsmen of shouting Heads! at whatever height from the ground the ball may be, is not a little confusing. The average person, on hearing the shout, puts his hands over his skull, crouches down and trusts to luck. This is an excellent plan if the ball is falling, but is not much protection against a skimming drive along the ground.

When Heads! was called on the present occasion, Mike and Jellicoe instantly assumed the crouching attitude.

Jellicoe was the first to abandon it. He uttered a yell and sprang into the air. After which he sat down and began to nurse his ankle.

The bright-blazered youth walked up.

Awfully sorry, you know, man. Hurt?

Jellicoe was pressing the injured spot tenderly with his finger-tips, uttering sharp howls whenever, zeal outrunning discretion, he prodded himself too energetically.

Silly ass, Dunster, he groaned, slamming about like that.

Awfully sorry. But I did yell.

Its swelling up rather, said Mike. Youd better get over to the house and have it looked at. Can you walk?

Jellicoe tried, but sat down again with a loud Ow! At that moment the bell rang.

I shall have to be going in, said Mike, or Id have helped you over.

Ill give you a hand, said Dunster.

He helped the sufferer to his feet and they staggered off together, Jellicoe hopping, Dunster advancing with a sort of polka step. Mike watched them start and then turned to go in.


CHAPTER XLIII

MIKE RECEIVES A COMMISSION
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THERE IS ONLY one thing to be said in favour of detention on a fine summers afternoon, and that is that it is very pleasant to come out of. The sun never seems so bright or the turf so green as during the first five minutes after one has come out of the detention-room. One feels as if one were entering a new and very delightful world. There is also a touch of the Rip van Winkle feeling. Everything seems to have gone on and left one behind. Mike, as he walked to the cricket field, felt very much behind the times.

Arriving on the field he found the Old Boys batting. He stopped and watched an over of Adairs. The fifth ball bowled a man. Mike made his way towards the pavilion.

Before he got there he heard his name called, and turning, found Psmith seated under a tree with the bright-blazered Dunster.

Return of the exile, said Psmith. A joyful occasion tinged with melancholy. Have a cherry? — take one or two. These little acts of unremembered kindness are what one needs after a couple of hours in extra pupil-room. Restore your tissues, Comrade Jackson, and when you have finished those, apply again.

Is your name Jackson? inquired Dunster, because Jellicoe wants to see you.

Alas, poor Jellicoe! said Psmith. He is now prone on his bed in the dormitory — there a sheer hulk lies poor Tom Jellicoe, the darling of the crew, faithful below he did his duty, but Comrade Dunster has broached him to. I have just been hearing the melancholy details.

Old Smith and I, said Dunster, were at a private school together. Id no idea I should find him here.

It was a wonderfully stirring sight when we met, said Psmith; not unlike the meeting of Ulysses and the hound Argos, of whom you have doubtless read in the course of your dabblings in the classics. I was Ulysses; Dunster gave a life-like representation of the faithful dawg.

You still jaw as much as ever, I notice, said the animal delineator, fondling the beginnings of his moustache.

More, sighed Psmith, more. Is anything irritating you? he added, eyeing the others manoeuvres with interest.

You neednt be a funny ass, man, said Dunster, pained; heaps of people tell me I ought to have it waxed.

What it really wants is top-dressing with guano. Hullo! another man out. Adairs bowling better to-day than he did yesterday.

I heard about yesterday, said Dunster. It must have been a rag! Couldnt we work off some other rag on somebody before I go? I shall be stopping here till Monday in the village. Well hit, sir — Adairs bowling is perfectly simple if you go out to it.

Comrade Dunster went out to it first ball, said Psmith to Mike.

Oh! chuck it, man; the sun was in my eyes. I hear Adairs got a match on with the M.C.C. at last.

Has he? said Psmith; I hadnt heard. Archaeology claims so much of my time that I have little leisure for listening to cricket chit-chat.

What was it Jellicoe wanted? asked Mike; was it anything important?

He seemed to think so — he kept telling me to tell you to go and see him.

I fear Comrade Jellicoe is a bit of a weak-minded blitherer — —

Did you ever hear of a rag we worked off on Jellicoe once? asked Dunster. The man has absolutely no sense of humour — cant see when hes being rotted. Well it was like this — Hullo! Were all out — I shall have to be going out to field again, I suppose, dash it! Ill tell you when I see you again.

I shall count the minutes, said Psmith.

Mike stretched himself; the sun was very soothing after his two hours in the detention-room; he felt disinclined for exertion.

I dont suppose its anything special about Jellicoe, do you? he said. I mean, itll keep till tea-time; its no catch having to sweat across to the house now.

Dont dream of moving, said Psmith. I have several rather profound observations on life to make and I cant make them without an audience. Soliloquy is a knack. Hamlet had got it, but probably only after years of patient practice. Personally, I need some one to listen when I talk. I like to feel that I am doing good. You stay where you are — dont interrupt too much.

Mike tilted his hat over his eyes and abandoned Jellicoe.

It was not until the lock-up bell rang that he remembered him. He went over to the house and made his way to the dormitory, where he found the injured one in a parlous state, not so much physical as mental. The doctor had seen his ankle and reported that it would be on the active list in a couple of days. It was Jellicoes mind that needed attention now.

Mike found him in a condition bordering on collapse.

I say, you might have come before! said Jellicoe.

Whats up? I didnt know there was such a hurry about it — what did you want?

Its no good now, said Jellicoe gloomily; its too late, I shall get sacked.

What on earth are you talking about? Whats the row?

Its about that money.

What about it?

I had to pay it to a man to-day, or he said hed write to the Head — then of course I should get sacked. I was going to take the money to him this afternoon, only I got crocked, so I couldnt move. I wanted to get hold of you to ask you to take it for me — its too late now!

Mikes face fell. Oh, hang it! he said, Im awfully sorry. Id no idea it was anything like that — what a fool I was! Dunster did say he thought it was something important, only like an ass I thought it would do if I came over at lock-up.

It doesnt matter, said Jellicoe miserably; it cant be helped.

Yes, it can, said Mike. I know what Ill do — its all right. Ill get out of the house after lights-out.

Jellicoe sat up. You cant! Youd get sacked if you were caught.

Who would catch me? There was a chap at Wrykyn I knew who used to break out every night nearly and go and pot at cats with an air-pistol; its as easy as anything.

The toad-under-the-harrow expression began to fade from Jellicoes face. I say, do you think you could, really?

Of course I can! Itll be rather a rag.

I say, its frightfully decent of you.

What absolute rot!

But, look here, are you certain — —

I shall be all right. Where do you want me to go?

Its a place about a mile or two from here, called Lower Borlock.

Lower Borlock?

Yes, do you know it?

Rather! Ive been playing cricket for them all the term.

I say, have you? Do you know a man called Barley?

Barley? Rather — he runs the White Boar.

Hes the chap I owe the money to.

Old Barley!

Mike knew the landlord of the White Boar well; he was the wag of the village team. Every village team, for some mysterious reason, has its comic man. In the Lower Borlock eleven Mr. Barley filled the post. He was a large, stout man, with a red and cheerful face, who looked exactly like the jovial inn-keeper of melodrama. He was the last man Mike would have expected to do the money by Monday-week or I write to the headmaster business.

But he reflected that he had only seen him in his leisure moments, when he might naturally be expected to unbend and be full of the milk of human kindness. Probably in business hours he was quite different. After all, pleasure is one thing and business another.

Besides, five pounds is a large sum of money, and if Jellicoe owed it, there was nothing strange in Mr. Barleys doing everything he could to recover it.

He wondered a little what Jellicoe could have been doing to run up a bill as big as that, but it did not occur to him to ask, which was unfortunate, as it might have saved him a good deal of inconvenience. It seemed to him that it was none of his business to inquire into Jellicoes private affairs. He took the envelope containing the money without question.

I shall bike there, I think, he said, if I can get into the shed.

The schools bicycles were stored in a shed by the pavilion.

You can manage that, said Jellicoe; its locked up at night, but I had a key made to fit it last summer, because I used to go out in the early morning sometimes before it was opened.

Got it on you?

Smiths got it.

Ill get it from him.

I say!

Well?

Dont tell Smith why you want it, will you? I dont want anybody to know — if a thing once starts getting about its all over the place in no time.

All right, I wont tell him.

I say, thanks most awfully! I dont know what I should have done, I — —

Oh, chuck it! said Mike.


CHAPTER XLIV

AND FULFILS IT
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MIKE STARTED ON his ride to Lower Borlock with mixed feelings. It is pleasant to be out on a fine night in summer, but the pleasure is to a certain extent modified when one feels that to be detected will mean expulsion.

Mike did not want to be expelled, for many reasons. Now that he had grown used to the place he was enjoying himself at Sedleigh to a certain extent. He still harboured a feeling of resentment against the school in general and Adair in particular, but it was pleasant in Outwoods now that he had got to know some of the members of the house, and he liked playing cricket for Lower Borlock; also, he was fairly certain that his father would not let him go to Cambridge if he were expelled from Sedleigh. Mr. Jackson was easy-going with his family, but occasionally his foot came down like a steam-hammer, as witness the Wrykyn school report affair.

So Mike pedalled along rapidly, being wishful to get the job done without delay.

Psmith had yielded up the key, but his inquiries as to why it was needed had been embarrassing. Mikes statement that he wanted to get up early and have a ride had been received by Psmith, with whom early rising was not a hobby, with honest amazement and a flood of advice and warning on the subject.

One of the Georges, said Psmith, I forget which, once said that a certain number of hours sleep a day — I cannot recall for the moment how many — made a man something, which for the time being has slipped my memory. However, there you are. Ive given you the main idea of the thing; and a German doctor says that early rising causes insanity. Still, if youre bent on it — — After which he had handed over the key.

Mike wished he could have taken Psmith into his confidence. Probably he would have volunteered to come, too; Mike would have been glad of a companion.

It did not take him long to reach Lower Borlock. The White Boar stood at the far end of the village, by the cricket field. He rode past the church — standing out black and mysterious against the light sky — and the rows of silent cottages, until he came to the inn.

The place was shut, of course, and all the lights were out — it was some time past eleven.

The advantage an inn has over a private house, from the point of view of the person who wants to get into it when it has been locked up, is that a nocturnal visit is not so unexpected in the case of the former. Preparations have been made to meet such an emergency. Where with a private house you would probably have to wander round heaving rocks and end by climbing up a water-spout, when you want to get into an inn you simply ring the night-bell, which, communicating with the boots room, has that hard-worked menial up and doing in no time.

After Mike had waited for a few minutes there was a rattling of chains and a shooting of bolts and the door opened.

Yes, sir? said the boots, appearing in his shirt-sleeves. Why, ullo! Mr. Jackson, sir!

Mike was well known to all dwellers in Lower Borlock, his scores being the chief topic of conversation when the days labours were over.

I want to see Mr. Barley, Jack.

Hes bin in bed this half-hour back, Mr. Jackson.

I must see him. Can you get him down?

The boots looked doubtful. Roust the guvnor outer bed? he said.

Mike quite admitted the gravity of the task. The landlord of the White Boar was one of those men who need a beauty sleep.

I wish you would — its a thing that cant wait. Ive got some money to give to him.

Oh, if its that— said the boots.

Five minutes later mine host appeared in person, looking more than usually portly in a check dressing-gown and red bedroom slippers of the Dreadnought type.

You can pop off, Jack.

Exit boots to his slumbers once more.

Well, Mr. Jackson, whats it all about?

Jellicoe asked me to come and bring you the money.

The money? What money?

What he owes you; the five pounds, of course.

The five— Mr. Barley stared open-mouthed at Mike for a moment; then he broke into a roar of laughter which shook the sporting prints on the wall and drew barks from dogs in some distant part of the house. He staggered about laughing and coughing till Mike began to expect a fit of some kind. Then he collapsed into a chair, which creaked under him, and wiped his eyes.

Oh dear! he said, oh dear! the five pounds!

Mike was not always abreast of the rustic idea of humour, and now he felt particularly fogged. For the life of him he could not see what there was to amuse any one so much in the fact that a person who owed five pounds was ready to pay it back. It was an occasion for rejoicing, perhaps, but rather for a solemn, thankful, eyes-raised-to-heaven kind of rejoicing.

Whats up? he asked.

Five pounds!

You might tell us the joke.

Mr. Barley opened the letter, read it, and had another attack; when this was finished he handed the letter to Mike, who was waiting patiently by, hoping for light, and requested him to read it.

Dear, dear! chuckled Mr. Barley, five pounds! They may teach you young gentlemen to talk Latin and Greek and what not at your school, but it ud do a lot more good if theyd teach you how many beans make five; it ud do a lot more good if theyd teach you to come in when it rained, it ud do — —

Mike was reading the letter.

DEAR MR. BARLEY, it ran.— I send the £5, which I could not get before. I hope it is in time, because I dont want you to write to the headmaster. I am sorry Jane and John ate your wifes hat and the chicken and broke the vase.

There was some more to the same effect; it was signed T. G. Jellicoe.

What on earths it all about? said Mike, finishing this curious document.

Mr. Barley slapped his leg. Why, Mr. Jellicoe keeps two dogs here; I keep em for him till the young gentlemen go home for their holidays. Aberdeen terriers, they are, and as sharp as mustard. Mischief! I believe you, but, love us! they dont do no harm! Bite up an old shoe sometimes and such sort of things. The other day, last Wednesday it were, about ar parse five, Jane — shes the worst of the two, always up to it, she is — she got hold of my old hat and had it in bits before you could say knife. John upset a china vase in one of the bedrooms chasing a mouse, and they got on the coffee-room table and ate half a cold chicken what had been left there. So I says to myself, Ill have a game with Mr. Jellicoe over this, and I sits down and writes off saying the little dogs have eaten a valuable hat and a chicken and what not, and the damagell be five pounds, and will he kindly remit same by Saturday night at the latest or I write to his headmaster. Love us! Mr. Barley slapped his thigh, he took it all in, every word — and heres the five pounds in cash in this envelope here! I havent had such a laugh since we got old Tom Raxley out of bed at twelve of a winters night by telling him his house was a-fire.

It is not always easy to appreciate a joke of the practical order if one has been made even merely part victim of it. Mike, as he reflected that he had been dragged out of his house in the middle of the night, in contravention of all school rules and discipline, simply in order to satisfy Mr. Barleys sense of humour, was more inclined to be abusive than mirthful. Running risks is all very well when they are necessary, or if one chooses to run them for ones own amusement, but to be placed in a dangerous position, a position imperilling ones chance of going to the Varsity, is another matter altogether.

But it is impossible to abuse the Barley type of man. Barleys enjoyment of the whole thing was so honest and child-like. Probably it had given him the happiest quarter of an hour he had known for years, since, in fact, the affair of old Tom Raxley. It would have been cruel to damp the man.

So Mike laughed perfunctorily, took back the envelope with the five pounds, accepted a stone ginger beer and a plateful of biscuits, and rode off on his return journey.



Mention has been made above of the difference which exists between getting into an inn after lock-up and into a private house. Mike was to find this out for himself.

His first act on arriving at Sedleigh was to replace his bicycle in the shed. This he accomplished with success. It was pitch-dark in the shed, and as he wheeled his machine in, his foot touched something on the floor. Without waiting to discover what this might be, he leaned his bicycle against the wall, went out, and locked the door, after which he ran across to Outwoods.

Fortune had favoured his undertaking by decreeing that a stout drain-pipe should pass up the wall within a few inches of his and Psmiths study. On the first day of term, it may be remembered he had wrenched away the wooden bar which bisected the window-frame, thus rendering exit and entrance almost as simple as they had been for Wyatt during Mikes first term at Wrykyn.

He proceeded to scale this water-pipe.

He had got about half-way up when a voice from somewhere below cried, Whos that?


CHAPTER XLV

PURSUIT

[image: img121.jpg]

THESE THINGS ARE Lifes Little Difficulties. One can never tell precisely how one will act in a sudden emergency. The right thing for Mike to have done at this crisis was to have ignored the voice, carried on up the water-pipe, and through the study window, and gone to bed. It was extremely unlikely that anybody could have recognised him at night against the dark background of the house. The position then would have been that somebody in Mr. Outwoods house had been seen breaking in after lights-out; but it would have been very difficult for the authorities to have narrowed the search down any further than that. There were thirty-four boys in Outwoods, of whom about fourteen were much the same size and build as Mike.

The suddenness, however, of the call caused Mike to lose his head. He made the strategic error of sliding rapidly down the pipe, and running.

There were two gates to Mr. Outwoods front garden. The carriage drive ran in a semicircle, of which the house was the centre. It was from the right-hand gate, nearest to Mr. Downings house, that the voice had come, and, as Mike came to the ground, he saw a stout figure galloping towards him from that direction. He bolted like a rabbit for the other gate. As he did so, his pursuer again gave tongue.

Oo-oo-oo yer! was the exact remark.

Whereby Mike recognised him as the school sergeant.

Oo-oo-oo yer! was that militant gentlemans habitual way of beginning a conversation.

With this knowledge, Mike felt easier in his mind. Sergeant Collard was a man of many fine qualities, (notably a talent for what he was wont to call spottn, a mysterious gift which he exercised on the rifle range), but he could not run. There had been a time in his hot youth when he had sprinted like an untamed mustang in pursuit of volatile Pathans in Indian hill wars, but Time, increasing his girth, had taken from him the taste for such exercise. When he moved now it was at a stately walk. The fact that he ran to-night showed how the excitement of the chase had entered into his blood.

Oo-oo-oo yer! he shouted again, as Mike, passing through the gate, turned into the road that led to the school. Mikes attentive ear noted that the bright speech was a shade more puffily delivered this time. He began to feel that this was not such bad fun after all. He would have liked to be in bed, but, if that was out of the question, this was certainly the next best thing.

He ran on, taking things easily, with the sergeant panting in his wake, till he reached the entrance to the school grounds. He dashed in and took cover behind a tree.

Presently the sergeant turned the corner, going badly and evidently cured of a good deal of the fever of the chase. Mike heard him toil on for a few yards and then stop. A sound of panting was borne to him.

Then the sound of footsteps returning, this time at a walk. They passed the gate and went on down the road.

The pursuer had given the thing up.

Mike waited for several minutes behind his tree. His programme now was simple. He would give Sergeant Collard about half an hour, in case the latter took it into his head to guard home by waiting at the gate. Then he would trot softly back, shoot up the water-pipe once more, and so to bed. It had just struck a quarter to something — twelve, he supposed — on the school clock. He would wait till a quarter past.

Meanwhile, there was nothing to be gained from lurking behind a tree. He left his cover, and started to stroll in the direction of the pavilion. Having arrived there, he sat on the steps, looking out on to the cricket field.

His thoughts were miles away, at Wrykyn, when he was recalled to Sedleigh by the sound of somebody running. Focussing his gaze, he saw a dim figure moving rapidly across the cricket field straight for him.

His first impression, that he had been seen and followed, disappeared as the runner, instead of making for the pavilion, turned aside, and stopped at the door of the bicycle shed. Like Mike, he was evidently possessed of a key, for Mike heard it grate in the lock. At this point he left the pavilion and hailed his fellow rambler by night in a cautious undertone.

The other appeared startled.

Who the dickens is that? he asked. Is that you, Jackson?

Mike recognised Adairs voice. The last person he would have expected to meet at midnight obviously on the point of going for a bicycle ride.

What are you doing out here, Jackson?

What are you, if it comes to that?

Adair was lighting his lamp.

Im going for the doctor. One of the chaps in our house is bad.

Oh!

What are you doing out here?

Just been for a stroll.

Hadnt you better be getting back?

Plenty of time.

I suppose you think youre doing something tremendously brave and dashing?

Hadnt you better be going to the doctor?

If you want to know what I think — —

I dont. So long.

Mike turned away, whistling between his teeth. After a moments pause, Adair rode off. Mike saw his light pass across the field and through the gate. The school clock struck the quarter.

It seemed to Mike that Sergeant Collard, even if he had started to wait for him at the house, would not keep up the vigil for more than half an hour. He would be safe now in trying for home again.

He walked in that direction.

Now it happened that Mr. Downing, aroused from his first sleep by the news, conveyed to him by Adair, that MacPhee, one of the junior members of Adairs dormitory, was groaning and exhibiting other symptoms of acute illness, was disturbed in his mind. Most housemasters feel uneasy in the event of illness in their houses, and Mr. Downing was apt to get jumpy beyond the ordinary on such occasions. All that was wrong with MacPhee, as a matter of fact, was a very fair stomach-ache, the direct and legitimate result of eating six buns, half a cocoa-nut, three doughnuts, two ices, an apple, and a pound of cherries, and washing the lot down with tea. But Mr. Downing saw in his attack the beginnings of some deadly scourge which would sweep through and decimate the house. He had despatched Adair for the doctor, and, after spending a few minutes prowling restlessly about his room, was now standing at his front gate, waiting for Adairs return.

It came about, therefore, that Mike, sprinting lightly in the direction of home and safety, had his already shaken nerves further maltreated by being hailed, at a range of about two yards, with a cry of Is that you, Adair? The next moment Mr. Downing emerged from his gate.

Mike stood not upon the order of his going. He was off like an arrow — a flying figure of Guilt. Mr. Downing, after the first surprise, seemed to grasp the situation. Ejaculating at intervals the words, Who is that? Stop! Who is that? Stop! he dashed after the much-enduring Wrykynian at an extremely creditable rate of speed. Mr. Downing was by way of being a sprinter. He had won handicap events at College sports at Oxford, and, if Mike had not got such a good start, the race might have been over in the first fifty yards. As it was, that victim of Fate, going well, kept ahead. At the entrance to the school grounds he led by a dozen yards. The procession passed into the field, Mike heading as before for the pavilion.

As they raced across the soft turf, an idea occurred to Mike which he was accustomed in after years to attribute to genius, the one flash of it which had ever illumined his life.

It was this.

One of Mr. Downings first acts, on starting the Fire Brigade at Sedleigh, had been to institute an alarm bell. It had been rubbed into the school officially — in speeches from the daïs — by the headmaster, and unofficially — in earnest private conversations — by Mr. Downing, that at the sound of this bell, at whatever hour of day or night, every member of the school must leave his house in the quickest possible way, and make for the open. The bell might mean that the school was on fire, or it might mean that one of the houses was on fire. In any case, the school had its orders — to get out into the open at once.

Nor must it be supposed that the school was without practice at this feat. Every now and then a notice would be found posted up on the board to the effect that there would be fire drill during the dinner hour that day. Sometimes the performance was bright and interesting, as on the occasion when Mr. Downing, marshalling the brigade at his front gate, had said, My house is supposed to be on fire. Now lets do a record! which the Brigade, headed by Stone and Robinson, obligingly did. They fastened the hose to the hydrant, smashed a window on the ground floor (Mr. Downing having retired for a moment to talk with the headmaster), and poured a stream of water into the room. When Mr. Downing was at liberty to turn his attention to the matter, he found that the room selected was his private study, most of the light furniture of which was floating on a miniature lake. That episode had rather discouraged his passion for realism, and fire drill since then had taken the form, for the most part, of practising escaping. This was done by means of canvas shoots, kept in the dormitories. At the sound of the bell the prefect of the dormitory would heave one end of the shoot out of window, the other end being fastened to the sill. He would then go down it himself, using his elbows as a brake. Then the second man would follow his example, and these two, standing below, would hold the end of the shoot so that the rest of the dormitory could fly rapidly down it without injury, except to their digestions.

After the first novelty of the thing had worn off, the school had taken a rooted dislike to fire drill. It was a matter for self-congratulation among them that Mr. Downing had never been able to induce the headmaster to allow the alarm bell to be sounded for fire drill at night. The headmaster, a man who had his views on the amount of sleep necessary for the growing boy, had drawn the line at night operations. Sufficient unto the day had been the gist of his reply. If the alarm bell were to ring at night when there was no fire, the school might mistake a genuine alarm of fire for a bogus one, and refuse to hurry themselves.

So Mr. Downing had had to be content with day drill.

The alarm bell hung in the archway leading into the school grounds. The end of the rope, when not in use, was fastened to a hook half-way up the wall.

Mike, as he raced over the cricket field, made up his mind in a flash that his only chance of getting out of this tangle was to shake his pursuer off for a space of time long enough to enable him to get to the rope and tug it. Then the school would come out. He would mix with them, and in the subsequent confusion get back to bed unnoticed.

The task was easier than it would have seemed at the beginning of the chase. Mr. Downing, owing to the two facts that he was not in the strictest training, and that it is only an Alfred Shrubb who can run for any length of time at top speed shouting Who is that? Stop! Who is that? Stop! was beginning to feel distressed. There were bellows to mend in the Downing camp. Mike perceived this, and forced the pace. He rounded the pavilion ten yards to the good. Then, heading for the gate, he put all he knew into one last sprint. Mr. Downing was not equal to the effort. He worked gamely for a few strides, then fell behind. When Mike reached the gate, a good forty yards separated them.

As far as Mike could judge — he was not in a condition to make nice calculations — he had about four seconds in which to get busy with that bell rope.

Probably nobody has ever crammed more energetic work into four seconds than he did then.

The night was as still as only an English summer night can be, and the first clang of the clapper sounded like a million iron girders falling from a height on to a sheet of tin. He tugged away furiously, with an eye on the now rapidly advancing and loudly shouting figure of the housemaster.

And from the darkened house beyond there came a gradually swelling hum, as if a vast hive of bees had been disturbed.

The school was awake.


CHAPTER XLVI

THE DECORATION OF SAMMY
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PSMITH LEANED AGAINST the mantelpiece in the senior day-room at Outwoods — since Mikes innings against Downings the Lost Lambs had been received as brothers by that centre of disorder, so that even Spiller was compelled to look on the hatchet as buried — and gave his views on the events of the preceding night, or, rather, of that morning, for it was nearer one than twelve when peace had once more fallen on the school.

Nothing that happens in this luny-bin, said Psmith, has power to surprise me now. There was a time when I might have thought it a little unusual to have to leave the house through a canvas shoot at one oclock in the morning, but I suppose its quite the regular thing here. Old school tradition, &c. Men leave the school, and find that theyve got so accustomed to jumping out of window that they look on it as a sort of affectation to go out by the door. I suppose none of you merchants can give me any idea when the next knockabout entertainment of this kind is likely to take place?

I wonder who rang that bell! said Stone. Jolly sporting idea.

I believe it was Downing himself. If it was, I hope hes satisfied.

Jellicoe, who was appearing in society supported by a stick, looked meaningly at Mike, and giggled, receiving in answer a stony stare. Mike had informed Jellicoe of the details of his interview with Mr. Barley at the White Boar, and Jellicoe, after a momentary splutter of wrath against the practical joker, was now in a particularly light-hearted mood. He hobbled about, giggling at nothing and at peace with all the world.

It was a stirring scene, said Psmith. The agility with which Comrade Jellicoe boosted himself down the shoot was a triumph of mind over matter. He seemed to forget his ankle. It was the nearest thing to a Boneless Acrobatic Wonder that I have ever seen.

I was in a beastly funk, I can tell you.

Stone gurgled.

So was I, he said, for a bit. Then, when I saw that it was all a rag, I began to look about for ways of doing the thing really well. I emptied about six jugs of water on a gang of kids under my window.

I rushed into Downings, and ragged some of the beds, said Robinson.

It was an invigorating time, said Psmith. A sort of pageant. I was particularly struck with the way some of the bright lads caught hold of the idea. There was no skimping. Some of the kids, to my certain knowledge, went down the shoot a dozen times. Theres nothing like doing a thing thoroughly. I saw them come down, rush upstairs, and be saved again, time after time. The thing became chronic with them. I should say Comrade Downing ought to be satisfied with the high state of efficiency to which he has brought us. At any rate I hope — —

There was a sound of hurried footsteps outside the door, and Sharpe, a member of the senior day-room, burst excitedly in. He seemed amused.

I say, have you chaps seen Sammy?

Seen who? said Stone. Sammy? Why?

Youll know in a second. Hes just outside. Here, Sammy, Sammy, Sammy! Sam! Sam!

A bark and a patter of feet outside.

Come on, Sammy. Good dog.

There was a moments silence. Then a great yell of laughter burst forth. Even Psmiths massive calm was shattered. As for Jellicoe, he sobbed in a corner.

Sammys beautiful white coat was almost entirely concealed by a thick covering of bright red paint. His head, with the exception of the ears, was untouched, and his serious, friendly eyes seemed to emphasise the weirdness of his appearance. He stood in the doorway, barking and wagging his tail, plainly puzzled at his reception. He was a popular dog, and was always well received when he visited any of the houses, but he had never before met with enthusiasm like this.

Good old Sammy!

What on earths been happening to him?

Who did it?

Sharpe, the introducer, had no views on the matter.

I found him outside Downings, with a crowd round him. Everybody seems to have seen him. I wonder who on earth has gone and mucked him up like that!

Mike was the first to show any sympathy for the maltreated animal.

Poor old Sammy, he said, kneeling on the floor beside the victim, and scratching him under the ear. What a beastly shame! Itll take hours to wash all that off him, and hell hate it.

It seems to me, said Psmith, regarding Sammy dispassionately through his eyeglass, that its not a case for mere washing. Theyll either have to skin him bodily, or leave the thing to time. Time, the Great Healer. In a year or two hell fade to a delicate pink. I dont see why you shouldnt have a pink bull-terrier. It would lend a touch of distinction to the place. Crowds would come in excursion trains to see him. By charging a small fee you might make him self-supporting. I think Ill suggest it to Comrade Downing.

Therell be a row about this, said Stone.

Rows are rather sport when youre not mixed up in them, said Robinson, philosophically. Therell be another if we dont start off for chapel soon. Its a quarter to.

There was a general move. Mike was the last to leave the room. As he was going, Jellicoe stopped him. Jellicoe was staying in that Sunday, owing to his ankle.

I say, said Jellicoe, I just wanted to thank you again about that — —

Oh, thats all right.

No, but it really was awfully decent of you. You might have got into a frightful row. Were you nearly caught?

Jolly nearly.

It was you who rang the bell, wasnt it?

Yes, it was. But for goodness sake dont go gassing about it, or somebody will get to hear who oughtnt to, and I shall be sacked.

All right. But, I say, you are a chap!

Whats the matter now?

I mean about Sammy, you know. Its a jolly good score off old Downing. Hell be frightfully sick.

Sammy! cried Mike. My good man, you dont think I did that, do you? What absolute rot! I never touched the poor brute.

Oh, all right, said Jellicoe. But I wasnt going to tell any one, of course.

What do you mean?

You are a chap! giggled Jellicoe.

Mike walked to chapel rather thoughtfully.


CHAPTER XLVII

MR. DOWNING ON THE SCENT
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THERE WAS JUST one moment, the moment in which, on going down to the junior day-room of his house to quell an unseemly disturbance, he was boisterously greeted by a vermilion bull terrier, when Mr. Downing was seized with a hideous fear lest he had lost his senses. Glaring down at the crimson animal that was pawing at his knees, he clutched at his reason for one second as a drowning man clutches at a lifebelt.

Then the happy laughter of the young onlookers reassured him.

Who— he shouted, WHO has done this?
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Please, sir, we dont know, shrilled the chorus.

Please, sir, he came in like that.

Please, sir, we were sitting here when he suddenly ran in, all red.

A voice from the crowd: Look at old Sammy!

The situation was impossible. There was nothing to be done. He could not find out by verbal inquiry who had painted the dog. The possibility of Sammy being painted red during the night had never occurred to Mr. Downing, and now that the thing had happened he had no scheme of action. As Psmith would have said, he had confused the unusual with the impossible, and the result was that he was taken by surprise.

While he was pondering on this the situation was rendered still more difficult by Sammy, who, taking advantage of the door being open, escaped and rushed into the road, thus publishing his condition to all and sundry. You can hush up a painted dog while it confines itself to your own premises, but once it has mixed with the great public this becomes out of the question. Sammys state advanced from a private trouble into a row. Mr. Downings next move was in the same direction that Sammy had taken, only, instead of running about the road, he went straight to the headmaster.

The Head, who had had to leave his house in the small hours in his pyjamas and a dressing-gown, was not in the best of tempers. He had a cold in the head, and also a rooted conviction that Mr. Downing, in spite of his strict orders, had rung the bell himself on the previous night in order to test the efficiency of the school in saving themselves in the event of fire. He received the housemaster frostily, but thawed as the latter related the events which had led up to the ringing of the bell.

Dear me! he said, deeply interested. One of the boys at the school, you think?

I am certain of it, said Mr. Downing.

Was he wearing a school cap?

He was bare-headed. A boy who breaks out of his house at night would hardly run the risk of wearing a distinguishing cap.

No, no, I suppose not. A big boy, you say?

Very big.

You did not see his face?

It was dark and he never looked back — he was in front of me all the time.

Dear me!

There is another matter — —

Yes?

This boy, whoever he was, had done something before he rang the bell — he had painted my dog Sampson red.

The headmasters eyes protruded from their sockets. He — he — what, Mr. Downing?

He painted my dog red — bright red. Mr. Downing was too angry to see anything humorous in the incident. Since the previous night he had been wounded in his tenderest feelings. His Fire Brigade system had been most shamefully abused by being turned into a mere instrument in the hands of a malefactor for escaping justice, and his dog had been held up to ridicule to all the world. He did not want to smile, he wanted revenge.

The headmaster, on the other hand, did want to smile. It was not his dog, he could look on the affair with an unbiased eye, and to him there was something ludicrous in a white dog suddenly appearing as a red dog.

It is a scandalous thing! said Mr. Downing.

Quite so! Quite so! said the headmaster hastily. I shall punish the boy who did it most severely. I will speak to the school in the Hall after chapel.

Which he did, but without result. A cordial invitation to the criminal to come forward and be executed was received in wooden silence by the school, with the exception of Johnson III., of Outwoods, who, suddenly reminded of Sammys appearance by the headmasters words, broke into a wild screech of laughter, and was instantly awarded two hundred lines.

The school filed out of the Hall to their various lunches, and Mr. Downing was left with the conviction that, if he wanted the criminal discovered, he would have to discover him for himself.

The great thing in affairs of this kind is to get a good start, and Fate, feeling perhaps that it had been a little hard upon Mr. Downing, gave him a most magnificent start. Instead of having to hunt for a needle in a haystack, he found himself in a moment in the position of being set to find it in a mere truss of straw.

It was Mr. Outwood who helped him. Sergeant Collard had waylaid the archaeological expert on his way to chapel, and informed him that at close on twelve the night before he had observed a youth, unidentified, attempting to get into his house via the water-pipe. Mr. Outwood, whose thoughts were occupied with apses and plinths, not to mention cromlechs, at the time, thanked the sergeant with absent-minded politeness and passed on. Later he remembered the fact à propos of some reflections on the subject of burglars in mediaeval England, and passed it on to Mr. Downing as they walked back to lunch.

Then the boy was in your house! exclaimed Mr. Downing.

Not actually in, as far as I understand. I gather from the sergeant that he interrupted him before — —

I mean he must have been one of the boys in your house.

But what was he doing out at that hour?

He had broken out.

Impossible, I think. Oh yes, quite impossible! I went round the dormitories as usual at eleven oclock last night, and all the boys were asleep — all of them.

Mr. Downing was not listening. He was in a state of suppressed excitement and exultation which made it hard for him to attend to his colleagues slow utterances. He had a clue! Now that the search had narrowed itself down to Outwoods house, the rest was comparatively easy. Perhaps Sergeant Collard had actually recognised the boy. Or reflection he dismissed this as unlikely, for the sergeant would scarcely have kept a thing like that to himself; but he might very well have seen more of him than he, Downing, had seen. It was only with an effort that he could keep himself from rushing to the sergeant then and there, and leaving the house lunch to look after itself. He resolved to go the moment that meal was at an end.

Sunday lunch at a public-school house is probably one of the longest functions in existence. It drags its slow length along like a languid snake, but it finishes in time. In due course Mr. Downing, after sitting still and eyeing with acute dislike everybody who asked for a second helping, found himself at liberty.

Regardless of the claims of digestion, he rushed forth on the trail.



Sergeant Collard lived with his wife and a family of unknown dimensions in the lodge at the school front gate. Dinner was just over when Mr. Downing arrived, as a blind man could have told.

The sergeant received his visitor with dignity, ejecting the family, who were torpid after roast beef and resented having to move, in order to ensure privacy.

Having requested his host to smoke, which the latter was about to do unasked, Mr. Downing stated his case.

Mr. Outwood, he said, tells me that last night, sergeant, you saw a boy endeavouring to enter his house.

The sergeant blew a cloud of smoke. Oo-oo-oo, yer, he said; I did, sir — spotted im, I did. Feeflee good at spottin, I am, sir. Dook of Connaught, he used to say, Ere comes Sergeant Collard, he used to say, es feeflee good at spottin.

What did you do?

Do? Oo-oo-oo! I shouts Oo-oo-oo yer, yer young monkey, what yer doin there?

Yes?

But e was off in a flash, and I doubles after im prompt.

But you didnt catch him?

No, sir, admitted the sergeant reluctantly.

Did you catch sight of his face, sergeant?

No, sir, e was doublin away in the opposite direction.

Did you notice anything at all about his appearance?

E was a long young chap, sir, with a pair of legs on him — feeflee fast e run, sir. Oo-oo-oo, feeflee!

You noticed nothing else?

E wasnt wearing no cap of any sort, sir.

Ah!

Bare-eaded, sir, added the sergeant, rubbing the point in.

It was undoubtedly the same boy, undoubtedly! I wish you could have caught a glimpse of his face, sergeant.

So do I, sir.

You would not be able to recognise him again if you saw him, you think?

Oo-oo-oo! Wouldnt go so far as to say that, sir, cos yer see, Im feeflee good at spottin, but it was a dark night.

Mr. Downing rose to go.

Well, he said, the search is now considerably narrowed down, considerably! It is certain that the boy was one of the boys in Mr. Outwoods house.

Young monkeys! interjected the sergeant helpfully.

Good-afternoon, sergeant.

Good-afternoon to you, sir.

Pray do not move, sergeant.

The sergeant had not shown the slightest inclination of doing anything of the kind.

I will find my way out. Very hot to-day, is it not?

Feeflee warm, sir; weathers goin to break — workin up for thunder.

I hope not. The school plays the M.C.C. on Wednesday, and it would be a pity if rain were to spoil our first fixture with them. Good afternoon.

And Mr. Downing went out into the baking sunlight, while Sergeant Collard, having requested Mrs. Collard to take the children out for a walk at once, and furthermore to give young Ernie a clip side of the ead, if he persisted in making so much noise, put a handkerchief over his face, rested his feet on the table, and slept the sleep of the just.


CHAPTER XLVIII

THE SLEUTH-HOUND
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FOR THE DOCTOR Watsons of this world, as opposed to the Sherlock Holmeses, success in the province of detective work must always be, to a very large extent, the result of luck. Sherlock Holmes can extract a clue from a wisp of straw or a flake of cigar-ash. But Doctor Watson has got to have it taken out for him, and dusted, and exhibited clearly, with a label attached.

The average man is a Doctor Watson. We are wont to scoff in a patronising manner at that humble follower of the great investigator, but, as a matter of fact, we should have been just as dull ourselves. We should not even have risen to the modest level of a Scotland Yard Bungler. We should simply have hung around, saying:

My dear Holmes, how — ? and all the rest of it, just as the downtrodden medico did.

It is not often that the ordinary person has any need to see what he can do in the way of detection. He gets along very comfortably in the humdrum round of life without having to measure footprints and smile quiet, tight-lipped smiles. But if ever the emergency does arise, he thinks naturally of Sherlock Holmes, and his methods.

Mr. Downing had read all the Holmes stories with great attention, and had thought many times what an incompetent ass Doctor Watson was; but, now that he had started to handle his own first case, he was compelled to admit that there was a good deal to be said in extenuation of Watsons inability to unravel tangles. It certainly was uncommonly hard, he thought, as he paced the cricket field after leaving Sergeant Collard, to detect anybody, unless you knew who had really done the crime. As he brooded over the case in hand, his sympathy for Dr. Watson increased with every minute, and he began to feel a certain resentment against Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. It was all very well for Sir Arthur to be so shrewd and infallible about tracing a mystery to its source, but he knew perfectly well who had done the thing before he started!

Now that he began really to look into this matter of the alarm bell and the painting of Sammy, the conviction was creeping over him that the problem was more difficult than a casual observer might imagine. He had got as far as finding that his quarry of the previous night was a boy in Mr. Outwoods house, but how was he to get any farther? That was the thing. There were, of course, only a limited number of boys in Mr. Outwoods house as tall as the one he had pursued; but even if there had been only one other, it would have complicated matters. If you go to a boy and say, Either you or Jones were out of your house last night at twelve oclock, the boy does not reply, Sir, I cannot tell a lie — I was out of my house last night at twelve oclock. He simply assumes the animated expression of a stuffed fish, and leaves the next move to you. It is practically Stalemate.

All these things passed through Mr. Downings mind as he walked up and down the cricket field that afternoon.

What he wanted was a clue. But it is so hard for the novice to tell what is a clue and what isnt. Probably, if he only knew, there were clues lying all over the place, shouting to him to pick them up.

What with the oppressive heat of the day and the fatigue of hard thinking, Mr. Downing was working up for a brain-storm, when Fate once more intervened, this time in the shape of Riglett, a junior member of his house.

Riglett slunk up in the shamefaced way peculiar to some boys, even when they have done nothing wrong, and, having capped Mr. Downing with the air of one who has been caught in the act of doing something particularly shady, requested that he might be allowed to fetch his bicycle from the shed.

Your bicycle? snapped Mr. Downing. Much thinking had made him irritable. What do you want with your bicycle?

Riglett shuffled, stood first on his left foot, then on his right, blushed, and finally remarked, as if it were not so much a sound reason as a sort of feeble excuse for the low and blackguardly fact that he wanted his bicycle, that he had got leave for tea that afternoon.

Then Mr. Downing remembered. Riglett had an aunt resident about three miles from the school, whom he was accustomed to visit occasionally on Sunday afternoons during the term.

He felt for his bunch of keys, and made his way to the shed, Riglett shambling behind at an interval of two yards.

Mr. Downing unlocked the door, and there on the floor was the Clue!

A clue that even Dr. Watson could not have overlooked.

Mr. Downing saw it, but did not immediately recognise it for what it was. What he saw at first was not a Clue, but just a mess. He had a tidy soul and abhorred messes. And this was a particularly messy mess. The greater part of the flooring in the neighbourhood of the door was a sea of red paint. The tin from which it had flowed was lying on its side in the middle of the shed. The air was full of the pungent scent.

Pah! said Mr. Downing.

Then suddenly, beneath the disguise of the mess, he saw the clue. A foot-mark! No less. A crimson foot-mark on the grey concrete!

Riglett, who had been waiting patiently two yards away, now coughed plaintively. The sound recalled Mr. Downing to mundane matters.

Get your bicycle, Riglett, he said, and be careful where you tread. Somebody has upset a pot of paint on the floor.

Riglett, walking delicately through dry places, extracted his bicycle from the rack, and presently departed to gladden the heart of his aunt, leaving Mr. Downing, his brain fizzing with the enthusiasm of the detective, to lock the door and resume his perambulation of the cricket field.

Give Dr. Watson a fair start, and he is a demon at the game. Mr. Downings brain was now working with a rapidity and clearness which a professional sleuth might have envied.

Paint. Red paint. Obviously the same paint with which Sammy had been decorated. A foot-mark. Whose foot-mark? Plainly that of the criminal who had done the deed of decoration.

Yoicks!

There were two things, however, to be considered. Your careful detective must consider everything. In the first place, the paint might have been upset by the ground-man. It was the ground-mans paint. He had been giving a fresh coating to the wood-work in front of the pavilion scoring-box at the conclusion of yesterdays match. (A labour of love which was the direct outcome of the enthusiasm for work which Adair had instilled into him.) In that case the foot-mark might be his.

Note one: Interview the ground-man on this point.

In the second place Adair might have upset the tin and trodden in its contents when he went to get his bicycle in order to fetch the doctor for the suffering MacPhee. This was the more probable of the two contingencies, for it would have been dark in the shed when Adair went into it.

Note two Interview Adair as to whether he found, on returning to the house, that there was paint on his boots.

Things were moving.



He resolved to take Adair first. He could get the ground-mans address from him.

Passing by the trees under whose shade Mike and Psmith and Dunster had watched the match on the previous day, he came upon the Head of his house in a deck-chair reading a book. A summer Sunday afternoon is the time for reading in deck-chairs.

Oh, Adair, he said. No, dont get up. I merely wished to ask you if you found any paint on your boots when you returned to the house last night?

Paint, sir? Adair was plainly puzzled. His book had been interesting, and had driven the Sammy incident out of his head.

I see somebody has spilt some paint on the floor of the bicycle shed. You did not do that, I suppose, when you went to fetch your bicycle?

No, sir.

It is spilt all over the floor. I wondered whether you had happened to tread in it. But you say you found no paint on your boots this morning?

No, sir, my bicycle is always quite near the door of the shed. I didnt go into the shed at all.

I see. Quite so. Thank you, Adair. Oh, by the way, Adair, where does Markby live?

I forget the name of his cottage, sir, but I could show you in a second. Its one of those cottages just past the school gates, on the right as you turn out into the road. There are three in a row. His is the first you come to. Theres a barn just before you get to them.

Thank you. I shall be able to find them. I should like to speak to Markby for a moment on a small matter.

A sharp walk took him to the cottages Adair had mentioned. He rapped at the door of the first, and the ground-man came out in his shirt-sleeves, blinking as if he had just woke up, as was indeed the case.

Oh, Markby!

Sir?

You remember that you were painting the scoring-box in the pavilion last night after the match?

Yes, sir. It wanted a lick of paint bad. The young gentlemen will scramble about and get through the window. Makes it look shabby, sir. So I thought Id better give it a coating so as to look ship-shape when the Marylebone come down.

Just so. An excellent idea. Tell me, Markby, what did you do with the pot of paint when you had finished?

Put it in the bicycle shed, sir.

On the floor?

On the floor, sir? No. On the shelf at the far end, with the can of whitening what I use for marking out the wickets, sir.

Of course, yes. Quite so. Just as I thought.

Do you want it, sir?

No, thank you, Markby, no, thank you. The fact is, somebody who had no business to do so has moved the pot of paint from the shelf to the floor, with the result that it has been kicked over, and spilt. You had better get some more to-morrow. Thank you, Markby. That is all I wished to know.

Mr. Downing walked back to the school thoroughly excited. He was hot on the scent now. The only other possible theories had been tested and successfully exploded. The thing had become simple to a degree. All he had to do was to go to Mr. Outwoods house — the idea of searching a fellow-masters house did not appear to him at all a delicate task; somehow one grew unconsciously to feel that Mr. Outwood did not really exist as a man capable of resenting liberties — find the paint-splashed boot, ascertain its owner, and denounce him to the headmaster. Picture, Blue Fire and God Save the King by the full strength of the company. There could be no doubt that a paint-splashed boot must be in Mr. Outwoods house somewhere. A boy cannot tread in a pool of paint without showing some signs of having done so. It was Sunday, too, so that the boot would not yet have been cleaned. Yoicks! Also Tally-ho! This really was beginning to be something like business.

Regardless of the heat, the sleuth-hound hurried across to Outwoods as fast as he could walk.


CHAPTER XLIX

A CHECK
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THE ONLY TWO members of the house not out in the grounds when he arrived were Mike and Psmith. They were standing on the gravel drive in front of the boys entrance. Mike had a deck-chair in one hand and a book in the other. Psmith — for even the greatest minds will sometimes unbend — was playing diabolo. That is to say, he was trying without success to raise the spool from the ground.

Theres a kid in France, said Mike disparagingly, as the bobbin rolled off the string for the fourth time, who can do it three thousand seven hundred and something times.

Psmith smoothed a crease out of his waistcoat and tried again. He had just succeeded in getting the thing to spin when Mr. Downing arrived. The sound of his footsteps disturbed Psmith and brought the effort to nothing.

Enough of this spoolery, said he, flinging the sticks through the open window of the senior day-room. I was an ass ever to try it. The philosophical mind needs complete repose in its hours of leisure. Hullo!

He stared after the sleuth-hound, who had just entered the house.

What the dickens, said Mike, does he mean by barging in as if hed bought the place?

Comrade Downing looks pleased with himself. What brings him round in this direction, I wonder! Still, no matter. The few articles which he may sneak from our study are of inconsiderable value. He is welcome to them. Do you feel inclined to wait awhile till I have fetched a chair and book?

Ill be going on. I shall be under the trees at the far end of the ground.

Tis well. I will be with you in about two ticks.

Mike walked on towards the field, and Psmith, strolling upstairs to fetch his novel, found Mr. Downing standing in the passage with the air of one who has lost his bearings.

A warm afternoon, sir, murmured Psmith courteously, as he passed.

Er — Smith!

Sir?

I — er — wish to go round the dormitories.

It was Psmiths guiding rule in life never to be surprised at anything, so he merely inclined his head gracefully, and said nothing.

I should be glad if you would fetch the keys and show me where the rooms are.

With acute pleasure, sir, said Psmith. Or shall I fetch Mr. Outwood, sir?

Do as I tell you, Smith, snapped Mr. Downing.

Psmith said no more, but went down to the matrons room. The matron being out, he abstracted the bunch of keys from her table and rejoined the master.

Shall I lead the way, sir? he asked.

Mr. Downing nodded.

Here, sir, said Psmith, opening a door, we have Barnes dormitory. An airy room, constructed on the soundest hygienic principles. Each boy, I understand, has quite a considerable number of cubic feet of air all to himself. It is Mr. Outwoods boast that no boy has ever asked for a cubic foot of air in vain. He argues justly — —

He broke off abruptly and began to watch the others manoeuvres in silence. Mr. Downing was peering rapidly beneath each bed in turn.

Are you looking for Barnes, sir? inquired Psmith politely. I think hes out in the field.

Mr. Downing rose, having examined the last bed, crimson in the face with the exercise.

Show me the next dormitory, Smith, he said, panting slightly.

This, said Psmith, opening the next door and sinking his voice to an awed whisper, is where I sleep!

Mr. Downing glanced swiftly beneath the three beds. Excuse me, sir, said Psmith, but are we chasing anything?

Be good enough, Smith, said Mr. Downing with asperity, to keep your remarks to yourself.

I was only wondering, sir. Shall I show you the next in order?

Certainly.

They moved on up the passage.

Drawing blank at the last dormitory, Mr. Downing paused, baffled. Psmith waited patiently by. An idea struck the master.

The studies, Smith, he cried.

Aha! said Psmith. I beg your pardon, sir. The observation escaped me unawares. The frenzy of the chase is beginning to enter into my blood. Here we have — —

Mr. Downing stopped short.

Is this impertinence studied, Smith?

Fergusons study, sir? No, sir. Thats further down the passage. This is Barnes.

Mr. Downing looked at him closely. Psmiths face was wooden in its gravity. The master snorted suspiciously, then moved on.

Whose is this? he asked, rapping a door.

This, sir, is mine and Jacksons.

What! Have you a study? You are low down in the school for it.

I think, sir, that Mr. Outwood gave it us rather as a testimonial to our general worth than to our proficiency in school-work.

Mr. Downing raked the room with a keen eye. The absence of bars from the window attracted his attention.

Have you no bars to your windows here, such as there are in my house?

There appears to be no bar, sir, said Psmith, putting up his eyeglass.

Mr Downing was leaning out of the window.

A lovely view, is it not, sir? said Psmith. The trees, the field, the distant hills — —

Mr. Downing suddenly started. His eye had been caught by the water-pipe at the side of the window. The boy whom Sergeant Collard had seen climbing the pipe must have been making for this study.

He spun round and met Psmiths blandly inquiring gaze. He looked at Psmith carefully for a moment. No. The boy he had chased last night had not been Psmith. That exquisites figure and general appearance were unmistakable, even in the dusk.

Whom did you say you shared this study with, Smith?

Jackson, sir. The cricketer.

Never mind about his cricket, Smith, said Mr. Downing with irritation.

No, sir.

He is the only other occupant of the room?

Yes, sir.

Nobody else comes into it?

If they do, they go out extremely quickly, sir.

Ah! Thank you, Smith.

Not at all, sir.

Mr. Downing pondered. Jackson! The boy bore him a grudge. The boy was precisely the sort of boy to revenge himself by painting the dog Sammy. And, gadzooks! The boy whom he had pursued last night had been just about Jacksons size and build!

Mr. Downing was as firmly convinced at that moment that Mikes had been the hand to wield the paint-brush as he had ever been of anything in his life.

Smith! he said excitedly.

On the spot, sir, said Psmith affably.

Where are Jacksons boots?

There are moments when the giddy excitement of being right on the trail causes the amateur (or Watsonian) detective to be incautious. Such a moment came to Mr. Downing then. If he had been wise, he would have achieved his object, the getting a glimpse of Mikes boots, by a devious and snaky route. As it was, he rushed straight on.

His boots, sir? He has them on. I noticed them as he went out just now.

Where is the pair he wore yesterday?

Where are the boots of yester-year? murmured Psmith to himself. I should say at a venture, sir, that they would be in the basket downstairs. Edmund, our genial knife-and-boot boy, collects them, I believe, at early dawn.

Would they have been cleaned yet?

If I know Edmund, sir — no.

Smith, said Mr. Downing, trembling with excitement, go and bring that basket to me here.

Psmiths brain was working rapidly as he went downstairs. What exactly was at the back of the sleuths mind, prompting these manoeuvres, he did not know. But that there was something, and that that something was directed in a hostile manner against Mike, probably in connection with last nights wild happenings, he was certain. Psmith had noticed, on leaving his bed at the sound of the alarm bell, that he and Jellicoe were alone in the room. That might mean that Mike had gone out through the door when the bell sounded, or it might mean that he had been out all the time. It began to look as if the latter solution were the correct one.



He staggered back with the basket, painfully conscious the while that it was creasing his waistcoat, and dumped it down on the study floor. Mr. Downing stooped eagerly over it. Psmith leaned against the wall, and straightened out the damaged garment.

We have here, sir, he said, a fair selection of our various bootings.

Mr. Downing looked up.

You dropped none of the boots on your way up, Smith?

Not one, sir. It was a fine performance.

Mr. Downing uttered a grunt of satisfaction, and bent once more to his task. Boots flew about the room. Mr. Downing knelt on the floor beside the basket, and dug like a terrier at a rat-hole.

At last he made a dive, and, with an exclamation of triumph, rose to his feet. In his hand he held a boot.

Put those back again, Smith, he said.

The ex-Etonian, wearing an expression such as a martyr might have worn on being told off for the stake, began to pick up the scattered footgear, whistling softly the tune of I do all the dirty work, as he did so.

Thats the lot, sir, he said, rising.

Ah. Now come across with me to the headmasters house. Leave the basket here. You can carry it back when you return.

Shall I put back that boot, sir?

Certainly not. I shall take this with me, of course.

Shall I carry it, sir?

Mr. Downing reflected.

Yes, Smith, he said. I think it would be best.

It occurred to him that the spectacle of a housemaster wandering abroad on the public highway, carrying a dirty boot, might be a trifle undignified. You never knew whom you might meet on Sunday afternoon.

Psmith took the boot, and doing so, understood what before had puzzled him.

Across the toe of the boot was a broad splash of red paint.

He knew nothing, of course, of the upset tin in the bicycle shed; but when a housemasters dog has been painted red in the night, and when, on the following day, the housemaster goes about in search of a paint-splashed boot, one puts two and two together. Psmith looked at the name inside the boot. It was Brown, boot-maker, Bridgnorth. Bridgnorth was only a few miles from his own home and Mikes. Undoubtedly it was Mikes boot.

Can you tell me whose boot that is? asked Mr. Downing.

Psmith looked at it again.

No, sir. I cant say the little chaps familiar to me.

Come with me, then.

Mr. Downing left the room. After a moment Psmith followed him.

The headmaster was in his garden. Thither Mr. Downing made his way, the boot-bearing Psmith in close attendance.

The Head listened to the amateur detectives statement with interest.

Indeed? he said, when Mr. Downing had finished.

Indeed? Dear me! It certainly seems — It is a curiously well-connected thread of evidence. You are certain that there was red paint on this boot you discovered in Mr. Outwoods house?

I have it with me. I brought it on purpose to show to you. Smith!

Sir?

You have the boot?

Ah, said the headmaster, putting on a pair of pince-nez, now let me look at — This, you say, is the — ? Just so. Just so. Just.... But, er, Mr. Downing, it may be that I have not examined this boot with sufficient care, but — Can you point out to me exactly where this paint is that you speak of?

Mr. Downing stood staring at the boot with a wild, fixed stare. Of any suspicion of paint, red or otherwise, it was absolutely and entirely innocent.


CHAPTER L

THE DESTROYER OF EVIDENCE
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THE BOOT BECAME the centre of attraction, the cynosure of all eyes. Mr. Downing fixed it with the piercing stare of one who feels that his brain is tottering. The headmaster looked at it with a mildly puzzled expression. Psmith, putting up his eyeglass, gazed at it with a sort of affectionate interest, as if he were waiting for it to do a trick of some kind.

Mr. Downing was the first to break the silence.

There was paint on this boot, he said vehemently. I tell you there was a splash of red paint across the toe. Smith will bear me out in this. Smith, you saw the paint on this boot?

Paint, sir!

What! Do you mean to tell me that you did not see it?

No, sir. There was no paint on this boot.

This is foolery. I saw it with my own eyes. It was a broad splash right across the toe.

The headmaster interposed.

You must have made a mistake, Mr. Downing. There is certainly no trace of paint on this boot. These momentary optical delusions are, I fancy, not uncommon. Any doctor will tell you — —

I had an aunt, sir, said Psmith chattily, who was remarkably subject — —

It is absurd. I cannot have been mistaken, said Mr. Downing. I am positively certain the toe of this boot was red when I found it.

It is undoubtedly black now, Mr. Downing.

A sort of chameleon boot, murmured Psmith.

The goaded housemaster turned on him.

What did you say, Smith?

Did I speak, sir? said Psmith, with the start of one coming suddenly out of a trance.

Mr. Downing looked searchingly at him.

You had better be careful, Smith.

Yes, sir.

I strongly suspect you of having something to do with this.

Really, Mr. Downing, said the headmaster, that is surely improbable. Smith could scarcely have cleaned the boot on his way to my house. On one occasion I inadvertently spilt some paint on a shoe of my own. I can assure you that it does not brush off. It needs a very systematic cleaning before all traces are removed.

Exactly, sir, said Psmith. My theory, if I may —— ?

Certainly, Smith.

Psmith bowed courteously and proceeded.

My theory, sir, is that Mr. Downing was deceived by the light and shade effects on the toe of the boot. The afternoon sun, streaming in through the window, must have shone on the boot in such a manner as to give it a momentary and fictitious aspect of redness. If Mr. Downing recollects, he did not look long at the boot. The picture on the retina of the eye, consequently, had not time to fade. I remember thinking myself, at the moment, that the boot appeared to have a certain reddish tint. The mistake — —

Bah! said Mr. Downing shortly.

Well, really, said the headmaster, it seems to me that that is the only explanation that will square with the facts. A boot that is really smeared with red paint does not become black of itself in the course of a few minutes.

You are very right, sir, said Psmith with benevolent approval. May I go now, sir? I am in the middle of a singularly impressive passage of Ciceros speech De Senectute.

I am sorry that you should leave your preparation till Sunday, Smith. It is a habit of which I altogether disapprove.

I am reading it, sir, said Psmith, with simple dignity, for pleasure. Shall I take the boot with me, sir?

If Mr. Downing does not want it?

The housemaster passed the fraudulent piece of evidence to Psmith without a word, and the latter, having included both masters in a kindly smile, left the garden.

Pedestrians who had the good fortune to be passing along the road between the housemasters house and Mr. Outwoods at that moment saw what, if they had but known it, was a most unusual sight, the spectacle of Psmith running. Psmiths usual mode of progression was a dignified walk. He believed in the contemplative style rather than the hustling.

On this occasion, however, reckless of possible injuries to the crease of his trousers, he raced down the road, and turning in at Outwoods gate, bounded upstairs like a highly trained professional athlete.

On arriving at the study, his first act was to remove a boot from the top of the pile in the basket, place it in the small cupboard under the bookshelf, and lock the cupboard. Then he flung himself into a chair and panted.

Brain, he said to himself approvingly, is what one chiefly needs in matters of this kind. Without brain, where are we? In the soup, every time. The next development will be when Comrade Downing thinks it over, and is struck with the brilliant idea that its just possible that the boot he gave me to carry and the boot I did carry were not one boot but two boots. Meanwhile — —

He dragged up another chair for his feet and picked up his novel.

He had not been reading long when there was a footstep in the passage, and Mr. Downing appeared.

The possibility, in fact the probability, of Psmith having substituted another boot for the one with the incriminating splash of paint on it had occurred to him almost immediately on leaving the headmasters garden. Psmith and Mike, he reflected, were friends. Psmiths impulse would be to do all that lay in his power to shield Mike. Feeling aggrieved with himself that he had not thought of this before, he, too, hurried over to Outwoods.

Mr. Downing was brisk and peremptory.

I wish to look at these boots again, he said. Psmith, with a sigh, laid down his novel, and rose to assist him.

Sit down, Smith, said the housemaster. I can manage without your help.

Psmith sat down again, carefully tucking up the knees of his trousers, and watched him with silent interest through his eyeglass.

The scrutiny irritated Mr. Downing.

Put that thing away, Smith, he said.

That thing, sir?

Yes, that ridiculous glass. Put it away.

Why, sir?

Why! Because I tell you to do so.

I guessed that that was the reason, sir, sighed Psmith replacing the eyeglass in his waistcoat pocket. He rested his elbows on his knees, and his chin on his hands, and resumed his contemplative inspection of the boot-expert, who, after fidgeting for a few moments, lodged another complaint.

Dont sit there staring at me, Smith.

I was interested in what you were doing, sir.

Never mind. Dont stare at me in that idiotic way.

May I read, sir? asked Psmith, patiently.

Yes, read if you like.

Thank you, sir.

Psmith took up his book again, and Mr. Downing, now thoroughly irritated, pursued his investigations in the boot-basket.

He went through it twice, but each time without success. After the second search, he stood up, and looked wildly round the room. He was as certain as he could be of anything that the missing piece of evidence was somewhere in the study. It was no use asking Psmith point-blank where it was, for Psmiths ability to parry dangerous questions with evasive answers was quite out of the common.

His eye roamed about the room. There was very little cover there, even for so small a fugitive as a number nine boot. The floor could be acquitted, on sight, of harbouring the quarry.

Then he caught sight of the cupboard, and something seemed to tell him that there was the place to look.

Smith! he said.

Psmith had been reading placidly all the while.

Yes, sir?

What is in this cupboard?

That cupboard, sir?

Yes. This cupboard. Mr. Downing rapped the door irritably.

Just a few odd trifles, sir. We do not often use it. A ball of string, perhaps. Possibly an old note-book. Nothing of value or interest.

Open it.

I think you will find that it is locked, sir.

Unlock it.

But where is the key, sir?

Have you not got the key?

If the key is not in the lock, sir, you may depend upon it that it will take a long search to find it.

Where did you see it last?

It was in the lock yesterday morning. Jackson might have taken it.

Where is Jackson?

Out in the field somewhere, sir.

Mr. Downing thought for a moment.

I dont believe a word of it, he said shortly. I have my reasons for thinking that you are deliberately keeping the contents of that cupboard from me. I shall break open the door.

Psmith got up.

Im afraid you mustnt do that, sir.

Mr. Downing stared, amazed.

Are you aware whom you are talking to, Smith? he inquired acidly.

Yes, sir. And I know its not Mr. Outwood, to whom that cupboard happens to belong. If you wish to break it open, you must get his permission. He is the sole lessee and proprietor of that cupboard. I am only the acting manager.

Mr. Downing paused. He also reflected. Mr. Outwood in the general rule did not count much in the scheme of things, but possibly there were limits to the treating of him as if he did not exist. To enter his house without his permission and search it to a certain extent was all very well. But when it came to breaking up his furniture, perhaps —— !

On the other hand, there was the maddening thought that if he left the study in search of Mr. Outwood, in order to obtain his sanction for the house-breaking work which he proposed to carry through, Smith would be alone in the room. And he knew that, if Smith were left alone in the room, he would instantly remove the boot to some other hiding-place. He thoroughly disbelieved the story of the lost key. He was perfectly convinced that the missing boot was in the cupboard.

He stood chewing these thoughts for awhile, Psmith in the meantime standing in a graceful attitude in front of the cupboard, staring into vacancy.

Then he was seized with a happy idea. Why should he leave the room at all? If he sent Smith, then he himself could wait and make certain that the cupboard was not tampered with.

Smith, he said, go and find Mr. Outwood, and ask him to be good enough to come here for a moment.


CHAPTER LI

MAINLY ABOUT BOOTS
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BE QUICK, SMITH, he said, as the latter stood looking at him without making any movement in the direction of the door.

Quick, sir? said Psmith meditatively, as if he had been asked a conundrum.

Go and find Mr. Outwood at once.

Psmith still made no move.

Do you intend to disobey me, Smith? Mr. Downings voice was steely.

Yes, sir.

What!

Yes, sir.

There was one of those you-could-have-heard-a-pin-drop silences. Psmith was staring reflectively at the ceiling. Mr. Downing was looking as if at any moment he might say, Thwarted to me face, ha, ha! And by a very stripling!

It was Psmith, however, who resumed the conversation. His manner was almost too respectful; which made it all the more a pity that what he said did not keep up the standard of docility.

I take my stand, he said, on a technical point. I say to myself, Mr. Downing is a man I admire as a human being and respect as a master. In — —

This impertinence is doing you no good, Smith.

Psmith waved a hand deprecatingly.

If you will let me explain, sir. I was about to say that in any other place but Mr. Outwoods house, your word would be law. I would fly to do your bidding. If you pressed a button, I would do the rest. But in Mr. Outwoods house I cannot do anything except what pleases me or what is ordered by Mr. Outwood. I ought to have remembered that before. One cannot, he continued, as who should say, Let us be reasonable, one cannot, to take a parallel case, imagine the colonel commanding the garrison at a naval station going on board a battleship and ordering the crew to splice the jibboom spanker. It might be an admirable thing for the Empire that the jibboom spanker should be spliced at that particular juncture, but the crew would naturally decline to move in the matter until the order came from the commander of the ship. So in my case. If you will go to Mr. Outwood, and explain to him how matters stand, and come back and say to me, Psmith, Mr. Outwood wishes you to ask him to be good enough to come to this study, then I shall be only too glad to go and find him. You see my difficulty, sir?

Go and fetch Mr. Outwood, Smith. I shall not tell you again.

Psmith flicked a speck of dust from his coat-sleeve.

Very well, Smith.

I can assure you, sir, at any rate, that if there is a boot in that cupboard now, there will be a boot there when you return.

Mr. Downing stalked out of the room.

But, added Psmith pensively to himself, as the footsteps died away, I did not promise that it would be the same boot.

He took the key from his pocket, unlocked the cupboard, and took out the boot. Then he selected from the basket a particularly battered specimen. Placing this in the cupboard, he re-locked the door.

His next act was to take from the shelf a piece of string. Attaching one end of this to the boot that he had taken from the cupboard, he went to the window. His first act was to fling the cupboard-key out into the bushes. Then he turned to the boot. On a level with the sill the water-pipe, up which Mike had started to climb the night before, was fastened to the wall by an iron band. He tied the other end of the string to this, and let the boot swing free. He noticed with approval, when it had stopped swinging, that it was hidden from above by the window-sill.

He returned to his place at the mantelpiece.

As an after-thought he took another boot from the basket, and thrust it up the chimney. A shower of soot fell into the grate, blackening his hand.

The bathroom was a few yards down the corridor. He went there, and washed off the soot.

When he returned, Mr. Downing was in the study, and with him Mr. Outwood, the latter looking dazed, as if he were not quite equal to the intellectual pressure of the situation.

Where have you been, Smith? asked Mr. Downing sharply.

I have been washing my hands, sir.

Hm! said Mr. Downing suspiciously.

Yes, I saw Smith go into the bathroom, said Mr. Outwood. Smith, I cannot quite understand what it is Mr. Downing wishes me to do.

My dear Outwood, snapped the sleuth, I thought I had made it perfectly clear. Where is the difficulty?

I cannot understand why you should suspect Smith of keeping his boots in a cupboard, and, added Mr. Outwood with spirit, catching sight of a Good-Gracious-has-the-man-no-sense look on the others face, why he should not do so if he wishes it.

Exactly, sir, said Psmith, approvingly. You have touched the spot.

If I must explain again, my dear Outwood, will you kindly give me your attention for a moment. Last night a boy broke out of your house, and painted my dog Sampson red.

He painted — ! said Mr. Outwood, round-eyed. Why?

I dont know why. At any rate, he did. During the escapade one of his boots was splashed with the paint. It is that boot which I believe Smith to be concealing in this cupboard. Now, do you understand?

Mr. Outwood looked amazedly at Smith, and Psmith shook his head sorrowfully at Mr. Outwood. Psmitha expression said, as plainly as if he had spoken the words, We must humour him.

So with your permission, as Smith declares that he has lost the key, I propose to break open the door of this cupboard. Have you any objection?

Mr. Outwood started.

Objection? None at all, my dear fellow, none at all. Let me see, what is it you wish to do?

This, said Mr. Downing shortly.

There was a pair of dumb-bells on the floor, belonging to Mike. He never used them, but they always managed to get themselves packed with the rest of his belongings on the last day of the holidays. Mr. Downing seized one of these, and delivered two rapid blows at the cupboard-door. The wood splintered. A third blow smashed the flimsy lock. The cupboard, with any skeletons it might contain, was open for all to view.

Mr. Downing uttered a cry of triumph, and tore the boot from its resting-place.

I told you, he said. I told you.

I wondered where that boot had got to, said Psmith. Ive been looking for it for days.

Mr. Downing was examining his find. He looked up with an exclamation of surprise and wrath.

This boot has no paint on it, he said, glaring at Psmith. This is not the boot.

It certainly appears, sir, said Psmith sympathetically, to be free from paint. Theres a sort of reddish glow just there, if you look at it sideways, he added helpfully.

Did you place that boot there, Smith?

I must have done. Then, when I lost the key — —

Are you satisfied now, Downing? interrupted Mr. Outwood with asperity, or is there any more furniture you wish to break?

The excitement of seeing his household goods smashed with a dumb-bell had made the archaeological student quite a swashbuckler for the moment. A little more, and one could imagine him giving Mr. Downing a good, hard knock.

The sleuth-hound stood still for a moment, baffled. But his brain was working with the rapidity of a buzz-saw. A chance remark of Mr. Outwoods set him fizzing off on the trail once more. Mr. Outwood had caught sight of the little pile of soot in the grate. He bent down to inspect it.

Dear me, he said, I must remember to have the chimneys swept. It should have been done before.

Mr. Downings eye, rolling in a fine frenzy from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven, also focussed itself on the pile of soot; and a thrill went through him. Soot in the fireplace! Smith washing his hands! (You know my methods, my dear Watson. Apply them.)

Mr. Downings mind at that moment contained one single thought; and that thought was What ho for the chimney!

He dived forward with a rush, nearly knocking Mr. Outwood off his feet, and thrust an arm up into the unknown. An avalanche of soot fell upon his hand and wrist, but he ignored it, for at the same instant his fingers had closed upon what he was seeking.

Ah, he said. I thought as much. You were not quite clever enough, after all, Smith.

No, sir, said Psmith patiently. We all make mistakes.

You would have done better, Smith, not to have given me all this trouble. You have done yourself no good by it.

Its been great fun, though, sir, argued Psmith.

Fun! Mr. Downing laughed grimly. You may have reason to change your opinion of what constitutes — —

His voice failed as his eye fell on the all-black toe of the boot. He looked up, and caught Psmiths benevolent gaze. He straightened himself and brushed a bead of perspiration from his face with the back of his hand. Unfortunately, he used the sooty hand, and the result was like some gruesome burlesque of a nigger minstrel.

Did — you — put — that — boot — there, Smith? he asked slowly.
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Yes, sir.

Then what did you MEAN by putting it there? roared Mr. Downing.

Animal spirits, sir, said Psmith.

WHAT!

Animal spirits, sir.

What Mr. Downing would have replied to this one cannot tell, though one can guess roughly. For, just as he was opening his mouth, Mr. Outwood, catching sight of his Chirgwin-like countenance, intervened.

My dear Downing, he said, your face. It is positively covered with soot, positively. You must come and wash it. You are quite black. Really, you present a most curious appearance, most. Let me show you the way to my room.

In all times of storm and tribulation there comes a breaking-point, a point where the spirit definitely refuses to battle any longer against the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune. Mr. Downing could not bear up against this crowning blow. He went down beneath it. In the language of the Ring, he took the count. It was the knock-out.

Soot! he murmured weakly. Soot!

Your face is covered, my dear fellow, quite covered.

It certainly has a faintly sooty aspect, sir, said Psmith.

His voice roused the sufferer to one last flicker of spirit.

You will hear more of this, Smith, he said. I say you will hear more of it.

Then he allowed Mr. Outwood to lead him out to a place where there were towels, soap, and sponges.



When they had gone, Psmith went to the window, and hauled in the string. He felt the calm after-glow which comes to the general after a successfully conducted battle. It had been trying, of course, for a man of refinement, and it had cut into his afternoon, but on the whole it had been worth it.

The problem now was what to do with the painted boot. It would take a lot of cleaning, he saw, even if he could get hold of the necessary implements for cleaning it. And he rather doubted if he would be able to do so. Edmund, the boot-boy, worked in some mysterious cell, far from the madding crowd, at the back of the house. In the boot-cupboard downstairs there would probably be nothing likely to be of any use.

His fears were realised. The boot-cupboard was empty. It seemed to him that, for the time being, the best thing he could do would be to place the boot in safe hiding, until he should have thought out a scheme.

Having restored the basket to its proper place, accordingly, he went up to the study again, and placed the red-toed boot in the chimney, at about the same height where Mr. Downing had found the other. Nobody would think of looking there a second time, and it was improbable that Mr. Outwood really would have the chimneys swept, as he had said. The odds were that he had forgotten about it already.

Psmith went to the bathroom to wash his hands again, with the feeling that he had done a good days work.


CHAPTER LII

ON THE TRAIL AGAIN
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THE MOST MASSIVE minds are apt to forget things at times. The most adroit plotters make their little mistakes. Psmith was no exception to the rule. He made the mistake of not telling Mike of the afternoons happenings.

It was not altogether forgetfulness. Psmith was one of those people who like to carry through their operations entirely by themselves. Where there is only one in a secret the secret is more liable to remain unrevealed. There was nothing, he thought, to be gained from telling Mike. He forgot what the consequences might be if he did not.

So Psmith kept his own counsel, with the result that Mike went over to school on the Monday morning in pumps.

Edmund, summoned from the hinterland of the house to give his opinion why only one of Mikes boots was to be found, had no views on the subject. He seemed to look on it as one of those things which no fellow can understand.

Eres one of em, Mr. Jackson, he said, as if he hoped that Mike might be satisfied with a compromise.

One? Whats the good of that, Edmund, you chump? I cant go over to school in one boot.

Edmund turned this over in his mind, and then said, No, sir, as much as to say, I may have lost a boot, but, thank goodness, I can still understand sound reasoning.

Well, what am I to do? Where is the other boot?

Dont know, Mr. Jackson, replied Edmund to both questions.

Well, I mean — Oh, dash it, theres the bell.

And Mike sprinted off in the pumps he stood in.

It is only a deviation from those ordinary rules of school life, which one observes naturally and without thinking, that enables one to realise how strong public-school prejudices really are. At a school, for instance, where the regulations say that coats only of black or dark blue are to be worn, a boy who appears one day in even the most respectable and unostentatious brown finds himself looked on with a mixture of awe and repulsion, which would be excessive if he had sand-bagged the headmaster. So in the case of boots. School rules decree that a boy shall go to his form-room in boots, There is no real reason why, if the day is fine, he should not wear shoes, should he prefer them. But, if he does, the thing creates a perfect sensation. Boys say, Great Scott, what have you got on? Masters say, Jones, what are you wearing on your feet? In the few minutes which elapse between the assembling of the form for call-over and the arrival of the form-master, some wag is sure either to stamp on the shoes, accompanying the act with some satirical remark, or else to pull one of them off, and inaugurate an impromptu game of football with it. There was once a boy who went to school one morning in elastic-sided boots....

Mike had always been coldly distant in his relations to the rest of his form, looking on them, with a few exceptions, as worms; and the form, since his innings against Downings on the Friday, had regarded Mike with respect. So that he escaped the ragging he would have had to undergo at Wrykyn in similar circumstances. It was only Mr. Downing who gave trouble.

There is a sort of instinct which enables some masters to tell when a boy in their form is wearing shoes instead of boots, just as people who dislike cats always know when one is in a room with them. They cannot see it, but they feel it in their bones.

Mr. Downing was perhaps the most bigoted anti-shoeist in the whole list of English schoolmasters. He waged war remorselessly against shoes. Satire, abuse, lines, detention — every weapon was employed by him in dealing with their wearers. It had been the late Dunsters practice always to go over to school in shoes when, as he usually did, he felt shaky in the mornings lesson. Mr. Downing always detected him in the first five minutes, and that meant a lecture of anything from ten minutes to a quarter of an hour on Untidy Habits and Boys Who Looked like Loafers — which broke the back of the mornings work nicely. On one occasion, when a particularly tricky bit of Livy was on the bill of fare, Dunster had entered the form-room in heel-less Turkish bath-slippers, of a vivid crimson; and the subsequent proceedings, including his journey over to the house to change the heel-less atrocities, had seen him through very nearly to the quarter to eleven interval.

Mike, accordingly, had not been in his place for three minutes when Mr. Downing, stiffening like a pointer, called his name.

Yes, sir? said Mike.

What are you wearing on your feet, Jackson?

Pumps, sir.

You are wearing pumps? Are you not aware that PUMPS are not the proper things to come to school in? Why are you wearing PUMPS?

The form, leaning back against the next row of desks, settled itself comfortably for the address from the throne.

I have lost one of my boots, sir.

A kind of gulp escaped from Mr. Downings lips. He stared at Mike for a moment in silence. Then, turning to Stone, he told him to start translating.

Stone, who had been expecting at least ten minutes respite, was taken unawares. When he found the place in his book and began to construe, he floundered hopelessly. But, to his growing surprise and satisfaction, the form-master appeared to notice nothing wrong. He said Yes, yes, mechanically, and finally That will do, whereupon Stone resumed his seat with the feeling that the age of miracles had returned.

Mr. Downings mind was in a whirl. His case was complete. Mikes appearance in shoes, with the explanation that he had lost a boot, completed the chain. As Columbus must have felt when his ship ran into harbour, and the first American interviewer, jumping on board, said, Wal, sir, and what are your impressions of our glorious country? so did Mr. Downing feel at that moment.

When the bell rang at a quarter to eleven, he gathered up his gown, and sped to the headmaster.


CHAPTER LIII

THE KETTLE METHOD
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IT WAS DURING the interval that day that Stone and Robinson, discussing the subject of cricket over a bun and ginger-beer at the school shop, came to a momentous decision, to wit, that they were fed up with Adair administration and meant to strike. The immediate cause of revolt was early-morning fielding-practice, that searching test of cricket keenness. Mike himself, to whom cricket was the great and serious interest of life, had shirked early-morning fielding-practice in his first term at Wrykyn. And Stone and Robinson had but a luke-warm attachment to the game, compared with Mikes.

As a rule, Adair had contented himself with practice in the afternoon after school, which nobody objects to; and no strain, consequently, had been put upon Stones and Robinsons allegiance. In view of the M.C.C. match on the Wednesday, however, he had now added to this an extra dose to be taken before breakfast. Stone and Robinson had left their comfortable beds that day at six oclock, yawning and heavy-eyed, and had caught catches and fielded drives which, in the cool morning air, had stung like adders and bitten like serpents. Until the sun has really got to work, it is no joke taking a high catch. Stones dislike of the experiment was only equalled by Robinsons. They were neither of them of the type which likes to undergo hardships for the common good. They played well enough when on the field, but neither cared greatly whether the school had a good season or not. They played the game entirely for their own sakes.

The result was that they went back to the house for breakfast with a never-again feeling, and at the earliest possible moment met to debate as to what was to be done about it. At all costs another experience like to-days must be avoided.

Its all rot, said Stone. What on earths the good of sweating about before breakfast? It only makes you tired.

I shouldnt wonder, said Robinson, if it wasnt bad for the heart. Rushing about on an empty stomach, I mean, and all that sort of thing.

Personally, said Stone, gnawing his bun, I dont intend to stick it.

Nor do I.

I mean, its such absolute rot. If we arent good enough to play for the team without having to get up overnight to catch catches, hed better find somebody else.

Yes.

At this moment Adair came into the shop.

Fielding-practice again to-morrow, he said briskly, at six.

Before breakfast? said Robinson.

Rather. You two must buck up, you know. You were rotten to-day. And he passed on, leaving the two malcontents speechless.

Stone was the first to recover.

Im hanged if I turn out to-morrow, he said, as they left the shop. He can do what he likes about it. Besides, what can he do, after all? Only kick us out of the team. And I dont mind that.

Nor do I.

I dont think he will kick us out, either. He cant play the M.C.C. with a scratch team. If he does, well go and play for that village Jackson plays for. Well get Jackson to shove us into the team.

All right, said Robinson. Lets.

Their position was a strong one. A cricket captain may seem to be an autocrat of tremendous power, but in reality he has only one weapon, the keenness of those under him. With the majority, of course, the fear of being excluded or ejected from a team is a spur that drives. The majority, consequently, are easily handled. But when a cricket captain runs up against a boy who does not much care whether he plays for the team or not, then he finds himself in a difficult position, and, unless he is a man of action, practically helpless.

Stone and Robinson felt secure. Taking it all round, they felt that they would just as soon play for Lower Borlock as for the school. The bowling of the opposition would be weaker in the former case, and the chance of making runs greater. To a certain type of cricketer runs are runs, wherever and however made.

The result of all this was that Adair, turning out with the team next morning for fielding-practice, found himself two short. Barnes was among those present, but of the other two representatives of Outwoods house there were no signs.

Barnes, questioned on the subject, had no information to give, beyond the fact that he had not seen them about anywhere. Which was not a great help. Adair proceeded with the fielding-practice without further delay.

At breakfast that morning he was silent and apparently wrapped in thought. Mr. Downing, who sat at the top of the table with Adair on his right, was accustomed at the morning meal to blend nourishment of the body with that of the mind. As a rule he had ten minutes with the daily paper before the bell rang, and it was his practice to hand on the results of his reading to Adair and the other house-prefects, who, not having seen the paper, usually formed an interested and appreciative audience. To-day, however, though the house-prefects expressed varying degrees of excitement at the news that Tyldesley had made a century against Gloucestershire, and that a butter famine was expected in the United States, these world-shaking news-items seemed to leave Adair cold. He champed his bread and marmalade with an abstracted air.

He was wondering what to do in this matter of Stone and Robinson.

Many captains might have passed the thing over. To take it for granted that the missing pair had overslept themselves would have been a safe and convenient way out of the difficulty. But Adair was not the sort of person who seeks for safe and convenient ways out of difficulties. He never shirked anything, physical or moral.

He resolved to interview the absentees.

It was not until after school that an opportunity offered itself. He went across to Outwoods and found the two non-starters in the senior day-room, engaged in the intellectual pursuit of kicking the wall and marking the height of each kick with chalk. Adairs entrance coincided with a record effort by Stone, which caused the kicker to overbalance and stagger backwards against the captain.

Sorry, said Stone. Hullo, Adair!

Dont mention it. Why werent you two at fielding-practice this morning?

Robinson, who left the lead to Stone in all matters, said nothing. Stone spoke.

We didnt turn up, he said.

I know you didnt. Why not?

Stone had rehearsed this scene in his mind, and he spoke with the coolness which comes from rehearsal.

We decided not to.

Oh?

Yes. We came to the conclusion that we hadnt any use for early-morning fielding.

Adairs manner became ominously calm.

You were rather fed-up, I suppose?

Thats just the word.

Sorry it bored you.

It didnt. We didnt give it the chance to.

Robinson laughed appreciatively.

Whats the joke, Robinson? asked Adair.

Theres no joke, said Robinson, with some haste. I was only thinking of something.

Ill give you something else to think about soon.

Stone intervened.

Its no good making a row about it, Adair. You must see that you cant do anything. Of course, you can kick us out of the team, if you like, but we dont care if you do. Jackson will get us a game any Wednesday or Saturday for the village he plays for. So were all right. And the school team arent such a lot of flyers that you can afford to go chucking people out of it whenever you want to. See what I mean?

You and Jackson seem to have fixed it all up between you.

What are you going to do? Kick us out?

No.

Good. I thought youd see it was no good making a beastly row. Well play for the school all right. Theres no earthly need for us to turn out for fielding-practice before breakfast.

You dont think there is? You may be right. All the same, youre going to to-morrow morning.

What!

Six sharp. Dont be late.

Dont be an ass, Adair. Weve told you we arent going to.

Thats only your opinion. I think you are. Ill give you till five past six, as you seem to like lying in bed.

You can turn out if you feel like it. You wont find me there.

Thatll be a disappointment. Nor Robinson?

No, said the junior partner in the firm; but he said it without any deep conviction. The atmosphere was growing a great deal too tense for his comfort.

Youve quite made up your minds?

Yes, said Stone.

Right, said Adair quietly, and knocked him down.

He was up again in a moment. Adair had pushed the table back, and was standing in the middle of the open space.

You cad, said Stone. I wasnt ready.

Well, you are now. Shall we go on?

Stone dashed in without a word, and for a few moments the two might have seemed evenly matched to a not too intelligent spectator. But science tells, even in a confined space. Adair was smaller and lighter than Stone, but he was cooler and quicker, and he knew more about the game. His blow was always home a fraction of a second sooner than his opponents. At the end of a minute Stone was on the floor again.

He got up slowly and stood leaning with one hand on the table.

Suppose we say ten past six? said Adair. Im not particular to a minute or two.

Stone made no reply.

Will ten past six suit you for fielding-practice to-morrow? said Adair.

All right, said Stone.

Thanks. How about you, Robinson?

Robinson had been a petrified spectator of the Captain-Kettle-like manoeuvres of the cricket captain, and it did not take him long to make up his mind. He was not altogether a coward. In different circumstances he might have put up a respectable show. But it takes a more than ordinarily courageous person to embark on a fight which he knows must end in his destruction. Robinson knew that he was nothing like a match even for Stone, and Adair had disposed of Stone in a little over one minute. It seemed to Robinson that neither pleasure nor profit was likely to come from an encounter with Adair.

All right, he said hastily, Ill turn up.

Good, said Adair. I wonder if either of you chaps could tell me which is Jacksons study.

Stone was dabbing at his mouth with a handkerchief, a task which precluded anything in the shape of conversation; so Robinson replied that Mikes study was the first you came to on the right of the corridor at the top of the stairs.

Thanks, said Adair. You dont happen to know if hes in, I suppose?

He went up with Smith a quarter of an hour ago. I dont know if hes still there.

Ill go and see, said Adair. I should like a word with him if he isnt busy.


CHAPTER LIV

ADAIR HAS A WORD WITH MIKE
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MIKE, ALL UNCONSCIOUS of the stirring proceedings which had been going on below stairs, was peacefully reading a letter he had received that morning from Strachan at Wrykyn, in which the successor to the cricket captaincy which should have been Mikes had a good deal to say in a lugubrious strain. In Mikes absence things had been going badly with Wrykyn. A broken arm, contracted in the course of some rash experiments with a day-boys motor-bicycle, had deprived the team of the services of Dunstable, the only man who had shown any signs of being able to bowl a side out. Since this calamity, wrote Strachan, everything had gone wrong. The M.C.C., led by Mikes brother Reggie, the least of the three first-class-cricketing Jacksons, had smashed them by a hundred and fifty runs. Geddington had wiped them off the face of the earth. The Incogs, with a team recruited exclusively from the rabbit-hutch — not a well-known man on the side except Stacey, a veteran who had been playing for the club since Fuller Pilchs time — had got home by two wickets. In fact, it was Strachans opinion that the Wrykyn team that summer was about the most hopeless gang of dead-beats that had ever made an exhibition of itself on the school grounds. The Ripton match, fortunately, was off, owing to an outbreak of mumps at that shrine of learning and athletics — the second outbreak of the malady in two terms. Which, said Strachan, was hard lines on Ripton, but a bit of jolly good luck for Wrykyn, as it had saved them from what would probably have been a record hammering, Ripton having eight of their last years team left, including Dixon, the fast bowler, against whom Mike alone of the Wrykyn team had been able to make runs in the previous season. Altogether, Wrykyn had struck a bad patch.

Mike mourned over his suffering school. If only he could have been there to help. It might have made all the difference. In school cricket one good batsman, to go in first and knock the bowlers off their length, may take a weak team triumphantly through a season. In school cricket the importance of a good start for the first wicket is incalculable.

As he put Strachans letter away in his pocket, all his old bitterness against Sedleigh, which had been ebbing during the past few days, returned with a rush. He was conscious once more of that feeling of personal injury which had made him hate his new school on the first day of term.

And it was at this point, when his resentment was at its height, that Adair, the concrete representative of everything Sedleighan, entered the room.

There are moments in lifes placid course when there has got to be the biggest kind of row. This was one of them.



Psmith, who was leaning against the mantelpiece, reading the serial story in a daily paper which he had abstracted from the senior day-room, made the intruder free of the study with a dignified wave of the hand, and went on reading. Mike remained in the deck-chair in which he was sitting, and contented himself with glaring at the newcomer.

Psmith was the first to speak.

If you ask my candid opinion, he said, looking up from his paper, I should say that young Lord Antony Trefusis was in the soup already. I seem to see the consommé splashing about his ankles. Hes had a note telling him to be under the oak-tree in the Park at midnight. Hes just off there at the end of this instalment. I bet Long Jack, the poacher, is waiting there with a sandbag. Care to see the paper, Comrade Adair? Or dont you take any interest in contemporary literature?

Thanks, said Adair. I just wanted to speak to Jackson for a minute.

Fate, said Psmith, has led your footsteps to the right place. That is Comrade Jackson, the Pride of the School, sitting before you.

What do you want? said Mike.

He suspected that Adair had come to ask him once again to play for the school. The fact that the M.C.C. match was on the following day made this a probable solution of the reason for his visit. He could think of no other errand that was likely to have set the head of Downings paying afternoon calls.

Ill tell you in a minute. It wont take long.

That, said Psmith approvingly, is right. Speed is the key-note of the present age. Promptitude. Despatch. This is no time for loitering. We must be strenuous. We must hustle. We must Do It Now. We — —

Buck up, said Mike.

Certainly, said Adair. Ive just been talking to Stone and Robinson.

An excellent way of passing an idle half-hour, said Psmith.

We werent exactly idle, said Adair grimly. It didnt last long, but it was pretty lively while it did. Stone chucked it after the first round.

Mike got up out of his chair. He could not quite follow what all this was about, but there was no mistaking the truculence of Adairs manner. For some reason, which might possibly be made clear later, Adair was looking for trouble, and Mike in his present mood felt that it would be a privilege to see that he got it.

Psmith was regarding Adair through his eyeglass with pain and surprise.

Surely, he said, you do not mean us to understand that you have been brawling with Comrade Stone! This is bad hearing. I thought that you and he were like brothers. Such a bad example for Comrade Robinson, too. Leave us, Adair. We would brood. Oh, go thee, knave, Ill none of thee. Shakespeare.

Psmith turned away, and resting his elbows on the mantelpiece, gazed at himself mournfully in the looking-glass.

Im not the man I was, he sighed, after a prolonged inspection. There are lines on my face, dark circles beneath my eyes. The fierce rush of life at Sedleigh is wasting me away.

Stone and I had a discussion about early-morning fielding-practice, said Adair, turning to Mike.

Mike said nothing.

I thought his fielding wanted working up a bit, so I told him to turn out at six to-morrow morning. He said he wouldnt, so we argued it out. Hes going to all right. So is Robinson.

Mike remained silent.

So are you, added Adair.

I get thinner and thinner, said Psmith from the mantelpiece.

Mike looked at Adair, and Adair looked at Mike, after the manner of two dogs before they fly at one another. There was an electric silence in the study. Psmith peered with increased earnestness into the glass.

Oh? said Mike at last. What makes you think that?

I dont think. I know.

Any special reason for my turning out?

Yes.

Whats that?

Youre going to play for the school against the M.C.C. to-morrow, and I want you to get some practice.

I wonder how you got that idea!

Curious I should have done, isnt it?

Very. You arent building on it much, are you? said Mike politely.

I am, rather, replied Adair with equal courtesy.

Im afraid youll be disappointed.

I dont think so.

My eyes, said Psmith regretfully, are a bit close together. However, he added philosophically, its too late to alter that now.

Mike drew a step closer to Adair.

What makes you think I shall play against the M.C.C.? he asked curiously.

Im going to make you.

Mike took another step forward. Adair moved to meet him.

Would you care to try now? said Mike.

For just one second the two drew themselves together preparatory to beginning the serious business of the interview, and in that second Psmith, turning from the glass, stepped between them.

Get out of the light, Smith, said Mike.

Psmith waved him back with a deprecating gesture.

My dear young friends, he said placidly, if you will let your angry passions rise, against the direct advice of Doctor Watts, I suppose you must, But when you propose to claw each other in my study, in the midst of a hundred fragile and priceless ornaments, I lodge a protest. If you really feel that you want to scrap, for goodness sake do it where theres some room. I dont want all the study furniture smashed. I know a bank whereon the wild thyme grows, only a few yards down the road, where you can scrap all night if you want to. How would it be to move on there? Any objections? None? Then shift ho! and lets get it over.


CHAPTER LV

CLEARING THE AIR
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PSMITH WAS ONE of those people who lend a dignity to everything they touch. Under his auspices the most unpromising ventures became somehow enveloped in an atmosphere of measured stateliness. On the present occasion, what would have been, without his guiding hand, a mere unscientific scramble, took on something of the impressive formality of the National Sporting Club.

The rounds, he said, producing a watch, as they passed through a gate into a field a couple of hundred yards from the house gate, will be of three minutes duration, with a minute rest in between. A man who is down will have ten seconds in which to rise. Are you ready, Comrades Adair and Jackson? Very well, then. Time.

After which, it was a pity that the actual fight did not quite live up to its referees introduction. Dramatically, there should have been cautious sparring for openings and a number of tensely contested rounds, as if it had been the final of a boxing competition. But school fights, when they do occur — which is only once in a decade nowadays, unless you count junior school scuffles — are the outcome of weeks of suppressed bad blood, and are consequently brief and furious. In a boxing competition, however much one may want to win, one does not dislike ones opponent. Up to the moment when time was called, one was probably warmly attached to him, and at the end of the last round one expects to resume that attitude of mind. In a fight each party, as a rule, hates the other.

So it happened that there was nothing formal or cautious about the present battle. All Adair wanted was to get at Mike, and all Mike wanted was to get at Adair. Directly Psmith called time, they rushed together as if they meant to end the thing in half a minute.

It was this that saved Mike. In an ordinary contest with the gloves, with his opponent cool and boxing in his true form, he could not have lasted three rounds against Adair. The latter was a clever boxer, while Mike had never had a lesson in his life. If Adair had kept away and used his head, nothing could have prevented him winning.

As it was, however, he threw away his advantages, much as Tom Brown did at the beginning of his fight with Slogger Williams, and the result was the same as on that historic occasion. Mike had the greater strength, and, thirty seconds from the start, knocked his man clean off his feet with an unscientific but powerful right-hander.

This finished Adairs chances. He rose full of fight, but with all the science knocked out of him. He went in at Mike with both hands. The Irish blood in him, which for the ordinary events of life made him merely energetic and dashing, now rendered him reckless. He abandoned all attempt at guarding. It was the Frontal Attack in its most futile form, and as unsuccessful as a frontal attack is apt to be. There was a swift exchange of blows, in the course of which Mikes left elbow, coming into contact with his opponents right fist, got a shock which kept it tingling for the rest of the day; and then Adair went down in a heap.

He got up slowly and with difficulty. For a moment he stood blinking vaguely. Then he lurched forward at Mike.

In the excitement of a fight — which is, after all, about the most exciting thing that ever happens to one in the course of ones life — it is difficult for the fighters to see what the spectators see. Where the spectators see an assault on an already beaten man, the fighter himself only sees a legitimate piece of self-defence against an opponent whose chances are equal to his own. Psmith saw, as anybody looking on would have seen, that Adair was done. Mikes blow had taken him within a fraction of an inch of the point of the jaw, and he was all but knocked out. Mike could not see this. All he understood was that his man was on his feet again and coming at him, so he hit out with all his strength; and this time Adair went down and stayed down.

Brief, said Psmith, coming forward, but exciting. We may take that, I think, to be the conclusion of the entertainment. I will now have a dash at picking up the slain. I shouldnt stop, if I were you. Hell be sitting up and taking notice soon, and if he sees you he may want to go on with the combat, which would do him no earthly good. If its going to be continued in our next, there had better be a bit of an interval for alterations and repairs first.

Is he hurt much, do you think? asked Mike. He had seen knock-outs before in the ring, but this was the first time he had ever effected one on his own account, and Adair looked unpleasantly corpse-like.

Hes all right, said Psmith. In a minute or two hell be skipping about like a little lambkin. Ill look after him. You go away and pick flowers.

Mike put on his coat and walked back to the house. He was conscious of a perplexing whirl of new and strange emotions, chief among which was a curious feeling that he rather liked Adair. He found himself thinking that Adair was a good chap, that there was something to be said for his point of view, and that it was a pity he had knocked him about so much. At the same time, he felt an undeniable thrill of pride at having beaten him. The feat presented that interesting person, Mike Jackson, to him in a fresh and pleasing light, as one who had had a tough job to face and had carried it through. Jackson, the cricketer, he knew, but Jackson, the deliverer of knock-out blows, was strange to him, and he found this new acquaintance a man to be respected.

The fight, in fact, had the result which most fights have, if they are fought fairly and until one side has had enough. It revolutionised Mikes view of things. It shook him up, and drained the bad blood out of him. Where, before, he had seemed to himself to be acting with massive dignity, he now saw that he had simply been sulking like some wretched kid. There had appeared to him something rather fine in his policy of refusing to identify himself in any way with Sedleigh, a touch of the stone-walls-do-not-a-prison-make sort of thing. He now saw that his attitude was to be summed up in the words, Shant play.

It came upon Mike with painful clearness that he had been making an ass of himself.

He had come to this conclusion, after much earnest thought, when Psmith entered the study.

Hows Adair? asked Mike.

Sitting up and taking nourishment once more. We have been chatting. Hes not a bad cove.

Hes all right, said Mike.

There was a pause. Psmith straightened his tie.

Look here, he said, I seldom interfere in terrestrial strife, but it seems to me that theres an opening here for a capable peace-maker, not afraid of work, and willing to give his services in exchange for a comfortable home. Comrade Adairs rather a stoutish fellow in his way. Im not much on the Play up for the old school, Jones, game, but every one to his taste. I shouldnt have thought anybody would get overwhelmingly attached to this abode of wrath, but Comrade Adair seems to have done it. Hes all for giving Sedleigh a much-needed boost-up. Its not a bad idea in its way. I dont see why one shouldnt humour him. Apparently hes been sweating since early childhood to buck the school up. And as hes leaving at the end of the term, it mightnt be a scaly scheme to give him a bit of a send-off, if possible, by making the cricket season a bit of a banger. As a start, why not drop him a line to say that youll play against the M.C.C. to-morrow?

Mike did not reply at once. He was feeling better disposed towards Adair and Sedleigh than he had felt, but he was not sure that he was quite prepared to go as far as a complete climb-down.

It wouldnt be a bad idea, continued Psmith. Theres nothing like giving a man a bit in every now and then. It broadens the soul and improves the action of the skin. What seems to have fed up Comrade Adair, to a certain extent, is that Stone apparently led him to understand that you had offered to give him and Robinson places in your village team. You didnt, of course?

Of course not, said Mike indignantly.

I told him he didnt know the old noblesse oblige spirit of the Jacksons. I said that you would scorn to tarnish the Jackson escutcheon by not playing the game. My eloquence convinced him. However, to return to the point under discussion, why not?

I dont — What I mean to say— began Mike.

If your trouble is, said Psmith, that you fear that you may be in unworthy company — —

Dont be an ass.

 —— Dismiss it. I am playing.

Mike stared.

Youre what? You?

I, said Psmith, breathing on a coat-button, and polishing it with his handkerchief.

Can you play cricket?

You have discovered, said Psmith, my secret sorrow.

Youre rotting.

You wrong me, Comrade Jackson.

Then why havent you played?

Why havent you?

Why didnt you come and play for Lower Borlock, I mean?

The last time I played in a village cricket match I was caught at point by a man in braces. It would have been madness to risk another such shock to my system. My nerves are so exquisitely balanced that a thing of that sort takes years off my life.

No, but look here, Smith, bar rotting. Are you really any good at cricket?

Competent judges at Eton gave me to understand so. I was told that this year I should be a certainty for Lords. But when the cricket season came, where was I? Gone. Gone like some beautiful flower that withers in the night.

But you told me you didnt like cricket. You said you only liked watching it.

Quite right. I do. But at schools where cricket is compulsory you have to overcome your private prejudices. And in time the thing becomes a habit. Imagine my feelings when I found that I was degenerating, little by little, into a slow left-hand bowler with a swerve. I fought against it, but it was useless, and after a while I gave up the struggle, and drifted with the stream. Last year, in a house match — Psmiths voice took on a deeper tone of melancholy— I took seven for thirteen in the second innings on a hard wicket. I did think, when I came here, that I had found a haven of rest, but it was not to be. I turn out to-morrow. What Comrade Outwood will say, when he finds that his keenest archaeological disciple has deserted, I hate to think. However — —

Mike felt as if a young and powerful earthquake had passed. The whole face of his world had undergone a quick change. Here was he, the recalcitrant, wavering on the point of playing for the school, and here was Psmith, the last person whom he would have expected to be a player, stating calmly that he had been in the running for a place in the Eton eleven.

Then in a flash Mike understood. He was not by nature intuitive, but he read Psmiths mind now. Since the term began, he and Psmith had been acting on precisely similar motives. Just as he had been disappointed of the captaincy of cricket at Wrykyn, so had Psmith been disappointed of his place in the Eton team at Lords. And they had both worked it off, each in his own way — Mike sullenly, Psmith whimsically, according to their respective natures — on Sedleigh.

If Psmith, therefore, did not consider it too much of a climb-down to renounce his resolution not to play for Sedleigh, there was nothing to stop Mike doing so, as — at the bottom of his heart — he wanted to do.

By Jove, he said, if youre playing, Ill play. Ill write a note to Adair now. But, I say— he stopped— Im hanged if Im going to turn out and field before breakfast to-morrow.

Thats all right. You wont have to. Adair wont be there himself. Hes not playing against the M.C.C. Hes sprained his wrist.


CHAPTER LVI

IN WHICH PEACE IS DECLARED
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SPRAINED HIS WRIST? said Mike. How did he do that?

During the brawl. Apparently one of his efforts got home on your elbow instead of your expressive countenance, and whether it was that your elbow was particularly tough or his wrist particularly fragile, I dont know. Anyhow, it went. Its nothing bad, but itll keep him out of the game to-morrow.

I say, what beastly rough luck! Id no idea. Ill go round.

Not a bad scheme. Close the door gently after you, and if you see anybody downstairs who looks as if he were likely to be going over to the shop, ask him to get me a small pot of some rare old jam and tell the man to chalk it up to me. The jam Comrade Outwood supplies to us at tea is all right as a practical joke or as a food for those anxious to commit suicide, but useless to anybody who values life.

On arriving at Mr. Downings and going to Adairs study, Mike found that his late antagonist was out. He left a note informing him of his willingness to play in the morrows match. The lock-up bell rang as he went out of the house.

A spot of rain fell on his hand. A moment later there was a continuous patter, as the storm, which had been gathering all day, broke in earnest. Mike turned up his coat-collar, and ran back to Outwoods. At this rate, he said to himself, there wont be a match at all to-morrow.



When the weather decides, after behaving well for some weeks, to show what it can do in another direction, it does the thing thoroughly. When Mike woke the next morning the world was grey and dripping. Leaden-coloured clouds drifted over the sky, till there was not a trace of blue to be seen, and then the rain began again, in the gentle, determined way rain has when it means to make a day of it.

It was one of those bad days when one sits in the pavilion, damp and depressed, while figures in mackintoshes, with discoloured buckskin boots, crawl miserably about the field in couples.

Mike, shuffling across to school in a Burberry, met Adair at Downings gate.

These moments are always difficult. Mike stopped — he could hardly walk on as if nothing had happened — and looked down at his feet.

Coming across? he said awkwardly.

Right ho! said Adair.

They walked on in silence.

Its only about ten to, isnt it? said Mike.

Adair fished out his watch, and examined it with an elaborate care born of nervousness.

About nine to.

Good. Weve got plenty of time.

Yes.

I hate having to hurry over to school.

So do I.

I often do cut it rather fine, though.

Yes. So do I.

Beastly nuisance when one does.

Beastly.

Its only about a couple of minutes from the houses to the school, I should think, shouldnt you?

Not much more. Might be three.

Yes. Three if one didnt hurry.

Oh, yes, if one didnt hurry.

Another silence.

Beastly day, said Adair.

Rotten.

Silence again.

I say, said Mike, scowling at his toes, awfully sorry about your wrist.

Oh, thats all right. It was my fault.

Does it hurt?

Oh, no, rather not, thanks.

Id no idea youd crocked yourself.

Oh, no, thats all right. It was only right at the end. Youd have smashed me anyhow.

Oh, rot.

I bet you anything you like you would.

I bet you I shouldnt.... Jolly hard luck, just before the match.

Oh, no.... I say, thanks awfully for saying youd play.

Oh, rot.... Do you think we shall get a game?

Adair inspected the sky carefully.

I dont know. It looks pretty bad, doesnt it?

Rotten. I say, how long will your wrist keep you out of cricket?

Be all right in a week. Less, probably.

Good.

Now that you and Smith are going to play, we ought to have a jolly good season.

Rummy, Smith turning out to be a cricketer.

Yes. I should think hed be a hot bowler, with his height.

He must be jolly good if he was only just out of the Eton team last year.

Yes.

Whats the time? asked Mike.

Adair produced his watch once more.

Five to.

Weve heaps of time.

Yes, heaps.

Lets stroll on a bit down the road, shall we?

Right ho!

Mike cleared his throat.

I say.

Hullo?

Ive been talking to Smith. He was telling me that you thought Id promised to give Stone and Robinson places in the — —

Oh, no, thats all right. It was only for a bit. Smith told me you couldnt have done, and I saw that I was an ass to think you could have. It was Stone seeming so dead certain that he could play for Lower Borlock if I chucked him from the school team that gave me the idea.

He never even asked me to get him a place.

No, I know.

Of course, I wouldnt have done it, even if he had.

Of course not.

I didnt want to play myself, but I wasnt going to do a rotten trick like getting other fellows away from the team.

No, I know.

It was rotten enough, really, not playing myself.

Oh, no. Beastly rough luck having to leave Wrykyn just when you were going to be captain, and come to a small school like this.

The excitement of the past few days must have had a stimulating effect on Mikes mind — shaken it up, as it were: for now, for the second time in two days, he displayed quite a creditable amount of intuition. He might have been misled by Adairs apparently deprecatory attitude towards Sedleigh, and blundered into a denunciation of the place. Adair had said a small school like this in the sort of voice which might have led his hearer to think that he was expected to say, Yes, rotten little hole, isnt it? or words to that effect. Mike, fortunately, perceived that the words were used purely from politeness, on the Chinese principle. When a Chinaman wishes to pay a compliment, he does so by belittling himself and his belongings.

He eluded the pitfall.

What rot! he said. Sedleighs one of the most sporting schools Ive ever come across. Everybodys as keen as blazes. So they ought to be, after the way youve sweated.

Adair shuffled awkwardly.

Ive always been fairly keen on the place, he said. But I dont suppose Ive done anything much.

Youve loosened one of my front teeth, said Mike, with a grin, if thats any comfort to you.

I couldnt eat anything except porridge this morning. My jaw still aches.

For the first time during the conversation their eyes met, and the humorous side of the thing struck them simultaneously. They began to laugh.

What fools we must have looked! said Adair.

You were all right. I must have looked rotten. Ive never had the gloves on in my life. Im jolly glad no one saw us except Smith, who doesnt count. Hullo, theres the bell. Wed better be moving on. What about this match? Not much chance of it from the look of the sky at present.

It might clear before eleven. Youd better get changed, anyhow, at the interval, and hang about in case.

All right. Its better than doing Thucydides with Downing. Weve got math, till the interval, so I dont see anything of him all day; which wont hurt me.

He isnt a bad sort of chap, when you get to know him, said Adair.

I cant have done, then. I dont know which Id least soon be, Downing or a black-beetle, except that if one was Downing one could tread on the black-beetle. Dash this rain. I got about half a pint down my neck just then. We shant get a game to-day, of anything like it. As youre crocked, Im not sure that I care much. Youve been sweating for years to get the match on, and it would be rather rot playing it without you.

I dont know that so much. I wish we could play, because Im certain, with you and Smith, wed walk into them. They probably arent sending down much of a team, and really, now that you and Smith are turning out, weve got a jolly hot lot. Theres quite decent batting all the way through, and the bowling isnt so bad. If only we could have given this M.C.C. lot a really good hammering, it might have been easier to get some good fixtures for next season. You see, its all right for a school like Wrykyn, but with a small place like this you simply cant get the best teams to give you a match till youve done something to show that you arent absolute rotters at the game. As for the schools, theyre worse. Theyd simply laugh at you. You were cricket secretary at Wrykyn last year. What would you have done if youd had a challenge from Sedleigh? Youd either have laughed till you were sick, or else had a fit at the mere idea of the thing.

Mike stopped.

By Jove, youve struck about the brightest scheme on record. I never thought of it before. Lets get a match on with Wrykyn.

What! They wouldnt play us.

Yes, they would. At least, Im pretty sure they would. I had a letter from Strachan, the captain, yesterday, saying that the Ripton match had had to be scratched owing to illness. So theyve got a vacant date. Shall I try them? Ill write to Strachan to-night, if you like. And they arent strong this year. Well smash them. What do you say?

Adair was as one who has seen a vision.

By Jove, he said at last, if we only could!


CHAPTER LVII

MR. DOWNING MOVES
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THE RAIN CONTINUED without a break all the morning. The two teams, after hanging about dismally, and whiling the time away with stump-cricket in the changing-rooms, lunched in the pavilion at one oclock. After which the M.C.C. captain, approaching Adair, moved that this merry meeting be considered off and himself and his men permitted to catch the next train back to town. To which Adair, seeing that it was out of the question that there should be any cricket that afternoon, regretfully agreed, and the first Sedleigh v. M.C.C. match was accordingly scratched.

Mike and Psmith, wandering back to the house, were met by a damp junior from Downings, with a message that Mr. Downing wished to see Mike as soon as he was changed.

Whats he want me for? inquired Mike.

The messenger did not know. Mr. Downing, it seemed, had not confided in him. All he knew was that the housemaster was in the house, and would be glad if Mike would step across.

A nuisance, said Psmith, this incessant demand for you. Thats the worst of being popular. If he wants you to stop to tea, edge away. A meal on rather a sumptuous scale will be prepared in the study against your return.

Mike changed quickly, and went off, leaving Psmith, who was fond of simple pleasures in his spare time, earnestly occupied with a puzzle which had been scattered through the land by a weekly paper. The prize for a solution was one thousand pounds, and Psmith had already informed Mike with some minuteness of his plans for the disposition of this sum. Meanwhile, he worked at it both in and out of school, generally with abusive comments on its inventor.

He was still fiddling away at it when Mike returned.

Mike, though Psmith was at first too absorbed to notice it, was agitated.

I dont wish to be in any way harsh, said Psmith, without looking up, but the man who invented this thing was a blighter of the worst type. You come and have a shot. For the moment I am baffled. The whisper flies round the clubs, Psmith is baffled.

The mans an absolute drivelling ass, said Mike warmly.

Me, do you mean?

What on earth would be the point of my doing it?

Youd gather in a thousand of the best. Give you a nice start in life.

Im not talking about your rotten puzzle.

What are you talking about?

That ass Downing. I believe hes off his nut.

Then your chat with Comrade Downing was not of the old-College-chums-meeting-unexpectedly-after-years-separation type? What has he been doing to you?

Hes off his nut.

I know. But what did he do? How did the brainstorm burst? Did he jump at you from behind a door and bite a piece out of your leg, or did he say he was a tea-pot?

Mike sat down.

You remember that painting Sammy business?

As if it were yesterday, said Psmith. Which it was, pretty nearly.

He thinks I did it.

Why? Have you ever shown any talent in the painting line?

The silly ass wanted me to confess that Id done it. He as good as asked me to. Jawed a lot of rot about my finding it to my advantage later on if I behaved sensibly.

Then what are you worrying about? Dont you know that when a master wants you to do the confessing-act, it simply means that he hasnt enough evidence to start in on you with? Youre all right. The things a stand-off.

Evidence! said Mike, My dear man, hes got enough evidence to sink a ship. Hes absolutely sweating evidence at every pore. As far as I can see, hes been crawling about, doing the Sherlock Holmes business for all hes worth ever since the thing happened, and now hes dead certain that I painted Sammy.

Did you, by the way? asked Psmith.

No, said Mike shortly, I didnt. But after listening to Downing I almost began to wonder if I hadnt. The mans got stacks of evidence to prove that I did.

Such as what?

Its mostly about my boots. But, dash it, you know all about that. Why, you were with him when he came and looked for them.

It is true, said Psmith, that Comrade Downing and I spent a very pleasant half-hour together inspecting boots, but how does he drag you into it?

He swears one of the boots was splashed with paint.

Yes. He babbled to some extent on that point when I was entertaining him. But what makes him think that the boot, if any, was yours?

Hes certain that somebody in this house got one of his boots splashed, and is hiding it somewhere. And Im the only chap in the house who hasnt got a pair of boots to show, so he thinks its me. I dont know where the dickens my other boot has gone. Edmund swears he hasnt seen it, and its nowhere about. Of course Ive got two pairs, but ones being soled. So I had to go over to school yesterday in pumps. Thats how he spotted me.

Psmith sighed.

Comrade Jackson, he said mournfully, all this very sad affair shows the folly of acting from the best motives. In my simple zeal, meaning to save you unpleasantness, I have landed you, with a dull, sickening thud, right in the cart. Are you particular about dirtying your hands? If you arent, just reach up that chimney a bit?

Mike stared, What the dickens are you talking about?

Go on. Get it over. Be a man, and reach up the chimney.

I dont know what the game is, said Mike, kneeling beside the fender and groping, but — Hullo!

Ah ha! said Psmith moodily.

Mike dropped the soot-covered object in the fender, and glared at it.
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Its my boot! he said at last.

It is, said Psmith, your boot. And what is that red stain across the toe? Is it blood? No, tis not blood. It is red paint.

Mike seemed unable to remove his eyes from the boot.

How on earth did — By Jove! I remember now. I kicked up against something in the dark when I was putting my bicycle back that night. It must have been the paint-pot.

Then you were out that night?

Rather. Thats what makes it so jolly awkward. Its too long to tell you now — —

Your stories are never too long for me, said Psmith. Say on!

Well, it was like this. And Mike related the events which had led up to his midnight excursion. Psmith listened attentively.

This, he said, when Mike had finished, confirms my frequently stated opinion that Comrade Jellicoe is one of Natures blitherers. So thats why he touched us for our hard-earned, was it?

Yes. Of course there was no need for him to have the money at all.

And the result is that you are in something of a tight place. Youre absolutely certain you didnt paint that dog? Didnt do it, by any chance, in a moment of absent-mindedness, and forgot all about it? No? No, I suppose not. I wonder who did!

Its beastly awkward. You see, Downing chased me that night. That was why I rang the alarm bell. So, you see, hes certain to think that the chap he chased, which was me, and the chap who painted Sammy, are the same. I shall get landed both ways.

Psmith pondered.

It is a tightish place, he admitted.

I wonder if we could get this boot clean, said Mike, inspecting it with disfavour.

Not for a pretty considerable time.

I suppose not. I say, I am in the cart. If I cant produce this boot, theyre bound to guess why.

What exactly, asked Psmith, was the position of affairs between you and Comrade Downing when you left him? Had you definitely parted brass-rags? Or did you simply sort of drift apart with mutual courtesies?

Oh, he said I was ill-advised to continue that attitude, or some rot, and I said I didnt care, I hadnt painted his bally dog, and he said very well, then, he must take steps, and — well, that was about all.

Sufficient, too, said Psmith, quite sufficient. I take it, then, that he is now on the war-path, collecting a gang, so to speak.

I suppose hes gone to the Old Man about it.

Probably. A very worrying time our headmaster is having, taking it all round, in connection with this painful affair. What do you think his move will be?

I suppose hell send for me, and try to get something out of me.

Hell want you to confess, too. Masters are all whales on confession. The worst of it is, you cant prove an alibi, because at about the time the foul act was perpetrated, you were playing Round-and-round-the-mulberry-bush with Comrade Downing. This needs thought. You had better put the case in my hands, and go out and watch the dandelions growing. I will think over the matter.

Well, I hope youll be able to think of something. I cant.

Possibly. You never know.

There was a tap at the door.

See how we have trained them, said Psmith. They now knock before entering. There was a time when they would have tried to smash in a panel. Come in.

A small boy, carrying a straw hat adorned with the school-house ribbon, answered the invitation.

Oh, I say, Jackson, he said, the headmaster sent me over to tell you he wants to see you.

I told you so, said Mike to Psmith.

Dont go, suggested Psmith. Tell him to write.

Mike got up.

All this is very trying, said Psmith. Im seeing nothing of you to-day. He turned to the small boy. Tell Willie, he added, that Mr. Jackson will be with him in a moment.

The emissary departed.

Youre all right, said Psmith encouragingly. Just you keep on saying youre all right. Stout denial is the thing. Dont go in for any airy explanations. Simply stick to stout denial. You cant beat it.

With which expert advice, he allowed Mike to go on his way.

He had not been gone two minutes, when Psmith, who had leaned back in his chair, wrapped in thought, heaved himself up again. He stood for a moment straightening his tie at the looking-glass; then he picked up his hat and moved slowly out of the door and down the passage. Thence, at the same dignified rate of progress, out of the house and in at Downings front gate.

The postman was at the door when he got there, apparently absorbed in conversation with the parlour-maid. Psmith stood by politely till the postman, who had just been told it was like his impudence, caught sight of him, and, having handed over the letters in an ultra-formal and professional manner, passed away.

Is Mr. Downing at home? inquired Psmith.

He was, it seemed. Psmith was shown into the dining-room on the left of the hall, and requested to wait. He was examining a portrait of Mr. Downing which hung on the wall, when the housemaster came in.

An excellent likeness, sir, said Psmith, with a gesture of the hand towards the painting.

Well, Smith, said Mr. Downing shortly, what do you wish to see me about?

It was in connection with the regrettable painting of your dog, sir.

Ha! said Mr. Downing.

I did it, sir, said Psmith, stopping and flicking a piece of fluff off his knee.


CHAPTER LVIII

THE ARTIST CLAIMS HIS WORK
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THE LINE OF action which Psmith had called Stout Denial is an excellent line to adopt, especially if you really are innocent, but it does not lead to anything in the shape of a bright and snappy dialogue between accuser and accused. Both Mike and the headmaster were oppressed by a feeling that the situation was difficult. The atmosphere was heavy, and conversation showed a tendency to flag. The headmaster had opened brightly enough, with a summary of the evidence which Mr. Downing had laid before him, but after that a massive silence had been the order of the day. There is nothing in this world quite so stolid and uncommunicative as a boy who has made up his mind to be stolid and uncommunicative; and the headmaster, as he sat and looked at Mike, who sat and looked past him at the bookshelves, felt awkward. It was a scene which needed either a dramatic interruption or a neat exit speech. As it happened, what it got was the dramatic interruption.

The headmaster was just saying, I do not think you fully realise, Jackson, the extent to which appearances— — which was practically going back to the beginning and starting again — when there was a knock at the door. A voice without said, Mr. Downing to see you, sir, and the chief witness for the prosecution burst in.

I would not have interrupted you, said Mr. Downing, but — —

Not at all, Mr. Downing. Is there anything I can —— ?

I have discovered — I have been informed — In short, it was not Jackson, who committed the — who painted my dog.

Mike and the headmaster both looked at the speaker. Mike with a feeling of relief — for Stout Denial, unsupported by any weighty evidence, is a wearing game to play — the headmaster with astonishment.

Not Jackson? said the headmaster.

No. It was a boy in the same house. Smith.

Psmith! Mike was more than surprised. He could not believe it. There is nothing which affords so clear an index to a boys character as the type of rag which he considers humorous. Between what is a rag and what is merely a rotten trick there is a very definite line drawn. Masters, as a rule, do not realise this, but boys nearly always do. Mike could not imagine Psmith doing a rotten thing like covering a housemasters dog with red paint, any more than he could imagine doing it himself. They had both been amused at the sight of Sammy after the operation, but anybody, except possibly the owner of the dog, would have thought it funny at first. After the first surprise, their feeling had been that it was a scuggish thing to have done and beastly rough luck on the poor brute. It was a kids trick. As for Psmith having done it, Mike simply did not believe it.

Smith! said the headmaster. What makes you think that?

Simply this, said Mr. Downing, with calm triumph, that the boy himself came to me a few moments ago and confessed.

Mike was conscious of a feeling of acute depression. It did not make him in the least degree jubilant, or even thankful, to know that he himself was cleared of the charge. All he could think of was that Psmith was done for. This was bound to mean the sack. If Psmith had painted Sammy, it meant that Psmith had broken out of his house at night: and it was not likely that the rules about nocturnal wandering were less strict at Sedleigh than at any other school in the kingdom. Mike felt, if possible, worse than he had felt when Wyatt had been caught on a similar occasion. It seemed as if Fate had a special grudge against his best friends. He did not make friends very quickly or easily, though he had always had scores of acquaintances — and with Wyatt and Psmith he had found himself at home from the first moment he had met them.

He sat there, with a curious feeling of having swallowed a heavy weight, hardly listening to what Mr. Downing was saying. Mr. Downing was talking rapidly to the headmaster, who was nodding from time to time.

Mike took advantage of a pause to get up. May I go, sir? he said.

Certainly, Jackson, certainly, said the Head. Oh, and er — , if you are going back to your house, tell Smith that I should like to see him.

Yes, sir.

He had reached the door, when again there was a knock.

Come in, said the headmaster.

It was Adair.

Yes, Adair?

Adair was breathing rather heavily, as if he had been running.

It was about Sammy — Sampson, sir, he said, looking at Mr. Downing.

Ah, we know — . Well, Adair, what did you wish to say?

It wasnt Jackson who did it, sir.

No, no, Adair. So Mr. Downing — —

It was Dunster, sir.

Terrific sensation! The headmaster gave a sort of strangled yelp of astonishment. Mr. Downing leaped in his chair. Mikes eyes opened to their fullest extent.

Adair!

There was almost a wail in the headmasters voice. The situation had suddenly become too much for him. His brain was swimming. That Mike, despite the evidence against him, should be innocent, was curious, perhaps, but not particularly startling. But that Adair should inform him, two minutes after Mr. Downings announcement of Psmiths confession, that Psmith, too, was guiltless, and that the real criminal was Dunster — it was this that made him feel that somebody, in the words of an American author, had played a mean trick on him, and substituted for his brain a side-order of cauliflower. Why Dunster, of all people? Dunster, who, he remembered dizzily, had left the school at Christmas. And why, if Dunster had really painted the dog, had Psmith asserted that he himself was the culprit? Why — why anything? He concentrated his mind on Adair as the only person who could save him from impending brain-fever.

Adair!

Yes, sir?

What — what do you mean?

It was Dunster, sir. I got a letter from him only five minutes ago, in which he said that he had painted Sammy — Sampson, the dog, sir, for a rag — for a joke, and that, as he didnt want any one here to get into a row — be punished for it, Id better tell Mr. Downing at once. I tried to find Mr. Downing, but he wasnt in the house. Then I met Smith outside the house, and he told me that Mr. Downing had gone over to see you, sir.

Smith told you? said Mr. Downing.

Yes, sir.

Did you say anything to him about your having received this letter from Dunster?

I gave him the letter to read, sir.

And what was his attitude when he had read it?

He laughed, sir.

Laughed! Mr. Downings voice was thunderous.

Yes, sir. He rolled about.

Mr. Downing snorted.

But Adair, said the headmaster, I do not understand how this thing could have been done by Dunster. He has left the school.

He was down here for the Old Sedleighans match, sir. He stopped the night in the village.

And that was the night the — it happened?

Yes, sir.

I see. Well, I am glad to find that the blame cannot be attached to any boy in the school. I am sorry that it is even an Old Boy. It was a foolish, discreditable thing to have done, but it is not as bad as if any boy still at the school had broken out of his house at night to do it.

The sergeant, said Mr. Downing, told me that the boy he saw was attempting to enter Mr. Outwoods house.

Another freak of Dunsters, I suppose, said the headmaster. I shall write to him.

If it was really Dunster who painted my dog, said Mr. Downing, I cannot understand the part played by Smith in this affair. If he did not do it, what possible motive could he have had for coming to me of his own accord and deliberately confessing?

To be sure, said the headmaster, pressing a bell. It is certainly a thing that calls for explanation. Barlow, he said, as the butler appeared, kindly go across to Mr. Outwoods house and inform Smith that I should like to see him.

If you please, sir, Mr. Smith is waiting in the hall.

In the hall!

Yes, sir. He arrived soon after Mr. Adair, sir, saying that he would wait, as you would probably wish to see him shortly.

Hm. Ask him to step up, Barlow.

Yes, sir.

There followed one of the tensest stage waits of Mikes experience. It was not long, but, while it lasted, the silence was quite solid. Nobody seemed to have anything to say, and there was not even a clock in the room to break the stillness with its ticking. A very faint drip-drip of rain could be heard outside the window.

Presently there was a sound of footsteps on the stairs. The door was opened.

Mr. Smith, sir.

The old Etonian entered as would the guest of the evening who is a few moments late for dinner. He was cheerful, but slightly deprecating. He gave the impression of one who, though sure of his welcome, feels that some slight apology is expected from him. He advanced into the room with a gentle half-smile which suggested good-will to all men.

It is still raining, he observed. You wished to see me, sir?

Sit down, Smith.

Thank you, sir.

He dropped into a deep arm-chair (which both Adair and Mike had avoided in favour of less luxurious seats) with the confidential cosiness of a fashionable physician calling on a patient, between whom and himself time has broken down the barriers of restraint and formality.

Mr. Downing burst out, like a reservoir that has broken its banks.

Smith.

Psmith turned his gaze politely in the housemasters direction.

Smith, you came to me a quarter of an hour ago and told me that it was you who had painted my dog Sampson.

Yes, sir.

It was absolutely untrue?

I am afraid so, sir.

But, Smith— began the headmaster.

Psmith bent forward encouragingly.

 —— This is a most extraordinary affair. Have you no explanation to offer? What induced you to do such a thing?

Psmith sighed softly.

The craze for notoriety, sir, he replied sadly. The curse of the present age.

What! cried the headmaster.

It is remarkable, proceeded Psmith placidly, with the impersonal touch of one lecturing on generalities, how frequently, when a murder has been committed, one finds men confessing that they have done it when it is out of the question that they should have committed it. It is one of the most interesting problems with which anthropologists are confronted. Human nature — —

The headmaster interrupted.

Smith, he said, I should like to see you alone for a moment. Mr. Downing might I trouble — ? Adair, Jackson.

He made a motion towards the door.

When he and Psmith were alone, there was silence. Psmith leaned back comfortably in his chair. The headmaster tapped nervously with his foot on the floor.

Er — Smith.

Sir?

The headmaster seemed to have some difficulty in proceeding. He paused again. Then he went on.

Er — Smith, I do not for a moment wish to pain you, but have you — er, do you remember ever having had, as a child, let us say, any — er — severe illness? Any — er — mental illness?

No, sir.

There is no — forgive me if I am touching on a sad subject — there is no — none of your near relatives have ever suffered in the way I — er — have described?

There isnt a lunatic on the list, sir, said Psmith cheerfully.

Of course, Smith, of course, said the headmaster hurriedly, I did not mean to suggest — quite so, quite so.... You think, then, that you confessed to an act which you had not committed purely from some sudden impulse which you cannot explain?

Strictly between ourselves, sir — —

Privately, the headmaster found Psmiths man-to-man attitude somewhat disconcerting, but he said nothing.

Well, Smith?

I should not like it to go any further, sir.

I will certainly respect any confidence — —

I dont want anybody to know, sir. This is strictly between ourselves.

I think you are sometimes apt to forget, Smith, the proper relations existing between boy and — Well, never mind that for the present. We can return to it later. For the moment, let me hear what you wish to say. I shall, of course, tell nobody, if you do not wish it.

Well, it was like this, sir, said Psmith. Jackson happened to tell me that you and Mr. Downing seemed to think he had painted Mr. Downings dog, and there seemed some danger of his being expelled, so I thought it wouldnt be an unsound scheme if I were to go and say I had done it. That was the whole thing. Of course, Dunster writing created a certain amount of confusion.

There was a pause.

It was a very wrong thing to do, Smith, said the headmaster, at last, but.... You are a curious boy, Smith. Good-night.

He held out his hand.

Good-night, sir, said Psmith.

Not a bad old sort, said Psmith meditatively to himself, as he walked downstairs. By no means a bad old sort. I must drop in from time to time and cultivate him.



Mike and Adair were waiting for him outside the front door.

Well? said Mike.

You are the limit, said Adair. Whats he done?

Nothing. We had a very pleasant chat, and then I tore myself away.

Do you mean to say hes not going to do a thing?

Not a thing.

Well, youre a marvel, said Adair.

Psmith thanked him courteously. They walked on towards the houses.

By the way, Adair, said Mike, as the latter started to turn in at Downings, Ill write to Strachan to-night about that match.

Whats that? asked Psmith.

Jacksons going to try and get Wrykyn to give us a game, said Adair. Theyve got a vacant date. I hope the dickens theyll do it.

Oh, I should think theyre certain to, said Mike. Good-night.

And give Comrade Downing, when you see him, said Psmith, my very best love. It is men like him who make this Merrie England of ours what it is.



I say, Psmith, said Mike suddenly, what really made you tell Downing youd done it?

The craving for — —

Oh, chuck it. You arent talking to the Old Man now. I believe it was simply to get me out of a jolly tight corner.

Psmiths expression was one of pain.

My dear Comrade Jackson, said he, you wrong me. You make me writhe. Im surprised at you. I never thought to hear those words from Michael Jackson.

Well, I believe you did, all the same, said Mike obstinately. And it was jolly good of you, too.

Psmith moaned.


CHAPTER LIX

SEDLEIGH v. WRYKYN
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THE WRYKYN MATCH was three-parts over, and things were going badly for Sedleigh. In a way one might have said that the game was over, and that Sedleigh had lost; for it was a one day match, and Wrykyn, who had led on the first innings, had only to play out time to make the game theirs.

Sedleigh were paying the penalty for allowing themselves to be influenced by nerves in the early part of the day. Nerves lose more school matches than good play ever won. There is a certain type of school batsman who is a gift to any bowler when he once lets his imagination run away with him. Sedleigh, with the exception of Adair, Psmith, and Mike, had entered upon this match in a state of the most azure funk. Ever since Mike had received Strachans answer and Adair had announced on the notice-board that on Saturday, July the twentieth, Sedleigh would play Wrykyn, the team had been all on the jump. It was useless for Adair to tell them, as he did repeatedly, on Mikes authority, that Wrykyn were weak this season, and that on their present form Sedleigh ought to win easily. The team listened, but were not comforted. Wrykyn might be below their usual strength, but then Wrykyn cricket, as a rule, reached such a high standard that this probably meant little. However weak Wrykyn might be — for them — there was a very firm impression among the members of the Sedleigh first eleven that the other school was quite strong enough to knock the cover off them. Experience counts enormously in school matches. Sedleigh had never been proved. The teams they played were the sort of sides which the Wrykyn second eleven would play. Whereas Wrykyn, from time immemorial, had been beating Ripton teams and Free Foresters teams and M.C.C. teams packed with county men and sending men to Oxford and Cambridge who got their blues as freshmen.

Sedleigh had gone on to the field that morning a depressed side.

It was unfortunate that Adair had won the toss. He had had no choice but to take first innings. The weather had been bad for the last week, and the wicket was slow and treacherous. It was likely to get worse during the day, so Adair had chosen to bat first.

Taking into consideration the state of nerves the team was in, this in itself was a calamity. A school eleven are always at their worst and nerviest before lunch. Even on their own ground they find the surroundings lonely and unfamiliar. The subtlety of the bowlers becomes magnified. Unless the first pair make a really good start, a collapse almost invariably ensues.

To-day the start had been gruesome beyond words. Mike, the bulwark of the side, the man who had been brought up on Wrykyn bowling, and from whom, whatever might happen to the others, at least a fifty was expected — Mike, going in first with Barnes and taking first over, had played inside one from Bruce, the Wrykyn slow bowler, and had been caught at short slip off his second ball.

That put the finishing-touch on the panic. Stone, Robinson, and the others, all quite decent punishing batsmen when their nerves allowed them to play their own game, crawled to the wickets, declined to hit out at anything, and were clean bowled, several of them, playing back to half-volleys. Adair did not suffer from panic, but his batting was not equal to his bowling, and he had fallen after hitting one four. Seven wickets were down for thirty when Psmith went in.

Psmith had always disclaimed any pretensions to batting skill, but he was undoubtedly the right man for a crisis like this. He had an enormous reach, and he used it. Three consecutive balls from Bruce he turned into full-tosses and swept to the leg-boundary, and, assisted by Barnes, who had been sitting on the splice in his usual manner, he raised the total to seventy-one before being yorked, with his score at thirty-five. Ten minutes later the innings was over, with Barnes not out sixteen, for seventy-nine.

Wrykyn had then gone in, lost Strachan for twenty before lunch, and finally completed their innings at a quarter to four for a hundred and thirty-one.

This was better than Sedleigh had expected. At least eight of the team had looked forward dismally to an afternoons leather-hunting. But Adair and Psmith, helped by the wicket, had never been easy, especially Psmith, who had taken six wickets, his slows playing havoc with the tail.

It would be too much to say that Sedleigh had any hope of pulling the game out of the fire; but it was a comfort, they felt, at any rate, having another knock. As is usual at this stage of a match, their nervousness had vanished, and they felt capable of better things than in the first innings.

It was on Mikes suggestion that Psmith and himself went in first. Mike knew the limitations of the Wrykyn bowling, and he was convinced that, if they could knock Bruce off, it might be possible to rattle up a score sufficient to give them the game, always provided that Wrykyn collapsed in the second innings. And it seemed to Mike that the wicket would be so bad then that they easily might.

So he and Psmith had gone in at four oclock to hit. And they had hit. The deficit had been wiped off, all but a dozen runs, when Psmith was bowled, and by that time Mike was set and in his best vein. He treated all the bowlers alike. And when Stone came in, restored to his proper frame of mind, and lashed out stoutly, and after him Robinson and the rest, it looked as if Sedleigh had a chance again. The score was a hundred and twenty when Mike, who had just reached his fifty, skied one to Strachan at cover. The time was twenty-five past five.

As Mike reached the pavilion, Adair declared the innings closed.

Wrykyn started batting at twenty-five minutes to six, with sixty-nine to make if they wished to make them, and an hour and ten minutes during which to keep up their wickets if they preferred to take things easy and go for a win on the first innings.

At first it looked as if they meant to knock off the runs, for Strachan forced the game from the first ball, which was Psmiths, and which he hit into the pavilion. But, at fifteen, Adair bowled him. And when, two runs later, Psmith got the next man stumped, and finished up his over with a c-and-b, Wrykyn decided that it was not good enough. Seventeen for three, with an hour all but five minutes to go, was getting too dangerous. So Drummond and Rigby, the next pair, proceeded to play with caution, and the collapse ceased.

This was the state of the game at the point at which this chapter opened. Seventeen for three had become twenty-four for three, and the hands of the clock stood at ten minutes past six. Changes of bowling had been tried, but there seemed no chance of getting past the batsmens defence. They were playing all the good balls, and refused to hit at the bad.

A quarter past six struck, and then Psmith made a suggestion which altered the game completely.

Why dont you have a shot this end? he said to Adair, as they were crossing over. Theres a spot on the off which might help you a lot. You can break like blazes if only you land on it. It doesnt help my leg-breaks a bit, because they wont hit at them.

Barnes was on the point of beginning to bowl, when Adair took the ball from him. The captain of Outwoods retired to short leg with an air that suggested that he was glad to be relieved of his prominent post.

The next moment Drummonds off-stump was lying at an angle of forty-five. Adair was absolutely accurate as a bowler, and he had dropped his first ball right on the worn patch.

Two minutes later Drummonds successor was retiring to the pavilion, while the wicket-keeper straightened the stumps again.

There is nothing like a couple of unexpected wickets for altering the atmosphere of a game. Five minutes before, Sedleigh had been lethargic and without hope. Now there was a stir and buzz all round the ground. There were twenty-five minutes to go, and five wickets were down. Sedleigh was on top again.

The next man seemed to take an age coming out. As a matter of fact, he walked more rapidly than a batsman usually walks to the crease.

Adairs third ball dropped just short of the spot. The batsman, hitting out, was a shade too soon. The ball hummed through the air a couple of feet from the ground in the direction of mid-off, and Mike, diving to the right, got to it as he was falling, and chucked it up.

After that the thing was a walk-over. Psmith clean bowled a man in his next over; and the tail, demoralised by the sudden change in the game, collapsed uncompromisingly. Sedleigh won by thirty-five runs with eight minutes in hand.



Psmith and Mike sat in their study after lock-up, discussing things in general and the game in particular.

I feel like a beastly renegade, playing against Wrykyn, said Mike. Still, Im glad we won. Adairs a jolly good sort, and itll make him happy for weeks.

When I last saw Comrade Adair, said Psmith, he was going about in a sort of trance, beaming vaguely and wanting to stand people things at the shop.

He bowled awfully well.

Yes, said Psmith. I say, I dont wish to cast a gloom over this joyful occasion in any way, but you say Wrykyn are going to give Sedleigh a fixture again next year?

Well?

Well, have you thought of the massacre which will ensue? You will have left, Adair will have left. Incidentally, I shall have left. Wrykyn will swamp them.

I suppose they will. Still, the great thing, you see, is to get the thing started. Thats what Adair was so keen on. Now Sedleigh has beaten Wrykyn, hes satisfied. They can get on fixtures with decent clubs, and work up to playing the big schools. Youve got to start somehow. So its all right, you see.

And, besides, said Psmith, reflectively, in an emergency they can always get Comrade Downing to bowl for them, what? Let us now sally out and see if we cant promote a rag of some sort in this abode of wrath. Comrade Outwood has gone over to dinner at the School House, and it would be a pity to waste a somewhat golden opportunity. Shall we stagger?

They staggered.


A Gentleman of Leisure (1910)
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CHAPTER I. JIMMY MAKES A BET
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THE MAIN SMOKING-ROOM of the Strollers Club had been filling for the last half-hour, and was now nearly full. In many ways, the Strollers, though not the most magnificent, is the pleasantest club in New York. Its ideals are comfort without pomp; and it is given over after eleven oclock at night mainly to the Stage. Everybody is young, clean-shaven, and full of conversation: and the conversation strikes a purely professional note.

Everybody in the room on this July night had come from the theater. Most of those present had been acting, but a certain number had been to the opening performance of the latest better-than-Raffles play. There had been something of a boom that season in dramas whose heroes appealed to the public more pleasantly across the footlights than they might have done in real life. In the play that had opened to-night, Arthur Mifflin, an exemplary young man off the stage, had been warmly applauded for a series of actions which, performed anywhere except in the theater, would certainly have debarred him from remaining a member of the Strollers or any other club. In faultless evening dress, with a debonair smile on his face, he had broken open a safe, stolen bonds and jewelry to a large amount, and escaped without a blush of shame via the window. He had foiled a detective through four acts, and held up a band of pursuers with a revolver. A large audience had intimated complete approval throughout.

Its a hit all right, said somebody through the smoke.

These near-Raffles plays always are, grumbled Willett, who played bluff fathers in musical comedy. A few years ago, they would have been scared to death of putting on a show with a crook as hero. Now, it seems to me the public doesnt want anything else. Not that they know what they DO want, he concluded, mournfully.

The Belle of Boulogne, in which Willett sustained the role of Cyrus K. Higgs, a Chicago millionaire, was slowly fading away on a diet of paper, and this possibly prejudiced him.

Raikes, the character actor, changed the subject. If Willett once got started on the wrongs of the ill-fated Belle, general conversation would become impossible. Willett, denouncing the stupidity of the public, as purely a monologue artiste.

I saw Jimmy Pitt at the show, said Raikes. Everybody displayed interest.

Jimmy Pitt? When did he come back? I thought he was in Italy.

He came on the Lusitania, I suppose. She docked this morning.

Jimmy Pitt? said Sutton, of the Majestic Theater. How long has he been away? Last I saw of him was at the opening of The Outsider at the Astor. Thats a couple of months ago.

Hes been traveling in Europe, I believe, said Raikes. Lucky beggar to be able to. I wish I could.

Sutton knocked the ash off his cigar.

I envy Jimmy, he said. I dont know anyone Id rather be. Hes got much more money than any man except a professional plute has any right to. Hes as strong as an ox. I shouldnt say hed ever had anything worse than measles in his life. Hes got no relations. And he isnt married.

Sutton, who had been married three times, spoke with some feeling.

Hes a good chap, Jimmy, said Raikes.

Yes, said Arthur Mifflin, yes, Jimmy is a good chap. Ive known him for years. I was at college with him. He hasnt got my brilliance of intellect; but he has some wonderfully fine qualities. For one thing, I should say he had put more deadbeats on their legs again than half the men in New York put together.

Well, growled Willett, whom the misfortunes of the Belle had soured, whats there in that? Its mighty easy to do the philanthropist act when youre next door to a millionaire.

Yes, said Mifflin warmly, but its not so easy when youre getting thirty dollars a week on a newspaper. When Jimmy was a reporter on the News, there used to be a whole crowd of fellows just living on him. Not borrowing an occasional dollar, mind you, but living on him — sleeping on his sofa, and staying to breakfast. It made me mad. I used to ask him why he stood for it. He said there was nowhere else for them to go, and he thought he could see them through all right — which he did, though I dont see how he managed it on thirty a week.

If a mans fool enough to be an easy mark— began Willett.

Oh, cut it out! said Raikes. We dont want anybody knocking Jimmy here.

All the same, said Sutton, it seems to me that it was mighty lucky that he came into that money. You cant keep open house for ever on thirty a week. By the way, Arthur, how was that? I heard it was his uncle.

It wasnt his uncle, said Mifflin. It was by way of being a romance of sorts, I believe. Fellow who had been in love with Jimmys mother years ago went West, made a pile, and left it to Mrs. Pitt or her children. She had been dead some time when that happened. Jimmy, of course, hadnt a notion of what was coming to him, when suddenly he got a solicitors letter asking him to call. He rolled round, and found that there was about five hundred thousand dollars just waiting for him to spend it.

Jimmy Pitt had now definitely ousted Love, the Cracksman as a topic of conversation. Everybody present knew him. Most of them had known him in his newspaper days; and, though every man there would have perished rather than admit it, they were grateful to Jimmy for being exactly the same to them now that he could sign a check for half a million as he had been on the old thirty-a-week basis. Inherited wealth, of course, does not make a young man nobler or more admirable; but the young man does not always know this.

Jimmys had a queer life, said Mifflin. Hes been pretty much everything in his time. Did you know he was on the stage before he took up newspaper-work? Only on the road, I believe. He got tired of it, and cut it out. Thats always been his trouble. He wouldnt settle down to anything. He studied law at Yale, but he never kept it up. After he left the stage, he moved all over the States, without a cent, picking up any odd job he could get. He was a waiter once for a couple of days, but they fired him for breaking plates. Then, he got a job in a jewelers shop. I believe hes a bit of an expert on jewels. And, another time, he made a hundred dollars by staying three rounds against Kid Brady when the Kid was touring the country after he got the championship away from Jimmy Garwin. The Kid was offering a hundred to anyone who could last three rounds with him. Jimmy did it on his head. He was the best amateur of his weight I ever saw. The Kid wanted him to take up scrapping seriously. But Jimmy wouldnt have stuck to anything long enough in those days. Hes one of the gypsies of the world. He was never really happy unless he was on the move, and he doesnt seem to have altered since he came into his money.

Well, he can afford to keep on the move now, said Raikes. I wish I—

Did you ever hear about Jimmy and— Mifflin was beginning, when the Odyssey of Jimmy Pitt was interrupted by the opening of the door and the entrance of Ulysses in person.

Jimmy Pitt was a young man of medium height, whose great breadth and depth of chest made him look shorter than he really was. His jaw was square, and protruded slightly; and this, combined with a certain athletic jauntiness of carriage and a pair of piercing brown eyes very much like those of a bull-terrier, gave him an air of aggressiveness, which belied his character. He was not aggressive. He had the good-nature as well as the eyes of a bull-terrier. Also, he possessed, when stirred, all the bull-terriers dogged determination.

There were shouts of welcome.

Hullo, Jimmy!

When did you get back?

Come and sit down. Plenty of room over here.

Where is my wandering boy tonight?

Waiter! Whats yours, Jimmy?

Jimmy dropped into a seat, and yawned.

Well, he said, how goes it? Hullo, Raikes! Werent you at Love, the Cracksman? I thought I saw you. Hullo, Arthur! Congratulate you. You spoke your piece nicely.

Thanks, said Mifflin. We were just talking about you, Jimmy. You came on the Lusitania, I suppose?

She didnt break the record this time, said Sutton.

A somewhat pensive look came into Jimmys eyes.

She came much too quick for me, he said. I dont see why they want to rip along at that pace, he went on, hurriedly. I like to have a chance of enjoying the sea-air.

I know that sea-air, murmured Mifflin.

Jimmy looked up quickly.

What are you babbling about, Arthur?

I said nothing, replied Mifflin, suavely.

What did you think of the show tonight, Jimmy? asked Raikes.

I liked it. Arthur was fine. I cant make out, though, why all this incense is being burned at the feet of the cracksman. To judge by some of the plays they produce now, youd think that a man had only to be a successful burglar to become a national hero. One of these days, we shall have Arthur playing Charles Peace to a cheering house.

It is the tribute, said Mifflin, that bone-headedness pays to brains. It takes brains to be a successful cracksman. Unless the gray matter is surging about in your cerebrum, as in mine, you cant hope—

Jimmy leaned back in his chair, and spoke calmly but with decision.

Any man of ordinary intelligence, he said, could break into a house.

Mifflin jumped up and began to gesticulate. This was heresy.

My good man, what absolute—

I could, said Jimmy, lighting a cigarette.

There was a roar of laughter and approval. For the past few weeks, during the rehearsals of Love, the Cracksman, Arthur Mifflin had disturbed the peace at the Strollers with his theories on the art of burglary. This was his first really big part, and he had soaked himself in it. He had read up the literature of burglary. He had talked with men from Pinkertons. He had expounded his views nightly to his brother Strollers, preaching the delicacy and difficulty of cracking a crib till his audience had rebelled. It charmed the Strollers to find Jimmy, obviously of his own initiative and not to be suspected of having been suborned to the task by themselves, treading with a firm foot on the experts favorite corn within five minutes of their meeting.

You! said Arthur Mifflin, with scorn.

I!

You! Why, you couldnt break into an egg unless it was a poached one.

Whatll you bet? said Jimmy.

The Strollers began to sit up and take notice. The magic word bet, when uttered in that room, had rarely failed to add a zest to life. They looked expectantly at Arthur Mifflin.

Go to bed, Jimmy, said the portrayer of cracksmen. Ill come with you and tuck you in. A nice, strong cup of tea in the morning, and you wont know there has ever been anything the matter with you.

A howl of disapproval rose from the company. Indignant voices accused Arthur Mifflin of having a yellow streak. Encouraging voices urged him not to be a quitter.

See! They scorn you, said Jimmy. And rightly. Be a man, Arthur. Whatll you bet?

Mr. Mifflin regarded him with pity.

You dont know what youre up against, Jimmy, he said. Youre half a century behind the times. You have an idea that all a burglar needs is a mask, a blue chin, and a dark lantern. I tell you he requires a highly specialized education. Ive been talking to these detective fellows, and I know. Now, take your case, you worm. Have you a thorough knowledge of chemistry, physics, toxicology—

Sure.

 — electricity and microscopy?

You have discovered my secret.

Can you use an oxy-acetylene blow-pipe?

I never travel without one.

What do you know about the administration of anaesthetics?

Practically everything. It is one of my favorite hobbies.

Can you make soup?

Soup?

Soup, said Mr. Mifflin, firmly.

Jimmy raised his eyebrows.

Does an architect make bricks? he said. I leave the rough preliminary work to my corps of assistants. They make my soup.

You mustnt think Jimmys one of your common yeggs, said Sutton. Hes at the top of his profession. Thats how he made his money. I never did believe that legacy story.

Jimmy, said Mr. Mifflin, couldnt crack a childs money-box. Jimmy couldnt open a sardine-tin.

Jimmy shrugged his shoulders.

Whatll you bet? he said again. Come on, Arthur; youre earning a very good salary. Whatll you bet?

Make it a dinner for all present, suggested Raikes, a canny person who believed in turning the wayside happenings of life, when possible, to his personal profit.

The suggestion was well received.

All right, said Mifflin. How many of us are there? One, two, three, four — Loser buys a dinner for twelve.

A good dinner, interpolated Raikes, softly.

A good dinner, said Jimmy. Very well. How long do you give me, Arthur?

How long do you want?

There ought to be a time-limit, said Raikes. It seems to me that a flyer like Jimmy ought to be able to manage it at short notice. Why not tonight? Nice, fine night. If Jimmy doesnt crack a crib tonight, its up to him. That suit you, Jimmy?

Perfectly.

Willett interposed. Willett had been endeavoring to drown his sorrows all the evening, and the fact was a little noticeable in his speech.

See here, he said, hows J-Jimmy going to prove hes done it?

Personally, I can take his word, said Mifflin.

That be h-hanged for a tale. Wha-whats to prevent him saying hes done it, whether he has or not?

The Strollers looked uncomfortable. Nevertheless, it was Jimmys affair.

Why, youd get your dinner in any case, said Jimmy. A dinner from any host would smell as sweet.

Willett persisted with muddled obstinacy.

Thash — thash not point. Its principle of thing. Have thish thing square and bove board, I say. Thash what I say.

And very creditable to you being able to say it, said Jimmy, cordially. See if you can manage Truly rural.

What I say is — this! Jimmys a fakir. And what I say is whats prevent him saying hes done it when hasnt done it?

Thatll be all right, said Jimmy. Im going to bury a brass tube with the Stars and Stripes in it under the carpet.

Willett waved his hand.

Thash quite shfactory, he said, with dignity. Nothing more to say.

Or a better idea, said Jimmy. Ill carve a big J on the inside of the front door. Then, anybody who likes can make inquiries next day. Well, Im off home. Glad its all settled. Anybody coming my way?

Yes, said Arthur Mifflin. Well walk. First nights always make me as jumpy as a cat. If I dont walk my legs off, I shant get to sleep tonight at all.

If you think Im going to help you walk your legs off, my lad, youre mistaken. I propose to stroll gently home, and go to bed.

Every little helps, said Mifflin. Come along.

You want to keep an eye on Jimmy, Arthur, said Sutton. Hell sand-bag you, and lift your watch as soon as look at you. I believe hes Arsene Lupin in disguise.


CHAPTER II. PYRAMUS AND THISBE
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THE TWO MEN turned up the street. They walked in silence. Arthur Mifflin was going over in his mind such outstanding events of the evening as he remembered — the nervousness, the relief of finding that he was gripping his audience, the growing conviction that he had made good; while Jimmy seemed to be thinking his own private thoughts. They had gone some distance before either spoke.

Who is she, Jimmy? asked Mifflin.

Jimmy came out of his thoughts with a start.

Whats that?

Who is she?

I dont know what you mean.

Yes, you do! The sea air. Who is she?

I dont know, said Jimmy, simply.

You dont know? Well, whats her name?

I dont know.

Doesnt the Lusitania still print a passenger-list?

She does.

And you couldnt find out her name in five days?

No.

And thats the man who thinks he can burgle a house! said Mifflin, despairingly.

They had arrived now at the building on the second floor of which was Jimmys flat.

Coming in? said Jimmy.

Well, I was rather thinking of pushing on as far as the Park. I tell you, I feel all on wires.

Come in, and smoke a cigar. Youve got all night before you if you want to do Marathons. I havent seen you for a couple of months. I want you to tell me all the news.

There isnt any. Nothing happens in New York. The papers say things do, but they dont. However, Ill come in. It seems to me that youre the man with the news.

Jimmy fumbled with his latch-key.

Youre a bright sort of burglar, said Mifflin, disparagingly. Why dont you use your oxy-acetylene blow-pipe? Do you realize, my boy, that youve let yourself in for buying a dinner for twelve hungry men next week? In the cold light of the morning, when reason returns to her throne, thatll come home to you.

I havent done anything of the sort, said Jimmy, unlocking the door.

Dont tell me you really mean to try it.

What else did you think I was going to do?

But you cant. You would get caught for a certainty. And what are you going to do then? Say it was all a joke? Suppose they fill you full of bullet-holes! Nice sort of fool youll look, appealing to some outraged householders sense of humor, while he pumps you full of lead with a Colt.

These are the risks of the profession. You ought to know that, Arthur. Think what you went through tonight.

Arthur Mifflin looked at his friend with some uneasiness. He knew how very reckless Jimmy could be when he had set his mind on accomplishing anything, since, under the stimulus of a challenge, he ceased to be a reasoning being, amenable to argument. And, in the present case, he knew that Willetts words had driven the challenge home. Jimmy was not the man to sit still under the charge of being a fakir, no matter whether his accuser had been sober or drunk.

Jimmy, meanwhile, had produced whiskey and cigars. Now, he was lying on his back on the lounge, blowing smoke-rings at the ceiling.

Well? said Arthur Mifflin, at length.

Well, what?

What I meant was, is this silence to be permanent, or are you going to begin shortly to amuse, elevate, and instruct? Somethings happened to you, Jimmy. There was a time when you were a bright little chap, a fellow of infinite jest, of most excellent fancy. Where be your gibes now; your gambols, your songs, your flashes of merriment that were wont to set the table in a roar when you were paying for the dinner? You remind me more of a deaf-mute celebrating the Fourth of July with noiseless powder than anything else on earth. Wake up, or I shall go. Jimmy, we were practically boys together. Tell me about this girl — the girl you loved, and were idiot enough to lose.

Jimmy drew a deep breath.

Very well, said Mifflin complacently, sigh if you like; its better than nothing.

Jimmy sat up.

Yes, dozens of times, said Mifflin.

What do you mean?

You were just going to ask me if I had ever been in love, werent you?

I wasnt, because I know you havent. You have no soul. You dont know what love is.

Have it your own way, said Mifflin, resignedly.

Jimmy bumped back on the sofa.

I dont either, he said. Thats the trouble.

Mifflin looked interested.

I know, he said. Youve got that strange premonitory fluttering, when the heart seems to thrill within you like some baby bird singing its first song, when—

Oh, cut it out!

 — when you ask yourself timidly, Is it? Can it really be? and answer shyly, No. Yes. I believe it is! Ive been through it dozens of times; it is a recognized early symptom. Unless prompt measures are taken, it will develop into something acute. In these matters, stand on your Uncle Arthur. He knows.

You make me sick, Jimmy retorted.

You have our ear, said Mifflin, kindly. Tell me all.

Theres nothing to tell.

Dont lie, James.

Well, practically nothing.

Thats better.

It was like this.

Good.

Jimmy wriggled himself into a more comfortable position, and took a sip from his glass.

I didnt see her until the second day out.

I know that second day out. Well?

We didnt really meet at all.

Just happened to be going to the same spot, eh?

As a matter of fact, it was like this. Like a fool, Id bought a second-class ticket.

What? Our young Rockerbilt Astergould, the boy millionaire, traveling second-class! Why?

I had an idea it would be better fun. Everybodys so much more cheery in the second cabin. You get to know people so much quicker. Nine trips out of ten, Id much rather go second.

And this was the tenth?

She was in the first-cabin, said Jimmy.

Mifflin clutched his forehead.

Wait! he cried. This reminds me of something — something in Shakespeare. Romeo and Juliet? No. Ive got it — Pyramus and Thisbe.

I dont see the slightest resemblance.

Read your Midsummer Nights Dream. Pyramus and Thisbe, says the story, did talk through the chink of a wall, quoted Mifflin.

We didnt.

Dont be so literal. You talked across a railing.

We didnt.

Do you mean to say you didnt talk at all?

We didnt say a single word.

Mifflin shook his head sadly.

I give you up, he said. I thought you were a man of enterprise. What did you do?

Jimmy sighed softly.

I used to stand and smoke against the railing opposite the barbers shop, and she used to walk round the deck.

And you used to stare at her?

I would look in her direction sometimes, corrected Jimmy, with dignity.

Dont quibble! You stared at her. You behaved like a common rubber-neck, and you know it. I am no prude, James, but I feel compelled to say that I consider your conduct that of a libertine. Used she to walk alone?

Generally.

And, now, you love her, eh? You went on board that ship happy, careless, heart-free. You came off it grave and saddened. Thenceforth, for you, the world could contain but one woman, and her you had lost.

Mifflin groaned in a hollow and bereaved manner, and took a sip from his glass to buoy him up.

Jimmy moved restlessly on the sofa.

Do you believe in love at first sight? he asked, fatuously. He was in the mood when a man says things, the memory of which makes him wake up hot all over for nights to come.

I dont see what first sights got to do with it, said Mifflin. According to your own statement, you stood and glared at the girl for five days without letting up for a moment. I can quite imagine that you might glare yourself into love with anyone by the end of that time.

I cant see myself settling down, said Jimmy, thoughtfully. And, until you feel that you want to settle down, I suppose you cant be really in love.

I was saying practically that about you at the club just before you came in. My somewhat neat expression was that you were one of the gypsies of the world.

By George, youre quite right!

I always am.

I suppose its having nothing to do. When I was on the News, I was never like this.

You werent on the News long enough to get tired of it.

I feel now I cant stay in a place more than a week. Its having this money that does it, I suppose.

New York, said Mifflin, is full of obliging persons who will be delighted to relieve you of the incubus. Well, James, I shall leave you. I feel more like bed now. By the way, I suppose you lost sight of this girl when you landed?

Yes.

Well, there arent so many girls in the United States — only twenty million. Or is it forty million? Something small. All youve got to do is to search around a bit. Good-night.

Good-night.

Mr. Mifflin clattered down the stairs. A minute later, the sound of his name being called loudly from the street brought Jimmy to the window. Mifflin was standing on the pavement below, looking up.

Jimmy.

Whats the matter now?

I forgot to ask. Was she a blonde?

What?

Was she a blonde? yelled Mifflin.

No, snapped Jimmy.

Dark, eh? bawled Mifflin, making night hideous.

Yes, said Jimmy, shutting the window.

Jimmy!

The window went up again.

Well?

Me for blondes!

Go to bed!

Very well. Good-night.

Good-night.

Jimmy withdrew his head, and sat down in the chair Mifflin had vacated. A moment later, he rose, and switched off the light. It was pleasanter to sit and think in the dark. His thoughts wandered off in many channels, but always came back to the girl on the Lusitania. It was absurd, of course. He didnt wonder that Arthur Mifflin had treated the thing as a joke. Good old Arthur! Glad he had made a success! But was it a joke? Who was it that said, the point of a joke is like the point of a needle, so small that it is apt to disappear entirely when directed straight at oneself? If anybody else had told him such a limping romance, he would have laughed himself. Only, when you are the center of a romance, however limping, you see it from a different angle. Of course, told badly, it was absurd. He could see that. But something away at the back of his mind told him that it was not altogether absurd. And yet — love didnt come like that, in a flash. You might just as well expect a house to spring into being in a moment, or a ship, or an automobile, or a table, or a — He sat up with a jerk. In another instant, he would have been asleep.

He thought of bed, but bed seemed a long way off — the deuce of a way. Acres of carpet to be crawled over, and then the dickens of a climb at the end of it. Besides, undressing! Nuisance — undressing. That was a nice dress the girl had worn on the fourth day out. Tailor-made. He liked tailor-mades. He liked all her dresses. He liked her. Had she liked him? So hard to tell if you dont get a chance of speaking! She was dark. Arthur liked blondes, Arthur was a fool! Good old Arthur! Glad he had made a success! Now, he could marry if he liked! If he wasnt so restless, if he didnt feel that he couldnt stop more than a day in any place! But would the girl have him? If they had never spoken, it made it so hard to — 

At this point, Jimmy went to sleep.


CHAPTER III. MR. McEACHERN
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AT ABOUT THE time when Jimmys meditations finally merged themselves in dreams, a certain Mr. John McEachern, Captain of Police, was seated in the parlor of his up-town villa, reading. He was a man built on a large scale. Everything about him was large — his hands, his feet, his shoulders, his chest, and particularly his jaw, which even in his moments of calm was aggressive, and which stood out, when anything happened to ruffle him, like the ram of a battle-ship. In his patrolman days, which had been passed mainly on the East side, this jaw of his had acquired a reputation from Park Row to Fourteenth Street. No gang-fight, however absorbing, could retain the undivided attention of the young blood of the Bowery when Mr. McEacherns jaw hove in sight with the rest of his massive person in close attendance. He was a man who knew no fear, and he had gone through disorderly mobs like an east wind.

But there was another side to his character. In fact, that other side was so large that the rest of him, his readiness in combat and his zeal in breaking up public disturbances, might be said to have been only an off-shoot. For his ambition was as large as his fist and as aggressive as his jaw. He had entered the force with the single idea of becoming rich, and had set about achieving his object with a strenuous vigor that was as irresistible as his mighty locust-stick. Some policemen are born grafters, some achieve graft, and some have graft thrust upon them. Mr. McEachern had begun by being the first, had risen to the second, and for some years now had been a prominent member of the small and hugely prosperous third class, the class that does not go out seeking graft, but sits at home and lets graft come to it.

In his search for wealth, he had been content to abide his time. He did not want the trifling sum that every New York policeman acquires. His object was something bigger, and he was prepared to wait for it. He knew that small beginnings were an annoying but unavoidable preliminary to all great fortunes. Probably, Captain Kidd had started in a small way. Certainly, Mr. Rockefeller had. He was content to follow in the footsteps of the masters.

A patrolmans opportunities of amassing wealth are not great. Mr. McEachern had made the best of a bad job. He had not disdained the dollars that came as single spies rather than in battalions. Until the time should arrive when he might angle for whales, he was prepared to catch sprats.

Much may be done, even on a small scale, by perseverance. In those early days, Mr. McEacherns observant eye had not failed to notice certain peddlers who obstructed the traffic, divers tradesmen who did the same by the side-walk, and of restaurant keepers not a few with a distaste for closing at one oclock in the morning. His researches in this field were not unprofitable. In a reasonably short space of time, he had put by the three thousand dollars that were the price of his promotion to detective-sergeant. He did not like paying three thousand dollars for promotion, but there must be sinking of capital if an investment is to prosper. Mr. McEachern came across, and climbed one more step up the ladder.

As detective-sergeant, he found his horizon enlarged. There was more scope for a man of parts. Things moved more rapidly. The world seemed full of philanthropists, anxious to dress his front and do him other little kindnesses. Mr. McEachern was no churl. He let them dress his front. He accepted the little kindnesses. Presently, he found that he had fifteen thousand dollars to spare for any small flutter that might take his fancy. Singularly enough, this was the precise sum necessary to make him a captain.

He became a captain. And it was then that he discovered that El Dorado was no mere poets dream, and that Tom Tiddlers Ground, where one might stand picking up gold and silver, was as definite a locality as Brooklyn or the Bronx. At last, after years of patient waiting, he stood like Moses on the mountain, looking down into the Promised Land. He had come to where the Big Money was.

The captain was now reading the little note-book wherein he kept a record of his investments, which were numerous and varied. That the contents were satisfactory was obvious at a glance. The smile on his face and the reposeful position of his jaw were proof enough of that. There were notes relating to house-property, railroad shares, and a dozen other profitable things. He was a rich man.

This was a fact that was entirely unsuspected by his neighbors, with whom he maintained somewhat distant relations, accepting no invitations and giving none. For Mr. McEachern was playing a big game. Other eminent buccaneers in his walk of life had been content to be rich men in a community where moderate means were the rule. But about Mr. McEachern there was a touch of the Napoleonic. He meant to get into society — and the society he had selected was that of England. Other people have noted the fact — which had impressed itself very firmly on the policemans mind — that between England and the United States there are three thousand miles of deep water. In the United States, he would be a retired police-captain; in England, an American gentleman of large and independent means with a beautiful daughter.

That was the ruling impulse in his life — his daughter Molly. Though, if he had been a bachelor, he certainly would not have been satisfied to pursue a humble career aloof from graft, on the other hand, if it had not been for Molly, he would not have felt, as he gathered in his dishonest wealth, that he was conducting a sort of holy war. Ever since his wife had died, in his detective-sergeant days, leaving him with a year-old daughter, his ambitions had been inseparably connected with Molly.

All his thoughts were on the future. This New York life was only a preparation for the splendors to come. He spent not a dollar unnecessarily. When Molly was home from school, they lived together simply and quietly in the small house which Mollys taste made so comfortable. The neighbors, knowing his profession and seeing the modest scale on which he lived, told one another that here at any rate was a policeman whose hands were clean of graft. They did not know of the stream that poured week by week and year by year into his bank, to be diverted at intervals into the most profitable channels. Until the time should come for the great change, economy was his motto. The expenses of his home were kept within the bounds of his official salary. All extras went to swell his savings.

He closed his book with a contented sigh, and lighted another cigar. Cigars were his only personal luxury. He drank nothing, ate the simplest food, and made a suit of clothes last for quite an unusual length of time; but no passion for economy could make him deny himself smoke.

He sat on, thinking. It was very late, but he did not feel ready for bed. A great moment had arrived in his affairs. For days, Wall Street had been undergoing one of its periodical fits of jumpiness. There had been rumors and counter-rumors, until finally from the confusion there had soared up like a rocket the one particular stock in which he was most largely interested. He had unloaded that morning, and the result had left him slightly dizzy. The main point to which his mind clung was that the time had come at last. He could make the great change now at any moment that suited him.

He was blowing clouds of smoke and gloating over this fact when the door opened, admitting a bull-terrier, a bull-dog, and in the wake of the procession a girl in a kimono and red slippers.


CHAPTER IV. MOLLY
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WHY, MOLLY, SAID the policeman, what are you doing out of bed? I thought you were asleep.

He placed a huge arm around her, and drew her to his lap. As she sat there, his great bulk made her seem smaller than she really was. With her hair down and her little red slippers dangling half a yard from the floor, she seemed a child. McEachern, looking at her, found it hard to realize that nineteen years had passed since the moment when the doctors raised eyebrows had reproved him for his monosyllabic reception of the news that the baby was a girl.

Do you know what the time is? he said. Two oclock.

Much too late for you to be sitting here smoking, said Molly, severely. How many cigars do you smoke a day? Suppose you had married someone who wouldnt let you smoke!

Never stop your husband smoking, my dear. Thats a bit of advice for you when youre married.

Im never going to marry. Im going to stop at home, and darn your socks.

I wish you could, he said, drawing her closer to him. But one of these days youre going to marry a prince. And now run back to bed. Its much too late—

Its no good, father dear. I couldnt get to sleep. Ive been trying hard for hours. Ive counted sheep till I nearly screamed. Its Rastus fault. He snores so!

Mr. McEachern regarded the erring bull-dog sternly.

Why do you have the brutes in your room?

Why, to keep the boogaboos from getting me, of course. Arent you afraid of the boogaboos getting you? But youre so big, you wouldnt mind. Youd just hit them. And theyre not brutes — are you, darlings? Youre angels, and you nearly burst yourselves with joy because auntie had come back from England, didnt you? Father, did they miss me when I was gone? Did they pine away?

They got like skeletons. We all did.

You?

I should say so.

Then, why did you send me away to England?

I wanted you to see the country. Did you like it?

I hated being away from you.

But you liked the country?

I loved it.

McEachern drew a breath of relief. The only possible obstacle to the great change did not exist.

How would you like to go back to England, Molly?

To England! When Ive just come home?

If I went, too?

Molly twisted around so that she could see his face better.

Theres something the matter with you, father. Youre trying to say something, and I want to know what it is. Tell me quick, or Ill make Rastus bite you!

It wont take long, dear. Ive been lucky in some investments while you were away, and Im going to leave the force, and take you over to England, and find a prince for you to marry — if you think you would like it.

Father! Itll be perfectly splendid!

Well start fair in England, Molly. Ill just be John McEachern, from America, and, if anybody wants to know anything about me, Im a man who has made money on Wall Street — and thats no lie — and has come over to England to spend it.

Molly gave his arm a squeeze. Her eyes were wet.

Father, dear, she whispered, I believe youve been doing it all for me. Youve been slaving away for me ever since I was born, stinting yourself and saving money just so that I could have a good time later on.

No, no!

Its true, she said. She turned on him with a tremulous laugh. I dont believe youve had enough to eat for years. I believe youre all skin and bone. Never mind. To-morrow, Ill take you out and buy you the best dinner youve ever had, out of my own money. Well go to Sherrys, and you shall start at the top of the menu, and go straight down it till youve had enough.

That will make up for everything. And, now, dont you think you ought to be going to bed? Youll be losing all that color you got on the ship.

Soon — not just yet. I havent seen you for such ages! She pointed at the bull-terrier. Look at Tommy, standing there and staring. He cant believe Ive really come back. Father, there was a man on the Lusitania with eyes exactly like Tommys — all brown and bright — and he used to stand and stare just like Tommys doing.

If I had been there, said her father wrathfully, Id have knocked his head off.

No, you wouldnt, because Im sure he was really a very nice young man. He had a chin rather like yours, father. Besides, you couldnt have got at him to knock his head off, because he was traveling second-class.

Second-class? Then, you didnt talk with him?

We couldnt. You wouldnt expect him to shout at me across the railing! Only, whenever I walked round the deck, he seemed to be there.

Staring!

He may not have been staring at me. Probably, he was just looking the way the ship was going, and thinking of some girl in New York. I dont think you can make much of a romance out of it, father.

I dont want to, my dear. Princes dont travel in the second-cabin.

He may have been a prince in disguise.

More likely a drummer, grunted Mr. McEachern.

Drummers are often quite nice, arent they?

Princes are nicer.

Well, Ill go to bed and dream of the nicest one I can think of. Come along, dogs. Stop biting my slipper, Tommy. Why cant you behave, like Rastus? Still, you dont snore, do you? Arent you going to bed soon, father? I believe youve been sitting up late and getting into all sorts of bad habits while Ive been away. Im sure you have been smoking too much. When youve finished that cigar, youre not even to think of another till to-morrow. Promise!

Not one?

Not one. Im not going to have my father getting like the people you read about in the magazine advertisements. You dont want to feel sudden shooting pains, do you?

No, my dear.

And have to take some awful medicine?

No.

Then, promise.

Very well, my dear. I promise.

As the door closed, the captain threw away the stump he was smoking, and remained for a moment in thought. Then, he drew another cigar from his case, lighted it, and resumed the study of the little note-book. It was past three oclock when he went to his bedroom.


CHAPTER V. A THIEF IN THE NIGHT
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HOW LONG THE light had been darting about the room like a very much enlarged firefly, Jimmy did not know. It seemed to him like hours, for it had woven itself into an incoherent waking dream of his; and for a moment, as the mists of sleep passed away from his brain, he fancied that he was dreaming still. Then, sleep left him, and he realized that the light, which was now moving slowly across the bookcase, was a real light.

That the man behind it could not have been there long was plain, or he would have seen the chair and its occupant. He seemed to be taking the room step by step. As Jimmy sat up noiselessly and gripped the arms of the chair in readiness for a spring, the light passed from the bookcase to the table. Another foot or so to the left, and it would have fallen on Jimmy.

From the position of the ray, Jimmy could see that the burglar was approaching on his side of the table. Though until that day he had not been in the room for two months, its geography was clearly stamped on his minds eye. He knew almost to a foot where his visitor was standing. Consequently, when, rising swiftly from the chair, he made a football dive into the darkness, it was no speculative dive. It had a conscious aim, and it was not restrained by any uncertainty as to whether the road to the burglars knees was clear or not.

His shoulder bumped into a human leg. His arms closed instantaneously on it, and pulled. There was a yelp of dismay, and a crash. The lantern bounced away across the room, and wrecked itself on the reef of the steam-heater. Its owner collapsed in a heap on top of Jimmy.

Jimmy, underneath at the fall, speedily put himself uppermost with a twist of his body. He had every advantage. The burglar was a small man, and had been taken very much by surprise, and any fight there might have been in him in normal circumstances had been shaken out of him by the fall. He lay still, not attempting to struggle.

Jimmy half-rose, and, pulling his prisoner by inches to the door, felt up the wall till he found the electric-light button.

The yellow glow that flooded the room disclosed a short, stocky youth of obviously Bowery extraction. A shock of vivid red hair was the first thing about him that caught the eye. A poet would have described it as Titian. Its proprietors friends and acquaintances probably called it carrots. Looking up at Jimmy from under this wealth of crimson was a not unpleasing face. It was not handsome, certainly; but there were suggestions of a latent good-humor. The nose had been broken at one period of its career, and one of the ears was undeniably of the cauliflower type; but these are little accidents which may happen to any high-spirited young gentleman. In costume, the visitor had evidently been guided rather by individual taste than by the dictates of fashion. His coat was of rusty black, his trousers of gray, picked out with stains of various colors. Beneath the coat was a faded red-and-white sweater. A hat of soft felt lay on the floor by the table.

The cut of the coat was poor, and the fit of it spoiled by a bulge in one of the pockets. Diagnosing this bulge correctly, Jimmy inserted his hand, and drew out a dingy revolver.

Well? he said, rising.

Like most people, he had often wondered what he should do if he were to meet a burglar; and he had always come to the conclusion that curiosity would be his chief emotion. His anticipations were proved perfectly correct. Now that he had abstracted his visitors gun, he had no wish to do anything but engage him in conversation. A burglars life was something so entirely outside his experience! He wanted to learn the burglars point of view. Incidentally, he reflected with amusement, as he recalled his wager, he might pick up a few useful hints.

The man on the floor sat up, and rubbed the back of his head ruefully.

Gee! he muttered. I tought some guy had trown de buildin at me.

It was only little me, said Jimmy. Sorry if I hurt you at all. You really want a mat for that sort of thing.

The mans hand went furtively to his pocket. Then, his eye caught sight of the revolver, which Jimmy had placed on the table. With a sudden dash, he seized it.

Now, den, boss! he said, between his teeth.

Jimmy extended his hand, and unclasped it. Six shells lay in the palm.

Why worry? he said. Sit down and let us talk of life.

Its a fair cop, boss, said the man, resignedly.

Away with melancholy, said Jimmy. Im not going to call the police. You can beat it whenever you like.

The man stared.

I mean it, said Jimmy. Whats the trouble? Ive no grievance. I wish, though, if you havent any important engagement, you would stop and talk awhile first.

A broad grin spread itself across the others face. There was something singularly engaging about him when he grinned.

Gee! If youse aint goin to call de cops, Ill talk till de chickens roost agin.

Talking, however, said Jimmy, is dry work. Are you by any chance on the wagon?

Whats dat? Me? On your way, boss!

Then, youll find a pretty decent whiskey in that decanter. Help yourself. I think youll like it.

A musical gurgling, followed by a contented sigh, showed that the statement had been tested and proved correct.

Cigar? asked Jimmy.

Me fer dat, assented his visitor.

Take a handful.

I eats dem alive, said the marauder jovially, gathering in the spoils.

Jimmy crossed his legs.

By the way, he said, let there be no secrets between us. Whats your name? Mine is Pitt. James Willoughby Pitt.

Mullins is my monaker, boss. Spike, dey calls me.

And you make a living at this sort of thing?

Not so woise.

How did you get in here?

Spike Mullins grinned.

Gee! Aint de window open?

If it hadnt been?

Id a busted it.

Jimmy eyed the fellow fixedly.

Can you use an oxy-acetylene blow-pipe? he demanded.

Spike was on the point of drinking. He lowered his glass, and gaped.

Whats dat? he said.

An oxy-acetylene blow-pipe.

Search me, said Spike, blankly. Dat gets past me.

Jimmys manner grew more severe.

Can you make soup?

Soup, boss?

He doesnt know what soup is, said Jimmy, despairingly. My good man, Im afraid you have missed your vocation. You have no business to be trying to burgle. You dont know the first thing about the game.

Spike was regarding the speaker with disquiet over his glass. Till now, the red-haired one had been very well satisfied with his methods, but criticism was beginning to sap his nerve. He had heard tales of masters of his craft who made use of fearsome implements such as Jimmy had mentioned; burglars who had an airy acquaintanceship, bordering on insolent familiarity, with the marvels of science; men to whom the latest inventions were as familiar as his own jemmy was to himself. Could this be one of that select band? His host began to take on a new aspect in his eyes.

Spike, said Jimmy.

Huh?

Have you a thorough knowledge of chemistry, physics—

On your way, boss!

 — toxicology—

Search me!

 — electricity and microscopy?

... Nine, ten. Dats de finish. Im down an out.

Jimmy shook his head, sadly.

Give up burglary, he said. Its not in your line. Better try poultry-farming.

Spike twiddled his glass, abashed.

Now, I, said Jimmy airily, am thinking of breaking into a house to-night.

Gee! exclaimed Spike, his suspicions confirmed at last. I tought youse was in de game, boss. Sure, youre de guy dats onto all de curves. I tought so all along.

I should like to hear, said Jimmy amusedly, as one who draws out an intelligent child, how you would set about burgling one of those up-town villas. My own work has been on a somewhat larger scale and on the other side of the Atlantic.

De odder side?

I have done as much in London, as anywhere else, said Jimmy. A great town, London, full of opportunities for the fine worker. Did you hear of the cracking of the New Asiatic Bank in Lombard Street?

No, boss, whispered Spike. Was dat you?

Jimmy laughed.

The police would like an answer to the same question, he said, self-consciously. Perhaps, you heard nothing of the disappearance of the Duchess of Havants diamonds?

Wasdat — ?

The thief, said Jimmy, flicking a speck of dust from his coat sleeve, was discovered to have used an oxy-acetylene blow-pipe.

The rapturous intake of Spikes breath was the only sound that broke the silence. Through the smoke, his eyes could be seen slowly widening.

But about this villa, said Jimmy. I am always interested even in the humblest sides of the profession. Now, tell me, supposing you were going to break into a villa, what time of night would you do it?

I always tinks its best either late like dis or when de folks is in at supper, said Spike, respectfully.

Jimmy smiled a faint, patronizing smile, and nodded.

Well, and what would you do?

Id rubber around some to see isnt dere a window open somewheres, said Spike, diffidently.

And if there wasnt?

Id climb up de porch an into one of de bedrooms, said Spike, almost blushing. He felt like a boy reading his first attempts at original poetry to an established critic. What would this master cracksman, this polished wielder of the oxy-acetylene blow-pipe, this expert in toxicology, microscopy and physics think of his callow outpourings!

How would you get into the bedroom?

Spike hung his head.

Bust de catch wit me jemmy, he whispered, shamefacedly.

Burst the catch with your jemmy?

Its de only way I ever learned, pleaded Spike.

The expert was silent. He seemed to be thinking. The other watched his face, humbly.

How would youse do it, boss? he ventured timidly, at last.

Eh?

How would youse do it?

Why, Im not sure, said the master, graciously, whether your way might not do in a case like that. Its crude, of course, but with a few changes it would do.

Gee, boss! Is dat right? queried the astonished disciple.

It would do, said the master, frowning thoughtfully; it would do quite well — quite well!

Spike drew a deep breath of joy and astonishment. That his methods should meet with approval from such a mind...!

Gee! he whispered — as who would say, I and Napoleon.


CHAPTER VI. AN EXHIBITION PERFORMANCE
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COLD REASON MAY disapprove of wagers, but without a doubt there is something joyous and lovable in the type of mind that rushes at the least provocation into the making of them, something smacking of the spacious days of the Regency. Nowadays, the spirit seems to have deserted England. When Mr. Asquith became Premier of Great Britain, no earnest forms were to be observed rolling peanuts along the Strand with a toothpick. When Mr. Asquith is dethroned, it is improbable that any Briton will allow his beard to remain unshaved until the Liberal party returns to office. It is in the United States that the wager has found a home. It is characteristic of some minds to dash into a wager with the fearlessness of a soldier in a forlorn hope, and, once in, to regard it almost as a sacred trust. Some men never grow up out of the schoolboy spirit of daring.

To this class Jimmy Pitt belonged. He was of the same type as the man in the comic opera who proposed to the lady because somebody bet him he wouldnt. There had never been a time when a challenge, a dare, had not acted as a spur to him. In his newspaper days, life had been one long series of challenges. They had been the essence of the business. A story had not been worth getting unless the getting were difficult.

With the conclusion of his newspaper life came a certain flatness into the scheme of things. There were times, many times, when Jimmy was bored. He hungered for excitement, and life appeared to have so little to offer! The path of the rich man was so smooth, and it seemed to lead nowhere! This task of burgling a house was like an unexpected treat to a child. With an intensity of purpose that should have touched his sense of humor, but, as a matter of fact, did not appeal to him as ludicrous in any way, he addressed himself to the work. The truth was that Jimmy was one of those men who are charged to the brim with force. Somehow, the force had to find an outlet. If he had undertaken to collect birds eggs, he would have set about it with the same tense energy.

Spike was sitting on the edge of his chair, dazed but happy, his head still buzzing from the unhoped-for praise. Jimmy looked at his watch. It was nearly three oclock. A sudden idea struck him. The gods had provided gifts: why not take them?

Spike!

Huh?

Would you care to come and crack a crib with me, now?

Reverential awe was written on the red-haired ones face.

Gee, boss!

Would you?

Surest ting you know, boss.

Or, rather, proceeded Jimmy, would you care to crack a crib while I came along with you? Strictly speaking, I am here on a vacation, but a trifle like this isnt real work. Its this way, he explained. Ive taken a fancy to you, Spike, and I dont like to see you wasting your time on coarse work. You have the root of the matter in you, and with a little coaching I could put a polish on you. I wouldnt do this for everyone, but I hate to see a man bungling who might do better! I want to see you at work. Come right along, and well go up-town, and you shall start in. Dont get nervous. Just work as you would if I were not there. I shall not expect too much. Rome was not built in a day. When we are through, I will criticize a few of your mistakes. How does that suit you?

Gee, boss! Great! An I know where deres a peach of a place, boss. Regular soft proposition. A friend of mine told me. Its—

Very well, then. One moment, though.

He went to the telephone. Before he had left New York on his travels, Arthur Mifflin had been living at a hotel near Washington Square. It was probable that he was still there. He called up the number. The night-clerk was an old acquaintance of his.

Hello, Dixon, said Jimmy, is that you? Im Pitt — Pitt! Yes, Im back. How did you guess? Yes, very pleasant. Has Mr. Mifflin come in yet? Gone to bed? Never mind, call him up, will you? Good. Presently, the sleepy and outraged voice of Mr. Mifflin spoke at the other end of the line.

Whats wrong? Who the devils that?

My dear Arthur! Where you pick up such expressions I cant think — not from me.

Is that you, Jimmy? What in the name of — !

Heavens! What are you kicking about? The nights yet young. Arthur, touching that little arrangement we made — cracking that crib, you know. Are you listening? Have you any objection to my taking an assistant along with me? I dont want to do anything contrary to our agreement, but theres a young fellow here whos anxious that I should let him come along and pick up a few hints. Hes a professional all right. Not in our class, of course, but quite a fair rough workman. He — Arthur! Arthur! These are harsh words! Then, am I to understand you have no objection? Very well. Only, dont say later on that I didnt play fair. Good-night.

He hung up the receiver, and turned to Spike.

Ready?

Aint youse goin to put on your gum-shoes, boss?

Jimmy frowned reflectively, as if there was something in what this novice suggested. He went into the bedroom, and returned wearing a pair of thin patent-leather shoes.

Spike coughed tentatively.

Wont youse need your gun? he hazarded. Jimmy gave a short laugh.

I work with brains, not guns, he said. Let us be going.

There was a taxi-cab near by, as there always is in New York. Jimmy pushed Spike in, and they drove off. To Jimmy, New York stopped somewhere about Seventy-Second Street. Anything beyond that was getting on for the Middle West, and seemed admirably suited as a field for the cracksman. He had a vague idea of up-town as a remote, desolate district, badly lighted — if lighted at all — and sparsely dotted with sleepy policemen.

The luxury of riding in a taxi-cab kept Spike dumb for several miles. Having arrived at what seemed a sufficiently remote part of America, Jimmy paid the driver, who took the money with that magnificently aloof air which characterizes the taxi-chauffeur. A lesser man might have displayed some curiosity about the ill-matched pair. The chauffeur, having lighted a cigarette, drove off without any display of interest whatsoever. It might have been part of his ordinary duties to drive gentlemen in evening clothes and shock-headed youths in parti-colored sweaters about the city at three oclock in the morning.

We will now, said Jimmy, stroll on and prospect. It is up to you, Spike. Didnt you say something about knowing a suitable house somewhere? Are we anywhere near it?

Spike looked at the number of the street.

We got some way to go, boss, he said. I wisht youse hadnt sent away de cab.

Did you think we were going to drive up to the door? Pull yourself together, my dear man.

They walked on, striking eastward out of Broadway. It caused Jimmy some surprise to find that the much-enduring thoroughfare extended as far as this. It had never occurred to him before to ascertain what Broadway did with itself beyond Times Square.

It was darker now that they had moved from the center of things, but it was still far too light for Jimmys tastes. He was content, however, to leave matters entirely to his companion. Spike probably had his methods for evading publicity on these occasions.

Spike plodded on. Block after block he passed, until finally the houses began to be more scattered.

At last, he halted before a fair-sized detached house.

Dis is de place, he said. A friend of mine tells me of it. I didnt know he was me friend, dough, before he puts me wise about dis joint. I tought hed got it in fer me cos of last week when I scrapped wit him about sometin. I tought after that he was layin fer me, but de next time he seen me he put me wise to dis place.

Coals of fire, said Jimmy. He was of a forgiving disposition. A single rain-drop descended on the nape of his neck. In another moment, a smart shower had begun.

This matter has passed out of our hands, said Jimmy. We must break in, if only to get shelter. Get busy, my lad.

There was a handy window only a few feet from the ground. Spike pulled from his pocket a small bottle.

Whats that? inquired Jimmy.

Molasses, boss, said Spike, deferentially.

He poured the contents of the bottle on a piece of paper, which he pressed firmly against the window-pane. Then, drawing out a short steel instrument, he gave the paper a sharp tap. The glass broke almost inaudibly. The paper came away, leaving a gap in the pane. Spike inserted his hand, shot back the catch, and softly pushed up the window.

Elementary, said Jimmy; elementary, but quite neat.

There was now a shutter to be negotiated. This took longer, but in the end Spikes persuasive methods prevailed.

Jimmy became quite cordial.

You have been well-grounded, Spike, he said. And, after all, that is half the battle. The advice I give to every novice is, Learn to walk before you try to run. Master the a, b, c, of the craft first. With a little careful coaching, you will do. Just so. Pop in.

Spike climbed cautiously over the sill, followed by Jimmy. The latter struck a match, and found the electric light switch. They were in a parlor, furnished and decorated with surprising taste. Jimmy had expected the usual hideousness, but here everything from the wall-paper to the smallest ornaments was wonderfully well selected.

Business, however, was business. This was no time to stand admiring artistic effects in room-furnishing. There was that big J to be carved on the front door. If twere done, then twere well twere done quickly.

He was just moving to the door, when from some distant part of the house came the bark of a dog. Another joined in. The solo became a duet. The air was filled with their clamor.

Gee! cried Spike.

The remark seemed more or less to sum up the situation.

Tis sweet, says Byron, to hear the watch-dogs honest bark. Jimmy and Spike found two watch-dogs honest barks cloying. Spike intimated this by making a feverish dash for the open window. Unfortunately for the success of this maneuver, the floor of the room was covered not with a carpet but with tastefully scattered rugs, and underneath these rugs it was very highly polished. Spike, treading on one of these islands, was instantly undone. No power of will or muscle can save a man in such a case. Spike skidded. His feet flew from under him. There was a momentary flash of red head, as of a passing meteor. The next moment, he had fallen on his back with a thud that shook the house. Even in the crisis, the thought flashed across Jimmys mind that this was not Spikes lucky night.

Upstairs, the efforts of the canine choir had begun to resemble the A che la morte duet in Il Trovatore. Particularly good work was being done by the baritone dog.

Spike sat up, groaning. Equipped though he was by nature with a skull of the purest and most solid ivory, the fall had disconcerted him. His eyes, like those of Shakespeares poet, rolling in a fine frenzy, did glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven. He passed his fingers tenderly through his vermilion hair.

Heavy footsteps were descending the stairs. In the distance, the soprano dog had reached A in alt., and was holding it, while his fellow artiste executed runs in the lower register.

Get up! hissed Jimmy. Theres somebody coming! Get up, you idiot, cant you!

It was characteristic of Jimmy that it never even occurred to him to desert the fallen one, and depart alone. Spike was his brother-in-arms. He would as soon have thought of deserting him as a sea-captain would of abandoning the ship.

Consequently, as Spike, despite all exhortations, continued to remain on the floor, rubbing his head and uttering Gee! at intervals in a melancholy voice, Jimmy resigned himself to fate, and stood where he was, waiting for the door to open.

It opened the next moment as if a cyclone had been behind it.


CHAPTER VII. GETTING ACQUAINTED
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A CYCLONE, ENTERING a room, is apt to alter the position of things. This cyclone shifted a footstool, a small chair, a rug, and Spike. The chair, struck by a massive boot, whirled against the wall. The foot-stool rolled away. The rug crumpled up and slid. Spike, with a yell, leaped to his feet, slipped again, fell, and finally compromised on an all-fours position, in which attitude he remained, blinking.

While these stirring acts were in progress, there was the sound of a door opening upstairs, followed by a scuttering of feet and an appalling increase in the canine contribution to the current noises. The duet had now taken on quite a Wagnerian effect.

There raced into the room first a white bull-terrier, he of the soprano voice, and — a bad second — his fellow artiste, the baritone, a massive bull-dog, bearing a striking resemblance to the big man with the big lower jaw whose entrance had started the cyclone.

And, then, in theatrical parlance, the entire company held the picture. Up-stage, with his hand still on the door, stood the man with the jaw; downstage, Jimmy; center, Spike and the bull-dog, their noses a couple of inches apart, inspected each other with mutual disfavor. On the extreme O. P. side, the bull-terrier, who had fallen foul of a wicker-work table, was crouching with extended tongue and rolling eyes, waiting for the next move.

The householder looked at Jimmy. Jimmy looked at the householder. Spike and the bull-dog looked at each other. The bull-terrier distributed his gaze impartially around the company.

A typical scene of quiet American home-life, murmured Jimmy.

The householder glowered.

Hands up, you devils! he roared, pointing a mammoth revolver.

The two marauders humored his whim.

Let me explain, said Jimmy pacifically, shuffling warily around in order to face the bull-terrier, who was now strolling in his direction with an ill-assumed carelessness.

Keep still, you blackguard!

Jimmy kept still. The bull-terrier, with the same abstracted air, was beginning a casual inspection of his right trouser-leg.

Relations between Spike and the bull-dog, meanwhile, had become more strained. The sudden flinging up of the formers arms had had the worst effects on the animals nerves. Spike, the croucher on all-fours, he might have tolerated; but Spike, the semaphore, inspired him with thoughts of battle. He was growling in a moody, reflective manner. His eye was full of purpose.

It was probably this that caused Spike to look at the householder. Till then, he had been too busy to shift his gaze, but now the bull-dogs eye had become so unpleasing that he cast a pathetic glance up at the man by the door.

Gee! he cried. Its de boss. Say, boss, call off de dawg. Its sure goin to nip de hull head offn me.

The other lowered the revolver in surprise.

So, its you, you limb of Satan! he remarked. I thought I had seen that damned red head of yours before. What are you doing in my house?

Spike uttered a howl in which indignation and self-pity were nicely blended.

Ill lay for that Swede! he cried. Ill soak it to him good! Boss, Ive had a raw deal. On de level, I has. Deys a feller I know, a fat Swede — Ole Larsen his monaker is — an dis feller an me started in scrapping last week, an I puts it all over him, so he had it in for me. But he comes up to me, like as if hes meanin to be good, an he says hes got a soft proposition fer me if Ill give him half. So, I says all right, where is it? An he gives me de number of dis house, an says dis is where a widder-lady lives all alone, an has got silver mugs and tings to boin, an dat shes away down Sout, so dere aint nobody in de house. Gee! Ill soak it to dat Swede! It was a raw deal, boss. He was just hopin to put me in bad wit you. Dats how it was, boss. Honest!

The big man listened to this sad story of Grecian gifts in silence. Not so the bull-dog, which growled from start to finish.

Spike eyed it uneasily.

Wont you call off de dawg, boss? he said.

The other stooped, and grasped the animals collar, jerking him away.

The same treatment, suggested Jimmy with approval, would also do a world of good to this playful and affectionate animal — unless he is a vegetarian. In which case, dont bother.

The big man glowered at him.

Who are you? he demanded.

My name, began Jimmy, is—

Say, said Spike, hes a champion burglar, boss—

The householder shut the door.

Eh? he said.

Hes a champion burglar from de odder side. He sure is. From Lunnon. Gee, hes de guy! Tell him about de bank you opened, an de jools you swiped from de duchess, an de what-dye-call-it blow-pipe.

It seemed to Jimmy that Spike was showing a certain want of tact. When you are discovered by a householder — with revolver — in his parlor at half-past three in the morning, it is surely an injudicious move to lay stress on your proficiency as a burglar. The householder may be supposed to take that for granted. The side of your character that should be advertised in such a crisis is the non-burglarious. Allusion should be made to the fact that, as a child, you attended Sunday school regularly, and to what the minister said when you took the divinity prize. The idea should be conveyed to the householders mind that, if let off with a caution, your innate goodness of heart will lead you to reform and to avoid such scenes in future.

With some astonishment, therefore, Jimmy found that these revelations, so far from prejudicing the man with the revolver against him, had apparently told in his favor. The man behind the gun was regarding him rather with interest than disapproval.

So, youre a crook from London, are you?

Jimmy did not hesitate. If being a crook from London was a passport into citizens parlors in the small hours, and, more particularly, if it carried with it also a safe-conduct out of them, Jimmy was not the man to refuse the role. He bowed.

Well, youll have to come across, now youre in New York. Understand that! And come across good.

Sure, he will, said Spike, charmed that the tension had been relieved, and matters placed upon a pleasant and business-like footing. Hell be good. Hes next to de game, sure.

Sure, echoed Jimmy, courteously. He did not understand; but things seemed to be taking a turn for the better, so why disturb the harmony?

Dis gent, said Spike respectfully, is boss of de cops. A police-captain, he corrected himself.

A light broke upon Jimmys darkness. He wondered he had not understood before. He had not been a newspaper-man in New York for a year without finding out something of the inner workings of the police force. He saw now why the others manner had changed.

Pleased to meet you, he said. We must have a talk together one of these days.

We must, said the police-captain, significantly. He was rich, richer than he had ever hoped to be; but he was still on Tom Tiddlers ground, and meant to make the most of it.

Of course, I dont know your methods on this side, but anything thats usual—

Ill see you at my office. Spike Mullins will show you where it is.

Very well. You must forgive this preliminary informal call. We came in more to shelter from the rain than anything.

You did, did you?

Jimmy felt that it behooved him to stand on his dignity. The situation demanded it.

Why, he said with some hauteur, in the ordinary course of business I should hardly waste time over a small crib like—

Its banks fer his, murmured Spike, rapturously. He eats dem alive. An jools from duchesses.

I admit a partiality for jewels and duchesses, said Jimmy. And, now, as its a little late, perhaps we had better — Ready, Spike? Good-night, then. Pleased to have met you.

Ill see you at my office.

I may possibly look in. I shall be doing very little work in New York, I fancy. I am here merely on a vacation.

If you do any work at all, said the policeman coldly, youll look in at my office, or youll wish you had when its too late.

Of course, of course. I shouldnt dream of omitting any formality that may be usual. But I dont fancy I shall break my vacation. By the way, one little thing. Have you any objections to my carving a J on your front-door?

The policeman stared.

On the inside. It wont show. Its just a whim of mine. If you have no objection?

I dont want any of your— began the policeman.

You misunderstand me. Its only that it means paying for a dinner. I wouldnt for the world—

The policeman pointed to the window.

Out you get, he said, abruptly. Ive had enough of you. And dont you forget to come to my office.

Spike, still deeply mistrustful of the bull-dog Rastus, jumped at the invitation. He was through the window and out of sight in the friendly darkness almost before the policeman had finished speaking. Jimmy remained.

I shall be delighted— he had begun. Then, he stopped. In the doorway was standing a girl — a girl whom he recognized. Her startled look told him that she, too, had recognized him.

Not for the first time since he had set out from his flat that night in Spikes company, Jimmy was conscious of a sense of the unreality of things. It was all so exactly as it would have happened in a dream! He had gone to sleep thinking of this girl, and here she was. But a glance at the man with the revolver brought him back to earth. There was nothing of the dream-world about the police-captain.

That gentleman, whose back was toward the door, had not observed the addition to the company. Molly had turned the handle quietly, and her slippered feet made no sound. It was the amazed expression on Jimmys face that caused the captain to look toward the door.

Molly!

The girl smiled, though her face was white. Jimmys evening clothes had reassured her. She did not understand how he came to be there, but evidently there was nothing wrong. She had interrupted a conversation, not a conflict.

I heard the noise and you going downstairs, and I sent the dogs down to help you, father, she said. And, then, after a little, I came down to see if you were all right.

Mr. McEachern was perplexed. Mollys arrival had put him in an awkward position. To denounce the visitor as a cracksman was now impossible, for he knew too much. The only real fear of the policemans life was lest some word of his money-making methods might come to his daughters ears.

Quite a brilliant idea came to him.

A man broke in, my dear, he said. This gentleman was passing, and saw him.

Distinctly, said Jimmy. An ugly-looking customer!

But he slipped out of the window, and got away, concluded the policeman.

He was very quick, said Jimmy. I think he may have been a professional acrobat.

He didnt hurt you, father?

No, no, my dear.

Perhaps I frightened him, said Jimmy, airily.

Mr. McEachern scowled furtively at him.

We mustnt detain you, Mr.-

Pitt, said Jimmy. My name is Pitt. He turned to Molly. I hope you enjoyed the voyage.

The policeman started.

You know my daughter?

By sight only, Im afraid. We were fellow-passengers on the Lusitania. Unfortunately, I was in the second-cabin. I used to see your daughter walking the deck sometimes.

Molly smiled.

I remember seeing you — sometimes.

McEachern burst out.

Then, you — !

He stopped, and looked at Molly. The girl was bending over Rastus, tickling him under the ear.

Let me show you the way out, Mr. Pitt, said the policeman, shortly. His manner was abrupt, but when one is speaking to a man whom one would dearly love to throw out of the window, abruptness is almost unavoidable.

Perhaps I should be going, said Jimmy.

Good-night, Mr. Pitt, said Molly.

I hope we shall meet again, said Jimmy.

This way, Mr. Pitt, growled McEachern, holding the door.

Please dont trouble, said Jimmy. He went to the window, and, flinging his leg over the sill, dropped noiselessly to the ground.

He turned and put his head in at the window again.

I did that rather well, he said, pleasantly. I think I must take up this — sort of thing as a profession. Good-night.


CHAPTER VIII. AT DREEVER
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IN THE DAYS before he began to expend his surplus energy in playing Rugby football, the Welshman was accustomed, whenever the monotony of his everyday life began to oppress him, to collect a few friends and make raids across the border into England, to the huge discomfort of the dwellers on the other side. It was to cope with this habit that Dreever Castle, in the county of Shropshire, came into existence. It met a long-felt want. In time of trouble, it became a haven of refuge. From all sides, people poured into it, emerging cautiously when the marauders had disappeared. In the whole history of the castle, there is but one instance recorded of a bandit attempting to take the place by storm, and the attack was an emphatic failure. On receipt of a ladleful of molten lead, aimed to a nicety by one John, the Chaplain (evidently one of those sporting parsons), this warrior retired, done to a turn, to his mountain fastnesses, and was never heard of again. He would seem, however, to have passed the word around among his friends, for subsequent raiding parties studiously avoided the castle, and a peasant who had succeeded in crossing its threshold was for the future considered to be home and out of the game.

Such was the Dreever of old. In later days, the Welshman having calmed down considerably, it had lost its militant character. The old walls still stood, gray, menacing and unchanged, but they were the only link with the past. The castle was now a very comfortable country-house, nominally ruled over by Hildebrand Spencer Poynt de Burgh John Hannasyde Coombe-Crombie, twelfth Earl of Dreever (Spennie to his relatives and intimates), a light-haired young gentleman of twenty-four, but in reality the possession of his uncle and aunt, Sir Thomas and Lady Julia Blunt.

Lord Dreevers position was one of some embarrassment. At no point in their history had the Dreevers been what one might call a parsimonious family. If a chance presented itself of losing money in a particularly wild and futile manner, the Dreever of the period had invariably sprung at it with the vim of an energetic blood-hound. The South Sea Bubble absorbed two hundred thousand pounds of good Dreever money, and the remainder of the family fortune was squandered to the ultimate penny by the sportive gentleman who held the title in the days of the Regency, when Watiers and the Cocoa Tree were in their prime, and fortunes had a habit of disappearing in a single evening. When Spennie became Earl of Dreever, there was about one dollar and thirty cents in the family coffers.

This is the point at which Sir Thomas Blunt breaks into Dreever history. Sir Thomas was a small, pink, fussy, obstinate man with a genius for trade and the ambition of an Alexander the Great; probably one of the finest and most complete specimens of the came-over-Waterloo-Bridge-with-half-a crown-in-my-pocket-and-now-look-at-me class of millionaires in existence. He had started almost literally with nothing. By carefully excluding from his mind every thought except that of making money, he had risen in the world with a gruesome persistence which nothing could check. At the age of fifty-one, he was chairman of Blunts Stores, Ltd, a member of Parliament (silent as a wax figure, but a great comfort to the party by virtue of liberal contributions to its funds), and a knight. This was good, but he aimed still higher; and, meeting Spennies aunt, Lady Julia Coombe-Crombie, just at the moment when, financially, the Dreevers were at their lowest ebb, he had effected a very satisfactory deal by marrying her, thereby becoming, as one might say, Chairman of Dreever, Ltd. Until Spennie should marry money, an act on which his chairman vehemently insisted, Sir Thomas held the purse, and except in minor matters ordered by his wife, of whom he stood in uneasy awe, had things entirely his own way.

One afternoon, a little over a year after the events recorded in the preceding chapter, Sir Thomas was in his private room, looking out of the window, from which the view was very beautiful. The castle stood on a hill, the lower portion of which, between the house and the lake, had been cut into broad terraces. The lake itself and its island with the little boat-house in the center gave a glimpse of fairyland.

But it was not altogether the beauty of the view that had drawn Sir Thomas to the window. He was looking at it chiefly because the position enabled him to avoid his wifes eye; and just at the moment he was rather anxious to avoid his wifes eye. A somewhat stormy board-meeting was in progress, and Lady Julia, who constituted the board of directors, had been heckling the chairman. The point under discussion was one of etiquette, and in matters of etiquette Sir Thomas felt himself at a disadvantage.

I tell you, my dear, he said to the window, I am not easy in my mind.

Nonsense, snapped Lady Julia; absurd — ridiculous!

Lady Julia Blunt, when conversing, resembled a Maxim gun more than anything else.

But your diamonds, my dear.

We can take care of them.

But why should we have the trouble? Now, if we—

Its no trouble.

When we were married, there was a detective—

Dont be childish, Thomas. Detectives at weddings are quite customary.

But—

Bah!

I paid twenty thousand pounds for that rope of diamonds, said Sir Thomas, obstinately. Switch things upon a cash basis, and he was more at ease.

May I ask if you suspect any of our guests of being criminals? inquired Lady Julia, with a glance of chill disdain.

Sir Thomas looked out of the window. At the moment, the sternest censor could have found nothing to cavil at in the movements of such of the house-party as were in sight. Some were playing tennis, some clock-golf, and others were smoking.

Why, no, he admitted.

Of course. Absurd — quite absurd!

But the servants. We have engaged a number of new servants lately.

With excellent recommendations.

Sir Thomas was on the point of suggesting that the recommendations might be forged, but his courage failed him. Julia was sometimes so abrupt in these little discussions! She did not enter into his point of view. He was always a trifle inclined to treat the castle as a branch of Blunts Stores. As proprietor of the stores, he had made a point of suspecting everybody, and the results had been excellent. In Blunts Stores, you could hardly move in any direction without bumping into a gentlemanly detective, efficiently disguised. For the life of him, Sir Thomas could not see why the same principle should not obtain at Dreever. Guests at a country house do not as a rule steal their hosts possessions, but then it is only an occasional customer at a store who goes in for shop-lifting. It was the principle of the thing, he thought: Be prepared against every emergency. With Sir Thomas Blunt, suspiciousness was almost a mania. He was forced to admit that the chances were against any of his guests exhibiting larcenous tendencies, but, as for the servants, he thoroughly mistrusted them all, except Saunders, the butler. It had seemed to him the merest prudence that a detective from a private inquiry agency should be installed at the castle while the house was full. Somewhat rashly, he had mentioned this to his wife, and Lady Julias critique of the scheme had been terse and unflattering.

I suppose, said Lady Julia sarcastically, you will jump to the conclusion that this man whom Spennie is bringing down with him to-day is a criminal of some sort?

Eh? Is Spennie bringing a friend?

There was not a great deal of enthusiasm in Sir Thomass voice. His nephew was not a young man whom he respected very highly. Spennie regarded his uncle with nervous apprehension, as one who would deal with his short-comings with vigor and severity. Sir Thomas, for his part, looked on Spennie as a youth who would get into mischief unless under his uncles eye.

I had a telegram from him just now, Lady Julia explained.

Who is his friend?

He doesnt say. He just says hes a man he met in London.

Hm!

And what does, Hm! mean? demanded Lady Julia.

A man can pick up strange people in London, said Sir Thomas, judicially.

Nonsense!

Just as you say, my dear.

Lady Julia rose.

As for what you suggest about the detective, it is of course absolutely absurd.

Quite so, my dear.

You mustnt think of it.

Just as you say, my dear.

Lady Julia left the room.

What followed may afford some slight clue to the secret of Sir Thomas Blunts rise in the world. It certainly suggests singleness of purpose, which is one of the essentials of success.

No sooner had the door closed behind Lady Julia than he went to his writing-table, took pen and paper, and wrote the following letter:

To the Manager, Wragges Detective Agency. Holborn Bars, London E. C.

SIR: With reference to my last of the 28th, ult., I should be glad if you would send down immediately one of your best men. Am making arrangements to receive him. Kindly instruct him to present himself at Dreever Castle as applicant for position of valet to myself. I will see and engage him on his arrival, and further instruct him in his duties.

Yours faithfully,

THOS. BLUNT.

P. S. I shall expect him to-morrow evening. There is a good train leaving Paddington at 2:15.

Sir Thomas read this over, put in a comma, then placed it in an envelope, and lighted a cigar with the air of one who can be checked, yes, but vanquished, never.


CHAPTER IX. FRIENDS, NEW AND OLD
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ON THE NIGHT of the day on which Sir Thomas Blunt wrote and dispatched his letter to Wragges Detective Agency, Jimmy Pitt chanced to stop at the Savoy.

If you have the money and the clothes, and do not object to being turned out into the night just as you are beginning to enjoy yourself, there are few things pleasanter than supper at the Savoy Hotel, London. But, as Jimmy sat there, eying the multitude through the smoke of his cigarette, he felt, despite all the brightness and glitter, that this was a flat world, and that he was very much alone in it.

A little over a year had passed since the merry evening at Police-Captain McEacherns. During that time, he had covered a good deal of new ground. His restlessness had reasserted itself. Somebody had mentioned Morocco in his hearing, and a fortnight later he was in Fez.

Of the principals in that nights drama, he had seen nothing more. It was only when, after walking home on air, rejoicing over the strange chance that had led to his finding and having speech with the lady of the Lusitania, he had reached Fifty-Ninth Street, that he realized how he had also lost her. It suddenly came home to him that not only did he not know her address, but he was ignorant of her name. Spike had called the man with the revolver boss throughout — only that and nothing more. Except that he was a police-captain, Jimmy knew as little about the man as he had before their meeting. And Spike, who held the key to the mystery, had vanished. His acquaintances of that night had passed out of his life like figures in a waking dream. As far as the big man with the pistol was concerned, this did not distress him. He had known that massive person only for about a quarter of an hour, but to his thinking that was ample. Spike he would have liked to meet again, but he bore the separation with much fortitude. There remained the girl of the ship; and she had haunted him with unfailing persistence during every one of the three hundred and eighty-four days that had passed since their meeting.

It was the thought of her that had made New York seem cramped. For weeks, Jimmy had patrolled the likely streets, the Park, and Riverside Drive, in the hope of meeting her. He had gone to the theaters and restaurants, but with no success. Sometimes, he had wandered through the Bowery, on the chance of meeting Spike. He had seen red heads in profusion, but never again that of his young disciple in the art of burglary. In the end, he had wearied of the other friends of the Strollers, had gone out again on his wanderings. He was greatly missed, especially by that large section of his circle which was in a perpetual state of wanting a little to see it through till Saturday. For years, Jimmy had been to these unfortunates a human bank on which they could draw at will. It offended them that one of those rare natures which are always good for two dollars at any hour of the day should be allowed to waste itself on places like Morocco and Spain — especially Morocco, where, by all accounts, there were brigands with almost a New York sense of touch.

They argued earnestly with Jimmy. They spoke of Raisuli and Kaid MacLean. But Jimmy was not to be stopped. The gad-fly was vexing him, and he had to move.

For a year, he had wandered, realizing every day the truth of Horaces philosophy for those who travel, that a man cannot change his feelings with his climate, until finally he had found himself, as every wanderer does, at Charing Cross.

At this point, he had tried to rally. Such running away, he told himself, was futile. He would stand still and fight the fever in him.

He had been fighting it now for a matter of two weeks, and already he was contemplating retreat. A man at luncheon had been talking about Japan — 

Watching the crowd, Jimmy had found his attention attracted chiefly by a party of three, a few tables away. The party consisted of a girl, rather pretty, a lady of middle age and stately demeanor, plainly her mother, and a light-haired, weedy young man in the twenties. It had been the almost incessant prattle of this youth and the peculiarly high-pitched, gurgling laugh which shot from him at short intervals that had drawn Jimmys notice upon them. And it was the curious cessation of both prattle and laugh that now made him look again in their direction.

The young man faced Jimmy; and Jimmy, looking at him, could see that all was not well with him. He was pale. He talked at random. A slight perspiration was noticeable on his forehead.

Jimmy caught his eye. There was a hunted look in it.

Given the time and the place, there were only two things that could have caused this look. Either the light-haired young man had seen a ghost, or he had suddenly realized that he had not enough money to pay the check.

Jimmys heart went out to the sufferer. He took a card from his case, scribbled the words, Can I help? on it, and gave it to a waiter to take to the young man, who was now in a state bordering on collapse.

The next moment, the light-haired one was at his table, talking in a feverish whisper.

I say, he said, its frightfully good of you, old chap! Its frightfully awkward. Ive come out with too little money. I hardly like to — youve never seen me before—

Dont rub in my misfortunes, pleaded Jimmy. It wasnt my fault.

He placed a five-pound note on the table.

Say when, he said, producing another.

I say, thanks fearfully, the young man said. I dont know what Id have done. He grabbed at the note. Ill let you have it back to-morrow. Heres my card. Is your address on your card? I cant remember. Oh, by Jove, Ive got it in my hand all the time. The gurgling laugh came into action again, freshened and strengthened by its rest. Savoy Mansions, eh? Ill come round to-morrow. Thanks frightfully again, old chap. I dont know what I should have done.

Its been a treat, said Jimmy, deprecatingly.

The young man flitted back to his table, bearing the spoil. Jimmy looked at the card he had left. Lord Dreever, it read, and in the corner the name of a well-known club. The name Dreever was familiar to Jimmy. Everyone knew of Dreever Castle, partly because it was one of the oldest houses in England, but principally because for centuries it had been advertised by a particularly gruesome ghost-story. Everyone had heard of the secret of Dreever, which was known only to the earl and the family lawyer, and confided to the heir at midnight on his twenty-first birthday. Jimmy had come across the story in corners of the papers all over the States, from New York to Onehorseville, Iowa. He looked with interest at the light-haired young man, the latest depository of the awful secret. It was popularly supposed that the heir, after hearing it, never smiled again; but it did not seem to have affected the present Lord Dreever to any great extent. His gurgling laugh was drowning the orchestra. Probably, Jimmy thought, when the family lawyer had told the light-haired young man the secret, the latters comment had been, No, really? By Jove, I say, you know!

Jimmy paid his bill, and got up to go.

It was a perfect summer night — too perfect for bed. Jimmy strolled on to the Embankment, and stood leaning over the balustrade, looking across the river at the vague, mysterious mass of buildings on the Surrey side.

He must have been standing there for some time, his thoughts far away, when a voice spoke at his elbow.

I say. Excuse me, have you — Hullo! It was his light-haired lordship of Dreever. I say, by Jove, why were always meeting!

A tramp on a bench close by stirred uneasily in his sleep as the gurgling laugh rippled the air.

Been looking at the water? inquired Lord Dreever. I have. I often do. Dont you think it sort of makes a chap feel — oh, you know. Sort of — I dont know how to put it.

Mushy? said Jimmy.

I was going to say poetical. Suppose theres a girl—

He paused, and looked down at the water. Jimmy was sympathetic with this mood of contemplation, for in his case, too, there was a girl.

I saw my party off in a taxi, continued Lord Dreever, and came down here for a smoke; only, I hadnt a match. Have you — ?

Jimmy handed over his match-box. Lord Dreever lighted a cigar, and fixed his gaze once more on the river.

Ripping it looks, he said.

Jimmy nodded.

Funny thing, said Lord Dreever. In the daytime, the water here looks all muddy and beastly. Damn depressing, I call it. But at night— He paused. I say, he went on after a moment, Did you see the girl I was with at the Savoy?

Yes, said Jimmy.

Shes a ripper, said Lord Dreever, devoutly.

On the Thames Embankment, in the small hours of a summer morning, there is no such thing as a stranger. The man you talk with is a friend, and, if he will listen — as, by the etiquette of the place, he must — you may pour out your heart to him without restraint. It is expected of you!

Im fearfully in love with her, said his lordship.

She looked a charming girl, said Jimmy.

They examined the water in silence. From somewhere out in the night came the sound of oars, as the police-boat moved on its patrol.

Does she make you want to go to Japan? asked Jimmy, suddenly.

Eh? said Lord Dreever, startled. Japan?

Jimmy adroitly abandoned the position of confidant, and seized that of confider.

I met a girl a year ago — only really met her once, and even then — oh, well! Anyway, its made me so restless that I havent been able to stay in one place for more than a month on end. I tried Morocco, and had to quit. I tried Spain, and that wasnt any good, either. The other day, I heard a fellow say that Japan was a pretty interesting sort of country. I was wondering whether I wouldnt give it a trial.

Lord Dreever regarded this traveled man with interest.

It beats me, he said, wonderingly. What do you want to leg it about the world like that for? Whats the trouble? Why dont you stay where the girl is?

I dont know where she is.

Dont know?

She disappeared.

Where did you see her last? asked his lordship, as if Molly were a mislaid penknife.

New York.

But how do you mean, disappeared? Dont you know her address?

I dont even know her name.

But dash it all, I say, I mean! Have you ever spoken to her?

Only once. Its rather a complicated story. At any rate, shes gone.

Lord Dreever said that it was a rum business. Jimmy conceded the point.

Seems to me, said his lordship, were both in the cart.

Whats your trouble?

Lord Dreever hesitated.

Oh, well, its only that I want to marry one girl, and my uncles dead set on my marrying another.

Are you afraid of hurting your uncles feelings?

Its not so much hurting his feelings. Its — oh, well, its too long to tell now. I think Ill be getting home. Im staying at our place in Eaton Square.

How are you going? If youll walk, Ill come some of the way with you.

Right you are. Lets be pushing along, shall we?

They turned up into the Strand, and through Trafalgar Square into Piccadilly. Piccadilly has a restful aspect in the small hours. Some men were cleaning the road with water from a long hose. The swishing of the torrent on the parched wood was musical.

Just beyond the gate of Hyde Park, to the right of the road, stands a cabmens shelter. Conversation and emotion had made Lord Dreever thirsty. He suggested coffee as a suitable conclusion to the nights revels.

I often go in here when Im up in town, he said. The cabbies dont mind. Theyre sportsmen.

The shelter was nearly full when they opened the door. It was very warm inside. A cabman gets so much fresh air in the exercise of his professional duties that he is apt to avoid it in private life. The air was heavy with conflicting scents. Fried onions seemed to be having the best of the struggle for the moment, though plug tobacco competed gallantly. A keenly analytical nose might also have detected the presence of steak and coffee.

A dispute seemed to be in progress as they entered.

You dont wish you was in Russher, said a voice.

Yus, I do wish I wos in Russher, retorted a shriveled mummy of a cabman, who was blowing patiently at a saucerful of coffee.

Why do you wish you was in Russher? asked the interlocutor, introducing a Massa Bones and Massa Johnsing touch into the dialogue.

Because yer can wade over yer knees in bla-a-a-ad there, said the mummy.

In wot?

In bla-a-ad — ruddy bla-a-ad! Thats why I wish I wos in Russher.

Cheery cove that, said Lord Dreever. I say, can you give us some coffee?

I might try Russia instead of Japan, said Jimmy, meditatively.

The lethal liquid was brought. Conversation began again. Other experts gave their views on the internal affairs of Russia. Jimmy would have enjoyed it more if he had been less sleepy. His back was wedged comfortably against the wall of the shelter, and the heat of the room stole into his brain. The voices of the disputants grew fainter and fainter.

He had almost dozed off when a new voice cut through the murmur and woke him. It was a voice he knew, and the accent was a familiar accent.

Gents! Excuse me.

He looked up. The mists of sleep shredded away. A ragged youth with a crop of fiery red hair was standing in the doorway, regarding the occupants of the shelter with a grin, half-whimsical, half-defiant.

Jimmy recognized him. It was Spike Mullins.

Excuse me, said Spike Mullins. Is dere any gent in dis bunch of professional beauts wants to give a poor orphan dat suffers from a painful toist something to drink? Gents is courteously requested not to speak all in a crowd.

Shet that blanky door, said the mummy cabman, sourly.

And op it, added his late opponent. We dont want none of your sort ere.

Den you aint my long-lost brudders after all, said the newcomer, regretfully. I tought youse didnt look handsome enough for dat. Good-night to youse, gents.

Shet that door, cant yer, when Im telling yer! said the mummy, with increased asperity.

Spike was reluctantly withdrawing, when Jimmy rose.

One moment, he said.

Never in his life had Jimmy failed to stand by a friend in need. Spike was not, perhaps, exactly a friend, but even an acquaintance could rely on Jimmy when down in the world. And Spike was manifestly in that condition.

A look of surprise came into the Bowery Boys face, followed by one of stolid woodenness. He took the sovereign that Jimmy held out to him with a muttered word of thanks, and shuffled out of the room.

Cant see what you wanted to give him anything for, said Lord Dreever. Chapll only spend it getting soused.

Oh, he reminded me of a man I used to know.

Did he? Barnums what-is-it, I should think, said his lordship. Shall we be moving?


CHAPTER X. JIMMY ADOPTS A LAME DOG
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A BLACK FIGURE detached itself from the blacker shadows, and shuffled stealthily to where Jimmy stood on the doorstep.

That you, Spike? asked Jimmy.

Dats right, boss.

Come on in.

He led the way up to his rooms, switched on the electric light, and shut the door. Spike stood blinking at the sudden glare. He twirled his battered hat in his hands. His red hair shone fiercely.

Jimmy inspected him out of the corner of his eye, and came to the conclusion that the Mullins finances must be at a low ebb. Spikes costume differed in several important details from that of the ordinary well-groomed man about town. There was nothing of the flaneur about the Bowery Boy. His hat was of the soft black felt fashionable on the East Side of New York. It was in poor condition, and looked as if it had been up too late the night before. A black tail-coat, burst at the elbows and stained with mud, was tightly buttoned across his chest, this evidently with the idea of concealing the fact that he wore no shirt — an attempt which was not wholly successful. A pair of gray flannel trousers and boots out of which two toes peeped coyly completed the picture.

Even Spike himself seemed to be aware that there were points in his appearance which would have distressed the editor of a mens fashion-paper.

Scuse these duds, he said. Me mans bin an mislaid de trunk wit me best suit in. Dis is me number two.

Dont mention it, Spike, said Jimmy. You look a perfect matinee idol. Have a drink?

Spikes eyes gleamed as he reached for the decanter. He took a seat.

Cigar, Spike?

Sure. Tanks, boss.

Jimmy lighted his pipe. Spike, after a few genteel sips, threw off his restraint, and finished the rest of his glass at a gulp.

Try another, suggested Jimmy.

Spikes grin showed that the idea had been well received.

Jimmy sat and smoked in silence for a while. He was thinking the thing over. He felt like a detective who has found a clue. At last, he would be able to discover the name of the Lusitania girl. The discovery would not take him very far certainly, but it would be something. Possibly, Spike might even be able to fix the position of the house they had broken into that night.

Spike was looking at Jimmy over his glass in silent admiration. This flat which Jimmy had rented for a year, in the hope that the possession of a fixed abode might help to tie him down to one spot, was handsomely, even luxuriously, furnished. To Spike, every chair and table in the room had a romance of its own, as having been purchased out of the proceeds of that New Asiatic Bank robbery, or from the revenue accruing from the Duchess of Havants jewels. He was dumb with reverence for one who could make burglary pay to this extent. In his own case, the profession had rarely provided anything more than bread and butter, and an occasional trip to Coney Island.

Jimmy caught his eye, and spoke.

Well, Spike, he said. Curious that we should meet like this?

De limit, agreed Spike.

I cant imagine you three thousand miles from New York. How do you know the cars still run both ways on Broadway?

A wistful look came into Spikes eyes.

Ive been dis side tree months. I tought it was time I give old Lunnon a call. Tings was gettin too fierce in Noo York. De cops was layin fer me. Dey didnt seem like as if they had any use fer me. So, I beat it.

Bad luck, said Jimmy.

Fierce, agreed Spike.

Say, Spike, said Jimmy, do you know, I spent a whole heap of time before I left New York looking for you?

Gee! I wish youd found me! Did youse want me to help on some lay, boss? Is it a bank, or — jools?

Well, no, not that. Do you remember that night we broke into that house uptown — the police-captains house?

Sure.

What was his name?

What, de cops? Why, McEachern, boss.

McWhat? How do you spell it?

Search me, said Spike, simply.

Say it again. Fill your lungs, and enunciate slowly and clearly. Be bell-like. Now.

McEachern.

Ah! And where was the house? Can you remember that?

Spikes forehead wrinkled.

Its gone, he said, at last. It was somewheres up some street up de town.

Thats a lot of help, said Jimmy. Try again.

Itll come back some time, boss, sure.

Then, Im going to keep an eye on you till it does. Just for the moment, youre the most important man in the world to me. Where are you living?

Me! Why, in de Park. Dats right. One of dem swell detached benches wit a Southern exposure.

Well, unless you prefer it, you neednt sleep in the Park any more. You can pitch your moving tent with me.

What, here, boss?

Unless we move.

Me fer dis, said Spike, rolling luxuriously in his chair.

Youll want some clothes, said Jimmy. Well get those to-morrow. Youre the sort of figure they can fit off the peg. Youre not too tall, which is a good thing.

Bad ting fer me, boss. If Id been taller, Id have stood fer being a cop, an bin buyin a brownstone house on Fifth Avenue by dis. Its de cops makes de big money in little old Manhattan, dats who it is.

The man who knows! said Jimmy. Tell me more, Spike. I suppose a good many of the New York force do get rich by graft?

Sure. Look at old man McEachern.

I wish I could. Tell me about him, Spike. You seemed to know him pretty well.

Me? Sure. Dere wasnt a woise old grafter dan him in de bunch. He was out fer de dough all de time. But, say, did youse ever see his girl?

Whats that? said Jimmy, sharply.

I seen her once. Spike became almost lyrical in his enthusiasm. Gee! She was a boid — a peach fer fair. Id have left me happy home fer her. Molly was her monaker. She—

Jimmy was glaring at him.

Cut it out! he cried.

Whats dat, boss? said Spike.

Cut it out! said Jimmy, savagely.

Spike looked at him, amazed.

Sure, he said, puzzled, but realizing that his words had not pleased the great man.

Jimmy chewed the stem of his pipe irritably, while Spike, full of excellent intentions, sat on the edge of his chair, drawing sorrowfully at his cigar and wondering what he had done to give offense.

Boss? said Spike.

Well?

Boss, whats doin here? Put me next to de game. Is it de old lay? Banks an jools from duchesses? Youll be able to let me sit in at de game, wont you?

Jimmy laughed.

Id quite forgotten I hadnt told you about myself, Spike. Ive retired.

The horrid truth sank slowly into the others mind.

Say! Whats dat, boss? Youre cuttin it out?

Thats it. Absolutely.

Aint youse swiping no more jools?

Not me.

Nor usin de whats-its-name blow-pipe?

I have sold my oxy-acetylene blow-pipe, given away my anaesthetics, and am going to turn over a new leaf, and settle down as a respectable citizen.

Spike gasped. His world had fallen about his ears. His excursion with. Jimmy, the master cracksman, in New York had been the highest and proudest memory of his life; and, now that they had met again in London, he had looked forward to a long and prosperous partnership in crime. He was content that his own share in the partnership should be humble. It was enough for him to be connected, however humbly, with such a master. He had looked upon the richness of London, and he had said with Blucher, What a city to loot!

And here was his idol shattering the visions with a word.

Have another drink, Spike, said the lost leader sympathetically. Its a shock to you, I guess.

I tought, boss—

I know, I know. These are lifes tragedies. Im very sorry for you. But it cant be helped. Ive made my pile, so why continue?

Spike sat silent, with a long face. Jimmy slapped him on the shoulder.

Cheer up, he said. How do you know that living honestly may not be splendid fun? Numbers of people do it, you know, and enjoy themselves tremendously. You must give it a trial, Spike.

Me, boss! What, me, too?

Sure. Youre my link with — I dont want to have you remembering that address in the second month of a ten-year stretch at Dartmoor Prison. Im going to look after you, Spike, my son, like a lynx. Well go out together, and see life. Brace up, Spike. Be cheerful. Grin!

After a moments reflection, the other grinned, albeit faintly.

Thats right, said Jimmy. Well go into society, Spike, hand in hand. Youll be a terrific success in society. All you have to do is to look cheerful, brush your hair, and keep your hands off the spoons. For in the best circles they invariably count them after the departure of the last guest.

Sure, said Spike, as one who thoroughly understood this sensible precaution.

And, now, said Jimmy, well be turning in. Can you manage sleeping on the sofa one night? Some fellows would give their bed up to you. Not me, however. Ill have a bed made up for you tomorrow.

Me! said Spike. Gee! Ive been sleepin in de Park all de last week. Dis is to de good, boss.


CHAPTER XI. AT THE TURN OF THE ROAD
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NEXT MORNING, WHEN Jimmy, having sent Spike off to the tailors, with instructions to get a haircut en route, was dealing with a combination of breakfast and luncheon at his flat, Lord Dreever called.

Thought I should find you in, observed his lordship. Well, laddie, how goes it? Having breakfast? Eggs and bacon! Great Scott! I couldnt touch a thing.

The statement was borne out by his looks. The son of a hundred earls was pale, and his eyes were markedly fish-like.

A fellow Ive got stopping with me — taking him down to Dreever with me to-day — man I met at the club — fellow named Hargate. Dont know if you know him? No? Well, he was still up when I got back last night, and we stayed up playing billiards — hes rotten at billiards; something frightful: I give him twenty — till five this morning. I feel fearfully cheap. Wouldnt have got up at all, only Im due to catch the two-fifteen down to Dreever. Its the only good train. He dropped into a chair.

Sorry you dont feel up to breakfast, said Jimmy, helping himself to marmalade. I am generally to be found among those lining up when the gong goes. Ive breakfasted on a glass of water and a bag of bird-seed in my time. That sort of thing makes you ready to take whatever you can get. Seen the paper?

Thanks.

Jimmy finished his breakfast, and lighted a pipe. Lord Dreever laid down the paper.

I say, he said, what I came round about was this. What have you got on just now?

Jimmy had imagined that his friend had dropped in to return the five-pound note he had borrowed, but his lordship maintained a complete reserve on the subject. Jimmy was to discover later that this weakness of memory where financial obligations were concerned was a leading trait in Lord Dreevers character.

To-day, do you mean? said Jimmy.

Well, in the near future. What I mean is, why not put off that Japan trip you spoke about, and come down to Dreever with me?

Jimmy reflected. After all, Japan or Dreever, it made very little difference. And it would be interesting to see a place about which he had read so much.

Thats very good of you, he said. Youre sure it will be all right? It wont be upsetting your arrangements?

Not a bit. The more the merrier. Can you catch the two-fifteen? Its fearfully short notice.

Heavens, yes. I can pack in ten minutes. Thanks very much.

Good business. Therell be shooting and all that sort of rot. Oh, and by the way, are you any good at acting? I mean, there are going to be private theatricals of sorts. A man called Charteris insisted on getting them up — always getting up theatricals. Rot, I call it; but you cant stop him. Do you do anything in that line?

Put me down for what you like, from Emperor of Morocco to Confused Noise Without. I was on the stage once. Im particularly good at shifting scenery.

Good for you. Well, so long. Two-fifteen from Paddington, remember. Ill meet you there. Ive got to go and see a fellow now.

Ill look out for you.

A sudden thought occurred to Jimmy. Spike! He had forgotten Spike for the moment. It was vital that the Bowery boy should not be lost sight of again. He was the one link with the little house somewhere beyond One Hundred and Fiftieth Street. He could not leave the Bowery boy at the flat. A vision rose in his mind of Spike alone in London, with Savoy Mansions as a base for his operations. No, Spike must be transplanted to the country. But Jimmy could not seem to see Spike in the country. His boredom would probably be pathetic. But it was the only way.

Lord Dreever facilitated matters.

By the way, Pitt, he said, youve got a man of sorts, of course? One of those frightful fellows who forgot to pack your collars? Bring him along, of course.

Thanks, said Jimmy. I will.

The matter had scarcely been settled when the door opened, and revealed the subject of discussion. Wearing a broad grin of mingled pride and bashfulness, and looking very stiff and awkward in one of the brightest tweed suits ever seen off the stage, Spike stood for a moment in the doorway to let his appearance sink into the spectator, then advanced into the room.

How do dese strike you, boss? he inquired genially, as Lord Dreever gaped in astonishment at this bright being.

Pretty nearly blind, Spike, said Jimmy. What made you get those? We use electric light here.

Spike was full of news.

Say, boss, dat clothin-stores a willy wonder, sure. De old mug what showed me round give me de frozen face when I come in foist. Whats doin? he says. To de woods wit you. Git de hook! But I hauls out de plunks you give me, an tells him how Im here to get a dude suit, an, gee! if he dont haul out suits by de mile. Give me a toist, it did, watching him. Its up to youse, says de mug. Choose sometin. You pays de money, an we does de rest. So, I says dis is de one, an I put down de plunks, an here I am, boss.

I noticed that, Spike, said Jimmy. I could see you in the dark.

Dont you like de duds, boss? inquired Spike, anxiously.

Theyre great, said Jimmy. Youd make Solomon in all his glory look like a tramp cyclist.

Dats right, agreed Spike. Deyse de limit.

And, apparently oblivious to the presence of Lord Dreever, who had been watching him in blank silence since his entrance, the Bowery boy proceeded to execute a mysterious shuffling dance on the carpet.

This was too much for the overwrought brain of his lordship.

Good-bye, Pitt, he said, Im off. Got to see a man.

Jimmy saw his guest to the door.

Outside, Lord Dreever placed the palm of his right hand on his forehead.

I say, Pitt, he said.

Hullo?

Who the devils that?

Who? Spike? Oh, thats my man.

Your man! Is he always like that? I mean, going on like a frightful music-hall comedian? Dancing, you know! And, I say, what on earth language was that he was talking? I couldnt understand one word in ten.

Oh, thats American, the Bowery variety.

Oh, well, I suppose its all right if you understand it. I cant. By gad, he broke off, with a chuckle, Id give something to see him talking to old Saunders, our butler at home. Hes got the manners of a duke.

Spike should revise those, said Jimmy.

What do you call him?

Spike.

Rummy name, isnt it?

Oh, I dont know. Short for Algernon.

He seemed pretty chummy.

Thats his independent bringing-up. Were all like that in America.

Well, so long.

So long.

On the bottom step, Lord Dreever halted.

I say. Ive got it!

Good for you. Got what?

Why, I knew Id seen that chaps face somewhere before, only I couldnt place him. Ive got him now. Hes the Johnny who came into the shelter last night. Chap you gave a quid to.

Spikes was one of those faces that, without being essentially beautiful, stamp themselves on the memory.

Youre quite right, said Jimmy. I was wondering if you would recognize him. The fact is, hes a man I once employed over in New York, and, when I came across him over here, he was so evidently wanting a bit of help that I took him on again. As a matter of fact, I needed somebody to look after my things, and Spike can do it as well as anybody else.

I see. Not bad my spotting him, was it? Well, I must be off. Good-bye. Two-fifteen at Paddington. Meet you there. Take a ticket for Dreever if youre there before me.

Eight. Good-bye.

Jimmy returned to the dining-room. Spike, who was examining as much as he could of himself in the glass, turned round with his wonted grin.

Say, whos de gazebo, boss? Aint he de mug youse was wit last night?

Thats the man. Were going down with him to the country to-day, Spike, so be ready.

On your way, boss. Whats dat?

He has invited us to his country house, and were going.

What? Botof us?

Yes. I told him you were my servant. I hope you arent offended.

Nit. Whats dere to be raw about, boss?

Thats all right. Well, wed better be packing. We have to be at the station at two.

Sure.

And, Spike!

Yes, boss?

Did you get any other clothes besides what youve got on?

Nit. What do I want wit more dan one dude suit?

I approve of your rugged simplicity, said Jimmy, but what youre wearing is a town suit. Excellent for the Park or the Marchionesss Thursday crush, but essentially metropolitan. You must get something else for the country, something dark and quiet. Ill come and help you choose it, now.

Why, wont dis go in de country?

Not on your life, Spike. It would unsettle the rustic mind. Theyre fearfully particular about that sort of thing in England.

Deys to de bad, said the baffled disciple of Beau Brummel, with deep discontent.

And theres just one more thing, Spike. I know youll excuse my mentioning it. When were at Dreever Castle, you will find yourself within reach of a good deal of silver and other things. Would it be too much to ask you to forget your professional instincts? I mentioned this before in a general sort of way, but this is a particular case.

Aint I to get busy at all, den? queried Spike.

Not so much as a salt-spoon, said Jimmy, firmly. Now, well whistle a cab, and go and choose you some more clothes.

Accompanied by Spike, who came within an ace of looking almost respectable in new blue serge (Small Gents — off the peg), Jimmy arrived at Paddington Station with a quarter of an hour to spare. Lord Dreever appeared ten minutes later, accompanied by a man of about Jimmys age. He was tall and thin, with cold eyes and tight, thin lips. His clothes fitted him in the way clothes do fit one man in a thousand. They were the best part of him. His general appearance gave one the idea that his meals did him little good, and his meditations rather less. He had practically no conversation.

This was Lord Dreevers friend, Hargate. Lord Dreever made the introductions; but, even as they shook hands, Jimmy had an impression that he had seen the man before. Yet, where or in what circumstances he could not remember. Hargate appeared to have no recollection of him, so he did not mention the matter. A man who has led a wandering life often sees faces that come back to him later on, absolutely detached from their context. He might merely have passed Lord Dreevers friend on the street. But Jimmy had an idea that the other had figured in some episode which at the moment had had an importance. What that episode was had escaped him. He dismissed the thing from his mind. It was not worth harrying his memory about.

Judicious tipping secured the three a compartment to themselves. Hargate, having read the evening paper, went to sleep in the far corner. Jimmy and Lord Dreever, who sat opposite each other, fell into a desultory conversation.

After awhile, Lord Dreevers remarks took a somewhat intimate turn. Jimmy was one of those men whose manner invites confidences. His lordship began to unburden his soul of certain facts relating to the family.

Have you ever met my Uncle Thomas? he inquired. You know Blunts Stores? Well, hes Blunt. Its a company now, but he still runs it. He married my aunt. Youll meet him at Dreever.

Jimmy said he would be delighted.

I bet you wont, said the last of the Dreevers, with candor. Hes a frightful man — the limit. Always fussing round like a hen. Gives me a fearful time, I can tell you. Look here, I dont mind telling you — were pals — hes dead set on my marrying a rich girl.

Well, that sounds all right. There are worse hobbies. Any particular rich girl?

Theres always one. He sicks me on to one after another. Quite nice girls, you know, some of them; only, I want to marry somebody else, that girl you saw me with at the Savoy.

Why dont you tell your uncle?

Hed have a fit. She hasnt a penny; nor have I, except what I get from him. Of course, this is strictly between ourselves.

Of course.

I know everybody thinks theres money attached to the title; but there isnt, not a penny. When my Aunt Julia married Sir Thomas, the whole frightful show was pretty well in pawn. So, you see how it is.

Ever think of work? asked Jimmy.

Work? said Lord Dreever, reflectively. Well, you know, I shouldnt mind work, only Im dashed if I can see what I could do. I shouldnt know how. Nowadays, you want a fearful specialized education, and so on. Tell you what, though, I shouldnt mind the diplomatic service. One of these days, I shall have a dash at asking my uncle to put up the money. I believe I shouldnt be half-bad at that. Im rather a quick sort of chap at times, you know. Lots of fellows have said so.

He cleared his throat modestly, and proceeded.

It isnt only my Uncle Thomas, he said. Theres Aunt Julia, too. Shes about as much the limit as he is. I remember, when I was a kid, she was always sitting on me. She does still. Wait till you see her. Sort of woman who makes you feel that your hands are the color of tomatoes and the size of legs of mutton, if you know what I mean. And talks as if she were biting at you. Frightful!

Having unburdened himself of these criticisms, Lord Dreever yawned, leaned back, and was presently asleep.

It was about an hour later that the train, which had been taking itself less seriously for some time, stopping at stations of quite minor importance and generally showing a tendency to dawdle, halted again. A board with the legend, Dreever, in large letters showed that they had reached their destination.

The station-master informed Lord Dreever that her ladyship had come to meet the train in the motorcar, and was now waiting in the road outside.

Lord Dreevers jaw fell.

Oh, lord! he said. Shes probably motored in to get the afternoon letters. That means, shes come in the runabout, and theres only room for two of us in that. I forgot to telegraph that you were coming, Pitt. I only wired about Hargate. Dash it, I shall have to walk.

His fears proved correct. The car at the station door was small. It was obviously designed to seat four only.

Lord Dreever introduced Hargate and Jimmy to the statuesque lady in the tonneau; and then there was an awkward silence.

At this point, Spike came up, chuckling amiably, with a magazine in his hand.

Gee! said Spike. Say, boss, de mug what wrote dis piece must have bin livin out in de woods. Say, deres a gazebo what wants to swipe de heroines jools whats locked in a drawer. So, dis mug, what do you tink he does? Spike laughed shortly, in professional scorn. Why—

Is this gentleman a friend of yours, Spennie? inquired Lady Julia politely, eying the red-haired speaker coldly.

Its— Spennie looked appealingly at Jimmy.

Its my man, said Jimmy. Spike, he added in an undertone, to the woods. Chase yourself. Fade away.

Sure, said the abashed Spike. Dats right. It aint up to me to come buttin in. Sorry, boss. Sorry, gents. Sorry loidy. Me for de tall grass.

Theres a luggage-cart of sorts, said Lord Dreever, pointing.

Sure, said Spike, affably. He trotted away.

Jump in, Pitt, said Lord Dreever. Im going to walk.

No, Ill walk, said Jimmy. Id rather. I want a bit of exercise. Which way do I go?

Frightfully good of you, old chap, said Lord Dreever. Sure you dont mind? I do bar walking. Right-ho! You keep straight on.

He sat down in the tonneau by his aunts side. The last Jimmy saw was a hasty vision of him engaged in earnest conversation with Lady Julia. He did not seem to be enjoying himself. Nobody is at his best in conversation with a lady whom he knows to be possessed of a firm belief in the weakness of his intellect. A prolonged conversation with Lady Julia always made Lord Dreever feel as if he were being tied into knots.

Jimmy watched them out of sight, and started to follow at a leisurely pace. It certainly was an ideal afternoon for a country walk. The sun was just hesitating whether to treat the time as afternoon or evening. Eventually, it decided that it was evening, and moderated its beams. After London, the country was deliciously fresh and cool. Jimmy felt an unwonted content. It seemed to him just then that the only thing worth doing in the world was to settle down somewhere with three acres and a cow, and become pastoral.

There was a marked lack of traffic on the road. Once he met a cart, and once a flock of sheep with a friendly dog. Sometimes, a rabbit would dash out into the road, stop to listen, and dart into the opposite hedge, all hind-legs and white scut. But, except for these, he was alone in the world.

And, gradually, there began to be borne in upon him the conviction that he had lost his way.

It is difficult to judge distance when one is walking, but it certainly seemed to Jimmy that he must have covered five miles by this time. He must have mistaken the way. He had doubtless come straight. He could not have come straighter. On the other hand, it would be quite in keeping with the cheap substitute which served the Earl of Dreever in place of a mind that he should have forgotten to mention some important turning. Jimmy sat down by the roadside.

As he sat, there came to him from down the road the sound of a horses feet, trotting. He got up. Here was somebody at last who would direct him.

The sound came nearer. The horse turned the corner; and Jimmy saw with surprise that it bore no rider.

Hullo? he said. Accident? And, by Jove, a side-saddle!

The curious part of it was that the horse appeared in no way a wild horse. It gave the impression of being out for a little trot on its own account, a sort of equine constitutional.

Jimmy stopped the horse, and led it back the way it had come. As he turned the bend in the road, he saw a girl in a riding-habit running toward him. She stopped running when she caught sight of him, and slowed down to a walk.

Thank you ever so much, she said, taking the reins from him. Dandy, you naughty old thing! I got off to pick up my crop, and he ran away.

Jimmy looked at her flushed, smiling face, and stood staring.

It was Molly McEachern.


CHAPTER XII. MAKING A START
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SELF-POSSESSION WAS ONE of Jimmys leading characteristics, but for the moment he found himself speechless. This girl had been occupying his thoughts for so long that — in his mind — he had grown very intimate with her. It was something of a shock to come suddenly out of his dreams, and face the fact that she was in reality practically a stranger. He felt as one might with a friend whose memory has been wiped out. It went against the grain to have to begin again from the beginning after all the time they had been together.

A curious constraint fell upon him.

Why, how do you do, Mr. Pitt? she said, holding out her hand.

Jimmy began to feel better. It was something that she remembered his name.

Its like meeting somebody out of a dream, said Molly. I have sometimes wondered if you were real. Everything that happened that night was so like a dream.

Jimmy found his tongue.

You havent altered, he said, you look just the same.

Well, she laughed, after all, its not so long ago, is it?

He was conscious of a dull hurt. To him, it had seemed years. But he was nothing to her — just an acquaintance, one of a hundred. But what more, he asked himself, could he have expected? And with the thought came consolation. The painful sense of having lost ground left him. He saw that he had been allowing things to get out of proportion. He had not lost ground. He had gained it. He had met her again, and she remembered him. What more had he any right to ask?

Ive crammed a good deal into the time, he explained. Ive been traveling about a bit since we met.

Do you live in Shropshire? asked Molly.

No. Im on a visit. At least, Im supposed to be. But Ive lost the way to the place, and I am beginning to doubt if I shall ever get there. I was told to go straight on. Ive gone straight on, and here I am, lost in the snow. Do you happen to know whereabouts Dreever Castle is?

She laughed.

Why, she said, I am staying at Dreever Castle, myself.

What?

So, the first person you meet turns out to be an experienced guide. Youre lucky, Mr. Pitt.

Youre right, said Jimmy slowly, I am.

Did you come down with Lord Dreever? He passed me in the car just as I was starting out. He was with another man and Lady Julia Blunt. Surely, he didnt make you walk?

I offered to walk. Somebody had to. Apparently, he had forgotten to let them know he was bringing me.

And then he misdirected you! Hes very casual, Im afraid.

Inclined that way, perhaps.

Have you known Lord Dreever long?

Since a quarter past twelve last night.

Last night!

We met at the Savoy, and, later, on the Embankment. We looked at the river together, and told each other the painful stories of our lives, and this morning he called, and invited me down here.

Molly looked at him with frank amusement.

You must be a very restless sort of person, she said. You seem to do a great deal of moving about.

I do, said Jimmy. I cant keep still. Ive got the go-fever, like that man in Kiplings book.

But he was in love.

Yes, said Jimmy. He was. Thats the bacillus, you know.

She shot a quick glance at him. He became suddenly interesting to her. She was at the age of dreams and speculations. From being merely an ordinary young man with rather more ease of manner than the majority of the young men she had met, he developed in an instant into something worthy of closer attention. He took on a certain mystery and romance. She wondered what sort of girl it was that he loved. Examining him in the light of this new discovery, she found him attractive. Something seemed to have happened to put her in sympathy with him. She noticed for the first time a latent forcefulness behind the pleasantness of his manner. His self-possession was the self-possession of the man who has been tried and has found himself.

At the bottom of her consciousness, too, there was a faint stirring of some emotion, which she could not analyze, not unlike pain. It was vaguely reminiscent of the agony of loneliness which she had experienced as a small child on the rare occasions when her father had been busy and distrait, and had shown her by his manner that she was outside his thoughts. This was but a pale suggestion of that misery; nevertheless, there was a resemblance. It was a rather desolate, shut-out sensation, half-resentful.

It was gone in a moment. But it had been there. It had passed over her heart as the shadow of a cloud moves across a meadow in the summer-time.

For some moments, she stood without speaking. Jimmy did not break the silence. He was looking at her with an appeal in his eyes. Why could she not understand? She must understand.

But the eyes that met his were those of a child.

As they stood there, the horse, which had been cropping in a perfunctory manner at the short grass by the roadside, raised its head, and neighed impatiently. There was something so human about the performance that Jimmy and the girl laughed simultaneously. The utter materialism of the neigh broke the spell. It was a noisy demand for food.

Poor Dandy! said Molly. He knows hes near home, and he knows its his dinner-time.

Are we near the castle, then?

Its a long way round by the road, but we can cut across the fields. Arent these English fields and hedges just perfect! I love them. Of course, I loved America, but—

Have you left New York long? asked Jimmy.

We came over here about a month after you were at our house.

You didnt spend much time there, then.

Father had just made a good deal of money in Wall Street. He must have been making it when I was on the Lusitania. He wanted to leave New York, so we didnt wait. We were in London all the winter. Then, we went over to Paris. It was there we met Sir Thomas Blunt and Lady Julia. Have you met them? They are Lord Dreevers uncle and aunt.

Ive met Lady Julia.

Do you like her?

Jimmy hesitated.

Well, you see—

I know. Shes your hostess, but you havent started your visit yet. So, youve just got time to say what you really think of her, before you have to pretend shes perfect.

Well—

I detest her, said Molly, crisply. I think shes hard and hateful.

Well, I cant say she struck me as a sort of female Cheeryble Brother. Lord Dreever introduced me to her at the station. She seemed to bear it pluckily, but with some difficulty.

Shes hateful, repeated Molly. So is he, Sir Thomas, I mean. Hes one of those fussy, bullying little men. They both bully poor Lord Dreever till I wonder he doesnt rebel. They treat him like a school-boy. It makes me wild. Its such a shame — hes so nice and good-natured! I am so sorry for him!

Jimmy listened to this outburst with mixed feelings. It was sweet of her to be so sympathetic, but was it merely sympathy? There had been a ring in her voice and a flush on her cheek that had suggested to Jimmys sensitive mind a personal interest in the down-trodden peer. Reason told him that it was foolish to be jealous of Lord Dreever, a good fellow, of course, but not to be taken seriously. The primitive man in him, on the other hand, made him hate all Mollys male friends with an unreasoning hatred. Not that he hated Lord Dreever: he liked him. But he doubted if he could go on liking him for long if Molly were to continue in this sympathetic strain.

His affection for the absent one was not put to the test. Mollys next remark had to do with Sir Thomas.

The worst of it is, she said, father and Sir Thomas are such friends. In Paris, they were always together. Father did him a very good turn.

How was that?

It was one afternoon, just after we arrived. A man got into Lady Julias room while we were all out except father. Father saw him go into the room, and suspected something was wrong, and went in after him. The man was trying to steal Lady Julias jewels. He had opened the box where they were kept, and was actually holding her rope of diamonds in his hand when father found him. Its the most magnificent thing I ever saw. Sir Thomas told father he gave a hundred thousand dollars for it.

But, surely, said Jimmy, hadnt the management of the hotel a safe for valuables?

Of course, they had; but you dont know Sir Thomas. He wasnt going to trust any hotel safe. Hes the sort of a man who insists on doing everything in his own way, and who always imagines he can do things better himself than anyone else can do them for him. He had had this special box made, and would never keep the diamonds anywhere else. Naturally, the thief opened it in a minute. A clever thief would have no difficulty with a thing like that.

What happened?

Oh, the man saw father, and dropped the jewels, and ran off down the corridor. Father chased him a little way, but of course it was no good; so he went back and shouted, and rang every bell he could see, and gave the alarm; but the man was never found. Still, he left the diamonds. That was the great thing, after all. You must look at them to-night at dinner. They really are wonderful. Are you a judge of precious stones at all?

I am rather, said Jimmy. In fact, a jeweler I once knew told me I had a natural gift in that direction. And so, of course, Sir Thomas was pretty grateful to your father?

He simply gushed. He couldnt do enough for him. You see, if the diamonds had been stolen, Im sure Lady Julia would have made Sir Thomas buy her another rope just as good. Hes terrified of her, Im certain. He tries not to show it, but he is. And, besides having to pay another hundred thousand dollars, he would never have heard the last of it. It would have ruined his reputation for being infallible and doing everything better than anybody else.

But didnt the mere fact that the thief got the jewels, and was only stopped by a fluke from getting away with them, do that?

Molly bubbled with laughter.

She never knew. Sir Thomas got back to the hotel an hour before she did. Ive never seen such a busy hour. He had the manager up, harangued him, and swore him to secrecy — which the poor manager was only too glad to agree to, because it wouldnt have done the hotel any good to have it known. And the manager harangued the servants, and the servants harangued one another, and everybody talked at the same time; and father and I promised not to tell a soul; so Lady Julia doesnt know a word about it to this day. And I dont see why she ever should — though, one of these days, Ive a good mind to tell Lord Dreever. Think what a hold he would have over them! Theyd never be able to bully him again.

I shouldnt, said Jimmy, trying to keep a touch of coldness out of his voice. This championship of Lord Dreever, however sweet and admirable, was a little distressing.

She looked up quickly.

You dont think I really meant to, do you?

No, no, said Jimmy, hastily. Of course not.

Well, I should think so! said Molly, indignantly. After I promised not to tell a soul about it!

Jimmy chuckled.

Its nothing, he said, in answer to her look of inquiry.

You laughed at something.

Well, said Jimmy apologetically, its only — its nothing really — only, what I mean is, you have just told one soul a good deal about it, havent you?

Molly turned pink. Then, she smiled.

I dont know how I came to do it, she declared. It just rushed out of its own accord. I suppose it is because I know I can trust you.

Jimmy flushed with pleasure. He turned to her, and half-halted, but she continued to walk on.

You can, he said, but how do you know you can?

She seemed surprised.

Why— she said. She stopped for a moment, and then went on hurriedly, with a touch of embarrassment. Why, how absurd! Of course, I know. Cant you read faces? I can. Look, she said, pointing, now you can see the castle. How do you like it?

They had reached a point where the fields sloped sharply downward. A few hundred yards away, backed by woods, stood the gray mass of stone which had proved such a kill-joy of old to the Welsh sportsmen during the pheasant season. Even now, it had a certain air of defiance. The setting sun lighted the waters of the lake. No figures were to be seen moving in the grounds. The place resembled a palace of sleep.

Well? said Molly.

Its wonderful!

Isnt it! Im so glad it strikes you like that. I always feel as if I had invented everything round here. It hurts me if people dont appreciate it.

They went down the hill.

By the way, said Jimmy, are you acting in these theatricals they are getting up?

Yes. Are you the other man they were going to get? Thats why Lord Dreever went up to London, to see if he couldnt find somebody. The man who was going to play one of the parts had to go back to London on business.

Poor brute! said Jimmy. It seemed to him at this moment that there was only one place in the world where a man might be even reasonably happy. What sort of part is it? Lord Dreever said I should be wanted to act. What do I do?

If youre Lord Herbert, which is the part they wanted a man for, you talk to me most of the time.

Jimmy decided that the piece had been well cast.

The dressing-gong sounded just as they entered the hall. From a

door on the left, there emerged two men, a big man and a little one,

in friendly conversation. The big mans back struck Jimmy as

familiar.

Oh, father, Molly called. And Jimmy knew where he had seen the back before.

The two men stopped.

Sir Thomas, said Molly, this is Mr. Pitt.

The little man gave Jimmy a rapid glance, possibly with the object of detecting his more immediately obvious criminal points; then, as if satisfied as to his honesty, became genial.

I am very glad to meet you, Mr. Pitt, very glad, he said. We have been expecting you for some time.

Jimmy explained that he had lost his way.

Exactly. It was ridiculous that you should be compelled to walk, perfectly ridiculous. It was grossly careless of my nephew not to let us know that you were coming. My wife told him so in the car.

I bet she did, said Jimmy to himself. Really, he said aloud, by way of lending a helping hand to a friend in trouble, I preferred to walk. I have not been on a country road since I landed in England. He turned to the big man, and held out his hand. I dont suppose you remember me, Mr. McEachern? We met in New York.

You remember the night Mr. Pitt scared away our burglar, father, said Molly.

Mr. McEachern was momentarily silent. On his native asphalt, there are few situations capable of throwing the New York policeman off his balance. In that favored clime, savoir faire is represented by a shrewd blow of the fist, and a masterful stroke with the truncheon amounts to a satisfactory repartee. Thus shall you never take the policeman of Manhattan without his answer. In other surroundings, Mr. McEachern would have known how to deal with the young man whom with such good reason he believed to be an expert criminal. But another plan of action was needed here. First and foremost, of all the hints on etiquette that he had imbibed since he entered this more reposeful life, came the maxim: Never make a scene. Scenes, he had gathered, were of all things what polite society most resolutely abhorred. The natural man in him must be bound in chains. The sturdy blow must give way to the honeyed word. A cold, Really! was the most vigorous retort that the best circles would countenance. It had cost Mr. McEachern some pains to learn this lesson, but he had done it. He shook hands, and gruffly acknowledged the acquaintanceship.

Really, really! chirped Sir Thomas, amiably. So, you find yourself among old friends, Mr. Pitt.

Old friends, echoed Jimmy, painfully conscious of the ex-policemans eyes, which were boring holes in him.

Excellent, excellent! Let me take you to your room. It is just opposite my own. This way.

In his younger days, Sir Thomas had been a floor-walker of no mean caliber. A touch of the professional still lingered in his brisk movements. He preceded Jimmy upstairs with the restrained suavity that can be learned in no other school.

They parted from Mr. McEachern on the first landing, but Jimmy could still feel those eyes. The policemans stare had been of the sort that turns corners, goes upstairs, and pierces walls.


CHAPTER XIII. SPIKES VIEWS
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NEVERTHELESS, IT WAS in an exalted frame of mind that Jimmy dressed for dinner. It seemed to him that he had awakened from a sort of stupor. Life, so gray yesterday, now appeared full of color and possibilities. Most men who either from choice or necessity have knocked about the world for any length of time are more or less fatalists. Jimmy was an optimistic fatalist. He had always looked on Fate, not as a blind dispenser at random of gifts good and bad, but rather as a benevolent being with a pleasing bias in his own favor. He had almost a Napoleonic faith in his star. At various periods of his life (notably at the time when, as he had told Lord Dreever, he had breakfasted on bird-seed), he had been in uncommonly tight corners, but his luck had always extricated him. It struck him that it would be an unthinkable piece of bad sportsmanship on Fates part to see him through so much, and then to abandon him just as he had arrived in sight of what was by far the biggest thing of his life. Of course, his view of what constituted the biggest thing in life had changed with the years. Every ridge of the Hill of Supreme Moments in turn had been mistaken by him for the summit; but this last, he felt instinctively, was genuine. For good or bad, Molly was woven into the texture of his life. In the stormy period of the early twenties, he had thought the same of other girls, who were now mere memories as dim as those of figures in a half-forgotten play. In their case, his convalescence had been temporarily painful, but brief. Force of will and an active life had worked the cure. He had merely braced himself, and firmly ejected them from his mind. A week or two of aching emptiness, and his heart had been once more in readiness, all nicely swept and garnished, for the next lodger.

But, in the case of Molly, it was different. He had passed the age of instantaneous susceptibility. Like a landlord who has been cheated by previous tenants, he had become wary. He mistrusted his powers of recuperation in case of disaster. The will in these matters, just like the mundane bouncer, gets past its work. For some years now, Jimmy had had a feeling that the next arrival would come to stay; and he had adopted in consequence a gently defensive attitude toward the other sex. Molly had broken through this, and he saw that his estimate of his will-power had been just. Methods that had proved excellent in the past were useless now. There was no trace here of the dimly consoling feeling of earlier years, that there were other girls in the world. He did not try to deceive himself. He knew that he had passed the age when a man can fall in love with any one of a number of types.

This was the finish, one way or the other. There would be no second throw. She had him. However it might end, he belonged to her.

There are few moments in a mans day when his brain is more contemplative than during that brief space when he is lathering his face, preparatory to shaving. Plying the brush, Jimmy reviewed the situation. He was, perhaps, a little too optimistic. Not unnaturally, he was inclined to look upon his luck as a sort of special train which would convey him without effort to Paradise. Fate had behaved so exceedingly handsomely up till now! By a series of the most workmanlike miracles, it had brought him to the point of being Mollys fellow-guest at a country-house. This, as reason coldly pointed out a few moments later, was merely the beginning, but to Jimmy, thoughtfully lathering, it seemed the end. It was only when he had finished shaving, and was tying his cravat, that he began to perceive obstacles in his way, and sufficiently big obstacles, at that.

In the first place, Molly did not love him. And, he was bound to admit, there was no earthly reason why she ever should. A man in love is seldom vain about his personal attractions. Also, her father firmly believed him to be a master-burglar.

Otherwise, said Jimmy, scowling at his reflection in the glass, everythings splendid. He brushed his hair sadly.

There was a furtive rap at the door.

Hullo? said Jimmy. Yes?

The door opened slowly. A grin, surmounted by a mop of red hair, appeared round the edge of it.

Hullo, Spike. Come in. Whats the matter?

The rest of Mr. Mullins entered the room.

Gee, boss! I wasnt sure was dis your room. Say, who do you tink I nearly bumped me coco aginst out in de corridor downstairs? Why, old man McEachern, de cop. Dats right!

Yes?

Sure. Say, whats he doin on dis beat? I pretty near went down an out when I seen him. Dats right. Me breath aint got back home yet.

Did he recognize you?

Did he! He starts like an actor on top de stoige when he sees hes up aginst de plot to ruin him, an he gives me de fierce eye.

Well?

I was wonderin was I on Thoid Avenoo, or was I standin on me coco, or what was I doin anyhow. Den I slips off, an chases meself up here. Say, boss, whats de game? Whats old man McEachern doin stunts dis side fer?

Its all right, Spike. Keep calm. I can explain. He has retired — like me! Hes one of the handsome guests here.

On your way, boss! Whats dat?

He left the force just after that merry meeting of ours when you frolicked with the bull-dog. He came over here, and butted into society. So, here we are again, all gathered together under the same roof, like a jolly little family party.

Spikes open mouth bore witness to his amazement.

Den— he stammered.

Yes?

Den, whats he goin to do?

I couldnt say. Im expecting to hear shortly. But we neednt worry ourselves. The next moves with him. If he wants to comment on the situation, he wont be backward. Hell come and do it.

Sure. Its up to him, agreed Spike.

Im quite comfortable. Speaking for myself, Im having a good time. How are you getting along downstairs?

De limit, boss. Honest, its to de velvet. Deys an old gazebo, de butler, Saunders his name is, dats de best ever at handin out long woids. I sits an listens. Dey calls me Mr. Mullins down dere, said Spike, with pride.

Good. Im glad youre all right. Theres no reason why we shouldnt have an excellent time here. I dont think that Mr. McEachern will try to have us turned out, after hes heard one or two little things I have to say to him — just a few reminiscences of the past which may interest him. I have the greatest affection for Mr. McEachern — I wish it were mutual — but nothing he can say is going to make me stir from here.

Not on your life, agreed Spike. Say, boss, he must have got a lot of plunks to be able to butt in here. An I know how he got dem, too. Dats right. I comes from little old New York, meself.

Hush, Spike, this is scandal!

Sure, said the Bowery boy doggedly, safely started now on his favorite subject. I knows, an youse knows, boss. Gee! I wish Id bin a cop. But I wasnt tall enough. Deys de fellers wit de big bank-rolls. Look at dis old McEachern. Money to boin a wet dog wit hes got, an never a bit of woik fer it from de start to de finish. An look at me, boss.

I do, Spike, I do.

Look at me. Gittin busy all de year round, woikin to beat de band—

In prisons oft, said Jimmy.

Sure ting. An chased all roun de town. An den what? Why, to de bad at de end of it all. Say, its enough to make a feller—

Turn honest, said Jimmy. Thats it, Spike. Reform. Youll be glad some day.

Spike seemed to be doubtful. He was silent for a moment, then, as if following up a train of thought, he said:

Boss, dis is a fine big house.

Ive seen worse.

Say, couldnt we — ?

Spike! said Jimmy, warningly.

Well, couldnt we? said Spike, doggedly. It aint often youse butts into a dead-easy proposition like dis one. We shouldnt have to do a ting excep git busy. De stuffs just lyin about, boss.

I shouldnt wonder.

Aw, its a waste to leave it.

Spike, said Jimmy, I warned you of this. I begged you to be on your guard, to fight against your professional instincts. Be a man! Crush them. Try and occupy your mind. Collect butterflies.

Spike shuffled in gloomy silence.

Member dose jools youse swiped from de duchess? he said, musingly.

The dear duchess! murmured Jimmy. Ah, me!

An de bank youse busted?

Those were happy days, Spike.

Gee! said the Bowery boy. And then, after a pause: Dat was to de good, he said, wistfully.

Jimmy arranged his tie at the mirror.

Deres a loidy here, continued Spike, addressing the chest of drawers, dats got a necklace of jools whats wort a hundred tousand plunks. Honest, boss. A hundred tousand plunks. Saunders told me dat — de old gazebo dat hands out de long woids. I says to him, Gee! an he says, Surest ting youse know. A hundred tousand plunks!

So I understand, said Jimmy.

Shall I rubber around, an find out where is dey kept, boss?

Spike, said Jimmy, ask me no more. All this is in direct contravention of our treaty respecting keeping your fingers off the spoons. You pain me. Desist.

Sorry, boss. But deyll be willy-wonders, dem jools. A hundred tousand plunks. Dats goin some, aint it? Whats dat dis side?

Twenty thousand pounds.

Gee!...Can I help youse wit de duds, boss?

No, thanks, Spike, Im through now. You might just give me a brush down, though. No, not that. Thats a hair-brush. Try the big black one.

Dis is a boid of a dude suit, observed Spike, pausing in his labors.

Glad you like it, Spike. Rather chic, I think.

Its de limit. Excuse me. How much did it set youse back, boss?

Something like seven guineas, I believe. I could look up the bill, and let you know.

Whats dat — guineas? Is dat more dan a pound?

A shilling more. Why these higher mathematics?

Spike resumed his brushing.

What a lot of dude suits youse could git, he observed meditatively, if youse had dem jools! He became suddenly animated. He waved the clothes-brush. Oh, you boss! he cried. Whats eatin youse? Aw, its a shame not to. Come along, you boss! Say, whats doin? Why aint youse sittin in at de game? Oh, you boss!

Whatever reply Jimmy might have made to this impassioned appeal was checked by a sudden bang on the door. Almost simultaneously, the handle turned.

Gee! cried Spike. Its de cop!

Jimmy smiled pleasantly.

Come in, Mr. McEachern, he said, come in. Journeys end in lovers meeting. You know my friend Mr. Mullins, I think? Shut the door, and sit down, and lets talk of many things.


CHAPTER XIV. CHECK AND A COUNTER MOVE
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MR. MCEACHERN STOOD in the doorway, breathing heavily. As the result of a long connection with evil-doers, the ex-policeman was somewhat prone to harbor suspicions of those round about him, and at the present moment his mind was aflame. Indeed, a more trusting man might have been excused for feeling a little doubtful as to the intentions of Jimmy and Spike. When McEachern had heard that Lord Dreever had brought home a casual London acquaintance, he had suspected as a possible drawback to the visit the existence of hidden motives on the part of the unknown. Lord Dreever, he had felt, was precisely the sort of youth to whom the professional bunco-steerer would attach himself with shouts of joy. Never, he had assured himself, had there been a softer proposition than his lordship since bunco-steering became a profession. When he found that the strange visitor was Jimmy Pitt, his suspicions had increased a thousand-fold.

And when, going to his room to get ready for dinner, he had nearly run into Spike Mullins in the corridor, his frame of mind had been that of a man to whom a sudden ray of light reveals the fact that he is on the brink of a black precipice. Jimmy and Spike had burgled his house together in New York. And here they were, together again, at Dreever Castle. To say that the thing struck McEachern as sinister is to put the matter baldly. There was once a gentleman who remarked that he smelt a rat, and saw it floating in the air. Ex-Constable McEachern smelt a regiment of rats, and the air seemed to him positively congested with them.

His first impulse had been to rush to Jimmys room there and then; but he had learned societys lessons well. Though the heavens might fall, he must not be late for dinner. So, he went and dressed, and an obstinate tie put the finishing touches to his wrath.

Jimmy regarded him coolly, without moving from, the chair in which he had seated himself. Spike, on the other hand, seemed embarrassed. He stood first on one leg, and then on the other, as if he were testing the respective merits of each, and would make a definite choice later on.

You scoundrels! growled McEachern.

Spike, who had been standing for a few moments on his right leg, and seemed at last to have come to, a decision, hastily changed to the left, and grinned feebly.

Say, youse wont want me any more, boss? he whispered.

No, you can go, Spike.

You stay where you are, you red-headed devil! said McEachern, tartly.

Run along, Spike, said Jimmy.

The Bowery boy looked doubtfully at the huge form of the ex-policeman, which blocked access to the door.

Would you mind letting my man pass? said Jimmy.

You stay— began McEachern.

Jimmy got up and walked round to the door, which he opened. Spike shot out. He was not lacking in courage, but he disliked embarrassing interviews, and it struck him that Jimmy was the man to handle a situation of this kind. He felt that he himself would only be in the way.

Now, we can talk comfortably, said Jimmy, going back to his chair.

McEacherns deep-set eyes gleamed, and his forehead grew red, but he mastered his feelings.

And now— said he, then paused.

Yes? asked Jimmy.

What are you doing here?

Nothing, at the moment.

You know what I mean. Why are you here, you and that red-headed devil, Spike Mullins? He jerked his head in the direction of the door.

I am here because I was very kindly invited to come by Lord Dreever.

I know you.

You have that privilege. Seeing that we only met once, its very good of you to remember me.

Whats your game? What do you mean to do?

To do? Well, I shall potter about the garden, you know, and shoot a bit, perhaps, and look at the horses, and think of life, and feed the chickens — I suppose there are chickens somewhere about — and possibly go for an occasional row on the lake. Nothing more. Oh, yes, I believe they want me to act in some theatricals.

Youll miss those theatricals. Youll leave here to-morrow.

To-morrow? But Ive only just arrived, dear heart.

I dont care about that. Out you go to-morrow. Ill give you till to-morrow.

I congratulate you, said Jimmy. One of the oldest houses in England.

What do you mean?

I gathered from what you said that you had bought the Castle. Isnt that so? If it still belongs to Lord Dreever, dont you think you ought to consult him before revising his list of guests?

McEachern looked steadily at him. His manner became quieter.

Oh, you take that tone, do you?

I dont know what you mean by that tone. What tone would you take if a comparative stranger ordered you to leave another mans house?

McEacherns massive jaw protruded truculently in the manner that had scared good behavior into brawling East Siders.

I know your sort, he said. Ill call your bluff. And you wont get till to-morrow, either. Itll be now.

Why should we wait for the morrow? You are queen of my heart to-night, murmured Jimmy, encouragingly.

Ill expose you before them all. Ill tell them everything.

Jimmy shook his head.

Too melodramatic, he said. I call on heaven to judge between this man and me! kind of thing. I shouldnt. What do you propose to tell, anyway?

Will you deny that you were a crook in New York?

I will. I was nothing of the kind.

What?

If youll listen, I can explain—

Explain! The others voice rose again. You talk about explaining, you scum, when I caught you in my own parlor at three in the morning — you—

The smile faded from Jimmys face.

Half a minute, he said. It might be that the ideal course would be to let the storm expend itself, and then to explain quietly the whole matter of Arthur Mifflin and the bet that had led to his one excursion into burglary; but he doubted it. Things — including his temper — had got beyond the stage of quiet explanations. McEachern would most certainly disbelieve his story. What would happen after that he did not know. A scene, probably: a melodramatic denunciation, at the worst, before the other guests; at the best, before Sir Thomas alone. He saw nothing but chaos beyond that. His story was thin to a degree, unless backed by witnesses, and his witnesses were three thousand miles away. Worse, he had not been alone in the policemans parlor. A man who is burgling a house for a bet does not usually do it in the company of a professional burglar, well known to the police.

No, quiet explanations must be postponed. They could do no good, and would probably lead to his spending the night and the next few nights at the local police-station. And, even if he were spared that fate, it was certain that he would have to leave the castle — leave the castle and Molly!

He jumped up. The thought had stung him.

One moment, he said.

McEachern stopped.

Well?

Youre going to tell them that? asked Jimmy.

I am.

Jimmy walked up to him.

Are you also going to tell them why you didnt have me arrested that night? he said.

McEachern started. Jimmy planted himself in front of him, and glared up into his face. It would have been hard to say which of the two was the angrier. The policeman was flushed, and the veins stood out on his forehead. Jimmy was in a white heat of rage. He had turned very pale, and his muscles were quivering. Jimmy in this mood had once cleared a Los Angeles bar-room with the leg of a chair in the space of two and a quarter minutes by the clock.

Are you? he demanded. Are you?

McEacherns hand, hanging at his side, lifted itself hesitatingly. The fingers brushed against Jimmys shoulder.

Jimmys lip twitched.

Yes, he said, do it! Do it, and see what happens. By God, if you put a hand on me, Ill finish you. Do you think you can bully me? Do you think I care for your size?

McEachern dropped his hand. For the first time in his life, he had met a man who, instinct told him, was his match and more. He stepped back a pace.

Jimmy put his hands in his pockets, and turned away. He walked to the mantelpiece, and leaned his back against it.

You havent answered my question, he said. Perhaps, you cant?

McEachern was wiping his forehead, and breathing quickly.

If you like, said Jimmy, well go down to the drawing-room now, and you shall tell your story, and Ill tell mine. I wonder which they will think the more interesting. Damn you, he went on, his anger rising once more, what do you mean by it? You come into my room, and bluster, and talk big about exposing crooks. What do you call yourself, I wonder? Do you realize what you are? Why, poor Spikes an angel compared with you. He did take chances. He wasnt in a position of trust. You—

He stopped.

Hadnt you better get out of here, dont you think? he said, curtly.

Without a word, McEachern walked to the door, and went out.

Jimmy dropped into a chair with a deep breath. He took up his cigarette-case, but before he could light a match the gong sounded from the distance.

He rose, and laughed rather shakily. He felt limp. As an effort at conciliating papa, he said, Im afraid that wasnt much of a success.

It was not often that McEachern was visited by ideas. He ran rather to muscle than to brain. But he had one that evening during dinner. His interview with Jimmy had left him furious, but baffled. He knew that his hands were tied. Frontal attack was useless. To drive Jimmy from the castle would be out of the question. All that could be done was to watch him while he was there. For he had never been more convinced of anything in his life than that Jimmy had wormed his way into the house-party with felonious intent. The appearance of Lady Julia at dinner, wearing the famous rope of diamonds, supplied an obvious motive. The necklace had an international reputation. Probably, there was not a prominent thief in England or on the Continent who had not marked it down as a possible prey. It had already been tried for, once. It was big game, just the sort of lure that would draw the type of criminal McEachern imagined Jimmy to be.

From his seat at the far end of the table, Jimmy looked at the jewels as they gleamed on their wearers neck. They were almost too ostentatious for what was, after all, an informal dinner. It was not a rope of diamonds. It was a collar. There was something Oriental and barbaric in the overwhelming display of jewelry. It was a prize for which a thief would risk much.

The conversation, becoming general with the fish, was not of a kind to remove from his mind the impression made by the sight of the gems. It turned on burglary.

Lord Dreever began it.

Oh, I say, he said, I forgot to tell you, Aunt Julia, Number Six was burgled the other night.

Number 6a, Eaton Square, was the familys London house.

Burgled! cried Sir Thomas.

Well, broken into, said his lordship, gratified to find that he had got the ear of his entire audience. Even Lady Julia was silent and attentive. Chap got in through the scullery window about one oclock in the morning.

And what did you do? inquired Sir Thomas.

Oh, I — er — I was out at the time, said Lord Dreever. But something frightened the feller, he went on hurriedly, and he made a bolt for it without taking anything.

Burglary, said a young man, whom Jimmy subsequently discovered to be the drama-loving Charteris, leaning back and taking advantage of a pause, is the hobby of the sportsman and the life work of the avaricious. He took a little pencil from his waistcoat pocket, and made a rapid note on his cuff.

Everybody seemed to have something to say on the subject. One young lady gave it as her opinion that she would not like to find a burglar under her bed. Somebody else had heard of a fellow whose father had fired at the butler, under the impression that he was a house-breaker, and had broken a valuable bust of Socrates. Lord Dreever had known a man at college whose brother wrote lyrics for musical comedy, and had done one about a burglars best friend being his mother.

Life, said Charteris, who had had time for reflection, is a house which we all burgle. We enter it uninvited, take all that we can lay hands on, and go out again. He scribbled, Life — house — burgle, on his cuff, and replaced the pencil.

This mans brother I was telling you about, said Lord Dreever, says theres only one rhyme in the English language to burglar, and thats gurgler— unless you count pergola! He says—

Personally, said Jimmy, with a glance at McEachern, I have rather a sympathy for burglars. After all, they are one of the hardest-working classes in existence. They toil while everybody else is asleep. Besides, a burglar is only a practical socialist. People talk a lot about the redistribution of wealth. The burglar goes out and does it. I have found burglars some of the decentest criminals I have ever met.

I despise burglars! ejaculated Lady Julia, with a suddenness that stopped Jimmys eloquence as if a tap had been turned off. If I found one coming after my jewels, and I had a pistol, Id shoot him.

Jimmy met McEacherns eye, and smiled kindly at him. The ex-policeman was looking at him with the gaze of a baffled, but malignant basilisk.

I take very good care no one gets a chance at your diamonds, my dear, said Sir Thomas, without a blush. I have had a steel box made for me, he added to the company in general, with a special lock. A very ingenious arrangement. Quite unbreakable, I imagine.

Jimmy, with Mollys story fresh in his mind, could not check a rapid smile. Mr. McEachern, watching intently, saw it. To him, it was fresh evidence, if any had been wanted, of Jimmys intentions and of his confidence of success. McEacherns brow darkened. During the rest of the meal, tense thought rendered him even more silent than was his wont at the dinner-table. The difficulty of his position was, he saw, great. Jimmy, to be foiled, must be watched, and how could he watch him?

It was not until the coffee arrived that he found an answer to the question. With his first cigarette came the idea. That night, in his room, before going to bed, he wrote a letter. It was an unusual letter, but, singularly enough, almost identical with one Sir Thomas Blunt had written that very morning.

It was addressed to the Manager of Dodsons Private Inquiry Agency, of Bishopsgate Street, E. C., and ran as follows:

Sir, — 

On receipt of this, kindly send down one of your smartest men. Instruct him to stay at the village inn in character of American seeing sights of England, and anxious to inspect Dreever Castle. I will meet him in the village and recognize him as old New York friend, and will then give him further instructions. Yours faithfully,

J. McEACHERN.

P. S. Kindly not send a rube, but a real smart man.

This brief, but pregnant letter cost some pains in its composition. McEachern was not a ready writer. But he completed it at last to his satisfaction. There was a crisp purity in the style that pleased him. He sealed up the envelope, and slipped it into his pocket. He felt more at ease now. Such was the friendship that had sprung up between Sir Thomas Blunt and himself as the result of the jewel episode in Paris that he could count with certainty on the successful working of his scheme. The grateful knight would not be likely to allow any old New York friend of his preserver to languish at the village inn. The sleuth-hound would at once be installed at the castle, where, unsuspected by Jimmy, he could keep an eye on the course of events. Any looking after that Mr. James Pitt might require could safely be left in the hands of this expert.

With considerable fervor, Mr. McEachern congratulated himself on his astuteness. With Jimmy above stairs and Spike below, the sleuth-hound would have his hands full.


CHAPTER XV. MR. MCEACHERN INTERVENES
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LIFE AT THE castle during the first few days of his visit filled Jimmy with a curious blend of emotions, mainly unpleasant. Fate, in its pro-Jimmy capacity, seemed to be taking a rest. In the first place, the part allotted to him was not that of Lord Herbert, the character who talked to Molly most of the time. The instant Charteris learned from Lord Dreever that Jimmy had at one time actually been on the stage professionally, he decided that Lord Herbert offered too little scope for the new mans talents.

Absolutely no good to you, my dear chap, he said. Its just a small dude part. Hes simply got to be a silly ass.

Jimmy pleaded that he could be a sillier ass than anybody living; but Charteris was firm.

No, he said. You must be Captain Browne. Fine acting part. The biggest in the piece. Full of fat lines. Spennie was to have played it, and we were in for the worst frost in the history of the stage. Now youve come, its all right. Spennies the ideal Lord Herbert. Hes simply got to be him-self. Weve got a success now, my boy. Rehearsal after lunch. Dont be late. And he was off to beat up the rest of the company.

From that moment, Jimmys troubles began. Charteris was a young man in whom a passion for the stage was ineradicably implanted. It mattered nothing to him during these days that the sun shone, that it was pleasant on the lake, and that Jimmy would have given five pounds a minute to be allowed to get Molly to himself for half-an-hour every afternoon. All he knew or cared about was that the local nobility and gentry were due to arrive at the castle within a week, and that, as yet, very few of the company even knew their lines. Having hustled Jimmy into the part of CAPTAIN BROWNE, he gave his energy free play. He conducted rehearsals with a vigor that occasionally almost welded the rabble he was coaching into something approaching coherency. He painted scenery, and left it about — wet, and people sat on it. He nailed up horseshoes for luck, and they fell on people. But nothing daunted him. He never rested.

Mr. Charteris, said Lady Julia, rather frigidly, after one energetic rehearsal, is indefatigable. He whirled me about!

It was perhaps his greatest triumph, properly considered, that he had induced Lady Julia to take a part in his piece; but to the born organizer of amateur theatricals no miracle of this kind is impossible, and Charteris was one of the most inveterate organizers in the country. There had been some talk — late at night, in the billiard room — of his being about to write in a comic footman role for Sir Thomas; but it had fallen through, not, it was felt, because Charteris could not have hypnotized his host into undertaking the part, but rather because Sir Thomas was histrionically unfit.

Mainly as a result of the producers energy, Jimmy found himself one of a crowd, and disliked the sensation. He had not experienced much difficulty in mastering the scenes in which he appeared; but unfortunately those who appeared with him had. It occurred to Jimmy daily, after he had finished running through the lines with a series of agitated amateurs, male and female, that for all practical purposes he might just as well have gone to Japan. In this confused welter of rehearsers, his opportunities of talking with Molly were infinitesimal. And, worse, she did not appear to mind. She was cheerful and apparently quite content to be engulfed in a crowd. Probably, he thought with some melancholy, if she met his eye and noted in it a distracted gleam, she put it down to the cause that made other eyes in the company gleam distractedly during this week.

Jimmy began to take a thoroughly jaundiced view of amateur theatricals, and of these amateur theatricals in particular. He felt that in the electric flame department of the infernal regions there should be a special gridiron, reserved exclusively for the man who invented these performances, so diametrically opposed to the true spirit of civilization. At the close of each day, he cursed Charteris with unfailing regularity.

There was another thing that disturbed him. That he should be unable to talk with Molly was an evil, but a negative evil. It was supplemented by one that was positive. Even in the midst of the chaos of rehearsals, he could not help noticing that Molly and Lord Dreever were very much together. Also — and this was even more sinister — he observed that both Sir Thomas Blunt and Mr. McEachern were making determined efforts to foster the state of affairs.

Of this, he had sufficient proof one evening when, after scheming and plotting in a way that had made the great efforts of Machiavelli and Richelieu seem like the work of raw novices, he had cut Molly out from the throng, and carried her off for the alleged purpose of helping him feed the chickens. There were, as he had suspected, chickens attached to the castle. They lived in a little world of noise and smells at the back of the stables. Bearing an iron pot full of a poisonous-looking mash, and accompanied by Molly, he had felt for perhaps a minute and a half like a successful general. It is difficult to be romantic when you are laden with chicken-feed in an unwieldy iron pot, but he had resolved that this portion of the proceedings should be brief. The birds should dine that evening on the quick-lunch principle. Then — to the more fitting surroundings of the rose-garden! There was plenty of time before the hour of the sounding of the dressing-gong. Perhaps, even a row on the lake — 

What ho! said a voice.

Behind them, with a propitiatory smile on his face, stood his lordship of Dreever.

My uncle told me I should find you out here. What have you got in there, Pitt? Is this what you feed them on? I say, you know, queer coves, hens! I wouldnt touch that stuff for a fortune, what? Looks to me poisonous.

He met Jimmys eye, and stopped. There was that in Jimmys eye that would have stopped an avalanche. His lordship twiddled his fingers in pink embarrassment.

Oh, look! said Molly. Theres a poor little chicken out there in the cold. It hasnt had a morsel. Give me the spoon, Mr. Pitt. Here, chick, chick! Dont be silly, Im not going to hurt you. Ive brought you your dinner.

She moved off in pursuit of the solitary fowl, which had edged nervously away. Lord Dreever bent toward Jimmy.

Frightfully sorry, Pitt, old man, he whispered, feverishly. Didnt want to come. Couldnt help it. He sent me out. He half-looked over his shoulder. And, he added rapidly, as Molly came back, the old boys up at his bedroom window now, watching us through his opera-glasses!

The return journey to the house was performed in silence — on Jimmys part, in thoughtful silence. He thought hard, and he had been thinking ever since.

He had material for thought. That Lord Dreever was as clay in his uncles hands he was aware. He had not known his lordship long, but he had known him long enough to realize that a backbone had been carelessly omitted from his composition. What his uncle directed, that would he do. The situation looked bad to Jimmy. The order, he knew, had gone out that Lord Dreever was to marry money. And Molly was an heiress. He did not know how much Mr. McEachern had amassed in his dealings with New York crime, but it must be something considerable. Things looked black.

Then, Jimmy had a reaction. He was taking much for granted. Lord Dreever might be hounded into proposing to Molly, but what earthly reason was there for supposing that Molly would accept him? He declined even for an instant to look upon Spennies title in the light of a lure. Molly was not the girl to marry for a title. He endeavored to examine impartially his lordships other claims. He was a pleasant fellow, with — to judge on short acquaintanceship — an undeniably amiable disposition. That much must be conceded. But against this must be placed the equally undeniable fact that he was also, as he would have put it himself, a most frightful ass. He was weak. He had no character. Altogether, the examination made Jimmy more cheerful. He could not see the light-haired one, even with Sir Thomas Blunt shoving behind, as it were, accomplishing the knights ends. Shove he never so wisely, Sir Thomas could never make a Romeo out of Spennie Dreever.

It was while sitting in the billiard-room one night after dinner, watching his rival play a hundred up with the silent Hargate, that Jimmy came definitely to this conclusion. He had stopped there to watch, more because he wished to study his man at close range than because the game was anything out of the common as an exposition of billiards. As a matter of fact, it would have been hard to imagine a worse game. Lord Dreever, who was conceding twenty, was poor, and his opponent an obvious beginner. Again, as he looked on, Jimmy was possessed of an idea that he had met Hargate before. But, once more, he searched his memory, and drew blank. He did not give the thing much thought, being intent on his diagnosis of Lord Dreever, who by a fluky series of cannons had wobbled into the forties, and was now a few points ahead of his opponent.

Presently, having summed his lordship up to his satisfaction and grown bored with the game, Jimmy strolled out of the room. He paused outside the door for a moment, wondering what to do. There was bridge in the smoking-room, but he did not feel inclined for bridge. From the drawing-room came sounds of music. He turned in that direction, then stopped again. He came to the conclusion that he did not feel sociable. He wanted to think. A cigar on the terrace would meet his needs.

He went up to his room for his cigar-case. The window was open. He leaned out. There was almost a full moon, and it was very light out of doors. His eye was caught by a movement at the further end of the terrace, where the shadow was. A girl came out of the shadow, walking slowly.

Not since early boyhood had Jimmy descended stairs with such a rare burst of speed. He negotiated the nasty turn at the end of the first flight at quite a suicidal pace. Fate, however, had apparently wakened again and resumed business, for he did not break his neck. A few moments later, he was out on the terrace, bearing a cloak which, he had snatched up en route in the hall.

I thought you might be cold, he said, breathing quickly.

Oh, thank you, said Molly. How kind of you! He put it round her shoulders. Have you been running?

I came downstairs rather fast.

Were you afraid the boogaboos would get you? she laughed. I was thinking of when I was a small child. I was always afraid of them. I used to race downstairs when I had to go to my room in the dark, unless I could persuade someone to hold my hand all the way there and back.

Her spirits had risen with Jimmys arrival. Things had been happening that worried her. She had gone out on to the terrace to be alone. When she heard his footsteps, she had dreaded the advent of some garrulous fellow-guest, full of small talk. Jimmy, somehow, was a comfort. He did not disturb the atmosphere. Little as they had seen of each other, something in him — she could not say what — had drawn her to him. He was a man whom she could trust instinctively.

They walked on in silence. Words were pouring into Jimmys mind, but he could not frame them. He seemed to have lost the power of coherent thought.

Molly said nothing. It was not a night for conversation. The moon had turned terrace and garden into a fairyland of black and silver. It was a night to look and listen and think.

They walked slowly up and down. As they turned for the second time, Mollys thoughts formed themselves into a question. Twice she was on the point of asking it, but each time she checked herself. It was an impossible question. She had no right to put it, and he had no right to answer. Yet, something was driving her on to ask it.

It came out suddenly, without warning.

Mr. Pitt, what do you think of Lord Dreever?

Jimmy started. No question could have chimed in more aptly with his thoughts. Even as she spoke, he was struggling to keep himself from asking her the same thing.

Oh, I know I ought not to ask, she went on. Hes your host, and youre his friend. I know. But—

Her voice trailed off. The muscles of Jimmys back tightened and quivered. But he could find no words.

I wouldnt ask anyone else. But youre — different, somehow. I dont know what I mean. We hardly know each other. But—

She stopped again; and still he was dumb.

I feel so alone, she said very quietly, almost to herself. Something seemed to break in Jimmys head. His brain suddenly cleared. He took a step forward.

A huge shadow blackened the white grass. Jimmy wheeled round. It was McEachern.

I have been looking for you, Molly, my dear, he said, heavily. I thought you must have gone to bed.

He turned to Jimmy, and addressed him for the first time since their meeting in the bedroom.

Will you excuse us, Mr. Pitt?

Jimmy bowed, and walked rapidly toward the house. At the door, he stopped and looked back. The two were standing where he had left them.


CHAPTER XVI. A MARRIAGE ARRANGED
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NEITHER MOLLY NOR her father had moved or spoken while Jimmy was covering the short strip of turf that ended at the stone steps of the house. McEachern stood looking down at her in grim silence. His great body against the dark mass of the castle wall seemed larger than ever in the uncertain light. To Molly, there was something sinister and menacing in his attitude. She found herself longing that Jimmy would come back. She was frightened. Why, she could not have said. It was as if some instinct told her that a crisis in her affairs had been reached, and that she needed him. For the first time in her life, she felt nervous in her fathers company. Ever since she was a child, she had been accustomed to look upon him as her protector; but, now, she was afraid.

Father! she cried.

What are you doing out here?

His voice was tense and strained.

I came out because I wanted to think, father, dear.

She thought she knew his moods, but this was one that she had never seen. It frightened her.

Why did he come out here?

Mr. Pitt? He brought me a wrap.

What was he saying to you?

The rain of questions gave Molly a sensation of being battered. She felt dazed, and a little mutinous. What had she done that she should be assailed like this?

He was saying nothing, she said, rather shortly.

Nothing? What do you mean? What was he saying? Tell me!

Mollys voice shook as she replied.

He was saying nothing, she repeated. Do you think Im not telling the truth, father? He had not spoken a word for ever so long. We just walked up and down. I was thinking, and I suppose he was, too. At any rate, he said nothing. I — I think you might believe me.

She began to cry quietly. Her father had never been like this before. It hurt her.

McEacherns manner changed in a flash. In the shock of finding Jimmy and Molly together on the terrace, he had forgotten himself. He had had reason, to be suspicious. Sir Thomas Blunt, from whom he had just parted, had told him a certain piece of news which had disturbed him. The discovery of Jimmy with Molly had lent an added significance to that piece of news. He saw that he had been rough. In a moment, he was by her side, his great arm round her shoulder, petting and comforting her as he had done when she was a child. He believed her word without question; and his relief made him very tender. Gradually, the sobs ceased. She leaned against his arm.

Im tired, father, she whispered.

Poor little girl. Well sit down.

There was a seat at the end of the terrace. McEachern picked Molly up as if she had been a baby, and carried her to it. She gave a little cry.

I didnt mean I was too tired to walk, she said, laughing tremulously. How strong you are, father! If I was naughty, you could take me up and shake me till I was good, couldnt you?

Of course. And send you to bed, too. So, you, be careful, young woman.

He lowered her to the seat. Molly drew the cloak closer round her, and shivered.

Cold, dear?

No.

You shivered.

It was nothing. Yes, it was, she went on quickly; it was. Father, will you promise me something?

Of course. What?

Dont ever be angry with me like that again, will you? I couldnt bear it. Really, I couldnt. I know its stupid of me, but it hurt. You dont know how it hurt.

But, my dear—

Oh, I know its stupid. But—

But, my darling, it wasnt so. I was angry, but it wasnt with you.

With — ? Were you angry with Mr. Pitt?

McEachern saw that he had traveled too far. He had intended that Jimmys existence should be forgotten for the time being. He had other things to discuss. But it was too late now. He must go forward.

I didnt like to see you out here alone with Mr. Pitt, dear, he said. I was afraid—

He saw that he must go still further forward. It was more than, awkward. He wished to hint at the undesirability of an entanglement with Jimmy without admitting the possibility of it. Not being a man, of nimble brain, he found this somewhat beyond his powers.

I dont like him, he said, briefly. Hes crooked.

Mollys eyes opened wide. The color had gone from her face.

Crooked, father?

McEachern perceived that he had traveled very much too far, almost to disaster. He longed to denounce Jimmy, but he was gagged. If Molly were to ask the question, that Jimmy had asked in the bedroom — that fatal, unanswerable question! The price was too great to pay.

He spoke cautiously, vaguely, feeling his way.

I couldnt explain to you, my dear. You wouldnt understand. You must remember, my dear, that out in New York I was in a position to know a great many queer characters — crooks, Molly. I was working among them.

But, father, that night at our house you didnt know Mr. Pitt. He had to tell you his name.

I didnt know him — then, said her father slowly, but — but— he paused— but I made inquiries, he concluded with a rush, and found out things.

He permitted himself a long, silent breath of relief. He saw his way now.

Inquiries? said Molly. Why?

Why?

Why did you suspect him?

A moment earlier, the question might have confused McEachern, but not now. He was equal to it. He took it in his stride.

Its hard to say, my dear. A man who has had as much to do with crooks as I have recognizes them when he sees them.

Did you think Mr. Pitt looked — looked like that? Her voice was very small. There was a drawn, pinched expression on her face. She was paler than ever.

He could not divine her thoughts. He could not know what his words had done; how they had shown her in a flash what Jimmy was to her, and lighted her mind like a flame, revealing the secret hidden there. She knew now. The feeling of comradeship, the instinctive trust, the sense of dependence — they no longer perplexed her; they were signs which she could read.

And he was crooked!

McEachern proceeded. Belief made him buoyant.

I did, my dear. I can read them like a book. Ive met scores of his sort. Broadway is full of them. Good clothes and a pleasant manner dont make a man honest. Ive run up against a mighty high-toned bunch of crooks in my day. Its a long time since I gave up thinking that it was only the ones with the low foreheads and the thick ears that needed watching. Its the innocent Willies who look as if all they could do was to lead the cotillon. This man Pitts one of them. Im not guessing, mind you. I know. I know his line, and all about him. Im watching him. Hes here on some game. How did he get here? Why, he scraped acquaintance with Lord Dreever in a London restaurant. Its the commonest trick on the list. If I hadnt happened to be here when he came, I suppose hed have made his haul by now. Why, he came all prepared for it! Have you seen an ugly, grinning, red-headed scoundrel hanging about the place? His valet. So he says. Valet! Do you know who that is? Thats one of the most notorious yegg-men on the other side. There isnt a policeman in New York who doesnt know Spike Mullins. Even if I knew nothing of this Pitt, that would be enough. Whats an innocent man going round the country with Spike Mullins for, unless they are standing in together at some game? Thats who Mr. Pitt is, my dear, and thats why maybe I seemed a little put out when I came upon you and him out here alone together. See as little of him as you can. In a large party like this, it wont be difficult to avoid him.

Molly sat staring out across the garden. At first, every word had been a stab. Several times, she had been on the point of crying out that she could bear it no longer. But, gradually, a numbness succeeded the pain. She found herself listening apathetically.

McEachern talked on. He left the subject of Jimmy, comfortably conscious that, even if there had ever existed in Mollys heart any budding feeling of the kind he had suspected, it must now be dead. He steered the conversation away until it ran easily among commonplaces. He talked of New York, of the preparations for the theatricals. Molly answered composedly. She was still pale, and a certain listlessness in her manner might have been noticed by a more observant man than Mr. McEachern. Beyond this, there was nothing to show that her heart had been born and killed but a few minutes before. Women have the Red Indian instinct; and Molly had grown to womanhood in those few minutes.

Presently, Lord Dreevers name came up. It caused a momentary pause, and McEachern took advantage of it. It was the cue for which he had been waiting. He hesitated for a moment, for the conversation was about to enter upon a difficult phase, and he was not quite sure of himself. Then, he took the plunge.

I have just been talking to Sir Thomas, my dear, he said. He tried to speak casually, and, as a natural result, infused so much meaning into his voice that Molly looked at him in surprise. McEachern coughed confusedly. Diplomacy, he concluded, was not his forte. He abandoned it in favor of directness. He was telling me that you had refused Lord Dreever this evening.

Yes. I did, said Molly. How did Sir Thomas know?

Lord Dreever told him.

Molly raised her eyebrows.

I shouldnt have thought it was the sort of thing he would talk about, she said.

Sir Thomas is his uncle.

Of course, so he is, said Molly, dryly. I forgot. That would account for it, wouldnt it?

Mr. McEachern looked at her with some concern. There was a hard ring in her voice which he did not altogether like. His greatest admirer had never called him an intuitive man, and he was quite at a loss to see what was wrong. As a schemer, he was perhaps a little naive. He had taken it for granted that Molly was ignorant of the maneuvers which had been going on, and which had culminated that afternoon in a stammering proposal of marriage from Lord Dreever in the rose-garden. This, however, was not the case. The woman incapable of seeing through the machinations of two men of the mental caliber of Sir Thomas Blunt and Mr. McEachern has yet to be born. For some considerable time, Molly had been alive to the well-meant plottings of that worthy pair, and had derived little pleasure from the fact. It may be that woman loves to be pursued; but she does not love to be pursued by a crowd.

Mr. McEachern cleared his throat, and began again.

You shouldnt decide a question like that too hastily, my dear.

I didnt — not too hastily for Lord Dreever, at any rate, poor dear.

It was in your power, said Mr. McEachern portentously, to make a man happy—

I did, said Molly, bitterly. You should have seen his face light up. He could hardly believe it was true for a moment, and then it came home to him, and I thought he would have fallen on my neck. He did his very best to look heart-broken — out of politeness — but it was no good. He whistled most of the way back to the house — all flat, but very cheerfully.

My dear! What do you mean?

Molly had made the discovery earlier in their conversation that her father had moods whose existence she had not expected. It was his turn now to make a similar discovery regarding herself.

I mean nothing, father, she said. Im just telling you what happened. He came to me looking like a dog thats going to be washed—

Why, of course, he was nervous, my dear.

Of course. He couldnt know that I was going to refuse him.

She was breathing quickly. He started to speak, but she went on, looking straight before her. Her face was very white in the moon-light.

He took me into the rose-garden. Was that Sir Thomass idea? There couldnt have been a better setting, Im sure. The roses looked lovely. Presently, I heard him gulp, and I was so sorry for him! I would have refused him then, and put him out of his misery, only I couldnt very well till he had proposed, could I? So, I turned my back, and sniffed at a rose. And, then, he shut his eyes — I couldnt see him, but I know he shut his eyes — and began to say his lesson.

Molly!

She laughed, hysterically.

He did. He said his lesson. He gabbled it. When he had got as far as, Well, dont you know, what I mean is, thats what I wanted to say, you know, I turned round and soothed him. I said I didnt love him. He said, No, no, of course not. I said he had paid me a great compliment. He said, Not at all, looking very anxious, poor darling, as if even then he was afraid of what might come next. But I reassured him, and he cheered up, and we walked back to the house together, as happy as could be.

McEachern put his hand round her shoulders. She winced, but let it stay. He attempted gruff conciliation.

My dear, youve been imagining things. Of course, he isnt happy. Why, I saw the young fellow—

Recollecting that the last time he had seen the young fellow — shortly after dinner — the young fellow had been occupied in juggling, with every appearance of mental peace, two billiard-balls and a box of matches, he broke off abruptly.

Molly looked at him.

Father.

My dear?

Why do you want me to marry Lord Dreever?

He met the attack stoutly.

I think hes a fine young fellow, he said, avoiding her eyes.

Hes quite nice, said Molly, quietly.

McEachern had been trying not to say it. He did not wish to say it. If it could have been hinted at, he would have done it. But he was not good at hinting. A lifetime passed in surroundings where the subtlest hint is a drive in the ribs with a truncheon does not leave a man an adept at the art. He had to be blunt or silent.

Hes the Earl of Dreever, my dear.

He rushed on, desperately anxious to cover the nakedness of the statement in a comfortable garment of words.

Why, you see, youre young, Molly. Its only natural you shouldnt look on these things sensibly. You expect too much of a man. You expect this young fellow to be like the heroes of the novels you read. When youve lived a little longer, my dear, youll see that theres nothing in it. It isnt the hero of the novel you want to marry. Its the man wholl make you a good husband.

This remark struck Mr. McEachern as so pithy and profound that he repeated it.

He went on. Molly was sitting quite still, looking into the shrubbery. He assumed she was listening; but whether she was or not, he must go on talking. The situation was difficult. Silence would make it more difficult.

Now, look at Lord Dreever, he said. Theres a young man with one of the oldest titles in England. He could go anywhere and do what he liked, and be excused for whatever he did because of his name. But he doesnt. Hes got the right stuff in him. He doesnt go racketing around—

His uncle doesnt allow him enough pocket-money, said Molly, with a jarring little laugh. Perhaps, thats why.

There was a pause. McEachern required a few moments in which to marshal his arguments once more. He had been thrown out of his stride.

Molly turned to him. The hardness had gone from her face. She looked up at him wistfully.

Father, dear, listen, she said. We always used to understand each other so well! He patted her shoulder affectionately. You cant mean what you say? You know I dont love Lord Dreever. You know hes only a boy. Dont you want me to marry a man? I love this old place, but surely you cant think that it can really matter in a thing like this? You dont really mean, that about the hero of the novel? Im not stupid, like that. I only want — oh, I cant put it into words, but dont you see?

Her eyes were fixed appealingly on him. It only needed a word from him — perhaps not even a word — to close the gulf that had opened between them.

He missed the chance. He had had time to think, and his arguments were ready again. With stolid good-humor, he marched along the line he had mapped out. He was kindly and shrewd and practical; and the gulf gaped wider with every word.

You mustnt be rash, my dear. You mustnt act without thinking in these things. Lord Dreever is only a boy, as you say, but he will grow. You say you dont love him. Nonsense! You like him. You would go on liking him more and more. And why? Because you could make what you pleased of him. Youve got character, my dear. With a girl like you to look after him, he would go a long way, a very long way. Its all there. It only wants bringing out. And think of it, Molly! Countess of Dreever! Theres hardly a better title in England. It would make me very happy, my dear. Its been my one hope all these years to see you in the place where you ought to be. And now the chance has come. Molly, dear, dont throw it away.

She had leaned back with closed eyes. A wave of exhaustion had swept over her. She listened in a dull dream. She felt beaten. They were too strong for her. There were too many of them. What did it matter? Why not give in, and end it all and win peace? That was all she wanted — peace now. What did it all matter?

Very well, father, she said, listlessly.

McEachern stopped short.

Youll do it, dear? he cried. You will?

Very well, father.

He stooped and kissed her.

My own dear little girl, he said.

She got up.

Im rather tired, father, she said. I think Ill go in.

Two minutes later, Mr. McEachern was in Sir Thomas Blunts study. Five minutes later, Sir Thomas pressed the bell.

Saunders appeared.

Tell his lordship, said Sir Thomas, that I wish to see him a moment. He is in the billiard-room, I think.


CHAPTER XVII. JIMMY REMEMBERS SOMETHING
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THE GAME BETWEEN Hargate and Lord Dreever was still in progress when Jimmy returned to the billiard-room. A glance at the board showed that the score was seventy — sixty-nine, in favor of spot.

Good game, said Jimmy. Whos spot?

I am, said his lordship, missing an easy cannon. For some reason, he appeared in high spirits. Hargates been going great guns. I was eleven ahead a moment ago, but he made a break of twelve.

Lord Dreever belonged to the class of billiard-players to whom a double-figure break is a thing to be noted and greeted with respect.

Fluky, muttered the silent Hargate, deprecatingly. This was a long speech for him. Since their meeting at Paddington station, Jimmy had seldom heard him utter anything beyond a monosyllable.

Not a bit of it, dear old son, said Lord Dreever, handsomely. Youre coming on like a two-year-old. I shant be able to give you twenty in a hundred much longer.

He went to a side-table, and mixed himself a whiskey-and-soda, singing a brief extract from musical comedy as he did so. There could be no shadow of doubt that he was finding life good. For the past few days, and particularly that afternoon, he had been rather noticeably ill at ease. Jimmy had seen him hanging about the terrace at half-past five, and had thought that he looked like a mute at a funeral. But now, only a few hours later, he was beaming on the world, and chirping like a bird.

The game moved jerkily along. Jimmy took a seat, and watched. The score mounted slowly. Lord Dreever was bad, but Hargate was worse. At length, in the eighties, his lordship struck a brilliant vein. When he had finished his break, his score was ninety-five. Hargate, who had profited by a series of misses on his opponents part, had reached ninety-six.

This is shortening my life, said Jimmy, leaning forward.

The balls had been left in an ideal position. Even Hargate could not fail to make a cannon. He made it.

A close finish to even the worst game is exciting. Jimmy leaned still further forward to watch the next stroke. It looked as if Hargate would have to wait for his victory. A good player could have made a cannon as the balls lay, but not Hargate. They were almost in a straight line, with, white in the center.

Hargate swore under his breath. There was nothing to be done. He struck carelessly at white. White rolled against red, seemed to hang for a moment, and shot straight back against spot. The game was over.

Great Scott! What a fluke! cried the silent one, becoming quite garrulous at the miracle.

A quiet grin spread itself slowly across Jimmys face. He had remembered what he had been trying to remember for over a week.

At this moment, the door opened, and Saunders appeared. Sir Thomas would like to see your lordship in his study, he said.

Eh? What does he want?

Sir Thomas did not confide in me, your lordship.

Eh? What? Oh, no! Well, see you later, you men.

He rested his cue against the table, and put on his coat. Jimmy followed him out of the door, which he shut behind him.

One second, Dreever, he said.

Eh? Hullo! Whats up?

Any money on that game? asked Jimmy.

Why, yes, by Jove, now you mention it, there was. An even fiver. And — er — by the way, old man — the fact is, just for the moment, Im frightfully — You havent such a thing as a fiver anywhere about, have you? The fact is—

My dear fellow, of course. Ill square up with him now, shall I?

Fearfully obliged, if you would. Thanks, old man. Pay it to-morrow.

No hurry, said Jimmy; plenty more in the old oak chest.

He went back to the room. Hargate was practising cannons. He was on the point of making a stroke when Jimmy opened the door.

Care for a game? said Hargate.

Not just at present, said Jimmy.

Hargate attempted his cannon, and failed badly. Jimmy smiled.

Not such a good shot as the last, he said.

No.

Fine shot, that other.

Fluke.

I wonder.

Jimmy lighted a cigarette.

Do you know New York at all? he asked.

Been there.

Ever been in the Strollers Club?

Hargate turned his back, but Jimmy had seen his face, and was satisfied.

Dont know it, said Hargate.

Great place, said Jimmy. Mostly actors and writers, and so on. The only drawback is that some of them pick up queer friends.

Hargate did not reply. He did not seem interested.

Yes, went on Jimmy. For instance, a pal of mine, an actor named Mifflin, introduced a man a year ago as a members guest for a fortnight, and this man rooked the fellows of I dont know how much at billiards. The old game, you know. Nursing his man right up to the end, and then finishing with a burst. Of course, when that happens once or twice, it may be an accident, but, when a man who poses as a novice always manages by a really brilliant shot—

Hargate turned round.

They fired this fellow out, said Jimmy.

Look here!

Yes?

What do you mean?

Its a dull yarn, said Jimmy, apologetically. Ive been boring you. By the way, Dreever asked me to square up with you for that game, in case he shouldnt be back. Here you are.

He held out an empty hand.

Got it?

What are you going to do? demanded Hargate.

What am I going to do? queried Jimmy.

You know what I mean. If youll keep your mouth shut, and stand in, its halves. Is that what youre after?

Jimmy was delighted. He knew that by rights the proposal should have brought him from his seat, with stern, set face, to wreak vengeance for the insult, but on such occasions he was apt to ignore the conventions. His impulse, when he met a man whose code of behavior was not the ordinary code, was to chat with him and extract his point of view. He felt as little animus against Hargate as he had felt against Spike on the occasion of their first meeting.

Do you make much at this sort of game? he asked.

Hargate was relieved. This was business-like.

Pots, he said, with some enthusiasm. Pots. I tell you, if youll stand in—

Bit risky, isnt it?

Not a bit of it. An occasional accident—

I suppose youd call me one?

Hargate grinned.

It must be pretty tough work, said Jimmy. You must have to use a tremendous lot of self-restraint.

Hargate sighed.

Thats the worst of it, he admitted, the having to seem a mug at the game. Ive been patronized sometimes by young fools, who thought they were teaching me, till I nearly forgot myself and showed them what real billiards was.

Theres always some drawback to the learned professions, said Jimmy.

But theres a heap to make up for it in this one, said Hargate. Well, look here, is it a deal? Youll stand in—

Jimmy shook his head.

I guess not, he said. Its good of you, but commercial speculation never was in my line. Im afraid you must count me out of this.

What! Youre going to tell — ?

No, said Jimmy, Im not. Im not a vigilance committee. I wont tell a soul.

Why, then— began Hargate, relieved.

Unless, of course, Jimmy went on, you play billiards again while youre here.

Hargate stared.

But, damn it, man, if I dont, whats the good — ? Look here. What am I to do if they ask me to play?

Give your wrist as an excuse.

My wrist?

Yes. You sprained it to-morrow after breakfast. It was bad luck. I wonder how you came to do it. You didnt sprain it much, but just enough to stop you playing billiards.

Hargate reflected.

Understand? said Jimmy.

Oh, very well, said Hargate, sullenly. But, he burst out, if I ever get a chance to get even with you—

You wont, said Jimmy. Dismiss the rosy dream. Get even! You dont know me. Theres not a flaw in my armor. Im a sort of modern edition of the stainless knight. Tennyson drew Galahad from me. I move through life with almost a sickening absence of sin. But hush! We are observed. At least, we shall be in another minute. Somebody is coming down the passage. You do understand, dont you? Sprained wrist is the watchword.

The handle turned. It was Lord Dreever, back again, from his interview.

Hullo, Dreever, said Jimmy. Weve missed you. Hargate has been doing his best to amuse me with acrobatic tricks. But youre too reckless, Hargate, old man. Mark my words, one of these days youll be spraining your wrist. You should be more careful. What, going? Good-night. Pleasant fellow, Hargate, he added, as the footsteps retreated down, the passage. Well, my lad, whats the matter with you? You look depressed.

Lord Dreever flung himself on to the lounge, and groaned hollowly.

Damn! Damn!! Damn!!! he observed.

His glassy eye met Jimmys, and wandered away again.

What on earths the matter? demanded Jimmy. You go out of here caroling like a song-bird, and you come back moaning like a lost soul. Whats happened?

Give me a brandy-and-soda, Pitt, old man. Theres a good chap. Im in a fearful hole.

Why? Whats the matter?

Im engaged, groaned his lordship.

Engaged! I wish youd explain. What on earths wrong with you? Dont you want to be engaged? Whats your — ?

He broke off, as a sudden, awful suspicion dawned upon him. Who is she? he cried.

He gripped the stricken peers shoulder, and shook it savagely. Unfortunately, he selected the precise moment when the latter was in the act of calming his quivering nerve-centers with a gulp of brandy-and-soda, and for the space of some two minutes it seemed as if the engagement would be broken off by the premature extinction of the Dreever line. A long and painful fit of coughing, however, ended with his lordship still alive and on the road to recovery.

He eyed Jimmy reproachfully, but Jimmy was in no mood for apologies.

Who is she? he kept demanding. Whats her name?

Might have killed me! grumbled the convalescent.

Who is she?

What? Why, Miss McEachern.

Jimmy had known what the answer would be, but it was scarcely less of a shock for that reason.

Miss McEachern? he echoed.

Lord Dreever nodded a somber nod.

Youre engaged to her?

Another somber nod.

I dont believe it, said Jimmy.

I wish I didnt, said his lordship wistfully, ignoring the slight rudeness of the remark. But, worse luck, its true.

For the first time since the disclosure of the name, Jimmys attention was directed to the remarkable demeanor of his successful rival.

You dont seem over-pleased, he said.

Pleased! Have a fiver each way on pleased! No, Im not exactly leaping with joy.

Then, what the devil is it all about? What do you mean? Whats the idea? If you dont want to marry Miss McEachern, why did you propose to her?

Lord Dreever closed his eyes.

Dear old boy, dont! Its my uncle.

Your uncle?

Didnt I explain it all to you — about him wanting me to marry? You know! I told you the whole thing.

Jimmy stared in silence.

Do you mean to say — ? he said, slowly.

He stopped. It was a profanation to put the thing into words.

What, old man?

Jimmy gulped.

Do you mean to say you want to marry Miss McEachern simply because she has money? he said.

It was not the first time that he had heard of a case of a British peer marrying for such a reason, but it was the first time that the thing had filled him with horror. In some circumstances, things come home more forcibly to us.

Its not me, old man, murmured his lordship; its my uncle.

Your uncle! Good God! Jimmy clenched his hands, despairingly. Do you mean to say that you let your uncle order you about in a thing like this? Do you mean to say youre such a — such a — such a gelatine — backboneless worm—

Old man! I say! protested his lordship, wounded.

Id call you a wretched knock-kneed skunk, only I dont want to be fulsome. I hate flattering a man to his face.

Lord Dreever, deeply pained, half-rose from his seat.

Dont get up, urged Jimmy, smoothly. I couldnt trust myself. His lordship subsided hastily. He was feeling alarmed. He had never seen this side of Jimmys character. At first, he had been merely aggrieved and disappointed. He had expected sympathy. How, the matter had become more serious. Jimmy was pacing the room like a young and hungry tiger. At present, it was true, there was a billiard-table between them; but his lordship felt that he could have done with good, stout bars. He nestled in his seat with the earnest concentration of a limpet on a rock. It would be deuced bad form, of course, for Jimmy to assault his host, but could Jimmy be trusted to remember the niceties of etiquette?

Why the devil she accepted you, I cant think, said Jimmy half to himself, stopping suddenly, and glaring across the table.

Lord Dreever felt relieved. This was not polite, perhaps, but at least it was not violent.

Thats what beats me, too, old man, he said.

Between you and me, its a jolly rum business. This afternoon—

What about this afternoon?

Why, she wouldnt have me at any price.

You asked her this afternoon?

Yes, and it was all right then. She refused me like a bird. Wouldnt hear of it. Came damn near laughing in my face. And then, to-night, he went on, his voice squeaky at the thought of his wrongs, my uncle sends for me, and says shes changed her mind and is waiting for me in the morning-room. I go there, and she tells me in about three words that shes been thinking it over and that the whole fearful thing is on again. I call it jolly rough on a chap. I felt such a frightful ass, you know. I didnt know what to do, whether to kiss her, I mean—

Jimmy snorted violently.

Eh? said his lordship, blankly.

Go on, said Jimmy, between his teeth.

I felt a fearful fool, you know. I just said Right ho! or something — dashed if I know now what I did say — and legged it. Its a jolly rum business, the whole thing. It isnt as if she wanted me. I could see that with half an eye. She doesnt care a hang for me. Its my belief, old man, he said solemnly, that shes been badgered into it, I believe my uncles been at her.

Jimmy laughed shortly.

My dear man, you seem to think your uncles persuasive influence is universal. I guess its confined to you.

Well, anyhow, I believe thats whats happened. What do you say?

Why say anything? There doesnt seem to be much need.

He poured some brandy into a glass, and added a little soda.

You take it pretty stiff, observed his lordship, with a touch of envy.

On occasion, said Jimmy, emptying the glass.


CHAPTER XVIII. THE LOCHINVAR METHOD
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AS JIMMY SAT smoking a last cigarette in his bedroom before going to bed that night, Spike Mullins came in. Jimmy had been thinking things over. He was one of those men who are at their best in a losing game. Imminent disaster always had the effect of keying him up and putting an edge on his mind. The news he had heard that night had left him with undiminished determination, but conscious that a change of method would be needed. He must stake all on a single throw now. Young Lochinvar rather than Romeo must be his model. He declined to believe himself incapable of getting anything that he wanted as badly as he wanted Molly. He also declined to believe that she was really attached to Lord Dreever. He suspected the hand of McEachern in the affair, though the suspicion did not clear up the mystery by any means. Molly was a girl of character, not a feminine counterpart of his lordship, content meekly to do what she was told in a matter of this kind. The whole thing puzzled him.

Well, Spike? he said.

He was not too pleased at the interruption. He was thinking, and he wanted to be alone.

Something appeared to have disturbed Spike. His bearing was excited.

Say, boss! Guess what. You know dat guy dat come dis afternoon — de guy from de village, dat came wit old man McEachern?

Galer? said Jimmy. What about him?

There had been an addition to the guests at the castle that afternoon. Mr. McEachern, walking in the village, had happened upon an old New York acquaintance of his, who, touring England, had reached Dreever and was anxious to see the historic castle. Mr. McEachern had brought him thither, introduced him to Sir Thomas, and now Mr. Samuel Galer was occupying a room on the same floor as Jimmys. He had appeared at dinner that night, a short, wooden-faced man, with no more conversation than Hargate. Jimmy had paid little attention to the newcomer.

What about him? he said.

Hes a sleut, boss.

A what?

A sleut.

A detective?

Dats right. A fly cop.

What makes you think that?

Tink! Why, I can tell dem by deir eyes an deir feet, an de whole of dem. I could pick out a fly cop from a bunch of a tousand. Hes a sure nough sleut all right, all right. I seen him rubber in at youse, boss.

At me! Why at me? Why, of course. I see now. Our friend McEachern has got him in to spy on us.

Dats right, boss.

Of course, you may be mistaken.

Not me, boss. An, say, he aint de only one.

What, more detectives? Theyll have to put up House Full boards, at this rate. Whos the other?

A mug whats down in de soivants hall. I wasnt so sure of him at foist, but now Im onto his curves. Hes a sleut all right. Hes vally to Sir Tummas, dis second mug is. But he aint no vally. Hes come to see no one dont get busy wit de jools. Say, what do youse tink of dem jools, boss?

Finest I ever saw.

Yes, dats right. A hundred tousand plunks dey set him back. Deyre de limit, aint dey? Say, wont youse really — ?

Spike! Im surprised at you! Do you know, youre getting a regular Mephistopheles, Spike? Suppose I hadnt an iron will, what would happen? You really must select your subjects of conversation more carefully. Youre bad company for the likes of me.

Spike shuffled despondently.

But, boss — !

Jimmy shook his head.

It cant be done, my lad.

But it can, boss, protested Spike. Its dead easy. Ive been up to de room, an I seen de box what de jools is kept in. Why, its de softest ever! We could get dem as easy as pullin de plug out of a bottle. Why, say, deres never been such a peach of a place for gittin hold of de stuff as dis house. Dats right, boss. Why, look what I got dis afternoon, just snoopin around an not really tryin to git busy at all. It was just lyin about.

He plunged his hand into his pocket, and drew it out again. As he unclosed his fingers, Jimmy caught the gleam of precious stones.

What the — ! he gasped.

Spike was looking at his treasure-trove with an air of affectionate proprietorship.

Where on earth did you get those? asked Jimmy.

Out of one of de rooms. Dey belonged to one of de loidies. It was de easiest old ting ever, boss. I just went in when dere was nobody around, an dere dey was on de toible. I never butted into anytin so soft.

Spike!

Yes, boss?

Do you remember the room you took them from?

Sure. It was de foist on de—

Then, just listen to me for a moment, my bright boy. When were at breakfast to-morrow, you want to go to that room and put those things back — all of them, mind you — just where you found them. Do you understand?

Spikes jaw had fallen.

Put dem back, boss! he faltered.

Every single one of them.

Boss! said Spike, plaintively.

Remember. Every single one of them, just where it belongs. See?

Very well, boss.

The dejection in his voice would have moved the sternest to pity. Gloom had enveloped Spikes spirit. The sunlight had gone out of his life.

It had also gone out of the lives of a good many other people at the castle. This was mainly due to the growing shadow of the day of the theatricals.

For pure discomfort, there are few things in the world that can compete with the final rehearsals of an amateur theatrical performance at a country-house. Every day, the atmosphere becomes more heavily charged with restlessness and depression. The producer of the piece, especially if he be also the author of it, develops a sort of intermittent insanity. He plucks at his mustache, if he has one: at his hair, if he has not. He mutters to himself. He gives vent to occasional despairing cries. The soothing suavity that marked his demeanor in the earlier rehearsals disappears. He no longer says with a winning smile, Splendid, old man, splendid. Couldnt be better. But I think well take that over just once more, if you dont mind. Instead, he rolls his eyes, and snaps out, Once more, please. Thisll never do. At this rate, we might just as well cut out the show altogether. Whats that? No, it wont be all right on the night! Now, then, once more; and do pull yourselves together this time. After this, the scene is sulkily resumed; and conversation, when the parties concerned meet subsequently, is cold and strained.

Matters had reached this stage at the castle. Everybody was thoroughly tired of the piece, and, but for the thought of the disappointment which (presumably) would rack the neighboring nobility and gentry if it were not to be produced, would have resigned their places without a twinge of regret. People who had schemed to get the best and longest parts were wishing now that they had been content with First Footman, or Giles, a villager.

Ill never run an amateur show again as long as I live, confided Charteris to Jimmy almost tearfully. Its not good enough. Most of them arent word-perfect yet.

Itll be all right—

Oh, dont say itll be all right on the night.

I wasnt going to, said Jimmy. I was going to say itll be all right after the night. People will soon forget how badly the thing went.

Youre a nice, comforting sort of man, arent you? said Charteris.

Why worry? said Jimmy. If you go on like this, itll be Westminster Abbey for you in your prime. Youll be getting brain-fever.

Jimmy himself was one of the few who were feeling reasonably cheerful. He was deriving a keen amusement at present from the maneuvers of Mr. Samuel Galer, of New York. This lynx-eyed man; having been instructed by Mr. McEachern to watch Jimmy, was doing so with a thoroughness that would have roused the suspicions of a babe. If Jimmy went to the billiard-room after dinner, Mr. Galer was there to keep him company. If, during the course of the day, he had occasion to fetch a handkerchief or a cigarette-case from his bedroom, he was sure, on emerging, to stumble upon Mr. Galer in the corridor. The employees of Dodsons Private Inquiry Agency believed in earning their salaries.

Occasionally, after these encounters, Jimmy would come upon Sir Thomas Blunts valet, the other man in whom Spikes trained eye had discerned the distinguishing marks of the sleuth. He was usually somewhere round the corner at these moments, and, when collided with, apologized with great politeness. Jimmy decided that he must have come under suspicion in this case vicariously, through Spike. Spike in the servants hall would, of course, stand out conspicuously enough to catch the eye of a detective on the look out for sin among the servants; and he himself, as Spikes employer, had been marked down as a possible confederate.

It tickled him to think that both these giant brains should be so greatly exercised on his account.

He had been watching Molly closely during these days. So far, no announcement of the engagement had been made. It struck him that possibly it was being reserved for public mention on the night of the theatricals. The whole county would be at the castle then. There could be no more fitting moment. He sounded Lord Dreever, and the latter said moodily that he was probably right.

Theres going to be a dance of sorts after the show, he said, and itll be done then, I suppose. No getting out of it after that. Itll be all over the county. Trust my uncle for that. Hell get on a table, and shout it, shouldnt wonder. And itll be in the Morning Post next day, and Katiell see it! Only two days more, oh, lord!

Jimmy deduced that Katie was the Savoy girl, concerning whom his lordship had vouchsafed no particulars save that she was a ripper and hadnt a penny.

Only two days! Like the battle of Waterloo, it was going to be a close-run affair. More than ever now, he realized how much Molly meant to him; and there were moments when it seemed to him that she, too, had begun to understand. That night on the terrace seemed somehow to have changed their relationship. He thought he had got closer to her. They were in touch. Before, she had been frank, cheerful, unembarrassed. Now, he noticed a constraint in her manner, a curious shyness. There was a barrier between them, but it was not the old barrier. He had ceased to be one of a crowd.

But it was a race against time. The first day slipped by, a blank, and the second; till, now, it was but a matter of hours. The last afternoon had come.

Not even Mr. Samuel Galer, of Dodsons Private Inquiry Agency, could have kept a more unflagging watch than did Jimmy during those hours. There was no rehearsal that afternoon, and the members of the company, in various stages of nervous collapse, strayed distractedly about the grounds. First one, then another, would seize upon Molly, while Jimmy, watching from afar, cursed their pertinacity.

At last, she wondered off alone, and Jimmy, quitting his ambush, followed.

She walked in the direction of the lake. It had been a terribly hot, oppressive afternoon. There was thunder in the air. Through the trees, the lake glittered invitingly.

She was standing at the waters edge when Jimmy came up. Her back was turned. She was rocking with her foot a Canadian canoe that lay alongside the bank. She started as he spoke. His feet on the soft turf had made no sound.

Can I take you out on the lake? he said.

She did not answer for a moment. She was plainly confused.

Im sorry, she said. I — Im waiting for lord Dreever.

Jimmy saw that she was nervous. There was tension in the air. She was looking away from him, out across the lake, and her face was flushed.

Wont you? he said.

Im sorry, she said again.

Jimmy looked over his shoulder. Down the lower terrace was approaching the long form of his lordship. He walked with pensive jerkiness, not as one hurrying to a welcome tryst. As Jimmy looked, he vanished behind the great clump of laurels that stood on the lowest terrace. In another minute, he would reappear round them.

Gently, but with extreme dispatch, Jimmy placed a hand on either side of Mollys waist. The next moment, he had swung her off her feet, and lowered her carefully to the cushions in the bow of the canoe.

Then, jumping in himself with a force that made the boat rock, he loosened the mooring-rope, seized the paddle, and pushed off.


CHAPTER XIX. ON THE LAKE

[image: img129.jpg]

IN MAKING LOVE, as in every other branch of life, consistency is the quality most to be aimed at. To hedge is fatal. A man must choose the line of action that he judges to be best suited to his temperament, and hold to it without deviation. If Lochinvar snatches the maiden up on his saddle-bow, he must continue in that vein. He must not fancy that, having accomplished the feat, he can resume the episode on lines of devotional humility. Prehistoric man, who conducted his courtship with a club, never fell into the error of apologizing when his bride complained of headache.

Jimmy did not apologize. The idea did not enter his mind. He was feeling prehistoric. His heart was beating fast, and his mind was in a whirl, but the one definite thought that came to him during the first few seconds of the journey was that he ought to have done this earlier. This was the right way. Pick her up and carry her off, and leave uncles and fathers and butter-haired peers of the realm to look after themselves. This was the way. Alone together in their own little world of water, with nobody to interrupt and nobody to overhear! He should have done it before. He had wasted precious, golden time, hanging about while futile men chattered to her of things that could not possibly be of interest. But he had done the right thing at last. He had got her. She must listen to him now. She could not help listening. They were the only inhabitants of this new world.

He looked back over his shoulder at the world they had left. The last of the Dreevers had rounded the clump of laurels, and was standing at the edge of the water, gazing perplexedly after the retreating canoe.

These poets put a thing very neatly sometimes, said Jimmy reflectively, as he dug the paddle into the water. The man who said, Distance lends enchantment to the view, for instance. Dreever looks quite nice when you see him as far away as this, with a good strip of water in between.

Molly, gazing over the side of the boat into the lake, abstained from feasting her eyes on the picturesque spectacle.

Why did you do it? she said, in a low voice.

Jimmy shipped the paddle, and allowed the canoe to drift. The ripple of the water against the prow sounded clear and thin in the stillness. The world seemed asleep. The sun blazed down, turning the water to flame. The air was hot, with the damp electrical heat that heralds a thunderstorm. Mollys face looked small and cool in the shade of her big hat. Jimmy, as he watched her, felt that he had done well. This was, indeed, the way.

Why did you do it? she said again.

I had to.

Take me back.

No.

He took up the paddle, and placed a broader strip of water between the two worlds; then paused once more.

I have something to say to you first, he said.

She did not answer. He looked over his shoulder again. His lordship had disappeared.

Do you mind if I smoke?

She nodded. He filled his pipe carefully, and lighted it. The smoke moved sluggishly up through the still air. There was a long silence. A fish jumped close by, falling back in a shower of silver drops. Molly started at the sound, and half-turned.

That was a fish, she said, as a child might have done.

Jimmy knocked the ashes out of his pipe.

What made you do it? he asked abruptly, echoing her own question.

She drew her fingers slowly through the water without speaking.

You know what I mean. Dreever told me.

She looked up with a flash of spirit, which died away as she spoke.

What right? She stopped, and looked away again.

None, said Jimmy. But I wish you would tell me.

She hung her head. Jimmy bent forward, and touched her hand.

Dont he said; for Gods sake, dont! You mustnt.

I must, she said, miserably.

You shant. Its wicked.

I must. Its no good talking about it. Its too late.

Its not. You must break it off to-day.

She shook her head. Her fingers still dabbled mechanically in the water. The sun was hidden now behind a gray veil, which deepened into a sullen black over the hill behind the castle. The heat had grown more oppressive, with a threat of coming storm.

What made you do it? he asked again.

Dont lets talk about it ... Please!

He had a momentary glimpse of her face. There were tears in her eyes. At the sight, his self-control snapped.

You shant, he cried. Its ghastly. I wont let you. You must understand now. You must know what you are to me. Do you think I shall let you — ?

A low growl of thunder rumbled through the stillness, like the muttering of a sleepy giant. The black cloud that had hung over the hill had crept closer. The heat was stifling. In the middle of the lake, some fifty yards distant, lay the island, cool and mysterious in the gathering darkness.

Jimmy broke off, and seized the paddle.

On this side of the island was a boathouse, a little creek covered over with boards and capable of sheltering an ordinary rowboat. He ran the canoe in just as the storm began, and turned her broadside on, so that they could watch the rain, which was sweeping over the lake in sheets.

He began to speak again, more slowly now.

I think I loved you from the first day I saw you on the ship. And, then, I lost you. I found you again by a miracle, and lost you again. I found you here by another miracle, but this time I am not going to lose you. Do you think Im going to stand by and see you taken from me by — by—

He took her hand.

Molly, you cant love him. It isnt possible. If I thought you did, I wouldnt try to spoil your happiness. Id go away. But you dont. You cant. Hes nothing. Molly!

The canoe rocked as he leaned toward her.

Molly!

She said nothing; but, for the first time, her eyes met his, clear and unwavering. He could read fear in them, fear — not of himself, of something vague, something he could not guess at. But they shone with a light that conquered the fear as the sun conquers fire; and he drew her to him, and kissed her again and again, murmuring incoherently.

Suddenly, she wrenched herself away, struggling like some wild thing. The boat plunged.

I cant, she cried in a choking voice. I mustnt. Oh, I cant!

He stretched out a hand, and clutched at the rail than ran along the wall. The plunging ceased. He turned. She had hidden her face, and was sobbing, quietly, with the forlorn hopelessness of a lost child.

He made a movement toward her, but drew back. He felt dazed.

The rain thudded and splashed on the wooden roof. A few drops trickled through a crack in the boards. He took off his coat, and placed it gently over her shoulders.

Molly!

She looked up with wet eyes.

Molly, dear, what is it?

I mustnt. It isnt right.

I dont understand.

I mustnt, Jimmy.

He moved cautiously forward, holding the rail, till he was at her side, and took her in his arms.

What is it, dear? Tell me.

She clung to him without speaking.

You arent worrying about him, are you — about Dreever? Theres nothing to worry about. Itll be quite easy and simple. Ill tell him, if you like. He knows you dont care for him; and, besides, theres a girl in London that he—

No, no. Its not that.

What is it, dear? Whats troubling you?

Jimmy— She stopped.

He waited.

Yes?

Jimmy, my father wouldnt — father — father — doesnt—

Doesnt like me?

She nodded miserably.

A great wave of relief swept over Jimmy. He had imagined — he hardly knew what he had imagined: some vast, insuperable obstacle; some tremendous catastrophe, whirling them asunder. He could have laughed aloud in his happiness. So, this was it, this was the cloud that brooded over them — that Mr. McEachern did not like him! The angel, guarding Eden with a fiery sword, had changed into a policeman with a truncheon.

He must learn to love me, he said, lightly.

She looked at him hopelessly. He could not see; he could not understand. And how could she tell him? Her fathers words rang in her brain. He was crooked. He was here on some game. He was being watched. But she loved him, she loved him! Oh, how could she make him understand?

She clung tighter to him, trembling. He became serious again. Dear, you mustnt worry, he said. It cant be helped. Hell come round. Once were married—

No, no. Oh, cant you understand? I couldnt, I couldnt!

Jimmys face whitened. He looked at her anxiously.

But, dear! he said. You cant — do you mean to say — will that— he searched for a word-stop you? he concluded.

It must, she whispered.

A cold hand clutched at his heart. His world was falling to pieces, crumbling under his eyes.

But — but you love me, he said, slowly. It was as if he were trying to find the key to a puzzle. I — dont see.

You couldnt. You cant. Youre a man. You dont know. Its so different for a man! Hes brought up all his life with the idea of leaving home. He goes away naturally.

But, dear, you couldnt live at home all your life. Whoever you married—

But this would be different. Father would never speak to me again. I should never see him again. He would go right out of my life. Jimmy, I couldnt. A girl cant cut away twenty years of her life, and start fresh like that. I should be haunted. I should make you miserable. Every day, a hundred little things would remind me of him, and I shouldnt be strong enough to resist them. You dont know how fond he is of me, how good he has always been. Ever since I can remember, weve been such friends. Youve only seen the outside of him, and I know how different that is from what he really is. All his life he has thought only of me. He has told me things about himself which nobody else dreams of, and I know that all these years he has been working just for me. Jimmy, you dont hate me for saying this, do you?

Go on, he said, drawing her closer to him.

I cant remember my mother. She died when I was quite little. So, he and I have been the only ones — till you came.

Memories of those early days crowded her mind as she spoke, making her voice tremble; half-forgotten trifles, many of them, fraught with the glamour and fragrance of past happiness.

We have always been together. He trusted me, and I trusted him, and we saw things through together. When I was ill, he used to sit up all night with me, night after night. Once — Id only got a little fever, really, but I thought I was terribly bad — I heard him come in late, and called out to him, and he came straight in, and sat and held my hand all through the night; and it was only by accident I found out later that it had been raining and that he was soaked through. It might have killed him. We were partners, Jimmy, dear. I couldnt do anything to hurt him now, could I? It wouldnt be square.

Jimmy had turned away his head, for fear his face might betray what he was feeling. He was in a hell of unreasoning jealousy. He wanted her, body and soul, and every word she said bit like a raw wound. A moment before, and he had felt that she belonged to him. Now, in the first shock of reaction, he saw himself a stranger, an intruder, a trespasser on holy ground.

She saw the movement, and her intuition put her in touch with his thoughts.

No, no, she cried; no, Jimmy, not that!

Their eyes met, and he was satisfied.

They sat there, silent. The rain had lessened its force, and was falling now in a gentle shower. A strip of blue sky, pale and watery, showed through the gray over the hills. On the island close behind them, a thrush had begun to sing.

What are we to do? she said, at last. What can we do?

We must wait, he said. It will all come right. It must. Nothing can stop us now.

The rain had ceased. The blue had routed the gray, and driven it from the sky. The sun, low down in the west, shone out bravely over the lake. The air was cool and fresh.

Jimmys spirits rose with a bound. He accepted the omen. This was the world as it really was, smiling and friendly, not gray, as he had fancied it. He had won. Nothing could alter that. What remained to be done was trivial. He wondered how he could ever have allowed it to weigh upon him.

After awhile, he pushed the boat out of its shelter on to the glittering water, and seized the paddle.

We must be getting back, he said. I wonder what the time is. I wish we could stay out forever. But it must be late. Molly!

Yes?

Whatever happens, youll break off this engagement with Dreever? Shall I tell him? I will if you like.

No, I will. Ill write him a note, if I dont see him before dinner.

Jimmy paddled on a few strokes.

Its no good, he said suddenly, I cant keep it in. Molly, do you mind if I sing a bar or two? Ive got a beastly voice, but Im feeling rather happy. Ill stop as soon as I can.

He raised his voice discordantly.

Covertly, from beneath the shade of her big hat, Molly watched him with troubled eyes. The sun had gone down behind the hills, and the water had ceased to glitter. There was a suggestion of chill in the air. The great mass of the castle frowned down upon them, dark and forbidding in the dim light.

She shivered.


CHAPTER XX. A LESSON IN PICQUET
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LORD DREEVER, MEANWHILE, having left the waterside, lighted a cigarette, and proceeded to make a reflective tour of the grounds. He felt aggrieved with the world. Mollys desertion in the canoe with Jimmy did not trouble him: he had other sorrows. One is never at ones best and sunniest when one has been forced by a ruthless uncle into abandoning the girl one loves and becoming engaged to another, to whom one is indifferent. Something of a jaundiced tinge stains ones outlook on life in such circumstances. Moreover, Lord Dreever was not by nature an introspective young man, but, examining his position as he walked along, he found himself wondering whether it was not a little unheroic. He came to the conclusion that perhaps it was. Of course, Uncle Thomas could make it deucedly unpleasant for him if he kicked. That was the trouble. If only he had even — say, a couple of thousands a year of his own — he might make a fight for it. But, dash it, Uncle Tom could cut off supplies to such a frightful extent, if there was trouble, that he would have to go on living at Dreever indefinitely, without so much as a fearful quid to call his own.

Imagination boggled at the prospect. In the summer and autumn, when there was shooting, his lordship was not indisposed to a stay at the home of his fathers. But all the year round! Better a broken heart inside the radius than a sound one in the country in the winter.

But, by gad! mused his lordship; if I had as much as a couple — yes, dash it, even a couple of thousand a year, Id chance it, and ask Katie to marry me, dashed if I wouldnt!

He walked on, drawing thoughtfully at his cigarette. The more he reviewed the situation, the less he liked it. There was only one bright spot in it, and this was the feeling that now money must surely get a shade less tight. Extracting the precious ore from Sir Thomas hitherto had been like pulling back-teeth out of a bull-dog. But, now, on the strength of this infernal engagement, surely the uncle might reasonably be expected to scatter largesse to some extent.

His lordship was just wondering whether, if approached in a softened mood, the other might not disgorge something quite big, when a large, warm rain-drop fell on his hand. From the bushes round about came an ever increasing patter. The sky was leaden.

He looked round him for shelter. He had reached the rose-garden in the course of his perambulations. At the far end was a summerhouse. He turned up his coat-collar, and ran.

As he drew near, he heard a slow and dirge-like whistling proceeding from the interior. Plunging in out of breath, just as the deluge began, he found Hargate seated at the little wooden table with an earnest expression on his face. The table was covered with cards. Hargate had not yet been compelled to sprain his wrist, having adopted the alternative of merely refusing invitations to play billiards.

Hello, Hargate, said his lordship. Isnt it coming down, by Jove!

Hargate glanced up, nodded without speaking, and turned his attention to the cards once more. He took one from the pack in his left hand, looked at it, hesitated for a moment, as if doubtful whereabouts on the table it would produce the most artistic effect; and finally put it face upward. Then, he moved another card from the table, and put it on top of the other one. Throughout the performance, he whistled painfully.

His lordship regarded his guest with annoyance.

That looks frightfully exciting, he said, disparagingly. What are you playing at? Patience?

Hargate nodded again, this time without looking up.

Oh, dont sit there looking like a frog, said Lord Dreever, irritably. Talk, man.

Hargate gathered up the cards, and proceeded to shuffle them in a meditative manner, whistling the while.

Oh, stop it! said his lordship.

Hargate nodded, and obediently put down the deck.

Look here. said Lord Dreever, this is boring me stiff. Lets have a game of something. Anything to pass away the time. Curse this rain! We shall be cooped up here till dinner at this rate. Ever played picquet? I could teach it you in five minutes.

A look almost of awe came into Hargates face, the look of one who sees a miracle performed before his eyes. For years, he had been using all the large stock of diplomacy at his command to induce callow youths to play picquet with him, and here was this — admirable young man, this pearl among young men, positively offering to teach him the game. It was too much happiness. What had he done to deserve this? He felt as a toil-worn lion might feel if some antelope, instead of making its customary bee-line for the horizon, were to trot up and insert its head between his jaws.

I — I shouldnt mind being shown the idea, he said.

He listened attentively while Lord Dreever explained at some length the principles that govern the game of picquet. Every now and then, he asked a question. It was evident that he was beginning to grasp the idea of the game.

What exactly is re-piquing? he asked, as his, lordship paused.

Its like this, said his lordship, returning to his lecture.

Yes, I see now, said the neophyte.

They began playing. Lord Dreever, as was only to be expected in a contest between teacher and student, won the first two hands. Hargate won the next.

Ive got the hang of it all right now, he said, complacently. Its a simple sort of game. Make it more exciting, dont you think, if we played for something?

All right, said Lord Dreever slowly, if you like.

He would not have suggested it himself, but, after all, dash it, if the man really asked for it — It was not his fault if the winning of a hand should have given the fellow the impression that he knew all there was to be known about picquet. Of course, picquet was a game where skill was practically bound to win. But — after all, Hargate probably had plenty of money. He could afford it.

All right, said his lordship again. How much?

Something fairly moderate? Ten bob a hundred?

There is no doubt that his lordship ought at this suggestion to have corrected the novices notion that ten shillings a hundred was fairly moderate. He knew that it was possible for a poor player to lose four hundred points in a twenty minutes game, and usual for him to lose two hundred. But he let the thing go.

Very well, he said.

Twenty minutes later, Hargate was looking some-what ruefully at the score-sheet. I owe you eighteen shillings, he said. Shall I pay you now, or shall we settle up in a lump after weve finished?

What about stopping now? said Lord Dreever. Its quite fine out.

No, lets go on. Ive nothing to do till dinner, and I dont suppose you have.

His lordships conscience made one last effort.

Youd much better stop, you know, Hargate, really, he said. You can lose a frightful lot at this game.

My dear Dreever, said Hargate stiffly, I can look after myself, thanks. Of course, if you think you are risking too much, by all means—

Oh, if you dont mind, said his lordship, outraged, Im only too frightfully pleased. Only, remember I warned you.

Ill bear it in mind. By the way, before we start, care to make it a sovereign a hundred?

Lord Dreever could not afford to play picquet for a sovereign a hundred, or, indeed, to play picquet for money at all; but, after his adversarys innuendo, it was impossible for a young gentleman of spirit to admit the humiliating fact. He nodded.

About time, I fancy, said Hargate, looking at his watch an hour later, that we were going in to dress for dinner.

His lordship, made no reply. He was wrapped in thought.

Lets see, thats twenty pounds you owe me, isnt it? continued Hargate. Shocking bad luck you had!

They went out into the rose-garden.

Jolly everything smells after the rain, said Hargate, who seemed to have struck a conversational patch. Freshened everything up.

His lordship did not appear to have noticed it. He seemed to be thinking of something else. His air was pensive and abstracted.

Theres just time, said Hargate, looking at his watch again, for a short stroll. I want to have a talk with you.

Oh! said Lord Dreever.

His air did not belie his feelings. He looked pensive, and was pensive. It was deuced awkward, this twenty pounds business.

Hargate was watching him covertly. It was his business to know other peoples business, and he knew that Lord Dreever was impecunious, and depended for supplies entirely on a prehensile uncle. For the success of the proposal he was about to make, he depended on this fact.

Whos this man Pitt? asked Hargate.

Oh, pal of mine, said his lordship. Why?

I cant stand the fellow.

I think hes a good chap, said his lordship. In fact, remembering Jimmys Good Samaritanism, I know he is. Why dont you like him?

I dont know. I dont.

Oh? said his lordship, indifferently. He was in no mood to listen to the likes and dislikes of other men.

Look here, Dreever, said Hargate, I want you to do something for me. I want you to get Pitt out of the place.

Lord Dreever eyed his guest curiously.

Eh? he said.

Hargate repeated his remark.

You seem to have mapped out quite a program for me, said Lord Dreever.

Get him out of it, continued Hargate vehemently. Jimmys prohibition against billiards had hit him hard. He was suffering the torments of Tantalus. The castle was full of young men of the kind to whom he most resorted, easy marks every one; and here he was, simply through Jimmy, careened like a disabled battleship. It was maddening. Make him go. You invited him here. He doesnt expect to stop indefinitely, I suppose? If you left, hed have to, too. What you must do is to go back to London to-morrow. You can easily make some excuse. Hell have to go with you. Then, you can drop him in London, and come back. Thats what you must do.

A delicate pink flush might have been seen to spread itself over Lord Dreevers face. He began to look like an angry rabbit. He had not a great deal of pride in his composition, but the thought of the ignominious role that Hargate was sketching out for him stirred what he had to its shallow bottom. Talking on, Hargate managed to add the last straw.

Of course, he said, that money you lost to me at picquet — what was it? Twenty? Twenty pounds, wasnt it? Well, we would look on that as canceled, of course. That will be all right.

His lordship exploded.

Will it? he cried, pink to the ears. Will it, by George? Ill pay you every frightful penny of it to-morrow, and then you can clear out, instead of Pitt. What do you take me for, I should like to know?

A fool, if you refuse my offer.

Ive a jolly good mind to give you a most frightful kicking.

I shouldnt try, if I were you. Its not the sort of game youd shine at. Better stick to picquet.

If you think I cant pay your rotten money—

I do. But, if you can, so much the better. Money is always useful.

I may be a fool in some ways—

You understate it, my dear man.

 — but Im not a cad.

Youre getting quite rosy, Dreever. Wrath is good for the complexion.

And, if you think you can bribe me, you never made a bigger mistake in your life.

Yes, I did, said Hargate, when I thought you had some glimmerings of intelligence. But, if it gives you any pleasure to behave like the juvenile lead in a melodrama, by all means do. Personally, I shouldnt have thought the game would be worth the candle. But, if your keen sense of honor compels you to pay the twenty pounds, all right. You mentioned to-morrow? That will suit me. So, well let it go it at that.

He walked off, leaving Lord Dreever filled with the comfortable glow that comes to the weak man who for once has displayed determination. He felt that he must not go back from his dignified standpoint. That money would have to be paid, and on the morrow. Hargate was the sort of man who could, and would, make it exceedingly unpleasant for him if he failed. A debt of honor was not a thing to be trifled with.

But he felt quite safe. He knew he could get the money when he pleased. It showed, he reflected philosophically, how out of evil cometh good. His greater misfortune, the engagement, would, as it were, neutralize the less, for it was ridiculous to suppose that Sir Thomas, having seen his ends accomplished, and being presumably in a spacious mood in consequence, would not be amenable to a request for a mere twenty pounds.

He went on into the hall. He felt strong and capable. He had shown Hargate the stuff there was in him. He was Spennie Dreever, the man of blood and iron, the man with whom it were best not to trifle. But it was really, come to think of it, uncommonly lucky that he was engaged to Molly. He recoiled from the idea of attempting, unfortified by that fact, to extract twenty pounds from Sir Thomas for a card-debt.

In the hall, he met Saunders.

I have been looking for your lordship, said the butler.

Eh? Well, here I am.

Just so, your lordship. Miss McEachern entrusted me with this note to deliver to you in the event of her not being hable to see you before dinner personally, your lordship.

Right ho. Thanks.

He started to go upstairs, opening the envelope as he went. What could the girl be writing to him about? Surely, she wasnt going to start sending him love-letters, or any of that frightful rot? Deuced difficult it would be to play up to that sort of thing!

He stopped on the first landing to read the note, and at the opening line his jaw fell. The envelope fluttered to the ground.

Oh, my sainted aunt! he moaned, clutching at the banisters. Now, I am in the soup!


CHAPTER XXI. LOATHSOME GIFTS
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THERE ARE DOUBTLESS men so constructed that they can find themselves accepted suitors without any particular whirl of emotion. King Solomon probably belonged to this class, and even Henry the Eighth must have become a trifle blase in time. But, to the average man, the sensations are complex and overwhelming. A certain stunned feeling is perhaps predominant. Blended with this is relief, the relief of a general who has brought a difficult campaign to a successful end, or of a member of a forlorn hope who finds that the danger is over and that he is still alive. To this must be added a newly born sense of magnificence. Our suspicion that we were something rather out of the ordinary run of men is suddenly confirmed. Our bosom heaves with complacency, and the world has nothing more to offer.

With some, there is an alloy of apprehension in the metal of their happiness, and the strain of an engagement sometimes brings with it even a faint shadow of regret. She makes me buy things, one swain, in the third quarter of his engagement, was overheard to moan to a friend. Two new ties only yesterday. He seemed to be debating with himself whether human nature could stand the strain.

But, whatever tragedies may cloud the end of the period, its beginning at least is bathed in sunshine.

Jimmy, regarding his lathered face in the glass as he dressed for dinner that night, marveled at the excellence of this best of all possible worlds.

No doubts disturbed him. That the relations between Mr. McEachern and himself offered a permanent bar to his prospects, he did not believe. For the moment, he declined to consider the existence of the ex-constable at all. In a world that contained Molly, there was no room for other people. They were not in the picture. They did not exist.

To him, musing contentedly over the goodness of life, there entered, in the furtive manner habitual to that unreclaimed buccaneer, Spike Mullins. It may have been that Jimmy read his own satisfaction and happiness into the faces of others, but it certainly seemed to him that there was a sort of restrained joyousness about Spikes demeanor. The Bowery boys shuffles on the carpet were almost a dance. His face seemed to glow beneath his crimson hair.

Well, said Jimmy, and how goes the world with young Lord Fitz-Mullins? Spike, have you ever been best man?

Whats dat, boss?

Best man at a wedding. Chap who stands by the bridegroom with a hand on the scruff of his neck to see that he goes through with it. Fellow who looks after everything, crowds the money on to the minister at the end of the ceremony, and then goes off and mayries the first bridesmaid, and lives happily ever.

Spike shook his head.

I aint got no use for gittin married, boss.

Spike, the misogynist! You wait, Spike. Some day, love will awake in your heart, and youll start writing poetry.

Ise not dat kind of mug, boss, protested the Bowery boy. I aint got no use fer goils. Its a mutts game.

This was rank heresy. Jimmy laid down the razor from motives of prudence, and proceeded to lighten Spikes reprehensible darkness.

Spike, youre an ass, he said. You dont know anything about it. If you had any sense at all, youd understand that the only thing worth doing in life is to get married. You bone-headed bachelors make me sick. Think what it would mean to you, having a wife. Think of going out on a cold winters night to crack a crib, knowing that there would be a cup of hot soup waiting for you when you got back, and your slippers all warmed and comfortable. And then shed sit on your knee, and youd tell her how you shot the policeman, and youd examine the swag together — ! Why, I cant imagine anything cozier. Perhaps there would be little Spikes running about the house. Cant you see them jumping with joy as you slid in through the window, and told the great news? Fahzers killed a pleeceman! cry the tiny, eager voices. Candy is served out all round in honor of the event. Golden-haired little Jimmy Mullins, my god-son, gets a dime for having thrown a stone at a plain-clothes detective that afternoon. All is joy and wholesome revelry. Take my word for it, Spike, theres nothing like domesticity.

Dere was a goil once, said Spike, meditatively. Only, I was never her steady. She married a cop.

She wasnt worthy of you, Spike, said Jimmy, sympathetically. A girl capable of going to the bad like that would never have done for you. You must pick some nice, sympathetic girl with a romantic admiration for your line of business. Meanwhile, let me finish shaving, or I shall be late for dinner. Great doings on to-night, Spike.

Spike became animated.

Sure, boss I Dats just what—

If you could collect all the blue blood that will be under this roof to-night, Spike, into one vat, youd be able to start a dyeing-works. Dont try, though. They mightnt like it. By the way, have you seen anything more — of course, you have. What I mean is, have you talked at all with that valet man, the one you think is a detective?

Why, boss, dats just—

I hope for his own sake hes a better performer than my old friend, Galer. That man is getting on my nerves, Spike. He pursues me like a smell-dog. I expect hes lurking out in the passage now. Did you see him?

Did I! Boss! Why—

Jimmy inspected Spike gravely.

Spike, he said, theres something on your mind. Youre trying to say something. What is it? Out with it.

Spikes excitement vented itself in a rush of words.

Gee, boss! Theres bin doins to-night fer fair. Me cocos still buzzin. Sure ting! Why, say, when I was to Sir Tummas dressin-room dis afternoon—

What!

Surest ting you know. Just before de storm come on, when it was all as dark as could be. Well, I was—

Jimmy interrupted.

In Sir Thomass dressing-room! What the—

Spike looked somewhat embarrassed. He grinned apologetically, and shuffled his feet.

Ive got dem, boss! he said, with a smirk.

Got them? Got what?

Dese.

Spike plunged a hand in a pocket, and drew forth in a glittering mass Lady Julia Blunts rope of diamonds.


CHAPTER XXII. TWO OF A TRADE DISAGREE
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ONE HUNDRED TOUSAND plunks, murmured Spike, gazing lovingly at them. I says to myself, de boss aint got no time to be gittin after dem himself. Hes too busy dese days wit jollyin along de swells. So, its up to me, I says, cos de bossll be tickled to deat, all right, all right, if we can git away wit dem. So, I—

Jimmy gave tongue with an energy that amazed his faithful follower. The nightmare horror of the situation had affected him much as a sudden blow in the parts about the waistcoat might have done. But, now, as Spike would have said, he caught up with his breath. The smirk faded slowly from the others face as he listened. Not even in the Bowery, full as it was of candid friends, had he listened to such a trenchant summing-up of his mental and moral deficiencies.

Boss! he protested.

Thats just a sketchy outline, said Jimmy, pausing for breath. I cant do you justice impromptu like this — youre too vast and overwhelming.

But, boss, whats eatin you? Aint youse tickled?

Tickled! Jimmy sawed the air. Tickled! You lunatic! Cant you see what youve done?

Ive got dem, said Spike, whose mind was not readily receptive of new ideas. It seemed to him that Jimmy missed the main point.

Didnt I tell you there was nothing doing when you wanted to take those things the other day?

Spikes face cleared. As he had suspected, Jimmy had missed the point.

Why, say, boss, yes. Sure! But dose was little, dinky tings. Of course, youse wouldnt stand fer swipin chicken-feed like dem. But dese is different. Dese dimonds is boids. Its one hundred tousand plunks fer dese.

Spike, said Jimmy with painful calm.

Huh?

Will you listen for a moment?

Sure.

I know its practically hopeless. To get an idea into your head, one wants a proper outfit — drills, blasting-powder, and so on. But theres just a chance, perhaps, if I talk slowly. Has it occurred to you, Spike, my bonny, blue-eyed Spike, that every other man, more or less, in this stately home of England, is a detective who has probably received instructions to watch you like a lynx? Do you imagine that your blameless past is a sufficient safeguard? I suppose you think that these detectives will say to themselves, Now, whom shall we suspect? We must leave out Spike Mullins, of course, because he naturally wouldnt dream of doing such a thing. It cant be dear old Spike whos got the stuff.

But, boss, interposed Spike brightly, I aint! Dats right. I aint got it. Youse has!

Jimmy looked at the speaker with admiration. After all, there was a breezy delirium about Spikes methods of thought that was rather stimulating when you got used to it. The worst of it was that it did not fit in with practical, everyday life. Under different conditions — say, during convivial evenings at Bloomingdale — he could imagine the Bowery boy being a charming companion. How pleasantly, for instance, such remarks as that last would while away the monotony of a padded cell!

But, laddie, he said with steely affection, listen once more. Reflect! Ponder! Does it not seep into your consciousness that we are, as it were, subtly connected in this house in the minds of certain bad persons? Are we not imagined by Mr. McEachern, for instance, to be working hand-in-hand like brothers? Do you fancy that Mr. McEachern, chatting with his tame sleuth-hound over their cigars, will have been reticent on this point? I think not. How do you propose to baffle that gentlemanly sleuth, Spike, who, I may mention once again, has rarely moved more than two yards away from me since his arrival?

An involuntary chuckle escaped Spike.

Sure, boss, dats all right.

All right, is it? Well, well! What makes you think it is all right?

Why, say, boss, dose sleuts is out of business. A merry grin split Spikes face. Its funny, boss. Gee! Its got a circus skinned! Listen. Deys bin an arrest each other.

Jimmy moodily revised his former view. Even in Bloomingdale, this sort of thing would be coldly received. Genius must ever walk alone. Spike would have to get along without hope of meeting a kindred spirit, another fellow-being in tune with his brain-processes.

Dats right, chuckled Spike. Leastways, it aint.

No, no, said Jimmy, soothingly. I quite understand.

Its dis way, boss. One of dem has bin an arrest de odder mug. Dey had a scrap, each tinkin de odder guy was after de jools, an not knowin dey was bot sleuts, an now one of dems bin an taken de odder off, an — there were tears of innocent joy in Spikes eyes— an locked him into de coal-cellar.

What on earth do you mean?

Spike giggled helplessly.

Listen, boss. Its dis way. Gee! It beat de band! When its all dark cos of de storm comin on, Im in de dressin-room, chasin around fer de jool-box, an just as I gits a line on it, gee! I hears a footstep comin down de passage, very soft, straight fer de door. Was I to de bad? Dats right. I says to meself, heres one of de sleut guys whats bin and got wise to me, an hes comin in to put de grip on me. So, I gits up quick, an I hides behind a coitain. Deres a coitain at de side of de room. Deres dude suits an tings hangin behind it. I chases meself in dere, and stands waitin fer de sleut to come in. Cos den, you see, Im goin to try an get busy before he can see who I am — its pretty dark cos of de storm — an jolt him one on de point of de jaw, an den, while hes down an out, chase meself fer de soivants hall.

Yes? said Jimmy.

Well, dis guy, he gits to de door, an opens it, an Im just gittin ready fer one sudden boist of speed, when dere jumps out from de room on de odder side de passage — you know de room — anodder guy, an gits de rapid strangleholt on de foist mug. Say, wouldnt dat make youse glad you hadnt gone to de circus? Honest, it was better dan Coney Island.

Go on. What happened then?

Dey falls to scrappin good an hard. Dey couldnt see me, an I couldnt see dem, but I could hear dem bumpin about and sluggin each other to beat de band. An, by and by, one of de mugs puts do odder mug to de bad, so dat he goes down and takes de count; an den I hears a click. An I know what dat is. Its one of de gazebos has put de irons on de odder gazebo.

Call them A, and B, suggested Jimmy.

Den I hears him — de foist mug — strike a light, cos its dark dere cos of de storm, an den he says, Got youse, have I? he says. Ive had my eye on youse, tinkin youse was up to sometin of dis kind. Ive bin watching youse! I knew de voice. Its dat mug what calls himself Sir Tummas vally. An de odder—

Jimmy burst into a roar of laughter.

Dont, Spike! This is more than man was meant to stand. Do you mean to tell me it is my bright, brainy, persevering friend Galer who has been handcuffed and locked in the coal-cellar?

Spike grinned broadly.

Sure, dats right, he said.

Its a judgment, said Jimmy, delightedly. Thats what it is! No man has a right to be such a consummate ass as Galer. It isnt decent.

There had been moments when McEacherns faithful employee had filled Jimmy with an odd sort of fury, a kind of hurt pride, almost to the extent of making him wish that he really could have been the desperado McEachern fancied him. Never in his life before had he sat still under a challenge, and this espionage had been one. Behind the clumsy watcher, he had seen always the self-satisfied figure of McEachern. If there had been anything subtle about the man from Dodsons, he could have forgiven him; but there was not. Years of practise had left Spike with a sort of sixth sense as regarded representatives of the law. He could pierce the most cunning disguise. But, in the case of Galer, even Jimmy could detect the detective.

Go on, he said.

Spike proceeded.

Well, de odder mug, de one down an out on de floor wit de irons on—

Galer, in fact, said Jimmy. Handsome, dashing Galer!

Sure. Well, hes too busy catchin up wit his breat to shoot it back swift, but, after hes bin doin de deep-breathin strut for a while, he says, You mutt, he says, youse is to de bad. Youve made a break, you have. Dats right. Surest ting you know. He puts it different, but dats what he means. Im a sleut, he says. Take dese tings off! — meanin de irons. Does de odder mug, de vally gazebo, give him de glad eye? Not sos you could notice it. He gives him de merry ha-ha. He says dat dats de woist tale dats ever bin handed to him. Tell it to Sweeney! he says. I knows youse. Youse woims yourself into de house as a guest, when youse is really after de loidys jools. At dese crool woids, de odder mug, Galer, gits hot under de collar. Im a sure-nough sleut, he says. I blows into dis house at de special request of Mr. McEachern, de American gent. De odder mug hands de lemon again. Tell it to de King of Denmark, he says. Dis cops de limit. Youse has enough gall fer ten strong men, he says. Show me to Mr. McEachern, says Galer. Hell— crouch, is dat it?

Vouch? suggested Jimmy. Meaning give the glad hand to.

Dats right. Vouch. I wondered what he meant at de time. Hell vouch for me, he says. Dat puts him all right, he tinks; but no, hes still in Dutch, cos de vally mug says, Nix on dat! I aint goin to chase around de house wit youse, lookin fer Mr. McEachern. Its youse fer de coal-cellar, me man, an well see what youse has to say when I makes me report to Sir Tummas. Well, dats to de good, says Galer. Tell Sir Tummas. Ill explain to him. Not me! says de vally. Sir Tummas has a hard evenins woik before him, jollyin along de swells whats comin to see dis stoige-piece deyre actin. I aint goin to worry him till hes good and ready. To de coal-cellar fer yours! Gwan! an off dey goes! An I gits busy agin, swipes de jools, an chases meself here.

Jimmy wiped his eyes.

Have you ever heard of poetic justice, Spike? he asked. This is it. But, in this hour of mirth and good-will, we must not forget—

Spike interrupted. Pleased by the enthusiastic reception of his narrative, he proceeded to point out the morals that were to be deduced there-from.

So, youse see, boss, he said, its all to de merry. When dey rubbers for de jools, an finds dem gone, deyll tink dis Galer guy swiped dem. Dey wont tink of us.

Jimmy looked at the speaker gravely.

Of course, said he. What a reasoner you are, Spike! Galer was just opening the door from the outside, by your account, when the valet man sprang at him. Naturally, theyll think that he took the jewels. Especially, as they wont find them on him. A man who can open a locked safe through a closed door is just the sort of fellow who would be able to get rid of the swag neatly while rolling about the floor with the valet. His not having the jewels will make the case all the blacker against him. And what will make them still more certain that he is the thief is that he really is a detective. Spike, you ought to be in some sort of a home, you know.

The Bowery boy looked disturbed.

I didnt tink of dat, boss, he admitted.

Of course not. One cant think of everything. Now, if you will just hand me those diamonds, I will put them back where they belong.

Put dem back, boss!

What else would you propose? Id get you to do it, only I dont think putting things back is quite in your line.

Spike handed over the jewels. The boss was the boss, and what he said went. But his demeanor was tragic, telling eloquently of hopes blighted.

Jimmy took the necklace with something of a thrill. He was a connoisseur of jewels, and a fine gem affected him much as a fine picture affects the artistic. He ran the diamonds through his fingers, then scrutinized them again, more closely this time.

Spike watched him with a slight return of hope. It seemed to him that the boss was wavering. Perhaps, now that he had actually handled the jewels, he would find it impossible to give them up. To Spike, a diamond necklace of cunning workmanship was merely the equivalent of so many plunks; but he knew that there were men, otherwise sane, who valued a jewel for its own sake.

Its a boid of a necklace, boss, he murmured, encouragingly.

It is, said Jimmy; in its way, Ive never seen anything much better. Sir Thomas will be glad to have it back.

Den, youre goin to put it back, boss?

I am, said Jimmy. Ill do it just before the theatricals. There should be a chance, then. Theres one good thing. This afternoons affair will have cleared the air of sleuth-hounds a little.


CHAPTER XXIII. FAMILY JARS
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HILDEBRAND SPENCER POYNT de Burgh John Hannasyde Coombe-Crombie, twelfth Earl of Dreever, was feeling like a toad under the harrow. He read the letter again, but a second perusal made it no better. Very briefly and clearly, Molly had broken off the engagement. She thought it best. She was afraid it could make neither of us happy. All very true, thought his lordship miserably. His sentiments to a T. At the proper time, he would have liked nothing better. But why seize for this declaration the precise moment when he was intending, on the strength of the engagement, to separate his uncle from twenty pounds? That was what rankled. That Molly could have no knowledge of his sad condition did not occur to him. He had a sort of feeling that she ought to have known by instinct. Nature, as has been pointed out, had equipped Hildebrand Spencer Poynt de Burgh with one of those cheap-substitute minds. What passed for brain in him was to genuine gray matter as just-as-good imitation coffee is to real Mocha. In moments of emotion and mental stress, consequently, his reasoning, like Spikes, was apt to be in a class of its own.

He read the letter for the third time, and a gentle perspiration began to form on his forehead. This was awful. The presumable jubilation of Katie, the penniless ripper of the Savoy, when he should present himself to her a free man, did not enter into the mental picture that was unfolding before him. She was too remote. Between him and her lay the fearsome figure of Sir Thomas, rampant, filling the entire horizon. Nor is this to be wondered at. There was probably a brief space during which Perseus, concentrating his gaze upon the monster, did not see Andromeda; and a knight of the Middle Ages, jousting in the Gentlemens Singles for a smile from his lady, rarely allowed the thought of that smile to occupy his whole mind at the moment when his boiler-plated antagonist was descending upon him in the wake of a sharp spear.

So with Spennie Dreever. Bright eyes might shine for him when all was over, but in the meantime what seemed to him more important was that bulging eyes would glare.

If only this had happened later — even a day later! The reckless impulsiveness of the modern girl had undone him. How was he to pay Hargate the money? Hargate must be paid. That was certain. No other course was possible. Lord Dreevers was not one of those natures that fret restlessly under debt. During his early career at college, he had endeared himself to the local tradesmen by the magnitude of the liabilities he had contracted with them. It was not the being in debt that he minded. It was the consequences. Hargate, he felt instinctively, was of a revengeful nature. He had given Hargate twenty pounds worth of snubbing, and the latter had presented the bills. If it were not paid, things would happen. Hargate and he were members of the same club, and a member of a club who loses money at cards to a fellow member, and fails to settle up, does not make himself popular with the committee.

He must get the money. There was no avoiding that conclusion. But how?

Financially, his lordship was like a fallen country with a glorious history. There had been a time, during his first two years at college, when he had reveled in the luxury of a handsome allowance. This was the golden age, when Sir Thomas Blunt, being, so to speak, new to the job, and feeling that, having reached the best circles, he must live up to them, had scattered largesse lavishly. For two years after his marriage with Lady Julia, he had maintained this admirable standard, crushing his natural parsimony. He had regarded the money so spent as capital sunk in an investment. By the end of the second year, he had found his feet, and began to look about him for ways of retrenchment. His lordships allowance was an obvious way. He had not to wait long for an excuse for annihilating it. There is a game called poker, at which a man without much control over his features may exceed the limits of the handsomest allowance. His lordships face during a game of poker was like the surface of some quiet pond, ruffled by every breeze. The blank despair of his expression when he held bad cards made bluffing expensive. The honest joy that bubbled over in his eyes when his hand was good acted as an efficient danger-signal to his grateful opponents. Two weeks of poker had led to his writing to his uncle a distressed, but confident, request for more funds; and the avuncular foot had come down with a joyous bang. Taking his stand on the evils of gambling, Sir Thomas had changed the conditions of the money-market for his nephew with a thoroughness that effectually prevented the possibility of the youths being again caught by the fascinations of poker. The allowance vanished absolutely; and in its place there came into being an arrangement. By this, his lordship was to have whatever money he wished, but he must ask for it, and state why it was needed. If the request were reasonable, the cash would be forthcoming; if preposterous, it would not. The flaw in the scheme, from his lordships point of view, was the difference of opinion that can exist in the minds of two men as to what the words reasonable and preposterous may be taken to mean.

Twenty pounds, for instance, would, in the lexicon of Sir Thomas Blunt, be perfectly reasonable for the current expenses of a man engaged to Molly McEachern, but preposterous for one to whom she had declined to remain engaged. It is these subtle shades of meaning that make the English language so full of pitfalls for the foreigner.

So engrossed was his lordship in his meditations that a voice spoke at his elbow ere he became aware of Sir Thomas himself, standing by his side.

Well, Spennie, my boy, said the knight. Time to dress for dinner, I think. Eh? Eh?

He was plainly in high good humor. The thought of the distinguished company he was to entertain that night had changed him temporarily, as with some wave of a fairy wand, into a thing of joviality and benevolence. One could almost hear the milk of human kindness gurgling and splashing within him. The irony of fate! Tonight, such was his mood, a dutiful nephew could have come and felt in his pockets and helped himself — if circumstances had been different. Oh, woman, woman, how you bar us from paradise!

His lordship gurgled a wordless reply, thrusting the fateful letter hastily into his pocket. He would break the news anon. Soon — not yet — later on — in fact, anon!

Up in your part, my boy? continued Sir Thomas. You mustnt spoil the play by forgetting your lines. That wouldnt do!

His eye was caught by the envelope that Spennie had dropped. A momentary lapse from the jovial and benevolent was the result. His fussy little soul abhorred small untidinesses.

Dear me, he said, stooping, I wish people would not drop paper about the house. I cannot endure a litter. He spoke as if somebody had been playing hare-and-hounds, and scattering the scent on the stairs. This sort of thing sometimes made him regret the old days. In Blunts Stores, Rule Sixty-seven imposed a fine of half-a-crown on employees convicted of paper-dropping.

I— began his lordship.

Why — Sir Thomas straightened himself— its addressed to you.

I was just going to pick it up. Its — er — there was a note in it.

Sir Thomas gazed at the envelope again. Joviality and benevolence resumed their thrones.

And in a feminine handwriting, he chuckled. He eyed the limp peer almost roguishly. I see, I see, he said. Very charming, quite delightful! Girls must have their little romance! I suppose you two young people are exchanging love-letters all day. Delightful, quite delightful! Dont look as if you were ashamed of it, my boy! I like it. I think its charming.

Undoubtedly, this was the opening. Beyond a question, his lordship should have said at this point:

Uncle, I cannot tell a lie. I cannot even allow myself to see you laboring under a delusion which a word from me can remove. The contents of this note are not what you suppose. They run as follows—

What he did say was:

Uncle, can you let me have twenty pounds?

Those were his amazing words. They slipped out. He could not stop them.

Sir Thomas was taken aback for an instant, but not seriously. He started, as might a man who, stroking a cat, receives a sudden, but trifling scratch.

Twenty pounds, eh? he said, reflectively.

Then, the milk of human kindness swept over displeasure like a tidal wave. This was a night for rich gifts to the deserving.

Why, certainly, my boy, certainly. Do you want it at once?

His lordship replied that he did, please; and he had seldom said anything more fervently.

Well, well. Well see what we can do. Come with me.

He led the way to his dressing-room. Like nearly all the rooms at the castle, it was large. One wall was completely hidden by the curtain behind which Spike had taken refuge that afternoon.

Sir Thomas went to the dressing-table, and unlocked a small drawer.

Twenty, you said? Five, ten, fifteen — here you are, my boy.

Lord Dreever muttered his thanks. Sir Thomas accepted the guttural acknowledgment with a friendly pat on the shoulder.

I like a little touch like that, he said.

His lordship looked startled.

I wouldnt have touched you, he began, if it hadnt been—

A little touch like that letter-writing, Sir Thomas went on. It shows a warm heart. She is a warm-hearted girl, Spennie. A charming, warm-hearted girl! Youre uncommonly lucky, my boy.

His lordship, crackling the four bank-notes, silently agreed with him.

But, come, I must be dressing. Dear me, it is very late. We shall have to hurry. By the way, my boy, I shall take the opportunity of making a public announcement of the engagement tonight. It will be a capital occasion for it. I think, perhaps, at the conclusion of the theatricals, a little speech — something quite impromptu and informal, just asking them to wish you happiness, and so on. I like the idea. There is an old-world air about it that appeals to me. Yes.

He turned to the dressing-table, and removed his collar.

Well, run along, my boy, he said. You must not be late. His lordship tottered from the room.

He did quite an unprecedented amount of thinking as he hurried into his evening clothes; but the thought occurring most frequently was that, whatever happened, all was well in one way, at any rate. He had the twenty pounds. There would be something colossal in the shape of disturbances when his uncle learned the truth. It would be the biggest thing since the San Francisco earthquake. But what of it? He had the money.

He slipped it into his waistcoat-pocket. He would take it down with him, and pay Hargate directly after dinner.

He left the room. The flutter of a skirt caught his eye as he reached the landing. A girl was coming down the corridor on the other side. He waited at the head of the stairs to let her go down before him. As she came on to the landing, he saw that it was Molly.

For a moment, there was an awkward pause.

Er — I got your note, said his lordship.

She looked at him, and then burst out laughing.

You know, you dont mind the least little bit, she said; not a scrap. Now, do you?

Well, you see—

Dont make excuses! Do you?

Well, its like this, you see, I—

He caught her eye. Next moment, they were laughing together.

No, but look here, you know, said his lordship. What I mean is, it isnt that I dont — I mean, look here, theres no reason why we shouldnt be the best of pals.

Why, of course, there isnt.

No, really, I say? Thats ripping. Shake hands on it.

They clasped hands; and it was in this affecting attitude that Sir Thomas Blunt, bustling downstairs, discovered them.

Aha! he cried, archly. Well, well, well! But dont mind me, dont mind me!

Molly flushed uncomfortably; partly, because she disliked Sir Thomas even when he was not arch, and hated him when he was; partly, because she felt foolish; and, principally, because she was bewildered. She had not looked forward to meeting Sir Thomas that night. It was always unpleasant to meet him, but it would be more unpleasant than usual after she had upset the scheme for which he had worked so earnestly. She had wondered whether he would be cold and distant, or voluble and heated. In her pessimistic moments, she had anticipated a long and painful scene. That he should be behaving like this was not very much short of a miracle. She could not understand it.

A glance at Lord Dreever enlightened her. That miserable creature was wearing the air of a timid child about to pull a large cracker. He seemed to be bracing himself up for an explosion.

She pitied him sincerely. So, he had not told his uncle the news, yet! Of course, he had scarcely had time. Saunders must have given him the note as he was going up to dress.

There was, however, no use in prolonging the agony. Sir Thomas must be told, sooner or later. She was glad of the chance to tell him herself. She would be able to explain that it was all her doing.

Im afraid theres a mistake, she said.

Eh? said Sir Thomas.

Ive been thinking it over, and I came to the conclusion that we werent — well, I broke off the engagement!

Sir Thomas always prominent eyes protruded still further. The color of his florid face deepened. Suddenly, he chuckled.

Molly looked at him, amazed. Sir Thomas was indeed behaving unexpectedly to-night.

I see it, he wheezed. Youre having a joke with me! So this is what you were hatching as I came downstairs! Dont tell me! If you had really thrown him over, you wouldnt have been laughing together like that. Its no good, my dear. I might have been taken in, if I had not seen you, but I did.

No, no, cried Molly. Youre wrong. Youre quite wrong. When you saw us, we were just agreeing that we should be very good friends. That was all. I broke off the engagement before that. I—

She was aware that his lordship had emitted a hollow croak, but she took it as his method of endorsing her statement, not as a warning.

I wrote Lord Dreever a note this evening, she went on, telling him that I couldnt possibly—

She broke off in alarm. With the beginning of her last speech, Sir Thomas had begun to swell, until now he looked as if he were in imminent danger of bursting. His face was purple. To Mollys lively imagination, his eyes appeared to move slowly out of his head, like a snails. From the back of his throat came strange noises.

S-s-so— he stammered.

He gulped, and tried again.

So this, he said, so this — ! So that was what was in that letter, eh?

Lord Dreever, a limp bundle against the banisters, smiled weakly.

Eh? yelled Sir Thomas.

His lordship started convulsively.

Er, yes, he said, yes, yes! That was it, dont you know!

Sir Thomas eyed his nephew with a baleful stare. Molly looked from one to the other in bewilderment.

There was a pause, during which Sir Thomas seemed partially to recover command of himself. Doubts as to the propriety of a family row in mid-stairs appeared to occur to him. He moved forward.

Come with me, he said, with awful curtness.

His lordship followed, bonelessly. Molly watched them go, and wondered more than ever. There was something behind this. It was not merely the breaking-off of the engagement that had roused Sir Thomas. He was not a just man, but he was just enough to be able to see that the blame was not Lord Dreevers. There had been something more. She was puzzled.

In the hall, Saunders was standing, weapon in hand, about to beat the gong.

Not yet, snapped Sir Thomas. Wait!

Dinner had been ordered especially early that night because of the theatricals. The necessity for strict punctuality had been straitly enjoined upon Saunders. At some inconvenience, he had ensured strict punctuality. And now — But we all have our cross to bear in this world. Saunders bowed with dignified resignation.

Sir Thomas led the way into his study.

Be so good as to close the door, he said.

His lordship was so good.

Sir Thomas backed to the mantelpiece, and stood there in the attitude which for generations has been sacred to the elderly Briton, feet well apart, hands clasped beneath his coat-tails. His stare raked Lord Dreever like a searchlight.

Now, sir! he said.

His lordship wilted before the gaze.

The fact is, uncle—

Never mind the facts. I know them! What I require is an explanation.

He spread his feet further apart. The years had rolled back, and he was plain Thomas Blunt again, of Blunts Stores, dealing with an erring employee.

You know what I mean, he went on. I am not referring to the breaking-off of the engagement. What I insist upon learning is your reason for failing to inform me earlier of the contents of that letter.

His lordship said that somehow, dont you know, there didnt seem to be a chance, you know. He had several times been on the point — but — well, some-how — well, thats how it was.

No chance? cried Sir Thomas. Indeed! Why did you require that money I gave you?

Oh, er — I wanted it for something.

Very possibly. For what?

I — the fact is, I owed it to a fellow.

Ha! How did you come to owe it?

His lordship shuffled.

You have been gambling, boomed Sit Thomas Am I right?

No, no. I say, no, no. It wasnt gambling. It was a game of skill. We were playing picquet.

Kindly refrain from quibbling. You lost this money at cards, then, as I supposed. Just so.

He widened the space between his feet. He intensified his glare. He might have been posing to an illustrator of Pilgrims Progress for a picture of Apollyon straddling right across the way.

So, he said, you deliberately concealed from me the contents of that letter in order that you might extract money from me under false pretenses? Dont speak! His lordship had gurgled, You did! Your behavior was that of a — of a—

There was a very fair selection of evil-doers in all branches of business from which to choose. He gave the preference to the race-track.

 — of a common welsher, he concluded. But I wont put up with it. No, not for an instant! I insist upon your returning that money to me here and now. If you have not got it with you, go and fetch it.

His lordships face betrayed the deepest consternation. He had been prepared for much, but not for this. That he would have to undergo what in his school-days he would have called a jaw was inevitable, and he had been ready to go through with it. It might hurt his feelings, possibly, but it would leave his purse intact. A ghastly development of this kind he had not foreseen.

But, I say, uncle! he bleated.

Sir Thomas silenced him with a grand gesture.

Ruefully, his lordship produced his little all. Sir Thomas took it with a snort, and went to the door.

Saunders was still brooding statuesquely over the gong.

Sound it! said Sir Thomas.

Saunders obeyed him, with the air of an unleashed hound.

And now, said Sir Thomas, go to my dressing-room, and place these notes in the small drawer of the table.

The butlers calm, expressionless, yet withal observant eye took in at a glance the signs of trouble. Neither the inflated air of Sir Thomas nor the punctured-balloon bearing of Lord Dreever escaped him.

Something hup, he said to his immortal soul, as he moved upstairs. Been a fair old, rare old row, seems to me!

He reserved his more polished periods for use in public. In conversation with his immortal soul, he was wont to unbend somewhat.


CHAPTER XXIV. THE TREASURE SEEKER
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GLOOM WRAPPED HIS lordship about, during dinner, as with a garment. He owed twenty pounds. His assets amounted to seven shillings and four-pence. He thought, and thought again. Quite an intellectual pallor began to appear on his normally pink cheeks. Saunders, silently sympathetic — he hated Sir Thomas as an interloper, and entertained for his lordship, under whose father also he had served, a sort of paternal fondness — was ever at his elbow with the magic bottle; and to Spennie, emptying and re-emptying his glass almost mechanically, wine, the healer, brought an idea. To obtain twenty pounds from any one person of his acquaintance was impossible. To divide the twenty by four, and persuade a generous quartette to contribute five pounds apiece was more feasible.

Hope began to stir within him again.

Immediately after dinner, he began to flit about the castle like a family specter of active habits. The first person he met was Charteris.

Hullo, Spennie, said Charteris, I wanted to see you. It is currently reported that you are in love. At dinner, you looked as if you had influenza. Whats your trouble? For goodness sake, bear up till the shows over. Dont go swooning on the stage, or anything. Do you know your lines?

The fact is, said his lordship eagerly, its this way. I happen to want — Can you lend me a fiver?

All I have in the world at this moment, said Charteris, is eleven shillings and a postage-stamp. If the stamp would be of any use to you as a start — ? No? You know, its from small beginnings like that that great fortunes are amassed. However—

Two minutes later, Lord Dreever had resumed his hunt.

The path of the borrower is a thorny one, especially if, like Spennie, his reputation as a payer-back is not of the best.

Spennie, in his time, had extracted small loans from most of his male acquaintances, rarely repaying the same. He had a tendency to forget that he had borrowed half-a-crown here to pay a cab and ten shillings there to settle up for a dinner; and his memory was not much more retentive of larger sums. This made his friends somewhat wary. The consequence was that the great treasure-hunt was a failure from start to finish. He got friendly smiles. He got honeyed apologies. He got earnest assurances of good-will. But he got no money, except from Jimmy Pitt.

He had approached Jimmy in the early stages of the hunt; and Jimmy, being in the mood when he would have loaned anything to anybody, yielded the required five pounds without a murmur.

But what was five pounds? The garment of gloom and the intellectual pallor were once more prominent when his lordship repaired to his room to don the loud tweeds which, as Lord Herbert, he was to wear in the first act.

There is a good deal to be said against stealing, as a habit; but it cannot be denied that, in certain circumstances, it offers an admirable solution of a financial difficulty, and, if the penalties were not so exceedingly unpleasant, it is probable that it would become far more fashionable than it is.

His lordships mind did not turn immediately to this outlet from his embarrassment. He had never stolen before, and it did not occur to him directly to do so now. There is a conservative strain in all of us. But, gradually, as it was borne in upon him that it was the only course possible, unless he were to grovel before Hargate on the morrow and ask for time to pay — an unthinkable alternative — he found himself contemplating the possibility of having to secure the money by unlawful means. By the time he had finished his theatrical toilet, he had definitely decided that this was the only thing to be done.

His plan was simple. He knew where the money was, in the dressing-table in Sir Thomass room. He had heard Saunders instructed to put it there. What could be easier than to go and get it? Everything was in his favor. Sir Thomas would be downstairs, receiving his guests. The coast would be clear. Why, it was like finding the money.

Besides, he reflected, as he worked his way through the bottle of Mumms which he had had the forethought to abstract from the supper-table as a nerve-steadier, it wasnt really stealing. Dash it all, the man had given him the money! It was his own! He had half a mind — he poured himself out another glass of the elixir — to give Sir Thomas a jolly good talking-to into the bargain. Yes, dash it all!

He shot his cuffs fiercely. The British Lion was roused.

A mans first crime is, as a rule, a shockingly amateurish affair. Now and then, it is true, we find beginners forging with the accuracy of old hands, or breaking into houses with the finish of experts. But these are isolated cases. The average tyro lacks generalship altogether. Spennie Dreever may be cited as a typical novice. It did not strike him that inquiries might be instituted by Sir Thomas, when he found the money gone, and that suspicion might conceivably fall upon himself. Courage may be born of champagne, but rarely prudence.

The theatricals began at half-past eight with a duologue. The audience had been hustled into their seats, happier than is usual in such circumstances, owing to the rumor which had been circulated that the proceedings were to terminate with an informal dance. The castle was singularly well constructed for such a purpose. There was plenty of room, and a sufficiency of retreat for those who sat out, in addition to a conservatory large enough to have married off half the couples in the county.

Spennies idea had been to establish an alibi by mingling with the throng for a few minutes, and then to get through his burglarious specialty during the duologue, when his absence would not be noticed. It might be that, if he disappeared later in the evening, people would wonder what had become of him.

He lurked about until the last of the audience had taken their seats. As he was moving off through the hall, a hand fell upon his shoulder. Conscience makes cowards of us all. Spennie bit his tongue and leaped three inches into the air.

Hello, Charteris! he said, gaspingly.

Charteris appeared to be in a somewhat overwrought condition. Rehearsals had turned him into a pessimist, and, now that the actual moment of production had arrived, his nerves were in a thoroughly jumpy condition, especially as the duologue was to begin in two minutes and the obliging person who had undertaken to prompt had disappeared.

Spennie, said Charteris, where are you off to?

What — what do you mean? I was just going upstairs.

No, you dont. Youve got to come and prompt. That devil Blake has vanished. Ill wring his neck! Come along.

Spennie went, reluctantly. Half-way through the duologue, the official prompter returned with the remark that he had been having a bit of a smoke on the terrace, and that his watch had gone wrong. Leaving him to discuss the point with Charteris, Spennie slipped quietly away.

The delay, however, had had the effect of counteracting the uplifting effects of the Mumms. The British Lion required a fresh fillip. He went to his room to administer it. By the time he emerged, he was feeling just right for the task in hand. A momentary doubt occurred to him as to whether it would not be a good thing to go down and pull Sir Thomas nose as a preliminary to the proceedings; but he put the temptation aside. Business before pleasure.

With a jaunty, if somewhat unsteady, step, he climbed the stairs to the floor above, and made his way down the corridor to Sir Thomass room. He switched on the light, and went to the dressing-table. The drawer was locked, but in his present mood Spennie, like Love, laughed at locksmiths. He grasped the handle, and threw his weight into a sudden tug. The drawer came out with a report like a pistol-shot.

There! said his lordship, wagging his head severely.

In the drawer lay the four bank-notes. The sight of them brought back his grievance with a rush. He would teach Sir Thomas to treat him like a kid! He would show him!

He was removing the notes, frowning fiercely the while, when he heard a cry of surprise from behind him.

He turned, to see Molly. She was still dressed in the evening gown she had worn at dinner; and her eyes were round with wonder. A few moments earlier, as she was seeking her room in order to change her costume for the theatricals, she had almost reached the end of the corridor that led to the landing, when she observed his lordship, flushed of face and moving like some restive charger, come curvetting out of his bedroom in a dazzling suit of tweeds, and make his way upstairs. Ever since their mutual encounter with Sir Thomas before dinner, she had been hoping for a chance of seeing Spennie alone. She had not failed to notice his depression during the meal, and her good little heart had been troubled by the thought that she must have been responsible for it. She knew that, for some reason, what she had said about the letter had brought his lordship into his uncles bad books, and she wanted to find him and say she was sorry.

Accordingly, she had followed him. His lordship, still in the war-horse vein, had made the pace upstairs too hot, and had disappeared while she was still halfway up. She had arrived at the top just in time to see him turn down the passage into Sir Thomass dressing-room. She could not think what his object might be. She knew that Sir Thomas was downstairs, so it could not be from the idea of a chat with him that Spennie was seeking the dressing-room.

Faint, yet pursuing, she followed on his trail, and arrived in the doorway just as the pistol-report of the burst lock rang out.

She stood looking at him blankly. He was holding a drawer in one hand. Why, she could not imagine.

Lord Dreever! she exclaimed.

The somber determination of his lordships face melted into a twisted, but kindly smile.

Good! he said, perhaps a trifle thickly. Good! Glad youve come. Were pals. You said so — on stairs — bfore dinner. Very glad youve come. Wont you sit down?

He waved the drawer benevolently, by way of making her free of the room. The movement disturbed one of the bank-notes, which fluttered in Mollys direction, and fell at her feet.

She stooped and picked it up. When she saw what it was, her bewilderment increased.

But — but— she said.

His lordship beamed — upon her with a pebble-beached smile of indescribable good-will.

Sit down, he urged. Were pals. — No quol with you. Youre good friend. Quol — Uncle Thomas.

But, Lord Dreever, what are you doing? What was that noise I heard?

Opening drawer, said his lordship, affably.

But— she looked again at what she had in her hand— but this is a five-pound note.

Five-pound note, said his lordship. Quite right. Three more of them in here.

Still, she could not understand.

But — were you — stealing them?

His lordship drew himself up.

No, he said, no, not stealing, no!

Then — ?

Like this. Before dinner. Old boy friendly as you please — couldnt do enough for me. Touched him for twenty of the best, and got away with it. So far, all well. Then, met you on stairs. You let cat out of bag.

But why — ? Surely — !

His lordship gave the drawer a dignified wave.

Not blaming you, he said, magnanimously. Not your fault; misfortune. You didnt know. About letter.

About the letter? said Molly. Yes, what was the trouble about the letter? I knew something was wrong directly I had said that I wrote it.

Trouble was, said his lordship, that old boy thought it was love-letter. Didnt undeceive him.

You didnt tell him? Why?

His lordship raised his eyebrows.

Wanted touch him twenty of the best, he explained, simply.

For the life of her, Molly could not help laughing.

Dont laugh, protested his lordship, wounded. No joke. Serious. Honor at stake.

He removed the three notes, and replaced the drawer.

Honor of the Dreevers! he added, pocketing the money.

Molly was horrified.

But, Lord Dreever! she cried. You cant! You mustnt! You cant be going, really, to take that money! Its stealing! It isnt yours! You must put it back.

His lordship wagged a forefinger very solemnly at her.

That, he said, is where you make error! Mine! Old boy gave them to me.

Gave them to you? Then, why did you break open the drawer?

Old boy took them back again — when he found out about letter.

Then, they dont belong to you.

Yes. Error! They do. Moral right.

Molly wrinkled her forehead in her agitation. Men of Lord Dreevers type appeal to the motherly instinct of women. As a man, his lordship was a negligible quantity. He did not count. But as a willful child, to be kept out of trouble, he had a claim on Molly.

She spoke soothingly.

But, Lord Dreever,— she began. Call me Spennie, he urged. Were pals. You said so — on stairs. Everybody calls me Spennie — even Uncle Thomas. Im going to pull his nose, he broke off suddenly, as one recollecting a forgotten appointment.

Spennie, then, said Molly. You mustnt, Spennie. You mustnt, really. You—

You look rippin in that dress, said his lordship, irrelevantly.

Thank you, Spennie, dear. But listen. Molly spoke as if she were humoring a rebellious infant. You really mustnt take that money. You must put it back. See, Im putting this note back. Give me the others, and Ill put them in the drawer, too. Then, well shut the drawer, and nobody will know.

She took the notes from him, and replaced them in the drawer. He watched her thoughtfully, as if he were pondering the merits of her arguments.

No, he said, suddenly, no! Must have them! Moral right. Old boy—

She pushed him gently away.

Yes, yes, I know, she said. I know. Its a shame that you cant have them. But you mustnt take them. Dont you see that he would suspect you the moment he found they were gone, and then youd get into trouble?

Something in that, admitted his lordship.

Of course there is, Spennie, dear. Im so glad you see! There they all are, safe again in the drawer. Now, we can go downstairs again, and—

She stopped. She had closed the door earlier in the proceedings, but her quick ear caught the sound of a footstep in the passage outside.

Quick! she whispered, taking his hand and darting to the electric-light switch. Somebodys coming. We mustnt be caught here. Theyd see the broken, drawer, and youd get into awful trouble. Quick!

She pushed him behind the curtain where the clothes hung, and switched off the light.

From behind the curtain came the muffled voice of his lordship.

Its Uncle Thomas. Im coming out. Pull his nose.

Be quiet!

She sprang to the curtain, and slipped noiselessly behind it.

But, I say — ! began his lordship.

Hush! She gripped his arm. He subsided.

The footsteps had halted outside the door. Then, the handle turned softly. The door opened, and closed again with hardly a sound.

The footsteps passed on into the room.


CHAPTER XXV. EXPLANATIONS
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JIMMY, LIKE HIS lordship, had been trapped at the beginning of the duologue, and had not been able to get away till it was nearly over. He had been introduced by Lady Julia to an elderly and adhesive baronet, who had recently spent ten days in New York, and escape had not been won without a struggle. The baronet on his return to England had published a book, entitled, Modern America and Its People, and it was with regard to the opinions expressed in this volume that he invited Jimmys views. He had no wish to see the duologue, and it was only after the loss of much precious time that Jimmy was enabled to tear himself away on the plea of having to dress. He cursed the authority on Modern America and Its People freely, as he ran upstairs. While the duologue was in progress, there had been no chance of Sir Thomas taking it into his head to visit his dressing-room. He had been, as his valet-detective had observed to Mr. Galer, too busy jollying along the swells. It would be the work of a few moments only to restore the necklace to its place. But for the tenacity of the elderly baronet, the thing would have been done by this time. Now, however, there was no knowing what might not happen. Anybody might come along the passage, and see him. He had one point in his favor. There was no likelihood of the jewels being required by their owner till the conclusion of the theatricals. The part that Lady Julia had been persuaded by Charteris to play mercifully contained no scope for the display of gems.

Before going down to dinner, Jimmy had locked the necklace in a drawer. It was still there, Spike having been able apparently to resist the temptation of recapturing it. Jimmy took it, and went into the corridor. He looked up and down. There was nobody about. He shut his door, and walked quickly in the direction of the dressing-room.

He had provided himself with an electric pocket-torch, equipped with a reflector, which he was in the habit of carrying when on his travels. Once inside, having closed the door, he set this aglow, and looked about him.

Spike had given him minute directions as to the position of the jewel-box. He found it without difficulty. To his untrained eye, it seemed tolerably massive and impregnable, but Spike had evidently known how to open it without much difficulty. The lid was shut, but it came up without an effort when he tried to raise it, and he saw that the lock had been broken.

Spikes coming on! he said.

He was dangling the necklace over the box, preparatory to dropping it in, when there was a quick rustle at the other side of the room. The curtain was plucked aside, and Molly came out.

Jimmy! she cried.

Jimmys nerves were always in pretty good order, but at the sight of this apparition he visibly jumped.

Great Scott! he said.

The curtain again became agitated by some unseen force, violently this time, and from its depths a plaintive voice made itself heard.

Dash it all, said the voice, Ive stuck!

There was another upheaval, and his lordship emerged, his yellow locks ruffled and upstanding, his face crimson.

Caught my head in a coat or something, he explained at large. Hullo, Pitt!

Pressed rigidly against the wall, Molly had listened with growing astonishment to the movements on the other side of the curtain. Her mystification deepened every moment. It seemed to her that the room was still in darkness. She could hear the sound of breathing; and then the light of the torch caught her eye. Who could this be, and why had he not switched on the regular room lights?

She strained her ears to catch a sound. For a while, she heard nothing except the soft breathing. Then came a voice that she knew well; and, abandoning her hiding-place, she came out into the room, and found Jimmy standing, with the torch in his hand, over some dark object in the corner of the room.

It was a full minute after Jimmys first exclamation of surprise before either of them spoke again. The light of the torch hurt Mollys eyes. She put up a hand, to shade them. It seemed to her that they had been standing like this for years.

Jimmy had not moved. There was something in his attitude that filled Molly with a vague fear. In the shadow behind the torch, he looked shapeless and inhuman.

Youre hurting my eyes, she said, at last.

Im sorry, said Jimmy. I didnt think. Is that better? He turned the light from her face. Something in his voice and the apologetic haste with which he moved the torch seemed to relax the strain of the situation. The feeling of stunned surprise began to leave her. She found herself thinking coherently again.

The relief was but momentary. Why was Jimmy in the room at that time? Why had he a torch? What had he been doing? The questions shot from her brain like sparks from an anvil.

The darkness began to tear at her nerves. She felt along the wall for the switch, and flooded the whole room with light.

Jimmy laid down the torch, and stood for a moment, undecided. He had concealed the necklace behind him. Now, he brought it forward, and dangled it silently before the eyes of Molly and his lordship. Excellent as were his motives for being in that room with the necklace in his hand, he could not help feeling, as he met Mollys startled gaze, quite as guilty as if his intentions had been altogether different.

His lordship, having by this time pulled himself together to some extent, was the first to speak.

I say, you know, what ho! he observed, not without emotion. What?

Molly drew back.

Jimmy! You were — oh, you cant have been!

Looks jolly like it! said his lordship, judicially.

I wasnt, said Jimmy. I was putting them back.

Putting them back?

Pitt, old man, said his lordship solemnly, that sounds a bit thin.

Dreever, old man, said Jimmy. I know it does. But its the truth.

His lordships manner became kindly.

Now, look here, Pitt, old son, he said, theres nothing to worry about. Were all pals here. You can pitch it straight to us. We wont give you away. We—

Be quiet! cried Molly. Jimmy!

Her voice was strained. She spoke with an effort. She was suffering torments. The words her father had said to her on the terrace were pouring back into her mind. She seemed to hear his voice now, cool and confident, warning her against Jimmy, saying that he was crooked. There was a curious whirring in her head. Everything in the room was growing large and misty. She heard Lord Dreever begin to say something that sounded as if someone were speaking at the end of a telephone; and, then, she was aware that Jimmy was holding her in his arms, and calling to Lord Dreever to bring water.

When a girl goes like that, said his lordship with an insufferable air of omniscience, you want to cut her—

Come along! said Jimmy. Are you going to be a week getting that water?

His lordship proceeded to soak a sponge without further parley; but, as he carried his dripping burden across the room, Molly recovered. She tried weakly to free herself.

Jimmy helped her to a chair. He had dropped the necklace on the floor, and Lord Dreever nearly trod on it.

What ho! observed his lordship, picking it up. Go easy with the jewelry!

Jimmy was bending over Molly. Neither of them seemed to be aware of his lordships presence. Spennie was the sort of person whose existence is apt to be forgotten. Jimmy had had a flash of intuition. For the first time, it had occurred to him that Mr. McEachern might have hinted to Molly something of his own suspicions.

Molly, dear, he said, it isnt what you think. I can explain everything. Do you feel better now? Can you listen? I can explain everything.

Pitt, old boy, protested his lordship, you dont understand. We arent going to give you away. Were all—

Jimmy ignored him.

Molly, listen, he said.

She sat up.

Go on, Jimmy, she said.

I wasnt stealing the necklace. I was putting it back. The man who came to the castle with me, Spike Mullins, took it this afternoon, and brought it to me.

Spike Mullins! Molly remembered the name.

He thinks I am a crook, a sort of Raffles. It was my fault. I was a fool. It all began that night in New York, when we met at your house. I had been to the opening performance of a play called, Love, the Cracksman, one of those burglar plays.

Jolly good show, interpolated his lordship, chattily. It was at the Circle over here. I went twice.

A friend of mine, a man named Mifflin, had been playing the hero in it, and after the show, at the club, he started in talking about the art of burglary — hed been studying it — and I said that anybody could burgle a house. And, in another minute, it somehow happened that I had made a bet that I would do it that night. Heaven knows whether I ever really meant to; but, that same night, this man Mullins broke into my flat, and I caught him. We got into conversation, and I worked off on him a lot of technical stuff Id heard from this actor friend of mine, and he jumped to the conclusion that I was an expert. And, then, it suddenly occurred to me that it would be a good joke on Mifflin if I went out with Mullins, and did break into a house. I wasnt in the mood to think what a fool I was at the time. Well, anyway, we went out, and — well, thats how it all happened. And, then, I met Spike in London, down and out, and brought him here.

He looked at her anxiously. It did not need his lordships owlish expression of doubt to tell him how weak his story must sound. He had felt it even as he was telling it. He was bound to admit that, if ever a story rang false in every sentence, it was this one.

Pitt, old man, said his lordship, shaking his head, more in sorrow than in anger, it wont do, old top. Whats the point of putting up any old yarn like that? Dont you see, what I mean is, its not as if we minded. Dont I keep telling you were all pals here? Ive often thought what a jolly good feller old Raffles was. Regular sportsman! I dont blame a chappie for doing the gentleman burglar touch. Seems to me its a dashed sporting—

Molly turned on him suddenly, cutting short his views on the ethics of gentlemanly theft in a blaze of indignation.

What do you mean? she cried. Do you think I dont believe every word Jimmy has said?

His lordship jumped.

Well, dont you know, it seemed to me a bit thin. What I mean is— He met Mollys eye. Oh, well! he concluded, lamely.

Molly turned to Jimmy.

Jimmy, of course, I believe you. I believe every word.

Molly!

His lordship looked on, marveling. The thought crossed his mind that he had lost the ideal wife. A girl who would believe any old yarn a feller cared to — If it hadnt been for Katie! For a moment, he felt almost sad.

Jimmy and Molly were looking at each other in silence. From the expression on their faces, his lordship gathered that his existence had once more been forgotten. He saw her hold out her hands to Jimmy, and it seemed to him that the time had come to look away. It was embarrassing for a chap! He looked away.

The next moment, the door opened and closed again, and she had gone.

He looked at Jimmy. Jimmy was still apparently unconscious of his presence.

His lordship coughed.

Pitt, old man—

Hullo! said Jimmy, coming out of his thoughts with a start. You still here? By the way— he eyed Lord Dreever curiously— I never thought of asking before — what on earth are you doing here? Why were you behind the curtain? Were you playing hide-and-seek?

His lordship was not one of those who invent circumstantial stories easily on the spur of the moment. He searched rapidly for something that would pass muster, then abandoned the hopeless struggle. After all, why not be frank? He still believed Jimmy to be of the class of the hero of Love, the Cracksman. There would be no harm in confiding in him. He was a good fellow, a kindred soul, and would sympathize.

Its like this, he said. And, having prefaced his narrative with the sound remark that he had been a bit of an ass, he gave Jimmy a summary of recent events.

What! said Jimmy. You taught Hargate picquet? Why, my dear man, he was playing picquet like a professor when you were in short frocks. Hes a wonder at it.

His lordship started.

Hows that? he said. You dont know him, do you?

I met him in New York, at the Strollers Club. A pal of mine, an actor, this fellow Mifflin I mentioned just now, put him up as a guest. He coined money at picquet. And there were some pretty useful players in the place, too. I dont wonder you found him a promising pupil.

Then — then — why, dash it, then hes a bally sharper!

Youre a genius at crisp description, said Jimmy. Youve got him summed up to rights first shot.

I shant pay him a bally penny!

Of course not. If he makes any objection, refer him to me.

His lordships relief was extreme. The more overpowering effects of the elixir had passed away, and he saw now, what he had not seen in his more exuberant frame of mind, the cloud of suspicion that must have hung over him when the loss of the banknotes was discovered.

He wiped his forehead.

By Jove! he said. Thats something off my mind! By George, I feel like a two-year-old. I say, youre a dashed good sort, Pitt.

You flatter me, said Jimmy. I strive to please.

I say, Pitt, that yarn you told us just now — the bet, and all that. Honestly, you dont mean to say that was true, was it? I mean — By Jove! Ive got an idea.

We live in stirring times!

Did you say your actor pals name was Mifflin? He broke off suddenly before Jimmy could answer. Great Scott! he whispered. Whats that! Good lord! Somebodys coming!

He dived behind the curtain, like a rabbit. The drapery had only just ceased to shake when the door opened, and Sir Thomas Blunt walked in.


CHAPTER XXVI. STIRRING TIMES FOR SIR THOMAS
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FOR A MAN whose intentions toward the jewels and their owner were so innocent, and even benevolent, Jimmy was in a singularly compromising position. It would have been difficult even under more favorable conditions to have explained to Sir Thomass satisfaction his presence in the dressing-room. As things stood, it was even harder, for his lordships last action before seeking cover had been to fling the necklace from him like a burning coal. For the second time in ten minutes, it had fallen to the carpet, and it was just as Jimmy straightened himself after picking it up that Sir Thomas got a full view of him.

The knight stood in the doorway, his face expressing the most lively astonishment. His bulging eyes were fixed upon the necklace in Jimmys hand. Jimmy could see him struggling to find words to cope with so special a situation, and felt rather sorry for him. Excitement of this kind was bad for a short-necked man of Sir Thomass type.

With kindly tact, he endeavored to help his host out.

Good-evening, he said, pleasantly.

Sir Thomas stammered. He was gradually nearing speech.

What — what — what— he said.

Out with it, said Jimmy.

 — what—

I knew a man once in South Dakota who stammered, said Jimmy. He used to chew dog-biscuit while he was speaking. It cured him — besides being nutritious. Another good way is to count ten while youre thinking what to say, and then get it out quick.

You — you blackguard!

Jimmy placed the necklace carefully on the dressing-table. Then, he turned to Sir Thomas, with his hands thrust into his pockets. Over the knights head, he could see the folds of the curtain quivering gently, as if stirred by some zephyr. Evidently, the drama of the situation was not lost on Hildebrand Spencer, twelfth Earl of Dreever.

Nor was it lost on Jimmy. This was precisely the sort of situation that appealed to him. He had his plan of action clearly mapped out. He knew that it would be useless to tell the knight the true facts of the case. Sir Thomas was as deficient in simple faith as in Norman blood. Though a Londoner by birth, he had one, at least, of the characteristic traits of the natives of Missouri.

To all appearances, this was a tight corner, but Jimmy fancied that he saw his way out of it. Meanwhile, the situation appealed to him. Curiously enough, it was almost identical with the big scene in act three of Love, the Cracksman, in which Arthur Mifflin had made such a hit as the debonair burglar.

Jimmy proceeded to give his own idea of what the rendering of a debonair burglar should be. Arthur Mifflin had lighted a cigarette, and had shot out smoke-rings and repartee alternately. A cigarette would have been a great help here, but Jimmy prepared to do his best without properties.

So — so, its you, is it? said Sir Thomas.

Who told you?

Thief! Low thief!

Come, now, protested Jimmy. Why low? Just because you dont know me over here, why scorn me? How do you know I havent got a big American reputation? For all you can tell, I may be Boston Billie or Sacramento Sam, or someone. Let us preserve the decencies of debate.

I had my suspicions of you. I had my suspicions from the first, when I heard that my idiot of a nephew had made a casual friend in London. So, this was what you were! A thief, who—

I dont mind, personally, interrupted Jimmy, but I hope, if ever you mix with cracksmen, you wont go calling them thieves. They are frightfully sensitive. You see! Theres a world of difference between the two branches of the profession and a good deal of snobbish caste-prejudice. Let us suppose that you were an actor-manager. How would you enjoy being called a super? You see the idea, dont you? Youd hurt their feelings. Now, an ordinary thief would probably use violence in a case like this. But violence, except in extreme cases — I hope this wont be one of them — is contrary, I understand, to cracksmans etiquette. On the other hand, Sir Thomas, candor compels me to add that I have you covered.

There was a pipe in the pocket of his coat. He thrust the stem earnestly against the lining. Sir Thomas eyed the protuberance apprehensively, and turned a little pale. Jimmy was scowling ferociously. Arthur Mifflins scowl in act three had been much admired.

My gun, said Jimmy, is, as you see, in my pocket. I always shoot from the pocket, in spite of the tailors bills. The little fellow is loaded and cocked. Hes pointing straight at your diamond solitaire. That fatal spot! No one has ever been hit in the diamond solitaire, and survived. My finger is on the trigger. So, I should recommend you not to touch that bell you are looking at. There are other reasons why you shouldnt, but those I will go into presently.

Sir Thomass hand wavered.

Do if you like, of course, said Jimmy, agreeably. Its your own house. But I shouldnt. I am a dead shot at a yard and a half. You wouldnt believe the number of sitting haystacks Ive picked off at that distance. I just cant miss. On second thoughts, I shant fire to kill you. Let us be humane on this joyful occasion. I shall just smash your knees. Painful, but not fatal.

He waggled the pipe suggestively. Sir Thomas blenched. His hand fell to his side.

Great! said Jimmy. After all, why should you be in a hurry to break up this very pleasant little meeting. Im sure Im not. Let us chat. How are the theatricals going? Was the duologue a success? Wait till you see our show. Three of us knew our lines at the dress-rehearsal.

Sir Thomas had backed away from the bell, but the retreat was merely for the convenience of the moment. He understood that it might be injudicious to press the button just then; but he had recovered his composure by this time, and he saw that ultimately the game must be his. His face resumed its normal hue. Automatically, his hands began to move toward his coat-tails, his feet to spread themselves. Jimmy noted with a smile these signs of restored complacency. He hoped ere long to upset that complacency somewhat.

Sir Thomas addressed himself to making Jimmys position clear to him.

How, may I ask, he said, do you propose to leave the castle?

Wont you let me have the automobile? said Jimmy. But I guess I shant be leaving just yet.

Sir Thomas laughed shortly.

No, he said— no! I fancy not. I am with you there!

Great minds, said Jimmy. I shouldnt be surprised if we thought alike on all sorts of subjects. Just think how you came round to my views on ringing bells. But what made you fancy that I intended to leave the castle?

I should hardly have supposed that you would be anxious to stay.

On the contrary! Its the one place I have been in, in the last two years, that I have felt really satisfied with. Usually, I want to move on after a week. But I could stop here forever.

I am afraid, Mr. Pitt — By the way, an alias, of course?

Jimmy shook his head.

I fear not, he said. If I had chosen an alias, it would have been Tressilyan, or Trevelyan, or something. I call Pitt a poor thing in names. I once knew a man called Ronald Cheylesmore. Lucky devil!

Sir Thomas returned to the point on which he had been about to touch.

I am afraid, Mr. Pitt, he said, that you hardly realize your position.

No? said Jimmy, interested.

I find you in the act of stealing my wifes necklace—

Would there be any use in telling you that I was not stealing it, but putting it back?

Sir Thomas raised his eyebrows in silence.

No? said Jimmy. I was afraid not. You were saying — ?

I find you in the act of stealing my wifes necklace, proceeded Sir Thomas, and, because for the moment you succeed in postponing arrest by threatening me with a revolver—

An agitated look came into Jimmys face.

Great Scott! he cried. He felt hastily in his pocket.

Yes, he said; as I had begun to fear. I owe you an apology, Sir Thomas, he went on with manly dignity, producing the briar, I am entirely to blame. How the mistake arose I cannot imagine, but I find it isnt a revolver after all.

Sir Thomas cheeks took on a richer tint of purple. He glared dumbly at the pipe.

In the excitement of the moment, I guess— began Jimmy.

Sir Thomas interrupted. The recollection of his needless panic rankled within him.

You — you — you—

Count ten!

You — what you propose to gain by this buffoonery, I am at a loss—

How can you say such savage things! protested Jimmy. Not buffoonery! Wit! Esprit! Flow of soul such as circulates daily in the best society.

Sir Thomas almost leaped toward the bell. With his finger on it, he turned to deliver a final speech.

I believe youre insane, he cried, but Ill have no more of it. I have endured this foolery long enough. Ill-

Just one moment, said Jimmy. I said just now that there were reasons besides the revol — well, pipe — why you should not ring that bell. One of them is that all the servants will be in their places in the audience, so that there wont be anyone to answer it. But thats not the most convincing reason. Will you listen to one more before getting busy?

I see your game. Dont imagine for a moment that you can trick me.

Nothing could be further—

You fancy you can gain time by talking, and find some way to escape—

But I dont want to escape. Dont you realize that in about ten minutes I am due to play an important part in a great drama on the stage?

Ill keep you here, I tell you. Youll leave this room, said Sir Thomas, grandly, over my body.

Steeple-chasing in the home, murmured Jimmy. No more dull evenings. But listen. Do listen! I wont keep you a minute, and, if you want to — push that bell after Im through, you may push it six inches into the wall if you like.

Well, said Sir Thomas, shortly.

Would you like me to lead gently up to what I want to say, gradually preparing you for the reception of the news, or shall I — ?

The knight took out his watch.

I shall give you one minute, he said.

Heavens, I must hustle! How many seconds have I got now?

If you have anything to say, say it.

Very well, then, said Jimmy. Its only this: That necklace is a fraud. The diamonds arent diamonds at all. Theyre paste!


CHAPTER XXVII. A DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE
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IF JIMMY HAD entertained any doubts concerning the effectiveness of this disclosure, they would have vanished at the sight of the others face. Just as the rich hues of a sunset pale slowly into an almost imperceptible green, so did the purple of Sir Thomass cheeks become, in stages, first a dull red, then pink, and finally take on a uniform pallor. His mouth hung open. His attitude of righteous defiance had crumpled. Unsuspected creases appeared in his clothes. He had the appearance of one who has been caught in the machinery.

Jimmy was a little puzzled. He had expected to check the enemy, to bring him to reason, but not to demolish him in this way. There was something in this which he did not understand. When Spike had handed him the stones, and his trained eye, after a moments searching examination, had made him suspicious, and when, finally, a simple test had proved his suspicions correct, he was comfortably aware that, though found with the necklace on his person, he had knowledge, which, communicated to Sir Thomas, would serve him well. He knew that Lady Julia was not the sort of lady who would bear calmly the announcement that her treasured rope of diamonds was a fraud. He knew enough of her to know that she would demand another necklace, and see that she got it; and that Sir Thomas was not one of those generous and expansive natures which think nothing of an expenditure of twenty thousand pounds.

This was the line of thought that had kept him cheerful during what might otherwise have been a trying interview. He was aware from the first that Sir Thomas would not believe in the purity of his motives; but he was convinced that the knight would be satisfied to secure his silence on the subject of the paste necklace at any price. He had looked forward to baffled rage, furious denunciation, and a dozen other expressions of emotion, but certainly not to collapse of this kind.

The other had begun to make strange, gurgling noises.

Mind you, said Jimmy, its a very good imitation. Ill say that for it. I didnt suspect it till I had the thing in my hands. Looking at it — even quite close — I was taken in for a moment.

Sir Thomas swallowed nervously.

How did you know? he muttered.

Again, Jimmy was surprised. He had expected indignant denials and demands for proof, excited reiteration of the statement that the stones had cost twenty thousand pounds.

How did I know? he repeated. If you mean what first made me suspect, I couldnt tell you. It might have been one of a score of things. A jeweler cant say exactly how he gets on the track of fake stones. He can feel them. He can almost smell them. I worked with a jeweler once. Thats how I got my knowledge of jewels. But, if you mean, can I prove what I say about this necklace, thats easy. Theres no deception. Its simple. See here. These stones are supposed to be diamonds. Well, the diamond is the hardest stone in existence. Nothing will scratch it. Now, Ive got a little ruby, out of a college pin, which I know is genuine. By rights, then, that ruby ought not to have scratched these stones. You follow that? But it did. It scratched two of them, the only two I tried. If you like, I can continue the experiment. But theres no need. I can tell you right now what these stones are, I said they were paste, but that wasnt quite accurate. Theyre a stuff called white jargoon. Its a stuff thats very easily faked. You work it with the flame of a blow-pipe. You dont want a full description, I suppose? Anyway, what happens is that the blow-pipe sets it up like a tonic. Gives it increased specific gravity and a healthy complexion and all sorts of great things of that kind. Two minutes in the flame of a blow-pipe is like a week at the seashore to a bit of white jargoon. Are you satisfied? If it comes to that, I guess you can hardly be expected to be. Convinced is a better word. Are you convinced, or do you hanker after tests like polarized light and refracting liquids?

Sir Thomas had staggered to a chair.

So, that was how you knew! he said.

That was— began Jimmy, when a sudden suspicion flashed across his mind. He scrutinized Sir Thomas pallid face keenly.

Did you know? he asked.

He wondered that the possibility had not occurred to him earlier. This would account for much that had puzzled him in the others reception of the news. He had supposed, vaguely, without troubling to go far into the probabilities of such a thing, that the necklace which Spike had brought to him had been substituted for the genuine diamonds by a thief. Such things happened frequently, he knew. But, remembering what Molly had told him of the care which Sir Thomas took of this particular necklace, and the frequency with which Lady Julia wore it, he did not see how such a substitution could have been effected. There had been no chance of anybodys obtaining access to these stones for the necessary length of time.

By George, I believe you did! he cried. You must have! So, thats how it happened, is it? I dont wonder it was a shock when I said I knew about the necklace.

Mr. Pitt!

Well?

I have something to say to you.

Im listening.

Sir Thomas tried to rally. There was a touch of the old pomposity in his manner when he spoke.

Mr. Pitt, I find you in an unpleasant position—

Jimmy interrupted.

Dont you worry about my unpleasant position, he said. Fix your attention exclusively upon your own. Let us be frank with one another. Youre in the cart. What do you propose to do about it?

Sir Thomas rallied again, with the desperation of one fighting a lost cause.

I do not understand you— he began.

No? said Jimmy. Ill try and make my meaning clear. Correct me from time to time, if I am wrong. The way I size the thing up is as follows: When you married Lady Julia, I gather that it was, so to speak, up to you to some extent. People knew you were a millionaire, and they expected something special in the way of gifts from the bridegroom to the bride. Now, you, being of a prudent and economical nature, began to wonder if there wasnt some way of getting a reputation for lavishness without actually unbelting to any great extent. Am I right?

Sir Thomas did not answer.

I am, said Jimmy. Well, it occurred to you, naturally enough, that a properly-selected gift of jewelry might work the trick. It only needed a little nerve. When you give a present of diamonds to a lady, she is not likely to call for polarized light and refracting liquids and the rest of the circus. In ninety-nine cases out of a hundred, she will take the things on trust. Very well. You trotted off to a jeweler, and put the thing to him confidentially. I guess you suggested paste. But, being a wily person, he pointed out that paste has a habit of not wearing well. It is pretty enough when its new, but quite a small amount of ordinary wear and tear destroys the polish of the surface and the sharpness of the cutting. It gets scratched easily. Having heard this, and reflecting that Lady Julia was not likely to keep the necklace under a glass case, you rejected paste as too risky. The genial jeweler then suggested white jargoon, mentioning, as I have done, that, after an application or so of the blow-pipe, its own mother wouldnt know it. If he was a bit of an antiquary, he probably added that, in the eighteenth century, jargoon stones were supposed to be actually an inferior sort of diamond. What could be more suitable? Make it jargoon, dear heart, you cried joyfully, and all was well. Am I right? I notice that you have not corrected me so far.

Whether or not Sir Thomas would have replied in the affirmative is uncertain. He was opening his mouth to speak, when the curtain at the end of the room heaved, and Lord Dreever burst out like a cannon-ball in tweeds.

The apparition effectually checked any speech that Sir Thomas might have been intending to make. Lying back in his chair, he goggled silently at the new arrival. Even Jimmy, though knowing that his lordship had been in hiding, was taken aback. His attention had become so concentrated on his duel with the knight that he had almost forgotten they had an audience.

His lordship broke the silence.

Great Scott! he cried.

Neither Jimmy nor Sir Thomas seemed to consider the observation unsound or inadequate. They permitted it to pass without comment.

You old scoundrel! added his lordship, addressing Sir Thomas. And youre the man who called me a welsher! There were signs of a flicker of spirit in the knights prominent eyes, but they died away. He made no reply.

Great Scott! moaned his lordship, in a fervor of self-pity. Here have I been all these years letting you give me Hades in every shape and form, when all the while — My goodness, if Id only known earlier!

He turned to Jimmy.

Pitt, old man, he said warmly, I — dash it! I dont know what to say. If it hadnt been for you — I always did like Americans. I always thought it bally rot that that fuss happened in — in — whenever it was. If it hadnt been for fellows like you, he continued, addressing Sir Thomas once more, there wouldnt have been any of that frightful Declaration of Independence business. Would there, Pitt, old man?

These were deep problems, too spacious for casual examination. Jimmy shrugged his shoulders.

Well, I guess Sir Thomas might not have got along with George Washington, anyway, he said.

Of course not. Well — Spennie moved toward the door— Im off downstairs to see what Aunt Julia has to say about it all.

A shudder, as if from some electric shock, shook Sir Thomas. He leaped to his feet.

Spencer, he cried, I forbid you to say a word to your aunt.

Oh! said his lordship. You do, do you?

Sir Thomas shivered.

She would never let me hear the last of it.

I bet she wouldnt. Ill go and see.

Stop!

Well?

Sir Thomas dabbed at his forehead with his handkerchief. He dared not face the vision of Lady Julia in possession of the truth. At one time, the fear lest she might discover the harmless little deception he had practised had kept him awake at night, but gradually, as the days went by and the excellence of the imitation stones had continued to impose upon her and upon everyone else who saw them, the fear had diminished. But it had always been at the back of his mind. Even in her calmer moments, his wife was a source of mild terror to him. His imagination reeled at the thought of what depths of aristocratic scorn and indignation she would plumb in a case like this.

Spencer, he said, I insist that you shall not inform your aunt of this!

What? You want me to keep my mouth shut? You want me to become an accomplice in this beastly, low-down deception? I like that!

The point, said Jimmy, is well taken. Noblesse oblige, and all that sort of thing. The blood of the Dreevers boils furiously at the idea. Listen! You can hear it sizzling.

Lord Dreever moved a step nearer the door.

Stop! cried Sir Thomas again. Spencer!

Well?

Spencer, my boy, it occurs to me that perhaps I have not always treated you very well—

Perhaps! Not always! Great Scott, Ill have a fiver each way on both those. Considering youve treated me like a frightful kid practically ever since youve known me, I call that pretty rich! Why, what about this very night, when I asked you for a few pounds?

It was only the thought that you had been gambling—

Gambling! How about palming off faked diamonds on Aunt Julia for a gamble?

A game of skill, surely? murmured Jimmy.

I have been thinking the matter over, said Sir Thomas, and, if you really need the — was it not fifty pounds?

It was twenty, said his lordship. And I dont need it. Keep it. Youll want all you can save for a new necklace.

His fingers closed on the door-handle.

Spencer, stop!

Well?

We must talk this over. We must not be hasty.

Sir Thomas passed the handkerchief over his forehead.

In the past, perhaps, he resumed, our relations have not been quite — the fault was mine. I have always endeavored to do my duty. It is a difficult task to look after a young man of your age—

His lordships sense of his grievance made him eloquent.

Dash it all! he cried. Thats just what I jolly well complain of. Who the dickens wanted you to look after me? Hang it, youve kept your eye on me all these years like a frightful policeman! You cut off my allowance right in the middle of my time at college, just when I needed it most, and I had to come and beg for money whenever I wanted to buy a cigarette. I looked a fearful ass, I can tell you! Men who knew me used to be dashed funny about it. Im sick of the whole bally business. Youve given me a jolly thin time all this while, and now Im going to get a bit of my own back. Wouldnt you, Pitt, old man?

Jimmy, thus suddenly appealed to, admitted that, in his lordships place, he might have experienced a momentary temptation to do something of the kind.

Of course, said his lordship; any fellow would.

But, Spencer, let me—

Youve soured my life, said his lordship, frowning a tense, Byronic frown. Thats what youve done — soured my whole bally life. Ive had a rotten time. Ive had to go about touching my friends for money to keep me going. Why, I owe you a fiver, dont I, Pitt, old man?

It was a tenner, to be finnickingly accurate about details, but Jimmy did not say so. He concluded, rightly, that the memory of the original five pounds which he had lent Lord Dreever at the Savoy Hotel had faded from the others mind.

Dont mention it, he said.

But I do mention it, protested his lordship, shrilly. It just proves what I say. If I had had a decent allowance, it wouldnt have happened. And you wouldnt give me enough to set me going in the diplomatic service. Thats another thing. Why wouldnt you do that?

Sir Thomas pulled himself together.

I hardly thought you qualified, my dear boy—

His lordship did not actually foam at the mouth, but he looked as if he might do so at any moment. Excitement and the memory of his wrongs, lubricated, as it were, by the champagne he had consumed both at and after dinner, had produced in him a frame of mind far removed from the normal. His manners no longer had that repose which stamps the caste of Vere de Vere. He waved his hands:

I know, I know! he shouted. I know you didnt. You thought me a fearful fool. I tell you, Im sick of it. And always trying to make me marry money! Dashed humiliating! If she hadnt been a jolly sensible girl, youd have spoiled Miss McEacherns life as well as mine. You came very near it. I tell you, Ive had enough of it. Im in love. Im in love with the rippingest girl in England. Youve seen her, Pitt, old top. Isnt she a ripper?

Jimmy stamped the absent lady with the seal of his approval.

I tell you, if shell have me, Im going to marry her.

The dismay written on every inch of Sir Thomass countenance became intensified at these terrific words. Great as had been his contempt for the actual holder of the title, considered simply as a young man, he had always been filled with a supreme respect for the Dreever name.

But, Spencer, he almost howled, consider your position! You cannot—

Cant I, by Jove! If shell have me! And damn my position! Whats my position got to do with it? Katies the daughter of a general, if it comes to that. Her brother was at college with me. If Id had a penny to call my own, Id have asked her to marry me ages ago. Dont you worry about my position!

Sir Thomas croaked feebly.

Now, look here, said his lordship, with determination. Heres the whole thing in a jolly old nutshell. If you want me to forget about this little flutter in fake diamonds of yours, youve got to pull up your socks, and start in to do things. Youve got to get me attached to some embassy for a beginning. It wont be difficult. Theres dozens of old boys in London, who knew the governor when he was alive, who will jump at the chance of doing me a good turn. I know Im a bit of an ass in some ways, but thats expected of you in the diplomatic service. They only want you to wear evening clothes as if you were used to them, and be a bit of a flyer at dancing, and I can fill the bill all right as far as that goes. And youve got to give your jolly old blessing to Katie and me — if shell have me. Thats about all I can think of for the moment. How do we go? Are you on?

Its preposterous, began Sir Thomas.

Lord Dreever gave the door-handle a rattle.

Its a hold-up all right, said Jimmy, soothingly. I dont want to butt in on a family conclave, but my advice, if asked, would be to unbelt before the shooting begins. Youve got something worse than a pipe pointing at you, now. As regards my position in the business, dont worry. My silence is presented gratis. Give me a loving smile, and my lips are sealed.

Sir Thomas turned on the speaker.

As for you— he cried.

Never mind about Pitt, said his lordship. Hes a dashed good fellow, Pitt. I wish there were more like him. And he wasnt pinching the stuff, either. If you had only listened when he tried to tell you, you mightnt be in such a frightful hole. He was putting the things back, as he said. I know all about it. Well, whats the answer?

For a moment, Sir Thomas seemed on the point of refusal. But, just as he was about to speak, his lordship opened the door, and at the movement he collapsed again.

I will, he cried. I will!

Good, said his lordship with satisfaction. Thats a bargain. Coming downstairs, Pitt, old man? We shall be wanted on the stage in about half a minute.

As an antidote to stage fright, said Jimmy, as they went along the corridor, little discussions of that kind may be highly recommended. I shouldnt mind betting that you feel fit for anything?

I feel like a two-year-old, assented his lordship, enthusiastically. Ive forgotten all my part, but I dont care. Ill just go on and talk to them.

That, said Jimmy, is the right spirit. Charteris will get heart-disease, but its the right spirit. A little more of that sort of thing, and amateur theatricals would be worth listening to. Step lively, Roscius; the stage waits.


CHAPTER XXVIII. SPENNIES HOUR OF CLEAR VISION

[image: img129.jpg]

MR. MCEACHERN SAT in the billiard-room, smoking. He was alone. From where he sat, he could hear distant strains of music. The more rigorous portion of the evenings entertainment, the theatricals, was over, and the nobility and gentry, having done their duty by sitting through the performance, were now enjoying themselves in the ballroom. Everybody was happy. The play had been quite as successful as the usual amateur performance. The prompter had made himself a great favorite from the start, his series of duets with Spennie having been especially admired; and Jimmy, as became an old professional, had played his part with great finish and certainty of touch, though, like the bloodhounds in Uncle Toms Cabin on the road, he had had poor support. But the audience bore no malice. No collection of individuals is less vindictive than an audience at amateur theatricals. It was all over now. Charteris had literally gibbered in the presence of eye-witnesses at one point in the second act, when Spennie, by giving a wrong cue, had jerked the play abruptly into act three, where his colleagues, dimly suspecting something wrong, but not knowing what it was, had kept it for two minutes, to the mystification of the audience. But, now Charteris had begun to forget. As he two-stepped down the room, the lines of agony on his face were softened. He even smiled.

As for Spennie, the brilliance of his happy grin dazzled all beholders.

He was still wearing it when he invaded the solitude of Mr. McEachern. In every dance, however greatly he may be enjoying it, there comes a time when a man needs a meditative cigarette apart from the throng. It came to Spennie after the seventh item on the program. The billiard-room struck him as admirably suitable in every way. It was not likely to be used as a sitting-out place, and it was near enough to the ball-room to enable him to hear when the music of item number nine should begin.

Mr. McEachern welcomed his visitor. In the turmoil following the theatricals, he had been unable to get a word with any of the persons with whom he most wished to speak. He had been surprised that no announcement of the engagement had been made at the end of the performance. Spennie would be able to supply him with information as to when the announcement might be expected.

Spennie hesitated for an instant when he saw who was in the room. He was not over-anxious for a tete-a-tete with Mollys father just then. But, re-fleeting that, after all, he was not to blame for any disappointment that might be troubling the other, he switched on his grin again, and walked in.

Came in for a smoke, he explained, by way of opening the conversation. Not dancing the next.

Come in, my boy, come in, said Mr. McEachern. I was waiting to see you.

Spennie regretted his entrance. He had supposed that the other had heard the news of the breaking-off of the engagement. Evidently, however, McEachern had not. This was a nuisance. The idea of flight came to Spennie, but he dismissed it. As nominal host that night, he had to dance many duty-dances. This would be his only chance of a smoke for hours, and the billiard-room was the best place for it.

He sat down, and lighted a cigarette, casting about the while for an innocuous topic of conversation.

Like the show? he inquired.

Fine, said Mr. McEachern. By the way—

Spennie groaned inwardly. He had forgotten that a determined man can change the conversation to any subject he pleases by means of those three words.

By the way, said Mr. McEachern, I thought Sir Thomas — wasnt your uncle intending to announce — ?

Well, yes, he was, said Spennie.

Going to do it during the dancing, maybe?

Well — er — no. The fact is, hes not going to do it at all, dont you know. Spennie inspected the red end of his cigarette closely. As a matter of fact, its kind of broken off.

The others exclamation jarred on him. Rotten, having to talk about this sort of thing!

Broken off?

Spennie nodded.

Miss McEachern thought it over, dont you know, he said, and came to the conclusion that it wasnt good enough.

Now that it was said, he felt easier. It had merely been the awkwardness of having to touch on the thing that had troubled him. That his news might be a blow to McEachern did not cross his mind. He was a singularly modest youth, and, though he realized vaguely that his title had a certain value in some persons eyes, he could not understand anyone mourning over the loss of him as a son-in-law. Katies father, the old general, thought him a fool, and once, during an attack of gout, had said so. Spennie was wont to accept this as the view which a prospective father-in-law might be expected to entertain regarding himself.

Oblivious, therefore, to the storm raging a yard away from him, he smoked on with great contentment, till suddenly it struck him that, for a presumably devout lover, jilted that very night, he was displaying too little emotion. He debated swiftly within himself whether or not he should have a dash at manly grief, but came to the conclusion that it could not be done. Melancholy on this maddest, merriest day of all the glad New Year, the day on which he had utterly routed the powers of evil, as represented by Sir Thomas, was impossible. He decided, rather, on a let-us-be-reasonable attitude.

It wouldnt have done, dont you know, he said. We werent suited. What I mean to say is, Im a bit of a dashed sort of silly ass in some ways, if you know what I mean. A girl like Miss McEachern couldnt have been happy with me. She wants one of these capable, energetic fellers.

This struck him as a good beginning — modest, but not groveling. He continued, tapping quite a respectably deep vein of philosophy as he spoke.

You see, dear old top — I mean, sir, you see, its like this. As far as women are concerned, fellers are divided into two classes. Theres the masterful, capable Johnnies, and the — er — the other sort. Now, Im the other sort. My idea of the happy married life is to be — well, not exactly downtrodden, but — you know what I mean — kind of second fiddle. I want a wife— his voice grew soft and dreamy— wholl pet me a good deal, dont you know, stroke my hair a lot, and all that. I havent it in me to do the master-in-my-own-house business. For me, the silent-devotion touch. Sleeping on the mat outside her door, dont you know, when she wasnt feeling well, and being found there in the morning and being rather cosseted for my thoughtfulness. Thats the sort of idea. Hard to put it quite O. K., but you know the sort of thing I mean. A fellers got to realize his jolly old limitations if he wants to be happy though married, what? Now, suppose Miss McEachern was to marry me! Great Scott, shed be bored to death in a week. Honest! She couldnt help herself. She wants a chap with the same amount of go in him that shes got.

He lighted another cigarette. He was feeling pleased with himself. Never before had ideas marshaled themselves in his mind in such long and well-ordered ranks. He felt that he could go on talking like this all night. He was getting brainier every minute. He remembered reading in some book somewhere of a girl (or chappie) who had had her (or his) hour of clear vision. This was precisely what had happened now. Whether it was owing to the excitement of what had taken place that night, or because he had been keying up his thinking powers with excellent dry champagne, he did not know. All he knew was that he felt on top of his subject. He wished he had had a larger audience.

A girl like Miss McEachern doesnt want any of that hair-stroking business. Shed simply laugh at a feller if he asked for it. She needs a chappie of the get-on-or-get-out type, somebody in the six cylinder class. And, as a matter of fact, between ourselves, I rather think shes found him.

What!

Mr. McEachern half rose from his chair. All his old fears had come surging back.

What do you mean?

Fact, said his lordship, nodding. Mind you, I dont know for certain. As the girl says in the song, I dont know, but I guess. What I mean to say is, they seemed jolly friendly, and all that; calling each other by their first names, and so on.

Who — ?

Pitt, said his lordship. He was leaning back, blowing a smoke-ring at the moment, so he did not see the look on the others face and the sudden grip of the fingers on the arms of the chair. He went on with some enthusiasm.

Jimmy Pitt! he said. Now, theres a feller! Full of oats to the brim, and fairly bursting with go and energy. A girl wouldnt have a dull moment with a chap like that. You know, he proceeded confidently, theres a lot in this idea of affinities. Take my word for it, dear old — sir. Theres a girl up in London, for instance. Now, she and I hit it off most amazingly. Theres hardly a thing we dont think alike about. For instance, The Merry Widow didnt make a bit of a hit with her. Nor did it with me. Yet, look at the millions of people who raved about it. And neither of us likes oysters. Were affinities — thats why. You see the same sort of thing all over the place. Its a jolly queer business. Sometimes, makes me believe in re-in-whats-its-name. You know what I mean. All that in the poem, you know. How does it go? When you were a tiddley-om-pom, and I was a thingummajig. Dashed brainy bit of work. I was reading it only the other day. Well, what I mean to say is, its my belief that Jimmy Pitt and Miss McEachern are by way of being something in that line. Doesnt it strike you that they are just the sort to get on together? You can see it with half an eye. You cant help liking a feller like Jimmy Pitt. Hes a sport! I wish I could tell you some of the things hes done, but I cant, for reasons. But you can take it from me, hes a sport. You ought to cultivate him. Youd like him ... Oh, dash it, theres the music. I must be off. Got to dance this one.

He rose from his chair, and dropped his cigarette into the ash-tray.

So long, he said, with a friendly nod. Wish I could stop, but its no go. Thats the last let-up I shall have to-night.

He went out, leaving Mr. McEachern a prey to many and varied emotions.


CHAPTER XXIX. THE LAST ROUND
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HE HAD ONLY been gone a few minutes when Mr. McEacherns meditations were again interrupted. This time, the visitor was a stranger to him, a dark-faced, clean-shaven man. He did not wear evening clothes, so could not be one of the guests; and Mr. McEachern could not place him immediately. Then, he remembered. He had seen him in Sir Thomas Blunts dressing-room. This was Sir Thomass valet.

Might I have a word with you, sir?

What is it? asked McEachern, staring heavily. His mind had not recovered from the effect of Lord Dreevers philosophical remarks. There was something of a cloud on his brain. To judge from his lordships words, things had been happening behind his back; and the idea of Mollys deceiving him was too strange to be assimilated in an instant. He looked at the valet dully.

What is it? he asked again.

I must apologize for intruding, but I thought it best to approach you before making my report to Sir Thomas.

Your report?

I am employed by a private inquiry agency.

What!

Yes, sir. Wragges. You may have heard of us. In Holborn Bars. Very old established. Divorce a specialty. You will have seen the advertisements. Sir Thomas wrote asking for a man, and the governor sent me down. I have been with the house some years. My job, I gathered, was to keep my eyes open generally. Sir Thomas, it seemed, had no suspicions of any definite person. I was to be on the spot just in case, in a manner of speaking. And its precious lucky I was, or her ladyships jewels would have been gone. Ive done a fair cop this very night.

He paused, and eyed the ex-policeman keenly. McEachern was obviously excited. Could Jimmy have made an attempt on the jewels during the dance? or Spike?

Say, he said, was it a red-headed — ?

The detective was watching him with a curious smile.

No, he wasnt red-headed. You seem interested, sir. I thought you would be. I will tell you all about it. I had had my suspicions of this party ever since he arrived. And I may say that it struck me at the time that there was something mighty fishy about the way he got into the castle.

McEachern started. So, he had not been the only one to suspect Jimmys motives in attaching himself to Lord Dreever.

Go on, he said.

I suspected that there was some game on, and it struck me that this would be the day for the attempt, the house being upside down, in a manner of speaking, on account of the theatricals. And I was right. I kept near those jewels on and off all day, and, presently, just as I had thought, along comes this fellow. Hed hardly got to the door when I was on him.

Good boy! Youre no rube.

We fought for a while, but, being a bit to the good in strength, and knowing something about the game, I had the irons on him pretty quick, and took him off, and locked him in the cellar. Thats how it was, sir.

Mr. McEacherns relief was overwhelming. If Lord Dreevers statement was correct and Jimmy had really succeeded in winning Mollys affection, this would indeed be a rescue at the eleventh hour. It was with a Nunc-Dimittis air that he felt for his cigar-case, and extended it toward the detective. A cigar from his own private case was with him a mark of supreme favor and good-will, a sort of accolade which he bestowed only upon the really meritorious few.

Usually, it was received with becoming deference; but on this occasion there was a somewhat startling deviation from routine; for, just as he was opening the case, something cold and hard pressed against each of his wrists, there was a snap and a click, and, looking up, dazed, he saw that the detective had sprung back, and was contemplating him with a grim smile over the barrel of an ugly-looking little revolver.

Guilty or innocent, the first thing a man does when, he finds handcuffs on his wrists is to try to get them off. The action is automatic. Mr. McEachern strained at the steel chain till the veins stood out on his forehead. His great body shook with rage.

The detective eyed these efforts with some satisfaction. The picture presented by the other as he heaved and tugged was that of a guilty man trapped.

Its no good, my friend, he said.

The voice brought McEachern back to his senses. In the first shock of the thing, the primitive man in him had led him beyond the confines of self-restraint. He had simply struggled unthinkingly. Now, he came to himself again.

He shook his manacled hands furiously.

What does this mean? he shouted. What the — ?

Less noise, said the detective, sharply. Get back! he snapped, as the other took a step forward.

Do you know who I am? thundered McEachern.

No, said the detective. And thats just why youre wearing those bracelets. Come, now, dont be a fool. The games up. Cant you see that?

McEachern leaned helplessly against the billiard-table. He felt weak. Everything was unreal. Had he gone mad? he wondered.

Thats right, said the detective. Stay there. You cant do any harm there. It was a pretty little game, Ill admit. You worked it well. Meeting your old friend from New York and all, and having him invited to the castle. Very pretty. New York, indeed! Seen about as much of New York as I have of Timbuctoo. I saw through him.

Some inkling of the truth began to penetrate McEacherns consciousness. He had become obsessed with the idea that, as the captive was not Spike, it must be Jimmy. The possibility of Mr. Galers being the subject of discussion only dawned upon him now.

What do you mean? he cried. Who is it that you have arrested?

Blest if I know. You can tell me that, I should think, seeing hes an old Timbuctoo friend of yours. Galers the name he goes by here.

Galer!

Thats the man. And do you know what he had the impudence, the gall, to tell me? That he was in my own line of business. A detective! He said you had sent for him to come here!

The detective laughed amusedly at the recollection.

And so he is, you fool. So I did.

Oh, you did, did you? And what business had you bringing detectives into other peoples houses?

Mr. McEachern started to answer, but checked himself. Never before had he appreciated to the full the depth and truth of the proverb relating to the frying-pan and the fire. To clear himself, he must mention his suspicions of Jimmy, and also his reasons for those suspicions. And to do that would mean revealing his past. It was Scylla and Charybdis.

A drop of perspiration trickled down his temple.

Whats the good? said the detective. Mighty ingenious idea, that, only you hadnt allowed for there being a real detective in the house. It was that chap pitching me that yarn that made me suspicious of you. I put two and two together. Partners, I said to myself. Id heard all about you, scraping acquaintance with Sir Thomas and all. Mighty ingenious. You become the old family friend, and then you let in your pal. He gets the stuff, and hands it over to you. Nobody dreams of suspecting you, and there you are. Honestly, now, wasnt that the game?

Its all a mistake— McEachern was beginning, when the door-handle turned.

The detective looked over his shoulder. McEachern glared dumbly. This was the crowning blow, that there should be spectators of his predicament.

Jimmy strolled into the room.

Dreever told me you were in here, he said to McEachern. Can you spare me a — Hullo!

The detective had pocketed his revolver at the first sound of the handle. To be discreet was one of the chief articles in the creed of the young men from Wragges Detective Agency. But handcuffs are not easily concealed. Jimmy stood staring in amazement at McEacherns wrists.

Some sort of a round game? he enquired with interest.

The detective became confidential.

Its this way, Mr. Pitt. Theres been some pretty deep work going on here. Theres a regular gang of burglars in the place. This chap heres one of them.

What, Mr. McEachern!

Thats what he calls himself.

It was all Jimmy could do to keep himself from asking Mr. McEachern whether he attributed his downfall to drink. He contented himself with a sorrowful shake of the head at the fermenting captive. Then, he took up the part of the prisoners attorney.

I dont believe it, he said. What makes you think so?

Why, this afternoon, I caught this mans pal, the fellow that calls himself Galer—

I know the man, said Jimmy. Hes a detective, really. Mr. McEachern brought him down here.

The sleuths jaw dropped limply, as if he had received a blow.

What? he said, in a feeble voice.

Didnt I tell you — ? began Mr. McEachern; but the sleuth was occupied with Jimmy. That sickening premonition of disaster was beginning to steal over him. Dimly, he began to perceive that he had blundered.

Yes, said Jimmy. Why, I cant say; but Mr. McEachern was afraid someone might try to steal Lady Julia Blunts rope of diamonds. So, he wrote to London for this man, Galer. It was officious, perhaps, but not criminal. I doubt if, legally, you could handcuff a man for a thing like that. What have you done with good Mr. Galer?

Ive locked him in the coal-cellar, said the detective, dismally. The thought of the interview in prospect with the human bloodhound he had so mishandled was not exhilarating.

Locked him in the cellar, did you? said Jimmy. Well, well, I daresay hes very happy there. Hes probably busy detecting black-beetles. Still, perhaps you had better go and let him out. Possibly, if you were to apologize to him — ? Eh? Just as you think. I only suggest. If you want somebody to vouch for Mr. McEacherns non-burglariousness, I can do it. He is a gentleman of private means, and we knew each other out in New York — we are old acquaintances.

I never thought—

That, said Jimmy, with sympathetic friendliness, if you will allow me to say so, is the cardinal mistake you detectives make. You never do think.

It never occurred to me—

The detective looked uneasily at Mr. McEachern. There were indications in the policemans demeanor that the moment following release would be devoted exclusively to a carnival of violence, with a certain sleuth-hound playing a prominent role.

He took the key of the handcuffs from his pocket, and toyed with it. Mr. McEachern emitted a low growl. It was enough.

If you wouldnt mind, Mr. Pitt, said the sleuth, obsequiously. He thrust the key into Jimmys hands, and fled.

Jimmy unlocked the handcuffs. Mr. McEachern rubbed his wrists.

Ingenious little things, said Jimmy.

Im much obliged to you, growled Mr. McEachern, without looking up.

Not at all. A pleasure. This circumstantial evidence thing is the devil, isnt it? I knew a man who broke into a house in New York to win a bet, and to this day the owner of that house thinks him a professional burglar.

Whats that? said Mr. McEachern, sharply.

Why do I say a man ? Why am I so elusive and mysterious? Youre quite right. It sounds more dramatic, but after all what you want is facts. Very well. I broke into your house that night to win a bet. Thats the limpid truth.

McEachern was staring at him. Jimmy proceeded.

You are just about to ask — what was Spike Mullins doing with me? Well, Spike had broken into my flat an hour before, and I took him along with me as a sort of guide, philosopher, and friend.

Spike Mullins said you were a burglar from England.

Im afraid I rather led him to think so. I had been to see the opening performance of a burglar-play called, Love, the Cracksman, that night, and I worked off on Spike some severely technical information I had received from a pal of mine who played lead in the show. I told you when I came in that I had been talking to Lord Dreever. Well, what he was saying to me was that he had met this very actor man, a fellow called Mifflin — Arthur Mifflin — in London just before he met me. Hes in London now, rehearsing for a show thats come over from America. You see the importance of this item? It means that, if you doubt my story, all you need do is to find Mifflin — I forgot what theater his play is coming on at, but you could find out in a second — and ask him to corroborate. Are you satisfied?

McEachern did not answer. An hour before, he would have fought to the last ditch for his belief in Jimmys crookedness; but the events of the last ten minutes had shaken him. He could not forget that it was Jimmy who had extricated him from a very uncomfortable position. He saw now that that position was not so bad as it had seemed at the time, for the establishing of the innocence of Mr. Galer could have been effected on the morrow by an exchange of telegrams between the castle and Dodsons Private Inquiry Agency; yet it had certainly been bad enough. But for Jimmy, there would have been several hours of acute embarrassment, if nothing worse. He felt something of a reaction in Jimmys favor.

Still, it is hard to overcome a deep-rooted prejudice in an instant. He stared doubtfully.

See here, Mr. McEachern, said Jimmy, I wish you would listen quietly to me for a minute or two. Theres really no reason on earth why we should be at one anothers throats in this way. We might just as well be friends. Lets shake, and call the fight off. I guess you know why I came in here to see you?

McEachern did not speak.

You know that your daughter has broken off her engagement to Lord Dreever?

Then, he was right! said McEachern, half to himself. It is you?

Jimmy nodded. McEachern drummed his fingers on the table, and gazed thoughtfully at him.

Is Molly — ? he said at length. Does Molly — ?

Yes, said Jimmy.

McEachern continued his drumming. Dont think theres been anything underhand about this, said Jimmy. She absolutely refused to do anything unless you gave your consent. She said you had been partners all her life, and she was going to do the square thing by you.

She did? said McEachern, eagerly.

I think you ought to do the square thing by her. Im not much, but she wants me. Do the square thing by her.

He stretched out his hand, but he saw that the other did not notice the movement. McEachern was staring straight in front of him. There was a look in his eyes that Jimmy had never seen there before, a frightened, hunted look. The rugged aggressiveness of his mouth and chin showed up in strange contrast. The knuckles of his clenched fists were white.

Its too late, he burst out. Ill be square with her now, but its too late. I wont stand in her way when I can make her happy. But Ill lose her! Oh, my God, Ill lose her!

He gripped the edge of the table.

Did you think I had never said to myself, he went on, the things you said to me that day when we met here? Did you think I didnt know what I was? Who should know it better than myself? But she didnt. Id kept it from her. Id sweat for fear she would find out some day. When I came over here, I thought I was safe. And, then, you came, and I saw you together. I thought you were a crook. You were with Mullins in New York. I told her you were a crook.

You told her that!

I said I knew it. I couldnt tell her the truth — why I thought so. I said I had made inquiries in New York, and found out about you.

Jimmy saw now. The mystery was solved. So, that was why Molly had allowed them to force her into the engagement with Dreever. For a moment, a rush of anger filled him; but he looked at McEachern, and it died away. He could not be vindictive now. It would be like hitting a beaten man. He saw things suddenly from the others view-point, and he pitied him.

I see, he said, slowly.

McEachern gripped the table in silence.

I see, said Jimmy again. You mean, shell want an explanation.

He thought for a moment.

You must tell her, he said, quickly. For your own sake, you must tell her. Go and do it now. Wake up, man! He shook him by the shoulder. Go and do it now. Shell forgive you. Dont be afraid of that. Go and look for her, and tell her now.

McEachern roused himself.

I will, he said.

Its the only way, said Jimmy.

McEachern opened the door, then fell back a pace. Jimmy could hear voices in the passage outside. He recognized Lord Dreevers.

McEachern continued to back away from the door.

Lord Dreever entered, with Molly on his arm.

Hullo, said his lordship, looking round. Hullo, Pitt! Here we all are, what?

Lord Dreever wanted to smoke, said Molly.

She smiled, but there was anxiety in her eyes. She looked quickly at her father and at Jimmy.

Molly, my dear, said McEachern huskily, I to speak to you for a moment.

Jimmy took his lordship by the arm.

Come along, Dreever, he said. You can come and sit out with me. Well go and smoke on the terrace.

They left the room together.

What does the old boy want? inquired his lordship. Are you and Miss McEachern — ?

We are, said Jimmy.

By Jove, I say, old chap! Million congratulations, and all that sort of rot, you know!

Thanks, said Jimmy. Have a cigarette?

His lordship had to resume his duties in the ballroom after awhile; but Jimmy sat on, smoking and thinking. The night was very still. Now and then, a sparrow would rustle in the ivy on the castle wall, and somewhere in the distance a dog was barking. The music had begun again in the ball-room. It sounded faint and thin where he sat.

In the general stillness, the opening of the door at the top of the steps came sharply to his ears. He looked up. Two figures were silhouetted for a moment against the light, and then the door closed again. They began to move slowly down the steps.

Jimmy had recognized them. He got up. He was in the shadow. They could not see him. They began to walk down the terrace. They were quite close now. Neither was speaking; but, presently when they were but a few feet away, they stopped. There was the splutter of a match, and McEachern lighted a cigar. In the yellow light, his face was clearly visible. Jimmy looked, and was content.

He edged softly toward the shrubbery at the end of the terrace, and, entering it without a sound, began to make his way back to the house.


CHAPTER XXX. CONCLUSION
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THE AMERICAN LINER, St. Louis, lay in the Empress Dock at Southampton, taking aboard her passengers. All sorts and conditions of men flowed in an unceasing stream up the gangway.

Leaning over the second-class railing, Jimmy Pitt and Spike Mullins watched them thoughtfully.

Jimmy looked up at the Blue Peter that fluttered from the fore-mast, and then at Spike. The Bowery boys face was stolid and expressionless. He was smoking a short wooden pipe with an air of detachment.

Well, Spike, said Jimmy. Your schooners on the tide now, isnt it? Your vessels at the quay. Youve got some queer-looking fellow-travelers. Dont miss the two Cingalese sports, and the man in the turban and the baggy breeches. I wonder if theyre air-tight. Useful if he fell overboard.

Sure, said Spike, directing a contemplative eye toward the garment in question. He knows his business.

I wonder what those men on the deck are writing. Theyve been scribbling away ever since we came here. Probably, society journalists. We shall see in next weeks papers: Among the second-class passengers, we noticed Mr. Spike Mullins, looking as cheery as ever. Its a pity youre so set on going, Spike. Why not change your mind, and stop?

For a moment, Spike looked wistful. Then, his countenance resumed its woodenness. Dere aint no use for me dis side, boss, he said. New Yorks de spot. Youse dont want none of me, now youre married. Hows Miss Molly, boss?

Splendid, Spike, thanks. Were going over to France by to-nights boat.

Its been a queer business, Jimmy continued, after a pause, a deuced-queer business! Still, Ive come very well out of it, at any rate. It seems to me that youre the only one of us who doesnt end happily, Spike. Im married. McEacherns butted into society so deep that it would take an excavating party with dynamite to get him out of it. Molly — well, Mollys made a bad bargain, but I hope she wont regret it. Were all going some, except you. Youre going out on the old trail again — which begins in Third Avenue, and ends in Sing Sing. Why tear yourself away, Spike?

Spike concentrated his gaze on a weedy young emigrant in a blue jersey, who was having his eye examined by the overworked doctor and seemed to be resenting it.

Deres nuttin doin dis side, boss, he said, at length. I want to git busy.

Ulysses Mullins! said Jimmy, looking at him curiously. I know the feeling. Theres only one cure. I sketched it out for you once, but I guess youll never take it. You dont think a lot of women, do you? Youre the rugged bachelor.

Goils — ! began Spike comprehensively, and abandoned the topic without dilating on it further.

Jimmy lighted his pipe, and threw the match overboard.

The sun came out from behind a cloud, and the water sparkled.

Dose were great jools, boss, said Spike, thoughtfully.

I believe youre still brooding over them, Spike.

We could have got away wit dem, if youse would have stood fer it. Dead easy.

You are brooding over them. Spike, Ill tell you something which will console you a little, before you start out on your wanderings. Its in confidence, so keep it dark. That necklace was paste.

Whats dat?

Nothing but paste. I got next directly you handed them to me. They werent worth a hundred dollars.

A light of understanding came into Spikes eyes. His face beamed with the smile of one to whom dark matters are made clear.

So, dats why you wouldnt stan fer gittin away wit dem! he exclaimed.


Psmith in the City (1910)
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1. Mr Bickersdyke Walks behind the Bowlers Arm

[image: img131.jpg]

CONSIDERING WHAT A prominent figure Mr John Bickersdyke was to be in Mike Jacksons life, it was only appropriate that he should make a dramatic entry into it. This he did by walking behind the bowlers arm +when Mike had scored ninety-eight, causing him thereby to be clean bowled by a long-hop.

It was the last day of the Ilsworth cricket week, and the house team were struggling hard on a damaged wicket. During the first two matches of the week all had been well. Warm sunshine, true wickets, tea in the shade of the trees. But on the Thursday night, as the team champed their dinner contentedly after defeating the Incogniti by two wickets, a pattering of rain made itself heard upon the windows. By bedtime it had settled to a steady downpour. On Friday morning, when the team of the local regiment arrived in their brake, the sun was shining once more in a watery, melancholy way, but play was not possible before lunch. After lunch the bowlers were in their element. The regiment, winning the toss, put together a hundred and thirty, due principally to a last wicket stand between two enormous corporals, who swiped at everything and had luck enough for two whole teams. The house team followed with seventy-eight, of which Psmith, by his usual golf methods, claimed thirty. Mike, who had gone in first as the star bat of the side, had been run out with great promptitude off the first ball of the innings, which his partner had hit in the immediate neighbourhood of point. At close of play the regiment had made five without loss. This, on the Saturday morning, helped by another shower of rain which made the wicket easier for the moment, they had increased to a hundred and forty-eight, leaving the house just two hundred to make on a pitch which looked as if it were made of linseed.

It was during this week that Mike had first made the acquaintance of Psmiths family. Mr Smith had moved from Shropshire, and taken Ilsworth Hall in a neighbouring county. This he had done, as far as could be ascertained, simply because he had a poor opinion of Shropshire cricket. And just at the moment cricket happened to be the pivot of his life.

My father, Psmith had confided to Mike, meeting him at the station in the family motor on the Monday, is a man of vast but volatile brain. He has not that calm, dispassionate outlook on life which marks your true philosopher, such as myself. I—

I say, interrupted Mike, eyeing Psmiths movements with apprehension, you arent going to drive, are you?

Who else? As I was saying, I am like some contented spectator of a Pageant. My pater wants to jump in and stage-manage. He is a man of hobbies. He never has more than one at a time, and he never has that long. But while he has it, its all there. When I left the house this morning he was all for cricket. But by the time we get to the ground he may have chucked cricket and taken up the Territorial Army. Dont be surprised if you find the wicket being dug up into trenches, when we arrive, and the pro. moving in echelon towards the pavilion. No, he added, as the car turned into the drive, and they caught a glimpse of white flannels and blazers in the distance, and heard the sound of bat meeting ball, cricket seems still to be topping the bill. Come along, and Ill show you your room. Its next to mine, so that, if brooding on Life in the still hours of the night, I hit on any great truth, I shall pop in and discuss it with you.

While Mike was changing, Psmith sat on his bed, and continued to discourse.

I suppose youre going to the Varsity? he said.

Rather, said Mike, lacing his boots. You are, of course? Cambridge, I hope. Im going to Kings.

Between ourselves, confided Psmith, Im dashed if I know whats going to happen to me. I am the thingummy of whats-its-name.

You look it, said Mike, brushing his hair.

Dont stand there cracking the glass, said Psmith. I tell you I am practically a human three-shies-a-penny ball. My father is poising me lightly in his hand, preparatory to flinging me at one of the milky cocos of Life. Which one hell aim at I dont know. The least thing fills him with a whirl of new views as to my future. Last week we were out shooting together, and he said that the life of the gentleman-farmer was the most manly and independent on earth, and that he had a good mind to start me on that. I pointed out that lack of early training had rendered me unable to distinguish between a threshing-machine and a mangel-wurzel, so he chucked that. He has now worked round to Commerce. It seems that a blighter of the name of Bickersdyke is coming here for the week-end next Saturday. As far as I can say without searching the Newgate Calendar, the man Bickersdykes career seems to have been as follows. He was at school with my pater, went into the City, raked in a certain amount of doubloons — probably dishonestly — and is now a sort of Captain of Industry, manager of some bank or other, and about to stand for Parliament. The result of these excesses is that my paters imagination has been fired, and at time of going to press he wants me to imitate Comrade Bickersdyke. However, theres plenty of time. Thats one comfort. Hes certain to change his mind again. Ready? Then suppose we filter forth into the arena?

Out on the field Mike was introduced to the man of hobbies. Mr Smith, senior, was a long, earnest-looking man who might have been Psmith in a grey wig but for his obvious energy. He was as wholly on the move as Psmith was wholly statuesque. Where Psmith stood like some dignified piece of sculpture, musing on deep questions with a glassy eye, his father would be trying to be in four places at once. When Psmith presented Mike to him, he shook hands warmly with him and started a sentence, but broke off in the middle of both performances to dash wildly in the direction of the pavilion in an endeavour to catch an impossible catch some thirty yards away. The impetus so gained carried him on towards Bagley, the Ilsworth Hall ground-man, with whom a moment later he was carrying on an animated discussion as to whether he had or had not seen a dandelion on the field that morning. Two minutes afterwards he had skimmed away again. Mike, as he watched him, began to appreciate Psmiths reasons for feeling some doubt as to what would be his future walk in life.

At lunch that day Mike sat next to Mr Smith, and improved his acquaintance with him; and by the end of the week they were on excellent terms. Psmiths father had Psmiths gift of getting on well with people.

On this Saturday, as Mike buckled on his pads, Mr Smith bounded up, full of advice and encouragement.

My boy, he said, we rely on you. These others — he indicated with a disparaging wave of the hand the rest of the team, who were visible through the window of the changing-room— are all very well. Decent club bats. Good for a few on a billiard-table. But youre our hope on a wicket like this. I have studied cricket all my life — till that summer it is improbable that Mr Smith had ever handled a bat— and I know a first-class batsman when I see one. Ive seen your brothers play. Pooh, youre better than any of them. That century of yours against the Green Jackets was a wonderful innings, wonderful. Now look here, my boy. I want you to be careful. Weve a lot of runs to make, so we mustnt take any risks. Hit plenty of boundaries, of course, but be careful. Careful. Dash it, theres a youngster trying to climb up the elm. Hell break his neck. Its young Giles, my keepers boy. Hi! Hi, there!

He scudded out to avert the tragedy, leaving Mike to digest his expert advice on the art of batting on bad wickets.

Possibly it was the excellence of this advice which induced Mike to play what was, to date, the best innings of his life. There are moments when the batsman feels an almost super-human fitness. This came to Mike now. The sun had begun to shine strongly. It made the wicket more difficult, but it added a cheerful touch to the scene. Mike felt calm and masterful. The bowling had no terrors for him. He scored nine off his first over and seven off his second, half-way through which he lost his partner. He was to undergo a similar bereavement several times that afternoon, and at frequent intervals. However simple the bowling might seem to him, it had enough sting in it to worry the rest of the team considerably. Batsmen came and went at the other end with such rapidity that it seemed hardly worth while their troubling to come in at all. Every now and then one would give promise of better things by lifting the slow bowler into the pavilion or over the boundary, but it always happened that a similar stroke, a few balls later, ended in an easy catch. At five oclock the Ilsworth score was eighty-one for seven wickets, last man nought, Mike not out fifty-nine. As most of the house team, including Mike, were dispersing to their homes or were due for visits at other houses that night, stumps were to be drawn at six. It was obvious that they could not hope to win. Number nine on the list, who was Bagley, the ground-man, went in with instructions to play for a draw, and minute advice from Mr Smith as to how he was to do it. Mike had now begun to score rapidly, and it was not to be expected that he could change his game; but Bagley, a dried-up little man of the type which bowls for five hours on a hot August day without exhibiting any symptoms of fatigue, put a much-bound bat stolidly in front of every ball he received; and the Halls prospects of saving the game grew brighter.

At a quarter to six the professional left, caught at very silly point for eight. The score was a hundred and fifteen, of which Mike had made eighty-five.

A lengthy young man with yellow hair, who had done some good fast bowling for the Hall during the week, was the next man in. In previous matches he had hit furiously at everything, and against the Green Jackets had knocked up forty in twenty minutes while Mike was putting the finishing touches to his century. Now, however, with his hosts warning ringing in his ears, he adopted the unspectacular, or Bagley, style of play. His manner of dealing with the ball was that of one playing croquet. He patted it gingerly back to the bowler when it was straight, and left it icily alone when it was off the wicket. Mike, still in the brilliant vein, clumped a half-volley past point to the boundary, and with highly scientific late cuts and glides brought his score to ninety-eight. With Mikes score at this, the total at a hundred and thirty, and the hands of the clock at five minutes to six, the yellow-haired croquet exponent fell, as Bagley had fallen, a victim to silly point, the ball being the last of the over.

Mr Smith, who always went in last for his side, and who so far had not received a single ball during the week, was down the pavilion steps and half-way to the wicket before the retiring batsman had taken half a dozen steps.

Last over, said the wicket-keeper to Mike. Any idea how many youve got? You must be near your century, I should think.

Ninety-eight, said Mike. He always counted his runs.

By Jove, as near as that? This is something like a finish.

Mike left the first ball alone, and the second. They were too wide of the off-stump to be hit at safely. Then he felt a thrill as the third ball left the bowlers hand. It was a long-hop. He faced square to pull it.

And at that moment Mr John Bickersdyke walked into his life across the bowling-screen.

He crossed the bowlers arm just before the ball pitched. Mike lost sight of it for a fraction of a second, and hit wildly. The next moment his leg stump was askew; and the Hall had lost the match.

Im sorry, he said to Mr Smith. Some silly idiot walked across the screen just as the ball was bowled.

What! shouted Mr Smith. Who was the fool who walked behind the bowlers arm? he yelled appealingly to Space.

Here he comes, whoever he is, said Mike.

A short, stout man in a straw hat and a flannel suit was walking towards them. As he came nearer Mike saw that he had a hard, thin-lipped mouth, half-hidden by a rather ragged moustache, and that behind a pair of gold spectacles were two pale and slightly protruding eyes, which, like his mouth, looked hard.

How are you, Smith, he said.

Hullo, Bickersdyke. There was a slight internal struggle, and then Mr Smith ceased to be the cricketer and became the host. He chatted amiably to the new-comer.

You lost the game, I suppose, said Mr Bickersdyke.

The cricketer in Mr Smith came to the top again, blended now, however, with the host. He was annoyed, but restrained in his annoyance.

I say, Bickersdyke, you know, my dear fellow, he said complainingly, you shouldnt have walked across the screen. You put Jackson off, and made him get bowled.

The screen?

That curious white object, said Mike. It is not put up merely as an ornament. Theres a sort of rough idea of giving the batsman a chance of seeing the ball, as well. Its a great help to him when people come charging across it just as the bowler bowls.

Mr Bickersdyke turned a slightly deeper shade of purple, and was about to reply, when what sporting reporters call the veritable ovation began.

Quite a large crowd had been watching the game, and they expressed their approval of Mikes performance.

There is only one thing for a batsman to do on these occasions. Mike ran into the pavilion, leaving Mr Bickersdyke standing.


2. Mike Hears Bad News
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IT SEEMED TO Mike, when he got home, that there was a touch of gloom in the air. His sisters were as glad to see him as ever. There was a good deal of rejoicing going on among the female Jacksons because Joe had scored his first double century in first-class cricket. Double centuries are too common, nowadays, for the papers to take much notice of them; but, still, it is not everybody who can make them, and the occasion was one to be marked. Mike had read the news in the evening paper in the train, and had sent his brother a wire from the station, congratulating him. He had wondered whether he himself would ever achieve the feat in first-class cricket. He did not see why he should not. He looked forward through a long vista of years of county cricket. He had a birth qualification for the county in which Mr Smith had settled, and he had played for it once already at the beginning of the holidays. His debut had not been sensational, but it had been promising. The fact that two members of the team had made centuries, and a third seventy odd, had rather eclipsed his own twenty-nine not out; but it had been a faultless innings, and nearly all the papers had said that here was yet another Jackson, evidently well up to the family standard, who was bound to do big things in the future.

The touch of gloom was contributed by his brother Bob to a certain extent, and by his father more noticeably. Bob looked slightly thoughtful. Mr Jackson seemed thoroughly worried.

Mike approached Bob on the subject in the billiard-room after dinner. Bob was practising cannons in rather a listless way.

Whats up, Bob? asked Mike.

Bob laid down his cue.

Im hanged if I know, said Bob. Something seems to be. Fathers worried about something.

He looked as if hed got the hump rather at dinner.

I only got here this afternoon, about three hours before you did. I had a bit of a talk with him before dinner. I cant make out whats up. He seemed awfully keen on my finding something to do now Ive come down from Oxford. Wanted to know whether I couldnt get a tutoring job or a mastership at some school next term. I said Id have a shot. I dont see what all the hurrys about, though. I was hoping hed give me a bit of travelling on the Continent somewhere before I started in.

Rough luck, said Mike. I wonder why it is. Jolly good about Joe, wasnt it? Lets have fifty up, shall we?

Bobs remarks had given Mike no hint of impending disaster. It seemed strange, of course, that his father, who had always been so easy-going, should have developed a hustling Get On or Get Out spirit, and be urging Bob to Do It Now; but it never occurred to him that there could be any serious reason for it. After all, fellows had to start working some time or other. Probably his father had merely pointed this out to Bob, and Bob had made too much of it.

Half-way through the game Mr Jackson entered the room, and stood watching in silence.

Want a game, father? asked Mike.

No, thanks, Mike. What is it? A hundred up?

Fifty.

Oh, then youll be finished in a moment. When you are, I wish youd just look into the study for a moment, Mike. I want to have a talk with you.

Rum, said Mike, as the door closed. I wonder whats up?

For a wonder his conscience was free. It was not as if a bad school-report might have arrived in his absence. His Sedleigh report had come at the beginning of the holidays, and had been, on the whole, fairly decent — nothing startling either way. Mr Downing, perhaps through remorse at having harried Mike to such an extent during the Sammy episode, had exercised a studied moderation in his remarks. He had let Mike down far more easily than he really deserved. So it could not be a report that was worrying Mr Jackson. And there was nothing else on his conscience.

Bob made a break of sixteen, and ran out. Mike replaced his cue, and walked to the study.

His father was sitting at the table. Except for the very important fact that this time he felt that he could plead Not Guilty on every possible charge, Mike was struck by the resemblance in the general arrangement of the scene to that painful ten minutes at the end of the previous holidays, when his father had announced his intention of taking him away from Wrykyn and sending him to Sedleigh. The resemblance was increased by the fact that, as Mike entered, Mr Jackson was kicking at the waste-paper basket — a thing which with him was an infallible sign of mental unrest.

Sit down, Mike, said Mr Jackson. How did you get on during the week?

Topping. Only once out under double figures. And then I was run out. Got a century against the Green Jackets, seventy-one against the Incogs, and today I made ninety-eight on a beast of a wicket, and only got out because some silly goat of a chap—

He broke off. Mr Jackson did not seem to be attending. There was a silence. Then Mr Jackson spoke with an obvious effort.

Look here, Mike, weve always understood one another, havent we?

Of course we have.

You know I wouldnt do anything to prevent you having a good time, if I could help it. I took you away from Wrykyn, I know, but that was a special case. It was necessary. But I understand perfectly how keen you are to go to Cambridge, and I wouldnt stand in the way for a minute, if I could help it.

Mike looked at him blankly. This could only mean one thing. He was not to go to the Varsity. But why? What had happened? When he had left for the Smiths cricket week, his name had been down for Kings, and the whole thing settled. What could have happened since then?

But I cant help it, continued Mr Jackson.

Arent I going up to Cambridge, father? stammered Mike.

Im afraid not, Mike. Id manage it if I possibly could. Im just as anxious to see you get your Blue as you are to get it. But its kinder to be quite frank. I cant afford to send you to Cambridge. I wont go into details which you would not understand; but Ive lost a very large sum of money since I saw you last. So large that we shall have to economize in every way. I shall let this house and take a much smaller one. And you and Bob, Im afraid, will have to start earning your living. I know its a terrible disappointment to you, old chap.

Oh, thats all right, said Mike thickly. There seemed to be something sticking in his throat, preventing him from speaking.

If there was any possible way—

No, its all right, father, really. I dont mind a bit. Its awfully rough luck on you losing all that.

There was another silence. The clock ticked away energetically on the mantelpiece, as if glad to make itself heard at last. Outside, a plaintive snuffle made itself heard. John, the bull-dog, Mikes inseparable companion, who had followed him to the study, was getting tired of waiting on the mat. Mike got up and opened the door. John lumbered in.

The movement broke the tension.

Thanks, Mike, said Mr Jackson, as Mike started to leave the room, youre a sportsman.


3. The New Era Begins
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DETAILS OF WHAT were in store for him were given to Mike next morning. During his absence at Ilsworth a vacancy had been got for him in that flourishing institution, the New Asiatic Bank; and he was to enter upon his duties, whatever they might be, on the Tuesday of the following week. It was short notice, but banks have a habit of swallowing their victims rather abruptly. Mike remembered the case of Wyatt, who had had just about the same amount of time in which to get used to the prospect of Commerce.

On the Monday morning a letter arrived from Psmith. Psmith was still perturbed. Commerce, he wrote, continues to boom. My pater referred to Comrade Bickersdyke last night as a Merchant Prince. Comrade B. and I do not get on well together. Purely for his own good, I drew him aside yesterday and explained to him at great length the frightfulness of walking across the bowling-screen. He seemed restive, but I was firm. We parted rather with the Distant Stare than the Friendly Smile. But I shall persevere. In many ways the casual observer would say that he was hopeless. He is a poor performer at Bridge, as I was compelled to hint to him on Saturday night. His eyes have no animated sparkle of intelligence. And the cut of his clothes jars my sensitive soul to its foundations. I dont wish to speak ill of a man behind his back, but I must confide in you, as my Boyhoods Friend, that he wore a made-up tie at dinner. But no more of a painful subject. I am working away at him with a brave smile. Sometimes I think that I am succeeding. Then he seems to slip back again. However, concluded the letter, ending on an optimistic note, I think that I shall make a man of him yet — some day.

Mike re-read this letter in the train that took him to London. By this time Psmith would know that his was not the only case in which Commerce was booming. Mike had written to him by return, telling him of the disaster which had befallen the house of Jackson. Mike wished he could have told him in person, for Psmith had a way of treating unpleasant situations as if he were merely playing at them for his own amusement. Psmiths attitude towards the slings and arrows of outrageous Fortune was to regard them with a bland smile, as if they were part of an entertainment got up for his express benefit.

Arriving at Paddington, Mike stood on the platform, waiting for his box to emerge from the luggage-van, with mixed feelings of gloom and excitement. The gloom was in the larger quantities, perhaps, but the excitement was there, too. It was the first time in his life that he had been entirely dependent on himself. He had crossed the Rubicon. The occasion was too serious for him to feel the same helplessly furious feeling with which he had embarked on life at Sedleigh. It was possible to look on Sedleigh with quite a personal enmity. London was too big to be angry with. It took no notice of him. It did not care whether he was glad to be there or sorry, and there was no means of making it care. That is the peculiarity of London. There is a sort of cold unfriendliness about it. A city like New York makes the new arrival feel at home in half an hour; but London is a specialist in what Psmith in his letter had called the Distant Stare. You have to buy Londons good-will.

Mike drove across the Park to Victoria, feeling very empty and small. He had settled on Dulwich as the spot to get lodgings, partly because, knowing nothing about London, he was under the impression that rooms anywhere inside the four-mile radius were very expensive, but principally because there was a school at Dulwich, and it would be a comfort being near a school. He might get a game of fives there sometimes, he thought, on a Saturday afternoon, and, in the summer, occasional cricket.

Wandering at a venture up the asphalt passage which leads from Dulwich station in the direction of the College, he came out into Acacia Road. There is something about Acacia Road which inevitably suggests furnished apartments. A child could tell at a glance that it was bristling with bed-sitting rooms.

Mike knocked at the first door over which a card hung.

There is probably no more depressing experience in the world than the process of engaging furnished apartments. Those who let furnished apartments seem to take no joy in the act. Like Pooh-Bah, they do it, but it revolts them.

In answer to Mikes knock, a female person opened the door. In appearance she resembled a pantomime dame, inclining towards the restrained melancholy of Mr Wilkie Bard rather than the joyous abandon of Mr George Robey. Her voice she had modelled on the gramophone. Her most recent occupation seemed to have been something with a good deal of yellow soap in it. As a matter of fact — there are no secrets between our readers and ourselves — she had been washing a shirt. A useful occupation, and an honourable, but one that tends to produce a certain homeliness in the appearance.

She wiped a pair of steaming hands on her apron, and regarded Mike with an eye which would have been markedly expressionless in a boiled fish.

Was there anything? she asked.

Mike felt that he was in for it now. He had not sufficient ease of manner to back gracefully away and disappear, so he said that there was something. In point of fact, he wanted a bed-sitting room.

Orkup stays, said the pantomime dame. Which Mike interpreted to mean, would he walk upstairs?

The procession moved up a dark flight of stairs until it came to a door. The pantomime dame opened this, and shuffled through. Mike stood in the doorway, and looked in.

It was a repulsive room. One of those characterless rooms which are only found in furnished apartments. To Mike, used to the comforts of his bedroom at home and the cheerful simplicity of a school dormitory, it seemed about the most dismal spot he had ever struck. A sort of Sargasso Sea among bedrooms.

He looked round in silence. Then he said: Yes. There did not seem much else to say.

Its a nice room, said the pantomime dame. Which was a black lie. It was not a nice room. It never had been a nice room. And it did not seem at all probable that it ever would be a nice room. But it looked cheap. That was the great thing. Nobody could have the assurance to charge much for a room like that. A landlady with a conscience might even have gone to the length of paying people some small sum by way of compensation to them for sleeping in it.

About what? queried Mike. Cheapness was the great consideration. He understood that his salary at the bank would be about four pounds ten a month, to begin with, and his father was allowing him five pounds a month. One does not do things en prince on a hundred and fourteen pounds a year.

The pantomime dame became slightly more animated. Prefacing her remarks by a repetition of her statement that it was a nice room, she went on to say that she could do it at seven and sixpence per week for him — giving him to understand, presumably, that, if the Shah of Persia or Mr Carnegie ever applied for a nights rest, they would sigh in vain for such easy terms. And that included lights. Coals were to be looked on as an extra. Sixpence a scuttle. Attendance was thrown in.

Having stated these terms, she dribbled a piece of fluff under the bed, after the manner of a professional Association footballer, and relapsed into her former moody silence.

Mike said he thought that would be all right. The pantomime dame exhibited no pleasure.

Bout meals? she said. Youll be wanting breakfast. Bacon, aigs, an that, I suppose?

Mike said he supposed so.

Thatll be extra, she said. And dinner? A chop, or a nice steak?

Mike bowed before this original flight of fancy. A chop or a nice steak seemed to be about what he might want.

Thatll be extra, said the pantomime dame in her best Wilkie Bard manner.

Mike said yes, he supposed so. After which, having put down seven and sixpence, one weeks rent in advance, he was presented with a grubby receipt and an enormous latchkey, and the seance was at an end. Mike wandered out of the house. A few steps took him to the railings that bounded the College grounds. It was late August, and the evenings had begun to close in. The cricket-field looked very cool and spacious in the dim light, with the school buildings looming vague and shadowy through the slight mist. The little gate by the railway bridge was not locked. He went in, and walked slowly across the turf towards the big clump of trees which marked the division between the cricket and football fields. It was all very pleasant and soothing after the pantomime dame and her stuffy bed-sitting room. He sat down on a bench beside the second eleven telegraph-board, and looked across the ground at the pavilion. For the first time that day he began to feel really home-sick. Up till now the excitement of a strange venture had borne him up; but the cricket-field and the pavilion reminded him so sharply of Wrykyn. They brought home to him with a cutting distinctness, the absolute finality of his break with the old order of things. Summers would come and go, matches would be played on this ground with all the glory of big scores and keen finishes; but he was done. He was a jolly good bat at school. Top of the Wrykyn averages two years. But didnt do anything after he left. Went into the city or something. That was what they would say of him, if they didnt quite forget him.

The clock on the tower over the senior block chimed quarter after quarter, but Mike sat on, thinking. It was quite late when he got up, and began to walk back to Acacia Road. He felt cold and stiff and very miserable.


4. First Steps in a Business Career
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THE CITY RECEIVED Mike with the same aloofness with which the more western portion of London had welcomed him on the previous day. Nobody seemed to look at him. He was permitted to alight at St Pauls and make his way up Queen Victoria Street without any demonstration. He followed the human stream till he reached the Mansion House, and eventually found himself at the massive building of the New Asiatic Bank, Limited.

The difficulty now was to know how to make an effective entrance. There was the bank, and here was he. How had he better set about breaking it to the authorities that he had positively arrived and was ready to start earning his four pound ten per mensem? Inside, the bank seemed to be in a state of some confusion. Men were moving about in an apparently irresolute manner. Nobody seemed actually to be working. As a matter of fact, the business of a bank does not start very early in the morning. Mike had arrived before things had really begun to move. As he stood near the doorway, one or two panting figures rushed up the steps, and flung themselves at a large book which stood on the counter near the door. Mike was to come to know this book well. In it, if you were an employe of the New Asiatic Bank, you had to inscribe your name every morning. It was removed at ten sharp to the accountants room, and if you reached the bank a certain number of times in the year too late to sign, bang went your bonus.

After a while things began to settle down. The stir and confusion gradually ceased. All down the length of the bank, figures could be seen, seated on stools and writing hieroglyphics in large letters. A benevolent-looking man, with spectacles and a straggling grey beard, crossed the gangway close to where Mike was standing. Mike put the thing to him, as man to man.

Could you tell me, he said, what Im supposed to do? Ive just joined the bank. The benevolent man stopped, and looked at him with a pair of mild blue eyes. I think, perhaps, that your best plan would be to see the manager, he said. Yes, I should certainly do that. He will tell you what work you have to do. If you will permit me, I will show you the way.

Its awfully good of you, said Mike. He felt very grateful. After his experience of London, it was a pleasant change to find someone who really seemed to care what happened to him. His heart warmed to the benevolent man.

It feels strange to you, perhaps, at first, Mr—

Jackson.

Mr Jackson. My name is Waller. I have been in the City some time, but I can still recall my first day. But one shakes down. One shakes down quite quickly. Here is the managers room. If you go in, he will tell you what to do.

Thanks awfully, said Mike.

Not at all. He ambled off on the quest which Mike had interrupted, turning, as he went, to bestow a mild smile of encouragement on the new arrival. There was something about Mr Waller which reminded Mike pleasantly of the White Knight in Alice through the Looking-glass.

Mike knocked at the managerial door, and went in.

Two men were sitting at the table. The one facing the door was writing when Mike went in. He continued to write all the time he was in the room. Conversation between other people in his presence had apparently no interest for him, nor was it able to disturb him in any way.

The other man was talking into a telephone. Mike waited till he had finished. Then he coughed. The man turned round. Mike had thought, as he looked at his back and heard his voice, that something about his appearance or his way of speaking was familiar. He was right. The man in the chair was Mr Bickersdyke, the cross-screen pedestrian.

These reunions are very awkward. Mike was frankly unequal to the situation. Psmith, in his place, would have opened the conversation, and relaxed the tension with some remark on the weather or the state of the crops. Mike merely stood wrapped in silence, as in a garment.

That the recognition was mutual was evident from Mr Bickersdykes look. But apart from this, he gave no sign of having already had the pleasure of making Mikes acquaintance. He merely stared at him as if he were a blot on the arrangement of the furniture, and said, Well?

The most difficult parts to play in real life as well as on the stage are those in which no business is arranged for the performer. It was all very well for Mr Bickersdyke. He had been discovered sitting. But Mike had had to enter, and he wished now that there was something he could do instead of merely standing and speaking.

Ive come, was the best speech he could think of. It was not a good speech. It was too sinister. He felt that even as he said it. It was the sort of thing Mephistopheles would have said to Faust by way of opening conversation. And he was not sure, either, whether he ought not to have added, Sir.

Apparently such subtleties of address were not necessary, for Mr Bickersdyke did not start up and shout, This language to me! or anything of that kind. He merely said, Oh! And who are you?

Jackson, said Mike. It was irritating, this assumption on Mr Bickersdykes part that they had never met before.

Jackson? Ah, yes. You have joined the staff?

Mike rather liked this way of putting it. It lent a certain dignity to the proceedings, making him feel like some important person for whose services there had been strenuous competition. He seemed to see the banks directors being reassured by the chairman. (I am happy to say, gentlemen, that our profits for the past year are 3,000,006-2-2 1/2 pounds — (cheers) — and — impressively— that we have finally succeeded in inducing Mr Mike Jackson — (sensation) — to — er — in fact, to join the staff! (Frantic cheers, in which the chairman joined.)

Yes, he said.

Mr Bickersdyke pressed a bell on the table beside him, and picking up a pen, began to write. Of Mike he took no further notice, leaving that toy of Fate standing stranded in the middle of the room.

After a few moments one of the men in fancy dress, whom Mike had seen hanging about the gangway, and whom he afterwards found to be messengers, appeared. Mr Bickersdyke looked up.

Ask Mr Bannister to step this way, he said.

The messenger disappeared, and presently the door opened again to admit a shock-headed youth with paper cuff-protectors round his wrists.

This is Mr Jackson, a new member of the staff. He will take your place in the postage department. You will go into the cash department, under Mr Waller. Kindly show him what he has to do.

Mike followed Mr Bannister out. On the other side of the door the shock-headed one became communicative.

Whew! he said, mopping his brow. Thats the sort of thing which gives me the pip. When William came and said old Bick wanted to see me, I said to him, William, my boy, my number is up. This is the sack. I made certain that Rossiter had run me in for something. Hes been waiting for a chance to do it for weeks, only Ive been as good as gold and havent given it him. I pity you going into the postage. Theres one thing, though. If you can stick it for about a month, youll get through all right. Men are always leaving for the East, and then you get shunted on into another department, and the next new man goes into the postage. Thats the best of this place. Its not like one of those banks where you stay in London all your life. You only have three years here, and then you get your orders, and go to one of the branches in the East, where youre the dickens of a big pot straight away, with a big screw and a dozen native Johnnies under you. Bit of all right, that. I shant get my orders for another two and a half years and more, worse luck. Still, its something to look forward to.

Whos Rossiter? asked Mike.

The head of the postage department. Fussy little brute. Wont leave you alone. Always trying to catch you on the hop. Theres one thing, though. The work in the postage is pretty simple. You cant make many mistakes, if youre careful. Its mostly entering letters and stamping them.

They turned in at the door in the counter, and arrived at a desk which ran parallel to the gangway. There was a high rack running along it, on which were several ledgers. Tall, green-shaded electric lamps gave it rather a cosy look.

As they reached the desk, a little man with short, black whiskers buzzed out from behind a glass screen, where there was another desk.

Where have you been, Bannister, where have you been? You must not leave your work in this way. There are several letters waiting to be entered. Where have you been?

Mr Bickersdyke sent for me, said Bannister, with the calm triumph of one who trumps an ace.

Oh! Ah! Oh! Yes, very well. I see. But get to work, get to work. Who is this?

This is a new man. Hes taking my place. Ive been moved on to the cash.

Oh! Ah! Is your name Smith? asked Mr Rossiter, turning to Mike.

Mike corrected the rash guess, and gave his name. It struck him as a curious coincidence that he should be asked if his name were Smith, of all others. Not that it is an uncommon name.

Mr Bickersdyke told me to expect a Mr Smith. Well, well, perhaps there are two new men. Mr Bickersdyke knows we are short-handed in this department. But, come along, Bannister, come along. Show Jackson what he has to do. We must get on. There is no time to waste.

He buzzed back to his lair. Bannister grinned at Mike. He was a cheerful youth. His normal expression was a grin.

Thats a sample of Rossiter, he said. Youd think from the fuss hes made that the business of the place was at a standstill till we got to work. Perfect rot! Theres never anything to do here till after lunch, except checking the stamps and petty cash, and Ive done that ages ago. There are three letters. You may as well enter them. It all looks like work. But youll find the best way is to wait till you get a couple of dozen or so, and then work them off in a batch. But if you see Rossiter about, then start stamping something or writing something, or hell run you in for neglecting your job. Hes a nut. Im jolly glad Im under old Waller now. Hes the pick of the bunch. The other heads of departments are all nuts, and Bickersdykes the nuttiest of the lot. Now, look here. This is all youve got to do. Ill just show you, and then you can manage for yourself. I shall have to be shunting off to my own work in a minute.


5. The Other Man
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AS BANNISTER HAD said, the work in the postage department was not intricate. There was nothing much to do except enter and stamp letters, and, at intervals, take them down to the post office at the end of the street. The nature of the work gave Mike plenty of time for reflection.

His thoughts became gloomy again. All this was very far removed from the life to which he had looked forward. There are some people who take naturally to a life of commerce. Mike was not of these. To him the restraint of the business was irksome. He had been used to an open-air life, and a life, in its way, of excitement. He gathered that he would not be free till five oclock, and that on the following day he would come at ten and go at five, and the same every day, except Saturdays and Sundays, all the year round, with a ten days holiday. The monotony of the prospect appalled him. He was not old enough to know what a narcotic is Habit, and that one can become attached to and interested in the most unpromising jobs. He worked away dismally at his letters till he had finished them. Then there was nothing to do except sit and wait for more.

He looked through the letters he had stamped, and re-read the addresses. Some of them were directed to people living in the country, one to a house which he knew quite well, near to his own home in Shropshire. It made him home-sick, conjuring up visions of shady gardens and country sounds and smells, and the silver Severn gleaming in the distance through the trees. About now, if he were not in this dismal place, he would be lying in the shade in the garden with a book, or wandering down to the river to boat or bathe. That envelope addressed to the man in Shropshire gave him the worst moment he had experienced that day.

The time crept slowly on to one oclock. At two minutes past Mike awoke from a day-dream to find Mr Waller standing by his side. The cashier had his hat on.

I wonder, said Mr Waller, if you would care to come out to lunch. I generally go about this time, and Mr Rossiter, I know, does not go out till two. I thought perhaps that, being unused to the City, you might have some difficulty in finding your way about.

Its awfully good of you, said Mike. I should like to.

The other led the way through the streets and down obscure alleys till they came to a chop-house. Here one could have the doubtful pleasure of seeing ones chop in its various stages of evolution. Mr Waller ordered lunch with the care of one to whom lunch is no slight matter. Few workers in the City do regard lunch as a trivial affair. It is the keynote of their day. It is an oasis in a desert of ink and ledgers. Conversation in city office deals, in the morning, with what one is going to have for lunch, and in the afternoon with what one has had for lunch.

At intervals during the meal Mr Waller talked. Mike was content to listen. There was something soothing about the grey-bearded one.

What sort of a man is Bickersdyke? asked Mike.

A very able man. A very able man indeed. Im afraid hes not popular in the office. A little inclined, perhaps, to be hard on mistakes. I can remember the time when he was quite different. He and I were fellow clerks in Morton and Blatherwicks. He got on better than I did. A great fellow for getting on. They say he is to be the Unionist candidate for Kenningford when the time comes. A great worker, but perhaps not quite the sort of man to be generally popular in an office.

Hes a blighter, was Mikes verdict. Mr Waller made no comment. Mike was to learn later that the manager and the cashier, despite the fact that they had been together in less prosperous days — or possibly because of it — were not on very good terms. Mr Bickersdyke was a man of strong prejudices, and he disliked the cashier, whom he looked down upon as one who had climbed to a lower rung of the ladder than he himself had reached.

As the hands of the chop-house clock reached a quarter to two, Mr Waller rose, and led the way back to the office, where they parted for their respective desks. Gratitude for any good turn done to him was a leading characteristic of Mikes nature, and he felt genuinely grateful to the cashier for troubling to seek him out and be friendly to him.

His three-quarters-of-an-hour absence had led to the accumulation of a small pile of letters on his desk. He sat down and began to work them off. The addresses continued to exercise a fascination for him. He was miles away from the office, speculating on what sort of a man J. B. Garside, Esq, was, and whether he had a good time at his house in Worcestershire, when somebody tapped him on the shoulder.

He looked up.

Standing by his side, immaculately dressed as ever, with his eye-glass fixed and a gentle smile on his face, was Psmith.

Mike stared.

Commerce, said Psmith, as he drew off his lavender gloves, has claimed me for her own. Comrade of old, I, too, have joined this blighted institution.

As he spoke, there was a whirring noise in the immediate neighbourhood, and Mr Rossiter buzzed out from his den with the esprit and animation of a clock-work toy.

Whos here? said Psmith with interest, removing his eye-glass, polishing it, and replacing it in his eye.

Mr Jackson, exclaimed Mr Rossiter. I really must ask you to be good enough to come in from your lunch at the proper time. It was fully seven minutes to two when you returned, and—

That little more, sighed Psmith, and how much is it!

Who are you? snapped Mr Rossiter, turning on him.

I shall be delighted, Comrade—

Rossiter, said Mike, aside.

Comrade Rossiter. I shall be delighted to furnish you with particulars of my family history. As follows. Soon after the Norman Conquest, a certain Sieur de Psmith grew tired of work — a family failing, alas! — and settled down in this country to live peacefully for the remainder of his life on what he could extract from the local peasantry. He may be described as the founder of the family which ultimately culminated in Me. Passing on—

Mr Rossiter refused to pass on.

What are you doing here? What have you come for?

Work, said Psmith, with simple dignity. I am now a member of the staff of this bank. Its interests are my interests. Psmith, the individual, ceases to exist, and there springs into being Psmith, the cog in the wheel of the New Asiatic Bank; Psmith, the link in the banks chain; Psmith, the Worker. I shall not spare myself, he proceeded earnestly. I shall toil with all the accumulated energy of one who, up till now, has only known what work is like from hearsay. Whose is that form sitting on the steps of the bank in the morning, waiting eagerly for the place to open? It is the form of Psmith, the Worker. Whose is that haggard, drawn face which bends over a ledger long after the other toilers have sped blithely westwards to dine at Lyons Popular Cafe? It is the face of Psmith, the Worker.

I— began Mr Rossiter.

I tell you, continued Psmith, waving aside the interruption and tapping the head of the department rhythmically in the region of the second waistcoat-button with a long finger, I tell you, Comrade Rossiter, that you have got hold of a good man. You and I together, not forgetting Comrade Jackson, the pet of the Smart Set, will toil early and late till we boost up this Postage Department into a shining model of what a Postage Department should be. What that is, at present, I do not exactly know. However. Excursion trains will be run from distant shires to see this Postage Department. American visitors to London will do it before going on to the Tower. And now, he broke off, with a crisp, businesslike intonation, I must ask you to excuse me. Much as I have enjoyed this little chat, I fear it must now cease. The time has come to work. Our trade rivals are getting ahead of us. The whisper goes round, Rossiter and Psmith are talking, not working, and other firms prepare to pinch our business. Let me Work.

Two minutes later, Mr Rossiter was sitting at his desk with a dazed expression, while Psmith, perched gracefully on a stool, entered figures in a ledger.


6. Psmith Explains
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FOR THE SPACE of about twenty-five minutes Psmith sat in silence, concentrated on his ledger, the picture of the model bank-clerk. Then he flung down his pen, slid from his stool with a satisfied sigh, and dusted his waistcoat. A commercial crisis, he said, has passed. The job of work which Comrade Rossiter indicated for me has been completed with masterly skill. The period of anxiety is over. The bank ceases to totter. Are you busy, Comrade Jackson, or shall we chat awhile?

Mike was not busy. He had worked off the last batch of letters, and there was nothing to do but to wait for the next, or — happy thought — to take the present batch down to the post, and so get out into the sunshine and fresh air for a short time. I rather think Ill nip down to the post-office, said he, You couldnt come too, I suppose?

On the contrary, said Psmith, I could, and will. A stroll will just restore those tissues which the gruelling work of the last half-hour has wasted away. It is a fearful strain, this commercial toil. Let us trickle towards the post office. I will leave my hat and gloves as a guarantee of good faith. The cry will go round, Psmith has gone! Some rival institution has kidnapped him! Then they will see my hat, — he built up a foundation of ledgers, planted a long ruler in the middle, and hung his hat on it— my gloves, — he stuck two pens into the desk and hung a lavender glove on each— and they will sink back swooning with relief. The awful suspense will be over. They will say, No, he has not gone permanently. Psmith will return. When the fields are white with daisies hell return. And now, Comrade Jackson, lead me to this picturesque little post-office of yours of which I have heard so much.

Mike picked up the long basket into which he had thrown the letters after entering the addresses in his ledger, and they moved off down the aisle. No movement came from Mr Rossiters lair. Its energetic occupant was hard at work. They could just see part of his hunched-up back.

I wish Comrade Downing could see us now, said Psmith. He always set us down as mere idlers. Triflers. Butterflies. It would be a wholesome corrective for him to watch us perspiring like this in the cause of Commerce.

You havent told me yet what on earth youre doing here, said Mike. I thought you were going to the Varsity. Why the dickens are you in a bank? Your pater hasnt lost his money, has he?

No. There is still a tolerable supply of doubloons in the old oak chest. Mine is a painful story.

It always is, said Mike.

You are very right, Comrade Jackson. I am the victim of Fate. Ah, so you put the little chaps in there, do you? he said, as Mike, reaching the post-office, began to bundle the letters into the box. You seem to have grasped your duties with admirable promptitude. It is the same with me. I fancy we are both born men of Commerce. In a few years we shall be pinching Comrade Bickersdykes job. And talking of Comrade B. brings me back to my painful story. But I shall never have time to tell it to you during our walk back. Let us drift aside into this tea-shop. We can order a buckwheat cake or a butter-nut, or something equally succulent, and carefully refraining from consuming these dainties, I will tell you all.

Right O! said Mike.

When last I saw you, resumed Psmith, hanging Mikes basket on the hat-stand and ordering two portions of porridge, you may remember that a serious crisis in my affairs had arrived. My father inflamed with the idea of Commerce had invited Comrade Bickersdyke—

When did you know he was a manager here? asked Mike.

At an early date. I have my spies everywhere. However, my pater invited Comrade Bickersdyke to our house for the weekend. Things turned out rather unfortunately. Comrade B. resented my purely altruistic efforts to improve him mentally and morally. Indeed, on one occasion he went so far as to call me an impudent young cub, and to add that he wished he had me under him in his bank, where, he asserted, he would knock some of the nonsense out of me. All very painful. I tell you, Comrade Jackson, for the moment it reduced my delicately vibrating ganglions to a mere frazzle. Recovering myself, I made a few blithe remarks, and we then parted. I cannot say that we parted friends, but at any rate I bore him no ill-will. I was still determined to make him a credit to me. My feelings towards him were those of some kindly father to his prodigal son. But he, if I may say so, was fairly on the hop. And when my pater, after dinner the same night, played into his hands by mentioning that he thought I ought to plunge into a career of commerce, Comrade B. was, I gather, all over him. Offered to make a vacancy for me in the bank, and to take me on at once. My pater, feeling that this was the real hustle which he admired so much, had me in, stated his case, and said, in effect, How do we go? I intimated that Comrade Bickersdyke was my greatest chum on earth. So the thing was fixed up and here I am. But you are not getting on with your porridge, Comrade Jackson. Perhaps you dont care for porridge? Would you like a finnan haddock, instead? Or a piece of shortbread? You have only to say the word.

It seems to me, said Mike gloomily, that we are in for a pretty rotten time of it in this bally bank. If Bickersdykes got his knife into us, he can make it jolly warm for us. Hes got his knife into me all right about that walking-across-the-screen business.

True, said Psmith, to a certain extent. It is an undoubted fact that Comrade Bickersdyke will have a jolly good try at making life a nuisance to us; but, on the other hand, I propose, so far as in me lies, to make things moderately unrestful for him, here and there.

But you cant, objected Mike. What I mean to say is, it isnt like a school. If you wanted to score off a master at school, you could always rag and so on. But here you cant. How can you rag a man whos sitting all day in a room of his own while youre sweating away at a desk at the other end of the building?

You put the case with admirable clearness, Comrade Jackson, said Psmith approvingly. At the hard-headed, common-sense business you sneak the biscuit every time with ridiculous ease. But you do not know all. I do not propose to do a thing in the bank except work. I shall be a model as far as work goes. I shall be flawless. I shall bound to do Comrade Rossiters bidding like a highly trained performing dog. It is outside the bank, when I have staggered away dazed with toil, that I shall resume my attention to the education of Comrade Bickersdyke.

But, dash it all, how can you? You wont see him. Hell go off home, or to his club, or—

Psmith tapped him earnestly on the chest.

There, Comrade Jackson, he said, you have hit the bulls-eye, rung the bell, and gathered in the cigar or cocoanut according to choice. He will go off to his club. And I shall do precisely the same.

How do you mean?

It is this way. My father, as you may have noticed during your stay at our stately home of England, is a man of a warm, impulsive character. He does not always do things as other people would do them. He has his own methods. Thus, he has sent me into the City to do the hard-working, bank-clerk act, but at the same time he is allowing me just as large an allowance as he would have given me if I had gone to the Varsity. Moreover, while I was still at Eton he put my name up for his clubs, the Senior Conservative among others. My pater belongs to four clubs altogether, and in course of time, when my name comes up for election, I shall do the same. Meanwhile, I belong to one, the Senior Conservative. It is a bigger club than the others, and your name comes up for election sooner. About the middle of last month a great yell of joy made the West End of London shake like a jelly. The three thousand members of the Senior Conservative had just learned that I had been elected.

Psmith paused, and ate some porridge.

I wonder why they call this porridge, he observed with mild interest. It would be far more manly and straightforward of them to give it its real name. To resume. I have gleaned, from casual chit-chat with my father, that Comrade Bickersdyke also infests the Senior Conservative. You might think that that would make me, seeing how particular I am about whom I mix with, avoid the club. Error. I shall go there every day. If Comrade Bickersdyke wishes to emend any little traits in my character of which he may disapprove, he shall never say that I did not give him the opportunity. I shall mix freely with Comrade Bickersdyke at the Senior Conservative Club. I shall be his constant companion. I shall, in short, haunt the man. By these strenuous means I shall, as it were, get a bit of my own back. And now, said Psmith, rising, it might be as well, perhaps, to return to the bank and resume our commercial duties. I dont know how long you are supposed to be allowed for your little trips to and from the post-office, but, seeing that the distance is about thirty yards, I should say at a venture not more than half an hour. Which is exactly the space of time which has flitted by since we started out on this important expedition. Your devotion to porridge, Comrade Jackson, has led to our spending about twenty-five minutes in this hostelry.

Great Scott, said Mike, therell be a row.

Some slight temporary breeze, perhaps, said Psmith. Annoying to men of culture and refinement, but not lasting. My only fear is lest we may have worried Comrade Rossiter at all. I regard Comrade Rossiter as an elder brother, and would not cause him a moments heart-burning for worlds. However, we shall soon know, he added, as they passed into the bank and walked up the aisle, for there is Comrade Rossiter waiting to receive us in person.

The little head of the Postage Department was moving restlessly about in the neighbourhood of Psmiths and Mikes desk.

Am I mistaken, said Psmith to Mike, or is there the merest suspicion of a worried look on our chiefs face? It seems to me that there is the slightest soupcon of shadow about that broad, calm brow.


7. Going into Winter Quarters
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THERE WAS.

Mr Rossiter had discovered Psmiths and Mikes absence about five minutes after they had left the building. Ever since then, he had been popping out of his lair at intervals of three minutes, to see whether they had returned. Constant disappointment in this respect had rendered him decidedly jumpy. When Psmith and Mike reached the desk, he was a kind of human soda-water bottle. He fizzed over with questions, reproofs, and warnings.

What does it mean? What does it mean? he cried. Where have you been? Where have you been?

Poetry, said Psmith approvingly.

You have been absent from your places for over half an hour. Why? Why? Why? Where have you been? Where have you been? I cannot have this. It is preposterous. Where have you been? Suppose Mr Bickersdyke had happened to come round here. I should not have known what to say to him.

Never an easy man to chat with, Comrade Bickersdyke, agreed Psmith.

You must thoroughly understand that you are expected to remain in your places during business hours.

Of course, said Psmith, that makes it a little hard for Comrade Jackson to post letters, does it not?

Have you been posting letters?

We have, said Psmith. You have wronged us. Seeing our absent places you jumped rashly to the conclusion that we were merely gadding about in pursuit of pleasure. Error. All the while we were furthering the banks best interests by posting letters.

You had no business to leave your place. Jackson is on the posting desk.

You are very right, said Psmith, and it shall not occur again. It was only because it was the first day, Comrade Jackson is not used to the stir and bustle of the City. His nerve failed him. He shrank from going to the post-office alone. So I volunteered to accompany him. And, concluded Psmith, impressively, we won safely through. Every letter has been posted.

That need not have taken you half an hour.

True. And the actual work did not. It was carried through swiftly and surely. But the nerve-strain had left us shaken. Before resuming our more ordinary duties we had to refresh. A brief breathing-space, a little coffee and porridge, and here we are, fit for work once more.

If it occurs again, I shall report the matter to Mr Bickersdyke.

And rightly so, said Psmith, earnestly. Quite rightly so. Discipline, discipline. That is the cry. There must be no shirking of painful duties. Sentiment must play no part in business. Rossiter, the man, may sympathise, but Rossiter, the Departmental head, must be adamant.

Mr Rossiter pondered over this for a moment, then went off on a side-issue.

What is the meaning of this foolery? he asked, pointing to Psmiths gloves and hat. Suppose Mr Bickersdyke had come round and seen them, what should I have said?

You would have given him a message of cheer. You would have said, All is well. Psmith has not left us. He will come back. And Comrade Bickersdyke, relieved, would have—

You do not seem very busy, Mr Smith.

Both Psmith and Mr Rossiter were startled.

Mr Rossiter jumped as if somebody had run a gimlet into him, and even Psmith started slightly. They had not heard Mr Bickersdyke approaching. Mike, who had been stolidly entering addresses in his ledger during the latter part of the conversation, was also taken by surprise.

Psmith was the first to recover. Mr Rossiter was still too confused for speech, but Psmith took the situation in hand.

Apparently no, he said, swiftly removing his hat from the ruler. In reality, yes. Mr Rossiter and I were just scheming out a line of work for me as you came up. If you had arrived a moment later, you would have found me toiling.

Hm. I hope I should. We do not encourage idling in this bank.

Assuredly not, said Psmith warmly. Most assuredly not. I would not have it otherwise. I am a worker. A bee, not a drone. A Lusitania, not a limpet. Perhaps I have not yet that grip on my duties which I shall soon acquire; but it is coming. It is coming. I see daylight.

Hm. I have only your word for it. He turned to Mr Rossiter, who had now recovered himself, and was as nearly calm as it was in his nature to be. Do you find Mr Smiths work satisfactory, Mr Rossiter?

Psmith waited resignedly for an outburst of complaint respecting the small matter that had been under discussion between the head of the department and himself; but to his surprise it did not come.

Oh — ah — quite, quite, Mr Bickersdyke. I think he will very soon pick things up.

Mr Bickersdyke turned away. He was a conscientious bank manager, and one can only suppose that Mr Rossiters tribute to the earnestness of one of his employes was gratifying to him. But for that, one would have said that he was disappointed.

Oh, Mr Bickersdyke, said Psmith.

The manager stopped.

Father sent his kind regards to you, said Psmith benevolently.

Mr Bickersdyke walked off without comment.

An uncommonly cheery, companionable feller, murmured Psmith, as he turned to his work.

The first day anywhere, if one spends it in a sedentary fashion, always seemed unending; and Mike felt as if he had been sitting at his desk for weeks when the hour for departure came. A banks day ends gradually, reluctantly, as it were. At about five there is a sort of stir, not unlike the stir in a theatre when the curtain is on the point of falling. Ledgers are closed with a bang. Men stand about and talk for a moment or two before going to the basement for their hats and coats. Then, at irregular intervals, forms pass down the central aisle and out through the swing doors. There is an air of relaxation over the place, though some departments are still working as hard as ever under a blaze of electric light. Somebody begins to sing, and an instant chorus of protests and maledictions rises from all sides. Gradually, however, the electric lights go out. The procession down the centre aisle becomes more regular; and eventually the place is left to darkness and the night watchman.

The postage department was one of the last to be freed from duty. This was due to the inconsiderateness of the other departments, which omitted to disgorge their letters till the last moment. Mike as he grew familiar with the work, and began to understand it, used to prowl round the other departments during the afternoon and wrest letters from them, usually receiving with them much abuse for being a nuisance and not leaving honest workers alone. Today, however, he had to sit on till nearly six, waiting for the final batch of correspondence.

Psmith, who had waited patiently with him, though his own work was finished, accompanied him down to the post office and back again to the bank to return the letter basket; and they left the office together.

By the way, said Psmith, what with the strenuous labours of the bank and the disturbing interviews with the powers that be, I have omitted to ask you where you are digging. Wherever it is, of course you must clear out. It is imperative, in this crisis, that we should be together. I have acquired a quite snug little flat in Clements Inn. There is a spare bedroom. It shall be yours.

My dear chap, said Mike, its all rot. I cant sponge on you.

You pain me, Comrade Jackson. I was not suggesting such a thing. We are business men, hard-headed young bankers. I make you a business proposition. I offer you the post of confidential secretary and adviser to me in exchange for a comfortable home. The duties will be light. You will be required to refuse invitations to dinner from crowned heads, and to listen attentively to my views on Life. Apart from this, there is little to do. So thats settled.

It isnt, said Mike. I—

You will enter upon your duties tonight. Where are you suspended at present?

Dulwich. But, look here—

A little more, and youll get the sack. I tell you the thing is settled. Now, let us hail yon taximeter cab, and desire the stern-faced aristocrat on the box to drive us to Dulwich. We will then collect a few of your things in a bag, have the rest off by train, come back in the taxi, and go and bite a chop at the Carlton. This is a momentous day in our careers, Comrade Jackson. We must buoy ourselves up.

Mike made no further objections. The thought of that bed-sitting room in Acacia Road and the pantomime dame rose up and killed them. After all, Psmith was not like any ordinary person. There would be no question of charity. Psmith had invited him to the flat in exactly the same spirit as he had invited him to his house for the cricket week.

You know, said Psmith, after a silence, as they flitted through the streets in the taximeter, one lives and learns. Were you so wrapped up in your work this afternoon that you did not hear my very entertaining little chat with Comrade Bickersdyke, or did it happen to come under your notice? It did? Then I wonder if you were struck by the singular conduct of Comrade Rossiter?

I thought it rather decent of him not to give you away to that blighter Bickersdyke.

Admirably put. It was precisely that that struck me. He had his opening, all ready made for him, but he refrained from depositing me in the soup. I tell you, Comrade Jackson, my rugged old heart was touched. I said to myself, There must be good in Comrade Rossiter, after all. I must cultivate him. I shall make it my business to be kind to our Departmental head. He deserves the utmost consideration. His action shone like a good deed in a wicked world. Which it was, of course. From today onwards I take Comrade Rossiter under my wing. We seem to be getting into a tolerably benighted quarter. Are we anywhere near? Through Darkest Dulwich in a Taximeter.

The cab arrived at Dulwich station, and Mike stood up to direct the driver. They whirred down Acacia Road. Mike stopped the cab and got out. A brief and somewhat embarrassing interview with the pantomime dame, during which Mike was separated from a weeks rent in lieu of notice, and he was in the cab again, bound for Clements Inn.

His feelings that night differed considerably from the frame of mind in which he had gone to bed the night before. It was partly a very excellent dinner and partly the fact that Psmiths flat, though at present in some disorder, was obviously going to be extremely comfortable, that worked the change. But principally it was due to his having found an ally. The gnawing loneliness had gone. He did not look forward to a career of Commerce with any greater pleasure than before; but there was no doubt that with Psmith, it would be easier to get through the time after office hours. If all went well in the bank he might find that he had not drawn such a bad ticket after all.


8. The Friendly Native
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THE FIRST PRINCIPLE of warfare, said Psmith at breakfast next morning, doling out bacon and eggs with the air of a medieval monarch distributing largesse, is to collect a gang, to rope in allies, to secure the cooperation of some friendly native. You may remember that at Sedleigh it was partly the sympathetic cooperation of that record blitherer, Comrade Jellicoe, which enabled us to nip the pro-Spiller movement in the bud. It is the same in the present crisis. What Comrade Jellicoe was to us at Sedleigh, Comrade Rossiter must be in the City. We must make an ally of that man. Once I know that he and I are as brothers, and that he will look with a lenient and benevolent eye on any little shortcomings in my work, I shall be able to devote my attention whole-heartedly to the moral reformation of Comrade Bickersdyke, that man of blood. I look on Comrade Bickersdyke as a bargee of the most pronounced type; and anything I can do towards making him a decent member of Society shall be done freely and ungrudgingly. A trifle more tea, Comrade Jackson?

No, thanks, said Mike. Ive done. By Jove, Smith, this flat of yours is all right.

Not bad, assented Psmith, not bad. Free from squalor to a great extent. I have a number of little objects of vertu coming down shortly from the old homestead. Pictures, and so on. It will be by no means un-snug when they are up. Meanwhile, I can rough it. We are old campaigners, we Psmiths. Give us a roof, a few comfortable chairs, a sofa or two, half a dozen cushions, and decent meals, and we do not repine. Reverting once more to Comrade Rossiter—

Yes, what about him? said Mike. Youll have a pretty tough job turning him into a friendly native, I should think. How do you mean to start?

Psmith regarded him with a benevolent eye.

There is but one way, he said. Do you remember the case of Comrade Outwood, at Sedleigh? How did we corral him, and become to him practically as long-lost sons?

We got round him by joining the Archaeological Society.

Precisely, said Psmith. Every man has his hobby. The thing is to find it out. In the case of comrade Rossiter, I should say that it would be either postage stamps, dried seaweed, or Hall Caine. I shall endeavour to find out today. A few casual questions, and the thing is done. Shall we be putting in an appearance at the busy hive now? If we are to continue in the running for the bonus stakes, it would be well to start soon.

Mikes first duty at the bank that morning was to check the stamps and petty cash. While he was engaged on this task, he heard Psmith conversing affably with Mr Rossiter.

Good morning, said Psmith.

Morning, replied his chief, doing sleight-of-hand tricks with a bundle of letters which lay on his desk. Get on with your work, Psmith. We have a lot before us.

Undoubtedly. I am all impatience. I should say that in an institution like this, dealing as it does with distant portions of the globe, a philatelist would have excellent opportunities of increasing his collection. With me, stamp-collecting has always been a positive craze. I—

I have no time for nonsense of that sort myself, said Mr Rossiter. I should advise you, if you mean to get on, to devote more time to your work and less to stamps.

I will start at once. Dried seaweed, again—

Get on with your work, Smith.

Psmith retired to his desk.

This, he said to Mike, is undoubtedly something in the nature of a set-back. I have drawn blank. The papers bring out posters, Psmith Baffled. I must try again. Meanwhile, to work. Work, the hobby of the philosopher and the poor mans friend.

The morning dragged slowly on without incident. At twelve oclock Mike had to go out and buy stamps, which he subsequently punched in the punching-machine in the basement, a not very exhilarating job in which he was assisted by one of the bank messengers, who discoursed learnedly on roses during the seance. Roses were his hobby. Mike began to see that Psmith had reason in his assumption that the way to every mans heart was through his hobby. Mike made a firm friend of William, the messenger, by displaying an interest and a certain knowledge of roses. At the same time the conversation had the bad effect of leading to an acute relapse in the matter of homesickness. The rose-garden at home had been one of Mikes favourite haunts on a summer afternoon. The contrast between it and the basement of the new Asiatic Bank, the atmosphere of which was far from being roselike, was too much for his feelings. He emerged from the depths, with his punched stamps, filled with bitterness against Fate.

He found Psmith still baffled.

Hall Caine, said Psmith regretfully, has also proved a frost. I wandered round to Comrade Rossiters desk just now with a rather brainy excursus on The Eternal City, and was received with the Impatient Frown rather than the Glad Eye. He was in the middle of adding up a rather tricky column of figures, and my remarks caused him to drop a stitch. So far from winning the man over, I have gone back. There now exists between Comrade Rossiter and myself a certain coldness. Further investigations will be postponed till after lunch.

The postage department received visitors during the morning. Members of other departments came with letters, among them Bannister. Mr Rossiter was away in the managers room at the time.

How are you getting on? said Bannister to Mike.

Oh, all right, said Mike.

Had any trouble with Rossiter yet?

No, not much.

He hasnt run you in to Bickersdyke?

No.

Pardon my interrupting a conversation between old college chums, said Psmith courteously, but I happened to overhear, as I toiled at my desk, the name of Comrade Rossiter.

Bannister looked somewhat startled. Mike introduced them.

This is Smith, he said. Chap I was at school with. This is Bannister, Smith, who used to be on here till I came.

In this department? asked Psmith.

Yes.

Then, Comrade Bannister, you are the very man I have been looking for. Your knowledge will be invaluable to us. I have no doubt that, during your stay in this excellently managed department, you had many opportunities of observing Comrade Rossiter?

I should jolly well think I had, said Bannister with a laugh. He saw to that. He was always popping out and cursing me about something.

Comrade Rossiters manners are a little restive, agreed Psmith. What used you to talk to him about?

What used I to talk to him about?

Exactly. In those interviews to which you have alluded, how did you amuse, entertain Comrade Rossiter?

I didnt. He used to do all the talking there was.

Psmith straightened his tie, and clicked his tongue, disappointed.

This is unfortunate, he said, smoothing his hair. You see, Comrade Bannister, it is this way. In the course of my professional duties, I find myself continually coming into contact with Comrade Rossiter.

I bet you do, said Bannister.

On these occasions I am frequently at a loss for entertaining conversation. He has no difficulty, as apparently happened in your case, in keeping up his end of the dialogue. The subject of my shortcomings provides him with ample material for speech. I, on the other hand, am dumb. I have nothing to say.

I should think that was a bit of a change for you, wasnt it?

Perhaps, so, said Psmith, perhaps so. On the other hand, however restful it may be to myself, it does not enable me to secure Comrade Rossiters interest and win his esteem.

What Smith wants to know, said Mike, is whether Rossiter has any hobby of any kind. He thinks, if he has, he might work it to keep in with him.

Psmith, who had been listening with an air of pleased interest, much as a father would listen to his child prattling for the benefit of a visitor, confirmed this statement.

Comrade Jackson, he said, has put the matter with his usual admirable clearness. That is the thing in a nutshell. Has Comrade Rossiter any hobby that you know of? Spillikins, brass-rubbing, the Near Eastern Question, or anything like that? I have tried him with postage-stamps (which youd think, as head of a postage department, he ought to be interested in), and dried seaweed, Hall Caine, but I have the honour to report total failure. The man seems to have no pleasures. What does he do with himself when the days toil is ended? That giant brain must occupy itself somehow.

I dont know, said Bannister, unless its football. I saw him once watching Chelsea. I was rather surprised.

Football, said Psmith thoughtfully, football. By no means a scaly idea. I rather fancy, Comrade Bannister, that you have whanged the nail on the head. Is he strong on any particular team? I mean, have you ever heard him, in the intervals of business worries, stamping on his desk and yelling, Buck up Cottagers! or Lay em out, Pensioners! or anything like that? One moment. Psmith held up his hand. I will get my Sherlock Holmes system to work. What was the other team in the modern gladiatorial contest at which you saw Comrade Rossiter?

Manchester United.

And Comrade Rossiter, I should say, was a Manchester man.

I believe he is.

Then I am prepared to bet a small sum that he is nuts on Manchester United. My dear Holmes, how — ! Elementary, my dear fellow, quite elementary. But here comes the lad in person.

Mr Rossiter turned in from the central aisle through the counter-door, and, observing the conversational group at the postage-desk, came bounding up. Bannister moved off.

Really, Smith, said Mr Rossiter, you always seem to be talking. I have overlooked the matter once, as I did not wish to get you into trouble so soon after joining; but, really, it cannot go on. I must take notice of it.

Psmith held up his hand.

The fault was mine, he said, with manly frankness. Entirely mine. Bannister came in a purely professional spirit to deposit a letter with Comrade Jackson. I engaged him in conversation on the subject of the Football League, and I was just trying to correct his view that Newcastle United were the best team playing, when you arrived.

It is perfectly absurd, said Mr Rossiter, that you should waste the banks time in this way. The bank pays you to work, not to talk about professional football.

Just so, just so, murmured Psmith.

There is too much talking in this department.

I fear you are right.

It is nonsense.

My own view, said Psmith, was that Manchester United were by far the finest team before the public.

Get on with your work, Smith.

Mr Rossiter stumped off to his desk, where he sat as one in thought.

Smith, he said at the end of five minutes.

Psmith slid from his stool, and made his way deferentially towards him.

Bannisters a fool, snapped Mr Rossiter.

So I thought, said Psmith.

A perfect fool. He always was.

Psmith shook his head sorrowfully, as who should say, Exit Bannister.

There is no team playing today to touch Manchester United.

Precisely what I said to Comrade Bannister.

Of course. You know something about it.

The study of League football, said Psmith, has been my relaxation for years.

But we have no time to discuss it now.

Assuredly not, sir. Work before everything.

Some other time, when—

 — We are less busy. Precisely.

Psmith moved back to his seat.

I fear, he said to Mike, as he resumed work, that as far as Comrade Rossiters friendship and esteem are concerned, I have to a certain extent landed Comrade Bannister in the bouillon; but it was in a good cause. I fancy we have won through. Half an hours thoughtful perusal of the Footballers Whos Who, just to find out some elementary facts about Manchester United, and I rather think the friendly Native is corralled. And now once more to work. Work, the hobby of the hustler and the deadbeats dread.


9. The Haunting of Mr Bickersdyke

[image: img131.jpg]

ANYTHING IN THE nature of a rash and hasty move was wholly foreign to Psmiths tactics. He had the patience which is the chief quality of the successful general. He was content to secure his base before making any offensive movement. It was a fortnight before he turned his attention to the education of Mr Bickersdyke. During that fortnight he conversed attractively, in the intervals of work, on the subject of League football in general and Manchester United in particular. The subject is not hard to master if one sets oneself earnestly to it; and Psmith spared no pains. The football editions of the evening papers are not reticent about those who play the game: and Psmith drank in every detail with the thoroughness of the conscientious student. By the end of the fortnight he knew what was the favourite breakfast-food of J. Turnbull; what Sandy Turnbull wore next his skin; and who, in the opinion of Meredith, was Englands leading politician. These facts, imparted to and discussed with Mr Rossiter, made the progress of the entente cordiale rapid. It was on the eighth day that Mr Rossiter consented to lunch with the Old Etonian. On the tenth he played the host. By the end of the fortnight the flapping of the white wings of Peace over the Postage Department was setting up a positive draught. Mike, who had been introduced by Psmith as a distant relative of Moger, the goalkeeper, was included in the great peace.

So that now, said Psmith, reflectively polishing his eye-glass, I think that we may consider ourselves free to attend to Comrade Bickersdyke. Our bright little Mancunian friend would no more run us in now than if we were the brothers Turnbull. We are as inside forwards to him.

The club to which Psmith and Mr Bickersdyke belonged was celebrated for the steadfastness of its political views, the excellence of its cuisine, and the curiously Gorgonzolaesque marble of its main staircase. It takes all sorts to make a world. It took about four thousand of all sorts to make the Senior Conservative Club. To be absolutely accurate, there were three thousand seven hundred and eighteen members.

To Mr Bickersdyke for the next week it seemed as if there was only one.

There was nothing crude or overdone about Psmiths methods. The ordinary man, having conceived the idea of haunting a fellow clubman, might have seized the first opportunity of engaging him in conversation. Not so Psmith. The first time he met Mr Bickersdyke in the club was on the stairs after dinner one night. The great man, having received practical proof of the excellence of cuisine referred to above, was coming down the main staircase at peace with all men, when he was aware of a tall young man in the faultless evening dress of which the female novelist is so fond, who was regarding him with a fixed stare through an eye-glass. The tall young man, having caught his eye, smiled faintly, nodded in a friendly but patronizing manner, and passed on up the staircase to the library. Mr Bickersdyke sped on in search of a waiter.

As Psmith sat in the library with a novel, the waiter entered, and approached him.

Beg pardon, sir, he said. Are you a member of this club?

Psmith fumbled in his pocket and produced his eye-glass, through which he examined the waiter, button by button.

I am Psmith, he said simply.

A member, sir?

The member, said Psmith. Surely you participated in the general rejoicings which ensued when it was announced that I had been elected? But perhaps you were too busy working to pay any attention. If so, I respect you. I also am a worker. A toiler, not a flatfish. A sizzler, not a squab. Yes, I am a member. Will you tell Mr Bickersdyke that I am sorry, but I have been elected, and have paid my entrance fee and subscription.

Thank you, sir.

The waiter went downstairs and found Mr Bickersdyke in the lower smoking-room.

The gentleman says he is, sir.

Hm, said the bank-manager. Coffee and Benedictine, and a cigar.

Yes, sir.

On the following day Mr Bickersdyke met Psmith in the club three times, and on the day after that seven. Each time the latters smile was friendly, but patronizing. Mr Bickersdyke began to grow restless.

On the fourth day Psmith made his first remark. The manager was reading the evening paper in a corner, when Psmith sinking gracefully into a chair beside him, caused him to look up.

The rain keeps off, said Psmith.

Mr Bickersdyke looked as if he wished his employee would imitate the rain, but he made no reply.

Psmith called a waiter.

Would you mind bringing me a small cup of coffee? he said. And for you, he added to Mr Bickersdyke.

Nothing, growled the manager.

And nothing for Mr Bickersdyke.

The waiter retired. Mr Bickersdyke became absorbed in his paper.

I see from my morning paper, said Psmith, affably, that you are to address a meeting at the Kenningford Town Hall next week. I shall come and hear you. Our politics differ in some respects, I fear — I incline to the Socialist view — but nevertheless I shall listen to your remarks with great interest, great interest.

The paper rustled, but no reply came from behind it.

I heard from father this morning, resumed Psmith.

Mr Bickersdyke lowered his paper and glared at him.

I dont wish to hear about your father, he snapped.

An expression of surprise and pain came over Psmiths face.

What! he cried. You dont mean to say that there is any coolness between my father and you? I am more grieved than I can say. Knowing, as I do, what a genuine respect my father has for your great talents, I can only think that there must have been some misunderstanding. Perhaps if you would allow me to act as a mediator—

Mr Bickersdyke put down his paper and walked out of the room.

Psmith found him a quarter of an hour later in the card-room. He sat down beside his table, and began to observe the play with silent interest. Mr Bickersdyke, never a great performer at the best of times, was so unsettled by the scrutiny that in the deciding game of the rubber he revoked, thereby presenting his opponents with the rubber by a very handsome majority of points. Psmith clicked his tongue sympathetically.

Dignified reticence is not a leading characteristic of the bridge-players manner at the Senior Conservative Club on occasions like this. Mr Bickersdykes partner did not bear his calamity with manly resignation. He gave tongue on the instant. What on earths, and Why on earths flowed from his mouth like molten lava. Mr Bickersdyke sat and fermented in silence. Psmith clicked his tongue sympathetically throughout.

Mr Bickersdyke lost that control over himself which every member of a club should possess. He turned on Psmith with a snort of frenzy.

How can I keep my attention fixed on the game when you sit staring at me like a — like a—

I am sorry, said Psmith gravely, if my stare falls short in any way of your ideal of what a stare should be; but I appeal to these gentlemen. Could I have watched the game more quietly?

Of course not, said the bereaved partner warmly. Nobody could have any earthly objection to your behaviour. It was absolute carelessness. I should have thought that one might have expected ones partner at a club like this to exercise elementary—

But Mr Bickersdyke had gone. He had melted silently away like the driven snow.

Psmith took his place at the table.

A somewhat nervous excitable man, Mr Bickersdyke, I should say, he observed.

A somewhat dashed, blanked idiot, emended the bank-managers late partner. Thank goodness he lost as much as I did. Thats some light consolation.

Psmith arrived at the flat to find Mike still out. Mike had repaired to the Gaiety earlier in the evening to refresh his mind after the labours of the day. When he returned, Psmith was sitting in an armchair with his feet on the mantelpiece, musing placidly on Life.

Well? said Mike.

Well? And how was the Gaiety? Good show?

Jolly good. What about Bickersdyke?

Psmith looked sad.

I cannot make Comrade Bickersdyke out, he said. You would think that a man would be glad to see the son of a personal friend. On the contrary, I may be wronging Comrade B., but I should almost be inclined to say that my presence in the Senior Conservative Club tonight irritated him. There was no bonhomie in his manner. He seemed to me to be giving a spirited imitation of a man about to foam at the mouth. I did my best to entertain him. I chatted. His only reply was to leave the room. I followed him to the card-room, and watched his very remarkable and brainy tactics at bridge, and he accused me of causing him to revoke. A very curious personality, that of Comrade Bickersdyke. But let us dismiss him from our minds. Rumours have reached me, said Psmith, that a very decent little supper may be obtained at a quaint, old-world eating-house called the Savoy. Will you accompany me thither on a tissue-restoring expedition? It would be rash not to probe these rumours to their foundation, and ascertain their exact truth.


10. Mr Bickersdyke Addresses His Constituents
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IT WAS NOTED by the observant at the bank next morning that Mr Bickersdyke had something on his mind. William, the messenger, knew it, when he found his respectful salute ignored. Little Briggs, the accountant, knew it when his obsequious but cheerful Good morning was acknowledged only by a Morn which was almost an oath. Mr Bickersdyke passed up the aisle and into his room like an east wind. He sat down at his table and pressed the bell. Harold, Williams brother and co-messenger, entered with the air of one ready to duck if any missile should be thrown at him. The reports of the managers frame of mind had been circulated in the office, and Harold felt somewhat apprehensive. It was on an occasion very similar to this that George Barstead, formerly in the employ of the New Asiatic Bank in the capacity of messenger, had been rash enough to laugh at what he had taken for a joke of Mr Bickersdykes, and had been instantly presented with the sack for gross impertinence.

Ask Mr Smith— began the manager. Then he paused. No, never mind, he added.

Harold remained in the doorway, puzzled.

Dont stand there gaping at me, man, cried Mr Bickersdyke, Go away.

Harold retired and informed his brother, William, that in his, Harolds, opinion, Mr Bickersdyke was off his chump.

Off his onion, said William, soaring a trifle higher in poetic imagery.

Barmy, was the terse verdict of Samuel Jakes, the third messenger. Always said so. And with that the New Asiatic Bank staff of messengers dismissed Mr Bickersdyke and proceeded to concentrate themselves on their duties, which consisted principally of hanging about and discussing the prophecies of that modern seer, Captain Coe.

What had made Mr Bickersdyke change his mind so abruptly was the sudden realization of the fact that he had no case against Psmith. In his capacity of manager of the bank he could not take official notice of Psmiths behaviour outside office hours, especially as Psmith had done nothing but stare at him. It would be impossible to make anybody understand the true inwardness of Psmiths stare. Theoretically, Mr Bickersdyke had the power to dismiss any subordinate of his whom he did not consider satisfactory, but it was a power that had to be exercised with discretion. The manager was accountable for his actions to the Board of Directors. If he dismissed Psmith, Psmith would certainly bring an action against the bank for wrongful dismissal, and on the evidence he would infallibly win it. Mr Bickersdyke did not welcome the prospect of having to explain to the Directors that he had let the shareholders of the bank in for a fine of whatever a discriminating jury cared to decide upon, simply because he had been stared at while playing bridge. His only hope was to catch Psmith doing his work badly.

He touched the bell again, and sent for Mr Rossiter.

The messenger found the head of the Postage Department in conversation with Psmith. Manchester United had been beaten by one goal to nil on the previous afternoon, and Psmith was informing Mr Rossiter that the referee was a robber, who had evidently been financially interested in the result of the game. The way he himself looked at it, said Psmith, was that the thing had been a moral victory for the United. Mr Rossiter said yes, he thought so too. And it was at this moment that Mr Bickersdyke sent for him to ask whether Psmiths work was satisfactory.

The head of the Postage Department gave his opinion without hesitation. Psmiths work was about the hottest proposition he had ever struck. Psmiths work — well, it stood alone. You couldnt compare it with anything. There are no degrees in perfection. Psmiths work was perfect, and there was an end to it.

He put it differently, but that was the gist of what he said.

Mr Bickersdyke observed he was glad to hear it, and smashed a nib by stabbing the desk with it.

It was on the evening following this that the bank-manager was due to address a meeting at the Kenningford Town Hall.

He was looking forward to the event with mixed feelings. He had stood for Parliament once before, several years back, in the North. He had been defeated by a couple of thousand votes, and he hoped that the episode had been forgotten. Not merely because his defeat had been heavy. There was another reason. On that occasion he had stood as a Liberal. He was standing for Kenningford as a Unionist. Of course, a man is at perfect liberty to change his views, if he wishes to do so, but the process is apt to give his opponents a chance of catching him (to use the inspired language of the music-halls) on the bend. Mr Bickersdyke was rather afraid that the light-hearted electors of Kenningford might avail themselves of this chance.

Kenningford, S.E., is undoubtedly by way of being a tough sort of place. Its inhabitants incline to a robust type of humour, which finds a verbal vent in catch phrases and expends itself physically in smashing shop-windows and kicking policemen. He feared that the meeting at the Town Hall might possibly be a trifle rowdy.

All political meetings are very much alike. Somebody gets up and introduces the speaker of the evening, and then the speaker of the evening says at great length what he thinks of the scandalous manner in which the Government is behaving or the iniquitous goings-on of the Opposition. From time to time confederates in the audience rise and ask carefully rehearsed questions, and are answered fully and satisfactorily by the orator. When a genuine heckler interrupts, the orator either ignores him, or says haughtily that he can find him arguments but cannot find him brains. Or, occasionally, when the question is an easy one, he answers it. A quietly conducted political meeting is one of Englands most delightful indoor games. When the meeting is rowdy, the audience has more fun, but the speaker a good deal less.

Mr Bickersdykes introducer was an elderly Scotch peer, an excellent man for the purpose in every respect, except that he possessed a very strong accent.

The audience welcomed that accent uproariously. The electors of Kenningford who really had any definite opinions on politics were fairly equally divided. There were about as many earnest Liberals as there were earnest Unionists. But besides these there was a strong contingent who did not care which side won. These looked on elections as Heaven-sent opportunities for making a great deal of noise. They attended meetings in order to extract amusement from them; and they voted, if they voted at all, quite irresponsibly. A funny story at the expense of one candidate told on the morning of the polling, was quite likely to send these brave fellows off in dozens filling in their papers for the victims opponent.

There was a solid block of these gay spirits at the back of the hall. They received the Scotch peer with huge delight. He reminded them of Harry Lauder and they said so. They addressed him affectionately as Arry, throughout his speech, which was rather long. They implored him to be a pal and sing The Saftest of the Family. Or, failing that, I love a lassie. Finding they could not induce him to do this, they did it themselves. They sang it several times. When the peer, having finished his remarks on the subject of Mr Bickersdyke, at length sat down, they cheered for seven minutes, and demanded an encore.

The meeting was in excellent spirits when Mr Bickersdyke rose to address it.

The effort of doing justice to the last speaker had left the free and independent electors at the back of the hall slightly limp. The bank-managers opening remarks were received without any demonstration.

Mr Bickersdyke spoke well. He had a penetrating, if harsh, voice, and he said what he had to say forcibly. Little by little the audience came under his spell. When, at the end of a well-turned sentence, he paused and took a sip of water, there was a round of applause, in which many of the admirers of Mr Harry Lauder joined.

He resumed his speech. The audience listened intently. Mr Bickersdyke, having said some nasty things about Free Trade and the Alien Immigrant, turned to the Needs of the Navy and the necessity of increasing the fleet at all costs.

This is no time for half-measures, he said. We must do our utmost. We must burn our boats—

Excuse me, said a gentle voice.

Mr Bickersdyke broke off. In the centre of the hall a tall figure had risen. Mr Bickersdyke found himself looking at a gleaming eye-glass which the speaker had just polished and inserted in his eye.

The ordinary heckler Mr Bickersdyke would have taken in his stride. He had got his audience, and simply by continuing and ignoring the interruption, he could have won through in safety. But the sudden appearance of Psmith unnerved him. He remained silent.

How, asked Psmith, do you propose to strengthen the Navy by burning boats?

The inanity of the question enraged even the pleasure-seekers at the back.

Order! Order! cried the earnest contingent.

Sit down, fice! roared the pleasure-seekers.

Psmith sat down with a patient smile.

Mr Bickersdyke resumed his speech. But the fire had gone out of it. He had lost his audience. A moment before, he had grasped them and played on their minds (or what passed for minds down Kenningford way) as on a stringed instrument. Now he had lost his hold.

He spoke on rapidly, but he could not get into his stride. The trivial interruption had broken the spell. His words lacked grip. The dead silence in which the first part of his speech had been received, that silence which is a greater tribute to the speaker than any applause, had given place to a restless medley of little noises; here a cough; there a scraping of a boot along the floor, as its wearer moved uneasily in his seat; in another place a whispered conversation. The audience was bored.

Mr Bickersdyke left the Navy, and went on to more general topics. But he was not interesting. He quoted figures, saw a moment later that he had not quoted them accurately, and instead of carrying on boldly, went back and corrected himself.

Gow up top! said a voice at the back of the hall, and there was a general laugh.

Mr Bickersdyke galloped unsteadily on. He condemned the Government. He said they had betrayed their trust.

And then he told an anecdote.

The Government, gentlemen, he said, achieves nothing worth achieving, and every individual member of the Government takes all the credit for what is done to himself. Their methods remind me, gentlemen, of an amusing experience I had while fishing one summer in the Lake District.

In a volume entitled Three Men in a Boat there is a story of how the author and a friend go into a riverside inn and see a very large trout in a glass case. They make inquiries about it, have men assure them, one by one, that the trout was caught by themselves. In the end the trout turns out to be made of plaster of Paris.

Mr Bickersdyke told that story as an experience of his own while fishing one summer in the Lake District.

It went well. The meeting was amused. Mr Bickersdyke went on to draw a trenchant comparison between the lack of genuine merit in the trout and the lack of genuine merit in the achievements of His Majestys Government.

There was applause.

When it had ceased, Psmith rose to his feet again.

Excuse me, he said.


11. Misunderstood
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MIKE HAD REFUSED to accompany Psmith to the meeting that evening, saying that he got too many chances in the ordinary way of business of hearing Mr Bickersdyke speak, without going out of his way to make more. So Psmith had gone off to Kenningford alone, and Mike, feeling too lazy to sally out to any place of entertainment, had remained at the flat with a novel.

He was deep in this, when there was the sound of a key in the latch, and shortly afterwards Psmith entered the room. On Psmiths brow there was a look of pensive care, and also a slight discoloration. When he removed his overcoat, Mike saw that his collar was burst and hanging loose and that he had no tie. On his erstwhile speckless and gleaming shirt front were number of finger-impressions, of a boldness and clearness of outline which would have made a Bertillon expert leap with joy.

Hullo! said Mike dropping his book.

Psmith nodded in silence, went to his bedroom, and returned with a looking-glass. Propping this up on a table, he proceeded to examine himself with the utmost care. He shuddered slightly as his eye fell on the finger-marks; and without a word he went into his bathroom again. He emerged after an interval of ten minutes in sky-blue pyjamas, slippers, and an Old Etonian blazer. He lit a cigarette; and, sitting down, stared pensively into the fire.

What the dickens have you been playing at? demanded Mike.

Psmith heaved a sigh.

That, he replied, I could not say precisely. At one moment it seemed to be Rugby football, at another a jiu-jitsu seance. Later, it bore a resemblance to a pantomime rally. However, whatever it was, it was all very bright and interesting. A distinct experience.

Have you been scrapping? asked Mike. What happened? Was there a row?

There was, said Psmith, in a measure what might be described as a row. At least, when you find a perfect stranger attaching himself to your collar and pulling, you begin to suspect that something of that kind is on the bill.

Did they do that?

Psmith nodded.

A merchant in a moth-eaten bowler started warbling to a certain extent with me. It was all very trying for a man of culture. He was a man who had, I should say, discovered that alcohol was a food long before the doctors found it out. A good chap, possibly, but a little boisterous in his manner. Well, well.

Psmith shook his head sadly.

He got you one on the forehead, said Mike, or somebody did. Tell us what happened. I wish the dickens Id come with you. Id no notion there would be a rag of any sort. What did happen?

Comrade Jackson, said Psmith sorrowfully, how sad it is in this life of ours to be consistently misunderstood. You know, of course, how wrapped up I am in Comrade Bickersdykes welfare. You know that all my efforts are directed towards making a decent man of him; that, in short, I am his truest friend. Does he show by so much as a word that he appreciates my labours? Not he. I believe that man is beginning to dislike me, Comrade Jackson.

What happened, anyhow? Never mind about Bickersdyke.

Perhaps it was mistaken zeal on my part.... Well, I will tell you all. Make a long arm for the shovel, Comrade Jackson, and pile on a few more coals. I thank you. Well, all went quite smoothly for a while. Comrade B. in quite good form. Got his second wind, and was going strong for the tape, when a regrettable incident occurred. He informed the meeting, that while up in the Lake country, fishing, he went to an inn and saw a remarkably large stuffed trout in a glass case. He made inquiries, and found that five separate and distinct people had caught—

Why, dash it all, said Mike, thats a frightful chestnut.

Psmith nodded.

It certainly has appeared in print, he said. In fact I should have said it was rather a well-known story. I was so interested in Comrade Bickersdykes statement that the thing had happened to himself that, purely out of good-will towards him, I got up and told him that I thought it was my duty, as a friend, to let him know that a man named Jerome had pinched his story, put it in a book, and got money by it. Money, mark you, that should by rights have been Comrade Bickersdykes. He didnt appear to care much about sifting the matter thoroughly. In fact, he seemed anxious to get on with his speech, and slur the matter over. But, tactlessly perhaps, I continued rather to harp on the thing. I said that the book in which the story had appeared was published in 1889. I asked him how long ago it was that he had been on his fishing tour, because it was important to know in order to bring the charge home against Jerome. Well, after a bit, I was amazed, and pained, too, to hear Comrade Bickersdyke urging certain bravoes in the audience to turn me out. If ever there was a case of biting the hand that fed him.... Well, well.... By this time the meeting had begun to take sides to some extent. What I might call my party, the Earnest Investigators, were whistling between their fingers, stamping on the floor, and shouting, Chestnuts! while the opposing party, the bravoes, seemed to be trying, as I say, to do jiu-jitsu tricks with me. It was a painful situation. I know the cultivated man of affairs should have passed the thing off with a short, careless laugh; but, owing to the above-mentioned alcohol-expert having got both hands under my collar, short, careless laughs were off. I was compelled, very reluctantly, to conclude the interview by tapping the bright boy on the jaw. He took the hint, and sat down on the floor. I thought no more of the matter, and was making my way thoughtfully to the exit, when a second man of wrath put the above on my forehead. You cant ignore a thing like that. I collected some of his waistcoat and one of his legs, and hove him with some vim into the middle distance. By this time a good many of the Earnest Investigators were beginning to join in; and it was just there that the affair began to have certain points of resemblance to a pantomime rally. Everybody seemed to be shouting a good deal and hitting everybody else. It was no place for a man of delicate culture, so I edged towards the door, and drifted out. There was a cab in the offing. I boarded it. And, having kicked a vigorous politician in the stomach, as he was endeavouring to climb in too, I drove off home.

Psmith got up, looked at his forehead once more in the glass, sighed, and sat down again.

All very disturbing, he said.

Great Scott, said Mike, I wish Id come. Why on earth didnt you tell me you were going to rag? I think you might as well have done. I wouldnt have missed it for worlds.

Psmith regarded him with raised eyebrows.

Rag! he said. Comrade Jackson, I do not understand you. You surely do not think that I had any other object in doing what I did than to serve Comrade Bickersdyke? Its terrible how ones motives get distorted in this world of ours.

Well, said Mike, with a grin, I know one person wholl jolly well distort your motives, as you call it, and thats Bickersdyke.

Psmith looked thoughtful.

True, he said, true. There is that possibility. I tell you, Comrade Jackson, once more that my bright young life is being slowly blighted by the frightful way in which that man misunderstands me. It seems almost impossible to try to do him a good turn without having the action misconstrued.

Whatll you say to him tomorrow?

I shall make no allusion to the painful affair. If I happen to meet him in the ordinary course of business routine, I shall pass some light, pleasant remark — on the weather, let us say, or the Bank rate — and continue my duties.

How about if he sends for you, and wants to do the light, pleasant remark business on his own?

In that case I shall not thwart him. If he invites me into his private room, I shall be his guest, and shall discuss, to the best of my ability, any topic which he may care to introduce. There shall be no constraint between Comrade Bickersdyke and myself.

No, I shouldnt think there would be. I wish I could come and hear you.

I wish you could, said Psmith courteously.

Still, it doesnt matter much to you. You dont care if you do get sacked.

Psmith rose.

In that way possibly, as you say, I am agreeably situated. If the New Asiatic Bank does not require Psmiths services, there are other spheres where a young man of spirit may carve a place for himself. No, what is worrying me, Comrade Jackson, is not the thought of the push. It is the growing fear that Comrade Bickersdyke and I will never thoroughly understand and appreciate one another. A deep gulf lies between us. I do what I can do to bridge it over, but he makes no response. On his side of the gulf building operations appear to be at an entire standstill. That is what is carving these lines of care on my forehead, Comrade Jackson. That is what is painting these purple circles beneath my eyes. Quite inadvertently to be disturbing Comrade Bickersdyke, annoying him, preventing him from enjoying life. How sad this is. Life bulges with these tragedies.

Mike picked up the evening paper.

Dont let it keep you awake at night, he said. By the way, did you see that Manchester United were playing this afternoon? They won. Youd better sit down and sweat up some of the details. Youll want them tomorrow.

You are very right, Comrade Jackson, said Psmith, reseating himself. So the Mancunians pushed the bulb into the meshes beyond the uprights no fewer than four times, did they? Bless the dear boys, what spirits they do enjoy, to be sure. Comrade Jackson, do not disturb me. I must concentrate myself. These are deep waters.


12. In a Nutshell
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MR BICKERSDYKE SAT in his private room at the New Asiatic Bank with a pile of newspapers before him. At least, the casual observer would have said that it was Mr Bickersdyke. In reality, however, it was an active volcano in the shape and clothes of the bank-manager. It was freely admitted in the office that morning that the manager had lowered all records with ease. The staff had known him to be in a bad temper before — frequently; but his frame of mind on all previous occasions had been, compared with his present frame of mind, that of a rather exceptionally good-natured lamb. Within ten minutes of his arrival the entire office was on the jump. The messengers were collected in a pallid group in the basement, discussing the affair in whispers and endeavouring to restore their nerve with about sixpennorth of the beverage known as unsweetened. The heads of departments, to a man, had bowed before the storm. Within the space of seven minutes and a quarter Mr Bickersdyke had contrived to find some fault with each of them. Inward Bills was out at an A.B.C. shop snatching a hasty cup of coffee, to pull him together again. Outward Bills was sitting at his desk with the glazed stare of one who has been struck in the thorax by a thunderbolt. Mr Rossiter had been torn from Psmith in the middle of a highly technical discussion of the Manchester United match, just as he was showing — with the aid of a ball of paper — how he had once seen Meredith centre to Sandy Turnbull in a Cup match, and was now leaping about like a distracted grasshopper. Mr Waller, head of the Cash Department, had been summoned to the Presence, and after listening meekly to a rush of criticism, had retired to his desk with the air of a beaten spaniel.

Only one man of the many in the building seemed calm and happy — Psmith.

Psmith had resumed the chat about Manchester United, on Mr Rossiters return from the lions den, at the spot where it had been broken off; but, finding that the head of the Postage Department was in no mood for discussing football (or any thing else), he had postponed his remarks and placidly resumed his work.

Mr Bickersdyke picked up a paper, opened it, and began searching the columns. He had not far to look. It was a slack season for the newspapers, and his little trouble, which might have received a paragraph in a busy week, was set forth fully in three-quarters of a column.

The column was headed, Amusing Heckling.

Mr Bickersdyke read a few lines, and crumpled the paper up with a snort.

The next he examined was an organ of his own shade of political opinion. It too, gave him nearly a column, headed Disgraceful Scene at Kenningford. There was also a leaderette on the subject.

The leaderette said so exactly what Mr Bickersdyke thought himself that for a moment he was soothed. Then the thought of his grievance returned, and he pressed the bell.

Send Mr Smith to me, he said.

William, the messenger, proceeded to inform Psmith of the summons.

Psmiths face lit up.

I am always glad to sweeten the monotony of toil with a chat with Little Clarence, he said. I shall be with him in a moment.

He cleaned his pen very carefully, placed it beside his ledger, flicked a little dust off his coatsleeve, and made his way to the managers room.

Mr Bickersdyke received him with the ominous restraint of a tiger crouching for its spring. Psmith stood beside the table with languid grace, suggestive of some favoured confidential secretary waiting for instructions.

A ponderous silence brooded over the room for some moments. Psmith broke it by remarking that the Bank Rate was unchanged. He mentioned this fact as if it afforded him a personal gratification.

Mr Bickersdyke spoke.

Well, Mr Smith? he said.

You wished to see me about something, sir? inquired Psmith, ingratiatingly.

You know perfectly well what I wished to see you about. I want to hear your explanation of what occurred last night.

May I sit, sir?

He dropped gracefully into a chair, without waiting for permission, and, having hitched up the knees of his trousers, beamed winningly at the manager.

A deplorable affair, he said, with a shake of his head. Extremely deplorable. We must not judge these rough, uneducated men too harshly, however. In a time of excitement the emotions of the lower classes are easily stirred. Where you or I would—

Mr Bickersdyke interrupted.

I do not wish for any more buffoonery, Mr Smith—

Psmith raised a pained pair of eyebrows.

Buffoonery, sir!

I cannot understand what made you act as you did last night, unless you are perfectly mad, as I am beginning to think.

But, surely, sir, there was nothing remarkable in my behaviour? When a merchant has attached himself to your collar, can you do less than smite him on the other cheek? I merely acted in self-defence. You saw for yourself—

You know what I am alluding to. Your behaviour during my speech.

An excellent speech, murmured Psmith courteously.

Well? said Mr Bickersdyke.

It was, perhaps, mistaken zeal on my part, sir, but you must remember that I acted purely from the best motives. It seemed to me—

That is enough, Mr Smith. I confess that I am absolutely at a loss to understand you—

It is too true, sir, sighed Psmith.

You seem, continued Mr Bickersdyke, warming to his subject, and turning gradually a richer shade of purple, you seem to be determined to endeavour to annoy me. (No no, from Psmith.) I can only assume that you are not in your right senses. You follow me about in my club—

Our club, sir, murmured Psmith.

Be good enough not to interrupt me, Mr Smith. You dog my footsteps in my club—

Purely accidental, sir. We happen to meet — that is all.

You attend meetings at which I am speaking, and behave in a perfectly imbecile manner.

Psmith moaned slightly.

It may seem humorous to you, but I can assure you it is extremely bad policy on your part. The New Asiatic Bank is no place for humour, and I think—

Excuse me, sir, said Psmith.

The manager started at the familiar phrase. The plum-colour of his complexion deepened.

I entirely agree with you, sir, said Psmith, that this bank is no place for humour.

Very well, then. You—

And I am never humorous in it. I arrive punctually in the morning, and I work steadily and earnestly till my labours are completed. I think you will find, on inquiry, that Mr Rossiter is satisfied with my work.

That is neither here nor—

Surely, sir, said Psmith, you are wrong? Surely your jurisdiction ceases after office hours? Any little misunderstanding we may have at the close of the days work cannot affect you officially. You could not, for instance, dismiss me from the service of the bank if we were partners at bridge at the club and I happened to revoke.

I can dismiss you, let me tell you, Mr Smith, for studied insolence, whether in the office or not.

I bow to superior knowledge, said Psmith politely, but I confess I doubt it. And, he added, there is another point. May I continue to some extent?

If you have anything to say, say it.

Psmith flung one leg over the other, and settled his collar.

It is perhaps a delicate matter, he said, but it is best to be frank. We should have no secrets. To put my point quite clearly, I must go back a little, to the time when you paid us that very welcome week-end visit at our house in August.

If you hope to make capital out of the fact that I have been a guest of your father—

Not at all, said Psmith deprecatingly. Not at all. You do not take me. My point is this. I do not wish to revive painful memories, but it cannot be denied that there was, here and there, some slight bickering between us on that occasion. The fault, said Psmith magnanimously, was possibly mine. I may have been too exacting, too capricious. Perhaps so. However, the fact remains that you conceived the happy notion of getting me into this bank, under the impression that, once I was in, you would be able to — if I may use the expression — give me beans. You said as much to me, if I remember. I hate to say it, but dont you think that if you give me the sack, although my work is satisfactory to the head of my department, you will be by way of admitting that you bit off rather more than you could chew? I merely make the suggestion.

Mr Bickersdyke half rose from his chair.

You—

Just so, just so, but — to return to the main point — dont you? The whole painful affair reminds me of the story of Agesilaus and the Petulant Pterodactyl, which as you have never heard, I will now proceed to relate. Agesilaus—

Mr Bickersdyke made a curious clucking noise in his throat.

I am boring you, said Psmith, with ready tact. Suffice it to say that Comrade Agesilaus interfered with the pterodactyl, which was doing him no harm; and the intelligent creature, whose motto was Nemo me impune lacessit, turned and bit him. Bit him good and hard, so that Agesilaus ever afterwards had a distaste for pterodactyls. His reluctance to disturb them became quite a byword. The Society papers of the period frequently commented upon it. Let us draw the parallel.

Here Mr Bickersdyke, who had been clucking throughout this speech, essayed to speak; but Psmith hurried on.

You are Agesilaus, he said. I am the Petulant Pterodactyl. You, if I may say so, butted in of your own free will, and took me from a happy home, simply in order that you might get me into this place under you, and give me beans. But, curiously enough, the major portion of that vegetable seems to be coming to you. Of course, you can administer the push if you like; but, as I say, it will be by way of a confession that your scheme has sprung a leak. Personally, said Psmith, as one friend to another, I should advise you to stick it out. You never know what may happen. At any moment I may fall from my present high standard of industry and excellence; and then you have me, so to speak, where the hair is crisp.

He paused. Mr Bickersdykes eyes, which even in their normal state protruded slightly, now looked as if they might fall out at any moment. His face had passed from the plum-coloured stage to something beyond. Every now and then he made the clucking noise, but except for that he was silent. Psmith, having waited for some time for something in the shape of comment or criticism on his remarks, now rose.

It has been a great treat to me, this little chat, he said affably, but I fear that I must no longer allow purely social enjoyments to interfere with my commercial pursuits. With your permission, I will rejoin my department, where my absence is doubtless already causing comment and possibly dismay. But we shall be meeting at the club shortly, I hope. Good-bye, sir, good-bye.

He left the room, and walked dreamily back to the Postage Department, leaving the manager still staring glassily at nothing.


13. Mike is Moved On
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THIS EPISODE MAY be said to have concluded the first act of the commercial drama in which Mike and Psmith had been cast for leading parts. And, as usually happens after the end of an act, there was a lull for a while until things began to work up towards another climax. Mike, as day succeeded day, began to grow accustomed to the life of the bank, and to find that it had its pleasant side after all. Whenever a number of people are working at the same thing, even though that thing is not perhaps what they would have chosen as an object in life, if left to themselves, there is bound to exist an atmosphere of good-fellowship; something akin to, though a hundred times weaker than, the public school spirit. Such a community lacks the main motive of the public school spirit, which is pride in the school and its achievements. Nobody can be proud of the achievements of a bank. When the business of arranging a new Japanese loan was given to the New Asiatic Bank, its employees did not stand on stools, and cheer. On the contrary, they thought of the extra work it would involve; and they cursed a good deal, though there was no denying that it was a big thing for the bank — not unlike winning the Ashburton would be to a school. There is a cold impersonality about a bank. A school is a living thing.

Setting aside this important difference, there was a good deal of the public school about the New Asiatic Bank. The heads of departments were not quite so autocratic as masters, and one was treated more on a grown-up scale, as man to man; but, nevertheless, there remained a distinct flavour of a school republic. Most of the men in the bank, with the exception of certain hard-headed Scotch youths drafted in from other establishments in the City, were old public school men. Mike found two Old Wrykinians in the first week. Neither was well known to him. They had left in his second year in the team. But it was pleasant to have them about, and to feel that they had been educated at the right place.

As far as Mikes personal comfort went, the presence of these two Wrykinians was very much for the good. Both of them knew all about his cricket, and they spread the news. The New Asiatic Bank, like most London banks, was keen on sport, and happened to possess a cricket team which could make a good game with most of the second-rank clubs. The disappearance to the East of two of the best bats of the previous season caused Mikes advent to be hailed with a good deal of enthusiasm. Mike was a county man. He had only played once for his county, it was true, but that did not matter. He had passed the barrier which separates the second-class bat from the first-class, and the bank welcomed him with awe. County men did not come their way every day.

Mike did not like being in the bank, considered in the light of a career. But he bore no grudge against the inmates of the bank, such as he had borne against the inmates of Sedleigh. He had looked on the latter as bound up with the school, and, consequently, enemies. His fellow workers in the bank he regarded as companions in misfortune. They were all in the same boat together. There were men from Tonbridge, Dulwich, Bedford, St Pauls, and a dozen other schools. One or two of them he knew by repute from the pages of Wisden. Bannister, his cheerful predecessor in the Postage Department, was the Bannister, he recollected now, who had played for Geddington against Wrykyn in his second year in the Wrykyn team. Munroe, the big man in the Fixed Deposits, he remembered as leader of the Ripton pack. Every day brought fresh discoveries of this sort, and each made Mike more reconciled to his lot. They were a pleasant set of fellows in the New Asiatic Bank, and but for the dreary outlook which the future held — for Mike, unlike most of his follow workers, was not attracted by the idea of a life in the East — he would have been very fairly content.

The hostility of Mr Bickersdyke was a slight drawback. Psmith had developed a habit of taking Mike with him to the club of an evening; and this did not do anything towards wiping out of the managers mind the recollection of his former passage of arms with the Old Wrykinian. The glass remaining Set Fair as far as Mr Rossiters approval was concerned, Mike was enabled to keep off the managerial carpet to a great extent; but twice, when he posted letters without going through the preliminary formality of stamping them, Mr Bickersdyke had opportunities of which he availed himself. But for these incidents life was fairly enjoyable. Owing to Psmiths benevolent efforts, the Postage Department became quite a happy family, and ex-occupants of the postage desk, Bannister especially, were amazed at the change that had come over Mr Rossiter. He no longer darted from his lair like a pouncing panther. To report his subordinates to the manager seemed now to be a lost art with him. The sight of Psmith and Mr Rossiter proceeding high and disposedly to a mutual lunch became quite common, and ceased to excite remark.

By kindness, said Psmith to Mike, after one of these expeditions. By tact and kindness. That is how it is done. I do not despair of training Comrade Rossiter one of these days to jump through paper hoops.

So that, altogether, Mikes life in the bank had become very fairly pleasant.

Out of office-hours he enjoyed himself hugely. London was strange to him, and with Psmith as a companion, he extracted a vast deal of entertainment from it. Psmith was not unacquainted with the West End, and he proved an excellent guide. At first Mike expostulated with unfailing regularity at the others habit of paying for everything, but Psmith waved aside all objections with languid firmness.

I need you, Comrade Jackson, he said, when Mike lodged a protest on finding himself bound for the stalls for the second night in succession. We must stick together. As my confidential secretary and adviser, your place is by my side. Who knows but that between the acts tonight I may not be seized with some luminous thought? Could I utter this to my next-door neighbour or the programme-girl? Stand by me, Comrade Jackson, or we are undone.

So Mike stood by him.

By this time Mike had grown so used to his work that he could tell to within five minutes when a rush would come; and he was able to spend a good deal of his time reading a surreptitious novel behind a pile of ledgers, or down in the tea-room. The New Asiatic Bank supplied tea to its employees. In quality it was bad, and the bread-and-butter associated with it was worse. But it had the merit of giving one an excuse for being away from ones desk. There were large printed notices all over the tea-room, which was in the basement, informing gentlemen that they were only allowed ten minutes for tea, but one took just as long as one thought the head of ones department would stand, from twenty-five minutes to an hour and a quarter.

This state of things was too good to last. Towards the beginning of the New Year a new man arrived, and Mike was moved on to another department.


14. Mr Waller Appears in a New Light
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THE DEPARTMENT INTO which Mike was sent was the Cash, or, to be more exact, that section of it which was known as Paying Cashier. The important task of shooting doubloons across the counter did not belong to Mike himself, but to Mr Waller. Mikes work was less ostentatious, and was performed with pen, ink, and ledgers in the background. Occasionally, when Mr Waller was out at lunch, Mike had to act as substitute for him, and cash cheques; but Mr Waller always went out at a slack time, when few customers came in, and Mike seldom had any very startling sum to hand over.

He enjoyed being in the Cash Department. He liked Mr Waller. The work was easy; and when he did happen to make mistakes, they were corrected patiently by the grey-bearded one, and not used as levers for boosting him into the presence of Mr Bickersdyke, as they might have been in some departments. The cashier seemed to have taken a fancy to Mike; and Mike, as was usually the way with him when people went out of their way to be friendly, was at his best. Mike at his ease and unsuspicious of hostile intentions was a different person from Mike with his prickles out.

Psmith, meanwhile, was not enjoying himself. It was an unheard-of thing, he said, depriving a man of his confidential secretary without so much as asking his leave.

It has caused me the greatest inconvenience, he told Mike, drifting round in a melancholy way to the Cash Department during a slack spell one afternoon. I miss you at every turn. Your keen intelligence and ready sympathy were invaluable to me. Now where am I? In the cart. I evolved a slightly bright thought on life just now. There was nobody to tell it to except the new man. I told it him, and the fool gaped. I tell you, Comrade Jackson, I feel like some lion that has been robbed of its cub. I feel as Marshall would feel if they took Snelgrove away from him, or as Peace might if he awoke one morning to find Plenty gone. Comrade Rossiter does his best. We still talk brokenly about Manchester United — they got routed in the first round of the Cup yesterday and Comrade Rossiter is wearing black — but it is not the same. I try work, but that is no good either. From ledger to ledger they hurry me, to stifle my regret. And when they win a smile from me, they think that I forget. But I dont. I am a broken man. That new exhibit theyve got in your place is about as near to the Extreme Edge as anything Ive ever seen. One of Natures blighters. Well, well, I must away. Comrade Rossiter awaits me.

Mikes successor, a youth of the name of Bristow, was causing Psmith a great deal of pensive melancholy. His worst defect — which he could not help — was that he was not Mike. His others — which he could — were numerous. His clothes were cut in a way that harrowed Psmiths sensitive soul every time he looked at them. The fact that he wore detachable cuffs, which he took off on beginning work and stacked in a glistening pile on the desk in front of him, was no proof of innate viciousness of disposition, but it prejudiced the Old Etonian against him. It was part of Psmiths philosophy that a man who wore detachable cuffs had passed beyond the limit of human toleration. In addition, Bristow wore a small black moustache and a ring and that, as Psmith informed Mike, put the lid on it.

Mike would sometimes stroll round to the Postage Department to listen to the conversations between the two. Bristow was always friendliness itself. He habitually addressed Psmith as Smithy, a fact which entertained Mike greatly but did not seem to amuse Psmith to any overwhelming extent. On the other hand, when, as he generally did, he called Mike Mister Cricketer, the humour of the thing appeared to elude Mike, though the mode of address always drew from Psmith a pale, wan smile, as of a broken heart made cheerful against its own inclination.

The net result of the coming of Bristow was that Psmith spent most of his time, when not actually oppressed by a rush of work, in the precincts of the Cash Department, talking to Mike and Mr Waller. The latter did not seem to share the dislike common among the other heads of departments of seeing his subordinates receiving visitors. Unless the work was really heavy, in which case a mild remonstrance escaped him, he offered no objection to Mike being at home to Psmith. It was this tolerance which sometimes got him into trouble with Mr Bickersdyke. The manager did not often perambulate the office, but he did occasionally, and the interview which ensued upon his finding Hutchinson, the underling in the Cash Department at that time, with his stool tilted comfortably against the wall, reading the sporting news from a pink paper to a friend from the Outward Bills Department who lay luxuriously on the floor beside him, did not rank among Mr Wallers pleasantest memories. But Mr Waller was too soft-hearted to interfere with his assistants unless it was absolutely necessary. The truth of the matter was that the New Asiatic Bank was over-staffed. There were too many men for the work. The London branch of the bank was really only a nursery. New men were constantly wanted in the Eastern branches, so they had to be put into the London branch to learn the business, whether there was any work for them to do or not.

It was after one of these visits of Psmiths that Mr Waller displayed a new and unsuspected side to his character. Psmith had come round in a state of some depression to discuss Bristow, as usual. Bristow, it seemed, had come to the bank that morning in a fancy waistcoat of so emphatic a colour-scheme that Psmith stoutly refused to sit in the same department with it.

What with Comrades Bristow and Bickersdyke combined, said Psmith plaintively, the work is becoming too hard for me. The whisper is beginning to circulate, Psmiths number is up — As a reformer he is merely among those present. He is losing his dash. But what can I do? I cannot keep an eye on both of them at the same time. The moment I concentrate myself on Comrade Bickersdyke for a brief spell, and seem to be doing him a bit of good, what happens? Why, Comrade Bristow sneaks off and buys a sort of woollen sunset. I saw the thing unexpectedly. I tell you I was shaken. It is the suddenness of that waistcoat which hits you. Its discouraging, this sort of thing. I try always to think well of my fellow man. As an energetic Socialist, I do my best to see the good that is in him, but its hard. Comrade Bristows the most striking argument against the equality of man Ive ever come across.

Mr Waller intervened at this point.

I think you must really let Jackson go on with his work, Smith, he said. There seems to be too much talking.

My besetting sin, said Psmith sadly. Well, well, I will go back and do my best to face it, but its a tough job.

He tottered wearily away in the direction of the Postage Department.

Oh, Jackson, said Mr Waller, will you kindly take my place for a few minutes? I must go round and see the Inward Bills about something. I shall be back very soon.

Mike was becoming accustomed to deputizing for the cashier for short spaces of time. It generally happened that he had to do so once or twice a day. Strictly speaking, perhaps, Mr Waller was wrong to leave such an important task as the actual cashing of cheques to an inexperienced person of Mikes standing; but the New Asiatic Bank differed from most banks in that there was not a great deal of cross-counter work. People came in fairly frequently to cash cheques of two or three pounds, but it was rare that any very large dealings took place.

Having completed his business with the Inward Bills, Mr Waller made his way back by a circuitous route, taking in the Postage desk.

He found Psmith with a pale, set face, inscribing figures in a ledger. The Old Etonian greeted him with the faint smile of a persecuted saint who is determined to be cheerful even at the stake.

Comrade Bristow, he said.

Hullo, Smithy? said the other, turning.

Psmith sadly directed Mr Wallers attention to the waistcoat, which was certainly definite in its colouring.

Nothing, said Psmith. I only wanted to look at you.

Funny ass, said Bristow, resuming his work. Psmith glanced at Mr Waller, as who should say, See what I have to put up with. And yet I do not give way.

Oh — er — Smith, said Mr Waller, when you were talking to Jackson just now—

Say no more, said Psmith. It shall not occur again. Why should I dislocate the work of your department in my efforts to win a sympathetic word? I will bear Comrade Bristow like a man here. After all, there are worse things at the Zoo.

No, no, said Mr Waller hastily, I did not mean that. By all means pay us a visit now and then, if it does not interfere with your own work. But I noticed just now that you spoke to Bristow as Comrade Bristow.

It is too true, said Psmith. I must correct myself of the habit. He will be getting above himself.

And when you were speaking to Jackson, you spoke of yourself as a Socialist.

Socialism is the passion of my life, said Psmith.

Mr Wallers face grew animated. He stammered in his eagerness.

I am delighted, he said. Really, I am delighted. I also—

A fellow worker in the Cause? said Psmith.

Er — exactly.

Psmith extended his hand gravely. Mr Waller shook it with enthusiasm.

I have never liked to speak of it to anybody in the office, said Mr Waller, but I, too, am heart and soul in the movement.

Yours for the Revolution? said Psmith.

Just so. Just so. Exactly. I was wondering — the fact is, I am in the habit of speaking on Sundays in the open air, and—

Hyde Park?

No. No. Clapham Common. It is — er — handier for me where I live. Now, as you are interested in the movement, I was thinking that perhaps you might care to come and hear me speak next Sunday. Of course, if you have nothing better to do.

I should like to excessively, said Psmith.

Excellent. Bring Jackson with you, and both of you come to supper afterwards, if you will.

Thanks very much.

Perhaps you would speak yourself?

No, said Psmith. No. I think not. My Socialism is rather of the practical sort. I seldom speak. But it would be a treat to listen to you. What — er — what type of oratory is yours?

Oh, well, said Mr Waller, pulling nervously at his beard, of course I — . Well, I am perhaps a little bitter—

Yes, yes.

A little mordant and ironical.

You would be, agreed Psmith. I shall look forward to Sunday with every fibre quivering. And Comrade Jackson shall be at my side.

Excellent, said Mr Waller. I will go and tell him now.


15. Stirring Times on the Common
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THE FIRST THING to do, said Psmith, is to ascertain that such a place as Clapham Common really exists. One has heard of it, of course, but has its existence ever been proved? I think not. Having accomplished that, we must then try to find out how to get to it. I should say at a venture that it would necessitate a sea-voyage. On the other hand, Comrade Waller, who is a native of the spot, seems to find no difficulty in rolling to the office every morning. Therefore — you follow me, Jackson? — it must be in England. In that case, we will take a taximeter cab, and go out into the unknown, hand in hand, trusting to luck.

I expect you could get there by tram, said Mike.

Psmith suppressed a slight shudder.

I fear, Comrade Jackson, he said, that the old noblesse oblige traditions of the Psmiths would not allow me to do that. No. We will stroll gently, after a light lunch, to Trafalgar Square, and hail a taxi.

Beastly expensive.

But with what an object! Can any expenditure be called excessive which enables us to hear Comrade Waller being mordant and ironical at the other end?

Its a rum business, said Mike. I hope the dickens he wont mix us up in it. We should look frightful fools.

I may possibly say a few words, said Psmith carelessly, if the spirit moves me. Who am I that I should deny people a simple pleasure?

Mike looked alarmed.

Look here, he said, I say, if you are going to play the goat, for goodness sake dont go lugging me into it. Ive got heaps of troubles without that.

Psmith waved the objection aside.

You, he said, will be one of the large, and, I hope, interested audience. Nothing more. But it is quite possible that the spirit may not move me. I may not feel inspired to speak. I am not one of those who love speaking for speakings sake. If I have no message for the many-headed, I shall remain silent.

Then I hope the dickens you wont have, said Mike. Of all things he hated most being conspicuous before a crowd — except at cricket, which was a different thing — and he had an uneasy feeling that Psmith would rather like it than otherwise.

We shall see, said Psmith absently. Of course, if in the vein, I might do something big in the way of oratory. I am a plain, blunt man, but I feel convinced that, given the opportunity, I should haul up my slacks to some effect. But — well, we shall see. We shall see.

And with this ghastly state of doubt Mike had to be content.

It was with feelings of apprehension that he accompanied Psmith from the flat to Trafalgar Square in search of a cab which should convey them to Clapham Common.

They were to meet Mr Waller at the edge of the Common nearest the old town of Clapham. On the journey down Psmith was inclined to be debonnaire. Mike, on the other hand, was silent and apprehensive. He knew enough of Psmith to know that, if half an opportunity were offered him, he would extract entertainment from this affair after his own fashion; and then the odds were that he himself would be dragged into it. Perhaps — his scalp bristled at the mere idea — he would even be let in for a speech.

This grisly thought had hardly come into his head, when Psmith spoke.

Im not half sure, he said thoughtfully, I shant call on you for a speech, Comrade Jackson.

Look here, Psmith— began Mike agitatedly.

I dont know. I think your solid, incisive style would rather go down with the masses. However, we shall see, we shall see.

Mike reached the Common in a state of nervous collapse.

Mr Waller was waiting for them by the railings near the pond. The apostle of the Revolution was clad soberly in black, except for a tie of vivid crimson. His eyes shone with the light of enthusiasm, vastly different from the mild glow of amiability which they exhibited for six days in every week. The man was transformed.

Here you are, he said. Here you are. Excellent. You are in good time. Comrades Wotherspoon and Prebble have already begun to speak. I shall commence now that you have come. This is the way. Over by these trees.

They made their way towards a small clump of trees, near which a fair-sized crowd had already begun to collect. Evidently listening to the speakers was one of Claphams fashionable Sunday amusements. Mr Waller talked and gesticulated incessantly as he walked. Psmiths demeanour was perhaps a shade patronizing, but he displayed interest. Mike proceeded to the meeting with the air of an about-to-be-washed dog. He was loathing the whole business with a heartiness worthy of a better cause. Somehow, he felt he was going to be made to look a fool before the afternoon was over. But he registered a vow that nothing should drag him on to the small platform which had been erected for the benefit of the speaker.

As they drew nearer, the voices of Comrades Wotherspoon and Prebble became more audible. They had been audible all the time, very much so, but now they grew in volume. Comrade Wotherspoon was a tall, thin man with side-whiskers and a high voice. He scattered his aitches as a fountain its sprays in a strong wind. He was very earnest. Comrade Prebble was earnest, too. Perhaps even more so than Comrade Wotherspoon. He was handicapped to some extent, however, by not having a palate. This gave to his profoundest thoughts a certain weirdness, as if they had been uttered in an unknown tongue. The crowd was thickest round his platform. The grown-up section plainly regarded him as a comedian, pure and simple, and roared with happy laughter when he urged them to march upon Park Lane and loot the same without mercy or scruple. The children were more doubtful. Several had broken down, and been led away in tears.

When Mr Waller got up to speak on platform number three, his audience consisted at first only of Psmith, Mike, and a fox-terrier. Gradually however, he attracted others. After wavering for a while, the crowd finally decided that he was worth hearing. He had a method of his own. Lacking the natural gifts which marked Comrade Prebble out as an entertainer, he made up for this by his activity. Where his colleagues stood comparatively still, Mr Waller behaved with the vivacity generally supposed to belong only to peas on shovels and cats on hot bricks. He crouched to denounce the House of Lords. He bounded from side to side while dissecting the methods of the plutocrats. During an impassioned onslaught on the monarchical system he stood on one leg and hopped. This was more the sort of thing the crowd had come to see. Comrade Wotherspoon found himself deserted, and even Comrade Prebbles shortcomings in the way of palate were insufficient to keep his flock together. The entire strength of the audience gathered in front of the third platform.

Mike, separated from Psmith by the movement of the crowd, listened with a growing depression. That feeling which attacks a sensitive person sometimes at the theatre when somebody is making himself ridiculous on the stage — the illogical feeling that it is he and not the actor who is floundering — had come over him in a wave. He liked Mr Waller, and it made his gorge rise to see him exposing himself to the jeers of a crowd. The fact that Mr Waller himself did not know that they were jeers, but mistook them for applause, made it no better. Mike felt vaguely furious.

His indignation began to take a more personal shape when the speaker, branching off from the main subject of Socialism, began to touch on temperance. There was no particular reason why Mr Waller should have introduced the subject of temperance, except that he happened to be an enthusiast. He linked it on to his remarks on Socialism by attributing the lethargy of the masses to their fondness for alcohol; and the crowd, which had been inclined rather to pat itself on the back during the assaults on Rank and Property, finding itself assailed in its turn, resented it. They were there to listen to speakers telling them that they were the finest fellows on earth, not pointing out their little failings to them. The feeling of the meeting became hostile. The jeers grew more frequent and less good-tempered.

Comrade Waller means well, said a voice in Mikes ear, but if he shoots it at them like this much more therell be a bit of an imbroglio.

Look here, Smith, said Mike quickly, cant we stop him? These chaps are getting fed up, and they look bargees enough to do anything. Theyll be going for him or something soon.

How can we switch off the flow? I dont see. The man is wound up. He means to get it off his chest if it snows. I feel we are by way of being in the soup once more, Comrade Jackson. We can only sit tight and look on.

The crowd was becoming more threatening every minute. A group of young men of the loafer class who stood near Mike were especially fertile in comment. Psmiths eyes were on the speaker; but Mike was watching this group closely. Suddenly he saw one of them, a thick-set youth wearing a cloth cap and no collar, stoop.

When he rose again there was a stone in his hand.

The sight acted on Mike like a spur. Vague rage against nobody in particular had been simmering in him for half an hour. Now it concentrated itself on the cloth-capped one.

Mr Waller paused momentarily before renewing his harangue. The man in the cloth cap raised his hand. There was a swirl in the crowd, and the first thing that Psmith saw as he turned was Mike seizing the would-be marksman round the neck and hurling him to the ground, after the manner of a forward at football tackling an opponent during a line-out from touch.

There is one thing which will always distract the attention of a crowd from any speaker, and that is a dispute between two of its units. Mr Wallers views on temperance were forgotten in an instant. The audience surged round Mike and his opponent.

The latter had scrambled to his feet now, and was looking round for his assailant.

Thats im, Bill! cried eager voices, indicating Mike.

Es the bloke wot it yer, Bill, said others, more precise in detail.

Bill advanced on Mike in a sidelong, crab-like manner.

Oore you, I should like to know? said Bill.

Mike, rightly holding that this was merely a rhetorical question and that Bill had no real thirst for information as to his family history, made no reply. Or, rather, the reply he made was not verbal. He waited till his questioner was within range, and then hit him in the eye. A reply far more satisfactory, if not to Bill himself, at any rate to the interested onlookers, than any flow of words.

A contented sigh went up from the crowd. Their Sunday afternoon was going to be spent just as they considered Sunday afternoons should be spent.

Give us your coat, said Psmith briskly, and try and get it over quick. Dont go in for any fancy sparring. Switch it on, all you know, from the start. Ill keep a thoughtful eye open to see that none of his friends and relations join in.

Outwardly Psmith was unruffled, but inwardly he was not feeling so composed. An ordinary turn-up before an impartial crowd which could be relied upon to preserve the etiquette of these matters was one thing. As regards the actual little dispute with the cloth-capped Bill, he felt that he could rely on Mike to handle it satisfactorily. But there was no knowing how long the crowd would be content to remain mere spectators. There was no doubt which way its sympathies lay. Bill, now stripped of his coat and sketching out in a hoarse voice a scenario of what he intended to do — knocking Mike down and stamping him into the mud was one of the milder feats he promised to perform for the entertainment of an indulgent audience — was plainly the popular favourite.

Psmith, though he did not show it, was more than a little apprehensive.

Mike, having more to occupy his mind in the immediate present, was not anxious concerning the future. He had the great advantage over Psmith of having lost his temper. Psmith could look on the situation as a whole, and count the risks and possibilities. Mike could only see Bill shuffling towards him with his head down and shoulders bunched.

Gow it, Bill! said someone.

Pliy up, the Arsenal! urged a voice on the outskirts of the crowd.

A chorus of encouragement from kind friends in front: Step up, Bill!

And Bill stepped.


16. Further Developments
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BILL (SURNAME UNKNOWN) was not one of your ultra-scientific fighters. He did not favour the American crouch and the artistic feint. He had a style wholly his own. It seemed to have been modelled partly on a tortoise and partly on a windmill. His head he appeared to be trying to conceal between his shoulders, and he whirled his arms alternately in circular sweeps.

Mike, on the other hand, stood upright and hit straight, with the result that he hurt his knuckles very much on his opponents skull, without seeming to disturb the latter to any great extent. In the process he received one of the windmill swings on the left ear. The crowd, strong pro-Billites, raised a cheer.

This maddened Mike. He assumed the offensive. Bill, satisfied for the moment with his success, had stepped back, and was indulging in some fancy sparring, when Mike sprang upon him like a panther. They clinched, and Mike, who had got the under grip, hurled Bill forcibly against a stout man who looked like a publican. The two fell in a heap, Bill underneath.

At the same time Bills friends joined in.

The first intimation Mike had of this was a violent blow across the shoulders with a walking-stick. Even if he had been wearing his overcoat, the blow would have hurt. As he was in his jacket it hurt more than anything he had ever experienced in his life. He leapt up with a yell, but Psmith was there before him. Mike saw his assailant lift the stick again, and then collapse as the old Etonians right took him under the chin.

He darted to Psmiths side.

This is no place for us, observed the latter sadly. Shift ho, I think. Come on.

They dashed simultaneously for the spot where the crowd was thinnest. The ring which had formed round Mike and Bill had broken up as the result of the intervention of Bills allies, and at the spot for which they ran only two men were standing. And these had apparently made up their minds that neutrality was the best policy, for they made no movement to stop them. Psmith and Mike charged through the gap, and raced for the road.

The suddenness of the move gave them just the start they needed. Mike looked over his shoulder. The crowd, to a man, seemed to be following. Bill, excavated from beneath the publican, led the field. Lying a good second came a band of three, and after them the rest in a bunch.

They reached the road in this order.

Some fifty yards down the road was a stationary tram. In the ordinary course of things it would probably have moved on long before Psmith and Mike could have got to it; but the conductor, a man with sporting blood in him, seeing what appeared to be the finish of some Marathon Race, refrained from giving the signal, and moved out into the road to observe events more clearly, at the same time calling to the driver, who joined him. Passengers on the roof stood up to get a good view. There was some cheering.

Psmith and Mike reached the tram ten yards to the good; and, if it had been ready to start then, all would have been well. But Bill and his friends had arrived while the driver and conductor were both out in the road.

The affair now began to resemble the doings of Horatius on the bridge. Psmith and Mike turned to bay on the platform at the foot of the tram steps. Bill, leading by three yards, sprang on to it, grabbed Mike, and fell with him on to the road. Psmith, descending with a dignity somewhat lessened by the fact that his hat was on the side of his head, was in time to engage the runners-up.

Psmith, as pugilist, lacked something of the calm majesty which characterized him in the more peaceful moments of life, but he was undoubtedly effective. Nature had given him an enormous reach and a lightness on his feet remarkable in one of his size; and at some time in his career he appeared to have learned how to use his hands. The first of the three runners, the walking-stick manipulator, had the misfortune to charge straight into the old Etonians left. It was a well-timed blow, and the force of it, added to the speed at which the victim was running, sent him on to the pavement, where he spun round and sat down. In the subsequent proceedings he took no part.

The other two attacked Psmith simultaneously, one on each side. In doing so, the one on the left tripped over Mike and Bill, who were still in the process of sorting themselves out, and fell, leaving Psmith free to attend to the other. He was a tall, weedy youth. His conspicuous features were a long nose and a light yellow waistcoat. Psmith hit him on the former with his left and on the latter with his right. The long youth emitted a gurgle, and collided with Bill, who had wrenched himself free from Mike and staggered to his feet. Bill, having received a second blow in the eye during the course of his interview on the road with Mike, was not feeling himself. Mistaking the other for an enemy, he proceeded to smite him in the parts about the jaw. He had just upset him, when a stern official voice observed, Ere, now, whats all this?

There is no more unfailing corrective to a scene of strife than the Whats all this? of the London policeman. Bill abandoned his intention of stamping on the prostrate one, and the latter, sitting up, blinked and was silent.

Whats all this? asked the policeman again. Psmith, adjusting his hat at the correct angle again, undertook the explanations.

A distressing scene, officer, he said. A case of that unbridled brawling which is, alas, but too common in our London streets. These two, possibly till now the closest friends, fall out over some point, probably of the most trivial nature, and what happens? They brawl. They—

He it me, said the long youth, dabbing at his face with a handkerchief and pointing an accusing finger at Psmith, who regarded him through his eyeglass with a look in which pity and censure were nicely blended.

Bill, meanwhile, circling round restlessly, in the apparent hope of getting past the Law and having another encounter with Mike, expressed himself in a stream of language which drew stern reproof from the shocked constable.

You op it, concluded the man in blue. Thats what you do. You op it.

I should, said Psmith kindly. The officer is speaking in your best interests. A man of taste and discernment, he knows what is best. His advice is good, and should be followed.

The constable seemed to notice Psmith for the first time. He turned and stared at him. Psmiths praise had not had the effect of softening him. His look was one of suspicion.

And what might you have been up to? he inquired coldly. This man says you hit him.

Psmith waved the matter aside.

Purely in self-defence, he said, purely in self-defence. What else could the man of spirit do? A mere tap to discourage an aggressive movement.

The policeman stood silent, weighing matters in the balance. He produced a notebook and sucked his pencil. Then he called the conductor of the tram as a witness.

A brainy and admirable step, said Psmith, approvingly. This rugged, honest man, all unused to verbal subtleties, shall give us his plain account of what happened. After which, as I presume this tram — little as I know of the habits of trams — has got to go somewhere today, I would suggest that we all separated and moved on.

He took two half-crowns from his pocket, and began to clink them meditatively together. A slight softening of the frigidity of the constables manner became noticeable. There was a milder beam in the eyes which gazed into Psmiths.

Nor did the conductor seem altogether uninfluenced by the sight.

The conductor deposed that he had bin on the point of pushing on, seeing as how hed hung abart long enough, when he seed them two gents, the long un with the heye-glass (Psmith bowed) and tother un, a-legging of it dahn the road towards him, with the other blokes pelting after em. He added that, when they reached the trem, the two gents had got aboard, and was then set upon by the blokes. And after that, he concluded, well, there was a bit of a scrap, and thats how it was.

Lucidly and excellently put, said Psmith. That is just how it was. Comrade Jackson, I fancy we leave the court without a stain on our characters. We win through. Er — constable, we have given you a great deal of trouble. Possibly — ?

Thank you, sir. There was a musical clinking. Now then, all of you, you op it. Youre all bin poking your noses in ere long enough. Pop off. Get on with that tram, conductor. Psmith and Mike settled themselves in a seat on the roof. When the conductor came along, Psmith gave him half a crown, and asked after his wife and the little ones at home. The conductor thanked goodness that he was a bachelor, punched the tickets, and retired.

Subject for a historical picture, said Psmith. Wounded leaving the field after the Battle of Clapham Common. How are your injuries, Comrade Jackson?

My backs hurting like blazes, said Mike. And my ears all sore where that chap got me. Anything the matter with you?

Physically, said Psmith, no. Spiritually much. Do you realize, Comrade Jackson, the thing that has happened? I am riding in a tram. I, Psmith, have paid a penny for a ticket on a tram. If this should get about the clubs! I tell you, Comrade Jackson, no such crisis has ever occurred before in the course of my career.

You can always get off, you know, said Mike.

He thinks of everything, said Psmith, admiringly. You have touched the spot with an unerring finger. Let us descend. I observe in the distance a cab. That looks to me more the sort of thing we want. Let us go and parley with the driver.


17. Sunday Supper
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THE CAB TOOK them back to the flat, at considerable expense, and Psmith requested Mike to make tea, a performance in which he himself was interested purely as a spectator. He had views on the subject of tea-making which he liked to expound from an armchair or sofa, but he never got further than this. Mike, his back throbbing dully from the blow he had received, and feeling more than a little sore all over, prepared the Etna, fetched the milk, and finally produced the finished article.

Psmith sipped meditatively.

How pleasant, he said, after strife is rest. We shouldnt have appreciated this simple cup of tea had our sensibilities remained unstirred this afternoon. We can now sit at our ease, like warriors after the fray, till the time comes for setting out to Comrade Wallers once more.

Mike looked up.

What! You dont mean to say youre going to sweat out to Clapham again?

Undoubtedly. Comrade Waller is expecting us to supper.

What absolute rot! We cant fag back there.

Noblesse oblige. The cry has gone round the Waller household, Jackson and Psmith are coming to supper, and we cannot disappoint them now. Already the fatted blanc-mange has been killed, and the table creaks beneath whats left of the midday beef. We must be there; besides, dont you want to see how the poor man is? Probably we shall find him in the act of emitting his last breath. I expect he was lynched by the enthusiastic mob.

Not much, grinned Mike. They were too busy with us. All right, Ill come if you really want me to, but its awful rot.

One of the many things Mike could never understand in Psmith was his fondness for getting into atmospheres that were not his own. He would go out of his way to do this. Mike, like most boys of his age, was never really happy and at his ease except in the presence of those of his own years and class. Psmith, on the contrary, seemed to be bored by them, and infinitely preferred talking to somebody who lived in quite another world. Mike was not a snob. He simply had not the ability to be at his ease with people in another class from his own. He did not know what to talk to them about, unless they were cricket professionals. With them he was never at a loss.

But Psmith was different. He could get on with anyone. He seemed to have the gift of entering into their minds and seeing things from their point of view.

As regarded Mr Waller, Mike liked him personally, and was prepared, as we have seen, to undertake considerable risks in his defence; but he loathed with all his heart and soul the idea of supper at his house. He knew that he would have nothing to say. Whereas Psmith gave him the impression of looking forward to the thing as a treat.



The house where Mr Waller lived was one of a row of semi-detached villas on the north side of the Common. The door was opened to them by their host himself. So far from looking battered and emitting last breaths, he appeared particularly spruce. He had just returned from Church, and was still wearing his gloves and tall hat. He squeaked with surprise when he saw who were standing on the mat.

Why, dear me, dear me, he said. Here you are! I have been wondering what had happened to you. I was afraid that you might have been seriously hurt. I was afraid those ruffians might have injured you. When last I saw you, you were being—

Chivvied, interposed Psmith, with dignified melancholy. Do not let us try to wrap the fact up in pleasant words. We were being chivvied. We were legging it with the infuriated mob at our heels. An ignominious position for a Shropshire Psmith, but, after all, Napoleon did the same.

But what happened? I could not see. I only know that quite suddenly the people seemed to stop listening to me, and all gathered round you and Jackson. And then I saw that Jackson was engaged in a fight with a young man.

Comrade Jackson, I imagine, having heard a great deal about all men being equal, was anxious to test the theory, and see whether Comrade Bill was as good a man as he was. The experiment was broken off prematurely, but I personally should be inclined to say that Comrade Jackson had a shade the better of the exchanges.

Mr Waller looked with interest at Mike, who shuffled and felt awkward. He was hoping that Psmith would say nothing about the reason of his engaging Bill in combat. He had an uneasy feeling that Mr Wallers gratitude would be effusive and overpowering, and he did not wish to pose as the brave young hero. There are moments when one does not feel equal to the role.

Fortunately, before Mr Waller had time to ask any further questions, the supper-bell sounded, and they went into the dining-room.

Sunday supper, unless done on a large and informal scale, is probably the most depressing meal in existence. There is a chill discomfort in the round of beef, an icy severity about the open jam tart. The blancmange shivers miserably.

Spirituous liquor helps to counteract the influence of these things, and so does exhilarating conversation. Unfortunately, at Mr Wallers table there was neither. The cashiers views on temperance were not merely for the platform; they extended to the home. And the company was not of the exhilarating sort. Besides Psmith and Mike and their host, there were four people present — Comrade Prebble, the orator; a young man of the name of Richards; Mr Wallers niece, answering to the name of Ada, who was engaged to Mr Richards; and Edward.

Edward was Mr Wallers son. He was ten years old, wore a very tight Eton suit, and had the peculiarly loathsome expression which a snub nose sometimes gives to the young.

It would have been plain to the most casual observer that Mr Waller was fond and proud of his son. The cashier was a widower, and after five minutes acquaintance with Edward, Mike felt strongly that Mrs Waller was the lucky one. Edward sat next to Mike, and showed a tendency to concentrate his conversation on him. Psmith, at the opposite end of the table, beamed in a fatherly manner upon the pair through his eyeglass.

Mike got on with small girls reasonably well. He preferred them at a distance, but, if cornered by them, could put up a fairly good show. Small boys, however, filled him with a sort of frozen horror. It was his view that a boy should not be exhibited publicly until he reached an age when he might be in the running for some sort of colours at a public school.

Edward was one of those well-informed small boys. He opened on Mike with the first mouthful.

Do you know the principal exports of Marseilles? he inquired.

What? said Mike coldly.

Do you know the principal exports of Marseilles? I do.

Oh? said Mike.

Yes. Do you know the capital of Madagascar?

Mike, as crimson as the beef he was attacking, said he did not.

I do.

Oh? said Mike.

Who was the first king—

You mustnt worry Mr Jackson, Teddy, said Mr Waller, with a touch of pride in his voice, as who should say There are not many boys of his age, I can tell you, who could worry you with questions like that.

No, no, he likes it, said Psmith, unnecessarily. He likes it. I always hold that much may be learned by casual chit-chat across the dinner-table. I owe much of my own grasp of—

I bet you dont know whats the capital of Madagascar, interrupted Mike rudely.

I do, said Edward. I can tell you the kings of Israel? he added, turning to Mike. He seemed to have no curiosity as to the extent of Psmiths knowledge. Mikes appeared to fascinate him.

Mike helped himself to beetroot in moody silence.

His mouth was full when Comrade Prebble asked him a question. Comrade Prebble, as has been pointed out in an earlier part of the narrative, was a good chap, but had no roof to his mouth.

I beg your pardon? said Mike.

Comrade Prebble repeated his observation. Mike looked helplessly at Psmith, but Psmiths eyes were on his plate.

Mike felt he must venture on some answer.

No, he said decidedly.

Comrade Prebble seemed slightly taken aback. There was an awkward pause. Then Mr Waller, for whom his fellow Socialists methods of conversation held no mysteries, interpreted.

The mustard, Prebble? Yes, yes. Would you mind passing Prebble the mustard, Mr Jackson?

Oh, sorry, gasped Mike, and, reaching out, upset the water-jug into the open jam-tart.

Through the black mist which rose before his eyes as he leaped to his feet and stammered apologies came the dispassionate voice of Master Edward Waller reminding him that mustard was first introduced into Peru by Cortez.

His host was all courtesy and consideration. He passed the matter off genially. But life can never be quite the same after you have upset a water-jug into an open jam-tart at the table of a comparative stranger. Mikes nerve had gone. He ate on, but he was a broken man.

At the other end of the table it became gradually apparent that things were not going on altogether as they should have done. There was a sort of bleakness in the atmosphere. Young Mr Richards was looking like a stuffed fish, and the face of Mr Wallers niece was cold and set.

Why, come, come, Ada, said Mr Waller, breezily, whats the matter? Youre eating nothing. Whats George been saying to you? he added jocularly.

Thank you, uncle Robert, replied Ada precisely, theres nothing the matter. Nothing that Mr Richards can say to me can upset me.

Mr Richards! echoed Mr Waller in astonishment. How was he to know that, during the walk back from church, the world had been transformed, George had become Mr Richards, and all was over?

I assure you, Ada— began that unfortunate young man. Ada turned a frigid shoulder towards him.

Come, come, said Mr Waller disturbed. Whats all this? Whats all this?

His niece burst into tears and left the room.

If there is anything more embarrassing to a guest than a family row, we have yet to hear of it. Mike, scarlet to the extreme edges of his ears, concentrated himself on his plate. Comrade Prebble made a great many remarks, which were probably illuminating, if they could have been understood. Mr Waller looked, astonished, at Mr Richards. Mr Richards, pink but dogged, loosened his collar, but said nothing. Psmith, leaning forward, asked Master Edward Waller his opinion on the Licensing Bill.

We happened to have a word or two, said Mr Richards at length, on the way home from church on the subject of Womens Suffrage.

That fatal topic! murmured Psmith.

In Australia— began Master Edward Waller.

I was rayther — well, rayther facetious about it, continued Mr Richards.

Psmith clicked his tongue sympathetically.

In Australia— said Edward.

I went talking on, laughing and joking, when all of a sudden she flew out at me. How was I to know she was eart and soul in the movement? You never told me, he added accusingly to his host.

In Australia— said Edward.

Ill go and try and get her round. How was I to know?

Mr Richards thrust back his chair and bounded from the room.

Now, iawinyaw, iear oiler— said Comrade Prebble judicially, but was interrupted.

How very disturbing! said Mr Waller. I am so sorry that this should have happened. Ada is such a touchy, sensitive girl. She—

In Australia, said Edward in even tones, theyve got Womens Suffrage already. Did you know that? he said to Mike.

Mike made no answer. His eyes were fixed on his plate. A bead of perspiration began to roll down his forehead. If his feelings could have been ascertained at that moment, they would have been summed up in the words, Death, where is thy sting?


18. Psmith Makes a Discovery

[image: img131.jpg]

WOMEN, SAID PSMITH, helping himself to trifle, and speaking with the air of one launched upon his special subject, are, one must recollect, like — like — er, well, in fact, just so. Passing on lightly from that conclusion, let us turn for a moment to the Rights of Property, in connection with which Comrade Prebble and yourself had so much that was interesting to say this afternoon. Perhaps you — he bowed in Comrade Prebbles direction— would resume, for the benefit of Comrade Jackson — a novice in the Cause, but earnest — your very lucid—

Comrade Prebble beamed, and took the floor. Mike began to realize that, till now, he had never known what boredom meant. There had been moments in his life which had been less interesting than other moments, but nothing to touch this for agony. Comrade Prebbles address streamed on like water rushing over a weir. Every now and then there was a word or two which was recognizable, but this happened so rarely that it amounted to little. Sometimes Mr Waller would interject a remark, but not often. He seemed to be of the opinion that Comrade Prebbles was the master mind and that to add anything to his views would be in the nature of painting the lily and gilding the refined gold. Mike himself said nothing. Psmith and Edward were equally silent. The former sat like one in a trance, thinking his own thoughts, while Edward, who, prospecting on the sideboard, had located a rich biscuit-mine, was too occupied for speech.

After about twenty minutes, during which Mikes discomfort changed to a dull resignation, Mr Waller suggested a move to the drawing-room, where Ada, he said, would play some hymns.

The prospect did not dazzle Mike, but any change, he thought, must be for the better. He had sat staring at the ruin of the blancmange so long that it had begun to hypnotize him. Also, the move had the excellent result of eliminating the snub-nosed Edward, who was sent to bed. His last words were in the form of a question, addressed to Mike, on the subject of the hypotenuse and the square upon the same.

A remarkably intelligent boy, said Psmith. You must let him come to tea at our flat one day. I may not be in myself — I have many duties which keep me away — but Comrade Jackson is sure to be there, and will be delighted to chat with him.

On the way upstairs Mike tried to get Psmith to himself for a moment to suggest the advisability of an early departure; but Psmith was in close conversation with his host. Mike was left to Comrade Prebble, who, apparently, had only touched the fringe of his subject in his lecture in the dining-room.

When Mr Waller had predicted hymns in the drawing-room, he had been too sanguine (or too pessimistic). Of Ada, when they arrived, there were no signs. It seemed that she had gone straight to bed. Young Mr Richards was sitting on the sofa, moodily turning the leaves of a photograph album, which contained portraits of Master Edward Waller in geometrically progressing degrees of repulsiveness — here, in frocks, looking like a gargoyle; there, in sailor suit, looking like nothing on earth. The inspection of these was obviously deepening Mr Richards gloom, but he proceeded doggedly with it.

Comrade Prebble backed the reluctant Mike into a corner, and, like the Ancient Mariner, held him with a glittering eye. Psmith and Mr Waller, in the opposite corner, were looking at something with their heads close together. Mike definitely abandoned all hope of a rescue from Psmith, and tried to buoy himself up with the reflection that this could not last for ever.

Hours seemed to pass, and then at last he heard Psmiths voice saying good-bye to his host.

He sprang to his feet. Comrade Prebble was in the middle of a sentence, but this was no time for polished courtesy. He felt that he must get away, and at once. I fear, Psmith was saying, that we must tear ourselves away. We have greatly enjoyed our evening. You must look us up at our flat one day, and bring Comrade Prebble. If I am not in, Comrade Jackson is certain to be, and he will be more than delighted to hear Comrade Prebble speak further on the subject of which he is such a master. Comrade Prebble was understood to say that he would certainly come. Mr Waller beamed. Mr Richards, still steeped in gloom, shook hands in silence.

Out in the road, with the front door shut behind them, Mike spoke his mind.

Look here, Smith, he said definitely, if being your confidential secretary and adviser is going to let me in for any more of that sort of thing, you can jolly well accept my resignation.

The orgy was not to your taste? said Psmith sympathetically.

Mike laughed. One of those short, hollow, bitter laughs.

I am at a loss, Comrade Jackson, said Psmith, to understand your attitude. You fed sumptuously. You had fun with the crockery — that knockabout act of yours with the water-jug was alone worth the money — and you had the advantage of listening to the views of a master of his subject. What more do you want?

What on earth did you land me with that man Prebble for?

Land you! Why, you courted his society. I had practically to drag you away from him. When I got up to say good-bye, you were listening to him with bulging eyes. I never saw such a picture of rapt attention. Do you mean to tell me, Comrade Jackson, that your appearance belied you, that you were not interested? Well, well. How we misread our fellow creatures.

I think you might have come and lent a hand with Prebble. It was a bit thick.

I was too absorbed with Comrade Waller. We were talking of things of vital moment. However, the night is yet young. We will take this cab, wend our way to the West, seek a cafe, and cheer ourselves with light refreshments.

Arrived at a cafe whose window appeared to be a sort of museum of every kind of German sausage, they took possession of a vacant table and ordered coffee. Mike soon found himself soothed by his bright surroundings, and gradually his impressions of blancmange, Edward, and Comrade Prebble faded from his mind. Psmith, meanwhile, was preserving an unusual silence, being deep in a large square book of the sort in which Press cuttings are pasted. As Psmith scanned its contents a curious smile lit up his face. His reflections seemed to be of an agreeable nature.

Hullo, said Mike, what have you got hold of there? Where did you get that?

Comrade Waller very kindly lent it to me. He showed it to me after supper, knowing how enthusiastically I was attached to the Cause. Had you been less tensely wrapped up in Comrade Prebbles conversation, I would have desired you to step across and join us. However, you now have your opportunity.

But what is it? asked Mike.

It is the record of the meetings of the Tulse Hill Parliament, said Psmith impressively. A faithful record of all they said, all the votes of confidence they passed in the Government, and also all the nasty knocks they gave it from time to time.

What on earths the Tulse Hill Parliament?

It is, alas, said Psmith in a grave, sad voice, no more. In life it was beautiful, but now it has done the Tom Bowling act. It has gone aloft. We are dealing, Comrade Jackson, not with the live, vivid present, but with the far-off, rusty past. And yet, in a way, there is a touch of the live, vivid present mixed up in it.

I dont know what the dickens youre talking about, said Mike. Lets have a look, anyway.

Psmith handed him the volume, and, leaning back, sipped his coffee, and watched him. At first Mikes face was bored and blank, but suddenly an interested look came into it.

Aha! said Psmith.

Whos Bickersdyke? Anything to do with our Bickersdyke?

No other than our genial friend himself.

Mike turned the pages, reading a line or two on each.

Hullo! he said, chuckling. He lets himself go a bit, doesnt he!

He does, acknowledged Psmith. A fiery, passionate nature, that of Comrade Bickersdyke.

Hes simply cursing the Government here. Giving them frightful beans.

Psmith nodded.

I noticed the fact myself.

But whats it all about?

As far as I can glean from Comrade Waller, said Psmith, about twenty years ago, when he and Comrade Bickersdyke worked hand-in-hand as fellow clerks at the New Asiatic, they were both members of the Tulse Hill Parliament, that powerful institution. At that time Comrade Bickersdyke was as fruity a Socialist as Comrade Waller is now. Only, apparently, as he began to get on a bit in the world, he altered his views to some extent as regards the iniquity of freezing on to a decent share of the doubloons. And that, you see, is where the dim and rusty past begins to get mixed up with the live, vivid present. If any tactless person were to publish those very able speeches made by Comrade Bickersdyke when a bulwark of the Tulse Hill Parliament, our revered chief would be more or less caught bending, if I may employ the expression, as regards his chances of getting in as Unionist candidate at Kenningford. You follow me, Watson? I rather fancy the light-hearted electors of Kenningford, from what I have seen of their rather acute sense of humour, would be, as it were, all over it. It would be very, very trying for Comrade Bickersdyke if these speeches of his were to get about.

You arent going to — !

I shall do nothing rashly. I shall merely place this handsome volume among my treasured books. I shall add it to my Books that have helped me series. Because I fancy that, in an emergency, it may not be at all a bad thing to have about me. And now, he concluded, as the hour is getting late, perhaps we had better be shoving off for home.


19. The Illness of Edward
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LIFE IN A bank is at its pleasantest in the winter. When all the world outside is dark and damp and cold, the light and warmth of the place are comforting. There is a pleasant air of solidity about the interior of a bank. The green shaded lamps look cosy. And, the outside world offering so few attractions, the worker, perched on his stool, feels that he is not so badly off after all. It is when the days are long and the sun beats hot on the pavement, and everything shouts to him how splendid it is out in the country, that he begins to grow restless.

Mike, except for a fortnight at the beginning of his career in the New Asiatic Bank, had not had to stand the test of sunshine. At present, the weather being cold and dismal, he was almost entirely contented. Now that he had got into the swing of his work, the days passed very quickly; and with his life after office-hours he had no fault to find at all.

His life was very regular. He would arrive in the morning just in time to sign his name in the attendance-book before it was removed to the accountants room. That was at ten oclock. From ten to eleven he would potter. There was nothing going on at that time in his department, and Mr Waller seemed to take it for granted that he should stroll off to the Postage Department and talk to Psmith, who had generally some fresh grievance against the ring-wearing Bristow to air. From eleven to half past twelve he would put in a little gentle work. Lunch, unless there was a rush of business or Mr Waller happened to suffer from a spasm of conscientiousness, could be spun out from half past twelve to two. More work from two till half past three. From half past three till half past four tea in the tearoom, with a novel. And from half past four till five either a little more work or more pottering, according to whether there was any work to do or not. It was by no means an unpleasant mode of spending a late January day.

Then there was no doubt that it was an interesting little community, that of the New Asiatic Bank. The curiously amateurish nature of the institution lent a certain air of light-heartedness to the place. It was not like one of those banks whose London office is their main office, where stern business is everything and a man becomes a mere machine for getting through a certain amount of routine work. The employees of the New Asiatic Bank, having plenty of time on their hands, were able to retain their individuality. They had leisure to think of other things besides their work. Indeed, they had so much leisure that it is a wonder they thought of their work at all.

The place was full of quaint characters. There was West, who had been requested to leave Haileybury owing to his habit of borrowing horses and attending meets in the neighbourhood, the same being always out of bounds and necessitating a complete disregard of the rules respecting evening chapel and lock-up. He was a small, dried-up youth, with black hair plastered down on his head. He went about his duties in a costume which suggested the sportsman of the comic papers.

There was also Hignett, who added to the meagre salary allowed him by the bank by singing comic songs at the minor music halls. He confided to Mike his intention of leaving the bank as soon as he had made a name, and taking seriously to the business. He told him that he had knocked them at the Bedford the week before, and in support of the statement showed him a cutting from the Era, in which the writer said that Other acceptable turns were the Bounding Zouaves, Steingrubers Dogs, and Arthur Hignett. Mike wished him luck.

And there was Raymond who dabbled in journalism and was the author of Straight Talks to Housewives in Trifles, under the pseudonym of Lady Gussie; Wragge, who believed that the earth was flat, and addressed meetings on the subject in Hyde Park on Sundays; and many others, all interesting to talk to of a morning when work was slack and time had to be filled in.

Mike found himself, by degrees, growing quite attached to the New Asiatic Bank.

One morning, early in February, he noticed a curious change in Mr Waller. The head of the Cash Department was, as a rule, mildly cheerful on arrival, and apt (excessively, Mike thought, though he always listened with polite interest) to relate the most recent sayings and doings of his snub-nosed son, Edward. No action of this young prodigy was withheld from Mike. He had heard, on different occasions, how he had won a prize at his school for General Information (which Mike could well believe); how he had trapped young Mr Richards, now happily reconciled to Ada, with an ingenious verbal catch; and how he had made a sequence of diverting puns on the name of the new curate, during the course of that clerics first Sunday afternoon visit.

On this particular day, however, the cashier was silent and absent-minded. He answered Mikes good-morning mechanically, and sitting down at his desk, stared blankly across the building. There was a curiously grey, tired look on his face.

Mike could not make it out. He did not like to ask if there was anything the matter. Mr Wallers face had the unreasonable effect on him of making him feel shy and awkward. Anything in the nature of sorrow always dried Mike up and robbed him of the power of speech. Being naturally sympathetic, he had raged inwardly in many a crisis at this devil of dumb awkwardness which possessed him and prevented him from putting his sympathy into words. He had always envied the cooing readiness of the hero on the stage when anyone was in trouble. He wondered whether he would ever acquire that knack of pouring out a limpid stream of soothing words on such occasions. At present he could get no farther than a scowl and an almost offensive gruffness.

The happy thought struck him of consulting Psmith. It was his hour for pottering, so he pottered round to the Postage Department, where he found the old Etonian eyeing with disfavour a new satin tie which Bristow was wearing that morning for the first time.

I say, Smith, he said, I want to speak to you for a second.

Psmith rose. Mike led the way to a quiet corner of the Telegrams Department.

I tell you, Comrade Jackson, said Psmith, I am hard pressed. The fight is beginning to be too much for me. After a grim struggle, after days of unremitting toil, I succeeded yesterday in inducing the man Bristow to abandon that rainbow waistcoat of his. Today I enter the building, blythe and buoyant, worn, of course, from the long struggle, but seeing with aching eyes the dawn of another, better era, and there is Comrade Bristow in a satin tie. Its hard, Comrade Jackson, its hard, I tell you.

Look here, Smith, said Mike, I wish youd go round to the Cash and find out whats up with old Waller. Hes got the hump about something. Hes sitting there looking absolutely fed up with things. I hope theres nothing up. Hes not a bad sort. It would be rot if anything rottens happened.

Psmith began to display a gentle interest.

So other people have troubles as well as myself, he murmured musingly. I had almost forgotten that. Comrade Wallers misfortunes cannot but be trivial compared with mine, but possibly it will be as well to ascertain their nature. I will reel round and make inquiries.

Good man, said Mike. Ill wait here.

Psmith departed, and returned, ten minutes later, looking more serious than when he had left.

His kids ill, poor chap, he said briefly. Pretty badly too, from what I can gather. Pneumonia. Waller was up all night. He oughtnt to be here at all today. He doesnt know what hes doing half the time. Hes absolutely fagged out. Look here, youd better nip back and do as much of the work as you can. I shouldnt talk to him much if I were you. Buck along.

Mike went. Mr Waller was still sitting staring out across the aisle. There was something more than a little gruesome in the sight of him. He wore a crushed, beaten look, as if all the life and fight had gone out of him. A customer came to the desk to cash a cheque. The cashier shovelled the money to him under the bars with the air of one whose mind is elsewhere. Mike could guess what he was feeling, and what he was thinking about. The fact that the snub-nosed Edward was, without exception, the most repulsive small boy he had ever met in this world, where repulsive small boys crowd and jostle one another, did not interfere with his appreciation of the cashiers state of mind. Mikes was essentially a sympathetic character. He had the gift of intuitive understanding, where people of whom he was fond were concerned. It was this which drew to him those who had intelligence enough to see beyond his sometimes rather forbidding manner, and to realize that his blunt speech was largely due to shyness. In spite of his prejudice against Edward, he could put himself into Mr Wallers place, and see the thing from his point of view.

Psmiths injunction to him not to talk much was unnecessary. Mike, as always, was rendered utterly dumb by the sight of suffering. He sat at his desk, occupying himself as best he could with the driblets of work which came to him.

Mr Wallers silence and absentness continued unchanged. The habit of years had made his work mechanical. Probably few of the customers who came to cash cheques suspected that there was anything the matter with the man who paid them their money. After all, most people look on the cashier of a bank as a sort of human slot-machine. You put in your cheque, and out comes money. It is no affair of yours whether life is treating the machine well or ill that day.

The hours dragged slowly by till five oclock struck, and the cashier, putting on his coat and hat, passed silently out through the swing doors. He walked listlessly. He was evidently tired out.

Mike shut his ledger with a vicious bang, and went across to find Psmith. He was glad the day was over.


20. Concerning a Cheque
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THINGS NEVER HAPPEN quite as one expects them to. Mike came to the office next morning prepared for a repetition of the previous day. He was amazed to find the cashier not merely cheerful, but even exuberantly cheerful. Edward, it appeared, had rallied in the afternoon, and, when his father had got home, had been out of danger. He was now going along excellently, and had stumped Ada, who was nursing him, with a question about the Thirty Years War, only a few minutes before his father had left to catch his train. The cashier was overflowing with happiness and goodwill towards his species. He greeted customers with bright remarks on the weather, and snappy views on the leading events of the day: the former tinged with optimism, the latter full of a gentle spirit of toleration. His attitude towards the latest actions of His Majestys Government was that of one who felt that, after all, there was probably some good even in the vilest of his fellow creatures, if one could only find it.

Altogether, the cloud had lifted from the Cash Department. All was joy, jollity, and song.

The attitude of Comrade Waller, said Psmith, on being informed of the change, is reassuring. I may now think of my own troubles. Comrade Bristow has blown into the office today in patent leather boots with white kid uppers, as I believe the technical term is. Add to that the fact that he is still wearing the satin tie, the waistcoat, and the ring, and you will understand why I have definitely decided this morning to abandon all hope of his reform. Henceforth my services, for what they are worth, are at the disposal of Comrade Bickersdyke. My time from now onward is his. He shall have the full educative value of my exclusive attention. I give Comrade Bristow up. Made straight for the corner flag, you understand, he added, as Mr Rossiter emerged from his lair, and centred, and Sandy Turnbull headed a beautiful goal. I was just telling Jackson about the match against Blackburn Rovers, he said to Mr Rossiter.

Just so, just so. But get on with your work, Smith. We are a little behind-hand. I think perhaps it would be as well not to leave it just yet.

I will leap at it at once, said Psmith cordially.

Mike went back to his department.

The day passed quickly. Mr Waller, in the intervals of work, talked a good deal, mostly of Edward, his doings, his sayings, and his prospects. The only thing that seemed to worry Mr Waller was the problem of how to employ his sons almost superhuman talents to the best advantage. Most of the goals towards which the average man strives struck him as too unambitious for the prodigy.

By the end of the day Mike had had enough of Edward. He never wished to hear the name again.

We do not claim originality for the statement that things never happen quite as one expects them to. We repeat it now because of its profound truth. The Edwards pneumonia episode having ended satisfactorily (or, rather, being apparently certain to end satisfactorily, for the invalid, though out of danger, was still in bed), Mike looked forward to a series of days unbroken by any but the minor troubles of life. For these he was prepared. What he did not expect was any big calamity.

At the beginning of the day there were no signs of it. The sky was blue and free from all suggestions of approaching thunderbolts. Mr Waller, still chirpy, had nothing but good news of Edward. Mike went for his morning stroll round the office feeling that things had settled down and had made up their mind to run smoothly.

When he got back, barely half an hour later, the storm had burst.

There was no one in the department at the moment of his arrival; but a few minutes later he saw Mr Waller come out of the managers room, and make his way down the aisle.

It was his walk which first gave any hint that something was wrong. It was the same limp, crushed walk which Mike had seen when Edwards safety still hung in the balance.

As Mr Waller came nearer, Mike saw that the cashiers face was deadly pale.

Mr Waller caught sight of him and quickened his pace.

Jackson, he said.

Mike came forward.

Do you — remember— he spoke slowly, and with an effort, do you remember a cheque coming through the day before yesterday for a hundred pounds, with Sir John Morrisons signature?

Yes. It came in the morning, rather late.

Mike remembered the cheque perfectly well, owing to the amount. It was the only three-figure cheque which had come across the counter during the day. It had been presented just before the cashier had gone out to lunch. He recollected the man who had presented it, a tallish man with a beard. He had noticed him particularly because of the contrast between his manner and that of the cashier. The former had been so very cheery and breezy, the latter so dazed and silent.

Why, he said.

It was a forgery, muttered Mr Waller, sitting down heavily.

Mike could not take it in all at once. He was stunned. All he could understand was that a far worse thing had happened than anything he could have imagined.

A forgery? he said.

A forgery. And a clumsy one. Oh its hard. I should have seen it on any other day but that. I could not have missed it. They showed me the cheque in there just now. I could not believe that I had passed it. I dont remember doing it. My mind was far away. I dont remember the cheque or anything about it. Yet there it is.

Once more Mike was tongue-tied. For the life of him he could not think of anything to say. Surely, he thought, he could find something in the shape of words to show his sympathy. But he could find nothing that would not sound horribly stilted and cold. He sat silent.

Sir John is in there, went on the cashier. He is furious. Mr Bickersdyke, too. They are both furious. I shall be dismissed. I shall lose my place. I shall be dismissed. He was talking more to himself than to Mike. It was dreadful to see him sitting there, all limp and broken.

I shall lose my place. Mr Bickersdyke has wanted to get rid of me for a long time. He never liked me. I shall be dismissed. What can I do? Im an old man. I cant make another start. I am good for nothing. Nobody will take an old man like me.

His voice died away. There was a silence. Mike sat staring miserably in front of him.

Then, quite suddenly, an idea came to him. The whole pressure of the atmosphere seemed to lift. He saw a way out. It was a curious crooked way, but at that moment it stretched clear and broad before him. He felt lighthearted and excited, as if he were watching the development of some interesting play at the theatre.

He got up, smiling.

The cashier did not notice the movement. Somebody had come in to cash a cheque, and he was working mechanically.

Mike walked up the aisle to Mr Bickersdykes room, and went in.

The manager was in his chair at the big table. Opposite him, facing slightly sideways, was a small, round, very red-faced man. Mr Bickersdyke was speaking as Mike entered.

I can assure you, Sir John— he was saying.

He looked up as the door opened.

Well, Mr Jackson?

Mike almost laughed. The situation was tickling him.

Mr Waller has told me— he began.

I have already seen Mr Waller.

I know. He told me about the cheque. I came to explain.

Explain?

Yes. He didnt cash it at all.

I dont understand you, Mr Jackson.

I was at the counter when it was brought in, said Mike. I cashed it.


21. Psmith Makes Inquiries
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PSMITH, AS WAS his habit of a morning when the fierce rush of his commercial duties had abated somewhat, was leaning gracefully against his desk, musing on many things, when he was aware that Bristow was standing before him.

Focusing his attention with some reluctance upon this blot on the horizon, he discovered that the exploiter of rainbow waistcoats and satin ties was addressing him.

I say, Smithy, said Bristow. He spoke in rather an awed voice.

Say on, Comrade Bristow, said Psmith graciously. You have our ear. You would seem to have something on your chest in addition to that Neapolitan ice garment which, I regret to see, you still flaunt. If it is one tithe as painful as that, you have my sympathy. Jerk it out, Comrade Bristow.

Jackson isnt half copping it from old Bick.

Isnt — ? What exactly did you say?

Hes getting it hot on the carpet.

You wish to indicate, said Psmith, that there is some slight disturbance, some passing breeze between Comrades Jackson and Bickersdyke?

Bristow chuckled.

Breeze! Blooming hurricane, more like it. I was in Bicks room just now with a letter to sign, and I tell you, the fur was flying all over the bally shop. There was old Bick cursing for all he was worth, and a little red-faced buffer puffing out his cheeks in an armchair.

We all have our hobbies, said Psmith.

Jackson wasnt saying much. He jolly well hadnt a chance. Old Bick was shooting it out fourteen to the dozen.

I have been privileged, said Psmith, to hear Comrade Bickersdyke speak both in his sanctum and in public. He has, as you suggest, a ready flow of speech. What, exactly was the cause of the turmoil?

I couldnt wait to hear. I was too jolly glad to get away. Old Bick looked at me as if he could eat me, snatched the letter out of my hand, signed it, and waved his hand at the door as a hint to hop it. Which I jolly well did. He had started jawing Jackson again before I was out of the room.

While applauding his hustle, said Psmith, I fear that I must take official notice of this. Comrade Jackson is essentially a Sensitive Plant, highly strung, neurotic. I cannot have his nervous system jolted and disorganized in this manner, and his value as a confidential secretary and adviser impaired, even though it be only temporarily. I must look into this. I will go and see if the orgy is concluded. I will hear what Comrade Jackson has to say on the matter. I shall not act rashly, Comrade Bristow. If the man Bickersdyke is proved to have had good grounds for his outbreak, he shall escape uncensured. I may even look in on him and throw him a word of praise. But if I find, as I suspect, that he has wronged Comrade Jackson, I shall be forced to speak sharply to him.



Mike had left the scene of battle by the time Psmith reached the Cash Department, and was sitting at his desk in a somewhat dazed condition, trying to clear his mind sufficiently to enable him to see exactly how matters stood as concerned himself. He felt confused and rattled. He had known, when he went to the managers room to make his statement, that there would be trouble. But, then, trouble is such an elastic word. It embraces a hundred degrees of meaning. Mike had expected sentence of dismissal, and he had got it. So far he had nothing to complain of. But he had not expected it to come to him riding high on the crest of a great, frothing wave of verbal denunciation. Mr Bickersdyke, through constantly speaking in public, had developed the habit of fluent denunciation to a remarkable extent. He had thundered at Mike as if Mike had been his Majestys Government or the Encroaching Alien, or something of that sort. And that kind of thing is a little overwhelming at short range. Mikes head was still spinning.

It continued to spin; but he never lost sight of the fact round which it revolved, namely, that he had been dismissed from the service of the bank. And for the first time he began to wonder what they would say about this at home.

Up till now the matter had seemed entirely a personal one. He had charged in to rescue the harassed cashier in precisely the same way as that in which he had dashed in to save him from Bill, the Stone-Flinging Scourge of Clapham Common. Mikes was one of those direct, honest minds which are apt to concentrate themselves on the crisis of the moment, and to leave the consequences out of the question entirely.

What would they say at home? That was the point.

Again, what could he do by way of earning a living? He did not know much about the City and its ways, but he knew enough to understand that summary dismissal from a bank is not the best recommendation one can put forward in applying for another job. And if he did not get another job in the City, what could he do? If it were only summer, he might get taken on somewhere as a cricket professional. Cricket was his line. He could earn his pay at that. But it was very far from being summer.

He had turned the problem over in his mind till his head ached, and had eaten in the process one-third of a wooden penholder, when Psmith arrived.

It has reached me, said Psmith, that you and Comrade Bickersdyke have been seen doing the Hackenschmidt-Gotch act on the floor. When my informant left, he tells me, Comrade B. had got a half-Nelson on you, and was biting pieces out of your ear. Is this so?

Mike got up. Psmith was the man, he felt, to advise him in this crisis. Psmiths was the mind to grapple with his Hard Case.

Look here, Smith, he said, I want to speak to you. Im in a bit of a hole, and perhaps you can tell me what to do. Lets go out and have a cup of coffee, shall we? I cant tell you about it here.

An admirable suggestion, said Psmith. Things in the Postage Department are tolerably quiescent at present. Naturally I shall be missed, if I go out. But my absence will not spell irretrievable ruin, as it would at a period of greater commercial activity. Comrades Rossiter and Bristow have studied my methods. They know how I like things to be done. They are fully competent to conduct the business of the department in my absence. Let us, as you say, scud forth. We will go to a Mecca. Why so-called I do not know, nor, indeed, do I ever hope to know. There we may obtain, at a price, a passable cup of coffee, and you shall tell me your painful story.

The Mecca, except for the curious aroma which pervades all Meccas, was deserted. Psmith, moving a box of dominoes on to the next table, sat down.

Dominoes, he said, is one of the few manly sports which have never had great attractions for me. A cousin of mine, who secured his chess blue at Oxford, would, they tell me, have represented his University in the dominoes match also, had he not unfortunately dislocated the radius bone of his bazooka while training for it. Except for him, there has been little dominoes talent in the Psmith family. Let us merely talk. What of this slight brass-rag-parting to which I alluded just now? Tell me all.

He listened gravely while Mike related the incidents which had led up to his confession and the results of the same. At the conclusion of the narrative he sipped his coffee in silence for a moment.

This habit of taking on to your shoulders the harvest of other peoples bloomers, he said meditatively, is growing upon you, Comrade Jackson. You must check it. It is like dram-drinking. You begin in a small way by breaking school rules to extract Comrade Jellicoe (perhaps the supremest of all the blitherers I have ever met) from a hole. If you had stopped there, all might have been well. But the thing, once started, fascinated you. Now you have landed yourself with a splash in the very centre of the Oxo in order to do a good turn to Comrade Waller. You must drop it, Comrade Jackson. When you were free and without ties, it did not so much matter. But now that you are confidential secretary and adviser to a Shropshire Psmith, the thing must stop. Your secretarial duties must be paramount. Nothing must be allowed to interfere with them. Yes. The thing must stop before it goes too far.

It seems to me, said Mike, that it has gone too far. Ive got the sack. I dont know how much farther you want it to go.

Psmith stirred his coffee before replying.

True, he said, things look perhaps a shade rocky just now, but all is not yet lost. You must recollect that Comrade Bickersdyke spoke in the heat of the moment. That generous temperament was stirred to its depths. He did not pick his words. But calm will succeed storm, and we may be able to do something yet. I have some little influence with Comrade Bickersdyke. Wrongly, perhaps, added Psmith modestly, he thinks somewhat highly of my judgement. If he sees that I am opposed to this step, he may possibly reconsider it. What Psmith thinks today, is his motto, I shall think tomorrow. However, we shall see.

I bet we shall! said Mike ruefully.

There is, moreover, continued Psmith, another aspect to the affair. When you were being put through it, in Comrade Bickersdykes inimitably breezy manner, Sir John Whats-his-name was, I am given to understand, present. Naturally, to pacify the aggrieved bart., Comrade B. had to lay it on regardless of expense. In America, as possibly you are aware, there is a regular post of mistake-clerk, whose duty it is to receive in the neck anything that happens to be coming along when customers make complaints. He is hauled into the presence of the foaming customer, cursed, and sacked. The customer goes away appeased. The mistake-clerk, if the harangue has been unusually energetic, applies for a rise of salary. Now, possibly, in your case—

In my case, interrupted Mike, there was none of that rot. Bickersdyke wasnt putting it on. He meant every word. Why, dash it all, you know yourself hed be only too glad to sack me, just to get some of his own back with me.

Psmiths eyes opened in pained surprise.

Get some of his own back! he repeated.

Are you insinuating, Comrade Jackson, that my relations with Comrade Bickersdyke are not of the most pleasant and agreeable nature possible? How do these ideas get about? I yield to nobody in my respect for our manager. I may have had occasion from time to time to correct him in some trifling matter, but surely he is not the man to let such a thing rankle? No! I prefer to think that Comrade Bickersdyke regards me as his friend and well-wisher, and will lend a courteous ear to any proposal I see fit to make. I hope shortly to be able to prove this to you. I will discuss this little affair of the cheque with him at our ease at the club, and I shall be surprised if we do not come to some arrangement.

Look here, Smith, said Mike earnestly, for goodness sake dont go playing the goat. Theres no earthly need for you to get lugged into this business. Dont you worry about me. I shall be all right.

I think, said Psmith, that you will — when I have chatted with Comrade Bickersdyke.


22. And Take Steps
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ON RETURNING TO the bank, Mike found Mr Waller in the grip of a peculiarly varied set of mixed feelings. Shortly after Mikes departure for the Mecca, the cashier had been summoned once more into the Presence, and had there been informed that, as apparently he had not been directly responsible for the gross piece of carelessness by which the bank had suffered so considerable a loss (here Sir John puffed out his cheeks like a meditative toad), the matter, as far as he was concerned, was at an end. On the other hand — ! Here Mr Waller was hauled over the coals for Incredible Rashness in allowing a mere junior subordinate to handle important tasks like the paying out of money, and so on, till he felt raw all over. However, it was not dismissal. That was the great thing. And his principal sensation was one of relief.

Mingled with the relief were sympathy for Mike, gratitude to him for having given himself up so promptly, and a curiously dazed sensation, as if somebody had been hitting him on the head with a bolster.

All of which emotions, taken simultaneously, had the effect of rendering him completely dumb when he saw Mike. He felt that he did not know what to say to him. And as Mike, for his part, simply wanted to be let alone, and not compelled to talk, conversation was at something of a standstill in the Cash Department.

After five minutes, it occurred to Mr Waller that perhaps the best plan would be to interview Psmith. Psmith would know exactly how matters stood. He could not ask Mike point-blank whether he had been dismissed. But there was the probability that Psmith had been informed and would pass on the information.

Psmith received the cashier with a dignified kindliness.

Oh, er, Smith, said Mr Waller, I wanted just to ask you about Jackson.

Psmith bowed his head gravely.

Exactly, he said. Comrade Jackson. I think I may say that you have come to the right man. Comrade Jackson has placed himself in my hands, and I am dealing with his case. A somewhat tricky business, but I shall see him through.

Has he — ? Mr Waller hesitated.

You were saying? said Psmith.

Does Mr Bickersdyke intend to dismiss him?

At present, admitted Psmith, there is some idea of that description floating — nebulously, as it were — in Comrade Bickersdykes mind. Indeed, from what I gather from my client, the push was actually administered, in so many words. But tush! And possibly bah! we know what happens on these occasions, do we not? You and I are students of human nature, and we know that a man of Comrade Bickersdykes warm-hearted type is apt to say in the heat of the moment a great deal more than he really means. Men of his impulsive character cannot help expressing themselves in times of stress with a certain generous strength which those who do not understand them are inclined to take a little too seriously. I shall have a chat with Comrade Bickersdyke at the conclusion of the days work, and I have no doubt that we shall both laugh heartily over this little episode.

Mr Waller pulled at his beard, with an expression on his face that seemed to suggest that he was not quite so confident on this point. He was about to put his doubts into words when Mr Rossiter appeared, and Psmith, murmuring something about duty, turned again to his ledger. The cashier drifted back to his own department.

It was one of Psmiths theories of Life, which he was accustomed to propound to Mike in the small hours of the morning with his feet on the mantelpiece, that the secret of success lay in taking advantage of ones occasional slices of luck, in seizing, as it were, the happy moment. When Mike, who had had the passage to write out ten times at Wrykyn on one occasion as an imposition, reminded him that Shakespeare had once said something about there being a tide in the affairs of men, which, taken at the flood, &c., Psmith had acknowledged with an easy grace that possibly Shakespeare had got on to it first, and that it was but one more proof of how often great minds thought alike.

Though waiving his claim to the copyright of the maxim, he nevertheless had a high opinion of it, and frequently acted upon it in the conduct of his own life.

Thus, when approaching the Senior Conservative Club at five oclock with the idea of finding Mr Bickersdyke there, he observed his quarry entering the Turkish Baths which stand some twenty yards from the clubs front door, he acted on his maxim, and decided, instead of waiting for the manager to finish his bath before approaching him on the subject of Mike, to corner him in the Baths themselves.

He gave Mr Bickersdyke five minutes start. Then, reckoning that by that time he would probably have settled down, he pushed open the door and went in himself. And, having paid his money, and left his boots with the boy at the threshold, he was rewarded by the sight of the manager emerging from a box at the far end of the room, clad in the mottled towels which the bather, irrespective of his personal taste in dress, is obliged to wear in a Turkish bath.

Psmith made for the same box. Mr Bickersdykes clothes lay at the head of one of the sofas, but nobody else had staked out a claim. Psmith took possession of the sofa next to the managers. Then, humming lightly, he undressed, and made his way downstairs to the Hot Rooms. He rather fancied himself in towels. There was something about them which seemed to suit his figure. They gave him, he though, rather a debonnaire look. He paused for a moment before the looking-glass to examine himself, with approval, then pushed open the door of the Hot Rooms and went in.


23. Mr Bickersdyke Makes a Concession
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MR BICKERSDYKE WAS reclining in an easy-chair in the first room, staring before him in the boiled-fish manner customary in a Turkish Bath. Psmith dropped into the next seat with a cheery Good evening. The manager started as if some firm hand had driven a bradawl into him. He looked at Psmith with what was intended to be a dignified stare. But dignity is hard to achieve in a couple of parti-coloured towels. The stare did not differ to any great extent from the conventional boiled-fish look, alluded to above.

Psmith settled himself comfortably in his chair. Fancy finding you here, he said pleasantly. We seem always to be meeting. To me, he added, with a reassuring smile, it is a great pleasure. A very great pleasure indeed. We see too little of each other during office hours. Not that one must grumble at that. Work before everything. You have your duties, I mine. It is merely unfortunate that those duties are not such as to enable us to toil side by side, encouraging each other with word and gesture. However, it is idle to repine. We must make the most of these chance meetings when the work of the day is over.

Mr Bickersdyke heaved himself up from his chair and took another at the opposite end of the room. Psmith joined him.

Theres something pleasantly mysterious, to my mind, said he chattily, in a Turkish Bath. It seems to take one out of the hurry and bustle of the everyday world. It is a quiet backwater in the rushing river of Life. I like to sit and think in a Turkish Bath. Except, of course, when I have a congenial companion to talk to. As now. To me—

Mr Bickersdyke rose, and went into the next room.

To me, continued Psmith, again following, and seating himself beside the manager, there is, too, something eerie in these places. There is a certain sinister air about the attendants. They glide rather than walk. They say little. Who knows what they may be planning and plotting? That drip-drip again. It may be merely water, but how are we to know that it is not blood? It would be so easy to do away with a man in a Turkish Bath. Nobody has seen him come in. Nobody can trace him if he disappears. These are uncomfortable thoughts, Mr Bickersdyke.

Mr Bickersdyke seemed to think them so. He rose again, and returned to the first room.

I have made you restless, said Psmith, in a voice of self-reproach, when he had settled himself once more by the managers side. I am sorry. I will not pursue the subject. Indeed, I believe that my fears are unnecessary. Statistics show, I understand, that large numbers of men emerge in safety every year from Turkish Baths. There was another matter of which I wished to speak to you. It is a somewhat delicate matter, and I am only encouraged to mention it to you by the fact that you are so close a friend of my fathers.

Mr Bickersdyke had picked up an early edition of an evening paper, left on the table at his side by a previous bather, and was to all appearances engrossed in it. Psmith, however, not discouraged, proceeded to touch upon the matter of Mike.

There was, he said, some little friction, I hear, in the office today in connection with a cheque. The evening paper hid the managers expressive face, but from the fact that the hands holding it tightened their grip Psmith deduced that Mr Bickersdykes attention was not wholly concentrated on the City news. Moreover, his toes wriggled. And when a mans toes wriggle, he is interested in what you are saying.

All these petty breezes, continued Psmith sympathetically, must be very trying to a man in your position, a man who wishes to be left alone in order to devote his entire thought to the niceties of the higher Finance. It is as if Napoleon, while planning out some intricate scheme of campaign, were to be called upon in the midst of his meditations to bully a private for not cleaning his buttons. Naturally, you were annoyed. Your giant brain, wrenched temporarily from its proper groove, expended its force in one tremendous reprimand of Comrade Jackson. It was as if one had diverted some terrific electric current which should have been controlling a vast system of machinery, and turned it on to annihilate a black-beetle. In the present case, of course, the result is as might have been expected. Comrade Jackson, not realizing the position of affairs, went away with the absurd idea that all was over, that you meant all you said — briefly, that his number was up. I assured him that he was mistaken, but no! He persisted in declaring that all was over, that you had dismissed him from the bank.

Mr Bickersdyke lowered the paper and glared bulbously at the old Etonian.

Mr Jackson is perfectly right, he snapped. Of course I dismissed him.

Yes, yes, said Psmith, I have no doubt that at the moment you did work the rapid push. What I am endeavouring to point out is that Comrade Jackson is under the impression that the edict is permanent, that he can hope for no reprieve.

Nor can he.

You dont mean—

I mean what I say.

Ah, I quite understand, said Psmith, as one who sees that he must make allowances. The incident is too recent. The storm has not yet had time to expend itself. You have not had leisure to think the matter over coolly. It is hard, of course, to be cool in a Turkish Bath. Your ganglions are still vibrating. Later, perhaps—

Once and for all, growled Mr Bickersdyke, the thing is ended. Mr Jackson will leave the bank at the end of the month. We have no room for fools in the office.

You surprise me, said Psmith. I should not have thought that the standard of intelligence in the bank was extremely high. With the exception of our two selves, I think that there are hardly any men of real intelligence on the staff. And comrade Jackson is improving every day. Being, as he is, under my constant supervision he is rapidly developing a stranglehold on his duties, which—

I have no wish to discuss the matter any further.

No, no. Quite so, quite so. Not another word. I am dumb.

There are limits you see, to the uses of impertinence, Mr Smith.

Psmith started.

You are not suggesting — ! You do not mean that I — !

I have no more to say. I shall be glad if you will allow me to read my paper.

Psmith waved a damp hand.

I should be the last man, he said stiffly, to force my conversation on another. I was under the impression that you enjoyed these little chats as keenly as I did. If I was wrong—

He relapsed into a wounded silence. Mr Bickersdyke resumed his perusal of the evening paper, and presently, laying it down, rose and made his way to the room where muscular attendants were in waiting to perform that blend of Jiu-Jitsu and Catch-as-catch-can which is the most valuable and at the same time most painful part of a Turkish Bath.

It was not till he was resting on his sofa, swathed from head to foot in a sheet and smoking a cigarette, that he realized that Psmith was sharing his compartment.

He made the unpleasant discovery just as he had finished his first cigarette and lighted his second. He was blowing out the match when Psmith, accompanied by an attendant, appeared in the doorway, and proceeded to occupy the next sofa to himself. All that feeling of dreamy peace, which is the reward one receives for allowing oneself to be melted like wax and kneaded like bread, left him instantly. He felt hot and annoyed. To escape was out of the question. Once one has been scientifically wrapped up by the attendant and placed on ones sofa, one is a fixture. He lay scowling at the ceiling, resolved to combat all attempt at conversation with a stony silence.

Psmith, however, did not seem to desire conversation. He lay on his sofa motionless for a quarter of an hour, then reached out for a large book which lay on the table, and began to read.

When he did speak, he seemed to be speaking to himself. Every now and then he would murmur a few words, sometimes a single name. In spite of himself, Mr Bickersdyke found himself listening.

At first the murmurs conveyed nothing to him. Then suddenly a name caught his ear. Strowther was the name, and somehow it suggested something to him. He could not say precisely what. It seemed to touch some chord of memory. He knew no one of the name of Strowther. He was sure of that. And yet it was curiously familiar. An unusual name, too. He could not help feeling that at one time he must have known it quite well.

Mr Strowther, murmured Psmith, said that the hon. gentlemans remarks would have been nothing short of treason, if they had not been so obviously the mere babblings of an irresponsible lunatic. Cries of Order, order, and a voice, Sit down, fat-head!

For just one moment Mr Bickersdykes memory poised motionless, like a hawk about to swoop. Then it darted at the mark. Everything came to him in a flash. The hands of the clock whizzed back. He was no longer Mr John Bickersdyke, manager of the London branch of the New Asiatic Bank, lying on a sofa in the Cumberland Street Turkish Baths. He was Jack Bickersdyke, clerk in the employ of Messrs Norton and Biggleswade, standing on a chair and shouting Order! order! in the Masonic Room of the Red Lion at Tulse Hill, while the members of the Tulse Hill Parliament, divided into two camps, yelled at one another, and young Tom Barlow, in his official capacity as Mister Speaker, waved his arms dumbly, and banged the table with his mallet in his efforts to restore calm.

He remembered the whole affair as if it had happened yesterday. It had been a speech of his own which had called forth the above expression of opinion from Strowther. He remembered Strowther now, a pale, spectacled clerk in Baxter and Abrahams, an inveterate upholder of the throne, the House of Lords and all constituted authority. Strowther had objected to the socialistic sentiments of his speech in connection with the Budget, and there had been a disturbance unparalleled even in the Tulse Hill Parliament, where disturbances were frequent and loud....

Psmith looked across at him with a bright smile. They report you verbatim, he said. And rightly. A more able speech I have seldom read. I like the bit where you call the Royal Family blood-suckers. Even then, it seems you knew how to express yourself fluently and well.

Mr Bickersdyke sat up. The hands of the clock had moved again, and he was back in what Psmith had called the live, vivid present.

What have you got there? he demanded.

It is a record, said Psmith, of the meeting of an institution called the Tulse Hill Parliament. A bright, chatty little institution, too, if one may judge by these reports. You in particular, if I may say so, appear to have let yourself go with refreshing vim. Your political views have changed a great deal since those days, have they not? It is extremely interesting. A most fascinating study for political students. When I send these speeches of yours to the Clarion—

Mr Bickersdyke bounded on his sofa.

What! he cried.

I was saying, said Psmith, that the Clarion will probably make a most interesting comparison between these speeches and those you have been making at Kenningford.

I — I — I forbid you to make any mention of these speeches.

Psmith hesitated.

It would be great fun seeing what the papers said, he protested.

Great fun!

It is true, mused Psmith, that in a measure, it would dish you at the election. From what I saw of those light-hearted lads at Kenningford the other night, I should say they would be so amused that they would only just have enough strength left to stagger to the poll and vote for your opponent.

Mr Bickersdyke broke out into a cold perspiration.

I forbid you to send those speeches to the papers, he cried.

Psmith reflected.

You see, he said at last, it is like this. The departure of Comrade Jackson, my confidential secretary and adviser, is certain to plunge me into a state of the deepest gloom. The only way I can see at present by which I can ensure even a momentary lightening of the inky cloud is the sending of these speeches to some bright paper like the Clarion. I feel certain that their comments would wring, at any rate, a sad, sweet smile from me. Possibly even a hearty laugh. I must, therefore, look on these very able speeches of yours in something of the light of an antidote. They will stand between me and black depression. Without them I am in the cart. With them I may possibly buoy myself up.

Mr Bickersdyke shifted uneasily on his sofa. He glared at the floor. Then he eyed the ceiling as if it were a personal enemy of his. Finally he looked at Psmith. Psmiths eyes were closed in peaceful meditation.

Very well, said he at last. Jackson shall stop.

Psmith came out of his thoughts with a start. You were observing — ? he said.

I shall not dismiss Jackson, said Mr Bickersdyke.

Psmith smiled winningly.

Just as I had hoped, he said. Your very justifiable anger melts before reflection. The storm subsides, and you are at leisure to examine the matter dispassionately. Doubts begin to creep in. Possibly, you say to yourself, I have been too hasty, too harsh. Justice must be tempered with mercy. I have caught Comrade Jackson bending, you add (still to yourself), but shall I press home my advantage too ruthlessly? No, you cry, I will abstain. And I applaud your action. I like to see this spirit of gentle toleration. It is bracing and comforting. As for these excellent speeches, he added, I shall, of course, no longer have any need of their consolation. I can lay them aside. The sunlight can now enter and illumine my life through more ordinary channels. The cry goes round, Psmith is himself again.

Mr Bickersdyke said nothing. Unless a snort of fury may be counted as anything.


24. The Spirit of Unrest
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DURING THE FOLLOWING fortnight, two things happened which materially altered Mikes position in the bank.

The first was that Mr Bickersdyke was elected a member of Parliament. He got in by a small majority amidst scenes of disorder of a nature unusual even in Kenningford. Psmith, who went down on the polling-day to inspect the revels and came back with his hat smashed in, reported that, as far as he could see, the electors of Kenningford seemed to be in just that state of happy intoxication which might make them vote for Mr Bickersdyke by mistake. Also it had been discovered, on the eve of the poll, that the bank managers opponent, in his youth, had been educated at a school in Germany, and had subsequently spent two years at Heidelberg University. These damaging revelations were having a marked effect on the warm-hearted patriots of Kenningford, who were now referring to the candidate in thick but earnest tones as the German Spy.

So that taking everything into consideration, said Psmith, summing up, I fancy that Comrade Bickersdyke is home.

And the papers next day proved that he was right.

A hundred and fifty-seven, said Psmith, as he read his paper at breakfast. Not what one would call a slashing victory. It is fortunate for Comrade Bickersdyke, I think, that I did not send those very able speeches of his to the Clarion.

Till now Mike had been completely at a loss to understand why the manager had sent for him on the morning following the scene about the cheque, and informed him that he had reconsidered his decision to dismiss him. Mike could not help feeling that there was more in the matter than met the eye. Mr Bickersdyke had not spoken as if it gave him any pleasure to reprieve him. On the contrary, his manner was distinctly brusque. Mike was thoroughly puzzled. To Psmiths statement, that he had talked the matter over quietly with the manager and brought things to a satisfactory conclusion, he had paid little attention. But now he began to see light.

Great Scott, Smith, he said, did you tell him youd send those speeches to the papers if he sacked me?

Psmith looked at him through his eye-glass, and helped himself to another piece of toast.

I am unable, he said, to recall at this moment the exact terms of the very pleasant conversation I had with Comrade Bickersdyke on the occasion of our chance meeting in the Turkish Bath that afternoon; but, thinking things over quietly now that I have more leisure, I cannot help feeling that he may possibly have read some such intention into my words. You know how it is in these little chats, Comrade Jackson. One leaps to conclusions. Some casual word I happened to drop may have given him the idea you mention. At this distance of time it is impossible to say with any certainty. Suffice it that all has ended well. He did reconsider his resolve. I shall be only too happy if it turns out that the seed of the alteration in his views was sown by some careless word of mine. Perhaps we shall never know.

Mike was beginning to mumble some awkward words of thanks, when Psmith resumed his discourse.

Be that as it may, however, he said, we cannot but perceive that Comrade Bickersdykes election has altered our position to some extent. As you have pointed out, he may have been influenced in this recent affair by some chance remark of mine about those speeches. Now, however, they will cease to be of any value. Now that he is elected he has nothing to lose by their publication. I mention this by way of indicating that it is possible that, if another painful episode occurs, he may be more ruthless.

I see what you mean, said Mike. If he catches me on the hop again, hell simply go ahead and sack me.

That, said Psmith, is more or less the position of affairs.

The other event which altered Mikes life in the bank was his removal from Mr Wallers department to the Fixed Deposits. The work in the Fixed Deposits was less pleasant, and Mr Gregory, the head of the department was not of Mr Wallers type. Mr Gregory, before joining the home-staff of the New Asiatic Bank, had spent a number of years with a firm in the Far East, where he had acquired a liver and a habit of addressing those under him in a way that suggested the mate of a tramp steamer. Even on the days when his liver was not troubling him, he was truculent. And when, as usually happened, it did trouble him, he was a perfect fountain of abuse. Mike and he hated each other from the first. The work in the Fixed Deposits was not really difficult, when you got the hang of it, but there was a certain amount of confusion in it to a beginner; and Mike, in commercial matters, was as raw a beginner as ever began. In the two other departments through which he had passed, he had done tolerably well. As regarded his work in the Postage Department, stamping letters and taking them down to the post office was just about his form. It was the sort of work on which he could really get a grip. And in the Cash Department, Mr Wallers mild patience had helped him through. But with Mr Gregory it was different. Mike hated being shouted at. It confused him. And Mr Gregory invariably shouted. He always spoke as if he were competing against a high wind. With Mike he shouted more than usual. On his side, it must be admitted that Mike was something out of the common run of bank clerks. The whole system of banking was a horrid mystery to him. He did not understand why things were done, or how the various departments depended on and dove-tailed into one another. Each department seemed to him something separate and distinct. Why they were all in the same building at all he never really gathered. He knew that it could not be purely from motives of sociability, in order that the clerks might have each others company during slack spells. That much he suspected, but beyond that he was vague.

It naturally followed that, after having grown, little by little, under Mr Wallers easy-going rule, to enjoy life in the bank, he now suffered a reaction. Within a day of his arrival in the Fixed Deposits he was loathing the place as earnestly as he had loathed it on the first morning.

Psmith, who had taken his place in the Cash Department, reported that Mr Waller was inconsolable at his loss.

I do my best to cheer him up, he said, and he smiles bravely every now and then. But when he thinks I am not looking, his head droops and that wistful expression comes into his face. The sunshine has gone out of his life.

It had just come into Mikes, and, more than anything else, was making him restless and discontented. That is to say, it was now late spring: the sun shone cheerfully on the City; and cricket was in the air. And that was the trouble.

In the dark days, when everything was fog and slush, Mike had been contented enough to spend his mornings and afternoons in the bank, and go about with Psmith at night. Under such conditions, London is the best place in which to be, and the warmth and light of the bank were pleasant.

But now things had changed. The place had become a prison. With all the energy of one who had been born and bred in the country, Mike hated having to stay indoors on days when all the air was full of approaching summer. There were mornings when it was almost more than he could do to push open the swing doors, and go out of the fresh air into the stuffy atmosphere of the bank.

The days passed slowly, and the cricket season began. Instead of being a relief, this made matters worse. The little cricket he could get only made him want more. It was as if a starving man had been given a handful of wafer biscuits.

If the summer had been wet, he might have been less restless. But, as it happened, it was unusually fine. After a week of cold weather at the beginning of May, a hot spell set in. May passed in a blaze of sunshine. Large scores were made all over the country.

Mikes name had been down for the M.C.C. for some years, and he had become a member during his last season at Wrykyn. Once or twice a week he managed to get up to Lords for half an hours practice at the nets; and on Saturdays the bank had matches, in which he generally managed to knock the cover off rather ordinary club bowling. But it was not enough for him.

June came, and with it more sunshine. The atmosphere of the bank seemed more oppressive than ever.


25. At the Telephone
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IF ONE LOOKS closely into those actions which are apparently due to sudden impulse, one generally finds that the sudden impulse was merely the last of a long series of events which led up to the action. Alone, it would not have been powerful enough to effect anything. But, coming after the way has been paved for it, it is irresistible. The hooligan who bonnets a policeman is apparently the victim of a sudden impulse. In reality, however, the bonneting is due to weeks of daily encounters with the constable, at each of which meetings the dislike for his helmet and the idea of smashing it in grow a little larger, till finally they blossom into the deed itself.

This was what happened in Mikes case. Day by day, through the summer, as the City grew hotter and stuffier, his hatred of the bank became more and more the thought that occupied his mind. It only needed a moderately strong temptation to make him break out and take the consequences.

Psmith noticed his restlessness and endeavoured to soothe it.

All is not well, he said, with Comrade Jackson, the Sunshine of the Home. I note a certain wanness of the cheek. The peach-bloom of your complexion is no longer up to sample. Your eye is wild; your merry laugh no longer rings through the bank, causing nervous customers to leap into the air with startled exclamations. You have the manner of one whose only friend on earth is a yellow dog, and who has lost the dog. Why is this, Comrade Jackson?

They were talking in the flat at Clements Inn. The night was hot. Through the open windows the roar of the Strand sounded faintly. Mike walked to the window and looked out.

Im sick of all this rot, he said shortly.

Psmith shot an inquiring glance at him, but said nothing. This restlessness of Mikes was causing him a good deal of inconvenience, which he bore in patient silence, hoping for better times. With Mike obviously discontented and out of tune with all the world, there was but little amusement to be extracted from the evenings now. Mike did his best to be cheerful, but he could not shake off the caged feeling which made him restless.

What rot it all is! went on Mike, sitting down again. Whats the good of it all? You go and sweat all day at a desk, day after day, for about twopence a year. And when youre about eighty-five, you retire. It isnt living at all. Its simply being a bally vegetable.

You arent hankering, by any chance, to be a pirate of the Spanish main, or anything like that, are you? inquired Psmith.

And all this rot about going out East, continued Mike. Whats the good of going out East?

I gather from casual chit-chat in the office that one becomes something of a blood when one goes out East, said Psmith. Have a dozen native clerks under you, all looking up to you as the Last Word in magnificence, and end by marrying the Governors daughter.

End by getting some foul sort of fever, more likely, and being booted out as no further use to the bank.

You look on the gloomy side, Comrade Jackson. I seem to see you sitting in an armchair, fanned by devoted coolies, telling some Eastern potentate that you can give him five minutes. I understand that being in a bank in the Far East is one of the worlds softest jobs. Millions of natives hang on your lightest word. Enthusiastic rajahs draw you aside and press jewels into your hand as a token of respect and esteem. When on an elephants back you pass, somebody beats on a booming brass gong! The Banker of Bhong! Isnt your generous young heart stirred to any extent by the prospect? I am given to understand—

Ive a jolly good mind to chuck up the whole thing and become a pro. Ive got a birth qualification for Surrey. Its about the only thing I could do any good at.

Psmiths manner became fatherly.

Youre all right, he said. The hot weather has given you that tired feeling. What you want is a change of air. We will pop down together hand in hand this week-end to some seaside resort. You shall build sand castles, while I lie on the beach and read the paper. In the evening we will listen to the band, or stroll on the esplanade, not so much because we want to, as to give the natives a treat. Possibly, if the weather continues warm, we may even paddle. A vastly exhilarating pastime, I am led to believe, and so strengthening for the ankles. And on Monday morning we will return, bronzed and bursting with health, to our toil once more.

Im going to bed, said Mike, rising.

Psmith watched him lounge from the room, and shook his head sadly. All was not well with his confidential secretary and adviser.

The next day, which was a Thursday, found Mike no more reconciled to the prospect of spending from ten till five in the company of Mr Gregory and the ledgers. He was silent at breakfast, and Psmith, seeing that things were still wrong, abstained from conversation. Mike propped the Sportsman up against the hot-water jug, and read the cricket news. His county, captained by brother Joe, had, as he had learned already from yesterdays evening paper, beaten Sussex by five wickets at Brighton. Today they were due to play Middlesex at Lords. Mike thought that he would try to get off early, and go and see some of the first days play.

As events turned out, he got off a good deal earlier, and saw a good deal more of the first days play than he had anticipated.

He had just finished the preliminary stages of the mornings work, which consisted mostly of washing his hands, changing his coat, and eating a section of a pen-holder, when William, the messenger, approached.

Youre wanted on the phone, Mr Jackson.

The New Asiatic Bank, unlike the majority of London banks, was on the telephone, a fact which Psmith found a great convenience when securing seats at the theatre. Mike went to the box and took up the receiver.

Hullo! he said.

Whos that? said an agitated voice. Is that you, Mike? Im Joe.

Hullo, Joe, said Mike. Whats up? Im coming to see you this evening. Im going to try and get off early.

Look here, Mike, are you busy at the bank just now?

Not at the moment. Theres never anything much going on before eleven.

I mean, are you busy today? Could you possibly manage to get off and play for us against Middlesex?

Mike nearly dropped the receiver.

What? he cried.

Theres been the dickens of a mix-up. Were one short, and youre our only hope. We cant possibly get another man in the time. We start in half an hour. Can you play?

For the space of, perhaps, one minute, Mike thought.

Well? said Joes voice.

The sudden vision of Lords ground, all green and cool in the morning sunlight, was too much for Mikes resolution, sapped as it was by days of restlessness. The feeling surged over him that whatever happened afterwards, the joy of the match in perfect weather on a perfect wicket would make it worth while. What did it matter what happened afterwards?

All right, Joe, he said. Ill hop into a cab now, and go and get my things.

Good man, said Joe, hugely relieved.


26. Breaking The News
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DASHING AWAY FROM the call-box, Mike nearly cannoned into Psmith, who was making his way pensively to the telephone with the object of ringing up the box office of the Haymarket Theatre.

Sorry, said Mike. Hullo, Smith.

Hullo indeed, said Psmith, courteously. I rejoice, Comrade Jackson, to find you going about your commercial duties like a young bomb. How is it, people repeatedly ask me, that Comrade Jackson contrives to catch his employers eye and win the friendly smile from the head of his department? My reply is that where others walk, Comrade Jackson runs. Where others stroll, Comrade Jackson legs it like a highly-trained mustang of the prairie. He does not loiter. He gets back to his department bathed in perspiration, in level time. He—

I say, Smith, said Mike, you might do me a favour.

A thousand. Say on.

Just look in at the Fixed Deposits and tell old Gregory that I shant be with him today, will you? I havent time myself. I must rush!

Psmith screwed his eyeglass into his eye, and examined Mike carefully.

What exactly — ? be began.

Tell the old ass Ive popped off.

Just so, just so, murmured Psmith, as one who assents to a thoroughly reasonable proposition. Tell him you have popped off. It shall be done. But it is within the bounds of possibility that Comrade Gregory may inquire further. Could you give me some inkling as to why you are popping?

My brother Joe has just rung me up from Lords. The county are playing Middlesex and theyre one short. He wants me to roll up.

Psmith shook his head sadly.

I dont wish to interfere in any way, he said, but I suppose you realize that, by acting thus, you are to some extent knocking the stuffing out of your chances of becoming manager of this bank? If you dash off now, I shouldnt count too much on that marrying the Governors daughter scheme I sketched out for you last night. I doubt whether this is going to help you to hold the gorgeous East in fee, and all that sort of thing.

Oh, dash the gorgeous East.

By all means, said Psmith obligingly. I just thought Id mention it. Ill look in at Lords this afternoon. I shall send my card up to you, and trust to your sympathetic cooperation to enable me to effect an entry into the pavilion on my face. My father is coming up to London today. Ill bring him along, too.

Right ho. Dash it, its twenty to. So long. See you at Lords.

Psmith looked after his retreating form till it had vanished through the swing-door, and shrugged his shoulders resignedly, as if disclaiming all responsibility.

He has gone without his hat, he murmured. It seems to me that this is practically a case of running amok. And now to break the news to bereaved Comrade Gregory.

He abandoned his intention of ringing up the Haymarket Theatre, and turning away from the call-box, walked meditatively down the aisle till he came to the Fixed Deposits Department, where the top of Mr Gregorys head was to be seen over the glass barrier, as he applied himself to his work.

Psmith, resting his elbows on the top of the barrier and holding his head between his hands, eyed the absorbed toiler for a moment in silence, then emitted a hollow groan.

Mr Gregory, who was ruling a line in a ledger — most of the work in the Fixed Deposits Department consisted of ruling lines in ledgers, sometimes in black ink, sometimes in red — started as if he had been stung, and made a complete mess of the ruled line. He lifted a fiery, bearded face, and met Psmiths eye, which shone with kindly sympathy.

He found words.

What the dickens are you standing there for, mooing like a blanked cow? he inquired.

I was groaning, explained Psmith with quiet dignity. And why was I groaning? he continued. Because a shadow has fallen on the Fixed Deposits Department. Comrade Jackson, the Pride of the Office, has gone.

Mr Gregory rose from his seat.

I dont know who the dickens you are— he began.

I am Psmith, said the old Etonian,

Oh, youre Smith, are you?

With a preliminary P. Which, however, is not sounded.

And whats all this dashed nonsense about Jackson?

He is gone. Gone like the dew from the petal of a rose.

Gone! Wheres he gone to?

Lords.

What lords?

Psmith waved his hand gently.

You misunderstand me. Comrade Jackson has not gone to mix with any member of our gay and thoughtless aristocracy. He has gone to Lords cricket ground.

Mr Gregorys beard bristled even more than was its wont.

What! he roared. Gone to watch a cricket match! Gone — !

Not to watch. To play. An urgent summons I need not say. Nothing but an urgent summons could have wrenched him from your very delightful society, I am sure.

Mr Gregory glared.

I dont want any of your impudence, he said.

Psmith nodded gravely.

We all have these curious likes and dislikes, he said tolerantly. You do not like my impudence. Well, well, some people dont. And now, having broken the sad news, I will return to my own department.

Half a minute. You come with me and tell this yarn of yours to Mr Bickersdyke.

You think it would interest, amuse him? Perhaps you are right. Let us buttonhole Comrade Bickersdyke.

Mr Bickersdyke was disengaged. The head of the Fixed Deposits Department stumped into the room. Psmith followed at a more leisurely pace.

Allow me, he said with a winning smile, as Mr Gregory opened his mouth to speak, to take this opportunity of congratulating you on your success at the election. A narrow but well-deserved victory.

There was nothing cordial in the managers manner.

What do you want? he said.

Myself, nothing, said Psmith. But I understand that Mr Gregory has some communication to make.

Tell Mr Bickersdyke that story of yours, said Mr Gregory.

Surely, said Psmith reprovingly, this is no time for anecdotes. Mr Bickersdyke is busy. He—

Tell him what you told me about Jackson.

Mr Bickersdyke looked up inquiringly.

Jackson, said Psmith, has been obliged to absent himself from work today owing to an urgent summons from his brother, who, I understand, has suffered a bereavement.

Its a lie, roared Mr Gregory. You told me yourself hed gone to play in a cricket match.

True. As I said, he received an urgent summons from his brother.

What about the bereavement, then?

The team was one short. His brother was very distressed about it. What could Comrade Jackson do? Could he refuse to help his brother when it was in his power? His generous nature is a byword. He did the only possible thing. He consented to play.

Mr Bickersdyke spoke.

Am I to understand, he asked, with sinister calm, that Mr Jackson has left his work and gone off to play in a cricket match?

Something of that sort has, I believe, happened, said Psmith. He knew, of course, he added, bowing gracefully in Mr Gregorys direction, that he was leaving his work in thoroughly competent hands.

Thank you, said Mr Bickersdyke. That will do. You will help Mr Gregory in his department for the time being, Mr Smith. I will arrange for somebody to take your place in your own department.

It will be a pleasure, murmured Psmith.

Show Mr Smith what he has to do, Mr Gregory, said the manager.

They left the room.

How curious, Comrade Gregory, mused Psmith, as they went, are the workings of Fate! A moment back, and your life was a blank. Comrade Jackson, that prince of Fixed Depositors, had gone. How, you said to yourself despairingly, can his place be filled? Then the cloud broke, and the sun shone out again. I came to help you. What you lose on the swings, you make up on the roundabouts. Now show me what I have to do, and then let us make this department sizzle. You have drawn a good ticket, Comrade Gregory.


27. At Lords
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MIKE GOT TO Lords just as the umpires moved out into the field. He raced round to the pavilion. Joe met him on the stairs.

Its all right, he said. No hurry. Weve won the toss. Ive put you in fourth wicket.

Right ho, said Mike. Glad we havent to field just yet.

We oughtnt to have to field today if we dont chuck our wickets away.

Good wicket?

Like a billiard-table. Im glad you were able to come. Have any difficulty in getting away?

Joe Jacksons knowledge of the workings of a bank was of the slightest. He himself had never, since he left Oxford, been in a position where there were obstacles to getting off to play in first-class cricket. By profession he was agent to a sporting baronet whose hobby was the cricket of the county, and so, far from finding any difficulty in playing for the county, he was given to understand by his employer that that was his chief duty. It never occurred to him that Mike might find his bank less amenable in the matter of giving leave. His only fear, when he rang Mike up that morning, had been that this might be a particularly busy day at the New Asiatic Bank. If there was no special rush of work, he took it for granted that Mike would simply go to the manager, ask for leave to play in the match, and be given it with a beaming smile.

Mike did not answer the question, but asked one on his own account.

How did you happen to be short? he said.

It was rotten luck. It was like this. We were altering our team after the Sussex match, to bring in Ballard, Keene, and Willis. They couldnt get down to Brighton, as the Varsity had a match, but there was nothing on for them in the last half of the week, so theyd promised to roll up.

Ballard, Keene, and Willis were members of the Cambridge team, all very capable performers and much in demand by the county, when they could get away to play for it.

Well? said Mike.

Well, we all came up by train from Brighton last night. But these three asses had arranged to motor down from Cambridge early today, and get here in time for the start. What happens? Why, Willis, who fancies himself as a chauffeur, undertakes to do the driving; and naturally, being an absolute rotter, goes and smashes up the whole concern just outside St Albans. The first thing I knew of it was when I got to Lords at half past ten, and found a wire waiting for me to say that they were all three of them crocked, and couldnt possibly play. I tell you, it was a bit of a jar to get half an hour before the match started. Willis has sprained his ankle, apparently; Keenes damaged his wrist; and Ballard has smashed his collar-bone. I dont suppose theyll be able to play in the Varsity match. Rotten luck for Cambridge. Well, fortunately wed had two reserve pros, with us at Brighton, who had come up to London with the team in case they might be wanted, so, with them, we were only one short. Then I thought of you. Thats how it was.

I see, said Mike. Who are the pros?

Davis and Brockley. Both bowlers. It weakens our batting a lot. Ballard or Willis might have got a stack of runs on this wicket. Still, weve got a certain amount of batting as it is. We oughtnt to do badly, if were careful. Youve been getting some practice, I suppose, this season?

In a sort of a way. Nets and so on. No matches of any importance.

Dash it, I wish youd had a game or two in decent class cricket. Still, nets are better than nothing, I hope youll be in form. We may want a pretty long knock from you, if things go wrong. These men seem to be settling down all right, thank goodness, he added, looking out of the window at the countys first pair, Warrington and Mills, two professionals, who, as the result of ten minutes play, had put up twenty.

Id better go and change, said Mike, picking up his bag. Youre in first wicket, I suppose?

Yes. And Reggie, second wicket.

Reggie was another of Mikes brothers, not nearly so fine a player as Joe, but a sound bat, who generally made runs if allowed to stay in.

Mike changed, and went out into the little balcony at the top of the pavilion. He had it to himself. There were not many spectators in the pavilion at this early stage of the game.

There are few more restful places, if one wishes to think, than the upper balconies of Lords pavilion. Mike, watching the game making its leisurely progress on the turf below, set himself seriously to review the situation in all its aspects. The exhilaration of bursting the bonds had begun to fade, and he found himself able to look into the matter of his desertion and weigh up the consequences. There was no doubt that he had cut the painter once and for all. Even a friendly-disposed management could hardly overlook what he had done. And the management of the New Asiatic Bank was the very reverse of friendly. Mr Bickersdyke, he knew, would jump at this chance of getting rid of him. He realized that he must look on his career in the bank as a closed book. It was definitely over, and he must now think about the future.

It was not a time for half-measures. He could not go home. He must carry the thing through, now that he had begun, and find something definite to do, to support himself.

There seemed only one opening for him. What could he do, he asked himself. Just one thing. He could play cricket. It was by his cricket that he must live. He would have to become a professional. Could he get taken on? That was the question. It was impossible that he should play for his own county on his residential qualification. He could not appear as a professional in the same team in which his brothers were playing as amateurs. He must stake all on his birth qualification for Surrey.

On the other hand, had he the credentials which Surrey would want? He had a school reputation. But was that enough? He could not help feeling that it might not be.

Thinking it over more tensely than he had ever thought over anything in his whole life, he saw clearly that everything depended on what sort of show he made in this match which was now in progress. It was his big chance. If he succeeded, all would be well. He did not care to think what his position would be if he did not succeed.

A distant appeal and a sound of clapping from the crowd broke in on his thoughts. Mills was out, caught at the wicket. The telegraph-board gave the total as forty-eight. Not sensational. The success of the team depended largely on what sort of a start the two professionals made.

The clapping broke out again as Joe made his way down the steps. Joe, as an All England player, was a favourite with the crowd.

Mike watched him play an over in his strong, graceful style: then it suddenly occurred to him that he would like to know how matters had gone at the bank in his absence.

He went down to the telephone, rang up the bank, and asked for Psmith.

Presently the familiar voice made itself heard.

Hullo, Smith.

Hullo. Is that Comrade Jackson? How are things progressing?

Fairly well. Were in first. Weve lost one wicket, and the fiftys just up. I say, whats happened at the bank?

I broke the news to Comrade Gregory. A charming personality. I feel that we shall be friends.

Was he sick?

In a measure, yes. Indeed, I may say he practically foamed at the mouth. I explained the situation, but he was not to be appeased. He jerked me into the presence of Comrade Bickersdyke, with whom I had a brief but entertaining chat. He had not a great deal to say, but he listened attentively to my narrative, and eventually told me off to take your place in the Fixed Deposits. That melancholy task I am now performing to the best of my ability. I find the work a little trying. There is too much ledger-lugging to be done for my simple tastes. I have been hauling ledgers from the safe all the morning. The cry is beginning to go round, Psmith is willing, but can his physique stand the strain? In the excitement of the moment just now I dropped a somewhat massive tome on to Comrade Gregorys foot, unfortunately, I understand, the foot in which he has of late been suffering twinges of gout. I passed the thing off with ready tact, but I cannot deny that there was a certain temporary coolness, which, indeed, is not yet past. These things, Comrade Jackson, are the whirlpools in the quiet stream of commercial life.

Have I got the sack?

No official pronouncement has been made to me as yet on the subject, but I think I should advise you, if you are offered another job in the course of the day, to accept it. I cannot say that you are precisely the pet of the management just at present. However, I have ideas for your future, which I will divulge when we meet. I propose to slide coyly from the office at about four oclock. I am meeting my father at that hour. We shall come straight on to Lords.

Right ho, said Mike. Ill be looking out for you.

Is there any little message I can give Comrade Gregory from you?

You can give him my love, if you like.

It shall be done. Good-bye.

Good-bye.

Mike replaced the receiver, and went up to his balcony again.

As soon as his eye fell on the telegraph-board he saw with a start that things had been moving rapidly in his brief absence. The numbers of the batsmen on the board were three and five.

Great Scott! he cried. Why, Im in next. What on earths been happening?

He put on his pads hurriedly, expecting every moment that a wicket would fall and find him unprepared. But the batsmen were still together when he rose, ready for the fray, and went downstairs to get news.

He found his brother Reggie in the dressing-room.

Whats happened? he said. How were you out?

L.b.w., said Reggie. Goodness knows how it happened. My eyesight must be going. I mistimed the thing altogether.

How was Warrington out?

Caught in the slips.

By Jove! said Mike. This is pretty rocky. Three for sixty-one. We shall get mopped.

Unless you and Joe do something. Theres no earthly need to get out. The wickets as good as you want, and the bowlings nothing special. Well played, Joe!

A beautiful glide to leg by the greatest of the Jacksons had rolled up against the pavilion rails. The fieldsmen changed across for the next over.

If only Peters stops a bit— began Mike, and broke off. Peters off stump was lying at an angle of forty-five degrees.

Well, he hasnt, said Reggie grimly. Silly ass, why did he hit at that one? All hed got to do was to stay in with Joe. Now its up to you. Do try and do something, or well be out under the hundred.

Mike waited till the outcoming batsman had turned in at the professionals gate. Then he walked down the steps and out into the open, feeling more nervous than he had felt since that far-off day when he had first gone in to bat for Wrykyn against the M.C.C. He found his thoughts flying back to that occasion. Today, as then, everything seemed very distant and unreal. The spectators were miles away. He had often been to Lords as a spectator, but the place seemed entirely unfamiliar now. He felt as if he were in a strange land.

He was conscious of Joe leaving the crease to meet him on his way. He smiled feebly. Buck up, said Joe in that robust way of his which was so heartening. Nothing in the bowling, and the wicket like a shirt-front. Play just as if you were at the nets. And for goodness sake dont try to score all your runs in the first over. Stick in, and weve got them.

Mike smiled again more feebly than before, and made a weird gurgling noise in his throat.

It had been the Middlesex fast bowler who had destroyed Peters. Mike was not sorry. He did not object to fast bowling. He took guard, and looked round him, taking careful note of the positions of the slips.

As usual, once he was at the wicket the paralysed feeling left him. He became conscious again of his power. Dash it all, what was there to be afraid of? He was a jolly good bat, and he would jolly well show them that he was, too.

The fast bowler, with a preliminary bound, began his run. Mike settled himself into position, his whole soul concentrated on the ball. Everything else was wiped from his mind.


28. Psmith Arranges his Future
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IT WAS EXACTLY four oclock when Psmith, sliding unostentatiously from his stool, flicked divers pieces of dust from the leg of his trousers, and sidled towards the basement, where he was wont to keep his hat during business hours. He was aware that it would be a matter of some delicacy to leave the bank at that hour. There was a certain quantity of work still to be done in the Fixed Deposits Department — work in which, by rights, as Mikes understudy, he should have lent a sympathetic and helping hand. But what of that? he mused, thoughtfully smoothing his hat with his knuckles. Comrade Gregory is a man who takes such an enthusiastic pleasure in his duties that he will go singing about the office when he discovers that he has got a double lot of work to do.

With this comforting thought, he started on his perilous journey to the open air. As he walked delicately, not courting observation, he reminded himself of the hero of Pilgrims Progress. On all sides of him lay fearsome beasts, lying in wait to pounce upon him. At any moment Mr Gregorys hoarse roar might shatter the comparative stillness, or the sinister note of Mr Bickersdyke make itself heard.

However, said Psmith philosophically, these are Lifes Trials, and must be borne patiently.

A roundabout route, via the Postage and Inwards Bills Departments, took him to the swing-doors. It was here that the danger became acute. The doors were well within view of the Fixed Deposits Department, and Mr Gregory had an eye compared with which that of an eagle was more or less bleared.

Psmith sauntered to the door and pushed it open in a gingerly manner.

As he did so a bellow rang through the office, causing a timid customer, who had come in to arrange about an overdraft, to lose his nerve completely and postpone his business till the following afternoon.

Psmith looked up. Mr Gregory was leaning over the barrier which divided his lair from the outer world, and gesticulating violently.

Where are you going, roared the head of the Fixed Deposits.

Psmith did not reply. With a benevolent smile and a gesture intended to signify all would come right in the future, he slid through the swing-doors, and began to move down the street at a somewhat swifter pace than was his habit.

Once round the corner he slackened his speed.

This cant go on, he said to himself. This life of commerce is too great a strain. One is practically a hunted hare. Either the heads of my department must refrain from View Halloos when they observe me going for a stroll, or I abandon Commerce for some less exacting walk in life.

He removed his hat, and allowed the cool breeze to play upon his forehead. The episode had been disturbing.

He was to meet his father at the Mansion House. As he reached that land-mark he saw with approval that punctuality was a virtue of which he had not the sole monopoly in the Smith family. His father was waiting for him at the tryst.

Certainly, my boy, said Mr Smith senior, all activity in a moment, when Psmith had suggested going to Lords. Excellent. We must be getting on. We must not miss a moment of the match. Bless my soul: I havent seen a first-class match this season. Wheres a cab? Hi, cabby! No, that ones got some one in it. Theres another. Hi! Here, lunatic! Are you blind? Good, hes seen us. Thats right. Here he comes. Lords Cricket Ground, cabby, as quick as you can. Jump in, Rupert, my boy, jump in.

Psmith rarely jumped. He entered the cab with something of the stateliness of an old Roman Emperor boarding his chariot, and settled himself comfortably in his seat. Mr Smith dived in like a rabbit.

A vendor of newspapers came to the cab thrusting an evening paper into the interior. Psmith bought it.

Lets see how theyre getting on, he said, opening the paper. Where are we? Lunch scores. Lords. Aha! Comrade Jackson is in form.

Jackson? said Mr Smith, is that the same youngster you brought home last summer? The batsman? Is he playing today?

He was not out thirty at lunch-time. He would appear to be making something of a stand with his brother Joe, who has made sixty-one up to the moment of going to press. Its possible he may still be in when we get there. In which case we shall not be able to slide into the pavilion.

A grand bat, that boy. I said so last summer. Better than any of his brothers. Hes in the bank with you, isnt he?

He was this morning. I doubt, however, whether he can be said to be still in that position.

Eh? what? Hows that?

There was some slight friction between him and the management. They wished him to be glued to his stool; he preferred to play for the county. I think we may say that Comrade Jackson has secured the Order of the Boot.

What? Do you mean to say — ?

Psmith related briefly the history of Mikes departure.

Mr Smith listened with interest.

Well, he said at last, hang me if I blame the boy. Its a sin cooping up a fellow who can bat like that in a bank. I should have done the same myself in his place.

Psmith smoothed his waistcoat.

Do you know, father, he said, this bank business is far from being much of a catch. Indeed, I should describe it definitely as a bit off. I have given it a fair trial, and I now denounce it unhesitatingly as a shade too thick.

What? Are you getting tired of it?

Not precisely tired. But, after considerable reflection, I have come to the conclusion that my talents lie elsewhere. At lugging ledgers I am among the also-rans — a mere cipher. I have been wanting to speak to you about this for some time. If you have no objection, I should like to go to the Bar.

The Bar? Well—

I fancy I should make a pretty considerable hit as a barrister.

Mr Smith reflected. The idea had not occurred to him before. Now that it was suggested, his always easily-fired imagination took hold of it readily. There was a good deal to be said for the Bar as a career. Psmith knew his father, and he knew that the thing was practically as good as settled. It was a new idea, and as such was bound to be favourably received.

What I should do, if I were you, he went on, as if he were advising a friend on some course of action certain to bring him profit and pleasure, is to take me away from the bank at once. Dont wait. There is no time like the present. Let me hand in my resignation tomorrow. The blow to the management, especially to Comrade Bickersdyke, will be a painful one, but it is the truest kindness to administer it swiftly. Let me resign tomorrow, and devote my time to quiet study. Then I can pop up to Cambridge next term, and all will be well.

Ill think it over— began Mr Smith.

Let us hustle, urged Psmith. Let us Do It Now. It is the only way. Have I your leave to shoot in my resignation to Comrade Bickersdyke tomorrow morning?

Mr Smith hesitated for a moment, then made up his mind.

Very well, he said. I really think it is a good idea. There are great opportunities open to a barrister. I wish we had thought of it before.

I am not altogether sorry that we did not, said Psmith. I have enjoyed the chances my commercial life has given me of associating with such a man as Comrade Bickersdyke. In many ways a master-mind. But perhaps it is as well to close the chapter. How it happened it is hard to say, but somehow I fancy I did not precisely hit it off with Comrade Bickersdyke. With Psmith, the worker, he had no fault to find; but it seemed to me sometimes, during our festive evenings together at the club, that all was not well. From little, almost imperceptible signs I have suspected now and then that he would just as soon have been without my company. One cannot explain these things. It must have been some incompatibility of temperament. Perhaps he will manage to bear up at my departure. But here we are, he added, as the cab drew up. I wonder if Comrade Jackson is still going strong.

They passed through the turnstile, and caught sight of the telegraph-board.

By Jove! said Psmith, he is. I dont know if hes number three or number six. I expect hes number six. In which case he has got ninety-eight. Were just in time to see his century.


29. And Mikes
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FOR NEARLY TWO hours Mike had been experiencing the keenest pleasure that it had ever fallen to his lot to feel. From the moment he took his first ball till the luncheon interval he had suffered the acutest discomfort. His nervousness had left him to a great extent, but he had never really settled down. Sometimes by luck, and sometimes by skill, he had kept the ball out of his wicket; but he was scratching, and he knew it. Not for a single over had he been comfortable. On several occasions he had edged balls to leg and through the slips in quite an inferior manner, and it was seldom that he managed to hit with the centre of the bat.

Nobody is more alive to the fact that he is not playing up to his true form than the batsman. Even though his score mounted little by little into the twenties, Mike was miserable. If this was the best he could do on a perfect wicket, he felt there was not much hope for him as a professional.

The poorness of his play was accentuated by the brilliance of Joes. Joe combined science and vigour to a remarkable degree. He laid on the wood with a graceful robustness which drew much cheering from the crowd. Beside him Mike was oppressed by that leaden sense of moral inferiority which weighs on a man who has turned up to dinner in ordinary clothes when everybody else has dressed. He felt awkward and conspicuously out of place.

Then came lunch — and after lunch a glorious change.

Volumes might be written on the cricket lunch and the influence it has on the run of the game; how it undoes one man, and sends another back to the fray like a giant refreshed; how it turns the brilliant fast bowler into the sluggish medium, and the nervous bat into the masterful smiter.

On Mike its effect was magical. He lunched wisely and well, chewing his food with the concentration of a thirty-three-bites a mouthful crank, and drinking dry ginger-ale. As he walked out with Joe after the interval he knew that a change had taken place in him. His nerve had come back, and with it his form.

It sometimes happens at cricket that when one feels particularly fit one gets snapped in the slips in the first over, or clean bowled by a full toss; but neither of these things happened to Mike. He stayed in, and began to score. Now there were no edgings through the slips and snicks to leg. He was meeting the ball in the centre of the bat, and meeting it vigorously. Two boundaries in successive balls off the fast bowler, hard, clean drives past extra-cover, put him at peace with all the world. He was on top. He had found himself.

Joe, at the other end, resumed his brilliant career. His century and Mikes fifty arrived in the same over. The bowling began to grow loose.

Joe, having reached his century, slowed down somewhat, and Mike took up the running. The score rose rapidly.

A leg-theory bowler kept down the pace of the run-getting for a time, but the bowlers at the other end continued to give away runs. Mikes score passed from sixty to seventy, from seventy to eighty, from eighty to ninety. When the Smiths, father and son, came on to the ground the total was ninety-eight. Joe had made a hundred and thirty-three.



Mike reached his century just as Psmith and his father took their seats. A square cut off the slow bowler was just too wide for point to get to. By the time third man had sprinted across and returned the ball the batsmen had run two.

Mr Smith was enthusiastic.

I tell you, he said to Psmith, who was clapping in a gently encouraging manner, the boys a wonderful bat. I said so when he was down with us. I remember telling him so myself. Ive seen your brothers play, I said, and youre better than any of them. I remember it distinctly. Hell be playing for England in another year or two. Fancy putting a cricketer like that into the City! Its a crime.

I gather, said Psmith, that the family coffers had got a bit low. It was necessary for Comrade Jackson to do something by way of saving the Old Home.

He ought to be at the University. Look, hes got that man away to the boundary again. Theyll never get him out.

At six oclock the partnership was broken, Joe running himself out in trying to snatch a single where no single was. He had made a hundred and eighty-nine.

Mike flung himself down on the turf with mixed feelings. He was sorry Joe was out, but he was very glad indeed of the chance of a rest. He was utterly fagged. A half-day match once a week is no training for first-class cricket. Joe, who had been playing all the season, was as tough as india-rubber, and trotted into the pavilion as fresh as if he had been having a brief spell at the nets. Mike, on the other hand, felt that he simply wanted to be dropped into a cold bath and left there indefinitely. There was only another half-hours play, but he doubted if he could get through it.

He dragged himself up wearily as Joes successor arrived at the wickets. He had crossed Joe before the latters downfall, and it was his turn to take the bowling.

Something seemed to have gone out of him. He could not time the ball properly. The last ball of the over looked like a half-volley, and he hit out at it. But it was just short of a half-volley, and his stroke arrived too soon. The bowler, running in the direction of mid-on, brought off an easy c.-and-b.

Mike turned away towards the pavilion. He heard the gradually swelling applause in a sort of dream. It seemed to him hours before he reached the dressing-room.

He was sitting on a chair, wishing that somebody would come along and take off his pads, when Psmiths card was brought to him. A few moments later the old Etonian appeared in person.

Hullo, Smith, said Mike, By Jove! Im done.

How Little Willie Saved the Match, said Psmith. What you want is one of those gin and ginger-beers we hear so much about. Remove those pads, and let us flit downstairs in search of a couple. Well, Comrade Jackson, you have fought the good fight this day. My father sends his compliments. He is dining out, or he would have come up. He is going to look in at the flat latish.

How many did I get? asked Mike. I was so jolly done I didnt think of looking.

A hundred and forty-eight of the best, said Psmith. What will they say at the old homestead about this? Are you ready? Then let us test this fruity old ginger-beer of theirs.

The two batsmen who had followed the big stand were apparently having a little stand all of their own. No more wickets fell before the drawing of stumps. Psmith waited for Mike while he changed, and carried him off in a cab to Simpsons, a restaurant which, as he justly observed, offered two great advantages, namely, that you need not dress, and, secondly, that you paid your half-crown, and were then at liberty to eat till you were helpless, if you felt so disposed, without extra charge.

Mike stopped short of this giddy height of mastication, but consumed enough to make him feel a great deal better. Psmith eyed his inroads on the menu with approval.

There is nothing, he said, like victualling up before an ordeal.

Whats the ordeal? said Mike.

I propose to take you round to the club anon, where I trust we shall find Comrade Bickersdyke. We have much to say to one another.

Look here, Im hanged— began Mike.

Yes, you must be there, said Psmith. Your presence will serve to cheer Comrade B. up. Fate compels me to deal him a nasty blow, and he will want sympathy. I have got to break it to him that I am leaving the bank.

What, are you going to chuck it?

Psmith inclined his head.

The time, he said, has come to part. It has served its turn. The startled whisper runs round the City. Psmith has had sufficient.

What are you going to do?

I propose to enter the University of Cambridge, and there to study the intricacies of the Law, with a view to having a subsequent dash at becoming Lord Chancellor.

By Jove! said Mike, youre lucky. I wish I were coming too.

Psmith knocked the ash off his cigarette.

Are you absolutely set on becoming a pro? he asked.

It depends on what you call set. It seems to me its about all I can do.

I can offer you a not entirely scaly job, said Smith, if you feel like taking it. In the course of conversation with my father during the match this afternoon, I gleaned the fact that he is anxious to secure your services as a species of agent. The vast Psmith estates, it seems, need a bright boy to keep an eye upon them. Are you prepared to accept the post?

Mike stared.

Me! Dash it all, how old do you think I am? Im only nineteen.

I had suspected as much from the alabaster clearness of your unwrinkled brow. But my father does not wish you to enter upon your duties immediately. There would be a preliminary interval of three, possibly four, years at Cambridge, during which I presume, you would be learning divers facts concerning spuds, turmuts, and the like. At least, said Psmith airily, I suppose so. Far be it from me to dictate the line of your researches.

Then Im afraid its off, said Mike gloomily. My pater couldnt afford to send me to Cambridge.

That obstacle, said Psmith, can be surmounted. You would, of course, accompany me to Cambridge, in the capacity, which you enjoy at the present moment, of my confidential secretary and adviser. Any expenses that might crop up would be defrayed from the Psmith family chest.

Mikes eyes opened wide again.

Do you mean, he asked bluntly, that your pater would pay for me at the Varsity? No I say — dash it — I mean, I couldnt—

Do you suggest, said Psmith, raising his eyebrows, that I should go to the University without a confidential secretary and adviser?

No, but I mean— protested Mike.

Then thats settled, said Psmith. I knew you would not desert me in my hour of need, Comrade Jackson. What will you do, asked my father, alarmed for my safety, among these wild undergraduates? I fear for my Rupert. Have no fear, father, I replied. Comrade Jackson will be beside me. His face brightened immediately. Comrade Jackson, he said, is a man in whom I have the supremest confidence. If he is with you I shall sleep easy of nights. It was after that that the conversation drifted to the subject of agents.

Psmith called for the bill and paid it in the affable manner of a monarch signing a charter. Mike sat silent, his mind in a whirl. He saw exactly what had happened. He could almost hear Psmith talking his father into agreeing with his scheme. He could think of nothing to say. As usually happened in any emotional crisis in his life, words absolutely deserted him. The thing was too big. Anything he could say would sound too feeble. When a friend has solved all your difficulties and smoothed out all the rough places which were looming in your path, you cannot thank him as if he had asked you to lunch. The occasion demanded some neat, polished speech; and neat, polished speeches were beyond Mike.

I say, Psmith— he began.

Psmith rose.

Let us now, he said, collect our hats and meander to the club, where, I have no doubt, we shall find Comrade Bickersdyke, all unconscious of impending misfortune, dreaming pleasantly over coffee and a cigar in the lower smoking-room.


30. The Last Sad Farewells

[image: img131.jpg]

AS IT HAPPENED, that was precisely what Mr Bickersdyke was doing. He was feeling thoroughly pleased with life. For nearly nine months Psmith had been to him a sort of spectre at the feast inspiring him with an ever-present feeling of discomfort which he had found impossible to shake off. And tonight he saw his way of getting rid of him.

At five minutes past four Mr Gregory, crimson and wrathful, had plunged into his room with a long statement of how Psmith, deputed to help in the life and thought of the Fixed Deposits Department, had left the building at four oclock, when there was still another hour and a halfs work to be done.

Moreover, Mr Gregory deposed, the errant one, seen sliding out of the swinging door, and summoned in a loud, clear voice to come back, had flatly disobeyed and had gone upon his ways Grinning at me, said the aggrieved Mr Gregory, like a dashed ape. A most unjust description of the sad, sweet smile which Psmith had bestowed upon him from the doorway.

Ever since that moment Mr Bickersdyke had felt that there was a silver lining to the cloud. Hitherto Psmith had left nothing to be desired in the manner in which he performed his work. His righteousness in the office had clothed him as in a suit of mail. But now he had slipped. To go off an hour and a half before the proper time, and to refuse to return when summoned by the head of his department — these were offences for which he could be dismissed without fuss. Mr Bickersdyke looked forward to tomorrows interview with his employee.

Meanwhile, having enjoyed an excellent dinner, he was now, as Psmith had predicted, engaged with a cigar and a cup of coffee in the lower smoking-room of the Senior Conservative Club.

Psmith and Mike entered the room when he was about half through these luxuries.

Psmiths first action was to summon a waiter, and order a glass of neat brandy. Not for myself, he explained to Mike. For Comrade Bickersdyke. He is about to sustain a nasty shock, and may need a restorative at a moments notice. For all we know, his heart may not be strong. In any case, it is safest to have a pick-me-up handy.

He paid the waiter, and advanced across the room, followed by Mike. In his hand, extended at arms length, he bore the glass of brandy.

Mr Bickersdyke caught sight of the procession, and started. Psmith set the brandy down very carefully on the table, beside the managers coffee cup, and, dropping into a chair, regarded him pityingly through his eyeglass. Mike, who felt embarrassed, took a seat some little way behind his companion. This was Psmiths affair, and he proposed to allow him to do the talking.

Mr Bickersdyke, except for a slight deepening of the colour of his complexion, gave no sign of having seen them. He puffed away at his cigar, his eyes fixed on the ceiling.

An unpleasant task lies before us, began Psmith in a low, sorrowful voice, and it must not be shirked. Have I your ear, Mr Bickersdyke?

Addressed thus directly, the manager allowed his gaze to wander from the ceiling. He eyed Psmith for a moment like an elderly basilisk, then looked back at the ceiling again.

I shall speak to you tomorrow, he said.

Psmith heaved a heavy sigh.

You will not see us tomorrow, he said, pushing the brandy a little nearer.

Mr Bickersdykes eyes left the ceiling once more.

What do you mean? he said.

Drink this, urged Psmith sympathetically, holding out the glass. Be brave, he went on rapidly. Time softens the harshest blows. Shocks stun us for the moment, but we recover. Little by little we come to ourselves again. Life, which we had thought could hold no more pleasure for us, gradually shows itself not wholly grey.

Mr Bickersdyke seemed about to make an observation at this point, but Psmith, with a wave of the hand, hurried on.

We find that the sun still shines, the birds still sing. Things which used to entertain us resume their attraction. Gradually we emerge from the soup, and begin—

If you have anything to say to me, said the manager, I should be glad if you would say it, and go.

You prefer me not to break the bad news gently? said Psmith. Perhaps you are wise. In a word, then, — he picked up the brandy and held it out to him— Comrade Jackson and myself are leaving the bank.

I am aware of that, said Mr Bickersdyke drily.

Psmith put down the glass.

You have been told already? he said. That accounts for your calm. The shock has expended its force on you, and can do no more. You are stunned. I am sorry, but it had to be. You will say that it is madness for us to offer our resignations, that our grip on the work of the bank made a prosperous career in Commerce certain for us. It may be so. But somehow we feel that our talents lie elsewhere. To Comrade Jackson the management of the Psmith estates seems the job on which he can get the rapid half-Nelson. For my own part, I feel that my long suit is the Bar. I am a poor, unready speaker, but I intend to acquire a knowledge of the Law which shall outweigh this defect. Before leaving you, I should like to say — I may speak for you as well as myself, Comrade Jackson — ?

Mike uttered his first contribution to the conversation — a gurgle — and relapsed into silence again.

I should like to say, continued Psmith, how much Comrade Jackson and I have enjoyed our stay in the bank. The insight it has given us into your masterly handling of the intricate mechanism of the office has been a treat we would not have missed. But our place is elsewhere.

He rose. Mike followed his example with alacrity. It occurred to Mr Bickersdyke, as they turned to go, that he had not yet been able to get in a word about their dismissal. They were drifting away with all the honours of war.

Come back, he cried.

Psmith paused and shook his head sadly.

This is unmanly, Comrade Bickersdyke, he said. I had not expected this. That you should be dazed by the shock was natural. But that you should beg us to reconsider our resolve and return to the bank is unworthy of you. Be a man. Bite the bullet. The first keen pang will pass. Time will soften the feeling of bereavement. You must be brave. Come, Comrade Jackson.

Mike responded to the call without hesitation.

We will now, said Psmith, leading the way to the door, push back to the flat. My father will be round there soon. He looked over his shoulder. Mr Bickersdyke appeared to be wrapped in thought.

A painful business, sighed Psmith. The man seems quite broken up. It had to be, however. The bank was no place for us. An excellent career in many respects, but unsuitable for you and me. It is hard on Comrade Bickersdyke, especially as he took such trouble to get me into it, but I think we may say that we are well out of the place.

Mikes mind roamed into the future. Cambridge first, and then an open-air life of the sort he had always dreamed of. The Problem of Life seemed to him to be solved. He looked on down the years, and he could see no troubles there of any kind whatsoever. Reason suggested that there were probably one or two knocking about somewhere, but this was no time to think of them. He examined the future, and found it good.

I should jolly well think, he said simply, that we might.


The Prince and Betty (1912)
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CHAPTER I. THE CABLE PROM MERVO

[image: img133.jpg]

A PRETTY GIRL in a blue dress came out of the house, and began to walk slowly across the terrace to where Elsa Keith sat with Marvin Rossiter in the shade of the big sycamore. Elsa and Marvin had become engaged some few days before, and were generally to be found at this time sitting together in some shaded spot in the grounds of the Keiths Long Island home.

Whats troubling Betty, I wonder, said Elsa. She looks worried.

Marvin turned his head.

Is that your friend, Miss Silver?

Thats Betty. We were at college together. I want you to like Betty.

Then I will. When did she arrive?

Last night. Shes here for a month. Whats the matter, Betty? This is Marvin. I want you to like Marvin.

Betty Silver smiled. Her face, in repose, was rather wistful, but it lighted up when she smiled, and an unsuspected dimple came into being on her chin.

Of course I shall, she said.

Her big gray eyes seemed to search Marvins for an instant and Marvin had, almost subconsciously, a comfortable feeling that he had been tested and found worthy.

What were you scowling at so ferociously, Betty? asked Elsa.

Was I scowling? I hope you didnt think it was at you. Oh, Elsa, Im miserable! I shall have to leave this heavenly place.

Betty!

At once. And I was meaning to have the most lovely time. See what has come!

She held out some flimsy sheets of paper.

A cable! said Elsa.

Great Scott! it looks like the scenario of a four-act play, said Marvin. Thats not all one cable, surely? Whoever sent it must be a millionaire.

He is. Its from my stepfather. Read it out, Elsa. I want Mr. Rossiter to hear it. He may be able to tell me where Mervo is. Did you ever hear of Mervo, Mr. Rossiter?

Never. What is it?

Its a place where my stepfather is, and where Ive got to go. I do call it hard. Go on, Elsa.

Elsa, who had been skimming the document with raised eyebrows, now read it out in its spacious entirety.

On receipt of this come instantly Mervo without moment

delay vital importance presence urgently required come

wherever you are cancel engagements urgent necessity hustle

have advised bank allow you draw any money you need expenses

have booked stateroom Mauretania sailing Wednesday dont fail

catch arrive Fishguard Monday train London sleep London catch

first train Tuesday Dover now mind first train no taking root

in London and spending a week shopping mid-day boat Dover

Calais arrive Paris Tuesday evening Dine Paris catch train de

luxe nine-fifteen Tuesday night for Marseilles have engaged

sleeping coupe now mind Tuesday night no cutting loose around

Paris stores you can do all that later on just now you want to

get here right quick arrive Marseilles Wednesday morning boat

Mervo Wednesday night will meet you Mervo now do you follow

all that because if not cable at once and say which part of

journey you dont understand now mind special points to be

remembered firstly come instantly secondly no cutting loose

around London Paris stores see.



SCOBELL.

Well! said Elsa, breathless.

By George! said Marvin. He certainly seems to want you badly enough. He hasnt spared expense. He has put in about everything you could put into a cable.

Except why he wants me, said Betty.

Yes, said Elsa. Why does he want you? And in such a desperate hurry, too!

Marvin was re-reading the message.

It isnt a mere invitation, he said. Theres no come-right-along-youll-like-this-place-its-fine about it. He seems to look on your company more as a necessity than a luxury. Its a sort of imperious C.Q.D.

Thats what makes it so strange. We have hardly met for years. Why, he didnt even know where I was. The cable was sent to the bank and forwarded on. And I dont know where he is!

Which brings us back, said Marvin, to mysterious Mervo. Let us reason inductively. If you get to the place by taking a boat from Marseilles, it cant be far from the French coast. I should say at a venture that Mervo is an island in the Mediterranean. And a small island for if it had been a big one we should have heard of it.

Marvin! cried Elsa, her face beaming with proud affection. How clever you are!

A mere gift, he said modestly. I have been like that from a boy. He got up from his chair. Isnt there an encyclopaedia in the library, Elsa?

Yes, but its an old edition.

It will probably touch on Mervo. Ill go and fetch it.

As he crossed the terrace, Elsa turned quickly to Betty.

Well? she said.

Betty smiled at her.

Hes a dear. Are you very happy, Elsa?

Elsas eyes danced. She drew in her breath softly. Betty looked at her in silence for a moment. The wistful expression was back on her face.

Elsa, she said, suddenly. What is it like? How does it feel, knowing that theres someone who is fonder of you than anything — ?

Elsa closed her eyes.

Its like eating berries and cream in a new dress by moonlight on a summer night while somebody plays the violin far away in the distance so that you can just hear it, she said.

Her eyes opened again.

And its like coming along on a winter evening and seeing the windows lit up and knowing youve reached home.

Betty was clenching her hands, and breathing quickly.

And its like—

Elsa, dont! I cant bear it!

Betty! Whats the matter?

Betty smiled again, but painfully.

Its stupid of me. Im just jealous, thats all. I havent got a Marvin, you see. You have.

Well, there are plenty who would like to be your Marvin.

Bettys face grew cold.

There are plenty who would like to be Benjamin Scobells son-in-law, she said.

Betty! Elsas voice was serious. Weve been friends for a good long time, so youll let me say something, wont you? I think youre getting just the least bit hard. Now turn and rend me, she added good-humoredly.

Im not going to rend you, said Betty. Youre perfectly right. I am getting hard. How can I help it? Do you know how many men have asked me to marry them since I saw you last? Five.

Betty!

And not one of them cared the slightest bit about me.

But, Betty, dear, thats just what I mean. Why should you say that? How can you know?

How do I know? Well, I do know. Instinct, I suppose. The instinct of self-preservation which nature gives hunted animals. I cant think of a single man in the world — except your Marvin, of course — who wouldnt do anything for money. She stopped. Well, yes, one.

Elsa leaned forward eagerly.

Who, Betty?

You dont know him.

But whats his name?

Betty hesitated.

Well, if I am on the witness-stand — Maude.

Maude? I thought you said a man?

Its his name. John Maude.

But, Betty! Why didnt you tell me before? This is tremendously interesting.

Betty laughed shortly.

Not so very, really. I only met him two or three times, and I havent seen him for years, and I dont suppose I shall ever see him again. He was a friend of Alice Beechers brother, who was at Harvard. Alice took me over to meet her brother, and Mr. Maude was there. Thats all.

Elsa was plainly disappointed.

But how do you know, then — ? What makes you think that he — ?

Instinct, again, I suppose. I do know.

And youve never met him since?

Betty shook her head. Elsa relapsed into silence. She had a sense of pathos.

At the further end of the terrace Marvin Rossiter appeared, carrying a large volume.

Here we are, he said. Scared it up at the first attempt. Now then.

He sat down, and opened the book.

You dont want to hear all about how Jason went there in search of the Golden Fleece, and how Ulysses is supposed to have taken it in on his round-trip? You want something more modern. Well, its an island in the Mediterranean, as I said, and Im surprised that youve never heard of it, Elsa, because its celebrated in its way. Its the smallest independent state in the world. Smaller than Monaco, even. Here are some facts. Its population when this encyclopaedia was printed — there may be more now — was eleven thousand and sixteen. It was ruled over up to 1886 by a prince. But in that year the populace appear to have said to themselves, When in the course of human events.... Anyway, they fired the prince, and the place is now a republic. So thats where youre going, Miss Silver. I dont know if its any consolation to you, but the island, according to this gentleman, is celebrated for the unspoilt beauty of its scenery. He also gives a list of the fish that can be caught there. It takes up about three lines.

But what can my stepfather be doing there? I last heard of him in London. Well, I suppose I shall have to go.

I suppose you will, said Elsa mournfully. But, oh, Betty, what a shame!


CHAPTER II. MERVO AND ITS OWNER
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BY HECK! CRIED Mr. Benjamin Scobell.

He wheeled round from the window, and transferred his gaze from the view to his sister Marion; losing by the action, for the view was a joy to the eye, which his sister Marion was not.

Mervo was looking its best under the hot morning sun. Mr. Scobells villa stood near the summit of the only hill the island possessed, and from the window of the morning-room, where he had just finished breakfast, he had an uninterrupted view of valley, town, and harbor — a two-mile riot of green, gold and white, and beyond the white the blue satin of the Mediterranean. Mr. Scobell did not read poetry except that which advertised certain breakfast foods in which he was interested, or he might have been reminded of the Island of Flowers in Tennysons Voyage of Maeldive. Violets, pinks, crocuses, yellow and purple mesembryanthemum, lavender, myrtle, and rosemary ... his two-mile view contained them all. The hillside below him was all aglow with the yellow fire of the mimosa. But his was not one of those emotional natures to which the meanest flower that blows can give thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears. A primrose by the rivers brim a simple primrose was to him — or not so much a simple primrose, perhaps, as a basis for a possible Primrosina, the Soap that Really Cleans You.

He was a nasty little man to hold despotic sway over such a Paradise: a goblin in Fairyland. Somewhat below the middle height, he was lean of body and vulturine of face. He had a greedy mouth, a hooked nose, liquid green eyes and a sallow complexion. He was rarely seen without a half-smoked cigar between his lips. This at intervals he would relight, only to allow it to go out again; and when, after numerous fresh starts, it had dwindled beyond the limits of convenience, he would substitute another from the reserve supply that protruded from his vest-pocket.



How Benjamin Scobell had discovered the existence of Mervo is not known. It lay well outside the sphere of the ordinary financier. But Mr. Scobell took a pride in the versatility of his finance. It distinguished him from the uninspired who were content to concentrate themselves on steel, wheat and such-like things. It was Mr. Scobells way to consider nothing as lying outside his sphere. In a financial sense he might have taken Terences Nihil humanum alienum as his motto. He was interested in innumerable enterprises, great and small. He was the power behind a company which was endeavoring, without much success, to extract gold from the mountains of North Wales, and another which was trying, without any success at all, to do the same by sea water. He owned a model farm in Indiana, and a weekly paper in New York. He had financed patent medicines, patent foods, patent corks, patent corkscrews, patent devices of all kinds, some profitable, some the reverse.

Also — outside the ordinary gains of finance — he had expectations. He was the only male relative of his aunt, the celebrated Mrs. Jane Oakley, who lived in a cottage on Staten Island, and was reputed to spend five hundred dollars a year — some said less — out of her snug income of eighteen million. She was an unusual old lady in many ways, and, unfortunately, unusually full of deep-rooted prejudices. The fear lest he might inadvertently fall foul of these rarely ceased to haunt Mr. Scobell.

This man of many projects had descended upon Mervo like a stone on the surface of some quiet pool, bubbling over with modern enterprise in general and, in particular, with a scheme. Before his arrival, Mervo had been an island of dreams and slow movement and putting things off till to-morrow. The only really energetic thing it had ever done in its whole history had been to expel his late highness, Prince Charles, and change itself into a republic. And even that had been done with the minimum of fuss. The Prince was away at the time. Indeed, he had been away for nearly three years, the pleasures of Paris, London and Vienna appealing to him more keenly than life among his subjects. Mervo, having thought the matter over during these years, decided that it had no further use for Prince Charles. Quite quietly, with none of that vulgar brawling which its neighbor, France, had found necessary in similar circumstances, it had struck his name off the pay-roll, and declared itself a republic. The royalist party, headed by General Poineau, had been distracted but impotent. The army, one hundred and fifteen strong, had gone solid for the new regime, and that had settled it. Mervo had then gone to sleep again. It was asleep when Mr. Scobell found it.

The financiers scheme was first revealed to M. dOrby, the President of the Republic, a large, stout statesman with even more than the average Mervian instinct for slumber. He was asleep in a chair on the porch of his villa when Mr. Scobell paid his call, and it was not until the financiers secretary, who attended the seance in the capacity of interpreter, had rocked him vigorously from side to side for quite a minute that he displayed any signs of animation beyond a snore like the growling of distant thunder. When at length he opened his eyes, he perceived the nightmare-like form of Mr. Scobell standing before him, talking. The financier, impatient of delay, had begun to talk some moments before the great awakening.

Sir, Mr. Scobell was saying, I gotta proposition to which Id like you to give your complete attention. Shake him some more, Crump. Sir, theres big money in it for all of us, if you and your crowdll sit in. Money. Lar monnay. No, that means change. Whats money, Crump? Arjong? Theres arjong in it, Squire. Get that? Oh, shucks! Hand it to him in French, Crump.

Mr. Secretary Crump translated. The President blinked, and intimated that he would hear more. Mr. Scobell relighted his cigar-stump, and proceeded.

Say, youve heard of Moosieer Blonk? Ask the old skeesicks if hes ever heard of Mersyaw Blonk, Crump, the feller who started the gaming-tables at Monte Carlo.

Filtered through Mr. Crump, the question became intelligible to the President. He said he had heard of M. Blanc. Mr. Crump caught the reply and sent it on to Mr. Scobell, as the man on first base catches the ball and throws it to second.

Mr. Scobell relighted his cigar.

Well, Im in that line. Im going to put this island on the map just like old Doctor Blonk put Monte Carlo. Ive been studying up all about the old man, and I know just what he did and how he did it. Monte Carlo was just such another jerkwater little place as this is before he hit it. The government was down to its last bean and wondering where the Heck its next meal-ticket was coming from, when in blows Mr. Man, tucks up his shirt-sleeves, and starts the tables. And after that the place never looked back. You and your crowd gotta get together and pass a vote to give me a gambling concession here, same as they did him. Scobells my name. Hand him that, Crump.

Mr. Crump obliged once more. A gleam of intelligence came into the Presidents dull eye. He nodded once or twice. He talked volubly in French to Mr. Crump, who responded in the same tongue.

The idea seems to strike him, sir, said Mr. Crump.

It ought to, if he isnt a clam, replied Mr. Scobell. He started to relight his cigar, but after scorching the tip of his nose, bowed to the inevitable and threw the relic away.

See here, he said, having bitten the end off the next in order; Ive thought this thing out from soup to nuts. Theres heaps of room for another Monte Carlo. Montes a dandy place, but its not perfect by a long way. To start with, its hilly. You have to take the elevator to get to the Casino, and when youve gotten to the end of your roll and want to soak your pearl pin, wheres the hock-shop? Half a mile away up the side of a mountain. It aint right. In my Casino theres going to be a resident pawnbroker inside the building, just off the main entrance. Thats only one of a heap of improvements. Another is that my Casinos scheduled to be a home from home, a place you can be real cosy in. Youll look around you, and the only thing youll miss will be mothers face. Yes, sir, theres no need for a gambling Casino to look and feel and smell like the reading-room at the British Museum. Comfort, coziness and convenience. Thats the ticket Im running on. Slip that to the old gink, Crump.

A further outburst of the French language from Mr. Crump, supplemented on the part of the old gink by gesticulations, interrupted the proceedings.

Whats he saying now? asked Mr. Scobell.

He wants to know—

Dont tell. Let me guess. He wants to know what sort of a rake-off he and the other somnambulists will get — the darned old pirate! Is that it?

Mr. Crump said that that was just it.

Thatll be all right, said Mr. Scobell. Old man Blongs offer to the Prince of Monaco was five hundred thousand francs a year — thats somewhere around a hundred thousand dollars in real money — and half the profits made by the Casino. Thats my offer, too. See how that hits him, Crump.

Mr. Crump investigated.

He says he accepts gladly, on behalf of the Republic, sir, he announced.

M. dOrby confirmed the statement by rising, dodging the cigar, and kissing Mr. Scobell on both cheeks.

Cut it out, said the financier austerely, breaking out of the clinch. Well take the Apache Dance as read. Good-by, Squire. Glad its settled. Now I can get busy.

He did. Workmen poured into Mervo, and in a very short time, dominating the town and reducing to insignificance the palace of the late Prince, once a passably imposing mansion, there rose beside the harbor a mammoth Casino of shining stone.

Imposing as was the exterior, it was on the interior that Mr. Scobell more particularly prided himself, and not without reason. Certainly, a man with money to lose could lose it here under the most charming conditions. It had been Mr. Scobells object to avoid the cheerless grandeur of the rival institution down the coast. Instead of one large hall sprinkled with tables, each table had a room to itself, separated from its neighbor by sound-proof folding-doors. And as the building progressed, Mr. Scobells active mind had soared above the original idea of domestic coziness to far greater heights of ingenuity. Each of the rooms was furnished and arranged in a different style. The note of individuality extended even to the croupiers. Thus, a man with money at his command could wander from the Dutch room, where, in the picturesque surroundings of a Dutch kitchen, croupiers in the costume of Holland ministered to his needs, to the Japanese room, where his coin would be raked in by quite passable imitations of the Samurai. If he had any left at this point, he was free to dispose of it under the auspices of near-Hindoos in the Indian room, of merry Swiss peasants in the Swiss room, or in other appropriately furnished apartments of red-shirted, Bret Harte miners, fur-clad Esquimaux, or languorous Spaniards. He could then, if a man of spirit, who did not know when he was beaten, collect the family jewels, and proceed down the main hall, accompanied by the strains of an excellent band, to the office of a gentlemanly pawnbroker, who spoke seven languages like a native and was prepared to advance money on reasonable security in all of them.

It was a colossal venture, but it suffered from the defect from which most big things suffer; it moved slowly. That it also moved steadily was to some extent a consolation to Mr. Scobell. Undoubtedly it would progress quicker and quicker, as time went on, until at length the Casino became a permanent gold mine. But at present it was being conducted at a loss. It was inevitable, but it irked Mr. Scobell. He paced the island and brooded. His mind dwelt incessantly on the problem. Ideas for promoting the prosperity of his nursling came to him at all hours — at meals, in the night watches, when he was shaving, walking, washing, reading, brushing his hair.

And now one had come to him as he stood looking at the view from the window of his morning-room, listening absently to his sister Marion as she read stray items of interest from the columns of the New York Herald, and had caused him to utter the exclamation recorded at the beginning of the chapter.



By Heck! he said. Read that again, Marion. I gottan idea.

Miss Scobell, deep in her paper, paid no attention. Few people would have taken her for the sister of the financier. She was his exact opposite in almost every way. He was small, jerky and aggressive; she, tall, deliberate and negative. She was one of those women whom nature seems to have produced with the object of attaching them to some man in a peculiar position of independent dependence, and who defy the imagination to picture them in any other condition whatsoever. One could not see Miss Scobell doing anything but pour out her brothers coffee, darn his socks, and sit placidly by while he talked. Yet it would have been untrue to describe her as dependent upon him. She had a detached mind. Though her whole life had been devoted to his comfort and though she admired him intensely, she never appeared to give his conversation any real attention. She listened to him much as she would have listened to a barking Pomeranian.

Marion! cried Mr. Scobell.

A five-legged rabbit has been born in Carbondale, Southern Illinois, she announced.

Mr. Scobell cursed the five-legged rabbit.

Never mind about your rabbits. I want to hear that piece you read before. The one about the Prince of Monaco. Will — you — listen, Marion!

The Prince of Monaco, dear? Yes. He has caught another fish or something of that sort, I think. Yes. A fish with telescope eyes, the paper says. And very convenient too, I should imagine.

Mr. Scobell thumped the table.

Ive got it. Ive found out whats the matter with this darned place. I see why the Casino hasnt struck its gait.

I think it must be the croupiers, dear. Im sure I never heard of croupiers in fancy costume before. It doesnt seem right. Im sure people dont like those nasty Hindoos. I am quite nervous myself when I go into the Indian room. They look at me so oddly.

Nonsense! Thats the whole idea of the place, that it should be different. People are sick and tired of having their money gathered in by seedy-looking Dagoes in second-hand morning coats. We give em variety. Its not the Casino thats wrong: its the darned island. Whats the use of a republic to a place like this? Im not saying that you dont want a republic for a live country thats got its way to make in the world; but for a little runt of a sawn-off, hobo, one-night stand like this you gotta have something picturesque, something thatll advertise the place, something thatll give a jolt to folks curiosity, and make em talk! Theres this Monaco gook. He snoops around in his yacht, digging up telescope-eyed fish, and people talk about it. Another darned fish, they say. Thats the steenth bite the Prince of Monaco has had this year. Its like a soap advertisement. It works by suggestion. They get to thinking about the Prince and his pop-eyed fishes, and, first thing they know, theyve packed their grips and come along to Monaco to have a peek at him. And when theyre there, its a safe bet they arent going back again without trying to get a mess of easy money from the Bank. Thats what this place wants. Whoever heard of this blamed Republic doing anything except eat and sleep? They used to have a prince here way back in eighty-something. Well, Im going to have him working at the old stand again, right away.

Miss Scobell looked up from her paper, which she had been reading with absorbed interest throughout tins harangue.

Dear? she said enquiringly.

I say Im going to have him back again, said Mr. Scobell, a little damped. I wish you would listen.

I think youre quite right, dear. Who?

The Prince. Do listen, Marion. The Prince of this island, His Highness, the Prince of Mervo. Im going to send for him and put him on the throne again.

You cant, dear. Hes dead.

I know hes dead. You cant faze me on the history of this place. He died in ninety-one. But before he died he married an American girl, and theres a son, whos in America now, living with his uncle. Its the son Im going to send for. I got it all from General Poineau. Hes a royalist. Hell be tickled to pieces when Johnny comes marching home again. Old man Poineau told me all about it. The Prince married a girl called Westley, and then he was killed in an automobile accident, and his widow went back to America with the kid, to live with her brother. Poineau says he could lay his hand on him any time he pleased.

I hope you wont do anything rash, dear, said his sister comfortably. Im sure we dont want any horrid revolution here, with people shooting and stabbing each other.

Revolution? cried Mr. Scobell. Revolution! Well, I should say nix! Revolution nothing. Im the man with the big stick in Mervo. Pretty near every adult on this island is dependent on my Casino for his weekly envelope, and what I say goes — without argument. I want a prince, so I gotta have a prince, and if any gazook makes a noise like a man with a grouch, hell find himself fired.

Miss Scobell turned to her paper again.

Very well, dear, she said. Just as you please. Im sure you know best.

Sure! said her brother. Youre a good guesser. Ill go and beat up old man Poineau right away.


CHAPTER III. JOHN
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TEN DAYS AFTER Mr. Scobells visit to General Poineau, John, Prince of Mervo, ignorant of the greatness so soon to be thrust upon him, was strolling thoughtfully along one of the main thoroughfares of that outpost of civilization, Jersey City. He was a big young man, tall and large of limb. His shoulders especially were of the massive type expressly designed by nature for driving wide gaps in the opposing line on the gridiron. He looked like one of natures center-rushes, and had, indeed, played in that position for Harvard during two strenuous seasons. His face wore an expression of invincible good-humor. He had a wide, good-natured mouth, and a pair of friendly gray eyes. One felt that he liked his follow men and would be surprised and pained if they did not like him.

As he passed along the street, he looked a little anxious. Sherlock Holmes — and possibly even Doctor Watson — would have deduced that he had something on his conscience.

At the entrance to a large office building, he paused, and seemed to hesitate. Then, as if he had made up his mind to face an ordeal, he went in and pressed the button of the elevator.

Leaving the elevator at the third floor, he went down the passage, and pushed open a door on which was inscribed the legend, Westley, Martin & Co.

A stout youth, walking across the office with his hands full of papers, stopped in astonishment.

Hello, John Maude! he cried.

The young man grinned.

Say, where have you been? The old mans been as mad as a hornet since he found you had quit without leave. He was asking for you just now.

I guess Im up against it, admitted John cheerfully.

Where did you go yesterday?

John put the thing to him candidly, as man to man.

See here, Spiller, suppose you got up one day and found it was a perfectly bully morning, and remembered that the Giants were playing the Athletics, and looked at your mail, and saw that someone had sent you a pass for the game—

Were you at the ball-game? Youve got the nerve! Didnt you know there would be trouble?

Old man, said John frankly, I could no more have turned down that pass — Oh, well, whats the use? It was just great. I suppose Id better tackle the boss now. Its got to be done.

It was not a task to which many would have looked forward. Most of those who came into contact with Andrew Westley were afraid of him. He was a capable rather than a lovable man, and too self-controlled to be quite human. There was no recoil in him, no reaction after anger, as there would have been in a hotter-tempered man. He thought before he acted, but, when he acted, never yielded a step.

John, in all the years of their connection, had never been able to make anything of him. At first, he had been prepared to like him, as he liked nearly everybody. But Mr. Westley had discouraged all advances, and, as time went by, his nephew had come to look on him as something apart from the rest of the world, one of those things which no fellow could understand.

On Mr. Westleys side, there was something to be said in extenuation of his attitude. John reminded him of his father, and he had hated the late Prince of Mervo with a cold hatred that had for a time been the ruling passion of his life. He had loved his sister, and her married life had been one long torture to him, a torture rendered keener by the fact that he was powerless to protect either her happiness or her money. Her money was her own, to use as she pleased, and the use which pleased her most was to give it to her husband, who could always find a way of spending it. As to her happiness, that was equally out of his control. It was bound up in her Prince, who, unfortunately, was a bad custodian for it. At last, an automobile accident put an end to His Highnesss hectic career (and, incidentally, to that of a blonde lady from the Folies Bergeres), and the Princess had returned to her brothers home, where, a year later, she died, leaving him in charge of her infant son.

Mr. Westleys desire from the first had been to eliminate as far as possible all memory of the late Prince. He gave John his sisters name, Maude, and brought him up as an American, in total ignorance of his fathers identity. During all the years they had spent together, he had never mentioned the Princes name.

He disliked John intensely. He fed him, clothed him, sent him to college, and gave him a place in his office, but he never for a moment relaxed his bleakness of front toward him. John was not unlike his father in appearance, though built on a larger scale, and, as time went on, little mannerisms, too, began to show themselves, that reminded Mr. Westley of the dead man, and killed any beginnings of affection.

John, for his part, had the philosophy which goes with perfect health. He fitted his uncle into the scheme of things, or, rather, set him outside them as an irreconcilable element, and went on his way enjoying life in his own good-humored fashion.

It was only lately, since he had joined the firm, that he had been conscious of any great strain. College had given him a glimpse of a larger life, and the office cramped him. He felt vaguely that there were bigger things in the world which he might be doing. His best friends, of whom he now saw little, were all men of adventure and enterprise, who had tried their hand at many things; men like Jimmy Pitt, who had done nearly everything that could be done before coming into an unexpected half-million; men like Rupert Smith, who had been at Harvard with him and was now a reporter on the News; men like Baker, Faraday, Williams — he could name half-a-dozen, all men who were doing something, who were out on the firing line.

He was not a man who worried. He had not that temperament. But sometimes he would wonder in rather a vague way whether he was not allowing life to slip by him a little too placidly. An occasional yearning for something larger would attack him. There seemed to be something in him that made for inaction. His soul was sleepy.

If he had been told of the identity of his father, it is possible that he might have understood. The Princes of Mervo had never taken readily to action and enterprise. For generations back, if they had varied at all, son from father, it had been in the color of hair or eyes, not in character — a weak, shiftless procession, with nothing to distinguish them from the common run of men except good looks and a talent for wasting money.

John was the first of the line who had in him the seeds of better things. The Westley blood and the bracing nature of his education had done much to counteract the Mervo strain. He did not know it, but the American in him was winning. The desire for action was growing steadily every day.

It had been Mervo that had sent him to the polo grounds on the previous day. That impulse had been purely Mervian. No prince of that island had ever resisted a temptation. But it was America that was sending him now to meet his uncle with a quiet unconcern as to the outcome of the interview. The spirit of adventure was in him. It was more than possible that Mr. Westley would sink the uncle in the employer and dismiss him as summarily as he would have dismissed any other clerk in similar circumstances. If so, he was prepared to welcome dismissal. Other men fought an unsheltered fight with the world, so why not he?

He moved towards the door of the inner office with a certain exhilaration.

As he approached, it flew open, disclosing Mr. Westley himself, a tall, thin man, at the sight of whom Spiller shot into his seat like a rabbit.

John went to meet him.

Ah, said Mr. Westley; come in here. I want to speak to you.

John followed him into the room.

Sit down, said his uncle.

John waited while he dictated a letter. Neither spoke till the stenographer had left the room. John met the girls eye as she passed. There was a compassionate look in it. John was popular with his fellow employes. His absence had been the cause of discussion and speculation among them, and the general verdict had been that there would be troublous times for him on the morrow.

When the door closed, Mr. Westley leaned back in his chair, and regarded his nephew steadily from under a pair of bushy gray eyebrows which lent a sort of hypnotic keenness to his gaze.

You were at the ball-game yesterday? he said.

The unexpectedness of the question startled John into a sharp laugh.

Yes, he said, recovering himself.

Without leave.

It didnt seem worth while asking for leave.

You mean that you relied so implicitly on our relationship to save you from the consequences?

No, I meant—

Well, we need not try and discover what you may have meant. What claim do you put forward for special consideration? Why should I treat you differently from any other member of the staff?

John had a feeling that the interview was being taken at too rapid a pace. He felt confused.

I dont want you to treat me differently, he said.

Mr. Westley did not reply. John saw that he had taken a check-book from its pigeonhole.

I think we understand each other, said Mr. Westley. There is no need for any discussion. I am writing you a check for ten thousand dollars—

Ten thousand dollars!

It happens to be your own. It was left to me in trust for you by your mother. By a miracle your father did not happen to spend it.

John caught the bitter note which the other could not keep out of his voice, and made one last attempt to probe this mystery. As a boy he had tried more than once before he realized that this was a forbidden topic.

Who was my father? he said.

Mr. Westley blotted the check carefully.

Quite the worst blackguard I ever had the misfortune to know, he replied in an even tone. Will you kindly give me a receipt for this? Then I need not detain you. You may return to the ball-game without any further delay. Possibly, he went on, you may wonder why you have not received this money before. I persuaded your mother to let me use my discretion in choosing the time when it should be handed over to you. I decided to wait until, in my opinion, you had sense enough to use it properly. I do not think that time has arrived. I do not think it will ever arrive. But as we are parting company and shall, I hope, never meet again, you had better have it now.

John signed the receipt in silence.

Thank you, said Mr. Westley. Good-by.

At the door John hesitated. He had looked forward to this moment as one of excitement and adventure, but now that it had come it had left him in anything but an uplifted mood. He was naturally warm-hearted, and his uncles cold anger hurt him. It was so different from anything sudden, so essentially not of the moment. He felt instinctively that it had been smoldering for a long time, and realized with a shock that his uncle had not been merely indifferent to him all these years, but had actually hated him. It was as if he had caught a glimpse of something ugly. He felt that this was the last scene of some long drawn-out tragedy.

Something made him turn impulsively back towards the desk.

Uncle— he cried.

He stopped. The hopelessness of attempting any step towards a better understanding overwhelmed him. Mr. Westley had begun to write. He must have seen Johns movement, but he continued to write as if he were alone in the room.

John turned to the door again.

Good-by, he said.

Mr. Westley did not look up.


CHAPTER IV. VIVE LE ROI!
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WHEN, AN HOUR later, John landed in New York from the ferry, his mood had changed. The sun and the breeze had done their work. He looked on life once more with a cheerful and optimistic eye.

His first act, on landing, was to proceed to the office of the News and enquire for Rupert Smith. He felt that he had urgent need of a few minutes conversation with him. Now that the painter had been definitely cut that bound him to the safe and conventional, and he had set out on his own account to lead the life adventurous, he was conscious of an absurd diffidence. New York looked different to him. It made him feel positively shy. A pressing need for a friendly native in this strange land manifested itself. Smith would have ideas and advice to bestow — he was notoriously prolific of both — and in this crisis both were highly necessary.

Smith, however, was not at the office. He had gone out, John was informed, earlier in the morning to cover a threatened strike somewhere down on the East Side. John did not go in search of him. The chance of finding him in that maze of mean streets was remote. He decided to go uptown, select a hotel, and lunch. To the need for lunch he attributed a certain sinking sensation of which he was becoming more and more aware, and which bore much too close a resemblance to dismay to be pleasant. The poets statement that the man whos square, his chances always are best; no circumstance can shoot a scare into the contents of his vest, is only true within limits. The squarest men, deposited suddenly in New York and faced with the prospect of earning his living there, is likely to quail for a moment. New York is not like other cities. London greets the stranger with a sleepy grunt. Paris giggles. New York howls. A gladiator, waiting in the center of the arena while the Colosseum officials fumbled with the bolts of the door behind which paced the noisy tiger he was to fight, must have had some of the emotions which John experienced during his first hour as a masterless man in Gotham.

A surface car carried him up Broadway. At Times Square the Astor Hotel loomed up on the left. It looked a pretty good hotel to John. He dismounted.

Half an hour later he decided that he was acclimated. He had secured a base of operations in the shape of a room on the seventh floor, his check was safely deposited in the hotel bank, and he was half-way through a lunch which had caused him already to look on New York not only as the finest city in the world, but also, on the whole, as the one city of all others in which a young man might make a fortune with the maximum of speed and the minimum of effort.

After lunch, having telegraphed his address to his uncle in case of mail, he took the latters excellent advice and went to the polo grounds. Returning in time to dress, he dined at the hotel, after which he visited a near-by theater, and completed a pleasant and strenuous day at one of those friendly restaurants where the music is continuous and the waiters are apt to burst into song in the intervals of their other duties.

A second attempt to find Smith next morning failed, as the first had done. The staff of the News were out of bed and at work ridiculously early, and when John called up the office between eleven and twelve oclock — natures breakfast-hour — Smith was again down East, observing the movements of those who were about to strike or who had already struck.

It hardly seemed worth while starting to lay the bed plates of his fortune till he had consulted the expert. What would Rockefeller have done? He would, John felt certain, have gone to the ball-game.

He imitated the great financier.



It was while he was smoking a cigar after dinner that night, musing on the fortunes of the days game and, in particular, on the almost criminal imbecility of the umpire, that he was dreamily aware that he was being paged. A small boy in uniform was meandering through the room, chanting his name.

Gent wants five minutes wit you, announced the boy, intercepted. Hasnt got no card. Business, he says.

This disposed of the idea that Rupert Smith had discovered his retreat. John was puzzled. He could not think of another person in New York who knew of his presence at the Astor. But it was the unknown that he was in search of, and he decided to see the mysterious stranger.

Send him along, he said.

The boy disappeared, and presently John observed him threading his way back among the tables, followed by a young man of extraordinary gravity of countenance, who was looking about him with an intent gaze through a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles.

John got up to meet him.

My name is Maude, he said. Wont you sit down? Have you had dinner?

Thank you, yes, said the spectacled young man.

Youll have a cigar and coffee, then?

Thank you, yes.

The young man remained silent until the waiter had filled his cup.

My name is Crump, he said. I am Mr. Benjamin Scobells private secretary.

Yes? said John. Snug job?

The other seemed to miss something in his voice.

You have heard of Mr. Scobell? he asked.

Not to my knowledge, said John.

Ah! you have lost touch very much with Mervo, of course.

John stared.

Mervo?

It sounded like some patent medicine.

I have been instructed, said Mr. Crump solemnly, to inform Your Highness that the Republic has been dissolved, and that your subjects offer you the throne of your ancestors.

John leaned back in his chair, and looked at the speaker in dumb amazement. The thought flashed across him that Mr. Crump had been perfectly correct in saying that he had dined.

His attitude appeared to astound Mr. Crump. He goggled through his spectacles at John, who was reminded of some rare fish.

You are John Maude? You said you were.

Im John Maude right enough. Were solid on that point.

And your mother was the only sister of Mr. Andrew Westley?

Youre right there, too.

Then there is no mistake. I say the Republic— He paused, as if struck with an idea. Dont you know? he said. Your father—

John became suddenly interested.

If youve got anything to tell me about my father, go right ahead. Youll be the only man Ive ever met who has said a word about him. Who the deuce was he, anyway?

Mr. Crumps face cleared.

I understand. I had not expected this. You have been kept in ignorance. Your father, Mr. Maude, was the late Prince Charles of Mervo.

It was not easy to astonish John, but this announcement did so. He dropped his cigar in a shower of gray ash on to his trousers, and retrieved it almost mechanically, his wide-open eyes fixed on the others face.

What! he cried.

Mr. Crump nodded gravely.

You are Prince John of Mervo, and I am here— he got into his stride as he reached the familiar phrase— to inform Your Highness that the Republic has been dissolved, and that your subjects offer you the throne of your ancestors.

A horrid doubt seized John.

Youre stringing me. One of those Indians at the News, Rupert Smith, or someone, has put you up to this.

Mr. Crump appeared wounded.

If Your Highness would glance at these documents — This is a copy of the register of the church in which your mother and father were married.

John glanced at the document. It was perfectly lucid.

Then — then its true! he said.

Perfectly true, Your Highness. And I am here to inform—

But where the deuce is Mervo? I never heard of the place.

It is an island principality in the Mediterranean, Your High—

For goodness sake, old man, dont keep calling me Your Highness. It may be fun to you, but it makes me feel a perfect ass. Let me get into the thing gradually.

Mr. Crump felt in his pocket.

Mr. Scobell, he said, producing a roll of bills, entrusted me with money to defray any expenses—

More than any words, this spectacle removed any lingering doubt which John might have had as to the possibility of this being some intricate practical joke.

Are these for me? he said.

Mr. Crump passed them across to him.

There are a thousand dollars here, he said. I am also instructed to say that you are at liberty to draw further against Mr. Scobells account at the Wall Street office of the European and Asiatic Bank.

The name Scobell had been recurring like a leit-motif in Mr. Crumps conversation. This suddenly came home to John.

Before we go any further, he said, lets get one thing clear. Who is this Mr. Scobell? How does he get mixed up in this?

He is the proprietor of the Casino at Mervo.

He seems to be one of those generous, open-handed fellows. Nothing of the tight wad about him.

He is deeply interested in Your High — in your return.

John laid the roll of bills beside his coffee cup, and relighted his cigar.

Thats mighty good of him, he said. It strikes me, old man, that I am not absolutely up-to-date as regards the internal affairs of this important little kingdom of mine. How would it be if you were to put me next to one or two facts? Start at the beginning and go right on.

When Mr. Crump had finished a condensed history of Mervo and Mervian politics, John smoked in silence for some minutes.

Life, Crump, he said at last, is certainly speeding up as far as I am concerned. Up till now nothing in particular has ever happened to me. A couple of days ago I lost my job, was given ten thousand dollars that I didnt know existed, and now you tell me Im a prince. Well, well! These are stirring times. When do we start for the old homestead?

Mr. Scobell was exceedingly anxious that we should return by Saturdays boat.

Saturday? What, to-morrow?

Perhaps it is too soon. You will not be able to settle your affairs?

I guess I can settle my affairs all right. Ive only got to pack a grip and tip the bell hops. And as Scobell seems to be financing this show, perhaps its up to me to step lively if he wants it. But its a pity. I was just beginning to like this place. There is generally something doing along the White Way after twilight, Crump.

The gravity of Mr. Scobells secretary broke up unexpectedly into a slow, wide smile. His eyes behind their glasses gleamed with a wistful light.

Gee! he murmured.

John looked at him, amazed.

Crump, he cried. Crump, I believe youre a sport!

Mr. Crump seemed completely to have forgotten his responsible position as secretary to a millionaire and special messenger to a prince. He smirked.

Id have liked a day or two in the old burg, he said softly. I havent been to Rectors since Ponto was a pup.

John reached across the table and seized the secretarys hand.

Crump, he said, you are a sport. This is no time for delay. If we are to liven up this great city, we must get busy right away. Grab your hat, and come along. One doesnt become a prince every day. The occasion wants celebrating. Are you with me, Crump, old scout?

Sure thing, said the envoy ecstatically.



At eight oclock on the following morning, two young men, hatless and a little rumpled, but obviously cheerful, entered the Astor Hotel, demanding breakfast.

A bell boy who met them was addressed by the larger of the two, and asked his name.

Desmond Ryan, he replied.

The young man patted him on his shoulder.

I appoint you, Desmond Ryan, he said, Grand Hereditary Bell Hop to the Court of Mervo.

Thus did Prince John formally enter into his kingdom.


CHAPTER V. MR. SCOBELL HAS ANOTHER IDEA
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OWING TO COLLABORATION between Fate and Mr. Scobell, Johns state entry into Mervo was an interesting blend between a pageant and a vaudeville sketch. The pageant idea was Mr. Scobells. Fate supplied the vaudeville.

The reception at the quay, when the little steamer that plied between Marseilles and the island principality gave up its precious freight, was not on quite so impressive a scale as might have been given to the monarch of a more powerful kingdom; but John was not disappointed. During the voyage from New York, in the intervals of seasickness — for he was a poor sailor — Mr. Crump had supplied him with certain facts about Mervo, one of which was that its adult population numbered just under thirteen thousand, and this had prepared him for any shortcomings in the way of popular demonstration.

As a matter of fact, Mr. Scobell was exceedingly pleased with the scale of the reception, which to his mind amounted practically to pomp. The Palace Guard, forty strong, lined the quay. Besides these, there were four officers, a band, and sixteen mounted carbineers. The rest of the army was dotted along the streets. In addition to the military, there was a gathering of a hundred and fifty civilians, mainly drawn from fishing circles. The majority of these remained stolidly silent throughout, but three, more emotional, cheered vigorously as a young man was seen to step on to the gangway, carrying a grip, and make for the shore. General Poineau, a white-haired warrior with a fierce mustache, strode forward and saluted. The Palace Guards presented arms. The band struck up the Mervian national anthem. General Poineau, lowering his hand, put on a pair of pince-nez and began to unroll an address of welcome.

It was then seen that the young man was Mr. Crump. General Poineau removed his glasses and gave an impatient twirl to his mustache. Mr. Scobell, who for possibly the first time in his career was not smoking (though, as was afterward made manifest, he had the materials on his person), bustled to the front.

Wheres his nibs, Crump? he enquired.

The secretarys reply was swept away in a flood of melody. To the band Mr. Crumps face was strange. They had no reason to suppose that he was not Prince John, and they acted accordingly. With a rattle of drums they burst once more into their spirited rendering of the national anthem.

Mr. Scobell sawed the air with his arms, but was powerless to dam the flood.

His Highness is shaving, sir! bawled Mr. Crump, depositing his grip on the quay and making a trumpet of his hands.

Shaving!

Yes, sir. I told him he ought to come along, but His Highness said he wasnt going to land looking like a tramp comedian.

By this time General Poineau had explained matters to the band and they checked the national anthem abruptly in the middle of a bar, with the exception of the cornet player, who continued gallantly by himself till a feeling of loneliness brought the truth home to him. An awkward stage wait followed, which lasted until John was seen crossing the deck, when there were more cheers, and General Poineau, resuming his pince-nez, brought out the address of welcome again.

At this point Mr. Scobell made his presence felt.

Glad to meet you, Prince, he said, coming forward. Scobells my name. Shake hands with General Poineau. No, thats wrong. I guess he kisses your hand, dont he?

Ill swing on him if he does, said John, cheerfully.

Mr. Scobell eyed him doubtfully. His Highness did not appear to him to be treating the inaugural ceremony with that reserved dignity which we like to see in princes on these occasions. Mr. Scobell was a business man. He wanted his moneys worth. His idea of a Prince of Mervo was something statuesquely aloof, something — he could not express it exactly — on the lines of the illustrations in the Zenda stories in the magazines — about eight feet high and shinily magnificent, something that would give the place a tone. That was what he had had in his mind when he sent for John. He did not want a cheerful young man in a soft hat and a flannel suit who looked as if at any moment he might burst into a college yell.

General Poineau, meanwhile, had embarked on the address of welcome. John regarded him thoughtfully.

I can see, he said to Mr. Scobell, that the gentleman is making a good speech, but what is he saying? That is what gets past me.

He is welcoming Your Highness, said Mr. Crump, the linguist, in the name of the people of Mervo.

Who, I notice, have had the bully good sense to stay in bed. I guess they knew that the Boy Orator would do all that was necessary. He hasnt said anything about a bite of breakfast, has he? Has his address happened to work around to the subject of shredded wheat and shirred eggs yet? Thats the part thats going to make a hit with me.

Therell be breakfast at my villa, Your Highness, said Mr. Scobell. My automobile is waiting along there.

The General reached his peroration, worked his way through it, and finished with a military clash of heels and a salute. The band rattled off the national anthem once more.

Now, what? said John, turning to Mr. Scobell. Breakfast?

I guess youd better say a few words to them, Your Highness; theyll expect it.

But I cant speak the language, and they cant understand English. The thingll be a stand-off.

Crump will hand it to em. Here, Crump.

Sir?

Line up and shoot His Highnesss remarks into em.

Yes, sir.

Its all very well for you, Crump, said John. You probably enjoy this sort of thing. I dont. I havent felt such a fool since I sang The Maidens Prayer on Tremont Street when I was joining the frat. Are you ready? No, its no good. I dont know what to say.

Tell em youre tickled to death, advised Mr. Scobell anxiously.

John smiled in a friendly manner at the populace. Then he coughed. Gentlemen, he said— and more particularly the sport on my left who has just spoken his piece whose name I cant remember — I thank you for the warm welcome you have given me. If it is any satisfaction to you to know that it has made me feel like thirty cents, you may have that satisfaction. Thirty is a liberal estimate.

His Highness is overwhelmed by your loyal welcome. He thanks you warmly, translated Mr. Crump, tactfully.

I feel that we shall get along nicely together, continued John. If you are chumps enough to turn out of your comfortable beds at this time of the morning simply to see me, you cant be very hard to please. We shall hit it off fine.

Mr. Crump: His Highness hopes and believes that he will always continue to command the affection of his people.

I— John paused. Thats the lot, he said. The flow of inspiration has ceased. The magic fire has gone out. Break it to em, Crump. For me, breakfast.

During the early portion of the ride Mr. Scobell was silent and thoughtful. Johns speech had impressed him neither as oratory nor as an index to his frame of mind. He had not interrupted him, because he knew that none of those present could understand what was being said, and that Mr. Crump was to be relied on as an editor. But he had not enjoyed it. He did not take the people of Mervo seriously himself, but in the Prince such an attitude struck him as unbecoming. Then he cheered up. After all, John had given evidence of having a certain amount of what he would have called get-up in him. For the purposes for which he needed him, a tendency to make light of things was not amiss. It was essentially as a performing prince that he had engaged John. He wanted him to do unusual things, which would make people talk — aeroplaning was one that occurred to him. Perhaps a prince who took a serious view of his position would try to raise the peoples minds and start reforms and generally be a nuisance. John could, at any rate, be relied upon not to do that.

His face cleared.

Have a good cigar, Prince? he said, cordially, inserting two fingers in his vest-pocket.

Sure, Mike, said His Highness affably.

Breakfast over, Mr. Scobell replaced the remains of his cigar between his lips, and turned to business.

Eh, Prince? he said.

Yes!

I want you, Prince, said Mr. Scobell, to help boom this place. Thats where you come in.

Sure, said John.

As to ruling and all that, continued Mr. Scobell, there isnt any to do. The place runs itself. Some guy gave it a shove a thousand years ago, and its been rolling along ever since. What I want you to do is the picturesque stunts. Get a yacht and catch rare fishes. Whoop it up. Entertain swell guys when they come here. Have a Court — see what I mean? — same as over in England. Go around in aeroplanes and that style of thing. Dont worry about money. Thatll be all right. You draw your steady hundred thousand a year and a good chunk more besides, when we begin to get a move on, so the dough proposition doesnt need to scare you any.

Do I, by George! said John. It seems to me that Ive fallen into a pretty soft thing here. Therell be a joker in the deck somewhere, I guess. There always is in these good things. But I dont see it yet. You can count me in all right.

Good boy, said Mr. Scobell. And now youll be wanting to get to the Palace. Ill have them bring the automobile round.

The council of state broke up.

Having seen John off in the car, the financier proceeded to his sisters sitting-room. Miss Scobell had breakfasted apart that morning, by request, her brother giving her to understand that matters of state, unsuited to the ear of a third party, must be discussed at the meal. She was reading her New York Herald.

Well, said Mr. Scobell, hes come.

Yes, dear?

And just the sort I want. Saw the idea of the thing right away, and is ready to go the limit. No nonsense about him.

Is he nice-looking, Bennie?

Sure. All these Mervo princes have been good-lookers, I hear, and this one must be near the top of the list. Youll like him, Marion. All the girls will be crazy about him in a week.

Miss Scobell turned a page.

Is he married?

Her brother started.

Married? I never thought of that. But no, I guess hes not. Hed have mentioned it. Hes not the sort to hush up a thing like that. I—

He stopped short. His green eyes gleamed excitedly.

Marion! he cried. Marion!

Well, dear?

Listen. Gee, this thing is going to be the biggest ever. I gotta new idea. It just came to me. Your saying that put it into my head. Do you know what Im going to do? Im going to cable over to Betty to come right along here, and Im going to have her marry this prince guy. Yes, sir!

For once Miss Scobell showed signs that her brothers conversation really interested her. She laid down her paper, and stared at him.

Betty!

Sure, Betty. Why not? Shes a pretty girl. Clever too. The Princell be lucky to get such a wife, for all his darned ancestors away back to the flood.

But suppose Betty does not like him?

Like him? Shes gotta like him. Say, cant you make your mind soar, or wont you? Cant you see that a thing like this has gotta be fixed different from a marriage between — between a ribbon-counter clerk and the girl who takes the money at a twenty-five-cent hash restaurant in Flatbush? This is a royal alliance. Do you suppose that when a European princess is introduced to the prince shes going to marry, they let her say: Nothing doing. I dont like the shape of his nose?

He gave a spirited imitation of a European princess objecting to the shape of her selected husbands nose.

It isnt very romantic, Bennie, sighed Miss Scobell. She was a confirmed reader of the more sentimental class of fiction, and this business-like treatment of loves young dream jarred upon her.

Its founding a dynasty. Isnt that romantic enough for you? You make me tired, Marion.

Miss Scobell sighed again.

Very well, dear. I suppose you know best. But perhaps the Prince wont like Betty.

Mr. Scobell gave a snort of disgust.

Marion, he said, youve got a mind like a chunk of wet dough. Cant you understand that the Prince is just as much in my employment as the man who scrubs the Casino steps? Im hiring him to be Prince of Mervo, and his first job as Prince of Mervo will be to marry Betty. Id like to see him kick! He began to pace the room. By Heck, its going to make this place boom to beat the band. Itll be the biggest kind of advertisement. Restoration of Royalty at Mervo. Thatll make them take notice by itself. Then, biff! right on top of that, Royal Romance — Prince Weds American Girl — Love at First Sight — Picturesque Wedding! Gee, well wipe Monte Carlo clean off the map. Well have em licked to a splinter. We — Its the greatest scheme on earth.

I have no doubt you are right, Bennie, said Miss Scobell, but— her voice became dreamy again— its not very romantic.

Oh, shucks! said the schemer impatiently. Here, wheres a cable form?


CHAPTER VI. YOUNG ADAM CUPID
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ON A RED sandstone rock at the edge of the water, where the island curved sharply out into the sea, Prince John of Mervo sat and brooded on first causes. For nearly an hour and a half he had been engaged in an earnest attempt to trace to its source the acute fit of depression which had come — apparently from nowhere — to poison his existence that morning.

It was his seventh day on the island, and he could remember every incident of his brief reign. The only thing that eluded him was the recollection of the exact point when the shadow of discontent had begun to spread itself over his mind. Looking back, it seemed to him that he had done nothing during that week but enjoy each new aspect of his position as it was introduced to his notice. Yet here he was, sitting on a lonely rock, consumed with an unquenchable restlessness, a kind of trapped sensation. Exactly when and exactly how Fate, that king of gold-brick men, had cheated him he could not say; but he knew, with a certainty that defied argument, that there had been sharp practise, and that in an unguarded moment he had been induced to part with something of infinite value in exchange for a gilded fraud.

The mystery baffled him. He sent his mind back to the first definite entry of Mervo into the foreground of his life. He had come up from his stateroom on to the deck of the little steamer, and there in the pearl-gray of the morning was the island, gradually taking definite shape as the pink mists shredded away before the rays of the rising sun. As the ship rounded the point where the lighthouse still flashed a needless warning from its cluster of jagged rocks, he had had his first view of the town, nestling at the foot of the hill, gleaming white against the green, with the gold-domed Casino towering in its midst. In all Southern Europe there was no view to match it for quiet beauty. For all his thews and sinews there was poetry in John, and the sight had stirred him like wine.

It was not then that depression had begun, nor was it during the reception at the quay.

The days that had followed had been peaceful and amusing. He could not detect in any one of them a sign of the approaching shadow. They had been lazy days. His duties had been much more simple than he had anticipated. He had not known, before he tried it, that it was possible to be a prince with so small an expenditure of mental energy. As Mr. Scobell had hinted, to all intents and purposes he was a mere ornament. His work began at eleven in the morning, and finished as a rule at about a quarter after. At the hour named a report of the happenings of the previous day was brought to him. When he had read it the state asked no more of him until the next morning.

The report was made up of such items as A fisherman named Lesieur called Carbineer Ferrier a fool in the market-place at eleven minutes after two this afternoon; he has not been arrested, but is being watched, and generally gave John a few minutes of mild enjoyment. Certainly he could not recollect that it had ever depressed him.

No, it had been something else that had worked the mischief and in another moment the thing stood revealed, beyond all question of doubt. What had unsettled him was that unexpected meeting with Betty Silver last night at the Casino.

He had been sitting at the Dutch table. He generally visited the Casino after dinner. The light and movement of the place interested him. As a rule, he merely strolled through the rooms, watching the play; but last night he had slipped into a vacant seat. He had only just settled himself when he was aware of a girl standing beside him. He got up.

Would you care — ? he had begun, and then he saw her face.

It had all happened in an instant. Some chord in him, numbed till then, had begun to throb. It was as if he had awakened from a dream, or returned to consciousness after being stunned. There was something in the sight of her, standing there so cool and neat and composed, so typically American, a sort of goddess of America, in the heat and stir of the Casino, that struck him like a blow.

How long was it since he had seen her last? Not more than a couple of years. It seemed centuries. It all came back to him. It was during his last winter at Harvard that they had met. A college friend of hers had been the sister of a college friend of his. They had met several times, but he could not recollect having taken any particular notice of her then, beyond recognizing that she was certainly pretty. The world had been full of pretty American girls then. But now — 

He looked at her. And, as he looked, he heard America calling to him. Mervo, by the appeal of its novelty, had caused him to forget. But now, quite suddenly, he knew that he was homesick — and it astonished him, the readiness with which he had permitted Mr. Crump to lead him away into bondage. It seemed incredible that he had not foreseen what must happen.

Love comes to some gently, imperceptibly, creeping in as the tide, through unsuspected creeks and inlets, creeps on a sleeping man, until he wakes to find himself surrounded. But to others it comes as a wave, breaking on them, beating them down, whirling them away.

It was so with John. In that instant when their eyes met the miracle must have happened. It seemed to him, as he recalled the scene now, that he had loved her before he had had time to frame his first remark. It amazed him that he could ever have been blind to the fact that he loved her, she was so obviously the only girl in the world.

You — you dont remember me, he stammered.

She was flushing a little under his stare, but her eyes were shining.

I remember you very well, Mr. Maude, she said with a smile. I thought I knew your shoulders before you turned round. What are you doing here?

I—

There was a hush. The croupier had set the ball rolling. A wizened little man and two ladies of determined aspect were looking up disapprovingly. John realized that he was the only person in the room not silent. It was impossible to tell her the story of the change in his fortunes in the middle of this crowd. He stopped, and the moment passed.

The ball dropped with a rattle. The tension relaxed.

Wont you take this seat? said John.

No, thank you. Im not playing. I only just stopped to look on. My aunt is in one of the rooms, and I want to make her come home. Im tired.

Have you — ?

He caught the eye of the wizened man, and stopped again.

Have you been in Mervo long? he said, as the ball fell.

I only arrived this morning. It seems lovely. I must explore to-morrow.

She was beginning to move off.

Er— John coughed to remove what seemed to him a deposit of sawdust and unshelled nuts in his throat. Er — may I — will you let me show you— prolonged struggle with the nuts and sawdust; then rapidly— some of the places to-morrow?

He had hardly spoken the words when it was borne in upon him that he was a vulgar, pushing bounder, presuming on a dead and buried acquaintanceship to force his company on a girl who naturally did not want it, and who would now proceed to snub him as he deserved. He quailed. Though he had not had time to collect and examine and label his feelings, he was sufficiently in touch with them to know that a snub from her would be the most terrible thing that could possibly happen to him.

She did not snub him. Indeed, if he had been in a state of mind coherent enough to allow him to observe, he might have detected in her eyes and her voice signs of pleasure.

I should like it very much, she said.

John made his big effort. He attacked the nuts and sawdust which had come back and settled down again in company with a large lump of some unidentified material, as if he were bucking center. They broke before him as, long ago, the Yale line had done, and his voice rang out as if through a megaphone, to the unconcealed disgust of the neighboring gamesters.

If you go along the path at the foot of the hill, he bellowed rapidly, and follow it down to the sea, you get a little bay full of red sandstone rocks — you cant miss it — and theres a fine view of the island from there. Id like awfully well to show that to you. Its great.

She nodded.

Then shall we meet there? she said. When?

John was in no mood to postpone the event.

As early as ever you like, he roared.

At about ten, then. Good-night, Mr. Maude.



John had reached the bay at half-past eight, and had been on guard there ever since. It was now past ten, but still there were no signs of Betty. His depression increased. He told himself that she had forgotten. Then, that she had remembered, but had changed her mind. Then, that she had never meant to come at all. He could not decide which of the three theories was the most distressing.

His mood became morbidly introspective. He was weighed down by a sense of his own unworthiness. He submitted himself to a thorough examination, and the conclusion to which he came was that, as an aspirant to the regard, of a girl like Betty, he did not score a single point. No wonder she had ignored the appointment.

A cold sweat broke out on him. This was the snub! She had not administered it in the Casino simply in order that, by being delayed, its force might be the more overwhelming.

He looked at his watch again, and the world grew black. It was twelve minutes after ten.

John, in his time, had thought and read a good deal about love. Ever since he had grown up, he had wanted to fall in love. He had imagined love as a perpetual exhilaration, something that flooded life with a golden glow as if by the pressing of a button or the pulling of a switch, and automatically removed from it everything mean and hard and uncomfortable; a something that made a man feel grand and god-like, looking down (benevolently, of course) on his fellow men as from some lofty mountain.

That it should make him feel a worm-like humility had not entered his calculations. He was beginning to see something of the possibilities of love. His tentative excursions into the unknown emotion, while at college, had never really deceived him; even at the time a sort of second self had looked on and sneered at the poor imitation.

This was different. This had nothing to do with moonlight and soft music. It was raw and hard. It hurt. It was a thing sharp and jagged, tearing at the roots of his soul.

He turned his head, and looked up the path for the hundredth time, and this time he sprang to his feet. Between the pines on the hillside his eye had caught the flutter of a white dress.


CHAPTER VII. MR. SCOBELL IS FRANK
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MUCH MAY HAPPEN in these rapid times in the course of an hour and a half. While John was keeping his vigil on the sandstone rock, Betty was having an interview with Mr. Scobell which was to produce far-reaching results, and which, incidentally, was to leave her angrier and more at war with the whole of her world than she could remember to have been in the entire course of her life.

The interview began, shortly after breakfast, in a gentle and tactful manner, with Aunt Marion at the helm. But Mr. Scobell was not the man to stand by silently while persons were being tactful. At the end of the second minute he had plunged through his sisters mild monologue like a rhinoceros through a cobweb, and had stated definitely, with an economy of words, the exact part which Betty was to play in Mervian affairs.

You say you want to know why you were cabled for. Ill tell you. Theres no use talking for half a day before you get to the point. I guess youve heard that theres a prince here instead of a republic now? Well, thats where you come in.

Do you mean — ? she hesitated.

Yes, I do, said Mr. Scobell. There was a touch of doggedness in his voice. He was not going to stand any nonsense, by Heck, but there was no doubt that Bettys wide-open eyes were not very easy to meet. He went on rapidly. Cut out any fool notions about romance. Miss Scobell, who was knitting a sock, checked her needles for a moment in order to sigh. Her brother eyed her morosely, then resumed his remarks. This is a matter of state. Thats it. You gotta cut out fool notions and act for good of state. You gotta look at it in the proper spirit. Great honor — see what I mean? Princess and all that. Chance of a lifetime — dynasty — you gotta look at it that way.

Miss Scobell heaved another sigh, and dropped a stitch.

For the love of Mike, said her brother, irritably, dont snort like that, Marion.

Very well, dear.

Betty had not taken her eyes off him from his first word. An unbiased observer would have said that she made a pretty picture, standing there, in her white dress, but in the matter of pictures, still life was evidently what Mr. Scobell preferred for his gaze never wandered from the cigar stump which he had removed from his mouth in order to knock off the ash.

Betty continued to regard him steadfastly. The shock of his words had to some extent numbed her. At this moment she was merely thinking, quite dispassionately, what a singularly nasty little man he looked, and wondering — not for the first time — what strange quality, invisible to everybody else, it had been in him that had made her mother his adoring slave during the whole of their married life.

Then her mind began to work actively once more. She was a Western girl, and an insistence on freedom was the first article in her creed. A great rush of anger filled her, that this man should set himself up to dictate to her.

Do you mean that you want me to marry this Prince? she said.

Thats right.

I wont do anything of the sort.

Pshaw! Dont be foolish. You make me tired.

Bettys eye shone mutinously. Her cheeks were flushed, and her slim, boyish figure quivered. Her chin, always determined, became a silent Declaration of Independence.

I wont, she said.

Aunt Marion, suspending operations on the sock, went on with tact at the point where her brothers interruption had forced her to leave off.

Im sure hes a very nice young man. I have not seen him, but everybody says so. You like him, Bennie, dont you?

Sure, I like him. Hes a corker. Wait till you see him, Betty. Nobodys asking you to marry him before lunch. Youll have plenty of time to get acquainted. It beats me what youre kicking at. You give me a pain in the neck. Be reasonable.

Betty sought for arguments to clinch her refusal.

Its ridiculous, she said. You talk as if you had just to wave your hand. Why should your prince want to marry a girl he has never seen?

He will, said Mr. Scobell confidently.

How do you know?

Because I know hes a sensible young skeesicks. Thats how. See here, Betty, youve gotten hold of wrong ideas about this place. You dont understand the position of affairs. Your aunt didnt till I put her wise.

He bit my head off, my dear, murmured Miss Scobell, knitting placidly.

Youre thinking that Mervo is an ordinary state, and that the Prince is one of those independent, all-wool, off-with-his-darned-head rulers like you read about in the best sellers. Well, youve got another guess coming. If you want to know whos the big noise here, its me — me! This Prince guy is my hired man. See? Who sent for him? I did. Who put him on the throne? I did. Who pays him his salary? I do, from the profits of the Casino. Now do you understand? He knows his job. He knows which side his breads buttered. When I tell him about this marriage, do you know what hell say? Hell say Thank you, sir! Thats how things are in this island.

Betty shuddered. Her face was white with humiliation. She half-raised her hands with an impulsive movement to hide it.

I wont. I wont. I wont! she gasped.

Mr. Scobell was pacing the room in an ecstasy of triumphant rhetoric.

Theres another thing, he said, swinging round suddenly and causing his sister to drop another stitch. Maybe you think hes some kind of a Dago, this guy? Maybe thats whats biting you. Let me tell you that hes an American — pretty near as much an American as you are yourself.

Betty stared at him.

An American!

Dont believe it, eh? Well, let me tell you that his mother was born and raised in Jersey, and that he has lived all his life in the States. Hes no little runt of a Dago. No, sir. Hes a Harvard man, six-foot high and weighs two hundred pounds. Thats the sort of man he is. I guess thats not American enough for you, maybe? No?

You do shout so, Bennie! murmured Miss Scobell. Im sure theres no need.

Betty uttered a cry. Something had told her who he was, this Harvard man who had sold himself. That species of sixth sense which lies undeveloped at the back of our minds during the ordinary happenings of life wakes sometimes in moments of keen emotion. At its highest, it is prophecy; at its lowest, a vague presentiment. It woke in Betty now. There was no particular reason why she should have connected her stepfathers words with John. The term he had used was an elastic one. Among the visitors to the island there were probably several Harvard men. But somehow she knew.

Who is he? she cried. What was his name before he — when he — ?

His name? said Mr. Scobell. John Maude. Maude was his mothers name. She was a Miss Westley. Here, where are you going?

Betty was walking slowly toward the door. Something in her face checked Mr. Scobell.

I want to think, she said quietly. Im going out.



In days of old, in the age of legend, omens warned heroes of impending doom. But to-day the gods have grown weary, and we rush unsuspecting on our fate. No owl hooted, no thunder rolled from the blue sky as John went up the path to meet the white dress that gleamed between the trees.

His heart was singing within him. She had come. She had not forgotten, or changed her mind, or willfully abandoned him. His mood lightened swiftly. Humility vanished. He was not such an outcast, after all. He was someone. He was the man Betty Silver had come to meet.

But with the sight of her face came reaction.

Her face was pale and cold and hard. She did not speak or smile. As she drew near she looked at him, and there was that in her look which set a chill wind blowing through the world and cast a veil across the sun.

And in this bleak world they stood silent and motionless while eons rolled by.

Betty was the first to speak.

Im late, she said.

John searched in his brain for words, and came empty away. He shook his head dumbly.

Shall we sit down? said Betty.

John indicated silently the sandstone rock on which he had been communing with himself.

They sat down. A sense of being preposterously and indecently big obsessed John. There seemed no end to him. Wherever he looked, there were hands and feet and legs. He was a vast blot on the face of the earth. He glanced out of the corner of his eye at Betty. She was gazing out to sea.

He dived into his brain again. It was absurd! There must be something to say.

And then he realized that a worse thing had befallen. He had no voice. It had gone. He knew that, try he never so hard to speak, he would not be able to utter a word. A nightmare feeling of unreality came upon him. Had he ever spoken? Had he ever done anything but sit dumbly on that rock, looking at those sea gulls out in the water?

He shot another swift glance at Betty, and a thrill went through him. There were tears in her eyes.

The next moment — the action was almost automatic — his left hand was clasping her right, and he was moving along the rock to her side.

She snatched her hand away.

His brain, ransacked for the third time, yielded a single word.

Betty!

She got up quickly.

In the confused state of his mind, John found it necessary if he were to speak at all, to say the essential thing in the shortest possible way. Polished periods are not for the man who is feeling deeply.

He blurted out, huskily, I love you! and finding that this was all that he could say, was silent.

Even to himself the words, as he spoke them, sounded bald and meaningless. To Betty, shaken by her encounter with Mr. Scobell, they sounded artificial, as if he were forcing himself to repeat a lesson. They jarred upon her.

Dont! she said sharply. Oh, dont!

Her voice stabbed him. It could not have stirred him more if she had uttered a cry of physical pain.

Dont! I know. Ive been told.

Been told?

She went on quickly.

I know all about it. My stepfather has just told me. He said — he said you were his— she choked— his hired man; that he paid you to stay here and advertise the Casino. Oh, its too horrible! That it should be you! You, who have been — you cant understand what you — have been to me — ever since we met; you couldnt understand. I cant tell you — a sort of help — something — something that — I cant put it into words. Only it used to help me just to think of you. It was almost impersonal. I didnt mind if I never saw you again. I didnt expect ever to see you again. It was just being able to think of you. It helped — you were something I could trust. Something strong — solid. She laughed bitterly. I suppose I made a hero of you. Girls are fools. But it helped me to feel that there was one man alive who — who put his honor above money—

She broke off. John stood motionless, staring at the ground. For the first time in his easy-going life he knew shame. Even now he had not grasped to the full the purport of her words. The scales were falling from his eyes, but as yet he saw but dimly.

She began to speak again, in a low, monotonous voice, almost as if she were talking to herself. She was looking past him, at the gulls that swooped and skimmed above the glittering water.

Im so tired of money — money — money. Everythings money. Isnt there a man in the world who wont sell himself? I thought that you — I suppose Im stupid. Its business, I suppose. One expects too much.

She looked at him wearily.

Good-by, she said. Im going.

He did not move.

She turned, and went slowly up the path. Still he made no movement. A spell seemed to be on him. His eyes never left her as she passed into the shadow of the trees. For a moment her white dress stood out clearly. She had stopped. With his whole soul he prayed that she would look back. But she moved on once more, and was gone. And suddenly a strange weakness came upon John. He trembled. The hillside flickered before his eyes for an instant, and he clutched at the sandstone rock to steady himself.

Then his brain cleared, and he found himself thinking swiftly. He could not let her go like this. He must overtake her. He must stop her. He must speak to her. He must say — he did not know what it was that he would say — anything, so that he spoke to her again.

He raced up the path, calling her name. No answer came to his cries. Above him lay the hillside, dozing in the noonday sun; below, the Mediterranean, sleek and blue, without a ripple. He stood alone in a land of silence and sleep.


CHAPTER VIII. AN ULTIMATUM FROM THE THRONE
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AT HALF-PAST TWELVE that morning business took Mr. Benjamin Scobell to the royal Palace. He was not a man who believed in letting the grass grow under his feet. He prided himself on his briskness of attack. Every now and then Mr. Crump, searching the newspapers, would discover and hand to him a paragraph alluding to his hustling methods. When this happened, he would preserve the clipping and carry it about in his vest-pocket with his cigars till time and friction wore it away. He liked to think of himself as swift and sudden — the Human Thunderbolt.

In this matter of the royal alliance, it was his intention to have at it and clear it up at once. Having put his views clearly before Betty, he now proposed to lay them with equal clarity before the Prince. There was no sense in putting the thing off. The sooner all parties concerned understood the position of affairs, the sooner the business would be settled.

That Betty had not received his information with joy did not distress him. He had a poor opinion of the feminine intelligence. Girls got their minds full of nonsense from reading novels and seeing plays — like Betty. Betty objected to those who were wiser than herself providing a perfectly good prince for her to marry. Some fool notion of romance, of course. Not that he was angry. He did not blame her any more than the surgeon blames a patient for the possession of an unsuitable appendix. There was no animus in the matter. Her mind was suffering from foolish ideas, and he was the surgeon whose task it was to operate upon it. That was all. One had to expect foolishness in women. It was their nature. The only thing to do was to tie a rope to them and let them run around till they were tired of it, then pull them in. He saw his way to managing Betty.

Nor did he anticipate trouble with John. He had taken an estimate of Johns character, and it did not seem to him likely that it contained unsuspected depths. He set John down, as he had told Betty, as a young man acute enough to know when he had a good job and sufficiently sensible to make concessions in order to retain it. Betty, after the manner of woman, might make a fuss before yielding to the inevitable, but from level-headed John he looked for placid acquiescence.

His mood, as the automobile whirred its way down the hill toward the town, was sunny. He looked on life benevolently and found it good. The view appealed to him more than it had managed to do on other days. As a rule, he was the man of blood and iron who had no time for admiring scenery, but to-day he vouchsafed it a not unkindly glance. It was certainly a dandy little place, this island of his. A vineyard on the right caught his eye. He made a mental note to uproot it and run up a hotel in its place. Further down the hill, he selected a site for a villa, where the mimosa blazed, and another where at present there were a number of utterly useless violets. A certain practical element was apt, perhaps, to color Mr. Scobells half-hours with nature.

The sight of the steamboat leaving the harbor on its journey to Marseilles gave him another idea. Now that Mervo was a going concern, a real live proposition, it was high time that it should have an adequate service of boats. The present system of one a day was absurd. He made a note to look into the matter. These people wanted waking up.

Arriving at the Palace, he was informed that His Highness had gone out shortly after breakfast, and had not returned. The majordomo gave the information with a tinkle of disapproval in his voice. Before taking up his duties at Mervo, he had held a similar position in the household of a German prince, where rigid ceremonial obtained, and Johns cheerful disregard of the formalities frankly shocked him. To take the present case for instance: When His Highness of Swartzheim had felt inclined to enjoy the air of a morning, it had been a domestic event full of stir and pomp. He had not merely crammed a soft hat over his eyes and strolled out with his hands in his pockets, but without a word to his household staff as to where he was going or when he might be expected to return.

Mr. Scobell received the news equably, and directed his chauffeur to return to the villa. He could not have done better, for, on his arrival, he was met with the information that His Highness had called to see him shortly after he had left, and was now waiting in the morning-room.

The sound of footsteps came to Mr. Scobells ears as he approached the room. His Highness appeared to be pacing the floor like a caged animal at the luncheon hour. The resemblance was heightened by the expression in the royal eye as His Highness swung round at the opening of the door and faced the financier.

Why, say, Prince, said Mr. Scobell, this is lucky. I been looking for you. I just been to the Palace, and the main guy there told me you had gone out.

I did. And I met your stepdaughter.

Mr. Scobell was astonished. Fate was certainly smoothing his way if it arranged meetings between Betty and the Prince before he had time to do it himself. There might be no need for the iron hand after all.

You did? he said. Say, how the Heck did you come to do that? What did you know about Betty?

Miss Silver and I had met before, in America, when I was in college.

Mr. Scobell slapped his thigh joyously.

Gee, its all working out like a fiction story in the magazines!

Is it? said John. How? And, for the matter of that, what?

Mr. Scobell answered question with question. Say, Prince, you and Betty were pretty good friends in the old days, I guess?

John looked at him coldly.

We wont discuss that, if you dont mind, he said.

His tone annoyed Mr. Scobell. Off came the velvet glove, and the iron hand displayed itself. His green eyes glowed dully and the tip of his nose wriggled, as was its habit in times of emotion.

Is that so? he cried, regarding John with disfavor. Well, I guess! Wont discuss it! You gotta discuss it, Your Royal Texas League Highness! You want making a head shorter, my bucko. You—

Johns demeanor had become so dangerous that he broke off abruptly, and with an unostentatious movement, as of a man strolling carelessly about his private sanctum, put himself within easy reach of the door handle.

He then became satirical.

Maybe Your Serene, Imperial Two-by-Fourness would care to suggest a subject we can discuss?

John took a step forward.

Yes, I will, he said between his teeth. You were talking to Miss Silver about me this morning. She told me one or two of the things you said, and they opened my eyes. Until I heard them, I had not quite understood my position. I do now. You said, among other things, that I was your hired man.

It wasnt intended for you to hear, said Mr. Scobell, slightly mollified, and Betty shouldnt oughter have handed it to you. I dont wonder you feel raw. I wouldnt say that sort of thing to a guys face. Sure, no. Tacts my middle name. But, since you have heard it, well — !

Dont apologize. You were quite right. I was a fool not to see it before. No description could have been fairer. You might have said much more. You might have added that I was nothing more than a steerer for a gambling hell.

Oh, come, Prince!

There was a knock at the door. A footman entered, bearing, with a detached air, as if he disclaimed all responsibility, a letter on a silver tray.

Mr. Scobell slit the envelope, and began to read. As he did so his eyes grew round, and his mouth slowly opened till his cigar stump, after hanging for a moment from his lower lip, dropped off like an exhausted bivalve and rolled along the carpet.

Prince, he gasped, shes gone. Betty!

Gone! What do you mean?

Shes beaten it. Shes half-way to Marseilles by now. Gee, and I saw the darned boat going out!

Shes gone!

This is from her. Listen what she says:

By the time you read this I shall be gone. I am going back

to America as quickly as I can. I am giving this to a boy to

take to you directly the boat has started. Please do not try

to bring me back. I would sooner die than marry the Prince.

John started violently.

What! he cried.

Mr. Scobell nodded sympathy.

Thats what she says. She sure has it in bad for you. What does she mean? Seeing you and she are old friends—

I dont understand. Why does she say that to you? Why should she think that you knew that I had asked her to marry me?

Eh? cried Mr. Scobell. You asked her to marry you? And she turned you down! Prince, this beats the band. Say, you and I must get together and do something. The girls mad. See here, you arent wise to whats been happening. I been fixing this thing up. I fetched you over here, and then I fetched Betty, and I was going to have you two marry. I told Betty all about it this morning.

John cut through his explanations with a sudden sharp cry. A blinding blaze of understanding had flashed upon him. It was as if he had been groping his way in a dark cavern and had stumbled unexpectedly into brilliant sunlight. He understood everything now. Every word that Betty had spoken, every gesture that she had made, had become amazingly clear. He saw now why she had shrunk back from him, why her eyes had worn that look. He dared not face the picture of himself as he must have appeared in those eyes, the man whom Mr. Benjamin Scobells Casino was paying to marry her, the hired man earning his wages by speaking words of love.

A feeling of physical sickness came over him. He held to the table for support as he had held to the sandstone rock. And then came rage, rage such as he had never felt before, rage that he had not thought himself capable of feeling. It swept over him in a wave, pouring through his veins and blinding him, and he clung to the table till his knuckles whitened under the strain, for he knew that he was very near to murder.

A minute passed. He walked to the window, and stood there, looking out. Vaguely he heard Mr. Scobells voice at his back, talking on, but the words had no meaning for him.

He had begun to think with a curious coolness. His detachment surprised him. It was one of those rare moments in a mans life when, from the outside, through a breach in that wall of excuses and self-deception which he has been at such pains to build, he looks at himself impartially.

The sight that John saw through the wall was not comforting. It was not a heroic soul that, stripped of its defenses, shivered beneath the scrutiny. In another mood he would have mended the breach, excusing and extenuating, but not now. He looked at himself without pity, and saw himself weak, slothful, devoid of all that was clean and fine, and a bitter contempt filled him.

Outside the window, a blaze of color, Mervo smiled up at him, and suddenly he found himself loathing its exotic beauty. He felt stifled. This was no place for a man. A vision of clean winds and wide spaces came to him.

And just then, at the foot of the hill, the dome of the Casino caught the sun, and flashed out in a blaze of gold.

He swung round and faced Mr. Scobell. He had made up his mind.

The financier was still talking.

So thats how it stands, Prince, he was saying, and its up to us to get busy.

John looked at him.

I intend to, he said.

Good boy! said the financier.

To begin with, I shall run you out of this place, Mr. Scobell.

The other gasped.

There is going to be a cleaning-up, John went on. Ive thought it out. There will be no more gambling in Mervo.

Youre crazy with the heat! gasped Mr. Scobell. Abolish gambling? You cant.

I can. That concession of yours isnt worth the paper its written on. The Republic gave it to you. The Republics finished. If you want to conduct a Casino in Mervo, theres only one man who can give you permission, and thats myself. The acts of the Republic are not binding on me. For a week you have been gambling on this island without a concession and now its going to stop. Do you understand?

But, Prince, talk sense. Mr. Scobells voice was almost tearful. Its you who dont understand. Do, for the love of Mike, come down off the roof and talk sense. Do you suppose that these guys here will stand for this? Not on your life. Not for a minute. See here. Im not blaming you. I know you dont know what youre saying. But listen here. You must cut out this kind of thing. You mustnt get these ideas in your head. You stick to your job, and dont butt in on other folks. Do you know how long youd stay Prince of this joint if you started in to monkey with my Casino? Just about long enough to let you pack a collar-stud and a toothbrush into your grip. And after that there wouldnt be any more Prince, sonnie. You stick to your job and Ill stick to mine. Youre a mighty good Prince for all thats required of you. Youre ornamental, and youve got get-up in you. You just keep right on being a good boy, and dont start trying stunts off your own beat, and youll do fine. Dont forget that Im the big noise here. Im old Grayback from way back in Mervo. See! Ive only to twiddle my fingers and therell be a revolution and you for the Down-and-Out Club. Dont you forget it, sonnie.

John shrugged his shoulders.

Ive said all I have to say. Youve had your notice to quit. After to-night the Casino is closed.

But dont I tell you the people wont stand for it?

Thats for them to decide. They may have some self-respect.

Theyll fire you!

Very well. That will prove that they have not.

Prince, talk sense! You cant mean that youll throw away a hundred thousand dollars a year as if it was dirt!

It is dirt when its made that way. We neednt discuss it any more.

But, Prince!

Its finished.

But, say — !

John had left the room.

He had been gone several minutes before the financier recovered full possession of his faculties.

When he did, his remarks were brief and to the point.

Bug-house! he gasped. Abso-lutely bug-house!


CHAPTER IX. MERVO CHANGES ITS CONSTITUTION
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HUMOR, IF ONE looks into it, is principally a matter of retrospect. In after years John was wont to look back with amusement on the revolution which ejected him from the throne of his ancestors. But at the time its mirthfulness did not appeal to him. He was in a frenzy of restlessness. He wanted Betty. He wanted to see her and explain. Explanations could not restore him to the place he had held in her mind, but at least they would show her that he was not the thing he had appeared.

Mervo had become a prison. He ached for America. But, before he could go, this matter of the Casino must be settled. It was obvious that it could only be settled in one way. He did not credit his subjects with the high-mindedness that puts ideals first and money after. That military and civilians alike would rally to a man round Mr. Scobell and the Casino he was well aware. But this did not affect his determination to remain till the last. If he went now, he would be like a boy who makes a runaway ring at the doorbell. Until he should receive formal notice of dismissal, he must stay, although every day had forty-eight hours and every hour twice its complement of weary minutes.

So he waited, chafing, while Mervo examined the situation, turned it over in its mind, discussed it, slept upon it, discussed it again, and displayed generally that ponderous leisureliness which is the Mervians birthright.

Indeed, the earliest demonstration was not Mervian at all. It came from the visitors to the island, and consisted of a deputation of four, headed by the wizened little man, who had frowned at John in the Dutch room on the occasion of his meeting with Betty, and a stolid individual with a bald forehead and a walrus mustache.

The tone of the deputation was, from the first, querulous. The wizened man had constituted himself spokesman. He introduced the party — the walrus as Colonel Finch, the others as Herr von Mandelbaum and Mr. Archer-Cleeve. His own name was Pugh, and the whole party, like the other visitors whom they represented, had, it seemed, come to Mervo, at great trouble and expense, to patronize the tables, only to find these suddenly, without a word of warning, withdrawn from their patronage. And what the deputation wished to know was, What did it all mean?

We were amazed, sir — Your Highness, said Mr. Pugh. We could not — we cannot — understand it. The entire thing is a baffling mystery to us. We asked the soldiers at the door. They referred us to Mr. Scobell. We asked Mr. Scobell. He referred us to you. And now we have come, as the representatives of our fellow visitors to this island, to ask Your Highness what it means!

Have a cigar, said John, extending the box. Mr. Pugh waved aside the preferred gift impatiently. Not so Herr von Mandelbaum, who slid forward after the manner of one in quest of second base and retired with his prize to the rear of the little army once more.

Mr. Archer-Cleeve, a young man with carefully parted fair hair and the expression of a strayed sheep, contributed a remark.

No, but I say, by Jove, you know, I mean really, you know, what?

That was Mr. Archer-Cleeve upon the situation.

We have not come here for cigars, said Mr. Pugh. We have come here, Your Highness, for an explanation.

Of what? said John.

Mr. Pugh made an impatient gesture.

Do you question my right to rule this massive country as I think best, Mr. Pugh?

It is a high-handed proceeding, said the wizened little man.

The walrus spoke for the first time.

What say? he murmured huskily.

I said, repeated Mr. Pugh, raising his voice, that it was a high-handed proceeding, Colonel.

The walrus nodded heavily, in assent, with closed eyes.

Yah, said Herr von Mandelbaum through the smoke.

John looked at the spokesman.

You are from England, Mr. Pugh?

Yes, sir. I am a British citizen.

Suppose some enterprising person began to run a gambling hell in Piccadilly, would the authorities look on and smile?

That is an entirely different matter, sir. You are quibbling. In England gambling is forbidden by law.

So it is in Mervo, Mr. Pugh.

Tchah!

What say? said the walrus.

I said Tchah! Colonel.

Why? said the walrus.

Because His Highness quibbled.

The walrus nodded approvingly.

His Highness did nothing of the sort, said John. Gambling is forbidden in Mervo for the same reason that it is forbidden in England, because it demoralizes the people.

This is absurd, sir. Gambling has been permitted in Mervo for nearly a year.

But not by me, Mr. Pugh. The Republic certainly granted Mr. Scobell a concession. But, when I came to the throne, it became necessary for him to get a concession from me. I refused it. Hence the closed doors.

Mr. Archer-Cleeve once more. But— He paused. Forgotten what I was going to say, he said to the room at large.

Herr von Mandelbaum made some remark at the back of his throat, but was ignored.

John spoke again.

If you were a prince, Mr. Pugh, would you find it pleasant to be in the pay of a gambling hell?

That is neither here nor—

On the contrary, it is, very much. I happen to have some self-respect. Ive only just found it out, its true, but its there all right. I dont want to be a prince — take it from me, its a much overrated profession — but if Ive got to be one, Ill specialize. I wont combine it with being a bunco steerer on the side. As long as I am on the throne, this high-toned crap-shooting will continue a back number.

What say? said the walrus.

I said that, while I am on the throne here, people who feel it necessary to chant Come, little seven! must do it elsewhere.

I dont understand you, said Mr. Pugh. Your remarks are absolutely unintelligible.

Never mind. My actions speak for themselves. It doesnt matter how I describe it — what it comes to is that the Casino is closed. You can follow that? Mervo is no longer running wide open. The lid is on.

Then let me tell you, sir— Mr. Pugh brought a bony fist down with a thump on the table— that you are playing with fire. Understand me, sir, we are not here to threaten. We are a peaceful deputation of visitors. But I have observed your people, sir. I have watched them narrowly. And let me tell you that you are walking on a volcano. Already there are signs of grave discontent.

Already! cried John. Alreadys good. I guess they call it going some in this infernal country if they can keep awake long enough to take action within a year after a thing has happened. I dont know if you have any influence with the populace, Mr. Pugh — you seem a pretty warm and important sort of person — but, if you have, do please ask them as a favor to me to get a move on. Its no good saying that Im walking on a volcano. Im from Missouri. I want to be shown. Lets see this volcano. Bring it out and make it trot around.

You may jest—

Whos jesting? Im not. Its a mighty serious thing for me. I want to get away. The only thing thats keeping me in this forsaken place is this delay. These people are obviously going to fire me sooner or later. Why on earth cant they do it at once?

What say? said the walrus.

You may well ask, Colonel, said Mr. Pugh, staring amazed at John. His Highness appears completely to have lost his senses.

The walrus looked at John as if expecting some demonstration of practical insanity, but, finding him outwardly calm, closed his eyes and nodded heavily again.

I must say, dont you know, said Mr. Archer-Cleeve, it beats me, what?

The entire deputation seemed to consider that Johns last speech needed footnotes.

John was in no mood to supply them. His patience was exhausted.

I guess well call this conference finished, he said. Youve been told all you came to find out, — my reason for closing the Casino. If it doesnt strike you as a satisfactory reason, thats up to you. Do what you like about it. The one thing you may take as a solid fact — and you can spread it around the town as much as ever you please — is that it is closed, and is not going to be reopened while Im ruler here.

The deputation then withdrew, reluctantly.



On the following morning there came a note from Mr. Scobell. It was brief. Come on down before the shooting begins, it ran. John tore it up.

It was on the same evening that definite hostilities may be said to have begun.

Between the Palace and the market-place there was a narrow street of flagged stone, which was busy during the early part of the day but deserted after sundown. Along this street, at about seven oclock, John was strolling with a cigarette, when he was aware of a man crouching, with his back toward him. So absorbed was the man in something which he was writing on the stones that he did not hear Johns approach, and the latter, coming up from behind was enabled to see over his shoulder. In large letters of chalk he read the words: Conspuez le Prince.

Johns knowledge of French was not profound, but he could understand this, and it annoyed him.

As he looked, the man, squatting on his heels, bent forward to touch up one of the letters. If he had been deliberately posing, he could not have assumed a more convenient attitude.

John had been a footballer before he was a prince. The temptation was too much for him. He drew back his foot — 

There was a howl and a thud, and John resumed his stroll. The first gun from Fort Sumter had been fired.



Early next morning a window at the rear of the palace was broken by a stone, and toward noon one of the soldiers on guard in front of the Casino was narrowly missed by an anonymous orange. For Mervo this was practically equivalent to the attack on the Bastille, and John, when the report of the atrocities was brought to him, became hopeful.

But the effort seemed temporarily to have exhausted the fury of the mob. The rest of that day and the whole of the next passed without sensation.

After breakfast on the following morning Mr. Crump paid a visit to the Palace. John was glad to see him. The staff of the Palace were loyal, but considered as cheery companions, they were handicapped by the fact that they spoke no English, while John spoke no French.

Mr. Crump was the bearer of another note from Mr. Scobell. This time John tore it up unread, and, turning to the secretary, invited him to sit down and make himself at home.

Sipping a cocktail and smoking one of Johns cigars, Mr. Crump became confidential.

This is a queer business, he said. Old Ben is chewing pieces out of the furniture up there. Hes mad clean through. Hes losing money all the while the people are making up their minds about this thing, and it beats him why theyre so slow.

It beats me, too. I dont believe these hook-worm victims ever turned my father out. Or, if they did, somebody must have injected radium into them first. Ill give them another couple of days, and, if they havent fixed it by then, Ill go, and leave them to do what they like about it.

Go! Do you want to go?

Of course I want to go! Do you think I like stringing along in this musical comedy island? Im crazy to get back to America. I dont blame you, Crump, because it was not your fault, but, by George! if I had known what you were letting me in for when you carried me off here, Id have called up the police reserves. Hello! Whats this?

He rose to his feet as the sound of agitated voices came from the other side of the door. The next moment it flew open, revealing General Poineau and an assorted group of footmen and other domestics. Excitement seemed to be in the air.

General Poineau rushed forward into the room, and flung his arms above his head. Then he dropped them to his side, and shrugged his shoulders, finishing in an attitude reminiscent of Plate 6 (Despair) in The Home Reciter.

Mon Prince! he moaned.

A perfect avalanche of French burst from the group outside the door.

Crump! cried John. Stand by me, Crump! Get busy! This is where you make your big play. Never mind the chorus gentlemen in the passage. Concentrate yourself on Poineau. Whats he talking about? I believe hes come to tell me the people have wakened up. Offer him a cocktail. Whats the French for corpse-reviver? Get busy, Crump.

The general had begun to speak rapidly, with a wealth of gestures. It astonished John that Mr. Crump could follow the harangue as apparently he did.

Well? said John.

Mr. Crump looked grave.

He says there is a large mob in the market-place. They are talking—

They would be!

 — of moving in force on the Palace. The Palace Guards have gone over to the people. General Poineau urges you to disguise yourself and escape while there is time. You will be safe at his villa till the excitement subsides, when you can be smuggled over to France during the night—

Not for mine, said John, shaking his head. Its mighty good of you, General, and I appreciate it, but I cant wait till night. The boat leaves for Marseilles in another hour. Ill catch that. I can manage it comfortably. Ill go up and pack my grip. Crump, entertain the General while Im gone, will you? I wont be a moment.

But as he left the room there came through the open window the mutter of a crowd. He stopped. General Poineau whipped out his sword, and brought it to the salute. John patted him on the shoulder.

Youre a sport, General, he said, but we shant want it. Come along, Crump. Come and help me address the multitude.

The window of the room looked out on to a square. There was a small balcony with a stone parapet. As John stepped out, a howl of rage burst from the mob.

John walked on to the balcony, and stood looking down on them, resting his arms on the parapet. The howl was repeated, and from somewhere at the back of the crowd came the sharp crack of a rifle, and a shot, the first and last of the campaign, clipped a strip of flannel from the collar of his coat and splashed against the wall.

A broad smile spread over his face.

If he had studied for a year, he could not have hit on a swifter or more effective method of quieting the mob. There was something so engaging and friendly in his smile that the howling died away and fists that has been shaken unclenched themselves and fell. There was an expectant silence in the square.

John beckoned to Crump, who came on to the balcony with some reluctance, being mistrustful of the unseen sportsman with the rifle.

Tell em its all right, Crump, and that theres no call for any fuss. From their manner I gather that I am no longer needed on this throne. Ask them if thats right?

A small man, who appeared to be in command of the crowd, stepped forward as the secretary finished speaking, and shouted some words which drew a murmur of approval from his followers.

He wants to know, interpreted Mr. Crump, if you will allow the Casino to open again.

Tell him no, but add that I shall be tickled to death to abdicate, if thats what they want. Speed them up, old man. Tell them to make up their minds on the jump, because I want to catch that boat. Dont let them get to discussing it, or theyll stand there talking till sunset. Yes or no. Thats the idea.

There was a moments surprised silence when Mr. Crump had spoken. The Mervian mind was unused to being hustled in this way. Then a voice shouted, as it were tentatively, Vive la Republique! and at once the cry was taken up on all sides.

John beamed down on them.

Thats right, he said. Bully! I knew you could get a move on as quick as anyone else, if you gave your minds to it. This is what I call something like a revolution. Its a model to every country in the world. But I guess we must close down the entertainment now, or I shall be missing the boat. Will you tell them, Crump, that any citizen who cares for a drink and a cigar will find it in the Palace. Tell the household staff to stand by to pull corks. Its dry work revolutionizing. And now I really must be going. Ive run it mighty fine. Slip one of these fellows down there half a dollar and send him to fetch a cab. I must step lively.



Five minutes later the revolutionists, obviously embarrassed and ill at ease, were sheepishly gulping down their refreshment beneath the stony eye of the majordomo and his assistants, while upstairs in the state bedroom the deposed Prince was whistling Dixie and packing the royal pajamas into a suitcase.


CHAPTER X. MRS. OAKLEY

[image: img133.jpg]

BETTY, WHEN SHE stepped on board the boat for Marseilles, had had no definite plan of action. She had been caught up and swept away by an over-mastering desire for escape that left no room in her mind for thoughts of the morrow. It was not till the train was roaring its way across southern France that she found herself sufficiently composed to review her position and make plans.

She would not go back. She could not. The words she had used in her letter to Mr. Scobell were no melodramatic rhetoric. They were a plain and literal statement of the truth. Death would be infinitely preferable to life at Mervo on her stepfathers conditions.

But, that settled, what then? What was she to do? The gods are businesslike. They sell; they do not give. And for what they sell they demand a heavy price. We may buy life of them in many ways: with our honor, our health, our independence, our happiness, with our brains or with our hands. But somehow or other, in whatever currency we may choose to pay it, the price must be paid.

Betty faced the problem. What had she? What could she give? Her independence? That, certainly. She saw now what a mockery that fancied independence had been. She had come and gone as she pleased, her path smoothed by her stepfathers money, and she had been accustomed to consider herself free. She had learned wisdom now, and could understand that it was only by sacrificing such artificial independence that she could win through to freedom. The world was a market, and the only independent people in it were those who had a market value.

What was her market value? What could she do? She looked back at her life, and saw that she had dabbled. She had a little of most things — enough of nothing. She could sketch a little, play a little, sing a little, write a little. Also — and, as she remembered it, she felt for the first time a tremor of hope — she could use a typewriter reasonably well. That one accomplishment stood out in the welter of her thoughts, solid and comforting, like a rock in a quicksand. It was something definite, something marketable, something of value for which persons paid.

The tremor of hope did not comfort her long. Her mood was critical, and she saw that in this, her one accomplishment, she was, as in everything else, an amateur. She could not compete against professionals. She closed her eyes, and had a momentary vision of those professionals, keen of face, leathern of finger, rattling out myriads of words at a dizzy speed. And, at that, all her courage suddenly broke; she drooped forlornly, and, hiding her face on the cushioned arm-rest, she began to cry.

Tears are the Turkish bath of the soul. Nature never intended woman to pass dry-eyed through crises of emotion. A casual stranger, meeting Betty on her way to the boat, might have thought that she looked a little worried, — nothing more. The same stranger, if he had happened to enter the compartment at this juncture, would have set her down at sight as broken-hearted beyond recovery. Yet such is the magic of tears that it was at this very moment that Betty was beginning to be conscious of a distinct change for the better. Her heart still ached, and to think of John even for an instant was to feel the knife turning in the wound, but her brain was clear; the panic fear had gone, and she faced the future resolutely once more. For she had just remembered the existence of Mrs. Oakley.



Only once in her life had Betty met her stepfathers celebrated aunt, and the meeting had taken place nearly twelve years ago. The figure that remained in her memory was of a pale-eyed, grenadier-like old lady, almost entirely surrounded by clocks. It was these clocks that had impressed her most. She was too young to be awed by the knowledge that the tall old woman who stared at her just like a sandy cat she had once possessed was one of the three richest women in the whole wide world. She only remembered thinking that the finger which emerged from the plaid shawl and prodded her cheek was unpleasantly bony. But the clocks had absorbed her. It was as if all the clocks in the world had been gathered together into that one room. There had been big clocks, with almost human faces; small, perky clocks; clocks of strange shape; and one dingy, medium-sized clock in particular which had made her cry out with delight. Her visit had chanced to begin shortly before eleven in the morning, and she had not been in the room ten minutes before there was a whirring, and the majority of the clocks began to announce the hour, each after its own fashion — some with a slow bloom, some with a rapid, bell-like sound. But the medium-sized clock, unexpectedly belying its appearance of being nothing of particular importance, had performed its task in a way quite distinct from the others. It had suddenly produced from its interior a shabby little gold man with a trumpet, who had blown eleven little blasts before sliding backward into his house and shutting the door after him. Betty had waited in rapt silence till he finished, and had then shouted eagerly for more.

Just as the beginner at golf may effect a drive surpassing that of the expert, so may a child unconsciously eclipse the practised courtier. There was no soft side to Mrs. Oakleys character, as thousands of suave would-be borrowers had discovered in their time, but there was a soft spot. To general praise of her collection of clocks she was impervious; it was unique, and she did not require you to tell her so, but exhibit admiration for the clock with the little trumpeter, and she melted. It was the one oasis of sentiment in the Sahara of her mental outlook, the grain of radium in the pitchblende. Years ago it had stood in a little New England farmhouse, and a child had clapped her hands and shouted, even as Betty had done, when the golden man slid from his hiding-place. Much water had flowed beneath the bridge since those days. Many things had happened to the child. But she still kept her old love for the trumpeter. The world knew nothing of this. The world, if it had known, would have been delighted to stand before the clock and admire it volubly, by the day. But it had no inkling of the trumpeters importance, and, when it came to visit Mrs. Oakley, was apt to waste its time showering compliments on the obvious beauties of the queens of the collection.

But Betty, ignoring these, jumped up and down before the dingy clock, demanding further trumpetings, and, turning to Mrs. Oakley, as one possessing influence, she was aware of a curious, intent look in the old ladys eyes.

Do you like that clock, my dear? said Mrs. Oakley.

Yes! Oh, yes!

Perhaps you shall have it some day, honey.

Betty was probably the only person who had been admitted to that room who would not, on the strength of this remark, have steered the conversation gently to the subject of a small loan. Instead, she ran to the old lady, and kissed her. And, as to what had happened after that, memory was vague. There had been some talk, she remembered, of a dollar to buy candy, but it had come to nothing, and now that she had grown older and had read the frequent paragraphs and anecdotes that appeared in the papers about her stepfathers aunt, she could understand why. She knew now what everybody knew of Mrs. Oakley — her history, her eccentricities, and the miserliness of which the papers spoke with a satirical lightness that seemed somehow but a thin disguise for what was almost admiration.

Mrs. Oakley was one of two children, a son and a daughter, of a Vermont farmer. Of her early life no records remain. Her public history begins when she was twenty-two and came to New York. After two years struggling, she found a position in the firm of one Redgrave. Those who knew her then speak of her as a tall, handsome girl, hard and intensely ambitious. From contemporary accounts she seems to have out-Nietzsched Nietzsche. Nietzsches vision stopped short at the superman. Jane Scobell was a superwoman. She had all the titanic selfishness and indifference to the comfort of others which marks the superman, and, in addition, undeniable good looks and a knowledge of the weaknesses of men. Poor Mr. Redgrave had not had a chance from the start. She married him within a year. Two years later, catching the bulls in an unguarded moment, Mr. Redgrave despoiled them of a trifle over three million dollars, and died the same day of an apoplectic stroke caused by the excitement of victory. His widow, after a tour in Europe, returned to the United States and visited Pittsburg. Any sociologist will support the statement that it is difficult, almost impossible, for an attractive widow, visiting Pittsburg, not to marry a millionaire, even if she is not particularly anxious to do so. If such an act is the primary object of her visit, the thing becomes a certainty. Groping through the smoke, Jane Redgrave seized and carried off no less a quarry than Alexander Baynes Oakley, a widower, whose income was one of the seven wonders of the world. In the fullness of time he, too, died, and Jane Oakley was left with the sole control of two vast fortunes.

She did not marry again, though it was rumored that it took three secretaries, working nine hours a day, to cope with the written proposals, and that butler after butler contracted clergymans sore throat through denying admittance to amorous callers. In the ten years after Alexander Baynes death, every impecunious aristocrat in the civilized world must have made his dash for the matrimonial pole. But her pale eyes looked them over, and dismissed them.

During those early years she was tempted once or twice to speculation. A failure in a cotton deal not only cured her of this taste, but seems to have marked the point in her career when her thoughts began to turn to parsimony. Until then she had lived in some state, but now, gradually at first, then swiftly, she began to cut down her expenses. Now we find her in an apartment in West Central Park, next in a Washington Square hotel, then in a Harlem flat, and finally — her last, fixed abiding-place — in a small cottage on Staten Island.

It was a curious life that she led, this woman who could have bought kingdoms if she had willed it. A Swedish maid-of-all-work was her only companion. By day she would walk in her little garden, or dust, arrange and wind up her clocks. At night, she would knit, or read one of the frequent reports that arrived at the cottage from charity workers on the East Side. Those were her two hobbies, and her only extravagances — clocks and charity.

Her charity had its limitations. In actual money she expended little. She was a theoretical philanthropist. She lent her influence, her time, and her advice, but seldom her bank balance. Arrange an entertainment for the delectation of the poor, and you would find her on the platform, but her name would not be on the list of subscribers to the funds. She would deliver a lecture on thrift to an audience of factory girls, and she would give them a practical example of what she preached.

Yet, with all its limitations, her charity was partly genuine. Her mind was like a country in the grip of civil war. One-half of her sincerely pitied the poor, burned at any story of oppression, and cried Give! but the other cried Halt! and held her back, and between the two she fell.



It was to this somewhat unpromising haven of refuge that Bettys mind now turned in her trouble. She did not expect great things. She could not have said exactly what she did expect. But, at least, the cottage on Staten Island offered a resting-place on her journey, even if it could not be the journeys end. Her mad dash from Mervo ceased to be objectless. It led somewhere.


CHAPTER XI. A LETTER OF INTRODUCTION
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NEW YORK, REVISITED, had much the same effect on Betty as it had had on John during his first morning of independence. As the liner came up the bay, and the great buildings stood out against the clear blue of the sky, she felt afraid and lonely. That terror which is said to attack immigrants on their first sight of the New York sky-line came to her, as she leaned on the rail, and with it a feeling of utter misery. By a continual effort during the voyage she had kept her thoughts from turning to John, but now he rose up insistently before her, and she realized all that had gone out of her life.

She rebelled against the mad cruelty of the fate which had brought them together again. It seemed to her now that she must always have loved him, but it had been such a vague, gentle thing, this love, before that last meeting — hardly more than a pleasant accompaniment to her life, something to think about in idle moments, a help and a support when things were running crosswise. She had been so satisfied with it, so content to keep him a mere memory. It seemed so needless and wanton to destroy her illusion.

Of love as a wild-beast passion, tearing and torturing quite ordinary persons like herself, she had always been a little sceptical. The great love poems of the world, when she read them, had always left her with the feeling that their authors were of different clay from herself and had no common meeting ground with her. She had seen her friends fall in love, as they called it, and it had been very pretty and charming, but as far removed from the frenzies of the poets as an amateurs snapshot of Niagara from the cataract itself. Elsa Keith, for instance, was obviously very fond and proud of Marvin, but she seemed perfectly placid about it. She loved, but she could still spare half an hour for the discussion of a new frock. Her soul did not appear to have been revolutionized in any way.

Gradually Betty had come to the conclusion that love, in the full sense of the word, was one of the things that did not happen. And now, as if to punish her presumption, it had leaped from hiding and seized her.

There was nothing exaggerated or unintelligible in the poets now. They ceased to be inhabitants of another world, swayed by curiously complex emotions. They were her brothers — ordinary men with ordinary feelings and a strange gift for expressing them. She knew now that it was possible to hate the man you loved and to love the man you hated, to ache for the sight of someone even while you fled from him.

It did not take her long to pass the Customs. A small grip constituted her entire baggage. Having left this in the keeping of the amiable proprietor of a near-by delicatessen store, she made her way to the ferry.

Her first enquiry brought her to the cottage. Mrs. Oakley was a celebrity on Staten Island.

At the door she paused for a moment, then knocked.

The Swede servant, she who had been there at her former visit, twelve years ago, received her stolidly. Mrs. Oakley was dusting her clocks.

Ask her if she can see me, said Betty. Im— great step-niece sounded too ridiculous— Im her niece, she said.

The handmaid went and returned, stolid as ever. Ay tal her vat yu say about niece, and she say she not knowing any niece, she announced.

Betty amended the description, and presently the Swede returned once more, and motioned her to enter.

Like so many scenes of childhood, the room of the clocks was sharply stamped on Bettys memory, and, as she came into it now, it seemed to her that nothing had changed. There were the clocks, all round the walls, of every shape and size, the big clocks with the human faces and the small, perky clocks. There was the dingy, medium-sized clock that held the trumpeter. And there, looking at her with just the old sandy-cat expression in her pale eyes, was Mrs. Oakley.

Even the possession of an income of eighteen million dollars and a unique collection of clocks cannot place a woman above the making of the obvious remark.

How you have grown! said Mrs. Oakley.

The words seemed to melt the chill that had gathered around Bettys heart. She had been prepared to enter into long explanations, and the knowledge that these would not be required was very comforting.

Do you remember me? she exclaimed.

You are the little girl who clapped her hands at the trumpeter, but you are not little now.

Im not so very big, said Betty, smiling. She felt curiously at home, and pity for the loneliness of this strange old woman caused her to forget her own troubles.

You look pretty when you smile, said Mrs. Oakley thoughtfully. She continued to look closely at her. You are in trouble, she said.

Betty met her eyes frankly.

Yes, she said.

The old woman bent her head over a Sevres china clock, and stroked it tenderly with her feather duster.

Why did you run away? she asked without looking up.

Betty had a feeling that the ground was being cut from beneath her feet. She had expected to have to explain who she was and why she had come, and behold, both were unnecessary. It was uncanny. And then the obvious explanation occurred to her.

Did my stepfather cable? she asked.

Mrs. Oakley laid down the feather duster and, opening a drawer, produced some sheets of paper — to the initiated eye plainly one of Mr. Scobells lengthy messages.

A wickedly extravagant cable, she said, frowning at it. He could have expressed himself perfectly well at a quarter of the expense.

Betty began to read. The dimple on her chin appeared for a moment as she did so. The tone of the message was so obsequious. There was no trace of the old peremptory note in it. The words dearest aunt occurred no fewer than six times in the course of the essay, its author being apparently reckless of the fact that it was costing him half a dollar a time. Mrs. Oakley had been quite right in her criticism. The gist of the cable was, Betty has run away to America dearest aunt ridiculous is sure to visit you please dearest aunt do not encourage her. The rest was pure padding.

Mrs. Oakley watched her with a glowering eye. If Bennie Scobell, she soliloquized, imagines that he can dictate to me— She ceased, leaving an impressive hiatus. Unhappy Mr. Scobell, convicted of dictation even after three dollars worth of dearest aunt!

Betty handed back the cable. Her chin, emblem of war, was tilted and advanced.

Ill tell you why I ran away, Aunt, she said.

Mrs. Oakley listened to her story in silence. Betty did not relate it at great length, for with every word she spoke, the thought of John stabbed her afresh. She omitted much that has been told in this chronicle. But she disclosed the essential fact, that Napoleonic Mr. Scobell had tried to force her into a marriage with a man she did not — she hesitated at the word — did not respect, she concluded.

Mrs. Oakley regarded her inscrutably for a while before replying.

Respect! she said at last. I have never met a man in my life whom I could respect. Harpies! Every one of them! Every one of them! Every one of them!

She was muttering to herself. It is possible that her thoughts were back with those persevering young aristocrats of her second widowhood. Certainly, if she had sometimes displayed a touch of the pirate in her dealings with man, man, it must be said in fairness, had not always shown his best side to her.

Respect! she muttered again. Did you like him, this Prince of yours?

Bettys eyes filled. She made no reply.

Well, never mind, said Mrs. Oakley. Dont cry, child! Im not going to press you. You must have hated him or else loved him very much, or you would never have run away.... Dictate to me! she broke off, half-aloud, her mind evidently once more on Mr. Scobells unfortunate cable.

Betty could bear it no longer.

I loved him! she cried. I loved him!

She was shaking with dry sobs. She felt the old womans eyes upon her, but she could not stop.

A sudden whirr cut through the silence. One of the large clocks near the door was beginning to strike the hour. Instantly the rest began to do the same, till the room was full of the noise. And above the din there sounded sharp and clear the note of the little trumpet.

The noise died away with metallic echoings.

Honey!

It was a changed voice that spoke. Betty looked up, and saw that the eyes that met hers were very soft. She moved quickly to the old womans side.

Honey, Im going to tell you something about myself that nobody dreams of. Betty, when I was your age, I ran away from a man because I loved him. It was just a little village tragedy, my dear. I think he was fond of me, but father was poor and her folks were the great people of the place, and he married her. And I ran away, like you, and went to New York.

Betty pressed her hand. It was trembling.

Im so sorry, she whispered.

I went to New York because I wanted to kill my heart. And I killed it. Theres only one way. Work! Work! Work! She was sitting bolt upright, and the soft look had gone out of her eyes. They were hard and fiery under the drawn brows. Work! Ah, I worked! I never rested. For two years. Two whole years. It fought back at me. It tore me to bits. But I wouldnt stop. I worked on, I killed it.

She stopped, quivering. Betty was cold with a nameless dismay. She felt as if she were standing in the dark on the brink of an abyss.

The old woman began to speak again.

Child, its the same with you. Your hearts tearing you. Dont let it! It will get worse and worse if you are afraid of it. Fight it! Kill it! Work!

She stopped again, clenching and unclenching her fingers, as if she were strangling some living thing. There was silence for a long moment.

What can you do? she asked suddenly.

Her voice was calm and unemotional again. The abruptness of the transition from passion to the practical took Betty aback. She could not speak.

There must be something, continued Mrs. Oakley. When I was your age I had taught myself bookkeeping, shorthand, and typewriting. What can you do? Can you use a typewriter?

Blessed word!

Yes, said Betty promptly.

Well?

Not very well?

Hm. Well, I expect you will do it well enough for Mr. Renshaw — on my recommendation. Ill give you a letter to him. He is the editor of a small weekly paper. I dont know how much he will offer you, but take it and work! Youll find him pleasant. I have met him at charity organization meetings on the East Side. Hes useful at the entertainments — does conjuring tricks — stupid, but they seem to amuse people. Youll find him pleasant. There.

She had been writing the letter of introduction during the course of these remarks. At the last word she blotted it, and placed it in an envelope.

Thats the address, she said. J. Brabazon Renshaw, Office of Peaceful Moments. Take it to him now. Good-by.

It was as if she were ashamed of her late display of emotion. She spoke abruptly, and her pale eyes were expressionless. Betty thanked her and turned to go.

Tell me how you get on, said Mrs. Oakley.

Yes, said Betty.

And work. Keep on working!

There was a momentary return of her former manner as she spoke the words, and Betty wavered. She longed to say something comforting, something that would show that she understood.

Mrs. Oakley had taken up the feather duster again.

Steena will show you out, she said curtly. And Betty was aware of the stolid Swede in the doorway. The interview was plainly at an end.

Good-by, Aunt, she said, and thank you ever so much — for everything.


CHAPTER XII— PEACEFUL MOMENTS
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THE MAN IN the street did not appear to know it, but a great crisis was imminent in New York journalism.

Everything seemed much as usual in the city. The cars ran blithely on Broadway. Newsboys shouted their mystic slogan, Wuxtry! with undiminished vim. Society thronged Fifth Avenue without a furrow on its brow. At a thousand street corners a thousand policemen preserved their air of massive superiority to the things of this world. Of all the four million not one showed the least sign of perturbation.

Nevertheless, the crisis was at hand. Mr. J. Brabazon Renshaw, Editor-in-chief of Peaceful Moments, was about to leave his post and start on a three-months vacation.

Peaceful Moments, as its name (an inspiration of Mr. Renshaws own) was designed to imply, was a journal of the home. It was the sort of paper which the father of the family is expected to take back with him from the office and read aloud to the chicks before bedtime under the shade of the rubber plant.

Circumstances had left the development of the paper almost entirely to Mr. Renshaw. Its contents were varied. There was a Moments in the Nursery page, conducted by Luella Granville Waterman and devoted mainly to anecdotes of the family canary, by Jane (aged six), and similar works of the younger set. There was a Moments of Meditation page, conducted by the Reverend Edwin T. Philpotts; a Moments among the Masters page, consisting of assorted chunks looted from the literature of the past, when foreheads were bulged and thoughts profound, by Mr. Renshaw himself; one or two other special pages; a short story; answers to correspondents on domestic matters; and a Moments of Mirth page, conducted by one B. Henderson Asher — a very painful affair.

The proprietor of this admirable journal was that Napoleon of finance, Mr. Benjamin Scobell.

That this should have been so is but one proof of the many-sidedness of that great man.

Mr. Scobell had founded Peaceful Moments at an early stage in his career, and it was only at very rare intervals nowadays that he recollected that he still owned it. He had so many irons in the fire now that he had no time to waste his brain tissues thinking about a paper like Peaceful Moments. It was one of his failures. It certainly paid its way and brought him a small sum each year, but to him it was a failure, a bombshell that had fizzled.

He had intended to do big things with Peaceful Moments. He had meant to start a new epoch in the literature of Manhattan.

I gottan idea, he had said to Miss Scobell. All this yellow journalism — red blood and all that — folks are tired of it. They want something milder. Wholesome, see what I mean? Theres money in it. Guys make a roll too big to lift by selling soft drinks, dont they? Well, Im going to run a soft-drink paper. See?

The enterprise had started well. To begin with, he had found the ideal editor. He had met Mr. Renshaw at a down-East gathering presided over by Mrs. Oakley, and his Napoleonic eye had seen in J. Brabazon the seeds of domestic greatness. Before they parted, he had come to terms with him. Nor had the latter failed to justify his intuition. He made an admirable editor. It was not Mr. Renshaws fault that the new paper had failed to electrify America. It was the public on whom the responsibility for the failure must be laid. They spoiled the whole thing. Certain of the faithful subscribed, it is true, and continued to subscribe, but the great heart of the public remained untouched. The great heart of the public declined to be interested in the meditations of Mr. Philpotts and the humor of Mr. B. Henderson Asher, and continued to spend its money along the bad old channels. The thing began to bore Mr. Scobell. He left the conduct of the journal more and more to Mr. Renshaw, until finally — it was just after the idea for extracting gold from sea water had struck him — he put the whole business definitely out of his mind. (His actual words were that he never wanted to see or hear of the darned thing again, inasmuch as it gave him a pain in the neck.) Mr. Renshaw was given a free hand as to the editing, and all matters of finance connected with the enterprise were placed in the hands of Mr. Scobells solicitors, who had instructions to sell the journal, if, as its owner crisply put it, they could find any chump who was enough of a darned chump to give real money for it. Up to the present the great army of chumps had fallen short of this ideal standard of darned chumphood.

Ever since this parting of the ways, Mr. Renshaw had been in his element. Under his guidance Peaceful Moments had reached a level of domesticity which made other so-called domestic journals look like sporting supplements. But at last the work had told upon him. Whether it was the effort of digging into the literature of the past every week, or the strain of reading B. Henderson Ashers Moments of Mirth is uncertain. At any rate, his labors had ended in wrecking his health to such an extent that the doctor had ordered him three months complete rest, in the woods or mountains, whichever he preferred; and, being a farseeing man, who went to the root of things, had absolutely declined to consent to Mr. Renshaws suggestion that he keep in touch with the paper during his vacation. He was adamant. He had seen copies of Peaceful Moments once or twice, and refused to permit a man in Mr. Renshaws state of health to come in contact with Luella Granville Watermans Moments in the Nursery and B. Henderson Ashers Moments of Mirth.

You must forget that such a paper exists, he said. You must dismiss the whole thing from your mind, live in the open, and develop some flesh and muscle.

Mr. Renshaw had bowed before the sentence, howbeit gloomily, and now, on the morning of Bettys departure from Mrs. Oakleys house with the letter of introduction, was giving his final instructions to his temporary successor.

This temporary successor in the editorship was none other than Johns friend, Rupert Smith, late of the News.

Smith, on leaving Harvard, had been attracted by newspaper work, and had found his first billet on a Western journal of the type whose society column consists of such items as Jim Thompson was to town yesterday with a bunch of other cheap skates. We take this opportunity of once more informing Jim that he is a liar and a skunk, and whose editor works with a pistol on his desk and another in his hip-pocket. Graduating from this, he had proceeded to a reporters post on a daily paper in Kentucky, where there were blood feuds and other Southern devices for preventing life from becoming dull. All this was good, but even while he enjoyed these experiences, New York, the magnet, had been tugging at him, and at last, after two eventful years on the Kentucky paper, he had come East, and eventually won through to the staff of the News.

His presence in the office of Peaceful Moments was due to the uncomfortable habit of most of the New York daily papers of cutting down their staff of reporters during the summer. The dismissed had, to sustain them, the knowledge that they would return, like the swallows, anon, and be received back into their old places; but in the meantime they suffered the inconvenience of having to support themselves as best they could. Smith, when, in the company of half-a-dozen others, he had had to leave the News, had heard of the vacant post of assistant editor on Peaceful Moments, and had applied for and received it. Whereby he was more fortunate than some of his late colleagues; though, as the character of his new work unrolled itself before him, he was frequently doubtful on that point. For the atmosphere of Peaceful Moments, however wholesome, was certainly not exciting, and his happened to be essentially a nature that needed the stimulus of excitement. Even in Park Row, the denizens of which street are rarely slaves to the conventional and safe, he had a well-established reputation in this matter. Others of his acquaintances welcomed excitement when it came to them in the course of the days work, but it was Smiths practise to go in search of it. He was a young man of spirit and resource.

His appearance, to those who did not know him, hardly suggested this. He was very tall and thin, with a dark, solemn face. He was a purist in the matter of clothes, and even in times of storm and stress presented an immaculate appearance to the world. In his left eye, attached to a cord, he wore a monocle.

Through this, at the present moment, he was gazing benevolently at Mr. Renshaw, as the latter fussed about the office in the throes of departure. To the editors rapid fire of advice and warning he listened with the pleased and indulgent air of a father whose infant son frisks before him. Mr. Renshaw interested him. To Smiths mind Mr. Renshaw, put him in any show you pleased, would alone have been worth the price of admission.

Well, chirruped the holiday-maker — he was a little man with a long neck, and he always chirruped— Well, I think that is all, Mr. Smith. Oh, ah, yes! The stenographer. You will need a new stenographer.

The Peaceful Moments stenographer had resigned her position three days before, in order to get married.

Unquestionably, Comrade Renshaw, said Smith. A blonde.

Mr. Renshaw looked annoyed.

I have told you before, Mr. Smith, I object to your addressing me as Comrade. It is not — it is not — er — fitting.

Smith waved a deprecating hand.

Say no more, he said. I will correct the habit. I have been studying the principles of Socialism somewhat deeply of late, and I came to the conclusion that I must join the cause. It looked good to me. You work for the equal distribution of property, and start in by swiping all you can and sitting on it. A noble scheme. Me for it. But I am interrupting you.

Mr. Renshaw had to pause for a moment to reorganize his ideas.

I think — ah, yes. I think it would be best perhaps to wait for a day or two in case Mrs. Oakley should recommend someone. I mentioned the vacancy in the office to her, and she said she would give the matter her attention. I should prefer, if possible, to give the place to her nominee. She—

 — has eighteen million a year, said Smith. I understand. Scatter seeds of kindness.

Mr. Renshaw looked at him sharply. Smiths face was solemn and thoughtful.

Nothing of the kind, the editor said, after a pause. I should prefer Mrs. Oakleys nominee because Mrs. Oakley is a shrewd, practical woman who — er — who — who, in fact—

Just so, said Smith, eying him gravely through the monocle. Entirely.

The scrutiny irritated Mr. Renshaw.

Do put that thing away, Mr. Smith, he said.

That thing?

Yes, that ridiculous glass. Put it away.

Instantly, said Smith, replacing the monocle in his vest-pocket. You object to it? Well, well, many people do. We all have these curious likes and dislikes. It is these clashings of personal taste which constitute what we call life. Yes. You were saying?

Mr. Renshaw wrinkled his forehead.

I have forgotten what I intended to say, he said querulously. You have driven it out of my head.

Smith clicked his tongue sympathetically. Mr. Renshaw looked at his watch.

Dear me, he said, I must be going. I shall miss my train. But I think I have covered the ground quite thoroughly. You understand everything?

Absolutely, said Smith. I look on myself as some engineer controlling a machine with a light hand on the throttle. Or like some faithful hound whose master—

Ah! There is just one thing. Mrs. Julia Burdett Parslow is a little inclined to be unpunctual with her Moments with Budding Girlhood. If this should happen while I am away, just write her a letter, quite a pleasant letter, you understand, pointing out the necessity of being in good time. She must realize that we are a machine.

Exactly, murmured Smith.

The machinery of the paper cannot run smoothly unless contributors are in good time with their copy.

Precisely, said Smith. They are the janitors of the literary world. Let them turn off the steam heat, and where are we? If Mrs. Julia Burdett Parslow is not up to time with the hot air, how shall our Girlhood escape being nipped in the bud?

And there is just one other thing. I wish you would correct a slight tendency I have noticed lately in Mr. Asher to be just a trifle — well, not precisely risky, but perhaps a shade broad in his humor.

Young blood! sighed Smith. Young blood!

Mr. Asher is a very sensible man, and he will understand. Well, that is all, I think. Now, I really must be going. Good-by, Mr. Smith.

Good-by.

At the door Mr. Renshaw paused with the air of an exile bidding farewell to his native land, sighed and trotted out.

Smith put his feet upon the table, flicked a speck of dust from his coat-sleeve, and resumed his task of reading the proofs of Luella Granville Watermans Moments in the Nursery.



He had not been working long, when Pugsy Maloney, the office boy, entered.

Say! said Pugsy.

Say on, Comrade Maloney.

Deres a loidy out dere wit a letter for Mr. Renshaw.

Have you acquainted her with the fact that Mr. Renshaw has passed to other climes?

Huh?

Have you, in the course of your conversation with this lady, mentioned that Mr. Renshaw has beaten it?

Sure, I did. And she says can she see you?

Smith removed his feet from the table.

Certainly, he said. Who am I that I should deny people these little treats? Ask her to come in, Comrade Maloney.


CHAPTER XIII. BETTY MAKES A FRIEND
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BETTY HAD APPEALED to Master Maloneys esthetic sense of beauty directly she appeared before him. It was with regret, therefore, rather than with the usual calm triumph of the office boy, that he informed her that the editor was not in. Also, seeing that she was evidently perturbed by the information, he had gone out of his way to suggest that she lay her business, whatever it might be, before Mr. Renshaws temporary successor.

Smith received her with Old-World courtesy.

Will you sit down? he said. Not to wait for Comrade Renshaw, of course. He will not be back for another three months. Perhaps I can help you. I am acting editor. The work is not light, he added gratuitously. Sometimes the cry goes round New York, Can Smith get through it all? Will his strength support his unquenchable spirit? But I stagger on. I do not repine. What was it that you wished to see Comrade Renshaw about?

He swung his monocle lightly by its cord. For the first time since she had entered the office Betty was rather glad that Mr. Renshaw was away. Conscious of her defects as a stenographer she had been looking forward somewhat apprehensively to the interview with her prospective employer. But this long, solemn youth put her at her ease. His manner suggested in some indefinable way that the whole thing was a sort of round game.

I came about the typewriting, she said.

Smith looked at her with interest.

Are you the nominee?

I beg your pardon?

Do you come from Mrs. Oakley?

Yes.

Then all is well. The decks have been cleared against your coming. Consider yourself engaged as our official typist. By the way, can you type?

Betty laughed. This was certainly not the awkward interview she had been picturing in her mind.

Yes, she said, but Im afraid Im not very good at it.

Never mind, said Smith. Im not very good at editing. Yet here I am. I foresee that we shall make an ideal team. Together, we will toil early and late till we whoop up this domestic journal into a shining model of what a domestic journal should be. What that is, at present, I do not exactly know. Excursion trains will be run from the Middle West to see this domestic journal. Visitors from Oshkosh will do it before going on to Grants tomb. What exactly is your name?

Betty hesitated. Yes, perhaps it would be better. Brown, she said.

Mine is Smith. The smiling child in the outer office is Pugsy Maloney, one of our most prominent citizens. Homely in appearance, perhaps, but one of us. You will get to like Comrade Maloney. And now, to touch on a painful subject — work. Would you care to start in now, or have you any other engagements? Perhaps you wish to see the sights of this beautiful little city before beginning? You would prefer to start in now? Excellent. You could not have come at a more suitable time, for I was on the very point of sallying out to purchase about twenty-five cents worth of lunch. We editors, Comrade Brown, find that our tissues need constant restoration, such is the strenuous nature of our duties. You will find one or two letters on that table. Good-by, then, for the present.

He picked up his hat, smoothed it carefully and with a courtly inclination of his head, left the room.

Betty sat down, and began to think. So she was really earning her own living! It was a stimulating thought. She felt a little bewildered. She had imagined something so different. Mrs. Oakley had certainly said that Peaceful Moments was a small paper, but despite that, her imagination had conjured up visions of bustle and activity, and a peremptory, overdriven editor, snapping out words of command. Smith, with his careful speech and general air of calm detachment from the noisy side of life, created an atmosphere of restfulness. If this was a sample of life in the office, she thought, the paper had been well named. She felt soothed and almost happy.

Interesting and exciting things, New York things, began to happen at once. To her, meditating, there entered Pugsy Maloney, the guardian of the gate of this shrine of Peace, a nonchalant youth of about fifteen, with a freckled, mask-like face, the expression of which never varied, bearing in his arms a cat. The cat was struggling violently, but he appeared quite unconscious of it. Its existence did not seem to occur to him.

Say! said Pugsy.

Betty was fond of cats.

Oh, dont hurt her! she cried anxiously.

Master Maloney eyed the cat as if he were seeing it for the first time.

I wasnt hoitin her, he said, without emotion. Dere was two fresh kids in the street sickin a dawg on to her. And I comes up and says, Gwan! What do youse tink youse doin, fussin de poor dumb animal? An one of de guys, he says, Gwan! Who do youse tink youse is? An I says, Im de guy whats goin to swat youse on de coco, smarty, if youse dont quit fussin de poor dumb animal. So wit dat he makes a break at swattin me one, but I swats him one, an I swats de odder feller one, an den I swats dem bote some more, an I gits de kitty, an I brings her in here, cos I tinks maybe yousell look after her. I cant be boddered myself. Cats is foolishness.

And, having finished this Homeric narrative, Master Maloney fixed an expressionless eye on the ceiling, and was silent.

How splendid of you, Pugsy! cried Betty. She might have been killed, poor thing.

She had it pretty fierce, admitted Master Maloney, gazing dispassionately at the rescued animal, which had escaped from his clutch and taken up a strong position on an upper shelf of the bookcase.

Will you go out and get her some milk, Pugsy? Shes probably starving. Heres a quarter. Will you keep the change?

Sure thing, assented Master Maloney.

He strolled slowly out, while Betty, mounting a chair, proceeded to chirrup and snap her fingers in the effort to establish the foundations of an entente cordiale with the cat.

By the time Pugsy returned, carrying a five-cent bottle of milk, the animal had vacated the shelf, and was sitting on the table, polishing her face. The milk having been poured into the lid of a tobacco tin, in lieu of a saucer, she suspended her operations and adjourned for refreshments, Pugsy, having no immediate duties on hand, concentrated himself on the cat.

Say! he said.

Well?

Dat kitty. Pipe de leather collar shes wearin.

Betty had noticed earlier in the proceedings that a narrow leather collar encircled the animals neck.

Guess I know where dat kitty belongs. Dey all has dose collars. I guess shes one of Bat Jarviss kitties. Hes got twenty-tree of dem, and dey all has dose collars.

Bat Jarvis?

Sure.

Who is he?

Pugsy looked at her incredulously.

Say! Aint youse never heard of Bat Jarvis? Hes — hes Bat Jarvis.

Do you know him?

Sure, I knows him.

Does he live near here?

Sure, he lives near here.

Then I think the best thing for you to do is to run round and tell him that I am taking care of his cat, and that he had better come and fetch it. I must be getting on with my work, or I shall never finish it.

She settled down to type the letters Smith had indicated. She attacked her task cautiously. She was one of those typists who are at their best when they do not have to hurry.

She was putting the finishing touches to the last of the batch, when there was a shuffling of feet in the outer room, followed by a knock on the door. The next moment there entered a short, burly young man, around whom there hung, like an aroma, an indescribable air of toughness, partly due, perhaps, to the fact that he wore his hair in a well-oiled fringe almost down to his eyebrows, thus presenting the appearance of having no forehead at all. His eyes were small and set close together. His mouth was wide, his jaw prominent. Not, in short, the sort of man you would have picked out on sight as a model citizen. He blinked furtively, as his eyes met Bettys, and looked round the room. His face lighted up as he saw the cat.

Say! he said, stepping forward, and touching the cats collar. Maam, mine!

Are you Mr. Jarvis? asked Betty.

The visitor nodded, not without a touch of complacency, as of a monarch abandoning his incognito.

For Mr. Jarvis was a celebrity.

By profession he was a dealer in animals, birds, and snakes. He had a fanciers shop on Groome Street, in the heart of the Bowery. This was on the ground floor. His living abode was in the upper story of that house, and it was there that he kept the twenty-three cats whose necks were adorned with leather collars.

But it was not the fact that he possessed twenty-three cats with leather collars that had made Mr. Jarvis a celebrity. A man may win a local reputation, if only for eccentricity, by such means. Mr. Jarvis reputation was far from being purely local. Broadway knew him, and the Tenderloin. Tammany Hall knew him. Long Island City knew him. For Bat Jarvis was the leader of the famous Groome Street Gang, the largest and most influential of the four big gangs of the East Side.

To Betty, so little does the world often know of its greatest men, he was merely a decidedly repellent-looking young man in unbecoming clothes. But his evident affection for the cat gave her a feeling of fellowship toward him. She beamed upon him, and Mr. Jarvis, who was wont to face the glare of rivals without flinching, avoided her eye and shuffled with embarrassment.

Im so glad shes safe! said Betty. There were two boys teasing her in the street. Ive been giving her some milk.

Mr. Jarvis nodded, with his eyes on the floor.

There was a pause. Then he looked up, and, fixing his gaze some three feet above her head, spoke.

Say! he said, and paused again. Betty waited expectantly.

He relaxed into silence again, apparently thinking.

Say! he said. Maam, obliged. Fond of de kit. I am.

Shes a dear, said Betty, tickling the cat under the ear.

Maam, went on Mr. Jarvis, pursuing his theme, obliged. Shant fergit it. Any time youre in bad, glad to be of service. Bat Jarvis. Groome Street. Anybodyll show youse where I live.

He paused, and shuffled his feet; then, tucking the cat more firmly under his arm, left the room. Betty heard him shuffling downstairs.

He had hardly gone, when the door opened again, and Smith came in.

So you have had company while I was away? he said. Who was the grandee with the cat? An old childhoods friend? Was he trying to sell the animal to us?

That was Mr. Bat Jarvis, said Betty.

Smith looked interested.

Bat! What was he doing here?

Betty related the story of the cat. Smith nodded thoughtfully.

Well, he said, I dont know that Comrade Jarvis is precisely the sort of friend I would go out of my way to select. Still, you never know what might happen. He might come in useful. And now, let us concentrate ourselves tensely on this very entertaining little journal of ours, and see if we cannot stagger humanity with it.


CHAPTER XIV. A CHANGE OF POLICY
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THE FEELING OF tranquillity which had come to Betty on her first acquaintance with Peaceful Moments seemed to deepen as the days went by, and with each day she found the sharp pain at her heart less vehement. It was still there, but it was dulled. The novelty of her life and surroundings kept it in check. New York is an egotist. It will suffer no divided attention. Look at me! says the voice of the city imperiously, and its children obey. It snatches their thoughts from their inner griefs, and concentrates them on the pageant that rolls unceasingly from one end of the island to the other. One may despair in New York, but it is difficult to brood on the past; for New York is the City of the Present, the City of Things that are Going On.

To Betty everything was new and strange. Her previous acquaintance with the metropolis had not been extensive. Mr. Scobells home — or, rather, the house which he owned in America — was on the outskirts of Philadelphia, and it was there that she had lived when she was not paying visits. Occasionally, during horse-show week, or at some other time of festivity, she had spent a few days with friends who lived in Madison or upper Fifth Avenue, but beyond that, New York was a closed book to her.

It would have been a miracle in the circumstances, if John and Mervo and the whole of the events since the arrival of the great cable had not to some extent become a little dream-like. When she was alone at night, and had leisure to think, the dream became a reality once more; but in her hours of work, or what passed for work in the office of Peaceful Moments, and in the hours she spent walking about the streets and observing the ways of this new world of hers, it faded. Everything was so bright and busy! Every moment had its fresh interest.

And, above all, there was the sense of adventure. She was twenty-four; she had health and an imagination; and almost unconsciously she was stimulated by the thrill of being for the first time in her life genuinely at large. The childs love of hiding dies hard in us. To Betty, to walk abroad in New York in the midst of hurrying crowds, just Betty Brown — one of four million and no longer the beautiful Miss Silver of the society column, was to taste the romance of disguise, or invisibility.

During office hours she came near to complete contentment. To an expert stenographer the amount of work to be done would have seemed ridiculously small, but Betty, who liked plenty of time for a task, generally managed to make it last comfortably through the day.

This was partly owing to the fact that her editor, when not actually at work himself, was accustomed to engage her in conversation, and to keep her so engaged until the entrance of Pugsy Maloney heralded the arrival of some caller.

Betty liked Smith. His odd ways, his conversation, and his extreme solicitude for his clothes amused her. She found his outlook on life refreshing. Smith was an optimist. Whatever cataclysm might occur, he never doubted for a moment that he would be comfortably on the summit of the debris when all was over. He amazed Betty with his stories of his reportorial adventures. He told them for the most part as humorous stories at his own expense, but the fact remained that in a considerable proportion of them he had only escaped a sudden and violent death by adroitness or pure good luck. His conversation opened up a new world to Betty. She began to see that in America, and especially in New York, anything may happen to anybody. She looked on Smith with new eyes.

But surely all this, she said one morning, after he had come to the end of the story of a highly delicate piece of interviewing work in connection with some Cumberland Mountains feudists, surely all this— She looked round the room.

Domesticity? suggested Smith.

Yes, said Betty. Surely it all seems rather tame to you?

Smith sighed.

Comrade Brown, he said, you have touched the spot with an unerring finger.

Since Mr. Renshaws departure, the flatness of life had come home to Smith with renewed emphasis. Before, there had always been the quiet entertainment of watching the editor at work, but now he was feeling restless. Like John at Mervo, he was practically nothing but an ornament. Peaceful Moments, like Mervo, had been set rolling and had continued to roll on almost automatically. The staff of regular contributors sent in their various pages. There was nothing for the man in charge to do. Mr. Renshaw had been one of those men who have a genius for being as busy over nothing as if it were some colossal work, but Smith had not that gift. He liked something that he could grip and that gripped him. He was becoming desperately bored. He felt like a marooned sailor on a barren rock of domesticity.

A visitor who called at the office at this time did nothing to remove this sensation of being outside everything that made life worth living. Betty, returning to the office one afternoon, found Smith in the doorway, just parting from a thickset young man. There was a rather gloomy expression on the thickset young mans face.

Smith, too, she noted, when they were back in the inner office, seemed to have something on his mind. He was strangely silent.

Comrade Brown, he said at last, I wish this little journal of ours had a sporting page.

Betty laughed.

Less ribaldry, protested Smith pained. This is a sad affair. You saw the man I was talking to? That was Kid Brady. I used to know him when I was out West. He wants to fight anyone in the country at a hundred and thirty-three pounds. We all have our hobbies. That is Comrade Bradys.

Is he a boxer?

He would like to be. Out West, nobody could touch him. Hes in the championship class. But he has been pottering about New York for a month without being able to get a fight. If we had a sporting page on Peaceful Moments we could do him some good, but I dont see how we can write him up, said Smith, picking up a copy of the paper, and regarding it gloomily, in Moments in the Nursery or Moments with Budding Girlhood.

He put up his eyeglass, and stared at the offending journal with the air of a vegetarian who has found a caterpillar in his salad. Incredulity, dismay, and disgust fought for precedence in his expression.

B. Henderson Asher, he said severely, ought to be in some sort of a home. Cain killed Abel for telling him that story.

He turned to another page, and scrutinized it with deepening gloom.

Is Luella Granville Waterman by any chance a friend of yours, Comrade Brown? No? I am glad. For it seems to me that for sheer, concentrated piffle, she is in a class by herself.

He read on for a few moments in silence, then looked up and fixed Betty with his monocle. There was righteous wrath in his eyes.

And people, he said, are paying money for this! Money! Even now they are sitting down and writing checks for a years subscription. It isnt right! Its a skin game. I am assisting in a carefully planned skin game!

But perhaps they like it, suggested Betty.

Smith shook his head.

It is kind of you to try and soothe my conscience, but it is useless. I see my position too clearly. Think of it, Comrade Brown! Thousands of poor, doddering, half-witted creatures in Brooklyn and Flatbush, who ought not really to have control of their own money at all, are getting buncoed out of whatever it is per annum in exchange for — how shall I put it in a forcible yet refined and gentlemanly manner? — for cats meat of this description. Why, selling gold bricks is honest compared with it. And I am temporarily responsible for the black business!

He extended a lean hand with melodramatic suddenness toward Betty. The unexpectedness of the movement caused her to start back in her chair with a little exclamation of surprise. Smith nodded with a kind of mournful satisfaction.

Exactly! he said. As I expected! You shrink from me. You avoid my polluted hand. How could it be otherwise? A conscientious green-goods man would do the same. He rose from his seat. Your attitude, he said, confirms me in a decision that has been in my mind for some days. I will no longer calmly accept this terrible position. I will try to make amends. While I am in charge, I will give our public something worth reading. All these Watermans and Ashers and Parslows must go!

Go!

Go! repeated Smith firmly. I have been thinking it over for days. You cannot look me in the face, Comrade Brown, and say that there is a single feature which would not be better away. I mean in the paper, not in my face. Every one of these punk pages must disappear. Letters must be despatched at once, informing Julia Burdett Parslow and the others, and in particular B. Henderson Asher, who, on brief acquaintance, strikes me as an ideal candidate for a lethal chamber — that, unless they cease their contributions instantly, we shall call up the police reserves. Then we can begin to move.

Betty, like most of his acquaintances, seldom knew whether Smith was talking seriously or not. She decided to assume, till he should dismiss the idea, that he meant what he said.

But you cant! she exclaimed.

With your kind cooperation, nothing easier. You supply the mechanical work. I will compose the letters. First, B. Henderson Asher. Dear Sir—

But— she fell back on her original remark— but you cant. What will Mr. Renshaw say when he comes back?

Sufficient unto the day. I have a suspicion that he will be the first to approve. His vacation will have made him see things differently — purified him, as it were. His conscience will be alive once more.

But—

Why should we worry ourselves because the end of this venture is wrapped in obscurity? Why, Columbus didnt know where he was going to when he set out. All he knew was some highly interesting fact about an egg. What that was, I do not at the moment recall, but I understand it acted on Columbus like a tonic. We are the Columbuses of the journalistic world. Full steam ahead, and see what happens. If Comrade Renshaw is not pleased, why, I shall have been a martyr to a good cause. It is a far, far better thing that I do than I have ever done, so to speak. Why should I allow possible inconvenience to myself to stand in the way of the happiness which we propose to inject into those Brooklyn and Flatbush homes? Are you ready then, once more? Dear Sir—

Betty gave in.

When the letters were finished, she made one more objection.

They are certain to call here and make a fuss, she said, Mr. Asher and the rest.

You think they will not bear the blow with manly fortitude?

I certainly do. And I think its hard on them, too. Suppose they depend for a living on what they make from Peaceful Moments?

They dont, said Smith reassuringly. Ive looked into that. Have no pity for them. They are amateurs — degraded creatures of substance who take the cocktails out of the mouths of deserving professionals. B. Henderson Asher, for instance, is largely interested in gents haberdashery. And so with the others. We touch their pride, perhaps, but not their purses.

Bettys soft heart was distinctly relieved by the information.

I see, she said. But suppose they do call, what will you do? It will be very unpleasant.

Smith pondered.

True, he said. True. I think you are right there. My nervous system is so delicately attuned that anything in the shape of a brawl would reduce it to a frazzle. I think that, for this occasion only, we will promote Comrade Maloney to the post of editor. He is a stern, hard, rugged man who does not care how unpopular he is. Yes, I think that would be best.

He signed the letters with a firm hand, per pro P. Maloney, editor.

Then he lit a cigarette, and leaned back in his chair.

An excellent mornings work, he said. Already I begin to feel the dawnings of a new self-respect.

Betty, thinking the thing over, a little dazed by the rapidity of Smiths method of action, had found a fresh flaw in the scheme.

If you send Mr. Asher and the others away, how are you going to bring the paper out at all? You cant write it all yourself.

Smith looked at her with benevolent admiration.

She thinks of everything, he murmured. That busy brain is never still. No, Comrade Brown, I do not propose to write the whole paper myself. I do not shirk work when it gets me in a corner and I cant side-step, but there are limits. I propose to apply to a few of my late companions of Park Row, bright boys who will be delighted to come across with red-hot stuff for a moderate fee.

And the proprietor of the paper? Wont he make any objection?

Smith shook his head with a touch of reproof.

You seem determined to try to look on the dark side. Do you insinuate that we are not acting in the proprietors best interests? When he gets his check for the receipts, after I have handled the paper awhile, he will go singing about the streets. His beaming smile will be a byword. Visitors will be shown it as one of the sights. His only doubt will be whether to send his money to the bank or keep it in tubs and roll in it. And anyway, he added, hes in Europe somewhere, and never sees the paper, sensible man.

He scratched a speck of dust off his coat-sleeve with his finger nail.

This is a big thing, he resumed. Wait till you see the first number of the new series. My idea is that Peaceful Moments shall become a pretty warm proposition. Its tone shall be such that the public will wonder why we do not print it on asbestos. We shall comment on all the live events of the week — murders, Wall Street scandals, glove fights, and the like, in a manner which will make our readers spines thrill. Above all, we shall be the guardians of the peoples rights. We shall be a spot light, showing up the dark places and bringing into prominence those who would endeavor in any way to put the people in Dutch. We shall detect the wrongdoer, and hand him such a series of resentful wallops that he will abandon his little games and become a model citizen. In this way we shall produce a bright, readable little sheet which will make our city sit up and take notice. I think so. I think so. And now I must be hustling about and seeing our new contributors. There is no time to waste.


CHAPTER XV. THE HONEYED WORD

[image: img133.jpg]

THE OFFICES OF Peaceful Moments were in a large building in a street off Madison Avenue. They consisted of a sort of outer lair, where Pugsy Maloney spent his time reading tales of life on the prairies and heading off undesirable visitors; a small room, into which desirable but premature visitors were loosed, to wait their turn for admission into the Presence; and a larger room beyond, which was the editorial sanctum.

Smith, returning from luncheon on the day following his announcement of the great change, found both Betty and Pugsy waiting in the outer lair, evidently with news of import.

Mr. Smith, began Betty.

Deyre in dere, said Master Maloney with his customary terseness.

Who, exactly? asked Smith.

De whole bunch of dem.

Smith inspected Pugsy through his eyeglass. Can you give me any particulars? he asked patiently. You are well-meaning, but vague, Comrade Maloney. Who are in there?

About steen of dem! said Pugsy.

Mr. Asher, said Betty, and Mr. Philpotts, and all the rest of them. She struggled for a moment, but, unable to resist the temptation, added, I told you so.

A faint smile appeared upon Smiths face.

Dey just butted in, said Master Maloney, resuming his narrative. I was sittin here, readin me book, when de foist of de guys blows in. Boy, says he, is de editor in? Nope, I says. Ill go in and wait, says he. Nuttin doin, says I. Nix on de goin-in act. I might as well have saved me breat! In he butts. In about tree minutes along comes another gazebo. Boy, says he, is de editor in? Nope, I says. Ill wait, says he, lightin out for de door, and in he butts. Wit dat I sees de propositions too fierce for muh. I cant keep dese big husky guys out if dey bucks center like dat. So when de rest of de bunch comes along, I dont try to give dem de trun down. I says, Well, gent, I says, its up to youse. De editor aint in, but, if you feels lonesome, push troo. Deres plenty dere to keep youse company. I cant be boddered!

And what more could you have said? agreed Smith approvingly. Tell me, did these gentlemen appear to be gay and light-hearted, or did they seem to be looking for someone with a hatchet?

Dey was hoppin mad, de whole bunch of dem.

Dreadfully, attested Betty.

As I suspected, said Smith, but we must not repine. These trifling contretemps are the penalties we pay for our high journalistic aims. I fancy that with the aid of the diplomatic smile and the honeyed word I may manage to win out. Will you come and give me your moral support, Comrade Brown?

He opened the door of the inner room for Betty, and followed her in.

Master Maloneys statement that about steen visitors had arrived proved to be a little exaggerated. There were five men in the room.

As Smith entered, every eye was turned upon him. To an outside spectator he would have seemed rather like a very well-dressed Daniel introduced into a den of singularly irritable lions. Five pairs of eyes were smoldering with a long-nursed resentment. Five brows were corrugated with wrathful lines. Such, however, was the simple majesty of Smiths demeanor that for a moment there was dead silence. Not a word was spoken as he paced, wrapped in thought, to the editorial chair. Stillness brooded over the room as he carefully dusted that piece of furniture, and, having done so to his satisfaction, hitched up the knees of his trousers and sank gracefully into a sitting position.

This accomplished, he looked up and started. He gazed round the room.

Ha! I am observed! he murmured.

The words broke the spell. Instantly the five visitors burst simultaneously into speech.

Are you the acting editor of this paper?

I wish to have a word with you, sir.

Mr. Maloney, I presume?

Pardon me!

I should like a few moments conversation.

The start was good and even, but the gentleman who said Pardon me! necessarily finished first, with the rest nowhere.

Smith turned to him, bowed, and fixed him with a benevolent gaze through his eyeglass.

Are you Mr. Maloney, may I ask? enquired the favored one.

The others paused for the reply. Smith shook his head. My name is Smith.

Where is Mr. Maloney?

Smith looked across at Betty, who had seated herself in her place by the typewriter.

Where did you tell me Mr. Maloney had gone to, Miss Brown? Ah, well, never mind. Is there anything I can do for you, gentlemen? I am on the editorial staff of this paper.

Then, maybe, said a small, round gentleman who, so far, had done only chorus work, you can tell me what all this means? My name is Waterman, sir. I am here on behalf of my wife, whose name you doubtless know.

Correct me if I am wrong, said Smith, but I should say it, also, was Waterman.

Luella Granville Waterman, sir! said the little man proudly. My wife, he went on, has received this extraordinary communication from a man signing himself P. Maloney. We are both at a loss to make head or tail of it.

It seems reasonably clear to me, said Smith, reading the letter.

Its an outrage. My wife has been a contributor to this journal since its foundation. We are both intimate friends of Mr. Renshaw, to whom my wifes work has always given complete satisfaction. And now, without the slightest warning, comes this peremptory dismissal from P. Maloney. Who is P. Maloney? Where is Mr. Renshaw?

The chorus burst forth. It seemed that that was what they all wanted to know. Who was P. Maloney? Where was Mr. Renshaw?

I am the Reverend Edwin T. Philpott, sir, said a cadaverous-looking man with light blue eyes and a melancholy face. I have contributed Moments of Meditation to this journal for some considerable time.

Smith nodded.

I know, yours has always seemed to me work which the world will not willingly let die.

The Reverend Edwins frosty face thawed into a bleak smile.

And yet, continued Smith, I gather that P. Maloney, on the other hand, actually wishes to hurry on its decease. Strange!

A man in a serge suit, who had been lurking behind Betty, bobbed into the open.

Wheres this fellow Maloney? P. Maloney. Thats the man we want to see. Ive been working for this paper without a break, except when I had the grip, for four years, and now up comes this Maloney fellow, if you please, and tells me in so many words that the papers got no use for me.

These are lifes tragedies, sighed Smith.

What does he mean by it? Thats what I want to know. And thats what these gentlemen want to know. See here—

I am addressing— said Smith.

Ashers my name. B. Henderson Asher. I write Moments of Mirth.

A look almost of excitement came into Smiths face, such a look as a visitor to a foreign land might wear when confronted with some great national monument. He stood up and shook Mr. Asher reverently by the hand.

Gentlemen, he said, reseating himself, this is a painful case. The circumstances, as you will admit when you have heard all, are peculiar. You have asked me where Mr. Renshaw is. I dont know.

You dont know! exclaimed Mr. Asher.

Nobody knows. With luck you may find a black cat in a coal cellar on a moonless night, but not Mr. Renshaw. Shortly after I joined this journal, he started out on a vacation, by his doctors orders, and left no address. No letters were to be forwarded. He was to enjoy complete rest. Who can say where he is now? Possibly racing down some rugged slope in the Rockies with two grizzlies and a wildcat in earnest pursuit. Possibly in the midst of Florida Everglades, making a noise like a piece of meat in order to snare alligators. Who can tell?

Silent consternation prevailed among his audience.

Then, do you mean to say, demanded Mr. Asher, that this fellow Maloneys the boss here, and that what he says goes?

Smith bowed.

Exactly. A man of intensely masterful character, he will brook no opposition. I am powerless to sway him. Suggestions from myself as to the conduct of the paper would infuriate him. He believes that radical changes are necessary in the policy of Peaceful Moments, and he will carry them through if it snows. Doubtless he would gladly consider your work if it fitted in with his ideas. A rapid-fire impression of a glove fight, a spine-shaking word picture of a railway smash, or something on those lines, would be welcomed. But—

I have never heard of such a thing, said Mr. Waterman indignantly.

In this life, said Smith, shaking his head, we must be prepared for every emergency. We must distinguish between the unusual and the impossible. It is unusual for the acting editor of a weekly paper to revolutionize its existing policy, and you have rashly ordered your life on the assumption that it is impossible. You are unprepared. The thing comes on you as a surprise. The cry goes round New York, Comrades Asher, Waterman, Philpotts, and others have been taken unawares. They cannot cope with the situation.

But what is to be done? cried Mr. Asher.

Nothing, I fear, except to wait. It may be that when Mr. Renshaw, having dodged the bears and eluded the wildcat, returns to his post, he will decide not to continue the paper on the lines at present mapped out. He should be back in about ten weeks.

Ten weeks!

Till then, the only thing to do is to wait. You may rely on me to keep a watchful eye on your interests. When your thoughts tend to take a gloomy turn say to yourselves, All is well. Smith is keeping a watchful eye on our interests.

All the same, I should like to see this P. Maloney, said Mr. Asher.

I shouldnt, said Smith. I speak in your best interests. P. Maloney is a man of the fiercest passions. He cannot brook interference. If you should argue with him, there is no knowing what might not happen. He would be the first to regret any violent action, when once he had cooled off, but — Of course, if you wish it I could arrange a meeting. No? I think you are wise. And now, gentlemen, as I have a good deal of work to get through — 

All very disturbing to the man of culture and refinement, said Smith, as the door closed behind the last of the malcontents. But I think that we may now consider the line clear. I see no further obstacle in our path. I fear I have made Comrade Maloney perhaps a shade unpopular with our late contributors, but these things must be. We must clench our teeth and face them manfully. He suffers in an excellent cause.


CHAPTER XVI. TWO VISITORS TO THE OFFICE
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THERE WAS ONCE an editor of a paper in the Far West who was sitting at his desk, musing pleasantly on life, when a bullet crashed through the window and imbedded itself in the wall at the back of his head. A happy smile lighted up the editors face. Ah! he said complacently, I knew that personal column of ours would make a hit!

What the bullet was to the Far West editor, the visit of Mr. Martin Parker to the offices of Peaceful Moments was to Smith.

It occurred shortly after the publication of the second number of the new series, and was directly due to Bettys first and only suggestion for the welfare of the paper.

If the first number of the series had not staggered humanity, it had at least caused a certain amount of comment. The warm weather had begun, and there was nothing much going on in New York. The papers were consequently free to take notice of the change in the policy of Peaceful Moments. Through the agency of Smiths newspaper friends, it received some very satisfactory free advertisement, and the sudden increase in the sales enabled Smith to bear up with fortitude against the numerous letters of complaint from old subscribers who did not know what was good for them. Visions of a large new public which should replace these Brooklyn and Flatbush ingrates filled his mind.

The sporting section of the paper pleased him most. The personality of Kid Brady bulked large in it. A photograph of the ambitious pugilist, looking moody and important in an attitude of self-defense, filled half a page, and under the photograph was the legend, Jimmy Garvin must meet this boy. Jimmy was the present holder of the light-weight title. He had won it a year before, and since then had confined himself to smoking cigars as long as walking sticks and appearing nightly in a vaudeville sketch entitled, A Fight for Honor. His reminiscences were being published in a Sunday paper. It was this that gave Smith the idea of publishing Kid Bradys autobiography in Peaceful Moments, an idea which won the Kids whole-hearted gratitude. Like most pugilists he had a passion for bursting into print. Print is the fighters accolade. It signifies that he has arrived. He was grateful to Smith, too, for not editing his contributions. Jimmy Garvin groaned under the supervision of a member of the staff of his Sunday paper, who deleted his best passages and altered the rest into Addisonian English. The readers of Peaceful Moments got their Brady raw.

Comrade Brady, said Smith meditatively to Betty one morning, has a singularly pure and pleasing style. It is bound to appeal powerfully to the many-headed. Listen to this. Our hero is fighting one Benson in the latters home town, San Francisco, and the audience is rooting hard for the native son. Here is Comrade Brady on the subject: I looked around that house, and I seen I hadnt a friend in it. And then the gong goes, and I says to myself how I has one friend, my old mother down in Illinois, and I goes in and mixes it, and then I seen Benson losing his goat, so I gives him a half-scissor hook, and in the next round I picks up a sleep-producer from the floor and hands it to him, and he takes the count. That is what the public wants. Crisp, lucid, and to the point. If that does not get him a fight with some eminent person, nothing will.

He leaned back in his chair.

What we really need now, he said thoughtfully, is a good, honest, muck-raking series. Thats the thing to put a paper on the map. The worst of it is that everything seems to have been done. Have you by any chance a second Frenzied Finance at the back of your mind? Or proofs that nut sundaes are composed principally of ptomaine and outlying portions of the American workingman? It would be the making of us.

Now it happened that in the course of her rambles through the city Betty had lost herself one morning in the slums. The experience had impressed itself on her mind with an extraordinary vividness. Her lot had always been cast in pleasant places, and she had never before been brought into close touch with this side of life. The sight of actual raw misery had come home to her with an added force from that circumstance. Wandering on, she had reached a street which eclipsed in cheerlessness even its squalid neighbors. All the smells and noises of the East Side seemed to be penned up here in a sort of canyon. The masses of dirty clothes hanging from the fire-escapes increased the atmosphere of depression. Groups of ragged children covered the roadway.

It was these that had stamped the scene so indelibly on her memory. She loved children, and these seemed so draggled and uncared-for.

Smiths words gave her an idea.

Do you know Broster Street, Mr. Smith? she asked.

Down on the East Side? Yes, I went there once to get a story, one red-hot night in August, when I was on the News. The Ice Company had been putting up their prices, and trouble was expected down there. I was sent to cover it.

He did not add that he had spent a weeks salary that night, buying ice and distributing it among the denizens of Broster Street.

Its an awful place, said Betty, her eyes filling with tears. Those poor children!

Smith nodded.

Some of those tenement houses are fierce, he said thoughtfully. Like Betty, he found himself with a singularly clear recollection of his one visit to Broster Street. But you cant do anything.

Why not? cried Betty. Oh, why not? Surely you couldnt have a better subject for your series? Its wicked. People only want to be told about them to make them better. Why cant we draw attention to them?

Its been done already. Not about Broster Street, but about other tenements. Tenements as a subject are played out. The public isnt interested in them. Besides, it wouldnt be any use. You cant tree the man who is really responsible, unless you can spend thousands scaring up evidence. The land belongs in the first place to some corporation or other. They lease it to a lessee. When theres a fuss, they say they arent responsible, its up to the lessee. And he, bright boy, lies so low you cant find out who it is.

But we could try, urged Betty.

Smith looked at her curiously. The cause was plainly one that lay near to her heart. Her face was flushed and eager. He wavered, and, having wavered, he did what no practical man should do. He allowed sentiment to interfere with business. He knew that a series of articles on Broster Street would probably be so much dead weight on the paper, something to be skipped by the average reader, but he put the thought aside.

Very well, he said. If you care to turn in a few crisp remarks on the subject, Ill print them.

Bettys first instalment was ready on the following morning. It was a curious composition. A critic might have classed it with Kid Bradys reminiscences, for there was a complete absence of literary style. It was just a wail of pity, and a cry of indignation, straight from the heart and split up into paragraphs.

Smith read it with interest, and sent it off to the printer unaltered.

Have another ready for next week, Comrade Brown, he said. Its a long shot, but this might turn out to be just what we need.

And when, two days after the publication of the number containing the article, Mr. Martin Parker called at the office, he felt that the long shot had won out.

He was holding forth on life in general to Betty shortly before the luncheon hour when Pugsy Maloney entered bearing a card.

Martin Parker? said Smith, taking it. I dont know him. We make new friends daily.

Hes a guy wit a tall-shaped hat, volunteered Master Maloney, an hes wearing a dude suit an shiny shoes.

Comrade Parker, said Smith approvingly, has evidently not been blind to the importance of a visit to Peaceful Moments. He has dressed himself in his best. He has felt, rightly, that this is no occasion for the flannel suit and the old straw hat. I would not have it otherwise. It is the right spirit. Show the guy in. We will give him audience.

Pugsy withdrew.

Mr. Martin Parker proved to be a man who might have been any age between thirty-five and forty-five. He had a dark face and a black mustache. As Pugsy had stated, in effect, he wore a morning coat, trousers with a crease which brought a smile of kindly approval to Smiths face, and patent-leather shoes of pronounced shininess.

I want to see the editor, he said.

Will you take a seat? said Smith.

He pushed a chair toward the visitor, who seated himself with the care inspired by a perfect trouser crease. There was a momentary silence while he selected a spot on the table on which to place his hat.

I have come about a private matter, he said, looking meaningly at Betty, who got up and began to move toward the door. Smith nodded to her, and she went out.

Say, said Mr. Parker, hasnt something happened to this paper these last few weeks? It used not to take such an interest in things, used it?

You are very right, responded Smith. Comrade Renshaws methods were good in their way. I have no quarrel with Comrade Renshaw. But he did not lead public thought. He catered exclusively to children with water on the brain and men and women with solid ivory skulls. I feel that there are other and larger publics. I cannot content myself with ladling out a weekly dole of predigested mental breakfast food. I—

Then you, I guess, said Mr. Parker, are responsible for this Broster Street thing?

At any rate, I approve of it and put it in the paper. If any husky guy, as Comrade Maloney would put it, is anxious to aim a swift kick at the author of that article, he can aim it at me.

I see, said Mr. Parker. He paused. It said Number one in the paper. Does that mean there are going to be more of them?

There is no flaw in your reasoning. There are to be several more.

Mr. Parker looked at the door. It was closed. He bent forward.

See here, he said, Im going to talk straight, if youll let me.

Assuredly, Comrade Parker. There must be no secrets, no restraint between us. I would not have you go away and say to yourself, Did I make my meaning clear? Was I too elusive?

Mr. Parker scratched the floor with the point of a gleaming shoe. He seemed to be searching for words.

Say on, urged Smith. Have you come to point out some flaw in that article? Does it fall short in any way of your standard for such work?

Mr. Parker came to the point.

If I were you, he said, I should quit it. I shouldnt go on with those articles.

Why? enquired Smith.

Because, said Mr. Parker.

He looked at Smith, and smiled slowly, an ingratiating smile. Smith did not respond.

I do not completely gather your meaning, he said. I fear I must ask you to hand it to me with still more breezy frankness. Do you speak from purely friendly motives? Are you advising me to discontinue the series because you fear that it will damage the literary reputation of the paper? Do you speak solely as a literary connoisseur? Or are there other reasons?

Mr. Parker leaned forward.

The gentleman whom I represent—

Then this is no matter of your own personal taste? There is another?

See here, Im representing a gentleman who shall be nameless, and Ive come on his behalf to tip you off to quit this game. These articles of yours are liable to cause him inconvenience.

Financial? Do you mean that he may possibly have to spend some of his spare doubloons in making Broster Street fit to live in?

Its not so much the money. Its the publicity. There are reasons why he would prefer not to have it made too public that hes the owner of the tenements down there.

Well, he knows what to do. If he makes Broster Street fit for a not-too-fastidious pig to live in—

Mr. Parker coughed. A tentative cough, suggesting that the situation was now about to enter upon a more delicate phase.

Now, see here, sir, he said, Im going to be frank. Im going to put my cards on the table, and see if we cant fix something up. Now, see here. We dont want any unpleasantness. You arent in this business for your health, eh? Youve got your living to make, same as everybody else, I guess. Well, this is how it stands. To a certain extent, I dont mind owning, since were being frank with one another, youve got us — thats to say, this gentleman Im speaking of — in a cleft stick. Frankly, that Broster Street story of yours has attracted attention — I saw it myself in two Sunday papers — and if theres going to be any more of them — Well, now, heres a square proposition. How much do you want to stop those articles? Thats straight. Ive been frank with you, and I want you to be frank with me. Whats your figure? Name it, and if you dont want the earth I guess we neednt quarrel.

He looked expectantly at Smith. Smith, gazing sadly at him through his monocle, spoke quietly, with the restrained dignity of some old Roman senator dealing with the enemies of the Republic.

Comrade Parker, he said, I fear that you have allowed your intercourse with this worldly city to undermine your moral sense. It is useless to dangle rich bribes before the editorial eyes. Peaceful Moments cannot be muzzled. You doubtless mean well, according to your somewhat murky lights, but we are not for sale, except at fifteen cents weekly. From the hills of Maine to the Everglades of Florida, from Portland, Oregon, to Melonsquashville, Tennessee, one sentence is in every mans mouth. And what is that sentence? I give you three guesses. You give it up? It is this: Peaceful Moments cannot be muzzled!

Mr. Parker rose.

Nothing doing, then? he said.

Nothing.

Mr. Parker picked up his hat.

See here, he said, a grating note in his voice, hitherto smooth and conciliatory, Ive no time to fool away talking to you. Ive given you your chance. Those stories are going to be stopped. And if youve any sense in you at all, youll stop them yourself before you get hurt. Thats all Ive got to say, and that goes.

He went out, closing the door behind him with a bang that added emphasis to his words.

All very painful and disturbing, murmured Smith. Comrade Brown! he called.

Betty came in.

Did our late visitor bite a piece out of you on his way out? He was in the mood to do something of the sort.

He seemed angry, said Betty.

He was angry, said Smith. Do you know what has happened, Comrade Brown? With your very first contribution to the paper you have hit the bulls-eye. You have done the state some service. Friend Parker came as the representative of the owner of those Broster Street houses. He wanted to buy us off. Weve got them scared, or he wouldnt have shown his hand with such refreshing candor. Have you any engagements at present?

I was just going out to lunch, if you could spare me.

Not alone. This lunch is on the office. As editor of this journal I will entertain you, if you will allow me, to a magnificent banquet. Peaceful Moments is grateful to you. Peaceful Moments, he added, with the contented look the Far West editor must have worn as the bullet came through the window, is, owing to you, going some now.



When they returned from lunch, and reentered the outer office, Pugsy Maloney, raising his eyes for a moment from his book, met them with the information that another caller had arrived and was waiting in the inner room.

Deres a guy in dere waitin to see youse, he said, jerking his head towards the door.

Yet another guy? This is our busy day. Did he give a name?

Says his names Maude, said Master Maloney, turning a page.

Maude! cried Betty, falling back.

Smith beamed.

Old John Maude! he said. Great! Ive been wondering what on earth hes been doing with himself all this time. Good-old John! Youll like him, he said, turning, and stopped abruptly, for he was speaking to the empty air. Betty had disappeared.

Wheres Miss Brown, Pugsy? he said. Where did she go?

Pugsy vouchsafed another jerk of the head, in the direction of the outer door.

Shes beaten it, he said. I seen her make a break for de stairs. Guess shes forgotten to remember someting, he added indifferently, turning once more to his romance of prairie life. Goils is bone-heads.


CHAPTER XVII. THE MAN AT THE ASTOR
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REFRAINING FROM DISCUSSING with Master Maloney the alleged bone-headedness of girls, Smith went through into the inner room, and found John sitting in the editorial chair, glancing through the latest number of Peaceful Moments.

Why, John, friend of my youth, he said, where have you been hiding all this time? I called you up at your office weeks ago, and an acid voice informed me that you were no longer there. Have you been fired?

Yes, said John. Why arent you on the News any more? Nobody seemed to know where you were, till I met Faraday this morning, who told me you were here.

Smith was conscious of an impression that in some subtle way John had changed since their last meeting. For a moment he could not have said what had given him this impression. Then it flashed upon him. Before, John had always been, like Mrs. Fezziwig in The Christmas Carol, one vast substantial smile. He had beamed cheerfully on what to him was evidently the best of all possible worlds. Now, however, it would seem that doubts had occurred to him as to the universal perfection of things. His face was graver. His eyes and his mouth alike gave evidence of disturbing happenings.

In the matter of confidences, Smith was not a believer in spade-work. If they were offered to him, he was invariably sympathetic, but he never dug for them. That John had something on his mind was obvious, but he intended to allow him, if he wished to reveal it, to select his own time for the revelation.

John, for his part, had no intention of sharing this particular trouble even with Smith. It was too new and intimate for discussion.

It was only since his return to New York that the futility of his quest had really come home to him. In the belief of having at last escaped from Mervo he had been inclined to overlook obstacles. It had seemed to him, while he waited for his late subjects to dismiss him, that, once he could move, all would be simple. New York had dispelled that idea. Logically, he saw with perfect clearness, there was no reason why he and Betty should ever meet again.

To retain a spark of hope beneath this knowledge was not easy and John, having been in New York now for nearly three weeks without any encouragement from the fates, was near the breaking point. A gray apathy had succeeded the frenzied restlessness of the first few days. The necessity for some kind of work that would to some extent occupy his mind was borne in upon him, and the thought of Smith had followed naturally. If anybody could supply distraction, it would be Smith. Faraday, another of the temporary exiles from the News, whom he had met by chance in Washington Square, had informed him of Smiths new position and of the renaissance of Peaceful Moments, and he had hurried to the office to present himself as an unskilled but willing volunteer to the cause. Inspection of the current number of the paper had convinced him that the Peaceful Moments atmosphere, if it could not cure, would at least relieve.

Faraday told me all about what you had done to this paper, he said. I came to see if you would let me in on it. I want work.

Excellent! said Smith. Consider yourself one of us.

Ive never done any newspaper work, of course, but—

Never! cried Smith. Is it so long since the dear old college days that you forget the Gridiron?

In their last year at Harvard, Smith and John, assisted by others of a congenial spirit, had published a small but lively magazine devoted to college topics, with such success — from one point of view — that on the appearance of the third number it was suppressed by the authorities.

You were the life and soul of the Gridiron, went on Smith. You shall be the life and soul of Peaceful Moments. You have special qualifications for the post. A young man once called at the office of a certain newspaper, and asked for a job. Have you any specialty? enquired the editor. Yes, replied the bright boy, I am rather good at invective. Any particular kind of invective? queried the man up top. No, replied our hero, just general invective. Such is your case, my son. You have a genius for general invective. You are the man Peaceful Moments has been waiting for.

If you think so—

I do think so. Let us consider it settled. And now, tell me, what do you think of our little journal?

Well — arent you asking for trouble? Isnt the proprietor — ?

Smith waved his hand airily.

Dismiss him from your mind, he said. He is a gentleman of the name of Benjamin Scobell, who—

Benjamin Scobell!

Who lives in Europe and never sees the paper. I happen to know that he is anxious to get rid of it. His solicitors have instructions to accept any reasonable offer. If only I could close in on a small roll, I would buy it myself, for by the time we have finished our improvements, it will be a sound investment for the young speculator. Have you read the Broster Street story? It has hit somebody already. Already some unknown individual is grasping the lemon in his unwilling fingers. And — to remove any diffidence you may still have about lending your sympathetic aid — that was written by no hardened professional, but by our stenographer. Shell be in soon, and Ill introduce you. Youll like her. I do not despair, later on, of securing an epoch-making contribution from Comrade Maloney.

As he spoke, that bulwark of the paper entered in person, bearing an envelope.

Ah, Comrade Maloney, said Smith. Is that your contribution? What is the subject? Mustangs I have Met?

A kid brought dis, said Pugsy. Dere aint no answer.

Smith read the letter with raised eyebrows.

We shall have to get another stenographer, he said. The gifted author of our Broster Street series has quit.

Oh! said John, not interested.

Quit at a moments notice and without explanation. I cant understand it.

I guess she had some reason, said John, absently. He was inclined to be absent during these days. His mind was always stealing away to occupy itself with the problem of the discovery of Betty. The motives that might have led a stenographer to resign her position had no interest for him.

Smith shrugged his shoulders.

Oh, Woman, Woman! he said resignedly.

She says she will send in some more Broster Street stuff, though, which is a comfort. But Im sorry shes quit. You would have liked her.

Yes? said John.

At this moment there came from the outer office a piercing squeal. It penetrated into the editorial sanctum, losing only a small part of its strength on the way. Smith looked up with patient sadness.

If Comrade Maloney, he said, is going to take to singing during business hours, I fear this journal must put up its shutters. Concentrated thought will be out of the question.

He moved to the door and flung it open as a second squeal rent the air, and found Master Maloney writhing in the grip of a tough-looking person in patched trousers and a stained sweater. His left ear was firmly grasped between the strangers finger and thumb.

The tough person released Pugsy, and, having eyed Smith keenly for a moment, made a dash for the stairs, leaving the guardian of the gate rubbing his ear resentfully.

He blows in, said Master Maloney, aggrieved, an asks is de editor in. I tells him no, an he nips me by the ear when I tries to stop him buttin troo.

Comrade Maloney, said Smith, you are a martyr. What would Horatius have done if somebody had nipped him by the ear when he was holding the bridge? It might have made all the difference. Did the gentleman state his business?

Nope. Just tried to butt troo.

One of these strong, silent men. The world is full of us. These are the perils of the journalistic life. You will be safer and happier when you are a cowboy, Comrade Maloney.

Smith was thoughtful as he returned to the inner room.

Things are warming up, John, he said. The sport who has just left evidently came just to get a sight of me. Otherwise, why should he tear himself away without stopping for a chat. I suppose he was sent to mark me down for whichever gang Comrade Parker is employing.

What do you mean? said John. All this gets past me. Who is Parker?

Smith related the events leading up to Mr. Parkers visit, and described what had happened on that occasion.

So, before you throw in your lot with this journal, he concluded, it would be well to think the matter over. You must weigh the pros and cons. Is your passion for literature such that you do not mind being put out of business with a black-jack for the cause? Will the knowledge that a low-browed gentleman is waiting round the corner for you stimulate or hinder you in your work? Theres no doubt now that we are up against a tough crowd.

By Jove! said John. I hadnt a notion it was like that.

You feel, then, that on the whole—

I feel that on the whole this is just the business Ive been hunting for. You couldnt keep me out of it now with an ax.

Smith looked at him curiously, but refrained from enquiries. That there must be something at the back of this craving for adventure and excitement, he knew. The easy-going John he had known of old would certainly not have deserted the danger zone, but he would not have welcomed entry to it so keenly. It was plain that he was hungry for work that would keep him from thought. Smith was eminently a patient young man, and though the problem of what upheaval had happened to change John to such an extent interested him greatly, he was prepared to wait for explanations.

Of the imminence of the danger he was perfectly aware. He had known from the first that Mr. Parkers concluding words were not an empty threat. His experience as a reporter had given him the knowledge that is only given in its entirety to police and newspaper men: that there are two New Yorks — one, a modern, well-policed city, through which one may walk from end to end without encountering adventure; the other, a city as full of sinister intrigue, of whisperings and conspiracies, of battle, murder, and sudden death in dark byways, as any town of mediaeval Italy. Given certain conditions, anything may happen in New York. And Smith realized that these conditions now prevailed in his own case. He had come into conflict with New Yorks underworld. Circumstances had placed him below the surface, where only his wits could help him.

He would have been prepared to see the thing through by himself, but there was no doubt that John as an ally would be a distinct comfort.

Nevertheless, he felt compelled to give his friend a last chance of withdrawing.

You know, he said, there is really no reason why you should—

But Im going to, interrupted John. Thats all there is to it. Whats going to happen, anyway? I dont know anything about these gangs. I thought they spent all their time shooting each other up.

Not all, unfortunately, Comrade John. They are always charmed to take on a small job like this on the side.

And what does it come to? Do we have an entire gang camping on our trail in a solid mass, or only one or two toughs?

Merely a section, I should imagine. Comrade Parker would go to the main boss of the gang — Bat Jarvis, if it was the Groome Street gang, or Spider Reilly and Dude Dawson if he wanted the Three Points or the Table Hill lot. The boss would chat over the matter with his own special partners, and they would fix it up among themselves. The rest of the gang would probably know nothing about it. The fewer in the game, you see, the fewer to divide the Parker dollars. So what we have to do is to keep a lookout for a dozen or so aristocrats of that dignified deportment which comes from constant association with the main boss, and, if we can elude these, all will be well.



It was by Smiths suggestion that the editorial staff of Peaceful Moments dined that night at the Astor roof-garden.

The tired brain, he said, needs to recuperate. To feed on such a night as this in some low-down hostelry on the level of the street, with German waiters breathing heavily down the back of ones neck and two fiddles and a piano hitting up ragtime about three feet from ones tympanum, would be false economy. Here, fanned by cool breezes and surrounded by passably fair women and brave men, one may do a certain amount of tissue-restoring. Moreover, there is little danger up here of being slugged by our moth-eaten acquaintance of this afternoon. We shall probably find him waiting for us at the main entrance with a black-jack, but till then—

He turned with gentle grace to his soup. It was a warm night, and the roof-garden was full. From where they sat they could see the million twinkling lights of the city. John, watching them, as he smoked a cigarette at the conclusion of the meal, had fallen into a dream. He came to himself with a start, to find Smith in conversation with a waiter.

Yes, my name is Smith, he was saying.

The waiter retired to one of the tables and spoke to a young man sitting there. John, recollected having seen this solitary diner looking in their direction once or twice during dinner, but the fact had not impressed him.

Whats the matter? he asked.

The man at that table sent over to ask if my name was Smith. It was. He is now coming along to chat in person. I wonder why. I dont know him from Adam.

The stranger was threading his way between the tables.

Can I have a word with you, Mr. Smith? he said. The waiter brought a chair and he seated himself.

By the way, said Smith, my friend, Mr. Maude. Your own name will doubtless come up in the course of general chitchat over the coffee-cups.

Not on your tintype it wont, said the stranger decidedly. It wont be needed. Is Mr. Maude on your paper? Thats all right, then. I can go ahead.

He turned to Smith.

Its about that Broster Street thing.

More fame! murmured Smith. We certainly are making a hit with the great public over Broster Street.

Well, you understand certain parties have got it in against you?

A charming conversationalist, one Comrade Parker, hinted at something of the sort in a recent conversation. We shall endeavor, however, to look after ourselves.

Youll need to. The man behind is a big bug.

Who is he?

The stranger shrugged his shoulders.

Search me. You wouldnt expect him to give that away.

Then on what system have you estimated the size of the gentlemans bug-hood? What makes you think that hes a big bug?

By the number of dollars he was ready to put up to have you put through.

Smiths eyes gleamed for an instant, but he spoke as coolly as ever.

Oh! he said. And which gang has he hired?

I couldnt say. He — his agent, that is — came to Bat Jarvis. Bat for some reason turned the job down.

He did? Why?

Search me. Nobody knows. But just as soon as he heard who it was he was being asked to lay for, he turned it down cold. Said none of his fellows was going to put a finger on anyone who had anything to do with your paper. I dont know what youve been doing to Bat, but he sure is the long-lost brother to you.

A powerful argument in favor of kindness to animals! said Smith. One of his celebrated stud of cats came into the possession of our stenographer. What did she do? Instead of having the animal made into a nourishing soup, she restored it to its bereaved owner. Observe the sequel. We are very much obliged to Comrade Jarvis.

He sent me along, went on the stranger, to tell you to watch out, because one of the other gangs was dead sure to take on the job. And he said you were to know that he wasnt mixed up in it. Well, thats all. Ill be pushing along. Ive a date. Glad to have met you, Mr. Maude. Good-night.

For a few moments after he had gone, Smith and John sat smoking in silence.

Whats the time? asked Smith suddenly. If its not too late — Hello, here comes our friend once more.

The stranger came up to the table, a light overcoat over his dress clothes. From the pocket of this he produced a watch.

Force of habit, he said apologetically, handing it to John. Youll pardon me. Good-night again.


CHAPTER XVIII. THE HIGHFIELD
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JOHN LOOKED AFTER him, open-mouthed. The events of the evening had been a revelation to him. He had not realized the ramifications of New Yorks underworld. That members of the gangs should appear in gorgeous raiment in the Astor roof-garden was a surprise. And now, said Smith, that our friend has so sportingly returned your watch, take a look at it and see the time. Nine? Excellent. We shall do it comfortably.

Whats that? asked John.

Our visit to the Highfield. A young friend of mine who is fighting there to-night sent me tickets a few days ago. In your perusal of Peaceful Moments you may have chanced to see mention of one Kid Brady. He is the man. I was intending to go in any case, but an idea has just struck me that we might combine pleasure with business. Has it occurred to you that these black-jack specialists may drop in on us at the office? And, if so, that Comrade Maloneys statement that we are not in may be insufficient to keep them out? Comrade Brady would be an invaluable assistant. And as we are his pugilistic sponsors, without whom he would not have got this fight at all, I think we may say that he will do any little thing we may ask of him.

It was certainly true that, from the moment the paper had taken up his cause, Kid Bradys star had been in the ascendant. The sporting pages of the big dailies had begun to notice him, until finally the management of the Highfield Club had signed him on for a ten-round bout with a certain Cyclone Dick Fisher.

He should, continued Smith, if equipped in any degree with the finer feelings, be bubbling over with gratitude toward us. At any rate, it is worth investigating.



Far away from the comfortable glare of Broadway, in a place of disheveled houses and insufficient street-lamps, there stands the old warehouse which modern enterprise has converted into the Highfield Athletic and Gymnastic Club. The imagination, stimulated by the title, conjures up picture-covered walls, padded chairs, and seas of white shirt front. The Highfield differs in some respects from this fancy picture. Indeed, it would be hard to find a respect in which it does not differ. But these names are so misleading! The title under which the Highfield used to be known till a few years back was Swifty Bobs. It was a good, honest title. You knew what to export, and if you attended seances at Swifty Bobs you left your gold watch and your little savings at home. But a wave of anti-pugilistic feeling swept over the New York authorities. Promoters of boxing contests found themselves, to their acute disgust, raided by the police. The industry began to languish. Persons avoided places where at any moment the festivities might be marred by an inrush of large men in blue uniforms, armed with locust sticks.

And then some big-brained person suggested the club idea, which stands alone as an example of American dry humor. At once there were no boxing contests in New York; Swifty Bob and his fellows would have been shocked at the idea of such a thing. All that happened now was exhibition sparring bouts between members of the club. It is true that next day the papers very tactlessly reported the friendly exhibition spar as if it had been quite a serious affair, but that was not the fault of Swifty Bob.

Kid Brady, the chosen of Peaceful Moments, was billed for a ten-round exhibition contest, to be the main event of the evenings entertainment.



A long journey on the subway took them to the neighborhood, and after considerable wandering they arrived at their destination.

Smiths tickets were for a ring-side box, a species of sheep pen of unpolished wood, with four hard chairs in it. The interior of the Highfield Athletic and Gymnastic Club was severely free from anything in the shape of luxury and ornament. Along the four walls were raised benches in tiers. On these were seated as tough-looking a collection of citizens as one might wish to see. On chairs at the ringside were the reporters with tickers at their sides. In the center of the room, brilliantly lighted by half-a-dozen electric chandeliers, was the ring.

There were preliminary bouts before the main event. A burly gentleman in shirt-sleeves entered the ring, followed by two slim youths in fighting costume and a massive person in a red jersey, blue serge trousers, and yellow braces, who chewed gum with an abstracted air throughout the proceedings.

The burly gentleman gave tongue in a voice that cleft the air like a cannon ball.

Ex-hibit-i-on four-round bout between Patsy Milligan and Tommy Goodley, members of this club. Patsy on my right, Tommy on my left. Gentlemen will kindly stop smokin.

The audience did nothing of the sort. Possibly they did not apply the description to themselves. Possibly they considered the appeal a mere formula. Somewhere in the background a gong sounded, and Patsy, from the right, stepped briskly forward to meet Tommy, approaching from the left.

The contest was short but energetic. At intervals the combatants would cling affectionately to one another, and on these occasions the red-jerseyed man, still chewing gum and still wearing the same air of being lost in abstract thought, would split up the mass by the simple method of ploughing his way between the pair. Toward the end of the first round Thomas, eluding a left swing, put Patrick neatly to the floor, where the latter remained for the necessary ten seconds.

The remaining preliminaries proved disappointing. So much so that in the last of the series a soured sportsman on one of the benches near the roof began in satirical mood to whistle the Merry Widow Waltz. It was here that the red-jerseyed thinker for the first and last time came out of his meditative trance. He leaned over the ropes, and spoke, without heat, but firmly:

If that guy whistling back up yonder thinks he can do better than these boys, he can come right down into the ring.

The whistling ceased.

There was a distinct air of relief when the last preliminary was finished and preparations for the main bout began. It did not commence at once. There were formalities to be gone through, introductions and the like. The burly gentleman reappeared from nowhere, ushering into the ring a sheepishly grinning youth in a flannel suit.

In-ter-doo-cin Young Leary, he bellowed impressively, a noo member of this club, who will box some good boy here in September.

He walked to the other side of the ring and repeated the remark. A raucous welcome was accorded to the new member.

Two other notable performers were introduced in a similar manner, and then the building became suddenly full of noise, for a tall youth in a bath robe, attended by a little army of assistants, had entered the ring. One of the army carried a bright green bucket, on which were painted in white letters the words Cyclone Dick Fisher. A moment later there was another, though a far less, uproar, as Kid Brady, his pleasant face wearing a self-conscious smirk, ducked under the ropes and sat down in the opposite corner.

Ex-hib-it-i-on ten-round bout, thundered the burly gentleman, between Cyclone Dick Fisher—

Loud applause. Mr. Fisher was one of the famous, a fighter with a reputation from New York to San Francisco. He was generally considered the most likely man to give the hitherto invincible Jimmy Garvin a hard battle for the light-weight championship.

Oh, you Dick! roared the crowd.

Mr. Fisher bowed benevolently.

 — and Kid Brady, member of this—

There was noticeably less applause for the Kid. He was an unknown. A few of those present had heard of his victories in the West, but these were but a small section of the crowd. When the faint applause had ceased, Smith rose to his feet.

Oh, you Kid! he observed encouragingly. I should not like Comrade Brady, he said, reseating himself, to think that he has no friend but his poor old mother, as occurred on a previous occasion.

The burly gentleman, followed by the two armies of assistants, dropped down from the ring, and the gong sounded.

Mr. Fisher sprang from his corner as if somebody had touched a spring. He seemed to be of the opinion that if you are a cyclone, it is never too soon to begin behaving like one. He danced round the Kid with an india-rubber agility. The Peaceful Moments representative exhibited more stolidity. Except for the fact that he was in fighting attitude, with one gloved hand moving slowly in the neighborhood of his stocky chest, and the other pawing the air on a line with his square jaw, one would have said that he did not realize the position of affairs. He wore the friendly smile of the good-natured guest who is led forward by his hostess to join in some game to amuse the children.

Suddenly his opponents long left shot out. The Kid, who had been strolling forward, received it under the chin, and continued to stroll forward as if nothing of note had happened. He gave the impression of being aware that Mr. Fisher had committed a breach of good taste and of being resolved to pass it off with ready tact.

The Cyclone, having executed a backward leap, a forward leap, and a feint, landed heavily with both hands. The Kids genial smile did not even quiver, but he continued to move forward. His opponents left flashed out again, but this time, instead of ignoring the matter, the Kid replied with a heavy right swing, and Mr. Fisher leaping back, found himself against the ropes. By the time he had got out of that uncongenial position, two more of the Kids swings had found their mark. Mr. Fisher, somewhat perturbed, scuttled out into the middle of the ring, the Kid following in his self-contained, stolid way.

The Cyclone now became still more cyclonic. He had a left arm which seemed to open out in joints like a telescope. Several times when the Kid appeared well out of distance there was a thud as a brown glove ripped in over his guard and jerked his head back. But always he kept boring in, delivering an occasional right to the body with the pleased smile of an infant destroying a Noahs ark with a tack-hammer. Despite these efforts, however, he was plainly getting all the worst of it. Energetic Mr. Fisher, relying on his long left, was putting in three blows to his one. When the gong sounded, ending the first round, the house was practically solid for the Cyclone. Whoops and yells rose from everywhere. The building rang with shouts of, Oh, you Dick!

Smith turned sadly to John.

It seems to me, he said, that this merry meeting looks like doing Comrade Brady no good. I should not be surprised at any moment to see his head bounce off on to the floor.

Rounds two and three were a repetition of round one. The Cyclone raged almost unchecked about the ring. In one lightning rally in the third he brought his right across squarely on to the Kids jaw. It was a blow which should have knocked any boxer out. The Kid merely staggered slightly, and returned to business still smiling.

With the opening of round four there came a subtle change. The Cyclones fury was expending itself. That long left shot out less sharply. Instead of being knocked back by it, the Peaceful Moments champion now took the hits in his stride, and came shuffling in with his damaging body-blows. There were cheers and Oh, you Dicks! at the sound of the gong, but there was an appealing note in them this time. The gallant sportsmen whose connection with boxing was confined to watching other men fight and betting on what they considered a certainty, and who would have expired promptly if anyone had tapped them sharply on their well-filled vests, were beginning to fear that they might lose their money after all.

In the fifth round the thing became a certainty. Like the month of March, the Cyclone, who had come in like a lion, was going out like a lamb. A slight decrease in the pleasantness of the Kids smile was noticeable. His expression began to resemble more nearly the gloomy importance of the Peaceful Moments photographs. Yells of agony from panic-stricken speculators around the ring began to smite the rafters. The Cyclone, now but a gentle breeze, clutched repeatedly, hanging on like a leech till removed by the red-jerseyed referee.

Suddenly a grisly silence fell upon the house. For the Kid, battered, but obviously content, was standing in the middle of the ring, while on the ropes the Cyclone, drooping like a wet sock, was sliding slowly to the floor.

Peaceful Moments wins, said Smith. An omen, I fancy, Comrade John.

Penetrating into the Kids dressing-room some moments later, the editorial staff found the winner of the ten-round exhibition bout between members of the club seated on a chair having his right leg rubbed by a shock-headed man in a sweater, who had been one of his seconds during the conflict. The Kid beamed as they entered.

Gents, he said, come right in. Mighty glad to see you.

It is a relief to me, Comrade Brady, said Smith, to find that you can see us. I had expected to find that Comrade Fishers purposeful wallops had completely closed your star-likes.

Sure, I never felt them. Hes a good, quick boy, is Dick, but, continued the Kid with powerful imagery he couldnt hit a hole in a block of ice-cream, not if he was to use a coke-hammer.

And yet at one period in the proceedings, said Smith, I fancied that your head would come unglued at the neck. But the fear was merely transient. When you began to get going, why, then I felt like some watcher of the skies when a new planet swims into his ken, or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes he stared at the Pacific.

The Kid blinked.

Hows that? he enquired.

And why did I feel like that, Comrade Brady? I will tell you. Because my faith in you was justified. Because there before me stood the ideal fighting editor of Peaceful Moments. It is not a post that any weakling can fill. Mere charm of manner cannot qualify a man for the position. No one can hold down the job simply by having a kind heart or being good at comic songs. No. We want a man of thews and sinews, a man who would rather be hit on the head with a half-brick than not. And you, Comrade Brady, are such a man.

The shock-headed man, who during this conversation had been concentrating himself on his subjects left leg now announced that he guessed that would about do, and having advised the Kid not to stop and pick daisies, but to get into his clothes at once before he caught a chill, bade the company goodnight and retired.

Smith shut the door.

Comrade Brady, he said, you know those articles about the tenements weve been having in the paper?

Sure. I read em. Theyre to the good. It was about time some strong josher came and put it across em.

So we thought. Comrade Parker, however, totally disagreed with us.

Parker?

Thats what Im coming to, said Smith. The day before yesterday a man named Parker called at the office and tried to buy us off.

You gave him the hook, I guess? queried the interested Kid.

To such an extent, Comrade Brady, said Smith, that he left breathing threatenings and slaughter. And it is for that reason that we have ventured to call upon you. Were pretty sure by this time that Comrade Parker has put one of the gangs on to us.

You dont say! exclaimed the Kid. Gee! Theyre tough propositions, those gangs.

So weve come along to you. We can look after ourselves out of the office, but what we want is someone to help in case they try to rush us there. In brief, a fighting editor. At all costs we must have privacy. No writer can prune and polish his sentences to his satisfaction if he is compelled constantly to break off in order to eject boisterous toughs. We therefore offer you the job of sitting in the outer room and intercepting these bravoes before they can reach us. The salary we leave to you. There are doubloons and to spare in the old oak chest. Take what you need and put the rest — if any — back. How does the offer strike you, Comrade Brady?

Gents, said the Kid, its this way.

He slipped into his coat, and resumed.

Now that Ive made good by licking Dick, theyll be giving me a chance of a big fight. Maybe with Jimmy Garvin. Well, if that happens, see what I mean? Ill have to be going away somewhere and getting into training. I shouldnt be able to come and sit with you. But, if you gents feel like it, Id be mighty glad to come in till Im wanted to go into training camp.

Great, said Smith. And touching salary—

Shucks! said the Kid with emphasis. Nix on the salary thing. I wouldnt take a dime. If it hadnt a been for you, Id have been waiting still for a chance of lining up in the championship class. Thats good enough for me. Any old thing you want me to do, Ill do it, and glad to.

Comrade Brady, said Smith warmly, you are, if I may say so, the goods. You are, beyond a doubt, supremely the stuff. We three, then, hand-in-hand, will face the foe, and if the foe has good, sound sense, he will keep right away. You appear to be ready. Shall we meander forth?

The building was empty and the lights were out when they emerged from the dressing-room. They had to grope their way in darkness. It was raining when they reached the street, and the only signs of life were a moist policeman and the distant glare of saloon lights down the road.

They turned off to the left, and, after walking some hundred yards, found themselves in a blind alley.

Hello! said John. Where have we come to?

Smith sighed.

In my trusting way, he said, I had imagined that either you or Comrade Brady was in charge of this expedition and taking me by a known route to the nearest subway station. I did not think to ask. I placed myself, without hesitation, wholly in your hands.

I thought the Kid knew the way, said John.

I was just taggin along with you gents, protested the light-weight. I thought you was taking me right. This is the first time I been up here.

Next time we three go on a little jaunt anywhere, said Smith resignedly, it would be as well to take a map and a corps of guides with us. Otherwise we shall start for Broadway and finish up at Minneapolis.

They emerged from the blind alley and stood in the dark street, looking doubtfully up and down it.

Aha! said Smith suddenly. I perceive a native. Several natives, in fact. Quite a little covey of them. We will put our case before them, concealing nothing, and rely on their advice to take us to our goal.

A little knot of men was approaching from the left. In the darkness it was impossible to say how many of them were there. Smith stepped forward, the Kid at his side.

Excuse me, sir, he said to the leader, but if you can spare me a moment of your valuable time—

There was a sudden shuffle of feet on the pavement, a quick movement on the part of the Kid, a chunky sound as of wood striking wood, and the man Smith had been addressing fell to the ground in a heap.

As he fell, something dropped from his hand on to the pavement with a bump and a rattle. Stooping swiftly, the Kid picked it up, and handed it to Smith. His fingers closed upon it. It was a short, wicked-looking little bludgeon, the black-jack of the New York tough.

Get busy, advised the Kid briefly.


CHAPTER XIX. THE FIRST BATTLE
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THE PROMPTITUDE AND despatch with which the Kid had attended to the gentleman with the black-jack had not been without its effect on the followers of the stricken one. Physical courage is not an outstanding quality of the New York gangsman. His personal preference is for retreat when it is a question of unpleasantness with a stranger. And, in any case, even when warring among themselves, the gangs exhibit a lively distaste for the hard knocks of hand-to-hand fighting. Their chosen method of battling is to lie down on the ground and shoot.

The Kids rapid work on the present occasion created a good deal of confusion. There was no doubt that much had been hoped for from speedy attack. Also, the generalship of the expedition had been in the hands of the fallen warrior. His removal from the sphere of active influence had left the party without a head. And, to add to their discomfiture, they could not account for the Kid. Smith they knew, and John was to be accounted for, but who was this stranger with the square shoulders and the uppercut that landed like a cannon ball? Something approaching a panic prevailed among the gang.

It was not lessened by the behavior of the intended victims. John was the first to join issue. He had been a few paces behind the others during the black-jack incident, but, dark as it was, he had seen enough to show him that the occasion was, as Smith would have said, one for the shrewd blow rather than the prolonged parley. With a shout, he made a football rush into the confused mass of the enemy. A moment later Smith and the Kid followed, and there raged over the body of the fallen leader a battle of Homeric type.

It was not a long affair. The rules and conditions governing the encounter offended the delicate sensibilities of the gang. Like artists who feel themselves trammeled by distasteful conventions, they were damped and could not do themselves justice. Their forte was long-range fighting with pistols. With that they felt en rapport. But this vulgar brawling in the darkness with muscular opponents who hit hard and often with the clenched fist was distasteful to them. They could not develop any enthusiasm for it. They carried pistols, but it was too dark and the combatants were too entangled to allow them to use these.

There was but one thing to be done. Reluctant as they might be to abandon their fallen leader, it must be done. Already they were suffering grievously from John, the black-jack, and the lightning blows of the Kid. For a moment they hung, wavering, then stampeded in half-a-dozen different directions, melting into the night whence they had come.

John, full of zeal, pursued one fugitive some fifty yards down the street, but his quarry, exhibiting a rare turn of speed, easily outstripped him.

He came back, panting, to find Smith and the Kid examining the fallen leader of the departed ones with the aid of a match, which went out just as John arrived.

The Kid struck another. The head of it fell off and dropped upon the up-turned face. The victim stirred, shook himself, sat up, and began to mutter something in a foggy voice.

Hes still woozy, said the Kid.

Still — what exactly, Comrade Brady?

In the air, explained the Kid. Bats in the belfry. Dizzy. See what I mean? Its often like that when a feller puts one in with a bit of weight behind it just where that one landed. Gee! I remember when I fought Martin Kelly; I was only starting to learn the game then. Martin and me was mixing it good and hard all over the ring, when suddenly he puts over a stiff one right on the point. What do you think I done? Fall down and take the count? Not on your life. I just turns round and walks straight out of the ring to my dressing-room. Willie Harvey, who was seconding me, comes tearing in after me, and finds me getting into my clothes. Whats doing, Kid? he asks. Im going fishin, Willie, I says. Its a lovely day. Youve lost the fight, he says. Fight? says I. What fight? See what I mean? I hadnt a notion of what had happened. It was half an hour and more before I could remember a thing.

During this reminiscence, the man on the ground had contrived to clear his mind of the mistiness induced by the Kids upper cut. The first sign he showed of returning intelligence was a sudden dash for safety up the road. But he had not gone five yards when he sat down limply.

The Kid was inspired to further reminiscence.

Guess hes feeling pretty poor, he said. Its no good him trying to run for a while after hes put his chin in the way of a real live one. I remember when Joe Peterson put me out, way back when I was new to the game — it was the same year I fought Martin Kelly. He had an awful punch, had old Joe, and he put me down and out in the eighth round. After the fight they found me on the fire-escape outside my dressing-room. Come in, Kid, says they. Its all right, chaps, I says, Im dying. Like that. Its all right, chaps, Im dying. Same with this guy. See what I mean?

They formed a group about the fallen black-jack expert.

Pardon us, said Smith courteously, for breaking in upon your reverie, but if you could spare us a moment of your valuable time, there are one or two things which we would like to know.

Sure thing, agreed the Kid.

In the first place, continued Smith, would it be betraying professional secrets if you told us which particular bevy of energetic cutthroats it is to which you are attached?

Gent, explained the Kid, wants to know whats your gang.

The man on the ground muttered something that to Smith and John was unintelligible.

It would be a charity, said the former, if some philanthropist would give this fellow elocution lessons. Can you interpret, Comrade Brady?

Says its the Three Points, said the Kid.

The Three Points? Thats Spider Reillys lot. Perhaps this is Spider Reilly?

Nope, said the Kid. I know the Spider. This aint him. This is some other mutt.

Which other mutt in particular? asked Smith. Try and find out, Comrade Brady. You seem to be able to understand what he says. To me, personally, his remarks sound like the output of a gramophone with a hot potato in its mouth.

Says hes Jack Repetto, announced the interpreter.

There was another interruption at this moment. The bashful Mr. Repetto, plainly a man who was not happy in the society of strangers, made another attempt to withdraw. Reaching out a pair of lean hands, he pulled the Kids legs from under him with a swift jerk, and, wriggling to his feet, started off again down the road. Once more, however, desire outran performance. He got as far as the nearest street-lamp, but no further. The giddiness seemed to overcome him again, for he grasped the lamp-post, and, sliding slowly to the ground, sat there motionless.

The Kid, whose fall had jolted and bruised him, was inclined to be wrathful and vindictive. He was the first of the three to reach the elusive Mr. Repetto, and if that worthy had happened to be standing instead of sitting it might have gone hard with him. But the Kid was not the man to attack a fallen foe. He contented himself with brushing the dust off his person and addressing a richly abusive flow of remarks to Mr. Repetto.

Under the rays of the lamp it was possible to discern more closely the features of the black-jack exponent. There was a subtle but noticeable resemblance to those of Mr. Bat Jarvis. Apparently the latters oiled forelock, worn low over the forehead, was more a concession to the general fashion prevailing in gang circles than an expression of personal taste. Mr. Repetto had it, too. In his case it was almost white, for the fallen warrior was an albino. His eyes, which were closed, had white lashes and were set as near together as Nature had been able to manage without actually running them into one another. His underlip protruded and drooped. Looking at him, one felt instinctively that no judging committee of a beauty contest would hesitate a moment before him.

It soon became apparent that the light of the lamp, though bestowing the doubtful privilege of a clearer view of Mr. Repettos face, held certain disadvantages. Scarcely had the staff of Peaceful Moments reached the faint yellow pool of light, in the center of which Mr. Repetto reclined, than, with a suddenness which caused them to leap into the air, there sounded from the darkness down the road the crack-crack-crack of a revolver. Instantly from the opposite direction came other shots. Three bullets cut grooves in the roadway almost at Johns feet. The Kid gave a sudden howl. Smiths hat, suddenly imbued with life, sprang into the air and vanished, whirling into the night.

The thought did not come to them consciously at the moment, there being little time to think, but it was evident as soon as, diving out of the circle of light into the sheltering darkness, they crouched down and waited for the next move, that a somewhat skilful ambush had been effected. The other members of the gang, who had fled with such remarkable speed, had by no means been eliminated altogether from the game. While the questioning of Mr. Repetto had been in progress, they had crept back, unperceived except by Mr. Repetto himself. It being too dark for successful shooting, it had become Mr. Repettos task to lure his captors into the light, which he had accomplished with considerable skill.

For some minutes the battle halted. There was dead silence. The circle of light was empty now. Mr. Repetto had vanished. A tentative shot from nowhere ripped through the air close to where Smith lay flattened on the pavement. And then the pavement began to vibrate and give out a curious resonant sound. Somewhere — it might be near or far — a policeman had heard the shots, and was signaling for help to other policemen along the line by beating on the flagstones with his night stick. The noise grew, filling the still air. From somewhere down the road sounded the ring of running feet.

De cops! cried a voice. Beat it!

Next moment the night was full of clatter. The gang was beating it.

Smith rose to his feet and felt his wet and muddy clothes ruefully.

The rescue party was coming up at the gallop.

Whats doing? asked a voice.

Nothing now, said the disgusted voice of the Kid from the shadows. Theyve beaten it.

The circle of lamplight became as if by mutual consent a general rendezvous. Three gray-clad policemen, tough, clean-shaven men with keen eyes and square jaws, stood there, revolvers in one hand, night sticks in the other. Smith, hatless and muddy, joined them. John and the Kid, the latter bleeding freely from his left ear, the lobe of which had been chipped by a bullet, were the last to arrive.

Whats been the rough-house? inquired one of the policemen, mildly interested.

Do you know a sport of the name of Repetto? enquired Smith.

Jack Repetto? Sure.

He belongs to the Three Points, said another intelligent officer, as one naming some fashionable club.

When next you see him, said Smith, I should be obliged if you would use your authority to make him buy me a new hat. I could do with another pair of trousers, too, but I will not press the trousers. A new hat is, however, essential. Mine has a six-inch hole in it.

Shot at you, did they? said one of the policemen, as who should say, Tut, tut!

Shot at us! burst out the ruffled Kid. What do you thinks been happening? Think an aeroplane ran into my ear and took half of it off? Think the noise was somebody opening bottles of pop? Think those guys that sneaked off down the road was just training for a Marathon?

Comrade Brady, said Smith, touches the spot. He—

Say, are you Kid Brady? enquired one of the officers. For the first time the constabulary had begun to display real animation.

Reckoned Id seen you somewhere! said another. You licked Cyclone Dick all right, Kid, I hear.

And who but a bone-head thought he wouldnt? demanded the third warmly. He could whip a dozen Cyclone Dicks in the same evening with his eyes shut.

Hes the next champeen, admitted the first speaker.

If he juts it over Jimmy Garvin, argued the second.

Jimmy Garvin! cried the third. He can whip twenty Jimmy Garvins with his feet tied. I tell you—

I am loath, observed Smith, to interrupt this very impressive brain barbecue, but, trivial as it may seem to you, to me there is a certain interest in this other little matter of my ruined hat. I know that it may strike you as hypersensitive of us to protest against being riddled with bullets, but—

Well, whats been doin? inquired the Force. It was a nuisance, this perpetual harping on trifles when the deep question of the light-weight championship of the world was under discussion, but the sooner it was attended to, the sooner it would be over.

John undertook to explain.

The Three Points laid for us, he said. This man, Jack Repetto, was bossing the crowd. The Kid put one over on to Jack Repettos chin, and we were asking him a few questions when the rest came back, and started shooting. Then we got to cover quick, and you came up and they beat it.

That, said Smith, nodding, is a very fair precis of the evenings events. We should like you, if you will be so good, to corral this Comrade Repetto, and see that he buys me a new hat.

Well round Jack up, said one of the policemen indulgently.

Do it nicely, urged Smith. Dont go hurting his feelings.

The second policeman gave it as his opinion that Jack was getting too gay. The third policeman conceded this. Jack, he said, had shown signs for some time past of asking for it in the neck. It was an error on Jacks part, he gave his hearers to understand, to assume that the lid was completely off the great city of New York.

Too blamed fresh hes gettin, the trio agreed. They seemed to think it was too bad of Jack.

The wrath of the Law, said Smith, is very terrible. We will leave the matter, then, in your hands. In the meantime, we should be glad if you would direct us to the nearest subway station. Just at the moment, the cheerful lights of the Great White Way are what I seem chiefly to need.



So ended the opening engagement of the campaign, in a satisfactory but far from decisive victory for the Peaceful Moments army.

The victory, said Smith, was not bloodless. Comrade Bradys ear, my hat — these are not slight casualties. On the other hand, the elimination of Comrade Repetto is pleasant. I know few men whom I would not rather meet on a lonely road than Comrade Repetto. He is one of natures black-jackers. Probably the thing crept upon him slowly. He started, possibly, in a merely tentative way by slugging one of the family circle. His aunt, let us say, or his small brother. But, once started, he is unable to resist the craving. The thing grips him like dram-drinking. He black-jacks now not because he really wants to, but because he cannot help himself. Theres something singularly consoling in the thought that Comrade Repetto will no longer be among those present.

There are others, said John.

As you justly remark, said Smith, there are others. I am glad we have secured Comrade Bradys services. We may need them.


CHAPTER XX. BETTY AT LARGE
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IT WAS NOT till Betty found herself many blocks distant from the office of Peaceful Moments that she checked her headlong flight. She had run down the stairs and out into the street blindly, filled only with that passion for escape which had swept her away from Mervo. Not till she had dived into the human river of Broadway and reached Times Square did she feel secure. Then, with less haste, she walked on to the park, and sat down on a bench, to think.

Inevitably she had placed her own construction on Johns sudden appearance in New York and at the spot where only one person in any way connected with Mervo knew her to be. She did not know that Smith and he were friends, and did not, therefore, suspect that the former and not herself might be the object of his visit. Nor had any word reached her of what had happened at Mervo after her departure. She had taken it for granted that things had continued as she had left them; and the only possible explanation to her of Johns presence in New York was that, acting under orders from Mr. Scobell, he had come to try and bring her back.

She shuddered as she conjured up the scene that must have taken place if Pugsy had not mentioned his name and she had gone on into the inner room. In itself the thought that, after what she had said that morning on the island, after she had forced on him, stripping it of the uttermost rag of disguise, the realization of how his position appeared to her, he should have come, under orders, to bring her back, was well-nigh unendurable. But to have met him, to have seen the man she loved plunging still deeper into shame, would have been pain beyond bearing. Better a thousand times than that this panic flight into the iron wilderness of New York.

It was cool and soothing in the park. The roar of the city was hushed. It was pleasant to sit there and watch the squirrels playing on the green slopes or scampering up into the branches through which one could see the gleam of water. Her thoughts became less chaotic. The peace of the summer afternoon stole upon her.

It did not take her long to make up her mind that the door of Peaceful Moments was closed to her. John, not finding her, might go away, but he would return. Reluctantly, she abandoned the paper. Her heart was heavy when she had formed the decision. She had been as happy at Peaceful Moments as it was possible for her to be now. She would miss Smith and the leisurely work and the feeling of being one of a team, working in a good cause. And that, brought Broster Street back to her mind, and she thought of the children. No, she could not abandon them. She had started the tenement articles, and she would go on with them. But she must do it without ever venturing into the dangerous neighborhood of the office.

A squirrel ran up and sat begging for a nut. Betty searched in the grass in the hope of finding one, but came upon nothing but shells. The squirrel bounded away, with a disdainful flick of the tail.

Betty laughed.

You think of nothing but food. You ought to be ashamed to be so greedy.

And then it came to her suddenly that it was no trifle, this same problem of food.

The warm, green park seemed to grow chill and gray. Once again she must deal with lifes material side.

Her case was at the same time better and worse than it had been on that other occasion when she had faced the future in the French train; better, because then New York had been to her something vague and terrifying, while now it was her city; worse, because she could no longer seek help from Mrs. Oakley.

That Mrs. Oakley had given John the information which had enabled him to discover her hiding-place, Betty felt certain. By what other possible means could he have found it? Why Mrs. Oakley, whom she had considered an ally, should have done so, she did not know. She attributed it to a change of mind, a reconsideration of the case when uninfluenced by sentiment. And yet it seemed strange. Perhaps John had gone to her and the sight of him had won the old lady over to his side. It might be so. At any rate, it meant that the cottage on Staten Island, like the office of Peaceful Moments, was closed to her. She must look elsewhere for help, or trust entirely to herself.

She sat on, thinking, with grave, troubled eyes, while the shadows lengthened and the birds rustled sleepily in the branches overhead.



Among the good qualities, none too numerous, of Mr. Bat Jarvis, of Groome Street in the Bowery, early rising was not included. It was his habit to retire to rest at an advanced hour, and to balance accounts by lying abed on the following morning. This idiosyncrasy of his was well known in the neighborhood and respected, and it was generally bold to be both bad taste and unsafe to visit Bats shop until near the fashionable hour for luncheon, when the great one, shirt-sleeved and smoking a short pipe, would appear in the doorway, looking out upon the world and giving it to understand that he was now open to be approached by deserving acquaintances.

When, therefore, at ten oclock in the morning his slumbers were cut short by a sharp rapping at the front door, his first impression was that he had been dreaming. When, after a brief interval, the noise was resumed, he rose in his might and, knuckling the sleep from his eyes, went down, tight-lipped, to interview this person.

He had got as far as a preliminary Say! when speech was wiped from his lips as with a sponge, and he stood gaping and ashamed, for the murderer of sleep and untimely knocker on front doors was Betty.

Mr. Jarvis had not forgotten Betty. His meeting with her at the office of Peaceful Moments had marked an epoch in his life. Never before had anyone quite like her crossed his path, and at that moment romance had come to him. His was essentially a respectful admiration. He was content — indeed, he preferred to worship from afar. Of his own initiative he would never have met her again. In her presence, with those gray eyes of hers looking at him, tremors ran down his spine, and his conscience, usually a battered and downtrodden wreck, became fiercely aggressive. She filled him with novel emotions, and whether these were pleasant or painful was more than he could say. He had not the gift of analysis where his feelings were concerned. To himself he put it, broadly, that she made him feel like a nickel with a hole in it. But that was not entirely satisfactory. There were other and pleasanter emotions mixed in with this humility. The thought of her made him feel, for instance, vaguely chivalrous. He wanted to do risky and useful things for her. Thus, if any fresh guy should endeavor to get gay with her, it would, he felt, be a privilege to fix that same guy. If she should be in bad, he would be more than ready to get busy on her behalf.

But he had never expected to meet her again, certainly not on his own doorstep at ten in the morning. To Bat ten in the morning was included with the small hours.

Betty smiled at him, a little anxiously. She had no suspicion that she played star to Mr. Jarvis moth in the latters life, and, as she eyed him, standing there on the doorstep, her excuse for coming to him began to seem terribly flimsy. Not being aware that he was in reality a tough Bayard, keenly desirous of obeying her lightest word, she had staked her all on the chance of his remembering the cat episode and being grateful on account of it; and in the cold light of the morning this idea, born in the watches of the night, when things tend to lose their proportion, struck her as less happy than she had fancied. Suppose he had forgotten all about it! Suppose he should be violent! For a moment her heart sank. He certainly was not a pleasing and encouraging sight, as he stood there blinking at her. No man looks his best immediately on rising from bed, and Bat, even at his best, was not a hero of romance. His forelock drooped dankly over his brow; there was stubble on his chin; his eyes were red, like a dogs. He did not look like the Fairy Prince who was to save her in her trouble.

I — I hope you remember me, Mr. Jarvis, she faltered. Your cat. I—

He nodded speechlessly. Hideous things happened to his face. He was really trying to smile pleasantly, but it seemed a scowl to Betty, and her voice died away.

Mr. Jarvis spoke.

Maam — sure! — step nside.

Betty followed him into the shop. There were birds in cages on the walls, and, patroling the floor, a great company of cats, each with its leather collar. One rubbed itself against Bettys skirt. She picked it up, and began to stroke it. And, looking over its head at Mr. Jarvis, she was aware that he was beaming sheepishly.

His eyes darted away the instant they met hers, but Betty had seen enough to show her that she had mistaken nervousness for truculence. Immediately, she was at her ease, and womanlike, had begun to control the situation. She made conversation pleasantly, praising the cats, admiring the birds, touching lightly on the general subject of domestic pets, until her womans sixth sense told her that her hosts panic had passed, and that she might now proceed to discuss business.

I hope you dont mind my coming to you, Mr. Jarvis, she said. You know you told me to if ever I were in trouble, so Ive taken you at your word. You dont mind?

Mr. Jarvis gulped, and searched for words.

Glad, he said at last.

Ive left Peaceful Moments. You know I used to be stenographer there.

She was surprised and gratified to see a look of consternation spread itself across Mr. Jarvis face. It was a hopeful sign that he should take her cause to heart to such an extent.

But Mr. Jarvis consternation was not due wholly to solicitude for her. His thoughts at that moment, put, after having been expurgated, into speech, might have been summed up in the line: Of all sad words of tongue or pen the saddest are these, It might have been!

Aint youse woikin dere no more? Is dat right? he gasped. Gee! I wisht Id a known it sooner. Why, a guy come to me and wants to give me half a ton of the long green to go to dat poiper what youse was woikin on and fix de guy whats runnin it. An I truns him down cos I dont want you to be frown out of your job. Say, why youse quit woikin dere? His eyes narrowed as an idea struck him. Say, he went on, you aint bin fired? Has de boss give youse de trun-down? Cos if he has, say de woid and Ill fix him for youse, loidy. An it wont set you back a nickel, he concluded handsomely.

No, no, cried Betty, horrified. Mr. Smith has been very kind to me. I left of my own free will.

Mr. Jarvis looked disappointed. His demeanor was like that of some mediaeval knight called back on the eve of starting out to battle with the Paynim for the honor of his lady.

What was that you said about the man who came to you and offered you money? asked Betty.

Her mind had flashed back to Mr. Parkers visit, and her heart was beating quickly.

Sure! He come to me all right an wants de guy on de poiper fixed. An I truns him down.

Oh! You wont dream of doing anything to hurt Mr. Smith, will you, Mr. Jarvis? said Betty anxiously.

Not if you say so, loidy.

And your — friends? You wont let them do anything?

Nope.

Betty breathed freely again. Her knowledge of the East Side was small, and that there might be those there who acted independently of Mr. Jarvis, disdainful of his influence, did not occur to her. She returned to her own affairs, satisfied that danger no longer threatened.

Mr. Jarvis, I wonder if you can help me. I want to find some work to do, she said.

Woik?

I have to earn my living, you see, and Im afraid I dont know how to begin.

Mr. Jarvis pondered. What sort of woik?

Any sort, said Betty valiantly. I dont care what it is.

Mr. Jarvis knitted his brows in thought. He was not used to being an employment agency. But Betty was Betty, and even at the cost of a headache he must think of something.

At the end of five minutes inspiration came to him.

Say, he said, what do youse call de guy dat sits an takes de money at an eatin-joint? Cashier? Well, say, could youse be dat?

It would be just the thing. Do you know a place?

Sure. Just around de corner. Ill take you dere.

Betty waited while he put on his coat, and they started out. Betty chatted as they walked, but Mr. Jarvis, who appeared a little self-conscious beneath the unconcealed interest of the neighbors, was silent. At intervals he would turn and glare ferociously at the heads that popped out of windows or protruded from doorways. Fame has its penalties, and most of the population of that portion of the Bowery had turned out to see their most prominent citizen so romantically employed as a squire of dames.

After a short walk Bat halted the expedition before a dingy restaurant. The glass window bore in battered letters the name, Fontelli.

Dis is de joint, he said.

Inside the restaurant a dreamy-eyed Italian sat gazing at vacancy and twirling a pointed mustache. In a far corner a solitary customer was finishing a late breakfast.

Signor Fontelli, for the sad-eyed exile was he, sprang to his feet at the sight of Mr. Jarvis well-known figure. An ingratiating, but nervous, smile came into view behind the pointed mustache.

Hey, Tony, said Mr. Jarvis, coming at once to the point, I want you to know dis loidy. Shes going to be cashier at dis joint.

Signor Fontelli looked at Betty and shook his head. He smiled deprecatingly. His manner seemed to indicate that, while she met with the approval of Fontelli, the slave of her sex, to Fontelli, the employer, she appealed in vain. He gave his mustache a sorrowful twirl.

Ah, no, he sighed. Not da cashier do I need. I take-a myself da money.

Mr. Jarvis looked at him coldly. He continued to look at him coldly. His lower jaw began slowly to protrude, and his forehead retreated further behind its zareba of forelock.

There was a pause. The signor was plainly embarrassed.

Dis loidy, repeated Mr. Jarvis, is cashier at dis joint at six per— He paused. Does dat go? he added smoothly.

Certainly there was magnetism about Mr. Jarvis. With a minimum of words he produced remarkable results. Something seemed to happen suddenly to Signor Fontellis spine. He wilted like a tired flower. A gesture, in which were blended resignation, humility, and a desire to be at peace with all men, particularly Mr. Jarvis, completed his capitulation.

Mr. Jarvis waited while Betty was instructed in her simple duties, then drew her aside.

Say, he remarked confidentially, yousell be all right here. Six per aint all de dough dere is in de woild, but, bein cashier, see, you can swipe a whole heap more whenever you feel like it. And if Tony registers a kick, Ill come around and talk to him — see? Dats right. Good-morning, loidy.

And, having delivered these admirable hints to young cashiers in a hurry to get rich, Mr. Jarvis ducked his head in a species of bow, declined to be thanked, and shuffled out into the street, leaving Betty to open her new career by taking thirty-seven cents from the late breakfaster.


CHAPTER XXI. CHANGES IN THE STAFF
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THREE DAYS HAD elapsed since the battle which had opened the campaign, and there had been no further movement on the part of the enemy. Smith was puzzled. A strange quiet seemed to be brooding over the other camp. He could not believe that a single defeat had crushed the foe, but it was hard to think of any other explanation.

It was Pugsy Maloney who, on the fourth morning, brought to the office the inner history of the truce. His version was brief and unadorned, as was the way with his narratives. Such things as first causes and piquant details he avoided, as tending to prolong the telling excessively, thus keeping him from the perusal of his cowboy stories. He gave the thing out merely as an item of general interest, a bubble on the surface of the life of a great city. He did not know how nearly interested were his employers in any matter touching that gang which is known as the Three Points.

Pugsy said: Deres been fussn going on down where I live. Dude Dawsons mad at Spider Reilly, and now de Table Hills is layin for de Tree Points, to soak it to em. Dats right.

He then retired to his outer fastness, yielding further details jerkily and with the distrait air of one whose mind is elsewhere.

Skilfully extracted and pieced together, these details formed themselves into the following typical narrative of East Side life.

There were four really important gangs in New York at this time. There were other less important institutions besides, but these were little more than mere friendly gatherings of old boyhood chums for purposes of mutual companionship. They might grow into formidable organizations in time, but for the moment the amount of ice which good judges declared them to cut was but small. They would stick up an occasional wayfarer for his cush, and they carried canisters and sometimes fired them off, but these things do not signify the cutting of ice. In matters political there were only four gangs which counted, the East Side, the Groome Street, the Three Points and the Table Hill. Greatest of these, by virtue of their numbers, were the East Side and the Groome Street, the latter presided over at the time of this story by Mr. Bat Jarvis. These two were colossal, and, though they might fight each other, were immune from attack at the hands of the rest.

But between the other gangs, and especially between the Table Hill and the Three Points, which were much of a size, warfare raged as frequently as among the Republics of South America. There had always been bad blood between the Table Hill and the Three Points. Little events, trifling in themselves, had always occurred to shatter friendly relations just when there seemed a chance of their being formed. Thus, just as the Table Hillites were beginning to forgive the Three Points for shooting the redoubtable Paul Horgan down at Coney Island, a Three Pointer injudiciously wiped out a Table Hillite near Canal Street. He pleaded self-defense, and in any case it was probably mere thoughtlessness, but nevertheless the Table Hillites were ruffled.

That had been a month or so back. During that month things had been simmering down, and peace was just preparing to brood when there occurred the incident alluded to by Pugsy, the regrettable falling out between Dude Dawson and Spider Reilly.

To be as brief as possible, Dude Dawson had gone to spend a happy evening at a dancing saloon named Shamrock Hall, near Groome Street. Now, Shamrock Hall belonged to a Mr. Maginnis, a friend of Bat Jarvis, and was under the direct protection of that celebrity. It was, therefore, sacred ground, and Mr. Dawson visited it in a purely private and peaceful capacity. The last thing he intended was to spoil the harmony of the evening.

Alas for the best intentions! Two-stepping clumsily round the room — for he was a poor, though enthusiastic, dancer — Dude Dawson collided with and upset a certain Reddy Davis and his partner. Reddy Davis was a member of the Three Points, and his temper was the temper of a red-headed man. He slugged Mr. Dawson. Mr. Dawson, more skilful at the fray than at the dance, joined battle willingly, and they were absorbed in a stirring combat, when an interruption occurred. In the far corner of the room, surrounded by admiring friends, sat Spider Reilly, monarch of the Three Points. He had noticed that there was a slight disturbance at the other side of the hall, but had given it little attention till the dancing ceasing suddenly and the floor emptying itself of its crowd, he had a plain view of Mr. Dawson and Mr. Davis squaring up at each other for the second round.

We must assume that Mr. Reilly was not thinking of what he did, for his action was contrary to all rules of gang etiquette. In the street it would have been perfectly legitimate, even praiseworthy, but in a dance-hall under the protection of a neutral power it was unpardonable.

What he did was to produce his revolver, and shoot the unsuspecting Mr. Dawson in the leg. Having done which, he left hurriedly, fearing the wrath of Bat Jarvis.

Mr. Dawson, meanwhile, was attended to and helped home. Willing informants gave him the name of his aggressor, and before morning the Table Hill camp was in a ferment. Shooting broke out in three places, though there were no casualties.

When the day dawned there existed between the two gangs a state of war more bitter than any in their record, for this time it was chieftain who had assaulted chieftain, Royal blood had been spilt.

Such was the explanation of the lull in the campaign against Peaceful Moments. The new war had taken the mind of Spider Reilly and his warriors off the paper and its affairs for the moment, much as the unexpected appearance of a mad bull would make a man forget that he had come out snipe-shooting.

At present there had been no pitched battle. As was usual between the gangs, war had broken out in a somewhat tentative fashion at first. There had been skirmishes by the wayside, but nothing more. The two armies were sparring for an opening.



Smith was distinctly relieved at the respite, for necessitating careful thought. This was the defection of Kid Brady.

The Kids easy defeat of Cyclone Dick Fisher had naturally created a sensation in sporting circles. He had become famous in a night. It was not with surprise, therefore, that Smith received from his fighting editor the information that he had been matched against one Eddie Wood, whose fame outshone even that of the late Cyclone.

The Kid, a white man to the core, exhibited quite a feudal loyalty to the paper which had raised him from the ruck and placed him on the road to eminence.

Say the word, he said, and Ill call it off. If you feel you need me around here, Mr. Smith, say so, and Ill side-step Eddie.

Comrade Brady, said Smith with enthusiasm, I have had occasion before to call you sport. I do so again. But Im not going to stand in your way. If you eliminate this Comrade Wood, they will have to give you a chance against Jimmy Garvin, wont they?

I guess thats right, said the Kid. Eddie stayed nineteen rounds against Jimmy, and, if I can put him away, it gets me clear into line with Jim, and hell have to meet me.

Then go in and win, Comrade Brady. We shall miss you. It will be as if a ray of sunshine had been removed from the office. But you mustnt throw a chance away.

Ill train at White Plains, said the Kid, so Ill be pretty near in case Im wanted.

Oh, we shall be all right, said Smith, and if you win, well bring out a special number. Good luck, Comrade Brady, and many thanks for your help.



John, when he arrived at the office and learned the news, was for relying on their own unaided efforts.

And, anyway, he said, I dont see who else there is to help us. You could tell the police, I suppose, he went on doubtfully.

Smith shook his head.

The New York policeman, Comrade John, is, like all great men, somewhat peculiar. If you go to a New York policeman and exhibit a black eye, he is more likely to express admiration for the handiwork of the citizen responsible for the same than sympathy. No; since coming to this city I have developed a habit of taking care of myself, or employing private help. I do not want allies who will merely shake their heads at Comrade Reilly and his merry men, however sternly. I want someone who, if necessary, will soak it to them good.

Sure, said John. But who is there now the Kids gone?

Who else but Comrade Jarvis? said Smith.

Jarvis? Bat Jarvis?

The same. I fancy that we shall find, on enquiry, that we are ace high with him. At any rate, there is no harm in sounding him. It is true that he may have forgotten, or it may be that it is to Comrade Brown alone that he is—

Whos Brown? asked John.

Our late stenographer, explained Smith. A Miss Brown. She entertained Comrade Jarvis cat, if you remember. I wonder what has become of her. She has sent in three more corking efforts on the subject of Broster Street, but she gives no address. I wish I knew where she was. Id have liked for you to meet her.


CHAPTER XXII. A GATHERING OF CAT SPECIALISTS
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IT WILL PROBABLY be necessary, said Smith, as they set out for Groome Street, to allude to you, Comrade John, in the course of this interview, as one of our most eminent living cat-fanciers. You have never met Comrade Jarvis, I believe? Well, he is a gentleman with just about enough forehead to prevent his front hair getting inextricably blended with his eyebrows, and he owns twenty-three cats, each with a leather collar round its neck. It is, I fancy, the cat note which we shall have to strike to-day. If only Comrade Brown were with us, we could appeal to his finer feelings. But he has seen me only once and you never, and I should not care to bet that he will feel the least particle of dismay at the idea of our occiputs getting all mussed up with a black-jack. But when I inform him that you are an English cat-fancier, and that in your island home you have seventy-four fine cats, mostly Angoras, that will be a different matter. I shall be surprised if he does not fall on your neck.

They found Mr. Jarvis in his fanciers shop, engaged in the intellectual occupation of greasing a cats paws with butter. He looked up as they entered, and then resumed his task.

Comrade Jarvis, said Smith, we meet again. You remember me?

Nope, said Mr. Jarvis promptly.

Smith was not discouraged.

Ah! he said tolerantly, the fierce rush of New York life! How it wipes from the retina to-day the image impressed on it but yesterday. Is it not so, Comrade Jarvis?

The cat-expert concentrated himself on his patients paws without replying.

A fine animal, said Smith, adjusting his monocle. To what particular family of the Felis Domestica does that belong? In color it resembles a Neapolitan ice more than anything.

Mr. Jarvis manner became unfriendly.

Say, what do youse want? Thats straight, aint it? If youse want to buy a boid or a snake, why dont youse say so?

I stand corrected, said Smith; I should have remembered that time is money. I called in here partly in the hope that, though you only met me once — on the stairs of my office, you might retain pleasant recollections of me, but principally in order that I might make two very eminent cat-fanciers acquainted. This, he said, with a wave of his hand in the direction of John, is Comrade Maude, possibly the best known of English cat-fanciers. Comrade Maudes stud of Angoras is celebrated wherever the English language is spoken.

Mr. Jarviss expression changed. He rose, and, having inspected John with silent admiration for a while, extended a well-buttered hand towards him. Smith looked on benevolently.

What Comrade Maude does not know about cats, he said, is not knowledge. His information on Angoras alone would fill a volume.

Say — Mr. Jarvis was evidently touching on a point which had weighed deeply upon him— whys catnip called catnip?

John looked at Smith helplessly. It sounded like a riddle, but it was obvious that Mr. Jarviss motive in putting the question was not frivolous. He really wished to know.

The word, as Comrade Maude was just about to observe, said Smith, is a corruption of catmint. Why it should be so corrupted I do not know. But what of that? The subject is too deep to be gone fully into at the moment. I should recommend you to read Mr. Maudes little brochure on the matter. Passing lightly on from that—

Did youse ever have a cat dat ate bettles? enquired Mr. Jarvis.

There was a time when many of Comrade Maudes Felidae supported life almost entirely on beetles.

Did they git thin?

John felt it was time, if he were to preserve his reputation, to assert himself.

No, he replied firmly.

Mr. Jarvis looked astonished.

English beetles, said Smith, dont make cats thin. Passing lightly—

I had a cat oncst, said Mr. Jarvis, ignoring the remark and sticking to his point, dat ate beetles and got thin and used to tie itself inter knots.

A versatile animal, agreed Smith.

Say, Mr. Jarvis went on, now plainly on a subject near to his heart, dem beetles is fierce. Sure! Cant keep de cats off of eatin dem, I cant. First ting you know deyve swallowed dem, and den dey gits thin and ties theirselves into knots.

You should put them into strait-waistcoats, said Smith. Passing, however, lightly—

Say, ever have a cross-eyed cat?

Comrade Maudes cats, said Smith, have happily been almost entirely free from strabismus.

Deys lucky, cross-eyed cats is. You has a cross-eyed cat, and notin dont never go wrong. But, say, was dere ever a cat wit one blue and one yaller one in your bunch? Gee! its fierce when its like dat. Its a skidoo, is a cat wit one blue eye and one yaller one. Puts you in bad, surest ting you know. Oncst a guy give me a cat like dat, and first ting you know Im in bad all round. It wasnt till I give him away to de cop on de corner and gets me one dats cross-eyed dat I lifts de skidoo off of me.

And what happened to the cop? enquired Smith, interested.

Oh, he got in bad, sure enough, said Mr. Jarvis without emotion. One of de boys what hed pinched and had sent up the road once lays for him and puts one over on him wit a black-jack. Sure. Dats what comes of havin a cat wit one blue and one yaller one.

Mr. Jarvis relapsed into silence. He seemed to be meditating on the inscrutable workings of Fate. Smith took advantage of the pause to leave the cat topic and touch on matters of more vital import.

Tense and exhilarating as is this discussion of the optical peculiarities of cats, he said, there is another matter on which, if you will permit me, I should like to touch. I would hesitate to bore you with my own private troubles, but this is a matter which concerns Comrade Maude as well as myself, and I can see that your regard for Comrade Maude is almost an obsession.

Hows that?

I can see, said Smith, that Comrade Maude is a man to whom you give the glad hand.

Mr. Jarvis regarded John with respectful affection.

Sure! Hes to the good, Mr. Maude is.

Exactly, said Smith. To resume, then. The fact is, Comrade Jarvis, we are much persecuted by scoundrels. How sad it is in this world! We look to every side. We look to north, east, south, and west, and what do we see? Mainly scoundrels. I fancy you have heard a little about our troubles before this. In fact, I gather that the same scoundrels actually approached you with a view to engaging your services to do us up, but that you very handsomely refused the contract. We are the staff of Peaceful Moments.

Peaceful Moments, said Mr. Jarvis. Sure, dats right. A guy comes to me and says he wants you put through it, but I gives him de trundown.

So I was informed, said Smith. Well, failing you, they went to a gentleman of the name of Reilly—

Spider Reilly?

Exactly. Spider Reilly, the lessee and manager of the Three Points gang.

Mr. Jarvis frowned.

Dose Tree Points, deyre to de bad. Deyre fresh.

It is too true, Comrade Jarvis.

Say, went on Mr. Jarvis, waxing wrathful at the recollection, what do youse tink dem fresh stiffs done de odder night? Started some rough woik in me own dance-joint.

Shamrock Hall? said Smith. I heard about it.

Dats right, Shamrock Hall. Got gay, dey did, wit some of the Table Hillers. Say, I got it in for dem gazebos, sure I have. Surest ting you know.

Smith beamed approval.

That, he said, is the right spirit. Nothing could be more admirable. We are bound together by our common desire to check the ever-growing spirit of freshness among the members of the Three Points. Add to that the fact that we are united by a sympathetic knowledge of the manners and customs of cats, and especially that Comrade Maude, Englands greatest fancier, is our mutual friend, and what more do we want? Nothing.

Mr. Maudes to de good, assented Mr. Jarvis, eying John once more in friendly fashion.

We are all to the good, said Smith. Now, the thing I wished to ask you is this. The office of the paper was, until this morning, securely guarded by Comrade Brady, whose name will be familiar to you.

De Kid?

On the bulls-eye, as usual. Kid Brady, the coming light-weight champion of the world. Well, he has unfortunately been compelled to leave us, and the way into the office is consequently clear to any sand-bag specialist who cares to wander in. So what I came to ask was, will you take Comrade Bradys place for a few days?

Hows that?

Will you come in and sit in the office for the next day or so and help hold the fort? I may mention that there is money attached to the job. We will pay for your services.

Mr. Jarvis reflected but a brief moment.

Why, sure, he said. Me fer dat.

Excellent, Comrade Jarvis. Nothing could be better. We will see you to-morrow, then. I rather fancy that the gay band of Three Pointers who will undoubtedly visit the offices of Peaceful Moments in the next few days is scheduled to run up against the surprise of their lives.

Sure ting. Ill bring me canister.

Do, said Smith. In certain circumstances one canister is worth a flood of rhetoric. Till to-morrow, then, Comrade Jarvis. I am very much obliged to you.



Not at all a bad hours work, he said complacently, as they turned out of Groome Street. A vote of thanks to you, John, for your invaluable assistance.

I didnt do much, said John, with a grin.

Apparently, no. In reality, yes. Your manner was exactly right. Reserved, yet not haughty. Just what an eminent cat-fanciers manner should be. I could see that you made a pronounced hit with Comrade Jarvis. By the way, as he is going to show up at the office to-morrow, perhaps it would be as well if you were to look up a few facts bearing on the feline world. There is no knowing what thirst for information a nights rest may not give Comrade Jarvis. I do not presume to dictate, but if you were to make yourself a thorough master of the subject of catnip, for instance, it might quite possibly come in useful.


CHAPTER XXIII. THE RETIREMENT OF SMITH
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THE FIRST MEMBER of the staff of Peaceful Moments to arrive at the office on the following morning was Master Maloney. This sounds like the beginning of a Plod and Punctuality, or How Great Fortunes have been Made story, but, as a matter of fact, Master Maloney, like Mr. Bat Jarvis, was no early bird. Larks who rose in his neighborhood, rose alone. He did not get up with them. He was supposed to be at the office at nine oclock. It was a point of honor with him, a sort of daily declaration of independence, never to put in an appearance before nine-thirty. On this particular morning he was punctual to the minute, or half an hour late, whichever way you choose to look at it.

He had only whistled a few bars of My Little Irish Rose, and had barely got into the first page of his story of life on the prairie, when Kid Brady appeared. The Kid had come to pay a farewell visit. He had not yet begun training, and he was making the best of the short time before such comforts should be forbidden by smoking a big black cigar. Master Maloney eyed him admiringly. The Kid, unknown to that gentleman himself, was Pugsys ideal. He came from the Plains, and had, indeed, once actually been a cowboy; he was a coming champion; and he could smoke big black cigars. There was no trace of his official well-what-is-it-now? air about Pugsy as he laid down his book and prepared to converse.

Say, Mr. Smith around anywhere, Pugsy? asked the Kid.

Naw, Mr. Brady. He aint came yet, replied Master Maloney respectfully.

Late, aint he?

Sure! He generally blows in before I do.

Wonder whats keepin him?

As he spoke, John appeared. Hello, Kid, he said. Come to say good-by?

Yep, said the Kid. Seen Mr. Smith around anywhere, Mr. Maude?

Hasnt he come yet? I guess hell be here soon. Hello, whos this?

A small boy was standing at the door, holding a note.

Mr. Maude? he said. Cop at Jefferson Market give me dis fer you.

What! He took the letter, and gave the boy a dime. Why, its from Smith. Great Scott!

It was apparent that the Kid was politely endeavoring to veil his curiosity. Master Maloney had no such delicacy.

Whats in de letter, boss? he enquired.

The letter, said John slowly, is from Mr. Smith. And it says that he was sentenced this morning to thirty days on the Island for resisting the police.

Hes de guy! admitted Master Maloney approvingly.

Whats that? said the Kid. Mr. Smith been slugging cops! Whats he been doin that for?

I must go and find out at once. It beats me.

It did not take John long to reach Jefferson Market, and by the judicious expenditure of a few dollars he was enabled to obtain an interview with Smith in a back room.

The editor of Peaceful Moments was seated on a bench, looking remarkably disheveled. There was a bruise on his forehead, just where the hair began. He was, however, cheerful.

Ah, John, he said. You got my note all right, then? John looked at him, concerned.

What on earth does it all mean?

Smith heaved a regretful sigh.

I fear, he said, I have made precisely the blamed fool of myself that Comrade Parker hoped I would.

Parker!

Smith nodded.

I may be misjudging him, but I seem to see the hand of Comrade Parker in this. We had a raid at my house last night, John. We were pulled.

What on earth — ?

Somebody — if it was not Comrade Parker it was some other citizen dripping with public spirit — tipped the police off that certain sports were running a pool-room in the house where I live.

On his departure from the News, Smith, from motives of economy, had moved from his hotel in Washington Square and taken a furnished room on Fourteenth Street.

There actually was a pool-room there, he went on, so possibly I am wronging Comrade Parker in thinking that this was a scheme of his for getting me out of the way. At any rate, somebody gave the tip, and at about three oclock this morning I was aroused from a dreamless slumber by quite a considerable hammering at my door. There, standing on the mat, were two policemen. Very cordially the honest fellows invited me to go with them. A conveyance, it seemed, waited in the street without. I disclaimed all connection with the bad gambling persons below, but they replied that they were cleaning up the house, and, if I wished to make any remarks, I had better make them to the magistrate. This seemed reasonable. I said I would put on some clothes and come along. They demurred. They said they couldnt wait about while I put on clothes. I pointed out that sky-blue pajamas with old-rose frogs were not the costume in which the editor of a great New York weekly paper should be seen abroad in one of the worlds greatest cities, but they assured me — more by their manner than their words — that my misgivings were groundless, so I yielded. These men, I told myself, have lived longer in New York than I. They know what is done, and what is not done. I will bow to their views. So I was starting to go with them like a lamb, when one of them gave me a shove in the ribs with his night stick. And it was here that I fancy I may have committed a slight error of policy.

He smiled dreamily for a moment, then went on.

I admit that the old Berserk blood of the Smiths boiled at that juncture. I picked up a sleep-producer from the floor, as Comrade Brady would say, and handed it to the big-stick merchant. He went down like a sack of coal over the bookcase, and at that moment I rather fancy the other gentleman must have got busy with his club. At any rate, somebody suddenly loosed off some fifty thousand dollars worth of fireworks, and the next thing I knew was that the curtain had risen for the next act on me, discovered sitting in a prison cell, with an out-size in lumps on my forehead.

He sighed again.

What Peaceful Moments really needs, he said, is a sitz-redacteur. A sitz-redacteur, John, is a gentleman employed by German newspapers with a taste for lese-majeste to go to prison whenever required in place of the real editor. The real editor hints in his bright and snappy editorial, for instance, that the Kaisers mustache gives him bad dreams. The police force swoops down in a body on the office of the journal, and are met by the sitz-redacteur, who goes with them cheerfully, allowing the editor to remain and sketch out plans for his next weeks article on the Crown Prince. We need a sitz-redacteur on Peaceful Moments almost as much as a fighting editor. Not now, of course. This has finished the thing. Youll have to close down the paper now.

Close it down! cried John. You bet I wont.

My dear old son, said Smith seriously, what earthly reason have you for going on with it? You only came in to help me, and I am no more. I am gone like some beautiful flower that withers in the night. Wheres the sense of getting yourself beaten up then? Quit!

John shook his head.

I wouldnt quit now if you paid me.

But—

A policeman appeared at the door.

Say, pal, he remarked to John, youll have to be fading away soon, I guess. Give you three minutes more. Say it quick.

He retired. Smith looked at John.

You wont quit? he said.

No.

Smith smiled.

Youre an all-wool sport, John, he said. I dont suppose you know how to spell quit. Well, then, if you are determined to stand by the ship like Comrade Casabianca, Ill tell you an idea that came to me in the watches of the night. If ever you want to get ideas, John, you spend a night in one of these cells. They flock to you. I suppose I did more profound thinking last night than Ive ever done in my life. Well, heres the idea. Act on it or not, as you please. I was thinking over the whole business from soup to nuts, and it struck me that the queerest part of it all is that whoever owns these Broster Street tenements should care a Canadian dime whether we find out who he is or not.

Well, theres the publicity, began John.

Tush! said Smith. And possibly bah! Do you suppose that the sort of man who runs Broster Street is likely to care a darn about publicity? What does it matter to him if the papers soak it to him for about two days? He knows theyll drop him and go on to something else on the third, and he knows hes broken no law. No, theres something more in this business than that. Dont think that this bright boy wants to hush us up simply because he is a sensitive plant who cant bear to think that people should be cross with him. He has got some private reason for wanting to lie low.

Well, but what difference — ?

Comrade, Ill tell you. It makes this difference: that the rents are almost certainly collected by some confidential person belonging to his own crowd, not by an ordinary collector. In other words, the collector knows the name of the man hes collecting for. But for this little misfortune of mine, I was going to suggest that we waylay that collector, administer the Third Degree, and ask him who his boss is.

John uttered an exclamation.

Youre right! Ill do it.

You think you can? Alone?

Sure! Dont you worry. Ill—

The door opened and the policeman reappeared.

Times up. Slide, sonny.

John said good-by to Smith, and went out. He had a last glimpse of his late editor, a sad smile on his face, telling the policeman what was apparently a humorous story. Complete good will seemed to exist between them. John consoled himself as he went away with the reflection that Smiths was a temperament that would probably find a bright side even to a thirty-days visit to Blackwells Island.

He walked thoughtfully back to the office. There was something lonely, and yet wonderfully exhilarating, in the realization that he was now alone and in sole charge of the campaign. It braced him. For the first time in several weeks he felt positively light-hearted.


CHAPTER XXIV. THE CAMPAIGN QUICKENS
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MR. JARVIS WAS as good as his word. Early in the afternoon he made his appearance at the office of Peaceful Moments, his forelock more than usually well oiled in honor of the occasion, and his right coat-pocket bulging in a manner that betrayed to the initiated eye the presence of his trusty canister. With him, in addition, he brought a long, thin young man who wore under his brown tweed coat a blue-and-red striped sweater. Whether he brought him as an ally in case of need or merely as a kindred soul with whom he might commune during his vigil, did not appear.

Pugsy, startled out of his wonted calm by the arrival of this distinguished company, gazed after the pair, as they passed into the inner office, with protruding eyes.

John greeted the allies warmly, and explained Smiths absence. Mr. Jarvis listened to the story with interest, and introduced his colleague.

Tought Id let him chase along. Long Ottos his monaker.

Sure! said John. The more the merrier. Take a seat. Youll find cigars over there. You wont mind my not talking for the moment? Theres a wad of work to clear up.

This was an overstatement. He was comparatively free of work, press day having only just gone by; but he was keenly anxious to avoid conversation on the subject of cats, of his ignorance of which Mr. Jarviss appearance had suddenly reminded him. He took up an old proof sheet and began to glance through it, frowning thoughtfully.

Mr. Jarvis regarded the paraphernalia of literature on the table with interest. So did Long Otto, who, however, being a man of silent habit, made no comment. Throughout the seance and the events which followed it he confined himself to an occasional grunt. He seemed to lack other modes of expression.

Is dis where youse writes up pieces fer de poiper? enquired Mr. Jarvis.

This is the spot, said John. On busy mornings you could hear our brains buzzing in Madison Square Garden. Oh, one moment.

He rose and went into the outer office.

Pugsy, he said, do you know Broster Street?

Sure.

Could you find out for me exactly when the man comes round collecting the rents?

Surest ting you know. I knows a kid what knows anodder kid what lives dere.

Then go and do it now. And, after youve found out, you can take the rest of the day off.

Me fer dat, said Master Maloney with enthusiasm. Ill take me goil to de Bronx Zoo.

Your girl? I didnt know youd got a girl, Pugsy. I always imagined you as one of those strong, stern, blood-and-iron men who despised girls. Who is she?

Aw, shes a kid, said Pugsy. Her pa runs a delicatessen shop down our street. She aint a bad mutt, added the ardent swain. Im her steady.

Well, mind you send me a card for the wedding. And if two dollars would be a help—

Sure ting. Tanks, boss. Youre all right.

It had occurred to John that the less time Pugsy spent in the outer office during the next few days, the better. The lull in the warfare could not last much longer, and at any moment a visit from Spider Reilly and his adherents might be expected. Their probable first move in such an event would be to knock Master Maloney on the head to prevent his giving warning of their approach.

Events proved that he had not been mistaken. He had not been back in the inner office for more than a quarter of an hour when there came from without the sound of stealthy movements. The handle of the door began — to revolve slowly and quietly. The next moment three figures tumbled into the room.

It was evident that they had not expected to find the door unlocked, and the absence of resistance when they applied their weight had surprising effects. Two of the three did not pause in their career till they cannoned against the table. The third checked himself by holding the handle.

John got up coolly.

Come right in, he said. What can we do for you? It had been too dark on the other occasion of his meeting with the Three Pointers to take note of their faces, though he fancied that he had seen the man holding the door-handle before. The others were strangers. They were all exceedingly unprepossessing in appearance.

There was a pause. The three marauders had become aware of the presence of Mr. Jarvis and his colleague, and the meeting was causing them embarrassment, which may have been due in part to the fact that both had produced and were toying meditatively with ugly-looking pistols.

Mr. Jarvis spoke.

Well, he said, whats doin?

The man to whom the question was directly addressed appeared to have some difficulty in finding a reply. He shuffled his feet, and looked at the floor. His two companions seemed equally at a loss.

Goin to start anything? enquired Mr. Jarvis, casually.

The humor of the situation suddenly tickled John. The embarrassment of the uninvited guests was ludicrous.

Youve just dropped in for a quiet chat, is that it? he said. Well, were all delighted to see you. The cigars are on the table. Draw up your chairs.

Mr. Jarvis opposed the motion. He drew slow circles in the air with his revolver.

Say! Youse had best beat it. See?

Long Otto grunted sympathy with the advice.

And youse had best go back to Spider Reilly, continued Mr. Jarvis, and tell him there aint nothin doing in the way of rough-house wit dis gent here. And you can tell de Spider, went on Bat with growing ferocity, dat next time he gits fresh and starts in to shootin up my dance-joint, Ill bite de head offn him. See? Dat goes. If he tinks his little two-by-four crowd can git way wit de Groome Street, hes got anodder guess comin. An dont fergit dis gent here and me is friends, and anyone dat starts anyting wit dis gent is going to find trouble. Does dat go? Beat it.

He jerked his shoulder in the direction of the door.

The delegation then withdrew.

Thanks, said John. Im much obliged to you both. Youre certainly there with the goods as fighting editors. I dont know what I should have done without you.

Aw, Chee! said Mr. Jarvis, handsomely dismissing the matter. Long Otto kicked the leg of a table, and grunted.

Pugsy Maloneys report on the following morning was entirely satisfactory. Rents were collected in Broster Street on Thursdays. Nothing could have been more convenient, for that very day happened to be Thursday.

I rubbered around, said Pugsy, an done de sleut act, an its this way. Deres a feller blows in every Tursday bout six oclock, an den its up to de folks to dig down inter deir jeans for de stuff, or out dey goes before supper. I got dat from my kid frien what knows a kid what lives dere. An say, he has it pretty fierce, dat kid. De kid what lives dere. Hes a wop kid, an Italian, an hes in bad cos his pa comes over from Italy to woik on de subway.

I dont see why that puts him in bad, said John wonderingly. You dont construct your stories well, Pugsy. You start at the end, then go back to any part which happens to appeal to you at the moment, and eventually wind up at the beginning. Why is this kid in bad because his father has come to work on the subway?

Why, sure, because his pa got fired an swatted de foreman one on de coco, an dey gives him toity days. So de kids all alone, an no one to pay de rent.

I see, said John. Well, come along with me and introduce me, and Ill look after that.

At half-past five John closed the office for the day, and, armed with a big stick and conducted by Master Maloney, made his way to Broster Street. To reach it, it was necessary to pass through a section of the enemys country, but the perilous passage was safely negotiated. The expedition reached its unsavory goal intact.

The wop kid inhabited a small room at the very top of a building half-way down the street. He was out when John and Pugsy arrived.

It was not an abode of luxury, the tenement; they had to feel their way up the stairs in almost pitch darkness. Most of the doors were shut, but one on the second floor was ajar. Through the opening John had a glimpse of a number of women sitting on up-turned boxes. The floor was covered with little heaps of linen. All the women were sewing. Stumbling in the darkness, John almost fell against the door. None of the women looked up at the noise. In Broster Street time was evidently money.

On the top floor Pugsy halted before the open door of an empty room. The architect in this case had apparently given rein to a passion for originality, for he had constructed the apartment without a window of any sort whatsoever. The entire stock of air used by the occupants came through a small opening over the door.

It was a warm day, and John recoiled hastily.

Is this the kids room? he said. I guess the corridors good enough for me to wait in. What the owner of this place wants, he went on reflectively, is scalping. Well, well do it in the paper if we cant in any other way. Is this your kid?

A small boy had appeared. He seemed surprised to see visitors. Pugsy undertook to do the honors. Pugsy, as interpreter, was energetic, but not wholly successful. He appeared to have a fixed idea that the Italian language was one easily mastered by the simple method of saying da instead of the, and adding a final a to any word that seemed to him to need one.

Say, kid, he began, has da rent-a-man come yet-a?

The black eyes of the wop kid clouded. He gesticulated, and said something in his native language.

He hasnt got next, reported Master Maloney. He cant git on to me curves. Dese wop kids is all bone-heads. Say, kid, look-a here. He walked to the door, rapped on it smartly, and, assuming a look of extreme ferocity, stretched out his hand and thundered: Unbelt-a! Slip-a me da stuff!

The wop kids puzzlement in the face of this address became pathetic.

This, said John, deeply interested, is getting exciting. Dont give in, Pugsy. I guess the trouble is that your too perfect Italian accent is making the kid homesick.

Master Maloney made a gesture of disgust.

Im troo. Dese Dagoes makes me tired. Dey dont know enough to go upstairs to take de elevated. Beat it, you mutt, he observed with moody displeasure, accompanying the words with a gesture which conveyed its own meaning. The wop kid, plainly glad to get away, slipped down the stairs like a shadow.

Pugsy shrugged his shoulders.

Boss, he said resignedly, its up to youse.

John reflected.

Its all right, he said. Of course, if the collector had been here, the kid wouldnt be. All Ive got to do is to wait.

He peered over the banisters into the darkness below.

Not that its not enough, he said; for of all the poisonous places I ever met this is the worst. I wish whoever built it had thought to put in a few windows. His idea of ventilation was apparently to leave a hole about the size of a lima bean and let the thing go at that.

I guess theres a door on to de roof somewhere, suggested Pugsy. At de joint where I lives dere is.

His surmise proved correct. At the end of the passage a ladder, nailed against the wall, ended in a large square opening, through which was visible, if not that narrow strip of blue which prisoners call the sky, at any rate a tall brick chimney and a clothesline covered with garments that waved lazily in the breeze.

John stood beneath it, looking up.

Well, he said, this isnt much, but its better than nothing. I suppose the architect of this place was one of those fellows who dont begin to appreciate air till its thick enough to scoop chunks out with a spoon. Its an acquired taste, I guess, like Limburger cheese. And now, Pugsy, old scout, you had better beat it. There may be a rough-house here any minute now.

Pugsy looked up, indignant.

Beat it?

While your shoe-leathers good, said John firmly. This is no place for a ministers son. Take it from me.

I want to stop and pipe de fun, objected Master Maloney.

What fun?

I guess you aint here to play ball, surmised Pugsy shrewdly, eying the big stick.

Never mind why Im here, said John. Beat it. Ill tell you all about it to-morrow.

Master Maloney prepared reluctantly to depart. As he did so there was a sound of well-shod feet on the stairs, and a man in a snuff-colored suit, wearing a brown Homburg hat and carrying a small notebook in one hand, walked briskly up the stairs. His whole appearance proclaimed him to be the long-expected collector of rents.


CHAPTER XXV. CORNERED
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HE DID NOT see John for a moment, and had reached the door of the room when he became aware of a presence. He turned in surprise. He was a smallish, pale-faced man with protruding eyes and teeth which gave him a certain resemblance to a rabbit.

Hello! he said.

Welcome to our city, said John, stepping unostentatiously between him and the stairs.

Master Maloney, who had taken advantage of the interruption to edge back into the center of things, now appeared to consider the question of his departure permanently shelved. He sidled to a corner of the landing, and sat down on an empty soap box with the air of a dramatic critic at the opening night of a new play. The scene looked good to him. It promised interesting developments. He was an earnest student of the drama, as exhibited in the theaters of the East Side, and few had ever applauded the hero of Escaped from Sing Sing, or hissed the villain of Nellie, the Beautiful Cloak-model with more fervor. He liked his drama to have plenty of action, and to his practised eye this one promised well. There was a set expression on Johns face which suggested great things.

His pleasure was abruptly quenched. John, placing a firm hand on his collar, led him to the top of the stairs and pushed him down.

Beat it, he said.

The rent-collector watched these things with a puzzled eye. He now turned to John.

Say, seen anything of the wops that live here? he enquired. My names Gooch. Ive come to take the rent.

John nodded.

I dont think theres much chance of your seeing them to-night, he said. The father, I hear, is in prison. You wont get any rent out of him.

Then its outside for theirs, said Mr. Gooch definitely.

What about the kid? said John. Wheres he to go?

Thats up to him. Nothing to do with me. Im only acting under orders from up top.

Whose orders? enquired John.

The gent who owns this joint.

Who is he?

Suspicion crept into the protruding eyes of the rent-collector.

Say! he demanded. Who are you anyway, and what do you think youre doing here? Thats what Id like to know. What do you want with the name of the owner of this place? What business is it of yours?

Im a newspaper man.

I guessed you were, said Mr. Gooch with triumph. You cant bluff me. Well, its no good, sonny. Ive nothing for you. Youd better chase off and try something else.

He became more friendly.

Say, though, he said, I just guessed you were from some paper. I wish I could give you a story, but I cant. I guess its this Peaceful Moments business thats been and put your editor on to this joint, aint it? Say, though, thats a queer thing, that paper. Why, only a few weeks ago it used to be a sort of take-home-and-read-to-the-kids affair. A friend of mine used to buy it regular. And then suddenly it comes out with a regular whoop, and starts knocking these tenements and boosting Kid Brady, and all that. It gets past me. All I know is that its begun to get this place talked about. Why, you see for yourself how it is. Here is your editor sending you down to get a story about it. But, say, those Peaceful Moments guys are taking big risks. I tell you straight they are, and I know. I happen to be wise to a thing or two about whats going on on the other side, and I tell you theres going to be something doing if they dont cut it out quick. Mr. Qem, the fellow who owns this place isnt the man to sit still and smile. Hes going to get busy. Say, what paper do you come from?

Peaceful Moments, said John.

For a moment the inwardness of the information did not seem to come home to Mr. Gooch. Then it hit him. He spun round. John was standing squarely between him and the stairs.

Hey, whats all this? demanded Mr. Gooch nervously. The light was dim in the passage, but it was sufficiently light to enable him to see Johns face, and it did not reassure him.

Ill soon tell you, said John. First, however, lets get this business of the kids rent settled. Take it out of this and give me the receipt.

He pulled out a bill.

Curse his rent, said Mr. Gooch. Let me pass.

Soon, said John. Business before pleasure. How much does the kid have to pay for the privilege of suffocating in this infernal place? As much as that? Well, give me a receipt, and then we can get on to more important things.

Let me pass.

Receipt, said John laconically.

Mr. Gooch looked at the big stick, then scribbled a few words in his notebook and tore out the page. John thanked him.

I will see that it reaches him, he said. And now will you kindly tell me the name of the man for whom you collected that money?

Let me pass, bellowed Mr. Gooch. Ill bring an action against you for assault and battery. Playing a fool game like this! Get away from those stairs.

There has been no assault and battery — yet, said John. Well, are you going to tell me?

Mr. Gooch shuffled restlessly. John leaned against the banisters.

As you said a moment ago, he observed, the staff of Peaceful Moments is taking big risks. I knew it before you told me. I have had practical demonstration of the fact. And that is why this Broster Street thing has got to be finished quick. We cant afford to wait. So I am going to have you tell me this mans name right now.

Help! yelled Mr. Gooch.

The noise died away, echoing against the walls. No answering cry came from below. Custom had staled the piquancy of such cries in Broster Street. If anybody heard it, nobody thought the matter worth investigation.

If you do that again, said John, Ill break you in half. Now then! I cant wait much longer. Get busy!

He looked huge and sinister to Mr. Gooch, standing there in the uncertain light; it was very lonely on that top floor and the rest of the world seemed infinitely far away. Mr. Gooch wavered. He was loyal to his employer, but he was still more loyal to Mr. Gooch.

Well? said John.

There was a clatter on the stairs of one running swiftly, and Pugsy Maloney burst into view. For the first time since John had known him, Pugsy was openly excited.

Say, boss, he cried, deys coming!

What? Who?

Why, dem. I seen dem Tree Pointers — Spider Reilly an—

He broke off with a yelp of surprise. Mr. Gooch had seized his opportunity, and had made his dash for safety. With a rush he dived past John, nearly upsetting Pugsy, who stood in his path, and sprang down the stairs. Once he tripped, but recovered himself, and in another instant only the faint sound of his hurrying footsteps reached them.

John had made a movement as if to follow, but the full meaning of Pugsys words came upon him and he stopped.

Spider Reilly? he said.

I guess it was Spider Reilly, said Pugsy, excitedly. Dey called him Spider. I guess dey piped youse comin in here. Gee! its pretty fierce, boss, dis! What youse goin to do?

Where did you see them, Pugsy?

On the street just outside. Dere was a bunch of dem spielin togedder, and I hears dem say you was in here. Dere aint no ways out but de front, so dey aint hurryin. Dey just reckon to pike along upstairs, peekin inter each room till dey find you. An deres a bunch of dem goin to wait on de street in case youse beat it past down de stairs while de odder guys is rubberin for youse. Gee, aint dis de limit!

John stood thinking. His mind was working rapidly. Suddenly he smiled.

Its all right, Pugsy, he said. It looks bad, but I see a way out. Im going up that ladder there and through the trapdoor on to the roof. I shall be all right there. If they find me, they can only get at me one at a time. And, while Im there, heres what I want you to do.

Shall I go for de cops, boss?

No, not the cops. Do you know where Dude Dawson lives?

The light of intelligence began to shine in Master Maloneys face. His eye glistened with approval. This was strategy of the right sort.

I can ask around, he said. Ill soon find him all right.

Do, and as quick as you can. And when youve found him tell him that his old chum, Spider Reilly, is here, with the rest of his crowd. And now Id better be getting up on to my perch. Off you go, Pugsy, my son, and dont take a week about it. Good-by.

Pugsy vanished, and John, going to the ladder, climbed out on to the roof with his big stick. He looked about him. The examination was satisfactory. The trapdoor appeared to be the only means of access to the roof, and between this roof and that of the next building there was a broad gulf. The position was practically impregnable. Only one thing could undo him, and that was, if the enemy should mount to the next roof and shoot from there. And even then he would have cover in the shape of the chimney. It was a pity that the trap opened downward, for he had no means of securing it and was obliged to allow it to hang open. But, except for that, his position could hardly have been stronger.

As yet there was no sound of the enemys approach. Evidently, as Pugsy had said, they were conducting the search, room by room, in a thorough and leisurely way. He listened with his ear close to the open trapdoor, but could hear nothing.

A startled exclamation directly behind him brought him to his feet in a flash, every muscle tense. He whirled his stick above his head as he turned, ready to strike, then let it fall with a clatter. For there, a bare yard away, stood Betty.


CHAPTER XXVI. JOURNEYS END
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THE CAPACITY OF the human brain for surprise, like that of the human body for pain, is limited. For a single instant a sense of utter unreality struck John like a physical blow. The world flickered before his eyes and the air seemed full of strange noises. Then, quite suddenly, these things passed, and he found himself looking at her with a total absence of astonishment, mildly amused in some remote corner of his brain at his own calm. It was absurd, he told himself, that he should be feeling as if he had known of her presence there all the time. Yet it was so. If this were a dream, he could not be taking the miracle more as a matter of course. Joy at the sight of her he felt, keen and almost painful, but no surprise. The shock had stunned his sense of wonder.

She was wearing a calico apron over her dress, an apron that had evidently been designed for a large woman. Swathed in its folds, she suggested a child playing at being grown up. Her sleeves were rolled back to the elbow, and her slim arms dripped with water. Strands of brown hair were blowing loose in the evening breeze. To John she had never seemed so bewitchingly pretty. He stared at her till the pallor of her face gave way to a warm red glow.

As they stood there, speechless, there came from the other side of the chimney, softly at first, then swelling, the sound of a childs voice, raised in a tentative wail. Betty started violently. The next moment she was gone, and from the unseen parts beyond the chimney came the noise of splashing water.

And at the same instant, through the trap, came a trampling of feet and the sound of whispering. The enemy had reached the top floor.

John was conscious of a remarkable exhilaration. He felt insanely light-hearted. He laughed aloud at the thought that until then he had completely forgotten the very existence of these earnest seekers after his downfall. He threw back his head and shouted. There was something so ridiculous in their assumption that they mattered to a man who had found Betty again.

He thrust his head down through the trap, to see what was going on. The dark passage was full of indistinct forms, gathered together in puzzled groups. The mystery of the vanished object of their pursuit was being discussed in hoarse whispers.

Suddenly there was an excited shout, then a rush of feet. John drew back his head, and waited, gripping his stick.

Voices called to each other in the passage below.

De roof!

On top de roof!

Hes beaten it for de roof!

Feet shuffled on the stone floor. The voices ceased abruptly. And then, like a jack-in-the-box, there popped through the trap a head and shoulders.

The new arrival was a young man with a shock of red hair, a broken nose, and a mouth from which force or the passage of time had removed three front teeth. He held on to the edge of the trap, and stared up at John.

John beamed down at him, and shifted his grip on the stick.

Whos here? he cried. Historic picture. Old Dr. Cook discovers the North Pole.

The red-headed young man blinked. The strong light of the open air was trying to his eyes.

Youse had best come down, he observed coldly. Weve got youse.

And, continued John, unmoved, is instantly handed a gum-drop by his faithful Eskimo.

As he spoke, he brought the stick down on the knuckles which disfigured the edges of the trap. The intruder uttered a howl and dropped out of sight. In the passage below there were whisperings and mutterings, growing gradually louder till something resembling coherent conversation came to Johns ears, as he knelt by the trap making meditative billiard shots with the stick at a small pebble.

Aw gwan! Dont be a quitter.

Whos a quitter?

Youse a quitter. Get on top de roof. He cant hoit youse.

De guys gotten a big stick.

John nodded appreciatively.

I and Theodore, he murmured.

A somewhat baffled silence on the part of the attacking force was followed by further conversation.

Gee! Some guys got to go up.

Murmur of assent from the audience.

A voice, in inspired tones: Let Sam do it.

The suggestion made a hit. There was no doubt about that. It was a success from the start. Quite a little chorus of voices expressed sincere approval of the very happy solution to what had seemed an insoluble problem. John, listening from above, failed to detect in the choir of glad voices one that might belong to Sam himself. Probably gratification had rendered the chosen one dumb.

Yes, let Sam do it, cried the unseen chorus. The first speaker, unnecessarily, perhaps — for the motion had been carried almost unanimously — but possibly with the idea of convincing the one member of the party in whose bosom doubts might conceivably be harbored, went on to adduce reasons.

Sam bein a coon, he argued, aint goin to git hoit by no stick. Youse cant hoit a coon by soakin him on de coco, can you, Sam?

John waited with some interest for the reply, but it did not come. Possibly Sam did not wish to generalize on insufficient experience.

We can but try, said John softly, turning the stick round in his fingers.

A report like a cannon sounded in the passage below. It was merely a revolver shot, but in the confined space it was deafening. The bullet sang up into the sky.

Never hit me, said John cheerfully.

The noise was succeeded by a shuffling of feet. John grasped his stick more firmly. This was evidently the real attack. The revolver shot had been a mere demonstration of artillery to cover the infantrys advance.

Sure enough, the next moment a woolly head popped through the opening, and a pair of rolling eyes gleamed up at him.

Why, Sam! he said cordially, this is great. Now for our interesting experiment. My idea is that you can hurt a coons head with a stick if you hit it hard enough. Keep quite still. Now. What, are you coming up? Sam, I hate to do it, but—

A yell rang out. Johns theory had been tested and proved correct.

By this time the affair had begun to attract spectators. The noise of the revolver had proved a fine advertisement. The roof of the house next door began to fill up. Only a few of the occupants could get a clear view of the proceedings, for the chimney intervened. There was considerable speculation as to what was passing in the Three Points camp. John was the popular favorite. The early comers had seen his interview with Sam, and were relating it with gusto to their friends. Their attitude toward John was that of a group of men watching a dog at a rat hole. They looked to him to provide entertainment for them, but they realized that the first move must be with the attackers. They were fair-minded men, and they did not expect John to make any aggressive move.

Their indignation, when the proceedings began to grow slow, was directed entirely at the dilatory Three Pointers. They hooted the Three Pointers. They urged them to go home and tuck themselves up in bed. The spectators were mostly Irishmen, and it offended them to see what should have been a spirited fight so grossly bungled.

Gwan away home, ye quitters! roared one.

A second member of the audience alluded to them as stiffs.

It was evident that the besieging army was beginning to grow a little unpopular. More action was needed if they were to retain the esteem of Broster Street.

Suddenly there came another and a longer explosion from below, and more bullets wasted themselves on air. John sighed.

You make me tired, he said.

The Irish neighbors expressed the same sentiment in different and more forcible words. There was no doubt about it — as warriors, the Three Pointers were failing to give satisfaction.

A voice from the passage called to John.

Say!

Well? said John.

Are youse comin down off out of dat roof?

Would you mind repeating that remark?

Are youse goin to quit off out of dat roof?

Go away and learn some grammar, said John severely.

Hey!

Well?

Are youse — ?

No, my son, said John, since you ask it, I am not. I like being up here. How is Sam?

There was silence below. The time began to pass slowly. The Irishmen on the other roof, now definitely abandoning hope of further entertainment, proceeded with hoots of derision to climb down one by one into the recesses of their own house.

And then from the street far below there came a fusillade of shots and a babel of shouts and counter-shouts. The roof of the house next door filled again with a magical swiftness, and the low wall facing the street became black with the backs of those craning over. There appeared to be great doings in the street.

John smiled comfortably.

In the army of the corridor confusion had arisen. A scout, clattering upstairs, had brought the news of the Table Hillites advent, and there was doubt as to the proper course to pursue. Certain voices urged going down to help the main body. Others pointed out that this would mean abandoning the siege of the roof. The scout who had brought the news was eloquent in favor of the first course.

Gee! he cried, dont I keep tellin youse dat de Table Hills is here? Sure, deres a whole bunch of dem, and unless youse come on down deyll bite de hull head off of us lot. Leave dat stiff on de roof. Let Sam wait here wit his canister, and den he cant get down, cos Samll pump him full of lead while hes beatin it troo de trapdoor. Sure!

John nodded reflectively.

There is certainly something in that, he murmured. I guess the grand rescue scene in the third act has sprung a leak. This will want thinking over.

In the street the disturbance had now become terrible. Both sides were hard at it, and the Irishmen on the roof, rewarded at last for their long vigil, were yelling encouragement promiscuously and whooping with the unfettered ecstasy of men who are getting the treat of their lives without having paid a penny for it.

The behavior of the New York policeman in affairs of this kind is based on principles of the soundest practical wisdom. The unthinking man would rush in and attempt to crush the combat in its earliest and fiercest stages. The New York policeman, knowing the importance of his safety, and the insignificance of the gangsmans, permits the opposing forces to hammer each other into a certain distaste for battle, and then, when both sides have begun to have enough of it, rushes in himself and clubs everything in sight. It is an admirable process in its results, but it is sure rather than swift.

Proceedings in the affair below had not yet reached the police-interference stage. The noise, what with the shots and yells from the street and the ear-piercing approval of the roof audience, was just working up to a climax.

John rose. He was tired of kneeling by the trap, and there was no likelihood of Sam making another attempt to climb through. He got up and stretched himself.

And then he saw that Betty was standing beside him, holding with each hand a small and — by Broster Street standards — uncannily clean child. The children were scared and whimpering, and she stooped to soothe them. Then she turned to John, her eyes wide with anxiety.

Are you hurt? she cried. What has been happening? Are you hurt?

Johns heart leaped at the anxious break in her voice.

Its all right, he said soothingly. Its absolutely all right. Everythings over.

As if to give him the lie, the noise in the street swelled to a crescendo of yells and shots.

Whats that? cried Betty, starting.

I fancy, said John, the police must be taking a hand. Its all right. Theres a little trouble down below there between two of the gangs. It wont last long now.

Who were those men?

My friends in the passage? he said lightly. Those were some of the Three Points gang. We were holding the concluding exercise of a rather lively campaign thats been—

Betty leaned weakly against the chimney. There was silence now in the street. Only the distant rumble of an elevated train broke the stillness. She drew her hands from the childrens grasp, and covered her face. As she lowered them again, John saw that the blood had left her cheeks. She was white and shaking. He moved forward impulsively.

Betty!

She tottered, reaching blindly for the chimney for support, and without further words he gathered her into his arms as if she had been the child she looked, and held her there, clutching her to him fiercely, kissing the brown hair that brushed against his face, and soothing her with vague murmurings.

Her breath came in broken gasps. She laughed hysterically.

I thought they were killing you — killing you — and I couldnt leave my babies — they were so frightened, poor little mites — I thought they were killing you.

Betty!

Her arms about his neck tightened their grip convulsively, forcing his head down until his face rested against hers. And so they stood, rigid, while the two children stared with round eyes and whimpered unheeded.

Her grip relaxed. Her hands dropped slowly to her side. She leaned back against the circle of his arms, and looked up at him — a strange look, full of a sweet humility.

I thought I was strong, she said quietly. Im weak — but I dont care.

He looked at her with glowing eyes, not understanding, but content that the journey was ended, that she was there, in his arms, speaking to him.

I always loved you, dear, she went on. You knew that, didnt you? But I thought I was strong enough to give you up for — for a principle — but I was wrong. I cant do without you — I knew it just now when I saw— She stopped, and shuddered. I cant do without you, she repented.

She felt the muscles of his arms quiver, and pressed more closely against them. They were strong arms, protecting arms, restful to lean against at the journeys end.


CHAPTER XXVII. A LEMON
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THAT BULWARK OF Peaceful Moments, Pugsy Maloney, was rather the man of action than the man of tact. Otherwise, when, a moment later, he thrust his head up through the trap, he would have withdrawn delicately, and not split the silence with a raucous Hey! which acted on John and Betty like an electric shock.

John glowered at him. Betty was pink, but composed. Pugsy climbed leisurely on to the roof, and surveyed the group.

Why, hello! he said, as he saw Betty more closely.

Well, Pugsy, said Betty. How are you?

John turned in surprise.

Do you know Pugsy?

Betty looked at him, puzzled.

Why, of course I do.

Sure, said Pugsy. Miss Brown was stenographer on de poiper till she beat it.

Miss Brown!

There was utter bewilderment in Johns face.

I changed my name when I went to Peaceful Moments.

Then are you — did you — ?

Yes, I wrote those articles. Thats how I happen to be here now. I come down every day and help look after the babies. Poor little souls, there seems to be nobody else here who has time to do it. Its dreadful. Some of them — you wouldnt believe — I dont think they could ever have had a real bath in their lives.

Baths is foolishness, commented Master Maloney austerely, eying the scoured infants with a touch of disfavor.

John was reminded of a second mystery that needed solution.

How on earth did you get up here, Pugsy? he asked. How did you get past Sam?

Sam? I didnt see no Sam. Whos Sam?

One of those fellows. A coon. They left him on guard with a gun, so that I shouldnt get down.

Ah, I met a coon beating it down de stairs. I guess dat was him. I guess he got cold feet.

Then theres nothing to stop us from getting down.

Nope. Dats right. Dere aint a Tree Pointer witin a mile. De cops have been loadin dem into de patrol-wagon by de dozen.

John turned to Betty.

Well go and have dinner somewhere. You havent begun to explain things yet.

Betty shook her head with a smile.

I havent got time to go out to dinners, she said. Im a working-girl. Im cashier at Fontellis Italian Restaurant. I shall be on duty in another half-hour.

John was aghast.

You!

Its a very good situation, said Betty demurely. Six dollars a week and what I steal. I havent stolen anything yet, and I think Mr. Jarvis is a little disappointed in me. But of course I havent settled down properly.

Jarvis? Bat Jarvis?

Yes. He has been very good to me. He got me this place, and has looked after me all the time.

Ill buy him a thousand cats, said John fervently. But, Betty, you mustnt go there any more. You must quit. You—

If Peaceful Moments would reengage me? said Betty.

She spoke lightly, but her face was serious.

Dear, she said quickly, I cant be away from you now, while theres danger. I couldnt bear it. Will you let me come?

He hesitated.

You will. You must. Her manner changed again. Thats settled, then. Pugsy, Im coming back to the paper. Are you glad?

Sure ting, said Pugsy. Youre to de good.

And now, she went on, I must give these babies back to their mothers, and then Ill come with you.

She lowered herself through the trap, and John handed the children down to her. Pugsy looked on, smoking a thoughtful cigarette.

John drew a deep breath. Pugsy, removing the cigarette from his mouth, delivered himself of a stately word of praise.

Shes a boid, he said.

Pugsy, said John, feeling in his pocket, and producing a roll of bills, a dollar a word is our rate for contributions like that.



John pushed back his chair slightly, stretched out his legs, and lighted a cigarette, watching Betty fondly through the smoke. The resources of the Knickerbocker Hotel had proved equal to supplying the staff of Peaceful Moments with an excellent dinner, and John had stoutly declined to give or listen to any explanations until the coffee arrived.

Thousands of promising careers, he said, have been ruined by the fatal practise of talking seriously at dinner. But now we might begin.

Betty looked at him across the table with shining eyes. It was good to be together again.

My explanations wont take long, she said. I ran away from you. And, when you found me, I ran away again.

But I didnt find you, objected John. That was my trouble.

But my aunt told you I was at Peaceful Moments!

On the contrary, I didnt even know you had an aunt.

Well, shes not exactly that. Shes my stepfathers aunt — Mrs. Oakley. I was certain you had gone straight to her, and that she had told you where I was.

The Mrs. Oakley? The — er — philanthropist?

Dont laugh at her, said Betty quickly. She was so good to me!

She passes, said John decidedly.

And now, said Betty, its your turn.

John lighted another cigarette.

My story, he said, is rather longer. When they threw me out of Mervo—

What!

Im afraid you dont keep abreast of European history, he said. Havent you heard of the great revolution in Mervo and the overthrow of the dynasty? Bloodless, but invigorating. The populace rose against me as one man — except good old General Poineau. He was for me, and Crump was neutral, but apart from them my subjects were unanimous. Theres a republic again in Mervo now.

But why? What had you done?

Well, I abolished the gaming-tables. But, more probably, he went on quickly, they saw what a perfect dub I was in every—

She interrupted him.

Do you mean to say that, just because of me — ?

Well, he said awkwardly, as a matter of fact what you said did make me think over my position, and, of course, directly I thought over it — oh, well, anyway, I closed down gambling in Mervo, and then—

John!

He was aware of a small hand creeping round the table under cover of the cloth. He pressed it swiftly, and, looking round, caught the eye of a hovering waiter, who swooped like a respectful hawk.

Did you want anything, sir?

Ive got it, thanks, said John.

The waiter moved away.

Well, directly they had fired me, I came over here. I dont know what I expected to do. I suppose I thought I might find you by chance. I pretty soon saw how hopeless it was, and it struck me that, if I didnt get some work to do mighty quick, I shouldnt be much good to anyone except the alienists.

Dear!

The waiter stared, but Johns eyes stopped him in mid-swoop.

Then I found Smith—

Where is Mr. Smith?

In prison, said John with a chuckle.

In prison!

He resisted and assaulted the police. Ill tell you about it later. Well, Smith told me of the alterations in Peaceful Moments, and I saw that it was just the thing for me. And it has occupied my mind quite some. To think of you being the writer of those Broster Street articles! You certainly have started something, Betty! Goodness knows where it will end. I hoped to have brought off a coup this afternoon, but the arrival of Sam and his friends just spoiled it.

This afternoon? Yes, why were you there? What were you doing?

I was interviewing the collector of rents and trying to dig his employers name out of him. It was Smiths idea. Smiths theory was that the owner of the tenements must have some special private reason for lying low, and that he would employ some special fellow, whom he could trust, as a rent-collector. And Im pretty certain he was right. I cornered the collector, a little, rabbit-faced man named Gooch, and I believe he was on the point of — Whats the matter?

Bettys forehead was wrinkled. Her eyes wore a far-away expression.

Im trying to remember something. I seem to know the name, Gooch. And I seem to associate it with a little, rabbit-faced man. And — quick, tell me some more about him. Hes just hovering about on the edge of my memory. Quick! Push him in!

John threw his mind back to the interview in the dark passage, trying to reconstruct it.

Hes small, he said slowly. His eyes protrude — so do his teeth — He — he — yes, I remember now — he has a curious red mark—

On his right cheek, said Betty triumphantly.

By Jove! cried John. Youve got him?

I remember him perfectly. He was— She stopped with a little gasp.

Yes?

John, he was one of my stepfathers secretaries, she said.

They looked at each other in silence.

It cant be, said John at length.

It can. It is. He must be. He has scores of interests everywhere. He prides himself on it. Its the most natural thing.

John shook his head doubtfully.

But why all the fuss? Your stepfather isnt the man to mind public opinion—

But dont you see? Its as Mr. Smith said. The private reason. Its as clear as daylight. Naturally he would do anything rather than be found out. Dont you see? Because of Mrs. Oakley.

Because of Mrs. Oakley?

You dont know her as I do. She is a curious mixture. Shes double-natured. You called her the philanthropist just now. Well, she would be one, if — if she could bear to part with money. Yes, I know it sounds ridiculous. But its so. She is mean about money, but she honestly hates to hear of anybody treating poor people badly. If my stepfather were really the owner of those tenements, and she should find it out, she would have nothing more to do with him. Its true. I know her.

The smile passed away from Johns face.

By George! he said. It certainly begins to hang together.

I know Im right.

I think you are.

He sat meditating for a moment.

Well? he said at last.

What do you mean?

I mean, what are we to do? Do we go on with this?

Go on with it? I dont understand.

I mean — well, it has become rather a family matter, you see. Do you feel as — warlike against Mr. Scobell as you did against an unknown lessee?

Bettys eyes sparkled.

I dont think I should feel any different if — if it was you, she said. Ive been spending days and days in those houses, John dear, and Ive seen such utter squalor and misery, where there neednt be any at all if only the owner would do his duty, and — and—

She stopped. Her eyes were misty.

Thumbs down, in fact, said John, nodding. Im with you.

As he spoke, two men came down the broad staircase into the grill-room. Bettys back was towards them, but John saw them, and stared.

What are you looking at? asked Betty.

Will you count ten before looking round?

What is it?

Your stepfather has just come in.

What!

Hes sitting at the other side of the room, directly behind you. Count ten!

But Betty had twisted round in her chair.

Where? Where?

Just where youre looking. Dont let him see you.

I dont — Oh!

Got him?

He leaned back in his chair.

The plot thickens, eh? he said. What is Mr. Scobell doing in New York, I wonder, if he has not come to keep an eye on his interests?

Betty had whipped round again. Her face was white with excitement.

Its true, she whispered. I was right. Do you see who that is with him? The man?

Do you know him? Hes a stranger to me.

Its Mr. Parker, said Betty.

John drew in his breath sharply.

Are you sure?

Positive.

John laughed quietly. He thought for a moment, then beckoned to the hovering waiter.

What are you going to do? asked Betty.

Bring me a small lemon, said John.

Lemon squash, sir?

Not a lemon squash. A plain lemon. The fruit of that name. The common or garden citron, which is sharp to the taste and not pleasant to have handed to one. Also a piece of note paper, a little tissue paper, and an envelope.

What are you going to do? asked Betty again.

John beamed.

Did you ever read the Sherlock Holmes story entitled The Five Orange Pips? Well, when a man in that story received a mysterious envelope containing five orange pips, it was a sign that he was due to get his. It was all over, as far as he was concerned, except phoning for the undertaker. I propose to treat Mr. Scobell better than that. He shall have a whole lemon.

The waiter returned. John wrapped up the lemon carefully, wrote on the note paper the words, To B. Scobell, Esq., Property Owner, Broster Street, from Prince John of Peaceful Moments, this gift, and enclosed it in the envelope.

Do you see that gentleman at the table by the pillar? he said. Give him these. Just say a gentleman sent them.

The waiter smiled doubtfully. John added a two-dollar bill to the collection in his hand.

You neednt give him that, he said.

The waiter smiled again, but this time not doubtfully.

And now, said John as the messenger ambled off, perhaps it would be just as well if we retired.


CHAPTER XXVIII. THE FINAL ATTEMPT
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PROOF THAT HIS shot had not missed its mark was supplied to John immediately upon his arrival at the office on the following morning, when he was met by Pugsy Maloney with the information that a gentleman had called to see him.

With or without a black-jack? enquired John. Did he give any name?

Sure. Parkers his name. He blew in oncst before when Mr. Smith was here. I loosed him into de odder room.

John walked through. The man he had seen with Mr. Scobell at the Knickerbocker was standing at the window.

Mr. Parker?

The other turned, as the door opened, and looked at him keenly.

Are you Mr. Maude?

I am, said John.

I guess you dont need to be told what Ive come about?

No.

See here, said Mr. Parker. I dont know how youve found things out, but youve done it, and were through. We quit.

Im glad of that, said John. Would you mind informing Spider Reilly of that fact? It will make life pleasanter for all of us.

Mr. Scobell sent me along here to ask you to come and talk over this thing with him. Hes at the Knickerbocker. Ive a cab waiting outside. Can you come along?

Id rather he came here.

And I bet hed rather come here than be where he is. That little surprise packet of yours last night put him down and out. Gave him a stroke of some sort. Hes in bed now, with half-a-dozen doctors working on him.

John thought for a moment.

Oh, he said slowly, if its that — very well.

He could not help feeling a touch of remorse. He had no reason to be fond of Mr. Scobell, but he was sorry that this should have happened.

They went out on the street. A taximeter cab was standing by the sidewalk. They got in. Neither spoke. John was thoughtful and preoccupied. Mr. Parker, too, appeared to be absorbed in his own thoughts. He sat with folded arms and lowered head.

The cab buzzed up Fifth Avenue. Suddenly something, half-seen through the window, brought John to himself with a jerk. It was the great white mass of the Plaza Hotel. The next moment he saw that they were abreast of the park, and for the first time an icy wave of suspicion swept over him.

Here, whats this? he cried. Where are you taking me?

Mr. Parkers right hand came swiftly out of ambush, and something gleamed in the sun.

Dont move, said Mr. Parker. The hard nozzle of a pistol pressed against Johns chest. Keep that hand still.

John dropped his hand. Mr. Parker leaned back, with the pistol resting easily on his knee. The cab began to move more quickly.

Johns mind was in a whirl. His chief emotion was not fear, but disgust that he should have allowed himself to be trapped, with such absurd ease. He blushed for himself. Mr. Parkers face was expressionless, but who could say what tumults of silent laughter were not going on inside him? John bit his lip.

Well? he said at last.

Mr. Parker did not reply.

Well? said John again. Whats the next move?

It flashed across his mind that, unless driven to it by an attack, his captor would do nothing for the moment without running grave risks himself. To shoot now would be to attract attention. The cab would be overtaken at once by bicycle police, and stopped. There would be no escape. No, nothing could happen till they reached open country. At least he would have time to think this matter over in all its bearings.

Mr. Parker ignored the question. He was sitting in the same attitude of watchfulness, the revolver resting on his knee. He seemed mistrustful of Johns right hand, which was hanging limply at his side. It was from this quarter that he appeared to expect attack. The cab was bowling easily up the broad street, past rows and rows of high houses each looking exactly the same as the last. Occasionally, to the right, through a break in the line of buildings, a glimpse of the river could be seen.

A faint hope occurred to John that, by talking, he might put the other off his guard for just that instant which was all he asked. He exerted himself to find material for conversation.

Tell me, he said, what you said about Mr. Scobell, was that true? About his being ill in bed?

Mr. Parker did not answer, but a wintry smile flittered across his face.

It was not? said John. Well, Im glad of that. I dont wish Mr. Scobell any harm.

Mr. Parker looked at him doubtfully.

Say, why are you in this game at all? he said. What made you butt in?

One must do something, said John. Its interesting work.

If youll quit—

John shook his head.

I own its a tempting proposition, things being as they are, but I wont give up yet. You never know what may happen.

Well, you can make a mighty near guess this trip.

You cant do a thing yet, thats sure, said John confidently. If you shot me now, the cab would be stopped, and you would be lynched by the populace. I seem to see them tearing you limb from limb. She loves me! Off comes an arm. She loves me not! A leg joins the little heap on the ground. That is what would happen, Mr. Parker.

The other shrugged his shoulders, and relapsed into silence once more.

What are you going to do with me, Mr. Parker? asked John.

Mr. Parker did not reply.



The cab moved swiftly on. Now they had reached the open country. An occasional wooden shack was passed, but that was all. At any moment, John felt, the climax of the drama might be reached, and he got ready. His muscles stiffened for a spring. There was little chance of its being effective, but at least it would be good to put up some kind of a fight. And he had a faint hope that the suddenness of his movement might upset the others aim. He was bound to be hit somewhere. That was certain. But quickness might save him to some extent. He braced his leg against the back of the cab. And, as he did so, its smooth speed changed to a series of jarring jumps, each more emphatic than the last. It slowed down, then came to a halt. There was a thud, as the chauffeur jumped down. John heard him fumbling in the tool box. Presently the body of the machine was raised slightly as he got to work with the jack. Johns muscles relaxed. He leaned back. Surely something could be made of this new development. But the hand that held the revolver never wavered. He paused, irresolute. And at the moment somebody spoke in the road outside.

Had a breakdown? enquired the voice.

John recognized it. It was the voice of Kid Brady.



The Kid, as he had stated that he intended to do, had begun his training for his match with Eddie Wood at White Plains. It was his practise to open a course of training with a little gentle road-work, and it was while jogging along the highway a couple of miles from his training camp, in company with the two thick-necked gentlemen who acted as his sparring partners, that he had come upon the broken-down taxicab.

If this had happened after his training had begun in real earnest, he would have averted his eyes from the spectacle, however alluring, and continued on his way without a pause. But now, as he had not yet settled down to genuine hard work, he felt justified in turning aside and looking into the matter. The fact that the chauffeur, who seemed to be a taciturn man, lacking the conversational graces, manifestly objected to an audience, deterred him not at all. One cannot have everything in this world, and the Kid and his attendant thick-necks were content to watch the process of mending the tire, without demanding the additional joy of sparkling small talk from the man in charge of the operations.

Guys had a breakdown, sure, said the first of the thick-necks.

Surest thing you know, agreed his colleague.

Seems to me the tires punctured, said the Kid.

All three concentrated their gaze on the machine.

Kids right, said thick-neck number one. Guys been an bust a tire.

Surest thing you know, said thick-neck number two.

They observed the perspiring chauffeur in silence for a while.

Wonder how he did that, now? speculated the Kid.

Ran over a nail, I guess, said thick-neck number one.

Surest thing you know, said the other, who, while perhaps somewhat deficient in the matter of original thought, was a most useful fellow to have by one — a sort of Boswell.

Did you run over a nail? the Kid enquired of the chauffeur.

The chauffeur worked on, unheeding.

This is his busy day, said the first thick-neck, with satire. Guys too full of work to talk to us.

Deaf, shouldnt wonder, surmised the Kid. Say, wonder whats he doing with a taxi so far out of the city.

Some guy tells him to drive him out here, I guess. Say, itll cost him something, too. Hell have to strip off a few from his roll to pay for this.

John glanced at Mr. Parker, quivering with excitement. It was his last chance. Would the Kid think to look inside the cab, or would he move on? Could he risk a shout?

Mr. Parker leaned forward, and thrust the muzzle of the pistol against his body. The possibilities of the situation had evidently not been lost upon him.

Keep quiet, he whispered.

Outside, the conversation had begun again, and the Kid had made his decision.

Pretty rich guy inside, he said, following up his companions train of thought. Im going to rubber through the window.

John met Mr. Parkers eye, and smiled.

There came the sound of the Kids feet grating on the road, as he turned, and, as he heard it, Mr. Parker for the first time lost his head. With a vague idea of screening John, he half-rose. The pistol wavered. It was the chance John had prayed for. His left hand shot out, grasped the others wrist, and gave it a sharp wrench. The pistol went off with a deafening report, the bullet passing through the back of the cab, then fell to the floor, as the fingers lost their hold. And the next moment Johns right fist, darting upward, crashed home.

The effect was instantaneous. John had risen from his seat as he delivered the blow, and it got the full benefit of his weight. Mr. Parker literally crumpled up. His head jerked, then fell limply forward. John pushed him on to the seat as he slid toward the floor.

The interested face of the Kid appeared at the window. Behind him could be seen portions of the faces of the two thick-necks.

Hello, Kid, said John. I heard your voice. I hoped you might look in for a chat.

The Kid stared, amazed.

Whats doin? he queried.

A good deal. Ill explain later. First, will you kindly knock that chauffeur down and sit on his head?

De guys beat it, volunteered the first thick-neck.

Surest thing you know, said the other.

Whats been doin? asked the Kid. What are you going to do with this guy?

John inspected the prostrate Mr. Parker, who had begun to stir slightly.

I guess well leave him here, he said. Ive had all of his company that I need for to-day. Show me the nearest station, Kid. I must be getting back to New York. Ill tell you all about it as we go. A walk will do me good. Riding in a taxi is pleasant, but, believe me, you can have too much of it.


CHAPTER XXIX. A REPRESENTATIVE GATHERING
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WHEN JOHN RETURNED to the office, he found that his absence had been causing Betty an anxious hours waiting. She had been informed by Pugsy that he had gone out in the company of Mr. Parker, and she felt uneasy. She turned white at his story of the ride, but he minimized the dangers.

I dont think he ever meant to shoot. I think he was going to shut me up somewhere out there, and keep me till I promised to be good.

Do you think my stepfather told him to do it?

I doubt it. I fancy Parker is a man who acts a good deal on his own inspirations. But well ask him, when he calls to-day.

Is he going to call?

I have an idea he will, said John. I sent him a note just now, asking if he could manage a visit.

It was unfortunate, in the light of subsequent events, that Mr. Jarvis should have seen fit to bring with him to the office that afternoon two of his collection of cats, and that Long Otto, who, as before, accompanied him, should have been fired by his example to the extent of introducing a large yellow dog. For before the afternoon was ended, space in the office was destined to be at premium.

Mr. Jarvis, when he had recovered from the surprise of seeing Betty and learning that she had returned to her old situation, explained:

Tought Id bring de kits along, he said. Dey starts fussn wit each odder yesterday, so I brings dem along.

John inspected the menagerie without resentment.

Sure! he said. They add a kind of peaceful touch to the scene.

The atmosphere was, indeed, one of peace. The dog, after an inquisitive journey round the room, lay down and went to sleep. The cats settled themselves comfortably, one on each of Mr. Jarvis knees. Long Otto, surveying the ceiling with his customary glassy stare, smoked a long cigar. And Bat, scratching one of the cats under the ear, began to entertain John with some reminiscences of fits and kittens.

But the peace did not last. Ten minutes had barely elapsed when the dog, sitting up with a start, uttered a whine. The door burst open and a little man dashed in. He was brown in the face, and had evidently been living recently in the open air. Behind him was a crowd of uncertain numbers. They were all strangers to John.

Yes? he said.

The little man glared speechlessly at the occupants of the room. The two Bowery boys rose awkwardly. The cats fell to the floor.

The rest of the party had entered. Betty recognized the Reverend Edwin T. Philpotts and Mr. B. Henderson Asher.

My name is Renshaw, said the little man, having found speech.

What can I do for you? asked John.

The question appeared to astound the other.

What can you — ! Of all — !

Mr. Renshaw is the editor of Peaceful Moments, she said. Mr. Smith was only acting for him.

Mr. Renshaw caught the name.

Yes. Mr. Smith. I want to see Mr. Smith. Where is he?

In prison, said John.

In prison!

John nodded.

A good many things have happened since you left for your vacation. Smith assaulted a policeman, and is now on Blackwells Island.

Mr. Renshaw gasped. Mr. B. Henderson Asher stared, and stumbled over the cat.

And who are you? asked the editor.

My name is Maude. I—

He broke off, to turn his attention to Mr. Jarvis and Mr. Asher, between whom unpleasantness seemed to have arisen. Mr. Jarvis, holding a cat in his arms, was scowling at Mr. Asher, who had backed away and appeared apprehensive.

What is the trouble? asked John.

Dis guy here wit two left feet, said Bat querulously, treads on de kit.

Mr. Renshaw, eying Bat and the silent Otto with disgust, intervened.

Who are these persons? he enquired.

Poison yourself, rejoined Bat, justly incensed. Whos de little squirt, Mr. Maude?

John waved his hands.

Gentlemen, gentlemen, he said, why descend to mere personalities? I ought to have introduced you. This is Mr. Renshaw, our editor. These, Mr. Renshaw, are Bat Jarvis and Long Otto, our acting fighting editors, vice Kid Brady, absent on unavoidable business.

The name stung Mr. Renshaw to indignation, as Smiths had done.

Brady! he shrilled. I insist that you give me a full explanation. I go away by my doctors orders for a vacation, leaving Mr. Smith to conduct the paper on certain clearly defined lines. By mere chance, while on my vacation, I saw a copy of the paper. It had been ruined.

Ruined? said John. On the contrary. The circulation has been going up every week.

Who is this person, Brady? With Mr. Philpotts I have been going carefully over the numbers which have been issued since my departure—

An intellectual treat, murmured John.

 — and in each there is a picture of this young man in a costume which I will not particularize—

There is hardly enough of it to particularize.

 — together with a page of disgusting autobiographical matter.

John held up his hand.

I protest, he said. We court criticism, but this is mere abuse. I appeal to these gentlemen to say whether this, for instance, is not bright and interesting.

He picked up the current number of Peaceful Moments, and turned to the Kids page.

This, he said, describes a certain ten-round unpleasantness with one Mexican Joe. Joe comes up for the second round and he gives me a nasty look, but I thinks of my mother and swats him one in the lower ribs. He gives me another nasty look. All right, Kid, he says; now Ill knock you up into the gallery. And with that he cuts loose with a right swing, but I falls into the clinch, and then—

Pah! exclaimed Mr. Renshaw.

Go on, boss, urged Mr. Jarvis approvingly. Its to de good, dat stuff.

There! said John triumphantly. You heard? Mr. Jarvis, one of the most firmly established critics east of Fifth Avenue stamps Kid Bradys reminiscences with the hall-mark of his approval.

I falls fer de Kid every time, assented Mr. Jarvis.

Sure! You know a good thing when you see one. Why, he went on warmly, there is stuff in these reminiscences which would stir the blood of a jellyfish. Let me quote you another passage, to show that they are not only enthralling, but helpful as well. Let me see, where is it? Ah, I have it. A bully good way of putting a guy out of business is this. You dont want to use it in the ring, because rightly speaking its a foul, but you will find it mighty useful if any thick-neck comes up to you in the street and tries to start anything. Its this way. While hes setting himself for a punch, just place the tips of the fingers of your left hand on the right side of the chest. Then bring down the heel of your left hand. There isnt a guy living that could stand up against that. The fingers give you a leverage to beat the band. The guy doubles up, and you upper-cut him with your right, and out he goes. Now, I bet you never knew that before, Mr. Philpotts. Try it on your parishioners.

Peaceful Moments, said Mr. Renshaw irately, is no medium for exploiting low prize-fighters.

Low prize-fighters! No, no! The Kid is as decent a little chap as youd meet anywhere. And right up in the championship class, too! Hes matched against Eddie Wood at this very moment. And Mr. Waterman will support me in my statement that a victory over Eddie Wood means that he gets a cast-iron claim to meet Jimmy Garvin for the championship.

It is abominable, burst forth Mr. Renshaw. It is disgraceful. The paper is ruined.

You keep saying that. It really isnt so. The returns are excellent. Prosperity beams on us like a sun. The proprietor is more than satisfied.

Indeed! said Mr. Renshaw sardonically.

Sure, said John.

Mr. Renshaw laughed an acid laugh.

You may not know it, he said, but Mr. Scobell is in New York at this very moment. We arrived together yesterday on the Mauretania. I was spending my vacation in England when I happened to see the copy of the paper. I instantly communicated with Mr. Scobell, who was at Mervo, an island in the Mediterranean—

I seem to know the name—

 — and received in reply a long cable desiring me to return to New York immediately. I sailed on the Mauretania, and found that he was one of the passengers. He was extremely agitated, let me tell you. So that your impudent assertion that the proprietor is pleased—

John raised his eyebrows.

I dont quite understand, he said. From what you say, one would almost imagine that you thought Mr. Scobell was the proprietor of this paper.

Mr. Renshaw stared. Everyone stared, except Mr. Jarvis, who, since the readings from the Kids reminiscences had ceased, had lost interest in the proceedings, and was now entertaining the cats with a ball of paper tied to a string.

Thought that Mr. Scobell — ? repeated Mr. Renshaw. Who is, if he is not?

I am, said John.

There was a moments absolute silence.

You! cried Mr. Renshaw.

You! exclaimed Mr. Waterman, Mr. Asher, and the Reverend Edwin T. Philpotts.

Sure thing, said John.

Mr. Renshaw groped for a chair, and sat down.

Am I going mad? he demanded feebly. Do I understand you to say that you own this paper?

I do.

Since when?

Roughly speaking, about three days.

Among his audience (still excepting Mr. Jarvis, who was tickling one of the cats and whistling a plaintive melody) there was a tendency toward awkward silence. To start assailing a seeming nonentity and then to discover he is the proprietor of the paper to which you wish to contribute is like kicking an apparently empty hat and finding your rich uncle inside it. Mr. Renshaw in particular was disturbed. Editorships of the kind to which he aspired are not easy to get. If he were to be removed from Peaceful Moments he would find it hard to place himself anywhere else. Editors, like manuscripts, are rejected from want of space.

I had a little money to invest, continued John. And it seemed to me that I couldnt do better than put it into Peaceful Moments. If it did nothing else, it would give me a free hand in pursuing a policy in which I was interested. Smith told me that Mr. Scobells representatives had instructions to accept any offer, so I made an offer, and they jumped at it.

Pugsy Maloney entered, bearing a card.

Ask him to wait just one moment, said John, reading it.

He turned to Mr. Renshaw.

Mr. Renshaw, he said, if you took hold of the paper again, helped by these other gentlemen, do you think you could gather in our old subscribers and generally make the thing a live proposition on the old lines? Because, if so, I should be glad if you would start in with the next number. I am through with the present policy. At least, I hope to be in a few minutes. Do you think you can undertake that?

Mr. Renshaw, with a sigh of relief, intimated that he could.

Good, said John. And now Im afraid I must ask you to go. A rather private and delicate interview is in the offing. Bat, Im very much obliged to you and Otto for your help. I dont know what we should have done without it.

Aw, Chee! said Mr. Jarvis.

Then good-by for the present.

Good-by, boss. Good-by, loidy.

Long Otto pulled his forelock, and, accompanied by the cats and the dog, they left the room.

When Mr. Renshaw and the others had followed them, John rang the bell for Pugsy.

Ask Mr. Scobell to step in, he said.

The man of many enterprises entered. His appearance had deteriorated since John had last met him. He had the air of one who has been caught in the machinery. His face was even sallower than of yore, and there was no gleam in his dull green eyes.

He started at the sight of Betty, but he was evidently too absorbed in the business in hand to be surprised at seeing her. He sank into a chair, and stared gloomily at John.

Well? he said.

Well? said John.

This, observed Mr. Scobell simply, is hell. He drew a cigar stump mechanically from his vest pocket and lighted it.

What are you going to do about it? he asked.

What are you? said John. Its up to you.

Mr. Scobell gazed heavily into vacancy.

Ever since I started in to monkey with that darned Mervo, he said sadly, there aint a thing gone right. I havent been able to turn around without bumping into myself. Everything I touch turns to mud. I guess I can still breathe, but Im not betting on that lasting long. Of all the darned hoodoos that island was the worst. Say, I gotta close down that Casino. What do you know about that! Sure thing. The old lady wont stand for it. I had a letter from her. He turned to Betty. You got her all worked up, Betty. Im not blaming you. Its just my jinx. She took it into her head Id been treating you mean, and she kicked at the Casino. I gotta close it down or nix on the heir thing. That was enough for me. Im going to turn it into a hotel.

He relighted his cigar.

And now, just as I got her smoothed down, along comes this darned tenement business. Say, Prince, for the love of Mike cut it out. If those houses are as bad as you say they are, and the old lady finds out that I own them, itll be Katie bar the door for me. She wouldnt stand for it for a moment. I guess I didnt treat you good, Prince, but lets forget it. Ease up on this rough stuff. Ill do anything you want.

Betty spoke.

We only want you to make the houses fit to live in, she said. I dont believe you know what theyre like.

Why, no. I left Parker in charge. It was up to him to do what was wanted. Say, Prince, I want to talk to you about that guy, Parker. I understand hes been rather rough with you and your crowd. That wasnt my doing. I didnt know anything about it till he told me. Its the darned Wild West strain in him coming out. He used to do those sort of things out there, and hes forgotten his manners. I pay him well, and I guess he thinks thats the way its up to him to earn it. You mustnt mind Parker.

Oh, well! So long as he means well — ! said John. Ive no grudge against Parker. Ive settled with him.

Well, then, what about this Broster Street thing? You want me to fix some improvements, is that it?

Thats it.

Why, say, Ill do that. Sure. And then youll quit handing out the newspaper stories? That goes. Ill start right in.

He rose.

Thats taken a heap off my mind, he said.

Theres just one other thing, said John. Have you by any chance such a thing as a stepfathers blessing on you?

Eh?

John took Bettys hand.

Weve come round to your views, Mr. Scobell, he said. That scheme of yours for our future looks good to us.

Mr. Scobell bit through his cigar in his emotion.

Now, why the Heck, he moaned, couldnt you have had the sense to do that before, and save all this trouble?


CHAPTER XXX. CONCLUSION
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SMITH DREW THOUGHTFULLY at his cigar, and shifted himself more comfortably into his chair. It was long since he had visited the West, and he had found all the old magic in the still, scented darkness of the prairie night. He gave a little sigh of content. When John, a year before, had announced his intention of buying this ranch, and, as it seemed to Smith, burying himself alive a thousand miles from anywhere, he had disapproved. He had pointed out that John was not doing what Fate expected of him. A miracle, in the shape of a six-figure wedding present from Mrs. Oakley, who had never been known before, in the memory of man, to give away a millionth of that sum, had happened to him. Fate, argued Smith, plainly intended him to stay in New York and spend his money in a civilized way.

John had had only one reply, but it was clinching.

Betty likes the idea, he said, and Smith ceased to argue.

Now, as he sat smoking on the porch on the first night of his inaugural visit to the ranch, a conviction was creeping over him that John had chosen wisely.

A door opened behind him. Betty came out on to the porch, and dropped into a chair close to where Johns cigar glowed redly in the darkness. They sat there without speaking. The stirring of unseen cattle in the corral made a soothing accompaniment to thought.

It is very pleasant for an old jail bird like myself, said Smith at last, to sit here at my ease. I wish all our absent friends could be with us to-night. Or perhaps not quite all. Let us say, Comrade Parker here, Comrades Brady and Maloney over there by you, and our old friend Renshaw sharing the floor with B. Henderson Asher, Bat Jarvis, and the cats. By the way, I was round at Broster Street before I left New York. There is certainly an improvement. Millionaires now stop there instead of going on to the Plaza. Are you asleep, John?

No.

Excellent. I also saw Comrade Brady before I left. He has definitely got on his match with Jimmy Garvin.

Good. Hell win.

The papers seem to think so. Peaceful Moments, however, I am sorry to say, is silent on the subject. It was not like this in the good old days. How is the paper going now, John? Are the receipts satisfactory?

Pretty fair. Renshaw is rather a marvel in his way. He seems to have roped in nearly all the old subscribers. They eat out of his hand.

Smith stretched himself.

These, he said, are the moments in life to which we look back with that wistful pleasure. This peaceful scene, John, will remain with me when I have forgotten that such a man as Spider Reilly ever existed. These are the real Peaceful Moments.

He closed his eyes. The cigar dropped from his fingers. There was a long silence.

Mr. Smith, said Betty.

There was no answer.

Hes asleep, said John. He had a long journey to-day.

Betty drew her chair closer. From somewhere out in the darkness, from the direction of the mens quarters, came the soft tinkle of a guitar and a voice droning a Mexican love-song.

Her hand stole out and found his. They began to talk in whispers.



THE END


The Little Nugget (1913)
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The first edition


Part One
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IN WHICH THE Little Nugget is introduced to the reader, and plans are made for his future by several interested parties. In which, also, the future Mr Peter Burns is touched upon. The whole concluding with a momentous telephone-call.

I

If the management of the Hotel Guelph, that London landmark, could have been present at three oclock one afternoon in early January in the sitting-room of the suite which they had assigned to Mrs Elmer Ford, late of New York, they might well have felt a little aggrieved. Philosophers among them would possibly have meditated on the limitations of human effort; for they had done their best for Mrs Ford. They had housed her well. They had fed her well. They had caused inspired servants to anticipate her every need. Yet here she was, in the midst of all these aids to a contented mind, exhibiting a restlessness and impatience of her surroundings that would have been noticeable in a caged tigress or a prisoner of the Bastille. She paced the room. She sat down, picked up a novel, dropped it, and, rising, resumed her patrol. The clock striking, she compared it with her watch, which she had consulted two minutes before. She opened the locket that hung by a gold chain from her neck, looked at its contents, and sighed. Finally, going quickly into the bedroom, she took from a suit-case a framed oil-painting, and returning with it to the sitting-room, placed it on a chair, and stepped back, gazing at it hungrily. Her large brown eyes, normally hard and imperious, were strangely softened. Her mouth quivered.

Ogden! she whispered.

The picture which had inspired this exhibition of feeling would probably not have affected the casual spectator to quite the same degree. He would have seen merely a very faulty and amateurish portrait of a singularly repellent little boy of about eleven, who stared out from the canvas with an expression half stolid, half querulous; a bulgy, overfed little boy; a little boy who looked exactly what he was, the spoiled child of parents who had far more money than was good for them.

As Mrs Ford gazed at the picture, and the picture stared back at her, the telephone bell rang. She ran to it eagerly. It was the office of the hotel, announcing a caller.

Yes? Yes? Who? Her voice fell, as if the name was not the one she had expected. Oh, yes, she said. Yes, ask Lord Mountry to come to me here, please.

She returned to the portrait. The look of impatience, which had left her face as the bell sounded, was back now. She suppressed it with an effort as her visitor entered.

Lord Mountry was a blond, pink-faced, fair-moustached young man of about twenty-eight — a thick-set, solemn young man. He winced as he caught sight of the picture, which fixed him with a stony eye immediately on his entry, and quickly looked away.

I say, its all right, Mrs Ford. He was of the type which wastes no time on preliminary greetings. Ive got him.

Got him!

Mrs Fords voice was startled.

Stanborough, you know.

Oh! I — I was thinking of something else. Wont you sit down?

Lord Mountry sat down.

The artist, you know. You remember you said at lunch the other day you wanted your little boys portrait painted, as you only had one of him, aged eleven—

This is Ogden, Lord Mountry. I painted this myself.

His lordship, who had selected a chair that enabled him to present a shoulder to the painting, and was wearing a slightly dogged look suggestive of one who turns no more his head, because he knows a frightful fiend doth close behind him tread, forced himself round, and met his gaze with as much nonchalance as he could summon up.

Er, yes, he said.

He paused.

Fine manly little fellow — what? he continued.

Yes, isnt he?

His lordship stealthily resumed his former position.

I recommended this fellow, Stanborough, if you remember. Hes a great pal of mine, and Id like to give him a leg up if I could. They tell me hes a topping artist. Dont know much about it myself. You told me to bring him round here this afternoon, you remember, to talk things over. Hes waiting downstairs.

Oh yes, yes. Of course, Ive not forgotten. Thank you so much, Lord Mountry.

Rather a good scheme occurred to me, that is, if you havent thought over the idea of that trip on my yacht and decided it would bore you to death. You still feel like making one of the party — what?

Mrs Ford shot a swift glance at the clock.

Im looking forward to it, she said.

Well, then, why shouldnt we kill two birds with one stone? Combine the voyage and the portrait, dont you know. You could bring your little boy along — hed love the trip — and Id bring Stanborough — what?

This offer was not the outcome of a sudden spasm of warm-heartedness on his lordships part. He had pondered the matter deeply, and had come to the conclusion that, though it had flaws, it was the best plan. He was alive to the fact that a small boy was not an absolute essential to the success of a yachting trip, and, since seeing Ogdens portrait, he had realized still more clearly that the scheme had draw-backs. But he badly wanted Stanborough to make one of the party. Whatever Ogden might be, there was no doubt that Billy Stanborough, that fellow of infinite jest, was the ideal companion for a voyage. It would make just all the difference having him. The trouble was that Stanborough flatly refused to take an indefinite holiday, on the plea that he could not afford the time. Upon which his lordship, seldom blessed with great ideas, had surprised himself by producing the scheme he had just sketched out to Mrs Ford.

He looked at her expectantly, as he finished speaking, and was surprised to see a swift cloud of distress pass over her face. He rapidly reviewed his last speech. No, nothing to upset anyone in that. He was puzzled.

She looked past him at the portrait. There was pain in her eyes.

Im afraid you dont quite understand the position of affairs, she said. Her voice was harsh and strained.

Eh?

You see — I have not— She stopped. My little boy is not — Ogden is not living with me just now.

At school, eh?

No, not at school. Let me tell you the whole position. Mr Ford and I did not get on very well together, and a year ago we were divorced in Washington, on the ground of incompatibility, and — and—

She choked. His lordship, a young man with a shrinking horror of the deeper emotions, whether exhibited in woman or man, writhed silently. That was the worst of these Americans! Always getting divorced and causing unpleasantness. How was a fellow to know? Why hadnt whoever it was who first introduced them — he couldnt remember who the dickens it was — told him about this? He had supposed she was just the ordinary American woman doing Europe with an affectionate dollar-dispensing husband in the background somewhere.

Er— he said. It was all he could find to say.

And — and the court, said Mrs Ford, between her teeth, gave him the custody of Ogden.

Lord Mountry, pink with embarrassment, gurgled sympathetically.

Since then I have not seen Ogden. That was why I was interested when you mentioned your friend Mr Stanborough. It struck me that Mr Ford could hardly object to my having a portrait of my son painted at my own expense. Nor do I suppose that he will, when — if the matter is put to him. But, well, you see it would be premature to make any arrangements at present for having the picture painted on our yacht trip.

Im afraid it knocks that scheme on the head, said Lord Mountry mournfully.

Not necessarily.

Eh?

I dont want to make plans yet, but — it is possible that Ogden may be with us after all. Something may be — arranged.

You think you may be able to bring him along on the yacht after all?

I am hoping so.

Lord Mountry, however willing to emit sympathetic gurgles, was too plain and straightforward a young man to approve of wilful blindness to obvious facts.

I dont see how you are going to override the decision of the court. It holds good in England, I suppose?

I am hoping something may be — arranged.

Oh, same here, same here. Certainly. Having done his duty by not allowing plain facts to be ignored, his lordship was ready to become sympathetic again. By the way, where is Ogden?

He is down at Mr Fords house in the country. But—

She was interrupted by the ringing of the telephone bell. She was out of her seat and across the room at the receiver with what appeared to Lord Mountrys startled gaze one bound. As she put the instrument to her ear a wave of joy swept over her face. She gave a little cry of delight and excitement.

Send them right up at once, she said, and turned to Lord Mountry transformed.

Lord Mountry, she said quickly, please dont think me impossibly rude if I turn you out. Some — some people are coming to see me. I must—

His lordship rose hurriedly.

Of course. Of course. Certainly. Where did I put my — ah, here. He seized his hat, and by way of economizing effort, knocked his stick on to the floor with the same movement. Mrs Ford watched his bendings and gropings with growing impatience, till finally he rose, a little flushed but with a full hand — stick, gloves, and hat, all present and correct.

Good-bye, then, Mrs Ford, for the present. Youll let me know if your little boy will be able to make one of our party on the yacht?

Yes, yes. Thank you ever so much. Good-bye.

Good-bye.

He reached the door and opened it.

By Jove, he said, springing round— Stanborough! What about Stanborough? Shall I tell him to wait? Hes down below, you know!

Yes, yes. Tell Mr Stanborough Im dreadfully sorry to have to keep him waiting, and ask him if he wont stay for a few minutes in the Palm Room.

Inspiration came to Lord Mountry.

Ill give him a drink, he said.

Yes, yes, anything. Lord Mountry, you really must go. I know Im rude. I dont know what Im saying. But — my boy is returning to me.

The accumulated chivalry of generations of chivalrous ancestors acted like a spur on his lordship. He understood but dimly, yet enough to enable him to realize that a scene was about to take place in which he was most emphatically not on. A mothers meeting with her long-lost child, this is a sacred thing. This was quite clear to him, so, turning like a flash, he bounded through the doorway, and, as somebody happened to be coming in at the same time, there was a collision, which left him breathing apologies in his familiar attitude of stooping to pick up his hat.

The new-comers were a tall, strikingly handsome girl, with a rather hard and cynical cast of countenance. She was leading by the hand a small, fat boy of about fourteen years of age, whose likeness to the portrait on the chair proclaimed his identity. He had escaped the collision, but seemed offended by it; for, eyeing the bending peer with cold distaste, he summed up his opinion of him in the one word Chump!

Lord Mountry rose.

I beg your pardon, he said for perhaps the seventh time. He was thoroughly unstrung. Always excessively shy, he was embarrassed now by quite a variety of causes. The world was full of eyes — Mrs Fords saying Go! Ogdens saying Fool! the portrait saying Idiot! and, finally, the eyes of this wonderfully handsome girl, large, grey, cool, amused, and contemptuous saying — so it seemed to him in that feverish moment— Who is this curious pink person who cumbers the ground before me?

I — I beg your pardon. he repeated.

Ought to look where youre going, said Ogden severely.

Not at all, said the girl. Wont you introduce me, Nesta?

Lord Mountry — Miss Drassilis, said Mrs Ford.

Im afraid were driving Lord Mountry away, said the girl. Her eyes seemed to his lordship larger, greyer, cooler, more amused, and more contemptuous than ever. He floundered in them like an unskilful swimmer in deep waters.

No, no, he stammered. Give you my word. Just going. Good-bye. You wont forget to let me know about the yacht, Mrs Ford — what? Itll be an awfully jolly party. Good-bye, good-bye, Miss Drassilis.

He looked at Ogden for an instant, as if undecided whether to take the liberty of addressing him too, and then, his heart apparently failing him, turned and bolted. From down the corridor came the clatter of a dropped stick.

Cynthia Drassilis closed the door and smiled.

A nervous young person! she said. What was he saying about a yacht, Nesta?

Mrs Ford roused herself from her fascinated contemplation of Ogden.

Oh, nothing. Some of us are going to the south of France in his yacht next week.

What a delightful idea!

There was a certain pensive note in Cynthias voice.

A splendid idea! she murmured.

Mrs Ford swooped. She descended on Ogden in a swirl and rustle of expensive millinery, and clasped him to her.

My boy!

It is not given to everybody to glide neatly into a scene of tense emotion. Ogden failed to do so. He wriggled roughly from the embrace.

Got a cigarette? he said.

He was an extraordinarily unpleasant little boy. Physically the portrait standing on the chair did him more than justice. Painted by a mothers loving hand, it flattered him. It was bulgy. He was more bulgy. It was sullen. He scowled. And, art having its limitations, particularly amateur art, the portrait gave no hint of his very repellent manner. He was an intensely sophisticated child. He had the air of one who has seen all life has to offer, and is now permanently bored. His speech and bearing were those of a young man, and a distinctly unlovable young man.

Even Mrs Ford was momentarily chilled. She laughed shakily.

How very matter-of-fact you are, darling! she said.

Cynthia was regarding the heir to the Ford millions with her usual steady, half-contemptuous gaze.

He has been that all day, she said. You have no notion what a help it was to me.

Mrs Ford turned to her effusively.

Oh, Cynthia, dear, I havent thanked you.

No, interpolated the girl dryly.

Youre a wonder, darling. You really are. Ive been repeating that ever since I got your telegram from Eastnor. She broke off. Ogden, come near me, my little son.

He lurched towards her sullenly.

Dont muss a fellow now, he stipulated, before allowing himself to be enfolded in the outstretched arms.

Tell me, Cynthia, resumed Mrs Ford, how did you do it? I was telling Lord Mountry that I hoped I might see my Ogden again soon, but I never really hoped. It seemed too impossible that you should succeed.

This Lord Mountry of yours, said Cynthia. How did you get to know him? Why have I not seen him before?

I met him in Paris in the fall. He has been out of London for a long time, looking after his father, who was ill.

I see.

He has been most kind, making arrangements about getting Ogdens portrait painted. But, bother Lord Mountry. How did we get sidetracked on to him? Tell me how you got Ogden away.

Cynthia yawned.

It was extraordinarily easy, as it turned out, you see.

Ogden, darling, observed Mrs Ford, dont go away. I want you near me.

Oh, all right.

Then stay by me, angel-face.

Oh, slush! muttered angel-face beneath his breath. Say, Im darned hungry, he added.

It was if an electric shock had been applied to Mrs Ford. She sprang to her feet.

My poor child! Of course you must have some lunch. Ring the bell, Cynthia. Ill have them send up some here.

Ill have mine here, said Cynthia.

Oh, youve had no lunch either! I was forgetting that.

I thought you were.

You must both lunch here.

Really, said Cynthia, I think it would be better if Ogden had his downstairs in the restaurant.

Want to talk scandal, eh?

Ogden, dearest! said Mrs Ford. Very well, Cynthia. Go, Ogden. You will order yourself something substantial, marvel-child?

Bet your life, said the son and heir tersely.

There was a brief silence as the door closed. Cynthia gazed at her friend with a peculiar expression.

Well, I did it, dear, she said.

Yes. Its splendid. Youre a wonder, darling.

Yes, said Cynthia.

There was another silence.

By the way, said Mrs Ford, didnt you say there was a little thing, a small bill, that was worrying you?

Did I mention it? Yes, there is. Its rather pressing. In fact, its taking up most of the horizon at present. Here it is.

Is it a large sum? Mrs Ford took the slip of paper and gave a slight gasp. Then, coming to the bureau, she took out her cheque-book.

Its very kind of you, Nesta, said Cynthia. They were beginning to show quite a vindictive spirit about it.

She folded the cheque calmly and put it in her purse.

And now tell me how you did it, said Mrs Ford.

She dropped into a chair and leaned back, her hands behind her head. For the first time, she seemed to enjoy perfect peace of mind. Her eyes half closed, as if she had been making ready to listen to some favourite music.

Tell me from the very beginning, she said softly.

Cynthia checked a yawn.

Very well, dear, she said. I caught the 10.20 to Eastnor, which isnt a bad train, if you ever want to go down there. I arrived at a quarter past twelve, and went straight up to the house — youve never seen the house, of course? Its quite charming — and told the butler that I wanted to see Mr Ford on business. I had taken the precaution to find out that he was not there. He is at Droitwich.

Rheumatism, murmured Mrs Ford. He has it sometimes.

The man told me he was away, and then he seemed to think that I ought to go. I stuck like a limpet. I sent him to fetch Ogdens tutor. His name is Broster — Reggie Broster. He is a very nice young man. Big, broad shoulders, and such a kind face.

Yes, dear, yes?

I told him I was doing a series of drawings for a magazine of the interiors of well-known country houses.

He believed you?

He believed everything. Hes that kind of man. He believed me when I told him that my editor particularly wanted me to sketch the staircase. They had told me about the staircase at the inn. I forget what it is exactly, but its something rather special in staircases.

So you got in?

So I got in.

And saw Ogden?

Only for a moment — then Reggie—

Who?

Mr Broster. I always think of him as Reggie. Hes one of Natures Reggies. Such a kind, honest face. Well, as I was saying, Reggie discovered that it was time for lessons, and sent Ogden upstairs.

By himself?

By himself! Reggie and I chatted for a while.

Mrs Fords eyes opened, brown and bright and hard.

Mr Broster is not a proper tutor for my boy, she said coldly.

I suppose it was wrong of Reggie, said Cynthia. But — I was wearing this hat.

Go on.

Well, after a time, I said I must be starting my work. He wanted me to start with the room we were in. I said no, I was going out into the grounds to sketch the house from the EAST. I chose the EAST because it happens to be nearest the railway station. I added that I supposed he sometimes took Ogden for a little walk in the grounds. He said yes, he did, and it was just about due. He said possibly he might come round my way. He said Ogden would be interested in my sketch. He seemed to think a lot of Ogdens fondness for art.

Mr Broster is not a proper tutor for my boy.

Well, he isnt your boys tutor now, is he, dear?

What happened then?

I strolled off with my sketching things. After a while Reggie and Ogden came up. I said I hadnt been able to work because I had been frightened by a bull.

Did he believe that?

Certainly he believed it. He was most kind and sympathetic. We had a nice chat. He told me all about himself. He used to be very good at football. He doesnt play now, but he often thinks of the past.

But he must have seen that you couldnt sketch. Then what became of your magazine commission story?

Well, somehow the sketch seemed to get shelved. I didnt even have to start it. We were having our chat, you see. Reggie was telling me how good he had been at football when he was at Oxford, and he wanted me to see a newspaper clipping of a Varsity match he had played in. I said Id love to see it. He said it was in his suit-case in the house. So I promised to look after Ogden while he fetched it. I sent him off to get it just in time for us to catch the train. Off he went, and here we are. And now, wont you order that lunch you mentioned? Im starving.

Mrs Ford rose. Half-way to the telephone she stopped suddenly.

My dear child! It has only just struck me! We must leave here at once. He will have followed you. He will guess that Ogden has been kidnapped.

Cynthia smiled.

Believe me, it takes Reggie quite a long time to guess anything. Besides, there are no trains for hours. We are quite safe.

Are you sure?

Absolutely. I made certain of that before I left.

Mrs Ford kissed her impulsively.

Oh, Cynthia, you really are wonderful!

She started back with a cry as the bell rang sharply.

For goodness sake, Nesta, said Cynthia, with irritation, do keep control of yourself. Theres nothing to be frightened about. I tell you Mr Broster cant possibly have got here in the time, even if he knew where to go to, which I dont see how he could. Its probably Ogden.

The colour came back into Mrs Fords cheeks.

Why, of course.

Cynthia opened the door.

Come in, darling, said Mrs Ford fondly. And a wiry little man with grey hair and spectacles entered.

Good afternoon, Mrs Ford, he said. I have come to take Ogden back.

II

There are some situations in life so unexpected, so trying, that, as far as concerns our opinion of those subjected to them, we agree, as it were, not to count them; we refuse to allow the victims behaviour in circumstances so exacting to weigh with us in our estimate of his or her character. We permit the great general, confronted suddenly with a mad bull, to turn and run, without forfeiting his reputation for courage. The bishop who, stepping on a concealed slide in winter, entertains passers-by with momentary rag-time steps, loses none of his dignity once the performance is concluded.

In the same way we must condone the behaviour of Cynthia Drassilis on opening the door of Mrs Fords sitting-room and admitting, not Ogden, but this total stranger, who accompanied his entry with the remarkable speech recorded at the close of the last section.

She was a girl who prided herself on her carefully blase and supercilious attitude towards life; but this changeling was too much for her. She released the handle, tottered back, and, having uttered a discordant squeak of amazement, stood staring, eyes and mouth wide open.

On Mrs Ford the apparition had a different effect. The rather foolish smile of welcome vanished from her face as if wiped away with a sponge. Her eyes, fixed and frightened like those of a trapped animal, glared at the intruder. She took a step forward, choking.

What — what do you mean by daring to enter my room? she cried.

The man held his ground, unmoved. His bearing was a curious blend of diffidence and aggressiveness. He was determined, but apologetic. A hired assassin of the Middle Ages, resolved to do his job loyally, yet conscious of causing inconvenience to his victim, might have looked the same.

I am sorry, he said, but I must ask you to let me have the boy, Mrs Ford.

Cynthia was herself again now. She raked the intruder with the cool stare which had so disconcerted Lord Mountry.

Who is this gentleman? she asked languidly.

The intruder was made of tougher stuff than his lordship. He met her eye with quiet firmness.

My name is Mennick, he said. I am Mr Elmer Fords private secretary.

What do you want? said Mrs Ford.

I have already explained what I want, Mrs Ford. I want Ogden.

Cynthia raised her eyebrows.

What does he mean, Nesta? Ogden is not here.

Mr Mennick produced from his breast-pocket a telegraph form, and in his quiet, business-like way proceeded to straighten it out.

I have here, he said, a telegram from Mr Broster, Ogdens tutor. It was one of the conditions of his engagement that if ever he was not certain of Ogdens whereabouts he should let me know at once. He tells me that early this afternoon he left Ogden in the company of a strange young lady — Mr Mennicks spectacles flashed for a moment at Cynthia— and that, when he returned, both of them had disappeared. He made inquiries and discovered that this young lady caught the 1.15 express to London, Ogden with her. On receipt of this information I at once wired to Mr Ford for instructions. I have his reply — he fished for and produced a second telegram— here.

I still fail to see what brings you here, said Mrs Ford. Owing to the gross carelessness of his fathers employees, my son appears to have been kidnapped. That is no reason—

I will read Mr Fords telegram, proceeded Mr Mennick unmoved. It is rather long. I think Mr Ford is somewhat annoyed. The boy has obviously been stolen by some hireling of his mothers. I am reading Mr Fords actual words, he said, addressing Cynthia with that touch of diffidence which had marked his manner since his entrance.

Dont apologize, said Cynthia, with a short laugh. Youre not responsible for Mr Fords rudeness.

Mr Mennick bowed.

He continued: Remove him from her illegal restraint. If necessary call in police and employ force.

Charming! said Mrs Ford.

Practical, said Mr Mennick. There is more. Before doing anything else sack that fool of a tutor, then go to Agency and have them recommend good private school for boy. On no account engage another tutor. They make me tired. Fix all this today. Send Ogden back to Eastnor with Mrs Sheridan. She will stay there with him till further notice. That is Mr Fords message.

Mr Mennick folded both documents carefully and replaced them in his pocket.

Mrs Ford looked at the clock.

And now, would you mind going, Mr Mennick?

I am sorry to appear discourteous, Mrs Ford, but I cannot go without Ogden.

I shall telephone to the office to send up a porter to remove you.

I shall take advantage of his presence to ask him to fetch a policeman.

In the excitement of combat the veneer of apologetic diffidence was beginning to wear off Mr Mennick. He spoke irritably. Cynthia appealed to his reason with the air of a bored princess descending to argument with a groom.

Cant you see for yourself that hes not here? she said. Do you think we are hiding him?

Perhaps you would like to search my bedroom? said Mrs Ford, flinging the door open.

Mr Mennick remained uncrushed.

Quite unnecessary, Mrs Ford. I take it, from the fact that he does not appear to be in this suite, that he is downstairs making a late luncheon in the restaurant.

I shall telephone—

And tell them to send him up. Believe me, Mrs Ford, it is the only thing to do. You have my deepest sympathy, but I am employed by Mr Ford and must act solely in his interests. The law is on my side. I am here to fetch Ogden away, and I am going to have him.

You shant!

I may add that, when I came up here, I left Mrs Sheridan — she is a fellow-secretary of mine. You may remember Mr Ford mentioning her in his telegram — I left her to search the restaurant and grill-room, with instructions to bring Ogden, if found, to me in this room.

The door-bell rang. He went to the door and opened it.

Come in, Mrs Sheridan. Ah!

A girl in a plain, neat blue dress entered the room. She was a small, graceful girl of about twenty-five, pretty and brisk, with the air of one accustomed to look after herself in a difficult world. Her eyes were clear and steady, her mouth sensitive but firm, her chin the chin of one who has met trouble and faced it bravely. A little soldier.

She was shepherding Ogden before her, a gorged but still sullen Ogden. He sighted Mr Mennick and stopped.

Hello! he said. What have you blown in for?

He was just in the middle of his lunch, said the girl. I thought you wouldnt mind if I let him finish.

Say, whats it all about, anyway? demanded Ogden crossly. Cant a fellow have a bit of grub in peace? You give me a pain.

Mr Mennick explained.

Your father wishes you to return to Eastnor, Ogden.

Oh, all right. I guess Id better go, then. Good-bye, ma.

Mrs Ford choked.

Kiss me, Ogden.

Ogden submitted to the embrace in sulky silence. The others comported themselves each after his or her own fashion. Mr Mennick fingered his chin uncomfortably. Cynthia turned to the table and picked up an illustrated paper. Mrs Sheridans eyes filled with tears. She took a half-step towards Mrs Ford, as if about to speak, then drew back.

Come, Ogden, said Mr Mennick gruffly. Necessary, this Hired Assassin work, but painful — devilish painful. He breathed a sigh of relief as he passed into the corridor with his prize.

At the door Mrs Sheridan hesitated, stopped, and turned.

Im sorry, she said impulsively.

Mrs Ford turned away without speaking, and went into the bedroom.

Cynthia laid down her paper.

One moment, Mrs Sheridan.

The girl had turned to go. She stopped.

Can you give me a minute? Come in and shut the door. Wont you sit down? Very well. You seemed sorry for Mrs Ford just now.

I am very sorry for Mrs Ford. Very sorry. I hate to see her suffering. I wish Mr Mennick had not brought me into this.

Nestas mad about that boy, said Cynthia. Heaven knows why. I never saw such a repulsive child in my life. However, there it is. I am sorry for you. I gathered from what Mr Mennick said that you were to have a good deal of Ogdens society for some time to come. How do you feel about it?

Mrs Sheridan moved towards the door.

I must be going, she said. Mr Mennick will be waiting for me.

One moment. Tell me, dont you think, after what you saw just now, that Mrs Ford is the proper person to have charge of Ogden? You see how devoted she is to him?

May I be quite frank with you?

Please.

Well, then, I think that Mrs Fords influence is the worst possible for Ogden. I am sorry for her, but that does not alter my opinion. It is entirely owing to Mrs Ford that Ogden is what he is. She spoiled him, indulged him in every way, never checked him — till he has become — well, what you yourself called him, repulsive.

Cynthia laughed.

Oh well, she said, I only talked that mothers love stuff because you looked the sort of girl who would like it. We can drop all that now, and come down to business.

I dont understand you.

You will. I dont know if you think that I kidnapped Ogden from sheer affection for Mrs Ford. I like Nesta, but not as much as that. No. Im one of the Get-Rich-Quick-Wallingfords, and Im looking out for myself all the time. Theres no one else to do it for me. Ive a beastly home. My fathers dead. My mothers a cat. So—

Please stop, said Mrs Sheridan. I dont know why you are telling me all this.

Yes, you do. I dont know what salary Mr Ford pays you, but I dont suppose its anything princely. Why dont you come over to us? Mrs Ford would give you the earth if you smuggled Ogden back to her.

You seem to be trying to bribe me, said Mrs Sheridan.

In this case, said Cynthia, appearances arent deceptive. I am.

Good afternoon.

Dont be a little fool.

The door slammed.

Come back! cried Cynthia. She took a step as if to follow, but gave up the idea with a laugh. She sat down and began to read her illustrated paper again. Presently the bedroom door opened. Mrs Ford came in. She touched her eyes with a handkerchief as she entered. Cynthia looked up.

Im very sorry, Nesta, she said.

Mrs Ford went to the window and looked out.

Im not going to break down, if thats what you mean, she said. I dont care. And, anyhow, it shows that it can be done.

Cynthia turned a page of her paper.

Ive just been trying my hand at bribery and corruption.

What do you mean?

Oh, I promised and vowed many things in your name to that secretary person, the female one — not Mennick — if she would help us. Nothing doing. I told her to let us have Ogden as soon as possible, C.O.D., and she withered me with a glance and went.

Mrs Ford shrugged her shoulders impatiently.

Oh, let her go. Im sick of amateurs.

Thank you, dear, said Cynthia.

Oh, I know you did your best. For an amateur you did wonderfully well. But amateurs never really succeed. There were a dozen little easy precautions which we neglected to take. What we want is a professional; a man whose business is kidnapping; the sort of man who kidnaps as a matter of course; someone like Smooth Sam Fisher.

My dear Nesta! Who? I dont think I know the gentleman.

He tried to kidnap Ogden in 1906, when we were in New York. At least, the police put it down to him, though they could prove nothing. Then there was a horrible man, the police said he was called Buck MacGinnis. He tried in 1907. That was in Chicago.

Good gracious! Kidnapping Ogden seems to be as popular as football. And I thought I was a pioneer!

Something approaching pride came into Mrs Fords voice.

I dont suppose theres a child in America, she said, who has had to be so carefully guarded. Why, the kidnappers had a special name for him — they called him The Little Nugget. For years we never allowed him out of our sight without a detective to watch him.

Well, Mr Ford seems to have changed all that now. I saw no detectives. I suppose he thinks they arent necessary in England. Or perhaps he relied on Mr Broster. Poor Reggie!

It was criminally careless of him. This will be a lesson to him. He will be more careful in future how he leaves Ogden at the mercy of anybody who cares to come along and snap him up.

Which, incidentally, does not make your chance of getting him away any lighter.

Oh, Ive given up hope now, said Mrs Ford resignedly.

I havent, said Cynthia.

There was something in her voice which made her companion turn sharply and look at her. Mrs Ford might affect to be resigned, but she was a woman of determination, and if the recent reverse had left her bruised, it had by no means crushed her.

Cynthia! What do you mean? What are you hinting?

You despise amateurs, Nesta, but, for all that, it seems that your professionals who kidnap as a matter of course and all the rest of it have not been a bit more successful. It was not my want of experience that made me fail. It was my sex. This is mans work. If I had been a man, I should at least have had brute force to fall back upon when Mr Mennick arrived.

Mrs Ford nodded.

Yes, but—

And, continued Cynthia, as all these Smooth Sam Fishers of yours have failed too, it is obvious that the only way to kidnap Ogden is from within. We must have some man working for us in the enemys camp.

Which is impossible, said Mrs Ford dejectedly.

Not at all.

You know a man?

I know the man.

Cynthia! What do you mean? Who is he?

His name is Peter Burns.

Mrs Ford shook her head.

I dont know him.

Ill introduce you. Youll like him.

But, Cynthia, how do you know he would be willing to help us?

He would do it for me, Cynthia paused. You see, she went on, we are engaged to be married.

My dear Cynthia! Why did you not tell me? When did it happen?

Last night at the Fletchers dance.

Mrs Fords eyes opened.

Last night! Were you at a dance last night? And two railway journeys today! You must be tired to death.

Oh, Im all right, thanks. I suppose I shall be a wreck and not fit to be seen tomorrow, but just at present I feel as if nothing could tire me. Its the effect of being engaged, perhaps.

Tell me about him.

Well, hes rich, and good-looking, and amiable — Cynthia ticked off these qualities on her fingers— and I think hes brave, and hes certainly not so stupid as Mr Broster.

And youre very much in love with him?

I like him. Theres no harm in Peter.

You certainly arent wildly enthusiastic!

Oh, we shall hit it off quite well together. I neednt pose to you, Nesta, thank goodness! Thats one reason why Im fond of you. You know how I am situated. Ive got to marry some one rich, and Peters quite the nicest rich man Ive ever met. Hes really wonderfully unselfish. I cant understand it. With his money, you would expect him to be a perfect horror.

A thought seemed to strike Mrs Ford.

But, if hes so rich— she began. I forget what I was going to say, she broke off.

Dear Nesta, I know what you were going to say. If hes so rich, why should he be marrying me, when he could take his pick of half London? Well, Ill tell you. Hes marrying me for one reason, because hes sorry for me: for another, because I had the sense to make him. He didnt think he was going to marry anyone. A few years ago he had a disappointment. A girl jilted him. She must have been a fool. He thought he was going to live the rest of his life alone with his broken heart. I didnt mean to allow that. Its taken a long time — over two years, from start to finish — but Ive done it. Hes a sentimentalist. I worked on his sympathy, and last night I made him propose to me at the Fletchers dance.

Mrs Ford had not listened to these confidences unmoved. Several times she had tried to interrupt, but had been brushed aside. Now she spoke sharply.

You know I was not going to say anything of the kind. And I dont think you should speak in this horrible, cynical way of — of—

She stopped, flushing. There were moments when she hated Cynthia. These occurred for the most part when the latter, as now, stirred her to an exhibition of honest feeling which she looked on as rather unbecoming. Mrs Ford had spent twenty years trying to forget that her husband had married her from behind the counter of a general store in an Illinois village, and these lapses into the uncultivated genuineness of her girlhood made her uncomfortable.

I wasnt going to say anything of the kind, she repeated.

Cynthia was all smiling good-humour.

I know. I was only teasing you. Stringing, they call it in your country, dont they?

Mrs Ford was mollified.

Im sorry, Cynthia. I didnt mean to snap at you. All the same ... She hesitated. What she wanted to ask smacked so dreadfully of Mechanicsville, Illinois. Yet she put the question bravely, for she was somehow feeling quite troubled about this unknown Mr Burns. Arent you really fond of him at all, Cynthia?

Cynthia beamed.

Of course I am! Hes a dear. Nothing would make me give him up. Im devoted to old Peter. I only told you all that about him because it shows you how kind-hearted he is. Hell do anything for me. Well, shall I sound him about Ogden?

The magic word took Mrs Fords mind off the matrimonial future of Mr Burns, and brought him into prominence in his capacity of knight-errant. She laughed happily. The contemplation of Mr Burns as knight-errant healed the sting of defeat. The affair of Mr Mennick began to appear in the light of a mere skirmish.

You take my breath away! she said. How do you propose that Mr Burns shall help us?

Its perfectly simple. You heard Mr Mennick read that telegram. Ogden is to be sent to a private school. Peter shall go there too.

But how? I dont understand. We dont know which school Mr Mennick will choose.

We can very soon find out.

But how can Mr Burns go there?

Nothing easier. He will be a young man who has been left a little money and wants to start a school of his own. He goes to Ogdens man and suggests that he pay a small premium to come to him for a term as an extra-assistant-master, to learn the business. Mr Man will jump at him. He will be getting the bargain of his life. Peter didnt get much of a degree at Oxford, but I believe he was wonderful at games. From a private-school point of view hes a treasure.

But — would he do it?

I think I can persuade him.

Mrs Ford kissed her with an enthusiasm which hitherto she had reserved for Ogden.

My darling girl, she cried, if you knew how happy you have made me!

I do, said Cynthia definitely. And now you can do the same for me.

Anything, anything! You must have some more hats.

I dont want any more hats. I want to go with you on Lord Mountrys yacht to the Riviera.

Of course, said Mrs Ford after a slight pause, it isnt my party, you know, dear.

No. But you can work me in, darling.

Its quite a small party. Very quiet.

Crowds bore me. I enjoy quiet.

Mrs Ford capitulated.

I fancy you are doing me a very good turn, she said. You must certainly come on the yacht.

Ill tell Peter to come straight round here now, said Cynthia simply. She went to the telephone.


Part Two
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IN WHICH OTHER interested parties, notably one Buck MacGinnis and a trade rival, Smooth Sam Fisher, make other plans for the Nuggets future. Of stirring times at a private school for young gentlemen. Of stratagems, spoils, and alarms by night. Of journeys ending in lovers meetings. The whole related by Mr Peter Burns, gentleman of leisure, who forfeits that leisure in a good cause.

Peter Burnss Narrative


Chapter 1

I
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I AM STRONGLY of the opinion that, after the age of twenty-one, a man ought not to be out of bed and awake at four in the morning. The hour breeds thought. At twenty-one, life being all future, it may be examined with impunity. But, at thirty, having become an uncomfortable mixture of future and past, it is a thing to be looked at only when the sun is high and the world full of warmth and optimism.

This thought came to me as I returned to my rooms after the Fletchers ball. The dawn was breaking as I let myself in. The air was heavy with the peculiar desolation of a London winter morning. The houses looked dead and untenanted. A cart rumbled past, and across the grey street a dingy black cat, moving furtively along the pavement, gave an additional touch of forlornness to the scene.

I shivered. I was tired and hungry, and the reaction after the emotions of the night had left me dispirited.

I was engaged to be married. An hour back I had proposed to Cynthia Drassilis. And I can honestly say that it had come as a great surprise to me.

Why had I done it? Did I love her? It was so difficult to analyse love: and perhaps the mere fact that I was attempting the task was an answer to the question. Certainly I had never tried to do so five years ago when I had loved Audrey Blake. I had let myself be carried on from day to day in a sort of trance, content to be utterly happy, without dissecting my happiness. But I was five years younger then, and Audrey was — Audrey.

I must explain Audrey, for she in her turn explains Cynthia.

I have no illusions regarding my character when I first met Audrey Blake. Nature had given me the soul of a pig, and circumstances had conspired to carry on Natures work. I loved comfort, and I could afford to have it. From the moment I came of age and relieved my trustees of the care of my money, I wrapped myself in comfort as in a garment. I wallowed in egoism. In fact, if, between my twenty-first and my twenty-fifth birthdays, I had one unselfish thought, or did one genuinely unselfish action, my memory is a blank on the point.

It was at the height of this period that I became engaged to Audrey. Now that I can understand her better and see myself, impartially, as I was in those days, I can realize how indescribably offensive I must have been. My love was real, but that did not prevent its patronizing complacency being an insult. I was King Cophetua. If I did not actually say in so many words, This beggar-maid shall be my queen, I said it plainly and often in my manner. She was the daughter of a dissolute, evil-tempered artist whom I had met at a Bohemian club. He made a living by painting an occasional picture, illustrating an occasional magazine-story, but mainly by doing advertisement work. A proprietor of a patent Infants Food, not satisfied with the bare statement that Baby Cried For It, would feel it necessary to push the fact home to the public through the medium of Art, and Mr Blake would be commissioned to draw the picture. A good many specimens of his work in this vein were to be found in the back pages of the magazines.

A man may make a living by these means, but it is one that inclines him to jump at a wealthy son-in-law. Mr Blake jumped at me. It was one of his last acts on this earth. A week after he had — as I now suspect — bullied Audrey into accepting me, he died of pneumonia.

His death had several results. It postponed the wedding: it stirred me to a very crescendo of patronage, for with the removal of the bread-winner the only flaw in my Cophetua pose had vanished: and it gave Audrey a great deal more scope than she had hitherto been granted for the exercise of free will in the choice of a husband.

This last aspect of the matter was speedily brought to my notice, which till then it had escaped, by a letter from her, handed to me one night at the club, where I was sipping coffee and musing on the excellence of life in this best of all possible worlds.

It was brief and to the point. She had been married that morning.

To say that that moment was a turning point in my life would be to use a ridiculously inadequate phrase. It dynamited my life. In a sense it killed me. The man I had been died that night, regretted, I imagine, by few. Whatever I am today, I am certainly not the complacent spectator of life that I had been before that night.

I crushed the letter in my hand, and sat staring at it, my pigsty in ruins about my ears, face to face with the fact that, even in a best of all possible worlds, money will not buy everything.

I remember, as I sat there, a man, a club acquaintance, a bore from whom I had fled many a time, came and settled down beside me and began to talk. He was a small man, but he possessed a voice to which one had to listen. He talked and talked and talked. How I loathed him, as I sat trying to think through his stream of words. I see now that he saved me. He forced me out of myself. But at the time he oppressed me. I was raw and bleeding. I was struggling to grasp the incredible. I had taken Audreys unalterable affection for granted. She was the natural complement to my scheme of comfort. I wanted her; I had chosen and was satisfied with her, therefore all was well. And now I had to adjust my mind to the impossible fact that I had lost her.

Her letter was a mirror in which I saw myself. She said little, but I understood, and my self-satisfaction was in ribbons — and something deeper than self-satisfaction. I saw now that I loved her as I had not dreamed myself capable of loving.

And all the while this man talked and talked.

I have a theory that speech, persevered in, is more efficacious in times of trouble than silent sympathy. Up to a certain point it maddens almost beyond endurance; but, that point past, it soothes. At least, it was so in my case. Gradually I found myself hating him less. Soon I began to listen, then to answer. Before I left the club that night, the first mad frenzy, in which I could have been capable of anything, had gone from me, and I walked home, feeling curiously weak and helpless, but calm, to begin the new life.

Three years passed before I met Cynthia. I spent those years wandering in many countries. At last, as one is apt to do, I drifted back to London, and settled down again to a life which, superficially, was much the same as the one I had led in the days before I knew Audrey. My old circle in London had been wide, and I found it easy to pick up dropped threads. I made new friends, among them Cynthia Drassilis.

I liked Cynthia, and I was sorry for her. I think that, about that time I met her, I was sorry for most people. The shock of Audreys departure had had that effect upon me. It is always the bad nigger who gets religion most strongly at the camp-meeting, and in my case getting religion had taken the form of suppression of self. I never have been able to do things by halves, or even with a decent moderation. As an egoist I had been thorough in my egoism; and now, fate having bludgeoned that vice out of me, I found myself possessed of an almost morbid sympathy with the troubles of other people.

I was extremely sorry for Cynthia Drassilis. Meeting her mother frequently, I could hardly fail to be. Mrs Drassilis was a representative of a type I disliked. She was a widow, who had been left with what she considered insufficient means, and her outlook on life was a compound of greed and querulousness. Sloane Square and South Kensington are full of women in her situation. Their position resembles that of the Ancient Mariner. Water, water everywhere, and not a drop to drink. For water in their case substitute money. Mrs Drassilis was connected with money on all sides, but could only obtain it in rare and minute quantities. Any one of a dozen relations-in-law could, if they had wished, have trebled her annual income without feeling it. But they did not so wish. They disapproved of Mrs Drassilis. In their opinion the Hon. Hugo Drassilis had married beneath him — not so far beneath him as to make the thing a horror to be avoided in conversation and thought, but far enough to render them coldly polite to his wife during his lifetime and almost icy to his widow after his death. Hugos eldest brother, the Earl of Westbourne, had never liked the obviously beautiful, but equally obviously second-rate, daughter of a provincial solicitor whom Hugo had suddenly presented to the family one memorable summer as his bride. He considered that, by doubling the income derived from Hugos life-insurance and inviting Cynthia to the family seat once a year during her childhood, he had done all that could be expected of him in the matter.

He had not. Mrs Drassilis expected a great deal more of him, the non-receipt of which had spoiled her temper, her looks, and the peace of mind of all who had anything much to do with her.

It used to irritate me when I overheard people, as I occasionally have done, speak of Cynthia as hard. I never found her so myself, though heaven knows she had enough to make her so, to me she was always a sympathetic, charming friend.

Ours was a friendship almost untouched by sex. Our minds fitted so smoothly into one another that I had no inclination to fall in love. I knew her too well. I had no discoveries to make about her. Her honest, simple soul had always been open to me to read. There was none of that curiosity, that sense of something beyond that makes for love. We had reached a point of comradeship beyond which neither of us desired to pass.

Yet at the Fletchers ball I asked Cynthia to marry me, and she consented.

* * * * *

Looking back, I can see that, though the determining cause was Mr Tankerville Gifford, it was Audrey who was responsible. She had made me human, capable of sympathy, and it was sympathy, primarily, that led me to say what I said that night.

But the immediate cause was certainly young Mr Gifford.

I arrived at Marlow Square, where I was to pick up Cynthia and her mother, a little late, and found Mrs Drassilis, florid and overdressed, in the drawing-room with a sleek-haired, pale young man known to me as Tankerville Gifford — to his intimates, of whom I was not one, and in the personal paragraphs of the coloured sporting weeklies, as Tanky. I had seen him frequently at restaurants. Once, at the Empire, somebody had introduced me to him; but, as he had not been sober at the moment, he had missed any intellectual pleasure my acquaintanceship might have afforded him. Like everybody else who moves about in London, I knew all about him. To sum him up, he was a most unspeakable little cad, and, if the drawing-room had not been Mrs Drassiliss, I should have wondered at finding him in it.

Mrs Drassilis introduced us.

I think we have already met, I said.

He stared glassily.

Dont remember.

I was not surprised.

At this moment Cynthia came in. Out of the corner of my eye I observed a look of fuddled displeasure come into Tankys face at her frank pleasure at seeing me.

I had never seen her looking better. She is a tall girl, who carries herself magnificently. The simplicity of her dress gained an added dignity from comparison with the rank glitter of her mothers. She wore unrelieved black, a colour which set off to wonderful advantage the clear white of her skin and her pale-gold hair.

Youre late, Peter, she said, looking at the clock.

I know. Im sorry.

Better be pushing, what? suggested Tanky.

My cabs waiting.

Will you ring the bell, Mr Gifford? said Mrs Drassilis. I will tell Parker to whistle for another.

Take me in yours, I heard a voice whisper in my ear.

I looked at Cynthia. Her expression had not changed. Then I looked at Tanky Gifford, and I understood. I had seen that stuffed-fish look on his face before — on the occasion when I had been introduced to him at the Empire.

If you and Mr Gifford will take my cab, I said to Mrs Drassilis, we will follow.

Mrs Drassilis blocked the motion. I imagine that the sharp note in her voice was lost on Tanky, but it rang out like a clarion to me.

I am in no hurry, she said. Mr Gifford, will you take Cynthia? I will follow with Mr Burns. You will meet Parker on the stairs. Tell him to call another cab.

As the door closed behind them, she turned on me like a many-coloured snake.

How can you be so extraordinarily tactless, Peter? she cried. Youre a perfect fool. Have you no eyes?

Im sorry, I said.

Hes devoted to her.

Im sorry.

What do you mean?

Sorry for her.

She seemed to draw herself together inside her dress. Her eyes glittered. My mouth felt very dry, and my heart was beginning to thump. We were both furiously angry. It was a moment that had been coming for years, and we both knew it. For my part I was glad that it had come. On subjects on which one feels deeply it is a relief to speak ones mind.

Oh! she said at last. Her voice quivered. She was clutching at her self-control as it slipped from her. Oh! And what is my daughter to you, Mr Burns!

A great friend.

And I suppose you think it friendly to try to spoil her chances?

If Mr Gifford is a sample of them — yes.

What do you mean?

She choked.

I see. I understand. I am going to put a stop to this once and for all. Do you hear? I have noticed it for a long time. Because I have given you the run of the house, and allowed you to come in and out as you pleased, like a tame cat, you presume—

Presume— I prompted.

You come here and stand in Cynthias way. You trade on the fact that you have known us all this time to monopolize her attention. You spoil her chances. You—

The invaluable Parker entered to say that the cab was at the door.

We drove to the Fletchers house in silence. The spell had been broken. Neither of us could recapture that first, fine, careless rapture which had carried us through the opening stages of the conflict, and discussion of the subject on a less exalted plane was impossible. It was that blessed period of calm, the rest between rounds, and we observed it to the full.

When I reached the ballroom a waltz was just finishing. Cynthia, a statue in black, was dancing with Tanky Gifford. They were opposite me when the music stopped, and she caught sight of me over his shoulder.

She disengaged herself and moved quickly towards me.

Take me away, she said under her breath. Anywhere. Quick.

It was no time to consider the etiquette of the ballroom. Tanky, startled at his sudden loneliness, seemed by his expression to be endeavouring to bring his mind to bear on the matter. A couple making for the door cut us off from him, and following them, we passed out.

Neither of us spoke till we had reached the little room where I had meditated.

She sat down. She was looking pale and tired.

Oh, dear! she said.

I understood. I seemed to see that journey in the cab, those dances, those terrible between-dances ...

It was very sudden.

I took her hand. She turned to me with a tired smile. There were tears in her eyes ...

I heard myself speaking ...

She was looking at me, her eyes shining. All the weariness seemed to have gone out of them.

I looked at her.

There was something missing. I had felt it when I was speaking. To me my voice had had no ring of conviction. And then I saw what it was. There was no mystery. We knew each other too well. Friendship kills love.

She put my thought into words.

We have always been brother and sister, she said doubtfully.

Till tonight.

You have changed tonight? You really want me?

Did I? I tried to put the question to myself and answer it honestly. Yes, in a sense, I had changed tonight. There was an added appreciation of her fineness, a quickening of that blend of admiration and pity which I had always felt for her. I wanted with all my heart to help her, to take her away from her dreadful surroundings, to make her happy. But did I want her in the sense in which she had used the word? Did I want her as I had wanted Audrey Blake? I winced away from the question. Audrey belonged to the dead past, but it hurt to think of her.

Was it merely because I was five years older now than when I had wanted Audrey that the fire had gone out of me?

I shut my mind against my doubts.

I have changed tonight, I said.

And I bent down and kissed her.

I was conscious of being defiant against somebody. And then I knew that the somebody was myself.

I poured myself out a cup of hot coffee from the flask which Smith, my man, had filled against my return. It put life into me. The oppression lifted.

And yet there remained something that made for uneasiness, a sort of foreboding at the back of my mind.

I had taken a step in the dark, and I was afraid for Cynthia. I had undertaken to give her happiness. Was I certain that I could succeed? The glow of chivalry had left me, and I began to doubt.

Audrey had taken from me something that I could not recover — poetry was as near as I could get to a definition of it. Yes, poetry. With Cynthia my feet would always be on the solid earth. To the end of the chapter we should be friends and nothing more.

I found myself pitying Cynthia intensely. I saw her future a series of years of intolerable dullness. She was too good to be tied for life to a battered hulk like myself.

I drank more coffee and my mood changed. Even in the grey of a winter morning a man of thirty, in excellent health, cannot pose to himself for long as a piece of human junk, especially if he comforts himself with hot coffee.

My mind resumed its balance. I laughed at myself as a sentimental fraud. Of course I could make her happy. No man and woman had ever been more admirably suited to each other. As for that first disaster, which I had been magnifying into a life-tragedy, what of it? An incident of my boyhood. A ridiculous episode which — I rose with the intention of doing so at once — I should now proceed to eliminate from my life.

I went quickly to my desk, unlocked it, and took out a photograph.

And then — undoubtedly four oclock in the morning is no time for a man to try to be single-minded and decisive — I wavered. I had intended to tear the thing in pieces without a glance, and fling it into the wastepaper-basket. But I took the glance and I hesitated.

The girl in the photograph was small and slight, and she looked straight out of the picture with large eyes that met and challenged mine. How well I remembered them, those Irish-blue eyes under their expressive, rather heavy brows. How exactly the photographer had caught that half-wistful, half-impudent look, the chin tilted, the mouth curving into a smile.

In a wave all my doubts had surged back upon me. Was this mere sentimentalism, a four-in-the-morning tribute to the pathos of the flying years, or did she really fill my soul and stand guard over it so that no successor could enter in and usurp her place?

I had no answer, unless the fact that I replaced the photograph in its drawer was one. I felt that this thing could not be decided now. It was more difficult than I had thought.

All my gloom had returned by the time I was in bed. Hours seemed to pass while I tossed restlessly aching for sleep.

When I woke my last coherent thought was still clear in my mind. It was a passionate vow that, come what might, if those Irish eyes were to haunt me till my death, I would play the game loyally with Cynthia.

II

The telephone bell rang just as I was getting ready to call at Marlow Square and inform Mrs Drassilis of the position of affairs. Cynthia, I imagined, would have broken the news already, which would mitigate the embarrassment of the interview to some extent; but the recollection of my last nights encounter with Mrs Drassilis prevented me from looking forward with any joy to the prospect of meeting her again.

Cynthias voice greeted me as I unhooked the receiver.

Hullo, Peter! Is that you? I want you to come round here at once.

I was just starting, I said.

I dont mean Marlow Square. Im not there. Im at the Guelph. Ask for Mrs Fords suite. Its very important. Ill tell you all about it when you get here. Come as soon as you can.

My rooms were conveniently situated for visits to the Hotel Guelph. A walk of a couple of minutes took me there. Mrs Fords suite was on the third floor. I rang the bell and Cynthia opened the door to me.

Come in, she said. Youre a dear to be so quick.

My rooms are only just round the corner. She shut the door, and for the first time we looked at one another. I could not say that I was nervous, but there was certainly, to me, a something strange in the atmosphere. Last night seemed a long way off and somehow a little unreal. I suppose I must have shown this in my manner, for she suddenly broke what had amounted to a distinct pause by giving a little laugh. Peter, she said, youre embarrassed. I denied the charge warmly, but without real conviction. I was embarrassed. Then you ought to be, she said. Last night, when I was looking my very best in a lovely dress, you asked me to marry you. Now you see me again in cold blood, and youre wondering how you can back out of it without hurting my feelings.

I smiled. She did not. I ceased to smile. She was looking at me in a very peculiar manner.

Peter, she said, are you sure?

My dear old Cynthia, I said, whats the matter with you?

You are sure? she persisted.

Absolutely, entirely sure. I had a vision of two large eyes looking at me out of a photograph. It came and went in a flash.

I kissed Cynthia.

What quantities of hair you have, I said. Its a shame to cover it up. She was not responsive. Youre in a very queer mood today, Cynthia, I went on. Whats the matter?

Ive been thinking.

Out with it. Something has gone wrong. An idea flashed upon me. Er — has your mother — is your mother very angry about—

Mothers delighted. She always liked you, Peter.

I had the self-restraint to check a grin.

Then what is it? I said. Tired after the dance?

Nothing as simple as that.

Tell me.

Its so difficult to put it into words.

Try.

She was playing with the papers on the table, her face turned away. For a moment she did not speak.

Ive been worrying myself, Peter, she said at last. You are so chivalrous and unselfish. Youre quixotic. Its that that is troubling me. Are you marrying me just because youre sorry for me? Dont speak. I can tell you now if you will just let me say straight out whats in my mind. We have known each other for two years now. You know all about me. You know how — how unhappy I am at home. Are you marrying me just because you pity me and want to take me out of all that?

My dear girl!

You havent answered my question.

I answered it two minutes ago when you asked me if—

You do love me?

Yes.

All this time she had been keeping her face averted, but now she turned and looked into my eyes with an abrupt intensity which, I confess, startled me. Her words startled me more.

Peter, do you love me as much as you loved Audrey Blake?

In the instant which divided her words from my reply my mind flew hither and thither, trying to recall an occasion when I could have mentioned Audrey to her. I was convinced that I had not done so. I never mentioned Audrey to anyone.

There is a grain of superstition in the most level-headed man. I am not particularly level-headed, and I have more than a grain in me. I was shaken. Ever since I had asked Cynthia to marry me, it seemed as if the ghost of Audrey had come back into my life.

Good Lord! I cried. What do you know of Audrey Blake?

She turned her face away again.

Her name seems to affect you very strongly, she said quietly.

I recovered myself.

If you ask an old soldier, I said, he will tell you that a wound, long after it has healed, is apt to give you an occasional twinge.

Not if it has really healed.

Yes, when it has really healed — when you can hardly remember how you were fool enough to get it.

She said nothing.

How did you hear about — it? I asked.

When I first met you, or soon after, a friend of yours — we happened to be talking about you — told me that you had been engaged to be married to a girl named Audrey Blake. He was to have been your best man, he said, but one day you wrote and told him there would be no wedding, and then you disappeared; and nobody saw you again for three years.

Yes, I said: that is all quite true.

It seems to have been a serious affair, Peter. I mean — the sort of thing a man would find it hard to forget.

I tried to smile, but I knew that I was not doing it well. It was hurting me extraordinarily, this discussion of Audrey.

A man would find it almost impossible, I said, unless he had a remarkably poor memory.

I didnt mean that. You know what I mean by forget.

Yes, I said, I do.

She came quickly to me and took me by the shoulders, looking into my face.

Peter, can you honestly say you have forgotten her — in the sense I mean?

Yes, I said.

Again that feeling swept over me — that curious sensation of being defiant against myself.

She does not stand between us?

No, I said.

I could feel the effort behind the word. It was as if some subconscious part of me were working to keep it back.

Peter!

There was a soft smile on her face; as she raised it to mine I put my arms around her.

She drew away with a little laugh. Her whole manner had changed. She was a different being from the girl who had looked so gravely into my eyes a moment before.

Oh, my dear boy, how terribly muscular you are! Youve crushed me. I expect you used to be splendid at football, like Mr Broster.

I did not reply at once. I cannot wrap up the deeper emotions and put them back on their shelf directly I have no further immediate use for them. I slowly adjusted myself to the new key of the conversation.

Whos Broster? I asked at length.

He used to be tutor to — she turned me round and pointed— to that.

I had seen a picture standing on one of the chairs when I entered the room but had taken no particular notice of it. I now gave it a closer glance. It was a portrait, very crudely done, of a singularly repulsive child of about ten or eleven years old.

Was he, poor chap! Well, we all have our troubles, dont we! Who is this young thug! Not a friend of yours, I hope?

That is Ogden, Mrs Fords son. Its a tragedy—

Perhaps it doesnt do him justice. Does he really squint like that, or is it just the artists imagination?

Dont make fun of it. Its the loss of that boy that is breaking Nestas heart.

I was shocked.

Is he dead? Im awfully sorry. I wouldnt for the world—

No, no. He is alive and well. But he is dead to her. The court gave him into the custody of his father.

The court?

Mrs Ford was the wife of Elmer Ford, the American millionaire. They were divorced a year ago.

I see.

Cynthia was gazing at the portrait.

This boy is quite a celebrity in his way, she said. They call him The Little Nugget in America.

Oh! Why is that?

Its a nickname the kidnappers have for him. Ever so many attempts have been made to steal him.

She stopped and looked at me oddly.

I made one today, Peter, she said. I went down to the country, where the boy was, and kidnapped him.

Cynthia! What on earth do you mean?

Dont you understand? I did it for Nestas sake. She was breaking her heart about not being able to see him, so I slipped down and stole him away, and brought him back here.

I do not know if I was looking as amazed as I felt. I hope not, for I felt as if my brain were giving way. The perfect calmness with which she spoke of this extraordinary freak added to my confusion.

Youre joking!

No; I stole him.

But, good heavens! The law! Its a penal offence, you know!

Well, I did it. Men like Elmer Ford arent fit to have charge of a child. You dont know him, but hes just an unscrupulous financier, without a thought above money. To think of a boy growing up in that tainted atmosphere — at his most impressionable age. It means death to any good there is in him.

My mind was still grappling feebly with the legal aspect of the affair.

But, Cynthia, kidnappings kidnapping, you know! The law doesnt take any notice of motives. If youre caught—

She cut through my babble.

Would you have been afraid to do it, Peter?

Well— I began. I had not considered the point before.

I dont believe you would. If I asked you to do it for my sake—

But, Cynthia, kidnapping, you know! Its such an infernally low-down game.

I played it. Do you despise me?

I perspired. I could think of no other reply.

Peter, she said, I understand your scruples. I know exactly how you feel. But cant you see that this is quite different from the sort of kidnapping you naturally look on as horrible? Its just taking a boy away from surroundings that must harm him, back to his mother, who worships him. Its not wrong. Its splendid.

She paused.

You will do it for me, Peter? she said.

I dont understand, I said feebly. Its done. Youve kidnapped him yourself.

They tracked him and took him back. And now I want you to try. She came closer to me. Peter, dont you see what it will mean to me if you agree to try? Im only human, I cant help, at the bottom of my heart, still being a little jealous of this Audrey Blake. No, dont say anything. Words cant cure me; but if you do this thing for me, I shall be satisfied. I shall know.

She was close beside me, holding my arm and looking into my face. That sense of the unreality of things which had haunted me since that moment at the dance came over me with renewed intensity. Life had ceased to be a rather grey, orderly business in which day succeeded day calmly and without event. Its steady stream had broken up into rapids, and I was being whirled away on them.

Will you do it, Peter? Say you will.

A voice, presumably mine, answered Yes.

My dear old boy!

She pushed me into a chair, and, sitting on the arm of it, laid her hand on mine and became of a sudden wondrously business-like.

Listen, she said, Ill tell you what we have arranged.

It was borne in upon me, as she began to do so, that she appeared from the very beginning to have been extremely confident that that essential part of her plans, my consent to the scheme, could be relied upon as something of a certainty. Women have these intuitions.

III

Looking back, I think I can fix the point at which this insane venture I had undertaken ceased to be a distorted dream, from which I vaguely hoped that I might shortly waken, and took shape as a reality of the immediate future. That moment came when I met Mr Arnold Abney by appointment at his club.

Till then the whole enterprise had been visionary. I gathered from Cynthia that the boy Ogden was shortly to be sent to a preparatory school, and that I was to insinuate myself into this school and, watching my opportunity, to remove him; but it seemed to me that the obstacles to this comparatively lucid scheme were insuperable. In the first place, how were we to discover which of Englands million preparatory schools Mr Ford, or Mr Mennick for him, would choose? Secondly, the plot which was to carry me triumphantly into this school when — or if — found, struck me as extremely thin. I was to pose, Cynthia told me, as a young man of private means, anxious to learn the business, with a view to setting up a school of his own. The objection to that was, I held, that I obviously did not want to do anything of the sort. I had not the appearance of a man with such an ambition. I had none of the conversation of such a man.

I put it to Cynthia.

They would find me out in a day, I assured her. A man who wants to set up a school has got to be a pretty brainy sort of fellow. I dont know anything.

You got your degree.

A degree. At any rate, Ive forgotten all I knew.

That doesnt matter. You have the money. Anybody with money can start a school, even if he doesnt know a thing. Nobody would think it strange.

It struck me as a monstrous slur on our educational system, but reflection told me it was true. The proprietor of a preparatory school, if he is a man of wealth, need not be able to teach, any more than an impresario need be able to write plays.

Well, well pass that for the moment, I said. Heres the real difficulty. How are you going to find out the school Mr Ford has chosen?

I have found it out already — or Nesta has. She set a detective to work. It was perfectly easy. Ogdens going to Mr Abneys. Sanstead House is the name of the place. Its in Hampshire somewhere. Quite a small school, but full of little dukes and earls and things. Lord Mountrys younger brother, Augustus Beckford, is there.

I had known Lord Mountry and his family well some years ago. I remembered Augustus dimly.

Mountry? Do you know him? He was up at Oxford with me.

She seemed interested.

What kind of a man is he? she asked.

Oh, quite a good sort. Rather an ass. I havent seen him for years.

Hes a friend of Nestas. Ive only met him once. He is going to be your reference.

My what?

You will need a reference. At least, I suppose you will. And, anyhow, if you say you know Lord Mountry it will make it simpler for you with Mr Abney, the brother being at the school.

Does Mountry know about this business? Have you told him why I want to go to Abneys?

Nesta told him. He thought it was very sporting of you. He will tell Mr Abney anything we like. By the way, Peter, you will have to pay a premium or something, I suppose. But Nesta will look after all expenses, of course.

On this point I made my only stand of the afternoon.

No, I said; its very kind of her, but this is going to be entirely an amateur performance. Im doing this for you, and Ill stand the racket. Good heavens! Fancy taking money for a job of this kind!

She looked at me rather oddly.

That is very sweet of you, Peter, she said, after a slight pause. Now lets get to work.

And together we composed the letter which led to my sitting, two days later, in stately conference at his club with Mr Arnold Abney, M.A., of Sanstead House, Hampshire.

Mr Abney proved to be a long, suave, benevolent man with an Oxford manner, a high forehead, thin white hands, a cooing intonation, and a general air of hushed importance, as of one in constant communication with the Great. There was in his bearing something of the family solicitor in whom dukes confide, and something of the private chaplain at the Castle.

He gave me the key-note to his character in the first minute of our acquaintanceship. We had seated ourselves at a table in the smoking-room when an elderly gentleman shuffled past, giving a nod in transit. My companion sprang to his feet almost convulsively, returned the salutation, and subsided slowly into his chair again.

The Duke of Devizes, he said in an undertone. A most able man. Most able. His nephew, Lord Ronald Stokeshaye, was one of my pupils. A charming boy.

I gathered that the old feudal spirit still glowed to some extent in Mr Abneys bosom.

We came to business.

So you wish to be one of us, Mr Burns, to enter the scholastic profession?

I tried to look as if I did.

Well, in certain circumstances, the circumstances in which I — ah — myself, I may say, am situated, there is no more delightful occupation. The work is interesting. There is the constant fascination of seeing these fresh young lives develop — and of helping them to develop — under ones eyes; in any case, I may say, there is the exceptional interest of being in a position to mould the growing minds of lads who will some day take their place among the countrys hereditary legislators, that little knot of devoted men who, despite the vulgar attacks of loudmouthed demagogues, still do their share, and more, in the guidance of Englands fortunes. Yes.

He paused. I said I thought so, too.

You are an Oxford man, Mr Burns, I think you told me? Ah, I have your letter here. Just so. You were at — ah, yes. A fine college. The Dean is a lifelong friend of mine. Perhaps you knew my late pupil, Lord Rollo? — no, he would have been since your time. A delightful boy. Quite delightful ... And you took your degree? Exactly. And represented the university at both cricket and Rugby football? Excellent. Mens sana in — ah — corpore, in fact, sano, yes!

He folded the letter carefully and replaced it in his pocket.

Your primary object in coming to me, Mr Burns, is, I gather, to learn the — ah — the ropes, the business? You have had little or no previous experience of school-mastering?

None whatever.

Then your best plan would undoubtedly be to consider yourself and work for a time simply as an ordinary assistant-master. You would thus get a sound knowledge of the intricacies of the profession which would stand you in good stead when you decide to set up your own school. School-mastering is a profession, which cannot be taught adequately except in practice. Only those who — ah — brave its dangers comprehend its mystery. Yes, I would certainly recommend you to begin at the foot of the ladder and go, at least for a time, through the mill.

Certainly, I said. Of course.

My ready acquiescence pleased him. I could see that he was relieved. I think he had expected me to jib at the prospect of actual work.

As it happens, he said, my classical master left me at the end of last term. I was about to go to the Agency for a successor when your letter arrived. Would you consider—

I had to think this over. Feeling kindly disposed towards Mr Arnold Abney, I wished to do him as little harm as possible. I was going to rob him of a boy, who, while no moulding of his growing mind could make him into a hereditary legislator, did undoubtedly represent a portion of Mr Abneys annual income; and I did not want to increase my offence by being a useless assistant-master. Then I reflected that, if I was no Jowett, at least I knew enough Latin and Greek to teach the rudiments of those languages to small boys. My conscience was satisfied.

I should be delighted, I said.

Excellent. Then let us consider that as — ah — settled, said Mr Abney.

There was a pause. My companion began to fiddle a little uncomfortably with an ash-tray. I wondered what was the matter, and then it came to me. We were about to become sordid. The discussion of terms was upon us.

And as I realized this, I saw simultaneously how I could throw one more sop to my exigent conscience. After all, the whole thing was really a question of hard cash. By kidnapping Ogden I should be taking money from Mr Abney. By paying my premium I should be giving it back to him.

I considered the circumstances. Ogden was now about thirteen years old. The preparatory-school age limit may be estimated roughly at fourteen. That is to say, in any event Sanstead House could only harbour him for one year. Mr Abneys fees I had to guess at. To be on the safe side, I fixed my premium at an outside figure, and, getting to the point at once, I named it.

It was entirely satisfactory. My mental arithmetic had done me credit. Mr Abney beamed upon me. Over tea and muffins we became very friendly. In half an hour I heard more of the theory of school-mastering than I had dreamed existed.

We said good-bye at the club front door. He smiled down at me benevolently from the top of the steps.

Good-bye, Mr Burns, good-bye, he said. We shall meet at — ah — Philippi.

When I reached my rooms, I rang for Smith.

Smith, I said, I want you to get some books for me first thing tomorrow. You had better take a note of them.

He moistened his pencil.

A Latin Grammar.

Yes, sir.

A Greek Grammar.

Yes, sir.

Brodley Arnolds Easy Prose Sentences.

Yes, sir.

And Caesars Gallic Wars.

What name, sir?

Caesar.

Thank you, sir. Anything else, sir?

No, that will be all.

Very good, sir.

He shimmered from the room.

Thank goodness, Smith always has thought me mad, and is consequently never surprised at anything I ask him to do.


Chapter 2
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SANSTEAD HOUSE WAS an imposing building in the Georgian style. It stood, foursquare, in the midst of about nine acres of land. For the greater part of its existence, I learned later, it had been the private home of a family of the name of Boone, and in its early days the estate had been considerable. But the progress of the years had brought changes to the Boones. Money losses had necessitated the sale of land. New roads had come into being, cutting off portions of the estate from their centre. New facilities for travel had drawn members of the family away from home. The old fixed life of the country had changed, and in the end the latest Boone had come to the conclusion that to keep up so large and expensive a house was not worth his while.

That the place should have become a school was the natural process of evolution. It was too large for the ordinary purchaser, and the estate had been so whittled down in the course of time that it was inadequate for the wealthy. Colonel Boone had been glad to let it to Mr Abney, and the school had started its career.

It had all the necessary qualifications for a school. It was isolated. The village was two miles from its gates. It was near the sea. There were fields for cricket and football, and inside the house a number of rooms of every size, suitable for classrooms and dormitories.

The household, when I arrived, consisted, besides Mr Abney, myself, another master named Glossop, and the matron, of twenty-four boys, the butler, the cook, the odd-job-man, two housemaids, a scullery-maid, and a parlour-maid. It was a little colony, cut off from the outer world.

With the exception of Mr Abney and Glossop, a dismal man of nerves and mannerisms, the only person with whom I exchanged speech on my first evening was White, the butler. There are some men one likes at sight. White was one of them. Even for a butler he was a man of remarkably smooth manners, but he lacked that quality of austere aloofness which I have noticed in other butlers.

He helped me unpack my box, and we chatted during the process. He was a man of medium height, square and muscular, with something, some quality of springiness, as it were, that seemed unusual in a butler. From one or two things he said, I gathered that he had travelled a good deal. Altogether he interested me. He had humour, and the half-hour which I had spent with Glossop made me set a premium on humour. I found that he, like myself, was a new-comer. His predecessor had left at short notice during the holidays, and he had secured the vacancy at about the same time that I was securing mine. We agreed that it was a pretty place. White, I gathered, regarded its isolation as a merit. He was not fond of village society.

On the following morning, at eight oclock, my work began.

My first day had the effect of entirely revolutionizing what ideas I possessed of the lot of the private-school assistant-master.

My view, till then, had been that the assistant-master had an easy time. I had only studied him from the outside. My opinion was based on observations made as a boy at my own private school, when masters were an enviable race who went to bed when they liked, had no preparation to do, and couldnt be caned. It seemed to me then that those three facts, especially the last, formed a pretty good basis on which to build up the Perfect Life.

I had not been at Sanstead House two days before doubts began to creep in on this point. What the boy, observing the assistant-master standing about in apparently magnificent idleness, does not realize is that the unfortunate is really putting in a spell of exceedingly hard work. He is taking duty. And taking duty is a thing to be remembered, especially by a man who, like myself, has lived a life of fatted ease, protected from all the minor annoyances of life by a substantial income.

Sanstead House educated me. It startled me. It showed me a hundred ways in which I had allowed myself to become soft and inefficient, without being aware of it. There may be other professions which call for a fiercer display of energy, but for the man with a private income who has loitered through life at his own pace, a little school-mastering is brisk enough to be a wonderful tonic.

I needed it, and I got it.

It was almost as if Mr Abney had realized intuitively how excellent the discipline of work was for my soul, for the kindly man allowed me to do not only my own, but most of his as well. I have talked with assistant-masters since, and I have gathered from them that headmasters of private schools are divided into two classes: the workers and the runners-up-to-London. Mr Abney belonged to the latter class. Indeed, I doubt if a finer representative of the class could have been found in the length and breadth of southern England. London drew him like a magnet.

After breakfast he would take me aside. The formula was always the same.

Ah — Mr Burns.

Myself (apprehensively, scenting disaster, like some wild creature caught within a trap, who sees the trapper coming through the wood). Yes? Er — yes?

I am afraid I shall be obliged to run up to London today. I have received an important letter from— And then he would name some parent or some prospective parent. (By prospective I mean one who was thinking of sending his son to Sanstead House. You may have twenty children, but unless you send them to his school, a schoolmaster will refuse to dignify you with the name of parent.)

Then, He wishes — ah — to see me, or, in the case of titled parents, He wishes — ah — to talk things over with me. The distinction is subtle, but he always made it.

And presently the cab would roll away down the long drive, and my work would begin, and with it that soul-discipline to which I have alluded.

Taking duty makes certain definite calls upon a man. He has to answer questions; break up fights; stop big boys bullying small boys; prevent small boys bullying smaller boys; check stone-throwing, going-on-the-wet-grass, worrying-the-cook, teasing-the-dog, making-too-much-noise, and, in particular, discourage all forms of hara-kiri such as tree-climbing, water-spout-scaling, leaning-too-far-out-of-the-window, sliding-down-the-banisters, pencil-swallowing, and ink-drinking-because-somebody-dared-me-to.

At intervals throughout the day there are further feats to perform. Carving the joint, helping the pudding, playing football, reading prayers, teaching, herding stragglers in for meals, and going round the dormitories to see that the lights are out, are a few of them.

I wanted to oblige Cynthia, if I could, but there were moments during the first day or so when I wondered how on earth I was going to snatch the necessary time to combine kidnapping with my other duties. Of all the learned professions it seemed to me that that of the kidnapper most urgently demanded certain intervals for leisured thought, in which schemes and plots might be matured.

Schools vary. Sanstead House belonged to the more difficult class. Mr Abneys constant flittings did much to add to the burdens of his assistants, and his peculiar reverence for the aristocracy did even more. His endeavour to make Sanstead House a place where the delicately nurtured scions of the governing class might feel as little as possible the temporary loss of titled mothers led him into a benevolent tolerance which would have unsettled angels.

Success or failure for an assistant-master is, I consider, very much a matter of luck. My colleague, Glossop, had most of the qualities that make for success, but no luck. Properly backed up by Mr Abney, he might have kept order. As it was, his class-room was a bear-garden, and, when he took duty, chaos reigned.

I, on the other hand, had luck. For some reason the boys agreed to accept me. Quite early in my sojourn I enjoyed that sweetest triumph of the assistant-masters life, the spectacle of one boy smacking another boys head because the latter persisted in making a noise after I had told him to stop. I doubt if a man can experience so keenly in any other way that thrill which comes from the knowledge that the populace is his friend. Political orators must have the same sort of feeling when their audience clamours for the ejection of a heckler, but it cannot be so keen. One is so helpless with boys, unless they decide that they like one.

It was a week from the beginning of the term before I made the acquaintance of the Little Nugget.

I had kept my eyes open for him from the beginning, and when I discovered that he was not at school, I had felt alarmed. Had Cynthia sent me down here, to work as I had never worked before, on a wild-goose chase?

Then, one morning, Mr Abney drew me aside after breakfast.

Ah — Mr Burns.

It was the first time that I had heard those soon-to-be-familiar words.

I fear I shall be compelled to run up to London today. I have an important appointment with the father of a boy who is coming to the school. He wishes — ah — to see me.

This might be the Little Nugget at last.

I was right. During the interval before school, Augustus Beckford approached me. Lord Mountrys brother was a stolid boy with freckles. He had two claims to popular fame. He could hold his breath longer than any other boy in the school, and he always got hold of any piece of gossip first.

Theres a new kid coming tonight, sir, he said— an American kid. I heard him talking about it to the matron. The kids names Ford, I believe the kids fathers awfully rich. Would you like to be rich, sir? I wish I was rich. If I was rich, Id buy all sorts of things. I believe Im going to be rich when I grow up. I heard father talking to a lawyer about it. Theres a new parlour-maid coming soon, sir. I heard cook telling Emily. Im blowed if Id like to be a parlour-maid, would you, sir? Id much rather be a cook.

He pondered the point for a moment. When he spoke again, it was to touch on a still more profound problem.

If you wanted a halfpenny to make up twopence to buy a lizard, what would you do, sir?

He got it.

Ogden Ford, the El Dorado of the kidnapping industry, entered Sanstead House at a quarter past nine that evening. He was preceded by a Worried Look, Mr Arnold Abney, a cabman bearing a large box, and the odd-job man carrying two suitcases. I have given precedence to the Worried Look because it was a thing by itself. To say that Mr Abney wore it would be to create a wrong impression. Mr Abney simply followed in its wake. He was concealed behind it much as Macbeths army was concealed behind the woods of Dunsinane.

I only caught a glimpse of Ogden as Mr Abney showed him into his study. He seemed a self-possessed boy, very like but, if anything, uglier than the portrait of him which I had seen at the Hotel Guelph.

A moment later the door opened, and my employer came out. He appeared relieved at seeing me.

Ah, Mr Burns, I was about to go in search of you. Can you spare me a moment? Let us go into the dining-room.

That is a boy called Ford, Mr Burns, he said, when he had closed the door. A rather — er — remarkable boy. He is an American, the son of a Mr Elmer Ford. As he will be to a great extent in your charge, I should like to prepare you for his — ah — peculiarities.

Is he peculiar?

A faint spasm disturbed Mr Abneys face. He applied a silk handkerchief to his forehead before he replied.

In many ways, judged by the standard of the lads who have passed through my hands — boys, of course, who, it is only fair to add, have enjoyed the advantages of a singularly refined home-life — he may be said to be — ah — somewhat peculiar. While I have no doubt that au fond ... au fond he is a charming boy, quite charming, at present he is — shall I say? — peculiar. I am disposed to imagine that he has been, from childhood up, systematically indulged. There has been in his life, I suspect, little or no discipline. The result has been to make him curiously unboylike. There is a complete absence of that diffidence, that childish capacity for surprise, which I for one find so charming in our English boys. Little Ford appears to be completely blase. He has tastes and ideas which are precocious, and — unusual in a boy of his age.... He expresses himself in a curious manner sometimes.... He seems to have little or no reverence for — ah — constituted authority.

He paused while he passed his handkerchief once more over his forehead.

Mr Ford, the boys father, who struck me as a man of great ability, a typical American merchant prince, was singularly frank with me about his domestic affairs as they concerned his son. I cannot recall his exact words, but the gist of what he said was that, until now, Mrs Ford had had sole charge of the boys upbringing, and — Mr Ford was singularly outspoken — was too indulgent, in fact — ah — spoilt him. Indeed — you will, of course, respect my confidence — that was the real reason for the divorce which — ah — has unhappily come about. Mr Ford regards this school as in a measure — shall I say? — an antidote. He wishes there to be no lack of wholesome discipline. So that I shall expect you, Mr Burns, to check firmly, though, of course, kindly, such habits of his as — ah — cigarette-smoking. On our journey down he smoked incessantly. I found it impossible — without physical violence — to induce him to stop. But, of course, now that he is actually at the school, and subject to the discipline of the school ...

Exactly, I said.

That was all I wished to say. Perhaps it would be as well if you saw him now, Mr Burns. You will find him in the study.

He drifted away, and I went to the study to introduce myself.

A cloud of tobacco-smoke rising above the back of an easy-chair greeted me as I opened the door. Moving into the room, I perceived a pair of boots resting on the grate. I stepped to the light, and the remainder of the Little Nugget came into view.

He was lying almost at full length in the chair, his eyes fixed in dreamy abstraction upon the ceiling. As I came towards him, he drew at the cigarette between his fingers, glanced at me, looked away again, and expelled another mouthful of smoke. He was not interested in me.

Perhaps this indifference piqued me, and I saw him with prejudiced eyes. At any rate, he seemed to me a singularly unprepossessing youth. That portrait had flattered him. He had a stout body and a round, unwholesome face. His eyes were dull, and his mouth dropped discontentedly. He had the air of one who is surfeited with life.

I am disposed to imagine, as Mr Abney would have said, that my manner in addressing him was brisker and more incisive than Mr Abneys own. I was irritated by his supercilious detachment.

Throw away that cigarette, I said.

To my amazement, he did, promptly. I was beginning to wonder whether I had not been too abrupt — he gave me a curious sensation of being a man of my own age — when he produced a silver case from his pocket and opened it. I saw that the cigarette in the fender was a stump.

I took the case from his hand and threw it on to a table. For the first time he seemed really to notice my existence.

Youve got a hell of a nerve, he said.

He was certainly exhibiting his various gifts in rapid order, This, I took it, was what Mr Abney had called expressing himself in a curious manner.

And dont swear, I said.

We eyed each other narrowly for the space of some seconds.

Who are you? he demanded.

I introduced myself.

What do you want to come butting in for?

I am paid to butt in. Its the main duty of an assistant-master.

Oh, youre the assistant-master, are you?

One of them. And, in passing — its a small technical point — youre supposed to call me sir during these invigorating little chats of ours.

Call you what? Up an alley!

I beg your pardon?

Fade away. Take a walk.

I gathered that he was meaning to convey that he had considered my proposition, but regretted his inability to entertain it.

Didnt you call your tutor sir when you were at home?

Me? Dont make me laugh. Ive got a cracked lip.

I gather you havent an overwhelming respect for those set in authority over you.

If you mean my tutors, I should say nix.

You use the plural. Had you a tutor before Mr Broster?

He laughed.

Had I? Only about ten million.

Poor devils! I said.

Whos swearing now?

The point was well taken. I corrected myself.

Poor brutes! What happened to them? Did they commit suicide?

Oh, they quit. And I dont blame them. Im a pretty tough proposition, and you dont want to forget it.

He reached out for the cigarette-case. I pocketed it.

You make me tired, he said.

The sensations mutual.

Do you think you can swell around, stopping me doing things?

Youve defined my job exactly.

Guess again. I know all about this joint. The hot-air merchant was telling me about it on the train.

I took the allusion to be to Mr Arnold Abney, and thought it rather a happy one.

Hes the boss, and nobody but him is allowed to hit the fellows. If you tried it, youd lose your job. And he aint going to, because the Dads paying double fees, and hes scared stiff hell lose me if theres any trouble.

You seem to have a grasp of the position.

Bet your life I have.

I looked at him as he sprawled in the chair.

Youre a funny kid, I said.

He stiffened, outraged. His little eyes gleamed.

Say, it looks to me as if you wanted making a head shorter. Youre a darned sight too fresh. Who do you think you are, anyway?

Im your guardian angel, I replied. Im the fellow whos going to take you in hand and make you a little ray of sunshine about the home. I know your type backwards. Ive been in America and studied it on its native asphalt. You superfatted millionaire kids are all the same. If Dad doesnt jerk you into the office before youre out of knickerbockers, you just run to seed. You get to think youre the only thing on earth, and you go on thinking it till one day somebody comes along and shows you youre not, and then you get whats coming to you — good and hard.

He began to speak, but I was on my favourite theme, one I had studied and brooded upon since the evening when I had received a certain letter at my club.

I knew a man, I said, who started out just like you. He always had all the money he wanted: never worked: grew to think himself a sort of young prince. What happened?

He yawned.

Im afraid Im boring you, I said.

Go on. Enjoy yourself, said the Little Nugget.

Well, its a long story, so Ill spare you it. But the moral of it was that a boy who is going to have money needs to be taken in hand and taught sense while hes young.

He stretched himself.

You talk a lot. What do you reckon youre going to do?

I eyed him thoughtfully.

Well, everythings got to have a beginning, I said. What you seem to me to want most is exercise. Ill take you for a run every day. You wont know yourself at the end of a week.

Say, if you think youre going to get me to run—

When I grab your little hand, and start running, youll find youll soon be running too. And, years hence, when you win the Marathon at the Olympic Games, youll come to me with tears in your eyes, and youll say—

Oh, slush!

I shouldnt wonder. I looked at my watch. Meanwhile, you had better go to bed. Its past your proper time.

He stared at me in open-eyed amazement.

Bed!

Bed.

He seemed more amused than annoyed.

Say, what time do you think I usually go to bed?

I know what time you go here. Nine oclock.

As if to support my words, the door opened, and Mrs Attwell, the matron, entered.

I think its time he came to bed, Mr Burns.

Just what I was saying, Mrs Attwell.

Youre crazy, observed the Little Nugget. Bed nothing!

Mrs Attwell looked at me despairingly.

I never saw such a boy!

The whole machinery of the school was being held up by this legal infant. Any vacillation now, and Authority would suffer a set-back from which it would be hard put to it to recover. It seemed to me a situation that called for action.

I bent down, scooped the Little Nugget out of his chair like an oyster, and made for the door. Outside he screamed incessantly. He kicked me in the stomach and then on the knee. He continued to scream. He screamed all the way upstairs. He was screaming when we reached his room.

* * * * *

Half an hour later I sat in the study, smoking thoughtfully. Reports from the seat of war told of a sullen and probably only temporary acquiescence with Fate on the part of the enemy. He was in bed, and seemed to have made up his mind to submit to the position. An air of restrained jubilation prevailed among the elder members of the establishment. Mr Abney was friendly and Mrs Attwell openly congratulatory. I was something like the hero of the hour.

But was I jubilant? No, I was inclined to moodiness. Unforeseen difficulties had arisen in my path. Till now, I had regarded this kidnapping as something abstract. Personality had not entered into the matter. If I had had any picture in my minds eye, it was of myself stealing away softly into the night with a docile child, his little hand laid trustfully in mine. From what I had seen and heard of Ogden Ford in moments of emotion, it seemed to me that whoever wanted to kidnap him with any approach to stealth would need to use chloroform.

Things were getting very complex.


Chapter 3
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I HAVE NEVER kept a diary, and I have found it, in consequence, somewhat difficult, in telling this narrative, to arrange the minor incidents of my story in their proper sequence. I am writing by the light of an imperfect memory; and the work is complicated by the fact that the early days of my sojourn at Sanstead House are a blur, a confused welter like a Futurist picture, from which emerge haphazard the figures of boys — boys working, boys eating, boys playing football, boys whispering, shouting, asking questions, banging doors, jumping on beds, and clattering upstairs and along passages, the whole picture faintly scented with a composite aroma consisting of roast beef, ink, chalk, and that curious classroom smell which is like nothing else on earth.

I cannot arrange the incidents. I can see Mr Abney, furrowed as to the brow and drooping at the jaw, trying to separate Ogden Ford from a half-smoked cigar-stump. I can hear Glossop, feverishly angry, bellowing at an amused class. A dozen other pictures come back to me, but I cannot place them in their order; and perhaps, after all, their sequence is unimportant. This story deals with affairs which were outside the ordinary school life.

With the war between the Little Nugget and Authority, for instance, the narrative has little to do. It is a subject for an epic, but it lies apart from the main channel of the story, and must be avoided. To tell of his gradual taming, of the chaos his advent caused until we became able to cope with him, would be to turn this story into a treatise on education. It is enough to say that the process of moulding his character and exorcising the devil which seemed to possess him was slow.

It was Ogden who introduced tobacco-chewing into the school, with fearful effects one Saturday night on the aristocratic interiors of Lords Gartridge and Windhall and Honourables Edwin Bellamy and Hildebrand Kyne. It was the ingenious gambling-game imported by Ogden which was rapidly undermining the moral sense of twenty-four innocent English boys when it was pounced upon by Glossop. It was Ogden who, on the one occasion when Mr Abney reluctantly resorted to the cane, and administered four mild taps with it, relieved his feelings by going upstairs and breaking all the windows in all the bedrooms.

We had some difficult young charges at Sanstead House. Abneys policy of benevolent toleration ensured that. But Ogden Ford stood alone.

* * * * *

I have said that it is difficult for me to place the lesser events of my narrative in their proper order. I except three, however which I will call the Affair of the Strange American, the Adventure of the Sprinting Butler, and the Episode of the Genial Visitor.

I will describe them singly, as they happened.

It was the custom at Sanstead House for each of the assistant masters to take half of one day in every week as a holiday. The allowance was not liberal, and in most schools, I believe, it is increased; but Mr Abney was a man with peculiar views on other peoples holidays, and Glossop and I were accordingly restricted.

My day was Wednesday; and on the Wednesday of which I write I strolled towards the village. I had in my mind a game of billiards at the local inn. Sanstead House and its neighbourhood were lacking in the fiercer metropolitan excitements, and billiards at the Feathers constituted for the pleasure-seeker the beginning and end of the Gay Whirl.

There was a local etiquette governing the game of billiards at the Feathers. You played the marker a hundred up, then you took him into the bar-parlour and bought him refreshment. He raised his glass, said, To you, sir, and drained it at a gulp. After that you could, if you wished, play another game, or go home, as your fancy dictated.

There was only one other occupant of the bar-parlour when we adjourned thither, and a glance at him told me that he was not ostentatiously sober. He was lying back in a chair, with his feet on the side-table, and crooning slowly, in a melancholy voice, the following words:

I dont care — if he wears — a crown, He — cant — keep kicking my — dawg aroun.

He was a tough, clean-shaven man, with a broken nose, over which was tilted a soft felt hat. His wiry limbs were clad in what I put down as a mail-order suit. I could have placed him by his appearance, if I had not already done so by his voice, as an East-side New Yorker. And what an East-side New Yorker could be doing in Sanstead it was beyond me to explain.

We had hardly seated ourselves when he rose and lurched out. I saw him pass the window, and his assertion that no crowned head should molest his dog came faintly to my ears as he went down the street.

American! said Miss Benjafield, the stately barmaid, with strong disapproval. Theyre all alike.

I never contradict Miss Benjafield — one would as soon contradict the Statue of Liberty — so I merely breathed sympathetically.

Whats he here for Id like to know?

It occurred to me that I also should like to know. In another thirty hours I was to find out.

I shall lay myself open to a charge of denseness such as even Doctor Watson would have scorned when I say that, though I thought of the matter a good deal on my way back to the school, I did not arrive at the obvious solution. Much teaching and taking of duty had dulled my wits, and the presence at Sanstead House of the Little Nugget did not even occur to me as a reason why strange Americans should be prowling in the village.

We now come to the remarkable activity of White, the butler.

It happened that same evening.

It was not late when I started on my way back to the house, but the short January day was over, and it was very dark as I turned in at the big gate of the school and made my way up the drive. The drive at Sanstead House was a fine curving stretch of gravel, about two hundred yards in length, flanked on either side by fir trees and rhododendrons. I stepped out briskly, for it had begun to freeze. Just as I caught sight through the trees of the lights of the windows, there came to me the sound of running feet.

I stopped. The noise grew louder. There seemed to be two runners, one moving with short, quick steps, the other, the one in front, taking a longer stride.

I drew aside instinctively. In another moment, making a great clatter on the frozen gravel, the first of the pair passed me; and as he did so, there was a sharp crack, and something sang through the darkness like a large mosquito.

The effect of the sound on the man who had been running was immediate. He stopped in his stride and dived into the bushes. His footsteps thudded faintly on the turf.

The whole incident had lasted only a few seconds, and I was still standing there when I was aware of the other man approaching. He had apparently given up the pursuit, for he was walking quite slowly. He stopped within a few feet of me and I heard him swearing softly to himself.

Whos that? I cried sharply. The crack of the pistol had given a flick to my nerves. Mine had been a sheltered life, into which hitherto revolver-shots had not entered, and I was resenting this abrupt introduction of them. I felt jumpy and irritated.

It gave me a malicious pleasure to see that I had startled the unknown dispenser of shocks quite as much as he had startled me. The movement he made as he faced towards my direction was almost a leap; and it suddenly flashed upon me that I had better at once establish my identity as a non-combatant. I appeared to have wandered inadvertently into the midst of a private quarrel, one party to which — the one standing a couple of yards from me with a loaded revolver in his hand — was evidently a man of impulse, the sort of man who would shoot first and inquire afterwards.

Im Mr Burns, I said. Im one of the assistant-masters. Who are you?

Mr Burns?

Surely that rich voice was familiar.

White? I said.

Yes, sir.

What on earth do you think youre doing? Have you gone mad? Who was that man?

I wish I could tell you, sir. A very doubtful character. I found him prowling at the back of the house very suspiciously. He took to his heels and I followed him.

But — I spoke querulously, my orderly nature was shocked— you cant go shooting at people like that just because you find them at the back of the house. He might have been a tradesman.

I think not, sir.

Well, so do I, if it comes to that. He didnt behave like one. But all the same—

I take your point, sir. But I was merely intending to frighten him.

You succeeded all right. He went through those bushes like a cannon-ball.

I heard him chuckle.

I think I may have scared him a little, sir.

We must phone to the police-station. Could you describe the man?

I think not, sir. It was very dark. And, if I may make the suggestion, it would be better not to inform the police. I have a very poor opinion of these country constables.

But we cant have men prowling—

If you will permit me, sir. I say — let them prowl. Its the only way to catch them.

If you think this sort of thing is likely to happen again I must tell Mr Abney.

Pardon me, sir, I think it would be better not. He impresses me as a somewhat nervous gentleman, and it would only disturb him.

At this moment it suddenly struck me that, in my interest in the mysterious fugitive, I had omitted to notice what was really the most remarkable point in the whole affair. How did White happen to have a revolver at all? I have met many butlers who behaved unexpectedly in their spare time. One I knew played the fiddle; another preached Socialism in Hyde Park. But I had never yet come across a butler who fired pistols.

What were you doing with a revolver? I asked.

He hesitated.

May I ask you to keep it to yourself, sir, if I tell you something? he said at last.

What do you mean?

Im a detective.

What!

A Pinkertons man, Mr Burns.

I felt like one who sees the danger board over thin ice. But for this information, who knew what rash move I might not have made, under the assumption that the Little Nugget was unguarded? At the same time, I could not help reflecting that, if things had been complex before, they had become far more so in the light of this discovery. To spirit Ogden away had never struck me, since his arrival at the school, as an easy task. It seemed more difficult now than ever.

I had the sense to affect astonishment. I made my imitation of an innocent assistant-master astounded by the news that the butler is a detective in disguise as realistic as I was able. It appeared to be satisfactory, for he began to explain.

I am employed by Mr Elmer Ford to guard his son. There are several parties after that boy, Mr Burns. Naturally he is a considerable prize. Mr Ford would pay a large sum to get back his only son if he were kidnapped. So it stands to reason he takes precautions.

Does Mr Abney know what you are?

No, sir. Mr Abney thinks I am an ordinary butler. You are the only person who knows, and I have only told you because you have happened to catch me in a rather queer position for a butler to be in. You will keep it to yourself, sir? It doesnt do for it to get about. These things have to be done quietly. It would be bad for the school if my presence here were advertised. The other parents wouldnt like it. They would think that their sons were in danger, you see. It would be disturbing for them. So if you will just forget what Ive been telling you, Mr Burns—

I assured him that I would. But I was very far from meaning it. If there was one thing which I intended to bear in mind, it was the fact that watchful eyes besides mine were upon that Little Nugget.

The third and last of this chain of occurrences, the Episode of the Genial Visitor, took place on the following day, and may be passed over briefly. All that happened was that a well-dressed man, who gave his name as Arthur Gordon, of Philadelphia, dropped in unexpectedly to inspect the school. He apologized for not having written to make an appointment, but explained that he was leaving England almost immediately. He was looking for a school for his sisters son, and, happening to meet his business acquaintance, Mr Elmer Ford, in London, he had been recommended to Mr Abney. He made himself exceedingly pleasant. He was a breezy, genial man, who joked with Mr Abney, chaffed the boys, prodded the Little Nugget in the ribs, to that overfed youths discomfort, made a rollicking tour of the house, in the course of which he inspected Ogdens bedroom — in order, he told Mr Abney, to be able to report conscientiously to his friend Ford that the son and heir was not being pampered too much, and departed in a whirl of good-humour, leaving every one enthusiastic over his charming personality. His last words were that everything was thoroughly satisfactory, and that he had learned all he wanted to know.

Which, as was proved that same night, was the simple truth.


Chapter 4

I
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I OWED IT to my colleague Glossop that I was in the centre of the surprising things that occurred that night. By sheer weight of boredom, Glossop drove me from the house, so that it came about that, at half past nine, the time at which the affair began, I was patrolling the gravel in front of the porch.

It was the practice of the staff of Sanstead House School to assemble after dinner in Mr Abneys study for coffee. The room was called the study, but it was really more of a masters common room. Mr Abney had a smaller sanctum of his own, reserved exclusively for himself.

On this particular night he went there early, leaving me alone with Glossop. It is one of the drawbacks of the desert-island atmosphere of a private school that everybody is always meeting everybody else. To avoid a man for long is impossible. I had been avoiding Glossop as long as I could, for I knew that he wanted to corner me with a view to a heart-to-heart talk on Life Insurance.

These amateur Life Insurance agents are a curious band. The world is full of them. I have met them at country-houses, at seaside hotels, on ships, everywhere; and it has always amazed me that they should find the game worth the candle. What they add to their incomes I do not know, but it cannot be very much, and the trouble they have to take is colossal. Nobody loves them, and they must see it; yet they persevere. Glossop, for instance, had been trying to buttonhole me every time there was a five minutes break in the days work.

He had his chance now, and he did not mean to waste it. Mr Abney had scarcely left the room when he began to exude pamphlets and booklets at every pocket.

I eyed him sourly, as he droned on about reactionable endowment, surrender-value, and interest accumulating on the tontine policy, and tried, as I did so, to analyse the loathing I felt for him. I came to the conclusion that it was partly due to his pose of doing the whole thing from purely altruistic motives, entirely for my good, and partly because he forced me to face the fact that I was not always going to be young. In an abstract fashion I had already realized that I should in time cease to be thirty, but the way in which Glossop spoke of my sixty-fifth birthday made me feel as if it was due tomorrow. He was a man with a manner suggestive of a funeral mute suffering from suppressed jaundice, and I had never before been so weighed down with a sense of the inevitability of decay and the remorseless passage of time. I could feel my hair whitening.

A need for solitude became imperative; and, murmuring something about thinking it over, I escaped from the room.

Except for my bedroom, whither he was quite capable of following me, I had no refuge but the grounds. I unbolted the front door and went out.

It was still freezing, and, though the stars shone, the trees grew so closely about the house that it was too dark for me to see more than a few feet in front of me.

I began to stroll up and down. The night was wonderfully still. I could hear somebody walking up the drive — one of the maids, I supposed, returning from her evening out. I could even hear a bird rustling in the ivy on the walls of the stables.

I fell into a train of thought. I think my mind must still have been under Glossops gloom-breeding spell, for I was filled with a sense of the infinite pathos of Life. What was the good of it all? Why was a man given chances of happiness without the sense to realize and use them? If Nature had made me so self-satisfied that I had lost Audrey because of my self-satisfaction why had she not made me so self-satisfied that I could lose her without a pang? Audrey! It annoyed me that, whenever I was free for a moment from active work, my thoughts should keep turning to her. It frightened me, too. Engaged to Cynthia, I had no right to have such thoughts.

Perhaps it was the mystery which hung about her that kept her in my mind. I did not know where she was. I did not know how she fared. I did not know what sort of a man it was whom she had preferred to me. That, it struck me, was the crux of the matter. She had vanished absolutely with another man whom I had never seen and whose very name I did not know. I had been beaten by an unseen foe.

I was deep in a very slough of despond when suddenly things began to happen. I might have known that Sanstead House would never permit solitary brooding on Life for long. It was a place of incident, not of abstract speculation.

I had reached the end of my beat, and had stopped to relight my pipe, when drama broke loose with the swift unexpectedness which was characteristic of the place. The stillness of the night was split by a sound which I could have heard in a gale and recognized among a hundred conflicting noises. It was a scream, a shrill, piercing squeal that did not rise to a crescendo, but started at its maximum and held the note; a squeal which could only proceed from one throat: the deafening war-cry of the Little Nugget.

I had grown accustomed, since my arrival at Sanstead House, to a certain quickening of the pace of life, but tonight events succeeded one another with a rapidity which surprised me. A whole cinematograph-drama was enacted during the space of time it takes for a wooden match to burn.

At the moment when the Little Nugget gave tongue, I had just struck one, and I stood, startled into rigidity, holding it in the air as if I had decided to constitute myself a sort of limelight man to the performance.

It cannot have been more than a few seconds later before some person unknown nearly destroyed me.

I was standing, holding my match and listening to the sounds of confusion indoors, when this person, rounding the angle of the house in a desperate hurry, emerged from the bushes and rammed me squarely.

He was a short man, or he must have crouched as he ran, for his shoulder — a hard, bony shoulder — was precisely the same distance from the ground as my solar plexus. In the brief impact which ensued between the two, the shoulder had the advantage of being in motion, while the solar plexus was stationary, and there was no room for any shadow of doubt as to which had the worst of it.

That the mysterious unknown was not unshaken by the encounter was made clear by a sharp yelp of surprise and pain. He staggered. What happened to him after that was not a matter of interest to me. I gather that he escaped into the night. But I was too occupied with my own affairs to follow his movements.

Of all cures for melancholy introspection a violent blow in the solar plexus is the most immediate. If Mr Corbett had any abstract worries that day at Carson City, I fancy they ceased to occupy his mind from the moment when Mr Fitzsimmons administered that historic left jab. In my case the cure was instantaneous. I can remember reeling across the gravel and falling in a heap and trying to breathe and knowing that I should never again be able to, and then for some minutes all interest in the affairs of this world left me.

How long it was before my breath returned, hesitatingly, like some timid Prodigal Son trying to muster up courage to enter the old home, I do not know; but it cannot have been many minutes, for the house was only just beginning to disgorge its occupants as I sat up. Disconnected cries and questions filled the air. Dim forms moved about in the darkness.

I had started to struggle to my feet, feeling very sick and boneless, when it was borne in upon me that the sensations of this remarkable night were not yet over. As I reached a sitting position, and paused before adventuring further, to allow a wave of nausea to pass, a hand was placed on my shoulder and a voice behind me said, Dont move!

II

I was not in a condition to argue. Beyond a fleeting feeling that a liberty was being taken with me and that I was being treated unjustly, I do not remember resenting the command. I had no notion who the speaker might be, and no curiosity. Breathing just then had all the glamour of a difficult feat cleverly performed. I concentrated my whole attention upon it. I was pleased, and surprised, to find myself getting on so well. I remember having much the same sensation when I first learned to ride a bicycle — a kind of dazed feeling that I seemed to be doing it, but Heaven alone knew how.

A minute or so later, when I had leisure to observe outside matters, I perceived that among the other actors in the drama confusion still reigned. There was much scuttering about and much meaningless shouting. Mr Abneys reedy tenor voice was issuing directions, each of which reached a dizzier height of futility than the last. Glossop was repeating over and over again the words, Shall I telephone for the police? to which nobody appeared to pay the least attention. One or two boys were darting about like rabbits and squealing unintelligibly. A female voice — I think Mrs Attwells — was saying, Can you see him?

Up to this point, my match, long since extinguished, had been the only illumination the affair had received; but now somebody, who proved to be White, the butler, came from the direction of the stable-yard with a carriage-lamp. Every one seemed calmer and happier for it. The boys stopped squealing, Mrs Attwell and Glossop subsided, and Mr Abney said Ah! in a self-satisfied voice, as if he had directed this move and was congratulating himself on the success with which it had been carried out.

The whole strength of the company gathered round the light.

Thank you, White, said Mr Abney. Excellent. I fear the scoundrel has escaped.

I suspect so, sir.

This is a very remarkable occurrence, White.

Yes, sir.

The man was actually in Master Fords bedroom.

Indeed, sir?

A shrill voice spoke. I recognized it as that of Augustus Beckford, always to be counted upon to be in the centre of things gathering information.

Sir, please, sir, what was up? Who was it, sir? Sir, was it a burglar, sir? Have you ever met a burglar, sir? My father took me to see Raffles in the holidays, sir. Do you think this chap was like Raffles, sir? Sir—

It was undoubtedly— Mr Abney was beginning, when the identity of the questioner dawned upon him, and for the first time he realized that the drive was full of boys actively engaged in catching their deaths of cold. His all-friends-here-let-us- discuss-this-interesting-episode-fully manner changed. He became the outraged schoolmaster. Never before had I heard him speak so sharply to boys, many of whom, though breaking rules, were still titled.

What are you boys doing out of bed? Go back to bed instantly. I shall punish you most severely. I—

Shall I telephone for the police? asked Glossop. Disregarded.

I will not have this conduct. You will catch cold. This is disgraceful. Ten bad marks! I shall punish you most severely if you do not instantly—

A calm voice interrupted him.

Say!

The Little Nugget strolled easily into the circle of light. He was wearing a dressing-gown, and in his hand was a smouldering cigarette, from which he proceeded, before continuing his remarks, to blow a cloud of smoke.

Say, I guess youre wrong. That wasnt any ordinary porch-climber.

The spectacle of his bete noire wreathed in smoke, coming on top of the emotions of the night, was almost too much for Mr Abney. He gesticulated for a moment in impassioned silence, his arms throwing grotesque shadows on the gravel.

How dare you smoke, boy! How dare you smoke that cigarette!

Its the only one Ive got, responded the Little Nugget amiably.

I have spoken to you — I have warned you — Ten bad marks! — I will not have — Fifteen bad marks!

The Little Nugget ignored the painful scene. He was smiling quietly.

If you ask me, he said, that guy was after something better than plated spoons. Yes, sir! If you want my opinion, it was Buck MacGinnis, or Chicago Ed., or one of those guys, and what he was trailing was me. Theyre always at it. Buck had a try for me in the fall of 07, and Ed.—

Do you hear me? Will you return instantly—

If you dont believe me I can show you the piece there was about it in the papers. Ive got a press-clipping album in my box. Whenever theres a piece about me in the papers, I cut it out and paste it into my album. If youll come right along, Ill show you the story about Buck now. It happened in Chicago, and hed have got away with me if it hadnt been—

Twenty bad marks!

Mr Abney!

It was the person standing behind me who spoke. Till now he or she had remained a silent spectator, waiting, I suppose, for a lull in the conversation.

They jumped, all together, like a well-trained chorus.

Who is that? cried Mr Abney. I could tell by the sound of his voice that his nerves were on wires. Who was that who spoke?

Shall I telephone for the police? asked Glossop. Ignored.

I am Mrs Sheridan, Mr Abney. You were expecting me to-night.

Mrs Sheridan? Mrs Sher — I expected you in a cab. I expected you in — ah — in fact, a cab.

I walked.

I had a curious sensation of having heard the voice before. When she had told me not to move, she had spoken in a whisper — or, to me, in my dazed state, it had sounded like a whisper — but now she was raising her voice, and there was a note in it that seemed familiar. It stirred some chord in my memory, and I waited to hear it again.

When it came it brought the same sensation, but nothing more definite. It left me groping for the clue.

Here is one of the men, Mr Abney.

There was a profound sensation. Boys who had ceased to squeal, squealed with fresh vigour. Glossop made his suggestion about the telephone with a new ring of hope in his voice. Mrs Attwell shrieked. They made for us in a body, boys and all, White leading with the lantern. I was almost sorry for being compelled to provide an anticlimax.

Augustus Beckford was the first to recognize me, and I expect he was about to ask me if I liked sitting on the gravel on a frosty night, or what gravel was made of, when Mr Abney spoke.

Mr Burns! What — dear me! — what are you doing there?

Perhaps Mr Burns can give us some information as to where the man went, sir, suggested White.

On everything except that, I said, Im a mine of information. I havent the least idea where he went. All I know about him is that he has a shoulder like the ram of a battleship, and that he charged me with it.

As I was speaking, I thought I heard a little gasp behind me. I turned. I wanted to see this woman who stirred my memory with her voice. But the rays of the lantern did not fall on her, and she was a shapeless blur in the darkness. Somehow I felt that she was looking intently at me.

I resumed my narrative.

I was lighting my pipe when I heard a scream— A chuckle came from the group behind the lantern.

I screamed, said the Little Nugget. You bet I screamed! What would you do if you woke up in the dark and found a strong-armed roughneck prising you out of bed as if you were a clam? He tried to get his hand over my mouth, but he only connected with my forehead, and Id got going before he could switch. I guess I threw a scare into that gink!

He chuckled again, reminiscently, and drew at his cigarette.

How dare you smoke! Throw away that cigarette! cried Mr Abney, roused afresh by the red glow.

Forget it! advised the Little Nugget tersely.

And then, I said, somebody whizzed out from nowhere and hit me. And after that I didnt seem to care much about him or anything else. I spoke in the direction of my captor. She was still standing outside the circle of light. I expect you can tell us what happened, Mrs Sheridan?

I did not think that her information was likely to be of any practical use, but I wanted to make her speak again.

Her first words were enough. I wondered how I could ever have been in doubt. I knew the voice now. It was one which I had not heard for five years, but one which I could never forget if I lived for ever.

Somebody ran past me. I hardly heard her. My heart was pounding, and a curious dizziness had come over me. I was grappling with the incredible. I think he went into the bushes.

I heard Glossop speak, and gathered from Mr Abneys reply; that he had made his suggestion about the telephone once more.

I think that will be — ah — unnecessary, Mr Glossop. The man has undoubtedly — ah — made good his escape. I think we had all better return to the house. He turned to the dim figure beside me. Ah, Mrs Sheridan, you must be tired after your journey and the — ah unusual excitement. Mrs Attwell will show you where you — in fact, your room.

In the general movement White must have raised the lamp or stepped forward, for the rays shifted. The figure beside me was no longer dim, but stood out sharp and clear in the yellow light.

I was aware of two large eyes looking into mine as, in the grey London morning two weeks before, they had looked from a faded photograph.


Chapter 5
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OF ALL THE emotions which kept me awake that night, a vague discomfort and a feeling of resentment against Fate more than against any individual, were the two that remained with me next morning. Astonishment does not last. The fact of Audrey and myself being under the same roof after all these years had ceased to amaze me. It was a minor point, and my mind shelved it in order to deal with the one thing that really mattered, the fact that she had come back into my life just when I had definitely, as I thought, put her out of it.

My resentment deepened. Fate had played me a wanton trick. Cynthia trusted me. If I were weak, I should not be the only one to suffer. And something told me that I should be weak. How could I hope to be strong, tortured by the thousand memories which the sight of her would bring back to me?

But I would fight, I told myself. I would not yield easily. I promised that to my self-respect, and was rewarded with a certain glow of excitement. I felt defiant. I wanted to test myself at once.

My opportunity came after breakfast. She was standing on the gravel in front of the house, almost, in fact, on the spot where we had met the night before. She looked up as she heard my step, and I saw that her chin had that determined tilt which, in the days of our engagement, I had noticed often without attaching any particular significance to it. Heavens, what a ghastly lump of complacency I must have been in those days! A child, I thought, if he were not wrapped up in the contemplation of his own magnificence, could read its meaning.

It meant war, and I was glad of it. I wanted war.

Good morning, I said.

Good morning.

There was a pause. I took the opportunity to collect my thoughts.

I looked at her curiously. Five years had left their mark on her, but entirely for the good. She had an air of quiet strength which I had never noticed in her before. It may have been there in the old days, but I did not think so. It was, I felt certain, a later development. She gave the impression of having been through much and of being sure of herself.

In appearance she had changed amazingly little. She looked as small and slight and trim as ever she had done. She was a little paler, I thought, and the Irish eyes were older and a shade harder; but that was all.

I awoke with a start to the fact that I was staring at her. A slight flush had crept into her pale cheeks.

Dont! she said suddenly, with a little gesture of irritation.

The word and the gesture killed, as if they had been a blow, a kind of sentimental tenderness which had been stealing over me.

What are you doing here? I asked.

She was silent.

Please dont think I want to pry into your affairs, I said viciously. I was only interested in the coincidence that we should meet here like this.

She turned to me impulsively. Her face had lost its hard look.

Oh, Peter, she said, Im sorry. I am sorry.

It was my chance, and I snatched at it with a lack of chivalry which I regretted almost immediately. But I was feeling bitter, and bitterness makes a man do cheap things.

Sorry? I said, politely puzzled. Why?

She looked taken aback, as I hoped she would.

For — for what happened.

My dear Audrey! Anybody would have made the same mistake. I dont wonder you took me for a burglar.

I didnt mean that. I meant — five years ago.

I laughed. I was not feeling like laughter at the moment, but I did my best, and had the satisfaction of seeing that it jarred upon her.

Surely youre not worrying yourself about that? I said. I laughed again. Very jovial and debonair I was that winter morning.

The brief moment in which we might have softened towards each other was over. There was a glitter in her blue eyes which told me that it was once more war between us.

I thought you would get over it, she said.

Well, I said, I was only twenty-five. Ones heart doesnt break at twenty-five.

I dont think yours would ever be likely to break, Peter.

Is that a compliment, or otherwise?

You would probably think it a compliment. I meant that you were not human enough to be heart-broken.

So thats your idea of a compliment!

I said I thought it was probably yours.

I must have been a curious sort of man five years ago, if I gave you that impression.

You were.

She spoke in a meditative voice, as if, across the years, she were idly inspecting some strange species of insect. The attitude annoyed me. I could look, myself, with a detached eye at the man I had once been, but I still retained a sort of affection for him, and I felt piqued.

I suppose you looked on me as a kind of ogre in those days? I said.

I suppose I did.

There was a pause.

I didnt mean to hurt your feelings, she said. And that was the most galling part of it. Mine was an attitude of studied offensiveness. I did want to hurt her feelings. But hers, it seemed to me, was no pose. She really had had — and, I suppose, still retained — a genuine horror of me. The struggle was unequal.

You were very kind, she went on, sometimes — when you happened to think of it.

Considered as the best she could find to say of me, it was not an eulogy.

Well, I said, we neednt discuss what I was or did five years ago. Whatever I was or did, you escaped. Lets think of the present. What are we going to do about this?

You think the situations embarrassing?

I do.

One of us ought to go, I suppose, she said doubtfully.

Exactly.

Well, I cant go.

Nor can I.

I have business here.

Obviously, so have I.

Its absolutely necessary that I should be here.

And that I should.

She considered me for a moment.

Mrs Attwell told me that you were one of the assistant-masters at the school.

I am acting as assistant-master. I am supposed to be learning the business.

She hesitated.

Why? she said.

Why not?

But — but — you used to be very well off.

Im better off now. Im working.

She was silent for a moment.

Of course its impossible for you to leave. You couldnt, could you?

No.

I cant either.

Then I suppose we must face the embarrassment.

But why must it be embarrassing? You said yourself you had — got over it.

Absolutely. I am engaged to be married.

She gave a little start. She drew a pattern on the gravel with her foot before she spoke.

I congratulate you, she said at last.

Thank you.

I hope you will be very happy.

Im sure I shall.

She relapsed into silence. It occurred to me that, having posted her thoroughly in my affairs, I was entitled to ask about hers.

How in the world did you come to be here? I said.

Its rather a long story. After my husband died—

Oh! I exclaimed, startled.

Yes; he died three years ago.

She spoke in a level voice, with a ring of hardness in it, for which I was to learn the true reason later. At the time it seemed to me due to resentment at having to speak of the man she had loved to me, whom she disliked, and my bitterness increased.

I have been looking after myself for a long time.

In England?

In America. We went to New York directly we — directly I had written to you. I have been in America ever since. I only returned to England a few weeks ago.

But what brought you to Sanstead?

Some years ago I got to know Mr Ford, the father of the little boy who is at the school. He recommended me to Mr Abney, who wanted somebody to help with the school.

And you are dependent on your work? I mean — forgive me if I am personal — Mr Sheridan did not—

He left no money at all.

Who was he? I burst out. I felt that the subject of the dead man was one which it was painful for her to talk about, at any rate to me; but the Sheridan mystery had vexed me for five years, and I thirsted to know something of this man who had dynamited my life without ever appearing in it.

He was an artist, a friend of my father.

I wanted to hear more. I wanted to know what he looked like, how he spoke, how he compared with me in a thousand ways; but it was plain that she would not willingly be communicative about him; and, with a feeling of resentment, I gave her her way and suppressed my curiosity.

So your work here is all you have? I said.

Absolutely all. And, if its the same with you, well, here we are!

Here we are! I echoed. Exactly.

We must try and make it as easy for each other as we can, she said.

Of course.

She looked at me in that curious, wide-eyed way of hers.

You have got thinner, Peter, she said.

Have I? I said. Suffering, I suppose, or exercise.

Her eyes left my face. I saw her bite her lip.

You hate me, she said abruptly. Youve been hating me all these years. Well, I dont wonder.

She turned and began to walk slowly away, and as she did so a sense of the littleness of the part I was playing came over me. Ever since our talk had begun I had been trying to hurt her, trying to take a petty revenge on her — for what? All that had happened five years ago had been my fault. I could not let her go like this. I felt unutterably mean.

Audrey! I called.

She stopped. I went to her.

Audrey! I said, youre wrong. If theres anybody I hate, its myself. I just want to tell you I understand.

Her lips parted, but she did not speak.

I understand just what made you do it, I went on. I can see now the sort of man I was in those days.

Youre saying that to — to help me, she said in a low voice.

No. I have felt like that about it for years.

I treated you shamefully.

Nothing of the kind. Theres a certain sort of man who badly needs a — jolt, and he has to get it sooner or later. It happened that you gave me mine, but that wasnt your fault. I was bound to get it — somehow. I laughed. Fate was waiting for me round the corner. Fate wanted something to hit me with. You happened to be the nearest thing handy.

Im sorry, Peter.

Nonsense. You knocked some sense into me. Thats all you did. Every man needs education. Most men get theirs in small doses, so that they hardly know they are getting it at all. My money kept me from getting mine that way. By the time I met you there was a great heap of back education due to me, and I got it in a lump. Thats all.

Youre generous.

Nothing of the kind. Its only that I see things clearer than I did. I was a pig in those days.

You werent!

I was. Well, we wont quarrel about it.

Inside the house the bell rang for breakfast. We turned. As I drew back to let her go in, she stopped.

Peter, she said.

She began to speak quickly.

Peter, lets be sensible. Why should we let this embarrass us, this being together here? Cant we just pretend that were two old friends who parted through a misunderstanding, and have come together again, with all the misunderstanding cleared away — friends again? Shall we?

She held out her hand. She was smiling, but her eyes were grave.

Old friends, Peter?

I took her hand.

Old friends, I said.

And we went in to breakfast. On the table, beside my plate, was lying a letter from Cynthia.


Chapter 6

I
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I GIVE THE letter in full. It was written from the s.y. Mermaid, lying in Monaco Harbour.

MY DEAR PETER, Where is Ogden? We have been expecting him every day. Mrs Ford is worrying herself to death. She keeps asking me if I have any news, and it is very tiresome to have to keep telling her that I have not heard from you. Surely, with the opportunities you must get every day, you can manage to kidnap him. Do be quick. We are relying on you. — In haste, CYNTHIA.

I read this brief and business-like communication several times during the day; and after dinner that night, in order to meditate upon it in solitude, I left the house and wandered off in the direction of the village.

I was midway between house and village when I became aware that I was being followed. The night was dark, and the wind moving in the tree-tops emphasized the loneliness of the country road. Both time and place were such as made it peculiarly unpleasant to hear stealthy footsteps on the road behind me.

Uncertainty in such cases is the unnerving thing. I turned sharply, and began to walk back on tiptoe in the direction from which I had come.

I had not been mistaken. A moment later a dark figure loomed up out of the darkness, and the exclamation which greeted me, as I made my presence known, showed that I had taken him by surprise.

There was a momentary pause. I expected the man, whoever he might be, to run, but he held his ground. Indeed, he edged forward.

Get back! I said, and allowed my stick to rasp suggestively on the road before raising it in readiness for any sudden development. It was as well that he should know it was there.

The hint seemed to wound rather than frighten him.

Aw, cut out the rough stuff, bo, he said reproachfully in a cautious, husky undertone. I aint goin to start anything.

I had an impression that I had heard the voice before, but I could not place it.

What are you following me for? I demanded. Who are you?

Say, I want a talk wit youse. I took a slant at youse under de lamp-post back dere, an I seen it was you, so I tagged along. Say, Im wise to your game, sport.

I had identified him by this time. Unless there were two men in the neighbourhood of Sanstead who hailed from the Bowery, this must be the man I had seen at the Feathers who had incurred the disapproval of Miss Benjafield.

I havent the faintest idea what you mean, I said. What is my game?

His voice became reproachful again.

Ah chee! he protested. Quit yer kiddin! What was youse rubberin around de house for last night if you wasnt trailin de kid?

Was it you who ran into me last night? I asked.

Gee! I fought it was a tree. I came near takin de count.

I did take it. You seemed in a great hurry.

Hell! said the man simply, and expectorated.

Say, he resumed, having delivered this criticism on that stirring episode, dats a great kid, dat Nugget. I fought it was a Black Hand soup explosion when he cut loose. But, say, lets dont waste time. We gotta get together about dat kid.

Certainly, if you wish it. What do you happen to mean?

Aw, quit yer kiddin! He expectorated again. He seemed to be a man who could express the whole gamut of emotions by this simple means. I know you!

Then you have the advantage of me, though I believe I remember seeing you before. Werent you at the Feathers one Wednesday evening, singing something about a dog?

Sure. Dat was me.

What do you mean by saying that you know me?

Aw, quit yer kiddin, Sam!

There was, it seemed to me, a reluctantly admiring note in his voice.

Tell me, who do you think I am? I asked patiently.

Ahr ghee! You cant string me, sport. Smooth Sam Fisher, is who you are, bo. I know you.

I was too surprised to speak. Verily, some have greatness thrust upon them.

I haint never seen youse, Sam, he continued, but I know its you. And Ill tell youse how I doped it out. To begin with, there aint but you and your bunch and me and my bunch dat knows de Little Nuggets on dis side at all. Dey sneaked him out of New York mighty slick. And I heard that you had come here after him. So when I runs into a guy dats trailin de kid down here, well, whos it going to be if it aint youse? And when dat guy talks like a dude, like they all say you do, well, whos it going to be if it aint youse? So quit yer kiddin, Sam, and lets get down to business.

Have I the pleasure of addressing Mr Buck MacGinnis? I said. I felt convinced that this could be no other than that celebrity.

Dats right. Deres no need to keep up anyting wit me, Sam. Were bote on de same trail, so lets get down to it.

One moment, I said. Would it surprise you to hear that my name is Burns, and that I am a master at the school?

He expectorated admirably.

Hell, no! he said. Gee, its just what you would be, Sam. I always heard youse had been one of dese rah-rah boys oncest. Say, its mighty smart of youse to be a perfessor. Youre right in on de ground floor.

His voice became appealing.

Say, Sam, dont be a hawg. Lets go fifty-fifty in dis deal. My bunch and me has come a hell of a number of miles on dis proposition, and dere aint no need for us to fall scrappin over it. Deres plenty for all of us. Old man Fordll cough up enough for every one, and dere wont be any fuss. Lets sit in togedder on dis nuggetting. It aint like as if it was an ornery two-by-four deal. I wouldnt ask youse if it wasnt big enough fir de whole bunch of us.

As I said nothing, he proceeded.

It aint square, Sam, to take advantage of your having education. If it was a square fight, and us bote wit de same chance, I wouldnt say; but you bein a dude perfessor and gettin right into de place like dat aint right. Say, dont be a hawg, Sam. Dont swipe it all. Fifty-fifty! Does dat go?

I dont know, I said. You had better ask the real Sam. Good night.

I walked past him and made for the school gates at my best pace. He trotted after me, pleading.

Sam, give us a quarter, then.

I walked on.

Sam, dont be a hawg!

He broke into a run.

Sam! His voice lost its pleading tone and rasped menacingly.

Gee, if I had me canister, youse wouldnt be so flip! Listen here, you big cheese! You tink youse is de only ting in sight, huh? Well, we aint done yet. Youll see yet. Well fix you! Youse had best watch out.

I stopped and turned on him. Look here, you fool, I cried. I tell you I am not Sam Fisher. Cant you understand that you have got hold of the wrong man? My name is Burns — Burns.

He expectorated — scornfully this time. He was a man slow by nature to receive ideas, but slower to rid himself of one that had contrived to force its way into what he probably called his brain. He had decided on the evidence that I was Smooth Sam Fisher, and no denials on my part were going to shake his belief. He looked on them merely as so many unsportsmanlike quibbles prompted by greed.

Tell it to Sweeney! was the form in which he crystallized his scepticism.

May be youll say youse aint trailin de Nugget, huh?

It was a home-thrust. If truth-telling has become a habit, one gets slowly off the mark when the moment arrives for the prudent lie. Quite against my will, I hesitated. Observant Mr MacGinnis perceived my hesitation and expectorated triumphantly.

Ah ghee! he remarked. And then with a sudden return to ferocity, All right, you Sam, you wait! Well fix you, and fix you good! See? Dat goes. You tink youse kin put it across us, huh? All right, youll get yours. You wait!

And with these words he slid off into the night. From somewhere in the murky middle distance came a scornful Hawg! and he was gone, leaving me with a settled conviction that, while I had frequently had occasion, since my expedition to Sanstead began, to describe affairs as complex, their complexity had now reached its height. With a watchful Pinkertons man within, and a vengeful gang of rivals without, Sanstead House seemed likely to become an unrestful place for a young kidnapper with no previous experience.

The need for swift action had become imperative.

II

White, the butler, looking singularly unlike a detective — which, I suppose, is how a detective wants to look — was taking the air on the football field when I left the house next morning for a before-breakfast stroll. The sight of him filled me with a desire for first-hand information on the subject of the man Mr MacGinnis supposed me to be and also of Mr MacGinnis himself. I wanted to be assured that my friend Buck, despite appearances, was a placid person whose bark was worse than his bite.

Whites manner, at our first conversational exchanges, was entirely that of the butler. From what I came to know of him later, I think he took an artistic pride in throwing himself into whatever role he had to assume.

At the mention of Smooth Sam Fisher, however, his manner peeled off him like a skin, and he began to talk as himself, a racy and vigorous self vastly different from the episcopal person he thought it necessary to be when on duty.

White, I said, do you know anything of Smooth Sam Fisher?

He stared at me. I suppose the question, led up to by no previous remark, was unusual.

I met a gentleman of the name of Buck MacGinnis — he was our visitor that night, by the way — and he was full of Sam. Do you know him?

Buck?

Either of them.

Well, Ive never seen Buck, but I know all about him. Theres pepper to Buck.

So I should imagine. And Sam?

You may take it from me that theres more pepper to Sams little finger than there is to Bucks whole body. Sam could make Buck look like the last run of shad, if it came to a showdown. Bucks just a common roughneck. Sams an educated man. Hes got brains.

So I gathered. Well, Im glad to hear you speak so well of him, because thats who Im supposed to be.

Hows that?

Buck MacGinnis insists that I am Smooth Sam Fisher. Nothing I can say will shift him.

White stared. He had very bright humorous brown eyes. Then he began to laugh.

Well, what do you know about that? he exclaimed. Wouldnt that jar you!

It would. I may say it did. He called me a hog for wanting to keep the Little Nugget to myself, and left threatening to fix me. What would you say the verb to fix signified in Mr MacGinniss vocabulary?

White was still chuckling quietly to himself.

Hes a wonder! he observed. Can you beat it? Taking you for Smooth Sam!

He said he had never seen Smooth Sam. Have you?

Lord, yes.

Does he look like me?

Not a bit.

Do you think hes over here in England?

Sam? I know he is.

Then Buck MacGinnis was right?

Dead right, as far as Sam being on the trail goes. Sams after the Nugget to get him this time. Hes tried often enough before, but weve been too smart for him. This time he allows hes going to bring it off.

Then why havent we seen anything of him? Buck MacGinnis seems to be monopolizing the kidnapping industry in these parts.

Oh, Samll show up when he feels good and ready. You can take it from me that Sam knows what he is doing. Sams a special pet of mine. I dont give a flip for Buck MacGinnis.

I wish I had your cheery disposition! To me Buck MacGinnis seems a pretty important citizen. I wonder what he meant by fix?

White, however, declined to leave the subject of Bucks more gifted rival.

Sams a college man, you know. That gives him a pull. He has brains, and can use them.

That was one of the points on which Buck MacGinnis reproached me. He said it was not fair to use my superior education.

He laughed.

Bucks got no sense. Thats why you find him carrying on like a porch-climber. Its his only notion of how to behave when he wants to do a job. And thats why theres only one man to keep your eye on in this thing of the Little Nugget, and thats Sam. I wish you could get to know Sam. Youd like him.

You seem to look on him as a personal friend. I certainly dont like Buck.

Oh, Buck! said White scornfully.

We turned towards the house as the sound of the bell came to us across the field.

Then you think we may count on Sams arrival, sooner or later, as a certainty? I said.

Surest thing you know.

You will have a busy time.

All in the days work.

I suppose I ought to look at it in that way. But I do wish I knew exactly what Buck meant by fix.

White at last condescended to give his mind to the trivial point.

I guess hell try to put one over on you with a sand-bag, he said carelessly. He seemed to face the prospect with calm.

A sand-bag, eh? I said. It sounds exciting.

And feels it. I know. Ive had some.

I parted from him at the door. As a comforter he had failed to qualify. He had not eased my mind to the slightest extent.


Chapter 7
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LOOKING AT IT now I can see that the days which followed Audreys arrival at Sanstead marked the true beginning of our acquaintanceship. Before, during our engagement, we had been strangers, artificially tied together, and she had struggled against the chain. But now, for the first time, we were beginning to know each other, and were discovering that, after all, we had much in common.

It did not alarm me, this growing feeling of comradeship. Keenly on the alert as I was for the least sign that would show that I was in danger of weakening in my loyalty to Cynthia, I did not detect one in my friendliness for Audrey. On the contrary, I was hugely relieved, for it seemed to me that the danger was past. I had not imagined it possible that I could ever experience towards her such a tranquil emotion as this easy friendliness. For the last five years my imagination had been playing round her memory, until I suppose I had built up in my mind some almost superhuman image, some goddess. What I was passing through now, of course, though I was unaware of it, was the natural reaction from that state of mind. Instead of the goddess, I had found a companionable human being, and I imagined that I had effected the change myself, and by sheer force of will brought Audrey into a reasonable relation to the scheme of things.

I suppose a not too intelligent moth has much the same views with regard to the lamp. His last thought, as he enters the flame, is probably one of self-congratulation that he has arranged his dealings with it on such a satisfactory commonsense basis.

And then, when I was feeling particularly safe and complacent, disaster came.

The day was Wednesday, and my afternoon off, but the rain was driving against the windows, and the attractions of billiards with the marker at the Feathers had not proved sufficient to make me face the two-mile walk in the storm. I had settled myself in the study. There was a noble fire burning in the grate, and the darkness lit by the glow of the coals, the dripping of the rain, the good behaviour of my pipe, and the reflection that, as I sat there, Glossop was engaged downstairs in wrestling with my class, combined to steep me in a meditative peace. Audrey was playing the piano in the drawing-room. The sound came to me faintly through the closed doors. I recognized what she was playing. I wondered if the melody had the same associations for her that it had for me.

The music stopped. I heard the drawing-room door open. She came into the study.

I didnt know there was anyone here, she said. Im frozen. The drawing-room fires out.

Come and sit down, I said. You dont mind the smoke?

I drew a chair up to the fire for her, feeling, as I did so, a certain pride. Here I was, alone with her in the firelight, and my pulse was regular and my brain cool. I had a momentary vision of myself as the Strong Man, the strong, quiet man with the iron grip on his emotions. I was pleased with myself.

She sat for some minutes, gazing into the fire. Little spurts of flame whistled comfortably in the heart of the black-red coals. Outside the storm shrieked faintly, and flurries of rain dashed themselves against the window.

Its very nice in here, she said at last.

Peaceful.

I filled my pipe and re-lit it. Her eyes, seen for an instant in the light of the match, looked dreamy.

Ive been sitting here listening to you, I said. I liked that last thing you played.

You always did.

You remember that? Do you remember one evening — no, you wouldnt.

Which evening?

Oh, you wouldnt remember. Its only one particular evening when you played that thing. It sticks in my mind. It was at your fathers studio.

She looked up quickly.

We went out afterwards and sat in the park.

I sat up thrilled.

A man came by with a dog, I said.

Two dogs.

One surely!

Two. A bull-dog and a fox-terrier.

I remember the bull-dog, but — by Jove, youre right. A fox-terrier with a black patch over his left eye.

Right eye.

Right eye. They came up to us, and you—

Gave them chocolates.

I sank back slowly in my chair.

Youve got a wonderful memory, I said.

She bent over the fire without speaking. The rain rattled on the window.

So you still like my playing, Peter?

I like it better than ever; theres something in it now that I dont believe there used to be. I cant describe it — something—

I think its knowledge, Peter, she said quietly. Experience. Im five years older than I was when I used to play to you before, and Ive seen a good deal in those five years. It may not be altogether pleasant seeing life, but — well, it makes you play the piano better. Experience goes in at the heart and comes out at the finger-tips.

It seemed to me that she spoke a little bitterly.

Have you had a bad time, Audrey, these last years? I said.

Pretty bad.

Im sorry.

Im not — altogether. Ive learned a lot.

She was silent again, her eyes fixed on the fire.

What are you thinking about? I said.

Oh, a great many things.

Pleasant?

Mixed. The last thing I thought about was pleasant. That was, that I am very lucky to be doing the work I am doing now. Compared with some of the things I have done—

She shivered.

I wish you would tell me about those years, Audrey, I said. What were some of the things you did?

She leaned back in her chair and shaded her face from the fire with a newspaper. Her eyes were in the shadow.

Well, let me see. I was a nurse for some time at the Lafayette Hospital in New York.

Thats hard work?

Horribly hard. I had to give it up after a while. But — it teaches you.... You learn.... You learn — all sorts of things. Realities. How much of your own trouble is imagination. You get real trouble in a hospital. You get it thrown at you.

I said nothing. I was feeling — I dont know why — a little uncomfortable, a little at a disadvantage, as one feels in the presence of some one bigger than oneself.

Then I was a waitress.

A waitress?

I tell you I did everything. I was a waitress, and a very bad one. I broke plates. I muddled orders. Finally I was very rude to a customer and I went on to try something else. I forget what came next. I think it was the stage. I travelled for a year with a touring company. That was hard work, too, but I liked it. After that came dressmaking, which was harder and which I hated. And then I had my first stroke of real luck.

What was that?

I met Mr Ford.

How did that happen?

You wouldnt remember a Miss Vanderley, an American girl who was over in London five or six years ago? My father taught her painting. She was very rich, but she was wild at that time to be Bohemian. I think thats why she chose Father as a teacher. Well, she was always at the studio, and we became great friends, and one day, after all these things I have been telling you of, I thought I would write to her, and see if she could not find me something to do. She was a dear. Her voice trembled, and she lowered the newspaper till her whole face was hidden. She wanted me to come to their home and live on her for ever, but I couldnt have that. I told her I must work. So she sent me to Mr Ford, whom the Vanderleys knew very well, and I became Ogdens governess.

Great Scott! I cried. What!

She laughed rather shakily.

I dont think I was a very good governess. I knew next to nothing. I ought to have been having a governess myself. But I managed somehow.

But Ogden? I said. That little fiend, didnt he worry the life out of you?

Oh, I had luck there again. He happened to take a mild liking to me, and he was as good as gold — for him; thats to say, if I didnt interfere with him too much, and I didnt. I was horribly weak; he let me alone. It was the happiest time I had had for ages.

And when he came here, you came too, as a sort of ex-governess, to continue exerting your moral influence over him?

She laughed.

More or less that.

We sat in silence for a while, and then she put into words the thought which was in both our minds.

How odd it seems, you and I sitting together chatting like this, Peter, after all — all these years.

Like a dream!

Just like a dream ... Im so glad.... You dont know how Ive hated myself sometimes for — for—

Audrey! You mustnt talk like that. Dont lets think of it. Besides, it was my fault.

She shook her head.

Well, put it that we didnt understand one another.

She nodded slowly.

No, we didnt understand one another.

But we do now, I said. Were friends, Audrey.

She did not answer. For a long time we sat in silence. And then the newspaper must have moved — a gleam from the fire fell upon her face, lighting up her eyes; and at the sight something in me began to throb, like a drum warning a city against danger. The next moment the shadow had covered them again.

I sat there, tense, gripping the arms of my chair. I was tingling. Something was happening to me. I had a curious sensation of being on the threshold of something wonderful and perilous.

From downstairs there came the sound of boys voices. Work was over, and with it this talk by the firelight. In a few minutes somebody, Glossop, or Mr Abney, would be breaking in on our retreat.

We both rose, and then — it happened. She must have tripped in the darkness. She stumbled forward, her hand caught at my coat, and she was in my arms.

It was a thing of an instant. She recovered herself, moved to the door, and was gone.

But I stood where I was, motionless, aghast at the revelation which had come to me in that brief moment. It was the physical contact, the feel of her, warm and alive, that had shattered for ever that flimsy structure of friendship which I had fancied so strong. I had said to Love, Thus far, and no farther, and Love had swept over me, the more powerful for being checked. The time of self-deception was over. I knew myself.


Chapter 8

I

[image: img133.jpg]

THAT BUCK MACGINNIS was not the man to let the grass grow under his feet in a situation like the present one, I would have gathered from Whites remarks if I had not already done so from personal observation. The world is divided into dreamers and men of action. From what little I had seen of him I placed Buck MacGinnis in the latter class. Every day I expected him to act, and was agreeably surprised as each twenty-four hours passed and left me still unfixed. But I knew the hour would come, and it did.

I looked for frontal attack from Buck, not subtlety; but, when the attack came, it was so excessively frontal that my chief emotion was a sort of paralysed amazement. It seemed incredible that such peculiarly Wild Western events could happen in peaceful England, even in so isolated a spot as Sanstead House.

It had been one of those interminable days which occur only at schools. A school, more than any other institution, is dependent on the weather. Every small boy rises from his bed of a morning charged with a definite quantity of devilry; and this, if he is to sleep the sound sleep of health, he has got to work off somehow before bedtime. That is why the summer term is the one a master longs for, when the intervals between classes can be spent in the open. There is no pleasanter sight for an assistant-master at a private school than that of a number of boys expending their venom harmlessly in the sunshine.

On this particular day, snow had begun to fall early in the morning, and, while his pupils would have been only too delighted to go out and roll in it by the hour, they were prevented from doing so by Mr Abneys strict orders. No schoolmaster enjoys seeing his pupils running risks of catching cold, and just then Mr Abney was especially definite on the subject. The Saturnalia which had followed Mr MacGinnis nocturnal visit to the school had had the effect of giving violent colds to three lords, a baronet, and the younger son of an honourable. And, in addition to that, Mr Abney himself, his penetrating tenor changed to a guttural croak, was in his bed looking on the world with watering eyes. His views, therefore, on playing in the snow as an occupation for boys were naturally prejudiced.

The result was that Glossop and I had to try and keep order among a mob of small boys, none of whom had had any chance of working off his superfluous energy. How Glossop fared I can only imagine. Judging by the fact that I, who usually kept fair order without excessive effort, was almost overwhelmed, I should fancy he fared badly. His classroom was on the opposite side of the hall from mine, and at frequent intervals his voice would penetrate my door, raised to a frenzied fortissimo.

Little by little, however, we had won through the day, and the boys had subsided into comparative quiet over their evening preparation, when from outside the front door there sounded the purring of the engine of a large automobile. The bell rang.

I did not, I remember, pay much attention to this at the moment. I supposed that somebody from one of the big houses in the neighbourhood had called, or, taking the lateness of the hour into consideration, that a motoring party had come, as they did sometimes — Sanstead House standing some miles from anywhere in the middle of an intricate system of by-roads — to inquire the way to Portsmouth or London. If my class had allowed me, I would have ignored the sound. But for them it supplied just that break in the monotony of things which they had needed. They welcomed it vociferously.

A voice: Sir, please, sir, theres a motor outside.

Myself (austerely): I know theres a motor outside. Get on with your work.

Various voices: Sir, have you ever ridden in a motor?

Sir, my father let me help drive our motor last Easter, sir.

Sir, who do you think it is?

An isolated genius (imitating the engine): Pr-prr! Pr-prr! Pr-prr!

I was on the point of distributing bad marks (the schoolmasters stand-by) broadcast, when a curious sound checked me. It followed directly upon the opening of the front door. I heard Whites footsteps crossing the hall, then the click of the latch, and then — a sound that I could not define. The closed door of the classroom deadened it, but for all that it was audible. It resembled the thud of a falling body, but I knew it could not be that, for in peaceful England butlers opening front doors did not fall with thuds.

My class, eager listeners, found fresh material in the sound for friendly conversation.

Sir, what was that, sir?

Did you hear that, sir?

What do you thinks happened, sir?

Be quiet, I shouted. Will you be—

There was a quick footstep outside, the door flew open, and on the threshold stood a short, sturdy man in a motoring coat and cap. The upper part of his face was covered by a strip of white linen, with holes for the eyes, and there was a Browning pistol in his hand.

It is my belief that, if assistant-masters were allowed to wear white masks and carry automatic pistols, keeping order in a school would become childs play. A silence such as no threat of bad marks had ever been able to produce fell instantaneously upon the classroom. Out of the corner of my eye, as I turned to face our visitor, I could see small boys goggling rapturously at this miraculous realization of all the dreams induced by juvenile adventure fiction. As far as I could ascertain, on subsequent inquiry, not one of them felt a tremor of fear. It was all too tremendously exciting for that. For their exclusive benefit an illustration from a weekly paper for boys had come to life, and they had no time to waste in being frightened.

As for me, I was dazed. Motor bandits may terrorize France, and desperadoes hold up trains in America, but this was peaceful England. The fact that Buck MacGinnis was at large in the neighbourhood did not make the thing any the less incredible. I had looked on my affair with Buck as a thing of the open air and the darkness. I had figured him lying in wait in lonely roads, possibly, even, lurking about the grounds; but in my most apprehensive moments I had not imagined him calling at the front door and holding me up with a revolver in my own classroom.

And yet it was the simple, even the obvious, thing for him to do. Given an automobile, success was certain. Sanstead House stood absolutely alone. There was not even a cottage within half a mile. A train broken down in the middle of the Bad Lands was not more cut off.

Consider, too, the peculiar helplessness of a school in such a case. A school lives on the confidence of parents, a nebulous foundation which the slightest breath can destroy. Everything connected with it must be done with exaggerated discretion. I do not suppose Mr MacGinnis had thought the thing out in all its bearings, but he could not have made a sounder move if he had been a Napoleon. Where the owner of an ordinary country-house raided by masked men can raise the countryside in pursuit, a schoolmaster must do precisely the opposite. From his point of view, the fewer people that know of the affair the better. Parents are a jumpy race. A man may be the ideal schoolmaster, yet will a connection with melodrama damn him in the eyes of parents. They do not inquire. They are too panic-stricken for that. Golden-haired Willie may be receiving the finest education conceivable, yet if men with Browning pistols are familiar objects at his shrine of learning they will remove him. Fortunately for schoolmasters it is seldom that such visitors call upon them. Indeed, I imagine Mr MacGinniss effort to have been the first of its kind.

I do not, as I say, suppose that Buck, whose forte was action rather than brain-work, had thought all this out. He had trusted to luck, and luck had stood by him. There would be no raising of the countryside in his case. On the contrary, I could see Mr Abney becoming one of the busiest persons on record in his endeavour to hush the thing up and prevent it getting into the papers. The man with the pistol spoke. He sighted me — I was standing with my back to the mantelpiece, parallel with the door — made a sharp turn, and raised his weapon.

Put em up, sport, he said.

It was not the voice of Buck MacGinnis. I put my hands up.

Say, which of dese is de Nugget?

He half turned his head to the class.

Which of youse kids is Ogden Ford?

The class was beyond speech. The silence continued.

Ogden Ford is not here, I said.

Our visitor had not that simple faith which is so much better than Norman blood. He did not believe me. Without moving his head he gave a long whistle. Steps sounded outside. Another, short, sturdy form, entered the room.

He aint in de odder room, observed the newcomer. I been rubberin!

This was friend Buck beyond question. I could have recognized his voice anywhere!

Well dis guy, said the man with the pistol, indicating me, says he aint here. Whats de answer?

Why, its Sam! said Buck. Howdy, Sam? Pleased to see us, huh? Were in on de ground floor, too, dis time, all right, all right.

His words had a marked effect on his colleague.

Is dat Sam? Hell! Let me blow de head offn him! he said, with simple fervour; and, advancing a step nearer, he waved his disengaged fist truculently. In my role of Sam I had plainly made myself very unpopular. I have never heard so much emotion packed into a few words.

Buck, to my relief, opposed the motion. I thought this decent of Buck.

Cheese it, he said curtly.

The other cheesed it. The operation took the form of lowering the fist. The pistol he kept in position.

Mr MacGinnis resumed the conduct of affairs.

Now den, Sam, he said, come across! Wheres de Nugget?

My name is not Sam, I said. May I put my hands down?

Yep, if you want the top of your damn head blown off.

Such was not my desire. I kept them up.

Now den, you Sam, said Mr MacGinnis again, we aint got time to burn. Out with it. Wheres dat Nugget?

Some reply was obviously required. It was useless to keep protesting that I was not Sam.

At this time in the evening he is generally working with Mr Glossop.

Whos Glossop? Dat dough-faced dub in de room over dere?

Exactly. You have described him perfectly.

Well, he aint dere. I bin rubberin. Aw, quit yer foolin, Sam, where is he?

I couldnt tell you just where he is at the present moment, I said precisely.

Ahr chee! Let me swot him one! begged the man with the pistol; a most unlovable person. I could never have made a friend of him.

Cheese it, you! said Mr MacGinnis.

The other cheesed it once more, regretfully.

You got him hidden away somewheres, Sam, said Mr MacGinnis. You cant fool me. Im com troo dis joint wit a fine-tooth comb till I find him.

By all means, I said. Dont let me stop you.

You? Youre coming wit me.

If you wish it. I shall be delighted.

An cut out dat dam sissy way of talking, you rummy, bellowed Buck, with a sudden lapse into ferocity. Spiel like a regular guy! Standin dere, pullin dat dude stuff on me! Cut it out!

Say, why maynt I hand him one? demanded the pistol-bearer pathetically. Whats your kick against pushin his face in?

I thought the question in poor taste. Buck ignored it.

Gimme dat canister, he said, taking the Browning pistol from him. Now den, Sam, are youse goin to be good, and come across, or aint you — which?

Id be delighted to do anything you wished, Mr MacGinnis, I said, but—

Aw, hire a hall! said Buck disgustedly. Step lively, den, an well go troo de joint. I tought youse ud have had more sense, Sam, dan to play dis fool game when you know youre beat. You—

Shooting pains in my shoulders caused me to interrupt him.

One moment, I said. Im going to put my hands down. Im getting cramp.

Ill blow a hole in you if you do!

Just as you please. But Im not armed.

Lefty, he said to the other man, feel around to see if hes carryin anyting.

Lefty advanced and began to tap me scientifically in the neighbourhood of my pockets. He grunted morosely the while. I suppose, at this close range, the temptation to hand me one was almost more than he could bear.

He aint got no gun, he announced gloomily.

Den youse can put em down, said Mr MacGinnis.

Thanks, I said.

Lefty, youse stay here and look after dese kids. Get a move on, Sam.

We left the room, a little procession of two, myself leading, Buck in my immediate rear administering occasional cautionary prods with the faithful canister.

II

The first thing that met my eyes as we entered the hall was the body of a man lying by the front door. The light of the lamp fell on his face and I saw that it was White. His hands and feet were tied. As I looked at him, he moved, as if straining against his bonds, and I was conscious of a feeling of relief. That sound that had reached me in the classroom, that thud of a falling body, had become, in the light of what had happened later, very sinister. It was good to know that he was still alive. I gathered — correctly, as I discovered subsequently — that in his case the sand-bag had been utilized. He had been struck down and stunned the instant he opened the door.

There was a masked man leaning against the wall by Glossops classroom. He was short and sturdy. The Buck MacGinnis gang seemed to have been turned out on a pattern. Externally, they might all have been twins. This man, to give him a semblance of individuality, had a ragged red moustache. He was smoking a cigar with the air of the warrior taking his rest.

Hello! he said, as we appeared. He jerked a thumb towards the classroom. Ive locked dem in. Whats doin, Buck? he asked, indicating me with a languid nod.

Were going troo de joint, explained Mr MacGinnis. De kid aint in dere. Hump yourself, Sam!

His colleagues languor disappeared with magic swiftness.

Sam! Is dat Sam? Here, let me beat de block offn him!

Few points in this episode struck me as more remarkable than the similarity of taste which prevailed, as concerned myself, among the members of Mr MacGinniss gang. Men, doubtless of varying opinions on other subjects, on this one point they were unanimous. They all wanted to assault me.

Buck, however, had other uses for me. For the present, I was necessary as a guide, and my value as such would be impaired were the block to be beaten off me. Though feeling no friendlier towards me than did his assistants, he declined to allow sentiment to interfere with business. He concentrated his attention on the upward journey with all the earnestness of the young gentleman who carried the banner with the strange device in the poem.

Briefly requesting his ally to cheese it — which he did — he urged me on with the nozzle of the pistol. The red-moustached man sank back against the wall again with an air of dejection, sucking his cigar now like one who has had disappointments in life, while we passed on up the stairs and began to draw the rooms on the first floor.

These consisted of Mr Abneys study and two dormitories. The study was empty, and the only occupants of the dormitories were the three boys who had been stricken down with colds on the occasion of Mr MacGinniss last visit. They squeaked with surprise at the sight of the assistant-master in such questionable company.

Buck eyed them disappointedly. I waited with something of the feelings of a drummer taking a buyer round the sample room.

Get on, said Buck.

Wont one of those do?

Hump yourself, Sam.

Call me Sammy, I urged. Were old friends now.

Dont get fresh, he said austerely. And we moved on.

The top floor was even more deserted than the first. There was no one in the dormitories. The only other room was Mr Abneys; and, as we came opposite it, a sneeze from within told of the sufferings of its occupant.

The sound stirred Buck to his depths. He pointed at the door like a smell-dog.

Whos in dere? he demanded.

Only Mr Abney. Better not disturb him. He has a bad cold.

He placed a wrong construction on my solicitude for my employer. His manner became excited.

Open dat door, you, he cried.

Itll give him a nasty shock.

Gwan! Open it!

No one who is digging a Browning pistol into the small of my back will ever find me disobliging. I opened the door — knocking first, as a mild concession to the conventions — and the procession passed in.

My stricken employer was lying on his back, staring at the ceiling, and our entrance did not at first cause him to change this position.

Yes? he said thickly, and disappeared beneath a huge pocket-handkerchief. Muffled sounds, as of distant explosions of dynamite, together with earthquake shudderings of the bedclothes, told of another sneezing-fit.

Im sorry to disturb you, I began, when Buck, ever the man of action, with a scorn of palaver, strode past me, and, having prodded with the pistol that part of the bedclothes beneath which a rough calculation suggested that Mr Abneys lower ribs were concealed, uttered the one word, Sa-a-ay!

Mr Abney sat up like a Jack-in-the-box. One might almost say that he shot up. And then he saw Buck.

I cannot even faintly imagine what were Mr Abneys emotions at that moment. He was a man who, from boyhood up, had led a quiet and regular life. Things like Buck had appeared to him hitherto, if they appeared at all, only in dreams after injudicious suppers. Even in the ordinary costume of the Bowery gentleman, without such adventitious extras as masks and pistols, Buck was no beauty. With that hideous strip of dingy white linen on his face, he was a walking nightmare.

Mr Abneys eyebrows had risen and his jaw had fallen to their uttermost limits. His hair, disturbed by contact with the pillow, gave the impression of standing on end. His eyes seemed to bulge like a snails. He stared at Buck, fascinated.

Say, you, quit rubberin. Youse aint in a dime museum. Wheres dat Ford kid, huh?

I have set down all Mr MacGinniss remarks as if they had been uttered in a bell-like voice with a clear and crisp enunciation; but, in doing so, I have flattered him. In reality, his mode of speech suggested that he had something large and unwieldy permanently stuck in his mouth; and it was not easy for a stranger to follow him. Mr Abney signally failed to do so. He continued to gape helplessly till the tension was broken by a sneeze.

One cannot interrogate a sneezing man with any satisfaction to oneself. Buck stood by the bedside in moody silence, waiting for the paroxysm to spend itself.

I, meanwhile, had remained where I stood, close to the door. And, as I waited for Mr Abney to finish sneezing, for the first time since Bucks colleague Lefty had entered the classroom the idea of action occurred to me. Until this moment, I suppose, the strangeness and unexpectedness of these happenings had numbed my brain. To precede Buck meekly upstairs and to wait with equal meekness while he interviewed Mr Abney had seemed the only course open to me. To one whose life has lain apart from such things, the hypnotic influence of a Browning pistol is irresistible.

But now, freed temporarily from this influence, I began to think; and, my mind making up for its previous inaction by working with unwonted swiftness, I formed a plan of action at once.

It was simple, but I had an idea that it would be effective. My strength lay in my acquaintance with the geography of Sanstead House and Bucks ignorance of it. Let me but get an adequate start, and he might find pursuit vain. It was this start which I saw my way to achieving.

To Buck it had not yet occurred that it was a tactical error to leave me between the door and himself. I supposed he relied too implicitly on the mesmeric pistol. He was not even looking at me.

The next moment my fingers were on the switch of the electric light, and the room was in darkness.

There was a chair by the door. I seized it and swung it into the space between us. Then, springing back, I banged the door and ran.

I did not run without a goal in view. My objective was the study. This, as I have explained, was on the first floor. Its window looked out on to a strip of lawn at the side of the house ending in a shrubbery. The drop would not be pleasant, but I seemed to remember a waterspout that ran up the wall close to the window, and, in any case, I was not in a position to be deterred by the prospect of a bruise or two. I had not failed to realize that my position was one of extreme peril. When Buck, concluding the tour of the house, found that the Little Nugget was not there — as I had reason to know that he would — there was no room for doubt that he would withdraw the protection which he had extended to me up to the present in my capacity of guide. On me the disappointed fury of the raiders would fall. No prudent consideration for their own safety would restrain them. If ever the future was revealed to man, I saw mine. My only chance was to get out into the grounds, where the darkness would make pursuit an impossibility.

It was an affair which must be settled one way or the other in a few seconds, and I calculated that it would take Buck just those few seconds to win his way past the chair and find the door-handle.

I was right. Just as I reached the study, the door of the bedroom flew open, and the house rang with shouts and the noise of feet on the uncarpeted landing. From the hall below came answering shouts, but with an interrogatory note in them. The assistants were willing, but puzzled. They did not like to leave their posts without specific instructions, and Buck, shouting as he clattered over the bare boards, was unintelligible.

I was in the study, the door locked behind me, before they could arrive at an understanding. I sprang to the window.

The handle rattled. Voices shouted. A panel splintered beneath a kick, and the door shook on its hinges.

And then, for the first time, I think, in my life, panic gripped me, the sheer, blind fear which destroys the reason. It swept over me in a wave, that numbing terror which comes to one in dreams. Indeed, the thing had become dream-like. I seemed to be standing outside myself, looking on at myself, watching myself heave and strain with bruised fingers at a window that would not open.

III

The arm-chair critic, reviewing a situation calmly and at his ease, is apt to make too small allowances for the effect of hurry and excitement on the human mind. He is cool and detached. He sees exactly what ought to have been done, and by what simple means catastrophe might have been averted.

He would have made short work of my present difficulty, I feel certain. It was ridiculously simple. But I had lost my head, and had ceased for the moment to be a reasoning creature. In the end, indeed, it was no presence of mind but pure good luck which saved me. Just as the door, which had held out gallantly, gave way beneath the attack from outside, my fingers, slipping, struck against the catch of the window, and I understood why I had failed to raise it.

I snapped the catch back, and flung up the sash. An icy wind swept into the room, bearing particles of snow. I scrambled on to the window-sill, and a crash from behind me told of the falling of the door.

The packed snow on the sill was drenching my knees as I worked my way out and prepared to drop. There was a deafening explosion inside the room, and simultaneously something seared my shoulder like a hot iron. I cried out with the pain of it, and, losing my balance, fell from the sill.

There was, fortunately for me, a laurel bush immediately below the window, or I should have been undone. I fell into it, all arms and legs, in a way which would have meant broken bones if I had struck the hard turf. I was on my feet in an instant, shaken and scratched and, incidentally, in a worse temper than ever in my life before. The idea of flight, which had obsessed me a moment before, to the exclusion of all other mundane affairs, had vanished absolutely. I was full of fight, I might say overflowing with it. I remember standing there, with the snow trickling in chilly rivulets down my face and neck, and shaking my fist at the window. Two of my pursuers were leaning out of it, while a third dodged behind them, like a small man on the outskirts of a crowd. So far from being thankful for my escape, I was conscious only of a feeling of regret that there was no immediate way of getting at them.

They made no move towards travelling the quick but trying route which had commended itself to me. They seemed to be waiting for something to happen. It was not long before I was made aware of what this something was. From the direction of the front door came the sound of one running. A sudden diminution of the noise of his feet told me that he had left the gravel and was on the turf. I drew back a pace or two and waited.

It was pitch dark, and I had no fear that I should be seen. I was standing well outside the light from the window.

The man stopped just in front of me. A short parley followed.

Cantja see him?

The voice was not Bucks. It was Buck who answered. And when I realized that this man in front of me, within easy reach, on whose back I was shortly about to spring, and whose neck I proposed, under Providence, to twist into the shape of a corkscrew, was no mere underling, but Mr MacGinnis himself, I was filled with a joy which I found it hard to contain in silence.

Looking back, I am a little sorry for Mr MacGinnis. He was not a good man. His mode of speech was not pleasant, and his manners were worse than his speech. But, though he undoubtedly deserved all that was coming to him, it was nevertheless bad luck for him to be standing just there at just that moment. The reactions after my panic, added to the pain of my shoulder, the scratches on my face, and the general misery of being wet and cold, had given me a reckless fury and a determination to do somebody, whoever happened to come along, grievous bodily hurt, such as seldom invades the bosoms of the normally peaceful. To put it crisply, I was fighting mad, and I looked on Buck as something sent by Heaven.

He had got as far, in his reply, as Naw, I cant— when I sprang.

I have read of the spring of the jaguar, and I have seen some very creditable flying-tackles made on the football field. My leap combined the outstanding qualities of both. I connected with Mr MacGinnis in the region of the waist, and the howl he gave as we crashed to the ground was music to my ears.

But how true is the old Roman saying, Surgit amari aliquid. Our pleasures are never perfect. There is always something. In the programme which I had hastily mapped out, the upsetting of Mr MacGinnis was but a small item, a mere preliminary. There were a number of things which I had wished to do to him, once upset. But it was not to be. Even as I reached for his throat I perceived that the light of the window was undergoing an eclipse. A compact form had wriggled out on to the sill, as I had done, and I heard the grating of his shoes on the wall as he lowered himself for the drop.

There is a moment when the pleasantest functions must come to an end. I was loath to part from Mr MacGinnis just when I was beginning, as it were, to do myself justice; but it was unavoidable. In another moment his ally would descend upon us, like some Homeric god swooping from a cloud, and I was not prepared to continue the battle against odds.

I disengaged myself — Mr MacGinnis strangely quiescent during the process — and was on my feet in the safety of the darkness just as the reinforcement touched earth. This time I did not wait. My hunger for fight had been appeased to some extent by my brush with Buck, and I was satisfied to have achieved safety with honour.

Making a wide detour I crossed the drive and worked my way through the bushes to within a few yards of where the automobile stood, filling the night with the soft purring of its engines. I was interested to see what would be the enemys next move. It was improbable that they would attempt to draw the grounds in search of me. I imagined that they would recognize failure and retire whence they had come.

I was right. I had not been watching long, before a little group advanced into the light of the automobiles lamps. There were four of them. Three were walking, the fourth, cursing with the vigour and breadth that marks the expert, lying on their arms, of which they had made something resembling a stretcher.

The driver of the car, who had been sitting woodenly in his seat, turned at the sound.

Ja get him? he inquired.

Get nothing! replied one of the three moodily. De Nugget aint dere, an we was chasin Sam to fix him, an he laid for us, an what he did to Buck was plenty.

They placed their valuable burden in the tonneau, where he lay repeating himself, and two of them climbed in after him. The third seated himself beside the driver.

Bucks legs broke, he announced.

Hell! said the chauffeur.

No young actor, receiving his first round of applause, could have felt a keener thrill of gratification than I did at those words. Life may have nobler triumphs than the breaking of a kidnappers leg, but I did not think so then. It was with an effort that I stopped myself from cheering.

Let her go, said the man in the front seat.

The purring rose to a roar. The car turned and began to move with increasing speed down the drive. Its drone grew fainter, and ceased. I brushed the snow from my coat and walked to the front door.

My first act on entering the house, was to release White. He was still lying where I had seen him last. He appeared to have made no headway with the cords on his wrists and ankles. I came to his help with a rather blunt pocket-knife, and he rose stiffly and began to chafe the injured arms in silence.

Theyve gone, I said.

He nodded.

Did they hit you with a sand-bag?

He nodded again.

I broke Bucks leg, I said, with modest pride.

He looked up incredulously. I related my experiences as briefly as possible, and when I came to the part where I made my flying tackle, the gloom was swept from his face by a joyful smile. Bucks injury may have given its recipient pain, but it was certainly the cause of pleasure to others. Whites manner was one of the utmost enthusiasm as I described the scene.

Thatll hold Buck for a while, was his comment. I guess we shant hear from him for a week or two. Thats the best cure for the headache Ive ever struck.

He rubbed the lump that just showed beneath his hair. I did not wonder at his emotion. Whoever had wielded the sand-bag had done his work well, in a manner to cause hard feelings on the part of the victim.

I had been vaguely conscious during this conversation of an intermittent noise like distant thunder. I now perceived that it came from Glossops classroom, and was caused by the beating of hands on the door-panels. I remembered that the red-moustached man had locked Glossop and his young charges in. It seemed to me that he had done well. There would be plenty of confusion without their assistance.

I was turning towards my own classroom when I saw Audrey on the stairs and went to meet her.

Its all right, I said. Theyve gone.

Who was it? What did they want?

It was a gentleman named MacGinnis and some friends. They came after Ogden Ford, but they didnt get him.

Where is he? Where is Ogden?

Before I could reply, babel broke loose. While we had been talking, White had injudiciously turned the key of Glossops classroom which now disgorged its occupants, headed by my colleague, in a turbulent stream. At the same moment my own classroom began to empty itself. The hall was packed with boys, and the din became deafening. Every one had something to say, and they all said it at once.

Glossop was at my side, semaphoring violently.

We must telephone, he bellowed in my ear, for the police.

Somebody tugged at my arm. It was Audrey. She was saying something which was drowned in the uproar. I drew her towards the stairs, and we found comparative quiet on the first landing.

What were you saying? I asked.

He isnt there.

Who?

Ogden Ford. Where is he? He is not in his room. They must have taken him.

Glossop came up at a gallop, springing from stair to stair like the chamois of the Alps.

We must telephone for the police! he cried.

I have telephoned, said Audrey, ten minutes ago. They are sending some men at once. Mr Glossop, was Ogden Ford in your classroom?

No, Mrs Sheridan. I thought he was with you, Burns.

I shook my head.

Those men came to kidnap him, Mr Glossop, said Audrey.

Undoubtedly the gang of scoundrels to which that man the other night belonged! This is preposterous. My nerves will not stand these repeated outrages. We must have police protection. The villains must be brought to justice. I never heard of such a thing! In an English school!

Glossops eyes gleamed agitatedly behind their spectacles. Macbeths deportment when confronted with Banquos ghost was stolid by comparison. There was no doubt that Bucks visit had upset the smooth peace of our happy little community to quite a considerable extent.

The noise in the hall had increased rather than subsided. A belated sense of professional duty returned to Glossop and myself. We descended the stairs and began to do our best, in our respective styles, to produce order. It was not an easy task. Small boys are always prone to make a noise, even without provocation. When they get a genuine excuse like the incursion of men in white masks, who prod assistant-masters in the small of the back with Browning pistols, they tend to eclipse themselves. I doubt whether we should ever have quieted them, had it not been that the hour of Bucks visit had chanced to fall within a short time of that set apart for the boys tea, and that the kitchen had lain outside the sphere of our visitors operations. As in many English country houses, the kitchen at Sanstead House was at the end of a long corridor, shut off by doors through which even pistol-shots penetrated but faintly. Our excellent cook had, moreover, the misfortune to be somewhat deaf, with the result that, throughout all the storm and stress in our part of the house, she, like the lady in Goethes poem, had gone on cutting bread and butter; till now, when it seemed that nothing could quell the uproar, there rose above it the ringing of the bell.

If there is anything exciting enough to keep the Englishman or the English boy from his tea, it has yet to be discovered. The shouting ceased on the instant. The general feeling seemed to be that inquiries could be postponed till a more suitable occasion, but not tea. There was a general movement in the direction of the dining-room.

Glossop had already gone with the crowd, and I was about to follow, when there was another ring at the front-door bell.

I gathered that this must be the police, and waited. In the impending inquiry I was by way of being a star witness. If any one had been in the thick of things from the beginning it was myself.

White opened the door. I caught a glimpse of blue uniforms, and came forward to do the honours.

There were two of them, no more. In response to our urgent appeal for assistance against armed bandits, the Majesty of the Law had materialized itself in the shape of a stout inspector and a long, lean constable. I thought, as I came to meet them, that they were fortunate to have arrived late. I could see Lefty and the red-moustached man, thwarted in their designs on me, making dreadful havoc among the official force, as here represented.

White, the simple butler once more, introduced us.

This is Mr Burns, one of the masters at the school, he said, and removed himself from the scene. There never was a man like White for knowing his place when he played the butler.

The inspector looked at me sharply. The constable gazed into space.

Hm! said the inspector.

Mentally I had named them Bones and Johnson. I do not know why, except that they seemed to deserve it.

You telephoned for us, said Bones accusingly.

We did.

Whats the trouble? What — got your notebook? — has been happening?

Johnson removed his gaze from the middle distance and produced a notebook.

At about half past five— I began.

Johnson moistened his pencil.

At about half past five an automobile drove up to the front door. In it were five masked men with revolvers.

I interested them. There was no doubt of that. Boness healthy colour deepened, and his eyes grew round. Johnsons pencil raced over the page, wobbling with emotion.

Masked men? echoed Bones.

With revolvers, I said. Now arent you glad you didnt go to the circus? They rang the front-door bell; when White opened it, they stunned him with a sand-bag. Then—

Bones held up a large hand.

Wait!

I waited.

Who is White?

The butler.

I will take his statement. Fetch the butler.

Johnson trotted off obediently.

Left alone with me, Bones became friendlier and less official.

This is as queer a start as ever I heard of, Mr Burns, he said. Twenty years Ive been in the force, and nothing like this has transpired. It beats cock-fighting. What in the world do you suppose men with masks and revolvers was after? First idea I had was that you were making fun of me.

I was shocked at the idea. I hastened to give further details.

They were a gang of American crooks who had come over to kidnap Mr Elmer Fords son, who is a pupil at the school. You have heard of Mr Ford? He is an American millionaire, and there have been several attempts during the past few years to kidnap Ogden.

At this point Johnson returned with White. White told his story briefly, exhibited his bruise, showed the marks of the cords on his wrists, and was dismissed. I suggested that further conversation had better take place in the presence of Mr Abney, who, I imagined, would have something to say on the subject of hushing the thing up.

We went upstairs. The broken door of the study delayed us a while and led to a fresh spasm of activity on the part of Johnsons pencil. Having disposed of this, we proceeded to Mr Abneys room.

Boness authoritative rap upon the door produced an agitated Whos that? from the occupant. I explained the nature of the visitation through the keyhole and there came from within the sound of moving furniture. His one brief interview with Buck had evidently caused my employer to ensure against a second by barricading himself in with everything he could find suitable for the purpose. It was some moments before the way was clear for our entrance.

Cub id, said a voice at last.

Mr Abney was sitting up in bed, the blankets wrapped tightly about him. His appearance was still disordered. The furniture of the room was in great confusion, and a poker on the floor by the dressing-table showed that he had been prepared to sell his life dearly.

I ab glad to see you, Idspector, he said. Bister Burds, what is the expladation of this extraordinary affair?

It took some time to explain matters to Mr Abney, and more to convince Bones and his colleague that, so far from wanting a hue and cry raised over the countryside and columns about the affair in the papers, publicity was the thing we were anxious to avoid. They were visibly disappointed when they grasped the position of affairs. The thing, properly advertised, would have been the biggest that had ever happened to the neighbourhood, and their eager eyes could see glory within easy reach. Mention of a cold snack and a drop of beer, however, to be found in the kitchen, served to cast a gleam of brightness on their gloom, and they vanished in search of it with something approaching cheeriness, Johnson taking notes to the last.

They had hardly gone when Glossop whirled into the room in a state of effervescing agitation.

Mr Abney, Ogden Ford is nowhere to be found!

Mr Abney greeted the information with a prodigious sneeze.

What do you bead? he demanded, when the paroxysm was over. He turned to me. Bister Burds, I understood you to — ah — say that the scoudrels took their departure without the boy Ford.

They certainly did. I watched them go.

I have searched the house thoroughly, said Glossop, and there are no signs of him. And not only that, the Boy Beckford cannot be found.

Mr Abney clasped his head in his hands. Poor man, he was in no condition to bear up with easy fortitude against this succession of shocks. He was like one who, having survived an earthquake, is hit by an automobile. He had partly adjusted his mind to the quiet contemplation of Mr MacGinnis and friends when he was called upon to face this fresh disaster. And he had a cold in the head, which unmans the stoutest. Napoleon would have won Waterloo if Wellington had had a cold in the head.

Augustus Beckford caddot be foud? he echoed feebly.

They must have run away together, said Glossop.

Mr Abney sat up, galvanized.

Such a thing has never happened id the school before! he cried. It has aldways beed my — ah — codstant endeavour to make my boys look upod Sadstead House as a happy hobe. I have systebatically edcouraged a spirit of cheerful codtedment. I caddot seriously credit the fact that Augustus Beckford, one of the bost charbig boys it has ever beed by good fortude to have id by charge, has deliberately rud away.

He must have been persuaded by that boy Ford, said Glossop, who, he added morosely, I believe, is the devil in disguise.

Mr Abney did not rebuke the strength of his language. Probably the theory struck him as eminently sound. To me there certainly seemed something in it.

Subbthig bust be done at once! Mr Abney exclaimed. It is — ah — ibperative that we take ibbediate steps. They bust have gone to Londod. Bister Burds, you bust go to Londod by the next traid. I caddot go byself with this cold.

It was the irony of fate that, on the one occasion when duty really summoned that champion popper-up-to-London to the Metropolis, he should be unable to answer the call.

Very well, I said. Ill go and look out a train.

Bister Glossop, you will be in charge of the school. Perhaps you had better go back to the boys dow.

White was in the hall when I got there.

White, I said, do you know anything about the trains to London?

Are you going to London? he asked, in his more conversational manner. I thought he looked at me curiously as he spoke.

Yes. Ogden Ford and Lord Beckford cannot be found. Mr Abney thinks they must have run away to London.

I shouldnt wonder, said White dryly, it seemed to me. There was something distinctly odd in his manner. And youre going after them.

Yes. I must look up a train.

There is a fast train in an hour. You will have plenty of time.

Will you tell Mr Abney that, while I go and pack my bag? And telephone for a cab.

Sure, said White, nodding.

I went up to my room and began to put a few things together in a suit-case. I felt happy, for several reasons. A visit to London, after my arduous weeks at Sanstead, was in the nature of an unexpected treat. My tastes are metropolitan, and the vision of an hour at a music-hall — I should be too late for the theatres — with supper to follow in some restaurant where there was an orchestra, appealed to me.

When I returned to the hall, carrying my bag, I found Audrey there.

Im being sent to London, I announced.

I know. White told me. Peter, bring him back.

Thats why Im being sent.

It means everything to me.

I looked at her in surprise. There was a strained, anxious expression on her face, for which I could not account. I declined to believe that anybody could care what happened to the Little Nugget purely for that amiable youths own sake. Besides, as he had gone to London willingly, the assumption was that he was enjoying himself.

I dont understand, I said. What do you mean?

Ill tell you. Mr Ford sent me here to be near Ogden, to guard him. He knew that there was always a danger of attempts being made to kidnap him, even though he was brought over to England very quietly. That is how I come to be here. I go wherever Ogden goes. I am responsible for him. And I have failed. If Ogden is not brought back, Mr Ford will have nothing more to do with me. He never forgives failures. It will mean going back to the old work again — the dressmaking, or the waiting, or whatever I can manage to find. She gave a little shiver. Peter, I cant. All the pluck has gone out of me. Im afraid. I couldnt face all that again. Bring him back. You must. You will. Say you will.

I did not answer. I could find nothing to say; for it was I who was responsible for all her trouble. I had planned everything. I had given Ogden Ford the money that had taken him to London. And soon, unless I could reach London before it happened, and prevent him, he, with my valet Smith, would be in the Dover boat-train on his way to Monaco.


Chapter 9

I
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IT WAS ONLY after many hours of thought that it had flashed upon me that the simplest and safest way of removing the Little Nugget was to induce him to remove himself. Once the idea had come, the rest was simple. The negotiations which had taken place that morning in the stable-yard had been brief. I suppose a boy in Ogdens position, with his record of narrow escapes from the kidnapper, comes to take things as a matter of course which would startle the ordinary boy. He assumed, I imagine, that I was the accredited agent of his mother, and that the money which I gave him for travelling expenses came from her. Perhaps he had been expecting something of the sort. At any rate, he grasped the essential points of the scheme with amazing promptitude. His little hand was extended to receive the cash almost before I had finished speaking.

The main outline of my plan was that he should slip away to London, during the afternoon, go to my rooms, where he would find Smith, and with Smith travel to his mother at Monaco. I had written to Smith, bidding him be in readiness for the expedition. There was no flaw in the scheme as I had mapped it out, and though Ogden had complicated it a little by gratuitously luring away Augustus Beckford to bear him company, he had not endangered its success.

But now an utterly unforeseen complication had arisen. My one desire now was to undo everything for which I had been plotting.

I stood there, looking at her dumbly, hating myself for being the cause of the anxiety in her eyes. If I had struck her, I could not have felt more despicable. In my misery I cursed Cynthia for leading me into this tangle.

I heard my name spoken, and turned to find White at my elbow.

Mr Abney would like to see you, sir.

I went upstairs, glad to escape. The tension of the situation had begun to tear at my nerves.

Cub id, Bister Burds, said my employer, swallowing a lozenge. His aspect was more dazed than ever. White has just bade an — ah — extraordinary cobbudicatiod to me. It seebs he is in reality a detective, an employee of Pidkertods Agedcy, of which you have, of course — ah — heard.

So White had revealed himself. On the whole, I was not surprised. Certainly his motive for concealment, the fear of making Mr Abney nervous, was removed. An inrush of Red Indians with tomahawks could hardly have added greatly to Mr Abneys nervousness at the present juncture.

Sent here by Mr Ford, I suppose? I said. I had to say something.

Exactly. Ah — precisely. He sneezed. Bister Ford, without codsulting me — I do not cobbedt on the good taste or wisdob of his actiod — dispatched White to apply for the post of butler at this — ah — house, his predecessor having left at a bobedts dotice, bribed to do so, I strodgly suspect, by Bister Ford himself. I bay be wrodging Bister Ford, but do dot thig so.

I thought the reasoning sound.

All thad, however, resumed Mr Abney, removing his face from a jug of menthol at which he had been sniffing with the tense concentration of a dog at a rabbit-hole, is beside the poidt. I berely bedtiod it to explaid why White will accompady you to London.

What!

The exclamation was forced from me by my dismay. This was appalling. If this infernal detective was to accompany me, my chance of bringing Ogden back was gone. It had been my intention to go straight to my rooms, in the hope of finding him not yet departed. But how was I to explain his presence there to White?

I dont think its necessary, Mr Abney, I protested. I am sure I can manage this affair by myself.

Two heads are better thad wud, said the invalid sententiously, burying his features in the jug once more.

Too many cooks spoil the broth, I replied. If the conversation was to consist of copybook maxims, I could match him as long as he pleased.

He did not keep up the intellectual level of the discussion.

Dodseds! he snapped, with the irritation of a man whose proverb has been capped by another. I had seldom heard him speak so sharply. Whites revelation had evidently impressed him. He had all the ordinary peaceful mans reverence for the professional detective.

White will accompany you, Bister Burds, he said doggedly.

Very well, I said.

After all, it might be that I should get an opportunity of giving him the slip. London is a large city.

A few minutes later the cab arrived, and White and I set forth on our mission.

We did not talk much in the cab. I was too busy with my thoughts to volunteer remarks, and White, apparently, had meditations of his own to occupy him.

It was when we had settled ourselves in an empty compartment and the train had started that he found speech. I had provided myself with a book as a barrier against conversation, and began at once to make a pretence of reading, but he broke through my defences.

Interesting book, Mr Burns?

Very, I said.

Lifes more interesting than books.

I made no comment on this profound observation. He was not discouraged.

Mr Burns, he said, after the silence had lasted a few moments.

Yes?

Lets talk for a spell. These train-journeys are pretty slow.

Again I seemed to detect that curious undercurrent of meaning in his voice which I had noticed in the course of our brief exchange of remarks in the hall. I glanced up and met his eye. He was looking at me in a way that struck me as curious. There was something in those bright brown eyes of his which had the effect of making me vaguely uneasy. Something seemed to tell me that he had a definite motive in forcing his conversation on me.

I guess I can interest you a heap more than that book, even if its the darndest best seller that was ever hatched.

Oh!

He lit a cigarette.

You didnt want me around on this trip, did you?

It seemed rather unnecessary for both of us to go, I said indifferently. Still, perhaps two heads are better than one, as Mr Abney remarked. What do you propose to do when you get to London?

He bent forward and tapped me on the knee.

I propose to stick to you like a label on a bottle, sonny, he said. Thats what I propose to do.

What do you mean?

I was finding it difficult, such is the effect of a guilty conscience, to meet his eye, and the fact irritated me.

I want to find out that address you gave the Ford kid this morning out in the stable-yard.

It is strange how really literal figurative expressions are. I had read stories in which some astonished characters heart leaped into his mouth. For an instant I could have supposed that mine had actually done so. The illusion of some solid object blocking up my throat was extraordinarily vivid, and there certainly seemed to be a vacuum in the spot where my heart should have been. Not for a substantial reward could I have uttered a word at that moment. I could not even breathe. The horrible unexpectedness of the blow had paralysed me.

White, however, was apparently prepared to continue the chat without my assistance.

I guess you didnt know I was around, or you wouldnt have talked that way. Well, I was, and I heard every word you said. Here was the money, you said, and he was to take it and break for London, and go to the address on this card, and your pal Smith would look after him. I guess there had been some talk before that, but I didnt arrive in time to hear it. But I heard all I wanted, except that address. And thats what Im going to find out when we get to London.

He gave out this appalling information in a rich and soothing voice, as if it were some ordinary commonplace. To me it seemed to end everything. I imagined I was already as good as under arrest. What a fool I had been to discuss such a matter in a place like a stable yard, however apparently empty. I might have known that at a school there are no empty places.

I must say it jarred me when I heard you pulling that stuff, continued White. I havent what you might call a childlike faith in my fellow-man as a rule, but it had never occurred to me for a moment that you could be playing that game. It only shows, he added philosophically, that youve got to suspect everybody when it comes to a gilt-edged proposition like the Little Nugget.

The train rattled on. I tried to reduce my mind to working order, to formulate some plan, but could not.

Beyond the realization that I was in the tightest corner of my life, I seemed to have lost the power of thought.

White resumed his monologue.

You had me guessing, he admitted. I couldnt figure you out. First thing, of course, I thought you must be working in with Buck MacGinnis and his crowd. Then all that happened tonight, and I saw that, whoever you might be working in with, it wasnt Buck. And now Ive placed you. Youre not in with any one. Youre just playing it by yourself. I shouldnt mind betting this was your first job, and that you saw your chance of making a pile by holding up old man Ford, and thought it was better than schoolmastering, and grabbed it.

He leaned forward and tapped me on the knee again. There was something indescribably irritating in the action. As one who has had experience, I can state that, while to be arrested at all is bad, to be arrested by a detective with a fatherly manner is maddening.

See here, he said, we must get together over this business.

I suppose it was the recollection of the same words in the mouth of Buck MacGinnis that made me sit up with a jerk and stare at him.

Well make a great team, he said, still in that same cosy voice. If ever there was a case of fifty-fifty, this is it. Youve got the kid, and Ive got you. I cant get away with him without your help, and you cant get away with him unless you square me. Its a stand-off. The only thing is to sit in at the game together and share out. Does it go?

He beamed kindly on my bewilderment during the space of time it takes to select a cigarette and light a match. Then, blowing a contented puff of smoke, he crossed his legs and leaned back.

When I told you I was a Pinkertons man, sonny, he said, I missed the cold truth by about a mile. But you caught me shooting off guns in the grounds, and it was up to me to say something.

He blew a smoke-ring and watched it dreamily till it melted in the draught from the ventilator.

Im Smooth Sam Fisher, he said.

II

When two emotions clash, the weaker goes to the wall. Any surprise I might have felt was swallowed up in my relief. If I had been at liberty to be astonished, my companions information would no doubt have astonished me. But I was not. I was so relieved that he was not a Pinkertons man that I did not really care what else he might be.

Its always been a habit of mine, in these little matters, he went on, to let other folks do the rough work, and chip in myself when theyve cleared the way. It saves trouble and expense. I dont travel with a gang, like that bone-headed Buck. Whats the use of a gang? They only get tumbling over each other and spoiling everything. Look at Buck! Where is he? Down and out. While I—

He smiled complacently. His manner annoyed me. I objected to being looked upon as a humble cats paw by this bland scoundrel.

While you — what? I said.

He looked at me in mild surprise.

Why, I come in with you, sonny, and take my share like a gentleman.

Do you!

Well, dont I?

He looked at me in the half-reproachful half-affectionate manner of the kind old uncle who reasons with a headstrong nephew.

Young man, he said, you surely arent thinking you can put one over on me in this business? Tell me, you dont take me for that sort of ivory-skulled boob? Do you imagine for one instant, sonny, that Im not next to every move in this game? Are you deluding yourself with the idea that this thing isnt a perfect cinch for me? Lets hear whats troubling you. You seem to have gotten some foolish ideas in your head. Lets talk it over quietly.

If you have no objection, I said, no. I dont want to talk to you, Mr Fisher. I dont like you, and I dont like your way of earning your living. Buck MacGinnis was bad enough, but at least he was a straightforward tough. Theres no excuse for you.

Surely we are unusually righteous this p.m., are we not? said Sam suavely.

I did not answer.

Is this not mere professional jealousy?

This was too much for me.

Do you imagine for a moment that Im doing this for money?

I did have that impression. Was I wrong? Do you kidnap the sons of millionaires for your health?

I promised that I would get this boy back to his mother. That is why I gave him the money to go to London. And that is why my valet was to have taken him to — to where Mrs Ford is.

He did not reply in words, but if ever eyebrows spoke, his said, My dear sir, really! I could not remain silent under their patent disbelief.

Thats the simple truth, I said.

He shrugged his shoulders, as who would say, Have it your own way. Let us change the subject.

You say was to have taken. Have you changed your plans?

Yes, Im going to take the boy back to the school.

He laughed — a rich, rolling laugh. His double chin shook comfortably.

It wont do, he said, shaking his head with humorous reproach. It wont do.

You dont believe me?

Frankly, I do not.

Very well, I said, and began to read my book.

If you want to give me the slip, he chuckled, you must do better than that. I can see you bringing the Nugget back to the school.

You will, if you wait, I said.

I wonder what that address was that you gave him, he mused. Well, I shall soon know.

He lapsed into silence. The train rolled on. I looked at my watch. London was not far off now.

The present arrangement of equal division, said Sam, breaking a long silence, holds good, of course, only in the event of your quitting this fool game and doing the square thing by me. Let me put it plainly. We are either partners or competitors. It is for you to decide. If you will be sensible and tell me that address, I will pledge my word—

Your word! I said scornfully.

Honour among thieves! replied Sam, with unruffled geniality. I wouldnt double-cross you for worlds. If, however, you think you can manage without my assistance, it will then be my melancholy duty to beat you to the kid, and collect him and the money entirely on my own account. Am I to take it, he said, as I was silent, that you prefer war to an alliance?

I turned a page of my book and went on reading.

If Youth but knew! he sighed. Young man, I am nearly twice your age, and I have, at a modest estimate, about ten times as much sense. Yet, in your overweening self-confidence, with your ungovernable gall, you fancy you can hand me a lemon. Me! I should smile!

Do, I said. Do, while you can.

He shook his head reprovingly.

You will not be so fresh, sonny, in a few hours. You will be biting pieces out of yourself, I fear. And later on, when my automobile splashes you with mud in Piccadilly, you will taste the full bitterness of remorse. Well, Youth must buy its experience, I suppose!

I looked across at him as he sat, plump and rosy and complacent, puffing at his cigarette, and my heart warmed to the old ruffian. It was impossible to maintain an attitude of righteous iciness with him. I might loathe his mode of life, and hate him as a representative — and a leading representative — of one of the most contemptible trades on earth, but there was a sunny charm about the man himself which made it hard to feel hostile to him as an individual.

I closed my book with a bang and burst out laughing.

Youre a wonder! I said.

He beamed at what he took to be evidence that I was coming round to the friendly and sensible view of the matter.

Then you think, on consideration— he said. Excellent! Now, my dear young man, all joking aside, you will take me with you to that address, will you not? You observe that I do not ask you to give it to me. Let there be not so much as the faintest odour of the double-cross about this business. All I ask is that you allow me to accompany you to where the Nugget is hidden, and then rely on my wider experience of this sort of game to get him safely away and open negotiations with the dad.

I suppose your experience has been wide? I said.

Quite tolerably — quite tolerably.

Doesnt it ever worry you the anxiety and misery you cause?

Purely temporary, both. And then, look at it in another way. Think of the joy and relief of the bereaved parents when sonny comes toddling home again! Surely it is worth some temporary distress to taste that supreme happiness? In a sense, you might call me a human benefactor. I teach parents to appreciate their children. You know what parents are. Father gets caught short in steel rails one morning. When he reaches home, what does he do? He eases his mind by snapping at little Willie. Mrs Van First-Family forgets to invite mother to her freak-dinner. What happens? Mother takes it out of William. They love him, maybe, but they are too used to him. They do not realize all he is to them. And then, one afternoon, he disappears. The agony! The remorse! How could I ever have told our lost angel to stop his darned noise! moans father. I struck him! sobs mother. With this jewelled hand I spanked our vanished darling! We were not worthy to have him, they wail together. But oh, if we could but get him back! Well they do. They get him back as soon as ever they care to come across in unmarked hundred-dollar bills. And after that they think twice before working off their grouches on the poor kid. So I bring universal happiness into the home. I dont say father doesnt get a twinge every now and then when he catches sight of the hole in his bank balance, but, darn it, whats money for if its not to spend?

He snorted with altruistic fervour.

What makes you so set on kidnapping Ogden Ford? I asked. I know he is valuable, but you must have made your pile by this time. I gather that you have been practising your particular brand of philanthropy for a good many years. Why dont you retire?

He sighed.

It is the dream of my life to retire, young man. You may not believe me, but my instincts are thoroughly domestic. When I have the leisure to weave day-dreams, they centre around a cosy little home with a nice porch and stationary washtubs.

He regarded me closely, as if to decide whether I was worthy of these confidences. There was something wistful in his brown eyes. I suppose the inspection must have been favourable, or he was in a mood when a man must unbosom himself to someone, for he proceeded to open his heart to me. A man in his particular line of business, I imagine, finds few confidants, and the strain probably becomes intolerable at times.

Have you ever experienced the love of a good woman, sonny? Its a wonderful thing. He brooded sentimentally for a moment, then continued, and — to my mind — somewhat spoiled the impressiveness of his opening words. The love of a good woman, he said, is about the darnedest wonderful lay-out that ever came down the pike. I know. Ive had some.

A spark from his cigarette fell on his hand. He swore a startled oath.

We came from the same old town, he resumed, having recovered from this interlude. Used to be kids at the same school ... Walked to school together ... me carrying her luncheon-basket and helping her over the fences ... Ah! ... Just the same when we grew up. Still pals. And that was twenty years ago ... The arrangement was that I should go out and make the money to buy the home, and then come back and marry her.

Then why the devil havent you done it? I said severely.

He shook his head.

If you know anything about crooks, young man, he said, youll know that outside of their own line they are the easiest marks that ever happened. They fall for anything. At least, its always been that way with me. No sooner did I get together a sort of pile and start out for the old town, when some smooth stranger would come along and steer me up against some skin-game, and back Id have to go to work. That happened a few times, and when I did manage at last to get home with the dough I found she had married another guy. Its hard on women, you see, he explained chivalrously. They get lonesome and Roving Rupert doesnt show up, so they have to marry Stay-at-Home Henry just to keep from getting the horrors.

So shes Mrs Stay-at-Home Henry now? I said sympathetically.

She was till a year ago. Shes a widow now. Deceased had a misunderstanding with a hydrophobia skunk, so Im informed. I believe he was a good man. Outside of licking him at school I didnt know him well. I saw her just before I left to come here. Shes as fond of me as ever. Its all settled, if only I can connect with the mazuma. And she dont want much, either. Just enough to keep the home together.

I wish you happiness, I said.

You can do better than that. You can take me with you to that address.

I avoided the subject.

What does she say to your way of making money? I asked.

She doesnt know, and she aint going to know. I dont see why a man has got to tell his wife every little thing in his past. She thinks Im a drummer, travelling in England for a dry-goods firm. She wouldnt stand for the other thing, not for a minute. Shes very particular. Always was. Thats why Im going to quit after Ive won out over this thing of the Little Nugget. He looked at me hopefully. So you will take me along, sonny, wont you?

I shook my head.

You wont?

Im sorry to spoil a romance, but I cant. You must look around for some other home into which to bring happiness. The Fords is barred.

You are very obstinate, young man, he said, sadly, but without any apparent ill-feeling. I cant persuade you?

No.

Ah, well! So we are to be rivals, not allies. You will regret this, sonny. I may say you will regret it very bitterly. When you see me in my automo—

You mentioned your automobile before.

Ah! So I did.

The train had stopped, as trains always do on English railways before entering a terminus. Presently it began to move forward hesitatingly, as if saying to itself, Now, am I really wanted here? Shall I be welcome? Eventually, after a second halt, it glided slowly alongside the platform.

I sprang out and ran to the cab-rank. I was aboard a taxi, bowling out of the station before the train had stopped.

Peeping out of the window at the back, I was unable to see Sam. My adroit move, I took it, had baffled him. I had left him standing.

It was a quarter of an hours drive to my rooms, but to me, in my anxiety, it seemed more. This was going to be a close thing, and success or failure a matter of minutes. If he followed my instructions Smith would be starting for the Continental boat-train tonight with his companion; and, working out the distances, I saw that, by the time I could arrive, he might already have left my rooms. Sams supervision at Sanstead Station had made it impossible for me to send a telegram. I had had to trust to chance. Fortunately my train, by a miracle, had been up to time, and at my present rate of progress I ought to catch Smith a few minutes before he left the building.

The cab pulled up. I ran up the stairs and opened the door of my apartment.

Smith! I called.

A chair scraped along the floor and a door opened at the end of the passage. Smith came out.

Thank goodness you have not started. I thought I should miss you. Where is the boy?

The boy, sir?

The boy I wrote to you about.

He has not arrived, sir.

Not arrived?

No, sir.

I stared at him blankly.

How long have you been here?

All day, sir.

You have not been out?

Not since the hour of two, sir.

I cant understand it, I said.

Perhaps the young gentleman changed his mind and never started, sir?

I know he started.

Smith had no further suggestion to offer.

Pending the young gentlemans arrival, sir, I remain in London?

A fruity voice spoke at the door behind me.

What! Hasnt he arrived?

I turned. There, beaming and benevolent, stood Mr Fisher.

It occurred to me to look your name out in the telephone directory, he explained. I might have thought of that before.

Come in here, I said, opening the door of the sitting-room. I did not want to discuss the thing with him before Smith.

He looked about the room admiringly.

So these are your quarters, he said. You do yourself pretty well, young man. So I understand that the Nugget has gone wrong in transit. He has altered his plans on the way?

I cant understand it.

I can! You gave him a certain amount of money?

Yes. Enough to get him to — where he was going.

Then, knowing the boy, I should say that he has found other uses for it. Hes whooping it up in London, and, I should fancy, having the time of his young life.

He got up.

This of course, he said, alters considerably any understanding we may have come to, sonny. All idea of a partnership is now out of the question. I wish you well, but I have no further use for you. Somewhere in this great city the Little Nugget is hiding, and I mean to find him — entirely on my own account. This is where our paths divide, Mr Burns. Good night.


Chapter 10

[image: img133.jpg]

WHEN SAM HAD left, which he did rather in the manner of a heavy father in melodrama, shaking the dust of an erring sons threshold off his feet, I mixed myself a high-ball, and sat down to consider the position of affairs. It did not take me long to see that the infernal boy had double-crossed me with a smooth effectiveness which Mr Fisher himself might have envied. Somewhere in this great city, as Sam had observed, he was hiding. But where? London is a vague address.

I wondered what steps Sam was taking. Was there some underground secret service bureau to which persons of his profession had access? I doubted it. I imagined that he, as I proposed to do, was drawing the city at a venture in the hope of flushing the quarry by accident. Yet such was the impression he had made upon me as a man of resource and sagacity, that I did not relish the idea of his getting a start on me, even in a venture so uncertain as this. My imagination began to picture him miraculously inspired in the search, and such was the vividness of the vision that I jumped up from my chair, resolved to get on the trail at once. It was hopelessly late, however, and I did not anticipate that I should meet with any success.

Nor did I. For two hours and a half I tramped the streets, my spirits sinking more and more under the influence of failure and a blend of snow and sleet which had begun to fall; and then, tired out, I went back to my rooms, and climbed sorrowfully into bed.

It was odd to wake up and realize that I was in London. Years seemed to have passed since I had left it. Time is a thing of emotions, not of hours and minutes, and I had certainly packed a considerable number of emotional moments into my stay at Sanstead House. I lay in bed, reviewing the past, while Smith, with a cheerful clatter of crockery, prepared my breakfast in the next room.

A curious lethargy had succeeded the feverish energy of the previous night. More than ever the impossibility of finding the needle in this human bundle of hay oppressed me. No one is optimistic before breakfast, and I regarded the future with dull resignation, turning my thoughts from it after a while to the past. But the past meant Audrey, and to think of Audrey hurt.

It seemed curious to me that in a life of thirty years I should have been able to find, among the hundreds of women I had met, only one capable of creating in me that disquieting welter of emotions which is called love, and hard that that one should reciprocate my feeling only to the extent of the mild liking which Audrey entertained for me.

I tried to analyse her qualifications for the place she held in my heart. I had known women who had attracted me more physically, and women who had attracted me more mentally. I had known wiser women, handsomer women, more amiable women, but none of them had affected me like Audrey. The problem was inexplicable. Any idea that we might be affinities, soul-mates destined for each other from the beginning of time, was disposed of by the fact that my attraction for her was apparently in inverse ratio to hers for me. For possibly the millionth time in the past five years I tried to picture in my mind the man Sheridan, that shadowy wooer to whom she had yielded so readily. What quality had he possessed that I did not? Wherein lay the magnetism that had brought about his triumph?

These were unprofitable speculations. I laid them aside until the next occasion when I should feel disposed for self-torture, and got out of bed. A bath and breakfast braced me up, and I left the house in a reasonably cheerful frame of mind.

To search at random for an individual unit among Londons millions lends an undeniable attraction to a day in town. In a desultory way I pursued my investigations through the morning and afternoon, but neither of Ogden nor of his young friend Lord Beckford was I vouchsafed a glimpse. My consolation was that Smooth Sam was probably being equally unsuccessful.

Towards the evening there arose the question of return to Sanstead. I had not gathered whether Mr Abney had intended to set any time-limit on my wanderings, or whether I was not supposed to come back except with the deserters. I decided that I had better remain in London, at any rate for another night, and went to the nearest post office to send Mr Abney a telegram to that effect.

As I was writing it, the problem which had baffled me for twenty-four hours, solved itself in under a minute. Whether my powers of inductive reasoning had been under a cloud since I left Sanstead, or whether they were normally beneath contempt, I do not know. But the fact remains, that I had completely overlooked the obvious solution of my difficulty. I think I must have been thinking so exclusively of the Little Nugget that I had entirely forgotten the existence of Augustus Beckford. It occurred to me now that, by making inquiries at the latters house, I should learn something to my advantage. A boy of the Augustus type does not run away from school without a reason. Probably some party was taking place tonight at the ancestral home, at which, tempted by the lawless Nugget, he had decided that his presence was necessary.

I knew the house well. There had been a time, when Lord Mountry and I were at Oxford, when I had spent frequent week-ends there. Since then, owing to being abroad, I had seen little of the family. Now was the moment to reintroduce myself. I hailed a cab.

Inductive reasoning had not played me false. There was a red carpet outside the house, and from within came the sounds of music.

Lady Wroxham, the mother of Mountry and the vanishing Augustus, was one of those women who take things as they come. She did not seem surprised at seeing me.

How nice of you to come and see us, she said. Somebody told me you were abroad. Ted is in the south of France in the yacht. Augustus is here. Mr Abney, his schoolmaster, let him come up for the night.

I perceived that Augustus had been playing a bold game. I saw the coaching of Ogden behind these dashing falsehoods.

You will hardly remember Sybil. She was quite a baby when you were here last. She is having her birthday-party this evening.

May I go in and help? I said.

I wish you would. They would love it.

I doubted it, but went in. A dance had just finished. Strolling towards me in his tightest Eton suit, his face shining with honest joy, was the errant Augustus, and close behind him, wearing the blase air of one for whom custom has staled the pleasures of life, was the Little Nugget.

I think they both saw me at the same moment. The effect of my appearance on them was illustrative of their respective characters. Augustus turned a deep shade of purple and fixed me with a horrified stare. The Nugget winked. Augustus halted and shuffled his feet. The Nugget strolled up and accosted me like an old friend.

Hello! he said. How did you get here? Say, I was going to try and get you on the phone some old time and explain things. Ive been pretty much on the jump since I hit London.

You little brute!

My gleaming eye, travelling past him, met that of the Hon. Augustus Beckford, causing that youth to jump guiltily. The Nugget looked over his shoulder.

I guess we dont want him around if were to talk business, he said. Ill go and tell him to beat it.

Youll do nothing of the kind. I dont propose to lose sight of either of you.

Oh, hes all right. You dont have to worry about him. He was going back to the school anyway tomorrow. He only ran away to go to this party. Why not let him enjoy himself while hes here? Ill go and make a date for you to meet at the end of the show.

He approached his friend, and a short colloquy ensued, which ended in the latter shuffling off in the direction of the other revellers. Such is the buoyancy of youth that a moment later he was dancing a two-step with every appearance of careless enjoyment. The future, with its storms, seemed to have slipped from his mind.

Thats all right, said the Nugget, returning to me. Hes promised he wont duck away. Youll find him somewhere around whenever you care to look for him. Now we can talk.

I hardly like to trespass on your valuable time, I said. The airy way in which this demon boy handled what should have been — to him — an embarrassing situation irritated me. For all the authority I seemed to have over him I might have been the potted palm against which he was leaning.

Thats all right. Everything appeared to be all right with him. This sort of thing does not appeal to me. Dont be afraid of spoiling my evening. I only came because Becky was so set on it. Dancing bores me pallid, so lets get somewhere where we can sit down and talk.

I was beginning to feel that a childrens party was the right place for me. Sam Fisher had treated me as a child, and so did the Little Nugget. That I was a responsible person, well on in my thirty-first year, with a narrow escape from death and a hopeless love-affair on my record, seemed to strike neither of them. I followed my companion to a secluded recess with the utmost meekness.

He leaned back and crossed his legs.

Got a cigarette?

I have not got a cigarette, and, if I had, I wouldnt give it to you.

He regarded me tolerantly.

Got a grouch tonight, havent you? You seem all flittered up about something. Whats the trouble? Sore about my not showing up at your apartment? Ill explain that all right.

I shall be glad to listen.

Its like this. It suddenly occurred to me that a day or two one way or the other wasnt going to affect our deal and that, while I was about it, I might just as well see a bit of London before I left. I suggested it to Becky, and the idea made the biggest kind of a hit with him. I found he had only been in an automobile once in his life. Can you beat it? Ive had one of my own ever since I was a kid. Well, naturally, it was up to me to blow him to a joy-ride, and thats where the money went.

Where the money went?

Sure. Ive got two dollars left, and thats all. It wasnt altogether the automobiling. It was the meals that got away with my roll. Say, that kid Beckford is one swell feeder. Hes wrapping himself around the eats all the time. I guess its not smoking that does it. I havent the appetite I used to have. Well, thats how it was, you see. But Im through now. Cough up the fare and Ill make the trip tomorrow. Motherll be tickled to death to see me.

She wont see you. Were going back to the school tomorrow.

He looked at me incredulously.

Whats that? Going back to school?

Ive altered my plans.

Im not going back to any old school. You darent take me. Wherell you be if I tell the hot-air merchant about our deal and you slipping me the money and all that?

Tell him what you like. He wont believe it.

He thought this over, and its truth came home to him. The complacent expression left his face.

Whats the matter with you? Are you dippy, or what? You get me away up to London, and the first thing that happens when Im here is that you want to take me back. You make me tired.

It was borne in upon me that there was something in his point of view. My sudden change of mind must have seemed inexplicable to him. And, having by a miracle succeeded in finding him, I was in a mood to be generous. I unbent.

Ogden, old sport, I said cordially, I think weve both had all we want of this childrens party. Youre bored and if I stop on another half hour I may be called on to entertain these infants with comic songs. We men of the world are above this sort of thing. Get your hat and coat and Ill take you to a show. We can discuss business later over a bit of supper.

The gloom of his countenance melted into a pleased smile.

You said something that time! he observed joyfully; and we slunk away to get our hats, the best of friends. A note for Augustus Beckford, requesting his presence at Waterloo Station at ten minutes past twelve on the following morning, I left with the butler. There was a certain informality about my methods which I doubt if Mr Abney would have approved, but I felt that I could rely on Augustus.

Much may be done by kindness. By the time the curtain fell on the musical comedy which we had attended all was peace between the Nugget and myself. Supper cemented our friendship, and we drove back to my rooms on excellent terms with one another. Half an hour later he was snoring in the spare room, while I smoked contentedly before the fire in the sitting-room.

I had not been there five minutes when the bell rang. Smith was in bed, so I went to the door myself and found Mr Fisher on the mat.

My feeling of benevolence towards all created things, the result of my successful handling of the Little Nugget, embraced Sam. I invited him in.

Well, I said, when I had given him a cigar and filled his glass, and how have you been getting on, Mr Fisher? Any luck?

He shook his head at me reproachfully.

Young man, youre deep. Ive got to hand it to you. I underestimated you. Youre very deep.

Approbation from Smooth Sam Fisher is praise indeed. But why these stately compliments?

You took me in, young man. I dont mind owning it. When you told me the Nugget had gone astray, I lapped it up like a babe. And all the time you were putting one over on me. Well, well!

But he had gone astray, Mr Fisher.

He knocked the ash off his cigar. He wore a pained look.

You neednt keep it up, sonny. I happened to be standing within three yards of you when you got into a cab with him in Shaftesbury Avenue.

I laughed.

Well, if thats the case, let there be no secrets between us. Hes asleep in the next room.

Sam leaned forward earnestly and tapped me on the knee.

Young man, this is a critical moment. This is where, if you arent careful, you may undo all the good work you have done by getting chesty and thinking that, because youve won out so far, youre the whole show. Believe me, the difficult part is to come, and its right here that you need an experienced man to work in with you. Let me in on this and leave the negotiations with old man Ford to me. You would only make a mess of them. Ive handled this kind of thing a dozen times, and I know just how to act. You wont regret taking me on as a partner. You wont lose a cent by it. I can work him for just double what you would get, even supposing you didnt make a mess of the deal and get nothing.

Its very good of you, but there wont be any negotiations with Mr Ford. I am taking the boy back to Sanstead, as I told you. I caught his pained eye. Im afraid you dont believe me.

He drew at his cigar without replying.

It is a human weakness to wish to convince those who doubt us, even if their opinion is not intrinsically valuable. I remembered that I had Cynthias letter in my pocket. I produced it as exhibit A in my evidence and read it to him.

Sam listened carefully.

I see, he said. Who wrote that?

Never mind. A friend of mine.

I returned the letter to my pocket.

I was going to have sent him over to Monaco, but I altered my plans. Something interfered.

What?

I might call it coincidence, if you know what that means.

And you are really going to take him back to the school?

I am.

We shall travel back together, he said. I had hoped I had seen the last of the place. The English countryside may be delightful in the summer, but for winter give me London. However, he sighed resignedly, and rose from his chair, I will say good-bye till tomorrow. What train do you catch?

Do you mean to say, I demanded, that you have the nerve to come back to Sanstead after what you have told me about yourself?

You entertain some idea of exposing me to Mr Abney? Forget it, young man. We are both in glass houses. Dont let us throw stones. Besides, would he believe it? What proof have you?

I had thought this argument tolerably sound when I had used it on the Nugget. Now that it was used on myself I realized its soundness even more thoroughly. My hands were tied.

Yes, said Sam, tomorrow, after our little jaunt to London, we shall all resume the quiet, rural life once more.

He beamed expansively upon me from the doorway.

However, even the quiet, rural life has its interest. I guess we shant be dull! he said.

I believed him.


Chapter 11
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CONSIDERING THE VARIOUS handicaps under which he laboured notably a cold in the head, a fear of the Little Nugget, and a reverence for the aristocracy — Mr Abneys handling of the situation, when the runaways returned to school, bordered on the masterly. Any sort of physical punishment being out of the question — especially in the case of the Nugget, who would certainly have retaliated with a bout of window-breaking — he had to fall back on oratory, and he did this to such effect that, when he had finished, Augustus wept openly and was so subdued that he did not ask a single question for nearly three days.

One result of the adventure was that Ogdens bed was moved to a sort of cubby-hole adjoining my room. In the house, as originally planned, this had evidently been a dressing-room. Under Mr Abneys rule it had come to be used as a general repository for lumber. My boxes were there, and a portmanteau of Glossops. It was an excellent place in which to bestow a boy in quest of whom kidnappers might break in by night. The window was too small to allow a man to pass through, and the only means of entrance was by way of my room. By night, at any rate, the Nuggets safety seemed to be assured.

The curiosity of the small boy, fortunately, is not lasting. His active mind lives mainly in the present. It was not many days, therefore, before the excitement caused by Bucks raid and the Nuggets disappearance began to subside. Within a week both episodes had been shelved as subjects of conversation, and the school had settled down to its normal humdrum life.

To me, however, there had come a period of mental unrest more acute than I had ever experienced. My life, for the past five years, had run in so smooth a stream that, now that I found myself tossed about in the rapids, I was bewildered. It was a peculiar aggravation of the difficulty of my position that in my world, the little world of Sanstead House, there should be but one woman, and she the very one whom, if I wished to recover my peace of mind, it was necessary for me to avoid.

My feelings towards Cynthia at this time defied my powers of analysis. There were moments when I clung to the memory of her, when she seemed the only thing solid and safe in a world of chaos, and moments, again, when she was a burden crushing me. There were days when I would give up the struggle and let myself drift, and days when I would fight myself inch by inch. But every day found my position more hopeless than the last.

At night sometimes, as I lay awake, I would tell myself that if only I could see her or even hear from her the struggle would be easier. It was her total disappearance from my life that made it so hard for me. I had nothing to help me to fight.

And then, one morning, as if in answer to my thoughts her letter came.

The letter startled me. It was as if there had been some telepathic communion between us.

It was very short, almost formal:

MY DEAR PETER — I want to ask you a question. I can put it quite shortly. It is this. Are your feelings towards me still the same? I dont tell you why I ask this. I simply ask it. Whatever your answer is, it cannot affect our friendship, so be quite candid. CYNTHIA.

I sat down there and then to write my reply. The letter, coming when it did and saying what it said, had affected me profoundly. It was like an unexpected reinforcement in a losing battle. It filled me with a glow of self-confidence. I felt strong again, able to fight and win. My mood bore me away, and I poured out my whole heart to her. I told her that my feelings had not altered, that I loved her and nobody but her. It was a letter, I can see, looking back, born of fretted nerves; but at the time I had no such criticism to make. It seemed to me a true expression of my real feelings.

That the fight was not over because in my moment of exaltation I had imagined that I had conquered myself was made uncomfortably plain to me by the thrill that ran through me when, returning from posting my letter, I met Audrey. The sight of her reminded me that a reinforcement is only a reinforcement, a help towards victory, not victory itself.

For the first time I found myself feeling resentful towards her. There was no reason in my resentment. It would not have borne examination. But it was there, and its presence gave me support. I found myself combating the thrill the sight of her had caused, and looking at her with a critical and hostile eye. Who was she that she should enslave a man against his will? Fascination exists only in the imagination of the fascinated. If he have the strength to deny the fascination and convince himself that it does not exist, he is saved. It is purely a matter of willpower and calm reasonableness. There must have been sturdy, level-headed Egyptian citizens who could not understand what people saw to admire in Cleopatra.

Thus reasoning, I raised my hat, uttered a crisp Good morning, and passed on, the very picture of the brisk man of affairs.

Peter!

Even the brisk man of affairs must stop when spoken to. Otherwise, apart from any question of politeness, it looks as if he were running away.

Her face was still wearing the faint look of surprise which my manner had called forth.

Youre in a great hurry.

I had no answer. She did not appear to expect one.

We moved towards the house in silence, to me oppressive silence. The force of her personality was beginning to beat against my defences, concerning the stability of which, under pressure, a certain uneasiness troubled my mind.

Are you worried about anything, Peter? she said at last.

No, I said. Why?

I was afraid you might be.

I felt angry with myself. I was mismanaging this thing in the most idiotic way. Instead of this bovine silence, gay small-talk, the easy eloquence, in fact, of the brisk man of affairs should have been my policy. No wonder Smooth Sam Fisher treated me as a child. My whole bearing was that of a sulky school-boy.

The silence became more oppressive.

We reached the house. In the hall we parted, she to upper regions, I to my classroom. She did not look at me. Her face was cold and offended.

One is curiously inconsistent. Having created what in the circumstances was a most desirable coldness between Audrey and myself, I ought to have been satisfied. Reason told me that this was the best thing that could have happened. Yet joy was one of the few emotions which I did not feel during the days which followed. My brief moment of clear-headedness had passed, and with it the exhilaration that had produced the letter to Cynthia and the resentment which had helped me to reason calmly with myself on the intrinsic nature of fascination in woman. Once more Audrey became the centre of my world. But our friendship, that elusive thing which had contrived to exist side by side with my love, had vanished. There was a breach between us which widened daily. Soon we hardly spoke.

Nothing, in short, could have been more eminently satisfactory, and the fact that I regretted it is only a proof of the essential weakness of my character.


Chapter 12

I
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IN THOSE GREY days there was one thought, of the many that occupied my mind, which brought with it a certain measure of consolation. It was the reflection that this state of affairs could not last for ever. The school term was drawing to a close. Soon I should be free from the propinquity which paralysed my efforts to fight. I was resolved that the last day of term should end for ever my connection with Sanstead House and all that was in it. Mrs Ford must find some other minion. If her happiness depended on the recovery of the Little Nugget, she must learn to do without happiness, like the rest of the inhabitants of this horrible world.

Meanwhile, however, I held myself to be still on duty. By what tortuous processes of thought I had arrived at the conclusion I do not know, but I considered myself responsible to Audrey for the safeguarding of the Little Nugget, and no altered relations between us could affect my position. Perhaps mixed up with this attitude of mind, was the less altruistic wish to foil Smooth Sam. His continued presence at the school was a challenge to me.

Sams behaviour puzzled me. I do not know exactly what I expected him to do, but I certainly did not expect him to do nothing. Yet day followed day, and still he made no move. He was the very model of a butler. But our dealings with one another in London had left me vigilant, and his inaction did not disarm me. It sprang from patience, not from any weakening of purpose or despair of success. Sooner or later I knew he would act, swiftly and suddenly, with a plan perfected in every detail.

But when he made his attack it was the very simplicity of his methods that tricked me, and only pure chance defeated him.

I have said that it was the custom of the staff of masters at Sanstead House School — in other words, of every male adult in the house except Mr Fisher himself — to assemble in Mr Abneys study after dinner of an evening to drink coffee. It was a ceremony, like most of the ceremonies at an establishment such as a school, where things are run on a schedule, which knew of no variation. Sometimes Mr Abney would leave us immediately after the ceremony, but he never omitted to take his part in it first.

On this particular evening, for the first time since the beginning of the term, I was seized with a prejudice against coffee. I had been sleeping badly for several nights, and I decided that abstention from coffee might remedy this.

I waited, for forms sake, till Glossop and Mr Abney had filled their cups, then went to my room, where I lay down in the dark to wrestle with a more than usually pronounced fit of depression which had descended upon me. Solitude and darkness struck me as the suitable setting for my thoughts.

At this moment Smooth Sam Fisher had no place in my meditations. My mind was not occupied with him at all. When, therefore, the door, which had been ajar, began to open slowly, I did not become instantly on the alert. Perhaps it was some sound, barely audible, that aroused me from my torpor and set my blood tingling with anticipation. Perhaps it was the way the door was opening. An honest draught does not move a door furtively, in jerks.

I sat up noiseless, tense, and alert. And then, very quietly, somebody entered the room.

There was only one person in Sanstead House who would enter a room like that. I was amused. The impudence of the thing tickled me. It seemed so foreign to Mr Fishers usual cautious methods. This strolling in and helping oneself was certainly kidnapping de luxe. In the small hours I could have understood it; but at nine oclock at night, with Glossop, Mr Abney and myself awake and liable to be met at any moment on the stairs, it was absurd. I marvelled at Smooth Sams effrontery.

I lay still. I imagined that, being in, he would switch on the electric light. He did, and I greeted him pleasantly.

And what can I do for you, Mr Fisher?

For a man who had learned to control himself in difficult situations he took the shock badly. He uttered a startled exclamation and spun round, open-mouthed.

I could not help admiring the quickness with which he recovered himself. Almost immediately he was the suave, chatty Sam Fisher who had unbosomed his theories and dreams to me in the train to London.

I quit, he said pleasantly. The episode is closed. I am a man of peace, and I take it that you would not keep on lying quietly on that bed while I went into the other room and abstracted our young friend? Unless you have changed your mind again, would a fifty-fifty offer tempt you?

Not an inch.

Just so. I merely asked.

And how about Mr Abney, in any case? Suppose we met him on the stairs?

We should not meet him on the stairs, said Sam confidently. You did not take coffee tonight, I gather?

I didnt — no. Why?

He jerked his head resignedly.

Can you beat it! I ask you, young man, could I have foreseen that, after drinking coffee every night regularly for two months, you would pass it up tonight of all nights? You certainly are my jinx, sonny. You have hung the Indian sign on me all right.

His words had brought light to me.

Did you drug the coffee?

Did I! I fixed it so that one sip would have an insomnia patient in dreamland before he had time to say Good night. That stuff Rip Van Winkle drank had nothing on my coffee. And all wasted! Well, well!

He turned towards the door.

Shall I leave the light on, or would you prefer it off?

On please. I might fall asleep in the dark.

Not you! And, if you did, you would dream that I was there, and wake up. There are moments, young man, when you bring me pretty near to quitting and taking to honest work.

He paused.

But not altogether. I have still a shot or two in my locker. We shall see what we shall see. I am not dead yet. Wait!

I will, and some day, when I am walking along Piccadilly, a passing automobile will splash me with mud. A heavily furred plutocrat will stare haughtily at me from the tonneau, and with a start of surprise I shall recognize—

Stranger things have happened. Be flip while you can, sonny. You win so far, but this hoodoo of mine cant last for ever.

He passed from the room with a certain sad dignity. A moment later he reappeared.

A thought strikes me, he said. The fifty-fifty proposition does not impress you. Would it make things easier if I were to offer my cooperation for a mere quarter of the profit?

Not in the least.

Its a handsome offer.

Wonderfully. Im afraid Im not dealing on any terms.

He left the room, only to return once more. His head appeared, staring at me round the door, in a disembodied way, like the Cheshire Cat.

You wont say later on I didnt give you your chance? he said anxiously.

He vanished again, permanently this time. I heard his steps passing down the stairs.

II

We had now arrived at the last week of term, at the last days of the last week. The holiday spirit was abroad in the school. Among the boys it took the form of increased disorderliness. Boys who had hitherto only made Glossop bellow now made him perspire and tear his hair as well. Boys who had merely spilt ink now broke windows. The Little Nugget abandoned cigarettes in favour of an old clay pipe which he had found in the stables.

As for me, I felt like a spent swimmer who sees the shore almost within his reach. Audrey avoided me when she could, and was frigidly polite when we met. But I suffered less now. A few more days, and I should have done with this phase of my life for ever, and Audrey would once more become a memory.

Complete quiescence marked the deportment of Mr Fisher during these days. He did not attempt to repeat his last effort. The coffee came to the study unmixed with alien drugs. Sam, like lightning, did not strike twice in the same place. He had the artists soul, and disliked patching up bungled work. If he made another move, it would, I knew, be on entirely fresh lines.

Ignoring the fact that I had had all the luck, I was inclined to be self-satisfied when I thought of Sam. I had pitted my wits against his, and I had won. It was a praiseworthy performance for a man who had done hitherto nothing particular in his life.

If all the copybook maxims which had been drilled into me in my childhood and my early disaster with Audrey had not been sufficient, I ought to have been warned by Sams advice not to take victory for granted till the fight was over. As Sam had said, his luck would turn sooner or later.

One realizes these truths in theory, but the practical application of them seldom fails to come as a shock. I received mine on the last morning but one of the term.

Shortly after breakfast a message was brought to me that Mr Abney would like to see me in his study. I went without any sense of disaster to come. Most of the business of the school was discussed in the study after breakfast, and I imagined that the matter had to do with some detail of the morrows exodus.

I found Mr Abney pacing the room, a look of annoyance on his face. At the desk, her back to me, Audrey was writing. It was part of her work to take charge of the business correspondence of the establishment. She did not look round when I came in, nor when Mr Abney spoke my name, but went on writing as if I did not exist.

There was a touch of embarrassment in Mr Abneys manner, for which I could not at first account. He was stately, but with the rather defensive stateliness which marked his announcements that he was about to pop up to London and leave me to do his work. He coughed once or twice before proceeding to the business of the moment.

Ah, Mr Burns, he said at length, might I ask if your plans for the holidays, the — ah — earlier part of the holidays are settled? No? ah — excellent.

He produced a letter from the heap of papers on the desk.

Ah — excellent. That simplifies matters considerably. I have no right to ask what I am about to — ah — in fact ask. I have no claim on your time in the holidays. But, in the circumstances, perhaps you may see your way to doing me a considerable service. I have received a letter from Mr Elmer Ford which puts me in a position of some difficulty. It is not my wish — indeed, it is foreign to my policy — to disoblige the parents of the boys who are entrusted to my — ah — care, and I should like, if possible, to do what Mr Ford asks. It appears that certain business matters call him to the north of England for a few days, this rendering it impossible for him to receive little Ogden tomorrow. It is not my custom to criticize parents who have paid me the compliment of placing their sons at the most malleable and important period of their lives, in my — ah — charge, but I must say that a little longer notice would have been a — in fact, a convenience. But Mr Ford, like so many of his countrymen, is what I believe is called a hustler. He does it now, as the expression is. In short, he wishes to leave little Ogden at the school for the first few days of the holidays, and I should be extremely obliged, Mr Burns, if you should find it possible to stay here and — ah — look after him.

Audrey stopped writing and turned in her chair, the first intimation she had given that she had heard Mr Abneys remarks.

It really wont be necessary to trouble Mr Burns, she said, without looking at me. I can take care of Ogden very well by myself.

In the case of an — ah — ordinary boy, Mrs Sheridan, I should not hesitate to leave you in sole charge as you have very kindly offered to stay and help me in this matter. But we must recollect not only — I speak frankly — not only the peculiar — ah — disposition of this particular lad, but also the fact that those ruffians who visited the house that night may possibly seize the opportunity to make a fresh attack. I should not feel — ah — justified in thrusting so heavy a responsibility upon you.

There was reason in what he said. Audrey made no reply. I heard her pen tapping on the desk and deduced her feelings. I, myself, felt like a prisoner who, having filed through the bars of his cell, is removed to another on the eve of escape. I had so braced myself up to endure till the end of term and no longer that this postponement of the day of release had a crushing effect.

Mr Abney coughed and lowered his voice confidentially.

I would stay myself, but the fact is, I am called to London on very urgent business, and shall be unable to return for a day or so. My late pupil, the — ah — the Earl of Buxton, has been — I can rely on your discretion, Mr Burns — has been in trouble with the authorities at Eton, and his guardian, an old college friend of mine — the — in fact, the Duke of Bessborough, who, rightly or wrongly, places — er — considerable reliance on my advice, is anxious to consult me on the matter. I shall return as soon as possible, but you will readily understand that, in the circumstances, my time will not be my own. I must place myself unreservedly at — ah — Bessboroughs disposal.

He pressed the bell.

In the event of your observing any suspicious characters in the neighbourhood, you have the telephone and can instantly communicate with the police. And you will have the assistance of—

The door opened and Smooth Sam Fisher entered.

You rang, sir?

Ah! Come in, White, and close the door. I have something to say to you. I have just been informing Mr Burns that Mr Ford has written asking me to allow his son to stay on at the school for the first few days of the vacation.

He turned to Audrey.

You will doubtless be surprised, Mrs Sheridan, and possibly — ah — somewhat startled, to learn the peculiar nature of Whites position at Sanstead House. You have no objection to my informing Mrs Sheridan, White, in consideration of the fact that you will be working together in this matter? Just so. White is a detective in the employment of Pinkertons Agency. Mr Ford — a slight frown appeared on his lofty brow— Mr Ford obtained his present situation for him in order that he might protect his son in the event of — ah — in fact, any attempt to remove him.

I saw Audrey start. A quick flush came into her face. She uttered a little exclamation of astonishment.

Just so, said Mr Abney, by way of comment on this. You are naturally surprised. The whole arrangement is excessively unusual, and, I may say — ah — disturbing. However, you have your duty to fulfil to your employer, White, and you will, of course, remain here with the boy.

Yes, sir.

I found myself looking into a bright brown eye that gleamed with genial triumph. The other was closed. In the exuberance of the moment, Smooth Sam had had the bad taste to wink at me.

You will have Mr Burns to help you, White. He has kindly consented to postpone his departure during the short period in which I shall be compelled to be absent.

I had no recollection of having given any kind consent, but I was very willing to have it assumed, and I was glad to see that Mr Fisher, though Mr Abney did not observe it, was visibly taken aback by this piece of information. But he made one of his swift recoveries.

It is very kind of Mr Burns, he said in his fruitiest voice, but I hardly think it will be necessary to put him to the inconvenience of altering his plans. I am sure that Mr Ford would prefer the entire charge of the affair to be in my hands.

He had not chosen a happy moment for the introduction of the millionaires name. Mr Abney was a man of method, who hated any dislocation of the fixed routine of life; and Mr Fords letter had upset him. The Ford family, father and son, were just then extremely unpopular with him.

He crushed Sam.

What Mr Ford would or would not prefer is, in this particular matter, beside the point. The responsibility for the boy, while he remains on the school premises, is — ah — mine, and I shall take such precautions as seem fit and adequate to — him — myself, irrespective of those which, in your opinion, might suggest themselves to Mr Ford. As I cannot be here myself, owing to — ah — urgent business in London, I shall certainly take advantage of Mr Burnss kind offer to remain as my deputy.

He paused and blew his nose, his invariable custom after these occasional outbursts of his. Sam had not wilted beneath the storm. He waited, unmoved, till all was over:

I am afraid I shall have to be more explicit, he said: I had hoped to avoid scandal and unpleasantness, but I see it is impossible.

Mr Abneys astonished face emerged slowly from behind his handkerchief.

I quite agree with you, sir, that somebody should be here to help me look after the boy, but not Mr Burns. I am sorry to have to say it, but I do not trust Mr Burns.

Mr Abneys look of astonishment deepened. I, too, was surprised. It was so unlike Sam to fling away his chances on a blundering attack like this.

What do you mean? demanded Mr Abney.

Mr Burns is after the boy himself. He came to kidnap him.

Mr Abney, as he had every excuse for doing, grunted with amazement. I achieved the ringing laugh of amused innocence. It was beyond me to fathom Sams mind. He could not suppose that any credence would be given to his wild assertion. It seemed to me that disappointment had caused him momentarily to lose his head.

Are you mad, White?

No, sir. I can prove what I say. If I had not gone to London with him that last time, hed have got away with the boy then, for certain.

For an instant an uneasy thought came to me that he might have something in reserve, something unknown to me, which had encouraged him to this direct attack. I dismissed the notion. There could be nothing.

Mr Abney had turned to me with a look of hopeless bewilderment. I raised my eyebrows.

Ridiculous, I said.

That this was the only comment seemed to be Mr Abneys view. He turned on Sam with the pettish anger of the mild man.

What do you mean, White, by coming to me with such a preposterous story?

I dont say Mr Burns wished to kidnap the boy in the ordinary way, said Sam imperturbably, like those men who came that night. He had a special reason. Mr and Mrs Ford, as of course you know, sir, are divorced. Mr Burns was trying to get the boy away and take him back to his mother.

I heard Audrey give a little gasp. Mr Abneys anger became modified by a touch of doubt. I could see that these words, by lifting the accusation from the wholly absurd to the somewhat plausible, had impressed him. Once again I was gripped by the uneasy feeling that Sam had an unsuspected card to play. This might be bluff, but it had a sinister ring.

You might say, went on Sam smoothly, that this was creditable to Mr Burnss heart. But, from my employers viewpoint and yours, too, it was a chivalrous impulse that needed to be checked. Will you please read this, sir?

He handed a letter to Mr Abney, who adjusted his glasses and began to read — at first in a detached, judicial way, then with startled eagerness.

I felt it necessary to search among Mr Burnss papers, sir, in the hope of finding—

And then I knew what he had found. From the first the blue-grey notepaper had had a familiar look. I recognized it now. It was Cynthias letter, that damning document which I had been mad enough to read to him in London. His prediction that the luck would change had come amazingly true.

I caught Sams eye. For the second time he was unfeeling enough to wink. It was a rich, comprehensive wink, as expressive and joyous as a college yell.

Mr Abney had absorbed the letter and was struggling for speech. I could appreciate his emotion. If he had not actually been nurturing a viper in his bosom, he had come, from his point of view, very near it. Of all men, a schoolmaster necessarily looks with the heartiest dislike on the would-be kidnapper.

As for me, my mind was in a whirl. I was entirely without a plan, without the very beginnings of a plan, to help me cope with this appalling situation. I was crushed by a sense of the utter helplessness of my position. To denounce Sam was impossible; to explain my comparative innocence was equally out of the question. The suddenness of the onslaught had deprived me of the power of coherent thought. I was routed.

Mr Abney was speaking.

Is your name Peter, Mr Burns?

I nodded. Speech was beyond me.

This letter is written by — ah — by a lady. It asks you in set terms to — ah — hasten to kidnap Ogden Ford. Do you wish me to read it to you? Or do you confess to knowing its contents?

He waited for a reply. I had none to make.

You do not deny that you came to Sanstead House for the deliberate purpose of kidnapping Ogden Ford?

I had nothing to say. I caught a glimpse of Audreys face, cold and hard, and shifted my eyes quickly. Mr Abney gulped. His face wore the reproachful expression of a cod-fish when jerked out of the water on the end of a line. He stared at me with pained repulsion. That scoundrelly old buccaneer Sam did the same. He looked like a shocked bishop.

I — ah — trusted you implicitly, said Mr Abney.

Sam wagged his head at me reproachfully. With a flicker of spirit I glared at him. He only wagged the more.

It was, I think, the blackest moment of my life. A wild desire for escape on any terms surged over me. That look on Audreys face was biting into my brain like an acid.

I will go and pack, I said.

This is the end of all things, I said to myself.

I had suspended my packing in order to sit on my bed and brood. I was utterly depressed. There are crises in a mans life when Reason fails to bring the slightest consolation. In vain I tried to tell myself that what had happened was, in essence, precisely what, twenty-four hours ago, I was so eager to bring about. It amounted to this, that now, at last, Audrey had definitely gone out of my life. From now on I could have no relations with her of any sort. Was not this exactly what, twenty-four hours ago, I had wished? Twenty-four hours ago had I not said to myself that I would go away and never see her again? Undoubtedly. Nevertheless, I sat there and groaned in spirit.

It was the end of all things.

A mild voice interrupted my meditations.

Can I help?

Sam was standing in the doorway, beaming on me with invincible good-humour.

You are handling them wrong. Allow me. A moment more and you would have ruined the crease.

I became aware of a pair of trousers hanging limply in my grasp. He took them from me, and, folding them neatly, placed them in my trunk.

Dont get all worked up about it, sonny, he said. Its the fortune of war. Besides, what does it matter to you? Judging by that very snug apartment in London, you have quite enough money for a young man. Losing your job here wont break you. And, if youre worrying about Mrs Ford and her feelings, dont! I guess shes probably forgotten all about the Nugget by this time. So cheer up. Youre all right!

He stretched out a hand to pat me on the shoulder, then thought better of it and drew it back.

Think of my happiness, if you want something to make you feel good. Believe me, young man, its some. I could sing! Gee, when I think that its all plain sailing now and no more troubles, I could dance! You dont know what it means to me, putting through this deal. I wish you knew Mary! Thats her name. You must come and visit us, sonny, when were fixed up in the home. Therell always be a knife and fork for you. Well make you one of the family! Lord! I can see the place as plain as I can see you. Nice frame house with a good porch.... Me in a rocker in my shirt-sleeves, smoking a cigar and reading the baseball news; Mary in another rocker, mending my socks and nursing the cat! Well sure have a cat. Two cats. I like cats. And a goat in the front garden. Say, itll be great!

And on the word, emotion overcoming prudence, he brought his fat hand down with a resounding smack on my bowed shoulders.

There is a limit. I bounded to my feet.

Get out! I yelped. Get out of here!

Sure, he replied agreeably. He rose without haste and regarded me compassionately. Cheer up, son! Be a sport!

There are moments when the best of men become melodramatic. I offer this as excuse for my next observation.

Clenching my fists and glaring at him, I cried, Ill foil you yet, you hound!

Some people have no soul for the dramatic. He smiled tolerantly.

Sure, he said. Anything you like, Desperate Desmond. Enjoy yourself!

And he left me.


Chapter 13
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I EVACUATED SANSTEAD House unostentatiously, setting off on foot down the long drive. My luggage, I gathered, was to follow me to the station in a cart. I was thankful to Providence for the small mercy that the boys were in their classrooms and consequently unable to ask me questions. Augustus Beckford alone would have handled the subject of my premature exit in a manner calculated to bleach my hair.

It was a wonderful morning. The sky was an unclouded blue, and a fresh breeze was blowing in from the sea. I think that something of the exhilaration of approaching spring must have stirred me, for quite suddenly the dull depression with which I had started my walk left me, and I found myself alert and full of schemes.

Why should I feebly withdraw from the struggle? Why should I give in to Smooth Sam in this tame way? The memory of that wink came back to me with a tonic effect. I would show him that I was still a factor in the game. If the house was closed to me, was there not the Feathers? I could lie in hiding there, and observe his movements unseen.

I stopped on reaching the inn, and was on the point of entering and taking up my position at once, when it occurred to me that this would be a false move. It was possible that Sam would not take my departure for granted so readily as I assumed. It was Sams way to do a thing thoroughly, and the probability was that, if he did not actually come to see me off, he would at least make inquiries at the station to find out if I had gone. I walked on.

He was not at the station. Nor did he arrive in the cart with my trunk. But I was resolved to risk nothing. I bought a ticket for London, and boarded the London train. It had been my intention to leave it at Guildford and catch an afternoon train back to Stanstead; but it seemed to me, on reflection, that this was unnecessary. There was no likelihood of Sam making any move in the matter of the Nugget until the following day. I could take my time about returning.

I spent the night in London, and arrived at Sanstead by an early morning train with a suit-case containing, among other things, a Browning pistol. I was a little ashamed of this purchase. To the Buck MacGinnis type of man, I suppose, a pistol is as commonplace a possession as a pair of shoes, but I blushed as I entered the gun-shop. If it had been Buck with whom I was about to deal, I should have felt less self-conscious. But there was something about Sam which made pistols ridiculous.

My first act, after engaging a room at the inn and leaving my suit-case, was to walk to the school. Before doing anything else, I felt I must see Audrey and tell her the facts in the case of Smooth Sam. If she were on her guard, my assistance might not be needed. But her present state of trust in him was fatal.

A school, when the boys are away, is a lonely place. The deserted air of the grounds, as I slipped cautiously through the trees, was almost eerie. A stillness brooded over everything, as if the place had been laid under a spell. Never before had I been so impressed with the isolation of Sanstead House. Anything might happen in this lonely spot, and the world would go on its way in ignorance. It was with quite distinct relief that, as I drew nearer the house, I caught sight of the wire of the telephone among the trees above my head. It had a practical, comforting look.

A tradesmans cart rattled up the drive and disappeared round the side of the house. This reminder, also, of the outside world was pleasant. But I could not rid myself of the feeling that the atmosphere of the place was sinister. I attributed it to the fact that I was a spy in an enemys country. I had to see without being seen. I did not imagine that Johnson, grocer, who had just passed in his cart, found anything wrong with the atmosphere. It was created for me by my own furtive attitude.

Of Audrey and Ogden there were no signs. That they were out somewhere in the grounds this mellow spring morning I took for granted; but I could not make an extended search. Already I had come nearer to the house than was prudent.

My eye caught the telephone wire again and an idea came to me. I would call her up from the inn and ask her to meet me. There was the risk that the call would be answered by Smooth Sam, but it was not great. Sam, unless he had thrown off his role of butler completely — which would be unlike the artist that he was — would be in the housekeepers room, and the ringing of the telephone, which was in the study, would not penetrate to him.

I chose a moment when dinner was likely to be over and Audrey might be expected to be in the drawing-room.

I had deduced her movements correctly. It was her voice that answered the call.

This is Peter Burns speaking.

There was a perceptible pause before she replied. When she did, her voice was cold.

Yes?

I want to speak to you on a matter of urgent importance.

Well?

I cant do it through the telephone. Will you meet me in half an hours time at the gate?

Where are you speaking from?

The Feathers. I am staying there.

I thought you were in London.

I came back. Will you meet me?

She hesitated.

Why?

Because I have something important to say to you — important to you.

There was another pause.

Very well.

In half an hour, then. Is Ogden Ford in bed?

Yes.

Is his door locked?

No.

Then lock it and bring the key with you.

Why?

I will tell you when we meet.

I will bring it.

Thank you. Good-bye.

I hung up the receiver and set out at once for the school.

She was waiting in the road, a small, indistinct figure in the darkness.

Is that you — Peter?

Her voice had hesitated at the name, as if at some obstacle. It was a trivial thing, but, in my present mood, it stung me.

Im afraid Im late. I wont keep you long. Shall we walk down the road? You may not have been followed, but it is as well to be on the safe side.

Followed? I dont understand.

We walked a few paces and halted.

Who would follow me?

A very eminent person of the name of Smooth Sam Fisher.

Smooth Sam Fisher?

Better known to you as White.

I dont understand.

I should be surprised if you did. I asked you to meet me here so that I could make you understand. The man who poses as a Pinkertons detective, and is staying in the house to help you take care of Ogden Ford, is Smooth Sam Fisher, a professional kidnapper.

But — but—

But what proof have I? Was that what you were going to say? None. But I had the information from the man himself. He told me in the train that night going to London.

She spoke quickly. I knew from her tone that she thought she had detected a flaw in my story.

Why did he tell you?

Because he needed me as an accomplice. He wanted my help. It was I who got Ogden away that day. Sam overheard me giving money and directions to him, telling him how to get away from the school and where to go, and he gathered — correctly — that I was in the same line of business as himself. He suggested a partnership which I was unable to accept.

Why?

Our objects were different. My motive in kidnapping Ogden was not to extract a ransom.

She blazed out at me in an absolutely unexpected manner. Till now she had listened so calmly and asked her questions with such a notable absence of emotion that the outburst overwhelmed me.

Oh, I know what your motive was. There is no need to explain that. Isnt there any depth to which a man who thinks himself in love wont stoop? I suppose you told yourself you were doing something noble and chivalrous? A woman of her sort can trick a man into whatever meanness she pleases, and, just because she asks him, he thinks himself a kind of knight-errant. I suppose she told you that he had ill-treated her and didnt appreciate her higher self, and all that sort of thing? She looked at you with those big brown eyes of hers — I can see her — and drooped, and cried, till you were ready to do anything she asked you.

Whom do you mean?

Mrs Ford, of course. The woman who sent you here to steal Ogden. The woman who wrote you that letter.

She did not write that letter. But never mind that. The reason why I wanted you to come here was to warn you against Sam Fisher. That was all. If there is any way in which I can help you, send for me. If you like, I will come and stay at the house till Mr Abney returns.

Before the words were out of my mouth, I saw that I had made a mistake. The balance of her mind was poised between suspicion and belief, and my offer turned the scale.

No, thank you, she said curtly.

You dont trust me?

Why should I? White may or may not be Sam Fisher. I shall be on my guard, and I thank you for telling me. But why should I trust you? It all hangs together. You told me you were engaged to be married. You come here on an errand which no man would undertake except for a woman, and a woman with whom he was very much in love. There is that letter, imploring you to steal the boy. I know what a man will do for a woman he is fond of. Why should I trust you?

There is this. You forget that I had the opportunity to steal Ogden if I had wanted to. I had got him away to London. But I brought him back. I did it because you had told me what it meant to you.

She hesitated, but only for an instant. Suspicion was too strong for her.

I dont believe you. You brought him back because this man whom you call Fisher got to know of your plans. Why should you have done it because of me? Why should you have put my interests before Mrs Fords? I am nothing to you.

For a moment a mad impulse seized me to cast away all restraint, to pour out the unspoken words that danced like imps in my brain, to make her understand, whatever the cost, my feelings towards her. But the thought of my letter to Cynthia checked me. That letter had been the irrevocable step. If I was to preserve a shred of self-respect I must be silent.

Very well, I said, good night. And I turned to go.

Peter!

There was something in her voice which whirled me round, thrilling, despite my resolution.

Are you going?

Weakness would now be my undoing. I steadied myself and answered abruptly.

I have said all I came to say. Good night.

I turned once more and walked quickly off towards the village. I came near to running. I was in the mood when flight alone can save a man. She did not speak again, and soon I was out of danger, hurrying on through the friendly darkness, beyond the reach of her voice.

The bright light from the doorway of the Feathers, was the only illumination that relieved the blackness of the Market Square. As I approached, a man came out and stopped in the entrance to light a cigar. His back was turned towards me as he crouched to protect the match from the breeze, but something in his appearance seemed familiar.

I had only a glimpse of him as he straightened himself and walked out of the pool of light into the Square, but it was enough.

It was my much-enduring acquaintance, Mr Buck MacGinnis.


Chapter 14

I
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AT THE RECEIPT of custom behind the bar sat Miss Benjafield, stately as ever, relaxing her massive mind over a penny novelette.

Who was the man who just left, Miss Benjafield? I asked.

She marked the place with a shapely thumb and looked up.

The man? Oh, him! Hes — why, werent you in here, Mr Burns, one evening in January when—

That American?

Thats him. What hes doing here I dont know. He disappeared quite a while back, and I havent seen him since. Nor want. Tonight up he turns again like a bad hapenny. Id like to know what hes after. No good, if you ask me.

Miss Benjafields prejudices did not easily dissolve. She prided herself, as she frequently observed, on knowing her own mind.

Is he staying here?

Not at the Feathers. Were particular who we have here.

I thanked her for the implied compliment, ordered beer for the good of the house, and, lighting a pipe, sat down to meditate on this new development.

The vultures were gathered together with a vengeance. Sam within, Buck without, it was quite like old times, with the difference that now, I, too, was on the wrong side of the school door.

It was not hard to account for Bucks reappearance. He would, of course, have made it his business to get early information of Mr Fords movements. It would be easy for him to discover that the millionaire had been called away to the north and that the Nugget was still an inmate of Sanstead House. And here he was preparing for the grand attack.

I had been premature in removing Bucks name from the list of active combatants. Broken legs mend. I ought to have remembered that.

His presence on the scene made, I perceived, a vast difference to my plan of campaign. It was at this point that my purchase of the Browning pistol lost its absurdity and appeared in the light of an acute strategic move. With Sam the only menace, I had been prepared to play a purely waiting game, watching proceedings from afar, ready to give my help if necessary. To check Buck, more strenuous methods were called for.

My mind was made up. With Buck, that stout disciple of the frontal attack, in the field, there was only one place for me. I must get into Sanstead House and stay there on guard.

Did he intend to make an offensive movement tonight? That was the question which occupied my mind. From the point of view of an opponent, there was this merit about Mr MacGinnis, that he was not subtle. He could be counted on with fair certainty to do the direct thing. Sooner or later he would make another of his vigorous frontal attacks upon the stronghold. The only point to be decided was whether he would make it that night. Would professional zeal cause him to omit his beauty sleep?

I did not relish the idea of spending the night patrolling the grounds, but it was imperative that the house be protected. Then it occurred to me that the man for the vigil was Smooth Sam. If the arrival of Mr MacGinnis had complicated matters in one way, it had simplified them in another, for there was no more need for the secrecy which had been, till now, the basis of my plan of action. Bucks arrival made it possible for me to come out and fight in the open, instead of brooding over Sanstead House from afar like a Providence. Tomorrow I proposed to turn Sam out. Tonight I would use him. The thing had resolved itself into a triangular tournament, and Sam and Buck should play the first game.

Once more I called up the house on the telephone. There was a long delay before a reply came. It was Mr Fishers voice that spoke. Audrey, apparently, had not returned to the house immediately after leaving me.

Hullo! said Sam.

Good evening, Mr Fisher.

Gee! Is that you, young fellow-me-lad? Are you speaking from London?

No. I am at the Feathers.

He chuckled richly.

Cant tear yourself away? Hat still in the ring? Say, whats the use? Why not turn it up, sonny? Youre only wasting your time.

Do you sleep lightly, Mr Fisher?

I dont get you.

You had better do so tonight. Buck MacGinnis is back again.

There was silence at the other end of the wire. Then I heard him swear softly. The significance of the information had not been lost on Mr Fisher.

Is that straight?

It is.

Youre not stringing me?

Certainly not.

Youre sure it was Buck?

Is Bucks the sort of face one forgets?

He swore again.

You seem disturbed, I said.

Where did you see him? asked Sam.

Coming out of the Feathers, looking very fierce and determined. The Berserk blood of the MacGinnises is up. Hes going to do or die. Im afraid this means an all-night sitting for you, Mr Fisher.

I thought you had put him out of business!

There was a somewhat querulous note in his voice.

Only temporarily. I did my best, but he wasnt even limping when I saw him.

He did not speak for a moment. I gathered that he was pondering over the new development.

Thanks for tipping me off, sonny. Its a thing worth knowing. Why did you do it?

Because I love you, Samuel. Good night.

I rose late and breakfasted at my leisure. The peace of the English country inn enveloped me as I tilted back my chair and smoked the first pipe of the morning. It was a day to hearten a man for great deeds, one of those days of premature summer which comes sometimes to help us bear the chill winds of early spring. The sun streamed in through the open window. In the yard below fowls made their soothing music. The thought of violence seemed very alien to such a morning.

I strolled out into the Square. I was in no hurry to end this interlude of peace and embark on what, for all practical purposes, would be a siege.

After lunch, I decided, would be time enough to begin active campaigning.

The clock on the church tower was striking two as I set forth, carrying my suit-case, on my way to the school. The light-heartedness of the morning still lingered with me. I was amused at the thought of the surprise I was about to give Mr Fisher. That wink still rankled.

As I made my way through the grounds I saw Audrey in the distance, walking with the Nugget. I avoided them and went on into the house.

About the house there was the same air of enchanted quiet which pervaded the grounds. Perhaps the stillness indoors was even more insistent. I had grown so accustomed to the never-ending noise and bustle of the boys quarters that, as I crossed the silent hall, I had an almost guilty sense of intrusion. I felt like a burglar.

Sam, the object of my visit, would, I imagined, if he were in the house at all, be in the housekeepers room, a cosy little apartment off the passage leading to the kitchen. I decided to draw that first, and was rewarded, on pushing open the half-closed door, by the sight of a pair of black-trousered legs stretched out before me from the depths of a wicker-work armchair. His portly middle section, rising beyond like a small hill, heaved rhythmically. His face was covered with a silk handkerchief, from beneath which came, in even succession, faint and comfortable snores. It was a peaceful picture — the good man taking his rest; and for me it had an added attractiveness in that it suggested that Sam was doing by day what my information had prevented him from doing in the night. It had been some small consolation to me, as I lay trying to compose my anxious mind for sleep on the previous night, that Mr Fisher also was keeping his vigil.

Pleasing as Sam was as a study in still life, pressure of business compelled me to stir him into activity. I prodded him gently in the centre of the rising territory beyond the black trousers. He grunted discontentedly and sat up. The handkerchief fell from his face, and he blinked at me, first with the dazed glassiness of the newly awakened, then with a Souls Awakening expression, which spread over his face until it melted into a friendly smile.

Hello, young man!

Good afternoon. You seem tired.

He yawned cavernously.

Lord! What a night!

Did Buck drop in?

No, but I thought he had every time I heard a board creak. I didnt dare close my eyes for a minute. Have you ever stayed awake all night, waiting for the goblins that get you if you dont watch out? Well, take it from me its no picnic.

His face split in another mammoth yawn. He threw his heart into it, as if life held no other tasks for him. Only in alligators have I ever seen its equal.

I waited till the seismic upheaval had spent itself. Then I came to business.

Im sorry you had a disturbed night, Mr Fisher. You must make up for it this afternoon. You will find the beds very comfortable.

Hows that?

At the Feathers. I should go there, if I were you. The charges are quite reasonable, and the food is good. You will like the Feathers.

I dont get you, sonny.

I was trying to break it gently to you that you are about to move from this house. Now. At once. Take your last glimpse of the old home, Sam, and out into the hard world.

He looked at me inquiringly.

You seem to be talking, young man; words appear to be fluttering from you; but your meaning, if any, escapes me.

My meaning is that I am about to turn you out. I am coming back here, and there is not room for both of us. So, if you do not see your way to going quietly, I shall take you by the back of the neck and run you out. Do I make myself fairly clear now?

He permitted himself a rich chuckle.

You have gall, young man. Well, I hate to seem unfriendly. I like you, sonny. You amuse me — but there are moments when one wants to be alone. I have a whole heap of arrears of sleep to make up. Trot along, kiddo, and quit disturbing uncle. Tie a string to yourself and disappear. Bye-bye.

The wicker-work creaked as he settled his stout body. He picked up the handkerchief.

Mr Fisher, I said, I have no wish to propel your grey hairs at a rapid run down the drive, so I will explain further. I am physically stronger than you. I mean to turn you out. How can you prevent it? Mr Abney is away. You cant appeal to him. The police are at the end of the telephone, but you cant appeal to them. So what can you do, except go? Do you get me now?

He regarded the situation in thoughtful silence. He allowed no emotion to find expression in his face, but I knew that the significance of my remarks had sunk in. I could almost follow his mind as he tested my position point by point and found it impregnable.

When he spoke it was to accept defeat jauntily.

You are my jinx, young man. I said it all along. Youre really set on my going? Say no more. Ill go. After all, its quiet at the inn, and what more does a man want at my time of life?

I went out into the garden to interview Audrey.

She was walking up and down on the tennis-lawn. The Nugget, lounging in a deck-chair, appeared to be asleep.

She caught sight of me as I came out from the belt of trees, and stopped. I had the trying experience of walking across open country under hostile observation.

The routing of Sam had left me alert and self-confident. I felt no embarrassment. I greeted her briskly.

Good afternoon. I have been talking to Sam Fisher. If you wait, you will see him passing away down the drive. He is leaving the house. I am coming back.

Coming back?

She spoke incredulously, or, rather, as if my words had conveyed no meaning. It was so that Sam had spoken. Her mind, like his, took time to adjust itself to the unexpected.

She seemed to awake to my meaning with a start.

Coming back? Her eyes widened. The flush deepened on her cheeks. But I told you—

I know what you told me. You said you did not trust me. It doesnt matter. I am coming back whether you trust me or not. This house is under martial law, and I am in command. The situation has changed since I spoke to you last night. Last night I was ready to let you have your way. I intended to keep an eye on things from the inn. But its different now. It is not a case of Sam Fisher any longer. You could have managed Sam. Its Buck MacGinnis now, the man who came that night in the automobile. I saw him in the village after I left you. Hes dangerous.

She looked away, past me, in the direction of the drive. I followed her gaze. A stout figure, carrying a suit-case, was moving slowly down it.

I smiled. Her eyes met mine, and I saw the anger that had been lying at the back of them flash out. Her chin went up with the old defiant tilt. I was sorry I had smiled. It was my old fault, the complacency that would not be hidden.

I dont believe you! she cried. I dont trust you!

It is curious how ones motive for embarking on a course of conduct changes or disappears altogether as the action develops. Once started on an enterprise it is as if one proceeded with it automatically, irrespective of ones original motives. I had begun what I might call the second phase of this matter of the Little Nugget, the abandoning of Cynthias cause in favour of Audreys, with a clear idea of why I was doing it. I had set myself to resist the various forces which were trying to take Ogden from Audrey, for one simple reason, because I loved Audrey and wished to help her. That motive, if it still existed at all, did so only in the form of abstract chivalry. My personal feelings towards her seemed to have undergone a complete change, dating from our parting in the road the night before. I found myself now meeting hostility with hostility. I looked at her critically and told myself that her spell was broken at last, that, if she disliked me, I was at least indifferent to her.

And yet, despite my altered feelings, my determination to help her never wavered. The guarding of Ogden might be — primarily — no business of mine, but I had adopted it as my business.

I dont ask you to trust me, I said. We have settled all that. Theres no need to go over old ground. Think what you please about this. Ive made up my mind.

If you mean to stay, I suppose I cant prevent you.

Exactly.

Sam appeared again in a gap in the trees, walking slowly and pensively, as one retreating from his Moscow. Her eyes followed him till he was out of sight.

If you like, I said bitterly, you may put what I am doing down to professional rivalry. If I am in love with Mrs Ford and am here to steal Ogden for her, it is natural for me to do all I can to prevent Buck MacGinnis getting him. There is no need for you to look on me as an ally because we are working together.

We are not working together.

We shall be in a very short time. Buck will not let another night go by without doing something.

I dont believe that you saw him.

Just as you please, I said, and walked away. What did it matter to me what she believed?

The day dragged on. Towards evening the weather broke suddenly, after the fashion of spring in England. Showers of rain drove me to the study.

It must have been nearly ten oclock when the telephone rang.

It was Mr Fisher.

Hello, is that you, sonny?

It is. Do you want anything?

I want a talk with you. Business. Can I come up?

If you wish it.

Ill start right away.

It was some fifteen minutes later that I heard in the distance the engines of an automobile. The headlights gleamed through the trees, and presently the car swept round the bend of the drive and drew up at the front door. A portly figure got down and rang the bell. I observed these things from a window on the first floor, overlooking the front steps; and it was from this window that I spoke.

Is that you, Mr Fisher?

He backed away from the door.

Where are you?

Is that your car?

It belongs to a friend of mine.

I didnt know you meant to bring a party.

Theres only three of us. Me, the chauffeur, and my friend — MacGinnis.

The possibility, indeed the probability, of Sam seeking out Buck and forming an alliance had occurred to me, and I was prepared for it. I shifted my grip on the automatic pistol in my hand.

Mr Fisher.

Hello!

Ask your friend MacGinnis to be good enough to step into the light of that lamp and drop his gun.

There was a muttered conversation. I heard Bucks voice rumbling like a train going under a bridge. The request did not appear to find favour with him. Then came an interlude of soothing speech from Mr Fisher. I could not distinguish the words, but I gathered that he was pointing out to him that, on this occasion only, the visit being for the purposes of parley and not of attack, pistols might be looked on as non-essentials. Whatever his arguments, they were successful, for, finally, humped as to the back and muttering, Buck moved into the light.

Good evening, Mr MacGinnis, I said. Im glad to see your leg is all right again. I wont detain you a moment. Just feel in your pockets and shed a few of your guns, and then you can come in out of the rain. To prevent any misunderstanding, I may say I have a gun of my own. It is trained on you now.

I aint got no gun.

Come along. This is no time for airy persiflage. Out with them.

A moments hesitation, and a small black pistol fell to the ground.

No more?

Think Im a regiment?

I dont know what you are. Well, Ill take your word for it. You will come in one by one, with your hands up.

I went down and opened the door, holding my pistol in readiness against the unexpected.

II

Sam came first. His raised hands gave him a vaguely pontifical air (Bishop Blessing Pilgrims), and the kindly smile he wore heightened the illusion. Mr MacGinnis, who followed, suggested no such idea. He was muttering moodily to himself, and he eyed me askance.

I showed them into the classroom and switched on the light. The air was full of many odours. Disuse seems to bring out the inky-chalky, appley-deal-boardy bouquet of a classroom as the night brings out the scent of flowers. During the term I had never known this classroom smell so exactly like a classroom. I made use of my free hand to secure and light a cigarette.

Sam rose to a point of order.

Young man, he said. I should like to remind you that we are here, as it were, under a flag of truce. To pull a gun on us and keep us holding our hands up this way is raw work. I feel sure I speak for my friend Mr MacGinnis.

He cocked an eye at his friend Mr MacGinnis, who seconded the motion by expectorating into the fireplace. I had observed at a previous interview his peculiar gift for laying bare his soul by this means of mode of expression. A man of silent habit, judged by the more conventional standard of words, he was almost an orator in expectoration.

Mr MacGinnis agrees with me, said Sam cheerfully. Do we take them down? Have we your permission to assume Position Two of these Swedish exercises? All we came for was a little friendly chat among gentlemen, and we can talk just as well — speaking for myself, better — in a less strained attitude. A little rest, Mr Burns! A little folding of the hands? Thank you.

He did not wait for permission, nor was it necessary. Sam and the melodramatic atmosphere was as oil and water. It was impossible to blend them. I laid the pistol on the table and sat down. Buck, after one wistful glance at the weapon, did the same. Sam was already seated, and was looking so cosy and at home that I almost felt it remiss of me not to have provided sherry and cake for this pleasant gathering.

Well, I said, what can I do for you?

Let me explain, said Sam. As you have, no doubt, gathered, Mr MacGinnis and I have gone into partnership. The Little Nugget Combine!

I gathered that — well?

Judicious partnerships are the soul of business. Mr MacGinnis and I have been rivals in the past, but we both saw that the moment had come for the genial smile, the hearty handshake, in fact, for an alliance. We form a strong team, sonny. My partners speciality is action. I supply the strategy. Say, cant you see youre up against it? Why be foolish?

You think youre certain to win?

Its a cinch.

Then why trouble to come here and see me?

I appeared to have put into words the smouldering thought which was vexing Mr MacGinnis. He burst into speech.

Ahr chee! Sure! Whats de use? Didnt I tell youse? Whats de use of wastin time? What are we spielin away here for? Lets get busy.

Sam waved a hand towards him with the air of a lecturer making a point.

You see! The man of action! He likes trouble. He asks for it. He eats it alive. Now I prefer peace. Why have a fuss when you can get what you want quietly? Thats my motto. Thats why weve come. Its the old proposition. Were here to buy you out. Yes, I know you have turned the offer down before, but things have changed. Your stock has fallen. In fact, instead of letting you in on sharing terms, we only feel justified now in offering a commission. For the moment you may seem to hold a strong position. You are in the house, and youve got the boy. But theres nothing to it really. We could get him in five minutes if we cared to risk having a fuss. But it seems to me theres no need of any fuss. We should win dead easy all right, if it came to trouble; but, on the other hand, youve a gun, and theres a chance some of us might get hurt, so whats the good when we can settle it quietly? How about it, sonny?

Mr MacGinnis began to rumble, preparatory to making further remarks on the situation, but Sam waved him down and turned his brown eyes inquiringly on me.

Fifteen per cent is our offer, he said.

And to think it was once fifty-fifty!

Strict business!

Business? Its sweating!

Its our limit. And it wasnt easy to make Buck here agree to that. He kicked like a mule.

Buck shuffled his feet and eyed me disagreeably. I suppose it is hard to think kindly of a man who has broken your leg. It was plain that, with Mr MacGinnis, bygones were by no means bygones.

I rose.

Well, Im sorry you should have had the trouble of coming here for nothing. Let me see you out. Single file, please.

Sam looked aggrieved.

You turn it down?

I do.

One moment. Lets have this thing clear. Do you realize what youre up against? Dont think its only Buck and me youve got to tackle. All the boys are here, waiting round the corner, the same gang that came the other night. Be sensible, sonny. You dont stand a dogs chance. I shouldnt like to see you get hurt. And you never know what may not happen. The boys are pretty sore at you because of what you did that night. I shouldnt act like a bonehead, sonny — honest.

There was a kindly ring in his voice which rather touched me. Between him and me there had sprung up an odd sort of friendship. He meant business; but he would, I knew, be genuinely sorry if I came to harm. And I could see that he was quite sincere in his belief that I was in a tight corner and that my chances against the Combine were infinitesimal. I imagine that, with victory so apparently certain, he had had difficulty in persuading his allies to allow him to make his offer.

But he had overlooked one thing — the telephone. That he should have made this mistake surprised me. If it had been Buck, I could have understood it. Bucks was a mind which lent itself to such blunders. From Sam I had expected better things, especially as the telephone had been so much in evidence of late. He had used it himself only half an hour ago.

I clung to the thought of the telephone. It gave me the quiet satisfaction of the gambler who holds the unforeseen ace. The situation was in my hands. The police, I knew, had been profoundly stirred by Mr MacGinniss previous raid. When I called them up, as I proposed to do directly the door had closed on the ambassadors, there would be no lack of response. It would not again be a case of Inspector Bones and Constable Johnson to the rescue. A great cloud of willing helpers would swoop to our help.

With these thoughts in my mind, I answered Sam pleasantly but firmly.

Im sorry Im unpopular, but all the same—

I indicated the door.

Emotion that could only be expressed in words and not through his usual medium welled up in Mr MacGinnis. He sprang forward with a snarl, falling back as my faithful automatic caught his eye.

Say, you! Listen here! Youll—

Sam, the peaceable, plucked at his elbow.

Nothing doing, Buck. Step lively.

Buck wavered, then allowed himself to be drawn away. We passed out of the classroom in our order of entry.

An exclamation from the stairs made me look up. Audrey was leaning over the banisters. Her face was in the shadow, but I gathered from her voice that the sight of our little procession had startled her. I was not surprised. Buck was a distinctly startling spectacle, and his habit of growling to himself, as he walked, highly disturbing to strangers.

Good evening, Mrs Sheridan, said Sam suavely.

Audrey did not speak. She seemed fascinated by Buck.

I opened the front door and they passed out. The automobile was still purring on the drive. Bucks pistol had disappeared. I supposed the chauffeur had picked it up, a surmise which was proved correct a few moments later, when, just as the car was moving off, there was a sharp crack and a bullet struck the wall to the right of the door. It was a random shot, and I did not return it. Its effect on me was to send me into the hall with a leap that was almost a back-somersault. Somehow, though I was keyed up for violence and the shooting of pistols, I had not expected it at just that moment, and I was disagreeably surprised at the shock it had given me. I slammed the door and bolted it. I was intensely irritated to find that my fingers were trembling.

Audrey had left the stairs and was standing beside me.

They shot at me, I said.

By the light of the hall lamp I could see that she was very pale.

It missed by a mile. My nerves had not recovered and I spoke abruptly. Dont be frightened.

I — I was not frightened, she said, without conviction.

I was, I said, with conviction. It was too sudden for me. Its the sort of thing one wants to get used to gradually. I shall be ready for it another time.

I made for the stairs.

Where are you going?

Im going to call up the police-station.

Peter.

Yes?

Was — was that man the one you spoke of?

Yes, that was Buck MacGinnis. He and Sam have gone into partnership.

She hesitated.

Im sorry, she said.

I was half-way up the stairs by this time. I stopped and looked over the banisters.

Sorry?

I didnt believe you this afternoon.

Oh, thats all right, I said. I tried to make my voice indifferent, for I was on guard against insidious friendliness. I had bludgeoned my mind into an attitude of safe hostility towards her, and I saw the old chaos ahead if I allowed myself to abandon it.

I went to the telephone and unhooked the receiver.

There is apt to be a certain leisureliness about the methods of country telephone-operators, and the fact that a voice did not immediately ask me what number I wanted did not at first disturb me. Suspicion of the truth came to me, I think, after my third shout into the receiver had remained unanswered. I had suffered from delay before, but never such delay as this.

I must have remained there fully two minutes, shouting at intervals, before I realized the truth. Then I dropped the receiver and leaned limply against the wall. For the moment I was as stunned as if I had received a blow. I could not even think. It was only by degrees that I recovered sufficiently to understand that Audrey was speaking to me.

What is it? Dont they answer?

It is curious how the mind responds to the need for making an effort for the sake of somebody else. If I had had only myself to think of, it would, I believe, have been a considerable time before I could have adjusted my thoughts to grapple with this disaster. But the necessity of conveying the truth quietly to Audrey and of helping her to bear up under it steadied me at once. I found myself thinking quite coolly how best I might break to her what had happened.

Im afraid, I said, I have something to tell you which may—

She interrupted me quickly.

What is it? Cant you make them answer?

I shook my head. We looked at each other in silence.

Her mind leaped to the truth more quickly than mine had done.

They have cut the wire!

I took up the receiver again and gave another call. There was no reply.

Im afraid so, I said.


Chapter 15

I
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WHAT SHALL WE do? said Audrey.

She looked at me hopefully, as if I were a mine of ideas. Her voice was level, without a suggestion of fear in it. Women have the gift of being courageous at times when they might legitimately give way. It is part of their unexpectedness.

This was certainly such an occasion. Daylight would bring us relief, for I did not suppose that even Buck MacGinnis would care to conduct a siege which might be interrupted by the arrival of tradesmens carts; but while the darkness lasted we were completely cut off from the world. With the destruction of the telephone wire our only link with civilization had been snapped. Even had the night been less stormy than it was, there was no chance of the noise of our warfare reaching the ears of anyone who might come to the rescue. It was as Sam had said, Bucks energy united to his strategy formed a strong combination.

Broadly speaking, there are only two courses open to a beleaguered garrison. It can stay where it is, or it can make a sortie. I considered the second of these courses.

It was possible that Sam and his allies had departed in the automobile to get reinforcements, leaving the coast temporarily clear; in which case, by escaping from the house at once, we might be able to slip unobserved through the grounds and reach the village in safety. To support this theory there was the fact that the car, on its late visit, had contained only the chauffeur and the two ambassadors, while Sam had spoken of the remainder of Bucks gang as being in readiness to attack in the event of my not coming to terms. That might mean that they were waiting at Bucks headquarters, wherever those might be — at one of the cottages down the road, I imagined; and, in the interval before the attack began, it might be possible for us to make our sortie with success.

Is Ogden in bed? I asked.

Yes.

Will you go and get him up as quickly as you can?

I strained my eyes at the window, but it was impossible to see anything. The rain was still falling heavily. If the drive had been full of men they would have been invisible to me.

Presently Audrey returned, followed by Ogden. The Little Nugget was yawning the aggrieved yawns of one roused from his beauty sleep.

Whats all this? he demanded.

Listen, I said. Buck MacGinnis and Smooth Sam Fisher have come after you. They are outside now. Dont be frightened.

He snorted derisively.

Whos frightened? I guess they wont hurt me. How do you know its them?

They have just been here. The man who called himself White, the butler, was really Sam Fisher. He has been waiting an opportunity to get you all the term.

White! Was he Sam Fisher? He chuckled admiringly. Say, hes a wonder!

They have gone to fetch the rest of the gang.

Why dont you call the cops?

They have cut the wire.

His only emotions at the news seemed to be amusement and a renewed admiration for Smooth Sam. He smiled broadly, the little brute.

Hes a wonder! he repeated. I guess hes smooth, all right. Hes the limit! Hell get me all right this trip. I bet you a nickel he wins out.

I found his attitude trying. That he, the cause of all the trouble, should be so obviously regarding it as a sporting contest got up for his entertainment, was hard to bear. And the fact that, whatever might happen to myself, he was in no danger, comforted me not at all. If I could have felt that we were in any way companions in peril, I might have looked on the bulbous boy with quite a friendly eye. As it was, I nearly kicked him.

We had better waste no time, suggested Audrey, if we are going.

I think we ought to try it, I said.

Whats that? asked the Nugget. Go where?

We are going to steal out through the back way and try to slip through to the village.

The Nuggets comment on the scheme was brief and to the point. He did not embarrass me with fulsome praise of my strategic genius.

Of all the fool games! he said simply. In this rain? No, sir!

This new complication was too much for me. In planning out my manoeuvres I had taken his cooperation for granted. I had looked on him as so much baggage — the impedimenta of the retreating army. And, behold, a mutineer!

I took him by the scruff of the neck and shook him. It was a relief to my feelings and a sound move. The argument was one which he understood.

Oh, all right, he said. Anything you like. Come on. But it sounds to me like darned foolishness!

If nothing else had happened to spoil the success of that sortie, the Nuggets depressing attitude would have done so. Of all things, it seems to me, a forlorn hope should be undertaken with a certain enthusiasm and optimism if it is to have a chance of being successful. Ogden threw a gloom over the proceedings from the start. He was cross and sleepy, and he condemned the expedition unequivocally. As we moved towards the back door he kept up a running stream of abusive comment. I silenced him before cautiously unbolting the door, but he had said enough to damp my spirits. I do not know what effect it would have had on Napoleons tactics if his army — say, before Austerlitz — had spoken of his manoeuvres as a fool game and of himself as a big chump, but I doubt if it would have stimulated him.

The back door of Sanstead House opened on to a narrow yard, paved with flagstones and shut in on all sides but one by walls. To the left was the outhouse where the coal was stored, a squat barnlike building: to the right a wall that appeared to have been erected by the architect in an outburst of pure whimsicality. It just stood there. It served no purpose that I had ever been able to discover, except to act as a cats club-house.

Tonight, however, I was thankful for this wall. It formed an important piece of cover. By keeping in its shelter it was possible to work round the angle of the coal-shed, enter the stable-yard, and, by making a detour across the football field, avoid the drive altogether. And it was the drive, in my opinion, that might be looked on as the danger zone.

The Nuggets complaints, which I had momentarily succeeded in checking, burst out afresh as the rain swept in at the open door and lashed our faces. Certainly it was not an ideal night for a ramble. The wind was blowing through the opening at the end of the yard with a compressed violence due to the confined space. There was a suggestion in our position of the Cave of the Winds under Niagara Falls, the verisimilitude of which was increased by the stream of water that poured down from the gutter above our heads. The Nugget found it unpleasant, and said so shrilly.

I pushed him out into the storm, still protesting, and we began to creep across the yard. Half-way to the first point of importance of our journey, the corner of the coal-shed, I halted the expedition. There was a sudden lull in the wind, and I took advantage of it to listen.

From somewhere beyond the wall, apparently near the house, sounded the muffled note of the automobile. The siege-party had returned.

There was no time to be lost. Apparently the possibility of a sortie had not yet occurred to Sam, or he would hardly have left the back door unguarded; but a general of his astuteness was certain to remedy the mistake soon, and our freedom of action might be a thing of moments. It behoved us to reach the stable-yard as quickly as possible. Once there, we should be practically through the enemys lines.

Administering a kick to the Nugget, who showed a disposition to linger and talk about the weather, I moved on, and we reached the corner of the coal-shed in safety.

We had now arrived at the really perilous stage in our journey. Having built his wall to a point level with the end of the coal-shed, the architect had apparently wearied of the thing and given it up; for it ceased abruptly, leaving us with a matter of half a dozen yards of open ground to cross, with nothing to screen us from the watchers on the drive. The flagstones, moreover, stopped at this point. On the open space was loose gravel. Even if the darkness allowed us to make the crossing unseen, there was the risk that we might be heard.

It was a moment for a flash of inspiration, and I was waiting for one, when that happened which took the problem out of my hands. From the interior of the shed on our left there came a sudden scrabbling of feet over loose coal, and through the square opening in the wall, designed for the peaceful purpose of taking in sacks, climbed two men. A pistol cracked. From the drive came an answering shout. We had been ambushed.

I had misjudged Sam. He had not overlooked the possibility of a sortie.

It is the accidents of life that turn the scale in a crisis. The opening through which the men had leaped was scarcely a couple of yards behind the spot where we were standing. If they had leaped fairly and kept their feet, they would have been on us before we could have moved. But Fortune ordered it that, zeal outrunning discretion, the first of the two should catch his foot in the woodwork and fall on all fours, while the second, unable to check his spring, alighted on top of him, and, judging from the stifled yell which followed, must have kicked him in the face.

In the moment of their downfall I was able to form a plan and execute it.

The stables!

I shouted the words to Audrey in the act of snatching up the Nugget and starting to run. She understood. She did not hesitate in the direction of the house for even the instant which might have undone us, but was with me at once; and we were across the open space and in the stable-yard before the first of the men in the drive loomed up through the darkness. Half of the wooden double-gate of the yard was open, and the other half served us as a shield. They fired as they ran — at random, I think, for it was too dark for them to have seen us clearly — and two bullets slapped against the gate. A third struck the wall above our heads and ricocheted off into the night. But before they could fire again we were in the stables, the door slammed behind us, and I had dumped the Nugget on the floor, and was shooting the heavy bolts into their places. Footsteps clattered over the flagstones and stopped outside. Some weighty body plunged against the door. Then there was silence. The first round was over.

The stables, as is the case in most English country-houses, had been, in its palmy days, the glory of Sanstead House. In whatever other respect the British architect of that period may have fallen short, he never scamped his work on the stables. He built them strong and solid, with walls fitted to repel the assaults of the weather, and possibly those of men as well, for the Boones in their day had been mighty owners of race-horses at a time when men with money at stake did not stick at trifles, and it was prudent to see to it that the spot where the favourite was housed had something of the nature of a fortress. The walls were thick, the door solid, the windows barred with iron. We could scarcely have found a better haven of refuge.

Under Mr Abneys rule, the stables had lost their original character. They had been divided into three compartments, each separated by a stout wall. One compartment became a gymnasium, another the carpenters shop, the third, in which we were, remained a stable, though in these degenerate days no horse ever set foot inside it, its only use being to provide a place for the odd-job man to clean shoes. The mangers which had once held fodder were given over now to brushes and pots of polish. In term-time, bicycles were stored in the loose-box which had once echoed to the tramping of Derby favourites.

I groped about among the pots and brushes, and found a candle-end, which I lit. I was running a risk, but it was necessary to inspect our ground. I had never troubled really to examine this stable before, and I wished to put myself in touch with its geography.

I blew out the candle, well content with what I had seen. The only two windows were small, high up, and excellently barred. Even if the enemy fired through them there were half a dozen spots where we should be perfectly safe. Best of all, in the event of the door being carried by assault, we had a second line of defence in a loft. A ladder against the back wall led to it, by way of a trap-door. Circumstances had certainly been kind to us in driving us to this apparently impregnable shelter.

On concluding my inspection, I became aware that the Nugget was still occupied with his grievances. I think the shots must have stimulated his nerve centres, for he had abandoned the languid drawl with which, in happier moments, he was wont to comment on lifes happenings, and was dealing with the situation with a staccato briskness.

Of all the darned fool lay-outs I ever struck, this is the limit. What do those idiots think theyre doing, shooting us up that way? It went within an inch of my head. It might have killed me. Gee, and Im all wet. Im catching cold. Its all through your blamed foolishness, bringing us out here. Why couldnt we stay in the house?

We could not have kept them out of the house for five minutes, I explained. We can hold this place.

Who wants to hold it? I dont. What does it matter if they do get me? I dont care. Ive a good mind to walk straight out through that door and let them rope me in. It would serve Dad right. It would teach him not to send me away from home to any darned school again. What did he want to do it for? I was all right where I was. I—

A loud hammering on the door cut off his eloquence. The intermission was over, and the second round had begun.

It was pitch dark in the stable now that I had blown out the candle, and there is something about a combination of noise and darkness which tries the nerves. If mine had remained steady, I should have ignored the hammering. From the sound, it appeared to be made by some wooden instrument — a mallet from the carpenters shop I discovered later — and the door could be relied on to hold its own without my intervention. For a novice to violence, however, to maintain a state of calm inaction is the most difficult feat of all. I was irritated and worried by the noise, and exaggerated its importance. It seemed to me that it must be stopped at once.

A moment before, I had bruised my shins against an empty packing-case, which had found its way with other lumber into the stable. I groped for this, swung it noiselessly into position beneath the window, and, standing on it, looked out. I found the catch of the window, and opened it. There was nothing to be seen, but the sound of the hammering became more distinct; and pushing an arm through the bars, I emptied my pistol at a venture.

As a practical move, the action had flaws. The shots cannot have gone anywhere near their vague target. But as a demonstration, it was a wonderful success. The yard became suddenly full of dancing bullets. They struck the flagstones, bounded off, chipped the bricks of the far wall, ricocheted from those, buzzed in all directions, and generally behaved in a manner calculated to unman the stoutest hearted.

The siege-party did not stop to argue. They stampeded as one man. I could hear them clattering across the flagstones to every point of the compass. In a few seconds silence prevailed, broken only by the swish of the rain. Round two had been brief, hardly worthy to be called a round at all, and, like round one, it had ended wholly in our favour.

I jumped down from my packing-case, swelling with pride. I had had no previous experience of this sort of thing, yet here I was handling the affair like a veteran. I considered that I had a right to feel triumphant. I lit the candle again, and beamed protectively upon the garrison.

The Nugget was sitting on the floor, gaping feebly, and awed for the moment into silence. Audrey, in the far corner, looked pale but composed. Her behaviour was perfect. There was nothing for her to do, and she was doing it with a quiet self-control which won my admiration. Her manner seemed to me exactly suited to the exigencies of the situation. With a super-competent dare-devil like myself in charge of affairs, all she had to do was to wait and not get in the way.

I didnt hit anybody, I announced, but they ran like rabbits. They are all over Hampshire.

I laughed indulgently. I could afford an attitude of tolerant amusement towards the enemy.

Will they come back?

Possibly. And in that case — I felt in my left-hand coat-pocket— I had better be getting ready. I felt in my right-hand coat-pocket. Ready, I repeated blankly. A clammy coldness took possession of me. My voice trailed off into nothingness. For in neither pocket was There a single one of the shells with which I had fancied that I was abundantly provided. In moments of excitement man is apt to make mistakes. I had made mine when, starting out on the sortie, I had left all my ammunition in the house.

II

I should like to think that it was an unselfish desire to spare my companions anxiety that made me keep my discovery to myself. But I am afraid that my reticence was due far more to the fact that I shrank from letting the Nugget discover my imbecile carelessness. Even in times of peril one retains ones human weaknesses; and I felt that I could not face his comments. If he had permitted a certain note of querulousness to creep into his conversation already, the imagination recoiled from the thought of the caustic depths he would reach now should I reveal the truth.

I tried to make things better with cheery optimism.

They wont come back! I said stoutly, and tried to believe it.

The Nugget as usual struck the jarring note.

Well, then, lets beat it, he said. I dont want to spend the night in this darned icehouse. I tell you Im catching cold. My chests weak. If youre so dead certain youve scared them away, lets quit.

I was not prepared to go as far as this.

They may be somewhere near, hiding.

Well, what if they are? I dont mind being kidnapped. Lets go.

I think we ought to wait, said Audrey.

Of course, I said. It would be madness to go out now.

Oh, pshaw! said the Little Nugget; and from this point onwards punctuated the proceedings with a hacking cough.

I had never really believed that my demonstration had brought the siege to a definite end. I anticipated that there would be some delay before the renewal of hostilities, but I was too well acquainted with Buck MacGinniss tenacity to imagine that he would abandon his task because a few random shots had spread momentary panic in his ranks. He had all the night before him, and sooner or later he would return.

I had judged him correctly. Many minutes dragged wearily by without a sign from the enemy, then, listening at the window, I heard footsteps crossing the yard and voices talking in cautious undertones. The fight was on once more.

A bright light streamed through the window, flooding the opening and spreading in a wide circle on the ceiling. It was not difficult to understand what had happened. They had gone to the automobile and come back with one of the head-lamps, an astute move in which I seemed to see the finger of Sam. The danger-spot thus rendered harmless, they renewed their attack on the door with a reckless vigour. The mallet had been superseded by some heavier instrument — of iron this time. I think it must have been the jack from the automobile. It was a more formidable weapon altogether than the mallet, and even our good oak door quivered under it.

A splintering of wood decided me that the time had come to retreat to our second line of entrenchments. How long the door would hold it was impossible to say, but I doubted if it was more than a matter of minutes.

Relighting my candle, which I had extinguished from motives of economy, I caught Audreys eye and jerked my head towards the ladder.

You go first, I whispered.

The Nugget watched her disappear through the trap-door, then turned to me with an air of resolution.

If you think youre going to get me up there, youve another guess coming. Im going to wait here till they get in, and let them take me. Im about tired of this foolishness.

It was no time for verbal argument. I collected him, a kicking handful, bore him to the ladder, and pushed him through the opening. He uttered one of his devastating squeals. The sound seemed to encourage the workers outside like a trumpet-blast. The blows on the door redoubled.

I climbed the ladder and shut the trap-door behind me.

The air of the loft was close and musty and smelt of mildewed hay. It was not the sort of spot which one would have selected of ones own free will to sit in for any length of time. There was a rustling noise, and a rat scurried across the rickety floor, drawing a startled gasp from Audrey and a disgusted Oh, piffle! from the Nugget. Whatever merits this final refuge might have as a stronghold, it was beyond question a noisome place.

The beating on the stable-door was working up to a crescendo. Presently there came a crash that shook the floor on which we sat and sent our neighbours, the rats, scuttling to and fro in a perfect frenzy of perturbation. The light of the automobile lamp poured in through the numerous holes and chinks which the passage of time had made in the old boards. There was one large hole near the centre which produced a sort of searchlight effect, and allowed us for the first time to see what manner of place it was in which we had entrenched ourselves. The loft was high and spacious. The roof must have been some seven feet above our heads. I could stand upright without difficulty.

In the proceedings beneath us there had come a lull. The mystery of our disappearance had not baffled the enemy for long, for almost immediately the rays of the lamp had shifted and begun to play on the trap-door. I heard somebody climb the ladder, and the trap-door creaked gently as a hand tested it. I had taken up a position beside it, ready, if the bolt gave way, to do what I could with the butt of my pistol, my only weapon. But the bolt, though rusty, was strong, and the man dropped to the ground again. Since then, except for occasional snatches of whispered conversation, I had heard nothing.

Suddenly Sams voice spoke.

Mr Burns!

I saw no advantage in remaining silent.

Well?

Havent you had enough of this? Youve given us a mighty good run for our money, but you can see for yourself that youre through now. Id hate like anything for you to get hurt. Pass the kid down, and well call it off.

He paused.

Well? he said. Why dont you answer?

I did.

Did you? I didnt hear you.

I smiled.

You mean to stick it out? Dont be foolish, sonny. The boys here are mad enough at you already. Whats the use of getting yourself in bad for nothing? Weve got you in a pocket. I know all about that gun of yours, young fellow. I had a suspicion what had happened, and Ive been into the house and found the shells you forgot to take with you. So, if you were thinking of making a bluff in that direction forget it!

The exposure had the effect I had anticipated.

Of all the chumps! exclaimed the Nugget caustically. You ought to be in a home. Well, I guess youll agree to end this foolishness now? Lets go down and get it over and have some peace. Im getting pneumonia.

Youre quite right, Mr Fisher, I said. But dont forget I still have the pistol, even if I havent the shells. The first man who tries to come up here will have a headache tomorrow.

I shouldnt bank on it, sonny. Come along, kiddo! Youre done. Be good, and own it. We cant wait much longer.

Youll have to try.

Bucks voice broke in on the discussion, quite unintelligible except that it was obviously wrathful.

Oh well! I heard Sam say resignedly, and then there was silence again below.

I resumed my watch over the trap-door, encouraged. This parleying, I thought, was an admission of failure on the part of the besiegers. I did not credit Sam with a real concern for my welfare — thereby doing him an injustice. I can see now that he spoke perfectly sincerely. The position, though I was unaware of it, really was hopeless, for the reason that, like most positions, it had a flank as well as a front. In estimating the possibilities of attack, I had figured assaults as coming only from below. I had omitted from my calculations the fact that the loft had a roof.

It was a scraping on the tiles above my head that first brought the new danger-point to my notice. There followed the sound of heavy hammering, and with it came a sickening realization of the truth of what Sam had said. We were beaten.

I was too paralysed by the unexpectedness of the attack to form any plan; and, indeed, I do not think that there was anything that I could have done. I was unarmed and helpless. I stood there, waiting for the inevitable.

Affairs moved swiftly. Plaster rained down on to the wooden floor. I was vaguely aware that the Nugget was speaking, but I did not listen to him.

A gap appeared in the roof and widened. I could hear the heavy breathing of the man as he wrenched at the tiles.

And then the climax arrived, with anticlimax following so swiftly upon it that the two were almost simultaneous. I saw the worker on the roof cautiously poise himself in the opening, hunched up like some strange ape. The next moment he had sprung.

As his feet touched the floor there came a rending, splintering crash; the air was filled with a choking dust, and he was gone. The old worn out boards had shaken under my tread. They had given way in complete ruin beneath this sharp onslaught. The rays of the lamp, which had filtered in like pencils of light through crevices, now shone in a great lake in the centre of the floor.

In the stable below all was confusion. Everybody was speaking at once. The hero of the late disaster was groaning horribly, for which he certainly had good reason: I did not know the extent of his injuries, but a man does not do that sort of thing with impunity. The next of the strange happenings of the night now occurred.

I had not been giving the Nugget a great deal of my attention for some time, other and more urgent matters occupying me.

His action at this juncture, consequently, came as a complete and crushing surprise.

I was edging my way cautiously towards the jagged hole in the centre of the floor, in the hope of seeing something of what was going on below, when from close beside me his voice screamed. Its me, Ogden Ford. Im coming! and, without further warning, he ran to the hole, swung himself over, and dropped.

Manna falling from the skies in the wilderness never received a more whole-hearted welcome. Howls and cheers and ear-splitting whoops filled the air. The babel of talk broke out again. Some exuberant person found expression of his joy in emptying his pistol at the ceiling, to my acute discomfort, the spot he had selected as a target chancing to be within a foot of where I stood. Then they moved off in a body, still cheering. The fight was over.

I do not know how long it was before I spoke. It may have been some minutes. I was dazed with the swiftness with which the final stages of the drama had been played out. If I had given him more of my attention, I might have divined that Ogden had been waiting his opportunity to make some such move; but, as it was, the possibility had not even occurred to me, and I was stunned.

In the distance I heard the automobile moving off down the drive. The sound roused me.

Well, we may as well go, I said dully. I lit the candle and held it up. Audrey was standing against the wall, her face white and set.

I raised the trap-door and followed her down the ladder.

The rain had ceased, and the stars were shining. After the closeness of the loft, the clean wet air was delicious. For a moment we stopped, held by the peace and stillness of the night.

Then, quite suddenly, she broke down.

It was the unexpectedness of it that first threw me off my balance. In all the time I had known her, I had never before seen Audrey in tears. Always, in the past, she had borne the blows of fate with a stoical indifference which had alternately attracted and repelled me, according as my mood led me to think it courage or insensibility. In the old days, it had done much, this trait of hers, to rear a barrier between us. It had made her seem aloof and unapproachable. Subconsciously, I suppose, it had offended my egoism that she should be able to support herself in times of trouble, and not feel it necessary to lean on me.

And now the barrier had fallen. The old independence, the almost aggressive self-reliance, had vanished. A new Audrey had revealed herself.

She was sobbing helplessly, standing quite still, her arms hanging and her eyes staring blankly before her. There was something in her attitude so hopeless, so beaten, that the pathos of it seemed to cut me like a knife.

Audrey!

The stars glittered in the little pools among the worn flagstones. The night was very still. Only the steady drip of water from the trees broke the silence.

A great wave of tenderness seemed to sweep from my mind everything in the world but her. Everything broke abruptly that had been checking me, stifling me, holding me gagged and bound since the night when our lives had come together again after those five long years. I forgot Cynthia, my promise, everything.

Audrey!

She was in my arms, clinging to me, murmuring my name. The darkness was about us like a cloud.

And then she had slipped from me, and was gone.


Chapter 16
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IN MY RECOLLECTIONS of that strange night there are wide gaps. Trivial incidents come back to me with extraordinary vividness; while there are hours of which I can remember nothing. What I did or where I went I cannot recall. It seems to me, looking back, that I walked without a pause till morning; yet, when day came, I was still in the school grounds. Perhaps I walked, as a wounded animal runs, in circles. I lost, I know, all count of time. I became aware of the dawn as something that had happened suddenly, as if light had succeeded darkness in a flash. It had been night; I looked about me, and it was day — a steely, cheerless day, like a December evening. And I found that I was very cold, very tired, and very miserable.

My mind was like the morning, grey and overcast. Conscience may be expelled, but, like Nature, it will return. Mine, which I had cast from me, had crept back with the daylight. I had had my hour of freedom, and it was now for me to pay for it.

I paid in full. My thoughts tore me. I could see no way out. Through the night the fever and exhilaration of that mad moment had sustained me, but now the morning had come, when dreams must yield to facts, and I had to face the future.

I sat on the stump of a tree, and buried my face in my hands. I must have fallen asleep, for, when I raised my eyes again, the day was brighter. Its cheerlessness had gone. The sky was blue, and birds were singing.

It must have been about half an hour later that the first beginnings of a plan of action came to me. I could not trust myself to reason out my position clearly and honestly in this place where Audreys spell was over everything. The part of me that was struggling to be loyal to Cynthia was overwhelmed here. London called to me. I could think there, face my position quietly, and make up my mind.

I turned to walk to the station. I could not guess even remotely what time it was. The sun was shining through the trees, but in the road outside the grounds there were no signs of workers beginning the day.

It was half past five when I reached the station. A sleepy porter informed me that there would be a train to London, a slow train, at six.

* * * * *

I remained in London two days, and on the third went down to Sanstead to see Audrey for the last time. I had made my decision.

I found her on the drive, close by the gate. She turned at my footstep on the gravel; and, as I saw her, I knew that the fight which I had thought over was only beginning.

I was shocked at her appearance. Her face was very pale, and there were tired lines about her eyes.

I could not speak. Something choked me. Once again, as on that night in the stable-yard, the world and all that was in it seemed infinitely remote.

It was she who broke the silence.

Well, Peter, she said listlessly.

We walked up the drive together.

Have you been to London?

Yes. I came down this morning. I paused. I went there to think, I said.

She nodded.

I have been thinking, too.

I stopped, and began to hollow out a groove in the wet gravel with my heel. Words were not coming readily.

Suddenly she found speech. She spoke quickly, but her voice was dull and lifeless.

Let us forget what has happened, Peter. We were neither of us ourselves. I was tired and frightened and disappointed. You were sorry for me just at the moment, and your nerves were strained, like mine. It was all nothing. Let us forget it.

I shook my head.

No, I said. It was not that. I cant let you even pretend you think that was all. I love you. I always have loved you, though I did not know how much till you had gone away. After a time, I thought I had got over it. But when I met you again down here, I knew that I had not, and never should. I came back to say good-bye, but I shall always love you. It is my punishment for being the sort of man I was five years ago.

And mine for being the sort of woman I was five years ago. She laughed bitterly. Woman! I was just a little fool, a sulky child. My punishment is going to be worse than yours, Peter. You will not be always thinking that you had the happiness of two lives in your hands, and threw it away because you had not the sense to hold it.

It is just that that I shall always be thinking. What happened five years ago was my fault, Audrey, and nobodys but mine. I dont think that, even when the loss of you hurt most, I ever blamed you for going away. You had made me see myself as I was, and I knew that you had done the right thing. I was selfish, patronizing — I was insufferable. It was I who threw away our happiness. You put it in a sentence that first day here, when you said that I had been kind — sometimes — when I happened to think of it. That summed me up. You have nothing to reproach yourself for. I think we have not had the best of luck; but all the blame is mine.

A flush came into her pale face.

I remember saying that. I said it because I was afraid of myself. I was shaken by meeting you again. I thought you must be hating me — you had every reason to hate me, and you spoke as if you did — and I did not want to show you what you were to me. It wasnt true, Peter. Five years ago I may have thought it, but not now. I have grown to understand the realities by this time. I have been through too much to have any false ideas left. I have had some chance to compare men, and I realize that they are not all kind, Peter, even sometimes, when they happen to think of it.

Audrey, I said — I had never found myself able to ask the question before— was — was — he — was Sheridan kind to you?

She did not speak for a moment, and I thought she was resenting the question.

No! she said abruptly.

She shot out the monosyllable with a force that startled and silenced me. There was a whole history of unhappiness in the word.

No, she said again, after a pause, more gently this time. I understood. She was speaking of a dead man.

I cant talk about him, she went on hurriedly. I expect most of it was my fault. I was unhappy because he was not you, and he saw that I was unhappy and hated me for it. We had nothing in common. It was just a piece of sheer madness, our marriage. He swept me off my feet. I never had a great deal of sense, and I lost it all then. I was far happier when he had left me.

Left you?

He deserted me almost directly we reached America. She laughed. I told you I had grown to understand the realities. I began then.

I was horrified. For the first time I realized vividly all that she had gone through. When she had spoken to me before of her struggles that evening over the study fire, I had supposed that they had begun only after her husbands death, and that her life with him had in some measure trained her for the fight. That she should have been pitched into the arena, a mere child, with no experience of life, appalled me. And, as she spoke, there came to me the knowledge that now I could never do what I had come to do. I could not give her up. She needed me. I tried not to think of Cynthia.

I took her hand.

Audrey, I said, I came here to say good-bye. I cant. I want you. Nothing matters except you. I wont give you up.

Its too late, she said, with a little catch in her voice. You are engaged to Mrs Ford.

I am engaged, but not to Mrs Ford. I am engaged to someone you have never met — Cynthia Drassilis.

She pulled her hand away quickly, wide-eyed, and for some moments was silent.

Do you love her? she asked at last.

No.

Does she love you?

Cynthias letter rose before my eyes, that letter that could have had no meaning, but one.

I am afraid she does, I said.

She looked at me steadily. Her face was very pale.

You must marry her, Peter.

I shook my head.

You must. She believes in you.

I cant. I want you. And you need me. Can you deny that you need me?

No.

She said it quite simply, without emotion. I moved towards her, thrilling, but she stepped back.

She needs you too, she said.

A dull despair was creeping over me. I was weighed down by a premonition of failure. I had fought my conscience, my sense of duty and honour, and crushed them. She was raising them up against me once more. My self-control broke down.

Audrey, I cried, for Gods sake cant you see what youre doing? We have been given a second chance. Our happiness is in your hands again, and you are throwing it away. Why should we make ourselves wretched for the whole of our lives? What does anything else matter except that we love each other? Why should we let anything stand in our way? I wont give you up.

She did not answer. Her eyes were fixed on the ground. Hope began to revive in me, telling me that I had persuaded her. But when she looked up it was with the same steady gaze, and my heart sank again.

Peter, she said, I want to tell you something. It will make you understand, I think. I havent been honest, Peter. I have not fought fairly. All these weeks, ever since we met, I have been trying to steal you. Its the only word. I have tried every little miserable trick I could think of to steal you from the girl you had promised to marry. And she wasnt here to fight for herself. I didnt think of her. I was wrapped up in my own selfishness. And then, after that night, when you had gone away, I thought it all out. I had a sort of awakening. I saw the part I had been playing. Even then I tried to persuade myself that I had done something rather fine. I thought, you see, at that time that you were infatuated with Mrs Ford — and I know Mrs Ford. If she is capable of loving any man, she loves Mr Ford, though they are divorced. I knew she would only make you unhappy. I told myself I was saving you. Then you told me it was not Mrs Ford, but this girl. That altered everything. Dont you see that I cant let you give her up now? You would despise me. I shouldnt feel clean. I should feel as if I had stabbed her in the back.

I forced a laugh. It rang hollow against the barrier that separated us. In my heart I knew that this barrier was not to be laughed away.

Cant you see, Peter? You must see.

I certainly dont. I think youre overstrained, and that you have let your imagination run away with you. I—

She interrupted me.

Do you remember that evening in the study? she asked abruptly. We had been talking. I had been telling you how I had lived during those five years.

I remember.

Every word I spoke was spoken with an object — calculated.... Yes, even the pauses. I tried to make them tell, too. I knew you, you see, Peter. I knew you through and through, because I loved you, and I knew the effect those tales would have on you. Oh, they were all true. I was honest as far as that goes. But they had the mean motive at the back of them. I was playing on your feelings. I knew how kind you were, how you would pity me. I set myself to create an image which would stay in your mind and kill the memory of the other girl; the image of a poor, ill-treated little creature who should work through to your heart by way of your compassion. I knew you, Peter, I knew you. And then I did a meaner thing still. I pretended to stumble in the dark. I meant you to catch me and hold me, and you did. And ...

Her voice broke off.

Im glad I have told you, she said. It makes it a little better. You understand now how I feel, dont you?

She held out her hand.

Good-bye.

I am not going to give you up, I said doggedly.

Good-bye, she said again. Her voice was a whisper.

I took her hand and began to draw her towards me.

It is not good-bye. There is no one else in the world but you, and I am not going to give you up.

Peter! she struggled feebly. Oh, let me go.

I drew her nearer.

I wont let you go, I said.

But, as I spoke, there came the sound of automobile wheels on the gravel. A large red car was coming up the drive. I dropped Audreys hand, and she stepped back and was lost in the shrubbery. The car slowed down and stopped beside me. There were two women in the tonneau. One, who was dark and handsome, I did not know. The other was Mrs Drassilis.


Chapter 17
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I WAS GIVEN no leisure for wondering how Cynthias mother came to be in the grounds of Sanstead House, for her companion, almost before the car had stopped, jumped out and clutched me by the arm, at the same time uttering this cryptic speech: Whatever he offers Ill double!

She fixed me, as she spoke, with a commanding eye. She was a woman, I gathered in that instant, born to command. There seemed, at any rate, no doubt in her mind that she could command me. If I had been a black beetle she could not have looked at me with a more scornful superiority. Her eyes were very large and of a rich, fiery brown colour, and it was these that gave me my first suspicion of her identity. As to the meaning of her words, however, I had no clue.

Bear that in mind, she went on. Ill double it if its a million dollars.

Im afraid I dont understand, I said, finding speech.

She clicked her tongue impatiently.

Theres no need to be so cautious and mysterious. This lady is a friend of mine. She knows all about it. I asked her to come. Im Mrs Elmer Ford. I came here directly I got your letter. I think youre the lowest sort of scoundrel that ever managed to keep out of gaol, but that neednt make any difference just now. Were here to talk business, Mr Fisher, so we may as well begin.

I was getting tired of being taken for Smooth Sam.

I am not Smooth Sam Fisher.

I turned to the automobile. Will you identify me, Mrs Drassilis?

She was regarding me with wide-open eyes.

What on earth are you doing down here? I have been trying everywhere to find you, but nobody—

Mrs Ford interrupted her. She gave me the impression of being a woman who wanted a good deal of the conversation, and who did not care how she got it. In a conversational sense she thugged Mrs Drassilis at this point, or rather she swept over her like some tidal wave, blotting her out.

Oh, she said fixing her brown eyes, less scornful now but still imperious, on mine. I must apologize. I have made a mistake. I took you for a low villain of the name of Sam Fisher. I hope you will forgive me. I was to have met him at this exact spot just about this time, by appointment, so, seeing you here, I mistook you for him.

If I might have a word with you alone? I said.

Mrs Ford had a short way with people. In matters concerning her own wishes, she took their acquiescence for granted.

Drive on up to the house, Jarvis, she said, and Mrs Drassilis was whirled away round the curve of the drive before she knew what had happened to her.

Well?

My name is Burns, I said.

Now I understand, she said. I know who you are now. She paused, and I was expecting her to fawn upon me for my gallant service in her cause, when she resumed in quite a different strain.

I cant think what you can have been about, Mr Burns, not to have been able to do what Cynthia asked you. Surely in all these weeks and months.... And then, after all, to have let this Fisher scoundrel steal him away from under your nose...!

She gave me a fleeting glance of unfathomable scorn. And when I thought of all the sufferings I had gone through that term owing to her repulsive son and, indirectly, for her sake, I felt that the time had come to speak out.

May I describe the way in which I allowed your son to be stolen away from under my nose? I said. And in well-chosen words, I sketched the outline of what had happened. I did not omit to lay stress on the fact that the Nuggets departure with the enemy was entirely voluntary.

She heard me out in silence.

That was too bad of Oggie, she said tolerantly, when I had ceased dramatically on the climax of my tale.

As a comment it seemed to me inadequate.

Oggie was always high-spirited, she went on. No doubt you have noticed that?

A little.

He could be led, but never driven. With the best intentions, no doubt, you refused to allow him to leave the stables that night and return to the house, and he resented the check and took the matter into his own hands. She broke off and looked at her watch. Have you a watch? What time is it? Only that? I thought it must be later. I arrived too soon. I got a letter from this man Fisher, naming this spot and this hour for a meeting, when we could discuss terms. He said that he had written to Mr Ford, appointing the same time. She frowned. I have no doubt he will come, she said coldly.

Perhaps this is his car, I said.

A second automobile was whirring up the drive. There was a shout as it came within sight of us, and the chauffeur put on the brake. A man sprang from the tonneau. He jerked a word to the chauffeur, and the car went on up the drive.

He was a massively built man of middle age, with powerful shoulders, and a face — when he had removed his motor-goggles very like any one of half a dozen of those Roman emperors whose features have come down to us on coins and statues, square-jawed, clean-shaven, and aggressive. Like his late wife (who was now standing, drawn up to her full height, staring haughtily at him) he had the air of one born to command. I should imagine that the married life of these two must have been something more of a battle even than most married lives. The clashing of those wills must have smacked of a collision between the immovable mass and the irresistible force.

He met Mrs Fords stare with one equally militant, then turned to me.

Ill give you double what she has offered you, he said. He paused, and eyed me with loathing. You damned scoundrel, he added.

Custom ought to have rendered me immune to irritation, but it had not. I spoke my mind.

One of these days, Mr Ford, I said, I am going to publish a directory of the names and addresses of the people who have mistaken me for Smooth Sam Fisher. I am not Sam Fisher. Can you grasp that? My name is Peter Burns, and for the past term I have been a master at this school. And I may say that, judging from what I know of the little brute, any one who kidnapped your son as long as two days ago will be so anxious by now to get rid of him that he will probably want to pay you for taking him back.

My words almost had the effect of bringing this divorced couple together again. They made common cause against me. It was probably the first time in years that they had formed even a temporary alliance.

How dare you talk like that! said Mrs Ford. Oggie is a sweet boy in every respect.

Youre perfectly right, Nesta, said Mr Ford. He may want intelligent handling, but hes a mighty fine boy. I shall make inquiries, and if this man has been ill-treating Ogden, I shall complain to Mr Abney. Where the devil is this man Fisher? he broke off abruptly.

On the spot, said an affable voice. The bushes behind me parted, and Smooth Sam stepped out on to the gravel.

I had recognized him by his voice. I certainly should not have done so by his appearance. He had taken the precaution of making up for this important meeting. A white wig of indescribable respectability peeped out beneath his black hat. His eyes twinkled from under two penthouses of white eyebrows. A white moustache covered his mouth. He was venerable to a degree.

He nodded to me, and bared his white head gallantly to Mrs Ford.

No worse for our little outing, Mr Burns, I am glad to see. Mrs Ford, I must apologize for my apparent unpunctuality, but I was not really behind time. I have been waiting in the bushes. I thought it just possible that you might have brought unwelcome members of the police force with you, and I have been scouting, as it were, before making my advance. I see, however, that all is well, and we can come at once to business. May I say, before we begin, that I overheard your recent conversation, and that I entirely disagree with Mr Burns. Master Ford is a charming boy. Already I feel like an elder brother to him. I am loath to part with him.

How much? snapped Mr Ford. Youve got me. How much do you want?

Ill give you double what he offers, cried Mrs Ford.

Sam held up his hand, his old pontifical manner intensified by the white wig.

May I speak? Thank you. This is a little embarrassing. When I asked you both to meet me here, it was not for the purpose of holding an auction. I had a straight-forward business proposition to make to you. It will necessitate a certain amount of plain and somewhat personal speaking. May I proceed? Thank you. I will be as brief as possible.

His eloquence appeared to have had a soothing effect on the two Fords. They remained silent.

You must understand, said Sam, that I am speaking as an expert. I have been in the kidnapping business many years, and I know what I am talking about. And I tell you that the moment you two got your divorce, you said good-bye to all peace and quiet. Bless you — Sams manner became fatherly— Ive seen it a hundred times. Couple get divorced, and, if theres a child, what happens? They start in playing battledore-and-shuttlecock with him. Wife sneaks him from husband. Husband sneaks him back from wife. After a while along comes a gentleman in my line of business, a professional at the game, and he puts one across on both the amateurs. He takes advantage of the confusion, slips in, and gets away with the kid. Thats what has happened here, and Im going to show you the way to stop it another time. Now Ill make you a proposition. What you want to do — I have never heard anything so soothing, so suggestive of the old family friend healing an unfortunate breach, as Sams voice at this juncture— what you want to do is to get together again right quick. Never mind the past. Let bygones be bygones. Kiss and be friends.

A snort from Mr Ford checked him for a moment, but he resumed.

I guess there were faults on both sides. Get together and talk it over. And when youve agreed to call the fight off and start fair again, thats where I come in. Mr Burns here will tell you, if you ask him, that Im anxious to quit this business and marry and settle down. Well, see here. What you want to do is to give me a salary — we can talk figures later on — to stay by you and watch over the kid. Dont snort — Im talking plain sense. Youd a sight better have me with you than against you. Set a thief to catch a thief. What I dont know about the fine points of the game isnt worth knowing. Ill guarantee, if you put me in charge, to see that nobody comes within a hundred miles of the kid unless he has an order-to-view. Youll find I earn every penny of that salary ... Mr Burns and I will now take a turn up the drive while you think it over.

He linked his arm in mine and drew me away. As we turned the corner of the drive I caught a glimpse over my shoulder of the Little Nuggets parents. They were standing where we had left them, as if Sams eloquence had rooted them to the spot.

Well, well, well, young man, said Sam, eyeing me affectionately, its pleasant to meet you again, under happier conditions than last time. You certainly have all the luck, sonny, or you would have been badly hurt that night. I was getting scared how the thing would end. Bucks a plain roughneck, and his gang are as bad as he is, and they had got mighty sore at you, mighty sore. If they had grabbed you, theres no knowing what might not have happened. However, alls well that ends well, and this little game has surely had the happy ending. I shall get that job, sonny. Old man Ford isnt a fool, and it wont take him long, when he gets to thinking it over, to see that Im right. Hell hire me.

Arent you rather reckoning without your partner? I said. Where does Buck MacGinnis come in on the deal?

Sam patted my shoulder paternally.

He doesnt, sonny, he doesnt. It was a shame to do it — it was like taking candy from a kid — but business is business, and I was reluctantly compelled to double-cross poor old Buck. I sneaked the Nugget away from him next day. Its not worth talking about; it was too easy. Bucks all right in a rough-and-tumble, but when it comes to brains he gets left, and so hell go on through life, poor fellow. I hate to think of it.

He sighed. Bucks misfortunes seemed to move him deeply.

I shouldnt be surprised if he gave up the profession after this. He has had enough to discourage him. I told you about what happened to him that night, didnt I? No? I thought I did. Why, Buck was the guy who did the Steve Brodie through the roof; and, when we picked him up, we found hed broken his leg again! Isnt that enough to jar a man? I guess hell retire from the business after that. He isnt intended for it.

We were approaching the two automobiles now, and, looking back, I saw Mr and Mrs Ford walking up the drive. Sam followed my gaze, and I heard him chuckle.

Its all right, he said. Theyve fixed it up. Something in the way theyre walking tells me theyve fixed it up.

Mrs Drassilis was still sitting in the red automobile, looking piqued but resigned. Mrs Ford addressed her.

I shall have to leave you, Mrs Drassilis, she said. Tell Jarvis to drive you wherever you want to go. I am going with my husband to see my boy Oggie.

She stretched out a hand towards the millionaire. He caught it in his, and they stood there, smiling foolishly at each other, while Sam, almost purring, brooded over them like a stout fairy queen. The two chauffeurs looked on woodenly.

Mr Ford released his wifes hand and turned to Sam.

Fisher.

Sir?

Ive been considering your proposition. Theres a string tied to it.

Oh no, sir, I assure you!

There is. What guarantee have I that you wont double-cross me?

Sam smiled, relieved.

You forget that I told you I was about to be married, sir. My wife wont let me!

Mr Ford waved his hand towards the automobile.

Jump in, he said briefly, and tell him where to drive to. Youre engaged!


Chapter 18
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NO MANNERS! SAID Mrs Drassilis. None whatever. I always said so.

She spoke bitterly. She was following the automobile with an offended eye as it moved down the drive.

The car rounded the corner. Sam turned and waved a farewell. Mr and Mrs Ford, seated close together in the tonneau, did not even look round.

Mrs Drassilis sniffed disgustedly.

Shes a friend of Cynthias. Cynthia asked me to come down here with her to see you. I came, to oblige her. And now, without a word of apology, she leaves me stranded. She has no manners whatever.

I offered no defence of the absent one. The verdict more or less squared with my own opinion.

Is Cynthia back in England? I asked, to change the subject.

The yacht got back yesterday. Peter, I have something of the utmost importance to speak to you about. She glanced at Jarvis the chauffeur, leaning back in his seat with the air, peculiar to chauffeurs in repose, of being stuffed. Walk down the drive with me.

I helped her out of the car, and we set off in silence. There was a suppressed excitement in my companions manner which interested me, and something furtive which brought back all my old dislike of her. I could not imagine what she could have to say to me that had brought her all these miles.

How do you come to be down here? she said. When Cynthia told me you were here, I could hardly believe her. Why are you a master at this school? I cannot understand it!

What did you want to see me about? I asked.

She hesitated. It was always an effort for her to be direct. Now, apparently, the effort was too great. The next moment she had rambled off on some tortuous bypath of her own, which, though it presumably led in the end to her destination, was evidently a long way round.

I have known you for so many years now, Peter, and I dont know of anybody whose character I admire more. You are so generous — quixotic in fact. You are one of the few really unselfish men I have ever met. You are always thinking of other people. Whatever it cost you, I know you would not hesitate to give up anything if you felt that it was for someone elses happiness. I do admire you so for it. One meets so few young men nowadays who consider anybody except themselves.

She paused, either for breath or for fresh ideas, and I took advantage of the lull in the rain of bouquets to repeat my question.

What did you want to see me about? I asked patiently.

About Cynthia. She asked me to see you.

Oh!

You got a letter from her.

Yes.

Last night, when she came home, she told me about it, and showed me your answer. It was a beautiful letter, Peter. Im sure I cried when I read it. And Cynthia did, I feel certain. Of course, to a girl of her character that letter was final. She is so loyal, dear child.

I dont understand.

As Sam would have said, she seemed to be speaking; words appeared to be fluttering from her; but her meaning was beyond me.

Once she has given her promise, I am sure nothing would induce her to break it, whatever her private feelings. She is so loyal. She has such character.

Would you mind being a little clearer? I said sharply. I really dont understand what it is you are trying to tell me. What do you mean about loyalty and character? I dont understand.

She was not to be hustled from her bypath. She had chosen her route, and she meant to travel by it, ignoring short-cuts.

To Cynthia, as I say, it was final. She simply could not see that the matter was not irrevocably settled. I thought it so fine of her. But I am her mother, and it was my duty not to give in and accept the situation as inevitable while there was anything I could do for her happiness. I knew your chivalrous, unselfish nature, Peter. I could speak to you as Cynthia could not. I could appeal to your generosity in a way impossible, of course, for her. I could put the whole facts of the case clearly before you.

I snatched at the words.

I wish you would. What are they?

She rambled off again.

She has such a rigid sense of duty. There is no arguing with her. I told her that, if you knew, you would not dream of standing in her way. You are so generous, such a true friend, that your only thought would be for her. If her happiness depended on your releasing her from her promise, you would not think of yourself. So in the end I took matters into my own hands and came to see you. I am truly sorry for you, dear Peter, but to me Cynthias happiness, of course, must come before everything. You do understand, dont you?

Gradually, as she was speaking, I had begun to grasp hesitatingly at her meaning, hesitatingly, because the first hint of it had stirred me to such a whirl of hope that I feared to risk the shock of finding that, after all, I had been mistaken. If I were right — and surely she could mean nothing else — I was free, free with honour. But I could not live on hints. I must hear this thing in words.

Has — has Cynthia— I stopped, to steady my voice. Has Cynthia found— I stopped again. I was finding it absurdly difficult to frame my sentence. Is there someone else? I concluded with a rush.

Mrs Drassilis patted my arm sympathetically.

Be brave, Peter!

There is?

Yes.

The trees, the drive, the turf, the sky, the birds, the house, the automobile, and Jarvis, the stuffed chauffeur, leaped together for an instant in one whirling, dancing mass of which I was the centre. And then, out of the chaos, as it separated itself once more into its component parts, I heard my voice saying, Tell me.

The world was itself again, and I was listening quietly and with a mild interest which, try as I would, I could not make any stronger. I had exhausted my emotion on the essential fact: the details were an anticlimax.

I liked him directly I saw him, said Mrs Drassilis. And, of course, as he was such a friend of yours, we naturally—

A friend of mine?

I am speaking of Lord Mountry.

Mountry? What about him? Light flooded in on my numbed brain. You dont mean — Is it Lord Mountry?

My manner must have misled her. She stammered in her eagerness to dispel what she took to be my misapprehension.

Dont think that he acted in anything but the most honourable manner. Nothing could be farther from the truth. He knew nothing of Cynthias engagement to you. She told him when he asked her to marry him, and he — as a matter of fact, it was he who insisted on dear Cynthia writing that letter to you.

She stopped, apparently staggered by this excursion into honesty.

Well?

In fact, he dictated it.

Oh!

Unfortunately, it was quite the wrong sort of letter. It was the very opposite of clear. It can have given you no inkling of the real state of affairs.

It certainly did not.

He would not allow her to alter it in any way. He is very obstinate at times, like so many shy men. And when your answer came, you see, things were worse than before.

I suppose so.

I could see last night how unhappy they both were. And when Cynthia suggested it, I agreed at once to come to you and tell you everything.

She looked at me anxiously. From her point of view, this was the climax, the supreme moment. She hesitated. I seemed to see her marshalling her forces, the telling sentences, the persuasive adjectives; rallying them together for the grand assault.

But through the trees I caught a glimpse of Audrey, walking on the lawn; and the assault was never made.

I will write to Cynthia tonight, I said, wishing her happiness.

Oh, Peter! said Mrs Drassilis.

Dont mention it, said I.

Doubts appeared to mar her perfect contentment.

You are sure you can convince her?

Convince her?

And — er — Lord Mountry. He is so determined not to do anything — er — what he would call unsportsmanlike.

Perhaps I had better tell her I am going to marry some one else, I suggested.

I think that would be an excellent idea, she said, brightening visibly. How clever of you to have thought of it.

She permitted herself a truism.

After all, dear Peter, there are plenty of nice girls in the world. You have only to look for them.

Youre perfectly right, I said. Ill start at once.

A gleam of white caught my eye through the trees by the lawn. I moved towards it.


Psmith, Journalist (1915)
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THE CONDITIONS OF life in New York are so different from those of London that a story of this kind calls for a little explanation. There are several million inhabitants of New York. Not all of them eke out a precarious livelihood by murdering one another, but there is a definite section of the population which murders — not casually, on the spur of the moment, but on definitely commercial lines at so many dollars per murder. The gangs of New York exist in fact. I have not invented them. Most of the incidents in this story are based on actual happenings. The Rosenthal case, where four men, headed by a genial individual calling himself Gyp the Blood shot a fellow-citizen in cold blood in a spot as public and fashionable as Piccadilly Circus and escaped in a motor-car, made such a stir a few years ago that the noise of it was heard all over the world and not, as is generally the case with the doings of the gangs, in New York only. Rosenthal cases on a smaller and less sensational scale are frequent occurrences on Manhattan Island. It was the prominence of the victim rather than the unusual nature of the occurrence that excited the New York press. Most gang victims get a quarter of a column in small type.

P. G. WODEHOUSE New York, 1915


CHAPTER I— COSY MOMENTS
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THE MAN IN the street would not have known it, but a great crisis was imminent in New York journalism.

Everything seemed much as usual in the city. The cars ran blithely on Broadway. Newsboys shouted Wux-try! into the ears of nervous pedestrians with their usual Caruso-like vim. Society passed up and down Fifth Avenue in its automobiles, and was there a furrow of anxiety upon Societys brow? None. At a thousand street corners a thousand policemen preserved their air of massive superiority to the things of this world. Not one of them showed the least sign of perturbation. Nevertheless, the crisis was at hand. Mr. J. Fillken Wilberfloss, editor-in-chief of Cosy Moments, was about to leave his post and start on a ten weeks holiday.

In New York one may find every class of paper which the imagination can conceive. Every grade of society is catered for. If an Esquimau came to New York, the first thing he would find on the bookstalls in all probability would be the Blubber Magazine, or some similar production written by Esquimaux for Esquimaux. Everybody reads in New York, and reads all the time. The New Yorker peruses his favourite paper while he is being jammed into a crowded compartment on the subway or leaping like an antelope into a moving Street car.

There was thus a public for Cosy Moments. Cosy Moments, as its name (an inspiration of Mr. Wilberflosss own) is designed to imply, is a journal for the home. It is the sort of paper which the father of the family is expected to take home with him from his office and read aloud to the chicks before bed-time. It was founded by its proprietor, Mr. Benjamin White, as an antidote to yellow journalism. One is forced to admit that up to the present yellow journalism seems to be competing against it with a certain measure of success. Headlines are still of as generous a size as heretofore, and there is no tendency on the part of editors to scamp the details of the last murder-case.

Nevertheless, Cosy Moments thrives. It has its public.

Its contents are mildly interesting, if you like that sort of thing. There is a Moments in the Nursery page, conducted by Luella Granville Waterman, to which parents are invited to contribute the bright speeches of their offspring, and which bristles with little stories about the nursery canary, by Jane (aged six), and other works of rising young authors. There is a Moments of Meditation page, conducted by the Reverend Edwin T. Philpotts; a Moments Among the Masters page, consisting of assorted chunks looted from the literature of the past, when foreheads were bulgy and thoughts profound, by Mr. Wilberfloss himself; one or two other pages; a short story; answers to correspondents on domestic matters; and a Moments of Mirth page, conducted by an alleged humorist of the name of B. Henderson Asher, which is about the most painful production ever served up to a confiding public.

The guiding spirit of Cosy Moments was Mr. Wilberfloss. Circumstances had left the development of the paper mainly to him. For the past twelve months the proprietor had been away in Europe, taking the waters at Carlsbad, and the sole control of Cosy Moments had passed into the hands of Mr. Wilberfloss. Nor had he proved unworthy of the trust or unequal to the duties. In that year Cosy Moments had reached the highest possible level of domesticity. Anything not calculated to appeal to the home had been rigidly excluded. And as a result the circulation had increased steadily. Two extra pages had been added, Moments Among the Shoppers and Moments with Society. And the advertisements had grown in volume. But the work had told upon the Editor. Work of that sort carries its penalties with it. Success means absorption, and absorption spells softening of the brain.

Whether it was the strain of digging into the literature of the past every week, or the effort of reading B. Henderson Ashers Moments of Mirth is uncertain. At any rate, his duties, combined with the heat of a New York summer, had sapped Mr. Wilberflosss health to such an extent that the doctor had ordered him ten weeks complete rest in the mountains. This Mr. Wilberfloss could, perhaps, have endured, if this had been all. There are worse places than the mountains of America in which to spend ten weeks of the tail-end of summer, when the sun has ceased to grill and the mosquitoes have relaxed their exertions. But it was not all. The doctor, a far-seeing man who went down to first causes, had absolutely declined to consent to Mr. Wilberflosss suggestion that he should keep in touch with the paper during his vacation. He was adamant. He had seen copies of Cosy Moments once or twice, and he refused to permit a man in the editors state of health to come in contact with Luella Granville Watermans Moments in the Nursery and B. Henderson Ashers Moments of Mirth. The medicine-man put his foot down firmly.

You must not see so much as the cover of the paper for ten weeks, he said. And Im not so sure that it shouldnt be longer. You must forget that such a paper exists. You must dismiss the whole thing from your mind, live in the open, and develop a little flesh and muscle.

To Mr. Wilberfloss the sentence was almost equivalent to penal servitude. It was with tears in his voice that he was giving his final instructions to his sub-editor, in whose charge the paper would be left during his absence. He had taken a long time doing this. For two days he had been fussing in and out of the office, to the discontent of its inmates, more especially Billy Windsor, the sub-editor, who was now listening moodily to the last harangue of the series, with the air of one whose heart is not in the subject. Billy Windsor was a tall, wiry, loose-jointed young man, with unkempt hair and the general demeanour of a caged eagle. Looking at him, one could picture him astride of a bronco, rounding up cattle, or cooking his dinner at a camp-fire. Somehow he did not seem to fit into the Cosy Moments atmosphere.

Well, I think that that is all, Mr. Windsor, chirruped the editor. He was a little man with a long neck and large pince-nez, and he always chirruped. You understand the general lines on which I think the paper should be conducted? The sub-editor nodded. Mr. Wilberfloss made him tired. Sometimes he made him more tired than at other times. At the present moment he filled him with an aching weariness. The editor meant well, and was full of zeal, but he had a habit of covering and recovering the ground. He possessed the art of saying the same obvious thing in a number of different ways to a degree which is found usually only in politicians. If Mr. Wilberfloss had been a politician, he would have been one of those dealers in glittering generalities who used to be fashionable in American politics.

There is just one thing, he continued Mrs. Julia Burdett Parslow is a little inclined — I may have mentioned this before—

You did, said the sub-editor.

Mr. Wilberfloss chirruped on, unchecked.

A little inclined to be late with her Moments with Budding Girlhood. If this should happen while I am away, just write her a letter, quite a pleasant letter, you understand, pointing out the necessity of being in good time. The machinery of a weekly paper, of course, cannot run smoothly unless contributors are in good time with their copy. She is a very sensible woman, and she will understand, I am sure, if you point it out to her.

The sub-editor nodded.

And there is just one other thing. I wish you would correct a slight tendency I have noticed lately in Mr. Asher to be just a trifle — well, not precisely risky, but perhaps a shade broad in his humour.

His what? said Billy Windsor.

Mr. Asher is a very sensible man, and he will be the first to acknowledge that his sense of humour has led him just a little beyond the bounds. You understand? Well, that is all, I think. Now I must really be going, or I shall miss my train. Good-bye, Mr. Windsor.

Good-bye, said the sub-editor thankfully.

At the door Mr. Wilberfloss paused with the air of an exile bidding farewell to his native land, sighed, and trotted out.

Billy Windsor put his feet upon the table, and with a deep scowl resumed his task of reading the proofs of Luella Granville Watermans Moments in the Nursery.


CHAPTER II. BILLY WINDSOR
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BILLY WINDSOR HAD started life twenty-five years before this story opens on his fathers ranch in Wyoming. From there he had gone to a local paper of the type whose Society column consists of such items as Pawnee Jim Williams was to town yesterday with a bunch of other cheap skates. We take this opportunity of once more informing Jim that he is a liar and a skunk, and whose editor works with a revolver on his desk and another in his hip-pocket. Graduating from this, he had proceeded to a reporters post on a daily paper in a Kentucky town, where there were blood feuds and other Southern devices for preventing life from becoming dull. All this time New York, the magnet, had been tugging at him. All reporters dream of reaching New York. At last, after four years on the Kentucky paper, he had come East, minus the lobe of one ear and plus a long scar that ran diagonally across his left shoulder, and had worked without much success as a free-lance. He was tough and ready for anything that might come his way, but these things are a great deal a matter of luck. The cub-reporter cannot make a name for himself unless he is favoured by fortune. Things had not come Billy Windsors way. His work had been confined to turning in reports of fires and small street accidents, which the various papers to which he supplied them cut down to a couple of inches.

Billy had been in a bad way when he had happened upon the sub-editorship of Cosy Moments. He despised the work with all his heart, and the salary was infinitesimal. But it was regular, and for a while Billy felt that a regular salary was the greatest thing on earth. But he still dreamed of winning through to a post on one of the big New York dailies, where there was something doing and a man would have a chance of showing what was in him.

The unfortunate thing, however, was that Cosy Moments took up his time so completely. He had no chance of attracting the notice of big editors by his present work, and he had no leisure for doing any other.

All of which may go to explain why his normal aspect was that of a caged eagle.

To him, brooding over the outpourings of Luella Granville Waterman, there entered Pugsy Maloney, the office-boy, bearing a struggling cat.

Say! said Pugsy.

He was a nonchalant youth, with a freckled, mask-like face, the expression of which never varied. He appeared unconscious of the cat. Its existence did not seem to occur to him.

Well? said Billy, looking up. Hello, what have you got there?

Master Maloney eyed the cat, as if he were seeing it for the first time.

Its a kitty what I got in de street, he said.

Dont hurt the poor brute. Put her down.

Master Maloney obediently dropped the cat, which sprang nimbly on to an upper shelf of the book-case.

I wasnt hoitin her, he said, without emotion. Dere was two fellers in de street sickin a dawg on to her. An I comes up an says, Gwan! What do youse tink youre doin, fussin de poor dumb animal? An one of de guys, he says, Gwan! Who do youse tink youse is? An I says, Im de guy whats goin to swat youse one on de coco if youse dont quit fussin de poor dumb animal. So wit dat he makes a break at swattin me one, but I swats him one, an I swats de odder feller one, an den I swats dem bote some more, an I gets de kitty, an I brings her in here, cos I tinks maybe yousell look after her.

And having finished this Homeric narrative, Master Maloney fixed an expressionless eye on the ceiling, and was silent.

Billy Windsor, like most men of the plains, combined the toughest of muscle with the softest of hearts. He was always ready at any moment to become the champion of the oppressed on the slightest provocation. His alliance with Pugsy Maloney had begun on the occasion when he had rescued that youth from the clutches of a large negro, who, probably from the soundest of motives, was endeavouring to slay him. Billy had not inquired into the rights and wrongs of the matter: he had merely sailed in and rescued the office-boy. And Pugsy, though he had made no verbal comment on the affair, had shown in many ways that he was not ungrateful.

Bully for you, Pugsy! he cried. Youre a little sport. Here — he produced a dollar-bill— go out and get some milk for the poor brute. Shes probably starving. Keep the change.

Sure thing, assented Master Maloney. He strolled slowly out, while Billy Windsor, mounting a chair, proceeded to chirrup and snap his fingers in the effort to establish the foundations of an entente cordiale with the rescued cat.

By the time that Pugsy returned, carrying a five-cent bottle of milk, the animal had vacated the book-shelf, and was sitting on the table, washing her face. The milk having been poured into the lid of a tobacco-tin, in lieu of a saucer, she suspended her operations and adjourned for refreshments. Billy, business being business, turned again to Luella Granville Waterman, but Pugsy, having no immediate duties on hand, concentrated himself on the cat.

Say! he said.

Well?

Dat kitty.

What about her?

Pipe de leather collar shes wearing.

Billy had noticed earlier in the proceedings that a narrow leather collar encircled the cats neck. He had not paid any particular attention to it. What about it? he said.

Guess I know where dat kitty belongs. Dey all have dose collars. I guess shes one of Bat Jarviss kitties. Hes got a lot of dem for fair, and every one wit one of dem collars round deir neck.

Whos Bat Jarvis? Do you mean the gang-leader?

Sure. Hes a cousin of mine, said Master Maloney with pride.

Is he? said Billy. Nice sort of fellow to have in the family. So you think thats his cat?

Sure. Hes got twenty-tree of dem, and dey all has dose collars.

Are you on speaking terms with the gentleman?

Huh?

Do you know Bat Jarvis to speak to?

Sure. Hes me cousin.

Well, tell him Ive got the cat, and that if he wants it hed better come round to my place. You know where I live?

Sure.

Fancy you being a cousin of Bats, Pugsy. Why did you never tell us? Are you going to join the gang some day?

Nope. Nothin doin. Im goin to be a cow-boy.

Good for you. Well, you tell him when you see him. And now, my lad, out you get, because if Im interrupted any more I shant get through to-night.

Sure, said Master Maloney, retiring.

Oh, and Pugsy . . .

Huh?

Go out and get a good big basket. I shall want one to carry this animal home in.

Sure, said Master Maloney.


CHAPTER III. AT THE GARDENIA
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IT WOULD ILL beseem me, Comrade Jackson, said Psmith, thoughtfully sipping his coffee, to run down the metropolis of a great and friendly nation, but candour compels me to state that New York is in some respects a singularly blighted town.

Whats the matter with it? asked Mike.

Too decorous, Comrade Jackson. I came over here principally, it is true, to be at your side, should you be in any way persecuted by scoundrels. But at the same time I confess that at the back of my mind there lurked a hope that stirring adventures might come my way. I had heard so much of the place. Report had it that an earnest seeker after amusement might have a tolerably spacious rag in this modern Byzantium. I thought that a few weeks here might restore that keen edge to my nervous system which the languor of the past term had in a measure blunted. I wished my visit to be a tonic rather than a sedative. I anticipated that on my return the cry would go round Cambridge, Psmith has been to New York. He is full of oats. For he on honey-dew hath fed, and drunk the milk of Paradise. He is hot stuff. Rah! But what do we find?

He paused, and lit a cigarette.

What do we find? he asked again.

I dont know, said Mike. What?

A very judicious query, Comrade Jackson. What, indeed? We find a town very like London. A quiet, self-respecting town, admirable to the apostle of social reform, but disappointing to one who, like myself, arrives with a brush and a little bucket of red paint, all eager for a treat. I have been here a week, and I have not seen a single citizen clubbed by a policeman. No negroes dance cake-walks in the street. No cow-boy has let off his revolver at random in Broadway. The cables flash the message across the ocean, Psmith is losing his illusions.

Mike had come to America with a team of the M.C.C. which was touring the cricket-playing section of the United States. Psmith had accompanied him in a private capacity. It was the end of their first year at Cambridge, and Mike, with a century against Oxford to his credit, had been one of the first to be invited to join the tour. Psmith, who had played cricket in a rather desultory way at the University, had not risen to these heights. He had merely taken the opportunity of Mikes visit to the other side to accompany him. Cambridge had proved pleasant to Psmith, but a trifle quiet. He had welcomed the chance of getting a change of scene.

So far the visit had failed to satisfy him. Mike, whose tastes in pleasure were simple, was delighted with everything. The cricket so far had been rather of the picnic order, but it was very pleasant; and there was no limit to the hospitality with which the visitors were treated. It was this more than anything which had caused Psmiths grave disapproval of things American. He was not a member of the team, so that the advantages of the hospitality did not reach him. He had all the disadvantages. He saw far too little of Mike. When he wished to consult his confidential secretary and adviser on some aspect of Life, that invaluable official was generally absent at dinner with the rest of the team. To-night was one of the rare occasions when Mike could get away. Psmith was becoming bored. New York is a better city than London to be alone in, but it is never pleasant to be alone in any big city.

As they sat discussing New Yorks shortcomings over their coffee, a young man passed them, carrying a basket, and seated himself at the next table. He was a tall, loose-jointed young man, with unkempt hair.

A waiter made an ingratiating gesture towards the basket, but the young man stopped him. Not on your life, sonny, he said. This stays right here. He placed it carefully on the floor beside his chair, and proceeded to order dinner.

Psmith watched him thoughtfully.

I have a suspicion, Comrade Jackson, he said, that this will prove to be a somewhat stout fellow. If possible, we will engage him in conversation. I wonder what hes got in the basket. I must get my Sherlock Holmes system to work. What is the most likely thing for a man to have in a basket? You would reply, in your unthinking way, sandwiches. Error. A man with a basketful of sandwiches does not need to dine at restaurants. We must try again.

The young man at the next table had ordered a jug of milk to be accompanied by a saucer. These having arrived, he proceeded to lift the basket on to his lap, pour the milk into the saucer, and remove the lid from the basket. Instantly, with a yell which made the young mans table the centre of interest to all the diners, a large grey cat shot up like a rocket, and darted across the room. Psmith watched with silent interest.

It is hard to astonish the waiters at a New York restaurant, but when the cat performed this feat there was a squeal of surprise all round the room. Waiters rushed to and fro, futile but energetic. The cat, having secured a strong strategic position on the top of a large oil-painting which hung on the far wall, was expressing loud disapproval of the efforts of one of the waiters to drive it from its post with a walking-stick. The young man, seeing these manoeuvres, uttered a wrathful shout, and rushed to the rescue.

Comrade Jackson, said Psmith, rising, we must be in this.

When they arrived on the scene of hostilities, the young man had just possessed himself of the walking-stick, and was deep in a complex argument with the head-waiter on the ethics of the matter. The head-waiter, a stout impassive German, had taken his stand on a point of etiquette. Id is, he said, to bring gats into der grill-room vorbidden. No gendleman would gats into der grill-room bring. Der gendleman—

The young man meanwhile was making enticing sounds, to which the cat was maintaining an attitude of reserved hostility. He turned furiously on the head-waiter.

For goodness sake, he cried, cant you see the poor brutes scared stiff? Why dont you clear your gang of German comedians away, and give her a chance to come down?

Der gendleman— argued the head-waiter.

Psmith stepped forward and touched him on the arm.

May I have a word with you in private?

Zo?

Psmith drew him away.

You dont know who that is? he whispered, nodding towards the young man.

No gendleman he is, asserted the head-waiter. Der gendleman would not der gat into—

Psmith shook his head pityingly.

These petty matters of etiquette are not for his Grace — but, hush, he wishes to preserve his incognito.

Ingognito?

You understand. You are a man of the world, Comrade — may I call you Freddie? You understand, Comrade Freddie, that in a man in his Graces position a few little eccentricities may be pardoned. You follow me, Frederick?

The head-waiters eye rested upon the young man with a new interest and respect.

He is noble? he inquired with awe.

He is here strictly incognito, you understand, said Psmith warningly. The head-waiter nodded.

The young man meanwhile had broken down the cats reserve, and was now standing with her in his arms, apparently anxious to fight all-comers in her defence. The head-waiter approached deferentially.

Der gendleman, he said, indicating Psmith, who beamed in a friendly manner through his eye-glass, haf everything exblained. All will now quite satisfactory be.

The young man looked inquiringly at Psmith, who winked encouragingly. The head-waiter bowed.

Let me present Comrade Jackson, said Psmith, the pet of our English Smart Set. I am Psmith, one of the Shropshire Psmiths. This is a great moment. Shall we be moving back? We were about to order a second instalment of coffee, to correct the effects of a fatiguing day. Perhaps you would care to join us?

Sure, said the alleged duke.

This, said Psmith, when they were seated, and the head-waiter had ceased to hover, is a great meeting. I was complaining with some acerbity to Comrade Jackson, before you introduced your very interesting performing-animal speciality, that things in New York were too quiet, too decorous. I have an inkling, Comrade—

Windsors my name.

I have an inkling, Comrade Windsor, that we see eye to eye on the subject.

I guess thats right. I was raised in the plains, and I lived in Kentucky a while. Theres more doing there in a day than there is here in a month. Say, how did you fix it with the old man?

With Comrade Freddie? I have a certain amount of influence with him. He is content to order his movements in the main by my judgment. I assured him that all would be well, and he yielded. Psmith gazed with interest at the cat, which was lapping milk from the saucer. Are you training that animal for a show of some kind, Comrade Windsor, or is it a domestic pet?

Ive adopted her. The office-boy on our paper got her away from a dog this morning, and gave her to me.

Your paper?

Cosy Moments, said Billy Windsor, with a touch of shame.

Cosy Moments? said Psmith reflectively. I regret that the bright little sheet has not come my way up to the present. I must seize an early opportunity of perusing it.

Dont you do it.

Youve no paternal pride in the little journal?

Its bad enough to hurt, said Billy Windsor disgustedly. If you really want to see it, come along with me to my place, and Ill show you a copy.

It will be a pleasure, said Psmith. Comrade Jackson, have you any previous engagement for to-night?

Im not doing anything, said Mike.

Then let us stagger forth with Comrade Windsor. While he is loading up that basket, we will be collecting our hats. . . . I am not half sure, Comrade Jackson, he added, as they walked out, that Comrade Windsor may not prove to be the genial spirit for whom I have been searching. If you could give me your undivided company, I should ask no more. But with you constantly away, mingling with the gay throng, it is imperative that I have some solid man to accompany me in my ramblings hither and thither. It is possible that Comrade Windsor may possess the qualifications necessary for the post. But here he comes. Let us foregather with him and observe him in private life before arriving at any premature decision.


CHAPTER IV. BAT JARVIS
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BILLY WINDSOR LIVED in a single room on East Fourteenth Street. Space in New York is valuable, and the average bachelors apartments consist of one room with a bathroom opening off it. During the daytime this one room loses all traces of being used for sleeping purposes at night. Billy Windsors room was very much like a public-school study. Along one wall ran a settee. At night this became a bed; but in the daytime it was a settee and nothing but a settee. There was no space for a great deal of furniture. There was one rocking-chair, two ordinary chairs, a table, a book-stand, a typewriter — nobody uses pens in New York — and on the walls a mixed collection of photographs, drawings, knives, and skins, relics of their owners prairie days. Over the door was the head of a young bear.

Billys first act on arriving in this sanctum was to release the cat, which, having moved restlessly about for some moments, finally came to the conclusion that there was no means of getting out, and settled itself on a corner of the settee. Psmith, sinking gracefully down beside it, stretched out his legs and lit a cigarette. Mike took one of the ordinary chairs; and Billy Windsor, planting himself in the rocker, began to rock rhythmically to and fro, a performance which he kept up untiringly all the time.

A peaceful scene, observed Psmith. Three great minds, keen, alert, restless during business hours, relax. All is calm and pleasant chit-chat. You have snug quarters up here, Comrade Windsor. I hold that there is nothing like ones own roof-tree. It is a great treat to one who, like myself, is located in one of these vast caravanserai — to be exact, the Astor — to pass a few moments in the quiet privacy of an apartment such as this.

Its beastly expensive at the Astor, said Mike.

The place has that drawback also. Anon, Comrade Jackson, I think we will hunt around for some such cubby-hole as this, built for two. Our nervous systems must be conserved.

On Fourth Avenue, said Billy Windsor, you can get quite good flats very cheap. Furnished, too. You should move there. Its not much of a neighbourhood. I dont know if you mind that?

Far from it, Comrade Windsor. It is my aim to see New York in all its phases. If a certain amount of harmless revelry can be whacked out of Fourth Avenue, we must dash there with the vim of highly-trained smell-dogs. Are you with me, Comrade Jackson?

All right, said Mike.

And now, Comrade Windsor, it would be a pleasure to me to peruse that little journal of which you spoke. I have had so few opportunities of getting into touch with the literature of this great country.

Billy Windsor stretched out an arm and pulled a bundle of papers from the book-stand. He tossed them on to the settee by Psmiths side.

There you are, he said, if you really feel like it. Dont say I didnt warn you. If youve got the nerve, read on.

Psmith had picked up one of the papers when there came a shuffling of feet in the passage outside, followed by a knock upon the door. The next moment there appeared in the doorway a short, stout young man. There was an indescribable air of toughness about him, partly due to the fact that he wore his hair in a well-oiled fringe almost down to his eyebrows, which gave him the appearance of having no forehead at all. His eyes were small and set close together. His mouth was wide, his jaw prominent. Not, in short, the sort of man you would have picked out on sight as a model citizen.

His entrance was marked by a curious sibilant sound, which, on acquaintance, proved to be a whistled tune. During the interview which followed, except when he was speaking, the visitor whistled softly and unceasingly.

Mr. Windsor? he said to the company at large.

Psmith waved a hand towards the rocking-chair. That, he said, is Comrade Windsor. To your right is Comrade Jackson, Englands favourite son. I am Psmith.

The visitor blinked furtively, and whistled another tune. As he looked round the room, his eye fell on the cat. His face lit up.

Say! he said, stepping forward, and touching the cats collar, mine, mister.

Are you Bat Jarvis? asked Windsor with interest.

Sure, said the visitor, not without a touch of complacency, as of a monarch abandoning his incognito.

For Mr. Jarvis was a celebrity.

By profession he was a dealer in animals, birds, and snakes. He had a fanciers shop in Groome street, in the heart of the Bowery. This was on the ground-floor. His living abode was in the upper story of that house, and it was there that he kept the twenty-three cats whose necks were adorned with leather collars, and whose numbers had so recently been reduced to twenty-two. But it was not the fact that he possessed twenty-three cats with leather collars that made Mr. Jarvis a celebrity.

A man may win a purely local reputation, if only for eccentricity, by such means. But Mr. Jarviss reputation was far from being purely local. Broadway knew him, and the Tenderloin. Tammany Hall knew him. Long Island City knew him. In the underworld of New York his name was a by-word. For Bat Jarvis was the leader of the famous Groome Street Gang, the most noted of all New Yorks collections of Apaches. More, he was the founder and originator of it. And, curiously enough, it had come into being from motives of sheer benevolence. In Groome Street in those days there had been a dance-hall, named the Shamrock and presided over by one Maginnis, an Irishman and a friend of Bats. At the Shamrock nightly dances were given and well attended by the youth of the neighbourhood at ten cents a head. All might have been well, had it not been for certain other youths of the neighbourhood who did not dance and so had to seek other means of getting rid of their surplus energy. It was the practice of these light-hearted sportsmen to pay their ten cents for admittance, and once in, to make hay. And this habit, Mr. Maginnis found, was having a marked effect on his earnings. For genuine lovers of the dance fought shy of a place where at any moment Philistines might burst in and break heads and furniture. In this crisis the proprietor thought of his friend Bat Jarvis. Bat at that time had a solid reputation as a man of his hands. It is true that, as his detractors pointed out, he had killed no one — a defect which he had subsequently corrected; but his admirers based his claim to respect on his many meritorious performances with fists and with the black-jack. And Mr. Maginnis for one held him in the very highest esteem. To Bat accordingly he went, and laid his painful case before him. He offered him a handsome salary to be on hand at the nightly dances and check undue revelry by his own robust methods. Bat had accepted the offer. He had gone to Shamrock Hall; and with him, faithful adherents, had gone such stalwarts as Long Otto, Red Logan, Tommy Jefferson, and Pete Brodie. Shamrock Hall became a place of joy and order; and — more important still — the nucleus of the Groome Street Gang had been formed. The work progressed. Off-shoots of the main gang sprang up here and there about the East Side. Small thieves, pickpockets and the like, flocked to Mr. Jarvis as their tribal leader and protector and he protected them. For he, with his followers, were of use to the politicians. The New York gangs, and especially the Groome Street Gang, have brought to a fine art the gentle practice of repeating; which, broadly speaking, is the art of voting a number of different times at different polling-stations on election days. A man who can vote, say, ten times in a single day for you, and who controls a great number of followers who are also prepared, if they like you, to vote ten times in a single day for you, is worth cultivating. So the politicians passed the word to the police, and the police left the Groome Street Gang unmolested and they waxed fat and flourished.

Such was Bat Jarvis.

* * *

Pipe de collar, said Mr. Jarvis, touching the cats neck. Mine, mister.

Pugsy said it must be, said Billy Windsor. We found two fellows setting a dog on to it, so we took it in for safety.

Mr. Jarvis nodded approval.

Theres a basket here, if you want it, said Billy.

Nope. Here, kit.

Mr. Jarvis stooped, and, still whistling softly, lifted the cat. He looked round the company, met Psmiths eye-glass, was transfixed by it for a moment, and finally turned again to Billy Windsor.

Say! he said, and paused. Obliged, he added.

He shifted the cat on to his left arm, and extended his right hand to Billy.

Shake! he said.

Billy did so.

Mr. Jarvis continued to stand and whistle for a few moments more.

Say! he said at length, fixing his roving gaze once more upon Billy. Obliged. Fond of de kit, I am.

Psmith nodded approvingly.

And rightly, he said. Rightly, Comrade Jarvis. She is not unworthy of your affection. A most companionable animal, full of the highest spirits. Her knockabout act in the restaurant would have satisfied the most jaded critic. No diner-out can afford to be without such a cat. Such a cat spells death to boredom.

Mr. Jarvis eyed him fixedly, as if pondering over his remarks. Then he turned to Billy again.

Say! he said. Any time youre in bad. Glad to be of service. You know the address. Groome Street. Bat Jarvis. Good night. Obliged.

He paused and whistled a few more bars, then nodded to Psmith and Mike, and left the room. They heard him shuffling downstairs.

A blithe spirit, said Psmith. Not garrulous, perhaps, but what of that? I am a man of few words myself. Comrade Jarviss massive silences appeal to me. He seems to have taken a fancy to you, Comrade Windsor.

Billy Windsor laughed.

I dont know that hes just the sort of side-partner Id go out of my way to choose, from what Ive heard about him. Still, if one got mixed up with any of that East-Side crowd, he would be a mighty useful friend to have. I guess theres no harm done by getting him grateful.

Assuredly not, said Psmith. We should not despise the humblest. And now, Comrade Windsor, he said, taking up the paper again, let me concentrate myself tensely on this very entertaining little journal of yours. Comrade Jackson, here is one for you. For sound, clear-headed criticism, he added to Billy, Comrade Jacksons name is a by-word in our English literary salons. His opinion will be both of interest and of profit to you, Comrade Windsor.


CHAPTER V. PLANNING IMPROVEMENTS
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BY THE WAY, said Psmith, what is your exact position on this paper? Practically, we know well, you are its back-bone, its life-blood; but what is your technical position? When your proprietor is congratulating himself on having secured the ideal man for your job, what precise job does he congratulate himself on having secured the ideal man for?

Im sub-editor.

Merely sub? You deserve a more responsible post than that, Comrade Windsor. Where is your proprietor? I must buttonhole him and point out to him what a wealth of talent he is allowing to waste itself. You must have scope.

Hes in Europe. At Carlsbad, or somewhere. He never comes near the paper. He just sits tight and draws the profits. He lets the editor look after things. Just at present Im acting as editor.

Ah! then at last you have your big chance. You are free, untrammelled.

You bet Im not, said Billy Windsor. Guess again. Theres no room for developing free untrammelled ideas on this paper. When youve looked at it, youll see that each page is run by some one. Im simply the fellow who minds the shop.

Psmith clicked his tongue sympathetically. It is like setting a gifted French chef to wash up dishes, he said. A man of your undoubted powers, Comrade Windsor, should have more scope. That is the cry, more scope! I must look into this matter. When I gaze at your broad, bulging forehead, when I see the clear light of intelligence in your eyes, and hear the grey matter splashing restlessly about in your cerebellum, I say to myself without hesitation, Comrade Windsor must have more scope. He looked at Mike, who was turning over the leaves of his copy of Cosy Moments in a sort of dull despair. Well, Comrade Jackson, and what is your verdict?

Mike looked at Billy Windsor. He wished to be polite, yet he could find nothing polite to say. Billy interpreted the look.

Go on, he said. Say it. It cant be worse than what I think.

I expect some people would like it awfully, said Mike.

They must, or they wouldnt buy it. Ive never met any of them yet, though.

Psmith was deep in Luella Granville Watermans Moments in the Nursery. He turned to Billy Windsor.

Luella Granville Waterman, he said, is not by any chance your nom-de-plume, Comrade Windsor?

Not on your life. Dont think it.

I am glad, said Psmith courteously. For, speaking as man to man, I must confess that for sheer, concentrated bilge she gets away with the biscuit with almost insolent ease. Luella Granville Waterman must go.

How do you mean?

She must go, repeated Psmith firmly. Your first act, now that you have swiped the editorial chair, must be to sack her.

But, say, I cant. The editor thinks a heap of her stuff.

We cannot help his troubles. We must act for the good of the paper. Moreover, you said, I think, that he was away?

So he is. But hell come back.

Sufficient unto the day, Comrade Windsor. I have a suspicion that he will be the first to approve your action. His holiday will have cleared his brain. Make a note of improvement number one — the sacking of Luella Granville Waterman.

I guess itll be followed pretty quick by improvement number two — the sacking of William Windsor. I cant go monkeying about with the paper that way.

Psmith reflected for a moment.

Has this job of yours any special attractions for you, Comrade Windsor?

I guess not.

As I suspected. You yearn for scope. What exactly are your ambitions?

I want to get a job on one of the big dailies. I dont see how Im going to fix it, though, at the present rate.

Psmith rose, and tapped him earnestly on the chest.

Comrade Windsor, you have touched the spot. You are wasting the golden hours of your youth. You must move. You must hustle. You must make Windsor of Cosy Moments a name to conjure with. You must boost this sheet up till New York rings with your exploits. On the present lines that is impossible. You must strike out a line for yourself. You must show the world that even Cosy Moments cannot keep a good man down.

He resumed his seat.

How do you mean? said Billy Windsor.

Psmith turned to Mike.

Comrade Jackson, if you were editing this paper, is there a single feature you would willingly retain?

I dont think there is, said Mike. Its all pretty bad rot.

My opinion in a nutshell, said Psmith, approvingly. Comrade Jackson, he explained, turning to Billy, has a secure reputation on the other side for the keenness and lucidity of his views upon literature. You may safely build upon him. In England when Comrade Jackson says Turn we all turn. Now, my views on the matter are as follows. Cosy Moments, in my opinion (worthless, were it not backed by such a virtuoso as Comrade Jackson), needs more snap, more go. All these putrid pages must disappear. Letters must be despatched to-morrow morning, informing Luella Granville Waterman and the others (and in particular B. Henderson Asher, who from a cursory glance strikes me as an ideal candidate for a lethal chamber) that, unless they cease their contributions instantly, you will be compelled to place yourself under police protection. After that we can begin to move.

Billy Windsor sat and rocked himself in his chair without replying. He was trying to assimilate this idea. So far the grandeur of it had dazed him. It was too spacious, too revolutionary. Could it be done? It would undoubtedly mean the sack when Mr. J. Fillken Wilberfloss returned and found the apple of his eye torn asunder and, so to speak, deprived of its choicest pips. On the other hand . . . His brow suddenly cleared. After all, what was the sack? One crowded hour of glorious life is worth an age without a name, and he would have no name as long as he clung to his present position. The editor would be away ten weeks. He would have ten weeks in which to try himself out. Hope leaped within him. In ten weeks he could change Cosy Moments into a real live paper. He wondered that the idea had not occurred to him before. The trifling fact that the despised journal was the property of Mr. Benjamin White, and that he had no right whatever to tinker with it without that gentlemans approval, may have occurred to him, but, if it did, it occurred so momentarily that he did not notice it. In these crises one cannot think of everything.

Im on, he said, briefly.

Psmith smiled approvingly.

That, he said, is the right spirit. You will, I fancy, have little cause to regret your decision. Fortunately, if I may say so, I happen to have a certain amount of leisure just now. It is at your disposal. I have had little experience of journalistic work, but I foresee that I shall be a quick learner. I will become your sub-editor, without salary.

Bully for you, said Billy Windsor.

Comrade Jackson, continued Psmith, is unhappily more fettered. The exigencies of his cricket tour will compel him constantly to be gadding about, now to Philadelphia, now to Saskatchewan, anon to Onehorseville, Ga. His services, therefore, cannot be relied upon continuously. From him, accordingly, we shall expect little but moral support. An occasional congratulatory telegram. Now and then a bright smile of approval. The bulk of the work will devolve upon our two selves.

Let it devolve, said Billy Windsor, enthusiastically.

Assuredly, said Psmith. And now to decide upon our main scheme. You, of course, are the editor, and my suggestions are merely suggestions, subject to your approval. But, briefly, my idea is that Cosy Moments should become red-hot stuff. I could wish its tone to be such that the public will wonder why we do not print it on asbestos. We must chronicle all the live events of the day, murders, fires, and the like in a manner which will make our readers spines thrill. Above all, we must be the guardians of the Peoples rights. We must be a search-light, showing up the dark spot in the souls of those who would endeavour in any way to do the PEOPLE in the eye. We must detect the wrong-doer, and deliver him such a series of resentful buffs that he will abandon his little games and become a model citizen. The details of the campaign we must think out after, but I fancy that, if we follow those main lines, we shall produce a bright, readable little sheet which will in a measure make this city sit up and take notice. Are you with me, Comrade Windsor?

Surest thing you know, said Billy with fervour.


CHAPTER VI. THE TENEMENTS
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TO ALTER THE scheme of a weekly from cover to cover is not a task that is completed without work. The dismissal of Cosy Moments entire staff of contributors left a gap in the paper which had to be filled, and owing to the nearness of press day there was no time to fill it before the issue of the next number. The editorial staff had to be satisfied with heading every page with the words Look out! Look out!! Look out!!! See foot of page!!!! printing in the space at the bottom the legend, Next Week! See Editorial! and compiling in conjunction a snappy editorial, setting forth the proposed changes. This was largely the work of Psmith.

Comrade Jackson, he said to Mike, as they set forth one evening in search of their new flat, I fancy I have found my metier. Commerce, many considered, was the line I should take; and doubtless, had I stuck to that walk in life, I should soon have become a financial magnate. But something seemed to whisper to me, even in the midst of my triumphs in the New Asiatic Bank, that there were other fields. For the moment it seems to me that I have found the job for which nature specially designed me. At last I have Scope. And without Scope, where are we? Wedged tightly in among the ribstons. There are some very fine passages in that editorial. The last paragraph, beginning Cosy Moments cannot be muzzled, in particular. I like it. It strikes the right note. It should stir the blood of a free and independent people till they sit in platoons on the doorstep of our office, waiting for the next number to appear.

How about that next number? asked Mike. Are you and Windsor going to fill the whole paper yourselves?

By no means. It seems that Comrade Windsor knows certain stout fellows, reporters on other papers, who will be delighted to weigh in with stuff for a moderate fee.

How about Luella Whats-her-name and the others? How have they taken it?

Up to the present we have no means of ascertaining. The letters giving them the miss-in-baulk in no uncertain voice were only despatched yesterday. But it cannot affect us how they writhe beneath the blow. There is no reprieve.

Mike roared with laughter.

Its the rummiest business I ever struck, he said. Im jolly glad its not my paper. Its pretty lucky for you two lunatics that the proprietors in Europe.

Psmith regarded him with pained surprise.

I do not understand you, Comrade Jackson. Do you insinuate that we are not acting in the proprietors best interests? When he sees the receipts, after we have handled the paper for a while, he will go singing about his hotel. His beaming smile will be a by-word in Carlsbad. Visitors will be shown it as one of the sights. His only doubt will be whether to send his money to the bank or keep it in tubs and roll in it. We are on to a big thing, Comrade Jackson. Wait till you see our first number.

And how about the editor? I should think that first number would bring him back foaming at the mouth.

I have ascertained from Comrade Windsor that there is nothing to fear from that quarter. By a singular stroke of good fortune Comrade Wilberfloss — his name is Wilberfloss — has been ordered complete rest during his holiday. The kindly medico, realising the fearful strain inflicted by reading Cosy Moments in its old form, specifically mentioned that the paper was to be withheld from him until he returned.

And when he does return, what are you going to do?

By that time, doubtless, the paper will be in so flourishing a state that he will confess how wrong his own methods were and adopt ours without a murmur. In the meantime, Comrade Jackson, I would call your attention to the fact that we seem to have lost our way. In the exhilaration of this little chat, our footsteps have wandered. Where we are, goodness only knows. I can only say that I shouldnt care to have to live here.

Theres a name up on the other side of that lamp-post.

Let us wend in that direction. Ah, Pleasant Street? I fancy that the master-mind who chose that name must have had the rudiments of a sense of humour.

It was indeed a repellent neighbourhood in which they had arrived. The New York slum stands in a class of its own. It is unique. The height of the houses and the narrowness of the streets seem to condense its unpleasantness. All the smells and noises, which are many and varied, are penned up in a sort of canyon, and gain in vehemence from the fact. The masses of dirty clothes hanging from the fire-escapes increase the depression. Nowhere in the city does one realise so fully the disadvantages of a lack of space. New York, being an island, has had no room to spread. It is a town of human sardines. In the poorer quarters the congestion is unbelievable.

Psmith and Mike picked their way through the groups of ragged children who covered the roadway. There seemed to be thousands of them.

Poor kids! said Mike. It must be awful living in a hole like this.

Psmith said nothing. He was looking thoughtful. He glanced up at the grimy buildings on each side. On the lower floors one could see into dark, bare rooms. These were the star apartments of the tenement-houses, for they opened on to the street, and so got a little light and air. The imagination jibbed at the thought of the back rooms.

I wonder who owns these places, said Psmith. It seems to me that theres what you might call room for improvement. It wouldnt be a scaly idea to turn that Cosy Moments search-light we were talking about on to them.

They walked on a few steps.

Look here, said Psmith, stopping. This place makes me sick. Im going in to have a look round. I expect some muscular householder will resent the intrusion and boot us out, but well risk it.

Followed by Mike, he turned in at one of the doors. A group of men leaning against the opposite wall looked at them without curiosity. Probably they took them for reporters hunting for a story. Reporters were the only tolerably well-dressed visitors Pleasant Street ever entertained.

It was almost pitch dark on the stairs. They had to feel their way up. Most of the doors were shut but one on the second floor was ajar. Through the opening they had a glimpse of a number of women sitting round on boxes. The floor was covered with little heaps of linen. All the women were sewing. Mike, stumbling in the darkness, almost fell against the door. None of the women looked up at the noise. Time was evidently money in Pleasant Street.

On the fourth floor there was an open door. The room was empty. It was a good representative Pleasant Street back room. The architect in this case had given rein to a passion for originality. He had constructed the room without a window of any sort whatsoever. There was a square opening in the door. Through this, it was to be presumed, the entire stock of air used by the occupants was supposed to come.

They stumbled downstairs again and out into the street. By contrast with the conditions indoors the street seemed spacious and breezy.

This, said Psmith, as they walked on, is where Cosy Moments gets busy at a singularly early date.

What are you going to do? asked Mike.

I propose, Comrade Jackson, said Psmith, if Comrade Windsor is agreeable, to make things as warm for the owner of this place as I jolly well know how. What he wants, of course, he proceeded in the tone of a family doctor prescribing for a patient, is disembowelling. I fancy, however, that a mawkishly sentimental legislature will prevent our performing that national service. We must endeavour to do what we can by means of kindly criticism in the paper. And now, having settled that important point, let us try and get out of this place of wrath, and find Fourth Avenue.


CHAPTER VII. VISITORS AT THE OFFICE
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ON THE FOLLOWING morning Mike had to leave with the team for Philadelphia. Psmith came down to the ferry to see him off, and hung about moodily until the time of departure.

It is saddening me to a great extent, Comrade Jackson, he said, this perpetual parting of the ways. When I think of the happy moments we have spent hand-in-hand across the seas, it fills me with a certain melancholy to have you flitting off in this manner without me. Yet there is another side to the picture. To me there is something singularly impressive in our unhesitating reply to the calls of Duty. Your Duty summons you to Philadelphia, to knock the cover off the local bowling. Mine retains me here, to play my part in the great work of making New York sit up. By the time you return, with a century or two, I trust, in your bag, the good work should, I fancy, be getting something of a move on. I will complete the arrangements with regard to the flat.

After leaving Pleasant Street they had found Fourth Avenue by a devious route, and had opened negotiations for a large flat near Thirtieth Street. It was immediately above a saloon, which was something of a drawback, but the landlord had assured them that the voices of the revellers did not penetrate to it.

* * *

When the ferry-boat had borne Mike off across the river, Psmith turned to stroll to the office of Cosy Moments. The day was fine, and on the whole, despite Mikes desertion, he felt pleased with life. Psmiths was a nature which required a certain amount of stimulus in the way of gentle excitement; and it seemed to him that the conduct of the remodelled Cosy Moments might supply this. He liked Billy Windsor, and looked forward to a not unenjoyable time till Mike should return.

The offices of Cosy Moments were in a large building in the street off Madison Avenue. They consisted of a sort of outer lair, where Pugsy Maloney spent his time reading tales of life in the prairies and heading off undesirable visitors; a small room, which would have belonged to the stenographer if Cosy Moments had possessed one; and a larger room beyond, which was the editorial sanctum.

As Psmith passed through the front door, Pugsy Maloney rose.

Say! said Master Maloney.

Say on, Comrade Maloney, said Psmith.

Deyre in dere.

Who, precisely?

A whole bunch of dem.

Psmith inspected Master Maloney through his eye-glass. Can you give me any particulars? he asked patiently. You are well-meaning, but vague, Comrade Maloney. Who are in there?

De whole bunch of dem. Deres Mr. Asher and the Rev. Philpotts and a gazebo what calls himself Waterman and about steen more of dem.

A faint smile appeared upon Psmiths face.

And is Comrade Windsor in there, too, in the middle of them?

Nope. Mr. Windsors out to lunch.

Comrade Windsor knows his business. Why did you let them in?

Sure, dey just butted in, said Master Maloney complainingly. I was sittin here, readin me book, when de foist of de guys blew in. Boy, says he, is de editor in? Nope, I says. Ill go in an wait, says he. Nuttin doin, says I. Nix on de goin in act. I might as well have saved me breat. In he butts, and hes in der now. Well, in about tree minutes along comes another gazebo. Boy, says he, is de editor in? Nope, I says. Ill wait, says he lightin out for de door. Wit dat I sees de propositions too fierce for muh. I cant keep dese big husky guys out if deys for buttin in. So when de rest of de bunch comes along, I dont try to give dem de trun down. I says, Well, gents, I says, its up to youse. De editor aint in, but if youse wants to join de giddy trong, push troo inter de inner room. I cant be boddered.

And what more could you have said? agreed Psmith approvingly. Tell me, Comrade Maloney, what was the general average aspect of these determined spirits?

Huh?

Did they seem to you to be gay, lighthearted? Did they carol snatches of song as they went? Or did they appear to be looking for some one with a hatchet?

Dey was hoppin-mad, de whole bunch of dem.

As I suspected. But we must not repine, Comrade Maloney. These trifling contretemps are the penalties we pay for our high journalistic aims. I will interview these merchants. I fancy that with the aid of the Diplomatic Smile and the Honeyed Word I may manage to pull through. It is as well, perhaps, that Comrade Windsor is out. The situation calls for the handling of a man of delicate culture and nice tact. Comrade Windsor would probably have endeavoured to clear the room with a chair. If he should arrive during the seance, Comrade Maloney, be so good as to inform him of the state of affairs, and tell him not to come in. Give him my compliments, and tell him to go out and watch the snowdrops growing in Madison Square Garden.

Sure, said Master Maloney.

Then Psmith, having smoothed the nap of his hat and flicked a speck of dust from his coat-sleeve, walked to the door of the inner room and went in.


CHAPTER VIII. THE HONEYED WORD
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MASTER MALONEYS STATEMENT that about steen visitors had arrived in addition to Messrs. Asher, Waterman, and the Rev. Philpotts proved to have been due to a great extent to a somewhat feverish imagination. There were only five men in the room.

As Psmith entered, every eye was turned upon him. To an outside spectator he would have seemed rather like a very well-dressed Daniel introduced into a den of singularly irritable lions. Five pairs of eyes were smouldering with a long-nursed resentment. Five brows were corrugated with wrathful lines. Such, however, was the simple majesty of Psmiths demeanour that for a moment there was dead silence. Not a word was spoken as he paced, wrapped in thought, to the editorial chair. Stillness brooded over the room as he carefully dusted that piece of furniture, and, having done so to his satisfaction, hitched up the knees of his trousers and sank gracefully into a sitting position.

This accomplished, he looked up and started. He gazed round the room.

Ha! I am observed! he murmured.

The words broke the spell. Instantly, the five visitors burst simultaneously into speech.

Are you the acting editor of this paper?

I wish to have a word with you, sir.

Mr. Windsor, I presume?

Pardon me!

I should like a few moments conversation.

The start was good and even; but the gentleman who said Pardon me! necessarily finished first with the rest nowhere.

Psmith turned to him, bowed, and fixed him with a benevolent gaze through his eye-glass.

Are you Mr. Windsor, sir, may I ask? inquired the favoured one.

The others paused for the reply.

Alas! no, said Psmith with manly regret.

Then who are you?

I am Psmith.

There was a pause.

Where is Mr. Windsor?

He is, I fancy, champing about forty cents worth of lunch at some neighbouring hostelry.

When will he return?

Anon. But how much anon I fear I cannot say.

The visitors looked at each other.

This is exceedingly annoying, said the man who had said Pardon me! I came for the express purpose of seeing Mr. Windsor.

So did I, chimed in the rest. Same here. So did I.

Psmith bowed courteously.

Comrade Windsors loss is my gain. Is there anything I can do for you?

Are you on the editorial staff of this paper?

I am acting sub-editor. The work is not light, added Psmith gratuitously. Sometimes the cry goes round, Can Psmith get through it all? Will his strength support his unquenchable spirit? But I stagger on. I do not repine.

Then maybe you can tell me what all this means? said a small round gentleman who so far had done only chorus work.

If it is in my power to do so, it shall be done, Comrade — I have not the pleasure of your name.

My name is Waterman, sir. I am here on behalf of my wife, whose name you doubtless know.

Correct me if I am wrong, said Psmith, but I should say it, also, was Waterman.

Luella Granville Waterman, sir, said the little man proudly. Psmith removed his eye-glass, polished it, and replaced it in his eye. He felt that he must run no risk of not seeing clearly the husband of one who, in his opinion, stood alone in literary circles as a purveyor of sheer bilge.

My wife, continued the little man, producing an envelope and handing it to Psmith, has received this extraordinary communication from a man signing himself W. Windsor. We are both at a loss to make head or tail of it.

Psmith was reading the letter.

It seems reasonably clear to me, he said.

It is an outrage. My wife has been a contributor to this journal from its foundation. Her work has given every satisfaction to Mr. Wilberfloss. And now, without the slightest warning, comes this peremptory dismissal from W. Windsor. Who is W. Windsor? Where is Mr. Wilberfloss?

The chorus burst forth. It seemed that that was what they all wanted to know: Who was W. Windsor? Where was Mr. Wilberfloss?

I am the Reverend Edwin T. Philpotts, sir, said a cadaverous-looking man with pale blue eyes and a melancholy face. I have contributed Moments of Meditation to this journal for a very considerable period of time.

I have read your page with the keenest interest, said Psmith. I may be wrong, but yours seems to me work which the world will not willingly let die.

The Reverend Edwins frosty face thawed into a bleak smile.

And yet, continued Psmith, I gather that Comrade Windsor, on the other hand, actually wishes to hurry on its decease. It is these strange contradictions, these clashings of personal taste, which make up what we call life. Here we have, on the one hand—

A man with a face like a walnut, who had hitherto lurked almost unseen behind a stout person in a serge suit, bobbed into the open, and spoke his piece.

Wheres this fellow Windsor? W. Windsor. Thats the man we want to see. Ive been working for this paper without a break, except when I had the mumps, for four years, and Ive reason to know that my page was as widely read and appreciated as any in New York. And now up comes this Windsor fellow, if you please, and tells me in so many words the papers got no use for me.

These are lifes tragedies, murmured Psmith.

Whats he mean by it? Thats what I want to know. And thats what these gentlemen want to know — See here—

I am addressing — ? said Psmith.

Ashers my name. B. Henderson Asher. I write Moments of Mirth.

A look almost of excitement came into Psmiths face, such a look as a visitor to a foreign land might wear when confronted with some great national monument. That he should be privileged to look upon the author of Moments of Mirth in the flesh, face to face, was almost too much.

Comrade Asher, he said reverently, may I shake your hand?

The other extended his hand with some suspicion.

Your Moments of Mirth, said Psmith, shaking it, have frequently reconciled me to the toothache.

He reseated himself.

Gentlemen, he said, this is a painful case. The circumstances, as you will readily admit when you have heard all, are peculiar. You have asked me where Mr. Wilberfloss is. I do not know.

You dont know! exclaimed Mr. Waterman.

I dont know. You dont know. They, said Psmith, indicating the rest with a wave of the hand, dont know. Nobody knows. His locality is as hard to ascertain as that of a black cat in a coal-cellar on a moonless night. Shortly before I joined this journal, Mr. Wilberfloss, by his doctors orders, started out on a holiday, leaving no address. No letters were to be forwarded. He was to enjoy complete rest. Where is he now? Who shall say? Possibly legging it down some rugged slope in the Rockies, with two bears and a wild cat in earnest pursuit. Possibly in the midst of some Florida everglade, making a noise like a piece of meat in order to snare crocodiles. Possibly in Canada, baiting moose-traps. We have no data.

Silent consternation prevailed among the audience. Finally the Rev. Edwin T. Philpotts was struck with an idea.

Where is Mr. White? he asked.

The point was well received.

Yes, wheres Mr. Benjamin White? chorused the rest.

Psmith shook his head.

In Europe. I cannot say more.

The audiences consternation deepened.

Then, do you mean to say, demanded Mr. Asher, that this fellow Windsors the boss here, that what he says goes?

Psmith bowed.

With your customary clear-headedness, Comrade Asher, you have got home on the bulls-eye first pop. Comrade Windsor is indeed the boss. A man of intensely masterful character, he will brook no opposition. I am powerless to sway him. Suggestions from myself as to the conduct of the paper would infuriate him. He believes that radical changes are necessary in the programme of Cosy Moments, and he means to put them through if it snows. Doubtless he would gladly consider your work if it fitted in with his ideas. A snappy account of a glove-fight, a spine-shaking word-picture of a railway smash, or something on those lines, would be welcomed. But—

I have never heard of such a thing, said Mr. Waterman indignantly.

Psmith sighed.

Some time ago, he said,  — how long it seems! — I remember saying to a young friend of mine of the name of Spiller, Comrade Spiller, never confuse the unusual with the impossible. It is my guiding rule in life. It is unusual for the substitute-editor of a weekly paper to do a Captain Kidd act and take entire command of the journal on his own account; but is it impossible? Alas no. Comrade Windsor has done it. That is where you, Comrade Asher, and you, gentlemen, have landed yourselves squarely in the broth. You have confused the unusual with the impossible.

But what is to be done? cried Mr. Asher.

I fear that there is nothing to be done, except wait. The present rigime is but an experiment. It may be that when Comrade Wilberfloss, having dodged the bears and eluded the wild cat, returns to his post at the helm of this journal, he may decide not to continue on the lines at present mapped out. He should be back in about ten weeks.

Ten weeks!

I fancy that was to be the duration of his holiday. Till then my advice to you gentlemen is to wait. You may rely on me to keep a watchful eye upon your interests. When your thoughts tend to take a gloomy turn, say to yourselves, All is well. Psmith is keeping a watchful eye upon our interests.

All the same, I should like to see this W. Windsor, said Mr. Asher.

Psmith shook his head.

I shouldnt, he said. I speak in your best interests. Comrade Windsor is a man of the fiercest passions. He cannot brook interference. Were you to question the wisdom of his plans, there is no knowing what might not happen. He would be the first to regret any violent action, when once he had cooled off, but would that be any consolation to his victim? I think not. Of course, if you wish it, I could arrange a meeting—

Mr. Asher said no, he thought it didnt matter.

I guess I can wait, he said.

That, said Psmith approvingly, is the right spirit. Wait. That is the watch-word. And now, he added, rising, I wonder if a bit of lunch somewhere might not be a good thing? We have had an interesting but fatiguing little chat. Our tissues require restoring. If you gentlemen would care to join me—

Ten minutes later the company was seated in complete harmony round a table at the Knickerbocker. Psmith, with the dignified bonhomie of a seigneur of the old school, was ordering the wine; while B. Henderson Asher, brimming over with good-humour, was relating to an attentive circle an anecdote which should have appeared in his next instalment of Moments of Mirth.


CHAPTER IX. FULL STEAM AHEAD
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WHEN PSMITH RETURNED to the office, he found Billy Windsor in the doorway, just parting from a thick-set young man, who seemed to be expressing his gratitude to the editor for some good turn. He was shaking him warmly by the hand.

Psmith stood aside to let him pass.

An old college chum, Comrade Windsor? he asked.

That was Kid Brady.

The name is unfamiliar to me. Another contributor?

Hes from my part of the country — Wyoming. He wants to fight any one in the world at a hundred and thirty-three pounds.

We all have our hobbies. Comrade Brady appears to have selected a somewhat exciting one. He would find stamp-collecting less exacting.

It hasnt given him much excitement so far, poor chap, said Billy Windsor. Hes in the championship class, and here he has been pottering about New York for a month without being able to get a fight. Its always the way in this rotten East, continued Billy, warming up as was his custom when discussing a case of oppression and injustice. Its all graft here. Youve got to let half a dozen brutes dip into every dollar you earn, or you dont get a chance. If the kid had a manager, hed get all the fights he wanted. And the manager would get nearly all the money. Ive told him that we will back him up.

You have hit it, Comrade Windsor, said Psmith with enthusiasm. Cosy Moments shall be Comrade Bradys manager. We will give him a much-needed boost up in our columns. A sporting section is what the paper requires more than anything.

If things go on as theyve started, what it will require still more will be a fighting-editor. Pugsy tells me you had visitors while I was out.

A few, said Psmith. One or two very entertaining fellows. Comrades Asher, Philpotts, and others. I have just been giving them a bite of lunch at the Knickerbocker.

Lunch!

A most pleasant little lunch. We are now as brothers. I fear I have made you perhaps a shade unpopular with our late contributors; but these things must be. We must clench our teeth and face them manfully. If I were you, I think I should not drop in at the house of Comrade Asher and the rest to take pot-luck for some little time to come. In order to soothe the squad I was compelled to curse you to some extent.

Dont mind me.

I think I may say I didnt.

Say, look here, you must charge up the price of that lunch to the office. Necessary expenses, you know.

I could not dream of doing such a thing, Comrade Windsor. The whole affair was a great treat to me. I have few pleasures. Comrade Asher alone was worth the money. I found his society intensely interesting. I have always believed in the Darwinian theory. Comrade Asher confirmed my views.

They went into the inner office. Psmith removed his hat and coat.

And now once more to work, he said. Psmith the flaneur of Fifth Avenue ceases to exist. In his place we find Psmith the hard-headed sub-editor. Be so good as to indicate a job of work for me, Comrade Windsor. I am champing at my bit.

Billy Windsor sat down, and lit his pipe.

What we want most, he said thoughtfully, is some big topic. Thats the only way to get a paper going. Look at Everybodys Magazine. They didnt amount to a row of beans till Lawson started his Frenzied Finance articles. Directly they began, the whole country was squealing for copies. Everybodys put up their price from ten to fifteen cents, and now they lead the field.

The country must squeal for Cosy Moments, said Psmith firmly. I fancy I have a scheme which may not prove wholly scaly. Wandering yesterday with Comrade Jackson in a search for Fourth Avenue, I happened upon a spot called Pleasant Street. Do you know it?

Billy Windsor nodded.

I went down there once or twice when I was a reporter. Its a beastly place.

It is a singularly beastly place. We went into one of the houses.

Theyre pretty bad.

Who owns them?

I dont know. Probably some millionaire. Those tenement houses are about as paying an investment as you can have.

Hasnt anybody ever tried to do anything about them?

Not so far as I know. Its pretty difficult to get at these fellows, you see. But theyre fierce, arent they, those houses!

What, asked Psmith, is the precise difficulty of getting at these merchants?

Well, its this way. There are all sorts of laws about the places, but any one who wants can get round them as easy as falling off a log. The law says a tenement house is a building occupied by more than two families. Well, when theres a fuss, all the man has to do is to clear out all the families but two. Then, when the inspector fellow comes along, and says, lets say, Wheres your running water on each floor? Thats what the law says youve got to have, and here are these people having to go downstairs and out of doors to fetch their water supplies, the landlord simply replies, Nothing doing. This isnt a tenement house at all. There are only two families here. And when the fuss has blown over, back come the rest of the crowd, and things go on the same as before.

I see, said Psmith. A very cheery scheme.

Then theres another thing. You cant get hold of the man whos really responsible, unless youre prepared to spend thousands ferreting out evidence. The land belongs in the first place to some corporation or other. They lease it to a lessee. When theres a fuss, they say they arent responsible, its up to the lessee. And he lies so low that you cant find out who he is. Its all just like the East. Everything in the East is as crooked as Pearl Street. If you want a square deal, youve got to come out Wyoming way.

The main problem, then, said Psmith, appears to be the discovery of the lessee, lad? Surely a powerful organ like Cosy Moments, with its vast ramifications, could bring off a thing like that?

I doubt it. Well try, anyway. Theres no knowing but what we may have luck.

Precisely, said Psmith. Full steam ahead, and trust to luck. The chances are that, if we go on long enough, we shall eventually arrive somewhere. After all, Columbus didnt know that America existed when he set out. All he knew was some highly interesting fact about an egg. What that was, I do not at the moment recall, but it bucked Columbus up like a tonic. It made him fizz ahead like a two-year-old. The facts which will nerve us to effort are two. In the first place, we know that there must be some one at the bottom of the business. Secondly, as there appears to be no law of libel whatsoever in this great and free country, we shall be enabled to haul up our slacks with a considerable absence of restraint.

Sure, said Billy Windsor. Which of us is going to write the first article?

You may leave it to me, Comrade Windsor. I am no hardened old journalist, I fear, but I have certain qualifications for the post. A young man once called at the office of a certain newspaper, and asked for a job. Have you any special line? asked the editor. Yes, said the bright lad, I am rather good at invective. Any special kind of invective? queried the man up top. No, replied our hero, just general invective. Such is my own case, Comrade Windsor. I am a very fair purveyor of good, general invective. And as my visit to Pleasant Street is of such recent date, I am tolerably full of my subject. Taking full advantage of the benevolent laws of this country governing libel, I fancy I will produce a screed which will make this anonymous lessee feel as if he had inadvertently seated himself upon a tin-tack. Give me pen and paper, Comrade Windsor, instruct Comrade Maloney to suspend his whistling till such time as I am better able to listen to it; and I think we have got a success.


CHAPTER X. GOING SOME
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THERE WAS ONCE an editor of a paper in the Far West who was sitting at his desk, musing pleasantly of life, when a bullet crashed through the window and embedded itself in the wall at the back of his head. A happy smile lit up the editors face. Ah, he said complacently, I knew that Personal column of ours was going to be a success!

What the bullet was to the Far West editor, the visit of Mr. Francis Parker to the offices of Cosy Moments was to Billy Windsor.

It occurred in the third week of the new rigime of the paper. Cosy Moments, under its new management, had bounded ahead like a motor-car when the throttle is opened. Incessant work had been the order of the day. Billy Windsors hair had become more dishevelled than ever, and even Psmith had at moments lost a certain amount of his dignified calm. Sandwiched in between the painful case of Kid Brady and the matter of the tenements, which formed the star items of the papers contents, was a mass of bright reading dealing with the events of the day. Billy Windsors newspaper friends had turned in some fine, snappy stuff in their best Yellow Journal manner, relating to the more stirring happenings in the city. Psmith, who had constituted himself guardian of the literary and dramatic interests of the paper, had employed his gift of general invective to considerable effect, as was shown by a conversation between Master Maloney and a visitor one morning, heard through the open door.

I wish to see the editor of this paper, said the visitor.

Editor not in, said Master Maloney, untruthfully.

Ha! Then when he returns I wish you to give him a message.

Sure.

I am Aubrey Bodkin, of the National Theatre. Give him my compliments, and tell him that Mr. Bodkin does not lightly forget.

An unsolicited testimonial which caused Psmith the keenest satisfaction.

The section of the paper devoted to Kid Brady was attractive to all those with sporting blood in them. Each week there appeared in the same place on the same page a portrait of the Kid, looking moody and important, in an attitude of self-defence, and under the portrait the legend, Jimmy Garvin must meet this boy. Jimmy was the present holder of the light-weight title. He had won it a year before, and since then had confined himself to smoking cigars as long as walking-sticks and appearing nightly as the star in a music-hall sketch entitled A Fight for Honour. His reminiscences were appearing weekly in a Sunday paper. It was this that gave Psmith the idea of publishing Kid Bradys autobiography in Cosy Moments, an idea which made the Kid his devoted adherent from then on. Like most pugilists, the Kid had a passion for bursting into print, and his life had been saddened up to the present by the refusal of the press to publish his reminiscences. To appear in print is the fighters accolade. It signifies that he has arrived. Psmith extended the hospitality of page four of Cosy Moments to Kid Brady, and the latter leaped at the chance. He was grateful to Psmith for not editing his contributions. Other pugilists, contributing to other papers, groaned under the supervision of a member of the staff who cut out their best passages and altered the rest into Addisonian English. The readers of Cosy Moments got Kid Brady raw.

Comrade Brady, said Psmith to Billy, has a singularly pure and pleasing style. It is bound to appeal powerfully to the many-headed. Listen to this bit. Our hero is fighting Battling Jack Benson in that eminent artists native town of Louisville, and the citizens have given their native son the Approving Hand, while receiving Comrade Brady with chilly silence. Here is the Kid on the subject: I looked around that house, and I seen I hadnt a friend in it. And then the gong goes, and I says to myself how I has one friend, my poor old mother way out in Wyoming, and I goes in and mixes it, and then I seen Benson losing his goat, so I ups with an awful half-scissor hook to the plexus, and in the next round I seen Benson has a chunk of yellow, and I gets in with a hay-maker and I picks up another sleep-producer from the floor and hands it him, and he takes the count all right. . . Crisp, lucid, and to the point. That is what the public wants. If this does not bring Comrade Garvin up to the scratch, nothing will.

But the feature of the paper was the Tenement series. It was late summer now, and there was nothing much going on in New York. The public was consequently free to take notice. The sale of Cosy Moments proceeded briskly. As Psmith had predicted, the change of policy had the effect of improving the sales to a marked extent. Letters of complaint from old subscribers poured into the office daily. But, as Billy Windsor complacently remarked, they had paid their subscriptions, so that the money was safe whether they read the paper or not. And, meanwhile, a large new public had sprung up and was growing every week. Advertisements came trooping in. Cosy Moments, in short, was passing through an era of prosperity undreamed of in its history.

Young blood, said Psmith nonchalantly, young blood. That is the secret. A paper must keep up to date, or it falls behind its competitors in the race. Comrade Wilberflosss methods were possibly sound, but too limited and archaic. They lacked ginger. We of the younger generation have our fingers more firmly on the public pulse. We read off the publics unspoken wishes as if by intuition. We know the game from A to Z.

At this moment Master Maloney entered, bearing in his hand a card.

Francis Parker? said Billy, taking it. Dont know him.

Nor I, said Psmith. We make new friends daily.

Hes a guy with a tall-shaped hat, volunteered Master Maloney, an hes wearin a dude suit an shiny shoes.

Comrade Parker, said Psmith approvingly, has evidently not been blind to the importance of a visit to Cosy Moments. He has dressed himself in his best. He has felt, rightly, that this is no occasion for the old straw hat and the baggy flannels. I would not have it otherwise. It is the right spirit. Shall we give him audience, Comrade Windsor?

I wonder what he wants.

That, said Psmith, we shall ascertain more clearly after a personal interview. Comrade Maloney, show the gentleman in. We can give him three and a quarter minutes.

Pugsy withdrew.

Mr. Francis Parker proved to be a man who might have been any age between twenty-five and thirty-five. He had a smooth, clean-shaven face, and a cat-like way of moving. As Pugsy had stated in effect, he wore a tail-coat, trousers with a crease which brought a smile of kindly approval to Psmiths face, and patent-leather boots of pronounced shininess. Gloves and a tall hat, which he carried, completed an impressive picture.

He moved softly into the room.

I wished to see the editor.

Psmith waved a hand towards Billy.

The treat has not been denied you, he said. Before you is Comrade Windsor, the Wyoming cracker-jack. He is our editor. I myself — I am Psmith — though but a subordinate, may also claim the title in a measure. Technically, I am but a sub-editor; but such is the mutual esteem in which Comrade Windsor and I hold each other that we may practically be said to be inseparable. We have no secrets from each other. You may address us both impartially. Will you sit for a space?

He pushed a chair towards the visitor, who seated himself with the care inspired by a perfect trouser-crease. There was a momentary silence while he selected a spot on the table on which to place his hat.

The style of the paper has changed greatly, has it not, during the past few weeks? he said. I have never been, shall I say, a constant reader of Cosy Moments, and I may be wrong. But is not its interest in current affairs a recent development?

You are very right, responded Psmith. Comrade Windsor, a man of alert and restless temperament, felt that a change was essential if Cosy Moments was to lead public thought. Comrade Wilberflosss methods were good in their way. I have no quarrel with Comrade Wilberfloss. But he did not lead public thought. He catered exclusively for children with water on the brain, and men and women with solid ivory skulls. Comrade Windsor, with a broader view, feels that there are other and larger publics. He refuses to content himself with ladling out a weekly dole of mental predigested breakfast food. He provides meat. He—

Then — excuse me— said Mr. Parker, turning to Billy, You, I take it, are responsible for this very vigorous attack on the tenement-house owners?

You can take it I am, said Billy.

Psmith interposed.

We are both responsible, Comrade Parker. If any husky guy, as I fancy Master Maloney would phrase it, is anxious to aim a swift kick at the man behind those articles, he must distribute it evenly between Comrade Windsor and myself.

I see. Mr. Parker paused. They are — er — very outspoken articles, he added.

Warm stuff, agreed Psmith. Distinctly warm stuff.

May I speak frankly? said Mr. Parker.

Assuredly, Comrade Parker. There must be no secrets, no restraint between us. We would not have you go away and say to yourself, Did I make my meaning clear? Was I too elusive? Say on.

I am speaking in your best interests.

Who would doubt it, Comrade Parker. Nothing has buoyed us up more strongly during the hours of doubt through which we have passed than the knowledge that you wish us well.

Billy Windsor suddenly became militant. There was a feline smoothness about the visitor which had been jarring upon him ever since he first spoke. Billy was of the plains, the home of blunt speech, where you looked your man in the eye and said it quick. Mr. Parker was too bland for human consumption. He offended Billys honest soul.

See here, cried he, leaning forward, whats it all about? Lets have it. If youve anything to say about those articles, say it right out. Never mind our best interests. We can look after them. Lets have whats worrying you.

Psmith waved a deprecating hand.

Do not let us be abrupt on this happy occasion. To me it is enough simply to sit and chat with Comrade Parker, irrespective of the trend of his conversation. Still, as time is money, and this is our busy day, possibly it might be as well, sir, if you unburdened yourself as soon as convenient. Have you come to point out some flaw in those articles? Do they fall short in any way of your standard for such work?

Mr. Parkers smooth face did not change its expression, but he came to the point.

I should not go on with them if I were you, he said.

Why? demanded Billy.

There are reasons why you should not, said Mr. Parker.

And there are reasons why we should.

Less powerful ones.

There proceeded from Billy a noise not describable in words. It was partly a snort, partly a growl. It resembled more than anything else the preliminary sniffing snarl a bull-dog emits before he joins battle. Billys cow-boy blood was up. He was rapidly approaching the state of mind in which the men of the plains, finding speech unequal to the expression of their thoughts, reach for their guns.

Psmith intervened.

We do not completely gather your meaning, Comrade Parker. I fear we must ask you to hand it to us with still more breezy frankness. Do you speak from purely friendly motives? Are you advising us to discontinue the articles merely because you fear that they will damage our literary reputation? Or are there other reasons why you feel that they should cease? Do you speak solely as a literary connoisseur? Is it the style or the subject-matter of which you disapprove?

Mr. Parker leaned forward.

The gentleman whom I represent—

Then this is no matter of your own personal taste? You are an emissary?

These articles are causing a certain inconvenience to the gentleman whom I represent. Or, rather, he feels that, if continued, they may do so.

You mean, broke in Billy explosively, that if we kick up enough fuss to make somebody start a commission to inquire into this rotten business, your friend who owns the private Hades were trying to get improved, will have to get busy and lose some of his money by making the houses fit to live in? Is that it?

It is not so much the money, Mr. Windsor, though, of course, the expense would be considerable. My employer is a wealthy man.

I bet he is, said Billy disgustedly. Ive no doubt he makes a mighty good pile out of Pleasant Street.

It is not so much the money, repeated Mr. Parker, as the publicity involved. I speak quite frankly. There are reasons why my employer would prefer not to come before the public just now as the owner of the Pleasant Street property. I need not go into those reasons. It is sufficient to say that they are strong ones.

Well, he knows what to do, I guess. The moment he starts in to make those houses decent, the articles stop. Its up to him.

Psmith nodded.

Comrade Windsor is correct. He has hit the mark and rung the bell. No conscientious judge would withhold from Comrade Windsor a cigar or a cocoanut, according as his private preference might dictate. That is the matter in a nutshell. Remove the reason for those very scholarly articles, and they cease.

Mr. Parker shook his head.

I fear that is not feasible. The expense of reconstructing the houses makes that impossible.

Then theres no use in talking, said Billy. The articles will go on.

Mr. Parker coughed. A tentative cough, suggesting that the situation was now about to enter upon a more delicate phase. Billy and Psmith waited for him to begin. From their point of view the discussion was over. If it was to be reopened on fresh lines, it was for their visitor to effect that reopening.

Now, Im going to be frank, gentlemen, said he, as who should say, We are all friends here. Let us be hearty. Im going to put my cards on the table, and see if we cant fix something up. Now, see here: We dont want unpleasantness. You arent in this business for your healths, eh? Youve got your living to make, just like everybody else, I guess. Well, see here. This is how it stands. To a certain extant, I dont mind admitting, seeing that were being frank with one another, you two gentlemen have got us — thats to say, my employer — in a cleft stick. Frankly, those articles are beginning to attract attention, and if they go on theres going to be a lot of inconvenience for my employer. Thats clear, I reckon. Well, now, heres a square proposition. How much do you want to stop those articles? Thats straight. Ive been frank with you, and I want you to be frank with me. Whats your figure? Name it, and, if its not too high, I guess we neednt quarrel.

He looked expectantly at Billy. Billys eyes were bulging. He struggled for speech. He had got as far as Say! when Psmith interrupted him. Psmith, gazing sadly at Mr. Parker through his monocle, spoke quietly, with the restrained dignity of some old Roman senator dealing with the enemies of the Republic.

Comrade Parker, he said, I fear that you have allowed constant communication with the conscienceless commercialism of this worldly city to undermine your moral sense. It is useless to dangle rich bribes before our eyes. Cosy Moments cannot be muzzled. You doubtless mean well, according to your — if I may say so — somewhat murky lights, but we are not for sale, except at ten cents weekly. From the hills of Maine to the Everglades of Florida, from Sandy Hook to San Francisco, from Portland, Oregon, to Melonsquashville, Tennessee, one sentence is in every mans mouth. And what is that sentence? I give you three guesses. You give it up? It is this: Cosy Moments cannot be muzzled!

Mr. Parker rose.

Theres nothing more to be done then, he said.

Nothing, agreed Psmith, except to make a noise like a hoop and roll away.

And do it quick, yelled Billy, exploding like a fire-cracker.

Psmith bowed.

Speed, he admitted, would be no bad thing. Frankly — if I may borrow the expression — your square proposition has wounded us. I am a man of powerful self-restraint, one of those strong, silent men, and I can curb my emotions. But I fear that Comrade Windsors generous temperament may at any moment prompt him to start throwing ink-pots. And in Wyoming his deadly aim with the ink-pot won him among the admiring cowboys the sobriquet of Crack-Shot Cuthbert. As man to man, Comrade Parker, I should advise you to bound swiftly away.

Im going, said Mr. Parker, picking up his hat. And Ill give you a piece of advice, too. Those articles are going to be stopped, and if youve any sense between you, youll stop them yourselves before you get hurt. Thats all Ive got to say, and that goes.

He went out, closing the door behind him with a bang that added emphasis to his words.

To men of nicely poised nervous organisation such as ourselves, Comrade Windsor, said Psmith, smoothing his waistcoat thoughtfully, these scenes are acutely painful. We wince before them. Our ganglions quiver like cinematographs. Gradually recovering command of ourselves, we review the situation. Did our visitors final remarks convey anything definite to you? Were they the mere casual badinage of a parting guest, or was there something solid behind them?

Billy Windsor was looking serious.

I guess he meant it all right. Hes evidently working for somebody pretty big, and that sort of man would have a pull with all kinds of Thugs. We shall have to watch out. Now that they find we cant be bought, theyll try the other way. They mean business sure enough. But, by George, let em! Were up against a big thing, and Im going to see it through if they put every gang in New York on to us.

Precisely, Comrade Windsor. Cosy Moments, as I have had occasion to observe before, cannot be muzzled.

Thats right, said Billy Windsor. And, he added, with the contented look the Far West editor must have worn as the bullet came through the window, we must have got them scared, or they wouldnt have shown their hand that way. I guess were making a hit. Cosy Moments is going some now.


CHAPTER XI. THE MAN AT THE ASTOR
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THE DUTIES OF Master Pugsy Maloney at the offices of Cosy Moments were not heavy; and he was accustomed to occupy his large store of leisure by reading narratives dealing with life in the prairies, which he acquired at a neighbouring shop at cut rates in consideration of their being shop-soiled. It was while he was engrossed in one of these, on the morning following the visit of Mr. Parker, that the seedy-looking man made his appearance. He walked in from the street, and stood before Master Maloney.

Hey, kid, he said.

Pugsy looked up with some hauteur. He resented being addressed as kid by perfect strangers.

Editor in, Tommy? inquired the man.

Pugsy by this time had taken a thorough dislike to him. To be called kid was bad. The subtle insult of Tommy was still worse.

Nope, he said curtly, fixing his eyes again on his book. A movement on the part of the visitor attracted his attention. The seedy man was making for the door of the inner room. Pugsy instantly ceased to be the student and became the man of action. He sprang from his seat and wriggled in between the man and the door.

Youse cant butt in dere, he said authoritatively. Chase yerself.

The man eyed him with displeasure.

Fresh kid! he observed disapprovingly.

Fade away, urged Master Maloney.

The visitors reply was to extend a hand and grasp Pugsys left ear between a long finger and thumb. Since time began, small boys in every country have had but one answer for this action. Pugsy made it. He emitted a piercing squeal in which pain, fear, and resentment strove for supremacy.

The noise penetrated into the editorial sanctum, losing only a small part of its strength on the way. Psmith, who was at work on a review of a book of poetry, looked up with patient sadness.

If Comrade Maloney, he said, is going to take to singing as well as whistling, I fear this journal must put up its shutters. Concentrated thought will be out of the question.

A second squeal rent the air. Billy Windsor jumped up.

Somebody must be hurting the kid, he exclaimed.

He hurried to the door and flung it open. Psmith followed at a more leisurely pace. The seedy man, caught in the act, released Master Maloney, who stood rubbing his ear with resentment written on every feature.

On such occasions as this Billy was a man of few words. He made a dive for the seedy man; but the latter, who during the preceding moment had been eyeing the two editors as if he were committing their appearance to memory, sprang back, and was off down the stairs with the agility of a Marathon runner.

He blows in, said Master Maloney, aggrieved, and asks is de editor dere. I tells him no, cos youse said youse wasnt, and he nips me by the ear when I gets busy to stop him gettin troo.

Comrade Maloney, said Psmith, you are a martyr. What would Horatius have done if somebody had nipped him by the ear when he was holding the bridge? The story does not consider the possibility. Yet it might have made all the difference. Did the gentleman state his business?

Nope. Just tried to butt troo.

Another of these strong silent men. The world is full of us. These are the perils of the journalistic life. You will be safer and happier when you are rounding up cows on your mustang.

I wonder what he wanted, said Billy, when they were back again in the inner room.

Who can say, Comrade Windsor? Possibly our autographs. Possibly five minutes chat on general subjects.

I dont like the look of him, said Billy.

Whereas what Comrade Maloney objected to was the feel of him. In what respect did his look jar upon you? His clothes were poorly cut, but such things, I know, leave you unmoved.

It seems to me, said Billy thoughtfully, as if he came just to get a sight of us.

And he got it. Ah, Providence is good to the poor.

Whoevers behind those tenements isnt going to stick at any odd trifle. We must watch out. That man was probably sent to mark us down for one of the gangs. Now theyll know what we look like, and they can get after us.

These are the drawbacks to being public men, Comrade Windsor. We must bear them manfully, without wincing.

Billy turned again to his work.

Im not going to wince, he said, sos you could notice it with a microscope. What Im going to do is to buy a good big stick. And Id advise you to do the same.

* * *

It was by Psmiths suggestion that the editorial staff of Cosy Moments dined that night in the roof-garden at the top of the Astor Hotel.

The tired brain, he said, needs to recuperate. To feed on such a night as this in some low-down hostelry on the level of the street, with German waiters breathing heavily down the back of ones neck and two fiddles and a piano whacking out Beautiful Eyes about three feet from ones tympanum, would be false economy. Here, fanned by cool breezes and surrounded by fair women and brave men, one may do a bit of tissue-restoring. Moreover, there is little danger up here of being slugged by our moth-eaten acquaintance of this morning. A man with trousers like his would not be allowed in. We shall probably find him waiting for us at the main entrance with a sand-bag, when we leave, but, till then—

He turned with gentle grace to his soup.

It was a warm night, and the roof-garden was full. From where they sat they could see the million twinkling lights of the city. Towards the end of the meal, Psmiths gaze concentrated itself on the advertisement of a certain brand of ginger-ale in Times Square. It is a mass of electric light arranged in the shape of a great bottle, and at regular intervals there proceed from the bottles mouth flashes of flame representing ginger-ale. The thing began to exercise a hypnotic effect on Psmith. He came to himself with a start, to find Billy Windsor in conversation with a waiter.

Yes, my names Windsor, Billy was saying.

The waiter bowed and retired to one of the tables where a young man in evening clothes was seated. Psmith recollected having seen this solitary diner looking in their direction once or twice during dinner, but the fact had not impressed him.

What is happening, Comrade Windsor? he inquired. I was musing with a certain tenseness at the moment, and the rush of events has left me behind.

Man at that table wanted to know if my name was Windsor, said Billy.

Ah? said Psmith, interested; and was it?

Here he comes. I wonder what he wants. I dont know the man from Adam.

The stranger was threading his way between the tables.

Can I have a word with you, Mr. Windsor? he said.

Billy looked at him curiously. Recent events had made him wary of strangers.

Wont you sit down? he said.

A waiter was bringing a chair. The young man seated himself.

By the way, added Billy; my friend, Mr. Smith.

Pleased to meet you, said the other.

I dont know your name, Billy hesitated.

Never mind about my name, said the stranger. It wont be needed. Is Mr. Smith on your paper? Excuse my asking.

Psmith bowed. Thats all right, then. I can go ahead. He bent forward.

Neither of you gentlemen are hard of hearing, eh?

In the old prairie days, said Psmith, Comrade Windsor was known to the Indians as Boola-Ba-Na-Gosh, which, as you doubtless know, signifies Big-Chief-Who-Can-Hear-A-Fly-Clear-Its-Throat. I too can hear as well as the next man. Why?

Thats all right, then. I dont want to have to shout it. Theres some things its better not to yell.

He turned to Billy, who had been looking at him all the while with a combination of interest and suspicion. The man might or might not be friendly. In the meantime, there was no harm in being on ones guard. Billys experience as a cub-reporter had given him the knowledge that is only given in its entirety to police and newspaper men: that there are two New Yorks. One is a modern, well-policed city, through which one may walk from end to end without encountering adventure. The other is a city as full of sinister intrigue, of whisperings and conspiracies, of battle, murder, and sudden death in dark by-ways, as any town of mediaeval Italy. Given certain conditions, anything may happen to any one in New York. And Billy realised that these conditions now prevailed in his own case. He had come into conflict with New Yorks underworld. Circumstances had placed him below the surface, where only his wits could help him.

Its about that tenement business, said the stranger.

Billy bristled. Well, what about it? he demanded truculently.

The stranger raised a long and curiously delicately shaped hand. Dont bite at me, he said. This isnt my funeral. Ive no kick coming. Im a friend.

Yet you dont tell us your name.

Never mind my name. If you were in my line of business, you wouldnt be so durned stuck on this name thing. Call me Smith, if you like.

You could select no nobler pseudonym, said Psmith cordially.

Eh? Oh, I see. Well, make it Brown, then. Anything you please. It dont signify. See here, lets get back. About this tenement thing. You understand certain parties have got it in against you?

A charming conversationalist, one Comrade Parker, hinted at something of the sort, said Psmith, in a recent interview. Cosy Moments, however, cannot be muzzled.

Well? said Billy.

Youre up against a big proposition.

We can look after ourselves.

Gum! youll need to. The man behind is a big bug.

Billy leaned forward eagerly.

Who is he?

The other shrugged his shoulders.

I dont know. You wouldnt expect a man like that to give himself away.

Then how do you know hes a big bug?

Precisely, said Psmith. On what system have you estimated the size of the gentlemans bughood?

The stranger lit a cigar.

By the number of dollars he was ready to put up to have you done in.

Billys eyes snapped.

Oh? he said. And which gang has he given the job to?

I wish I could tell you. He — his agent, that is — came to Bat Jarvis.

The cat-expert? said Psmith. A man of singularly winsome personality.

Bat turned the job down.

Why was that? inquired Billy.

He said he needed the money as much as the next man, but when he found out who he was supposed to lay for, he gave his job the frozen face. Said you were a friend of his and none of his fellows were going to put a finger on you. I dont know what youve been doing to Bat, but hes certainly Willie the Long-Lost Brother with you.

A powerful argument in favour of kindness to animals! said Psmith. Comrade Windsor came into possession of one of Comrade Jarviss celebrated stud of cats. What did he do? Instead of having the animal made into a nourishing soup, he restored it to its bereaved owner. Observe the sequel. He is now as a prize tortoiseshell to Comrade Jarvis.

So Bat wouldnt stand for it? said Billy.

Not on his life. Turned it down without a blink. And he sent me along to find you and tell you so.

We are much obliged to Comrade Jarvis, said Psmith.

He told me to tell you to watch out, because another gang is dead sure to take on the job. But he said you were to know he wasnt mixed up in it. He also said that any time you were in bad, hed do his best for you. Youve certainly made the biggest kind of hit with Bat. I havent seen him so worked up over a thing in years. Well, thats all, I reckon. Guess Ill be pushing along. Ive a date to keep. Glad to have met you. Glad to have met you, Mr. Smith. Pardon me, you have an insect on your coat.

He flicked at Psmiths coat with a quick movement. Psmith thanked him gravely.

Good night, concluded the stranger, moving off. For a few moments after he had gone, Psmith and Billy sat smoking in silence. They had plenty to think about.

Hows the time going? asked Billy at length. Psmith felt for his watch, and looked at Billy with some sadness.

I am sorry to say, Comrade Windsor—

Hullo, said Billy, heres that man coming back again.

The stranger came up to their table, wearing a light overcoat over his dress clothes. From the pocket of this he produced a gold watch.

Force of habit, he said apologetically, handing it to Psmith. Youll pardon me. Good night, gentlemen, again.


CHAPTER XII. A RED TAXIMETER
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THE ASTOR HOTEL faces on to Times Square. A few paces to the right of the main entrance the Times Building towers to the sky; and at the foot of this the stream of traffic breaks, forming two channels. To the right of the building is Seventh Avenue, quiet, dark, and dull. To the left is Broadway, the Great White Way, the longest, straightest, brightest, wickedest street in the world.

Psmith and Billy, having left the Astor, started to walk down Broadway to Billys lodgings in Fourteenth Street. The usual crowd was drifting slowly up and down in the glare of the white lights.

They had reached Herald Square, when a voice behind them exclaimed, Why, its Mr. Windsor!

They wheeled round. A flashily dressed man was standing with outstetched hand.

I saw you come out of the Astor, he said cheerily. I said to myself, I know that man. Darned if I could put a name to you, though. So I just followed you along, and right here it came to me.

It did, did it? said Billy politely.

It did, sir. Ive never set eyes on you before, but Ive seen so many photographs of you that I reckon were old friends. I know your father very well, Mr. Windsor. He showed me the photographs. You may have heard him speak of me — Jack Lake? How is the old man? Seen him lately?

Not for some time. He was well when he last wrote.

Good for him. He would be. Tough as a plank, old Joe Windsor. We always called him Joe.

Youd have known him down in Missouri, of course? said Billy.

Thats right. In Missouri. We were side-partners for years. Now, see here, Mr. Windsor, its early yet. Wont you and your friend come along with me and have a smoke and a chat? I live right here in Thirty-Third Street. Id be right glad for you to come.

I dont doubt it, said Billy, but Im afraid youll have to excuse us.

In a hurry, are you?

Not in the least.

Then come right along.

No, thanks.

Say, why not? Its only a step.

Because we dont want to. Good night.

He turned, and started to walk away. The other stood for a moment, staring; then crossed the road.

Psmith broke the silence.

Correct me if I am wrong, Comrade Windsor, he said tentatively, but were you not a trifle — shall we say abrupt? — with the old family friend?

Billy Windsor laughed.

If my fathers name was Joseph, he said, instead of being William, the same as mine, and if hed ever been in Missouri in his life, which he hasnt, and if Id been photographed since I was a kid, which I havent been, I might have gone along. As it was, I thought it better not to.

These are deep waters, Comrade Windsor. Do you mean to intimate — ?

If they cant do any better than that, we shant have much to worry us. What do they take us for, I wonder? Farmers? Playing off a comic-supplement bluff like that on us!

There was honest indignation in Billys voice.

You think, then, that if we had accepted Comrade Lakes invitation, and gone along for a smoke and a chat, the chat would not have been of the pleasantest nature?

We should have been put out of business.

I have heard so much, said Psmith, thoughtfully, of the lavish hospitality of the American.

Taxi, sir?

A red taximeter cab was crawling down the road at their side. Billy shook his head.

Not that a taxi would be an unsound scheme, said Psmith.

Not that particular one, if you dont mind.

Something about it that offends your aesthetic taste? queried Psmith sympathetically.

Something about it makes my aesthetic taste kick like a mule, said Billy.

Ah, we highly strung literary men do have these curious prejudices. We cannot help it. We are the slaves of our temperaments. Let us walk, then. After all, the night is fine, and we are young and strong.

They had reached Twenty-Third Street when Billy stopped. I dont know about walking, he said. Suppose we take the Elevated?

Anything you wish, Comrade Windsor. I am in your hands.

They cut across into Sixth Avenue, and walked up the stairs to the station of the Elevated Railway. A train was just coming in.

Has it escaped your notice, Comrade Windsor, said Psmith after a pause, that, so far from speeding to your lodgings, we are going in precisely the opposite direction? We are in an up-town train.

I noticed it, said Billy briefly.

Are we going anywhere in particular?

This train goes as far as Hundred and Tenth Street. Well go up to there.

And then?

And then well come back.

And after that, I suppose, well make a trip to Philadelphia, or Chicago, or somewhere? Well, well, I am in your hands, Comrade Windsor. The night is yet young. Take me where you will. It is only five cents a go, and we have money in our purses. We are two young men out for reckless dissipation. By all means let us have it.

At Hundred and Tenth Street they left the train, went down the stairs, and crossed the street. Half-way across Billy stopped.

What now, Comrade Windsor? inquired Psmith patiently. Have you thought of some new form of entertainment?

Billy was making for a spot some few yards down the road. Looking in that direction, Psmith saw his objective. In the shadow of the Elevated there was standing a taximeter cab.

Taxi, sir? said the driver, as they approached.

We are giving you a great deal of trouble, said Billy. You must be losing money over this job. All this while you might be getting fares down-town.

These meetings, however, urged Psmith, are very pleasant.

I can save you worrying, said Billy. My address is 84 East Fourteenth Street. We are going back there now.

Search me, said the driver, I dont know what youre talking about.

I thought perhaps you did, replied Billy. Good night.

These things are very disturbing, said Psmith, when they were in the train. Dignity is impossible when one is compelled to be the Hunted Fawn. When did you begin to suspect that yonder merchant was doing the sleuth-hound act?

When I saw him in Broadway having a heart-to-heart talk with our friend from Missouri.

He must be something of an expert at the game to have kept on our track.

Not on your life. Its as easy as falling off a log. There are only certain places where you can get off an Elevated train. All hed got to do was to get there before the train, and wait. I didnt expect to dodge him by taking the Elevated. I just wanted to make certain of his game.

The train pulled up at the Fourteenth Street station. In the roadway at the foot of the opposite staircase was a red taximeter cab.


CHAPTER XIII. REVIEWING THE SITUATION
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ARRIVING AT THE bed-sitting-room, Billy proceeded to occupy the rocking-chair, and, as was his wont, began to rock himself rhythmically to and fro. Psmith seated himself gracefully on the couch-bed. There was a silence.

The events of the evening had been a revelation to Psmith. He had not realised before the extent of the ramifications of New Yorks underworld. That members of the gangs should crop up in the Astor roof-garden and in gorgeous raiment in the middle of Broadway was a surprise. When Billy Windsor had mentioned the gangs, he had formed a mental picture of low-browed hooligans, keeping carefully to their own quarter of the town. This picture had been correct, as far as it went, but it had not gone far enough. The bulk of the gangs of New York are of the hooligan class, and are rarely met with outside their natural boundaries. But each gang has its more prosperous members; gentlemen, who, like the man of the Astor roof-garden, support life by more delicate and genteel methods than the rest. The main body rely for their incomes, except at election-time, on such primitive feats as robbing intoxicated pedestrians. The aristocracy of the gangs soar higher.

It was a considerable time before Billy spoke.

Say, he said, this thing wants talking over.

By all means, Comrade Windsor.

Its this way. Theres no doubt now that were up against a mighty big proposition.

Something of the sort would seem to be the case.

Its like this. Im going to see this through. It isnt only that I want to do a bit of good to the poor cusses in those tenements, though Id do it for that alone. But, as far as Im concerned, theres something to it besides that. If we win out, Im going to get a job out of one of the big dailies. Itll give me just the chance I need. See what I mean? Well, its different with you. I dont see that its up to you to run the risk of getting yourself put out of business with a black-jack, and maybe shot. Once you get mixed up with the gangs theres no saying whats going to be doing. Well, I dont see why you shouldnt quit. All this has got nothing to do with you. Youre over here on a vacation. You havent got to make a living this side. You want to go about and have a good time, instead of getting mixed up with—

He broke off.

Well, thats what I wanted to say, anyway, he concluded.

Psmith looked at him reproachfully.

Are you trying to sack me, Comrade Windsor?

Hows that?

In various treatises on How to Succeed in Literature, said Psmith sadly, which I have read from time to time, I have always found it stated that what the novice chiefly needed was an editor who believed in him. In you, Comrade Windsor, I fancied that I had found such an editor.

Whats all this about? demanded Billy. Im making no kick about your work.

I gathered from your remarks that you were anxious to receive my resignation.

Well, I told you why. I didnt want you be black-jacked.

Was that the only reason?

Sure.

Then all is well, said Psmith, relieved. For the moment I fancied that my literary talents had been weighed in the balance and adjudged below par. If that is all — why, these are the mere everyday risks of the young journalists life. Without them we should be dull and dissatisfied. Our work would lose its fire. Men such as ourselves, Comrade Windsor, need a certain stimulus, a certain fillip, if they are to keep up their high standards. The knowledge that a low-browed gentleman is waiting round the corner with a sand-bag poised in air will just supply that stimulus. Also that fillip. It will give our output precisely the edge it requires.

Then youll stay in this thing? Youll stick to the work?

Like a conscientious leech, Comrade Windsor.

Bully for you, said Billy.

It was not Psmiths habit, when he felt deeply on any subject, to exhibit his feelings; and this matter of the tenements had hit him harder than any one who did not know him intimately would have imagined. Mike would have understood him, but Billy Windsor was too recent an acquaintance. Psmith was one of those people who are content to accept most of the happenings of life in an airy spirit of tolerance. Life had been more or less of a game with him up till now. In his previous encounters with those with whom fate had brought him in contact there had been little at stake. The prize of victory had been merely a comfortable feeling of having had the best of a battle of wits; the penalty of defeat nothing worse than the discomfort of having failed to score. But this tenement business was different. Here he had touched the realities. There was something worth fighting for. His lot had been cast in pleasant places, and the sight of actual raw misery had come home to him with an added force from that circumstance. He was fully aware of the risks that he must run. The words of the man at the Astor, and still more the episodes of the family friend from Missouri and the taximeter cab, had shown him that this thing was on a different plane from anything that had happened to him before. It was a fight without the gloves, and to a finish at that. But he meant to see it through. Somehow or other those tenement houses had got to be cleaned up. If it meant trouble, as it undoubtedly did, that trouble would have to be faced.

Now that Comrade Jarvis, he said, showing a spirit of forbearance which, I am bound to say, does him credit, has declined the congenial task of fracturing our occiputs, who should you say, Comrade Windsor, would be the chosen substitute?

Billy shook his head. Now that Bat has turned up the job, it might be any one of three gangs. There are four main gangs, you know. Bats is the biggest. But the smallest of thems large enough to put us away, if we give them the chance.

I dont quite grasp the nice points of this matter. Do you mean that we have an entire gang on our trail in one solid mass, or will it be merely a section?

Well, a section, I guess, if it comes to that. Parker, or whoever fixed this thing up, would go to the main boss of the gang. If it was the Three Points, hed go to Spider Reilly. If it was the Table Hill lot, hed look up Dude Dawson. And so on.

And what then?

And then the boss would talk it over with his own special partners. Every gang-leader has about a dozen of them. A sort of Inner Circle. Theyd fix it up among themselves. The rest of the gang wouldnt know anything about it. The fewer in the game, you see, the fewer to split up the dollars.

I see. Then things are not so black. All we have to do is to look out for about a dozen hooligans with a natural dignity in their bearing, the result of intimacy with the main boss. Carefully eluding these aristocrats, we shall win through. I fancy, Comrade Windsor, that all may yet be well. What steps do you propose to take by way of self-defence?

Keep out in the middle of the street, and not go off the Broadway after dark. Youre pretty safe on Broadway. Theres too much light for them there.

Now that our sleuth-hound friend in the taximeter has ascertained your address, shall you change it?

It wouldnt do any good. Theyd soon find where Id gone to. How about yours?

I fancy I shall be tolerably all right. A particularly massive policeman is on duty at my very doors. So much for our private lives. But what of the day-time? Suppose these sandbag-specialists drop in at the office during business hours. Will Comrade Maloneys frank and manly statement that we are not in be sufficient to keep them out? I doubt it. All unused to the nice conventions of polite society, these rugged persons will charge through. In such circumstances good work will be hard to achieve. Your literary man must have complete quiet if he is to give the public of his best. But stay. An idea!

Well?

Comrade Brady. The Peerless Kid. The man Cosy Moments is running for the light-weight championship. We are his pugilistic sponsors. You may say that it is entirely owing to our efforts that he has obtained this match with — who exactly is the gentleman Comrade Brady fights at the Highfield Club on Friday night?

Cyclone Al. Wolmann, isnt it?

You are right. As I was saying, but for us the privilege of smiting Comrade Cyclone Al. Wolmann under the fifth rib on Friday night would almost certainly have been denied to him.

It almost seemed as if he were right. From the moment the paper had taken up his cause, Kid Bradys star had undoubtedly been in the ascendant. People began to talk about him as a likely man. Edgren, in the Evening World, had a paragraph about his chances for the light-weight title. Tad, in the Journal, drew a picture of him. Finally, the management of the Highfield Club had signed him for a ten-round bout with Mr. Wolmann. There were, therefore, reasons why Cosy Moments should feel a claim on the Kids services.

He should, continued Psmith, if equipped in any degree with finer feelings, be bubbling over with gratitude towards us. But for Cosy Moments, he should be saying to himself, where should I be? Among the also-rans. I imagine that he will do any little thing we care to ask of him. I suggest that we approach Comrade Brady, explain the facts of the case, and offer him at a comfortable salary the post of fighting-editor of Cosy Moments. His duties will be to sit in the room opening out of ours, girded as to the loins and full of martial spirit, and apply some of those half-scissor hooks of his to the persons of any who overcome the opposition of Comrade Maloney. We, meanwhile, will enjoy that leisure and freedom from interruption which is so essential to the artist.

Its not a bad idea, said Billy.

It is about the soundest idea, said Psmith, that has ever been struck. One of your newspaper friends shall supply us with tickets, and Friday night shall see us at the Highfield.


CHAPTER XIV. THE HIGHFIELD

[image: img136.jpg]

FAR UP AT the other end of the island, on the banks of the Harlem River, there stands the old warehouse which modern progress has converted into the Highfield Athletic and Gymnastic Club. The imagination, stimulated by the title, conjures up a sort of National Sporting Club, with pictures on the walls, padding on the chairs, and a sea of white shirt-fronts from roof to floor. But the Highfield differs in some respects from this fancy picture. Indeed, it would be hard to find a respect in which it does not differ. But these names are so misleading. The title under which the Highfield used to be known till a few years back was Swifty Bobs. It was a good, honest title. You knew what to expect; and if you attended siances at Swifty Bobs you left your gold watch and your little savings at home. But a wave of anti-pugilistic feeling swept over the New York authorities. Promoters of boxing contests found themselves, to their acute disgust, raided by the police. The industry began to languish. People avoided places where at any moment the festivities might be marred by an inrush of large men in blue uniforms armed with locust-sticks.

And then some big-brained person suggested the club idea, which stands alone as an example of American dry humour. There are now no boxing contests in New York. Swifty Bob and his fellows would be shocked at the idea of such a thing. All that happens now is exhibition sparring bouts between members of the club. It is true that next day the papers very tactlessly report the friendly exhibition spar as if it had been quite a serious affair, but that is not the fault of Swifty Bob.

Kid Brady, the chosen of Cosy Moments, was billed for a ten-round exhibition contest, to be the main event of the evenings entertainment. No decisions are permitted at these clubs. Unless a regrettable accident occurs, and one of the sparrers is knocked out, the verdict is left to the newspapers next day. It is not uncommon to find a man win easily in the World, draw in the American, and be badly beaten in the Evening Mail. The system leads to a certain amount of confusion, but it has the merit of offering consolation to a much-smitten warrior.

The best method of getting to the Highfield is by the Subway. To see the Subway in its most characteristic mood one must travel on it during the rush-hour, when its patrons are packed into the carriages in one solid jam by muscular guards and policemen, shoving in a manner reminiscent of a Rugby football scrum. When Psmith and Billy entered it on the Friday evening, it was comparatively empty. All the seats were occupied, but only a few of the straps and hardly any of the space reserved by law for the conductor alone.

Conversation on the Subway is impossible. The ingenious gentlemen who constructed it started with the object of making it noisy. Not ordinarily noisy, like a ton of coal falling on to a sheet of tin, but really noisy. So they fashioned the pillars of thin steel, and the sleepers of thin wood, and loosened all the nuts, and now a Subway train in motion suggests a prolonged dynamite explosion blended with the voice of some great cataract.

Psmith, forced into temporary silence by this combination of noises, started to make up for lost time on arriving in the street once more.

A thoroughly unpleasant neighbourhood, he said, critically surveying the dark streets. I fear me, Comrade Windsor, that we have been somewhat rash in venturing as far into the middle west as this. If ever there was a blighted locality where low-browed desperadoes might be expected to spring with whoops of joy from every corner, this blighted locality is that blighted locality. But we must carry on. In which direction, should you say, does this arena lie?

It had begun to rain as they left Billys lodgings. Psmith turned up the collar of his Burberry.

We suffer much in the cause of Literature, he said. Let us inquire of this genial soul if he knows where the Highfield is.

The pedestrian referred to proved to be going there himself. They went on together, Psmith courteously offering views on the weather and forecasts of the success of Kid Brady in the approaching contest.

Rattling on, he was alluding to the prominent part Cosy Moments had played in the affair, when a rough thrust from Windsors elbow brought home to him his indiscretion.

He stopped suddenly, wishing he had not said as much. Their connection with that militant journal was not a thing even to be suggested to casual acquaintances, especially in such a particularly ill-lighted neighbourhood as that through which they were now passing.

Their companion, however, who seemed to be a man of small speech, made no comment. Psmith deftly turned the conversation back to the subject of the weather, and was deep in a comparison of the respective climates of England and the United States, when they turned a corner and found themselves opposite a gloomy, barn-like building, over the door of which it was just possible to decipher in the darkness the words Highfield Athletic and Gymnastic Club.

The tickets which Billy Windsor had obtained from his newspaper friend were for one of the boxes. These proved to be sort of sheep-pens of unpolished wood, each with four hard chairs in it. The interior of the Highfield Athletic and Gymnastic Club was severely free from anything in the shape of luxury and ornament. Along the four walls were raised benches in tiers. On these were seated as tough-looking a collection of citizens as one might wish to see. On chairs at the ring-side were the reporters, with tickers at their sides, by means of which they tapped details of each round through to their down-town offices, where write-up reporters were waiting to read off and elaborate the messages. In the centre of the room, brilliantly lighted by half a dozen electric chandeliers, was the ring.

There were preliminary bouts before the main event. A burly gentleman in shirt-sleeves entered the ring, followed by two slim youths in fighting costume and a massive person in a red jersey, blue serge trousers, and yellow braces, who chewed gum with an abstracted air throughout the proceedings.

The burly gentleman gave tongue in a voice that cleft the air like a cannon-ball.

Ex-hib-it-i-on four-round bout between Patsy Milligan and Tommy Goodley, members of this club. Patsy on my right, Tommy on my left. Gentlemen will kindly stop smokin.

The audience did nothing of the sort. Possibly they did not apply the description to themselves. Possibly they considered the appeal a mere formula. Somewhere in the background a gong sounded, and Patsy, from the right, stepped briskly forward to meet Tommy, approaching from the left.

The contest was short but energetic. At intervals the combatants would cling affectionately to one another, and on these occasions the red-jerseyed man, still chewing gum and still wearing the same air of being lost in abstract thought, would split up the mass by the simple method of ploughing his way between the pair. Towards the end of the first round Thomas, eluding a left swing, put Patrick neatly to the floor, where the latter remained for the necessary ten seconds.

The remaining preliminaries proved disappointing. So much so that in the last of the series a soured sportsman on one of the benches near the roof began in satirical mood to whistle the Merry Widow Waltz. It was here that the red-jerseyed thinker for the first and last time came out of his meditative trance. He leaned over the ropes, and spoke — without heat, but firmly.

If that guy whistling back up yonder thinks he can do better than these boys, he can come right down into the ring.

The whistling ceased.

There was a distinct air of relief when the last preliminary was finished and preparations for the main bout began. It did not commence at once. There were formalities to be gone through, introductions and the like. The burly gentleman reappeared from nowhere, ushering into the ring a sheepishly-grinning youth in a flannel suit.

In-ter-doo-cin Young Leary, he bellowed impressively, a noo member of this chub, who will box some good boy here in September.

He walked to the other side of the ring and repeated the remark. A raucous welcome was accorded to the new member.

Two other notable performers were introduced in a similar manner, and then the building became suddenly full of noise, for a tall youth in a bath-robe, attended by a little army of assistants, had entered the ring. One of the army carried a bright green bucket, on which were painted in white letters the words Cyclone Al. Wolmann. A moment later there was another, though a far lesser, uproar, as Kid Brady, his pleasant face wearing a self-conscious smirk, ducked under the ropes and sat down in the opposite corner.

Ex-hib-it-i-on ten-round bout, thundered the burly gentleman, between Cyclone. Al. Wolmann—

Loud applause. Mr. Wolmann was one of the famous, a fighter with a reputation from New York to San Francisco. He was generally considered the most likely man to give the hitherto invincible Jimmy Garvin a hard battle for the light-weight championship.

Oh, you Al.! roared the crowd.

Mr. Wolmann bowed benevolently.

 — and Kid Brady, members of this—

There was noticeably less applause for the Kid. He was an unknown. A few of those present had heard of his victories in the West, but these were but a small section of the crowd. When the faint applause had ceased, Psmith rose to his feet.

Oh, you Kid! he observed encouragingly.

I should not like Comrade Brady, he said, reseating himself, to think that he has no friend but his poor old mother, as, you will recollect, occurred on a previous occasion.

The burly gentleman, followed by the two armies of assistants, dropped down from the ring, and the gong sounded.

Mr. Wolmann sprang from his corner as if somebody had touched a spring. He seemed to be of the opinion that if you are a cyclone, it is never too soon to begin behaving like one. He danced round the Kid with an india-rubber agility. The Cosy Moments representative exhibited more stolidity. Except for the fact that he was in fighting attitude, with one gloved hand moving slowly in the neighbourhood of his stocky chest, and the other pawing the air on a line with his square jaw, one would have said that he did not realise the position of affairs. He wore the friendly smile of the good-natured guest who is led forward by his hostess to join in some round game.

Suddenly his opponents long left shot out. The Kid, who had been strolling forward, received it under the chin, and continued to stroll forward as if nothing of note had happened. He gave the impression of being aware that Mr. Wolmann had committed a breach of good taste and of being resolved to pass it off with ready tact.

The Cyclone, having executed a backward leap, a forward leap, and a feint, landed heavily with both hands. The Kids genial smile did not even quiver, but he continued to move forward. His opponents left flashed out again, but this time, instead of ignoring the matter, the Kid replied with a heavy right swing; and Mr. Wolmann, leaping back, found himself against the ropes. By the time he had got out of that uncongenial position, two more of the Kids swings had found their mark. Mr. Wolmann, somewhat perturbed, scuttered out into the middle of the ring, the Kid following in his self-contained, solid way.

The Cyclone now became still more cyclonic. He had a left arm which seemed to open out in joints like a telescope. Several times when the Kid appeared well out of distance there was a thud as a brown glove ripped in over his guard and jerked his head back. But always he kept boring in, delivering an occasional right to the body with the pleased smile of an infant destroying a Noahs Ark with a tack-hammer. Despite these efforts, however, he was plainly getting all the worst of it. Energetic Mr. Wolmann, relying on his long left, was putting in three blows to his one. When the gong sounded, ending the first round, the house was practically solid for the Cyclone. Whoops and yells rose from everywhere. The building rang with shouts of, Oh, you Al.!

Psmith turned sadly to Billy.

It seems to me, Comrade Windsor, he said, that this merry meeting looks like doing Comrade Brady no good. I should not be surprised at any moment to see his head bounce off on to the floor.

Wait, said Billy. Hell win yet.

You think so?

Sure. He comes from Wyoming, said Billy with simple confidence.

Rounds two and three were a repetition of round one. The Cyclone raged almost unchecked about the ring. In one lightning rally in the third he brought his right across squarely on to the Kids jaw. It was a blow which should have knocked any boxer out. The Kid merely staggered slightly and returned to business, still smiling.

See! roared Billy enthusiastically in Psmiths ear, above the uproar. He doesnt mind it! He likes it! He comes from Wyoming!

With the opening of round four there came a subtle change. The Cyclones fury was expending itself. That long left shot out less sharply. Instead of being knocked back by it, the Cosy Moments champion now took the hits in his stride, and came shuffling in with his damaging body-blows. There were cheers and Oh, you Al.s! at the sound of the gong, but there was an appealing note in them this time. The gallant sportsmen whose connection with boxing was confined to watching other men fight, and betting on what they considered a certainty, and who would have expired promptly if any one had tapped them sharply on their well-filled waistcoats, were beginning to fear that they might lose their money after all.

In the fifth round the thing became a certainty. Like the month of March, the Cyclone, who had come in like a lion, was going out like a lamb. A slight decrease in the pleasantness of the Kids smile was noticeable. His expression began to resemble more nearly the gloomy importance of the Cosy Moments photographs. Yells of agony from panic-stricken speculators around the ring began to smite the rafters. The Cyclone, now but a gentle breeze, clutched repeatedly, hanging on like a leech till removed by the red-jerseyed referee.

Suddenly a grisly silence fell upon the house. It was broken by a cow-boy yell from Billy Windsor. For the Kid, battered, but obviously content, was standing in the middle of the ring, while on the ropes the Cyclone, drooping like a wet sock, was sliding slowly to the floor.

Cosy Moments wins, said Psmith. An omen, I fancy, Comrade Windsor.


CHAPTER XV. AN ADDITION TO THE STAFF
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PENETRATING INTO THE Kids dressing-room some moments later, the editorial staff found the winner of the ten-round exhibition bout between members of the club seated on a chair, having his right leg rubbed by a shock-headed man in a sweater, who had been one of his seconds during the conflict. The Kid beamed as they entered.

Gents, he said, come right in. Mighty glad to see you.

It is a relief to me, Comrade Brady, said Psmith, to find that you can see us. I had expected to find that Comrade Wolmanns purposeful buffs had completely closed your star-likes.

Sure, I never felt them. Hes a good quick boy, is Al., but, continued the Kid with powerful imagery, he couldnt hit a hole in a block of ice-cream, not if he was to use a hammer.

And yet at one period in the proceedings, Comrade Brady, said Psmith, I fancied that your head would come unglued at the neck. But the fear was merely transient. When you began to administer those — am I correct in saying? — half-scissor hooks to the body, why, then I felt like some watcher of the skies when a new planet swims into his ken; or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes he stared at the Pacific.

The Kid blinked.

Hows that? he inquired.

And why did I feel like that, Comrade Brady? I will tell you. Because my faith in you was justified. Because there before me stood the ideal fighting-editor of Cosy Moments. It is not a post that any weakling can fill. There charm of manner cannot qualify a man for the position. No one can hold down the job simply by having a kind heart or being good at farmyard imitations. No. We want a man of thews and sinews, a man who would rather be hit on the head with a half-brick than not. And you, Comrade Brady, are such a man.

The Kid turned appealingly to Billy.

Say, this gets past me, Mr. Windsor. Put me wise.

Can we have a couple of words with you alone, Kid? said Billy. We want to talk over something with you.

Sure. Sit down, gents. Jackll be through in a minute.

Jack, who during this conversation had been concentrating himself on his subjects left leg, now announced that he guessed that would about do, and having advised the Kid not to stop and pick daisies, but to get into his clothes at once before he caught a chill, bade the company good night and retired.

Billy shut the door.

Kid, he said, you know those articles about the tenements weve been having in the paper?

Sure. I read em. Theyre to the good.

Psmith bowed.

You stimulate us, Comrade Brady. This is praise from Sir Hubert Stanley.

It was about time some strong josher came and put it across to em, added the Kid.

So we thought. Comrade Parker, however, totally disagreed with us.

Parker?

Thats what Im coming to, said Billy. The day before yesterday a man named Parker called at the office and tried to buy us off.

Billys voice grew indignant at the recollection.

You gave him the hook, I guess? queried the interested Kid.

To such an extent, Comrade Brady, said Psmith, that he left breathing threatenings and slaughter. And it is for that reason that we have ventured to call upon you.

Its this way, said Billy. Were pretty sure by this time that whoever the man is this fellow Parkers working for has put one of the gangs on to us.

You dont say! exclaimed the Kid. Gum! Mr. Windsor, theyre tough propositions, those gangs.

Weve been followed in the streets, and once they put up a bluff to get us where they could do us in. So weve come along to you. We can look after ourselves out of the office, you see, but what we want is some one to help in case they try to rush us there.

In brief, a fighting-editor, said Psmith. At all costs we must have privacy. No writer can prune and polish his sentences to his satisfaction if he is compelled constantly to break off in order to eject boisterous hooligans. We therefore offer you the job of sitting in the outer room and intercepting these bravoes before they can reach us. The salary we leave to you. There are doubloons and to spare in the old oak chest. Take what you need and put the rest — if any — back. How does the offer strike you, Comrade Brady?

We dont want to get you in under false pretences, Kid, said Billy. Of course, they may not come anywhere near the office. But still, if they did, there would be something doing. What do you feel about it?

Gents, said the Kid, its this way.

He stepped into his coat, and resumed.

Now that Ive made good by getting the decision over Al., theyll be giving me a chance of a big fight. Maybe with Jimmy Garvin. Well, if that happens, see what I mean? Ill have to be going away somewhere and getting into training. I shouldnt be able to come and sit with you. But, if you gents feel like it, Id be mighty glad to come in till Im wanted to go into training-camp.

Great, said Billy; that would suit us all the way up. If youd do that, Kid, wed be tickled to death.

And touching salary— put in Psmith.

Shucks! said the Kid with emphasis. Nix on the salary thing. I wouldnt take a dime. If it hadnt a-been for you gents, Id have been waiting still for a chance of lining up in the championship class. Thats good enough for me. Any old thing you gents want me to do, Ill do it. And glad, too.

Comrade Brady, said Psmith warmly, you are, if I may say so, the goods. You are, beyond a doubt, supremely the stuff. We three, then, hand-in-hand, will face the foe; and if the foe has good, sound sense, he will keep right away. You appear to be ready. Shall we meander forth?

The building was empty and the lights were out when they emerged from the dressing-room. They had to grope their way in darkness. It was still raining when they reached the street, and the only signs of life were a moist policeman and the distant glare of public-house lights down the road.

They turned off to the left, and, after walking some hundred yards, found themselves in a blind alley.

Hullo! said Billy. Where have we come to?

Psmith sighed.

In my trusting way, he said, I had imagined that either you or Comrade Brady was in charge of this expedition and taking me by a known route to the nearest Subway station. I did not think to ask. I placed myself, without hesitation, wholly in your hands.

I thought the Kid knew the way, said Billy.

I was just taggin along with you gents, protested the light-weight, I thought you was taking me right. This is the first time I been up here.

Next time we three go on a little jaunt anywhere, said Psmith resignedly, it would be as well to take a map and a corps of guides with us. Otherwise we shall start for Broadway and finish up at Minneapolis.

They emerged from the blind alley and stood in the dark street, looking doubtfully up and down it.

Aha! said Psmith suddenly, I perceive a native. Several natives, in fact. Quite a little covey of them. We will put our case before them, concealing nothing, and rely on their advice to take us to our goal.

A little knot of men was approaching from the left. In the darkness it was impossible to say how many of them there were. Psmith stepped forward, the Kid at his side.

Excuse me, sir, he said to the leader, but if you can spare me a moment of your valuable time—

There was a sudden shuffle of feet on the pavement, a quick movement on the part of the Kid, a chunky sound as of wood striking wood, and the man Psmith had been addressing fell to the ground in a heap.

As he fell, something dropped from his hand on to the pavement with a bump and a rattle. Stooping swiftly, the Kid picked it up, and handed it to Psmith. His fingers closed upon it. It was a short, wicked-looking little bludgeon, the black-jack of the New York tough.

Get busy, advised the Kid briefly.


CHAPTER XVI. THE FIRST BATTLE
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THE PROMPTITUDE AND despatch with which the Kid had attended to the gentleman with the black-jack had not been without its effect on the followers of the stricken one. Physical courage is not an outstanding quality of the New York hooligan. His personal preference is for retreat when it is a question of unpleasantness with a stranger. And, in any case, even when warring among themselves, the gangs exhibit a lively distaste for the hard knocks of hand-to-hand fighting. Their chosen method of battling is to lie down on the ground and shoot. This is more suited to their physique, which is rarely great. The gangsman, as a rule, is stunted and slight of build.

The Kids rapid work on the present occasion created a good deal of confusion. There was no doubt that much had been hoped for from speedy attack. Also, the generalship of the expedition had been in the hands of the fallen warrior. His removal from the sphere of active influence had left the party without a head. And, to add to their discomfiture, they could not account for the Kid. Psmith they knew, and Billy Windsor they knew, but who was this stranger with the square shoulders and the upper-cut that landed like a cannon-ball? Something approaching a panic prevailed among the gang.

It was not lessened by the behaviour of the intended victims. Billy Windsor, armed with the big stick which he had bought after the visit of Mr. Parker, was the first to join issue. He had been a few paces behind the others during the black-jack incident; but, dark as it was, he had seen enough to show him that the occasion was, as Psmith would have said, one for the Shrewd Blow rather than the Prolonged Parley. With a whoop of the purest Wyoming brand, he sprang forward into the confused mass of the enemy. A moment later Psmith and the Kid followed, and there raged over the body of the fallen leader a battle of Homeric type.

It was not a long affair. The rules and conditions governing the encounter offended the delicate sensibilities of the gang. Like artists who feel themselves trammelled by distasteful conventions, they were damped and could not do themselves justice. Their forte was long-range fighting with pistols. With that they felt en rapport. But this vulgar brawling in the darkness with muscular opponents who hit hard and often with sticks and hands was distasteful to them. They could not develop any enthusiasm for it. They carried pistols, but it was too dark and the combatants were too entangled to allow them to use these. Besides, this was not the dear, homely old Bowery, where a gentleman may fire a pistol without exciting vulgar comment. It was up-town, where curious crowds might collect at the first shot.

There was but one thing to be done. Reluctant as they might be to abandon their fallen leader, they must tear themselves away. Already they were suffering grievously from the stick, the black-jack, and the lightning blows of the Kid. For a moment they hung, wavering; then stampeded in half a dozen different directions, melting into the night whence they had come.

Billy, full of zeal, pursued one fugitive some fifty yards down the street, but his quarry, exhibiting a rare turn of speed, easily outstripped him.

He came back, panting, to find Psmith and the Kid examining the fallen leader of the departed ones with the aid of a match, which went out just as Billy arrived.

It is our friend of the earlier part of the evening, Comrade Windsor, said Psmith. The merchant with whom we hob-nobbed on our way to the Highfield. In a moment of imprudence I mentioned Cosy Moments. I fancy that this was his first intimation that we were in the offing. His visit to the Highfield was paid, I think, purely from sport-loving motives. He was not on our trail. He came merely to see if Comrade Brady was proficient with his hands. Subsequent events must have justified our fighting editor in his eyes. It seems to be a moot point whether he will ever recover consciousness.

Mighty good thing if he doesnt, said Billy uncharitably.

From one point of view, Comrade Windsor, yes. Such an event would undoubtedly be an excellent thing for the public good. But from our point of view, it would be as well if he were to sit up and take notice. We could ascertain from him who he is and which particular collection of horny-handeds he represents. Light another match, Comrade Brady.

The Kid did so. The head of it fell off and dropped upon the up-turned face. The hooligan stirred, shook himself, sat up, and began to mutter something in a foggy voice.

Hes still woozy, said the Kid.

Still — what exactly, Comrade Brady?

In the air, explained the Kid. Bats in the belfry. Dizzy. See what I mean? Its often like that when a feller puts one in with a bit of weight behind it just where that one landed. Gum! I remember when I fought Martin Kelly; I was only starting to learn the game then. Martin and me was mixing it good and hard all over the ring, when suddenly he puts over a stiff one right on the point. What do you think I done? Fall down and take the count? Not on your life. I just turns round and walks straight out of the ring to my dressing-room. Willie Harvey, who was seconding me, comes tearing in after me, and finds me getting into my clothes. Whats doing, Kid? he asks. Im going fishin, Willie, I says. Its a lovely day. Youve lost the fight, he says. Fight? says I. What fight? See what I mean? I hadnt a notion of what had happened. It was a half an hour and more before I could remember a thing.

During this reminiscence, the man on the ground had contrived to clear his mind of the mistiness induced by the Kids upper-cut. The first sign he showed of returning intelligence was a sudden dash for safety up the road. But he had not gone five yards when he sat down limply.

The Kid was inspired to further reminiscence. Guess hes feeling pretty poor, he said. Its no good him trying to run for a while after hes put his chin in the way of a real live one. I remember when Joe Peterson put me out, way back when I was new to the game — it was the same year I fought Martin Kelly. He had an awful punch, had old Joe, and he put me down and out in the eighth round. After the fight they found me on the fire-escape outside my dressing-room. Come in, Kid, says they. Its all right, chaps, I says, Im dying. Like that. Its all right, chaps, Im dying. Same with this guy. See what I mean?

They formed a group about the fallen black-jack expert.

Pardon us, said Psmith courteously, for breaking in upon your reverie; but, if you could spare us a moment of your valuable time, there are one or two things which we should like to know.

Sure thing, agreed the Kid.

In the first place, continued Psmith, would it be betraying professional secrets if you told us which particular bevy of energetic sandbaggers it is to which you are attached?

Gent, explained the Kid, wants to know whats your gang.

The man on the ground muttered something that to Psmith and Billy was unintelligible.

It would be a charity, said the former, if some philanthropist would give this blighter elocution lessons. Can you interpret, Comrade Brady?

Says its the Three Points, said the Kid.

The Three Points? Let me see, is that Dude Dawson, Comrade Windsor, or the other gentleman?

Its Spider Reilly. Dude Dawson runs the Table Hill crowd.

Perhaps this is Spider Reilly?

Nope, said the Kid. I know the Spider. This aint him. This is some other mutt.

Which other mutt in particular? asked Psmith. Try and find out, Comrade Brady. You seem to be able to understand what he says. To me, personally, his remarks sound like the output of a gramophone with a hot potato in its mouth.

Says hes Jack Repetto, announced the interpreter.

There was another interruption at this moment. The bashful Mr. Repetto, plainly a man who was not happy in the society of strangers, made another attempt to withdraw. Reaching out a pair of lean hands, he pulled the Kids legs from under him with a swift jerk, and, wriggling to his feet, started off again down the road. Once more, however, desire outran performance. He got as far as the nearest street-lamp, but no farther. The giddiness seemed to overcome him again, for he grasped the lamp-post, and, sliding slowly to the ground, sat there motionless.

The Kid, whose fall had jolted and bruised him, was inclined to be wrathful and vindictive. He was the first of the three to reach the elusive Mr. Repetto, and if that worthy had happened to be standing instead of sitting it might have gone hard with him. But the Kid was not the man to attack a fallen foe. He contented himself with brushing the dust off his person and addressing a richly abusive flow of remarks to Mr. Repetto.

Under the rays of the lamp it was possible to discern more closely the features of the black-jack exponent. There was a subtle but noticeable resemblance to those of Mr. Bat Jarvis. Apparently the latters oiled forelock, worn low over the forehead, was more a concession to the general fashion prevailing in gang circles than an expression of personal taste. Mr. Repetto had it, too. In his case it was almost white, for the fallen warrior was an albino. His eyes, which were closed, had white lashes and were set as near together as Nature had been able to manage without actually running them into one another. His under-lip protruded and drooped. Looking at him, one felt instinctively that no judging committee of a beauty contest would hesitate a moment before him.

It soon became apparent that the light of the lamp, though bestowing the doubtful privilege of a clearer view of Mr. Repettos face, held certain disadvantages. Scarcely had the staff of Cosy Moments reached the faint yellow pool of light, in the centre of which Mr. Repetto reclined, than, with a suddenness which caused them to leap into the air, there sounded from the darkness down the road the crack-crack-crack of a revolver. Instantly from the opposite direction came other shots. Three bullets flicked grooves in the roadway almost at Billys feet. The Kid gave a sudden howl. Psmiths hat, suddenly imbued with life, sprang into the air and vanished, whirling into the night.

The thought did not come to them consciously at the moment, there being little time to think, but it was evident as soon as, diving out of the circle of light into the sheltering darkness, they crouched down and waited for the next move, that a somewhat skilful ambush had been effected. The other members of the gang, who had fled with such remarkable speed, had by no means been eliminated altogether from the game. While the questioning of Mr. Repetto had been in progress, they had crept back, unperceived except by Mr. Repetto himself. It being too dark for successful shooting, it had become Mr. Repettos task to lure his captors into the light, which he had accomplished with considerable skill.

For some minutes the battle halted. There was dead silence. The circle of light was empty now. Mr. Repetto had vanished. A tentative shot from nowhere ripped through the air close to where Psmith lay flattened on the pavement. And then the pavement began to vibrate and give out a curious resonant sound. To Psmith it conveyed nothing, but to the opposing army it meant much. They knew it for what it was. Somewhere — it might be near or far — a policeman had heard the shots, and was signalling for help to other policemen along the line by beating on the flag-stones with his night-stick, the New York constables substitute for the London police-whistle.

The noise grew, filling the still air. From somewhere down the road sounded the ring of running feet.

De cops! cried a voice. Beat it!

Next moment the night was full of clatter. The gang was beating it.

Psmith rose to his feet and dusted his clothes ruefully. For the first time he realised the horrors of war. His hat had gone for ever. His trousers could never be the same again after their close acquaintance with the pavement.

The rescue party was coming up at the gallop.

The New York policeman may lack the quiet dignity of his London rival, but he is a hustler.

Whats doing?

Nothing now, said the disgusted voice of Billy Windsor from the shadows. Theyve beaten it.

The circle of lamplight became as if by mutual consent a general rendezvous. Three grey-clad policemen, tough, clean-shaven men with keen eyes and square jaws, stood there, revolver in one hand, night-stick in the other. Psmith, hatless and dusty, joined them. Billy Windsor and the Kid, the latter bleeding freely from his left ear, the lobe of which had been chipped by a bullet, were the last to arrive.

Whats bin the rough house? inquired one of the policemen, mildly interested.

Do you know a sportsman of the name of Repetto? inquired Psmith.

Jack Repetto! Sure.

He belongs to the Three Points, said another intelligent officer, as one naming some fashionable club.

When next you see him, said Psmith, I should be obliged if you would use your authority to make him buy me a new hat. I could do with another pair of trousers, too; but I will not press the trousers. A new hat, is, however, essential. Mine has a six-inch hole in it.

Shot at you, did they? said one of the policemen, as who should say, Dash the lads, theyre always up to some of their larks.

Shot at us! burst out the ruffled Kid. What do you thinks bin happening? Think an aeroplane ran into my ear and took half of it off? Think the noise was somebody opening bottles of pop? Think those guys that sneaked off down the road was just training for a Marathon?

Comrade Brady, said Psmith, touches the spot. He—

Say, are you Kid Brady? inquired one of the officers. For the first time the constabulary had begun to display any real animation.

Reckoned Id seen you somewhere! said another. You licked Cyclone Al. all right, Kid, I hear.

And who but a bone-head thought he wouldnt? demanded the third warmly. He could whip a dozen Cyclone Al.s in the same evening with his eyes shut.

Hes the next champeen, admitted the first speaker.

If he puts it over Jimmy Garvin, argued the second.

Jimmy Garvin! cried the third. He can whip twenty Jimmy Garvins with his feet tied. I tell you—

I am loath, observed Psmith, to interrupt this very impressive brain-barbecue, but, trivial as it may seem to you, to me there is a certain interest in this other little matter of my ruined hat. I know that it may strike you as hypersensitive of us to protest against being riddled with bullets, but—

Well, whats bin doin? inquired the Force. It was a nuisance, this perpetual harping on trifles when the deep question of the light-weight Championship of the World was under discussion, but the sooner it was attended to, the sooner it would be over.

Billy Windsor undertook to explain.

The Three Points laid for us, he said. Jack Repetto was bossing the crowd. I dont know who the rest were. The Kid put one over on to Jack Repettos chin, and we were asking him a few questions when the rest came back, and started into shooting. Then we got to cover quick, and you came up and they beat it.

That, said Psmith, nodding, is a very fair pricis of the evenings events. We should like you, if you will be so good, to corral this Comrade Repetto, and see that he buys me a new hat.

Well round Jack up, said one of the policemen indulgently.

Do it nicely, urged Psmith. Dont go hurting his feelings.

The second policeman gave it as his opinion that Jack was getting too gay. The third policeman conceded this. Jack, he said, had shown signs for some time past of asking for it in the neck. It was an error on Jacks part, he gave his hearers to understand, to assume that the lid was completely off the great city of New York.

Too blamed fresh hes gettin, the trio agreed. They could not have been more disapproving if they had been prefects at Haileybury and Mr. Repetto a first-termer who had been detected in the act of wearing his cap on the back of his head.

They seemed to think it was too bad of Jack.

The wrath of the Law, said Psmith, is very terrible. We will leave the matter, then, in your hands. In the meantime, we should be glad if you would direct us to the nearest Subway station. Just at the moment, the cheerful lights of the Great White Way are what I seem to chiefly need.


CHAPTER XVII. GUERILLA WARFARE
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THUS ENDED THE opening engagement of the campaign, seemingly in a victory for the Cosy Moments army. Billy Windsor, however, shook his head.

Weve got mighty little out of it, he said.

The victory, said Psmith, was not bloodless. Comrade Bradys ear, my hat — these are not slight casualties. On the other hand, surely we are one up? Surely we have gained ground? The elimination of Comrade Repetto from the scheme of things in itself is something. I know few men I would not rather meet in a lonely road than Comrade Repetto. He is one of Natures sand-baggers. Probably the thing crept upon him slowly. He started, possibly, in a merely tentative way by slugging one of the family circle. His nurse, let us say, or his young brother. But, once started, he is unable to resist the craving. The thing grips him like dram-drinking. He sandbags now not because he really wants to, but because he cannot help himself. To me there is something consoling in the thought that Comrade Repetto will no longer be among those present.

What makes you think that?

I should imagine that a benevolent Law will put him away in his little cell for at least a brief spell.

Not on your life, said Billy. Hell prove an alibi.

Psmiths eyeglass dropped out of his eye. He replaced it, and gazed, astonished, at Billy.

An alibi? When three keen-eyed men actually caught him at it?

He can find thirty toughs to swear he was five miles away.

And get the court to believe it? said Psmith.

Sure, said Billy disgustedly. You dont catch them hurting a gangsman unless theyre pushed against the wall. The politicians dont want the gangs in gaol, especially as the Aldermanic elections will be on in a few weeks. Did you ever hear of Monk Eastman?

I fancy not, Comrade Windsor. If I did, the name has escaped me. Who was this cleric?

He was the first boss of the East Side gang, before Kid Twist took it on.

Yes?

He was arrested dozens of times, but he always got off. Do you know what he said once, when they pulled him for thugging a fellow out in New Jersey?

I fear not, Comrade Windsor. Tell me all.

He said, Youre arresting me, huh? Say, you want to look where youre goin; I cut some ice in this town. I made half the big politicians in New York! That was what he said.

His small-talk, said Psmith, seems to have been bright and well-expressed. What happened then? Was he restored to his friends and his relations?

Sure, he was. What do you think? Well, Jack Repetto isnt Monk Eastman, but hes in with Spider Reilly, and the Spiders in with the men behind. Jackll get off.

It looks to me, Comrade Windsor, said Psmith thoughtfully, as if my stay in this great city were going to cost me a small fortune in hats.

Billys prophecy proved absolutely correct. The police were as good as their word. In due season they rounded up the impulsive Mr. Repetto, and he was haled before a magistrate. And then, what a beautiful exhibition of brotherly love and auld-lang-syne camaraderie was witnessed! One by one, smirking sheepishly, but giving out their evidence with unshaken earnestness, eleven greasy, wandering-eyed youths mounted the witness-stand and affirmed on oath that at the time mentioned dear old Jack had been making merry in their company in a genial and law-abiding fashion, many, many blocks below the scene of the regrettable assault. The magistrate discharged the prisoner, and the prisoner, meeting Billy and Psmith in the street outside, leered triumphantly at them.

Billy stepped up to him. You may have wriggled out of this, he said furiously, but if you dont get a move on and quit looking at me like that, Ill knock you over the Singer Building. Hump yourself.

Mr. Repetto humped himself.

So was victory turned into defeat, and Billys jaw became squarer and his eye more full of the light of battle than ever. And there was need of a square jaw and a battle-lit eye, for now began a period of guerilla warfare such as no New York paper had ever had to fight against.

It was Wheeler, the gaunt manager of the business side of the journal, who first brought it to the notice of the editorial staff. Wheeler was a man for whom in business hours nothing existed but his job; and his job was to look after the distribution of the paper. As to the contents of the paper he was absolutely ignorant. He had been with Cosy Moments from its start, but he had never read a line of it. He handled it as if it were so much soap. The scholarly writings of Mr. Wilberfloss, the mirth-provoking sallies of Mr. B. Henderson Asher, the tender outpourings of Louella Granville Waterman — all these were things outside his ken. He was a distributor, and he distributed.

A few days after the restoration of Mr. Repetto to East Side Society, Mr. Wheeler came into the editorial room with information and desire for information.

He endeavoured to satisfy the latter first.

Whats doing, anyway? he asked. He then proceeded to his information. Some ones got it in against the paper, sure, he said. I dont know what its all about. I hant never read the thing. Dont see what any one could have against a paper with a name like Cosy Moments, anyway. The way things have been going last few days, seems it might be the organ of a blamed mining-camp what the boys have took a dislike to.

Whats been happening? asked Billy with gleaming eyes.

Why, nothing in the world to fuss about, only our carriers cant go out without being beaten up by gangs of toughs. Pat Harrigans in the hospital now. Just been looking in on him. Pats a feller who likes to fight. Rather fight he would than see a ball-game. But this was too much for him. Know what happened? Why, see here, just like this it was. Pat goes out with his cart. Passing through a low-down street on his way up-town hes held up by a bunch of toughs. He shows fight. Half a dozen of them attend to him, while the rest gets clean away with every copy of the paper there was in the cart. When the cop comes along, theres Pat in pieces on the ground and nobody in sight but a Dago chewing gum. Cop asks the Dago whats been doing, and the Dago says hes only just come round the corner and hant seen nothing of anybody. What I want to know is, whats it all about? Whos got it in for us and why?

Mr. Wheeler leaned back in his chair, while Billy, his hair rumpled more than ever and his eyes glowing, explained the situation. Mr. Wheeler listened absolutely unmoved, and, when the narrative had come to an end, gave it as his opinion that the editorial staff had sand. That was his sole comment. Its up to you, he said, rising. You know your business. Say, though, some one had better get busy right quick and do something to stop these guys rough-housing like this. If we get a few more carriers beat up the way Pat was, therell be a strike. Its not as if they were all Irishmen. The most of them are Dagoes and such, and they dont want any more fight than they can get by beating their wives and kicking kids off the sidewalk. Ill do my best to get this paper distributed right and its a shame if it aint, because its going big just now — but its up to you. Good day, gents.

He went out. Psmith looked at Billy.

As Comrade Wheeler remarks, he said, it is up to us. What do you propose to do about it? This is a move of the enemy which I have not anticipated. I had fancied that their operations would be confined exclusively to our two selves. If they are going to strew the street with our carriers, we are somewhat in the soup.

Billy said nothing. He was chewing the stem of an unlighted pipe. Psmith went on.

It means, of course, that we must buck up to a certain extent. If the campaign is to be a long one, they have us where the hair is crisp. We cannot stand the strain. Cosy Moments cannot be muzzled, but it can undoubtedly be choked. What we want to do is to find out the name of the man behind the tenements as soon as ever we can and publish it; and, then, if we perish, fall yelling the name.

Billy admitted the soundness of this scheme, but wished to know how it was to be done.

Comrade Windsor, said Psmith. I have been thinking this thing over, and it seems to me that we are on the wrong track, or rather we arent on any track at all; we are simply marking time. What we want to do is to go out and hustle round till we stir up something. Our line up to the present has been to sit at home and scream vigorously in the hope of some stout fellow hearing and rushing to help. In other words, weve been saying in the paper what an out-size in scugs the merchant must be who owns those tenements, in the hope that somebody else will agree with us and be sufficiently interested to get to work and find out who the blighter is. Thats all wrong. What we must do now, Comrade Windsor, is put on our hats, such hats as Comrade Repetto has left us, and sally forth as sleuth-hounds on our own account.

Yes, but how? demanded Billy. Thats all right in theory, but hows it going to work in practice? The only thing that can corner the man is a commission.

Far from it, Comrade Windsor. The job may be worked more simply. I dont know how often the rents are collected in these places, but I should say at a venture once a week. My idea is to hang negligently round till the rent-collector arrives, and when he has loomed up on the horizon, buttonhole him and ask him quite politely, as man to man, whether he is collecting those rents for himself or for somebody else, and if somebody else, who that somebody else is. Simple, I fancy? Yet brainy. Do you take me, Comrade Windsor?

Billy sat up, excited. I believe youve hit it.

Psmith shot his cuffs modestly.


CHAPTER XVIII. AN EPISODE BY THE WAY
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IT WAS PUGSY Maloney who, on the following morning, brought to the office the gist of what is related in this chapter. Pugsys version was, however, brief and unadorned, as was the way with his narratives. Such things as first causes and piquant details he avoided, as tending to prolong the telling excessively, thus keeping him from perusal of his cowboy stories. The way Pugsy put it was as follows. He gave the thing out merely as an item of general interest, a bubble on the surface of the life of a great city. He did not know how nearly interested were his employers in any matter touching that gang which is known as the Three Points. Pugsy said: Deres trouble down where I live. Dude Dawsons mad at Spider Reilly, an now de Table Hills are layin for de Tree Points. Sure. He had then retired to his outer fastness, yielding further details jerkily and with the distrait air of one whose mind is elsewhere.

Skilfully extracted and pieced together, these details formed themselves into the following typical narrative of East Side life in New York.

The really important gangs of New York are four. There are other less important institutions, but these are little more than mere friendly gatherings of old boyhood chums for purposes of mutual companionship. In time they may grow, as did Bat Jarviss coterie, into formidable organisations, for the soil is undoubtedly propitious to such growth. But at present the amount of ice which good judges declare them to cut is but small. They stick up an occasional wayfarer for his cush, and they carry canisters and sometimes fire them off, but these things do not signify the cutting of ice. In matters political there are only four gangs which count, the East Side, the Groome Street, the Three Points, and the Table Hill. Greatest of these by virtue of their numbers are the East Side and the Groome Street, the latter presided over at the time of this story by Mr. Bat Jarvis. These two are colossal, and, though they may fight each other, are immune from attack at the hands of lesser gangs. But between the other gangs, and especially between the Table Hill and the Three Points, which are much of a size, warfare rages as briskly as among the republics of South America. There has always been bad blood between the Table Hill and the Three Points, and until they wipe each other out after the manner of the Kilkenny cats, it is probable that there always will be. Little events, trifling in themselves, have always occurred to shatter friendly relations just when there has seemed a chance of their being formed. Thus, just as the Table Hillites were beginning to forgive the Three Points for shooting the redoubtable Paul Horgan down at Coney Island, a Three Pointer injudiciously wiped out another of the rival gang near Canal Street. He pleaded self-defence, and in any case it was probably mere thoughtlessness, but nevertheless the Table Hillites were ruffled.

That had been a month or so back. During that month things had been simmering down, and peace was just preparing to brood when there occurred the incident to which Pugsy had alluded, the regrettable falling out of Dude Dawson and Spider Reilly at Mr. Maginniss dancing saloon, Shamrock Hall, the same which Bat Jarvis had been called in to protect in the days before the Groome Street gang began to be.

Shamrock Hall, being under the eyes of the great Bat, was, of course, forbidden ground; and it was with no intention of spoiling the harmony of the evening that Mr. Dawson had looked in. He was there in a purely private and peaceful character.

As he sat smoking, sipping, and observing the revels, there settled at the next table Mr. Robert (Nigger) Coston, an eminent member of the Three Points.

There being temporary peace between the two gangs, the great men exchanged a not unfriendly nod and, after a short pause, a word or two. Mr. Coston, alluding to an Italian who had just pirouetted past, remarked that there sure was some class to the way that wop hit it up. Mr. Dawson said Yup, there sure was. You would have said that all Nature smiled.

Alas! The next moment the sky was covered with black clouds and the storm broke. For Mr. Dawson, continuing in this vein of criticism, rather injudiciously gave it as his opinion that one of the lady dancers had two left feet.

For a moment Mr. Coston did not see which lady was alluded to.

De goil in de pink skoit, said Mr. Dawson, facilitating the others search by pointing with a much-chewed cigarette. It was at this moment that Natures smile was shut off as if by a tap. For the lady in the pink skirt had been in receipt of Mr. Costons respectful devotion for the past eight days.

From this point onwards the march of events was rapid.

Mr. Coston, rising, asked Mr. Dawson who he thought he, Mr. Dawson, was.

Mr. Dawson, extinguishing his cigarette and placing it behind his ear, replied that he was the fellow who could bite his, Mr. Costons, head off.

Mr. Coston said: Huh?

Mr. Dawson said: Sure.

Mr. Coston called Mr. Dawson a pie-faced rubber-necked four-flusher.

Mr. Dawson called Mr. Coston a coon.

And that was where the trouble really started.

It was secretly a great grief to Mr. Coston that his skin was of so swarthy a hue. To be permitted to address Mr. Coston face to face by his nickname was a sign of the closest friendship, to which only Spider Reilly, Jack Repetto, and one or two more of the gang could aspire. Others spoke of him as Nigger, or, more briefly, Nig — strictly behind his back. For Mr. Coston had a wide reputation as a fighter, and his particular mode of battling was to descend on his antagonist and bite him. Into this action he flung himself with the passionate abandonment of the artist. When he bit he bit. He did not nibble.

If a friend had called Mr. Coston Nig he would have been running grave risks. A stranger, and a leader of a rival gang, who addressed him as coon was more than asking for trouble. He was pleading for it.

Great men seldom waste time. Mr. Coston, leaning towards Mr. Dawson, promptly bit him on the cheek. Mr. Dawson bounded from his seat. Such was the excitement of the moment that, instead of drawing his canister, he forgot that he had one on his person, and, seizing a mug which had held beer, bounced it vigorously on Mr. Costons skull, which, being of solid wood, merely gave out a resonant note and remained unbroken.

So far the honours were comparatively even, with perhaps a slight balance in favour of Mr. Coston. But now occurred an incident which turned the scale, and made war between the gangs inevitable. In the far corner of the room, surrounded by a crowd of admiring friends, sat Spider Reilly, monarch of the Three Points. He had noticed that there was a slight disturbance at the other side of the hall, but had given it little attention till, the dancing ceasing suddenly and the floor emptying itself of its crowd, he had a plain view of Mr. Dawson and Mr. Coston squaring up at each other for the second round. We must assume that Mr. Reilly was not thinking what he did, for his action was contrary to all rules of gang-etiquette. In the street it would have been perfectly legitimate, even praiseworthy, but in a dance-hall belonging to a neutral power it was unpardonable.

What he did was to produce his canister and pick off the unsuspecting Mr. Dawson just as that exquisite was preparing to get in some more good work with the beer-mug. The leader of the Table Hillites fell with a crash, shot through the leg; and Spider Reilly, together with Mr. Coston and others of the Three Points, sped through the doorway for safety, fearing the wrath of Bat Jarvis, who, it was known, would countenance no such episodes at the dance-hall which he had undertaken to protect.

Mr. Dawson, meanwhile, was attended to and helped home. Willing informants gave him the name of his aggressor, and before morning the Table Hill camp was in ferment. Shooting broke out in three places, though there were no casualties. When the day dawned there existed between the two gangs a state of war more bitter than any in their record; for this time it was no question of obscure nonentities. Chieftain had assaulted chieftain; royal blood had been spilt.

* * *

Comrade Windsor, said Psmith, when Master Maloney had spoken his last word, we must take careful note of this little matter. I rather fancy that sooner or later we may be able to turn it to our profit. I am sorry for Dude Dawson, anyhow. Though I have never met him, I have a sort of instinctive respect for him. A man such as he would feel a bullet through his trouser-leg more than one of common clay who cared little how his clothes looked.


CHAPTER XIX. IN PLEASANT STREET
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CAREFUL INQUIRIES, CONDUCTED incognito by Master Maloney among the denizens of Pleasant Street, brought the information that rents in the tenements were collected not weekly but monthly, a fact which must undoubtedly cause a troublesome hitch in the campaign. Rent-day, announced Pugsy, fell on the last day of the month.

I rubbered around, he said, and did de sleut act, and I finds tings out. Deres a feller comes round bout supper time dat day, an den its up to de famlies what lives in de tenements to dig down into deir jeans fer de stuff, or out dey goes dat same night.

Evidently a hustler, our nameless friend, said Psmith.

I got dat from a kid what knows anuder kid what lives dere, explained Master Maloney. Say, he proceeded confidentially, dat kids in bad, sure he is. Dat second kid, de one what lives dere. Hes a wop kid, an—

A what, Comrade Maloney?

A wop. A Dago. Why, dont you get next? Why, an Italian. Sure, dats right. Well, dis kid, he is sure to de bad, cos his father come over from Italy to work on de Subway.

I dont see why that puts him in bad, said Billy Windsor wonderingly.

Nor I, agreed Psmith. Your narratives, Comrade Maloney, always seem to me to suffer from a certain lack of construction. You start at the end, and then you go back to any portion of the story which happens to appeal to you at the moment, eventually winding up at the beginning. Why should the fact that this striplings father has come over from Italy to work on the Subway be a misfortune?

Why, sure, because he got fired an went an swatted de foreman one on de coco, an de magistrate gives him toity days.

And then, Comrade Maloney? This thing is beginning to get clearer. You are like Sherlock Holmes. After youve explained a thing from start to finish — or, as you prefer to do, from finish to start — it becomes quite simple.

Why, den dis kids in bad for fair, cos der aint nobody to pungle de bones.

Pungle de what, Comrade Maloney?

De bones. De stuff. Dats right. De dollars. Hes all alone, dis kid, so when de rent-guy blows in, whos to slip him over de simoleons? Itll be outside for his, quick.

Billy warmed up at this tale of distress in his usual way. Somebody ought to do something. Its a vile shame the kid being turned out like that.

We will see to it, Comrade Windsor. Cosy Moments shall step in. We will combine business with pleasure, paying the striplings rent and corralling the rent-collector at the same time. What is today? How long before the end of the month? Another week! A murrain on it, Comrade Windsor. Two murrains. This delay may undo us.

But the days went by without any further movement on the part of the enemy. A strange quiet seemed to be brooding over the other camp. As a matter of fact, the sudden outbreak of active hostilities with the Table Hill contingent had had the effect of taking the minds of Spider Reilly and his warriors off Cosy Moments and its affairs, much as the unexpected appearance of a mad bull would make a man forget that he had come out butterfly-hunting. Psmith and Billy could wait; they were not likely to take the offensive; but the Table Hillites demanded instant attention.

War had broken out, as was usual between the gangs, in a somewhat tentative fashion at first sight. There had been sniping and skirmishes by the wayside, but as yet no pitched battle. The two armies were sparring for an opening.

* * *

The end of the week arrived, and Psmith and Billy, conducted by Master Maloney, made their way to Pleasant Street. To get there it was necessary to pass through a section of the enemys country; but the perilous passage was safely negotiated. The expedition reached its unsavoury goal intact.

The wop kid, whose name, it appeared, was Giuseppe Orloni, inhabited a small room at the very top of the building next to the one Psmith and Mike had visited on their first appearance in Pleasant Street. He was out when the party, led by Pugsy up dark stairs, arrived; and, on returning, seemed both surprised and alarmed to see visitors. Pugsy undertook to do the honours. Pugsy as interpreter was energetic but not wholly successful. He appeared to have a fixed idea that the Italian language was one easily mastered by the simple method of saying da instead of the, and tacking on a final a to any word that seemed to him to need one.

Say, kid, he began, has da rent-a-man come yet-a?

The black eyes of the wop kid clouded. He gesticulated, and said something in his native language.

He hasnt got next, reported Master Maloney. He cant git on to me curves. Dese wop kids is all boneheads. Say, kid, look-a here. He walked out of the room and closed the door; then, rapping on it smartly from the outside, re-entered and, assuming a look of extreme ferocity, stretched out his hand and thundered: Unbelt-a! Slip-a me da stuff!

The wop kids puzzlement became pathetic.

This, said Psmith, deeply interested, is getting about as tense as anything I ever struck. Dont give in, Comrade Maloney. Who knows but that you may yet win through? I fancy the trouble is that your too perfect Italian accent is making the youth home-sick. Once more to the breach, Comrade Maloney.

Master Maloney made a gesture of disgust. Im troo. Dese Dagoes makes me tired. Dey dont know enough to go upstairs to take de Elevated. Beat it, you mutt, he observed with moody displeasure to the wop kid, accompanying the words with a gesture which conveyed its own meaning. The wop kid, plainly glad to get away, slipped out of the door like a shadow.

Pugsy shrugged his shoulders.

Gents, he said resignedly, its up to youse.

I fancy, said Psmith, that this is one of those moments when it is necessary for me to unlimber my Sherlock Holmes system. As thus. If the rent collector had been here, it is certain, I think, that Comrade Spaghetti, or whatever you said his name was, wouldnt have been. That is to say, if the rent collector had called and found no money waiting for him, surely Comrade Spaghetti would have been out in the cold night instead of under his own roof-tree. Do you follow me, Comrade Maloney?

Thats right, said Billy Windsor. Of course.

Elementary, my dear Watson, elementary, murmured Psmith.

So all we have to do is to sit here and wait.

All? said Psmith sadly. Surely it is enough. For of all the scaly localities I have struck this seems to me the scaliest. The architect of this Stately Home of America seems to have had a positive hatred for windows. His idea of ventilation was to leave a hole in the wall about the size of a lima bean and let the thing go at that. If our friend does not arrive shortly, I shall pull down the roof. Why, gadzooks! Not to mention stap my vitals! Isnt that a trap-door up there? Make a long-arm, Comrade Windsor.

Billy got on a chair and pulled the bolt. The trap-door opened downwards. It fell, disclosing a square of deep blue sky.

Gum! he said. Fancy living in this atmosphere when you dont have to. Fancy these fellows keeping that shut all the time.

I expect it is an acquired taste, said Psmith, like Limburger cheese. They dont begin to appreciate air till it is thick enough to scoop chunks out of with a spoon. Then they get up on their hind legs and inflate their chests and say, This is fine! This beats ozone hollow! Leave it open, Comrade Windsor. And now, as to the problem of dispensing with Comrade Maloneys services?

Sure, said Billy. Beat it, Pugsy, my lad.

Pugsy looked up, indignant.

Beat it? he queried.

While your shoe leathers good, said Billy. This is no place for a ministers son. There may be a rough house in here any minute, and you would be in the way.

I want to stop and pipe de fun, objected Master Maloney.

Never mind. Cut off. Well tell you all about it to-morrow.

Master Maloney prepared reluctantly to depart. As he did so there was a sound of a well-shod foot on the stairs, and a man in a snuff-coloured suit, wearing a brown Homburg hat and carrying a small notebook in one hand, walked briskly into the room. It was not necessary for Psmith to get his Sherlock Holmes system to work. His whole appearance proclaimed the new-comer to be the long-expected collector of rents.


CHAPTER XX. CORNERED
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HE STOOD IN the doorway looking with some surprise at the group inside. He was a smallish, pale-faced man with protruding eyes and teeth which gave him a certain resemblance to a rabbit.

Hello, he said.

Welcome to New York, said Psmith.

Master Maloney, who had taken advantage of the interruption to edge farther into the room, now appeared to consider the question of his departure permanently shelved. He sidled to a corner and sat down on an empty soap-box with the air of a dramatic critic at the opening night of a new play. The scene looked good to him. It promised interesting developments. Master Maloney was an earnest student of the drama, as exhibited in the theatres of the East Side, and few had ever applauded the hero of Escaped from Sing-Sing, or hissed the villain of Nellie, the Beautiful Cloak-Model with more fervour than he. He liked his drama to have plenty of action, and to his practised eye this one promised well. Psmith he looked upon as a quite amiable lunatic, from whom little was to be expected; but there was a set expression on Billy Windsors face which suggested great things.

His pleasure was abruptly quenched. Billy Windsor, placing a firm hand on his collar, led him to the door and pushed him out, closing the door behind him.

The rent collector watched these things with a puzzled eye. He now turned to Psmith.

Say, seen anything of the wops that live here? he inquired.

I am addressing — ? said Psmith courteously.

My names Gooch.

Psmith bowed.

Touching these wops, Comrade Gooch, he said, I fear there is little chance of your seeing them to-night, unless you wait some considerable time. With one of them — the son and heir of the family, I should say — we have just been having a highly interesting and informative chat. Comrade Maloney, who has just left us, acted as interpreter. The father, I am told, is in the dungeon below the castle moat for a brief spell for punching his foreman in the eye. The result? The rent is not forthcoming.

Then its outside for theirs, said Mr. Gooch definitely.

Its a big shame, broke in Billy, turning the kid out. Wheres he to go?

Thats up to him. Nothing to do with me. Im only acting under orders from up top.

Whose orders, Comrade Gooch? inquired Psmith.

The gent who owns this joint.

Who is he? said Billy.

Suspicion crept into the protruding eyes of the rent collector. He waxed wroth. Say! he demanded. Who are you two guys, anyway, and what do you think youre doing here? Thats what Id like to know. What do you want with the name of the owner of this place? What business is it of yours?

The fact is, Comrade Gooch, we are newspaper men.

I guessed you were, said Mr. Gooch with triumph. You cant bluff me. Well, its no good, boys. Ive nothing for you. Youd better chase off and try something else.

He became more friendly.

Say, though, he said, I just guessed you were from some paper. I wish I could give you a story, but I cant. I guess its this Cosy Moments business thats been and put your editor on to this joint, aint it? Say, though, thats a queer thing, that paper. Why, only a few weeks ago it used to be a sort of take-home-and-read-to-the-kids affair. A friend of mine used to buy it regular. And then suddenly it comes out with a regular whoop, and started knocking these tenements and boosting Kid Brady, and all that. I cant understand it. All I know is that its begun to get this place talked about. Why, you see for yourselves how it is. Here is your editor sending you down to get a story about it. But, say, those Cosy Moments guys are taking big risks. I tell you straight they are, and that goes. I happen to know a thing or two about whats going on on the other side, and I tell you theres going to be something doing if they dont cut it out quick. Mr.— he stopped and chuckled, Mr. Jones isnt the man to sit still and smile. Hes going to get busy. Say, what paper do you boys come from?

Cosy Moments, Comrade Gooch, Psmith replied. Immediately behind you, between you and the door, is Comrade Windsor, our editor. I am Psmith. I sub-edit.

For a moment the inwardness of the information did not seem to come home to Mr. Gooch. Then it hit him. He spun round. Billy Windsor was standing with his back against the door and a more than nasty look on his face.

Whats all this? demanded Mr. Gooch.

I will explain all, said Psmith soothingly. In the first place, however, this matter of Comrade Spaghettis rent. Sooner than see that friend of my boyhood slung out to do the wandering-child-in-the-snow act, I will brass up for him.

Confound his rent. Let me out.

Business before pleasure. How much is it? Twelve dollars? For the privilege of suffocating in this compact little Black Hole? By my halidom, Comrade Gooch, that gentleman whose name you are so shortly to tell us has a very fair idea of how to charge! But who am I that I should criticise? Here are the simoleons, as our young friend, Comrade Maloney, would call them. Push me over a receipt.

Let me out.

Anon, gossip, anon. — Shakespeare. First, the receipt.

Mr. Gooch scribbled a few words in his notebook and tore out the page. Psmith thanked him.

I will see that it reaches Comrade Spaghetti, he said. And now to a more important matter. Dont put away that notebook. Turn to a clean page, moisten your pencil, and write as follows. Are you ready? By the way, what is your Christian name? . . . Gooch, Gooch, this is no way to speak! Well, if you are sensitive on the point, we will waive the Christian name. It is my duty to tell you, however, that I suspect it to be Percy. Let us push on. Are you ready, once more? Pencil moistened? Very well, then. I — comma— being of sound mind and body — comma— and a bright little chap altogether — comma — Why, youre not writing.

Let me out, bellowed Mr. Gooch. Ill summon you for assault and battery. Playing a fool game like this! Get away from that door.

There has been no assault and battery yet, Comrade Gooch, but who shall predict how long so happy a state of things will last? Do not be deceived by our gay and smiling faces, Comrade Gooch. We mean business. Let me put the whole position of affairs before you; and I am sure a man of your perception will see that there is only one thing to be done.

He dusted the only chair in the room with infinite care and sat down. Billy Windsor, who had not spoken a word or moved an inch since the beginning of the interview, continued to stand and be silent. Mr. Gooch shuffled restlessly in the middle of the room.

As you justly observed a moment ago, said Psmith, the staff of Cosy Moments is taking big risks. We do not rely on your unsupported word for that. We have had practical demonstration of the fact from one J. Repetto, who tried some few nights ago to put us out of business. Well, it struck us both that we had better get hold of the name of the blighter who runs these tenements as quickly as possible, before Comrade Repettos next night out. That is what we should like you to give us, Comrade Gooch. And we should like it in writing. And, on second thoughts, in ink. I have one of those patent non-leakable fountain pens in my pocket. The Old Journalists Best Friend. Most of the ink has come out and is permeating the lining of my coat, but I think there is still sufficient for our needs. Remind me later, Comrade Gooch, to continue on the subject of fountain pens. I have much to say on the theme. Meanwhile, however, business, business. That is the cry.

He produced a pen and an old letter, the last page of which was blank, and began to write.

How does this strike you? he said. I — (I have left a blank for the Christian name: you can write it in yourself later)— I, blank Gooch, being a collector of rents in Pleasant Street, New York, do hereby swear — hush, Comrade Gooch, there is no need to do it yet— that the name of the owner of the Pleasant Street tenements, who is responsible for the perfectly foul conditions there, is— And that is where you come in, Comrade Gooch. That is where we need your specialised knowledge. Who is he?

Billy Windsor reached out and grabbed the rent collector by the collar. Having done this, he proceeded to shake him.

Billy was muscular, and his heart was so much in the business that Mr. Gooch behaved as if he had been caught in a high wind. It is probable that in another moment the desired information might have been shaken out of him, but before this could happen there was a banging at the door, followed by the entrance of Master Maloney. For the first time since Psmith had known him, Pugsy was openly excited.

Say, he began, youse had better beat it quick, you had. Deys coming!

And now go back to the beginning, Comrade Maloney, said Psmith patiently, which in the exuberance of the moment you have skipped. Who are coming?

Why, dem. De guys.

Psmith shook his head.

Your habit of omitting essentials, Comrade Maloney, is going to undo you one of these days. When you get to that ranch of yours, you will probably start out to gallop after the cattle without remembering to mount your mustang. There are four million guys in New York. Which section is it that is coming?

Gum! I dont know how many dere is ob dem. I seen Spider Reilly an Jack Repetto an—

Say no more, said Psmith. If Comrade Repetto is there, that is enough for me. I am going to get on the roof and pull it up after me.

Billy released Mr. Gooch, who fell, puffing, on to the low bed, which stood in one corner of the room.

They must have spotted us as we were coming here, he said, and followed us. Where did you see them, Pugsy?

On de Street just outside. Dere was a bunch of dem talkin togedder, and I hears dem say you was in here. One of dem seen you come in, an dere aint no ways out but de front, so dey aint hurryin! Dey just reckon to pike along upstairs, lookin into each room till dey finds you. An deres a bunch of dem goin to wait on de Street in case youse beat it past down de stairs while de udder guys is rubberin for youse. Say, gents, its pretty fierce, dis proposition. What are youse goin to do?

Mr. Gooch, from the bed, laughed unpleasantly.

I guess you aint the only assault-and-battery artists in the business, he said. Looks to me as if some one else was going to get shaken up some.

Billy looked at Psmith.

Well? he said. What shall we do? Go down and try and rush through?

Psmith shook his head.

Not so, Comrade Windsor, but about as much otherwise as you can jolly well imagine.

Well, what then?

We will stay here. Or rather we will hop nimbly up on to the roof through that skylight. Once there, we may engage these varlets on fairly equal terms. They can only get through one at a time. And while they are doing it I will give my celebrated imitation of Horatius. We had better be moving. Our luggage, fortunately, is small. Merely Comrade Gooch. If you will get through the skylight, I will pass him up to you.

Mr. Gooch, with much verbal embroidery, stated that he would not go. Psmith acted promptly. Gripping the struggling rent collector round the waist, and ignoring his frantic kicks as mere errors in taste, he lifted him to the trap-door, whence the head, shoulders and arms of Billy Windsor protruded into the room. Billy collected the collector, and then Psmith turned to Pugsy.

Comrade Maloney.

Huh?

Have I your ear?

Huh?

Are you listening till you feel that your ears are the size of footballs? Then drink this in. For weeks you have been praying for a chance to show your devotion to the great cause; or if you havent, you ought to have been. That chance has come. You alone can save us. In a sense, of course, we do not need to be saved. They will find it hard to get at us, I fancy, on the roof. But it ill befits the dignity of the editorial staff of a great New York weekly to roost like pigeons for any length of time; and consequently it is up to you.

Shall I go for de cops, Mr. Smith?

No, Comrade Maloney, I thank you. I have seen the cops in action, and they did not impress me. We do not want allies who will merely shake their heads at Comrade Repetto and the others, however sternly. We want some one who will swoop down upon these merry roisterers, and, as it were, soak to them good. Do you know where Dude Dawson lives?

The light of intelligence began to shine in Master Maloneys face. His eye glistened with respectful approval. This was strategy of the right sort.

Dude Dawson? Nope. But I can ask around.

Do so, Comrade Maloney. And when found, tell him that his old college chum, Spider Reilly, is here. He will not be able to come himself, I fear, but he can send representatives.

Sure.

Thats all, then. Go downstairs with a gay and jaunty air, as if you had no connection with the old firm at all. Whistle a few lively bars. Make careless gestures. Thus shall you win through. And now it would be no bad idea, I fancy, for me to join the rest of the brains of the paper up aloft. Off you go, Comrade Maloney. And, in passing, dont take a week about it. Leg it with all the speed you possess.

Pugsy vanished, and Psmith closed the door behind him. Inspection revealed the fact that it possessed no lock. As a barrier it was useless. He left it ajar, and, jumping up, gripped the edge of the opening in the roof and pulled himself through.

Billy Windsor was seated comfortably on Mr. Goochs chest a few feet away. By his side was his big stick. Psmith possessed himself of this, and looked about him. The examination was satisfactory. The trap-door appeared to be the only means of access to the roof, and between their roof and that of the next house there was a broad gulf.

Practically impregnable, he murmured. Only one thing can dish us, Comrade Windsor; and that is if they have the sense to get on to the roof next door and start shooting. Even in that case, however, we have cover in the shape of the chimneys. I think we may fairly say that all is well. How are you getting along? Has the patient responded at all?

Not yet, said Billy. But hes going to.

He will be in your charge. I must devote myself exclusively to guarding the bridge. It is a pity that the trap has not got a bolt this side. If it had, the thing would be a perfect picnic. As it is, we must leave it open. But we mustnt expect everything.

Billy was about to speak, but Psmith suddenly held up his hand warningly. From the room below came a sound of feet.

For a moment the silence was tense. Then from Mr. Goochs lips there escaped a screech.

This way! Theyre up—

The words were cut short as Billy banged his hand over the speakers mouth. But the thing was done.

On top de roof, cried a voice. Deyve beaten it for de roof.

The chair rasped over the floor. Feet shuffled. And then, like a jack-in-the-box, there popped through the opening a head and shoulders.


CHAPTER XXI. THE BATTLE OF PLEASANT STREET
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THE NEW ARRIVAL was a young man with a shock of red hair, an ingrowing Roman nose, and a mouth from which force or the passage of time had removed three front teeth. He held on to the edges of the trap with his hands, and stared in a glassy manner into Psmiths face, which was within a foot of his own.

There was a momentary pause, broken by an oath from Mr. Gooch, who was still undergoing treatment in the background.

Aha! said Psmith genially. Historic picture. Doctor Cook discovers the North Pole.

The red-headed young man blinked. The strong light of the open air was trying to his eyes.

Youse had better come down, he observed coldly. Weve got youse.

And, continued Psmith, unmoved, is instantly handed a gum-drop by his faithful Esquimaux.

As he spoke, he brought the stick down on the knuckles which disfigured the edges of the trap. The intruder uttered a howl and dropped out of sight. In the room below there were whisperings and mutterings, growing gradually louder till something resembling coherent conversation came to Psmiths ears, as he knelt by the trap making meditative billiard-shots with the stick at a small pebble.

Aw gwan! Dont be a quitter!

Whos a quitter?

Youse is a quitter. Get on top de roof. He cant hoit youse.

De guys gotten a big stick. Psmith nodded appreciatively. I and Roosevelt, he murmured.

A somewhat baffled silence on the part of the attacking force was followed by further conversation.

Gum! some guys got to go up. Murmur of assent from the audience. A voice, in inspired tones: Let Sam do it!

This suggestion made a hit. There was no doubt about that. It was a success from the start. Quite a little chorus of voices expressed sincere approval of the very happy solution to what had seemed an insoluble problem. Psmith, listening from above, failed to detect in the choir of glad voices one that might belong to Sam himself. Probably gratification had rendered the chosen one dumb.

Yes, let Sam do it! cried the unseen chorus. The first speaker, unnecessarily, perhaps — for the motion had been carried almost unanimously — but possibly with the idea of convincing the one member of the party in whose bosom doubts might conceivably be harboured, went on to adduce reasons.

Sam bein a coon, he argued, aint goin to git hoit by no stick. Youse cant hoit a coon by soakin him on de coco, can you, Sam?

Psmith waited with some interest for the reply, but it did not come. Possibly Sam did not wish to generalise on insufficient experience.

Solvitur ambulando, said Psmith softly, turning the stick round in his fingers. Comrade Windsor!

Hullo?

Is it possible to hurt a coloured gentleman by hitting him on the head with a stick?

If you hit him hard enough.

I knew there was some way out of the difficulty, said Psmith with satisfaction. How are you getting on up at your end of the table, Comrade Windsor?

Fine.

Any result yet?

Not at present.

Dont give up.

Not me.

The right spirit, Comrade Win—

A report like a cannon in the room below interrupted him. It was merely a revolver shot, but in the confined space it was deafening. The bullet sang up into the sky.

Never hit me! said Psmith with dignified triumph.

The noise was succeeded by a shuffling of feet. Psmith grasped his stick more firmly. This was evidently the real attack. The revolver shot had been a mere demonstration of artillery to cover the infantrys advance.

Sure enough, the next moment a woolly head popped through the opening, and a pair of rolling eyes gleamed up at the old Etonian.

Why, Sam! said Psmith cordially, this is well met! I remember you. Yes, indeed, I do. Wasnt you the feller with the open umbereller that I met one rainy morning on the Av-en-ue? What, are you coming up? Sam, I hate to do it, but—

A yell rang out.

What was that? asked Billy Windsor over his shoulder.

Your statement, Comrade Windsor, has been tested and proved correct.

By this time the affair had begun to draw a gate. The noise of the revolver had proved a fine advertisement. The roof of the house next door began to fill up. Only a few of the occupants could get a clear view of the proceedings, for a large chimney-stack intervened. There was considerable speculation as to what was passing between Billy Windsor and Mr. Gooch. Psmiths share in the entertainment was more obvious. The early comers had seen his interview with Sam, and were relating it with gusto to their friends. Their attitude towards Psmith was that of a group of men watching a terrier at a rat-hole. They looked to him to provide entertainment for them, but they realised that the first move must be with the attackers. They were fair-minded men, and they did not expect Psmith to make any aggressive move.

Their indignation, when the proceedings began to grow slow, was directed entirely at the dilatory Three Pointers. With an aggrieved air, akin to that of a crowd at a cricket match when batsmen are playing for a draw, they began to barrack. They hooted the Three Pointers. They begged them to go home and tuck themselves up in bed. The men on the roof were mostly Irishmen, and it offended them to see what should have been a spirited fight so grossly bungled.

Gwan away home, ye quitters! roared one.

Call yersilves the Three Points, do ye? An would ye know what I call ye? The Young Ladies Seminary! bellowed another with withering scorn.

A third member of the audience alluded to them as stiffs.

I fear, Comrade Windsor, said Psmith, that our blithe friends below are beginning to grow a little unpopular with the many-headed. They must be up and doing if they wish to retain the esteem of Pleasant Street. Aha!

Another and a longer explosion from below, and more bullets wasted themselves on air. Psmith sighed.

They make me tired, he said. This is no time for a feu de joie. Action! That is the cry. Action! Get busy, you blighters!

The Irish neighbours expressed the same sentiment in different and more forcible words. There was no doubt about it — as warriors, the Three Pointers had failed to give satisfaction.

A voice from the room called up to Psmith.

Say!

You have our ear, said Psmith.

Whats that?

I said you had our ear.

Are youse stiffs comin down off out of dat roof?

Would you mind repeating that remark?

Are youse guys goin to quit off out of dat roof?

Your grammar is perfectly beastly, said Psmith severely.

Hey!

Well?

Are youse guys — ?

No, my lad, said Psmith, since you ask, we are not. And why? Because the air up here is refreshing, the view pleasant, and we are expecting at any moment an important communication from Comrade Gooch.

Were goin to wait here till youse come down.

If you wish it, said Psmith courteously, by all means do. Who am I that I should dictate your movements? The most I aspire to is to check them when they take an upward direction.

There was silence below. The time began to pass slowly. The Irishmen on the other roof, now definitely abandoning hope of further entertainment, proceeded with hoots of scorn to climb down one by one into the recesses of their own house.

Suddenly from the street far below there came a fusillade of shots and a babel of shouts and counter-shouts. The roof of the house next door, which had been emptying itself slowly and reluctantly, filled again with a magical swiftness, and the low wall facing into the street became black with the backs of those craning over.

Whats that? inquired Billy.

I rather fancy, said Psmith, that our allies of the Table Hill contingent must have arrived. I sent Comrade Maloney to explain matters to Dude Dawson, and it seems as if that golden-hearted sportsman had responded. There appear to be great doings in the street.

In the room below confusion had arisen. A scout, clattering upstairs, had brought the news of the Table Hillites advent, and there was doubt as to the proper course to pursue. Certain voices urged going down to help the main body. Others pointed out that that would mean abandoning the siege of the roof. The scout who had brought the news was eloquent in favour of the first course.

Gum! he cried, dont I keep tellin youse dat de Table Hills is here? Sure, deres a whole bunch of dem, and unless youse come on down deyll bite de hull head off of us lot. Leave those stiffs on de roof. Let Sam wait here with his canister, and den dey cant get down, cos Samll pump dem full of lead while deyre beatin it troo de trap-door. Sure.

Psmith nodded reflectively.

There is certainly something in what the bright boy says, he murmured. It seems to me the grand rescue scene in the third act has sprung a leak. This will want thinking over.

In the street the disturbance had now become terrific. Both sides were hard at it, and the Irishmen on the roof, rewarded at last for their long vigil, were yelling encouragement promiscuously and whooping with the unfettered ecstasy of men who are getting the treat of their lives without having paid a penny for it.

The behaviour of the New York policeman in affairs of this kind is based on principles of the soundest practical wisdom. The unthinking man would rush in and attempt to crush the combat in its earliest and fiercest stages. The New York policeman, knowing the importance of his own safety, and the insignificance of the gangsmans, permits the opposing forces to hammer each other into a certain distaste for battle, and then, when both sides have begun to have enough of it, rushes in himself and clubs everything in sight. It is an admirable process in its results, but it is sure rather than swift.

Proceedings in the affair below had not yet reached the police interference stage. The noise, what with the shots and yells from the street and the ear-piercing approval of the roof-audience, was just working up to a climax.

Psmith rose. He was tired of kneeling by the trap, and there was no likelihood of Sam making another attempt to climb through. He walked towards Billy.

As he did so, Billy got up and turned to him. His eyes were gleaming with excitement. His whole attitude was triumphant. In his hand he waved a strip of paper.

Ive got it, he cried.

Excellent, Comrade Windsor, said Psmith. Surely we must win through now. All we have to do is to get off this roof, and fate cannot touch us. Are two mammoth minds such as ours unequal to such a feat? It can hardly be. Let us ponder.

Why not go down through the trap? Theyve all gone to the street.

Psmith shook his head.

All, he replied, save Sam. Sam was the subject of my late successful experiment, when I proved that coloured gentlemens heads could be hurt with a stick. He is now waiting below, armed with a pistol, ready — even anxious — to pick us off as we climb through the trap. How would it be to drop Comrade Gooch through first, and so draw his fire? Comrade Gooch, I am sure, would be delighted to do a little thing like that for old friends of our standing or — but whats that!

Whats the matter?

Is that a ladder that I see before me, its handle to my hand? It is! Comrade Windsor, we win through. Cosy Moments editorial staff may be treed, but it cannot be put out of business. Comrade Windsor, take the other end of that ladder and follow me.

The ladder was lying against the farther wall. It was long, more than long enough for the purpose for which it was needed. Psmith and Billy rested it on the coping, and pushed it till the other end reached across the gulf to the roof of the house next door, Mr. Gooch eyeing them in silence the while.

Psmith turned to him.

Comrade Gooch, he said, do nothing to apprise our friend Sam of these proceedings. I speak in your best interests. Sam is in no mood to make nice distinctions between friend and foe. If you bring him up here, he will probably mistake you for a member of the staff of Cosy Moments, and loose off in your direction without waiting for explanations. I think you had better come with us. I will go first, Comrade Windsor, so that if the ladder breaks, the paper will lose merely a sub-editor, not an editor.

He went down on all-fours, and in this attitude wormed his way across to the opposite roof, whose occupants, engrossed in the fight in the street, in which the police had now joined, had their backs turned and did not observe him. Mr. Gooch, pallid and obviously ill-attuned to such feats, followed him; and finally Billy Windsor reached the other side.

Neat, said Psmith complacently. Uncommonly neat. Comrade Gooch reminded me of the untamed chamois of the Alps, leaping from crag to crag.

In the street there was now comparative silence. The police, with their clubs, had knocked the last remnant of fight out of the combatants. Shooting had definitely ceased.

I think, said Psmith, that we might now descend. If you have no other engagements, Comrade Windsor, I will take you to the Knickerbocker, and buy you a square meal. I would ask for the pleasure of your company also, Comrade Gooch, were it not that matters of private moment, relating to the policy of the paper, must be discussed at the table. Some other day, perhaps. We are infinitely obliged to you for your sympathetic co-operation in this little matter. And now good-bye. Comrade Windsor, let us debouch.


CHAPTER XXII. CONCERNING MR. WARING
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PSMITH PUSHED BACK his chair slightly, stretched out his legs, and lit a cigarette. The resources of the Knickerbocker Hotel had proved equal to supplying the fatigued staff of Cosy Moments with an excellent dinner, and Psmith had stoutly declined to talk business until the coffee arrived. This had been hard on Billy, who was bursting with his news. Beyond a hint that it was sensational he had not been permitted to go.

More bright young careers than I care to think of, said Psmith, have been ruined by the fatal practice of talking shop at dinner. But now that we are through, Comrade Windsor, by all means let us have it. Whats the name which Comrade Gooch so eagerly divulged?

Billy leaned forward excitedly.

Stewart Waring, he whispered.

Stewart who? asked Psmith.

Billy stared.

Great Scott, man! he said, havent you heard of Stewart Waring?

The name seems vaguely familiar, like Isinglass or Post-toasties. I seem to know it, but it conveys nothing to me.

Dont you ever read the papers?

I toy with my American of a morning, but my interest is confined mainly to the sporting page which reminds me that Comrade Brady has been matched against one Eddie Wood a month from to-day. Gratifying as it is to find one of the staff getting on in life, I fear this will cause us a certain amount of inconvenience. Comrade Brady will have to leave the office temporarily in order to go into training, and what shall we do then for a fighting editor? However, possibly we may not need one now. Cosy Moments should be able shortly to give its message to the world and ease up for a while. Which brings us back to the point. Who is Stewart Waring?

Stewart Waring is running for City Alderman. Hes one of the biggest men in New York!

Do you mean in girth? If so, he seems to have selected the right career for himself.

Hes one of the bosses. He used to be Commissioner of Buildings for the city.

Commissioner of Buildings? What exactly did that let him in for?

It let him in for a lot of graft.

How was that?

Oh, he took it off the contractors. Shut his eyes and held out his hands when they ran up rotten buildings that a strong breeze would have knocked down, and places like that Pleasant Street hole without any ventilation.

Why did he throw up the job? inquired Psmith. It seems to me that it was among the Worlds Softest. Certain drawbacks to it, perhaps, to the man with the Hair-Trigger Conscience; but I gather that Comrade Waring did not line up in that class. What was his trouble?

His trouble, said Billy, was that he stood in with a contractor who was putting up a music-hall, and the contractor put it up with material about as strong as a heap of meringues, and it collapsed on the third night and killed half the audience.

And then?

The papers raised a howl, and they got after the contractor, and the contractor gave Waring away. It killed him for the time being.

I should have thought it would have had that excellent result permanently, said Psmith thoughtfully. Do you mean to say he got back again after that?

He had to quit being Commissioner, of course, and leave the town for a time; but affairs move so fast here that a thing like that blows over. He made a bit of a pile out of the job, and could afford to lie low for a year or two.

How long ago was that?

Five years. People dont remember a thing here that happened five years back unless theyre reminded of it.

Psmith lit another cigarette.

We will remind them, he said.

Billy nodded.

Of course, he said, one or two of the papers against him in this Aldermanic Election business tried to bring the thing up, but they didnt cut any ice. The other papers said it was a shame, hounding a man who was sorry for the past and who was trying to make good now; so they dropped it. Everybody thought that Waring was on the level now. Hes been shooting off a lot of hot air lately about philanthropy and so on. Not that he has actually done a thing — not so much as given a supper to a dozen news-boys; but hes talked, and talk gets over if you keep it up long enough.

Psmith nodded adhesion to this dictum.

So that naturally he wants to keep it dark about these tenements. Itll smash him at the election when it gets known.

Why is he so set on becoming an Alderman, inquired Psmith.

Theres a lot of graft to being an Alderman, explained Billy.

I see. No wonder the poor gentleman was so energetic in his methods. What is our move now, Comrade Windsor?

Billy stared.

Why, publish the name, of course.

But before then? How are we going to ensure the safety of our evidence? We stand or fall entirely by that slip of paper, because weve got the beggars name in the writing of his own collector, and thats proof positive.

Thats all right, said Billy, patting his breast-pocket. Nobodys going to get it from me.

Psmith dipped his hand into his trouser-pocket.

Comrade Windsor, he said, producing a piece of paper, how do we go?

He leaned back in his chair, surveying Billy blandly through his eye-glass. Billys eyes were goggling. He looked from Psmith to the paper and from the paper to Psmith.

What — what the — ? he stammered. Why, its it!

Psmith nodded.

How on earth did you get it?

Psmith knocked the ash off his cigarette.

Comrade Windsor, he said, I do not wish to cavil or carp or rub it in in any way. I will merely remark that you pretty nearly landed us in the soup, and pass on to more congenial topics. Didnt you know we were followed to this place?

Followed!

By a merchant in what Comrade Maloney would call a tall-shaped hat. I spotted him at an early date, somewhere down by Twenty-ninth Street. When we dived into Sixth Avenue for a space at Thirty-third Street, did he dive, too? He did. And when we turned into Forty-second Street, there he was. I tell you, Comrade Windsor, leeches were aloof, and burrs non-adhesive compared with that tall-shaped-hatted blighter.

Yes?

Do you remember, as you came to the entrance of this place, somebody knocking against you?

Yes, there was a pretty big crush in the entrance.

There was; but not so big as all that. There was plenty of room for this merchant to pass if he had wished. Instead of which he butted into you. I happened to be waiting for just that, so I managed to attach myself to his wrist with some vim and give it a fairly hefty wrench. The paper was inside his hand.

Billy was leaning forward with a pale face.

Jove! he muttered.

That about sums it up, said Psmith.

Billy snatched the paper from the table and extended it towards him.

Here, he said feverishly, you take it. Gum, I never thought I was such a mutt! Im not fit to take charge of a toothpick. Fancy me not being on the watch for something of that sort. I guess I was so tickled with myself at the thought of having got the thing, that it never struck me they might try for it. But Im through. No more for me. Youre the man in charge now.

Psmith shook his head.

These stately compliments, he said, do my old heart good, but I fancy I know a better plan. It happened that I chanced to have my eye on the blighter in the tall-shaped hat, and so was enabled to land him among the ribstones; but who knows but that in the crowd on Broadway there may not lurk other, unidentified blighters in equally tall-shaped hats, one of whom may work the same sleight-of-hand speciality on me? It was not that you were not capable of taking care of that paper: it was simply that you didnt happen to spot the man. Now observe me closely, for what follows is an exhibition of Brain.

He paid the bill, and they went out into the entrance-hall of the hotel. Psmith, sitting down at a table, placed the paper in an envelope and addressed it to himself at the address of Cosy Moments. After which, he stamped the envelope and dropped it into the letter-box at the back of the hall.

And now, Comrade Windsor, he said, let us stroll gently homewards down the Great White Way. What matter though it be fairly stiff with low-browed bravoes in tall-shaped hats? They cannot harm us. From me, if they search me thoroughly, they may scoop a matter of eleven dollars, a watch, two stamps, and a packet of chewing-gum. Whether they would do any better with you I do not know. At any rate, they wouldnt get that paper; and thats the main thing.

Youre a genius, said Billy Windsor.

You think so? said Psmith diffidently. Well, well, perhaps you are right, perhaps you are right. Did you notice the hired ruffian in the flannel suit who just passed? He wore a baffled look, I fancy. And hark! Wasnt that a muttered Failed! I heard? Or was it the breeze moaning in the tree-tops? To-night is a cold, disappointing night for Hired Ruffians, Comrade Windsor.


CHAPTER XXIII. REDUCTIONS IN THE STAFF
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THE FIRST MEMBER of the staff of Cosy Moments to arrive at the office on the following morning was Master Maloney. This sounds like the beginning of a Plod and Punctuality, or How Great Fortunes have been Made story; but, as a matter of fact, Master Maloney was no early bird. Larks who rose in his neighbourhood, rose alone. He did not get up with them. He was supposed to be at the office at nine oclock. It was a point of honour with him, a sort of daily declaration of independence, never to put in an appearance before nine-thirty. On this particular morning he was punctual to the minute, or half an hour late, whichever way you choose to look at it.

He had only whistled a few bars of My Little Irish Rose, and had barely got into the first page of his story of life on the prairie when Kid Brady appeared. The Kid, as was his habit when not in training, was smoking a big black cigar. Master Maloney eyed him admiringly. The Kid, unknown to that gentleman himself, was Pugsys ideal. He came from the Plains; and had, indeed, once actually been a cowboy; he was a coming champion; and he could smoke black cigars. It was, therefore, without his usual well-what-is-it-now? air that Pugsy laid down his book, and prepared to converse.

Say, Mr. Smith or Mr. Windsor about, Pugsy? asked the Kid.

Naw, Mr. Brady, they aint came yet, replied Master Maloney respectfully.

Late, aint they?

Sure. Mr. Windsor generally blows in before I do.

Wonder whats keepin them.

Praps, deyve bin put out of business, suggested Pugsy nonchalantly.

Hows that?

Pugsy related the events of the previous day, relaxing something of his austere calm as he did so. When he came to the part where the Table Hill allies swooped down on the unsuspecting Three Pointers, he was almost animated.

Say, said the Kid approvingly, that Smith guys got more grey matter under his thatch than youd think to look at him. I—

Comrade Brady, said a voice in the doorway, you do me proud.

Why, say, said the Kid, turning, I guess the laughs on me. I didnt see you, Mr. Smith. Pugsys been tellin me how you sent him for the Table Hills yesterday. That was cute. It was mighty smart. But say, those guys are goin some, aint they now! Seems as if they was dead set on puttin you out of business.

Their manner yesterday, Comrade Brady, certainly suggested the presence of some sketchy outline of such an ideal in their minds. One Sam, in particular, an ebony-hued sportsman, threw himself into the task with great vim. I rather fancy he is waiting for us with his revolver to this moment. But why worry? Here we are, safe and sound, and Comrade Windsor may be expected to arrive at any moment. I see, Comrade Brady, that you have been matched against one Eddie Wood.

Its about that I wanted to see you, Mr. Smith. Say, now that things have been and brushed up so, what with these gang guys layin for you the way theyre doin, I guess youll be needin me around here. Isnt that right? Say the word and Ill call off this Eddie Wood fight.

Comrade Brady, said Psmith with some enthusiasm, I call that a sporting offer. Im very much obliged. But we mustnt stand in your way. If you eliminate this Comrade Wood, they will have to give you a chance against Jimmy Garvin, wont they?

I guess thats right, sir, said the Kid. Eddie stayed nineteen rounds against Jimmy, and if I can put him away, it gets me into line with Jimmy, and he cant side-step me.

Then go in and win, Comrade Brady. We shall miss you. It will be as if a ray of sunshine had been removed from the office. But you mustnt throw a chance away. We shall be all right, I think.

Ill train at White Plains, said the Kid. That aint far from here, so Ill be pretty near in case Im wanted. Hullo, whos here?

He pointed to the door. A small boy was standing there, holding a note.

Mr. Smith?

Sir to you, said Psmith courteously.

P. Smith?

The same. This is your lucky day.

Cop at Jefferson Market give me dis to take to youse.

A cop in Jefferson Market? repeated Psmith. I did not know I had friends among the constabulary there. Why, its from Comrade Windsor. He opened the envelope and read the letter. Thanks, he said, giving the boy a quarter-dollar.

It was apparent the Kid was politely endeavouring to veil his curiosity. Master Maloney had no such scruples.

Whats in de letter, boss? he inquired.

The letter, Comrade Maloney, is from our Mr. Windsor, and relates in terse language the following facts, that our editor last night hit a policeman in the eye, and that he was sentenced this morning to thirty days on Blackwells Island.

Hes de guy! admitted Master Maloney approvingly.

Whats that? said the Kid. Mr. Windsor bin punchin cops! Whats he bin doin that for?

He gives no clue. I must go and find out. Could you help Comrade Maloney mind the shop for a few moments while I push round to Jefferson Market and make inquiries?

Sure. But say, fancy Mr. Windsor cuttin loose that way! said the Kid admiringly.

The Jefferson Market Police Court is a little way down town, near Washington Square. It did not take Psmith long to reach it, and by the judicious expenditure of a few dollars he was enabled to obtain an interview with Billy in a back room.

The chief editor of Cosy Moments was seated on a bench, looking upon the world through a pair of much blackened eyes. His general appearance was dishevelled. He had the air of a man who has been caught in the machinery.

Hullo, Smith, he said. You got my note all right then?

Psmith looked at him, concerned.

Comrade Windsor, he said, what on earth has been happening to you?

Oh, thats all right, said Billy. Thats nothing.

Nothing! You look as if you had been run over by a motor-car.

The cops did that, said Billy, without any apparent resentment. They always turn nasty if you put up a fight. I was a fool to do it, I suppose, but I got so mad. They knew perfectly well that I had nothing to do with any pool-room downstairs.

Psmiths eye-glass dropped from his eye.

Pool-room, Comrade Windsor?

Yes. The house where I live was raided late last night. It seems that some gamblers have been running a pool-room on the ground floor. Why the cops should have thought I had anything to do with it, when I was sleeping peacefully upstairs, is more than I can understand. Anyway, at about three in the morning there was the dickens of a banging at my door. I got up to see what was doing, and found a couple of Policemen there. They told me to come along with them to the station. I asked what on earth for. I might have known it was no use arguing with a New York cop. They said they had been tipped off that there was a pool-room being run in the house, and that they were cleaning up the house, and if I wanted to say anything Id better say it to the magistrate. I said, all right, Id put on some clothes and come with them. They said they couldnt wait about while I put on clothes. I said I wasnt going to travel about New York in pyjamas, and started to get into my shirt. One of them gave me a shove in the ribs with his night-stick, and told me to come along quick. And that made me so mad I hit out. A chuckle escaped Billy. He wasnt expecting it, and I got him fair. He went down over the bookcase. The other cop took a swipe at me with his club, but by that time I was so mad Id have taken on Jim Jeffries, if he had shown up and got in my way. I just sailed in, and was beginning to make the man think that he had stumbled on Stanley Ketchel or Kid Brady or a dynamite explosion by mistake, when the other fellow loosed himself from the bookcase, and they started in on me together, and there was a general rough house, in the middle of which somebody seemed to let off about fifty thousand dollars worth of fireworks all in a bunch; and I didnt remember anything more till I found myself in a cell, pretty nearly knocked to pieces. Thats my little life-history. I guess I was a fool to cut loose that way, but I was so mad I didnt stop to think.

Psmith sighed.

You have told me your painful story, he said. Now hear mine. After parting with you last night, I went meditatively back to my Fourth Avenue address, and, with a courtly good night to the large policeman who, as I have mentioned in previous conversations, is stationed almost at my very door, I passed on into my room, and had soon sunk into a dreamless slumber. At about three oclock in the morning I was aroused by a somewhat hefty banging on the door.

What!

A banging at the door, repeated Psmith. There, standing on the mat, were three policemen. From their remarks I gathered that certain bright spirits had been running a gambling establishment in the lower regions of the building — where, I think I told you, there is a saloon — and the Law was now about to clean up the place. Very cordially the honest fellows invited me to go with them. A conveyance, it seemed, waited in the street without. I pointed out, even as you appear to have done, that sea-green pyjamas with old rose frogs were not the costume in which a Shropshire Psmith should be seen abroad in one of the worlds greatest cities; but they assured me — more by their manner than their words — that my misgivings were out of place, so I yielded. These men, I told myself, have lived longer in New York than I. They know what is done and what is not done. I will bow to their views. So I went with them, and after a very pleasant and cosy little ride in the patrol waggon, arrived at the police station. This morning I chatted a while with the courteous magistrate, convinced him by means of arguments and by silent evidence of my open, honest face and unwavering eye that I was not a professional gambler, and came away without a stain on my character.

Billy Windsor listened to this narrative with growing interest.

Gum! its them! he cried.

As Comrade Maloney would say, said Psmith, meaning what, Comrade Windsor?

Why, the fellows who are after that paper. They tipped the police off about the pool-rooms, knowing that we should be hauled off without having time to take anything with us. Ill bet anything you like they have been in and searched our rooms by now.

As regards yours, Comrade Windsor, I cannot say. But it is an undoubted fact that mine, which I revisited before going to the office, in order to correct what seemed to me even on reflection certain drawbacks to my costume, looks as if two cyclones and a threshing machine had passed through it.

Theyve searched it?

With a fine-toothed comb. Not one of my objects of vertu but has been displaced.

Billy Windsor slapped his knee.

It was lucky you thought of sending that paper by post, he said. We should have been done if you hadnt. But, say, he went on miserably, this is awful. Things are just warming up for the final burst, and Im out of it all.

For thirty days, sighed Psmith. What Cosy Moments really needs is a sitz-redacteur.

A what?

A sitz-redacteur, Comrade Windsor, is a gentleman employed by German newspapers with a taste for lhse majesti to go to prison whenever required in place of the real editor. The real editor hints in his bright and snappy editorial, for instance, that the Kaisers moustache reminds him of a bad dream. The police force swoops down en masse on the office of the journal, and are met by the sitz-redacteur, who goes with them peaceably, allowing the editor to remain and sketch out plans for his next weeks article on the Crown Prince. We need a sitz-redacteur on Cosy Moments almost as much as a fighting editor; and we have neither.

The Kid has had to leave then?

He wants to go into training at once. He very sportingly offered to cancel his match, but of course that would never do. Unless you consider Comrade Maloney equal to the job, I must look around me for some one else. I shall be too fully occupied with purely literary matters to be able to deal with chance callers. But I have a scheme.

Whats that?

It seems to me that we are allowing much excellent material to lie unused in the shape of Comrade Jarvis.

Bat Jarvis.

The same. The cat-specialist to whom you endeared yourself somewhat earlier in the proceedings by befriending one of his wandering animals. Little deeds of kindness, little acts of love, as you have doubtless heard, help, etc. Should we not give Comrade Jarvis an opportunity of proving the correctness of this statement? I think so. Shortly after you — if you will forgive me for touching on a painful subject — have been haled to your dungeon, I will push round to Comrade Jarviss address, and sound him on the subject. Unfortunately, his affection is confined, I fancy, to you. Whether he will consent to put himself out on my behalf remains to be seen. However, there is no harm in trying. If nothing else comes of the visit, I shall at least have had the opportunity of chatting with one of our most prominent citizens.

A policeman appeared at the door.

Say, pal, he remarked to Psmith, youll have to be fading away soon, I guess. Give you three minutes more. Say it quick.

He retired. Billy leaned forward to Psmith.

I guess they wont give me much chance, he whispered, but if you see me around in the next day or two, dont be surprised.

I fail to follow you, Comrade Windsor.

Men have escaped from Blackwells Island before now. Not many, its true; but it has been done.

Psmith shook his head.

I shouldnt, he said. Theyre bound to catch you, and then you will be immersed in the soup beyond hope of recovery. I shouldnt wonder if they put you in your little cell for a year or so.

I dont care, said Billy stoutly. Id give a year later on to be round and about now.

I shouldnt, urged Psmith. All will be well with the paper. You have left a good man at the helm.

I guess I shant get a chance, but Ill try it if I do.

The door opened and the policeman reappeared.

Times up, I reckon.

Well, good-bye, Comrade Windsor, said Psmith regretfully. Abstain from undue worrying. Its a walk-over from now on, and theres no earthly need for you to be around the office. Once, I admit, this could not have been said. But now things have simplified themselves. Have no fear. This act is going to be a scream from start to finish.


CHAPTER XXIV. A GATHERING OF CAT-SPECIALISTS
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MASTER MALONEY RAISED his eyes for a moment from his book as Psmith re-entered the office.

Deres a guy in dere waitin ter see youse, he said briefly, jerking his head in the direction of the inner room.

A guy waiting to see me, Comrade Maloney? With or without a sand-bag?

Says his names Jackson, said Master Maloney, turning a page.

Psmith moved quickly to the door of the inner room.

Why, Comrade Jackson, he said, with the air of a father welcoming home the prodigal son, this is the maddest, merriest day of all the glad New Year. Where did you come from?

Mike, looking very brown and in excellent condition, put down the paper he was reading.

Hullo, Psmith, he said. I got back this morning. Were playing a game over in Brooklyn to-morrow.

No engagements of any importance to-day?

Not a thing. Why?

Because I propose to take you to visit Comrade Jarvis, whom you will doubtless remember.

Jarvis? said Mike, puzzled. I dont remember any Jarvis.

Let your mind wander back a little through the jungle of the past. Do you recollect paying a visit to Comrade Windsors room—

By the way, where is Windsor?

In prison. Well, on that evening—

In prison?

For thirty days. For slugging a policeman. More of this, however, anon. Let us return to that evening. Dont you remember a certain gentleman with just about enough forehead to keep his front hair from getting all tangled up with his eye-brows?

Oh, the cat chap? I know.

As you very justly observe, Comrade Jackson, the cat chap. For going straight to the mark and seizing on the salient point of a situation, I know of no one who can last two minutes against you. Comrade Jarvis may have other sides to his character — possibly many — but it is as a cat chap that I wish to approach him to-day.

Whats the idea? What are you going to see him for?

We, corrected Psmith. I will explain all at a little luncheon at which I trust that you will be my guest. Already, such is the stress of this journalistic life, I hear my tissues crying out imperatively to be restored. An oyster and a glass of milk somewhere round the corner, Comrade Jackson? I think so, I think so.

* * *

I was reading Cosy Moments in there, said Mike, as they lunched. You certainly seem to have bucked it up rather. Kid Bradys reminiscences are hot stuff.

Somewhat sizzling, Comrade Jackson, admitted Psmith. They have, however, unfortunately cost us a fighting editor.

Hows that?

Such is the boost we have given Comrade Brady, that he is now never without a match. He has had to leave us to-day to go to White Plains to train for an encounter with a certain Mr. Wood, a four-ounce-glove juggler of established fame.

I expect you need a fighting editor, dont you?

He is indispensable, Comrade Jackson, indispensable.

No rotting. Has anybody cut up rough about the stuff youve printed?

Cut up rough? Gadzooks! I need merely say that one critical reader put a bullet through my hat—

Rot! Not really?

While others kept me treed on top of a roof for the space of nearly an hour. Assuredly they have cut up rough, Comrade Jackson.

Great Scott! Tell us.

Psmith briefly recounted the adventures of the past few weeks.

But, man, said Mike, when he had finished why on earth dont you call in the police?

We have mentioned the matter to certain of the force. They appeared tolerably interested, but showed no tendency to leap excitedly to our assistance. The New York policeman, Comrade Jackson, like all great men, is somewhat peculiar. If you go to a New York policeman and exhibit a black eye, he will examine it and express some admiration for the abilities of the citizen responsible for the same. If you press the matter, he becomes bored, and says, Aint youse satisfied with what youse got? Gwan! His advice in such cases is good, and should be followed. No; since coming to this city I have developed a habit of taking care of myself, or employing private help. That is why I should like you, if you will, to come with me to call upon Comrade Jarvis. He is a person of considerable influence among that section of the populace which is endeavouring to smash in our occiputs. Indeed, I know of nobody who cuts a greater quantity of ice. If I can only enlist Comrade Jarviss assistance, all will be well. If you are through with your refreshment, shall we be moving in his direction? By the way, it will probably be necessary in the course of our interview to allude to you as one of our most eminent living cat-fanciers. You do not object? Remember that you have in your English home seventy-four fine cats, mostly Angoras. Are you on to that? Then let us be going. Comrade Maloney has given me the address. It is a goodish step down on the East side. I should like to take a taxi, but it might seem ostentatious. Let us walk.

* * *

They found Mr. Jarvis in his Groome Street fanciers shop, engaged in the intellectual occupation of greasing a cats paws with butter. He looked up as they entered, and began to breathe a melody with a certain coyness.

Comrade Jarvis, said Psmith, we meet again. You remember me?

Nope, said Mr. Jarvis, pausing for a moment in the middle of a bar, and then taking up the air where he had left off. Psmith was not discouraged.

Ah, he said tolerantly, the fierce rush of New York life. How it wipes from the retina of to-day the image impressed on it but yesterday. Are you with me, Comrade Jarvis?

The cat-expert concentrated himself on the cats paws without replying.

A fine animal, said Psmith, adjusting his eyeglass. To which particular family of the Felis Domestica does that belong? In colour it resembles a Neapolitan ice more than anything.

Mr. Jarviss manner became unfriendly.

Say, what do youse want? Thats straight aint it? If youse want to buy a boid or a snake why dont youse say so?

I stand corrected, said Psmith. I should have remembered that time is money. I called in here partly on the strength of being a colleague and side-partner of Comrade Windsor—

Mr. Windsor! De gent what caught my cat?

The same — and partly in order that I might make two very eminent cat-fanciers acquainted. This, he said, with a wave of his hand in the direction of the silently protesting Mike, is Comrade Jackson, possibly the best known of our English cat-fanciers. Comrade Jacksons stud of Angoras is celebrated wherever the Kings English is spoken, and in Hoxton.

Mr. Jarvis rose, and, having inspected Mike with silent admiration for a while, extended a well-buttered hand towards him. Psmith looked on benevolently.

What Comrade Jackson does not know about cats, he said, is not knowledge. His information on Angoras alone would fill a volume.

Say, — Mr. Jarvis was evidently touching on a point which had weighed deeply upon him— whys catnip called catnip?

Mike looked at Psmith helplessly. It sounded like a riddle, but it was obvious that Mr. Jarviss motive in putting the question was not frivolous. He really wished to know.

The word, as Comrade Jackson was just about to observe, said Psmith, is a corruption of cat-mint. Why it should be so corrupted I do not know. But what of that? The subject is too deep to be gone fully into at the moment. I should recommend you to read Comrade Jacksons little brochure on the matter. Passing lightly on from that—

Did youse ever have a cat dat ate beetles? inquired Mr. Jarvis.

There was a time when many of Comrade Jacksons felidae supported life almost entirely on beetles.

Did they git thin?

Mike felt that it was time, if he was to preserve his reputation, to assert himself.

No, he replied firmly.

Mr. Jarvis looked astonished.

English beetles, said Psmith, dont make cats thin. Passing lightly—

I had a cat oncest, said Mr. Jarvis, ignoring the remark and sticking to his point, dat ate beetles and got thin and used to tie itself into knots.

A versatile animal, agreed Psmith.

Say, Mr. Jarvis went on, now plainly on a subject near to his heart, dem beetles is fierce. Sure. Cant keep de cats off of eatin dem, I cant. First ting you know deyve swallowed dem, and den dey gits thin and ties theirselves into knots.

You should put them into strait-waistcoats, said Psmith. Passing, however, lightly—

Say, ever have a cross-eyed cat?

Comrade Jacksons cats, said Psmith, have happily been almost free from strabismus.

Deys lucky, cross-eyed cats is. You has a cross-eyed cat, and notin dont never go wrong. But, say, was dere ever a cat wit one blue eye and one yaller one in your bunch? Gum, its fierce when its like dat. Its a real skiddoo, is a cat wit one blue eye and one yaller one. Puts you in bad, surest ting you know. Oncest a guy give me a cat like dat, and first ting you know Im in bad all round. It wasnt till I give him away to de cop on de corner and gets me one dats cross-eyed dat I lifts de skiddoo off of me.

And what happened to the cop? inquired Psmith, interested.

Oh, he got in bad, sure enough, said Mr. Jarvis without emotion. One of de boys what hed pinched and had sent to de Island once lays for him and puts one over him wit a black-jack. Sure. Dats what comes of havin a cat wit one blue eye and one yaller one.

Mr. Jarvis relapsed into silence. He seemed to be meditating on the inscrutable workings of Fate. Psmith took advantage of the pause to leave the cat topic and touch on matter of more vital import.

Tense and exhilarating as is this discussion of the optical peculiarities of cats, he said, there is another matter on which, if you will permit me, I should like to touch. I would hesitate to bore you with my own private troubles, but this is a matter which concerns Comrade Windsor as well as myself, and I know that your regard for Comrade Windsor is almost an obsession.

Hows that?

I should say, said Psmith, that Comrade Windsor is a man to whom you give the glad hand.

Sure. Hes to the good, Mr. Windsor is. He caught me cat.

He did. By the way, was that the one that used to tie itself into knots?

Nope. Dat was anudder.

Ah! However, to resume. The fact is, Comrade Jarvis, we are much persecuted by scoundrels. How sad it is in this world! We look to every side. We look north, east, south, and west, and what do we see? Mainly scoundrels. I fancy you have heard a little about our troubles before this. In fact, I gather that the same scoundrels actually approached you with a view to engaging your services to do us in, but that you very handsomely refused the contract.

Sure, said Mr. Jarvis, dimly comprehending.

A guy comes to me and says he wants you and Mr. Windsor put through it, but I gives him de trun down. Nuttin done, I says. Mr. Windsor caught me cat.

So I was informed, said Psmith. Well, failing you, they went to a gentleman of the name of Reilly.

Spider Reilly?

You have hit it, Comrade Jarvis. Spider Reilly, the lessee and manager of the Three Points gang.

Dose Tree Points, deyre to de bad. Deyre fresh.

It is too true, Comrade Jarvis.

Say, went on Mr. Jarvis, waxing wrathful at the recollection, what do youse tink dem fresh stiffs done de udder night. Started some rough woik in me own dance-joint.

Shamrock Hall? said Psmith.

Dats right. Shamrock Hall. Got gay, dey did, wit some of de Table Hillers. Say, I got it in for dem gazebos, sure I have. Surest ting you know.

Psmith beamed approval.

That, he said, is the right spirit. Nothing could be more admirable. We are bound together by our common desire to check the ever-growing spirit of freshness among the members of the Three Points. Add to that the fact that we are united by a sympathetic knowledge of the manners and customs of cats, and especially that Comrade Jackson, Englands greatest fancier, is our mutual friend, and what more do we want? Nothing.

Mr. Jacksons to de good, assented Mr. Jarvis, eyeing Mike in friendly fashion.

We are all to de good, said Psmith. Now the thing I wished to ask you is this. The office of the paper on which I work was until this morning securely guarded by Comrade Brady, whose name will be familiar to you.

De Kid?

On the bulls-eye, as usual, Comrade Jarvis. Kid Brady, the coming light-weight champion of the world. Well, he has unfortunately been compelled to leave us, and the way into the office is consequently clear to any sand-bag specialist who cares to wander in. Matters connected with the paper have become so poignant during the last few days that an inrush of these same specialists is almost a certainty, unless — and this is where you come in.

Me?

Will you take Comrade Bradys place for a few days?

Hows that?

Will you come in and sit in the office for the next day or so and help hold the fort? I may mention that there is money attached to the job. We will pay for your services. How do we go, Comrade Jarvis?

Mr. Jarvis reflected but a brief moment.

Why, sure, he said. Me fer dat. When do I start?

Excellent, Comrade Jarvis. Nothing could be better. I am obliged. I rather fancy that the gay band of Three Pointers who will undoubtedly visit the offices of Cosy Moments in the next few days, probably to-morrow, are due to run up against the surprise of their lives. Could you be there at ten to-morrow morning?

Sure ting. Ill bring me canister.

I should, said Psmith. In certain circumstances one canister is worth a flood of rhetoric. Till to-morrow, then, Comrade Jarvis. I am very much obliged to you.

* * *

Not at all a bad hours work, said Psmith complacently, as they turned out of Groome Street. A vote of thanks to you, Comrade Jackson, for your invaluable assistance.

It strikes me I didnt do much, said Mike with a grin.

Apparently, no. In reality, yes. Your manner was exactly right. Reserved, yet not haughty. Just what an eminent cat-fanciers manner should be. I could see that you made a pronounced hit with Comrade Jarvis. By the way, if you are going to show up at the office to-morrow, perhaps it would be as well if you were to look up a few facts bearing on the feline world. There is no knowing what thirst for information a nights rest may not give Comrade Jarvis. I do not presume to dictate, but if you were to make yourself a thorough master of the subject of catnip, for instance, it might quite possibly come in useful.


CHAPTER XXV. TRAPPED
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MR. JARVIS WAS as good as his word. On the following morning, at ten oclock to the minute, he made his appearance at the office of Cosy Moments, his fore-lock more than usually well oiled in honour of the occasion, and his right coat-pocket bulging in a manner that betrayed to the initiated eye the presence of the faithful canister. With him, in addition to his revolver, he brought a long, thin young man who wore under his brown tweed coat a blue-and-red striped jersey. Whether he brought him as an ally in case of need or merely as a kindred soul with whom he might commune during his vigil, was not ascertained.

Pugsy, startled out of his wonted calm by the arrival of this distinguished company, observed the pair, as they passed through into the inner office, with protruding eyes, and sat speechless for a full five minutes. Psmith received the new-corners in the editorial sanctum with courteous warmth. Mr. Jarvis introduced his colleague.

Thought Id bring him along. Long Ottos his monaker.

You did very rightly, Comrade Jarvis, Psmith assured him. Your unerring instinct did not play you false when it told you that Comrade Otto would be as welcome as the flowers in May. With Comrade Otto I fancy we shall make a combination which will require a certain amount of tackling.

Mr. Jarvis confirmed this view. Long Otto, he affirmed, was no rube, but a scrapper from Biffville-on-the-Slosh. The hardiest hooligan would shrink from introducing rough-house proceedings into a room graced by the combined presence of Long Otto and himself.

Then, said Psmith, I can go about my professional duties with a light heart. I may possibly sing a bar or two. You will find cigars in that box. If you and Comrade Otto will select one apiece and group yourselves tastefully about the room in chairs, I will start in to hit up a slightly spicy editorial on the coming election.

Mr. Jarvis regarded the paraphernalia of literature on the table with interest. So did Long Otto, who, however, being a man of silent habit, made no comment. Throughout the seance and the events which followed it he confined himself to an occasional grunt. He seemed to lack other modes of expression. A charming chap, however.

Is dis where youse writes up pieces fer de paper? inquired Mr. Jarvis, eyeing the table.

It is, said Psmith. In Comrade Windsors pre-dungeon days he was wont to sit where I am sitting now, while I bivouacked over there at the smaller table. On busy mornings you could hear our brains buzzing in Madison Square Garden. But wait! A thought strikes me. He called for Pugsy.

Comrade Maloney, he said, if the Editorial Staff of this paper were to give you a day off, could you employ it to profit?

Surest ting you know, replied Pugsy with some fervour. Id take me goil to de Bronx Zoo.

Your girl? said Psmith inquiringly. I had heard no inkling of this, Comrade Maloney. I had always imagined you one of those strong, rugged, blood-and-iron men who were above the softer emotions. Who is she?

Aw, shes a kid, said Pugsy. Her pa runs a delicatessen shop down our street. She aint a bad mutt, added the ardent swain. Im her steady.

See that I have a card for the wedding, Comrade Maloney, said Psmith, and in the meantime take her to the Bronx, as you suggest.

Wont youse be wantin me to-day.

Not to-day. You need a holiday. Unflagging toil is sapping your physique. Go up and watch the animals, and remember me very kindly to the Peruvian Llama, whom friends have sometimes told me I resemble in appearance. And if two dollars would in any way add to the gaiety of the jaunt . . .

Sure ting. Tanks, boss.

It occurred to me, said Psmith, when he had gone, that the probable first move of any enterprising Three Pointer who invaded this office would be to knock Comrade Maloney on the head to prevent his announcing him. Comrade Maloneys services are too valuable to allow him to be exposed to unnecessary perils. Any visitors who call must find their way in for themselves. And now to work. Work, the whats-its-name of the thingummy and the thing-um-a-bob of the what dyou-call-it.

For about a quarter of an hour the only sound that broke the silence of the room was the scratching of Psmiths pen and the musical expectoration of Messrs. Otto and Jarvis. Finally Psmith leaned back in his chair with a satisfied expression, and spoke.

While, as of course you know, Comrade Jarvis, he said, there is no agony like the agony of literary composition, such toil has its compensations. The editorial I have just completed contains its measure of balm. Comrade Otto will bear me out in my statement that there is a subtle joy in the manufacture of the well-formed phrase. Am I not right, Comrade Otto?

The long one gazed appealingly at Mr. Jarvis, who spoke for him.

Hes a bit shy on handin out woids, is Otto, he said.

Psmith nodded.

I understand. I am a man of few words myself. All great men are like that. Von Moltke, Comrade Otto, and myself. But what are words? Action is the thing. That is the cry. Action. If that is Comrade Ottos forte, so much the better, for I fancy that action rather than words is what we may be needing in the space of about a quarter of a minute. At least, if the footsteps I hear without are, as I suspect, those of our friends of the Three Points.

Jarvis and Long Otto turned towards the door. Psmith was right. Some one was moving stealthily in the outer office. Judging from the sound, more than one person.

It is just as well, said Psmith softly, that Comrade Maloney is not at his customary post. Now, in about a quarter of a minute, as I said — Aha!

The handle of the door began to revolve slowly and quietly. The next moment three figures tumbled into the room. It was evident that they had not expected to find the door unlocked, and the absence of resistance when they applied their weight had had surprising effects. Two of the three did not pause in their career till they cannoned against the table. The third, who was holding the handle, was more fortunate.

Psmith rose with a kindly smile to welcome his guests.

Why, surely! he said in a pleased voice. I thought I knew the face. Comrade Repetto, this is a treat. Have you come bringing me a new hat?

The white-haired leaders face, as he spoke, was within a few inches of his own. Psmiths observant eye noted that the bruise still lingered on the chin where Kid Bradys upper-cut had landed at their previous meeting.

I cannot offer you all seats, he went on, unless you care to dispose yourselves upon the tables. I wonder if you know my friend, Mr. Bat Jarvis? And my friend, Mr. L. Otto? Let us all get acquainted on this merry occasion.

The three invaders had been aware of the presence of the great Bat and his colleague for some moments, and the meeting seemed to be causing them embarrassment. This may have been due to the fact that both Mr. Jarvis and Mr. Otto had produced and were toying meditatively with distinctly ugly-looking pistols.

Mr. Jarvis spoke.

Well, he said, whats doin?

Mr. Repetto, to whom the remark was directly addressed, appeared to have some difficulty in finding a reply. He shuffled his feet, and looked at the floor. His two companions seemed equally at a loss.

Goin to start any rough stuff? inquired Mr. Jarvis casually.

The cigars are on the table, said Psmith hospitably. Draw up your chairs, and lets all be jolly. I will open the proceedings with a song.

In a rich baritone, with his eyeglass fixed the while on Mr. Repetto, he proceeded to relieve himself of the first verse of I only know I love thee.

Chorus, please, he added, as he finished. Come along, Comrade Repetto. Why this shrinking coyness? Fling out your chest, and cut loose.

But Mr. Repettos eye was fastened on Mr. Jarviss revolver. The sight apparently had the effect of quenching his desire for song.

Lov muh, ahnd ther world is — ah — mine! concluded Psmith.

He looked round the assembled company.

Comrade Otto, he observed, will now recite that pathetic little poem Babys Sock is now a Blue-bag. Pray, gentlemen, silence for Comrade Otto.

He looked inquiringly at the long youth, who remained mute. Psmith clicked his tongue regretfully.

Comrade Jarvis, he said, I fear that as a smoking-concert this is not going to be a success. I understand, however. Comrade Repetto and his colleagues have come here on business, and nothing will make them forget it. Typical New York men of affairs, they close their minds to all influences that might lure them from their business. Let us get on, then. What did you wish to see me about, Comrade Repetto?

Mr. Repettos reply was unintelligible.

Mr. Jarvis made a suggestion.

Youse had better beat it, he said.

Long Otto grunted sympathy with this advice.

And youse had better go back to Spider Reilly, continued Mr. Jarvis, and tell him that theres nothin doin in the way of rough house wit dis gent here. He indicated Psmith, who bowed. And you can tell de Spider, went on Bat with growing ferocity, dat next time he gits gay and starts in to shoot guys in me dance-joint Ill bite de head offn him. See? Does dat go? If he tinks his little two-by-four gang can put it across de Groome Street, he can try. Dats right. An dont fergit dis gent here and me is pals, and any one dat starts anyting wit dis gent is going to have to git busy wit me. Does dat go?

Psmith coughed, and shot his cuffs.

I do not know, he said, in the manner of a chairman addressing a meeting, that I have anything to add to the very well-expressed remarks of my friend, Comrade Jarvis. He has, in my opinion, covered the ground very thoroughly and satisfactorily. It now only remains for me to pass a vote of thanks to Comrade Jarvis and to declare this meeting at an end.

Beat it, said Mr. Jarvis, pointing to the door.

The delegation then withdrew.

I am very much obliged, said Psmith, for your courtly assistance, Comrade Jarvis. But for you I do not care to think with what a splash I might not have been immersed in the gumbo. Thank you, Comrade Jarvis. And you, Comrade Otto.

Aw chee! said Mr. Jarvis, handsomely dismissing the matter. Mr. Otto kicked the leg of the table, and grunted.

* * *

For half an hour after the departure of the Three Pointers Psmith chatted amiably to his two assistants on matters of general interest. The exchange of ideas was somewhat one-sided, though Mr. Jarvis had one or two striking items of information to impart, notably some hints on the treatment of fits in kittens.

At the end of this period the conversation was once more interrupted by the sound of movements in the outer office.

If dats dose stiffs come back— began Mr. Jarvis, reaching for his revolver.

Stay your hand, Comrade Jarvis, said as a sharp knock sounded on the door. I do not think it can be our late friends. Comrade Repettos knowledge of the usages of polite society is too limited, I fancy, to prompt him to knock on doors. Come in.

The door opened. It was not Mr. Repetto or his colleagues, but another old friend. No other, in fact, than Mr. Francis Parker, he who had come as an embassy from the man up top in the very beginning of affairs, and had departed, wrathful, mouthing declarations of war. As on his previous visit, he wore the dude suit, the shiny shoes, and the tall-shaped hat.

Welcome, Comrade Parker, said Psmith. It is too long since we met. Comrade Jarvis I think you know. If I am right, that is to say, in supposing that it was you who approached him at an earlier stage in the proceedings with a view to engaging his sympathetic aid in the great work of putting Comrade Windsor and myself out of business. The gentleman on your left is Comrade Otto.

Mr. Parker was looking at Bat in bewilderment. It was plain that he had not expected to find Psmith entertaining such company.

Did you come purely for friendly chit-chat, Comrade Parker, inquired Psmith, or was there, woven into the social motives of your call, a desire to talk business of any kind?

My business is private. I didnt expect a crowd.

Especially of ancient friends such as Comrade Jarvis. Well, well, you are breaking up a most interesting little symposium. Comrade Jarvis, I think I shall be forced to postpone our very entertaining discussion of fits in kittens till a more opportune moment. Meanwhile, as Comrade Parker wishes to talk over some private business—

Bat Jarvis rose.

Ill beat it, he said.

Reluctantly, I hope, Comrade Jarvis. As reluctantly as I hint that I would be alone. If I might drop in some time at your private residence?

Sure, said Mr. Jarvis warmly.

Excellent. Well, for the present, good-bye. And many thanks for your invaluable co-operation.

Aw chee! said Mr. Jarvis.

And now, Comrade Parker, said Psmith, when the door had closed, let her rip. What can I do for you?

You seem to be all to the merry with Bat Jarvis, observed Mr. Parker.

The phrase exactly expresses it, Comrade Parker. I am as a tortoiseshell kitten to him. But, touching your business?

Mr. Parker was silent for a moment.

See here, he said at last, arent you going to be good? Say, whats the use of keeping on at this fool game? Why not quit it before you get hurt?

Psmith smoothed his waistcoat reflectively.

I may be wrong, Comrade Parker, he said, but it seems to me that the chances of my getting hurt are not so great as you appear to imagine. The person who is in danger of getting hurt seems to me to be the gentleman whose name is on that paper which is now in my possession.

Where is it? demanded Mr. Parker quickly.

Psmith eyed him benevolently.

If you will pardon the expression, Comrade Parker, he said, Aha! Meaning that I propose to keep that information to myself.

Mr. Parker shrugged his shoulders.

You know your own business, I guess.

Psmith nodded.

You are absolutely correct, Comrade Parker. I do. Now that Cosy Moments has our excellent friend Comrade Jarvis on its side, are you not to a certain extent among the Blenheim Oranges? I think so. I think so.

As he spoke there was a rap at the door. A small boy entered. In his hand was a scrap of paper.

Guy asks me give dis to gazebo named Smiff, he said.

There are many gazebos of that name, my lad. One of whom I am which, as Artemus Ward was wont to observe. Possibly the missive is for me.

He took the paper. It was dated from an address on the East Side.

Dear Smith, it ran. Come here as quick as you can, and bring some money. Explain when I see you.

It was signed W. W.

So Billy Windsor had fulfilled his promise. He had escaped.

A feeling of regret for the futility of the thing was Psmiths first emotion. Billy could be of no possible help in the campaign at its present point. All the work that remained to be done could easily be carried through without his assistance. And by breaking out from the Island he had committed an offence which was bound to carry with it serious penalties. For the first time since his connection with Cosy Moments began Psmith was really disturbed.

He turned to Mr. Parker.

Comrade Parker, he said, I regret to state that this office is now closing for the day. But for this, I should be delighted to sit chatting with you. As it is—

Very well, said Mr. Parker. Then you mean to go on with this business?

Though it snows, Comrade Parker.

They went out into the street, Psmith thoughtful and hardly realising the others presence. By the side of the pavement a few yards down the road a taximeter-cab was standing. Psmith hailed it.

Mr. Parker was still beside him. It occurred to Psmith that it would not do to let him hear the address Billy Windsor had given in his note.

Turn and go on down the street, he said to the driver.

He had taken his seat and was closing the door, when it was snatched from his grasp and Mr. Parker darted on to the seat opposite. The next moment the cab had started up the street instead of down and the hard muzzle of a revolver was pressing against Psmiths waistcoat.

Now what? said Mr. Parker smoothly, leaning back with the pistol resting easily on his knee.


CHAPTER XXVI. A FRIEND IN NEED
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THE POINT IS well taken, said Psmith thoughtfully.

You think so? said Mr. Parker.

I am convinced of it.

Good. But dont move. Put that hand back where it was.

You think of everything, Comrade Parker.

He dropped his hand on to the seat, and remained silent for a few moments. The taxi-cab was buzzing along up Fifth Avenue now. Looking towards the window, Psmith saw that they were nearing the park. The great white mass of the Plaza Hotel showed up on the left.

Did you ever stop at the Plaza, Comrade Parker?

No, said Mr. Parker shortly.

Dont bite at me, Comrade Parker. Why be brusque on so joyous an occasion? Better men than us have stopped at the Plaza. Ah, the Park! How fresh the leaves, Comrade Parker, how green the herbage! Fling your eye at yonder grassy knoll.

He raised his hand to point. Instantly the revolver was against his waistcoat, making an unwelcome crease in that immaculate garment.

I told you to keep that hand where it was.

You did, Comrade Parker, you did. The fault, said Psmith handsomely, was entirely mine. Carried away by my love of nature, I forgot. It shall not occur again.

It had better not, said Mr. Parker unpleasantly. If it does, Ill blow a hole through you.

Psmith raised his eyebrows.

That, Comrade Parker, he said, is where you make your error. You would no more shoot me in the heart of the metropolis than, I trust, you would wear a made-up tie with evening dress. Your skin, however unhealthy to the eye of the casual observer, is doubtless precious to yourself, and you are not the man I take you for if you would risk it purely for the momentary pleasure of plugging me with a revolver. The cry goes round criminal circles in New York, Comrade Parker is not such a fool as he looks. Think for a moment what would happen. The shot would ring out, and instantly bicycle-policemen would be pursuing this taxi-cab with the purposeful speed of greyhounds trying to win the Waterloo Cup. You would be headed off and stopped. Ha! What is this? Psmith, the Peoples Pet, weltering in his gore? Death to the assassin! I fear nothing could save you from the fury of the mob, Comrade Parker. I seem to see them meditatively plucking you limb from limb. She loves me! Off comes an arm. She loves me not. A leg joins the little heap of limbs on the ground. That is how it would be. And what would you have left out of it? Merely, as I say, the momentary pleasure of potting me. And it isnt as if such a feat could give you the thrill of successful marksmanship. Anybody could hit a man with a pistol at an inch and a quarter. I fear you have not thought this matter out with sufficient care, Comrade Parker. You said to yourself, Happy thought, I will kidnap Psmith! and all your friends said, Parker is the man with the big brain! But now, while it is true that I cant get out, you are moaning, What on earth shall I do with him, now that I have got him?

You think so, do you?

I am convinced of it. Your face is contorted with the anguish of mental stress. Let this be a lesson to you, Comrade Parker, never to embark on any enterprise of which you do not see the end.

I guess I see the end of this all right.

You have the advantage of me then, Comrade Parker. It seems to me that we have nothing before us but to go on riding about New York till you feel that my society begins to pall.

You figure youre clever, I guess.

There are few brighter brains in this city, Comrade Parker. But why this sudden tribute?

You reckon youve thought it all out, eh?

There may be a flaw in my reasoning, but I confess I do not at the moment see where it lies. Have you detected one?

I guess so.

Ah! And what is it?

You seem to think New Yorks the only place on the map.

Meaning what, Comrade Parker?

It might be a fool trick to shoot you in the city as you say, but, you see, we arent due to stay in the city. This cab is moving on.

Like John Browns soul, said Psmith, nodding. I see. Then you propose to make quite a little tour in this cab?

Youve got it.

And when we are out in the open country, where there are no witnesses, things may begin to move.

Thats it.

Then, said Psmith heartily, till that moment arrives what we must do is to entertain each other with conversation. You can take no step of any sort for a full half-hour, possibly more, so let us give ourselves up to the merriment of the passing instant. Are you good at riddles, Comrade Parker? How much wood would a wood-chuck chuck, assuming for purposes of argument that it was in the power of a wood-chuck to chuck wood?

Mr. Parker did not attempt to solve this problem. He was sitting in the same attitude of watchfulness, the revolver resting on his knee. He seemed mistrustful of Psmiths right hand, which was hanging limply at his side. It was from this quarter that he seemed to expect attack. The cab was bowling easily up the broad street, past rows on rows of high houses, all looking exactly the same. Occasionally, to the right, through a break in the line of buildings, a glimpse of the river could be seen.

Psmith resumed the conversation.

You are not interested in wood-chucks, Comrade Parker? Well, well, many people are not. A passion for the flora and fauna of our forests is innate rather than acquired. Let us talk of something else. Tell me about your home-life, Comrade Parker. Are you married? Are there any little Parkers running about the house? When you return from this very pleasant excursion will baby voices crow gleefully, Fahzers come home?

Mr. Parker said nothing.

I see, said Psmith with ready sympathy. I understand. Say no more. You are unmarried. She wouldnt have you. Alas, Comrade Parker! However, thus it is! We look around us, and what do we see? A solid phalanx of the girls we have loved and lost. Tell me about her, Comrade Parker. Was it your face or your manners at which she drew the line?

Mr. Parker leaned forward with a scowl. Psmith did not move, but his right hand, as it hung, closed. Another moment and Mr. Parkers chin would be in just the right position for a swift upper-cut. . .

This fact appeared suddenly to dawn on Mr. Parker himself. He drew back quickly, and half raised the revolver. Psmiths hand resumed its normal attitude.

Leaving more painful topics, said Psmith, let us turn to another point. That note which the grubby stripling brought to me at the office purported to come from Comrade Windsor, and stated that he had escaped from Blackwells Island, and was awaiting my arrival at some address in the Bowery. Would you mind telling me, purely to satisfy my curiosity, if that note was genuine? I have never made a close study of Comrade Windsors handwriting, and in an unguarded moment I may have assumed too much.

Mr. Parker permitted himself a smile.

I guess you arent so clever after all, he said. The note was a fake all right.

And you had this cab waiting for me on the chance?

Mr. Parker nodded.

Sherlock Holmes was right, said Psmith regretfully. You may remember that he advised Doctor Watson never to take the first cab, or the second. He should have gone further, and urged him not to take cabs at all. Walking is far healthier.

Youll find it so, said Mr. Parker.

Psmith eyed him curiously.

What are you going to do with me, Comrade Parker? he asked.

Mr. Parker did not reply. Psmiths eye turned again to the window. They had covered much ground since last he had looked at the view. They were off Manhattan Island now, and the houses were beginning to thin out. Soon, travelling at their present rate, they must come into the open country. Psmith relapsed into silence. It was necessary for him to think. He had been talking in the hope of getting the other off his guard; but Mr. Parker was evidently too keenly on the look-out. The hand that held the revolver never wavered. The muzzle, pointing in an upward direction, was aimed at Psmiths waist. There was no doubt that a move on his part would be fatal. If the pistol went off, it must hit him. If it had been pointed at his head in the orthodox way he might have risked a sudden blow to knock it aside, but in the present circumstances that would be useless. There was nothing to do but wait.

The cab moved swiftly on. Now they had reached the open country. An occasional wooden shack was passed, but that was all. At any moment the climax of the drama might be reached. Psmiths muscles stiffened for a spring. There was little chance of its being effective, but at least it would be better to put up some kind of a fight. And he had a faint hope that the suddenness of his movement might upset the others aim. He was bound to be hit somewhere. That was certain. But quickness might save him to some extent.

He braced his leg against the back of the cab. In another moment he would have sprung; but just then the smooth speed of the cab changed to a series of jarring bumps, each more emphatic than the last. It slowed down, then came to a halt. One of the tyres had burst.

There was a thud, as the chauffeur jumped down. They heard him fumbling in the tool-box. Presently the body of the machine was raised slightly as he got to work with the jack.

It was about a minute later that somebody in the road outside spoke.

Had a breakdown? inquired the voice. Psmith recognised it. It was the voice of Kid Brady.


CHAPTER XXVII. PSMITH CONCLUDES HIS RIDE
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THE KID, AS he had stated to Psmith at their last interview that he intended to do, had begun his training for his match with Eddie Wood, at White Plains, a village distant but a few miles from New York. It was his practice to open a course of training with a little gentle road-work; and it was while jogging along the highway a couple of miles from his training-camp, in company with the two thick-necked gentlemen who acted as his sparring-partners, that he had come upon the broken-down taxi-cab.

If this had happened after his training had begun in real earnest, he would have averted his eyes from the spectacle, however alluring, and continued on his way without a pause. But now, as he had not yet settled down to genuine hard work, he felt justified in turning aside and looking into the matter. The fact that the chauffeur, who seemed to be a taciturn man, lacking the conversational graces, manifestly objected to an audience, deterred him not at all. One cannot have everything in this world, and the Kid and his attendant thick-necks were content to watch the process of mending the tyre, without demanding the additional joy of sparkling small-talk from the man in charge of the operations.

Guys had a breakdown, sure, said the first of the thick-necks.

Surest thing you know, agreed his colleague.

Seems to me the tyres punctured, said the Kid.

All three concentrated their gaze on the machine

Kids right, said thick-neck number one. Guys been an bust a tyre.

Surest thing you know, said thick-neck number two.

They observed the perspiring chauffeur in silence for a while.

Wonder how he did that, now? speculated the Kid.

Guy ran over a nail, I guess, said thick-neck number one.

Surest thing you know, said the other, who, while perhaps somewhat lacking in the matter of original thought, was a most useful fellow to have by one. A sort of Boswell.

Did you run over a nail? the Kid inquired of the chauffeur.

The chauffeur ignored the question.

This is his busy day, said the first thick-neck with satire. Guys too full of work to talk to us.

Deaf, shouldnt wonder, surmised the Kid.

Say, wonder what hes doin with a taxi so far out of the city.

Some guy tells him to drive him out here, I guess. Say, itll cost him something, too. Hell have to strip off a few from his roll to pay for this.

Psmith, in the interior of the cab, glanced at Mr. Parker.

You heard, Comrade Parker? He is right, I fancy. The bill—

Mr. Parker dug viciously at him with the revolver.

Keep quiet, he whispered, or youll get hurt.

Psmith suspended his remarks.

Outside, the conversation had begun again.

Pretty rich guy inside, said the Kid, following up his companions train of thought. Im goin to rubber in at the window.

Psmith, meeting Mr. Parkers eye, smiled pleasantly. There was no answering smile on the others face.

There came the sound of the Kids feet grating on the road as he turned; and as he heard it Mr. Parker, that eminent tactician, for the first time lost his head. With a vague idea of screening Psmith from the eyes of the man in the road he half rose. For an instant the muzzle of the pistol ceased to point at Psmiths waistcoat. It was the very chance Psmith had been waiting for. His left hand shot out, grasped the others wrist, and gave it a sharp wrench. The revolver went off with a deafening report, the bullet passing through the back of the cab; then fell to the floor, as the fingers lost their hold. The next moment Psmiths right fist, darting upwards, took Mr. Parker neatly under the angle of the jaw.

The effect was instantaneous. Psmith had risen from his seat as he delivered the blow, and it consequently got the full benefit of his weight, which was not small. Mr. Parker literally crumpled up. His head jerked back, then fell limply on his chest. He would have slipped to the floor had not Psmith pushed him on to the seat.

The interested face of the Kid appeared at the window. Behind him could be seen portions of the faces of the two thick-necks.

Ah, Comrade Brady! said Psmith genially. I heard your voice, and was hoping you might look in for a chat.

Whats doin, Mr. Smith? queried the excited Kid.

Much, Comrade Brady, much. I will tell you all anon. Meanwhile, however, kindly knock that chauffeur down and sit on his head. Hes a bad person.

De guys beat it, volunteered the first thick-neck.

Surest thing you know, said the other.

Whats been doin, Mr. Smith? asked the Kid.

Ill tell you about it as we go, Comrade Brady, said Psmith, stepping into the road. Riding in a taxi is pleasant provided it is not overdone. For the moment I have had sufficient. A bit of walking will do me good.

What are you going to do with this guy, Mr. Smith? asked the Kid, pointing to Parker, who had begun to stir slightly.

Psmith inspected the stricken one gravely.

I have no use for him, Comrade Brady, he said. Our ride together gave me as much of his society as I desire for to-day. Unless you or either of your friends are collecting Parkers, I propose that we leave him where he is. We may as well take the gun, however. In my opinion, Comrade Parker is not the proper man to have such a weapon. He is too prone to go firing it off in any direction at a moments notice, causing inconvenience to all. He groped on the floor of the cab for the revolver. Now, Comrade Brady, he said, straightening himself up, I am at your disposal. Shall we be pushing on?

* * *

It was late in the evening when Psmith returned to the metropolis, after a pleasant afternoon at the Brady training-camp. The Kid, having heard the details of the ride, offered once more to abandon his match with Eddie Wood, but Psmith would not hear of it. He was fairly satisfied that the opposition had fired their last shot, and that their next move would be to endeavour to come to terms. They could not hope to catch him off his guard a second time, and, as far as hired assault and battery were concerned, he was as safe in New York, now that Bat Jarvis had declared himself on his side, as he would have been in the middle of a desert. What Bat said was law on the East Side. No hooligan, however eager to make money, would dare to act against a protigi of the Groome Street leader.

The only flaw in Psmiths contentment was the absence of Billy Windsor. On this night of all nights the editorial staff of Cosy Moments should have been together to celebrate the successful outcome of their campaign. Psmith dined alone, his enjoyment of the rather special dinner which he felt justified in ordering in honour of the occasion somewhat diminished by the thought of Billys hard case. He had seen Mr William Collier in The Man from Mexico, and that had given him an understanding of what a term of imprisonment on Blackwells Island meant. Billy, during these lean days, must be supporting life on bread, bean soup, and water. Psmith, toying with the hors doeuvre, was somewhat saddened by the thought.

* * *

All was quiet at the office on the following day. Bat Jarvis, again accompanied by the faithful Otto, took up his position in the inner room, prepared to repel all invaders; but none arrived. No sounds broke the peace of the outer office except the whistling of Master Maloney.

Things were almost dull when the telephone bell rang. Psmith took down the receiver.

Hullo? he said.

Im Parker, said a moody voice.

Psmith uttered a cry of welcome.

Why, Comrade Parker, this is splendid! How goes it? Did you get back all right yesterday? I was sorry to have to tear myself away, but I had other engagements. But why use the telephone? Why not come here in person? You know how welcome you are. Hire a taxi-cab and come right round.

Mr. Parker made no reply to the invitation.

Mr. Waring would like to see you.

Who, Comrade Parker?

Mr. Stewart Waring.

The celebrated tenement house-owner?

Silence from the other end of the wire. Well, said Psmith, what step does he propose to take towards it?

He tells me to say that he will be in his office at twelve oclock to-morrow morning. His office is in the Morton Building, Nassau Street.

Psmith clicked his tongue regretfully.

Then I do not see how we can meet, he said. I shall be here.

He wishes to see you at his office.

I am sorry, Comrade Parker. It is impossible. I am very busy just now, as you may know, preparing the next number, the one in which we publish the name of the owner of the Pleasant Street Tenements. Otherwise, I should be delighted. Perhaps later, when the rush of work has diminished somewhat.

Am I to tell Mr. Waring that you refuse?

If you are seeing him at any time and feel at a loss for something to say, perhaps you might mention it. Is there anything else I can do for you, Comrade Parker?

See here—

Nothing? Then good-bye. Look in when youre this way.

He hung up the receiver.

As he did so, he was aware of Master Maloney standing beside the table.

Yes, Comrade Maloney?

Telegram, said Pugsy. For Mr. Windsor.

Psmith ripped open the envelope.

The message ran:

Returning to-day. Will be at office to-morrow morning, and it was signed Wilberfloss.

See whos here! said Psmith softly.


CHAPTER XXVIII. STANDING ROOM ONLY
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IN THE LIGHT of subsequent events it was perhaps the least bit unfortunate that Mr. Jarvis should have seen fit to bring with him to the office of Cosy Moments on the following morning two of his celebrated squad of cats, and that Long Otto, who, as usual, accompanied him, should have been fired by his example to the extent of introducing a large and rather boisterous yellow dog. They were not to be blamed, of course. They could not know that before the morning was over space in the office would be at a premium. Still, it was unfortunate.

Mr. Jarvis was slightly apologetic.

Tought Id bring de kits along, he said. Dey started in scrappin yesterday when I was here, so to-day I says Ill keep my eye on dem.

Psmith inspected the menagerie without resentment.

Assuredly, Comrade Jarvis, he said. They add a pleasantly cosy and domestic touch to the scene. The only possible criticism I can find to make has to do with their probable brawling with the dog.

Oh, dey wont scrap wit de dawg. Dey knows him.

But is he aware of that? He looks to me a somewhat impulsive animal. Well, well, the matters in your hands. If you will undertake to look after the refereeing of any pogrom that may arise, I say no more.

Mr. Jarviss statement as to the friendly relations between the animals proved to be correct. The dog made no attempt to annihilate the cats. After an inquisitive journey round the room he lay down and went to sleep, and an era of peace set in. The cats had settled themselves comfortably, one on each of Mr. Jarviss knees, and Long Otto, surveying the ceiling with his customary glassy stare, smoked a long cigar in silence. Bat breathed a tune, and scratched one of the cats under the ear. It was a soothing scene.

But it did not last. Ten minutes had barely elapsed when the yellow dog, sitting up with a start, uttered a whine. In the outer office could be heard a stir and movement. The next moment the door burst open and a little man dashed in. He had a peeled nose and showed other evidences of having been living in the open air. Behind him was a crowd of uncertain numbers. Psmith recognised the leaders of this crowd. They were the Reverend Edwin T. Philpotts and Mr. B. Henderson Asher.

Why, Comrade Asher, he said, this is indeed a Moment of Mirth. I have been wondering for weeks where you could have got to. And Comrade Philpotts! Am I wrong in saying that this is the maddest, merriest day of all the glad New Year?

The rest of the crowd had entered the room.

Comrade Waterman, too! cried Psmith. Why we have all met before. Except—

He glanced inquiringly at the little man with the peeled nose.

My name is Wilberfloss, said the other with austerity. Will you be so good as to tell me where Mr. Windsor is?

A murmur of approval from his followers.

In one moment, said Psmith. First, however, let me introduce two important members of our staff. On your right, Mr. Bat Jarvis. On your left, Mr. Long Otto. Both of Groome Street.

The two Bowery boys rose awkwardly. The cats fell in an avalanche to the floor. Long Otto, in his haste, trod on the dog, which began barking, a process which it kept up almost without a pause during the rest of the interview.

Mr. Wilberfloss, said Psmith in an aside to Bat, is widely known as a cat fancier in Brooklyn circles.

Honest? said Mr. Jarvis. He tapped Mr. Wilberfloss in friendly fashion on the chest. Say, he asked, did youse ever have a cat wit one blue and one yellow eye?

Mr. Wilberfloss side-stepped and turned once more to Psmith, who was offering B. Henderson Asher a cigarette.

Who are you? he demanded.

Who am I? repeated Psmith in an astonished tone.

Who are you?

I am Psmith, said the old Etonian reverently. There is a preliminary P before the name. This, however, is silent. Like the tomb. Compare such words as ptarmigan, psalm, and phthisis.

These gentlemen tell me youre acting editor. Who appointed you?

Psmith reflected.

It is rather a nice point, he said. It might be claimed that I appointed myself. You may say, however, that Comrade Windsor appointed me.

Ah! And where is Mr. Windsor?

In prison, said Psmith sorrowfully.

In prison!

Psmith nodded.

It is too true. Such is the generous impulsiveness of Comrade Windsors nature that he hit a policeman, was promptly gathered in, and is now serving a sentence of thirty days on Blackwells Island.

Mr. Wilberfloss looked at Mr. Philpotts. Mr. Asher looked at Mr. Wilberfloss. Mr. Waterman started, and stumbled over a cat.

I never heard of such a thing, said Mr. Wilberfloss.

A faint, sad smile played across Psmiths face.

Do you remember, Comrade Waterman — I fancy it was to you that I made the remark — my commenting at our previous interview on the rashness of confusing the unusual with the improbable? Here we see Comrade Wilberfloss, big-brained though he is, falling into error.

I shall dismiss Mr. Windsor immediately, said the big-brained one.

From Blackwells Island? said Psmith. I am sure you will earn his gratitude if you do. They live on bean soup there. Bean soup and bread, and not much of either.

He broke off, to turn his attention to Mr. Jarvis and Mr. Waterman, between whom bad blood seemed to have arisen. Mr. Jarvis, holding a cat in his arms, was glowering at Mr. Waterman, who had backed away and seemed nervous.

What is the trouble, Comrade Jarvis?

Dat guy dere wit two left feet, said Bat querulously, goes and treads on de kit. I—

I assure you it was a pure accident. The animal—

Mr. Wilberfloss, eyeing Bat and the silent Otto with disgust, intervened.

Who are these persons, Mr. Smith? he inquired.

Poisson yourself, rejoined Bat, justly incensed. Whos de little guy wit de peeled breezer, Mr. Smith?

Psmith waved his hands.

Gentlemen, gentlemen, he said, let us not descend to mere personalities. I thought I had introduced you. This, Comrade Jarvis, is Mr. Wilberfloss, the editor of this journal. These, Comrade Wilberfloss — Zam-buk would put your nose right in a day — are, respectively, Bat Jarvis and Long Otto, our acting fighting-editors, vice Kid Brady, absent on unavoidable business.

Kid Brady! shrilled Mr. Wilberfloss. I insist that you give me a full explanation of this matter. I go away by my doctors orders for ten weeks, leaving Mr. Windsor to conduct the paper on certain well-defined lines. I return yesterday, and, getting into communication with Mr. Philpotts, what do I find? Why, that in my absence the paper has been ruined.

Ruined? said Psmith. On the contrary. Examine the returns, and you will see that the circulation has gone up every week. Cosy Moments was never so prosperous and flourishing. Comrade Otto, do you think you could use your personal influence with that dog to induce it to suspend its barking for a while? It is musical, but renders conversation difficult.

Long Otto raised a massive boot and aimed it at the animal, which, dodging with a yelp, cannoned against the second cat and had its nose scratched. Piercing shrieks cleft the air.

I demand an explanation, roared Mr. Wilberfloss above the din.

I think, Comrade Otto, said Psmith, it would make things a little easier if you removed that dog.

He opened the door. The dog shot out. They could hear it being ejected from the outer office by Master Maloney. When there was silence, Psmith turned courteously to the editor.

You were saying, Comrade Wilberfloss?

Who is this person Brady? With Mr. Philpotts I have been going carefully over the numbers which have been issued since my departure—

An intellectual treat, murmured Psmith.

 — and in each there is a picture of this young man in a costume which I will not particularise—

There is hardly enough of it to particularise.

 — together with a page of disgusting autobiographical matter.

Psmith held up his hand.

I protest, he said. We court criticism, but this is mere abuse. I appeal to these gentlemen to say whether this, for instance, is not bright and interesting.

He picked up the current number of Cosy Moments, and turned to the Kids page.

This, he said. Describing a certain ten-round unpleasantness with one Mexican Joe. Joe comes up for the second round and he gives me a nasty look, but I thinks of my mother and swats him one in the lower ribs. He hollers foul, but nix on that. Referee says, Fight on. Joe gives me another nasty look. All right, Kid, he says; now Ill knock you up into the gallery. And with that he cuts loose with a right swing, but I falls into the clinch, and then — !

Bah! exclaimed Mr. Wilberfloss.

Go on, boss, urged Mr. Jarvis approvingly. Its to de good, dat stuff.

There! said Psmith triumphantly. You heard? Comrade Jarvis, one of the most firmly established critics east of Fifth Avenue, stamps Kid Bradys reminiscences with the hall-mark of his approval.

I falls fer de Kid every time, assented Mr. Jarvis.

Assuredly, Comrade Jarvis. You know a good thing when you see one. Why, he went on warmly, there is stuff in these reminiscences which would stir the blood of a jelly-fish. Let me quote you another passage to show that they are not only enthralling, but helpful as well. Let me see, where is it? Ah, I have it. A bully good way of putting a guy out of business is this. You dont want to use it in the ring, because by Queensberry Rules its a foul; but you will find it mighty useful if any thick-neck comes up to you in the street and tries to start anything. Its this way. While hes setting himself for a punch, just place the tips of the fingers of your left hand on the right side of his chest. Then bring down the heel of your left hand. There isnt a guy living that could stand up against that. The fingers give you a leverage to beat the band. The guy doubles up, and you upper-cut him with your right, and out he goes. Now, I bet you never knew that before, Comrade Philpotts. Try it on your parishioners.

Cosy Moments, said Mr. Wilberfloss irately, is no medium for exploiting low prize-fighters.

Low prize-fighters! Comrade Wilberfloss, you have been misinformed. The Kid is as decent a little chap as youd meet anywhere. You do not seem to appreciate the philanthropic motives of the paper in adopting Comrade Bradys cause. Think of it, Comrade Wilberfloss. There was that unfortunate stripling with only two pleasures in life, to love his mother and to knock the heads off other youths whose weight coincided with his own; and misfortune, until we took him up, had barred him almost completely from the second pastime. Our editorial heart was melted. We adopted Comrade Brady. And look at him now! Matched against Eddie Wood! And Comrade Waterman will support me in my statement that a victory over Eddie Wood means that he gets a legitimate claim to meet Jimmy Garvin for the championship.

It is abominable, burst forth Mr. Wilberfloss. It is disgraceful. I never heard of such a thing. The paper is ruined.

You keep reverting to that statement, Comrade Wilberfloss. Can nothing reassure you? The returns are excellent. Prosperity beams on us like a sun. The proprietor is more than satisfied.

The proprietor? gasped Mr. Wilberfloss. Does he know how you have treated the paper?

He is cognisant of our every move.

And he approves?

He more than approves.

Mr. Wilberfloss snorted.

I dont believe it, he said.

The assembled ex-contributors backed up this statement with a united murmur. B. Henderson Asher snorted satirically.

They dont believe it, sighed Psmith. Nevertheless, it is true.

It is not true, thundered Mr. Wilberfloss, hopping to avoid a perambulating cat. Nothing will convince me of it. Mr. Benjamin White is not a maniac.

I trust not, said Psmith. I sincerely trust not. I have every reason to believe in his complete sanity. What makes you fancy that there is even a possibility of his being — er — ?

Nobody but a lunatic would approve of seeing his paper ruined.

Again! said Psmith. I fear that the notion that this journal is ruined has become an obsession with you, Comrade Wilberfloss. Once again I assure you that it is more than prosperous.

If, said Mr. Wilberfloss, you imagine that I intend to take your word in this matter, you are mistaken. I shall cable Mr. White to-day, and inquire whether these alterations in the paper meet with his approval.

I shouldnt, Comrade Wilberfloss. Cables are expensive, and in these hard times a penny saved is a penny earned. Why worry Comrade White? He is so far away, so out of touch with our New York literary life. I think it is practically a certainty that he has not the slightest inkling of any changes in the paper.

Mr. Wilberfloss uttered a cry of triumph.

I knew it, he said, I knew it. I knew you would give up when it came to the point, and you were driven into a corner. Now, perhaps, you will admit that Mr. White has given no sanction for the alterations in the paper?

A puzzled look crept into Psmiths face.

I think, Comrade Wilberfloss, he said, we are talking at cross-purposes. You keep harping on Comrade White and his views and tastes. One would almost imagine that you fancied that Comrade White was the proprietor of this paper.

Mr. Wilberfloss stared. B. Henderson Asher stared. Every one stared, except Mr. Jarvis, who, since the readings from the Kids reminiscences had ceased, had lost interest in the discussion, and was now entertaining the cats with a ball of paper tied to a string.

Fancied that Mr. White . . .? repeated Mr. Wilberfloss. I dont follow you. Who is, if he isnt?

Psmith removed his monocle, polished it thoughtfully, and put it back in its place.

I am, he said.


CHAPTER XXIX. THE KNOCK-OUT FOR MR. WARING
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YOU! CRIED MR. Wilberfloss.

The same, said Psmith.

You! exclaimed Messrs. Waterman, Asher, and the Reverend Edwin Philpotts.

On the spot! said Psmith.

Mr. Wilberfloss groped for a chair and sat down.

Am I going mad? he demanded feebly.

Not so, Comrade Wilberfloss, said Psmith encouragingly. All is well. The cry goes round New York, Comrade Wilberfloss is to the good. He does not gibber.

Do I understand you to say that you own this paper?

I do.

Since when?

Roughly speaking, about a month.

Among his audience (still excepting Mr. Jarvis, who was tickling one of the cats and whistling a plaintive melody) there was a tendency toward awkward silence. To start bally-ragging a seeming nonentity and then to discover he is the proprietor of the paper to which you wish to contribute is like kicking an apparently empty hat and finding your rich uncle inside it. Mr. Wilberfloss in particular was disturbed. Editorships of the kind which he aspired to are not easy to get. If he were to be removed from Cosy Moments he would find it hard to place himself anywhere else. Editors, like manuscripts, are rejected from want of space.

Very early in my connection with this journal, said Psmith, I saw that I was on to a good thing. I had long been convinced that about the nearest approach to the perfect job in this world, where good jobs are so hard to acquire, was to own a paper. All you had to do, once you had secured your paper, was to sit back and watch the other fellows work, and from time to time forward big cheques to the bank. Nothing could be more nicely attuned to the tastes of a Shropshire Psmith. The glimpses I was enabled to get of the workings of this little journal gave me the impression that Comrade White was not attached with any paternal fervour to Cosy Moments. He regarded it, I deduced, not so much as a life-work as in the light of an investment. I assumed that Comrade White had his price, and wrote to my father, who was visiting Carlsbad at the moment, to ascertain what that price might be. He cabled it to me. It was reasonable. Now it so happens that an uncle of mine some years ago left me a considerable number of simoleons, and though I shall not be legally entitled actually to close in on the opulence for a matter of nine months or so, I anticipated that my father would have no objection to staking me to the necessary amount on the security of my little bit of money. My father has spent some time of late hurling me at various professions, and we had agreed some time ago that the Law was to be my long suit. Paper-owning, however, may be combined with being Lord Chancellor, and I knew he would have no objection to my being a Napoleon of the Press on this side. So we closed with Comrade White, and—

There was a knock at the door, and Master Maloney entered with a card.

Guys waiting outside, he said.

Mr. Stewart Waring, read Psmith. Comrade Maloney, do you know what Mahomet did when the mountain would not come to him?

Search me, said the office-boy indifferently.

He went to the mountain. It was a wise thing to do. As a general rule in life you cant beat it. Remember that, Comrade Maloney.

Sure, said Pugsy. Shall I send the guy in?

Surest thing you know, Comrade Maloney.

He turned to the assembled company.

Gentlemen, he said, you know how I hate to have to send you away, but would you mind withdrawing in good order? A somewhat delicate and private interview is in the offing. Comrade Jarvis, we will meet anon. Your services to the paper have been greatly appreciated. If I might drop in some afternoon and inspect the remainder of your zoo — ?

Any time youre down Groome Street way. Glad.

I will make a point of it. Comrade Wilberfloss, would you mind remaining? As editor of this journal, you should be present. If the rest of you would look in about this time to-morrow — Show Mr. Waring in, Comrade Maloney.

He took a seat.

We are now, Comrade Wilberfloss, he said, at a crisis in the affairs of this journal, but I fancy we shall win through.

The door opened, and Pugsy announced Mr. Waring.

The owner of the Pleasant Street Tenements was of what is usually called commanding presence. He was tall and broad, and more than a little stout. His face was clean-shaven and curiously expressionless. Bushy eyebrows topped a pair of cold grey eyes. He walked into the room with the air of one who is not wont to apologise for existing. There are some men who seem to fill any room in which they may be. Mr. Waring was one of these.

He set his hat down on the table without speaking. After which he looked at Mr. Wilberfloss, who shrank a little beneath his gaze.

Psmith had risen to greet him.

Wont you sit down? he said.

I prefer to stand.

Just as you wish. This is Liberty Hall.

Mr. Waring again glanced at Mr. Wilberfloss.

What I have to say is private, he said.

All is well, said Psmith reassuringly. It is no stranger that you see before you, no mere irresponsible lounger who has butted in by chance. That is Comrade J. Fillken Wilberfloss, the editor of this journal.

The editor? I understood—

I know what you would say. You have Comrade Windsor in your mind. He was merely acting as editor while the chief was away hunting sand-eels in the jungles of Texas. In his absence Comrade Windsor and I did our best to keep the old journal booming along, but it lacked the master-hand. But now all is well: Comrade Wilberfloss is once more doing stunts at the old stand. You may speak as freely before him as you would before well, let us say Comrade Parker.

Who are you, then, if this gentleman is the editor?

I am the proprietor.

I understood that a Mr. White was the proprietor.

Not so, said Psmith. There was a time when that was the case, but not now. Things move so swiftly in New York journalistic matters that a man may well be excused for not keeping abreast of the times, especially one who, like yourself, is interested in politics and house-ownership rather than in literature. Are you sure you wont sit down?

Mr. Waring brought his hand down with a bang on the table, causing Mr. Wilberfloss to leap a clear two inches from his chair.

What are you doing it for? he demanded explosively. I tell you, you had better quit it. It isnt healthy.

Psmith shook his head.

You are merely stating in other — and, if I may say so, inferior — words what Comrade Parker said to us. I did not object to giving up valuable time to listen to Comrade Parker. He is a fascinating conversationalist, and it was a privilege to hob-nob with him. But if you are merely intending to cover the ground covered by him, I fear I must remind you that this is one of our busy days. Have you no new light to fling upon the subject?

Mr. Waring wiped his forehead. He was playing a lost game, and he was not the sort of man who plays lost games well. The Waring type is dangerous when it is winning, but it is apt to crumple up against strong defence.

His next words proved his demoralisation.

Ill sue you for libel, said he.

Psmith looked at him admiringly.

Say no more, he said, for you will never beat that. For pure richness and whimsical humour it stands alone. During the past seven weeks you have been endeavouring in your cheery fashion to blot the editorial staff of this paper off the face of the earth in a variety of ingenious and entertaining ways; and now you propose to sue us for libel! I wish Comrade Windsor could have heard you say that. It would have hit him right.

Mr. Waring accepted the invitation he had refused before. He sat down.

What are you going to do? he said.

It was the white flag. The fight had gone out of him.

Psmith leaned back in his chair.

Ill tell you, he said. Ive thought the whole thing out. The right plan would be to put the complete kybosh (if I may use the expression) on your chances of becoming an alderman. On the other hand, I have been studying the papers of late, and it seems to me that it doesnt much matter who gets elected. Of course the opposition papers may have allowed their zeal to run away with them, but even assuming that to be the case, the other candidates appear to be a pretty fair contingent of blighters. If I were a native of New York, perhaps I might take a more fervid interest in the matter, but as I am merely passing through your beautiful little city, it doesnt seem to me to make any very substantial difference who gets in. To be absolutely candid, my view of the thing is this. If the People are chumps enough to elect you, then they deserve you. I hope I dont hurt your feelings in any way. I am merely stating my own individual opinion.

Mr. Waring made no remark.

The only thing that really interests me, resumed Psmith, is the matter of these tenements. I shall shortly be leaving this country to resume the strangle-hold on Learning which I relinquished at the beginning of the Long Vacation. If I were to depart without bringing off improvements down Pleasant Street way, I shouldnt be able to enjoy my meals. The startled cry would go round Cambridge: Something is the matter with Psmith. He is off his feed. He should try Blenkinsops Balm for the Bilious. But no balm would do me any good. I should simply droop and fade slowly away like a neglected lily. And you wouldnt like that, Comrade Wilberfloss, would you?

Mr. Wilberfloss, thus suddenly pulled into the conversation, again leaped in his seat.

What I propose to do, continued Psmith, without waiting for an answer, is to touch you for the good round sum of five thousand and three dollars.

Mr. Waring half rose.

Five thousand dollars!

Five thousand and three dollars, said Psmith. It may possibly have escaped your memory, but a certain minion of yours, one J. Repetto, utterly ruined a practically new hat of mine. If you think that I can afford to come to New York and scatter hats about as if they were mere dross, you are making the culminating error of a misspent life. Three dollars are what I need for a new one. The balance of your cheque, the five thousand, I propose to apply to making those tenements fit for a tolerably fastidious pig to live in.

Five thousand! cried Mr. Waring. Its monstrous.

It isnt, said Psmith. Its more or less of a minimum. I have made inquiries. So out with the good old cheque-book, and lets all be jolly.

I have no cheque-book with me.

I have, said Psmith, producing one from a drawer. Cross out the name of my bank, substitute yours, and fate cannot touch us.

Mr. Waring hesitated for a moment, then capitulated. Psmith watched, as he wrote, with an indulgent and fatherly eye.

Finished? he said. Comrade Maloney.

Youse hollering fer me? asked that youth, appearing at the door.

Bet your life I am, Comrade Maloney. Have you ever seen an untamed mustang of the prairie?

Nope. But Ive read about dem.

Well, run like one down to Wall Street with this cheque, and pay it in to my account at the International Bank.

Pugsy disappeared.

Cheques, said Psmith, have been known to be stopped. Who knows but what, on reflection, you might not have changed your mind?

What guarantee have I, asked Mr. Waring, that these attacks on me in your paper will stop?

If you like, said Psmith, I will write you a note to that effect. But it will not be necessary. I propose, with Comrade Wilberflosss assistance, to restore Cosy Moments to its old style. Some days ago the editor of Comrade Windsors late daily paper called up on the telephone and asked to speak to him. I explained the painful circumstances, and, later, went round and hob-nobbed with the great man. A very pleasant fellow. He asks to re-engage Comrade Windsors services at a pretty sizeable salary, so, as far as our prison expert is concerned, all may be said to be well. He has got where he wanted. Cosy Moments may therefore ease up a bit. If, at about the beginning of next month, you should hear a deafening squeal of joy ring through this city, it will be the infants of New York and their parents receiving the news that Cosy Moments stands where it did. May I count on your services, Comrade Wilberfloss? Excellent. I see I may. Then perhaps you would not mind passing the word round among Comrades Asher, Waterman, and the rest of the squad, and telling them to burnish their brains and be ready to wade in at a moments notice. I fear you will have a pretty tough job roping in the old subscribers again, but it can be done. I look to you, Comrade Wilberfloss. Are you on?

Mr. Wilberfloss, wriggling in his chair, intimated that he was.


CONCLUSION
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IT WAS A drizzly November evening. The streets of Cambridge were a compound of mud, mist, and melancholy. But in Psmiths rooms the fire burned brightly, the kettle droned, and all, as the proprietor had just observed, was joy, jollity, and song. Psmith, in pyjamas and a college blazer, was lying on the sofa. Mike, who had been playing football, was reclining in a comatose state in an arm-chair by the fire.

How pleasant it would be, said Psmith dreamily, if all our friends on the other side of the Atlantic could share this very peaceful moment with us! Or perhaps not quite all. Let us say, Comrade Windsor in the chair over there, Comrades Brady and Maloney on the table, and our old pal Wilberfloss sharing the floor with B. Henderson Asher, Bat Jarvis, and the cats. By the way, I think it would be a graceful act if you were to write to Comrade Jarvis from time to time telling him how your Angoras are getting on. He regards you as the Worlds Most Prominent Citizen. A line from you every now and then would sweeten the lads existence.

Mike stirred sleepily in his chair.

What? he said drowsily.

Never mind, Comrade Jackson. Let us pass lightly on. I am filled with a strange content to-night. I may be wrong, but it seems to me that all is singularly to de good, as Comrade Maloney would put it. Advices from Comrade Windsor inform me that that prince of blighters, Waring, was rejected by an intelligent electorate. Those keen, clear-sighted citizens refused to vote for him to an extent that you could notice without a microscope. Still, he has one consolation. He owns what, when the improvements are completed, will be the finest and most commodious tenement houses in New York. Millionaires will stop at them instead of going to the Plaza. Are you asleep, Comrade Jackson?

Um-m, said Mike.

That is excellent. You could not be better employed. Keep listening. Comrade Windsor also stated — as indeed did the sporting papers — that Comrade Brady put it all over friend Eddie Wood, administering the sleep-producer in the eighth round. My authorities are silent as to whether or not the lethal blow was a half-scissor hook, but I presume such to have been the case. The Kid is now definitely matched against Comrade Garvin for the championship, and the experts seem to think that he should win. He is a stout fellow, is Comrade Brady, and I hope he wins through. He will probably come to England later on. When he does, we must show him round. I dont think you ever met him, did you, Comrade Jackson?

Ur-r, said Mike.

Say no more, said Psmith. I take you.

He reached out for a cigarette.

These, he said, comfortably, are the moments in life to which we look back with that wistful pleasure. What of my boyhood at Eton? Do I remember with the keenest joy the brain-tourneys in the old form-room, and the bally rot which used to take place on the Fourth of June? No. Burned deeply into my memory is a certain hot bath I took after one of the foulest cross-country runs that ever occurred outside Dantes Inferno. So with the present moment. This peaceful scene, Comrade Jackson, will remain with me when I have forgotten that such a person as Comrade Repetto ever existed. These are the real Cosy Moments. And while on that subject you will be glad to hear that the little sheet is going strong. The man Wilberfloss is a marvel in his way. He appears to have gathered in the majority of the old subscribers again. Hopping mad but a brief while ago, they now eat out of his hand. Youve really no notion what a feeling of quiet pride it gives you owning a paper. I try not to show it, but I seem to myself to be looking down on the world from some lofty peak. Yesterday night, when I was looking down from the peak without a cap and gown, a proctor slid up. To-day I had to dig down into my jeans for a matter of two plunks. But what of it? Life must inevitably be dotted with these minor tragedies. I do not repine. The whisper goes round, Psmith bites the bullet, and wears a brave smile. Comrade Jackson—

A snore came from the chair.

Psmith sighed. But he did not repine. He bit the bullet. His eyes closed.

Five minutes later a slight snore came from the sofa, too. The man behind Cosy Moments slept.


Something New (1915)
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US EDITION TEXT

Something New is the first novel to feature the enduring creations of Lord Emsworth and his home of Blandings Castle, which reappear in many of Wodehouses later short stories and novels. The master of Blandings is, nominally, Lord Emsworth, an amiably absent-minded old chap, enjoying a slow, relaxed lifestyle and the simple obsessions that make him oblivious to the absurd melodrama of his family. He is never happier than when pottering about the grounds on a fine sunny day. The fictional Blandings Castle, lying in the picturesque Vale of Blandings, Shropshire, England, is reportedly 2 miles from the town of Market Blandings. The castle is a noble pile of Early Tudor building and one of Englands largest stately homes, dominating the surrounding country.

The first novel in the series appeared in late June 1915 when it was serialised in The Saturday Evening Post, the serialisation running all the way through to August. Just a couple of weeks later, on 3 September, the book was published as Something New in America. Just a couple of weeks after that a UK edition, entitled Something Fresh, was released. Both editions of the novel, with differing texts, are available in this collection.

Freddie Threepwood, the younger son of the Earl of Emsworth, is engaged to marry Aline Peters, a millionaires daughter. Freddie employs a shady fixer to recover some letters he wrote to a chorus girl, which would put his relationship in jeopardy. The Earl of Emsworth calls on Alines father to view his collection of scarabs and absentmindedly puts one in his pocket. Aline is also being pursued by George Emerson, who is hoping to marry her. George is a friend of Freddie and the later has invited him to the family home, Blandings Castle. Soon after a cast of characters join them at Blandings and many of them are intent on recovering the missing scarab...

Blandings Castle would go on to feature in eleven novels and nine short stories. The final novel, Sunset at Blandings, remained unfinished at Wodehouses death and was subsequently published in 1977. This particular story was adapted for BBC Radio 4 in 2009 when the cast included Ian Ogilvy, Ioan Gruffudd and Martin Jarvis.

The Observer loved the book, calling it a charming little extravaganza and saying There is nothing whatever in the book, but froth and laughter; and, in some moods, that is precisely what we need, provided that the froth is the right froth and the laughter unforced, as in this dear and absurd little story. Wodehouses appeal was spreading across the world, with The Sydney Morning Herald calling the book a good deal of excellent fun...Mr. Wodehouse evolves some ludicrous situations and arrives at a denouement which leaves everyone satisfied. The story is broadly farcical, but the fooling is excellent of its kind and highly diverting.
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CHAPTER I
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THE SUNSHINE OF a fair spring morning fell graciously on London town. Out in Piccadilly its heartening warmth seemed to infuse into traffic and pedestrians alike a novel jauntiness, so that bus drivers jested and even the lips of chauffeurs uncurled into not unkindly smiles. Policemen whistled at their posts — clerks, on their way to work; beggars approached the task of trying to persuade perfect strangers to bear the burden of their maintenance with that optimistic vim which makes all the difference. It was one of those happy mornings.

At nine oclock precisely the door of Number Seven Arundel Street, Leicester Square, opened and a young man stepped out.

Of all the spots in London which may fairly be described as backwaters there is none that answers so completely to the description as Arundel Street, Leicester Square. Passing along the north sidewalk of the square, just where it joins Piccadilly, you hardly notice the bottleneck opening of the tiny cul-de-sac. Day and night the human flood roars past, ignoring it. Arundel Street is less than forty yards in length and, though there are two hotels in it, they are not fashionable hotels. It is just a backwater.

In shape Arundel Street is exactly like one of those flat stone jars in which Italian wine of the cheaper sort is stored. The narrow neck that leads off Leicester Square opens abruptly into a small court. Hotels occupy two sides of this; the third is at present given up to rooming houses for the impecunious. These are always just going to be pulled down in the name of progress to make room for another hotel, but they never do meet with that fate; and as they stand now so will they in all probability stand for generations to come.

They provide single rooms of moderate size, the bed modestly hidden during the day behind a battered screen. The rooms contain a table, an easy-chair, a hard chair, a bureau, and a round tin bath, which, like the bed, goes into hiding after its useful work is performed. And you may rent one of these rooms, with breakfast thrown in, for a pound a week.

Ashe Marson had done so. He had rented the second-floor front of Number Seven.

Twenty-six years before this story opens there had been born to Joseph Marson, minister, and Sarah his wife, of Hayling, Massachusetts, in the United States of America, a son. This son, christened Ashe after a wealthy uncle who subsequently double-crossed them by leaving his money to charities, in due course proceeded to Harvard to study for the ministry. So far as can be ascertained from contemporary records, he did not study a great deal for the ministry; but he did succeed in running the mile in four minutes and a half and the half mile at a correspondingly rapid speed, and his researches in the art of long jumping won him the respect of all.

That he should be awarded, at the conclusion of his Harvard career, one of those scholarships at Oxford University instituted by the late Cecil Rhodes for the encouragement of the international comity, was a natural sequence of events.

That was how Ashe came to be in England.

The rest of Ashes history follows almost automatically. He won his Blue for athletics at Oxford, and gladdened thousands by winning the mile and the half mile two years in succession against Cambridge at Queens Club. But owing to the pressure of other engagements he unfortunately omitted to do any studying, and when the hour of parting arrived he was peculiarly unfitted for any of the learned professions. Having, however, managed to obtain a sort of degree, enough to enable him to call himself a Bachelor of Arts, and realizing that you can fool some of the people some of the time, he applied for and secured a series of private tutorships.

A private tutor is a sort of blend of poor relation and nursemaid, and few of the stately homes of England are without one. He is supposed to instill learning and deportment into the small son of the house; but what he is really there for is to prevent the latter from being a nuisance to his parents when he is home from school on his vacation.

Having saved a little money at this dreadful trade, Ashe came to London and tried newspaper work. After two years of moderate success he got in touch with the Mammoth Publishing Company.

The Mammoth Publishing Company, which controls several important newspapers, a few weekly journals, and a number of other things, does not disdain the pennies of the office boy and the junior clerk. One of its many profitable ventures is a series of paper-covered tales of crime and adventure. It was here that Ashe found his niche. Those adventures of Gridley Quayle, Investigator, which are so popular with a certain section of the reading public, were his work.

Until the advent of Ashe and Mr. Quayle, the British Pluck Library had been written by many hands and had included the adventures of many heroes: but in Gridley Quayle the proprietors held that the ideal had been reached, and Ashe received a commission to conduct the entire British Pluck Library — monthly — himself. On the meager salary paid him for these labors he had been supporting himself ever since.

That was how Marson came to be in Arundel Street, Leicester Square, on this May morning.

Ashe Marson was a tall, well-built, fit-looking young man, with a clear eye and a strong chin; and he was dressed, as he closed the front door behind him, in a sweater, flannel trousers, and rubber-soled gymnasium shoes. In one hand he bore a pair of Indian clubs, in the other a skipping rope.

Having drawn in and expelled the morning air in a measured and solemn fashion, which the initiated observer would have recognized as that scientific deep breathing so popular nowadays, he laid down his clubs, adjusted his rope and began to skip.

When he had taken the second-floor front of Number Seven, three months before, Ashe Marson had realized that he must forego those morning exercises which had become a second nature to him, or else defy Londons unwritten law and brave Londons mockery. He had not hesitated long. Physical fitness was his gospel. On the subject of exercise he was confessedly a crank. He decided to defy London.

The first time he appeared in Arundel Street in his sweater and flannels he had barely whirled his Indian clubs once around his head before he had attracted the following audience:

a — Two cabmen — one intoxicated;
b — Four waiters from the Hotel Mathis; 
c — Six waiters from the Hotel Previtali; 
d — Six chambermaids from the Hotel Mathis; 
e — Five chambermaids from the Hotel Previtali;
f — The proprietor of the Hotel Mathis; 
g — The proprietor of the Hotel Previtali; 
h — A street cleaner; 
i — Eleven nondescript loafers; 
j — Twenty-seven children; 
k — A cat.

They all laughed — even the cat — and kept on laughing. The intoxicated cabman called Ashe Sunny Jim. And Ashe kept on swinging his clubs.

A month later, such is the magic of perseverance, his audience had narrowed down to the twenty-seven children. They still laughed, but without that ringing conviction which the sympathetic support of their elders had lent them.

And now, after three months, the neighborhood, having accepted Ashe and his morning exercises as a natural phenomenon, paid him no further attention.

On this particular morning Ashe Marson skipped with even more than his usual vigor. This was because he wished to expel by means of physical fatigue a small devil of discontent, of whose presence within him he had been aware ever since getting out of bed. It is in the spring that the ache for the larger life comes on us, and this was a particularly mellow spring morning. It was the sort of morning when the air gives us a feeling of anticipation — a feeling that, on a day like this, things surely cannot go jogging along in the same dull old groove; a premonition that something romantic and exciting is about to happen to us. But the southwest wind of spring brings also remorse. We catch the vague spirit of unrest in the air and we regret our misspent youth.

Ashe was doing this. Even as he skipped, he was conscious of a wish that he had studied harder at college and were now in a position to be doing something better than hack work for a soulless publishing company. Never before had he been so completely certain that he was sick to death of the rut into which he had fallen.

Skipping brought no balm. He threw down his rope and took up the Indian clubs. Indian clubs left him still unsatisfied. The thought came to him that it was a long time since he had done his Petersen Exercises. Perhaps they would heal him.

These exercises are not dignified, however. Indeed, to one seeing them suddenly and without warning for the first time, they are markedly humorous. The only reason why King Henry of England, whose son sank with the White Ship, never smiled again, was because Lieutenant Petersen had not then invented his admirable exercises.

So complacent, so insolently devoid of self-consciousness, had Ashe become in the course of three months, owing to his success in inducing the populace to look on anything he did with the indulgent eye of understanding, that it simply did not occur to him, when he abruptly twisted his body into the shape of a corkscrew, in accordance with the directions in the lieutenants book for the consummation of Exercise One, that he was doing anything funny.

And the behavior of those present seemed to justify his confidence. The proprietor of the Hotel Mathis regarded him without a smile. The proprietor of the Hotel Previtali might have been in a trance, for all the interest he displayed. The hotel employees continued their tasks impassively. The children were blind and dumb. The cat across the way stropped its backbone against the railings unheeding.

But, even as he unscrambled himself and resumed a normal posture, from his immediate rear there rent the quiet morning air a clear and musical laugh. It floated out on the breeze and hit him like a bullet.

Three months ago Ashe would have accepted the laugh as inevitable, and would have refused to allow it to embarrass him; but long immunity from ridicule had sapped his resolution. He spun round with a jump, flushed and self-conscious.

From the window of the first-floor front of Number Seven a girl was leaning. The spring sunshine played on her golden hair and lit up her bright blue eyes, fixed on his flanneled and sweatered person with a fascinated amusement. Even as he turned, the laugh smote him afresh.

For the space of perhaps two seconds they stared at each other, eye to eye. Then she vanished into the room.

Ashe was beaten. Three months ago a million girls could have laughed at his morning exercises without turning him from his purpose. To-day this one scoffer, alone and unaided, was sufficient for his undoing. The depression which exercise had begun to dispel surged back on him. He had no heart to continue. Sadly gathering up his belongings, he returned to his room, and found a cold bath tame and uninspiring.

The breakfasts — included in the rent — provided by Mrs. Bell, the landlady of Number Seven, were held by some authorities to be specially designed to quell the spirits of their victims, should they tend to soar excessively. By the time Ashe had done his best with the disheveled fried egg, the chicory blasphemously called coffee, and the charred bacon, misery had him firmly in its grip. And when he forced himself to the writing table, and began to try to concoct the latest of the adventures of Gridley Quayle, Investigator, his spirit groaned within him.

This morning, as he sat and chewed his pen, his loathing for Gridley seemed to have reached its climax. It was his habit, in writing these stories, to think of a good title first, and then fit an adventure to it. And overnight, in a moment of inspiration, he had jotted down on an envelope the words:

The Adventure of the Wand of Death

It was with the sullen repulsion of a vegetarian who finds a caterpillar in his salad that he now sat glaring at them.

The title had seemed so promising overnight — so full of strenuous possibilities. It was still speciously attractive; but now that the moment had arrived for writing the story, its flaws became manifest.

What was a wand of death? It sounded good; but, coming down to hard facts, what was it? You cannot write a story about a wand of death without knowing what a wand of death is; and, conversely, if you have thought of such a splendid title you cannot jettison it offhand. Ashe rumpled his hair and gnawed his pen.

There came a knock at the door. Ashe spun round in his chair. This was the last straw! If he had told Mrs. Bell once that he was never to be disturbed in the morning on any pretext whatsoever, he had told her twenty times. It was simply too infernal to be endured if his work time was to be cut into like this. Ashe ran over in his mind a few opening remarks.

Come in! he shouted, and braced himself for battle.

A girl walked in — the girl of the first-floor front; the girl with the blue eyes, who had laughed at his Petersen Exercises.

Various circumstances contributed to the poorness of the figure Ashe cut in the opening moments of this interview. In the first place, he was expecting to see his landlady, whose height was about four feet six, and the sudden entry of somebody who was about five feet seven threw the universe temporarily out of focus. In the second place, in anticipation of Mrs. Bells entry, he had twisted his face into a forbidding scowl, and it was no slight matter to change this on the spur of the moment into a pleasant smile. Finally, a man who has been sitting for half an hour in front of a sheet of paper bearing the words

The Adventure of the Wand of Death

and trying to decide what a wand of death might be, has not his mind under proper control.

The net result of these things was that, for perhaps half a minute, Ashe behaved absurdly. He goggled and he yammered. An alienist, had one been present, would have made up his mind about him without further investigation. For an appreciable time he did not think of rising from his seat. When he did, the combined leap and twist he executed practically amounted to a Petersen Exercise.

Nor was the girl unembarrassed. If Ashe had been calmer he would have observed on her cheek the flush which told that she, too, was finding the situation trying. But, woman being ever better equipped with poise than man, it was she who spoke first.

Im afraid Im disturbing you.

No, no! said Ashe. Oh, no; not at all — not at all! No; oh, no — not at all — no! And he would have continued to play on the theme indefinitely had not the girl spoken again.

I wanted to apologize, she said, for my abominable rudeness in laughing at you just now. It was idiotic of me and I dont know why I did it. Im sorry.

Science, with a thousand triumphs to her credit, has not yet succeeded in discovering the correct reply for a young man to make who finds himself in the appalling position of being apologized to by a pretty girl. If he says nothing he seems sullen and unforgiving. If he says anything he makes a fool of himself. Ashe, hesitating between these two courses, suddenly caught sight of the sheet of paper over which he had been poring so long.

What is a wand of death? he asked.

I beg your pardon?

A wand — of death.

I dont understand.

The delirium of the conversation was too much for Ashe. He burst out laughing. A moment later the girl did the same. And simultaneously embarrassment ceased to be.

I suppose you think Im mad? said Ashe.

Certainly, said the girl.

Well, I should have been if you hadnt come in.

Why was that?

I was trying to write a detective story.

I was wondering whether you were a writer.

Do you write?

Yes. Do you ever read Home Gossip?

Never!

You are quite right to speak in that thankful tone. Its a horrid little paper — all brown-paper patterns and advice to the lovelorn. I do a short story for it every week, under various names. A duke or an earl goes with each story. I loathe it intensely.

I am sorry for your troubles, said Ashe firmly; but we are wandering from the point. What is a wand of death?

A wand of death?

A wand of death.

The girl frowned reflectively.

Why, of course its the sacred ebony stick stolen from the Indian temple, which is supposed to bring death to whoever possesses it. The hero gets hold of it, and the priests dog him and send him threatening messages. What else could it be?

Ashe could not restrain his admiration.

This is genius!

Oh, no!

Absolute genius. I see it all. The hero calls in Gridley Quayle, and that patronizing ass, by the aid of a series of wicked coincidences, solves the mystery; and there am I, with another months work done!

She looked at him with interest.

Are you the author of Gridley Quayle?

Dont tell me you read him!

I do not read him! But he is published by the same firm that publishes Home Gossip, and I cant help seeing his cover sometimes while I am waiting in the waiting room to see the editress.

Ashe felt like one who meets a boyhoods chum on a desert island. Here was a real bond between them.

Does the Mammoth publish you too! Why, we are comrades in misfortune — fellow serfs! We should be friends. Shall we be friends?

[image: img138.jpg]

I should be delighted.

Shall we shake hands, sit down and talk?

But I am keeping you from your work.

An errand of mercy.

She sat down. It is a simple act, this of sitting down; but, like everything else, it may be an index to character. There was something wholly satisfactory to Ashe in the manner in which this girl did it. She neither seated herself on the extreme edge of the easy-chair, as one braced for instant flight; nor did she wallow in the easy-chair, as one come to stay for the week-end. She carried herself in an unconventional situation with an unstudied self-confidence that he could not sufficiently admire.

Etiquette is not rigid in Arundel Street; but, nevertheless, a girl in a first-floor front may be excused for showing surprise and hesitation when invited to a confidential chat with a second-floor front young man whom she has known only five minutes. But there is a freemasonry among those who live in large cities on small earnings.

Shall we introduce ourselves? said Ashe. Or did Mrs. Bell tell you my name? By the way, you have not been here long, have you?

I took my room day before yesterday. But your name, if you are the author of Gridley Quayle, is Felix Clovelly, isnt it?

Good heavens, no! Surely you dont think anyones name could really be Felix Clovelly! That is only the cloak under which I hide my shame. My real name is Marson — Ashe Marson. And yours?

Valentine — Joan Valentine.

Will you tell me the story of your life, or shall I tell mine first?

I dont know that I have any particular story. I am an American — —

Not American!

Why not?

Because it is too extraordinary — too much like a Gridley Quayle coincidence. I am an American!

Well, so are a good many other people.

You miss the point. We are not only fellow serfs — we are fellow exiles. You cant round the thing off by telling me you were born in Hayling, Massachusetts, I suppose?

I was born in New York.

Surely not! I didnt know anybody was.

Why Hayling, Massachusetts?

That was where I was born.

Im afraid I never heard of it.

Strange! I know your home town quite well. But I have not yet made my birthplace famous; in fact, I doubt whether I ever shall. I am beginning to realize that I am one of the failures.

How old are you?

Twenty-six.

You are only twenty-six and you call yourself a failure? I think that is a shameful thing to say.

What would you call a man of twenty-six whose only means of making a living was the writing of Gridley Quayle stories — an empire builder?

How do you know its your only means of making a living? Why dont you try something new?

Such as — —

How should I know? Anything that comes along. Good gracious, Mr. Marson; here you are in the biggest city in the world, with chances for adventure simply shrieking to you on every side — —

I must be deaf. The only thing I have heard shrieking to me on every side has been Mrs. Bell — for the rent.

Read the papers. Read the advertisement columns. Im sure you will find something sooner or later. Dont get into a groove. Be an adventurer. Snatch at the next chance, whatever it is.

Ashe nodded. Continue, he said. Proceed. You are stimulating me.

But why should you want a girl like me to stimulate you? Surely London is enough to do it without my help? You can always find something new, surely? Listen, Mr. Marson! I was thrown on my own resources about five years ago — never mind how. Since then I have worked in a shop, done typewriting, been on the stage, had a position as governess, been a ladys maid — —

A what! A ladys maid?

Why not? It was all experience; and I can assure you I would much rather be a ladys maid than a governess.

I think I know what you mean. I was a private tutor once. I suppose a governess is the female equivalent. I have often wondered what General Sherman would have said about private tutoring if he expressed himself so breezily about mere war. Was it fun being a ladys maid?

It was pretty good fun; and it gave me an opportunity of studying the aristocracy in its native haunts, which has made me Home Gossips established authority on dukes and earls.

Ashe drew a deep breath — not a scientific deep breath, but one of admiration.

You are perfectly splendid!

Splendid?

I mean, you have such pluck.

Oh, well; I keep on trying. Im twenty-three and I havent achieved anything much yet; but I certainly dont feel like sitting back and calling myself a failure.

Ashe made a grimace.

All right, he said. Ive got it.

I meant you to, said Joan placidly. I hope I havent bored you with my autobiography, Mr. Marson. Im not setting myself up as a shining example; but I do like action and hate stagnation.

You are absolutely wonderful! said Ashe. You are a human correspondence course in efficiency — one of the ones you see in the back pages of the magazines. You would galvanize a jellyfish.

If I have really stimulated you — —

I think that was another slam, said Ashe pensively. Well, I deserve it. Yes; you have stimulated me. I feel like a new man. Its queer that you should have come to me right on top of everything else. I dont remember when I have felt so restless and discontented as I did this morning.

Its the spring.

I suppose it is. I feel like doing something big and adventurous.

Well, do it then. You have a Morning Post on the table. Have you read it yet?

I glanced at it.

But you havent read the advertisement pages? Read them. They may contain just the opening you want. Just try it!

Well, Ill do it; but my experience of advertisement pages is that they are monopolized by philanthropists who want to lend you any sum from ten to a hundred thousand pounds on your note of hand only. However, I will scan them.

Joan rose and held out her hand.

Good-by, Mr. Marson. Youve got your detective story to write, and I have to think out something with a duke in it by to-night; so I must be going.

She smiled. We have traveled a good way from the point where we started, but I may as well go back to it before I leave you. Im sorry I laughed at you this morning.

Ashe clasped her hand in a fervent grip.

Im not. Come and laugh at me whenever you feel like it. I like being laughed at. Why, when I started my morning exercises, half of London used to come and roll about the sidewalks in convulsions. Im not an attraction any longer and it makes me feel lonesome. There are twenty-nine of those Petersen Exercises and you saw only part of the first. You have done so much for me that if I can be of any use to you, in helping you to greet the day with a smile, I shall be only too proud. Exercise Six is a sure-fire mirth-provoker; Ill start with it to-morrow morning. I can also recommend Exercise Eleven — a scream! Dont miss it.

Very well. Well, good-by for the present.

Good-by.

She was gone; and Ashe, thrilling with new emotions, stared at the door which had closed behind her. He felt as though he had been wakened from sleep by a powerful electric shock.

A wonderful girl! An astounding girl! An amazing girl!

Close beside the sheet of paper on which he had inscribed the now luminous and suggestive title of his new Gridley Quayle story lay the Morning Post, the advertisement columns of which he had promised her to explore. The least he could do was to begin at once.

His spirits sank as he did so. It was the same old game. A Mr. Brian MacNeill, though doing no business with minors, was willing — even anxious — to part with his vast fortune to anyone over the age of twenty-one whose means happened to be a trifle straitened. This good man required no security whatever; nor did his rivals in generosity, the Messrs. Angus Bruce, Wallace Mackintosh and Donald McNab. They, too, showed a curious distaste for dealing with minors; but anyone of maturer years could simply come round to the office and help himself.

Ashe threw the paper down wearily. He had known all along that it was no good. Romance was dead and the unexpected no longer happened. He picked up his pen and began to write The Adventure of the Wand of Death.


CHAPTER II
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IN A BEDROOM on the fourth floor of the Hotel Guelph, in Piccadilly, the Honorable Frederick Threepwood sat in bed, with his knees drawn up to his chin, and glared at the day with the glare of mental anguish. He had very little mind, but what he had was suffering.

He had just remembered. It is like that in this life. You wake up, feeling as fit as a fiddle; you look at the window and see the sun, and thank Heaven for a fine day; you begin to plan a perfectly corking luncheon party with some of the chappies you met last night at the National Sporting Club; and then — you remember.

Oh, dash it! said the Honorable Freddie. And after a moments pause: And I was feeling so dashed happy!

For the space of some minutes he remained plunged in sad meditation; then, picking up the telephone from the table at his side, he asked for a number.

Hello! responded a rich voice at the other end.

Oh, I say! Is that you, Dickie?

Who is that?

This is Freddie Threepwood. I say, Dickie, old top, I want to see you about something devilish important. Will you be in at twelve?

Certainly. Whats the trouble?

I cant explain over the wire; but its deuced serious.

Very well. By the way, Freddie, congratulations on the engagement.

Thanks, old man. Thanks very much, and so on — but you wont forget to be in at twelve, will you? Good-by.

He replaced the receiver quickly and sprang out of bed, for he had heard the door handle turn. When the door opened he was giving a correct representation of a young man wasting no time in beginning his toilet for the day.

An elderly, thin-faced, bald-headed, amiably vacant man entered. He regarded the Honorable Freddie with a certain disfavor.

Are you only just getting up, Frederick?

Hello, govnor. Good morning! I shant be two ticks now.

You should have been out and about two hours ago. The day is glorious.

Shant be more than a minute, govnor, now. Just got to have a tub and then chuck on a few clothes.

He disappeared into the bathroom. His father, taking a chair, placed the tips of his fingers together and in this attitude remained motionless, a figure of disapproval and suppressed annoyance.

Like many fathers in his rank of life, the Earl of Emsworth had suffered much through that problem which, with the exception of Mr. Lloyd George, is practically the only fly in the British aristocratic amber — the problem of what to do with the younger sons.

It is useless to try to gloss over the fact — the younger sons are not required.

Apart, however, from the fact that he was a younger son, and, as such, a nuisance in any case, the Honorable Freddie had always annoyed his father in a variety of ways. The Earl of Emsworth was so constituted that no man or thing really had the power to trouble him deeply; but Freddie had come nearer to doing it than anybody else in the world. There had been a consistency, a perseverance, about his irritating performances that had acted on the placid peer as dripping water on a stone. Isolated acts of annoyance would have been powerless to ruffle his calm; but Freddie had been exploding bombs under his nose since he went to Eton.

He had been expelled from Eton for breaking out at night and roaming the streets of Windsor in a false mustache. He had been sent down from Oxford for pouring ink from a second-story window on the junior dean of his college. He had spent two years at an expensive London crammers and failed to pass into the army. He had also accumulated an almost record series of racing debts, besides as shady a gang of friends — for the most part vaguely connected with the turf — as any young man of his age ever contrived to collect.

These things try the most placid of parents; and finally Lord Emsworth had put his foot down. It was the only occasion in his life when he had acted with decision, and he did it with the accumulated energy of years. He stopped his sons allowance, haled him home to Blandings Castle, and kept him there so relentlessly that until the previous night, when they had come up together by an afternoon train, Freddie had not seen London for nearly a year.

Possibly it was the reflection that, whatever his secret troubles, he was at any rate once more in his beloved metropolis that caused Freddie at this point to burst into discordant song. He splashed and warbled simultaneously.

Lord Emsworths frown deepened and he began to tap his fingers together irritably. Then his brow cleared and a smile flickered over his face. He, too, had remembered.

What Lord Emsworth remembered was this: Late in the previous autumn the next estate to Blandings had been rented by an American, a Mr. Peters — a man with many millions, chronic dyspepsia, and one fair daughter — Aline. The two families had met. Freddie and Aline had been thrown together; and, only a few days before, the engagement had been announced. And for Lord Emsworth the only flaw in this best of all possible worlds had been removed.

Yes; he was glad Freddie was engaged to be married to Aline Peters. He liked Aline. He liked Mr. Peters. Such was the relief he experienced that he found himself feeling almost affectionate toward Freddie, who emerged from the bathroom at this moment, clad in a pink bathrobe, to find the paternal wrath evaporated, and all, so to speak, right with the world.

Nevertheless, he wasted no time about his dressing. He was always ill at ease in his fathers presence and he wished to be elsewhere with all possible speed. He sprang into his trousers with such energy that he nearly tripped himself up. As he disentangled himself he recollected something that had slipped his memory.

By the way, govnor, I met an old pal of mine last night and asked him down to Blandings this week. Thats all right, isnt it — what? Hes a man named Emerson, an American. He knows Aline quite well, he says — has known her since she was a kid.

I do not remember ever hearing of any friend of yours named Emerson.

Well, as a matter of fact, I met him last night for the first time. But its all right. Hes a good chap, dont you know! — and all that sort of rot.

Lord Emsworth was feeling too benevolent to raise the objections he certainly would have raised had his mood been less sunny.

Certainly; let him come if he wishes.

Thanks, govnor.

Freddie completed his toilet.

Doing anything special this morning, govnor? I rather thought of getting a bit of breakfast and then strolling round a bit. Have you had breakfast?

Two hours ago. I trust that in the course of your strolling you will find time to call at Mr. Peters and see Aline. I shall be going there directly after lunch. Mr. Peters wishes to show me his collection of — I think scarabs was the word he used.

Oh, Ill look in all right! Dont you worry! Or if I dont Ill call the old boy up on the phone and pass the time of day. Well, I rather think Ill be popping off and getting that bit of breakfast — what?

Several comments on this speech suggested themselves to Lord Emsworth. In the first place, he did not approve of Freddies allusion to one of Americas merchant princes as the old boy. Second, his sons attitude did not strike him as the ideal attitude of a young man toward his betrothed. There seemed to be a lack of warmth. But, he reflected, possibly this was simply another manifestation of the modern spirit; and in any case it was not worth bothering about; so he offered no criticism.

Presently, Freddie having given his shoes a flick with a silk handkerchief and thrust the latter carefully up his sleeve, they passed out and down into the main lobby of the hotel, where they parted — Freddie to his bit of breakfast; his father to potter about the streets and kill time until luncheon. London was always a trial to the Earl of Emsworth. His heart was in the country, and the city held no fascinations for him.

On one of the floors in one of the buildings in one of the streets that slope precipitously from the Strand to the Thames Embankment there is a door that would be all the better for a lick of paint, which bears what is perhaps the most modest and unostentatious announcement of its kind in London. The grimy ground glass displays the name:

R. JONES

Simply that and nothing more. It is rugged in its simplicity. You wonder, as you look at it — if you have time to look at and wonder about these things — who this Jones may be; and what is the business he conducts with such coy reticence.

As a matter of fact, these speculations had passed through suspicious minds at Scotland Yard, which had for some time taken not a little interest in R. Jones. But beyond ascertaining that he bought and sold curios, did a certain amount of bookmaking during the flat-racing season, and had been known to lend money, Scotland Yard did not find out much about Mr. Jones and presently dismissed him from its thoughts.

On the theory, given to the world by my brother-pen, William Shakspere, that it is the lean and hungry-looking men who are dangerous, and that the fat, sleek-headed men, and such as sleep o nights, are harmless, R. Jones should have been above suspicion. He was infinitely the fattest man in the west-central postal district of London. He was a round ball of a man, who wheezed when he walked upstairs, which was seldom, and shook like jelly if some tactless friend, wishing to attract his attention, tapped him unexpectedly on the shoulder. But this occurred still less frequently than his walking upstairs; for in R. Jones circle it was recognized that nothing is a greater breach of etiquette than to tap people unexpectedly on the shoulder. That, it was felt, should be left to those who are paid by the government to do it.

R. Jones was about fifty years old, gray-haired, of a mauve complexion, jovial among his friends, and perhaps even more jovial with chance acquaintances. It was estimated by envious intimates that his joviality with chance acquaintances — especially with young men of the upper classes, with large purses and small foreheads — was worth hundreds of pounds a year to him. There was something about his comfortable appearance and his jolly manner that irresistibly attracted a certain type of young man. It was his good fortune that this type of young man should be the type financially most worth attracting.

Freddie Threepwood had fallen under his spell during his short but crowded life in London. They had met for the first time at the Derby; and ever since then R. Jones had held in Freddies estimation that position of guide, philosopher and friend which he held in the estimation of so many young men of Freddies type.

That was why, at twelve oclock punctually on this spring day, Freddie tapped with his cane on R. Jones ground glass, and showed such satisfaction and relief when the door was opened by the proprietor in person.

Well, well, well! said R. Jones rollickingly. Whom have we here? The dashing bridegroom-to-be, and no other!

R. Jones, like Lord Emsworth, was delighted that Freddie was about to marry a nice girl with plenty of money. The sudden turning off of the tap from which Freddies allowance had flowed had hit him hard. He had other sources of income, of course; but few so easy and unfailing as Freddie had been in the days of his prosperity.

The prodigal son, by George! Creeping back into the fold after all this weary time! It seems years since I saw you, Freddie. The old govnor put his foot down — didnt he? — and stopped the funds. Damned shame! I take it that things have loosened up a bit since the engagement was announced — eh?

Freddie sat down and chewed the knob of his cane unhappily.

Well, as a matter of fact, Dickie, old top, he said, not so that you could notice it, dont you know! Things are still pretty much the same. I managed to get away from Blandings for a night, because the governor had to come to London; but Ive got to go back with him on the three-oclock train. And, as for money, I cant get a quid out of him. As a matter of fact, Im in the deuce of a hole; and thats why Ive come to you.

Even fat, jovial men have their moments of depression. R. Jones face clouded, and jerky remarks about hardness of times and losses on the Stock Exchange began to proceed from him. As Scotland Yard had discovered, he lent money on occasion; but he did not lend it to youths in Freddies unfortunate position.

Oh, I dont want to make a touch, you know, Freddie hastened to explain. It isnt that. As a matter of fact, I managed to raise five hundred of the best this morning. That ought to be enough.

Depends on what you want it for, said R. Jones, magically genial once more.

The thought entered his mind, as it had so often, that the world was full of easy marks. He wished he could meet the money-lender who had been rash enough to advance the Honorable Freddie five hundred pounds. Those philanthropists cross our path too seldom.

Freddie felt in his pocket, produced a cigarette case, and from it extracted a newspaper clipping.

Did you read about poor old Percy in the papers? The case, you know?

Percy?

Lord Stockheath, you know.

Oh, the Stockheath breach-of-promise case? I did more than that: I was in court all three days. R. Jones emitted a cozy chuckle. Is he a pal of yours? A cousin, eh? I wish you had seen him in the witness box, with Jellicoe-Smith cross-examining him! The funniest thing I ever heard! And his letters to the girl! They read them out in court; and of all — —

Dont, old man! Dickie, old top — please! I know all about it. I read the reports. They made poor old Percy look like an absolute ass.

Well, Nature had done that already; but Im bound to say they improved on Natures work. I should think your Cousin Percy must have felt like a plucked chicken.

A spasm of pain passed over the Honorable Freddies vacant face. He wriggled in his chair.

Dickie, old man, I wish you wouldnt talk like that. It makes me feel ill.

Why, is he such a pal of yours as all that?

Its not that. Its — the fact is, Dickie, old top, Im in exactly the same bally hole as poor old Percy was, myself!

What! You have been sued for breach of promise?

Not absolutely that — yet. Look here; Ill tell you the whole thing. Do you remember a show at the Piccadilly about a year ago called The Baby Doll? There was a girl in the chorus.

Several — I remember noticing.

No; I mean one particular girl — a girl called Joan Valentine. The rotten part is that I never met her.

Pull yourself together, Freddie. What exactly is the trouble?

Well — dont you see? — I used to go to the show every other night, and I fell frightfully in love with this girl — —

Without having met her?

Yes. You see, I was rather an ass in those days.

No, no! said R. Jones handsomely.

I must have been or I shouldnt have been such an ass, dont you know! Well, as I was saying, I used to write this girl letters, saying how much I was in love with her; and — and — —

Specifically proposing marriage?

I cant remember. I expect I did. I was awfully in love.

How was it that you never met her?

She wouldnt meet me. She wouldnt even come out to luncheon. She didnt even answer my letters — just sent word down by the Johnny at the stage door.

Freddies voice died away. He thrust the knob of his cane into his mouth in a sort of frenzy.

What then? inquired R. Jones.

A scarlet blush manifested itself on Freddies young face. His eyes wandered sidewise. After a long pause a single word escaped him, almost inaudible:

Poetry!

R. Jones trembled as though an electric current had been passed through his plump frame. His little eyes sparkled with merriment.

You wrote her poetry!

Yards of it, old boy — yards of it! groaned Freddie. Panic filled him with speech. You see the frightful hole Im in? This girl is bound to have kept the letters. I dont remember whether I actually proposed to her or not; but anyway shes got enough material to make it worth while to have a dash at an action — especially after poor old Percy has just got soaked for such a pile of money and made breach-of-promise cases the fashion, so to speak.

And now that the announcement of my engagement is out shes certain to get busy. Probably she has been waiting for something of the sort. Dont you see that all the cards are in her hands? We couldnt afford to let the thing come into court. That poetry would dish my marriage for a certainty. Id have to emigrate or something! Goodness knows what would happen at home! My old governor would murder me! So you see what a frightful hole Im in, dont you, Dickie, old man?
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And what do you want me to do?

Why, to get hold of this girl and get back the letters — dont you see? I cant do it myself, cooped up miles away in the country. And besides, I shouldnt know how to handle a thing like that. It needs a chappie with a lot of sense and a persuasive sort of way with him.

Thanks for the compliment, Freddie; but I should imagine that something a little more solid than a persuasive way would be required in a case like this. You said something a while ago about five hundred pounds?

Here it is, old man — in notes. I brought it on purpose. Will you really take the thing on? Do you think you can work it for five hundred?

I can have a try.

Freddie rose, with an expression approximating to happiness on his face. Some men have the power of inspiring confidence in some of their fellows, though they fill others with distrust. Scotland Yard might look askance at R. Jones, but to Freddie he was all that was helpful and reliable. He shook R. Jones hand several times in his emotion.

Thats absolutely topping of you, old man! he said. Then Ill leave the whole thing to you. Write me the moment you have done anything, wont you? Good-by, old top, and thanks ever so much!

The door closed. R. Jones remained where he sat, his fingers straying luxuriously among the crackling paper. A feeling of complete happiness warmed R. Jones bosom. He was uncertain whether or not his mission would be successful; and to be truthful he was not letting that worry him much. What he was certain of was the fact that the heavens had opened unexpectedly and dropped five hundred pounds into his lap.

III

THE Earl of Emsworth stood in the doorway of the Senior Conservative Clubs vast dining room, and beamed with a vague sweetness on the two hundred or so Senior Conservatives who, with much clattering of knives and forks, were keeping body and soul together by means of the coffeeroom luncheon. He might have been posing for a statue of Amiability. His pale blue eyes shone with a friendly light through their protecting glasses; the smile of a man at peace with all men curved his weak mouth; his bald head, reflecting the sunlight, seemed almost to wear a halo.

Nobody appeared to notice him. He so seldom came to London these days that he was practically a stranger in the club; and in any case your Senior Conservative, when at lunch, has little leisure for observing anything not immediately on the table in front of him. To attract attention in the dining room of the Senior Conservative Club between the hours of one and two-thirty, you have to be a mutton chop — not an earl.

It is possible that, lacking the initiative to make his way down the long aisle and find a table for himself, he might have stood there indefinitely, but for the restless activity of Adams, the head steward. It was Adams mission in life to flit to and fro, hauling would-be lunchers to their destinations, as a St. Bernard dog hauls travelers out of Alpine snowdrifts. He sighted Lord Emsworth and secured him with a genteel pounce.

A table, your lordship? This way, your lordship. Adams remembered him, of course. Adams remembered everybody.

Lord Emsworth followed him beamingly and presently came to anchor at a table in the farther end of the room. Adams handed him the bill of fare and stood brooding over him like a providence.

Dont often see your lordship in the club, he opened chattily.

It was business to know the tastes and dispositions of all the five thousand or so members of the Senior Conservative Club and to suit his demeanor to them. To some he would hand the bill of fare swiftly, silently, almost brusquely, as one who realizes that there are moments in life too serious for talk. Others, he knew, liked conversation; and to those he introduced the subject of food almost as a submotive.

Lord Emsworth, having examined the bill of fare with a mild curiosity, laid it down and became conversational.

No, Adams; I seldom visit London nowadays. London does not attract me. The country — the fields — the woods — the birds — —

Something across the room seemed to attract his attention and his voice trailed off. He inspected this for some time with bland interest, then turned to Adams once more.

What was I saying, Adams?

The birds, your lordship.

Birds! What birds? What about birds?

You were speaking of the attractions of life in the country, your lordship. You included the birds in your remarks.

Oh, yes, yes, yes! Oh, yes, yes! Oh, yes — to be sure. Do you ever go to the country, Adams?

Generally to the seashore, your lordship — when I take my annual vacation.

Whatever was the attraction across the room once more exercised its spell. His lordship concentrated himself on it to the exclusion of all other mundane matters. Presently he came out of his trance again.

What were you saying, Adams?

I said that I generally went to the seashore, your lordship.

Eh? When?

For my annual vacation, your lordship.

Your what?

My annual vacation, your lordship.

What about it?

Adams never smiled during business hours — unless professionally, as it were, when a member made a joke; but he was storing up in the recesses of his highly respectable body a large laugh, to be shared with his wife when he reached home that night. Mrs. Adams never wearied of hearing of the eccentricities of the members of the club. It occurred to Adams that he was in luck to-day. He was expecting a little party of friends to supper that night, and he was a man who loved an audience.

You would never have thought it, to look at him when engaged in his professional duties, but Adams had built up in his circle a substantial reputation as a humorist by his imitations of certain members of the club; and it was a matter of regret to him that he got so few opportunities nowadays of studying the absent-minded Lord Emsworth. It was rare luck — his lordships coming in to-day, evidently in his best form.

Adams, who is the gentleman over by the window — the gentleman in the brown suit?

That is Mr. Simmonds, your lordship. He joined us last year.

I never saw a man take such large mouthfuls. Did you ever see a man take such large mouthfuls, Adams?

Adams refrained from expressing an opinion, but inwardly he was thrilling with artistic fervor. Mr. Simmonds, eating, was one of his best imitations, though Mrs. Adams was inclined to object to it on the score that it was a bad example for the children. To be privileged to witness Lord Emsworth watching and criticizing Mr. Simmonds was to collect material for a double-barreled character study that would assuredly make the hit of the evening.

That man, went on Lord Emsworth, is digging his grave with his teeth. Digging his grave with his teeth, Adams! Do you take large mouthfuls, Adams?

No, your lordship.

Quite right. Very sensible of you, Adams — very sensible of you. Very sen —— What was I saying, Adams?

About my not taking large mouthfuls, your lordship.

Quite right — quite right! Never take large mouthfuls, Adams. Never gobble. Have you any children, Adams?

Two, your lordship.

I hope you teach them not to gobble. They pay for it in later life. Americans gobble when young and ruin their digestions. My American friend, Mr. Peters, suffers terribly from his indigestion.

Adams lowered his voice to a confidential murmur:

If you will pardon the liberty, your lordship — I saw it in the paper — —

About Mr. Peters digestion?

About Miss Peters, your lordship, and the Honorable Frederick. May I be permitted to offer my congratulations?

Eh? Oh, yes — the engagement. Yes, yes, yes! Yes — to be sure. Yes; very satisfactory in every respect. High time he settled down and got a little sense. I put it to him straight. I cut off his allowance and made him stay at home. That made him think — lazy young devil! I — —

Lord Emsworth had his lucid moments; and in the one that occurred now it came home to him that he was not talking to himself, as he had imagined, but confiding intimate family secrets to the head steward of his clubs dining room. He checked himself abruptly, and with a slight decrease of amiability fixed his gaze on the bill of fare and ordered clear soup. For an instant he felt resentful against Adams for luring him on to soliloquize; but the next moment his whole mind was gripped by the fascinating spectacle of Mr. Simmonds dealing with a wedge of Stilton cheese, and Adams was forgotten.

The clear soup had the effect of restoring his lordship to complete amiability, and when Adams in the course of his wanderings again found himself at the table he was once more disposed for light conversation.

So you saw the news of the engagement in the paper, did you, Adams?

Yes, your lordship, in the Mail. It had quite a long piece about it. And the Honorable Fredericks photograph and the young ladys were in the Mirror. Mrs. Adams clipped them out and put them in an album, knowing that your lordship was a member of ours. If I may say so, your lordship — a beautiful young lady.

Devilish attractive, Adams — and devilish rich. Mr. Peters is a millionaire, Adams.

So I read in the paper, your lordship.

Damme! They all seem to be millionaires in America. Wish I knew how they managed it. Honestly, I hope. Mr. Peters is an honest man, but his digestion is bad. He used to bolt his food. You dont bolt your food, I hope, Adams?

No, your lordship; I am most careful.

The late Mr. Gladstone used to chew each mouthful thirty-three times. Deuced good notion if you arent in a hurry. What cheese would you recommend, Adams?

The gentlemen are speaking well of the Gorgonzola.

All right; bring me some. You know, Adams, what I admire about Americans is their resource. Mr. Peters tells me that as a boy of eleven he earned twenty dollars a week selling mint to saloon keepers, as they call publicans over there. Why they wanted mint I cannot recollect. Mr. Peters explained the reason to me and it seemed highly plausible at the time; but I have forgotten it. Possibly for mint sauce. It impressed me, Adams. Twenty dollars is four pounds. I never earned four pounds a week when I was a boy of eleven; in fact, I dont think I ever earned four pounds a week. His story impressed me, Adams. Every man ought to have an earning capacity. I was so struck with what he told me that I began to paint.

Landscapes, your lordship?

Furniture. It is unlikely that I shall ever be compelled to paint furniture for a living, but it is a consolation to me to feel that I could do so if called on. There is a fascination about painting furniture, Adams. I have painted the whole of my bedroom at Blandings and am now engaged on the museum. You would be surprised at the fascination of it. It suddenly came back to me the other day that I had been inwardly longing to mess about with paints and things since I was a boy. They stopped me when I was a boy. I recollect my old fathers beating me with a walking stick —— Tell me, Adams, have I eaten my cheese?

Not yet, your lordship. I was about to send the waiter for it.

Never mind. Tell him to bring the bill instead. I remember that I have an appointment. I must not be late.

Shall I take the fork, your lordship?

The fork?
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Lord Emsworth felt in the pocket indicated, and with the air of an inexpert conjurer whose trick has succeeded contrary to his expectations produced a silver-plated fork. He regarded it with surprise; then he looked wonderingly at Adams.

Adams, Im getting absent-minded. Have you ever noticed any traces of absent-mindedness in me before?

Oh, no, your lordship.

Well, its deuced peculiar! I have no recollection whatsoever of placing that fork in my pocket. . . . Adams, I want a taxicab. He glanced round the room, as though expecting to locate one by the fireplace.

The hall porter will whistle one for you, your lordship.

So he will, by George! — so he will! Good-day, Adams.

Good-day, your lordship.

The Earl of Emsworth ambled benevolently to the door, leaving Adams with the feeling that his day had not been ill-spent. He gazed almost with reverence after the slow-moving figure.

What a nut! said Adams to his immortal soul.

Wafted through the sunlit streets in his taxicab, the Earl of Emsworth smiled benevolently on Londons teeming millions. He was as completely happy as only a fluffy-minded old man with excellent health and a large income can be. Other people worried about all sorts of things — strikes, wars, suffragettes, the diminishing birth rate, the growing materialism of the age, and a score of similar subjects.

Worrying, indeed, seemed to be the twentieth-century specialty. Lord Emsworth never worried. Nature had equipped him with a mind so admirably constructed for withstanding the disagreeablenesses of life that if an unpleasant thought entered it, it passed out again a moment later. Except for a few of lifes fundamental facts, such as that his check book was in the right-hand top drawer of his desk; that the Honorable Freddie Threepwood was a young idiot who required perpetual restraint; and that when in doubt about anything he had merely to apply to his secretary, Rupert Baxter — except for these basic things, he never remembered anything for more than a few minutes. At Eton, in the sixties, they had called him Fathead.

His was a life that lacked, perhaps, the sublimer emotions which raise man to the level of the gods; but undeniably it was an extremely happy one. He never experienced the thrill of ambition fulfilled; but, on the other hand, he never knew the agony of ambition frustrated. His name, when he died, would not live forever in Englands annals; he was spared the pain of worrying about this by the fact that he had no desire to live forever in Englands annals. He was possibly as nearly contented as a human being could be in this century of alarms and excursions.

Indeed, as he bowled along in his cab and reflected that a really charming girl, not in the chorus of any West End theater, a girl with plenty of money and excellent breeding, had — in a moment, doubtless, of mental aberration — become engaged to be married to the Honorable Freddie, he told himself that life at last was absolutely without a crumpled rose leaf.

The cab drew up before a house gay with flowered window boxes. Lord Emsworth paid the driver and stood on the sidewalk looking up at this cheerful house, trying to remember why on earth he had told the man to drive there.

A few moments steady thought gave him the answer to the riddle. This was Mr. Peters town house, and he had come to it by invitation to look at Mr. Peters collection of scarabs. To be sure! He remembered now — his collection of scarabs. Or was it Arabs?

Lord Emsworth smiled. Scarabs, of course! You couldnt collect Arabs. He wondered idly, as he rang the bell, what scarabs might be; but he was interested in a fluffy kind of way in all forms of collecting, and he was very pleased to have the opportunity of examining these objects, whatever they were. He rather thought they were a kind of fish.

There are men in this world who cannot rest; who are so constituted that they can only take their leisure in the shape of a change of work. To this fairly numerous class belonged Mr. J. Preston Peters, father of Freddies Aline. And to this merit — or defect — is to be attributed his almost maniacal devotion to that rather unattractive species of curio, the Egyptian scarab.

Five years before, a nervous breakdown had sent Mr. Peters to a New York specialist. The specialist had grown rich on similar cases and his advice was always the same. He insisted on Mr. Peters taking up a hobby.

What sort of a hobby? inquired Mr. Peters irritably. His digestion had just begun to trouble him at the time, and his temper now was not of the best.

Now, my hobby, said the specialist, is the collecting of scarabs. Why should you not collect scarabs?

Because, said Mr. Peters, I shouldnt know one if you brought it to me on a plate. What are scarabs?

Scarabs, said the specialist, warming to his subject, are Egyptian hieroglyphs.

And what, inquired Mr. Peters, are Egyptian hieroglyphs?

The specialist began to wonder whether it would not have been better to advise Mr. Peters to collect postage stamps.

A scarab, he said— derived from the Latin scarabæus — is literally a beetle.

I will not collect beetles! said Mr. Peters definitely. They give me the Willies.

Scarabs are Egyptian symbols in the form of beetles, the specialist hurried on. The most common form of scarab is in the shape of a ring. Scarabs were used for seals. They were also employed as beads or ornaments. Some scarabæi bear inscriptions having reference to places; as, for instance: Memphis is mighty forever. 

Mr. Peters scorn changed suddenly to active interest.

Have you got one like that?

Like —— ?

A scarab boosting Memphis. Its my home town.

I think it possible that some other Memphis was alluded to.

There isnt any other except the one in Tennessee, said Mr. Peters patriotically.

The specialist owed the fact that he was a nerve doctor instead of a nerve patient to his habit of never arguing with his visitors.

Perhaps, he said, you would care to glance at my collection? It is in the next room.

That was the beginning of Mr. Peters devotion to scarabs. At first he did his collecting without any love of it, partly because he had to collect something or suffer, but principally because of a remark the specialist made as he was leaving the room.

How long would it take me to get together that number of the things? Mr. Peters inquired, when, having looked his fill on the dullest assortment of objects he remembered ever to have seen, he was preparing to take his leave.

The specialist was proud of his collection.

How long? To make a collection as large as mine? Many years, Mr. Peters. Oh, many, many years.

Ill bet you a hundred dollars Ill do it in six months!

And from that moment Mr. Peters brought to the collecting of scarabs the same furious energy that had given him so many dollars and so much indigestion. He went after scarabs like a dog after rats. He scooped in scarabs from the four corners of the earth, until at the end of a year he found himself possessed of what, purely as regarded quantity, was a record collection.

This marked the end of the first stage of — so to speak — the scarabæan side of his life. Collecting had become a habit with him, but he was not yet a real enthusiast. It occurred to him that the time had arrived for a certain amount of pruning and elimination. He called in an expert and bade him go through the collection and weed out what he felicitously termed the dead ones. The expert did his job thoroughly. When he had finished, the collection was reduced to a mere dozen specimens.

The rest, he explained, are practically worthless. If you are thinking of making a collection that will have any value in the eyes of archæologists I should advise you to throw them away. The remaining twelve are good.

How do you mean — good? Why is one of these things valuable and another so much junk? They all look alike to me.

And then the expert talked to Mr. Peters for nearly two hours about the New Kingdom, the Middle Kingdom, Osiris, Ammon, Mut, Bubastis, dynasties, Cheops, the Hyksos kings, cylinders, bezels, Amenophis III, Queen Taia, the Princess Gilukhipa of Mitanni, the lake of Zarukhe, Naucratis, and the Book of the Dead. He did it with a relish. He liked to do it.

When he had finished, Mr. Peters thanked him and went to the bathroom, where he bathed his temples with eau de Cologne.

That talk changed J. Preston Peters from a supercilious scooper-up of random scarabs to what might be called a genuine scarab fan. It does not matter what a man collects; if Nature has given him the collectors mind he will become a fanatic on the subject of whatever collection he sets out to make. Mr. Peters had collected dollars; he began to collect scarabs with precisely the same enthusiasm. He would have become just as enthusiastic about butterflies or old china if he had turned his thoughts to them; but it chanced that what he had taken up was the collecting of the scarab, and it gripped him more and more as the years went on.

Gradually he came to love his scarabs with that love, passing the love of women, which only collectors know. He became an expert on those curious relics of a dead civilization. For a time they ran neck and neck in his thoughts with business. When he retired from business he was free to make them the master passion of his life. He treasured each individual scarab in his collection as a miser treasures gold.

Collecting, as Mr. Peters did it, resembles the drink habit. It begins as an amusement and ends as an obsession. He was gloating over his treasures when the maid announced Lord Emsworth.

A curious species of mutual toleration — it could hardly be dignified by the title of friendship — had sprung up between these two men, so opposite in practically every respect. Each regarded the other with that feeling of perpetual amazement with which we encounter those whose whole viewpoint and mode of life is foreign to our own.

The Americans force and nervous energy fascinated Lord Emsworth. As for Mr. Peters, nothing like the earl had ever happened to him before in a long and varied life. Each, in fact, was to the other a perpetual freak show, with no charge for admission. And if anything had been needed to cement the alliance it would have been supplied by the fact that they were both collectors.

They differed in collecting as they did in everything else. Mr. Peters collecting, as has been shown, was keen, furious, concentrated; Lord Emsworths had the amiable dodderingness that marked every branch of his life. In the museum at Blandings Castle you could find every manner of valuable and valueless curio. There was no central motive; the place was simply an amateur junk shop. Side by side with a Gutenberg Bible for which rival collectors would have bidden without a limit, you would come on a bullet from the field of Waterloo, one of a consignment of ten thousand shipped there for the use of tourists by a Birmingham firm. Each was equally attractive to its owner.

My dear Mr. Peters, said Lord Emsworth sunnily, advancing into the room, I trust I am not unpunctual. I have been lunching at my club.

Id have asked you to lunch here, said Mr. Peters, but you know how it is with me: Ive promised the doctor Ill give those nuts and grasses of his a fair trial, and I can do it pretty well when Im alone with Aline; but to have to sit by and see somebody else eating real food would be trying me too high.

Lord Emsworth murmured sympathetically. The others digestive tribulations touched a ready chord. An excellent trencherman himself, he understood what Mr. Peters must suffer.

Too bad! he said.

Mr. Peters turned the conversation into other channels.

These are my scarabs, he said.

Lord Emsworth adjusted his glasses, and the mild smile disappeared from his face, to be succeeded by a set look. A stage director of a moving-picture firm would have recognized the look. Lord Emsworth was registering interest — interest which he perceived from the first instant would have to be completely simulated; for instinct told him, as Mr. Peters began to talk, that he was about to be bored as he had seldom been bored in his life.
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Mr. Peters, in his character of showman, threw himself into his work with even more than his customary energy. He was both exhaustive and exhausting. His flow of speech never faltered. He spoke of the New Kingdom, the Middle Kingdom, Osiris and Ammon; waxed eloquent concerning Mut, Bubastis, Cheops, the Hyksos kings, cylinders, bezels and Amenophis III; and became at times almost lyrical when touching on Queen Taia, the Princess Gilukhipa of Mitanni, the lake of Zarukhe, Naucratis and the Book of the Dead. Time slid by.

Take a look at this, Lord Emsworth.

As one who, brooding on love or running over business projects in his mind, walks briskly into a lamp-post and comes back to the realities of life with a sense of jarring shock, Lord Emsworth started, blinked and returned to consciousness. Far away his mind had been — seventy miles away — in the pleasant hothouses and shady garden walks of Blandings Castle. He came back to London to find that his host, with a mingled air of pride and reverence, was extending toward him a small, dingy-looking something.

He took it and looked at it. That, apparently, was what he was meant to do. So far, all was well.

Ah! he said — that blessed word, covering everything! He repeated it, pleased at his ready resource.

A Cheops of the Fourth Dynasty, said Mr. Peters fervently.

I beg your pardon?

A Cheops — of the Fourth Dynasty.

Lord Emsworth began to feel like a hunted stag. He could not go on saying Ah! indefinitely; yet what else was there to say to this curious little beastly sort of a beetle kind of thing?

Dear me! A Cheops!

Of the Fourth Dynasty!

Bless my soul! The Fourth Dynasty!

What do you think of that — eh?

Strictly speaking, Lord Emsworth thought nothing of it; and he was wondering how to veil this opinion in diplomatic words, when the providence that looks after all good men saved him by causing a knock at the door to occur. In response to Mr. Peters irritated cry a maid entered.

If you please, sir, Mr. Threepwood wishes to speak with you on the telephone.

Mr. Peters turned to his guest.

Excuse me for one moment.

Certainly, said Lord Emsworth gratefully. Certainly, certainly, certainly! By all means.

The door closed behind Mr. Peters. Lord Emsworth was alone. For some moments he stood where he had been left, a figure with small signs of alertness about it. But Mr. Peters did not return immediately. The booming of his voice came faintly from some distant region. Lord Emsworth strolled to the window and looked out.

The sun still shone brightly on the quiet street. Across the road were trees. Lord Emsworth was fond of trees; he looked at these approvingly. Then round the corner came a vagrom man, wheeling flowers in a barrow.

Flowers! Lord Emsworths mind shot back to Blandings like a homing pigeon. Flowers! Had he or had he not given Head-Gardener Thorne adequate instructions as to what to do with those hydrangeas? Assuming that he had not, was Thorne to be depended on to do the right thing by them by the light of his own intelligence? Lord Emsworth began to brood on Head-Gardener Thorne.

He was aware of some curious little object in his hand. He accorded it a momentary inspection. It was probably something; but he could not remember what. He put it in his pocket and returned to his meditations.

At about the hour when the Earl of Emsworth was driving to keep his appointment with Mr. Peters, a party of two sat at a corner table at Watsons Restaurant, in the Strand. One of the two was a small, pretty, good-natured-looking girl of about twenty; the other, a thick-set young man, with a wiry crop of red-brown hair and an expression of mingled devotion and determination. The girl was Aline Peters; the young mans name was George Emerson. He, also, was an American, a rising member in a New York law firm. He had a strong, square face, with a dogged and persevering chin.

There are all sorts of restaurants in London — from the restaurant which makes you fancy you are in Paris to the restaurant which makes you wish you were. There are palaces in Piccadilly, quaint lethal chambers in Soho, and strange food factories in Oxford Street and Tottenham Court Road. There are restaurants which specialize in ptomaine and restaurants which specialize in sinister vegetable messes. But there is only one Watsons.

Conversation does not flourish at Watsons. Only two of all those present on this occasion showed any disposition toward chattiness. They were Aline Peters and her escort.

The girl you ought to marry, Aline was saying, is Joan Valentine.

The girl I am going to marry, said George Emerson, is Aline Peters.

For answer, Aline picked up from the floor beside her an illustrated paper and, having opened it at a page toward the end, handed it across the table.

George Emerson glanced at it disdainfully. There were two photographs on the page. One was of Aline; the other of a loutish-looking youth, who wore that peculiar expression of pained glassiness which Young England always adopts in the face of a camera.

Under one photograph were printed the words: Miss Aline Peters, who is to marry the Honorable Frederick Threepwood in June. Under the other: The Honorable Frederick Threepwood, who is to marry Miss Aline Peters in June. Above the photographs was the legend: Forthcoming International Wedding. Son of the Earl of Emsworth to marry American heiress. In one corner of the picture a Cupid, draped in the Stars and Stripes, aimed his bow at the gentleman; in the other another Cupid, clad in a natty Union Jack, was drawing a bead on the lady.

You mustnt believe everything you see in the papers, remarked George Emerson. What are the stout children in the one-piece bathing suits supposed to be doing?

Those are Cupids, George, aiming at us with their little bows — a pretty and original idea.

Why Cupids?

Cupid is the god of love. I can see that you never went to night school!

What has the god of love got to do with it?

Aline placidly devoured a fried potato.

Youre simply trying to make me angry, she said; and I call it very mean of you. You know perfectly well how fatal it is to get angry at meals. It was eating while he was in a bad temper that ruined fathers digestion. George, that nice, fat carver is wheeling his truck this way. Flag him and make him give me some more of that mutton.

George looked round him morosely.

This, he said, is England — this restaurant, I mean. You dont need to go any farther. Just take a good look at this place and you have seen the whole country and can go home again. You may judge a country by its meals. A people with imagination will eat with imagination. Look at the French; look at ourselves. The Englishman loathes imagination. He goes to a place like this and says: Dont bother me to think. Heres half a dollar. Give me food — any sort of food — until I tell you to stop. And thats the principle on which he lives his life. Give me anything, and dont bother me! Thats his motto.

If that is meant to apply to Freddie and me, I think youre very rude. Do you mean that any girl would have done for him, so long as it was a girl?

George Emerson showed a trace of confusion. Being honest with himself, he had to admit that he did not exactly know what he did mean — if he meant anything. That, he felt rather bitterly, was the worst of Aline. She would never let a fellows good things go purely as good things; she probed and questioned and spoiled the whole effect. He was quite sure that when he began to speak he had meant something, but what it was escaped him for the moment. He had been urged to the homily by the fact that at a neighboring table he had caught sight of a young Briton, with a red face, who reminded him of the Honorable Frederick Threepwood. He mentioned this to Aline.

Do you see that fellow in the gray suit — I think he has been sleeping in it — at the table on your right? Look at the stodgy face. See the glassy eye. If that man sandbagged your Freddie and tied him up somewhere, and turned up at the church instead of him, can you honestly tell me you would know the difference? Come now, wouldnt you simply say, Why, Freddie, how natural you look! and go through the ceremony without a suspicion?

He isnt a bit like Freddie.

My dear girl, there isnt a man in this restaurant under the age of thirty who isnt just like Freddie. All Englishmen look exactly alike, talk exactly alike, and think exactly alike.

And you oughtnt to speak of him as Freddie. You dont know him.

Yes, I do. And, what is more, he expressly asked me to call him Freddie. Oh, dash it, old top, dont keep on calling me Threepwood! Freddie to pals! Those were his very words.

George, youre making this up.

Not at all. We met last night at the National Sporting Club. Porky Jones was going twenty rounds with Eddie Flynn. I offered to give three to one on Eddie. Freddie, who was sitting next to me, took me in fivers. And if you want any further proof of your young mans pin-headedness, mark that! A child could have seen that Eddie had him going. Eddie comes from Pittsburgh — God bless it! My own home town!

Did your Eddie win?

You dont listen — I told you he was from Pittsburgh. And afterward Threepwood chummed up with me and told me that to real pals like me he was Freddie. I was a real pal, as I understood it, because I should have to wait for my money. The fact was, he explained, his old governor had cut off his bally allowance.

Youre simply trying to poison my mind against him; and I dont think its very nice of you, George.

What do you mean — poison your mind? Im not poisoning your mind; Im simply telling you a few things about him. You know perfectly well that you dont love him, and that you arent going to marry him — and that you are going to marry me.

How do you know I dont love my Freddie?

If you can look me straight in the eyes and tell me you do, I will drop the whole thing and put on a little pages dress and carry your train up the aisle. Now then!

And all the while youre talking youre letting my carver get away, said Aline.

Cant you be a bit more spiritual? exclaimed George. I dont want to sit here discussing food products.

If you were in my position, George, you wouldnt want to talk about anything else. Its doing him a world of good, poor dear; but there are times when Im sorry Father ever started this food-reform thing. You dont know what it means for a healthy young girl to try and support life on nuts and grasses.

And why should you? broke out Emerson. Ill tell you what it is, Aline — you are perfectly absurd about your father. I dont want to say anything against him to you, naturally; but — —

Go ahead, George. Why this diffidence? Say what you like.

Very well, then, I will. Ill give it to you straight. You know quite well that you have let your father bully you since you were in short frocks. I dont say it is your fault or his fault, or anybodys fault; I just state it as a fact. Its temperament, I suppose. You are yielding and he is aggressive; and he has taken advantage of it.

We now come to this idiotic Freddie-marriage business. Your father has forced you into that. Its all very well to say that you are a free agent and that fathers dont coerce their daughters nowadays. The trouble is that your father does. You let him do what he likes with you. He has got you hypnotized; and you wont break away from this Freddie foolishness because you cant find the nerve. Im going to help you find the nerve. Im coming down to Blandings Castle when you go there on Friday.

Coming to Blandings!

Freddie invited me last night.

But, George, my dear boy, do you never read the etiquette books and the hints in the Sunday papers on how to be the perfect gentleman? Dont you know you cant be a mans guest and take advantage of his hospitality to try to steal his fiancée away from him?

Watch me!

A dreamy look came into Alines eyes.

I wonder what it feels like, being a countess, she said.

You will never know. George looked at her pityingly. My poor girl, he said, have you been lured into this engagement in the belief that Popeyed Freddie, the Idiot Child, is going to be an earl some day? You have been stung! Freddie is not the heir. His elder brother, Lord Bosham, is as fit as a prize fighter and has three healthy sons. Freddie has about as much chance of getting the title as I have.

George, your education has been sadly neglected. Dont you know that the heir to the title always goes for a yachting cruise, with his whole family, and gets drowned — and the children too? It happens in every English novel you read.

Listen, Aline! Let us get this thing straight: I have been in love with you since I wore knickerbockers. I proposed to you at your first dance — —

Very clumsily.

But sincerely. Last year, when I found that you had gone to England, I came on after you as soon as the firm could spare me. And I found you engaged to this Freddie excrescence.

I like the way you stand up for Freddie. So many men in your position might say horrid things about him.

Oh, Ive nothing against Freddie. He is practically an imbecile and I dont like his face; outside of that hes all right. But you will be glad later that you did not marry him. You are much too real a person. What a wife you will make for a hard-working man!

What does Freddie work hard at?

I am alluding at the moment not to Freddie but to myself.

Aline shook her head. Its no good, George. Really, you had better realize it. Im very fond of you, but we are not suited!

Why not?

You are too overwhelming — too much like a bomb. I think you must be one of the supermen one reads about. You would want your own way and nothing but your own way. Now, Freddie will jump through hoops and sham dead, and we shall be the happiest pair in the world. I am much too placid and mild to make you happy. You want somebody who would stand up to you — somebody like Joan Valentine.

Thats the second time you have mentioned this Joan Valentine. Who is she?

She is a girl who was at school with me. We were the greatest chums — at least, I worshiped her and would have done anything for her; and I think she liked me. Then we lost touch with each another and didnt meet for years. I met her on the street yesterday, and she is just the same. She has been through the most awful times. Her father was quite rich; he died suddenly while he and Joan were in Paris, and she found that he hadnt left a cent. He had been living right up to his income all the time. His life wasnt even insured. She came to London; and, so far as I could make out from the short talk we had, she has done pretty nearly everything since we last met. Isnt it awful, George!

Pretty tough, said Emerson. He was but faintly interested in Miss Valentine.

She is so plucky and full of life. She would stand up to you.

Thanks! My idea of marriage is not a perpetual scrap. My notion of a wife is something cozy and sympathetic and soothing. That is why I love you. We shall be the happiest — —

Aline laughed.

Dear old George! Now pay the check and get me a taxi. Ive endless things to do at home. If Freddie is in town I suppose he will be calling to see me. Who is Freddie, do you ask? Freddie is my fiancé, George. My betrothed. My steady. The young man Im going to marry.

Emerson shook his head resignedly.

Curious how you cling to that Freddie idea. Never mind! Ill come down to Blandings on Friday and we shall see what happens. Bear in mind the broad fact that you and I are going to be married, and that nothing on earth is going to stop us.


CHAPTER III
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THE REASON WHY all we novelists with bulging foreheads and expensive college educations are abandoning novels and taking to writing motion-picture scenarios is that the latter are so infinitely more simple and pleasant. If this narrative, for instance, were a film drama the operator at this point would flash on the screen the words:

Mr. Peters Discovers the Loss of the Scarab

And for a brief moment the audience would see an interior set, in which a little angry man, with a sharp face and starting eyes, would register, first, discovery; next, dismay.

The whole thing would be over in an instant. The printed word demands a greater elaboration.

It was Aline Peters who had to bear the brunt of her fathers mental agony when he discovered, shortly after Lord Emsworth had left him, that the gem of his collection of scarabs had done the same. It is always the innocent bystander who suffers.

The darned old sneak thief! said Mr. Peters.

Father!

Dont sit there saying Father! Whats the use of saying Father!? Do you think it is going to help — your saying Father!? Id rather the old pirate had taken the house and lot than that scarab. He knows whats what! Trust him to walk off with the pick of the whole bunch! I did think I could trust the father of the man whos going to marry my daughter for a second alone with the things. Theres no morality among collectors — none! Id trust a syndicate of Jesse James, Captain Kidd and Dick Turpin sooner than I would a collector. My Cheops of the Fourth Dynasty! I wouldnt have lost it for five thousand dollars!
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But, father, couldnt you write him a letter, asking for it back? Hes such a nice old man! Im sure he didnt mean to steal the scarab.

Mr. Peters overwrought soul blew off steam in the shape of a passionate snort.

Didnt mean to steal it! What do you think he meant to do — take it away and keep it safe for me for fear I should lose it? Didnt mean to steal it! I bet you hes well-known in society as a kleptomaniac. I bet you that when his name is announced his friends lock up their spoons and send in a hurry call to police headquarters for a squad to come and see that he doesnt sneak the front door. Of course he meant to steal it! He has a museum of his own down in the country. My Cheops is going to lend tone to that. Id give five thousand dollars to get it back. If theres a yegg in this country with the spirit to break into the castle and steal that scarab and hand it back to me, theres five thousand waiting for him right here; and if he wants to he can knock that old safe blower on the head with a jimmy into the bargain.

But, father, why cant you simply go to him and say its yours and that you must have it back?

And have him come back at me by calling off this engagement of yours? Not if I know it! You cant go about the place charging a man with theft and ask him to go on being willing to have his son marry your daughter, can you? The slightest suggestion that I thought he had stolen this scarab and he would do the Proud Old English Aristocrat and end everything. Hes in the strongest position a thief has ever been in. You cant get at him.

I didnt think of that.

You dont think at all. Thats the trouble with you, said Mr. Peters.

You see now why we prefer writing motion-picture scenarios. It is painful to a refined and sensitive young novelist to have to set down such a scene between father and child; but what is one to do? Years of indigestion had made Mr. Peters temper, even when in a normal mood, perfectly impossible; in a crisis like this it ran amuck. He vented it on Aline because he had always vented his irritabilities on Aline; because the fact of her sweet, gentle disposition, combined with the fact of their relationship, made her the ideal person to receive the overflow of his black moods. While his wife had lived he had bullied her. On her death Aline had stepped into the vacant position.

Aline did not cry, because she was not a girl who was given to tears; but, for all her placid good temper, she was wounded. She was a girl who liked everything in the world to run smoothly and easily, and these scenes with her father always depressed her. She took advantage of a lull in Mr. Peters flow of words and slipped from the room.

Her cheerfulness had received a shock. She wanted sympathy. She wanted comforting. For a moment she considered George Emerson in the rôle of comforter; but there were objections to George in this character. Aline was accustomed to tease and chaff George, but at heart she was a little afraid of him; and instinct told her that, as comforter, he would be too volcanic and supermanly for a girl who was engaged to marry another man in June. George, as comforter, would be far too prone to trust to action rather than to the soothing power of the spoken word. Georges idea of healing the wound, she felt, would be to push her into a cab and drive to the nearest registrars.

No; she would not go to George. To whom, then? The vision of Joan Valentine came to her — of Joan as she had seen her yesterday, strong, cheerful, self-reliant, bearing herself, in spite of adversity, with a valiant jauntiness. Yes; she would go and see Joan. She put on her hat and stole from the house.

Curiously enough, only a quarter of an hour before, R. Jones had set out with exactly the same object in view.

How pleasant it is, after assisting at a scene of violence and recrimination, to be transferred to one of peace and good will. It is with a sense of relief that I find that the snipelike flight of this story takes us next far from Mr. Peters and his angry outpourings to the cozy smoking room of Blandings Castle.

At half-past seven that night three men sat in the cozy smoking room of Blandings Castle.

They were variously occupied. In the long chair nearest the door the Honorable Frederick Threepwood — Freddie to pals — was reading. Next to him sat a young man whose eyes, glittering through rimless spectacles, were concentrated on the upturned faces of several neat rows of playing cards — Rupert Baxter, Lord Emsworths invaluable secretary, had no vices, but he sometimes relaxed his busy brain with a game of solitaire. Beyond Baxter, a cigar in his mouth and a weak highball at his side, the Earl of Emsworth took his ease. After the scene we have just been through, it does one good merely to contemplate such a picture.

The book the Honorable Freddie was reading was a small paper-covered book. Its cover was decorated with a color scheme in red, black and yellow, depicting a tense moment in the lives of a man with a black beard, a man with a yellow beard, a man without any beard at all, and a young woman who, at first sight, appeared to be all eyes and hair. The man with the black beard, to gain some private end, had tied this young woman with ropes to a complicated system of machinery, mostly wheels and pulleys. The man with the yellow beard was in the act of pushing or pulling a lever. The beardless man, protruding through a trapdoor in the floor, was pointing a large revolver at the parties of the second part.

Beneath this picture were the words: Hands up, you scoundrels! Above it, in a meandering scroll across the page, was: Gridley Quayle, Investigator. The Adventure of the Secret Six. By Felix Clovelly.

The Honorable Freddie did not so much read as gulp the adventure of the Secret Six. His face was crimson with excitement; his hair was rumpled; his eyes bulged. He was absorbed.

This is peculiarly an age in which each of us may, if we do but search diligently, find the literature suited to his mental powers. Grave and earnest men, at Eton and elsewhere, had tried Freddie Threepwood with Greek, with Latin, and with English; and the sheeplike stolidity with which he declined to be interested in the masterpieces of all three tongues had left them with the conviction that he would never read anything.

And then, years afterward, he had suddenly blossomed out as a student — only, it is true, a student of the Adventures of Gridley Quayle; but still a student. His was a dull life and Gridley Quayle was the only person who brought romance into it. Existence for the Honorable Freddie was simply a sort of desert, punctuated with monthly oases in the shape of new Quayle adventures. It was his ambition to meet the man who wrote them.

Lord Emsworth sat and smoked, and sipped and smoked again, at peace with all the world. His mind was as nearly a blank as it is possible for the human mind to be. The hand that had not the task of holding the cigar was at rest in his trousers pocket. The fingers of it fumbled idly with a small, hard object.

Gradually it filtered into his lordships mind that this small, hard object was not familiar. It was something new — something that was neither his keys nor his pencil; nor was it his small change. He yielded to a growing curiosity and drew it out. He examined it. It was a little something, rather like a fossilized beetle. It touched no chord in him. He looked at it with amiable distaste.

Now how in the world did that get there? he said.

The Honorable Freddie paid no attention to the remark. He was now at the very crest of his story, when every line intensified the thrill. Incident was succeeding incident. The Secret Six were here, there and everywhere, like so many malignant June bugs. Annabel, the heroine, was having a perfectly rotten time — kidnapped and imprisoned every few minutes. Gridley Quayle, hot on the scent, was covering somebody or other with his revolver almost continuously. Lord Threepwood had no time for chatting with his father.

Not so Rupert Baxter. Chatting with Lord Emsworth was one of the things for which he received his salary. He looked up from his cards.

Lord Emsworth?

I have found a curious object in my pocket, Baxter. I was wondering how it got there.

He handed the thing to his secretary. Rupert Baxters eyes lit up with sudden enthusiasm. He gasped.

Magnificent! he cried. Superb!

Lord Emsworth looked at him inquiringly.

It is a scarab, Lord Emsworth; and unless I am mistaken — and I think I may claim to be something of an expert — a Cheops of the Fourth Dynasty. A wonderful addition to your museum!

Is it? By Gad! You dont say so, Baxter!

It is, indeed. If it is not a rude question, how much did you give for it, Lord Emsworth? It must have been the gem of somebodys collection. Was there a sale at Christies this afternoon?

Lord Emsworth shook his head.

I did not get it at Christies, for I recollect that I had an important engagement which prevented my going to Christies. I had — to be sure; yes — I had promised to call on Mr. Peters and examine his collection of —— Now I wonder what it was that Mr. Peters said he collected!

Mr. Peters is one of the best-known living collectors of scarabs.

Scarabs! You are quite right, Baxter. Now that I recall the episode, this is a scarab; and Mr. Peters gave it to me.

Gave it to you, Lord Emsworth?

Yes. The whole scene comes back to me. Mr. Peters, after telling me a great many exceedingly interesting things about scarabs, which I regret to say I cannot remember, gave me this. And you say it is really valuable, Baxter?

It is, from a collectors point of view, of extraordinary value.

Bless my soul! Lord Emsworth beamed. This is extremely interesting, Baxter. One has heard so much of the princely hospitality of Americans. How exceedingly kind of Mr. Peters! I shall certainly treasure it, though I must confess that from a purely spectacular standpoint it leaves me a little cold. However, I must not look a gift horse in the mouth — eh, Baxter?
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From afar came the silver booming of a gong. Lord Emsworth rose.

Time to dress for dinner? I had no idea it was so late. Baxter, you will be going past the museum door. Will you be a good fellow and place this among the exhibits? You will know what to do with it better than I. I always think of you as the curator of my little collection, Baxter — ha-ha! Mind how you step when you are in the museum. I was painting a chair there yesterday and I think I left the paint pot on the floor.

He cast a less amiable glance at his studious son.

Get up, Frederick, and go and dress for dinner. What is that trash you are reading?

The Honorable Freddie came out of his book much as a sleepwalker wakes — with a sense of having been violently assaulted. He looked up with a kind of stunned plaintiveness.

Eh, governor?

Make haste! Beach rang the gong five minutes ago. What is that you are reading?

Oh, nothing, governor — just a book.

I wonder you can waste your time on such trash. Make haste!

He turned to the door, and the benevolent expression once more wandered across his face.

Extremely kind of Mr. Peters! he said. Really, there is something almost oriental in the lavish generosity of our American cousins.

It had taken R. Jones just six hours to discover Joan Valentines address. That it had not taken him longer is a proof of his energy and of the excellence of his system of obtaining information; but R. Jones, when he considered it worth his while, could be extremely energetic, and he was a past master at the art of finding out things.

He poured himself out of his cab and rang the bell of Number Seven.

A disheveled maid answered the ring.

Miss Valentine in?

Yes, sir.

R. Jones produced his card.

On important business, tell her. Half a minute — Ill write it.

He wrote the words on the card and devoted the brief period of waiting to a careful scrutiny of his surroundings. He looked out into the court and he looked as far as he could down the dingy passage; and the conclusions he drew from what he saw were complimentary to Miss Valentine.

If this girl is the sort of girl who would hold up Freddies letters, he mused, she wouldnt be living in a place like this. If she were on the make she would have more money than she evidently possesses. Therefore, she is not on the make; and I am prepared to bet that she destroyed the letters as fast as she got them. Those were, roughly, the thoughts of R. Jones as he stood in the doorway of Number Seven; and they were important thoughts inasmuch as they determined his attitude toward Joan in the approaching interview. He perceived that this matter must be handled delicately — that he must be very much the gentleman. It would be a strain, but he must do it.

The maid returned and directed him to Joans room with a brief word and a sweeping gesture.

Eh? said R. Jones. First floor, did you say?

Front, said the maid.

R. Jones trudged laboriously up the short flight of stairs. It was very dark on the stairs and he stumbled. Eventually, however, light came to him through an open door. Looking in, he saw a girl standing at the table. She had an air of expectation; so he deduced that he had reached his journeys end.

Miss Valentine?

Please come in.

R. Jones waddled in.

Not much light on your stairs.

No. Will you take a seat?

Thanks.

One glance at the girl convinced R. Jones that he had been right. Circumstances had made him a rapid judge of character, for in the profession of living by ones wits in a large city the first principle of offense and defense is to sum people up at first sight. This girl was not on the make.

Joan Valentine was a tall girl with wheat-gold hair and eyes as brightly blue as a November sky when the sun is shining on a frosty world. There was in them a little of Novembers cold glitter, too, for Joan had been through much in the last few years; and experience, even when it does not harden, erects a defensive barrier between its children and the world.

Her eyes were eyes that looked straight and challenged. They could thaw to the satin blue of the Mediterranean Sea, where it purrs about the little villages of Southern France; but they did not thaw for everybody. She looked what she was — a girl of action; a girl whom life had made both reckless and wary — wary of friendly advances, reckless when there was a venture afoot.

Her eyes, as they met R. Jones now, were cold and challenging. She, too, had learned the trick of swift diagnosis of character, and what she saw of R. Jones in that first glance did not impress her favorably.

You wished to see me on business?

Yes, said R. Jones. Yes. . . . Miss Valentine, may I begin by begging you to realize that I have no intention of insulting you?

Joans eyebrows rose. For an instant she did her visitor the injustice of suspecting that he had been dining too well.

I dont understand.

Let me explain: I have come here, R. Jones went on, getting more gentlemanly every moment, on a very distasteful errand, to oblige a friend. Will you bear in mind that whatever I say is said entirely on his behalf?

By this time Joan had abandoned the idea that this stout person was a life-insurance tout, and was inclining to the view that he was collecting funds for a charity.

I came here at the request of the Honorable Frederick Threepwood.

I dont quite understand.

You never met him, Miss Valentine; but when you were in the chorus at the Piccadilly Theatre, I believe he wrote you some very foolish letters. Possibly you have forgotten them?

I certainly have.

You have probably destroyed them — eh?

Certainly. I dont often keep letters. Why do you ask?

Well, you see, Miss Valentine, the Honorable Frederick Threepwood is about to be married; and he thought that possibly, on the whole, it would be better that the letters — and poetry — that he wrote you, were nonexistent.

Not all R. Jones gentlemanliness — and during this speech he diffused it like a powerful scent in waves about him — could hide the unpleasant meaning of the words.

He was afraid I might try to blackmail him? said Joan, with formidable calm.

R. Jones raised and waved a fat hand deprecatingly.

My dear Miss Valentine!

Joan rose and R. Jones followed her example. The interview was plainly at an end.

Please tell Mr. Threepwood to make his mind quite easy. He is in no danger.

Exactly — exactly; precisely! I assured Threepwood that my visit here would be a mere formality. I was quite sure you had no intention whatever of worrying him. I may tell him definitely, then, that you have destroyed the letters?

Yes. Good evening.

Good evening, Miss Valentine.

The closing of the door behind him left him in total darkness, but he hardly liked to return and ask Joan to reopen it in order to light him on his way. He was glad to be out of her presence. He was used to being looked at in an unfriendly way by his fellows, but there had been something in Joans eyes that had curiously discomfited him.

R. Jones groped his way down, relieved that all was over and had ended well. He believed what she had told him, and he could conscientiously assure Freddie that the prospect of his sharing the fate of poor old Percy was nonexistent. It is true that he proposed to add in his report that the destruction of the letters had been purchased with difficulty, at a cost of just five hundred pounds; but that was a mere business formality.

He had almost reached the last step when there was a ring at the front door. With what he was afterward wont to call an inspiration, he retreated with unusual nimbleness until he had almost reached Joans door again. Then he leaned over the baluster and listened.

The disheveled maid opened the door. A girls voice spoke:

Is Miss Valentine in?

Shes in; but shes engaged.

I wish you would go up and tell her that I want to see her. Say its Miss Peters — Miss Aline Peters.

The baluster shook beneath R. Jones sudden clutch. For a moment he felt almost faint. Then he began to think swiftly. A great light had dawned on him, and the thought outstanding in his mind was that never again would he trust a man or woman on the evidence of his senses. He could have sworn that this Valentine girl was on the level. He had been perfectly satisfied with her statement that she had destroyed the letters. And all the while she had been playing as deep a game as he had come across in the whole course of his professional career! He almost admired her. How she had taken him in!

It was obvious now what her game was. Previous to his visit she had arranged a meeting with Freddies fiancée, with the view of opening negotiations for the sale of the letters. She had held him, Jones, at arms length because she was going to sell the letters to whoever would pay the best price. But for the accident of his happening to be here when Miss Peters arrived, Freddie and his fiancée would have been bidding against each other and raising each others price.

R. Jones had worked the same game himself a dozen times, and he resented the entry of female competition into what he regarded as essentially a male field of enterprise.

As the maid stumped up the stairs he continued his retreat. He heard Joans door open, and the stream of light showed him the disheveled maid standing in the doorway.

Ow, I thought there was a gentleman with you, miss.

He left a moment ago. Why?

Theres a lady wants to see you. Miss Peters, her name is.

Will you ask her to come up?

The disheveled maid was no polished mistress of ceremonies. She leaned down into the void and hailed Aline.

She says will you come up?

Alines feet became audible on the staircase. There were greetings.

Whatever brings you here, Aline?

Am I interrupting you, Joan, dear?

No. Do come in! I was only surprised to see you so late. I didnt know you paid calls at this hour. Is anything wrong? Come in.

The door closed, the maid retired to the depths, and R. Jones stole cautiously down again. He was feeling absolutely bewildered. Apparently his deductions, his second thoughts, had been all wrong, and Joan was, after all, the honest person he had imagined at first sight. Those two girls had talked to each other as though they were old friends; as though they had known each other all their lives. That was the thing which perplexed R. Jones.

With the tread of a Red Indian, he approached the door and put his ear to it. He found he could hear quite comfortably.

Aline, meantime, inside the room, had begun to draw comfort from Joans very appearance — she looked so capable.

Joans eyes had changed the expression they had contained during the recent interview. They were soft now, with a softness that was half compassionate, half contemptuous. It is the compensation which life gives to those whom it has handled roughly in order that they shall be able to regard with a certain contempt the small troubles of the sheltered. Joan remembered Aline of old, and knew her for a perennial victim of small troubles. Even in their schooldays she had always needed to be looked after and comforted. Her sweet temper had seemed to invite the minor slings and arrows of fortune. Aline was a girl who inspired protectiveness in a certain type of her fellow human beings. It was this quality in her that kept George Emerson awake at nights; and it appealed to Joan now.

Joan, for whom life was a constant struggle to keep the wolf within a reasonable distance from the door, and who counted that day happy on which she saw her way clear to paying her weekly rent and possibly having a trifle over for some coveted hat or pair of shoes, could not help feeling, as she looked at Aline, that her own troubles were as nothing, and that the immediate need of the moment was to pet and comfort her friend. Her knowledge of Aline told her the probable tragedy was that she had lost a brooch or had been spoken to crossly by somebody; but it also told her that such tragedies bulked very large on Alines horizon.

Trouble, after all, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder; and Aline was far less able to endure with fortitude the loss of a brooch than she herself to bear the loss of a position the emoluments of which meant the difference between having just enough to eat and starving.

Youre worried about something, she said. Sit down and tell me all about it.

Aline sat down and looked about her at the shabby room. By that curious process of the human mind which makes the spectacle of anothers misfortune a palliative for ones own, she was feeling oddly comforted already. Her thoughts were not definite and she could not analyze them; but what they amounted to was that, though it was an unpleasant thing to be bullied by a dyspeptic father, the world manifestly held worse tribulations, which her fathers other outstanding quality, besides dyspepsia — wealth, to wit — enabled her to avoid.

It was at this point that the dim beginnings of philosophy began to invade her mind. The thing resolved itself almost into an equation. If father had not had indigestion he would not have bullied her. But, if father had not made a fortune he would not have had indigestion. Therefore, if father had not made a fortune he would not have bullied her. Practically, in fact, if father did not bully her he would not be rich. And if he were not rich —— 

She took in the faded carpet, the stained wall paper and the soiled curtains with a comprehensive glance. It certainly cut both ways. She began to be a little ashamed of her misery.

Its nothing at all, really, she said. I think Ive been making rather a fuss about very little.

Joan was relieved. The struggling life breeds moods of depression, and such a mood had come to her just before Alines arrival. Life, at that moment, had seemed to stretch before her like a dusty, weary road, without hope. She was sick of fighting. She wanted money and ease, and a surcease from this perpetual race with the weekly bills. The mood had been the outcome, though she did not realize it, of her yesterdays meeting with Aline.

Mr. Peters might be unguarded in his speech when conversing with his daughter — he might play the tyrant toward her in many ways; but he did not stint her in the matter of dress allowance, and, on the occasion when she met Joan, Aline had been wearing so Parisian a hat and a tailor-made suit of such obviously expensive simplicity that green-eyed envy had almost spoiled Joans pleasure at meeting this friend of her opulent days.

She had suppressed the envy, and it had revenged itself by assaulting her afresh in the form of the worst fit of the blues she had had in two years. She had been loyally ready to sink her depression in order to alleviate Alines, but it was a distinct relief to find that the feat would not be necessary.

Never mind, she said. Tell me what the very little thing was.

It was only father, said Aline simply.

Joan cast her mind back to the days of school and placed father as a rather irritable person, vaguely reputed to be something of an ogre in his home circle.

Was he angry with you about something? she asked.

Not exactly angry with me; but — well, I was there.

Joans depression lifted slightly. She had forgotten, in the stunning anguish of the sudden spectacle of that hat and that tailor-made suit, that Paris hats and hundred-and-twenty-dollar suits not infrequently had what the vulgar term a string attached to them. After all, she was independent. She might have to murder her beauty with frocks that had never been nearer Paris than the Tottenham Court Road; but at least no one bullied her because she happened to be at hand when tempers were short.

What a shame! she said. Tell me all about it.

With a prefatory remark that it was all so ridiculous, really, Aline narrated the afternoons events.

Joan heard her out, checking a strong disposition to giggle. Her viewpoint was that of the average person, and the average person cannot see the importance of the scarab in the scheme of things. The opinion she formed of Mr. Peters was of his being an eccentric old gentleman making a great to-do about nothing at all. Losses had to have a concrete value before they could impress Joan. It was beyond her to grasp that Mr. Peters would sooner have lost a diamond necklace, if he had happened to possess one, than his Cheops of the Fourth Dynasty.

It was not until Aline, having concluded her tale, added one more strand to it that she found herself treating the matter seriously.

Father says he would give five thousand dollars to anyone who would get it back for him.
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The whole story took on a different complexion for Joan. Money talks. Mr. Peters words might have been merely the rhetorical outburst of a heated moment; but, even discounting them, there seemed to remain a certain exciting substratum. A man who shouts that he will give five thousand dollars for a thing may very well mean he will give five hundred, and Joans finances were perpetually in a condition which makes five hundred dollars a sum to be gasped at.

He wasnt serious, surely!

I think he was, said Aline.

But five thousand dollars!

It isnt really very much to father, you know. He gave away a hundred thousand a year ago to a university.

But for a grubby little scarab!

You dont understand how father loves his scarabs. Since he retired from business he has been simply wrapped up in them. You know collectors are like that. You read in the papers about men giving all sorts of money for funny things.

Outside the door R. Jones, his ear close to the panel, drank in all these things greedily. He would have been willing to remain in that attitude indefinitely in return for this kind of special information; but just as Aline said these words a door opened on the floor above, and somebody came out, whistling, and began to descend the stairs.

R. Jones stood not on the order of his going. He was down in the hall and fumbling with the handle of the front door with an agility of which few casual observers of his dimensions would have deemed him capable. The next moment he was out in the street, walking calmly toward Leicester Square, pondering over what he had heard.

Much of R. Jones substantial annual income was derived from pondering over what he had heard.

In the room Joan was looking at Aline with the distended eyes of one who sees visions or has inspirations. She got up. There are occasions when one must speak standing.

Then you mean to say that your father would really give five thousand dollars to anyone who got this thing back for him?

I am sure he would. But who could do it?

I could, said Joan. And what is more, Im going to!

Aline stared at her helplessly. In their schooldays, Joan had always swept her off her feet. Then, she had always had the feeling that with Joan nothing was impossible. Heroine worship, like hero worship, dies hard. She looked at Joan now with the stricken sensation of one who has inadvertently set powerful machinery in motion.

But, Joan! It was all she could say.

My dear child, its perfectly simple. This earl of yours has taken the thing off to his castle, like a brigand. You say you are going down there on Friday for a visit. All you have to do is to take me along with you, and sit back and watch me get busy with the scarab.

But, Joan!

Wheres the difficulty?

I dont see how I could take you down very well.

Why not?

Oh, I dont know.

But what is your objection?

Well — dont you see? — if you went down there as a friend of mine and were caught stealing the scarab, there would be just the trouble father wants to avoid — about my engagement, you see, and so on.

It was an aspect of the matter that had escaped Joan. She frowned thoughtfully.

I see. Yes, there is that; but there must be a way.

You mustnt, Joan — really! Dont think any more about it.

Not think any more about it! My child, do you even faintly realize what five thousand dollars — or a quarter of five thousand dollars — means to me? I would do anything for it — anything! And theres the fun of it. I dont suppose you can realize that, either. I want a change. I want something new. Ive been grubbing away here on nothing a week for years, and its time I had a vacation. There must be a way by which you could get me down —— Why, of course! Why didnt I think of it before! You shall take me on Friday as your ladys maid!

But, Joan, I couldnt!

Why not?

I — I couldnt.

Why not?

Oh, well!

Joan advanced on her where she sat and grasped her firmly by the shoulders. Her face was inflexible.

Aline, my pet, its no good arguing. You might just as well argue with a wolf on the trail of a fat Russian peasant. I need that money. I need it in my business. I need it worse than anybody has ever needed anything. And Im going to have it! From now on, until further notice, I am your ladys maid. You can give your present one a holiday.

Aline met her eyes waveringly. The spirit of the old schooldays, when nothing was impossible where Joan was concerned, had her in its grip. Moreover, the excitement of the scheme began to attract her.

But, Joan, she said, you know its simply ridiculous. You could never pass as a ladys maid. The other servants would find you out. I expect there are all sorts of things a ladys maid has got to do and not do.

My dear Aline, I know them all. You cant stump me on below-stairs etiquette. I have been a ladys maid!

Joan!

Its quite true — three years ago, when I was more than usually impecunious. The wolf was glued to the door like a postage stamp; so I answered an advertisement and became a ladys maid.

You seem to have done everything.

I have — pretty nearly. Its all right for you idle rich, Aline — you can sit still and contemplate life; but we poor working girls have got to hustle.

Aline laughed.

You know you always could make me do anything you wanted in the old days, Joan. I suppose I have got to look on this as quite settled now?

Absolutely settled! Oh, Aline, theres one thing you must remember: Dont call me Joan when Im down at the castle. You must call me Valentine. She paused. The recollection of the Honorable Freddie had come to her. No; Valentine would not do! No; not Valentine, she went on— its too jaunty. I used it three years ago, but it never sounded just right. I want something more respectable, more suited to my position. Cant you suggest something?

Aline pondered.

Simpson?

Simpson! Its exactly right. You must practice it. Simpson! Say it kindly and yet distantly, as though I were a worm, but a worm for which you felt a mild liking. Roll it round your tongue.

Simpson.

Splendid! Now once again — a little more haughtily.

Simpson — Simpson — Simpson.

Joan regarded her with affectionate approval.

Its wonderful! she said. You might have been doing it all your life.

What are you laughing at? asked Aline.

Nothing, said Joan. I was just thinking of something. Theres a young man who lives on the floor above this, and I was lecturing him yesterday on enterprise. I told him to go and find something exciting to do. I wonder what he would say if he knew how thoroughly I am going to practice what I preach!


CHAPTER IV
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ON THE MORNING following Alines visit to Joan Valentine, Ashe sat in his room, the Morning Post on the table before him. The heady influence of Joan had not yet ceased to work within him; and he proposed, in pursuance of his promise to her, to go carefully through the columns of advertisements, however pessimistic he might feel concerning the utility of that action.

His first glance assured him that the vast fortunes of the philanthropists whose acquaintance he had already made in print were not yet exhausted. Brian MacNeill still dangled his gold before the public; so did Angus Bruce; so did Duncan Macfarlane; so, likewise, did Wallace Mackintosh and Donald McNab. They still had the money and they still wanted to give it away.

Ashe was reading listlessly down the column when, from the mass of advertisements, one of an unusual sort detached itself.

Wanted: Young Man of good appearance, who is poor and reckless, to undertake a delicate and dangerous enterprise. Good pay for the right man. Apply between the hours of ten and twelve at offices of Mainprice, Mainprice & Boole, 3, Denvers Street, Strand.

And as he read it, half past ten struck on the little clock on his mantelpiece. It was probably this fact that decided Ashe. If he had been compelled to postpone his visit to the offices of Messrs. Mainprice, Mainprice & Boole until the afternoon it is possible that barriers of laziness might have reared themselves in the path of adventure; for Ashe, an adventurer at heart, was also uncommonly lazy. As it was, however, he could make an immediate start.

Pausing but to put on his shoes, and having satisfied himself by a glance in the mirror that his appearance was reasonably good, he seized his hat, shot out of the narrow mouth of Arundel Street like a shell, and scrambled into a taxicab, with the feeling that — short of murder — they could not make it too delicate and dangerous for him.

He was conscious of strange thrills. This, he told himself, was the only possible mode of life with spring in the air. He had always been partial to those historical novels in which the characters are perpetually vaulting on chargers and riding across country on perilous errands. This leaping into taxicabs to answer stimulating advertisements in the Morning Post was very much the same sort of thing. It was with fine fervor animating him that he entered the gloomy offices of Mainprice, Mainprice & Boole. His brain was afire and he felt ready for anything.

I have come in ans — — he began, to the diminutive office boy, who seemed to be the nearest thing visible to a Mainprice or a Boole.

Siddown. Gottatakeyerturn, said the office boy; and for the first time Ashe perceived that the anteroom in which he stood was crowded to overflowing.

This, in the circumstances, was something of a damper. He had pictured himself, during his ride in the cab, striding into the office and saying: The delicate and dangerous enterprise. Lead me to it! He had not realized until now that he was not the only man in London who read the advertisement columns of the Morning Post, and for an instant his heart sank at the sight of all this competition. A second and more comprehensive glance at his rivals gave him confidence.

The Wanted column of the morning paper is a sort of dredger, which churns up strange creatures from the mud of Londons underworld. Only in response to the dredgers operations do they come to the surface in such numbers as to be noticeable, for as a rule they are of a solitary habit and shun company; but when they do come they bring with them something of the horror of the depths.
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It is the saddest spectacle in the world — that of the crowd collected by a Wanted advertisement. They are so palpably not wanted by anyone for any purpose whatsoever; yet every time they gather together with a sort of hopeful hopelessness. What they were originally — the units of these collections — Heaven knows! Fate has battered out of them every trace of individuality. Each now is exactly like his neighbor — no worse; no better.

Ashe, as he sat and watched them, was filled with conflicting emotions. One half of him, thrilled with the glamour of adventure, was chafing at the delay, and resentful of these poor creatures as of so many obstacles to the beginning of all the brisk and exciting things that lay behind the mysterious brevity of the advertisement; the other, pitifully alive to the tragedy of the occasion, was grateful for the delay.

On the whole, he was glad to feel that if one of these derelicts did not secure the good pay for the right man, it would not be his fault. He had been the last to arrive, and he would be the last to pass through that door, which was the gateway of adventure — the door with Mr. Boole inscribed on its ground glass, behind which sat the author of the mysterious request for assistance, interviewing applicants. It would be through their own shortcomings — not because of his superior attractions — if they failed to please that unseen arbiter.

That they were so failing was plain. Scarcely had one scarred victim of Londons unkindness passed through before the bell would ring; the office boy, who, in the intervals of frowning sternly on the throng, as much as to say that he would stand no nonsense, would cry, Next! and another dull-eyed wreck would drift through, to be followed a moment later by yet another. The one fact at present ascertainable concerning the unknown searcher for reckless young men of good appearance was that he appeared to be possessed of considerable decision of character, a man who did not take long to make up his mind. He was rejecting applicants now at the rate of two a minute.

Expeditious though he was, he kept Ashe waiting for a considerable time. It was not until the hands of the fat clock over the door pointed to twenty minutes past eleven that the office boys Next! found him the only survivor. He gave his clothes a hasty smack with the palm of his hand and his hair a fleeting dab to accentuate his good appearance, and turned the handle of the door of fate.

The room assigned by the firm to their Mr. Boole for his personal use was a small and dingy compartment, redolent of that atmosphere of desolation which lawyers alone know how to achieve. It gave the impression of not having been swept since the foundation of the firm in the year 1786. There was one small window, covered with grime. It was one of those windows you see only in lawyers offices. Possibly some reckless Mainprice or harebrained Boole had opened it in a fit of mad excitement induced by the news of the Battle of Waterloo, in 1815, and had been instantly expelled from the firm. Since then no one had dared to tamper with it.

Looking through this window — or, rather, looking at it, for X rays could hardly have succeeded in actually penetrating the alluvial deposits on the glass — was a little man. As Ashe entered, he turned and looked at him as though he hurt him rather badly in some tender spot.

Ashe was obliged to own to himself that he felt a little nervous. It is not every day that a young man of good appearance, who has led a quiet life, meets face to face one who is prepared to pay him well for doing something delicate and dangerous. To Ashe the sensation was entirely novel. The most delicate and dangerous act he had performed to date had been the daily mastication of Mrs. Bells breakfast. Yes, he had to admit it — he was nervous; and the fact that he was nervous made him hot and uncomfortable.

To judge him by his appearance the man at the window was also hot and uncomfortable. He was a little, truculent-looking man, and his face at present was red with a flush that sat unnaturally on a normally lead-colored face. His eyes looked out from under thick gray eyebrows with an almost tortured expression. This was partly owing to the strain of interviewing Ashes preposterous predecessors, but principally to the fact that the little man had suddenly been seized with acute indigestion, a malady to which he was peculiarly subject.

He removed from his mouth the black cigar he was smoking, inserted a digestive tabloid, and replaced the cigar. Then he concentrated his attention on Ashe. As he did so the hostile expression of his face became modified. He looked surprised and — grudgingly — pleased.

Well, what do you want? he said.

I came in answer to — —

In answer to my advertisement? I had given up hope of seeing anything part human. I thought you must be one of the clerks. Youre certainly more like what I advertised for. Of all the seedy bunches of dead beats I ever struck, the aggregation Ive just been interviewing was the seediest! When I spend good money in advertising for a young man of good appearance, I want a young man of good appearance — not a tramp of fifty-five.

Ashe was sorry for his predecessors, but he was bound to admit that they certainly had corresponded somewhat faithfully to the description just given. The comparative cordiality of his own reception removed the slight nervousness that had been troubling him. He began to feel confident — almost jaunty.

Im through, said the little man wearily. Ive had enough of interviewing applicants. Youre the last one Ill see. Are there any more hobos outside?

Not when I came in.

Then well get down to business. Ill tell you what I want done, and if you are willing you can do it; if you are not willing you can leave it — and go to the devil! Sit down.

Ashe sat down. He resented the little mans tone, but this was not the moment for saying so. His companion scrutinized him narrowly.

So far as appearance goes, he said, you are what I want. Ashe felt inclined to bow. Whoever takes on this job has got to act as my valet, and you look like a valet. Ashe felt less inclined to bow. Youre tall and thin and ordinary-looking. Yes; so far as appearance goes, you fill the bill.

It seemed to Ashe that it was time to correct an impression the little man appeared to have formed.

I am afraid, he said, if all you want is a valet, you will have to look elsewhere. I got the idea from your advertisement that something rather more exciting was in the air. I can recommend you to several good employment agencies if you wish. He rose. Good morning! he said.

He would have liked to fling the massive pewter inkwell at this little creature who had so keenly disappointed him.

Sit down! snapped the other.

Ashe resumed his seat. The hope of adventure dies hard on a spring morning when one is twenty-six, and he had the feeling that there was more to come.

Dont be a damned fool! said the little man. Of course Im not asking you to be a valet and nothing else.

You would want me to do some cooking and plain sewing on the side, perhaps?

Their eyes met in a hostile glare. The flush on the little mans face deepened.

Are you trying to get fresh with me? he demanded dangerously.

Yes, said Ashe.

The answer seemed to disconcert his adversary. He was silent for a moment.

Well, he said at last, maybe its all for the best. If you werent full of gall probably you wouldnt have come here at all; and whoever takes on this job of mine has got to have gall if he has nothing else. I think we shall suit each other.

What is the job?

The little mans face showed doubt and perplexity.

Its awkward. If Im to make the thing clear to you Ive got to trust you. And I dont know a thing about you. I wish I had thought of that before I inserted the advertisement.

Ashe appreciated the difficulty.

Couldnt you make an A-B case out of it?

Maybe I could if I knew what an A-B case was.

Call the people mixed up in it A and B.

And forget, halfway through, who was which! No; I guess Ill have to trust you.

Ill play square.

The little man fastened his eyes on Ashes in a piercing stare. Ashe met them smilingly. His spirits, always fairly cheerful, had risen dangerously high by now. There was something about the little man, in spite of his brusqueness and ill temper, which made him feel flippant.

Pure white! said Ashe.

Eh?

My soul! And this — he thumped the left section of his waistcoat— solid gold. You may fire when ready, Gridley. Proceed, professor.

I dont know where to begin.

Without presuming to dictate, why not at the beginning?

Its all so darned complicated that I dont rightly know which is the beginning. Well, see here: I collect scarabs. Im crazy about scarabs. Ever since I quit business, you might say that I have practically lived for scarabs.

Though it sounds like an unkind thing to say of anyone, said Ashe. Incidentally, what are scarabs? He held up his hand. Wait! It all comes back to me. Expensive classical education, now bearing belated fruit. Scarabæus — Latin; noun, nominative — a beetle. Scarabæum — accusative — the beetle. Scarabæi — of the beetle. Scarabæo — to or for the beetle. I remember now. Egypt — Rameses — Pyramids — sacred scarabs! Right!

Well, I guess Ive got together the best collection of scarabs outside the British Museum, and some of them are worth what you like to me. I dont reckon money when it comes to a question of my scarabs. Do you understand?

Sure, Mike!

Displeasure clouded the little mans face.

My name is not Mike.

I used the word figuratively, as it were.

Well, dont do it again. My name is J. Preston Peters, and Mr. Peters will do as well as anything else when you want to attract my attention.

Mine is Marson. You were saying, Mr. Peters?

Well, its this way, said the little man.

Shakspere and Pope have both emphasized the tediousness of a twice-told tale; so the Episode of the Stolen Scarab need not be repeated at this point, though it must be admitted that Mr. Peters version of it differed considerably from the calm, dispassionate description the author, in his capacity of official historian, has given earlier in the story.

In Mr. Peters version the Earl of Emsworth appeared as a smooth and purposeful robber, a sort of elderly Raffles, worming his way into the homes of the innocent, and sparing only that portion of their property which was too heavy for him to carry away. Mr. Peters, indeed, specifically described the Earl of Emsworth as an oily old second-story man.

It took Ashe some little time to get a thorough grasp of the tangled situation; but he did it at last. Only one point perplexed him.

You want to hire somebody to go to the castle and get this scarab back for you. I follow that. But why go as your valet?

Thats simple enough. You dont think Im asking him to buy a black mask and break in, do you? Im making it as easy for him as possible. I cant take a secretary down to the castle, for everybody knows that, now Ive retired, I havent got a secretary; and if I engaged a new one and he was caught trying to steal my scarab from the earls collection it would look suspicious. But a valet is different. Anyone can get fooled by a crook valet with bogus references.

I see. Theres just one other point: Suppose your accomplice does get caught — what then?

That, said Mr. Peters, is the catch; and its just because of that I am offering good pay to my man. Well suppose, for the sake of argument, that you accept the contract and get caught. Well, if that happens youve got to look after yourself. I couldnt say a word. If I did it would all come out, and so far as the breaking off of my daughters engagement to young Threepwood is concerned it would be just as bad as though I had tried to get the thing back myself.

Youve got to bear that in mind. Youve got to remember it if you forget everything else. I dont appear in this business in any way whatsoever. If you get caught you take whats coming to you without a word. You dont turn round and say: I am innocent. Mr. Peters will explain all — because Mr. Peters certainly wont. Mr. Peters wont utter a syllable of protest if they want to hang you.

No; if you go into this, young man, you go into it with your eyes open. You go into it with a full understanding of the risks — because you think the reward, if you are successful, makes the taking of those risks worth while. You and I know that what you are doing isnt really stealing; its simply a tactful way of getting back my own property. But the judge and jury will have different views.

I am beginning to understand, said Ashe thoughtfully, why you called the job delicate and dangerous.

Certainly it had been no overstatement. As a writer of detective stories for the British office boy he had imagined in his time many undertakings that might be so described, but few to which the description was more admirably suited.

It is, said Mr. Peters; and that is why Im offering good pay. Whoever carries this job through gets five thousand dollars in cash.

Ashe started.

Five thousand dollars!

Five thousand.

When do I begin?

Youll do it?

For five thousand I certainly will.

With your eyes open?

Wide open!

A look of positive geniality illuminated Mr. Peters pinched features. He even went so far as to pat Ashe on the shoulder.

Good boy! he said. Meet me at Paddington Station at four oclock on Friday. And if theres anything more you want to know come round to this address.

There remained the telling of Joan Valentine; for it was obviously impossible not to tell her. When you have revolutionized your life at the bidding of another you cannot well conceal the fact, as though nothing had happened. Ashe had not the slightest desire to conceal the fact. On the contrary, he was glad to have such a capital excuse for renewing the acquaintance.

He could not tell her, of course, the secret details of the thing. Naturally those must remain hidden. No; he would just go airily in and say:

You know what you told me about doing something new? Well, Ive just got a job as a valet.

So he went airily in and said it.

To whom? said Joan.

To a man named Peters — an American.

Women are trained from infancy up to conceal their feelings. Joan did not start or otherwise express emotion.

Not Mr. J. Preston Peters?

Yes. Do you know him? What a remarkable thing!

His daughter, said Joan, has just engaged me as a ladys maid.

What!

It will not be quite the same thing as three years ago, Joan explained. It is just a cheap way of getting a holiday. I used to know Miss Peters very well, you see. It will be more like traveling as her guest.

But — but — — Ashe had not yet overcome his amazement.

Yes?

But what an extraordinary coincidence!

Yes. By the way, how did you get the situation? And what put it into your head to be a valet at all? It seems such a curious thing for you to think of doing.

Ashe was embarrassed.

I — I — well, you see, the experience will be useful to me, of course, in my writing.

Oh! Are you thinking of taking up my line of work? Dukes?

No, no — not exactly that.

It seems so odd. How did you happen to get in touch with Mr. Peters?

Oh, I answered an advertisement.

I see.

Ashe was becoming conscious of an undercurrent of something not altogether agreeable in the conversation. It lacked the gay ease of their first interview. He was not apprehensive lest she might have guessed his secret. There was, he felt, no possible means by which she could have done that. Yet the fact remained that those keen blue eyes of hers were looking at him in a peculiar and penetrating manner. He felt damped.

It will be nice, being together, he said feebly.

Very! said Joan.

There was a pause.

I thought I would come and tell you.

Quite so.

There was another pause.

It seems so funny that you should be going out as a ladys maid.

Yes?

But, of course, you have done it before.

Yes.

The really extraordinary thing is that we should be going to the same people.

Yes.

It — its remarkable, isnt it?

Yes.

Ashe reflected. No; he did not appear to have any further remarks to make.

Good-by for the present, he said.

Good-by.

Ashe drifted out. He was conscious of a wish that he understood girls. Girls, in his opinion, were odd.

When he had gone Joan Valentine hurried to the door and, having opened it an inch, stood listening. When the sound of his door closing came to her she ran down the stairs and out into Arundel Street. She went to the Hotel Mathis.

I wonder, she said to the sad-eyed waiter, if you have a copy of the Morning Post?

The waiter, a child of romantic Italy, was only too anxious to oblige youth and beauty. He disappeared and presently returned with a crumpled copy. Joan thanked him with a bright smile.

Back in her room, she turned to the advertisement pages. She knew that life was full of what the unthinking call coincidences; but the miracle of Ashe having selected by chance the father of Aline Peters as an employer was too much of a coincidence for her. Suspicion furrowed her brow.

It did not take her long to discover the advertisement that had sent Ashe hurrying in a taxicab to the offices of Messrs. Mainprice, Mainprice & Boole. She had been looking for something of the kind.

She read it through twice and smiled. Everything was very clear to her. She looked at the ceiling above her and shook her head.

You are quite a nice young man, Mr. Marson, she said softly; but you mustnt try to jump my claim. I dare say you need that money too; but Im afraid you must go without. I am going to have it — and nobody else!


CHAPTER V
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THE FOUR-FIFTEEN EXPRESS slid softly out of Paddington Station and Ashe Marson settled himself in the corner seat of his second-class compartment. Opposite him Joan Valentine had begun to read a magazine. Along the corridor, in a first-class smoking compartment, Mr. Peters was lighting a big black cigar. Still farther along the corridor, in a first-class nonsmoking compartment, Aline Peters looked through the window and thought of many things.

In English trains the tipping classes travel first; valets, ladys maids, footmen, nurses, and head stillroom maids, second; and housemaids, grooms, and minor and inferior stillroom maids, third. But for these social distinctions the whole fabric of society would collapse and anarchy stalk naked through the land, as in the United States.

Ashe was feeling remarkably light-hearted. He wished he had not bought Joan that magazine and thus deprived himself temporarily of the pleasure of her conversation; but that was the only flaw in his happiness. With the starting of the train, which might be considered the formal and official beginning of the delicate and dangerous enterprise on which he had embarked, he had definitely come to the conclusion that the life adventurous was the life for him. He had frequently suspected this to be the case, but it had required the actual experiment to bring certainty.

Almost more than physical courage, the ideal adventurer needs a certain lively inquisitiveness, the quality of not being content to mind his own affairs; and in Ashe this quality was highly developed. From boyhood up he had always been interested in things that were none of his business. And it is just that attribute which the modern young man, as a rule, so sadly lacks.

The modern young man may do adventurous things if they are thrust on him; but left to himself he will edge away uncomfortably and look in the other direction when the goddess of adventure smiles at him. Training and tradition alike pluck at his sleeve and urge him not to risk making himself ridiculous. And from sheer horror of laying himself open to the charge of not minding his own business he falls into a stolid disregard of all that is out of the ordinary and exciting. He tells himself that the shriek from the lonely house he passed just now was only the high note of some amateur songstress, and that the maiden in distress whom he saw pursued by the ruffian with a knife was merely earning the salary paid her by some motion-picture firm. And so he proceeds on his way.

Ashe had none of this degenerate coyness toward adventure. Though born within easy distance of Boston and deposited by circumstances in London, he possessed, nevertheless, to a remarkable degree, that quality so essentially the property of the New Yorker — the quality known, for want of a more polished word, as rubber. It is true that it had needed the eloquence of Joan Valentine to stir him from his groove; but that was because he was also lazy. He loved new sights and new experiences.

Yes; he was happy. The rattle of the train shaped itself into a lively march. He told himself that he had found the right occupation for a young man in the spring.

Joan, meantime, intrenched behind her magazine, was also busy with her thoughts. She was not reading the magazine; she held it before her as a protection, knowing that if she laid it down Ashe would begin to talk. And just at present she had no desire for conversation. She, like Ashe, was contemplating the immediate future, but, unlike him, was not doing so with much pleasure. She was regretting heartily that she had not resisted the temptation to uplift this young man and wishing that she had left him to wallow in the slothful peace in which she had found him.

It is curious how frequently in this world our attempts to stimulate and uplift swoop back on us and smite us like boomerangs. Ashes presence was the direct outcome of her lecture on enterprise, and it added a complication to an already complicated venture.

She did her best to be fair to Ashe. It was not his fault that he was about to try to deprive her of five thousand dollars, which she looked on as her personal property; but illogically she found herself feeling a little hostile.

She glanced furtively at him over the magazine, choosing by ill chance a moment when he had just directed his gaze at her. Their eyes met and there was nothing for it but to talk; so she tucked away her hostility in a corner of her mind, where she could find it again when she wanted it, and prepared for the time being to be friendly. After all, except for the fact that he was her rival this was a pleasant and amusing young man, and one for whom, until he made the announcement that had changed her whole attitude toward him, she had entertained a distinct feeling of friendship — nothing warmer.

There was something about him that made her feel that she would like to stroke his hair in a motherly way and straighten his tie, and have cozy chats with him in darkened rooms by the light of open fires, and make him tell her his inmost thoughts, and stimulate him to do something really worth while with his life; but this, she held, was merely the instinct of a generous nature to be kind and helpful even to a comparative stranger.

Well, Mr. Marson, she said, here we are!

Exactly what I was thinking, said Ashe.

He was conscious of a marked increase in the exhilaration the starting of the expedition had brought to him. At the back of his mind he realized there had been all along a kind of wistful resentment at the change in this girls manner toward him. During the brief conversation when he had told her of his having secured his present situation, and later, only a few minutes back, on the platform of Paddington Station, he had sensed a coldness, a certain hostility — so different from her pleasant friendliness at their first meeting.

She had returned now to her earlier manner and he was surprised at the difference it made. He felt somehow younger, more alive. The lilt of the trains rattle changed to a gay ragtime. This was curious, because Joan was nothing more than a friend. He was not in love with her. One does not fall in love with a girl whom one has met only three times. One is attracted — yes; but one does not fall in love.

A moments reflection enabled him to diagnose his sensations correctly. This odd impulse to leap across the compartment and kiss Joan was not love. It was merely the natural desire of a good-hearted young man to be decently chummy with his species.

Well, what do you think of it all, Mr. Marson? said Joan. Are you sorry or glad that you let me persuade you to do this perfectly mad thing? I feel responsible for you, you know. If it had not been for me you would have been comfortably in Arundel Street, writing your Wand of Death.

Im glad.

You dont feel any misgivings now that you are actually committed to domestic service?

Not one.

Joan, against her will, smiled approval on this uncompromising attitude. This young man might be her rival, but his demeanor on the eve of perilous times appealed to her. That was the spirit she liked and admired — that reckless acceptance of whatever might come. It was the spirit in which she herself had gone into the affair and she was pleased to find that it animated Ashe also — though, to be sure, it had its drawbacks. It made his rivalry the more dangerous. This reflection injected a touch of the old hostility into her manner.

I wonder whether you will continue to feel so brave.

What do you mean?

Joan perceived that she was in danger of going too far. She had no wish to unmask Ashe at the expense of revealing her own secret. She must resist the temptation to hint that she had discovered his.

I meant, she said quickly, that from what I have seen of him Mr. Peters seems likely to be a rather trying man to work for.

Ashes face cleared. For a moment he had almost suspected that she had guessed his errand.

Yes. I imagine he will be. He is what you might call quick-tempered. He has dyspepsia, you know.

I know.

What he wants is plenty of fresh air and no cigars, and a regular course of those Petersen Exercises that amused you so much.

Joan laughed.

Are you going to try and persuade Mr. Peters to twist himself about like that? Do let me see it if you do.

I wish I could.

Do suggest it to him.

Dont you think he would resent it from a valet?

I keep forgetting that you are a valet. You look so unlike one.

Old Peters didnt think so. He rather complimented me on my appearance. He said I was ordinary-looking.

I shouldnt have called you that. You look so very strong and fit.

Surely there are muscular valets?

Well, yes; I suppose there are.

Ashe looked at her. He was thinking that never in his life had he seen a girl so amazingly pretty. What it was that she had done to herself was beyond him; but something, some trick of dress, had given her a touch of the demure that made her irresistible. She was dressed in sober black, the ideal background for her fairness.

While on the subject, he said, I suppose you know you dont look in the least like a ladys maid? You look like a disguised princess.

She laughed.

Thats very nice of you, Mr. Marson, but you are quite wrong. Anyone could tell I was a ladys maid, a mile away. You arent criticizing the dress, surely?

The dress is all right. Its the general effect. I dont think your expression is right. Its — its — theres too much attack in it. You arent meek enough.

Joans eyes opened wide.

Meek! Have you ever seen an English ladys maid, Mr. Marson?

Why, no; now that I come to think of it, I dont believe I have.

Well, let me tell you that meekness is her last quality. Why should she be meek? Doesnt she go in after the groom of the chambers?

Go in? Go in where?

In to dinner. She smiled at the sight of his bewildered face. Im afraid you dont know much about the etiquette of the new world you have entered so rashly. Didnt you know that the rules of precedence among the servants of a big house in England are more rigid and complicated than in English society?

Youre joking!

Im not joking. You try going in to dinner out of your proper place when we get to Blandings and see what happens. A public rebuke from the butler is the least you could expect.

A bead of perspiration appeared on Ashes forehead.

Heavens! he whispered. If a butler publicly rebuked me I think I should commit suicide. I couldnt survive it.
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He contemplated, with fallen jaw, the abyss of horror into which he had leaped so light-heartedly. The servant problem, on this large scale, had been nonexistent for him until now. In the days of his youth, at Hayling, Massachusetts, his needs had been ministered to by a muscular Swede. Later, at Oxford, there had been his scout and his bed maker, harmless persons both, provided you locked up your whisky. And in London, his last phase, a succession of servitors of the type of the disheveled maid at Number Seven had tended him.

That, dotted about the land of his adoption, there were houses in which larger staffs of domestics were maintained, he had been vaguely aware. Indeed, in Gridley Quayle, Investigator; the Adventure of the Missing Marquis — Number Four of the series — he had drawn a picture of the home life of a duke, in which a butler and two powdered footmen had played their parts; but he had had no idea that rigid and complicated rules of etiquette swayed the private lives of these individuals. If he had given the matter a thought he had supposed that when the dinner hour arrived the butler and the two footmen would troop into the kitchen and sit wherever they found room.

Tell me, he said. Tell me all you know. I feel as though I had escaped a frightful disaster.

You probably have. I dont suppose there is anything so terrible as a snub from a butler.

If there is I cant think of it. When I was at Oxford I used to go and stay with a friend of mine who had a butler that looked like a Roman emperor in swallowtails. He terrified me. I used to grovel to the man. Please give me all the pointers you can.

Well, as Mr. Peters valet, I suppose you will be rather a big man.

I shant feel it.

However large the house party is, Mr. Peters is sure to be the principal guest; so your standing will be correspondingly magnificent. You come after the butler, the housekeeper, the groom of the chambers, Lord Emsworths valet, Lady Ann Warblingtons ladys maid — —

Who is she?

Lady Ann? Lord Emsworths sister. She has lived with him since his wife died. What was I saying? Oh, yes! After them come the Honorable Frederick Threepwoods valet and myself — and then you.

Im not so high up, then, after all?

Yes, you are. Theres a whole crowd who come after you. It all depends on how many other guests there are besides Mr. Peters.

I suppose I charge in at the head of a drove of housemaids and scullery maids?

My dear Mr. Marson, if a housemaid or a scullery maid tried to get into the stewards room and have her meals with us, she would be — —

Rebuked by the butler?

Lynched, I should think. Kitchen maids and scullery maids eat in the kitchen. Chauffeurs, footmen, under-butler, pantry boys, hall boy, odd man and stewards-room footman take their meals in the servants hall, waited on by the hall boy. The stillroom maids have breakfast and tea in the stillroom, and dinner and supper in the hall. The housemaids and nursery maids have breakfast and tea in the housemaids sitting room, and dinner and supper in the hall. The head housemaid ranks next to the head stillroom maid. The laundry maids have a place of their own near the laundry, and the head laundry maid ranks above the head housemaid. The chef has his meals in a room of his own near the kitchen. . . . Is there anything else I can tell you, Mr. Marson?

Ashe was staring at her with vacant eyes. He shook his head dumbly.

We stop at Swindon in half an hour, said Joan softly. Dont you think you would be wise to get out there and go straight back to London, Mr. Marson? Think of all you would avoid!

Ashe found speech.

Its a nightmare!

You would be far happier in Arundel Street. Why dont you get out at Swindon and go back?

Ashe shook his head.

I cant. Theres — theres a reason.

Joan picked up her magazine again. Hostility had come out from the corner into which she had tucked it away and was once more filling her mind. She knew it was illogical, but she could not help it. For a moment, during her revelations of servants etiquette, she had allowed herself to hope that she had frightened her rival out of the field, and the disappointment made her feel irritable. She buried herself in a short story, and countered Ashes attempts at renewing the conversation, with cold monosyllables, until he ceased his efforts and fell into a moody silence.

He was feeling hurt and angry. Her sudden coldness, following on the friendliness with which she had talked so long, puzzled and infuriated him. He felt as though he had been snubbed, and for no reason.

He resented the defensive magazine, though he had bought it for her himself. He resented her attitude of having ceased to recognize his existence. A sadness, a filmy melancholy, crept over him. He brooded on the unutterable silliness of humanity, especially the female portion of it, in erecting artificial barriers to friendship. It was so unreasonable.

At their first meeting, when she might have been excused for showing defensiveness, she had treated him with unaffected ease. When that meeting had ended there was a tacit understanding between them that all the preliminary awkwardnesses of the first stages of acquaintanceship were to be considered as having been passed; and that when they met again, if they ever did, it would be as friends. And here she was, luring him on with apparent friendliness, and then withdrawing into herself as though he had presumed!

A rebellious spirit took possession of him. He didnt care! Let her be cold and distant. He would show her that she had no monopoly of those qualities. He would not speak to her until she spoke to him; and when she spoke to him he would freeze her with his courteous but bleakly aloof indifference.

The train rattled on. Joan read her magazine. Silence reigned in the second-class compartment. Swindon was reached and passed. Darkness fell on the land. The journey began to seem interminable to Ashe; but presently there came a creaking of brakes and the train jerked itself to another stop. A voice on the platform made itself heard, calling:

Market Blandings! Market Blandings Station!

The village of Market Blandings is one of those sleepy English hamlets that modern progress has failed to touch, except by the addition of a railroad station and a room over the grocers shop where moving pictures are on view on Tuesdays and Fridays. The church is Norman and the intelligence of the majority of the natives Paleozoic. To alight at Market Blandings Station in the dusk of a rather chilly spring day, when the southwest wind has shifted to due east and the thrifty inhabitants have not yet lit their windows, is to be smitten with the feeling that one is at the edge of the world with no friends near.

Ashe, as he stood beside Mr. Peters baggage and raked the unsympathetic darkness with a dreary eye, gave himself up to melancholy. Above him an oil lamp shed a meager light. Along the platform a small but sturdy porter was juggling with a milk can. The east wind explored Ashes system with chilly fingers.

Somewhere out in the darkness, into which Mr. Peters and Aline had already vanished in a large automobile, lay the castle, with its butler and its fearful code of etiquette. Soon the cart that was to convey him and the trunks thither would be arriving. He shivered.

Out of the gloom and into the feeble rays of the oil lamp came Joan Valentine. She had been away, tucking Aline into the car. She looked warm and cheerful. She was smiling in the old friendly way.

If girls realized their responsibilities they would be so careful when they smiled that they would probably abandon the practice altogether. There are moments in a mans life when a girls smile can have as important results as an explosion of dynamite.

In the course of their brief acquaintance Joan had smiled at Ashe many times, but the conditions governing those occasions had not been such as to permit him to be seriously affected. He had been pleased on such occasions; he had admired her smile in a detached and critical spirit; but he had not been overwhelmed by it. The frame of mind necessary for that result had been lacking.

Now, however, after five minutes of solitude on the depressing platform of Market Blandings Station, he was what the spiritualists call a sensitive subject. He had reached that depth of gloom and bodily discomfort when a sudden smile has all the effect of strong liquor and good news administered simultaneously, warming the blood and comforting the soul, and generally turning the world from a bleak desert into a land flowing with milk and honey.

It is not too much to say that he reeled before Joans smile. It was so entirely unexpected. He clutched Mr. Peters steamer trunk in his emotion. All his resolutions to be cold and distant were swept away. He had the feeling that in a friendless universe here was somebody who was fond of him and glad to see him.

A smile of such importance demands analysis, and in this case repays it; for many things lay behind this smile of Joan Valentines on the platform of Market Blandings Station.

In the first place, she had had another of her swift changes of mood, and had once again tucked away hostility into its corner. She had thought it over and had come to the conclusion that as she had no logical grievance against Ashe for anything he had done to be distant to him was the behavior of a cat. Consequently she resolved, when they should meet again, to resume her attitude of good-fellowship. That in itself would have been enough to make her smile.

There was another reason, however, which had nothing to do with Ashe. While she had been tucking Aline into the automobile she met the eye of the driver of that vehicle and perceived a curious look in it — a look of amazement and sheer terror. A moment later, when Aline called the driver Freddie, she had understood. No wonder the Honorable Freddie had looked as though he had seen a ghost.

It would be a relief to the poor fellow when, as he undoubtedly would do in the course of the drive, he inquired of Aline the name of her maid and was told that it was Simpson. He would mutter something about Reminds me of a girl I used to know, and would brood on the remarkable way in which Nature produces doubles. But he had had a bad moment, and it was partly at the recollection of his face that Joan smiled.

A third reason was that the sight of the Honorable Freddie had reminded her that R. Jones had said he had written her poetry. That thought, too, had contributed toward the smile which so dazzled Ashe.

Ashe, not being miraculously intuitive, accepted the easier explanation that she smiled because she was glad to be in his company; and this thought, coming on top of his mood of despair and general dissatisfaction with everything mundane, acted on him like some powerful chemical.

In every mans life there is generally one moment to which in later years he can look back and say: In this moment I fell in love! Such a moment came to Ashe now.

Betwixt the stirrup and the ground,
Mercy I askd; mercy I found.

So sings the poet and so it was with Ashe.

In the almost incredibly brief time it took the small but sturdy porter to roll a milk can across the platform and bump it, with a clang, against other milk cans similarly treated a moment before, Ashe fell in love.

The word is so loosely used, to cover a thousand varying shades of emotion — from the volcanic passion of an Antony for a Cleopatra to the tepid preference of a grocers assistant for the Irish maid at the second house on Main Street, as opposed to the Norwegian maid at the first house past the post office — the mere statement that Ashe fell in love is not a sufficient description of his feelings as he stood grasping Mr. Peters steamer trunk. We must expand. We must analyze.

From his fourteenth year onward Ashe had been in love many times. His sensations in the case of Joan were neither the terrific upheaval that had caused him, in his fifteenth year, to collect twenty-eight photographs of the heroine of the road company of a musical comedy which had visited the Hayling Opera House, nor the milder flame that had caused him, when at college, to give up smoking for a week and try to read the complete works of Ella Wheeler Wilcox.

His love was something that lay between these two poles.

He did not wish the station platform of Market Blandings to become suddenly congested with red Indians so that he might save Joans life; and he did not wish to give up anything at all. But he was conscious — to the very depths of his being — that a future in which Joan did not figure would be so insupportable as not to bear considering; and in the immediate present he very strongly favored the idea of clasping Joan in his arms and kissing her until further notice.

Mingled with these feelings was an excited gratitude to her for coming to him like this, with that electric smile on her face; a stunned realization that she was a thousand times prettier than he had ever imagined; and a humility that threatened to make him loose his clutch on the steamer trunk and roll about at her feet, yapping like a dog.

Gratitude, so far as he could dissect his tangled emotions, was the predominating ingredient of his mood. Only once in his life had he felt so passionately grateful to any human being. On that occasion, too, the object of his gratitude had been feminine.

Years before, when a boy in his fathers home in distant Hayling, Massachusetts, those in authority had commanded that he — in his eleventh year and as shy as one can be only at that interesting age — should rise in the presence of a roomful of strangers, adult guests, and recite The Wreck of the Hesperus.

He had risen. He had blushed. He had stammered. He had contrived to whisper: It was the schooner Hesperus. And then, in a corner of the room, a little girl, for no properly explained reason, had burst out crying. She had yelled, she had bellowed, and would not be comforted; and in the ensuing confusion Ashe had escaped to the woodpile at the bottom of the garden, saved by a miracle.

All his life he had remembered the gratitude he had felt for that little timely girl, and never until now had he experienced any other similar spasm. But as he looked at Joan he found himself renewing that emotion of fifteen years ago.

She was about to speak. In a sort of trance he watched her lips part. He waited almost reverently for the first words she should speak to him in her new rôle of the only authentic goddess.

Isnt it a shame? she said. Ive just put a penny in the chocolate slot machine — and its empty! Ive a good mind to write to the company.

Ashe felt as though he were listening to the strains of some grand sweet anthem.

The small but sturdy porter, weary of his work among the milk cans, or perhaps — let us not do him an injustice even in thought — having finished it, approached them.

The cart from the castles here.

In the gloom beyond him there gleamed a light which had not been there before. The meditative snort of a horse supported his statement. He began to deal as authoritatively with Mr. Peters steamer trunk as he had dealt with the milk cans.

At last! said Joan. I hope its a covered cart. Im frozen. Lets go and see.

Ashe followed her with the rigid gait of an automaton.

Cold is the ogre that drives all beautiful things into hiding. Below the surface of a frost-bound garden there lurk hidden bulbs, which are only biding their time to burst forth in a riot of laughing color; but shivering Nature dare not put forth her flowers until the ogre has gone. Not otherwise does cold suppress love. A man in an open cart on an English spring night may continue to be in love; but love is not the emotion uppermost in his bosom. It shrinks within him and waits for better times.

The cart was not a covered cart. It was open to the four winds of heaven, of which the one at present active proceeded from the bleak east. To this fact may be attributed Ashes swift recovery from the exalted mood into which Joans smile had thrown him, his almost instant emergence from the trance. Deep down in him he was aware that his attitude toward Joan had not changed, but his conscious self was too fully occupied with the almost hopeless task of keeping his blood circulating to permit of thoughts of love. Before the cart had traveled twenty yards he was a mere chunk of frozen misery.

After an eternity of winding roads, darkened cottages, and black fields and hedges, the cart turned in at a massive iron gate, which stood open, giving entrance to a smooth gravel drive. Here the way ran for nearly a mile through an open park of great trees and was then swallowed in the darkness of dense shrubberies. Presently to the left appeared lights, at first in ones and twos, shining out and vanishing again; then, as the shrubberies ended and the smooth lawns and terraces began, blazing down on the travelers from a score of windows, with the heartening effect of fires on a winter night.

Against the pale gray sky Blandings Castle stood out like a mountain. It was a noble pile, of Early Tudor building. Its history is recorded in Englands history books and Viollet-le-Duc has written of its architecture. It dominated the surrounding country.

The feature of it which impressed Ashe most at this moment, however, was the fact that it looked warm; and for the first time since the drive began he found himself in a mood that approximated cheerfulness. It was a little early to begin feeling cheerful, he discovered, for the journey was by no means over. Arrived within sight of the castle the cart began a detour, which, ten minutes later, brought it under an arch and over cobblestones to the rear of the building, where it eventually pulled up in front of a great door.

Ashe descended painfully and beat his feet against the cobbles. He helped Joan to climb down. Joan was apparently in a gentle glow. Women seem impervious to cold.

The door opened. Warm, kitcheny scents came through it. Strong men hurried out to take down the trunks, while fair women, in the shape of two nervous scullery maids, approached Joan and Ashe, and bobbed curtsies. This under more normal conditions would have been enough to unman Ashe; but in his frozen state a mere curtsying scullery maid expended herself harmlessly on him. He even acknowledged the greeting with a kindly nod.

The scullery maids, it seemed, were acting in much the same capacity as the attachés of royalty. One was there to conduct Joan to the presence of Mrs. Twemlow, the housekeeper; the other to lead Ashe to where Beach, the butler, waited to do honor to the valet of the castles most important guest.

After a short walk down a stone-flagged passage Joan and her escort turned to the right. Ashes objective appeared to be located to the left. He parted from Joan with regret. Her moral support would have been welcome.

Presently his scullery maid stopped at a door and tapped thereon. A fruity voice, like old tawny port made audible, said: Come in! Ashes guide opened the door.

The gentleman, Mr. Beach, said she, and scuttled away to the less rarefied atmosphere of the kitchen.

Ashes first impression of Beach, the butler, was one of tension. Other people, confronted for the first times with Beach, had felt the same. He had that strained air of being on the very point of bursting that one sees in bullfrogs and toy balloons. Nervous and imaginative men, meeting Beach, braced themselves involuntarily, stiffening their muscles for the explosion. Those who had the pleasure of more intimate acquaintance with him soon passed this stage, just as people whose homes are on the slopes of Mount Vesuvius become immune to fear of eruptions.

As far back as they could remember Beach had always looked as though an apoplectic fit were a matter of minutes; but he never had apoplexy and in time they came to ignore the possibility of it. Ashe, however, approaching him with a fresh eye, had the feeling that this strain could not possibly continue and that within a very short space of time the worst must happen. The prospect of this did much to rouse him from the coma into which he had been frozen by the rigors of the journey.

Butlers as a class seem to grow less and less like anything human in proportion to the magnificence of their surroundings. There is a type of butler employed in the comparatively modest homes of small country gentlemen who is practically a man and a brother; who hobnobs with the local tradesmen, sings a good comic song at the village inn, and in times of crisis will even turn to and work the pump when the water supply suddenly fails.

The greater the house the more does the butler diverge from this type. Blandings Castle was one of the more important of Englands show places, and Beach accordingly had acquired a dignified inertia that almost qualified him for inclusion in the vegetable kingdom. He moved — when he moved at all — slowly. He distilled speech with the air of one measuring out drops of some precious drug. His heavy-lidded eyes had the fixed expression of a statues.

With an almost imperceptible wave of a fat white hand he conveyed to Ashe that he desired him to sit down. With a stately movement of his other hand he picked up a kettle, which simmered on the hob. With an inclination of his head he called Ashes attention to a decanter on the table.

In another moment Ashe was sipping a hot toddy, with the feeling that he had been privileged to assist at some mystic rite. Mr. Beach, posting himself before the fire and placing his hands behind his back, permitted speech to drip from him.

I have not the advantage of your name, Mr. — —

Ashe introduced himself. Beach acknowledged the information with a half bow.

You must have had a cold ride, Mr. Marson. The wind is in the east.

Ashe said yes; the ride had been cold.

When the wind is in the east, continued Mr. Beach, letting each syllable escape with apparent reluctance, I suffer from my feet.

I beg your pardon?

I suffer from my feet, repeated the butler, measuring out the drops. You are a young man, Mr. Marson. Probably you do not know what it is to suffer from your feet. He surveyed Ashe, his toddy and the wall beyond him, with heavy-lidded inscrutability. Corns! he said.

Ashe said he was sorry.

I suffer extremely from my feet — not only corns. I have but recently recovered from an ingrowing toenail. I suffered greatly from my ingrowing toenail. I suffer from swollen joints.

Ashe regarded this martyr with increasing disfavor. It is the flaw in the character of many excessively healthy young men that, though kind-hearted enough in most respects, they listen with a regrettable feeling of impatience to the confessions of those less happily situated as regards the ills of the flesh. Rightly or wrongly, they hold that these statements should be reserved for the ear of the medical profession, and other and more general topics selected for conversation with laymen.

Im sorry, he said hastily. You must have had a bad time. Is there a large house party here just now?

We are expecting, said Mr. Beach, a number of guests. We shall in all probability sit down thirty or more to dinner.

A responsibility for you, said Ashe ingratiatingly, well pleased to be quit of the feet topic.

Mr. Beach nodded.

You are right, Mr. Marson. Few persons realize the responsibilities of a man in my position. Sometimes, I can assure you, it preys on my mind, and I suffer from nervous headaches.

Ashe began to feel like a man trying to put out a fire which, as fast as he checks it at one point, breaks out at another.

Sometimes when I come off duty everything gets blurred. The outlines of objects grow misty. I have to sit down in a chair. The pain is excruciating.

But it helps you to forget the pain in your feet.

No, no. I suffer from my feet simultaneously.

Ashe gave up the struggle.

Tell me all about your feet, he said.

And Mr. Beach told him all about his feet.

The pleasantest functions must come to an end, and the moment arrived when the final word on the subject of swollen joints was spoken. Ashe, who had resigned himself to a permanent contemplation of the subject, could hardly believe he heard correctly when, at the end of some ten minutes, his companion changed the conversation.

You have been with Mr. Peters some time, Mr. Marson?

Eh? Oh! Oh, no — only since last Wednesday.

Indeed! Might I inquire whom you assisted before that?

For a moment Ashe did what he would not have believed himself capable of doing — regretted that the topic of feet was no longer under discussion. The question placed him in an awkward position. If he lied, and credited himself with a lengthy experience as a valet, he risked exposing himself. If he told the truth, and confessed that this was his maiden effort in the capacity of gentlemans gentleman, what would the butler think? There were objections to each course, but to tell the truth was the easier of the two; so he told it.

Your first situation? said Mr. Beach. Indeed!

I was — er — doing something else before I met Mr. Peters, said Ashe.

Mr. Beach was too well-bred to be inquisitive, but his eyebrows were not.

Ah! he said. ? cried his eyebrows. ? — ? — ?

Ashe ignored the eyebrows.

Something different, he said.

There was an awkward silence. Ashe appreciated its awkwardness. He was conscious of a grievance against Mr. Peters. Why could not Mr. Peters have brought him down here as his secretary? To be sure, he had advanced some objection to that course in their conversation at the offices of Mainprice, Mainprice & Boole; but merely a silly, far-fetched objection. He wished he had had the sense to fight the point while there was time; but at the moment when they were arranging plans he had been rather tickled by the thought of becoming a valet. The notion had a pleasing musical-comedy touch about it. Why had he not foreseen the complications that must ensue? He could tell by the look on his face that this confounded butler was waiting for him to give a full explanation. What would he think if he withheld it? He would probably suppose that Ashe had been in prison.

Well, there was nothing to be done about it. If Beach was suspicious he must remain suspicious. Fortunately the suspicions of a butler do not matter much.

Mr. Beachs eyebrows were still mutely urging him to reveal all, but Ashe directed his gaze at that portion of the room which Mr. Beach did not fill. He would be hanged if he was going to let himself be hypnotized by a pair of eyebrows into incriminating himself! He glared stolidly at the wall.

The silence was growing oppressive. Somebody had to break it soon. And as Mr. Beach was still confining himself to the language of the eyebrow, and apparently intended to fight it out on that line if it took all summer, Ashe himself broke it.

It seemed to him as he reconstructed the scene in bed that night that Providence must have suggested the subject of Mr. Peters indigestion; for the mere mention of his employers sufferings acted like magic on the butler.

I might have had better luck while I was looking for a place, said Ashe. I dare say you know how bad-tempered Mr. Peters is. He is dyspeptic.

So, responded Mr. Beach, I have been informed. He brooded for a space. I, too, he proceeded, suffer from my stomach. I have a weak stomach. The lining of my stomach is not what I could wish the lining of my stomach to be.
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Tell me, said Ashe gratefully, leaning forward in an attitude of attention, all about the lining of your stomach.

It was a quarter of an hour later when Mr. Beach was checked in his discourse by the chiming of the little clock on the mantelpiece. He turned round and gazed at it with surprise not unmixed with displeasure.

So late? he said. I shall have to be going about my duties. And you, also, Mr. Marson, if I may make the suggestion. No doubt Mr. Peters will be wishing to have your assistance in preparing for dinner. If you go along the passage outside you will come to the door that separates our portion of the house from the other. I must beg you to excuse me. I have to go to the cellar.

Following his directions Ashe came after a walk of a few yards to a green-baize door which, swinging at his push, gave him a view of what he correctly took to be the main hall of the castle — a wide, comfortable space, ringed with settees and warmed by a log fire burning in a mammoth fireplace. On the right a broad staircase led to the upper regions.

It was at this point that Ashe realized the incompleteness of Mr. Beachs directions. Doubtless the broad staircase would take him to the floor on which were the bedrooms; but how was he to ascertain, without the tedious process of knocking and inquiring at each door, which was the one assigned to Mr. Peters?

It was too late to go back and ask the butler for further guidance; already he was on his way to the cellar in quest of the evenings wine.

As he stood irresolute a door across the hall opened and a man of his own age came out. Through the doorway Ashe had a glimpse of glass-topped cases.

Could this be the museum — his goal? The next moment the door, opening a few inches more, revealed the outlying portions of an Egyptian mummy and brought certainty. It flashed across Ashes mind that the sooner he explored the museum and located Mr. Peters scarab, the better. He decided to ask Beach to take him there as soon as he had leisure.

Meantime the young man had closed the museum door and was crossing the hall. He was a wiry-haired, severe-looking young man, with a sharp nose and eyes that gleamed through rimless spectacles — none other, in fact, than Lord Emsworths private secretary, the Efficient Baxter. Ashe hailed him:

I say, old man, would you mind telling me how I get to Mr. Peters room? Ive lost my bearings.

He did not reflect that this was hardly the way in which valets in the best society addressed their superiors. That is the worst of adopting what might be called a character part. One can manage the business well enough; it is the dialogue that provides the pitfalls.

Mr. Baxter would have accorded a hearty agreement to the statement that this was not the way in which a valet should have spoken to him; but at the moment he was not aware that Ashe was a valet. From his easy mode of address he assumed that he was one of the numerous guests who had been arriving at the castle all day. As he had asked for Mr. Peters, he fancied that Ashe must be the Honorable Freddies American friend, George Emerson, whom he had not yet met. Consequently he replied with much cordiality that Mr. Peters room was the second at the left on the second floor.

He said Ashe could not miss it. Ashe said he was much obliged.

Awfully good of you, said Ashe.

Not at all, said Mr. Baxter.

You lose your way in a place like this, said Ashe.

You certainly do, said Mr. Baxter.

Ashe went on his upward path and in a few moments was knocking at the door indicated. And sure enough it was Mr. Peters voice that invited him to enter.

Mr. Peters, partially arrayed in the correct garb for gentlemen about to dine, was standing in front of the mirror, wrestling with his evening tie. As Ashe entered he removed his fingers and anxiously examined his handiwork. It proved unsatisfactory. With a yelp and an oath he tore the offending linen from his neck.

Damn the thing!

It was plain to Ashe that his employer was in no sunny mood. There are few things less calculated to engender sunniness in a naturally bad-tempered man than a dress tie that will not let itself be pulled and twisted into the right shape. Even when things went well Mr. Peters hated dressing for dinner. Words cannot describe his feelings when they went wrong.

There is something to be said in excuse for this impatience: It is a hollow mockery to be obliged to deck ones person as for a feast when that feast is to consist of a little asparagus and a few nuts.

Mr. Peters eye met Ashes in the mirror.

Oh, its you, is it? Come in, then. Dont stand staring. Close that door quick! Hustle! Dont scrape your feet on the floor. Try to look intelligent. Dont gape. Where have you been all this while? Why didnt you come before? Can you tie a tie? All right, then — do it!

Somewhat calmed by the snow-white butterfly-shaped creation that grew under Ashes fingers, he permitted himself to be helped into his coat. He picked up the remnant of a black cigar from the dressing table and relit it.

Ive been thinking about you, he said.

Yes? said Ashe.

Have you located the scarab yet?

No.

What the devil have you been doing with yourself then? Youve had time to collar it a dozen times.

I have been talking to the butler.

What the devil do you waste time talking to butlers for? I suppose you havent even located the museum yet?

Yes; Ive done that.

Oh, you have, have you? Well, thats something. And how do you propose setting about the job?

The best plan would be to go there very late at night.

Well, you didnt propose to stroll in in the afternoon, did you? How are you going to find the scarab when you do get in?

Ashe had not thought of that. The deeper he went into this business the more things did there seem to be in it of which he had not thought.

I dont know, he confessed.

You dont know! Tell me, young man, are you considered pretty bright, as Englishmen go?

I am not English. I was born near Boston.

Oh, you were, were you? You blanked bone-headed, bean-eating boob! cried Mr. Peters, frothing over quite unexpectedly and waving his arms in a sudden burst of fury. Then if you are an American why dont you show a little more enterprise? Why dont you put something over? Why do you loaf about the place as though you were supposed to be an ornament? I want results — and I want them quick!

Ill tell you how you can recognize my scarab when you get into the museum. That shameless old green-goods man who sneaked it from me has had the gall, the nerve, to put it all by itself, with a notice as big as a circus poster alongside of it saying that it is a Cheops of the Fourth Dynasty, presented — Mr. Peters choked— presented by J. Preston Peters, Esquire! Thats how youre going to recognize it.

Ashe did not laugh, but he nearly dislocated a rib in his effort to refrain from doing so. It seemed to him that this act on Lord Emsworths part effectually disposed of the theory that Britons have no sense of humor. To rob a man of his choicest possession and then thank him publicly for letting you have it appealed to Ashe as excellent comedy.

The thing isnt even in a glass case, continued Mr. Peters. Its lying on an open tray on top of a cabinet of Roman coins. Anybody who was left alone for two minutes in the place could take it! Its criminal carelessness to leave a valuable scarab about like that. If Lord Jesse James was going to steal my Cheops he might at least have had the decency to treat it as though it was worth something.

But it makes it easier for me to get it, said Ashe consolingly.

Its got to be made easy if you are to get it! snapped Mr. Peters. Heres another thing: You say you are going to try for it late at night. Well, what are you going to do if anyone catches you prowling round at that time? Have you considered that?

No.

You would have to say something, wouldnt you? You wouldnt chat about the weather, would you? You wouldnt discuss the latest play? You would have to think up some mighty good reason for being out of bed at that time, wouldnt you?

I suppose so.

Oh, you do admit that, do you? Well, what you would say is this: You would explain that I had rung for you to come and read me to sleep. Do you understand?

You think that would be a satisfactory explanation of my being in the museum?

Idiot! I dont mean that youre to say it if youre caught actually in the museum. If youre caught in the museum the best thing you can do is to say nothing, and hope that the judge will let you off lightly because its your first offense. Youre to say it if youre found wandering about on your way there.

It sounds thin to me.

Does it? Well, let me tell you that it isnt so thin as you suppose, for its what you will actually have to do most nights. Two nights out of three I have to be read to sleep. My indigestion gives me insomnia. As though to push this fact home, Mr. Peters suddenly bent double. Oof! he said. Wow! He removed the cigar from his mouth and inserted a digestive tabloid. The lining of my stomach is all wrong, he added.

It is curious how trivial are the immediate causes that produce revolutions. If Mr. Peters had worded his complaint differently Ashe would in all probability have borne it without active protest. He had been growing more and more annoyed with this little person who buzzed and barked and bit at him, yet the idea of definite revolt had not occurred to him. But his sufferings at the hands of Beach, the butler, had reduced him to a state where he could endure no further mention of stomachic linings. There comes a time when our capacity for listening to detailed data about the linings of other peoples stomachs is exhausted.

He looked at Mr. Peters sternly. He had ceased to be intimidated by the fiery little man and regarded him simply as a hypochondriac, who needed to be told a few useful facts.

How do you expect not to have indigestion? You take no exercise and you smoke all day long.

The novel sensation of being criticized — and by a beardless youth at that — held Mr. Peters silent. He started convulsively, but he did not speak. Ashe, on his pet subject, became eloquent. In his opinion dyspeptics cumbered the earth. To his mind they had the choice between health and sickness, and they deliberately chose the latter.

Your sort of man makes me angry. I know your type inside out. You overwork and shirk exercise, and let your temper run away with you, and smoke strong cigars on an empty stomach; and when you get indigestion as a natural result you look on yourself as a martyr, nourish a perpetual grouch, and make the lives of everybody you meet miserable. If you would put yourself into my hands for a month I would have you eating bricks and thriving on them. Up in the morning, Petersen Exercises, cold bath, a brisk rubdown, sharp walk — —

Who the devil asked your opinion, you impertinent young hound? inquired Mr. Peters.

Dont interrupt me — confound you! shouted Ashe. Now you have made me forget what I was going to say.

There was a tense silence. Then Mr. Peters began to speak:

You — infernal — impudent — —

Dont talk to me like that!

Ill talk to you just how — —

Ashe took a step toward the door.

Very well, then, he said. I quit! Im through. You can get somebody else to do this job of yours for you.

The sudden sagging of Mr. Peters jaw, the look of consternation that flashed on his face, told Ashe he had found the right weapon — that the game was in his hands. He continued with a feeling of confidence:

If I had known what being your valet involved I wouldnt have undertaken the thing for a hundred thousand dollars. Just because you had some idiotic prejudice against letting me come down here as your secretary, which would have been the simple and obvious thing, I find myself in a position where at any moment I may be publicly rebuked by the butler and have the head stillroom maid looking at me as though I were something the cat had brought in.

His voice trembled with self-pity.

Do you realize a fraction of the awful things you have let me in for? How on earth am I to remember whether I go in before the chef or after the third footman? I shant have a peaceful minute while Im in this place. Ive got to sit and listen by the hour to a bore of a butler who seems to be a sort of walking hospital. Ive got to steer my way through a complicated system of etiquette.

And on top of all that you have the nerve, the insolence, to imagine that you can use me as a punching bag to work your bad temper off! You have the immortal rind to suppose that I will stand for being nagged and bullied by you whenever your suicidal way of living brings on an attack of indigestion! You have the supreme gall to fancy that you can talk as you please to me!

Very well! Ive had enough of it. I resign! If you want this scarab of yours recovered let somebody else do it. Ive retired from business.

He took another step toward the door. A shaking hand clutched at his sleeve.

My boy — my dear boy — be reasonable!

Ashe was intoxicated with his own oratory. The sensation of bullyragging a genuine millionaire was new and exhilarating. He expanded his chest and spread his feet like a colossus.

Thats all very well, he said, coldly disentangling himself from the hand. You cant get out of it like that. We have got to come to an understanding. The point is that if I am to be subjected to your — your senile malevolence every time you have a twinge of indigestion, no amount of money could pay me to stop on.

My dear boy, it shall not occur again. I was hasty.

Mr. Peters, with agitated fingers, relit the stump of his cigar.

Throw away that cigar!

My boy!
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No, no!

Very well!

No; stop! Stop! What sort of exercises?

Ill show you to-morrow morning. Brisk walks.

I hate walking.

Cold baths.

No, no!

Very well!

No; stop! A cold bath would kill me at my age.

It would put new life into you. Do you consent to the cold baths? No? Very well!

Yes, yes, yes!

You promise?

Yes, yes!

All right, then.

The distant sound of the dinner gong floated in.

We settled that just in time, said Ashe.

Mr. Peters regarded him fixedly.

Young man, he said slowly, if, after all this, you fail to recover my Cheops for me Ill — Ill —— By George, Ill skin you!

Dont talk like that, said Ashe. Thats another thing you have got to remember. If my treatment is to be successful you must not let yourself think in that way. You must exercise self-control mentally. You must think beautiful thoughts.

The idea of skinning you is a beautiful thought! said Mr. Peters wistfully.

In order that their gayety might not be diminished and the food turned to ashes in their mouths by the absence from the festive board of Mr. Beach, it was the custom for the upper servants at Blandings to postpone the start of their evening meal until dinner was nearly over abovestairs. This enabled the butler to take his place at the head of the table without fear of interruption, except for the few moments when coffee was being served.

Every night shortly before half past eight — at which hour Mr. Beach felt that he might safely withdraw from the dining room and leave Lord Emsworth and his guests to the care of Merridew, the underbutler, and James and Alfred, the footmen, returning only for a few minutes to lend tone and distinction to the distribution of cigars and liqueurs — those whose rank entitled them to do so made their way to the housekeepers room, to pass in desultory conversation the interval before Mr. Beach should arrive. And a kitchen maid, with the appearance of one who has been straining at the leash and has at last managed to get free, opened the door, with the announcement: Mr. Beach, if you please, dinner is served. On which Mr. Beach, extending a crooked elbow toward the housekeeper, would say, Mrs. Twemlow! and lead the way, high and disposedly, down the passage, followed in order of rank by the rest of the company, in couples, to the stewards room.

For Blandings was not one of those houses — or shall we say hovels? — where the upper servants are expected not only to feed but to congregate before feeding in the stewards room. Under the auspices of Mr. Beach and of Mrs. Twemlow, who saw eye to eye with him in these matters, things were done properly at the castle, with the correct solemnity. To Mr. Beach and Mrs. Twemlow the suggestion that they and their peers should gather together in the same room in which they were to dine would have been as repellent as an announcement from Lady Ann Warblington, the chatelaine, that the house party would eat in the drawing-room.

When Ashe, returning from his interview with Mr. Peters, was intercepted by a respectful small boy and conducted to the housekeepers room, he was conscious of a sensation of shrinking inferiority akin to his emotions on his first day at school. The room was full and apparently on very cordial terms with itself. Everybody seemed to know everybody and conversation was proceeding in a manner reminiscent of an Old-Home Week.

As a matter of fact, the house party at Blandings being in the main a gathering together of the Emsworth clan by way of honor and as a means of introduction to Mr. Peters and his daughter, the bride-to-be of the house, most of the occupants of the housekeepers room were old acquaintances and were renewing interrupted friendships at the top of their voices.

A lull followed Ashes arrival and all eyes, to his great discomfort, were turned in his direction. His embarrassment was relieved by Mrs. Twemlow, who advanced to do the honors. Of Mrs. Twemlow little need be attempted in the way of pen portraiture beyond the statement that she went as harmoniously with Mr. Beach as one of a pair of vases or one of a brace of pheasants goes with its fellow. She had the same appearance of imminent apoplexy, the same air of belonging to some dignified and haughty branch of the vegetable kingdom.

Mr. Marson, welcome to Blandings Castle!

Ashe had been waiting for somebody to say this, and had been a little surprised that Mr. Beach had not done so. He was also surprised at the housekeepers ready recognition of his identity until he saw Joan in the throng.

He envied Joan. In some amazing way she contrived to look not out of place in this gathering. He himself, he felt, had impostor stamped in large characters all over him.

Mrs. Twemlow began to make the introductions — a long and tedious process, which she performed relentlessly, without haste and without scamping her work. With each member of the aristocracy of his new profession Ashe shook hands, and on each member he smiled, until his facial and dorsal muscles were like to crack under the strain. It was amazing that so many high-class domestics could be collected into one moderate-sized room.

Miss Simpson you know, said Mrs. Twemlow, and Ashe was about to deny the charge when he perceived that Joan was the individual referred to. Mr. Judson, Mr. Marson. Mr. Judson is the Honorable Fredericks gentleman.

You have not the pleasure of our Freddies acquaintance as yet, I take it, Mr. Marson? observed Mr. Judson genially, a smooth-faced, lazy-looking young man. Freddie repays inspection.
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Mr. Ferris, a dark, cynical man, with a high forehead, shook Ashe by the hand.

Happy to meet you, Mr. Marson.

Miss Willoughby, this is Mr. Marson, who will take you in to dinner. Miss Willoughby is Lady Mildred Mants lady. As of course you are aware, Lady Mildred, our eldest daughter, married Colonel Horace Mant, of the Scots Guards.

Ashe was not aware, and he was rather surprised that Mrs. Twemlow should have a daughter whose name was Lady Mildred; but reason, coming to his rescue, suggested that by our she meant the offspring of the Earl of Emsworth and his late countess. Miss Willoughby was a light-hearted damsel, with a smiling face and chestnut hair done low over her forehead.

Since etiquette forbade that he should take Joan in to dinner, Ashe was glad that at least an apparently pleasant substitute had been provided. He had just been introduced to an appallingly statuesque lady of the name of Chester, Lady Ann Warblingtons own maid, and his somewhat hazy recollections of Joans lecture on below-stairs precedence had left him with the impression that this was his destined partner. He had frankly quailed at the prospect of being linked to so much aristocratic hauteur.

When the final introduction had been made conversation broke out again. It dealt almost exclusively, so far as Ashe could follow it, with the idiosyncrasies of the employers of those present. He took it that this happened down the entire social scale below stairs. Probably the lower servants in the servants hall discussed the upper servants in the Room, and the still-lower servants in the housemaids sitting room discussed their superiors of the servants hall, and the stillroom gossiped about the housemaids.

He wondered which was the bottom circle of all, and came to the conclusion that it was probably represented by the small, respectful boy who had acted as his guide a short while before. This boy, having nobody to discuss anybody with, presumably sat in solitary meditation, brooding on the odd-job man.

He thought of mentioning this theory to Miss Willoughby, but decided that it was too abstruse for her, and contented himself with speaking of some of the plays he had seen before leaving London. Miss Willoughby was an enthusiast on the drama; and, Colonel Mants military duties keeping him much in town, she had had wide opportunities of indulging her tastes. Miss Willoughby did not like the country.

Dont you think the country dull, Mr. Marson?

I shant find it dull here, said Ashe; and he was surprised to discover, through the medium of a pleased giggle, that he was considered to have perpetrated a compliment.

Mr. Beach appeared in due season, a little distrait, as becomes a man who has just been engaged on important and responsible duties.

Alfred spilled the ock! Ashe heard him announce to Mrs. Twemlow in a bitter undertone. Within half an inch of his lordships arm he spilled it.

Mrs. Twemlow murmured condolences. Mr. Beachs set expression was of one who is wondering how long the strain of existence can be supported.

Mr. Beach, if you please, dinner is served.

The butler crushed down sad thoughts and crooked his elbow.

Mrs. Twemlow!

Ashe, miscalculating degrees of rank in spite of all his caution, was within a step of leaving the room out of his proper turn; but the startled pressure of Miss Willoughbys hand on his arm warned him in time. He stopped, to allow the statuesque Miss Chester to sail out under escort of a wizened little man with a horseshoe pin in his tie, whose name, in company with nearly all the others that had been spoken to him since he came into the room, had escaped Ashes memory.

You were nearly making a bloomer! said Miss Willoughby brightly. You must be absent-minded, Mr. Marson — like his lordship.

Is Lord Emsworth absent-minded?

Miss Willoughby laughed.

Why, he forgets his own name sometimes! If it wasnt for Mr. Baxter, goodness knows what would happen to him.

I dont think I know Mr. Baxter.

You will if you stay here long. You cant get away from him if youre in the same house. Dont tell anyone I said so; but hes the real master here. His lordships secretary, he calls himself; but hes really everything rolled into one — like the man in the play.

Ashe, searching in his dramatic memories for such a person in a play, inquired whether Miss Willoughby meant Pooh-Bah, in The Mikado, of which there had been a revival in London recently. Miss Willoughby did mean Pooh-Bah.

But Nosey Parker is what I call him, she said. He minds everybodys business as well as his own.

The last of the procession trickled into the stewards room. Mr. Beach said grace somewhat patronizingly. The meal began.

Youve seen Miss Peters, of course, Mr. Marson? said Miss Willoughby, resuming conversation with the soup.

Just for a few minutes at Paddington.

Oh! You havent been with Mr. Peters long, then?

Ashe began to wonder whether everybody he met was going to ask him this dangerous question.

Only a day or so.

Where were you before that?

Ashe was conscious of a prickly sensation. A little more of this and he might as well reveal his true mission at the castle and have done with it.

Oh, I was — that is to say — —

How are you feeling after the journey, Mr. Marson? said a voice from the other side of the table; and Ashe, looking up gratefully, found Joans eyes looking into his with a curiously amused expression.

He was too grateful for the interruption to try to account for this. He replied that he was feeling very well, which was not the case. Miss Willoughbys interest was diverted to a discussion of the defects of the various railroad systems of Great Britain.

At the head of the table Mr. Beach had started an intimate conversation with Mr. Ferris, the valet of Lord Stockheath, the Honorable Freddies poor old Percy — a cousin, Ashe had gathered, of Aline Peters husband-to-be. The butler spoke in more measured tones even than usual, for he was speaking of tragedy.

We were all extremely sorry, Mr. Ferris, to read of your misfortune.

Ashe wondered what had been happening to Mr. Ferris.

Yes, Mr. Beach, replied the valet, its a fact we made a pretty poor show. He took a sip from his glass. There is no concealing the fact — I have never tried to conceal it — that poor Percy is not bright.

Miss Chester entered the conversation.

I couldnt see where the girl — whats her name? — was so very pretty. All the papers had pieces where it said she was attractive, and what not; but she didnt look anything special to me from her photograph in the Mirror. What his lordship could see in her I cant understand.

The photo didnt quite do her justice, Miss Chester. I was present in court, and I must admit she was svelte — decidedly svelte. And you must recollect that Percy, from childhood up, has always been a highly susceptible young nut. I speak as one who knows him.

Mr. Beach turned to Joan.

We are speaking of the Stockheath breach-of-promise case, Miss Simpson, of which you doubtless read in the newspapers. Lord Stockheath is a nephew of ours. I fancy his lordship was greatly shocked at the occurrence.

He was, chimed in Mr. Judson from down the table. I happened to overhear him speaking of it to young Freddie. It was in the library on the morning when the judge made his final summing up and slipped it into Lord Stockheath so proper. If ever anything of this sort happens to you, you young scalawag, he says to Freddie — —

Mr. Beach coughed.

Mr. Judson!

Oh, its all right, Mr. Beach; were all in the family here, in a manner of speaking. It isnt as though I was telling it to a lot of outsiders. Im sure none of these ladies or gentlemen will let it go beyond this room?

The company murmured virtuous acquiescence.

He says to Freddie: You young scalawag, if ever anything of this sort happens to you, you can pack up and go off to Canada, for Ill have nothing more to do with you! — or words to that effect. And Freddie says: Oh, dash it all, govnor, you know — what? 

However short Mr. Judsons imitation of his masters voice may have fallen of histrionic perfection, it pleased the company. The room shook with mirth.

Mr. Judson is clever, isnt he, Mr. Marson? whispered Miss Willoughby, gazing with adoring eyes at the speaker.

Mr. Beach thought it expedient to deflect the conversation. By the unwritten law of the room every individual had the right to speak as freely as he wished about his own personal employer; but Judson, in his opinion, sometimes went a trifle too far.

Tell me, Mr. Ferris, he said, does his lordship seem to bear it well?

Oh, Percy is bearing it well enough.

Ashe noted as a curious fact that, though the actual valet of any person under discussion spoke of him almost affectionately by his Christian name, the rest of the company used the greatest ceremony and gave him his title with all respect. Lord Stockheath was Percy to Mr. Ferris, and the Honorable Frederick Threepwood was Freddie to Mr. Judson; but to Ferris Mr. Judsons Freddie was the Honorable Frederick, and to Judson Mr. Ferris Percy was Lord Stockheath. It was rather a pleasant form of etiquette, and struck Ashe as somehow vaguely feudal.

Percy, went on Mr. Ferris, is bearing it like a little Briton — the damages not having come out of his pocket! Its his old father — who had to pay them — thats taking it to heart. You might say hes doing himself proud. He says its brought on his gout again, and thats why hes gone to Droitwich instead of coming here. I dare say Percy isnt sorry.

It has been, said Mr. Beach, summing up, a most unfortunate occurrence. The modern tendency of the lower classes to get above themselves is becoming more marked every day. The young female in this case was a barmaid. It is deplorable that our young men should allow themselves to get into such entanglements.

The wonder to me, said the irrepressible Mr. Judson, is that more of these young chaps dont get put through it. His lordship wasnt so wide of the mark when he spoke like that to Freddie in the library that time. I give you my word, its a mercy young Freddie hasnt been up against it! When we were in London, Freddie and I, he went on, cutting through Mr. Beachs disapproving cough, before what you might call the crash, when his lordship cut off supplies and had him come back and live here, Freddie was asking for it — believe me! Fell in love with a girl in the chorus of one of the theaters. Used to send me to the stage door with notes and flowers every night for weeks, as regular as clockwork.

What was her name? Its on the tip of my tongue. Funny how you forget these things! Freddie was pretty far gone. I recollect once, happening to be looking round his room in his absence, coming on a poem he had written to her. It was hot stuff — very hot! If that girl has kept those letters its my belief we shall see Freddie following in Lord Stockheaths footsteps.

There was a hush of delighted horror round the table.

Goo! said Miss Chesters escort with unction. You dont say so, Mr. Judson! It wouldnt half make them look silly if the Honorable Frederick was sued for breach just now, with the wedding coming on!

There is no danger of that.

It was Joans voice, and she had spoken with such decision that she had the ear of the table immediately. All eyes looked in her direction. Ashe was struck with her expression. Her eyes were shining as though she were angry; and there was a flush on her face. A phrase he had used in the train came back to him. She looked like a princess in disguise.

What makes you say that, Miss Simpson? inquired Judson, annoyed. He had been at pains to make the companys flesh creep, and it appeared to be Joans aim to undo his work.

It seemed to Ashe that Joan made an effort of some sort, as though she were pulling herself together and remembering where she was.

Well, she said, almost lamely, I dont think it at all likely that he proposed marriage to this girl.

You never can tell, said Judson. My impression is that Freddie did. Its my belief that theres something on his mind these days. Before he went to London with his lordship the other day he was behaving very strange. And since he came back its my belief that he has been brooding. And I happen to know he followed the affair of Lord Stockheath pretty closely, for he clipped the clippings out of the paper. I found them myself one day when I happened to be going through his things.

Beach cleared his throat — his mode of indicating that he was about to monopolize the conversation.

And in any case, Miss Simpson, he said solemnly, with things come to the pass they ave come to, and the juries — drawn from the lower classes — in the nasty mood theyre in, it dont seem hardly necessary in these affairs for there to have been any definite promise of marriage. What with all this socialism rampant, they seem so appy at the idea of being able to do one of us an injury that they give heavy damages without it. A few ardent expressions, and thats enough for them. You recollect the Havant case, and when young Lord Mount Anville was sued? What it comes to is that anarchy is getting the upper hand, and the lower classes are getting above themselves. Its all these ere cheap newspapers that does it. They tempt the lower classes to get above themselves.

Only this morning I had to speak severe to that young fellow, James, the footman. He was a good young fellow once and did his work well, and had a proper respect for people; but now hes gone all to pieces. And why? Because six months ago he had the rheumatism, and had the audacity to send his picture and a testimonial, saying that it ad cured im of awful agonies, to Walkinshaws Supreme Ointment, and they printed it in half a dozen papers; and it as been the ruin of James. He as got above himself and dont care for nobody.

Well, all I can say is, resumed Judson, that I ope to goodness nothing wont happen to Freddie of that kind; for its not every girl that would have him.

There was a murmur of assent to this truth.

Now your Miss Peters, said Judson tolerantly— she seems a nice little thing.

She would be pleased to hear you say so, said Joan.

Joan Valentine! cried Judson, bringing his hands down on the tablecloth with a bang. Ive just remembered it. That was the name of the girl Freddie used to write the letters and poems to; and thats who it is Ive been trying all along to think you reminded me of, Miss Simpson. Youre the living image of Freddies Miss Joan Valentine.

Ashe was not normally a young man of particularly ready wit; but on this occasion it may have been that the shock of this revelation, added to the fact that something must be done speedily if Joans discomposure was not to become obvious to all present, quickened his intelligence. Joan, usually so sure of herself, so ready of resource, had gone temporarily to pieces. She was quite white, and her eyes met Ashes with almost a hunted expression.

If the attention of the company was to be diverted, something drastic must be done. A mere verbal attempt to change the conversation would be useless. Inspiration descended on Ashe.

In the days of his childhood in Hayling, Massachusetts, he had played truant from Sunday school again and again in order to frequent the society of one Eddie Waffles, the official bad boy of the locality. It was not so much Eddies charm of conversation which had attracted him — though that had been great — as the fact that Eddie, among his other accomplishments, could give a lifelike imitation of two cats fighting in a back yard; and Ashe felt that he could never be happy until he had acquired this gift from the master.

In course of time he had done so. It might be that his absences from Sunday school in the cause of art had left him in later years a trifle shaky on the subject of the Kings of Judah, but his hard-won accomplishment had made him in request at every smoking concert at Oxford; and it saved the situation now.

Have you ever heard two cats fighting in a back yard? he inquired casually of his neighbor, Miss Willoughby.

The next moment the performance was in full swing. Young Master Waffles, who had devoted considerable study to his subject, had conceived the combat of his imaginary cats in a broad, almost Homeric, vein. The unpleasantness opened with a low gurgling sound, answered by another a shade louder and possibly more querulous. A momentary silence was followed by a long-drawn note, like rising wind, cut off abruptly and succeeded by a grumbling mutter. The response to this was a couple of sharp howls. Both parties to the contest then indulged in a discontented whining, growing louder and louder until the air was full of electric menace. And then, after another sharp silence, came war, noisy and overwhelming.

Standing at Master Waffles side, you could follow almost every movement of that intricate fray, and mark how now one and now the other of the battlers gained a short-lived advantage. Shrewd blows were taken and given, and with the eye of the imagination you could see the air thick with flying fur. Louder and louder grew the din; and then, at its height, it ceased in one crescendo of tumult, and all was still, save for a faint, angry moaning.

Such was the cat fight of Master Eddie Waffles; and Ashe, though falling short of the master, as a pupil must, rendered it faithfully and with energy.

To say that the attention of the company was diverted from Mr. Judson and his remarks by the extraordinary noises which proceeded from Ashes lips would be to offer a mere shadowy suggestion of the sensation caused by his efforts. At first, stunned surprise, then consternation, greeted him. Beach, the butler, was staring as one watching a miracle, nearer apparently to apoplexy than ever. On the faces of the others every shade of emotion was to be seen.

That this should be happening in the stewards room at Blandings Castle was scarcely less amazing than if it had taken place in a cathedral. The upper servants, rigid in their seats, looked at each other, like Cortés soldiers— with a wild surmise.

The last faint moan of feline defiance died away and silence fell on the room. Ashe turned to Miss Willoughby.

Just like that! he said. I was telling Miss Willoughby, he added apologetically to Mrs. Twemlow, about the cats in London. They were a great trial.

For perhaps three seconds his social reputation swayed to and fro in the balance, while the company pondered on what he had done. It was new; but was it humorous — or was it vulgar? There is nothing the English upper servant so abhors as vulgarity. That was what the stewards room was trying to make up its mind about.

Then Miss Willoughby threw her shapely head back and the squeal of her laughter smote the ceiling. And at that the company made its decision. Everybody laughed. Everybody urged Ashe to give an encore. Everybody was his friend and admirer — everybody but Beach, the butler. Beach, the butler, was shocked to his very core. His heavy-lidded eyes rested on Ashe with disapproval. It seemed to Beach, the butler, that this young man Marson had got above himself.

Ashe found Joan at his side. Dinner was over and the diners were making for the housekeepers room.

Thank you, Mr. Marson. That was very good of you and very clever. Her eyes twinkled. But what a terrible chance you took! You have made yourself a popular success, but you might just as easily have become a social outcast. As it is, I am afraid Mr. Beach did not approve.

Im afraid he didnt. In a minute or so Im going to fawn on him and make all well.

Joan lowered her voice.

It was quite true, what that odious little man said. Freddie Threepwood did write me letters. Of course I destroyed them long ago.

But werent you running the risk in coming here that he might recognize you? Wouldnt that make it rather unpleasant for you?

I never met him, you see. He only wrote to me. When he came to the station to meet us this evening he looked startled to see me; so I suppose he remembers my appearance. But Aline will have told him that my name is Simpson.

That fellow Judson said he was brooding. I think you ought to put him out of his misery.

Mr. Judson must have been letting his imagination run away with him. He is out of his misery. He sent a horrid fat man named Jones to see me in London about the letters, and I told him I had destroyed them. He must have let Threepwood know that by this time.

I see.

They went into the housekeepers room. Mr. Beach was standing before the fire. Ashe went up to him. It was not an easy matter to mollify Mr. Beach. Ashe tried the most tempting topics. He mentioned swollen feet — he dangled the lining of Mr. Beachs stomach temptingly before his eyes; but the butler was not to be softened. Only when Ashe turned the conversation to the subject of the museum did a flicker of animation stir him.

Mr. Beach was fond and proud of the Blandings Castle museum. It had been the means of getting him into print for the first and only time in his life. A year before, a representative of the Intelligencer and Echo, from the neighboring town of Blatchford, had come to visit the castle on behalf of his paper; and he had begun one section of his article with the words: Under the auspices of Mr. Beach, my genial cicerone, I then visited his lordships museum — — Mr. Beach treasured the clipping.

He responded almost amiably to Ashes questions. Yes; he had seen the scarab — he pronounced it scayrub — which Mr. Peters had presented to his lordship. He understood that his lordship thought very highly of Mr. Peters scayrub. He had overheard Mr. Baxter telling his lordship that it was extremely valuable.

Mr. Beach, said Ashe, I wonder whether you would take me to see Lord Emsworths museum?

Mr. Beach regarded him heavily.

I shall be pleased to take you to see is lordships museum, he replied.

One can attribute only to the nervous mental condition following the interview he had had with Ashe in his bedroom the rash act Mr. Peters attempted shortly after dinner.

Mr. Peters, shortly after dinner, was in a dangerous and reckless mood. He had had a wretched time all through the meal. The Blandings chef had extended himself in honor of the house party, and had produced a succession of dishes, which in happier days Mr. Peters would have devoured eagerly. To be compelled by considerations of health to pass these by was enough to damp the liveliest optimist. Mr. Peters had suffered terribly. Occasions of feasting and revelry like the present were for him so many battlefields, on which greed fought with prudence.

All through dinner he brooded on Ashes defiance and the horrors which were to result from that defiance. One of Mr. Peters most painful memories was of a two weeks visit he had once paid to Mr. Muldoons interesting establishment. He had been persuaded to go there by a brother millionaire whom, until then, he had always regarded as a friend. The memory of Mr. Muldoons cold shower baths and brisk system of physical exercise still lingered.

The thought that under Ashes rule he was to go through privately very much what he had gone through in the company of a gang of other dyspeptic millionaires at Muldoons froze him with horror. He knew those health cranks who believed that all mortal ailments could be cured by cold showers and brisk walks. They were all alike and they nearly killed you. His worst nightmare was the one where he dreamed he was back at Muldoons, leading his horse up that endless hill outside the village.

He would not stand it! He would be hanged if hed stand it! He would defy Ashe. But if he defied Ashe, Ashe would go away; and then whom could he find to recover his lost scarab?

Mr. Peters began to appreciate the true meaning of the phrase about the horns of a dilemma. The horns of this dilemma occupied his attention until the end of the dinner. He shifted uneasily from one to the other and back again. He rose from the table in a thoroughly overwrought condition of mind. And then, somehow, in the course of the evening, he found himself alone in the hall, not a dozen feet from the unlocked museum door.

It was not immediately that he appreciated the significance of this fact. He had come to the hall because its solitude suited his mood. It was only after he had finished a cigar — Ashe could not stop his smoking after dinner — that it suddenly flashed on him that he had ready at hand a solution of all his troubles. A brief minutes resolute action and the scarab would be his again, and the menace of Ashe a thing of the past. He glanced about him. Yes; he was alone.

Not once since the removal of the scarab had begun to exercise his mind had Mr. Peters contemplated for an instant the possibility of recovering it himself. The prospect of the unpleasantness that would ensue had been enough to make him regard such an action as out of the question. The risk was too great to be considered for a moment; but here he was, in a position where the risk was negligible!

Like Ashe, he had always visualized the recovery of his scarab as a thing of the small hours, a daring act to be performed when sleep held the castle in its grip. That an opportunity would be presented to him of walking in quite calmly and walking out again with the Cheops in his pocket had never occurred to him as a possibility.

Yet now this chance was presenting itself in all its simplicity, and all he had to do was to grasp it. The door of the museum was not even closed. He could see from where he stood that it was ajar.

He moved cautiously in its direction — not in a straight line as one going to a museum, but circuitously as one strolling without an aim. From time to time he glanced over his shoulder. He reached the door, hesitated, and passed it. He turned, reached the door again — and again passed it. He stood for a moment darting his eyes about the hall; then, in a burst of resolution, he dashed for the door and shot in like a rabbit.

At the same moment the Efficient Baxter, who, from the shelter of a pillar on the gallery that ran around two-thirds of the hall, had been eyeing the peculiar movements of the distinguished guest with considerable interest for some minutes, began to descend the stairs.

Rupert Baxter, the Earl of Emsworths indefatigable private secretary, was one of those men whose chief characteristic is a vague suspicion of their fellow human beings. He did not suspect them of this or that definite crime; he simply suspected them. He prowled through life as we are told the hosts of Midian prowled.

His powers in this respect were well-known at Blandings Castle. The Earl of Emsworth said: Baxter is invaluable — positively invaluable. The Honorable Freddie said: A chappie cant take a step in this bally house without stumbling over that damn feller, Baxter! The manservant and the maidservant within the gates, like Miss Willoughby, employing that crisp gift for characterization which is the property of the English lower orders, described him as a Nosey Parker.

Peering over the railing of the balcony and observing the curious movements of Mr. Peters, who, as a matter of fact, while making up his mind to approach the door, had been backing and filling about the hall in a quaint serpentine manner like a man trying to invent a new variety of the tango, the Efficient Baxter had found himself in some way — why, he did not know — of what, he could not say — but in some nebulous way, suspicious.

He had not definitely accused Mr. Peters in his mind of any specific tort or malfeasance. He had merely felt that something fishy was toward. He had a sixth sense in such matters.

But when Mr. Peters, making up his mind, leaped into the museum, Baxters suspicions lost their vagueness and became crystallized. Certainty descended on him like a bolt from the skies. On oath, before a notary, the Efficient Baxter would have declared that J. Preston Peters was about to try to purloin the scarab.
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Lest we should seem to be attributing too miraculous powers of intuition to Lord Emsworths secretary, it should be explained that the mystery which hung about that curio had exercised his mind not a little since his employer had given it to him to place in the museum. He knew Lord Emsworths power of forgetting and he did not believe his account of the transaction. Scarab maniacs like Mr. Peters did not give away specimens from their collections as presents. But he had not divined the truth of what had happened in London.

The conclusion at which he had arrived was that Lord Emsworth had bought the scarab and had forgotten all about it. To support this theory was the fact that the latter had taken his check book to London with him. Baxters long acquaintance with the earl had left him with the conviction that there was no saying what he might not do if left loose in London with a check book.

As to Mr. Peters motive for entering the museum, that, too, seemed completely clear to the secretary. Baxter was a curio enthusiast himself and he had served collectors in a secretarial capacity; and he knew, both from experience and observation, that strange madness which may at any moment afflict the collector, wiping out morality and the nice distinction between mine and thine as with a sponge. He knew that collectors who would not steal a loaf if they were starving might — and did — fall before the temptation of a coveted curio.

He descended the stairs three at a time, and entered the museum at the very instant when Mr. Peters twitching fingers were about to close on his treasure. He handled the delicate situation with eminent tact. Mr. Peters, at the sound of his step, had executed a backward leap, which was as good as a confession of guilt, and his face was rigid with dismay; but the Efficient Baxter pretended not to notice these phenomena. His manner, when he spoke, was easy and unembarrassed:
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Mr. Peters was recovering slowly. Baxter talked on, to give him time. He spoke of Mut and Bubastis, of Ammon and the Book of the Dead. He directed the others attention to the Roman coins.

He was touching on some aspects of the Princess Gilukhipa of Mitanni, in whom his hearer could scarcely fail to be interested, when the door opened and Beach, the butler, came in, accompanied by Ashe. In the bustle of the interruption Mr. Peters escaped, glad to be elsewhere, and questioning for the first time in his life the dictum that if you want a thing well done you must do it yourself.

I was not aware, sir, said Beach, the butler, that you were in occupation of the museum. I would not have intruded; but this young man expressed a desire to examine the exhibits, and I took the liberty of conducting him.

Come in, Beach — come in, said Baxter.

The light fell on Ashes face, and he recognized him as the cheerful young man who had inquired the way to Mr. Peters room before dinner and who, he had by this time discovered, was not the Hon. Freddies friend, George Emerson — or, indeed, any other of the guests of the house.

Oh, Beach!

Sir?

Just a moment.

He drew the butler into the hall, out of earshot.

Beach, who is that man?

Mr. Peters valet, sir.

Mr. Peters valet?

Yes, sir.

Has he been in service long? asked Baxter, remembering that a mere menial had addressed him as old man.

Beach lowered his voice. He and the Efficient Baxter were old allies, and it seemed right to Beach to confide in him.

He has only just joined Mr. Peters, sir; and he has never been in service before. He told me so himself, and I was unable to elicit from him any information as to his antecedents. His manner struck me, sir, as peculiar. It crossed my mind to wonder whether Mr. Peters happened to be aware of this. I should dislike to do any young man an injury; but, if you think Mr. Peters should be informed —— It might be anyone coming to a gentleman without a character, like this young man. Mr. Peters might have been deceived, sir.

The Efficient Baxters manner became distraught. His mind was working rapidly.

Should he be informed, sir?

Eh? Who?

Mr. Peters, sir — in case he should have been deceived?

No, no; Mr. Peters knows his own business.

Far from me be it to appear officious, sir; but — —

Mr. Peters probably knows all about him. Tell me, Beach, who was it suggested this visit to the museum? Did you?

It was at the young mans express desire that I conducted him, sir.

The Efficient Baxter returned to the museum without a word. Ashe, standing in the middle of the room, was impressing the topography of the place on his memory. He was unaware of the piercing stare of suspicion that was being directed at him from behind.

He did not see Baxter. He was not even thinking of Baxter; but Baxter was on the alert. Baxter was on the warpath. Baxter knew!


CHAPTER VI
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AMONG THE COMPENSATIONS of advancing age is a wholesome pessimism, which, though it takes the fine edge off of whatever triumphs may come to us, has the admirable effect of preventing Fate from working off on us any of those gold bricks, coins with strings attached, and unhatched chickens, at which ardent youth snatches with such enthusiasm, to its subsequent disappointment. As we emerge from the twenties we grow into a habit of mind that looks askance at Fate bearing gifts. We miss, perhaps, the occasional prize, but we also avoid leaping light-heartedly into traps.

Ashe Marson had yet to reach the age of tranquil mistrust; and when Fate seemed to be treating him kindly he was still young enough to accept such kindnesses at their face value and rejoice at them.

As he sat on his bed at the end of his first evening in Castle Blandings, he was conscious to a remarkable degree that Fortune was treating him well. He had survived — not merely without discredit but with positive triumph — the initiatory plunge into the etiquette maelstrom of life below stairs. So far from doing the wrong thing and drawing down on himself the just scorn of the stewards room, he had been the life and soul of the party. Even if to-morrow, in an absent-minded fit, he should anticipate the groom of the chambers in the march to the table, he would be forgiven; for the humorist has his privileges.

So much for that. But that was only a part of Fortunes kindnesses. To have discovered on the first day of their association the correct method of handling and reducing to subjection his irascible employer was an even greater boon. A prolonged association with Mr. Peters on the lines in which their acquaintance had begun would have been extremely trying. Now, by virtue of a fortunate stand at the outset, he had spiked the millionaires guns.

Thirdly, and most important of all, he had not only made himself familiar with the locality and surroundings of the scarab, but he had seen, beyond the possibility of doubt, that the removal of it and the earning of the five thousand dollars would be the simplest possible task. Already he was spending the money in his mind. And to such lengths had optimism led him that, as he sat on his bed reviewing the events of the day, his only doubt was whether to get the scarab at once or to let it remain where it was until he had the opportunity of doing Mr. Peters interior good on the lines he had mapped out in their conversation; for, of course, directly he had restored the scarab to its rightful owner and pocketed the reward, his position as healer and trainer to the millionaire would cease automatically.

He was sorry for that, because it troubled him to think that a sick man would not be made well; but, on the whole, looking at it from every aspect, it would be best to get the scarab as soon as possible and leave Mr. Peters digestion to look after itself. Being twenty-six and an optimist, he had no suspicion that Fate might be playing with him; that Fate might have unpleasant surprises in store; that Fate even now was preparing to smite him in his hour of joy with that powerful weapon, the Efficient Baxter.

He looked at his watch. It was five minutes to one. He had no idea whether they kept early hours at Blandings Castle or not, but he deemed it prudent to give the household another hour in which to settle down. After which he would just trot down and collect the scarab.

The novel he had brought down with him from London fortunately proved interesting. Two oclock came before he was ready for it. He slipped the book into his pocket and opened the door.

All was still — still and uncommonly dark. Along the corridor on which his room was situated the snores of sleeping domestics exploded, growled and twittered in the air. Every menial on the list seemed to be snoring, some in one key, some in another, some defiantly, some plaintively; but the main fact was that they were all snoring somehow, thus intimating that, so far as this side of the house was concerned, the coast might be considered clear and interruption of his plans a negligible risk.

Researches made at an earlier hour had familiarized him with the geography of the place. He found his way to the green-baize door without difficulty and, stepping through, was in the hall, where the remains of the log fire still glowed a fitful red. This, however, was the only illumination, and it was fortunate that he did not require light to guide him to the museum.

He knew the direction and had measured the distance. It was precisely seventeen steps from where he stood. Cautiously, and with avoidance of noise, he began to make the seventeen steps.

He was beginning the eleventh when he bumped into somebody — somebody soft — somebody whose hand, as it touched his, felt small and feminine.

The fragment of a log fell on the ashes and the fire gave a dying spurt. Darkness succeeded the sudden glow. The fire was out. That little flame had been its last effort before expiring, but it had been enough to enable him to recognize Joan Valentine.

Good Lord! he gasped.

His astonishment was short-lived. Next moment the only thing that surprised him was the fact that he was not more surprised. There was something about this girl that made the most bizarre happenings seem right and natural. Ever since he had met her his life had changed from an orderly succession of uninteresting days to a strange carnival of the unexpected, and use was accustoming him to it. Life had taken on the quality of a dream, in which anything might happen and in which everything that did happen was to be accepted with the calmness natural in dreams.

It was strange that she should be here in the pitch-dark hall in the middle of the night; but — after all — no stranger than that he should be. In this dream world in which he now moved it had to be taken for granted that people did all sorts of odd things from all sorts of odd motives.

Hello! he said.

Dont be alarmed.

No, no!

I think we are both here for the same reason.

You dont mean to say — —

Yes; I have come here to earn the five thousand dollars, too, Mr. Marson. We are rivals.

In his present frame of mind it seemed so simple and intelligible to Ashe that he wondered whether he was really hearing it the first time. He had an odd feeling that he had known this all along.

You are here to get the scarab?

Exactly.

Ashe was dimly conscious of some objection to this, but at first it eluded him. Then he pinned it down.

But you arent a young man of good appearance, he said.

I dont know what you mean. But Aline Peters is an old friend of mine. She told me her father would give a large reward to whoever recovered the scarab; so I — —

Look out! whispered Ashe. Run! Theres somebody coming!

There was a soft footfall on the stairs, a click, and above Ashes head a light flashed out. He looked round. He was alone, and the green-baize door was swaying gently to and fro.

Whos that? Whos there? said a voice. The Efficient Baxter was coming down the broad staircase.

A general suspicion of mankind and a definite and particular suspicion of one individual made a bad opiate. For over an hour sleep had avoided the Efficient Baxter with an unconquerable coyness. He had tried all the known ways of wooing slumber, but they had failed him, from the counting of sheep downward. The events of the night had whipped his mind to a restless activity. Try as he might to lose consciousness, the recollection of the plot he had discovered surged up and kept him wakeful.

It is the penalty of the suspicious type of mind that it suffers from its own activity. From the moment he detected Mr. Peters in the act of rifling the museum and marked down Ashe as an accomplice, Baxters repose was doomed. Nor poppy nor mandragora, nor all the drowsy sirups of the East, could ever medicine him to that sweet sleep which he owned yesterday.

But it was the recollection that on previous occasions of wakefulness hot whisky and water had done the trick, which had now brought him from his bed and downstairs. His objective was the decanter on the table of the smoking room, which was one of the rooms opening off the gallery that looked down on the hall. Hot water he could achieve in his bedroom by means of his alcohol lamp.

So out of bed he had climbed and downstairs he had come; and here he was, to all appearances just in time to foil the very plot on which he had been brooding. Mr. Peters might be in bed, but there in the hall below him stood the accomplice, not ten paces from the museum door. He arrived on the spot at racing speed and confronted Ashe.

What are you doing here?

And then, from the Baxter viewpoint, things began to go wrong. By all the rules of the game, Ashe, caught, as it were, red-handed, should have wilted, stammered and confessed all; but Ashe was fortified by that philosophic calm which comes to us in dreams, and, moreover, he had his story ready.

Mr. Peters rang for me, sir.

He had never expected to feel grateful to the little firebrand who employed him, but he had to admit that the millionaire, in their late conversation, had shown forethought. The thought struck him that but for Mr. Peters advice he might by now be in an extremely awkward position; for his was not a swiftly inventive mind.

Rang for you? At half past two in the morning!

To read to him, sir.

To read to him at this hour?

Mr. Peters suffers from insomnia, sir. He has a weak digestion and pain sometimes prevents him from sleeping. The lining of his stomach is not at all what it should be.

I dont believe a word of it.

With that meekness which makes the good man wronged so impressive a spectacle, Ashe produced and exhibited his novel.

Here is the book I am about to read to him. I think, sir, if you will excuse me, I had better be going to his room. Goodnight, sir.

He proceeded to mount the stairs. He was sorry for Mr. Peters, so shortly about to be roused from a refreshing slumber; but these were lifes tragedies and must be borne bravely.

The Efficient Baxter dogged him the whole way, sprinting silently in his wake and dodging into the shadows whenever the light of an occasional electric bulb made it inadvisable to keep to the open. Then abruptly he gave up the pursuit. For the first time his comparative impotence in this silent conflict on which he had embarked was made manifest to him, and he perceived that on mere suspicion, however strong, he could do nothing. To accuse Mr. Peters of theft or to accuse him of being accessory to a theft was out of the question.

Yet his whole being revolted at the thought of allowing the sanctity of the museum to be violated. Officially its contents belonged to Lord Emsworth, but ever since his connection with the castle he had been in charge of them, and he had come to look on them as his own property. If he was only a collector by proxy he had, nevertheless, the collectors devotion to his curios, beside which the lioness attachment to her cubs is tepid; and he was prepared to do anything to retain in his possession a scarab toward which he already entertained the feelings of a life proprietor.

No — not quite anything! He stopped short at the idea of causing unpleasantness between the father of the Honorable Freddie and the father of the Honorable Freddies fiancée. His secretarial position at the castle was a valuable one and he was loath to jeopardize it.

There was only one way in which this delicate affair could be brought to a satisfactory conclusion. It was obvious from what he had seen that night that Mr. Peters connection with the attempt on the scarab was to be merely sympathetic, and that the actual theft was to be accomplished by Ashe. His only course, therefore, was to catch Ashe actually in the museum. Then Mr. Peters need not appear in the matter at all. Mr. Peters position in those circumstances would be simply that of a man who had happened to employ, through no fault of his own, a valet who happened to be a thief.

He had made a mistake, he perceived, in locking the door of the museum. In future he must leave it open, as a trap is open; and he must stay up nights and keep watch. With these reflections, the Efficient Baxter returned to his room.

Meantime, Ashe had entered Mr. Peters bedroom and switched on the light. Mr. Peters, who had just succeeded in dropping off to sleep, sat up with a start.

Ive come to read to you, said Ashe.

Mr. Peters emitted a stifled howl, in which wrath and self-pity were nicely blended.

You fool, dont you know I have just managed to get to sleep?

And now youre awake again, said Ashe soothingly. Such is life! A little rest, a little folding of the hands in sleep, and then bing! — off we go again. I hope you will like this novel. I dipped into it and it seems good.

What do you mean by coming in here at this time of night? Are you crazy?

It was your suggestion; and, by the way, I must thank you for it. I apologize for calling it thin. It worked like a charm. I dont think he believed it — in fact, I know he didnt; but it held him. I couldnt have thought up anything half so good in an emergency.

Mr. Peters wrath changed to excitement.

Did you get it? Have you been after my Cheops?

I have been after your Cheops, but I didnt get it. Bad men were abroad. That fellow with the spectacles, who was in the museum when I met you there this evening, swooped down from nowhere, and I had to tell him that you had rung for me to read to you. Fortunately I had this novel on me. I think he followed me upstairs to see whether I really did come to your room.

Mr. Peters groaned miserably.

Baxter, he said; hes a man named Baxter — Lord Emsworths private secretary; and he suspects us. Hes the man we — I mean you — have got to look out for.
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Well, never mind. Lets be happy while we can. Make yourself comfortable and Ill start reading. After all, what could be pleasanter than a little literature in the small hours? Shall I begin?

Ashe Marson found Joan Valentine in the stable yard after breakfast the next morning, playing with a retriever puppy.

Will you spare me a moment of your valuable time?

Certainly, Mr. Marson.

Shall we walk out into the open somewhere — where we cant be overheard?

Perhaps it would be better.

They moved off.

Request your canine friend to withdraw, said Ashe. He prevents me from marshaling my thoughts.

Im afraid he wont withdraw.

Never mind. Ill do my best in spite of him. Tell me, was I dreaming or did I really meet you in the hall this morning at about twenty minutes after two?

You did.

And did you really tell me that you had come to the castle to steal — —

Recover.

 —— recover Mr. Peters scarab?

I did.

Then its true?

It is.

Ashe scraped the ground with a meditative toe.

This, he said, seems to me to complicate matters somewhat.

It complicates them abominably!

I suppose you were surprised when you found that I was on the same game as yourself.

Not in the least.

You werent!

I knew it directly I saw the advertisement in the Morning Post. And I hunted up the Morning Post directly you had told me that you had become Mr. Peters valet.

You have known all along!

I have.

Ashe regarded her admiringly.

Youre wonderful!

Because I saw through you?

Partly that; but chiefly because you had the pluck to undertake a thing like this.

You undertook it.

But Im a man.

And Im a woman. And my theory, Mr. Marson, is that a woman can do nearly everything better than a man. What a splendid test case this would make to settle the Votes-for-Women question once and for all! Here we are — you and I — a man and a woman, each trying for the same thing and each starting with equal chances. Suppose I beat you? How about the inferiority of women then?

I have never said women were inferior.

You did with your eyes.

Besides, youre an exceptional woman.

You cant get out of it with a compliment. Im a very ordinary woman and Im going to beat a real man.

Ashe frowned.

I dont like to think of ourselves as working against each other.

Why not?

Because I like you.

I like you, Mr. Marson; but we must not let sentiment interfere with business. You want Mr. Peters five thousand dollars. So do I.

I hate the thought of being the instrument to prevent you from getting the money.

You wont be. I shall be the instrument to prevent you from getting it. I dont like that thought, either; but one has got to face it.

It makes me feel mean.

Thats simply your old-fashioned masculine attitude toward the female, Mr. Marson. You look on woman as a weak creature, to be shielded and petted. We arent anything of the sort. Were terrors! Were as hard as nails. Were awful creatures. You mustnt let my sex interfere with your trying to get this reward. Think of me as though I were another man. Were up against each other in a fair fight, and I dont want any special privileges. If you dont do your best from now onward I shall never forgive you. Do you understand?

I suppose so.

And we shall need to do our best. That little man with the glasses is on his guard. I was listening to you last night from behind the door. By the way, you shouldnt have told me to run away and then have stayed yourself to be caught. That is an example of the sort of thing I mean. It was chivalry — not business.

I had a story ready to account for my being there. You had not.

And what a capital story it was! I shall borrow it for my own use. If I am caught I shall say I had to read Aline to sleep because she suffers from insomnia. And I shouldnt wonder if she did — poor girl! She doesnt get enough to eat. She is being starved — poor child! I heard one of the footmen say that she refused everything at dinner last night. And, though she vows it isnt, my belief is that its all because she is afraid to make a stand against her old father. Its a shame!

She is a weak creature, to be shielded and petted, said Ashe solemnly.

Joan laughed.

Well, yes; you caught me there. I admit that poor Aline is not a shining example of the formidable modern woman; but — — She stopped. Oh, bother! Ive just thought of what I ought to have said — the good repartee that would have crushed you. I suppose its too late now?

Not at all. Im like that myself — only it is the next day when I hit the right answer. Shall we go back? . . . She is a weak creature, to be shielded and petted.

Thank you so much, said Joan gratefully. And why is she a weak creature? Because she has allowed herself to be shielded and petted; because she has permitted man to give her special privileges, and generally —— No; it isnt so good as I thought it was going to be.

It should be crisper, said Ashe critically. It lacks the punch.

But it brings me back to my point, which is that I am not going to imitate her and forfeit my independence of action in return for chivalry. Try to look at it from my point of view, Mr. Marson. I know you need the money just as much as I do. Well, dont you think I should feel a little mean if I thought you were not trying your hardest to get it, simply because you didnt think it would be fair to try your hardest against a woman? That would cripple me. I should not feel as though I had the right to do anything. Its too important a matter for you to treat me like a child and let me win to avoid disappointing me. I want the money; but I dont want it handed to me.

Believe me, said Ashe earnestly, it will not be handed to you. I have studied the Baxter question more deeply than you have, and I can assure you that Baxter is a menace. What has put him so firmly on the right scent I dont know; but he seems to have divined the exact state of affairs in its entirety — so far as I am concerned, that is to say. Of course he has no idea you are mixed up in the business; but I am afraid his suspicion of me will hit you as well. What I mean is, that I fancy that man proposes to camp out on the rug in front of the museum door for some time to come. It would be madness for either of us to attempt to go there at present.

It is being made very hard for us, isnt it? And I thought it was going to be so simple.

I think we should give him at least a week to simmer down.

Fully that.

Let us look on the bright side. We are in no hurry. Blandings Castle is quite as comfortable as Number Seven Arundel Street, and the commissariat department is a revelation to me. I had no idea English servants did themselves so well. And as for the social side, I love it; I revel in it. For the first time in my life I feel as though I am somebody. Did you observe my manner toward the kitchen maid who waited on us at dinner last night? A touch of the old noblesse about it, I fancy. Dignified, but not unkind, I think. And I can keep it up. So far as I am concerned, let this life continue indefinitely.

But what about Mr. Peters? Dont you think there is danger he may change his mind about that five thousand dollars if we keep him waiting too long?

Not a chance of it. Being almost within touch of his scarab has had the worst effect on him. It has intensified the craving. By the way, have you seen the scarab?

Yes; I got Mrs. Twemlow to take me to the museum while you were talking to the butler. It was dreadful to feel that it was lying there in the open waiting for somebody to take it, and not be able to do anything.

I felt exactly the same. It isnt much to look at, is it? If it hadnt been for the label I wouldnt have believed it was the thing for which Peters was offering five thousand dollars reward. But thats his affair. A thing is worth what somebody will give for it. Ours not to reason why; ours but to elude Baxter and get it.

Ours, indeed! You speak as though we were partners instead of rivals. Ashe uttered an exclamation. Youve hit it! Why not? Why any cutthroat competition? Why shouldnt we form a company? It would solve everything.

Joan looked thoughtful.

You mean divide the reward?

Exactly — into two equal parts.

And the labor?

The labor?

How shall we divide that?

Ashe hesitated.

My idea, he said, was that I should do what I might call the — what I might call the rough work; and — —

You mean you should do the actual taking of the scarab?

Exactly. I would look after that end of it.

And what would my duties be?

Well, you — you would, as it were — how shall I put it? You would, so to speak, lend moral support.

By lying snugly in bed, fast asleep?

Ashe avoided her eye.

Well, yes — er — something on those lines.

While you ran all the risks?

No, no. The risks are practically nonexistent.

I thought you said just now that it would be madness for either of us to attempt to go to the museum at present. Joan laughed. It wont do, Mr. Marson. You remind me of an old cat I once had. Whenever he killed a mouse he would bring it into the drawing-room and lay it affectionately at my feet. I would reject the corpse with horror and turn him out, but back he would come with his loathsome gift. I simply couldnt make him understand that he was not doing me a kindness. He thought highly of his mouse and it was beyond him to realize that I did not want it.

You are just the same with your chivalry. Its very kind of you to keep offering me your dead mouse; but honestly I have no use for it. I wont take favors just because I happen to be a female. If we are going to form this partnership I insist on doing my fair share of the work and running my fair share of the risks — the practically nonexistent risks.

Youre very — resolute.

Say pig-headed; I shant mind. Certainly I am! A girl has got to be, even nowadays, if she wants to play fair. Listen, Mr. Marson; I will not have the dead mouse. I do not like dead mice. If you attempt to work off your dead mouse on me this partnership ceases before it has begun. If we are to work together we are going to make alternate attempts to get the scarab. No other arrangement will satisfy me.

Then I claim the right to make the first one.

You dont do anything of the sort. We toss up for first chance, like little ladies and gentlemen. Have you a coin? I will spin, and you call.

Ashe made a last stand.

This is perfectly — —

Mr. Marson!

Ashe gave in. He produced a coin and handed it to her gloomily.

Under protest, he said.

Head or tail? said Joan, unmoved.

Ashe watched the coin gyrating in the sunshine.

Tail! he cried.

The coin stopped rolling.

Tail it is, said Joan. What a nuisance! Well, never mind — Ill get my chance if you fail.

I shant fail, said Ashe fervently. If I have to pull the museum down I wont fail. Thank heaven, theres no chance now of your doing anything foolish!

Dont be too sure. Well, good luck, Mr. Marson!

Thank you, partner.

They shook hands.

As they parted at the door, Joan made one further remark:

Theres just one thing, Mr. Marson.

Yes?

If I could have accepted the mouse from anyone I should certainly have accepted it from you.


CHAPTER VII
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IT IS WORTHY of record, in the light of after events, that at the beginning of their visit it was the general opinion of the guests gathered together at Blandings Castle that the place was dull. The house party had that air of torpor which one sees in the saloon passengers of an Atlantic liner — that appearance of resignation to an enforced idleness and a monotony to be broken only by meals. Lord Emsworths guests gave the impression, collectively, of being just about to yawn and look at their watches.

This was partly the fault of the time of year, for most house parties are dull if they happen to fall between the hunting and the shooting seasons, but must be attributed chiefly to Lord Emsworths extremely sketchy notions of the duties of a host.

A host has no right to intern a regiment of his relations in his house unless he also invites lively and agreeable outsiders to meet them. If he does commit this solecism the least he can do is to work himself to the bone in the effort to invent amusements and diversions for his victims. Lord Emsworth had failed badly in both these matters. With the exception of Mr. Peters, his daughter Aline and George Emerson, there was nobody in the house who did not belong to the clan; and as for his exerting himself to entertain, the company was lucky if it caught a glimpse of its host at meals.

Lord Emsworth belonged to the people-like-to-be-left-alone-to-amuse-themselves-when-they-come-to-a-place school of hosts. He pottered about the garden in an old coat — now uprooting a weed, now wrangling with the autocrat from Scotland who was theoretically in his service as head gardener — dreamily satisfied, when he thought of them at all, that his guests were as perfectly happy as he was.

Apart from his son Freddie, whom he had long since dismissed as a youth of abnormal tastes, from whom nothing reasonable was to be expected, he could not imagine anyones not being content merely to be at Blandings when the buds were bursting on the trees.

A resolute hostess might have saved the situation; but Lady Ann Warblingtons abilities in that direction stopped short at leaving everything to Mrs. Twemlow and writing letters in her bedroom. When Lady Ann Warblington was not writing letters in her bedroom — which was seldom, for she had an apparently inexhaustible correspondence — she was nursing sick headaches in it. She was one of those hostesses whom a guest never sees except when he goes into the library and espies the tail of her skirt vanishing through the other door.

As for the ordinary recreations of the country house, the guests could frequent the billiard room, where they were sure to find Lord Stockheath playing a hundred up with his cousin, Algernon Wooster — a spectacle of the liveliest interest; or they could, if fond of golf, console themselves for the absence of links in the neighborhood with the exhilarating pastime of clock golf; or they could stroll about the terraces with such of their relations as they happened to be on speaking terms with at the moment, and abuse their host and the rest of their relations.

This was the favorite amusement; and after breakfast, on a morning ten days after Joan and Ashe had formed their compact, the terraces were full of perambulating couples. Here, Colonel Horace Mant, walking with the Bishop of Godalming, was soothing that dignitary by clothing in soldierly words thoughts that the latter had not been able to crush down, but which his holy office scarcely permitted him to utter.

There, Lady Mildred Mant, linked to Mrs. Jack Hale, of the collateral branch of the family, was saying things about her father in his capacity of host and entertainer that were making her companion feel like another woman. Farther on, stopping occasionally to gesticulate, could be seen other Emsworth relations and connections. It was a typical scene of quiet, peaceful English family life.

Leaning on the broad stone balustrade of the upper terrace, Aline Peters and George Emerson surveyed the malcontents. Aline gave a little sigh, almost inaudible; but Georges hearing was good.

I was wondering when you are going to admit it, he said, shifting his position so that he faced her.

Admit what?

That you cant stand the prospect; that the idea of being stuck for life with this crowd, like a fly on fly paper, was too much for you; that you are ready to break off your engagement to Freddie and come away and marry me and live happily ever after.

George!

Well, wasnt that what it meant? Be honest!

What what meant?

That sigh.

I didnt sigh. I was just breathing.

Then you can breathe in this atmosphere! You surprise me! He raked the terraces with hostile eyes. Look at them! Look at them — crawling round like doped beetles. My dear girl, its no use your pretending that this sort of thing wouldnt kill you. Youre pining away already. Youre thinner and paler since you came here. Gee! How we shall look back at this and thank our stars that were out of it when were back in old New York, with the Elevated rattling and the street cars squealing over the points, and something doing every step you take. I shall call you on the phone from the office and have you meet me downtown somewhere, and well have a bite to eat and go to some show, and a bit of supper afterward and a dance or two; and then go home to our cozy little — —

George, you mustnt — really!

Why mustnt I?

Its wrong. You cant talk like that when we are both enjoying the hospitality — —

A wild laugh, almost a howl, disturbed the talk of the most adjacent of the perambulating relations. Colonel Horace Mant, checked in midsentence, looked up resentfully at the cause of the interruption.

I wish somebody would tell me whether its that American fellow, Emerson, or young Freddie whos supposed to be engaged to Miss Peters. Hanged if you ever see her and Freddie together, but she and Emerson are never to be found apart. If my respected father-in-law had any sense I should have thought he would have had sense enough to stop that.

You forget, my dear Horace, said the bishop charitably; Miss Peters and Mr. Emerson have known each other since they were children.

They were never nearly such children as Emsworth is now, snorted the colonel. If that girl isnt in love with Emerson Ill be — Ill eat my hat.

[image: img159.jpg]No, no, said the bishop. No, no! Surely not, Horace. What were you saying when you broke off?

I was saying that if a man wanted his relations never to speak to each other again for the rest of their lives the best thing he could do would be to herd them all together in a dashed barrack of a house a hundred miles from anywhere, and then go off and spend all his time prodding dashed flower beds with a spud — dash it!

Just so; just so. So you were. Go on, Horace; I find a curious comfort in your words.

On the terrace above them Aline was looking at George with startled eyes. George!

Im sorry; but you shouldnt spring these jokes on me so suddenly. You said enjoying! Yes — reveling in it, arent we!

Its a lovely old place, said Aline defensively.

And when youve said that youve said everything. You cant live on scenery and architecture for the rest of your life. Theres the human element to be thought of. And youre beginning — —

There goes father, interrupted Aline. How fast he is walking! George, have you noticed a sort of difference in father these last few days?

I havent. My specialty is keeping an eye on the rest of the Peters family.

He seems better somehow. He seems to have almost stopped smoking — and Im very glad, for those cigars were awfully bad for him. The doctor expressly told him he must stop them, but he wouldnt pay any attention to him. And he seems to take so much more exercise. My bedroom is next to his, you know, and every morning I can hear things going on through the wall — father dancing about and puffing a good deal. And one morning I met his valet going in with a pair of Indian clubs. I believe father is really taking himself in hand at last.

George Emerson exploded.

And about time, too! How much longer are you to go on starving yourself to death just to give him the resolution to stick to his dieting? It maddens me to see you at dinner. And its killing you. Youre getting pale and thin. You cant go on like this.

A wistful look came over Alines face.

I do get a little hungry sometimes — late at night generally.

You want somebody to take care of you and look after you. Im the man. You may think you can fool me; but I can tell. Youre weakening on this Freddie proposition. Youre beginning to see that it wont do. One of these days youre going to come to me and say: George, you were right. I take the count. Me for the quiet sneak to the station, without anybodys knowing, and the break for London, and the wedding at the registrars. Oh, I know! I couldnt have loved you all this time and not know. Youre weakening.

The trouble with these supermen is that they lack reticence. They do not know how to omit. They expand their chests and whoop.

And a girl, even the mildest and sweetest of girls — even a girl like Aline Peters — cannot help resenting the note of triumph. But supermen despise tact. As far as one can gather, that is the chief difference between them and the ordinary man.

A little frown appeared on Alines forehead and she set her mouth mutinously.

Im not weakening at all, she said, and her voice was — for her — quite acid. You — you take too much for granted.

George was contemplating the landscape with a conquerors eye.

You are beginning to see that it is impossible — this Freddie foolishness.
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He asked me to. He asked me to!

Aline stamped her foot.

Well, never mind. Please dont do it any more.

Very well, little girl, said George softly. I wouldnt do anything to hurt you.

The fact that it never even occurred to George Emerson that he was being offensively patronizing shows the stern stuff of which these supermen are made.

The Efficient Baxter bicycled broodingly to Market Blandings for tobacco. He brooded for several reasons. He had just seen Aline Peters and George Emerson in confidential talk on the upper terrace, and that was one thing which exercised his mind, for he suspected George Emerson. He suspected him nebulously as a snake in the grass; as an influence working against the orderly progress of events concerning the marriage that had been arranged and would shortly take place between Miss Peters and the Honorable Frederick Threepwood.

It would be too much to say that he had any idea that George was putting in such hard and consistent work in his serpentine rôle; indeed, if he could have overheard the conversation just recorded it is probable that Rupert Baxter would have had heart failure; but he had observed the intimacy between the two as he observed most things in his immediate neighborhood, and he disapproved of it. It was all very well to say that George Emerson had known Aline Peters since she was a child. If that was so, then in the opinion of the Efficient Baxter he had known her quite long enough and ought to start making the acquaintance of somebody else.

He blamed the Honorable Freddie. If the Honorable Freddie had been a more ardent lover he would have spent his time with Aline, and George Emerson would have taken his proper place as one of the crowd at the back of the stage. But Freddies view of the matter seemed to be that he had done all that could be expected of a chappie in getting engaged to the girl, and that now he might consider himself at liberty to drop her for a while.

So Baxter, as he bicycled to Market Blandings for tobacco, brooded on Freddie, Aline Peters and George Emerson. He also brooded on Mr. Peters and Ashe Marson. Finally he brooded in a general way, because he had had very little sleep the past week.

The spectacle of a young man doing his duty and enduring considerable discomforts while doing it is painful; but there is such uplift in it, it affords so excellent a moral picture, that I cannot omit a short description of the manner in which Rupert Baxter had spent the nights which had elapsed since his meeting with Ashe in the small hours in the hall.

In the gallery which ran above the hall there was a large chair, situated a few paces from the great staircase. On this, in an overcoat — for the nights were chilly — and rubber-soled shoes, the Efficient Baxter had sat, without missing a single night, from one in the morning until daybreak, waiting, waiting, waiting. It had been an ordeal to try the stoutest determination. Nature had never intended Baxter for a night bird. He loved his bed. He knew that doctors held that insufficient sleep made a man pale and sallow, and he had always aimed at the peach-bloom complexion which comes from a sensible eight hours between the sheets.

One of the King Georges of England, I forget which, once said that a certain number of hours sleep each night — I cannot recall at the moment how many — made a man something, which for the time being has slipped my memory. Baxter agreed with him. It went against all his instincts to sit up in this fashion; but it was his duty and he did it.

It troubled him that, as night after night went by and Ashe, the suspect, did not walk into the trap so carefully laid for him, he found an increasing difficulty in keeping awake. The first two or three of his series of vigils he had passed in an unimpeachable wakefulness, his chin resting on the rail of the gallery and his ears alert for the slightest sound; but he had not been able to maintain this standard of excellence.

On several occasions he had caught himself in the act of dropping off, and the last night he had actually wakened with a start to find it quite light. As his last recollection before that was of an inky darkness impenetrable to the eye, dismay gripped him with a sudden clutch and he ran swiftly down to the museum. His relief on finding that the scarab was still there had been tempered by thoughts of what might have been.

Baxter, then, as he bicycled to Market Blandings for tobacco, had good reason to brood.

Having bought his tobacco and observed the life and thought of the town for half an hour — it was market day and the normal stagnation of the place was temporarily relieved and brightened by pigs that eluded their keepers, and a bull calf which caught a stout farmer at the psychological moment when he was tying his shoe lace and lifted him six feet — he made his way to the Emsworth Arms, the most respectable of the eleven inns the citizens of Market Blandings contrived in some miraculous way to support.

In English country towns, if the public houses do not actually outnumber the inhabitants, they all do an excellent trade. It is only when they are two to one that hard times hit them and set the innkeepers to blaming the government.

It was not the busy bar, full to overflowing with honest British yeomen — many of them in the same condition — that Baxter sought. His goal was the genteel dining room on the first floor, where a bald and shuffling waiter, own cousin to a tortoise, served luncheon to those desiring it. Lack of sleep had reduced Baxter to a condition where the presence and chatter of the house party were insupportable. It was his purpose to lunch at the Emsworth Arms and take a nap in an armchair afterward.

He had relied on having the room to himself, for Market Blandings did not lunch to a great extent; but to his annoyance and disappointment the room was already occupied by a man in brown tweeds.

Occupied is the correct word, for at first sight this man seemed to fill the room. Never since almost forgotten days when he used to frequent circuses and side shows had Baxter seen a fellow human being so extraordinarily obese. He was a man about fifty years old, gray haired, of a mauve complexion, and his general appearance suggested joviality.

To Baxters chagrin this person engaged him in conversation directly he took his seat at the table. There was only one table in the room, as is customary in English inns, and it had the disadvantage that it collected those seated at it into one party. It was impossible for Baxter to withdraw into himself and ignore this persons advances.

It is doubtful whether he could have done it, however, had they been separated by yards of floor, for the fat man was not only naturally talkative but, as appeared from his opening remarks, speech had been dammed up within him for some time by lack of a suitable victim.

Morning! he began. Nice day. Good for the farmers. Ill move up to your end of the table if I may, sir. Waiter, bring my beef to this gentlemans end of the table.

He creaked into a chair at Baxters side and resumed:

Infernally quiet place, this, sir. I havent found a soul to speak except deaf-and-dumb rustics since I arrived yesterday afternoon. Are you making a long stay here?

I live outside the town.

I pity you. Wouldnt care to do it myself. Had to come here on business and shant be sorry when its finished. I give you my word I couldnt sleep a wink last night because of the quiet. I was just dropping off when a beast of a bird outside the window gave a chirrup, and it brought me up with a jerk as though somebody had fired a gun. Theres a damned cat that mews somewhere near my room. I lie in bed waiting for the next mew, all worked up.

Heaven save me from the country! It may be all right for you, if youve got a comfortable home and a pal or two to chat with after dinner; but youve no conception what its like in this infernal town — I suppose it calls itself a town. A man told me there was a moving-picture place here, and I hurried off to it last night and found that it was the wrong day — open only Tuesdays and Fridays. What a hole! Theres a church down the street. Im told its Norman or something. Anyway, its old. Im not much of a man for churches as a rule, but I went and took a look at it.

Then somebody told me there was a fine view from the end of High Street; so I went and took a look at that. And now, so far as I can make out, Ive done the sights and exhausted every possibility of entertainment the town has to provide — unless theres another church. Im so reduced that Ill go and see the Methodist Chapel, if there is one.

Fresh air, want of sleep and the closeness of the dining room combined to make Baxter drowsy. He ate his lunch in a torpor, hardly replying to his companions remarks, who, for his part, did not seem to wish or to expect replies. It was enough for him to be talking.

What do people do with themselves in a place like this? When they want amusement, I mean. I suppose its different if youve been brought up to it. Like being born color-blind or something. You dont notice. Its the visitor who suffers. Theyve no enterprise in this sort of place. Theres a bit of land just outside here that would make a sweet steeplechase course; natural barriers; everything. It hasnt occurred to them to do anything with it. It makes you despair of your species — that sort of thing. Now if I — —

Baxter dozed. With his fork still impaling a piece of cold beef, he dropped into that half-awake, half-asleep state which is Natures daytime substitute for the true slumber of the night. The fat man, either not noticing or not caring, talked on. His voice was a steady drone, lulling Baxter to rest.

Suddenly there was a break. Baxter sat up, blinking. He had a curious impression that his companion had said Hello, Freddie! and that the door had just opened and closed.

Eh? he said.

Yes? said the fat man.

What did you say?

I was speaking of — —

I thought you said Hello, Freddie! 

His companion eyed him indulgently.

I thought you were dropping off when I looked at you. Youve been dreaming. What should I say Hello, Freddie! for?
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The conundrum was unanswerable. Baxter did not attempt to answer it. But there remained at the back of his mind a quaint idea that he had caught sight, as he woke, of the Honorable Frederick Threepwood, his face warningly contorted, vanishing through the doorway. Yet what could the Honorable Freddie be doing at the Emsworth Arms?

A solution of the difficulty occurred to him: He had dreamed he had seen Freddie and that had suggested the words which, reason pointed out, his companion could hardly have spoken. Even if the Honorable Freddie should enter the room, this fat man, who was apparently a drummer of some kind, would certainly not know who he was, nor would he address him so familiarly.

Yes, that must be the explanation. After all, the quaintest things happen in dreams. Last night, when he had fallen asleep in his chair, he had dreamed that he was sitting in a glass case in the museum, making faces at Lord Emsworth, Mr. Peters, and Beach, the butler, who were trying to steal him, under the impression that he was a scarab of the reign of Cheops of the Fourth Dynasty — a thing he would never have done when awake. Yes; he must certainly have been dreaming.

In the bedroom into which he had dashed to hide himself, on discovering that the dining room was in possession of the Efficient Baxter, the Honorable Freddie sat on a rickety chair, scowling. He elaborated a favorite dictum of his:

You cant take a step anywhere without stumbling over that damn feller, Baxter!

He wondered whether Baxter had seen him. He wondered whether Baxter had recognized him. He wondered whether Baxter had heard R. Jones say Hello, Freddie!

He wondered, if such should be the case, whether R. Jones presence of mind and native resource had been equal to explaining away the remark.


CHAPTER VIII
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 PUT THE BUTTER or drippings in a kettle on the range, and when hot add the onions and fry them; add the veal and cook until brown. Add the water, cover closely, and cook very slowly until the meat is tender; then add the seasoning and place the potatoes on top of the meat. Cover and cook until the potatoes are tender, but not falling to pieces. 

Sure, said Mr. Peters— not falling to pieces. Thats right. Go on.

 Then add the cream and cook five minutes longer,  read Ashe.

Is that all?

Thats all of that one.

Mr. Peters settled himself more comfortably in bed.

Read me the piece where it tells about curried lobster.

Ashe cleared his throat.

 Curried Lobster,  he read.  Materials: Two one-pound lobsters, two teaspoonfuls lemon juice, half teaspoonful curry powder, two tablespoonfuls butter, one tablespoonful flour, one cupful scalded milk, one cupful cracker crumbs, half teaspoonful salt, quarter teaspoonful pepper. 

Go on.

 Way of Preparing: Cream the butter and flour, and add the scalded milk; then add the lemon juice, curry powder, salt and pepper. Remove the lobster meat from the shells and cut into half-inch cubes. 

Half-inch cubes, sighed Mr. Peters wistfully. Yes?

 Add the latter to the sauce. 

You didnt say anything about the latter. Oh, I see; it means the half-inch cubes. Yes?

 Refill the lobster shells, cover with buttered crumbs, and bake until the crumbs are brown. This will serve six persons. 

And make them feel an hour afterward as though they had swallowed a live wild-cat, said Mr. Peters ruefully.

Not necessarily, said Ashe. I could eat two portions of that at this very minute and go off to bed and sleep like a little child.

Mr. Peters raised himself on his elbow and stared at him. They were in the millionaires bedroom, the time being one in the morning, and Mr. Peters had expressed a wish that Ashe should read him to sleep. He had voted against Ashes novel and produced from the recesses of his suitcase a much-thumbed cookbook. He explained that since his digestive misfortunes had come on him he had derived a certain solace from its perusal.

It may be that to some men a sorrows crown of sorrow is remembering happier things; but Mr. Peters had not found that to be the case. In his hour of affliction it soothed him to read of Hungarian goulash and escaloped brains, and to remember that he, too, the nut-and-grass eater of to-day, had at one time been no stranger to them.

The passage of the days, which had so sapped the stamina of the Efficient Baxter, had had the opposite effect on Mr. Peters. His was one of those natures that cannot deal in half measures. Whatever he did, he did with the same driving energy. After the first passionate burst of resistance he had settled down into a model pupil in Ashes one-man school of physical culture. It had been the same, now that he came to look back on it, at the out-of-doors cure back home.

Now that he remembered, he had come away from that place in the hills hoping, indeed, never to see it again, but undeniably a different man physically. It was not the habit of the athlete in charge to let his patients loaf; but Mr. Peters, after the initial plunge, had needed no driving. He had worked hard at his cure then, because it was the job in hand. He worked hard now, under Ashes guidance, because, once he had begun, the thing interested and gripped him.

Ashe, who had expected continued reluctance, had been astonished and delighted at the way in which the millionaire had behaved. Nature had really intended Ashe for a trainer; he identified himself so thoroughly with his man and rejoiced at the least signs of improvement.

In Mr. Peters case there had been distinct improvement already. Miracles do not happen nowadays, and it was too much to expect one who had maltreated his body so consistently for so many years to become whole in a day; but to an optimist like Ashe signs were not wanting that in due season Mr. Peters would rise on stepping-stones of his dead self to higher things, and though never soaring into the class that devours lobster à la Newburg and smiles after it, might yet prove himself a devil of a fellow among the mutton chops.

Youre a wonder! said Mr. Peters. Youre fresh, and you have no respect for your elders and betters; but you deliver the goods. Thats the point. Why, Im beginning to feel great! Say, do you know I felt a new muscle in the small of my back this morning? They are coming out on me like a rash.

Thats the Petersen Exercises. They develop the whole body.

Well, youre a pretty good advertisement for them if they need one. What were you before you came to me — a prize fighter?

Thats the question everybody I have met since I arrived here has asked me. I believe it made the butler think I was some sort of crook when I wasnt able to answer it. Before coming to you I used to write stories — detective stories.

What you ought to be doing is running a place over here in England like that out-of-doors cure at home. But you will be able to write one more story out of this business here, if you want to. When are you going to have another try for my scarab?

To-night.

To-night? How about Baxter?

I shall have to risk Baxter, Ashe answered calmly.

Mr. Peters hesitated. He had fallen out of the habit of being magnanimous during the past few years, for dyspepsia brooks no divided allegiance and magnanimity has to take a back seat when dyspepsia has its grip on a man.

See here, he said awkwardly; Ive been thinking it over lately — and whats the use? Its a queer thing; and if anybody had told me a week ago that I should be saying it I wouldnt have believed him; but I am beginning to like you. I dont want to get you into trouble. Let the old scarab go. Whats a scarab anyway? Forget about it and stick on here and look after me. If its the five thousand thats worrying you, forget that too. Ill give it to you as your fee.
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He was touched; and if he had ever contemplated abandoning his venture this, he felt, would have spurred him on to see it through. This sudden revelation of the human in Mr. Peters was like a trumpet call.

I wouldnt think of it, he said. Its great of you to suggest such a thing; but I know just how you feel about the scarab, and Im going to get it for you if I have to wring Baxters neck. Probably Baxter will have given up waiting as a bad job by now if he has been watching all this while. Weve given him ten nights to cool off. I expect he is in bed, dreaming pleasant dreams. Its nearly two oclock. Ill wait another ten minutes and then go down. He picked up the cookbook. Lie back and make yourself comfortable, and Ill read you to sleep first.

Youre a good boy, said Mr. Peters drowsily.

Are you ready? Pork Tenderloin Larded. Half pound fat pork — —  A faint smile curved Mr. Peters lips. His eyes were closed and he breathed softly. Ashe went on in a low voice:   —— four large pork tenderloins, one cupful cracker crumbs, one cupful boiling water, two tablespoonfuls butter, one teaspoonful salt, half teaspoonful pepper, one teaspoonful poultry seasoning. 

A little sigh of contentment came from the bed.

 Way of Preparing: Wipe the tenderloins with a damp cloth. With a sharp knife make a deep pocket lengthwise in each tenderloin. Cut your pork into long thin strips and, with a needle, lard each tenderloin. Melt the butter in the water, add the seasoning and the cracker crumbs, combining all thoroughly. Now fill each pocket in the tenderloin with this stuffing. Place the tenderloins — — 

A snore sounded from the pillows, punctuating the recital like a mark of exclamation. Ashe laid down the book and peered into the darkness beyond the rays of the bed lamp. His employer slept.

Ashe switched off the light and crept to the door. Out in the passage he stopped a moment and listened. All was still. He stole downstairs.



GEORGE EMERSON sat in his bedroom smoking a cigarette. A light of resolution was in his eyes. He glanced at the table beside his bed and at what was on that table, and the light of resolution flamed into a glare of fanatic determination. So might a medieval knight have looked on the eve of setting forth to rescue a maiden from a dragon.

His cigarette burned down. He looked at his watch, put it back, and lit another cigarette. His aspect was the aspect of one waiting for the appointed hour. Smoking his second cigarette, he resumed his meditations. They had to do with Aline Peters.

George Emerson was troubled about Aline Peters. Watching over her, as he did, with a lovers eye, he had perceived that about her which distressed him. On the terrace that morning she had been abrupt to him — what in a girl of less angelic disposition one might have called snappy. Yes, to be just, she had snapped at him. That meant something. It meant that Aline was not well. It meant what her pallor and tired eyes meant — that the life she was leading was doing her no good.

Twelve nights had George dined at Blandings Castle, and on each of the twelve nights he had been distressed to see the manner in which Aline, declining the baked meats, had restricted herself to the miserable vegetable messes which were all that the doctors orders permitted to her suffering father. Georges pity had its limits. His heart did not bleed for Mr. Peters. Mr. Peters diet was his own affair. But that Aline should starve herself in this fashion, purely by way of moral support for her parent, was another matter.

George was perhaps a shade material. Himself a robust young man and taking what might be called an outsize in meals, maybe he attached too much importance to food as an adjunct to the perfect life. In his survey of Aline he took a line through his own requirements; and believing that twelve such dinners as he had seen Aline partake of would have killed him he decided that his loved one was on the point of starvation.

No human being, he held, could exist on such Barmecide feasts. That Mr. Peters continued to do so did not occur to him as a flaw in his reasoning. He looked on Mr. Peters as a sort of machine. Successful business men often give that impression to the young. If George had been told that Mr. Peters went along on gasoline, like an automobile, he would not have been much surprised. But that Aline — his Aline — should have to deny herself the exercise of that mastication of rich meats which, together with the gift of speech, raises man above the beasts of the field —— That was what tortured George.

He had devoted the day to thinking out a solution of the problem. Such was the overflowing goodness of Alines heart that not even he could persuade her to withdraw her moral support from her father and devote herself to keeping up her strength as she should do. It was necessary to think of some other plan.

And then a speech of hers had come back to him. She had said — poor child:

I do get a little hungry sometimes — late at night generally.

The problem was solved. Food should be brought to her late at night.

On the table by his bed was a stout sheet of packing paper. On this lay, like one of those pictures of still life that one sees on suburban parlor walls, a tongue, some bread, a knife, a fork, salt, a corkscrew and a small bottle of white wine.

It is a pleasure, when one has been able hitherto to portray Georges devotion only through the medium of his speeches, to produce these comestibles as Exhibit A, to show that he loved Aline with no common love; for it had not been an easy task to get them there. In a house of smaller dimensions he would have raided the larder without shame, but at Blandings Castle there was no saying where the larder might be. All he knew was that it lay somewhere beyond that green-baize door opening on the hall, past which he was wont to go on his way to bed. To prowl through the maze of the servants quarters in search of it was impossible. The only thing to be done was to go to Market Blandings and buy the things.

Fortune had helped him at the start by arranging that the Honorable Freddie, also, should be going to Market Blandings in the little runabout, which seated two. He had acquiesced in Georges suggestion that he, George, should occupy the other seat, but with a certain lack of enthusiasm, it seemed to George. He had not volunteered any reason as to why he was going to Market Blandings in the little runabout, and on arrival there had betrayed an unmistakable desire to get rid of George at the earliest opportunity.

As this had suited George to perfection, he being desirous of getting rid of the Honorable Freddie at the earliest opportunity, he had not been inquisitive, and they had parted on the outskirts of the town without mutual confidences.

George had then proceeded to the grocers, and after that to another of the Market Blandings inns — not the Emsworth Arms — where he had bought the white wine. He did not believe in white wine, for he was a young man with a palate and mistrusted country cellars; but he assumed that, whatever its quality, it would cheer Aline in the small hours.

He had then tramped the whole five miles back to the castle with his purchases. It was here that his real troubles began and the quality of his love was tested. The walk, to a heavily laden man, was bad enough; but it was as nothing compared with the ordeal of smuggling the cargo up to his bedroom. Superman though he was, George was alive to the delicacy of the situation. One cannot convey food and drink to ones room in a strange house without, if detected, seeming to cast a slur on the table of the host. It was as one who carries dispatches through an enemys lines that George took cover, emerged from cover, dodged, ducked and ran; and the moment when he sank down on his bed, the door locked behind him, was one of the happiest of his life.

The recollection of that ordeal made the one he proposed to embark on now seem slight in comparison. All he had to do was to go to Alines room, knock softly on the door until signs of wakefulness made themselves heard from within, and then dart away into the shadows whence he had come, and so back to bed. He gave Aline credit for the intelligence that would enable her, on finding a tongue, some bread, a knife, a fork, salt, a corkscrew and a bottle of white wine on the mat, to know what to do with them — and perhaps to guess whose was the loving hand that had laid them there.

The second clause, however, was not important, for he proposed to tell her whose was the hand next morning. Other people might hide their light under a bushel — not George Emerson.

It only remained now to allow time to pass until the hour should be sufficiently advanced to insure safety for the expedition. He looked at his watch again. It was nearly two. By this time the house must be asleep.

He gathered up the tongue, the bread, the knife, the fork, the salt, the corkscrew and the bottle of white wine, and left the room. All was still. He stole downstairs.

On his chair in the gallery that ran round the hall, swathed in an overcoat and wearing rubber-soled shoes, the Efficient Baxter sat and gazed into the darkness. He had lost the first fine careless rapture, as it were, which had helped him to endure these vigils, and a great weariness was on him. He found difficulty in keeping his eyes open, and when they were open the darkness seemed to press on them painfully. In short, the Efficient Baxter had had about enough of it.

Time stood still. Baxters thoughts began to wander. He knew that this was fatal and exerted himself to drag them back. He tried to concentrate his mind on some one definite thing. He selected the scarab as a suitable object, but it played him false. He had hardly concentrated on the scarab before his mind was straying off to ancient Egypt, to Mr. Peters dyspepsia, and on a dozen other branch lines of thought.

He blamed the fat man at the inn for this. If the fat man had not thrust his presence and conversation on him he would have been able to enjoy a sound sleep in the afternoon, and would have come fresh to his nocturnal task. He began to muse on the fat man. And by a curious coincidence whom should he meet a few moments later but this same man.

It happened in a somewhat singular manner, though it all seemed perfectly logical and consecutive to Baxter. He was climbing up the outer wall of Westminster Abbey in his pyjamas and a tall hat, when the fat man, suddenly thrusting his head out of a window which Baxter had not noticed until that moment, said, Hello, Freddie! in a loud voice.

Baxter was about to explain that his name was not Freddie when he found himself walking down Piccadilly with Ashe Marson. Ashe said to him: Nobody loves me. Everybody steals my grapefruit! And the pathos of it cut the Efficient Baxter like a knife. He was on the point of replying when Ashe vanished, and Baxter discovered that he was not in Piccadilly, as he had supposed, but in an aëroplane with Mr. Peters, hovering over the castle.

Mr. Peters had a bomb in his hand, which he was fondling with loving care. He explained to Baxter that he had stolen it from the Earl of Emsworths museum. I did it with a slice of cold beef and a pickle, he explained; and Baxter found himself realizing that that was the only way. Now watch me drop it, said Mr. Peters, closing one eye and taking aim at the castle. I have to do this by the doctors orders.

He loosed the bomb and immediately Baxter was lying in bed watching it drop. He was frightened, but the idea of moving did not occur to him. The bomb fell very slowly, dipping and fluttering like a feather. It came closer and closer. Then it struck with a roar and a sheet of flame.

Baxter woke to a sound of tumult and crashing. For a moment he hovered between dreaming and waking, and then sleep passed from him, and he was aware that something noisy and exciting was in progress in the hall below.

Coming down to first causes, the only reason why collisions of any kind occur is because two bodies defy Natures law that a given spot on a given plane shall at a given moment of time be occupied by only one body.

There was a certain spot near the foot of the great staircase which Ashe, going downstairs, and George Emerson, coming up, had to pass on their respective routes. George reached it at one minute and three seconds after two a.m., moving silently but swiftly; and Ashe, also maintaining a good rate of speed, arrived there at one minute and four seconds after the hour, when he ceased to walk and began to fly, accompanied by George Emerson, now going down. His arms were round Georges neck and George was clinging to his waist.

In due season they reached the foot of the stairs and a small table, covered with occasional china and photographs in frames, which stood adjacent to the foot of the stairs. That — especially the occasional china — was what Baxter had heard.

George Emerson thought it was a burglar. Ashe did not know what it was, but he knew he wanted to shake it off; so he insinuated a hand beneath Georges chin and pushed upward. George, by this time parted forever from the tongue, the bread, the knife, the fork, the salt, the corkscrew and the bottle of white wine, and having both hands free for the work of the moment, held Ashe with the left and punched him in the ribs with the right.

Ashe, removing his left arm from Georges neck, brought it up as a reënforcement to his right, and used both as a means of throttling George. This led George, now permanently underneath, to grasp Ashes ears firmly and twist them, relieving the pressure on his throat and causing Ashe to utter the first vocal sound of the evening, other than the explosive Ugh! that both had emitted at the instant of impact.

Ashe dislodged Georges hands from his ears and hit George in the ribs with his elbow. George kicked Ashe on the left ankle. Ashe rediscovered Georges throat and began to squeeze it afresh, and a pleasant time was being had by both when the Efficient Baxter, whizzing down the stairs, tripped over Ashes legs, shot forward and cannoned into another table, also covered with occasional china and photographs in frames.

The hall at Blandings Castle was more an extra drawing-room than a hall; and Lady Ann Warblington, when not nursing a sick headache in her bedroom, would dispense afternoon tea there to her guests. Consequently it was dotted pretty freely with small tables. There were, indeed, no fewer than five more in various spots, waiting to be bumped into and smashed.

The bumping into and smashing of small tables, however, is a task that calls for plenty of time — a leisured pursuit; and neither George nor Ashe, a third party having been added to their little affair, felt a desire to stay on and do the thing properly. Ashe was strongly opposed to being discovered and called on to account for his presence there at that hour; and George, conscious of the tongue and its adjuncts now strewn about the hall, had a similar prejudice against the tedious explanations that detection must involve.

As though by mutual consent each relaxed his grip. They stood panting for an instant; then, Ashe in the direction where he supposed the green-baize door of the servants quarters to be, George to the staircase that led to his bedroom, they went away from that place.

They had hardly done so when Baxter, having disassociated himself from the contents of the table he had upset, began to grope his way toward the electric-light switch, the same being situated near the foot of the main staircase. He went on all fours, as a safer, though slower, method of locomotion than the one he had attempted before.

Noises began to make themselves heard on the floors above. Roused by the merry crackle of occasional china, the house party was bestirring itself to investigate. Voices sounded, muffled and inquiring.

Meantime, Baxter crawled steadily on his hands and knees toward the light switch. He was in much the same condition as a White Hope of the ring after he has put his chin in the way of the fist of a rival member of the Truck Drivers Union. He knew that he was still alive. More he could not say. The mists of sleep, which still shrouded his brain, and the shake-up he had had from his encounter with the table, a corner of which he had rammed with the top of his head, combined to produce a dreamlike state.

And so the Efficient Baxter crawled on; and as he crawled his hand, advancing cautiously, fell on something — something that was not alive; something clammy and ice-cold, the touch of which filled him with nameless horror.

To say that Baxters heart stood still would be physiologically inexact. The heart does not stand still. Whatever the emotions of its owner, it goes on beating. It would be more accurate to say that Baxter felt like a man taking his first ride in an express elevator, who has outstripped his vital organs by several floors and sees no immediate prospect of their ever catching up with him again. There was a great cold void where the more intimate parts of his body should have been. His throat was dry and contracted. The flesh of his back crawled, for he knew what it was he had touched.

Painful and absorbing as had been his encounter with the table, Baxter had never lost sight of the fact that close beside him a furious battle between unseen forces was in progress. He had heard the bumping and the thumping and the tense breathing even as he picked occasional china from his person. Such a combat, he had felt, could hardly fail to result in personal injury to either the party of the first part or the party of the second part, or both. He knew now that worse than mere injury had happened and that he knelt in the presence of death.

There was no doubt that the man was dead. Insensibility alone could never have produced this icy chill. He raised his head in the darkness, and cried aloud to those approaching. He meant to cry: Help! Murder! But fear prevented clear articulation. What he shouted was: Heh! Mer! On which, from the neighborhood of the staircase, somebody began to fire a revolver.

The Earl of Emsworth had been sleeping a sound and peaceful sleep when the imbroglio began downstairs. He sat up and listened. Yes; undoubtedly burglars! He switched on his light and jumped out of bed. He took a pistol from a drawer, and thus armed went to look into the matter. The dreamy peer was no poltroon.

It was quite dark when he arrived on the scene of conflict in the van of a mixed bevy of pyjamaed and dressing-gowned relations. He was in the van because, meeting these relations in the passage above, he had said to them: Let me go first. I have a pistol. And they had let him go first. They were, indeed, awfully nice about it, not thrusting themselves forward or jostling or anything, but behaving in a modest and self-effacing manner that was pretty to watch.

When Lord Emsworth said, Let me go first, young Algernon Wooster, who was on the very point of leaping to the fore, said, Yes, by Jove! Sound scheme, by Gad! — and withdrew into the background; and the Bishop of Godalming said: By all means, Clarence — undoubtedly; most certainly precede us.

When his sense of touch told him he had reached the foot of the stairs, Lord Emsworth paused. The hall was very dark and the burglars seemed temporarily to have suspended activities. And then one of them, a man with a ruffianly, grating voice, spoke. What it was he said Lord Emsworth could not understand. It sounded like Heh! Mer! — probably some secret signal to his confederates. Lord Emsworth raised his revolver and emptied it in the direction of the sound.

Extremely fortunately for him, the Efficient Baxter had not changed his all-fours attitude. This undoubtedly saved Lord Emsworth the worry of engaging a new secretary. The shots sang above Baxters head one after the other, six in all, and found other billets than his person. They disposed themselves as follows: The first shot broke a window and whistled out into the night; the second shot hit the dinner gong and made a perfectly extraordinary noise, like the Last Trump; the third, fourth and fifth shots embedded themselves in the wall; the sixth and final shot hit a life-size picture of his lordships maternal grandmother in the face and improved it out of all knowledge.

One thinks no worse of Lord Emsworths maternal grandmother because she looked like Eddie Foy, and had allowed herself to be painted, after the heavy classic manner of some of the portraits of a hundred years ago, in the character of Venus — suitably draped, of course — rising from the sea; but it was beyond the possibility of denial that her grandsons bullet permanently removed one of Blandings Castles most prominent eyesores.

Having emptied his revolver, Lord Emsworth said, Who is there? Speak! in rather an aggrieved tone, as though he felt he had done his part in breaking the ice, and it was now for the intruder to exert himself and bear his share of the social amenities.

The Efficient Baxter did not reply. Nothing in the world could have induced him to speak at that moment, or to make any sound whatsoever that might betray his position to a dangerous maniac who might at any instant reload his pistol and resume the fusillade. Explanations, in his opinion, could be deferred until somebody had the presence of mind to switch on the lights. He flattened himself on the carpet and hoped for better things. His cheek touched the corpse beside him; but though he winced and shuddered he made no outcry. After those six shots he was through with outcries.

A voice from above, the bishops voice, said: I think you have killed him, Clarence.

Another voice, that of Colonel Horace Mant, said:

Switch on those dashed lights! Why doesnt somebody? Dash it!

The whole strength of the company began to demand light.

When the lights came, it was from the other side of the hall. Six revolver shots, fired at quarter past two in the morning, will rouse even sleeping domestics. The servants quarters were buzzing like a hive. Shrill feminine screams were puncturing the air. Mr. Beach, the butler, in a suit of pink silk pyjamas, of which none would have suspected him, was leading a party of men servants down the stairs — not so much because he wanted to lead them as because they pushed him.

The passage beyond the green-baize door became congested, and there were cries for Mr. Beach to open it and look through and see what was the matter; but Mr. Beach was smarter than that and wriggled back so that he no longer headed the procession. This done, he shouted:

Open that door there! Open that door! Look and see what the matter is.

Ashe opened the door. Since his escape from the hall he had been lurking in the neighborhood of the green-baize door and had been engulfed by the swirling throng. Finding himself with elbow-room for the first time, he pushed through, swung the door open and switched on the lights.

They shone on a collection of semi-dressed figures, crowding the staircase; on a hall littered with china and glass; on a dented dinner gong; on a retouched and improved portrait of the late Countess of Emsworth; and on the Efficient Baxter, in an overcoat and rubber-soled shoes, lying beside a cold tongue. At no great distance lay a number of other objects — a knife, a fork, some bread, salt, a corkscrew and a bottle of white wine.

Using the word in the sense of saying something coherent, the Earl of Emsworth was the first to speak. He peered down at his recumbent secretary and said: Baxter! My dear fellow — what the devil?

The feeling of the company was one of profound disappointment. They were disgusted at the anticlimax. For an instant, when the Efficient One did not move, hope began to stir; but as soon as it was seen that he was not even injured gloom reigned. One of two things would have satisfied them — either a burglar or a corpse. A burglar would have been welcome, dead or alive; but if Baxter proposed to fill the part adequately it was imperative that he be dead. He had disappointed them deeply by turning out to be the object of their quest. That he was not even grazed was too much.
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There was a cold silence as he slowly raised himself from the floor. As his eyes fell on the tongue, he started and remained gazing fixedly at it. Surprise paralyzed him.

Lord Emsworth was also looking at the tongue and he leaped to a not unreasonable conclusion. He spoke coldly and haughtily; for he was not only annoyed, like the others, at the anticlimax, but offended. He knew that he was not one of your energetic hosts who exert themselves unceasingly to supply their guests with entertainment; but there was one thing on which, as a host, he did pride himself — in the material matters of life he did his guests well; he kept an admirable table.

My dear Baxter, he said in the tones he usually reserved for the correction of his son Freddie, if your hunger is so great that you are unable to wait for breakfast, and have to raid my larder in the middle of the night, I wish to goodness you would contrive to make less noise about it. I do not grudge you the food — help yourself when you please — but do remember that people who have not such keen appetites as yourself like to sleep during the night. A far better plan, my dear fellow, would be to have sandwiches or buns — or whatever you consider most sustaining — sent up to your bedroom.

Not even the bullets had disordered Baxters faculties so much as this monstrous accusation. Explanations pushed and jostled one another in his fermenting brain, but he could not utter them. On every side he met gravely reproachful eyes. George Emerson was looking at him in pained disgust. Ashe Marsons face was the face of one who could never have believed this had he not seen it with his own eyes. The scrutiny of the knife-and-shoe boy was unendurable.

He stammered. Words began to proceed from him, tripping and stumbling over each other. Lord Emsworths frigid disapproval did not relax.

Pray do not apologize, Baxter. The desire for food is human. It is your boisterous mode of securing and conveying it that I deprecate. Let us all go to bed.

But, Lord Emsworth — —

To bed! repeated his lordship firmly.

The company began to stream moodily upstairs. The lights were switched off. The Efficient Baxter dragged himself away. From the darkness in the direction of the servants door a voice spoke.

Greedy pig! said the voice scornfully.

It sounded like the voice of the fresh young knife-and-shoe boy, but Baxter was too broken to investigate. He continued his retreat without pausing.

Stuffin of isself at all hours! said the voice.

There was a murmur of approval from the unseen throng of domestics.


CHAPTER IX
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AS WE GROW older and realize more clearly the limitations of human happiness, we come to see that the only real and abiding pleasure in life is to give pleasure to other people. One must assume that the Efficient Baxter had not reached the age when this comes home to a man, for the fact that he had given genuine pleasure to some dozens of his fellow men brought him no balm.

There was no doubt about the pleasure he had given. Once they had got over their disappointment at finding that he was not a dead burglar, the house party rejoiced whole-heartedly at the break in the monotony of life at Blandings Castle. Relations who had not been on speaking terms for years forgot their quarrels and strolled about the grounds in perfect harmony, abusing Baxter. The general verdict was that he was insane.

Dont tell me that young fellows all there, said Colonel Horace Mant; because I know better. Have you noticed his eye? Furtive! Shifty! Nasty gleam in it. Besides — dash it! — did you happen to take a look at the hall last night after he had been there? It was in ruins, my dear sir — absolute dashed ruins. It was positively littered with broken china and tables that had been bowled over. Dont tell me that was just an accidental collision in the dark.

My dear sir, the man must have been thrashing about — absolutely thrashing about, like a dashed salmon on a dashed hook. He must have had a paroxysm of some kind — some kind of a dashed fit.

A doctor could give you the name for it. Its a well-known form of insanity. Paranoia — isnt that what they call it? Rush of blood to the head, followed by a general running amuck.

Ive heard fellows who have been in India talk of it. Natives get it. Dont know what theyre doing, and charge through the streets taking cracks at people with dashed whacking great knives. Same with this young man, probably in a modified form at present. He ought to be in a home. One of these nights, if this grows on him, he will be massacring Emsworth in his bed.

My dear Horace! The Bishop of Godalmings voice was properly horror-stricken; but there was a certain unctuous relish in it.

Take my word for it! Though, mind you, I dont say they arent well suited. Everyone knows that Emsworth has been, to all practical intents and purposes, a dashed lunatic for years. What was it that young fellow Emerson, Freddies American friend, was saying, the other day about some acquaintance of his who is not quite right in the head? Nobody in the house — was that it? Something to that effect, at any rate. I felt at the time it was a perfect description of Emsworth.

My dear Horace! Your father-in-law! The head of the family!

A dashed lunatic, my dear sir — head of the family or no head of the family. A man as absent-minded as he is has no right to call himself sane. Nobody in the house — I recollect it now — nobody in the house except the gas, and that has not been turned on. Thats Emsworth!

The Efficient Baxter, who had just left his presence, was feeling much the same about his noble employer. After a sleepless night he had begun at an early hour to try to corner Lord Emsworth in order to explain to him the true inwardness of last nights happenings. Eventually he had tracked him to the museum, where he found him happily engaged in painting a cabinet of birds eggs. He was seated on a small stool, a large pot of red paint on the floor beside him, dabbing at the cabinet with a dripping brush. He was absorbed and made no attempt whatever to follow his secretarys remarks.

For ten minutes Baxter gave a vivid picture of his vigil and the manner in which it had been interrupted.

Just so; just so, my dear fellow, said the earl when he had finished. I quite understand. All I say is, if you do require additional food in the night let one of the servants bring it to your room before bedtime; then there will be no danger of these disturbances. There is no possible objection to your eating a hundred meals a day, my good Baxter, provided you do not rouse the whole house over them. Some of us like to sleep during the night.

But, Lord Emsworth! I have just explained —— It was not — I was not — —

Never mind, my dear fellow; never mind. Why make such an important thing of it? Many people like a light snack before actually retiring. Doctors, I believe, sometimes recommend it. Tell me, Baxter, how do you think the museum looks now? A little brighter? Better for the dash of color? I think so. Museums are generally such gloomy places.

Lord Emsworth, may I explain once again?

The earl looked annoyed.

My dear Baxter, I have told you that there is nothing to explain. You are getting a little tedious. . . . What a deep, rich red this is, and how clean new paint smells! Do you know, Baxter, I have been longing to mess about with paint ever since I was a boy! I recollect my old fathers beating me with a walking stick. . . . That would be before your time, of course. By the way, if you see Freddie, will you tell him I want to speak to him? He probably is in the smoking room.

It was an overwrought Baxter who delivered the message to the Honorable Freddie, who, as predicted, was in the smoking room, lounging in a deep armchair.

There are times when life presses hard on a man, and it pressed hard on Baxter now. Fate had played him a sorry trick. It had put him in a position where he had to choose between two courses, each as disagreeable as the other: He must either face a possible second fiasco like that of last night, or else he must abandon his post and cease to mount guard over his threatened treasure.

His imagination quailed at the thought of a repetition of last nights horrors. He had been badly shaken by his collision with the table and even more so by the events that had followed it. Those revolver shots still rang in his ears.

It was probably the memory of those shots that turned the scale. It was unlikely he would again become entangled with a man bearing a tongue and the other things — he had given up in despair the attempt to unravel the mystery of the tongue; it completely baffled him — but it was by no means unlikely that if he spent another night in the gallery looking on the hall he might again become a target for Lord Emsworths irresponsible firearm. Nothing, in fact, was more likely; for in the disturbed state of the public mind the slightest sound after nightfall would be sufficient cause for a fusillade.

He had actually overheard young Algernon Wooster telling Lord Stockheath he had a jolly good mind to sit on the stairs that night with a shotgun, because it was his opinion that there was a jolly sight more in this business than there seemed to be; and what he thought of the bally affair was that there was a gang of some kind at work, and that that feller — whats-his-name? — that feller Baxter was some sort of an accomplice.

With these things in his mind Baxter decided to remain that night in the security of his bedroom. He had lost his nerve. He formed this decision with the utmost reluctance, for the thought of leaving the road to the museum clear for marauders was bitter in the extreme. If he could have overheard a conversation between Joan Valentine and Ashe Marson it is probable he would have risked Lord Emsworths revolver and the shotgun of the Honorable Algernon Wooster.

Ashe, when he met Joan and recounted the events of the night, at which Joan, who was a sound sleeper, had not been present, was inclined to blame himself as a failure. True, fate had been against him, but the fact remained that he had achieved nothing. Joan, however, was not of this opinion.

You have done wonders, she said. You have cleared the way for me. That is my idea of real teamwork. Im so glad now that we formed our partnership. It would have been too bad if I had got all the advantage of your work and had jumped in and deprived you of the reward. As it is, I shall go down and finish the thing off to-night with a clear conscience.

You cant mean that you dream of going down to the museum to-night!

Of course I do.

But its madness!

On the contrary, to-night is the one night when there ought to be no risk.

After what happened last night?

Because of what happened last night. Do you imagine Mr. Baxter will dare to stir from his bed after that? If ever there was a chance of getting this thing finished, it will be to-night.

Youre quite right. I never looked at it in that way. Baxter wouldnt risk a second disaster. Ill certainly make a success of it this time.

Joan raised her eyebrows.

I dont quite understand you, Mr. Marson. Do you propose to try to get the scarab to-night?

Yes. It will be as easy as — —

Are you forgetting that, by the terms of our agreement, it is my turn?

You surely dont intend to hold me to that?

Certainly I do.

But, good heavens! Consider my position! Do you seriously expect me to lie in bed while you do all the work, and then to take a half share in the reward?
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I do.

Its ridiculous!

Its no more ridiculous than that I should do the same. Mr. Marson, theres no use in our going over all this again. We settled it long ago.

Joan refused to discuss the matter further, leaving Ashe in a condition of anxious misery comparable only to that which, as night began to draw near, gnawed the vitals of the Efficient Baxter.

Breakfast at Blandings Castle was an informal meal. There was food and drink in the long dining hall for such as were energetic enough to come down and get it; but the majority of the house party breakfasted in their rooms, Lord Emsworth, whom nothing in the world would have induced to begin the day in the company of a crowd of his relations, most of whom he disliked, setting them the example.

When, therefore, Baxter, yielding to Nature after having remained awake until the early morning, fell asleep at nine oclock, nobody came to rouse him. He did not ring his bell, so he was not disturbed; and he slept on until half past eleven, by which time, it being Sunday morning and the house party including one bishop and several of the minor clergy, most of the occupants of the place had gone off to church.

Baxter shaved and dressed hastily, for he was in state of nervous apprehension. He had wakened with a presentiment. Something told him the scarab had been stolen in the night, and he wished now that he had risked all and kept guard.

The house was very quiet as he made his way rapidly to the hall. As he passed a window he perceived Lord Emsworth, in an un-Sabbatarian suit of tweeds and bearing a garden fork — which must have pained the bishop — bending earnestly over a flower bed; but he was the only occupant of the grounds, and indoors there was a feeling of emptiness. The hall had that Sunday-morning air of wanting to be left to itself, and disapproving of the entry of anything human until lunch time, which can be felt only by a guest in a large house who remains at home when his fellows have gone to church.

The portraits on the walls, especially the one of the late Countess of Emsworth in the character of Venus rising from the sea, stared at Baxter as he entered, with cold reproof. The very chairs seemed distant and unfriendly; but Baxter was in no mood to appreciate their attitude. His conscience slept. His mind was occupied, to the exclusion of all other things, by the scarab and its fate. Long before he opened the museum door he was feeling the absolute certainty that the worst had happened.

It had. The card which announced that here was an Egyptian scarab of the reign of Cheops of the Fourth Dynasty, presented by J. Preston Peters, Esquire, still lay on the cabinet in its wonted place; but the scarab was gone.

For all that he had expected this, for all his premonition of disaster, it was an appreciable time before the Efficient Baxter rallied from the blow. He stood transfixed, goggling at the empty place.

Then his mind resumed its functions. All, he perceived, was not yet lost. Baxter the watchdog must retire, to be succeeded by Baxter the sleuthhound. He had been unable to prevent the theft of the scarab, but he might still detect the thief.

For the Doctor Watsons of this world, as opposed to the Sherlock Holmeses, success in the province of detective work must always be, to a very large extent, the result of luck. Sherlock Holmes can extract a clew from a wisp of straw or a flake of cigar ash; but Doctor Watson has to have it taken out for him and dusted, and exhibited clearly, with a label attached.

The average man is a Doctor Watson. We are wont to scoff in a patronizing manner at that humble follower of the great investigator; but as a matter of fact we should have been just as dull ourselves. We should not even have risen to the modest height of a Scotland Yard bungler.

Baxter was a Doctor Watson. What he wanted was a clew; but it is hard for the novice to tell what is a clew and what is not. And then he happened to look down — and there on the floor was a clew that nobody could have overlooked.

Baxter saw it, but did not immediately recognize it for what it was. What he saw, at first, was not a clew, but just a mess. He had a tidy soul and abhorred messes, and this was a particularly messy mess. A considerable portion of the floor was a sea of red paint. The can from which it had flowed was lying on its side near the wall. He had noticed that the smell of paint had seemed particularly pungent, but had attributed this to a new freshet of energy on the part of Lord Emsworth. He had not perceived that paint had been spilled.

Pah! said Baxter.

Then suddenly, beneath the disguise of the mess, he saw the clew. A footmark! No less. A crimson footmark on the polished wood! It was as clear and distinct as though it had been left there for the purpose of assisting him. It was a feminine footmark, the print of a slim and pointed shoe.

This perplexed Baxter. He had looked on the siege of the scarab as an exclusively male affair. But he was not perplexed long. What could be simpler than that Mr. Peters should have enlisted female aid? The female of the species is more deadly than the male. Probably she makes a better purloiner of scarabs.

Inspiration came to him. Aline Peters had a maid! What more likely than that secretly she should be a hireling of Mr. Peters, on whom he had now come to look as a man of the blackest and most sinister character? Mr. Peters was a collector; and when a collector makes up his mind to secure a treasure he employs, Baxter knew, every possible means to that end.

Baxter was now in a state of great excitement. He was hot on the scent and his brain was working like a buzz saw in an ice box. According to his reasoning, if Aline Peters maid had done this thing there should be red paint in the hall marking her retreat, and possibly a faint stain on the stairs leading to the servants bedrooms.

He hastened from the museum and subjected the hall to a keen scrutiny. Yes; there was red paint on the carpet. He passed through the green-baize door and examined the stairs. On the bottom step there was a faint but conclusive stain of crimson! He was wondering how best to follow up this clew when he perceived Ashe coming down the stairs.
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Here, you! said the Efficient Baxter excitedly.

Sir?

The shoes!

I beg your pardon?

I wish to see the servants shoes. Where are they?

I expect they have them on, sir. I have noticed that they wear them during the day.

Yesterdays shoes, man — yesterdays shoes. Where are they?

Where are the shoes of yesteryear? murmured Ashe. I should say at a venture, sir, that they would be in a large basket somewhere near the kitchen. Our genial knife-and-shoe boy collects them, I believe, at early dawn.

Would they have been cleaned yet?

If I know the lad, sir — no.

Go and bring that basket to me. Bring it to me in this room.

The room to which he referred was none other than the private sanctum of Mr. Beach, the butler, the door of which, standing open, showed it to be empty. It was not Baxters plan, excited as he was, to risk being discovered sifting shoes in the middle of a passage in the servants quarters.

Ashes brain was working rapidly as he made for the shoe cupboard, that little den of darkness and smells, where Billy, the knife-and-shoe boy, better known in the circle in which he moved as Young Bonehead, pursued his menial tasks. What exactly was at the back of the Efficient Baxters mind prompting these maneuvers he did not know; but that there was something he was certain.

He had not yet seen Joan this morning, and he did not know whether or not she had carried out her resolve of attempting to steal the scarab on the previous night; but this activity and mystery on the part of their enemy must have some sinister significance. He gathered up the shoe basket thoughtfully.

He staggered back with it and dumped it down on the floor of Mr. Beachs room. The Efficient Baxter stooped eagerly over it. Ashe, leaning against the wall, straightened the creases in his clothes and flicked disgustedly at an inky spot which the journey had transferred from the basket to his coat.

We have here, sir, he said, a fair selection of our various foot coverings.

You did not drop any on your way?

Not one, sir.

The Efficient Baxter uttered a grunt of satisfaction and bent once more to his task. Shoes flew about the room. Baxter knelt on the floor beside the basket and dug like a terrier at a rat hole. At last he made a dive and with an exclamation of triumph rose to his feet. In his hand he held a shoe.
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Ashe began to pick up the scattered footgear.

Thats the lot, sir, he said, rising.

Now come with me. Leave the basket there. You can carry it back when you return.

Shall I put back that shoe, sir?

Certainly not. I shall take this one with me.

Shall I carry it for you, sir?

Baxter reflected.

Yes. I think that would be best.

Trouble had shaken his nerve. He was not certain that there might not be others besides Lord Emsworth in the garden; and it occurred to him that, especially after his reputation for eccentric conduct had been so firmly established by his misfortunes that night in the hall, it might cause comment should he appear before them carrying a shoe.

Ashe took the shoe and, doing so, understood what before had puzzled him. Across the toe was a broad splash of red paint. Though he had nothing else to go on, he saw all. The shoe he held was a female shoe. His own researches in the museum had made him aware of the presence there of red paint. It was not difficult to build up on these data a pretty accurate estimate of the position of affairs.

Come with me, said Baxter.

He left the room. Ashe followed him.

In the garden Lord Emsworth, garden fork in hand, was dealing summarily with a green young weed that had incautiously shown its head in the middle of a flower bed. He listened to Baxters statement with more interest than he usually showed in anybodys statements. He resented the loss of the scarab, not so much on account of its intrinsic worth as because it had been the gift of his friend Mr. Peters.

Indeed! he said, when Baxter had finished. Really? Dear me! It certainly seems —— It is extremely suggestive. You are certain there was red paint on this shoe?

I have it with me. I brought it on purpose to show you. He looked at Ashe, who stood in close attendance. The shoe!

Lord Emsworth polished his glasses and bent over the exhibit.

Ah! he said. Now let me look at —— This, you say, is the —— Just so; just so! Just —— My dear Baxter, it may be that I have not examined this shoe with sufficient care, but —— Can you point out to me exactly where this paint is?

The Efficient Baxter stood staring at the shoe with wild, fixed stare. Of any suspicion of paint, red or otherwise, it was absolutely and entirely innocent!

The shoe became the center of attraction, the cynosure of all eyes. The Efficient Baxter fixed it with the piercing glare of one who feels that his brain is tottering. Lord Emsworth looked at it with a mildly puzzled expression. Ashe Marson examined it with a sort of affectionate interest, as though he were waiting for it to do a trick of some kind. Baxter was the first to break the silence.

There was paint on this shoe, he said vehemently. I tell you there was a splash of red paint across the toe. This man here will bear me out in this. You saw paint on this shoe?

Paint, sir?

What! Do you mean to tell me you did not see it?

No, sir; there was no paint on this shoe.

This is ridiculous. I saw it with my own eyes. It was a broad splash right across the toe.

Lord Emsworth interposed.

You must have made a mistake, my dear Baxter. There is certainly no trace of paint on this shoe. These momentary optical delusions are, I fancy, not uncommon. Any doctor will tell you — —

I had an aunt, your lordship, said Ashe chattily, who was remarkably subject — —

It is absurd! I cannot have been mistaken, said Baxter. I am positively certain the toe of this shoe was red when I found it.

It is quite black now, my dear Baxter.

A sort of chameleon shoe, murmured Ashe.

The goaded secretary turned on him.

What did you say?

Nothing, sir.

Baxters old suspicion of this smooth young man came surging back to him.

I strongly suspect you of having had something to do with this.

Really, Baxter, said the earl, that is surely the least probable of solutions. This young man could hardly have cleaned the shoe on his way from the house. A few days ago, when painting in the museum, I inadvertently splashed some paint on my own shoe. I can assure you it does not brush off. It needs a very systematic cleaning before all traces are removed.

Exactly, your lordship, said Ashe. My theory, if I may — —

Yes?

My theory, your lordship, is that Mr. Baxter was deceived by the light-and-shade effects on the toe of the shoe. The noonday sun, streaming in through the window, must have shone on the shoe in such a manner as to give it a momentary and fictitious aspect of redness. If Mr. Baxter recollects, he did not look long at the shoe. The picture on the retina of the eye consequently had not time to fade. I myself remember thinking at the moment that the shoe appeared to have a certain reddish tint. The mistake — —

Bah! said Baxter shortly.

Lord Emsworth, now thoroughly bored with the whole affair and desiring nothing more than to be left alone with his weeds and his garden fork, put in his word. Baxter, he felt, was curiously irritating these days. He always seemed to be bobbing up. The Earl of Emsworth was conscious of a strong desire to be free from his secretarys company. He was efficient, yes — invaluable indeed — he did not know what he should do without Baxter; but there was no denying that his company tended after a while to become a trifle tedious. He took a fresh grip on his garden fork and shifted it about in the air as a hint that the interview had lasted long enough.

It seems to me, my dear fellow, he said, the only explanation that will square with the facts. A shoe that is really smeared with red paint does not become black of itself in the course of a few minutes.

You are very right, your lordship, said Ashe approvingly. May I go now, your lordship?

Certainly — certainly; by all means.

Shall I take the shoe with me, your lordship?

If you do not want it, Baxter.

The secretary passed the fraudulent piece of evidence to Ashe without a word; and the latter, having included both gentlemen in a kindly smile, left the garden.

On returning to the butlers room Ashes first act was to remove a shoe from the top of the pile in the basket, place it in a small closet in the wall, and lock the closet.

Brain, he said to himself approvingly, is what one chiefly needs in matters of this kind. Without brain, where are we? The next development will be when Friend Baxter thinks it over and is struck with the brilliant idea that it is just possible the shoe he gave me to carry and the shoe I did carry were not one shoe, but two shoes. Meantime — —

He had not been waiting long when there was a footstep in the passage and Baxter appeared. The possibility — indeed, the certainty — that Ashe had substituted another shoe for the one with the incriminating splash of paint on it had occurred to him almost immediately on leaving the garden. Ashe was in the enemys camp. He would naturally do whatever he could to foil him. He perceived now what a mistake it had been to let Ashe take a hand in this affair at all. He chafed at the thought of the tactical error into which too much haste had led him. He came into the room, brisk and peremptory.

I wish to look at those shoes again, he said coldly.

Ashe, with a sigh, rose to assist him.

Sit down, said Baxter. I can manage without you.

Ashe sat down again and watched him with silent interest. The scrutiny irritated the secretary. Ashe, his elbows on his knees and his chin in his hands, was submitting the shoe expert to a contemplative inspection. After fidgeting a few minutes Baxter lodged a complaint.

Dont sit there staring at me!

I was interested in what you were doing, sir.

Never mind! Dont stare at me in that idiotic way.

May I read a book, sir?

Yes; read if you like.

Thank you, sir.

Ashe took a volume from the butlers slenderly stocked shelf. It was entitled Did She Deserve His Love? — by Mrs. Marmaduke Wigfall. He sighed a little as he turned the pages.

Baxter pursued his investigations in the shoe basket. He went through it twice, but both times without success. After the second search he stood up and looked wildly about the room. He was as certain as he could be of anything that the missing piece of evidence was somewhere within those four walls. It was no use asking Ashe point-blank where it was, for he knew Ashe would not tell him. He had by this time placed Ashe definitely as a malefactor.

There was very little cover in the room, even for so small a fugitive as a shoe. He raised the tablecloth and peered beneath the table.

Are you looking for Mr. Beach, sir? said Ashe. I think he has gone to church.

Baxter, pink with his exertions, fastened a baleful glance on him.

You had better be careful, he said.

Careful, sir?

I am not quite such a fool as you imagine.

The startled surprise in Ashes eye at this statement was too much for Baxter. He looked away and resumed his survey of the room. The floor could be acquitted on sight of suspicion of harboring the quarry. His eyes, roaming to and fro, lit on the closet.

What is in this closet?

That closet, sir?

Yes; this closet. He rapped the door irritably.

I could not say, sir. Mr. Beach, to whom the room belongs, possibly keeps a few odd trifles there. A ball of string, perhaps. Maybe an old pipe or something of the kind. Probably nothing of value or interest.

Open it.

It appears to be locked, sir.

Unlock it.

But where is the key?

Baxter thought for a moment.

I have my reasons for thinking you are deliberately keeping the contents of that closet from me. I shall break open the door.

Im afraid you must not do that, sir.

Are you aware to whom you are speaking? inquired Baxter acidly.

Yes, sir; and I know it is not Lord Emsworth, to whom that closet belongs. If you wish to break it open I am afraid you must first get his permission. He is the sole lessee and proprietor of that closet. I am not even the acting manager.

Baxter paused. He also reflected. Something told him that the breaking up of his belongings would be just one of those things which his dreamy employer might resent as out of place in a private secretary. He was loath, after the incident of the cold tongue and the midnight shots, to go out of his way to risk annoying Lord Emsworth.

On the other hand, there was the maddening thought that if he left this room in search of him, in order to obtain his sanction for the housebreaking work he proposed to carry through, Ashe would be alone in the room. And he knew that if Ashe were left alone in the room he would instantly remove the shoe to some other hiding place. He was perfectly convinced that the missing shoe was in the closet.

He stood chewing these thoughts for a while, Ashe meantime standing in a graceful attitude before the closet, staring into vacancy. Then Baxter was seized with a happy idea. Why should be leave the room at all? If he sent Ashe, then he himself could wait and make certain that the closet was not tampered with.

Go and find Lord Emsworth, he said, and ask him to be good enough to come here for a moment on a matter of urgent importance. Be quick! he added, as Ashe stood looking at him without making any movement in the direction of the door.

Quick, sir? asked Ashe meditatively, as though he had been asked a conundrum.

Go and find Lord Emsworth at once. Ashe did not move. Do you intend to disobey me? Baxters voice was steely.

Yes, sir.

What!

I take my stand, said Ashe, on a technical point. In any other place than this house your word would be law. I would fly to do your bidding. If you pressed a button I would do the rest. But in Lord Emsworths house I cannot do anything except what pleases me or what is ordered by Lord Emsworth. Suppose — to take a parallel case — the army officer commanding the garrison at a naval station went on board a battleship and ordered the crew to splice the jib-boom spanker. It might be an admirable thing for the country that the jib-boom spanker should be spliced at that particular juncture; but the crew would naturally decline to move in the matter until the order came from the commander of the ship. So in my case. If you will go to Lord Emsworth and explain to him how matters stand, and come back to me and say, Lord Emsworth wishes you to go and ask him to be good enough to come to this room on a matter of urgent importance, then I shall be only too glad to go and find him. You see my difficulty, sir?

Go and fetch Lord Emsworth. I shall not speak again.

Ashe flicked a speck of dust from his coat sleeve.

Very well, said the secretary.

I can assure you, sir, said Ashe, that if there is a shoe in that closet now, there will be a shoe there when you return. Baxter stalked from the room. But, added Ashe pensively as the footsteps died away, I did not promise that it would be the same shoe.

He took the key from his pocket, unlocked the closet and took out the shoe. Then he selected another from the basket, and placing that in the closet relocked the door.

His next act was to take from the shelf a piece of string. Attaching one end of this to the shoe he had taken from the closet he went to the window. He flung the closet key into the bushes, then turned to the shoe. On a level with the sill a water pipe was fastened to the wall with an iron band. He tied the other end of the string to this and let the shoe swing free. He noticed with approval when it had stopped swinging that it was hidden from above by the window sill.

He returned to his place by the mantelpiece.

As an afterthought he took another shoe from the basket and thrust it up the chimney. A shower of soot fell into the grate, blackening his hand. The scullery was a few yards down the corridor. He went there and washed off the soot.

When he returned to the butlers room Baxter was there, and with him the Earl of Emsworth, the latter looking dazed, as though he were not quite equal to the intellectual pressure of the situation. He also looked annoyed. His mild soul was being stirred to wrath by this perpetual interruption. He was beginning to look on his secretary as a malignant person who deliberately invented excuses for breaking up his morning in the open air.

Where have you been? asked Baxter sharply.

I have been washing my hands, sir.

Huh! said Baxter suspiciously.

Now, my dear Baxter, said the earl impatiently, please tell me once again why you have brought me in here. I cannot make head or tail of what you have been saying. Apparently you accuse this young man of keeping his shoes in a closet. Why should you suspect him of keeping his shoes in a closet? And if he wishes to do so, why on earth should not he keep his shoes in a closet? This is a free country.

Exactly, your lordship, said Ashe approvingly.

It all has to do with the theft of your scarab, Lord Emsworth. Somebody got into the museum and stole the scarab.

Ah, yes; ah, yes — so they did. I remember now. You told me. Bad business that, my dear Baxter. Mr. Peters gave me that scarab. He will be most deucedly annoyed if its lost. Yes, indeed.

Whoever stole it upset the can of red paint and stepped in it.

Devilish careless of them. It must have made the dickens of a mess. Why dont people look where they are walking?

I suspect this man of shielding the criminal by hiding her shoe in this closet.

Oh, its not his own shoes that this young man keeps in closets?

It is a womans shoe, Lord Emsworth.

The deuce it is! Then it was a woman who stole the scarab? Is that the way you figure it out? Bless my soul, Baxter, one wonders what women are coming to nowadays. Its all this Movement, I suppose. The Vote, and all that — eh? I recollect having a chat with the Marquis of Petersfield some time ago. He is in the Cabinet, and he tells me it is perfectly infernal the way these women carry on. He said sometimes it got to such a pitch, with them waving banners and presenting petitions, and throwing flour and things at a fellow, that if he saw his own mother coming toward him, with a hand behind her back, he would run like a rabbit. Told me so himself.

So, said the Efficient Baxter, cutting in on the flow of speech, what I wish to do is to break open this closet.

Eh? Why?

To get the shoe.

The shoe? Ah yes. You were telling me.

If you have no objection.

Objection, my dear fellow? Why should I have any objection? Let me see! What is it you wish to do?

This, said Baxter shortly.

He seized the poker from the fireplace and delivered two rapid blows on the closet door. The wood was splintered. A third blow smashed the flimsy lock. The closet, with any skeletons it might contain, was open for all to view. Baxter uttered a cry of triumph and tore the shoe from its resting place. I told you, he said; I told you!
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The next moment he looked up with an exclamation of surprise and anger.

This shoe has no paint on it, he said, glaring at Ashe. This is not the shoe.

It certainly appears, sir, said Ashe sympathetically, to be free from paint. There is a sort of reddish glow just there, if you look at it sideways, he added helpfully.

Are you satisfied now, my dear Baxter, said the earl, or is there any more furniture that you would like to break? You know, this furniture breaking is becoming a positive craze with you, my dear fellow. You ought to fight against it. Night before last I dont know how many tables broken in the hall; and now this closet. You will ruin me. No purse can stand the constant drain.

The secretary stood still. The disappointment had been severe. A chance remark of Lord Emsworths set him off on the trail once more. Lord Emsworth had caught sight of the little pile of soot in the grate. He bent down to inspect it.

Dear me! he said. I must remember to tell Beach to have his chimney swept. It seems to need it badly.

Baxters eye, rolling in a fine frenzy from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven, also focused itself on the pile of soot; and a thrill went through him. Soot in the fireplace! Ashe washing his hands! You know my methods, my dear Watson. Apply them.

He dived forward with a rush, nearly knocking Lord Emsworth off his feet, and thrust an arm up into the unknown. An avalanche of soot fell on his hand and wrist; but he ignored it, for at the same instant his fingers had closed on what he was seeking.

Ah! he said. I thought as much. You were not clever enough after all.

No, sir, said Ashe patiently. We all make mistakes.

You would have done better not to give me all this trouble. You have done yourself no good by it.

It has been great fun, though, sir, argued Ashe.

Fun! Baxter laughed grimly. You may have cause to change your opinion of what constitutes — —

His voice failed as his eye fell on the all-black toe of the shoe. He looked up and caught Ashes benevolent gaze. He straightened himself and brushed a bead of perspiration from his face with the back of his hand. Unfortunately he used the sooty hand, and the result was like some gruesome burlesque of a negro minstrel.

Did you put that shoe there? he asked slowly.

Yes, sir.

Then what did you mean by putting it there? roared Baxter.

Animal spirits, sir.

What!

Animal spirits, sir.

What the Efficient Baxter would have replied to this one cannot tell. Just as he was opening his mouth, Lord Emsworth, catching sight of his face, intervened.

My dear Baxter, your face! It is positively covered with soot — positively! You must go and wash it. You are quite black. Really, my dear fellow, you present rather an extraordinary appearance. Run off to your room.

Against this crowning blow the Efficient Baxter could not stand up. It was the end.

Soot! he murmured weakly. Soot!

Your face is covered, my dear fellow — quite covered.

It certainly has a faintly sooty aspect, sir, said Ashe.

His voice roused the sufferer to one last flicker of spirit.

You will hear more of this, he said. You will — —

At this moment, slightly muffled by the intervening door and passageway, there came from the direction of the hall a sound like the delivery of a ton of coal. A heavy body bumped down the stairs, and a voice which all three recognized as that of the Honorable Freddie uttered an oath that lost itself in a final crash and a musical splintering sound, which Baxter for one had no difficulty in recognizing as the dissolution of occasional china.

Even if they had not so able a detective as Baxter with them, Lord Emsworth and Ashe would have been at no loss to guess what had happened. Doctor Watson himself could have deduced it from the evidence. The Honorable Freddie had fallen downstairs.

With a little ingenuity this portion of the story of Mr. Peters scarab could be converted into an excellent tract, driving home the perils, even in this world, of absenting oneself from church on Sunday morning. If the Honorable Freddie had gone to church he would not have been running down the great staircase at the castle at that hour; and if he had not been running down the great staircase at the castle at that hour he would not have encountered Muriel.

Muriel was a Persian cat belonging to Lady Ann Warblington. Lady Ann had breakfasted in bed and lain there late, as she rather fancied she had one of her sick headaches coming on. Muriel had left her room in the wake of the breakfast tray, being anxious to be present at the obsequies of a fried sole that had formed Lady Anns simple morning meal, and had followed the maid who bore it until she had reached the hall.

At this point the maid, who disliked Muriel, stopped and made a noise like an exploding pop bottle, at the same time taking a little run in Muriels direction and kicking at her with a menacing foot. Muriel, wounded and startled, had turned in her tracks and sprinted back up the staircase at the exact moment when the Honorable Freddie, who for some reason was in a great hurry, ran lightly down.

There was an instant when Freddie could have saved himself by planting a number-ten shoe on Muriels spine, but even in that crisis he bethought him that he hardly stood solid enough with the authorities to risk adding to his misdeeds the slaughter of his aunts favorite cat, and he executed a rapid swerve. The spared cat proceeded on her journey upstairs, while Freddie, touching the staircase at intervals, went on down.

[image: img170.jpg]Having reached the bottom, he sat amid the occasional china, and endeavored to ascertain the extent of his injuries. He had a dazed suspicion that he was irreparably fractured in a dozen places. It was in this attitude that the rescue party found him. He gazed up at them with silent pathos.

In the name of goodness, Frederick, said Lord Emsworth extremely peevishly, what do you imagine you are doing?

Freddie endeavored to rise, but sank back again with a stifled howl.

It was that bally cat of Aunt Anns, he said. It came legging it up the stairs. I think Ive broken my leg.

You have certainly broken everything else, said his father unsympathetically. Between you and Baxter, I wonder theres a stick of furniture standing in the house.

Thanks, old chap, said Freddie gratefully as Ashe stepped forward and lent him an arm. I think my bally ankle must have got twisted. I wish you would give me a hand up to my room.

And, Baxter, my dear fellow, said Lord Emsworth, you might telephone to Doctor Bird, in Market Blandings, and ask him to be good enough to drive out. I am sorry, Freddie, he added, that you have met with this accident; but — but everything is so — so disturbing nowadays that I feel — I feel most disturbed.

Ashe and the Honorable Freddie began to move across the hall — Freddie hopping, Ashe advancing with a sort of polka step. As they reached the stairs there was a sound of wheels outside and the vanguard of the house party, returned from church, entered the house.

[image: img171.jpg]Its all very well to give it out officially that Freddie has fallen downstairs and sprained his ankle, said Colonel Horace Mant, discussing the affair with the Bishop of Godalming later in the afternoon; but its my firm belief that that fellow Baxter did precisely as I said he would — ran amuck and inflicted dashed frightful injuries on young Freddie. When I got into the house there was Freddie being helped up the stairs, while Baxter, with his face covered with soot, was looking after him with a sort of evil grin. What had he smeared his face with soot for, I should like to know, if he was perfectly sane?

The whole thing is dashed fishy and mysterious; and the sooner I can get Mildred safely out of the place, the better I shall be pleased. The fellows as mad as a hatter!


CHAPTER X
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WHEN LORD EMSWORTH, sighting Mr. Peters in the group of returned churchgoers, drew him aside and broke the news that the valuable scarab, so kindly presented by him to the castle museum, had been stolen in the night by some person unknown, he thought the millionaire took it exceedingly well. Though the stolen object no longer belonged to him, Mr. Peters no doubt still continued to take an affectionate interest in it and might have been excused had he shown annoyance that his gift had been so carelessly guarded.

Mr. Peters was, however, thoroughly magnanimous about the matter. He deprecated the notion that the earl could possibly have prevented this unfortunate occurrence. He quite understood. He was not in the least hurt. Nobody could have foreseen such a calamity. These things happened and one had to accept them. He himself had once suffered in much the same way, the gem of his collection having been removed almost beneath his eyes in the smoothest possible fashion.

Altogether, he relieved Lord Emsworths mind very much; and when he had finished doing so he departed swiftly and rang for Ashe. When Ashe arrived he bubbled over with enthusiasm. He was lyrical in his praise. He went so far as to slap Ashe on the back. It was only when the latter disclaimed all credit for what had occurred that he checked the flow of approbation.

It wasnt you who got it? Who was it, then?

It was Miss Peters maid. Its a long story; but we were working in partnership. I tried for the thing and failed, and she succeeded.

It was with mixed feelings that Ashe listened while Mr. Peters transferred his adjectives of commendation to Joan. He admired Joans courage, he was relieved that her venture had ended without disaster, and he knew that she deserved whatever anyone could find to say in praise of her enterprise: but, at first, though he tried to crush it down, he could not help feeling a certain amount of chagrin that a girl had succeeded where he, though having the advantage of first chance, had failed. The terms of his partnership with Joan had jarred on him from the beginning.

A man may be in sympathy with the modern movement for the emancipation of woman and yet feel aggrieved when a mere girl proves herself a more efficient thief than himself. Woman is invading mans sphere more successfully every day; but there are still certain fields in which man may consider that he is rightfully entitled to a monopoly — and the purloining of scarabs in the watches of the night is surely one of them. Joan, in Ashes opinion, should have played a meeker and less active part.

These unworthy emotions did not last long. Whatever his shortcomings, Ashe possessed a just mind. By the time he had found Joan, after Mr. Peters had said his say and dispatched him below stairs for that purpose, he had purged himself of petty regrets and was prepared to congratulate her whole-heartedly. He was, however, determined that nothing should induce him to share in the reward. On that point, he resolved, he would refuse to be shaken.

I have just left Mr. Peters, he began. All is well. His check book lies before him on the table and he is trying to make his fountain pen work long enough to write a check. But there is just one thing I want to say — —

She interrupted him. To his surprise, she was eying him coldly and with disapproval. And there is just one thing I want to say, she said; and that is, if you imagine I shall consent to accept a penny of the reward — —

Exactly what I was going to say. Of course I couldnt dream of taking any of it.

I dont understand you. You are certainly going to have it all. I told you when we made our agreement that I should only take my share if you let me do my share of the work. Now that you have broken that agreement, nothing could induce me to take it. I know you meant it kindly, Mr. Marson; but I simply cant feel grateful. I told you that ours was a business contract and that I wouldnt have any chivalry; and I thought that after you had given me your promise — —

One moment, said Ashe, bewildered. I cant follow this. What do you mean?

What do I mean? Why, that you went down to the museum last night before me and took the scarab, though you had promised to stay away and give me my chance.

But I didnt do anything of the sort.

It was Joans turn to look bewildered.

But you have got the scarab, Mr. Marson?

Why, you have got it!

No!

But — but it has gone!

I know. I went down to the museum last night, as we had arranged; and when I got there there was no scarab. It had disappeared.

They looked at each other in consternation.

It was gone when you got to the museum? Ashe asked.

There wasnt a trace of it. I took it for granted that you had been down before me. I was furious!

But this is ridiculous! said Ashe. Who can have taken it? There was nobody besides ourselves who knew Mr. Peters was offering the reward. What exactly happened last night?

I waited until one oclock. Then I slipped down, got into the museum, struck a match, and looked for the scarab. It wasnt there. I couldnt believe it at first. I struck some more matches — quite a number — but it was no good. The scarab was gone; so I went back to bed and thought hard thoughts about you. It was silly of me. I ought to have known you would not break your word; but there didnt seem any other explanation.

Well, somebody must have taken it; and the question is, what are we to do? She laughed. It seems to me that we were a little premature in quarreling about how we were to divide that reward. It looks as though there isnt going to be any reward.

Meantime, said Ashe gloomily, I suppose I have got to go back and tell Mr. Peters. It will break his heart.


CHAPTER XI
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BLANDINGS CASTLE DOZED in the calm of an English Sunday afternoon. All was peace. Freddie was in bed, with orders from the doctor to stay there until further notice. Baxter had washed his face. Lord Emsworth had returned to his garden fork. The rest of the house party strolled about the grounds or sat in them, for the day was one of those late spring days that are warm with a premature suggestion of midsummer.

Aline Peters was sitting at the open window of her bedroom, which commanded an extensive view of the terraces. A pile of letters lay on the table beside her, for she had just finished reading her mail. The postman came late to the castle on Sundays and she had not been able to do this until luncheon was over.

Aline was puzzled. She was conscious of a fit of depression for which she could in no way account. This afternoon she had a feeling that all was not well with the world, which was the more remarkable because she was usually keenly susceptible to weather conditions and reveled in sunshine like a kitten. Yet here was a day nearly as fine as an American day — and she found no solace in it.

She looked down on the terrace; as she looked the figure of George Emerson appeared, walking swiftly. And at the sight of him something seemed to tell her that she had found the key to her gloom.

There are many kinds of walk. George Emersons was the walk of mental unrest. His hands were clasped behind his back, his eyes stared straight in front of him from beneath lowering brows, and between his teeth was an unlighted cigar. Plainly all was not well with George Emerson.

Aline had suspected as much at luncheon; and looking back she realized that it was at luncheon her depression had begun. The discovery startled her a little. She had not been aware, or she had refused to admit to herself, that Georges troubles bulked so large on her horizon. She had always told herself that she liked George, that George was a dear old friend, that George amused and stimulated her; but she would have denied she was so wrapped up in George that the sight of him in trouble would be enough to spoil for her the finest day she had seen since she left America.

There was something not only startling but shocking in the thought; for she was honest enough with herself to recognize that Freddie, her official loved one, might have paced the grounds of the castle chewing an unlighted cigar by the hour without stirring any emotion in her at all.

And she was to marry Freddie next month! This was surely a matter that called for thought. She proceeded, gazing down the while at the perambulating George, to give it thought.

Alines was not a deep nature. She had never pretended to herself that she loved the Honorable Freddie in the sense in which the word is used in books. She liked him and she liked the idea of being connected with the peerage; her father liked the idea and she liked her father. And the combination of these likings had caused her to reply Yes when, last autumn, Freddie, swelling himself out like an embarrassed frog and gulping, had uttered that memorable speech beginning, I say, you know, its like this, dont you know! — and ending, What I mean is, will you marry me — what?

She had looked forward to being placidly happy as the Honorable Mrs. Frederick Threepwood. And then George Emerson had reappeared in her life, a disturbing element.

Until to-day Aline would have resented the suggestion that she was in love with George. She liked to be with him, partly because he was so easy to talk to and partly because it was exciting to be continually resisting the will power he made no secret of trying to exercise. But to-day there was a difference. She had suspected it at luncheon and she realized it now. As she looked down at him from behind the curtain, and marked his air of gloom, she could no longer disguise it from herself.

She felt maternal — horribly maternal. George was in trouble and she wanted to comfort him.

Freddie, too, was in trouble. But did she want to comfort Freddie? No. On the contrary, she was already regretting her promise, so lightly given before luncheon, to go and sit with him that afternoon. A well-marked feeling of annoyance that he had been so silly as to tumble downstairs and sprain his ankle was her chief sentiment respecting Freddie.

George Emerson continued to perambulate and Aline continued to watch him. At last she could endure it no longer. She gathered up her letters, stacked them in a corner of the dressing table and left the room.

George had reached the end of the terrace and turned when she began to descend the stone steps outside the front door. He quickened his pace as he caught sight of her. He halted before her and surveyed her morosely.

I have been looking for you, he said.

And here I am. Cheer up, George! Whatever is the matter? Ive been sitting in my room looking at you, and you have been simply prowling. What has gone wrong?

Everything!

How do you mean — everything?

Exactly what I say. Im done for. Read this. Aline took the yellow slip of paper. A cable, added George. I got it this morning — mailed on from my rooms in London. Read it.

Im trying to. It doesnt seem to make sense.

George laughed grimly.

It makes sense all right.

I dont see how you can say that. Meredith elephant kangaroo — — 

Office cipher; I was forgetting. Elephant means Seriously ill and unable to attend to duty. Meredith is one of the partners in my firm in New York.

Oh, Im so sorry! Do you think he is very sick? Are you very fond of Mr. Meredith?

Meredith is a good fellow and I like him; but if it were simply a matter of his being ill Im afraid I could manage to bear up. Unfortunately kangaroo means Return, without fail, by the next boat. 

You must return by the next boat? Aline looked at him, in her eyes a slow-growing comprehension of the situation. Oh! she said at length.

I put it stronger than that, said George.

But — the next boat —— That means on Wednesday.

Wednesday morning, from Southampton. I shall have to leave here to-morrow.

Alines eyes were fixed on the blue hills across the valley, but she did not see them. There was a mist between. She was feeling crushed and ill-treated and lonely. It was as though George were already gone and she left alone in an alien land.

But, George! she said; she could find no other words for her protest against the inevitable.

Its bad luck, said Emerson quietly; but I shouldnt wonder if it was the best thing that really could have happened. It finishes me cleanly, instead of letting me drag on and make both of us miserable. If this cable hadnt come I suppose I should have gone on bothering you up to the day of your wedding. I should have fancied, to the last moment, that there was a chance for me; but this ends me with one punch.

Even I havent the nerve to imagine that I can work a miracle in the few hours before the train leaves to-morrow. I must just make the best of it. If we ever meet again — though I dont see why we should — you will be married. My particular brand of mental suggestion doesnt work at long range. I shant hope to influence you by telepathy.

He leaned on the balustrade at her side and spoke in a low, level voice.

This thing, he said, coming as a shock, coming out of the blue sky without warning — Meredith is the last man in the world you would expect to crack up; he looked as fit as a dray horse the last time I saw him — somehow seems to have hammered a certain amount of sense into me. Odd it never struck me before; but I suppose I have been about the most bumptious, conceited fool that ever happened.

Why I should have imagined that there was a sort of irresistible fascination in me, which was bound to make you break off your engagement and upset the whole universe simply to win the wonderful reward of marrying me, is more than I can understand. I suppose it takes a shock to make a fellow see exactly what he really amounts to. I couldnt think any more of you than I do; but, if I could, the way you have put up with my mouthing and swaggering and posing as a sort of superman would make me do it. You have been wonderful!

Aline could not speak. She felt as though her whole world had been turned upside down in the last quarter of an hour. This was a new George Emerson, a George at whom it was impossible to laugh, an insidiously attractive George. Her heart beat quickly. Her mind was not clear; but dimly she realized that he had pulled down her chief barrier of defense and that she was more open to attack than she had ever been. Obstinacy, the automatic desire to resist the pressure of a will that attempted to overcome her own, had kept her cool and level-headed in the past. With masterfulness she had been able to cope. Humility was another thing altogether.

Soft-heartedness was Alines weakness. She had never clearly recognized it, but it had been partly pity that had induced her to accept Freddie; he had seemed so downtrodden and sorry for himself during those autumn days when they had first met. Prudence warned her that strange things might happen if once she allowed herself to pity George Emerson.

The silence lengthened. Aline could find nothing to say. In her present mood there was danger in speech.

We have known each other so long, said Emerson, and I have told you so often that I love you, we have come to make almost a joke of it, as though we were playing some game. It just happens that that is our way — to laugh at things; but I am going to say it once again, even though it has come to be a sort of catch phrase. I love you! Im reconciled to the fact that I am done for, out of the running, and that you are going to marry somebody else; but I am not going to stop loving you.

It isnt a question of whether I should be happier if I forgot you. I cant do it! Its just an impossibility — and thats all there is to it. Whatever I may be to you, you are part of me, and you always will be part of me. I might just as well try to go on living without breathing as living without loving you.

He stopped and straightened himself.

Thats all! I dont want to spoil a perfectly good spring afternoon for you by pulling out the tragic stop. I had to say all that; but its the last time. It shant occur again. There will be no tragedy when I step into the train to-morrow. Is there any chance that you might come and see me off?

Aline nodded.

You will? That will be splendid! Now Ill go and pack and break it to my host that I must leave him. I expect it will be news to him that I am here. I doubt whether he knows me by sight.

Aline stood where he had left her, leaning on the balustrade. In the fullness of time there came to her the recollection that she had promised Freddie that shortly after luncheon she would sit with him.

The Honorable Freddie, draped in purple pyjamas and propped up with many pillows, was lying in bed, reading Gridley Quayle, Investigator. Alines entrance occurred at a peculiarly poignant moment in the story and gave him a feeling of having been brought violently to earth from a flight in the clouds. It is not often an author has the good fortune to grip a reader as the author of Gridley Quayle gripped Freddie.

One of the results of his absorbed mood was that he greeted Aline with a stare of an even glassier quality than usual. His eyes were by nature a trifle prominent; and to Aline, in the overstrung condition in which her talk with George Emerson had left her, they seemed to bulge at her like a snails. A man seldom looks his best in bed, and to Aline, seeing him for the first time at this disadvantage, the Honorable Freddie seemed quite repulsive. It was with a feeling of positive panic that she wondered whether he would want her to kiss him.

Freddie made no such demand. He was not one of your demonstrative lovers. He contented himself with rolling over in bed and dropping his lower jaw.

Hello, Aline!

Aline sat down on the edge of the bed.

Well, Freddie?

Her betrothed improved his appearance a little by hitching up his lower jaw. As though feeling that would be too extreme a measure, he did not close his mouth altogether; but he diminished the abyss. The Honorable Freddie belonged to the class of persons who move through life with their mouths always restfully open.

It seemed to Aline that on this particular afternoon a strange dumbness had descended on her. She had been unable to speak to George and now she could not think of anything to say to Freddie. She looked at him and he looked at her; and the clock on the mantelpiece went on ticking.

It was that bally cat of Aunt Anns, said Freddie at length, essaying light conversation. It came legging it up the stairs and I took the most frightful toss. I hate cats! Do you hate cats? I knew a fellow in London who couldnt stand cats.

Aline began to wonder whether there was not something permanently wrong with her organs of speech. It should have been a simple matter to develop the cat theme; but she found herself unable to do so. Her mind was concentrated, to the exclusion of all else, on the repellent nature of the spectacle provided by her loved one in pyjamas. Freddie resumed the conversation.

I was just reading a corking book. Have you ever read these things? They come out every month, and theyre corking. The fellow who writes them must be a corker. It beats me how he thinks of these things. They are about a detective — a chap called Gridley Quayle. Frightfully exciting!

An obvious remedy for dumbness struck Aline.

Shall I read to you, Freddie?

Right-ho! Good scheme! Ive got to the top of this page. Aline took the paper-covered book.

 Seven guns covered him with deadly precision. Did you get as far as that?

Yes; just beyond. Its a bit thick, dont you know! This chappie Quayle has been trapped in a lonely house, thinking he was going to see a pal in distress; and instead of the pal there pop out a whole squad of masked blighters with guns. I dont see how hes going to get out of it, myself; but Ill bet he does. Hes a corker!

If anybody could have pitied Aline more than she pitied herself, as she waded through the adventures of Mr. Quayle, it would have been Ashe Marson. He had writhed as he wrote the words and she writhed as she read them. The Honorable Freddie also writhed, but with tense excitement.

Whats the matter? Dont stop! he cried as Alines voice ceased.

Im getting hoarse, Freddie.

Freddie hesitated. The desire to remain on the trail with Gridley struggled with rudimentary politeness.

How would it be —— Would you mind if I just took a look at the rest of it myself? We could talk afterward, you know. I shant be long.

Of course! Do read if you want to. But do you really like this sort of thing, Freddie?

Me? Rather! Why — dont you?

Freddie had become absorbed in his story. Aline did not attempt further analysis of her attitude toward Mr. Quayle; she relapsed into silence.

It was a silence pregnant with thought. For the first time in their relations she was trying to visualize to herself exactly what marriage with this young man would mean. Hitherto, it struck her, she had really seen so little of Freddie that she had scarcely had a chance of examining him. In the crowded world outside he had always seemed a tolerable enough person.

To-day, somehow, he was different. Everything was different to-day.

This, she took it, was a fair sample of what she might expect after marriage. Marriage meant — to come to essentials — that two people were very often and for lengthy periods alone together, dependent on each other for mutual entertainment. What exactly would it be like, being alone often and for lengthy periods with Freddie? Well, it would, she assumed, be like this.

Its all right, said Freddie without looking up. He did get out! He had a bomb on him, and he threatened to drop it and blow the place to pieces unless the blighters let him go. So they cheesed it. I knew he had something up his sleeve.
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Like this! Aline drew a deep breath. It would be like this — forever and ever and ever — until she died. She bent forward and stared at him.

Freddie, she said, do you love me? There was no reply. Freddie, do you love me? Am I a part of you? If you hadnt me would it be like trying to go on living without breathing?

The Honorable Freddie raised a flushed face and gazed at her with an absent eye.

Eh? What? he said. Do I —— Oh, yes. Rather! I say, one of the blighters has just loosed a rattlesnake into Gridley Quayles bedroom through the transom!

Aline rose from her seat and left the room softly. The Honorable Freddie read on.

Ashe Marson had not greatly overshot the truth in his estimate of the probable effect on Mr. Peters of the information that his precious scarab had once more been removed by alien hands and was now farther from his grasp than ever. A drawback to success in life is that failure, when it does come, acquires an exaggerated importance. Success had made Mr. Peters, in certain aspects of his character, a spoiled child.

At the moment when Ashe broke the news he would have parted with half his fortune to recover the scarab. Its recovery had become a point of honor. He saw it as the prize of a contest between his will and that of whatever malignant powers there might be ranged against him in the effort to show him that there were limits to what he could achieve. He felt as he had felt in the old days when people sneaked up on him in Wall Street and tried to loosen his grip on a railroad or a pet stock. He was suffering from that form of paranoia which makes men multimillionaires. Nobody would be foolish enough to become a multimillionaire if it were not for the desire to prove himself irresistible.

Mr. Peters obtained a small relief for his feelings by doubling the existing reward, and Ashe went off in search of Joan, hoping that this new stimulus, acting on their joint brains, might develop inspiration.

Have any fresh ideas been vouchsafed to you? he asked. You may look on me as baffled.

Joan shook her head.

Dont give up, she urged. Think again. Try to realize what this means, Mr. Marson. Between us we have lost ten thousand dollars in a single night. I cant afford it. It is like losing a legacy. I absolutely refuse to give in without an effort and go back to writing duke-and-earl stories for Home Gossip.

The prospect of tackling Gridley Quayle again — —

Why, I was forgetting that you were a writer of detective stories. You ought to be able to solve this mystery in a moment. Ask yourself, What would Gridley Quayle have done?

I can answer that. Gridley Quayle would have waited helplessly for some coincidence to happen to help him out.

Had he no methods?

He was full of methods; but they never led him anywhere without the coincidence. However, we might try to figure it out. What time did you get to the museum?

One oclock.

And you found the scarab gone. What does that suggest to you?

Nothing. What does it suggest to you?

Absolutely nothing. Let us try again. Whoever took the scarab must have had special information that Peters was offering the reward.

Then why hasnt he been to Mr. Peters and claimed it?

True! That would seem to be a flaw in the reasoning. Once again: Whoever took it must have been in urgent and immediate need of money.

And how are we to find out who was in urgent and immediate need of money?

Exactly! How indeed?

There was a pause.

I should think your Mr. Quayle must have been a great comfort to his clients, wasnt he? said Joan.

Inductive reasoning, I admit, seems to have fallen down to a certain extent, said Ashe. We must wait for the coincidence. I have a feeling that it will come. He paused. I am very fortunate in the way of coincidences.

Are you?

Ashe looked about him and was relieved to find that they appeared to be out of earshot of their species. It was not easy to achieve this position at the castle if you happened to be there as a domestic servant. The space provided for the ladies and gentlemen attached to the guests was limited, and it was rarely that you could enjoy a stroll without bumping into a maid, a valet or a footman; but now they appeared to be alone. The drive leading to the back regions of the castle was empty. As far as the eye could reach there were no signs of servants — upper or lower. Nevertheless, Ashe lowered his voice.

Was it not a strange coincidence, he said, that you came into my life at all?

Not very, said Joan prosaically. It was quite likely that we should meet sooner or later, as we lived on different floors of the same house.

It was a coincidence that you took that room.

Why?

Ashe felt damped. Logically, no doubt, she was right; but surely she might have helped him out a little in this difficult situation. Surely her womans intuition should have told her that a man who has been speaking in a loud and cheerful voice does not lower it to a husky whisper without some reason. The hopelessness of his task began to weigh on him.

Ever since that evening at Market Blandings Station, when he realized that he loved her, he had been trying to find an opportunity to tell her so; and every time they had met the talk had seemed to be drawn irresistibly into practical and unsentimental channels. And now, when he was doing his best to reason it out that they were twin souls who had been brought together by a destiny it would be foolish to struggle against; when he was trying to convey the impression that fate had designed them for each other — she said, Why? It was hard.

He was about to go deeper into the matter when, from the direction of the castle, he perceived the Honorable Freddies valet — Mr. Judson — approaching. That it was this repellent young mans object to break in on them and rob him of his one small chance of inducing Joan to appreciate, as he did, the mysterious workings of Providence as they affected herself and him was obvious. There was no mistaking the valets desire for conversation. He had the air of one brimming over with speech. His wonted indolence was cast aside; and as he drew nearer he positively ran. He was talking before he reached them.

Miss Simpson, Mr. Marson, its true — what I said that night. Its a fact!

Ashe regarded the intruder with a malevolent eye. Never fond of Mr. Judson, he looked on him now with positive loathing. It had not been easy for him to work himself up to the point where he could discuss with Joan the mysterious ways of Providence, for there was that about her which made it hard to achieve sentiment. That indefinable something in Joan Valentine which made for nocturnal raids on other peoples museums also rendered her a somewhat difficult person to talk to about twin souls and destiny. The qualities that Ashe loved in her — her strength, her capability, her valiant self-sufficingness — were the very qualities which seemed to check him when he tried to tell her that he loved them.

Mr. Judson was still babbling.

Its true. There aint a doubt of it now. Its been and happened just as I said that night.

What did you say, which night? inquired Ashe.

That night at dinner — the first night you two came here. Dont you remember me talking about Freddie and the girl he used to write letters to in London — the girl I said was so like you, Miss Simpson? What was her name again? Joan Valentine. That was it. The girl at the theater that Freddie used to send me with letters to pretty nearly every evening. Well, shes been and done it, same as I told you all that night she was jolly likely to go and do. Shes sticking young Freddie up for his letters, just as he ought to have known she would do if he hadnt been a young fathead. Theyre all alike, these girls — every one of them.

Mr. Judson paused, subjected the surrounding scenery to a cautious scrutiny and resumed.

I took a suit of Freddies clothes away to brush just now; and happening — Mr. Judson paused and gave a little cough— happening to glance at the contents of his pockets I come across a letter. I took a sort of look at it before setting it aside, and it was from a fellow named Jones; and it said that this girl Valentine was sticking onto young Freddies letters what hed written her, and would see him blowed if she parted with them under another thousand. And, as I made it out, Freddie had already given her five hundred.

Where he got it is more than I can understand; but thats what the letter said. This fellow Jones said he had passed it to her with his own hands; but she wasnt satisfied, and if she didnt get the other thousand she was going to bring an action for breach. And now Freddie has given me a note to take to this Jones, who is stopping in Market Blandings.

Joan had listened to this remarkable speech with a stunned amazement. At this point she made her first comment:

But that cant be true.

Saw the letter with my own eyes, Miss Simpson.

But — —

She looked at Ashe helplessly. Their eyes met — hers wide with perplexity, his bright with the light of comprehension.

It shows, said Ashe slowly, that he was in immediate and urgent need of money.

You bet it does, said Mr. Judson with relish. It looks to me as though young Freddie had about reached the end of his tether this time. My word! There wont half be trouble if she does sue him for breach! Im off to tell Mr. Beach and the rest. Theyll jump out of their skins. His face fell. Oh, Lord, I was forgetting this note. He told me to take it at once.

Ill take it for you, said Ashe. Im not doing anything.

Mr. Judsons gratitude was effusive.

Youre a good fellow, Marson, he said. Ill do as much for you another time. I couldnt hardly bear not to tell a bit of news like this right away. I should burst or something.

And Mr. Judson, with shining face, hurried off to the housekeepers room.

I simply cant understand it, said Joan at length. My head is going round.

Cant understand it? Why, its perfectly clear. This is the coincidence for which, in my capacity of Gridley Quayle, I was waiting. I can now resume inductive reasoning. Weighing the evidence, what do we find? That bright lad, Freddie, is the man. He has the scarab.

But its all such a muddle. Im not holding his letters.

For Jones purposes you are. Lets get this Jones element in the affair straightened out. What do you know of him?

He was an enormously fat man who came to see me one night and said he had been sent to get back some letters. I told him I had destroyed them ages ago and he went away.

Well, that part of it is clear, then. He is working a simple but ingenious game on Freddie. It wouldnt succeed with everybody, I suppose; but from what I have seen and heard of him Freddie isnt strong on intellect. He seems to have accepted the story without a murmur. What does he do? He has to raise a thousand pounds immediately, and the raising of the first five hundred has exhausted his credit. He gets the idea of stealing the scarab!

But why? Why should he have thought of the scarab at all? That is what I cant understand. He couldnt have meant to give it to Mr. Peters and claim the reward. He couldnt have known that Mr. Peters was offering a reward. He couldnt have known that Lord Emsworth had not got the scarab quite properly. He couldnt have known — he couldnt have known anything!

Ashes enthusiasm was a trifle damped.

Theres something in that. But —— I have it! Jones must have known about the scarab and told him.

But how could he have known?

Yes; theres something in that too. How could Jones have known?

He couldnt. He had gone by the time Aline came that night.

I dont quite understand. Which night?

It was the night after I first met you. I was wondering for a moment whether he could by any chance have overheard Aline telling me about the scarab and the reward Mr. Peters was offering for it.

Overheard! That word is like a bugle blast to me. Nine out of ten of Gridley Quayles triumphs were due to his having overheard something. I think we are now on the right track.

I dont. How could he have overheard us? The door was closed and he was in the street by that time.

How do you know he was in the street? Did you see him out?

No; but he went.

He might have waited on the stairs — you remember how dark they are at Number Seven — and listened.

Why?

Ashe reflected.

Why? Why? What a beast of a word that is — the detectives bugbear. I thought I had it until you said —— Great Scott! Ill tell you why. I see it all. I have him with the goods. His object in coming to see you about the letters was because Freddie wanted them back owing to his approaching marriage with Miss Peters — wasnt it?

Yes.

You tell him you have destroyed the letters. He goes off. Am I right?

Yes.

Before he is out of the house Miss Peters is giving her name at the front door. Put yourself in Jones place. What does he think? He is suspicious. He thinks there is some game on. He skips upstairs again, waits until Miss Peters has gone into your room, then stands outside and listens. How about that for a theory?

I do believe you are right. He might quite easily have done that.

He did do exactly that. I know it as though I had been there; in fact, it is highly probable I was there. You say all this happened on the night after we first met? I remember coming downstairs that night — I was going out to a vaudeville show — and hearing voices in your room. I remember it distinctly. In all probability I nearly ran into Jones.

It does all seem to fit in, doesnt it?

Its a clear case. There isnt a flaw in it. The only question is, can I, on the evidence, go to young Freddie and choke the scarab out of him? On the whole, I think I had better take this note to Jones, as I promised Judson, and see whether I cant work something through him. Yes; thats the best plan. Ill be starting at once.

Perhaps the greatest hardship in being an invalid is the fact that people come and see you and keep your spirits up. The Honorable Freddie Threepwood suffered extremely from this. His was not a gregarious nature and it fatigued his limited brain powers to have to find conversation for his numerous visitors. All he wanted was to be left alone to read the adventures of Gridley Quayle, and when tired of doing that to lie on his back and look at the ceiling and think of nothing.

It is your dynamic person, your energetic worlds worker, who chafes at being laid up with a sprained ankle. The Honorable Freddie enjoyed it. From boyhood up he had loved lying in bed; and now that Fate had allowed him to do this without incurring rebuke he objected to having his reveries broken up by officious relations.

He spent his rare intervals of solitude in trying to decide in his mind which of his cousins, uncles and aunts was, all things considered, the greatest nuisance. Sometimes he would give the palm to Colonel Horace Mant, who struck the soldierly note— I recollect in a hill campaign in the winter of the year 93 giving my ankle the deuce of a twist. Anon the more spiritual attitude of the Bishop of Godalming seemed to annoy him more keenly.

Sometimes he would head the list with the name of his Cousin Percy — Lord Stockheath — who refused to talk of anything except his recent breach-of-promise case and the effect the verdict had had on his old governor. Freddie was in no mood just now to be sympathetic with others on their breach-of-promise cases.

As he lay in bed reading on Monday morning the only flaw in his enjoyment of this unaccustomed solitude was the thought that presently the door was bound to open and some kind inquirer would insinuate himself into the room.

His apprehensions proved well founded. Scarcely had he got well into the details of an ingenious plot on the part of a secret society to eliminate Gridley Quayle by bribing his cook — a bad lot — to sprinkle chopped-up horsehair in his chicken fricassee, before the door-knob turned and Ashe Marson came in.

Freddie was not the only person who had found the influx of visitors into the sick room a source of irritation. The fact that the invalid seemed unable to get a moment to himself had annoyed Ashe considerably. For some little time he had hung about the passage in which Freddies room was situated, full of enterprise but unable to make a forward move owing to the throng of sympathizers. What he had to say to the sufferer could not be said in the presence of a third party.

Freddies sensation, on perceiving him, was one of relief. He had been half afraid it was the bishop. He recognized Ashe as the valet chappie who had helped him to bed on the occasion of his accident. It might be that he had come in a respectful way to make inquiries, but he was not likely to stop long. He nodded and went on reading. And then, glancing up, he perceived Ashe standing beside the bed, fixing him with a piercing stare.

The Honorable Freddie hated piercing stares. One of the reasons why he objected to being left alone with his future father-in-law, Mr. J. Preston Peters, was that Nature had given the millionaire a penetrating pair of eyes, and the stress of business life in New York had developed in him a habit of boring holes in people with them. A young man had to have a stronger nerve than the Honorable Freddie to enjoy a tête-à-tête with Mr. Peters.

Though he accepted Alines father as a necessary evil and recognized that his position entitled him to look at people as sharply as he liked, whatever their feelings, he would be hanged if he was going to extend this privilege to Mr. Peters valet. This man standing beside him was giving him a look that seemed to his sensitive imagination to have been fired red-hot from a gun; and this annoyed and exasperated Freddie.

What do you want? he said querulously. What are you staring at me like that for?
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Ah! he said.

Whatever may have been Ashes defects, so far as the handling of the inductive-reasoning side of Gridley Quayles character was concerned, there was one scene in each of his stories in which he never failed. That was the scene in the last chapter, where Quayle, confronting his quarry, unmasked him. Quayle might have floundered in the earlier part of the story, but in his big scene he was exactly right. He was curt, crisp and mercilessly compelling.

Ashe, rehearsing this interview in the passage before his entry, had decided that he could hardly do better than model himself on the detective. So he began to be curt, crisp and mercilessly compelling to Freddie; and after the first few sentences he had that youth gasping for air.

I will tell you, he said. If you can spare me a few moments of your valuable time I will put the facts before you. Yes; press that bell if you wish — and I will put them before witnesses. Lord Emsworth will no doubt be pleased to learn that his son, whom he trusted, is — a thief!

Freddies hand fell limply. The bell remained untouched. His mouth opened to its fullest extent. In the midst of his panic he had a curious feeling that he had heard or read that last sentence somewhere before. Then he remembered. Those very words occurred in Gridley Quayle, Investigator — The Adventure of the Blue Ruby.

What — what do you mean? he stammered.

I will tell you what I mean. On Saturday night a valuable scarab was stolen from Lord Emsworths private museum. The case was put into my hands — —

Great Scott! Are you a detective?

Ah! said Ashe.

Life, as many a worthy writer has pointed out, is full of ironies. It seemed to Freddie that here was a supreme example of this fact. All these years he had wanted to meet a detective; and now that his wish had been gratified the detective was detecting him!

The case, continued Ashe severely, was placed in my hands. I investigated it. I discovered that you were in urgent and immediate need of money.

How on earth did you do that?

Ah! said Ashe. I further discovered that you were in communication with an individual named Jones.

Good Lord! How?

Ashe smiled quietly.

Yesterday I had a talk with this man Jones, who is staying in Market Blandings. Why is he staying in Market Blandings? Because he had a reason for keeping in touch with you; because you were about to transfer to his care something you could get possession of, but which only he could dispose of — the scarab.

The Honorable Freddie was beyond speech. He made no comment on this statement. Ashe continued:

I interviewed this man Jones. I said to him: I am in the Honorable Frederick Threepwoods confidence. I know everything. Have you any instructions for me? He replied: What do you know? I answered: I know that the Honorable Frederick Threepwood has something he wishes to hand to you, but which he has been unable to hand to you owing to having had an accident and being confined to his room. He then told me to tell you to let him have the scarab by messenger.

Freddie pulled himself together with an effort. He was in sore straits, but he saw one last chance. His researches in detective fiction had given him the knowledge that detectives occasionally relaxed their austerity when dealing with a deserving case. Even Gridley Quayle could sometimes be softened by a hard-luck story. Freddie could recall half a dozen times when a detected criminal had been spared by him because he had done it all from the best motives. He determined to throw himself on Ashes mercy.

I say, you know, he said ingratiatingly, I think its bally marvelous the way youve deduced everything, and so on.

Well?

But I believe you would chuck it if you heard my side of the case.

I know your side of the case. You think you are being blackmailed by a Miss Valentine for some letters you once wrote her. You are not. Miss Valentine has destroyed the letters. She told the man Jones so when he went to see her in London. He kept your five hundred pounds and is trying to get another thousand out of you under false pretenses.

What? You cant be right.

I am always right.

You must be mistaken.

I am never mistaken.

But how do you know?

I have my sources of information.

She isnt going to sue me for breach of promise?

She never had any intention of doing so.

The Honorable Freddie sank back on the pillows.

Good egg! he said with fervor. He beamed happily. This, he observed, is a bit of all right.

Never mind that, said Ashe. Give me the scarab. Where is it?

What are you going to do with it?

Restore it to its rightful owner.

Are you going to give me away to the governor?

I am not.

It strikes me, said Freddie gratefully, that you are a dashed good sort. You seem to me to have the making of an absolute topper! Its under the mattress. I had it on me when I fell downstairs and I had to shove it in there.

Ashe drew it out. He stood looking at it, absorbed. He could hardly believe his quest was at an end and that a small fortune lay in the palm of his hand. Freddie was eying him admiringly.

You know, he said, Ive always wanted to meet a detective. What beats me is how you chappies find out things.

We have our methods.

I believe you. Youre a blooming marvel! What first put you on my track?

That, said Ashe, would take too long to explain. Of course I had to do some tense inductive reasoning; but I cannot trace every link in the chain for you. It would be tedious.

Not to me.

Some other time.

I say, I wonder whether youve ever read any of these things — these Gridley Quayle stories? I know them by heart.

With the scarab safely in his pocket, Ashe could contemplate the brightly colored volume the other extended toward him. Already he was beginning to feel a sort of sentiment for the depressing Quayle, as something that had once formed part of his life.

Do you read these things?

I should say I do. I write them.

There are certain supreme moments that cannot be adequately described. Freddies appreciation of the fact that such a moment had occurred in his life expressed itself in a startled cry and a convulsive movement of all his limbs. He shot up from the pillows and gaped at Ashe.

You write them? You dont mean, write them!

Yes.

Great Scott!

He would have gone on, doubtless, to say more; but at this moment voices made themselves heard outside the door. There was a movement of feet. Then the door opened and a small procession entered.

It was headed by the Earl of Emsworth. Following him came Mr. Peters. And in the wake of the millionaire were Colonel Horace Mant and the Efficient Baxter. They filed into the room and stood by the bedside. Ashe seized the opportunity to slip out.

Freddie glanced at the deputation without interest. His mind was occupied with other matters. He supposed they had come to inquire after his ankle and he was mildly thankful that they had come in a body instead of one by one. The deputation grouped itself about the bed and shuffled its feet. There was an atmosphere of awkwardness.

Er — Frederick! said Lord Emsworth. Freddie, my boy!

Mr. Peters fiddled dumbly with the coverlet. Colonel Mant cleared his throat. The Efficient Baxter scowled.

Er — Freddie, my dear boy, I fear we have a painful — er — duty to perform.
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I dont know what you mean, he said defensively.

Of course you dont — dash it! said Colonel Mant. Were coming to that. And I should like to begin by saying that, though in a sense it was my fault, I fail to see how I could have acted — —

Horace!

Oh, very well! I was only trying to explain.

Lord Emsworth adjusted his pince-nez and sought inspiration from the wall paper.

Freddie, my boy, he began, we have a somewhat unpleasant — a somewhat — er — disturbing —— We are compelled to break it to you. We are all most pained and astounded; and — —

The Efficient Baxter spoke. It was plain he was in a bad temper.

Miss Peters, he snapped, has eloped with your friend Emerson.

Lord Emsworth breathed a sigh of relief.

Exactly, Baxter. Precisely! You have put the thing in a nutshell. Really, my dear fellow, you are invaluable.

All eyes searched Freddies face for signs of uncontrollable emotion. The deputation waited anxiously for his first grief-stricken cry.

Eh? What? said Freddie.

It is quite true, Freddie, my dear boy. She went to London with him on the ten-fifty.

And if I had not been forcibly restrained, said Baxter acidly, casting a vindictive look at Colonel Mant, I could have prevented it.

Colonel Mant cleared his throat again and put a hand to his mustache.

Im afraid that is true, Freddie. It was a most unfortunate misunderstanding. Ill tell you how it happened: I chanced to be at the station bookstall when the train came in. Mr. Baxter was also in the station. The train pulled up and this young fellow Emerson got in — said good-by to us, dont you know, and got in. Just as the train was about to start, Miss Peters — exclaiming, George, dear, Im going with you — dash it! or some such speech — proceeded to sprint to the door of young Emersons compartment. On which — —

On which, interrupted Baxter, I made a spring to try and catch her. Apart from any other consideration, the train was already moving and Miss Peters ran considerable risk of injury. I had hardly moved when I felt a violent jerk at my ankle and fell to the ground. After I had recovered from the shock, which was not immediately, I found — —

The fact is, Freddie, my boy, the colonel went on, I acted under a misapprehension. Nobody can be sorrier for the mistake than I; but recent events in this house had left me with the impression that Mr. Baxter here was not quite responsible for his actions — overwork or something, I imagined. I have seen it happen so often in India, dont you know, where fellows run amuck and kick up the deuces own delight. I am bound to admit that I have been watching Mr. Baxter rather closely lately in the expectation that something of this very kind might happen.

Of course I now realize my mistake; and I have apologized — apologized humbly — dash it! But at the moment I was firmly under the impression that our friend here had an attack of some kind and was about to inflict injuries on Miss Peters. If Ive seen it happen once in India, Ive seen it happen a dozen times.

I recollect, in the hot weather of the year 92 — or was it 93 — I think 93 — one of my native bearers —— However, I sprang forward and caught the crook of my walking stick on Mr. Baxters ankle and brought him down. And by the time explanations were made it was too late. The train had gone, with Miss Peters in it.

And a telegram has just arrived, said Lord Emsworth, to say that they are being married this afternoon at a registrars. The whole occurrence is most disturbing.

Bear it like a man, my boy! urged Colonel Mant.

To all appearances Freddie was bearing it magnificently. Not a single exclamation, either of wrath or pain, had escaped his lips. One would have said the shock had stunned him or that he had not heard, for his face expressed no emotion whatever.

The fact was, the story had made very little impression of any sort on the Honorable Freddie. His relief at Ashes news about Joan Valentine; the stunning joy of having met in the flesh the author of the adventures of Gridley Quayle; the general feeling that all was now right with the world — these things deprived him of the ability to be greatly distressed.

And there was a distinct feeling of relief — actual relief — that now it would not be necessary for him to get married. He had liked Aline; but whenever he had really thought of it the prospect of getting married rather appalled him. A chappie looked such an ass getting married!

It appeared, however, that some verbal comment on the state of affairs was required of him. He searched his mind for something adequate.

You mean to say Aline has bolted with Emerson?

The deputation nodded pained nods. Freddie searched in his mind again. The deputation held its breath.

Well, Im blowed! said Freddie. Fancy that!

Mr. Peters walked heavily into his room. Ashe Marson was waiting for him there. He eyed Ashe dully.

Pack! he said.

Pack?

Pack! Were getting out of here by the afternoon train.

Has anything happened?

My daughter has eloped with Emerson.

What!

Dont stand there saying what! Pack.

Ashe put his hand in his pocket.

Where shall I put this? he asked.

For a moment Mr. Peters looked without comprehension at what Ashe was holding out; then his whole demeanor altered. His eyes lit up. He uttered a howl of pure rapture:

You got it!

I got it.

Where was it? Who took it? How did you choke it out of them? How did you find it? Who had it?

I dont know whether I ought to say. I dont want to start anything. You wont tell anyone?

Tell anyone! What do you take me for? Do you think I am going about advertising this? If I can sneak out without that fellow Baxters jumping on my back I shall be satisfied. You can take it from me that there wont be any sensational exposures if I can help it. Who had it?

Young Threepwood.

Threepwood? Why did he want it?

He needed money and he was going to raise it on this.

Mr. Peters exploded.

And I have been kicking because Aline cant marry him and has gone off with a regular fellow like young Emerson! Hes a good boy — young Emerson. I knew his folks. Hell make a name for himself one of these days. Hes got get-up in him. And I have been waiting to shoot him because he has taken Aline away from that goggle-eyed chump up in bed there!

Why, if she had married Threepwood I should have had grandchildren who would have sneaked my watch while I was dancing them on my knee! There is a taint of some sort in the whole family. Father sneaks my Cheops and sonny sneaks it from father. What a gang! And the best blood in England! If thats Englands idea of good blood give me Hoboken! This settles it. I was a chump ever to come to a country like this. Property isnt safe here. Im going back to America on the next boat.

Wheres my check book? Im going to write you out that check right away. Youve earned it. Listen, young man: I dont know what your ideas are, but if you arent chained to this country Ill make it worth your while to stay on with me. They say no ones indispensable, but you come mighty near it. If I had you at my elbow for a few years Id get right back into shape. Im feeling better now than I have felt in years — and youve only just started in on me.

How about it? You can call yourself what you like — secretary or trainer, or whatever suits you best. What you will be is the fellow who makes me take exercise and stop smoking cigars, and generally looks after me. How do you feel about it?

It was a proposition that appealed both to Ashes commercial and to his missionary instincts. His only regret had been that, the scarab recovered, he and Mr. Peters would now, he supposed, part company. He had not liked the idea of sending the millionaire back to the world a half-cured man. Already he had begun to look on him in the light of a piece of creative work to which he had just set his hand.

But the thought of Joan gave him pause. If this meant separation from Joan it was not to be considered.

Let me think it over, he said.

Well, think quick! said Mr. Peters.

It has been said by those who have been through fires, earthquakes and shipwrecks that in such times of stress the social barriers are temporarily broken down, and the spectacle may be seen of persons of the highest social standing speaking quite freely to persons who are not in society at all; and of quite nice people addressing others to whom they have never been introduced. The news of Aline Peters elopement with George Emerson, carried beyond the green-baize door by Slingsby, the chauffeur, produced very much the same state of affairs in the servants quarters at Blandings Castle.

It was not only that Slingsby was permitted to penetrate into the housekeepers room and tell his story to his social superiors there, though that was an absolutely unprecedented occurrence; what was really extraordinary was that mere menials discussed the affair with the personal ladies and gentlemen of the castle guests, and were allowed to do so uncrushed. James, the footman — that pushing individual — actually shoved his way into the Room, and was heard by witnesses to remark to no less a person than Mr. Beach that it was a bit thick.

And it is on record that his fellow footman, Alfred, meeting the groom of the chambers in the passage outside, positively prodded him in the lower ribs, winked, and said: What a day were having! One has to go back to the worst excesses of the French Revolution to parallel these outrages. It was held by Mr. Beach and Mrs. Twemlow afterward that the social fabric of the castle never fully recovered from this upheaval. It may be they took an extreme view of the matter, but it cannot be denied that it wrought changes. The rise of Slingsby is a case in point. Until this affair took place the chauffeurs standing had never been satisfactorily settled. Mr. Beach and Mrs. Twemlow led the party which considered that he was merely a species of coachman; but there was a smaller group which, dazzled by Slingsbys personality, openly declared it was not right that he should take his meals in the servants hall with such admitted plebeians as the odd man and the stewards-room footman.

The Aline-George elopement settled the point once and for all. Slingsby had carried Georges bag to the train. Slingsby had been standing a few yards from the spot where Aline began her dash for the carriage door. Slingsby was able to exhibit the actual half sovereign with which George had tipped him only five minutes before the great event. To send such a public man back to the servants hall was impossible. By unspoken consent the chauffeur dined that night in the stewards room, from which he was never dislodged.

Mr. Judson alone stood apart from the throng that clustered about the chauffeur. He was suffering the bitterness of the supplanted. A brief while before and he had been the central figure, with his story of the letter he had found in the Honorable Freddies coat pocket. Now the importance of his story had been engulfed in that of this later and greater sensation, and Mr. Judson was learning, for the first time, on what unstable foundations popularity stands.

Joan was nowhere to be seen. In none of the spots where she might have been expected to be at such a time was she to be found. Ashe had almost given up the search when, going to the back door and looking out as a last chance, he perceived her walking slowly on the gravel drive.

She greeted Ashe with a smile, but something was plainly troubling her. She did not speak for a moment and they walked side by side.

What is it? said Ashe at length. What is the matter?

She looked at him gravely.

Gloom, she said. Despondency, Mr. Marson. A sort of flat feeling. Dont you hate things happening?

I dont quite understand.

Well, this affair of Aline, for instance. Its so big. It makes one feel as though the whole world had altered. I should like nothing to happen ever, and life just to jog peacefully along. Thats not the gospel I preached to you in Arundel Street, is it! I thought I was an advanced apostle of action; but I seem to have changed. Im afraid I shall never be able to make clear what I do mean. I only know I feel as though I have suddenly grown old. These things are such milestones. Already I am beginning to look on the time before Aline behaved so sensationally as terribly remote. To-morrow it will be worse, and the day after that worse still. I can see that you dont in the least understand what I mean.

Yes; I do — or I think I do. What it comes to, in a few words, is that somebody you were fond of has gone out of your life. Is that it?

Joan nodded.

Yes — at least, that is partly it. I didnt really know Aline particularly well, beyond having been at school with her, but youre right. Its not so much what has happened as what it represents that matters. This elopement has marked the end of a phase of my life. I think I have it now. My life has been such a series of jerks. I dash along — then something happens which stops that bit of my life with a jerk; and then I have to start over again — a new bit. I think Im getting tired of jerks. I want something stodgy and continuous.

Im like one of the old bus horses that could go on forever if people got off without making them stop. Its the having to get the bus moving again that wears one out. This little section of my life since we came here is over, and it is finished for good. Ive got to start the bus going again on a new road and with a new set of passengers. I wonder whether the old horses used to be sorry when they dropped one set of passengers and took on a lot of strangers?

A sudden dryness invaded Ashes throat. He tried to speak, but found no words. Joan went on:

Do you ever get moods when life seems absolutely meaningless? Its like a badly-constructed story, with all sorts of characters moving in and out who have nothing to do with the plot. And when somebody comes along that you think really has something to do with the plot, he suddenly drops out. After a while you begin to wonder what the story is about, and you feel that its about nothing — just a jumble.

There is one thing, said Ashe, that knits it together.

What is that?

The love interest.

Their eyes met and suddenly there descended on Ashe confidence. He felt cool and alert, sure of himself, as in the old days he had felt when he ran races and, the nerve-racking hours of waiting past, he listened for the starters gun. Subconsciously he was aware he had always been a little afraid of Joan, and that now he was no longer afraid.

Joan, will you marry me?

Her eyes wandered. He waited.

I wonder! she said softly. You think that is the solution?

Yes.

How can you tell? she broke out. We scarcely know each other. I shant always be in this mood. I may get restless again. I may find it is the jerks that I really like.

You wont!

Youre very confident.

I am absolutely confident.

 She travels the fastest who travels alone,  misquoted Joan.

What is the good, said Ashe, of traveling fast if youre going round in a circle? I know how you feel. Ive felt the same myself. You are an individualist. You think there is something tremendous just round the corner and that you can get it if you try hard enough. There isnt — or if there is it isnt worth getting. Life is nothing but a mutual-aid association. I am going to help old Peters — you are going to help me — I am going to help you.
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Help me to do what?

Make life coherent instead of a jumble.

Mr. Marson — —

Dont call me Mr. Marson.

Ashe, you dont know what you are doing. You dont know me. Ive been knocking about the world for five years and Im hard — hard right through. I should make you wretched.

You are not in the least hard — and you know it. Listen to me, Joan. Wheres your sense of fairness? You crash into my life, turn it upside down, dig me out of my quiet groove, revolutionize my whole existence; and now you propose to drop me and pay no further attention to me. Is it fair?

But I dont. We shall always be the best of friends.

We shall — but we will get married first.

You are determined?

I am!

Joan laughed happily.

How perfectly splendid! I was terrified lest I might have made you change your mind. I had to say all I did to preserve my self-respect after proposing to you. Yes; I did. How strange it is that men never seem to understand a woman, however plainly she talks! You dont think I was really worrying because I had lost Aline, do you? I thought I was going to lose you; and it made me miserable. You couldnt expect me to say it in so many words; but I thought you guessed. I practically said it. Ashe! What are you doing?

Ashe paused for a moment to reply.

I am kissing you, he said.

But you mustnt! Theres a scullery maid or somebody looking through the kitchen window. She will see us.

Ashe drew her to him.

Scullery maids have few pleasures, he said. Let her see us.


CHAPTER XII
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THE EARL OF Emsworth sat by the sick bed and regarded the Honorable Freddie almost tenderly.

I fear, Freddie, my dear boy, this has been a great shock to you.

Eh? What? Yes — rather! Deuce of a shock, govnor.

I have been thinking it over, my boy, and perhaps I have been a little hard on you. When your ankle is better I have decided to renew your allowance; and you may return to London, as you do not seem happy in the country. Though how any reasonable being can prefer — —

The Honorable Freddie started, popeyed, to a sitting posture.

My word! Not really?

His father nodded.

Yes. But, Freddie, my boy, he added, not without pathos, I do wish that this time you would endeavor, for my sake, not to make a fool out of yourself.

He eyed his offspring wistfully.

Ill have a jolly good stab at it, govnor! said the Honorable Freddie.

THE END
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CHAPTER I
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THE SUNSHINE OF a fair Spring morning fell graciously on London town. Out in Piccadilly its heartening warmth seemed to infuse into traffic and pedestrians alike a novel jauntiness, so that bus drivers jested and even the lips of chauffeurs uncurled into not unkindly smiles. Policemen whistled at their posts — clerks, on their way to work; beggars approached the task of trying to persuade perfect strangers to bear the burden of their maintenance with that optimistic vim which makes all the difference. It was one of those happy mornings.

At nine oclock precisely the door of Number Seven Arundell Street, Leicester Square, opened and a young man stepped out.

Of all the spots in London which may fairly be described as backwaters there is none that answers so completely to the description as Arundell Street, Leicester Square. Passing along the north sidewalk of the square, just where it joins Piccadilly, you hardly notice the bottleneck opening of the tiny cul-de-sac. Day and night the human flood roars past, ignoring it. Arundell Street is less than forty yards in length; and, though there are two hotels in it, they are not fashionable hotels. It is just a backwater.

In shape Arundell Street is exactly like one of those flat stone jars in which Italian wine of the cheaper sort is stored. The narrow neck that leads off Leicester Square opens abruptly into a small court. Hotels occupy two sides of this; the third is at present given up to rooming houses for the impecunious. These are always just going to be pulled down in the name of progress to make room for another hotel, but they never do meet with that fate; and as they stand now so will they in all probability stand for generations to come.

They provide single rooms of moderate size, the bed modestly hidden during the day behind a battered screen. The rooms contain a table, an easy-chair, a hard chair, a bureau, and a round tin bath, which, like the bed, goes into hiding after its useful work is performed. And you may rent one of these rooms, with breakfast thrown in, for five dollars a week.

Ashe Marson had done so. He had rented the second-floor front of Number Seven.

Twenty-six years before this story opens there had been born to Joseph Marson, minister, and Sarah his wife, of Hayling, Massachusetts, in the United States of America, a son. This son, christened Ashe after a wealthy uncle who subsequently double-crossed them by leaving his money to charities, in due course proceeded to Harvard to study for the ministry. So far as can be ascertained from contemporary records, he did not study a great deal for the ministry; but he did succeed in running the mile in four minutes and a half and the half mile at a correspondingly rapid speed, and his researches in the art of long jumping won him the respect of all.

That he should be awarded, at the conclusion of his Harvard career, one of those scholarships at Oxford University instituted by the late Cecil Rhodes for the encouragement of the liberal arts, was a natural sequence of events.

That was how Ashe came to be in England.

The rest of Ashes history follows almost automatically. He won his blue for athletics at Oxford, and gladdened thousands by winning the mile and the half mile two years in succession against Cambridge at Queens Club. But owing to the pressure of other engagements he unfortunately omitted to do any studying, and when the hour of parting arrived he was peculiarly unfitted for any of the learned professions. Having, however, managed to obtain a sort of degree, enough to enable him to call himself a Bachelor of Arts, and realizing that you can fool some of the people some of the time, he applied for and secured a series of private tutorships.

A private tutor is a sort of blend of poor relation and nursemaid, and few of the stately homes of England are without one. He is supposed to instill learning and deportment into the small son of the house; but what he is really there for is to prevent the latter from being a nuisance to his parents when he is home from school on his vacation.

Having saved a little money at this dreadful trade, Ashe came to London and tried newspaper work. After two years of moderate success he got in touch with the Mammoth Publishing Company.

The Mammoth Publishing Company, which controls several important newspapers, a few weekly journals, and a number of other things, does not disdain the pennies of the office boy and the junior clerk. One of its many profitable ventures is a series of paper-covered tales of crime and adventure. It was here that Ashe found his niche. Those adventures of Gridley Quayle, Investigator, which are so popular with a certain section of the reading public, were his work.

Until the advent of Ashe and Mr. Quayle, the British Pluck Library had been written by many hands and had included the adventures of many heroes: but in Gridley Quayle the proprietors held that the ideal had been reached, and Ashe received a commission to conduct the entire British Pluck Library — monthly — himself. On the meager salary paid him for these labors he had been supporting himself ever since.

That was how Ashe came to be in Arundell Street, Leicester Square, on this May morning.

He was a tall, well-built, fit-looking young man, with a clear eye and a strong chin; and he was dressed, as he closed the front door behind him, in a sweater, flannel trousers, and rubber-soled gymnasium shoes. In one hand he bore a pair of Indian clubs, in the other a skipping rope.

Having drawn in and expelled the morning air in a measured and solemn fashion, which the initiated observer would have recognized as that scientific deep breathing so popular nowadays, he laid down his clubs, adjusted his rope and began to skip.

When he had taken the second-floor front of Number Seven, three months before, Ashe Marson had realized that he must forego those morning exercises which had become a second nature to him, or else defy Londons unwritten law and brave Londons mockery. He had not hesitated long. Physical fitness was his gospel. On the subject of exercise he was confessedly a crank. He decided to defy London.

The first time he appeared in Arundell Street in his sweater and flannels he had barely whirled his Indian clubs once around his head before he had attracted the following audience:

a) Two cabmen — one intoxicated; b) Four waiters from the Hotel Mathis; c) Six waiters from the Hotel Previtali; d) Six chambermaids from the Hotel Mathis; e) Five chambermaids from the Hotel Previtali; f) The proprietor of the Hotel Mathis; g) The proprietor of the Hotel Previtali; h) A street cleaner; i) Eleven nondescript loafers; j) Twenty-seven children; k) A cat.

They all laughed — even the cat — and kept on laughing. The intoxicated cabman called Ashe Sunny Jim. And Ashe kept on swinging his clubs.

A month later, such is the magic of perseverance, his audience had narrowed down to the twenty-seven children. They still laughed, but without that ringing conviction which the sympathetic support of their elders had lent them.

And now, after three months, the neighborhood, having accepted Ashe and his morning exercises as a natural phenomenon, paid him no further attention.

On this particular morning Ashe Marson skipped with even more than his usual vigor. This was because he wished to expel by means of physical fatigue a small devil of discontent, of whose presence within him he had been aware ever since getting out of bed. It is in the Spring that the ache for the larger life comes on us, and this was a particularly mellow Spring morning. It was the sort of morning when the air gives us a feeling of anticipation — a feeling that, on a day like this, things surely cannot go jogging along in the same dull old groove; a premonition that something romantic and exciting is about to happen to us.

But the southwest wind of Spring brings also remorse. We catch the vague spirit of unrest in the air and we regret our misspent youth.

Ashe was doing this. Even as he skipped, he was conscious of a wish that he had studied harder at college and was now in a position to be doing something better than hack work for a soulless publishing company. Never before had he been so completely certain that he was sick to death of the rut into which he had fallen.

Skipping brought no balm. He threw down his rope and took up the Indian clubs. Indian clubs left him still unsatisfied. The thought came to him that it was a long time since he had done his Larsen Exercises. Perhaps they would heal him.

The Larsen Exercises, invented by a certain Lieutenant Larsen, of the Swedish Army, have almost every sort of merit. They make a man strong, supple, and slender. But they are not dignified. Indeed, to one seeing them suddenly and without warning for the first time, they are markedly humorous. The only reason why King Henry, of England, whose son sank with the White Ship, never smiled again, was because Lieutenant Larsen had not then invented his admirable exercises.

So complacent, so insolently unselfconscious had Ashe become in the course of three months, owing to his success in inducing the populace to look on anything he did with the indulgent eye of understanding, that it simply did not occur to him, when he abruptly twisted his body into the shape of a corkscrew, in accordance with the directions in the lieutenants book for the consummation of Exercise One, that he was doing anything funny.

And the behavior of those present seemed to justify his confidence. The proprietor of the Hotel Mathis regarded him without a smile. The proprietor of the Hotel Previtali might have been in a trance, for all the interest he displayed. The hotel employees continued their tasks impassively. The children were blind and dumb. The cat across the way stropped its backbone against the railings unheeding.

But, even as he unscrambled himself and resumed a normal posture, from his immediate rear there rent the quiet morning air a clear and musical laugh. It floated out on the breeze and hit him like a bullet.

Three months ago Ashe would have accepted the laugh as inevitable, and would have refused to allow it to embarrass him; but long immunity from ridicule had sapped his resolution. He spun round with a jump, flushed and self-conscious.

From the window of the first-floor front of Number Seven a girl was leaning. The Spring sunshine played on her golden hair and lit up her bright blue eyes, fixed on his flanneled and sweatered person with a fascinated amusement. Even as he turned, the laugh smote him afresh.

For the space of perhaps two seconds they stared at each other, eye to eye. Then she vanished into the room.

Ashe was beaten. Three months ago a million girls could have laughed at his morning exercises without turning him from his purpose. Today this one scoffer, alone and unaided, was sufficient for his undoing. The depression which exercise had begun to dispel surged back on him. He had no heart to continue. Sadly gathering up his belongings, he returned to his room, and found a cold bath tame and uninspiring.

The breakfasts — included in the rent — provided by Mrs. Bell, the landlady of Number Seven, were held by some authorities to be specially designed to quell the spirits of their victims, should they tend to soar excessively. By the time Ashe had done his best with the disheveled fried egg, the chicory blasphemously called coffee, and the charred bacon, misery had him firmly in its grip. And when he forced himself to the table, and began to try to concoct the latest of the adventures of Gridley Quayle, Investigator, his spirit groaned within him.

This morning, as he sat and chewed his pen, his loathing for Gridley seemed to have reached its climax. It was his habit, in writing these stories, to think of a good title first, and then fit an adventure to it. And overnight, in a moment of inspiration, he had jotted down on an envelope the words: The Adventure of the Wand of Death.

It was with the sullen repulsion of a vegetarian who finds a caterpillar in his salad that he now sat glaring at them.

The title had seemed so promising overnight — so full of strenuous possibilities. It was still speciously attractive; but now that the moment had arrived for writing the story its flaws became manifest.

What was a wand of death? It sounded good; but, coming down to hard facts, what was it? You cannot write a story about a wand of death without knowing what a wand of death is; and, conversely, if you have thought of such a splendid title you cannot jettison it offhand. Ashe rumpled his hair and gnawed his pen.

There came a knock at the door.

Ashe spun round in his chair. This was the last straw! If he had told Mrs. Ball once that he was never to be disturbed in the morning on any pretext whatsoever, he had told her twenty times. It was simply too infernal to be endured if his work time was to be cut into like this. Ashe ran over in his mind a few opening remarks.

Come in! he shouted, and braced himself for battle.

A girl walked in — the girl of the first-floor front; the girl with the blue eyes, who had laughed at his Larsen Exercises.

Various circumstances contributed to the poorness of the figure Ashe cut in the opening moments of this interview. In the first place, he was expecting to see his landlady, whose height was about four feet six, and the sudden entry of somebody who was about five feet seven threw the universe temporarily out of focus. In the second place, in anticipation of Mrs. Bells entry, he had twisted his face into a forbidding scowl, and it was no slight matter to change this on the spur of the moment into a pleasant smile. Finally, a man who has been sitting for half an hour in front of a sheet of paper bearing the words: The Adventure of the Wand of Death, and trying to decide what a wand of death might be, has not his mind under proper control.

The net result of these things was that, for perhaps half a minute, Ashe behaved absurdly. He goggled and he yammered. An alienist, had one been present, would have made up his mind about him without further investigation. For an appreciable time he did not think of rising from his seat. When he did, the combined leap and twist he executed practically amounted to a Larsen Exercise.

Nor was the girl unembarrassed. If Ashe had been calmer he would have observed on her cheek the flush which told that she, too, was finding the situation trying. But, woman being ever better equipped with poise than man, it was she who spoke first.

Im afraid Im disturbing you.

No, no! said Ashe. Oh, no; not at all — not at all! No. Oh, no — not at all — no! And would have continued to play on the theme indefinitely had not the girl spoken again.

I wanted to apologize, she said, for my abominable rudeness in laughing at you just now. It was idiotic of me and I dont know why I did it. Im sorry.

Science, with a thousand triumphs to her credit, has not yet succeeded in discovering the correct reply for a young man to make who finds himself in the appalling position of being apologized to by a pretty girl. If he says nothing he seems sullen and unforgiving. If he says anything he makes a fool of himself. Ashe, hesitating between these two courses, suddenly caught sight of the sheet of paper over which he had been poring so long.

What is a wand of death? he asked.

I beg your pardon?

A wand of death?

I dont understand.

The delirium of the conversation was too much for Ashe. He burst out laughing. A moment later the girl did the same. And simultaneously embarrassment ceased to be.

I suppose you think Im mad? said Ashe.

Certainly, said the girl.

Well, I should have been if you hadnt come in.

Why was that?

I was trying to write a detective story.

I was wondering whether you were a writer.

Do you write?

Yes. Do you ever read Home Gossip?

Never!

You are quite right to speak in that thankful tone. Its a horrid little paper — all brown-paper patterns and advice to the lovelorn and puzzles. I do a short story for it every week, under various names. A duke or an earl goes with each story. I loathe it intensely.

I am sorry for your troubles, said Ashe firmly; but we are wandering from the point. What is a wand of death?

A wand of death?

A wand of death.

The girl frowned reflectively.

Why, of course; its the sacred ebony stick stolen from the Indian temple, which is supposed to bring death to whoever possesses it. The hero gets hold of it, and the priests dog him and send him threatening messages. What else could it be?

Ashe could not restrain his admiration.

This is genius!

Oh, no!

Absolute genius. I see it all. The hero calls in Gridley Quayle, and that patronizing ass, by the aid of a series of wicked coincidences, solves the mystery; and there am I, with another months work done.

She looked at him with interest.

Are you the author of Gridley Quayle?

Dont tell me you read him!

I do not read him! But he is published by the same firm that publishes Home Gossip, and I cant help seeing his cover sometimes while I am waiting in the waiting room to see the editress.

Ashe felt like one who meets a boyhoods chum on a desert island. Here was a real bond between them.

Does the Mammoth publish you, too? Why, we are comrades in misfortune — fellow serfs! We should be friends. Shall we be friends?

I should be delighted.

Shall we shake hands, sit down, and talk about ourselves a little?

But I am keeping you from your work.

An errand of mercy.

She sat down. It is a simple act, this of sitting down; but, like everything else, it may be an index to character. There was something wholly satisfactory to Ashe in the manner in which this girl did it. She neither seated herself on the extreme edge of the easy-chair, as one braced for instant flight; nor did she wallow in the easy-chair, as one come to stay for the week-end. She carried herself in an unconventional situation with an unstudied self-confidence that he could not sufficiently admire.

Etiquette is not rigid in Arundell Street; but, nevertheless, a girl in a first-floor front may be excused for showing surprise and hesitation when invited to a confidential chat with a second-floor front young man whom she has known only five minutes. But there is a freemasonry among those who live in large cities on small earnings.

Shall we introduce ourselves? said Ashe. Or did Mrs. Bell tell you my name? By the way, you have not been here long, have you?

I took my room day before yesterday. But your name, if you are the author of Gridley Quayle, is Felix Clovelly, isnt it?

Good heavens, no! Surely you dont think anyones name could really be Felix Clovelly? That is only the cloak under which I hide my shame. My real name is Marson — Ashe Marson. And yours?

Valentine — Joan Valentine.

Will you tell me the story of your life, or shall I tell mine first?

I dont know that I have any particular story. I am an American.

Not American!

Why not?

Because it is too extraordinary, too much like a Gridley Quayle coincidence. I am an American!

Well, so are a good many other people.

You miss the point. We are not only fellow serfs — we are fellow exiles. You cant round the thing off by telling me you were born in Hayling, Massachusetts, I suppose?

I was born in New York.

Surely not! I didnt know anybody was.

Why Hayling, Massachusetts?

That was where I was born.

Im afraid I never heard of it.

Strange. I know your home town quite well. But I have not yet made my birthplace famous; in fact, I doubt whether I ever shall. I am beginning to realize that I am one of the failures.

How old are you?

Twenty-six.

You are only twenty-six and you call yourself a failure? I think that is a shameful thing to say.

What would you call a man of twenty-six whose only means of making a living was the writing of Gridley Quayle stories — an empire builder?

How do you know its your only means of making a living? Why dont you try something new?

Such as?

How should I know? Anything that comes along. Good gracious, Mr. Marson; here you are in the biggest city in the world, with chances for adventure simply shrieking to you on every side.

I must be deaf. The only thing I have heard shrieking to me on every side has been Mrs. Bell — for the weeks rent.

Read the papers. Read the advertisement columns. Im sure you will find something sooner or later. Dont get into a groove. Be an adventurer. Snatch at the next chance, whatever it is.

Ashe nodded.

Continue, he said. Proceed. You are stimulating me.

But why should you want a girl like me to stimulate you? Surely London is enough to do it without my help? You can always find something new, surely? Listen, Mr. Marson. I was thrown on my own resources about five years ago — never mind how. Since then I have worked in a shop, done typewriting, been on the stage, had a position as governess, been a ladys maid—

A what! A ladys maid?

Why not? It was all experience; and I can assure you I would much rather be a ladys maid than a governess.

I think I know what you mean. I was a private tutor once. I suppose a governess is the female equivalent. I have often wondered what General Sherman would have said about private tutoring if he expressed himself so breezily about mere war. Was it fun being a ladys maid?

It was pretty good fun; and it gave me an opportunity of studying the aristocracy in its native haunts, which has made me the Gossips established authority on dukes and earls.

Ashe drew a deep breath — not a scientific deep breath, but one of admiration.

You are perfectly splendid!

Splendid?

I mean, you have such pluck.

Oh, well; I keep on trying. Im twenty-three and I havent achieved anything much yet; but I certainly dont feel like sitting back and calling myself a failure.

Ashe made a grimace.

All right, he said. Ive got it.

I meant you to, said Joan placidly. I hope I havent bored you with my autobiography, Mr. Marson. Im not setting myself up as a shining example; but I do like action and hate stagnation.

You are absolutely wonderful! said Ashe. You are a human correspondence course in efficiency, one of the ones you see advertised in the back pages of the magazines, beginning, Young man, are you earning enough? with a picture showing the dead beat gazing wistfully at the boss chair. You would galvanize a jellyfish.

If I have really stimulated you — —

I think that was another slam, said Ashe pensively. Well, I deserve it. Yes, you have stimulated me. I feel like a new man. Its queer that you should have come to me right on top of everything else. I dont remember when I have felt so restless and discontented as this morning.

Its the Spring.

I suppose it is. I feel like doing something big and adventurous.

Well, do it then. You have a Morning Post on the table. Have you read it yet?

I glanced at it.

But you havent read the advertisement pages? Read them. They may contain just the opening you want.

Well, Ill do it; but my experience of advertisement pages is that they are monopolized by philanthropists who want to lend you any sum from ten to a hundred thousand pounds on your note of hand only. However, I will scan them.

Joan rose and held out her hand.

Good-by, Mr. Marson. Youve got your detective story to write, and I have to think out something with a duke in it by to-night; so I must be going. She smiled. We have traveled a good way from the point where we started, but I may as well go back to it before I leave you. Im sorry I laughed at you this morning.

Ashe clasped her hand in a fervent grip.

Im not. Come and laugh at me whenever you feel like it. I like being laughed at. Why, when I started my morning exercises, half of London used to come and roll about the sidewalks in convulsions. Im not an attraction any longer and it makes me feel lonesome. There are twenty-nine of those Larsen Exercises and you saw only part of the first. You have done so much for me that if I can be of any use to you, in helping you to greet the day with a smile, I shall be only too proud. Exercise Six is a sure-fire mirth-provoker; Ill start with it to-morrow morning. I can also recommend Exercise Eleven — a scream! Dont miss it.

Very well. Well, good-by for the present.

Good-by.

She was gone; and Ashe, thrilling with new emotions, stared at the door which had closed behind her. He felt as though he had been wakened from sleep by a powerful electric shock.

Close beside the sheet of paper on which he had inscribed the now luminous and suggestive title of his new Gridley Quayle story lay the Morning Post, the advertisement columns of which he had promised her to explore. The least he could do was to begin at once.

His spirits sank as he did so. It was the same old game. A Mr. Brian MacNeill, though doing no business with minors, was willing — even anxious — to part with his vast fortune to anyone over the age of twenty-one whose means happened to be a trifle straitened. This good man required no security whatever; nor did his rivals in generosity, the Messrs. Angus Bruce, Duncan Macfarlane, Wallace Mackintosh and Donald MacNab. They, too, showed a curious distaste for dealing with minors; but anyone of maturer years could simply come round to the office and help himself.

Ashe threw the paper down wearily. He had known all along that it was no good. Romance was dead and the unexpected no longer happened. He picked up his pen and began to write The Adventure of the Wand of Death.


CHAPTER II
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IN A BEDROOM on the fourth floor of the Hotel Guelph in Piccadilly, the Honorable Frederick Threepwood sat in bed, with his knees drawn up to his chin, and glared at the day with the glare of mental anguish. He had very little mind, but what he had was suffering.

He had just remembered. It is like that in this life. You wake up, feeling as fit as a fiddle; you look at the window and see the sun, and thank Heaven for a fine day; you begin to plan a perfectly corking luncheon party with some of the chappies you met last night at the National Sporting Club; and then — you remember.

Oh, dash it! said the Honorable Freddie. And after a moments pause: And I was feeling so dashed happy!

For the space of some minutes he remained plunged in sad meditation; then, picking up the telephone from the table at his side, he asked for a number.

Hello!

Hello! responded a rich voice at the other end of the wire.

Oh, I say! Is that you, Dickie?

Who is that?

This is Freddie Threepwood. I say, Dickie, old top, I want to see you about something devilish important. Will you be in at twelve?

Certainly. Whats the trouble?

I cant explain over the wire; but its deuced serious.

Very well. By the way, Freddie, congratulations on the engagement.

Thanks, old man. Thanks very much, and so on — but you wont forget to be in at twelve, will you? Good-by.

He replaced the receiver quickly and sprang out of bed, for he had heard the door handle turn. When the door opened he was giving a correct representation of a young man wasting no time in beginning his toilet for the day.

An elderly, thin-faced, bald-headed, amiably vacant man entered. He regarded the Honorable Freddie with a certain disfavor.

Are you only just getting up, Frederick?

Hello, govnor. Good morning. I shant be two ticks now.

You should have been out and about two hours ago. The day is glorious.

Shant be more than a minute, govnor, now. Just got to have a tub and then chuck on a few clothes.

He disappeared into the bathroom. His father, taking a chair, placed the tips of his fingers together and in this attitude remained motionless, a figure of disapproval and suppressed annoyance.

Like many fathers in his rank of life, the Earl of Emsworth had suffered much through that problem which, with the exception of Mr. Lloyd-George, is practically the only fly in the British aristocratic amber — the problem of what to do with the younger sons.

It is useless to try to gloss over the fact — in the aristocratic families of Great Britain the younger son is not required.

Apart, however, from the fact that he was a younger son, and, as such, a nuisance in any case, the honorable Freddie had always annoyed his father in a variety of ways. The Earl of Emsworth was so constituted that no man or thing really had the power to trouble him deeply; but Freddie had come nearer to doing it than anybody else in the world. There had been a consistency, a perseverance, about his irritating performances that had acted on the placid peer as dripping water on a stone. Isolated acts of annoyance would have been powerless to ruffle his calm; but Freddie had been exploding bombs under his nose since he went to Eton.

He had been expelled from Eton for breaking out at night and roaming the streets of Windsor in a false mustache. He had been sent down from Oxford for pouring ink from a second-story window on the junior dean of his college. He had spent two years at an expensive London crammers and failed to pass into the army. He had also accumulated an almost record series of racing debts, besides as shady a gang of friends — for the most part vaguely connected with the turf — as any young man of his age ever contrived to collect.

These things try the most placid of parents; and finally Lord Emsworth had put his foot down. It was the only occasion in his life when he had acted with decision, and he did it with the accumulated energy of years. He stopped his sons allowance, haled him home to Blandings Castle, and kept him there so relentlessly that until the previous night, when they had come up together by an afternoon train, Freddie had not seen London for nearly a year.

Possibly it was the reflection that, whatever his secret troubles, he was at any rate once more in his beloved metropolis that caused Freddie at this point to burst into discordant song. He splashed and warbled simultaneously.

Lord Emsworths frown deepened and he began to tap his fingers together irritably. Then his brow cleared and a pleased smile flickered over his face. He, too, had remembered.

What Lord Emsworth remembered was this: Late in the previous autumn the next estate to Blandings had been rented by an American, a Mr. Peters — a man with many millions, chronic dyspepsia, and one fair daughter — Aline. The two families had met. Freddie and Aline had been thrown together; and, only a few days before, the engagement had been announced. And for Lord Emsworth the only flaw in this best of all possible worlds had been removed.

Yes, he was glad Freddie was engaged to be married to Aline Peters. He liked Aline. He liked Mr. Peters. Such was the relief he experienced that he found himself feeling almost affectionate toward Freddie, who emerged from the bathroom at this moment, clad in a pink bathrobe, to find the paternal wrath evaporated, and all, so to speak, right with the world.

Nevertheless, he wasted no time about his dressing. He was always ill at ease in his fathers presence and he wished to be elsewhere with all possible speed. He sprang into his trousers with such energy that he nearly tripped himself up. As he disentangled himself he recollected something that had slipped his memory.

By the way, govnor, I met an old pal of mine last night and asked him down to Blandings this week. Thats all right, isnt it? Hes a man named Emerson, an American. He knows Aline quite well, he says — has known her since she was a kid.

I do not remember any friend of yours named Emerson.

Well, as a matter of fact, I met him last night for the first time. But its all right. Hes a good chap, dont you know! — and all that sort of rot.

Lord Emsworth was feeling too benevolent to raise the objections he certainly would have raised had his mood been less sunny.

Certainly; let him come if he wishes.

Thanks, govnor.

Freddie completed his toilet.

Doing anything special this morning, govnor? I rather thought of getting a bit of breakfast and then strolling round a bit. Have you had breakfast?

Two hours ago. I trust that in the course of your strolling you will find time to call at Mr. Peters and see Aline. I shall be going there directly after lunch. Mr. Peters wishes to show me his collection of — I think scarabs was the word he used.

Oh, Ill look in all right! Dont you worry! Or if I dont Ill call the old boy up on the phone and pass the time of day. Well, I rather think Ill be popping off and getting that bit of breakfast — what?

Several comments on this speech suggested themselves to Lord Emsworth. In the first place, he did not approve of Freddies allusion to one of Americas merchant princes as the old boy. Second, his sons attitude did not strike him as the ideal attitude of a young man toward his betrothed. There seemed to be a lack of warmth. But, he reflected, possibly this was simply another manifestation of the modern spirit; and in any case it was not worth bothering about; so he offered no criticism.

Presently, Freddie having given his shoes a flick with a silk handkerchief and thrust the latter carefully up his sleeve, they passed out and down into the main lobby of the hotel, where they parted — Freddie to his bit of breakfast; his father to potter about the streets and kill time until luncheon. London was always a trial to the Earl of Emsworth. His heart was in the country and the city held no fascinations for him.

* * *

On one of the floors in one of the buildings in one of the streets that slope precipitously from the Strand to the Thames Embankment, there is a door that would be all the better for a lick of paint, which bears what is perhaps the most modest and unostentatious announcement of its kind in London. The grimy ground-glass displays the words:

R. JONES

Simply that and nothing more. It is rugged in its simplicity. You wonder, as you look at it — if you have time to look at and wonder about these things — who this Jones may be; and what is the business he conducts with such coy reticence.

As a matter of fact, these speculations had passed through suspicious minds at Scotland Yard, which had for some time taken not a little interest in R. Jones. But beyond ascertaining that he bought and sold curios, did a certain amount of bookmaking during the flat-racing season, and had been known to lend money, Scotland Yard did not find out much about Mr. Jones and presently dismissed him from its thoughts.

On the theory, given to the world by William Shakespeare, that it is the lean and hungry-looking men who are dangerous, and that the fat, sleek-headed men, and such as sleep o nights, are harmless, R. Jones should have been above suspicion. He was infinitely the fattest man in the west-central postal district of London. He was a round ball of a man, who wheezed when he walked upstairs, which was seldom, and shook like jelly if some tactless friend, wishing to attract his attention, tapped him unexpectedly on the shoulder. But this occurred still less frequently than his walking upstairs; for in R. Jones circle it was recognized that nothing is a greater breach of etiquette and worse form than to tap people unexpectedly on the shoulder. That, it was felt, should be left to those who are paid by the government to do it.

R. Jones was about fifty years old, gray-haired, of a mauve complexion, jovial among his friends, and perhaps even more jovial with chance acquaintances. It was estimated by envious intimates that his joviality with chance acquaintances, specially with young men of the upper classes, with large purses and small foreheads — was worth hundreds of pounds a year to him. There was something about his comfortable appearance and his jolly manner that irresistibly attracted a certain type of young man. It was his good fortune that this type of young man should be the type financially most worth attracting.

Freddie Threepwood had fallen under his spell during his short but crowded life in London. They had met for the first time at the Derby; and ever since then R. Jones had held in Freddies estimation that position of guide, philosopher and friend which he held in the estimation of so many young men of Freddies stamp.

That was why, at twelve oclock punctually on this Spring day, he tapped with his cane on R. Jones ground glass, and showed such satisfaction and relief when the door was opened by the proprietor in person.

Well, well, well! said R. Jones rollickingly. Whom have we here? The dashing bridegroom-to-be, and no other!

R. Jones, like Lord Emsworth, was delighted that Freddie was about to marry a nice girl with plenty of money. The sudden turning off of the tap from which Freddies allowance had flowed had hit him hard. He had other sources of income, of course; but few so easy and unfailing as Freddie had been in the days of his prosperity.

The prodigal son, by George! Creeping back into the fold after all this weary time! It seems years since I saw you, Freddie. The old govnor put his foot down — didnt he? — and stopped the funds. Damned shame! I take it that things have loosened up a bit since the engagement was announced — eh?

Freddie sat down and chewed the knob of his cane unhappily.

Well, as a matter of fact, Dickie, old top, he said, not so that you could notice it, dont you know! Things are still pretty much the same. I managed to get away from Blandings for a night, because the govnor had to come to London; but Ive got to go back with him on the three-oclock train. And, as for money, I cant get a quid out of him. As a matter of fact, Im in the deuce of a hole; and thats why Ive come to you.

Even fat, jovial men have their moments of depression. R. Jones face clouded, and jerky remarks about hardness of times and losses on the Stock Exchange began to proceed from him. As Scotland Yard had discovered, he lent money on occasion; but he did not lend it to youths in Freddies unfortunate position.

Oh, I dont want to make a touch, you know, Freddie hastened to explain. It isnt that. As a matter of fact, I managed to raise five hundred of the best this morning. That ought to be enough.

Depends on what you want it for, said R. Jones, magically genial once more.

The thought entered his mind, as it had so often, that the world was full of easy marks. He wished he could meet the money-lender who had been rash enough to advance the Honorable Freddie five hundred pounds. Those philanthropists cross our path too seldom.

Freddie felt in his pocket, produced a cigarette case, and from it extracted a newspaper clipping.

Did you read about poor old Percy in the papers? The case, you know?

Percy?

Lord Stockheath, you know.

Oh, the Stockheath breach-of-promise case? I did more than that. I was in court all three days. R. Jones emitted a cozy chuckle. Is he a pal of yours? A cousin, eh? I wish you had seen him in the witness box, with Jellicoe-Smith cross-examining him! The funniest thing I ever heard! And his letters to the girl! They read them out in court; and of all—

Dont, old man! Dickie, old top — please! I know all about it. I read the reports. They made poor old Percy look like an absolute ass.

Well, Nature had done that already; but Im bound to say they improved on Natures work. I should think your Cousin Percy must have felt like a plucked chicken.

A spasm of pain passed over the Honorable Freddies vacant face. He wriggled in his chair.

Dickie, old man, I wish you wouldnt talk like that. It makes me feel ill.

Why, is he such a pal of yours as all that?

Its not that. Its — the fact is, Dickie, old top, Im in exactly the same bally hole as poor old Percy was, myself!

What! You have been sued for breach of promise?

Not absolutely that — yet. Look here; Ill tell you the whole thing. Do you remember a show at the Piccadilly about a year ago called The Baby Doll? There was a girl in the chorus.

Several — I remember noticing.

No; I mean one particular girl — a girl called Joan Valentine. The rotten part is that I never met her.

Pull yourself together, Freddie. What exactly is the trouble?

Well — dont you see? — I used to go to the show every other night, and I fell frightfully in love with this girl—

Without having met her?

Yes. You see, I was rather an ass in those days.

No, no! said R. Jones handsomely.

I must have been or I shouldnt have been such an ass, dont you know! Well, as I was saying, I used to write this girl letters, saying how much I was in love with her; and — and—

Specifically proposing marriage?

I cant remember. I expect I did. I was awfully in love.

How was that if you never met her?

She wouldnt meet me. She wouldnt even come out to luncheon. She didnt even answer my letters — just sent word down by the Johnny at the stage door. And then — —

Freddies voice died away. He thrust the knob of his cane into his mouth in a sort of frenzy.

What then? inquired R. Jones.

A scarlet blush manifested itself on Freddies young face. His eyes wandered sidewise. After a long pause a single word escaped him, almost inaudible:

Poetry!

R. Jones trembled as though an electric current had been passed through his plump frame. His little eyes sparkled with merriment.

You wrote her poetry!

Yards of it, old boy — yards of it! groaned Freddie. Panic filled him with speech. You see the frightful hole Im in? This girl is bound to have kept the letters. I dont remember whether I actually proposed to her or not; but anyway shes got enough material to make it worth while to have a dash at an action — especially after poor old Percy has just got soaked for such a pile of money and made breach-of-promise cases the fashion, so to speak.

And now that the announcement of my engagement is out shes certain to get busy. Probably she has been waiting for something of the sort. Dont you see that all the cards are in her hands? We couldnt afford to let the thing come into court. That poetry would dish my marriage for a certainty. Id have to emigrate or something! Goodness knows what would happen at home! My old govnor would murder me! So you see what a frightful hole Im in, dont you, Dickie, old man?

And what do you want me to do?

Why, to get hold of this girl and get back the letters — dont you see? I cant do it myself, cooped up miles away in the country. And besides, I shouldnt know how to handle a thing like that. It needs a chappie with a lot of sense and a persuasive sort of way with him.

Thanks for the compliment, Freddie; but I should imagine that something a little more solid than a persuasive way would be required in a case like this. You said something a while ago about five hundred pounds?

Here it is, old man — in notes. I brought it on purpose. Will you really take the thing on? Do you think you can work it for five hundred?

I can have a try.

Freddie rose, with an expression approximating to happiness on his face. Some men have the power of inspiring confidence in some of their fellows, though they fill others with distrust. Scotland Yard might look askance at R. Jones, but to Freddie he was all that was helpful and reliable. He shook R. Jones hand several times in his emotion.

Thats absolutely topping of you, old man! he said. Then Ill leave the whole thing to you. Write me the moment you have done anything, wont you? Good-by, old top, and thanks ever so much!

The door closed. R. Jones remained where he sat, his fingers straying luxuriously among the crackling paper. A feeling of complete happiness warmed R. Jones bosom. He was uncertain whether or not his mission would be successful; and to be truthful he was not letting that worry him much. What he was certain of was the fact that the heavens had opened unexpectedly and dropped five hundred pounds into his lap.


CHAPTER III
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THE EARL OF Emsworth stood in the doorway of the Senior Conservative Clubs vast diningroom, and beamed with a vague sweetness on the two hundred or so Senior Conservatives who, with much clattering of knives and forks, were keeping body and soul together by means of the coffee-room luncheon. He might have been posing for a statue of Amiability. His pale blue eyes shone with a friendly light through their protecting glasses; the smile of a man at peace with all men curved his weak mouth; his bald head, reflecting the sunlight, seemed almost to wear a halo.

Nobody appeared to notice him. He so seldom came to London these days that he was practically a stranger in the club; and in any case your Senior Conservative, when at lunch, has little leisure for observing anything not immediately on the table in front of him. To attract attention in the dining-room of the Senior Conservative Club between the hours of one and two-thirty, you have to be a mutton chop — not an earl.

It is possible that, lacking the initiative to make his way down the long aisle and find a table for himself, he might have stood there indefinitely, but for the restless activity of Adams, the head steward. It was Adams mission in life to flit to and fro, hauling would-be lunchers to their destinations, as a St. Bernard dog hauls travelers out of Alpine snowdrifts. He sighted Lord Emsworth and secured him with a genteel pounce.

A table, your lordship? This way, your lordship. Adams remembered him, of course. Adams remembered everybody.

Lord Emsworth followed him beamingly and presently came to anchor at a table in the farther end of the room. Adams handed him the bill of fare and stood brooding over him like a providence.

Dont often see your lordship in the club, he opened chattily.

It was business to know the tastes and dispositions of all the five thousand or so members of the Senior Conservative Club and to suit his demeanor to them. To some he would hand the bill of fare swiftly, silently, almost brusquely, as one who realizes that there are moments in life too serious for talk. Others, he knew, liked conversation; and to those he introduced the subject of food almost as a sub-motive.

Lord Emsworth, having examined the bill of fare with a mild curiosity, laid it down and became conversational.

No, Adams; I seldom visit London nowadays. London does not attract me. The country — the fields — the woods — the birds — —

Something across the room seemed to attract his attention and his voice trailed off. He inspected this for some time with bland interest, then turned to Adams once more.

What was I saying, Adams?

The birds, your lordship.

Birds! What birds? What about birds?

You were speaking of the attractions of life in the country, your lordship. You included the birds in your remarks.

Oh, yes, yes, yes! Oh, yes, yes! Oh, yes — to be sure. Do you ever go to the country, Adams?

Generally to the seashore, your lordship — when I take my annual vacation.

Whatever was the attraction across the room once more exercised its spell. His lordship concentrated himself on it to the exclusion of all other mundane matters. Presently he came out of his trance again.

What were you saying, Adams?

I said that I generally went to the seashore, your lordship.

Eh? When?

For my annual vacation, your lordship.

Your what?

My annual vacation, your lordship.

What about it?

Adams never smiled during business hours — unless professionally, as it were, when a member made a joke; but he was storing up in the recesses of his highly respectable body a large laugh, to be shared with his wife when he reached home that night. Mrs. Adams never wearied of hearing of the eccentricities of the members of the club. It occurred to Adams that he was in luck to-day. He was expecting a little party of friends to supper that night, and he was a man who loved an audience.

You would never have thought it, to look at him when engaged in his professional duties, but Adams had built up a substantial reputation as a humorist in his circle by his imitations of certain members of the club; and it was a matter of regret to him that he got so few opportunities nowadays of studying the absent-minded Lord Emsworth. It was rare luck — his lordship coming in to-day, evidently in his best form.

Adams, who is the gentleman over by the window — the gentleman in the brown suit?

That is Mr. Simmonds, your lordship. He joined us last year.

I never saw a man take such large mouthfuls. Did you ever see a man take such large mouthfuls, Adams?

Adams refrained from expressing an opinion, but inwardly he was thrilling with artistic fervor. Mr. Simmonds eating, was one of his best imitations, though Mrs. Adams was inclined to object to it on the score that it was a bad example for the children. To be privileged to witness Lord Emsworth watching and criticizing Mr. Simmonds was to collect material for a double-barreled character study that would assuredly make the hit of the evening.

That man, went on Lord Emsworth, is digging his grave with his teeth. Digging his grave with his teeth, Adams! Do you take large mouthfuls, Adams?

No, your lordship.

Quite right. Very sensible of you, Adams — very sensible of you. Very sen —— What was I saying, Adams?

About my not taking large mouthfuls, your lordship.

Quite right — quite right! Never take large mouthfuls, Adams. Never gobble. Have you any children, Adams?

Two, your lordship.

I hope you teach them not to gobble. They pay for it in later life. Americans gobble when young and ruin their digestions. My American friend, Mr. Peters, suffers terribly from indigestion.

Adams lowered his voice to a confidential murmur: If you will pardon the liberty, your lordship — I saw it in the paper—

About Mr. Peters indigestion?

About Miss Peters, your lordship, and the Honorable Frederick. May I be permitted to offer my congratulations?

Eh, Oh, yes — the engagement. Yes, yes, yes! Yes — to be sure. Yes; very satisfactory in every respect. High time he settled down and got a little sense. I put it to him straight. I cut off his allowance and made him stay at home. That made him think — lazy young devil!

Lord Emsworth had his lucid moments; and in the one that occurred now it came home to him that he was not talking to himself, as he had imagined, but confiding intimate family secrets to the head steward of his clubs dining-room. He checked himself abruptly, and with a slight decrease of amiability fixed his gaze on the bill of fare and ordered cold beef. For an instant he felt resentful against Adams for luring him on to soliloquize; but the next moment his whole mind was gripped by the fascinating spectacle of Mr. Simmonds dealing with a wedge of Stilton cheese, and Adams was forgotten.

The cold beef had the effect of restoring his lordship to complete amiability, and when Adams in the course of his wanderings again found himself at the table he was once more disposed for light conversation.

So you saw the news of the engagement in the paper, did you, Adams?

Yes, your lordship, in the Mail. It had quite a long piece about it. And the Honorable Fredericks photograph and the young ladys were in the Mirror. Mrs. Adams clipped them out and put them in an album, knowing that your lordship was a member of ours. If I may say so, your lordship — a beautiful young lady.

Devilish attractive, Adams — and devilish rich. Mr. Peters is a millionaire, Adams.

So I read in the paper, your lordship.

Damme! They all seem to be millionaires in America. Wish I knew how they managed it. Honestly, I hope. Mr. Peters is an honest man, but his digestion is bad. He used to bolt his food. You dont bolt your food, I hope, Adams?

No, your lordship; I am most careful.

The late Mr. Gladstone used to chew each mouthful thirty-three times. Deuced good notion if you arent in a hurry. What cheese would you recommend, Adams?

The gentlemen are speaking well of the Gorgonzola.

All right, bring me some. You know, Adams, what I admire about Americans is their resource. Mr. Peters tells me that as a boy of eleven he earned twenty dollars a week selling mint to saloon keepers, as they call publicans over there. Why they wanted mint I cannot recollect. Mr. Peters explained the reason to me and it seemed highly plausible at the time; but I have forgotten it. Possibly for mint sauce. It impressed me, Adams. Twenty dollars is four pounds. I never earned four pounds a week when I was a boy of eleven; in fact, I dont think I ever earned four pounds a week. His story impressed me, Adams. Every man ought to have an earning capacity. I was so struck with what he told me that I began to paint.

Landscapes, your lordship?

Furniture. It is unlikely that I shall ever be compelled to paint furniture for a living, but it is a consolation to me to feel that I could do so if called on. There is a fascination about painting furniture, Adams. I have painted the whole of my bedroom at Blandings and am now engaged on the museum. You would be surprised at the fascination of it. It suddenly came back to me the other day that I had been inwardly longing to mess about with paints and things since I was a boy. They stopped me when I was a boy. I recollect my old father beating me with a walking stick — Tell me, Adams, have I eaten my cheese?

Not yet, your lordship. I was about to send the waiter for it.

Never mind. Tell him to bring the bill instead. I remember that I have an appointment. I must not be late.

Shall I take the fork, your lordship?

The fork?

Your lordship has inadvertently put a fork in your coat pocket.

Lord Emsworth felt in the pocket indicated, and with the air of an inexpert conjurer whose trick has succeeded contrary to his expectations produced a silver-plated fork. He regarded it with surprise; then he looked wonderingly at Adams.

Adams, Im getting absent-minded. Have you ever noticed any traces of absent-mindedness in me before?

Oh, no, your lordship.

Well, its deuced peculiar! I have no recollection whatsoever of placing that fork in my pocket . . . Adams, I want a taxicab. He glanced round the room, as though expecting to locate one by the fireplace.

The hall porter will whistle one for you, your lordship.

So he will, by George! — so he will! Good day, Adams.

Good day, your lordship.

The Earl of Emsworth ambled benevolently to the door, leaving Adams with the feeling that his day had been well-spent. He gazed almost with reverence after the slow-moving figure.

What a nut! said Adams to his immortal soul.

Wafted through the sunlit streets in his taxicab, the Earl of Emsworth smiled benevolently on Londons teeming millions. He was as completely happy as only a fluffy-minded old man with excellent health and a large income can be. Other people worried about all sorts of things — strikes, wars, suffragettes, the diminishing birth rate, the growing materialism of the age, a score of similar subjects.

Worrying, indeed, seemed to be the twentieth-century specialty. Lord Emsworth never worried. Nature had equipped him with a mind so admirably constructed for withstanding the disagreeableness of life that if an unpleasant thought entered it, it passed out again a moment later. Except for a few of lifes fundamental facts, such as that his check book was in the right-hand top drawer of his desk; that the Honorable Freddie Threepwood was a young idiot who required perpetual restraint; and that when in doubt about anything he had merely to apply to his secretary, Rupert Baxter — except for these basic things, he never remembered anything for more than a few minutes.

At Eton, in the sixties, they had called him Fathead.

His was a life that lacked, perhaps, the sublimer emotions which raise man to the level of the gods; but undeniably it was an extremely happy one. He never experienced the thrill of ambition fulfilled; but, on the other hand, he never knew the agony of ambition frustrated. His name, when he died, would not live forever in Englands annals; he was spared the pain of worrying about this by the fact that he had no desire to live forever in Englands annals. He was possibly as nearly contented as a human being could be in this century of alarms and excursions.

Indeed, as he bowled along in his cab and reflected that a really charming girl, not in the chorus of any West End theater, a girl with plenty of money and excellent breeding, had — in a moment, doubtless, of mental aberration — become engaged to be married to the Honorable Freddie, he told himself that life at last was absolutely without a crumpled rose leaf.

The cab drew up before a house gay with flowered window boxes. Lord Emsworth paid the driver and stood on the sidewalk looking up at this cheerful house, trying to remember why on earth he had told the man to drive there.

A few moments steady thought gave him the answer to the riddle. This was Mr. Peters town house, and he had come to it by invitation to look at Mr. Peters collection of scarabs. To be sure! He remembered now — his collection of scarabs. Or was it Arabs?

Lord Emsworth smiled. Scarabs, of course. You couldnt collect Arabs. He wondered idly, as he rang the bell, what scarabs might be; but he was interested in a fluffy kind of way in all forms of collecting, and he was very pleased to have the opportunity of examining these objects; whatever they were. He rather thought they were a kind of fish.

There are men in this world who cannot rest; who are so constituted that they can only take their leisure in the shape of a change of work. To this fairly numerous class belonged Mr. J. Preston Peters, father of Freddies Aline. And to this merit — or defect — is to be attributed his almost maniacal devotion to that rather unattractive species of curio, the Egyptian scarab.

Five years before, a nervous breakdown had sent Mr. Peters to a New York specialist. The specialist had grown rich on similar cases and his advice was always the same. He insisted on Mr. Peters taking up a hobby.

What sort of a hobby? inquired Mr. Peters irritably. His digestion had just begun to trouble him at the time, and his temper now was not of the best.

Now my hobby, said the specialist, is the collecting of scarabs. Why should you not collect scarabs?

Because, said Mr. Peters, I shouldnt know one if you brought it to me on a plate. What are scarabs?

Scarabs, said the specialist, warming to his subject, the Egyptian hieroglyphs.

And what, inquired Mr. Peters, are Egyptian hieroglyphs?

The specialist began to wonder whether it would not have been better to advise Mr. Peters to collect postage stamps.

A scarab, he said— derived from the Latin scarabeus — is literally a beetle.

I will not collect beetles! said Mr. Peters definitely. They give me the Willies.

Scarabs are Egyptian symbols in the form of beetles, the specialist hurried on. The most common form of scarab is in the shape of a ring. Scarabs were used for seals. They were also employed as beads or ornaments. Some scarabaei bear inscriptions having reference to places; as, for instance: Memphis is mighty forever.

Mr. Peters scorn changed to active interest.

Have you got one like that?

Like what?

A scarab boosting Memphis. Its my home town.

I think it possible that some other Memphis was alluded to.

There isnt any other except the one in Tennessee, said Mr. Peters patriotically.

The specialist owed the fact that he was a nerve doctor instead of a nerve patient to his habit of never arguing with his visitors.

Perhaps, he said, you would care to glance at my collection. It is in the next room.

That was the beginning of Mr. Peters devotion to scarabs. At first he did his collecting without any love of it, partly because he had to collect something or suffer, but principally because of a remark the specialist made as he was leaving the room.

How long would it take me to get together that number of the things? Mr. Peters inquired, when, having looked his fill on the dullest assortment of objects he remembered ever to have seen, he was preparing to take his leave.

The specialist was proud of his collection. How long? To make a collection as large as mine? Years, Mr. Peters. Oh, many, many years.

Ill bet you a hundred dollars Ill do it in six months!

From that moment Mr. Peters brought to the collecting of scarabs the same furious energy which had given him so many dollars and so much indigestion. He went after scarabs like a dog after rats. He scooped in scarabs from the four corners of the earth, until at the end of a year he found himself possessed of what, purely as regarded quantity, was a record collection.

This marked the end of the first phase of — so to speak — the scarabaean side of his life. Collecting had become a habit with him, but he was not yet a real enthusiast. It occurred to him that the time had arrived for a certain amount of pruning and elimination. He called in an expert and bade him go through the collection and weed out what he felicitously termed the dead ones. The expert did his job thoroughly. When he had finished, the collection was reduced to a mere dozen specimens.

The rest, he explained, are practically valueless. If you are thinking of making a collection that will have any value in the eyes of archeologists I should advise you to throw them away. The remaining twelve are good.

How do you mean — good? Why is one of these things valuable and another so much punk? They all look alike to me.

And then the expert talked to Mr. Peters for nearly two hours about the New Kingdom, the Middle Kingdom, Osiris, Ammon, Mut, Bubastis, dynasties, Cheops, the Hyksos kings, cylinders, bezels, Amenophis III, Queen Taia, the Princess Gilukhipa of Mitanni, the lake of Zarukhe, Naucratis, and the Book of the Dead. He did it with a relish. He liked to do it.

When he had finished, Mr. Peters thanked him and went to the bathroom, where he bathed his temples with eau de Cologne.

That talk changed J. Preston Peters from a supercilious scooper-up of random scarabs to what might be called a genuine scarab fan. It does not matter what a man collects; if Nature has given him the collectors mind he will become a fanatic on the subject of whatever collection he sets out to make. Mr. Peters had collected dollars; he began to collect scarabs with precisely the same enthusiasm. He would have become just as enthusiastic about butterflies or old china if he had turned his thoughts to them; but it chanced that what he had taken up was the collecting of the scarab, and it gripped him more and more as the years went on.

Gradually he came to love his scarabs with that love, surpassing the love of women, which only collectors know. He became an expert on those curious relics of a dead civilization. For a time they ran neck and neck in his thoughts with business. When he retired from business he was free to make them the master passion of his life. He treasured each individual scarab in his collection as a miser treasures gold.

Collecting, as Mr. Peters did it, resembles the drink habit. It begins as an amusement and ends as an obsession. He was gloating over his treasures when the maid announced Lord Emsworth.

A curious species of mutual toleration — it could hardly be dignified by the title of friendship — had sprung up between these two men, so opposite in practically every respect. Each regarded the other with that feeling of perpetual amazement with which we encounter those whose whole viewpoint and mode of life is foreign to our own.

The Americans force and nervous energy fascinated Lord Emsworth. As for Mr. Peters, nothing like the earl had ever happened to him before in a long and varied life. Each, in fact, was to the other a perpetual freak show, with no charge for admission. And if anything had been needed to cement the alliance it would have been supplied by the fact that they were both collectors.

They differed in collecting as they did in everything else. Mr. Peters collecting, as has been shown, was keen, furious, concentrated; Lord Emsworths had the amiable dodderingness that marked every branch of his life. In the museum at Blandings Castle you could find every manner of valuable and valueless curio. There was no central motive; the place was simply an amateur junk shop. Side by side with a Gutenberg Bible for which rival collectors would have bidden without a limit, you would come on a bullet from the field of Waterloo, one of a consignment of ten thousand shipped there for the use of tourists by a Birmingham firm. Each was equally attractive to its owner.

My dear Mr. Peters, said Lord Emsworth sunnily, advancing into the room, I trust I am not unpunctual. I have been lunching at my club.

Id have asked you to lunch here, said Mr. Peters, but you know how it is with me . . . Ive promised the doctor Ill give those nuts and grasses of his a fair trial, and I can do it pretty well when Im alone with Aline; but to have to sit by and see somebody else eating real food would be trying me too high.

Lord Emsworth murmured sympathetically. The others digestive tribulations touched a ready chord. An excellent trencherman himself, he understood what Mr. Peters must suffer.

Too bad! he said.

Mr. Peters turned the conversation into other channels.

These are my scarabs, he said.

Lord Emsworth adjusted his glasses, and the mild smile disappeared from his face, to be succeeded by a set look. A stage director of a moving-picture firm would have recognized the look. Lord Emsworth was registering interest — interest which he perceived from the first instant would have to be completely simulated; for instinct told him, as Mr. Peters began to talk, that he was about to be bored as he had seldom been bored in his life.

Mr. Peters, in his character of showman, threw himself into his work with even more than his customary energy. His flow of speech never faltered. He spoke of the New Kingdom, the Middle Kingdom, Osiris and Ammon; waxed eloquent concerning Mut, Bubastis, Cheops, the Hyksos kings, cylinders, bezels and Amenophis III; and became at times almost lyrical when touching on Queen Taia, the Princess Gilukhipa of Mitanni, the lake of Zarukhe, Naucratis and the Book of the Dead. Time slid by.

Take a look at this, Lord Emsworth.

As one who, brooding on love or running over business projects in his mind, walks briskly into a lamppost and comes back to the realities of life with a sense of jarring shock, Lord Emsworth started, blinked and returned to consciousness. Far away his mind had been — seventy miles away — in the pleasant hothouses and shady garden walks of Blandings Castle. He came back to London to find that his host, with a mingled air of pride and reverence, was extending toward him a small, dingy-looking something.

He took it and looked at it. That, apparently, was what he was meant to do. So far, all was well.

Ah! he said — that blessed word; covering everything! He repeated it, pleased at his ready resource.

A Cheops of the Fourth Dynasty, said Mr. Peters fervently.

I beg your pardon?

A Cheops — of the Fourth Dynasty.

Lord Emsworth began to feel like a hunted stag. He could not go on saying Ah! indefinitely; yet what else was there to say to this curious little beastly sort of a beetle kind of thing?

Dear me! A Cheops!

Of the Fourth Dynasty!

Bless my soul! The Fourth Dynasty!

What do you think of that — eh?

Strictly speaking, Lord Emsworth thought nothing of it; and he was wondering how to veil this opinion in diplomatic words, when the providence that looks after all good men saved him by causing a knock at the door to occur. In response to Mr. Peters irritated cry a maid entered.

If you please, sir, Mr. Threepwood wishes to speak with you on the telephone.

Mr. Peters turned to his guest. Excuse me for one moment.

Certainly, said Lord Emsworth gratefully. Certainly, certainly, certainly! By all means.

The door closed behind Mr. Peters. Lord Emsworth was alone. For some moments he stood where he had been left, a figure with small signs of alertness about it. But Mr. Peters did not return immediately. The booming of his voice came faintly from some distant region. Lord Emsworth strolled to the window and looked out.

The sun still shone brightly on the quiet street. Across the road were trees. Lord Emsworth was fond of trees; he looked at these approvingly. Then round the corner came a vagrom man, wheeling flowers in a barrow.

Flowers! Lord Emsworths mind shot back to Blandings like a homing pigeon. Flowers! Had he or had he not given Head Gardener Thorne adequate instructions as to what to do with those hydrangeas? Assuming that he had not, was Thorne to be depended on to do the right thing by them by the light of his own intelligence? Lord Emsworth began to brood on Head Gardener Thorne.

He was aware of some curious little object in his hand. He accorded it a momentary inspection. It had no message for him. It was probably something; but he could not remember what. He put it in his pocket and returned to his meditations.

* * *

At about the hour when the Earl of Emsworth was driving to keep his appointment with Mr. Peters, a party of two sat at a corner table at Simpsons Restaurant, in the Strand. One of the two was a small, pretty, good-natured-looking girl of about twenty; the other, a thick-set young man, with a wiry crop of red-brown hair and an expression of mingled devotion and determination. The girl was Aline Peters; the young mans name was George Emerson. He, also, was an American, a rising member in a New York law firm. He had a strong, square face, with a dogged and persevering chin.

There are all sorts of restaurants in London, from the restaurant which makes you fancy you are in Paris to the restaurant which makes you wish you were. There are palaces in Piccadilly, quaint lethal chambers in Soho, and strange food factories in Oxford Street and Tottenham Court Road. There are restaurants which specialize in ptomaine and restaurants which specialize in sinister vegetable messes. But there is only one Simpsons.

Simpsons, in the Strand, is unique. Here, if he wishes, the Briton may for the small sum of half a dollar stupefy himself with food. The god of fatted plenty has the place under his protection. Its keynote is solid comfort.

It is a pleasant, soothing, hearty place — a restful temple of food. No strident orchestra forces the diner to bolt beef in ragtime. No long central aisle distracts his attention with its stream of new arrivals. There he sits, alone with his food, while white-robed priests, wheeling their smoking trucks, move to and fro, ever ready with fresh supplies.

All round the room — some at small tables, some at large tables — the worshipers sit, in their eyes that resolute, concentrated look which is the peculiar property of the British luncher, ex-President Roosevelts man-eating fish, and the American army worm.

Conversation does not flourish at Simpsons. Only two of all those present on this occasion showed any disposition toward chattiness. They were Aline Peters and her escort.

The girl you ought to marry, Aline was saying, is Joan Valentine.

The girl I am going to marry, said George Emerson, is Aline Peters.

For answer, Aline picked up from the floor beside her an illustrated paper and, having opened it at a page toward the end, handed it across the table.

George Emerson glanced at it disdainfully. There were two photographs on the page. One was of Aline; the other of a heavy, loutish-looking youth, who wore that expression of pained glassiness which Young England always adopts in the face of a camera.

Under one photograph were printed the words: Miss Aline Peters, who is to marry the Honorable Frederick Threepwood in June; under the other: The Honorable Frederick Threepwood, who is to marry Miss Aline Peters in June. Above the photographs was the legend: Forthcoming International Wedding. Son of the Earl of Emsworth to marry American heiress. In one corner of the picture a Cupid, draped in the Stars and Stripes, aimed his bow at the gentleman; in the other another Cupid, clad in a natty Union Jack, was drawing a bead on the lady.

The subeditor had done his work well. He had not been ambiguous. What he intended to convey to the reader was that Miss Aline Peters, of America, was going to marry the Honorable Frederick Threepwood, son of the Earl of Emsworth; and that was exactly the impression the average reader got.

George Emerson, however, was not an average reader. The subeditors work did not impress him.

You mustnt believe everything you see in the papers, he said. What are the stout children in the one-piece bathing suits supposed to be doing?

Those are Cupids, George, aiming at us with their little bow — a pretty and original idea.

Why Cupids?

Cupid is the god of love.

What has the god of love got to do with it?

Aline placidly devoured a fried potato. Youre simply trying to make me angry, she said; and I call it very mean of you. You know perfectly well how fatal it is to get angry at meals. It was eating while he was in a bad temper that ruined fathers digestion. George, that nice, fat carver is wheeling his truck this way. Flag him and make him give me some more of that mutton.

George looked round him morosely.

This, he said, is England — this restaurant, I mean. You dont need to go any farther. Just take a good look at this place and you have seen the whole country and can go home again. You may judge a country by its meals. A people with imagination will eat with imagination. Look at the French; look at ourselves. The Englishman loathes imagination. He goes to a place like this and says: Dont bother me to think. Heres half a dollar. Give me food — any sort of food — until I tell you to stop. And thats the principle on which he lives his life. Give me anything, and dont bother me! Thats his motto.

If that was meant to apply to Freddie and me, I think youre very rude. Do you mean that any girl would have done for him, so long as it was a girl?

George Emerson showed a trace of confusion. Being honest with himself, he had to admit that he did not exactly know what he did mean — if he meant anything. That, he felt rather bitterly, was the worst of Aline. She would never let a fellows good things go purely as good things; she probed and questioned and spoiled the whole effect. He was quite sure that when he began to speak he had meant something, but what it was escaped him for the moment. He had been urged to the homily by the fact that at a neighboring table he had caught sight of a stout young Briton, with a red face, who reminded him of the Honorable Frederick Threepwood. He mentioned this to Aline.

Do you see that fellow in the gray suit — I think he has been sleeping in it — at the table on your right? Look at the stodgy face. See the glassy eye. If that man sandbagged your Freddie and tied him up somewhere, and turned up at the church instead of him, can you honestly tell me you would know the difference? Come, now, wouldnt you simply say, Why, Freddie, how natural you look! and go through the ceremony without a suspicion?

He isnt a bit like Freddie.

My dear girl, there isnt a man in this restaurant under the age of thirty who isnt just like Freddie. All Englishmen look exactly alike, talk exactly alike, and think exactly alike.

And you oughtnt to speak of him as Freddie. You dont know him.

Yes, I do. And, what is more, he expressly asked me to call him Freddie. Oh, dash it, old top, dont keep on calling me Threepwood! Freddie to pals! Those were his very words.

George, youre making this up.

Not at all. We met last night at the National Sporting Club. Porky Jones was going twenty rounds with Eddie Flynn. I offered to give three to one on Eddie. Freddie, who was sitting next to me, took me in fivers. And if you want any further proof of your young mans pin-headedness; mark that! A child could have seen that Eddie had him going. Eddie comes from Pittsburgh — God bless it! My own home town!

Did your Eddie win?

You dont listen — I told you he was from Pittsburgh. And afterward Threepwood chummed up with me and told me that to real pals like me he was Freddie. I was a real pal, as I understood it, because I would have to wait for my money. The fact was, he explained, his old governor had cut off his bally allowance.

Youre simply trying to poison my mind against him; and I dont think its very nice of you, George.

What do you mean — poison your mind? Im not poisoning your mind; Im simply telling you a few things about him. You know perfectly well that you dont love him, and that you arent going to marry him — and that you are going to marry me.

How do you know I dont love my Freddie?

If you can look me straight in the eyes and tell me you do, I will drop the whole thing and put on a little pages dress and carry your train up the aisle. Now, then!

And all the while youre talking youre letting my carver get away, said Aline.

George called to the willing priest, who steered his truck toward them. Aline directed his dissection of the shoulder of mutton by word and gesture.

Enjoy yourself! said Emerson coldly.

So I do, George; so I do. What excellent meat they have in
England!

It all comes from America, said George patriotically. And, anyway, cant you be a bit more spiritual? I dont want to sit here discussing food products.

If you were in my position, George, you wouldnt want to talk about anything else. Its doing him a world of good, poor dear; but there are times when Im sorry Father ever started this food-reform thing. You dont know what it means for a healthy young girl to try and support life on nuts and grasses.

And why should you? broke out Emerson. Ill tell you what it is, Aline — you are perfectly absurd about your father. I dont want to say anything against him to you, naturally; but—

Go ahead, George. Why this diffidence? Say what you like.

Very well, then, I will. Ill give it to you straight. You know quite well that you have let your father bully you since you were in short frocks. I dont say it is your fault or his fault, or anybodys fault; I just state it as a fact. Its temperament, I suppose. You are yielding and he is aggressive; and he has taken advantage of it.

We now come to this idiotic Freddie-marriage business. Your father has forced you into that. Its all very well to say that you are a free agent and that fathers dont coerce their daughters nowadays. The trouble is that your father does. You let him do what he likes with you. He has got you hypnotized; and you wont break away from this Freddie foolishness because you cant find the nerve. Im going to help you find the nerve. Im coming down to Blandings Castle when you go there on Friday.

Coming to Blandings!

Freddie invited me last night. I think it was done by way of interest on the money he owed me; but he did it and I accepted.

But, George, my dear boy, do you never read the etiquette books and the hints in the Sunday papers on how to be the perfect gentleman? Dont you know you cant be a mans guest and take advantage of his hospitality to try to steal his fiancee away from him?

Watch me.

A dreamy look came into Alines eyes. I wonder what it feels like, being a countess, she said.

You will never know. George looked at her pityingly. My poor girl, he said, have you been lured into this engagement in the belief that pop-eyed Frederick, the Idiot Child, is going to be an earl some day? You have been stung! Freddie is not the heir. His older brother, Lord Bosham, is as fit as a prize-fighter and has three healthy sons. Freddie has about as much chance of getting the title as I have.

George, your education has been sadly neglected. Dont you know that the heir to the title always goes on a yachting cruise, with his whole family, and gets drowned — and the children too? It happens in every English novel you read.

Listen, Aline! Let us get this thing straight: I have been in love with you since I wore knickerbockers. I proposed to you at your first dance—

Very clumsily.

But sincerely. Last year, when I found that you had gone to England, I came on after you as soon as the firm could spare me. And I found you engaged to this Freddie excrescence.

I like the way you stand up for Freddie. So many men in your position might say horrid things about him.

Oh, Ive nothing against Freddie. He is practically an imbecile and I dont like his face; outside of that hes all right. But you will be glad later that you did not marry him. You are much too real a person. What a wife you will make for a hard-working man!

What does Freddie work hard at?

I am alluding at the moment not to Freddie but to myself. I shall come home tired out. Maybe things will have gone wrong downtown. I shall be fagged, disheartened. And then you will come with your cool, white hands and, placing them gently on my forehead—

Aline shook her head. Its no good, George. Really, you had better realize it. Im very fond of you, but we are not suited!

Why not?

You are too overwhelming — too much like a bomb. I think you must be one of the supermen one reads about. You would want your own way and nothing but your own way. Now, Freddie will roll through hoops and sham dead, and we shall be the happiest pair in the world. I am much too placid and mild to make you happy. You want somebody who would stand up to you — somebody like Joan Valentine.

Thats the second time you have mentioned this Joan Valentine. Who is she?

She is a girl who was at school with me. We were the greatest chums — at least, I worshiped her and would have done anything for her; and I think she liked me. Then we lost touch with one another and didnt meet for years. I met her on the street yesterday, and she is just the same. She has been through the most awful times. Her father was quite rich; he died suddenly while he and Joan were in Paris, and she found that he hadnt left a cent. He had been living right up to his income all the time. His life wasnt even insured. She came to London; and, so far as I could make out from the short talk we had, she has done pretty nearly everything since we last met. She worked in a shop and went on the stage, and all sorts of things. Isnt it awful, George!

Pretty tough, said Emerson. He was but faintly interested in Miss Valentine.

She is so plucky and full of life. She would stand up to you.

Thanks! My idea of marriage is not a perpetual scrap. My notion of a wife is something cozy and sympathetic and soothing. That is why I love you. We shall be the happiest—

Aline laughed.

Dear old George! Now pay the check and get me a taxi. Ive endless things to do at home. If Freddie is in town I suppose he will be calling to see me. Who is Freddie, do you ask? Freddie is my fiance, George. My betrothed. My steady. The young man Im going to marry.

Emerson shook his head resignedly. Curious how you cling to that Freddie idea. Never mind! Ill come down to Blandings on Friday and we shall see what happens. Bear in mind the broad fact that you and I are going to be married, and that nothing on earth is going to stop us.

* * *

It was Aline Peters who had to bear the brunt of her fathers mental agony when he discovered, shortly after Lord Emsworth had left him, that the gem of his collection of scarabs had done the same. It is always the innocent bystander who suffers.

The darned old sneak thief! said Mr. Peters.

Father!

Dont sit there saying Father! Whats the use of saying Father!? Do you think it is going to help — your saying Father!? Id rather the old pirate had taken the house and lot than that scarab. He knows whats what! Trust him to walk off with the pick of the whole bunch! I did think I could leave the father of the man whos going to marry my daughter for a second alone with the things. Theres no morality among collectors — none! Id trust a syndicate of Jesse James, Captain Kidd and Dick Turpin sooner than I would a collector. My Cheops of the Fourth Dynasty! I wouldnt have lost it for five thousand dollars!

But, father, couldnt you write him a letter, asking for it back? Hes such a nice old man! Im sure he didnt mean to steal the scarab.

Mr. Peters overwrought soul blew off steam in the shape of a passionate snort.

Didnt mean to steal it! What do you think he meant to do — take it away and keep it safe for me for fear I should lose it? Didnt mean to steal it! Bet you hes well-known in society as a kleptomaniac. Bet you that when his name is announced his friends pick up their spoons and send in a hurry call to police headquarters for a squad to come and see that he doesnt sneak the front door. Of course he meant to steal it! He has a museum of his own down in the country. My Cheops is going to lend tone to that. Id give five thousand dollars to get it back. If theres a man in this country with the spirit to break into that castle and steal that scarab and hand it back to me, theres five thousand waiting for him right here; and if he wants to he can knock that old safe blower on the head with a jimmy into the bargain.

But, father, why cant you simply go to him and say its yours and that you must have it back?

And have him come back at me by calling off this engagement of yours? Not if I know it! You cant go about the place charging a man with theft and ask him to go on being willing to have his son marry your daughter, can you? The slightest suggestion that I thought he had stolen this scarab and he would do the Proud Old English Aristocrat and end everything. Hes in the strongest position a thief has ever been in. You cant get at him.

I didnt think of that.

You dont think at all. Thats the trouble with you, said Mr. Peters.

Years of indigestion had made Mr. Peters temper, even when in a normal mood, perfectly impossible; in a crisis like this it ran amuck. He vented it on Aline because he had always vented his irritabilities on Aline; because the fact of her sweet, gentle disposition, combined with the fact of their relationship, made her the ideal person to receive the overflow of his black moods. While his wife had lived he had bullied her. On her death Aline had stepped into the vacant position.

Aline did not cry, because she was not a girl who was given to tears; but, for all her placid good temper, she was wounded. She was a girl who liked everything in the world to run smoothly and easily, and these scenes with her father always depressed her. She took advantage of a lull in Mr. Peters flow of words and slipped from the room.

Her cheerfulness had received a shock. She wanted sympathy. She wanted comforting. For a moment she considered George Emerson in the role of comforter; but there were objections to George in this character. Aline was accustomed to tease and chat with George, but at heart she was a little afraid of him; and instinct told her that, as comforter, he would be too volcanic and supermanly for a girl who was engaged to marry another man in June. George, as comforter, would be far too prone to trust to action rather than to the soothing power of the spoken word. Georges idea of healing the wound, she felt, would be to push her into a cab and drive to the nearest registrars.

No; she would not go to George. To whom, then? The vision of Joan Valentine came to her — of Joan as she had seen her yesterday, strong, cheerful, self-reliant, bearing herself, in spite of adversity, with a valiant jauntiness. Yes; she would go and see Joan. She put on her hat and stole from the house.

Curiously enough, only a quarter of an hour before, R. Jones had set out with exactly the same object in view.

* * *

At almost exactly the hour when Aline Peters set off to visit her friend, Miss Valentine, three men sat in the cozy smoking-room of Blandings Castle.

They were variously occupied. In the big chair nearest the door the Honorable Frederick Threepwood — Freddie to pals — was reading. Next to him sat a young man whose eyes, glittering through rimless spectacles, were concentrated on the upturned faces of several neat rows of playing cards — Rupert Baxter, Lord Emsworths invaluable secretary, had no vices, but he sometimes relaxed his busy brain with a game of solitaire. Beyond Baxter, a cigar in his mouth and a weak highball at his side, the Earl of Emsworth took his ease.

The book the Honorable Freddie was reading was a small paper-covered book. Its cover was decorated with a color scheme in red, black and yellow, depicting a tense moment in the lives of a man with a black beard, a man with a yellow beard, a man without any beard at all, and a young woman who, at first sight, appeared to be all eyes and hair. The man with the black beard, to gain some private end, had tied this young woman with ropes to a complicated system of machinery, mostly wheels and pulleys. The man with the yellow beard was in the act of pushing or pulling a lever. The beardless man, protruding through a trapdoor in the floor, was pointing a large revolver at the parties of the second part.

Beneath this picture were the words: Hands up, you scoundrels!

Above it, in a meandering scroll across the page, was: Gridley Quayle, Investigator. The Adventure of the Secret Six. By Felix Clovelly.

The Honorable Freddie did not so much read as gulp the adventure of the Secret Six. His face was crimson with excitement; his hair was rumpled; his eyes bulged. He was absorbed.

This is peculiarly an age in which each of us may, if we do but search diligently, find the literature suited to his mental powers. Grave and earnest men, at Eton and elsewhere, had tried Freddie Threepwood with Greek, with Latin and with English; and the sheeplike stolidity with which he declined to be interested in the masterpieces of all three tongues had left them with the conviction that he would never read anything.

And then, years afterward, he had suddenly blossomed out as a student — only, it is true, a student of the Adventures of Gridley Quayle; but still a student. His was a dull life and Gridley Quayle was the only person who brought romance into it. Existence for the Honorable Freddie was simply a sort of desert, punctuated with monthly oases in the shape of new Quayle adventures. It was his ambition to meet the man who wrote them.

Lord Emsworth sat and smoked, and sipped and smoked again, at peace with all the world. His mind was as nearly a blank as it is possible for the human mind to be. The hand that had not the task of holding the cigar was at rest in his trousers pocket. The fingers of it fumbled idly with a small, hard object.

Gradually it filtered into his lordships mind that this small, hard object was not familiar. It was something new — something that was neither his keys nor his pencil; nor was it his small change. He yielded to a growing curiosity and drew it out. He examined it. It was a little something, rather like a fossilized beetle. It touched no chord in him. He looked at it with amiable distaste.

Now how in the world did that get there? he said.

The Honorable Freddie paid no attention to the remark. He was now at the very crest of his story, when every line intensified the thrill. Incident was succeeding incident. The Secret Six were here, there and everywhere, like so many malignant June bugs.

Annabel, the heroine, was having a perfectly rotten time — kidnapped, and imprisoned every few minutes. Gridley Quayle, hot on the scent, was covering somebody or other with his revolver almost continuously. Freddie Threepwood had no time for chatting with his father. Not so Rupert Baxter. Chatting with Lord Emsworth was one of the things for which he received his salary. He looked up from his cards.

Lord Emsworth?

I have found a curious object in my pocket, Baxter. I was wondering how it got there.

He handed the thing to his secretary. Rupert Baxters eyes lit up with sudden enthusiasm. He gasped.

Magnificent! he cried. Superb!

Lord Emsworth looked at him inquiringly.

It is a scarab, Lord Emsworth; and unless I am mistaken — and I think I may claim to be something of an expert — a Cheops of the Fourth Dynasty. A wonderful addition to your museum!

Is it? By Gad! You dont say so, Baxter!

It is, indeed. If it is not a rude question, how much did you give for it, Lord Emsworth? It must have been the gem of somebodys collection. Was there a sale at Christies this afternoon?

Lord Emsworth shook his head. I did not get it at Christies, for I recollect that I had an important engagement which prevented my going to Christies. To be sure; yes — I had promised to call on Mr. Peters and examine his collection of — Now I wonder what it was that Mr. Peters said he collected!

Mr. Peters is one of the best-known living collectors of scarabs.

Scarabs! You are quite right, Baxter. Now that I recall the episode, this is a scarab; and Mr. Peters gave it to me.

Gave it to you, Lord Emsworth?

Yes. The whole scene comes back to me. Mr. Peters, after telling me a great many exceedingly interesting things about scarabs, which I regret to say I cannot remember, gave me this. And you say it is really valuable, Baxter?

It is, from a collectors point of view, of extraordinary value.

Bless my soul! Lord Emsworth beamed. This is extremely interesting, Baxter. One has heard so much of the princely hospitality of Americans. How exceedingly kind of Mr. Peters! I shall certainly treasure it, though I must confess that from a purely spectacular standpoint it leaves me a little cold. However, I must not look a gift horse in the mouth — eh, Baxter?

From afar came the silver booming of a gong. Lord Emsworth rose.

Time to dress for dinner? I had no idea it was so late. Baxter, you will be going past the museum door. Will you be a good fellow and place this among the exhibits? You will know what to do with it better than I. I always think of you as the curator of my little collection, Baxter — ha-ha! Mind how you step when you are in the museum. I was painting a chair there yesterday and I think I left the paint pot on the floor.

He cast a less amiable glance at his studious son.

Get up, Frederick, and go and dress for dinner. What is that trash you are reading?

The Honorable Freddie came out of his book much as a sleepwalker wakes — with a sense of having been violently assaulted. He looked up with a kind of stunned plaintiveness.

Eh, govnor?

Make haste! Beach rang the gong five minutes ago. What is that you are reading?

Oh, nothing, govnor — just a book.

I wonder you can waste your time on such trash. Make haste!

He turned to the door, and the benevolent expression once more wandered athwart his face.

Extremely kind of Mr. Peters! he said. Really, there is something almost Oriental in the lavish generosity of our American cousins.

* * *

It had taken R. Jones just six hours to discover Joan Valentines address. That it had not taken him longer is a proof of his energy and of the excellence of his system of obtaining information; but R. Jones, when he considered it worth his while, could be extremely energetic, and he was a past master at the art of finding out things.

He poured himself out of his cab and rang the bell of Number Seven. A disheveled maid answered the ring.

Miss Valentine in?

Yes, sir.

R. Jones produced his card.

On important business, tell her. Half a minute — Ill write it.

He wrote the words on the card and devoted the brief period of waiting to a careful scrutiny of his surroundings. He looked out into the court and he looked as far as he could down the dingy passage; and the conclusions he drew from what he saw were complimentary to Miss Valentine.

If this girl is the sort of girl who would hold up Freddies letters, he mused, she wouldnt be living in a place like this. If she were on the make she would have more money than she evidently possesses. Therefore, she is not on the make; and I am prepared to bet that she destroyed the letters as fast as she got them.

Those were, roughly, the thoughts of R. Jones as he stood in the doorway of Number Seven; and they were important thoughts inasmuch as they determined his attitude toward Joan in the approaching interview. He perceived that this matter must be handled delicately — that he must be very much the gentleman. It would be a strain, but he must do it.

The maid returned and directed him to Joans room with a brief word and a sweeping gesture.

Eh? said R. Jones. First floor?

Front, said the maid.

R. Jones trudged laboriously up the short flight of stairs. It was very dark on the stairs and he stumbled. Eventually, however, light came to him through an open door. Looking in, he saw a girl standing at the table. She had an air of expectation; so he deduced that he had reached his journeys end.

Miss Valentine?

Please come in.

R. Jones waddled in.

Not much light on your stairs.

No. Will you take a seat?

Thanks.

One glance at the girl convinced R. Jones that he had been right. Circumstances had made him a rapid judge of character, for in the profession of living by ones wits in a large city the first principle of offense and defense is to sum people up at first sight. This girl was not on the make.

Joan Valentine was a tall girl with wheat-gold hair and eyes as brightly blue as a November sky when the sun is shining on a frosty world. There was in them a little of Novembers cold glitter, too, for Joan had been through much in the last few years; and experience, even though it does not harden, erects a defensive barrier between its children and the world.

Her eyes were eyes that looked straight and challenged. They could thaw to the satin blue of the Mediterranean Sea, where it purrs about the little villages of Southern France; but they did not thaw for everybody. She looked what she was — a girl of action; a girl whom life had made both reckless and wary — wary of friendly advances, reckless when there was a venture afoot.

Her eyes, as they met R. Jones now, were cold and challenging. She, too, had learned the trick of swift diagnosis of character, and what she saw of R. Jones in that first glance did not impress her favorably.

You wished to see me on business?

Yes, said R. Jones. Yes. . . . Miss Valentine, may I begin by begging you to realize that I have no intention of insulting you?

Joans eyebrows rose. For an instant she did her visitor the injustice of suspecting that he had been dining too well.

I dont understand.

Let me explain: I have come here, R. Jones went on, getting more gentlemanly every moment, on a very distasteful errand, to oblige a friend. Will you bear in mind that whatever I say is said entirely on his behalf?

By this time Joan had abandoned the idea that this stout person was a life-insurance tout, and was inclining to the view that he was collecting funds for a charity.

I came here at the request of the Honorable Frederick Threepwood.

I dont quite understand.

You never met him, Miss Valentine; but when you were in the chorus at the Piccadilly Theatre, I believe, he wrote you some very foolish letters. Possibly you have forgotten them?

I certainly have.

You have probably destroyed them — eh?

Certainly! I never keep letters. Why do you ask?

Well, you see, Miss Valentine, the Honorable Frederick Threepwood is about to be married; and he thought that possibly, on the whole, it would be better that the letters — and poetry — which he wrote you were nonexistent.

Not all R. Jones gentlemanliness — and during this speech he diffused it like a powerful scent in waves about him — could hide the unpleasant meaning of the words.

He was afraid I might try to blackmail him? said Joan, with formidable calm.

R. Jones raised and waved a fat hand deprecatingly.

My dear Miss Valentine!

Joan rose and R. Jones followed her example. The interview was plainly at an end.

Please tell Mr. Threepwood to make his mind quite easy. He is in no danger.

Exactly — exactly; precisely! I assured Threepwood that my visit here would be a mere formality. I was quite sure you had no intention whatever of worrying him. I may tell him definitely, then, that you have destroyed the letters?

Yes. Good-evening.

Good-evening, Miss Valentine.

The closing of the door behind him left him in total darkness, but he hardly liked to return and ask Joan to reopen it in order to light him on his way. He was glad to be out of her presence. He was used to being looked at in an unfriendly way by his fellows, but there had been something in Joans eyes that had curiously discomfited him.

R. Jones groped his way down, relieved that all was over and had ended well. He believed what she had told him, and he could conscientiously assure Freddie that the prospect of his sharing the fate of poor old Percy was nonexistent. It is true that he proposed to add in his report that the destruction of the letters had been purchased with difficulty, at a cost of just five hundred pounds; but that was a mere business formality.

He had almost reached the last step when there was a ring at the front door. With what he was afterward wont to call an inspiration, he retreated with unusual nimbleness until he had almost reached Joans door again. Then he leaned over the banister and listened.

The disheveled maid opened the door. A girls voice spoke:

Is Miss Valentine in?

Shes in; but shes engaged.

I wish you would go up and tell her that I want to see her. Say its Miss Peters — Miss Aline Peters.

The banister shook beneath R. Jones sudden clutch. For a moment he felt almost faint. Then he began to think swiftly. A great light had dawned on him, and the thought outstanding in his mind was that never again would he trust a man or woman on the evidence of his senses. He could have sworn that this Valentine girl was on the level. He had been perfectly satisfied with her statement that she had destroyed the letters. And all the while she had been playing as deep a game as he had come across in the whole course of his professional career! He almost admired her. How she had taken him in!

It was obvious now what her game was. Previous to his visit she had arranged a meeting with Freddies fiancee, with the view of opening negotiations for the sale of the letters. She had held him, Jones, at arms length because she was going to sell the letters to whoever would pay the best price. But for the accident of his happening to be here when Miss Peters arrived, Freddie and his fiancee would have been bidding against each other and raising each others price. He had worked the same game himself a dozen times, and he resented the entry of female competition into what he regarded as essentially a male field of enterprise.

As the maid stumped up the stairs he continued his retreat. He heard Joans door open, and the stream of light showed him the disheveled maid standing in the doorway.

Ow, I thought there was a gentleman with you, miss.

He left a moment ago. Why?

Theres a lady wants to see you. Miss Peters, her name is.

Will you ask her to come up?

The disheveled maid was no polished mistress of ceremonies. She leaned down into the void and hailed Aline.

She says will you come up?

Alines feet became audible on the staircase. There were greetings.

Whatever brings you here, Aline?

Am I interrupting you, Joan, dear?

No. Do come in! I was only surprised to see you so late. I didnt know you paid calls at this hour. Is anything wrong? Come in.

The door closed, the maid retired to the depths, and R. Jones stole cautiously down again. He was feeling absolutely bewildered. Apparently his deductions, his second thoughts, had been all wrong, and Joan was, after all, the honest person he had imagined at first sight. Those two girls had talked to each other as though they were old friends; as though they had known each other all their lives. That was the thing which perplexed R. Jones.

With the tread of a red Indian, he approached the door and put his ear to it. He found he could hear quite comfortably.

Aline, meantime, inside the room, had begun to draw comfort from Joans very appearance, she looked so capable.

Joans eyes had changed the expression they had contained during the recent interview. They were soft now, with a softness that was half compassionate, half contemptuous. It is the compensation which life gives to those whom it has handled roughly in order that they shall be able to regard with a certain contempt the small troubles of the sheltered. Joan remembered Aline of old, and knew her for a perennial victim of small troubles. Even in their schooldays she had always needed to be looked after and comforted. Her sweet temper had seemed to invite the minor slings and arrows of fortune. Aline was a girl who inspired protectiveness in a certain type of her fellow human beings. It was this quality in her that kept George Emerson awake at nights; and it appealed to Joan now.

Joan, for whom life was a constant struggle to keep the wolf within a reasonable distance from the door, and who counted that day happy on which she saw her way clear to paying her weekly rent and possibly having a trifle over for some coveted hat or pair of shoes, could not help feeling, as she looked at Aline, that her own troubles were as nothing, and that the immediate need of the moment was to pet and comfort her friend. Her knowledge of Aline told her the probable tragedy was that she had lost a brooch or had been spoken to crossly by somebody; but it also told her that such tragedies bulked very large on Alines horizon.

Trouble, after all, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder; and Aline was far less able to endure with fortitude the loss of a brooch than she herself to bear the loss of a position the emoluments of which meant the difference between having just enough to eat and starving.

Youre worried about something, she said. Sit down and tell me all about it.

Aline sat down and looked about her at the shabby room. By that curious process of the human mind which makes the spectacle of anothers misfortune a palliative for ones own, she was feeling oddly comforted already. Her thoughts were not definite and she could not analyze them; but what they amounted to was that, though it was an unpleasant thing to be bullied by a dyspeptic father, the world manifestly held worse tribulations, which her fathers other outstanding quality, besides dyspepsia — wealth, to wit — enabled her to avoid.

It was at this point that the dim beginnings of philosophy began to invade her mind. The thing resolved itself almost into an equation. If father had not had indigestion he would not have bullied her. But, if father had not made a fortune he would not have had indigestion. Therefore, if father had not made a fortune he would not have bullied her. Practically, in fact, if father did not bully her he would not be rich. And if he were not rich — 

She took in the faded carpet, the stained wall paper and the soiled curtains with a comprehensive glance. It certainly cut both ways. She began to be a little ashamed of her misery.

Its nothing at all; really, she said. I think Ive been making rather a fuss about very little.

Joan was relieved. The struggling life breeds moods of depression, and such a mood had come to her just before Alines arrival. Life, at that moment, had seemed to stretch before her like a dusty, weary road, without hope. She was sick of fighting. She wanted money and ease, and a surcease from this perpetual race with the weekly bills. The mood had been the outcome partly of R. Jones gentlemanly-veiled insinuations, but still more, though she did not realize it, of her yesterdays meeting with Aline.

Mr. Peters might be unguarded in his speech when conversing with his daughter — he might play the tyrant toward her in many ways; but he did not stint her in the matter of dress allowance, and, on the occasion when she met Joan, Aline had been wearing so Parisian a hat and a tailor-made suit of such obviously expensive simplicity that green-eyed envy had almost spoiled Joans pleasure at meeting this friend of her opulent days.

She had suppressed the envy, and it had revenged itself by assaulting her afresh in the form of the worst fit of the blues she had had in two years.

She had been loyally ready to sink her depression in order to alleviate Alines, but it was a distinct relief to find that the feat would not be necessary.

Never mind, she said. Tell me what the very little thing was.

It was only father, said Aline simply.

Joan cast her mind back to the days of school and placed father as a rather irritable person, vaguely reputed to be something of an ogre in his home circle.

Was he angry with you about something? she asked.

Not exactly angry with me; but — well, I was there.

Joans depression lifted slightly. She had forgotten, in the stunning anguish of the sudden spectacle of that hat and that tailor-made suit, that Paris hats and hundred-and-twenty-dollar suits not infrequently had what the vulgar term a string attached to them. After all, she was independent. She might have to murder her beauty with hats and frocks that had never been nearer Paris than the Tottenham Court Road; but at least no one bullied her because she happened to be at hand when tempers were short.

What a shame! she said. Tell me all about it.

With a prefatory remark that it was all so ridiculous, really, Aline embarked on the narrative of the afternoons events.

Joan heard her out, checking a strong disposition to giggle. Her viewpoint was that of the average person, and the average person cannot see the importance of the scarab in the scheme of things. The opinion she formed of Mr. Peters was of his being an eccentric old gentleman, making a great to-do about nothing at all. Losses had to have a concrete value before they could impress Joan. It was beyond her to grasp that Mr. Peters would sooner have lost a diamond necklace, if he had happened to possess one, than his Cheops of the Fourth Dynasty.

It was not until Aline, having concluded her tale, added one more strand to it that she found herself treating the matter seriously.

Father says he would give five thousand dollars to anyone who would get it back for him.

What!

The whole story took on a different complexion for Joan. Money talks. Mr. Peters words might have been merely the rhetorical outburst of a heated moment; but, even discounting them, there seemed to remain a certain exciting substratum. A man who shouts that he will give five thousand dollars for a thing may very well mean he will give five hundred, and Joans finances were perpetually in a condition which makes five hundred dollars a sum to be gasped at.

He wasnt serious, surely!

I think he was, said Aline.

But five thousand dollars!

It isnt really very much to father, you know. He gave away a hundred thousand a year ago to a university.

But for a grubby little scarab!

You dont understand how father loves his scarabs. Since he retired from business, he has been simply wrapped up in them. You know collectors are like that. You read in the papers about men giving all sorts of money for funny things.

Outside the door R. Jones, his ear close to the panel, drank in all these things greedily. He would have been willing to remain in that attitude indefinitely in return for this kind of special information; but just as Aline said these words a door opened on the floor above, and somebody came out, whistling, and began to descend the stairs.

R. Jones stood not on the order of his going. He was down in the hall and fumbling with the handle of the front door with an agility of which few casual observers of his dimensions would have deemed him capable. The next moment he was out in the street, walking calmly toward Leicester Square, pondering over what he had heard.

Much of R. Jones substantial annual income was derived from pondering over what he had heard.

In the room Joan was looking at Aline with the distended eyes of one who sees visions or has inspirations. She got up. There are occasions when one must speak standing.

Then you mean to say that your father would really give five thousand dollars to anyone who got this thing back for him?

I am sure he would. But who could do it?

I could, said Joan. And what is more, Im going to!

Aline stared at her helplessly. In their schooldays, Joan had always swept her off her feet. Then, she had always had the feeling that with Joan nothing was impossible. Heroine worship, like hero worship, dies hard. She looked at Joan now with the stricken sensation of one who has inadvertently set powerful machinery in motion.

But, Joan! It was all she could say.

My dear child, its perfectly simple. This earl of yours has taken the thing off to his castle, like a brigand. You say you are going down there on Friday for a visit. All you have to do is to take me along with you, and sit back and watch me get busy.

But, Joan!

Wheres the difficulty?

I dont see how I could take you down very well.

Why not?

Oh, I dont know.

But what is your objection?

Well — dont you see? — if you went down there as a friend of mine and were caught stealing the scarab, there would be just the trouble father wants to avoid — about my engagement, you see, and so on.

It was an aspect of the matter that had escaped Joan. She frowned thoughtfully.

I see. Yes, there is that; but there must be a way.

You mustnt, Joan — really! dont think any more about it.

Not think any more about it! My child, do you even faintly realize what five thousand dollars — or a quarter of five thousand dollars — means to me? I would do anything for it — anything! And theres the fun of it. I dont suppose you can realize that, either. I want a change. Ive been grubbing away here on nothing a week for years, and its time I had a vacation. There must be a way by which you could get me down — Why, of course! Why didnt I think of it before! You shall take me on Friday as your ladys maid!

But, Joan, I couldnt!

Why not?

I — I couldnt.

Why not?

Oh, well!

Joan advanced on her where she sat and grasped her firmly by the shoulders. Her face was inflexible.

Aline, my pet, its no good arguing. You might just as well argue with a wolf on the trail of a fat Russian peasant. I need that money. I need it in my business. I need it worse than anybody has ever needed anything. And Im going to have it! From now on, until further notice, I am your ladys maid. You can give your present one a holiday.

Aline met her eyes waveringly. The spirit of the old schooldays, when nothing was impossible where Joan was concerned, had her in its grip. Moreover, the excitement of the scheme began to attract her.

But, Joan, she said, you know its simply ridiculous. You could never pass as a ladys maid. The other servants would find you out. I expect there are all sorts of things a ladys maid has got to do and not do.

My dear Aline, I know them all. You cant stump me on below-stairs etiquette. Ive been a ladys maid!

Joan!

Its quite true — three years ago, when I was more than usually impecunious. The wolf was glued to the door like a postage stamp; so I answered an advertisement and became a ladys maid.

You seem to have done everything.

I have — pretty nearly. Its all right for you idle rich, Aline — you can sit still and contemplate life; but we poor working girls have got to hustle.

Aline laughed.

You know, you always could make me do anything you wanted in the old days, Joan. I suppose I have got to look on this as quite settled now?

Absolutely settled! Oh, Aline, theres one thing you must remember: Dont call me Joan when Im down at the castle. You must call me Valentine.

She paused. The recollection of the Honorable Freddie had come to her. No; Valentine would not do!

No; not Valentine, she went on— its too jaunty. I used it once years ago, but it never sounded just right. I want something more respectable, more suited to my position. Cant you suggest something?

Aline pondered.

Simpson?

Simpson! Its exactly right. You must practice it. Simpson! Say it kindly and yet distantly, as though I were a worm, but a worm for whom you felt a mild liking. Roll it round your tongue.

Simpson.

Splendid! Now once again — a little more haughtily.

Simpson — Simpson — Simpson.

Joan regarded her with affectionate approval.

Its wonderful! she said. You might have been doing it all your life.

What are you laughing at? asked Aline.

Nothing, said Joan. I was just thinking of something. Theres a young man who lives on the floor above this, and I was lecturing him yesterday on enterprise. I told him to go and find something exciting to do. I wonder what he would say if he knew how thoroughly I am going to practice what I preach!


CHAPTER IV
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IN THE MORNING following Alines visit to Joan Valentine, Ashe sat in his room, the Morning Post on the table before him. The heady influence of Joan had not yet ceased to work within him; and he proposed, in pursuance of his promise to her, to go carefully through the columns of advertisements, however pessimistic he might feel concerning the utility of that action.

His first glance assured him that the vast fortunes of the philanthropists, whose acquaintance he had already made in print, were not yet exhausted. Brian MacNeill still dangled his gold before the public; so did Angus Bruce; so did Duncan Macfarlane and Wallace Mackintosh and Donald MacNab. They still had the money and they still wanted to give it away.

Ashe was reading listlessly down the column when, from the mass of advertisements, one of an unusual sort detached itself.

WANTED: Young Man of good appearance, who is poor and reckless, to undertake a delicate and dangerous enterprise. Good pay for the right man. Apply between the hours of ten and twelve at offices of Mainprice, Mainprice & Boole, 3, Denvers Street, Strand.

And as he read it, half past ten struck on the little clock on his mantelpiece. It was probably this fact that decided Ashe. If he had been compelled to postpone his visit to the offices of Messrs. Mainprice, Mainprice & Boole until the afternoon, it is possible that barriers of laziness might have reared themselves in the path of adventure; for Ashe, an adventurer at heart, was also uncommonly lazy. As it was, however, he could make an immediate start.

Pausing but to put on his shoes, and having satisfied himself by a glance in the mirror that his appearance was reasonably good, he seized his hat, shot out of the narrow mouth of Arundell Street like a shell, and scrambled into a taxicab, with the feeling that — short of murder — they could not make it too delicate and dangerous for him.

He was conscious of strange thrills. This, he told himself, was the only possible mode of life with spring in the air. He had always been partial to those historical novels in which the characters are perpetually vaulting on chargers and riding across country on perilous errands. This leaping into taxicabs to answer stimulating advertisements in the Morning Post was very much the same sort of thing. It was with fine fervor animating him that he entered the gloomy offices of Mainprice, Mainprice & Boole. His brain was afire and he felt ready for anything.

I have come in ans— he began, to the diminutive office boy, who seemed to be the nearest thing visible to a Mainprice or a Boole.

Siddown. Gottatakeyerturn, said the office boy; and for the first time Ashe perceived that the ante-room in which he stood was crowded to overflowing.

This, in the circumstances, was something of a damper. He had pictured himself, during his ride in the cab, striding into the office and saying. The delicate and dangerous enterprise. Lead me to it! He had not realized until now that he was not the only man in London who read the advertisement columns of the Morning Post, and for an instant his heart sank at the sight of all this competition. A second and more comprehensive glance at his rivals gave him confidence.

The Wanted column of the morning paper is a sort of dredger, which churns up strange creatures from the mud of Londons underworld. Only in response to the dredgers operations do they come to the surface in such numbers as to be noticeable, for as a rule they are of a solitary habit and shun company; but when they do come they bring with them something of the horror of the depths.

It is the saddest spectacle in the world — that of the crowd collected by a Wanted advertisement. They are so palpably not wanted by anyone for any purpose whatsoever; yet every time they gather together with a sort of hopeful hopelessness. What they were originally — the units of these collections — Heaven knows. Fate has battered out of them every trace of individuality. Each now is exactly like his neighbor — no worse; no better.

Ashe, as he sat and watched them, was filled with conflicting emotions. One-half of him, thrilled with the glamour of adventure, was chafing at the delay, and resentful of these poor creatures as of so many obstacles to the beginning of all the brisk and exciting things that lay behind the mysterious brevity of the advertisement; the other, pitifully alive to the tragedy of the occasion, was grateful for the delay.

On the whole, he was glad to feel that if one of these derelicts did not secure the good pay for the right man, it would not be his fault. He had been the last to arrive, and he would be the last to pass through that door, which was the gateway of adventure — the door with Mr. Boole inscribed on its ground glass, behind which sat the author of the mysterious request for assistance, interviewing applicants. It would be through their own shortcomings — not because of his superior attractions — if they failed to please that unseen arbiter.

That they were so failing was plain. Scarcely had one scarred victim of Londons unkindness passed through before the bell would ring; the office boy, who, in the intervals of frowning sternly on the throng, as much as to say that he would stand no nonsense, would cry, Next! and another dull-eyed wreck would drift through, to be followed a moment later by yet another. The one fact at present ascertainable concerning the unknown searcher for reckless young men of good appearance was that he appeared to be possessed of considerable decision of character, a man who did not take long to make up his mind. He was rejecting applicants now at the rate of two a minute.

Expeditious though he was, he kept Ashe waiting for a considerable time. It was not until the hands of the fat clock over the door pointed to twenty minutes past eleven that the office boys Next! found him the only survivor. He gave his clothes a hasty smack with the palm of his hand and his hair a fleeting dab to accentuate his good appearance, and turned the handle of the door of fate.

The room assigned by the firm to their Mr. Boole for his personal use was a small and dingy compartment, redolent of that atmosphere of desolation which lawyers alone know how to achieve. It gave the impression of not having been swept since the foundation of the firm, in the year 1786. There was one small window, covered with grime. It was one of those windows you see only in lawyers offices. Possibly some reckless Mainprice or harebrained Boole had opened it in a fit of mad excitement induced by the news of the Battle of Waterloo, in 1815, and had been instantly expelled from the firm. Since then, no one had dared to tamper with it.

Gazing through this window — or, rather, gazing at it, for X-rays could hardly have succeeded in actually penetrating the alluvial deposits on the glass — was a little man. As Ashe entered, he turned and looked at him as though he hurt him rather badly in some tender spot.

Ashe was obliged to own to himself that he felt a little nervous. It is not every day that a young man of good appearance, who has led a quiet life, meets face to face one who is prepared to pay him well for doing something delicate and dangerous. To Ashe the sensation was entirely novel. The most delicate and dangerous act he had performed to date had been the daily mastication of Mrs. Bells breakfast — included in the rent. Yes, he had to admit it — he was nervous: and the fact that he was nervous made him hot and uncomfortable.

To judge him by his appearance, the man at the window was also hot and uncomfortable. He was a little, truculent-looking man, and his face at present was red with a flush that sat unnaturally on a normally lead-colored face. His eyes looked out from under thick gray eyebrows with an almost tortured expression. This was partly owing to the strain of interviewing Ashes preposterous predecessors, but principally to the fact that the little man had suddenly been seized with acute indigestion, a malady to which he was peculiarly subject.

He removed from his mouth the black cigar he was smoking, inserted a digestive tabloid, and replaced the cigar. Then he concentrated his attention on Ashe. As he did so the hostile expression of his face became modified. He looked surprised and — grudgingly — pleased.

Well, what do you want? he said.

I came in answer to—

In answer to my advertisement? I had given up hope of seeing anything part human. I thought you must be one of the clerks. Youre certainly more like what I advertised for. Of all the seedy bunches of dead beats I ever struck, the aggregation Ive just been interviewing was the seediest! When I spend good money in advertising for a young man of good appearance, I want a young man of good appearance — not a tramp of fifty-five.

Ashe was sorry for his predecessors, but he was bound to admit that they certainly had corresponded somewhat faithfully to the description just given. The comparative cordiality of his own reception removed the slight nervousness that had been troubling him. He began to feel confident — almost jaunty.

Im through, said the little man wearily. Ive had enough of interviewing applicants. Youre the last one Ill see. Are there any more hobos outside?

Not when I came in.

Then well get down to business. Ill tell you what I want done, and if you are willing you can do it; if you are not willing you can leave it — and go to the devil! Sit down.

Ashe sat down. He resented the little mans tone, but this was not the moment for saying so. His companion scrutinized him narrowly.

So far as appearance goes, he said, you are what I want. Ashe felt inclined to bow. Whoever takes on this job has got to act as my valet, and you look like a valet. Ashe felt less inclined to bow.

Youre tall and thin and ordinary-looking. Yes; so far as appearance goes, you fill the bill.

It seemed to Ashe that it was time to correct an impression the little man appeared to have formed.

I am afraid, he said, if all you want is a valet, you will have to look elsewhere. I got the idea from your advertisement that something rather more exciting was in the air. I can recommend you to several good employment agencies if you wish. He rose. Good-morning! he said.

He would have liked to fling the massive pewter inkwell at this little creature who had so keenly disappointed him.

Sit down! snapped the other.

Ashe resumed his seat. The hope of adventure dies hard on a Spring morning when one is twenty-six, and he had the feeling that there was more to come.

Dont be a damned fool! said the little man. Of course Im not asking you to be a valet and nothing else.

You would want me to do some cooking and plain sewing on the side, perhaps?

Their eyes met in a hostile glare. The flush on the little mans face deepened.

Are you trying to get fresh with me? he demanded dangerously.

Yes, said Ashe.

The answer seemed to disconcert his adversary. He was silent for a moment.

Well, he said at last, maybe its all for the best. If you werent full of gall probably you wouldnt have come here at all; and whoever takes on this job of mine has got to have gall if he has nothing else. I think we shall suit each other.

What is the job?

The little mans face showed doubt and perplexity.

Its awkward. If Im to make the thing clear to you Ive got to trust you. And I dont know a thing about you. I wish I had thought of that before I inserted the advertisement.

Ashe appreciated the difficulty.

Couldnt you make an A — B case out of it?

Maybe I could if I knew what an A — B case was.

Call the people mixed up in it A and B.

And forget, halfway through, who was which! No; I guess Ill have to trust you.

Ill play square.

The little man fastened his eyes on Ashes in a piercing stare. Ashe met them smilingly. His spirits, always fairly cheerful, had risen high by now. There was something about the little man, in spite of his brusqueness and ill temper, which made him feel flippant.

Pure white! said Ashe.

Eh?

My soul! And this — he thumped the left section of his waistcoat— solid gold. You may fire when ready, Gridley. Proceed, professor.

I dont know where to begin.

Without presuming to dictate, why not at the beginning?

Its all so darned complicated that I dont rightly know which is the beginning. Well, see here . . . I collect scarabs. Im crazy about scarabs. Ever since I quit business, you might say that I have practically lived for scarabs.

Though it sounds like an unkind thing to say of anyone, said Ashe. Incidentally, what are scarabs? He held up his hand. Wait! It all comes back to me. Expensive classical education, now bearing belated fruit. Scarabaeus — Latin; noun, nominative — a beetle. Scarabaee — vocative — O you beetle! Scarabaeum — accusative — the beetle. Scarabaei — of the beetle. Scarabaeo — to or for the beetle. I remember now. Egypt — Rameses — pyramids — sacred scarabs! Right!

Well, I guess Ive gotten together the best collection of scarabs outside the British Museum, and some of them are worth what you like to me. I dont reckon money when it comes to a question of my scarabs. Do you understand?

Sure, Mike!

Displeasure clouded the little mans face.

My name is not Mike.

I used the word figuratively, as it were.

Well, dont do it again. My name is J. Preston Peters, and Mr. Peters will do as well as anything else when you want to attract my attention.

Mine is Marson. You were saying, Mr. Peters — ?

Well, its this way, said the little man.

Shakespeare and Pope have both emphasized the tediousness of a twice-told tale; the Episode Of the Stolen Scarab need not be repeated at this point, though it must be admitted that Mr. Peters version of it differed considerably from the calm, dispassionate description the author, in his capacity of official historian, has given earlier in the story.

In Mr. Peters version the Earl of Emsworth appeared as a smooth and purposeful robber, a sort of elderly Raffles, worming his way into the homes of the innocent, and only sparing that portion of their property which was too heavy for him to carry away. Mr. Peters, indeed, specifically described the Earl of Emsworth as an oily old second-story man.

It took Ashe some little time to get a thorough grasp of the tangled situation; but he did it at last.

Only one point perplexed him.

You want to hire somebody to go to this castle and get this scarab back for you. I follow that. But why must he go as your valet?

Thats simple enough. You dont think Im asking him to buy a black mask and break in, do you? Im making it as easy for him as possible. I cant take a secretary down to the castle, for everybody knows that, now Ive retired, I havent got a secretary; and if I engaged a new one and he was caught trying to steal my scarab from the earls collection, it would look suspicious. But a valet is different. Anyone can get fooled by a crook valet with bogus references.

I see. Theres just one other point: Suppose your accomplice does get caught — what then?

That, said Mr. Peters, is the catch; and its just because of that I am offering good pay to my man. Well suppose, for the sake of argument, that you accept the contract and get caught. Well, if that happens youve got to look after yourself. I couldnt say a word. If I did it would all come out, and so far as the breaking off of my daughters engagement to young Threepwood is concerned, it would be just as bad as though I had tried to get the thing back myself.

Youve got to bear that in mind. Youve got to remember it if you forget everything else. I dont appear in this business in any way whatsoever. If you get caught you take whats coming to you without a word. You cant turn round and say: I am innocent. Mr. Peters will explain all — because Mr. Peters certainly wont. Mr. Peters wont utter a syllable of protest if they want to hang you.

No; if you go into this, young man, you go into it with your eyes open. You go into it with a full understanding of the risks — because you think the reward, if you are successful, makes the taking of those risks worth while. You and I know that what you are doing isnt really stealing; its simply a tactful way of getting back my own property. But the judge and jury will have different views.

I am beginning to understand, said Ashe thoughtfully, why you called the job delicate and dangerous.

Certainly it had been no overstatement. As a writer of detective stories for the British office boy, he had imagined in his time many undertakings that might be so described, but few to which the description was more admirably suited.

It is, said Mr. Peters; and that is why Im offering good pay. Whoever carries this job through gets one thousand pounds.

Ashe started.

One thousand pounds — five thousand dollars!

Five thousand.

When do I begin?

Youll do it?

For five thousand dollars I certainly will.

With your eyes open?

Wide open!

A look of positive geniality illuminated Mr. Peters pinched features. He even went so far as to pat Ashe on the shoulder.

Good boy! he said. Meet me at Paddington Station at four oclock on Friday. And if theres anything more you want to know come round to this address.

There remained the telling of Joan Valentine; for it was obviously impossible not to tell her. When you have revolutionized your life at the bidding of another you cannot well conceal the fact, as though nothing had happened. Ashe had not the slightest desire to conceal the fact. On the contrary, he was glad to have such a capital excuse for renewing the acquaintance.

He could not tell her, of course, the secret details of the thing. Naturally those must remain hidden. No, he would just go airily in and say:

You know what you told me about doing something new? Well, Ive just got a job as a valet.

So he went airily in and said it.

To whom? said Joan.

To a man named Peters — an American.

Women are trained from infancy up to conceal their feelings. Joan did not start or otherwise express emotion.

Not Mr. J. Preston Peters?

Yes. Do you know him? What a remarkable thing.

His daughter, said Joan, has just engaged me as a ladys maid.

What!

It will not be quite the same thing as three years ago, Joan explained. It is just a cheap way of getting a holiday. I used to know Miss Peters very well, you see. It will be more like traveling as her guest.

But — but— Ashe had not yet overcome his amazement.

Yes?

But what an extraordinary coincidence!

Yes. By the way, how did you get the situation? And what put it into your head to be a valet at all? It seems such a curious thing for you to think of doing.

Ashe was embarrassed.

I — I — well, you see, the experience will be useful to me, of course, in my writing.

Oh! Are you thinking of taking up my line of work? Dukes?

No, no — not exactly that.

It seems so odd. How did you happen to get in touch with Mr. Peters?

Oh, I answered an advertisement.

I see.

Ashe was becoming conscious of an undercurrent of something not altogether agreeable in the conversation. It lacked the gay ease of their first interview. He was not apprehensive lest she might have guessed his secret. There was, he felt, no possible means by which she could have done that. Yet the fact remained that those keen blue eyes of hers were looking at him in a peculiar and penetrating manner. He felt damped.

It will be nice, being together, he said feebly.

Very! said Joan.

There was a pause.

I thought I would come and tell you.

Quite so.

There was another pause.

It seems so funny that you should be going out as a ladys maid.

Yes?

But, of course, you have done it before.

Yes.

The really extraordinary thing is that we should be going to the same people.

Yes.

It — its remarkable, isnt it?

Yes.

Ashe reflected. No; he did not appear to have any further remarks to make.

Good-by for the present, he said.

Good-by.

Ashe drifted out. He was conscious of a wish that he understood girls. Girls, in his opinion, were odd.

When he had gone Joan Valentine hurried to the door and, having opened it an inch, stood listening. When the sound of his door closing came to her she ran down the stairs and out into Arundell Street. She went to the Hotel Mathis.

I wonder, she said to the sad-eyed waiter, if you have a copy of the Morning Post?

The waiter, a child of romantic Italy, was only too anxious to oblige youth and beauty. He disappeared and presently returned with a crumpled copy. Joan thanked him with a bright smile.

Back in her room, she turned to the advertisement pages. She knew that life was full of what the unthinking call coincidences; but the miracle of Ashe having selected by chance the father of Aline Peters as an employer was too much of a coincidence for her. Suspicion furrowed her brow.

It did not take her long to discover the advertisement that had sent Ashe hurrying in a taxicab to the offices of Messrs. Mainprice, Mainprice & Boole. She had been looking for something of the kind.

She read it through twice and smiled. Everything was very clear to her. She looked at the ceiling above her and shook her head.

You are quite a nice young man, Mr. Marson, she said softly; but you mustnt try to jump my claim. I dare say you need that money too; but Im afraid you must go without. I am going to have it — and nobody else!


CHAPTER V
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THE FOUR-FIFTEEN EXPRESS slid softly out of Paddington Station and Ashe Marson settled himself in the corner seat of his second-class compartment. Opposite him Joan Valentine had begun to read a magazine. Along the corridor, in a first-class smoking compartment, Mr. Peters was lighting a big black cigar. Still farther along the corridor, in a first-class non-smoking compartment, Aline Peters looked through the window and thought of many things.

In English trains the tipping classes travel first; valets, ladys maids, footmen, nurses, and head stillroom maids, second; and housemaids, grooms, and minor and inferior stillroom maids, third. But for these social distinctions, the whole fabric of society would collapse and anarchy stalk naked through the land — as in the United States.

Ashe was feeling remarkably light-hearted. He wished he had not bought Joan that magazine and thus deprived himself temporarily of the pleasure of her conversation; but that was the only flaw in his happiness. With the starting of the train, which might be considered the formal and official beginning of the delicate and dangerous enterprise on which he had embarked, he had definitely come to the conclusion that the life adventurous was the life for him. He had frequently suspected this to be the case, but it had required the actual experiment to bring certainty.

Almost more than physical courage, the ideal adventurer needs a certain lively inquisitiveness, the quality of not being content to mind his own affairs; and in Ashe this quality was highly developed. From boyhood up he had always been interested in things that were none of his business. And it is just that attribute which the modern young man, as a rule, so sadly lacks.

The modern young man may do adventurous things if they are thrust on him; but left to himself he will edge away uncomfortably and look in the other direction when the goddess of adventure smiles at him. Training and tradition alike pluck at his sleeve and urge him not to risk making himself ridiculous. And from sheer horror of laying himself open to the charge of not minding his own business he falls into a stolid disregard of all that is out of the ordinary and exciting. He tells himself that the shriek from the lonely house he passed just now was only the high note of some amateur songstress, and that the maiden in distress whom he saw pursued by the ruffian with a knife was merely earning the salary paid her by some motion-picture firm. And he proceeds on his way, looking neither to left nor right.

Ashe had none of this degenerate coyness toward adventure. Though born within easy distance of Boston and deposited by circumstances in London, he possessed, nevertheless, to a remarkable degree, that quality so essentially the property of the New Yorker — the quality known, for want of a more polished word, as rubber. It is true that it had needed the eloquence of Joan Valentine to stir him from his groove; but that was because he was also lazy. He loved new sights and new experiences. Yes; he was happy. The rattle of the train shaped itself into a lively march. He told himself that he had found the right occupation for a young man in the Spring.

Joan, meantime, intrenched behind her magazine, was also busy with her thoughts. She was not reading the magazine; she held it before her as a protection, knowing that if she laid it down Ashe would begin to talk. And just at present she had no desire for conversation. She, like Ashe, was contemplating the immediate future, but, unlike him, was not doing so with much pleasure. She was regretting heartily that she had not resisted the temptation to uplift this young man and wishing that she had left him to wallow in the slothful peace in which she had found him.

It is curious how frequently in this world our attempts to stimulate and uplift swoop back on us and smite us like boomerangs. Ashes presence was the direct outcome of her lecture on enterprise, and it added a complication to an already complicated venture.

She did her best to be fair to Ashe. It was not his fault that he was about to try to deprive her of five thousand dollars, which she looked on as her personal property; but illogically she found herself feeling a little hostile.

She glanced furtively at him over the magazine, choosing by ill chance a moment when he had just directed his gaze at her. Their eyes met and there was nothing for it but to talk; so she tucked away her hostility in a corner of her mind, where she could find it again when she wanted it, and prepared for the time being to be friendly. After all, except for the fact that he was her rival, this was a pleasant and amusing young man, and one for whom, until he made the announcement that had changed her whole attitude toward him, she had entertained a distinct feeling of friendship — nothing warmer.

There was something about him that made her feel that she would have liked to stroke his hair in a motherly way and straighten his tie, and have cozy chats with him in darkened rooms by the light of open fires, and make him tell her his inmost thoughts, and stimulate him to do something really worth while with his life; but this, she held, was merely the instinct of a generous nature to be kind and helpful even to a comparative stranger.

Well, Mr. Marson, she said, Here we are!

Exactly what I was thinking, said Ashe.

He was conscious of a marked increase in the exhilaration the starting of the expedition had brought to him. At the back of his mind he realized there had been all along a kind of wistful resentment at the change in this girls manner toward him. During the brief conversation when he had told her of his having secured his present situation, and later, only a few minutes back, on the platform of Paddington Station, he had sensed a coldness, a certain hostility — so different from her pleasant friendliness at their first meeting.

She had returned now to her earlier manner and he was surprised at the difference it made. He felt somehow younger, more alive. The lilt of the trains rattle changed to a gay ragtime. This was curious, because Joan was nothing more than a friend. He was not in love with her. One does not fall in love with a girl whom one has met only three times. One is attracted — yes; but one does not fall in love.

A moments reflection enabled him to diagnose his sensations correctly. This odd impulse to leap across the compartment and kiss Joan was not love. It was merely the natural desire of a good-hearted young man to be decently chummy with his species.

Well, what do you think of it all, Mr. Marson? said Joan. Are you sorry or glad that you let me persuade you to do this perfectly mad thing? I feel responsible for you, you know. If it had not been for me you would have been comfortably in Arundell Street, writing your Wand of Death.

Im glad.

You dont feel any misgivings now that you are actually committed to domestic service?

Not one.

Joan, against her will, smiled approval on this uncompromising attitude. This young man might be her rival, but his demeanor on the eve of perilous times appealed to her. That was the spirit she liked and admired — that reckless acceptance of whatever might come. It was the spirit in which she herself had gone into the affair and she was pleased to find that it animated Ashe also — though, to be sure, it had its drawbacks. It made his rivalry the more dangerous. This reflection injected a touch of the old hostility into her manner.

I wonder whether you will continue to feel so brave.

What do you mean?

Joan perceived that she was in danger of going too far. She had no wish to unmask Ashe at the expense of revealing her own secret. She must resist the temptation to hint that she had discovered his.

I meant, she said quickly, that from what I have seen of him Mr. Peters seems likely to be a rather trying man to work for.

Ashes face cleared. For a moment he had almost suspected that she had guessed his errand.

Yes. I imagine he will be. He is what you might call quick-tempered. He has dyspepsia, you know.

I know.

What he wants is plenty of fresh air and no cigars, and a regular course of those Larsen Exercises that amused you so much.

Joan laughed.

Are you going to try and persuade Mr. Peters to twist himself about like that? Do let me see it if you do.

I wish I could.

Do suggest it to him.

Dont you think he would resent it from a valet?

I keep forgetting that you are a valet. You look so unlike one.

Old Peters didnt think so. He rather complimented me on my appearance. He said I was ordinary-looking.

I shouldnt have called you that. You look so very strong and fit.

Surely there are muscular valets?

Well, yes; I suppose there are.

Ashe looked at her. He was thinking that never in his life had he seen a girl so amazingly pretty. What it was that she had done to herself was beyond him; but something, some trick of dress, had given her a touch of the demure that made her irresistible. She was dressed in sober black, the ideal background for her fairness.

While on the subject, he said, I suppose you know you dont look in the least like a ladys maid? You look like a disguised princess.

She laughed.

Thats very nice of you, Mr. Marson, but youre quite wrong. Anyone could tell I was a ladys maid, a mile away. You arent criticizing the dress, surely?

The dress is all right. Its the general effect. I dont think your expression is right. Its — its — theres too much attack in it. You arent meek enough.

Joans eyes opened wide.

Meek! Have you ever seen an English ladys maid, Mr. Marson?

Why, no; now that I come to think of it, I dont believe I have.

Well, let me tell you that meekness is her last quality. Why should she be meek? Doesnt she go in after the groom of the chambers?

Go in? Go in where?

In to dinner. She smiled at the sight of his bewildered face. Im afraid you dont know much about the etiquette of the new world you have entered so rashly. Didnt you know that the rules of precedence among the servants of a big house in England are more rigid and complicated than in English society?

Youre joking!

Im not joking. You try going in to dinner out of your proper place when we get to Blandings and see what happens. A public rebuke from the butler is the least you could expect.

A bead of perspiration appeared on Ashes forehead.

Heavens! he whispered. If a butler publicly rebuked me I think I should commit suicide. I couldnt survive it.

He stared, with fallen jaw, into the abyss of horror into which he had leaped so light-heartedly. The servant problem, on this large scale, had been nonexistent for him until now. In the days of his youth, at Mayling, Massachusetts, his needs had been ministered to by a muscular Swede. Later, at Oxford, there had been his scout and his bed maker, harmless persons both, provided you locked up your whisky. And in London, his last phase, a succession of servitors of the type of the disheveled maid at Number Seven had tended him.

That, dotted about the land of his adoption, there were houses in which larger staffs of domestics were maintained, he had been vaguely aware. Indeed, in Gridley Quayle, Investigator; the Adventure of the Missing Marquis — number four of the series — he had drawn a picture of the home life of a duke, in which a butler and two powdered footmen had played their parts; but he had had no idea that rigid and complicated rules of etiquette swayed the private lives of these individuals. If he had given the matter a thought he had supposed that when the dinner hour arrived the butler and the two footmen would troop into the kitchen and squash in at the table wherever they found room.

Tell me, he said. Tell me all you know. I feel as though I had escaped a frightful disaster.

You probably have. I dont suppose there is anything so terrible as a snub from a butler.

If there is I cant think of it. When I was at Oxford I used to go and stay with a friend of mine who had a butler that looked like a Roman emperor in swallowtails. He terrified me. I used to grovel to the man. Please give me all the pointers you can.

Well, as Mr. Peters valet, I suppose you will be rather a big man.

I shant feel it.

However large the house party is, Mr. Peters is sure to be the principal guest; so your standing will be correspondingly magnificent. You come after the butler, the housekeeper, the groom of the chambers, Lord Emsworths valet, Lady Ann Warblingtons ladys maid—

Who is she?

Lady Ann? Lord Emsworths sister. She has lived with him since his wife died. What was I saying? Oh, yes! After them come the honorable Frederick Threepwoods valet and myself — and then you.

Im not so high up then, after all?

Yes, you are. Theres a whole crowd who come after you. It all depends on how many other guests there are besides Mr. Peters.

I suppose I charge in at the head of a drove of housemaids and scullery maids?

My dear Mr. Marson, if a housemaid or a scullery maid tried to get into the stewards room and have her meals with us, she would be—

Rebuked by the butler?

Lynched, I should think. Kitchen maids and scullery maids eat in the kitchen. Chauffeurs, footmen, under-butler, pantry boys, hall boy, odd man and stewards-room footman take their meals in the servants hall, waited on by the hall boy. The stillroom maids have breakfast and tea in the stillroom, and dinner and supper in the hall. The housemaids and nursery maids have breakfast and tea in the housemaids sitting-room, and dinner and supper in the hall. The head housemaid ranks next to the head stillroom maid. The laundry maids have a place of their own near the laundry, and the head laundry maid ranks above the head housemaid. The chef has his meals in a room of his own near the kitchen. Is there anything else I can tell you, Mr. Marson?

Ashe was staring at her with vacant eyes. He shook his head dumbly.

We stop at Swindon in half an hour, said Joan softly. Dont you think you would be wise to get out there and go straight back to London, Mr. Marson? Think of all you would avoid!

Ashe found speech.

Its a nightmare!

You would be far happier in Arundell Street. Why dont you get out at Swindon and go back?

Ashe shook his head.

I cant. Theres — theres a reason.

Joan picked up her magazine again. Hostility had come out from the corner into which she had tucked it away and was once more filling her mind. She knew it was illogical, but she could not help it. For a moment, during her revelations of servants etiquette, she had allowed herself to hope that she had frightened her rival out of the field, and the disappointment made her feel irritable. She buried herself in a short story, and countered Ashes attempts at renewing the conversation with cold monosyllables, until he ceased his efforts and fell into a moody silence.

He was feeling hurt and angry. Her sudden coldness, following on the friendliness with which she had talked so long, puzzled and infuriated him. He felt as though he had been snubbed, and for no reason.

He resented the defensive magazine, though he had bought it for her himself. He resented her attitude of having ceased to recognize his existence. A sadness, a filmy melancholy, crept over him. He brooded on the unutterable silliness of humanity, especially the female portion of it, in erecting artificial barriers to friendship. It was so unreasonable.

At their first meeting, when she might have been excused for showing defensiveness, she had treated him with unaffected ease. When that meeting had ended there was a tacit understanding between them that all the preliminary awkwardnesses of the first stages of acquaintanceship were to be considered as having been passed; and that when they met again, if they ever did, it would be as friends. And here she was, luring him on with apparent friendliness, and then withdrawing into herself as though he had presumed.

A rebellious spirit took possession of him. He didnt care! Let her be cold and distant. He would show her that she had no monopoly of those qualities. He would not speak to her until she spoke to him; and when she spoke to him he would freeze her with his courteous but bleakly aloof indifference.

The train rattled on. Joan read her magazine. Silence reigned in the second-class compartment. Swindon was reached and passed. Darkness fell on the land. The journey began to seem interminable to Ashe; but presently there came a creaking of brakes and the train jerked itself to another stop. A voice on the platform made itself heard, calling:

Market Blandings! Market Blandings Station!

* * *

The village of Market Blandings is one of those sleepy English hamlets that modern progress has failed to touch; except by the addition of a railroad station and a room over the grocers shop where moving pictures are on view on Tuesdays and Fridays. The church is Norman and the intelligence of the majority of the natives Paleozoic. To alight at Market Blandings Station in the dusk of a rather chilly Spring day, when the southwest wind has shifted to due east and the thrifty inhabitants have not yet lit their windows, is to be smitten with the feeling that one is at the edge of the world with no friends near.

Ashe, as he stood beside Mr. Peters baggage and raked the unsympathetic darkness with a dreary eye, gave himself up to melancholy. Above him an oil lamp shed a meager light. Along the platform a small but sturdy porter was juggling with a milk can. The east wind explored Ashes system with chilly fingers.

Somewhere out in the darkness into which Mr. Peters and Aline had already vanished in a large automobile, lay the castle, with its butler and its fearful code of etiquette. Soon the cart that was to convey him and the trunks thither would be arriving. He shivered.

Out of the gloom and into the feeble rays of the oil lamp came Joan Valentine. She had been away, tucking Aline into the car. She looked warm and cheerful. She was smiling in the old friendly way.

If girls realized their responsibilities they would be so careful when they smiled that they would probably abandon the practice altogether. There are moments in a mans life when a girls smile can have as important results as an explosion of dynamite.

In the course of their brief acquaintance Joan had smiled at Ashe many times, but the conditions governing those occasions had not been such as to permit him to be seriously affected. He had been pleased on such occasions; he had admired her smile in a detached and critical spirit; but he had not been overwhelmed by it. The frame of mind necessary for that result had been lacking.

Now, however, after five minutes of solitude on the depressing platform of Market Blandings Station, he was what the spiritualists call a sensitive subject. He had reached that depth of gloom and bodily discomfort when a sudden smile has all the effect of strong liquor and good news administered simultaneously, warming the blood and comforting the soul, and generally turning the world from a bleak desert into a land flowing with milk and honey.

It is not too much to say that he reeled before Joans smile. It was so entirely unexpected. He clutched Mr. Peters steamer trunk in his emotion. All his resolutions to be cold and distant were swept away. He had the feeling that in a friendless universe here was somebody who was fond of him and glad to see him.

A smile of such importance demands analysis, and in this case repays it; for many things lay behind this smile of Joan Valentines on the platform of Market Blandings Station.

In the first place, she had had another of her swift changes of mood, and had once again tucked away hostility into its corner. She had thought it over and had come to the conclusion that as she had no logical grievance against Ashe for anything he had done to be distant to him was the behavior of a cat. Consequently she resolved, when they should meet again, to resume her attitude of good-fellowship. That in itself would have been enough to make her smile.

There was another reason, however, which had nothing to do with Ashe. While she had been tucking Aline into the automobile she met the eye of the driver of that vehicle and had perceived a curious look in it — a look of amazement and sheer terror. A moment, later, when Aline called the driver Freddie, she had understood. No wonder the Honorable Freddie had looked as though he had seen a ghost.

It would be a relief to the poor fellow when, as he undoubtedly would do in the course of the drive, he inquired of Aline the name of her maid and was told that it was Simpson. He would mutter something about Reminds me of a girl I used to know, and would brood on the remarkable way in which Nature produces doubles. But he had a bad moment, and it was partly at the recollection of his face that Joan smiled.

A third reason was because the sight of the Honorable Freddie had reminded her that R. Jones had said he had written her poetry. That thought, too, had contributed toward the smile which so dazzled Ashe.

Ashe, not being miraculously intuitive, accepted the easier explanation that she smiled because she was glad to be in his company; and this thought, coming on top of his mood of despair and general dissatisfaction with everything mundane, acted on him like some powerful chemical.

In every mans life there is generally one moment to which in later years he can look back and say: In this moment I fell in love! Such a moment came to Ashe now.

Betwixt the stirrup and the ground,
Mercy I asked; mercy I found.

So sings the poet and so it was with Ashe.

In the almost incredibly brief time it took the small but sturdy porter to roll a milk can across the platform and hump it, with a clang, against other milk cans similarly treated a moment before, Ashe fell in love.

The word is so loosely used, to cover a thousand varying shades of emotion — from the volcanic passion of an Antony for a Cleopatra to the tepid preference of a grocers assistant for the Irish maid at the second house on Main Street, as opposed to the Norwegian maid at the first house past the post office — the mere statement that Ashe fell in love is not a sufficient description of his feelings as he stood grasping Mr. Peters steamer trunk. Analysis is required.

From his fourteenth year onward Ashe had been in love many times. His sensations in the case of Joan were neither the terrific upheaval that had caused him, in his fifteenth year, to collect twenty-eight photographs of the heroine of the road company of a musical comedy which had visited the Hayling Opera House, nor the milder flame that had caused him, when at college, to give up smoking for a week and try to read the complete works of Ella Wheeler Wilcox.

His love was something that lay between these two poles.

He did not wish the station platform of Market Blandings to become suddenly congested with red Indians so that he might save Joans life; and he did not wish to give up anything at all. But he was conscious — to the very depths of his being — that a future in which Joan did not figure would be so insupportable as not to bear considering; and in the immediate present he very strongly favored the idea of clasping Joan in his arms and kissing her until further notice.

Mingled with these feelings was an excited gratitude to her for coming to him like this, with that electric smile on her face; a stunned realization that she was a thousand times prettier than he had ever imagined; and a humility that threatened to make him loose his clutch on the steamer trunk and roll about at her feet, yapping like a dog.

Gratitude, so far as he could dissect his tangled emotion was the predominating ingredient of his mood. Only once in his life had he felt so passionately grateful to any human being. On that occasion, too, the object of his gratitude had been feminine.

Years before, when a boy in his fathers home in distant Hayling, Massachusetts, those in authority had commanded that he — in his eleventh year and as shy as one can be only at that interesting age — should rise in the presence of a roomful of strangers, adult guests, and recite The Wreck of the Hesperus.

He had risen. He had blushed. He had stammered. He had contrived to whisper: It was the Schooner Hesperus. And then, in a corner of the room, a little girl, for no properly explained reason, had burst out crying. She had yelled, she had bellowed, and would not be comforted; and in the ensuing confusion Ashe had escaped to the woodpile at the bottom of the garden, saved by a miracle.

All his life he had remembered the gratitude he had felt for that little timely girl, and never until now had he experienced any other similar spasm. But as he looked at Joan he found himself renewing that emotion of fifteen years ago.

She was about to speak. In a sort of trance he watched her lips part. He waited almost reverently for the first words she should speak to him in her new role of the only authentic goddess.

Isnt it a shame? she said. Ive just put a penny in the chocolate slot machine — and its empty! Ive a good mind to write to the company.

Ashe felt as though he were listening to the strains of some grand sweet anthem.

The small but sturdy porter, weary of his work among the milk cans, or perhaps — let us not do him an injustice even in thought — having finished it, approached them.

The cart from the castles here.

In the gloom beyond him there gleamed a light which had not been there before. The meditative snort of a horse supported his statement. He began to deal as authoritatively with Mr. Peters steamer trunk as he had dealt with the milk cans.

At last! said Joan. I hope its a covered cart. Im frozen. Lets go and see.

Ashe followed her with the gait of an automaton.

* * *

Cold is the ogre that drives all beautiful things into hiding. Below the surface of a frost-bound garden there lurk hidden bulbs, which are only biding their time to burst forth in a riot of laughing color; but shivering Nature dare not put forth her flowers until the ogre has gone. Not otherwise does cold suppress love. A man in an open cart on an English Spring night may continue to be in love; but love is not the emotion uppermost in his bosom. It shrinks within him and waits for better times.

The cart was not a covered cart. It was open to the four winds of heaven, of which the one at present active proceeded from the bleak east. To this fact may be attributed Ashes swift recovery from the exalted mood into which Joans smile had thrown him, his almost instant emergence from the trance. Deep down in him he was aware that his attitude toward Joan had not changed, but his conscious self was too fully occupied with the almost hopeless task of keeping his blood circulating, to permit of thoughts of love. Before the cart had traveled twenty yards he was a mere chunk of frozen misery.

After an eternity of winding roads, darkened cottages, and black fields and hedges, the cart turned in at a massive iron gate, which stood open giving entrance to a smooth gravel drive. Here the way ran for nearly a mile through an open park of great trees and was then swallowed in the darkness of dense shrubberies. Presently to the left appeared lights, at first in ones and twos, shining out and vanishing again; then, as the shrubberies ended and the smooth lawns and terraces began, blazing down on the travelers from a score of windows, with the heartening effect of fires on a winter night.

Against the pale gray sky Blandings Castle stood out like a mountain. It was a noble pile, of Early Tudor building. Its history is recorded in Englands history books and Viollet-le-Duc has written of its architecture. It dominated the surrounding country.

The feature of it which impressed Ashe most at this moment, however, was the fact that it looked warm; and for the first time since the drive began he found himself in a mood that approximated cheerfulness. It was a little early to begin feeling cheerful, he discovered, for the journey was by no means over. Arrived within sight of the castle, the cart began a detour, which, ten minutes later, brought it under an arch and over cobblestones to the rear of the building, where it eventually pulled up in front of a great door.

Ashe descended painfully and beat his feet against the cobbles. He helped Joan to climb down. Joan was apparently in a gentle glow. Women seem impervious to cold.

The door opened. Warm, kitcheny scents came through it. Strong men hurried out to take down the trunks, while fair women, in the shape of two nervous scullery maids, approached Joan and Ashe, and bobbed curtsies. This under more normal conditions would have been enough to unman Ashe; but in his frozen state a mere curtsying scullery maid expended herself harmlessly on him. He even acknowledged the greeting with a kindly nod.

The scullery maids, it seemed, were acting in much the same capacity as the attaches of royalty. One was there to conduct Joan to the presence of Mrs. Twemlow, the housekeeper; the other to lead Ashe to where Beach, the butler, waited to do honor to the valet of the castles most important guest.

After a short walk down a stone-flagged passage Joan and her escort turned to the right. Ashes objective appeared to be located to the left. He parted from Joan with regret. Her moral support would have been welcome.

Presently his scullery maid stopped at a door and tapped thereon. A fruity voice, like old tawny port made audible, said: Come in! Ashes guide opened the door.

The gentleman, Mr. Beach, said she, and scuttled away to the less rarefied atmosphere of the kitchen.

Ashes first impression of Beach, the butler, was one of tension. Other people, confronted for the first time with Beach, had felt the same. He had that strained air of being on the very point of bursting that one sees in bullfrogs and toy balloons. Nervous and imaginative men, meeting Beach, braced themselves involuntarily, stiffening their muscles for the explosion. Those who had the pleasure of more intimate acquaintance with him soon passed this stage, just as people whose homes are on the slopes of Mount Vesuvius become immune to fear of eruptions.

As far back as they could remember Beach had always looked as though an apoplectic fit were a matter of minutes; but he never had apoplexy and in time they came to ignore the possibility of it. Ashe, however, approaching him with a fresh eye, had the feeling that this strain could not possibly continue and that within a very short space of time the worst must happen. The prospect of this did much to rouse him from the coma into which he had been frozen by the rigors of the journey.

Butlers as a class seem to grow less and less like anything human in proportion to the magnificence of their surroundings. There is a type of butler employed in the comparatively modest homes of small country gentlemen who is practically a man and a brother; who hobnobs with the local tradesmen, sings a good comic song at the village inn, and in times of crisis will even turn to and work the pump when the water supply suddenly fails.

The greater the house the more does the butler diverge from this type. Blandings Castle was one of the more important of Englands show places, and Beach accordingly had acquired a dignified inertia that almost qualified him for inclusion in the vegetable kingdom. He moved — when he moved at all — slowly. He distilled speech with the air of one measuring out drops of some precious drug. His heavy-lidded eyes had the fixed expression of a statues.

With an almost imperceptible wave of a fat white hand, he conveyed to Ashe that he desired him to sit down. With a stately movement of his other hand, he picked up a kettle, which simmered on the hob. With an inclination of his head, he called Ashes attention to a decanter on the table.

In another moment Ashe was sipping a whisky toddy, with the feeling that he had been privileged to assist at some mystic rite. Mr. Beach, posting himself before the fire and placing his hands behind his back, permitted speech to drip from him.

I have not the advantage of your name, Mr. — —

Ashe introduced himself. Beach acknowledged the information with a half bow.

You must have had a cold ride, Mr. Marson. The wind is in the east.

Ashe said yes; the ride had been cold.

When the wind is in the east, continued Mr. Beach, letting each syllable escape with apparent reluctance, I suffer from my feet.

I beg your pardon?

I suffer from my feet, repeated the butler, measuring out the drops. You are a young man, Mr. Marson. Probably you do not know what it is to suffer from your feet. He surveyed Ashe, his whisky toddy and the wall beyond him, with heavy-lidded inscrutability. Corns! he said.

Ashe said he was sorry.

I suffer extremely from my feet — not only corns. I have but recently recovered from an ingrowing toenail. I suffered greatly from my ingrowing toenail. I suffer from swollen joints.

Ashe regarded this martyr with increasing disfavor. It is the flaw in the character of many excessively healthy young men that, though kind-hearted enough in most respects, they listen with a regrettable feeling of impatience to the confessions of those less happily situated as regards the ills of the flesh. Rightly or wrongly, they hold that these statements should be reserved for the ear of the medical profession, and other and more general topics selected for conversation with laymen.

Im sorry, he said hastily. You must have had a bad time. Is there a large house party here just now?

We are expecting, said Mr. Beach, a number of guests. We shall in all probability sit down thirty or more to dinner.

A responsibility for you, said Ashe ingratiatingly, well pleased to be quit of the feet topic.

Mr. Beach nodded.

You are right, Mr. Marson. Few persons realize the responsibilities of a man in my position. Sometimes, I can assure you, it preys on my mind, and I suffer from nervous headaches.

Ashe began to feel like a man trying to put out a fire which, as fast as he checks it at one point, breaks out at another.

Sometimes when I come off duty everything gets blurred. The outlines of objects grow indistinct and misty. I have to sit down in a chair. The pain is excruciating.

But it helps you to forget the pain in your feet.

No, no. I suffer from my feet simultaneously.

Ashe gave up the struggle.

Tell me all about your feet, he said.

And Mr. Beach told him all about his feet.

The pleasantest functions must come to an end, and the moment arrived when the final word on the subject of swollen joints was spoken. Ashe, who had resigned himself to a permanent contemplation of the subject, could hardly believe he heard correctly when, at the end of some ten minutes, his companion changed the conversation.

You have been with Mr. Peters some time, Mr. Marson?

Eh? Oh! Oh, no only since last Wednesday.

Indeed! Might I inquire whom you assisted before that?

For a moment Ashe did what he would not have believed himself capable of doing — regretted that the topic of feet was no longer under discussion. The question placed him in an awkward position. If he lied and credited himself with a lengthy experience as a valet, he risked exposing himself. If he told the truth and confessed that this was his maiden effort in the capacity of gentlemans gentleman, what would the butler think? There were objections to each course, but to tell the truth was the easier of the two; so he told it.

Your first situation? said Mr. Beach. Indeed!

I was — er — doing something else before I met Mr. Peters, said Ashe.

Mr. Beach was too well-bred to be inquisitive, but his eyebrows were not.

Ah! he said. ? cried his eyebrows. ? — ? — ?

Ashe ignored the eyebrows.

Something different, he said.

There was an awkward silence. Ashe appreciated its awkwardness. He was conscious of a grievance against Mr. Peters. Why could not Mr. Peters have brought him down here as his secretary? To be sure, he had advanced some objection to that course in their conversation at the offices of Mainprice, Mainprice & Boole; but merely a silly, far-fetched objection. He wished he had had the sense to fight the point while there was time; but at the moment when they were arranging plans he had been rather tickled by the thought of becoming a valet. The notion had a pleasing musical-comedy touch about it. Why had he not foreseen the complications that must ensue? He could tell by the look on his face that this confounded butler was waiting for him to give a full explanation. What would he think if he withheld it? He would probably suppose that Ashe had been in prison.

Well, there was nothing to be done about it. If Beach was suspicious, he must remain suspicious. Fortunately the suspicions of a butler do not matter much.

Mr. Beachs eyebrows were still mutely urging him to reveal all, but Ashe directed his gaze at that portion of the room which Mr. Beach did not fill. He would be hanged if he was going to let himself be hypnotized by a pair of eyebrows into incriminating himself! He glared stolidly at the pattern of the wallpaper, which represented a number of birds of an unknown species seated on a corresponding number of exotic shrubs.

The silence was growing oppressive. Somebody had to break it soon. And as Mr. Beach was still confining himself to the language of the eyebrow and apparently intended to fight it out on that line if it took all Summer, Ashe himself broke it.

It seemed to him as he reconstructed the scene in bed that night that Providence must have suggested the subject to Mr. Peters indigestion; for the mere mention of his employers sufferings acted like magic on the butler.

I might have had better luck while I was looking for a place, said Ashe. I dare say you know how bad-tempered Mr. Peters is. He is dyspeptic.

So, responded Mr. Beach, I have been informed. He brooded for a space. I, too, he proceeded, suffer from my stomach. I have a weak stomach. The lining of my stomach is not what I could wish the lining of my stomach to be.

Tell me, said Ashe gratefully, leaning forward in an attitude of attention, all about the lining of your stomach.

It was a quarter of an hour later when Mr. Beach was checked in his discourse by the chiming of the little clock on the mantelpiece. He turned round and gazed at it with surprise not unmixed with displeasure.

So late? he said. I shall have to be going about my duties. And you, also, Mr. Marson, if I may make the suggestion. No doubt Mr. Peters will be wishing to have your assistance in preparing for dinner. If you go along the passage outside you will come to the door that separates our portion of the house from the other. I must beg you to excuse me. I have to go to the cellar.

Following his directions Ashe came after a walk of a few yards to a green-baize door, which, swinging at his push, gave him a view of what he correctly took to be the main hall of the castle — a wide, comfortable space, ringed with settees and warmed by a log fire burning in a mammoth fireplace. On the right a broad staircase led to the upper regions.

It was at this point that Ashe realized the incompleteness of Mr. Beachs directions. Doubtless, the broad staircase would take him to the floor on which were the bedrooms; but how was he to ascertain, without the tedious process of knocking and inquiring at each door, which was the one assigned to Mr. Peters? It was too late to go back and ask the butler for further guidance; already he was on his way to the cellar in quest of the evenings wine.

As he stood irresolute a door across the hall opened and a man of his own age came out. Through the doorway, which the young man held open for an instant while he answered a question from somebody within, Ashe had a glimpse of glass-topped cases.

Could this be the museum — his goal? The next moment the door, opening a few inches more, revealed the outlying portions of an Egyptian mummy and brought certainty. It flashed across Ashes mind that the sooner he explored the museum and located Mr. Peters scarab, the better. He decided to ask Beach to take him there as soon as he had leisure.

Meantime the young man had closed the museum door and was crossing the hall. He was a wiry-haired, severe-looking young man, with a sharp nose and eyes that gleamed through rimless spectacles — none other, in fact than Lord Emsworths private secretary, the Efficient Baxter. Ashe hailed him:

I say, old man, would you mind telling me how I get to Mr. Peters room? Ive lost my bearings.

He did not reflect that this was hardly the way in which valets in the best society addressed their superiors. That is the worst of adopting what might be called a character part. One can manage the business well enough; it is the dialogue that provides the pitfalls.

Mr. Baxter would have accorded a hearty agreement to the statement that this was not the way in which a valet should have spoken to him; but at the moment he was not aware that Ashe was a valet. From his easy mode of address he assumed that he was one of the numerous guests who had been arriving at the castle all day. As he had asked for Mr. Peters, he fancied that Ashe must be the Honorable Freddies American friend, George Emerson, whom he had not yet met. Consequently he replied with much cordiality that Mr. Peters room was the second at the left on the second floor.

He said Ashe could not miss it. Ashe said he was much obliged.

Awfully good of you, said Ashe.

Not at all, said Mr. Baxter.

You lose your way in a place like this, said Ashe.

You certainly do, said Mr. Baxter.

Ashe went on his upward path and in a few moments was knocking at the door indicated. And sure enough it was Mr. Peters voice that invited him to enter.

Mr. Peters, partially arrayed in the correct garb for gentlemen about to dine, was standing in front of the mirror, wrestling with his evening tie. As Ashe entered he removed his fingers and anxiously examined his handiwork. It proved unsatisfactory. With a yelp and an oath, he tore the offending linen from his neck.

Damn the thing!

It was plain to Ashe that his employer was in no sunny mood. There are few things less calculated to engender sunniness in a naturally bad-tempered man than a dress tie that will not let itself be pulled and twisted into the right shape. Even when things went well, Mr. Peters hated dressing for dinner. Words cannot describe his feelings when they went wrong.

There is something to be said in excuse for this impatience: It is a hollow mockery to be obliged to deck ones person as for a feast when that feast is to consist of a little asparagus and a few nuts.

Mr. Peters eye met Ashes in the mirror.

Oh, its you, is it? Come in, then. Dont stand staring. Close that door quick! Hustle! Dont scrape your feet on the floor. Try to look intelligent. Dont gape. Where have you been all this while? Why didnt you come before? Can you tie a tie? All right, then — do it!

Somewhat calmed by the snow-white butterfly-shaped creation that grew under Ashes fingers, he permitted himself to be helped into his coat. He picked up the remnant of a black cigar from the dressing-table and relit it.

Ive been thinking about you, he said.

Yes? said Ashe.

Have you located the scarab yet?

No.

What the devil have you been doing with yourself then? Youve had time to collar it a dozen times.

I have been talking to the butler.

What the devil do you waste time talking to butlers for? I suppose you havent even located the museum yet?

Yes; Ive done that.

Oh, you have, have you? Well, thats something. And how do you propose setting about the job?

The best plan would be to go there very late at night.

Well, you didnt propose to stroll in in the afternoon, did you? How are you going to find the scarab when you do get in?

Ashe had not thought of that. The deeper he went into this business the more things did there seem to be in it of which he had not thought.

I dont know, he confessed.

You dont know! Tell me, young man, are you considered pretty bright, as Englishmen go?

I am not English. I was born near Boston.

Oh, you were, were you? You blanked bone-headed, bean-eating boob! cried Mr. Peters, frothing over quite unexpectedly and waving his arms in a sudden burst of fury. Then if you are an American why dont you show a little more enterprise? Why dont you put something over? Why do you loaf about the place as though you were supposed to be an ornament? I want results — and I want them quick!

Ill tell you how you can recognize my scarab when you get into the museum. That shameless old green-goods man who sneaked it from me has had the gall, the nerve, to put it all by itself, with a notice as big as a circus poster alongside of it saying that it is a Cheops of the Fourth Dynasty, presented — Mr. Peters choked— presented by J. Preston Peters, Esquire! Thats how youre going to recognize it.

Ashe did not laugh, but he nearly dislocated a rib in his effort to abstain from doing so. It seemed to him that this act on Lord Emsworths part effectually disposed of the theory that Britons have no sense of humor. To rob a man of his choicest possession and then thank him publicly for letting you have it appealed to Ashe as excellent comedy.

The thing isnt even in a glass case, continued Mr. Peters. Its lying on an open tray on top of a cabinet of Roman coins. Anybody who was left alone for two minutes in the place could take it! Its criminal carelessness to leave a valuable scarab about like that. If Lord Jesse James was going to steal my Cheops he might at least have had the decency to treat it as though it was worth something.

But it makes it easier for me to get it, said Ashe consolingly.

Its got to be made easy if you are to get it! snapped Mr. Peters. Heres another thing: You say you are going to try for it late at night. Well, what are you going to do if anyone catches you prowling round at that time? Have you considered that?

No.

You would have to say something, wouldnt you? You wouldnt chat about the weather, would you? You wouldnt discuss the latest play? You would have to think up some mighty good reason for being out of bed at that time, wouldnt you?

I suppose so.

Oh, you do admit that, do you? Well, what you would say is this: You would explain that I had rung for you to come and read me to sleep. Do you understand?

You think that would be a satisfactory explanation of my being in the museum?

Idiot! I dont mean that youre to say it if youre caught actually in the museum. If youre caught in the museum the best thing you can do is to say nothing, and hope that the judge will let you off light because its your first offense. Youre to say it if youre found wandering about on your way there.

It sounds thin to me.

Does it? Well, let me tell you that it isnt so thin as you suppose, for its what you will actually have to do most nights. Two nights out of three I have to be read to sleep. My indigestion gives me insomnia. As though to push this fact home, Mr. Peters suddenly bent double. Oof! he said. Wow! He removed the cigar from his mouth and inserted a digestive tabloid. The lining of my stomach is all wrong, he added.

It is curious how trivial are the immediate causes that produce revolutions. If Mr. Peters had worded his complaint differently Ashe would in all probability have borne it without active protest. He had been growing more and more annoyed with this little person who buzzed and barked and bit at him, yet the idea of definite revolt had not occurred to him. But his sufferings at the hands of Beach, the butler, had reduced him to a state where he could endure no further mention of stomachic linings. There comes a time when our capacity for listening to detailed data about the linings of other peoples stomachs is exhausted.

He looked at Mr. Peters sternly. He had ceased to be intimidated by the fiery little man and regarded him simply as a hypochondriac, who needed to be told a few useful facts.

How do you expect not to have indigestion? You take no exercise and you smoke all day long.

The novel sensation of being criticized — and by a beardless youth at that — held Mr. Peters silent. He started convulsively, but he did not speak. Ashe, on his pet subject, became eloquent. In his opinion dyspeptics cumbered the earth. To his mind they had the choice between health and sickness, and they deliberately chose the latter.

Your sort of man makes me angry. I know your type inside out. You overwork and shirk exercise, and let your temper run away with you, and smoke strong cigars on an empty stomach; and when you get indigestion as a natural result you look on yourself as a martyr, nourish a perpetual grouch, and make the lives of everybody you meet miserable. If you would put yourself into my hands for a month I would have you eating bricks and thriving on them. Up in the morning, Larsen Exercises, cold bath, a brisk rubdown, sharp walk—

Who the devil asked your opinion, you impertinent young hound? inquired Mr. Peters.

Dont interrupt — confound you! shouted Ashe. Now you have made me forget what I was going to say.

There was a tense silence. Then Mr. Peters began to speak:

You — infernal — impudent—

Dont talk to me like that!

Ill talk to you just—

Ashe took a step toward the door. Very well, then, he said. Ill quit! Im through! You can get somebody else to do this job of yours for you.

The sudden sagging of Mr. Peters jaw, the look of consternation that flashed on his face, told Ashe he had found the right weapon — that the game was in his hands. He continued with a feeling of confidence:

If I had known what being your valet involved I wouldnt have undertaken the thing for a hundred thousand dollars. Just because you had some idiotic prejudice against letting me come down here as your secretary, which would have been the simple and obvious thing, I find myself in a position where at any moment I may be publicly rebuked by the butler and have the head stillroom maid looking at me as though I were something the cat had brought in.

His voice trembled with self-pity.

Do you realize a fraction of the awful things you have let me in for? How on earth am I to remember whether I go in before the chef or after the third footman? I shant have a peaceful minute while Im in this place. Ive got to sit and listen by the hour to a bore of a butler who seems to be a sort of walking hospital. Ive got to steer my way through a complicated system of etiquette.

And on top of all that you have the nerve, the insolence, to imagine that you can use me as a punching bag to work your bad temper off! You have the immortal rind to suppose that I will stand for being nagged and bullied by you whenever your suicidal way of living brings on an attack of indigestion! You have the supreme gall to fancy that you can talk as you please to me!

Very well! Ive had enough of it. I resign! If you want this scarab of yours recovered let somebody else do it. Ive retired from business.

He took another step toward the door. A shaking hand clutched at his sleeve.

My boy — my dear boy — be reasonable!

Ashe was intoxicated with his own oratory. The sensation of bullyragging a genuine millionaire was new and exhilarating. He expanded his chest and spread his feet like a colossus.

Thats all very well, he said, coldly disentangling himself from the hand. You cant get out of it like that. We have got to come to an understanding. The point is that if I am to be subjected to your — your senile malevolence every time you have a twinge of indigestion, no amount of money could pay me to stop on.

My dear boy, it shall not occur again. I was hasty.

Mr. Peters, with agitated fingers, relit the stump of his cigar.

Throw away that cigar!

My boy!

Throw it away! You say you were hasty. Of course you were hasty; and as long as you abuse your digestion you will go on being hasty. I want something better than apologies. If I am to stop here we must get to the root of things. You must put yourself in my hands as though I were your doctor. No more cigars. Every morning regular exercises.

No, no!

Very well!

No; stop! Stop! What sort of exercises?

Ill show you to-morrow morning. Brisk walks.

I hate walking.

Cold baths.

No, no!

Very well!

No; stop! A cold bath would kill me at my age.

It would put new life into you. Do you consent to the cold baths? No? Very well!

Yes, yes, yes!

You promise?

Yes, yes!

All right, then.

The distant sound of the dinner gong floated in.

We settled that just in time, said Ashe.

Mr. Peters regarded him fixedly.

Young man, he said slowly, if, after all this, you fail to recover my Cheops for me Ill — Ill — By George, Ill skin you!

Dont talk like that, said Ashe. Thats another thing you have got to remember. If my treatment is to be successful you must not let yourself think in that way. You must exercise self-control mentally. You must think beautiful thoughts.

The idea of skinning you is a beautiful thought! said Mr. Peters wistfully.

* * *

In order that their gayety might not be diminished — and the food turned to ashes in their mouths by the absence from the festive board of Mr. Beach, it was the custom for the upper servants at Blandings to postpone the start of their evening meal until dinner was nearly over above-stairs. This enabled the butler to take his place at the head of the table without fear of interruption, except for the few moments when coffee was being served.

Every night shortly before half-past eight — at which hour Mr. Beach felt that he might safely withdraw from the dining-room and leave Lord Emsworth and his guests to the care of Merridew, the under-butler, and James and Alfred, the footmen, returning only for a few minutes to lend tone and distinction to the distribution of cigars and liqueurs — those whose rank entitled them to do so made their way to the housekeepers room, to pass in desultory conversation the interval before Mr. Beach should arrive, and a kitchen maid, with the appearance of one who has been straining at the leash and has at last managed to get free, opened the door, with the announcement: Mr. Beach, if you please, dinner is served. On which Mr. Beach, extending a crooked elbow toward the housekeeper, would say, Mrs. Twemlow! and lead the way, high and disposedly, down the passage, followed in order of rank by the rest of the company, in couples, to the stewards room.

For Blandings was not one of those houses — or shall we say hovels? — where the upper servants are expected not only to feed but to congregate before feeding in the stewards room. Under the auspices of Mr. Beach and of Mrs. Twemlow, who saw eye to eye with him in these matters, things were done properly at the castle, with the correct solemnity. To Mr. Beach and Mrs. Twemlow the suggestion that they and their peers should gather together in the same room in which they were to dine would have been as repellent as an announcement from Lady Ann Warblington, the chatelaine, that the house party would eat in the drawing-room.

When Ashe, returning from his interview with Mr. Peters, was intercepted by a respectful small boy and conducted to the housekeepers room, he was conscious of a sensation of shrinking inferiority akin to his emotions on his first day at school. The room was full and apparently on very cordial terms with itself. Everybody seemed to know everybody and conversation was proceeding in a manner reminiscent of an Old Home Week.

As a matter of fact, the house party at Blandings being in the main a gathering together of the Emsworth clan by way of honor and as a means of introduction to Mr. Peters and his daughter, the bride-of-the-house-to-be, most of the occupants of the housekeepers room were old acquaintances and were renewing interrupted friendships at the top of their voices.

A lull followed Ashes arrival and all eyes, to his great discomfort, were turned in his direction. His embarrassment was relieved by Mrs. Twemlow, who advanced to do the honors. Of Mrs. Twemlow little need be attempted in the way of pen portraiture beyond the statement that she went as harmoniously with Mr. Beach as one of a pair of vases or one of a brace of pheasants goes with its fellow. She had the same appearance of imminent apoplexy, the same air of belonging to some dignified and haughty branch of the vegetable kingdom.

Mr. Marson, welcome to Blandings Castle!

Ashe had been waiting for somebody to say this, and had been a little surprised that Mr. Beach had not done so. He was also surprised at the housekeepers ready recognition of his identity, until he saw Joan in the throng and deduced that she must have been the source of information.

He envied Joan. In some amazing way she contrived to look not out of place in this gathering. He himself, he felt, had impostor stamped in large characters all over him.

Mrs. Twemlow began to make the introductions — a long and tedious process, which she performed relentlessly, without haste and without scamping her work. With each member of the aristocracy of his new profession Ashe shook hands, and on each member he smiled, until his facial and dorsal muscles were like to crack under the strain. It was amazing that so many high-class domestics could be collected into one moderate-sized room.

Miss Simpson you know, said Mrs. Twemlow, and Ashe was about to deny the charge when he perceived that Joan was the individual referred to. Mr. Judson, Mr. Marson. Mr. Judson is the Honorable Fredericks gentleman.

You have not the pleasure of our Freddies acquaintance as yet, I take it, Mr. Marson? observed Mr. Judson genially, a smooth-faced, lazy-looking young man. Freddie repays inspection.

Mr. Marson, permit me to introduce you to Mr. Ferris, Lord Stockheaths gentleman.

Mr. Ferris, a dark, cynical man, with a high forehead, shook Ashe by the hand.

Happy to meet you, Mr. Marson.

Miss Willoughby, this is Mr. Marson, who will take you in to dinner. Miss Willoughby is Lady Mildred Mants lady. As of course you are aware, Lady Mildred, our eldest daughter, married Colonel Horace Mant, of the Scots Guards.

Ashe was not aware, and he was rather surprised that Mrs. Twemlow should have a daughter whose name was Lady Mildred; but reason, coming to his rescue, suggested that by our she meant the offspring of the Earl of Emsworth and his late countess. Miss Willoughby was a light-hearted damsel, with a smiling face and chestnut hair, done low over her forehead.

Since etiquette forbade that he should take Joan in to dinner, Ashe was glad that at least an apparently pleasant substitute had been provided. He had just been introduced to an appallingly statuesque lady of the name of Chester, Lady Ann Warblingtons own maid, and his somewhat hazy recollections of Joans lecture on below-stairs precedence had left him with the impression that this was his destined partner. He had frankly quailed at the prospect of being linked to so much aristocratic hauteur.

When the final introduction had been made conversation broke out again. It dealt almost exclusively, so far as Ashe could follow it, with the idiosyncrasies of the employers of those present. He took it that this happened down the entire social scale below stairs. Probably the lower servants in the servants hall discussed the upper servants in the room, and the still lower servants in the housemaids sitting-room discussed their superiors of the servants hall, and the stillroom gossiped about the housemaids sitting-room.

He wondered which was the bottom circle of all, and came to the conclusion that it was probably represented by the small respectful boy who had acted as his guide a short while before. This boy, having nobody to discuss anybody with, presumably sat in solitary meditation, brooding on the odd-job man.

He thought of mentioning this theory to Miss Willoughby, but decided that it was too abstruse for her, and contented himself with speaking of some of the plays he had seen before leaving London. Miss Willoughby was an enthusiast on the drama; and, Colonel Mants military duties keeping him much in town, she had had wide opportunities of indulging her tastes. Miss Willoughby did not like the country. She thought it dull.

Dont you think the country dull, Mr. Marson?

I shant find it dull here, said Ashe; and he was surprised to discover, through the medium of a pleased giggle, that he was considered to have perpetrated a compliment.

Mr. Beach appeared in due season, a little distrait, as becomes a man who has just been engaged on important and responsible duties.

Alfred spilled the hock! Ashe heard him announce to Mrs. Twemlow in a bitter undertone. Within half an inch of his lordships arm he spilled it.

Mrs. Twemlow murmured condolences. Mr. Beachs set expression was of one who is wondering how long the strain of existence can be supported.

Mr. Beach, if you please, dinner is served.

The butler crushed down sad thoughts and crooked his elbow.

Mrs. Twemlow!

Ashe, miscalculating degrees of rank in spite of all his caution, was within a step of leaving the room out of his proper turn; but the startled pressure of Miss Willoughbys hand on his arm warned him in time. He stopped, to allow the statuesque Miss Chester to sail out under escort of a wizened little man with a horseshoe pin in his tie, whose name, in company with nearly all the others that had been spoken to him since he came into the room, had escaped Ashes memory.

You were nearly making a bloomer! said Miss Willoughby brightly. You must be absent-minded, Mr. Marson — like his lordship.

Is Lord Emsworth absent-minded?

Miss Willoughby laughed.

Why, he forgets his own name sometimes! If it wasnt for Mr. Baxter, goodness knows what would happen to him.

I dont think I know Mr. Baxter.

You will if you stay here long. You cant get away from him if youre in the same house. Dont tell anyone I said so; but hes the real master here. His lordships secretary he calls himself; but hes really everything rolled into one — like the man in the play.

Ashe, searching in his dramatic memories for such a person in a play, inquired whether Miss Willoughby meant Pooh-Bah, in The Mikado, of which there had been a revival in London recently. Miss Willoughby did mean Pooh-Bah.

But Nosy Parker is what I call him, she said. He minds everybodys business as well as his own.

The last of the procession trickled into the stewards room. Mr. Beach said grace somewhat patronizingly. The meal began.

Youve seen Miss Peters, of course, Mr. Marson? said Miss Willoughby, resuming conversation with the soup.

Just for a few minutes at Paddington.

Oh! You havent been with Mr. Peters long, then?

Ashe began to wonder whether everybody he met was going to ask him this dangerous question.

Only a day or so.

Where were you before that?

Ashe was conscious of a prickly sensation. A little more of this and he might as well reveal his true mission at the castle and have done with it.

Oh, I was — that is to say — —

How are you feeling after the journey, Mr. Marson? said a voice from the other side of the table; and Ashe, looking up gratefully, found Joans eyes looking into his with a curiously amused expression.

He was too grateful for the interruption to try to account for this. He replied that he was feeling very well, which was not the case. Miss Willoughbys interest was diverted to a discussion of the defects of the various railroad systems of Great Britain.

At the head of the table Mr. Beach had started an intimate conversation with Mr. Ferris, the valet of Lord Stockheath, the Honorable Freddies poor old Percy — a cousin, Ashe had gathered, of Aline Peters husband-to-be. The butler spoke in more measured tones even than usual, for he was speaking of tragedy.

We were all extremely sorry, Mr. Ferris, to read of your misfortune.

Ashe wondered what had been happening to Mr. Ferris.

Yes, Mr. Beach, replied the valet, its a fact we made a pretty poor show. He took a sip from his glass. There is no concealing the fact — I have never tried to conceal it — that poor Percy is not bright.

Miss Chester entered the conversation.

I couldnt see where the girl — whats her name? was so very pretty. All the papers had pieces where it said she was attractive, and what not; but she didnt look anything special to me from her photograph in the Mirror. What his lordship could see in her I cant understand.

The photo didnt quite do her justice, Miss Chester. I was present in court, and I must admit she was svelte — decidedly svelte. And you must recollect that Percy, from childhood up, has always been a highly susceptible young nut. I speak as one who knows him.

Mr. Beach turned to Joan.

We are speaking of the Stockheath breach-of-promise case, Miss Simpson, of which you doubtless read in the newspapers. Lord Stockheath is a nephew of ours. I fancy his lordship was greatly shocked at the occurrence.

He was, chimed in Mr. Judson from down the table. I happened to overhear him speaking of it to young Freddie. It was in the library on the morning when the judge made his final summing up and slipped it into Lord Stockheath so proper. If ever anything of this sort happens to you, you young scalawag, he says to Freddie—

Mr. Beach coughed. Mr. Judson!

Oh, its all right, Mr. Beach; were all in the family here, in a manner of speaking. It wasnt as though I was telling it to a lot of outsiders. Im sure none of these ladies or gentlemen will let it go beyond this room?

The company murmured virtuous acquiescence.

He says to Freddie: You young scalawag, if ever anything of this sort happens to you, you can pack up and go off to Canada, for Ill have nothing more to do with you! — or words to that effect. And Freddie says: Oh, dash it all, govnor, you know — what?

However short Mr. Judsons imitation of his masters voice may have fallen of histrionic perfection, it pleased the company. The room shook with mirth.

Mr. Judson is clever, isnt he, Mr. Marson? whispered Miss Willoughby, gazing with adoring eyes at the speaker.

Mr. Beach thought it expedient to deflect the conversation. By the unwritten law of the room every individual had the right to speak as freely as he wished about his own personal employer; but Judson, in his opinion, sometimes went a trifle too far.

Tell me, Mr. Ferris, he said, does his lordship seem to bear it well?

Oh, Percy is bearing it well enough.

Ashe noted as a curious fact that, though the actual valet of any person under discussion spoke of him almost affectionately by his Christian name, the rest of the company used the greatest ceremony and gave him his title with all respect. Lord Stockheath was Percy to Mr. Ferris, and the Honorable Frederick Threepwood was Freddie to Mr. Judson; but to Ferris, Mr. Judsons Freddie was the Honorable Frederick, and to Judson Mr. Ferris Percy was Lord Stockheath. It was rather a pleasant form of etiquette, and struck Ashe as somehow vaguely feudal.

Percy, went on Mr. Ferris, is bearing it like a little Briton — the damages not having come out of his pocket! Its his old father — who had to pay them — thats taking it to heart. You might say hes doing himself proud. He says its brought on his gout again, and thats why hes gone to Droitwich instead of coming here. I dare say Percy isnt sorry.

It has been, said Mr. Beach, summing up, a most unfortunate occurrence. The modern tendency of the lower classes to get above themselves is becoming more marked every day. The young female in this case was, I understand, a barmaid. It is deplorable that our young men should allow themselves to get into such entanglements.

The wonder to me, said the irrepressible Mr. Judson, is that more of these young chaps dont get put through it. His lordship wasnt so wide of the mark when he spoke like that to Freddie in the library that time. I give you my word, its a mercy young Freddie hasnt been up against it! When we were in London, Freddie and I, he went on, cutting through Mr. Beachs disapproving cough, before what you might call the crash, when his lordship cut off supplies and had him come back and live here, Freddie was asking for it — believe me! Fell in love with a girl in the chorus of one of the theaters. Used to send me to the stage door with notes and flowers every night for weeks, as regular as clockwork.

What was her name? Its on the tip of my tongue. Funny how you forget these things! Freddie was pretty far gone. I recollect once, happening to be looking round his room in his absence, coming on a poem he had written to her. It was hot stuff — very hot! If that girl has kept those letters its my belief we shall see Freddie following in Lord Stockheaths footsteps.

There was a hush of delighted horror round the table.

Goo, said Miss Chesters escort with unction. You dont say so, Mr. Judson! It wouldnt half make them look silly if the Honorable Frederick was sued for breach just now, with the wedding coming on!

There is no danger of that.

It was Joans voice, and she had spoken with such decision that she had the ear of the table immediately. All eyes looked in her direction. Ashe was struck with her expression. Her eyes were shining as though she were angry; and there was a flush on her face. A phrase he had used in the train came back to him. She looked like a princess in disguise.

What makes you say that, Miss Simpson? inquired Judson, annoyed. He had been at pains to make the companys flesh creep, and it appeared to be Joans aim to undo his work.

It seemed to Ashe that Joan made an effort of some sort as though she were pulling herself together and remembering where she was.

Well, she said, almost lamely, I dont think it at all likely that he proposed marriage to this girl.

You never can tell, said Judson. My impression is that Freddie did. Its my belief that theres something on his mind these days. Before he went to London with his lordship the other day he was behaving very strange. And since he came back its my belief that he has been brooding. And I happen to know he followed the affair of Lord Stockheath pretty closely, for he clipped the clippings out of the paper. I found them myself one day when I happened to be going through his things.

Beach cleared his throat — his mode of indicating that he was about to monopolize the conversation.

And in any case, Miss Simpson, he said solemnly, with things come to the pass they have come to, and the juries — drawn from the lower classes — in the nasty mood theyre in, it dont seem hardly necessary in these affairs for there to have been any definite promise of marriage. What with all this socialism rampant, they seem so happy at the idea of being able to do one of us an injury that they give heavy damages without it. A few ardent expressions, and thats enough for them. You recollect the Havant case, and when young Lord Mount Anville was sued? What it comes to is that anarchy is getting the upper hand, and the lower classes are getting above themselves. Its all these here cheap newspapers that does it. They tempt the lower classes to get above themselves.

Only this morning I had to speak severe to that young fellow, James, the footman. He was a good young fellow once and did his work well, and had a proper respect for people; but now hes gone all to pieces. And why? Because six months ago he had the rheumatism, and had the audacity to send his picture and a testimonial, saying that it had cured him of awful agonies, to Walkinshaws Supreme Ointment, and they printed it in half a dozen papers; and it has been the ruin of James. He has got above himself and dont care for nobody.

Well, all I can say is, resumed Judson, that I hope to goodness nothing wont happen to Freddie of that kind; for its not every girl that would have him.

There was a murmur of assent to this truth.

Now your Miss Peters, said Judson tolerantly— she seems a nice little thing.

She would be pleased to hear you say so, said Joan.

Joan Valentine! cried Judson, bringing his hands down on the tablecloth with a bang. Ive just remembered it. That was the name of the girl Freddie used to write the letters and poems to; and thats who it is Ive been trying all along to think you reminded me of, Miss Simpson. Youre the living image of Freddies Miss Joan Valentine.

Ashe was not normally a young man of particularly ready wit; but on this occasion it may have been that the shock of this revelation, added to the fact that something must be done speedily if Joans discomposure was not to become obvious to all present, quickened his intelligence. Joan, usually so sure of herself, so ready of resource, had gone temporarily to pieces. She was quite white, and her eyes met Ashes with almost a hunted expression.

If the attention of the company was to be diverted, something drastic must be done. A mere verbal attempt to change the conversation would be useless. Inspiration descended on Ashe.

In the days of his childhood in Hayling, Massachusetts, he had played truant from Sunday school again and again in order to frequent the society of one Eddie Waffles, the official bad boy of the locality. It was not so much Eddies charm of conversation which had attracted him — though that had been great — as the fact that Eddie, among his other accomplishments, could give a lifelike imitation of two cats fighting in a back yard; and Ashe felt that he could never be happy until he had acquired this gift from the master.

In course of time he had done so. It might be that his absences from Sunday school in the cause of art had left him in later years a trifle shaky on the subject of the Kings of Judah, but his hard-won accomplishment had made him in request at every smoking concert at Oxford; and it saved the situation now.

Have you ever heard two cats fighting in a back yard? he inquired casually of his neighbor, Miss Willoughby.

The next moment the performance was in full swing. Young Master Waffles, who had devoted considerable study to his subject, had conceived the combat of his imaginary cats in a broad, almost Homeric, vein. The unpleasantness opened with a low gurgling sound, answered by another a shade louder and possibly more querulous. A momentary silence was followed by a long-drawn note, like rising wind, cut off abruptly and succeeded by a grumbling mutter. The response to this was a couple of sharp howls. Both parties to the contest then indulged in a discontented whining, growing louder and louder until the air was full of electric menace. And then, after another sharp silence, came war, noisy and overwhelming.

Standing at Master Waffles side, you could follow almost every movement of that intricate fray, and mark how now one and now the other of the battlers gained a short-lived advantage. It was a great fight. Shrewd blows were taken and given, and in the eye of the imagination you could see the air thick with flying fur. Louder and louder grew the din; and then, at its height, it ceased in one crescendo of tumult, and all was still, save for a faint, angry moaning.

Such was the cat fight of Master Eddie Waffles; and Ashe, though falling short of the master, as a pupil must, rendered it faithfully and with energy.

To say that the attention of the company was diverted from Mr. Judson and his remarks by the extraordinary noises which proceeded from Ashes lips would be to offer a mere shadowy suggestion of the sensation caused by his efforts. At first, stunned surprise, then consternation, greeted him. Beach, the butler, was staring as one watching a miracle, nearer apparently to apoplexy than ever. On the faces of the others every shade of emotion was to be seen.

That this should be happening in the stewards room at Blandings Castle was scarcely less amazing than if it had taken place in a cathedral. The upper servants, rigid in their seats, looked at each other, like Cortes soldiers— with a wild surmise.

The last faint moan of feline defiance died away and silence fell on the room. Ashe turned to Miss Willoughby.

Just like that! he said. I was telling Miss Willoughby, he added apologetically to Mrs. Twemlow, about the cats in London. They were a great trial.

For perhaps three seconds his social reputation swayed to and fro in the balance, while the company pondered on what he had done. It was new; but it was humorous — or was it vulgar? There is nothing the English upper servant so abhors as vulgarity. That was what the stewards room was trying to make up its mind about.

Then Miss Willoughby threw her shapely head back and the squeal of her laughter smote the ceiling. And at that the company made its decision. Everybody laughed. Everybody urged Ashe to give an encore. Everybody was his friend and admirer — everybody but Beach, the butler. Beach, the butler, was shocked to his very core. His heavy-lidded eyes rested on Ashe with disapproval. It seemed to Beach, the butler, that this young man Marson had got above himself.

* * *

Ashe found Joan at his side. Dinner was over and the diners were making for the housekeepers room.

Thank you, Mr. Marson. That was very good of you and very clever. Her eyes twinkled. But what a terrible chance you took! You have made yourself a popular success, but you might just as easily have become a social outcast. As it is, I am afraid Mr. Beach did not approve.

Im afraid he didnt. In a minute or so Im going to fawn on him and make all well.

Joan lowered her voice.

It was quite true, what that odious little man said. Freddie Threepwood did write me letters. Of course I destroyed them long ago.

But werent you running the risk in coming here that he might recognize you? Wouldnt that make it rather unpleasant for you?

I never met him, you see. He only wrote to me. When he came to the station to meet us this evening he looked startled to see me; so I suppose he remembers my appearance. But Aline will have told him that my name is Simpson.

That fellow Judson said he was brooding. I think you ought to put him out of his misery.

Mr. Judson must have been letting his imagination run away with him. He is out of his misery. He sent a horrid fat man named Jones to see me in London about the letters, and I told him I had destroyed them. He must have let him know that by this time.

I see.

They went into the housekeepers room. Mr. Beach was standing before the fire. Ashe went up to him. It was not an easy matter to mollify Mr. Beach. Ashe tried the most tempting topics. He mentioned swollen feet — he dangled the lining of Mr. Beachs stomach temptingly before his eyes; but the butler was not to be softened. Only when Ashe turned the conversation to the subject of the museum did a flicker of animation stir him.

Mr. Beach was fond and proud of the Blandings Castle museum. It had been the means of getting him into print for the first and only time in his life. A year before, a representative of the Intelligencer and Echo, from the neighboring town of Blatchford, had come to visit the castle on behalf of his paper; and he had begun one section of his article with the words: Under the auspices of Mr. Beach, my genial cicerone, I then visited his lordships museum— Mr. Beach treasured the clipping in a special writing-desk.

He responded almost amiably to Ashes questions. Yes; he had seen the scarab — he pronounced it scayrub — which Mr. Peters had presented to his lordship. He understood that his lordship thought very highly of Mr. Peters scayrub. He had overheard Mr. Baxter telling his lordship that it was extremely valuable.

Mr. Beach, said Ashe, I wonder whether you would take me to see Lord Emsworths museum?

Mr. Beach regarded him heavily.

I shall be pleased to take you to see his lordships museum, he replied.

* * *

One can attribute only to the nervous mental condition following the interview he had had with Ashe in his bedroom the rash act Mr. Peters attempted shortly after dinner.

Mr. Peters, shortly after dinner, was in a dangerous and reckless mood. He had had a wretched time all through the meal. The Blandings chef had extended himself in honor of the house party, and had produced a succession of dishes, which in happier days Mr. Peters would have devoured eagerly. To be compelled by considerations of health to pass these by was enough to damp the liveliest optimist. Mr. Peters had suffered terribly. Occasions of feasting and revelry like the present were for him so many battlefields, on which greed fought with prudence.

All through dinner he brooded on Ashes defiance and the horrors which were to result from that defiance. One of Mr. Peters most painful memories was of a two weeks visit he had once paid to Mr. Muldoon in his celebrated establishment at White Plains. He had been persuaded to go there by a brother millionaire whom, until then, he had always regarded as a friend. The memory of Mr. Muldoons cold shower baths and brisk system of physical exercise still lingered.

The thought that under Ashes rule he was to go through privately very much what he had gone through in the company of a gang of other unfortunates at Muldoons froze him with horror. He knew those health cranks who believed that all mortal ailments could be cured by cold showers and brisk walks. They were all alike and they nearly killed you. His worst nightmare was the one where he dreamed he was back at Muldoons, leading his horse up that endless hill outside the village.

He would not stand it! He would be hanged if hed stand it! He would defy Ashe. But if he defied Ashe, Ashe would go away; and then whom could he find to recover his lost scarab?

Mr. Peters began to appreciate the true meaning of the phrase about the horns of a dilemma. The horns of this dilemma occupied his attention until the end of the dinner. He shifted uneasily from one to the other and back again. He rose from the table in a thoroughly overwrought condition of mind. And then, somehow, in the course of the evening, he found himself alone in the hall, not a dozen feet from the unlocked museum door.

It was not immediately that he appreciated the significance of this fact. He had come to the hall because its solitude suited his mood. It was only after he had finished a cigar — Ashe could not stop his smoking after dinner — that it suddenly flashed on him that he had ready at hand a solution of all his troubles. A brief minutes resolute action and the scarab would be his again, and the menace of Ashe a thing of the past. He glanced about him. Yes; he was alone.

Not once since the removal of the scarab had begun to exercise his mind had Mr. Peters contemplated for an instant the possibility of recovering it himself. The prospect of the unpleasantness that would ensue had been enough to make him regard such an action as out of the question. The risk was too great to be considered for a moment; but here he was, in a position where the risk was negligible!

Like Ashe, he had always visualized the recovery of his scarab as a thing of the small hours, a daring act to be performed when sleep held the castle in its grip. That an opportunity would be presented to him of walking in quite calmly and walking out again with the Cheops in his pocket, had never occurred to him as a possibility.

Yet now this chance was presenting itself in all its simplicity, and all he had to do was to grasp it. The door of the museum was not even closed. He could see from where he stood that it was ajar.

He moved cautiously in its direction — not in a straight line as one going to a museum, but circuitously as one strolling without an aim. From time to time he glanced over his shoulder. He reached the door, hesitated, and passed it. He turned, reached the door again — and again passed it. He stood for a moment darting his eyes about the hall; then, in a burst of resolution, he dashed for the door and shot in like a rabbit.

At the same moment the Efficient Baxter, who, from the shelter of a pillar on the gallery that ran around two-thirds of the hall, had been eyeing the peculiar movements of the distinguished guest with considerable interest for some minutes, began to descend the stairs.

Rupert Baxter, the Earl of Emsworths indefatigable private secretary, was one of those men whose chief characteristic is a vague suspicion of their fellow human beings. He did not suspect them of this or that definite crime; he simply suspected them. He prowled through life as we are told the hosts of Midian prowled.

His powers in this respect were well-known at Blandings Castle. The Earl of Emsworth said: Baxter is invaluable — positively invaluable. The Honorable Freddie said: A chappie cant take a step in this bally house without stumbling over that damn feller, Baxter! The manservant and the maidservant within the gates, like Miss Willoughby, employing that crisp gift for characterization which is the property of the English lower orders, described him as a Nosy Parker.

Peering over the railing of the balcony and observing the curious movements of Mr. Peters, who, as a matter of fact, while making up his mind to approach the door, had been backing and filling about the hall in a quaint serpentine manner like a man trying to invent a new variety of the tango, the Efficient Baxter had found himself in some way — why, he did not know — of what, he could not say — but in some nebulous way, suspicious.

He had not definitely accused Mr. Peters in his mind of any specific tort or malfeasance. He had merely felt that something fishy was toward. He had a sixth sense in such matters.

But when Mr. Peters, making up his mind, leaped into the museum, Baxters suspicions lost their vagueness and became crystallized. Certainty descended on him like a bolt from the skies. On oath, before a notary, the Efficient Baxter would have declared that J. Preston Peters was about to try to purloin the scarab.

Lest we should seem to be attributing too miraculous powers of intuition to Lord Emsworths secretary, it should be explained that the mystery which hung about that curio had exercised his mind not a little since his employer had given it to him to place in the museum. He knew Lord Emsworths power of forgetting and he did not believe his account of the transaction. Scarab maniacs like Mr. Peters did not give away specimens from their collections as presents. But he had not divined the truth of what had happened in London.

The conclusion at which he had arrived was that Lord Emsworth had bought the scarab and had forgotten all about it. To support this theory was the fact that the latter had taken his check book to London with him. Baxters long acquaintance with the earl had left him with the conviction that there was no saying what he might not do if left loose in London with a check book.

As to Mr. Peters motive for entering the museum, that, too, seemed completely clear to the secretary. He was a curio enthusiast himself and he had served collectors in a secretarial capacity; and he knew, both from experience and observation, that strange madness which may at any moment afflict the collector, blotting out morality and the nice distinction between meum and tuum, as with a sponge. He knew that collectors who would not steal a loaf if they were starving might — and did — fall before the temptation of a coveted curio.

He descended the stairs three at a time, and entered the museum at the very instant when Mr. Peters twitching fingers were about to close on his treasure. He handled the delicate situation with eminent tact. Mr. Peters, at the sound of his step, had executed a backward leap, which was as good as a confession of guilt, and his face was rigid with dismay; but the Efficient Baxter pretended not to notice these phenomena. His manner, when he spoke, was easy and unembarrassed.

Ah! Taking a look at our little collection, Mr. Peters? You will see that we have given the place of honor to your Cheops. It is certainly a fine specimen — a wonderfully fine specimen.

Mr. Peters was recovering slowly. Baxter talked on, to give him time. He spoke of Mut and Bubastis, of Ammon and the Book of the Dead. He directed the others attention to the Roman coins.

He was touching on some aspects of the Princess Gilukhipa of Mitanni, in whom his hearer could scarcely fail to be interested, when the door opened and Beach, the butler, came in, accompanied by Ashe. In the bustle of the interruption Mr. Peters escaped, glad to be elsewhere, and questioning for the first time in his life the dictum that if you want a thing well done you must do it yourself.

I was not aware, sir, said Beach, the butler, that you were in occupation of the museum. I would not have intruded; but this young man expressed a desire to examine the exhibits, and I took the liberty of conducting him.

Come in, Beach — come in, said Baxter.

The light fell on Ashes face, and he recognized him as the cheerful young man who had inquired the way to Mr. Peters room before dinner and who, he had by this time discovered, was not the Honorable Freddies friend, George Emerson — or, indeed, any other of the guests of the house. He felt suspicious.

Oh, Beach!

Sir?

Just a moment.

He drew the butler into the hall, out of earshot.

Beach, who is that man?

Mr. Peters valet, sir.

Mr. Peters valet!

Yes, sir.

Has he been in service long? asked Baxter, remembering that a mere menial had addressed him as old man.

Beach lowered his voice. He and the Efficient Baxter were old allies, and it seemed right to Beach to confide in him.

He has only just joined Mr. Peters, sir; and he has never been in service before. He told me so himself, and I was unable to elicit from him any information as to his antecedents. His manner struck me, sir, as peculiar. It crossed my mind to wonder whether Mr. Peters happened to be aware of this. I should dislike to do any young man an injury; but it might be anyone coming to a gentleman without a character, like this young man. Mr. Peters might have been deceived, sir.

The Efficient Baxters manner became distraught. His mind was working rapidly.

Should he be informed, sir?

Eh! Who?

Mr. Peters, sir — in case he should have been deceived?

No, no; Mr. Peters knows his own business.

Far from me be it to appear officious, sir; but—

Mr. Peters probably knows all about him. Tell me, Beach, who was it suggested this visit to the museum? Did you?

It was at the young mans express desire that I conducted him, sir.

The Efficient Baxter returned to the museum without a word. Ashe, standing in the middle of the room, was impressing the topography of the place on his memory. He was unaware of the piercing stare of suspicion that was being directed at him from behind.

He did not see Baxter. He was not even thinking of Baxter; but Baxter was on the alert. Baxter was on the warpath. Baxter knew!


CHAPTER VI
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AMONG THE COMPENSATIONS of advancing age is a wholesome pessimism, which, though it takes the fine edge off of whatever triumphs may come to us, has the admirable effect of preventing Fate from working off on us any of those gold bricks, coins with strings attached, and unhatched chickens, at which ardent youth snatches with such enthusiasm, to its subsequent disappointment. As we emerge from the twenties we grow into a habit of mind that looks askance at Fate bearing gifts. We miss, perhaps, the occasional prize, but we also avoid leaping light-heartedly into traps.

Ashe Marson had yet to reach the age of tranquil mistrust; and when Fate seemed to be treating him kindly he was still young enough to accept such kindnesses on their face value and rejoice at them.

As he sat on his bed at the end of his first night in Castle Blandings, he was conscious to a remarkable degree that Fortune was treating him well. He had survived — not merely without discredit, but with positive triumph — the initiatory plunge into the etiquette maelstrom of life below stairs. So far from doing the wrong thing and drawing down on himself the just scorn of the stewards room, he had been the life and soul of the party. Even if to-morrow, in an absent-minded fit, he should anticipate the groom of the chambers in the march to the table, he would be forgiven; for the humorist has his privileges.

So much for that. But that was only a part of Fortunes kindnesses. To have discovered on the first day of their association the correct method of handling and reducing to subjection his irascible employer was an even greater boon. A prolonged association with Mr. Peters on the lines in which their acquaintance had begun would have been extremely trying. Now, by virtue of a fortunate stand at the outset, he had spiked the millionaires guns.

Thirdly, and most important of all, he had not only made himself familiar with the locality and surroundings of the scarab, but he had seen, beyond the possibility of doubt, that the removal of it and the earning of the five thousand dollars would be the simplest possible task. Already he was spending the money in his mind. And to such lengths had optimism led him that, as he sat on his bed reviewing the events of the day, his only doubt was whether to get the scarab at once or to let it remain where it was until he had the opportunity of doing Mr. Peters interior good on the lines he had mapped out in their conversation; for, of course, directly he had restored the scarab to its rightful owner and pocketed the reward, his position as healer and trainer to the millionaire would cease automatically.

He was sorry for that, because it troubled him to think that a sick man would not be made well; but, on the whole, looking at it from every aspect, it would be best to get the scarab as soon as possible and leave Mr. Peters digestion to look after itself. Being twenty-six and an optimist, he had no suspicion that Fate might be playing with him; that Fate might have unpleasant surprises in store; that Fate even now was preparing to smite him in his hour of joy with that powerful weapon, the Efficient Baxter.

He looked at his watch. It was five minutes to one. He had no idea whether they kept early hours at Blandings Castle or not, but he deemed it prudent to give the household another hour in which to settle down. After which he would just trot down and collect the scarab.

The novel he had brought down with him from London fortunately proved interesting. Two oclock came before he was ready for it. He slipped the book into his pocket and opened the door.

All was still — still and uncommonly dark. Along the corridor on which his room was situated the snores of sleeping domestics exploded, growled and twittered in the air. Every menial on the list seemed to be snoring, some in one key, some in another, some defiantly, some plaintively; but the main fact was that they were all snoring somehow, thus intimating that, so far as this side of the house was concerned, the coast might be considered clear and interruption of his plans a negligible risk.

Researches made at an earlier hour had familiarized him with the geography of the place. He found his way to the green-baize door without difficulty and, stepping through, was in the hall, where the remains of the log fire still glowed a fitful red. This, however, was the only illumination, and it was fortunate that he did not require light to guide him to the museum.

He knew the direction and had measured the distance. It was precisely seventeen steps from where he stood. Cautiously, and with avoidance of noise, he began to make the seventeen steps.

He was beginning the eleventh when he bumped into somebody — somebody soft — somebody whose hand, as it touched his, felt small and feminine.

The fragment of a log fell on the ashes and the fire gave a dying spurt. Darkness succeeded the sudden glow. The fire was out. That little flame had been its last effort before expiring, but it had been enough to enable him to recognize Joan Valentine.

Good Lord! he gasped.

His astonishment was short-lived. Next moment the only thing that surprised him was the fact that he was not more surprised. There was something about this girl that made the most bizarre happenings seem right and natural. Ever since he had met her his life had changed from an orderly succession of uninteresting days to a strange carnival of the unexpected, and use was accustoming him to it. Life had taken on the quality of a dream, in which anything might happen and in which everything that did happen was to be accepted with the calmness natural in dreams.

It was strange that she should be here in the pitch-dark hall in the middle of the night; but — after all — no stranger than that he should be. In this dream world in which he now moved it had to be taken for granted that people did all sorts of odd things from all sorts of odd motives.

Hello! he said.

Dont be alarmed.

No, no!

I think we are both here for the same reason.

You dont mean to say—

Yes; I have come here to earn the five thousand dollars, too, Mr. Marson. We are rivals.

In his present frame of mind it seemed so simple and intelligible to Ashe that he wondered whether he was really hearing it the first time. He had an odd feeling that he had known this all along.

You are here to get the scarab?

Exactly.

Ashe was dimly conscious of some objection to this, but at first it eluded him. Then he pinned it down.

But you arent a young man of good appearance, he said.

I dont know what you mean. But Aline Peters is an old friend of mine. She told me her father would give a large reward to whoever recovered the scarab; so I—

Look out! whispered Ashe. Run! Theres somebody coming!

There was a soft footfall on the stairs, a click, and above Ashes head a light flashed out. He looked round. He was alone, and the green-baize door was swaying gently to and fro.

Whos that? Whos there? said a voice.

The Efficient Baxter was coming down the broad staircase.

A general suspicion of mankind and a definite and particular suspicion of one individual made a bad opiate. For over an hour sleep had avoided the Efficient Baxter with an unconquerable coyness. He had tried all the known ways of wooing slumber, but they had failed him, from the counting of sheep downward. The events of the night had whipped his mind to a restless activity. Try as he might to lose consciousness, the recollection of the plot he had discovered surged up and kept him wakeful.

It is the penalty of the suspicious type of mind that it suffers from its own activity. From the moment he detected Mr. Peters in the act of rifling the museum and marked down Ashe as an accomplice, Baxters repose was doomed. Nor poppy nor mandragora, nor all the drowsy sirups of the world, could ever medicine him to that sweet sleep which he owed yesterday.

But it was the recollection that on previous occasions of wakefulness hot whisky and water had done the trick, which had now brought him from his bed and downstairs. His objective was the decanter on the table of the smoking-room, which was one of the rooms opening on the gallery that looked down on the hall. Hot water he could achieve in his bedroom by means of his stove.

So out of bed he had climbed and downstairs he had come; and here he was, to all appearances, just in time to foil the very plot on which he had been brooding. Mr. Peters might be in bed, but there in the hall below him stood the accomplice, not ten paces from the museums door. He arrived on the spot at racing speed and confronted Ashe.

What are you doing here?

And then, from the Baxter viewpoint, things began to go wrong. By all the rules of the game, Ashe, caught, as it were, red-handed, should have wilted, stammered and confessed all; but Ashe was fortified by that philosophic calm which comes to us in dreams, and, moreover, he had his story ready.

Mr. Peters rang for me, sir.

He had never expected to feel grateful to the little firebrand who employed him, but he had to admit that the millionaire, in their late conversation, had shown forethought. The thought struck him that but for Mr. Peters advice he might by now be in an extremely awkward position; for his was not a swiftly inventive mind.

Rang for you? At half-past two in the morning!

To read to him, sir.

To read to him at this hour?

Mr. Peters suffers from insomnia, sir. He has a weak digestion and pain sometimes prevents him from sleeping. The lining of his stomach is not at all what it should be.

I dont believe a word of it.

With that meekness which makes the good man wronged so impressive a spectacle, Ashe produced and exhibited his novel.

Here is the book I am about to read to him. I think, sir, if you will excuse me, I had better be going to his room. Good night, sir.

He proceeded to mount the stairs. He was sorry for Mr. Peters, so shortly about to be roused from a refreshing slumber; but these were lifes tragedies and must be borne bravely.

The Efficient Baxter dogged him the whole way, sprinting silently in his wake and dodging into the shadows whenever the light of an occasional electric bulb made it inadvisable to keep to the open. Then abruptly he gave up the pursuit. For the first time his comparative impotence in this silent conflict on which he had embarked was made manifest to him, and he perceived that on mere suspicion, however strong, he could do nothing. To accuse Mr. Peters of theft or to accuse him of being accessory to a theft was out of the question.

Yet his whole being revolted at the thought of allowing the sanctity of the museum to be violated. Officially its contents belonged to Lord Emsworth, but ever since his connection with the castle he had been put in charge of them, and he had come to look on them as his own property. If he was only a collector by proxy he had, nevertheless, the collectors devotion to his curios, beside which the lioness attachment to her cubs is tepid; and he was prepared to do anything to retain in his possession a scarab toward which he already entertained the feelings of a life proprietor.

No — not quite anything! He stopped short at the idea of causing unpleasantness between the father of the Honorable Freddie and the father of the Honorable Freddies fiancee. His secretarial position at the castle was a valuable one and he was loath to jeopardize it.

There was only one way in which this delicate affair could be brought to a satisfactory conclusion. It was obvious from what he had seen that night that Mr. Peters connection with the attempt on the scarab was to be merely sympathetic, and that the actual theft was to be accomplished by Ashe. His only course, therefore, was to catch Ashe actually in the museum. Then Mr. Peters need not appear in the matter at all. Mr. Peters position in those circumstances would be simply that of a man who had happened to employ, through no fault of his own, a valet who happened to be a thief.

He had made a mistake, he perceived, in locking the door of the museum. In future he must leave it open, as a trap is open; and he must stay up nights and keep watch. With these reflections, the Efficient Baxter returned to his room.

Meantime Ashe had entered Mr. Peters bedroom and switched on the light. Mr. Peters, who had just succeeded in dropping off to sleep, sat up with a start.

Ive come to read to you, said Ashe.

Mr. Peters emitted a stifled howl, in which wrath and self-pity were nicely blended.

You fool, dont you know I have just managed to get to sleep?

And now youre awake again, said Ashe soothingly. Such is life! A little rest, a little folding of the hands in sleep, and then bing! — off we go again. I hope you will like this novel. I dipped into it and it seems good.

What do you mean by coming in here at this time of night? Are you crazy?

It was your suggestion; and, by the way, I must thank you for it. I apologize for calling it thin. It worked like a charm. I dont think he believed it — in fact, I know he didnt; but it held him. I couldnt have thought up anything half so good in an emergency.

Mr. Peters wrath changed to excitement.

Did you get it? Have you been after my — my Cheops?

I have been after your Cheops, but I didnt get it. Bad men were abroad. That fellow with the spectacles, who was in the museum when I met you there this evening, swooped down from nowhere, and I had to tell him that you had rung for me to read to you. Fortunately I had this novel on me. I think he followed me upstairs to see whether I really did come to your room.

Mr. Peters groaned miserably.

Baxter, he said; Hes a man named Baxter — Lord Emsworths private secretary; and he suspects us. Hes the man we — I mean you — have got to look out for.

Well, never mind. Lets be happy while we can. Make yourself comfortable and Ill start reading. After all, what could be pleasanter than a little literature in the small hours? Shall I begin?

* * *

Ashe Marson found Joan Valentine in the stable yard after breakfast the next morning, playing with a retriever puppy. Will you spare me a moment of your valuable time?

Certainly, Mr. Marson.

Shall we walk out into the open somewhere — where we cant be overheard?

Perhaps it would be better.

They moved off.

Request your canine friend to withdraw, said Ashe. He prevents me from marshaling my thoughts.

Im afraid he wont withdraw.

Never mind. Ill do my best in spite of him. Tell me, was I dreaming or did I really meet you in the hall this morning at about twenty minutes after two?

You did.

And did you really tell me that you had come to the castle to steal—

Recover.

 — Recover Mr. Peters scarab?

I did.

Then its true?

It is.

Ashe scraped the ground with a meditative toe.

This, he said, seems to me to complicate matters somewhat.

It complicates them abominably!

I suppose you were surprised when you found that I was on the same game as yourself.

Not in the least.

You werent!

I knew it directly I saw the advertisement in the Morning Post. And I hunted up the Morning Post directly you had told me that you had become Mr. Peters valet.

You have known all along!

I have.

Ashe regarded her admiringly.

Youre wonderful!

Because I saw through you?

Partly that; but chiefly because you had the pluck to undertake a thing like this.

You undertook it.

But Im a man.

And Im a woman. And my theory, Mr. Marson, is that a woman can do nearly everything better than a man. What a splendid test case this would make to settle the Votes-for-Women question once and for all! Here we are — you and I — a man and a woman, each trying for the same thing and each starting with equal chances. Suppose I beat you? How about the inferiority of women then?

I never said women were inferior.

You did with your eyes.

Besides, youre an exceptional woman.

You cant get out of it with a compliment. Im an ordinary woman and Im going to beat a real man.

Ashe frowned.

I dont like to think of ourselves as working against each other.

Why not?

Because I like you.

I like you, Mr. Marson; but we must not let sentiment interfere with business. You want Mr. Peters five thousand dollars. So do I.

I hate the thought of being the instrument to prevent you from getting the money.

You wont be. I shall be the instrument to prevent you from getting it. I dont like that thought, either; but one has got to face it.

It makes me feel mean.

Thats simply your old-fashioned masculine attitude toward the female, Mr. Marson. You look on woman as a weak creature, to be shielded and petted. We arent anything of the sort. Were terrors! Were as hard as nails. Were awful creatures. You mustnt let my sex interfere with your trying to get this reward. Think of me as though I were another man. Were up against each other in a fair fight, and I dont want any special privileges. If you dont do your best from now onward I shall never forgive you. Do you understand?

I suppose so.

And we shall need to do our best. That little man with the glasses is on his guard. I was listening to you last night from behind the door. By the way, you shouldnt have told me to run away and then have stayed yourself to be caught. That is an example of the sort of thing I mean. It was chivalry — not business.

I had a story ready to account for my being there. You had not.

And what a capital story it was! I shall borrow it for my own use. If I am caught I shall say I had to read Aline to sleep because she suffers from insomnia. And I shouldnt wonder if she did — poor girl! She doesnt get enough to eat. She is being starved — poor child! I heard one of the footmen say that she refused everything at dinner last night. And, though she vows it isnt, my belief is that its all because she is afraid to make a stand against her old father. Its a shame!

She is a weak creature, to be shielded and petted, said Ashe solemnly.

Joan laughed.

Well, yes; you caught me there. I admit that poor Aline is not a shining example of the formidable modern woman; but— She stopped. Oh, bother! Ive just thought of what I ought to have said — the good repartee that would have crushed you. I suppose its too late now?

Not at all. Im like that myself — only it is generally the next day when I hit the right answer. Shall we go back? . . . She is a weak creature, to be shielded and petted.

Thank you so much, said Joan gratefully. And why is she a weak creature? Because she has allowed herself to be shielded and petted; because she has permitted man to give her special privileges, and generally — No; it isnt so good as I thought it was going to be.

It should be crisper, said Ashe critically. It lacks the punch.

But it brings me back to my point, which is that I am not going to imitate her and forfeit my independence of action in return for chivalry. Try to look at it from my point of view, Mr. Marson. I know you need the money just as much as I do. Well, dont you think I should feel a little mean if I thought you were not trying your hardest to get it, simply because you didnt think it would be fair to try your hardest against a woman? That would cripple me. I should not feel as though I had the right to do anything. Its too important a matter for you to treat me like a child and let me win to avoid disappointing me. I want the money; but I dont want it handed to me.

Believe me, said Ashe earnestly, it will not be handed to you. I have studied the Baxter question more deeply than you have, and I can assure you that Baxter is a menace. What has put him so firmly on the right scent I dont know; but he seems to have divined the exact state of affairs in its entirety — so far as I am concerned, that is to say. Of course he has no idea you are mixed up in the business; but I am afraid his suspicion of me will hit you as well. What I mean is that, for some time to come, I fancy that man proposes to camp out on the rug in front of the museum door. It would be madness for either of us to attempt to go there at present.

It is being made very hard for us, isnt it? And I thought it was going to be so simple.

I think we should give him at least a week to simmer down.

Fully that.

Let us look on the bright side. We are in no hurry. Blandings Castle is quite as comfortable as Number Seven Arundell Street, and the commissariat department is a revelation to me. I had no idea English servants did themselves so well. And, as for the social side, I love it; I revel in it. For the first time in my life I feel as though I am somebody. Did you observe my manner toward the kitchen maid who waited on us at dinner last night? A touch of the old noblesse about it, I fancy. Dignified but not unkind, I think. And I can keep it up. So far as I am concerned, let this life continue indefinitely.

But what about Mr. Peters? Dont you think there is danger he may change his mind about that five thousand dollars if we keep him waiting too long?

Not a chance of it. Being almost within touch of the scarab has had the worst effect on him. It has intensified the craving. By the way, have you seen the scarab?

Yes; I got Mrs. Twemlow to take me to the museum while you were talking to the butler. It was dreadful to feel that it was lying there in the open waiting for somebody to take it, and not be able to do anything.

I felt exactly the same. It isnt much to look at, is it? If it hadnt been for the label I wouldnt have believed it was the thing for which Peters was offering five thousand dollars reward. But thats his affair. A thing is worth what somebody will give for it. Ours not to reason why; ours but to elude Baxter and gather it in.

Ours, indeed! You speak as though we were partners instead of rivals.

Ashe uttered an exclamation. Youve hit it! Why not? Why any cutthroat competition? Why shouldnt we form a company? It would solve everything.

Joan looked thoughtful.

You mean divide the reward?

Exactly — into two equal parts.

And the labor?

The labor?

How shall we divide that?

Ashe hesitated.

My idea, he said, was that I should do what I might call the rough work; and—

You mean you should do the actual taking of the scarab?

Exactly. I would look after that end of it.

And what would my duties be?

Well, you — you would, as it were — how shall I put it? You would, so to speak, lend moral support.

By lying snugly in bed, fast asleep?

Ashe avoided her eye.

Well, yes — er — something on those lines.

While you ran all the risks?

No, no. The risks are practically nonexistent.

I thought you said just now that it would be madness for either of us to attempt to go to the museum at present. Joan laughed. It wont do, Mr. Marson. You remind me of an old cat I once had. Whenever he killed a mouse he would bring it into the drawing-room and lay it affectionately at my feet. I would reject the corpse with horror and turn him out, but back he would come with his loathsome gift. I simply couldnt make him understand that he was not doing me a kindness. He thought highly of his mouse and it was beyond him to realize that I did not want it.

You are just the same with your chivalry. Its very kind of you to keep offering me your dead mouse; but honestly I have no use for it. I wont take favors just because I happen to be a female. If we are going to form this partnership I insist on doing my fair share of the work and running my fair share of the risks — the practically nonexistent risks.

Youre very — resolute.

Say pig-headed; I shant mind. Certainly I am! A girl has got to be, even nowadays, if she wants to play fair. Listen, Mr. Marson; I will not have the dead mouse. I do not like dead mice. If you attempt to work off your dead mouse on me this partnership ceases before it has begun. If we are to work together we are going to make alternate attempts to get the scarab. No other arrangement will satisfy me.

Then I claim the right to make the first one.

You dont do anything of the sort. We toss up for first chance, like little ladies and gentlemen. Have you a coin? I will spin, and you call.

Ashe made a last stand.

This is perfectly—

Mr. Marson!

Ashe gave in. He produced a coin and handed it to her gloomily.

Under protest, he said.

Head or tail? said Joan, unmoved.

Ashe watched the coin gyrating in the sunshine.

Tail! he cried.

The coin stopped rolling.

Tail it is, said Joan. What a nuisance! Well, never mind — Ill get my chance if you fail.

I shant fail, said Ashe fervently. If I have to pull the museum down I wont fail. Thank heaven, theres no chance now of your doing anything foolish!

Dont be too sure. Well, good luck, Mr. Marson!

Thank you, partner.

They shook hands.

As they parted at the door, Joan made one further remark: Theres just one thing, Mr. Marson.

Yes?

If I could have accepted the mouse from anyone I should certainly have accepted it from you.


CHAPTER VII

[image: img177.jpg]

IT IS WORTHY of record, in the light of after events, that at the beginning of their visit it was the general opinion of the guests gathered together at Blandings Castle that the place was dull. The house party had that air of torpor which one sees in the saloon passengers of an Atlantic liner — that appearance of resignation to an enforced idleness and a monotony to be broken only by meals. Lord Emsworths guests gave the impression, collectively, of being just about to yawn and look at their watches.

This was partly the fault of the time of year, for most house parties are dull if they happen to fall between the hunting and the shooting seasons, but must be attributed chiefly to Lord Emsworths extremely sketchy notions of the duties of a host.

A host has no right to interne a regiment of his relations in his house unless he also invites lively and agreeable outsiders to meet them. If he does commit this solecism the least he can do is to work himself to the bone in the effort to invent amusements and diversions for his victims. Lord Emsworth had failed badly in both these matters. With the exception of Mr. Peters, his daughter Aline and George Emerson, there was nobody in the house who did not belong to the clan; and, as for his exerting himself to entertain, the company was lucky if it caught a glimpse of its host at meals.

Lord Emsworth belonged to the people-who-like-to-be-left-alone- to-amuse-themselves-when-they-come-to-a-place school of hosts. He pottered about the garden in an old coat — now uprooting a weed, now wrangling with the autocrat from Scotland, who was theoretically in his service as head gardener — dreamily satisfied, when he thought of them at all, that his guests were as perfectly happy as he was.

Apart from his son Freddie, whom he had long since dismissed as a youth of abnormal tastes, from whom nothing reasonable was to be expected, he could not imagine anyone not being content merely to be at Blandings when the buds were bursting on the trees.

A resolute hostess might have saved the situation; but Lady Ann Warblingtons abilities in that direction stopped short at leaving everything to Mrs. Twemlow and writing letters in her bedroom. When Lady Ann Warblington was not writing letters in her bedroom — which was seldom, for she had an apparently inexhaustible correspondence — she was nursing sick headaches in it. She was one of those hostesses whom a guest never sees except when he goes into the library and espies the tail of her skirt vanishing through the other door.

As for the ordinary recreations of the country house, the guests could frequent the billiard room, where they were sure to find Lord Stockheath playing a hundred up with his cousin, Algernon Wooster — a spectacle of the liveliest interest — or they could, if fond of golf, console themselves for the absence of links in the neighborhood with the exhilarating pastime of clock golf; or they could stroll about the terraces with such of their relations as they happened to be on speaking terms with at the moment, and abuse their host and the rest of their relations.

This was the favorite amusement; and after breakfast, on a morning ten days after Joan and Ashe had formed their compact, the terraces were full of perambulating couples. Here, Colonel Horace Mant, walking with the Bishop of Godalming, was soothing that dignitary by clothing in soldierly words thoughts that the latter had not been able to crush down, but which his holy office scarcely permitted him to utter.

There, Lady Mildred Mant, linked to Mrs. Jack Hale, of the collateral branch of the family, was saying things about her father in his capacity of host and entertainer, that were making her companion feel like another woman. Farther on, stopping occasionally to gesticulate, could be seen other Emsworth relations and connections. It was a typical scene of quiet, peaceful English family life.

Leaning on the broad stone balustrade of the upper terrace, Aline Peters and George Emerson surveyed the malcontents. Aline gave a little sigh, almost inaudible; but Georges hearing was good.

I was wondering when you are going to admit it, he said, shifting his position so that he faced her.

Admit what?

That you cant stand the prospect; that the idea of being stuck for life with this crowd, like a fly on fly paper, is too much for you; that you are ready to break off your engagement to Freddie and come away and marry me and live happily ever after.

George!

Well, wasnt that what it meant? Be honest!

What what meant?

That sigh.

I didnt sigh. I was just breathing.

Then you can breathe in this atmosphere! You surprise me! He raked the terraces with hostile eyes. Look at them! Look at them — crawling round like doped beetles. My dear girl, its no use your pretending that this sort of thing wouldnt kill you. Youre pining away already. Youre thinner and paler since you came here. Gee! How we shall look back at this and thank our stars that were out of it when were back in old New York, with the elevated rattling and the street cars squealing over the points, and something doing every step you take. I shall call you on the phone from the office and have you meet me down town somewhere, and well have a bite to eat and go to some show, and a bit of supper afterward and a dance or two; and then go home to our cozy—

George, you mustnt — really!

Why mustnt I?

Its wrong. You cant talk like that when we are both enjoying the hospitality—

A wild laugh, almost a howl, disturbed the talk of the most adjacent of the perambulating relations. Colonel Horace Mant, checked in mid-sentence, looked up resentfully at the cause of the interruption.

I wish somebody would tell me whether its that American fellow, Emerson, or young Freddie whos supposed to be engaged to Miss Peters. Hanged if you ever see her and Freddie together, but she and Emerson are never to be found apart. If my respected father-in-law had any sense I should have thought he would have had sense enough to stop that.

You forget, my dear Horace, said the bishop charitably; Miss Peters and Mr. Emerson have known each other since they were children.

They were never nearly such children as Emsworth is now, snorted the colonel. If that girl isnt in love with Emerson Ill be — Ill eat my hat.

No, no, said the bishop. No, no! Surely not, Horace. What were you saying when you broke off?

I was saying that if a man wanted his relations never to speak to each other again for the rest of their lives the best thing he could do would be to herd them all together in a dashed barrack of a house a hundred miles from anywhere, and then go off and spend all his time prodding dashed flower beds with a spud — dash it!

Just so; just so. So you were. Go on, Horace; I find a curious comfort in your words.

On the terrace above them Aline was looking at George with startled eyes.

George!

Im sorry; but you shouldnt spring these jokes on me so suddenly. You said enjoying! Yes — reveling in it, arent we!

Its a lovely old place, said Aline defensively.

And when youve said that youve said everything. You cant live on scenery and architecture for the rest of your life. Theres the human element to be thought of. And youre beginning—

There goes father, interrupted Aline. How fast he is walking! George, have you noticed a sort of difference in father these last few days?

I havent. My specialty is keeping an eye on the rest of the Peters family.

He seems better somehow. He seems to have almost stopped smoking — and Im very glad, for those cigars were awfully bad for him. The doctor expressly told him he must stop them, but he wouldnt pay any attention to him. And he seems to take so much more exercise. My bedroom is next to his, you know, and every morning I can hear things going on through the wall — father dancing about and puffing a good deal. And one morning I met his valet going in with a pair of Indian clubs. I believe father is really taking himself in hand at last.

George Emerson exploded.

And about time, too! How much longer are you to go on starving yourself to death just to give him the resolution to stick to his dieting? It maddens me to see you at dinner. And its killing you. Youre getting pale and thin. You cant go on like this.

A wistful look came over Alines face.

I do get a little hungry sometimes — late at night generally.

You want somebody to take care of you and look after you. Im the man. You may think you can fool me; but I can tell. Youre weakening on this Freddie proposition. Youre beginning to see that it wont do. One of these days youre going to come to me and say: George, you were right. I take the count. Me for the quiet sneak to the station, without anybody knowing, and the break for London, and the wedding at the registrars. Oh, I know! I couldnt have loved you all this time and not know. Youre weakening.

The trouble with these supermen is that they lack reticence. They do not know how to omit. They expand their chests and whoop. And a girl, even the mildest and sweetest of girls — even a girl like Aline Peters — cannot help resenting the note of triumph. But supermen despise tact. As far as one can gather, that is the chief difference between them and the ordinary man.

A little frown appeared on Alines forehead and she set her mouth mutinously.

Im not weakening at all, she said, and her voice was — for her — quite acid. You — you take too much for granted.

George was contemplating the landscape with a conquerors eye.

You are beginning to see that it is impossible — this Freddie foolishness.

It is not foolishness, said Aline pettishly, tears of annoyance in her eyes. And I wish you wouldnt call him Freddie.

He asked me to. He asked me to!

Aline stamped her foot.

Well, never mind. Please dont do it.

Very well, little girl, said George softly. I wouldnt do anything to hurt you.

The fact that it never even occurred to George Emerson he was being offensively patronizing shows the stern stuff of which these supermen are made.

* * *

The Efficient Baxter bicycled broodingly to Market Blandings for tobacco. He brooded for several reasons. He had just seen Aline Peters and George Emerson in confidential talk on the upper terrace, and that was one thing which exercised his mind, for he suspected George Emerson. He suspected him nebulously as a snake in the grass; as an influence working against the orderly progress of events concerning the marriage that had been arranged and would shortly take place between Miss Peters and the Honorable Frederick Threepwood.

It would be too much to say that he had any idea that George was putting in such hard and consistent work in his serpentine role; indeed if he could have overheard the conversation just recorded it is probable that Rupert Baxter would have had heart failure; but he had observed the intimacy between the two as he observed most things in his immediate neighborhood, and he disapproved of it. It was all very well to say that George Emerson had known Aline Peters since she was a child. If that was so, then in the opinion of the Efficient Baxter he had known her quite long enough and ought to start making the acquaintance of somebody else.

He blamed the Honorable Freddie. If the Honorable Freddie had been a more ardent lover he would have spent his time with Aline, and George Emerson would have taken his proper place as one of the crowd at the back of the stage. But Freddies view of the matter seemed to be that he had done all that could be expected of a chappie in getting engaged to the girl, and that now he might consider himself at liberty to drop her for a while.

So Baxter, as he bicycled to Market Blandings for tobacco, brooded on Freddie, Aline Peters and George Emerson. He also brooded on Mr. Peters and Ashe Marson. Finally he brooded in a general way, because he had had very little sleep the past week.

The spectacle of a young man doing his duty and enduring considerable discomforts while doing it is painful; but there is such uplift in it, it affords so excellent a moral picture, that I cannot omit a short description of the manner in which Rupert Baxter had spent the nights which had elapsed since his meeting with Ashe in the small hours in the hall.

In the gallery which ran above the hall there was a large chair, situated a few paces from the great staircase. On this, in an overcoat — for the nights were chilly — and rubber-soled shoes, the Efficient Baxter had sat, without missing a single night, from one in the morning until daybreak, waiting, waiting, waiting. It had been an ordeal to try the stoutest determination. Nature had never intended Baxter for a night bird. He loved his bed. He knew that doctors held that insufficient sleep made a man pale and sallow, and he had always aimed at the peach-bloom complexion which comes from a sensible eight hours between the sheets.

One of the King Georges of England — I forget which — once said that a certain number of hours sleep each night — I cannot recall at the moment how many — made a man something, which for the time being has slipped my memory. Baxter agreed with him. It went against all his instincts to sit up in this fashion; but it was his duty and he did it.

It troubled him that, as night after night went by and Ashe, the suspect, did not walk into the trap so carefully laid for him, he found an increasing difficulty in keeping awake. The first two or three of his series of vigils he had passed in an unimpeachable wakefulness, his chin resting on the rail of the gallery and his ears alert for the slightest sound; but he had not been able to maintain this standard of excellence.

On several occasions he had caught himself in the act of dropping off, and the last night he had actually wakened with a start to find it quite light. As his last recollection before that was of an inky darkness impenetrable to the eye, dismay gripped him with a sudden clutch and he ran swiftly down to the museum. His relief on finding that the scarab was still there had been tempered by thoughts of what might have been.

Baxter, then, as he bicycled to Market Blandings for tobacco, had good reason to brood. Having bought his tobacco and observed the life and thought of the town for half an hour — it was market day and the normal stagnation of the place was temporarily relieved and brightened by pigs that eluded their keepers, and a bull calf which caught a stout farmer at the psychological moment when he was tying his shoe lace and lifted him six feet — he made his way to the Emsworth Arms, the most respectable of the eleven inns the citizens of Market Blandings contrived in some miraculous way to support.

In English country towns, if the public houses do not actually outnumber the inhabitants, they all do an excellent trade. It is only when they are two to one that hard times hit them and set the innkeepers to blaming the government.

It was not the busy bar, full to overflowing with honest British yeomen — many of them in a similar condition — that Baxter sought. His goal was the genteel dining-room on the first floor, where a bald and shuffling waiter, own cousin to a tortoise, served luncheon to those desiring it. Lack of sleep had reduced Baxter to a condition where the presence and chatter of the house party were insupportable. It was his purpose to lunch at the Emsworth Arms and take a nap in an armchair afterward.

He had relied on having the room to himself, for Market Blandings did not lunch to a great extent; but to his annoyance and disappointment the room was already occupied by a man in brown tweeds.

Occupied is the correct word, for at first sight this man seemed to fill the room. Never since almost forgotten days when he used to frequent circuses and side shows, had Baxter seen a fellow human being so extraordinarily obese. He was a man about fifty years old, gray-haired, of a mauve complexion, and his general appearance suggested joviality.

To Baxters chagrin, this person engaged him in conversation directly he took his seat at the table. There was only one table in the room, as is customary in English inns, and it had the disadvantage that it collected those seated at it into one party. It was impossible for Baxter to withdraw into himself and ignore this persons advances.

It is doubtful whether he could have done it, however, had they been separated by yards of floor, for the fat man was not only naturally talkative but, as appeared from his opening remarks, speech had been dammed up within him for some time by lack of a suitable victim.

Morning! he began; nice day. Good for the farmers. Ill move up to your end of the table if I may, sir. Waiter, bring my beef to this gentlemans end of the table.

He creaked into a chair at Baxters side and resumed:

Infernally quiet place, this, sir. I havent found a soul to speak to since I arrived yesterday afternoon except deaf-and-dumb rustics. Are you making a long stay here?

I live outside the town.

I pity you. Wouldnt care to do it myself. Had to come here on business and shant be sorry when its finished. I give you my word I couldnt sleep a wink last night because of the quiet. I was just dropping off when a beast of a bird outside the window gave a chirrup, and it brought me up with a jerk as though somebody had fired a gun. Theres a damned cat somewhere near my room that mews. I lie in bed waiting for the next mew, all worked up.

Heaven save me from the country! It may be all right for you, if youve got a comfortable home and a pal or two to chat with after dinner; but youve no conception what its like in this infernal town — I suppose it calls itself a town. What a hole! Theres a church down the street. Im told its Norman or something. Anyway, its old. Im not much of a man for churches as a rule, but I went and took a look at it.

Then somebody told me there was a fine view from the end of High Street; so I went and took a look at that. And now, so far as I can make out, Ive done the sights and exhausted every possibility of entertainment the town has to provide — unless theres another church. Im so reduced that Ill go and see the Methodist Chapel, if there is one.

Fresh air, want of sleep and the closeness of the dining-room combined to make Baxter drowsy. He ate his lunch in a torpor, hardly replying to his companions remarks, who, for his part, did not seem to wish or to expect replies. It was enough for him to be talking.

What do people do with themselves in a place like this? When they want amusement, I mean. I suppose its different if youve been brought up to it. Like being born color-blind or something. You dont notice. Its the visitor who suffers. Theyve no enterprise in this sort of place. Theres a bit of land just outside here that would make a sweet steeplechase course; natural barriers; everything. It hasnt occurred to em to do anything with it. It makes you despair of your species — that sort of thing. Now if I—

Baxter dozed. With his fork still impaling a piece of cold beef, he dropped into that half-awake, half-asleep state which is Natures daytime substitute for the true slumber of the night. The fat man, either not noticing or not caring, talked on. His voice was a steady drone, lulling Baxter to rest.

Suddenly there was a break. Baxter sat up, blinking. He had a curious impression that his companion had said Hello, Freddie! and that the door had just opened and closed.

Eh? he said.

Yes? said the fat man.

What did you say?

I was speaking of—

I thought you said, Hello, Freddie!

His companion eyed him indulgently.

I thought you were dropping off when I looked at you. Youve been dreaming. What should I say, Hello, Freddie! for?

The conundrum was unanswerable. Baxter did not attempt to answer it. But there remained at the back of his mind a quaint idea that he had caught sight, as he woke, of the Honorable Frederick Threepwood, his face warningly contorted, vanishing through the doorway. Yet what could the Honorable Freddie be doing at the Emsworth Arms?

A solution of the difficulty occurred to him: he had dreamed he had seen Freddie and that had suggested the words which, reason pointed out, his companion could hardly have spoken. Even if the Honorable Freddie should enter the room, this fat man, who was apparently a drummer of some kind, would certainly not know who he was, nor would he address him so familiarly.

Yes, that must be the explanation. After all, the quaintest things happened in dreams. Last night, when he had fallen asleep in his chair, he had dreamed that he was sitting in a glass case in the museum, making faces at Lord Emsworth, Mr. Peters, and Beach, the butler, who were trying to steal him, under the impression that he was a scarab of the reign of Cheops of the Fourth Dynasty — a thing he would never have done when awake. Yes; he must certainly have been dreaming.

In the bedroom into which he had dashed to hide himself, on discovering that the dining-room was in possession of the Efficient Baxter, the Honorable Freddie sat on a rickety chair, scowling. He elaborated a favorite dictum of his:

You cant take a step anywhere without stumbling over that damn feller, Baxter!

He wondered whether Baxter had seen him. He wondered whether Baxter had recognized him. He wondered whether Baxter had heard R. Jones say, Hello, Freddie!

He wondered, if such should be the case, whether R. Jones presence of mind and native resource had been equal to explaining away the remark.


CHAPTER VIII
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PUT THE BUTTER or drippings in a kettle on the range, and when hot add the onions and fry them; add the veal and cook until brown. Add the water, cover closely, and cook very slowly until the meat is tender; then add the seasoning and place the potatoes on top of the meat. Cover and cook until the potatoes are tender, but not falling to pieces.

Sure, said Mr. Peters— not falling to pieces. Thats right. Go on.

Then add the cream and cook five minutes longer read Ashe.

Is that all?

Thats all of that one.

Mr. Peters settled himself more comfortably in bed.

Read me the piece where it tells about curried lobster.

Ashe cleared his throat.

Curried Lobster, he read. Materials: Two one-pound lobsters, two teaspoonfuls lemon juice, half a spoonful curry powder, two tablespoonfuls butter, a tablespoonful flour, one cupful scalded milk, one cupful cracker crumbs, half teaspoonful salt, quarter teaspoonful pepper.

Go on.

Way of Preparing: Cream the butter and flour and add the scalded milk; then add the lemon juice, curry powder, salt and pepper. Remove the lobster meat from the shells and cut into half-inch cubes.

Half-inch cubes, sighed Mr. Peters wistfully. Yes?

Add the latter to the sauce.

You didnt say anything about the latter. Oh, I see; it means the half-inch cubes. Yes?

Refill the lobster shells, cover with buttered crumbs, and bake until the crumbs are brown. This will serve six persons.

And make them feel an hour afterward as though they had swallowed a live wild cat, said Mr. Peters ruefully.

Not necessarily, said Ashe. I could eat two portions of that at this very minute and go off to bed and sleep like a little child.

Mr. Peters raised himself on his elbow and stared at him. They were in the millionaires bedroom, the time being one in the morning, and Mr. Peters had expressed a wish that Ashe should read him to sleep. He had voted against Ashes novel and produced from the recesses of his suitcase a much-thumbed cookbook. He explained that since his digestive misfortunes had come on him he had derived a certain solace from its perusal.

It may be that to some men sorrows crown of sorrow is remembering happier things; but Mr. Peters had not found that to be the case. In his hour of affliction it soothed him to read of Hungarian Goulash and escaloped brains, and to remember that he, too, the nut-and-grass eater of today, had once dwelt in Arcadia.

The passage of the days, which had so sapped the stamina of the efficient Baxter, had had the opposite effect on Mr. Peters. His was one of those natures that cannot deal in half measures. Whatever he did, he did with the same driving energy. After the first passionate burst of resistance he had settled down into a model pupil in Ashes one-man school of physical culture. It had been the same, now that he came to look back on it, at Muldoons.

Now that he remembered, he had come away from White Plains hoping, indeed, never to see the place again, but undeniably a different man physically. It was not the habit of Professor Muldoon to let his patients loaf; but Mr. Peters, after the initial plunge, had needed no driving. He had worked hard at his cure then, because it was the job in hand. He worked hard now, under the guidance of Ashe, because, once he had begun, the thing interested and gripped him.

Ashe, who had expected continued reluctance, had been astonished and delighted at the way in which the millionaire had behaved. Nature had really intended Ashe for a trainer; he identified himself so thoroughly with his man and rejoiced at the least signs of improvement.

In Mr. Peters case there had been distinct improvement already. Miracles do not happen nowadays, and it was too much to expect one who had maltreated his body so consistently for so many years to become whole in a day; but to an optimist like Ashe signs were not wanting that in due season Mr. Peters would rise on stepping-stones of his dead self to higher things, and though never soaring into the class that devours lobster a la Newburg and smiles after it, might yet prove himself a devil of a fellow among the mutton chops.

Youre a wonder! said Mr. Peters. Youre fresh, and you have no respect for your elders and betters; but you deliver the goods. Thats the point. Why, Im beginning to feel great! Say, do you know I felt a new muscle in the small of my back this morning? They are coming out on me like a rash.

Thats the Larsen Exercises. They develop the whole body.

Well, youre a pretty good advertisement for them if they need one. What were you before you came to me — a prize-fighter?

Thats the question everybody I have met since I arrived here has asked me. I believe it made the butler think I was some sort of crook when I couldnt answer it. I used to write stories — detective stories.

What you ought to be doing is running a place over here in England like Muldoon has back home. But you will be able to write one more story out of this business here, if you want to. When are you going to have another try for my scarab?

To-night.

To-night? How about Baxter?

I shall have to risk Baxter.

Mr. Peters hesitated. He had fallen out of the habit of being magnanimous during the past few years, for dyspepsia brooks no divided allegiance and magnanimity has to take a back seat when it has its grip on you.

See here, he said awkwardly; Ive been thinking this over lately — and whats the use? Its a queer thing; and if anybody had told me a week ago that I should be saying it I wouldnt have believed him; but I am beginning to like you. I dont want to get you into trouble. Let the old scarab go. Whats a scarab anyway? Forget about it and stick on here as my private Muldoon. If its the five thousand thats worrying you, forget that too. Ill give it to you as your fee.

Ashe was astounded. That it could really be his peppery employer who spoke was almost unbelievable. Ashes was a friendly nature and he could never be long associated with anyone without trying to establish pleasant relations; but he had resigned himself in the present case to perpetual warfare.

He was touched; and if he had ever contemplated abandoning his venture, this, he felt, would have spurred him on to see it through. This sudden revelation of the human in Mr. Peters was like a trumpet call.

I wouldnt think of it, he said. Its great of you to suggest such a thing; but I know just how you feel about the thing, and Im going to get it for you if I have to wring Baxters neck. Probably Baxter will have given up waiting as a bad job by now if he has been watching all this while. Weve given him ten nights to cool off. I expect he is in bed, dreaming pleasant dreams. Its nearly two oclock. Ill wait another ten minutes and then go down. He picked up the cookbook. Lie back and make yourself comfortable, and Ill read you to sleep first.

Youre a good boy, said Mr. Peters drowsily.

Are you ready? Pork Tenderloin Larded. Half pound fat pork— A faint smile curved Mr. Peters lips. His eyes were closed and he breathed softly. Ashe went on in a low voice: four large pork tenderloins, one cupful cracker crumbs, one cupful boiling water, two tablespoonfuls butter, one teaspoonful salt, half teaspoonful pepper, one teaspoonful poultry seasoning.

A little sigh came from the bed.

Way of Preparing: Wipe the tenderloins with a damp cloth. With a sharp knife make a deep pocket lengthwise in each tenderloin. Cut your pork into long thin strips and, with a needle, lard each tenderloin. Melt the butter in the water, add the seasoning and the cracker crumbs, combining all thoroughly. Now fill each pocket in the tenderloin with this stuffing. Place the tenderloins—

A snore sounded from the pillows, punctuating the recital like a mark of exclamation. Ashe laid down the book and peered into the darkness beyond the rays of the bed lamp. His employer slept.

Ashe switched off the light and crept to the door. Out in the passage he stopped and listened. All was still. He stole downstairs.

* * *

George Emerson sat in his bedroom in the bachelors wing of the castle smoking a cigarette. A light of resolution was in his eyes. He glanced at the table beside his bed and at what was on that table, and the light of resolution flamed into a glare of fanatic determination. So might a medieval knight have looked on the eve of setting forth to rescue a maiden from a dragon.

His cigarette burned down. He looked at his watch, put it back, and lit another cigarette. His aspect was the aspect of one waiting for the appointed hour. Smoking his second cigarette, he resumed his meditations. They had to do with Aline Peters.

George Emerson was troubled about Aline Peters. Watching over her, as he did, with a lovers eye, he had perceived that about her which distressed him. On the terrace that morning she had been abrupt to him — what in a girl of less angelic disposition one might have called snappy. Yes, to be just, she had snapped at him. That meant something. It meant that Aline was not well. It meant what her pallor and tired eyes meant — that the life she was leading was doing her no good.

Eleven nights had George dined at Blandings Castle, and on each of the eleven nights he had been distressed to see the manner in which Aline, declining the baked meats, had restricted herself to the miserable vegetable messes which were all that doctors orders permitted to her suffering father. Georges pity had its limits. His heart did not bleed for Mr. Peters. Mr. Peters diet was his own affair. But that Aline should starve herself in this fashion, purely by way of moral support for her parent, was another matter.

George was perhaps a shade material. Himself a robust young man and taking what might be called an outsize in meals, he attached perhaps too much importance to food as an adjunct to the perfect life. In his survey of Aline he took a line through his own requirements; and believing that eleven such dinners as he had seen Aline partake of would have killed him he decided that his loved one was on the point of starvation.

No human being, he held, could exist on such Barmecide feasts. That Mr. Peters continued to do so did not occur to him as a flaw in his reasoning. He looked on Mr. Peters as a sort of machine. Successful business men often give that impression to the young. If George had been told that Mr. Peters went along on gasoline, like an automobile, he would not have been much surprised. But that Aline — his Aline — should have to deny herself the exercise of that mastication of rich meats which, together with the gift of speech, raises man above the beasts of the field —— That was what tortured George.

He had devoted the day to thinking out a solution of the problem. Such was the overflowing goodness of Alines heart that not even he could persuade her to withdraw her moral support from her father and devote herself to keeping up her strength as she should do. It was necessary to think of some other plan.

And then a speech of hers had come back to him. She had said — poor child:

I do get a little hungry sometimes — late at night generally.

The problem was solved. Food should be brought to her late at night.

On the table by his bed was a stout sheet of packing paper. On this lay, like one of those pictures in still life that one sees on suburban parlor walls, a tongue, some bread, a knife, a fork, salt, a corkscrew and a small bottle of white wine.

It is a pleasure, when one has been able hitherto to portray Georges devotion only through the medium of his speeches, to produce these comestibles as Exhibit A, to show that he loved Aline with no common love; for it had not been an easy task to get them there. In a house of smaller dimensions he would have raided the larder without shame, but at Blandings Castle there was no saying where the larder might be. All he knew was that it lay somewhere beyond that green-baize door opening on the hall, past which he was wont to go on his way to bed. To prowl through the maze of the servants quarters in search of it was impossible. The only thing to be done was to go to Market Blandings and buy the things.

Fortune had helped him at the start by arranging that the Honorable Freddie, also, should be going to Market Blandings in the little runabout, which seated two. He had acquiesced in Georges suggestion that he, George, should occupy the other seat, but with a certain lack of enthusiasm it seemed to George. He had not volunteered any reason as to why he was going to Market Blandings in the little runabout, and on arrival there had betrayed an unmistakable desire to get rid of George at the earliest opportunity.

As this had suited George to perfection, he being desirous of getting rid of the Honorable Freddie at the earliest opportunity, he had not been inquisitive, and they had parted on the outskirts of the town without mutual confidences.

George had then proceeded to the grocers, and after that to another of the Market Blandings inns, not the Emsworth Arms, where he had bought the white wine. He did not believe in the local white wine, for he was a young man with a palate and mistrusted country cellars, but he assumed that, whatever its quality, it would cheer Aline in the small hours.

He had then tramped the whole five miles back to the castle with his purchases. It was here that his real troubles began and the quality of his love was tested. The walk, to a heavily laden man, was bad enough; but it was as nothing compared with the ordeal of smuggling the cargo up to his bedroom. Superhuman though he was, George was alive to the delicacy of the situation. One cannot convey food and drink to ones room in a strange house without, if detected, seeming to cast a slur on the table of the host. It was as one who carries dispatches through an enemys lines that George took cover, emerged from cover, dodged, ducked and ran; and the moment when he sank down on his bed, the door locked behind him, was one of the happiest of his life.

The recollection of that ordeal made the one he proposed to embark on now seem slight in comparison. All he had to do was to go to Alines room on the other side of the house, knock softly on the door until signs of wakefulness made themselves heard from within, and then dart away into the shadows whence he had come, and so back to bed. He gave Aline credit for the intelligence that would enable her, on finding a tongue, some bread, a knife, a fork, salt, a corkscrew and a bottle of white wine on the mat, to know what to do with them — and perhaps to guess whose was the loving hand that had laid them there.

The second clause, however, was not important, for he proposed to tell her whose was the hand next morning. Other people might hide their light under a bushel — not George Emerson.

It only remained now to allow time to pass until the hour should be sufficiently advanced to insure safety for the expedition. He looked at his watch again. It was nearly two. By this time the house must be asleep.

He gathered up the tongue, the bread, the knife, the fork, the salt, the corkscrew and the bottle of white wine, and left the room. All was still. He stole downstairs.

* * *

On his chair in the gallery that ran round the hall, swathed in an overcoat and wearing rubber-soled shoes, the Efficient Baxter sat and gazed into the darkness. He had lost the first fine careless rapture, as it were, which had helped him to endure these vigils, and a great weariness was on him. He found difficulty in keeping his eyes open, and when they were open the darkness seemed to press on them painfully. Take him for all in all, the Efficient Baxter had had about enough of it.

Time stood still. Baxters thoughts began to wander. He knew that this was fatal and exerted himself to drag them back. He tried to concentrate his mind on some one definite thing. He selected the scarab as a suitable object, but it played him false. He had hardly concentrated on the scarab before his mind was straying off to ancient Egypt, to Mr. Peters dyspepsia, and on a dozen other branch lines of thought.

He blamed the fat man at the inn for this. If the fat man had not thrust his presence and conversation on him he would have been able to enjoy a sound sleep in the afternoon, and would have come fresh to his nocturnal task. He began to muse on the fat man. And by a curious coincidence whom should he meet a few moments later but this same man!

It happened in a somewhat singular manner, though it all seemed perfectly logical and consecutive to Baxter. He was climbing up the outer wall of Westminster Abbey in his pyjamas and a tall hat, when the fat man, suddenly thrusting his head out of a window which Baxter had not noticed until that moment, said, Hello, Freddie!

Baxter was about to explain that his name was not Freddie when he found himself walking down Piccadilly with Ashe Marson. Ashe said to him: Nobody loves me. Everybody steals my grapefruit! And the pathos of it cut the Efficient Baxter like a knife. He was on the point of replying; when Ashe vanished and Baxter discovered that he was not in Piccadilly, as he had supposed, but in an aeroplane with Mr. Peters, hovering over the castle.

Mr. Peters had a bomb in his hand, which he was fondling with loving care. He explained to Baxter that he had stolen it from the Earl of Emsworths museum. I did it with a slice of cold beef and a pickle, he explained; and Baxter found himself realizing that that was the only way. Now watch me drop it, said Mr. Peters, closing one eye and taking aim at the castle. I have to do this by the doctors orders.

He loosed the bomb and immediately Baxter was lying in bed watching it drop. He was frightened, but the idea of moving did not occur to him. The bomb fell very slowly, dipping and fluttering like a feather. It came closer and closer. Then it struck with a roar and a sheet of flame.

Baxter woke to a sound of tumult and crashing. For a moment he hovered between dreaming and waking, and then sleep passed from him, and he was aware that something noisy and exciting was in progress in the hall below.

* * *

Coming down to first causes, the only reason why collisions of any kind occur is because two bodies defy Natures law that a given spot on a given plane shall at a given moment of time be occupied by only one body.

There was a certain spot near the foot of the great staircase which Ashe, coming downstairs from Mr. Peters room, and George Emerson, coming up to Alines room, had to pass on their respective routes. George reached it at one minute and three seconds after two a.m., moving silently but swiftly; and Ashe, also maintaining a good rate of speed, arrived there at one minute and four seconds after the hour, when he ceased to walk and began to fly, accompanied by George Emerson, now going down. His arms were round Georges neck and George was clinging to his waist.

In due season they reached the foot of the stairs and a small table, covered with occasional china and photographs in frames, which lay adjacent to the foot of the stairs. That — especially the occasional china — was what Baxter had heard.

George Emerson thought it was a burglar. Ashe did not know what it was, but he knew he wanted to shake it off; so he insinuated a hand beneath Georges chin and pushed upward. George, by this time parted forever from the tongue, the bread, the knife, the fork, the salt, the corkscrew and the bottle of white wine, and having both hands free for the work of the moment, held Ashe with the left and punched him in the ribs with the right.

Ashe, removing his left arm from Georges neck, brought it up as a reinforcement to his right, and used both as a means of throttling George. This led George, now permanently underneath, to grasp Ashes ears firmly and twist them, relieving the pressure on his throat and causing Ashe to utter the first vocal sound of the evening, other than the explosive Ugh! that both had emitted at the instant of impact.

Ashe dislodged Georges hands from his ears and hit George in the ribs with his elbow. George kicked Ashe on the left ankle. Ashe rediscovered Georges throat and began to squeeze it afresh; and a pleasant time was being had by all when the Efficient Baxter, whizzing down the stairs, tripped over Ashes legs, shot forward and cannoned into another table, also covered with occasional china and photographs in frames.

The hall at Blandings Castle was more an extra drawing-room than a hall; and, when not nursing a sick headache in her bedroom, Lady Ann Warblington would dispense afternoon tea there to her guests. Consequently it was dotted pretty freely with small tables. There were, indeed, no fewer than five more in various spots, waiting to be bumped into and smashed.

The bumping into and smashing of small tables, however, is a task that calls for plenty of time, a leisured pursuit; and neither George nor Ashe, a third party having been added to their little affair, felt a desire to stay on and do the thing properly. Ashe was strongly opposed to being discovered and called on to account for his presence there at that hour; and George, conscious of the tongue and its adjuncts now strewn about the hall, had a similar prejudice against the tedious explanations that detection must involve.

As though by mutual consent each relaxed his grip. They stood panting for an instant; then, Ashe in the direction where he supposed the green-baize door of the servants quarters to be, George to the staircase that led to his bedroom, they went away from that place.

They had hardly done so when Baxter, having disassociated himself from the contents of the table he had upset, began to grope his way toward the electric-light switch, the same being situated near the foot of the main staircase. He went on all fours, as a safer method of locomotion, though slower, than the one he had attempted before.

Noises began to make themselves heard on the floors above. Roused by the merry crackle of occasional china, the house party was bestirring itself to investigate. Voices sounded, muffled and inquiring.

Meantime Baxter crawled steadily on his hands and knees toward the light switch. He was in much the same condition as one White Hope of the ring is after he has put his chin in the way of the fist of a rival member of the Truck Drivers Union. He knew that he was still alive. More he could not say. The mists of sleep, which still shrouded his brain, and the shake-up he had had from his encounter with the table, a corner of which he had rammed with the top of his head, combined to produce a dreamlike state.

And so the Efficient Baxter crawled on; and as he crawled his hand, advancing cautiously, fell on something — something that was not alive; something clammy and ice-cold, the touch of which filled him with a nameless horror.

To say that Baxters heart stood still would be physiologically inexact. The heart does not stand still. Whatever the emotions of its owner, it goes on beating. It would be more accurate to say that Baxter felt like a man taking his first ride in an express elevator, who has outstripped his vital organs by several floors and sees no immediate prospect of their ever catching up with him again. There was a great cold void where the more intimate parts of his body should have been. His throat was dry and contracted. The flesh of his back crawled, for he knew what it was he had touched.

Painful and absorbing as had been his encounter with the table, Baxter had never lost sight of the fact that close beside him a furious battle between unseen forces was in progress. He had heard the bumping and the thumping and the tense breathing even as he picked occasional china from his person. Such a combat, he had felt, could hardly fail to result in personal injury to either the party of the first part or the party of the second part, or both. He knew now that worse than mere injury had happened, and that he knelt in the presence of death.

There was no doubt that the man was dead. Insensibility alone could never have produced this icy chill. He raised his head in the darkness, and cried aloud to those approaching. He meant to cry: Help! Murder! But fear prevented clear articulation. What he shouted was: Heh! Mer! On which, from the neighborhood of the staircase, somebody began to fire a revolver.

The Earl of Emsworth had been sleeping a sound and peaceful sleep when the imbroglio began downstairs. He sat up and listened. Yes; undoubtedly burglars! He switched on his light and jumped out of bed. He took a pistol from a drawer, and thus armed went to look into the matter. The dreamy peer was no poltroon.

It was quite dark when he arrived on the scene of conflict, in the van of a mixed bevy of pyjamaed and dressing-gowned relations. He was in the van because, meeting these relations in the passage above, he had said to them: Let me go first. I have a pistol. And they had let him go first. They were, indeed, awfully nice about it, not thrusting themselves forward or jostling or anything, but behaving in a modest and self-effacing manner that was pretty to watch.

When Lord Emsworth said, Let me go first, young Algernon Wooster, who was on the very point of leaping to the fore, said, Yes, by Jove! Sound scheme, by Gad! — and withdrew into the background; and the Bishop of Godalming said: By all means, Clarence undoubtedly; most certainly precede us.

When his sense of touch told him he had reached the foot of the stairs, Lord Emsworth paused. The hall was very dark and the burglars seemed temporarily to have suspended activities. And then one of them, a man with a ruffianly, grating voice, spoke. What it was he said Lord Emsworth could not understand. It sounded like Heh! Mer! — probably some secret signal to his confederates. Lord Emsworth raised his revolver and emptied it in the direction of the sound.

Extremely fortunately for him, the Efficient Baxter had not changed his all-fours attitude. This undoubtedly saved Lord Emsworth the worry of engaging a new secretary. The shots sang above Baxters head one after the other, six in all, and found other billets than his person. They disposed themselves as follows: The first shot broke a window and whistled out into the night; the second shot hit the dinner gong and made a perfectly extraordinary noise, like the Last Trump; the third, fourth and fifth shots embedded themselves in the wall; the sixth and final shot hit a life-size picture of his lordships grandmother in the face and improved it out of all knowledge.

One thinks no worse of Lord Emsworths grandmother because she looked like Eddie Foy, and had allowed herself to be painted, after the heavy classic manner of some of the portraits of a hundred years ago, in the character of Venus — suitably draped, of course, rising from the sea; but it was beyond the possibility of denial that her grandsons bullet permanently removed one of Blandings Castles most prominent eyesores.

Having emptied his revolver, Lord Emsworth said, Who is there? Speak! in rather an aggrieved tone, as though he felt he had done his part in breaking the ice, and it was now for the intruder to exert himself and bear his share of the social amenities.

The Efficient Baxter did not reply. Nothing in the world could have induced him to speak at that moment, or to make any sound whatsoever that might betray his position to a dangerous maniac who might at any instant reload his pistol and resume the fusillade. Explanations, in his opinion, could be deferred until somebody had the presence of mind to switch on the lights. He flattened himself on the carpet and hoped for better things. His cheek touched the corpse beside him; but though he winced and shuddered he made no outcry. After those six shots he was through with outcries.

A voice from above, the bishops voice, said: I think you have killed him, Clarence.

Another voice, that of Colonel Horace Mant, said: Switch on those dashed lights! Why doesnt somebody? Dash it!

The whole strength of the company began to demand light.

When the lights came, it was from the other side of the hall. Six revolver shots, fired at quarter past two in the morning, will rouse even sleeping domestics. The servants quarters were buzzing like a hive. Shrill feminine screams were puncturing the air. Mr. Beach, the butler, in a suit of pink silk pajamas, of which no one would have suspected him, was leading a party of men servants down the stairs — not so much because he wanted to lead them as because they pushed him.

The passage beyond the green-baize door became congested, and there were cries for Mr. Beach to open it and look through and see what was the matter; but Mr. Beach was smarter than that and wriggled back so that he no longer headed the procession. This done, he shouted:

Open that door there! Open that door! Look and see what the matter is.

Ashe opened the door. Since his escape from the hall he had been lurking in the neighborhood of the green-baize door and had been engulfed by the swirling throng. Finding himself with elbowroom for the first time, he pushed through, swung the door open and switched on the lights.

They shone on a collection of semi-dressed figures, crowding the staircase; on a hall littered with china and glass; on a dented dinner gong; on an edited and improved portrait of the late Countess of Emsworth; and on the Efficient Baxter, in an overcoat and rubber-soled shoes, lying beside a cold tongue. At no great distance lay a number of other objects — a knife, a fork, some bread, salt, a corkscrew and a bottle of white wine.

Using the word in the sense of saying something coherent, the Earl of Emsworth was the first to speak. He peered down at his recumbent secretary and said:

Baxter! My dear fellow — what the devil?

The feeling of the company was one of profound disappointment. They were disgusted at the anticlimax. For an instant, when the Efficient one did not move, a hope began to stir; but as soon as it was seen that he was not even injured, gloom reigned. One of two things would have satisfied them — either a burglar or a corpse. A burglar would have been welcome, dead or alive; but, if Baxter proposed to fill the part adequately it was imperative that he be dead. He had disappointed them deeply by turning out to be the object of their quest. That he should not have been even grazed was too much.

There was a cold silence as he slowly raised himself from the floor. As his eyes fell on the tongue, he started and remained gazing fixedly at it. Surprise paralyzed him.

Lord Emsworth was also looking at the tongue and he leaped to a not unreasonable conclusion. He spoke coldly and haughtily; for he was not only annoyed, like the others, at the anticlimax, but offended. He knew that he was not one of your energetic hosts who exert themselves unceasingly to supply their guests with entertainment; but there was one thing on which, as a host, he did pride himself — in the material matters of life he did his guests well; he kept an admirable table.

My dear Baxter, he said in the tones he usually reserved for the correction of his son Freddie, if your hunger is so great that you are unable to wait for breakfast and have to raid my larder in the middle of the night, I wish to goodness you would contrive to make less noise about it. I do not grudge you the food — help yourself when you please — but do remember that people who have not such keen appetites as yourself like to sleep during the night. A far better plan, my dear fellow, would be to have sandwiches or buns — or whatever you consider most sustaining — sent up to your bedroom.

Not even the bullets had disordered Baxters faculties so much as this monstrous accusation. Explanations pushed and jostled one another in his fermenting brain, but he could not utter them. On every side he met gravely reproachful eyes. George Emerson was looking at him in pained disgust. Ashe Marsons face was the face of one who could never have believed this had he not seen it with his own eyes. The scrutiny of the knife-and-shoe boy was unendurable.

He stammered. Words began to proceed from him, tripping and stumbling over each other. Lord Emsworths frigid disapproval did not relax.

Pray do not apologize, Baxter. The desire for food is human. It is your boisterous mode of securing and conveying it that I deprecate. Let us all go to bed.

But, Lord Emsworth — —

To bed! repeated his lordship firmly.

The company began to stream moodily upstairs. The lights were switched off. The Efficient Baxter dragged himself away. From the darkness in the direction of the servants door a voice spoke.

Greedy pig! said the voice scornfully.

It sounded like the fresh young voice of the knife-and-shoe boy, but Baxter was too broken to investigate. He continued his retreat without pausing.

Stuffin of isself at all hours! said the voice.

There was a murmur of approval from the unseen throng of domestics.


CHAPTER IX
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AS WE GROW older and realize more clearly the limitations of human happiness, we come to see that the only real and abiding pleasure in life is to give pleasure to other people. One must assume that the Efficient Baxter had not reached the age when this comes home to a man, for the fact that he had given genuine pleasure to some dozens of his fellow-men brought him no balm.

There was no doubt about the pleasure he had given. Once they had got over their disappointment at finding that he was not a dead burglar, the house party rejoiced whole-heartedly at the break in the monotony of life at Blandings Castle. Relations who had not been on speaking terms for years forgot their quarrels and strolled about the grounds in perfect harmony, abusing Baxter. The general verdict was that he was insane.

Dont tell me that young fellows all there, said Colonel Horace Mant; because I know better. Have you noticed his eye? Furtive! Shifty! Nasty gleam in it. Besides — dash it! — did you happen to take a look at the hall last night after he had been there? It was in ruins, my dear sir — absolute dashed ruins. It was positively littered with broken china and tables that had been bowled over. Dont tell me that was just an accidental collision in the dark.

My dear sir, the man must have been thrashing about — absolutely thrashing about, like a dashed salmon on a dashed hook. He must have had a paroxysm of some kind — some kind of a dashed fit. A doctor could give you the name for it. Its a well-known form of insanity. Paranoia — isnt that what they call it? Rush of blood to the head, followed by a general running amuck.

Ive heard fellows who have been in India talk of it. Natives get it. Dont know what theyre doing, and charge through the streets taking cracks at people with dashed whacking great knives. Same with this young man, probably in a modified form at present. He ought to be in a home. One of these nights, if this grows on him, he will be massacring Emsworth in his bed.

My dear Horace! The Bishop of Godalmings voice was properly horror-stricken; but there was a certain unctuous relish in it.

Take my word for it! Though, mind you, I dont say they arent well suited. Everyone knows that Emsworth has been, to all practical intents and purposes, a dashed lunatic for years. What was it that young fellow Emerson, Freddies American friend, was saying, the other day about some acquaintance of his who is not quite right in the head? Nobody in the house — is that it? Something to that effect, at any rate. I felt at the time it was a perfect description of Emsworth.

My dear Horace! Your father-in-law! The head of the family!

A dashed lunatic, my dear sir — head of the family or no head of the family. A man as absent-minded as he is has no right to call himself sane. Nobody in the house — I recollect it now — nobody in the house except gas, and that has not been turned on. Thats Emsworth!

The Efficient Baxter, who had just left his presence, was feeling much the same about his noble employer. After a sleepless night he had begun at an early hour to try and corner Lord Emsworth in order to explain to him the true inwardness of last nights happenings. Eventually he had tracked him to the museum, where he found him happily engaged in painting a cabinet of birds eggs. He was seated on a small stool, a large pot of red paint on the floor beside him, dabbing at the cabinet with a dripping brush. He was absorbed and made no attempt whatever to follow his secretarys remarks.

For ten minutes Baxter gave a vivid picture of his vigil and the manner in which it had been interrupted.

Just so; just so, my dear fellow, said the earl when he had finished. I quite understand. All I say is, if you do require additional food in the night let one of the servants bring it to your room before bedtime; then there will be no danger of these disturbances. There is no possible objection to your eating a hundred meals a day, my good Baxter, provided you do not rouse the whole house over them. Some of us like to sleep during the night.

But, Lord Emsworth! I have just explained — It was not — I was not—

Never mind, my dear fellow; never mind. Why make such an important thing of it? Many people like a light snack before actually retiring. Doctors, I believe, sometimes recommend it. Tell me, Baxter, how do you think the museum looks now? A little brighter? Better for the dash of color? I think so. Museums are generally such gloomy places.

Lord Emsworth, may I explain once again?

The earl looked annoyed.

My dear Baxter, I have told you that there is nothing to explain. You are getting a little tedious. What a deep, rich red this is, and how clean new paint smells! Do you know, Baxter, I have been longing to mess about with paint ever since I was a boy! I recollect my old father beating me with a walking stick. . . . That would be before your time, of course. By the way, if you see Freddie, will you tell him I want to speak to him? He probably is in the smoking-room. Send him to me here.

It was an overwrought Baxter who delivered the message to the Honorable Freddie, who, as predicted, was in the smoking-room, lounging in a deep armchair.

There are times when life presses hard on a man, and it pressed hard on Baxter now. Fate had played him a sorry trick. It had put him in a position where he had to choose between two courses, each as disagreeable as the other. He must either face a possible second fiasco like that of last night, or else he must abandon his post and cease to mount guard over his threatened treasure.

His imagination quailed at the thought of a repetition of last nights horrors. He had been badly shaken by his collision with the table and even more so by the events that had followed it. Those revolver shots still rang in his ears.

It was probably the memory of those shots that turned the scale. It was unlikely he would again become entangled with a man bearing a tongue and the other things — he had given up in despair the attempt to unravel the mystery of the tongue; it completely baffled him — but it was by no means unlikely that if he spent another night in the gallery looking on the hall he might not again become a target for Lord Emsworths irresponsible firearm. Nothing, in fact, was more likely; for in the disturbed state of the public mind the slightest sound after nightfall would be sufficient cause for a fusillade.

He had actually overheard young Algernon Wooster telling Lord Stockheath he had a jolly good mind to sit on the stairs that night with a shotgun, because it was his opinion that there was a jolly sight more in this business than there seemed to be; and what he thought of the bally affair was that there was a gang of some kind at work, and that that feller — whats-his-name? — that feller Baxter was some sort of an accomplice.

With these things in his mind Baxter decided to remain that night in the security of his bedroom. He had lost his nerve. He formed this decision with the utmost reluctance, for the thought of leaving the road to the museum clear for marauders was bitter in the extreme. If he could have overheard a conversation between Joan Valentine and Ashe Marson it is probable he would have risked Lord Emsworths revolver and the shotgun of the Honorable Algernon Wooster.

Ashe, when he met Joan and recounted the events of the night, at which Joan, who was a sound sleeper, had not been present, was inclined to blame himself as a failure. True, fate had been against him, but the fact remained that he had achieved nothing. Joan, however, was not of this opinion.

You have done wonders, she said. You have cleared the way for me. That is my idea of real teamwork. Im so glad now that we formed our partnership. It would have been too bad if I had got all the advantage of your work and had jumped in and deprived you of the reward. As it is, I shall go down and finish the thing off to-night with a clear conscience.

You cant mean that you dream of going down to the museum to-night!

Of course I do.

But its madness!

On the contrary, to-night is the one night when there ought to be no risk at all.

After what happened last night?

Because of what happened last night. Do you imagine Mr. Baxter will dare to stir from his bed after that? If ever there was a chance of getting this thing finished, it will be to-night.

Youre quite right. I never looked at it in that way. Baxter wouldnt risk a second disaster. Ill certainly make a success of it this time.

Joan raised her eyebrows.

I dont quite understand you, Mr. Marson. Do you propose to try to get the scarab to-night?

Yes. It will be as easy as—

Are you forgetting that, by the terms of our agreement, it is my turn?

You surely dont intend to hold me to that?

Certainly I do.

But, good heavens, consider my position! Do you seriously expect me to lie in bed while you do all the work, and then to take a half share in the reward?

I do.

Its ridiculous!

Its no more ridiculous than that I should do the same. Mr. Marson, theres no use in our going over all this again. We settled it long ago.

Joan refused to discuss the matter further, leaving Ashe in a condition of anxious misery comparable only to that which, as night began to draw near, gnawed the vitals of the Efficient Baxter.

* * *

Breakfast at Blandings Castle was an informal meal. There was food and drink in the long dining-hall for such as were energetic enough to come down and get it; but the majority of the house party breakfasted in their rooms, Lord Emsworth, whom nothing in the world would have induced to begin the day in the company of a crowd of his relations, most of whom he disliked, setting them the example.

When, therefore, Baxter, yielding to Nature after having remained awake until the early morning, fell asleep at nine oclock, nobody came to rouse him. He did not ring his bell, so he was not disturbed; and he slept on until half past eleven, by which time, it being Sunday morning and the house party including one bishop and several of the minor clergy, most of the occupants of the place had gone off to church.

Baxter shaved and dressed hastily, for he was in state of nervous apprehension. He blamed himself for having lain in bed so long. When every minute he was away might mean the loss of the scarab, he had passed several hours in dreamy sloth. He had wakened with a presentiment. Something told him the scarab had been stolen in the night, and he wished now that he had risked all and kept guard.

The house was very quiet as he made his way rapidly to the hall. As he passed a window he perceived Lord Emsworth, in an un-Sabbatarian suit of tweeds and bearing a garden fork — which must have pained the bishop — bending earnestly over a flower bed; but he was the only occupant of the grounds, and indoors there was a feeling of emptiness. The hall had that Sunday-morning air of wanting to be left to itself, and disapproving of the entry of anything human until lunch time, which can be felt only by a guest in a large house who remains at home when his fellows have gone to church.

The portraits on the walls, especially the one of the Countess of Emsworth in the character of Venus rising from the sea, stared at Baxter as he entered, with cold reproof. The very chairs seemed distant and unfriendly; but Baxter was in no mood to appreciate their attitude. His conscience slept. His mind was occupied, to the exclusion of all other things, by the scarab and its probable fate. How disastrously remiss it had been of him not to keep guard last night! Long before he opened the museum door he was feeling the absolute certainty that the worst had happened.

It had. The card which announced that here was an Egyptian scarab of the reign of Cheops of the Fourth Dynasty, presented by J. Preston Peters, Esquire, still lay on the cabinet in its wonted place; but now its neat lettering was false and misleading. The scarab was gone.

* * *

For all that he had expected this, for all his premonition of disaster, it was an appreciable time before the Efficient Baxter rallied from the blow. He stood transfixed, goggling at the empty place.

Then his mind resumed its functions. All, he perceived, was not yet lost. Baxter the watchdog must retire, to be succeeded by Baxter the sleuthhound. He had been unable to prevent the theft of the scarab, but he might still detect the thief.

For the Doctor Watsons of this world, as opposed to the Sherlock Holmeses, success in the province of detective work must always be, to a very large extent, the result of luck. Sherlock Holmes can extract a clew from a wisp of straw or a flake of cigar ash; but Doctor Watson has to have it taken out for him and dusted, and exhibited clearly, with a label attached.

The average man is a Doctor Watson. We are wont to scoff in a patronizing manner at that humble follower of the great investigator; but as a matter of fact we should have been just as dull ourselves. We should not even have risen to the modest height of a Scotland Yard bungler.

Baxter was a Doctor Watson. What he wanted was a clew; but it is so hard for the novice to tell what is a clew and what is not. And then he happened to look down — and there on the floor was a clew that nobody could have overlooked.

Baxter saw it, but did not immediately recognize it for what it was. What he saw, at first, was not a clew, but just a mess. He had a tidy soul and abhorred messes, and this was a particularly messy mess. A considerable portion of the floor was a sea of red paint. The can from which it had flowed was lying on its side — near the wall. He had noticed that the smell of paint had seemed particularly pungent, but had attributed this to a new freshet of energy on the part of Lord Emsworth. He had not perceived that paint had been spilled.

Pah! said Baxter.

Then suddenly, beneath the disguise of the mess, he saw the clew. A footmark! No less. A crimson footmark on the polished wood! It was as clear and distinct as though it had been left there for the purpose of assisting him. It was a feminine footmark, the print of a slim and pointed shoe.

This perplexed Baxter. He had looked on the siege of the scarab as an exclusively male affair. But he was not perplexed long. What could be simpler than that Mr. Peters should have enlisted female aid? The female of the species is more deadly than the male. Probably she makes a better purloiner of scarabs. At any rate, there the footprint was, unmistakably feminine.

Inspiration came to him. Aline Peters had a maid! What more likely than that secretly she should be a hireling of Mr. Peters, on whom he had now come to look as a man of the blackest and most sinister character? Mr. Peters was a collector; and when a collector makes up his mind to secure a treasure, he employs, Baxter knew, every possible means to that end.

Baxter was now in a state of great excitement. He was hot on the scent and his brain was working like a buzz saw in an ice box. According to his reasoning, if Aline Peters maid had done this thing there should be red paint in the hall marking her retreat, and possibly a faint stain on the stairs leading to the servants bedrooms.

He hastened from the museum and subjected the hall to a keen scrutiny. Yes; there was red paint on the carpet. He passed through the green-baize door and examined the stairs. On the bottom step there was a faint but conclusive stain of crimson!

He was wondering how best to follow up this clew when he perceived Ashe coming down the stairs. Ashe, like Baxter, and as the result of a night disturbed by anxious thoughts, had also overslept himself.

There are moments when the giddy excitement of being right on the trail causes the amateur — or Watsonian — detective to be incautious. If Baxter had been wise he would have achieved his object — the getting a glimpse of Joans shoes — by a devious and snaky route. As it was, zeal getting the better of prudence, he rushed straight on. His early suspicion of Ashe had been temporarily obscured. Whatever Ashes claims to be a suspect, it had not been his footprint Baxter had seen in the museum.

Here, you! said the Efficient Baxter excitedly.

Sir?

The shoes!

I beg your pardon?

I wish to see the servants shoes. Where are they?

I expect they have them on, sir.

Yesterdays shoes, man — yesterdays shoes. Where are they?

Where are the shoes of yesteryear? murmured Ashe. I should say at a venture, sir, that they would be in a large basket somewhere near the kitchen. Our genial knife-and-shoe boy collects them, I believe, at early dawn.

Would they have been cleaned yet?

If I know the lad, sir — no.

Go and bring that basket to me. Bring it to me in this room.

* * *

The room to which he referred was none other than the private sanctum of Mr. Beach, the butler, the door of which, standing open, showed it to be empty. It was not Baxters plan, excited as he was, to risk being discovered sifting shoes in the middle of a passage in the servants quarters.

Ashes brain was working rapidly as he made for the shoe cupboard, that little den of darkness and smells, where Billy, the knife-and-shoe boy, better known in the circle in which he moved as Young Bonehead, pursued his menial tasks. What exactly was at the back of the Efficient Baxters mind prompting these maneuvers he did not know; but that there was something he was certain.

He had not yet seen Joan this morning, and he did not know whether or not she had carried out her resolve of attempting to steal the scarab on the previous night; but this activity and mystery on the part of their enemy must have some sinister significance. He gathered up the shoe basket thoughtfully. He staggered back with it and dumped it down on the floor of Mr. Beachs room. The Efficient Baxter stooped eagerly over it. Ashe, leaning against the wall, straightened the creases in his clothes and flicked disgustedly at an inky spot which the journey had transferred from the basket to his coat.

We have here, sir, he said, a fair selection of our various foot coverings.

You did not drop any on your way?

Not one, sir.

The Efficient Baxter uttered a grunt of satisfaction and bent once more to his task. Shoes flew about the room. Baxter knelt on the floor beside the basket, and dug like a terrier at a rat hole. At last he made a find and with an exclamation of triumph rose to his feet. In his hand he held a shoe.

Put those back, he said.

Ashe began to pick up the scattered footgear.

Thats the lot, sir, he said, rising.

Now come with me. Leave the basket there. You can carry it back when you return.

Shall I put back that shoe, sir?

Certainly not. I shall take this one with me.

Shall I carry it for you, sir?

Baxter reflected.

Yes. I think that would be best.

Trouble had shaken his nerve. He was not certain that there might not be others besides Lord Emsworth in the garden; and it occurred to him that, especially after his reputation for eccentric conduct had been so firmly established by his misfortunes that night in the hall, it might cause comment should he appear before them carrying a shoe.

Ashe took the shoe and, doing so, understood what before had puzzled him. Across the toe was a broad splash of red paint. Though he had nothing else to go on, he saw all. The shoe he held was a female shoe. His own researches in the museum had made him aware of the presence there of red paint. It was not difficult to build up on these data a pretty accurate estimate of the position of affairs.

Come with me, said Baxter.

He left the room. Ashe followed him.

In the garden Lord Emsworth, garden fork in hand, was dealing summarily with a green young weed that had incautiously shown its head in the middle of a flower bed. He listened to Baxters statement with more interest than he usually showed in anybodys statements. He resented the loss of the scarab, not so much on account of its intrinsic worth as because it had been the gift of his friend Mr. Peters.

Indeed! he said, when Baxter had finished. Really? Dear me! It certainly seems — It is extremely suggestive. You are certain there was red paint on this shoe?

I have it with me. I brought it on purpose to show you. He looked at Ashe, who stood in close attendance. The shoe!

Lord Emsworth polished his glasses and bent over the exhibit.

Ah! he said. Now let me look at — This, you say, is the — Just so; just so! Just — My dear Baxter, it may be that I have not examined this shoe with sufficient care, but — Can you point out to me exactly where this paint is that you speak of?

The Efficient Baxter stood staring at the shoe with wild, fixed stare. Of any suspicion of paint, red or otherwise, it was absolutely and entirely innocent!

The shoe became the center of attraction, the center of all eyes. The Efficient Baxter fixed it with the piercing glare of one who feels that his brain is tottering. Lord Emsworth looked at it with a mildly puzzled expression. Ashe Marson examined it with a sort of affectionate interest, as though he were waiting for it to do a trick of some kind. Baxter was the first to break the silence.

There was paint on this shoe, he said vehemently. I tell you there was a splash of red paint across the toe. This man here will bear me out in this. You saw paint on this shoe?

Paint, sir?

What! Do you mean to tell me you did not see it?

No, sir; there was no paint on this shoe.

This is ridiculous. I saw it with my own eyes. It was a broad splash right across the toe.

Lord Emsworth interposed.

You must have made a mistake, my dear Baxter. There is certainly no trace of paint on this shoe. These momentary optical delusions are, I fancy, not uncommon. Any doctor will tell you—

I had an aunt, your lordship, said Ashe chattily, who was remarkably subject—

It is absurd! I cannot have been mistaken, said Baxter. I am positively certain the toe of this shoe was red when I found it.

It is quite black now, my dear Baxter.

A sort of chameleon shoe, murmured Ashe.

The goaded secretary turned on him.

What did you say?

Nothing, sir.

Baxters old suspicion of this smooth young man came surging back to him.

I strongly suspect you of having had something to do with this.

Really, Baxter, said the earl, that is surely the least probable of solutions. This young man could hardly have cleaned the shoe on his way from the house. A few days ago, when painting in the museum, I inadvertently splashed some paint on my own shoe. I can assure you it does not brush off. It needs a very systematic cleaning before all traces are removed.

Exactly, your lordship, said Ashe. My theory, if I may—

Yes?

My theory, your lordship, is that Mr. Baxter was deceived by the light-and-shade effects on the toe of the shoe. The morning sun, streaming in through the window, must have shone on the shoe in such a manner as to give it a momentary and fictitious aspect of redness. If Mr. Baxter recollects, he did not look long at the shoe. The picture on the retina of the eye consequently had not time to fade. I myself remember thinking at the moment that the shoe appeared to have a certain reddish tint. The mistake—

Bah! said Baxter shortly.

Lord Emsworth, now thoroughly bored with the whole affair and desiring nothing more than to be left alone with his weeds and his garden fork, put in his word. Baxter, he felt, was curiously irritating these days. He always seemed to be bobbing up. The Earl of Emsworth was conscious of a strong desire to be free from his secretarys company. He was efficient, yes — invaluable indeed — he did not know what he should do without Baxter; but there was no denying that his company tended after a while to become a trifle tedious. He took a fresh grip on his garden fork and shifted it about in the air as a hint that the interview had lasted long enough.

It seems to me, my dear fellow, he said, the only explanation that will square with the facts. A shoe that is really smeared with red paint does not become black of itself in the course of a few minutes.

You are very right, your lordship, said Ashe approvingly. May I go now, your lordship?

Certainly — certainly; by all means.

Shall I take the shoe with me, your lordship?

If you do not want it, Baxter.

The secretary passed the fraudulent piece of evidence to Ashe without a word; and the latter, having included both gentlemen in a kindly smile, left the garden.

On returning to the butlers room, Ashes first act was to remove a shoe from the top of the pile in the basket. He was about to leave the room with it, when the sound of footsteps in the passage outside halted him.

I do not in the least understand why you wish me to come here, my dear Baxter, said a voice, and you are completely spoiling my morning, but—

For a moment Ashe was at a loss. It was a crisis that called for swift action, and it was a little hard to know exactly what to do. It had been his intention to carry the paint-splashed shoe back to his own room, there to clean it at his leisure; but it appeared that his strategic line of retreat was blocked. Plainly, the possibility — nay, the certainty — that Ashe had substituted another shoe for the one with the incriminating splash of paint on it had occurred to the Efficient Baxter almost directly the former had left the garden.

The window was open. Ashe looked out. There were bushes below. It was a makeshift policy, and one which did not commend itself to him as the ideal method, but it seemed the only thing to be done, for already the footsteps had reached the door. He threw the shoe out of window, and it sank beneath the friendly surface of the long grass round a wisteria bush.

Ashe turned, relieved, and the next moment the door opened and Baxter walked in, accompanied — with obvious reluctance — by his bored employer.

Baxter was brisk and peremptory.

I wish to look at those shoes again, he said coldly.

Certainly, sir, said Ashe.

I can manage without your assistance, said Baxter.

Very good, sir.

Leaning against the wall, Ashe watched him with silent interest, as he burrowed among the contents of the basket, like a terrier digging for rats. The Earl of Emsworth took no notice of the proceedings. He yawned plaintively, and pottered about the room. He was one of Natures potterers.

The scrutiny of the man whom he had now placed definitely as a malefactor irritated Baxter. Ashe was looking at him in an insufferably tolerant manner, as if he were an indulgent father brooding over his infant son while engaged in some childish frolic. He lodged a protest.

Dont stand there staring at me!

I was interested in what you were doing, sir.

Never mind! Dont stare at me in that idiotic way.

May I read a book, sir?

Yes, read if you like.

Thank you, sir.

Ashe took a volume from the butlers slenderly stocked shelf. The shoe-expert resumed his investigations in the basket. He went through it twice, but each time without success. After the second search he stood up and looked wildly about the room. He was as certain as he could be of anything that the missing piece of evidence was somewhere within those four walls. There was very little cover in the room, even for so small a fugitive as a shoe. He raised the tablecloth and peered beneath the table.

Are you looking for Mr. Beach, sir? said Ashe. I think he has gone to church.

Baxter, pink with his exertions, fastened a baleful glance upon him.

You had better be careful, he said.

At this point the Earl of Emsworth, having done all the pottering possible in the restricted area, yawned like an alligator.

Now, my dear Baxter— he began querulously.

Baxter was not listening. He was on the trail. He had caught sight of a small closet in the wall, next to the mantelpiece, and it had stimulated him.

What is in this closet?

That closet, sir?

Yes, this closet. He rapped the door irritably.

I could not say, sir. Mr. Beach, to whom the closet belongs, possibly keeps a few odd trifles there. A ball of string, perhaps. Maybe an old pipe or something of that kind. Probably nothing of value or interest.

Open it.

It appears to be locked, sir—

Unlock it.

But where is the key?

Baxter thought for a moment.

Lord Emsworth, he said, I have my reasons for thinking that this man is deliberately keeping the contents of this closet from me. I am convinced that the shoe is in there. Have I your leave to break open the door?

The earl looked a little dazed, as if he were unequal to the intellectual pressure of the conversation.

Now, my dear Baxter, said the earl impatiently, please tell me once again why you have brought me in here. I cannot make head or tail of what you have been saying. Apparently you accuse this young man of keeping his shoes in a closet. Why should you suspect him of keeping his shoes in a closet? And if he wishes to do so, why on earth should not he keep his shoes in a closet? This is a free country.

Exactly, your lordship, said Ashe approvingly. You have touched the spot.

It all has to do with the theft of your scarab, Lord Emsworth. Somebody got into the museum and stole the scarab.

Ah, yes; ah, yes — so they did. I remember now. You told me. Bad business that, my dear Baxter. Mr. Peters gave me that scarab. He will be most deucedly annoyed if its lost. Yes, indeed.

Whoever stole it upset the can of red paint and stepped in it.

Devilish careless of them. It must have made the dickens of a mess. Why dont people look where they are walking?

I suspect this man of shielding the criminal by hiding her shoe in this closet.

Oh, its not his own shoes that this young man keeps in closets?

It is a womans shoe, Lord Emsworth.

The deuce it is! Then it was a woman who stole the scarab? Is that the way you figure it out? Bless my soul, Baxter, one wonders what women are coming to nowadays. Its all this movement, I suppose. The Vote, and all that — eh? I recollect having a chat with the Marquis of Petersfield some time ago. He is in the Cabinet, and he tells me it is perfectly infernal the way these women carry on. He said sometimes it got to such a pitch, with them waving banners and presenting petitions, and throwing flour and things at a fellow, that if he saw his own mother coming toward him, with a hand behind her back, he would run like a rabbit. Told me so himself.

So, said the Efficient Baxter, cutting in on the flow of speech, what I wish to do is to break open this closet.

Eh? Why?

To get the shoe.

The shoe? . . . Ah, yes, I recollect now. You were telling me.

If your lordship has no objection.

Objection, my dear fellow? None in the world. Why should I have any objection? Let me see! What is it you wish to do?

This, said Baxter shortly.

He seized the poker from the fireplace and delivered two rapid blows on the closet door. The wood was splintered. A third blow smashed the flimsy lock. The closet, with any skeletons it might contain, was open for all to view.

It contained a corkscrew, a box of matches, a paper-covered copy of a book entitled Mary, the Beautiful Mill-Hand, a bottle of embrocation, a spool of cotton, two pencil-stubs, and other useful and entertaining objects. It contained, in fact, almost everything except a paint-splashed shoe, and Baxter gazed at the collection in dumb disappointment.

Are you satisfied now, my dear Baxter, said the earl, or is there any more furniture that you would like to break? You know, this furniture breaking is becoming a positive craze with you, my dear fellow. You ought to fight against it. The night before last, I dont know how many tables broken in the hall; and now this closet. You will ruin me. No purse can stand the constant drain.

Baxter did not reply. He was still trying to rally from the blow. A chance remark of Lord Emsworths set him off on the trail once more. Lord Emsworth, having said his say, had dismissed the affair from his mind and begun to potter again. The course of his pottering had brought him to the fireplace, where a little pile of soot on the fender caught his eye. He bent down to inspect it.

Dear me! he said. I must remember to tell Beach to have his chimney swept. It seems to need it badly.

No trumpet-call ever acted more instantaneously on old war-horse than this simple remark on the Efficient Baxter. He was still convinced that Ashe had hidden the shoe somewhere in the room, and, now that the closet had proved an alibi, the chimney was the only spot that remained unsearched. He dived forward with a rush, nearly knocking Lord Emsworth off his feet, and thrust an arm up into the unknown. The startled peer, having recovered his balance, met Ashes respectfully pitying gaze.

We must humor him, said the gaze, more plainly than speech.

Baxter continued to grope. The chimney was a roomy chimney, and needed careful examination. He wriggled his hand about clutchingly. From time to time soot fell in gentle showers.

My dear Baxter!

Baxter was baffled. He withdrew his hand from the chimney, and straightened himself. He brushed a bead of perspiration from his face with the back of his hand. Unfortunately, he used the sooty hand, and the result was too much for Lord Emsworths politeness. He burst into a series of pleased chuckles.

Your face, my dear Baxter! Your face! It is positively covered with soot — positively! You must go and wash it. You are quite black. Really, my dear fellow, you present rather an extraordinary appearance. Run off to your room.

Against this crowning blow the Efficient Baxter could not stand up. It was the end.

Soot! he murmured weakly. Soot!

Your face is covered, my dear fellow — quite covered.

It certainly has a faintly sooty aspect, sir, said Ashe.

His voice roused the sufferer to one last flicker of spirit.

You will hear more of this, he said. You will—

At this moment, slightly muffled by the intervening door and passageway, there came from the direction of the hall a sound like the delivery of a ton of coal. A heavy body bumped down the stairs, and a voice which all three recognized as that of the Honorable Freddie uttered an oath that lost itself in a final crash and a musical splintering sound, which Baxter for one had no difficulty in recognizing as the dissolution of occasional china.

Even if they had not so able a detective as Baxter with them, Lord Emsworth and Ashe would have been at no loss to guess what had happened. Doctor Watson himself could have deduced it from the evidence. The Honorable Freddie had fallen downstairs.

* * *

With a little ingenuity this portion of the story of Mr. Peters scarab could be converted into an excellent tract, driving home the perils, even in this world, of absenting ones self from church on Sunday morning. If the Honorable Freddie had gone to church he would not have been running down the great staircase at the castle at this hour; and if he had not been running down the great staircase at the castle at that hour he would not have encountered Muriel.

Muriel was a Persian cat belonging to Lady Ann Warblington. Lady Ann had breakfasted in bed and lain there late, as she rather fancied she had one of her sick headaches coming on. Muriel had left her room in the wake of the breakfast tray, being anxious to be present at the obsequies of a fried sole that had formed Lady Anns simple morning meal, and had followed the maid who bore it until she had reached the hall.

At this point the maid, who disliked Muriel, stopped and made a noise like an exploding pop bottle, at the same time taking a little run in Muriels direction and kicking at her with a menacing foot. Muriel, wounded and startled, had turned in her tracks and sprinted back up the staircase at the exact moment when the Honorable Freddie, who for some reason was in a great hurry, ran lightly down.

There was an instant when Freddie could have saved himself by planting a number-ten shoe on Muriels spine, but even in that crisis he bethought him that he hardly stood solid enough with the authorities to risk adding to his misdeeds the slaughter of his aunts favorite cat, and he executed a rapid swerve. The spared cat proceeded on her journey upstairs, while Freddie, touching the staircase at intervals, went on down.

Having reached the bottom, he sat amid the occasional china, like Marius among the ruins of Carthage, and endeavored to ascertain the extent of his injuries. He had a dazed suspicion that he was irretrievably fractured in a dozen places. It was in this attitude that the rescue party found him. He gazed up at them with silent pathos.

In the name of goodness, Frederick, said Lord Emsworth peevishly, what do you imagine you are doing?

Freddie endeavored to rise, but sank back again with a stifled howl.

It was that bally cat of Aunt Anns, he said. It came legging it up the stairs. I think Ive broken my leg.

You have certainly broken everything else, said his father unsympathetically. Between you and Baxter, I wonder theres a stick of furniture standing in the house.

Thanks, old chap, said Freddie gratefully as Ashe stepped forward and lent him an arm. I think my bally ankle must have got twisted. I wish you would give me a hand up to my room.

And, Baxter, my dear fellow, said Lord Emsworth, you might telephone to Doctor Bird, in Market Blandings, and ask him to be good enough to drive out. I am sorry, Freddie, he added, that you should have met with this accident; but — but everything is so — so disturbing nowadays that I feel — I feel most disturbed.

Ashe and the Honorable Freddie began to move across the hall — Freddie hopping, Ashe advancing with a sort of polka step. As they reached the stairs there was a sound of wheels outside and the vanguard of the house party, returned from church, entered the house.

Its all very well to give it out officially that Freddie has fallen downstairs and sprained his ankle, said Colonel Horace Mant, discussing the affair with the Bishop of Godalming later in the afternoon; but its my firm belief that that fellow Baxter did precisely as I said he would — ran amuck and inflicted dashed frightful injuries on young Freddie. When I got into the house there was Freddie being helped up the stairs, while Baxter, with his face covered with soot, was looking after him with a sort of evil grin. What had he smeared his face with soot for, I should like to know, if he were perfectly sane?

The whole thing is dashed fishy and mysterious and the sooner I can get Mildred safely out of the place, the better I shall be pleased. The fellows as mad as a hatter!


CHAPTER X
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WHEN LORD EMSWORTH, sighting Mr. Peters in the group of returned churchgoers, drew him aside and broke the news that the valuable scarab, so kindly presented by him to the castle museum, had been stolen in the night by some person unknown, he thought the millionaire took it exceedingly well. Though the stolen object no longer belonged to him, Mr. Peters no doubt still continued to take an affectionate interest in it and might have been excused had he shown annoyance that his gift had been so carelessly guarded.

Mr. Peters was, however, thoroughly magnanimous about the matter. He deprecated the notion that the earl could possibly have prevented this unfortunate occurrence. He quite understood. He was not in the least hurt. Nobody could have foreseen such a calamity. These things happened and one had to accept them. He himself had once suffered in much the same way, the gem of his collection having been removed almost beneath his eyes in the smoothest possible fashion.

Altogether, he relieved Lord Emsworths mind very much; and when he had finished doing so he departed swiftly and rang for Ashe. When Ashe arrived he bubbled over with enthusiasm. He was lyrical in his praise. He went so far as to slap Ashe on the back. It was only when the latter disclaimed all credit for what had occurred that he checked the flow of approbation.

It wasnt you who got it? Who was it, then?

It was Miss Peters maid. Its a long story; but we were working in partnership. I tried for the thing and failed, and she succeeded.

It was with mixed feelings that Ashe listened while Mr. Peters transferred his adjectives of commendation to Joan. He admired Joans courage, he was relieved that her venture had ended without disaster, and he knew that she deserved whatever anyone could find to say in praise of her enterprise: but, at first, though he tried to crush it down, he could not help feeling a certain amount of chagrin that a girl should have succeeded where he, though having the advantage of first chance, had failed. The terms of his partnership with Joan had jarred on him from the beginning.

A man may be in sympathy with the modern movement for the emancipation of woman and yet feel aggrieved when a mere girl proves herself a more efficient thief than himself. Woman is invading mans sphere more successfully every day; but there are still certain fields in which man may consider that he is rightfully entitled to a monopoly — and the purloining of scarabs in the watches of the night is surely one of them. Joan, in Ashes opinion, should have played a meeker and less active part.

These unworthy emotions did not last long. Whatever his other shortcomings, Ashe possessed a just mind. By the time he had found Joan, after Mr. Peters had said his say, and dispatched him below stairs for that purpose, he had purged himself of petty regrets and was prepared to congratulate her whole-heartedly. He was, however, resolved that nothing should induce him to share in the reward. On that point, he resolved, he would refuse to be shaken.

I have just left Mr. Peters, he began. All is well. His check book lies before him on the table and he is trying to make his fountain pen work long enough to write a check. But there is just one thing I want to say—

She interrupted him. To his surprise, she was eyeing him coldly and with disapproval.

And there is just one thing I want to say, she said; and that is, if you imagine I shall consent to accept a penny of the reward—

Exactly what I was going to say. Of course I couldnt dream of taking any of it.

I dont understand you. You are certainly going to have it all. I told you when we made our agreement that I should only take my share if you let me do my share of the work. Now that you have broken that agreement, nothing could induce me to take it. I know you meant it kindly, Mr. Marson, but I simply cant feel grateful. I told you that ours was a business contract and that I wouldnt have any chivalry; and I thought that after you had given me your promise—

One moment, said Ashe, bewildered. I cant follow this. What do you mean?

What do I mean? Why, that you went down to the museum last night before me and took the scarab, though you had promised to stay away and give me my chance.

But I didnt do anything of the sort.

It was Joans turn to look bewildered.

But you have got the scarab, Mr. Marson?

Why, you have got it!

No!

But — but it has gone!

I know. I went down to the museum last night, as we had arranged; and when I got there there was no scarab. It had disappeared.

They looked at each other in consternation. Ashe was the first to speak.

It was gone when you got to the museum?

There wasnt a trace of it. I took it for granted that you had been down before me. I was furious!

But this is ridiculous! said Ashe. Who can have taken it? There was nobody beside ourselves who knew Mr. Peters was offering the reward. What exactly happened last night?

I waited until one oclock. Then I slipped down, got into the museum, struck a match, and looked for the scarab. It wasnt there. I couldnt believe it at first. I struck some more matches — quite a number — but it was no good. The scarab was gone; so I went back to bed and thought hard thoughts about you. It was silly of me. I ought to have known you would not break your word; but there didnt seem any other solution of the things disappearance.

Well, somebody must have taken it; and the question is, what are we to do? She laughed. It seems to me that we were a little premature in quarreling about how we are to divide that reward. It looks as though there wasnt going to be any reward.

Meantime, said Ashe gloomily, I suppose I have got to go back and tell Peters. I expect it will break his heart.


CHAPTER XI
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BLANDINGS CASTLE DOZED in the calm of an English Sunday afternoon. All was peace. Freddie was in bed, with orders from the doctor to stay there until further notice. Baxter had washed his face. Lord Emsworth had returned to his garden fork. The rest of the house party strolled about the grounds or sat in them, for the day was one of those late spring days that are warm with a premature suggestion of midsummer.

Aline Peters was sitting at the open window of her bedroom, which commanded an extensive view of the terraces. A pile of letters lay on the table beside her, for she had just finished reading her mail. The postman came late to the castle on Sundays and she had not been able to do this until luncheon was over.

Aline was puzzled. She was conscious of a fit of depression for which she could in no way account. She had a feeling that all was not well with the world, which was the more remarkable in that she was usually keenly susceptible to weather conditions and reveled in sunshine like a kitten. Yet here was a day nearly as fine as an American day — and she found no solace in it.

She looked down on the terrace; as she looked the figure of George Emerson appeared, walking swiftly. And at the sight of him something seemed to tell her that she had found the key to her gloom.

There are many kinds of walk. George Emersons was the walk of mental unrest. His hands were clasped behind his back, his eyes stared straight in front of him from beneath lowering brows, and between his teeth was an unlighted cigar. No man who is not a professional politician holds an unlighted cigar in his mouth unless he wishes to irritate and baffle a ticket chopper in the subway, or because unpleasant meditations have caused him to forget he has it there. Plainly, then, all was not well with George Emerson.

Aline had suspected as much at luncheon; and looking back she realized that it was at luncheon her depression had begun. The discovery startled her a little. She had not been aware, or she had refused to admit to herself, that Georges troubles bulked so large on her horizon. She had always told herself that she liked George, that George was a dear old friend, that George amused and stimulated her; but she would have denied she was so wrapped up in George that the sight of him in trouble would be enough to spoil for her the finest day she had seen since she left America.

There was something not only startling but shocking in the thought; for she was honest enough with herself to recognize that Freddie, her official loved one, might have paced the grounds of the castle chewing an unlighted cigar by the hour without stirring any emotion in her at all.

And she was to marry Freddie next month! This was surely a matter that called for thought. She proceeded, gazing down the while at the perambulating George, to give it thought.

Alines was not a deep nature. She had never pretended to herself that she loved the Honorable Freddie in the sense in which the word is used in books. She liked him and she liked the idea of being connected with the peerage; her father liked the idea and she liked her father. And the combination of these likings had caused her to reply Yes when, last Autumn, Freddie, swelling himself out like an embarrassed frog and gulping, had uttered that memorable speech beginning, I say, you know, its like this, dont you know! — and ending, What I mean is, will you marry me — what?

She had looked forward to being placidly happy as the Honorable Mrs. Frederick Threepwood. And then George Emerson had reappeared in her life, a disturbing element.

Until to-day she would have resented the suggestion that she was in love with George. She liked to be with him, partly because he was so easy to talk to, and partly because it was exciting to be continually resisting the will power he made no secret of trying to exercise. But to-day there was a difference. She had suspected it at luncheon and she realized it now. As she looked down at him from behind the curtain, and marked his air of gloom, she could no longer disguise it from herself.

She felt maternal — horribly maternal. George was in trouble and she wanted to comfort him.

Freddie, too, was in trouble. But did she want to comfort Freddie? No. On the contrary, she was already regretting her promise, so lightly given before luncheon, to go and sit with him that afternoon. A well-marked feeling of annoyance that he should have been so silly as to tumble downstairs and sprain his ankle was her chief sentiment respecting Freddie.

George Emerson continued to perambulate and Aline continued to watch him. At last she could endure it no longer. She gathered up her letters, stacked them in a corner of the dressing-table and left the room. George had reached the end of the terrace and turned when she began to descend the stone steps outside the front door. He quickened his pace as he caught sight of her. He halted before her and surveyed her morosely.

I have been looking for you, he said.

And here I am. Cheer up, George! Whatever is the matter? Ive been sitting in my room looking at you, and you have been simply prowling. What has gone wrong?

Everything!

How do you mean — everything?

Exactly what I say. Im done for. Read this.

Aline took the yellow slip of paper. A cable, added George. I got it this morning — mailed on from my rooms in London. Read it.

Im trying to. It doesnt seem to make sense.

George laughed grimly.

It makes sense all right.

I dont see how you can say that. Meredith elephant kangaroo — ?

Office cipher; I was forgetting. Elephant means Seriously ill and unable to attend to duty. Meredith is one of the partners in my firm in New York.

Oh, Im so sorry! Do you think he is very sick? Are you very fond of Mr. Meredith?

Meredith is a good fellow and I like him; but if it was simply a matter of his being ill Im afraid I could manage to bear up under the news. Unfortunately kangaroo means Return, without fail, by the next boat.

You must return by the next boat? Aline looked at him, in her eyes a slow-growing comprehension of the situation. Oh! she said at length.

I put it stronger than that, said George.

But — the next boat —— That means on Wednesday.

Wednesday morning, from Southampton. I shall have to leave here to-morrow.

Alines eyes were fixed on the blue hills across the valley, but she did not see them. There was a mist between. She was feeling crushed and ill-treated and lonely. It was as though George was already gone and she left alone in an alien land.

But, George! she said; she could find no other words for her protest against the inevitable.

Its bad luck, said Emerson quietly; but I shouldnt wonder if it is not the best thing that really could have happened. It finishes me cleanly, instead of letting me drag on and make both of us miserable. If this cable hadnt come I suppose I should have gone on bothering you up to the day of your wedding. I should have fancied, to the last moment, that there was a chance for me; but this ends me with one punch.

Even I havent the nerve to imagine that I can work a miracle in the few hours before the train leaves to-morrow. I must just make the best of it. If we ever meet again — and I dont see why we should — you will be married. My particular brand of mental suggestion doesnt work at long range. I shant hope to influence you by telepathy.

He leaned on the balustrade at her side and spoke in a low, level voice.

This thing, he said, coming as a shock, coming out of the blue sky without warning — Meredith is the last man in the world you would expect to crack up; he looked as fit as a dray horse the last time I saw him — somehow seems to have hammered a certain amount of sense into me. Odd it never struck me before; but I suppose I have been about the most bumptious, conceited fool that ever happened.

Why I should have imagined that there was a sort of irresistible fascination in me, which was bound to make you break off your engagement and upset the whole universe simply to win the wonderful reward of marrying me, is more than I can understand. I suppose it takes a shock to make a fellow see exactly what he really amounts to. I couldnt think any more of you than I do; but, if I could, the way you have put up with my mouthing and swaggering and posing as a sort of superman, would make me do it. You have been wonderful!

Aline could not speak. She felt as though her whole world had been turned upside down in the last quarter of an hour. This was a new George Emerson, a George at whom it was impossible to laugh, but an insidiously attractive George. Her heart beat quickly. Her mind was not clear; but dimly she realized that he had pulled down her chief barrier of defense and that she was more open to attack than she had ever been. Obstinacy, the automatic desire to resist the pressure of a will that attempted to overcome her own, had kept her cool and level-headed in the past. With masterfulness she had been able to cope. Humility was another thing altogether.

Soft-heartedness was Alines weakness. She had never clearly recognized it, but it had been partly pity that had induced her to accept Freddie; he had seemed so downtrodden and sorry for himself during those Autumn days when they had first met. Prudence warned her that strange things might happen if once she allowed herself to pity George Emerson.

The silence lengthened. Aline could find nothing to say. In her present mood there was danger in speech.

We have known each other so long, said Emerson, and I have told you so often that I love you, we have come to make almost a joke of it, as though we were playing some game. It just happens that that is our way — to laugh at things; but I am going to say it once again, even though it has come to be a sort of catch phrase. I love you! Im reconciled to the fact that I am done for, out of the running, and that you are going to marry somebody else; but I am not going to stop loving you.

It isnt a question of whether I should be happier if I forgot you. I cant do it. Its just an impossibility — and thats all there is to it. Whatever I may be to you, you are part of me, and you always will be part of me. I might just as well try to go on living without breathing as living without loving you.

He stopped and straightened himself.

Thats all! I dont want to spoil a perfectly good Spring afternoon for you by pulling out the tragic stop. I had to say all that; but its the last time. It shant occur again. There will be no tragedy when I step into the train to-morrow. Is there any chance that you might come and see me off?

Aline nodded.

You will? That will be splendid! Now Ill go and pack and break it to my host that I must leave him. I expect, it will be news to him to learn that I am here. I doubt if he knows me by sight.

Aline stood where he had left her, leaning on the balustrade. In the fullness of time there came to her the recollection she had promised Freddie that shortly after luncheon she would sit with him.

* * *

The Honorable Freddie, draped in purple pyjamas and propped up with many pillows, was lying in bed, reading Gridley Quayle, Investigator. Alines entrance occurred at a peculiarly poignant moment in the story and gave him a feeling of having been brought violently to earth from a flight in the clouds. It is not often an author has the good fortune to grip a reader as the author of Gridley Quayle gripped Freddie.

One of the results of his absorbed mood was that he greeted Aline with a stare of an even glassier quality than usual. His eyes were by nature a trifle prominent; and to Aline, in the overstrung condition in which her talk with George Emerson had left her, they seemed to bulge at her like a snails. A man seldom looks his best in bed, and to Aline, seeing him for the first time at this disadvantage, the Honorable Freddie seemed quite repulsive. It was with a feeling of positive panic that she wondered whether he would want her to kiss him.

Freddie made no such demand. He was not one of your demonstrative lovers. He contented himself with rolling over in bed and dropping his lower jaw.

Hello, Aline!

Aline sat down on the edge of the bed.

Well, Freddie?

Her betrothed improved his appearance a little by hitching up his jaw. As though feeling that would be too extreme a measure, he did not close his mouth altogether; but he diminished the abyss. The Honorable Freddie belonged to the class of persons who move through life with their mouths always restfully open.

It seemed to Aline that on this particular afternoon a strange dumbness had descended on her. She had been unable to speak to George and now she could not think of anything to say to Freddie. She looked at him and he looked at her; and the clock on the mantel-piece went on ticking.

It was that bally cat of Aunt Anns, said Freddie at length, essaying light conversation. It came legging it up the stairs and I took the most frightful toss. I hate cats! Do you hate cats? I knew a fellow in London who couldnt stand cats.

Aline began to wonder whether there was not something permanently wrong with her organs of speech. It should have been a simple matter to develop the cat theme, but she found herself unable to do so. Her mind was concentrated, to the exclusion of all else, on the repellent nature of the spectacle provided by her loved one in pyjamas. Freddie resumed the conversation.

I was just reading a corking book. Have you ever read these things? They come out every month, and theyre corking. The fellow who writes them must be a corker. It beats me how he thinks of these things. They are about a detective — a chap called Gridley Quayle. Frightfully exciting!

An obvious remedy for dumbness struck Aline.

Shall I read to you, Freddie?

Right-ho! Good scheme! Ive got to the top of this page.

Aline took the paper-covered book.

Seven guns covered him with deadly precision. Did you get as far as that?

Yes; just beyond. Its a bit thick, dont you know! This chappie Quayle has been trapped in a lonely house, thinking he was going to see a pal in distress; and instead of the pal there pop out a whole squad of masked blighters with guns. I dont see how hes going to get out of it, myself; but Ill bet he does. Hes a corker!

If anybody could have pitied Aline more than she pitied herself, as she waded through the adventures of Mr. Quayle, it would have been Ashe Marson. He had writhed as he wrote the words and she writhed as she read them. The Honorable Freddie also writhed, but with tense excitement.

Whats the matter? Dont stop! he cried as Alines voice ceased.

Im getting hoarse, Freddie.

Freddie hesitated. The desire to remain on the trail with Gridley struggled with rudimentary politeness.

How would it be — Would you mind if I just took a look at the rest of it myself? We could talk afterward, you know. I shant be long.

Of course! Do read if you want to. But do you really like this sort of thing, Freddie?

Me? Rather! Why — dont you?

I dont know. It seems a little — I dont know.

Freddie had become absorbed in his story. Aline did not attempt further analysis of her attitude toward Mr. Quayle; she relapsed into silence.

It was a silence pregnant with thought. For the first time in their relations, she was trying to visualize to herself exactly what marriage with this young man would mean. Hitherto, it struck her, she had really seen so little of Freddie that she had scarcely had a chance of examining him. In the crowded world outside he had always seemed a tolerable enough person. To-day, somehow, he was different. Everything was different to-day.

This, she took it, was a fair sample of what she might expect after marriage. Marriage meant — to come to essentials — that two people were very often and for lengthy periods alone together, dependent on each other for mutual entertainment. What exactly would it be like, being alone often and for lengthy periods with Freddie? Well, it would, she assumed, be like this.

Its all right, said Freddie without looking up. He did get out! He had a bomb on him, and he threatened to drop it and blow the place to pieces unless the blighters let him go. So they cheesed it. I knew he had something up his sleeve.

Like this! Aline drew a deep breath. It would be like this — forever and ever and ever — until she died. She bent forward and stared at him.

Freddie, she said, do you love me? There was no reply. Freddie, do you love me? Am I a part of you? If you hadnt me would it be like trying to go on living without breathing?

The Honorable Freddie raised a flushed face and gazed at her with an absent eye.

Eh? What? he said. Do I — Oh; yes, rather! I say, one of the blighters has just loosed a rattlesnake into Gridley Quayles bedroom through the transom!

Aline rose from her seat and left the room softly. The Honorable Freddie read on, unheeding.

* * *

Ashe Marson had not fallen far short of the truth in his estimate of the probable effect on Mr. Peters of the information that his precious scarab had once more been removed by alien hands and was now farther from his grasp than ever. A drawback to success in life is that failure, when it does come, acquires an exaggerated importance. Success had made Mr. Peters, in certain aspects of his character, a spoiled child.

At the moment when Ashe broke the news he would have parted with half his fortune to recover the scarab. Its recovery had become a point of honor. He saw it as the prize of a contest between his will and that of whatever malignant powers there might be ranged against him in the effort to show him that there were limits to what he could achieve. He felt as he had felt in the old days when people sneaked up on him in Wall Street and tried to loosen his grip on a railroad or a pet stock. He was suffering from that form of paranoia which makes men multimillionaires. Nobody would be foolish enough to become a multimillionaire if it were not for the desire to prove himself irresistible.

Mr. Peters obtained a small relief for his feelings by doubling the existing reward, and Ashe went off in search of Joan, hoping that this new stimulus, acting on their joint brains, might develop inspiration.

Have any fresh ideas been vouchsafed to you? he asked. You may look on me as baffled.

Joan shook her head.

Dont give up, she urged. Think again. Try to realize what this means, Mr. Marson. Between us we have lost ten thousand dollars in a single night. I cant afford it. It is like losing a legacy. I absolutely refuse to give in without an effort and go back to writing duke-and-earl stories for Home Gossip.

The prospect of tackling Gridley Quayle again—

Why, I was forgetting that you were a writer of detective stories. You ought to be able to solve this mystery in a moment. Ask yourself, What would Gridley Quayle have done?

I can answer that. Gridley Quayle would have waited helplessly for some coincidence to happen to help him out.

Had he no methods?

He was full of methods; but they never led him anywhere without the coincidence. However, we might try to figure it out. What time did you get to the museum?

One oclock.

And you found the scarab gone. What does that suggest to you?

Nothing. What does it suggest to you?

Absolutely nothing. Let us try again. Whoever took the scarab must have had special information that Peters was offering the reward.

Then why hasnt he been to Mr. Peters and claimed it?

True! That would seem to be a flaw in the reasoning. Once again: Whoever took it must have been in urgent and immediate need of money.

And how are we to find out who was in urgent and immediate need of money?

Exactly! How indeed?

There was a pause.

I should think your Mr. Quayle must have been a great comfort to his clients, wasnt he? said Joan.

Inductive reasoning, I admit, seems to have fallen down to a certain extent, said Ashe. We must wait for the coincidence. I have a feeling that it will come. He paused. I am very fortunate in the way of coincidences.

Are you?

Ashe looked about him and was relieved to find that they appeared to be out of earshot of their species. It was not easy to achieve this position at the castle if you happened to be there as a domestic servant. The space provided for the ladies and gentlemen attached to the guests was limited, and it was rarely that you could enjoy a stroll without bumping into a maid, a valet or a footman; but now they appeared to be alone. The drive leading to the back regions of the castle was empty. As far as the eye could reach there were no signs of servants — upper or lower. Nevertheless, Ashe lowered his voice.

Was it not a strange coincidence, he said, that you should have come into my life at all?

Not very, said Joan prosaically. It was quite likely that we should meet sooner or later, as we lived on different floors of the same house.

It was a coincidence that you should have taken that room.

Why?

Ashe felt damped. Logically, no doubt, she was right; but surely she might have helped him out a little in this difficult situation. Surely her womans intuition should have told her that a man who has been speaking in a loud and cheerful voice does not lower it to a husky whisper without some reason. The hopelessness of his task began to weigh on him.

Ever since that evening at Market Blandings Station, when he realized that he loved her, he had been trying to find an opportunity to tell her so; and every time they had met, the talk had seemed to be drawn irresistibly into practical and unsentimental channels. And now, when he was doing his best to reason it out that they were twin souls who had been brought together by a destiny it would be foolish to struggle against; when he was trying to convey the impression that fate had designed them for each other — she said, Why? It was hard.

He was about to go deeper into the matter when, from the direction of the castle, he perceived the Honorable Freddies valet — Mr. Judson — approaching. That it was this repellent young mans object to break in on them and rob him of his one small chance of inducing Joan to appreciate, as he did, the mysterious workings of Providence as they affected herself and him, was obvious. There was no mistaking the valets desire for conversation. He had the air of one brimming over with speech. His wonted indolence was cast aside; and as he drew nearer he positively ran. He was talking before he reached them.

Miss Simpson, Mr. Marson, its true — what I said that night. Its a fact!

Ashe regarded the intruder with a malevolent eye. Never fond of Mr. Judson, he looked on him now with positive loathing. It had not been easy for him to work himself up to the point where he could discuss with Joan the mysterious ways of Providence, for there was that about her which made it hard to achieve sentiment. That indefinable something in Joan Valentine which made for nocturnal raids on other peoples museums also rendered her a somewhat difficult person to talk to about twin souls and destiny. The qualities that Ashe loved in her — her strength, her capability, her valiant self-sufficingness — were the very qualities which seemed to check him when he tried to tell her that he loved them.

Mr. Judson was still babbling.

Its true. There aint a doubt of it now. Its been and happened just as I said that night.

What did you say? Which night? inquired Ashe.

That night at dinner — the first night you two came here. Dont you remember me talking about Freddie and the girl he used to write letters to in London — the girl I said was so like you, Miss Simpson? What was her name again? Joan Valentine. That was it. The girl at the theater that Freddie used to send me with letters to pretty nearly every evening. Well, shes been and done it, same as I told you all that night she was jolly likely to go and do. Shes sticking young Freddie up for his letters, just as he ought to have known she would do if he hadnt been a young fathead. Theyre all alike, these girls — every one of them.

Mr. Judson paused, subjected the surrounding scenery to a cautious scrutiny and resumed.

I took a suit of Freddies clothes away to brush just now; and happening — Mr. Judson paused and gave a little cough— happening to glance at the contents of his pockets I come across a letter. I took a sort of look at it before setting it aside, and it was from a fellow named Jones; and it said that this girl, Valentine, was sticking onto young Freddies letters what hed written her, and would see him blowed if she parted with them under another thousand. And, as I made it out, Freddie had already given her five hundred.

Where he got it is more than I can understand; but thats what the letter said. This fellow Jones said he had passed it to her with his own hands; but she wasnt satisfied, and if she didnt get the other thousand she was going to bring an action for breach. And now Freddie has given me a note to take to this Jones, who is stopping in Market Blandings.

Joan had listened to this remarkable speech with a stunned amazement. At this point she made her first comment:

But that cant be true.

Saw the letter with my own eyes, Miss Simpson.

But — —

She looked at Ashe helplessly. Their eyes met — hers wide with perplexity, his bright with the light of comprehension.

It shows, said Ashe slowly, that he was in immediate and urgent need of money.

You bet it does, said Mr. Judson with relish. It looks to me as though young Freddie had about reached the end of his tether this time. My word! There wont half be a kick-up if she does sue him for breach! Im off to tell Mr. Beach and the rest. Theyll jump out of their skins. His face fell. Oh, Lord, I was forgetting this note. He told me to take it at once.

Ill take it for you, said Ashe. Im not doing anything.

Mr. Judsons gratitude was effusive.

Youre a good fellow, Marson, he said. Ill do as much for you another time. I couldnt hardly bear not to tell a bit of news like this right away. I should burst or something.

And Mr. Judson, with shining face, hurried off to the housekeepers room.

I simply cant understand it, said Joan at length. My head is going round.

Cant understand it? Why, its perfectly clear. This is the coincidence for which, in my capacity of Gridley Quayle, I was waiting. I can now resume inductive reasoning. Weighing the evidence, what do we find? That young sweep, Freddie, is the man. He has the scarab.

But its all such a muddle. Im not holding his letters.

For Jones purposes you are. Lets get this Jones element in the affair straightened out. What do you know of him?

He was an enormously fat man who came to see me one night and said he had been sent to get back some letters. I told him I had destroyed them ages ago and he went away.

Well, that part of it is clear, then. He is working a simple but ingenious game on Freddie. It wouldnt succeed with everybody, I suppose; but from what I have seen and heard of him Freddie isnt strong on intellect. He seems to have accepted the story without a murmur. What does he do? He has to raise a thousand pounds immediately, and the raising of the first five hundred has exhausted his credit. He gets the idea of stealing the scarab!

But why? Why should he have thought of the scarab at all? That is what I cant understand. He couldnt have meant to give it to Mr. Peters and claim the reward. He couldnt have known that Mr. Peters was offering a reward. He couldnt have known that Lord Emsworth had not got the scarab quite properly. He couldnt have known — he couldnt have known anything!

Ashes enthusiasm was a trifle damped.

Theres something in that. But — I have it! Jones must have known about the scarab and told him.

But how could he have known?

Yes; theres something in that, too. How could Jones have known?

He couldnt. He had gone by the time Aline came that night.

I dont quite understand. Which night?

It was the night of the day I first met you. I was wondering for a moment whether he could by any chance have overheard Aline telling me about the scarab and the reward Mr. Peters was offering for it.

Overheard! That word is like a bugle blast to me. Nine out of ten of Gridley Quayles triumphs were due to his having overheard something. I think we are now on the right track.

I dont. How could he have overheard us? The door was closed and he was in the street by that time.

How do you know he was in the street? Did you see him out?

No; but he went.

He might have waited on the stairs — you remember how dark they are at Number Seven — and listened.

Why?

Ashe reflected.

Why? Why? What a beast of a word that is — the detectives bugbear. I thought I had it, until you said — Great Scott! Ill tell you why. I see it all. I have him with the goods. His object in coming to see you about the letters was because Freddie wanted them back owing to his approaching marriage with Miss Peters — wasnt it?

Yes.

You tell him you have destroyed the letters. He goes off. Am I right?

Yes.

Before he is out of the house Miss Peters is giving her name at the front door. Put yourself in Jones place. What does he think? He is suspicious. He thinks there is some game on. He skips upstairs again, waits until Miss Peters has gone into your room, then stands outside and listens. How about that?

I do believe you are right. He might quite easily have done that.

He did do exactly that. I know it as though I had been there; in fact, it is highly probable I was there. You say all this happened on the night we first met? I remember coming downstairs that night — I was going out to a vaudeville show — and hearing voices in your room. I remember it distinctly. In all probability I nearly ran into Jones.

It does all seem to fit in, doesnt it?

Its a clear case. There isnt a flaw in it. The only question is, can I, on the evidence, go to young Freddie and choke the scarab out of him? On the whole, I think I had better take this note to Jones, as I promised Judson, and see whether I cant work something through him. Yes; thats the best plan. Ill be starting at once.

* * *

Perhaps the greatest hardship in being an invalid is the fact that people come and see you and keep your spirits up. The Honorable Freddie Threepwood suffered extremely from this. His was not a gregarious nature and it fatigued his limited brain powers to have to find conversation for his numerous visitors. All he wanted was to be left alone to read the adventures of Gridley Quayle, and when tired of doing that to lie on his back and look at the ceiling and think of nothing.

It is your dynamic person, your energetic worlds worker, who chafes at being laid up with a sprained ankle. The Honorable Freddie enjoyed it. From boyhood up he had loved lying in bed; and now that fate had allowed him to do this without incurring rebuke he objected to having his reveries broken up by officious relations.

He spent his rare intervals of solitude in trying to decide in his mind which of his cousins, uncles and aunts was, all things considered, the greatest nuisance. Sometimes he would give the palm to Colonel Horace Mant, who struck the soldierly note— I recollect in a hill campaign in the winter of the year 93 giving my ankle the deuce of a twist. Anon the more spiritual attitude of the Bishop of Godalming seemed to annoy him more keenly.

Sometimes he would head the list with the name of his Cousin Percy — Lord Stockheath — who refused to talk of anything except his late breach-of-promise case and the effect the verdict had had on his old governor. Freddie was in no mood just now to be sympathetic with others on their breach-of-promise cases.

As he lay in bed reading on Monday morning, the only flaw in his enjoyment of this unaccustomed solitude was the thought that presently the door was bound to open and some kind inquirer insinuate himself into the room.

His apprehensions proved well founded. Scarcely had he got well into the details of an ingenious plot on the part of a secret society to eliminate Gridley Quayle by bribing his cook — a bad lot — to sprinkle chopped-up horsehair in his chicken fricassee, when the door-knob turned and Ashe Marson came in.

Freddie was not the only person who had found the influx of visitors into the sick room a source of irritation. The fact that the invalid seemed unable to get a moment to himself had annoyed Ashe considerably. For some little time he had hung about the passage in which Freddies room was situated, full of enterprise, but unable to make a forward move owing to the throng of sympathizers. What he had to say to the sufferer could not be said in the presence of a third party.

Freddies sensation, on perceiving him, was one of relief. He had been half afraid it was the bishop. He recognized Ashe as the valet chappie who had helped him to bed on the occasion of his accident. It might be that he had come in a respectful way to make inquiries, but he was not likely to stop long. He nodded and went on reading. And then, glancing up, he perceived Ashe standing beside the bed, fixing him with a piercing stare.

The Honorable Freddie hated piercing stares. One of the reasons why he objected to being left alone with his future father-in-law, Mr. J. Preston Peters, was that Nature had given the millionaire a penetrating pair of eyes, and the stress of business life in New York had developed in him a habit of boring holes in people with them. A young man had to have a stronger nerve and a clearer conscience than the Honorable Freddie to enjoy a tete-a-tete with Mr. Peters.

Though he accepted Alines father as a necessary evil and recognized that his position entitled him to look at people as sharply as he liked, whatever their feelings, he would be hanged if he was going to extend this privilege to Mr. Peters valet. This man standing beside him was giving him a look that seemed to his sensitive imagination to have been fired red-hot from a gun; and this annoyed and exasperated Freddie.

What do you want? he said querulously. What are you staring at me like that for?

Ashe sat down, leaned his elbows on the bed, and applied the look again from a lower elevation.

Ah! he said.

Whatever may have been Ashes defects, so far as the handling of the inductive-reasoning side of Gridley Quayles character was concerned, there was one scene in each of his stories in which he never failed. That was the scene in the last chapter where Quayle, confronting his quarry, unmasked him. Quayle might have floundered in the earlier part of the story, but in his big scene he was exactly right. He was curt, crisp and mercilessly compelling.

Ashe, rehearsing this interview in the passage before his entry, had decided that he could hardly do better than model himself on the detective. So he began to be curt, crisp and mercilessly compelling to Freddie; and after the first few sentences he had that youth gasping for air.

I will tell you, he said. If you can spare me a few moments of your valuable time I will put the facts before you. Yes; press that bell if you wish — and I will put them before witnesses. Lord Emsworth will no doubt be pleased to learn that his son, whom he trusted, is a thief!

Freddies hand fell limply. The bell remained un-touched. His mouth opened to its fullest extent. In the midst of his panic he had a curious feeling that he had heard or read that last sentence somewhere before. Then he remembered. Those very words occurred in Gridley Quayle, Investigator — The Adventure of the Blue Ruby.

What — what do you mean? he stammered.

I will tell you what I mean. On Saturday night a valuable scarab was stolen from Lord Emsworths private museum. The case was put into my hands — —

Great Scott! Are you a detective?

Ah! said Ashe.

Life, as many a worthy writer has pointed out, is full of ironies. It seemed to Freddie that here was a supreme example of this fact. All these years he had wanted to meet a detective; and now that his wish had been gratified the detective was detecting him!

The case, continued Ashe severely, was placed in my hands. I investigated it. I discovered that you were in urgent and immediate need of money.

How on earth did you do that?

Ah! said Ashe. I further discovered that you were in communication with an individual named Jones.

Good Lord! How?

Ashe smiled quietly.

Yesterday I had a talk with this man Jones, who is staying in Market Blandings. Why is he staying in Market Blandings? Because he had a reason for keeping in touch with you; because you were about to transfer to his care something you could get possession of, but which only he could dispose of — the scarab.

The Honorable Freddie was beyond speech. He made no comment on this statement. Ashe continued:

I interviewed this man Jones. I said to him: I am in the Honorable Frederick Threepwoods confidence. I know everything. Have you any instructions for me? He replied: What do you know? I answered: I know that the Honorable Frederick Threepwood has something he wishes to hand to you, but which he has been unable to hand to you owing to having had an accident and being confined to his room. He then told me to tell you to let him have the scarab by messenger.

Freddie pulled himself together with an effort. He was in sore straits, but he saw one last chance. His researches in detective fiction had given him the knowledge that detectives occasionally relaxed their austerity when dealing with a deserving case. Even Gridley Quayle could sometimes be softened by a hard-luck story. Freddie could recall half a dozen times when a detected criminal had been spared by him because he had done it all from the best motives. He determined to throw himself on Ashes mercy.

I say, you know, he said ingratiatingly, I think its bally marvelous the way youve deduced everything, and so on.

Well?

But I believe you would chuck it if you heard my side of the case.

I know your side of the case. You think you are being blackmailed by a Miss Valentine for some letters you once wrote her. You are not. Miss Valentine has destroyed the letters. She told the man Jones so when he went to see her in London. He kept your five hundred pounds and is trying to get another thousand out of you under false pretenses.

What? You cant be right.

I am always right.

You must be mistaken.

I am never mistaken.

But how do you know?

I have my sources of information.

She isnt going to sue me for breach of promise?

She never had any intention of doing so.

The Honorable Freddie sank back on the pillows.

Good egg! he said with fervor. He beamed happily. This, he observed, is a bit of all right.

For a space relief held him dumb. Then another aspect of the matter struck him, and he sat up again with a jerk.

I say, you dont mean to say that that rotter Jones was such a rotter as to do a rotten thing like that?

I do.

Freddie grew plaintive.

I trusted that man, he said. I jolly well trusted him absolutely.

I know, said Ashe. There is one born every minute.

But — the thing seemed to be filtering slowly into Freddies intelligence what I mean to say is, I — I — thought he was such a good chap.

My short acquaintance with Mr. Jones, said Ashe leads me to think that he probably is — to himself.

I wont have anything more to do with him.

I shouldnt.

Dash it, Ill tell you what Ill do. The very next time I meet the blighter, Ill cut him dead. I will! The rotter! Five hundred quid hes had off me for nothing! And, if it hadnt been for you, hed have had another thousand! Im beginning to think that my old governor wasnt so far wrong when he used to curse me for going around with Jones and the rest of that crowd. He knew a bit, by Gad! Well, Im through with them. If the governor ever lets me go to London again, I wont have anything to do with them. Ill jolly well cut the whole bunch! And to think that, if it hadnt been for you . . .

Never mind that, said Ashe. Give me the scarab. Where is it?

What are you going to do with it?

Restore it to its rightful owner.

Are you going to give me away to the governor?

I am not.

It strikes me, said Freddie gratefully, that you are a dashed good sort. You seem to me to have the making of an absolute topper! Its under the mattress. I had it on me when I fell downstairs and I had to shove it in there.

Ashe drew it out. He stood looking at it, absorbed. He could hardly believe his quest was at an end and that a small fortune lay in the palm of his hand. Freddie was eyeing him admiringly.

You know, he said, Ive always wanted to meet a detective. What beats me is how you chappies find out things.

We have our methods.

I believe you. Youre a blooming marvel! What first put you on my track?

That, said Ashe, would take too long to explain. Of course I had to do some tense inductive reasoning; but I cannot trace every link in the chain for you. It would be tedious.

Not to me.

Some other time.

I say, I wonder whether youve ever read any of these things — these Gridley Quayle stories? I know them by heart.

With the scarab safely in his pocket, Ashe could contemplate the brightly-colored volume the other extended toward him without active repulsion. Already he was beginning to feel a sort of sentiment for the depressing Quayle, as something that had once formed part of his life.

Do you read these things?

I should say not. I write them.

There are certain supreme moments that cannot be adequately described. Freddies appreciation of the fact that such a moment had occurred in his life expressed itself in a startled cry and a convulsive movement of all his limbs. He shot up from the pillows and gaped at Ashe.

You write them? You dont mean, write them!

Yes.

Great Scott!

He would have gone on, doubtless, to say more; but at this moment voices made themselves heard outside the door. There was a movement of feet. Then the door opened and a small procession entered.

It was headed by the Earl of Emsworth. Following him came Mr. Peters. And in the wake of the millionaire were Colonel Horace Mant and the Efficient Baxter. They filed into the room and stood by the bedside. Ashe seized the opportunity to slip out.

Freddie glanced at the deputation without interest. His mind was occupied with other matters. He supposed they had come to inquire after his ankle and he was mildly thankful that they had come in a body instead of one by one. The deputation grouped itself about the bed and shuffled its feet. There was an atmosphere of awkwardness.

Er — Frederick! said Lord Emsworth. Freddie, my boy!

Mr. Peters fiddled dumbly with the coverlet. Colonel Mant cleared his throat. The Efficient Baxter scowled. Er — Freddie, my dear boy, I fear we have a painful — er — task to perform.

The words struck straight home at the Honorable Freddies guilty conscience. Had they, too, tracked him down? And was he now to be accused of having stolen that infernal scarab? A wave of relief swept over him as he realized that he had got rid of the thing. A decent chappie like that detective would not give him away. All he had to do was to keep his head and stick to stout denial. That was the game — stout denial.

I dont know what you mean, he said defensively.

Of course you dont — dash it! said Colonel Mant. Were coming to that. And I should like to begin by saying that, though in a sense it was my fault, I fail to see how I could have acted—

Horace!

Oh, very well! I was only trying to explain.

Lord Emsworth adjusted his pince-nez and sought inspiration from the wall paper.

Freddie, my boy, he began, we have a somewhat unpleasant — a somewhat er — disturbing — We are compelled to break it to you. We are all most pained and astounded; and—

The Efficient Baxter spoke. It was plain he was in a bad temper.

Miss Peters, he snapped, has eloped with your friend Emerson.

Lord Emsworth breathed a sigh of relief.

Exactly, Baxter. Precisely! You have put the thing in a nutshell. Really, my dear fellow, you are invaluable.

All eyes searched Freddies face for signs of uncontrollable emotion. The deputation waited anxiously for his first grief-stricken cry.

Eh? What? said Freddie.

It is quite true, Freddie, my dear boy. She went to London with him on the ten-fifty.

And if I had not been forcibly restrained, said Baxter acidly, casting a vindictive look at Colonel Mant, I could have prevented it.

Colonel Mant cleared his throat again and put a hand to his mustache.

Im afraid that is true, Freddie. It was a most unfortunate misunderstanding. Ill tell you how it happened: I chanced to be at the station bookstall when the train came in. Mr. Baxter was also in the station. The train pulled up and this young fellow Emerson got in — said good-by to us, dont you know, and got in. Just as the train was about to start, Miss Peters exclaiming, George dear, Im going with you — , dash it, or some such speech — proceeded to go — hell for leather — to the door of young Emersons compartment. On which—

On which, interrupted Baxter, I made a spring to try and catch her. Apart from any other consideration, the train was already moving and Miss Peters ran considerable risk of injury. I had hardly moved when I felt a violent jerk at my ankle and fell to the ground. After I had recovered from the shock, which was not immediately, I found—

The fact is, Freddie, my boy, the colonel went on, I acted under a misapprehension. Nobody can be sorrier for the mistake than I; but recent events in this house had left me with the impression that Mr. Baxter here was not quite responsible for his actions — overwork or something, I imagined. I have seen it happen so often in India, dont you know, where fellows run amuck and kick up the deuces own delight. I am bound to admit that I have been watching Mr. Baxter rather closely lately in the expectation that something of this very kind might happen.

Of course I now realize my mistake; and I have apologized — apologized humbly — dash it! But at the moment I was firmly under the impression that our friend here had an attack of some kind and was about to inflict injuries on Miss Peters. If Ive seen it happen once in India, Ive seen it happen a dozen times.

I recollect, in the hot weather of the year 99 — or was it 93? — I think 93 — one of my native bearers — However, I sprang forward and caught the crook of my walking stick on Mr. Baxters ankle and brought him down. And by the time explanations were made it was too late. The train had gone, with Miss Peters in it.

And a telegram has just arrived, said Lord Emsworth, to say that they are being married this afternoon at a registrars. The whole occurrence is most disturbing.

Bear it like a man, my boy! urged Colonel Mant.

To all appearances Freddie was bearing it magnificently. Not a single exclamation, either of wrath or pain, had escaped his lips. One would have said the shock had stunned him or that he had not heard, for his face expressed no emotion whatever.

The fact was, the story had made very little impression on the Honorable Freddie of any sort. His relief at Ashes news about Joan Valentine; the stunning joy of having met in the flesh the author of the adventures of Gridley Quayle; the general feeling that all was now right with the world — these things deprived him of the ability to be greatly distressed.

And there was a distinct feeling of relief — actual relief — that now it would not be necessary for him to get married. He had liked Aline; but whenever he really thought of it the prospect of getting married rather appalled him. A chappie looked such an ass getting married! It appeared, however, that some verbal comment on the state of affairs was required of him. He searched his mind for something adequate.

You mean to say Aline has bolted with Emerson?

The deputation nodded pained nods. Freddie searched in his mind again. The deputation held its breath.

Well, Im blowed! said Freddie. Fancy that!

* * *

Mr. Peters walked heavily into his room. Ashe Marson was waiting for him there. He eyed Ashe dully.

Pack! he said.

Pack?

Pack! Were getting out of here by the afternoon train.

Has anything happened?

My daughter has eloped with Emerson.

What!

Dont stand there saying, What! Pack.

Ashe put his hand in his pocket.

Where shall I put this? he asked.

For a moment Mr. Peters looked without comprehension at what Ashe was holding out; then his whole demeanor altered. His eyes lit up. He uttered a howl of pure rapture:

You got it!

I got it.

Where was it? Who took it? How did you choke it out of them? How did you find it? Who had it?

I dont know whether I ought to say. I dont want to start anything. You wont tell anyone?

Tell anyone! What do you take me for? Do you think I am going about advertising this? If I can sneak out without that fellow Baxter jumping on my back I shall be satisfied. You can take it from me that there wont be any sensational exposures if I can help it. Who had it?

Young Threepwood.

Threepwood? Why did he want it?

He needed money and he was going to raise it on—

Mr. Peters exploded.

And I have been kicking because Aline cant marry him and has gone off with a regular fellow like young Emerson! Hes a good boy — young Emerson. I knew his folks. Hell make a name for himself one of these days. Hes got get-up in him. And I have been waiting to shoot him because he has taken Aline away from that goggle-eyed chump up in bed there!

Why, if she had married Threepwood I should have had grandchildren who would have sneaked my watch while I was dancing them on my knee! There is a taint of some sort in the whole family. Father sneaks my Cheops and sonny sneaks it from father. What a gang! And the best blood in England! If thats Englands idea of good blood give me Hoboken! This settles it. I was a chump ever to come to a country like this. Property isnt safe here. Im going back to America on the next boat.

Wheres my check book? Im going to write you that check right away. Youve earned it. Listen, young man; I dont know what your ideas are, but if you arent chained to this country Ill make it worth your while to stay on with me. They say no ones indispensable, but you come mighty near it. If I had you at my elbow for a few years Id get right back into shape. Im feeling better now than I have felt in years — and youve only just started in on me.

How about it? You can call yourself what you like — secretary or trainer, or whatever suits you best. What you will be is the fellow who makes me take exercise and stop smoking cigars, and generally looks after me. How do you feel about it?

It was a proposition that appealed both to Ashes commercial and to his missionary instincts. His only regret had been that, the scarab recovered, he and Mr. Peters would now, he supposed, part company. He had not liked the idea of sending the millionaire back to the world a half-cured man. Already he had begun to look on him in the light of a piece of creative work to which he had just set his hand.

But the thought of Joan gave him pause. If this meant separation from Joan it was not to be considered.

Let me think it over, he said.

Well, think quick! said Mr. Peters.

* * *

It has been said by those who have been through fires, earthquakes and shipwrecks that in such times of stress the social barriers are temporarily broken down, and the spectacle may be seen of persons of the highest social standing speaking quite freely to persons who are not in society at all; and of quite nice people addressing others to whom they have never been introduced. The news of Aline Peters elopement with George Emerson, carried beyond the green-baize door by Slingsby, the chauffeur, produced very much the same state of affairs in the servants quarters at Blandings Castle.

It was not only that Slingsby was permitted to penetrate into the housekeepers room and tell his story to his social superiors there, though that was an absolutely unprecedented occurrence; what was really extraordinary was that mere menials discussed the affair with the personal ladies and gentlemen of the castle guests, and were allowed to do so uncrushed. James, the footman — that pushing individual — actually shoved his way into the room, and was heard by witnesses to remark to no less a person than Mr. Beach that it was a bit thick.

And it is on record that his fellow footman, Alfred, meeting the groom of the chambers in the passage outside, positively prodded him in the lower ribs, winked, and said: What a day were having! One has to go back to the worst excesses of the French Revolution to parallel these outrages. It was held by Mr. Beach and Mrs. Twemlow afterward that the social fabric of the castle never fully recovered from this upheaval. It may be they took an extreme view of the matter, but it cannot be denied that it wrought changes. The rise of Slingsby is a case in point. Until this affair took place the chauffeurs standing had never been satisfactorily settled. Mr. Beach and Mrs. Twemlow led the party which considered that he was merely a species of coachman; but there was a smaller group which, dazzled by Slingsbys personality, openly declared it was not right that he should take his meals in the servants hall with such admitted plebeians as the odd man and the stewards-room footman.

The Aline-George elopement settled the point once and for all. Slingsby had carried Georges bag to the train. Slingsby had been standing a few yards from the spot where Aline began her dash for the carriage door. Slingsby was able to exhibit the actual half sovereign with which George had tipped him only five minutes before the great event. To send such a public man back to the servants hall was impossible. By unspoken consent the chauffeur dined that night in the stewards room, from which he was never dislodged.

Mr. Judson alone stood apart from the throng that clustered about the chauffeur. He was suffering the bitterness of the supplanted. A brief while before and he had been the central figure, with his story of the letter he had found in the Honorable Freddies coat pocket. Now the importance of his story had been engulfed in that of this later and greater sensation, Mr. Judson was learning, for the first time, on what unstable foundations popularity stands.

Joan was nowhere to be seen. In none of the spots where she might have been expected to be at such a time was she to be found. Ashe had almost given up the search when, going to the back door and looking out as a last chance, he perceived her walking slowly on the gravel drive.

She greeted Ashe with a smile, but something was plainly troubling her. She did not speak for a moment and they walked side by side.

What is it? said Ashe at length. What is the matter?

She looked at him gravely.

Gloom, she said. Despondency, Mr. Marson — A sort of flat feeling. Dont you hate things happening?

I dont quite understand.

Well, this affair of Aline, for instance. Its so big it makes one feel as though the whole world had altered. I should like nothing to happen ever, and life just to jog peacefully along. Thats not the gospel I preached to you in Arundell Street, is it! I thought I was an advanced apostle of action; but I seem to have changed. Im afraid I shall never be able to make clear what I do mean. I only know I feel as though I have suddenly grown old. These things are such milestones. Already I am beginning to look on the time before Aline behaved so sensationally as terribly remote. To-morrow it will be worse, and the day after that worse still. I can see that you dont in the least understand what I mean.

Yes; I do — or I think I do. What it comes to, in a few words, is that somebody you were fond of has gone out of your life. Is that it?

Joan nodded.

Yes — at least, that is partly it. I didnt really know Aline particularly well, beyond having been at school with her, but youre right. Its not so much what has happened as what it represents that matters. This elopement has marked the end of a phase of my life. I think I have it now. My life has been such a series of jerks. I dash along — then something happens which stops that bit of my life with a jerk; and then I have to start over again — a new bit. I think Im getting tired of jerks. I want something stodgy and continuous.

Im like one of the old bus horses that could go on forever if people got off without making them stop. Its the having to get the bus moving again that wears one out. This little section of my life since we came here is over, and it is finished for good. Ive got to start the bus going again on a new road and with a new set of passengers. I wonder whether the old horses used to be sorry when they dropped one lot of passengers and took on a lot of strangers?

A sudden dryness invaded Ashes throat. He tried to speak, but found no words. Joan went on:

Do you ever get moods when life seems absolutely meaningless? Its like a badly-constructed story, with all sorts of characters moving in and out who have nothing to do with the plot. And when somebody comes along that you think really has something to do with the plot, he suddenly drops out. After a while you begin to wonder what the story is about, and you feel that its about nothing — just a jumble.

There is one thing, said Ashe, that knits it together.

What is that?

The love interest.

Their eyes met and suddenly there descended on Ashe confidence. He felt cool and alert, sure of himself, as in the old days he had felt when he ran races and, the nerve-racking hours of waiting past, he listened for the starters gun. Subconsciously he was aware he had always been a little afraid of Joan, and that now he was no longer afraid.

Joan, will you marry me?

Her eyes wandered from his face. He waited.

I wonder! she said softly. You think that is the solution?

Yes.

How can you tell? she broke out. We scarcely know each other. I shant always be in this mood. I may get restless again. I may find it is the jerks that I really like.

You wont!

Youre very confident.

I am absolutely confident.

She travels fastest who travels alone, misquoted Joan.

What is the good, said Ashe, of traveling fast if youre going round in a circle? I know how you feel. Ive felt the same myself. You are an individualist. You think there is something tremendous just round the corner and that you can get it if you try hard enough. There isnt — or if there is it isnt worth getting. Life is nothing but a mutual aid association. I am going to help old Peters — you are going to help me — I am going to help you.

Help me to do what?

Make life coherent instead of a jumble.

Mr. Marson—

Dont call me Mr. Marson.

Ashe, you dont know what you are doing. You dont know me. Ive been knocking about the world for five years and Im hard — hard right through. I should make you wretched.

You are not in the least hard — and you know it. Listen to me, Joan. Wheres your sense of fairness? You crash into my life, turn it upside down, dig me out of my quiet groove, revolutionize my whole existence; and now you propose to drop me and pay no further attention to me. Is it fair?

But I dont. We shall always be the best of friends.

We shall — but we will get married first.

You are determined?

I am!

Joan laughed happily.

How perfectly splendid! I was terrified lest I might have made you change your mind. I had to say all I did to preserve my self-respect after proposing to you. Yes; I did. How strange it is that men never seem to understand a woman, however plainly she talks! You dont think I was really worrying because I had lost Aline, do you? I thought I was going to lose you, and it made me miserable. You couldnt expect me to say it in so many words; but I thought — I was hoping — you guessed. I practically said it. Ashe! What are you doing?

Ashe paused for a moment to reply.

I am kissing you, he said.

But you mustnt! Theres a scullery maid or somebody looking through the kitchen window. She will see us.

Ashe drew her to him.

Scullery maids have few pleasures, he said. Theirs is a dull life. Let her see us.


CHAPTER XII
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The Earl of Emsworth sat by the sick bed and regarded the Honorable Freddie almost tenderly.

I fear, Freddie, my dear boy, this has been a great shock to you.

Eh? What? Yes — rather! Deuce of a shock, govnor.

I have been thinking it over, my boy, and perhaps I have been a little hard on you. When your ankle is better I have decided to renew your allowance; and you may return to London, as you do not seem happy in the country. Though how any reasonable being can prefer—

The Honorable Freddie started, pop-eyed, to a sitting posture.

My word! Not really?

His father nodded.

I say, govnor, you really are a topper! You really are, you know! I know just how you feel about the country and the jolly old birds and trees and chasing the bally slugs off the young geraniums and all that sort of thing, but somehow its never quite hit me the same way. Its the way Im built, I suppose. I like asphalt streets and crowds and dodging taxis and meeting chappies at the club and popping in at the Empire for half an hour and so forth. And theres something about having an allowance — I dont know . . . sort of makes you chuck your chest out and feel youre someone. I dont know how to thank you, govnor! Youre — youre an absolute sportsman! This is the most priceless bit of work youve ever done. I feel like a two-year-old. I dont know when Ive felt so braced. I — I — really, you know, govnor, Im most awfully grateful.

Exactly, said Lord Emsworth. Ah — precisely. But, Freddie, my boy, he added, not without pathos, there is just one thing more. Do you think that — with an effort — for my sake — you could endeavor this time not to make a — a damned fool of yourself?

He eyed his offspring wistfully.

Govnor, said the Honorable Freddie firmly, Ill have a jolly good stab at it!
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IN A DAY in June, at the hour when London moves abroad in quest of lunch, a young man stood at the entrance of the Bandolero Restaurant looking earnestly up Shaftesbury Avenue — a large young man in excellent condition, with a pleasant, good-humoured, brown, clean-cut face. He paid no attention to the stream of humanity that flowed past him. His mouth was set and his eyes wore a serious, almost a wistful expression. He was frowning slightly. One would have said that here was a man with a secret sorrow.

William FitzWilliam Delamere Chalmers, Lord Dawlish, had no secret sorrow. All that he was thinking of at that moment was the best method of laying a golf ball dead in front of the Palace Theatre. It was his habit to pass the time in mental golf when Claire Fenwick was late in keeping her appointments with him. On one occasion she had kept him waiting so long that he had been able to do nine holes, starting at the Savoy Grill and finishing up near Hammersmith. His was a simple mind, able to amuse itself with simple things.

As he stood there, gazing into the middle distance, an individual of dishevelled aspect sidled up, a vagrant of almost the maximum seediness, from whose midriff there protruded a trayful of a strange welter of collar-studs, shoe-laces, rubber rings, buttonhooks, and dying roosters. For some minutes he had been eyeing his lordship appraisingly from the edge of the kerb, and now, secure in the fact that there seemed to be no policeman in the immediate vicinity, he anchored himself in front of him and observed that he had a wife and four children at home, all starving.

This sort of thing was always happening to Lord Dawlish. There was something about him, some atmosphere of unaffected kindliness, that invited it.

In these days when everything, from the shape of a mans hat to his method of dealing with asparagus, is supposed to be an index to character, it is possible to form some estimate of Lord Dawlish from the fact that his vigil in front of the Bandolero had been expensive even before the advent of the Benedict with the studs and laces. In London, as in New York, there are spots where it is unsafe for a man of yielding disposition to stand still, and the corner of Shaftesbury Avenue and Piccadilly Circus is one of them. Scrubby, impecunious men drift to and fro there, waiting for the gods to provide something easy; and the prudent man, conscious of the possession of loose change, whizzes through the danger zone at his best speed, like one that on a lonesome road doth walk in fear and dread, and having once turned round walks on, and turns no more his head, because he knows a frightful fiend doth close behind him tread. In the seven minutes he had been waiting two frightful fiends closed in on Lord Dawlish, requesting loans of five shillings till Wednesday week and Saturday week respectively, and he had parted with the money without a murmur.

A further clue to his character is supplied by the fact that both these needy persons seemed to know him intimately, and that each called him Bill. All Lord Dawlishs friends called him Bill, and he had a catholic list of them, ranging from men whose names were in Debrett to men whose names were on the notice boards of obscure clubs in connexion with the non-payment of dues. He was the sort of man one instinctively calls Bill.

The anti-race-suicide enthusiast with the rubber rings did not call Lord Dawlish Bill, but otherwise his manner was intimate. His lordships gaze being a little slow in returning from the middle distance — for it was not a matter to be decided carelessly and without thought, this problem of carrying the length of Shaftesbury Avenue with a single brassy shot — he repeated the gossip from the home. Lord Dawlish regarded him thoughtfully.

It could be done, he said, but youd want a bit of pull on it. Im sorry; I didnt catch what you said.

The other obliged with his remark for the third time, with increased pathos, for constant repetition was making him almost believe it himself.

Four starving children?

Four, guvnor, so help me!

I suppose you dont get much time for golf then, what? said Lord Dawlish, sympathetically.

It was precisely three days, said the man, mournfully inflating a dying rooster, since his offspring had tasted bread.

This did not touch Lord Dawlish deeply. He was not very fond of bread. But it seemed to be troubling the poor fellow with the studs a great deal, so, realizing that tastes differ and that there is no accounting for them, he looked at him commiseratingly.

Of course, if they like bread, that makes it rather rotten, doesnt it? What are you going to do about it?

Buy a dying rooster, guvnor, he advised. Causes great fun and laughter.

Lord Dawlish eyed the strange fowl without enthusiasm.

No, he said, with a slight shudder.

There was a pause. The situation had the appearance of being at a deadlock.

Ill tell you what, said Lord Dawlish, with the air of one who, having pondered, has been rewarded with a great idea: the fact is, I really dont want to buy anything. You seem by bad luck to be stocked up with just the sort of things I wouldnt be seen dead in a ditch with. I cant stand rubber rings, never could. Im not really keen on buttonhooks. And I dont want to hurt your feelings, but I think that squeaking bird of yours is about the beastliest thing I ever met. So suppose I give you a shilling and call it square, what?

Gawd bless yer, guvnor.

Not at all. Youll be able to get those children of yours some bread — I expect you can get a lot of bread for a shilling. Do they really like it? Rum kids!

And having concluded this delicate financial deal Lord Dawlish turned, the movement bringing him face to face with a tall girl in white.

During the business talk which had just come to an end this girl had been making her way up the side street which forms a short cut between Coventry Street and the Bandolero, and several admirers of feminine beauty who happened to be using the same route had almost dislocated their necks looking after her. She was a strikingly handsome girl. She was tall and willowy. Her eyes, shaded by her hat, were large and grey. Her nose was small and straight, her mouth, though somewhat hard, admirably shaped, and she carried herself magnificently. One cannot blame the policeman on duty in Leicester Square for remarking to a cabman as she passed that he envied the bloke that that was going to meet.

Bill Dawlish was this fortunate bloke, but, from the look of him as he caught sight of her, one would have said that he did not appreciate his luck. The fact of the matter was that he had only just finished giving the father of the family his shilling, and he was afraid that Claire had seen him doing it. For Claire, dear girl, was apt to be unreasonable about these little generosities of his. He cast a furtive glance behind him in the hope that the disseminator of expiring roosters had vanished, but the man was still at his elbow. Worse, he faced them, and in a hoarse but carrying voice he was instructing Heaven to bless his benefactor.

Halloa, Claire darling! said Lord Dawlish, with a sort of sheepish breeziness. Here you are.

Claire was looking after the stud merchant, as, grasping his wealth, he scuttled up the avenue.

Only a bob, his lordship hastened to say. Rather a sad case, dont you know. Squads of children at home demanding bread. Didnt want much else, apparently, but were frightfully keen on bread.

He has just gone into a public-house.

He may have gone to telephone or something, what?

I wish, said Claire, fretfully, leading the way down the grillroom stairs, that you wouldnt let all London sponge on you like this. I keep telling you not to. I should have thought that if any one needed to keep what little money he has got it was you.

Certainly Lord Dawlish would have been more prudent not to have parted with even eleven shillings, for he was not a rich man. Indeed, with the single exception of the Earl of Wetherby, whose finances were so irregular that he could not be said to possess an income at all, he was the poorest man of his rank in the British Isles.

It was in the days of the Regency that the Dawlish coffers first began to show signs of cracking under the strain, in the era of the then celebrated Beau Dawlish. Nor were his successors backward in the spending art. A breezy disregard for the preservation of the pence was a family trait. Bill was at Cambridge when his predecessor in the title, his Uncle Philip, was performing the concluding exercises of the dissipation of the Dawlish doubloons, a feat which he achieved so neatly that when he died there was just enough cash to pay the doctors, and no more. Bill found himself the possessor of that most ironical thing, a moneyless title. He was then twenty-three.

Until six months before, when he had become engaged to Claire Fenwick, he had found nothing to quarrel with in his lot. He was not the type to waste time in vain regrets. His tastes were simple. As long as he could afford to belong to one or two golf clubs and have something over for those small loans which, in certain of the numerous circles in which he moved, were the inevitable concomitant of popularity, he was satisfied. And this modest ambition had been realized for him by a group of what he was accustomed to refer to as decent old bucks, who had installed him as secretary of that aristocratic and exclusive club, Browns in St James Street, at an annual salary of four hundred pounds. With that wealth, added to free lodging at one of the best clubs in London, perfect health, a steadily-diminishing golf handicap, and a host of friends in every walk of life, Bill had felt that it would be absurd not to be happy and contented.

But Claire had made a difference. There was no question of that. In the first place, she resolutely declined to marry him on four hundred pounds a year. She scoffed at four hundred pounds a year. To hear her talk, you would have supposed that she had been brought up from the cradle to look on four hundred pounds a year as small change to be disposed of in tips and cab fares. That in itself would have been enough to sow doubts in Bills mind as to whether he had really got all the money that a reasonable man needed; and Claire saw to it that these doubts sprouted, by confining her conversation on the occasions of their meeting almost entirely to the great theme of money, with its minor sub-divisions of How to Get It, Why Dont You Get It? and Im Sick and Tired of Not Having It.

She developed this theme to-day, not only on the stairs leading to the grillroom, but even after they had seated themselves at their table. It was a relief to Bill when the arrival of the waiter with food caused a break in the conversation and enabled him adroitly to change the subject.

What have you been doing this morning? he asked.

I went to see Maginnis at the theatre.

Oh!

I had a wire from him asking me to call. They want me to take up Claudia Winslows part in the number one company.

Thats good.

Why?

Well — er — what I mean — well, isnt it? What I mean is, leading part, and so forth.

In a touring company?

Yes, I see what you mean, said Lord Dawlish, who didnt at all. He thought rather highly of the number one companies that hailed from the theatre of which Mr Maginnis was proprietor.

And anyhow, I ought to have had the part in the first place instead of when the tours half over. They are at Southampton this week. He wants me to join them there and go on to Portsmouth with them.

Youll like Portsmouth.

Why?

Well — er — good links quite near.

You know I dont play golf.

Nor do you. I was forgetting. Still, its quite a jolly place.

Its a horrible place. I loathe it. Ive half a mind not to go.

Oh, I dont know.

What do you mean?

Lord Dawlish was feeling a little sorry for himself. Whatever he said seemed to be the wrong thing. This evidently was one of the days on which Claire was not so sweet-tempered as on some other days. It crossed his mind that of late these irritable moods of hers had grown more frequent. It was not her fault, poor girl! he told himself. She had rather a rotten time.

It was always Lord Dawlishs habit on these occasions to make this excuse for Claire. It was such a satisfactory excuse. It covered everything. But, as a matter of fact, the rather rotten time which she was having was not such a very rotten one. Reducing it to its simplest terms, and forgetting for the moment that she was an extraordinarily beautiful girl — which his lordship found it impossible to do — all that it amounted to was that, her mother having but a small income, and existence in the West Kensington flat being consequently a trifle dull for one with a taste for the luxuries of life, Claire had gone on the stage. By birth she belonged to a class of which the female members are seldom called upon to earn money at all, and that was one count of her grievance against Fate. Another was that she had not done as well on the stage as she had expected to do. When she became engaged to Bill she had reached a point where she could obtain without difficulty good parts in the touring companies of London successes, but beyond that it seemed it was impossible for her to soar. It was not, perhaps, a very exhilarating life, but, except to the eyes of love, there was nothing tragic about it. It was the cumulative effect of having a mother in reduced circumstances and grumbling about it, of being compelled to work and grumbling about that, and of achieving in her work only a semi-success and grumbling about that also, that — backed by her looks — enabled Claire to give quite a number of people, and Bill Dawlish in particular, the impression that she was a modern martyr, only sustained by her indomitable courage.

So Bill, being requested in a peevish voice to explain what he meant by saying, Oh, I dont know, condoned the peevishness. He then bent his mind to the task of trying to ascertain what he had meant.

Well, he said, what I mean is, if you dont show up wont it be rather a jar for old friend Maginnis? Wont he be apt to foam at the mouth a bit and stop giving you parts in his companies?

Im sick of trying to please Maginnis. Whats the good? He never gives me a chance in London. Im sick of being always on tour. Im sick of everything.

Its the heat, said Lord Dawlish, most injudiciously.

It isnt the heat. Its you!

Me? What have I done?

Its what youve not done. Why cant you exert yourself and make some money?

Lord Dawlish groaned a silent groan. By a devious route, but with unfailing precision, they had come homing back to the same old subject.

We have been engaged for six months, and there seems about as much chance of our ever getting married as of — I cant think of anything unlikely enough. We shall go on like this till were dead.

But, my dear girl!

I wish you wouldnt talk to me as if you were my grandfather. What were you going to say?

Only that we can get married this afternoon if youll say the word.

Oh, dont let us go into all that again! Im not going to marry on four hundred a year and spend the rest of my life in a pokey little flat on the edge of London. Why cant you make more money?

I did have a dash at it, you know. I waylaid old Bodger — Colonel Bodger, on the committee of the club, you know — and suggested over a whisky-and-soda that the management of Browns would be behaving like sportsmen if they bumped my salary up a bit, and the old boy nearly strangled himself trying to suck down Scotch and laugh at the same time. I give you my word, he nearly expired on the smoking-room floor. When he came to he said that he wished I wouldnt spring my good things on him so suddenly, as he had a weak heart. He said they were only paying me my present salary because they liked me so much. You know, it was decent of the old boy to say that.

What is the good of being liked by the men in your club if you wont make any use of it?

How do you mean?

There are endless things you could do. You could have got Mr Breitstein elected at Browns if you had liked. They wouldnt have dreamed of blackballing any one proposed by a popular man like you, and Mr Breitstein asked you personally to use your influence — you told me so.

But, my dear girl — I mean my darling — Breitstein! Hes the limit! Hes the worst bounder in London.

Hes also one of the richest men in London. He would have done anything for you. And you let him go! You insulted him!

Insulted him?

Didnt you send him an admission ticket to the Zoo?

Oh, well, yes, I did do that. He thanked me and went the following Sunday. Amazing how these rich Johnnies love getting something for nothing. There was that old American I met down at Marvis Bay last year—

You threw away a wonderful chance of making all sorts of money. Why, a single tip from Mr Breitstein would have made your fortune.

But, Claire, you know, there are some things — what I mean is, if they like me at Browns, its awfully decent of them and all that, but I couldnt take advantage of it to plant a fellow like Breitstein on them. It wouldnt be playing the game.

Oh, nonsense!

Lord Dawlish looked unhappy, but said nothing. This matter of Mr Breitstein had been touched upon by Claire in previous conversations, and it was a subject for which he had little liking. Experience had taught him that none of the arguments which seemed so conclusive to him — to wit, that the financier had on two occasions only just escaped imprisonment for fraud, and, what was worse, made a noise when he drank soup, like water running out of a bathtub — had the least effect upon her. The only thing to do when Mr Breitstein came up in the course of chitchat over the festive board was to stay quiet until he blew over.

That old American you met at Marvis Bay, said Claire, her memory flitting back to the remark which she had interrupted; well, theres another case. You could easily have got him to do something for you.

Claire, really! said his goaded lordship, protestingly. How on earth? I only met the man on the links.

But you were very nice to him. You told me yourself that you spent hours helping him to get rid of his slice, whatever that is.

We happened to be the only two down there at the time, so I was as civil as I could manage. If youre marooned at a Cornish seaside resort out of the season with a man, you cant spend your time dodging him. And this man had a slice that fascinated me. I felt at the time that it was my mission in life to cure him, so I had a dash at it. But I dont see how on the strength of that I could expect the old boy to adopt me. He probably forgot my existence after I had left.

You said you met him in London a month or two afterwards, and he hadnt forgotten you.

Well, yes, thats true. He was walking up the Haymarket and I was walking down. I caught his eye, and he nodded and passed on. I dont see how I could construe that into an invitation to go and sit on his lap and help myself out of his pockets.

You couldnt expect him to go out of his way to help you; but probably if you had gone to him he would have done something.

You havent the pleasure of Mr Ira Nutcombes acquaintance, Claire, or you wouldnt talk like that. He wasnt the sort of man you could get things out of. He didnt even tip the caddie. Besides, cant you see what I mean? I couldnt trade on a chance acquaintance of the golf links to—

That is just what I complain of in you. Youre too diffident.

It isnt diffidence exactly. Talking of old Nutcombe, I was speaking to Gates again the other night. He was telling me about America. Theres a lot of money to be made over there, you know, and the committee owes me a holiday. They would give me a few weeks off any time I liked.

What do you say? Shall I pop over and have a look round? I might happen to drop into something. Gates was telling me about fellows he knew who had dropped into things in New York.

Whats the good of putting yourself to all the trouble and expense of going to America? You can easily make all you want in London if you will only try. It isnt as if you had no chances. You have more chances than almost any man in town. With your title you could get all the directorships in the City that you wanted.

Well, the fact is, this business of taking directorships has never quite appealed to me. I dont know anything about the game, and I should probably run up against some wildcat company. I cant say I like the directorship wheeze much. Its the idea of knowing that ones name would be being used as a bait. Every time I saw it on a prospectus I should feel like a trout fly.

Claire bit her lip.

Its so exasperating! she broke out. When I first told my friends that I was engaged to Lord Dawlish they were tremendously impressed. They took it for granted that you must have lots of money. Now I have to keep explaining to them that the reason we dont get married is that we cant afford to. Im almost as badly off as poor Polly Davis who was in the Heavenly Waltz Company with me when she married that man, Lord Wetherby. A man with a title has no right not to have money. It makes the whole thing farcical.

If I were in your place I should have tried a hundred things by now, but you always have some silly objection. Why couldnt you, for instance, have taken on the agency of that what-dyou-call-it car?

What I called it would have been nothing to what the poor devils who bought it would have called it.

You could have sold hundreds of them, and the company would have given you any commission you asked. You know just the sort of people they wanted to get in touch with.

But, darling, how could I? Planting Breitstein on the club would have been nothing compared with sowing these horrors about London. I couldnt go about the place sticking my pals with a car which, I give you my honest word, was stuck together with chewing-gum and tied up with string.

Why not? It would be their fault if they bought a car that wasnt any good. Why should you have to worry once you had it sold?

It was not Lord Dawlishs lucky afternoon. All through lunch he had been saying the wrong thing, and now he put the coping-stone on his misdeeds. Of all the ways in which he could have answered Claires question he chose the worst.

Er — well, he said, noblesse oblige, dont you know, what?

For a moment Claire did not speak. Then she looked at her watch and got up.

I must be going, she said, coldly.

But you havent had your coffee yet.

I dont want any coffee.

Whats the matter, dear?

Nothing is the matter. I have to go home and pack. Im going to Southampton this afternoon.

She began to move towards the door. Lord Dawlish, anxious to follow, was detained by the fact that he had not yet paid the bill. The production and settling of this took time, and when finally he turned in search of Claire she was nowhere visible.

Bounding upstairs on the swift feet of love, he reached the street. She had gone.
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A GREY SADNESS surged over Bill Dawlish. The sun hid itself behind a cloud, the sky took on a leaden hue, and a chill wind blew through the world. He scanned Shaftesbury Avenue with a jaundiced eye, and thought that he had never seen a beastlier thoroughfare. Piccadilly, however, into which he shortly dragged himself, was even worse. It was full of men and women and other depressing things.

He pitied himself profoundly. It was a rotten world to live in, this, where a fellow couldnt say noblesse oblige without upsetting the universe. Why shouldnt a fellow say noblesse oblige? Why — ? At this juncture Lord Dawlish walked into a lamp-post.

The shock changed his mood. Gloom still obsessed him, but blended now with remorse. He began to look at the matter from Claires viewpoint, and his pity switched from himself to her. In the first place, the poor girl had rather a rotten time. Could she be blamed for wanting him to make money? No. Yet whenever she made suggestions as to how the thing was to be done, he snubbed her by saying noblesse oblige. Naturally a refined and sensitive young girl objected to having things like noblesse oblige said to her. Where was the sense in saying noblesse oblige? Such a confoundedly silly thing to say. Only a perfect ass would spend his time rushing about the place saying noblesse oblige to people.

By Jove! Lord Dawlish stopped in his stride. He disentangled himself from a pedestrian who had rammed him on the back. Ill do it!

He hailed a passing taxi and directed the driver to make for the Pen and Ink Club.

The decision at which Bill had arrived with such dramatic suddenness in the middle of Piccadilly was the same at which some centuries earlier Columbus had arrived in the privacy of his home.

Hang it! said Bill to himself in the cab, Ill go to America! The exact words probably which Columbus had used, talking the thing over with his wife.

Bills knowledge of the great republic across the sea was at this period of his life a little sketchy. He knew that there had been unpleasantness between England and the United States in seventeen-something and again in eighteen-something, but that things had eventually been straightened out by Miss Edna May and her fellow missionaries of the Belle of New York Company, since which time there had been no more trouble. Of American cocktails he had a fair working knowledge, and he appreciated ragtime. But of the other great American institutions he was completely ignorant.

He was on his way now to see Gates. Gates was a comparatively recent addition to his list of friends, a New York newspaperman who had come to England a few months before to act as his papers London correspondent. He was generally to be found at the Pen and Ink Club, an institution affiliated with the New York Players, of which he was a member.

Gates was in. He had just finished lunch.

Whats the trouble, Bill? he inquired, when he had deposited his lordship in a corner of the reading-room, which he had selected because silence was compulsory there, thus rendering it possible for two men to hear each other speak. What brings you charging in here looking like the Souls Awakening?

Ive had an idea, old man.

Proceed. Continue.

Oh! Well, you remember what you were saying about America?

What was I saying about America?

The other day, dont you remember? What a lot of money there was to be made there and so forth.

Well?

Im going there.

To America?

Yes.

To make money?

Rather.

Gates nodded — sadly, it seemed to Bill. He was rather a melancholy young man, with a long face not unlike a pessimistic horse.

Gosh! he said.

Bill felt a little damped. By no mental juggling could he construe Gosh! into an expression of enthusiastic approbation.

Gates looked at Bill curiously. Whats the idea? he said. I could have understood it if you had told me that you were going to New York for pleasure, instructing your man Willoughby to see that the trunks were jolly well packed and wiring to the skipper of your yacht to meet you at Liverpool. But you seem to have sordid motives. You talk about making money. What do you want with more money?

Why, Im devilish hard up.

Tenantry a bit slack with the rent? said Gates sympathetically.

Bill laughed.

My dear chap, I dont know what on earth youre talking about. How much money do you think Ive got? Four hundred pounds a year, and no prospect of ever making more unless I sweat for it.

What! I always thought you were rolling in money.

What gave you that idea?

You have a prosperous look. Its a funny thing about England. Ive known you four months, and I know men who know you; but Ive never heard a word about your finances. In New York we all wear labels, stating our incomes and prospects in clear lettering. Well, if its like that its different, of course. There certainly is more money to be made in America than here. I dont quite see what you think youre going to do when you get there, but thats up to you.

Theres no harm in giving the city a trial. Anyway, I can give you a letter or two that might help.

Thats awfully good of you.

You wont mind my alluding to you as my friend William Smith?

William Smith?

You cant travel under your own name if you are really serious about getting a job. Mind you, if my letters lead to anything it will probably be a situation as an earnest bill-clerk or an effervescent office-boy, for Rockefeller and Carnegie and that lot have swiped all the soft jobs. But if you go over as Lord Dawlish you wont even get that. Lords are popular socially in America, but are not used to any great extent in the office. If you try to break in under your right name youll get the glad hand and be asked to stay here and there and play a good deal of golf and dance quite a lot, but you wont get a job. A gentle smile will greet all your pleadings that you be allowed to come in and save the firm.

I see.

We may look on Smith as a necessity.

Do you know, Im not frightfully keen on the name Smith. Wouldnt something else do?

Sure. We aim to please. How would Jones suit you?

The trouble is, you know, that if I took a name I wasnt used to I might forget it.

If youve the sort of mind that would forget Jones I doubt if ever youll be a captain of industry.

Why not Chalmers?

You think it easier to memorize than Jones?

It used to be my name, you see, before I got the title.

I see. All right. Chalmers then. When do you think of starting?

To-morrow.

You arent losing much time. By the way, as youre going to New York you might as well use my flat.

Its awfully good of you.

Not a bit. You would be doing me a favour. I had to leave at a moments notice, and I want to know whats been happening to the place. I left some Japanese prints there, and my favourite nightmare is that someone has broken in and sneaked them. Write down the address — Forty-three East Twenty-seventh Street. Ill send you the key to Browns to-night with those letters.

Bill walked up the Strand, glowing with energy. He made his way to Cockspur Street to buy his ticket for New York. This done, he set out to Browns to arrange with the committee the details of his departure.

He reached Browns at twenty minutes past two and left it again at twenty-three minutes past; for, directly he entered, the hall porter had handed him a telephone message. The telephone attendants at London clubs are masters of suggestive brevity. The one in the basement of Browns had written on Bills slip of paper the words: 1 p.m. Will Lord Dawlish as soon as possible call upon Mr Gerald Nichols at his office? To this was appended a message consisting of two words: Good news.

It was stimulating. The probability was that all Jerry Nichols wanted to tell him was that he had received stable information about some horse or had been given a box for the Empire, but for all that it was stimulating.

Bill looked at his watch. He could spare half an hour. He set out at once for the offices of the eminent law firm of Nichols, Nichols, Nichols, and Nichols, of which aggregation of Nicholses his friend Jerry was the last and smallest.
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ON A WEST-BOUND omnibus Claire Fenwick sat and raged silently in the June sunshine. She was furious. What right had Lord Dawlish to look down his nose and murmur Noblesse oblige when she asked him a question, as if she had suggested that he should commit some crime? It was the patronizing way he had said it that infuriated her, as if he were a superior being of some kind, governed by codes which she could not be expected to understand. Everybody nowadays did the sort of things she suggested, so what was the good of looking shocked and saying Noblesse oblige?

The omnibus rolled on towards West Kensington. Claire hated the place with the bitter hate of one who had read society novels, and yearned for Grosvenor Square and butlers and a general atmosphere of soft cushions and pink-shaded lights and maids to do ones hair. She hated the cheap furniture of the little parlour, the penetrating contralto of the cook singing hymns in the kitchen, and the ubiquitousness of her small brother. He was only ten, and small for his age, yet he appeared to have the power of being in two rooms at the same time while making a nerve-racking noise in another.

It was Percy who greeted her to-day as she entered the flat.

Halloa, Claire! I say, Claire, theres a letter for you. It came by the second post. I say, Claire, its got an American stamp on it. Can I have it, Claire? I havent got one in my collection.

His sister regarded him broodingly. For goodness sake dont bellow like that! she said. Of course, you can have the stamp. I dont want it. Where is the letter?

Claire took the envelope from him, extracted the letter, and handed back the envelope. Percy vanished into the dining-room with a shattering squeal of pleasure.

A voice spoke from behind a half-opened door — 

Is that you, Claire?

Yes, mother; Ive come back to pack. They want me to go to Southampton to-night to take up Claudia Winslows part.

What train are you catching?

The three-fifteen.

You will have to hurry.

Im going to hurry, said Claire, clenching her fists as two simultaneous bursts of song, in different keys and varying tempos, proceeded from the dining-room and kitchen. A girl has to be in a sunnier mood than she was to bear up without wincing under the infliction of a duet consisting of the Rock of Ages and Waiting for the Robert E. Lee. Assuredly Claire proposed to hurry. She meant to get her packing done in record time and escape from this place. She went into her bedroom and began to throw things untidily into her trunk. She had put the letter in her pocket against a more favourable time for perusal. A glance had told her that it was from her friend Polly, Countess of Wetherby: that Polly Davis of whom she had spoken to Lord Dawlish. Polly Davis, now married for better or for worse to that curious invertebrate person, Algie Wetherby, was the only real friend Claire had made on the stage. A sort of shivering gentility had kept her aloof from the rest of her fellow-workers, but it took more than a shivering gentility to stave off Polly.

Claire had passed through the various stages of intimacy with her, until on the occasion of Pollys marriage she had acted as her bridesmaid.

It was a long letter, too long to be read until she was at leisure, and written in a straggling hand that made reading difficult. She was mildly surprised that Polly should have written her, for she had been back in America a year or more now, and this was her first letter. Polly had a warm heart and did not forget her friends, but she was not a good correspondent.

The need of getting her things ready at once drove the letter from Claires mind. She was in the train on her way to Southampton before she remembered its existence.

It was dated from New York.

MY DEAR OLD CLAIRE, — Is this really my first letter to you? Isnt that awful! Gee! A lots happened since I saw you last. I must tell you first about my hit. Some hit! Claire, old girl, I own New York. I darent tell you what my salary is. Youd faint.

Im doing barefoot dancing. You know the sort of stuff. I started it in vaudeville, and went so big that my agent shifted me to the restaurants, and they have to call out the police reserves to handle the crowd. You cant get a table at Reigelheimers, which is my pitch, unless you tip the head waiter a small fortune and promise to mail him your clothes when you get home. I dance during supper with nothing on my feet and not much anywhere else, and it takes three vans to carry my salary to the bank.

Of course, its the title that does it: Lady Pauline Wetherby! Algie says it oughtnt to be that, because Im not the daughter of a duke, but I dont worry about that. It looks good, and thats all that matters. You cant get away from the title. I was born in Carbondale, Illinois, but that doesnt matter — Im an English countess, doing barefoot dancing to work off the mortgage on the ancestral castle, and they eat me. Take it from me, Claire, Im a riot.

Well, thats that. What I am really writing about is to tell you that you have got to come over here. Ive taken a house at Brookport, on Long Island, for the summer. You can stay with me till the fall, and then I can easily get you a good job in New York. I have some pull these days, believe me. Not that youll need my help. The managers have only got to see you and theyll all want you. I showed one of them that photograph you gave me, and he went up in the air. They pay twice as big salaries over here, you know, as in England, so come by the next boat.

Claire, darling, you must come. Im wretched. Algie has got my goat the worst way. If you dont know what that means it means that hes behaving like a perfect pig. I hardly know where to begin. Well, it was this way: directly I made my hit my press agent, a real bright man named Sherriff, got busy, of course. Interviews, you know, and Advice to Young Girls in the evening papers, and How I Preserve My Beauty, and all that sort of thing. Well, one thing he made me do was to buy a snake and a monkey. Roscoe Sherriff is crazy about animals as aids to advertisement. He says an animal story is the thing he does best. So I bought them.

Algie kicked from the first. I ought to tell you that since we left England he has taken up painting footling little pictures, and has got the artistic temperament badly. All his life hes been starting some new fool thing. When I first met him he prided himself on having the finest collection of photographs of race-horses in England. Then he got a craze for model engines. After that he used to work the piano player till I nearly went crazy. And now its pictures.

I dont mind his painting. It gives him something to do and keeps him out of mischief. He has a studio down in Washington Square, and is perfectly happy messing about there all day.

Everything would be fine if he didnt think it necessary to tack on the artistic temperament to his painting. Hes developed the idea that he has nerves and everything upsets them.

Things came to a head this morning at breakfast. Clarence, my snake, has the cutest way of climbing up the leg of the table and looking at you pleadingly in the hope that you will give him soft-boiled egg, which he adores. He did it this morning, and no sooner had his head appeared above the table than Algie, with a kind of sharp wail, struck him a violent blow on the nose with a teaspoon. Then he turned to me, very pale, and said: Pauline, this must end! The time has come to speak up. A nervous, highly-strung man like myself should not, and must not, be called upon to live in a house where he is constantly meeting snakes and monkeys without warning. Choose between me and—

We had got as far as this when Eustace, the monkey, who I didnt know was in the room at all, suddenly sprang on to his back. He is very fond of Algie.

Would you believe it? Algie walked straight out of the house, still holding the teaspoon, and has not returned. Later in the day he called me up on the phone and said that, though he realized that a mans place was the home, he declined to cross the threshold again until I had got rid of Eustace and Clarence. I tried to reason with him. I told him that he ought to think himself lucky it wasnt anything worse than a monkey and a snake, for the last person Roscoe Sherriff handled, an emotional actress named Devenish, had to keep a young puma. But he wouldnt listen, and the end of it was that he rang off and I have not seen or heard of him since.

I am broken-hearted. I wont give in, but I am having an awful time. So, dearest Claire, do come over and help me. If you could possibly sail by the Atlantic, leaving Southampton on the twenty-fourth of this month, you would meet a friend of mine whom I think you would like. His name is Dudley Pickering, and he made a fortune in automobiles. I expect you have heard of the Pickering automobiles?

Darling Claire, do come, or I know I shall weaken and yield to Algies outrageous demands, for, though I would like to hit him with a brick, I love him dearly.

Your affectionate
POLLY WETHERBY

Claire sank back against the cushioned seat and her eyes filled with tears of disappointment. Of all the things which would have chimed in with her discontented mood at that moment a sudden flight to America was the most alluring. Only one consideration held her back — she had not the money for her fare.

Polly might have thought of that, she reflected, bitterly. She took the letter up again and saw that on the last page there was a postscript — 

PS. — I dont know how you are fixed for money, old girl, but if things are the same with you as in the old days you cant be rolling. So I have paid for a passage for you with the liner people this side, and they have cabled their English office, so you can sail whenever you want to. Come right over.

An hour later the manager of the Southampton branch of the White Star Line was dazzled by an apparition, a beautiful girl who burst in upon him with flushed face and shining eyes, demanding a berth on the steamship Atlantic and talking about a Lady Wetherby. Ten minutes later, her passage secured, Claire was walking to the local theatre to inform those in charge of the destinies of The Girl and the Artist number one company that they must look elsewhere for a substitute for Miss Claudia Winslow. Then she went back to her hotel to write a letter home, notifying her mother of her plans.

She looked at her watch. It was six oclock. Back in West Kensington a rich smell of dinner would be floating through the flat; the cook, watching the boiling cabbage, would be singing A Few More Years Shall Roll; her mother would be sighing; and her little brother Percy would be employed upon some juvenile deviltry, the exact nature of which it was not possible to conjecture, though one could be certain that it would be something involving a deafening noise.

Claire smiled a happy smile.
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THE OFFICES OF Messrs Nichols, Nichols, Nichols, and Nichols were in Lincolns Inn Fields. The first Nichols had been dead since the reign of King William the Fourth, the second since the jubilee year of Queen Victoria. The remaining brace were Lord Dawlishs friend Jerry and his father, a formidable old man who knew all the shady secrets of all the noble families in England.

Bill walked up the stairs and was shown into the room where Jerry, when his fathers eye was upon him, gave his daily imitation of a young man labouring with diligence and enthusiasm at the law. His father being at the moment out at lunch, the junior partner was practising putts with an umbrella and a ball of paper.

Jerry Nichols was not the typical lawyer. At Cambridge, where Bill had first made his acquaintance, he had been notable for an exuberance of which Lincolns Inn Fields had not yet cured him. There was an airy disregard for legal formalities about him which exasperated his father, an attorney of the old school. He came to the point, directly Bill entered the room, with a speed and levity that would have appalled Nichols Senior, and must have caused the other two Nicholses to revolve in their graves.

Halloa, Bill, old man, he said, prodding him amiably in the waistcoat with the ferrule of the umbrella. Hows the boy? Fine! Som I. So you got my message? Wonderful invention, the telephone.

Ive just come from the club.

Take a chair.

Whats the matter?

Jerry Nichols thrust Bill into a chair and seated himself on the table.

Now look here, Bill, he said, this isnt the way we usually do this sort of thing, and if the governor were here he would spend an hour and a half rambling on about testators and beneficiary legatees, and parties of the first part, and all that sort of rot. But as he isnt here I want to know, as one pal to another, what youve been doing to an old buster of the name of Nutcombe.

Nutcombe?

Nutcombe.

Not Ira Nutcombe?

Ira J. Nutcombe, formerly of Chicago, later of London, now a disembodied spirit.

Is he dead?

Yes. And hes left you something like a million pounds.

Lord Dawlish looked at his watch.

Joking apart, Jerry, old man, he said, what did you ask me to come here for? The committee expects me to spend some of my time at the club, and if I hang about here all the afternoon I shall lose my job. Besides, Ive got to get back to ask them for—

Jerry Nichols clutched his forehead with both hands, raised both hands to heaven, and then, as if despairing of calming himself by these means, picked up a paper-weight from the desk and hurled it at a portrait of the founder of the firm, which hung over the mantelpiece. He got down from the table and crossed the room to inspect the ruins.

Then, having taken a pair of scissors and cut the cord, he allowed the portrait to fall to the floor.

He rang the bell. The prematurely-aged office-boy, who was undoubtedly destined to become a member of the firm some day, answered the ring.

Perkins.

Yes, sir?

Inspect yonder souffle.

Yes, sir.

You have observed it?

Yes, sir.

You are wondering how it got there?

Yes, sir.

I will tell you. You and I were in here, discussing certain legal minutiae in the interests of the firm, when it suddenly fell. We both saw it and were very much surprised and startled. I soothed your nervous system by giving you this half-crown. The whole incident was very painful. Can you remember all this to tell my father when he comes in? I shall be out lunching then.

Yes, sir.

An admirable lad that, said Jerry Nichols as the door closed. He has been here two years, and I have never heard him say anything except Yes, sir. He will go far. Well, now that I am calmer let us return to your little matter. Honestly, Bill, you make me sick. When I contemplate you the iron enters my soul. You stand there talking about your tuppenny-hapenny job as if it mattered a cent whether you kept it or not. Cant you understand plain English? Cant you realize that you can buy Browns and turn it into a moving-picture house if you like? Youre a millionaire!

Bills face expressed no emotion whatsoever. Outwardly he appeared unmoved. Inwardly he was a riot of bewilderment, incapable of speech. He stared at Jerry dumbly.

Weve got the will in the old oak chest, went on Jerry Nichols. I wont show it to you, partly because the governor has got the key and he would have a fit if he knew that I was giving you early information like this, and partly because you wouldnt understand it. It is full of whereases and peradventures and heretofores and similar swank, and there arent any stops in it. It takes the legal mind, like mine, to tackle wills. What it says, when youve peeled off a few of the long words which they put in to make it more interesting, is that old Nutcombe leaves you the money because you are the only man who ever did him a disinterested kindness — and what I want to get out of you is, what was the disinterested kindness? Because Im going straight out to do it to every elderly, rich-looking man I can find till I pick a winner.

Lord Dawlish found speech.

Jerry, is this really true?

Gospel.

You arent pulling my leg?

Pulling your leg? Of course Im not pulling your leg. What do you take me for? Im a dry, hard-headed lawyer. The firm of Nichols, Nichols, Nichols, and Nichols doesnt go about pulling peoples legs!

Good Lord!

It appears from the will that you worked this disinterested gag, whatever it was, at Marvis Bay no longer ago than last year. Wherein you showed a lot of sense, for Ira J., having altered his will in your favour, apparently had no time before he died to alter it again in somebody elses, which he would most certainly have done if he had lived long enough, for his chief recreation seems to have been making his will. To my certain knowledge he has made three in the last two years. Ive seen them. He was one of those confirmed will-makers. He got the habit at an early age, and was never able to shake it off. Do you remember anything about the man?

It isnt possible!

Anythings possible with a man cracked enough to make freak wills and not cracked enough to have them disputed on the ground of insanity. What did you do to him at Marvis Bay? Save him from drowning?

I cured him of slicing.

You did what?

He used to slice his approach shots. I cured him.

The thing begins to hang together. A certain plausibility creeps into it. The late Nutcombe was crazy about golf. The governor used to play with him now and then at Walton Heath. It was the only thing Nutcombe seemed to live for. That being so, if you got rid of his slice for him it seems to me, that you earned your money. The only point that occurs to me is, how does it affect your amateur status? It looks to me as if you were now a pro.

But, Jerry, its absurd. All I did was to give him a tip or two. We were the only men down there, as it was out of the season, and that drew us together. And when I spotted this slice of his I just gave him a bit of advice. I give you my word that was all. He cant have left me a fortune on the strength of that!

You dont tell the story right, Bill. I can guess what really happened — to wit, that you gave up all your time to helping the old fellow improve his game, regardless of the fact that it completely ruined your holiday.

Oh, no!

Its no use sitting there saying Oh, no! I can see you at it. The fact is, youre such an infernally good chap that something of this sort was bound to happen to you sooner or later. I think making you his heir was the only sensible thing old Nutcombe ever did. In his place Id have done the same.

But he didnt even seem decently grateful at the time.

Probably not. He was a queer old bird. He had a most almighty row with the governor in this office only a month or two ago about absolutely nothing. They disagreed about something trivial, and old Nutcombe stalked out and never came in again. Thats the sort of old bird he was.

Was he sane, do you think?

Absolutely, for legal purposes. We have three opinions from leading doctors — collected by him in case of accidents, I suppose — each of which declares him perfectly sound from the collar upward. But a man can be pretty far gone, you know, without being legally insane, and old Nutcombe — well, suppose we call him whimsical. He seems to have zigzagged between the normal and the eccentric.

His only surviving relatives appear to be a nephew and a niece. The nephew dropped out of the running two years ago when his aunt, old Nutcombes wife, who had divorced old Nutcombe, left him her money. This seems to have soured the old boy on the nephew, for in the first of his wills that Ive seen — you remember I told you I had seen three — he leaves the niece the pile and the nephew only gets twenty pounds. Well, so far theres nothing very eccentric about old Nutcombes proceedings. But wait!

Six months after he had made that will he came in here and made another. This left twenty pounds to the nephew as before, but nothing at all to the niece. Why, I dont know. There was nothing in the will about her having done anything to offend him during those six months, none of those nasty slams you see in wills about I bequeath to my only son John one shilling and sixpence. Now perhaps hes sorry he married the cook. As far as I can make out he changed his will just as he did when he left the money to you, purely through some passing whim. Anyway, he did change it. He left the pile to support the movement those people are running for getting the Jews back to Palestine.

He didnt seem, on second thoughts, to feel that this was quite such a brainy scheme as he had at first, and it wasnt long before he came trotting back to tear up this second will and switch back to the first one — the one leaving the money to the niece. That restoration to sanity lasted till about a month ago, when he broke loose once more and paid his final visit here to will you the contents of his stocking. This morning I see hes dead after a short illness, so you collect. Congratulations!

Lord Dawlish had listened to this speech in perfect silence. He now rose and began to pace the room. He looked warm and uncomfortable. His demeanour, in fact, was by no means the accepted demeanour of the lucky heir.

This is awful! he said. Good Lord, Jerry, its frightful!

Awful! — being left a million pounds?

Yes, like this. I feel like a bally thief.

Why on earth?

If it hadnt been for me this girl — whats her name?

Her name is Boyd — Elizabeth Boyd.

She would have had the whole million if it hadnt been for me. Have you told her yet?

Shes in America. I was writing her a letter just before you came in — informal, you know, to put her out of her misery. If I had waited for the governor to let her know in the usual course of red tape we should never have got anywhere. Also one to the nephew, telling him about his twenty pounds. I believe in humane treatment on these occasions. The governor would write them a legal letter with so many hereinbefores in it that they would get the idea that they had been left the whole pile. I just send a cheery line saying Its no good, old top. Abandon hope, and they know just where they are. Simple and considerate.

A glance at Bills face moved him to further speech.

I dont see why you should worry, Bill. How, by any stretch of the imagination, can you make out that you are to blame for this Boyd girls misfortune? It looks to me as if these eccentric wills of old Nutcombes came in cycles, as it were. Just as he was due for another outbreak he happened to meet you. Its a moral certainty that if he hadnt met you he would have left all his money to a Home for Superannuated Caddies or a Fund for Supplying the Deserving Poor with Niblicks. Why should you blame yourself?

I dont blame myself. It isnt exactly that. But — but, well, what would you feel like in my place?

A two-year-old.

Wouldnt you do anything?

I certainly would. By my halidom, I would! I would spend that money with a vim and speed that would make your respected ancestor, the Beau, look like a village miser.

You wouldnt — er — pop over to America and see whether something couldnt be arranged?

What!

I mean — suppose you were popping in any case. Suppose you had happened to buy a ticket for New York on to-morrows boat, wouldnt you try to get in touch with this girl when you got to America, and see if you couldnt — er — fix up something?

Jerry Nichols looked at him in honest consternation. He had always known that old Bill was a dear old ass, but he had never dreamed that he was such an infernal old ass as this.

You arent thinking of doing that? he gasped.

Well, you see, its a funny coincidence, but I was going to America, anyhow, to-morrow. I dont see why I shouldnt try to fix up something with this girl.

What do you mean — fix up something? You dont suggest that you should give the money up, do you?

I dont know. Not exactly that, perhaps. How would it be if I gave her half, what? Anyway, I should like to find out about her, see if shes hard up, and so on. I should like to nose round, you know, and — er — and so forth, dont you know. Where did you say the girl lived?

I didnt say, and Im not sure that I shall. Honestly, Bill, you mustnt be so quixotic.

Theres no harm in my nosing round, is there? Be a good chap and give me the address.

Well — with misgivings— Brookport, Long Island.

Thanks.

Bill, are you really going to make a fool of yourself?

Not a bit of it, old chap. Im just going to — er—

To nose round?

To nose round, said Bill.

Jerry Nichols accompanied his friend to the door, and once more peace reigned in the offices of Nichols, Nichols, Nichols, and Nichols.

The time of a man who has at a moments notice decided to leave his native land for a sojourn on foreign soil is necessarily taken up with a variety of occupations; and it was not till the following afternoon, on the boat at Liverpool, that Bill had leisure to write to Claire, giving her the news of what had befallen him. He had booked his ticket by a Liverpool boat in preference to one that sailed from Southampton because he had not been sure how Claire would take the news of his sudden decision to leave for America. There was the chance that she might ridicule or condemn the scheme, and he preferred to get away without seeing her. Now that he had received this astounding piece of news from Jerry Nichols he was relieved that he had acted in this way. Whatever Claire might have thought of the original scheme, there was no doubt at all what she would think of his plan of seeking out Elizabeth Boyd with a view to dividing the legacy with her.

He was guarded in his letter. He mentioned no definite figures. He wrote that Ira Nutcombe of whom they had spoken so often had most surprisingly left him in his will a large sum of money, and eased his conscience by telling himself that half of a million pounds undeniably was a large sum of money.

The addressing of the letter called for thought. She would have left Southampton with the rest of the company before it could arrive. Where was it that she said they were going next week? Portsmouth, that was it. He addressed the letter Care of The Girl and the Artist Company, to the Kings Theatre, Portsmouth.
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THE VILLAGE OF Brookport, Long Island, is a summer place. It lives, like the mosquitoes that infest it, entirely on its summer visitors. At the time of the death of Mr Ira Nutcombe, the only all-the-year-round inhabitants were the butcher, the grocer, the chemist, the other customary fauna of villages, and Miss Elizabeth Boyd, who rented the ramshackle farm known locally as Flacks and eked out a precarious livelihood by keeping bees.

If you take down your Encyclopaedia Britannica, Volume III, AUS to BIS, you will find that bees are a large and natural family of the zoological order Hymenoptera, characterized by the plumose form of many of their hairs, by the large size of the basal segment of the foot ... and by the development of a tongue for sucking liquid food, the last of which peculiarities, it is interesting to note, they shared with Claude Nutcombe Boyd, Elizabeths brother, who for quite a long time — till his money ran out — had made liquid food almost his sole means of sustenance. These things, however, are by the way. We are not such snobs as to think better or worse of a bee because it can claim kinship with the Hymenoptera family, nor so ill-bred as to chaff it for having large feet. The really interesting passage in the article occurs later, where it says: The bee industry prospers greatly in America.

This is one of those broad statements that invite challenge. Elizabeth Boyd would have challenged it. She had not prospered greatly. With considerable trouble she contrived to pay her way, and that was all.

Again referring to the Encyclopaedia, we find the words: Before undertaking the management of a modern apiary, the beekeeper should possess a certain amount of aptitude for the pursuit. This was possibly the trouble with Elizabeths venture, considered from a commercial point of view. She loved bees, but she was not an expert on them. She had started her apiary with a small capital, a book of practical hints, and a second-hand queen, principally because she was in need of some occupation that would enable her to live in the country. It was the unfortunate condition of Claude Nutcombe which made life in the country a necessity. At that time he was spending the remains of the money left him by his aunt, and Elizabeth had hardly settled down at Brookport and got her venture under way when she found herself obliged to provide for Nutty a combination of home and sanatorium. It had been the poor lads mistaken view that he could drink up all the alcoholic liquor in America.

It is a curious law of Nature that the most undeserving brothers always have the best sisters. Thrifty, plodding young men, who get up early, and do it now, and catch the employers eye, and save half their salaries, have sisters who never speak civilly to them except when they want to borrow money. To the Claude Nutcombes of the world are vouchsafed the Elizabeths.

The great aim of Elizabeths life was to make a new man of Nutty. It was her hope that the quiet life and soothing air of Brookport, with — unless you counted the money-in-the-slot musical box at the store — its absence of the fiercer excitements, might in time pull him together and unscramble his disordered nervous system. She liked to listen of a morning to the sound of Nutty busy in the next room with a broom and a dustpan, for in the simple lexicon of Flacks there was no such word as help. The privy purse would not run to a maid. Elizabeth did the cooking and Claude Nutcombe the housework.

Several days after Claire Fenwick and Lord Dawlish, by different routes, had sailed from England, Elizabeth Boyd sat up in bed and shook her mane of hair from her eyes, yawning. Outside her window the birds were singing, and a shaft of sunlight intruded itself beneath the blind. But what definitely convinced her that it was time to get up was the plaintive note of James, the cat, patrolling the roof of the porch. An animal of regular habits, James always called for breakfast at eight-thirty sharp.

Elizabeth got out of bed, wrapped her small body in a pink kimono, thrust her small feet into a pair of blue slippers, yawned again, and went downstairs. Having taken last nights milk from the ice-box, she went to the back door, and, having filled Jamess saucer, stood on the grass beside it, sniffing the morning air.

Elizabeth Boyd was twenty-one, but standing there with her hair tumbling about her shoulders she might have been taken by a not-too-close observer for a child. It was only when you saw her eyes and the resolute tilt of the chin that you realized that she was a young woman very well able to take care of herself in a difficult world. Her hair was very fair, her eyes brown and very bright, and the contrast was extraordinarily piquant. They were valiant eyes, full of spirit; eyes, also, that saw the humour of things. And her mouth was the mouth of one who laughs easily. Her chin, small like the rest of her, was strong; and in the way she held herself there was a boyish jauntiness. She looked — and was — a capable little person.

She stood besides James like a sentinel, watching over him as he breakfasted. There was a puppy belonging to one of the neighbours who sometimes lumbered over and stole Jamess milk, disposing of it in greedy gulps while its rightful proprietor looked on with piteous helplessness. Elizabeth was fond of the puppy, but her sense of justice was keen and she was there to check this brigandage.

It was a perfect day, cloudless and still. There was peace in the air. James, having finished his milk, began to wash himself. A squirrel climbed cautiously down from a linden tree. From the orchard came the murmur of many bees.

Aesthetically Elizabeth was fond of still, cloudless days, but experience had taught her to suspect them. As was the custom in that locality, the water supply depended on a rickety windwheel. It was with a dark foreboding that she returned to the kitchen and turned on one of the taps. For perhaps three seconds a stream of the dimension of a darning-needle emerged, then with a sad gurgle the tap relapsed into a stolid inaction. There is no stolidity so utter as that of a waterless tap.

Confound it! said Elizabeth.

She passed through the dining-room to the foot of the stairs.

Nutty!

There was no reply.

Nutty, my precious lamb!

Upstairs in the room next to her own a long, spare form began to uncurl itself in bed; a face with a receding chin and a small forehead raised itself reluctantly from the pillow, and Claude Nutcombe Boyd signalized the fact that he was awake by scowling at the morning sun and uttering an aggrieved groan.

Alas, poor Nutty! This was he whom but yesterday Broadway had known as the Speed Kid, on whom head-waiters had smiled and lesser waiters fawned; whose snake-like form had nestled in so many a front-row orchestra stall.

Where were his lobster Newburgs now, his cold quarts that were wont to set the table in a roar?

Nutty Boyd conformed as nearly as a human being may to Euclids definition of a straight line. He was length without breadth. From boyhoods early day he had sprouted like a weed, till now in the middle twenties he gave startled strangers the conviction that it only required a sharp gust of wind to snap him in half. Lying in bed, he looked more like a length of hose-pipe than anything else. While he was unwinding himself the door opened and Elizabeth came into the room.

Good morning, Nutty!

Whats the time? asked her brother, hollowly.

Getting on towards nine. Its a lovely day. The birds are singing, the bees are buzzing, summers in the air. Its one of those beautiful, shiny, heavenly, gorgeous days.

A look of suspicion came into Nuttys eyes. Elizabeth was not often as lyrical as this.

Theres a catch somewhere, he said.

Well, as a matter of fact, said Elizabeth, carelessly, the waters off again.

Confound it!

I said that. Im afraid we arent a very original family.

What a ghastly place this is! Why cant you see old Flack and make him mend that infernal wheel?

Im going to pounce on him and have another try directly I see him. Meanwhile, darling Nutty, will you get some clothes on and go round to the Smiths and ask them to lend us a pailful?

Oh, gosh, its over a mile!

No, no, not more than three-quarters.

Lugging a pail that weighs a ton! The last time I went there their dog bit me.

I expect that was because you slunk in all doubled up, and he got suspicious. You should hold your head up and throw your chest out and stride up as if you were a military friend of the family.

Self-pity lent Nutty eloquence.

For Heavens sake! You drag me out of bed at some awful hour of the morning when a rational person would just be turning in; you send me across country to fetch pailfuls of water when Im feeling like a corpse; and on top of that you expect me to behave like a drum-major!

Dearest, you can wriggle on your tummy, if you like, so long as you get the fluid. We must have water. I cant fetch it. Im a delicately-nurtured female.

We ought to have a man to do these ghastly jobs.

But we cant afford one. Just at present all I ask is to be able to pay expenses. And, as a matter of fact, you ought to be very thankful that you have got—

A roof over my head? I know. You neednt keep rubbing it in.

Elizabeth flushed.

I wasnt going to say that at all. What a pig you are sometimes, Nutty. As if I wasnt only too glad to have you here. What I was going to say was that you ought to be very thankful that you have got to draw water and hew wood—

A look of absolute alarm came into Nuttys pallid face.

You dont mean to say that you want some wood chopped?

I was speaking figuratively. I meant hustle about and work in the open air. The sort of life you are leading now is what millionaires pay hundreds of dollars for at these physical-culture places. It has been the making of you.

I dont feel made.

Your nerves are ever so much better.

They arent.

Elizabeth looked at him in alarm.

Oh, Nutty, you havent been — seeing anything again, have you?

Not seeing, dreaming. Ive been dreaming about monkeys. Why should I dream about monkeys if my nerves were all right?

I often dream about all sorts of queer things.

Have you ever dreamed that you were being chased up Broadway by a chimpanzee in evening dress?

Never mind, dear, youll be quite all right again when you have been living this life down here a little longer.

Nutty glared balefully at the ceiling.

Whats that darned thing up there on the ceiling? It looks like a hornet. How on earth do these things get into the house?

We ought to have nettings. I am going to pounce on Mr Flack about that too.

Thank goodness this isnt going to last much longer. Its nearly two weeks since Uncle Ira died. We ought to be hearing from the lawyers any day now. There might be a letter this morning.

Do you think he has left us his money?

Do I? Why, what else could he do with it? We are his only surviving relatives, arent we? Ive had to go through life with a ghastly name like Nutcombe as a compliment to him, havent I? I wrote to him regularly at Christmas and on his birthday, didnt I? Well, then! I have a feeling there will be a letter from the lawyers to-day. I wish you would get dressed and go down to the post-office while Im fetching that infernal water. I cant think why the fools havent cabled. You would have supposed they would have thought of that.

Elizabeth returned to her room to dress. She was conscious of a feeling that nothing was quite perfect in this world. It would be nice to have a great deal of money, for she had a scheme in her mind which called for a large capital; but she was sorry that it could come to her only through the death of her uncle, of whom, despite his somewhat forbidding personality, she had always been fond. She was also sorry that a large sum of money was coming to Nutty at that particular point in his career, just when there seemed the hope that the simple life might pull him together. She knew Nutty too well not to be able to forecast his probable behaviour under the influence of a sudden restoration of wealth.

While these thoughts were passing through her mind she happened to glance out of the window. Nutty was shambling through the garden with his pail, a bowed, shuffling pillar of gloom. As Elizabeth watched, he dropped the pail and lashed the air violently for a while. From her knowledge of bees (It is needful to remember that bees resent outside interference and will resolutely defend themselves, Encyc. Brit., Vol. III, AUS to BIS) Elizabeth deduced that one of her little pets was annoying him. This episode concluded, Nutty resumed his pail and the journey, and at this moment there appeared over the hedge the face of Mr John Prescott, a neighbour. Mr Prescott, who had dismounted from a bicycle, called to Nutty and waved something in the air. To a stranger the performance would have been obscure, but Elizabeth understood it. Mr Prescott was intimating that he had been down to the post-office for his own letters and, as was his neighbourly custom on these occasions, had brought back also letters for Flacks.

Nutty foregathered with Mr Prescott and took the letters from him. Mr Prescott disappeared. Nutty selected one of the letters and opened it. Then, having stood perfectly still for some moments, he suddenly turned and began to run towards the house.

The mere fact that her brother, whose usual mode of progression was a languid saunter, should be actually running, was enough to tell Elizabeth that the letter which Nutty had read was from the London lawyers. No other communication could have galvanized him into such energy. Whether the contents of the letter were good or bad it was impossible at that distance to say. But when she reached the open air, just as Nutty charged up, she saw by his face that it was anguish not joy that had spurred him on. He was gasping and he bubbled unintelligible words. His little eyes gleamed wildly.

Nutty, darling, what is it? cried Elizabeth, every maternal instinct in her aroused.

He was thrusting a sheet of paper at her, a sheet of paper that bore the superscription of Nichols, Nichols, Nichols, and Nichols, with a London address.

Uncle Ira— Nutty choked. Twenty pounds! Hes left me twenty pounds, and all the rest to a — to a man named Dawlish!

In silence Elizabeth took the letter. It was even as he had said. A few moments before Elizabeth had been regretting the imminent descent of wealth upon her brother. Now she was inconsistent enough to boil with rage at the shattering blow which had befallen him. That she, too, had lost her inheritance hardly occurred to her. Her thoughts were all for Nutty. It did not need the sight of him, gasping and gurgling before her, to tell her how overwhelming was his disappointment.

It was useless to be angry with the deceased Mr Nutcombe. He was too shadowy a mark. Besides, he was dead. The whole current of her wrath turned upon the supplanter, this Lord Dawlish. She pictured him as a crafty adventurer, a wretched fortune-hunter. For some reason or other she imagined him a sinister person with a black moustache, a face thin and hawk-like, and unpleasant eyes. That was the sort of man who would be likely to fasten his talons into poor Uncle Ira.

She had never hated any one in her life before, but as she stood there at that moment she felt that she loathed and detested William Lord Dawlish — unhappy, well-meaning Bill, who only a few hours back had set foot on American soil in his desire to nose round and see if something couldnt be arranged.

Nutty fetched the water. Life is like that. There is nothing clean-cut about it, no sense of form. Instead of being permitted to concentrate his attention on his tragedy Nutty had to trudge three-quarters of a mile, conciliate a bull-terrier, and trudge back again carrying a heavy pail. It was as if one of the heroes of Greek drama, in the middle of his big scene, had been asked to run round the corner to a provision store.

The exercise did not act as a restorative. The blow had been too sudden, too overwhelming. Nuttys reason — such as it was — tottered on its throne. Who was Lord Dawlish? What had he done to ingratiate himself with Uncle Ira? By what insidious means, with what devilish cunning, had he wormed his way into the old mans favour? These were the questions that vexed Nuttys mind when he was able to think at all coherently.

Back at the farm Elizabeth cooked breakfast and awaited her brothers return with a sinking heart. She was a soft-hearted girl, easily distressed by the sight of suffering; and she was aware that Nutty was scarcely of the type that masks its woes behind a brave and cheerful smile. Her heart bled for Nutty.

There was a weary step outside. Nutty entered, slopping water. One glance at his face was enough to tell Elizabeth that she had formed a too conservative estimate of his probable gloom. Without a word he coiled his long form in a chair. There was silence in the stricken house.

Whats the time?

Elizabeth glanced at her watch.

Half-past nine.

About now, said Nutty, sepulchrally, the blighter is ringing for his man to prepare his bally bath and lay out his gold-leaf underwear. After that he will drive down to the bank and draw some of our money.

The day passed wearily for Elizabeth. Nutty having the air of one who is still engaged in picking up the pieces, she had not the heart to ask him to play his customary part in the household duties, so she washed the dishes and made the beds herself. After that she attended to the bees. After that she cooked lunch.

Nutty was not chatty at lunch. Having observed About now the blighter is cursing the waiter for bringing the wrong brand of champagne, he relapsed into a silence which he did not again break.

Elizabeth was busy again in the afternoon. At four oclock, feeling tired out, she went to her room to lie down until the next of her cycle of domestic duties should come round.

It was late when she came downstairs, for she had fallen asleep. The sun had gone down. Bees were winging their way heavily back to the hives with their honey. She went out into the grounds to try to find Nutty. There had been no signs of him in the house. There were no signs of him about the grounds. It was not like him to have taken a walk, but it seemed the only possibility. She went back to the house to wait. Eight oclock came, and nine, and it was then the truth dawned upon her — Nutty had escaped. He had slipped away and gone up to New York.
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LORD DAWLISH SAT in the New York flat which had been lent him by his friend Gates. The hour was half-past ten in the evening; the day, the second day after the exodus of Nutty Boyd from the farm. Before him on the table lay a letter. He was smoking pensively.

Lord Dawlish had found New York enjoyable, but a trifle fatiguing. There was much to be seen in the city, and he had made the mistake of trying to see it all at once. It had been his intention, when he came home after dinner that night, to try to restore the balance of things by going to bed early. He had sat up longer than he had intended, because he had been thinking about this letter.

Immediately upon his arrival in America, Bill had sought out a lawyer and instructed him to write to Elizabeth Boyd, offering her one-half of the late Ira Nutcombes money. He had had time during the voyage to think the whole matter over, and this seemed to him the only possible course. He could not keep it all. He would feel like the despoiler of the widow and the orphan. Nor would it be fair to Claire to give it all up. If he halved the legacy everybody would be satisfied.

That at least had been his view until Elizabeths reply had arrived. It was this reply that lay on the table — a brief, formal note, setting forth Miss Boyds absolute refusal to accept any portion of the money. This was a development which Bill had not foreseen, and he was feeling baffled. What was the next step? He had smoked many pipes in the endeavour to find an answer to this problem, and was lighting another when the door-bell rang.

He opened the door and found himself confronting an extraordinarily tall and thin young man in evening-dress.

Lord Dawlish was a little startled. He had taken it for granted, when the bell rang, that his visitor was Tom, the liftman from downstairs, a friendly soul who hailed from London and had been dropping in at intervals during the past two days to acquire the latest news from his native land. He stared at this changeling inquiringly. The solution of the mystery came with the strangers first words — 

Is Gates in?

He spoke eagerly, as if Gates were extremely necessary to his well-being. It distressed Lord Dawlish to disappoint him, but there was nothing else to be done.

Gates is in London, he said.

What! When did he go there?

About four months ago.

May I come in a minute?

Yes, rather, do.

He led the way into the sitting-room. The stranger gave abruptly in the middle, as if he were being folded up by some invisible agency, and in this attitude sank into a chair, where he lay back looking at Bill over his knees, like a sorrowful sheep peering over a sharp-pointed fence.

Youre from England, arent you?

Yes.

Been in New York long?

Only a couple of days.

The stranger folded himself up another foot or so until his knees were higher than his head, and lit a cigarette.

The curse of New York, he said, mournfully, is the way everything changes in it. You cant take your eyes off it for a minute. The populations always shifting. Its like a railway station. You go away for a bit and come back and try to find your old pals, and theyre all gone: Ikes in Arizona, Mikes in a sanatorium, Spikes in jail, and nobody seems to know where the rest of them have got to. I came up from the country two days ago, expecting to find the old gang along Broadway the same as ever, and Im dashed if Ive been able to put my hands on one of them! Not a single, solitary one of them! And its only six months since I was here last.

Lord Dawlish made sympathetic noises.

Of course, proceeded the other, the time of year may have something to do with it. Living down in the country you lose count of time, and I forgot that it was July, when people go out of the city. I guess that must be what happened. I used to know all sorts of fellows, actors and fellows like that, and theyre all away somewhere. I tell you, he said, with pathos, I never knew I could be so infernally lonesome as I have been these last two days. If I had known what a rotten time I was going to have I would never have left Brookport.

Brookport!

Its a place down on Long Island.

Bill was not by nature a plotter, but the mere fact of travelling under an assumed name had developed a streak of wariness in him. He checked himself just as he was about to ask his companion if he happened to know a Miss Elizabeth Boyd, who also lived at Brookport. It occurred to him that the question would invite a counter-question as to his own knowledge of Miss Boyd, and he knew that he would not be able to invent a satisfactory answer to that offhand.

This evening, said the thin young man, resuming his dirge, I was sweating my brain to try to think of somebody I could hunt up in this ghastly, deserted city. It isnt so easy, you know, to think of fellows names and addresses. I can get the names all right, but unless the fellows in the telephone-book, Im done. Well, I was trying to think of some of my pals who might still be around the place, and I remembered Gates. Remembered his address, too, by a miracle. Youre a pal of his, of course?

Yes, I knew him in London.

Oh, I see. And when you came over here he lent you his flat? By the way, I didnt get your name?

My names Chalmers.

Well, as I say, I remembered Gates and came down here to look him up. We used to have a lot of good times together a year ago. And now hes gone too!

Did you want to see him about anything important?

Well, its important to me. I wanted him to come out to supper. You see, its this way: Im giving supper to-night to a girl whos in that show at the Forty-ninth Street Theatre, a Miss Leonard, and she insists on bringing a pal. She says the pal is a good sport, which sounds all right— Bill admitted that it sounded all right. But it makes the party three. And of all the infernal things a party of three is the ghastliest.

Having delivered himself of this undeniable truth the stranger slid a little farther into his chair and paused. Look here, what are you doing to-night? he said.

I was thinking of going to bed.

Going to bed! The strangers voice was shocked, as if he had heard blasphemy. Going to bed at half-past ten in New York! My dear chap, what you want is a bit of supper. Why dont you come along?

Amiability was, perhaps, the leading quality of Lord Dawlishs character. He did not want to have to dress and go out to supper, but there was something almost pleading in the eyes that looked at him between the sharply-pointed knees.

Its awfully good of you— He hesitated.

Not a bit; I wish you would. You would be a life-saver.

Bill felt that he was in for it. He got up.

You will? said the other. Good boy! You go and get into some clothes and come along. Im sorry, what did you say your name was?

Chalmers.

Mines Boyd — Nutcombe Boyd.

Boyd! cried Bill.

Nutty took his astonishment, which was too great to be concealed, as a compliment. He chuckled.

I thought you would know the name if you were a pal of Gatess. I expect hes always talking about me. You see, I was pretty well known in this old place before I had to leave it.

Bill walked down the long passage to his bedroom with no trace of the sleepiness which had been weighing on him five minutes before. He was galvanized by a superstitious thrill. It was fate, Elizabeth Boyds brother turning up like this and making friendly overtures right on top of that letter from her. This astonishing thing could not have been better arranged if he had planned it himself. From what little he had seen of Nutty he gathered that the latter was not hard to make friends with. It would be a simple task to cultivate his acquaintance. And having done so, he could renew negotiations with Elizabeth. The desire to rid himself of half the legacy had become a fixed idea with Bill. He had the impression that he could not really feel clean again until he had made matters square with his conscience in this respect. He felt that he was probably a fool to take that view of the thing, but that was the way he was built and there was no getting away from it.

This irruption of Nutty Boyd into his life was an omen. It meant that all was not yet over. He was conscious of a mild surprise that he had ever intended to go to bed. He felt now as if he never wanted to go to bed again. He felt exhilarated.

In these days one cannot say that a supper-party is actually given in any one place. Supping in New York has become a peripatetic pastime. The supper-party arranged by Nutty Boyd was scheduled to start at Reigelheimers on Forty-second Street, and it was there that the revellers assembled.

Nutty and Bill had been there a few minutes when Miss Daisy Leonard arrived with her friend. And from that moment Bill was never himself again.

The Good Sport was, so to speak, an outsize in Good Sports. She loomed up behind the small and demure Miss Leonard like a liner towed by a tug. She was big, blonde, skittish, and exuberant; she wore a dress like the sunset of a fine summer evening, and she effervesced with spacious good will to all men. She was one of those girls who splash into public places like stones into quiet pools. Her form was large, her eyes were large, her teeth were large, and her voice was large. She overwhelmed Bill. She hit his astounded consciousness like a shell. She gave him a buzzing in the ears. She was not so much a Good Sport as some kind of an explosion.

He was still reeling from the spiritual impact with this female tidal wave when he became aware, as one who, coming out of a swoon, hears voices faintly, that he was being addressed by Miss Leonard. To turn from Miss Leonards friend to Miss Leonard herself was like hearing the falling of gentle rain after a thunderstorm. For a moment he revelled in the sense of being soothed; then, as he realized what she was saying, he started violently. Miss Leonard was looking at him curiously.

I beg your pardon? said Bill.

Im sure Ive met you before, Mr Chalmers.

Er — really?

But I cant think where.

Im sure, said the Good Sport, languishingly, like a sentimental siege-gun, that if I had ever met Mr Chalmers before I shouldnt have forgotten him.

Youre English, arent you? asked Miss Leonard.

Yes.

The Good Sport said she was crazy about Englishmen.

I thought so from your voice.

The Good Sport said that she was crazy about the English accent.

It must have been in London that I met you. I was in the revue at the Alhambra last year.

By George, I wish I had seen you! interjected the infatuated Nutty.

The Good Sport said that she was crazy about London.

I seem to remember, went on Miss Leonard, meeting you out at supper. Do you know a man named Delaney in the Coldstream Guards?

Bill would have liked to deny all knowledge of Delaney, though the latter was one of his best friends, but his natural honesty prevented him.

Im sure I met you at a supper he gave at Oddys one Friday night. We all went on to Covent Garden. Dont you remember?

Talking of supper, broke in Nutty, earning Bills hearty gratitude thereby, wheres the dashed head-waiter? I want to find my table.

He surveyed the restaurant with a melancholy eye.

Everything changed! He spoke sadly, as Ulysses might have done when his boat put in at Ithaca. Every darned thing different since I was here last. New waiter, head-waiter I never saw before in my life, different-coloured carpet—

Cheer up, Nutty, old thing! said Miss Leonard. Youll feel better when youve had something to eat. I hope you had the sense to tip the head-waiter, or there wont be any table. Funny how these places go up and down in New York. A year ago the whole management would turn out and kiss you if you looked like spending a couple of dollars here. Now it costs the earth to get in at all.

Whys that? asked Nutty.

Lady Pauline Wetherby, of course. Didnt you know this was where she danced?

Never heard of her, said Nutty, in a sort of ecstasy of wistful gloom. That will show you how long Ive been away. Who is she?

Miss Leonard invoked the name of Mike.

Dont you ever get the papers in your village, Nutty?

I never read the papers. I dont suppose Ive read a paper for years. I cant stand em. Who is Lady Pauline Wetherby?

She does Greek dances — at least, I suppose theyre Greek. They all are nowadays, unless theyre Russian. Shes an English peeress.

Miss Leonards friend said she was crazy about these picturesque old English families; and they went in to supper.

* * * * *

Looking back on the evening later and reviewing its leading features, Lord Dawlish came to the conclusion that he never completely recovered from the first shock of the Good Sport. He was conscious all the time of a dream-like feeling, as if he were watching himself from somewhere outside himself. From some conning-tower in this fourth dimension he perceived himself eating broiled lobster and drinking champagne and heard himself bearing an adequate part in the conversation; but his movements were largely automatic.

* * * * *

Time passed. It seemed to Lord Dawlish, watching from without, that things were livening up. He seemed to perceive a quickening of the tempo of the revels, an added abandon. Nutty was getting quite bright. He had the air of one who recalls the good old days, of one who in familiar scenes re-enacts the joys of his vanished youth. The chastened melancholy induced by many months of fetching of pails of water, of scrubbing floors with a mop, and of jumping like a firecracker to avoid excited bees had been purged from him by the lights and the music and the wine. He was telling a long anecdote, laughing at it, throwing a crust of bread at an adjacent waiter, and refilling his glass at the same time. It is not easy to do all these things simultaneously, and the fact that Nutty did them with notable success was proof that he was picking up.

Miss Daisy Leonard was still demure, but as she had just slipped a piece of ice down the back of Nuttys neck one may assume that she was feeling at her ease and had overcome any diffidence or shyness which might have interfered with her complete enjoyment of the festivities. As for the Good Sport, she was larger, blonder, and more exuberant than ever and she was addressing someone as Bill.

Perhaps the most remarkable phenomenon of the evening, as it advanced, was the change it wrought in Lord Dawlishs attitude toward this same Good Sport. He was not conscious of the beginning of the change; he awoke to the realization of it suddenly. At the beginning of supper his views on her had been definite and clear. When they had first been introduced to each other he had had a stunned feeling that this sort of thing ought not to be allowed at large, and his battered brain had instinctively recalled that line of Tennyson: The curse is come upon me. But now, warmed with food and drink and smoking an excellent cigar, he found that a gentler, more charitable mood had descended upon him.

He argued with himself in extenuation of the girls peculiar idiosyncrasies. Was it, he asked himself, altogether her fault that she was so massive and spoke as if she were addressing an open-air meeting in a strong gale? Perhaps it was hereditary. Perhaps her father had been a circus giant and her mother the strong woman of the troupe. And for the unrestraint of her manner defective training in early girlhood would account. He began to regard her with a quiet, kindly commiseration, which in its turn changed into a sort of brotherly affection. He discovered that he liked her. He liked her very much. She was so big and jolly and robust, and spoke in such a clear, full voice. He was glad that she was patting his hand. He was glad that he had asked her to call him Bill.

People were dancing now. It has been claimed by patriots that American dyspeptics lead the world. This supremacy, though partly due, no doubt, to vast supplies of pie absorbed in youth, may be attributed to a certain extent also to the national habit of dancing during meals. Lord Dawlish had that sturdy reverence for his interior organism which is the birthright of every Briton. And at the beginning of supper he had resolved that nothing should induce him to court disaster in this fashion. But as the time went on he began to waver.

The situation was awkward. Nutty and Miss Leonard were repeatedly leaving the table to tread the measure, and on these occasions the Good Sports wistfulness was a haunting reproach. Nor was the spectacle of Nutty in action without its effect on Bills resolution. Nutty dancing was a sight to stir the most stolid.

Bill wavered. The music had started again now, one of those twentieth-century eruptions of sound that begin like a train going through a tunnel and continue like audible electric shocks, that set the feet tapping beneath the table and the spine thrilling with an unaccustomed exhilaration. Every drop of blood in his body cried to him Dance! He could resist no longer.

Shall we? he said.

Bill should not have danced. He was an estimable young man, honest, amiable, with high ideals. He had played an excellent game of football at the university; his golf handicap was plus two; and he was no mean performer with the gloves. But we all of us have our limitations, and Bill had his. He was not a good dancer. He was energetic, but he required more elbow room than the ordinary dancing floor provides. As a dancer, in fact, he closely resembled a Newfoundland puppy trying to run across a field.

It takes a good deal to daunt the New York dancing man, but the invasion of the floor by Bill and the Good Sport undoubtedly caused a profound and even painful sensation. Linked together they formed a living projectile which might well have intimidated the bravest. Nutty was their first victim. They caught him in mid-step — one of those fancy steps which he was just beginning to exhume from the cobwebbed recesses of his memory — and swept him away. After which they descended resistlessly upon a stout gentleman of middle age, chiefly conspicuous for the glittering diamonds which he wore and the stoical manner in which he danced to and fro on one spot of not more than a few inches in size in the exact centre of the room. He had apparently staked out a claim to this small spot, a claim which the other dancers had decided to respect; but Bill and the Good Sport, coming up from behind, had him two yards away from it at the first impact. Then, scattering apologies broadcast like a medieval monarch distributing largesse, Bill whirled his partner round by sheer muscular force and began what he intended to be a movement toward the farther corner, skirting the edge of the floor. It was his simple belief that there was more safety there than in the middle.

He had not reckoned with Heinrich Joerg. Indeed, he was not aware of Heinrich Joergs existence. Yet fate was shortly to bring them together, with far-reaching results. Heinrich Joerg had left the Fatherland a good many years before with the prudent purpose of escaping military service. After various vicissitudes in the land of his adoption — which it would be extremely interesting to relate, but which must wait for a more favourable opportunity — he had secured a useful and not ill-recompensed situation as one of the staff of Reigelheimers Restaurant. He was, in point of fact, a waiter, and he comes into the story at this point bearing a tray full of glasses, knives, forks, and pats of butter on little plates. He was setting a table for some new arrivals, and in order to obtain more scope for that task he had left the crowded aisle beyond the table and come round to the edge of the dancing-floor.

He should not have come out on to the dancing-floor. In another moment he was admitting that himself. For just as he was lowering his tray and bending over the table in the pursuance of his professional duties, along came Bill at his customary high rate of speed, propelling his partner before him, and for the first time since he left home Heinrich was conscious of a regret that he had done so. There are worse things than military service!

It was the table that saved Bill. He clutched at it and it supported him. He was thus enabled to keep the Good Sport from falling and to assist Heinrich to rise from the morass of glasses, knives, and pats of butter in which he was wallowing. Then, the dance having been abandoned by mutual consent, he helped his now somewhat hysterical partner back to their table.

Remorse came upon Bill. He was sorry that he had danced; sorry that he had upset Heinrich; sorry that he had subjected the Good Sports nervous system to such a strain; sorry that so much glass had been broken and so many pats of butter bruised beyond repair. But of one thing, even in that moment of bleak regrets, he was distinctly glad, and that was that all these things had taken place three thousand miles away from Claire Fenwick. He had not been appearing at his best, and he was glad that Claire had not seen him.

As he sat and smoked the remains of his cigar, while renewing his apologies and explanations to his partner and soothing the ruffled Nutty with well-chosen condolences, he wondered idly what Claire was doing at that moment.

Claire at that moment, having been an astonished eye-witness of the whole performance, was resuming her seat at a table at the other end of the room.
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THERE WERE TWO reasons why Lord Dawlish was unaware of Claire Fenwicks presence at Reigelheimers Restaurant: Reigelheimers is situated in a basement below a ten-storey building, and in order to prevent this edifice from falling into his patrons soup the proprietor had been obliged to shore up his ceiling with massive pillars. One of these protruded itself between the table which Nutty had secured for his supper-party and the table at which Claire was sitting with her friend, Lady Wetherby, and her steamer acquaintance, Mr Dudley Pickering. That was why Bill had not seen Claire from where he sat; and the reason that he had not seen her when he left his seat and began to dance was that he was not one of your dancers who glance airily about them. When Bill danced he danced.

He would have been stunned with amazement if he had known that Claire was at Reigelheimers that night. And yet it would have been remarkable, seeing that she was the guest of Lady Wetherby, if she had not been there. When you have travelled three thousand miles to enjoy the hospitality of a friend who does near-Greek dances at a popular restaurant, the least you can do is to go to the restaurant and watch her step. Claire had arrived with Polly Wetherby and Mr Dudley Pickering at about the time when Nutty, his gloom melting rapidly, was instructing the waiter to open the second bottle.

Of Claires movements between the time when she secured her ticket at the steamship offices at Southampton and the moment when she entered Reigelheimers Restaurant it is not necessary to give a detailed record. She had had the usual experiences of the ocean voyager. She had fed, read, and gone to bed. The only notable event in her trip had been her intimacy with Mr Dudley Pickering.

Dudley Pickering was a middle-aged Middle Westerner, who by thrift and industry had amassed a considerable fortune out of automobiles. Everybody spoke well of Dudley Pickering. The papers spoke well of him, Bradstreet spoke well of him, and he spoke well of himself. On board the liner he had poured the saga of his life into Claires attentive ears, and there was a gentle sweetness in her manner which encouraged Mr Pickering mightily, for he had fallen in love with Claire on sight.

It would seem that a schoolgirl in these advanced days would know what to do when she found that a man worth millions was in love with her; yet there were factors in the situation which gave Claire pause. Lord Dawlish, of course, was one of them. She had not mentioned Lord Dawlish to Mr Pickering, and — doubtless lest the sight of it might pain him — she had abstained from wearing her engagement ring during the voyage. But she had not completely lost sight of the fact that she was engaged to Bill. Another thing that caused her to hesitate was the fact that Dudley Pickering, however wealthy, was a most colossal bore. As far as Claire could ascertain on their short acquaintance, he had but one subject of conversation — automobiles.

To Claire an automobile was a shiny thing with padded seats, in which you rode if you were lucky enough to know somebody who owned one. She had no wish to go more deeply into the matter. Dudley Pickerings attitude towards automobiles, on the other hand, more nearly resembled that of a surgeon towards the human body. To him a car was something to dissect, something with an interior both interesting to explore and fascinating to talk about. Claire listened with a radiant display of interest, but she had her doubts as to whether any amount of money would make it worth while to undergo this sort of thing for life. She was still in this hesitant frame of mind when she entered Reigelheimers Restaurant, and it perturbed her that she could not come to some definite decision on Mr Pickering, for those subtle signs which every woman can recognize and interpret told her that the latter, having paved the way by talking machinery for a week, was about to boil over and speak of higher things.

At the very next opportunity, she was certain, he intended to propose.

The presence of Lady Wetherby acted as a temporary check on the development of the situation, but after they had been seated at their table a short time the lights of the restaurant were suddenly lowered, a coloured limelight became manifest near the roof, and classical music made itself heard from the fiddles in the orchestra.

You could tell it was classical, because the banjo players were leaning back and chewing gum; and in New York restaurants only death or a classical speciality can stop banjoists.

There was a spatter of applause, and Lady Wetherby rose.

This, she explained to Claire, is where I do my stunt. Watch it. I invented the steps myself. Classical stuff. Its called the Dream of Psyche.

It was difficult for one who knew her as Claire did to associate Polly Wetherby with anything classical. On the road, in England, when they had been fellow-members of the Number Two company of The Heavenly Waltz, Polly had been remarkable chiefly for a fund of humorous anecdote and a gift, amounting almost to genius, for doing battle with militant landladies. And renewing their intimacy after a hiatus of a little less than a year Claire had found her unchanged.

It was a truculent affair, this Dream of Psyche. It was not so much dancing as shadow boxing. It began mildly enough to the accompaniment of pizzicato strains from the orchestra — Psyche in her training quarters. Rallentando — Psyche punching the bag. Diminuendo — Psyche using the medicine ball. Presto — Psyche doing road work. Forte — The night of the fight. And then things began to move to a climax. With the fiddles working themselves to the bone and the piano bounding under its persecutors blows, Lady Wetherby ducked, side-stepped, rushed, and sprang, moving her arms in a manner that may have been classical Greek, but to the untrained eye looked much more like the last round of some open-air bout.

It was half-way through the exhibition, when you could smell the sawdust and hear the seconds shouting advice under the ropes, that Claire, who, never having seen anything in her life like this extraordinary performance, had been staring spellbound, awoke to the realization that Dudley Pickering was proposing to her. It required a womans intuition to divine this fact, for Mr Pickering was not coherent. He did not go straight to the point. He rambled. But Claire understood, and it came to her that this thing had taken her before she was ready. In a brief while she would have to give an answer of some sort, and she had not clearly decided what answer she meant to give.

Then, while he was still skirting his subject, before he had wandered to what he really wished to say, the music stopped, the applause broke out again, and Lady Wetherby returned to the table like a pugilist seeking his corner at the end of a round. Her face was flushed and she was breathing hard.

They pay me money for that! she observed, genially. Can you beat it?

The spell was broken. Mr Pickering sank back in his chair in a punctured manner. And Claire, making monosyllabic replies to her friends remarks, was able to bend her mind to the task of finding out how she stood on this important Pickering issue. That he would return to the attack as soon as possible she knew; and the next time she must have her attitude clearly defined one way or the other.

Lady Wetherby, having got the Dance of Psyche out of her system, and replaced it with a glass of iced coffee, was inclined for conversation.

Algie called me up on the phone this evening, Claire.

Yes?

Claire was examining Mr Pickering with furtive side glances. He was not handsome, nor, on the other hand, was he repulsive. Undistinguished was the adjective that would have described him. He was inclined to stoutness, but not unpardonably so; his hair was thin, but he was not aggressively bald; his face was dull, but certainly not stupid. There was nothing in his outer man which his millions would not offset. As regarded his other qualities, his conversation was certainly not exhilarating. But that also was not, under certain conditions, an unforgivable thing. No, looking at the matter all round and weighing it with care, the real obstacle, Claire decided, was not any quality or lack of qualities in Dudley Pickering — it was Lord Dawlish and the simple fact that it would be extremely difficult, if she discarded him in favour of a richer man without any ostensible cause, to retain her self-respect.

I think hes weakening.

Yes?

Yes, that was the crux of the matter. She wanted to retain her good opinion of herself. And in order to achieve that end it was essential that she find some excuse, however trivial, for breaking off the engagement.

Yes?

A waiter approached the table.

Mr Pickering!

The thwarted lover came to life with a start.

Eh?

A gentleman wishes to speak to you on the telephone.

Oh, yes. I was expecting a long-distance call, Lady Wetherby, and left word I would be here. Will you excuse me?

Lady Wetherby watched him as he bustled across the room.

What do you think of him, Claire?

Mr Pickering? I think hes very nice.

He admires you frantically. I hoped he would. Thats why I wanted you to come over on the same ship with him.

Polly! I had no notion you were such a schemer.

I would just love to see you two fix it up, continued Lady Wetherby, earnestly. He may not be what you might call a genius, but hes a darned good sort; and all his millions help, dont they? You dont want to overlook these millions, Claire!

I do like Mr Pickering.

Claire, he asked me if you were engaged.

What!

When I told him you werent, he beamed. Honestly, youve only got to lift your little finger and — Oh, good Lord, theres Algie!

Claire looked up. A dapper, trim little man of about forty was threading his way among the tables in their direction. It was a year since Claire had seen Lord Wetherby, but she recognized him at once. He had a red, weather-beaten face with a suspicion of side-whiskers, small, pink-rimmed eyes with sandy eyebrows, the smoothest of sandy hair, and a chin so cleanly shaven that it was difficult to believe that hair had ever grown there. Although his evening-dress was perfect in every detail, he conveyed a subtle suggestion of horsiness. He reached the table and sat down without invitation in the vacant chair.

Pauline! he said, sorrowfully.

Algie! said Lady Wetherby, tensely. I dont know what youve come here for, and I dont remember asking you to sit down and put your elbows on that table, but I want to begin by saying that I will not be called Pauline. My names Polly. Youve got a way of saying Pauline, as if it were a gentlemanly cuss-word, that makes me want to scream. And while youre about it, why dont you say how-dyou-do to Claire? You ought to remember her, she was my bridesmaid.

How do you do, Miss Fenwick. Of course, I remember you perfectly. Im glad to see you again.

And now, Algie, what is it? Why have you come here? Lord Wetherby looked doubtfully at Claire. Oh, thats all right, said Lady Wetherby. Claire knows all about it — I told her.

Then I appeal to Miss Fenwick, if, as you say, she knows all the facts of the case, to say whether it is reasonable to expect a man of my temperament, a nervous, highly-strung artist, to welcome the presence of snakes at the breakfast-table. I trust that I am not an unreasonable man, but I decline to admit that a long, green snake is a proper thing to keep about the house.

You had no right to strike the poor thing.

In that one respect I was perhaps a little hasty. I happened to be stirring my tea at the moment his head rose above the edge of the table. I was not entirely myself that morning. My nerves were somewhat disordered. I had lain awake much of the night planning a canvas.

Planning a what?

A canvas — a picture.

Lady Wetherby turned to Claire.

I want you to listen to Algie, Claire. A year ago he did not know one end of a paint-brush from the other. He didnt know he had any nerves. If you had brought him the artistic temperament on a plate with a bit of watercress round it, he wouldnt have recognized it. And now, just because hes got a studio, he thinks he has a right to go up in the air if you speak to him suddenly and run about the place hitting snakes with teaspoons as if he were Michelangelo!

You do me an injustice. It is true that as an artist I developed late — But why should we quarrel? If it will help to pave the way to a renewed understanding between us, I am prepared to apologize for striking Clarence. That is conciliatory, I think, Miss Fenwick?

Very.

Miss Fenwick considers my attitude conciliatory.

Its something, admitted Lady Wetherby, grudgingly.

Lord Wetherby drained the whisky-and-soda which Dudley Pickering had left behind him, and seemed to draw strength from it, for he now struck a firmer note.

But, though expressing regret for my momentary loss of self-control, I cannot recede from the position I have taken up as regards the essential unfitness of Clarences presence in the home.

Lady Wetherby looked despairingly at Claire.

The very first words I heard Algie speak, Claire, were at Newmarket during the three oclock race one May afternoon. He was hanging over the rail, yelling like an Indian, and what he was yelling was, Come on, you blighter, come on! By the living jingo, Brickbat wins in a walk! And now hes talking about receding from essential positions! Oh, well, he wasnt an artist then!

My dear Pau — Polly. I am purposely picking my words on the present occasion in order to prevent the possibility of further misunderstandings. I consider myself an ambassador.

You would be shocked if you knew what I consider you!

I am endeavouring to the best of my ability—

Algie, listen to me! I am quite calm at present, but theres no knowing how soon I may hit you with a chair if you dont come to earth quick and talk like an ordinary human being. What is it that you are driving at?

Very well, its this: Ill come home if you get rid of that snake.

Never!

Its surely not much to ask of you, Polly?

I wont!

Lord Wetherby sighed.

When I led you to the altar, he said, reproachfully, you promised to love, honour, and obey me. I thought at the time it was a bit of swank!

Lady Wetherbys manner thawed. She became more friendly.

When you talk like that, Algie, I feel theres hope for you after all. Thats how you used to talk in the dear old days when youd come to me to borrow half-a-crown to put on a horse! Listen, now that at last you seem to be getting more reasonable; I wish I could make you understand that I dont keep Clarence for sheer love of him. Hes a commercial asset. Hes an advertisement. You must know that I have got to have something to—

I admit that may be so as regards the monkey, Eustace. Monkeys as aids to publicity have, I believe, been tested and found valuable by other artistes. I am prepared to accept Eustace, but the snake is worthless.

Oh, you dont object to Eustace, then?

I do strongly, but I concede his uses.

You would live in the same house as Eustace?

I would endeavour to do so. But not in the same house as Eustace and Clarence.

There was a pause.

I dont know that Im so stuck on Clarence myself, said Lady Wetherby, weakly.

My darling!

Wait a minute. Ive not said I would get rid of him.

But you will?

Lady Wetherbys hesitation lasted but a moment. All right, Algie. Ill send him to the Zoo to-morrow.

My precious pet!

A hand, reaching under the table, enveloped Claires in a loving clasp.

From the look on Lord Wetherbys face she supposed that he was under the delusion that he was bestowing this attention on his wife.

You know, Algie, darling, said Lady Wetherby, melting completely, when you get that yearning note in your voice I just flop and take the full count.

My sweetheart, when I saw you doing that Dream of Whats-the-girls-bally-name dance just now, it was all I could do to keep from rushing out on to the floor and hugging you.

Algie!

Polly!

Do you mind letting go of my hand, please, Lord Wetherby? said Claire, on whom these saccharine exchanges were beginning to have a cloying effect.

For a moment Lord Wetherby seemed somewhat confused, but, pulling himself together, he covered his embarrassment with a pomposity that blended poorly with his horsy appearance.

Married life, Miss Fenwick, he said, as you will no doubt discover some day, must always be a series of mutual compromises, of cheerful give and take. The lamp of love—

His remarks were cut short by a crash at the other end of the room. There was a sharp cry and the splintering of glass. The place was full of a sudden, sharp confusion. They jumped up with one accord. Lady Wetherby spilled her iced coffee; Lord Wetherby dropped the lamp of love. Claire, who was nearest the pillar that separated them from the part of the restaurant where the accident had happened, was the first to see what had taken place.

A large man, dancing with a large girl, appeared to have charged into a small waiter, upsetting him and his tray and the contents of his tray. The various actors in the drama were now engaged in sorting themselves out from the ruins. The man had his back toward her, and it seemed to Claire that there was something familiar about that back. Then he turned, and she recognized Lord Dawlish.

She stood transfixed. For a moment surprise was her only emotion. How came Bill to be in America? Then other feelings blended with her surprise. It is a fact that Lord Dawlish was looking singularly uncomfortable.

Claires eyes travelled from Bill to his partner and took in with one swift feminine glance her large, exuberant blondeness. There is no denying that, seen with a somewhat biased eye, the Good Sport resembled rather closely a poster advertising a revue.

Claire returned to her seat. Lord and Lady Wetherby continued to talk, but she allowed them to conduct the conversation without her assistance.

Youre very quiet, Claire, said Polly.

Im thinking.

A very good thing, too, so they tell me. Ive never tried it myself. Algie, darling, he was a bad boy to leave his nice home, wasnt he? He didnt deserve to have his hand held.
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IT HAD BEEN a great night for Nutty Boyd. If the vision of his sister Elizabeth, at home at the farm speculating sadly on the whereabouts of her wandering boy, ever came before his mental eye he certainly did not allow it to interfere with his appreciation of the festivities. At Frolics in the Air, whither they moved after draining Reigelheimers of what joys it had to offer, and at Peales, where they went after wearying of Frolics in the Air, he was in the highest spirits. It was only occasionally that the recollection came to vex him that this could not last, that — since his Uncle Ira had played him false — he must return anon to the place whence he had come.

Why, in a city of all-night restaurants, these parties ever break up one cannot say, but a merciful Providence sees to it that they do, and just as Lord Dawlish was contemplating an eternity of the company of Nutty and his two companions, the end came. Miss Leonard said that she was tired. Her friend said that it was a shame to go home at dusk like this, but, if the party was going to be broken up, she supposed there was nothing else for it. Bill was too sleepy to say anything.

The Good Sport lived round the corner, and only required Lord Dawlishs escort for a couple of hundred yards. But Miss Leonards hotel was in the neighbourhood of Washington Square, and it was Nuttys pleasing task to drive her thither. Engaged thus, he received a shock that electrified him.

That pal of yours, said Miss Leonard, drowsily — she was half-asleep— what did you say his name was?

Chalmers, he told me. I only met him to-night.

Well, it isnt; its something else. It — Miss Leonard yawned— its Lord something.

How do you mean, Lord something?

Hes a lord — at least, he was when I met him in London.

Are you sure you met him in London?

Of course Im sure. He was at that supper Captain Delaney gave at Oddys. There cant be two men in England who dance like that!

The recollection of Bills performance stimulated Miss Leonard into a temporary wakefulness, and she giggled.

He danced just the same way that night in London. I wish I could remember his name. I almost had it a dozen times tonight. Its something with a window in it.

A window? Nuttys brain was a little fatigued and he felt himself unequal to grasping this. How do you mean, a window?

No, not a window — a door! I knew it was something about a house. I know now, his names Lord Dawlish.

Nuttys fatigue fell from him like a garment.

It cant be!

It is.

Miss Leonards eyes had closed and she spoke in a muffled voice.

Are you sure?

Mm-mm.

By gad!

Nutty was wide awake now and full of inquiries; but his companion unfortunately was asleep, and he could not put them to her. A gentleman cannot prod a lady — and his guest, at that — in the ribs in order to wake her up and ask her questions. Nutty sat back and gave himself up to feverish thought.

He could think of no reason why Lord Dawlish should have come to America calling himself William Chalmers, but that was no reason why he should not have done so. And Daisy Leonard, who all along had remembered meeting him in London, had identified him.

Nutty was convinced. Arriving finally at Miss Leonards hotel, he woke her up and saw her in at the door; then, telling the man to drive to the lodgings of his new friend, he urged his mind to rapid thought. He had decided as a first step in the following up of this matter to invite Bill down to Elizabeths farm, and the thought occurred to him that this had better be done to-night, for he knew by experience that on the morning after these little jaunts he was seldom in the mood to seek people out and invite them to go anywhere.

All the way to the flat he continued to think, and it was wonderful what possibilities there seemed to be in this little scheme of courting the society of the man who had robbed him of his inheritance. He had worked on Bills feelings so successfully as to elicit a loan of a million dollars, and was just proceeding to marry him to Elizabeth, when the cab stopped with the sudden sharpness peculiar to New York cabs, and he woke up, to find himself at his destination.

Bill was in bed when the bell rang, and received his late host in his pyjamas, wondering, as he did so, whether this was the New York custom, to foregather again after a party had been broken up, and chat till breakfast. But Nutty, it seemed, had come with a motive, not from a desire for more conversation.

Sorry to disturb you, old man, said Nutty. I looked in to tell you that I was going down to the country to-morrow. I wondered whether you would care to come and spend a day or two with us.

Bill was delighted. This was better than he had hoped for.

Rather! he said. Thanks awfully!

There are plenty of trains in the afternoon, said Nutty. I dont suppose either of us will feel like getting up early. Ill call for you here at half-past six, and well have an early dinner and catch the seven-fifteen, shall we? We live very simply, you know. You wont mind that?

My dear chap!

Thats all right, then, said Nutty, closing the door. Good night.
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ELIZABETH ENTERED NUTTYS room and, seating herself on the bed, surveyed him with a bright, quiet eye that drilled holes in her brothers uneasy conscience. This was her second visit to him that morning. She had come an hour ago, bearing breakfast on a tray, and had departed without saying a word. It was this uncanny silence of hers even more than the effects — which still lingered — of his revels in the metropolis that had interfered with Nuttys enjoyment of the morning meal. Never a hearty breakfaster, he had found himself under the influence of her wordless disapproval physically unable to consume the fried egg that confronted him. He had given it one look; then, endorsing the opinion which he had once heard a character in a play utter in somewhat similar circumstances — that there was nothing on earth so homely as an egg — he had covered it with a handkerchief and tried to pull himself round with hot tea. He was now smoking a sad cigarette and waiting for the blow to fall.

Her silence had puzzled him. Though he had tried to give her no opportunity of getting him alone on the previous evening when he had arrived at the farm with Lord Dawlish, he had fully expected that she would have broken in upon him with abuse and recrimination in the middle of the night. Yet she had not done this, nor had she spoken to him when bringing him his breakfast. These things found their explanation in Elizabeths character, with which Nutty, though he had known her so long, was but imperfectly acquainted. Elizabeth had never been angrier with her brother, but an innate goodness of heart had prevented her falling upon him before he had had rest and refreshment.

She wanted to massacre him, but at the same time she told herself that the poor dear must be feeling very, very ill, and should have a reasonable respite before the slaughter commenced.

It was plain that in her opinion this respite had now lasted long enough. She looked over her shoulder to make sure that she had closed the door, then leaned a little forward and spoke.

Now, Nutty!

The wretched youth attempted bluster.

What do you mean— Now, Nutty? Whats the use of looking at a fellow like that and saying Now, Nutty? Wheres the sense—

His voice trailed off. He was not a very intelligent young man, but even he could see that his was not a position where righteous indignation could be assumed with any solid chance of success. As a substitute he tried pathos.

Oo-oo, my head does ache!

I wish it would burst, said his sister, unkindly.

Thats a nice thing to say to a fellow!

Im sorry. I wouldnt have said it—

Oh, well!

Only I couldnt think of anything worse.

It began to seem to Nutty that pathos was a bit of a failure too. As a last resort he fell back on silence. He wriggled as far down as he could beneath the sheets and breathed in a soft and wounded sort of way. Elizabeth took up the conversation.

Nutty, she said, Ive struggled for years against the conviction that you were a perfect idiot. Ive forced myself, against my better judgement, to try to look on you as sane, but now I give in. I cant believe you are responsible for your actions. Dont imagine that I am going to heap you with reproaches because you sneaked off to New York. Im not even going to tell you what I thought of you for not sending me a telegram, letting me know where you were. I can understand all that. You were disappointed because Uncle Ira had not left you his money, and I suppose that was your way of working it off. If you had just run away and come back again with a headache, Id have treated you like the Prodigal Son. But there are some things which are too much, and bringing a perfect stranger back with you for an indefinite period is one of them. Im not saying anything against Mr Chalmers personally. I havent had time to find out much about him, except that hes an Englishman; but he looks respectable. Which, as hes a friend of yours, is more or less of a miracle.

She raised her eyebrows as a faint moan of protest came from beneath the sheets.

You surely, she said, arent going to suggest at this hour of the day, Nutty, that your friends arent the most horrible set of pests outside a prison? Not that its likely after all these months that they are outside a prison. You know perfectly well that while you were running round New York you collected the most pernicious bunch of rogues that ever fastened their talons into a silly child who ought never to have been allowed out without his nurse. After which complicated insult Elizabeth paused for breath, and there was silence for a space.

Well, as I was saying, I know nothing against this Mr Chalmers. Probably his finger-prints are in the Rogues Gallery, and he is better known to the police as Jack the Blood, or something, but he hasnt shown that side of him yet. My point is that, whoever he is, I do not want him or anybody else coming and taking up his abode here while I have to be cook and housemaid too. I object to having a stranger on the premises spying out the nakedness of the land. I am sensitive about my honest poverty. So, darling Nutty, my precious Nutty, you poor boneheaded muddler, will you kindly think up at your earliest convenience some plan for politely ejecting this Mr Chalmers of yours from our humble home? — because if you dont, Im going to have a nervous breakdown.

And, completely restored to good humour by her own eloquence, Elizabeth burst out laughing. It was a trait in her character which she had often lamented, that she could not succeed in keeping angry with anyone for more than a few minutes on end. Sooner or later some happy selection of a phrase of abuse would tickle her sense of humour, or the appearance of her victim would become too funny not to be laughed at. On the present occasion it was the ridiculous spectacle of Nutty cowering beneath the bedclothes that caused her wrath to evaporate. She made a weak attempt to recover it. She glared at Nutty, who at the sound of her laughter had emerged from under the clothes like a worm after a thunderstorm.

I mean it, she said. It really is too bad of you! You might have had some sense and a little consideration. Ask yourself if we are in a position here to entertain visitors. Well, Im going to make myself very unpopular with this Mr Chalmers of yours. By this evening he will be regarding me with utter loathing, for I am about to persecute him.

What do you mean? asked Nutty, alarmed.

I am going to begin by asking him to help me open one of the hives.

For goodness sake!

After that I shall — with his assistance — transfer some honey. And after that — well, I dont suppose he will be alive by then. If he is, I shall make him wash the dishes for me. The least he can do, after swooping down on us like this, is to make himself useful.

A cry of protest broke from the appalled Nutty, but Elizabeth did not hear it. She had left the room and was on her way downstairs.

Lord Dawlish was smoking an after-breakfast cigar in the grounds. It was a beautiful day, and a peaceful happiness had come upon him. He told himself that he had made progress. He was under the same roof as the girl he had deprived of her inheritance, and it should be simple to establish such friendly relations as would enable him to reveal his identity and ask her to reconsider her refusal to relieve him of a just share of her uncles money. He had seen Elizabeth for only a short time on the previous night, but he had taken an immediate liking to her. There was something about the American girl, he reflected, which seemed to put a man at his ease, a charm and directness all her own. Yes, he liked Elizabeth, and he liked this dwelling-place of hers. He was quite willing to stay on here indefinitely.

Nature had done well by Flacks. The house itself was more pleasing to the eye than most of the houses in those parts, owing to the black and white paint which decorated it and an unconventional flattening and rounding of the roof. Nature, too, had made so many improvements that the general effect was unusually delightful.

Bill perceived Elizabeth coming toward him from the house. He threw away his cigar and went to meet her. Seen by daylight, she was more attractive than ever. She looked so small and neat and wholesome, so extremely unlike Miss Daisy Leonards friend. And such was the reaction from what might be termed his later Reigelheimers mood that if he had been asked to define feminine charm in a few words, he would have replied without hesitation that it was the quality of being as different as possible in every way from the Good Sport. Elizabeth fulfilled this qualification. She was not only small and neat, but she had a soft voice to which it was a joy to listen.

I was just admiring your place, he said.

Its appearance is the best part of it, said Elizabeth. It is a deceptive place. The bay looks beautiful, but you cant bathe in it because of the jellyfish. The woods are lovely, but you darent go near them because of the ticks.

Ticks?

They jump on you and suck your blood, said Elizabeth, carelessly. And the nights are gorgeous, but you have to stay indoors after dusk because of the mosquitoes. She paused to mark the effect of these horrors on her visitor. And then, of course, she went on, as he showed no signs of flying to the house to pack his bag and catch the next train, the bees are always stinging you. I hope you are not afraid of bees, Mr Chalmers?

Rather not. Jolly little chaps!

A gleam appeared in Elizabeths eye.

If you are so fond of them, perhaps you wouldnt mind coming and helping me open one of the hives?

Rather!

Ill go and fetch the things.

She went into the house and ran up to Nuttys room, waking that sufferer from a troubled sleep.

Nutty, hes bitten.

Nutty sat up violently.

Good gracious! What by?

You dont understand. What I meant was that I invited your Mr Chalmers to help me open a hive, and he said Rather! and is waiting to do it now. Be ready to say good-bye to him. If he comes out of this alive, his first act, after bathing the wounds with ammonia, will be to leave us for ever.

But look here, hes a visitor—

Cheer up! He wont be much longer.

You cant let him in for a ghastly thing like opening a hive. When you made me do it that time I was picking stings out of myself for a week.

That was because you had been smoking. Bees dislike the smell of tobacco.

But this fellow may have been smoking.

He has just finished a strong cigar.

For Heavens sake!

Good-bye, Nutty, dear; I mustnt keep him waiting.

Lord Dawlish looked with interest at the various implements which she had collected when she rejoined him outside. He relieved her of the stool, the smoker, the cotton-waste, the knife, the screwdriver, and the queen-clipping cage.

Let me carry these for you, he said, unless youve hired a van.

Elizabeth disapproved of this flippancy. It was out of place in one who should have been trembling at the prospect of doom.

Dont you wear a veil for this sort of job?

As a rule Elizabeth did. She had reached a stage of intimacy with her bees which rendered a veil a superfluous precaution, but until to-day she had never abandoned it. Her view of the matter was that, though the inhabitants of the hives were familiar and friendly with her by this time and recognized that she came among them without hostile intent, it might well happen that among so many thousands there might be one slow-witted enough and obtuse enough not to have grasped this fact. And in such an event a veil was better than any amount of explanations, for you cannot stick to pure reason when quarrelling with bees.

But to-day it had struck her that she could hardly protect herself in this way without offering a similar safeguard to her visitor, and she had no wish to hedge him about with safeguards.

Oh, no, she said, brightly; Im not afraid of a few bees. Are you?

Rather not!

You know what to do if one of them flies at you?

Well, it would, anyway — what? What I mean to say is, I could leave most of the doing to the bee.

Elizabeth was more disapproving than ever. This was mere bravado. She did not speak again until they reached the hives.

In the neighbourhood of the hives a vast activity prevailed. What, heard from afar, had been a pleasant murmur became at close quarters a menacing tumult. The air was full of bees — bees sallying forth for honey, bees returning with honey, bees trampling on each others heels, bees pausing in mid-air to pass the time of day with rivals on competing lines of traffic. Blunt-bodied drones whizzed to and fro with a noise like miniature high-powered automobiles, as if anxious to convey the idea of being tremendously busy without going to the length of doing any actual work. One of these blundered into Lord Dawlishs face, and it pleased Elizabeth to observe that he gave a jump.

Dont be afraid, she said, its only a drone. Drones have no stings.

They have hard heads, though. Here he comes again!

I suppose he smells your tobacco. A drone has thirty-seven thousand eight hundred nostrils, you know.

That gives him a sporting chance of smelling a cigar — what? I mean to say, if he misses with eight hundred of his nostrils hes apt to get it with the other thirty-seven thousand.

Elizabeth was feeling annoyed with her bees. They resolutely declined to sting this young man. Bees flew past him, bees flew into him, bees settled upon his coat, bees paused questioningly in front of him, as who should say, What have we here? but not a single bee molested him. Yet when Nutty, poor darling, went within a dozen yards of the hives he never failed to suffer for it. In her heart Elizabeth knew perfectly well that this was because Nutty, when in the presence of the bees, lost his head completely and behaved like an exaggerated version of Lady Wetherbys Dream of Psyche, whereas Bill maintained an easy calm; but at the moment she put the phenomenon down to that inexplicable cussedness which does so much to exasperate the human race, and it fed her annoyance with her unbidden guest.

Without commenting on his last remark, she took the smoker from him and set to work. She inserted in the fire-chamber a handful of the cotton-waste and set fire to it; then with a preliminary puff or two of the bellows to make sure that the conflagration had not gone out, she aimed the nozzle at the front door of the hive.

The results were instantaneous. One or two bee-policemen, who were doing fixed point-duty near the opening, scuttled hastily back into the hive; and from within came a muffled buzzing as other bees, all talking at once, worried the perplexed officials with foolish questions, a buzzing that became less muffled and more pronounced as Elizabeth lifted the edge of the cover and directed more smoke through the crack. This done, she removed the cover, set it down on the grass beside her, lifted the super-cover and applied more smoke, and raised her eyes to where Bill stood watching. His face wore a smile of pleased interest.

Elizabeths irritation became painful. She resented his smile. She hung the smoker on the side of the hive.

The stool, please, and the screw-driver.

She seated herself beside the hive and began to loosen the outside section. Then taking the brood-frame by the projecting ends, she pulled it out and handed it to her companion. She did it as one who plays an ace of trumps.

Would you mind holding this, Mr Chalmers?

This was the point in the ceremony at which the wretched Nutty had broken down absolutely, and not inexcusably, considering the severity of the test. The surface of the frame was black with what appeared at first sight to be a thick, bubbling fluid of some sort, pouring viscously to and fro as if some hidden fire had been lighted beneath it. Only after a closer inspection was it apparent to the lay eye that this seeming fluid was in reality composed of mass upon mass of bees. They shoved and writhed and muttered and jostled, for all the world like a collection of home-seeking City men trying to secure standing room on the Underground at half-past five in the afternoon.

Nutty, making this discovery, had emitted one wild yell, dropped the frame, and started at full speed for the house, his retreat expedited by repeated stings from the nervous bees. Bill, more prudent, remained absolutely motionless. He eyed the seething frame with interest, but without apparent panic.

I want you to help me here, Mr Chalmers. You have stronger wrists than I have. I will tell you what to do. Hold the frame tightly.

Ive got it.

Jerk it down as sharply as you can to within a few inches of the door, and then jerk it up again. You see, that shakes them off.

It would me, agreed Bill, cordially, if I were a bee.

Elizabeth had the feeling that she had played her ace of trumps and by some miracle lost the trick. If this grisly operation did not daunt the man, nothing, not even the transferring of honey, would. She watched him as he raised the frame and jerked it down with a strong swiftness which her less powerful wrists had never been able to achieve. The bees tumbled off in a dense shower, asking questions to the last; then, sighting the familiar entrance to the hive, they bustled in without waiting to investigate the cause of the earthquake.

Lord Dawlish watched them go with a kindly interest.

It has always been a mystery to me, he said, why they never seem to think of manhandling the Johnny who does that to them. They dont seem able to connect cause and effect. I suppose the only way they can figure it out is that the bottom has suddenly dropped out of everything, and they are so busy lighting out for home that they havent time to go to the root of things. But its a ticklish job, for all that, if youre not used to it. I know when I first did it I shut my eyes and wondered whether they would bury my remains or cremate them.

When you first did it? Elizabeth was staring at him blankly. Have you done it before?

Her voice shook. Bill met her gaze frankly.

Done it before? Rather! Thousands of times. You see, I spent a year on a bee-farm once, learning the business.

For a moment mortification was the only emotion of which Elizabeth was conscious. She felt supremely ridiculous. For this she had schemed and plotted — to give a practised expert the opportunity of doing what he had done a thousand times before!

And then her mood changed in a flash. Nature has decreed that there are certain things in life which shall act as hoops of steel, grappling the souls of the elect together. Golf is one of these; a mutual love of horseflesh another; but the greatest of all is bees. Between two beekeepers there can be no strife. Not even a tepid hostility can mar their perfect communion.

The petty enmities which life raises to be barriers between man and man and between man and woman vanish once it is revealed to them that they are linked by this great bond. Envy, malice, hatred, and all uncharitableness disappear, and they look into each others eyes and say My brother!

The effect of Bills words on Elizabeth was revolutionary. They crashed through her dislike, scattering it like an explosive shell. She had resented this golden young mans presence at the farm. She had thought him in the way. She had objected to his becoming aware that she did such prosaic tasks as cooking and washing-up. But now her whole attitude toward him was changed. She reflected that he was there. He could stay there as long as he liked, the longer the better.

You have really kept bees?

Not actually kept them, worse luck! I couldnt raise the capital. You see, money was a bit tight—

I know, said Elizabeth, sympathetically. Money is like that, isnt it?

The general impression seemed to be that I should be foolish to try anything so speculative as beekeeping, so it fell through. Some very decent old boys got me another job.

What job?

Secretary to a club.

In London, of course?

Yes.

And all the time you wanted to be in the country keeping bees!

Elizabeth could hardly control her voice, her pity was so great.

I should have liked it, said Bill, wistfully. Londons all right, but I love the country. My ambition would be to have a whacking big farm, a sort of ranch, miles away from anywhere—

He broke off. This was not the first time he had caught himself forgetting how his circumstances had changed in the past few weeks. It was ridiculous to be telling hard-luck stories about not being able to buy a farm, when he had the wherewithal to buy dozens of farms. It took a lot of getting used to, this business of being a millionaire.

Thats my ambition too, said Elizabeth, eagerly. This was the very first time she had met a congenial spirit. Nuttys views on farming and the Arcadian life generally were saddening to an enthusiast. If I had the money I should get an enormous farm, and in the summer I should borrow all the children I could find, and take them out to it and let them wallow in it.

Wouldnt they do a lot of damage?

I shouldnt mind. I should be too rich to worry about the damage. If they ruined the place beyond repair Id go and buy another. She laughed. It isnt so impossible as it sounds. I came very near being able to do it. She paused for a moment, but went on almost at once. After all, if you cannot confide your intimate troubles to a fellow bee-lover, to whom can you confide them? An uncle of mine—

Bill felt himself flushing. He looked away from her. He had a sense of almost unbearable guilt, as if he had just done some particularly low crime and was contemplating another.

 — An uncle of mine would have left me enough money to buy all the farms I wanted, only an awful person, an English lord. I wonder if you have heard of him? — Lord Dawlish — got hold of uncle somehow and induced him to make a will leaving all the money to him.

She looked at Bill for sympathy, and was touched to see that he was crimson with emotion. He must be a perfect dear to take other peoples misfortunes to heart like that.

I dont know how he managed it, she went on. He must have worked and plotted and schemed, for Uncle Ira wasnt a weak sort of man whom you could do what you liked with. He was very obstinate. But, anyway, this Lord Dawlish succeeded in doing it somehow, and then — her eyes blazed at the recollection— he had the insolence to write to me through his lawyers offering me half. I suppose he was hoping to satisfy his conscience. Naturally I refused it.

But — but — but why?

Why! Why did I refuse it? Surely you dont think I was going to accept charity from the man who had cheated me?

But — but perhaps he didnt mean it like that. What I mean to say is — as charity, you know.

He did! But dont lets talk of it any more. It makes me angry to think of him, and theres no use spoiling a lovely day like this by getting angry.

Bill sighed. He had never dreamed before that it could be so difficult to give money away. He was profoundly glad that he had not revealed his identity, as he had been on the very point of doing just when she began her remarks. He understood now why that curt refusal had come in answer to his lawyers letter. Well, there was nothing to do but wait and hope that time might accomplish something.

What do you want me to do next? he said. Why did you open the hive? Did you want to take a look at the queen?

Elizabeth hesitated. She blushed with pure shame. She had had but one motive in opening the hive, and that had been to annoy him. She scorned to take advantage of the loophole he had provided. Beekeeping is a freemasonry. A beekeeper cannot deceive a brother-mason.

She faced him bravely.

I didnt want to take a look at anything, Mr Chalmers. I opened that hive because I wanted you to drop the frame, as my brother did, and get stung, as he was; because I thought that would drive you away, because I thought then that I didnt want you down here. Im ashamed of myself, and I dont know where Im getting the nerve to tell you this. I hope you will stay on — on and on and on.

Bill was aghast.

Good Lord! If Im in the way—

You arent in the way.

But you said—

But dont you see that its so different now? I didnt know then that you were fond of bees. You must stay, if my telling you hasnt made you feel that you want to catch the next train. You will save our lives — mine and Nuttys too. Oh, dear, youre hesitating! Youre trying to think up some polite way of getting out of the place! You mustnt go, Mr Chalmers; you simply must stay. There arent any mosquitoes, no jellyfish — nothing! At least, there are; but what do they matter? You dont mind them. Do you play golf?

Yes.

There are links here. You cant go until youve tried them. What is your handicap?

Plus two.

So is mine.

By Jove! Really?

Elizabeth looked at him, her eyes dancing.

Why, were practically twin souls, Mr Chalmers! Tell me, I know your game is nearly perfect, but if you have a fault, is it a tendency to putt too hard?

Why, by Jove — yes, it is!

I knew it. Something told me. Its the curse of my life too! Well, after that you cant go away.

But if Im in the way—

In the way! Mr Chalmers, will you come in now and help me wash the breakfast things?

Rather! said Lord Dawlish.
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IN THE DAYS that followed their interrupted love-scene at Reigelheimers Restaurant that night of Lord Dawlishs unfortunate encounter with the tray-bearing waiter, Dudley Pickerings behaviour had perplexed Claire Fenwick. She had taken it for granted that next day at the latest he would resume the offer of his hand, heart, and automobiles. But time passed and he made no move in that direction. Of limousine bodies, carburettors, spark-plugs, and inner tubes he spoke with freedom and eloquence, but the subject of love and marriage he avoided absolutely. His behaviour was inexplicable.

Claire was piqued. She was in the position of a hostess who has swept and garnished her house against the coming of a guest and waits in vain for that guests arrival. She made up her mind what to do when Dudley Pickering proposed to her next time, and thereby, it seemed to her, had removed all difficulties in the way of that proposal. She little knew her Pickering!

Dudley Pickering was not a self-starter in the motordrome of love. He needed cranking. He was that most unpromising of matrimonial material, a shy man with a cautious disposition. If he overcame his shyness, caution applied the foot-brake. If he succeeded in forgetting caution, shyness shut off the gas. At Reigelheimers some miracle had made him not only reckless but un-self-conscious. Possibly the Dream of Psyche had gone to his head. At any rate, he had been on the very verge of proposing to Claire when the interruption had occurred, and in bed that night, reviewing the affair, he had been appalled at the narrowness of his escape from taking a definite step. Except in the way of business, he was a man who hated definite steps. He never accepted even a dinner invitation without subsequent doubts and remorse. The consequence was that, in the days that followed the Reigelheimer episode, what Lord Wetherby would have called the lamp of love burned rather low in Mr Pickering, as if the acetylene were running out. He still admired Claire intensely and experienced disturbing emotions when he beheld her perfect tonneau and wonderful headlights; but he regarded her with a cautious fear. Although he sometimes dreamed sentimentally of marriage in the abstract, of actual marriage, of marriage with a flesh-and-blood individual, of marriage that involved clergymen and Voices that Breathe oer Eden, and giggling bridesmaids and cake, Dudley Pickering was afraid with a terror that woke him sweating in the night. His shyness shrank from the ceremony, his caution jibbed at the mysteries of married life. So his attitude toward Claire, the only girl who had succeeded in bewitching him into the opening words of an actual proposal, was a little less cordial and affectionate than if she had been a rival automobile manufacturer.

Matters were in this state when Lady Wetherby, who, having danced classical dances for three months without a break, required a rest, shifted her camp to the house which she had rented for the summer at Brookport, Long Island, taking with her Algie, her husband, the monkey Eustace, and Claire and Mr Pickering, her guests. The house was a large one, capable of receiving a big party, but she did not wish to entertain on an ambitious scale. The only other guest she proposed to put up was Roscoe Sherriff, her press agent, who was to come down as soon as he could get away from his metropolitan duties.

It was a pleasant and romantic place, the estate which Lady Wetherby had rented. Standing on a hill, the house looked down through green trees on the gleaming waters of the bay. Smooth lawns and shady walks it had, and rustic seats beneath spreading cedars. Yet for all its effect on Dudley Pickering it might have been a gasworks. He roamed the smooth lawns with Claire, and sat with her on the rustic benches and talked guardedly of lubricating oil. There were moments when Claire was almost impelled to forfeit whatever chance she might have had of becoming mistress of thirty million dollars and a flourishing business, for the satisfaction of administering just one whole-hearted slap on his round and thinly-covered head.

And then Roscoe Sherriff came down, and Dudley Pickering, who for days had been using all his resolution to struggle against the siren, suddenly found that there was no siren to struggle against. No sooner had the press agent appeared than Claire deserted him shamelessly and absolutely. She walked with Roscoe Sherriff. Mr Pickering experienced the discomfiting emotions of the man who pushes violently against an abruptly-yielding door, or treads heavily on the top stair where there is no top stair. He was shaken, and the clamlike stolidity which he had assumed as protection gave way.

Night had descended upon Brookport. Eustace, the monkey, was in his little bed; Lord Wetherby in the smoking-room. It was Sunday, the day of rest. Dinner was over, and the remainder of the party were gathered in the drawing-room, with the exception of Mr Pickering, who was smoking a cigar on the porch. A full moon turned Long Island into a fairyland.

Gloom had settled upon Dudley Pickering and he smoked sadly. All rather stout automobile manufacturers are sad when there is a full moon. It makes them feel lonely. It stirs their hearts to thoughts of love. Marriage loses its terrors for them, and they think wistfully of hooking some fair woman up the back and buying her hats. Such was the mood of Mr Pickering, when through the dimness of the porch there appeared a white shape, moving softly toward him.

Is that you, Mr Pickering?

Claire dropped into the seat beside him. From the drawing-room came the soft tinkle of a piano. The sound blended harmoniously with the quiet peace of the night. Mr Pickering let his cigar go out and clutched the sides of his chair.

Oill — er — sing thee saw-ongs ov Arrabee,
Und — ah ta-ales of farrr Cash-mee-eere,
Wi-ild tales to che-eat thee ovasigh
Und charrrrm thee to-oo a tear-er.

Claire gave a little sigh.

What a beautiful voice Mr Sherriff has!

Dudley Pickering made no reply. He thought Roscoe Sherriff had a beastly voice. He resented Roscoe Sherriffs voice. He objected to Roscoe Sherriffs polluting this fair night with his cacophony.

Dont you think so, Mr Pickering?

Uh-huh.

That doesnt sound very enthusiastic. Mr Pickering, I want you to tell me something. Have I done anything to offend you?

Mr Pickering started violently.

Eh?

I have seen so little of you these last few days. A little while ago we were always together, having such interesting talks. But lately it has seemed to me that you have been avoiding me.

A feeling of helplessness swept over Mr Pickering. He was vaguely conscious of a sense of being treated unjustly, of there being a flaw in Claires words somewhere if he could only find it, but the sudden attack had deprived him of the free and unfettered use of his powers of reasoning. He gurgled wordlessly, and Claire went on, her low, sad voice mingling with the moonlight in a manner that caused thrills to run up and down his spine. He felt paralyzed. Caution urged him to make some excuse and follow it with a bolt to the drawing-room, but he was physically incapable of taking the excellent advice. Sometimes when you are out in your Pickering Gem or your Pickering Giant the car hesitates, falters, and stops dead, and your chauffeur, having examined the carburettor, turns to you and explains the phenomenon in these words: The mixture is too rich. So was it with Mr Pickering now. The moonlight alone might not have held him; Claires voice alone might not have held him; but against the two combined he was powerless. The mixture was too rich. He sat and breathed a little stertorously, and there came to him that conviction that comes to all of us now and then, that we are at a crisis of our careers and that the moment through which we are living is a moment big with fate.

The voice in the drawing-room stopped. Having sung songs of Araby and tales of far Cashmere, Mr Roscoe Sherriff was refreshing himself with a comic paper. But Lady Wetherby, seated at the piano, still touched the keys softly, and the sound increased the richness of the mixture which choked Dudley Pickerings spiritual carburettor. It is not fair that a rather stout manufacturer should be called upon to sit in the moonlight while a beautiful girl, to the accompaniment of soft music, reproaches him with having avoided her.

I should be so sorry, Mr Pickering, if I had done anything to make a difference between us—

Eh? said Mr Pickering.

I have so few real friends over here.

Claires voice trembled.

I — I get a little lonely, a little homesick sometimes—

She paused, musing, and a spasm of pity rent the bosom beneath Dudley Pickerings ample shirt. There was a buzzing in his ears and a lump choked his throat.

Of course, I am loving the life here. I think Americas wonderful, and nobody could be kinder than Lady Wetherby. But — I miss my home. Its the first time I have been away for so long. I feel very far away sometimes. There are only three of us at home: my mother, myself, and my little brother — little Percy.

Her voice trembled again as she spoke the last two words, and it was possibly this that caused Mr Pickering to visualize Percy as a sort of little Lord Fauntleroy, his favourite character in English literature. He had a vision of a small, delicate, wistful child pining away for his absent sister. Consumptive probably. Or curvature of the spine.

He found Claires hand in his. He supposed dully he must have reached out for it. Soft and warm it lay there, while the universe paused breathlessly. And then from the semi-darkness beside him there came the sound of a stifled sob, and his fingers closed as if someone had touched a button.

We have always been such chums. He is only ten — such a dear boy! He must be missing me—

She stopped, and simultaneously Dudley Pickering began to speak.

There is this to be said for your shy, cautious man, that on the rare occasions when he does tap the vein of eloquence that vein becomes a geyser. It was as if after years of silence and monosyllables Dudley Pickering was endeavouring to restore the average.

He began by touching on his alleged neglect and avoidance of Claire. He called himself names and more names. He plumbed the depth of repentance and remorse. Proceeding from this, he eulogized her courage, the pluck with which she presented a smiling face to the world while tortured inwardly by separation from her little brother Percy. He then turned to his own feelings.

But there are some things which the historian should hold sacred, some things which he should look on as proscribed material for his pen, and the actual words of a stout manufacturer of automobiles proposing marriage in the moonlight fall into this class. It is enough to say that Dudley Pickering was definite. He left no room for doubt as to his meaning.

Dudley!

She was in his arms. He was embracing her. She was his — the latest model, self-starting, with limousine body and all the newest. No, no, his mind was wandering. She was his, this divine girl, this queen among women, this — 

From the drawing-room Roscoe Sherriffs voice floated out in unconscious comment — 

Good-bye, boys!
Im going to be married to-morrow.
Good-bye, boys!
Im going from sunshine to sorrow.
No more sitting up till broad daylight.

Did a momentary chill cool the intensity of Dudley Pickerings ardour? If so he overcame it instantly. He despised Roscoe Sherriff. He flattered himself that he had shown Roscoe Sherriff pretty well who was who and what was what.

They would have a wonderful wedding — dozens of clergymen, scores of organs playing The Voice that Breathed oer Eden, platoons of bridesmaids, wagonloads of cake. And then they would go back to Detroit and live happy ever after. And it might be that in time to come there would be given to them little runabouts.

Im going to a life
Of misery and strife,
So good-bye, boys!

Hang Roscoe Sherriff! What did he know about it! Confound him! Dudley Pickering turned a deaf ear to the song and wallowed in his happiness.

Claire walked slowly down the moonlit drive. She had removed herself from her Dudleys embraces, for she wished to be alone, to think. The engagement had been announced. All that part of it was over — Dudleys stammering speech, the unrestrained delight of Polly Wetherby, the facetious rendering of The Wedding Glide on the piano by Roscoe Sherriff, and it now remained for her to try to discover a way of conveying the news to Bill.

It had just struck her that, though she knew that Bill was in America, she had not his address.

What was she to do? She must tell him. Otherwise it might quite easily happen that they might meet in New York when she returned there. She pictured the scene. She saw herself walking with Dudley Pickering. Along came Bill. Claire, darling! ... Heavens, what would Dudley think? It would be too awful! She couldnt explain. No, somehow or other, even if she put detectives on his trail, she must find him, and be off with the old love now that she was on with the new.

She reached the gate and leaned over it. And as she did so someone in the shadow of a tall tree spoke her name. A man came into the light, and she saw that it was Lord Dawlish.
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LORD DAWLISH HAD gone for a moonlight walk that night because, like Claire, he wished to be alone to think. He had fallen with a pleasant ease and smoothness into the rather curious life lived at Elizabeth Boyds bee-farm. A liking for picnics had lingered in him from boyhood, and existence at Flacks was one prolonged picnic. He found that he had a natural aptitude for the more muscular domestic duties, and his energy in this direction enchanted Nutty, who before his advent had had a monopoly of these tasks.

Nor was this the only aspect of the situation that pleased Nutty. When he had invited Bill to the farm he had had a vague hope that good might come of it, but he had never dreamed that things would turn out as well as they promised to do, or that such a warm and immediate friendship would spring up between his sister and the man who had diverted the family fortune into his own pocket. Bill and Elizabeth were getting on splendidly. They were together all the time — walking, golfing, attending to the numerous needs of the bees, or sitting on the porch. Nuttys imagination began to run away with him. He seemed to smell the scent of orange-blossoms, to hear the joyous pealing of church bells — in fact, with the difference that it was not his own wedding that he was anticipating, he had begun to take very much the same view of the future that was about to come to Dudley Pickering.

Elizabeth would have been startled and embarrassed if she could have read his thoughts, for they might have suggested to her that she was becoming a great deal fonder of Bill than the shortness of their acquaintance warranted. But though she did not fail to observe the strangeness of her brothers manner, she traced it to another source than the real one. Nutty had a habit of starting back and removing himself when, entering the porch, he perceived that Bill and his sister were already seated there. His own impression on such occasions was that he was behaving with consummate tact. Elizabeth supposed that he had had some sort of a spasm.

Lord Dawlish, if he had been able to diagnose correctly the almost paternal attitude which had become his hosts normal manner these days, would have been equally embarrassed but less startled, for conscience had already suggested to him from time to time that he had been guilty of a feeling toward Elizabeth warmer than any feeling that should come to an engaged man. Lying in bed at the end of his first week at the farm, he reviewed the progress of his friendship with her, and was amazed at the rapidity with which it had grown.

He could not conceal it from himself — Elizabeth appealed to him. Being built on a large scale himself, he had always been attracted by small women. There was a smallness, a daintiness, a liveliness about Elizabeth that was almost irresistible. She was so capable, so cheerful in spite of the fact that she was having a hard time. And then their minds seemed to blend so remarkably. There were no odd corners to be smoothed away. Never in his life had he felt so supremely at his ease with one of the opposite sex. He loved Claire — he drove that fact home almost angrily to himself — but he was forced to admit that he had always been aware of something in the nature of a barrier between them. Claire was querulous at times, and always a little too apt to take offence. He had never been able to talk to her with that easy freedom that Elizabeth invited. Talking to Elizabeth was like talking to an attractive version of oneself. It was a thing to be done with perfect confidence, without any of that apprehension which Claire inspired lest the next remark might prove the spark to cause an explosion. But Claire was the girl he loved — there must be no mistake about that.

He came to the conclusion that the key to the situation was the fact that Elizabeth was American. He had read so much of the American girl, her unaffectedness, her genius for easy comradeship. Well, this must be what the writer fellows meant. He had happened upon one of those delightful friendships without any suspicion of sex in them of which the American girl had the monopoly. Yes, that must be it. It was a comforting explanation. It accounted for his feeling at a loose end whenever he was away from Elizabeth for as much as half an hour. It accounted for the fact that they understood each other so well. It accounted for everything so satisfactorily that he was able to get to sleep that night after all.

But next morning — for his conscience was one of those persistent consciences — he began to have doubts again. Nothing clings like a suspicion in the mind of a conscientious young man that he has been allowing his heart to stray from its proper anchorage.

Could it be that he was behaving badly toward Claire? The thought was unpleasant, but he could not get rid of it. He extracted Claires photograph from his suit-case and gazed solemnly upon it.

At first he was shocked to find that it only succeeded in convincing him that Elizabeth was quite the most attractive girl he ever had met. The photographer had given Claire rather a severe look. He had told her to moisten the lips with the tip of the tongue and assume a pleasant smile, with the result that she seemed to glare. She had a rather markedly aggressive look, queenly perhaps, but not very comfortable.

But there is no species of self-hypnotism equal to that of a man who gazes persistently at a photograph with the preconceived idea that he is in love with the original of it. Little by little Bill found that the old feeling began to return. He persevered. By the end of a quarter of an hour he had almost succeeded in capturing anew that first fine careless rapture which, six months ago, had caused him to propose to Claire and walk on air when she accepted him.

He continued the treatment throughout the day, and by dinner-time had arranged everything with his conscience in the most satisfactory manner possible. He loved Claire with a passionate fervour; he liked Elizabeth very much indeed. He submitted this diagnosis to conscience, and conscience graciously approved and accepted it.

It was Sunday that day. That helped. There is nothing like Sunday in a foreign country for helping a man to sentimental thoughts of the girl he has left behind him elsewhere. And the fact that there was a full moon clinched it. Bill was enabled to go for an after-dinner stroll in a condition of almost painful loyalty to Claire.

From time to time, as he walked along the road, he took out the photograph and did some more gazing. The last occasion on which he did this was just as he emerged from the shadow of a large tree that stood by the roadside, and a gush of rich emotion rewarded him.

Claire! he murmured.

An exclamation at his elbow caused him to look up. There, leaning over a gate, the light of the moon falling on her beautiful face, stood Claire herself!


12

[image: img179.jpg]

IN TRYING INTERVIEWS, as in sprint races, the start is everything. It was the fact that she recovered more quickly from her astonishment that enabled Claire to dominate her scene with Bill. She had the advantage of having a less complicated astonishment to recover from, for, though it was a shock to see him there when she had imagined that he was in New York, it was not nearly such a shock as it was to him to see her here when he had imagined that she was in England. She had adjusted her brain to the situation while he was still gaping.

Well, Bill?

This speech in itself should have been enough to warn Lord Dawlish of impending doom. As far as love, affection, and tenderness are concerned, a girl might just as well hit a man with an axe as say Well, Bill? to him when they have met unexpectedly in the moonlight after long separation. But Lord Dawlish was too shattered by surprise to be capable of observing nuances. If his love had ever waned or faltered, as conscience had suggested earlier in the day, it was at full blast now.

Claire! he cried.

He was moving to take her in his arms, but she drew back.

No, really, Bill! she said; and this time it did filter through into his disordered mind that all was not well. A man who is a good deal dazed at the moment may fail to appreciate a remark like Well, Bill? but for a girl to draw back and say, No, really, Bill! in a tone not exactly of loathing, but certainly of pained aversion, is a deliberately unfriendly act. The three short words, taken in conjunction with the movement, brought him up with as sharp a turn as if she had punched him in the eye.

Claire! Whats the matter?

She looked at him steadily. She looked at him with a sort of queenly woodenness, as if he were behind a camera with a velvet bag over his head and had just told her to moisten the lips with the tip of the tongue. Her aspect staggered Lord Dawlish. A cursory inspection of his conscience showed nothing but purity and whiteness, but he must have done something, or she would not be staring at him like this.

I dont understand! was the only remark that occurred to him.

Are you sure?

What do you mean?

I was at Reigelheimers Restaurant — Ah!

The sudden start which Lord Dawlish had given at the opening words of her sentence justified the concluding word. Innocent as his behaviour had been that night at Reigelheimers, he had been glad at the time that he had not been observed. It now appeared that he had been observed, and it seemed to him that Long Island suddenly flung itself into a whirling dance. He heard Claire speaking a long way off: I was there with Lady Wetherby. It was she who invited me to come to America. I went to the restaurant to see her dance — and I saw you!

With a supreme effort Bill succeeded in calming down the excited landscape. He willed the trees to stop dancing, and they came reluctantly to a standstill. The world ceased to swim and flicker.

Let me explain, he said.

The moment he had said the words he wished he could recall them. Their substance was right enough; it was the sound of them that was wrong. They sounded like a line from a farce, where the erring husband has been caught by the masterful wife. They were ridiculous. Worse than being merely ridiculous, they created an atmosphere of guilt and evasion.

Explain! How can you explain? It is impossible to explain. I saw you with my own eyes making an exhibition of yourself with a horrible creature in salmon-pink. Im not asking you who she is. Im not questioning you about your relations with her at all. I dont care who she was. The mere fact that you were at a public restaurant with a person of that kind is enough. No doubt you think I am making a great deal of fuss about a very ordinary thing. You consider that it is a mans privilege to do these things, if he can do them without being found out. But it ended everything so far as I am concerned. Am I unreasonable? I dont think so. You steal off to America, thinking I am in England, and behave like this. How could you do that if you really loved me? Its the deceit of it that hurts me.

Lord Dawlish drew in a few breaths of pure Long Island air, but he did not speak. He felt helpless. If he were to be allowed to withdraw into the privacy of the study and wrap a cold, wet towel about his forehead and buckle down to it, he knew that he could draft an excellent and satisfactory explanation of his presence at Reigelheimers with the Good Sport. But to do it on the spur of the moment like this was beyond him.

Claire was speaking again. She had paused for a while after her recent speech, in order to think of something else to say; and during this pause had come to her mind certain excerpts from one of those admirable articles on love, by Luella Delia Philpotts, which do so much to boost the reading public of the United States into the higher planes. She had read it that afternoon in the Sunday paper, and it came back to her now.

I may be hypersensitive, she said, dropping her voice from the accusatory register to the lower tones of pathos, but I have such high ideals of love. There can be no true love where there is not perfect trust. Trust is to love what—

She paused again. She could not remember just what Luella Delia Philpotts had said trust was to love. It was something extremely neat, but it had slipped her memory.

A woman has the right to expect the man she is about to marry to regard their troth as a sacred obligation that shall keep him as pure as a young knight who has dedicated himself to the quest of the Holy Grail. And I find you in a public restaurant, dancing with a creature with yellow hair, upsetting waiters, and staggering about with pats of butter all over you.

Here a sense of injustice stung Lord Dawlish. It was true that after his regrettable collision with Heinrich, the waiter, he had discovered butter upon his person, but it was only one pat. Claire had spoken as if he had been festooned with butter.

I am not angry with you, only disappointed. What has happened has shown me that you do not really love me, not as I think of love. Oh, I know that when we are together you think you do, but absence is the test. Absence is the acid-test of love that separates the base metal from the true. After what has happened, we cant go on with our engagement. It would be farcical. I could never feel that way toward you again. We shall always be friends, I hope. But as for love — love is not a machine. It cannot be shattered and put together again.

She turned and began to walk up the drive. Hanging over the top of the gate like a wet sock, Lord Dawlish watched her go. The interview was over, and he could not think of one single thing to say. Her white dress made a patch of light in the shadows. She moved slowly, as if weighed down by sad thoughts, like one who, as Luella Delia Philpotts beautifully puts it, paces with measured step behind the coffin of a murdered heart. The bend of the drive hid her from his sight.

About twenty minutes later Dudley Pickering, smoking sentimentally in the darkness hard by the porch, received a shock. He was musing tenderly on his Claire, who was assisting him in the process by singing in the drawing-room, when he was aware of a figure, the sinister figure of a man who, pressed against the netting of the porch, stared into the lighted room beyond.

Dudley Pickerings first impulse was to stride briskly up to the intruder, tap him on the shoulder, and ask him what the devil he wanted; but a second look showed him that the other was built on too ample a scale to make this advisable. He was a large, fit-looking intruder.

Mr Pickering was alarmed. There had been the usual epidemic of burglaries that season. Houses had been broken into, valuable possessions removed. In one case a negro butler had been struck over the head with a gas-pipe and given a headache. In these circumstances, it was unpleasant to find burly strangers looking in at windows.

Hi! cried Mr Pickering.

The intruder leaped a foot. It had not occurred to Lord Dawlish, when in an access of wistful yearning he had decided to sneak up to the house in order to increase his anguish by one last glimpse of Claire, that other members of the household might be out in the grounds. He was just thinking sorrowfully, as he listened to the music, how like his own position was to that of the hero of Tennysons Maud — a poem to which he was greatly addicted, when Mr Pickerings Hi! came out of nowhere and hit him like a torpedo.

He turned in agitation. Mr Pickering having prudently elected to stay in the shadows, there was no one to be seen. It was as if the voice of conscience had shouted Hi! at him. He was just wondering if he had imagined the whole thing, when he perceived the red glow of a cigar and beyond it a shadowy form.

It was not the fact that he was in an equivocal position, staring into a house which did not belong to him, with his feet on somebody elses private soil, that caused Bill to act as he did. It was the fact that at that moment he was not feeling equal to conversation with anybody on any subject whatsoever. It did not occur to him that his behaviour might strike a nervous stranger as suspicious. All he aimed at was the swift removal of himself from a spot infested by others of his species. He ran, and Mr Pickering, having followed him with the eye of fear, went rather shakily into the house, his brain whirling with professional cracksmen and gas pipes and assaulted butlers, to relate his adventure.

A great, hulking, ruffianly sort of fellow glaring in at the window, said Mr Pickering. I shouted at him and he ran like a rabbit.

Gee! Must have been one of the gang thats been working down here, said Roscoe Sherriff. There might be a quarter of a column in that, properly worked, but I guess Id better wait until he actually does bust the place.

We must notify the police!

Notify the police, and have them butt in and stop the thing and kill a good story! There was honest amazement in the Press-agents voice. Let me tell you, it isnt so easy to get publicity these days that you want to go out of your way to stop it!

Mr Pickering was appalled. A dislike of this man, which had grown less vivid since his scene with Claire, returned to him with redoubled force.

Why, we may all be murdered in our beds! he cried.

Front-page stuff! said Roscoe Sherriff, with gleaming eyes. And three columns at least. Fine!

It might have consoled Lord Dawlish somewhat, as he lay awake that night, to have known that the man who had taken Claire from him — though at present he was not aware of such a mans existence — also slept ill.
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LADY WETHERBY SAT in her room, writing letters. The rest of the household were variously employed. Roscoe Sherriff was prowling about the house, brooding on campaigns of publicity. Dudley Pickering was walking in the grounds with Claire. In a little shack in the woods that adjoined the high-road, which he had converted into a temporary studio, Lord Wetherby was working on a picture which he proposed to call Innocence, a study of a small Italian child he had discovered in Washington Square. Lady Wetherby, who had been taken to see the picture, had suggested The Black Hands Newest Recruit as a better title than the one selected by the artist.

It is a fact to be noted that of the entire household only Lady Wetherby could fairly be described as happy. It took very little to make Lady Wetherby happy. Fine weather, good food, and a complete abstention from classical dancing — give her these and she asked no more. She was, moreover, delighted at Claires engagement. It seemed to her, for she had no knowledge of the existence of Lord Dawlish, a genuine manifestation of Loves Young Dream. She liked Dudley Pickering and she was devoted to Claire. It made her happy to think that it was she who had brought them together.

But of the other members of the party, Dudley Pickering was unhappy because he feared that burglars were about to raid the house; Roscoe Sherriff because he feared they were not; Claire because, now that the news of the engagement was out, it seemed to be everybodys aim to leave her alone with Mr Pickering, whose undiluted society tended to pall. And Lord Wetherby was unhappy because he found Eustace, the monkey, a perpetual strain upon his artistic nerves. It was Eustace who had driven him to his shack in the woods. He could have painted far more comfortably in the house, but Eustace had developed a habit of stealing up to him and plucking the leg of his trousers; and an artist simply cannot give of his best with that sort of thing going on.

Lady Wetherby wrote on. She was not fond of letter-writing and she had allowed her correspondence to accumulate; but she was disposing of it in an energetic and conscientious way, when the entrance of Wrench, the butler, interrupted her.

Wrench had been imported from England at the request of Lord Wetherby, who had said that it soothed him and kept him from feeling home-sick to see a butler about the place. Since then he had been hanging to the establishment as it were by a hair. He gave the impression of being always on the point of giving notice. There were so many things connected with his position of which he disapproved. He had made no official pronouncement of the matter, but Lady Wetherby knew that he disapproved of her classical dancing. His last position had been with the Dowager Duchess of Waveney, the well-known political hostess, who — even had the somewhat generous lines on which she was built not prevented the possibility of such a thing — would have perished rather than dance barefooted in a public restaurant. Wrench also disapproved of America. That fact had been made plain immediately upon his arrival in the country. He had given America one look, and then his mind was made up — he disapproved of it.

If you please, mlady!

Lady Wetherby turned. The butler was looking even more than usually disapproving, and his disapproval had, so to speak, crystallized, as if it had found some more concrete and definite objective than either barefoot dancing or the United States.

If you please, mlady — the hape!

It was Wrenchs custom to speak of Eustace in a tone of restrained disgust. He disapproved of Eustace. The Dowager Duchess of Waveney, though she kept open house for members of Parliament, would have drawn the line at monkeys.

The hape is behaving very strange, mlady, said Wrench, frostily.

It has been well said that in this world there is always something. A moment before, Lady Wetherby had been feeling completely contented, without a care on her horizon. It was foolish of her to have expected such a state of things to last, for what is life but a series of sharp corners, round each of which Fate lies in wait for us with a stuffed eel-skin? Something in the butlers manner, a sort of gloating gloom which he radiated, told her that she had arrived at one of these corners now.

The hape is seated on the kitchen-sink, mlady, throwing new-laid eggs at the scullery-maid, and cook desired me to step up and ask for instructions.

What! Lady Wetherby rose in agitation. Whats he doing that for? she asked, weakly.

A slight, dignified gesture was Wrenchs only reply. It was not his place to analyse the motives of monkeys.

Throwing eggs!

The sight of Lady Wetherbys distress melted the butlers stern reserve. He unbent so far as to supply a clue.

As I understand from cook, mlady, the animal appears to have taken umbrage at a lack of cordiality on the part of the cat. It seems that the hape attempted to fondle the cat, but the latter scratched him; being suspicious, said Wrench, of his bona fides. He scrutinized the ceiling with a dull eye. Whereupon, he continued, he seized her tail and threw her with considerable force. He then removed himself to the sink and began to hurl eggs at the scullery-maid.

Lady Wetherbys mental eye attempted to produce a picture of the scene, but failed.

I suppose I had better go down and see about it, she said.

Wrench withdrew his gaze from the ceiling.

I think it would be advisable, mlady. The scullery-maid is already in hysterics.

Lady Wetherby led the way to the kitchen. She was wroth with Eustace. This was just the sort of thing out of which Algie would be able to make unlimited capital. It weakened her position with Algie. There was only one thing to do — she must hush it up.

Her first glance, however, at the actual theatre of war gave her the impression that matters had advanced beyond the hushing-up stage. A yellow desolation brooded over the kitchen. It was not so much a kitchen as an omelette. There were eggs everywhere, from floor to ceiling. She crunched her way in on a carpet of oozing shells.

Her entry was a signal for a renewal on a more impressive scale of the uproar that she had heard while opening the door. The air was full of voices. The cook was expressing herself in Norwegian, the parlour-maid in what appeared to be Erse. On a chair in a corner the scullery-maid sobbed and whooped. The odd-job man, who was a baseball enthusiast, was speaking in terms of high praise of Eustaces combined speed and control.

The only calm occupant of the room was Eustace himself, who, either through a shortage of ammunition or through weariness of the pitching-arm, had suspended active hostilities, and was now looking down on the scene from a high shelf. There was a brooding expression in his deep-set eyes. He massaged his right ear with the sole of his left foot in a somewhat distrait manner.

Eustace! cried Lady Wetherby, severely.

Eustace lowered his foot and gazed at her meditatively, then at the odd-job man, then at the scullery-maid, whose voice rose high above the din.

I rather fancy, mlady, said Wrench, dispassionately, that the animal is about to hurl a plate.

It had escaped the notice of those present that the shelf on which the rioter had taken refuge was within comfortable reach of the dresser, but Eustace himself had not overlooked this important strategic point. As the butler spoke, Eustace picked up a plate and threw it at the scullery-maid, whom he seemed definitely to have picked out as the most hostile of the allies. It was a fast inshoot, and hit the wall just above her head.

At-a-boy! said the odd-job man, reverently.

Lady Wetherby turned on him with some violence. His detached attitude was the most irritating of the many irritating aspects of the situation. She paid this man a weekly wage to do odd jobs. The capture of Eustace was essentially an odd job. Yet, instead of doing it, he hung about with the air of one who has paid his half-dollar and bought his bag of peanuts and has now nothing to do but look on and enjoy himself.

Why dont you catch him? she cried.

The odd-job man came out of his trance. A sudden realization came upon him that life was real and life was earnest, and that if he did not wish to jeopardize a good situation he must bestir himself. Everybody was looking at him expectantly. It seemed to be definitely up to him. It was imperative that, whatever he did, he should do it quickly. There was an apron hanging over the back of a chair. More with the idea of doing something than because he thought he would achieve anything definite thereby, he picked up the apron and flung it at Eustace. Luck was with him. The apron enveloped Eustace just as he was winding up for another inshoot and was off his balance. He tripped and fell, clutched at the apron to save himself, and came to the ground swathed in it, giving the effect of an apron mysteriously endowed with life. The triumphant odd-job man, pressing his advantage like a good general, gathered up the ends, converted it into a rude bag, and one more was added to the long list of the victories of the human over the brute intelligence.

Everybody had a suggestion now. The cook advocated drowning. The parlour-maid favoured the idea of hitting the prisoner with a broom-handle. Wrench, eyeing the struggling apron disapprovingly, mentioned that Mr Pickering had bought a revolver that morning.

Put him in the coal-cellar, said Lady Wetherby.

Wrench was more far-seeing.

If I might offer the warning, mlady, said Wrench, not the cellar. It is full of coal. It would be placing temptation in the animals way.

The odd-job man endorsed this.

Put him in the garage, then, said Lady Wetherby.

The odd-job man departed, bearing his heaving bag at arms length. The cook and the parlour-maid addressed themselves to comforting and healing the scullery-maid. Wrench went off to polish silver, Lady Wetherby to resume her letters. The cat was the last of the party to return to the normal. She came down from the chimney an hour later covered with soot, demanding restoratives.

Lady Wetherby finished her letters. She cut them short, for Eustaces insurgence had interfered with her flow of ideas. She went into the drawing-room, where she found Roscoe Sherriff strumming on the piano.

Eustace has been raising Cain, she said.

The Press-agent looked up hopefully. He had been wearing a rather preoccupied air.

Hows that? he asked.

Throwing eggs and plates in the kitchen.

The gleam of interest which had come into Roscoe Sherriffs face died out.

You couldnt get more than a fill-in at the bottom of a column on that, he said, regretfully. Im a little disappointed in that monk. I hoped he would pan out bigger. Well, I guess weve just got to give him time. I have an idea that hell set the house on fire or do something with a punch like that one of these days. You mustnt get discouraged. Why, that puma I made Valerie Devenish keep looked like a perfect failure for four whole months. A child could have played with it. Miss Devenish called me up on the phone, I remember, and said she was darned if she was going to spend the rest of her life maintaining an animal that might as well be stuffed for all the liveliness it showed, and that she was going right out to buy a white mouse instead. Fortunately, I talked her round.

A few weeks later she came round and thanked me with tears in her eyes. The puma had suddenly struck real mid-season form. It clawed the elevator-boy, bit a postman, held up the traffic for miles, and was finally shot by a policeman. Why, for the next few days there was nothing in the papers at all but Miss Devenish and her puma. There was a war on at the time in Mexico or somewhere, and we had it backed off the front page so far that it was over before it could get back. So, you see, theres always hope. Ive been nursing the papers with bits about Eustace, so as to be ready for the grand-stand play when it comes — and all we can do is to wait. Its something if hes been throwing eggs. It shows hes waking up.

The door opened and Lord Wetherby entered. He looked fatigued. He sank into a chair and sighed.

I cannot get it, he said. It eludes me.

He lapsed into a sombre silence.

What cant you get? said Lady Wetherby, cautiously.

The expression — the expression I want to get into the childs eyes in my picture, Innocence.

But you have got it.

Lord Wetherby shook his head.

Well, you had when I saw the picture, persisted Lady Wetherby. This child youre painting has just joined the Black Hand. He has been rushed in young over the heads of the waiting list because his father had a pull. Naturally the kid wants to do something to justify his election, and he wants to do it quick. You have caught him at the moment when he sees an old gentleman coming down the street and realizes that he has only got to sneak up and stick his little knife—

My dear Polly, I welcome criticism, but this is more—

Lady Wetherby stroked his coat-sleeve fondly.

Never mind, Algie, I was only joking, precious. I thought the picture was coming along fine when you showed it to me. Ill come and take another look at it.

Lord Wetherby shook his head.

I should have a model. An artist cannot mirror Nature properly without a model. I wish you would invite that child down here.

No, Algie, there are limits. I wouldnt have him within a mile of the place.

Yet you keep Eustace.

Well, you made me engage Wrench. Its fifty-fifty. I wish you wouldnt keep picking on Eustace, Algie dear. He does no harm. Mr Sherriff and I were just saying how peaceable he is. He wouldnt hurt—

Claire came in.

Polly, she said, did you put that monkey of yours in the garage? Hes just bitten Dudley in the leg.

Lord Wetherby uttered an exclamation.

Now perhaps—

We went in just now to have a look at the car, continued Claire. Dudley wanted to show me the commutator on the exhaust-box or the windscreen, or something, and he was just bending over when Eustace jumped out from nowhere and pinned him. Im afraid he has taken it to heart rather.

Roscoe Sherriff pondered.

Is this worth half a column? He shook his head. No, Im afraid not. The public doesnt know Pickering. If it had been Charlie Chaplin or William J. Bryan, or someone on those lines, we could have had the papers bringing out extras. You can visualize William J. Bryan being bitten in the leg by a monkey. It hits you. But Pickering! Eustace might just as well have bitten the leg of the table!

Lord Wetherby reasserted himself.

Now that the animal has become a public menace—

Hes nothing of the kind, said Lady Wetherby. Hes only a little upset to-day.

Do you mean, Pauline, that even after this you will not get rid of him?

Certainly not — poor dear!

Very well, said Lord Wetherby, calmly. I give you warning that if he attacks me I shall defend myself.

He brooded. Lady Wetherby turned to Claire.

What happened then? Did you shut the door of the garage?

Yes, but not until Eustace had got away. He slipped out like a streak and disappeared. It was too dark to see which way he went.

Dudley Pickering limped heavily into the room.

I was just telling them about you and Eustace, Dudley.

Mr Pickering nodded moodily. He was too full for words.

I think Eustace must be mad, said Claire.

Roscoe Sherriff uttered a cry of rapture.

Youve said it! he exclaimed. I knew we should get action sooner or later. Its the puma over again. Now we are all right. Now I have something to work on. Monkey Menaces Countryside. Long Island Summer Colony in Panic. Mad Monkey Bites One—

A convulsive shudder galvanized Mr Pickerings portly frame.

Mad Monkey Terrorizes Long Island. One Dead! murmured Roscoe Sherriff, wistfully. Do you feel a sort of shooting, Pickering — a kind of burning sensation under the skin? Lady Wetherby, I guess Ill be getting some of the papers on the phone. Weve got a big story.

He hurried to the telephone, but it was some little time before he could use it. Dudley Pickering was in possession, talking earnestly to the local doctor.
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IT WAS NUTTY Boyds habit to retire immediately after dinner to his bedroom. What he did there Elizabeth did not know. Sometimes she pictured him reading, sometimes thinking. Neither supposition was correct. Nutty never read. Newspapers bored him and books made his head ache. And as for thinking, he had the wrong shape of forehead. The nearest he ever got to meditation was a sort of trance-like state, a kind of suspended animation in which his mind drifted sluggishly like a log in a backwater. Nutty, it is regrettable to say, went to his room after dinner for the purpose of imbibing two or three surreptitious whiskies-and-sodas.

He behaved in this way, he told himself, purely in order to spare Elizabeth anxiety. There had been in the past a fool of a doctor who had prescribed total abstinence for Nutty, and Elizabeth knew this. Therefore, Nutty held, to take the mildest of drinks with her knowledge would have been to fill her with fears for his safety. So he went to considerable inconvenience to keep the matter from her notice, and thought rather highly of himself for doing so.

It certainly was inconvenient — there was no doubt of that. It made him feel like a cross between a hunted fawn and a burglar. But he had to some extent diminished the possibility of surprise by leaving his door open; and to-night he approached the cupboard where he kept the materials for refreshment with a certain confidence. He had left Elizabeth on the porch in a hammock, apparently anchored for some time. Lord Dawlish was out in the grounds somewhere. Presently he would come in and join Elizabeth on the porch. The risk of interruption was negligible.

Nutty mixed himself a drink and settled down to brood bitterly, as he often did, on the doctor who had made that disastrous statement. Doctors were always saying things like that — sweeping things which nervous people took too literally. It was true that he had been in pretty bad shape at the moment when the words had been spoken. It was just at the end of his Broadway career, when, as he handsomely admitted, there was a certain amount of truth in the opinion that his interior needed a vacation. But since then he had been living in the country, breathing good air, taking things easy. In these altered conditions and after this lapse of time it was absurd to imagine that a moderate amount of alcohol could do him any harm.

It hadnt done him any harm, that was the point. He had tested the doctors statement and found it incorrect. He had spent three hectic days and nights in New York, and — after a reasonable interval — had felt much the same as usual. And since then he had imbibed each night, and nothing had happened. What it came to was that the doctor was a chump and a blighter. Simply that and nothing more.

Having come to this decision, Nutty mixed another drink. He went to the head of the stairs and listened. He heard nothing. He returned to his room.

Yes, that was it, the doctor was a chump. So far from doing him any harm, these nightly potations brightened Nutty up, gave him heart, and enabled him to endure life in this hole of a place. He felt a certain scornful amusement. Doctors, he supposed, had to get off that sort of talk to earn their money.

He reached out for the bottle, and as he grasped it his eye was caught by something on the floor. A brown monkey with a long, grey tail was sitting there staring at him.

There was one of those painful pauses. Nutty looked at the monkey rather like an elongated Macbeth inspecting the ghost of Banquo. The monkey looked at Nutty. The pause continued. Nutty shut his eyes, counted ten slowly, and opened them.

The monkey was still there.

Boo! said Nutty, in an apprehensive undertone.

The monkey looked at him.

Nutty shut his eyes again. He would count sixty this time. A cold fear had laid its clammy fingers on his heart. This was what that doctor — not such a chump after all — must have meant!

Nutty began to count. There seemed to be a heavy lump inside him, and his mouth was dry; but otherwise he felt all right. That was the gruesome part of it — this dreadful thing had come upon him at a moment when he could have sworn that he was sound as a bell. If this had happened in the days when he ranged the Great White Way, sucking up deleterious moisture like a cloud, it would have been intelligible. But it had sneaked upon him like a thief in the night; it had stolen unheralded into his life when he had practically reformed. What was the good of practically reforming if this sort of thing was going to happen to one?

... Fifty-nine ... sixty.

He opened his eyes. The monkey was still there, in precisely the same attitude, as if it was sitting for its portrait. Panic surged upon Nutty. He lost his head completely. He uttered a wild yell and threw the bottle at the apparition.

Life had not been treating Eustace well that evening. He seemed to have happened upon one of those days when everything goes wrong. The cat had scratched him, the odd-job man had swathed him in an apron, and now this stranger, in whom he had found at first a pleasant restfulness, soothing after the recent scenes of violence in which he had participated, did this to him. He dodged the missile and clambered on to the top of the wardrobe. It was his instinct in times of stress to seek the high spots. And then Elizabeth hurried into the room.

Elizabeth had been lying in the hammock on the porch when her brothers yell had broken forth. It was a lovely, calm, moonlight night, and she had been revelling in the peace of it, when suddenly this outcry from above had shot her out of her hammock like an explosion. She ran upstairs, fearing she knew not what. She found Nutty sitting on the bed, looking like an overwrought giraffe.

Whatever is the — ? she began; and then things began to impress themselves on her senses.

The bottle which Nutty had thrown at Eustace had missed the latter, but it had hit the wall, and was now lying in many pieces on the floor, and the air was heavy with the scent of it. The remains seemed to leer at her with a kind of furtive swagger, after the manner of broken bottles. A quick thrill of anger ran through Elizabeth. She had always felt more like a mother to Nutty than a sister, and now she would have liked to exercise the maternal privilege of slapping him.

Nutty!

I saw a monkey! said her brother, hollowly. I was standing over there and I saw a monkey! Of course, it wasnt there really. I flung the bottle at it, and it seemed to climb on to that wardrobe.

This wardrobe?

Yes.

Elizabeth struck it a resounding blow with the palm of her hand, and Eustaces face popped over the edge, peering down anxiously. I can see it now, said Nutty. A sudden, faint hope came to him. Can you see it? he asked.

Elizabeth did not speak for a moment. This was an unusual situation, and she was wondering how to treat it. She was sorry for Nutty, but Providence had sent this thing and it would be foolish to reject it. She must look on herself in the light of a doctor. It would be kinder to Nutty in the end. She had the feminine aversion from the lie deliberate. Her ethics on the suggestio falsi were weak. She looked at Nutty questioningly.

See it? she said.

Dont you see a monkey on the top of the wardrobe? said Nutty, becoming more definite.

Theres a sort of bit of wood sticking out—

Nutty sighed.

No, not that. You didnt see it. I dont think you would.

He spoke so dejectedly that for a moment Elizabeth weakened, but only for an instant.

Tell me all about this, Nutty, she said.

Nutty was beyond the desire for evasion and concealment. His one wish was to tell. He told all.

But, Nutty, how silly of you!

Yes.

After what the doctor said.

I know.

You remember his telling you—

I know. Never again!

What do you mean?

I quit. Im going to give it up.

Elizabeth embraced him maternally.

Thats a good child! she said. You really promise?

I dont have to promise, Im just going to do it.

Elizabeth compromised with her conscience by becoming soothing.

You know, this isnt so very serious, Nutty, darling. I mean, its just a warning.

Its warned me all right.

You will be perfectly all right if—

Nutty interrupted her.

Youre sure you cant see anything?

See what?

Nuttys voice became almost apologetic.

I know its just imagination, but the monkey seems to me to be climbing down from the wardrobe.

I cant see anything climbing down the wardrobe, said Elizabeth, as Eustace touched the floor.

Its come down now. Its crossing the carpet.

Where?

Its gone now. It went out of the door.

Oh!

I say, Elizabeth, what do you think I ought to do?

I should go to bed and have a nice long sleep, and youll feel—

Somehow I dont feel much like going to bed. This sort of thing upsets a chap, you know.

Poor dear!

I think Ill go for a long walk.

Thats a splendid idea.

I think Id better do a good lot of walking from now on. Didnt Chalmers bring down some Indian clubs with him? I think Ill borrow them. I ought to keep out in the open a lot, I think. I wonder if theres any special diet I ought to have. Well, anyway, Ill be going for that walk.

At the foot of the stairs Nutty stopped. He looked quickly into the porch, then looked away again.

Whats the matter? asked Elizabeth.

I thought for a moment I saw the monkey sitting on the hammock.

He went out of the house and disappeared from view down the drive, walking with long, rapid strides.

Elizabeths first act, when he had gone, was to fetch a banana from the ice-box. Her knowledge of monkeys was slight, but she fancied they looked with favour on bananas. It was her intention to conciliate Eustace.

She had placed Eustace by now. Unlike Nutty, she read the papers, and she knew all about Lady Wetherby and her pets. The fact that Lady Wetherby, as she had been informed by the grocer in friendly talk, had rented a summer house in the neighbourhood made Eustaces identity positive.

She had no very clear plans as to what she intended to do with Eustace, beyond being quite resolved that she was going to board and lodge him for a few days. Nutty had had the jolt he needed, but it might be that the first freshness of it would wear away, in which event it would be convenient to have Eustace on the premises. She regarded Eustace as a sort of medicine. A second dose might not be necessary, but it was as well to have the mixture handy. She took another banana, in case the first might not be sufficient. She then returned to the porch.

Eustace was sitting on the hammock, brooding. The complexities of life were weighing him down a good deal. He was not aware of Elizabeths presence until he found her standing by him. He had just braced himself for flight, when he perceived that she bore rich gifts.

Eustace was always ready for a light snack — readier now than usual, for air and exercise had sharpened his appetite. He took the banana in a detached manner, as it to convey the idea that it did not commit him to any particular course of conduct. It was a good banana, and he stretched out a hand for the other. Elizabeth sat down beside him, but he did not move. He was convinced now of her good intentions. It was thus that Lord Dawlish found them when he came in from the garden.

Where has your brother gone to? he asked. He passed me just now at eight miles an hour. Great Scot! Whats that?

Its a monkey. Dont frighten him; hes rather nervous.

She tickled Eustace under the ear, for their relations were now friendly.

Nutty went for a walk because he thought he saw it.

Thought he saw it?

Thought he saw it, repeated Elizabeth, firmly. Will you remember, Mr Chalmers, that, as far as he is concerned, this monkey has no existence?

I dont understand.

Elizabeth explained.

You see now?

I see. But how long are you going to keep the animal?

Just a day or two — in case.

Where are you going to keep it?

In the outhouse. Nutty never goes there, its too near the bee-hives.

I suppose you dont know who the owner is?

Yes, I do; it must be Lady Wetherby.

Lady Wetherby!

Shes a woman who dances at one of the restaurants. I read in a Sunday paper about her monkey. She has just taken a house near here. I dont see who else the animal could belong to. Monkeys are rarities on Long Island.

Bill was silent. Sudden a thought came like a full-blown rose, flushing his brow. For days he had been trying to find an excuse for calling on Lady Wetherby as a first step toward meeting Claire again. Here it was. There would be no need to interfere with Elizabeths plans. He would be vague. He would say he had just seen the runaway, but would not add where. He would create an atmosphere of helpful sympathy. Perhaps, later on, Elizabeth would let him take the monkey back.

What are you thinking about? asked Elizabeth.

Oh, nothing, said Bill.

Perhaps we had better stow away our visitor for the night.

Yes.

Elizabeth got up.

Poor, dear Nutty may be coming back at any moment now, she said.

But poor, dear Nutty did not return for a full two hours. When he did he was dusty and tired, but almost cheerful.

I didnt see the brute once all the time I was out, he told Elizabeth. Not once!

Elizabeth kissed him fondly and offered to heat water for a bath; but Nutty said he would take it cold. From now on, he vowed, nothing but cold baths. He conveyed the impression of being a blend of repentant sinner and hardy Norseman. Before he went to bed he approached Bill on the subject of Indian clubs.

I want to get myself into shape, old top, he said.

Yes?

Ive got to cut it out — to-night I thought I saw a monkey.

Really?

As plain as I see you now. Nutty gave the clubs a tentative swing. What do you do with these darned things? Swing them about and all that? All right, I see the idea. Good night.

But Bill did not pass a good night. He lay awake long, thinking over his plans for the morrow.
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LADY WETHERBY WAS feeling battered. She had not realized how seriously Roscoe Sherriff took the art of publicity, nor what would be the result of the half-hour he had spent at the telephone on the night of the departure of Eustace.

Roscoe Sherriffs eloquence had fired the imagination of editors. There had been a notable lack of interesting happenings this summer. Nobody seemed to be striking or murdering or having violent accidents. The universe was torpid. In these circumstances, the escape of Eustace seemed to present possibilities. Reporters had been sent down. There were three of them living in the house now, and Wrenchs air of disapproval was deepening every hour.

It was their strenuousness which had given Lady Wetherby that battered feeling. There was strenuousness in the air, and she resented it on her vacation. She had come to Long Island to vegetate, and with all this going on round her vegetation was impossible. She was not long alone. Wrench entered.

A gentleman to see you, mlady.

In the good old days, when she had been plain Polly Davis, of the personnel of the chorus of various musical comedies, Lady Wetherby would have suggested a short way of disposing of this untimely visitor; but she had a position to keep up now.

From some darned paper? she asked, wearily.

No, mlady. I fancy he is not connected with the Press.

There was something in Wrenchs manner that perplexed Lady Wetherby, something almost human, as if Wrench were on the point of coming alive. She did not guess it, but the explanation was that Bill, quite unwittingly, had impressed Wrench. There was that about Bill that reminded the butler of London and dignified receptions at the house of the Dowager Duchess of Waveney. It was deep calling unto deep.

Where is he?

I have shown him into the drawing-room, mlady.

Lady Wetherby went downstairs and found a large young man awaiting her, looking nervous.

Bill was feeling nervous. A sense of the ridiculousness of his mission had come upon him. After all, he asked himself, what on earth had he got to say? A presentiment had come upon him that he was about to look a perfect ass. At the sight of Lady Wetherby his nervousness began to diminish. Lady Wetherby was not a formidable person. In spite of her momentary peevishness, she brought with her an atmosphere of geniality and camaraderie.

Its about your monkey, he said, coming to the point at once.

Lady Wetherby brightened.

Oh! Have you seen it?

He was glad that she put it like that.

Yes. It came round our way last night.

Where is that?

I am staying at a farm near here, a place they call Flacks. The monkey got into one of the rooms.

Yes?

And then — er — then it got out again, dont you know.

Lady Wetherby looked disappointed.

So it may be anywhere now? she said.

In the interests of truth, Bill thought it best to leave this question unanswered.

Well, its very good of you to have bothered to come out and tell me, said Lady Wetherby. It gives us a clue, at any rate. Thank you. At least, we know now in which direction it went.

There was a pause. Bill gathered that the other was looking on the interview as terminated, and that she was expecting him to go, and he had not begun to say what he wanted to say. He tried to think of a way of introducing the subject of Claire that should not seem too abrupt.

Er— he said.

Well? said Lady Wetherby, simultaneously.

I beg your pardon.

You have the floor, said Lady Wetherby. Shoot!

It was not what she had intended to say. For months she had been trying to get out of the habit of saying that sort of thing, but she still suffered relapses. Only the other day she had told Wrench to check some domestic problem or other with his hat, and he had nearly given notice. But if she had been intending to put Bill at his ease she could not have said anything better.

You have a Miss Fenwick staying with you, havent you? he said.

Lady Wetherby beamed.

Do you know Claire?

Yes, rather!

Shes my best friend. We used to be in the same company when I was in England.

So she has told me.

She was my bridesmaid when I married Lord Wetherby.

Yes.

Lady Wetherby was feeling perfectly happy now, and when Lady Wetherby felt happy she always became garrulous. She was one of those people who are incapable of looking on anybody as a stranger after five minutes acquaintance. Already she had begun to regard Bill as an old friend.

Those were great days, she said, cheerfully. None of us had a bean, and Algie was the hardest up of the whole bunch. After we were married we went to the Savoy for the wedding-breakfast, and when it was over and the waiter came with the check, Algie said he was sorry, but he had had a bad week at Lincoln and hadnt the price on him. He tried to touch me, but I passed. Then he had a go at the best man, but the best man had nothing in the world but one suit of clothes and a spare collar. Claire was broke, too, so the end of it was that the best man had to sneak out and pawn my watch and the wedding-ring.

The room rang with her reminiscent laughter, Bill supplying a bass accompaniment. Bill was delighted. He had never hoped that it would be granted to him to become so rapidly intimate with Claires hostess. Why, he had only to keep the conversation in this chummy vein for a little while longer and she would give him the run of the house.

Miss Fenwick isnt in now, I suppose? he asked.

No, Claires out with Dudley Pickering. You dont know him, do you?

No.

Shes engaged to him.

It is an ironical fact that Lady Wetherby was by nature one of the firmest believers in existence in the policy of breaking things gently to people. She had a big, soft heart, and she hated hurting her fellows. As a rule, when she had bad news to impart to any one she administered the blow so gradually and with such mystery as to the actual facts that the victim, having passed through the various stages of imagined horrors, was genuinely relieved, when she actually came to the point, to find that all that had happened was that he had lost all his money. But now in perfect innocence, thinking only to pass along an interesting bit of information, she had crushed Bill as effectively as if she had used a club for that purpose.

Im tickled to death about it, she went on, as it were over her hearers prostrate body. It was I who brought them together, you know. I wrote telling Claire to come out here on the Atlantic, knowing that Dudley was sailing on that boat. I had an idea they would hit it off together. Dudley fell for her right away, and she must have fallen for him, for they had only known each other for a few weeks when they came and told me they were engaged. It happened last Sunday.

Last Sunday!

It had seemed to Bill a moment before that he would never again be capable of speech, but this statement dragged the words out of him. Last Sunday! Why, it was last Sunday that Claire had broken off her engagement with him!

Last Sunday at nine oclock in the evening, with a full moon shining and soft music going on off-stage. Real third-act stuff.

Bill felt positively dizzy. He groped back in his memory for facts. He had gone out for his walk after dinner. They had dined at eight. He had been walking some time. Why, in Heavens name, this was the quickest thing in the amatory annals of civilization! His brain was too numbed to work out a perfectly accurate schedule, but it looked as if she must have got engaged to this Pickering person before she met him, Bill, in the road that night.

Its a wonderful match for dear old Claire, resumed Lady Wetherby, twisting the knife in the wound with a happy unconsciousness. Dudleys not only a corking good fellow, but he has thirty million dollars stuffed away in the stocking and a business that brings him in a perfectly awful mess of money every year. Hes the Pickering of the Pickering automobiles, you know.

Bill got up. He stood for a moment holding to the back of his chair before speaking. It was almost exactly thus that he had felt in the days when he had gone in for boxing and had stopped forceful swings with the more sensitive portions of his person.

That — thats splendid! he said. I — I think Ill be going.

I heard the car outside just now, said Lady Wetherby. I think its probably Claire and Dudley come back. Wont you wait and see her?

Bill shook his head.

Well, good-bye for the present, then. You must come round again. Any friend of Claires — and it was bully of you to bother about looking in to tell of Eustace.

Bill had reached the door. He was about to turn the handle when someone turned it on the other side.

Why, here is Dudley, said Lady Wetherby. Dudley, this is a friend of Claires.

Dudley Pickering was one of those men who take the ceremony of introduction with a measured solemnity. It was his practice to grasp the party of the second part firmly by the hand, hold it, look into his eyes in a reverent manner, and get off some little speech of appreciation, short but full of feeling. The opening part of this ceremony he performed now. He grasped Bills hand firmly, held it, and looked into his eyes. And then, having performed his business, he fell down on his lines. Not a word proceeded from him. He dropped the hand and stared at Bill amazedly and — more than that — with fear.

Bill, too, uttered no word. It was not one of those chatty meetings.

But if they were short on words, both Bill and Mr Pickering were long on looks. Bill stared at Mr Pickering. Mr Pickering stared at Bill.

Bill was drinking in Mr Pickering. The stoutness of Mr Pickering — the orderliness of Mr Pickering — the dullness of Mr Pickering — all these things he perceived. And illumination broke upon him.

Mr Pickering was drinking in Bill. The largeness of Bill — the embarrassment of Bill — the obvious villainy of Bill — none of these things escaped his notice. And illumination broke upon him also.

For Dudley Pickering, in the first moment of their meeting, had recognized Bill as the man who had been lurking in the grounds and peering in at the window, the man at whom on the night when he had become engaged to Claire he had shouted Hi!

Wheres Claire, Dudley? asked Lady Wetherby.

Mr Pickering withdrew his gaze reluctantly from Bill.

Gone upstairs.

Ill go and tell her that youre here, Mr — You never told me your name.

Bill came to life with an almost acrobatic abruptness. There were many things of which at that moment he felt absolutely incapable, and meeting Claire was one of them.

No; I must be going, he said, hurriedly. Good-bye.

He came very near running out of the room. Lady Wetherby regarded the practically slammed door with wide eyes.

Quick exit of Nut Comedian! she said. Whatever was the matter with the man? Hes scorched a trail in the carpet.

Mr Pickering was trembling violently.

Do you know who that was? He was the man! said Mr Pickering.

What man?

The man I caught looking in at the window that night!

What nonsense! You must be mistaken. He said he knew Claire quite well.

But when you suggested that he should meet her he ran.

This aspect of the matter had not occurred to Lady Wetherby.

So he did!

What did he tell you that showed he knew Claire?

Well, now that I come to think of it, he didnt tell me anything. I did the talking. He just sat there.

Mr Pickering quivered with combined fear and excitement and inductive reasoning.

It was a trick! he cried. Remember what Sherriff said that night when I told you about finding the man looking in at the window? He said that the fellow was spying round as a preliminary move. To-day he trumps up an obviously false excuse for getting into the house. Was he left alone in the rooms at all?

Yes. Wrench loosed him in here and then came up to tell me.

For several minutes, then, he was alone in the house. Why, he had time to do all he wanted to do!

Calm down!

I am perfectly calm. But—

Youve been seeing too many crook plays, Dudley. A man isnt necessarily a burglar because he wears a decent suit of clothes.

Why was he lurking in the grounds that night?

Youre just imagining that it was the same man.

I am absolutely positive it was the same man.

Well, we can easily settle one thing about him, at any rate. Here comes Claire. Claire, old girl, she said, as the door opened, do you know a man named — Darn it! I never got his name, but hes—

Claire stood in the doorway, looking from one to the other.

Whats the matter, Dudley? she said.

Dudleys gone clean up in the air, explained Lady Wetherby, tolerantly. A friend of yours called to tell me he had seen Eustace—

So that was his excuse, was it? said Dudley Pickering. Did he say where Eustace was?

No; he said he had seen him; that was all.

An obviously trumped-up story. He had heard of Eustaces escape and he knew that any story connected with him would be a passport into the house.

Lady Wetherby turned to Claire.

You havent told us yet if you know the man. He was a big, tall, broad gazook, said Lady Wetherby. Very English.

He faked the English, said Dudley Pickering. That man was no more an Englishman than I am.

Be patient with him, Claire, urged Lady Wetherby. Hes been going to the movies too much, and thinks every man who has had his trousers pressed is a social gangster. This man was the most English thing Ive ever seen — talked like this.

She gave a passable reproduction of Bills speech. Claire started.

I dont know him! she cried.

Her mind was in a whirl of agitation. Why had Bill come to the house? What had he said? Had he told Dudley anything?

I dont recognize the description, she said, quickly. I dont know anything about him.

There! said Dudley Pickering, triumphantly.

Its queer, said Lady Wetherby. Youre sure you dont know him, Claire?

Absolutely sure.

He said he was living at a place near here, called Flacks.

I know the place, said Dudley Pickering. A sinister, tumbledown sort of place. Just where a bunch of crooks would be living.

I thought it was a bee-farm, said Lady Wetherby. One of the tradesmen told me about it. I saw a most corkingly pretty girl bicycling down to the village one morning, and they told me she was named Boyd and kept a bee-farm at Flacks.

A blind! said Mr Pickering, stoutly. The girls the mans accomplice. Its quite easy to see the way they work. The girl comes and settles in the place so that everybody knows her. Thats to lull suspicion. Then the man comes down for a visit and goes about cleaning up the neighbouring houses. You cant get away from the fact that this summer there have been half a dozen burglaries down here, and nobody has found out who did them.

Lady Wetherby looked at him indulgently.

And now, she said, having got us scared stiff, what are you going to do about it?

I am going, he said, with determination, to take steps.

He went out quickly, the keen, tense man of affairs.

Bless him! said Lady Wetherby. Id no idea your Dudley had so much imagination, Claire. Hes a perfect bomb-shell.

Claire laughed shakily.

It is odd, though, said Lady Wetherby, meditatively, that this man should have said that he knew you, when you dont—

Claire turned impulsively.

Polly, I want to tell you something. Promise you wont tell Dudley. I wasnt telling the truth just now. I do know this man. I was engaged to him once.

What!

For goodness sake dont tell Dudley!

But—

Its all over now; but I used to be engaged to him.

Not when I was in England?

No, after that.

Then he didnt know you are engaged to Dudley now?

N-no. I — I havent seen him for a long time.

Lady Wetherby looked remorseful.

Poor man! I must have given him a jolt! But why didnt you tell me about him before?

Oh, I dont know.

Oh, well, Im not inquisitive. Theres no rubber in my composition. Its your affair.

You wont tell Dudley?

Of course not. But why not? Youve nothing to be ashamed of.

No; but—

Well, I wont tell him, anyway. But Im glad you told me about him. Dudley was so eloquent about burglars that he almost had me going. I wonder where he rushed off to?

Dudley Pickering had rushed off to his bedroom, and was examining a revolver there. He examined it carefully, keenly. Preparedness was Dudley Pickerings slogan. He looked rather like a stout sheriff in a film drama.
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IN THE INTERESTING land of India, where snakes abound and scorpions are common objects of the wayside, a native who has had the misfortune to be bitten by one of the latter pursues an admirably common-sense plan. He does not stop to lament, nor does he hang about analysing his emotions. He runs and runs and runs, and keeps on running until he has worked the poison out of his system. Not until then does he attempt introspection.

Lord Dawlish, though ignorant of this fact, pursued almost identically the same policy. He did not run on leaving Lady Wetherbys house, but he took a very long and very rapid walk, than which in times of stress there are few things of greater medicinal value to the human mind. To increase the similarity, he was conscious of a curious sense of being poisoned. He felt stifled — in want of air.

Bill was a simple young man, and he had a simple code of ethics. Above all things he prized and admired and demanded from his friends the quality of straightness. It was his one demand. He had never actually had a criminal friend, but he was quite capable of intimacy with even a criminal, provided only that there was something spacious about his brand of crime and that it did not involve anything mean or underhand. It was the fact that Mr Breitstein whom Claire had wished him to insinuate into his club, though acquitted of actual crime, had been proved guilty of meanness and treachery, that had so prejudiced Bill against him. The worst accusation that he could bring against a man was that he was not square, that he had not played the game.

Claire had not been square. It was that, more than the shock of surprise of Lady Wetherbys news, that had sent him striding along the State Road at the rate of five miles an hour, staring before him with unseeing eyes. A sudden recollection of their last interview brought a dull flush to Bills face and accelerated his speed. He felt physically ill.

It was not immediately that he had arrived at even this sketchy outline of his feelings. For perhaps a mile he walked as the scorpion-stung natives run — blindly, wildly, with nothing in his mind but a desire to walk faster and faster, to walk as no man had ever walked before. And then — one does not wish to be unduly realistic, but the fact is too important to be ignored — he began to perspire. And hard upon that unrefined but wonder-working flow came a certain healing of spirit. Dimly at first but every moment more clearly, he found it possible to think.

In a man of Bills temperament there are so many qualities wounded by a blow such as he had received, that it is hardly surprising that his emotions, when he began to examine them, were mixed. Now one, now another, of his wounds presented itself to his notice. And then individual wounds would become difficult to distinguish in the mass of injuries. Spiritually, he was in the position of a man who has been hit simultaneously in a number of sensitive spots by a variety of hard and hurtful things. He was as little able, during the early stages of his meditations, to say where he was hurt most as a man who had been stabbed in the back, bitten in the ankle, hit in the eye, smitten with a blackjack, and kicked on the shin in the same moment of time. All that such a man would be able to say with certainty would be that unpleasant things had happened to him; and that was all that Bill was able to say.

Little by little, walking swiftly the while, he began to make a rough inventory. He sorted out his injuries, catalogued them. It was perhaps his self-esteem that had suffered least of all, for he was by nature modest. He had a savage humility, valuable in a crisis of this sort.

But he looked up to Claire. He had thought her straight. And all the time that she had been saying those things to him that night of their last meeting she had been engaged to another man, a fat, bald, doddering, senile fool, whose only merit was his money. Scarcely a fair description of Mr Pickering, but in a man in Bills position a little bias is excusable.

Bill walked on. He felt as if he could walk for ever. Automobiles whirred past, hooting peevishly, but he heeded them not. Dogs trotted out to exchange civilities, but he ignored them. The poison in his blood drove him on.

And then quite suddenly and unexpectedly the fever passed. Almost in mid-stride he became another man, a healed, sane man, keenly aware of a very vivid thirst and a desire to sit down and rest before attempting the ten miles of cement road that lay between him and home. Half an hour at a wayside inn completed the cure. It was a weary but clear-headed Bill who trudged back through the gathering dusk.

He found himself thinking of Claire as of someone he had known long ago, someone who had never touched his life. She seemed so far away that he wondered how she could ever have affected him for pain or pleasure. He looked at her across a chasm. This is the real difference between love and infatuation, that infatuation can be slain cleanly with a single blow. In the hour of clear vision which had come to him, Bill saw that he had never loved Claire. It was her beauty that had held him, that and the appeal which her circumstances had made to his pity. Their minds had not run smoothly together. Always there had been something that jarred, a subtle antagonism. And she was crooked.

Almost unconsciously his mind began to build up an image of the ideal girl, the girl he would have liked Claire to be, the girl who would conform to all that he demanded of woman. She would be brave. He realized now that, even though it had moved his pity, Claires querulousness had offended something in him.

He had made allowances for her, but the ideal girl would have had no need of allowances. The ideal girl would be plucky, cheerfully valiant, a fighter. She would not admit the existence of hard luck.

She would be honest. Here, too, she would have no need of allowances. No temptation would be strong enough to make her do a mean act or think a mean thought, for her courage would give her strength, and her strength would make her proof against temptation. She would be kind. That was because she would also be extremely intelligent, and, being extremely intelligent, would have need of kindness to enable her to bear with a not very intelligent man like himself. For the rest, she would be small and alert and pretty, and fair haired — and brown-eyed — and she would keep a bee farm and her name would be Elizabeth Boyd.

Having arrived with a sense of mild astonishment at this conclusion, Bill found, also to his surprise, that he had walked ten miles without knowing it and that he was turning in at the farm gate. Somebody came down the drive, and he saw that it was Elizabeth.

She hurried to meet him, small and shadowy in the uncertain light. James, the cat, stalked rheumatically at her side. She came up to Bill, and he saw that her face wore an anxious look. He gazed at her with a curious feeling that it was a very long time since he had seen her last.

Where have you been? she said, her voice troubled. I couldnt think what had become of you.

I went for a walk.

But youve been gone hours and hours.

I went to a place called Morrisville.

Morrisville! Elizabeths eyes opened wide. Have you walked twenty miles?

Why, I — I believe I have.

It was the first time he had been really conscious of it. Elizabeth looked at him in consternation. Perhaps it was the association in her mind of unexpected walks with the newly-born activities of the repentant Nutty that gave her the feeling that there must be some mental upheaval on a large scale at the back of this sudden ebullition of long-distance pedestrianism. She remembered that the thought had come to her once or twice during the past week that all was not well with her visitor, and that he had seemed downcast and out of spirits.

She hesitated.

Is anything the matter, Mr Chalmers?

No, said Bill, decidedly. He would have found a difficulty in making that answer with any ring of conviction earlier in the day, but now it was different. There was nothing whatever the matter with him now. He had never felt happier.

Youre sure?

Absolutely. I feel fine.

I thought — Ive been thinking for some days — that you might be in trouble of some sort.

Bill swiftly added another to that list of qualities which he had been framing on his homeward journey. That girl of his would be angelically sympathetic.

Its awfully good of you, he said, but honestly I feel like — I feel great.

The little troubled look passed from Elizabeths face. Her eyes twinkled.

Youre really feeling happy?

Tremendously.

Then let me damp you. Were in an awful fix!

What! In what way?

About the monkey.

Has he escaped?

Thats the trouble — he hasnt.

I dont understand.

Come and sit down and Ill tell you. Its a shame to keep you standing after your walk.

They made their way to the massive stone seat which Mr Flack, the landlord, had bought at a sale and dumped in a moment of exuberance on the farm grounds.

This is the most hideous thing on earth, said Elizabeth casually, but it will do to sit on. Now tell me: why did you go to Lady Wetherbys this afternoon?

It was all so remote, it seemed so long ago that he had wanted to find an excuse for meeting Claire again, that for a moment Bill hesitated in actual perplexity, and before he could speak Elizabeth had answered the question for him.

I suppose you went out of kindness of heart to relieve the poor ladys mind, she said. But you certainly did the wrong thing. You started something!

I didnt tell her the animal was here.

What did you tell her?

I said I had seen it, dont you know.

That was enough.

Im awfully sorry.

Oh, we shall pull through all right, but we must act at once. We must be swift and resolute. We must saddle our chargers and up and away, and all that sort of thing. Show a flash of speed, she explained kindly, at the sight of Bills bewildered face.

But what has happened?

The press is on our trail. Ive been interviewing reporters all the afternoon.

Reporters!

Millions of them. The place is alive with them. Keen, hatchet-faced young men, and every one of them was the man who really unravelled some murder mystery or other, though the police got the credit for it. They told me so.

But, I say, how on earth—

 — did they get here? I suppose Lady Wetherby invited them.

But why?

She wants the advertisement, of course. I know it doesnt sound sensational — a lost monkey; but when its a celebritys lost monkey it makes a difference. Suppose King George had lost a monkey; wouldnt your London newspapers give it a good deal of space? Especially if it had thrown eggs at one of the ladies and bitten the Duke of Norfolk in the leg? Thats what our visitor has been doing apparently. At least, he threw eggs at the scullery-maid and bit a millionaire. Its practically the same thing. At any rate, there it is. The newspaper men are here, and they seem to regard this farm as their centre of operations. I had the greatest difficulty in inducing them to go home to their well-earned dinners. They wanted to camp out on the place. As it is, there may still be some of them round, hiding in the grass with notebooks, and telling one another in whispers that they were the men who really solved the murder mystery. What shall we do?

Bill had no suggestions.

You realize our position? I wonder if we could be arrested for kidnapping. The monkey is far more human than most of the millionaire children who get kidnapped. Its an awful fix. Did you know that Lady Wetherby is going to offer a reward for the animal?

No, really?

Five hundred dollars!

Surely not!

She is. I suppose she feels she can charge it up to necessary expenses for publicity and still be ahead of the game, taking into account the advertising shes going to get.

She said nothing about that when I saw her.

No, because it wont be offered until to-morrow or the day after. One of the newspaper men told me that. The idea is, of course, to make the thing exciting just when it would otherwise be dying as a news item. Cumulative interest. Its a good scheme, too, but it makes it very awkward for me. I dont want to be in the position of keeping a monkey locked up with the idea of waiting until somebody starts a bull market in monkeys. I consider that that sort of thing would stain the spotless escutcheon of the Boyds. It would be a low trick for that old-established family to play. Not but what poor, dear Nutty would do it like a shot, she concluded meditatively.

Bill was impressed.

It does make it awkward, what?

It makes it more than awkward, what! Take another aspect of the situation. The night before last my precious Nutty, while ruining his constitution with the demon rum, thought he saw a monkey that wasnt there, and instantly resolved to lead a new and better life. He hates walking, but he has now begun to do his five miles a day. He loathes cold baths, but he now wallows in them. I dont know his views on Indian clubs, but I should think that he has a strong prejudice against them, too, but now you cant go near him without taking a chance of being brained. Are all these good things to stop as quickly as they began? If I know Nutty, he would drop them exactly one minute after he heard that it was a real monkey he saw that night. And how are we to prevent his hearing? By a merciful miracle he was out taking his walk when the newspaper men began to infest the place to-day, but that might not happen another time. What conclusion does all this suggest to you, Mr Chalmers?

We ought to get rid of the animal.

This very minute. But dont you bother to come. You must be tired out, poor thing.

I never felt less tired, said Bill stoutly.

Elizabeth looked at him in silence for a moment.

Youre rather splendid, you know, Mr Chalmers. You make a great partner for an adventure of this kind. Youre nice and solid.

The outhouse lay in the neighbourhood of the hives, a gaunt, wooden structure surrounded by bushes. Elizabeth glanced over her shoulder as she drew the key from her pocket.

You cant think how nervous I was this afternoon, she said. I thought every moment one of those newspaper men would look in here. I — James! James! I thought I heard James in those bushes — I kept heading them away. Once I thought it was all up. She unlocked the door. One of them was about a yard from the window, just going to look in. Thank goodness, a bee stung him at the psychological moment, and — Oh!

Whats the matter?

Come and get a banana.

They walked to the house. On the way Elizabeth stopped.

Why, you havent had any dinner either! she said.

Never mind me, said Bill, I can wait. Lets get this thing finished first.

You really are a sport, Mr Chalmers, said Elizabeth gratefully. It would kill me to wait a minute. I shant feel happy until Ive got it over. Will you stay here while I go up and see that Nuttys safe in his room? she added as they entered the house.

She stopped abruptly. A feline howl had broken the stillness of the night, followed instantly by a sharp report.

What was that?

It sounded like a car backfiring.

No, it was a shot. One of the neighbours, I expect. You can hear miles away on a night like this. I suppose a cat was after his chickens. Thank goodness, James isnt a pirate cat. Wait while I go up and see Nutty.

She was gone only a moment.

Its all right, she said. I peeped in. Hes doing deep breathing exercises at his window which looks out the other way. Come along.

When they reached the outhouse they found the door open.

Did you do that? said Elizabeth. Did you leave it open?

No.

I dont remember doing it myself. It must have swung open. Well, this saves us a walk. Hell have gone.

Better take a look round, what?

Yes, I suppose so; but hes sure not to be there. Have you a match?

Bill struck one and held it up.

Good Lord!

The match went out.

What is it? What has happened?

Bill was fumbling for another match.

Theres something on the floor. It looks like — I thought for a minute— The small flame shot out of the gloom, flickered, then burned with a steady glow. Bill stooped, bending over something on the ground. The match burned down.

Bills voice came out of the darkness:

I say, you were right about that noise. It was a shot. The poor little chaps down there on the floor with a hole in him the size of my fist.
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BOYHOOD, LIKE MEASLES, is one of those complaints which a man should catch young and have done with, for when it comes in middle life it is apt to be serious. Dudley Pickering had escaped boyhood at the time when his contemporaries were contracting it. It is true that for a few years after leaving the cradle he had exhibited a certain immatureness, but as soon as he put on knickerbockers and began to go about a little he outgrew all that. He avoided altogether the chaotic period which usually lies between the years of ten and fourteen. At ten he was a thoughtful and sober-minded young man, at fourteen almost an old fogy.

And now — thirty-odd years overdue — boyhood had come upon him. As he examined the revolver in his bedroom, wild and unfamiliar emotions seethed within him. He did not realize it, but they were the emotions which should have come to him thirty years before and driven him out to hunt Indians in the garden. An imagination which might well have become atrophied through disuse had him as thoroughly in its control as ever he had had his Pickering Giant.

He believed almost with devoutness in the plot which he had detected for the spoliation of Lord Wetherbys summer-house, that plot of which he held Lord Dawlish to be the mainspring. And it must be admitted that circumstances had combined to help his belief. If the atmosphere in which he was moving was not sinister then there was no meaning in the word.

Summer homes had been burgled, there was no getting away from that — half a dozen at least in the past two months. He was a stranger in the locality, so had no means of knowing that summer homes were always burgled on Long Island every year, as regularly as the coming of the mosquito and the advent of the jelly-fish. It was one of the local industries. People left summer homes lying about loose in lonely spots, and you just naturally got in through the cellar window. Such was the Long Islanders simple creed.

This created in Mr Pickerings mind an atmosphere of burglary, a receptiveness, as it were, toward burglars as phenomena, and the extremely peculiar behaviour of the person whom in his thoughts he always referred to as The Man crystallized it. He had seen The Man hanging about, peering in at windows. He had shouted Hi! and The Man had run. The Man had got into the house under the pretence of being a friend of Claires. At the suggestion that he should meet Claire he had dashed away in a panic. And Claire, both then and later, had denied absolutely any knowledge of him.

As for the apparently blameless beekeeping that was going on at the place where he lived, that was easily discounted. Mr Pickering had heard somewhere or read somewhere — he rather thought that it was in those interesting but disturbing chronicles of Raffles — that the first thing an intelligent burglar did was to assume some open and innocent occupation to avert possible inquiry into his real mode of life. Mr Pickering did not put it so to himself, for he was rarely slangy even in thought, but what he felt was that he had caught The Man and his confederate with the goods.

If Mr Pickering had had his boyhood at the proper time and finished with it, he would no doubt have acted otherwise than he did. He would have contented himself with conducting a war of defence. He would have notified the police, and considered that all that remained for him personally to do was to stay in his room at night with his revolver. But boys will be boys. The only course that seemed to him in any way satisfactory in this his hour of rejuvenation was to visit the bee farm, the hotbed of crime, and keep an eye on it. He wanted to go there and prowl.

He did not anticipate any definite outcome of his visit. In his boyish, elemental way he just wanted to take a revolver and a pocketful of cartridges, and prowl.

It was a great night for prowling. A moon so little less than full that the eye could barely detect its slight tendency to become concave, shone serenely, creating a desirable combination of black shadows where the prowler might hide and great stretches of light in which the prowler might reveal his wickedness without disguise. Mr Pickering walked briskly along the road, then less briskly as he drew nearer the farm. An opportune belt of shrubs that ran from the gate adjoining the road to a point not far from the house gave him just the cover he needed. He slipped into this belt of shrubs and began to work his way through them.

Like generals, authors, artists, and others who, after planning broad effects, have to get down to the detail work, he found that this was where his troubles began. He had conceived the journey through the shrubbery in rather an airy mood. He thought he would just go through the shrubbery. He had not taken into account the branches, the thorns, the occasional unexpected holes, and he was both warm and dishevelled when he reached the end of it and found himself out in the open within a short distance of what he recognized as beehives. It was not for some time that he was able to give that selfless attention to exterior objects which is the prowlers chief asset. For quite a while the only thought of which he was conscious was that what he needed most was a cold drink and a cold bath. Then, with a return to clear-headedness, he realized that he was standing out in the open, visible from three sides to anyone who might be in the vicinity, and he withdrew into the shrubbery. He was not fond of the shrubbery, but it was a splendid place to withdraw into. It swallowed you up.

This was the last move of the first part of Mr Pickerings active campaign. He stayed where he was, in the middle of a bush, and waited for the enemy to do something. What he expected him to do he did not know. The subconscious thought that animated him was that on a night like this something was bound to happen sooner or later. Just such a thought on similarly stimulating nights had animated men of his acquaintance thirty years ago, men who were as elderly and stolid and unadventurous now as Mr Pickering had been then. He would have resented the suggestion profoundly, but the truth of the matter was that Dudley Pickering, after a late start, had begun to play Indians.

Nothing had happened for a long time — for such a long time that, in spite of the ferment within him, Mr Pickering almost began to believe that nothing would happen. The moon shone with unutterable calm. The crickets and the tree frogs performed their interminable duet, apparently unconscious that they were attacking it in different keys — a fact that, after a while, began to infuriate Mr Pickering. Mosquitoes added their reedy tenor to the concert. A twig on which he was standing snapped with a report like a pistol. The moon went on shining.

Away in the distance a dog began to howl. An automobile passed in the road. For a few moments Mr Pickering was able to occupy himself pleasantly with speculations as to its make; and then he became aware that something was walking down the back of his neck just beyond the point where his fingers could reach it. Discomfort enveloped Mr Pickering. At various times by day he had seen long-winged black creatures with slim waists and unpleasant faces. Could it be one of these? Or a caterpillar? Or — and the maddening thing was that he did not dare to slap at it, for who knew what desperate characters the sound might not attract?

Well, it wasnt stinging him; that was something.

A second howling dog joined the first one. A wave of sadness was apparently afflicting the canine population of the district to-night.

Mr Pickerings vitality began to ebb. He was ageing, and imagination slackened its grip. And then, just as he had begun to contemplate the possibility of abandoning the whole adventure and returning home, he was jerked back to boyhood again by the sound of voices.

He shrank farther back into the bushes. A man — The Man — was approaching, accompanied by his female associate. They passed so close to him that he could have stretched out a hand and touched them.

The female associate was speaking, and her first words set all Mr Pickerings suspicions dancing a dance of triumph. The girl gave herself away with her opening sentence.

You cant think how nervous I was this afternoon, he heard her say. She had a soft pleasant voice; but soft, pleasant voices may be the vehicles for conveying criminal thoughts. I thought every moment one of those newspaper men would look in here.

Where was here? Ah, that outhouse! Mr Pickering had had his suspicions of that outhouse already. It was one of those structures that look at you furtively as if something were hiding in them.

James! James! I thought I heard James in those bushes.

The girl was looking straight at the spot occupied by Mr Pickering, and it had been the start caused by her first words and the resultant rustle of branches that had directed her attention to him. He froze. The danger passed. She went on speaking. Mr Pickering pondered on James. Who was James? Another of the gang, of course. How many of them were there?

Once I thought it was all up. One of them was about a yard from the window, just going to look in.

Mr Pickering thrilled. There was something hidden in the outhouse, then! Swag?

Thank goodness, a bee stung him at the psychological moment, and — oh!

She stopped, and The Man spoke:

Whats the matter?

It interested Mr Pickering that The Man retained his English accent even when talking privately with his associates. For practice, no doubt.

Come and get a banana, said the girl. And they went off together in the direction of the house, leaving Mr Pickering bewildered. Why a banana? Was it a slang term of the underworld for a pistol? It must be that.

But he had no time for speculation. Now was his chance, the only chance he would ever get of looking into that outhouse and finding out its mysterious contents. He had seen the girl unlock the door. A few steps would take him there. All it needed was nerve. With a strong effort Mr Pickering succeeded in obtaining the nerve. He burst from his bush and trotted to the outhouse door, opened it, and looked in. And at that moment something touched his leg.

At the right time and in the right frame of mind man is capable of stoic endurances that excite wonder and admiration. Mr Pickering was no weakling. He had once upset his automobile in a ditch, and had waited for twenty minutes until help came to relieve a broken arm, and he had done it without a murmur. But on the present occasion there was a difference. His mind was not adjusted for the occurrence. There are times when it is unseasonable to touch a man on the leg. This was a moment when it was unseasonable in the case of Mr Pickering. He bounded silently into the air, his whole being rent asunder as by a cataclysm.

He had been holding his revolver in his hand as a protection against nameless terrors, and as he leaped he pulled the trigger. Then with the automatic instinct for self-preservation, he sprang back into the bushes, and began to push his way through them until he had reached a safe distance from the danger zone.

James, the cat, meanwhile, hurt at the manner in which his friendly move had been received, had taken refuge on the outhouse roof. He mewed complainingly, a puzzled note in his voice. Mr Pickerings behaviour had been one of those things that no fellow can understand. The whole thing seemed inexplicable to James.
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LORD DAWLISH STOOD in the doorway of the outhouse, holding the body of Eustace gingerly by the tail. It was a solemn moment. There was no room for doubt as to the completeness of the extinction of Lady Wetherbys pet.

Dudley Pickerings bullet had done its lethal work. Eustaces adventurous career was over. He was through.

Elizabeths mouth was trembling, and she looked very white in the moonlight. Being naturally soft-hearted, she deplored the tragedy for its own sake; and she was also, though not lacking in courage, decidedly upset by the discovery that some person unknown had been roaming her premises with a firearm.

Oh, Bill! she said. Then: Poor little chap! And then: Who could have done it?

Lord Dawlish did not answer. His whole mind was occupied at the moment with the contemplation of the fact that she had called him Bill. Then he realized that she had spoken three times and expected a reply.

Who could have done it?

Bill pondered. Never a quick thinker, the question found him unprepared.

Some fellow, I expect, he said at last brightly. Got in, dont you know, and then his pistol went off by accident.

But what was he doing with a pistol?

Bill looked a little puzzled at this.

Why, he would have a pistol, wouldnt he? I thought everybody had over here.

Except for what he had been able to observe during the brief period of his present visit, Lord Dawlishs knowledge of the United States had been derived from the American plays which he had seen in London, and in these chappies were producing revolvers all the time. He had got the impression that a revolver was as much a part of the ordinary well-dressed mans equipment in the United States as a collar.

I think it was a burglar, said Elizabeth. There have been a lot of burglaries down here this summer.

Would a burglar burgle the outhouse? Rummy idea, rather, what? Not much sense in it. I think it must have been a tramp. I expect tramps are always popping about and nosing into all sorts of extraordinary places, you know.

He must have been standing quite close to us while we were talking, said Elizabeth, with a shiver.

Bill looked about him. Everywhere was peace. No sinister sounds competed with the croaking of the tree frogs. No alien figures infested the landscape. The only alien figure, that of Mr Pickering, was wedged into a bush, invisible to the naked eye.

Hes gone now, at any rate, he said. What are we going to do?

Elizabeth gave another shiver as she glanced hurriedly at the deceased. After lifes fitful fever Eustace slept well, but he was not looking his best.

With — it? she said.

I say, advised Bill, I shouldnt call him it, dont you know. It sort of rubs it in. Why not him? I suppose we had better bury him. Have you a spade anywhere handy?

There isnt a spade on the place.

Bill looked thoughtful.

It takes weeks to make a hole with anything else, you know, he said. When I was a kid a friend of mine bet me I wouldnt dig my way through to China with a pocket knife. It was an awful frost. I tried for a couple of days, and broke the knife and didnt get anywhere near China. He laid the remains on the grass and surveyed them meditatively. This is what fellows always run up against in the detective novels — What to Do With the Body. They manage the murder part of it all right, and then stub their toes on the body problem.

I wish you wouldnt talk as if we had done a murder.

I feel as if we had, dont you?

Exactly.

I read a story once where a fellow slugged somebody and melted the corpse down in a bath tub with sulphuric—

Stop! Youre making me sick!

Only a suggestion, dont you know, said Bill apologetically.

Well, suggest something else, then.

How about leaving him on Lady Wetherbys doorstep? See what I mean — let them take him in with the morning milk? Or, if you would rather ring the bell and go away, and — you dont think much of it?

I simply havent the nerve to do anything so risky.

Oh, I would do it. There would be no need for you to come.

I wouldnt dream of deserting you.

Thats awfully good of you.

Besides, Im not going to be left alone to-night until I can jump into my little white bed and pull the clothes over my head. Im scared, Im just boneless with fright. And I wouldnt go anywhere near Lady Wetherbys doorstep with it.

Him.

Its no use, I cant think of it as him. Its no good asking me to.

Bill frowned thoughtfully.

I read a story once where two chappies wanted to get rid of a body. They put it inside a fellows piano.

You do seem to have read the most horrible sort of books.

I rather like a bit of blood with my fiction, said Bill. What about this piano scheme I read about?

People only have talking machines in these parts.

I read a story—

Lets try to forget the stories youve read. Suggest something of your own.

Well, could we dissect the little chap?

Dissect him?

And bury him in the cellar, you know. Fellows do it to their wives.

Elizabeth shuddered.

Try again, she said.

Well, the only other thing I can think of is to take him into the woods and leave him there. Its a pity we cant let Lady Wetherby know where he is; she seems rather keen on him. But I suppose the main point is to get rid of him.

I know how we can do both. Thats a good idea of yours about the woods. They are part of Lady Wetherbys property. I used to wander about there in the spring when the house was empty. Theres a sort of shack in the middle of them. I shouldnt think anybody ever went there — its a deserted sort of place. We could leave him there, and then — well, we might write Lady Wetherby a letter or something. We could think out that part afterward.

Its the best thing weve thought of. You really want to come?

If you attempt to leave here without me I shall scream. Lets be starting.

Bill picked Eustace up by his convenient tail.

I read a story once, he said, where a fellow was lugging a corpse through a wood, when suddenly—

Stop right there, said Elizabeth firmly.

During the conversation just recorded Dudley Pickering had been keeping a watchful eye on Bill and Elizabeth from the interior of a bush. His was not the ideal position for espionage, for he was too far off to hear what they said, and the light was too dim to enable him to see what it was that Bill was holding. It looked to Mr Pickering like a sack or bag of some sort. As time went by he became convinced that it was a sack, limp and empty at present, but destined later to receive and bulge with what he believed was technically known as the swag. When the two objects of vigilance concluded their lengthy consultation, and moved off in the direction of Lady Wetherbys woods, any doubts he may have had as to whether they were the criminals he had suspected them of being were dispersed. The whole thing worked out logically.

The Man, having spied out the land in his two visits to Lady Wetherbys house, was now about to break in. His accomplice would stand by with the sack. With a beating heart Mr Pickering gripped his revolver and moved round in the shadow of the shrubbery till he came to the gate, when he was just in time to see the guilty couple disappear into the woods. He followed them. He was glad to get on the move again. While he had been wedged into the bush, quite a lot of the bush had been wedged into him. Something sharp had pressed against the calf of his leg, and he had been pinched in a number of tender places. And he was convinced that one more of Gods unpleasant creatures had got down the back of his neck.

Dudley Pickering moved through the wood as snakily as he could. Nature had shaped him more for stability than for snakiness, but he did his best. He tingled with the excitement of the chase, and endeavoured to creep through the undergrowth like one of those intelligent Indians of whom he had read so many years before in the pages of Mr Fenimore Cooper. In those days Dudley Pickering had not thought very highly of Fenimore Cooper, holding his work deficient in serious and scientific interest; but now it seemed to him that there had been something in the man after all, and he resolved to get some of his books and go over them again. He wished he had read them more carefully at the time, for they doubtless contained much information and many hints which would have come in handy just now. He seemed, for example, to recall characters in them who had the knack of going through forests without letting a single twig crack beneath their feet. Probably the author had told how this was done. In his unenlightened state it was beyond Mr Pickering. The wood seemed carpeted with twigs. Whenever he stepped he trod on one, and whenever he trod on one it cracked beneath his feet. There were moments when he felt gloomily that he might just as well be firing a machine-gun.

Bill, meanwhile, Elizabeth following close behind him, was ploughing his way onward. From time to time he would turn to administer some encouraging remark, for it had come home to him by now that encouraging remarks were what she needed very much in the present crisis of her affairs. She was showing him a new and hitherto unsuspected side of her character. The Elizabeth whom he had known — the valiant, self-reliant Elizabeth — had gone, leaving in her stead someone softer, more appealing, more approachable. It was this that was filling him with strange emotions as he led the way to their destination.

He was becoming more and more conscious of a sense of being drawn very near to Elizabeth, of a desire to soothe, comfort, and protect her. It was as if to-night he had discovered the missing key to a puzzle or the missing element in some chemical combination. Like most big men, his mind was essentially a protective mind; weakness drew out the best that was in him. And it was only to-night that Elizabeth had given any sign of having any weakness in her composition. That clear vision which had come to him on his long walk came again now, that vivid conviction that she was the only girl in the world for him.

He was debating within himself the advisability of trying to find words to express this sentiment, when Mr Pickering, the modern Chingachgook, trod on another twig in the background and Elizabeth stopped abruptly with a little cry.

What was that? she demanded.

Bill had heard a noise too. It was impossible to be within a dozen yards of Mr Pickering, when on the trail, and not hear a noise. The suspicion that someone was following them did not come to him, for he was a man rather of common sense than of imagination, and common sense was asking him bluntly why the deuce anybody should want to tramp after them through a wood at that time of night. He caught the note of panic in Elizabeths voice, and was soothing her.

It was just a branch breaking. You hear all sorts of rum noises in a wood.

I believe its the man with the pistol following us!

Nonsense. Why should he? Silly thing to do! He spoke almost severely.

Look! cried Elizabeth.

What?

I saw someone dodge behind that tree.

You mustnt let yourself imagine things. Buck up!

I cant buck up. Im scared.

Which tree did you think you saw someone dodge behind?

That big one there.

Well, listen: Ill go back and—

If you leave me for an instant I shall die in agonies. She gulped. I never knew I was such a coward before. Im just a worm.

Nonsense. This sort of thing might frighten anyone. I read a story once—

Dont!

Bill found that his heart had suddenly begun to beat with unaccustomed rapidity. The desire to soothe, comfort, and protect Elizabeth became the immediate ambition of his life. It was very dark where they stood. The moonlight, which fell in little patches round them, did not penetrate the thicket which they had entered. He could hardly see her. He was merely aware of her as a presence. An excellent idea occurred to him.

Hold my hand, he said.

It was what he would have said to a frightened child, and there was much of the frightened child about Elizabeth then. The Eustace mystery had given her a shock which subsequent events had done nothing to dispel, and she had lost that jauntiness and self-confidence which was her natural armour against the more ordinary happenings of life.

Something small and soft slid gratefully into his palm, and there was silence for a space. Bill said nothing. Elizabeth said nothing. And Mr Pickering had stopped treading on twigs. The faintest of night breezes ruffled the tree-tops above them. The moonbeams filtered through the branches. He held her hand tightly.

Better?

Much.

The breeze died away. Not a leaf stirred. The wood was very still. Somewhere on a bough a bird moved drowsily All right?

Yes.

And then something happened — something shattering, disintegrating. It was only a pheasant, but it sounded like the end of the world. It rose at their feet with a rattle that filled the universe, and for a moment all was black confusion. And when that moment had passed it became apparent to Bill that his arm was round Elizabeth, that she was sobbing helplessly, and that he was kissing her. Somebody was talking very rapidly in a low voice.

He found that it was himself.

Elizabeth!

There was something wonderful about the name, a sort of music. This was odd, because the name, as a name, was far from being a favourite of his. Until that moment childish associations had prejudiced him against it. It had been inextricably involved in his mind with an atmosphere of stuffy schoolrooms and general misery, for it had been his misfortune that his budding mind was constitutionally incapable of remembering who had been Queen of England at the time of the Spanish Armada — a fact that had caused a good deal of friction with a rather sharp-tempered governess. But now it seemed the only possible name for a girl to have, the only label that could even remotely suggest those feminine charms which he found in this girl beside him. There was poetry in every syllable of it. It was like one of those deep chords which fill the hearer with vague yearnings for strange and beautiful things. He asked for nothing better than to stand here repeating it.

Elizabeth!

Bill, dear!

That sounded good too. There was music in Bill when properly spoken. The reason why all the other Bills in the world had got the impression that it was a prosaic sort of name was that there was only one girl in existence capable of speaking it properly, and she was not for them.

Bill, are you really fond of me?

Fond of you!

She gave a sigh. Youre so splendid!

Bill was staggered. These were strange words. He had never thought much of himself. He had always looked on himself as rather a chump — well-meaning, perhaps, but an awful ass. It seemed incredible that any one — and Elizabeth of all people — could look on him as splendid.

And yet the very fact that she had said it gave it a plausible sort of sound. It shook his convictions. Splendid! Was he? By Jove, perhaps he was, what? Rum idea, but it grew on a chap. Filled with a novel feeling of exaltation, he kissed Elizabeth eleven times in rapid succession.

He felt devilish fit. He would have liked to run a mile or two and jump a few gates. He wished five or six starving beggars would come along; it would be pleasant to give the poor blighters money. It was too much to expect at that time of night, of course, but it would be rather jolly if Jess Willard would roll up and try to pick a quarrel. He would show him something. He felt grand and strong and full of beans. What a ripping thing life was when you came to think of it.

This, he said, is perfectly extraordinary! And time stood still.

A sense of something incongruous jarred upon Bill. Something seemed to be interfering with the supreme romance of that golden moment. It baffled him at first. Then he realized that he was still holding Eustace by the tail.

Dudley Pickering had watched these proceedings — as well as the fact that it was extremely dark and that he was endeavouring to hide a portly form behind a slender bush would permit him — with a sense of bewilderment. A comic artist drawing Mr Pickering at that moment would no doubt have placed above his head one of those large marks of interrogation which lend vigour and snap to modern comic art. Certainly such a mark of interrogation would have summed up his feelings exactly. Of what was taking place he had not the remotest notion. All he knew was that for some inexplicable reason his quarry had come to a halt and seemed to have settled down for an indefinite stay. Voices came to him in an indistinguishable murmur, intensely irritating to a conscientious tracker. One of Fenimore Coopers Indians — notably Chingachgook, if, which seemed incredible, that was really the mans name — would have crept up without a sound and heard what was being said and got in on the ground floor of whatever plot was being hatched. But experience had taught Mr Pickering that, superior as he was to Chingachgook and his friends in many ways, as a creeper he was not in their class. He weighed thirty or forty pounds more than a first-class creeper should. Besides, creeping is like golf. You cant take it up in the middle forties and expect to compete with those who have been at it from infancy.

He had resigned himself to an all-night vigil behind the bush, when to his great delight he perceived that things had begun to move again. There was a rustling of feet in the undergrowth, and he could just see two indistinct forms making their way among the bushes. He came out of his hiding place and followed stealthily, or as stealthily as the fact that he had not even taken a correspondence course in creeping allowed. And profiting by earlier mistakes, he did succeed in making far less noise than before. In place of his former somewhat elephantine method of progression he adopted a species of shuffle which had excellent results, for it enabled him to brush twigs away instead of stepping flatfootedly on them. The new method was slow, but it had no other disadvantages.

Because it was slow, Mr Pickering was obliged to follow his prey almost entirely by ear. It was easy at first, for they seemed to be hurrying on regardless of noise. Then unexpectedly the sounds of their passage ceased.

He halted. In his boyish way the first thing he thought was that it was an ambush. He had a vision of that large man suspecting his presence and lying in wait for him with a revolver. This was not a comforting thought. Of course, if a man is going to fire a revolver at you it makes little difference whether he is a giant or a pygmy, but Mr Pickering was in no frame of mind for nice reasoning. It was the thought of Bills physique which kept him standing there irresolute.

What would Chingachgook — assuming, for purposes of argument, that any sane godfather could really have given a helpless child a name like that — have done? He would, Mr Pickering considered, after giving the matter his earnest attention, have made a detour and outflanked the enemy. An excellent solution of the difficulty. Mr Pickering turned to the left and began to advance circuitously, with the result that, before he knew what he was doing, he came out into a clearing and understood the meaning of the sudden silence which had perplexed him. Footsteps made no sound on this mossy turf.

He knew where he was now; the clearing was familiar. This was where Lord Wetherbys shack-studio stood; and there it was, right in front of him, black and clear in the moonlight. And the two dark figures were going into it.

Mr Pickering retreated into the shelter of the bushes and mused upon this thing. It seemed to him that for centuries he had been doing nothing but retreat into bushes for this purpose. His perplexity had returned. He could imagine no reason why burglars should want to visit Lord Wetherbys studio. He had taken it for granted, when he had tracked them to the clearing, that they were on their way to the house, which was quite close to the shack, separated from it only by a thin belt of trees and a lawn.

They had certainly gone in. He had seen them with his own eyes — first the man, then very close behind him, apparently holding to his coat, the girl. But why?

Creep up and watch them? Would Chingachgook have taken a risk like that? Hardly, unless insured with some good company. Then what? He was still undecided when he perceived the objects of his attention emerging. He backed a little farther into the bushes.

They stood for an instant, listening apparently. The man no longer carried the sack. They exchanged a few inaudible words. Then they crossed the clearing and entered the wood a few yards to his right. He could hear the crackling of their footsteps diminishing in the direction of the road.

A devouring curiosity seized upon Mr Pickering. He wanted, more than he had wanted almost anything before in his life, to find out what the dickens they had been up to in there. He listened. The footsteps were no longer audible. He ran across the clearing and into the shack. It was then that he discovered that he had no matches.

This needless infliction, coming upon him at the crisis of an adventurous night, infuriated Mr Pickering. He swore softly. He groped round the walls for an electric-light switch, but the shack had no electric-light switch. When there was need to illuminate it an oil lamp performed the duty. This occurred to Mr Pickering after he had been round the place three times, and he ceased to grope for a switch and began to seek for a match-box. He was still seeking it when he was frozen in his tracks by the sound of footsteps, muffled but by their nearness audible, just outside the door. He pulled out his pistol, which he had replaced in his pocket, backed against the wall, and stood there prepared to sell his life dearly.

The door opened.

One reads of desperate experiences ageing people in a single night. His present predicament aged Mr Pickering in a single minute. In the brief interval of time between the opening of the door and the moment when a voice outside began to speak he became a full thirty years older. His boyish ardour slipped from him, and he was once more the Dudley Pickering whom the world knew, the staid and respectable middle-aged man of affairs, who would have given a million dollars not to have got himself mixed up in this deplorable business.

And then the voice spoke.

Ill light the lamp, it said; and with an overpowering feeling of relief Mr Pickering recognized it as Lord Wetherbys. A moment later the temperamental peers dapper figure became visible in silhouette against a background of pale light.

Ah-hum! said Mr Pickering.

The effect on Lord Wetherby was remarkable. To hear some one clear his throat at the back of a dark room, where there should rightfully be no throat to be cleared, would cause even your man of stolid habit a passing thrill. The thing got right in among Lord Wetherbys highly sensitive ganglions like an earthquake. He uttered a strangled cry, then dashed out and slammed the door behind him.

Theres someone in there!

Lady Wetherbys tranquil voice made itself heard.

Nonsense; who could be in there?

I heard him, I tell you. He growled at me!

It seemed to Mr Pickering that the time had come to relieve the mental distress which he was causing his host. He raised his voice.

Its all right! he called.

There! said Lord Wetherby.

Whos that? asked Lady Wetherby, through the door.

Its all right. Its me — Pickering.

The door was opened a few inches by a cautious hand.

Is that you, Pickering?

Yes. Its all right.

Dont keep saying its all right, said Lord Wetherby, irritably. It isnt all right. What do you mean by hiding in the dark and popping out and barking at a man? You made me bite my tongue. Ive never had such a shock in my life.

Mr Pickering left his lair and came out into the open. Lord Wetherby was looking aggrieved, Lady Wetherby peacefully inquisitive. For the first time Mr Pickering discovered that Claire was present. She was standing behind Lady Wetherby with a floating white something over her head, looking very beautiful.

For the love of Mike! said Lady Wetherby.

Mr Pickering became aware that he was still holding the revolver.

Oh, ah! he said, and pocketed the weapon.

Barking at people! muttered Lord Wetherby in a querulous undertone.

What on earth are you doing, Dudley? said Claire.

There was a note in her voice which both puzzled and pained Mr Pickering, a note that seemed to suggest that she found herself in imperfect sympathy with him. Her expression deepened the suggestion. It was a cold expression, unfriendly, as if it was not so keen a pleasure to Claire to look at him as it should be for a girl to look at the man whom she is engaged to marry. He had noticed the same note in her voice and the same hostile look in her eye earlier in the evening. He had found her alone, reading a letter which, as the stamp on the envelope showed, had come from England. She had seemed so upset that he had asked her if it contained bad news, and she had replied in the negative with so much irritation that he had desisted from inquiries. But his own idea was that she had had bad news from home. Mr Pickering still clung to his early impression that her little brother Percy was consumptive, and he thought the child must have taken a turn for the worse. It was odd that she should have looked and spoken like that then, and it was odd that she should look and speak like that now. He had been vaguely disturbed then and he was vaguely disturbed now. He had the feeling that all was not well.

Yes, said Lady Wetherby. What on earth are you doing, Dudley?

Popping out! grumbled Lord Wetherby.

We came here to see Algies picture, which has got something wrong with its eyes apparently, and we find you hiding in the dark with a gun. Whats the idea?

Its a long story, said Mr Pickering.

We have the night before us, said Lady Wetherby.

You remember The Man — the fellow I found looking in at the window, The Man who said he knew Claire?

Youve got that man on the brain, Dudley. Whats he been doing to you now?

I tracked him here.

Tracked him? Where from?

From that bee-farm place where hes living. He and that girl you spoke of went into these woods. I thought they were making for the house, but they went into the shack.

What did they do then? asked Lady Wetherby.

They came out again.

Why?

Thats what I was trying to find out.

Lord Wetherby uttered an exclamation.

By Jove! There was apprehension in his voice, but mingled with it a certain pleased surprise. Perhaps they were after my picture. Ill light the lamp. Good Lord, picture thieves — Romneys — missing Gainsboroughs— His voice trailed off as he found the lamp and lit it. Relief and disappointment were nicely blended in his next words: No, its still there.

The soft light of the lamp filled the studio.

Well, thats a comfort, said Lady Wetherby, sauntering in. We couldnt afford to lose — Oh!

Lord Wetherby spun round as her scream burst upon his already tortured nerve centres. Lady Wetherby was kneeling on the floor. Claire hurried in.

What is it, Polly?

Lady Wetherby rose to her feet, and pointed. Her face had lost its look of patient amusement. It was hard and set. She eyed Mr Pickering in a menacing way.

Look!

Claire followed her finger.

Good gracious! Its Eustace!

Shot!

She was looking intently at Mr Pickering. Well, Dudley, she said, coldly, what about it?

Mr Pickering found that they were all looking at him — Lady Wetherby with glittering eyes, Claire with cool scorn, Lord Wetherby with a horror which he seemed to have achieved with something of an effort.

Well! said Claire.

What about it, Dudley? said Lady Wetherby.

I must say, Pickering, said Lord Wetherby, much as I disliked the animal, its a bit thick!

Mr Pickering recoiled from their accusing gaze.

Good heavens! Do you think I did it?

In the midst of his anguish there flashed across his mind the recollection of having seen just this sort of situation in a moving picture, and of having thought it far-fetched.

Lady Wetherbys good-tempered mouth, far from good-tempered now, curled in a devastating sneer. She was looking at him as Claire, in the old days when they had toured England together in road companies, had sometimes seen her look at recalcitrant landladies. The landladies, without exception, had wilted beneath that gaze, and Mr Pickering wilted now.

But — but — but— was all he could contrive to say.

Why should we think you did it? said Lady Wetherby, bitterly. You had a grudge against the poor brute for biting you. We find you hiding here with a pistol and a story about burglars which an infant couldnt swallow. I suppose you thought that, if you planted the poor creatures body here, it would be up to Algie to get rid of it, and that if he were found with it I should think that it was he who had killed the animal.

The look of horror which Lord Wetherby had managed to assume became genuine at these words. The gratitude which he had been feeling towards Mr Pickering for having removed one of the chief trials of his existence vanished.

Great Scot! he cried. So that was the game, was it?

Mr Pickering struggled for speech. This was a nightmare.

But I didnt! I didnt! I didnt! I tell you I hadnt the remotest notion the creature was there.

Oh, come, Pickering! said Lord Wetherby. Come, come, come!

Mr Pickering found that his accusers were ebbing away. Lady Wetherby had gone. Claire had gone. Only Lord Wetherby remained, looking at him like a pained groom. He dashed from the place and followed his hostess, speaking incoherently of burglars, outhouses, and misunderstandings. He even mentioned Chingachgook. But Lady Wetherby would not listen. Nobody would listen.

He found Lord Wetherby at his side, evidently prepared to go deeper into the subject. Lord Wetherby was looking now like a groom whose favourite horse has kicked him in the stomach.

Wouldnt have thought it of you, Pickering, said Lord Wetherby. Mr Pickering found no words. Wouldnt, honestly. Low trick!

But I tell you—

Devilish low trick! repeated Lord Wetherby, with a shake of the head. Laws of hospitality — eaten our bread and salt, what! — all that sort of thing — kill valuable monkey — not done, you know — low, very low!

And he followed his wife, now in full retreat, with scorn and repulsion written in her very walk.

Mr Pickering!

It was Claire. She stood there, holding something towards him, something that glittered in the moonlight. Her voice was hard, and the expression on her face suggested that in her estimation he was a particularly low-grade worm, one of the submerged tenth of the worm world.

Eh? said Mr Pickering, dazedly.

He looked at what she had in her hand, but it conveyed nothing to his overwrought mind.

Take it!

Eh?

Claire stamped.

Very well, she said.

She flung something on the ground before him — a small, sparkling object. Then she swept away, his eyes following her, and was lost in the darkness of the trees. Mechanically Mr Pickering stooped to pick up what she had let fall. He recognized it now. It was her engagement ring.
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BILL LEANED HIS back against the gate that separated the grounds of the bee-farm from the high road and mused pleasantly. He was alone. Elizabeth was walking up the drive on her way to the house to tell the news to Nutty. James, the cat, who had come down from the roof of the outhouse, was sharpening his claws on a neighbouring tree. After the whirl of excitement that had been his portion for the past few hours, the peace of it all appealed strongly to Bill. It suited the mood of quiet happiness which was upon him.

Quietly happy, that was how he felt now that it was all over. The white heat of emotion had subsided to a gentle glow of contentment conducive to thought. He thought tenderly of Elizabeth. She had turned to wave her hand before going into the house, and he was still smiling fatuously. Wonderful girl! Lucky chap he was! Rum, the way they had come together! Talk about Fate, what?

He stooped to tickle James, who had finished stropping his claws and was now enjoying a friction massage against his leg, and began to brood on the inscrutable way of Fate.

Rum thing, Fate! Most extraordinary!

Suppose he had never gone down to Marvis Bay that time. He had wavered between half a dozen places; it was pure chance that he had chosen Marvis Bay. If he hadnt he would never have met old Nutcombe. Probably old Nutcombe had wavered between half a dozen places too. If they hadnt both happened to choose Marvis Bay they would never have met. And if they hadnt been the only visitors there they might never have got to know each other. And if old Nutcombe hadnt happened to slice his approach shots he would never have put him under an obligation. Queer old buster, old Nutcombe, leaving a fellow he hardly knew from Adam a cool million quid just because he cured him of slicing.

It was at this point in his meditations that it suddenly occurred to Bill that he had not yet given a thought to what was immeasurably the most important of any of the things that ought to be occupying his mind just now. What was he to do about this Lord Dawlish business?

Life at Brookport had so accustomed him to being plain Bill Chalmers that it had absolutely slipped his mind that he was really Lord Dawlish, the one man in the world whom Elizabeth looked on as an enemy. What on earth was he to do about that? Tell her? But if he told her, wouldnt she chuck him on the spot?

This was awful. The dreamy sense of well-being left him. He straightened himself to face this problem, ignoring the hint of James, who was weaving circles about his legs expectant of more tickling. A man cannot spend his time tickling cats when he has to concentrate on a dilemma of this kind.

Suppose he didnt tell her? How would that work out? Was a marriage legal if the cove who was being married went through it under a false name? He seemed to remember seeing a melodrama in his boyhood the plot of which turned on that very point. Yes, it began to come back to him. An unpleasant bargee with a black moustache had said, This woman is not your wife! and caused the dickens of a lot of unpleasantness; but there in its usual slipshod way memory failed. Had subsequent events proved the bargee right or wrong? It was a question for a lawyer to decide. Jerry Nichols would know. Well, there was plenty of time, thank goodness, to send Jerry Nichols a cable, asking for his professional opinion, and to get the straight tip long before the wedding day arrived.

Laying this part of it aside for the moment, and assuming that the thing could be worked, what about the money? Like a chump, he had told Elizabeth on the first day of his visit that he hadnt any money except what he made out of his job as secretary of the club. He couldnt suddenly spring five million dollars on her and pretend that he had forgotten all about it till then.

Of course, he could invent an imaginary uncle or something, and massacre him during the honeymoon. Something in that. He pictured the thing in his mind. Breakfast: Elizabeth doling out the scrambled eggs. Whats the matter, Bill? Why did you exclaim like that? Is there some bad news in the letter you are reading?

Oh, its nothing — only my Uncle Johns died and left me five million dollars.

The scene worked out so well that his mind became a little above itself. It suggested developments of serpentine craftiness. Why not get Jerry Nichols to write him a letter about his Uncle John and the five millions? Jerry liked doing that sort of thing. He would do it like a shot, and chuck in a lot of legal words to make it sound right. It began to be clear to Bill that any move he took — except full confession, at which he jibbed — was going to involve Jerry Nichols as an ally; and this discovery had a soothing effect on him. It made him feel that the responsibility had been shifted. He couldnt do anything till he had consulted Jerry, so there was no use in worrying. And, being one of those rare persons who can cease worrying instantly when they have convinced themselves that it is useless, he dismissed the entire problem from his mind and returned to the more congenial occupation of thinking of Elizabeth.

It was a peculiar feature of his position that he found himself unable to think of Elizabeth without thinking of Claire. He tried to, but failed. Every virtue in Elizabeth seemed to call up the recollection of a corresponding defect in Claire. It became almost mathematical. Elizabeth was so straight on the level they called it over here. Claire was a corkscrew among women. Elizabeth was sunny and cheerful. Querulousness was Claires besetting sin. Elizabeth was such a pal. Claire had never been that. The effect that Claire had always had on him was to deepen the conviction, which never really left him, that he was a bit of an ass. Elizabeth, on the other hand, bucked him up and made him feel as if he really amounted to something.

How different they were! Their very voices — Elizabeth had a sort of quiet, soothing, pleasant voice, the kind of voice that somehow suggested that she thought a lot of a chap without her having to say it in so many words. Whereas Claires voice — he had noticed it right from the beginning — Claires voice — 

While he was trying to make clear to himself just what it was about Claires voice that he had not liked he was granted the opportunity of analysing by means of direct observation its failure to meet his vocal ideals, for at this moment it spoke behind him.

Bill!

She was standing in the road, her head still covered with that white, filmy something which had commended itself to Mr Pickerings eyes. She was looking at him in a way that seemed somehow to strike a note of appeal. She conveyed an atmosphere of softness and repentance, a general suggestion of prodigal daughters revisiting old homesteads.

We seem always to be meeting at gates, dont we? she said, with a faint smile.

It was a deprecating smile, wistful.

Bill! she said again, and stopped. She laid her left hand lightly on the gate. Bill had a sort of impression that there was some meaning behind this action; that, if he were less of a chump than Nature had made him, he would at this point receive some sort of a revelation. But, being as Nature had made him, he did not get it.

He was one of those men to whom a girls left hand is simply a girls left hand, irrespective of whether it wears rings on its third finger or not.

This having become evident to Claire after a moment of silence, she withdrew her hand in rather a disappointed way and prepared to attack the situation from another angle.

Bill, Ive come to say something to you.

Bill was looking at her curiously. He could not have believed that, even after what had happened, he could face her with such complete detachment; that she could so extraordinarily not matter. He felt no resentment toward her. It was simply that she had gone out of his life.

Bill, Ive been a fool.

He made no reply to this for he could think of no reply that was sufficiently polite. Yes? sounded as if he meant to say that that was just what he had expected. Really? had a sarcastic ring. He fell back on facial expression, to imply that he was interested and that she might tell all.

Claire looked away down the road and began to speak in a low, quick voice:

Ive been a fool all along. I lost you through being a fool. When I saw you dancing with that girl in the restaurant I didnt stop to think. I was angry. I was jealous. I ought to have trusted you, but — Oh, well, I was a fool.

My dear girl, you had a perfect right—

I hadnt. I was an idiot. Bill, Ive come to ask you if you cant forgive me.

I wish you wouldnt talk like that — theres nothing to forgive.

The look which Claire gave him in answer to this was meek and affectionate, but inwardly she was wishing that she could bang his head against the gate. His slowness was maddening. Long before this he should have leaped into the road in order to fold her in his arms. Her voice shook with the effort she had to make to keep it from sharpness.

I mean, is it too late? I mean, can you really forgive me? Oh, Bill — she stopped herself by the fraction of a second from adding you idiot— cant we be the same again to each other? Cant we — pretend all this has never happened?

Exasperating as Bills wooden failure to play the scene in the spirit in which her imagination had conceived it was to Claire, several excuses may be offered for him: He had opened the evening with a shattering blow at his faith in woman. He had walked twenty miles at a rapid pace. He had heard shots and found a corpse, and carried the latter by the tail across country. Finally, he had had the stunning shock of discovering that Elizabeth Boyd loved him. He was not himself. He found a difficulty in concentrating. With the result that, in answer to this appeal from a beautiful girl whom he had once imagined that he loved, all he could find to say was: How do you mean?

Claire, never an adept at patience, just succeeded in swallowing the remark that sprang into her mind. It was incredible to her that a man could exist who had so little intuition. She had not anticipated the necessity of being compelled to put the substance of her meaning in so many blunt words, but it seemed that only so could she make him understand.

I mean, cant we be engaged again, Bill?

Bills overtaxed brain turned one convulsive hand-spring, and came to rest with a sense of having dislocated itself. This was too much. This was not right. No fellow at the end of a hard evening ought to have to grapple with this sort of thing. What on earth did she mean, springing questions like that on him? How could they be engaged? She was going to marry someone else, and so was he. Something of these thoughts he managed to put into words:

But youre engaged to—

Ive broken my engagement with Mr Pickering.

Great Scot! When?

To-night. I found out his true character. He is cruel and treacherous. Something happened — it may sound nothing to you, but it gave me an insight into what he really was. Polly Wetherby had a little monkey, and just because it bit Mr Pickering he shot it.

Pickering!

Yes. He wasnt the sort of man I should have expected to do a mean, cruel thing like that. It sickened me. I gave him back his ring then and there. Oh, what a relief it was! What a fool I was ever to have got engaged to such a man.

Bill was puzzled. He was one of those simple men who take their fellows on trust, but who, if once that trust is shattered, can never recover it. Like most simple men, he was tenacious of ideas when he got them, and the belief that Claire was playing fast and loose was not lightly to be removed from his mind. He had found her out during his self-communion that night, and he could never believe her again. He had the feeling that there was something behind what she was saying. He could not put his finger on the clue, but that there was a clue he was certain.

I only got engaged to him out of pique. I was angry with you, and — Well, thats how it happened.

Still Bill could not believe. It was plausible. It sounded true. And yet some instinct told him that it was not true. And while he waited, perplexed, Claire made a false step.

The thing had been so close to the top of her mind ever since she had come to the knowledge of it that it had been hard for her to keep it down. Now she could keep it down no longer.

How wonderful about old Mr Nutcombe, Bill! she said.

A vast relief rolled over Bill. Despite his instinct, he had been wavering. But now he understood. He had found the clue.

You got my letter, then?

Yes; it was forwarded on from the theatre. I got it to-night.

Too late she realized what she had said and the construction that an intelligent man would put on it. Then she reflected that Bill was not an intelligent man. She shot a swift glance at him. To all appearances he had suspected nothing.

It went all over the place, she hurried on. The people at the Portsmouth theatre sent it to the London office, who sent it home, and mother mailed it on to me.

I see.

There was a silence. Claire drew a step nearer.

Bill! she said softly.

Bill shut his eyes. The moment had come which he had dreaded. Not even the thought that she was crooked, that she had been playing with him, could make it any better. She was a woman and he was a man. That was all that mattered, and nothing could alter it.

Im sorry, he said. Its impossible.

Claire stared at him in amazement. She had not been prepared for this. He met her eyes, but every nerve in his body was protesting.

Bill!

Im sorry.

But, Bill!

He set his teeth. It was just as bad as he had thought it would be.

But, Bill, Ive explained. Ive told you how—

I know.

Claires eyes opened wide.

I thought you loved me. She came closer. She pulled at his sleeve. Her voice took on a note of soft raillery. Dont be absurd, Bill! You mustnt behave like a sulky schoolboy. It isnt like you, this. You surely dont want me to humble myself more than I have done. She gave a little laugh. Why, Bill, Im proposing to you! I know Ive treated you badly, but Ive explained why. You must be just enough to see that it wasnt altogether my fault. Im only human. And if I made a mistake Ive done all I can do to undo it. I—

Claire, listen: Im engaged!

She fell back. For the first time the sense of defeat came to her. She had anticipated many things. She had looked for difficulties. But she had not expected this. A feeling of cold fury surged over her at the way fate had tricked her. She had gambled recklessly on her power of fascination, and she had lost.

Mr Pickering, at that moment brooding in solitude in the smoking-room of Lady Wetherbys house, would have been relieved could he have known how wistfully she was thinking of him.

Youre engaged?

Yes.

Well! She forced another laugh. How very — rapid of you! To whom?

To Elizabeth Boyd.

Im afraid Im very ignorant, but who is Elizabeth Boyd? The ornate lady you were dancing with at the restaurant?

No!

Who then?

She is old Ira Nutcombes niece. The money ought to have been left to her. That was why I came over to America, to see if I could do anything for her.

And youre going to marry her? How very romantic — and convenient! What an excellent arrangement for her. Which of you suggested it?

Bill drew in a deep breath. All this was, he supposed, unavoidable, but it was not pleasant.

Claire suddenly abandoned her pose of cool amusement. The fire behind it blazed through.

You fool! she cried passionately. Are you blind? Cant you see that this girl is simply after your money? A child could see it.

Bill looked at her steadily.

Youre quite wrong. She doesnt know who I am.

Doesnt know who you are? What do you mean? She must know by this time that her uncle left his money to you.

But she doesnt know that I am Lord Dawlish. I came to America under another name. She knows me as Chalmers.

Claire was silent for a moment.

How did you get to know her? she asked, more quietly.

I met her brother by chance in New York.

By chance!

Quite by chance. A man I knew in England lent me his rooms in New York. He happened to be a friend of Boyds. Boyd came to call on him one night, and found me.

Odd! Had your mutual friend been away from New York long?

Some months.

And in all that time Mr Boyd had not discovered that he had left. They must have been great friends! What happened then?

Boyd invited me down here.

Down here?

They live in this house.

Is Miss Boyd the girl who keeps the bee-farm?

She is.

Claires eyes suddenly lit up. She began to speak in a louder voice:

Bill, youre an infant, a perfect infant! Of course, shes after your money. Do you really imagine for one instant that this Elizabeth Boyd of yours and her brother dont know as well as I do that you are really Lord Dawlish? I always thought you had a trustful nature! You tell me the brother met you by chance. Chance! And invited you down here. I bet he did! He knew his business! And now youre going to marry the girl so that they will get the money after all! Splendid! Oh, Bill, youre a wonderful, wonderful creature! Your innocence is touching.

She swung round.

Good night, she called over her shoulder.

He could hear her laughing as she went down the road.
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IN THE SMOKING-ROOM of Lady Wetherbys house, chewing the dead stump of a once imposing cigar, Dudley Pickering sat alone with his thoughts. He had been alone for half an hour now. Once Lord Wetherby had looked in, to withdraw at once coldly, with the expression of a groom who has found loathsome things in the harness-room. Roscoe Sherriff, good, easy man, who could never dislike people, no matter what they had done, had come for a while to bear him company; but Mr Pickerings society was not for the time being entertaining. He had answered with grunts the Press-agents kindly attempts at conversation, and the latter had withdrawn to seek a more congenial audience. And now Mr Pickering was alone, talking things over with his subconscious self.

A mans subconscious self is not the ideal companion. It lurks for the greater part of his life in some dark den of its own, hidden away, and emerges only to taunt and deride and increase the misery of a miserable hour. Mr Pickerings rare interviews with his subconscious self had happened until now almost entirely in the small hours of the night, when it had popped out to remind him, as he lay sleepless, that all flesh was grass and that he was not getting any younger. To-night, such had been the shock of the evenings events, it came to him at a time which was usually his happiest — the time that lay between dinner and bed. Mr Pickering at that point of the day was generally feeling his best. But to-night was different from the other nights of his life.

One may picture Subconscious Self as a withered, cynical, malicious person standing before Mr Pickering and regarding him with an evil smile. There has been a pause, and now Subconscious Self speaks again:

You will have to leave to-morrow. Couldnt possibly stop on after whats happened. Now you see what comes of behaving like a boy.

Mr Pickering writhed.

Made a pretty considerable fool of yourself, didnt you, with your revolvers and your hidings and your trailings? Too old for that sort of thing, you know. Youre getting on. Probably have a touch of lumbago to-morrow. You must remember you arent a youngster. Got to take care of yourself. Next time you feel an impulse to hide in shrubberies and take moonlight walks through damp woods, perhaps you will listen to me.

Mr Pickering relit the stump of his cigar defiantly and smoked in long gulps for a while. He was trying to persuade himself that all this was untrue, but it was not easy. The cigar became uncomfortably hot, and he threw it away. He fumbled in his waistcoat pocket and produced a diamond ring, at which he looked pensively.

A pretty thing, is it not? said Subconscious Self.

Mr Pickering sighed. That moment when Claire had thrown the ring at his feet and swept out of his life like an offended queen had been the culminating blow of a night of blows, the knock-out following on a series of minor punches. Subconscious Self seized the opportunity to become offensive again.

Youve lost her, all through your own silly fault, it said. How on earth you can have been such a perfect fool beats me. Running round with a gun like a boy of fourteen! Well, its done now and it cant be mended. Countermand the order for cake, send a wire putting off the wedding, dismiss the bridesmaids, tell the organist he can stop practising The Voice that Breathed Oer Eden — no wedding-bells for you! For Dudley Damfool Pickering, Esquire, the lonely hearth for evermore! Little feet pattering about the house? Not on your life! Childish voices sticking up the old man for half a dollar to buy candy? No, sir! Not for D. Bonehead Pickering, the amateur trailing arbutus!

Subconscious Self may have had an undesirable way of expressing itself, but there was no denying the truth of what it said. Its words carried conviction. Mr Pickering replaced the ring in his pocket, and, burying his head in his hands, groaned in bitterness of spirit.

He had lost her. He must face the fact. She had thrown him over. Never now would she sit at his table, the brightest jewel of Detroits glittering social life. She would have made a stir in Detroit. Now that city would never know her. Not that he was worrying much about Detroit. He was worrying about himself. How could he ever live without her?

This mood of black depression endured for a while, and then Mr Pickering suddenly became aware that Subconscious Self was sneering at him. Youre a wonder! said Subconscious Self.

What do you mean?

Why, trying to make yourself think that at the bottom of your heart you arent tickled to death that this has happened. You know perfectly well that youre tremendously relieved that you havent got to marry the girl after all. You can fool everybody else, but you cant fool me. Youre delighted, man, delighted! The mere suggestion revolted Mr Pickering. He was on the point of indignant denial, when quite abruptly there came home to him the suspicion that the statement was not so preposterous after all. It seemed incredible and indecent that such a thing should be, but he could not deny, now that it was put to him point-blank in this way, that a certain sense of relief was beginning to mingle itself with his gloom. It was shocking to realize, but — yes, he actually was feeling as if he had escaped from something which he had dreaded. Half an hour ago there had been no suspicion of such an emotion among the many which had occupied his attention, but now he perceived it clearly. Half an hour ago he had felt like Lucifer hurled from heaven. Now, though how that train of thought had started he could not have said, he was distinctly conscious of the silver lining. Subconscious Self began to drive the thing home.

Be honest with yourself, it said. You arent often. No man is. Look at the matter absolutely fairly. You know perfectly well that the mere idea of marriage has always scared you. You hate making yourself conspicuous in public. Think what it would be like, standing up there in front of all the world and getting married. And then — afterwards! Why on earth do you think that you would have been happy with this girl? What do you know about her except that she is a beauty? I grant you shes that, but are you aware of the infinitesimal part looks play in married life? My dear chap, better is it for a man that he marry a sympathetic gargoyle than a Venus with a streak of hardness in her. You know — and you would admit it if you were honest with yourself — that this girl is hard. Shes got a chilled-steel soul.

If you wanted to marry some one — and theres no earthly reason why you should, for your lifes perfectly full and happy with your work — this is the last girl you ought to marry. Youre a middle-aged man. Youre set. You like life to jog along at a peaceful walk. This girl wants it to be a fox-trot. Youve got habits which you have had for a dozen years. I ask you, is she the sort of girl to be content to be a stepmother to a middle-aged mans habits? Of course, if you were really in love with her, if she were your mate, and all that sort of thing, you would take a pleasure in making yourself over to suit her requirements. But you arent in love with her. You are simply caught by her looks. I tell you, you ought to look on that moment when she gave you back your ring as the luckiest moment of your life. You ought to make a sort of anniversary of it. You ought to endow a hospital or something out of pure gratitude. I dont know how long youre going to live — if you act like a grown-up man instead of a boy and keep out of woods and shrubberies at night you may live for ever — but you will never have a greater bit of luck than the one that happened to you to-night.

Mr Pickering was convinced. His spirits soared. Marriage! What was marriage? Slavery, not to be endured by your man of spirit. Look at all the unhappy marriages you saw everywhere. Besides, you had only to recall some of the novels and plays of recent years to get the right angle on marriage. According to the novelists and playwrights, shrewd fellows who knew what was what, if you talked to your wife about your business she said you had no soul; if you didnt, she said you didnt think enough of her to let her share your life. If you gave her expensive presents and an unlimited credit account, she complained that you looked on her as a mere doll; and if you didnt, she called you a screw. That was marriage. If it didnt get you with the left jab, it landed on you with the right upper-cut. None of that sort of thing for Dudley Pickering.

Youre absolutely right, he said, enthusiastically. Funny I never looked at it that way before.

Somebody was turning the door-handle. He hoped it was Roscoe Sherriff. He had been rather dull the last time Sherriff had looked in. He would be quite different now. He would be gay and sparkling. He remembered two good stories he would like to tell Sherriff.

The door opened and Claire came in. There was a silence. She stood looking at him in a way that puzzled Mr Pickering. If it had not been for her attitude at their last meeting and the manner in which she had broken that last meeting up, he would have said that her look seemed somehow to strike a note of appeal. There was something soft and repentant about her. She suggested, it seemed to Mr Pickering, the prodigal daughter revisiting the old homestead.

Dudley!

She smiled a faint smile, a wistful, deprecating smile. She was looking lovelier than ever. Her face glowed with a wonderful colour and her eyes were very bright. Mr Pickering met her gaze, and strange things began to happen to his mind, that mind which a moment before had thought so clearly and established so definite a point of view.

What a gelatine-backboned thing is man, who prides himself on his clear reason and becomes as wet blotting-paper at one glance from bright eyes! A moment before Mr Pickering had thought out the whole subject of woman and marriage in a few bold flashes of his capable brain, and thanked Providence that he was not as those men who take unto themselves wives to their undoing. Now in an instant he had lost that iron outlook. Reason was temporarily out of business. He was slipping.

Dudley!

For a space Subconscious Self thrust itself forward.

Look out! Be careful! it warned.

Mr Pickering ignored it. He was watching, fascinated, the glow on Claires face, her shining eyes.

Dudley, I want to speak to you.

Tell her you can only be seen by appointment! Escape! Bolt!

Mr Pickering did not bolt. Claire came towards him, still smiling that pathetic smile. A thrill permeated Mr Pickerings entire one hundred and ninety-seven pounds, trickling down his spine like hot water and coming out at the soles of his feet. He had forgotten now that he had ever sneered at marriage. It seemed to him now that there was nothing in life to be compared with that beatific state, and that bachelors were mere wild asses of the desert.

Claire came and sat down on the arm of his chair. He moved convulsively, but he stayed where he was.

Fool! said Subconscious Self.

Claire took hold of his hand and patted it. He quivered, but remained.

Ass! hissed Subconscious Self.

Claire stopped patting his hand and began to stroke it. Mr Pickering breathed heavily.

Dudley, dear, said Claire, softly, Ive been an awful fool, and Im dreadful, dreadful sorry, and youre going to be the nicest, kindest, sweetest man on earth and tell me youve forgiven me. Arent you?

Mr Pickerings lips moved silently. Claire kissed the thinning summit of his head. There was a pause.

Where is it? she asked.

Mr Pickering started.

Eh?

Where is it? Where did you put it? The ring, silly!

Mr Pickering became aware that Subconscious Self was addressing him. The occasion was tense, and Subconscious Self did not mince its words.

You poor, maudlin, sentimental, doddering chunk of imbecility, it said; are there no limits to your insanity? After all I said to you just now, are you deliberately going to start the old idiocy all over again?

Shes so beautiful! pleaded Mr Pickering. Look at her eyes!

Ass! Dont you remember what I said about beauty?

Yes, I know, but—

Shes as hard as nails.

Im sure youre wrong.

Im not wrong.

But she loves me.

Forget it!

Claire jogged his shoulders.

Dudley, dear, what are you sitting there dreaming for? Where did you put the ring?

Mr Pickering fumbled for it, located it, produced it. Claire examined it fondly.

Did she throw it at him and nearly break his heart! she said.

Bolt! urged Subconscious Self. Fly! Go to Japan!

Mr Pickering did not go to Japan. He was staring worshippingly at Claire. With rapturous gaze he noted the grey glory of her eyes, the delicate curve of her cheek, the grace of her neck. He had no time to listen to pessimistic warnings from any Gloomy Gus of a Subconscious Self. He was ashamed that he had ever even for a moment allowed himself to be persuaded that Claire was not all that was perfect. No more doubts and hesitations for Dudley Pickering. He was under the influence.

There! said Claire, and slipped the ring on her finger.

She kissed the top of his head once more.

So there we are! she said.

There we are! gurgled the infatuated Dudley.

Happy now?

Ur-r!

Then kiss me.

Mr Pickering kissed her.

Dudley, darling, said Claire, were going to be awfully, awfully happy, arent we?

You bet we are! said Mr Pickering.

Subconscious Self said nothing, being beyond speech.
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FOR SOME MINUTES after Claire had left him Bill remained where he was, motionless. He felt physically incapable of moving. All the strength that was in him he was using to throw off the insidious poison of her parting speech, and it became plainer to him with each succeeding moment that he would have need of strength.

It is part of the general irony of things that in lifes crises a mans good qualities are often the ones that help him least, if indeed they do not actually turn treacherously and fight against him. It was so with Bill. Modesty, if one may trust to the verdict of the mass of mankind, is a good quality. It sweetens the soul and makes for a kindly understanding of ones fellows. But arrogance would have served Bill better now. It was his fatal habit of self-depreciation that was making Claires words so specious as he stood there trying to cast them from his mind. Who was he, after all, that he should imagine that he had won on his personal merits a girl like Elizabeth Boyd?

He had the not very common type of mind that perceives the merit in others more readily than their faults, and in himself the faults more readily than the merit. Time and the society of a great number of men of different ranks and natures had rid him of the outer symbol of this type of mind, which is shyness, but it had left him still unconvinced that he amounted to anything very much as an individual.

This was the thought that met him every time he tried to persuade himself that what Claire had said was ridiculous, the mere parting shaft of an angry woman. With this thought as an ally her words took on a plausibility hard to withstand. Plausible! That was the devil of it. By no effort could he blind himself to the fact that they were that. In the light of Claires insinuations what had seemed coincidences took on a more sinister character. It had seemed to him an odd and lucky chance that Nutty Boyd should have come to the rooms which he was occupying that night, seeking a companion. Had it been chance? Even at the time he had thought it strange that, on the strength of a single evening spent together, Nutty should have invited a total stranger to make an indefinite visit to his home. Had there been design behind the invitation?

Bill began to walk slowly to the house. He felt tired and unhappy. He meant to go to bed and try to sleep away these wretched doubts and questionings. Daylight would bring relief.

As he reached the open front door he caught the sound of voices, and paused for an instant, almost unconsciously, to place them. They came from one of the rooms upstairs. It was Nutty speaking now, and it was impossible for Bill not to hear what he said, for Nutty had abandoned his customary drawl in favour of a high, excited tone.

Of course, you hate him and all that, said Nutty; but after all you will be getting five million dollars that ought to have come to—

That was all that Bill heard, for he had stumbled across the hall and was in his room, sitting on the bed and staring into the darkness with burning eyes. The door banged behind him.

So it was true!

There came a knock at the door. It was repeated. The handle turned.

Is that you, Bill?

It was Elizabeths voice. He could just see her, framed in the doorway.

Bill!

His throat was dry. He swallowed, and found that he could speak.

Yes?

Did you just come in?

Yes.

Then — you heard?

Yes.

There was a long silence. Then the door closed gently and he heard her go upstairs.
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WHEN BILL WOKE next morning it was ten oclock; and his first emotion, on a day that was to be crowded with emotions of various kinds, was one of shame. The desire to do the fitting thing is innate in man, and it struck Bill, as he hurried through his toilet, that he must be a shallow, coarse-fibred sort of person, lacking in the finer feelings, not to have passed a sleepless night. There was something revolting in the thought that, in circumstances which would have made sleep an impossibility for most men, he had slept like a log. He did not do himself the justice to recollect that he had had a singularly strenuous day, and that it is Natures business, which she performs quietly and unromantically, to send sleep to tired men regardless of their private feelings; and it was in a mood of dissatisfaction with the quality of his soul that he left his room.

He had a general feeling that he was not much of a chap and that when he died — which he trusted would be shortly — the world would be well rid of him. He felt humble and depressed and hopeless.

Elizabeth met him in the passage. At the age of eleven or thereabouts women acquire a poise and an ability to handle difficult situations which a man, if he is lucky, manages to achieve somewhere in the later seventies. Except for a pallor strange to her face and a drawn look about her eyes, there was nothing to show that all was not for the best with Elizabeth in a best of all possible worlds. If she did not look jaunty, she at least looked composed. She greeted Bill with a smile.

I didnt wake you. I thought I would let you sleep on.

The words had the effect of lending an additional clarity and firmness of outline to the picture of himself which Bill had already drawn in his mind — of a soulless creature sunk in hoggish slumber.

Weve had breakfast. Nutty has gone for a walk. Isnt he wonderful nowadays? Ive kept your breakfast warm for you.

Bill protested. He might be capable of sleep, but he was not going to sink to food.

Not for me, thanks, he said, hollowly.

Come along.

Honestly—

Come along.

He followed her meekly. How grimly practical women were! They let nothing interfere with the essentials of life. It seemed all wrong. Nevertheless, he breakfasted well and gratefully, Elizabeth watching him in silence across the table.

Finished?

Yes, thanks.

She hesitated for a moment.

Well, Bill, Ive slept on it. Things are in rather a muddle, arent they? I think I had better begin by explaining what led up to those words you heard Nutty say last night. Wont you smoke?

No, thanks.

Youll feel better if you do.

I couldnt.

A bee had flown in through the open window. She followed it with her eye as it blundered about the room. It flew out again into the sunshine. She turned to Bill again.

They were supposed to be words of consolation, she said.

Bill said nothing.

Nutty, you see, has his own peculiar way of looking at things, and it didnt occur to him that I might have promised to marry you because I loved you. He took it for granted that I had done it to save the Boyd home. He has been very anxious from the first that I should marry you. I think that that must have been why he asked you down here. He found out in New York, you know, who you were. Someone you met at supper recognized you, and told Nutty. So, as far as that is concerned, the girl you were speaking to at the gate last night was right.

He started. You heard her?

I couldnt help it. She meant me to hear. She was raising her voice quite unnecessarily if she did not mean to include me in the conversation. I had gone in to find Nutty, and he was out, and I was coming back to you. Thats how I was there. You didnt see me because your back was turned. She saw me.

Bill met her eyes. You dont ask who she was?

It doesnt matter who she was. Its what she said that matters. She said that we knew you were Lord Dawlish.

Did you know?

Nutty told me two or three days ago. Her voice shook and a flush came into her face. You probably wont believe it, but the news made absolutely no difference to me one way or the other. I had always imagined Lord Dawlish as a treacherous, adventurer sort of man, because I couldnt see how a man who was not like that could have persuaded Uncle Ira to leave him his money. But after knowing you even for this short time, I knew you were quite the opposite of that, and I remembered that the first thing you had done on coming into the money had been to offer me half, so the information that you were the Lord Dawlish whom I had been hating did not affect me. And the fact that you were rich and I was poor did not affect me either. I loved you, and that was all I cared about. If all this had not happened everything would have been all right. But, you see, nine-tenths of what that girl said to you was so perfectly true that it is humanly impossible for you not to believe the other tenth, which wasnt. And then, to clinch it, you hear Nutty consoling me. That brings me back to Nutty.

I—

Let me tell you about Nutty first. I said that he had always been anxious that I should marry you. Something happened last night to increase his anxiety. I have often wondered how he managed to get enough money to enable him to spend three days in New York, and last night he told me. He came in just after I had got back to the house after leaving you and that girl, and he was very scared. It seems that when the letter from the London lawyer came telling him that he had been left a hundred dollars, he got the idea of raising money on the strength of it. You know Nutty by this time, so you wont be surprised at the way he went about it. He borrowed a hundred dollars from the man at the chemists on the security of that letter, and then — I suppose it seemed so easy that it struck him as a pity to let the opportunity slip — he did the same thing with four other tradesmen. Nuttys so odd that I dont know even now whether it ever occurred to him that he was obtaining money under false pretences; but the poor tradesmen hadnt any doubt about it at all. They compared notes and found what had happened, and last night, while we were in the woods, one of them came here and called Nutty a good many names and threatened him with imprisonment.

You can imagine how delighted Nutty was when I came in and told him that I was engaged to you. In his curious way, he took it for granted that I had heard about his financial operations, and was doing it entirely for his sake, to get him out of his fix. And while I was trying to put him right on that point he began to console me. You see, Nutty looks on you as the enemy of the family, and it didnt strike him that it was possible that I didnt look on you in that light too. So, after being delighted for a while, he very sweetly thought that he ought to cheer me up and point out some of the compensations of marriage with you. And — Well, that was what you heard. There you have the full explanation. You cant possibly believe it.

She broke off and began to drum her fingers on the table. And as she did so there came to Bill a sudden relief from all the doubts and black thoughts that had tortured him. Elizabeth was straight. Whatever appearances might seem to suggest, nothing could convince him that she was playing an underhand game. It was as if something evil had gone out of him. He felt lighter, cleaner. He could breathe.

I do believe it, he said. I believe every word you say.

She shook her head.

You cant in the face of the evidence.

I believe it.

No. You may persuade yourself for the moment that you do, but after a while you will have to go by the evidence. You wont be able to help yourself. You havent realized what a crushing thing evidence is. You have to go by it against your will. You see, evidence is the only guide. You dont know that I am speaking the truth; you just feel it. Youre trusting your heart and not your head. The head must win in the end. You might go on believing for a time, but sooner or later you would be bound to begin to doubt and worry and torment yourself. You couldnt fight against the evidence, when once your instinct — or whatever it is that tells you that I am speaking the truth — had begun to weaken. And it would weaken. Think what it would have to be fighting all the time. Think of the case your intelligence would be making out, day after day, till it crushed you. Its impossible that you could keep yourself from docketing the evidence and arranging it and absorbing it. Think! Consider what you know are actual facts! Nutty invites you down here, knowing that you are Lord Dawlish. All you know about my attitude towards Lord Dawlish is what I told you on the first morning of your visit. I told you I hated him. Yet, knowing you are Lord Dawlish, I become engaged to you. Directly afterwards you hear Nutty consoling me as if I were marrying you against my will. Isnt that an absolutely fair statement of what has happened? How could you go on believing me with all that against you?

I know youre straight. You couldnt do anything crooked.

The evidence proves that I did.

I dont care.

Not now.

Never.

She shook her head.

Its dear of you, Bill, but youre promising an impossibility. And just because its impossible, and because I love you too much to face what would be bound to happen, Im going to send you away.

Send me away!

Yes. Its going to hurt. You dont know how its going to hurt, Bill; but its the only thing to do. I love you too much to live with you for the rest of my life wondering all the time whether you still believed or whether the weight of the evidence had crushed out that tiny little spark of intuition which is all that makes you believe me now. You could never know the truth for certain, you see — thats the horror of it; and sometimes you would be able to make yourself believe, but more often, in spite of all you could do, you would doubt. It would poison both our lives. Little things would happen, insignificant in themselves, which would become tremendously important just because they added a little bit more to the doubt which you would never be able to get rid of.

When we had quarrels — which we should, as we are both human — they wouldnt be over and done with in an hour. They would stick in your mind and rankle, because, you see, they might be proofs that I didnt really love you. And then when I seemed happy with you, you would wonder if I was acting. I know all this sounds morbid and exaggerated, but it isnt. What have you got to go on, as regards me? What do you really know of me? If something like this had happened after we had been married half a dozen years and really knew each other, we could laugh at it. But we are strangers. We came together and loved each other because there was something in each of us which attracted the other. We took that little something as a foundation and built on it. But what has happened has knocked away our poor little foundation. Thats all. We dont really know anything at all about each other for certain. Its just guesswork.

She broke off and looked at the clock.

I had better be packing if youre to catch the train.

He gave a rueful laugh.

Youre throwing me out!

Yes, I am. I want you to go while I am strong enough to let you go.

If you really feel like that, why send me away?

How do you know I really feel like that? How do you know that I am not pretending to feel like that as part of a carefully-prepared plan?

He made an impatient gesture.

Yes, I know, she said. You think I am going out of my way to manufacture unnecessary complications. Im not; Im simply looking ahead. If I were trying to trap you for the sake of your money, could I play a stronger card than by seeming anxious to give you up? If I were to give in now, sooner or later that suspicion would come to you. You would drive it away. You might drive it away a hundred times. But you couldnt kill it. In the end it would beat you.

He shrugged his shoulders helplessly.

I cant argue.

Nor can I. I can only put very badly things which I know are true. Come and pack.

Ill do it. Dont you bother.

Nonsense! No man knows how to pack properly.

He followed her to his room, pulled out his suitcase, the symbol of the end of all things, watched her as she flitted about, the sun shining on her hair as she passed and repassed the window. She was picking things up, folding them, packing them. Bill looked on with an aching sense of desolation. It was all so friendly, so intimate, so exactly as it would have been if she were his wife. It seemed to him needlessly cruel that she should be playing on this note of domesticity at the moment when she was barring for ever the door between him and happiness. He rebelled helplessly against the attitude she had taken. He had not thought it all out, as she had done. It was folly, insanity, ruining their two lives like this for a scruple.

Once again he was to encounter that practical strain in the feminine mind which jars upon a man in trouble. She was holding something in her hand and looking at it with concern.

Why didnt you tell me? she said. Your socks are in an awful state, poor boy!

He had the feeling of having been hit by something. A man has not a womans gift of being able to transfer his mind at will from sorrow to socks.

Like sieves! She sighed. A troubled frown wrinkled her forehead. Men are so helpless! Oh, dear, Im sure you dont pay any attention to anything important. I dont believe you ever bother your head about keeping warm in winter and not getting your feet wet. And now I shant be able to look after you!

Bills voice broke. He felt himself trembling.

Elizabeth!

She was kneeling on the floor, her head bent over the suitcase. She looked up and met his eyes.

Its no use, Bill, dear. I must. Its the only way.

The sense of the nearness of the end broke down the numbness which held him.

Elizabeth! Its so utterly absurd. Its just — chucking everything away!

She was silent for a moment.

Bill, dear, I havent said anything about it before but dont you see that theres my side to be considered too? I only showed you that you could never possibly know that I loved you. How am I to know that you really love me?

He had moved a step towards her. He drew back, chilled.

I cant do more than tell you, he said.

You cant. And there you have put in two words just what Ive been trying to make clear all the time. Dont you see that thats the terrible thing about life, that nobody can do more than tell anybody anything? Lifes nothing but words, words, words; and how are we to know when words are true? How am I to know that you didnt ask me to marry you out of sheer pity and an exaggerated sense of justice?

He stared at her.

That, he said, is absolutely ridiculous!

Why? Look at it as I should look at it later on, when whatever it is inside me that tell me its ridiculous now had died. Just at this moment, while were talking here, theres something stronger than reason which tells me you really do love me. But cant you understand that that wont last? Its like a candle burning on a rock with the tide coming up all round it. Its burning brightly enough now, and we can see the truth by the light of it. But the tide will put it out, and then we shall have nothing left to see by. Theres a great black sea of suspicion and doubt creeping up to swamp the little spark of intuition inside us.

I will tell you what would happen to me if I didnt send you away. Remember I heard what that girl was saying last night. Remember that you hated the thought of depriving me of Uncle Iras money so much that your first act was to try to get me to accept half of it. The quixotic thing is the first that it occurs to you to do, because youre like that, because youre the straightest, whitest man Ive ever known or shall know. Could anything be more likely, looking at it as I should later on, than that you should have hit on the idea of marrying me as the only way of undoing the wrong you thought you had done me? Ive been foolish about obligations all my life. Ive a sort of morbid pride that hates the thought of owing anything to anybody, of getting anything that I have not earned. By and by, if I were to marry you, a little rotten speck of doubt would begin to eat its way farther and farther into me. It would be the same with you. We should react on each other. We should be watching each other, testing each other, trying each other out all the time. It would be horrible, horrible!

He started to speak; then, borne down by the hopelessness of it, stopped. Elizabeth stood up. They did not look at each other. He strapped the suitcase and picked it up. The end of all things was at hand.

Better to end it all cleanly, Bill, she said, in a low voice. It will hurt less.

He did not speak.

Ill come down to the gate with you.

They walked in silence down the drive. The air was heavy with the torpor of late summer. The sun beat down on them, turning her hair to burnished gold. They reached the gate.

Good-bye, Bill, dear.

He took her hand dully.

Good-bye, he said.

Elizabeth stood at the gate, watching. He swung down the road with long strides. At the bend he turned and for a moment stood there, as if waiting for her to make some sign. Then he fell into his stride again and was gone. Elizabeth leaned on the gate. Her face was twisted, and she clutched the warm wood as if it gave her strength.

The grounds were very empty. The spirit of loneliness brooded on them. Elizabeth walked slowly back to the house. Nutty was coming towards her from the orchard.

Halloa! said Nutty.

He was cheerful and debonair. His little eyes were alight with contentment. He hummed a tune.

Wheres Dawlish? he said.

He has gone.

Nuttys tune failed in the middle of a bar. Something in his sisters voice startled him. The glow of contentment gave way to a look of alarm.

Gone? How do you mean — gone? You dont mean — gone?

Yes.

Gone away?

Gone away.

They had reached the house before he spoke again.

You dont mean — gone away?

Yes.

Do you mean — gone away?

Yes.

You arent going to marry him?

No.

The world stood still. The noise of the crickets and all the little sounds of summer smote on Nuttys ear in one discordant shriek.

Oh, gosh! he exclaimed, faintly, and collapsed on the front steps like a jelly-fish.
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THE SPECTACLE OF Nutty in his anguish did not touch Elizabeth. Normally a kind-hearted girl, she was not in the least sorry for him. She had even taken a bitter pleasure and found a momentary relief in loosing the thunderbolt which had smitten him down. Even if it has to manufacture it, misery loves company. She watched Nutty with a cold and uninterested eye as he opened his mouth feebly, shut it again and reopened it; and then when it became apparent that these manoeuvres were about to result in speech, she left him and walked quickly down the drive again. She had the feeling that if Nutty were to begin to ask her questions — and he had the aspect of one who is about to ask a thousand — she would break down. She wanted solitude and movement, so she left Nutty sitting and started for the gate. Presently she would go and do things among the beehives; and after that, if that brought no solace, she would go in and turn the house upside down and get dusty and tired. Anything to occupy herself.

Reaction had set in. She had known it would come, and had made ready to fight against it, but she had underestimated the strength of the enemy. It seemed to her, in those first minutes, that she had done a mad thing; that all those arguments which she had used were far-fetched and ridiculous. It was useless to tell herself that she had thought the whole thing out clearly and had taken the only course that could have been taken. With Bills departure the power to face the situation steadily had left her. All she could think of was that she loved him and that she had sent him away.

Why had he listened to her? Why hadnt he taken her in his arms and told her not to be a little fool? Why did men ever listen to women? If he had really loved her, would he have gone away? She tormented herself with this last question for a while. She was still tormenting herself with it when a melancholy voice broke in on her meditations.

I cant believe it, said the voice. She turned, to perceive Nutty drooping beside her. I simply cant believe it!

Elizabeth clenched her teeth. She was not in the mood for Nutty.

It will gradually sink in, she said, unsympathetically.

Did you really send him away?

I did.

But what on earth for?

Because it was the only thing to do.

A light shone on Nuttys darkness.

Oh, I say, did he hear what I said last night?

He did hear what you said last night.

Nuttys mouth opened slowly.

Oh!

Elizabeth said nothing.

But you could have explained that.

How?

Oh, I dont know — somehow or other. He appeared to think. But you said it was you who sent him away.

I did.

Well, this beats me!

Elizabeths strained patience reached the limit.

Nutty, please! she said. Dont lets talk about it. Its all over now.

Yes, but—

Nutty, dont! I cant stand it. Im raw all over. Im hating myself. Please dont make it worse.

Nutty looked at her face, and decided not to make it worse. But his anguish demanded some outlet. He found it in soliloquy.

Just like this for the rest of our lives! he murmured, taking in the farm-grounds and all that in them stood with one glassy stare of misery. Nothing but ghastly bees and sweeping floors and fetching water till we die of old age! That is, if those blighters dont put me in jail for getting that money out of them. How was I to know that it was obtaining money under false pretences? It simply seemed to me a darned good way of collecting a few dollars. I dont see how Im ever going to pay them back, so I suppose its prison for me all right.

Elizabeth had been trying not to listen to him, but without success.

Ill look after that, Nutty. I have a little money saved up, enough to pay off what you owe. I was saving it for something else, but never mind.

Awfully good of you, said Nutty, but his voice sounded almost disappointed. He was in the frame of mind which resents alleviation of its gloom. He would have preferred at that moment to be allowed to round off the picture of the future which he was constructing in his mind with a reel or two showing himself brooding in a cell. After all, what difference did it make to a man of spacious tastes whether he languished for the rest of his life in a jail or on a farm in the country? Jail, indeed, was almost preferable. You knew where you were when you were in prison. They didnt spring things on you. Whereas life on a farm was nothing but one long succession of things sprung on you. Now that Lord Dawlish had gone, he supposed that Elizabeth would make him help her with the bees again. At this thought he groaned aloud. When he contemplated a lifetime at Flacks, a lifetime of bee-dodging and carpet-beating and water-lugging, and reflected that, but for a few innocent words — words spoken, mark you, in a pure spirit of kindliness and brotherly love with the object of putting a bit of optimistic pep into sister! — he might have been in a position to touch a millionaire brother-in-law for the needful whenever he felt disposed, the iron entered into Nuttys soul. A rotten, rotten world!

Nutty had the sort of mind that moves in circles. After contemplating for a time the rottenness of the world, he came back to the point from which he had started.

I cant understand it, he said. I cant believe it.

He kicked a small pebble that lay convenient to his foot.

You say you sent him away. If he had legged it on his own account, because of what he heard me say, I could understand that. But why should you—

It became evident to Elizabeth that, until some explanation of this point was offered to him, Nutty would drift about in her vicinity, moaning and shuffling his feet indefinitely.

I sent him away because I loved him, she said, and because, after what had happened, he could never be certain that I loved him. Can you understand that?

No, said Nutty, frankly, Im darned if I can! It sounds loony to me.

You cant see that it wouldnt have been fair to him to marry him?

No.

The doubts which she was trying to crush increased the violence of their attack. It was not that she respected Nuttys judgement in itself. It was that his view of what she had done chimed in so neatly with her own. She longed for someone to tell her that she had done right: someone who would bring back that feeling of certainty which she had had during her talk with Bill. And in these circumstances Nuttys attitude had more weight than on its merits it deserved. She wished she could cry. She had a feeling that if she once did that the right outlook would come back to her.

Nutty, meanwhile, had found another pebble and was kicking it sombrely. He was beginning to perceive something of the intricate and unfathomable workings of the feminine mind. He had always looked on Elizabeth as an ordinary good fellow, a girl whose mind worked in a more or less understandable way. She was not one of those hysterical women you read about in the works of the novelists; she was just a regular girl. And yet now, at the one moment of her life when everything depended on her acting sensibly, she had behaved in a way that made his head swim when he thought of it. What it amounted to was that you simply couldnt understand women.

Into this tangle of silent sorrow came a hooting automobile. It drew up at the gate and a man jumped out.
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THE MAN WHO had alighted from the automobile was young and cheerful. He wore a flannel suit of a gay blue and a straw hat with a coloured ribbon, and he looked upon a world which, his manner seemed to indicate, had been constructed according to his own specifications through a single eyeglass. When he spoke it became plain that his nationality was English.

Nutty regarded his beaming countenance with a lowering hostility. The indecency of anyone being cheerful at such a time struck him forcibly. He would have liked mankind to have preserved till further notice a hushed gloom. He glared at the young man.

Elizabeth, such was her absorption in her thoughts, was not even aware of his presence till he spoke to her.

I beg your pardon, is this Flacks?

She looked up and met that sunny eyeglass.

This is Flacks, she said.

Thank you, said the young man.

The automobile, a stout, silent man at the helm, throbbed in the nervous way automobiles have when standing still, suggesting somehow that it were best to talk quick, as they can give you only a few minutes before dashing on to keep some other appointment. Either this or a natural volatility lent a breezy rapidity to the visitors speech. He looked at Elizabeth across the gate, which it had not occurred to her to open, as if she were just what he had expected her to be and a delight to his eyes, and burst into speech.

My names Nichols — J. Nichols. I expect you remember getting a letter from me a week or two ago?

The name struck Elizabeth as familiar. But he had gone on to identify himself before she could place it in her mind.

Lawyer, dont you know. Wrote you a letter telling you that your Uncle Ira Nutcombe had left all his money to Lord Dawlish.

Oh, yes, said Elizabeth, and was about to invite him to pass the barrier, when he began to speak again.

You know, I want to explain that letter. Wrote it on a sudden impulse, dont you know. The more I have to do with the law, the more it seems to hit me that a lawyer oughtnt to act on impulse. At the moment, you see, it seemed to me the decent thing to do — put you out of your misery, and so forth — stop your entertaining hopes never to be realized, what? and all that sort of thing. You see, it was like this: Bill — I mean Lord Dawlish — is a great pal of mine, a dear old chap. You ought to know him. Well, being in the know, you understand, through your uncle having deposited the will with us, I gave Bill the tip directly I heard of Mr Nutcombes death. I sent him a telephone message to come to the office, and I said: Bill, old man, this old buster — I beg your pardon, this old gentleman— has left you all his money. Quite informal, dont you know, and at the same time, in the same informal spirit, I wrote you the letter. He dammed the torrent for a moment. By the way, of course you are Miss Elizabeth Boyd, what?

Yes.

The young man seemed relieved.

Im glad of that, he said. Funny if you hadnt been. Youd have wondered what on earth I was talking about.

In spite of her identity, this was precisely what Elizabeth was doing. Her mind, still under a cloud, had been unable to understand one word of Mr Nicholss discourse. Judging from his appearance, which was that of a bewildered hosepipe or a snake whose brain is being momentarily overtaxed, Nutty was in the same difficulty. He had joined the group at the gate, abandoning the pebble which he had been kicking in the background, and was now leaning on the top bar, a picture of silent perplexity.

You see, the trouble is, resumed the young man, my governor, whos the head of the firm, is all for doing things according to precedent. He loves red tape — wears it wrapped round him in winter instead of flannel. Hes all for doing things in the proper legal way, which, as I dare say you know, takes months. And, meanwhile, everybodys wondering whats happening and who has got the money, and so on and so forth. I thought I would skip all that and let you know right away exactly where you stood, so I wrote you that letter. I dont think my temperaments quite suited to the law, dont you know, and if he ever hears that I wrote you that letter I have a notion that the governor will think so too. So I came over here to ask you, if you dont mind, not to mention it when you get in touch with the governor. I frankly admit that that letter, written with the best intentions, was a bloomer.

With which manly admission the young man paused, and allowed the rays of his eyeglass to play upon Elizabeth in silence. Elizabeth tried to piece together what little she understood of his monologue.

You mean that you want me not to tell your father that I got a letter from you?

Exactly that. And thanks very much for not saying without prejudice, or anything of that kind. The governor would have.

But I dont understand. Why should you think that I should ever mention anything to your father?

Might slip out, you know, without your meaning it.

But when? I shall never meet your father.

You might quite easily. He might want to see you about the money.

The money?

The eyebrow above the eyeglass rose, surprised.

Havent you had a letter from the governor?

No.

The young man made a despairing gesture.

I took it for granted that it had come on the same boat that I did. There you have the governors methods! Couldnt want a better example. I suppose some legal formality or other has cropped up and laid him a stymie, and hes waiting to get round it. You really mean he hasnt written?

Why, dash it, said the young man, as one to whom all is revealed, then you cant have understood a word of what Ive been saying!

For the first time Elizabeth found herself capable of smiling. She liked this incoherent young man.

I havent, she said.

You dont know about the will?

Only what you told me in your letter.

Well, Im hanged! Tell me — I hadnt the honour of knowing him personally — was the late Mr Nutcombes whole life as eccentric as his will-making? It seems to me—

Nutty spoke.

Uncle Iras middle name, he said, was Bloomingdale. That, he proceeded, bitterly, is the frightful injustice of it all. I had to suffer from it right along, and all I get, when it comes to a finish, is a miserable hundred dollars. Uncle Ira insisted on father and mother calling me Nutcombe; and whenever he got a new craze I was always the one he worked it off on. You remember the time he became a vegetarian, Elizabeth? Gosh! Nutty brooded coldly on the past. You remember the time he had it all worked out that the end of the world was to come at five in the morning one February? Made me stop up all night with him, reading Marcus Aurelius! And the steam-heat turned off at twelve-thirty! I could tell you a dozen things just as bad as that. He always picked on me. And now Ive gone through it all he leaves me a hundred dollars!

Mr Nichols nodded sympathetically.

I should have imagined that he was rather like that. You know, of course, why he made that will I wrote to you about, leaving all his money to Bill Dawlish? Simply because Bill, who met him golfing at a place in Cornwall in the off season, cured him of slicing his approach-shots! I give you my word that was the only reason. Im sorry for old Bill, poor old chap. Such a good sort!

Hes all right, said Nutty. But why you should be sorry for him gets past me. A fellow who gets five million—

But he doesnt, dont you see?

How do you mean?

Why, this other will puts him out of the running.

Which other will?

Why, the one Im telling you about.

He looked from one to the other, apparently astonished at their slowness of understanding. Then an idea occurred to him.

Why, now that I think of it, I never told you, did I? Yes, your uncle made another will at the very last moment, leaving all he possessed to Miss Boyd.

The dead silence in which his words were received stimulated him to further speech. It occurred to him that, after that letter of his, perhaps these people were wary about believing anything he said.

Its absolutely true. Its the real, stable information this time. I had it direct from the governor, who was there when he made the will. He and the governor had had a row about something, you know, and they made it up during those last days, and — Well, apparently your uncle thought he had better celebrate it somehow, so he made a new will. From what little I know of him, that was the way he celebrated most things. I took it for granted the governor would have written to you by this time. I expect youll hear by the next mail. You see, what brought me over was the idea that when he wrote you might possibly take it into your heads to mention having heard from me. You dont know my governor. If he found out I had done that I should never hear the last of it. So I said to him: Govnor, Im feeling a bit jaded. Been working too hard, or something. Ill take a week or so off, if you can spare me. He didnt object, so I whizzed over. Well, of course, Im awfully sorry for old Bill, but I congratulate you, Miss Boyd.

Whats the time? said Elizabeth.

Mr Nichols was surprised. He could not detect the connexion of ideas.

Its about five to eleven, he said, consulting his watch.

The next moment he was even more surprised, for Elizabeth, making nothing of the barrier of the gate, had rushed past him and was even now climbing into his automobile.

Take me to the station, at once, she was crying to the stout, silent man, whom not even these surprising happenings had shaken from his attitude of well-fed detachment.

The stout man, ceasing to be silent, became interrogative.

Uh?

Take me to the station. I must catch the eleven oclock train.

The stout man was not a rapid thinker. He enveloped her in a stodgy gaze. It was only too plain to Elizabeth that he was a man who liked to digest one idea slowly before going on to absorb the next. Jerry Nichols had told him to drive to Flacks. He had driven to Flacks. Here he was at Flacks. Now this young woman was telling him to drive to the station. It was a new idea, and he bent himself to the Fletcherizing of it.

Ill give you ten dollars if you get me there by eleven, shouted Elizabeth.

The car started as if it were some living thing that had had a sharp instrument jabbed into it. Once or twice in his life it had happened to the stout man to encounter an idea which he could swallow at a gulp. This was one of them.

Mr Nichols, following the car with a wondering eye, found that Nutty was addressing him.

Is this really true? said Nutty.

Absolute gospel.

A wild cry, a piercing whoop of pure joy, broke the summer stillness.

Come and have a drink, old man! babbled Nutty. This wants celebrating! His face fell. Oh, I was forgetting! Im on the wagon.

On the wagon?

Sworn off, you know. Im never going to touch another drop as long as I live. I began to see things — monkeys!

I had a pal, said Mr Nichols, sympathetically, who used to see kangaroos.

Nutty seized him by the arm, hospitable though handicapped.

Come and have a bit of bread and butter, or a slice of cake or something, and a glass of water. I want to tell you a lot more about Uncle Ira, and I want to hear all about your end of it. Gee, what a day!

The maddest, merriest of all the glad New Year, assented Mr Nichols. A slice of that old eighty-seven cake. Just the thing!
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BILL MADE HIS way along the swaying train to the smoking-car, which was almost empty. It had come upon him overwhelmingly that he needed tobacco. He was in the mood when a man must either smoke or give up altogether the struggle with Fate. He lit his pipe, and looked out of the window at Long Island racing past him. It was only a blur to him.

The conductor was asking for tickets. Bill showed his mechanically, and the conductor passed on. Then he settled down once more to his thoughts. He could not think coherently yet. His walk to the station had been like a walk in a dream. He was conscious of a great, dull pain that weighed on his mind, smothering it. The trees and houses still moved past him in the same indistinguishable blur.

He became aware that the conductor was standing beside him, saying something about a ticket. He produced his once more, but this did not seem to satisfy the conductor. To get rid of the man, who was becoming a nuisance, he gave him his whole attention, as far as that smothering weight would allow him to give his whole attention to anything, and found that the man was saying strange things. He thought that he could not have heard him correctly.

What? he said.

Lady back there told me to collect her fare from you, repeated the conductor. Said you would pay.

Bill blinked. Either there was some mistake or trouble had turned his brain. He pushed himself together with a supreme effort.

A lady said I would pay her fare?

Yes.

But — but why? demanded Bill, feebly.

The conductor seemed unwilling to go into first causes.

Search me! he replied.

Pay her fare!

Told me to collect it off the gentleman in the grey suit in the smoking-car. Youre the only one thats got a grey suit.

Theres some mistake.

Not mine.

What does she look like?

The conductor delved in his mind for adjectives.

Small, he said, collecting them slowly. Brown eyes—

He desisted from his cataloguing at this point, for, with a loud exclamation, Bill had dashed away.

Two cars farther back he had dropped into the seat by Elizabeth and was gurgling wordlessly. A massive lady, who had entered the train at East Moriches in company with three children and a cat in a basket, eyed him with a curiosity that she made no attempt to conceal. Two girls in a neighbouring seat leaned forward eagerly to hear all. This was because one of them had told the other that Elizabeth was Mary Pickford. Her companion was sceptical, but nevertheless obviously impressed.

My God! said Bill.

The massive lady told the three children sharply to look at their picture-book.

Well, Im hanged!

The mother of three said that if her offspring did not go right along to the end of the car and look at the pretty trees trouble must infallibly ensue.

Elizabeth! At the sound of the name the two girls leaned back, taking no further interest in the proceedings.

What are you doing here?

Elizabeth smiled, a shaky but encouraging smile.

I came after you, Bill.

Youve got no hat!

I was in too much of a hurry to get one, and I gave all my money to the man who drove the car. Thats why I had to ask you to pay my fare. You see, Im not too proud to use your money after all.

Then—

Tickets please. One seventy-nine.

It was the indefatigable conductor, sensible of his duty to the company and resolved that nothing should stand in the way of its performance. Bill gave him five dollars and told him to keep the change. The conductor saw eye to eye with him in this.

Bill! You gave him— She gave a little shrug of her shoulders. Well, its lucky youre going to marry a rich girl.

A look of the utmost determination overspread Bills face.

I dont know what youre talking about. Im going to marry you. Now that Ive got you again Im not going to let you go. You can use all the arguments you like, but it wont matter. I was a fool ever to listen. If you try the same sort of thing again Im just going to pick you up and carry you off. Ive been thinking it over since I left you. My mind has been working absolutely clearly. Ive gone into the whole thing. Its perfect rot to take the attitude you did. We know we love each other, and Im not going to listen to any talk about time making us doubt it. Time will only make us love each other all the more.

Why, Bill, this is eloquence.

I feel eloquent.

The stout lady ceased to listen. They had lowered their voices and she was hard of hearing. She consoled herself by taking up her copy of Gingery Stories and burying herself in the hectic adventures of a young millionaire and an artists model.

Elizabeth caught a fleeting glimpse of the cover.

I bet theres a story in there of a man named Harold who was too proud to marry a girl, though he loved her, because she was rich and he wasnt. You wouldnt be so silly as that, Bill, would you?

Its the other way about with me.

No, its not. Bill, do you know a man named Nichols?

Nichols?

J. Nichols. He said he knew you. He said he had told you about Uncle Ira leaving you his money.

Jerry Nichols! How on earth — Oh, I remember. He wrote to you, didnt he?

He did. And this morning, just after you had left, he called.

Jerry Nichols called?

To tell me that Uncle Ira had made another will before he died, leaving the money to me.

Their eyes met.

So I stole his car and caught the train, said Elizabeth, simply.

Bill was recovering slowly from the news.

But — this makes rather a difference, you know, he said.

In what way?

Well, what I mean to say is, youve got five million dollars and Ive got two thousand a year, dont you know, and so—

Elizabeth tapped him on the knee.

Bill, do you see what this is in my hand?

Eh? What?

Its a pin. And Im going to dig it right into you wherever I think it will hurt most, unless you stop being Harold at once. Ill tell you exactly what youve got to do, and you neednt think youre going to do anything else. When we get to New York, I first borrow the money from you to buy a hat, and then we walk to the City Hall, where you go to the window marked Marriage Licences, and buy one. It will cost you one dollar. You will give your correct name and age and you will hear mine. It will come as a shock to you to know that my second name is something awful! Ive kept it concealed all my life. After weve done that we shall go to the only church that anybody could possibly be married in. Its on Twenty-ninth Street, just round the corner from Fifth Avenue. Its got a fountain playing in front of it, and its a little bit of heaven dumped right down in the middle of New York. And after that — well, we might start looking about for that farm weve talked of. We can get a good farm for five million dollars, and leave something over to be doled out — cautiously — to Nutty.

And then all we have to do is to live happily ever after.

Something small and soft slipped itself into his hand, just as it had done ages and ages ago in Lady Wetherbys wood.

It stimulated Bills conscience to one last remonstrance.

But, I say, you know—

Well?

This business of the money, you know. What I mean to say is — Ow!

He broke off, as a sharp pain manifested itself in the fleshy part of his leg. Elizabeth was looking at him reprovingly, her weapon poised for another onslaught.

I told you! she said.

All right, I wont do it again.

Thats a good child. Bill, listen. Come closer and tell me all sorts of nice things about myself till we get to Jamaica, and then Ill tell you what I think of you. Weve just passed Islip, so youve plenty of time.


Piccadilly Jim (1918)
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Like much of Wodehouses previous work, this story was serialised in the Saturday Evening Post prior to its book publication. That happened in the latter quarter of 1916 and the book appeared in February 1917 in the USA and in May 1918 in Britain.

It tells the story of Jimmy Crocker, an American rascal, who starts out as an American journalist, but moves to London after his actor father marries into money. Jim lives the good life in London and his excesses make the New York papers dub him Piccadilly Jim. His aunt Nesta Ford Pett is embarrassed by these stories and wants him to return to New York and work in her husbands business. But Jimmy has little interest in changing until he meets a gorgeous redhead...

The New York Times called it a rollicking farce; however, some critics were a more critical. Witness this review from The Daily Gate City and Constitution-Democrat from Iowa: It isnt very compelling as fiction, but there are a couple of paragraphs that call for attention. The Atchison Daily Globe were a little more supportive: The story is wonderfully clever and satirizes all the situations which for years have continued to thrill story readers.

It was adapted into a play by Guy Bolton, which had a short run in the summer of 1919 and has been adapted thrice into film; in 1919 Jimmy Crocker was played by Owen Moore, in 1936 he was played by Robert Montgomery and in 2004 he was played by Sam Rockwell.
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CHAPTER I. A RED-HAIRED GIRL
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THE RESIDENCE OF Mr. Peter Pett, the well-known financier, on Riverside Drive is one of the leading eyesores of that breezy and expensive boulevard. As you pass by in your limousine, or while enjoying ten cents worth of fresh air on top of a green omnibus, it jumps out and bites at you. Architects, confronted with it, reel and throw up their hands defensively, and even the lay observer has a sense of shock. The place resembles in almost equal proportions a cathedral, a suburban villa, a hotel and a Chinese pagoda. Many of its windows are of stained glass, and above the porch stand two terra-cotta lions, considerably more repulsive even than the complacent animals which guard New Yorks Public Library. It is a house which is impossible to overlook: and it was probably for this reason that Mrs. Pett insisted on her husband buying it, for she was a woman who liked to be noticed.

Through the rich interior of this mansion Mr. Pett, its nominal proprietor, was wandering like a lost spirit. The hour was about ten of a fine Sunday morning, but the Sabbath calm which was upon the house had not communicated itself to him. There was a look of exasperation on his usually patient face, and a muttered oath, picked up no doubt on the godless Stock Exchange, escaped his lips.

Darn it!

He was afflicted by a sense of the pathos of his position. It was not as if he demanded much from life. He asked but little here below. At that moment all that he wanted was a quiet spot where he might read his Sunday paper in solitary peace, and he could not find one. Intruders lurked behind every door. The place was congested.

This sort of thing had been growing worse and worse ever since his marriage two years previously. There was a strong literary virus in Mrs. Petts system. She not only wrote voluminously herself — the name Nesta Ford Pett is familiar to all lovers of sensational fiction — but aimed at maintaining a salon. Starting, in pursuance of this aim, with a single specimen, — her nephew, Willie Partridge, who was working on a new explosive which would eventually revolutionise war — she had gradually added to her collections, until now she gave shelter beneath her terra-cotta roof to no fewer than six young and unrecognised geniuses. Six brilliant youths, mostly novelists who had not yet started and poets who were about to begin, cluttered up Mr. Petts rooms on this fair June morning, while he, clutching his Sunday paper, wandered about, finding, like the dove in Genesis, no rest. It was at such times that he was almost inclined to envy his wifes first husband, a business friend of his named Elmer Ford, who had perished suddenly of an apoplectic seizure: and the pity which he generally felt for the deceased tended to shift its focus.

Marriage had certainly complicated life for Mr. Pett, as it frequently does for the man who waits fifty years before trying it. In addition to the geniuses, Mrs. Pett had brought with her to her new home her only son, Ogden, a fourteen-year-old boy of a singularly unloveable type. Years of grown-up society and the absence of anything approaching discipline had given him a precocity on which the earnest efforts of a series of private tutors had expended themselves in vain. They came, full of optimism and self-confidence, to retire after a brief interval, shattered by the boys stodgy resistance to education in any form or shape. To Mr. Pett, never at his ease with boys, Ogden Ford was a constant irritant. He disliked his stepsons personality, and he more than suspected him of stealing his cigarettes. It was an additional annoyance that he was fully aware of the impossibility of ever catching him at it.

Mr. Pett resumed his journey. He had interrupted it for a moment to listen at the door of the morning-room, but, a remark in a high tenor voice about the essential Christianity of the poet Shelley filtering through the oak, he had moved on.

Silence from behind another door farther down the passage encouraged him to place his fingers on the handle, but a crashing chord from an unseen piano made him remove them swiftly. He roamed on, and a few minutes later the process of elimination had brought him to what was technically his own private library — a large, soothing room full of old books, of which his father had been a great collector. Mr. Pett did not read old books himself, but he liked to be among them, and it is proof of his pessimism that he had not tried the library first. To his depressed mind it had seemed hardly possible that there could be nobody there.

He stood outside the door, listening tensely. He could hear nothing. He went in, and for an instant experienced that ecstatic thrill which only comes to elderly gentlemen of solitary habit who in a house full of their juniors find themselves alone at last. Then a voice spoke, shattering his dream of solitude.

Hello, pop!

Ogden Ford was sprawling in a deep chair in the shadows.

Come in, pop, come in. Lots of room.

Mr. Pett stood in the doorway, regarding his step-son with a sombre eye. He resented the boys tone of easy patronage, all the harder to endure with philosophic calm at the present moment from the fact that the latter was lounging in his favourite chair. Even from an aesthetic point of view the sight of the bulging child offended him. Ogden Ford was round and blobby and looked overfed. He had the plethoric habit of one to whom wholesome exercise is a stranger and the sallow complexion of the confirmed candy-fiend. Even now, a bare half hour after breakfast, his jaws were moving with a rhythmical, champing motion.

What are you eating, boy? demanded Mr. Pett, his disappointment turning to irritability.

Candy.

I wish you would not eat candy all day.

Mother gave it to me, said Ogden simply. As he had anticipated, the shot silenced the enemys battery. Mr. Pett grunted, but made no verbal comment. Ogden celebrated his victory by putting another piece of candy in his mouth.

Got a grouch this morning, havent you, pop?

I will not be spoken to like that!

I thought you had, said his step-son complacently. I can always tell. I dont see why you want to come picking on me, though. Ive done nothing.

Mr. Pett was sniffing suspiciously.

Youve been smoking.

Me!!

Smoking cigarettes.

No, sir!

There are two butts in the ash-tray.

I didnt put them there.

One of them is warm.

Its a warm day.

You dropped it there when you heard me come in.

No, sir! Ive only been here a few minutes. I guess one of the fellows was in here before me. Theyre always swiping your coffin-nails. You ought to do something about it, pop. You ought to assert yourself.

A sense of helplessness came upon Mr. Pett. For the thousandth time he felt himself baffled by this calm, goggle-eyed boy who treated him with such supercilious coolness.

You ought to be out in the open air this lovely morning, he said feebly.

All right. Lets go for a walk. I will if you will.

I — I have other things to do, said Mr. Pett, recoiling from the prospect.

Well, this fresh-air stuff is overrated anyway. Wheres the sense of having a home if you dont stop in it?

When I was your age, I would have been out on a morning like this — er — bowling my hoop.

And look at you now!

What do you mean?

Martyr to lumbago.

I am not a martyr to lumbago, said Mr. Pett, who was touchy on the subject.

Have it your own way. All I know is—

Never mind!

Im only saying what mother . . .

Be quiet!

Ogden made further researches in the candy box.

Have some, pop?

No.

Quite right. Got to be careful at your age.

What do you mean?

Getting on, you know. Not so young as you used to be. Come in, pop, if youre coming in. Theres a draft from that door.

Mr. Pett retired, fermenting. He wondered how another man would have handled this situation. The ridiculous inconsistency of the human character infuriated him. Why should he be a totally different man on Riverside Drive from the person he was in Pine Street? Why should he be able to hold his own in Pine Street with grown men — whiskered, square-jawed financiers — and yet be unable on Riverside Drive to eject a fourteen-year-old boy from an easy chair? It seemed to him sometimes that a curious paralysis of the will came over him out of business hours.

Meanwhile, he had still to find a place where he could read his Sunday paper.

He stood for a while in thought. Then his brow cleared, and he began to mount the stairs. Reaching the top floor, he walked along the passage and knocked on a door at the end of it. From behind this door, as from behind those below, sounds proceeded, but this time they did not seem to discourage Mr. Pett. It was the tapping of a typewriter that he heard, and he listened to it with an air of benevolent approval. He loved to hear the sound of a typewriter: it made home so like the office.

Come in, called a girls voice.

The room in which Mr. Pett found himself was small but cosy, and its cosiness — oddly, considering the sex of its owner — had that peculiar quality which belongs as a rule to the dens of men. A large bookcase almost covered one side of it, its reds and blues and browns smiling cheerfully at whoever entered. The walls were hung with prints, judiciously chosen and arranged. Through a window to the left, healthfully open at the bottom, the sun streamed in, bringing with it the pleasantly subdued whirring of automobiles out on the Drive. At a desk at right angles to this window, her vivid red-gold hair rippling in the breeze from the river, sat the girl who had been working at the typewriter. She turned as Mr. Pett entered, and smiled over her shoulder.

Ann Chester, Mr. Petts niece, looked her best when she smiled. Although her hair was the most obviously striking feature of her appearance, her mouth was really the most individual thing about her. It was a mouth that suggested adventurous possibilities. In repose, it had a look of having just finished saying something humorous, a kind of demure appreciation of itself. When it smiled, a row of white teeth flashed out: or, if the lips did not part, a dimple appeared on the right cheek, giving the whole face an air of mischievous geniality. It was an enterprising, swashbuckling sort of mouth, the mouth of one who would lead forlorn hopes with a jest or plot whimsically lawless conspiracies against convention. In its corners and in the firm line of the chin beneath it there lurked, too, more than a hint of imperiousness. A physiognomist would have gathered, correctly, that Ann Chester liked having her own way and was accustomed to get it.

Hello, uncle Peter, she said. Whats the trouble?

Am I interrupting you, Ann?

Not a bit. Im only copying out a story for aunt Nesta. I promised her I would. Would you like to hear some of it?

Mr. Pett said he would not.

Youre missing a good thing, said Ann, turning the pages. Im all worked up over it. Its called At Dead of Night, and its full of crime and everything. You would never think aunt Nesta had such a feverish imagination. There are detectives and kidnappers in it and all sorts of luxuries. I suppose its the effect of reading it, but you look to me as if you were trailing something. Youve got a sort of purposeful air.

Mr. Petts amiable face writhed into what was intended to be a bitter smile.

Im only trailing a quiet place to read in. I never saw such a place as this house. It looks big enough outside for a regiment. Yet, when youre inside, theres a poet or something in every room.

What about the library? Isnt that sacred to you?

The boy Ogdens there.

What a shame!

Wallowing in my best chair, said Mr. Pett morosely. Smoking cigarettes.

Smoking? I thought he had promised aunt Nesta he wouldnt smoke.

Well, he said he wasnt, of course, but I know he had been. I dont know what to do with that boy. Its no good my talking to him. He — he patronises me! concluded Mr. Pett indignantly. Sits there on his shoulder blades with his feet on the table and talks to me with his mouth full of candy as if I were his grandson.

Little brute.

Ann was sorry for Mr. Pett. For many years now, ever since the death of her mother, they had been inseparable. Her father, who was a traveller, explorer, big-game hunter, and general sojourner in the lonelier and wilder spots of the world and paid only infrequent visits to New York, had left her almost entirely in Mr. Petts care, and all her pleasantest memories were associated with him. Mr. Chesters was in many ways an admirable character, but not a domestic one; and his relations with his daughter were confined for the most part to letters and presents. In the past few years she had come almost to regard Mr. Pett in the light of a father. Hers was a nature swiftly responsive to kindness; and because Mr. Pett besides being kind was also pathetic she pitied as well as loved him. There was a lingering boyishness in the financier, the boyishness of the boy who muddles along in an unsympathetic world and can never do anything right: and this quality called aloud to the youth in her. She was at the valiant age when we burn to right wrongs and succour the oppressed, and wild rebel schemes for the reformation of her small world came readily to her. From the first she had been a smouldering spectator of the trials of her uncles married life, and if Mr. Pett had ever asked her advice and bound himself to act on it he would have solved his domestic troubles in explosive fashion. For Ann in her moments of maiden meditation had frequently devised schemes to that end which would have made his grey hair stand erect with horror.

Ive seen a good many boys, she said, but Ogden is in a class by himself. He ought to be sent to a strict boarding-school, of course.

He ought to be sent to Sing-Sing, amended Mr. Pett.

Why dont you send him to school?

Your aunt wouldnt hear of it. Shes afraid of his being kidnapped. It happened last time he went to school. You cant blame her for wanting to keep her eye on him after that.

Ann ran her fingers meditatively over the keys.

Ive sometimes thought . . .

Yes?

Oh, nothing. I must get on with this thing for aunt Nesta.

Mr. Pett placed the bulk of the Sunday paper on the floor beside him, and began to run an appreciative eye over the comic supplement. That lingering boyishness in him which endeared him to Ann always led him to open his Sabbath reading in this fashion. Grey-headed though he was, he still retained both in art and in real life a taste for the slapstick. No one had ever known the pure pleasure it had given him when Raymond Green, his wifes novelist protege, had tripped over a loose stair-rod one morning and fallen an entire flight.

From some point farther down the corridor came a muffled thudding. Ann stopped her work to listen.

Theres Jerry Mitchell punching the bag.

Eh? said Mr. Pett.

I only said I could hear Jerry Mitchell in the gymnasium.

Yes, hes there.

Ann looked out of the window thoughtfully for a moment. Then she swung round in her swivel-chair.

Uncle Peter.

Mr. Pett emerged slowly from the comic supplement.

Eh?

Did Jerry Mitchell ever tell you about that friend of his who keeps a dogs hospital down on Long Island somewhere? I forget his name. Smithers or Smethurst or something. People — old ladies, you know, and people — bring him their dogs to be cured when they get sick. He has an infallible remedy, Jerry tells me. He makes a lot of money at it.

Money? Pett, the student, became Pett, the financier, at the magic word. There might be something in that if one got behind it. Dogs are fashionable. There would be a market for a really good medicine.

Im afraid you couldnt put Mr. Smethursts remedy on the market. It only works when the dog has been overeating himself and not taking any exercise.

Well, thats all these fancy dogs ever have the matter with them. It looks to me as if I might do business with this man. Ill get his address from Mitchell.

Its no use thinking of it, uncle Peter. You couldnt do business with him — in that way. All Mr. Smethurst does when any one brings him a fat, unhealthy dog is to feed it next to nothing — just the simplest kind of food, you know — and make it run about a lot. And in about a week the dogs as well and happy and nice as he can possibly be.

Oh, said Mr. Pett, disappointed.

Ann touched the keys of her machine softly.

Why I mentioned Mr. Smethurst, she said, it was because we had been talking of Ogden. Dont you think his treatment would be just what Ogden needs?

Mr. Petts eyes gleamed.

Its a shame he cant have a week or two of it!

Ann played a little tune with her finger-tips on the desk.

It would do him good, wouldnt it?

Silence fell upon the room, broken only by the tapping of the typewriter. Mr. Pett, having finished the comic supplement, turned to the sporting section, for he was a baseball fan of no lukewarm order. The claims of business did not permit him to see as many games as he could wish, but he followed the national pastime closely on the printed page and had an admiration for the Napoleonic gifts of Mr. McGraw which would have gratified that gentleman had he known of it.

Uncle Peter, said Ann, turning round again.

Eh?

Its funny you should have been talking about Ogden getting kidnapped. This story of aunt Nestas is all about an angel-child — I suppose its meant to be Ogden — being stolen and hidden and all that. Its odd that she should write stories like this. You wouldnt expect it of her.

Your aunt, said Mr. Pett, lets her mind run on that sort of thing a good deal. She tells me there was a time, not so long ago, when half the kidnappers in America were after him. She sent him to school in England — or, rather, her husband did. They were separated then — and, as far as I can follow the story, they all took the next boat and besieged the place.

Its a pity somebody doesnt smuggle him away now and keep him till hes a better boy.

Ah! said Mr. Pett wistfully.

Ann looked at him fixedly, but his eyes were once more on his paper. She gave a little sigh, and turned to her work again.

Its quite demoralising, typing aunt Nestas stories, she said. They put ideas into ones head.

Mr. Pett said nothing. He was reading an article of medical interest in the magazine section, for he was a man who ploughed steadily through his Sunday paper, omitting nothing. The typewriter began tapping again.

Great Godfrey!

Ann swung round, and gazed at her uncle in concern. He was staring blankly at the paper.

Whats the matter?

The page on which Mr. Petts attention was concentrated was decorated with a fanciful picture in bold lines of a young man in evening dress pursuing a young woman similarly clad along what appeared to be a restaurant supper-table. An enjoyable time was apparently being had by both. Across the page this legend ran:

PICCADILLY JIM ONCE MORE



The Recent Adventures of Young Mr. Crocker



of New York and London

It was not upon the title, however, nor upon the illustration that Mr. Petts fascinated eye rested. What he was looking at was a small reproduction of a photograph which had been inserted in the body of the article. It was the photograph of a woman in the early forties, rather formidably handsome, beneath which were printed the words:

Mrs. Nesta Ford Pett



Well-Known Society Leader and Authoress

Ann had risen and was peering over his shoulder. She frowned as she caught sight of the heading of the page. Then her eye fell upon the photograph.

Good gracious! Why have they got aunt Nestas picture there?

Mr. Pett breathed a deep and gloomy breath.

Theyve found out shes his aunt. I was afraid they would. I dont know what she will say when she sees this.

Dont let her see it.

She has the paper downstairs. Shes probably reading it now.

Ann was glancing through the article.

It seems to be much the same sort of thing that they have published before. I cant understand why the Chronicle takes such an interest in Jimmy Crocker.

Well, you see he used to be a newspaper man, and the Chronicle was the paper he worked for.

Ann flushed.

I know, she said shortly.

Something in her tone arrested Mr. Petts attention.

Yes, yes, of course, he said hastily. I was forgetting.

There was an awkward silence. Mr. Pett coughed. The matter of young Mr. Crockers erstwhile connection with the New York Chronicle was one which they had tacitly decided to refrain from mentioning.

I didnt know he was your nephew, uncle Peter.

Nephew by marriage, corrected Mr. Pett a little hurriedly. Nestas sister Eugenia married his father.

I suppose that makes me a sort of cousin.

A distant cousin.

It cant be too distant for me.

There was a sound of hurried footsteps outside the door. Mrs. Pett entered, holding a paper in her hand. She waved it before Mr. Petts sympathetic face.

I know, my dear, he said backing. Ann and I were just talking about it.

The little photograph had not done Mrs. Pett justice. Seen life-size, she was both handsomer and more formidable than she appeared in reproduction. She was a large woman, with a fine figure and bold and compelling eyes, and her personality crashed disturbingly into the quiet atmosphere of the room. She was the type of woman whom small, diffident men seem to marry instinctively, as unable to help themselves as cockleshell boats sucked into a maelstrom.

What are you going to do about it? she demanded, sinking heavily into the chair which her husband had vacated.

This was an aspect of the matter which had not occurred to Mr. Pett. He had not contemplated the possibility of actually doing anything. Nature had made him out of office hours essentially a passive organism, and it was his tendency, when he found himself in a sea of troubles, to float plaintively, not to take arms against it. To pick up the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune and fling them back was not a habit of his. He scratched his chin and said nothing. He went on saying nothing.

If Eugenia had had any sense, she would have foreseen what would happen if she took the boy away from New York where he was working too hard to get into mischief and let him run loose in London with too much money and nothing to do. But, if she had had any sense, she would never have married that impossible Crocker man. As I told her.

Mrs. Pett paused, and her eyes glowed with reminiscent fire. She was recalling the scene which had taken place three years ago between her sister and herself, when Eugenia had told her of her intention to marry an obscure and middle-aged actor named Bingley Crocker. Mrs. Pett had never seen Bingley Crocker, but she had condemned the proposed match in terms which had ended definitely and forever her relations with her sister. Eugenia was not a woman who welcomed criticism of her actions. She was cast in the same formidable mould as Mrs. Pett and resembled her strikingly both in appearance and character.

Mrs. Pett returned to the present. The past could look after itself. The present demanded surgery.

One would have thought it would have been obvious even to Eugenia that a boy of twenty-one needed regular work.

Mr. Pett was glad to come out of his shell here. He was the Apostle of Work, and this sentiment pleased him.

Thats right, he said. Every boy ought to have work.

Look at this young Crockers record since he went to live in London. He is always doing something to make himself notorious. There was that breach-of-promise case, and that fight at the political meeting, and his escapades at Monte Carlo, and — and everything. And he must be drinking himself to death. I think Eugenias insane. She seems to have no influence over him at all.

Mr. Pett moaned sympathetically.

And now the papers have found out that I am his aunt, and I suppose they will print my photograph whenever they publish an article about him.

She ceased and sat rigid with just wrath. Mr. Pett, who always felt his responsibilities as chorus keenly during these wifely monologues, surmised that a remark from him was indicated.

Its tough, he said.

Mrs. Pett turned on him like a wounded tigress.

What is the use of saying that? Its no use saying anything.

No, no, said Mr. Pett, prudently refraining from pointing out that she had already said a good deal.

You must do something.

Ann entered the conversation for the first time. She was not very fond of her aunt, and liked her least when she was bullying Mr. Pett. There was something in Mrs. Petts character with which the imperiousness which lay beneath Anns cheerful attitude towards the world was ever at war.

What can uncle Peter possibly do? she inquired.

Why, get the boy back to America and make him work. Its the only possible thing.

But is it possible?

Of course it is.

Assuming that Jimmy Crocker would accept an invitation to come over to America, what sort of work could he do here? He couldnt get his place on the Chronicle back again after dropping out for all these years and making a public pest of himself all that while. And outside of newspaper work what is he fit for?

My dear child, dont make difficulties.

Im not. These are ready-made.

Mr. Pett interposed. He was always nervously apprehensive of a clash between these two. Ann had red hair and the nature which generally goes with red hair. She was impulsive and quick of tongue, and — as he remembered her father had always been — a little too ready for combat. She was usually as quickly remorseful as she was quickly pugnacious, like most persons of her colour. Her offer to type the story which now lay on her desk had been the amende honourable following on just such a scene with her aunt as this promised to be. Mr. Pett had no wish to see the truce thus consummated broken almost before it had had time to operate.

I could give the boy a job in my office, he suggested.

Giving young men jobs in his office was what Mr. Pett liked doing best. There were six brilliant youths living in his house and bursting with his food at that very moment whom he would have been delighted to start addressing envelopes down-town.

Notably his wifes nephew, Willie Partridge, whom he looked on as a specious loafer. He had a stubborn disbelief in the explosive that was to revolutionise war. He knew, as all the world did, that Willies late father had been a great inventor, but he did not accept the fact that Willie had inherited the dead mans genius. He regarded the experiments on Partridgite, as it was to be called, with the profoundest scepticism, and considered that the only thing Willie had ever invented or was likely to invent was a series of ingenious schemes for living in fatted idleness on other peoples money.

Exactly, said Mrs. Pett, delighted at the suggestion. The very thing.

Will you write and suggest it? said Mr. Pett, basking in the sunshine of unwonted commendation.

What would be the use of writing? Eugenia would pay no attention. Besides, I could not say all I wished to in a letter. No, the only thing is to go over to England and see her. I shall speak very plainly to her. I shall point out what an advantage it will be to the boy to be in your office and to live here. . . .

Ann started.

You dont mean live here — in this house?

Of course. There would be no sense in bringing the boy all the way over from England if he was to be allowed to run loose when he got here.

Mr. Pett coughed deprecatingly.

I dont think that would be very pleasant for Ann, dear.

Why in the name of goodness should Ann object?

Ann moved towards the door.

Thank you for thinking of it, uncle Peter. Youre always a dear. But dont worry about me. Do just as you want to. In any case Im quite certain that you wont be able to get him to come over here. You can see by the paper hes having far too good a time in London. You can call Jimmy Crockers from the vasty deep, but will they come when you call for them?

Mrs. Pett looked at the door as it closed behind her, then at her husband.

What do you mean, Peter, about Ann? Why wouldnt it be pleasant for her if this Crocker boy came to live with us?

Mr. Pett hesitated.

Well, its like this, Nesta. I hope you wont tell her I told you. Shes sensitive about it, poor girl. It all happened before you and I were married. Ann was much younger then. You know what schoolgirls are, kind of foolish and sentimental. It was my fault really, I ought to have . . .

Good Heavens, Peter! What are you trying to tell me?

She was only a child.

Mrs. Pett rose in slow horror.

Peter! Tell me! Dont try to break it gently.

Ann wrote a book of poetry and I had it published for her.

Mrs. Pett sank back in her chair.

Oh! she said — it would have been hard to say whether with relief or disappointment. Whatever did you make such a fuss for? Why did you want to be so mysterious?

It was all my fault, really, proceeded Mr. Pett. I ought to have known better. All I thought of at the time was that it would please the child to see the poems in print and be able to give the book to her friends. She did give it to her friends, he went on ruefully, and ever since shes been trying to live it down. Ive seen her bite a young fellows head off when he tried to make a grand-stand play with her by quoting her poems which hed found in his sisters book-shelf.

But, in the name of goodness, what has all this to do with young Crocker?

Why, it was this way. Most of the papers just gave Anns book a mention among Volumes Received, or a couple of lines that didnt amount to anything, but the Chronicle saw a Sunday feature in it, as Ann was going about a lot then and was a well-known society girl. They sent this Crocker boy to get an interview from her, all about her methods of work and inspirations and what not. We never suspected it wasnt the straight goods. Why, that very evening I mailed an order for a hundred copies to be sent to me when the thing appeared. And— pinkness came upon Mr. Pett at the recollection it was just a josh from start to finish. The young hound made a joke of the poems and what Ann had told him about her inspirations and quoted bits of the poems just to kid the life out of them. . . . I thought Ann would never get over it. Well, it doesnt worry her any more — shes grown out of the school-girl stage — but you can bet she isnt going to get up and give three cheers and a tiger if you bring young Crocker to live in the same house.

Utterly ridiculous! said Mrs. Pett. I certainly do not intend to alter my plans because of a trivial incident that happened years ago. We will sail on Wednesday.

Very well, my dear, said Mr. Pett resignedly.

Just as you say. Er — just you and I?

And Ogden, of course.

Mr. Pett controlled a facial spasm with a powerful effort of the will. He had feared this.

I wouldnt dream of leaving him here while I went away, after what happened when poor dear Elmer sent him to school in England that time. The late Mr. Ford had spent most of his married life either quarrelling with or separated from his wife, but since death he had been canonised as poor dear Elmer. Besides, the sea voyage will do the poor darling good. He has not been looking at all well lately.

If Ogdens coming, Id like to take Ann.

Why?

She can— he sought for a euphemism.

Keep in order was the expression he wished to avoid. To his mind Ann was the only known antidote for Ogden, but he felt it would be impolitic to say so. — look after him on the boat, he concluded. You know you are a bad sailor.

Very well. Bring Ann — Oh, Peter, that reminds me of what I wanted to say to you, which this dreadful thing in the paper drove completely out of my mind. Lord Wisbeach has asked Ann to marry him!

Mr. Pett looked a little hurt. She didnt tell me. Ann usually confided in him.

She didnt tell me, either. Lord Wisbeach told me. He said Ann had promised to think it over, and give him his answer later. Meanwhile, he had come to me to assure himself that I approved. I thought that so charming of him.

Mr. Pett was frowning.

She hasnt accepted him?

Not definitely.

I hope she doesnt.

Dont be foolish, Peter. It would be an excellent match.

Mr. Pett shuffled his feet.

I dont like him. Theres something too darned smooth about that fellow.

If you mean that his manners are perfect, I agree with you. I shall do all in my power to induce Ann to accept him.

I shouldnt, said Mr. Pett, with more decision than was his wont. You know what Ann is if you try to force her to do anything. She gets her ears back and wont budge. Her father is just the same. When we were boys together, sometimes—

Dont be absurd, Peter. As if I should dream of trying to force Ann to do anything.

We dont know anything of this fellow. Two weeks ago we didnt know he was on the earth.

What do we need to know beyond his name?

Mr. Pett said nothing, but he was not convinced. The Lord Wisbeach under discussion was a pleasant-spoken and presentable young man who had called at Mr. Petts office a short while before to consult him about investing some money. He had brought a letter of introduction from Hammond Chester, Anns father, whom he had met in Canada, where the latter was at present engaged in the comparatively mild occupation of bass-fishing. With their business talk the acquaintance would have begun and finished, if Mr. Pett had been able to please himself, for he had not taken a fancy to Lord Wisbeach. But he was an American, with an Americans sense of hospitality, and, the young man being a friend of Hammond Chester, he had felt bound to invite him to Riverside Drive — with misgivings which were now, he felt, completely justified.

Ann ought to marry, said Mrs. Pett. She gets her own way too much now. However, it is entirely her own affair, and there is nothing that we can do. She rose. I only hope she will be sensible.

She went out, leaving Mr. Pett gloomier than she had found him. He hated the idea of Ann marrying Lord Wisbeach, who, even if he had had no faults at all, would be objectionable in that he would probably take her to live three thousand miles away in his own country. The thought of losing Ann oppressed Mr. Pett sorely.

Ann, meanwhile, had made her way down the passage to the gymnasium which Mr. Pett, in the interests of his health, had caused to be constructed in a large room at the end of the house — a room designed by the original owner, who had had artistic leanings, for a studio. The tap-tap-tap of the leather bag had ceased, but voices from within told her that Jerry Mitchell, Mr. Petts private physical instructor, was still there. She wondered who was his companion, and found on opening the door that it was Ogden. The boy was leaning against the wall and regarding Jerry with a dull and supercilious gaze which the latter was plainly finding it hard to bear.

Yes, sir! Ogden was saying, as Ann entered. I heard Biggs asking her to come for a joyride.

I bet she turned him down, said Jerry Mitchell sullenly.

I bet she didnt. Why should she? Biggs is an awful good-looking fellow.

What are you talking about, Ogden? said Ann.

I was telling him that Biggs asked Celestine to go for a ride in the car with him.

Ill knock his block off, muttered the incensed Jerry.

Ogden laughed derisively.

Yes, you will! Mother would fire you if you touched him. She wouldnt stand for having her chauffeur beaten up.

Jerry Mitchell turned an appealing face to Ann. Ogdens revelations and especially his eulogy of Biggs personal appearance had tormented him. He knew that, in his wooing of Mrs. Petts maid, Celestine, he was handicapped by his looks, concerning which he had no illusions. No Adonis to begin with, he had been so edited and re-edited during a long and prosperous ring career by the gloved fists of a hundred foes that in affairs of the heart he was obliged to rely exclusively on moral worth and charm of manner. He belonged to the old school of fighters who looked the part, and in these days of pugilists who resemble matinee idols he had the appearance of an anachronism. He was a stocky man with a round, solid head, small eyes, an undershot jaw, and a nose which ill-treatment had reduced to a mere scenario. A narrow strip of forehead acted as a kind of buffer-state, separating his front hair from his eyebrows, and he bore beyond hope of concealment the badge of his late employment, the cauliflower ear. Yet was he a man of worth and a good citizen, and Ann had liked him from their first meeting. As for Jerry, he worshipped Ann and would have done anything she asked him. Ever since he had discovered that Ann was willing to listen to and sympathise with his outpourings on the subject of his troubled wooing, he had been her slave.

Ann came to the rescue in characteristically direct fashion.

Get out, Ogden, she said.

Ogden tried to meet her eye mutinously, but failed. Why he should be afraid of Ann he had never been able to understand, but it was a fact that she was the only person of his acquaintance whom he respected. She had a bright eye and a calm, imperious stare which never failed to tame him.

Why? he muttered. Youre not my boss.

Be quick, Ogden.

Whats the big idea — ordering a fellow—

And close the door gently behind you, said Ann. She turned to Jerry, as the order was obeyed.

Has he been bothering you, Jerry?

Jerry Mitchell wiped his forehead.

Say, if that kid dont quit butting in when Im working in the gym — You heard what he was saying about Maggie, Miss Ann?

Celestine had been born Maggie OToole, a name which Mrs. Pett stoutly refused to countenance in any maid of hers.

Why on earth do you pay any attention to him, Jerry? You must have seen that he was making it all up. He spends his whole time wandering about till he finds some one he can torment, and then he enjoys himself. Maggie would never dream of going out in the car with Biggs.

Jerry Mitchell sighed a sigh of relief.

Its great for a fellow to have you in his corner, Miss Ann.

Ann went to the door and opened it. She looked down the passage, then, satisfied as to its emptiness, returned to her seat.

Jerry, I want to talk to you. I have an idea. Something I want you to do for me.

Yes, Miss Ann?

Weve got to do something about that child, Ogden. Hes been worrying uncle Peter again, and Im not going to have it. I warned him once that, if he did it again, awful things would happen to him, but he didnt believe me. I suppose, Jerry — what sort of a man is your friend, Mr. Smethurst?

Do you mean Smithers, Miss Ann?

I knew it was either Smithers or Smethurst. The dog man, I mean. Is he a man you can trust?

With my last buck. Ive known him since we were kids.

I dont mean as regards money. I am going to send Ogden to him for treatment, and I want to know if I can rely on him to help me.

For the love of Mike.

Jerry Mitchell, after an instant of stunned bewilderment, was looking at her with worshipping admiration. He had always known that Miss Ann possessed a mind of no common order, but this, he felt, was genius. For a moment the magnificence of the idea took his breath away.

Do you mean that youre going to kidnap him, Miss Ann?

Yes. That is to say, you are — if I can persuade you to do it for me.

Sneak him away and send him to Bud Smithers dog-hospital?

For treatment. I like Mr. Smithers methods. I think they would do Ogden all the good in the world.

Jerry was enthusiastic.

Why, Bud would make him part-human. But, say, isnt it taking big chances? Kidnappings a penitentiary offence.

This isnt that sort of kidnapping.

Well, its mighty like it.

I dont think you need be afraid of the penitentiary. I cant see aunt Nesta prosecuting, when it would mean that she would have to charge us with having sent Ogden to a dogs hospital. She likes publicity, but it has to be the right kind of publicity. No, we do run a risk, but it isnt that one. You run the risk of losing your job here, and I should certainly be sent to my grandmother for an indefinite sentence. Youve never seen my grandmother, have you, Jerry? Shes the only person in the world Im afraid of! She lives miles from anywhere and has family prayers at seven-thirty sharp every morning. Well, Im ready to risk her, if youre ready to risk your job, in such a good cause. You know youre just as fond of uncle Peter as I am, and Ogden is worrying him into a breakdown. Surely you wont refuse to help me, Jerry?

Jerry rose and extended a calloused hand.

When do we start?

Ann shook the hand warmly.

Thank you, Jerry. Youre a jewel. I envy Maggie. Well, I dont think we can do anything till they come back from England, as aunt Nesta is sure to take Ogden with her.

Whos going to England?

Uncle Peter and aunt Nesta were talking just now of sailing to try and persuade a young man named Crocker to come back here.

Crocker? Jimmy Crocker? Piccadilly Jim?

Yes. Why, do you know him?

I used to meet him sometimes when he was working on the Chronicle here. Looks as if he was cutting a wide swathe in dear old London. Did you see the paper to-day?

Yes, thats what made aunt Nesta want to bring him over. Of course, there isnt the remotest chance that she will be able to make him come. Why should he come?

Last time I saw Jimmy Crocker, said Jerry, it was a couple of years ago, when I went over to train Eddie Flynn for his go with Porky Jones at the National. I bumped into him at the N. S. C. He was a good deal tanked.

Hes always drinking, I believe.

He took me to supper at some swell joint where they all had the soup-and-fish on but me. I felt like a dirty deuce in a clean deck. He used to be a regular fellow, Jimmy Crocker, but from what you read in the papers it begins to look as if he was hitting it up too swift. Its always the way with those boys when you take them off a steady job and let them run around loose with their jeans full of mazuma.

Thats exactly why I want to do something about Ogden. If hes allowed to go on as he is at present, he will grow up exactly like Jimmy Crocker.

Aw, Jimmy Crocker aint in Ogdens class, protested Jerry.

Yes, he is. Theres absolutely no difference between them.

Say! Youve got it in for Jim, havent you, Miss Ann? Jerry looked at her wonderingly. Whats your kick against him?

Ann bit her lip. I object to him on principle, she said. I dont like his type. . . . Well, Im glad weve settled this about Ogden, Jerry. I knew I could rely on you. But I wont let you do it for nothing. Uncle Peter shall give you something for it — enough to start that health-farm you talk about so much. Then you can marry Maggie and live happily ever afterwards.

Gee! Is the boss in on this, too?

Not yet. Im going to tell him now. Hush! Theres some one coming.

Mr. Pett wandered in. He was still looking troubled.

Oh, Ann — good morning, Mitchell — your aunt has decided to go to England. I want you to come, too.

You want me? To help interview Jimmy Crocker?

No, no. Just to come along and be company on the voyage. Youll be such a help with Ogden, Ann. You can keep him in order. How you do it, I dont know. You seem to make another boy of him.

Ann stole a glance at Jerry, who answered with an encouraging grin. Ann was constrained to make her meaning plainer than by the language of the eye.

Would you mind just running away for half a moment, Jerry? she said winningly. I want to say something to uncle Peter.

Sure. Sure.

Ann turned to Mr. Pett as the door closed.

Youd like somebody to make Ogden a different boy, wouldnt you, uncle Peter?

I wish it was possible.

Hes been worrying you a lot lately, hasnt he? asked Ann sympathetically.

Yes, sighed Mr. Pett.

Then thats all right, said Ann briskly. I was afraid that you might not approve. But, if you do, Ill go right ahead.

Mr. Pett started violently. There was something in Anns voice and, as he looked at her, something in her face which made him fear the worst. Her eyes were flashing with an inspired light of a highly belligerent nature, and the sun turned the red hair to which she owed her deplorable want of balance to a mass of flame. There was something in the air. Mr. Pett sensed it with every nerve of his apprehensive person. He gazed at Ann, and as he did so the years seemed to slip from him and he was a boy again, about to be urged to lawless courses by the superior will of his boyhoods hero, Hammond Chester. In the boyhood of nearly every man there is a single outstanding figure, some one youthful hypnotic Napoleon whose will was law and at whose bidding his better judgment curled up and died. In Mr. Petts life Anns father had filled this role. He had dominated Mr. Pett at an age when the mind is most malleable. And now — so true is it that though Time may blunt our boyish memories the traditions of boyhood live on in us and an emotional crisis will bring them to the surface as an explosion brings up the fish that lurk in the nethermost mud — it was as if he were facing the youthful Hammond Chester again and being irresistibly impelled to some course of which he entirely disapproved but which he knew that he was destined to undertake. He watched Ann as a trapped man might watch a ticking bomb, bracing himself for the explosion and knowing that he is helpless. She was Hammond Chesters daughter, and she spoke to him with the voice of Hammond Chester. She was her fathers child and she was going to start something.

Ive arranged it all with Jerry, said Ann. Hes going to help me smuggle Ogden away to that friend of his I told you about who keeps the dog-hospital: and the friend is going to keep him until he reforms. Isnt it a perfectly splendid idea?

Mr. Pett blanched. The frightfulness of reality had exceeded anticipation.

But, Ann!

The words came from him in a strangled bleat. His whole being was paralysed by a clammy horror. This was beyond the uttermost limit of his fears. And, to complete the terror of the moment, he knew, even while he rebelled against the insane lawlessness of her scheme, that he was going to agree to it, and — worst of all — that deep, deep down in him there was a feeling toward it which did not dare to come to the surface but which he knew to be approval.

Of course Jerry would do it for nothing, said Ann, but I promised him that you would give him something for his trouble. You can arrange all that yourselves later.

But, Ann! . . . But, Ann! . . . Suppose your aunt finds out who did it!

Well, there will be a tremendous row! said Ann composedly. And you will have to assert yourself. It will be a splendid thing for you. You know you are much too kind to every one, uncle Peter. I dont think theres any one who would put up with what you do. Father told me in one of his letters that he used to call you Patient Pete as a boy.

Mr. Pett started. Not for many a day had a nickname which he considered the most distasteful of all possible nicknames risen up from its grave to haunt him. Patient Pete! He had thought the repulsive title buried forever in the same tomb as his dead youth. Patient Pete! The first faint glimmer of the flame of rebellion began to burn in his bosom.

Patient Pete!

Patient Pete! said Ann inexorably.

But, Ann, — there was pathos in Mr. Petts voice— I like a peaceful life.

Youll never have one if you dont stand up for yourself. You know quite well that father is right. You do let every one trample on you. Do you think father would let Ogden worry him and have his house filled with affected imitation geniuses so that he couldnt find a room to be alone in?

But, Ann, your father is different. He likes fusses. Ive known your father contradict a man weighing two hundred pounds out of sheer exuberance. Theres a lot of your father in you, Ann. Ive often noticed it.

There is! Thats why Im going to make you put your foot down sooner or later. Youre going to turn all these loafers out of the house. And first of all youre going to help us send Ogden away to Mr. Smithers.

There was a long silence.

Its your red hair! said Mr. Pett at length, with the air of a man who has been solving a problem. Its your red hair that makes you like this, Ann. Your father has red hair, too.

Ann laughed.

Its not my fault that I have red hair, uncle Peter. Its my misfortune.

Mr. Pett shook his head.

Other peoples misfortune, too! he said.


CHAPTER II. THE EXILED FAN
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LONDON BROODED UNDER a grey sky. There had been rain in the night, and the trees were still dripping. Presently, however, there appeared in the leaden haze a watery patch of blue: and through this crevice in the clouds the sun, diffidently at first but with gradually increasing confidence, peeped down on the fashionable and exclusive turf of Grosvenor Square. Stealing across the square, its rays reached the massive stone walls of Drexdale House, until recently the London residence of the earl of that name; then, passing through the window of the breakfast-room, played lightly on the partially bald head of Mr. Bingley Crocker, late of New York in the United States of America, as he bent over his morning paper. Mrs. Bingley Crocker, busy across the table reading her mail, the rays did not touch. Had they done so, she would have rung for Bayliss, the butler, to come and lower the shade, for she endured liberties neither from Man nor from Nature.

Mr. Crocker was about fifty years of age, clean-shaven and of a comfortable stoutness. He was frowning as he read. His smooth, good-humoured face wore an expression which might have been disgust, perplexity, or a blend of both. His wife, on the other hand, was looking happy. She extracted the substance from her correspondence with swift glances of her compelling eyes, just as she would have extracted guilty secrets from Bingley, if he had had any. This was a woman who, like her sister Nesta, had been able all her life to accomplish more with a glance than other women with recrimination and threat. It had been a popular belief among his friends that her late husband, the well-known Pittsburg millionaire G. G. van Brunt, had been in the habit of automatically confessing all if he merely caught the eye of her photograph on his dressing table.

From the growing pile of opened envelopes Mrs. Crocker looked up, a smile softening the firm line of her lips.

A card from Lady Corstorphine, Bingley, for her at-home on the twenty-ninth.

Mr. Crocker, still absorbed, snorted absently.

One of the most exclusive hostesses in England. . . . She has influence with the right sort of people. Her brother, the Duke of Devizes, is the Premiers oldest friend.

Uh?

The Duchess of Axminster has written to ask me to look after a stall at her bazaar for the Indigent Daughters of the Clergy.

Huh?

Bingley! You arent listening. What is that you are reading?

Mr. Crocker tore himself from the paper.

This? Oh, I was looking at a report of that cricket game you made me go and see yesterday.

Oh? I am glad you have begun to take an interest in cricket. It is simply a social necessity in England. Why you ever made such a fuss about taking it up, I cant think. You used to be so fond of watching baseball and cricket is just the same thing.

A close observer would have marked a deepening of the look of pain on Mr. Crockers face. Women say this sort of thing carelessly, with no wish to wound: but that makes it none the less hard to bear.

From the hall outside came faintly the sound of the telephone, then the measured tones of Bayliss answering it. Mr. Crocker returned to his paper.

Bayliss entered.

Lady Corstorphine desires to speak to you on the telephone, madam.

Half-way to the door Mrs. Crocker paused, as if recalling something that had slipped her memory.

Is Mr. James getting up, Bayliss?

I believe not, madam. I am informed by one of the house-maids who passed his door a short time back that there were no sounds.

Mrs. Crocker left the room. Bayliss, preparing to follow her example, was arrested by an exclamation from the table.

Say!

His masters voice.

Say, Bayliss, come here a minute. Want to ask you something.

The butler approached the table. It seemed to him that his employer was not looking quite himself this morning. There was something a trifle wild, a little haggard, about his expression. He had remarked on it earlier in the morning in the Servants Hall.

As a matter of fact, Mr. Crockers ailment was a perfectly simple one. He was suffering from one of those acute spasms of home-sickness, which invariably racked him in the earlier Summer months. Ever since his marriage five years previously and his simultaneous removal from his native land he had been a chronic victim to the complaint. The symptoms grew less acute in Winter and Spring, but from May onward he suffered severely.

Poets have dealt feelingly with the emotions of practically every variety except one. They have sung of Ruth, of Israel in bondage, of slaves pining for their native Africa, and of the miners dream of home. But the sorrows of the baseball bug, compelled by fate to live three thousand miles away from the Polo Grounds, have been neglected in song. Bingley Crocker was such a one, and in Summer his agonies were awful. He pined away in a country where they said Well played, sir! when they meant at-a-boy!

Bayliss, do you play cricket?

I am a little past the age, sir. In my younger days . . .

Do you understand it?

Yes, sir. I frequently spend an afternoon at Lords or the Oval when there is a good match.

Many who enjoyed a merely casual acquaintance with the butler would have looked on this as an astonishingly unexpected revelation of humanity in Bayliss, but Mr. Crocker was not surprised. To him, from the very beginning, Bayliss had been a man and a brother who was always willing to suspend his duties in order to answer questions dealing with the thousand and one problems which the social life of England presented. Mr. Crockers mind had adjusted itself with difficulty to the niceties of class distinction: and, while he had cured himself of his early tendency to address the butler as Bill, he never failed to consult him as man to man in his moments of perplexity. Bayliss was always eager to be of assistance. He liked Mr. Crocker. True, his manner might have struck a more sensitive man than his employer as a shade too closely resembling that of an indulgent father towards a son who was not quite right in the head: but it had genuine affection in it.

Mr. Crocker picked up his paper and folded it back at the sporting page, pointing with a stubby forefinger.

Well, what does all this mean? Ive kept out of watching cricket since I landed in England, but yesterday they got the poison needle to work and took me off to see Surrey play Kent at that place Lords where you say you go sometimes.

I was there yesterday, sir. A very exciting game.

Exciting? How do you make that out? I sat in the bleachers all afternoon, waiting for something to break loose. Doesnt anything ever happen at cricket?

The butler winced a little, but managed to smile a tolerant smile. This man, he reflected, was but an American and as such more to be pitied than censured. He endeavoured to explain.

It was a sticky wicket yesterday, sir, owing to the rain.

Eh?

The wicket was sticky, sir.

Come again.

I mean that the reason why the game yesterday struck you as slow was that the wicket — I should say the turf — was sticky — that is to say wet. Sticky is the technical term, sir. When the wicket is sticky, the batsmen are obliged to exercise a great deal of caution, as the stickiness of the wicket enables the bowlers to make the ball turn more sharply in either direction as it strikes the turf than when the wicket is not sticky.

Thats it, is it?

Yes, sir.

Thanks for telling me.

Not at all, sir.

Mr. Crocker pointed to the paper.

Well, now, this seems to be the box-score of the game we saw yesterday. If you can make sense out of that, go to it.

The passage on which his finger rested was headed Final Score, and ran as follows:

SURREY



First Innings



Hayward, c Wooley, b Carr ....... 67

Hobbs, run out ................... 0

Hayes, st Huish, b Fielder ...... 12

Ducat, b Fielder ................ 33

Harrison, not out ............... 11

Sandham, not out ................. 6

Extras .......................... 10



Total (for four wickets) ....... 139

Bayliss inspected the cipher gravely.

What is it you wish me to explain, sir?

Why, the whole thing. Whats it all about?

Its perfectly simple, sir. Surrey won the toss, and took first knock. Hayward and Hobbs were the opening pair. Hayward called Hobbs for a short run, but the latter was unable to get across and was thrown out by mid-on. Hayes was the next man in. He went out of his ground and was stumped. Ducat and Hayward made a capital stand considering the stickiness of the wicket, until Ducat was bowled by a good length off-break and Hayward caught at second slip off a googly. Then Harrison and Sandham played out time.

Mr. Crocker breathed heavily through his nose.

Yes! he said. Yes! I had an idea that was it. But I think Id like to have it once again, slowly. Start with these figures. What does that sixty-seven mean, opposite Haywards name?

He made sixty-seven runs, sir.

Sixty-seven! In one game?

Yes, sir.

Why, Home-Run Baker couldnt do it!

I am not familiar with Mr. Baker, sir.

I suppose youve never seen a ball-game?

Ball-game, sir?

A baseball game?

Never, sir.

Then, Bill, said Mr. Crocker, reverting in his emotion to the bad habit of his early London days, you havent lived. See here!

Whatever vestige of respect for class distinctions Mr. Crocker had managed to preserve during the opening stages of the interview now definitely disappeared. His eyes shone wildly and he snorted like a war-horse. He clutched the butler by the sleeve and drew him closer to the table, then began to move forks, spoons, cups, and even the contents of his plate about the cloth with an energy little short of feverish.

Bayliss!

Sir?

Watch! said Mr. Crocker, with the air of an excitable high priest about to initiate a novice into the Mysteries.

He removed a roll from the basket.

You see this roll? Thats the home plate. This spoon is first base. Where Im putting this cup is second. This piece of bacon is third. Theres your diamond for you. Very well, then. These lumps of sugar are the infielders and the outfielders. Now were ready. Batter up? He stands here. Catcher behind him. Umps behind catcher.

Umps, I take it, sir, is what we would call the umpire?

Call him anything you like. Its part of the game. Now heres the box, where Ive put this dab of marmalade, and heres the pitcher, winding up.

The pitcher would be equivalent to our bowler?

I guess so, though why you should call him a bowler gets past me.

The box, then, is the bowlers wicket?

Have it your own way. Now pay attention. Play ball! Pitchers winding up. Put it over, Mike, put it over! Some speed, kid! Here it comes, right in the groove. Bing! Batter slams it and streaks for first. Outfielder — this lump of sugar — boots it. Bonehead! Batter touches second. Third? No! Get back! Cant be done. Play it safe. Stick around the sack, old pal. Second batter up. Pitcher getting something on the ball now besides the cover. Whiffs him. Back to the bench, Cyril! Third batter up. See him rub his hands in the dirt. Watch this kid. Hes good! He lets two alone, then slams the next right on the nose. Whizzes around to second. First guy, the one we left on second, comes home for one run. Thats a game! Take it from me, Bill, thats a game!

Somewhat overcome with the energy with which he had flung himself into his lecture, Mr. Crocker sat down and refreshed himself with cold coffee.

Quite an interesting game, said Bayliss. But I find, now that you have explained it, sir, that it is familiar to me, though I have always known it under another name. It is played a great deal in this country.

Mr. Crocker started to his feet.

It is? And Ive been five years here without finding it out! Whens the next game scheduled?

It is known in England as Rounders, sir. Children play it with a soft ball and a racquet, and derive considerable enjoyment from it. I had never heard of it before as a pastime for adults.

Two shocked eyes stared into the butlers face.

Children? The word came in a whisper.

A racquet?

Yes, sir.

You — you didnt say a soft ball?

Yes, sir.

A sort of spasm seemed to convulse Mr. Crocker. He had lived five years in England, but not till this moment had he realised to the full how utterly alone he was in an alien land. Fate had placed him, bound and helpless, in a country where they called baseball Rounders and played it with a soft ball.

He sank back into his chair, staring before him. And as he sat the wall seemed to melt and he was gazing upon a green field, in the centre of which a man in a grey uniform was beginning a Salome dance. Watching this person with a cold and suspicious eye, stood another uniformed man, holding poised above his shoulder a sturdy club. Two Masked Marvels crouched behind him in attitudes of watchful waiting. On wooden seats all around sat a vast multitude of shirt-sleeved spectators, and the air was full of voices.

One voice detached itself from the din.

Pea-nuts! Get yr pea-nuts!

Something that was almost a sob shook Bingley Crockers ample frame. Bayliss the butler gazed down upon him with concern. He was sure the master was unwell.

The case of Mr. Bingley Crocker was one that would have provided an admirable instance for a preacher seeking to instil into an impecunious and sceptical flock the lesson that money does not of necessity bring with it happiness. And poetry has crystallised his position in the following stanza.

An exile from home splendour dazzles in vain.

Oh, give me my lowly thatched cottage again;

The birds singing gaily, that came at my call,

Give me them, and that peace of mind dearer than all.

Mr. Crocker had never lived in a thatched cottage, nor had his relations with the birds of his native land ever reached the stage of intimacy indicated by the poet; but substitute Lambs Club for the former and members for the latter, and the parallel becomes complete.

Until the time of his second marriage Bingley Crocker had been an actor, a snapper-up of whatever small character-parts the gods provided. He had an excellent disposition, no money, and one son, a young man of twenty-one. For forty-five years he had lived a hand-to-mouth existence in which his next meal had generally come as a pleasant surprise: and then, on an Atlantic liner, he met the widow of G. G. van Brunt, the sole heiress to that magnates immense fortune.

What Mrs. van Brunt could have seen in Bingley Crocker to cause her to single him out from all the world passes comprehension: but the eccentricities of Cupid are commonplace. It were best to shun examination into first causes and stick to results. The swift romance began and reached its climax in the ten days which it took one of the smaller Atlantic liners to sail from Liverpool to New York. Mr. Crocker was on board because he was returning with a theatrical company from a failure in London, Mrs. van Brunt because she had been told that the slow boats were the steadiest. They began the voyage as strangers and ended it as an engaged couple — the affair being expedited, no doubt, by the fact that, even if it ever occurred to Bingley to resist the onslaught on his bachelor peace, he soon realised the futility of doing so, for the cramped conditions of ship-board intensified the always overwhelming effects of his future brides determined nature.

The engagement was received in a widely differing spirit by the only surviving blood-relations of the two principals. Jimmy, Mr. Crockers son, on being informed that his father had plighted his troth to the widow of a prominent millionaire, displayed the utmost gratification and enthusiasm, and at a little supper which he gave by way of farewell to a few of his newspaper comrades and which lasted till six in the morning, when it was broken up by the flying wedge of waiters for which the selected restaurant is justly famous, joyfully announced that work and he would from then on be total strangers. He alluded in feeling terms to the Providence which watches over good young men and saves them from the blighting necessity of offering themselves in the flower of their golden youth as human sacrifices to the Moloch of capitalistic greed: and, having commiserated with his guests in that a similar stroke of luck had not happened to each of them, advised them to drown their sorrows in drink. Which they did.

Far different was the attitude of Mrs. Crockers sister, Nesta Pett. She entirely disapproved of the proposed match. At least, the fact that in her final interview with her sister she described the bridegroom-to-be as a wretched mummer, a despicable fortune-hunter, a broken-down tramp, and a sneaking, grafting confidence-trickster lends colour to the supposition that she was not a warm supporter of it. She agreed wholeheartedly with Mrs. Crockers suggestion that they should never speak to each other again as long as they lived: and it was immediately after this that the latter removed husband Bingley, step-son Jimmy, and all her other goods and chattels to London, where they had remained ever since. Whenever Mrs. Crocker spoke of America now, it was in tones of the deepest dislike and contempt. Her friends were English, and every year more exclusively of Englands aristocracy. She intended to become a leading figure in London Society, and already her progress had been astonishing. She knew the right people, lived in the right square, said the right things, and thought the right thoughts: and in the Spring of her third year had succeeded in curing Bingley of his habit of beginning his remarks with the words Say, lemme tell ya something. Her progress, in short, was beginning to assume the aspect of a walk-over.

Against her complete contentment and satisfaction only one thing militated. That was the behaviour of her step-son, Jimmy.

It was of Jimmy that she spoke when, having hung the receiver on its hook, she returned to the breakfast-room. Bayliss had silently withdrawn, and Mr. Crocker was sitting in sombre silence at the table.

A most fortunate thing has happened, Bingley, she said. It was most kind of dear Lady Corstorphine to ring me up. It seems that her nephew, Lord Percy Whipple, is back in England. He has been in Ireland for the past three years, on the staff of the Lord Lieutenant, and only arrived in London yesterday afternoon. Lady Corstorphine has promised to arrange a meeting between him and James. I particularly want them to be friends.

Eugenia, said Mr. Crocker in a hollow voice, do you know they call baseball Rounders over here, and children play it with a soft ball?

James is becoming a serious problem. It is absolutely necessary that he should make friends with the right kind of young men.

And a racquet, said Mr. Crocker.

Please listen to what I am saying, Bingley. I am talking about James. There is a crude American strain in him which seems to grow worse instead of better. I was lunching with the Delafields at the Carlton yesterday, and there, only a few tables away, was James with an impossible young man in appalling clothes. It was outrageous that James should have been seen in public at all with such a person. The man had a broken nose and talked through it. He was saying in a loud voice that made everybody turn round something about his left-scissors hook — whatever that may have been. I discovered later that he was a low professional pugilist from New York — a man named Spike Dillon, I think Captain Wroxton said. And Jimmy was giving him lunch — at the Carlton!

Mr. Crocker said nothing. Constant practice had made him an adept at saying nothing when his wife was talking.

James must be made to realise his responsibilities. I shall have to speak to him. I was hearing only the other day of a most deserving man, extremely rich and lavishly generous in his contributions to the party funds, who was only given a knighthood, simply because he had a son who had behaved in a manner that could not possibly be overlooked. The present Court is extraordinarily strict in its views. James cannot be too careful. A certain amount of wildness in a young man is quite proper in the best set, provided that he is wild in the right company. Every one knows that young Lord Datchet was ejected from the Empire Music-Hall on Boat-Race night every year during his residence at Oxford University, but nobody minds. The family treats it as a joke. But James has such low tastes. Professional pugilists! I believe that many years ago it was not unfashionable for young men in Society to be seen about with such persons, but those days are over. I shall certainly speak to James. He cannot afford to call attention to himself in any way. That breach-of-promise case of his three years ago, is, I hope and trust, forgotten, but the slightest slip on his part might start the papers talking about it again, and that would be fatal. The eventual successor to a title must be quite as careful as—

It was not, as has been hinted above, the usual practice of Mr. Crocker to interrupt his wife when she was speaking, but he did it now.

Say!

Mrs. Crocker frowned.

I wish, Bingley — and I have told you so often — that you would not begin your sentences with the word Say! It is such a revolting Americanism. Suppose some day when you are addressing the House of Lords you should make a slip like that! The papers would never let you hear the end of it.

Mr. Crocker was swallowing convulsively, as if testing his larynx with a view to speech. Like Saul of Tarsus, he had been stricken dumb by the sudden bright light which his wifes words had caused to flash upon him. Frequently during his sojourn in London he had wondered just why Eugenia had settled there in preference to her own country. It was not her wont to do things without an object, yet until this moment he had been unable to fathom her motives. Even now it seemed almost incredible. And yet what meaning would her words have other than the monstrous one which had smitten him as a blackjack?

Say — I mean, Eugenia — you dont want — you arent trying — you arent working to — you havent any idea of trying to get them to make me a Lord, have you?

It is what I have been working for all these years!

But — but why? Why? Thats what I want to know. Why?

Mrs. Crockers fine eyes glittered.

I will tell you why, Bingley. Just before we were married I had a talk with my sister Nesta. She was insufferably offensive. She referred to you in terms which I shall never forgive. She affected to look down on you, to think that I was marrying beneath me. So I am going to make you an English peer and send Nesta a newspaper clipping of the Birthday Honours with your name in it, if I have to keep working till I die! Now you know!

Silence fell. Mr. Crocker drank cold coffee. His wife stared with gleaming eyes into the glorious future.

Do you mean that I shall have to stop on here till they make me a lord? said Mr. Crocker limply.

Yes.

Never go back to America?

Not till we have succeeded.

Oh Gee! Oh Gosh! Oh Hell! said Mr. Crocker, bursting the bonds of years.

Mrs. Crocker though resolute, was not unkindly. She made allowances for her husbands state of mind. She was willing to permit even American expletives during the sinking-in process of her great idea, much as a broad-minded cowboy might listen indulgently to the squealing of a mustang during the branding process. Docility and obedience would be demanded of him later, but not till the first agony had abated. She spoke soothingly to him.

I am glad we have had this talk, Bingley. It is best that you should know. It will help you to realise your responsibilities. And that brings me back to James. Thank goodness Lord Percy Whipple is in town. He is about James age, and from what Lady Corstorphine tells me will be an ideal friend for him. You understand who he is, of course? The second son of the Duke of Devizes, the Premiers closest friend, the man who can practically dictate the Birthday Honours. If James and Lord Percy can only form a close friendship, our battle will be as good as won. It will mean everything. Lady Corstorphine has promised to arrange a meeting. In the meantime, I will speak to James and warn him to be more careful.

Mr. Crocker had produced a stump of pencil from his pocket and was writing on the table-cloth.

Lord Crocker

Lord Bingley Crocker

Lord Crocker of Crocker

The Marquis of Crocker

Baron Crocker

Bingley, first Viscount Crocker

He blanched as he read the frightful words. A sudden thought stung him.

Eugenia!

Well?

What will the boys at the Lambs say?

I am not interested, replied his wife, in the boys at the Lambs.

I thought you wouldnt be, said the future baron gloomily.


CHAPTER III. FAMILY JARS
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IT IS A peculiarity of the human mind that, with whatever apprehension it may be regarding the distant future, it must return after a while to face the minor troubles of the future that is immediate. The prospect of a visit to the dentist this afternoon causes us to forget for the moment the prospect of total ruin next year. Mr. Crocker, therefore, having tortured himself for about a quarter of an hour with his meditations on the subject of titles, was jerked back to a more imminent calamity than the appearance of his name in the Birthday Honours — the fact that in all probability he would be taken again this morning to watch the continuation of that infernal cricket-match, and would be compelled to spend the greater part of to-day, as he had spent the greater part of yesterday, bored to the verge of dissolution in the pavilion at Lords.

One gleam of hope alone presented itself. Like baseball, this pastime of cricket was apparently affected by rain, if there had been enough of it. He had an idea that there had been a good deal of rain in the night, but had there been sufficient to cause the teams of Surrey and Kent to postpone the second instalment of their serial struggle? He rose from the table and went out into the hall. It was his purpose to sally out into Grosvenor Square and examine the turf in its centre with the heel of his shoe, in order to determine the stickiness or non-stickiness of the wicket. He moved towards the front door, hoping for the best, and just as he reached it the bell rang.

One of the bad habits of which his wife had cured Mr. Crocker in the course of the years was the habit of going and answering doors. He had been brought up in surroundings where every man was his own door-keeper, and it had been among his hardest tasks to learn the lesson that the perfect gentleman does not open doors but waits for the appropriate menial to come along and do it for him. He had succeeded at length in mastering this great truth, and nowadays seldom offended. But this morning his mind was clouded by his troubles, and instinct, allaying itself with opportunity, was too much for him. His fingers had been on the handle when the ring came, so he turned it.

At the top of the steps which connect the main entrance of Drexdale House with the sidewalk three persons were standing. One was a tall and formidably handsome woman in the early forties whose appearance seemed somehow oddly familiar. The second was a small, fat, blobby, bulging boy who was chewing something. The third, lurking diffidently in the rear, was a little man of about Mr. Crockers own age, grey-haired and thin with brown eyes that gazed meekly through rimless glasses.

Nobody could have been less obtrusive than this person, yet it was he who gripped Mr. Crockers attention and caused that home-sick sufferers heart to give an almost painful leap. For he was clothed in one of those roomy suits with square shoulders which to the seeing eye are as republican as the Stars and Stripes. His blunt-toed yellow shoes sang gaily of home. And his hat was not so much a hat as an effusive greeting from Gotham. A long time had passed since Mr. Crocker had set eyes upon a biped so exhilaratingly American, and rapture held him speechless, as one who after long exile beholds some landmark of his childhood.

The female member of the party took advantage of his dumbness — which, as she had not unnaturally mistaken him for the butler, she took for a silent and respectful query as to her business and wishes — to open the conversation.

Is Mrs. Crocker at home? Please tell her that Mrs. Pett wishes to see her.

There was a rush and scurry in the corridors of Mr. Crockers brain, as about six different thoughts tried to squash simultaneously into that main chamber where there is room for only one at a time. He understood now why this womans appearance had seemed familiar. She was his wifes sister, and that same Nesta who was some day to be pulverised by the sight of his name in the Birthday Honours. He was profoundly thankful that she had mistaken him for the butler. A chill passed through him as he pictured what would have been Eugenias reception of the information that he had committed such a bourgeois solecism as opening the front door to Mrs. Pett of all people, who already despised him as a low vulgarian. There had been trouble enough when she had found him opening it a few weeks before to a mere collector of subscriptions for a charity. He perceived, with a clarity remarkable in view of the fact that the discovery of her identity had given him a feeling of physical dizziness, that at all costs he must foster this misapprehension on his sister-in-laws part.

Fortunately he was in a position to do so. He knew all about what butlers did and what they said on these occasions, for in his innocently curious way he had often pumped Bayliss on the subject. He bowed silently and led the way to the morning-room, followed by the drove of Petts: then, opening the door, stood aside to allow the procession to march past the given point.

I will inform Mrs. Crocker that you are here, madam.

Mrs. Pett, shepherding the chewing child before her, passed into the room. In the light of her outspoken sentiments regarding her brother-in-law, it is curious to reflect that his manner at this, their first meeting, had deeply impressed her. After many months of smouldering revolt she had dismissed her own butler a day or so before sailing for England, and for the first time envy of her sister Eugenia gripped her. She did not covet Eugenias other worldly possessions, but she did grudge her this supreme butler.

Mr. Pett, meanwhile, had been trailing in the rear with a hunted expression on his face. He wore the unmistakable look of a man about to be present at a row between women, and only a wet cat in a strange back-yard bears itself with less jauntiness than a man faced by such a prospect. A millionaire several times over, Mr. Pett would cheerfully have given much of his wealth to have been elsewhere at that moment. Such was the agitated state of his mind that, when a hand was laid lightly upon his arm as he was about to follow his wife into the room, he started so violently that his hat flew out of his hand. He turned to meet the eyes of the butler who had admitted him to the house, fixed on his in an appealing stare.

Whos leading in the pennant race? said this strange butler in a feverish whisper.

It was a question, coming from such a source, which in another than Mr. Pett might well have provoked a blank stare of amazement. Such, however, is the almost superhuman intelligence and quickness of mind engendered by the study of Americas national game that he answered without the slightest hesitation.

Giants!

Wow! said the butler.

No sense of anything strange or untoward about the situation came to mar the perfect joy of Mr. Pett, the overmastering joy of the baseball fan who in a strange land unexpectedly encounters a brother. He thrilled with a happiness which he had never hoped to feel that morning.

No signs of them slumping? enquired the butler.

No. But you never can tell. Its early yet. Ive seen those boys lead the league till the end of August and then be nosed out.

True enough, said the butler sadly.

Mattys in shape.

He is? The old souper working well?

Like a machine. He shut out the Cubs the day before I sailed!

Fine!

At this point an appreciation of the unusualness of the proceedings began to steal upon Mr. Pett. He gaped at this surprising servitor.

How on earth do you know anything about baseball? he demanded.

The other seemed to stiffen. A change came over his whole appearance. He had the air of an actor who has remembered his part.

I beg your pardon, sir. I trust I have not taken a liberty. I was at one time in the employment of a gentleman in New York, and during my stay I became extremely interested in the national game. I picked up a few of the American idioms while in the country. He smiled apologetically. They sometimes slip out.

Let em slip! said Mr. Pett with enthusiasm. Youre the first thing thats reminded me of home since I left. Say!

Sir?

Got a good place here?

Er — oh, yes, sir.

Well, heres my card. If you ever feel like making a change, theres a job waiting for you at that address.

Thank you, sir. Mr. Crocker stooped.

Your hat, sir.

He held it out, gazing fondly at it the while. It was like being home again to see a hat like that. He followed Mr. Pett as he went into the morning-room with an affectionate eye.

Bayliss was coming along the hall, hurrying more than his wont. The ring at the front door had found him deep in an extremely interesting piece of news in his halfpenny morning paper, and he was guiltily aware of having delayed in answering it.

Bayliss, said Mr. Crocker in a cautious undertone, go and tell Mrs. Crocker that Mrs. Pett is waiting to see her. Shes in the morning-room. If youre asked, say you let her in. Get me?

Yes, sir, said Bayliss, grateful for this happy solution.

Oh, Bayliss!

Sir?

Is the wicket at Lords likely to be too sticky for them to go on with that game to-day?

I hardly think it probable that there will be play, sir. There was a great deal of rain in the night.

Mr. Crocker passed on to his den with a lighter heart.



It was Mrs. Crockers habit, acquired after years of practice and a sedulous study of the best models, to conceal beneath a mask of well-bred indifference any emotion which she might chance to feel. Her dealings with the aristocracy of England had shown her that, while the men occasionally permitted themselves an outburst, the women never did, and she had schooled herself so rigorously that nowadays she seldom even raised her voice. Her bearing, as she approached the morning-room was calm and serene, but inwardly curiosity consumed her. It was unbelievable that Nesta could have come to try to effect a reconciliation, yet she could think of no other reason for her visit.

She was surprised to find three persons in the morning-room. Bayliss, delivering his message, had mentioned only Mrs. Pett. To Mrs. Crocker the assemblage had the appearance of being a sort of Old Home Week of Petts, a kind of Pett family mob-scene. Her sisters second marriage having taken place after their quarrel, she had never seen her new brother-in-law, but she assumed that the little man lurking in the background was Mr. Pett. The guess was confirmed.

Good morning, Eugenia, said Mrs. Pett.

Peter, this is my sister, Eugenia. My husband.

Mrs. Crocker bowed stiffly. She was thinking how hopelessly American Mr. Pett was, how baggy his clothes looked, what absurdly shaped shoes he wore, how appalling his hat was, how little hair he had and how deplorably he lacked all those graces of repose, culture, physical beauty, refinement, dignity, and mental alertness which raise men above the level of the common cock-roach.

Mr. Pett, on his side, receiving her cold glance squarely between the eyes, felt as if he were being disembowelled by a clumsy amateur. He could not help wondering what sort of a man this fellow Crocker was whom this sister-in-law of his had married. He pictured him as a handsome, powerful, robust individual with a strong jaw and a loud voice, for he could imagine no lesser type of man consenting to link his lot with such a woman. He sidled in a circuitous manner towards a distant chair, and, having lowered himself into it, kept perfectly still, pretending to be dead, like an opossum. He wished to take no part whatever in the coming interview.

Ogden, of course, you know, said Mrs. Pett.

She was sitting so stiffly upright on a hard chair and had so much the appearance of having been hewn from the living rock that every time she opened her mouth it was as if a statue had spoken.

I know Ogden, said Mrs. Crocker shortly. Will you please stop him fidgeting with that vase? It is valuable.

She directed at little Ogden, who was juggling aimlessly with a handsome objet dart of the early Chinese school, a glance similar to that which had just disposed of his step-father. But Ogden required more than a glance to divert him from any pursuit in which he was interested. He shifted a deposit of candy from his right cheek to his left cheek, inspected Mrs. Crocker for a moment with a pale eye, and resumed his juggling. Mrs. Crocker meant nothing in his young life.

Ogden, come and sit down, said Mrs. Pett.

Dont want to sit down.

Are you making a long stay in England, Nesta? asked Mrs. Crocker coldly.

I dont know. We have made no plans.

Indeed?

She broke off. Ogden, who had possessed himself of a bronze paper-knife, had begun to tap the vase with it. The ringing note thus produced appeared to please his young mind.

If Ogden really wishes to break that vase, said Mrs. Crocker in a detached voice, let me ring for the butler to bring him a hammer.

Ogden! said Mrs. Pett.

Oh Gee! A fellow cant do a thing! muttered Ogden, and walked to the window. He stood looking out into the square, a slight twitching of the ears indicating that he still made progress with the candy.

Still the same engaging child! murmured Mrs. Crocker.

I did not come here to discuss Ogden! said Mrs. Pett.

Mrs. Crocker raised her eyebrows. Not even Mrs. Otho Lanners, from whom she had learned the art, could do it more effectively.

I am still waiting to find out why you did come, Nesta!

I came here to talk to you about your step-son, James Crocker.

The discipline to which Mrs. Crocker had subjected herself in the matter of the display of emotion saved her from the humiliation of showing surprise. She waved her hand graciously — in the manner of the Duchess of Axminster, a supreme hand-waver — to indicate that she was all attention.

Your step-son, James Crocker, repeated Mrs. Pett. What is it the New York papers call him, Peter?

Mr. Pett, the human opossum, came to life. He had contrived to create about himself such a defensive atmosphere of non-existence that now that he re-entered the conversation it was as if a corpse had popped out of its tomb like a jack-in-the-box.

Obeying the voice of authority, he pushed the tombstone to one side and poked his head out of the sepulchre.

Piccadilly Jim! he murmured apologetically.

Piccadilly Jim! said Mrs. Crocker. It is extremely impertinent of them!

In spite of his misery, a wan smile appeared on Mr. Petts death-mask at this remark.

They should worry about — !

Peter!

Mr. Pett died again, greatly respected.

Why should the New York papers refer to James at all? said Mrs. Crocker.

Explain, Peter!

Mr. Pett emerged reluctantly from the cerements. He had supposed that Nesta would do the talking.

Well, hes a news-item.

Why?

Well, heres a boy thats been a regular fellow — raised in America — done work on a newspaper — suddenly taken off to England to become a London dude — mixing with all the dukes, playing pinochle with the King — naturally theyre interested in him.

A more agreeable expression came over Mrs. Crockers face.

Of course, that is quite true. One cannot prevent the papers from printing what they wish. So they have published articles about James doings in English Society?

Doings, said Mr. Pett, is right!

Something has got to be done about it, said Mrs. Pett.

Mr. Pett endorsed this.

Nestas going to lose her health if these stories go on, he said.

Mrs. Crocker raised her eyebrows, but she had hard work to keep a contented smile off her face.

If you are not above petty jealousy, Nesta . . .

Mrs. Pett laughed a sharp, metallic laugh.

It is the disgrace I object to!

The disgrace!

What else would you call it, Eugenia? Wouldnt you be ashamed if you opened your Sunday paper and came upon a full page article about your nephew having got intoxicated at the races and fought a book-maker — having broken up a political meeting — having been sued for breach-of-promise by a barmaid . . .

Mrs. Crocker preserved her well-bred calm, but she was shaken. The episodes to which her sister had alluded were ancient history, horrors of the long-dead past, but it seemed that they still lived in print. There and then she registered the resolve to talk to her step-son James when she got hold of him in such a manner as would scourge the offending Adam out of him for once and for all.

And not only that, continued Mrs. Pett. That would be bad enough in itself, but somehow the papers have discovered that I am the boys aunt. Two weeks ago they printed my photograph with one of these articles. I suppose they will always do it now. That is why I have come to you. It must stop. And the only way it can be made to stop is by taking your step-son away from London where he is running wild. Peter has most kindly consented to give the boy a position in his office. It is very good of him, for the boy cannot in the nature of things be of any use for a very long time, but we have talked it over and it seems the only course. I have come this morning to ask you to let us take James Crocker back to America with us and keep him out of mischief by giving him honest work. What do you say?

Mrs. Crocker raised her eyebrows.

What do you expect me to say? It is utterly preposterous. I have never heard anything so supremely absurd in my life.

You refuse?

Of course I refuse.

I think you are extremely foolish.

Indeed!

Mr. Pett cowed in his chair. He was feeling rather like a nervous and peace-loving patron of a wild western saloon who observes two cowboys reach for their hip-pockets. Neither his wife nor his sister-in-law paid any attention to him. The concluding exercises of a duel of the eyes was in progress between them. After some silent, age-long moments, Mrs. Crocker laughed a light laugh.

Most extraordinary! she murmured.

Mrs. Pett was in no mood for Anglicisms.

You know perfectly well, Eugenia, she said heatedly, that James Crocker is being ruined here. For his sake, if not for mine—

Mrs. Crocker laughed another light laugh, one of those offensive rippling things which cause so much annoyance.

Dont be so ridiculous, Nesta! Ruined! Really! It is quite true that, a long while ago, when he was much younger and not quite used to the ways of London Society, James was a little wild, but all that sort of thing is over now. He knows — she paused, setting herself as it were for the punch— he knows that at any moment the government may decide to give his father a Peerage . . .

The blow went home. A quite audible gasp escaped her stricken sister.

What!

Mrs. Crocker placed two ringed fingers before her mouth in order not to hide a languid yawn.

Yes. Didnt you know? But of course you live so out of the world. Oh yes, it is extremely probable that Mr. Crockers name will appear in the next Honours List. He is very highly thought of by the Powers. So naturally James is quite aware that he must behave in a suitable manner. He is a dear boy! He was handicapped at first by getting into the wrong set, but now his closest friend is Lord Percy Whipple, the second son of the Duke of Devizes, who is one of the most eminent men in the kingdom and a personal friend of the Premier.

Mrs. Pett was in bad shape under this rain of titles, but she rallied herself to reply in kind.

Indeed? she said. I should like to meet him. I have no doubt he knows our great friend, Lord Wisbeach.

Mrs. Crocker was a little taken aback. She had not supposed that her sister had even this small shot in her locker.

Do you know Lord Wisbeach? she said.

Oh yes, replied Mrs. Pett, beginning to feel a little better. We have been seeing him every day. He always says that he looks on my house as quite a home. He knows so few people in New York. It has been a great comfort to him, I think, knowing us.

Mrs. Crocker had had time now to recover her poise.

Poor dear Wizzy! she said languidly.

Mrs. Pett started.

What!

I suppose he is still the same dear, stupid, shiftless fellow? He left here with the intention of travelling round the world, and he has stopped in New York! How like him!

Do you know Lord Wisbeach? demanded Mrs. Pett.

Mrs. Crocker raised her eyebrows.

Know him? Why, I suppose, after Lord Percy Whipple, he is James most intimate friend!

Mrs. Pett rose. She was dignified even in defeat. She collected Ogden and Mr. Pett with an eye which even Ogden could see was not to be trifled with. She uttered no word.

Must you really go? said Mrs. Crocker. It was sweet of you to bother to come all the way from America like this. So strange to meet any one from America nowadays. Most extraordinary!

The cortege left the room in silence. Mrs. Crocker had touched the bell, but the mourners did not wait for the arrival of Bayliss. They were in no mood for the formalities of polite Society. They wanted to be elsewhere, and they wanted to be there quick. The front door had closed behind them before the butler reached the morning-room.

Bayliss, said Mrs. Crocker with happy, shining face, send for the car to come round at once.

Very good, madam.

Is Mr. James up yet?

I believe not, madam.

Mrs. Crocker went upstairs to her room. If Bayliss had not been within earshot, she would probably have sung a bar or two. Her amiability extended even to her step-son, though she had not altered her intention of speaking eloquently to him on certain matters when she could get hold of him. That, however, could wait. For the moment, she felt in vein for a gentle drive in the Park.

A few minutes after she had disappeared, there was a sound of slow footsteps on the stairs, and a young man came down into the hall. Bayliss, who had finished telephoning to the garage for Mrs. Crockers limousine and was about to descend to those lower depths where he had his being, turned, and a grave smile of welcome played over his face.

Good morning, Mr. James, he said.


CHAPTER IV. JIMMYS DISTURBING NEWS
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JIMMY CROCKER WAS a tall and well-knit young man who later on in the day would no doubt be at least passably good-looking. At the moment an unbecoming pallor marred his face, and beneath his eyes were marks that suggested that he had slept little and ill. He stood at the foot of the stairs, yawning cavernously.

Bayliss, he said, have you been painting yourself yellow?

No, sir.

Strange! Your face looks a bright gamboge to me, and your outlines wobble. Bayliss, never mix your drinks. I say this to you as a friend. Is there any one in the morning-room?

No, Mr. James.

Speak softly, Bayliss, for I am not well. I am conscious of a strange weakness. Lead me to the morning-room, then, and lay me gently on a sofa. These are the times that try mens souls.

The sun was now shining strongly through the windows of the morning-room. Bayliss lowered the shades. Jimmy Crocker sank onto the sofa, and closed his eyes.

Bayliss.

Sir?

A conviction is stealing over me that I am about to expire.

Shall I bring you a little breakfast, Mr. James?

A strong shudder shook Jimmy.

Dont be flippant, Bayliss, he protested. Try to cure yourself of this passion for being funny at the wrong time. Your comedy is good, but tact is a finer quality than humour. Perhaps you think I have forgotten that morning when I was feeling just as I do to-day and you came to my bedside and asked me if I would like a nice rasher of ham. I havent and I never shall. You may bring me a brandy-and-soda. Not a large one. A couple of bath-tubs full will be enough.

Very good, Mr. James.

And now leave me, Bayliss, for I would be alone. I have to make a series of difficult and exhaustive tests to ascertain whether I am still alive.

When the butler had gone, Jimmy adjusted the cushions, closed his eyes, and remained for a space in a state of coma. He was trying, as well as an exceedingly severe headache would permit, to recall the salient events of the previous night. At present his memories refused to solidify. They poured about in his brain in a fluid and formless condition, exasperating to one who sought for hard facts.

It seemed strange to Jimmy that the shadowy and inchoate vision of a combat, a fight, a brawl of some kind persisted in flitting about in the recesses of his mind, always just far enough away to elude capture. The absurdity of the thing annoyed him. A man has either indulged in a fight overnight or he has not indulged in a fight overnight. There can be no middle course. That he should be uncertain on the point was ridiculous. Yet, try as he would, he could not be sure. There were moments when he seemed on the very verge of settling the matter, and then some invisible person would meanly insert a red-hot corkscrew in the top of his head and begin to twist it, and this would interfere with calm thought. He was still in a state of uncertainty when Bayliss returned, bearing healing liquids on a tray.

Shall I set it beside you, sir?

Jimmy opened one eye.

Indubitably. No mean word, that, Bayliss, for the morning after. Try it yourself next time. Bayliss, who let me in this morning?

Let you in, sir?

Precisely. I was out and now I am in. Obviously I must have passed the front door somehow. This is logic.

I fancy you let yourself in, Mr. James, with your key.

That would seem to indicate that I was in a state of icy sobriety. Yet, if such is the case, how is it that I cant remember whether I murdered somebody or not last night? It isnt the sort of thing your sober man would lightly forget. Have you ever murdered anybody, Bayliss?

No, sir.

Well, if you had, you would remember it next morning?

I imagine so, Mr. James.

Well, its a funny thing, but I cant get rid of the impression that at some point in my researches into the night life of London yestreen I fell upon some person to whom I had never been introduced and committed mayhem upon his person.

It seemed to Bayliss that the time had come to impart to Mr. James a piece of news which he had supposed would require no imparting. He looked down upon his young masters recumbent form with a grave commiseration. It was true that he had never been able to tell with any certainty whether Mr. James intended the statements he made to be taken literally or not, but on the present occasion he seemed to have spoken seriously and to be genuinely at a loss to recall an episode over the printed report of which the entire domestic staff had been gloating ever since the arrival of the halfpenny morning paper to which they subscribed.

Do you really mean it, Mr. James? he enquired cautiously.

Mean what?

You have really forgotten that you were engaged in a fracas last night at the Six Hundred Club?

Jimmy sat up with a jerk, staring at this omniscient man. Then the movement having caused a renewal of the operations of the red-hot corkscrew, he fell back again with a groan.

Was I? How on earth did you know? Why should you know all about it when I cant remember a thing? It was my fault, not yours.

There is quite a long report of it in to-days Daily Sun, Mr. James.

A report? In the Sun?

Half a column, Mr. James. Would you like me to fetch the paper? I have it in my pantry.

I should say so. Trot a quick heat back with it. This wants looking into.

Bayliss retired, to return immediately with the paper. Jimmy took it, gazed at it, and handed it back.

I overestimated my powers. It cant be done. Have you any important duties at the moment, Bayliss?

No, sir.

Perhaps you wouldnt mind reading me the bright little excerpt, then?

Certainly, sir.

It will be good practice for you. I am convinced I am going to be a confirmed invalid for the rest of my life, and it will be part of your job to sit at my bedside and read to me. By the way, does the paper say who the party of the second part was? Who was the citizen with whom I went to the mat?

Lord Percy Whipple, Mr. James.

Lord who?

Lord Percy Whipple.

Never heard of him. Carry on, Bayliss.

Jimmy composed himself to listen, yawning.


CHAPTER V. THE MORNING AFTER
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BAYLISS TOOK A spectacle-case from the recesses of his costume, opened it, took out a pair of gold-rimmed glasses, dived into the jungle again, came out with a handkerchief, polished the spectacles, put them on his nose, closed the case, restored it to its original position, replaced the handkerchief, and took up the paper.

Why the hesitation, Bayliss? Why the coyness? enquired Jimmy, lying with closed eyes. Begin!

I was adjusting my glasses, sir.

All set now?

Yes, sir. Shall I read the headlines first?

Read everything.

The butler cleared his throat.

Good Heavens, Bayliss, moaned Jimmy, starting, dont gargle. Have a heart! Go on!

Bayliss began to read.

FRACAS IN FASHIONABLE NIGHT-CLUB



SPRIGS OF NOBILITY BRAWL

Jimmy opened his eyes, interested.

Am I a sprig of nobility?

It is what the paper says, sir.

We live and learn. Carry on.

The butler started to clear his throat, but checked himself.

SENSATIONAL INTERNATIONAL CONTEST



BATTLING PERCY



(England)



V — CYCLONE JIM



(America)



FULL DESCRIPTION BY OUR EXPERT

Jimmy sat up.

Bayliss, youre indulging that distorted sense of humour of yours again. That isnt in the paper?

Yes, sir. Very large headlines.

Jimmy groaned.

Bayliss, Ill give you a piece of advice which may be useful to you when you grow up. Never go about with newspaper men. It all comes back to me. Out of pure kindness of heart I took young Bill Blake of the Sun to supper at the Six Hundred last night. This is my reward. I suppose he thinks it funny. Newspaper men are a low lot, Bayliss.

Shall I go on, sir?

Most doubtless. Let me hear all.

Bayliss resumed. He was one of those readers who, whether their subject be a murder case or a funny anecdote, adopt a measured and sepulchral delivery which gives a suggestion of tragedy and horror to whatever they read. At the church which he attended on Sundays, of which he was one of the most influential and respected members, children would turn pale and snuggle up to their mothers when Bayliss read the lessons. Young Mr. Blakes account of the overnight proceedings at the Six Hundred Club he rendered with a gloomy gusto more marked even than his wont. It had a topical interest for him which urged him to extend himself.

At an early hour this morning, when our myriad readers were enjoying that refreshing and brain-restoring sleep so necessary to the proper appreciation of the Daily Sun at the breakfast table, one of the most interesting sporting events of the season was being pulled off at the Six Hundred Club in Regent Street, where, after three rounds of fast exchanges, James B. Crocker, the well-known American welter-weight scrapper, succeeded in stopping Lord Percy Whipple, second son of the Duke of Devizes, better known as the Pride of Old England. Once again the superiority of the American over the English style of boxing was demonstrated. Battling Percy has a kind heart, but Cyclone Jim packs the punch.

The immediate cause of the encounter had to do with a disputed table, which each gladiator claimed to have engaged in advance over the telephone.

I begin to remember, said Jimmy meditatively. A pill with butter-coloured hair tried to jump my claim. Honeyed words proving fruitless, I soaked him on the jaw. It may be that I was not wholly myself. I seem to remember an animated session at the Empire earlier in the evening, which may have impaired my self-control. Proceed!

One word leading to others, which in their turn led to several more, Cyclone Jim struck Battling Percy on what our rude forefathers were accustomed to describe as the mazzard, and the gong sounded for

ROUND ONE

Both men came up fresh and eager to mix things, though it seems only too probable that they had already been mixing more things than was good for them. Battling Percy tried a right swing which got home on a waiter. Cyclone Jim put in a rapid one-two punch which opened a large gash in the atmosphere. Both men sparred cautiously, being hampered in their movements by the fact, which neither had at this stage of the proceedings perceived, that they were on opposite sides of the disputed table. A clever Fitzsimmons shift on the part of the Battler removed this obstacle, and some brisk work ensued in neutral territory. Percy landed twice without a return. The Battlers round by a shade.

ROUND TWO

The Cyclone came out of his corner with a rush, getting home on the Battlers shirt-front and following it up with a right to the chin. Percy swung wildly and upset a bottle of champagne on a neighbouring table. A good rally followed, both men doing impressive in-fighting. The Cyclone landed three without a return. The Cyclones round.

ROUND THREE

Percy came up weak, seeming to be overtrained. The Cyclone waded in, using both hands effectively. The Battler fell into a clinch, but the Cyclone broke away and, measuring his distance, picked up a haymaker from the floor and put it over. Percy down and out.

Interviewed by our representative after the fight, Cyclone Jim said: The issue was never in doubt. I was handicapped at the outset by the fact that I was under the impression that I was fighting three twin-brothers, and I missed several opportunities of putting over the winning wallop by attacking the outside ones. It was only in the second round that I decided to concentrate my assault on the one in the middle, when the affair speedily came to a conclusion. I shall not adopt pugilism as a profession. The prizes are attractive, but it is too much like work.

Bayliss ceased, and silence fell upon the room.

Is that all?

That is all, sir.

And about enough.

Very true, sir.

You know, Bayliss, said Jimmy thoughtfully, rolling over on the couch, life is peculiar, not to say odd. You never know what is waiting for you round the corner. You start the day with the fairest prospects, and before nightfall everything is as rocky and ding-basted as stig tossed full of doodlegammon. Why is this, Bayliss?

I couldnt say, sir.

Look at me. I go out to spend a happy evening, meaning no harm to any one, and I come back all blue with the blood of the aristocracy. We now come to a serious point. Do you think my lady stepmother has read that sporting chronicle?

I fancy not, Mr. James.

On what do you base these words of comfort?

Mrs. Crocker does not read the halfpenny papers, sir.

True! She does not. I had forgotten. On the other hand the probability that she will learn about the little incident from other sources is great. I think the merest prudence suggests that I keep out of the way for the time being, lest I be fallen upon and questioned. I am not equal to being questioned this morning. I have a headache which starts at the soles of my feet and gets worse all the way up. Where is my stepmother?

Mrs. Crocker is in her room, Mr. James. She ordered the car to be brought round at once. It should be here at any moment now, sir. I think Mrs. Crocker intends to visit the Park before luncheon.

Is she lunching out?

Yes, sir.

Then, if I pursue the excellent common-sense tactics of the lesser sand-eel, which as you doubtless know buries itself tail upwards in the mud on hearing the baying of the eel-hounds and remains in that position till the danger is past, I shall be able to postpone an interview. Should you be questioned as to my whereabouts, inflate your chest and reply in a clear and manly voice that I have gone out, you know not where. May I rely on your benevolent neutrality, Bayliss?

Very good, Mr. James.

I think I will go and sit in my fathers den. A man may lie hid there with some success as a rule.

Jimmy heaved himself painfully off the sofa, blinked, and set out for the den, where his father, in a deep arm-chair, was smoking a restful pipe and reading the portions of the daily papers which did not deal with the game of cricket.

Mr. Crockers den was a small room at the back of the house. It was not luxurious, and it looked out onto a blank wall, but it was the spot he liked best in all that vast pile which had once echoed to the tread of titled shoes; for, as he sometimes observed to his son, it had the distinction of being the only room on the ground floor where a fellow could move without stubbing his toe on a countess or an honourable. In this peaceful backwater he could smoke a pipe, put his feet up, take off his coat, and generally indulge in that liberty and pursuit of happiness to which the Constitution entitles a free-born American. Nobody ever came there except Jimmy and himself.

He did not suspend his reading at his sons entrance. He muttered a welcome through the clouds, but he did not raise his eyes. Jimmy took the other arm-chair, and began to smoke silently. It was the unwritten law of the den that soothing silence rather than aimless chatter should prevail. It was not until a quarter of an hour had passed that Mr. Crocker dropped his paper and spoke.

Say, Jimmy, I want to talk to you.

Say on. You have our ear.

Seriously.

Continue — always, however, keeping before you the fact that I am a sick man. Last night was a wild night on the moors, dad.

Its about your stepmother. She was talking at breakfast about you. Shes sore at you for giving Spike Dillon lunch at the Carlton. You oughtnt to have taken him there, Jimmy. Thats what got her goat. She was there with a bunch of swells and they had to sit and listen to Spike talking about his half-scissors hook.

Whats their kick against Spikes half-scissors hook? Its a darned good one.

She said she was going to speak to you about it. I thought Id let you know.

Thanks, dad. But was that all?

All.

All that she was going to speak to me about? Sure there was nothing else?

She didnt say anything about anything else.

Then she doesnt know! Fine!

Mr. Crockers feet came down from the mantelpiece with a crash.

Jimmy! You havent been raising Cain again?

No, no, dad. Nothing serious. High-spirited Young Patrician stuff, the sort of thing thats expected of a fellow in my position.

Mr. Crocker was not to be comforted.

Jimmy, youve got to pull up. Honest, you have. I dont care for myself. I like to see a boy having a good time. But your stepmother says youre apt to queer us with the people up top, the way youre going on. Lord knows I wouldnt care if things were different, but Ill tell you exactly how I stand. I didnt get wise till this morning. Your stepmother sprang it on me suddenly. Ive often wondered what all this stuff was about, this living in London and trailing the swells. I couldnt think what was your stepmothers idea. Now I know. Jimmy, shes trying to get them to make me a peer!

What!

Just that. And she says—

But, dad, this is rich! This is comedy of a high order! A peer! Good Heavens, if it comes off, what shall I be? This title business is all so complicated. I know I should have to change my name to Hon. Rollo Cholmondeley or the Hon. Aubrey Marjoribanks, but what I want to know is which? I want to be prepared for the worst.

And you see, Jimmy, these people up top, the guys who arrange the giving of titles, are keeping an eye on you, because you would have the title after me and naturally they dont want to get stung. I gathered all that from your stepmother. Say, Jimmy, Im not asking a lot of you, but there is just one thing you can do for me without putting yourself out too much.

Ill do it, dad, if it kills me. Slip me the info!

Your stepmothers friend Lady Corstorphines nephew . . .

Its not the sort of story to ask a man with a headache to follow. I hope it gets simpler as it goes along.

Your stepmother wants you to be a good fellow and make friends with this boy. You see, his father is in right with the Premier and has the biggest kind of a pull when it comes to handing out titles.

Is that all you want? Leave it to me. Inside of a week Ill be playing kiss-in-the-ring with him. The whole force of my sunny personality shall be directed towards making him love me. Whats his name?

Lord Percy Whipple.

Jimmys pipe fell with a clatter.

Dad, pull yourself together! Reflect! You know you dont seriously mean Lord Percy Whipple.

Eh?

Jimmy laid a soothing hand on his fathers shoulder.

Dad, prepare yourself for the big laugh. This is where you throw your head back and roar with honest mirth. I met Lord Percy Whipple last night at the Six Hundred Club. Words ensued. I fell upon Percy and beat his block off! How it started, except that we both wanted the same table, I couldnt say. Why, that I cannot tell, said he, but twas a famous victory! If I had known, dad, nothing would have induced me to lay a hand upon Perce, save in the way of kindness, but, not even knowing who he was, it would appear from contemporary accounts of the affair that I just naturally sailed in and expunged the poor, dear boy!

The stunning nature of this information had much the same effect on Mr. Crocker as the announcement of his ruin has upon the Good Old Man in melodrama. He sat clutching the arms of his chair and staring into space, saying nothing. Dismay was written upon his anguished countenance.

His collapse sobered Jimmy. For the first time he perceived that the situation had another side than the humorous one which had appealed to him. He had anticipated that Mr. Crocker, who as a general thing shared his notions of what was funny and could be relied on to laugh in the right place, would have been struck, like himself, by the odd and pleasing coincidence of his having picked on for purposes of assault and battery the one young man with whom his stepmother wished him to form a firm and lasting friendship. He perceived now that his father was seriously upset. Neither Jimmy nor Mr. Crocker possessed a demonstrative nature, but there had always existed between them the deepest affection. Jimmy loved his father as he loved nobody else in the world, and the thought of having hurt him was like a physical pain. His laughter died away and he set himself with a sinking heart to try to undo the effect of his words.

Im awfully sorry, dad. I had no idea you would care. I wouldnt have done a fool thing like that for a million dollars if Id known. Isnt there anything I can do? Gee whiz! Ill go right round to Percy now and apologise. Ill lick his boots. Dont you worry, dad. Ill make it all right.

The whirl of words roused Mr. Crocker from his thoughts.

It doesnt matter, Jimmy. Dont worry yourself. Its only a little unfortunate, because your stepmother says she wont think of our going back to America till these people here have given me a title. She wants to put one over on her sister. Thats all thats troubling me, the thought that this affair will set us back, this Lord Percy being in so strong with the guys who give the titles. I guess it will mean my staying on here for a while longer, and Id liked to have seen another ball-game. Jimmy, do you know they call baseball Rounders in this country, and children play it with a soft ball!

Jimmy was striding up and down the little room. Remorse had him in its grip.

What a damned fool I am!

Never mind, Jimmy. Its unfortunate, but it wasnt your fault. You couldnt know.

It was my fault. Nobody but a fool like me would go about beating people up. But dont worry, dad. Its going to be all right. Ill fix it. Im going right round to this fellow Percy now to make things all right. I wont come back till Ive squared him. Dont you bother yourself about it any longer, dad. Its going to be all right.


CHAPTER VI. JIMMY ABANDONS PICCADILLY
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JIMMY REMOVED HIMSELF sorrowfully from the doorstep of the Duke of Devizes house in Cleveland Row. His mission had been a failure. In answer to his request to be permitted to see Lord Percy Whipple, the butler had replied that Lord Percy was confined to his bed and was seeing nobody. He eyed Jimmy, on receiving his name, with an interest which he failed to conceal, for he too, like Bayliss, had read and heartily enjoyed Bill Blakes spirited version of the affair of last night which had appeared in the Daily Sun. Indeed, he had clipped the report out and had been engaged in pasting it in an album when the bell rang.

In face of this repulse, Jimmys campaign broke down. He was at a loss to know what to do next. He ebbed away from the Dukes front door like an army that has made an unsuccessful frontal attack on an impregnable fortress. He could hardly force his way in and search for Lord Percy.

He walked along Pall Mall, deep in thought. It was a beautiful day. The rain which had fallen in the night and relieved Mr. Crocker from the necessity of watching cricket had freshened London up.

The sun was shining now from a turquoise sky. A gentle breeze blew from the south. Jimmy made his way into Piccadilly, and found that thoroughfare a-roar with happy automobilists and cheery pedestrians. Their gaiety irritated him. He resented their apparent enjoyment of life.

Jimmys was not a nature that lent itself readily to introspection, but he was putting himself now through a searching self-examination which was revealing all kinds of unsuspected flaws in his character. He had been having too good a time for years past to have leisure to realise that he possessed any responsibilities. He had lived each day as it came in the spirit of the Monks of Thelema. But his fathers reception of the news of last nights escapade and the few words he had said had given him pause. Life had taken on of a sudden a less simple aspect. Dimly, for he was not accustomed to thinking along these lines, he perceived the numbing truth that we human beings are merely as many pieces in a jig-saw puzzle and that our every movement affects the fortunes of some other piece. Just so, faintly at first and taking shape by degrees, must the germ of civic spirit have come to Prehistoric Man. We are all individualists till we wake up.

The thought of having done anything to make his father unhappy was bitter to Jimmy Crocker. They had always been more like brothers than father and son. Hard thoughts about himself surged through Jimmys mind. With a dejectedness to which it is possible that his headache contributed he put the matter squarely to himself. His father was longing to return to America — he, Jimmy, by his idiotic behaviour was putting obstacles in the way of that return — what was the answer? The answer, to Jimmys way of thinking, was that all was not well with James Crocker, that, when all the evidence was weighed, James Crocker would appear to be a fool, a worm, a selfish waster, and a hopeless, low-down skunk.

Having come to this conclusion, Jimmy found himself so low in spirit that the cheerful bustle of Piccadilly was too much for him. He turned, and began to retrace his steps. Arriving in due course at the top of the Haymarket he hesitated, then turned down it till he reached Cockspur Street. Here the Trans-Atlantic steamship companies have their offices, and so it came about that Jimmy, chancing to look up as he walked, perceived before him, riding gallantly on a cardboard ocean behind a plate-glass window, the model of a noble vessel. He stopped, conscious of a curious thrill. There is a superstition in all of us. When an accidental happening chances to fit smoothly in with a mood, seeming to come as a direct commentary on that mood, we are apt to accept it in defiance of our pure reason as an omen. Jimmy strode to the window and inspected the model narrowly. The sight of it had started a new train of thought. His heart began to race. Hypnotic influences were at work on him.

Why not? Could there be a simpler solution of the whole trouble?

Inside the office he would see a man with whiskers buying a ticket for New York. The simplicity of the process fascinated him. All you had to do was to walk in, bend over the counter while the clerk behind it made dabs with a pencil at the illustrated plate of the ships interior organs, and hand over your money. A child could do it, if in funds. At this thought his hand strayed to his trouser-pocket. A musical crackling of bank-notes proceeded from the depths. His quarterly allowance had been paid to him only a short while before, and, though a willing spender, he still retained a goodly portion of it. He rustled the notes again. There was enough in that pocket to buy three tickets to New York. Should he? . . . Or, on the other hand — always look on both sides of the question — should he not?

It would certainly seem to be the best thing for all parties if he did follow the impulse. By remaining in London he was injuring everybody, himself included. . . . Well, there was no harm in making enquiries. Probably the boat was full up anyway. . . . He walked into the office.

Have you anything left on the Atlantic this trip?

The clerk behind the counter was quite the wrong sort of person for Jimmy to have had dealings with in his present mood. What Jimmy needed was a grave, sensible man who would have laid a hand on his shoulder and said Do nothing rash, my boy! The clerk fell short of this ideal in practically every particular. He was about twenty-two, and he seemed perfectly enthusiastic about the idea of Jimmy going to America. He beamed at Jimmy.

Plenty of room, he said. Very few people crossing. Give you excellent accommodation.

When does the boat sail?

Eight to-morrow morning from Liverpool. Boat-train leaves Paddington six to-night.

Prudence came at the eleventh hour to check Jimmy. This was not a matter, he perceived, to be decided recklessly, on the spur of a sudden impulse. Above all, it was not a matter to be decided before lunch. An empty stomach breeds imagination. He had ascertained that he could sail on the Atlantic if he wished to. The sensible thing to do now was to go and lunch and see how he felt about it after that. He thanked the clerk, and started to walk up the Haymarket, feeling hard-headed and practical, yet with a strong premonition that he was going to make a fool of himself just the same.

It was half-way up the Haymarket that he first became conscious of the girl with the red hair.

Plunged in thought, he had not noticed her before. And yet she had been walking a few paces in front of him most of the way. She had come out of Panton Street, walking briskly, as one going to keep a pleasant appointment. She carried herself admirably, with a jaunty swing.

Having become conscious of this girl, Jimmy, ever a warm admirer of the sex, began to feel a certain interest stealing over him. With interest came speculation. He wondered who she was. He wondered where she had bought that excellently fitting suit of tailor-made grey. He admired her back, and wondered whether her face, if seen, would prove a disappointment. Thus musing, he drew near to the top of the Haymarket, where it ceases to be a street and becomes a whirlpool of rushing traffic. And here the girl, having paused and looked over her shoulder, stepped off the sidewalk. As she did so a taxi-cab rounded the corner quickly from the direction of Coventry Street.

The agreeable surprise of finding the girls face fully as attractive as her back had stimulated Jimmy, so that he was keyed up for the exhibition of swift presence-of-mind. He jumped forward and caught her arm, and swung her to one side as the cab rattled past, its driver thinking hard thoughts to himself. The whole episode was an affair of seconds.

Thank you, said the girl.

She rubbed the arm which he had seized with rather a rueful expression. She was a little white, and her breath came quickly.

I hope I didnt hurt you, said Jimmy.

You did. Very much. But the taxi would have hurt me more.

She laughed. She looked very attractive when she laughed. She had a small, piquant, vivacious face. Jimmy, as he looked at it, had an odd feeling that he had seen her before — when and where he did not know. That mass of red-gold hair seemed curiously familiar. Somewhere in the hinterland of his mind there lurked a memory, but he could not bring it into the open. As for the girl, if she had ever met him before, she showed no signs of recollecting it. Jimmy decided that, if he had seen her, it must have been in his reporter days. She was plainly an American, and he occasionally had the feeling that he had seen every one in America when he had worked for the Chronicle.

Thats right, he said approvingly. Always look on the bright side.

I only arrived in London yesterday, said the girl, and I havent got used to your keeping-to-the-left rules. I dont suppose I shall ever get back to New York alive. Perhaps, as you have saved my life, you wouldnt mind doing me another service. Can you tell me which is the nearest and safest way to a restaurant called the Regent Grill?

Its just over there, at the corner of Regent Street. As to the safest way, if I were you I should cross over at the top of the street there and then work round westward. Otherwise you will have to cross Piccadilly Circus.

I absolutely refuse even to try to cross Piccadilly Circus. Thank you very much. I will follow your advice. I hope I shall get there. It doesnt seem at all likely.

She gave him a little nod, and moved away. Jimmy turned into that drug-store at the top of the Haymarket at which so many Londoners have found healing and comfort on the morning after, and bought the pink drink for which his system had been craving since he rose from bed. He wondered why, as he drained it, he should feel ashamed and guilty.

A few minutes later he found himself, with mild surprise, going down the steps of the Regent Grill. It was the last place he had had in his mind when he had left the steamship companys offices in quest of lunch. He had intended to seek out some quiet, restful nook where he could be alone with his thoughts. If anybody had told him then that five minutes later he would be placing himself of his own free will within the range of a restaurant orchestra playing My Little Grey Home in the West — and the orchestra at the Regent played little else — he would not have believed him.

Restaurants in all large cities have their ups and downs. At this time the Regent Grill was enjoying one of those bursts of popularity for which restaurateurs pray to whatever strange gods they worship. The more prosperous section of Londons Bohemia flocked to it daily. When Jimmy had deposited his hat with the robber-band who had their cave just inside the main entrance and had entered the grill-room, he found it congested. There did not appear to be a single unoccupied table.

From where he stood he could see the girl of the red-gold hair. Her back was towards him, and she was sitting at a table against one of the pillars with a little man with eye-glasses, a handsome woman in the forties, and a small stout boy who was skirmishing with the olives. As Jimmy hesitated, the vigilant head-waiter, who knew him well, perceived him, and hurried up.

In one moment, Mister Crockaire! he said, and began to scatter commands among the underlings. I will place a table for you in the aisle.

Next to that pillar, please, said Jimmy.

The underlings had produced a small table — apparently from up their sleeves, and were draping it in a cloth. Jimmy sat down and gave his order. Ordering was going on at the other table. The little man seemed depressed at the discovery that corn on the cob and soft-shelled crabs were not to be obtained, and his wifes reception of the news that clams were not included in the Regents bill-of-fare was so indignant that one would have said that she regarded the fact as evidence that Great Britain was going to pieces and would shortly lose her place as a world power.

A selection having finally been agreed upon, the orchestra struck up My Little Grey Home in the West, and no attempt was made to compete with it. When the last lingering strains had died away and the violinist-leader, having straightened out the kinks in his person which the rendition of the melody never failed to produce, had bowed for the last time, a clear, musical voice spoke from the other side of the pillar.

Jimmy Crocker is a WORM!

Jimmy spilled his cocktail. It might have been the voice of Conscience.

I despise him more than any one on earth. I hate to think that hes an American.

Jimmy drank the few drops that remained in his glass, partly to make sure of them, partly as a restorative. It is an unnerving thing to be despised by a red-haired girl whose life you have just saved. To Jimmy it was not only unnerving; it was uncanny. This girl had not known him when they met on the street a few moments before. How then was she able to display such intimate acquaintance with his character now as to describe him — justly enough — as a worm? Mingled with the mystery of the thing was its pathos. The thought that a girl could be as pretty as this one and yet dislike him so much was one of the saddest things Jimmy had ever come across. It was like one of those Things Which Make Me Weep In This Great City so dear to the hearts of the sob-writers of his late newspaper.

A waiter bustled up with a high-ball. Jimmy thanked him with his eyes. He needed it. He raised it to his lips.

Hes always drinking—

He set it down hurriedly.

 — and making a disgraceful exhibition of himself in public! I always think Jimmy Crocker—

Jimmy began to wish that somebody would stop this girl. Why couldnt the little man change the subject to the weather, or that stout child start prattling about some general topic? Surely a boy of that age, newly arrived in London, must have all sorts of things to prattle about? But the little man was dealing strenuously with a breaded cutlet, while the stout boy, grimly silent, surrounded fish-pie in the forthright manner of a starving python. As for the elder woman, she seemed to be wrestling with unpleasant thoughts, beyond speech.

 — I always think that Jimmy Crocker is the worst case I know of the kind of American young man who spends all his time in Europe and tries to become an imitation Englishman. Most of them are the sort any country would be glad to get rid of, but he used to work once, so you cant excuse him on the ground that he hasnt the sense to know what hes doing. Hes deliberately chosen to loaf about London and make a pest of himself. He went to pieces with his eyes open. Hes a perfect, utter, hopeless WORM!

Jimmy had never been very fond of the orchestra at the Regent Grill, holding the view that it interfered with conversation and made for an unhygienic rapidity of mastication; but he was profoundly grateful to it now for bursting suddenly into La Boheme, the loudest item in its repertory. Under cover of that protective din he was able to toy with a steaming dish which his waiter had brought. Probably that girl was saying all sorts of things about him still but he could not hear them.

The music died away. For a moment the tortured air quivered in comparative silence; then the girls voice spoke again. She had, however, selected another topic of conversation.

Ive seen all I want to of England, she said, Ive seen Westminster Abbey and the Houses of Parliament and His Majestys Theatre and the Savoy and the Cheshire Cheese, and Ive developed a frightful home-sickness. Why shouldnt we go back to-morrow?

For the first time in the proceedings the elder woman spoke. She cast aside her mantle of gloom long enough to say Yes, then wrapped it round her again. The little man, who had apparently been waiting for her vote before giving his own, said that the sooner he was on board a New York-bound boat the better he would be pleased. The stout boy said nothing. He had finished his fish-pie, and was now attacking jam roll with a sort of morose resolution.

Theres certain to be a boat, said the girl. There always is. Youve got to say that for England — its an easy place to get back to America from. She paused. What I cant understand is how, after having been in America and knowing what it was like, Jimmy Crocker could stand living . . .

The waiter had come to Jimmys side, bearing cheese; but Jimmy looked at it with dislike and shook his head in silent negation. He was about to depart from this place. His capacity for absorbing home-truths about himself was exhausted. He placed a noiseless sovereign on the table, caught the waiters eye, registered renunciation, and departed soft-footed down the aisle. The waiter, a man who had never been able to bring himself to believe in miracles, revised the views of a life-time. He looked at the sovereign, then at Jimmy, then at the sovereign again. Then he took up the coin and bit it furtively.

A few minutes later, a hat-check boy, untipped for the first time in his predatory career, was staring at Jimmy with equal intensity, but with far different feelings. Speechless concern was limned on his young face.

The commissionaire at the Piccadilly entrance of the restaurant touched his hat ingratiatingly, with the smug confidence of a man who is accustomed to getting sixpence a time for doing it.

Taxi, Mr. Crocker?

A worm, said Jimmy.

Beg pardon, sir?

Always drinking, explained Jimmy, and making a pest of himself.

He passed on. The commissionaire stared after him as intently as the waiter and the hat-check boy. He had sometimes known Mr. Crocker like this after supper, but never before during the luncheon hour.

Jimmy made his way to his club in Northumberland Avenue. For perhaps half an hour he sat in a condition of coma in the smoking-room; then, his mind made up, he went to one of the writing-tables. He sat awaiting inspiration for some minutes, then began to write.

The letter he wrote was to his father:

Dear Dad:

I have been thinking over what we talked about this morning, and it seems to me the best thing I can do is to drop out of sight for a brief space. If I stay on in London, I am likely at any moment to pull some boner like last nights which will spill the beans for you once more. The least I can do for you is to give you a clear field and not interfere, so I am off to New York by to-nights boat.

I went round to Percys to try to grovel in the dust before him, but he wouldnt see me. Its no good grovelling in the dust of the front steps for the benefit of a man whos in bed on the second floor, so I withdrew in more or less good order. I then got the present idea. Mark how all things work together for good. When they come to you and say No title for you. Your son slugged our pal Percy, all you have to do is to come back at them with I know my son slugged Percy, and believe me I didnt do a thing to him! I packed him off to America within twenty-four hours. Get me right, boys! Im anti-Jimmy and pro-Percy. To which their reply will be Oh, well, in that case arise, Lord Crocker! or whatever they say when slipping a title to a deserving guy. So you will see that by making this getaway I am doing the best I can to put things straight. I shall give this to Bayliss to give to you. I am going to call him up on the phone in a minute to have him pack a few simple tooth-brushes and so on for me. On landing in New York, I shall instantly proceed to the Polo Grounds to watch a game of Rounders, and will cable you the full score. Well. I think thats about all. So good-bye — or even farewell — for the present.

J.

P.S. I know youll understand, dad. Im doing what seems to me the only possible thing. Dont worry about me. I shall be all right. Ill get back my old job and be a terrific success all round. You go ahead and get that title and then meet me at the entrance of the Polo Grounds. Ill be looking for you.

P.P.S. Im a worm.

The young clerk at the steamship offices appeared rejoiced to see Jimmy once more. With a sunny smile he snatched a pencil from his ear and plunged it into the vitals of the Atlantic.

How about E. a hundred and eight?

Suits me.

Youre too late to go in the passenger-list, of course.

Jimmy did not reply. He was gazing rigidly at a girl who had just come in, a girl with red hair and a friendly smile.

So youre sailing on the Atlantic, too! she said, with a glance at the chart on the counter. How odd! We have just decided to go back on her too. Theres nothing to keep us here and were all homesick. Well, you see I wasnt run over after I left you.

A delicious understanding relieved Jimmys swimming brain, as thunder relieves the tense and straining air. The feeling that he was going mad left him, as the simple solution of his mystery came to him. This girl must have heard of him in New York — perhaps she knew people whom he knew and it was on hearsay, not on personal acquaintance, that she based that dislike of him which she had expressed with such freedom and conviction so short a while before at the Regent Grill. She did not know who he was!

Into this soothing stream of thought cut the voice of the clerk.

What name, please?

Jimmys mind rocked again. Why were these things happening to him to-day of all days, when he needed the tenderest treatment, when he had a headache already?

The clerk was eyeing him expectantly. He had laid down his pencil and was holding aloft a pen. Jimmy gulped. Every name in the English language had passed from his mind. And then from out of the dark came inspiration.

Bayliss, he croaked.

The girl held out her hand.

Then we can introduce ourselves at last. My name is Ann Chester. How do you do, Mr. Bayliss?

How do you do, Miss Chester?

The clerk had finished writing the ticket, and was pressing labels and a pink paper on him. The paper, he gathered dully, was a form and had to be filled up. He examined it, and found it to be a searching document. Some of its questions could be answered off-hand, others required thought.

Height? Simple. Five foot eleven.

Hair? Simple. Brown.

Eyes? Simple again. Blue.

Next, queries of a more offensive kind.

Are you a polygamist?

He could answer that. Decidedly no. One wife would be ample — provided she had red-gold hair, brown-gold eyes, the right kind of mouth, and a dimple. Whatever doubts there might be in his mind on other points, on that one he had none whatever.

Have you ever been in prison?

Not yet.

And then a very difficult one. Are you a lunatic?

Jimmy hesitated. The ink dried on his pen. He was wondering.

* * *

In the dim cavern of Paddington Station the boat-train snorted impatiently, varying the process with an occasional sharp shriek. The hands of the station clock pointed to ten minutes to six. The platform was a confused mass of travellers, porters, baggage, trucks, boys with buns and fruits, boys with magazines, friends, relatives, and Bayliss the butler, standing like a faithful watchdog beside a large suitcase. To the human surf that broke and swirled about him he paid no attention. He was looking for the young master.

Jimmy clove the crowd like a one-man flying-wedge. Two fruit and bun boys who impeded his passage drifted away like leaves on an Autumn gale.

Good man! He possessed himself of the suitcase. I was afraid you might not be able to get here.

The mistress is dining out, Mr. James. I was able to leave the house.

Have you packed everything I shall want?

Within the scope of a suitcase, yes, sir.

Splendid! Oh, by the way, give this letter to my father, will you?

Very good, sir.

Im glad you were able to manage. I thought your voice sounded doubtful over the phone.

I was a good deal taken aback, Mr. James. Your decision to leave was so extremely sudden.

So was Columbus. You know about him? He saw an egg standing on its head and whizzed off like a jack-rabbit.

If you will pardon the liberty, Mr. James, is it not a little rash — ?

Dont take the joy out of life, Bayliss. I may be a chump, but try to forget it. Use your willpower.

Good evening, Mr. Bayliss, said a voice behind them. They both turned. The butler was gazing rather coyly at a vision in a grey tailor-made suit.

Good evening, miss, he said doubtfully.

Ann looked at him in astonishment, then broke into a smile.

How stupid of me! I meant this Mr. Bayliss. Your son! We met at the steamship offices. And before that he saved my life. So we are old friends.

Bayliss, gaping perplexedly and feeling unequal to the intellectual pressure of the conversation, was surprised further to perceive a warning scowl on the face of his Mr. James. Jimmy had not foreseen this thing, but he had a quick mind and was equal to it.

How are you, Miss Chester? My father has come down to see me off. This is Miss Chester, dad.

A British butler is not easily robbed of his poise, but Bayliss was frankly unequal to the sudden demand on his presence of mind. He lowered his jaw an inch or two, but spoke no word.

Dads a little upset at my going, whispered Jimmy confidentially. Hes not quite himself.

Ann was a girl possessed not only of ready tact but of a kind heart. She had summed up Mr. Bayliss at a glance. Every line of him proclaimed him a respectable upper servant. No girl on earth could have been freer than she of snobbish prejudice, but she could not check a slight thrill of surprise and disappointment at the discovery of Jimmys humble origin. She understood everything, and there were tears in her eyes as she turned away to avoid intruding on the last moments of the parting of father and son.

Ill see you on the boat, Mr. Bayliss, she said.

Eh? said Bayliss.

Yes, yes, said Jimmy. Good-bye till then.

Ann walked on to her compartment. She felt as if she had just read a whole long novel, one of those chunky younger-English-novelist things. She knew the whole story as well as if it had been told to her in detail. She could see the father, the honest steady butler, living his life with but one aim, to make a gentleman of his beloved only son. Year by year he had saved. Probably he had sent the son to college. And now, with a fathers blessing and the remains of a fathers savings, the boy was setting out for the New World, where dollar-bills grew on trees and no one asked or cared who any one elses father might be.

There was a lump in her throat. Bayliss would have been amazed if he could have known what a figure of pathetic fineness he seemed to her. And then her thoughts turned to Jimmy, and she was aware of a glow of kindliness towards him. His father had succeeded in his lifes ambition. He had produced a gentleman! How easily and simply, without a trace of snobbish shame, the young man had introduced his father. There was the right stuff in him. He was not ashamed of the humble man who had given him his chance in life. She found herself liking Jimmy amazingly . . .

The hands of the clock pointed to three minutes to the hour. Porters skimmed to and fro like water-beetles.

I cant explain, said Jimmy. It wasnt temporary insanity; it was necessity.

Very good, Mr. James. I think you had better be taking your seat now.

Quite right, I had. It would spoil the whole thing if they left me behind. Bayliss, did you ever see such eyes? Such hair! Look after my father while I am away. Dont let the dukes worry him. Oh, and, Bayliss — Jimmy drew his hand from his pocket— as one pal to another—

Bayliss looked at the crackling piece of paper.

I couldnt, Mr. James, I really couldnt! A five-pound note! I couldnt!

Nonsense! Be a sport!

Begging your pardon, Mr. James, I really couldnt. You cannot afford to throw away your money like this. You cannot have a great deal of it, if you will excuse me for saying so.

I wont do anything of the sort. Grab it! Oh, Lord, the trains starting! Good-bye, Bayliss!

The engine gave a final shriek of farewell. The train began to slide along the platform, pursued to the last by optimistic boys offering buns for sale. It gathered speed. Jimmy, leaning out the window, was amazed at a spectacle so unusual as practically to amount to a modern miracle — the spectacled Bayliss running. The butler was not in the pink of condition, but he was striding out gallantly. He reached the door of Jimmys compartment, and raised his hand.

Begging your pardon, Mr. James, he panted, for taking the liberty, but I really couldnt!

He reached up and thrust something into Jimmys hand, something crisp and crackling. Then, his mission performed, fell back and stood waving a snowy handkerchief. The train plunged into the tunnel.

Jimmy stared at the five-pound note. He was aware, like Ann farther along the train, of a lump in his throat. He put the note slowly into his pocket.

The train moved on.


CHAPTER VII. ON THE BOAT-DECK
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RISING WATERS AND a fine flying scud that whipped stingingly over the side had driven most of the passengers on the Atlantic to the shelter of their staterooms or to the warm stuffiness of the library. It was the fifth evening of the voyage. For five days and four nights the ship had been racing through a placid ocean on her way to Sandy Hook: but in the early hours of this afternoon the wind had shifted to the north, bringing heavy seas. Darkness had begun to fall now. The sky was a sullen black. The white crests of the rollers gleamed faintly in the dusk, and the wind sang in the ropes.

Jimmy and Ann had had the boat-deck to themselves for half an hour. Jimmy was a good sailor: it exhilarated him to fight the wind and to walk a deck that heaved and dipped and shuddered beneath his feet; but he had not expected to have Anns company on such an evening. But she had come out of the saloon entrance, her small face framed in a hood and her slim body shapeless beneath a great cloak, and joined him in his walk.

Jimmy was in a mood of exaltation. He had passed the last few days in a condition of intermittent melancholy, consequent on the discovery that he was not the only man on board the Atlantic who desired the society of Ann as an alleviation of the tedium of an ocean voyage. The world, when he embarked on this venture, had consisted so exclusively of Ann and himself that, until the ship was well on its way to Queenstown, he had not conceived the possibility of intrusive males forcing their unwelcome attentions on her. And it had added bitterness to the bitter awakening that their attentions did not appear to be at all unwelcome. Almost immediately after breakfast on the very first day, a creature with a small black moustache and shining teeth had descended upon Ann and, vocal with surprise and pleasure at meeting her again — he claimed, damn him!, to have met her before at Palm Beach, Bar Harbor, and a dozen other places — had carried her off to play an idiotic game known as shuffle-board. Nor was this an isolated case. It began to be borne in upon Jimmy that Ann, whom he had looked upon purely in the light of an Eve playing opposite his Adam in an exclusive Garden of Eden, was an extremely well-known and popular character. The clerk at the shipping-office had lied absurdly when he had said that very few people were crossing on the Atlantic this voyage. The vessel was crammed till its sides bulged, it was loaded down in utter defiance of the Plimsoll law, with Rollos and Clarences and Dwights and Twombleys who had known and golfed and ridden and driven and motored and swum and danced with Ann for years. A ghastly being entitled Edgar Something or Teddy Something had beaten Jimmy by a short head in the race for the deck-steward, the prize of which was the placing of his deck-chair next to Anns. Jimmy had been driven from the promenade deck by the spectacle of this beastly creature lying swathed in rugs reading best-sellers to her.

He had scarcely seen her to speak to since the beginning of the voyage. When she was not walking with Rolly or playing shuffle-board with Twombley, she was down below ministering to the comfort of a chronically sea-sick aunt, referred to in conversation as poor aunt Nesta. Sometimes Jimmy saw the little man — presumably her uncle — in the smoking-room, and once he came upon the stout boy recovering from the effects of a cigar in a quiet corner of the boat-deck: but apart from these meetings the family was as distant from him as if he had never seen Ann at all — let alone saved her life.

And now she had dropped down on him from heaven. They were alone together with the good clean wind and the bracing scud. Rollo, Clarence, Dwight, and Twombley, not to mention Edgar or possibly Teddy, were down below — he hoped, dying. They had the world to themselves.

I love rough weather, said Ann, lifting her face to the wind. Her eyes were very bright. She was beyond any doubt or question the only girl on earth. Poor aunt Nesta doesnt. She was bad enough when it was quite calm, but this storm has finished her. Ive just been down below, trying to cheer her up.

Jimmy thrilled at the picture. Always fascinating, Ann seemed to him at her best in the role of ministering angel. He longed to tell her so, but found no words. They reached the end of the deck, and turned. Ann looked up at him.

Ive hardly seen anything of you since we sailed, she said. She spoke almost reproachfully. Tell me all about yourself, Mr. Bayliss. Why are you going to America?

Jimmy had had an impassioned indictment of the Rollos on his tongue, but she had closed the opening for it as quickly as she had made it. In face of her direct demand for information he could not hark back to it now. After all, what did the Rollos matter? They had no part in this little wind-swept world: they were where they belonged, in some nether hell on the C. or D. deck, moaning for death.

To make a fortune, I hope, he said.

Ann was pleased at this confirmation of her diagnosis. She had deduced this from the evidence at Paddington Station.

How pleased your father will be if you do!

The slight complexity of Jimmys affairs caused him to pause for a moment to sort out his fathers, but an instants reflection told him that she must be referring to Bayliss the butler.

Yes.

Hes a dear old man, said Ann. I suppose hes very proud of you?

I hope so.

You must do tremendously well in America, so as not to disappoint him. What are you thinking of doing?

Jimmy considered for a moment.

Newspaper work, I think.

Oh? Why, have you had any experience?

A little.

Ann seemed to grow a little aloof, as if her enthusiasm had been damped.

Oh, well, I suppose its a good enough profession. Im not very fond of it myself. Ive only met one newspaper man in my life, and I dislike him very much, so I suppose that has prejudiced me.

Who was that?

You wouldnt have met him. He was on an American paper. A man named Crocker.

A sudden gust of wind drove them back a step, rendering talk impossible. It covered a gap when Jimmy could not have spoken. The shock of the information that Ann had met him before made him dumb. This thing was beyond him. It baffled him.

Her next words supplied a solution. They were under shelter of one of the boats now and she could make herself heard.

It was five years ago, and I only met him for a very short while, but the prejudice has lasted.

Jimmy began to understand. Five years ago! It was not so strange, then, that they should not recognise each other now. He stirred up his memory. Nothing came to the surface. Not a gleam of recollection of that early meeting rewarded him. And yet something of importance must have happened then, for her to remember it. Surely his mere personality could not have been so unpleasant as to have made such a lasting impression on her!

I wish you could do something better than newspaper work, said Ann. I always think the splendid part about America is that it is such a land of adventure. There are such millions of chances. Its a place where anything may happen. Havent you an adventurous soul, Mr. Bayliss?

No man lightly submits to a charge, even a hinted charge, of being deficient in the capacity for adventure.

Of course I have, said Jimmy indignantly. Im game to tackle anything that comes along.

Im glad of that.

Her feeling of comradeship towards this young man deepened. She loved adventure and based her estimate of any member of the opposite sex largely on his capacity for it. She moved in a set, when at home, which was more polite than adventurous, and had frequently found the atmosphere enervating.

Adventure, said Jimmy, is everything.

He paused. Or a good deal, he concluded weakly.

Why qualify it like that? It sounds so tame. Adventure is the biggest thing in life.

It seemed to Jimmy that he had received an excuse for a remark of a kind that had been waiting for utterance ever since he had met her. Often and often in the watches of the night, smoking endless pipes and thinking of her, he had conjured up just such a vision as this — they two walking the deserted deck alone, and she innocently giving him an opening for some low-voiced, tender speech, at which she would start, look at him quickly, and then ask him haltingly if the words had any particular application. And after that — oh, well, all sorts of things might happen. And now the moment had come. It was true that he had always pictured the scene as taking place by moonlight and at present there was a half-gale blowing, out of an inky sky; also on the present occasion anything in the nature of a low-voiced speech was absolutely out of the question owing to the uproar of the elements. Still, taking these drawbacks into consideration, the chance was far too good to miss. Such an opening might never happen again. He waited till the ship had steadied herself after an apparently suicidal dive into an enormous roller, then, staggering back to her side, spoke.

Love is the biggest thing in life! he roared.

What is? shrieked Ann.

Love! bellowed Jimmy.

He wished a moment later that he had postponed this statement of faith, for their next steps took them into a haven of comparative calm, where some dimly seen portion of the vessels anatomy jutted out and formed a kind of nook where it was possible to hear the ordinary tones of the human voice. He halted here, and Ann did the same, though unwillingly. She was conscious of a feeling of disappointment and of a modification of her mood of comradeship towards her companion. She held strong views, which she believed to be unalterable, on the subject under discussion.

Love! she said. It was too dark to see her face, but her voice sounded unpleasantly scornful. I shouldnt have thought that you would have been so conventional as that. You seemed different.

Eh? said Jimmy blankly.

I hate all this talk about Love, as if it were something wonderful that was worth everything else in life put together. Every book you read and every song that you see in the shop-windows is all about Love. Its as if the whole world were in a conspiracy to persuade themselves that theres a wonderful something just round the corner which they can get if they try hard enough. And they hypnotise themselves into thinking of nothing else and miss all the splendid things of life.

Thats Shaw, isnt it? said Jimmy.

What is Shaw?

What you were saying. Its out of one of Bernard Shaws things, isnt it?

It is not. A note of acidity had crept into Anns voice. It is perfectly original.

Im certain Ive heard it before somewhere.

If you have, that simply means that you must have associated with some sensible person.

Jimmy was puzzled.

But why the grouch? he asked.

I dont understand you.

I mean, why do you feel that way about it?

Ann was quite certain now that she did not like this young man nearly as well as she had supposed. It is trying for a strong-minded, clear-thinking girl to have her philosophy described as a grouch.

Because Ive had the courage to think about it for myself, and not let myself be blinded by popular superstition. The whole world has united in making itself imagine that there is something called love which is the most wonderful happening in life. The poets and novelists have simply hounded them on to believe it. Its a gigantic swindle.

A wave of tender compassion swept over Jimmy. He understood it all now. Naturally a girl who had associated all her life with the Rollos, Clarences, Dwights, and Twombleys would come to despair of the possibility of falling in love with any one.

You havent met the right man, he said. She had, of course, but only recently: and, anyway, he could point that out later.

There is no such thing as the right man, said Ann resolutely, if you are suggesting that there is a type of man in existence who is capable of inspiring what is called romantic love. I believe in marriage. . . .

Good work! said Jimmy, well satisfied.

 . . . But not as the result of a sort of delirium. I believe in it as a sensible partnership between two friends who know each other well and trust each other. The right way of looking at marriage is to realise, first of all, that there are no thrills, no romances, and then to pick out some one who is nice and kind and amusing and full of life and willing to do things to make you happy.

Ah! said Jimmy, straightening his tie, Well, thats something.

How do you mean — thats something? Are you shocked at my views?

I dont believe they are your views. Youve been reading one of these stern, soured fellows who analyse things.

Ann stamped. The sound was inaudible, but Jimmy noticed the movement.

Cold? he said. Lets walk on.

Anns sense of humour reasserted itself. It was not often that it remained dormant for so long. She laughed.

I know exactly what you are thinking, she said. You believe that I am posing, that those arent my real opinions.

They cant be. But I dont think you are posing. Its getting on for dinner-time, and youve got that wan, sinking feeling that makes you look upon the world and find it a hollow fraud. The bugle will be blowing in a few minutes, and half an hour after that you will be yourself again.

Im myself now. I suppose you cant realise that a pretty girl can hold such views.

Jimmy took her arm.

Let me help you, he said. Theres a knothole in the deck. Watch your step. Now, listen to me. Im glad youve brought up this subject — I mean the subject of your being the prettiest girl in the known world—

I never said that.

Your modesty prevented you. But its a fact, nevertheless. Im glad, I say, because I have been thinking a lot along those lines myself, and I have been anxious to discuss the point with you. You have the most glorious hair I have ever seen!

Do you like red hair?

Red-gold.

It is nice of you to put it like that. When I was a child all except a few of the other children called me Carrots.

They have undoubtedly come to a bad end by this time. If bears were sent to attend to the children who criticised Elijah, your little friends were in line for a troupe of tigers. But there were some of a finer fibre? There were a few who didnt call you Carrots?

One or two. They called me Brick-Top.

They have probably been electrocuted since. Your eyes are perfectly wonderful!

Ann withdrew her arm. An extensive acquaintance of young men told her that the topic of conversation was now due to be changed.

You will like America, she said.

We are not discussing America.

I am. It is a wonderful country for a man who wants to succeed. If I were you, I should go out West.

Do you live out West?

No.

Then why suggest my going there? Where do you live?

I live in New York.

I shall stay in New York, then.

Ann was wary, but amused. Proposals of marriage — and Jimmy seemed to be moving swiftly towards one — were no novelty in her life. In the course of several seasons at Bar Harbor, Tuxedo, Palm Beach, and in New York itself, she had spent much of her time foiling and discouraging the ardour of a series of sentimental youths who had laid their unwelcome hearts at her feet.

New York is open for staying in about this time, I believe.

Jimmy was silent. He had done his best to fight a tendency to become depressed and had striven by means of a light tone to keep himself resolutely cheerful, but the girls apparently total indifference to him was too much for his spirits. One of the young men who had had to pick up the heart he had flung at Anns feet and carry it away for repairs had once confided to an intimate friend, after the sting had to some extent passed, that the feelings of a man who made love to Ann might be likened to the emotions which hot chocolate might be supposed to entertain on contact with vanilla ice-cream. Jimmy, had the comparison been presented to him, would have endorsed its perfect accuracy. The wind from the sea, until now keen and bracing, had become merely infernally cold. The song of the wind in the rigging, erstwhile melodious, had turned into a damned depressing howling.

I used to be as sentimental as any one a few years ago, said Ann, returning to the dropped subject. Just after I left college, I was quite maudlin. I dreamed of moons and Junes and loves and doves all the time. Then something happened which made me see what a little fool I was. It wasnt pleasant at the time, but it had a very bracing effect. I have been quite different ever since. It was a man, of course, who did it. His method was quite simple. He just made fun of me, and Nature did the rest.

Jimmy scowled in the darkness. Murderous thoughts towards the unknown brute flooded his mind.

I wish I could meet him! he growled.

You arent likely to, said Ann. He lives in England. His name is Crocker. Jimmy Crocker. I spoke about him just now.

Through the howling of the wind cut the sharp notes of a bugle. Ann turned to the saloon entrance.

Dinner! she said brightly. How hungry one gets on board ship! She stopped. Arent you coming down, Mr. Bayliss?

Not just yet, said Jimmy thickly.


CHAPTER VIII. PAINFUL SCENE IN A CAFE
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THE NOONDAY SUN beat down on Park Row. Hurrying mortals, released from a thousand offices, congested the sidewalks, their thoughts busy with the vision of lunch. Up and down the canyon of Nassau Street the crowds moved more slowly. Candy-selling aliens jostled newsboys, and huge dray-horses endeavoured to the best of their ability not to grind the citizenry beneath their hooves. Eastward, pressing on to the City Hall, surged the usual dense army of happy lovers on their way to buy marriage-licenses. Men popped in and out of the subway entrances like rabbits. It was a stirring, bustling scene, typical of this nerve-centre of New Yorks vast body.

Jimmy Crocker, standing in the doorway, watched the throngs enviously. There were men in that crowd who chewed gum, there were men who wore white satin ties with imitation diamond stick-pins, there were men who, having smoked seven-tenths of a cigar, were eating the remainder: but there was not one with whom he would not at that moment willingly have exchanged identities. For these men had jobs. And in his present frame of mind it seemed to him that no further ingredient was needed for the recipe of the ultimate human bliss.

The poet has said some very searching and unpleasant things about the man whose heart has neer within him burned as home his footsteps he has turned from wandering on some foreign strand, but he might have excused Jimmy for feeling just then not so much a warmth of heart as a cold and clammy sensation of dismay. He would have had to admit that the words High though his titles, proud his name, boundless his wealth as wish can claim did not apply to Jimmy Crocker. The latter may have been concentred all on self, but his wealth consisted of one hundred and thirty-three dollars and forty cents and his name was so far from being proud that the mere sight of it in the files of the New York Sunday Chronicle, the record-room of which he had just been visiting, had made him consider the fact that he had changed it to Bayliss the most sensible act of his career.

The reason for Jimmys lack of enthusiasm as he surveyed the portion of his native land visible from his doorway is not far to seek. The Atlantic had docked on Saturday night, and Jimmy, having driven to an excellent hotel and engaged an expensive room therein, had left instructions at the desk that breakfast should be served to him at ten oclock and with it the Sunday issue of the Chronicle. Five years had passed since he had seen the dear old rag for which he had reported so many fires, murders, street-accidents, and weddings: and he looked forward to its perusal as a formal taking seisin of his long-neglected country. Nothing could be more fitting and symbolic than that the first morning of his return to America should find him propped up in bed reading the good old Chronicle. Among his final meditations as he dropped off to sleep was a gentle speculation as to who was City editor now and whether the comic supplement was still featuring the sprightly adventures of the Doughnut family.

A wave of not unmanly sentiment passed over him on the following morning as he reached out for the paper. The sky-line of New York, seen as the boat comes up the bay, has its points, and the rattle of the Elevated trains and the quaint odour of the Subway extend a kindly welcome, but the thing that really convinces the returned traveller that he is back on Manhattan Island is the first Sunday paper. Jimmy, like every one else, began by opening the comic supplement: and as he scanned it a chilly discomfort, almost a premonition of evil, came upon him. The Doughnut Family was no more. He knew that it was unreasonable of him to feel as if he had just been informed of the death of a dear friend, for Pa Doughnut and his associates had been having their adventures five years before he had left the country, and even the toughest comic supplementary hero rarely endures for a decade: but nevertheless the shadow did fall upon his morning optimism, and he derived no pleasure whatever from the artificial rollickings of a degraded creature called Old Pop Dill-Pickle who was offered as a substitute.

But this, he was to discover almost immediately, was a trifling disaster. It distressed him, but it did not affect his material welfare. Tragedy really began when he turned to the magazine section. Scarcely had he started to glance at it when this headline struck him like a bullet:

PICCADILLY JIM AT IT AGAIN

And beneath it his own name.

Nothing is so capable of diversity as the emotion we feel on seeing our name unexpectedly in print. We may soar to the heights or we may sink to the depths. Jimmy did the latter. A mere cursory first inspection of the article revealed the fact that it was no eulogy. With an unsparing hand the writer had muck-raked his eventful past, the text on which he hung his remarks being that ill-fated encounter with Lord Percy Whipple at the Six Hundred Club. This the scribe had recounted at a length and with a boisterous vim which outdid even Bill Blakes effort in the London Daily Sun. Bill Blake had been handicapped by consideration of space and the fact that he had turned in his copy at an advanced hour when the paper was almost made up. The present writer was shackled by no restrictions. He had plenty of room to spread himself in, and he had spread himself. So liberal had been the editors views in the respect that, in addition to the letter-press, the pages contained an unspeakably offensive picture of a burly young man in an obviously advanced condition of alcoholism raising his fist to strike a monocled youth in evening dress who had so little chin that Jimmy was surprised that he had ever been able to hit it. The only gleam of consolation that he could discover in this repellent drawing was the fact that the artist had treated Lord Percy even more scurvily than himself. Among other things, the second son of the Duke of Devizes was depicted as wearing a coronet — a thing which would have excited remark even in a London night-club.

Jimmy read the thing through in its entirety three times before he appreciated a nuance which his disordered mind had at first failed to grasp — to wit, that this character-sketch of himself was no mere isolated outburst but apparently one of a series. In several places the writer alluded unmistakeably to other theses on the same subject.

Jimmys breakfast congealed on its tray, untouched. That boon which the gods so seldom bestow, of seeing ourselves as others see us, had been accorded to him in full measure. By the time he had completed his third reading he was regarding himself in a purely objective fashion not unlike the attitude of a naturalist towards some strange and loathesome manifestation of insect life. So this was the sort of fellow he was! He wondered they had let him in at a reputable hotel.

The rest of the day he passed in a state of such humility that he could have wept when the waiters were civil to him. On the Monday morning he made his way to Park Row to read the files of the Chronicle — a morbid enterprise, akin to the eccentric behaviour of those priests of Baal who gashed themselves with knives or of authors who subscribe to press-clipping agencies.

He came upon another of the articles almost at once, in an issue not a month old. Then there was a gap of several weeks, and hope revived that things might not be as bad as he had feared — only to be crushed by another trenchant screed. After that he set about his excavations methodically, resolved to know the worst. He knew it in just under two hours. There it all was — his row with the bookie, his bad behaviour at the political meeting, his breach-of-promise case. It was a complete biography.

And the name they called him. Piccadilly Jim! Ugh!

He went out into Park Row, and sought a quiet doorway where he could brood upon these matters.

It was not immediately that the practical or financial aspect of the affair came to scourge him. For an appreciable time he suffered in his self-esteem alone. It seemed to him that all these bustling persons who passed knew him, that they were casting sidelong glances at him and laughing derisively, that those who chewed gum chewed it sneeringly and that those who ate their cigars ate them with thinly-veiled disapproval and scorn. Then, the passage of time blunting sensitiveness, he found that there were other and weightier things to consider.

As far as he had had any connected plan of action in his sudden casting-off of the flesh-pots of London, he had determined as soon as possible after landing to report at the office of his old paper and apply for his ancient position. So little thought had he given to the minutiae of his future plans that it had not occurred to him that he had anything to do but walk in, slap the gang on the back, and announce that he was ready to work. Work! — on the staff of a paper whose chief diversion appeared to be the satirising of his escapades! Even had he possessed the moral courage — or gall — to make the application, what good would it be? He was a by-word in a world where he had once been a worthy citizen. What paper would trust Piccadilly Jim with an assignment? What paper would consider Piccadilly Jim even on space rates? A chill dismay crept over him. He seemed to hear the grave voice of Bayliss the butler speaking in his car as he had spoken so short a while before at Paddington Station.

Is it not a little rash, Mr. James?

Rash was the word. Here he stood, in a country that had no possible use for him, a country where competition was keen and jobs for the unskilled infrequent. What on earth was there that he could do?

Well, he could go home. . . . No, he couldnt. His pride revolted at that solution. Prodigal Son stuff was all very well in its way, but it lost its impressiveness if you turned up again at home two weeks after you had left. A decent interval among the husks and swine was essential. Besides, there was his father to consider. He might be a poor specimen of a fellow, as witness the Sunday Chronicle passim, but he was not so poor as to come slinking back to upset things for his father just when he had done the only decent thing by removing himself. No, that was out of the question.

What remained? The air of New York is bracing and healthy, but a man cannot live on it. Obviously he must find a job. But what job?

What could he do?

A gnawing sensation in the region of the waistcoat answered the question. The solution — which it put forward was, it was true, but a temporary one, yet it appealed strongly to Jimmy. He had found it admirable at many crises. He would go and lunch, and it might be that food would bring inspiration.

He moved from his doorway and crossed to the entrance of the subway. He caught a timely express, and a few minutes later emerged into the sunlight again at Grand Central. He made his way westward along Forty-second Street to the hotel which he thought would meet his needs. He had scarcely entered it when in a chair by the door he perceived Ann Chester, and at the sight of her all his depression vanished and he was himself again.

Why, how do you do, Mr. Bayliss? Are you lunching here?

Unless there is some other place that you would prefer, said Jimmy. I hope I havent kept you waiting.

Ann laughed. She was looking very delightful in something soft and green.

Im not going to lunch with you. Im waiting for Mr. Ralstone and his sister. Do you remember him? He crossed over with us. His chair was next to mine on the promenade deck.

Jimmy was shocked. When he thought how narrowly she had escaped, poor girl, from lunching with that insufferable pill Teddy — or was it Edgar? — he felt quite weak. Recovering himself, he spoke firmly.

When were they to have met you?

At one oclock.

It is now five past. You are certainly not going to wait any longer. Come with me, and we will whistle for cabs.

Dont be absurd!

Come along. I want to talk to you about my future.

I shall certainly do nothing of the kind, said Ann, rising. She went with him to the door. Teddy would never forgive me. She got into the cab. Its only because you have appealed to me to help you discuss your future, she said, as they drove off. Nothing else would have induced me . . .

I know, said Jimmy. I felt that I could rely on your womanly sympathy. Where shall we go?

Where do you want to go? Oh, I forget that you have never been in New York before. By the way, what are your impressions of our glorious country?

Most gratifying, if only I could get a job.

Tell him to drive to Delmonicos. Its just around the corner on Forty-fourth Street.

There are some things round the corner, then?

That sounds cryptic. What do you mean.

Youve forgotten our conversation that night on the ship. You refused to admit the existence of wonderful things just round the corner. You said some very regrettable things that night. About love, if you remember.

You cant be going to talk about love at one oclock in the afternoon! Talk about your future.

Love is inextricably mixed up with my future.

Not with your immediate future. I thought you said that you were trying to get a job. Have you given up the idea of newspaper work, then?

Absolutely.

Well, Im rather glad.

The cab drew up at the restaurant door, and the conversation was interrupted. When they were seated at their table and Jimmy had given an order to the waiter of absolutely inexcusable extravagance, Ann returned to the topic.

Well, now the thing is to find something for you to do.

Jimmy looked round the restaurant with appreciative eyes. The summer exodus from New York was still several weeks distant, and the place was full of prosperous-looking lunchers, not one of whom appeared to have a care or an unpaid bill in the world. The atmosphere was redolent of substantial bank-balances. Solvency shone from the closely shaven faces of the men and reflected itself in the dresses of the women. Jimmy sighed.

I suppose so, he said. Though for choice Id like to be one of the Idle Rich. To my mind the ideal profession is strolling into the office and touching the old dad for another thousand.

Ann was severe.

You revolt me! she said. I never heard anything so thoroughly disgraceful. You need work!

One of these days, said Jimmy plaintively, I shall be sitting by the roadside with my dinner-pail, and you will come by in your limousine, and I shall look up at you and say You hounded me into this! How will you feel then?

Very proud of myself.

In that case, there is no more to be said. Id much rather hang about and try to get adopted by a millionaire, but if you insist on my working — Waiter!

What do you want? asked Ann.

Will you get me a Classified Telephone Directory, said Jimmy.

What for? asked Ann.

To look for a profession. There is nothing like being methodical.

The waiter returned, bearing a red book. Jimmy thanked him and opened it at the As.

The boy, what will he become? he said. He turned the pages. How about an Auditor? What do you think of that?

Do you think you could audit?

That I could not say till I had tried. I might turn out to be very good at it. How about an Adjuster?

An adjuster of what?

The book doesnt say. It just remarks broadly — in a sort of spacious way— Adjuster. I take it that, having decided to become an adjuster, you then sit down and decide what you wish to adjust. One might, for example, become an Asparagus Adjuster.

A what?

Surely you know? Asparagus Adjusters are the fellows who sell those rope-and-pulley affairs by means of which the Smart Set lower asparagus into their mouths — or rather Francis the footman does it for them, of course. The diner leans back in his chair, and the menial works the apparatus in the background. It is entirely superseding the old-fashioned method of picking the vegetable up and taking a snap at it. But I suspect that to be a successful Asparagus Adjuster requires capital. We now come to Awning Crank and Spring Rollers. I dont think I should like that. Rolling awning cranks seems to me a sorry way of spending lifes springtime. Lets try the Bs.

Lets try this omelette. It looks delicious. Jimmy shook his head.

I will toy with it — but absently and in a distrait manner, as becomes a man of affairs. Theres nothing in the Bs. I might devote my ardent youth to Bar-Room Glassware and Bottlers Supplies. On the other hand, I might not. Similarly, while there is no doubt a bright future for somebody in Celluloid, Fiberloid, and Other Factitious Goods, instinct tells me that there is none for— he pulled up on the verge of saying, James Braithwaite Crocker, and shuddered at the nearness of the pitfall.  — for— he hesitated again— for Algernon Bayliss, he concluded.

Ann smiled delightedly. It was so typical that his father should have called him something like that. Time had not dimmed her regard for the old man she had seen for that brief moment at Paddington Station. He was an old dear, and she thoroughly approved of this latest manifestation of his supposed pride in his offspring.

Is that really your name — Algernon?

I cannot deny it.

I think your father is a darling, said Ann inconsequently.

Jimmy had buried himself in the directory again.

The Ds, he said. Is it possible that posterity will know me as Bayliss the Dermatologist? Or as Bayliss the Drop Forger? I dont quite like that last one. It may be a respectable occupation, but it sounds rather criminal to me. The sentence for forging drops is probably about twenty years with hard labour.

I wish you would put that book away and go on with your lunch, said Ann.

Perhaps, said Jimmy, my grandchildren will cluster round my knee some day and say in their piping, childish voices, Tell us how you became the Elastic Stocking King, grandpa! What do you think?

I think you ought to be ashamed of yourself. You are wasting your time, when you ought to be either talking to me or else thinking very seriously about what you mean to do.

Jimmy was turning the pages rapidly.

I will be with you in a moment, he said. Try to amuse yourself somehow till I am at leisure. Ask yourself a riddle. Tell yourself an anecdote. Think of life. No, its no good. I dont see myself as a Fan Importer, a Glass Beveller, a Hotel Broker, an Insect Exterminator, a Junk Dealer, a Kalsomine Manufacturer, a Laundryman, a Mausoleum Architect, a Nurse, an Oculist, a Paper-Hanger, a Quilt Designer, a Roofer, a Ship Plumber, a Tinsmith, an Undertaker, a Veterinarian, a Wig Maker, an X-ray apparatus manufacturer, a Yeast producer, or a Zinc Spelter. He closed the book. There is only one thing to do. I must starve in the gutter. Tell me — you know New York better than I do — where is there a good gutter?

At this moment there entered the restaurant an Immaculate Person. He was a young man attired in faultlessly fitting clothes, with shoes of flawless polish and a perfectly proportioned floweret in his buttonhole. He surveyed the room through a monocle. He was a pleasure to look upon, but Jimmy, catching sight of him, started violently and felt no joy at all; for he had recognised him. It was a man he knew well and who knew him well — a man whom he had last seen a bare two weeks ago at the Bachelors Club in London. Few things are certain in this world, but one was that, if Bartling — such was the Visions name — should see him, he would come over and address him as Crocker. He braced himself to the task of being Bayliss, the whole Bayliss, and nothing but Bayliss. It might be that stout denial would carry him through. After all, Reggie Bartling was a man of notoriously feeble intellect, who could believe in anything.

The monocle continued its sweep. It rested on Jimmys profile.

By Gad! said the Vision.

Reginald Bartling had landed in New York that morning, and already the loneliness of a strange city had begun to oppress him. He had come over on a visit of pleasure, his suit-case stuffed with letters of introduction, but these he had not yet used. There was a feeling of home-sickness upon him, and he ached for a pal. And there before him sat Jimmy Crocker, one of the best. He hastened to the table.

I say, Crocker, old chap, I didnt know you were over here. When did you arrive?

Jimmy was profoundly thankful that he had seen this pest in time to be prepared for him. Suddenly assailed in this fashion, he would undoubtedly have incriminated himself by recognition of his name. But, having anticipated the visitation, he was able to say a whole sentence to Ann before showing himself aware that it was he who was addressed.

I say! Jimmy Crocker!

Jimmy achieved one of the blankest stares of modern times. He looked at Ann. Then he looked at Bartling again.

I think theres some mistake, he said. My name is Bayliss.

Before his stony eye the immaculate Bartling wilted. It was a perfectly astounding likeness, but it was apparent to him when what he had ever heard and read about doubles came to him. He was confused. He blushed. It was deuced bad form going up to a perfect stranger like this and pretending you knew him. Probably the chappie thought he was some kind of a confidence johnnie or something. It was absolutely rotten! He continued to blush till one could have fancied him scarlet to the ankles. He backed away, apologising in ragged mutters. Jimmy was not insensible to the pathos of his suffering acquaintances position; he knew Reggie and his devotion to good form sufficiently well to enable him to appreciate the others horror at having spoken to a fellow to whom he had never been introduced; but necessity forbade any other course. However Reggies soul might writhe and however sleepless Reggies nights might become as a result of this encounter, he was prepared to fight it out on those lines if it took all summer. And, anyway, it was darned good for Reggie to get a jolt like that every once in a while. Kept him bright and lively.

So thinking, he turned to Ann again, while the crimson Bartling tottered off to restore his nerve centres to their normal tone at some other hostelry. He found Ann staring amazedly at him, eyes wide and lips parted.

Odd, that! he observed with a light carelessness which he admired extremely and of which he would not have believed himself capable. I suppose I must be somebodys double. What was the name he said?

Jimmy Crocker! cried Ann.

Jimmy raised his glass, sipped, and put it down.

Oh yes, I remember. So it was. Its a curious thing, too, that it sounds familiar. Ive heard the name before somewhere.

I was talking about Jimmy Crocker on the ship. That evening on deck.

Jimmy looked at her doubtfully.

Were you? Oh yes, of course. Ive got it now. He is the man you dislike so.

Ann was still looking at him as if he had undergone a change into something new and strange.

I hope you arent going to let the resemblance prejudice you against me? said Jimmy. Some are born Jimmy Crockers, others have Jimmy Crockers thrust upon them. I hope youll bear in mind that I belong to the latter class.

Its such an extraordinary thing.

Oh, I dont know. You often hear of doubles. There was a man in England a few years ago who kept getting sent to prison for things some genial stranger who happened to look like him had done.

I dont mean that. Of course there are doubles. But it is curious that you should have come over here and that we should have met like this at just this time. You see, the reason I went over to England at all was to try to get Jimmy Crocker to come back here.

What!

I dont mean that I did. I mean that I went with my uncle and aunt, who wanted to persuade him to come and live with them.

Jimmy was now feeling completely out of his depth.

Your uncle and aunt? Why?

I ought to have explained that they are his uncle and aunt, too. My aunts sister married his father.

But—

Its quite simple, though it doesnt sound so. Perhaps you havent read the Sunday Chronicle lately? It has been publishing articles about Jimmy Crockers disgusting behaviour in London — they call him Piccadilly Jim, you know—

In print, that name had shocked Jimmy. Spoken, and by Ann, it was loathly. Remorse for his painful past tore at him.

There was another one printed yesterday.

I saw it, said Jimmy, to avert description.

Oh, did you? Well, just to show you what sort of a man Jimmy Crocker is, the Lord Percy Whipple whom he attacked in the club was his very best friend. His step-mother told my aunt so. He seems to be absolutely hopeless. She smiled. Youre looking quite sad, Mr. Bayliss. Cheer up! You may look like him, but you arent him he? — him? — no, he is right. The soul is what counts. If youve got a good, virtuous, Algernonish soul, it doesnt matter if youre so like Jimmy Crocker that his friends come up and talk to you in restaurants. In fact, its rather an advantage, really. Im sure that if you were to go to my aunt and pretend to be Jimmy Crocker, who had come over after all in a fit of repentance, she would be so pleased that there would be nothing she wouldnt do for you. You might realise your ambition of being adopted by a millionaire. Why dont you try it? I wont give you away.

Before they found me out and hauled me off to prison, I should have been near you for a time. I should have lived in the same house with you, spoken to you — ! Jimmys voice shook.

Ann turned her head to address an imaginary companion.

You must listen to this, my dear, she said in an undertone. He speaks wonderfully! They used to call him the Boy Orator in his home-town. Sometimes that, and sometimes Eloquent Algernon!

Jimmy eyed her fixedly. He disapproved of this frivolity.

One of these days you will try me too high — !

Oh, you didnt hear what I was saying to my friend, did you? she said in concern. But I meant it, every word. I love to hear you talk. You have such feeling!

Jimmy attuned himself to the key of the conversation.

Have you no sentiment in you? he demanded.

I was just warming up, too! In another minute you would have heard something worth while. Youve damped me now. Lets talk about my lifework again.

Have you thought of anything?

Id like to be one of those fellows who sit in offices, and sign checks, and tell the office-boy to tell Mr. Rockerfeller they can give him five minutes. But of course I should need a check-book, and I havent got one. Oh well, I shall find something to do all right. Now tell me something about yourself. Lets drop the future for awhile.



An hour later Jimmy turned into Broadway. He walked pensively, for he had much to occupy his mind. How strange that the Petts should have come over to England to try to induce him to return to New York, and how galling that, now that he was in New York, this avenue to a prosperous future was closed by the fact that something which he had done five years ago — that he could remember nothing about it was quite maddening — had caused Ann to nurse this abiding hatred of him. He began to dream tenderly of Ann, bumping from pedestrian to pedestrian in a gentle trance.

From this trance the seventh pedestrian aroused him by uttering his name, the name which circumstances had compelled him to abandon.

Jimmy Crocker!

Surprise brought Jimmy back from his dreams to the hard world — surprise and a certain exasperation. It was ridiculous to be incognito in a city which he had not visited in five years and to be instantly recognised in this way by every second man he met. He looked sourly at the man. The other was a sturdy, square-shouldered, battered young man, who wore on his homely face a grin of recognition and regard. Jimmy was not particularly good at remembering faces, but this persons was of a kind which the poorest memory might have recalled. It was, as the advertisements say, distinctively individual. The broken nose, the exiguous forehead, and the enlarged ears all clamoured for recognition. The last time Jimmy had seen Jerry Mitchell had been two years before at the National Sporting Club in London, and, placing him at once, he braced himself, as a short while ago he had braced himself to confound immaculate Reggie.

Hello! said the battered one.

Hello indeed! said Jimmy courteously. In what way can I brighten your life?

The grin faded from the others face. He looked puzzled.

Youre Jimmy Crocker, aint you?

No. My name chances to be Algernon Bayliss.

Jerry Mitchell reddened.

Scuse me. My mistake.

He was moving off, but Jimmy stopped him. Parting from Ann had left a large gap in his life, and he craved human society.

I know you now, he said. Youre Jerry Mitchell. I saw you fight Kid Burke four years ago in London.

The grin returned to the pugilists face, wider than ever. He beamed with gratification.

Gee! Think of that! Ive quit since then. Im working for an old guy named Pett. Funny thing, hes Jimmy Crockers uncle that I mistook you for. Say, youre a dead ringer for that guy! I could have sworn it was him when you bumped into me. Say, are you doing anything?

Nothing in particular.

Come and have a yarn. Theres a place I know just round by here.

Delighted.

They made their way to the place.

Whats yours? said Jerry Mitchell. Im on the wagon myself, he said apologetically.

So am I, said Jimmy. Its the only way. No sense in always drinking and making a disgraceful exhibition of yourself in public!

Jerry Mitchell received this homily in silence. It disposed definitely of the lurking doubt in his mind as to the possibility of this man really being Jimmy Crocker. Though outwardly convinced by the others denial, he had not been able to rid himself till now of a nebulous suspicion. But this convinced him. Jimmy Crocker would never have said a thing like that nor would have refused the offer of alcohol. He fell into pleasant conversation with him. His mind eased.


CHAPTER IX. MRS. PETT IS SHOCKED
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AT FIVE OCLOCK in the afternoon some ten days after her return to America, Mrs. Pett was at home to her friends in the house on Riverside Drive. The proceedings were on a scale that amounted to a reception, for they were not only a sort of official notification to New York that one of its most prominent hostesses was once more in its midst, but were also designed to entertain and impress Mr. Hammond Chester, Anns father, who had been spending a couple of days in the metropolis preparatory to departing for South America on one of his frequent trips. He was very fond of Ann in his curious, detached way, though he never ceased in his private heart to consider it injudicious of her not to have been born a boy, and he always took in New York for a day or two on his way from one wild and lonely spot to another, if he could manage it.

The large drawing-room overlooking the Hudson was filled almost to capacity with that strange mixture of humanity which Mrs. Pett chiefly affected. She prided herself on the Bohemian element in her parties, and had become during the past two years a human drag-net, scooping Genius from its hiding-place and bringing it into the open. At different spots in the room stood the six resident geniuses to whose presence in the home Mr. Pett had such strong objections, and in addition to these she had collected so many more of a like breed from the environs of Washington Square that the air was clamorous with the hoarse cries of futurist painters, esoteric Buddhists, vers libre poets, interior decorators, and stage reformers, sifted in among the more conventional members of society who had come to listen to them. Men with new religions drank tea with women with new hats. Apostles of Free Love expounded their doctrines to persons who had been practising them for years without realising it. All over the room throats were being strained and minds broadened.

Mr. Chester, standing near the door with Ann, eyed the assemblage with the genial contempt of a large dog for a voluble pack of small ones. He was a massive, weather-beaten man, who looked very like Ann in some ways and would have looked more like her but for the misfortune of having had some of his face clawed away by an irritable jaguar with whom he had had a difference some years back in the jungles of Peru.

Do you like this sort of thing? he asked.

I dont mind it, said Ann.

Well, I shall be very sorry to leave you, Ann, but Im glad Im pulling out of here this evening. Who are all these people?

Ann surveyed the gathering.

Thats Ernest Wisden, the playwright, over there, talking to Lora Delane Porter, the feminist writer. Thats Clara Whats-her-name, the sculptor, with the bobbed hair. Next to her—

Mr. Chester cut short the catalogue with a stifled yawn.

Wheres old Pete? Doesnt he come to these jamborees?

Ann laughed.

Poor uncle Peter! If he gets back from the office before these people leave, he will sneak up to his room and stay there till its safe to come out. The last time I made him come to one of these parties he was pounced on by a woman who talked to him for an hour about the morality of Finance and seemed to think that millionaires were the scum of the earth.

He never would stand up for himself. Mr. Chesters gaze hovered about the room, and paused. Whos that fellow? I believe Ive seen him before somewhere.

A constant eddying swirl was animating the multitude. Whenever the mass tended to congeal, something always seemed to stir it up again. This was due to the restless activity of Mrs. Pett, who held it to be the duty of a good hostess to keep her guests moving. From the moment when the room began to fill till the moment when it began to empty she did not cease to plough her way to and fro, in a manner equally reminiscent of a hawk swooping on chickens and an earnest collegian bucking the line. Her guests were as a result perpetually forming new ententes and combinations, finding themselves bumped about like those little moving figures which one sees in shop-windows on Broadway, which revolve on a metal disc until, urged by impact with another little figure, they scatter to regroup themselves elsewhere. It was a fascinating feature of Mrs. Petts at-homes and one which assisted that mental broadening process already alluded to that one never knew, when listening to a discussion on the sincerity of Oscar Wilde, whether it would not suddenly change in the middle of a sentence to an argument on the inner meaning of the Russian Ballet.

Plunging now into a group dominated for the moment by an angular woman who was saying loud and penetrating things about the suffrage, Mrs. Pett had seized and removed a tall, blonde young man with a mild, vacuous face. For the past few minutes this young man had been sitting bolt upright on a chair with his hands on his knees, so exactly in the manner of an end-man at a minstrel show that one would hardly have been surprised had he burst into song or asked a conundrum.

Ann followed her fathers gaze.

Do you mean the man talking to aunt Nesta? There, theyve gone over to speak to Willie Partridge. Do you mean that one?

Yes. Who is he?

Well, I like that! said Ann. Considering that you introduced him to us! Thats Lord Wisbeach, who came to uncle Peter with a letter of introduction from you. You met him in Canada.

I remember now. I ran across him in British Columbia. We camped together one night. Id never seen him before and I didnt see him again. He said he wanted a letter to old Pete for some reason, so I scribbled him one in pencil on the back of an envelope. Ive never met any one who played a better game of draw poker. He cleaned me out. Theres a lot in that fellow, in spite of his looking like a musical comedy dude. Hes clever.

Ann looked at him meditatively.

Its odd that you should be discovering hidden virtues in Lord Wisbeach, father. Ive been trying to make up my mind about him. He wants me to marry him.

He does! I suppose a good many of these young fellows here want the same thing, dont they, Ann? Mr. Chester looked at his daughter with interest. Her growing-up and becoming a beauty had always been a perplexity to him. He could never rid himself of the impression of her as a long-legged child in short skirts. I suppose youre refusing them all the time?

Every day from ten to four, with an hour off for lunch. I keep regular office hours. Admission on presentation of visiting card.

And how do you feel about this Lord Wisbeach?

I dont know, said Ann frankly. Hes very nice. And — what is more important — hes different. Most of the men I know are all turned out of the same mould. Lord Wisbeach — and one other man — are the only two Ive met who might not be the brothers of all the rest.

Whos the other?

A man I hardly know. I met him on board ship—

Mr. Chester looked at his watch.

Its up to you, Ann, he said. Theres one comfort in being your father — I dont mean that exactly; I mean that it is a comfort to me AS your father — to know that I need feel no paternal anxiety about you. I dont have to give you advice. Youve not only got three times the sense that I have, but youre not the sort of girl who would take advice. Youve always known just what you wanted ever since you were a kid. . . . Well, if youre going to take me down to the boat, wed better be starting. Wheres the car?

Waiting outside. Arent you going to say good-bye to aunt Nesta?

Good God, no! exclaimed Mr. Chester in honest concern. What! Plunge into that pack of coyotes and fight my way through to her! Id be torn to pieces by wild poets. Besides, it seems silly to make a fuss saying good-bye when Im only going to be away a short time. I shant go any further than Colombia this trip.

Youll be able to run back for week-ends, said Ann.

She paused at the door to cast a fleeting glance over her shoulder at the fair-haired Lord Wisbeach, who was now in animated conversation with her aunt and Willie Partridge; then she followed her father down the stairs. She was a little thoughtful as she took her place at the wheel of her automobile. It was not often that her independent nature craved outside support, but she was half conscious of wishing at the present juncture that she possessed a somewhat less casual father. She would have liked to ask him to help her decide a problem which had been vexing her for nearly three weeks now, ever since Lord Wisbeach had asked her to marry him and she had promised to give him his answer on her return from England. She had been back in New York several days now, but she had not been able to make up her mind. This annoyed her, for she was a girl who liked swift decisiveness of thought and action both in others and in herself. She was fond of Mr. Chester in much the same unemotional, detached way that he was fond of her, but she was perfectly well aware of the futility of expecting counsel from him. She said good-bye to him at the boat, fussed over his comfort for awhile in a motherly way, and then drove slowly back. For the first time in her life she was feeling uncertain of herself. When she had left for England, she had practically made up her mind to accept Lord Wisbeach, and had only deferred actual acceptance of him because in her cool way she wished to re-examine the position at her leisure. Second thoughts had brought no revulsion of feeling. She had not wavered until her arrival in New York. Then, for some reason which baffled her, the idea of marrying Lord Wisbeach had become vaguely distasteful. And now she found herself fluctuating between this mood and her former one.

She reached the house on Riverside Drive, but did not slacken the speed of the machine. She knew that Lord Wisbeach would be waiting for her there, and she did not wish to meet him just yet. She wanted to be alone. She was feeling depressed. She wondered if this was because she had just departed from her father, and decided that it was. His swift entrances into and exits from her life always left her temporarily restless. She drove on up the river. She meant to decide her problem one way or the other before she returned home.

Lord Wisbeach, meanwhile, was talking to Mrs. Pett and Willie, its inventor, about Partridgite. Willie, on hearing himself addressed, had turned slowly with an air of absent self-importance, the air of a great thinker disturbed in mid-thought. He always looked like that when spoken to, and there were those — Mr. Pett belonged to this school of thought — who held that there was nothing to him beyond that look and that he had built up his reputation as a budding mastermind on a foundation that consisted entirely of a vacant eye, a mop of hair through which he could run his fingers, and the fame of his late father.

Willie Partridge was the son of the great inventor, Dwight Partridge, and it was generally understood that the explosive, Partridgite, was to be the result of a continuation of experiments which his father had been working upon at the time of his death. That Dwight Partridge had been trying experiments in the direction of a new and powerful explosive during the last year of his life was common knowledge in those circles which are interested in such things. Foreign governments were understood to have made tentative overtures to him. But a sudden illness, ending fatally, had finished the budding career of Partridgite abruptly, and the world had thought no more of it until an interview in the Sunday Chronicle, that store-house of information about interesting people, announced that Willie was carrying on his fathers experiments at the point where he had left off. Since then there had been vague rumours of possible sensational developments, which Willie had neither denied nor confirmed. He preserved the mysterious silence which went so well with his appearance.

Having turned slowly so that his eyes rested on Lord Wisbeachs ingenuous countenance, Willie paused, and his face assumed the expression of his photograph in the Chronicle.

Ah, Wisbeach! he said.

Lord Wisbeach did not appear to resent the patronage of his manner. He plunged cheerily into talk. He had a pleasant, simple way of comporting himself which made people like him.

I was just telling Mrs. Pett, he said, that I shouldnt be surprised if you were to get an offer for your stuff from our fellows at home before long. I saw a lot of our War Office men when I was in England, dont you know. Several of them mentioned the stuff.

Willie resented Partridgite as being referred to as the stuff, but he made allowance. All Englishmen talked that way, he supposed.

Indeed? he said.

Of course, said Mrs. Pett, Willie is a patriot and would have to give our own authorities the first chance.

Rather!

But you know what officials are all over the world. They are so sceptical and they move so slowly.

I know. Our men at home are just the same as a rule. Ive got a pal who invented something-or-other, I forget what, but it was a most decent little contrivance and very useful and all that; and he simply cant get them to say Yes or No about it. But, all the same, I wonder you didnt have some of them trying to put out feelers to you when you were in London.

Oh, we were only in London a few hours. By the way, Lord Wisbeach, my sister— — Mrs. Pett paused; she disliked to have to mention her sister or to refer to this subject at all, but curiosity impelled her— my sister said that you are a great friend of her step-son, James Crocker. I didnt know that you knew him.

Lord Wisbeach seemed to hesitate for a moment.

Hes not coming over, is he? Pity! It would have done him a world of good. Yes, Jimmy Crocker and I have always been great pals. Hes a bit of a nut, of course, . . . I beg your pardon! . . . I mean . . . He broke off confusedly, and turned to Willie again to cover himself. How are you getting on with the jolly old stuff? he asked.

If Willie had objected to Partridgite being called the stuff, he was still less in favour of its being termed the jolly old stuff. He replied coldly.

I have ceased to get along with the jolly old stuff.

Struck a snag? enquired Lord Wisbeach sympathetically.

On the contrary, my experiments have been entirely successful. I have enough Partridgite in my laboratory to blow New York to bits!

Willie! exclaimed Mrs. Pett. Why didnt you tell me before? You know I am so interested.

I only completed my work last night.

He moved off with an important nod. He was tired of Lord Wisbeachs society. There was something about the young man which he did not like. He went to find more congenial company in a group by the window.

Lord Wisbeach turned to his hostess. The vacuous expression had dropped from his face like a mask. A pair of keen and intelligent eyes met Mrs. Petts.

Mrs. Pett, may I speak to you seriously?

Mrs. Petts surprise at the alteration in the man prevented her from replying. Much as she liked Lord Wisbeach, she had never given him credit for brains, and it was a man with brains and keen ones who was looking at her now. She nodded.

If your nephew has really succeeded in his experiments, you should be awfully careful. That stuff ought not to lie about in his laboratory, though no doubt he has hidden it as carefully as possible. It ought to be in a safe somewhere. In that safe in your library. News of this kind moves like lightning. At this very moment, there may be people watching for a chance of getting at the stuff.

Every nerve in Mrs. Petts body, every cell of a brain which had for years been absorbing and giving out sensational fiction, quivered irrepressibly at these words, spoken in a low, tense voice which gave them additional emphasis. Never had she misjudged a man as she had misjudged Lord Wisbeach.

Spies? she quavered.

They wouldnt call themselves that, said Lord Wisbeach. Secret Service agents. Every country has its men whose only duty it is to handle this sort of work.

They would try to steal Willies — ? Mrs. Petts voice failed.

They would not look on it as stealing. Their motives would be patriotic. I tell you, Mrs. Pett, I have heard stories from friends of mine in the English Secret Service which would amaze you. Perfectly straight men in private life, but absolutely unscrupulous when at work. They stick at nothing — nothing. If I were you, I should suspect every one, especially every stranger. He smiled engagingly. You are thinking that that is odd advice from one who is practically a stranger like myself. Never mind. Suspect me, too, if you like. Be on the safe side.

I would not dream of doing such a thing, Lord Wisbeach, said Mrs. Pett horrified. I trust you implicitly. Even supposing such a thing were possible, would you have warned me like this, if you had been — ?

Thats true, said Lord Wisbeach. I never thought of that. Well, let me say, suspect everybody but me. He stopped abruptly. Mrs. Pett, he whispered, dont look round for a moment. Wait. The words were almost inaudible. Who is that man behind you? He has been listening to us. Turn slowly.

With elaborate carelessness, Mrs. Pett turned her head. At first she thought her companion must have alluded to one of a small group of young men who, very improperly in such surroundings, were discussing with raised voices the prospects of the clubs competing for the National League Baseball Pennant. Then, extending the sweep of her gaze, she saw that she had been mistaken. Midway between her and this group stood a single figure, the figure of a stout man in a swallow-tail suit, who bore before him a tray with cups on it. As she turned, this man caught her eye, gave a guilty start, and hurried across the room.

You saw? said Lord Wisbeach. He was listening. Who is that man? Your butler apparently. What do you know of him?

He is my new butler. His name is Skinner.

Ah, your new butler? He hasnt been with you long, then?

He only arrived from England three days ago.

From England? How did he get in here? I mean, on whose recommendation?

Mr. Pett offered him the place when we met him at my sisters in London. We went over there to see my sister, Eugenia — Mrs. Crocker. This man was the butler who admitted us. He asked Mr. Pett something about baseball, and Mr. Pett was so pleased that he offered him a place here if he wanted to come over. The man did not give any definite answer then, but apparently he sailed on the next boat, and came to the house a few days after we had returned.

Lord Wisbeach laughed softly.

Very smart. Of course they had him planted there for the purpose.

What ought I to do? asked Mrs. Pett agitatedly.

Do nothing. There is nothing that you can do, for the present, except keep your eyes open. Watch this man Skinner. See if he has any accomplices. It is hardly likely that he is working alone. Suspect everybody. Believe me . . .

At this moment, apparently from some upper region, there burst forth an uproar so sudden and overwhelming that it might well have been taken for a premature testing of a large sample of Partridgite; until a moment later it began to resemble more nearly the shrieks of some partially destroyed victim of that death-dealing invention. It was a bellow of anguish, and it poured through the house in a cascade of sound, advertising to all beneath the roof the twin facts that some person unknown was suffering and that whoever the sufferer might be he had excellent lungs.

The effect on the gathering in the drawing-room was immediate and impressive. Conversation ceased as if it had been turned off with a tap. Twelve separate and distinct discussions on twelve highly intellectual topics died instantaneously. It was as if the last trump had sounded. Futurist painters stared pallidly at vers libre poets, speech smitten from their lips; and stage performers looked at esoteric Buddhists with a wild surmise.

The sudden silence had the effect of emphasising the strange noise and rendering it more distinct, thus enabling it to carry its message to one at least of the listeners. Mrs. Pett, after a moment of strained attention in which time seemed to her to stand still, uttered a wailing cry and leaped for the door.

Ogden! she shrilled; and passed up the stairs two at a time, gathering speed as she went. A boys best friend is his mother.


CHAPTER X. INSTRUCTION IN DEPORTMENT
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WHILE THE FEAST of reason and flow of soul had been in progress in the drawing-room, in the gymnasium on the top floor Jerry Mitchell, awaiting the coming of Mr. Pett, had been passing the time in improving with strenuous exercise his already impressive physique. If Mrs. Petts guests had been less noisily concentrated on their conversation, they might have heard the muffled tap-tap-tap that proclaimed that Jerry Mitchell was punching the bag upstairs.

It was not until he had punched it for perhaps five minutes that, desisting from his labours, he perceived that he had the pleasure of the company of little Ogden Ford. The stout boy was standing in the doorway, observing him with an attentive eye.

What are you doing? enquired Ogden.

Jerry passed a gloved fist over his damp brow.

Punchin the bag.

He began to remove his gloves, eyeing Ogden the while with a disapproval which he made no attempt to conceal. An extremist on the subject of keeping in condition, the spectacle of the bulbous stripling was a constant offence to him. Ogden, in pursuance of his invariable custom on the days when Mrs. Pett entertained, had been lurking on the stairs outside the drawing-room for the past hour, levying toll on the food-stuffs that passed his way. He wore a congested look, and there was jam about his mouth.

Why? he said, retrieving a morsel of jam from his right cheek with the tip of his tongue.

To keep in condition.

Why do you want to keep in condition?

Jerry flung the gloves into their locker.

Fade! he said wearily. Fade!

Huh?

Beat it!

Huh? Much pastry seemed to have clouded the boys mind.

Run away.

Dont want to run away.

The annoyed pugilist sat down and scrutinised his visitor critically.

You never do anything you dont want to, I guess?

No, said Ogden simply. Youve got a funny nose, he added dispassionately. What did you do to it to make it like that?

Mr. Mitchell shifted restlessly on his chair. He was not a vain man, but he was a little sensitive about that particular item in his make-up.

Lizzie says its the funniest nose she ever saw. She says its something out of a comic supplement.

A dull flush, such as five minutes with the bag had been unable to produce, appeared on Jerry Mitchells peculiar countenance. It was not that he looked on Lizzie Murphy, herself no Lillian Russell, as an accepted authority on the subject of facial beauty; but he was aware that in this instance she spoke not without reason, and he was vexed, moreover, as many another had been before him, by the note of indulgent patronage in Ogdens voice. His fingers twitched a little eagerly, and he looked sullenly at his tactless junior.

Get out!

Huh?

Get outa here!

Dont want to get out of here, said Ogden with finality. He put his hand in his trouser-pocket and pulled out a sticky mass which looked as if it might once have been a cream-puff or a meringue. He swallowed it contentedly. Id forgotten I had that, he explained. Mary gave it to me on the stairs. Mary thinks youve a funny nose, too, he proceeded, as one relating agreeable gossip.

Can it! Can it! exclaimed the exasperated pugilist.

Im only telling you what I heard her say.

Mr. Mitchell rose convulsively and took a step towards his persecutor, breathing noisily through the criticised organ. He was a chivalrous man, a warm admirer of the sex, but he was conscious of a wish that it was in his power to give Mary what he would have described as hers. She was one of the parlour-maids, a homely woman with a hard eye, and it was part of his grievance against her that his Maggie, alias Celestine, Mrs. Petts maid, had formed an enthusiastic friendship with her. He had no evidence to go on, but he suspected Mary of using her influence with Celestine to urge the suit of his leading rival for the latters hand, Biggs the chauffeur. He disliked Mary intensely, even on general grounds. Ogdens revelation added fuel to his aversion. For a moment he toyed with the fascinating thought of relieving his feelings by spanking the boy, but restrained himself reluctantly at the thought of the inevitable ruin which would ensue. He had been an inmate of the house long enough to know, with a completeness which would have embarrassed that gentleman, what a cipher Mr. Pett was in the home and how little his championship would avail in the event of a clash with Mrs. Pett. And to give Ogden that physical treatment which should long since have formed the main plank in the platform of his education would be to invite her wrath as nothing else could. He checked himself, and reached out for the skipping-rope, hoping to ease his mind by further exercise.

Ogden, chewing the remains of the cream-puff, eyed him with languid curiosity.

What are you doing that for?

Mr. Mitchell skipped grimly on.

What are you doing that for? I thought only girls skipped.

Mr. Mitchell paid no heed. Ogden, after a moments silent contemplation, returned to his original train of thought.

I saw an advertisement in a magazine the other day of a sort of machine for altering the shape of noses. You strap it on when you go to bed. You ought to get pop to blow you to one.

Jerry Mitchell breathed in a laboured way.

You want to look nice about the place, dont you? Well, then! theres no sense in going around looking like that if you dont have to, is there? I heard Mary talking about your nose to Biggs and Celestine. She said she had to laugh every time she saw it.

The skipping-rope faltered in its sweep, caught in the skippers legs, and sent him staggering across the room. Ogden threw back his head and laughed merrily. He liked free entertainments, and this struck him as a particularly enjoyable one.

There are moments in the life of every man when the impulse attacks him to sacrifice his future to the alluring gratification of the present. The strong man resists such impulses. Jerry Mitchell was not a weak man, but he had been sorely tried. The annoyance of Ogdens presence and conversation had sapped his self-restraint, as dripping water will wear away a rock. A short while before, he had fought down the urgent temptation to massacre this exasperating child, but now, despised love adding its sting to that of injured vanity, he forgot the consequences. Bounding across the room, he seized Ogden in a powerful grip, and the next instant the latters education, in the true sense of the word, so long postponed, had begun; and with it that avalanche of sound which, rolling down into the drawing-room, hurled Mrs. Pett so violently and with such abruptness from the society of her guests.

Disposing of the last flight of stairs with the agility of the chamois which leaps from crag to crag of the snow-topped Alps, Mrs. Pett finished with a fine burst of speed along the passage on the top floor, and rushed into the gymnasium just as Jerrys avenging hand was descending for the eleventh time.


CHAPTER XI. JIMMY DECIDES TO BE HIMSELF
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IT WAS LESS than a quarter of an hour later — such was the speed with which Nemesis, usually slow, had overtaken him — that Jerry Mitchell, carrying a grip and walking dejectedly, emerged from the back premises of the Pett home and started down Riverside Drive in the direction of his boarding-house, a cheap, clean, and respectable establishment situated on Ninety-seventh Street between the Drive and Broadway. His usually placid nervous system was ruffled and a-quiver from the events of the afternoon, and his cauliflower ears still burned reminiscently at the recollection of the uncomplimentary words shot at them by Mrs. Pett before she expelled him from the house. Moreover, he was in a mild panic at the thought of having to see Ann later on and try to explain the disaster to her. He knew how the news would affect her. She had set her heart on removing Ogden to more disciplinary surroundings, and she could not possibly do it now that her ally was no longer an inmate of the house. He was an essential factor in the scheme, and now, to gratify the desire of the moment, he had eliminated himself. Long before he reached the brown-stone house, which looked exactly like all the other brown-stone houses in all the other side-streets of uptown New York, the first fine careless rapture of his mad outbreak had passed from Jerry Mitchell, leaving nervous apprehension in its place. Ann was a girl whom he worshipped respectfully, but he feared her in her wrath.

Having entered the boarding-house, Jerry, seeking company in his hour of sorrow, climbed the stairs till he reached a door on the second floor. Sniffing and detecting the odour of tobacco, he knocked and was bidden to enter.

Hello, Bayliss! he said sadly, having obeyed the call.

He sat down on the end of the bed and heaved a deep sigh.

The room which he had entered was airy but small, so small, indeed, that the presence of any furniture in it at all was almost miraculous, for at first sight it seemed incredible that the bed did not fill it from side to side. There were however, a few vacant spots, and in these had been placed a wash-stand, a chest of drawers, and a midget rocking-chair. The window, which the thoughtful architect had designed at least three sizes too large for the room and which admitted the evening air in pleasing profusion, looked out onto a series of forlorn back-yards. In boarding-houses, it is only the windows of the rich and haughty that face the street.

On the bed, a corn-cob pipe between his teeth, lay Jimmy Crocker. He was shoeless and in his shirt-sleeves. There was a crumpled evening paper on the floor beside the bed. He seemed to be taking his rest after the labours of a trying day.

At the sound of Jerrys sigh he raised his head, but, finding the attitude too severe a strain on the muscles of the neck, restored it to the pillow.

Whats the matter, Jerry? You seem perturbed. You have the aspect of one whom Fate has smitten in the spiritual solar plexus, or of one who has been searching for the leak in Lifes gaspipe with a lighted candle. Whats wrong?

Curtains!

Jimmy, through long absence from his native land, was not always able to follow Jerrys thoughts when concealed in the wrappings of the peculiar dialect which he affected.

I get you not, friend. Supply a few footnotes.

Ive been fired.

Jimmy sat up. This was no imaginary trouble, no mere malaise of the temperament. It was concrete, and called for sympathy.

Im awfully sorry, he said. No wonder you arent rollicking. How did it happen?

That half-portion Bill Taft came joshing me about my beezer till it got something fierce, explained Jerry. William J. Bryan couldnt have stood for it.

Once again Jimmy lost the thread. The wealth of political allusion baffled him.

Whats Taft been doing to you?

It wasnt Taft. He only looks like him. It was that kid Ogden up where I work. He came butting into the gym, joshing me about — makin persnal remarks till I kind of lost my goat, and the next thing I knew I was giving him his! A faint gleam of pleasure lightened the gloom of his face. I certnly give him his! The gleam faded. And after that — well, here I am!

Jimmy understood now. He had come to the boarding-house the night of his meeting with Jerry Mitchell on Broadway, and had been there ever since, and frequent conversations with the pugilist had put him abreast of affairs at the Pett home. He was familiar with the personnel of the establishment on Riverside Drive, and knew precisely how great was the crime of administering correction to Ogden Ford, no matter what the cause. Nor did he require explanation of the phenomenon of Mrs. Pett dismissing one who was in her husbands private employment. Jerry had his sympathy freely.

You appear, he said, to have acted in a thoroughly capable and praiseworthy manner. The only point in your conduct which I would permit myself to criticise is your omission to slay the kid. That, however, was due, I take it, to the fact that you were interrupted. We will now proceed to examine the future. I cannot see that it is altogether murky. You have lost a good job, but there are others, equally good, for a man of your calibre. New York is crammed with dyspeptic millionaires who need an efficient physical instructor to look after them. Cheer up, Cuthbert, for the sun is still shining!

Jerry Mitchell shook his head. He refused to be comforted.

Its Miss Ann, he said. What am I going to say to her?

What has she got to do with it? asked Jimmy, interested.

For a moment Jerry hesitated, but the desire for sympathy and advice was too strong for him. And after all there was no harm in confiding in a good comrade like Jimmy.

Its like this, he said. Miss Ann and me had got it all fixed up to kidnap the kid!

What!

Say, I dont mean ordinary kidnapping. Its this way. Miss Ann come to me and we agree that the kids a pest that had ought to have some strong-arm keep him in order, so we decide to get him away to a friend of mine who keeps a dogs hospital down on Long Island. Bud Smithers is the guy to handle that kid. You ought to see him take hold of a dog thats all grouch and ugliness and make it over into a dog that its a pleasure to have around. I thought a few weeks with Bud was what the doctor ordered for Ogden, and Miss Ann guessed I was right, so we had it all framed. And now this happens and balls everything up! She cant do nothing with a husky kid like that without me to help her. And how am I going to help her if Im not allowed in the house?

Jimmy was conscious of a renewed admiration for a girl whom he had always considered a queen among women. How rarely in this world did one find a girl who combined every feminine charm of mind and body with a resolute determination to raise Cain at the slightest provocation!

What an absolutely corking idea!

Jerry smirked modestly at the approbation, but returned instantly to his gloom.

You get me now? What am I to say to her? Shell be sore!

The problem, Jimmy had begun, is one which, as you suggest, presents certain— when there was a knock at the door and the head of the boarding-houses maid-of-all-work popped in.

Mr. Bayliss, is Mr. Mitchell — ? Oh, say, Mr. Mitchell, theres a lady down below wants to see you. Says her names Chester.

Jerry looked at Jimmy appealingly.

Whatll I do?

Do nothing, said Jimmy, rising and reaching for his shoes. Ill go down and see her. I can explain for you.

Its mighty good of you.

It will be a pleasure. Rely on me.

Ann, who had returned from her drive shortly after the Ogden disaster and had instantly proceeded to the boarding-house, had been shown into the parlour. Jimmy found her staring in a rapt way at a statuette of the Infant Samuel which stood near a bowl of wax fruit on the mantelpiece. She was feeling aggrieved with Fate and extremely angry with Jerry Mitchell, and she turned at the sound of the opening door with a militant expression in her eyes, which changed to one of astonishment on perceiving who it was that had come in.

Mr. Bayliss!

Good evening, Miss Chester. We, so to speak, meet again. I have come as an intermediary. To be brief, Jerry Mitchell darent face you, so I offered to come down instead.

But how — but why are you here?

I live here. He followed her gaze. It rested on a picture of cows in a field. Late American school, he said. Attributed to the landladys niece, a graduate of the Wissahickon, Pa. Correspondence School of Pictorial Art. Said to be genuine.

You live here? repeated Ann. She had been brought up all her life among the carefully thought out effects of eminent interior decorators, and the room seemed more dreadful to her than it actually was. What an awful room!

Awful? You must be overlooking the piano. Cant you see the handsome plush cover from where you are standing? Move a little to the southeast and shade your eyes. We get music here of an evening — when we dont see it coming and sidestep.

Why in the name of goodness do you live here, Mr. Bayliss?

Because, Miss Chester, I am infernally hard up! Because the Bayliss bank-roll has been stricken with a wasting sickness.

Ann was looking at him incredulously.

But — but — then, did you really mean all that at lunch the other day? I thought you were joking. I took it for granted that you could get work whenever you wanted to or you wouldnt have made fun of it like that! Cant you really find anything to do?

Plenty to do. But Im not paid for it. I walk a great number of blocks and jump into a great number of cars and dive into elevators and dive out again and open doors and say Good morning when people tell me they havent a job for me. My days are quite full, but my pocket-book isnt!

Ann had forgotten all about her errand in her sympathy.

Im so sorry. Why, its terrible! I should have thought you could have found something.

I thought the same till the employers of New York in a body told me I couldnt. Men of widely differing views on religion, politics, and a hundred other points, they were unanimous on that. The nearest I came to being a financial Titan was when I landed a job in a store on Broadway, demonstrating a patent collar-clip at ten dollars a week. For awhile all Nature seemed to be shouting Ten per! Ten per! than which there are few sweeter words in the language. But I was fired half-way through the second day, and Nature changed her act.

But why?

It wasnt my fault. Just Fate. This contrivance was called Klipstones Kute Kollar-Klip, and it was supposed to make it easy for you to fasten your tie. My job was to stand in the window in my shirt-sleeves, gnashing my teeth and registering baffled rage when I tried the old, obsolete method and beaming on the multitude when I used the Klip. Unfortunately I got the cards mixed. I beamed when I tried the old, obsolete method and nearly burst myself with baffled fury just after I had exhibited the card bearing the words I will now try Klipstones Kute Klip. I couldnt think what the vast crowd outside the window was laughing at till the boss, who chanced to pause on the outskirts of the gathering on his way back from lunch, was good enough to tell me. Nothing that I could say would convince him that I was not being intentionally humorous. I was sorry to lose the job, though it did make me feel like a goldfish. But talking of being fired brings us back to Jerry Mitchell.

Oh, never mind Jerry Mitchell now—

On the contrary, let us discuss his case and the points arising from it with care and concentration. Jerry Mitchell has told me all!

Ann was startled.

What do you mean?

The word all, said Jimmy, is slang for everything. You see in me a confidant. In a word, I am hep.

You know — ?

Everything. A colloquialism, explained Jimmy, for all. About Ogden, you know. The scheme. The plot. The enterprise.

Ann found nothing to say.

I am thoroughly in favour of the plan. So much so that I propose to assist you by taking Jerrys place.

I dont understand.

Do you remember at lunch that day, after that remarkable person had mistaken me for Jimmy Crocker, you suggested in a light, casual way that if I were to walk into your uncles office and claim to be Jimmy Crocker I should be welcomed without a question? Im going to do it. Then, once aboard the lugger — once in the house, I am at your orders. Use me exactly as you would have used Jerry Mitchell.

But — but — !

Jerry! said Jimmy scornfully. Cant I do everything that he could have done? And more. A bonehead like Jerry would have been certain to have bungled the thing somehow. I know him well. A good fellow, but in matters requiring intellect and swift thought dead from the neck up. Its a very lucky thing he is out of the running. I love him like a brother, but his dome is of ivory. This job requires a man of tact, sense, shrewdness, initiative, esprit, and verve. He paused. Me! he concluded.

But its ridiculous! Its out of the question!

Not at all. I must be extraordinarily like Jimmy Crocker, or that fellow at the restaurant wouldnt have taken me for him. Leave this in my hands. I can get away with it.

I shant dream of allowing you—

At nine oclock to-morrow morning, said Jimmy firmly, I present myself at Mr. Petts office. Its all settled.

Ann was silent. She was endeavouring to adjust her mind to the idea. Her first startled revulsion from it had begun to wane. It was an idea peculiarly suited to her temperament, an idea that she might have suggested herself if she had thought of it. Soon, from being disapproving, she found herself glowing with admiration for its author. He was a young man of her own sort!

You asked me on the boat, if you remember, said Jimmy, if I had an adventurous soul. I am now submitting my proofs. You also spoke highly of America as a land where there were adventures to be had. I now see that you were right.

Ann thought for a moment.

If I consent to your doing this insane thing, Mr. Bayliss, will you promise me something?

Anything.

Well, in the first place I absolutely refuse to let you risk all sorts of frightful things by coming into this kidnapping plot. She waved him down, and went on. But I see where you can help me very much. As I told you at lunch, my aunt would do anything for Jimmy Crocker if he were to appear in New York now. I want you to promise that you will confine your activities to asking her to let Jerry Mitchell come back.

Never!

You said you would promise me anything.

Anything but that.

Then it is all off!

Jimmy pondered.

Its terribly tame that way.

Never mind. Its the only way I will consider.

Very well. I protest, though.

Ann sat down.

I think youre splendid, Mr. Bayliss. Im much obliged!

Not at all.

It will be such a splendid thing for Ogden, wont it?

Admirable.

Now the only thing to do is just to see that we have got everything straight. How about this, for instance? They will ask you when you arrived in New York. How are you going to account for your delay in coming to see them?

Ive thought of that. Theres a boat that docks to-morrow — the Caronia, I think. Ive got a paper upstairs. Ill look it up. I can say I came by her.

That seems all right. Its lucky you and uncle Peter never met on the Atlantic.

And now as to my demeanour on entering the home? How should I behave? Should I be jaunty or humble? What would a long-lost nephew naturally do?

A long-lost nephew with a record like Jimmy Crockers would crawl in with a white flag, I should think.

A bell clanged in the hall.

Supper! said Jimmy. To go into painful details, New England boiled dinner, or my senses deceive me, and prunes.

I must be going.

We shall meet at Philippi.

He saw her to the door, and stood at the top of the steps watching her trim figure vanish into the dusk. She passed from his sight. Jimmy drew a deep breath, and, thinking hard, went down the passage to fortify himself with supper.


CHAPTER XII. JIMMY CATCHES THE BOSSS EYE
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WHEN JIMMY ARRIVED at Mr. Petts office on Pine Street at ten-thirty the next morning — his expressed intention of getting up early enough to be there by nine having proved an empty boast — he was in a high state of preparedness. He had made ready for what might be a trying interview by substituting a combination of well-chosen dishes at an expensive hotel for the less imaginative boarding-house breakfast with which he had of late been insulting his interior. His suit was pressed, his shoes gleamed brightly, and his chin was smoothly shaven. These things, combined with the perfection of the morning and that vague exhilaration which a fine day in down-town New York brings to the man who has not got to work, increased his natural optimism. Something seemed to tell him that all would be well. He would have been the last person to deny that his position was a little complicated — he had to use a pencil and a sheet of paper to show himself just where he stood — but what of that? A few complications in life are an excellent tonic for the brain. It was with a sunny geniality which startled that unaccustomed stripling considerably — and indeed caused him to swallow his chewing gum — that he handed in his card to Mr. Petts watchfully waiting office-boy.

This to the boss, my open-faced lad! he said. Get swiftly off the mark.

The boy departed dumbly.

From where he stood, outside the barrier which separated visitors to the office from the workers within, Jimmy could see a vista of efficient-looking young men with paper protectors round their cuffs working away at mysterious jobs which seemed to involve the use of a great deal of paper. One in particular was so surrounded by it that he had the appearance of a bather in surf. Jimmy eyed these toilers with a comfortable and kindly eye. All this industry made him feel happy. He liked to think of this sort of thing going on all round him.

The office-boy returned. This way, please.

The respectfulness of the lads manner had increased noticeably. Mr. Petts reception of the visitors name had impressed him. It was an odd fact that the financier, a cipher in his own home, could impress all sorts of people at the office.

To Mr. Pett, the announcement that Mr. James Crocker was waiting to see him had come like the announcement of a miracle. Not a day had passed since their return to America without lamentations from Mrs. Pett on the subject of their failure to secure the young mans person. The occasion of Mrs. Petts reading of the article in the Sunday Chronicle descriptive of the Lord Percy Whipple affair had been unique in the little mans domestic history. For the first time since he had known her the indomitable woman had completely broken down. Of all sad words of tongue or pen the saddest are these It might have been! and the thought that, if she had only happened to know it, she had had in her hands during that interview with her sister in London a weapon which would have turned defeat into triumph was more than even Mrs. Petts strong spirit could endure. When she looked back on that scene and recalled the airy way in which Mrs. Crocker had spoken of her step-sons best friend, Lord Percy Whipple and realised that at that very moment Lord Percy had been recovering in bed from the effects of his first meeting with Jimmy Crocker, the iron entered into her soul and she refused to be comforted. In the first instant of realisation she thought of six separate and distinct things she could have said to her sister, each more crushing than the last — things which now she would never be able to say.

And now, suddenly and unaccountably, the means was at hand for restoring her to her tranquil self-esteem. Jimmy Crocker, despite what his stepmother had said, probably in active defiance of her commands, had come to America after all. Mr. Petts first thought was that his wife would, as he expressed it to himself, be tickled to death about this. Scarcely waiting for the office-boy to retire, he leaped towards Jimmy like a gambolling lamb and slapped him on the back with every evidence of joy and friendliness.

My dear boy! he cried. My dear boy! Im delighted to see you!

Jimmy was surprised, relieved, and pleased. He had not expected this warmth. A civil coldness had been the best he had looked for. He had been given to understand that in the Pett home he was regarded as the black sheep: and, while one may admit a black sheep into the fold, it does not follow that one must of necessity fawn upon him.

Youre very kind, he said, rather startled.

They inspected each other for a brief moment. Mr. Pett was thinking that Jimmy was a great improvement on the picture his imagination had drawn of him. He had looked for something tougher, something flashy and bloated. Jimmy, for his part, had taken an instant liking to the financier. He, too, had been misled by imagination. He had always supposed that these millionaires down Wall Street way were keen, aggressive fellows, with gimlet eyes and sharp tongues. On the boat he had only seen Mr. Pett from afar, and had had no means of estimating his character. He found him an agreeable little man.

We had given up all hope of your coming, said Mr. Pett.

A little manly penitence seemed to Jimmy to be in order.

I never expected you would receive me like this. I thought I must have made myself rather unpopular.

Mr. Pett buried the past with a gesture.

When did you land? he asked.

This morning. On the Caronia . . .

Good passage?

Excellent.

There was a silence. It seemed to Jimmy that Mr. Pett was looking at him rather more closely than was necessary for the actual enjoyment of his style of beauty. He was just about to throw out some light remark about the health of Mrs. Pett or something about porpoises on the voyage to add local colour and verisimilitude, when his heart missed a beat, as he perceived that he had made a blunder. Like many other amateur plotters, Ann and he had made the mistake of being too elaborate. It had struck them as an ingenious idea for Jimmy to pretend that he had arrived that morning, and superficially it was a good idea: but he now remembered for the first time that, if he had seen Mr. Pett on the Atlantic, the probability was that Mr. Pett had seen him. The next moment the other had confirmed this suspicion.

Ive an idea Ive seen you before. Cant think where.

Everybody well at home? said Jimmy.

Im sure of it.

Im looking forward to seeing them all.

Ive seen you some place.

Im often there.

Eh?

Mr. Pett seemed to be turning this remark over in his mind a trifle suspiciously. Jimmy changed the subject.

To a young man like myself, he said, with life opening out before him, there is something singularly stimulating in the sight of a modern office. How busy those fellows seem!

Yes, said Mr. Pett. Yes. He was glad that this conversational note had been struck. He was anxious to discuss the future with this young man.

Everybody works but father! said Jimmy.

Mr. Pett started.

Eh?

Nothing.

Mr. Pett was vaguely ruffled. He suspected insult, but could not pin it down. He abandoned his cheeriness, however, and became the man of business.

I hope you intend to settle down, now that you are here, and work hard, he said in the voice which he vainly tried to use on Ogden at home.

Work! said Jimmy blankly.

I shall be able to make a place for you in my office. That was my promise to your step-mother, and I shall fulfil it.

But wait a minute! I dont get this! Do you mean to put me to work?

Of course. I take it that that was why you came over here, because you realised how you were wasting your life and wanted a chance of making good in my office.

A hot denial trembled on Jimmys tongue. Never had he been so misjudged. And then the thought of Ann checked him. He must do nothing that would interfere with Anns plans. Whatever the cost, he must conciliate this little man. For a moment he mused sentimentally on Ann. He hoped she would understand what he was going through for her sake. To a man with his ingrained distaste for work in any shape the sight of those wage-slaves outside there in the outer office had, as he had told Mr. Pett, been stimulating: but only because it filled him with a sort of spiritual uplift to think that he had not got to do that sort of thing. Consider them in the light of fellow-workers, and the spectacle ceased to stimulate and became nauseating. And for her sake he was about to become one of them! Had any knight of old ever done anything as big as that for his lady? He very much doubted it.

All right, he said. Count me in. I take it that I shall have a job like one of those out there?

Yes.

Not presuming to dictate, I suggest that you give me something that will take some of the work off that fellow whos swimming in paper. Only the tip of his nose was above the surface as I passed through. I never saw so many fellows working so hard at the same time in my life. All trying to catch the bosss eye, too, I suppose? It must make you feel like a snipe.

Mr. Pett replied stiffly. He disliked this levity on the sacred subject of office work. He considered that Jimmy was not approaching his new life in the proper spirit. Many young men had discussed with him in that room the subject of working in his employment, but none in quite the same manner.

You are at a serious point in your career, he said. You will have every opportunity of rising.

Yes. At seven in the morning, I suppose?

A spirit of levity— began Mr. Pett.

I laugh that I may not weep, explained Jimmy. Try to think what this means to a bright young man who loathes work. Be kind to me. Instruct your floor-walkers to speak gently to me at first. It may be a far, far better thing that I do than I have ever done, but dont ask me to enjoy it! Its all right for you. Youre the boss. Any time you want to call it a day and go off and watch a ball-game, all you have to do is to leave word that you have an urgent date to see Mr. Rockerfeller. Whereas I shall have to submerge myself in paper and only come up for air when the danger of suffocation becomes too great.

It may have been the mention of his favourite game that softened Mr. Pett. The frostiness which had crept into his manner thawed.

It beats me, he said, why you ever came over at all, if you feel like that.

Duty! said Jimmy. Duty! There comes a time in the life of every man when he must choose between what is pleasant and what is right.

And that last fool-game of yours, that Lord Percy Whipple business, must have made London pretty hot for you? suggested Mr. Pett.

Your explanation is less romantic than mine, but there is something in what you say.

Had it occurred to you, young man, that I am taking a chance putting a fellow like you to work in my office?

Have no fear. The little bit of work I shall do wont make any difference.

Ive half a mind to send you straight back to London.

Couldnt we compromise?

How?

Well, havent you some snug secretarial job you could put me into? I have an idea that I should make an ideal secretary.

My secretaries work.

I get you. Cancel the suggestion.

Mr. Pett rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

You puzzle me. And thats the truth.

Always speak the truth, said Jimmy approvingly.

Im darned if I know what to do with you. Well, youd better come home with me now, anyway, and meet your aunt, and then we can talk things over. After all, the main thing is to keep you out of mischief.

You put things crudely, but no doubt you are right.

Youll live with us, of course.

Thank you very much. This is the right spirit.

Ill have to talk to Nesta about you. There may be something you can do.

I shouldnt mind being a partner, suggested Jimmy helpfully.

Why dont you get work on a paper again? You used to do that well.

I dont think my old paper would welcome me now. They regard me rather as an entertaining news-item than a worker.

Thats true. Say, why on earth did you make such a fool of yourself over on the other side? That breach-of-promise case with the barmaid! said Mr. Pett reproachfully.

Let bygones be bygones, said Jimmy. I was more sinned against than sinning. You know how it is, uncle Pete! Mr. Pett started violently, but said nothing. You try out of pure goodness of heart to scatter light and sweetness and protect the poor working-girl — like Heaven — and brighten up her lot and so on, and she turns right around and soaks it to you good! And anyway she wasnt a barmaid. She worked in a florists shop.

I dont see that that makes any difference.

All the difference in the world, all the difference between the sordid and the poetical. I dont know if you have ever experienced the hypnotic intoxication of a florists shop? Take it from me, uncle Pete, any girl can look an angel as long as she is surrounded by choice blooms. I couldnt help myself. I wasnt responsible. I only woke up when I met her outside. But all that sort of thing is different now. I am another man. Sober, steady, serious-minded!

Mr. Pett had taken the receiver from the telephone and was talking to some one. The buzzing of a feminine voice came to Jimmys ears. Mr. Pett hung up the receiver.

Your aunt says we are to come up at once.

Im ready. And it will be a good excuse for you to knock off work. I bet youre glad I came! Does the carriage await or shall we take the subway?

I guess it will be quicker to take the subway. Your aunts very surprised that you are here, and very pleased.

Im making everybody happy to-day.

Mr. Pett was looking at him in a meditative way. Jimmy caught his eye.

Youre registering something, uncle Pete, and I dont know what it is. Why the glance?

I was just thinking of something.

Jimmy, prompted his nephew.

Eh?

Add the word Jimmy to your remarks. It will help me to feel at home and enable me to overcome my shyness.

Mr. Pett chuckled.

Shyness! If I had your nerve — ! He broke off with a sigh and looked at Jimmy affectionately. What I was thinking was that youre a good boy. At least, youre not, but youre different from that gang of — of — that crowd up-town.

What crowd?

Your aunt is literary, you know. Shes filled the house with poets and that sort of thing. It will be a treat having you around. Youre human! I dont see that were going to make much of you now that youre here, but Im darned glad youve come, Jimmy!

Put it there, uncle Pete! said Jimmy. Youre all right. Youre the finest Captain of Industry I ever met!


CHAPTER XIII. SLIGHT COMPLICATIONS
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THEY LEFT THE subway at Ninety-sixth Street and walked up the Drive. Jimmy, like every one else who saw it for the first time, experienced a slight shock at the sight of the Pett mansion, but, rallying, followed his uncle up the flagged path to the front door.

Your aunt will be in the drawing-room, I guess, said Mr. Pett, opening the door with his key.

Jimmy was looking round him appreciatively. Mr. Petts house might be an eyesore from without, but inside it had had the benefit of the skill of the best interior decorator in New York.

A man could be very happy in a house like this, if he didnt have to poison his days with work, said Jimmy.

Mr. Pett looked alarmed.

Dont go saying anything like that to your aunt! he urged. She thinks you have come to settle down.

So I have. Im going to settle down like a limpet. I hope I shall be living in luxury on you twenty years from now. Is this the room?

Mr. Pett opened the drawing-room door. A small hairy object sprang from a basket and stood yapping in the middle of the room. This was Aida, Mrs. Petts Pomeranian. Mr. Pett, avoiding the animal coldly, for he disliked it, ushered Jimmy into the room.

Heres Jimmy Crocker, Nesta.

Jimmy was aware of a handsome woman of middle age, so like his step-mother that for an instant his self-possession left him and he stammered.

How — how do you do?

His demeanour made a favourable impression on Mrs. Pett. She took it for the decent confusion of remorse.

I was very surprised when your uncle telephoned me, she said. I had not the slightest idea that you were coming over. I am very glad to see you.

Thank you.

This is your cousin, Ogden.

Jimmy perceived a fat boy lying on a settee. He had not risen on Jimmys entrance, and he did not rise now. He did not even lower the book he was reading.

Hello, he said.

Jimmy crossed over to the settee, and looked down on him. He had got over his momentary embarrassment, and, as usual with him, the reaction led to a fatal breeziness. He prodded Ogden in his well-covered ribs, producing a yelp of protest from that astounded youth.

So this is Ogden! Well, well, well! You dont grow up, Ogden, but you do grow out. What are you — a perfect sixty-six?

The favourable impression which Mrs. Pett had formed of her nephew waned. She was shocked by this disrespectful attitude towards the child she worshipped.

Please do not disturb Ogden, James, she said stiffly. He is not feeling very well to-day. His stomach is weak.

Been eating too much? said Jimmy cheerfully.

I was just the same at his age. What he wants is half rations and plenty of exercise.

Say! protested Ogden.

Just look at this, proceeded Jimmy, grasping a handful of superfluous tissue around the boys ribs. All that ought to come off. Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill buy a pair of flannel trousers and a sweater and some sneakers, and Ill take him for a run up Riverside Drive this evening. Do him no end of good. And a good skipping-rope, too. Nothing like it. In a couple of weeks Ill have him as fit as a—

Ogdens case, said Mrs. Pett coldly, which is very complicated, is in the hands of Doctor Briginshaw, in whom we have every confidence.

There was a silence, the paralysing effects of which Mr. Pett vainly tried to mitigate by shuffling his feet and coughing. Mrs. Pett spoke.

I hope that, now that you are here, James, you intend to settle down and work hard.

Indubitably. Like a beaver, said Jimmy, mindful of Mr. Petts recent warning. The only trouble is that there seems to be a little uncertainty as to what I am best fitted for. We talked it over in uncle Petes office and arrived at no conclusion.

Cant you think of anything? said Mr. Pett.

I looked right through the telephone classified directory the other day—

The other day? But you only landed this morning.

I mean this morning. When I was looking up your address so that I could go and see you, said Jimmy glibly. It seems a long time ago. I think the sight of all those fellows in your office has aged me. I think the best plan would be for me to settle down here and learn how to be an electrical engineer or something by mail. I was reading an advertisement in a magazine as we came up on the subway. I see they guarantee to teach you anything from sheet metal working to poultry raising. The thing began You are standing still because you lack training. It seemed to me to apply to my case exactly. I had better drop them a line to-night asking for a few simple facts about chickens.

Whatever comment Mrs. Pett might have made on this suggestion was checked by the entrance of Ann. From the window of her room Ann had observed the arrival of Jimmy and her uncle, and now, having allowed sufficient time to elapse for the former to make Mrs. Petts acquaintance, she came down to see how things were going.

She was well satisfied with what she saw. A slight strain which she perceived in the atmosphere she attributed to embarrassment natural to the situation.

She looked at Jimmy enquiringly. Mrs. Pett had not informed her of Mr. Petts telephone call, so Jimmy, she realised, had to be explained to her. She waited for some one to say something.

Mr. Pett undertook the introduction.

Jimmy, this is my niece, Ann Chester. This is Jimmy Crocker, Ann.

Jimmy could not admire sufficiently the start of surprise which she gave. It was artistic and convincing.

Jimmy Crocker!

Mr. Pett was on the point of mentioning that this was not the first time Ann had met Jimmy, but refrained. After all, that interview had happened five years ago. Jimmy had almost certainly forgotten all about it. There was no use in making him feel unnecessarily awkward. It was up to Ann. If she wanted to disinter the ancient grievance, let her. It was no business of his.

I thought you werent coming over! said Ann.

I changed my mind.

Mr. Pett, who had been gazing attentively at them, uttered an exclamation.

Ive got it! Ive been trying all this while to think where it was that I saw you before. It was on the Atlantic!

Ann caught Jimmys eye. She was relieved to see that he was not disturbed by this sudden development.

Did you come over on the Atlantic, Mr. Crocker? she said. Surely not? We crossed on her ourselves. We should have met.

Dont call me Mr. Crocker, said Jimmy. Call me Jimmy. Your mothers brothers wifes sisters second husband is my father. Blood is thicker than water. No, I came over on the Caronia. We docked this morning.

Well, there was a fellow just like you on the Atlantic, persisted Mr. Pett.

Mrs. Pett said nothing. She was watching Jimmy with a keen and suspicious eye.

I suppose Im a common type, said Jimmy.

You remember the man I mean, said Mr. Pett, innocently unconscious of the unfriendly thoughts he was encouraging in two of his hearers. He sat two tables away from us at meals. You remember him, Nesta?

As I was too unwell to come to meals, I do not.

Why, I thought I saw you once talking to him on deck, Ann.

Really? said Ann. I dont remember any one who looked at all like Jimmy.

Well, said Mr. Pett, puzzled. Its very strange. I guess Im wrong. He looked at his watch. Well, Ill have to be getting back to the office.

Ill come with you part of the way, uncle Pete, said Jimmy. I have to go and arrange for my things to be expressed here.

Why not phone to the hotel? said Mr. Pett. It seemed to Jimmy and Ann that he was doing this sort of thing on purpose. Which hotel did you leave them at?

No, I shall have to go there. I have some packing to do.

You will be back to lunch? said Ann.

Thanks. I shant be gone more than half an hour.

For a moment after they had gone, Ann relaxed, happy and relieved. Everything had gone splendidly. Then a shock ran through her whole system as Mrs. Pett spoke. She spoke excitedly, in a lowered voice, leaning over to Ann.

Ann! Did you notice anything? Did you suspect anything?

Ann mastered her emotion with an effort.

Whatever do you mean, aunt Nesta?

About that young man, who calls himself Jimmy Crocker.

Ann clutched the side of the chair.

Who calls himself Jimmy Crocker? I dont understand.

Ann tried to laugh. It seemed to her an age before she produced any sound at all, and when it came it was quite unlike a laugh.

What put that idea into your head? Surely, if he says he is Jimmy Crocker, its rather absurd to doubt him, isnt it? How could anybody except Jimmy Crocker know that you were anxious to get Jimmy Crocker over here? You didnt tell any one, did you?

This reasoning shook Mrs. Pett a little, but she did not intend to abandon a perfectly good suspicion merely because it began to seem unreasonable.

They have their spies everywhere, she said doggedly.

Who have?

The Secret Service people from other countries. Lord Wisbeach was telling me about it yesterday. He said that I ought to suspect everybody. He said that an attempt might be made on Willies invention at any moment now.

He was joking.

He was not. I have never seen any one so serious. He said that I ought to regard every fresh person who came into the house as a possible criminal.

Well, that guys fresh enough, muttered Ogden from the settee.

Mrs. Pett started.

Ogden! I had forgotten that you were there. She uttered a cry of horror, as the fact of his presence started a new train of thought. Why, this man may have come to kidnap you! I never thought of that.

Ann felt it time to intervene. Mrs. Pett was hovering much too near the truth for comfort. You mustnt imagine things, aunt Nesta. I believe it comes from writing the sort of stories you do. Surely, it is impossible for this man to be an impostor. How would he dare take such a risk? He must know that you could detect him at any moment by cabling over to Mrs. Crocker to ask if her step-son was really in America.

It was a bold stroke, for it suggested a plan of action which, if followed, would mean ruin for her schemes, but Ann could not refrain from chancing it. She wanted to know whether her aunt had any intention of asking Mrs. Crocker for information, or whether the feud was too bitter for her pride to allow her to communicate with her sister in any way. She breathed again as Mrs. Pett stiffened grimly in her chair.

I should not dream of cabling to Eugenia.

I quite understand that, said Ann. But an impostor would not know that you felt like that, would he?

I see what you mean.

Ann relaxed again. The relief was, however, only momentary.

I cannot understand, though, said Mrs. Pett, why your uncle should have been so positive that he saw this young man on the Atlantic.

Just a chance resemblance, I suppose. Why, uncle Peter said he saw the man whom he imagined was like Jimmy Crocker talking to me. If there had been any real resemblance, shouldnt I have seen it before uncle Peter?

Assistance came from an unexpected quarter.

I know the chap uncle Peter meant, said Ogden. He wasnt like this guy at all.

Ann was too grateful for the help to feel astonished at it. Her mind, dwelling for a mere instant on the matter, decided that Ogden must have seen her on deck with somebody else than Jimmy. She had certainly not lacked during the voyage for those who sought her society.

Mrs. Pett seemed to be impressed.

I may be letting my imagination run away with me, she said.

Of course you are, aunt Nesta, said Ann thankfully. You dont realise what a vivid imagination you have got. When I was typing that last story of yours, I was simply astounded at the ideas you had thought of. I remember saying so to uncle Peter. You cant expect to have a wonderful imagination like yours and not imagine things, can you?

Mrs. Pett smiled demurely. She looked hopefully at her niece, waiting for more, but Ann had said her say.

You are perfectly right, my dear child, she said when she was quite sure the eulogy was not to be resumed. No doubt I have been foolish to suspect this young man. But Lord Wisbeachs words naturally acted more strongly on a mind like mine than they would have done in the case of another woman.

Of course, said Ann.

She was feeling quite happy now. It had been tense while it had lasted, but everything was all right now.

And, fortunately, said Mrs. Pett, there is a way by which we can find out for certain if the young man is really James Crocker.

Ann became rigid again.

A way? What way?

Why, dont you remember, my dear, that Skinner has known James Crocker for years.

Skinner?

The name sounded familiar, but in the stress of the moment Ann could not identify it.

My new butler. He came to me straight from Eugenia. It was he who let us in when we called at her house. Nobody could know better than he whether this person is really James Crocker or not.

Ann felt as if she had struggled to the limit of her endurance. She was not prepared to cope with this unexpected blow. She had not the strength to rally under it. Dully she perceived that her schemes must be dismissed as a failure before they had had a chance of success. Her accomplice must not return to the house to be exposed. She saw that clearly enough. If he came back, he would walk straight into a trap. She rose quickly. She must warn him. She must intercept him before he arrived — and he might arrive at any moment now.

Of course, she said, steadying herself with an effort, I never thought of that. That makes it all simple. . . . I hope lunch wont be late. Im hungry.

She sauntered to the door, but, directly she had closed it behind her, ran to her room, snatched up a hat, and rushed downstairs and out into Riverside Drive. Just as she reached the street, Jimmy turned the corner. She ran towards him, holding up her hands.


CHAPTER XIV. LORD WISBEACH
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JIMMY HALTED IN his tracks. The apparition had startled him. He had been thinking of Ann, but he had not expected her to bound out at him, waving her arms.

Whats the matter? he enquired.

Ann pulled him towards a side-street.

You mustnt go to the house. Everything has gone wrong.

Everything gone wrong? I thought I had made a hit. I have with your uncle, anyway. We parted on the friendliest terms. We have arranged to go to the ball-game together to-morrow. He is going to tell them at the office that Carnegie wants to see him.

It isnt uncle Peter. Its aunt Nesta.

Ah, there you touch my conscience. I was a little tactless, Im afraid, with Ogden. It happened before you came into the room. I suppose that is the trouble?

It has nothing do with that, said Ann impatiently. Its much worse. Aunt Nesta is suspicious. She has guessed that you arent really Jimmy Crocker.

Great Scott! How?

I tried to calm her down, but she still suspects. So now she has decided to wait and see if Skinner, the butler, knows you. If he doesnt, she will know that she was right.

Jimmy was frankly puzzled.

I dont quite follow the reasoning. Surely its a peculiar kind of test. Why should she think a man cannot be honest and true unless her butler knows him? There must be hundreds of worthy citizens whom he does not know.

Skinner arrived from England a few days ago. Until then he was employed by Mrs. Crocker. Now do you understand?

Jimmy stopped. She had spoken slowly and distinctly, and there could be no possibility that he had misunderstood her, yet he scarcely believed that he had heard her aright. How could a man named Skinner have been his step-mothers butler? Bayliss had been with the family ever since they had arrived in London.

Are you sure?

Of course, of course Im sure. Aunt Nesta told me herself. There cant possibly be a mistake, because it was Skinner who let her in when she called on Mrs. Crocker. Uncle Peter told me about it. He had a talk with the man in the hall and found that he was a baseball enthusiast—

A wild, impossible idea flashed upon Jimmy. It was so absurd that he felt ashamed of entertaining it even for a moment. But strange things were happening these times, and it might be . . .

What sort of looking man is Skinner?

Oh, stout, clean-shaven. I like him. Hes much more human than I thought butlers ever were. Why?

Oh, nothing.

Of course, you cant go back to the house. You see that? He would say that you arent Jimmy Crocker and then you would be arrested.

I dont see that. If I am sufficiently like Crocker for his friends to mistake me for him in restaurants, why shouldnt this butler mistake me, too?

But — ?

And, consider. In any case, theres no harm done. If he fails to recognise me when he opens the door to us, we shall know that the game is up: and I shall have plenty of time to disappear. If the likeness deceives him, all will be well. I propose that we go to the house, ring the bell, and when he appears, I will say Ah, Skinner! Honest fellow! or words to that effect. He will either stare blankly at me or fawn on me like a faithful watchdog. We will base our further actions on which way the butler jumps.

The sound of the bell died away. Footsteps were heard. Ann reached for Jimmys arm and — clutched it.

Now! she whispered.

The door opened. Next moment Jimmys suspicion was confirmed. Gaping at them from the open doorway, wonderfully respectable and butlerlike in swallow-tails, stood his father. How he came to be there, and why he was there, Jimmy did not know. But there he was.

Jimmy had little faith in his fathers talents as a man of discretion. The elder Crocker was one of those simple, straight forward people who, when surprised, do not conceal their surprise, and who, not understanding any situation in which they find themselves, demand explanation on the spot. Swift and immediate action was indicated on his part before his amazed parent, finding him on the steps of the one house in New York where he was least likely to be, should utter words that would undo everything. He could see the name Jimmy trembling on Mr. Crockers lips.

He waved his hand cheerily.

Ah, Skinner, there you are! he said breezily. Miss Chester was telling me that you had left my step-mother. I suppose you sailed on the boat before mine. I came over on the Caronia. I suppose you didnt expect to see me again so soon, eh?

A spasm seemed to pass over Mr. Crockers face, leaving it calm and serene. He had been thrown his cue, and like the old actor he was he took it easily and without confusion. He smiled a respectful smile.

No, indeed, sir.

He stepped aside to allow them to enter. Jimmy caught Anns eye as she passed him. It shone with relief and admiration, and it exhilarated Jimmy like wine. As she moved towards the stairs, he gave expression to his satisfaction by slapping his father on the back with a report that rang out like a pistol shot.

What was that? said Ann, turning.

Something out on the Drive, I think, said Jimmy. A car back-firing, I fancy, Skinner.

Very probably, sir.

He followed Ann to the stairs. As he started to mount them, a faint whisper reached his ears.

At-a-boy!

It was Mr. Crockers way of bestowing a fathers blessing.

Ann walked into the drawing-room, her head high, triumph in the glance which she cast upon her unconscious aunt.

Quite an interesting little scene downstairs, aunt Nesta, she said. The meeting of the faithful old retainer and the young master. Skinner was almost overcome with surprise and joy when he saw Jimmy!

Mrs. Pett could not check an incautious exclamation.

Did Skinner recognise — ? she began; then stopped herself abruptly.

Ann laughed.

Did he recognise Jimmy? Of course! He was hardly likely to have forgotten him, surely? It isnt much more than a week since he was waiting on him in London.

It was a very impressive meeting, said Jimmy. Rather like the reunion of Ulysses and the hound Argos, of which this bright-eyed child here— he patted Ogden on the head, a proceeding violently resented by that youth— has no doubt read in the course of his researches into the Classics. I was Ulysses, Skinner enacted the role of the exuberant dog.

Mrs. Pett was not sure whether she was relieved or disappointed at this evidence that her suspicions had been without foundation. On the whole, relief may be said to have preponderated.

I have no doubt he was pleased to see you again. He must have been very much astonished.

He was!

You will be meeting another old friend in a minute or two, said Mrs. Pett.

Jimmy had been sinking into a chair. This remark stopped him in mid-descent.

Another!

Mrs. Pett glanced at the clock.

Lord Wisbeach is coming to lunch.

Lord Wisbeach! cried Ann. He doesnt know Jimmy.

Eugenia informed me in London that he was one of your best friends, James.

Ann looked helplessly at Jimmy. She was conscious again of that feeling of not being able to cope with Fates blows, of not having the strength to go on climbing over the barriers which Fate placed in her path.

Jimmy, for his part, was cursing the ill fortune that had brought Lord Wisbeach across his path. He saw clearly that it only needed recognition by one or two more intimates of Jimmy Crocker to make Ann suspect his real identity. The fact that she had seen him with Bayliss in Paddington Station and had fallen into the error of supposing Bayliss to be his father had kept her from suspecting until now; but this could not last forever. He remembered Lord Wisbeach well, as a garrulous, irrepressible chatterer who would probably talk about old times to such an extent as to cause Ann to realise the truth in the first five minutes.

The door opened.

Lord Wisbeach, announced Mr. Crocker.

Im afraid Im late, Mrs. Pett, said his lordship.

No. Youre quite punctual. Lord Wisbeach, here is an old friend of yours, James Crocker.

There was an almost imperceptible pause. Then Jimmy stepped forward and held out his hand.

Hello, Wizzy, old man!

H-hello, Jimmy!

Their eyes met. In his lordships there was an expression of unmistakable relief, mingled with astonishment. His face, which had turned a sickly white, flushed as the blood poured back into it. He had the appearance of a man who had had a bad shock and is just getting over it. Jimmy, eyeing him curiously, was not surprised at his emotion. What the mans game might be, he could not say; but of one thing he was sure, which was that this was not Lord Wisbeach, but — on the contrary — some one he had never seen before in his life.

Luncheon is served, madam! said Mr. Crocker sonorously from the doorway.


CHAPTER XV. A LITTLE BUSINESS CHAT
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IT WAS NOT often that Ann found occasion to rejoice at the presence in her uncles house of the six geniuses whom Mrs. Pett had installed therein. As a rule, she disliked them individually and collectively. But to-day their company was extraordinarily welcome to her. They might have their faults, but at least their presence tended to keep the conversation general and prevent it becoming a duologue between Lord Wisbeach and Jimmy on the subject of old times. She was still feeling weak from the reaction consequent upon the slackening of the tension of her emotions on seeing Lord Wisbeach greet Jimmy as an old acquaintance. She had never hoped that that barrier would be surmounted. She had pictured Lord Wisbeach drawing back with a puzzled frown on his face and an astonished But this is not Jimmy Crocker. The strain had left her relieved, but in no mood for conversation, and she replied absently to the remarks of Howard Bemis, the poet, who sat on her left. She looked round the table. Willie Partridge was talking to Mrs. Pett about the difference between picric acid and trinitrotoluene, than which a pleasanter topic for the luncheon table could hardly be selected, and the voice of Clarence Renshaw rose above all other competing noises, as he spoke of the functions of the trochaic spondee. There was nothing outwardly to distinguish this meal from any other which she had shared of late in that house.

The only thing that prevented her relief being unmixed was the fact that she could see Lord Wisbeach casting furtive glances at Jimmy, who was eating with the quiet concentration of one who, after days of boarding-house fare, finds himself in the presence of the masterpieces of a chef. In the past few days Jimmy had consumed too much hash to worry now about anything like a furtive glance. He had perceived Lord Wisbeachs roving eye, and had no doubt that at the conclusion of the meal he would find occasion for a little chat. Meanwhile, however, his duty was towards his tissues and their restoration. He helped himself liberally from a dish which his father offered him.

He became aware that Mrs. Pett was addressing him.

I beg your pardon?

Quite like old times, said Mrs. Pett genially. Her suspicions had vanished completely since Lord Wisbeachs recognition of the visitor, and remorse that she should have suspected him made her unwontedly amiable. Being with Skinner again, she explained. It must remind you of London.

Jimmy caught his fathers expressionless eye.

Skinners, he said handsomely, is a character one cannot help but respect. His nature expands before one like some beautiful flower.

The dish rocked in Mr. Crockers hand, but his face remained impassive.

There is no vice in Skinner, proceeded Jimmy. His heart is the heart of a little child.

Mrs. Pett looked at this paragon of the virtues in rather a startled way. She had an uncomfortable feeling that she was being laughed at. She began to dislike Jimmy again.

For many years Skinner has been a father to me, said Jimmy. Who ran to help me when I fell, And would some pretty story tell, Or kiss the place to make it well? Skinner.

For all her suspense, Ann could not help warming towards an accomplice who carried off an unnerving situation with such a flourish. She had always regarded herself with a fair degree of complacency as possessed of no mean stock of courage and resource, but she could not have spoken then without betraying her anxiety. She thought highly of Jimmy, but all the same she could not help wishing that he would not make himself quite so conspicuous. Perhaps — the thought chilled her — perhaps he was creating quite a new Jimmy Crocker, a character which would cause Skinner and Lord Wisbeach to doubt the evidence of their eyes and begin to suspect the truth. She wished she could warn him to simmer down, but the table was a large one and he and she were at opposite ends of it.

Jimmy, meanwhile, was thoroughly enjoying himself. He felt that he was being the little ray of sunshine about the home and making a good impression. He was completely happy. He liked the food, he liked seeing his father buttle, and he liked these amazing freaks who were, it appeared, fellow-inmates with him of this highly desirable residence. He wished that old Mr. Pett could have been present. He had conceived a great affection for Mr. Pett, and registered a mental resolve to lose no time in weaning him from his distressing habit of allowing the office to interfere with his pleasures. He was planning a little trip to the Polo Grounds, in which Mr. Pett, his father, and a number of pop bottles were to be his companions, when his reverie was interrupted by a sudden cessation of the buzz of talk. He looked up from his plate, to find the entire company regarding Willie Partridge open-mouthed. Willie, with gleaming eyes, was gazing at a small test-tube which he had produced from his pocket and placed beside his plate.

I have enough in this test-tube, said Willie airily, to blow half New York to bits.

The silence was broken by a crash in the background. Mr. Crocker had dropped a chafing-dish.

If I were to drop this little tube like that, said Willie, using the occurrence as a topical illustration, we shouldnt be here.

Dont drop it, advised Jimmy. What is it?

Partridgite!

Mrs. Pett had risen from the table, with blanched face.

Willie, how can you bring that stuff here? What are you thinking of?

Willie smiles a patronising smile.

There is not the slightest danger, aunt Nesta. It cannot explode without concussion. I have been carrying it about with me all the morning.

He bestowed on the test-tube the look a fond parent might give his favourite child. Mrs. Pett was not reassured.

Go and put it in your uncles safe at once. Put it away.

I havent the combination.

Call your uncle up at once at the office and ask him.

Very well. If you wish it, aunt Nesta. But there is no danger.

Dont take that thing with you, screamed Mrs. Pett, as he rose. You might drop it. Come back for it.

Very well.

Conversation flagged after Willies departure. The presence of the test-tube seemed to act on the spirits of the company after the fashion of the corpse at the Egyptian banquet. Howard Bemis, who was sitting next to it, edged away imperceptibly till he nearly crowded Ann off her chair. Presently Willie returned. He picked up the test-tube, put it in his pocket with a certain jauntiness, and left the room again.

Now, if you hear a sudden bang and find yourself disappearing through the roof, said Jimmy, that will be it.

Willie returned and took his place at the table again. But the spirit had gone out of the gathering. The voice of Clarence Renshaw was hushed, and Howard Bemis spoke no more of the influence of Edgar Lee Masters on modern literature. Mrs. Pett left the room, followed by Ann. The geniuses drifted away one by one. Jimmy, having lighted a cigarette and finished his coffee, perceived that he was alone with his old friend, Lord Wisbeach, and that his old friend Lord Wisbeach was about to become confidential.

The fair-haired young man opened the proceedings by going to the door and looking out. This done, he returned to his seat and gazed fixedly at Jimmy.

Whats your game? he asked.

Jimmy returned his gaze blandly.

My game? he said. What do you mean?

Can the coy stuff, urged his lordship brusquely. Talk sense and talk it quick. We may be interrupted at any moment. Whats your game? What are you here for?

Jimmy raised his eyebrows.

I am a prodigal nephew returned to the fold.

Oh, quit your kidding. Are you one of Potters lot?

Who is Potter?

You know who Potter is.

On the contrary. My life has never been brightened by so much as a sight of Potter.

Is that true?

Absolutely.

Are you working on your own, then?

I am not working at all at present. There is some talk of my learning to be an Asparagus Adjuster by mail later on.

You make me sick, said Lord Wisbeach. Wheres the sense of trying to pull this line of talk. Why not put your cards on the table? Weve both got in here on the same lay, and theres no use fighting and balling the thing up.

Do you wish me to understand, said Jimmy, that you are not my old friend, Lord Wisbeach?

No. And youre not my old friend, Jimmy Crocker.

What makes you think that?

If you had been, would you have pretended to recognise me upstairs just now? I tell you, pal, I was all in for a second, till you gave me the high sign.

Jimmy laughed.

It would have been awkward for you if I really had been Jimmy Crocker, wouldnt it?

And it would have been awkward for you if I had really been Lord Wisbeach.

Who are you, by the way?

The boys call me Gentleman Jack.

Why? asked Jimmy, surprised.

Lord Wisbeach ignored the question.

Im working with Burkes lot just now. Say, lets be sensible about this. Ill be straight with you, straight as a string.

Did you say string or spring?

And Ill expect you to be straight with me.

Are we to breathe confidences into each others ears?

Lord Wisbeach went to the door again and submitted the passage to a second examination.

You seem nervous, said Jimmy.

I dont like that butler. Hes up to something.

Do you think hes one of Potters lot?

Shouldnt wonder. He isnt on the level, anyway, or why did he pretend to recognise you as Jimmy Crocker?

Recognition of me as Jimmy Crocker seems to be the acid test of honesty.

He was in a tight place, same as I was, said Lord Wisbeach. He couldnt know that you werent really Jimmy Crocker until you put him wise — same as you did me — by pretending to know him. He looked at Jimmy with grudging admiration. Youd got your nerve with you, pal, coming in here like this. You were taking big chances. You couldnt have known you wouldnt run up against some one who really knew Jimmy Crocker. What would you have done if this butler guy had really been on the level?

The risks of the profession!

When I think of the work I had to put in, said Lord Wisbeach, it makes me tired to think of some one else just walking in here as you did.

What made you choose Lord Wisbeach as your alias?

I knew that I could get away with it. I came over on the boat with him, and I knew he was travelling round the world and wasnt going to stay more than a day in New York. Even then I had to go some to get into this place. Burke told me to get hold of old Chester and get a letter of introduction from him. And here you come along and just stroll in and tell them you have come to stay! He brooded for a moment on the injustice of things. Well, what are you going to do about it, Pal?

About what?

About us both being here? Are you going to be sensible and work in with me and divvy up later on, or are you going to risk spoiling everything by trying to hog the whole thing? Ill be square with you. It isnt as if there was any use in trying to bluff each other. Were both here for the same thing. You want to get hold of that powder stuff, that Partridgite, and so do I.

You believe in Partridgite, then?

Oh, can it, said Lord Wisbeach disgustedly. Whats the use? Of course I believe in it. Burkes had his eye on the thing for a year. Youve heard of Dwight Partridge, havent you? Well, this guys his son. Every one knows that Dwight Partridge was working on an explosive when he died, and heres his son comes along with a test-tube full of stuff which he says could blow this city to bits. Whats the answer? The boys been working on the old mans dope. From what Ive seen of him, I guess there wasnt much more to be done on it, or he wouldnt have done it. Hes pretty well dead from the neck up, as far as I can see. But that doesnt alter the fact that hes got the stuff and that you and I have got to get together and make a deal. If we dont, Im not saying you mightnt gum my game, just as I might gum yours; but wheres the sense in that? It only means taking extra chances. Whereas if we sit in together, theres enough in it for both of us. You know as well as I do that theres a dozen markets whichll bid against each other for stuff like that Partridgite. If youre worrying about Burke giving you a square deal, forget it. Ill fix Burke. Hell treat you nice, all right.

Jimmy ground the butt of his cigarette against his plate.

Im no orator, as Brutus is; but, as you know me all, a plain, blunt man. And, speaking in the capacity of a plain, blunt man, I rise to reply — Nothing doing.

What? You wont come in?

Jimmy shook his head.

Im sorry to disappoint you, Wizzy, if I may still call you that, but your offer fails to attract. I will not get together or sit in or anything else. On the contrary, I am about to go to Mrs. Pett and inform her that there is a snake in her Eden.

Youre not going to squeal on me?

At the top of my voice.

Lord Wisbeach laughed unpleasantly.

Yes, you will, he said. How are you going to explain why you recognised me as an old pal before lunch if Im a crook after lunch. You cant give me away without giving yourself away. If Im not Lord Wisbeach, then youre not Jimmy Crocker.

Jimmy sighed. I get you. Life is very complex, isnt it?

Lord Wisbeach rose.

Youd better think it over, son, he said. You arent going to get anywhere by acting like a fool. You cant stop me going after this stuff, and if you wont come in and go fifty-fifty, youll find yourself left. Ill beat you to it.

He left the room, and Jimmy, lighting a fresh cigarette, addressed himself to the contemplation of this new complication in his affairs. It was quite true what Gentleman Jack or Joe or whatever the boys called him had said. To denounce him meant denouncing himself. Jimmy smoked thoughtfully. Not for the first time he wished that his record during the past few years had been of a snowier character. He began to appreciate what must have been the feelings of Dr. Jekyll under the handicap of his disreputable second self, Mr. Hyde.


CHAPTER XVI. MRS. PETT TAKES PRECAUTIONS
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MRS. PETT, ON leaving the luncheon-table, had returned to the drawing-room to sit beside the sick-settee of her stricken child. She was troubled about Ogden. The poor lamb was not at all himself to-day. A bowl of clear soup, the midday meal prescribed by Doctor Briginshaw, lay untasted at his side.

She crossed the room softly, and placed a cool hand on her sons aching brow.

Oh, Gee, said Ogden wearily.

Are you feeling a little better, Oggie darling?

No, said Ogden firmly. Im feeling a lot worse.

You havent drunk your nice soup.

Feed it to the cat.

Could you eat a nice bowl of bread-and-milk, precious?

Have a heart, replied the sufferer.

Mrs. Pett returned to her seat, sorrowfully. It struck her as an odd coincidence that the poor child was nearly always like this on the morning after she had been entertaining guests; she put it down to the reaction from the excitement working on a highly-strung temperament. To his present collapse the brutal behaviour of Jerry Mitchell had, of course, contributed. Every drop of her maternal blood boiled with rage and horror whenever she permitted herself to contemplate the excesses of the late Jerry. She had always mistrusted the man. She had never liked his face — not merely on aesthetic grounds but because she had seemed to detect in it a lurking savagery. How right events had proved this instinctive feeling. Mrs. Pett was not vulgar enough to describe the feeling, even to herself, as a hunch, but a hunch it had been; and, like every one whose hunches have proved correct, she was conscious in the midst of her grief of a certain complacency. It seemed to her that hers must be an intelligence and insight above the ordinary.

The peace of the early afternoon settled upon the drawing-room. Mrs. Pett had taken up a book; Ogden, on the settee, breathed stentorously. Faint snores proceeded from the basket in the corner where Aida, the Pomeranian, lay curled in refreshing sleep. Through the open window floated sounds of warmth and Summer.

Yielding to the drowsy calm, Mrs. Pett was just nodding into a pleasant nap, when the door opened and Lord Wisbeach came in.

Lord Wisbeach had been doing some rapid thinking. Rapid thought is one of the essentials in the composition of men who are known as Gentleman Jack to the boys and whose livelihood is won only by a series of arduous struggles against the forces of Society and the machinations of Potter and his gang. Condensed into capsule form, his lordships meditations during the minutes after he had left Jimmy in the dining-room amounted to the realisation that the best mode of defence is attack. It is your man who knows how to play the bold game on occasion who wins. A duller schemer than Lord Wisbeach might have been content to be inactive after such a conversation as had just taken place between himself and Jimmy. His lordship, giving the matter the concentrated attention of his trained mind, had hit on a better plan, and he had come to the drawing-room now to put it into effect.

His entrance shattered the peaceful atmosphere. Aida, who had been gurgling apoplectically, sprang snarling from the basket, and made for the intruder open-mouthed. Her shrill barking rang through the room.

Lord Wisbeach hated little dogs. He hated and feared them. Many men of action have these idiosyncrasies. He got behind a chair and said There, there. Aida, whose outburst was mere sound and fury and who had no intention whatever of coming to blows, continued the demonstration from a safe distance, till Mrs. Pett, swooping down, picked her up and held her in her lap, where she consented to remain, growling subdued defiance. Lord Wisbeach came out from behind his chair and sat down warily.

Can I have a word with you, Mrs. Pett?

Certainly, Lord Wisbeach.

His lordship looked meaningly at Ogden.

In private, you know.

He then looked meaningly at Mrs. Pett.

Ogden darling, said Mrs. Pett, I think you had better go to your room and undress and get into bed. A little nice sleep might do you all the good in the world.

With surprising docility, the boy rose.

All right, he said.

Poor Oggie is not at all well to-day, said Mrs. Pett, when he was gone. He is very subject to these attacks. What do you want to tell me, Lord Wisbeach?

His lordship drew his chair a little closer.

Mrs. Pett, you remember what I told you yesterday?

Of course.

Might I ask what you know of this man who has come here calling himself Jimmy Crocker?

Mrs. Pett started. She remembered that she had used almost that very expression to Ann. Her suspicions, which had been lulled by the prompt recognition of the visitor by Skinner and Lord Wisbeach, returned. It is one of the effects of a successful hunch that it breeds other hunches. She had been right about Jerry Mitchell; was she to be proved right about the self-styled Jimmy Crocker?

You have seen your nephew, I believe?

Never. But—

That man, said Lord Wisbeach impassively, is not your nephew.

Mrs. Pett thrilled all down her spine. She had been right.

But you—

But I pretended to recognise him? Just so. For a purpose. I wanted to make him think that I suspected nothing.

Then you think — ?

Remember what I said to you yesterday.

But Skinner — the butler — recognised him?

Exactly. It goes to prove that what I said about Skinner was correct. They are working together. The thing is self-evident. Look at it from your point of view. How simple it is. This man pretends to an intimate acquaintance with Skinner. You take that as evidence of Skinners honesty. Skinner recognises this man. You take that as proof that this man is really your nephew. The fact that Skinner recognised as Jimmy Crocker a man who is not Jimmy Crocker condemns him.

But why did you — ?

I told you that I pretended to accept this man as the real Jimmy Crocker for a purpose. At present there is nothing that you can do. Mere impersonation is not a crime. If I had exposed him when we met, you would have gained nothing beyond driving him from the house. Whereas, if we wait, if we pretend to suspect nothing, we shall undoubtedly catch him red-handed in an attempt on your nephews invention.

You are sure that that is why he has come?

What other reason could he have?

I thought he might be trying to kidnap Ogden.

Lord Wisbeach frowned thoughtfully. He had not taken this consideration into account.

It is possible, he said. There have been several attempts made, have there not, to kidnap your son?

At one time, said Mrs. Pett proudly, there was not a child in America who had to be more closely guarded. Why, the kidnappers had a special nick-name for Oggie. They called him the Little Nugget.

Of course, then, it is quite possible that that may be the mans object. In any case, our course must be the same. We must watch every move he makes. He paused. I could help — pardon my suggesting it — I could help a great deal more if you were to invite me to live in the house. You were kind enough to ask me to visit you in the country, but it will be two weeks before you go to the Country, and in those two weeks—

You must come here at once, Lord Wisbeach. To-night. To-day.

I think that would be the best plan.

I cannot tell you how grateful I am for all you are doing.

You have been so kind to me, Mrs. Pett, said Lord Wisbeach with feeling, that it is surely only right that I should try to make some return. Let us leave it at this then. I will come here to-night and will make it my business to watch these two men. I will go and pack my things and have them sent here.

It is wonderful of you, Lord Wisbeach.

Not at all, replied his lordship. It will be a pleasure.

He held out his hand, drawing it back rapidly as the dog Aida made a snap at it. Substituting a long-range leave-taking for the more intimate farewell, he left the room.

When he had gone, Mrs. Pett remained for some minutes, thinking. She was aflame with excitement. She had a sensational mind, and it had absorbed Lord Wisbeachs revelations eagerly. Her admiration for his lordship was intense, and she trusted him utterly. The only doubt that occurred to her was whether, with the best intentions in the world, he would be able unassisted to foil a pair of schemers so distant from each other geographically as the man who called himself Jimmy Crocker and the man who had called himself Skinner. That was a point on which they had not touched, the fact that one impostor was above stairs, the other below. It seemed to Mrs. Pett impossible that Lord Wisbeach, for all his zeal, could watch Skinner without neglecting Jimmy or foil Jimmy without taking his attention off Skinner. It was manifestly a situation that called for allies. She felt that she must have further assistance.

To Mrs. Pett, doubtless owing to her hobby of writing sensational fiction, there was a magic in the word detective which was shared by no other word in the language. She loved detectives — their keen eyes, their quiet smiles, their Derby hats. When they came on the stage, she leaned forward in her orchestra chair; when they entered her own stories, she always wrote with a greater zest. It is not too much to say that she had an almost spiritual attachment for detectives, and the idea of neglecting to employ one in real life, now that circumstances had combined to render his advent so necessary, struck her as both rash and inartistic. In the old days, when Ogden had been kidnapped, the only thing which had brought her balm had been the daily interviews with the detectives. She ached to telephone for one now.

The only consideration that kept her back was a regard for Lord Wisbeachs feelings. He had been so kind and so shrewd that to suggest reinforcing him with outside assistance must infallibly wound him deeply. And yet the situation demanded the services of a trained specialist. Lord Wisbeach had borne himself during their recent conversation in such a manner as to leave no doubt that he considered himself adequate to deal with the matter single-handed: but admirable though he was he was not a professional exponent of the art of espionage. He needed to be helped in spite of himself.

A happy solution struck Mrs. Pett. There was no need to tell him. She could combine the installation of a detective with the nicest respect for her allys feelings by the simple process of engaging one without telling Lord Wisbeach anything about it.

The telephone stood at her elbow, concealed — at the express request of the interior decorator who had designed the room — in the interior of what looked to the casual eye like a stuffed owl. On a table near at hand, handsomely bound in morocco to resemble a complete works of Shakespeare, was the telephone book. Mrs. Pett hesitated no longer. She had forgotten the address of the detective agency which she had employed on the occasion of the kidnapping of Ogden, but she remembered the name, and also the name of the delightfully sympathetic manager or proprietor or whatever he was who had listened to her troubles then.

She unhooked the receiver, and gave a number.

I want to speak to Mr. Sturgis, she said.

Oh, Mr. Sturgis, said Mrs. Pett. I wonder if you could possibly run up here — yes, now. This is Mrs. Peter Pett speaking. You remember we met some years ago when I was Mrs. Ford. Yes, the mother of Ogden Ford. I want to consult — You will come up at once? Thank you so much. Good-bye.

Mrs. Pett hung up the receiver.


CHAPTER XVII. MISS TRIMBLE, DETECTIVE
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DOWNSTAIRS, IN THE dining-room, Jimmy was smoking cigarettes and reviewing in his mind the peculiarities of the situation, when Ann came in.

Oh, there you are, said Ann. I thought you must have gone upstairs.

I have been having a delightful and entertaining conversation with my old chum, Lord Wisbeach.

Good gracious! What about?

Oh, this and that.

Not about old times?

No, we did not touch upon old times.

Does he still believe that you are Jimmy Crocker? Im so nervous, said Ann, that I can hardly speak.

I shouldnt be nervous, said Jimmy encouragingly. I dont see how things could be going better.

Thats what makes me nervous. Our luck is too good to last. We are taking such risks. It would have been bad enough without Skinner and Lord Wisbeach. At any moment you may make some fatal slip. Thank goodness, aunt Nestas suspicions have been squashed for the time being now that Skinner and Lord Wisbeach have accepted you as genuine. But then you have only seen them for a few minutes. When they have been with you a little longer, they may get suspicious themselves. I cant imagine how you managed to keep it up with Lord Wisbeach. I should have thought he would be certain to say something about the time when you were supposed to be friends in London. We simply mustnt strain our luck. I want you to go straight to aunt Nesta now and ask her to let Jerry come back.

You still refuse to let me take Jerrys place?

Of course I do. Youll find aunt Nesta upstairs.

Very well. But suppose I cant persuade her to forgive Jerry?

I think she is certain to do anything you ask. You saw how friendly she was to you at lunch. I dont see how anything can have happened since lunch to change her.

Very well. Ill go to her now.

And when you have seen her, go to the library and wait for me. Its the second room along the passage outside here. I have promised to drive Lord Wisbeach down to his hotel in my car. I met him outside just now and he tells me aunt Nesta has invited him to stay here, so he wants to go and get his things ready. I shant be twenty minutes. I shall come straight back.

Jimmy found himself vaguely disquieted by this piece of information.

Lord Wisbeach is coming to stay here?

Yes. Why?

Oh, nothing. Well, Ill go and see Mrs. Pett.

No traces of the disturbance which had temporarily ruffled the peace of the drawing-room were to be observed when Jimmy reached it. The receiver of the telephone was back on its hook, Mrs. Pett back in her chair, the dog Aida back in her basket. Mrs. Pett, her mind at ease now that she had taken the step of summoning Mr. Sturgis, was reading a book, one of her own, and was absorbed in it. The dog Aida slumbered noisily.

The sight of Jimmy, however, roused Mrs. Pett from her literary calm. To her eye, after what Lord Wisbeach had revealed there was something sinister in the very way in which he walked into the room. He made her flesh creep. In A Society Thug (Mobbs and Stifien, $1.35 net, all rights of translation reserved, including the Scandinavian) she had portrayed just such a man — smooth, specious, and formidable. Instinctively, as she watched Jimmy, her mind went back to the perfectly rotten behaviour of her own Marsden Tuke (it was only in the last chapter but one that they managed to foil his outrageous machinations), and it seemed to her that here was Tuke in the flesh. She had pictured him, she remembered, as a man of agreeable exterior, the better calculated to deceive and undo the virtuous; and the fact that Jimmy was a presentable-looking young man only made him appear viler in her eyes. In a word, she could hardly have been in less suitable frame of mind to receive graciously any kind of a request from him. She would have suspected ulterior motives if he had asked her the time.

Jimmy did not know this. He thought that she eyed him a trifle frostily, but he did not attribute this to any suspicion of him. He tried to ingratiate himself by smiling pleasantly. He could not have made a worse move. Marsden Tukes pleasant smile had been his deadliest weapon. Under its influence deluded people had trusted him alone with their jewellery and what not.

Aunt Nesta, said Jimmy, I wonder if I might ask you a personal favour.

Mrs. Pett shuddered at the glibness with which he brought out the familiar name. This was superTuke. Marsden himself, scoundrel as he was, could not have called her Aunt Nesta as smoothly as that.

Yes? she said at last. She found it difficult to speak.

I happened to meet an old friend of mine this morning. He was very sorry for himself. It appears that — for excellent reasons, of course — you had dismissed him. I mean Jerry Mitchell.

Mrs. Pett was now absolutely appalled. The conspiracy seemed to grow more complicated every moment. Already its ramifications embraced this man before her, a trusted butler, and her husbands late physical instructor. Who could say where it would end? She had never liked Jerry Mitchell, but she had never suspected him of being a conspirator. Yet, if this man who called himself Jimmy Crocker was an old friend of his, how could he be anything else?

Mitchell, Jimmy went on, unconscious of the emotions which his every word was arousing in his hearers bosom, told me about what happened yesterday. He is very depressed. He said he could not think how he happened to behave in such an abominable way. He entreated me to put in a word for him with you. He begged me to tell you how he regretted the brutal assault, and asked me to mention the fact that his record had hitherto been blameless. Jimmy paused. He was getting no encouragement, and seemed to be making no impression whatever. Mrs. Pett was sitting bolt upright in her chair in a stiffly defensive sort of way. She had the appearance of being absolutely untouched by his eloquence. In fact, he concluded lamely, he is very sorry.

There was silence for a moment.

How do you come to know Mitchell? asked Mrs. Pett.

We knew each other when I was over here working on the Chronicle. I saw him fight once or twice. He is an excellent fellow, and used to have a right swing that was a pippin — I should say extremely excellent. Brought it up from the floor, you know.

I strongly object to prize-fighters, said Mrs. Pett, and I was opposed to Mitchell coming into the house from the first.

You wouldnt let him come back, I suppose? queried Jimmy tentatively.

I would not. I would not dream of such a thing.

Hes full of remorse, you know.

If he has a spark of humanity, I have no doubt of it.

Jimmy paused. This thing was not coming out as well as it might have done. He feared that for once in her life Ann was about to be denied something on which she had set her heart. The reflection that this would be extremely good for her competed for precedence in his mind with the reflection that she would probably blame him for the failure, which would be unpleasant.

He is very fond of Ogden really.

Hm, said Mrs. Pett.

I think the heat must have made him irritable. In his normal state he would not strike a lamb. Ive known him to do it.

Do what?

Not strike lambs.

Isch, said Mrs. Pett — the first time Jimmy had ever heard that remarkable monosyllable proceed from human lips. He took it — rightly — to be intended to convey disapproval, scepticism, and annoyance. He was convinced that this mission was going to be one of his failures.

Then I may tell him, he said, that its all right?

That what is all right?

That he may come back here?

Certainly not.

Mrs. Pett was not a timid woman, but she could not restrain a shudder as she watched the plot unfold before her eyes. Her gratitude towards Lord Wisbeach at this point in the proceedings almost became hero-worship. If it had not been for him and his revelations concerning this man before her, she would certainly have yielded to the request that Jerry Mitchell be allowed to return to the house. Much as she disliked Jerry, she had been feeling so triumphant at the thought of Jimmy Crocker coming to her in spite of his step-mothers wishes and so pleased at having unexpectedly got her own way that she could have denied him nothing that he might have cared to ask. But now it was as if, herself unseen, she were looking on at a gang of conspirators hatching some plot. She was in the strong strategic position of the person who is apparently deceived, but who in reality knows all.

For a moment she considered the question of admitting Jerry to the house. Evidently his presence was necessary to the consummation of the plot, whatever it might be, and it occurred to her that it might be as well, on the principle of giving the schemers enough rope to hang themselves with, to let him come back and play his part. Then she reflected that, with the self-styled Jimmy Crocker as well as the fraudulent Skinner in the house, Lord Wisbeach and the detective would have their hands quite full enough. It would be foolish to complicate matters. She glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. Mr. Sturgis would be arriving soon, if he had really started at once from his office, as he had promised. She drew comfort from the imminence of his coming. It would be pleasant to put herself in the hands of an expert.

Jimmy had paused, mid-way to the door, and was standing there as if reluctant to accept her answer to his plea.

It would never occur again. What happened yesterday, I mean. You need not be afraid of that.

I am not afraid of that, responded Mrs. Pett tartly.

If you had seen him when I did—

When did you? You landed from the boat this morning, you went to Mr. Petts office, and then came straight up here with him. I am interested to know when you did see Mitchell?

She regretted this thrust a little, for she felt it might put the man on his guard by showing that she suspected something but she could not resist it, and it pleased her to see that her companion was momentarily confused.

I met him when I was going for my luggage, said Jimmy.

It was just the way Marsden Tuke would have got out of it. Tuke was always wriggling out of corners like that. Mrs. Petts horror of Jimmy grew.

I told him, of course, said Jimmy, that you had very kindly invited me to stay with you, and he told me all, about his trouble and implored me to plead for him. If you had seen him when I did, all gloom and repentance, you would have been sorry for him. Your womans heart—

Whatever Jimmy was about to say regarding Mrs. Petts womans heart was interrupted by the opening of the door and the deep, respectful voice of Mr. Crocker.

Mr. Sturgis.

The detective entered briskly, as if time were money with him — as indeed it was, for the International Detective Agency, of which he was the proprietor, did a thriving business. He was a gaunt, hungry-looking man of about fifty, with sunken eyes and thin lips. It was his habit to dress in the height of fashion, for one of his favourite axioms was that a man might be a detective and still look a gentleman, and his appearance was that of the individual usually described as a popular clubman. That is to say, he looked like a floorwalker taking a Sunday stroll. His prosperous exterior deceived Jimmy satisfactorily, and the latter left the room little thinking that the visitor was anything but an ordinary caller.

The detective glanced keenly at him as he passed. He made a practice of glancing keenly at nearly everything. It cost nothing and impressed clients.

I am so glad you have come, Mr. Sturgis, said Mrs. Pett. Wont you sit down?

Mr. Sturgis sat down, pulled up the knees of his trousers that half-inch which keeps them from bagging and so preserves the gentlemanliness of the appearance, and glanced keenly at Mrs. Pett.

Who was that young man who just went out?

It is about him that I wished to consult you, Mr. Sturgis.

Mr. Sturgis leaned back, and placed the tips of his fingers together.

Tell me how he comes to be here.

He pretends that he is my nephew, James Crocker.

Your nephew? Have you never seen your nephew?

Never. I ought to tell you, that a few years ago my sister married for the second time. I disapproved of the marriage, and refused to see her husband or his son — he was a widower. A few weeks ago, for private reasons, I went over to England, where they are living, and asked my sister to let the boy come here to work in my husbands office. She refused, and my husband and I returned to New York. This morning I was astonished to get a telephone call from Mr. Pett from his office, to say that James Crocker had unexpectedly arrived after all, and was then at the office. They came up here, and the young man seemed quite genuine. Indeed, he had an offensive jocularity which would be quite in keeping with the character of the real James Crocker, from what I have heard of him.

Mr. Sturgis nodded.

Know what you mean. Saw that thing in the paper, he said briefly. Yes?

Now, it is very curious, but almost from the start I was uneasy. When I say that the young man seemed genuine, I mean that he completely deceived my husband and my niece, who lives with us. But I had reasons, which I need not go into now, for being on my guard, and I was suspicious. What aroused my suspicion was the fact that my husband thought that he remembered this young man as a fellow-traveller of ours on the Atlantic, on our return voyage, while he claimed to have landed that morning on the Caronia.

You are certain of that, Mrs. Pett? He stated positively that he had landed this morning?

Yes. Quite positively. Unfortunately I myself had no chance of judging the truth of what he said, as I am such a bad sailor that I was seldom out of my stateroom from beginning to end of the voyage. However, as I say, I was suspicious. I did not see how I could confirm my suspicions, until I remembered that my new butler, Skinner, had come straight from my sisters house.

That is the man who just admitted me?

Exactly. He entered my employment only a few days ago, having come direct from London. I decided to wait until Skinner should meet this young man. Of course, when he first came into the house, he was with my husband, who opened the door with his key, so that they did not meet then.

I understand, said Mr. Sturgis, glancing keenly at the dog Aida, who had risen and was sniffing at his ankles. You thought that if Skinner recognised this young man, it would be proof of his identity?

Exactly.

Did he recognise him?

Yes. But wait. I have not finished. He recognised him, and for the moment I was satisfied. But I had had my suspicions of Skinner, too. I ought to tell you that I had been warned against him by a great friend of mine, Lord Wisbeach, an English peer whom we have known intimately for a very long time. He is one of the Shropshire Wisbeaches, you know.

No doubt, said Mr. Sturgis.

Lord Wisbeach used to be intimate with the real Jimmy Crocker. He came to lunch to-day and met this impostor. He pretended to recognise him, in order to put him off his guard, but after lunch he came to me here and told me that in reality he had never seen him before in his life, and that, whoever else he might be, he was certainly not James Crocker, my nephew.

She broke off and looked at Mr. Sturgis expectantly. The detective smiled a quiet smile.

And even that is not all. There is another thing. Mr. Pett used to employ as a physical instructor a man named Jerry Mitchell. Yesterday I dismissed him for reasons it is not necessary to go into. To-day — just as you arrived in fact — the man who calls himself Jimmy Crocker was begging me to allow Mitchell to return to the house and resume his work here. Does that not strike you as suspicious, Mr. Sturgis?

The detective closed his eyes, and smiled his quiet smile again. He opened his eyes, and fixed them on Mrs. Pett.

As pretty a case as I have come across in years, he said. Mrs. Pett, let me tell you something. It is one of my peculiarities that I never forget a face. You say that this young man pretends to have landed this morning from the Caronia? Well, I saw him myself more than a week ago in a Broadway cafe.

You did?

Talking to — Jerry Mitchell. I know Mitchell well by sight.

Mrs. Pett uttered an exclamation.

And this butler of yours — Skinner. Shall I tell you something about him? You perhaps know that when the big detective agencies, Andersons and the others, are approached in the matter of tracing a man who is wanted for anything they sometimes ask the smaller agencies like my own to work in with them. It saves time and widens the field of operations. We are very glad to do Andersons service, and Andersons are big enough to be able to afford to let us do it. Now, a few days ago, a friend of mine in Andersons came to me with a sheaf of photographs, which had been sent to them from London. Whether some private client in London or from Scotland Yard I do not know. Nor do I know why the original of the photograph was wanted. But Andersons had been asked to trace him and make a report. My peculiar gift for remembering faces has enabled me to oblige the Anderson people once or twice before in this way. I studied the photographs very carefully, and kept two of them for reference. I have one with me now. He felt in his pockets. Do you recognise it?

Mrs. Pett stared at the photograph. It was the presentment of a stout, good-humoured man of middle-age, whose solemn gaze dwelt on the middle distance in that fixed way which a man achieves only in photographs.

Skinner!

Exactly, said Mr. Sturgis, taking the photograph from her and putting it back in his pocket. I recognised him directly he opened the door to me.

But — but I am almost certain that Skinner is the man who let me in when I called on my sister in London.

Almost, repeated the detective. Did you observe him very closely?

No. I suppose I did not.

The type is a very common one. It would be very easy indeed for a clever crook to make himself up as your sisters butler closely enough to deceive any one who had only seen the original once and for a short time then. What their game is I could not say at present, but, taking everything into consideration, there can be no doubt whatever that the man who calls himself your nephew and the man who calls himself your sisters butler are working together, and that Jerry Mitchell is working in with them. As I say, I cannot tell you what they are after at present, but there is no doubt that your unexpected dismissal of Mitchell must have upset their plans. That would account for the eagerness to get him back into the house again.

Lord Wisbeach thought that they were trying to steal my nephews explosive. Perhaps you have read in the papers that my nephew, Willie Partridge, has completed an explosive which is more powerful than any at present known. His father — you have heard of him, of course — Dwight Partridge.

Mr. Sturgis nodded.

His father was working on it at the time of his death, and Willie has gone on with his experiments where he left off. To-day at lunch he showed us a test-tube full of the explosive. He put it in my husbands safe in the library. Lord Wisbeach is convinced that these scoundrels are trying to steal this, but I cannot help feeling that this is another of those attempts to kidnap my son Ogden. What do you think?

It is impossible to say at this stage of the proceedings. All we can tell is that there is some plot going on. You refused, of course, to allow Mitchell to come back to the house?

Yes. You think that was wise?

Undoubtedly. If his absence did not handicap them, they would not be so anxious to have him on the spot.

What shall we do?

You wish me to undertake the case?

Of course.

Mr. Sturgis frowned thoughtfully.

It would be useless for me to come here myself. By bad luck the man who pretends to be your nephew has seen me. If I were to come to stay here, he would suspect something. He would be on his guard. He pondered with closed eyes. Miss Trimble, he exclaimed.

I beg your pardon.

You want Miss Trimble. She is the smartest worker in my office. This is precisely the type of case she could handle to perfection.

A woman? said Mrs. Pett doubtfully.

A woman in a thousand, said Mr. Sturgis. A woman in a million.

But physically would a woman be — ?

Miss Trimble knows more about jiu-jitsu than the Japanese professor who taught her. At one time she was a Strong Woman in small-time vaudeville. She is an expert revolver-shot. I am not worrying about Miss Trimbles capacity to do the work. I am only wondering in what capacity it would be best for her to enter the house. Have you a vacancy for a parlour-maid?

I could make one.

Do so at once. Miss Trimble is at her best as a parlour-maid. She handled the Marling divorce case in that capacity. Have you a telephone in the room?

Mrs. Pett opened the stuffed owl. The detective got in touch with his office.

Mr. Sturgis speaking. Tell Miss Trimble to come to the phone. . . . Miss Trimble? I am speaking from Mrs. Petts on Riverside Drive. You know the house? I want you to come up at once. Take a taxi. Go to the back-door and ask to see Mrs. Pett. Say you have come about getting a place here as a maid. Understand? Right. Say, listen, Miss Trimble. Hello? Yes, dont hang up for a moment. Do you remember those photographs I showed you yesterday? Yes, the photographs from Andersons. Ive found the man. Hes the butler here. Take a look at him when you get to the house. Now go and get a taxi. Mrs. Pett will explain everything when you arrive. He hung up the receiver. I think I had better go now, Mrs. Pett. It would not do for me to be here while these fellows are on their guard. I can safely leave the matter to Miss Trimble. I wish you good afternoon.

After he had gone, Mrs. Pett vainly endeavoured to interest herself again in her book, but in competition with the sensations of life, fiction, even though she had written it herself, had lost its power and grip. It seemed to her that Miss Trimble must be walking to the house instead of journeying thither in a taxi-cab. But a glance at the clock assured her that only five minutes had elapsed since the detectives departure. She went to the window and looked out. She was hopelessly restless.

At last a taxi-cab stopped at the corner, and a young woman got out and walked towards the house. If this were Miss Trimble, she certainly looked capable. She was a stumpy, square-shouldered person, and even at that distance it was possible to perceive that she had a face of no common shrewdness and determination. The next moment she had turned down the side-street in the direction of the back-premises of Mrs. Petts house: and a few minutes later Mr. Crocker presented himself.

A young person wishes to see you, madam. A young person of the name of Trimble. A pang passed through Mrs. Pett as she listened to his measured tones. It was tragic that so perfect a butler should be a scoundrel. She says that you desired her to call in connection with a situation.

Show her up here, Skinner. She is the new parlour-maid. I will send her down to you when I have finished speaking to her.

Very good, madam.

There seemed to Mrs. Pett to be a faint touch of defiance in Miss Trimbles manner as she entered the room. The fact was that Miss Trimble held strong views on the equal distribution of property, and rich peoples houses always affected her adversely. Mr. Crocker retired, closing the door gently behind him.

A meaning sniff proceeded from Mrs. Petts visitor as she looked round at the achievements of the interior decorator, who had lavished his art unsparingly in this particular room. At this close range she more than fulfilled the promise of that distant view which Mrs. Pett had had of her from the window. Her face was not only shrewd and determined: it was menacing. She had thick eyebrows, from beneath which small, glittering eyes looked out like dangerous beasts in undergrowth: and the impressive effect of these was accentuated by the fact that, while the left eye looked straight out at its object, the right eye had a sort of roving commission and was now, while its colleague fixed Mrs. Pett with a gimlet stare, examining the ceiling. As to the rest of the appearance of this remarkable woman, her nose was stubby and aggressive, and her mouth had the coldly forbidding look of the closed door of a subway express when you have just missed the train. It bade you keep your distance on pain of injury. Mrs. Pett, though herself a strong woman, was conscious of a curious weakness as she looked at a female of the species so much deadlier than any male whom she had ever encountered: and came near feeling a half-pity for the unhappy wretches on whom this dynamic maiden was to be unleashed. She hardly knew how to open the conversation.

Miss Trimble, however, was equal to the occasion. She always preferred to open conversations herself. Her lips parted, and words flew out as if shot from a machine-gun. As far as Mrs. Pett could observe, she considered it unnecessary to part her teeth, preferring to speak with them clenched. This gave an additional touch of menace to her speech.

Dafternoon, said Miss Trimble, and Mrs. Pett backed convulsively into the padded recesses of her chair, feeling as if somebody had thrown a brick at her.

Good afternoon, she said faintly.

Gladda meecher, siz Pett. Mr. Sturge semme up. Said yad job fr me. Came here squick scould.

I beg your pardon?

Squick scould. Got slow taxi.

Oh, yes.

Miss Trimbles right eye flashed about the room like a searchlight, but she kept the other hypnotically on her companions face.

Whass trouble? The right eye rested for a moment on a magnificent Corot over the mantelpiece, and she snifted again. Not sprised yhave trouble. All rich people ve trouble. Noth tdo with their time cept get nto trouble.

She frowned disapprovingly at a Canaletto.

You — ah — appear to dislike the rich, said Mrs. Pett, as nearly in her grand manner as she could contrive.

Miss Trimble bowled over the grand manner as if it had been a small fowl and she an automobile. She rolled over it and squashed it flat.

Hate em! Sogelist!

I beg your pardon, said Mrs. Pett humbly. This woman was beginning to oppress her to an almost unbelievable extent.

Sogelist! No use fr idle rich. Ev read Bnard Shaw? Huh? Or Upton Sinclair? Uh? Readm. Make ythink a bit. Well, yhavent told me whasser trouble.

Mrs. Pett was by this time heartily regretting the impulse which had caused her to telephone to Mr. Sturgis. In a career which had had more than its share of detectives, both real and fictitious, she had never been confronted with a detective like this. The galling thing was that she was helpless. After all, one engaged a detective for his or her shrewdness and efficiency, not for suavity and polish. A detective who hurls speech at you through clenched teeth and yet detects is better value for the money than one who, though an ideal companion for the drawing-room, is incompetent: and Mrs. Pett, like most other people, subconsciously held the view that the ruder a person is the more efficient he must be. It is but rarely that any one is found who is not dazzled by the glamour of incivility. She crushed down her resentment at her visitors tone, and tried to concentrate her mind on the fact that this was a business matter and that what she wanted was results rather than fair words. She found it easier to do this when looking at the others face. It was a capable face. Not beautiful, perhaps, but full of promise of action. Miss Trimble having ceased temporarily to speak, her mouth was in repose, and when her mouth was in repose it looked more efficient than anything else of its size in existence.

I want you, said Mrs. Pett, to come here and watch some men—

Men! Thought so! Wh theres trouble, always ment bottomf it!

You do not like men?

Hate em! Suff-gist! She looked penetratingly at Mrs. Pett. Her left eye seemed to pounce out from under its tangled brow. You Sporter of th Cause?

Mrs. Pett was an anti-Suffragist, but, though she held strong opinions, nothing would have induced her to air them at that moment. Her whole being quailed at the prospect of arguing with this woman. She returned hurriedly to the main theme.

A young man arrived here this morning, pretending to be my nephew, James Crocker. He is an impostor. I want you to watch him very carefully.

Whassiz game?

I do not know. Personally I think he is here to kidnap my son Ogden.

Ill fixm, said the fair Trimble confidently. Say, that butler f yours. Hes a crook!

Mrs. Pett opened her eyes. This woman was manifestly competent at her work.

Have you found that out already?

Drectly saw him. Miss Trimble opened her purse. Go one f his photographs here. Brought it from office. Hes th man thats wanted ll right.

Mr. Sturgis and I both think he is working with the other man, the one who pretends to be my nephew.

Sure. Ill fix m.

She returned the photograph to her purse and snapped the catch with vicious emphasis.

There is another possibility, said Mrs. Pett. My nephew, Mr. William Partridge, had invented a wonderful explosive, and it is quite likely that these men are here to try to steal it.

Sure. Menll do anything. If y put all the men in th world in th cooler, wouldnt be ny more crime.

She glowered at the dog Aida, who had risen from the basket and removing the last remains of sleep from her system by a series of calisthenics of her own invention, as if she suspected her of masculinity. Mrs. Pett could not help wondering what tragedy in the dim past had caused this hatred of males on the part of her visitor. Miss Trimble had not the appearance of one who would lightly be deceived by Man; still less the appearance of one whom Man, unless short-sighted and extraordinarily susceptible, would go out of his way to deceive. She was still turning this mystery over in her mind, when her visitor spoke.

Well, gimme th rest of th dope, said Miss Trimble.

I beg your pardon?

More facts. Spill m!

Oh, I understand, said Mrs. Pett hastily, and embarked on a brief narrative of the suspicious circumstances which had caused her to desire skilled assistance.

Lor Wsbeach? said Miss Trimble, breaking the story. Whos he?

A very great friend of ours.

You vouch fr him persnlly? Hes all right, uh? Not a crook, huh?

Of course he is not! said Mrs. Pett indignantly. Hes a great friend of mine.

All right. Well, I guess thass bout all, huh? Ill be going downstairs an starting in.

You can come here immediately?

Sure. Got parlour-maid rig round at m boarding-house round corner. Come back with it n ten minutes. Same dress I used when I ws working on th Marling Dvorce case. Djer know th Marlings? Idle rich! Bound t get nto trouble. I fixed m. Well, gbye. Mus be going. No time t waste.

Mrs. Pett leaned back faintly in her chair. She felt overcome.

Downstairs, on her way out, Miss Trimble had paused in the hall to inspect a fine statue which stood at the foot of the stairs. It was a noble work of art, but it seemed to displease her. She snorted.

Idle rich! she muttered scornfully. Brrh!

The portly form of Mr. Crocker loomed up from the direction of the back stairs. She fixed her left eye on him piercingly. Mr. Crocker met it, and quailed. He had that consciousness of guilt which philosophers tell is the worst drawback to crime. Why this womans gaze should disturb him so thoroughly, he could not have said. She was a perfect stranger to him. She could know nothing about him. Yet he quailed.

Say, said Miss Trimble. Im cming here s parlour-maid.

Oh, ah? said Mr. Crocker, feebly.

Grrrh! observed Miss Trimble, and departed.


CHAPTER XVIII. THE VOICE PROM THE PAST
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THE LIBRARY, WHITHER Jimmy had made his way after leaving Mrs. Pett, was a large room on the ground floor, looking out on the street which ran parallel to the south side of the house. It had French windows, opening onto a strip of lawn which ended in a high stone wall with a small gate in it, the general effect of these things being to create a resemblance to a country house rather than to one in the centre of the city. Mr. Petts town residence was full of these surprises.

In one corner of the room a massive safe had been let into the wall, striking a note of incongruity, for the remainder of the wall-space was completely covered with volumes of all sorts and sizes, which filled the shelves and overflowed into a small gallery, reached by a short flight of stairs and running along the north side of the room over the door.

Jimmy cast a glance at the safe, behind the steel doors of which he presumed the test-tube of Partridgite which Willie had carried from the luncheon-table lay hid: then transferred his attention to the shelves. A cursory inspection of these revealed nothing which gave promise of whiling away entertainingly the moments which must elapse before the return of Ann. Jimmys tastes in literature lay in the direction of the lighter kind of modern fiction, and Mr. Pett did not appear to possess a single volume that had been written later than the eighteenth century — and mostly poetry at that. He turned to the writing-desk near the window, on which he had caught sight of a standing shelf full of books of a more modern aspect. He picked one up at random and opened it.

He threw it down disgustedly. It was poetry. This man Pett appeared to have a perfect obsession for poetry. One would never have suspected it, to look at him. Jimmy had just resigned himself, after another glance at the shelf, to a bookless vigil, when his eye was caught by a name on the cover of the last in the row so unexpected that he had to look again to verify the discovery.

He had been perfectly right. There it was, in gold letters.

THE LONELY HEART



BY



ANN CHESTER

He extracted the volume from the shelf in a sort of stupor. Even now he was inclined to give his goddess of the red hair the benefit of the doubt, and assume that some one else of the same name had written it. For it was a defect in Jimmys character — one of his many defects — that he loathed and scorned minor poetry and considered minor poets, especially when feminine, an unnecessary affliction. He declined to believe that Ann, his Ann, a girl full of the finest traits of character, the girl who had been capable of encouraging a comparative stranger to break the law by impersonating her cousin Jimmy Crocker, could also be capable of writing The Lonely Heart and other poems. He skimmed through the first one he came across, and shuddered. It was pure slush. It was the sort of stuff they filled up pages with in the magazines when the detective story did not run long enough. It was the sort of stuff which long-haired blighters read alone to other long-haired blighters in English suburban drawing-rooms. It was the sort of stuff which — to be brief — gave him the Willies. No, it could not be Ann who had written it.

The next moment the horrid truth was thrust upon him. There was an inscription on the title page.

To my dearest uncle Peter, with love from the author, Ann Chester.

The room seemed to reel before Jimmys eyes. He felt as if a friend had wounded him in his tenderest feelings. He felt as if some loved one had smitten him over the back of the head with a sandbag. For one moment, in which time stood still, his devotion to Ann wobbled. It was as if he had found her out in some terrible crime that revealed unsuspected flaws in her hitherto ideal character.

Then his eye fell upon the date on the title page, and a strong spasm of relief shook him. The clouds rolled away, and he loved her still. This frightful volume had been published five years ago.

A wave of pity swept over Jimmy. He did not blame her now. She had been a mere child five years ago, scarcely old enough to distinguish right from wrong. You couldnt blame her for writing sentimental verse at that age. Why, at a similar stage in his own career he had wanted to be a vaudeville singer. Everything must be excused to Youth. It was with a tender glow of affectionate forgiveness that he turned the pages.

As he did so a curious thing happened to him. He began to have that feeling, which every one has experienced at some time or other, that he had done this very thing before. He was almost convinced that this was not the first time he had seen that poem on page twenty-seven entitled A Lament. Why, some of the lines seemed extraordinarily familiar. The people who understood these things explained this phenomenon, he believed, by some stuff about the cells of the brain working simultaneously or something. Something about cells, anyway. He supposed that that must be it.

But that was not it. The feeling that he had read all this before grew instead of vanishing, as is generally the way on these occasions. He had read this stuff before. He was certain of it. But when? And where? And above all why? Surely he had not done it from choice.

It was the total impossibility of his having done it from choice that led his memory in the right direction. There had only been a year or so in his life when he had been obliged to read things which he would not have read of his own free will, and that had been when he worked on the Chronicle. Could it have been that they had given him this book of poems to review? Or — ?

And then memory, in its usual eccentric way, having taken all this time to make the first part of the journey, finished the rest of it with one lightning swoop, and he knew.

And with the illumination came dismay. Worse than dismay. Horror.

Gosh! said Jimmy.

He knew now why he had thought on the occasion of their first meeting in London that he had seen hair like Anns before. The mists rolled away and he saw everything clear and stark. He knew what had happened at that meeting five years before, to which she had so mysteriously alluded. He knew what she had meant that evening on the boat, when she had charged one Jimmy Crocker with having cured her of sentiment. A cold sweat sprang into being about his temples. He could remember that interview now, as clearly as if it had happened five minutes ago instead of five years. He could recall the article for the Sunday Chronicle which he had written from the interview, and the ghoulish gusto with which he had written it. He had had a boys undisciplined sense of humour in those days, the sense of humour which riots like a young colt, careless of what it bruises and crushes. He shuddered at the recollection of the things he had hammered out so gleefully on his typewriter down at the Chronicle office. He found himself recoiling in disgust from the man he had been, the man who could have done a wanton thing like that without compunction or ruth. He had read extracts from the article to an appreciative colleague. . . .

A great sympathy for Ann welled up in him. No wonder she hated the memory of Jimmy Crocker.

It is probable that remorse would have tortured him even further, had he not chanced to turn absently to page forty-six and read a poem entitled Loves Funeral. It was not a long poem, and he had finished it inside of two minutes; but by that time a change had come upon his mood of self-loathing. He no longer felt like a particularly mean murderer. Loves Funeral was like a tonic. It braced and invigourated him. It was so unspeakably absurd, so poor in every respect. All things, he now perceived, had worked together for good. Ann had admitted on the boat that it was his satire that had crushed out of her the fondness for this sort of thing. If that was so, then the part he had played in her life had been that of a rescuer. He thought of her as she was now and as she must have been then to have written stuff like this, and he rejoiced at what he had done. In a manner of speaking the Ann of to-day, the glorious creature who went about the place kidnapping Ogdens, was his handiwork. It was he who had destroyed the minor poetry virus in her.

The refrain of an old song came to him.

You made me what I am to-day!

I hope youre satisfied!

He was more than satisfied. He was proud of himself.

He rejoiced, however, after the first flush of enthusiasm, somewhat moderately. There was no disguising the penalty of his deed of kindness. To Ann Jimmy Crocker was no rescuer, but a sort of blend of ogre and vampire. She must never learn his real identity — or not until he had succeeded by assiduous toil, as he hoped he would, in neutralising that prejudice of the distant past.

A footstep outside broke in on his thoughts. He thrust the book quickly back into its place. Ann came in, and shut the door behind her.

Well? she said eagerly.

Jimmy did not reply for a moment. He was looking at her and thinking how perfect in every way she was now, as she stood there purged of sentimentality, all aglow with curiosity to know how her nefarious plans had succeeded. It was his Ann who stood there, not the author of The Lonely Heart.

Did you ask her?

Yes. But—

Anns face fell.

Oh! She wont let him come back?

She absolutely refused. I did my best.

I know you did.

There was a silence.

Well, this settles it, said Jimmy. Now you will have to let me help you.

Ann looked troubled.

But its such a risk. Something terrible might happen to you. Isnt impersonation a criminal offence?

What does it matter? They tell me prisons are excellent places nowadays. Concerts, picnics — all that sort of thing. I shant mind going there. I have a nice singing-voice. I think I will try to make the glee-club.

I suppose we are breaking the law, said Ann seriously. I told Jerry that nothing could happen to us except the loss of his place to him and being sent to my grandmother to me, but Im bound to say I said that just to encourage him. Dont you think we ought to know what the penalty is, in case we are caught?

It would enable us to make our plans. If its a life sentence, I shouldnt worry about selecting my future career.

You see, explained Ann, I suppose they would hardly send me to prison, as Im a relation — though I would far rather go there than to grandmothers. She lives all alone miles away in the country, and is strong on discipline — but they might do all sorts of things to you, in spite of my pleadings. I really think you had better give up the idea, Im afraid my enthusiasm carried me away. I didnt think of all this before.

Never. This thing goes through, or fails over my dead body. What are you looking for?

Ann was deep in a bulky volume which stood on a lectern by the window.

Catalogue, she said briefly, turning the pages. Uncle Peter has heaps of law books. Ill look up kidnapping. Here we are. Law Encyclopedia. Shelf X. Oh, thats upstairs. I shant be a minute.

She ran to the little staircase, and disappeared. Her voice came from the gallery.

Here we are. Ive got it.

Shoot, said Jimmy.

Theres such a lot of it, called the voice from above. Pages and pages. Im just skimming. Wait a moment.

A rustling followed from the gallery, then a sneeze.

This is the dustiest place I was ever in, said the voice. Its inches deep everywhere. Its full of cigarette ends, too. I must tell uncle. Oh, here it is. Kidnapping — penalties—

Hush called Jimmy. Theres some one coming.

The door opened.

Hello, said Ogden, strolling in. I was looking for you. Didnt think you would be here.

Come right in, my little man, and make yourself at home, said Jimmy.

Ogden eyed him with disfavour.

Youre pretty fresh, arent you?

This is praise from Sir Hubert Stanley.

Eh? Whos he?

Oh, a gentleman who knew what was what.

Ogden closed the door.

Well, I know whats what, too. I know what you are for one thing. He chuckled. Ive got your number all right.

In what respect?

Another chuckle proceeded from the bulbous boy.

You think youre smooth, dont you? But Im onto you, Jimmy Crocker. A lot of Jimmy Crocker you are. Youre a crook. Get me? And I know what youre after, at that. Youre going to try to kidnap me.

From the corner of his eye Jimmy was aware of Anns startled face, looking over the gallery rail and withdrawn hastily. No sound came from the heights, but he knew that she was listening intently.

What makes you think that?

Ogden lowered himself into the depths of his favourite easy chair, and, putting his feet restfully on the writing-desk, met Jimmys gaze with a glassy but knowing eye.

Got a cigarette? he said.

I have not, said Jimmy. Im sorry.

So am I.

Returning, with your permission, to our original subject, said Jimmy, what makes you think that I have come here to kidnap you?

Ogden yawned.

I was in the drawing-room after lunch, and that guy Lord Wisbeach came in and said he wanted to talk to mother privately. Mother sent me out of the room, so of course I listened at the door.

Do you know where little boys go who listen to private conversations? said Jimmy severely.

To the witness-stand generally, I guess. Well, I listened, and I heard this Lord Wisbeach tell mother that he had only pretended to recognise you as Jimmy Crocker and that really he had never seen you before in his life. He said you were a crook and that they had got to watch you. Well, I knew then why you had come here. It was pretty smooth, getting in the way you did. Ive got to hand it to you.

Jimmy did not reply. His mind was occupied with the contemplation of this dashing counter-stroke on the part of Gentleman Jack. He could hardly refrain from admiring the simple strategy with which the latter had circumvented him. There was an artistry about the move which compelled respect.

Well, now, see here, said Ogden, you and I have got to get together on this proposition. Ive been kidnapped twice before, and the only guys that made anything out of it were the kidnappers. Its pretty soft for them. They couldnt have got a cent without me, and they never dreamed of giving me a rake-off. Im getting good and tired of being kidnapped for other peoples benefit, and Ive made up my mind that the next guy that wants me has got to come across. See? My proposition is fifty-fifty. If you like it, Im game to let you go ahead. If you dont like it, then the deals off, and youll find that youve a darned poor chance of getting me. When I was kidnapped before, I was just a kid, but I can look after myself now. Well, what do you say?

Jimmy found it hard at first to say anything. He had never properly understood the possibilities of Ogdens character before. The longer he contemplated him, the more admirable Anns scheme appeared. It seemed to him that only a resolute keeper of a home for dogs would be adequately equipped for dealing with this remarkable youth.

This is a commercial age, he said.

You bet it is, said Ogden. My middle name is business. Say, are you working this on your own, or are you in with Buck Maginnis and his crowd?

I dont think I know Mr. Maginnis.

Hes the guy who kidnapped me the first time. Hes a rough-neck. Smooth Sam Fisher got away with me the second time. Maybe youre in with Sam?

No.

No, I guess not. I heard that he had married and retired from business. I rather wish you were one of Bucks lot. I like Buck. When he kidnapped me, I lived with him and he gave me a swell time. When I left him, a woman came and interviewed me about it for one of the Sunday papers. Sob stuff. Called the piece Even Kidnappers Have Tender Hearts Beneath A Rough Exterior. Ive got it upstairs in my press-clipping album. It was pretty bad slush. Buck Maginnis hasnt got any tender heart beneath his rough exterior, but hes a good sort and I liked him. We used to shoot craps. And he taught me to chew. Id be tickled to death to have Buck get me again. But, if youre working on your own, all right. Its all the same to me, provided you meet me on the terms.

You certainly are a fascinating child.

Less of it, less of it. Ive troubles enough to bear without having you getting fresh. Well, what about it? Talk figures. If I let you take me away, do we divvy up or dont we? Thats all youve got to say.

Thats easily settled. Ill certainly give you half of whatever I get.

Ogden looked wistfully at the writing-desk.

I wish I could have that in writing. But I guess it wouldnt stand in law. I suppose I shall have to trust you.

Honour among thieves.

Less of the thieves. This is just a straight business proposition. Ive got something valuable to sell, and Im darned if Im going to keep giving it away. Ive been too easy. I ought to have thought of this before. All right, then, thats settled. Now its up to you. You can think out the rest of it yourself.

He heaved himself out of the chair, and left the room. Ann, coming down from the gallery, found Jimmy meditating. He looked up at the sound of her step.

Well, that seems to make it pretty easy for us, doesnt it? he said. It solves the problem of ways and means.

But this is awful. This alters everything. It isnt safe for you to stay here. You must go away at once. Theyve found you out. You may be arrested at any moment.

Thats a side-issue. The main point is to put this thing through. Then we can think about what is going to happen to me.

But cant you see the risk youre running?

I dont mind. I want to help you.

I wont let you.

You must.

But do be sensible. What would you think of me if I allowed you to face this danger — ?

I wouldnt think any differently of you. My opinion of you is a fixed thing. Nothing can alter it. I tried to tell you on the boat, but you wouldnt let me. I think youre the most perfect, wonderful girl in all the world. Ive loved you since the first moment I saw you. I knew who you were when we met for half a minute that day in London. We were utter strangers, but I knew you. You were the girl I had been looking for all my life. Good Heavens, you talk of risks. Cant you understand that just being with you and speaking to you and knowing that we share this thing together is enough to wipe out any thought of risk? Id do anything for you. And you expect me to back out of this thing because there is a certain amount of danger!

Ann had retreated to the door, and was looking at him with wide eyes. With other young men and there had been many — who had said much the same sort of thing to her since her debutante days she had been cool and composed — a little sorry, perhaps, but in no doubt as to her own feelings and her ability to resist their pleadings. But now her heart was racing, and the conviction had begun to steal over her that the cool and composed Ann Chester was in imminent danger of making a fool of herself. Quite suddenly, without any sort of warning, she realised that there was some quality in Jimmy which called aloud to some corresponding quality in herself — a nebulous something that made her know that he and she were mates. She knew herself hard to please where men were concerned. She could not have described what it was in her that all the men she had met, the men with whom she had golfed and ridden and yachted, had failed to satisfy: but, ever since she had acquired the power of self-analysis, she had known that it was something which was a solid and indestructible part of her composition. She could not have put into words what quality she demanded in man, but she had always known that she would recognise it when she found it: and she recognised it now in Jimmy. It was a recklessness, an irresponsibility, a cheerful dare-devilry, the complement to her own gay lawlessness.

Ann! said Jimmy.

Its too late!

She had not meant to say that. She had meant to say that it was impossible, out of the question. But her heart was running away with her, goaded on by the irony of it all. A veil seemed to have fallen from before her eyes, and she knew now why she had been drawn to Jimmy from the very first. They were mates, and she had thrown away her happiness.

Ive promised to marry Lord Wisbeach!

Jimmy stopped dead, as if the blow had been a physical one.

Youve promised to marry Lord Wisbeach!

Yes.

But — but when?

Just now. Only a few minutes ago. When I was driving him to his hotel. He had asked me to marry him before I left for England, and I had promised to give him his answer when I got back. But when I got back, somehow I couldnt make up my mind. The days slipped by. Something seemed to be holding me back. He pressed me to say that I would marry him, and it seemed absurd to go on refusing to be definite, so I said I would.

You cant love him? Surely you dont — ?

Ann met his gaze frankly.

Something seems to have happened to me in the last few minutes, she said, and I cant think clearly. A little while ago it didnt seem to matter much. I liked him. He was good-looking and good-tempered. I felt that we should get along quite well and be as happy as most people are. That seemed as near perfection as one could expect to get nowadays, so — well, thats how it was.

But you cant marry him! Its out of the question!

Ive promised.

You must break your promise.

I cant do that.

You must!

I cant. One must play the game.

Jimmy groped for words. But in this case you mustnt — its awful — in this special case— He broke off. He saw the trap he was in. He could not denounce that crook without exposing himself. And from that he still shrank. Anns prejudice against Jimmy Crocker might have its root in a trivial and absurd grievance, but it had been growing through the years, and who could say how strong it was now?

Ann came a step towards him, then paused doubtfully. Then, as if making up her mind, she drew near and touched his sleeve.

Im sorry, she said.

There was a silence.

Im sorry!

She moved away. The door closed softly behind her. Jimmy scarcely knew that she had gone. He sat down in that deep chair which was Mr. Petts favourite, and stared sightlessly at the ceiling. And then, how many minutes or hours later he did not know, the sharp click of the door-handle roused him. He sprang from the chair. Was it Ann, come back?

It was not Ann. Round the edge of the door came inquiringly the fair head of Lord Wisbeach.

Oh! said his lordship, sighting Jimmy.

The head withdrew itself.

Come here! shouted Jimmy.

The head appeared again.

Talking to me?

Yes, I was talking to you.

Lord Wisbeach followed his superstructure into the room. He was outwardly all that was bland and unperturbed, but there was a wary look in the eye that cocked itself at Jimmy, and he did not move far from the door. His fingers rested easily on the handle behind him. He did not think it probable that Jimmy could have heard of his visit to Mrs. Pett, but there had been something menacing in the latters voice, and he believed in safety first.

They told me Miss Chester was here, he said by way of relaxing any possible strain there might be in the situation.

And what the devil do you want with Miss Chester, you slimy, crawling second-story-worker, you damned, oily yegg? enquired Jimmy.

The sunniest optimist could not have deluded himself into the belief that the words were spoken in a friendly and genial spirit. Lord Wisbeachs fingers tightened on the door-handle, and he grew a little flushed about the cheek-bones.

Whats all this about? he said.

You infernal crook!

Lord Wisbeach looked anxious.

Dont shout like that! Are you crazy? Do you want people to hear?

Jimmy drew a deep breath.

I shall have to get further away from you, he said more quietly. Theres no knowing what may happen if I dont. I dont want to kill you. At least, I do, but I had better not.

He retired slowly until brought to a halt by the writing-desk. To this he anchored himself with a firm grip. He was extremely anxious to do nothing rash, and the spectacle of Gentleman Jack invited rashness. He leaned against the desk, clutching its solidity with both hands. Lord Wisbeach held steadfastly to the door-handle. And in this tense fashion the interview proceeded.

Miss Chester, said Jimmy, forcing himself to speak calmly, has just been telling me that she has promised to marry you.

Quite true, said Lord Wisbeach. It will be announced to-morrow. A remark trembled on his lips, to the effect that he relied on Jimmy for a fish-slice, but prudence kept it unspoken. He was unable at present to understand Jimmys emotion. Why Jimmy should object to his being engaged to Ann, he could not imagine. But it was plain that for some reason he had taken the thing to heart, and, dearly as he loved a bit of quiet fun, Lord Wisbeach decided that the other was at least six inches too tall and fifty pounds too heavy to be bantered in his present mood by one of his own physique. Why not?

It wont be announced to-morrow, said Jimmy. Because by to-morrow you will be as far away from here as you can get, if you have any sense.

What do you mean?

Just this. If you havent left this house by breakfast time to-morrow, I shall expose you.

Lord Wisbeach was not feeling particularly happy, but he laughed at this.

You!

Thats what I said.

Who do you think you are, to go about exposing people?

I happen to be Mrs. Petts nephew, Jimmy Crocker.

Lord Wisbeach laughed again.

Is that the line you are going to take?

It is.

You are going to Mrs. Pett to tell her that you are Jimmy Crocker and that I am a crook and that you only pretended to recognise me for reasons of your own?

Just that.

Forget it! Lord Wisbeach had forgotten to be alarmed in his amusement. He smiled broadly. Im not saying its not good stuff to pull, but its old stuff now. Im sorry for you, but I thought of it before you did. I went to Mrs. Pett directly after lunch and sprang that line of talk myself. Do you think shell believe you after that? I tell you Im ace-high with that dame. You cant queer me with her.

I think I can. For the simple reason that I really am Jimmy Crocker.

Yes, you are.

Exactly. Yes, I am.

Lord Wisbeach smiled tolerantly.

It was worth trying the bluff, I guess, but it wont work. I know youd be glad to get me out of this house, but youve got to make a better play than that to do it.

Dont deceive yourself with the idea that Im bluffing. Look here. He suddenly removed his coat and threw it to Lord Wisbeach. Read the tailors label inside the pocket. See the name. Also the address. J. Crocker. Drexdale House. Grosvenor Square. London.

Lord Wisbeach picked up the garment and looked as directed. His face turned a little sallower, but he still fought against his growing conviction.

Thats no proof.

Perhaps not. But, when you consider the reputation of the tailor whose name is on the label, its hardly likely that he would be standing in with an impostor, is it? If you want real proof, I have no doubt that there are half a dozen men working on the Chronicle who can identify me. Or are you convinced already?

Lord Wisbeach capitulated.

I dont know what fool game you think youre playing, but I cant see why you couldnt have told me this when we were talking after lunch.

Never mind. I had my reasons. They dont matter. What matters is that you are going to get out of here to-morrow. Do you understand that?

I get you.

Then thats about all, I think. Dont let me keep you.

Say, listen. Gentleman Jacks voice was plaintive. I think you might give a fellow a chance to get out good. Give me time to have a guy in Montreal send me a telegram telling me to go up there right away. Otherwise you might just as well put the cops on me at once. The old lady knows Ive got business in Canada. You dont need to be rough on a fellow.

Jimmy pondered this point.

All right. I dont object to that.

Thanks.

Dont start anything, though.

I dont know what you mean.

Jimmy pointed to the safe.

Come, come, friend of my youth. We have no secrets from each other. I know youre after whats in there, and you know that I know. I dont want to harp on it, but youll be spending to-night in the house, and I think you had better make up your mind to spend it in your room, getting a nice sleep to prepare you for your journey. Do you follow me, old friend?

I get you.

That will be all then, I think. Wind a smile around your neck and recede.

The door slammed. Lord Wisbeach had restrained his feelings successfully during the interview, but he could not deny himself that slight expression of them. Jimmy crossed the room and took his coat from the chair where the other had dropped it. As he did so a voice spoke.

Say!

Jimmy spun round. The room was apparently empty. The thing was beginning to assume an uncanny aspect, when the voice spoke again.

You think youre darned funny, dont you?

It came from above. Jimmy had forgotten the gallery. He directed his gaze thither, and perceived the heavy face of Ogden hanging over the rail like a gargoyle.

What are you doing there? he demanded.

Listening.

How did you get there?

Theres a door back here that you get to from the stairs. I often come here for a quiet cigarette. Say, you think yourself some josher, dont you, telling me you were a kidnapper! You strung me like an onion. So youre really Jimmy Crocker after all? Where was the sense in pulling all that stuff about taking me away and divvying up the ransom? Aw, you make me tired!

The head was withdrawn, and Jimmy heard heavy steps followed by the banging of a door. Peace reigned in the library.

Jimmy sat down in the chair which was Mr. Petts favourite and which Ogden was accustomed to occupy to that gentlemans displeasure. The swiftness of recent events had left him a little dizzy, and he desired to think matters over and find out exactly what had happened.

The only point which appeared absolutely clear to him in a welter of confusing occurrences was the fact that he had lost the chance of kidnapping Ogden. Everything had arranged itself so beautifully simply and conveniently as regarded that venture until a moment ago; but now that the boy had discovered his identity it was impossible for him to attempt it. He was loth to accept this fact. Surely, even now, there was a way . . .

Quite suddenly an admirable plan occurred to him. It involved the co-operation of his father. And at that thought he realised with a start that life had been moving so rapidly for him since his return to the house that he had not paid any attention at all to what was really as amazing a mystery as any. He had been too busy to wonder why his father was there.

He debated the best method of getting in touch with him. It was out of the question to descend to the pantry or wherever it was that his father lived in this new incarnation of his. Then the happy thought struck him that results might be obtained by the simple process of ringing the bell. It might produce some other unit of the domestic staff. However, it was worth trying. He rang the bell.

A few moments later the door opened. Jimmy looked up. It was not his father. It was a dangerous-looking female of uncertain age, dressed as a parlour-maid, who eyed him with what seemed to his conscience-stricken soul dislike and suspicion. She had a tight-lipped mouth and beady eyes beneath heavy brows. Jimmy had seldom seen a woman who attracted him less at first sight.

Jer ring, S?

Jimmy blinked and almost ducked. The words had come at him like a projectile.

Oh, ah, yes.

J want anything, s?

With an effort Jimmy induced his mind to resume its interrupted equilibrium.

Oh, ah, yes. Would you mind sending Skinner the butler to me.

Ysr.

The apparition vanished. Jimmy drew out his handkerchief and dabbed at his forehead. He felt weak and guilty. He felt as if he had just been accused of nameless crimes and had been unable to deny the charge. Such was the magic of Miss Trimbles eye — the left one, which looked directly at its object. Conjecture pauses baffled at the thought of the effect which her gaze might have created in the breasts of the sex she despised, had it been double instead of single-barrelled. But half of it had wasted itself on a spot some few feet to his right.

Presently the door opened again, and Mr. Crocker appeared, looking like a benevolent priest.


CHAPTER XIX. BETWEEN FATHER AND SON
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WELL, SKINNER, MY man, said Jimmy, how goes it?

Mr. Crocker looked about him cautiously. Then his priestly manner fell from him like a robe, and he bounded forward.

Jimmy! he exclaimed, seizing his sons hand and shaking it violently. Say, its great seeing you again, Jim!

Jimmy drew himself up haughtily.

Skinner, my good menial, you forget yourself strangely! You will be getting fired if you mitt the handsome guest in this chummy fashion! He slapped his father on the back. Dad, this is great! How on earth do you come to be here? Whats the idea? Why the buttling? When did you come over? Tell me all!

Mr. Crocker hoisted himself nimbly onto the writing-desk, and sat there, beaming, with dangling legs.

It was your letter that did it, Jimmy. Say, Jim, there wasnt any need for you to do a thing like that just for me.

Well, I thought you would have a better chance of being a peer without me around. By the way, dad, how did my step-mother take the Lord Percy episode?

A shadow fell upon Mr. Crockers happy face.

I dont like to do much thinking about your step-mother, he said. She was pretty sore about Percy. And she was pretty sore about your lighting out for America. But, gee! what she must be feeling like now that Ive come over, I darent let myself think.

You havent explained that yet. Why did you come over?

Well, Id been feeling homesick — I always do over there in the baseball season — and then talking with Pett made it worse—

Talking with Pett? Did you see him, then, when he was in London?

See him? I let him in!

How?

Into the house, I mean. I had just gone to the front door to see what sort of a day it was — I wanted to know if there had been enough rain in the night to stop my having to watch that cricket game — and just as I got there the bell rang. I opened the door.

A revoltingly plebeian thing to do! Im ashamed of you, dad! They wont stand for that sort of thing in the House of Lords!

Well, before I knew what was happening they had taken me for the butler. I didnt want your step-mother to know Id been opening doors — you remember how touchy she was always about it so I just let it go at that and jollied them along. But I just couldnt help asking the old man how the pennant race was making out, and that tickled him so much that he offered me a job here as butler if I ever wanted to make a change. And then your note came saying that you were going to New York, and — well, I couldnt help myself. You couldnt have kept me in London with ropes. I sneaked out next day and bought a passage on the Carmantic — she sailed the Wednesday after you left — and came straight here. They gave me this job right away. Mr. Crocker paused, and a holy light of enthusiasm made his homely features almost beautiful. Say, Jim, Ive seen a ball-game every darned day since I landed! Say, two days running Larry Doyle made home-runs! But, gosh! that guy Klem is one swell robber! See here! Mr. Crocker sprang down from the desk, and snatched up a handful of books, which he proceeded to distribute about the floor. There were two men on bases in the sixth and Whats-his-name came to bat. He lined one out to centre-field — where this book is — and—

Pull yourself together, Skinner! You cant monkey about with the employers library like that. Jimmy restored the books to their places. Simmer down and tell me more. Postpone the gossip from the diamond. What plans have you made? Have you considered the future at all? You arent going to hold down this buttling job forever, are you? When do you go back to London?

The light died out of Mr. Crockers face.

I guess I shall have to go back some time. But how can I yet, with the Giants leading the league like this?

But did you just light out without saying anything?

I left a note for your step-mother telling her I had gone to America for a vacation. Jimmy, I hate to think what shes going to do to me when she gets me back!

Assert yourself, dad! Tell her that womans place is the home and mans the ball-park! Be firm!

Mr. Crocker shook his head dubiously.

Its all very well to talk that way when youre three thousand miles from home, but you know as well as I do, Jim, that your step-mother, though shes a delightful woman, isnt the sort you can assert yourself with. Look at this sister of hers here. I guess you havent been in the house long enough to have noticed, but shes very like Eugenia in some ways. Shes the boss all right, and old Pett does just what hes told to. I guess its the same with me, Jim. Theres a certain type of man thats just born to have it put over on him by a certain type of woman. Im that sort of man and your stepmothers that sort of woman. No, I guess Im going to get mine all right, and the only thing to do is to keep it from stopping me having a good time now.

There was truth in what he said, and Jimmy recognised it. He changed the subject.

Well, never mind that. Theres no sense in worrying oneself about the future. Tell me, dad, where did you get all the dinner-is-served, madam stuff? How did you ever learn to be a butler?

Bayliss taught me back in London. And, of course, Ive played butlers when I was on the stage.

Jimmy did not speak for a moment.

Did you ever play a kidnapper, dad? he asked at length.

Sure. I was Chicago Ed. in a crook play called This Way Out. Why, surely you saw me in that? I got some good notices.

Jimmy nodded.

Of course. I knew Id seen you play that sort of part some time. You came on during the dark scene and—

 — switched on the lights and—

 — covered the bunch with your gun while they were still blinking! You were great in that part, dad.

It was a good part, said Mr. Crocker modestly. It had fat. Id like to have a chance to play a kidnapper again. Theres a lot of pep to kidnappers.

You shall play one again, said Jimmy. I am putting on a little sketch with a kidnapper as the star part.

Eh? A sketch? You, Jim? Where?

Here. In this house. It is entitled Kidnapping Ogden and opens to-night.

Mr. Crocker looked at his only son in concern. Jimmy appeared to him to be rambling.

Amateur theatricals? he hazarded.

In the sense that there is no pay for performing, yes. Dad, you know that kid Ogden upstairs? Well, its quite simple. I want you to kidnap him for me.

Mr. Crocker sat down heavily. He shook his head.

I dont follow all this.

Of course not. I havent begun to explain. Dad, in your rambles through this joint youve noticed a girl with glorious red-gold hair, I imagine?

Ann Chester?

Ann Chester. Im going to marry her.

Jimmy!

But she doesnt know it yet. Now, follow me carefully, dad. Five years ago Ann Chester wrote a book of poems. Its on that desk there. You were using it a moment back as second-base or something. Now, I was working at that time on the Chronicle. I wrote a skit on those poems for the Sunday paper. Do you begin to follow the plot?

Shes got it in for you? Shes sore?

Exactly. Get that firmly fixed in your mind, because its the source from which all the rest of the story springs.

Mr. Crocker interrupted.

But I dont understand. You say shes sore at you. Well, how is it that you came in together looking as if you were good friends when I let you in this morning?

I was waiting for you to ask that. The explanation is that she doesnt know that I am Jimmy Crocker.

But you came here saying that you were Jimmy Crocker.

Quite right. And that is where the plot thickens. I made Anns acquaintance first in London and then on the boat. I had found out that Jimmy Crocker was the man she hated most in the world, so I took another name. I called myself Bayliss.

Bayliss!

I had to think of something quick, because the clerk at the shipping office was waiting to fill in my ticket. I had just been talking to Bayliss on the phone and his was the only name that came into my mind. You know how it is when you try to think of a name suddenly. Now mark the sequel. Old Bayliss came to see me off at Paddington. Ann was there and saw me. She said Good evening, Mr. Bayliss or something, and naturally old Bayliss replied What ho! or words to that effect. The only way to handle the situation was to introduce him as my father. I did so. Ann, therefore, thinks that I am a young man named Bayliss who has come over to America to make his fortune. We now come to the third reel. I met Ann by chance at the Knickerbocker and took her to lunch. While we were lunching, that confirmed congenital idiot, Reggie Bartling, who happened to have come over to America as well, came up and called me by my name. I knew that, if Ann discovered who I really was, she would have nothing more to do with me, so I gave Reggie the haughty stare and told him that he had made a mistake. He ambled away — and possibly committed suicide in his anguish at having made such a bloomer — leaving Ann discussing with me the extraordinary coincidence of my being Jimmy Crockers double. Do you follow the story of my life so far?

Mr. Crocker, who had been listening with wrinkled brow and other signs of rapt attention, nodded.

I understand all that. But how did you come to get into this house?

That is reel four. I am getting to that. It seems that Ann, who is the sweetest girl on earth and always on the lookout to do some one a kindness, had decided, in the interests of the boys future, to remove young Ogden Ford from his present sphere, where he is being spoiled and ruined, and send him down to a man on Long Island who would keep him for awhile and instil the first principles of decency into him. Her accomplice in this admirable scheme was Jerry Mitchell.

Jerry Mitchell!

Who, as you know, got fired yesterday. Jerry was to have done the rough work of the job. But, being fired, he was no longer available. I, therefore, offered to take his place. So here I am.

Youre going to kidnap that boy?

No. You are.

Me!

Precisely. You are going to play a benefit performance of your world-famed success, Chicago Ed. Let me explain further. Owing to circumstances which I need not go into, Ogden has found out that I am really Jimmy Crocker, so he refuses to have anything more to do with me. I had deceived him into believing that I was a professional kidnapper, and he came to me and offered to let me kidnap him if I would go fifty-fifty with him in the ransom!

Gosh!

Yes, hes an intelligent child, full of that sort of bright ideas. Well, now he has found that I am not all his fancy painted me, he wouldnt come away with me; and I want you to understudy me while the going is good. In the fifth reel, which will be released to-night after the household has retired to rest, you will be featured. Its got to be tonight, because it has just occurred to me that Ogden, knowing that Lord Wisbeach is a crook, may go to him with the same proposal that he made to me.

Lord Wisbeach a crook!

Of the worst description. He is here to steal that explosive stuff of Willie Partridges. But as I have blocked that play, he may turn his attention to Ogden.

But, Jimmy, if that fellow is a crook — how do you know he is?

He told me so himself.

Well, then, why dont you expose him?

Because in order to do so, Skinner my man, I should have to explain that I was really Jimmy Crocker, and the time is not yet ripe for that. To my thinking, the time will not be ripe till you have got safely away with Ogden Ford. I can then go to Ann and say I may have played you a rotten trick in the past, but I have done you a good turn now, so lets forget the past! So you see that everything now depends on you, dad. Im not asking you to do anything difficult. Ill go round to the boarding-house now and tell Jerry Mitchell about what we have arranged, and have him waiting outside here in a car. Then all you will have to do is to go to Ogden, play a short scene as Chicago Ed., escort him to the car, and then go back to bed and have a good sleep. Once Ogden thinks you are a professional kidnapper, you wont have any difficulty at all. Get it into your head that he wants to be kidnapped. Surely you can tackle this light and attractive job? Why, it will be a treat for you to do a bit of character acting once more!

Jimmy had struck the right note. His fathers eyes began to gleam with excitement. The scent of the footlights seemed to dilate his nostrils.

I was always good at that rough-neck stuff, he murmured meditatively. I used to eat it!

Exactly, said Jimmy. Look at it in the right way, and I am doing you a kindness in giving you this chance.

Mr. Crocker rubbed his cheek with his forefinger.

Youd want me to make up for the part? he asked wistfully.

Of course!

You want me to do it to-night?

At about two in the morning, I thought.

Ill do it, Jim!

Jimmy grasped his hand.

I knew I could rely on you, dad.

Mr. Crocker was following a train of thought.

Dark wig . . . blue chin . . . heavy eyebrows . . . I guess I cant do better than my old Chicago Ed. make-up. Say, Jimmy, how am I to get to the kid?

Thatll be all right. You can stay in my room till the time comes to go to him. Use it as a dressing-room.

How am I to get him out of the house?

Through this room. Ill tell Jerry to wait out on the side-street with the car from two oclock on.

Mr. Crocker considered these arrangements.

That seems to be about all, he said.

I dont think theres anything else.

Ill slip downtown and buy the props.

Ill go and tell Jerry.

A thought struck Mr. Crocker.

Youd better tell Jerry to make up, too. He doesnt want the kid recognising him and squealing on him later.

Jimmy was lost in admiration of his fathers resource.

You think of everything, dad! That wouldnt have occurred to me. You certainly do take to Crime in the most wonderful way. It seems to come naturally to you!

Mr. Crocker smirked modestly.


CHAPTER XX. CELESTINE IMPARTS INFORMATION
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PLOT IS ONLY as strong as its weakest link. The best-laid schemes of mice and men gang agley if one of the mice is a mental defective or if one of the men is a Jerry Mitchell. . . .

Celestine, Mrs. Petts maid — she who was really Maggie OToole and whom Jerry loved with a strength which deprived him of even that small amount of intelligence which had been bestowed upon him by Nature — came into the house-keepers room at about ten oclock that night. The domestic staff had gone in a body to the moving-pictures, and the only occupant of the room was the new parlourmaid, who was sitting in a hard chair, reading Schopenhauer.

Celestines face was flushed, her dark hair was ruffled, and her eyes were shining. She breathed a little quickly, and her left hand was out of sight behind her back. She eyed the new parlour-maid doubtfully for a moment. The latter was a woman of somewhat unencouraging exterior, not the kind that invites confidences. But Celestine had confidences to bestow, and the exodus to the movies had left her in a position where she could not pick and choose. She was faced with the alternative of locking her secret in her palpitating bosom or of revealing it to this one auditor. The choice was one which no impulsive damsel in like circumstances would have hesitated to make.

Say! said Celestine.

A face rose reluctantly from behind Schopenhauer. A gleaming eye met Celestines. A second eye no less gleaming glared at the ceiling.

Say, I just been talking to my feller outside, said Celestine with a coy simper. Say, hes a grand man!

A snort of uncompromising disapproval proceeded from the thin-lipped mouth beneath the eyes. But Celestine was too full of her news to be discouraged.

Im strong fer Jer! she said.

Huh? said the student of Schopenhauer.

Jerry Mitchell, you know. You aint never met him, have you? Say, hes a grand man!

For the first time she had the others undivided attention. The new parlour-maid placed her book upon the table.

Uh? she said.

Celestine could hold back her dramatic surprise no longer. Her concealed left hand flashed into view. On the third finger glittered a ring. She gazed at it with awed affection.

Aint it a beaut!

She contemplated its sparkling perfection for a moment in rapturous silence.

Say, you could have knocked me down with a feather! she resumed. He telephones me awhile ago and says to be outside the back door at ten to-night, because hed something he wanted to tell me. Of course he couldnt come in and tell it me here, because hed been fired and everything. So I goes out, and there he is. Hello, kid! he says to me. Fresh! I says to him. Say, I got something to be fresh about! he says to me. And then he reaches into his jeans and hauls out the sparkler. Whats that? I says to him. Its an engagement ring, he says to me. For you, if youll wear it! I came over so weak, I could have fell! And the next thing I know hes got it on my finger and— Celestine broke off modestly. Say, aint it a beaut, honest! She gave herself over to contemplation once more. He says to me how hes on Easy Street now, or will be pretty soon. I says to him Have you got a job, then? He says to me Now, I aint got a job, but Im going to pull off a stunt to-night thats going to mean enough to me to start that health-farm Ive told you about. Say, hes always had a line of talk about starting a health-farm down on Long Island, he knowing all about training and health and everything through having been one of them fighters. I asks him what the stunt is, but he wont tell me yet. He says hell tell me after were married, but he says its sure-fire and hes going to buy the license tomorrow.

She paused for comment and congratulations, eyeing her companion expectantly.

Huh! said the new parlour-maid briefly, and resumed her Schopenhauer. Decidedly hers was not a winning personality.

Aint it a beaut? demanded Celestine, damped.

The new parlour-maid uttered a curious sound at the back of her throat.

Hes a beaut! she said cryptically.

She added another remark in a lower tone, too low for Celestines ears. It could hardly have been that, but it sounded to Celestine like:

Ill fix m!


CHAPTER XXI. CHICAGO ED.
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RIVERSIDE DRIVE SLEPT. The moon shone on darkened windows and deserted sidewalks. It was past one oclock in the morning. The wicked Forties were still ablaze with light and noisy foxtrots; but in the virtuous Hundreds, where Mr. Petts house stood, respectable slumber reigned. Only the occasional drone of a passing automobile broke the silence, or the love-sick cry of some feline Romeo patrolling a wall-top.

Jimmy was awake. He was sitting on the edge of his bed watching his father put the finishing touches to his make-up, which was of a shaggy and intimidating nature. The elder Crocker had conceived the outward aspect of Chicago Ed., King of the Kidnappers, on broad and impressive lines, and one glance would have been enough to tell the sagacious observer that here was no white-souled comrade for a nocturnal saunter down lonely lanes and out-of-the-way alleys.

Mr. Crocker seemed to feel this himself.

The only trouble is, Jim, he said, peering at himself in the glass, shant I scare the boy to death directly he sees me? Oughtnt I to give him some sort of warning?

How? Do you suggest sending him a formal note?

Mr. Crocker surveyed his repellent features doubtfully.

Its a good deal to spring on a kid at one in the morning, he said. Suppose he has a fit!

Hes far more likely to give you one. Dont you worry about Ogden, dad. I shouldnt think there was a child alive more equal to handling such a situation.

There was an empty glass standing on a tray on the dressing-table. Mr. Crocker eyed this sadly.

I wish you hadnt thrown that stuff away, Jim. I could have done with it. Im feeling nervous.

Nonsense, dad! Youre all right! I had to throw it away. Im on the wagon now, but how long I should have stayed on with that smiling up at me I dont know. Ive made up my mind never to lower myself to the level of the beasts that perish with the demon Rum again, because my future wife has strong views on the subject: but theres no sense in taking chances. Temptation is all very well, but you dont need it on your dressing-table. It was a kindly thought of yours to place it there, dad, but—

Eh? I didnt put it there.

I thought that sort of thing came in your department. Isnt it the butlers job to supply drinks to the nobility and gentry? Well, it doesnt matter. It is now distributed over the neighbouring soil, thus removing a powerful temptation from your path. Youre better without it. He looked at his watch. Well, it ought to be all right now. He went to the window. Theres an automobile down there. I suppose its Jerry. I told him to be outside at one sharp and its nearly half-past. I think you might be starting, dad. Oh, by the way, you had better tell Ogden that you represent a gentleman of the name of Buck Maginnis. It was Buck who got away with him last time, and a firm friendship seems to-have sprung up between them. Theres nothing like coming with a good introduction.

Mr. Crocker took a final survey of himself in the mirror.

Gee I Id hate to meet myself on a lonely road!

He opened the door, and stood for a moment listening.

From somewhere down the passage came the murmur of a muffled snore.

Third door on the left, said Jimmy. Three — count em! — three. Dont go getting mixed.

Mr. Crocker slid into the outer darkness like a stout ghost, and Jimmy closed the door gently behind him.

Having launched his indulgent parent safely on a career of crime, Jimmy switched off the light and returned to the window. Leaning out, he gave himself up for a moment to sentimental musings. The night was very still. Through the trees which flanked the house the dimmed headlights of what was presumably Jerry Mitchells hired car shone faintly like enlarged fire-flies. A boat of some description was tooting reflectively far down the river. Such was the seductive influence of the time and the scene that Jimmy might have remained there indefinitely, weaving dreams, had he not been under the necessity of making his way down to the library. It was his task to close the French windows after his father and Ogden had passed through, and he proposed to remain hid in the gallery there until the time came for him to do this. It was imperative that he avoid being seen by Ogden.

Locking his door behind him, he went downstairs. There were no signs of life in the house. Everything was still. He found the staircase leading to the gallery without having to switch on the lights.

It was dusty in the gallery, and a smell of old leather enveloped him. He hoped his father would not be long. He lowered himself cautiously to the floor, and, resting his head against a convenient shelf, began to wonder how the interview between Chicago Ed. and his prey was progressing.



Mr. Crocker, meanwhile, masked to the eyes, had crept in fearful silence to the door which Jimmy had indicated. A good deal of the gay enthusiasm with which he had embarked on this enterprise had ebbed away from him. Now that he had become accustomed to the novelty of finding himself once more playing a character part, his intimate respectability began to assert itself. It was one thing to play Chicago Ed. at a Broadway theatre, but quite another to give a benefit performance like this. As he tip-toed along the passage, the one thing that presented itself most clearly to him was the appalling outcome of this act of his, should anything go wrong. He would have turned back, but for the thought that Jimmy was depending on him and that success would mean Jimmys happiness. Stimulated by this reflection, he opened Ogdens door inch by inch and went in. He stole softly across the room.

He had almost reached the bed, and had just begun to wonder how on earth, now that he was there, he could open the proceedings tactfully and without alarming the boy, when he was saved the trouble of pondering further on this problem. A light flashed out of the darkness with the suddenness of a bursting bomb, and a voice from the same general direction said Hands up!

When Mr. Crocker had finished blinking and had adjusted his eyes to the glare, he perceived Ogden sitting up in bed with a revolver in his hand. The revolver was resting on his knee, and its muzzle pointed directly at Mr. Crockers ample stomach.

Exhaustive as had been the thought which Jimmys father had given to the possible developments of his enterprise, this was a contingency of which he had not dreamed. He was entirely at a loss.

Dont do that! he said huskily. It might go off!

I should worry! replied Ogden coldly. Im at the right end of it. What are you doing here? He looked fondly at the lethal weapon. I got this with cigarette-coupons, to shoot rabbits when we went to the country. Heres where I get a chance at something part-human.

Do you want to murder me?

Why not?

Mr. Crockers make-up was trickling down his face in sticky streams. The mask, however, prevented Ogden from seeing this peculiar phenomenon. He was gazing interestedly at his visitor. An idea struck him.

Say, did you come to kidnap me?

Mr. Crocker felt the sense of relief which he had sometimes experienced on the stage when memory had failed him during a scene and a fellow-actor had thrown him the line. It would be exaggerating to say that he was himself again. He could never be completely at his ease with that pistol pointing at him; but he felt considerably better. He lowered his voice an octave or so, and spoke in a husky growl.

Aw, cheese it, kid. Nix on the rough stuff!

Keep those hands up! advised Ogden.

Sure! Sure! growled Mr. Crocker. Can the gun-play, bo! Say, youve soitanly grown since de last time we got youse!

Ogdens manner became magically friendly.

Are you one of Buck Maginnis lot? he enquired almost politely.

Dats right! Mr. Crocker blessed the inspiration which had prompted Jimmys parting words. Im wit Buck.

Why didnt Buck come himself?

Hes woiking on anudder job!

To Mr. Crockers profound relief Ogden lowered the pistol.

Im strong for Buck, he said conversationally. Were old pals. Did you see the piece in the paper about him kidnapping me last time? Ive got it in my press-clipping album.

Sure, said Mr. Crocker.

Say, listen. If you take me now, Bucks got to come across. I like Buck, but Im not going to let myself be kidnapped for his benefit. Its fifty-fifty, or nothing doing. See?

I get you, kid.

Well, if thats understood, all right. Give me a minute to get some clothes on, and Ill be with you.

Dont make a noise, said Mr. Crocker.

Whos making any noise? Say, how did you get in here?

Troo de libery windows.

I always knew some yegg would stroll in that way. It beats me why they didnt have bars fixed on them.

Deres a buzz-wagon outside, waitin.

You do it in style, dont you? observed Ogden, pulling on his shirt. Whos working this with you? Any one I know?

Naw. A new guy.

Oh? Say, I dont remember you, if it comes to that.

You dont? said Mr. Crocker a little discomposed.

Well, maybe I wouldnt, with that mask on you. Which of them are you?

Chicago Ed.s my monaker.

I dont remember any Chicago Ed.

Well, you will after dis! said Mr. Crocker, happily inspired.

Ogden was eyeing him with sudden suspicion.

Take that mask off and lets have a look at you.

Nothing doin.

How am I to know youre on the level?

Mr. Crocker played a daring card.

All right, he said, making a move towards the door. Its up to youse. If you tink Im not on de level, Ill beat it.

Here, stop a minute, said Ogden hastily, unwilling that a promising business deal should be abandoned in this summary manner. Im not saying anything against you. Theres no need to fly off the handle like that.

Ill tell Buck I couldnt get you, said Mr. Crocker, moving another step.

Here, stop! Whats the matter with you?

Are youse comin wit me?

Sure, if you get the conditions. Bucks got to slip me half of whatever he gets out of this.

Dats right. Buckll slip youse half of anyting he gets.

All right, then. Wait till Ive got this shoe on, and lets start. Now Im ready.

Beat it quietly.

What did you think I was going to do? Sing?

Step dis way! said Mr. Crocker jocosely.

They left the room cautiously. Mr. Crocker for a moment had a sense of something missing. He had reached the stairs before he realised what it was. Then it dawned upon him that what was lacking was the applause. The scene had deserved a round.

Jimmy, vigilant in the gallery, heard the library door open softly and, peering over the rail, perceived two dim forms in the darkness. One was large, the other small. They crossed the room together.

Whispered words reached him.

I thought you said you came in this way.

Sure.

Then whys the shutter closed?

I fixed it after I was in.

There was a faint scraping sound, followed by a click. The darkness of the room was relieved by moonlight. The figures passed through. Jimmy ran down from the gallery, and closed the windows softly. He had just fastened the shutters, when from the passage outside there came the unmistakeable sound of a footstep.


CHAPTER XXII. IN THE LIBRARY
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JIMMYS FIRST EMOTION on hearing the footstep was the crude instinct of self-preservation. All that he was able to think of at the moment was the fact that he was in a questionable position and one which would require a good deal of explaining away if he were found, and his only sensation was a strong desire to avoid discovery. He made a silent, scrambling leap for the gallery stairs, and reached their shelter just as the door opened. He stood there, rigid, waiting to be challenged, but apparently he had moved in time, for no voice spoke. The door closed so gently as to be almost inaudible, and then there was silence again. The room remained in darkness, and it was this perhaps that first suggested to Jimmy the comforting thought that the intruder was equally desirous of avoiding the scrutiny of his fellows. He had taken it for granted in his first panic that he himself was the only person in that room whose motive for being there would not have borne inspection. But now, safely hidden in the gallery, out of sight from the floor below, he had the leisure to consider the newcomers movements and to draw conclusions from them.

An honest mans first act would surely have been to switch on the lights. And an honest man would hardly have crept so stealthily. It became apparent to Jimmy, as he leaned over the rail and tried to pierce the darkness, that there was sinister work afoot; and he had hardly reached this conclusion when his mind took a further leap and he guessed the identity of the soft-footed person below. It could be none but his old friend Lord Wisbeach, known to the boys as Gentleman Jack. It surprised him that he had not thought of this before. Then it surprised him that, after the talk they had only a few hours earlier in that very room, Gentleman Jack should have dared to risk this raid.

At this moment the blackness was relieved as if by the striking of a match. The man below had brought an electric torch into play, and now Jimmy could see clearly. He had been right in his surmise. It was Lord Wisbeach. He was kneeling in front of the safe. What he was doing to the safe, Jimmy could not see, for the mans body was in the way; but the electric torch shone on his face, lighting up grim, serious features quite unlike the amiable and slightly vacant mask which his lordship was wont to present to the world. As Jimmy looked, something happened in the pool of light beyond his vision. Gentleman Jack gave a muttered exclamation of satisfaction, and then Jimmy saw that the door of the safe had swung open. The air was full of a penetrating smell of scorched metal. Jimmy was not an expert in these matters, but he had read from time to time of modern burglars and their methods, and he gathered that an oxy-acetylene blow-pipe, with its flame that cuts steel as a knife cuts cheese, had been at work.

Lord Wisbeach flashed the torch into the open safe, plunged his hand in, and drew it out again, holding something. Handling this in a cautious and gingerly manner, he placed it carefully in his breast pocket. Then he straightened himself. He switched off the torch, and moved to the window, leaving the rest of his implements by the open safe. He unfastened the shutter, then raised the catch of the window. At this point it seemed to Jimmy that the time had come to interfere.

Tut, tut! he said in a tone of mild reproof.

The effect of the rebuke on Lord Wisbeach was remarkable. He jumped convulsively away from the window, then, revolving on his own axis, flashed the torch into every corner of the room.

Whos that? he gasped.

Conscience! said Jimmy.

Lord Wisbeach had overlooked the gallery in his researches. He now turned his torch upwards. The light flooded the gallery on the opposite side of the room from where Jimmy stood. There was a pistol in Gentleman Jacks hand now. It followed the torch uncertainly.

Jimmy, lying flat on the gallery floor, spoke again.

Throw that gun away, and the torch, too, he said. Ive got you covered!

The torch flashed above his head, but the raised edge of the gallery rail protected him.

Ill give you five seconds. If you havent dropped that gun by then, I shall shoot!

As he began to count, Jimmy heartily regretted that he had allowed his appreciation of the dramatic to lead him into this situation. It would have been so simple to have roused the house in a prosaic way and avoided this delicate position. Suppose his bluff did not succeed. Suppose the other still clung to his pistol at the end of the five seconds. He wished that he had made it ten instead. Gentleman Jack was an enterprising person, as his previous acts had showed. He might very well decide to take a chance. He might even refuse to believe that Jimmy was armed. He had only Jimmys word for it. Perhaps he might be as deficient in simple faith as he had proved to be in Norman blood! Jimmy lingered lovingly over his count.

Four! he said reluctantly.

There was a breathless moment. Then, to Jimmys unspeakable relief, gun and torch dropped simultaneously to the floor. In an instant Jimmy was himself again.

Go and stand with your face to that wall, he said crisply. Hold your hands up!

Why?

Im going to see how many more guns youve got.

I havent another.

Id like to make sure of that for myself. Get moving!

Gentleman Jack reluctantly obeyed. When he had reached the wall, Jimmy came down. He switched on the lights. He felt in the others pockets, and almost at once encountered something hard and metallic.

He shook his head reproachfully.

You are very loose and inaccurate in your statements, he said. Why all these weapons? I didnt raise my boy to be a soldier! Now you can turn around and put your hands down.

Gentleman Jacks appeared to be a philosophical nature. The chagrin consequent upon his failure seemed to have left him. He sat on the arm of a chair and regarded Jimmy without apparent hostility. He even smiled a faint smile.

I thought I had fixed you, he said. You must have been smarter than I took you for. I never supposed you would get on to that drink and pass it up.

Understanding of an incident which had perplexed him came to Jimmy.

Was it you who put that high-ball in my room? Was it doped?

Didnt you know?

Well, said Jimmy, I never knew before that virtue got its reward so darned quick in this world. I rejected that high-ball not because I suspected it but out of pure goodness, because I had made up my mind that I was through with all that sort of thing.

His companion laughed. If Jimmy had had a more intimate acquaintance with the resourceful individual whom the boys called Gentleman Jack, he would have been disquieted by that laugh. It was an axiom among those who knew him well, that when Gentleman Jack chuckled in the reflective way, he generally had something unpleasant up his sleeve.

Its your lucky night, said Gentleman Jack.

It looks like it.

Well, it isnt over yet.

Very nearly. You had better go and put that test-tube back in what is left of the safe now. Did you think I had forgotten it?

What test-tube?

Come, come, old friend! The one filled with Partridges explosive, which you have in your breast-pocket.

Gentleman Jack laughed again. Then he moved towards the safe.

Place it gently on the top shelf, said Jimmy.

The next moment every nerve in his body was leaping and quivering. A great shout split the air. Gentleman Jack, apparently insane, was giving tongue at the top of his voice.

Help! Help! Help!

The conversation having been conducted up to this point in undertones, the effect of this unexpected uproar was like an explosion. The cries seemed to echo round the room and shake the very walls. For a moment Jimmy stood paralysed, staring feebly; then there was a sudden deafening increase in the din. Something living seemed to writhe and jump in his hand. He dropped it incontinently, and found himself gazing in a stupefied way at a round, smoking hole in the carpet. Such had been the effect of Gentleman Jacks unforeseen outburst that he had quite forgotten that he held the revolver, and he had been unfortunate enough at this juncture to pull the trigger.

There was a sudden rush and a swirl of action. Something hit Jimmy under the chin. He staggered back, and when he had recovered himself found himself looking into the muzzle of the revolver which had nearly blown a hole in his foot a moment back. The sardonic face of Gentleman Jack smiled grimly over the barrel.

I told you the night wasnt over yet! he said.

The blow under the chin had temporarily dulled Jimmys mentality. He stood, swallowing and endeavouring to pull himself together and to get rid of a feeling that his head was about to come off. He backed to the desk and steadied himself against it.

As he did so, a voice from behind him spoke.

Whassall this?

He turned his head. A curious procession was filing in through the open French window. First came Mr. Crocker, still wearing his hideous mask; then a heavily bearded individual with round spectacles, who looked like an automobile coming through a haystack; then Ogden Ford, and finally a sturdy, determined-looking woman with glittering but poorly co-ordinated eyes, who held a large revolver in her unshaking right hand and looked the very embodiment of the modern female who will stand no nonsense. It was part of the nightmare-like atmosphere which seemed to brood inexorably over this particular night that this person looked to Jimmy exactly like the parlour-maid who had come to him in this room in answer to the bell and who had sent his father to him. Yet how could it be she? Jimmy knew little of the habits of parlour-maids, but surely they did not wander about with revolvers in the small hours?

While he endeavoured feverishly to find reason in this chaos, the door opened and a motley crowd, roused from sleep by the cries, poured in. Jimmy, turning his head back again to attend to this invasion, perceived Mrs. Pett, Ann, two or three of the geniuses, and Willie Partridge, in various stages of negligee and babbling questions.

The woman with the pistol, assuming instant and unquestioned domination of the assembly, snapped out an order.

Shutatdoor!

Somebody shut the door.

Now, whassall this? she said, turning to Gentleman Jack.


CHAPTER XXIII. STIRRING TIMES FOR THE PETTS
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GENTLEMAN JACK HAD lowered his revolver, and was standing waiting to explain all, with the insufferable look of the man who is just going to say that he has only done his duty and requires no thanks.

Who are you? he said.

Nev min who I am! said Miss Trimble curtly. Siz Pett knows who I am.

I hope you wont be offended, Lord Wisbeach, said Mrs. Pett from the group by the door. I engaged a detective to help you. I really thought you could not manage everything by yourself. I hope you do not mind.

Not at all, Mrs. Pett. Very wise.

Im so glad to hear you say so.

An excellent move.

Miss Trimble broke in on these amiable exchanges.

Whassall this? Howjer mean — help me?

Lord Wisbeach most kindly offered to do all he could to protect my nephews explosive, said Mrs. Pett.

Gentleman Jack smiled modestly.

I hope I have been of some slight assistance! I think I came down in the nick of time. Look! He pointed to the safe. He had just got it open! Luckily I had my pistol with me. I covered him, and called for help. In another moment he would have got away.

Miss Trimble crossed to the safe and inspected it with a frown, as if she disliked it. She gave a grunt and returned to her place by the window.

Made good job f it! was her comment.

Ann came forward. Her face was glowing and her eyes shone.

Do you mean to say that you found Jimmy breaking into the safe? I never heard anything so absurd!

Mrs. Pett intervened.

This is not James Crocker, Ann! This man is an impostor, who came into the house in order to steal Willies invention. She looked fondly at Gentleman Jack. Lord Wisbeach told me so. He only pretended to recognise him this afternoon.

A low gurgle proceeded from the open mouth of little Ogden. The proceedings bewildered him. The scene he had overheard in the library between the two men had made it clear to him that Jimmy was genuine and Lord Wisbeach a fraud, and he could not understand why Jimmy did not produce his proofs as before. He was not aware that Jimmys head was only just beginning to clear from the effects of the blow on the chin. Ogden braced himself for resolute lying in the event of Jimmy calling him as a witness. But he did not intend to have his little business proposition dragged into the open.

Ann was looking at Jimmy with horror-struck eyes. For the first time it came to her how little she knew of him and how very likely it was — in the face of the evidence it was almost certain — that he should have come to the house with the intention of stealing Willies explosive. She fought against it, but a voice seemed to remind her that it was he who had suggested the idea of posing as Jimmy Crocker. She could not help remembering how smoothly and willingly he had embarked on the mad scheme. But had it been so mad? Had it not been a mere cloak for this other venture? If Lord Wisbeach had found him in this room, with the safe blown open, what other explanation could there be?

And then, simultaneously with her conviction that he was a criminal, came the certainty that he was the man she loved. It had only needed the spectacle of him in trouble to make her sure. She came to his side with the vague idea of doing something to help him, of giving him her support. Once there, she found that there was nothing to do and nothing to say. She put her hand on his, and stood waiting helplessly for she knew not what.

It was the touch of her fingers which woke Jimmy from his stupor. He came to himself almost with a jerk. He had been mistily aware of what had been said, but speech had been beyond him. Now, quite suddenly, he was a whole man once more. He threw himself into the debate with energy.

Good Heavens! he cried. Youre all wrong. I found him blowing open the safe!

Gentleman Jack smiled superciliously.

A likely story, what! I mean to say, its a bit thin!

Ridiculous! said Mrs. Pett. She turned to Miss Trimble with a gesture. Arrest that man!

Wait a momnt, replied that clear-headed maiden, picking her teeth thoughtfully with the muzzle of her revolver. Wait momnt. Gotta look nto this. Hear both these guys stries.

Really, said Gentleman Jack suavely, it seems somewhat absurd—

Ney mind how bsurd t sounds, returned the fair Trimble rebukingly. You close yr face n lissen t me. Thass all youve gotta do.

I know you didnt do it! cried Ann, tightening her hold on Jimmys arm.

Less f it, please. Less f it! Miss Trimble removed the pistol from her mouth and pointed it at Jimmy. Whatve you to say? Talk quick!

I happened to be down there—

Why? asked Miss Trimble, as if she had touched off a bomb.

Jimmy stopped short. He perceived difficulties in the way of explanation.

I happened to be down there, he resumed stoutly, and that man came into the room with an electric torch and a blowpipe and began working on the safe—

The polished tones of Gentleman Jack cut in on his story.

Really now, is it worth while? He turned to Miss Trimble. I came down here, having heard a noise. I did not happen to be here for some unexplained purpose. I was lying awake and something attracted my attention. As Mrs. Pett knows, I was suspicious of this worthy and expected him to make an attempt on the explosive at any moment: so I took my pistol and crept downstairs. When I got here, the safe was open and this man making for the window.

Miss Trimble scratched her chin caressingly with the revolver, and remained for a moment in thought. Then she turned to Jimmy like a striking rattlesnake.

Y gotta pull somethg better thn that, she said. I got yr number. Yre caught with th goods.

No! cried Ann.

Yes! said Mrs. Pett. The thing is obvious.

I think the best thing I can do, said Gentleman Jack smoothly, is to go and telephone for the police.

You think of everything, Lord Wisbeach, said Mrs. Pett.

Not at all, said his lordship.

Jimmy watched him moving to the door. At the back of his mind there was a dull feeling that he could solve the whole trouble if only he could remember one fact which had escaped him. The effects of the blow he had received still handicapped him. He struggled to remember, but without result. Gentleman Jack reached the door and opened it: and as he did so a shrill yapping, hitherto inaudible because of the intervening oak and the raised voices within, made itself heard from the passage outside. Gentleman Jack closed the door with a hasty bang.

I say that dogs out there! he said plaintively.

The scratching of Aidas busy feet on the wood bore out his words. He looked about him, baffled.

That dogs out there! he repeated gloomily.

Something seemed to give way in Jimmys brain. The simple fact which had eluded him till now sprang into his mind.

Dont let that man get out! he cried. Good Lord! Ive only just remembered. You say you found me breaking into the safe! You say you heard a noise and came down to investigate! Well, then, whats that test-tube of the explosive doing in your breast-pocket? He swung round to Miss Trimble. You neednt take my word or his word. Theres a much simpler way of finding out whos the real crook. Search us both. He began to turn out his pockets rapidly. Look here — and here — and here! Now ask him to do the same!

He was pleased to observe a spasm pass across Gentleman Jacks hitherto composed countenance. Miss Trimble was eyeing the latter with sudden suspicion.

Thasso! she said. Say, Bill, Ive fgottn yr name— sup to you to show us! Lessve a look t what y got inside there.

Gentleman Jack drew himself up haughtily.

I really could not agree to—

Mrs. Pett interrupted indignantly.

I never heard of such a thing! Lord Wisbeach is an old friend—

Lessf it! ordered Miss Trimble, whose left eye was now like the left eye of a basilisk. Y gotta show us, Bill, so b quick bout t!

A tired smile played over Gentleman Jacks face. He was the bored aristocrat, mutely protesting against something that wasnt done. He dipped his slender fingers into his pocket. Then, drawing out the test-tube, and holding it up, he spoke with a drawling calm for which even Jimmy could not help admiring him.

All right! If Im done, Im done!

The sensation caused by his action and his words was of the kind usually described as profound. Mrs. Pett uttered a strangled shriek. Willie Partridge yelped like a dog. Sharp exclamations came simultaneously from each of the geniuses.

Gentleman Jack waited for the clamour to subside. Then he resumed his gentle drawl.

But Im not done, he explained. Im going out now through that window. And if anybody tries to stop me, it will be his — or her— he bowed politely to Miss Trimble— last act in the world. If any one makes a move to stop me, I shall drop this test-tube and blow the whole damned place to pieces.

If his first speech had made a marked impression on his audience, his second paralysed them. A silence followed as of the tomb. Only the yapping of the dog Aida refused to be stilled.

Y stay where y are! said Miss Trimble, as the speaker moved towards the window. She held the revolver poised, but for the first time that night — possibly for the first time in her life — she spoke irresolutely. Superbly competent woman though she was, here was a situation that baffled her.

Gentleman Jack crossed the room slowly, the test-tube held aloft between fore-finger and thumb. He was level with Miss Trimble, who had lowered her revolver and had drawn to one side, plainly at a loss to know how to handle this unprecedented crisis, when the door flew open. For an instant the face of Howard Bemis, the poet, was visible.

Mrs. Pett, I have telephoned—

Then another voice interrupted him.

Yipe! Yipe! Yipe!

Through the opening the dog Aida, rejoicing in the removal of the obstacle, raced like a fur muff mysteriously endowed with legs and a tongue. She tore across the room to where Gentleman Jacks ankles waited invitingly. Ever since their first meeting she had wanted a fair chance at those ankles, but some one had always prevented her.

Damn! shouted Gentleman Jack.

The word was drowned in one vast cataclysm of noise. From every throat in the room there proceeded a shout, a shriek, or some other variety of cry, as the test-tube, slipping from between the victims fingers, described a parabola through the air.

Ann flung herself into Jimmys arms, and he held her tight. He shut his eyes. Even as he waited for the end the thought flashed through his mind that, if he must die, this was the manner of death which he would prefer.

The test-tube crashed on the writing-desk, and burst into a million pieces. . . .

Jimmy opened his eyes. Things seemed to be much about the same as before. He was still alive. The room in which he stood was solid and intact. Nobody was in fragments. There was only one respect in which the scene differed from what it had been a moment before. Then, it had contained Gentleman Jack. Now it did not.

A great sigh seemed to sweep through the room. There was a long silence. Then, from the direction of the street, came the roar of a starting automobile. And at that sound the bearded man with the spectacles who had formed part of Miss Trimbles procession uttered a wailing cry.

Gee! Hes beat it in my bubble! And it was a hired one!

The words seemed to relieve the tension in the air. One by one the company became masters of themselves once more. Miss Trimble, that masterly woman, was the first to recover. She raised herself from the floor — for with a confused idea that she would be safer there she had flung herself down — and, having dusted her skirt with a few decisive dabs of her strong left hand, addressed herself once more to business.

I let m bluff me with a fake bomb! she commented bitterly. She brooded on this for a moment. Say, shut tht door gain, some one, and trun this mutt out. I cant think with tht yapping going on.

Mrs. Pett, pale and scared, gathered Aida into her arms. At the same time Ann removed herself from Jimmys. She did not look at him. She was feeling oddly shy. Shyness had never been a failing of hers, but she would have given much now to have been elsewhere.

Miss Trimble again took charge of the situation. The sound of the automobile had died away. Gentleman Jack had passed out of their lives. This fact embittered Miss Trimble. She spoke with asperity.

Well, hes gone! she said acidly. Now we can get down t cases again. Say! She addressed Mrs. Pett, who started nervously. The experience of passing through the shadow of the valley of death and of finding herself in one piece instead of several thousand had robbed her of all her wonted masterfulness. Say, listn t me. Theres been a double game on here tnight. That guy thats jus gone was th first part of th entertainment. Now we cn start th secnd part. You see these ducks? She indicated with a wave of the revolver Mr. Crocker and his bearded comrade. Theyve been trying t kidnap yr son!

Mrs. Pett uttered a piercing cry.

Oggie!

Oh, can it! muttered that youth, uncomfortably. He foresaw awkward moments ahead, and he wished to concentrate his faculties entirely on the part he was to play in them. He looked sideways at Chicago Ed. In a few minutes, he supposed, Ed. would be attempting to minimise his own crimes, by pretending that he, Ogden, had invited him to come and kidnap him. Stout denial must be his weapon.

I had m suspicions, resumed Miss Trimble, that somethng was goin t be pulled off to-night, nd I was waiting outside fr it to break loose. This guy here, she indicated the bearded plotter, who blinked deprecatingly through his spectacles, hs been waiting on the crner of th street for the last hour with n automobile. Ive bn watching him right along. I was onto hs game! Well, just now out came the kid with this plug-ugly here. She turned to Mr. Crocker. Say you! Take off tht mask. Lets have a lk at you!

Mr. Crocker reluctantly drew the cambric from his face.

Goosh! exclaimed Miss Trimble in strong distaste. Say, ve you got some kind of a plague, or wht is it? Ylook like a coloured comic supplement! She confronted the shrinking Mr. Crocker and ran a bony finger over his cheek. Make-up! she said, eyeing the stains disgustedly. Grease paint! Goosh!

Skinner! cried Mrs. Pett.

Miss Trimble scanned her victim more closely.

So t is, if y do a bit f excavating. She turned on the bearded one. nd I guess all this shrubbery is fake, f you come down to it! She wrenched at the unhappy mans beard. It came off in her hands, leaving a square chin behind it. If this aint a wig, yll have a headache tmorrow, observed Miss Trimble, weaving her fingers into his luxuriant head-covering and pulling. Wish y luck! Ah! twas a wig. Gimme those spectcles. She surveyed the results of her handiwork grimly. Say, Clarence, she remarked, yre a wise guy. Y look handsomer with em on. Does any one know this duck?

It is Mitchell, said Mrs. Pett. My husbands physical instructor.

Miss Trimble turned, and, walking to Jimmy, tapped him meaningly on the chest with her revolver.

Say, this is gettn interesting! This is where y xplain, yng man, how twas you happened to be down in this room when tht crook whos just gone was monkeyin with the safe. Lks t me as if you were in with these two.

A feeling of being on the verge of one of those crises which dot the smooth path of our lives came to Jimmy. To conceal his identity from Ann any longer seemed impossible. He was about to speak, when Ann broke in.

Aunt Nesta, she said, I cant let this go on any longer. Jerry Mitchell isnt to blame. I told him to kidnap Ogden!

There was an awkward silence. Mrs. Pett laughed nervously.

I think you had better go to bed, my dear child. You have had a severe shock. You are not yourself.

But its true! I did tell him, didnt I, Jerry?

Say! Miss Trimble silenced Jerry with a gesture. You beat t back t yr little bed, honey, like yr aunt says. Y say y told this guy t steal th kid. Well, what about this here Skinner? Y didnt tell him, did y?

I — I— Ann began confusedly. She was utterly unable to account for Skinner, and it made her task of explaining difficult.

Jimmy came to the rescue. He did not like to think how Ann would receive the news, but for her own sake he must speak now. It would have required a harder-hearted man than himself to resist the mute pleading of his fathers grease-painted face. Mr. Crocker was a game sport: he would not have said a word without the sign from Jimmy, even to save himself from a night in prison, but he hoped that Jimmy would speak.

Its perfectly simple, said Jimmy, with an attempt at airiness which broke down miserably under Miss Trimbles eye. Perfectly simple. I really am Jimmy Crocker, you know. He avoided Anns gaze. I cant think what you are making all this fuss about.

Thn why did y sit in at a plot to kidnap this boy?

That, of course — ha, ha! — might seem at first sight to require a little explanation.

Y admit it, then?

Yes. As a matter of fact, I did have the idea of kidnapping Ogden. Wanted to send him to a dogs hospital, if you understand what I mean. He tried to smile a conciliatory smile, but, encountering Miss Trimbles left eye, abandoned the project. He removed a bead of perspiration from his forehead with his handkerchief. It struck him as a very curious thing that the simplest explanations were so often quite difficult to make. Before I go any further, I ought to explain one thing. Skinner there is my father.

Mrs. Pett gasped.

Skinner was my sisters butler in London.

In a way of speaking, said Jimmy, that is correct. Its rather a long story. It was this way, you see. . . .

Miss Trimble uttered an ejaculation of supreme contempt.

I nver saw such a lot of babblng crooks in m life! t beats me what y hope to get pulling this stuff. Say! She indicated Mr. Crocker. This guys wanted fr something over in England. Weve got hs photographs n th office. If y ask me, he lit out with the spoons r something. Say! She fixed one of the geniuses with her compelling eye. Bout time y made yrself useful. Gon call up th Astorbilt on th phone. Theres a dame there thats been making the enquiries fr this duck. She told Andersons — and Andersons handed it on to us — to call her up any hour of the day r night when they found him. You go get her on the wire and tll her t come right up heren a taxi and identify him.

The genius paused at the door.

Whom shall I ask for?

Mrs. Crocker, snapped Miss Trimble. Siz Bingley Crocker. Tell her weve found th guy shes been looking for!

The genius backed out. There was a howl of anguish from the doorway.

I beg your pardon! said the genius.

Cant you look where youre going!

I am exceedingly sorry—

Brrh!

Mr. Pett entered the room, hopping. He was holding one slippered foot in his hand and appeared to be submitting it to some form of massage. It was plain that the usually mild and gentle little man was in a bad temper. He glowered round him at the company assembled.

What the devils the matter here? he demanded. I stood it as long as I could, but a man cant get a wink of sleep with this noise going on!

Yipe! Yipe! Yipe! barked Aida from the shelter of Mrs. Petts arms.

Mr. Pett started violently.

Kill that dog! Throw her out! Do something to her!

Mrs. Pett was staring blankly at her husband. She had never seen him like this before. It was as if a rabbit had turned and growled at her. Coming on top of the crowded sensations of the night, it had the effect of making her feel curiously weak. In all her married life she had never known what fear was. She had coped dauntlessly with the late Mr. Ford, a man of a spirited temperament; and as for the mild Mr. Pett she had trampled on him. But now she felt afraid. This new Peter intimidated her.


CHAPTER XXIV. SENSATIONAL TURNING OF A WORM
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TO THIS REMARKABLE metamorphosis in Mr. Peter Pett several causes had contributed. In the first place, the sudden dismissal of Jerry Mitchell had obliged him to go two days without the physical exercises to which his system had become accustomed, and this had produced a heavy, irritable condition of body and mind. He had brooded on the injustice of his lot until he had almost worked himself up to rebellion. And then, as sometimes happened with him when he was out of sorts, a touch of gout came to add to his troubles. Being a patient man by nature, he might have borne up against these trials, had he been granted an adequate nights rest. But, just as he had dropped off after tossing restlessly for two hours, things had begun to happen noisily in the library. He awoke to a vague realisation of tumult below.

Such was the morose condition of his mind as the result of his misfortune that at first not even the cries for help could interest him sufficiently to induce him to leave his bed. He knew that walking in his present state would be painful, and he declined to submit to any more pain just because some party unknown was apparently being murdered in his library. It was not until the shrill barking of the dog Aida penetrated right in among his nerve-centres and began to tie them into knots that he found himself compelled to descend. Even when he did so, it was in no spirit of kindness. He did not come to rescue anybody or to interfere between any murderer and his victim. He came in a fever of militant wrath to suppress Aida. On the threshold of the library, however, the genius, by treading on his gouty foot, had diverted his anger and caused it to become more general. He had not ceased to concentrate his venom on Aida. He wanted to assail everybody.

Whats the matter here? he demanded, red-eyed. Isnt somebody going to tell me? Have I got to stop here all night? Who on earth is this? He glared at Miss Trimble. Whats she doing with that pistol? He stamped incautiously with his bad foot, and emitted a dry howl of anguish.

She is a detective, Peter, said Mrs. Pett timidly.

A detective? Why? Where did she come from?

Miss Trimble took it upon herself to explain.

Mister Pett, siz Pett sent fr me t watch out sos nobody kidnapped her son.

Oggie, explained Mrs. Pett. Miss Trimble was guarding darling Oggie.

Why?

To — to prevent him being kidnapped, Peter.

Mr. Pett glowered at the stout boy. Then his eye was attracted by the forlorn figure of Jerry Mitchell. He started.

Was this fellow kidnapping the boy? he asked.

Sure, said Miss Trimble. Caught hm with th goods. He ws waiting outside there with a car. I held hm and this other guy up wth a gun and brought em back!

Jerry, said Mr. Pett, it wasnt your fault that you didnt bring it off, and Im going to treat you right. Youd have done it if nobody had butted in to stop you. Youll get the money to start that health-farm of yours all right. Ill see to that. Now you run off to bed. Theres nothing to keep you here.

Say! cried Miss Trimble, outraged. Dya mean t say y arent going t proscute? Why, arent I tellng y I caught hm kidnapping th boy?

I told him to kidnap the boy! snarled Mr. Pett.

Peter!

Mr. Pett looked like an under-sized lion as he faced his wife. He bristled. The recollection of all that he had suffered from Ogden came to strengthen his determination.

Ive tried for two years to get you to send that boy to a good boarding-school, and you wouldnt do it. I couldnt stand having him loafing around the house any longer, so I told Jerry Mitchell to take him away to a friend of his who keeps a dogs hospital on Long Island and to tell his friend to hold him there till he got some sense into him. Well, youve spoiled that for the moment with your detectives, but it still looks good to me. Ill give you a choice. You can either send that boy to a boarding-school next week, or he goes to Jerry Mitchells friend. Im not going to have him in the house any longer, loafing in my chair and smoking my cigarettes. Which is it to be?

But, Peter!

Well?

If I send him to a school, he may be kidnapped.

Kidnapping cant hurt him. Its what he needs. And, anyway, if he is Ill pay the bill and be glad to do it. Take him off to bed now. To-morrow you can start looking up schools. Great Godfrey! He hopped to the writing-desk and glared disgustedly at the debris on it. Whos been making this mess on my desk? Its hard! Its darned hard! The only room in the house that I ask to have for my own, where I can get a little peace, and I find it turned into a beer-garden, and coffee or some damned thing spilled all over my writing-desk!

That isnt coffee, Peter, said Mrs. Pett mildly. This cave-man whom she had married under the impression that he was a gentle domestic pet had taken all the spirit out of her. Its Willies explosive.

Willies explosive?

Lord Wisbeach — I mean the man who pretended to be Lord Wisbeach — dropped it there.

Dropped it there? Well, why didnt it explode and blow the place to Hoboken, then?

Mrs. Pett looked helplessly at Willie, who thrust his fingers into his mop of hair and rolled his eyes.

There was fortunately some slight miscalculation in my formula, uncle Peter, he said. I shall have to look into it to-morrow. Whether the trinitrotoluol—

Mr. Pett uttered a sharp howl. He beat the air with his clenched fists. He seemed to be having a brain-storm.

Has this — this fish been living on me all this time — have I been supporting this — this buzzard in luxury all these years while he fooled about with an explosive that wont explode! He pointed an accusing finger at the inventor. Look into it tomorrow, will you? Yes, you can look into it to-morrow after six oclock! Until then youll be working — for the first time in your life — working in my office, where you ought to have been all along. He surveyed the crowded room belligerently. Now perhaps you will all go back to bed and let people get a little sleep. Go home! he said to the detective.

Miss Trimble stood her ground. She watched Mrs. Pett pass away with Ogden, and Willie Partridge head a stampede of geniuses, but she declined to move.

Y gotta cut th rough stuff, ster Pett, she said calmly. I need my sleep, jst s much s everybdy else, but I gotta stay here. Theres a lady cming right up in a taxi frm th Astorbilt to identify this gook. Shes afterm fr something.

What! Skinner?

s what he calls hmself.

Whats he done?

I dno. Th ladyll tell us that.

There was a violent ringing at the front door bell.

I guess thats her, said Miss Trimble. Whos going to let r in? I cant go.

I will, said Ann.

Mr. Pett regarded Mr. Crocker with affectionate encouragement.

I dont know what youve done, Skinner, he said, but Ill stand by you. Youre the best fan I ever met, and if I can keep you out of the penitentiary, I will.

It isnt the penitentiary! said Mr. Crocker unhappily.

A tall, handsome, and determined-looking woman came into the room. She stood in the doorway, looking about her. Then her eyes rested on Mr. Crocker. For a moment she gazed incredulously at his discoloured face. She drew a little nearer, peering.

Dyo dentify m, maam? said Miss Trimble.

Bingley!

Is t th guy y wanted?

Its my husband! said Mrs. Crocker.

Y cant arrest m fr that! said Miss Trimble disgustedly.

She thrust her revolver back into the hinterland of her costume.

Guess Ill be beatin it, she said with a sombre frown. She was plainly in no sunny mood. f all th hunk jobs I was ever on, this is th hunkest. Im told off t watch a gang of crooks, and after Ive lost a nights sleep doing it, it turns out ts a nice, jolly famly party! She jerked her thumb towards Jimmy. Say, this guy says hes that guys son. I spose its all right?

That is my step-son, James Crocker.

Ann uttered a little cry, but it was lost in Miss Trimbles stupendous snort. The detective turned to the window.

I guess Ill beat t, she observed caustically, before it turns out that Im yr lil daughter Genevieve.


CHAPTER XXV. NEARLY EVERYBODY HAPPY
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MRS. CROCKER TURNED to her husband.

Well, Bingley? she said, a steely tinkle in her voice.

Well, Eugenia? said Mr. Crocker.

A strange light was shining in Mr. Crockers mild eyes. He had seen a miracle happen that night. He had seen an even more formidable woman than his wife dominated by an even meeker man than himself, and he had been amazed and impressed by the spectacle. It had never even started to occur to him before, but apparently it could be done. A little resolution, a little determination . . . nothing more was needed. He looked at Mr. Pett. And yet Mr. Pett had crumpled up Eugenias sister with about three firm speeches. It could be done. . . .

What have you to say, Bingley?

Mr. Crocker drew himself up.

Just this! he said. Im an American citizen, and the way Ive figured it out is that my place is in America. Its no good talking about it, Eugenia. Im sorry if it upsets your plans, but I — am — not — going — back — to — London! He eyed his speechless wife unflatteringly. Im going to stick on here and see the pennant race out. And after that Im going to take in the Worlds Series.

Mrs. Crocker opened her mouth to speak, closed it, re-opened it. Then she found that she had nothing to say.

I hope youll be sensible, Eugenia, and stay on this side, and we can all be happy. Im sorry to have to take this stand, but you tried me too high. Youre a woman, and you dont know what it is to go five years without seeing a ball game; but take it from me its more than any real fan can stand. It nearly killed me, and Im not going to risk it again. If Mr. Pett will keep me on as his butler, Ill stay here in this house. If he wont, Ill get another job somewhere. But, whatever happens, I stick to this side!

Mr. Pett uttered a whoop of approval.

Theres always been a place for you in my house, old man! he cried. When I get a butler who—

But, Bingley! How can you be a butler?

You ought to watch him! said Mr. Pett enthusiastically. Hes a wonder! He can pull all the starchy stuff as if hed lived with the Duke of Whoosis for the last forty years, and then go right off and fling a pop-bottle at an umpire! Hes all right!

The eulogy was wasted on Mrs. Crocker. She burst into tears. It was a new experience for her husband, and he watched her awkwardly, his resolute demeanour crumbling under this unexpected assault.

Eugenia!

Mrs. Crocker wiped her eyes.

I cant stand it! she sobbed. Ive worked and worked all these years, and now, just as success has nearly come — Bingley, do come back! It will only be for a little longer.

Mr. Crocker stared.

A little longer? Why, that Lord Percy Whipple business — I know you must have had excellent reasons for soaking him, Jimmy, but it did put the lid on it — surely, after that Lord Percy affair theres no chance — ?

There is! There is! It has made no difference at all! Lord Percy came to call next day with a black eye, poor boy! — and said that James was a sportsman and that he wanted to know him better! He said he had never felt so drawn towards any one in his life and he wanted him to show him how he made some blow which he called a right hook. The whole affair has simply endeared James to him, and Lady Corstorphine says that the Duke of Devizes read the account of the fight to the Premier that very evening and they both laughed till they nearly got apoplexy.

Jimmy was deeply touched. He had not suspected such a sporting spirit in his antagonist.

Percys all right. he said enthusiastically. Dad, you ought to go back. Its only fair.

But, Jimmy! Surely you can understand? Theres only a game separating the Giants and the Phillies, with the Braves coming along just behind. And the season only half over!

Mrs. Crocker looked imploringly at him.

It will only be for a little while, Bingley. Lady Corstorphine, who has means of knowing, says that your name is certain to be in the next Honours List. After that you can come back as often as you like. We could spend the summer here and the winter in England, or whatever you pleased.

Mr. Crocker capitulated.

All right, Eugenia. Ill come.

Bingley! We shall have to go back by the next boat, dear. People are beginning to wonder where you are. Ive told them that you are taking a rest in the country. But they will suspect something if you dont come back at once.

Mr. Crockers face wore a drawn look. He had never felt so attached to his wife as now, when she wept these unexpected tears and begged favours of him with that unfamiliar catch in her voice. On the other hand . . . A vision rose before him of the Polo Grounds on a warm afternoon. . . . He crushed it down.

Very well, he said.

Mr. Pett offered a word of consolation.

Maybe youll be able to run over for the Worlds Series?

Mr. Crockers face cleared.

Thats true.

And Ill cable you the scores every day, dad, said Jimmy.

Mrs. Crocker looked at him with a touch of disapproval clouding the happiness of her face.

Are you staying over here, James? There is no reason why you should not come back, too. If you make up your mind to change your habits—

I have made up my mind to change them. But Im going to do it in New York. Mr. Pett is going to give me a job in his office. I am going to start at the bottom and work my way still further down.

Mr. Pett yapped with rapture. He was experiencing something of the emotion of the preacher at the camp-meeting who sees the Sinners Bench filling up. To have secured Willie Partridge, whom he intended to lead gradually into the realms of high finance by way of envelope-addressing, was much. But that Jimmy, with a choice in the matter, should have chosen the office filled him with such content that he only just stopped himself from dancing on his bad foot.

Dont worry about me, dad. I shall do wonders. Its quite easy to make a large fortune. I watched uncle Pete in his office this morning, and all he does is sit at a mahogany table and tell the office-boy to tell callers that he has gone away for the day. I think I ought to rise to great heights in that branch of industry. From the little I have seen of it, it seems to have been made for me!


CHAPTER XXVI. EVERYBODY HAPPY
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JIMMY LOOKED AT Ann. They were alone. Mr. Pett had gone back to bed, Mrs. Crocker to her hotel. Mr. Crocker was removing his make-up in his room. A silence had followed their departure.

This is the end of a perfect day! said Jimmy.

Ann took a step towards the door.

Dont go!

Ann stopped.

Mr. Crocker! she said.

Jimmy, he corrected.

Mr. Crocker! repeated Ann firmly.

Or Algernon, if you prefer it.

May I ask— Ann regarded him steadily. May I ask.

Nearly always, said Jimmy, when people begin with that, they are going to say something unpleasant.

May I ask why you went to all this trouble to make a fool of me? Why could you not have told me who you were from the start?

Have you forgotten all the harsh things you said to me from time to time about Jimmy Crocker? I thought that, if you knew who I was, you would have nothing more to do with me.

You were quite right.

Surely, though, you wont let a thing that happened five years ago make so much difference?

I shall never forgive you!

And yet, a little while ago, when Willies bomb was about to go off, you flung yourself into my arms!

Anns face flamed.

I lost my balance.

Why try to recover it?

Ann bit her lip.

You did a cruel, heartless thing. What does it matter how long ago it was? If you were capable of it then—

Be reasonable. Dont you admit the possibility of reformation? Take your own case. Five years ago you were a minor poetess. Now you are an amateur kidnapper — a bright, lovable girl at whose approach people lock up their children and sit on the key. As for me, five years ago I was a heartless brute. Now I am a sober serious business-man, specially called in by your uncle to help jack up his tottering firm. Why not bury the dead past? Besides — I dont want to praise myself, I just want to call your attention to it — think what I have done for you. You admitted yourself that it was my influence that had revolutionised your character. But for me, you would now be doing worse than write poetry. You would be writing vers libre. I saved you from that. And you spurn me!

I hate you! said Ann.

Jimmy went to the writing-desk and took up a small book.

Put that down!

I just wanted to read you Loves Funeral! It illustrates my point. Think of yourself as you are now, and remember that it is I who am responsible for the improvement. Here we are. Loves Funeral. My heart is dead. . . .

Ann snatched the book from his hands and flung it away. It soared up, clearing the gallery rails, and fell with a thud on the gallery floor. She stood facing him with sparkling eyes. Then she moved away.

I beg your pardon, she said stiffly. I lost my temper.

Its your hair, said Jimmy soothingly. Youre bound to be quick-tempered with hair of that glorious red shade. You must marry some nice, determined fellow, blue-eyed, dark-haired, clean-shaven, about five foot eleven, with a future in business. He will keep you in order.

Mr. Crocker!

Gently, of course. Kindly-lovingly. The velvet thingummy rather than the iron whats-its-name. But nevertheless firmly.

Ann was at the door.

To a girl with your ardent nature some one with whom you can quarrel is an absolute necessity of life. You and I are affinities. Ours will be an ideally happy marriage. You would be miserable if you had to go through life with a human doormat with Welcome written on him. You want some one made of sterner stuff. You want, as it were, a sparring-partner, some one with whom you can quarrel happily with the certain knowledge that he will not curl up in a ball for you to kick, but will be there with the return wallop. I may have my faults— He paused expectantly. Ann remained silent. No, no! he went on. But I am such a man. Brisk give-and-take is the foundation of the happy marriage. Do you remember that beautiful line of Tennysons— We fell out, my wife and I? It always conjures up for me a vision of wonderful domestic happiness. I seem to see us in our old age, you on one side of the radiator, I on the other, warming our old limbs and thinking up snappy stuff to hand to each other — sweethearts still! If I were to go out of your life now, you would be miserable. You would have nobody to quarrel with. You would be in the position of the female jaguar of the Indian jungle, who, as you doubtless know, expresses her affection for her mate by biting him shrewdly in the fleshy part of the leg, if she should snap sideways one day and find nothing there.

Of all the things which Ann had been trying to say during this discourse, only one succeeded in finding expression. To her mortification, it was the only weak one in the collection.

Are you asking me to marry you?

I am.

I wont!

You think so now, because I am not appearing at my best. You see me nervous, diffident, tongue-tied. All this will wear off, however, and you will be surprised and delighted as you begin to understand my true self. Beneath the surface — I speak conservatively — I am a corker!

The door banged behind Ann. Jimmy found himself alone. He walked thoughtfully to Mr. Petts armchair and sat down. There was a feeling of desolation upon him. He lit a cigarette and began to smoke pensively. What a fool he had been to talk like that! What girl of spirit could possibly stand it? If ever there had been a time for being soothing and serious and pleading, it had been these last few minutes. And he talked like that!

Ten minutes passed. Jimmy sprang from his chair. He thought he had heard a footstep. He flung the door open. The passage was empty. He returned miserably to his chair. Of course she had not come back. Why should she?

A voice spoke.

Jimmy!

He leaped up again, and looked wildly round. Then he looked up. Ann was leaning over the gallery rail.

Jimmy, Ive been thinking it over. Theres something I want to ask you. Do you admit that you behaved abominably five years ago?

Yes! shouted Jimmy.

And that youve been behaving just as badly ever since?

Yes!

And that you are really a pretty awful sort of person?

Yes!

Then its all right. You deserve it!

Deserve it?

Deserve to marry a girl like me. I was worried about it, but now I see that its the only punishment bad enough for you! She raised her arm.

Heres the dead past, Jimmy! Go and bury it! Good-night!

A small book fell squashily at Jimmys feet. He regarded it dully for a moment. Then, with a wild yell which penetrated even to Mr. Petts bedroom and woke that sufferer just as he was dropping off to sleep for the third time that night he bounded for the gallery stairs.

At the further end of the gallery a musical laugh sounded, and a door closed. Ann had gone.
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CHAPTER 1.
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INASMUCH AS THE scene of this story is that historic pile, Belpher Castle, in the county of Hampshire, it would be an agreeable task to open it with a leisurely description of the place, followed by some notes on the history of the Earls of Marshmoreton, who have owned it since the fifteenth century. Unfortunately, in these days of rush and hurry, a novelist works at a disadvantage. He must leap into the middle of his tale with as little delay as he would employ in boarding a moving tramcar. He must get off the mark with the smooth swiftness of a jack-rabbit surprised while lunching. Otherwise, people throw him aside and go out to picture palaces.

I may briefly remark that the present Lord Marshmoreton is a widower of some forty-eight years: that he has two children — a son, Percy Wilbraham Marsh, Lord Belpher, who is on the brink of his twenty-first birthday, and a daughter, Lady Patricia Maud Marsh, who is just twenty: that the chatelaine of the castle is Lady Caroline Byng, Lord Marshmoretons sister, who married the very wealthy colliery owner, Clifford Byng, a few years before his death (which unkind people say she hastened): and that she has a step-son, Reginald. Give me time to mention these few facts and I am done. On the glorious past of the Marshmoretons I will not even touch.

Luckily, the loss to literature is not irreparable. Lord Marshmoreton himself is engaged upon a history of the family, which will doubtless be on every bookshelf as soon as his lordship gets it finished. And, as for the castle and its surroundings, including the model dairy and the amber drawing-room, you may see them for yourself any Thursday, when Belpher is thrown open to the public on payment of a fee of one shilling a head. The money is collected by Keggs the butler, and goes to a worthy local charity. At least, that is the idea. But the voice of calumny is never silent, and there exists a school of thought, headed by Albert, the page-boy, which holds that Keggs sticks to these shillings like glue, and adds them to his already considerable savings in the Farmers and Merchants Bank, on the left side of the High Street in Belpher village, next door to the Oddfellows Hall.

With regard to this, one can only say that Keggs looks far too much like a particularly saintly bishop to indulge in any such practices. On the other hand, Albert knows Keggs. We must leave the matter open.

Of course, appearances are deceptive. Anyone, for instance, who had been standing outside the front entrance of the castle at eleven oclock on a certain June morning might easily have made a mistake. Such a person would probably have jumped to the conclusion that the middle-aged lady of a determined cast of countenance who was standing near the rose-garden, talking to the gardener and watching the young couple strolling on the terrace below, was the mother of the pretty girl, and that she was smiling because the latter had recently become engaged to the tall, pleasant-faced youth at her side.

Sherlock Holmes himself might have been misled. One can hear him explaining the thing to Watson in one of those lightning flashes of inductive reasoning of his. It is the only explanation, my dear Watson. If the lady were merely complimenting the gardener on his rose-garden, and if her smile were merely caused by the excellent appearance of that rose-garden, there would be an answering smile on the face of the gardener. But, as you see, he looks morose and gloomy.

As a matter of fact, the gardener — that is to say, the stocky, brown-faced man in shirt sleeves and corduroy trousers who was frowning into a can of whale-oil solution — was the Earl of Marshmoreton, and there were two reasons for his gloom. He hated to be interrupted while working, and, furthermore, Lady Caroline Byng always got on his nerves, and never more so than when, as now, she speculated on the possibility of a romance between her step-son Reggie and his lordships daughter Maud.

Only his intimates would have recognized in this curious corduroy-trousered figure the seventh Earl of Marshmoreton. The Lord Marshmoreton who made intermittent appearances in London, who lunched among bishops at the Athenaeum Club without exciting remark, was a correctly dressed gentleman whom no one would have suspected of covering his sturdy legs in anything but the finest cloth. But if you will glance at your copy of Whos Who, and turn up the Ms, you will find in the space allotted to the Earl the words Hobby — Gardening. To which, in a burst of modest pride, his lordship has added Awarded first prize for Hybrid Teas, Temple Flower Show, 1911. The words tell their own story.

Lord Marshmoreton was the most enthusiastic amateur gardener in a land of enthusiastic amateur gardeners. He lived for his garden. The love which other men expend on their nearest and dearest Lord Marshmoreton lavished on seeds, roses and loamy soil. The hatred which some of his order feel for Socialists and Demagogues Lord Marshmoreton kept for rose slugs, rose-beetles and the small, yellowish-white insect which is so depraved and sinister a character that it goes through life with an alias — being sometimes called a rose-hopper and sometimes a thrip. A simple soul, Lord Marshmoreton — mild and pleasant. Yet put him among the thrips, and he became a dealer-out of death and slaughter, a destroyer in the class of Attila the Hun and Genghis Khan. Thrips feed on the underside of rose leaves, sucking their juice and causing them to turn yellow; and Lord Marshmoretons views on these things were so rigid that he would have poured whale-oil solution on his grandmother if he had found her on the underside of one of his rose leaves sucking its juice.

The only time in the day when he ceased to be the horny-handed toiler and became the aristocrat was in the evening after dinner, when, egged on by Lady Caroline, who gave him no rest in the matter — he would retire to his private study and work on his History of the Family, assisted by his able secretary, Alice Faraday. His progress on that massive work was, however, slow. Ten hours in the open air make a man drowsy, and too often Lord Marshmoreton would fall asleep in mid-sentence to the annoyance of Miss Faraday, who was a conscientious girl and liked to earn her salary.

The couple on the terrace had turned. Reggie Byngs face, as he bent over Maud, was earnest and animated, and even from a distance it was possible to see how the girls eyes lit up at what he was saying. She was hanging on his words. Lady Carolines smile became more and more benevolent.

They make a charming pair, she murmured. I wonder what dear Reggie is saying. Perhaps at this very moment—

She broke off with a sigh of content. She had had her troubles over this affair. Dear Reggie, usually so plastic in her hands, had displayed an unaccountable reluctance to offer his agreeable self to Maud — in spite of the fact that never, not even on the public platform which she adorned so well, had his step-mother reasoned more clearly than she did when pointing out to him the advantages of the match. It was not that Reggie disliked Maud. He admitted that she was a topper, on several occasions going so far as to describe her as absolutely priceless. But he seemed reluctant to ask her to marry him. How could Lady Caroline know that Reggies entire world — or such of it as was not occupied by racing cars and golf — was filled by Alice Faraday? Reggie had never told her. He had not even told Miss Faraday.

Perhaps at this very moment, went on Lady Caroline, the dear boy is proposing to her.

Lord Marshmoreton grunted, and continued to peer with a questioning eye in the awesome brew which he had prepared for the thrips.

One thing is very satisfactory, said Lady Caroline. I mean that Maud seems entirely to have got over that ridiculous infatuation of hers for that man she met in Wales last summer. She could not be so cheerful if she were still brooding on that. I hope you will admit now, John, that I was right in keeping her practically a prisoner here and never allowing her a chance of meeting the man again either by accident or design. They say absence makes the heart grow fonder. Stuff! A girl of Mauds age falls in and out of love half a dozen times a year. I feel sure she has almost forgotten the man by now.

Eh? said Lord Marshmoreton. His mind had been far away, dealing with green flies.

I was speaking about that man Maud met when she was staying with Brenda in Wales.

Oh, yes!

Oh, yes! echoed Lady Caroline, annoyed. Is that the only comment you can find to make? Your only daughter becomes infatuated with a perfect stranger — a man we have never seen — of whom we know nothing, not even his name — nothing except that he is an American and hasnt a penny — Maud admitted that. And all you say is Oh, yes!

But its all over now, isnt it? I understood the dashed affair was all over.

We hope so. But I should feel safer if Maud were engaged to Reggie. I do think you might take the trouble to speak to Maud.

Speak to her? I do speak to her. Lord Marshmoretons brain moved slowly when he was pre-occupied with his roses. Were on excellent terms.

Lady Caroline frowned impatiently. Hers was an alert, vigorous mind, bright and strong like a steel trap, and her brothers vagueness and growing habit of inattention irritated her.

I mean to speak to her about becoming engaged to Reggie. You are her father. Surely you can at least try to persuade her.

Cant coerce a girl.

I never suggested that you should coerce her, as you put it. I merely meant that you could point out to her, as a father, where her duty and happiness lie.

Drink this! cried his lordship with sudden fury, spraying his can over the nearest bush, and addressing his remark to the invisible thrips. He had forgotten Lady Caroline completely. Dont stint yourselves! Theres lots more!

A girl came down the steps of the castle and made her way towards them. She was a good-looking girl, with an air of quiet efficiency about her. Her eyes were grey and whimsical. Her head was uncovered, and the breeze stirred her dark hair. She made a graceful picture in the morning sunshine, and Reggie Byng, sighting her from the terrace, wobbled in his tracks, turned pink, and lost the thread of his remarks.

The sudden appearance of Alice Faraday always affected him like that.

I have copied out the notes you made last night, Lord Marshmoreton. I typed two copies.

Alice Faraday spoke in a quiet, respectful, yet subtly authoritative voice. She was a girl of great character. Previous employers of her services as secretary had found her a jewel. To Lord Marshmoreton she was rapidly becoming a perfect incubus. Their views on the relative importance of gardening and family histories did not coincide. To him the history of the Marshmoreton family was the occupation of the idle hour: she seemed to think that he ought to regard it as a life-work. She was always coming and digging him out of the garden and dragging him back to what should have been a purely after-dinner task. It was Lord Marshmoretons habit, when he awoke after one of his naps too late to resume work, to throw out some vague promise of attending to it tomorrow; but, he reflected bitterly, the girl ought to have tact and sense to understand that this was only polite persiflage, and not to be taken literally.

They are very rough, continued Alice, addressing her conversation to the seat of his lordships corduroy trousers. Lord Marshmoreton always assumed a stooping attitude when he saw Miss Faraday approaching with papers in her hand; for he laboured under a pathetic delusion, of which no amount of failures could rid him, that if she did not see his face she would withdraw. You remember last night you promised you would attend to them this morning. She paused long enough to receive a non-committal grunt by way of answer. Of course, if youre busy— she said placidly, with a half-glance at Lady Caroline. That masterful woman could always be counted on as an ally in these little encounters.

Nothing of the kind! said Lady Caroline crisply. She was still ruffled by the lack of attention which her recent utterances had received, and welcomed the chance of administering discipline. Get up at once, John, and go in and work.

I am working, pleaded Lord Marshmoreton.

Despite his forty-eight years his sister Caroline still had the power at times to make him feel like a small boy. She had been a great martinet in the days of their mutual nursery.

The Family History is more important than grubbing about in the dirt. I cannot understand why you do not leave this sort of thing to MacPherson. Why you should pay him liberal wages and then do his work for him, I cannot see. You know the publishers are waiting for the History. Go and attend to these notes at once.

You promised you would attend to them this morning, Lord Marshmoreton, said Alice invitingly.

Lord Marshmoreton clung to his can of whale-oil solution with the clutch of a drowning man. None knew better than he that these interviews, especially when Caroline was present to lend the weight of her dominating personality, always ended in the same way.

Yes, yes, yes! he said. Tonight, perhaps. After dinner, eh? Yes, after dinner. That will be capital.

I think you ought to attend to them this morning, said Alice, gently persistent. It really perturbed this girl to feel that she was not doing work enough to merit her generous salary. And on the subject of the history of the Marshmoreton family she was an enthusiast. It had a glamour for her.

Lord Marshmoretons fingers relaxed their hold. Throughout the rose-garden hundreds of spared thrips went on with their morning meal, unwitting of doom averted.

Oh, all right, all right, all right! Come into the library.

Very well, Lord Marshmoreton. Miss Faraday turned to Lady Caroline. I have been looking up the trains, Lady Caroline. The best is the twelve-fifteen. It has a dining-car, and stops at Belpher if signalled.

Are you going away, Caroline? inquired Lord Marshmoreton hopefully.

I am giving a short talk to the Social Progress League at Lewisham. I shall return tomorrow.

Oh! said Marshmoreton, hope fading from his voice.

Thank you, Miss Faraday, said Lady Caroline. The twelve-fifteen.

The motor will be round at a quarter to twelve.

Thank you. Oh, by the way, Miss Faraday, will you call to Reggie as you pass, and tell him I wish to speak to him.

Maud had left Reggie by the time Alice Faraday reached him, and that ardent youth was sitting on a stone seat, smoking a cigarette and entertaining himself with meditations in which thoughts of Alice competed for precedence with graver reflections connected with the subject of the correct stance for his approach-shots. Reggies was a troubled spirit these days. He was in love, and he had developed a bad slice with his mid-iron. He was practically a soul in torment.

Lady Caroline asked me to tell you that she wishes to speak to you, Mr. Byng.

Reggie leaped from his seat.

Hullo-ullo-ullo! There you are! I mean to say, what?

He was conscious, as was his custom in her presence, of a warm, prickly sensation in the small of the back. Some kind of elephantiasis seemed to have attacked his hands and feet, swelling them to enormous proportions. He wished profoundly that he could get rid of his habit of yelping with nervous laughter whenever he encountered the girl of his dreams. It was calculated to give her a wrong impression of a chap — make her think him a fearful chump and what not!

Lady Caroline is leaving by the twelve-fifteen.

Thats good! What I mean to say is — oh, she is, is she? I see what you mean. The absolute necessity of saying something at least moderately coherent gripped him. He rallied his forces. You wouldnt care to come for a stroll, after Ive seen the mater, or a row on the lake, or any rot like that, would you?

Thank you very much, but I must go in and help Lord Marshmoreton with his book.

What a rotten — I mean, what a dam shame!

The pity of it tore at Reggies heart strings. He burned with generous wrath against Lord Marshmoreton, that modern Simon Legree, who used his capitalistic power to make a slave of this girl and keep her toiling indoors when all the world was sunshine.

Shall I go and ask him if you cant put it off till after dinner?

Oh, no, thanks very much. Im sure Lord Marshmoreton wouldnt dream of it.

She passed on with a pleasant smile. When he had recovered from the effect of this Reggie proceeded slowly to the upper level to meet his step-mother.

Hullo, mater. Pretty fit and so forth? What did you want to see me about?

Well, Reggie, what is the news?

Eh? What? News? Didnt you get hold of a paper at breakfast? Nothing much in it. Tam Duggan beat Alec Fraser three up and two to play at Prestwick. I didnt notice anything else much. Theres a new musical comedy at the Regal. Opened last night, and seems to be just like mother makes. The Morning Post gave it a topping notice. I must trickle up to town and see it some time this week.

Lady Caroline frowned. This slowness in the uptake, coming so soon after her brothers inattention, displeased her.

No, no, no. I mean you and Maud have been talking to each other for quite a long time, and she seemed very interested in what you were saying. I hoped you might have some good news for me.

Reggies face brightened. He caught her drift.

Oh, ah, yes, I see what you mean. No, there wasnt anything of that sort or shape or order.

What were you saying to her, then, that interested her so much?

I was explaining how I landed dead on the pin with my spoon out of a sand-trap at the eleventh hole yesterday. It certainly was a pretty ripe shot, considering. Id sliced into this baby bunker, dont you know; I simply cant keep em straight with the iron nowadays — and there the pill was, grinning up at me from the sand. Of course, strictly speaking, I ought to have used a niblick, but—

Do you mean to say, Reggie, that, with such an excellent opportunity, you did not ask Maud to marry you?

I see what you mean. Well, as a matter of absolute fact, I, as it were, didnt.

Lady Caroline uttered a wordless sound.

By the way, mater, said Reggie, I forgot to tell you about that. Its all off.

What!

Absolutely. You see, it appears theres a chappie unknown for whom Maud has an absolute pash. It seems she met this sportsman up in Wales last summer. She was caught in the rain, and he happened to be passing and rallied round with his rain-coat, and one thing led to another. Always raining in Wales, what! Good fishing, though, here and there. Well, what I mean is, this cove was so deucedly civil, and all that, that now she wont look at anybody else. Hes the blue-eyed boy, and everybody else is an also-ran, with about as much chance as a blind man with one arm trying to get out of a bunker with a tooth-pick.

What perfect nonsense! I know all about that affair. It was just a passing fancy that never meant anything. Maud has got over that long ago.

She didnt seem to think so.

Now, Reggie, said Lady Caroline tensely, please listen to me. You know that the castle will be full of people in a day or two for Percys coming-of-age, and this next few days may be your last chance of having a real, long, private talk with Maud. I shall be seriously annoyed if you neglect this opportunity. There is no excuse for the way you are behaving. Maud is a charming girl—

Oh, absolutely! One of the best.

Very well, then!

But, mater, what I mean to say is—

I dont want any more temporizing, Reggie!

No, no! Absolutely not! said Reggie dutifully, wishing he knew what the word meant, and wishing also that life had not become so frightfully complex.

Now, this afternoon, why should you not take Maud for a long ride in your car?

Reggie grew more cheerful. At least he had an answer for that.

Cant be done, Im afraid. Ive got to motor into town to meet Percy. Hes arriving from Oxford this morning. I promised to meet him in town and tool him back in the car.

I see. Well, then, why couldnt you — ?

I say, mater, dear old soul, said Reggie hastily, I think youd better tear yourself away and what not. If youre catching the twelve-fifteen, you ought to be staggering round to see you havent forgotten anything. Theres the car coming round now.

I wish now I had decided to go by a later train.

No, no, mustnt miss the twelve-fifteen. Good, fruity train. Everybody speaks well of it. Well, see you anon, mater. I think youd better run like a hare.

You will remember what I said?

Oh, absolutely!

Good-bye, then. I shall be back tomorrow.

Reggie returned slowly to his stone seat. He breathed a little heavily as he felt for his cigarette case. He felt like a hunted fawn.

Maud came out of the house as the car disappeared down the long avenue of elms. She crossed the terrace to where Reggie sat brooding on life and its problem.

Reggie!

Reggie turned.

Hullo, Maud, dear old thing. Take a seat.

Maud sat down beside him. There was a flush on her pretty face, and when she spoke her voice quivered with suppressed excitement.

Reggie, she said, laying a small hand on his arm. Were friends, arent we?

Reggie patted her back paternally. There were few people he liked better than Maud.

Always have been since the dear old days of childhood, what!

I can trust you, cant I?

Absolutely!

Theres something I want you to do for me, Reggie. Youll have to keep it a dead secret of course.

The strong, silent man. Thats me. What is it?

Youre driving into town in your car this afternoon, arent you, to meet Percy?

That was the idea.

Could you go this morning instead — and take me?

Of course.

Maud shook her head.

You dont know what you are letting yourself in for, Reggie, or Im sure you wouldnt agree so lightly. Im not allowed to leave the castle, you know, because of what I was telling you about.

The chappie?

Yes. So there would be terrible scenes if anybody found out.

Never mind, dear old soul. Ill risk it. None shall learn your secret from these lips.

Youre a darling, Reggie.

But whats the idea? Why do you want to go today particularly?

Maud looked over her shoulder.

Because— She lowered her voice, though there was no one near. Because he is back in London! Hes a sort of secretary, you know, Reggie, to his uncle, and I saw in the paper this morning that the uncle returned yesterday after a long voyage in his yacht. So — he must have come back, too. He has to go everywhere his uncle goes.

And everywhere the uncle went, the chappie was sure to go! murmured Reggie. Sorry. Didnt mean to interrupt.

I must see him. I havent seen him since last summer — nearly a whole year! And he hasnt written to me, and I havent dared to write to him, for fear of the letter going wrong. So, you see, I must go. Todays my only chance. Aunt Caroline has gone away. Father will be busy in the garden, and wont notice whether Im here or not. And, besides, tomorrow it will be too late, because Percy will be here. He was more furious about the thing than anyone.

Rather the proud aristocrat, Percy, agreed Reggie. I understand absolutely. Tell me just what you want me to do.

I want you to pick me up in the car about half a mile down the road. You can drop me somewhere in Piccadilly. That will be near enough to where I want to go. But the most important thing is about Percy. You must persuade him to stay and dine in town and come back here after dinner. Then I shall be able to get back by an afternoon train, and no one will know Ive been gone.

Thats simple enough, what? Consider it done. When do you want to start?

At once.

Ill toddle round to the garage and fetch the car. Reggie chuckled amusedly. Rum thing! The maters just been telling me I ought to take you for a drive.

You are a darling, Reggie, really!

Reggie gave her back another paternal pat.

I know what it means to be in love, dear old soul. I say, Maud, old thing, do you find love puts you off your stroke? What I mean is, does it make you slice your approach-shots?

Maud laughed.

No. It hasnt had any effect on my game so far. I went round in eighty-six the other day.

Reggie sighed enviously.

Women are wonderful! he said. Well, Ill be legging it and fetching the car. When youre ready, stroll along down the road and wait for me.

* * *

When he had gone Maud pulled a small newspaper clipping from her pocket. She had extracted it from yesterdays copy of the Morning Posts society column. It contained only a few words:

Mr. Wilbur Raymond has returned to his residence at No. 11a Belgrave Square from a prolonged voyage in his yacht, the Siren.

Maud did not know Mr. Wilbur Raymond, and yet that paragraph had sent the blood tingling through every vein in her body. For as she had indicated to Reggie, when the Wilbur Raymonds of this world return to their town residences, they bring with them their nephew and secretary, Geoffrey Raymond. And Geoffrey Raymond was the man Maud had loved ever since the day when she had met him in Wales.


CHAPTER 2.
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THE SUN THAT had shone so brightly on Belpher Castle at noon, when Maud and Reggie Byng set out on their journey, shone on the West-End of London with equal pleasantness at two oclock. In Little Gooch Street all the children of all the small shopkeepers who support life in that backwater by selling each other vegetables and singing canaries were out and about playing curious games of their own invention. Cats washed themselves on doorsteps, preparatory to looking in for lunch at one of the numerous garbage cans which dotted the sidewalk. Waiters peered austerely from the windows of the two Italian restaurants which carry on the Lucretia Borgia tradition by means of one shilling and sixpenny table dhôte luncheons. The proprietor of the grocery store on the corner was bidding a silent farewell to a tomato which even he, though a dauntless optimist, had been compelled to recognize as having outlived its utility. On all these things the sun shone with a genial smile. Round the corner, in Shaftesbury Avenue, an east wind was doing its best to pierce the hardened hides of the citizenry; but it did not penetrate into Little Gooch Street, which, facing south and being narrow and sheltered, was enabled practically to bask.

Mac, the stout guardian of the stage door of the Regal Theatre, whose gilded front entrance is on the Avenue, emerged from the little glass case in which the management kept him, and came out to observe life and its phenomena with an indulgent eye. Mac was feeling happy this morning. His job was a permanent one, not influenced by the success or failure of the productions which followed one another at the theatre throughout the year; but he felt, nevertheless, a sort of proprietary interest in these ventures, and was pleased when they secured the approval of the public. Last nights opening, a musical piece by an American author and composer, had undoubtedly made a big hit, and Mac was glad, because he liked what he had seen of the company, and, in the brief time in which he had known him, had come to entertain a warm regard for George Bevan, the composer, who had travelled over from New York to help with the London production.

George Bevan turned the corner now, walking slowly, and, it seemed to Mac, gloomily towards the stage door. He was a young man of about twenty-seven, tall and well knit, with an agreeable, clean-cut face, of which a pair of good and honest eyes were the most noticeable feature. His sensitive mouth was drawn down a little at the corners, and he looked tired.

Morning, Mac.

Good morning, sir.

Anything for me?

Yes, sir. Some telegrams. Ill get em. Oh, Ill get em, said Mac, as if reassuring some doubting friend and supporter as to his ability to carry through a labour of Hercules.

He disappeared into his glass case. George Bevan remained outside in the street surveying the frisking children with a sombre glance. They seemed to him very noisy, very dirty and very young. Disgustingly young. Theirs was joyous, exuberant youth which made a fellow feel at least sixty. Something was wrong with George today, for normally he was fond of children. Indeed, normally he was fond of most things. He was a good-natured and cheerful young man, who liked life and the great majority of those who lived it contemporaneously with himself. He had no enemies and many friends.

But today he had noticed from the moment he had got out of bed that something was amiss with the world. Either he was in the grip of some divine discontent due to the highly developed condition of his soul, or else he had a grouch. One of the two. Or it might have been the reaction from the emotions of the previous night. On the morning after an opening your sensitive artist is always apt to feel as if he had been dried over a barrel.

Besides, last night there had been a supper party after the performance at the flat which the comedian of the troupe had rented in Jermyn Street, a forced, rowdy supper party where a number of tired people with over-strained nerves had seemed to feel it a duty to be artificially vivacious. It had lasted till four oclock when the morning papers with the notices arrived, and George had not got to bed till four-thirty. These things colour the mental outlook.

Mac reappeared.

Here you are, sir.

Thanks.

George put the telegrams in his pocket. A cat, on its way back from lunch, paused beside him in order to use his leg as a serviette. George tickled it under the ear abstractedly. He was always courteous to cats, but today he went through the movements perfunctorily and without enthusiasm.

The cat moved on. Mac became conversational.

They tell me the piece was a hit last night, sir.

It seemed to go very well.

My Missus saw it from the gallery, and all the first-nighters was speaking very ighly of it. Theres a regular click, you know, sir, over here in London, that goes to all the first nights in the gallery. Ighly critical they are always. Specially if its an American piece like this one. If they dont like it, they precious soon let you know. My missus ses they was all speakin very ighly of it. My missus says she aint seen a livelier show for a long time, and shes a great theatregoer. My missus says they was all specially pleased with the music.

Thats good.

The Morning Leader give it a fine write-up. How was the rest of the papers?

Splendid, all of them. I havent seen the evening papers yet. I came out to get them.

Mac looked down the street.

Therell be a rehearsal this afternoon, I suppose, sir? Heres Miss Dore coming along.

George followed his glance. A tall girl in a tailor-made suit of blue was coming towards them. Even at a distance one caught the genial personality of the new arrival. It seemed to go before her like a heartening breeze. She picked her way carefully through the children crawling on the side walk. She stopped for a moment and said something to one of them. The child grinned. Even the proprietor of the grocery store appeared to brighten up at the sight of her, as at the sight of some old friend.

Hows business, Bill? she called to him as she passed the spot where he stood brooding on the mortality of tomatoes. And, though he replied Rotten, a faint, grim smile did nevertheless flicker across his tragic mask.

Billie Dore, who was one of the chorus of George Bevans musical comedy, had an attractive face, a mouth that laughed readily, rather bright golden hair (which, she was fond of insisting with perfect truth, was genuine though appearances were against it), and steady blue eyes. The latter were frequently employed by her in quelling admirers who were encouraged by the former to become too ardent. Billies views on the opposite sex who forgot themselves were as rigid as those of Lord Marshmoreton concerning thrips. She liked men, and she would signify this liking in a practical manner by lunching and dining with them, but she was entirely self-supporting, and when men overlooked that fact she reminded them of it in no uncertain voice; for she was a girl of ready speech and direct.

Morning, George. Morning, Mac. Any mail?

Ill see, miss.

How did your better four-fifths like the show, Mac?

I was just telling Mr. Bevan, miss, that the missus said she adnt seen a livelier show for a long time.

Fine. I knew Id be a hit. Well, George, hows the boy this bright afternoon?

Limp and pessimistic.

That comes of sitting up till four in the morning with festive hams.

You were up as late as I was, and you look like Little Eva after a night of sweet, childish slumber.

Yes, but I drank ginger ale, and didnt smoke eighteen cigars. And yet, I dont know. I think I must be getting old, George. All-night parties seem to have lost their charm. I was ready to quit at one oclock, but it didnt seem matey. I think Ill marry a farmer and settle down.

George was amazed. He had not expected to find his present view of life shared in this quarter.

I was just thinking myself, he said, feeling not for the first time how different Billie was from the majority of those with whom his profession brought him in contact, how flat it all was. The show business I mean, and these darned first nights, and the party after the show which you cant sidestep. Something tells me Im about through.

Billie Dore nodded.

Anybody with any sense is always about through with the show business. I know I am. If you think Im wedded to my art, let me tell you Im going to get a divorce the first chance that comes along. Its funny about the show business. The way one drifts into it and sticks, I mean. Take me, for example. Nature had it all doped out for me to be the Belle of Hicks Corners. What I ought to have done was to buy a gingham bonnet and milk cows. But I would come to the great city and help brighten up the tired business man.

I didnt know you were fond of the country, Billie.

Me? I wrote the words and music. Didnt you know I was a country kid? My dad ran a Bide a Wee Home for flowers, and I used to know them all by their middle names. He was a nursery gardener out in Indiana. I tell you, when I see a rose nowadays, I shake its hand and say: Well, well, Cyril, hows everything with you? And how are Joe and Jack and Jimmy and all the rest of the boys at home? Do you know how I used to put in my time the first few nights I was over here in London? I used to hang around Covent Garden with my head back, sniffing. The boys that mess about with the flowers there used to stub their toes on me so often that they got to look on me as part of the scenery.

Thats where we ought to have been last night.

Wed have had a better time. Say, George, did you see the awful mistake on Natures part that Babe Sinclair showed up with towards the middle of the proceedings? You must have noticed him, because he took up more room than any one man was entitled to. His name was Spenser Gray.

George recalled having been introduced to a fat man of his own age who answered to that name.

Its a darned shame, said Billie indignantly. Babe is only a kid. This is the first show shes been in. And I happen to know theres an awfully nice boy over in New York crazy to marry her. And Im certain this gink is giving her a raw deal. He tried to get hold of me about a week ago, but I turned him down hard; and I suppose he thinks Babe is easier. And its no good talking to her; she thinks hes wonderful. Thats another kick I have against the show business. It seems to make girls such darned chumps. Well, I wonder how much longer Mr. Arbuckle is going to be retrieving my mail. What ho, within there, Fatty!

Mac came out, apologetic, carrying letters.

Sorry, miss. By an oversight I put you among the Gs.

Alls well that ends well. Put me among the Gs. Theres a good title for a song for you, George. Excuse me while I grapple with the correspondence. Ill bet half of these are mash notes. I got three between the first and second acts last night. Why the nobility and gentry of this burg should think that Im their affinity just because Ive got golden hair — which is perfectly genuine, Mac; I can show you the pedigree — and because I earn an honest living singing off the key, is more than I can understand.

Mac leaned his massive shoulders comfortably against the building, and resumed his chat.

I expect youre feeling very appy today, sir?

George pondered. He was certainly feeling better since he had seen Billie Dore, but he was far from being himself.

I ought to be, I suppose. But Im not.

Ah, youre getting blarzy, sir, thats what it is. Youve ad too much of the fat, you ave. This piece was a big it in America, wasnt it?

Yes. It ran over a year in New York, and there are three companies of it out now.

Thats ow it is, you see. Youve gone and got blarzy. Too big a elping of success, youve ad. Mac wagged a head like a harvest moon. You arent a married man, are you, sir?

Billie Dore finished skimming through her mail, and crumpled the letters up into a large ball, which she handed to Mac.

Heres something for you to read in your spare moments, Mac. Glance through them any time you have a suspicion you may be a chump, and youll have the comfort of knowing that there are others. What were you saying about being married?

Mr. Bevan and I was aving a talk about im being blarzy, miss.

Are you blarzy, George?

So Mac says.

And why is he blarzy, miss? demanded Mac rhetorically.

Dont ask me, said Billie. Its not my fault.

Its because, as I was saying, es ad too big a elping of success, and because e aint a married man. You did say you wasnt a married man, didnt you, sir?

I didnt. But Im not.

Thats ow it is, you see. You pretty soon gets sick of pulling off good things, if you aint got nobody to pat you on the back for doing of it. Why, when I was single, if I got old of a sure thing for the three oclock race and picked up a couple of quid, the thrill of it didnt seem to linger somehow. But now, if some of the gentlemen that come ere put me on to something safe and I make a bit, arf the fascination of it is taking the stuff ome and rolling it on to the kitchen table and aving er pat me on the back.

How about when you lose?

I dont tell er, said Mac simply.

You seem to understand the art of being happy, Mac.

It aint an art, sir. Its just gettin old of the right little woman, and aving a nice little ome of your own to go back to at night.

Mac, said Billie admiringly, you talk like a Tin Pan Alley song hit, except that youve left out the scent of honeysuckle and Old Mister Moon climbing up over the trees. Well, youre quite right. Im all for the simple and domestic myself. If I could find the right man, and he didnt see me coming and duck, Id become one of the Mendelssohns March Daughters right away. Are you going, George? Theres a rehearsal at two-thirty for cuts.

I want to get the evening papers and send off a cable or two. See you later.

We shall meet at Philippi.

Mac eyed Georges retreating back till he had turned the corner.

A nice pleasant gentleman, Mr. Bevan, he said. Too bad es got the pip the way e as, just after avin a big success like this ere. Comes of bein a artist, I suppose.

Miss Dore dived into her vanity case and produced a puff with which she proceeded to powder her nose.

All composers are nuts, Mac. I was in a show once where the manager was panning the composer because there wasnt a number in the score that had a tune to it. The poor geek admitted they werent very tuney, but said the thing about his music was that it had such a wonderful aroma. They all get that way. The jazz seems to go to their heads. George is all right, though, and dont let anyone tell you different.

Have you know him long, miss?

About five years. I was a stenographer in the house that published his songs when I first met him. And theres another thing youve got to hand it to George for. He hasnt let success give him a swelled head. The money that boy makes is sinful, Mac. He wears thousand dollar bills next to his skin winter and summer. But hes just the same as he was when I first knew him, when he was just hanging around Broadway, looking out for a chance to be allowed to slip a couple of interpolated numbers into any old show that came along. Yes. Put it in your diary, Mac, and write it on your cuff, George Bevans all right. Hes an ace.

Unconscious of these eulogies, which, coming from one whose judgment he respected, might have cheered him up, George wandered down Shaftesbury Avenue feeling more depressed than ever. The sun had gone in for the time being, and the east wind was frolicking round him like a playful puppy, patting him with a cold paw, nuzzling his ankles, bounding away and bounding back again, and behaving generally as east winds do when they discover a victim who has come out without his spring overcoat. It was plain to George now that the sun and the wind were a couple of confidence tricksters working together as a team. The sun had disarmed him with specious promises and an air of cheery goodfellowship, and had delivered him into the hands of the wind, which was now going through him with the swift thoroughness of the professional hold-up artist. He quickened his steps, and began to wonder if he was so sunk in senile decay as to have acquired a liver.

He discarded the theory as repellent. And yet there must be a reason for his depression. Today of all days, as Mac had pointed out, he had everything to make him happy. Popular as he was in America, this was the first piece of his to be produced in London, and there was no doubt that it was a success of unusual dimensions. And yet he felt no elation.

He reached Piccadilly and turned westwards. And then, as he passed the gates of the In and Out Club, he had a moment of clear vision and understood everything. He was depressed because he was bored, and he was bored because he was lonely. Mac, that solid thinker, had been right. The solution of the problem of life was to get hold of the right girl and have a home to go back to at night. He was mildly surprised that he had tried in any other direction for an explanation of his gloom. It was all the more inexplicable in that fully 80 per cent of the lyrics which he had set in the course of his musical comedy career had had that thought at the back of them.

George gave himself up to an orgy of sentimentality. He seemed to be alone in the world which had paired itself off into a sort of seething welter of happy couples. Taxicabs full of happy couples rolled by every minute. Passing omnibuses creaked beneath the weight of happy couples. The very policeman across the Street had just grinned at a flitting shop girl, and she had smiled back at him. The only female in London who did not appear to be attached was a girl in brown who was coming along the sidewalk at a leisurely pace, looking about her in a manner that suggested that she found Piccadilly a new and stimulating spectacle.

As far as George could see she was an extremely pretty girl, small and dainty, with a proud little tilt to her head and the jaunty walk that spoke of perfect health. She was, in fact, precisely the sort of girl that George felt he could love with all the stored-up devotion of an old buffer of twenty-seven who had squandered none of his rich nature in foolish flirtations. He had just begun to weave a rose-tinted romance about their two selves, when a cold reaction set in. Even as he paused to watch the girl threading her way through the crowd, the east wind jabbed an icy finger down the back of his neck, and the chill of it sobered him. After all, he reflected bitterly, this girl was only alone because she was on her way somewhere to meet some confounded man. Besides there was no earthly chance of getting to know her. You cant rush up to pretty girls in the street and tell them you are lonely. At least, you can, but it doesnt get you anywhere except the police station. Georges gloom deepened — a thing he would not have believed possible a moment before. He felt that he had been born too late. The restraints of modern civilization irked him. It was not, he told himself, like this in the good old days.

In the Middle Ages, for example, this girl would have been a Damsel; and in that happy time practically everybody whose technical rating was that of Damsel was in distress and only too willing to waive the formalities in return for services rendered by the casual passer-by. But the twentieth century is a prosaic age, when girls are merely girls and have no troubles at all. Were he to stop this girl in brown and assure her that his aid and comfort were at her disposal, she would undoubtedly call that large policeman from across the way, and the romance would begin and end within the space of thirty seconds, or, if the policeman were a quick mover, rather less.

Better to dismiss dreams and return to the practical side of life by buying the evening papers from the shabby individual beside him, who had just thrust an early edition in his face. After all notices are notices, even when the heart is aching. George felt in his pocket for the necessary money, found emptiness, and remembered that he had left all his ready funds at his hotel. It was just one of the things he might have expected on a day like this.

The man with the papers had the air of one whose business is conducted on purely cash principles. There was only one thing to be done, return to the hotel, retrieve his money, and try to forget the weight of the world and its cares in lunch. And from the hotel he could despatch the two or three cables which he wanted to send to New York.

The girl in brown was quite close now, and George was enabled to get a clearer glimpse of her. She more than fulfilled the promise she had given at a distance. Had she been constructed to his own specifications, she would not have been more acceptable in Georges sight. And now she was going out of his life for ever. With an overwhelming sense of pathos, for there is no pathos more bitter than that of parting from someone we have never met, George hailed a taxicab which crawled at the side of the road; and, with all the refrains of all the sentimental song hits he had ever composed ringing in his ears, he got in and passed away.

A rotten world, he mused, as the cab, after proceeding a couple of yards, came to a standstill in a block of the traffic. A dull, flat bore of a world, in which nothing happens or ever will happen. Even when you take a cab it just sticks and doesnt move.

At this point the door of the cab opened, and the girl in brown jumped in.

Im so sorry, she said breathlessly, but would you mind hiding me, please.


CHAPTER 3.
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GEORGE HID HER. He did it, too, without wasting precious time by asking questions. In a situation which might well have thrown the quickest-witted of men off his balance, he acted with promptitude, intelligence and despatch. The fact is, George had for years been an assiduous golfer; and there is no finer school for teaching concentration and a strict attention to the matter in hand. Few crises, however unexpected, have the power to disturb a man who has so conquered the weakness of the flesh as to have trained himself to bend his left knee, raise his left heel, swing his arms well out from the body, twist himself into the shape of a corkscrew and use the muscle of the wrist, at the same time keeping his head still and his eye on the ball. It is estimated that there are twenty-three important points to be borne in mind simultaneously while making a drive at golf; and to the man who has mastered the art of remembering them all the task of hiding girls in taxicabs is mere childs play. To pull down the blinds on the side of the vehicle nearest the kerb was with George the work of a moment. Then he leaned out of the centre window in such a manner as completely to screen the interior of the cab from public view.

Thank you so much, murmured a voice behind him. It seemed to come from the floor.

Not at all, said George, trying a sort of vocal chip-shot out of the corner of his mouth, designed to lift his voice backwards and lay it dead inside the cab.

He gazed upon Piccadilly with eyes from which the scales had fallen. Reason told him that he was still in Piccadilly. Otherwise it would have seemed incredible to him that this could be the same street which a moment before he had passed judgment upon and found flat and uninteresting. True, in its salient features it had altered little. The same number of stodgy-looking people moved up and down. The buildings retained their air of not having had a bath since the days of the Tudors. The east wind still blew. But, though superficially the same, in reality Piccadilly had altered completely. Before it had been just Piccadilly. Now it was a golden street in the City of Romance, a main thoroughfare of Bagdad, one of the principal arteries of the capital of Fairyland. A rose-coloured mist swam before Georges eyes. His spirits, so low but a few moments back, soared like a good niblick shot out of the bunker of Gloom. The years fell away from him till, in an instant, from being a rather poorly preserved, liverish greybeard of sixty-five or so, he became a sprightly lad of twenty-one in a world of springtime and flowers and laughing brooks. In other words, taking it by and large, George felt pretty good. The impossible had happened; Heaven had sent him an adventure, and he didnt care if it snowed.

It was possibly the rose-coloured mist before his eyes that prevented him from observing the hurried approach of a faultlessly attired young man, aged about twenty-one, who during Georges preparations for ensuring privacy in his cab had been galloping in pursuit in a resolute manner that suggested a well-dressed bloodhound somewhat overfed and out of condition. Only when this person stopped and began to pant within a few inches of his face did he become aware of his existence.

You, sir! said the bloodhound, removing a gleaming silk hat, mopping a pink forehead, and replacing the luminous superstructure once more in position. You, sir!

Whatever may be said of the possibility of love at first sight, in which theory George was now a confirmed believer, there can be no doubt that an exactly opposite phenomenon is of frequent occurrence. After one look at some people even friendship is impossible. Such a one, in Georges opinion, was this gurgling excrescence underneath the silk hat. He comprised in his single person practically all the qualities which George disliked most. He was, for a young man, extraordinarily obese. Already a second edition of his chin had been published, and the perfectly-cut morning coat which encased his upper section bulged out in an opulent semi-circle. He wore a little moustache, which to Georges prejudiced eye seemed more a complaint than a moustache. His face was red, his manner dictatorial, and he was touched in the wind. Take him for all in all he looked like a bit of bad news.

George had been educated at Lawrenceville and Harvard, and had subsequently had the privilege of mixing socially with many of New Yorks most prominent theatrical managers; so he knew how to behave himself. No Vere de Vere could have exhibited greater repose of manner.

And what, he inquired suavely, leaning a little further out of the cab, is eating you, Bill?

A messenger boy, two shabby men engaged in non-essential industries, and a shop girl paused to observe the scene. Time was not of the essence to these confirmed sightseers. The shop girl was late already, so it didnt matter if she was any later; the messenger boy had nothing on hand except a message marked Important: Rush; and as for the two shabby men, their only immediate plans consisted of a vague intention of getting to some public house and leaning against the wall; so Georges time was their time. One of the pair put his head on one side and said: What ho!; the other picked up a cigar stub from the gutter and began to smoke.

A young lady just got into your cab, said the stout young man.

Surely not? said George.

What the devil do you mean — surely not?

Ive been in the cab all the time, and I should have noticed it.

At this juncture the block in the traffic was relieved, and the cab bowled smartly on for some fifty yards when it was again halted. George, protruding from the window like a snail, was entertained by the spectacle of the pursuit. The hunt was up. Short of throwing his head up and baying, the stout young man behaved exactly as a bloodhound in similar circumstances would have conducted itself. He broke into a jerky gallop, attended by his self-appointed associates; and, considering that the young man was so stout, that the messenger boy considered it unprofessional to hurry, that the shop girl had doubts as to whether sprinting was quite ladylike, and that the two Bohemians were moving at a quicker gait than a shuffle for the first occasion in eleven years, the cavalcade made good time. The cab was still stationary when they arrived in a body.

Here he is, guvnor, said the messenger boy, removing a bead of perspiration with the rush message.

Here he is, guvnor, said the non-smoking Bohemian. What oh!

Here I am! agreed George affably. And what can I do for you?

The smoker spat appreciatively at a passing dog. The point seemed to him well taken. Not for many a day had he so enjoyed himself. In an arid world containing too few goes of gin and too many policemen, a world in which the poor were oppressed and could seldom even enjoy a quiet cigar without having their fingers trodden upon, he found himself for the moment contented, happy, and expectant. This looked like a row between toffs, and of all things which most intrigued him a row between toffs ranked highest.

R! he said approvingly. Now youre torkin!

The shop girl had espied an acquaintance in the crowd. She gave tongue.

Mordee! Cummere! Cummere quick! Sumfin hapnin! Maudie, accompanied by perhaps a dozen more of Londons millions, added herself to the audience. These all belonged to the class which will gather round and watch silently while a motorist mends a tyre. They are not impatient. They do not call for rapid and continuous action. A mere hole in the ground, which of all sights is perhaps the least vivid and dramatic, is enough to grip their attention for hours at a time. They stared at George and Georges cab with unblinking gaze. They did not know what would happen or when it would happen, but they intended to wait till something did happen. It might be for years or it might be for ever, but they meant to be there when things began to occur.

Speculations became audible.

Wot is it? Naccident?

Nah! Gent ad is pocket picked!

Two toffs ad a scrap!

Feller bilked the cabman!

A sceptic made a cynical suggestion.

Theyre doin of it for the pictures.

The idea gained instant popularity.

Jear that? Its a fillum!

Wot o, Charlie!

The kemerers idden in the keb.

Wotll they be up to next!

A red-nosed spectator with a tray of collar-studs harnessed to his stomach started another school of thought. He spoke with decision as one having authority.

Nothin of the blinkin kind! The fat uns bin avin one or two around the corner, and its gorn and got into is ead!

The driver of the cab, who till now had been ostentatiously unaware that there was any sort of disturbance among the lower orders, suddenly became humanly inquisitive.

Whats it all about? he asked, swinging around and addressing Georges head.

Exactly what I want to know, said George. He indicated the collar-stud merchant. The gentleman over there with the portable Woolworth-bargain-counter seems to me to have the best theory.

The stout young man, whose peculiar behaviour had drawn all this flattering attention from the many-headed and who appeared considerably ruffled by the publicity, had been puffing noisily during the foregoing conversation. Now, having recovered sufficient breath to resume the attack, he addressed himself to George once more.

Damn you, sir, will you let me look inside that cab?

Leave me, said George, I would be alone.

There is a young lady in that cab. I saw her get in, and I have been watching ever since, and she has not got out, so she is there now.

George nodded approval of this close reasoning.

Your argument seems to be without a flaw. But what then? We applaud the Man of Logic, but what of the Man of Action? What are you going to do about it?

Get out of my way!

I wont.

Then Ill force my way in!

If you try it, I shall infallibly bust you one on the jaw.

The stout young man drew back a pace.

You cant do that sort of thing, you know.

I know I cant, said George, but I shall. In this life, my dear sir, we must be prepared for every emergency. We must distinguish between the unusual and the impossible. It would be unusual for a comparative stranger to lean out of a cab window and sock you one, but you appear to have laid your plans on the assumption that it would be impossible. Let this be a lesson to you!

I tell you what it is—

The advice I give to every young man starting life is Never confuse the unusual with the impossible! Take the present case, for instance. If you had only realized the possibility of somebody some day busting you on the jaw when you tried to get into a cab, you might have thought out dozens of crafty schemes for dealing with the matter. As it is, you are unprepared. The thing comes on you as a surprise. The whisper flies around the clubs: Poor old Whats-his-name has been taken unawares. He cannot cope with the situation!

The man with the collar-studs made another diagnosis. He was seeing clearer and clearer into the thing every minute.

Looney! he decided. This ere ones bin moppin of it up, and the one in the kebs orf is bloomin onion. Thats why e s standin up instead of settin. E wont set down cept you bring im a bit o toast, cos he thinks e s a poached egg.

George beamed upon the intelligent fellow.

Your reasoning is admirable, but—

He broke off here, not because he had not more to say, but for the reason that the stout young man, now in quite a Berserk frame of mind, made a sudden spring at the cab door and clutched the handle, which he was about to wrench when George acted with all the promptitude and decision which had marked his behaviour from the start.

It was a situation which called for the nicest judgment. To allow the assailant free play with the handle or even to wrestle with him for its possession entailed the risk that the door might open and reveal the girl. To bust the young man on the jaw, as promised, on the other hand, was not in Georges eyes a practical policy. Excellent a deterrent as the threat of such a proceeding might be, its actual accomplishment was not to be thought of. Gaols yawn and actions for assault lie in wait for those who go about the place busting their fellows on the jaw. No. Something swift, something decided and immediate was indicated, but something that stopped short of technical battery.

George brought his hand round with a sweep and knocked the stout young mans silk hat off.

The effect was magical. We all of us have our Achilles heel, and — paradoxically enough — in the case of the stout young man that heel was his hat. Superbly built by the only hatter in London who can construct a silk hat that is a silk hat, and freshly ironed by loving hands but a brief hour before at the only shaving-parlour in London where ironing is ironing and not a brutal attack, it was his pride and joy. To lose it was like losing his trousers. It made him feel insufficiently clad. With a passionate cry like that of some wild creature deprived of its young, the erstwhile Berserk released the handle and sprang in pursuit. At the same moment the traffic moved on again.

The last George saw was a group scene with the stout young man in the middle of it. The hat had been popped up into the infield, where it had been caught by the messenger boy. The stout young man was bending over it and stroking it with soothing fingers. It was too far off for anything to be audible, but he seemed to George to be murmuring words of endearment to it. Then, placing it on his head, he darted out into the road and George saw him no more. The audience remained motionless, staring at the spot where the incident had happened. They would continue to do this till the next policeman came along and moved them on.

With a pleasant wave of farewell, in case any of them might be glancing in his direction, George drew in his body and sat down.

The girl in brown had risen from the floor, if she had ever been there, and was now seated composedly at the further end of the cab.


CHAPTER 4.
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WELL, THATS THAT! said George.

Im so much obliged, said the girl.

It was a pleasure, said George.

He was enabled now to get a closer, more leisurely and much more satisfactory view of this distressed damsel than had been his good fortune up to the present. Small details which, when he had first caught sight of her, distance had hidden from his view, now presented themselves. Her eyes, he discovered, which he had supposed brown, were only brown in their general colour-scheme. They were shot with attractive little flecks of gold, matching perfectly the little streaks of gold which the sun, coming out again on one of his flying visits and now shining benignantly once more on the world, revealed in her hair. Her chin was square and determined, but its resoluteness was contradicted by a dimple and by the pleasant good-humour of the mouth; and a further softening of the face was effected by the nose, which seemed to have started out with the intention of being dignified and aristocratic but had defeated its purpose by tilting very slightly at the tip. This was a girl who would take chances, but would take them with a smile and laugh when she lost.

George was but an amateur physiognomist, but he could read what was obvious in the faces he encountered; and the more he looked at this girl, the less he was able to understand the scene which had just occurred. The thing mystified him completely. For all her good-humour, there was an air, a manner, a something capable and defensive, about this girl with which he could not imagine any man venturing to take liberties. The gold-brown eyes, as they met his now, were friendly and smiling, but he could imagine them freezing into a stare baleful enough and haughty enough to quell such a person as the silk-hatted young man with a single glance. Why, then, had that super-fatted individual been able to demoralize her to the extent of flying to the shelter of strange cabs? She was composed enough now, it was true, but it had been quite plain that at the moment when she entered the taxi her nerve had momentarily forsaken her. There were mysteries here, beyond George.

The girl looked steadily at George and George looked steadily at her for the space of perhaps ten seconds. She seemed to George to be summing him up, weighing him. That the inspection proved satisfactory was shown by the fact that at the end of this period she smiled. Then she laughed, a clear pealing laugh which to George was far more musical than the most popular song-hit he had ever written.

I suppose you are wondering what its all about? she said.

This was precisely what George was wondering most consumedly.

No, no, he said. Not at all. Its not my business.

And of course youre much too well bred to be inquisitive about other peoples business?

Of course I am. What was it all about?

Im afraid I cant tell you.

But what am I to say to the cabman?

I dont know. What do men usually say to cabmen?

I mean he will feel very hurt if I dont give him a full explanation of all this. He stooped from his pedestal to make enquiries just now. Condescension like that deserves some recognition.

Give him a nice big tip.

George was reminded of his reason for being in the cab.

I ought to have asked before, he said. Where can I drive you?

Oh, I mustnt steal your cab. Where were you going?

I was going back to my hotel. I came out without any money, so I shall have to go there first to get some.

The girl started.

Whats the matter? asked George.

Ive lost my purse!

Good Lord! Had it much in it?

Not very much. But enough to buy a ticket home.

Any use asking where that is?

None, Im afraid.

I wasnt going to, of course.

Of course not. Thats what I admire so much in you. You arent inquisitive.

George reflected.

Theres only one thing to be done. You will have to wait in the cab at the hotel, while I go and get some money. Then, if youll let me, I can lend you what you require.

Its much too kind of you. Could you manage eleven shillings?

Easily. Ive just had a legacy.

Of course, if you think I ought to be economical, Ill go third-class. That would only be five shillings. Ten-and-six is the first-class fare. So you see the place I want to get to is two hours from London.

Well, thats something to know.

But not much, is it?

I think I had better lend you a sovereign. Then youll be able to buy a lunch-basket.

You think of everything. And youre perfectly right. I shall be starving. But how do you know you will get the money back?

Ill risk it.

Well, then, I shall have to be inquisitive and ask your name. Otherwise I shant know where to send the money.

Oh, theres no mystery about me. Im an open book.

You neednt be horrid about it. I cant help being mysterious.

I didnt mean that.

It sounded as if you did. Well, who is my benefactor?

My name is George Bevan. I am staying at the Carlton at present.

Ill remember.

The taxi moved slowly down the Haymarket. The girl laughed.

Yes? said George.

I was only thinking of back there. You know, I havent thanked you nearly enough for all you did. You were wonderful.

Im very glad I was able to be of any help.

What did happen? You must remember I couldnt see a thing except your back, and I could only hear indistinctly.

Well, it started by a man galloping up and insisting that you had got into the cab. He was a fellow with the appearance of a before-using advertisement of an anti-fat medicine and the manners of a ring-tailed chimpanzee.

The girl nodded.

Then it was Percy! I knew I wasnt mistaken.

Percy?

That is his name.

It would be! I could have betted on it.

What happened then?

I reasoned with the man, but didnt seem to soothe him, and finally he made a grab for the door-handle, so I knocked off his hat, and while he was retrieving it we moved on and escaped.

The girl gave another silver peal of laughter.

Oh, what a shame I couldnt see it. But how resourceful of you! How did you happen to think of it?

It just came to me, said George modestly.

A serious look came into the girls face. The smile died out of her eyes. She shivered.

When I think how some men might have behaved in your place!

Oh, no. Any man would have done just what I did. Surely, knocking off Percys hat was an act of simple courtesy which anyone would have performed automatically!

You might have been some awful bounder. Or, what would have been almost worse, a slow-witted idiot who would have stopped to ask questions before doing anything. To think I should have had the luck to pick you out of all London!

Ive been looking on it as a piece of luck — but entirely from my viewpoint.

She put a small hand on his arm, and spoke earnestly.

Mr. Bevan, you mustnt think that, because Ive been laughing a good deal and have seemed to treat all this as a joke, you havent saved me from real trouble. If you hadnt been there and hadnt acted with such presence of mind, it would have been terrible!

But surely, if that fellow was annoying you, you could have called a policeman?

Oh, it wasnt anything like that. It was much, much worse. But I mustnt go on like this. It isnt fair on you. Her eyes lit up again with the old shining smile. I know you have no curiosity about me, but still theres no knowing whether I might not arouse some if I went on piling up the mystery. And the silly part is that really theres no mystery at all. Its just that I cant tell anyone about it.

That very fact seems to me to constitute the makings of a pretty fair mystery.

Well, what I mean is, Im not a princess in disguise trying to escape from anarchists, or anything like those things you read about in books. Im just in a perfectly simple piece of trouble. You would be bored to death if I told you about it.

Try me.

She shook her head.

No. Besides, here we are. The cab had stopped at the hotel, and a commissionaire was already opening the door. Now, if you havent repented of your rash offer and really are going to be so awfully kind as to let me have that money, would you mind rushing off and getting it, because I must hurry. I can just catch a good train, and its hours to the next.

Will you wait here? Ill be back in a moment.

Very well.

The last George saw of her was another of those exhilarating smiles of hers. It was literally the last he saw of her, for, when he returned not more than two minutes later, the cab had gone, the girl had gone, and the world was empty.

To him, gaping at this wholly unforeseen calamity the commissionaire vouchsafed information.

The young lady took the cab on, sir.

Took the cab on?

Almost immediately after you had gone, sir, she got in again and told the man to drive to Waterloo.

George could make nothing of it. He stood there in silent perplexity, and might have continued to stand indefinitely, had not his mind been distracted by a dictatorial voice at his elbow.

You, sir! Dammit!

A second taxi-cab had pulled up, and from it a stout, scarlet- faced young man had sprung. One glance told George all. The hunt was up once more. The bloodhound had picked up the trail. Percy was in again!

For the first time since he had become aware of her flight, George was thankful that the girl had disappeared. He perceived that he had too quickly eliminated Percy from the list of the Things That Matter. Engrossed with his own affairs, and having regarded their late skirmish as a decisive battle from which there would be no rallying, he had overlooked the possibility of this annoying and unnecessary person following them in another cab — a task which, in the congested, slow-moving traffic, must have been a perfectly simple one. Well, here he was, his soul manifestly all stirred up and his blood-pressure at a far higher figure than his doctor would have approved of, and the matter would have to be opened all over again.

Now then! said the stout young man.

George regarded him with a critical and unfriendly eye. He disliked this fatty degeneration excessively. Looking him up and down, he could find no point about him that gave him the least pleasure, with the single exception of the state of his hat, in the side of which he was rejoiced to perceive there was a large and unshapely dent.

You thought you had shaken me off! You thought youd given me the slip! Well, youre wrong!

George eyed him coldly.

I know whats the matter with you, he said. Someones been feeding you meat.

The young man bubbled with fury. His face turned a deeper scarlet. He gesticulated.

You blackguard! Wheres my sister?

At this extraordinary remark the world rocked about George dizzily. The words upset his entire diagnosis of the situation. Until that moment he had looked upon this man as a Lothario, a pursuer of damsels. That the other could possibly have any right on his side had never occurred to him. He felt unmanned by the shock. It seemed to cut the ground from under his feet.

Your sister!

You heard what I said. Where is she?

George was still endeavouring to adjust his scattered faculties. He felt foolish and apologetic. He had imagined himself unassailably in the right, and it now appeared that he was in the wrong.

For a moment he was about to become conciliatory. Then the recollection of the girls panic and her hints at some trouble which threatened her — presumably through the medium of this man, brother or no brother — checked him. He did not know what it was all about, but the one thing that did stand out clearly in the welter of confused happenings was the girls need for his assistance. Whatever might be the rights of the case, he was her accomplice, and must behave as such.

I dont know what youre talking about, he said.

The young man shook a large, gloved fist in his face.

You blackguard!

A rich, deep, soft, soothing voice slid into the heated scene like the Holy Grail sliding athwart a sunbeam.

Whats all this?

A vast policeman had materialized from nowhere. He stood beside them, a living statue of Vigilant Authority. One thumb rested easily on his broad belt. The fingers of the other hand caressed lightly a moustache that had caused more heart-burnings among the gentler sex than any other two moustaches in the C-division. The eyes above the moustache were stern and questioning.

Whats all this?

George liked policemen. He knew the way to treat them. His voice, when he replied, had precisely the correct note of respectful deference which the Force likes to hear.

I really couldnt say, officer, he said, with just that air of having in a time of trouble found a kind elder brother to help him out of his difficulties which made the constable his ally on the spot. I was standing here, when this man suddenly made his extraordinary attack on me. I wish you would ask him to go away.

The policeman tapped the stout young man on the shoulder.

This wont do, you know! he said austerely. This sort o thing wont do, ere, you know!

Take your hands off me! snorted Percy.

A frown appeared on the Olympian brow. Jove reached for his thunderbolts.

Ullo! Ullo! Ullo! he said in a shocked voice, as of a god defied by a mortal. Ullo! Ullo! Ul-lo!

His fingers fell on Percys shoulder again, but this time not in a mere warning tap. They rested where they fell — in an iron clutch.

It wont do, you know, he said. This sort o thing wont do! Madness came upon the stout young man. Common prudence and the lessons of a carefully-taught youth fell from him like a garment. With an incoherent howl he wriggled round and punched the policeman smartly in the stomach.

Ho! quoth the outraged officer, suddenly becoming human. His left hand removed itself from the belt, and he got a businesslike grip on his adversarys collar. Will you come along with me!

It was amazing. The thing had happened in such an incredibly brief space of time. One moment, it seemed to George, he was the centre of a nasty row in one of the most public spots in London; the next, the focus had shifted; he had ceased to matter; and the entire attention of the metropolis was focused on his late assailant, as, urged by the arm of the Law, he made that journey to Vine Street Police Station which so many a better man than he had trod.

George watched the pair as they moved up the Haymarket, followed by a growing and increasingly absorbed crowd; then he turned into the hotel.

This, he said to himself; is the middle of a perfect day! And I thought London dull!


CHAPTER 5.
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GEORGE AWOKE NEXT morning with a misty sense that somehow the world had changed. As the last remnants of sleep left him, he was aware of a vague excitement. Then he sat up in bed with a jerk. He had remembered that he was in love.

There was no doubt about it. A curious happiness pervaded his entire being. He felt young and active. Everything was emphatically for the best in this best of all possible worlds. The sun was shining. Even the sound of someone in the street below whistling one of his old compositions, of which he had heartily sickened twelve months before, was pleasant to his ears, and this in spite of the fact that the unseen whistler only touched the key in odd spots and had a poor memory for tunes. George sprang lightly out of bed, and turned on the cold tap in the bath-room. While he lathered his face for its morning shave he beamed at himself in the mirror.

It had come at last. The Real Thing.

George had never been in love before. Not really in love. True, from the age of fifteen, he had been in varying degrees of intensity attracted sentimentally by the opposite sex. Indeed, at that period of life of which Mr. Booth Tarkington has written so searchingly — the age of seventeen — he had been in love with practically every female he met and with dozens whom he had only seen in the distance; but ripening years had mellowed his taste and robbed him of that fine romantic catholicity. During the last five years women had found him more or less cold. It was the nature of his profession that had largely brought about this cooling of the emotions. To a man who, like George, has worked year in and year out at the composition of musical comedies, woman comes to lose many of those attractive qualities which ensnare the ordinary male. To George, of late years, it had begun to seem that the salient feature of woman as a sex was her disposition to kick. For five years he had been wandering in a world of women, many of them beautiful, all of them superficially attractive, who had left no other impress on his memory except the vigour and frequency with which they had kicked. Some had kicked about their musical numbers, some about their love-scenes; some had grumbled about their exit lines, others about the lines of their second-act frocks. They had kicked in a myriad differing ways — wrathfully, sweetly, noisily, softly, smilingly, tearfully, pathetically and patronizingly; but they had all kicked; with the result that woman had now become to George not so much a flaming inspiration or a tender goddess as something to be dodged — tactfully, if possible; but, if not possible, by open flight. For years he had dreaded to be left alone with a woman, and had developed a habit of gliding swiftly away when he saw one bearing down on him.

The psychological effect of such a state of things is not difficult to realize. Take a man of naturally quixotic temperament, a man of chivalrous instincts and a feeling for romance, and cut him off for five years from the exercise of those qualities, and you get an accumulated store of foolishness only comparable to an escape of gas in a sealed room or a cellarful of dynamite. A flicker of a match, and there is an explosion.

This girls tempestuous irruption into his life had supplied flame for George. Her bright eyes, looking into his, had touched off the spiritual trinitrotoluol which he had been storing up for so long. Up in the air in a million pieces had gone the prudence and self-restraint of a lifetime. And here he was, as desperately in love as any troubadour of the Middle Ages.

It was not till he had finished shaving and was testing the temperature of his bath with a shrinking toe that the realization came over him in a wave that, though he might be in love, the fairway of love was dotted with more bunkers than any golf course he had ever played on in his life. In the first place, he did not know the girls name. In the second place, it seemed practically impossible that he would ever see her again. Even in the midst of his optimism George could not deny that these facts might reasonably be considered in the nature of obstacles. He went back into his bedroom, and sat on the bed. This thing wanted thinking over.

He was not depressed — only a little thoughtful. His faith in his luck sustained him. He was, he realized, in the position of a man who has made a supreme drive from the tee, and finds his ball near the green but in a cuppy lie. He had gained much; it now remained for him to push his success to the happy conclusion. The driver of Luck must be replaced by the spoon — or, possibly, the niblick — of Ingenuity. To fail now, to allow this girl to pass out of his life merely because he did not know who she was or where she was, would stamp him a feeble adventurer. A fellow could not expect Luck to do everything for him. He must supplement its assistance with his own efforts.

What had he to go on? Well, nothing much, if it came to that, except the knowledge that she lived some two hours by train out of London, and that her journey started from Waterloo Station. What would Sherlock Holmes have done? Concentrated thought supplied no answer to the question; and it was at this point that the cheery optimism with which he had begun the day left George and gave place to a grey gloom. A dreadful phrase, haunting in its pathos, crept into his mind. Ships that pass in the night! It might easily turn out that way. Indeed, thinking over the affair in all its aspects as he dried himself after his tub, George could not see how it could possibly turn out any other way.

He dressed moodily, and left the room to go down to breakfast. Breakfast would at least alleviate this sinking feeling which was unmanning him. And he could think more briskly after a cup or two of coffee.

He opened the door. On a mat outside lay a letter.

The handwriting was feminine. It was also in pencil, and strange to him. He opened the envelope.

Dear Mr. Bevan (it began).

With a sudden leap of the heart he looked at the signature.

The letter was signed The Girl in the Cab.

DEAR MR. BEVAN,

I hope you wont think me very rude, running off without waiting to say good-bye. I had to. I saw Percy driving up in a cab, and knew that he must have followed us. He did not see me, so I got away all right. I managed splendidly about the money, for I remembered that I was wearing a nice brooch, and stopped on the way to the station to pawn it.

Thank you ever so much again for all your wonderful kindness.

Yours,
THE GIRL IN THE CAB.

George read the note twice on the way down to the breakfast room, and three times more during the meal; then, having committed its contents to memory down to the last comma, he gave himself up to glowing thoughts.

What a girl! He had never in his life before met a woman who could write a letter without a postscript, and this was but the smallest of her unusual gifts. The resource of her, to think of pawning that brooch! The sweetness of her to bother to send him a note! More than ever before was he convinced that he had met his ideal, and more than ever before was he determined that a triviality like being unaware of her name and address should not keep him from her. It was not as if he had no clue to go upon. He knew that she lived two hours from London and started home from Waterloo. It narrowed the thing down absurdly. There were only about three counties in which she could possibly live; and a man must be a poor fellow who is incapable of searching through a few small counties for the girl he loves. Especially a man with luck like his.

Luck is a goddess not to be coerced and forcibly wooed by those who seek her favours. From such masterful spirits she turns away. But it happens sometimes that, if we put our hand in hers with the humble trust of a little child, she will have pity on us, and not fail us in our hour of need. On George, hopefully watching for something to turn up, she smiled almost immediately.

It was Georges practice, when he lunched alone, to relieve the tedium of the meal with the assistance of reading matter in the shape of one or more of the evening papers. Today, sitting down to a solitary repast at the Piccadilly grill-room, he had brought with him an early edition of the Evening News. And one of the first items which met his eye was the following, embodied in a column on one of the inner pages devoted to humorous comments in prose and verse on the happenings of the day. This particular happening the writer had apparently considered worthy of being dignified by rhyme. It was headed:

THE PEER AND THE POLICEMAN.

Outside the Carlton, tis averred, these stirring happenings occurred. The hour, tis said (and no one doubts) was half-past two, or thereabouts. The day was fair, the sky was blue, and everything was peaceful too, when suddenly a well-dressed gent engaged in heated argument and roundly to abuse began another well-dressed gentleman. His suede-gloved fist he raised on high to dot the other in the eye. Who knows what horrors might have been, had there not come upon the scene old London citys favourite son, Policeman C. 231. What means this conduct? Prithee stop! exclaimed that admirable slop. With which he placed a warning hand upon the brawlers collarband. We simply hate to tell the rest. No subject here for flippant jest. The mere remembrance of the tale has made our ink turn deadly pale. Let us be brief. Some demon sent stark madness on the well-dressed gent. He gave the constable a punch just where the latter kept his lunch. The constable said Well! Well! Well! and marched him to a dungeon cell. At Vine Street Station out it came — Lord Belpher was the culprits name. But British Justice is severe alike on pauper and on peer; with even hand she holds the scale; a thumping fine, in lieu of gaol, induced Lord B. to feel remorse and learn he mustnt punch the Force.

Georges mutton chop congealed on the plate, untouched. The French fried potatoes cooled off, unnoticed. This was no time for food. Rightly indeed had he relied upon his luck. It had stood by him nobly. With this clue, all was over except getting to the nearest Free Library and consulting Burkes Peerage. He paid his bill and left the restaurant.

Ten minutes later he was drinking in the pregnant information that Belpher was the family name of the Earl of Marshmoreton, and that the present earl had one son, Percy Wilbraham Marsh, educ. Eton and Christ Church, Oxford, and what the book with its customary curtness called one d. — Patricia Maud. The family seat, said Burke, was Belpher Castle, Belpher, Hants.

Some hours later, seated in a first-class compartment of a train that moved slowly out of Waterloo Station, George watched London vanish behind him. In the pocket closest to his throbbing heart was a single ticket to Belpher.


CHAPTER 6.
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AT ABOUT THE time that George Bevans train was leaving Waterloo, a grey racing car drew up with a grinding of brakes and a sputter of gravel in front of the main entrance of Belpher Castle. The slim and elegant young man at the wheel removed his goggles, pulled out a watch, and addressed the stout young man at his side.

Two hours and eighteen minutes from Hyde Park Corner, Boots. Not so dusty, what?

His companion made no reply. He appeared to be plunged in thought. He, too, removed his goggles, revealing a florid and gloomy face, equipped, in addition to the usual features, with a small moustache and an extra chin. He scowled forbiddingly at the charming scene which the goggles had hidden from him.

Before him, a symmetrical mass of grey stone and green ivy, Belpher Castle towered against a light blue sky. On either side rolling park land spread as far as the eye could see, carpeted here and there with violets, dotted with great oaks and ashes and Spanish chestnuts, orderly, peaceful and English. Nearer, on his left, were rose-gardens, in the centre of which, tilted at a sharp angle, appeared the seat of a pair of corduroy trousers, whose wearer seemed to be engaged in hunting for snails. Thrushes sang in the green shrubberies; rooks cawed in the elms. Somewhere in the distance sounded the tinkle of sheep bells and the lowing of cows. It was, in fact, a scene which, lit by the evening sun of a perfect spring day and fanned by a gentle westerly wind, should have brought balm and soothing meditations to one who was the sole heir to all this Paradise.

But Percy, Lord Belpher, remained uncomforted by the notable co-operation of Man and Nature, and drew no solace from the reflection that all these pleasant things would one day be his own. His mind was occupied at the moment, to the exclusion of all other thoughts, by the recollection of that painful scene in Bow Street Police Court. The magistrates remarks, which had been tactless and unsympathetic, still echoed in his ears. And that infernal night in Vine Street police station . . . The darkness . . . The hard bed. . . The discordant vocalising of the drunk and disorderly in the next cell. . . . Time might soften these memories, might lessen the sharp agony of them; but nothing could remove them altogether.

Percy had been shaken to the core of his being. Physically, he was still stiff and sore from the plank bed. Mentally, he was a volcano. He had been marched up the Haymarket in the full sight of all London by a bounder of a policeman. He had been talked to like an erring child by a magistrate whom nothing could convince that he had not been under the influence of alcohol at the moment of his arrest. (The man had said things about his liver, kindly be-warned-in-time-and-pull-up-before-it-is-too-late things, which would have seemed to Percy indecently frank if spoken by his medical adviser in the privacy of the sick chamber.) It is perhaps not to be wondered at that Belpher Castle, for all its beauty of scenery and architecture, should have left Lord Belpher a little cold. He was seething with a fury which the conversation of Reggie Byng had done nothing to allay in the course of the journey from London. Reggie was the last person he would willingly have chosen as a companion in his hour of darkness. Reggie was not soothing. He would insist on addressing him by his old Eton nickname of Boots which Percy detested. And all the way down he had been breaking out at intervals into ribald comments on the recent unfortunate occurrence which were very hard to bear.

He resumed this vein as they alighted and rang the bell.

This, said Reggie, is rather like a bit out of a melodrama. Convict son totters up the steps of the old home and punches the bell. What awaits him beyond? Forgiveness? Or the raspberry? True, the white-haired butler who knew him as a child will sob on his neck, but what of the old dad? How will dad take the blot of the family escutcheon?

Lord Belphers scowl deepened.

Its not a joking matter, he said coldly.

Great Heavens, Im not joking. How could I have the heart to joke at a moment like this, when the friend of my youth has suddenly become a social leper?

I wish to goodness you would stop.

Do you think it is any pleasure to me to be seen about with a man who is now known in criminal circles as Percy, the Piccadilly Policeman-Puncher? I keep a brave face before the world, but inwardly I burn with shame and agony and what not.

The great door of the castle swung open, revealing Keggs, the butler. He was a man of reverend years, portly and dignified, with a respectfully benevolent face that beamed gravely on the young master and Mr. Byng, as if their coming had filled his cup of pleasure. His light, slightly protruding eyes expressed reverential good will. He gave just that touch of cosy humanity to the scene which the hall with its half lights and massive furniture needed to make it perfect to the returned wanderer. He seemed to be intimating that this was a moment to which he had looked forward long, and that from now on quiet happiness would reign supreme. It is distressing to have to reveal the jarring fact that, in his hours of privacy when off duty, this apparently ideal servitor was so far from being a respecter of persons that he was accustomed to speak of Lord Belpher as Percy, and even as His Nibs. It was, indeed, an open secret among the upper servants at the castle, and a fact hinted at with awe among the lower, that Keggs was at heart a Socialist.

Good evening, your lordship. Good evening, sir.

Lord Belpher acknowledged the salutation with a grunt, but Reggie was more affable.

How are you, Keggs? Nows your time, if youre going to do it. He stepped a little to one side and indicated Lord Belphers crimson neck with an inviting gesture.

I beg your pardon, sir?

Ah. Youd rather wait till you can do it a little more privately. Perhaps youre right.

The butler smiled indulgently. He did not understand what Reggie was talking about, but that did not worry him. He had long since come to the conclusion that Reggie was slightly mad, a theory supported by the latters valet, who was of the same opinion. Keggs did not dislike Reggie, but intellectually he considered him negligible.

Send something to drink into the library, Keggs, said Lord Belpher.

Very good, your lordship.

A topping idea, said Reggie. Ill just take the old car round to the garage, and then Ill be with you.

He climbed to the steering wheel, and started the engine. Lord Belpher proceeded to the library, while Keggs melted away through the green baize door at the end of the hall which divided the servants quarters from the rest of the house.

Reggie had hardly driven a dozen yards when he perceived his stepmother and Lord Marshmoreton coming towards him from the direction of the rose-garden. He drew up to greet them.

Hullo, mater. What ho, uncle! Back again at the old homestead, what?

Beneath Lady Carolines aristocratic front agitation seemed to lurk.

Reggie, where is Percy?

Old Boots? I think hes gone to the library. I just decanted him out of the car.

Lady Caroline turned to her brother.

Let us go to the library, John.

All right. All right. All right, said Lord Marshmoreton irritably. Something appeared to have ruffled his calm.

Reggie drove on. As he was strolling back after putting the car away he met Maud.

Hullo, Maud, dear old thing.

Why, hullo, Reggie. I was expecting you back last night.

Couldnt get back last night. Had to stick in town and rally round old Boots. Couldnt desert the old boy in his hour of trial. Reggie chuckled amusedly. Hour of trial, is rather good, what? What I mean to say is, thats just what it was, dont you know.

Why, what happened to Percy?

Do you mean to say you havent heard? Of course not. It wouldnt have been in the morning papers. Why, Percy punched a policeman.

Percy did what?

Slugged a slop. Most dramatic thing. Sloshed him in the midriff. Absolutely. The cross marks the spot where the tragedy occurred.

Maud caught her breath. Somehow, though she could not trace the connection, she felt that this extraordinary happening must be linked up with her escapade. Then her sense of humour got the better of apprehension. Her eyes twinkled delightedly.

You dont mean to say Percy did that?

Absolutely. The human tiger, and what not. Menace to Society and all that sort of thing. No holding him. For some unexplained reason the generous blood of the Belphers boiled over, and then — zing. They jerked him off to Vine Street. Like the poem, dont you know. And poor old Percy walked between with gyves upon his wrists. And this morning, bright and early, the beak parted him from ten quid. You know, Maud, old thing, our duty stares us plainly in the eyeball. Weve got to train old Boots down to a reasonable weight and spring him on the National Sporting Club. Weve been letting a champion middleweight blush unseen under our very roof tree.

Maud hesitated a moment.

I suppose you dont know, she asked carelessly, why he did it? I mean, did he tell you anything?

Couldnt get a word out of him. Oysters garrulous and tombs chatty in comparison. Absolutely. All I know is that he popped one into the officers waistband. What led up to it is more than I can tell you. How would it be to stagger to the library and join the post-mortem?

The post-mortem?

Well, I met the mater and his lordship on their way to the library, and it looked to me very much as if the mater must have got hold of an evening paper on her journey from town. When did she arrive?

Only a short while ago.

Then thats whats happened. She would have bought an evening paper to read in the train. By Jove, I wonder if she got hold of the one that had the poem about it. One chappie was so carried away by the beauty of the episode that he treated it in verse. I think we ought to look in and see whats happening.

Maud hesitated again. But she was a girl of spirit. And she had an intuition that her best defence would be attack. Bluff was what was needed. Wide-eyed, innocent wonder . . . After all, Percy couldnt be certain he had seen her in Piccadilly.

All right.

By the way, dear old girl, inquired Reggie, did your little business come out satisfactorily? I forgot to ask.

Not very. But it was awfully sweet of you to take me into town.

How would it be, said Reggie nervously, not to dwell too much on that part of it? What I mean to say is, for heavens sake dont let the mater know I rallied round.

Dont worry, said Maud with a laugh. Im not going to talk about the thing at all.

Lord Belpher, meanwhile, in the library, had begun with the aid of a whisky and soda to feel a little better. There was something about the library with its sombre half tones that soothed his bruised spirit. The room held something of the peace of a deserted city. The world, with its violent adventures and tall policemen, did not enter here. There was balm in those rows and rows of books which nobody ever read, those vast writing tables at which nobody ever wrote. From the broad mantel-piece the bust of some unnamed ancient looked down almost sympathetically. Something remotely resembling peace had begun to steal into Percys soul, when it was expelled by the abrupt opening of the door and the entry of Lady Caroline Byng and his father. One glance at the face of the former was enough to tell Lord Belpher that she knew all.

He rose defensively.

Let me explain.

Lady Caroline quivered with repressed emotion. This masterly woman had not lost control of herself, but her aristocratic calm had seldom been so severely tested. As Reggie had surmised, she had read the report of the proceedings in the evening paper in the train, and her world had been reeling ever since. Caesar, stabbed by Brutus, could scarcely have experienced a greater shock. The other members of her family had disappointed her often. She had become inured to the spectacle of her brother working in the garden in corduroy trousers and in other ways behaving in a manner beneath the dignity of an Earl of Marshmoreton. She had resigned herself to the innate flaw in the character of Maud which had allowed her to fall in love with a nobody whom she had met without an introduction. Even Reggie had exhibited at times democratic traits of which she thoroughly disapproved. But of her nephew Percy she had always been sure. He was solid rock. He, at least, she had always felt, would never do anything to injure the family prestige. And now, so to speak, Lo, Ben Adhems name led all the rest. In other words, Percy was the worst of the lot. Whatever indiscretions the rest had committed, at least they had never got the family into the comic columns of the evening papers. Lord Marshmoreton might wear corduroy trousers and refuse to entertain the County at garden parties and go to bed with a book when it was his duty to act as host at a formal ball; Maud might give her heart to an impossible person whom nobody had ever heard of; and Reggie might be seen at fashionable restaurants with pugilists; but at any rate evening paper poets had never written facetious verses about their exploits. This crowning degradation had been reserved for the hitherto blameless Percy, who, of all the young men of Lady Carolines acquaintance, had till now appeared to have the most scrupulous sense of his position, the most rigid regard for the dignity of his great name. Yet, here he was, if the carefully considered reports in the daily press were to be believed, spending his time in the very spring-tide of his life running about London like a frenzied Hottentot, brutally assaulting the police. Lady Caroline felt as a bishop might feel if he suddenly discovered that some favourite curate had gone over to the worship of Mumbo Jumbo.

Explain? she cried. How can you explain? You — my nephew, the heir to the title, behaving like a common rowdy in the streets of London . . . your name in the papers . . .

If you knew the circumstances.

The circumstances? They are in the evening paper. They are in print.

In verse, added Lord Marshmoreton. He chuckled amiably at the recollection. He was an easily amused man. You ought to read it, my boy. Some of it was capital . . .

John!

But deplorable, of course, added Lord Marshmoreton hastily. Very deplorable. He endeavoured to regain his sisters esteem by a show of righteous indignation. What do you mean by it, damn it? Youre my only son. I have watched you grow from child to boy, from boy to man, with tender solicitude. I have wanted to be proud of you. And all the time, dash it, you are prowling about London like a lion, seeking whom you may devour, terrorising the metropolis, putting harmless policemen in fear of their lives. . .

Will you listen to me for a moment? shouted Percy. He began to speak rapidly, as one conscious of the necessity of saying his say while the saying was good. The facts are these. I was walking along Piccadilly on my way to lunch at the club, when, near Burlington Arcade, I was amazed to see Maud.

Lady Caroline uttered an exclamation.

Maud? But Maud was here.

I cant understand it, went on Lord Marshmoreton, pursuing his remarks. Righteous indignation had, he felt, gone well. It might be judicious to continue in that vein, though privately he held the opinion that nothing in Percys life so became him as this assault on the Force. Lord Marshmoreton, who in his time had committed all the follies of youth, had come to look on his blameless son as scarcely human. Its not as if you were wild. Youve never got into any scrapes at Oxford. Youve spent your time collecting old china and prayer rugs. You wear flannel next your skin . . .

Will you please be quiet, said Lady Caroline impatiently. Go on, Percy.

Oh, very well, said Lord Marshmoreton. I only spoke. I merely made a remark.

You say you saw Maud in Piccadilly, Percy?

Precisely. I was on the point of putting it down to an extraordinary resemblance, when suddenly she got into a cab. Then I knew.

Lord Marshmoreton could not permit this to pass in silence. He was a fair-minded man.

Why shouldnt the girl have got into a cab? Why must a girl walking along Piccadilly be my daughter Maud just because she got into a cab. London, he proceeded, warming to the argument and thrilled by the clearness and coherence of his reasoning, is full of girls who take cabs.

She didnt take a cab.

You just said she did, said Lord Marshmoreton cleverly.

I said she got into a cab. There was somebody else already in the cab. A man. Aunt Caroline, it was the man.

Good gracious, ejaculated Lady Caroline, falling into a chair as if she had been hamstrung.

I am absolutely convinced of it, proceeded Lord Belpher solemnly. His behaviour was enough to confirm my suspicions. The cab had stopped in a block of the traffic, and I went up and requested him in a perfectly civil manner to allow me to look at the lady who had just got in. He denied that there was a lady in the cab. And I had seen her jump in with my own eyes. Throughout the conversation he was leaning out of the window with the obvious intention of screening whoever was inside from my view. I followed him along Piccadilly in another cab, and tracked him to the Carlton. When I arrived there he was standing on the pavement outside. There were no signs of Maud. I demanded that he tell me her whereabouts. . .

That reminds me, said Lord Marshmoreton cheerfully, of a story I read in one of the papers. I daresay its old. Stop me if youve heard it. A woman says to the maid: Do you know anything of my husbands whereabouts? And the maid replies—

Do be quiet, snapped Lady Caroline. I should have thought that you would be interested in a matter affecting the vital welfare of your only daughter.

I am. I am, said Lord Marshmoreton hastily. The maid replied: Theyre at the wash. Of course I am. Go on, Percy. Good God, boy, dont take all day telling us your story.

At that moment the fool of a policeman came up and wanted to know what the matter was. I lost my head. I admit it freely. The policeman grasped my shoulder, and I struck him.

Where? asked Lord Marshmoreton, a stickler for detail.

What does that matter? demanded Lady Caroline. You did quite right, Percy. These insolent jacks in office ought not to be allowed to manhandle people. Tell me, what this man was like?

Extremely ordinary-looking. In fact, all I can remember about him was that he was clean-shaven. I cannot understand how Maud could have come to lose her head over such a man. He seemed to me to have no attraction whatever, said Lord Belpher, a little unreasonably, for Apollo himself would hardly appear attractive when knocking ones best hat off.

It must have been the same man.

Precisely. If we wanted further proof, he was an American. You recollect that we heard that the man in Wales was American.

There was a portentous silence. Percy stared at the floor. Lady Caroline breathed deeply. Lord Marshmoreton, feeling that something was expected of him, said Good Gad! and gazed seriously at a stuffed owl on a bracket. Maud and Reggie Byng came in.

What ho, what ho, what ho! said Reggie breezily. He always believed in starting a conversation well, and putting people at their ease. What ho! What ho!

Maud braced herself for the encounter.

Hullo, Percy, dear, she said, meeting her brothers accusing eye with the perfect composure that comes only from a thoroughly guilty conscience. Whats all this I hear about your being the Scourge of London? Reggie says that policemen dive down manholes when they see you coming.

The chill in the air would have daunted a less courageous girl. Lady Caroline had risen, and was staring sternly. Percy was puffing the puffs of an overwrought soul. Lord Marshmoreton, whose thoughts had wandered off to the rose garden, pulled himself together and tried to look menacing. Maud went on without waiting for a reply. She was all bubbling gaiety and insouciance, a charming picture of young English girlhood that nearly made her brother foam at the mouth.

Father dear, she said, attaching herself affectionately to his buttonhole, I went round the links in eighty-three this morning. I did the long hole in four. One under par, a thing Ive never done before in my life. (Bless my soul, said Lord Marshmoreton weakly, as, with an apprehensive eye on his sister, he patted his daughters shoulder.) First, I sent a screecher of a drive right down the middle of the fairway. Then I took my brassey and put the ball just on the edge of the green. A hundred and eighty yards if it was an inch. My approach putt—

Lady Caroline, who was no devotee of the royal and ancient game, interrupted the recital.

Never mind what you did this morning. What did you do yesterday afternoon?

Yes, said Lord Belpher. Where were you yesterday afternoon?

Mauds gaze was the gaze of a young child who has never even attempted to put anything over in all its little life.

Whatever do you mean?

What were you doing in Piccadilly yesterday afternoon? said Lady Caroline.

Piccadilly? The place where Percy fights policemen? I dont understand.

Lady Caroline was no sportsman. She put one of those direct questions, capable of being answered only by Yes or No, which ought not to be allowed in controversy. They are the verbal equivalent of shooting a sitting bird.

Did you or did you not go to London yesterday, Maud?

The monstrous unfairness of this method of attack pained Maud. From childhood up she had held the customary feminine views upon the Lie Direct. As long as it was a question of suppression of the true or suggestion of the false she had no scruples. But she had a distaste for deliberate falsehood. Faced now with a choice between two evils, she chose the one which would at least leave her self-respect.

Yes, I did.

Lady Caroline looked at Lord Belpher. Lord Belpher looked at Lady Caroline.

You went to meet that American of yours?

Reggie Byng slid softly from the room. He felt that he would be happier elsewhere. He had been an acutely embarrassed spectator of this distressing scene, and had been passing the time by shuffling his feet, playing with his coat buttons and perspiring.

Dont go, Reggie, said Lord Belpher.

Well, what I mean to say is — family row and what not — if you see what I mean — Ive one or two things I ought to do—

He vanished. Lord Belpher frowned a sombre frown. Then it was that man who knocked my hat off?

What do you mean? said Lady Caroline. Knocked your hat off? You never told me he knocked your hat off.

It was when I was asking him to let me look inside the cab. I had grasped the handle of the door, when he suddenly struck my hat, causing it to fly off. And, while I was picking it up, he drove away.

Ck, exploded Lord Marshmoreton. Ck, ck, ck. He twisted his face by a supreme exertion of will power into a mask of indignation. You ought to have had the scoundrel arrested, he said vehemently. It was a technical assault.

The man who knocked your hat off, Percy, said Maud, was not . . . He was a different man altogether. A stranger.

As if you would be in a cab with a stranger, said Lady Caroline caustically. There are limits, I hope, to even your indiscretions.

Lord Marshmoreton cleared his throat. He was sorry for Maud, whom he loved.

Now, looking at the matter broadly—

Be quiet, said Lady Caroline.

Lord Marshmoreton subsided.

I wanted to avoid you, said Maud, so I jumped into the first cab I saw.

I dont believe it, said Percy.

Its the truth.

You are simply trying to put us off the scent.

Lady Caroline turned to Maud. Her manner was plaintive. She looked like a martyr at the stake who deprecatingly lodges a timid complaint, fearful the while lest she may be hurting the feelings of her persecutors by appearing even for a moment out of sympathy with their activities.

My dear child, why will you not be reasonable in this matter? Why will you not let yourself be guided by those who are older and wiser than you?

Exactly, said Lord Belpher.

The whole thing is too absurd.

Precisely, said Lord Belpher.

Lady Caroline turned on him irritably.

Please do not interrupt, Percy. Now, youve made me forget what I was going to say.

To my mind, said Lord Marshmoreton, coming to the surface once more, the proper attitude to adopt on occasions like the present—

Please, said Lady Caroline.

Lord Marshmoreton stopped, and resumed his silent communion with the stuffed bird.

You cant stop yourself being in love, Aunt Caroline, said Maud.

You can be stopped if youve somebody with a level head looking after you.

Lord Marshmoreton tore himself away from the bird.

Why, when I was at Oxford in the year 87, he said chattily, I fancied myself in love with the female assistant at a tobacconist shop. Desperately in love, dammit. Wanted to marry her. I recollect my poor father took me away from Oxford and kept me here at Belpher under lock and key. Lock and key, dammit. I was deucedly upset at the time, I remember. His mind wandered off into the glorious past. I wonder what that girls name was. Odd one cant remember names. She had chestnut hair and a mole on the side of her chin. I used to kiss it, I recollect—

Lady Caroline, usually such an advocate of her brothers researches into the family history, cut the reminiscences short.

Never mind that now.

I dont. I got over it. Thats the moral.

Well, said Lady Caroline, at any rate poor father acted with great good sense on that occasion. There seems nothing to do but to treat Maud in just the same way. You shall not stir a step from the castle till you have got over this dreadful infatuation. You will be watched.

I shall watch you, said Lord Belpher solemnly, I shall watch your every movement.

A dreamy look came into Mauds brown eyes.

Stone walls do not a prison make nor iron bars a cage, she said softly.

That wasnt your experience, Percy, my boy, said Lord Marshmoreton.

They make a very good imitation, said Lady Caroline coldly, ignoring the interruption.

Maud faced her defiantly. She looked like a princess in captivity facing her gaolers.

I dont care. I love him, and I always shall love him, and nothing is ever going to stop me loving him — because I love him, she concluded a little lamely.

Nonsense, said Lady Caroline. In a year from now you will have forgotten his name. Dont you agree with me, Percy?

Quite, said Lord Belpher.

I shant.

Deuced hard things to remember, names, said Lord Marshmoreton. If Ive tried once to remember that tobacconist girls name, Ive tried a hundred times. I have an idea it began with an L. Muriel or Hilda or something.

Within a year, said Lady Caroline, you will be wondering how you ever came to be so foolish. Dont you think so, Percy?

Quite, said Lord Belpher.

Lord Marshmoreton turned on him irritably.

Good God, boy, cant you answer a simple question with a plain affirmative? What do you mean — quite? If somebody came to me and pointed you out and said, Is that your son? do you suppose I should say Quite? I wish the devil you didnt collect prayer rugs. Its sapped your brain.

They say prison life often weakens the intellect, father, said Maud. She moved towards the door and turned the handle. Albert, the page boy, who had been courting earache by listening at the keyhole, straightened his small body and scuttled away. Well, is that all, Aunt Caroline? May I go now?

Certainly. I have said all I wished to say.

Very well. Im sorry to disobey you, but I cant help it.

Youll find you can help it after youve been cooped up here for a few more months, said Percy.

A gentle smile played over Mauds face.

Love laughs at locksmiths, she murmured softly, and passed from the room.

What did she say? asked Lord Marshmoreton, interested. Something about somebody laughing at a locksmith? I dont understand. Why should anyone laugh at locksmiths? Most respectable men. Had one up here only the day before yesterday, forcing open the drawer of my desk. Watched him do it. Most interesting. He smelt rather strongly of a damned bad brand of tobacco. Fellow must have a throat of leather to be able to smoke the stuff. But he didnt strike me as an object of derision. From first to last, I was never tempted to laugh once.

Lord Belpher wandered moodily to the window and looked out into the gathering darkness.

And this has to happen, he said bitterly, on the eve of my twenty-first birthday.


CHAPTER 7.
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THE FIRST REQUISITE of an invading army is a base. George, having entered Belpher village and thus accomplished the first stage in his foreward movement on the castle, selected as his base the Marshmoreton Arms. Selected is perhaps hardly the right word, as it implies choice, and in Georges case there was no choice. There are two inns at Belpher, but the Marshmoreton Arms is the only one that offers accommodation for man and beast, assuming — that is to say — that the man and beast desire to spend the night. The other house, the Blue Boar, is a mere beerhouse, where the lower strata of Belpher society gather of a night to quench their thirst and to tell one another interminable stories without any point whatsoever. But the Marshmoreton Arms is a comfortable, respectable hostelry, catering for the village plutocrats. There of an evening you will find the local veterinary surgeon smoking a pipe with the grocer, the baker, and the butcher, with perhaps a sprinkling of neighbouring farmers to help the conversation along. On Saturdays there is a shilling ordinary — which is rural English for a cut off the joint and a boiled potato, followed by hunks of the sort of cheese which believes that it pays to advertise, and this is usually well attended. On the other days of the week, until late in the evening, however, the visitor to the Marshmoreton Arms has the place almost entirely to himself.

It is to be questioned whether in the whole length and breadth of the world there is a more admirable spot for a man in love to pass a day or two than the typical English village. The Rocky Mountains, that traditional stamping-ground for the heartbroken, may be well enough in their way; but a lover has to be cast in a pretty stern mould to be able to be introspective when at any moment he may meet an annoyed cinnamon bear. In the English village there are no such obstacles to meditation. It combines the comforts of civilization with the restfulness of solitude in a manner equalled by no other spot except the New York Public Library. Here your lover may wander to and fro unmolested, speaking to nobody, by nobody addressed, and have the satisfaction at the end of the day of sitting down to a capitally cooked chop and chips, lubricated by golden English ale.

Belpher, in addition to all the advantages of the usual village, has a quiet charm all its own, due to the fact that it has seen better days. In a sense, it is a ruin, and ruins are always soothing to the bruised soul. Ten years before, Belpher had been a flourishing centre of the South of England oyster trade. It is situated by the shore, where Hayling Island, lying athwart the mouth of the bay, forms the waters into a sort of brackish lagoon, in much the same way as Fire Island shuts off the Great South Bay of Long Island from the waves of the Atlantic. The water of Belpher Creek is shallow even at high tide, and when the tide runs out it leaves glistening mud flats, which it is the peculiar taste of the oyster to prefer to any other habitation. For years Belpher oysters had been the mainstay of gay supper parties at the Savoy, the Carlton and Romanos. Dukes doted on them; chorus girls wept if they were not on the bill of fare. And then, in an evil hour, somebody discovered that what made the Belpher Oyster so particularly plump and succulent was the fact that it breakfasted, lunched and dined almost entirely on the local sewage. There is but a thin line ever between popular homage and execration. We see it in the case of politicians, generals and prize-fighters; and oysters are no exception to the rule. There was a typhoid scare — quite a passing and unjustified scare, but strong enough to do its deadly work; and almost overnight Belpher passed from a place of flourishing industry to the sleepy, by-the-world-forgotten spot which it was when George Bevan discovered it. The shallow water is still there; the mud is still there; even the oyster-beds are still there; but not the oysters nor the little world of activity which had sprung up around them. The glory of Belpher is dead; and over its gates Ichabod is written. But, if it has lost in importance, it has gained in charm; and George, for one, had no regrets. To him, in his present state of mental upheaval, Belpher was the ideal spot.

It was not at first that George roused himself to the point of asking why he was here and what — now that he was here — he proposed to do. For two languorous days he loafed, sufficiently occupied with his thoughts. He smoked long, peaceful pipes in the stable-yard, watching the ostlers as they groomed the horses; he played with the Inn puppy, bestowed respectful caresses on the Inn cat. He walked down the quaint cobbled street to the harbour, sauntered along the shore, and lay on his back on the little beach at the other side of the lagoon, from where he could see the red roofs of the village, while the imitation waves splashed busily on the stones, trying to conceal with bustle and energy the fact that the water even two hundred yards from the shore was only eighteen inches deep. For it is the abiding hope of Belpher Creek that it may be able to deceive the occasional visitor into mistaking it for the open sea.

And presently the tide would ebb. The waste of waters became a sea of mud, cheerfully covered as to much of its surface with green grasses. The evening sun struck rainbow colours from the moist softness. Birds sang in the thickets. And George, heaving himself up, walked back to the friendly cosiness of the Marshmoreton Arms. And the remarkable part of it was that everything seemed perfectly natural and sensible to him, nor had he any particular feeling that in falling in love with Lady Maud Marsh and pursuing her to Belpher he had set himself anything in the nature of a hopeless task. Like one kissed by a goddess in a dream, he walked on air; and, while one is walking on air, it is easy to overlook the boulders in the path.

Consider his position, you faint-hearted and self-pitying young men who think you have a tough row to hoe just because, when you pay your evening visit with the pound box of candy under your arm, you see the handsome sophomore from Yale sitting beside her on the porch, playing the ukulele. If ever the world has turned black to you in such a situation and the moon gone in behind a cloud, think of George Bevan and what he was up against. You are at least on the spot. You can at least put up a fight. If there are ukuleles in the world, there are also guitars, and tomorrow it may be you and not he who sits on the moonlit porch; it may be he and not you who arrives late. Who knows? Tomorrow he may not show up till you have finished the Bedouins Love Song and are annoying the local birds, roosting in the trees, with Poor Butterfly.

What I mean to say is, you are on the map. You have a sporting chance. Whereas George... Well, just go over to England and try wooing an earls daughter whom you have only met once — and then without an introduction; whose brothers hat you have smashed beyond repair; whose family wishes her to marry some other man: who wants to marry some other man herself — and not the same other man, but another other man; who is closely immured in a mediaeval castle . . . Well, all I say is — try it. And then go back to your porch with a chastened spirit and admit that you might be a whole lot worse off.

George, as I say, had not envisaged the peculiar difficulties of his position. Nor did he until the evening of his second day at the Marshmoreton Arms. Until then, as I have indicated, he roamed in a golden mist of dreamy meditation among the soothing by-ways of the village of Belpher. But after lunch on the second day it came upon him that all this sort of thing was pleasant but not practical. Action was what was needed. Action.

The first, the obvious move was to locate the castle. Inquiries at the Marshmoreton Arms elicited the fact that it was a step up the road that ran past the front door of the inn. But this wasnt the day of the week when the general public was admitted. The sightseer could invade Belpher Castle on Thursdays only, between the hours of two and four. On other days of the week all he could do was to stand like Moses on Pisgah and take in the general effect from a distance. As this was all that George had hoped to be able to do, he set forth.

It speedily became evident to George that a step was a euphemism. Five miles did he tramp before, trudging wearily up a winding lane, he came out on a breeze-swept hill-top, and saw below him, nestling in its trees, what was now for him the centre of the world. He sat on a stone wall and lit a pipe. Belpher Castle. Mauds home. There it was. And now what?

The first thought that came to him was practical, even prosaic — the thought that he couldnt possibly do this five-miles-there and-five-miles-back walk, every time he wanted to see the place. He must shift his base nearer the scene of operations. One of those trim, thatched cottages down there in the valley would be just the thing, if he could arrange to take possession of it. They sat there all round the castle, singly and in groups, like small dogs round their master. They looked as if they had been there for centuries. Probably they had, as they were made of stone as solid as that of the castle. There must have been a time, thought George, when the castle was the central rallying-point for all those scattered homes; when rumour of danger from marauders had sent all that little community scuttling for safety to the sheltering walls.

For the first time since he had set out on his expedition, a certain chill, a discomforting sinking of the heart, afflicted George as he gazed down at the grim grey fortress which he had undertaken to storm. So must have felt those marauders of old when they climbed to the top of this very hill to spy out the land. And Georges case was even worse than theirs. They could at least hope that a strong arm and a stout heart would carry them past those solid walls; they had not to think of social etiquette. Whereas George was so situated that an unsympathetic butler could put him to rout by refusing him admittance.

The evening was drawing in. Already, in the brief time he had spent on the hill-top, the sky had turned from blue to saffron and from saffron to grey. The plaintive voices of homing cows floated up to him from the valley below. A bat had left its shelter and was wheeling around him, a sinister blot against the sky. A sickle moon gleamed over the trees. George felt cold. He turned. The shadows of night wrapped him round, and little things in the hedgerows chirped and chittered mockery at him as he stumbled down the lane.

Georges request for a lonely furnished cottage somewhere in the neighbourhood of the castle did not, as he had feared, strike the Belpher house-agent as the demand of a lunatic. Every well-dressed stranger who comes to Belpher is automatically set down by the natives as an artist, for the picturesqueness of the place has caused it to be much infested by the brothers and sisters of the brush. In asking for a cottage, indeed, George did precisely as Belpher society expected him to do; and the agent was reaching for his list almost before the words were out of his mouth. In less than half an hour George was out in the street again, the owner for the season of what the agent described as a gem and the employer of a farmers wife who lived near-by and would, as was her custom with artists, come in the morning and evening to do for him. The interview would have taken but a few minutes, had it not been prolonged by the chattiness of the agent on the subject of the occupants of the castle, to which George listened attentively. He was not greatly encouraged by what he heard of Lord Marshmoreton. The earl had made himself notably unpopular in the village recently by his firm — the house-agent said pig-headed — attitude in respect to a certain dispute about a right-of-way. It was Lady Caroline, and not the easy-going peer, who was really to blame in the matter; but the impression that George got from the house-agents description of Lord Marshmoreton was that the latter was a sort of Nero, possessing, in addition to the qualities of a Roman tyrant, many of the least lovable traits of the ghila monster of Arizona. Hearing this about her father, and having already had the privilege of meeting her brother and studying him at first hand, his heart bled for Maud. It seemed to him that existence at the castle in such society must be little short of torture.

I must do something, he muttered. I must do something quick.

Beg pardon, said the house-agent.

Nothing, said George. Well, Ill take that cottage. Id better write you a cheque for the first months rent now.

So George took up his abode, full of strenuous — if vague — purpose, in the plainly-furnished but not uncomfortable cottage known locally as the one down by Platts. He might have found a worse billet. It was a two-storied building of stained red brick, not one of the thatched nests on which he had looked down from the hill. Those were not for rent, being occupied by families whose ancestors had occupied them for generations back. The one down by Platts was a more modern structure — a speculation, in fact, of the farmer whose wife came to do for George, and designed especially to accommodate the stranger who had the desire and the money to rent it. It so departed from type that it possessed a small but undeniable bath-room. Besides this miracle, there was a cosy sitting-room, a larger bedroom on the floor above and next to this an empty room facing north, which had evidently served artist occupants as a studio. The remainder of the ground floor was taken up by kitchen and scullery. The furniture had been constructed by somebody who would probably have done very well if he had taken up some other line of industry; but it was mitigated by a very fine and comfortable wicker easy chair, left there by one of last years artists; and other artists had helped along the good work by relieving the plainness of the walls with a landscape or two. In fact, when George had removed from the room two antimacassars, three group photographs of the farmers relations, an illuminated text, and a china statuette of the Infant Samuel, and stacked them in a corner of the empty studio, the place became almost a home from home.

Solitude can be very unsolitary if a man is in love. George never even began to be bored. The only thing that in any way troubled his peace was the thought that he was not accomplishing a great deal in the matter of helping Maud out of whatever trouble it was that had befallen her. The most he could do was to prowl about roads near the castle in the hope of an accidental meeting. And such was his good fortune that, on the fourth day of his vigil, the accidental meeting occurred.

Taking his morning prowl along the lanes, he was rewarded by the sight of a grey racing-car at the side of the road. It was empty, but from underneath it protruded a pair of long legs, while beside it stood a girl, at the sight of whom Georges heart began to thump so violently that the long-legged one might have been pardoned had he supposed that his engine had started again of its own volition.

Until he spoke the soft grass had kept her from hearing his approach. He stopped close behind her, and cleared his throat. She started and turned, and their eyes met.

For a moment hers were empty of any recognition. Then they lit up. She caught her breath quickly, and a faint flush came into her face.

Can I help you? asked George.

The long legs wriggled out into the road followed by a long body. The young man under the car sat up, turning a grease-streaked and pleasant face to George.

Eh, what?

Can I help you? I know how to fix a car.

The young man beamed in friendly fashion.

Its awfully good of you, old chap, but so do I. Its the only thing I can do well. Thanks very much and so forth all the same.

George fastened his eyes on the girls. She had not spoken.

If there is anything in the world I can possibly do for you, he said slowly, I hope you will let me know. I should like above all things to help you.

The girl spoke.

Thank you, she said in a low voice almost inaudible.

George walked away. The grease-streaked young man followed him with his gaze.

Civil cove, that, he said. Rather gushing though, what? American, wasnt he?

Yes. I think he was.

Americans are the civillest coves I ever struck. I remember asking the way of a chappie at Baltimore a couple of years ago when I was there in my yacht, and he followed me for miles, shrieking advice and encouragement. I thought it deuced civil of him.

I wish you would hurry up and get the car right, Reggie. We shall be awfully late for lunch.

Reggie Byng began to slide backwards under the car.

All right, dear heart. Rely on me. Its something quite simple.

Well, do be quick.

Imitation of greased lightning — very difficult, said Reggie encouragingly. Be patient. Try and amuse yourself somehow. Ask yourself a riddle. Tell yourself a few anecdotes. Ill be with you in a moment. I say, I wonder what the cove is doing at Belpher? Deuced civil cove, said Reggie approvingly. I liked him. And now, business of repairing breakdown.

His smiling face vanished under the car like the Cheshire cat. Maud stood looking thoughtfully down the road in the direction in which George had disappeared.


CHAPTER 8.
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THE FOLLOWING DAY was a Thursday and on Thursdays, as has been stated, Belpher Castle was thrown open to the general public between the hours of two and four. It was a tradition of long standing, this periodical lowering of the barriers, and had always been faithfully observed by Lord Marshmoreton ever since his accession to the title. By the permanent occupants of the castle the day was regarded with mixed feelings. Lord Belpher, while approving of it in theory, as he did of all the family traditions — for he was a great supporter of all things feudal, and took his position as one of the hereditary aristocracy of Great Britain extremely seriously — heartily disliked it in practice. More than once he had been obliged to exit hastily by a further door in order to keep from being discovered by a drove of tourists intent on inspecting the library or the great drawing-room; and now it was his custom to retire to his bedroom immediately after lunch and not to emerge until the tide of invasion had ebbed away.

Keggs, the butler, always looked forward to Thursdays with pleasurable anticipation. He enjoyed the sense of authority which it gave him to herd these poor outcasts to and fro among the surroundings which were an everyday commonplace to himself. Also he liked hearing the sound of his own voice as it lectured in rolling periods on the objects of interest by the way-side. But even to Keggs there was a bitter mixed with the sweet. No one was better aware than himself that the nobility of his manner, excellent as a means of impressing the mob, worked against him when it came to a question of tips. Again and again had he been harrowed by the spectacle of tourists, huddled together like sheep, debating among themselves in nervous whispers as to whether they could offer this personage anything so contemptible as half a crown for himself and deciding that such an insult was out of the question. It was his endeavour, especially towards the end of the proceedings, to cultivate a manner blending a dignity fitting his position with a sunny geniality which would allay the timid doubts of the tourist and indicate to him that, bizarre as the idea might seem, there was nothing to prevent him placing his poor silver in more worthy hands.

Possibly the only member of the castle community who was absolutely indifferent to these public visits was Lord Marshmoreton. He made no difference between Thursday and any other day. Precisely as usual he donned his stained corduroys and pottered about his beloved garden; and when, as happened on an average once a quarter, some visitor, strayed from the main herd, came upon him as he worked and mistook him for one of the gardeners, he accepted the error without any attempt at explanation, sometimes going so far as to encourage it by adopting a rustic accent in keeping with his appearance. This sort of thing tickled the simple-minded peer.

George joined the procession punctually at two oclock, just as Keggs was clearing his throat preparatory to saying, We are now in the main all, and before going any further I would like to call your attention to Sir Peter Lelys portrait of— It was his custom to begin his Thursday lectures with this remark, but today it was postponed; for, no sooner had George appeared, than a breezy voice on the outskirts of the throng spoke in a tone that made competition impossible.

For goodness sake, George.

And Billie Dore detached herself from the group, a trim vision in blue. She wore a dust-coat and a motor veil, and her eyes and cheeks were glowing from the fresh air.

For goodness sake, George, what are you doing here?

I was just going to ask you the same thing.

Oh, I motored down with a boy I know. We had a breakdown just outside the gates. We were on our way to Brighton for lunch. He suggested I should pass the time seeing the sights while he fixed up the sprockets or the differential gear or whatever it was. Hes coming to pick me up when hes through. But, on the level, George, how do you get this way? You sneak out of town and leave the show flat, and nobody has a notion where you are. Why, we were thinking of advertising for you, or going to the police or something. For all anybody knew, you might have been sandbagged or dropped in the river.

This aspect of the matter had not occurred to George till now. His sudden descent on Belpher had seemed to him the only natural course to pursue. He had not realized that he would be missed, and that his absence might have caused grave inconvenience to a large number of people.

I never thought of that. I — well, I just happened to come here.

You arent living in this old castle?

Not quite. Ive a cottage down the road. I wanted a few days in the country so I rented it.

But what made you choose this place?

Keggs, who had been regarding these disturbers of the peace with dignified disapproval, coughed.

If you would not mind, madam. We are waiting.

Eh? Hows that? Miss Dore looked up with a bright smile. Im sorry. Come along, George. Get in the game. She nodded cheerfully to the butler. All right. All set now. You may fire when ready, Gridley.

Keggs bowed austerely, and cleared his throat again.

We are now in the main all, and before going any further I would like to call your attention to Sir Peter Lelys portrait of the fifth countess. Said by experts to be in his best manner.

There was an almost soundless murmur from the mob, expressive of wonder and awe, like a gentle breeze rustling leaves. Billie Dore resumed her conversation in a whisper.

Yes, there was an awful lot of excitement when they found that you had disappeared. They were phoning the Carlton every ten minutes trying to get you. You see, the summertime number flopped on the second night, and they hadnt anything to put in its place. But its all right. They took it out and sewed up the wound, and now youd never know there had been anything wrong. The show was ten minutes too long, anyway.

Hows the show going?

Its a riot. They think it will run two years in London. As far as I can make it out you dont call it a success in London unless you can take your grandchildren to see the thousandth night.

Thats splendid. And how is everybody? All right?

Fine. That fellow Gray is still hanging round Babe. It beats me what she sees in him. Anybody but an infant could see the man wasnt on the level. Well, I dont blame you for quitting London, George. This sort of thing is worth fifty Londons.

The procession had reached one of the upper rooms, and they were looking down from a window that commanded a sweep of miles of the countryside, rolling and green and wooded. Far away beyond the last covert Belpher Bay gleamed like a streak of silver. Billie Dore gave a little sigh.

Theres nothing like this in the world. Id like to stand here for the rest of my life, just lapping it up.

I will call your attention, boomed Keggs at their elbow, to this window, known in the femly tredition as Leonards Leap. It was in the year seventeen undred and eighty-seven that Lord Leonard Forth, eldest son of Is Grace the Dook of Lochlane, urled imself out of this window in order to avoid compromising the beautiful Countess of Marshmoreton, with oom e is related to ave ad a ninnocent romance. Surprised at an advanced hour by is lordship the earl in er ladyships boudoir, as this room then was, e leaped through the open window into the boughs of the cedar tree which stands below, and was fortunate enough to escape with a few armless contusions.

A murmur of admiration greeted the recital of the ready tact of this eighteenth-century Steve Brodie.

There, said Billie enthusiastically, thats exactly what I mean about this country. Its just a mass of Leonards Leaps and things. Id like to settle down in this sort of place and spend the rest of my life milking cows and taking forkfuls of soup to the deserving villagers.

We will now, said Keggs, herding the mob with a gesture, proceed to the Amber Drawing-Room, containing some Gobelin Tapestries ighly spoken of by connoozers.

The obedient mob began to drift out in his wake.

What do you say, George, asked Billie in an undertone, if we side-step the Amber Drawing-Room? Im wild to get into that garden. Theres a man working among those roses. Maybe he would show us round.

George followed her pointing finger. Just below them a sturdy, brown-faced man in corduroys was pausing to light a stubby pipe.

Just as you like.

They made their way down the great staircase. The voice of Keggs, saying complimentary things about the Gobelin Tapestry, came to their ears like the roll of distant drums. They wandered out towards the rose-garden. The man in corduroys had lit his pipe and was bending once more to his task.

Well, dadda, said Billie amiably, how are the crops?

The man straightened himself. He was a nice-looking man of middle age, with the kind eyes of a friendly dog. He smiled genially, and started to put his pipe away.

Billie stopped him.

Dont stop smoking on my account, she said. I like it. Well, youve got the right sort of a job, havent you! If I was a man, theres nothing Id like better than to put in my eight hours in a rose-garden. She looked about her. And this, she said with approval, is just what a rose-garden ought to be.

Are you fond of roses — missy?

You bet I am! You must have every kind here that was ever invented. All the fifty-seven varieties.

There are nearly three thousand varieties, said the man in corduroys tolerantly.

I was speaking colloquially, dadda. You cant teach me anything about roses. Im the guy that invented them. Got any Ayrshires?

The man in corduroys seemed to have come to the conclusion that Billie was the only thing on earth that mattered. This revelation of a kindred spirit had captured him completely. George was merely among those present.

Those — them — over there are Ayrshires, missy.

We dont get Ayrshires in America. At least, I never ran across them. I suppose they do have them.

You want the right soil.

Clay and lots of rain.

Youre right.

There was an earnest expression on Billie Dores face that George had never seen there before.

Say, listen, dadda, in this matter of rose-beetles, what would you do if—

George moved away. The conversation was becoming too technical for him, and he had an idea that he would not be missed. There had come to him, moreover, in a flash one of those sudden inspirations which great generals get. He had visited the castle this afternoon without any settled plan other than a vague hope that he might somehow see Maud. He now perceived that there was no chance of doing this. Evidently, on Thursdays, the family went to earth and remained hidden until the sightseers had gone. But there was another avenue of communication open to him. This gardener seemed an exceptionally intelligent man. He could be trusted to deliver a note to Maud.

In his late rambles about Belpher Castle in the company of Keggs and his followers, George had been privileged to inspect the library. It was an easily accessible room, opening off the main hall. He left Billie and her new friend deep in a discussion of slugs and plant-lice, and walked quickly back to the house. The library was unoccupied.

George was a thorough young man. He believed in leaving nothing to chance. The gardener had seemed a trustworthy soul, but you never knew. It was possible that he drank. He might forget or lose the precious note. So, with a wary eye on the door, George hastily scribbled it in duplicate. This took him but a few minutes. He went out into the garden again to find Billie Dore on the point of stepping into a blue automobile.

Oh, there you are, George. I wondered where you had got to. Say, I made quite a hit with dadda. Ive given him my address, and hes promised to send me a whole lot of roses. By the way, shake hands with Mr. Forsyth. This is George Bevan, Freddie, who wrote the music of our show.

The solemn youth at the wheel extended a hand.

Topping show. Topping music. Topping all round.

Well, good-bye, George. See you soon, I suppose?

Oh, yes. Give my love to everybody.

All right. Let her rip, Freddie. Good-bye.

Good-bye.

The blue car gathered speed and vanished down the drive. George returned to the man in corduroys, who had bent himself double in pursuit of a slug.

Just a minute, said George hurriedly. He pulled out the first of the notes. Give this to Lady Maud the first chance you get. Its important. Heres a sovereign for your trouble.

He hastened away. He noticed that gratification had turned the other nearly purple in the face, and was anxious to leave him. He was a modest young man, and effusive thanks always embarrassed him.

There now remained the disposal of the duplicate note. It was hardly worth while, perhaps, taking such a precaution, but George knew that victories are won by those who take no chances. He had wandered perhaps a hundred yards from the rose-garden when he encountered a small boy in the many-buttoned uniform of a page. The boy had appeared from behind a big cedar, where, as a matter of fact, he had been smoking a stolen cigarette.

Do you want to earn half a crown? asked George.

The market value of messengers had slumped.

The stripling held his hand out.

Give this note to Lady Maud.

Right ho!

See that it reaches her at once.

George walked off with the consciousness of a good days work done. Albert the page, having bitten his half-crown, placed it in his pocket. Then he hurried away, a look of excitement and gratification in his deep blue eyes.


CHAPTER 9.
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WHILE GEORGE AND Billie Dore wandered to the rose garden to interview the man in corduroys, Maud had been seated not a hundred yards away — in a very special haunt of her own, a cracked stucco temple set up in the days of the Regency on the shores of a little lily-covered pond. She was reading poetry to Albert the page.

Albert the page was a recent addition to Mauds inner circle. She had interested herself in him some two months back in much the same spirit as the prisoner in his dungeon cell tames and pets the conventional mouse. To educate Albert, to raise him above his groove in life and develop his soul, appealed to her romantic nature as a worthy task, and as a good way of filling in the time. It is an exceedingly moot point — and one which his associates of the servants hall would have combated hotly — whether Albert possessed a soul. The most one could say for certain is that he looked as if he possessed one. To one who saw his deep blue eyes and their sweet, pensive expression as they searched the middle distance he seemed like a young angel. How was the watcher to know that the thought behind that far-off gaze was simply a speculation as to whether the bird on the cedar tree was or was not within range of his catapult? Certainly Maud had no such suspicion. She worked hopefully day by day to rouse Albert to an appreciation of the nobler things of life.

Not but what it was tough going. Even she admitted that. Alberts soul did not soar readily. It refused to leap from the earth. His reception of the poem she was reading could scarcely have been called encouraging. Maud finished it in a hushed voice, and looked pensively across the dappled water of the pool. A gentle breeze stirred the water-lilies, so that they seemed to sigh.

Isnt that beautiful, Albert? she said.

Alberts blue eyes lit up. His lips parted eagerly,

Thats the first hornet I seen this year, he said pointing.

Maud felt a little damped.

Havent you been listening, Albert?

Oh, yes, mlady! Aint he a wopper, too?

Never mind the hornet, Albert.

Very good, mlady.

I wish you wouldnt say Very good, mlady. Its like — like— She paused. She had been about to say that it was like a butler, but, she reflected regretfully, it was probably Alberts dearest ambition to be like a butler. It doesnt sound right. Just say Yes.

Yes, mlady.

Maud was not enthusiastic about the Mlady, but she let it go. After all, she had not quite settled in her own mind what exactly she wished Alberts attitude towards herself to be. Broadly speaking, she wanted him to be as like as he could to a medieval page, one of those silk-and-satined little treasures she had read about in the Ingoldsby Legends. And, of course, they presumably said my lady. And yet — she felt — not for the first time — that it is not easy, to revive the Middle Ages in these curious days. Pages like other things, seem to have changed since then.

That poem was written by a very clever man who married one of my ancestresses. He ran away with her from this very castle in the seventeenth century.

Lor, said Albert as a concession, but he was still interested in the hornet.

He was far below her in the eyes of the world, but she knew what a wonderful man he was, so she didnt mind what people said about her marrying beneath her.

Like Susan when she married the pleeceman.

Who was Susan?

Red-eaded gel that used to be cook ere. Mr. Keggs says to er, e says, Youre marrying beneath you, Susan, e says. I eard im. I was listenin at the door. And she says to im, she says, Oh, go and boil your fat ead, she says.

This translation of a favourite romance into terms of the servants hall chilled Maud like a cold shower. She recoiled from it.

Wouldnt you like to get a good education, Albert, she said perseveringly, and become a great poet and write wonderful poems?

Albert considered the point, and shook his head.

No, mlady.

It was discouraging. But Maud was a girl of pluck. You cannot leap into strange cabs in Piccadilly unless you have pluck. She picked up another book from the stone seat.

Read me some of this, she said, and then tell me if it doesnt make you feel you want to do big things.

Albert took the book cautiously. He was getting a little fed up with all this sort of thing. True, er ladyship gave him chocolates to eat during these sessions, but for all that it was too much like school for his taste. He regarded the open page with disfavour.

Go on, said Maud, closing her eyes. Its very beautiful.

Albert began. He had a husky voice, due, it is to be feared, to precocious cigarette smoking, and his enunciation was not as good as it might have been.

Wiv blekest morss the flower-ports
Was-I mean were-crusted one and orl;
Ther rusted niles fell from the knorts
That eld the pear to the garden-worll.
Ther broken sheds looked sed and stringe;
Unlifted was the clinking latch;
Weeded and worn their ancient thatch
Er-pon ther lownely moated gringe,
She only said Me life is dreary,
E cometh not, she said.

Albert rather liked this part. He was never happy in narrative unless it could be sprinkled with a plentiful supply of he saids and she saids. He finished with some gusto.

She said - I am aweary, aweary,
I would that I was dead.

Maud had listened to this rendition of one of her most adored poems with much the same feeling which a composer with an over-sensitive ear would suffer on hearing his pet opus assassinated by a schoolgirl. Albert, who was a willing lad and prepared, if such should be her desire, to plough his way through the entire seven stanzas, began the second verse, but Maud gently took the book away from him. Enough was sufficient.

Now, wouldnt you like to be able to write a wonderful thing like that, Albert?

Not me, mlady.

You wouldnt like to be a poet when you grow up?

Albert shook his golden head.

I want to be a butcher when I grow up, mlady.

Maud uttered a little cry.

A butcher?

Yus, mlady. Butchers earn good money, he said, a light of enthusiasm in his blue eyes, for he was now on his favourite subject. Youve got to ave meat, yer see, mlady. It aint like poetry, mlady, which no one wants.

But, Albert, cried Maud faintly. Killing poor animals. Surely you wouldnt like that?

Alberts eyes glowed softly, as might an acolytes at the sight of the censer.

Mr. Widgeon down at the ome farm, he murmured reverently, he says, if Im a good boy, ell let me watch im kill a pig Toosday.

He gazed out over the water-lilies, his thoughts far away. Maud shuddered. She wondered if medieval pages were ever quite as earthy as this.

Perhaps you had better go now, Albert. They may be needing you in the house.

Very good, mlady.

Albert rose, not unwilling to call it a day. He was conscious of the need for a quiet cigarette. He was fond of Maud, but a man cant spend all his time with the women.

Pigs squeal like billy-o, mlady! he observed by way of adding a parting treasure to Mauds stock of general knowledge. Oo! Ear em a mile orf, you can!

Maud remained where she was, thinking, a wistful figure. Tennysons Mariana always made her wistful even when rendered by Albert. In the occasional moods of sentimental depression which came to vary her normal cheerfulness, it seemed to her that the poem might have been written with a prophetic eye to her special case, so nearly did it crystallize in magic words her own story.

With blackest moss the flower-pots
Were thickly crusted, one and all.

Well, no, not that particular part, perhaps. If he had found so much as one flower-pot of his even thinly crusted with any foreign substance, Lord Marshmoreton would have gone through the place like an east wind, dismissing gardeners and under-gardeners with every breath. But — 

She only said My life is dreary,
He cometh not, she said.
She said I am aweary, aweary.
I would that I were dead!

How exactly — at these moments when she was not out on the links picking them off the turf with a midiron or engaged in one of those other healthful sports which tend to take the mind off its troubles — those words summed up her case.

Why didnt Geoffrey come? Or at least write? She could not write to him. Letters from the castle left only by way of the castle post-bag, which Rogers, the chauffeur, took down to the village every evening. Impossible to entrust the kind of letter she wished to write to any mode of delivery so public — especially now, when her movements were watched. To open and read anothers letters is a low and dastardly act, but she believed that Lady Caroline would do it like a shot. She longed to pour out her heart to Geoffrey in a long, intimate letter, but she did not dare to take the risk of writing for a wider public. Things were bad enough as it was, after that disastrous sortie to London.

At this point a soothing vision came to her — the vision of George Bevan knocking off her brother Percys hat. It was the only pleasant thing that had happened almost as far back as she could remember. And then, for the first time, her mind condescended to dwell for a moment on the author of that act, George Bevan, the friend in need, whom she had met only the day before in the lane. What was George doing at Belpher? His presence there was significant, and his words even more so. He had stated explicitly that he wished to help her.

She found herself oppressed by the irony of things. A knight had come to the rescue — but the wrong knight. Why could it not have been Geoffrey who waited in ambush outside the castle, and not a pleasant but negligible stranger? Whether, deep down in her consciousness, she was aware of a fleeting sense of disappointment in Geoffrey, a swiftly passing thought that he had failed her, she could hardly have said, so quickly did she crush it down.

She pondered on the arrival of George. What was the use of his being somewhere in the neighbourhood if she had no means of knowing where she could find him? Situated as she was, she could not wander at will about the countryside, looking for him. And, even if she found him, what then? There was not much that any stranger, however pleasant, could do.

She flushed at a sudden thought. Of course there was something George could do for her if he were willing. He could receive, despatch and deliver letters. If only she could get in touch with him, she could — through him — get in touch with Geoffrey.

The whole world changed for her. The sun was setting and chill little winds had begun to stir the lily-pads, giving a depressing air to the scene, but to Maud it seemed as if all Nature smiled. With the egotism of love, she did not perceive that what she proposed to ask George to do was practically to fulfil the humble role of the hollow tree in which lovers dump letters, to be extracted later; she did not consider Georges feelings at all. He had offered to help her, and this was his job. The world is full of Georges whose task it is to hang about in the background and make themselves unobtrusively useful.

She had reached this conclusion when Albert, who had taken a short cut the more rapidly to accomplish his errand, burst upon her dramatically from the heart of a rhododendron thicket.

Mlady! Gentleman give me this to give yer!

Maud read the note. It was brief, and to the point.

I am staying near the castle at a cottage they call the one down by Platts. It is a rather new, red-brick place. You can easily find it. I shall be waiting there if you want me.

It was signed The Man in the Cab.

Do you know a cottage called the one down by Platts, Albert? asked Maud.

Yes, mlady. Its down by Platts farm. I see a chicken killed there Wednesday week. Do you know, mlady, after a chickens ead is cut orf, it goes running licketty-split?

Maud shivered slightly. Alberts fresh young enthusiasms frequently jarred upon her.

I find a friend of mine is staying there. I want you to take a note to him from me.

Very good, mlady.

And, Albert—

Yes, mlady?

Perhaps it would be as well if you said nothing about this to any of your friends.

In Lord Marshmoretons study a council of three was sitting in debate. The subject under discussion was that other note which George had written and so ill-advisedly entrusted to one whom he had taken for a guileless gardener. The council consisted of Lord Marshmoreton, looking rather shamefaced, his son Percy looking swollen and serious, and Lady Caroline Byng, looking like a tragedy queen.

This, Lord Belpher was saying in a determined voice, settles it. From now on Maud must not be allowed out of our sight.

Lord Marshmoreton spoke.

I rather wish, he said regretfully, I hadnt spoken about the note. I only mentioned it because I thought you might think it amusing.

Amusing! Lady Carolines voice shook the furniture.

Amusing that the fellow should have handed me of all people a letter for Maud, explained her brother. I dont want to get Maud into trouble.

You are criminally weak, said Lady Caroline severely. I really honestly believe that you were capable of giving the note to that poor, misguided girl, and saying nothing about it. She flushed. The insolence of the man, coming here and settling down at the very gates of the castle! If it was anybody but this man Platt who was giving him shelter I should insist on his being turned out. But that man Platt would be only too glad to know that he is causing us annoyance.

Quite! said Lord Belpher.

You must go to this man as soon as possible, continued Lady Caroline, fixing her brother with a commanding stare, and do your best to make him see how abominable his behaviour is.

Oh, I couldnt! pleaded the earl. I dont know the fellow. Hed throw me out.

Nonsense. Go at the very earliest opportunity.

Oh, all right, all right, all right. Well, I think Ill be slipping out to the rose garden again now. Theres a clear hour before dinner.

There was a tap at the door. Alice Faraday entered bearing papers, a smile of sweet helpfulness on her pretty face.

I hoped I should find you here, Lord Marshmoreton. You promised to go over these notes with me, the ones about the Essex branch—

The hunted peer looked as if he were about to dive through the window.

Some other time, some other time. I — I have important matters—

Oh, if youre busy—

Of course, Lord Marshmoreton will be delighted to work on your notes, Miss Faraday, said Lady Caroline crisply. Take this chair. We are just going.

Lord Marshmoreton gave one wistful glance through the open window. Then he sat down with a sigh, and felt for his reading-glasses.


CHAPTER 10.
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YOUR TRUE GOLFER is a man who, knowing that life is short and perfection hard to attain, neglects no opportunity of practising his chosen sport, allowing neither wind nor weather nor any external influence to keep him from it. There is a story, with an excellent moral lesson, of a golfer whose wife had determined to leave him for ever. Will nothing alter your decision? he says. Will nothing induce you to stay? Well, then, while youre packing, I think Ill go out on the lawn and rub up my putting a bit. George Bevan was of this turn of mind. He might be in love; romance might have sealed him for her own; but that was no reason for blinding himself to the fact that his long game was bound to suffer if he neglected to keep himself up to the mark. His first act on arriving at Belpher village had been to ascertain whether there was a links in the neighbourhood; and thither, on the morning after his visit to the castle and the delivery of the two notes, he repaired.

At the hour of the day which he had selected the club-house was empty, and he had just resigned himself to a solitary game, when, with a whirr and a rattle, a grey racing-car drove up, and from it emerged the same long young man whom, a couple of days earlier, he had seen wriggle out from underneath the same machine. It was Reggie Byngs habit also not to allow anything, even love, to interfere with golf; and not even the prospect of hanging about the castle grounds in the hope of catching a glimpse of Alice Faraday and exchanging timorous words with her had been enough to keep him from the links.

Reggie surveyed George with a friendly eye. He had a dim recollection of having seen him before somewhere at some time or other, and Reggie had the pleasing disposition which caused him to rank anybody whom he had seen somewhere at some time or other as a bosom friend.

Hullo! Hullo! Hullo! he observed.

Good morning, said George.

Waiting for somebody?

No.

How about it, then? Shall we stagger forth?

Delighted.

George found himself speculating upon Reggie. He was unable to place him. That he was a friend of Maud he knew, and guessed that he was also a resident of the castle. He would have liked to question Reggie, to probe him, to collect from him inside information as to the progress of events within the castle walls; but it is a peculiarity of golf, as of love, that it temporarily changes the natures of its victims; and Reggie, a confirmed babbler off the links, became while in action a stern, silent, intent person, his whole being centred on the game. With the exception of a casual remark of a technical nature when he met George on the various tees, and an occasional expletive when things went wrong with his ball, he eschewed conversation. It was not till the end of the round that he became himself again.

If Id known you were such hot stuff, he declared generously, as George holed his eighteenth putt from a distance of ten feet, Id have got you to give me a stroke or two.

I was on my game today, said George modestly. Sometimes I slice as if I were cutting bread and cant putt to hit a haystack.

Let me know when one of those times comes along, and Ill take you on again. I dont know when Ive seen anything fruitier than the way you got out of the bunker at the fifteenth. It reminded me of a match I saw between— Reggie became technical. At the end of his observations he climbed into the grey car.

Can I drop you anywhere?

Thanks, said George. If its not taking you out your way.

Im staying at Belpher Castle.

I live quite near there. Perhaps youd care to come in and have a drink on your way?

A ripe scheme, agreed Reggie

Ten minutes in the grey car ate up the distance between the links and Georges cottage. Reggie Byng passed these minutes, in the intervals of eluding carts and foiling the apparently suicidal intentions of some stray fowls, in jerky conversation on the subject of his iron-shots, with which he expressed a deep satisfaction.

Topping little place! Absolutely! was the verdict he pronounced on the exterior of the cottage as he followed George in. Ive often thought it would be a rather sound scheme to settle down in this sort of shanty and keep chickens and grow a honey coloured beard, and have soup and jelly brought to you by the vicars wife and so forth. Nothing to worry you then. Do you live all alone here?

George was busy squirting seltzer into his guests glass.

Yes. Mrs. Platt comes in and cooks for me. The farmers wife next door.

An exclamation from the other caused him to look up. Reggie Byng was staring at him, wide-eyed.

Great Scott! Mrs. Platt! Then youre the Chappie?

George found himself unequal to the intellectual pressure of the conversation.

The Chappie?

The Chappie theres all the row about. The mater was telling me only this morning that you lived here.

Is there a row about me?

Is there what! Reggies manner became solicitous. I say, my dear old sportsman, I dont want to be the bearer of bad tidings and what not, if you know what I mean, but didnt you know there was a certain amount of angry passion rising and so forth because of you? At the castle, I mean. I dont want to seem to be discussing your private affairs, and all that sort of thing, but what I mean is... Well, you dont expect you can come charging in the way you have without touching the family on the raw a bit. The daughter of the house falls in love with you; the son of the house languishes in chokey because he has a row with you in Piccadilly; and on top of all that you come here and camp out at the castle gates! Naturally the family are a bit peeved. Only natural, eh? I mean to say, what?

George listened to this address in bewilderment. Maud in love with him! It sounded incredible. That he should love her after their one meeting was a different thing altogether. That was perfectly natural and in order. But that he should have had the incredible luck to win her affection. The thing struck him as grotesque and ridiculous.

In love with me? he cried. What on earth do you mean?

Reggies bewilderment equalled his own.

Well, dash it all, old top, it surely isnt news to you? She must have told you. Why, she told me!

Told you? Am I going mad?

Absolutely! I mean absolutely not! Look here. Reggie hesitated. The subject was delicate. But, once started, it might as well be proceeded with to some conclusion. A fellow couldnt go on talking about his iron-shots after this just as if nothing had happened. This was the time for the laying down of cards, the opening of hearts. I say, you know, he went on, feeling his way, youll probably think it deuced rummy of me talking like this. Perfect stranger and what not. Dont even know each others names.

Mines Bevan, if thatll be any help.

Thanks very much, old chap. Great help! Mines Byng. Reggie Byng. Well, as were all pals here and the meetings tiled and so forth, Ill start by saying that the mater is most deucedly set on my marrying Lady Maud. Been pals all our lives, you know. Children together, and all that sort of rot. Now theres nobody I think a more corking sportsman than Maud, if you know what I mean, but — this is where the catch comes in — Im most frightfully in love with somebody else. Hopeless, and all that sort of thing, but still there it is. And all the while the mater behind me with a bradawl, sicking me on to propose to Maud who wouldnt have me if I were the only fellow on earth. You cant imagine, my dear old chap, what a relief it was to both of us when she told me the other day that she was in love with you, and wouldnt dream of looking at anybody else. I tell you, I went singing about the place.

George felt inclined to imitate his excellent example. A burst of song was the only adequate expression of the mood of heavenly happiness which this young mans revelations had brought upon him. The whole world seemed different. Wings seemed to sprout from Reggies shapely shoulders. The air was filled with soft music. Even the wallpaper seemed moderately attractive.

He mixed himself a second whisky and soda. It was the next best thing to singing.

I see, he said. It was difficult to say anything. Reggie was regarding him enviously.

I wish I knew how the deuce fellows set about making a girl fall in love with them. Other chappies seem to do it, but I cant even start. She seems to sort of gaze through me, dont you know. She kind of looks at me as if I were more to be pitied than censured, but as if she thought I really ought to do something about it. Of course, shes a devilish brainy girl, and Im a fearful chump. Makes it kind of hopeless, what?

George, in his new-born happiness, found a pleasure in encouraging a less lucky mortal.

Not a bit. What you ought to do is to—

Yes? said Reggie eagerly.

George shook his head.

No, I dont know, he said.

Nor do I, dash it! said Reggie.

George pondered.

It seems to me its purely a question of luck. Either youre lucky or youre not. Look at me, for instance. What is there about me to make a wonderful girl love me?

Nothing! I see what you mean. At least, what I mean to say is—

No. You were right the first time. Its all a question of luck. Theres nothing anyone can do.

I hang about a good deal and get in her way, said Reggie. Shes always tripping over me. I thought that might help a bit.

It might, of course.

But on the other hand, when we do meet, I cant think of anything to say.

Thats bad.

Deuced funny thing. Im not what youd call a silent sort of chappie by nature. But, when Im with her — I dont know. Its rum! He drained his glass and rose. Well, I suppose I may as well be staggering. Dont get up. Have another game one of these days, what?

Splendid. Any time you like.

Well, so long.

Good-bye.

George gave himself up to glowing thoughts. For the first time in his life he seemed to be vividly aware of his own existence. It was as if he were some newly-created thing. Everything around him and everything he did had taken on a strange and novel interest. He seemed to notice the ticking of the clock for the first time. When he raised his glass the action had a curious air of newness. All his senses were oddly alert. He could even — 

How would it be, enquired Reggie, appearing in the doorway like part of a conjuring trick, if I gave her a flower or two every now and then? Just thought of it as I was starting the car. Shes fond of flowers.

Fine! said George heartily. He had not heard a word. The alertness of sense which had come to him was accompanied by a strange inability to attend to other peoples speech. This would no doubt pass, but meanwhile it made him a poor listener.

Well, its worth trying, said Reggie. Ill give it a whirl. Toodleoo!

Good-bye.

Pip-pip!

Reggie withdrew, and presently came the noise of the car starting. George returned to his thoughts.

Time, as we understand it, ceases to exist for a man in such circumstances. Whether it was a minute later or several hours, George did not know; but presently he was aware of a small boy standing beside him — a golden-haired boy with blue eyes, who wore the uniform of a page. He came out of his trance. This, he recognized, was the boy to whom he had given the note for Maud. He was different from any other intruder. He meant something in Georges scheme of things.

Ullo! said the youth.

Hullo, Alphonso! said George.

My names not Alphonso.

Well, you be very careful or it soon may be.

Got a note for yer. From Lidy Mord.

Youll find some cake and ginger-ale in the kitchen, said the grateful George. Give it a trial.

Not arf! said the stripling.


CHAPTER 11.
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GEORGE OPENED THE letter with trembling and reverent fingers.

DEAR MR. BEVAN,

Thank you ever so much for your note, which Albert gave to me. How very, very kind. . .

Hey, mister!

George looked up testily. The boy Albert had reappeared.

Whats the matter? Cant you find the cake?

Ive found the kike, rejoined Albert, adducing proof of the statement in the shape of a massive slice, from which he took a substantial bite to assist thought. But I cant find the ginger ile.

George waved him away. This interruption at such a moment was annoying.

Look for it, child, look for it! Sniff after it! Bay on its trail! Its somewhere about.

Wri! mumbled Albert through the cake. He flicked a crumb off his cheek with a tongue which would have excited the friendly interest of an ant-eater. I like ginger-ile.

Well, go and bathe in it.

Wri!

George returned to his letter.

DEAR MR. BEVAN,

Thank you ever so much for your note, which Albert gave to me. How very, very kind of you to come here like this and to say . . .

Hey, mister!

Good Heavens! George glared. Whats the matter now? Havent you found that ginger-ale yet?

Ive found the ginger-ile right enough, but I cant find the thing.

The thing? What thing?

The thing. The thing wot you open ginger-ile with.

Oh, you mean the thing? Its in the middle drawer of the dresser. Use your eyes, my boy!

Wri.

George gave an overwrought sigh and began the letter again.

DEAR MR. BEVAN,

Thank you ever so much for your note which Albert gave to me. How very, very kind of you to come here like this and to say that you would help me. And how clever of you to find me after I was so secretive that day in the cab! You really can help me, if you are willing. Its too long to explain in a note, but I am in great trouble, and there is nobody except you to help me. I will explain everything when I see you. The difficulty will be to slip away from home. They are watching me every moment, Im afraid. But I will try my hardest to see you very soon. Yours sincerely, MAUD MARSH.

Just for a moment it must be confessed, the tone of the letter damped George. He could not have said just what he had expected, but certainly Reggies revelations had prepared him for something rather warmer, something more in the style in which a girl would write to the man she loved. The next moment, however, he saw how foolish any such expectation had been. How on earth could any reasonable man expect a girl to let herself go at this stage of the proceedings? It was for him to make the first move. Naturally she wasnt going to reveal her feelings until he had revealed his.

George raised the letter to his lips and kissed it vigorously.

Hey, mister!

George started guiltily. The blush of shame overspread his cheeks. The room seemed to echo with the sound of that fatuous kiss.

Kitty, Kitty, Kitty! he called, snapping his fingers, and repeating the incriminating noise. I was just calling my cat, he explained with dignity. You didnt see her in there, did you?

Alberts blue eyes met his in a derisive stare. The lid of the left one fluttered. It was but too plain that Albert was not convinced.

A little black cat with white shirt-front, babbled George perseveringly. Shes usually either here or there, or — or somewhere. Kitty, Kitty, Kitty!

The cupids bow of Alberts mouth parted. He uttered one word.

Swank!

There was a tense silence. What Albert was thinking one cannot say. The thoughts of Youth are long, long thoughts. What George was thinking was that the late King Herod had been unjustly blamed for a policy which had been both statesmanlike and in the interests of the public. He was blaming the mawkish sentimentality of the modern legal system which ranks the evisceration and secret burial of small boys as a crime.

What do you mean?

You know what I mean.

Ive a good mind to—

Albert waved a deprecating hand.

Its all right, mister. Im yer friend.

You are, are you? Well, dont let it about. Ive got a reputation to keep up.

Im yer friend, I tell you. I can help yer. I want to help yer!

Georges views on infanticide underwent a slight modification. After all, he felt, much must be excused to Youth. Youth thinks it funny to see a man kissing a letter. It is not funny, of course; it is beautiful; but its no good arguing the point. Let Youth have its snigger, provided, after it has finished sniggering, it intends to buckle to and be of practical assistance. Albert, as an ally, was not to be despised. George did not know what Alberts duties as a page-boy were, but they seemed to be of a nature that gave him plenty of leisure and freedom; and a friendly resident of the castle with leisure and freedom was just what he needed.

Thats very good of you, he said, twisting his reluctant features into a fairly benevolent smile.

I can elp! persisted Albert. Got a cigaroot?

Do you smoke, child?

When I get old of a cigaroot I do.

Im sorry I cant oblige you. I dont smoke cigarettes.

Then Ill ave to ave one of my own, said Albert moodily.

He reached into the mysteries of his pocket and produced a piece of string, a knife, the wishbone of a fowl, two marbles, a crushed cigarette, and a match. Replacing the string, the knife, the wishbone and the marbles, he ignited the match against the tightest part of his person and lit the cigarette.

I can help yer. I know the ropes.

And smoke them, said George, wincing.

Pardon?

Nothing.

Albert took an enjoyable whiff.

I know all about yer.

You do?

You and Lidy Mord.

Oh, you do, do you?

I was listening at the key-ole while the row was goin on.

There was a row, was there?

A faint smile of retrospective enjoyment lit up Alberts face. An orful row! Shoutin and yellin and cussin all over the shop. About you and Lidy Maud.

And you drank it in, eh?

Pardon?

I say, you listened?

Not arf I listened. Seeing Id just drawn you in the sweepstike, of course, I listened — not arf!

George did not follow him here.

The sweepstike? Whats a sweepstike?

Why, a thing you puts names in ats and draw em and the one that gets the winning name wins the money.

Oh, you mean a sweepstake!

Thats wot I said — a sweepstike.

George was still puzzled.

But I dont understand. How do you mean you drew me in a sweepstike — I mean a sweepstake? What sweepstake?

Down in the servants all. Keggs, the butler, started it. I eard im say he always ad one every place e was in as a butler — leastways, whenever there was any dorters of the ouse. Theres always a chance, when theres a ouse-party, of one of the dorters of the ouse gettin married to one of the gents in the party, so Keggs e puts all of the gents names in an at, and you pay five shillings for a chance, and the one that draws the winning name gets the money. And if the dorter of the ouse dont get married that time, the moneys put away and added to the pool for the next ouse-party.

George gasped. This revelation of life below stairs in the stately homes of England took his breath away. Then astonishment gave way to indignation.

Do you mean to tell me that you — you worms — made Lady Maud the — the prize of a sweepstake!

Albert was hurt.

Whore yer calling worms?

George perceived the need of diplomacy. After all much depended on this childs goodwill.

I was referring to the butler — whats his name — Keggs.

E aint a worm. Es a serpint. Albert drew at his cigarette. His brow darkened. E does the drawing, Keggs does, and Id like to know ow it is e always manages to cop the favrit!

Albert chuckled.

But this time I done him proper. E didnt want me in the thing at all. Said I was too young. Tried to do the drawin without me. Clip that boy one side of the ead! e says, and turn im out! e says. I says, Yus, you will! I says. And wot price me goin to is lordship and blowing the gaff? I says. E says, Oh, orl right! e says. Ave it yer own way! e says.

Wheres yer five shillings? e says. Ere yer are! I says. Oh, very well, e says. But youll ave to draw last, e says, bein the youngest. Well, they started drawing the names, and of course Keggs as to draw Mr. Byng.

Oh, he drew Mr. Byng, did he?

Yus. And everyone knew Reggie was the favrit. Smiled all over his fat face, the old serpint did! And when it come to my turn, e says to me, Sorry, Elbert! e says, but there aint no more names. Theyve give out! Oh, they ave, ave they? I says, Well, wots the matter with giving a fellow a sporting chance? I says. Ow do you mean? e says. Why, write me out a ticket marked Mr. X., I says. Then, if er lidyship marries anyone not in the ouse-party, I cop! Orl right, e says, but you know the conditions of this ere sweep. Nothin dont count only wot tikes plice during the two weeks of the ouse-party, e says. Orl right, I says. Write me ticket. Its a fair sportin venture. So e writes me out me ticket, with Mr. X. on it, and I says to them all, I says, Id like to ave witnesses, I says, to this ere thing. Do all you gents agree that if anyone not in the ouse-party and oos name aint on one of the other tickets marries er lidyship, I get the pool? I says. They all says thats right, and then I says to em all straight out, I says, I appen to know, I says, that er lidyship is in love with a gent thats not in the party at all. An American gent, I says. They wouldnt believe it at first, but, when Keggs ad put two and two together, and thought of one or two things that ad appened, e turned as white as a sheet and said it was a swindle and wanted the drawin done over again, but the others says No, they says, its quite fair, they says, and one of em offered me ten bob slap out for my ticket. But I stuck to it, I did. And that, concluded Albert throwing the cigarette into the fire-place just in time to prevent a scorched finger, thats why Im going to elp yer!

There is probably no attitude of mind harder for the average man to maintain than that of aloof disapproval. George was an average man, and during the degrading recital just concluded he had found himself slipping. At first he had been revolted, then, in spite of himself, amused, and now, when all the facts were before him, he could induce his mind to think of nothing else than his good fortune in securing as an ally one who appeared to combine a precocious intelligence with a helpful lack of scruple. War is war, and love is love, and in each the practical man inclines to demand from his fellow-workers the punch rather than a lofty soul. A page boy replete with the finer feelings would have been useless in this crisis. Albert, who seemed, on the evidence of a short but sufficient acquaintance, to be a lad who would not recognize the finer feelings if they were handed to him on a plate with watercress round them, promised to be invaluable. Something in his manner told George that the child was bursting with schemes for his benefit.

Have some more cake, Albert, he said ingratiatingly.

The boy shook his head.

Do, urged George. Just a little slice.

There aint no little slice, replied Albert with regret. Ive ate it all. He sighed and resumed. I gotta scheme!

Fine! What is it?

Albert knitted his brows.

Its like this. You want to see er lidyship, but you cant come to the castle, and she cant come to you — not with er fat brother dogging of er footsteps. Thats it, aint it? Or am I a liar?

George hastened to reassure him.

That is exactly it. Whats the answer?

Ill tell yer wot you can do. Theres the big ball tonight cos of its bein Is Nibs comin-of-age tomorrow. All the countyll be ere.

You think I could slip in and be taken for a guest?

Albert snorted contempt.

No, I dont think nothin of the kind, not bein a fat-head. George apologized. But wot you could dos this. I eard Keggs torkin to the ouse-keeper about avin to get in a lot of tempy waiters to elp out for the night—

George reached forward and patted Albert on the head.

Dont mess my air, now, warned that youth coldly.

Albert, youre one of the great thinkers of the age. I could get into the castle as a waiter, and you could tell Lady Maud I was there, and we could arrange a meeting. Machiavelli couldnt have thought of anything smoother.

Mac Who?

One of your ancestors. Great schemer in his day. But, one moment.

Now what?

How am I to get engaged? How do I get the job?

Thats orl right. Ill tell the ousekeeper youre my cousin — been a waiter in America at the best restaurongs— ome for a oliday, butll come in for one night to oblige. Theyll pay yer a quid.

Ill hand it over to you.

Just, said Albert approvingly, wot I was goin to suggest myself.

Then Ill leave all the arrangements to you.

Youd better, if you dont want to mike a mess of everything. All youve got to do is to come to the servants entrance at eight sharp tonight and say youre my cousin.

Thats an awful thing to ask anyone to say.

Pardon?

Nothing! said George.


CHAPTER 12.
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THE GREAT BALL in honour of Lord Belphers coming-of-age was at its height. The reporter of the Belpher Intelligencer and Farmers Guide, who was present in his official capacity, and had been allowed by butler Keggs to take a peep at the scene through a side-door, justly observed in his account of the proceedings next day that the tout ensemble was fairylike, and described the company as a galaxy of fair women and brave men. The floor was crowded with all that was best and noblest in the county; so that a half-brick, hurled at any given moment, must infallibly have spilt blue blood. Peers stepped on the toes of knights; honorables bumped into the spines of baronets. Probably the only titled person in the whole of the surrounding country who was not playing his part in the glittering scene was Lord Marshmoreton; who, on discovering that his private study had been converted into a cloakroom, had retired to bed with a pipe and a copy of Roses Red and Roses White, by Emily Ann Mackintosh (Popgood, Crooly & Co.), which he was to discover — after he was between the sheets, and it was too late to repair the error — was not, as he had supposed, a treatise on his favourite hobby, but a novel of stearine sentimentality dealing with the adventures of a pure young English girl and an artist named Claude.

George, from the shaded seclusion of a gallery, looked down upon the brilliant throng with impatience. It seemed to him that he had been doing this all his life. The novelty of the experience had long since ceased to divert him. It was all just like the second act of an old-fashioned musical comedy (Act Two: The Ballroom, Grantchester Towers: One Week Later) — a resemblance which was heightened for him by the fact that the band had more than once played dead and buried melodies of his own composition, of which he had wearied a full eighteen months back.

A complete absence of obstacles had attended his intrusion into the castle. A brief interview with a motherly old lady, whom even Albert seemed to treat with respect, and who, it appeared was Mrs. Digby, the house-keeper; followed by an even briefer encounter with Keggs (fussy and irritable with responsibility, and, even while talking to George carrying on two other conversations on topics of the moment), and he was past the censors and free for one night only to add his presence to the chosen inside the walls of Belpher. His duties were to stand in this gallery, and with the assistance of one of the maids to minister to the comfort of such of the dancers as should use it as a sitting-out place. None had so far made their appearance, the superior attractions of the main floor having exercised a great appeal; and for the past hour George had been alone with the maid and his thoughts. The maid, having asked George if he knew her cousin Frank, who had been in America nearly a year, and having received a reply in the negative, seemed to be disappointed in him, and to lose interest, and had not spoken for twenty minutes.

George scanned the approaches to the balcony for a sight of Albert as the shipwrecked mariner scans the horizon for the passing sail. It was inevitable, he supposed, this waiting. It would be difficult for Maud to slip away even for a moment on such a night.

I say, laddie, would you mind getting me a lemonade?

George was gazing over the balcony when the voice spoke behind him, and the muscles of his back stiffened as he recognized its genial note. This was one of the things he had prepared himself for, but, now that it had happened, he felt a wave of stage-fright such as he had only once experienced before in his life — on the occasion when he had been young enough and inexperienced enough to take a curtain-call on a first night. Reggie Byng was friendly, and would not wilfully betray him; but Reggie was also a babbler, who could not be trusted to keep things to himself. It was necessary, he perceived, to take a strong line from the start, and convince Reggie that any likeness which the latter might suppose that he detected between his companion of that afternoon and the waiter of tonight existed only in his heated imagination.

As George turned, Reggies pleasant face, pink with healthful exercise and Lord Marshmoretons finest Bollinger, lost most of its colour. His eyes and mouth opened wider. The fact is Reggie was shaken. All through the earlier part of the evening he had been sedulously priming himself with stimulants with a view to amassing enough nerve to propose to Alice Faraday: and, now that he had drawn her away from the throng to this secluded nook and was about to put his fortune to the test, a horrible fear swept over him that he had overdone it. He was having optical illusions.

Good God!

Reggie loosened his collar, and pulled himself together.

Would you mind taking a glass of lemonade to the lady in blue sitting on the settee over there by the statue, he said carefully.

He brightened up a little.

Pretty good that! Not absolutely a test sentence, perhaps, like Truly rural or The intricacies of the British Constitution. But nevertheless no mean feat.

I say! he continued, after a pause.

Sir?

You havent ever seen me before by any chance, if you know what I mean, have you?

No, sir.

You havent a brother, or anything of that shape or order, have you, no?

No, sir. I have often wished I had. I ought to have spoken to father about it. Father could never deny me anything.

Reggie blinked. His misgiving returned. Either his ears, like his eyes, were playing him tricks, or else this waiter-chappie was talking pure drivel.

Whats that?

Sir?

What did you say?

I said, No, sir, I have no brother.

Didnt you say something else?

No, sir.

What?

No, sir.

Reggies worst suspicions were confirmed.

Good God! he muttered. Then I am!

Miss Faraday, when he joined her on the settee, wanted an explanation.

What were you talking to that man about, Mr. Byng? You seemed to be having a very interesting conversation.

I was asking him if he had a brother.

Miss Faraday glanced quickly at him. She had had a feeling for some time during the evening that his manner had been strange.

A brother? What made you ask him that?

He — I mean — that is to say — what I mean is, he looked the sort of chap who might have a brother. Lots of those fellows have!

Alice Faradays face took on a motherly look. She was fonder of Reggie than that love-sick youth supposed, and by sheer accident he had stumbled on the right road to her consideration. Alice Faraday was one of those girls whose dream it is to be a ministering angel to some chosen man, to be a good influence to him and raise him to an appreciation of nobler things. Hitherto, Reggies personality had seemed to her agreeable, but negative. A positive vice like over-indulgence in alcohol altered him completely. It gave him a significance.

I told him to get you a lemonade, said Reggie. He seems to be taking his time about it. Hi!

George approached deferentially.

Sir?

Wheres that lemonade?

Lemonade, sir?

Didnt I ask you to bring this lady a glass of lemonade?

I did not understand you to do so, sir.

But, Great Scott! What were we chatting about, then?

You were telling me a diverting story about an Irishman who landed in New York looking for work, sir. You would like a glass of lemonade, sir? Very good, sir.

Alice placed a hand gently on Reggies arm.

Dont you think you had better lie down for a little and rest, Mr. Byng? Im sure it would do you good.

The solicitous note in her voice made Reggie quiver like a jelly. He had never known her speak like that before. For a moment he was inclined to lay bare his soul; but his nerve was broken. He did not want her to mistake the outpouring of a strong mans heart for the irresponsible ravings of a too hearty diner. It was one of Lifes ironies. Here he was for the first time all keyed up to go right ahead, and he couldnt do it.

Its the heat of the room, said Alice. Shall we go and sit outside on the terrace? Never mind about the lemonade. Im not really thirsty.

Reggie followed her like a lamb. The prospect of the cool night air was grateful.

That, murmured George, as he watched them depart, ought to hold you for a while!

He perceived Albert hastening towards him.


CHAPTER 13.
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ALBERT WAS IN a hurry. He skimmed over the carpet like a water-beetle.

Quick! he said.

He cast a glance at the maid, Georges co-worker. She was reading a novelette with her back turned.

Tell er youll be back in five minutes, said Albert, jerking a thumb.

Unnecessary. She wont notice my absence. Ever since she discovered that I had never met her cousin Frank in America, I have meant nothing in her life.

Then come on.

Where?

Ill show you.

That it was not the nearest and most direct route which they took to the trysting-place George became aware after he had followed his young guide through doors and up stairs and down stairs and had at last come to a halt in a room to which the sound of the music penetrated but faintly. He recognized the room. He had been in it before. It was the same room where he and Billie Dore had listened to Keggs telling the story of Lord Leonard and his leap. That window there, he remembered now, opened on to the very balcony from which the historic Leonard had done his spectacular dive. That it should be the scene of this other secret meeting struck George as appropriate. The coincidence appealed to him.

Albert vanished. George took a deep breath. Now that the moment had arrived for which he had waited so long he was aware of a return of that feeling of stage-fright which had come upon him when he heard Reggie Byngs voice. This sort of thing, it must be remembered, was not in Georges usual line. His had been a quiet and uneventful life, and the only exciting thing which, in his recollection, had ever happened to him previous to the dramatic entry of Lady Maud into his taxi-cab that day in Piccadilly, had occurred at college nearly ten years before, when a festive room-mate — no doubt with the best motives — had placed a Mexican horned toad in his bed on the night of the Yale football game.

A light footstep sounded outside, and the room whirled round George in a manner which, if it had happened to Reggie Byng, would have caused that injudicious drinker to abandon the habits of a lifetime. When the furniture had returned to its place and the rug had ceased to spin, Maud was standing before him.

Nothing is harder to remember than a once-seen face. It had caused George a good deal of distress and inconvenience that, try as he might, he could not conjure up anything more than a vague vision of what the only girl in the world really looked like. He had carried away with him from their meeting in the cab only a confused recollection of eyes that shone and a mouth that curved in a smile; and the brief moment in which he was able to refresh his memory, when he found her in the lane with Reggie Byng and the broken-down car, had not been enough to add definiteness. The consequence was that Maud came upon him now with the stunning effect of beauty seen for the first time. He gasped. In that dazzling ball-dress, with the flush of dancing on her cheeks and the light of dancing in her eyes, she was so much more wonderful than any picture of her which memory had been able to produce for his inspection that it was as if he had never seen her before.

Even her brother, Percy, a stern critic where his nearest and dearest were concerned, had admitted on meeting her in the drawing-room before dinner that that particular dress suited Maud. It was a shimmering dream-thing of rose-leaves and moon-beams. That, at least, was how it struck George; a dressmaker would have found a longer and less romantic description for it. But that does not matter. Whoever wishes for a cold and technical catalogue of the stuffs which went to make up the picture that deprived George of speech may consult the files of the Belpher Intelligencer and Farmers Guide, and read the report of the editors wife, who does the dresses for the Intelligencer under the pen-name of Birdie Bright-Eye. As far as George was concerned, the thing was made of rose-leaves and moon-beams.

George, as I say, was deprived of speech. That any girl could possibly look so beautiful was enough to paralyse his faculties; but that this ethereal being straight from Fairyland could have stooped to love him — him — an earthy brute who wore sock-suspenders and drank coffee for breakfast . . . that was what robbed George of the power to articulate. He could do nothing but look at her.

From the Hills of Fairyland soft music came. Or, if we must be exact, Maud spoke.

I couldnt get away before! Then she stopped short and darted to the door listening. Was that somebody coming? I had to cut a dance with Mr. Plummer to get here, and Im so afraid he may. . .

He had. A moment later it was only too evident that this was precisely what Mr. Plummer had done. There was a footstep on the stairs, a heavy footstep this time, and from outside the voice of the pursuer made itself heard.

Oh, there you are, Lady Maud! I was looking for you. This is our dance.

George did not know who Mr. Plummer was. He did not want to know. His only thought regarding Mr. Plummer was a passionate realization of the superfluity of his existence. It is the presence on the globe of these Plummers that delays the coming of the Millennium.

His stunned mind leaped into sudden activity. He must not be found here, that was certain. Waiters who ramble at large about a feudal castle and are discovered in conversation with the daughter of the house excite comment. And, conversely, daughters of the house who talk in secluded rooms with waiters also find explanations necessary. He must withdraw. He must withdraw quickly. And, as a gesture from Maud indicated, the withdrawal must be effected through the french window opening on the balcony. Estimating the distance that separated him from the approaching Plummer at three stairs — the voice had come from below — and a landing, the space of time allotted to him by a hustling Fate for disappearing was some four seconds. Inside two and half, the french window had opened and closed, and George was out under the stars, with the cool winds of the night playing on his heated forehead.

He had now time for meditation. There are few situations which provide more scope for meditation than that of the man penned up on a small balcony a considerable distance from the ground, with his only avenue of retreat cut off behind him. So George meditated. First, he mused on Plummer. He thought some hard thoughts about Plummer. Then he brooded on the unkindness of a fortune which had granted him the opportunity of this meeting with Maud, only to snatch it away almost before it had begun. He wondered how long the late Lord Leonard had been permitted to talk on that occasion before he, too, had had to retire through these same windows. There was no doubt about one thing. Lovers who chose that room for their interviews seemed to have very little luck.

It had not occurred to George at first that there could be any further disadvantage attached to his position other than the obvious drawbacks which had already come to his notice. He was now to perceive that he had been mistaken. A voice was speaking in the room he had left, a plainly audible voice, deep and throaty; and within a minute George had become aware that he was to suffer the additional discomfort of being obliged to listen to a fellow man — one could call Plummer that by stretching the facts a little — proposing marriage. The gruesomeness of the situation became intensified. Of all moments when a man — and justice compelled George to admit that Plummer was technically human — of all moments when a man may by all the laws of decency demand to be alone without an audience of his own sex, the chiefest is the moment when he is asking a girl to marry him. Georges was a sensitive nature, and he writhed at the thought of playing the eavesdropper at such a time.

He looked frantically about him for a means of escape. Plummer had now reached the stage of saying at great length that he was not worthy of Maud. He said it over and over, again in different ways. George was in hearty agreement with him, but he did not want to hear it. He wanted to get away. But how? Lord Leonard on a similar occasion had leaped. Some might argue therefore on the principle that what man has done, man can do, that George should have imitated him. But men differ. There was a man attached to a circus who used to dive off the roof of Madison Square Garden on to a sloping board, strike it with his chest, turn a couple of somersaults, reach the ground, bow six times and go off to lunch. That sort of thing is a gift. Some of us have it, some have not. George had not. Painful as it was to hear Plummer floundering through his proposal of marriage, instinct told him that it would be far more painful to hurl himself out into mid-air on the sporting chance of having his downward progress arrested by the branches of the big tree that had upheld Lord Leonard. No, there seemed nothing for it but to remain where he was.

Inside the room Plummer was now saying how much the marriage would please his mother.

Psst!

George looked about him. It seemed to him that he had heard a voice. He listened. No. Except for the barking of a distant dog, the faint wailing of a waltz, the rustle of a roosting bird, and the sound of Plummer saying that if her refusal was due to anything she might have heard about that breach-of-promise case of his a couple of years ago he would like to state that he was more sinned against than sinning and that the girl had absolutely misunderstood him, all was still.

Psst! Hey, mister!

It was a voice. It came from above. Was it an angels voice? Not altogether. It was Alberts. The boy was leaning out of a window some six feet higher up the castle wall. George, his eyes by now grown used to the darkness, perceived that the stripling gesticulated as one having some message to impart. Then, glancing to one side, he saw what looked like some kind of a rope swayed against the wall. He reached for it. The thing was not a rope: it was a knotted sheet.

From above came Alberts hoarse whisper.

Look alive!

This was precisely what George wanted to do for at least another fifty years or so; and it seemed to him as he stood there in the starlight, gingerly fingering this flimsy linen thing, that if he were to suspend his hundred and eighty pounds of bone and sinew at the end of it over the black gulf outside the balcony he would look alive for about five seconds, and after that goodness only knew how he would look. He knew all about knotted sheets. He had read a hundred stories in which heroes, heroines, low comedy friends and even villains did all sorts of reckless things with their assistance. There was not much comfort to be derived from that. It was one thing to read about people doing silly things like that, quite another to do them yourself. He gave Alberts sheet a tentative shake. In all his experience he thought he had never come across anything so supremely unstable. (One calls it Alberts sheet for the sake of convenience. It was really Reggie Byngs sheet. And when Reggie got to his room in the small hours of the morning and found the thing a mass of knots he jumped to the conclusion — being a simple-hearted young man — that his bosom friend Jack Ferris, who had come up from London to see Lord Belpher through the trying experience of a coming-of-age party, had done it as a practical joke, and went and poured a jug of water over Jacks bed. That is Life. Just one long succession of misunderstandings and rash acts and what not. Absolutely!)

Albert was becoming impatient. He was in the position of a great general who thinks out some wonderful piece of strategy and cant get his army to carry it out. Many boys, seeing Plummer enter the room below and listening at the keyhole and realizing that George must have hidden somewhere and deducing that he must be out on the balcony, would have been baffled as to how to proceed. Not so Albert. To dash up to Reggie Byngs room and strip his sheet off the bed and tie it to the bed-post and fashion a series of knots in it and lower it out of the window took Albert about three minutes. His part in the business had been performed without a hitch. And now George, who had nothing in the world to do but the childish task of climbing up the sheet, was jeopardizing the success of the whole scheme by delay. Albert gave the sheet an irritable jerk.

It was the worst thing he could have done. George had almost made up his mind to take a chance when the sheet was snatched from his grasp as if it had been some live thing deliberately eluding his clutch. The thought of what would have happened had this occurred when he was in mid-air caused him to break out in a cold perspiration. He retired a pace and perched himself on the rail of the balcony.

Psst! said Albert.

Its no good saying, Psst! rejoined George in an annoyed undertone. I could say Psst! Any fool could say Psst!

Albert, he considered, in leaning out of the window and saying Psst! was merely touching the fringe of the subject.

It is probable that he would have remained seated on the balcony rail regarding the sheet with cold aversion, indefinitely, had not his hand been forced by the man Plummer. Plummer, during these last minutes, had shot his bolt. He had said everything that a man could say, much of it twice over; and now he was through. All was ended. The verdict was in. No wedding-bells for Plummer.

I think, said Plummer gloomily, and the words smote on Georges ear like a knell, I think Id like a little air.

George leaped from his rail like a hunted grasshopper. If Plummer was looking for air, it meant that he was going to come out on the balcony. There was only one thing to be done. It probably meant the abrupt conclusion of a promising career, but he could hesitate no longer.

George grasped the sheet — it felt like a rope of cobwebs — and swung himself out.

Maud looked out on to the balcony. Her heart, which had stood still when the rejected one opened the window and stepped forth to commune with the soothing stars, beat again. There was no one there, only emptiness and Plummer.

This, said Plummer sombrely, gazing over the rail into the darkness, is the place where that fellow whats-his-name jumped off in the reign of thingummy, isnt it?

Maud understood now, and a thrill of the purest admiration for Georges heroism swept over her. So rather than compromise her, he had done Leonards leap! How splendid of him! If George, now sitting on Reggie Byngs bed taking a rueful census of the bits of skin remaining on his hands and knees after his climb, could have read her thoughts, he would have felt well rewarded for his abrasions.

Ive a jolly good mind, said Plummer, to do it myself! He uttered a short, mirthless laugh. Well, anyway, he said recklessly, Ill jolly well go downstairs and have a brandy-and-soda!

Albert finished untying the sheet from the bedpost, and stuffed it under the pillow.

And now, said Albert, for a quiet smoke in the scullery.

These massive minds require their moments of relaxation.


CHAPTER 14.
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GEORGES IDEA WAS to get home. Quick. There was no possible chance of a second meeting with Maud that night. They had met and had been whirled asunder. No use to struggle with Fate. Best to give in and hope that another time Fate would be kinder. What George wanted now was to be away from all the gay glitter and the fairylike tout ensemble and the galaxy of fair women and brave men, safe in his own easy-chair, where nothing could happen to him. A nice sense of duty would no doubt have taken him back to his post in order fully to earn the sovereign which had been paid to him for his services as temporary waiter; but the voice of Duty called to him in vain. If the British aristocracy desired refreshments let them get them for themselves — and like it! He was through.

But if George had for the time being done with the British aristocracy, the British aristocracy had not done with him. Hardly had he reached the hall when he encountered the one member of the order whom he would most gladly have avoided.

Lord Belpher was not in genial mood. Late hours always made his head ache, and he was not a dancing man; so that he was by now fully as weary of the fairylike tout ensemble as was George. But, being the centre and cause of the nights proceedings, he was compelled to be present to the finish. He was in the position of captains who must be last to leave their ships, and of boys who stand on burning decks whence all but they had fled. He had spent several hours shaking hands with total strangers and receiving with a frozen smile their felicitations on the attainment of his majority, and he could not have been called upon to meet a larger horde of relations than had surged round him that night if he had been a rabbit. The Belpher connection was wide, straggling over most of England; and first cousins, second cousins and even third and fourth cousins had debouched from practically every county on the map and marched upon the home of their ancestors. The effort of having to be civil to all of these had told upon Percy. Like the heroine of his sister Mauds favourite poem he was aweary, aweary, and he wanted a drink. He regarded Georges appearance as exceedingly opportune.

Get me a small bottle of champagne, and bring it to the library.

Yes, sir.

The two words sound innocent enough, but, wishing as he did to efface himself and avoid publicity, they were the most unfortunate which George could have chosen. If he had merely bowed acquiescence and departed, it is probable that Lord Belpher would not have taken a second look at him. Percy was in no condition to subject everyone he met to a minute scrutiny. But, when you have been addressed for an entire lifetime as your lordship, it startles you when a waiter calls you Sir. Lord Belpher gave George a glance in which reproof and pain were nicely mingled emotions quickly supplanted by amazement. A gurgle escaped him.

Stop! he cried as George turned away.

Percy was rattled. The crisis found him in two minds. On the one hand, he would have been prepared to take oath that this man before him was the man who had knocked off his hat in Piccadilly. The likeness had struck him like a blow the moment he had taken a good look at the fellow. On the other hand, there is nothing which is more likely to lead one astray than a resemblance. He had never forgotten the horror and humiliation of the occasion, which had happened in his fourteenth year, when a motherly woman at Paddington Station had called him dearie and publicly embraced him, on the erroneous supposition that he was her nephew, Philip. He must proceed cautiously. A brawl with an innocent waiter, coming on the heels of that infernal episode with the policeman, would give people the impression that assailing the lower orders had become a hobby of his.

Sir? said George politely.

His brazen front shook Lord Belphers confidence.

I havent seen you before here, have I? was all he could find to say.

No, sir, replied George smoothly. I am only temporarily attached to the castle staff.

Where do you come from?

America, sir.

Lord Belpher started. America!

Yes, sir. I am in England on a vacation. My cousin, Albert, is page boy at the castle, and he told me there were a few vacancies for extra help tonight, so I applied and was given the job.

Lord Belpher frowned perplexedly. It all sounded entirely plausible. And, what was satisfactory, the statement could be checked by application to Keggs, the butler. And yet there was a lingering doubt. However, there seemed nothing to be gained by continuing the conversation.

I see, he said at last. Well, bring that champagne to the library as quick as you can.

Very good, sir.

Lord Belpher remained where he stood, brooding. Reason told him he ought to be satisfied, but he was not satisfied. It would have been different had he not known that this fellow with whom Maud had become entangled was in the neighbourhood. And if that scoundrel had had the audacity to come and take a cottage at the castle gates, why not the audacity to invade the castle itself?

The appearance of one of the footmen, on his way through the hall with a tray, gave him the opportunity for further investigation.

Send Keggs to me!

Very good, your lordship.

An interval and the butler arrived. Unlike Lord Belpher late hours were no hardship to Keggs. He was essentially a night-blooming flower. His brow was as free from wrinkles as his shirt-front. He bore himself with the conscious dignity of one who, while he would have freely admitted he did not actually own the castle, was nevertheless aware that he was one of its most conspicuous ornaments.

You wished to see me, your lordship?

Yes. Keggs, there are a number of outside men helping here tonight, arent there?

Indubitably, your lordship. The unprecedented scale of the entertainment necessitated the engagement of a certain number of supernumeraries, replied Keggs with an easy fluency which Reggie Byng, now cooling his head on the lower terrace, would have bitterly envied. In the circumstances, such an arrangement was inevitable.

You engaged all these men yourself?

In a manner of speaking, your lordship, and for all practical purposes, yes. Mrs. Digby, the ouse-keeper conducted the actual negotiations in many cases, but the arrangement was in no instance considered complete until I had passed each applicant.

Do you know anything of an American who says he is the cousin of the page-boy?

The boy Albert did introduce a nominee whom he stated to be is cousin ome from New York on a visit and anxious to oblige. I trust he as given no dissatisfaction, your lordship? He seemed a respectable young man.

No, no, not at all. I merely wished to know if you knew him. One cant be too careful.

No, indeed, your lordship.

Thats all, then.

Thank you, your lordship.

Lord Belpher was satisfied. He was also relieved. He felt that prudence and a steady head had kept him from making himself ridiculous. When George presently returned with the life-saving fluid, he thanked him and turned his thoughts to other things.

But, if the young master was satisfied, Keggs was not. Upon Keggs a bright light had shone. There were few men, he flattered himself, who could more readily put two and two together and bring the sum to a correct answer. Keggs knew of the strange American gentleman who had taken up his abode at the cottage down by Platts farm. His looks, his habits, and his motives for coming there had formed food for discussion throughout one meal in the servants hall; a stranger whose abstention from brush and palette showed him to be no artist being an object of interest. And while the solution put forward by a romantic ladys-maid, a great reader of novelettes, that the young man had come there to cure himself of some unhappy passion by communing with nature, had been scoffed at by the company, Keggs had not been so sure that there might not be something in it. Later events had deepened his suspicion, which now, after this interview with Lord Belpher, had become certainty.

The extreme fishiness of Alberts sudden production of a cousin from America was so manifest that only his preoccupation at the moment when he met the young man could have prevented him seeing it before. His knowledge of Albert told him that, if one so versed as that youth in the art of Swank had really possessed a cousin in America, he would long ago have been boring the servants hall with fictions about the mans wealth and importance. For Albert not to lie about a thing, practically proved that thing non-existent. Such was the simple creed of Keggs.

He accosted a passing fellow-servitor.

Seen young blighted Albert anywhere, Freddy?

It was in this shameful manner that that mastermind was habitually referred to below stairs.

Seen im going into the scullery not arf a minute ago, replied Freddy.

Thanks.

So long, said Freddy.

Be good! returned Keggs, whose mode of speech among those of his own world differed substantially from that which he considered it became him to employ when conversing with the titled.

The fall of great men is but too often due to the failure of their miserable bodies to give the necessary support to their great brains. There are some, for example, who say that Napoleon would have won the battle of Waterloo if he had not had dyspepsia. Not otherwise was it with Albert on that present occasion. The arrival of Keggs found him at a disadvantage. He had been imprudent enough, on leaving George, to endeavour to smoke a cigar, purloined from the box which stood hospitably open on a table in the hall. But for this, who knows with what cunning counter-attacks he might have foiled the butlers onslaught? As it was, the battle was a walk-over for the enemy.

Ive been looking for you, young blighted Albert! said Keggs coldly.

Albert turned a green but defiant face to the foe.

Go and boil yer ead! he advised.

Never mind about my ead. If I was to do my duty to you, Id give you a clip side of your ead, thats what Id do.

And then bury it in the woods, added Albert, wincing as the consequences of his rash act swept through his small form like some nauseous tidal wave. He shut his eyes. It upset him to see Keggs shimmering like that. A shimmering butler is an awful sight.

Keggs laughed a hard laugh. You and your cousins from America!

What about my cousins from America?

Yes, what about them? Thats just what Lord Belpher and me have been asking ourselves.

I dont know wot youre talking about.

You soon will, young blighted Albert! Who sneaked that American fellow into the ouse to meet Lady Maud?

I never!

Think I didnt see through your little game? Why, I knew from the first.

Yes, you did! Then why did you let him into the place?

Keggs snorted triumphantly. There! You admit it! It was that feller!

Too late Albert saw his false move — a move which in a normal state of health, he would have scorned to make. Just as Napoleon, minus a stomach-ache, would have scorned the blunder that sent his Cuirassiers plunging to destruction in the sunken road.

I dont know what youre torkin about, he said weakly.

Well, said Keggs, I havent time to stand ere chatting with you. I must be going back to is lordship, to tell im of the orrid trick you played on him.

A second spasm shook Albert to the core of his being. The double assault was too much for him. Betrayed by the body, the spirit yielded.

You wouldnt do that, Mr. Keggs!

There was a white flag in every syllable.

I would if I did my duty.

But you dont care about that, urged Albert ingratiatingly.

Ill have to think it over, mused Keggs. I dont want to be ard on a young boy. He struggled silently with himself. Ruinin is prospecks!

An inspiration seemed to come to him.

All right, young blighted Albert, he said briskly. Ill go against my better nature this once and chance it. And now, young feller me lad, you just and over that ticket of yours! You know what Im alloodin to! That ticket you ad at the sweep, the one with Mr. X on it.

Alberts indomitable spirit triumphed for a moment over his stricken body.

Thats likely, aint it!

Keggs sighed — the sigh of a good man who has done his best to help a fellow-being and has been baffled by the others perversity.

Just as you please, he said sorrowfully. But I did ope I shouldnt ave to go to is lordship and tell im ow youve deceived him.

Albert capitulated. Ere yer are! A piece of paper changed hands. Its men like you wot lead to arf the crime in the country!

Much obliged, me lad.

Youd walk a mile in the snow, you would, continued Albert pursuing his train of thought, to rob a starving beggar of a hapenny.

Whos robbing anyone? Dont you talk so quick, young man. Im doing the right thing by you. You can ave my ticket, marked Reggie Byng. Its a fair exchange, and no one the worse!

Fat lot of good that is!

Thats as it may be. Anyhow, there it is. Keggs prepared to withdraw. Youre too young to ave all that money, Albert. You wouldnt know what to do with it. It wouldnt make you appy. Theres other things in the world besides winning sweepstakes. And, properly speaking, you ought never to have been allowed to draw at all, being so young.

Albert groaned hollowly. When youve finished torkin, I wish youd kindly have the goodness to leave me alone. Im not meself.

That, said Keggs cordially, is a bit of luck for you, my boy. Accept my eartiest felicitations!

Defeat is the test of the great man. Your true general is not he who rides to triumph on the tide of an easy victory, but the one who, when crushed to earth, can bend himself to the task of planning methods of rising again. Such a one was Albert, the page-boy. Observe Albert in his attic bedroom scarcely more than an hour later. His body has practically ceased to trouble him, and his soaring spirit has come into its own again. With the exception of a now very occasional spasm, his physical anguish has passed, and he is thinking, thinking hard. On the chest of drawers is a grubby envelope, addressed in an ill-formed hand to:

R. Byng, Esq.

On a sheet of paper, soon to be placed in the envelope, are written in the same hand these words:

Do not dispare! Remember! Fante hart never won
fair lady. I shall watch your futur progres with
considurable interest.
Your Well-Wisher.

The last sentence is not original. Alberts Sunday-school teacher said it to Albert on the occasion of his taking up his duties at the castle, and it stuck in his memory. Fortunately, for it expressed exactly what Albert wished to say. From now on Reggie Byngs progress with Lady Maud Marsh was to be the thing nearest to Alberts heart.

And George meanwhile? Little knowing how Fate has changed in a flash an ally into an opponent he is standing at the edge of the shrubbery near the castle gate. The night is very beautiful; the barked spots on his hands and knees are hurting much less now; and he is full of long, sweet thoughts. He has just discovered the extraordinary resemblance, which had not struck him as he was climbing up the knotted sheet, between his own position and that of the hero of Tennysons Maud, a poem to which he has always been particularly addicted — and never more so than during the days since he learned the name of the only possible girl. When he has not been playing golf, Tennysons Maud has been his constant companion.

Queen rose of the rosebud garden of girls
Come hither, the dances are done,
In glass of satin and glimmer of pearls.
Queen lily and rose in one;
Shine out, little head, sunning over with curls
To the flowers, and be their sun.

The music from the ballroom flows out to him through the motionless air. The smell of sweet earth and growing things is everywhere.

Come into the garden, Maud,
For the black bat, night, hath flown,
Come into the garden, Maud,
I am here at the gate alone;
And the woodbine spices are wafted abroad,
And the musk of the rose is blown.

He draws a deep breath, misled young man. The night is very beautiful. It is near to the dawn now and in the bushes live things are beginning to stir and whisper.

Maud!

Surely she can hear him?

Maud!

The silver stars looked down dispassionately. This sort of thing had no novelty for them.


CHAPTER 15.
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LORD BELPHERS TWENTY-FIRST birthday dawned brightly, heralded in by much twittering of sparrows in the ivy outside his bedroom. These Percy did not hear, for he was sound asleep and had had a late night. The first sound that was able to penetrate his heavy slumber and rouse him to a realization that his birthday had arrived was the piercing cry of Reggie Byng on his way to the bath-room across the corridor. It was Reggies disturbing custom to urge himself on to a cold bath with encouraging yells; and the noise of this performance, followed by violent splashing and a series of sharp howls as the sponge played upon the Byng spine, made sleep an impossibility within a radius of many yards. Percy sat up in bed, and cursed Reggie silently. He discovered that he had a headache.

Presently the door flew open, and the vocalist entered in person, clad in a pink bathrobe and very tousled and rosy from the tub.

Many happy returns of the day, Boots, old thing!

Reggie burst rollickingly into song.

Im twenty-one today!
Twenty-one today!
Ive got the key of the door!
Never been twenty-one before!
And father says I can do what I like!
So shout Hip-hip-hooray!
Im a jolly good fellow,
Twenty-one today.

Lord Belpher scowled morosely.

I wish you wouldnt make that infernal noise!

What infernal noise?

That singing!

My God! This man has wounded me! said Reggie.

Ive a headache.

I thought you would have, laddie, when I saw you getting away with the liquid last night. An X-ray photograph of your liver would show something that looked like a crumpled oak-leaf studded with hob-nails. You ought to take more exercise, dear heart. Except for sloshing that policeman, you havent done anything athletic for years.

I wish you wouldnt harp on that affair!

Reggie sat down on the bed.

Between ourselves, old man, he said confidentially, I also — I myself — Reginald Byng, in person — was perhaps a shade polluted during the evening. I give you my honest word that just after dinner I saw three versions of your uncle, the bishop, standing in a row side by side. I tell you, laddie, that for a moment I thought I had strayed into a Bishops Beano at Exeter Hall or the Athenaeum or wherever it is those chappies collect in gangs. Then the three bishops sort of congealed into one bishop, a trifle blurred about the outlines, and I felt relieved. But what convinced me that I had emptied a flagon or so too many was a rather rummy thing that occurred later on. Have you ever happened, during one of these feasts of reason and flows of soul, when you were bubbling over with joie-de-vivre — have you ever happened to see things? What I mean to say is, I had a deuced odd experience last night. I could have sworn that one of the waiter-chappies was that fellow who knocked off your hat in Piccadilly.

Lord Belpher, who had sunk back on to the pillows at Reggies entrance and had been listening to his talk with only intermittent attention, shot up in bed.

What!

Absolutely! My mistake, of course, but there it was. The fellow might have been his double.

But youve never seen the man.

Oh yes, I have. I forgot to tell you. I met him on the links yesterday. Id gone out there alone, rather expecting to have a round with the pro., but, finding this lad there, I suggested that we might go round together. We did eighteen holes, and he licked the boots off me. Very hot stuff he was. And after the game he took me off to his cottage and gave me a drink. He lives at the cottage next door to Platts farm, so, you see, it was the identical chappie. We got extremely matey. Like brothers. Absolutely! So you can understand what a shock it gave me when I found what I took to be the same man serving bracers to the multitude the same evening. One of those nasty jars that cause a fellows head to swim a bit, dont you know, and make him lose confidence in himself.

Lord Belpher did not reply. His brain was whirling. So he had been right after all!

You know, pursued Reggie seriously, I think you are making the bloomer of a lifetime over this hat-swatting chappie. Youve misjudged him. Hes a first-rate sort. Take it from me! Nobody could have got out of the bunker at the fifteenth hole better than he did. If youll take my advice, youll conciliate the feller. A really first-class golfer is what you need in the family. Besides, even leaving out of the question the fact that he can do things with a niblick that I didnt think anybody except the pro. could do, hes a corking good sort. A stout fellow in every respect. I took to the chappie. Hes all right. Grab him, Boots, before he gets away. Thats my tip to you. Youll never regret it! From first to last this lad didnt foozle a single drive, and his approach-putting has to be seen to be believed. Well, got to dress, I suppose. Mustnt waste lifes springtime sitting here talking to you. Toodle-oo, laddie! We shall meet anon!

Lord Belpher leaped from his bed. He was feeling worse than ever now, and a glance into the mirror told him that he looked rather worse than he felt. Late nights and insufficient sleep, added to the need of a shave, always made him look like something that should have been swept up and taken away to the ash-bin. And as for his physical condition, talking to Reggie Byng never tended to make you feel better when you had a headache. Reggies manner was not soothing, and on this particular morning his choice of a topic had been unusually irritating. Lord Belpher told himself that he could not understand Reggie. He had never been able to make his mind quite clear as to the exact relations between the latter and his sister Maud, but he had always been under the impression that, if they were not actually engaged, they were on the verge of becoming so; and it was maddening to have to listen to Reggie advocating the claims of a rival as if he had no personal interest in the affair at all. Percy felt for his complaisant friend something of the annoyance which a householder feels for the watchdog whom he finds fraternizing with the burglar. Why, Reggie, more than anyone else, ought to be foaming with rage at the insolence of this American fellow in coming down to Belpher and planting himself at the castle gates. Instead of which, on his own showing, he appeared to have adopted an attitude towards him which would have excited remark if adopted by David towards Jonathan. He seemed to spend all his spare time frolicking with the man on the golf-links and hobnobbing with him in his house.

Lord Belpher was thoroughly upset. It was impossible to prove it or to do anything about it now, but he was convinced that the fellow had wormed his way into the castle in the guise of a waiter. He had probably met Maud and plotted further meetings with her. This thing was becoming unendurable.

One thing was certain. The family honour was in his hands. Anything that was to be done to keep Maud away from the intruder must be done by himself. Reggie was hopeless: he was capable, as far as Percy could see, of escorting Maud to the fellows door in his own car and leaving her on the threshold with his blessing. As for Lord Marshmoreton, roses and the family history took up so much of his time that he could not be counted on for anything but moral support. He, Percy, must do the active work.

He had just come to this decision, when, approaching the window and gazing down into the grounds, he perceived his sister Maud walking rapidly — and, so it seemed to him, with a furtive air — down the east drive. And it was to the east that Platts farm and the cottage next door to it lay.

At the moment of this discovery, Percy was in a costume ill adapted for the taking of country walks. Reggies remarks about his liver had struck home, and it had been his intention, by way of a corrective to his headache and a general feeling of swollen ill-health, to do a little work before his bath with a pair of Indian clubs. He had arrayed himself for this purpose in an old sweater, a pair of grey flannel trousers, and patent leather evening shoes. It was not the garb he would have chosen himself for a ramble, but time was flying: even to put on a pair of boots is a matter of minutes: and in another moment or two Maud would be out of sight. Percy ran downstairs, snatched up a soft shooting-hat, which proved, too late, to belong to a person with a head two sizes smaller than his own; and raced out into the grounds. He was just in time to see Maud disappearing round the corner of the drive.

Lord Belpher had never belonged to that virile class of the community which considers running a pleasure and a pastime. At Oxford, on those occasions when the members of his college had turned out on raw afternoons to trot along the river-bank encouraging the college eight with yelling and the swinging of police-rattles, Percy had always stayed prudently in his rooms with tea and buttered toast, thereby avoiding who knows what colds and coughs. When he ran, he ran reluctantly and with a definite object in view, such as the catching of a train. He was consequently not in the best of condition, and the sharp sprint which was imperative at this juncture if he was to keep his sister in view left him spent and panting. But he had the reward of reaching the gates of the drive not many seconds after Maud, and of seeing her walking — more slowly now — down the road that led to Platts. This confirmation of his suspicions enabled him momentarily to forget the blister which was forming on the heel of his left foot. He set out after her at a good pace.

The road, after the habit of country roads, wound and twisted. The quarry was frequently out of sight. And Percys anxiety was such that, every time Maud vanished, he broke into a gallop. Another hundred yards, and the blister no longer consented to be ignored. It cried for attention like a little child, and was rapidly insinuating itself into a position in the scheme of things where it threatened to become the centre of the world. By the time the third bend in the road was reached, it seemed to Percy that this blister had become the one great Fact in an unreal nightmare-like universe. He hobbled painfully: and when he stopped suddenly and darted back into the shelter of the hedge his foot seemed aflame. The only reason why the blister on his left heel did not at this juncture attract his entire attention was that he had become aware that there was another of equal proportions forming on his right heel.

Percy had stopped and sought cover in the hedge because, as he rounded the bend in the road, he perceived, before he had time to check his gallop, that Maud had also stopped. She was standing in the middle of the road, looking over her shoulder, not ten yards away. Had she seen him? It was a point that time alone could solve. No! She walked on again. She had not seen him. Lord Belpher, by means of a notable triumph of mind over matter, forgot the blisters and hurried after her.

They had now reached that point in the road where three choices offer themselves to the wayfarer. By going straight on he may win through to the village of Moresby-in-the-Vale, a charming little place with a Norman church; by turning to the left he may visit the equally seductive hamlet of Little Weeting; by turning to the right off the main road and going down a leafy lane he may find himself at the door of Platts farm. When Maud, reaching the cross-roads, suddenly swung down the one to the left, Lord Belpher was for the moment completely baffled. Reason reasserted its way the next minute, telling him that this was but a ruse. Whether or no she had caught sight of him, there was no doubt that Maud intended to shake off any possible pursuit by taking this speciously innocent turning and making a detour. She could have no possible motive in going to Little Weeting. He had never been to Little Weeting in his life, and there was no reason to suppose that Maud had either.

The sign-post informed him — a statement strenuously denied by the twin-blisters — that the distance to Little Weeting was one and a half miles. Lord Belphers view of it was that it was nearer fifty. He dragged himself along wearily. It was simpler now to keep Maud in sight, for the road ran straight: but, there being a catch in everything in this world, the process was also messier. In order to avoid being seen, it was necessary for Percy to leave the road and tramp along in the deep ditch which ran parallel to it. There is nothing half-hearted about these ditches which accompany English country roads. They know they are intended to be ditches, not mere furrows, and they behave as such. The one that sheltered Lord Belpher was so deep that only his head and neck protruded above the level of the road, and so dirty that a bare twenty yards of travel was sufficient to coat him with mud. Rain, once fallen, is reluctant to leave the English ditch. It nestles inside it for weeks, forming a rich, oatmeal-like substance which has to be stirred to be believed. Percy stirred it. He churned it. He ploughed and sloshed through it. The mud stuck to him like a brother.

Nevertheless, being a determined young man, he did not give in. Once he lost a shoe, but a little searching recovered that. On another occasion, a passing dog, seeing things going on in the ditch which in his opinion should not have been going on — he was a high-strung dog, unused to coming upon heads moving along the road without bodies attached — accompanied Percy for over a quarter of a mile, causing him exquisite discomfort by making sudden runs at his face. A well-aimed stone settled this little misunderstanding, and Percy proceeded on his journey alone. He had Maud well in view when, to his surprise, she left the road and turned into the gate of a house which stood not far from the church.

Lord Belpher regained the road, and remained there, a puzzled man. A dreadful thought came to him that he might have had all this trouble and anguish for no reason. This house bore the unmistakable stamp of a vicarage. Maud could have no reason that was not innocent for going there. Had he gone through all this, merely to see his sister paying a visit to a clergyman? Too late it occurred to him that she might quite easily be on visiting terms with the clergy of Little Weeting. He had forgotten that he had been away at Oxford for many weeks, a period of time in which Maud, finding life in the country weigh upon her, might easily have interested herself charitably in the life of this village. He paused irresolutely. He was baffled.

Maud, meanwhile, had rung the bell. Ever since, looking over her shoulder, she had perceived her brother Percy dodging about in the background, her active young mind had been busying itself with schemes for throwing him off the trail. She must see George that morning. She could not wait another day before establishing communication between herself and Geoffrey. But it was not till she reached Little Weeting that there occurred to her any plan that promised success.

A trim maid opened the door.

Is the vicar in?

No, miss. He went out half an hour back.

Maud was as baffled for the moment as her brother Percy, now leaning against the vicarage wall in a state of advanced exhaustion.

Oh, dear! she said.

The maid was sympathetic.

Mr. Ferguson, the curate, miss, hes here, if he would do.

Maud brightened.

He would do splendidly. Will you ask him if I can see him for a moment?

Very well, miss. What name, please?

He wont know my name. Will you please tell him that a lady wishes to see him?

Yes, miss. Wont you step in?

The front door closed behind Maud. She followed the maid into the drawing-room. Presently a young small curate entered. He had a willing, benevolent face. He looked alert and helpful.

You wished to see me?

I am so sorry to trouble you, said Maud, rocking the young man in his tracks with a smile of dazzling brilliancy — (No trouble, I assure you, said the curate dizzily)— but there is a man following me!

The curate clicked his tongue indignantly.

A rough sort of a tramp kind of man. He has been following me for miles, and Im frightened.

Brute!

I think hes outside now. I cant think what he wants. Would you — would you mind being kind enough to go and send him away?

The eyes that had settled Georges fate for all eternity flashed upon the curate, who blinked. He squared his shoulders and drew himself up. He was perfectly willing to die for her.

If you will wait here, he said, I will go and send him about his business. It is disgraceful that the public highways should be rendered unsafe in this manner.

Thank you ever so much, said Maud gratefully. I cant help thinking the poor fellow may be a little crazy. It seems so odd of him to follow me all that way. Walking in the ditch too!

Walking in the ditch!

Yes. He walked most of the way in the ditch at the side of the road. He seemed to prefer it. I cant think why.

Lord Belpher, leaning against the wall and trying to decide whether his right or left foot hurt him the more excruciatingly, became aware that a curate was standing before him, regarding him through a pair of gold-rimmed pince-nez with a disapproving and hostile expression. Lord Belpher returned his gaze. Neither was favourably impressed by the other. Percy thought he had seen nicer-looking curates, and the curate thought he had seen more prepossessing tramps.

Come, come! said the curate. This wont do, my man! A few hours earlier Lord Belpher had been startled when addressed by George as sir. To be called my man took his breath away completely.

The gift of seeing ourselves as others see us is, as the poet indicates, vouchsafed to few men. Lord Belpher, not being one of these fortunates, had not the slightest conception how intensely revolting his personal appearance was at that moment. The red-rimmed eyes, the growth of stubble on the cheeks, and the thick coating of mud which had resulted from his rambles in the ditch combined to render him a horrifying object.

How dare you follow that young lady? Ive a good mind to give you in charge!

Percy was outraged.

Im her brother! He was about to substantiate the statement by giving his name, but stopped himself. He had had enough of letting his name come out on occasions like the present. When the policeman had arrested him in the Haymarket, his first act had been to thunder his identity at the man: and the policeman, without saying in so many words that he disbelieved him, had hinted scepticism by replying that he himself was the king of Brixton. Im her brother! he repeated thickly.

The curates disapproval deepened. In a sense, we are all brothers; but that did not prevent him from considering that this mud-stained derelict had made an impudent and abominable mis-statement of fact. Not unnaturally he came to the conclusion that he had to do with a victim of the Demon Rum.

You ought to be ashamed of yourself, he said severely. Sad piece of human wreckage as you are, you speak like an educated man. Have you no self-respect? Do you never search your heart and shudder at the horrible degradation which you have brought on yourself by sheer weakness of will?

He raised his voice. The subject of Temperance was one very near to the curates heart. The vicar himself had complimented him only yesterday on the good his sermons against the drink evil were doing in the village, and the landlord of the Three Pigeons down the road had on several occasions spoken bitter things about blighters who came taking the living away from honest folks.

It is easy enough to stop if you will but use a little resolution. You say to yourself, Just one wont hurt me! Perhaps not. But can you be content with just one? Ah! No, my man, there is no middle way for such as you. It must be all or nothing. Stop it now — now, while you still retain some semblance of humanity. Soon it will be too late! Kill that craving! Stifle it! Strangle it! Make up your mind now — now, that not another drop of the accursed stuff shall pass your lips... .

The curate paused. He perceived that enthusiasm was leading him away from the main issue. A little perseverance, he concluded rapidly, and you will soon find that cocoa gives you exactly the same pleasure. And now will you please be getting along. You have frightened the young lady, and she cannot continue her walk unless I assure her that you have gone away.

Fatigue, pain and the annoyance of having to listen to this mans well-meant but ill-judged utterances had combined to induce in Percy a condition bordering on hysteria. He stamped his foot, and uttered a howl as the blister warned him with a sharp twinge that this sort of behaviour could not be permitted.

Stop talking! he bellowed. Stop talking like an idiot! Im going to stay here till that girl comes out, if have to wait all day!

The curate regarded Percy thoughtfully. Percy was no Hercules: but then, neither was the curate. And in any case, though no Hercules, Percy was undeniably an ugly-looking brute. Strategy, rather than force, seemed to the curate to be indicated. He paused a while, as one who weighs pros and cons, then spoke briskly, with the air of the man who has decided to yield a point with a good grace.

Dear, dear! he said. That wont do! You say you are this young ladys brother?

Yes, I do!

Then perhaps you had better come with me into the house and we will speak to her.

All right.

Follow me.

Percy followed him. Down the trim gravel walk they passed, and up the neat stone steps. Maud, peeping through the curtains, thought herself the victim of a monstrous betrayal or equally monstrous blunder. But she did not know the Rev. Cyril Ferguson. No general, adroitly leading the enemy on by strategic retreat, ever had a situation more thoroughly in hand. Passing with his companion through the open door, he crossed the hall to another door, discreetly closed.

Wait in here, he said. Lord Belpher moved unsuspectingly forward. A hand pressed sharply against the small of his back. Behind him a door slammed and a key clicked. He was trapped. Groping in Egyptian darkness, his hands met a coat, then a hat, then an umbrella. Then he stumbled over a golf-club and fell against a wall. It was too dark to see anything, but his sense of touch told him all he needed to know. He had been added to the vicars collection of odds and ends in the closet reserved for that purpose.

He groped his way to the door and kicked it. He did not repeat the performance. His feet were in no shape for kicking things.

Percys gallant soul abandoned the struggle. With a feeble oath, he sat down on a box containing croquet implements, and gave himself up to thought.

Youll be quite safe now, the curate was saying in the adjoining room, not without a touch of complacent self-approval such as becomes the victor in a battle of wits. I have locked him in the cupboard. He will be quite happy there. An incorrect statement this. You may now continue your walk in perfect safety.

Thank you ever so much, said Maud. But I do hope he wont be violent when you let him out.

I shall not let him out, replied the curate, who, though brave, was not rash. I shall depute the task to a worthy fellow named Willis, in whom I shall have every confidence. He — he is, in fact, our local blacksmith!

And so it came about that when, after a vigil that seemed to last for a lifetime, Percy heard the key turn in the lock and burst forth seeking whom he might devour, he experienced an almost instant quieting of his excited nervous system. Confronting him was a vast man whose muscles, like those of that other and more celebrated village blacksmith, were plainly as strong as iron bands.

This man eyed Percy with a chilly eye.

Well, he said. Whats troublin you?

Percy gulped. The mans mere appearance was a sedative.

Er — nothing! he replied. Nothing!

There better hadnt be! said the man darkly. Mr. Ferguson give me this to give to you. Take it!

Percy took it. It was a shilling.

And this.

The second gift was a small paper pamphlet. It was entitled Nows the Time! and seemed to be a story of some kind. At any rate, Percys eyes, before they began to swim in a manner that prevented steady reading, caught the words Job Roberts had always been a hard-drinking man, but one day, as he was coming out of the bar-parlour . . . He was about to hurl it from him, when he met the others eye and desisted. Rarely had Lord Belpher encountered a man with a more speaking eye.

And now you get along, said the man. You pop off. And Im going to watch you do it, too. And, if I find you sneakin off to the Three Pigeons . . .

His pause was more eloquent than his speech and nearly as eloquent as his eye. Lord Belpher tucked the tract into his sweater, pocketed the shilling, and left the house. For nearly a mile down the well-remembered highway he was aware of a Presence in his rear, but he continued on his way without a glance behind.

Like one that on a lonely road
Doth walk in fear and dread;
And, having once looked back, walks on
And turns no more his head!
Because he knows a frightful fiend
Doth close behind him tread!

Maud made her way across the fields to the cottage down by Platts. Her heart was as light as the breeze that ruffled the green hedges. Gaily she tripped towards the cottage door. Her hand was just raised to knock, when from within came the sound of a well-known voice.

She had reached her goal, but her father had anticipated her. Lord Marshmoreton had selected the same moment as herself for paying a call upon George Bevan.

Maud tiptoed away, and hurried back to the castle. Never before had she so clearly realized what a handicap an adhesive family can be to a young girl.


CHAPTER 16.
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AT THE MOMENT of Lord Marshmoretons arrival, George was reading a letter from Billie Dore, which had come by that mornings post. It dealt mainly with the vicissitudes experienced by Miss Dores friend, Miss Sinclair, in her relations with the man Spenser Gray. Spenser Gray, it seemed, had been behaving oddly. Ardent towards Miss Sinclair almost to an embarrassing point in the early stages of their acquaintance, he had suddenly cooled; at a recent lunch had behaved with a strange aloofness; and now, at this writing, had vanished altogether, leaving nothing behind him but an abrupt note to the effect that he had been compelled to go abroad and that, much as it was to be regretted, he and she would probably never meet again.

And if, wrote Miss Dore, justifiably annoyed, after saying all those things to the poor kid and telling her she was the only thing in sight, he thinks he can just slide off with a Good-bye! Good luck! and God bless you! hes got another guess coming. And thats not all. He hasnt gone abroad! I saw him in Piccadilly this afternoon. He saw me, too, and what do you think he did? Ducked down a side-street, if you please. He must have run like a rabbit, at that, because, when I got there, he was nowhere to be seen. I tell you, George, theres something funny about all this.

Having been made once or twice before the confidant of the tempestuous romances of Billies friends, which always seemed to go wrong somewhere in the middle and to die a natural death before arriving at any definite point, George was not particularly interested, except in so far as the letter afforded rather comforting evidence that he was not the only person in the world who was having trouble of the kind. He skimmed through the rest of it, and had just finished when there was a sharp rap at the front door.

Come in! called George.

There entered a sturdy little man of middle age whom at first sight George could not place. And yet he had the impression that he had seen him before. Then he recognized him as the gardener to whom he had given the note for Maud that day at the castle. The alteration in the mans costume was what had momentarily baffled George. When they had met in the rose-garden, the other had been arrayed in untidy gardening clothes. Now, presumably in his Sunday suit, it was amusing to observe how almost dapper he had become. Really, you might have passed him in the lane and taken him for some neighbouring squire.

Georges heart raced. Your lover is ever optimistic, and he could conceive of no errand that could have brought this man to his cottage unless he was charged with the delivery of a note from Maud. He spared a moment from his happiness to congratulate himself on having picked such an admirable go-between. Here evidently, was one of those trusty old retainers you read about, faithful, willing, discreet, ready to do anything for the little missy (bless her heart!). Probably he had danced Maud on his knee in her infancy, and with a dog-like affection had watched her at her childish sports. George beamed at the honest fellow, and felt in his pocket to make sure that a suitable tip lay safely therein.

Good morning, he said.

Good morning, replied the man.

A purist might have said he spoke gruffly and without geniality. But that is the beauty of these old retainers. They make a point of deliberately trying to deceive strangers as to the goldenness of their hearts by adopting a forbidding manner. And Good morning! Not Good morning, sir! Sturdy independence, you observe, as befits a free man. George closed the door carefully. He glanced into the kitchen. Mrs. Platt was not there. All was well.

You have brought a note from Lady Maud?

The honest fellows rather dour expression seemed to grow a shade bleaker.

If you are alluding to Lady Maud Marsh, my daughter, he replied frostily, I have not!

For the past few days George had been no stranger to shocks, and had indeed come almost to regard them as part of the normal everyday life; but this latest one had a stumbling effect.

I beg your pardon? he said.

So you ought to, replied the earl.

George swallowed once or twice to relieve a curious dryness of the mouth.

Are you Lord Marshmoreton?

I am.

Good Lord!

You seem surprised.

Its nothing! muttered George. At least, you — I mean to say . . . Its only that theres a curious resemblance between you and one of your gardeners at the castle. I — I daresay you have noticed it yourself.

My hobby is gardening.

Light broke upon George. Then was it really you — ?

It was!

George sat down. This opens up a new line of thought! he said.

Lord Marshmoreton remained standing. He shook his head sternly.

It wont do, Mr. . . . I have never heard your name.

Bevan, replied George, rather relieved at being able to remember it in the midst of his mental turmoil.

It wont do, Mr. Bevan. It must stop. I allude to this absurd entanglement between yourself and my daughter. It must stop at once.

It seemed to George that such an entanglement could hardly be said to have begun, but he did not say so.

Lord Marshmoreton resumed his remarks. Lady Caroline had sent him to the cottage to be stern, and his firm resolve to be stern lent his style of speech something of the measured solemnity and careful phrasing of his occasional orations in the House of Lords.

I have no wish to be unduly hard upon the indiscretions of Youth. Youth is the period of Romance, when the heart rules the head. I myself was once a young man.

Well, youre practically that now, said George.

Eh? cried Lord Marshmoreton, forgetting the thread of his discourse in the shock of pleased surprise.

You dont look a day over forty.

Oh, come, come, my boy! . . . I mean, Mr. Bevan.

You dont honestly.

Im forty-eight.

The Prime of Life.

And you dont think I look it?

You certainly dont.

Well, well, well! By the way, have you tobacco, my boy. I came without my pouch.

Just at your elbow. Pretty good stuff. I bought it in the village.

The same I smoke myself.

Quite a coincidence.

Distinctly.

Match?

Thank you, I have one.

George filled his own pipe. The thing was becoming a love-feast.

What was I saying? said Lord Marshmoreton, blowing a comfortable cloud. Oh, yes. He removed his pipe from his mouth with a touch of embarrassment. Yes, yes, to be sure!

There was an awkward silence.

You must see for yourself, said the earl, how impossible it is.

George shook his head.

I may be slow at grasping a thing, but Im bound to say I cant see that.

Lord Marshmoreton recalled some of the things his sister had told him to say. For one thing, what do we know of you? You are a perfect stranger.

Well, were all getting acquainted pretty quick, dont you think? I met your son in Piccadilly and had a long talk with him, and now you are paying me a neighbourly visit.

This was not intended to be a social call.

But it has become one.

And then, that is one point I wish to make, you know. Ours is an old family, I would like to remind you that there were Marshmoretons in Belpher before the War of the Roses.

There were Bevans in Brooklyn before the B.R.T.

I beg your pardon?

I was only pointing out that I can trace my ancestry a long way. You have to trace things a long way in Brooklyn, if you want to find them.

I have never heard of Brooklyn.

Youve heard of New York?

Certainly.

New Yorks one of the outlying suburbs.

Lord Marshmoreton relit his pipe. He had a feeling that they were wandering from the point.

It is quite impossible.

I cant see it.

Maud is so young.

Your daughter could be nothing else.

Too young to know her own mind, pursued Lord Marshmoreton, resolutely crushing down a flutter of pleasure. There was no doubt that this singularly agreeable man was making things very difficult for him. It was disarming to discover that he was really capital company — the best, indeed, that the earl could remember to have discovered in the more recent period of his rather lonely life. At present, of course, she fancies that she is very much in love with you . . . It is absurd!

You neednt tell me that, said George. Really, it was only the fact that people seemed to go out of their way to call at his cottage and tell him that Maud loved him that kept him from feeling his cause perfectly hopeless. Its incredible. Its a miracle.

You are a romantic young man, and you no doubt for the moment suppose that you are in love with her.

No! George was not going to allow a remark like that to pass unchallenged. You are wrong there. As far as I am concerned, there is no question of its being momentary or supposititious or anything of that kind. I am in love with your daughter. I was from the first moment I saw her. I always shall be. She is the only girl in the world!

Stuff and nonsense!

Not at all. Absolute, cold fact.

You have known her so little time.

Long enough.

Lord Marshmoreton sighed. You are upsetting things terribly.

Things are upsetting me terribly.

You are causing a great deal of trouble and annoyance.

So did Romeo.

Eh?

I said — So did Romeo.

I dont know anything about Romeo.

As far as love is concerned, I begin where he left off.

I wish I could persuade you to be sensible.

Thats just what I think I am.

I wish I could get you to see my point of view.

I do see your point of view. But dimly. You see, my own takes up such a lot of the foreground.

There was a pause.

Then I am afraid, said Lord Marshmoreton, that we must leave matters as they stand.

Until they can be altered for the better.

We will say no more about it now.

Very well.

But I must ask you to understand clearly that I shall have to do everything in my power to stop what I look on as an unfortunate entanglement.

I understand,

Very well.

Lord Marshmoreton coughed. George looked at him with some surprise. He had supposed the interview to be at an end, but the other made no move to go. There seemed to be something on the earls mind.

There is — ah — just one other thing, said Lord Marshmoreton. He coughed again. He felt embarrassed. Just — just one other thing, he repeated.

The reason for Lord Marshmoretons visit to George had been twofold. In the first place, Lady Caroline had told him to go. That would have been reason enough. But what made the visit imperative was an unfortunate accident of which he had only that morning been made aware.

It will be remembered that Billie Dore had told George that the gardener with whom she had become so friendly had taken her name and address with a view later on to send her some of his roses. The scrap of paper on which this information had been written was now lost. Lord Marshmoreton had been hunting for it since breakfast without avail.

Billie Dore had made a decided impression upon Lord Marshmoreton. She belonged to a type which he had never before encountered, and it was one which he had found more than agreeable. Her knowledge of roses and the proper feeling which she manifested towards rose-growing as a life-work consolidated the earls liking for her. Never, in his memory, had he come across so sensible and charming a girl; and he had looked forward with a singular intensity to meeting her again. And now some too zealous housemaid, tidying up after the irritating manner of her species, had destroyed the only clue to her identity.

It was not for some time after this discovery that hope dawned again for Lord Marshmoreton. Only after he had given up the search for the missing paper as fruitless did he recall that it was in Georges company that Billie had first come into his life. Between her, then, and himself George was the only link.

It was primarily for the purpose of getting Billies name and address from George that he had come to the cottage. And now that the moment had arrived for touching upon the subject, he felt a little embarrassed.

When you visited the castle, he said, when you visited the castle . . .

Last Thursday, said George helpfully.

Exactly. When you visited the castle last Thursday, there was a young lady with you.

Not realizing that the subject had been changed, George was under the impression that the other had shifted his front and was about to attack him from another angle. He countered what seemed to him an insinuation stoutly.

We merely happened to meet at the castle. She came there quite independently of me.

Lord Marshmoreton looked alarmed. You didnt know her? he said anxiously.

Certainly I knew her. She is an old friend of mine. But if you are hinting . . .

Not at all, rejoined the earl, profoundly relieved. Not at all. I ask merely because this young lady, with whom I had some conversation, was good enough to give me her name and address. She, too, happened to mistake me for a gardener.

Its those corduroy trousers, murmured George in extenuation.

I have unfortunately lost them.

You can always get another pair.

Eh?

I say you can always get another pair of corduroy trousers.

I have not lost my trousers. I have lost the young ladys name and address.

Oh!

I promised to send her some roses. She will be expecting them.

Thats odd. I was just reading a letter from her when you came in. That must be what shes referring to when she says, If you see dadda, the old dear, tell him not to forget my roses. I read it three times and couldnt make any sense out of it. Are you Dadda?

The earl smirked. She did address me in the course of our conversation as dadda.

Then the message is for you.

A very quaint and charming girl. What is her name? And where can I find her?

Her names Billie Dore.

Billie?

Billie.

Billie! said Lord Marshmoreton softly. I had better write it down. And her address?

I dont know her private address. But you could always reach her at the Regal Theatre.

Ah! She is on the stage?

Yes. Shes in my piece, Follow the Girl.

Indeed! Are you a playwright, Mr. Bevan?

Good Lord, no! said George, shocked. Im a composer.

Very interesting. And you met Miss Dore through her being in this play of yours?

Oh, no. I knew her before she went on the stage. She was a stenographer in a music-publishers office when we first met.

Good gracious! Was she really a stenographer?

Yes. Why?

Oh — ah — nothing, nothing. Something just happened to come to my mind.

What happened to come into Lord Marshmoretons mind was a fleeting vision of Billie installed in Miss Alice Faradays place as his secretary. With such a helper it would be a pleasure to work on that infernal Family History which was now such a bitter toil. But the day-dream passed. He knew perfectly well that he had not the courage to dismiss Alice. In the hands of that calm-eyed girl he was as putty. She exercised over him the hypnotic spell a lion-tamer exercises over his little playmates.

We have been pals for years, said George. Billie is one of the best fellows in the world.

A charming girl.

She would give her last nickel to anyone that asked for it.

Delightful!

And as straight as a string. No one ever said a word against Billie.

No?

She may go out to lunch and supper and all that kind of thing, but theres nothing to that.

Nothing! agreed the earl warmly. Girls must eat!

They do. You ought to see them.

A little harmless relaxation after the fatigue of the day!

Exactly. Nothing more.

Lord Marshmoreton felt more drawn than ever to this sensible young man — sensible, at least, on all points but one. It was a pity they could not see eye to eye on what was and what was not suitable in the matter of the love-affairs of the aristocracy.

So you are a composer, Mr. Bevan? he said affably.

Yes.

Lord Marshmoreton gave a little sigh. Its a long time since I went to see a musical performance. More than twenty years. When I was up at Oxford, and for some years afterwards, I was a great theatre-goer. Never used to miss a first night at the Gaiety. Those were the days of Nellie Farren and Kate Vaughan. Florence St. John, too. How excellent she was in Faust Up To Date! But we missed Nellie Farren. Meyer Lutz was the Gaiety composer then. But a good deal of water has flowed under the bridge since those days. I dont suppose you have ever heard of Meyer Lutz?

I dont think I have.

Johnnie Toole was playing a piece called Partners. Not a good play. And the Yeoman of the Guard had just been produced at the Savoy. That makes it seem a long time ago, doesnt it? Well, I mustnt take up all your time. Good-bye, Mr. Bevan. I am glad to have had the opportunity of this little talk. The Regal Theatre, I think you said, is where your piece is playing? I shall probably be going to London shortly. I hope to see it. Lord Marshmoreton rose. As regards the other matter, there is no hope of inducing you to see the matter in the right light?

We seem to disagree as to which is the right light.

Then there is nothing more to be said. I will be perfectly frank with you, Mr. Bevan. I like you . . .

The feeling is quite mutual.

But I dont want you as a son-in-law. And, dammit, exploded Lord Marshmoreton, I wont have you as a son-in-law! Good God! do you think that you can harry and assault my son Percy in the heart of Piccadilly and generally make yourself a damned nuisance and then settle down here without an invitation at my very gates and expect to be welcomed into the bosom of the family? If I were a young man . . .

I thought we had agreed that you were a young man.

Dont interrupt me!

I only said . . .

I heard what you said. Flattery!

Nothing of the kind. Truth.

Lord Marshmoreton melted. He smiled. Young idiot!

We agree there all right.

Lord Marshmoreton hesitated. Then with a rush he unbosomed himself, and made his own position on the matter clear.

I know what youll be saying to yourself the moment my back is turned. Youll be calling me a stage heavy father and an old snob and a number of other things. Dont interrupt me, dammit! You will, I tell you! And youll be wrong. I dont think the Marshmoretons are fenced off from the rest of the world by some sort of divinity. My sister does. Percy does. But Percys an ass! If ever you find yourself thinking differently from my son Percy, on any subject, congratulate yourself. Youll be right.

But . . .

I know what youre going to say. Let me finish. If I were the only person concerned, I wouldnt stand in Mauds way, whoever she wanted to marry, provided he was a good fellow and likely to make her happy. But Im not. Theres my sister Caroline. Theres a whole crowd of silly, cackling fools — my sisters — my sons-in-law — all the whole pack of them! If I didnt oppose Maud in this damned infatuation shes got for you — if I stood by and let her marry you — what do you think would happen to me? — Id never have a moments peace! The whole gabbling pack of them would be at me, saying I was to blame. There would be arguments, discussions, family councils! I hate arguments! I loathe discussions! Family councils make me sick! Im a peaceable man, and I like a quiet life! And, damme, Im going to have it. So theres the thing for you in letters of one syllable. I dont object to you personally, but Im not going to have you bothering me like this. Ill admit freely that, since I have made your acquaintance, I have altered the unfavourable opinion I had formed of you from — from hearsay. . .

Exactly the same with me, said George. You ought never to believe what people tell you. Everyone told me your middle name was Nero, and that. . .

Dont interrupt me!

I wasnt. I was just pointing out . . .

Be quiet! I say I have changed my opinion of you to a great extent. I mention this unofficially, as a matter that has no bearing on the main issue; for, as regards any idea you may have of inducing me to agree to your marrying my daughter, let me tell you that I am unalterably opposed to any such thing!

Dont say that.

What the devil do you mean — dont say that! I do say that! It is out of the question. Do you understand? Very well, then. Good morning.

The door closed. Lord Marshmoreton walked away feeling that he had been commendably stern. George filled his pipe and sat smoking thoughtfully. He wondered what Maud was doing at that moment.

Maud at that moment was greeting her brother with a bright smile, as he limped downstairs after a belated shave and change of costume.

Oh, Percy, dear, she was saying, I had quite an adventure this morning. An awful tramp followed me for miles! Such a horrible-looking brute. I was so frightened that I had to ask a curate in the next village to drive him away. I did wish I had had you there to protect me. Why dont you come out with me sometimes when I take a country walk? It really isnt safe for me to be alone!


CHAPTER 17.
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THE GIFT OF hiding private emotion and keeping up appearances before strangers is not, as many suppose, entirely a product of our modern civilization. Centuries before we were born or thought of there was a widely press-agented boy in Sparta who even went so far as to let a fox gnaw his tender young stomach without permitting the discomfort inseparable from such a proceeding to interfere with either his facial expression or his flow of small talk. Historians have handed it down that, even in the later stages of the meal, the polite lad continued to be the life and soul of the party. But, while this feat may be said to have established a record never subsequently lowered, there is no doubt that almost every day in modern times men and women are performing similar and scarcely less impressive miracles of self-restraint. Of all the qualities which belong exclusively to Man and are not shared by the lower animals, this surely is the one which marks him off most sharply from the beasts of the field. Animals care nothing about keeping up appearances. Observe Bertram the Bull when things are not going just as he could wish. He stamps. He snorts. He paws the ground. He throws back his head and bellows. He is upset, and he doesnt care who knows it. Instances could be readily multiplied. Deposit a charge of shot in some outlying section of Thomas the Tiger, and note the effect. Irritate Wilfred the Wasp, or stand behind Maud the Mule and prod her with a pin. There is not an animal on the list who has even a rudimentary sense of the social amenities; and it is this more than anything else which should make us proud that we are human beings on a loftier plane of development.

In the days which followed Lord Marshmoretons visit to George at the cottage, not a few of the occupants of Belpher Castle had their mettle sternly tested in this respect; and it is a pleasure to be able to record that not one of them failed to come through the ordeal with success. The general public, as represented by the uncles, cousins, and aunts who had descended on the place to help Lord Belpher celebrate his coming-of-age, had not a notion that turmoil lurked behind the smooth fronts of at least half a dozen of those whom they met in the course of the daily round.

Lord Belpher, for example, though he limped rather painfully, showed nothing of the baffled fury which was reducing his weight at the rate of ounces a day. His uncle Francis, the Bishop, when he tackled him in the garden on the subject of Intemperance — for Uncle Francis, like thousands of others, had taken it for granted, on reading the report of the encounter with the policeman and Percys subsequent arrest, that the affair had been the result of a drunken outburst — had no inkling of the volcanic emotions that seethed in his nephews bosom. He came away from the interview, indeed, feeling that the boy had listened attentively and with a becoming regret, and that there was hope for him after all, provided that he fought the impulse. He little knew that, but for the conventions (which frown on the practice of murdering bishops), Percy would gladly have strangled him with his bare hands and jumped upon the remains.

Lord Belphers case, inasmuch as he took himself extremely seriously and was not one of those who can extract humour even from their own misfortunes, was perhaps the hardest which comes under our notice; but his sister Maud was also experiencing mental disquietude of no mean order. Everything had gone wrong with Maud. Barely a mile separated her from George, that essential link in her chain of communication with Geoffrey Raymond; but so thickly did it bristle with obstacles and dangers that it might have been a mile of No Mans Land. Twice, since the occasion when the discovery of Lord Marshmoreton at the cottage had caused her to abandon her purpose of going in and explaining everything to George, had she attempted to make the journey; and each time some trifling, maddening accident had brought about failure. Once, just as she was starting, her aunt Augusta had insisted on joining her for what she described as a nice long walk; and the second time, when she was within a bare hundred yards of her objective, some sort of a cousin popped out from nowhere and forced his loathsome company on her.

Foiled in this fashion, she had fallen back in desperation on her second line of attack. She had written a note to George, explaining the whole situation in good, clear phrases and begging him as a man of proved chivalry to help her. It had taken up much of one afternoon, this note, for it was not easy to write; and it had resulted in nothing. She had given it to Albert to deliver and Albert had returned empty-handed.

The gentleman said there was no answer, mlady!

No answer! But there must be an answer!

No answer, mlady. Those was his very words, stoutly maintained the black-souled boy, who had destroyed the letter within two minutes after it had been handed to him. He had not even bothered to read it. A deep, dangerous, dastardly stripling this, who fought to win and only to win. The ticket marked R. Byng was in his pocket, and in his ruthless heart a firm resolve that R. Byng and no other should have the benefit of his assistance.

Maud could not understand it. That is to say, she resolutely kept herself from accepting the only explanation of the episode that seemed possible. In black and white she had asked George to go to London and see Geoffrey and arrange for the passage — through himself as a sort of clearing-house — of letters between Geoffrey and herself. She had felt from the first that such a request should be made by her in person and not through the medium of writing, but surely it was incredible that a man like George, who had been through so much for her and whose only reason for being in the neighbourhood was to help her, could have coldly refused without even a word. And yet what else was she to think? Now, more than ever, she felt alone in a hostile world.

Yet, to her guests she was bright and entertaining. Not one of them had a suspicion that her life was not one of pure sunshine.

Albert, I am happy to say, was thoroughly miserable. The little brute was suffering torments. He was showering anonymous Advice to the Lovelorn on Reggie Byng — excellent stuff, culled from the pages of weekly papers, of which there was a pile in the housekeepers room, the property of a sentimental ladys maid — and nothing seemed to come of it. Every day, sometimes twice and thrice a day, he would leave on Reggies dressing-table significant notes similar in tone to the one which he had placed there on the night of the ball; but, for all the effect they appeared to exercise on their recipient, they might have been blank pages.

The choicest quotations from the works of such established writers as Aunt Charlotte of Forget-Me-Not and Doctor Cupid, the heart-expert of Home Chat, expended themselves fruitlessly on Reggie. As far as Albert could ascertain — and he was one of those boys who ascertain practically everything within a radius of miles — Reggie positively avoided Mauds society.

And this after reading Doctor Cupids invaluable tip about Seeking her company on all occasions and the dictum of Aunt Charlotte to the effect that Many a wooer has won his lady by being persistent — Albert spelled it persistuent but the effect is the same— and rendering himself indispensable by constant little attentions. So far from rendering himself indispensable to Maud by constant little attentions, Reggie, to the disgust of his backer and supporter, seemed to spend most of his time with Alice Faraday. On three separate occasions had Albert been revolted by the sight of his protege in close association with the Faraday girl — once in a boat on the lake and twice in his grey car. It was enough to break a boys heart; and it completely spoiled Alberts appetite — a phenomenon attributed, I am glad to say, in the Servants Hall to reaction from recent excesses. The moment when Keggs, the butler, called him a greedy little pig and hoped it would be a lesson to him not to stuff himself at all hours with stolen cakes was a bitter moment for Albert.

It is a relief to turn from the contemplation of these tortured souls to the pleasanter picture presented by Lord Marshmoreton. Here, undeniably, we have a man without a secret sorrow, a man at peace with this best of all possible worlds. Since his visit to George a second youth seems to have come upon Lord Marshmoreton. He works in his rose-garden with a new vim, whistling or even singing to himself stray gay snatches of melodies popular in the eighties.

Hear him now as he toils. He has a long garden-implement in his hand, and he is sending up the death-rate in slug circles with a devastating rapidity.

Ta-ra-ra boom-de-ay
Ta-ra-ra BOOM—

And the boom is a death-knell. As it rings softly out on the pleasant spring air, another stout slug has made the Great Change.

It is peculiar, this gaiety. It gives one to think. Others have noticed it, his lordships valet amongst them.

I give you my honest word, Mr. Keggs, says the valet, awed, this very morning I eard the old devil a-singing in is barth! Chirruping away like a blooming linnet!

Lor! says Keggs, properly impressed.

And only last night e gave me arf a box of cigars and said I was a good, faithful feller! I tell you, theres somethin happened to the old buster — you mark my words!


CHAPTER 18.
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OVER THIS COMPLEX situation the mind of Keggs, the butler, played like a searchlight. Keggs was a man of discernment and sagacity. He had instinct and reasoning power. Instinct told him that Maud, all unsuspecting the change that had taken place in Alberts attitude toward her romance, would have continued to use the boy as a link between herself and George: and reason, added to an intimate knowledge of Albert, enabled him to see that the latter must inevitably have betrayed her trust. He was prepared to bet a hundred pounds that Albert had been given letters to deliver and had destroyed them. So much was clear to Keggs. It only remained to settle on some plan of action which would re-establish the broken connection. Keggs did not conceal a tender heart beneath a rugged exterior: he did not mourn over the picture of two loving fellow human beings separated by a misunderstanding; but he did want to win that sweepstake.

His position, of course, was delicate. He could not go to Maud and beg her to confide in him. Maud would not understand his motives, and might leap to the not unjustifiable conclusion that he had been at the sherry. No! Men were easier to handle than women. As soon as his duties would permit — and in the present crowded condition of the house they were arduous — he set out for Georges cottage.

I trust I do not disturb or interrupt you, sir, he said, beaming in the doorway like a benevolent high priest. He had doffed his professional manner of austere disapproval, as was his custom in moments of leisure.

Not at all, replied George, puzzled. Was there anything . . .?

There was, sir.

Come along in and sit down.

I would not take the liberty, if it is all the same to you, sir. I would prefer to remain standing.

There was a moment of uncomfortable silence. Uncomfortable, that is to say, on the part of George, who was wondering if the butler remembered having engaged him as a waiter only a few nights back. Keggs himself was at his ease. Few things ruffled this man.

Fine day, said George.

Extremely, sir, but for the rain.

Oh, is it raining?

Sharp downpour, sir.

Good for the crops, said George.

So one would be disposed to imagine, sir.

Silence fell again. The rain dripped from the eaves.

If I might speak freely, sir . . .? said Keggs.

Sure. Shoot!

I beg your pardon, sir?

I mean, yes. Go ahead!

The butler cleared his throat.

Might I begin by remarking that your little affair of the eart, if I may use the expression, is no secret in the Servants All? I ave no wish to seem to be taking a liberty or presuming, but I should like to intimate that the Servants All is aware of the facts.

You dont have to tell me that, said George coldly. I know all about the sweepstake.

A flicker of embarrassment passed over the butlers large, smooth face — passed, and was gone.

I did not know that you ad been apprised of that little matter, sir. But you will doubtless understand and appreciate our point of view. A little sporting flutter — nothing more — designed to halleviate the monotony of life in the country.

Oh, dont apologize, said George, and was reminded of a point which had exercised him a little from time to time since his vigil on the balcony. By the way, if it isnt giving away secrets, who drew Plummer?

Sir?

Which of you drew a man named Plummer in the sweep?

I rather fancy, sir, Keggs brow wrinkled in thought, I rather fancy it was one of the visiting gentlemens gentlemen. I gave the point but slight attention at the time. I did not fancy Mr. Plummers chances. It seemed to me that Mr. Plummer was a negligible quantity.

Your knowledge of form was sound. Plummers out!

Indeed, sir! An amiable young gentleman, but lacking in many of the essential qualities. Perhaps he struck you that way, sir?

I never met him. Nearly, but not quite!

It entered my mind that you might possibly have encountered Mr. Plummer on the night of the ball, sir.

Ah, I was wondering if you remembered me!

I remember you perfectly, sir, and it was the fact that we had already met in what one might almost term a social way that emboldened me to come ere today and offer you my services as a hintermediary, should you feel disposed to avail yourself of them.

George was puzzled.

Your services?

Precisely, sir. I fancy I am in a position to lend you what might be termed an elping and.

But thats remarkably altruistic of you, isnt it?

Sir?

I say that is very generous of you. Arent you forgetting that you drew Mr. Byng?

The butler smiled indulgently.

You are not quite abreast of the progress of events, sir. Since the original drawing of names, there as been a trifling hadjustment. The boy Albert now as Mr. Byng and I ave you, sir. A little amicable arrangement informally conducted in the scullery on the night of the ball.

Amicable?

On my part, entirely so.

George began to understand certain things that had been perplexing to him.

Then all this while. . .?

Precisely, sir. All this while er ladyship, under the impression that the boy Albert was devoted to er cause, has no doubt been placing a misguided confidence in im . . . The little blighter! said Keggs, abandoning for a moment his company manners and permitting vehemence to take the place of polish. I beg your pardon for the expression, sir, he added gracefully. It escaped me inadvertently.

You think that Lady Maud gave Albert a letter to give to me, and that he destroyed it?

Such, I should imagine, must undoubtedly have been the case. The boy as no scruples, no scruples whatsoever.

Good Lord!

I appreciate your consternation, sir.

That must be exactly what has happened.

To my way of thinking there is no doubt of it. It was for that reason that I ventured to come ere. In the ope that I might be hinstrumental in arranging a meeting.

The strong distaste which George had had for plotting with this overfed menial began to wane. It might be undignified, he told himself but it was undeniably practical. And, after all, a man who has plotted with page-boys has little dignity to lose by plotting with butlers. He brightened up. If it meant seeing Maud again he was prepared to waive the decencies.

What do you suggest? he said.

It being a rainy evening and everyone indoors playing games and what not, — Keggs was amiably tolerant of the recreations of the aristocracy— you would experience little chance of a hinterruption, were you to proceed to the lane outside the heast entrance of the castle grounds and wait there. You will find in the field at the roadside a small disused barn only a short way from the gates, where you would be sheltered from the rain. In the meantime, I would hinform er ladyship of your movements, and no doubt it would be possible for er to slip off.

It sounds all right.

It is all right, sir. The chances of a hinterruption may be said to be reduced to a minimum. Shall we say in one hours time?

Very well.

Then I will wish you good evening, sir. Thank you, sir. I am glad to ave been of assistance.

He withdrew as he had come, with a large impressiveness. The room seemed very empty without him. George, with trembling fingers, began to put on a pair of thick boots.

For some minutes after he had set foot outside the door of the cottage, George was inclined to revile the weather for having played him false. On this evening of all evenings, he felt, the elements should, so to speak, have rallied round and done their bit. The air should have been soft and clear and scented: there should have been an afterglow of sunset in the sky to light him on his way. Instead, the air was full of that peculiar smell of hopeless dampness which comes at the end of a wet English day. The sky was leaden. The rain hissed down in a steady flow, whispering of mud and desolation, making a dreary morass of the lane through which he tramped. A curious sense of foreboding came upon George. It was as if some voice of the night had murmured maliciously in his ear a hint of troubles to come. He felt oddly nervous, as he entered the barn.

The barn was both dark and dismal. In one of the dark corners an intermittent dripping betrayed the presence of a gap in its ancient roof. A rat scurried across the floor. The dripping stopped and began again. George struck a match and looked at his watch. He was early. Another ten minutes must elapse before he could hope for her arrival. He sat down on a broken wagon which lay on its side against one of the walls.

Depression returned. It was impossible to fight against it in this beast of a barn. The place was like a sepulchre. No one but a fool of a butler would have suggested it as a trysting-place. He wondered irritably why places like this were allowed to get into this condition. If people wanted a barn earnestly enough to take the trouble of building one, why was it not worth while to keep the thing in proper repair? Waste and futility! That was what it was. That was what everything was, if you came down to it. Sitting here, for instance, was a futile waste of time. She wouldnt come. There were a dozen reasons why she should not come. So what was the use of his courting rheumatism by waiting in this morgue of dead agricultural ambitions? None whatever — George went on waiting.

And what an awful place to expect her to come to, if by some miracle she did come — where she would be stifled by the smell of mouldy hay, damped by raindrops and — reflected George gloomily as there was another scurry and scutter along the unseen floor — gnawed by rats. You could not expect a delicately-nurtured girl, accustomed to all the comforts of a home, to be bright and sunny with a platoon of rats crawling all over her. . . .

The grey oblong that was the doorway suddenly darkened.

Mr. Bevan!

George sprang up. At the sound of her voice every nerve in his body danced in mad exhilaration. He was another man. Depression fell from him like a garment. He perceived that he had misjudged all sorts of things. The evening, for instance, was a splendid evening — not one of those awful dry, baking evenings which make you feel you cant breathe, but pleasantly moist and full of a delightfully musical patter of rain. And the barn! He had been all wrong about the barn. It was a great little place, comfortable, airy, and cheerful. What could be more invigorating than that smell of hay? Even the rats, he felt, must be pretty decent rats, when you came to know them.

Im here!

Maud advanced quickly. His eyes had grown accustomed to the murk, and he could see her dimly. The smell of her damp raincoat came to him like a breath of ozone. He could even see her eyes shining in the darkness, so close was she to him.

I hope youve not been waiting long?

Georges heart was thundering against his ribs. He could scarcely speak. He contrived to emit a No.

I didnt think at first I could get away. I had to . . . She broke off with a cry. The rat, fond of exercise like all rats, had made another of its excitable sprints across the floor.

A hand clutched nervously at Georges arm, found it and held it. And at the touch the last small fragment of Georges self-control fled from him. The world became vague and unreal. There remained of it but one solid fact — the fact that Maud was in his arms and that he was saying a number of things very rapidly in a voice that seemed to belong to somebody he had never met before.


CHAPTER 19.
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WITH A SHOCK of dismay so abrupt and overwhelming that it was like a physical injury, George became aware that something was wrong. Even as he gripped her, Maud had stiffened with a sharp cry; and now she was struggling, trying to wrench herself free. She broke away from him. He could hear her breathing hard.

You — you — — She gulped.

Maud!

How dare you!

There was a pause that seemed to George to stretch on and on endlessly. The rain pattered on the leaky roof. Somewhere in the distance a dog howled dismally. The darkness pressed down like a blanket, stifling thought.

Good night, Mr. Bevan. Her voice was ice. I didnt think you were — that kind of man.

She was moving toward the door; and, as she reached it, Georges stupor left him. He came back to life with a jerk, shaking from head to foot. All his varied emotions had become one emotion — a cold fury.

Stop!

Maud stopped. Her chin was tilted, and she was wasting a baleful glare on the darkness.

Well, what is it?

Her tone increased Georges wrath. The injustice of it made him dizzy. At that moment he hated her. He was the injured party. It was he, not she, that had been deceived and made a fool of.

I want to say something before you go.

I think we had better say no more about it!

By the exercise of supreme self-control George kept himself from speaking until he could choose milder words than those that rushed to his lips.

I think we will! he said between his teeth.

Mauds anger became tinged with surprise. Now that the first shock of the wretched episode was over, the calmer half of her mind was endeavouring to soothe the infuriated half by urging that Georges behaviour had been but a momentary lapse, and that a man may lose his head for one wild instant, and yet remain fundamentally a gentleman and a friend. She had begun to remind herself that this man had helped her once in trouble, and only a day or two before had actually risked his life to save her from embarrassment. When she heard him call to her to stop, she supposed that his better feelings had reasserted themselves; and she had prepared herself to receive with dignity a broken, stammered apology. But the voice that had just spoken with a crisp, biting intensity was not the voice of remorse. It was a very angry man, not a penitent one, who was commanding — not begging — her to stop and listen to him.

Well? she said again, more coldly this time. She was quite unable to understand this attitude of his. She was the injured party. It was she, not he who had trusted and been betrayed.

I should like to explain.

Please do not apologize.

George ground his teeth in the gloom.

I havent the slightest intention of apologizing. I said I would like to explain. When I have finished explaining, you can go.

I shall go when I please, flared Maud.

This man was intolerable.

There is nothing to be afraid of. There will be no repetition of the — incident.

Maud was outraged by this monstrous misinterpretation of her words.

I am not afraid!

Then, perhaps, you will be kind enough to listen. I wont detain you long. My explanation is quite simple. I have been made a fool of. I seem to be in the position of the tinker in the play whom everybody conspired to delude into the belief that he was a king. First a friend of yours, Mr. Byng, came to me and told me that you had confided to him that you loved me.

Maud gasped. Either this man was mad, or Reggie Byng was. She choose the politer solution.

Reggie Byng must have lost his senses.

So I supposed. At least, I imagined that he must be mistaken. But a man in love is an optimistic fool, of course, and I had loved you ever since you got into my cab that morning . . .

What!

So after a while, proceeded George, ignoring the interruption, I almost persuaded myself that miracles could still happen, and that what Byng said was true. And when your father called on me and told me the very same thing I was convinced. It seemed incredible, but I had to believe it. Now it seems that, for some inscrutable reason, both Byng and your father were making a fool of me. Thats all. Good night.

Mauds reply was the last which George or any man would have expected. There was a moments silence, and then she burst into a peal of laughter. It was the laughter of over-strained nerves, but to Georges ears it had the ring of genuine amusement.

Im glad you find my story entertaining, he said dryly. He was convinced now that he loathed this girl, and that all he desired was to see her go out of his life for ever. Later, no doubt, the funny side of it will hit me. Just at present my sense of humour is rather dormant.

Maud gave a little cry.

Im sorry! Im so sorry, Mr. Bevan. It wasnt that. It wasnt that at all. Oh, I am so sorry. I dont know why I laughed. It certainly wasnt because I thought it funny. Its tragic. Theres been a dreadful mistake!

I noticed that, said George bitterly. The darkness began to afflict his nerves. I wish to God we had some light.

The glare of a pocket-torch smote upon him.

I brought it to see my way back with, said Maud in a curious, small voice. Its very dark across the fields. I didnt light it before, because I was afraid somebody might see.

She came towards him, holding the torch over her head. The beam showed her face, troubled and sympathetic, and at the sight all Georges resentment left him. There were mysteries here beyond his unravelling, but of one thing he was certain: this girl was not to blame. She was a thoroughbred, as straight as a wand. She was pure gold.

I came here to tell you everything, she said. She placed the torch on the wagon-wheel so that its ray fell in a pool of light on the ground between them. Ill do it now. Only — only it isnt so easy now. Mr. Bevan, theres a man — theres a man that father and Reggie Byng mistook — they thought . . . You see, they knew it was you that I was with that day in the cab, and so they naturally thought, when you came down here, that you were the man I had gone to meet that day — the man I — I—

The man you love.

Yes, said Maud in a small voice; and there was silence again.

George could feel nothing but sympathy. It mastered other emotion in him, even the grey despair that had come her words. He could feel all that she was feeling.

Tell me all about it, he said.

I met him in Wales last year. Mauds voice was a whisper. The family found out, and I was hurried back here, and have been here ever since. That day when I met you I had managed to slip away from home. I had found out that he was in London, and I was going to meet him. Then I saw Percy, and got into your cab. Its all been a horrible mistake. Im sorry.

I see, said George thoughtfully. I see.

His heart ached like a living wound. She had told so little, and he could guess so much. This unknown man who had triumphed seemed to sneer scornfully at him from the shadows.

Im sorry, said Maud again.

You mustnt feel like that. How can I help you? Thats the point. What is it you want me to do?

But I cant ask you now.

Of course you can. Why not?

Why — oh, I couldnt!

George managed to laugh. It was a laugh that did not sound convincing even to himself, but it served.

Thats morbid, he said. Be sensible. You need help, and I may be able to give it. Surely a man isnt barred for ever from doing you a service just because he happens to love you? Suppose you were drowning and Mr. Plummer was the only swimmer within call, wouldnt you let him rescue you?

Mr. Plummer? What do you mean?

Youve not forgotten that I was a reluctant ear-witness to his recent proposal of marriage?

Maud uttered an exclamation.

I never asked! How terrible of me. Were you much hurt?

Hurt? George could not follow her.

That night. When you were on the balcony, and—

Oh! George understood. Oh, no, hardly at all. A few scratches. I scraped my hands a little.

It was a wonderful thing to do, said Maud, her admiration glowing for a man who could treat such a leap so lightly. She had always had a private theory that Lord Leonard, after performing the same feat, had bragged about it for the rest of his life.

No, no, nothing, said George, who had since wondered why he had ever made such a to-do about climbing up a perfectly stout sheet.

It was splendid!

George blushed.

We are wandering from the main theme, he said. I want to help you. I came here at enormous expense to help you. How can I do it?

Maud hesitated.

I think you may be offended at my asking such a thing.

You neednt.

You see, the whole trouble is that I cant get in touch with Geoffrey. Hes in London, and Im here. And any chance I might have of getting to London vanished that day I met you, when Percy saw me in Piccadilly.

How did your people find out it was you?

They asked me — straight out.

And you owned up?

I had to. I couldnt tell them a direct lie.

George thrilled. This was the girl he had had doubts of.

So than it was worse then ever, continued Maud. I darent risk writing to Geoffrey and having the letter intercepted. I was wondering — I had the idea almost as soon as I found that you had come here—

You want me to take a letter from you and see that it reaches him. And then he can write back to my address, and I can smuggle the letter to you?

Thats exactly what I do want. But I almost didnt like to ask.

Why not? Ill be delighted to do it.

Im so grateful.

Why, its nothing. I thought you were going to ask me to look in on your brother and smash another of his hats.

Maud laughed delightedly. The whole tension of the situation had been eased for her. More and more she found herself liking George. Yet, deep down in her, she realized with a pang that for him there had been no easing of the situation. She was sad for George. The Plummers of this world she had consigned to what they declared would be perpetual sorrow with scarcely a twinge of regret. But George was different.

Poor Percy! she said. I dont suppose hell ever get over it. He will have other hats, but it wont be the same. She came back to the subject nearest her heart. Mr. Bevan, I wonder if you would do just a little more for me?

If it isnt criminal. Or, for that matter, if it is.

Could you go to Geoffrey, and see him, and tell him all about me and — and come back and tell me how he looks, and what he said and — and so on?

Certainly. What is his name, and where do I find him?

I never told you. How stupid of me. His name is Geoffrey Raymond, and he lives with his uncle, Mr. Wilbur Raymond, at 11a, Belgrave Square.

Ill go to him tomorrow.

Thank you ever so much.

George got up. The movement seemed to put him in touch with the outer world. He noticed that the rain had stopped, and that stars had climbed into the oblong of the doorway. He had an impression that he had been in the barn a very long time; and confirmed this with a glance at his watch, though the watch, he felt, understated the facts by the length of several centuries. He was abstaining from too close an examination of his emotions from a prudent feeling that he was going to suffer soon enough without assistance from himself.

I think you had better be going back, he said. Its rather late. They may be missing you.

Maud laughed happily.

I dont mind now what they do. But I suppose dinners must be dressed for, whatever happens. They moved together to the door. What a lovely night after all! I never thought the rain would stop in this world. Its like when youre unhappy and think its going on for ever.

Yes, said George.

Maud held out her hand.

Good night, Mr. Bevan.

Good night.

He wondered if there would be any allusion to the earlier passages of their interview. There was none. Maud was of the class whose education consists mainly of a training in the delicate ignoring of delicate situations.

Then you will go and see Geoffrey?

Tomorrow.

Thank you ever so much.

Not at all.

George admired her. The little touch of formality which she had contrived to impart to the conversation struck just the right note, created just the atmosphere which would enable them to part without weighing too heavily on the deeper aspect of that parting.

Youre a real friend, Mr. Bevan.

Watch me prove it.

Well, I must rush, I suppose. Good night!

Good night!

She moved off quickly across the field. Darkness covered her. The dog in the distance had begun to howl again. He had his troubles, too.


CHAPTER 20.

[image: img184.jpg]

TROUBLE SHARPENS THE vision. In our moments of distress we can see clearly that what is wrong with this world of ours is the fact that Misery loves company and seldom gets it. Toothache is an unpleasant ailment; but, if toothache were a natural condition of life, if all mankind were afflicted with toothache at birth, we should not notice it. It is the freedom from aching teeth of all those with whom we come in contact that emphasizes the agony. And, as with toothache, so with trouble. Until our private affairs go wrong, we never realize how bubbling over with happiness the bulk of mankind seems to be. Our aching heart is apparently nothing but a desert island in an ocean of joy.

George, waking next morning with a heavy heart, made this discovery before the day was an hour old. The sun was shining, and birds sang merrily, but this did not disturb him. Nature is ever callous to human woes, laughing while we weep; and we grow to take her callousness for granted. What jarred upon George was the infernal cheerfulness of his fellow men. They seemed to be doing it on purpose — triumphing over him — glorying in the fact that, however Fate might have shattered him, they were all right.

People were happy who had never been happy before. Mrs. Platt, for instance. A grey, depressed woman of middle age, she had seemed hitherto to have few pleasures beyond breaking dishes and relating the symptoms of sick neighbours who were not expected to live through the week. She now sang. George could hear her as she prepared his breakfast in the kitchen. At first he had had a hope that she was moaning with pain; but this was dispelled when he had finished his toilet and proceeded downstairs. The sounds she emitted suggested anguish, but the words, when he was able to distinguish them, told another story. Incredible as it might seem, on this particular morning Mrs. Platt had elected to be light-hearted. What she was singing sounded like a dirge, but actually it was Stop your tickling, Jock! And, later, when she brought George his coffee and eggs, she spent a full ten minutes prattling as he tried to read his paper, pointing out to him a number of merry murders and sprightly suicides which otherwise he might have missed. The woman went out of her way to show him that for her, if not for less fortunate people, God this morning was in His heaven and all was right in the world.

Two tramps of supernatural exuberance called at the cottage shortly after breakfast to ask George, whom they had never even consulted about their marriages, to help support their wives and children. Nothing could have been more care-free and debonnaire than the demeanour of these men.

And then Reggie Byng arrived in his grey racing car, more cheerful than any of them.

Fate could not have mocked George more subtly. A sorrows crown of sorrow is remembering happier things, and the sight of Reggie in that room reminded him that on the last occasion when they had talked together across this same table it was he who had been in a Fools Paradise and Reggie who had borne a weight of care. Reggie this morning was brighter than the shining sun and gayer than the carolling birds.

Hullo-ullo-ullo-ullo-ullo-ullo-ul-lo! Topping morning, isnt it! observed Reggie. The sunshine! The birds! The absolute what-do-you-call-it of everything and so forth, and all that sort of thing, if you know what I mean! I feel like a two-year-old!

George, who felt older than this by some ninety-eight years, groaned in spirit. This was more than man was meant to bear.

I say, continued Reggie, absently reaching out for a slice of bread and smearing it with marmalade, this business of marriage, now, and all that species of rot! What I mean to say is, what about it? Not a bad scheme, taking it by and large? Or dont you think so?

George writhed. The knife twisted in the wound. Surely it was bad enough to see a happy man eating bread and marmalade without having to listen to him talking about marriage.

Well, anyhow, be that as it may, said Reggie, biting jovially and speaking in a thick but joyous voice. Im getting married today, and chance it. This morning, this very morning, I leap off the dock!

George was startled out of his despondency.

What!

Absolutely, laddie!

George remembered the conventions.

I congratulate you.

Thanks, old man. And not without reason. Im the luckiest fellow alive. I hardly knew I was alive till now.

Isnt this rather sudden?

Reggie looked a trifle furtive. His manner became that of a conspirator.

I should jolly well say it is sudden! Its got to be sudden. Dashed sudden and deuced secret! If the mater were to hear of it, theres no doubt whatever she would form a flying wedge and bust up the proceedings with no uncertain voice. You see, laddie, its Miss Faraday Im marrying, and the mater — dear old soul — has other ideas for Reginald. Lifes a rummy thing, isnt it! What I mean to say is, its rummy, dont you know, and all that.

Very, agreed George.

Whod have thought, a week ago, that Id be sitting in this jolly old chair asking you to be my best man? Why, a week ago I didnt know you, and, if anybody had told me Alice Faraday was going to marry me, Id have given one of those hollow, mirthless laughs.

Do you want me to be your best man?

Absolutely, if you dont mind. You see, said Reggie confidentially, its like this. Ive got lots of pals, of course, buzzing about all over London and its outskirts, whod be glad enough to rally round and join the execution-squad; but you know how it is. Their maters are all pals of my mater, and I dont want to get them into trouble for aiding and abetting my little show, if you understand what I mean. Now, youre different. You dont know the mater, so it doesnt matter to you if she rolls around and puts the Curse of the Byngs on you, and all that sort of thing. Besides, I dont know. Reggie mused. Of course, this is the happiest day of my life, he proceeded, and Im not saying it isnt, but you know how it is — theres absolutely no doubt that a chappie does not show at his best when hes being married. What I mean to say is, hes more or less bound to look a fearful ass. And Im perfectly certain it would put me right off my stroke if I felt that some chump like Jack Ferris or Ronnie Fitzgerald was trying not to giggle in the background. So, if you will be a sportsman and come and hold my hand till the things over, I shall be eternally grateful.

Where are you going to be married?

In London. Alice sneaked off there last night. It was easy, as it happened, because by a bit of luck old Marshmoreton had gone to town yesterday morning — nobody knows why: he doesnt go up to London more than a couple of times a year. Shes going to meet me at the Savoy, and then the scheme was to toddle round to the nearest registrar and request the lad to unleash the marriage service. Im whizzing up in the car, and Im hoping to be able to persuade you to come with me. Say the word, laddie!

George reflected. He liked Reggie, and there was no particular reason in the world why he should not give him aid and comfort in this crisis. True, in his present frame of mind, it would be torture to witness a wedding ceremony; but he ought not to let that stand in the way of helping a friend.

All right, he said.

Stout fellow! I dont know how to thank you. It isnt putting you out or upsetting your plans, I hope, or anything on those lines?

Not at all. I had to go up to London today, anyway.

Well, you cant get there quicker than in my car. Shes a hummer. By the way, I forgot to ask. How is your little affair coming along? Everything going all right?

In a way, said George. He was not equal to confiding his troubles to Reggie.

Of course, your trouble isnt like mine was. What I mean is, Maud loves you, and all that, and all youve got to think out is a scheme for laying the jolly old family a stymie. Its a pity — almost — that yours isnt a case of having to win the girl, like me; because by Jove, laddie, said Reggie with solemn emphasis, I could help you there. Ive got the thing down fine. Ive got the infallible dope.

George smiled bleakly.

You have? Youre a useful fellow to have around. I wish you would tell me what it is.

But you dont need it.

No, of course not. I was forgetting.

Reggie looked at his watch.

We ought to be shifting in a quarter of an hour or so. I dont want to be late. It appears that theres a catch of some sort in this business of getting married. As far as I can make out, if you roll in after a certain hour, the Johnnie in charge of the proceedings gives you the miss-in-baulk, and you have to turn up again next day. However, we shall be all right unless we have a breakdown, and theres not much chance of that. Ive been tuning up the old car since seven this morning, and shes sound in wind and limb, absolutely. Oil — petrol — water — air — nuts — bolts — sprockets — carburetor — all present and correct. Ive been looking after them like a lot of baby sisters. Well, as I was saying, Ive got the dope. A week ago I was just one of the mugs — didnt know a thing about it — but now! Gaze on me, laddie! You see before you old Colonel Romeo, the Man who Knows! It all started on the night of the ball. There was the dickens of a big ball, you know, to celebrate old Boots coming-of-age — to which, poor devil, he contributed nothing but the sunshine of his smile, never having learned to dance. On that occasion a most rummy and extraordinary thing happened. I got pickled to the eyebrows! He laughed happily. I dont mean that that was a unique occurrence and so forth, because, when I was a bachelor, it was rather a habit of mine to get a trifle submerged every now and again on occasions of decent mirth and festivity. But the rummy thing that night was that I showed it. Up till then, Ive been told by experts, I was a chappie in whom it was absolutely impossible to detect the symptoms. You might get a bit suspicious if you found I couldnt move, but you could never be certain. On the night of the ball, however, I suppose I had been filling the radiator a trifle too enthusiastically. You see, I had deliberately tried to shove myself more or less below the surface in order to get enough nerve to propose to Alice. I dont know what your experience has been, but mine is that proposings a thing that simply isnt within the scope of a man who isnt moderately woozled. Ive often wondered how marriages ever occur in the dry States of America. Well, as I was saying, on the night of the ball a most rummy thing happened. I thought one of the waiters was you!

He paused impressively to allow this startling statement to sink in.

And was he? said George.

Absolutely not! That was the rummy part of it. He looked as like you as your twin brother.

I havent a twin brother.

No, I know what you mean, but what I mean to say is he looked just like your twin brother would have looked if you had had a twin brother. Well, I had a word or two with this chappie, and after a brief conversation it was borne in upon me that I was up to the gills. Alice was with me at the time, and noticed it too. Now youd have thought that that would have put a girl off a fellow, and all that. But no. Nobody could have been more sympathetic. And she has confided to me since that it was seeing me in my oiled condition that really turned the scale. What I mean is, she made up her mind to save me from myself. You know how some girls are. Angels absolutely! Always on the look out to pluck brands from the burning, and what not. You may take it from me that the good seed was definitely sown that night.

Is that your recipe, then? You would advise the would-be bridegroom to buy a case of champagne and a wedding licence and get to work? After that it would be all over except sending out the invitations?

Reggie shook his head.

Not at all. You need a lot more than that. Thats only the start. Youve got to follow up the good work, you see. Thats where a number of chappies would slip up, and Im pretty certain I should have slipped up myself, but for another singularly rummy occurrence. Have you ever had a what-do-you-call it? Whats the word I want? One of those things fellows get sometimes.

Headaches? hazarded George.

No, no. Nothing like that. I dont mean anything you get — I mean something you get, if you know what I mean.

Measles?

Anonymous letter. Thats what I was trying to say. Its a most extraordinary thing, and I cant understand even now where the deuce they came from, but just about then I started to get a whole bunch of anonymous letters from some chappie unknown who didnt sign his name.

What you mean is that the letters were anonymous, said George.

Absolutely. I used to get two or three a day sometimes. Whenever I went up to my room, Id find another waiting for me on the dressing-table.

Offensive?

Eh?

Were the letters offensive? Anonymous letters usually are.

These werent. Not at all, and quite the reverse. They contained a series of perfectly topping tips on how a fellow should proceed who wants to get hold of a girl.

It sounds as though somebody had been teaching you ju-jitsu by post.

They were great! Real red-hot stuff straight from the stable. Priceless tips like Make yourself indispensable to her in little ways, Study her tastes, and so on and so forth. I tell you, laddie, I pretty soon stopped worrying about who was sending them to me, and concentrated the old bean on acting on them. They worked like magic. The last one came yesterday morning, and it was a topper! It was all about how a chappie who was nervous should proceed. Technical stuff, you know, about holding her hand and telling her youre lonely and being sincere and straightforward and letting your heart dictate the rest. Have you ever asked for one card when you wanted to fill a royal flush and happened to pick out the necessary ace? I did once, when I was up at Oxford, and, by Jove, this letter gave me just the same thrill. I didnt hesitate. I just sailed in. I was cold sober, but I didnt worry about that. Something told me I couldnt lose. It was like having to hole out a three-inch putt. And — well, there you are, dont you know. Reggie became thoughtful. Dash it all! Id like to know who the fellow was who sent me those letters. Id like to send him a wedding-present or a bit of the cake or something. Though I suppose there wont be any cake, seeing the things taking place at a registrars.

You could buy a bun, suggested George.

Well, I shall never know, I suppose. And now how about trickling forth? I say, laddie, you dont object if I sing slightly from time to time during the journey? Im so dashed happy, you know.

Not at all, if its not against the traffic regulations.

Reggie wandered aimlessly about the room in an ecstasy.

Its a rummy thing, he said meditatively, Ive just remembered that, when I was at school, I used to sing a thing called the whats-its-names wedding song. At house-suppers, dont you know, and what not. Jolly little thing. I daresay you know it. It starts Ding dong! Ding dong! or words to that effect, Hurry along! For it is my wedding-morning! I remember you had to stretch out the mor a bit. Deuced awkward, if you hadnt laid in enough breath. The Yeomans Wedding-Song. That was it. I knew it was some chappie or others. And it went on And the bride in something or other is doing something I cant recollect. Well, what I mean is, now its my wedding-morning! Rummy, when you come to think of it, what? Well, as its getting tolerable late, what about it? Shift ho?

Im ready. Would you like me to bring some rice?

Thank you, laddie, no. Dashed dangerous stuff, rice! Worse than shrapnel. Got your hat? All set?

Im waiting.

Then let the revels commence, said Reggie. Ding dong! Ding Dong! Hurry along! For it is my wedding-morning! And the bride — Dash it, I wish I could remember what the bride was doing!

Probably writing you a note to say that shes changed her mind, and its all off.

Oh, my God! exclaimed Reggie. Come on!


CHAPTER 21.
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MR. AND MRS. Reginald Byng, seated at a table in the corner of the Regent Grill-Room, gazed fondly into each others eyes. George, seated at the same table, but feeling many miles away, watched them moodily, fighting to hold off a depression which, cured for a while by the exhilaration of the ride in Reggies racing-car (it had beaten its previous record for the trip to London by nearly twenty minutes), now threatened to return. The gay scene, the ecstasy of Reggie, the more restrained but equally manifest happiness of his bride — these things induced melancholy in George. He had not wished to attend the wedding-lunch, but the happy pair seemed to be revolted at the idea that he should stroll off and get a bite to eat somewhere else.

Stick by us, laddie, Reggie had said pleadingly, for there is much to discuss, and we need the counsel of a man of the world. We are married all right—

Though it didnt seem legal in that little registrars office, put in Alice.

 — But that, as the blighters say in books, is but a beginning, not an end. We have now to think out the most tactful way of letting the news seep through, as it were, to the mater.

And Lord Marshmoreton, said Alice. Dont forget he has lost his secretary.

And Lord Marshmoreton, amended Reggie. And about a million other people wholl be most frightfully peeved at my doing the Wedding Glide without consulting them. Stick by us, old top. Join our simple meal. And over the old coronas we will discuss many things.

The arrival of a waiter with dishes broke up the silent communion between husband and wife, and lowered Reggie to a more earthly plane. He refilled the glasses from the stout bottle that nestled in the ice-bucket — (Only this one, dear! murmured the bride in a warning undertone, and All right darling! replied the dutiful groom) — and raised his own to his lips.

Cheerio! Heres to us all! Maddest, merriest day of all the glad New Year and so forth. And now, he continued, becoming sternly practical, about the good old sequel and aftermath, so to speak, of this little binge of ours. Whats to be done. Youre a brainy sort of feller, Bevan, old man, and we look to you for suggestions. How would you set about breaking the news to mother?

Write her a letter, said George.

Reggie was profoundly impressed.

Didnt I tell you he would have some devilish shrewd scheme? he said enthusiastically to Alice. Write her a letter! What could be better? Poetry, by Gad! His face clouded. But what would you say in it? Thats a pretty knotty point.

Not at all. Be perfectly frank and straightforward. Say you are sorry to go against her wishes—

Wishes, murmured Reggie, scribbling industrially on the back of the marriage licence.

 — But you know that all she wants is your happiness—

Reggie looked doubtful.

Im not sure about that last bit, old thing. You dont know the mater!

Never mind, Reggie, put in Alice. Say it, anyhow. Mr. Bevan is perfectly right.

Right ho, darling! All right, laddie— happiness. And then?

Point out in a few well-chosen sentences how charming Mrs. Byng is . . .

Mrs. Byng! Reggie smiled fatuously. I dont think I ever heard anything that sounded so indescribably ripping. That partll be easy enough. Besides, the mater knows Alice.

Lady Caroline has seen me at the castle, said his bride doubtfully, but I shouldnt say she knows me. She has hardly spoken a dozen words to me.

There, said Reggie, earnestly, youre in luck, dear heart! The maters a great speaker, especially in moments of excitement. Im not looking forward to the time when she starts on me. Between ourselves, laddie, and meaning no disrespect to the dear soul, when the mater is moved and begins to talk, she uses up most of the language.

Outspoken, is she?

I should hate to meet the person who could out-speak her, said Reggie.

George sought information on a delicate point.

And financially? Does she exercise any authority over you in that way?

You mean has the mater the first call on the family doubloons? said Reggie. Oh, absolutely not! You see, when I call her the mater, its using the word in a loose sense, so to speak. Shes my step-mother really. She has her own little collection of pieces of eight, and I have mine. That parts simple enough.

Then the whole thing is simple. I dont see what youve been worrying about.

Just what I keep telling him, Mr. Bevan, said Alice.

Youre a perfectly free agent. She has no hold on you of any kind.

Reggie Byng blinked dizzily.

Why, now you put it like that, he exclaimed, I can see that I jolly well am! Its an amazing thing, you know, habit and all that. Ive been so accustomed for years to jumping through hoops and shamming dead when the mater lifted a little finger, that it absolutely never occurred to me that I had a soul of my own. I give you my honest word I never saw it till this moment.

And now its too late!

Eh?

George indicated Alice with a gesture. The newly-made Mrs. Byng smiled.

Mr. Bevan means that now youve got to jump through hoops and sham dead when I lift a little finger!

Reggie raised her hand to his lips, and nibbled at it gently.

Blessums ittle finger! It shall lift it and have ums Reggie jumping through. . . . He broke off and tendered George a manly apology. Sorry, old top! Forgot myself for the moment. Shant occur again! Have another chicken or an eclair or some soup or something!

Over the cigars Reggie became expansive.

Now that youve lifted the frightful weight of the mater off my mind, dear old lad, he said, puffing luxuriously, I find myself surveying the future in a calmer spirit. It seems to me that the best thing to do, as regards the mater and everybody else, is simply to prolong the merry wedding-trip till Time the Great Healer has had a chance to cure the wound. Alice wants to put in a week or so in Paris. . . .

Paris! murmured the bride ecstatically.

Then I would like to trickle southwards to the Riviera. . .

If you mean Monte Carlo, dear, said his wife with gentle firmness, no!

No, no, not Monte Carlo, said Reggie hastily, though its a great place. Air — scenery — and what not! But Nice and Bordighera and Mentone and other fairly ripe resorts. Youd enjoy them. And after that . . . I had a scheme for buying back my yacht, the jolly old Siren, and cruising about the Mediterranean for a month or so. I sold her to a local sportsman when I was in America a couple of years ago. But I saw in the paper yesterday that the poor old buffer had died suddenly, so I suppose it would be difficult to get hold of her for the time being. Reggie broke off with a sharp exclamation.

My sainted aunt!

Whats the matter?

Both his companions were looking past him, wide-eyed. George occupied the chair that had its back to the door, and was unable to see what it was that had caused their consternation; but he deduced that someone known to both of them must have entered the restaurant; and his first thought, perhaps naturally, was that it must be Reggies mater. Reggie dived behind a menu, which he held before him like a shield, and his bride, after one quick look, had turned away so that her face was hidden. George swung around, but the newcomer, whoever he or she was, was now seated and indistinguishable from the rest of the lunchers.

Who is it?

Reggie laid down the menu with the air of one who after a momentary panic rallies.

Dont know what Im making such a fuss about, he said stoutly. I keep forgetting that none of these blighters really matter in the scheme of things. Ive a good mind to go over and pass the time of day.

Dont! pleaded his wife. I feel so guilty.

Who is it? asked George again. Your step-mother?

Great Scott, no! said Reggie. Nothing so bad as that. Its old Marshmoreton.

Lord Marshmoreton!

Absolutely! And looking positively festive.

I feel so awful, Mr. Bevan, said Alice. You know, I left the castle without a word to anyone, and he doesnt know yet that there wont be any secretary waiting for him when he gets back.

Reggie took another look over Georges shoulder and chuckled.

Its all right, darling. Dont worry. We can nip off secretly by the other door. Hes not going to stop us. Hes got a girl with him! The old boy has come to life — absolutely! Hes gassing away sixteen to the dozen to a frightfully pretty girl with gold hair. If you slew the old bean round at an angle of about forty-five, Bevan, old top, you can see her. Take a look. He wont see you. Hes got his back to us.

Do you call her pretty? asked Alice disparagingly.

Now that I take a good look, precious, replied Reggie with alacrity, no! Absolutely not! Not my style at all!

His wife crumbled bread.

I think she must know you, Reggie dear, she said softly. Shes waving to you.

Shes waving to me, said George, bringing back the sunshine to Reggies life, and causing the latters face to lose its hunted look. I know her very well. Her names Dore. Billie Dore.

Old man, said Reggie, be a good fellow and slide over to their table and cover our retreat. I know theres nothing to be afraid of really, but I simply cant face the old boy.

And break the news to him that Ive gone, Mr. Bevan, added Alice.

Very well, Ill say good-bye, then.

Good-bye, Mr. Bevan, and thank you ever so much.

Reggie shook Georges hand warmly.

Good-bye, Bevan old thing, youre a ripper. I cant tell you how bucked up I am at the sportsmanlike way youve rallied round. Ill do the same for you one of these days. Just hold the old boy in play for a minute or two while we leg it. And, if he wants us, tell him our address till further notice is Paris. What ho! What ho! What ho! Toodle-oo, laddie, toodle-oo!

George threaded his way across the room. Billie Dore welcomed him with a friendly smile. The earl, who had turned to observe his progress, seemed less delighted to see him. His weather-beaten face wore an almost furtive look. He reminded George of a schoolboy who has been caught in some breach of the law.

Fancy seeing you here, George! said Billie. Were always meeting, arent we? How did you come to separate yourself from the pigs and chickens? I thought you were never going to leave them.

I had to run up on business, explained George. How are you, Lord Marshmoreton?

The earl nodded briefly.

So youre on to him, too? said Billie. When did you get wise?

Lord Marshmoreton was kind enough to call on me the other morning and drop the incognito.

Isnt dadda the foxiest old thing! said Billie delightedly. Imagine him standing there that day in the garden, kidding us along like that! I tell you, when they brought me his card last night after the first act and I went down to take a slant at this Lord Marshmoreton and found dadda hanging round the stage door, you could have knocked me over with a whisk-broom.

I have not stood at the stage-door for twenty-five years, said Lord Marshmoreton sadly.

Now, its no use your pulling that Henry W. Methuselah stuff, said Billie affectionately. You cant get away with it. Anyone can see youre just a kid. Cant they, George? She indicated the blushing earl with a wave of the hand. Isnt dadda the youngest thing that ever happened?

Exactly what I told him myself.

Lord Marshmoreton giggled. There is no other verb that describes the sound that proceeded from him.

I feel young, he admitted.

I wish some of the juveniles in the shows Ive been in, said Billie, were as young as you. Its getting so nowadays that ones thankful if a juvenile has teeth. She glanced across the room. Your pals are walking out on you, George. The people you were lunching with, she explained. Theyre leaving.

Thats all right. I said good-bye to them. He looked at Lord Marshmoreton. It seemed a suitable opportunity to break the news. I was lunching with Mr. and Mrs. Byng, he said.

Nothing appeared to stir beneath Lord Marshmoretons tanned forehead.

Reggie Byng and his wife, Lord Marshmoreton, added George.

This time he secured the earls interest. Lord Marshmoreton started.

What!

They are just off to Paris, said George.

Reggie Byng is not married!

Married this morning. I was best man.

Busy little creature! interjected Billie.

But — but — !

You know his wife, said George casually. She was a Miss Faraday. I think she was your secretary.

It would have been impossible to deny that Lord Marshmoreton showed emotion. His mouth opened, and he clutched the tablecloth. But just what the emotion was George was unable to say till, with a sigh that seemed to come from his innermost being, the other exclaimed Thank Heaven!

George was surprised.

Youre glad?

Of course Im glad!

Its a pity they didnt know how you were going to feel. It would have saved them a lot of anxiety. I rather gathered they supposed that the shock was apt to darken your whole life.

That girl, said Lord Marshmoreton vehemently, was driving me crazy. Always bothering me to come and work on that damned family history. Never gave me a moments peace . . .

I liked her, said George.

Nice enough girl, admitted his lordship grudgingly. But a damned nuisance about the house; always at me to go on with the family history. As if there werent better things to do with ones time than writing all day about my infernal fools of ancestors!

Isnt dadda fractious today? said Billie reprovingly, giving the Earls hand a pat. Quit knocking your ancestors! Youre very lucky to have ancestors. I wish I had. The Dore family seems to go back about as far as the presidency of Willard Filmore, and then it kind of gets discouraged and quite cold. Gee! Id like to feel that my great-great-great-grandmother had helped Queen Elizabeth with the rent. Im strong for the fine old stately families of England.

Stately old fiddlesticks! snapped the earl.

Did you see his eyes flash then, George? Thats what they call aristocratic rage. Its the fine old spirit of the Marshmoretons boiling over.

I noticed it, said George. Just like lightning.

Its no use trying to fool us, dadda, said Billie. You know just as well as I do that it makes you feel good to think that, every time you cut yourself with your safety-razor, you bleed blue!

A lot of silly nonsense! grumbled the earl.

What is?

This foolery of titles and aristocracy. Silly fetish-worship! One mans as good as another. . . .

This is the spirit of 76! said George approvingly.

Regular I.W.W. stuff, agreed Billie. Shake hands the President of the Bolsheviki!

Lord Marshmoreton ignored the interruption. There was a strange look in his eyes. It was evident to George, watching him with close interest, that here was a revelation of the mans soul; that thoughts, locked away for years in the others bosom were crying for utterance.

Damned silly nonsense! When I was a boy, I wanted to be an engine-driver. When I was a young man, I was a Socialist and hadnt any idea except to work for my living and make a name for myself. I was going to the colonies. Canada. The fruit farm was actually bought. Bought and paid for! He brooded a moment on that long-lost fruit farm. My father was a younger son. And then my uncle must go and break his neck hunting, and the baby, poor little chap, got croup or something . . . And there I was, saddled with the title, and all my plans gone up in smoke . . . Silly nonsense! Silly nonsense!

He bit the end of a cigar. And you cant stand up against it, he went on ruefully. It saps you. Its like some damned drug. I fought against it as long as I could, but it was no use. Im as big a snob as any of them now. Im afraid to do what I want to do. Always thinking of the family dignity. I havent taken a free step for twenty-five years.

George and Billie exchanged glances. Each had the uncomfortable feeling that they were eavesdropping and hearing things not meant to be heard. George rose.

I must be getting along now, he said. Ive one or two things to do. Glad to have seen you again, Billie. Is the show going all right?

Fine. Making money for you right along.

Good-bye, Lord Marshmoreton.

The earl nodded without speaking. It was not often now that he rebelled even in thoughts against the lot which fate had thrust upon him, and never in his life before had he done so in words. He was still in the grip of the strange discontent which had come upon him so abruptly.

There was a silence after George had gone.

Im glad we met George, said Billie. Hes a good boy. She spoke soberly. She was conscious of a curious feeling of affection for the sturdy, weather-tanned little man opposite her. The glimpse she had been given of his inner self had somehow made him come alive for her.

He wants to marry my daughter, said Lord Marshmoreton. A few moments before, Billie would undoubtedly have replied to such a statement with some jocular remark expressing disbelief that the earl could have a daughter old enough to be married. But now she felt oddly serious and unlike her usual flippant self.

Oh? was all she could find to say.

She wants to marry him.

Not for years had Billie Dore felt embarrassed, but she felt so now. She judged herself unworthy to be the recipient of these very private confidences.

Oh? she said again.

Hes a good fellow. I like him. I liked him the moment we met. He knew it, too. And I knew he liked me.

A group of men and girls from a neighbouring table passed on their way to the door. One of the girls nodded to Billie. She returned the nod absently. The party moved on. Billie frowned down at the tablecloth and drew a pattern on it with a fork.

Why dont you let George marry your daughter, Lord Marshmoreton?

The earl drew at his cigar in silence.

I know its not my business, said Billie apologetically, interpreting the silence as a rebuff.

Because Im the Earl of Marshmoreton.

I see.

No you dont, snapped the earl. You think I mean by that that I think your friend isnt good enough to marry my daughter. You think that Im an incurable snob. And Ive no doubt he thinks so, too, though I took the trouble to explain my attitude to him when we last met. Youre wrong. It isnt that at all. When I say Im the Earl of Marshmoreton, I mean that Im a poor spineless fool whos afraid to do the right thing because he darent go in the teeth of the family.

I dont understand. What have your family got to do with it?

Theyd worry the life out of me. I wish you could meet my sister Caroline! Thats what theyve got to do with it. Girls in my daughters unfortunate position have got to marry position or money.

Well, I dont know about position, but when it comes to money — why, George is the fellow that made the dollar-bill famous. He and Rockefeller have got all there is, except the little bit they have let Andy Carnegie have for car-fare.

What do you mean? He told me he worked for a living. Billie was becoming herself again. Embarrassment had fled.

If you call it work. Hes a composer.

I know. Writes tunes and things.

Billie regarded him compassionately.

And I suppose, living out in the woods the way that you do that you havent a notion that they pay him for it.

Pay him? Yes, but how much? Composers were not rich men in my day.

I wish you wouldnt talk of your day as if you telling the boys down at the corner store about the good times they all had before the Flood. Youre one of the Younger Set and dont let me have to tell you again. Say, listen! You know that show you saw last night. The one where I was supported by a few underlings. Well, George wrote the music for that.

I know. He told me so.

Well, did he tell you that he draws three per cent of the gross receipts? You saw the house we had last night. It was a fair average house. We are playing to over fourteen thousand dollars a week. Georges little bit of that is — I cant do it in my head, but its a round four hundred dollars. Thats eighty pounds of your money. And did he tell you that this same show ran over a year in New York to big business all the time, and that there are three companies on the road now? And did he mention that this is the ninth show hes done, and that seven of the others were just as big hits as this one? And did he remark in passing that he gets royalties on every copy of his music thats sold, and that at least ten of his things have sold over half a million? No, he didnt, because he isnt the sort of fellow who stands around blowing about his income. But you know it now.

Why, hes a rich man!

I dont know what you call rich, but, keeping on the safe side, I should say that George pulls down in a good year, during the season — around five thousand dollars a week.

Lord Marshmoreton was frankly staggered.

A thousand pounds a week! I had no idea!

I thought you hadnt. And, while Im boosting George, let me tell you another thing. Hes one of the whitest men that ever happened. I know him. You can take it from me, if theres anything rotten in a fellow, the show-business will bring it out, and it hasnt come out in George yet, so I guess it isnt there. George is all right!

He has at least an excellent advocate.

Oh, Im strong for George. I wish there were more like him . . . Well, if you think Ive butted in on your private affairs sufficiently, I suppose I ought to be moving. Weve a rehearsal this afternoon.

Let it go! said Lord Marshmoreton boyishly.

Yes, and how quick do you think they would let me go, if I did? Im an honest working-girl, and I cant afford to lose jobs.

Lord Marshmoreton fiddled with his cigar-butt.

I could offer you an alternative position, if you cared to accept it.

Billie looked at him keenly. Other men in similar circumstances had made much the same remark to her. She was conscious of feeling a little disappointed in her new friend.

Well? she said dryly. Shoot.

You gathered, no doubt, from Mr. Bevans conversation, that my secretary has left me and run away and got married? Would you like to take her place?

It was not easy to disconcert Billie Dore, but she was taken aback. She had been expecting something different.

Youre a shriek, dadda!

Im perfectly serious.

Can you see me at a castle?

I can see you perfectly. Lord Marshmoretons rather formal manner left him. Do please accept, my dear child. Ive got to finish this damned family history some time or other. The family expect me to. Only yesterday my sister Caroline got me in a corner and bored me for half an hour about it. I simply cant face the prospect of getting another Alice Faraday from an agency. Charming girl, charming girl, of course, but . . . but . . . well, Ill be damned if I do it, and thats the long and short of it!

Billie bubbled over with laughter.

Of all the impulsive kids! she gurgled. I never met anyone like you, dadda! You dont even know that I can use a typewriter.

I do. Mr. Bevan told me you were an excellent stenographer.

So George has been boosting me, too, has he? She mused. I must say, Id love to come. That old place got me when I saw it that day.

Thats settled, then, said Lord Marshmoreton masterfully. Go to the theatre and tell them — tell whatever is usual in these cases. And then go home and pack, and meet me at Waterloo at six oclock. The train leaves at six-fifteen.

Return of the wanderer, accompanied by dizzy blonde! Youve certainly got it all fixed, havent you! Do you think the family will stand for me?

Damn the family! said Lord Marshmoreton, stoutly.

Theres one thing, said Billie complacently, eyeing her reflection in the mirror of her vanity-case, I may glitter in the fighting-top, but it is genuine. When I was a kid, I was a regular little tow-head.

I never supposed for a moment that it was anything but genuine.

Then youve got a fine, unsuspicious nature, dadda, and I admire you for it.

Six oclock at Waterloo, said the earl. I will be waiting for you.

Billie regarded him with affectionate admiration.

Boys will be boys, she said. All right. Ill be there.


CHAPTER 22.
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YOUNG BLIGHTED ALBERT, said Keggs the butler, shifting his weight so that it distributed itself more comfortably over the creaking chair in which he reclined, let this be a lesson to you, young feller me lad.

The day was a week after Lord Marshmoretons visit to London, the hour six oclock. The housekeepers room, in which the upper servants took their meals, had emptied. Of the gay company which had just finished dinner only Keggs remained, placidly digesting. Albert, whose duty it was to wait on the upper servants, was moving to and fro, morosely collecting the plates and glasses. The boy was in no happy frame of mind. Throughout dinner the conversation at table had dealt almost exclusively with the now celebrated elopement of Reggie Byng and his bride, and few subjects could have made more painful listening to Albert.

Whats been the result and what I might call the upshot, said Keggs, continuing his homily, of all your making yourself so busy and thrusting of yourself forward and meddling in the affairs of your elders and betters? The upshot and issue of it as been that you are out five shillings and nothing to show for it. Five shillings what you might have spent on some good book and improved your mind! And goodness knows it wants all the improving it can get, for of all the worthless, idle little messers its ever been my misfortune to have dealings with, you are the champion. Be careful of them plates, young man, and dont breathe so hard. You avent got hasthma or something, ave you?

I cant breathe now! complained the stricken child.

Not like a grampus you cant, and dont you forget it. Keggs wagged his head reprovingly. Well, so your Reggie Byngs gone and eloped, has he! That ought to teach you to be more careful another time ow you go gambling and plunging into sweepstakes. The idea of a child of your age aving the audacity to thrust isself forward like that!

Dont call him my Reggie Byng! I didnt draw im!

Theres no need to go into all that again, young feller. You accepted im freely and without prejudice when the fair exchange was suggested, so for all practical intents and purposes he is your Reggie Byng. I ope youre going to send him a wedding-present.

Well, you aint any better off than me, with all your ighway robbery!

My what!

You eard what I said.

Well, dont let me ear it again. The idea! If you ad any objections to parting with that ticket, you should have stated them clearly at the time. And what do you mean by saying I aint any better off than you are?

I ave my reasons.

You think you ave, which is a very different thing. I suppose you imagine that youve put a stopper on a certain little affair by surreptitiously destroying letters entrusted to you.

I never! exclaimed Albert with a convulsive start that nearly sent eleven plates dashing to destruction.

Ow many times have I got to tell you to be careful of them plates? said Keggs sternly. Who do you think you are — a juggler on the Alls, urling them about like that? Yes, I know all about that letter. You thought you was very clever, Ive no doubt. But let me tell you, young blighted Albert, that only the other evening er ladyship and Mr. Bevan ad a long and extended interview in spite of all your hefforts. I saw through your little game, and I proceeded and went and arranged the meeting.

In spite of himself Albert was awed. He was oppressed by the sense of struggling with a superior intellect.

Yes, you did! he managed to say with the proper note of incredulity, but in his heart he was not incredulous. Dimly, Albert had begun to perceive that years must elapse before he could become capable of matching himself in battles of wits with this master-strategist.

Yes, I certainly did! said Keggs. I dont know what appened at the interview — not being present in person. But Ive no doubt that everything proceeded satisfactorily.

And a fat lot of good thats going to do you, when e aint allowed to come inside the ouse!

A bland smile irradiated the butlers moon-like face.

If by e youre alloodin to Mr. Bevan, young blighted Albert, let me tell you that it wont be long before e becomes a regular duly invited guest at the castle!

A lot of chance!

Would you care to ave another five shillings even money on it?

Albert recoiled. He had had enough of speculation where the butler was concerned. Where that schemer was allowed to get within reach of it, hard cash melted away.

What are you going to do?

Never you mind what Im going to do. I ave my methods. All I ave to say to you is that tomorrow or the day after Mr. Bevan will be seated in our dining-all with is feet under our table, replying according to his personal taste and preference, when I ask im if ell ave ock or sherry. Brush all them crumbs carefully off the tablecloth, young blighted Albert — dont shuffle your feet — breathe softly through your nose — and close the door beind you when youve finished!

Oh, go and eat cake! said Albert bitterly. But he said it to his immortal soul, not aloud. The lads spirit was broken.

Keggs, the processes of digestion completed, presented himself before Lord Belpher in the billiard-room. Percy was alone. The house-party, so numerous on the night of the ball and on his birthday, had melted down now to reasonable proportions. The second and third cousins had retired, flushed and gratified, to obscure dens from which they had emerged, and the castle housed only the more prominent members of the family, always harder to dislodge than the small fry. The Bishop still remained, and the Colonel. Besides these, there were perhaps half a dozen more of the closer relations: to Lord Belphers way of thinking, half a dozen too many. He was not fond of his family.

Might I have a word with your lordship?

What is it, Keggs?

Keggs was a self-possessed man, but he found it a little hard to begin. Then he remembered that once in the misty past he had seen Lord Belpher spanked for stealing jam, he himself having acted on that occasion as prosecuting attorney; and the memory nerved him.

I earnestly ope that your lordship will not think that I am taking a liberty. I ave been in his lordship your fathers service many years now, and the family honour is, if I may be pardoned for saying so, extremely near my eart. I ave known your lordship since you were a mere boy, and . . .

Lord Belpher had listened with growing impatience to this preamble. His temper was seldom at its best these days, and the rolling periods annoyed him.

Yes, yes, of course, he said. What is it?

Keggs was himself now. In his opening remarks he had simply been, as it were, winding up. He was now prepared to begin.

Your lordship will recall inquiring of me on the night of the ball as to the bona fides of one of the temporary waiters? The one that stated that e was the cousin of young bli — of the boy Albert, the page? I have been making inquiries, your lordship, and I regret to say I find that the man was a impostor. He informed me that e was Alberts cousin, but Albert now informs me that e as no cousin in America. I am extremely sorry this should have occurred, your lordship, and I ope you will attribute it to the bustle and haste inseparable from duties as mine on such a occasion.

I know the fellow was an impostor. He was probably after the spoons!

Keggs coughed.

If I might be allowed to take a further liberty, your lordship, might I suggest that I am aware of the mans identity and of his motive for visiting the castle.

He waited a little apprehensively. This was the crucial point in the interview. If Lord Belpher did not now freeze him with a glance and order him from the room, the danger would be past, and he could speak freely. His light blue eyes were expressionless as they met Percys, but inwardly he was feeling much the same sensation as he was wont to experience when the family was in town and he had managed to slip off to Kempton Park or some other race-course and put some of his savings on a horse. As he felt when the racing steeds thundered down the straight, so did he feel now.

Astonishment showed in Lord Belphers round face. Just as it was about to be succeeded by indignation, the butler spoke again.

I am aware, your lordship, that it is not my place to offer suggestions as to the private and intimate affairs of the family I ave the honour to serve, but, if your lordship would consent to overlook the liberty, I think I could be of elp and assistance in a matter which is causing annoyance and unpleasantness to all.

He invigorated himself with another dip into the waters of memory. Yes. The young man before him might be Lord Belpher, son of his employer and heir to all these great estates, but once he had seen him spanked.

Perhaps Percy also remembered this. Perhaps he merely felt that Keggs was a faithful old servant and, as such, entitled to thrust himself into the family affairs. Whatever his reasons, he now definitely lowered the barrier.

Well, he said, with a glance at the door to make sure that there were no witnesses to an act of which the aristocrat in him disapproved, go on!

Keggs breathed freely. The danger-point was past.

Aving a natural interest, your lordship, he said, we of the Servants All generally manage to become respectfully aware of whatever appens to be transpirin above stairs. May I say that I became acquainted at an early stage with the trouble which your lordship is unfortunately aving with a certain party?

Lord Belpher, although his whole being revolted against what practically amounted to hobnobbing with a butler, perceived that he had committed himself to the discussion. It revolted him to think that these delicate family secrets were the subject of conversation in menial circles, but it was too late to do anything now. And such was the whole-heartedness with which he had declared war upon George Bevan that, at this stage in the proceedings, his chief emotion was a hope that Keggs might have something sensible to suggest.

I think, begging your lordships pardon for making the remark, that you are acting injudicious. I ave been in service a great number of years, startin as stewards room boy and rising to my present position, and I may say I ave ad experience during those years of several cases where the daughter or son of the ouse contemplated a misalliance, and all but one of the cases ended disastrously, your lordship, on account of the family trying opposition. It is my experience that opposition in matters of the eart is useless, feedin, as it, so to speak, does the flame. Young people, your lordship, if I may be pardoned for employing the expression in the present case, are naturally romantic and if you keep em away from a thing they sit and pity themselves and want it all the more. And in the end you may be sure they get it. Theres no way of stoppin them. I was not on sufficiently easy terms with the late Lord Worlingham to give im the benefit of my experience on the occasion when the Honourable Aubrey Pershore fell in love with the young person at the Gaiety Theatre. Otherwise I could ave told im he was not acting judicious. His lordship opposed the match in every way, and the young couple ran off and got married at a registrars. It was the same when a young man who was tutor to er ladyships brother attracted Lady Evelyn Walls, the only daughter of the Earl of Ackleton. In fact, your lordship, the only entanglement of the kind that came to a satisfactory conclusion in the whole of my personal experience was the affair of Lady Catherine Duseby, Lord Bridgefields daughter, who injudiciously became infatuated with a roller-skating instructor.

Lord Belpher had ceased to feel distantly superior to his companion. The butlers powerful personality hypnotized him. Long ere the harangue was ended, he was as a little child drinking in the utterances of a master. He bent forward eagerly. Keggs had broken off his remarks at the most interesting point.

What happened? inquired Percy.

The young man, proceeded Keggs, was a young man of considerable personal attractions, aving large brown eyes and a athletic lissome figure, brought about by roller-skating. It was no wonder, in the opinion of the Servants All, that er ladyship should have found erself fascinated by him, particularly as I myself ad eard her observe at a full luncheon-table that roller-skating was in her opinion the only thing except her toy Pomeranian that made life worth living. But when she announced that she had become engaged to this young man, there was the greatest consternation. I was not, of course, privileged to be a participant at the many councils and discussions that ensued and took place, but I was aware that such transpired with great frequency. Eventually is lordship took the shrewd step of assuming acquiescence and inviting the young man to visit us in Scotland. And within ten days of his arrival, your lordship, the match was broken off. He went back to is roller-skating, and er ladyship took up visiting the poor and eventually contracted an altogether suitable alliance by marrying Lord Ronald Spofforth, the second son of his Grace the Duke of Gorbals and Strathbungo.

How did it happen?

Seein the young man in the surroundings of er own ome, er ladyship soon began to see that she had taken too romantic a view of im previous, your lordship. E was one of the lower middle class, what is sometimes termed the bourjoisy, and is abits were not the abits of the class to which er ladyship belonged. E ad nothing in common with the rest of the ouse-party, and was injudicious in is choice of forks. The very first night at dinner e took a steel knife to the ontray, and I see er ladyship look at him very sharp, as much as to say that scales had fallen from er eyes. It didnt take er long after that to become convinced that er eart ad led er astray.

Then you think — ?

It is not for me to presume to offer anything but the most respectful advice, your lordship, but I should most certainly advocate a similar procedure in the present instance.

Lord Belpher reflected. Recent events had brought home to him the magnitude of the task he had assumed when he had appointed himself the watcher of his sisters movements. The affair of the curate and the village blacksmith had shaken him both physically and spiritually. His feet were still sore, and his confidence in himself had waned considerably. The thought of having to continue his espionage indefinitely was not a pleasant one. How much simpler and more effective it would be to adopt the suggestion which had been offered to him.

 — Im not sure you arent right, Keggs.

Thank you, your lordship. I feel convinced of it.

I will speak to my father tonight.

Very good, your lordship. I am glad to have been of service.

Young blighted Albert, said Keggs crisply, shortly after breakfast on the following morning, youre to take this note to Mr. Bevan at the cottage down by Platts farm, and youre to deliver it without playing any of your monkey-tricks, and youre to wait for an answer, and youre to bring that answer back to me, too, and to Lord Marshmoreton. And I may tell you, to save you the trouble of opening it with steam from the kitchen kettle, that I ave already done so. Its an invitation to dine with us tonight. So now you know. Look slippy!

Albert capitulated. For the first time in his life he felt humble. He perceived how misguided he had been ever to suppose that he could pit his pigmy wits against this smooth-faced worker of wonders.

Crikey! he ejaculated.

It was all that he could say.

And theres one more thing, young feller me lad, added Keggs earnestly, dont you ever grow up to be such a fatead as our friend Percy. Dont forget I warned you.


CHAPTER 23.
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LIFE IS LIKE some crazy machine that is always going either too slow or too fast. From the cradle to the grave we alternate between the Sargasso Sea and the rapids — forever either becalmed or storm-tossed. It seemed to Maud, as she looked across the dinner-table in order to make sure for the twentieth time that it really was George Bevan who sat opposite her, that, after months in which nothing whatever had happened, she was now living through a period when everything was happening at once. Life, from being a broken-down machine, had suddenly begun to race.

To the orderly routine that stretched back to the time when she had been hurried home in disgrace from Wales there had succeeded a mad whirl of events, to which the miracle of tonight had come as a fitting climax. She had not begun to dress for dinner till somewhat late, and had consequently entered the drawing-room just as Keggs was announcing that the meal was ready. She had received her first shock when the love-sick Plummer, emerging from a mixed crowd of relatives and friends, had informed her that he was to take her in. She had not expected Plummer to be there, though he lived in the neighbourhood. Plummer, at their last meeting, had stated his intention of going abroad for a bit to mend his bruised heart: and it was a little disconcerting to a sensitive girl to find her victim popping up again like this. She did not know that, as far as Plummer was concerned, the whole affair was to be considered opened again. To Plummer, analysing the girls motives in refusing him, there had come the idea that there was Another, and that this other must be Reggie Byng. From the first he had always looked upon Reggie as his worst rival. And now Reggie had bolted with the Faraday girl, leaving Maud in excellent condition, so it seemed to Plummer, to console herself with a worthier man. Plummer knew all about the Rebound and the part it plays in the affairs of the heart. His own breach-of-promise case two years earlier had been entirely due to the fact that the refusal of the youngest Devenish girl to marry him had caused him to rebound into the dangerous society of the second girl from the O.P. end of the first row in the Summertime is Kissing-time number in the Alhambra revue. He had come to the castle tonight gloomy, but not without hope.

Mauds second shock eclipsed the first entirely. No notification had been given to her either by her father or by Percy of the proposed extension of the hand of hospitality to George, and the sight of him standing there talking to her aunt Caroline made her momentarily dizzy. Life, which for several days had had all the properties now of a dream, now of a nightmare, became more unreal than ever. She could conceive no explanation of Georges presence. He could not be there — that was all there was to it; yet there undoubtedly he was. Her manner, as she accompanied Plummer down the stairs, took on such a dazed sweetness that her escort felt that in coming there that night he had done the wisest act of a lifetime studded but sparsely with wise acts. It seemed to Plummer that this girl had softened towards him. Certainly something had changed her. He could not know that she was merely wondering if she was awake.

George, meanwhile, across the table, was also having a little difficulty in adjusting his faculties to the progress of events. He had given up trying to imagine why he had been invited to this dinner, and was now endeavouring to find some theory which would square with the fact of Billie Dore being at the castle. At precisely this hour Billie, by rights, should have been putting the finishing touches on her make-up in a second-floor dressing-room at the Regal. Yet there she sat, very much at her ease in this aristocratic company, so quietly and unobtrusively dressed in some black stuff that at first he had scarcely recognized her. She was talking to the Bishop. . .

The voice of Keggs at his elbow broke in on his reverie.

Sherry or ock, sir?

George could not have explained why this reminder of the butlers presence should have made him feel better, but it did. There was something solid and tranquilizing about Keggs. He had noticed it before. For the first time the sensation of having been smitten over the head with some blunt instrument began to abate. It was as if Keggs by the mere intonation of his voice had said, All this no doubt seems very strange and unusual to you, but feel no alarm! I am here!

George began to sit up and take notice. A cloud seemed to have cleared from his brain. He found himself looking on his fellow-diners as individuals rather than as a confused mass. The prophet Daniel, after the initial embarrassment of finding himself in the society of the lions had passed away, must have experienced a somewhat similar sensation.

He began to sort these people out and label them. There had been introductions in the drawing-room, but they had left him with a bewildered sense of having heard somebody recite a page from Burkes peerage. Not since that day in the free library in London, when he had dived into that fascinating volume in order to discover Mauds identity, had he undergone such a rain of titles. He now took stock, to ascertain how many of these people he could identify.

The stock-taking was an absolute failure. Of all those present the only individuals he could swear to were his own personal little playmates with whom he had sported in other surroundings. There was Lord Belpher, for instance, eyeing him with a hostility that could hardly be called veiled. There was Lord Marshmoreton at the head of the table, listening glumly to the conversation of a stout woman with a pearl necklace, but who was that woman? Was it Lady Jane Allenby or Lady Edith Wade-Beverly or Lady Patricia Fowles? And who, above all, was the pie-faced fellow with the moustache talking to Maud?

He sought assistance from the girl he had taken in to dinner. She appeared, as far as he could ascertain from a short acquaintance, to be an amiable little thing. She was small and young and fluffy, and he had caught enough of her name at the moment of introduction to gather that she was plain Miss Something — a fact which seemed to him to draw them together.

I wish you would tell me who some of these people are, he said, as she turned from talking to the man on her other-side. Who is the man over there?

Which man?

The one talking to Lady Maud. The fellow whose face ought to be shuffled and dealt again.

Thats my brother.

That held George during the soup.

Im sorry about your brother, he said rallying with the fish.

Thats very sweet of you.

It was the light that deceived me. Now that I look again, I see that his face has great charm.

The girl giggled. George began to feel better.

Who are some of the others? I didnt get your name, for instance. They shot it at me so quick that it had whizzed by before I could catch it.

My name is Plummer.

George was electrified. He looked across the table with more vivid interest. The amorous Plummer had been just a Voice to him till now. It was exciting to see him in the flesh.

And who are the rest of them?

They are all members of the family. I thought you knew them.

I know Lord Marshmoreton. And Lady Maud. And, of course, Lord Belpher. He caught Percys eye as it surveyed him coldly from the other side of the table, and nodded cheerfully. Great pal of mine, Lord Belpher.

The fluffy Miss Plummer twisted her pretty face into a grimace of disapproval.

I dont like Percy.

No!

I think hes conceited.

Surely not? What could he have to be conceited about?

Hes stiff.

Yes, of course, thats how he strikes people at first. The first time I met him, I thought he was an awful stiff. But you should see him in his moments of relaxation. Hes one of those fellows you have to get to know. He grows on you.

Yes, but look at that affair with the policeman in London. Everybody in the county is talking about it.

Young blood! sighed George. Young blood! Of course, Percy is wild.

He must have been intoxicated.

Oh, undoubtedly, said George.

Miss Plummer glanced across the table.

Do look at Edwin!

Which is Edwin?

My brother, I mean. Look at the way he keeps staring at Maud. Edwins awfully in love with Maud, she rattled on with engaging frankness. At least, he thinks he is. Hes been in love with a different girl every season since I came out. And now that Reggie Byng has gone and married Alice Faraday, he thinks he has a chance. You heard about that, I suppose?

Yes, I did hear something about it.

Of course, Edwins wasting his time, really. I happen to know — Miss Plummer sank her voice to a whisper— I happen to know that Mauds awfully in love with some man she met in Wales last year, but the family wont hear of it.

Families are like that, agreed George.

Nobody knows who he is, but everybody in the county knows all about it. Those things get about, you know. Of course, its out of the question. Maud will have to marry somebody awfully rich or with a title. Her familys one of the oldest in England, you know.

So I understand.

It isnt as if she were the daughter of Lord Peebles, somebody like that.

Why Lord Peebles?

Well, what I mean to say is, said Miss Plummer, with a silvery echo of Reggie Byng, he made his money in whisky.

Thats better than spending it that way, argued George.

Miss Plummer looked puzzled. I see what you mean, she said a little vaguely. Lord Marshmoreton is so different.

Haughty nobleman stuff, eh?

Yes.

So you think this mysterious man in Wales hasnt a chance?

Not unless he and Maud elope like Reggie Byng and Alice. Wasnt that exciting? Who would ever have suspected Reggie had the dash to do a thing like that? Lord Marshmoretons new secretary is very pretty, dont you think?

Which is she?

The girl in black with the golden hair.

Is she Lord Marshmoretons secretary?

Yes. Shes an American girl. I think shes much nicer than Alice Faraday. I was talking to her before dinner. Her name is Dore. Her father was a captain in the American army, who died without leaving her a penny. He was the younger son of a very distinguished family, but his family disowned him because he married against their wishes.

Something ought to be done to stop these families, said George. Theyre always up to something.

So Miss Dore had to go out and earn her own living. It must have been awful for her, mustnt it, having to give up society.

Did she give up society?

Oh, yes. She used to go everywhere in New York before her father died. I think American girls are wonderful. They have so much enterprise.

George at the moment was thinking that it was in imagination that they excelled.

I wish I could go out and earn my living, said Miss Plummer. But the family wont dream of it.

The family again! said George sympathetically. Theyre a perfect curse.

I want to go on the stage. Are you fond of the theatre?

Fairly.

I love it. Have you seen Hubert Broadleigh in Twas Once in Spring?

Im afraid I havent.

Hes wonderful. Have you seen Cynthia Dane in A Womans No?

I missed that one too.

Perhaps you prefer musical pieces? I saw an awfully good musical comedy before I left town. Its called Follow the Girl. Its at the Regal Theatre. Have you seen it?

I wrote it.

You — what!

That is to say, I wrote the music.

But the musics lovely, gasped little Miss Plummer, as if the fact made his claim ridiculous. Ive been humming it ever since.

I cant help that. I still stick to it that I wrote it.

You arent George Bevan!

I am!

But— Miss Plummers voice almost failed here— But Ive been dancing to your music for years! Ive got about fifty of your records on the Victrola at home.

George blushed. However successful a man may be he can never get used to Fame at close range.

Why, that tricky thing — you know, in the second act — is the darlingest thing I ever heard. Im mad about it.

Do you mean the one that goes lumty-lumty-tum, tumty-tumty-tum?

No the one that goes ta-rumty-tum-tum, ta-rumty-tum. You know! The one about Granny dancing the shimmy.

Im not responsible for the words, you know, urged George hastily. Those are wished on me by the lyrist.

I think the words are splendid. Although poor popper thinks its improper, Grannys always doing it and nobody can stop her! I loved it. Miss Plummer leaned forward excitedly. She was an impulsive girl. Lady Caroline.

Conversation stopped. Lady Caroline turned.

Yes, Millie?

Did you know that Mr. Bevan was the Mr. Bevan?

Everybody was listening now. George huddled pinkly in his chair. He had not foreseen this bally-hooing. Shadrach, Meschach and Abednego combined had never felt a tithe of the warmth that consumed him. He was essentially a modest young man.

The Mr. Bevan? echoed Lady Caroline coldly. It was painful to her to have to recognize Georges existence on the same planet as herself. To admire him, as Miss Plummer apparently expected her to do, was a loathsome task. She cast one glance, fresh from the refrigerator, at the shrinking George, and elevated her aristocratic eyebrows.

Miss Plummer was not damped. She was at the hero-worshipping age, and George shared with the Messrs. Fairbanks, Francis X. Bushman, and one or two tennis champions an imposing pedestal in her Hall of Fame.

You know! George Bevan, who wrote the music of Follow the Girl.

Lady Caroline showed no signs of thawing. She had not heard of Follow the Girl. Her attitude suggested that, while she admitted the possibility of George having disgraced himself in the manner indicated, it was nothing to her.

And all those other things, pursued Miss Plummer indefatigably. You must have heard his music on the Victrola.

Why, of course!

It was not Lady Caroline who spoke, but a man further down the table. He spoke with enthusiasm.

Of course, by Jove! he said. The Schenectady Shimmy, by Jove, and all that! Ripping!

Everybody seemed pleased and interested. Everybody, that is to say, except Lady Caroline and Lord Belpher. Percy was feeling that he had been tricked. He cursed the imbecility of Keggs in suggesting that this man should be invited to dinner. Everything had gone wrong. George was an undoubted success. The majority of the company were solid for him. As far as exposing his unworthiness in the eyes of Maud was concerned, the dinner had been a ghastly failure. Much better to have left him to lurk in his infernal cottage. Lord Belpher drained his glass moodily. He was seriously upset.

But his discomfort at that moment was as nothing to the agony which rent his tortured soul a moment later. Lord Marshmoreton, who had been listening with growing excitement to the chorus of approval, rose from his seat. He cleared his throat. It was plain that Lord Marshmoreton had something on his mind.

Er. . . . he said.

The clatter of conversation ceased once more — stunned, as it always is at dinner parties when one of the gathering is seen to have assumed an upright position. Lord Marshmoreton cleared his throat again. His tanned face had taken on a deeper hue, and there was a look in his eyes which seemed to suggest that he was defying something or somebody. It was the look which Ajax had in his eyes when he defied the lightning, the look which nervous husbands have when they announce their intention of going round the corner to bowl a few games with the boys. One could not say definitely that Lord Marshmoreton looked pop-eyed. On the other hand, one could not assert truthfully that he did not. At any rate, he was manifestly embarrassed. He had made up his mind to a certain course of action on the spur of the moment, taking advantage, as others have done, of the trend of popular enthusiasm: and his state of mind was nervous but resolute, like that of a soldier going over the top. He cleared his throat for the third time, took one swift glance at his sister Caroline, then gazed glassily into the emptiness above her head.

Take this opportunity, he said rapidly, clutching at the table-cloth for support, take this opportunity of announcing the engagement of my daughter Maud to Mr. Bevan. And, he concluded with a rush, pouring back into his chair, I should like you all to drink their health!

There was a silence that hurt. It was broken by two sounds, occurring simultaneously in different parts of the room. One was a gasp from Lady Caroline. The other was a crash of glass.

For the first time in a long unblemished career Keggs the butler had dropped a tray.


CHAPTER 24.
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OUT ON THE terrace the night was very still. From a steel-blue sky the stars looked down as calmly as they had looked on the night of the ball, when George had waited by the shrubbery listening to the wailing of the music and thinking long thoughts. From the dark meadows by the brook came the cry of a corncrake, its harsh note softened by distance.

What shall we do? said Maud. She was sitting on the stone seat where Reggie Byng had sat and meditated on his love for Alice Faraday and his unfortunate habit of slicing his approach-shots. To George, as he stood beside her, she was a white blur in the darkness. He could not see her face.

I dont know! he said frankly.

Nor did he. Like Lady Caroline and Lord Belpher and Keggs, the butler, he had been completely overwhelmed by Lord Marshmoretons dramatic announcement. The situation had come upon him unheralded by any warning, and had found him unequal to it.

A choking sound suddenly proceeded from the whiteness that was Maud. In the stillness it sounded like some loud noise. It jarred on Georges disturbed nerves.

Please!

I c-cant help it!

Theres nothing to cry about, really! If we think long enough, we shall find some way out all right. Please dont cry.

Im not crying! The choking sound became an unmistakable ripple of mirth. Its so absurd! Poor father getting up like that in front of everyone! Did you see Aunt Carolines face?

It haunts me still, said George. I shall never forget it. Your brother didnt seem any too pleased, either.

Maud stopped laughing.

Its an awful position, she said soberly. The announcement will be in the Morning Post the day after tomorrow. And then the letters of congratulation will begin to pour in. And after that the presents. And I simply cant see how we can convince them all that there has been a mistake. Another aspect of the matter struck her. Its so hard on you, too.

Dont think about me, urged George. Heaven knows Id give the whole world if we could just let the thing go on, but theres no use discussing impossibilities. He lowered his voice. Theres no use, either, in my pretending that Im not going to have a pretty bad time. But we wont discuss that. It was my own fault. I came butting in on your life of my own free will, and, whatever happens, its been worth it to have known you and tried to be of service to you.

Youre the best friend Ive ever had.

Im glad you think that.

The best and kindest friend any girl ever had. I wish . . . She broke off. Oh, well. . .

There was a silence. In the castle somebody had begun to play the piano. Then a mans voice began to sing.

Thats Edwin Plummer, said Maud. How badly he sings.

George laughed. Somehow the intrusion of Plummer had removed the tension. Plummer, whether designedly and as a sombre commentary on the situation or because he was the sort of man who does sing that particular song, was chanting Tostis Good-bye. He was giving to its never very cheery notes a wailing melancholy all his own. A dog in the stables began to howl in sympathy, and with the sound came a curious soothing of Georges nerves. He might feel broken-hearted later, but for the moment, with this double accompaniment, it was impossible for a man with humour in his soul to dwell on the deeper emotions. Plummer and his canine duettist had brought him to earth. He felt calm and practical.

Wed better talk the whole thing over quietly, he said. Theres certain to be some solution. At the worst you can always go to Lord Marshmoreton and tell him that he spoke without a sufficient grasp of his subject.

I could, said Maud, but, just at present, I feel as if Id rather do anything else in the world. You dont realize what it must have cost father to defy Aunt Caroline openly like that. Ever since I was old enough to notice anything, Ive seen how she dominated him. It was Aunt Caroline who really caused all this trouble. If it had only been father, I could have coaxed him to let me marry anyone I pleased. I wish, if you possibly can, you would think of some other solution.

I havent had an opportunity of telling you, said George, that I called at Belgrave Square, as you asked me to do. I went there directly I had seen Reggie Byng safely married.

Did you see him married?

I was best man.

Dear old Reggie! I hope he will be happy.

He will. Dont worry about that. Well, as I was saying, I called at Belgrave Square, and found the house shut up. I couldnt get any answer to the bell, though I kept my thumb on it for minutes at a time. I think they must have gone abroad again.

No, it wasnt that. I had a letter from Geoffrey this morning. His uncle died of apoplexy, while they were in Manchester on a business trip. She paused. He left Geoffrey all his money, she went on. Every penny.

The silence seemed to stretch out interminably. The music from the castle had ceased. The quiet of the summer night was unbroken. To George the stillness had a touch of the sinister. It was the ghastly silence of the end of the world. With a shock he realized that even now he had been permitting himself to hope, futile as he recognized the hope to be. Maud had told him she loved another man. That should have been final. And yet somehow his indomitable sub-conscious self had refused to accept it as final. But this news ended everything. The only obstacle that had held Maud and this man apart was removed. There was nothing to prevent them marrying. George was conscious of a vast depression. The last strand of the rope had parted, and he was drifting alone out into the ocean of desolation.

Oh! he said, and was surprised that his voice sounded very much the same as usual. Speech was so difficult that it seemed strange that it should show no signs of effort. That alters everything, doesnt it.

He said in his letter that he wanted me to meet him in London and — talk things over, I suppose.

Theres nothing now to prevent your going. I mean, now that your father has made this announcement, you are free to go where you please.

Yes, I suppose I am.

There was another silence.

Everythings so difficult, said Maud.

In what way?

Oh, I dont know.

If you are thinking of me, said George, please dont. I know exactly what you mean. You are hating the thought of hurting my feelings. I wish you would look on me as having no feelings. All I want is to see you happy. As I said just now, its enough for me to know that Ive helped you. Do be reasonable about it. The fact that our engagement has been officially announced makes no difference in our relations to each other. As far as we two are concerned, we are exactly where we were the last time we met. Its no worse for me now than it was then to know that Im not the man you love, and that theres somebody else you loved before you ever knew of my existence. For goodness sake, a girl like you must be used to having men tell her that they love her and having to tell them that she cant love them in return.

But youre so different.

Not a bit of it. Im just one of the crowd.

Ive never known anybody quite like you.

Well, youve never known anybody quite like Plummer, I should imagine. But the thought of his sufferings didnt break your heart.

Ive known a million men exactly like Edwin Plummer, said Maud emphatically. All the men I ever have known have been like him — quite nice and pleasant and negative. It never seemed to matter refusing them. One knew that they would be just a little bit piqued for a week or two and then wander off and fall in love with somebody else. But youre different. You . . . matter.

That is where we disagree. My argument is that, where your happiness is concerned, I dont matter.

Maud rested her chin on her hand, and stared out into the velvet darkness.

You ought to have been my brother instead of Percy, she said at last. What chums we should have been! And how simple that would have made everything!

The best thing for you to do is to regard me as an honorary brother. That will make everything simple.

Its easy to talk like that . . . No, it isnt. Its horribly hard. I know exactly how difficult it is for you to talk as you have been doing — to try to make me feel better by pretending the whole trouble is just a trifle . . . Its strange . . . We have only met really for a few minutes at a time, and three weeks ago I didnt know there was such a person as you, but somehow I seem to know everything youre thinking. Ive never felt like that before with any man . . . Even Geoffrey. . . He always puzzled me. . . .

She broke off. The corncrake began to call again out in the distance.

I wish I knew what to do, she said with a catch in her voice.

Ill tell you in two words what to do. The whole thing is absurdly simple. You love this man and he loves you, and all that kept you apart before was the fact that he could not afford to marry you. Now that he is rich, there is no obstacle at all. I simply wont let you look on me and my feelings as an obstacle. Rule me out altogether. Your fathers mistake has made the situation a little more complicated than it need have been, but that can easily be remedied. Imitate the excellent example of Reggie Byng. He was in a position where it would have been embarrassing to announce what he intended to do, so he very sensibly went quietly off and did it and left everybody to find out after it was done. Im bound to say I never looked on Reggie as a master mind, but, when it came to find a way out of embarrassing situations, one has to admit he had the right idea. Do what he did!

Maud started. She half rose from the stone seat. George could hear the quick intake of her breath.

You mean — run away?

Exactly. Run away!

An automobile swung round the corner of the castle from the direction of the garage, and drew up, purring, at the steps. There was a flood of light and the sound of voices, as the great door opened. Maud rose.

People are leaving, she said. I didnt know it was so late. She stood irresolutely. I suppose I ought to go in and say good-bye. But I dont think I can.

Stay where you are. Nobody will see you.

More automobiles arrived. The quiet of the night was shattered by the noise of their engines. Maud sat down again.

I suppose they will think it very odd of me not being there.

Never mind what people think. Reggie Byng didnt.

Mauds foot traced circles on the dry turf.

What a lovely night, she said. Theres no dew at all.

The automobiles snorted, tooted, back-fired, and passed away. Their clamour died in the distance, leaving the night a thing of peace and magic once more. The door of the castle closed with a bang.

I suppose I ought to be going in now, said Maud.

I suppose so. And I ought to be there, too, politely making my farewells. But something seems to tell me that Lady Caroline and your brother will be quite ready to dispense with the formalities. I shall go home.

They faced each other in the darkness.

Would you really do that? asked Maud. Run away, I mean, and get married in London.

Its the only thing to do.

But . . . can one get married as quickly as that?

At a registrars? Nothing simpler. You should have seen Reggie Byngs wedding. It was over before one realized it had started. A snuffy little man in a black coat with a cold in his head asked a few questions, wrote a few words, and the thing was done.

That sounds rather . . . dreadful.

Reggie didnt seem to think so.

Unromantic, I mean. . . . Prosaic.

You would supply the romance.

Of course, one ought to be sensible. It is just the same as a regular wedding.

In effects, absolutely.

They moved up the terrace together. On the gravel drive by the steps they paused.

Ill do it! said Maud.

George had to make an effort before he could reply. For all his sane and convincing arguments, he could not check a pang at this definite acceptance of them. He had begun to appreciate now the strain under which he had been speaking.

You must, he said. Well . . . good-bye.

There was light on the drive. He could see her face. Her eyes were troubled.

What will you do? she asked.

Do?

I mean, are you going to stay on in your cottage?

No, I hardly think I could do that. I shall go back to London tomorrow, and stay at the Carlton for a few days. Then I shall sail for America. There are a couple of pieces Ive got to do for the Fall. I ought to be starting on them.

Maud looked away.

Youve got your work, she said almost inaudibly.

George understood her.

Yes, Ive got my work.

Im glad.

She held out her hand.

Youve been very wonderful... Right from the beginning . . . Youve been . . . oh, whats the use of me saying anything?

Ive had my reward. Ive known you. Were friends, arent we?

My best friend.

Pals?

Pals!

They shook hands.


CHAPTER 25.

[image: img184.jpg]

I WAS NEVER so upset in my life! said Lady Caroline.

She had been saying the same thing and many other things for the past five minutes. Until the departure of the last guest she had kept an icy command of herself and shown an unruffled front to the world. She had even contrived to smile. But now, with the final automobile whirring homewards, she had thrown off the mask. The very furniture of Lord Marshmoretons study seemed to shrink, seared by the flame of her wrath. As for Lord Marshmoreton himself, he looked quite shrivelled.

It had not been an easy matter to bring her erring brother to bay. The hunt had been in progress full ten minutes before she and Lord Belpher finally cornered the poor wretch. His plea, through the keyhole of the locked door, that he was working on the family history and could not be disturbed, was ignored; and now he was face to face with the avengers.

I cannot understand it, continued Lady Caroline. You know that for months we have all been straining every nerve to break off this horrible entanglement, and, just as we had begun to hope that something might be done, you announce the engagement in the most public manner. I think you must be out of your mind. I can hardly believe even now that this appalling thing has happened. I am hoping that I shall wake up and find it is all a nightmare. How you can have done such a thing, I cannot understand.

Quite! said Lord Belpher.

If Lady Caroline was upset, there are no words in the language that will adequately describe the emotions of Percy.

From the very start of this lamentable episode in high life, Percy had been in the forefront of the battle. It was Percy who had had his best hat smitten from his head in the full view of all Piccadilly. It was Percy who had suffered arrest and imprisonment in the cause. It was Percy who had been crippled for days owing to his zeal in tracking Maud across country. And now all his sufferings were in vain. He had been betrayed by his own father.

There was, so the historians of the Middle West tell us, a man of Chicago named Young, who once, when his nerves were unstrung, put his mother (unseen) in the chopping-machine, and canned her and labelled her Tongue. It is enough to say that the glance of disapproval which Percy cast upon his father at this juncture would have been unduly severe if cast by the Young offspring upon their parent at the moment of confession.

Lord Marshmoreton had rallied from his initial panic. The spirit of revolt began to burn again in his bosom. Once the die is cast for revolution, there can be no looking back. One must defy, not apologize. Perhaps the inherited tendencies of a line of ancestors who, whatever their shortcomings, had at least known how to treat their women folk, came to his aid. Possibly there stood by his side in this crisis ghosts of dead and buried Marshmoretons, whispering spectral encouragement in his ear — the ghosts, let us suppose, of that earl who, in the days of the seventh Henry, had stabbed his wife with a dagger to cure her tendency to lecture him at night; or of that other earl who, at a previous date in the annals of the family, had caused two aunts and a sister to be poisoned apparently from a mere whim. At any rate, Lord Marshmoreton produced from some source sufficient courage to talk back.

Silly nonsense! he grunted. Dont see what youre making all this fuss about. Maud loves the fellow. I like the fellow. Perfectly decent fellow. Nothing to make a fuss about. Why shouldnt I announce the engagement?

You must be mad! cried Lady Caroline. Your only daughter and a man nobody knows anything about!

Quite! said Percy.

Lord Marshmoreton seized his advantage with the skill of an adroit debater.

Thats where youre wrong. I know all about him. Hes a very rich man. You heard the way all those people at dinner behaved when they heard his name. Very celebrated man! Makes thousands of pounds a year. Perfectly suitable match in every way.

It is not a suitable match, said Lady Caroline vehemently. I dont care whether this Mr. Bevan makes thousands of pounds a year or twopence-hapenny. The match is not suitable. Money is not everything.

She broke off. A knock had come on the door. The door opened, and Billie Dore came in. A kind-hearted girl, she had foreseen that Lord Marshmoreton might be glad of a change of subject at about this time.

Would you like me to help you tonight? she asked brightly. I thought I would ask if there was anything you wanted me to do.

Lady Caroline snatched hurriedly at her aristocratic calm. She resented the interruption acutely, but her manner, when she spoke, was bland.

Lord Marshmoreton will not require your help tonight, she said. He will not be working.

Good night, said Billie.

Good night, said Lady Caroline.

Percy scowled a valediction.

Money, resumed Lady Caroline, is immaterial. Maud is in no position to be obliged to marry a rich man. What makes the thing impossible is that Mr. Bevan is nobody. He comes from nowhere. He has no social standing whatsoever.

Dont see it, said Lord Marshmoreton. The fellows a thoroughly decent fellow. Thats all that matters.

How can you be so pig-headed! You are talking like an imbecile. Your secretary, Miss Dore, is a nice girl. But how would you feel if Percy were to come to you and say that he was engaged to be married to her?

Exactly! said Percy. Quite!

Lord Marshmoreton rose and moved to the door. He did it with a certain dignity, but there was a strange hunted expression in his eyes.

That would be impossible, he said.

Precisely, said his sister. I am glad that you admit it.

Lord Marshmoreton had reached the door, and was standing holding the handle. He seemed to gather strength from its support.

Ive been meaning to tell you about that, he said.

About what?

About Miss Dore. I married her myself last Wednesday, said Lord Marshmoreton, and disappeared like a diving duck.


CHAPTER 26.
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AT A QUARTER past four in the afternoon, two days after the memorable dinner-party at which Lord Marshmoreton had behaved with so notable a lack of judgment, Maud sat in Ye Cosy Nooke, waiting for Geoffrey Raymond. He had said in his telegram that he would meet her there at four-thirty: but eagerness had brought Maud to the tryst a quarter of an hour ahead of time: and already the sadness of her surroundings was causing her to regret this impulsiveness. Depression had settled upon her spirit. She was aware of something that resembled foreboding.

Ye Cosy Nooke, as its name will immediately suggest to those who know their London, is a tea-shop in Bond Street, conducted by distressed gentlewomen. In London, when a gentlewoman becomes distressed — which she seems to do on the slightest provocation — she collects about her two or three other distressed gentlewomen, forming a quorum, and starts a tea-shop in the West-End, which she calls Ye Oak Leaf, Ye Olde Willow-Pattern, Ye Linden-Tree, or Ye Snug Harbour, according to personal taste. There, dressed in Tyrolese, Japanese, Norwegian, or some other exotic costume, she and her associates administer refreshments of an afternoon with a proud languor calculated to knock the nonsense out of the cheeriest customer. Here you will find none of the coarse bustle and efficiency of the rival establishments of Lyons and Co., nor the glitter and gaiety of Rumpelmayers. These places have an atmosphere of their own. They rely for their effect on an insufficiency of light, an almost total lack of ventilation, a property chocolate cake which you are not supposed to cut, and the sad aloofness of their ministering angels. It is to be doubted whether there is anything in the world more damping to the spirit than a London tea-shop of this kind, unless it be another London tea-shop of the same kind.

Maud sat and waited. Somewhere out of sight a kettle bubbled in an undertone, like a whispering pessimist. Across the room two distressed gentlewomen in fancy dress leaned against the wall. They, too, were whispering. Their expressions suggested that they looked on life as low and wished they were well out of it, like the body upstairs. One assumed that there was a body upstairs. One cannot help it at these places. Ones first thought on entering is that the lady assistant will approach one and ask in a hushed voice Tea or chocolate? And would you care to view the remains?

Maud looked at her watch. It was twenty past four. She could scarcely believe that she had only been there five minutes, but the ticking of the watch assured her that it had not stopped. Her depression deepened. Why had Geoffrey told her to meet him in a cavern of gloom like this instead of at the Savoy? She would have enjoyed the Savoy. But here she seemed to have lost beyond recovery the first gay eagerness with which she had set out to meet the man she loved.

Suddenly she began to feel frightened. Some evil spirit, possibly the kettle, seemed to whisper to her that she had been foolish in coming here, to cast doubts on what she had hitherto regarded as the one rock-solid fact in the world, her love for Geoffrey. Could she have changed since those days in Wales? Life had been so confusing of late. In the vividness of recent happenings those days in Wales seemed a long way off, and she herself different from the girl of a year ago. She found herself thinking about George Bevan.

It was a curious fact that, the moment she began to think of George Bevan, she felt better. It was as if she had lost her way in a wilderness and had met a friend. There was something so capable, so soothing about George. And how well he had behaved at that last interview. George seemed somehow to be part of her life. She could not imagine a life in which he had no share. And he was at this moment, probably, packing to return to America, and she would never see him again. Something stabbed at her heart. It was as if she were realizing now for the first time that he was really going.

She tried to rid herself of the ache at her heart by thinking of Wales. She closed her eyes, and found that that helped her to remember. With her eyes shut, she could bring it all back — that rainy day, the graceful, supple figure that had come to her out of the mist, those walks over the hills . . . If only Geoffrey would come! It was the sight of him that she needed.

There you are!

Maud opened her eyes with a start. The voice had sounded like Geoffreys. But it was a stranger who stood by the table. And not a particularly prepossessing stranger. In the dim light of Ye Cosy Nooke, to which her opening eyes had not yet grown accustomed, all she could see of the man was that he was remarkably stout. She stiffened defensively. This was what a girl who sat about in tea-rooms alone had to expect.

Hope Im not late, said the stranger, sitting down and breathing heavily. I thought a little exercise would do me good, so I walked.

Every nerve in Mauds body seemed to come to life simultaneously. She tingled from head to foot. It was Geoffrey!

He was looking over his shoulder and endeavouring by snapping his fingers to attract the attention of the nearest distressed gentlewoman; and this gave Maud time to recover from the frightful shock she had received. Her dizziness left her; and, leaving, was succeeded by a panic dismay. This couldnt be Geoffrey! It was outrageous that it should be Geoffrey! And yet it undeniably was Geoffrey. For a year she had prayed that Geoffrey might be given back to her, and the gods had heard her prayer. They had given her back Geoffrey, and with a careless generosity they had given her twice as much of him as she had expected. She had asked for the slim Apollo whom she had loved in Wales, and this colossal changeling had arrived in his stead.

We all of us have our prejudices. Maud had a prejudice against fat men. It may have been the spectacle of her brother Percy, bulging more and more every year she had known him, that had caused this kink in her character. At any rate, it existed, and she gazed in sickened silence at Geoffrey. He had turned again now, and she was enabled to get a full and complete view of him. He was not merely stout. He was gross. The slim figure which had haunted her for a year had spread into a sea of waistcoat. The keen lines of his face had disappeared altogether. His cheeks were pink jellies.

One of the distressed gentlewomen had approached with a slow disdain, and was standing by the table, brooding on the corpse upstairs. It seemed a shame to bother her.

Tea or chocolate? she inquired proudly.

Tea, please, said Maud, finding her voice.

One tea, sighed the mourner.

Chocolate for me, said Geoffrey briskly, with the air of one discoursing on a congenial topic. Id like plenty of whipped cream. And please see that its hot.

One chocolate.

Geoffrey pondered. This was no light matter that occupied him.

And bring some fancy cakes — I like the ones with icing on them — and some tea-cake and buttered toast. Please see theres plenty of butter on it.

Maud shivered. This man before her was a man in whose lexicon there should have been no such word as butter, a man who should have called for the police had some enemy endeavoured to thrust butter upon him.

Well, said Geoffrey leaning forward, as the haughty ministrant drifted away, you havent changed a bit. To look at, I mean.

No? said Maud.

Youre just the same. I think I — he squinted down at his waistcoat— have put on a little weight. I dont know if you notice it?

Maud shivered again. He thought he had put on a little weight, and didnt know if she had noticed it! She was oppressed by the eternal melancholy miracle of the fat man who does not realize that he has become fat.

It was living on the yacht that put me a little out of condition, said Geoffrey. I was on the yacht nearly all the time since I saw you last. The old boy had a Japanese cook and lived pretty high. It was apoplexy that got him. We had a great time touring about. We were on the Mediterranean all last winter, mostly at Nice.

I should like to go to Nice, said Maud, for something to say. She was feeling that it was not only externally that Geoffrey had changed. Or had he in reality always been like this, commonplace and prosaic, and was it merely in her imagination that he had been wonderful?

If you ever go, said Geoffrey, earnestly, dont fail to lunch at the Hotel Côte dAzur. They give you the most amazing selection of hors doeuvres you ever saw. Crayfish as big as baby lobsters! And theres a fish — Ive forgotten its name, itll come back to me — thats just like the Florida pompano. Be careful to have it broiled, not fried. Otherwise you lose the flavour. Tell the waiter you must have it broiled, with melted butter and a little parsley and some plain boiled potatoes. Its really astonishing. Its best to stick to fish on the Continent. People can say what they like, but I maintain that the French dont really understand steaks or any sort of red meat. The veal isnt bad, though I prefer our way of serving it. Of course, what the French are real geniuses at is the omelet. I remember, when we put in at Toulon for coal, I went ashore for a stroll, and had the most delicious omelet with chicken livers beautifully cooked, at quite a small, unpretentious place near the harbour. I shall always remember it.

The mourner returned, bearing a laden tray, from which she removed the funeral bakemeats and placed them limply on the table. Geoffrey shook his head, annoyed.

I particularly asked for plenty of butter on my toast! he said. I hate buttered toast if there isnt lots of butter. It isnt worth eating. Get me a couple of pats, will you, and Ill spread it myself. Do hurry, please, before the toast gets cold. Its no good if the toast gets cold. They dont understand tea as a meal at these places, he said to Maud, as the mourner withdrew. You have to go to the country to appreciate the real thing. I remember we lay off Lyme Regis down Devonshire way, for a few days, and I went and had tea at a farmhouse there. It was quite amazing! Thick Devonshire cream and home-made jam and cakes of every kind. This sort of thing here is just a farce. I do wish that woman would make haste with that butter. Itll be too late in a minute.

Maud sipped her tea in silence. Her heart was like lead within her. The recurrence of the butter theme as a sort of leit motif in her companions conversation was fraying her nerves till she felt she could endure little more. She cast her minds eye back over the horrid months and had a horrid vision of Geoffrey steadily absorbing butter, day after day, week after week — ever becoming more and more of a human keg. She shuddered.

Indignation at the injustice of Fate in causing her to give her heart to a man and then changing him into another and quite different man fought with a cold terror, which grew as she realized more and more clearly the magnitude of the mistake she had made. She felt that she must escape. And yet how could she escape? She had definitely pledged herself to this man. (Ah! cried Geoffrey gaily, as the pats of butter arrived. Thats more like it! He began to smear the toast. Maud averted her eyes.) She had told him that she loved him, that he was the whole world to her, that there never would be anyone else. He had come to claim her. How could she refuse him just because he was about thirty pounds overweight?

Geoffrey finished his meal. He took out a cigarette. (No smoking, please! said the distressed gentlewoman.) He put the cigarette back in its case. There was a new expression in his eyes now, a tender expression. For the first time since they had met Maud seemed to catch a far-off glimpse of the man she had loved in Wales. Butter appeared to have softened Geoffrey.

So you couldnt wait! he said with pathos.

Maud did not understand.

I waited over a quarter of an hour. It was you who were late.

I dont mean that. I am referring to your engagement. I saw the announcement in the Morning Post. Well, I hope you will let me offer you my best wishes. This Mr. George Bevan, whoever he is, is lucky.

Maud had opened her mouth to explain, to say that it was all a mistake. She closed it again without speaking.

So you couldnt wait! proceeded Geoffrey with gentle regret. Well, I suppose I ought not to blame you. You are at an age when it is easy to forget. I had no right to hope that you would be proof against a few months separation. I expected too much. But it is ironical, isnt it! There was I, thinking always of those days last summer when we were everything to each other, while you had forgotten me — Forgotten me! sighed Geoffrey. He picked a fragment of cake absently off the tablecloth and inserted it in his mouth.

The unfairness of the attack stung Maud to speech. She looked back over the months, thought of all she had suffered, and ached with self-pity.

I hadnt, she cried.

You hadnt? But you let this other man, this George Bevan, make love to you.

I didnt! That was all a mistake.

A mistake?

Yes. It would take too long to explain, but . . . She stopped. It had come to her suddenly, in a flash of clear vision, that the mistake was one which she had no desire to correct. She felt like one who, lost in a jungle, comes out after long wandering into the open air. For days she had been thinking confusedly, unable to interpret her own emotions: and now everything had abruptly become clarified. It was as if the sight of Geoffrey had been the key to a cipher. She loved George Bevan, the man she had sent out of her life for ever. She knew it now, and the shock of realization made her feel faint and helpless. And, mingled with the shock of realization, there came to her the mortification of knowing that her aunt, Lady Caroline, and her brother, Percy, had been right after all. What she had mistaken for the love of a lifetime had been, as they had so often insisted, a mere infatuation, unable to survive the spectacle of a Geoffrey who had been eating too much butter and had put on flesh.

Geoffrey swallowed his piece of cake, and bent forward.

Arent you engaged to this man Bevan?

Maud avoided his eye. She was aware that the crisis had arrived, and that her whole future hung on her next words.

And then Fate came to her rescue. Before she could speak, there was an interruption.

Pardon me, said a voice. One moment!

So intent had Maud and her companion been on their own affairs that neither of them observed the entrance of a third party. This was a young man with mouse-coloured hair and a freckled, badly-shaven face which seemed undecided whether to be furtive or impudent. He had small eyes, and his costume was a blend of the flashy and the shabby. He wore a bowler hat, tilted a little rakishly to one side, and carried a small bag, which he rested on the table between them.

Sorry to intrude, miss. He bowed gallantly to Maud, but I want to have a few words with Mr. Spenser Gray here.

Maud, looking across at Geoffrey, was surprised to see that his florid face had lost much of its colour. His mouth was open, and his eyes had taken a glassy expression.

I think you have made a mistake, she said coldly. She disliked the young man at sight. This is Mr. Raymond.

Geoffrey found speech.

Of course Im Mr. Raymond! he cried angrily. What do you mean by coming and annoying us like this?

The young man was not discomposed. He appeared to be used to being unpopular. He proceeded as though there had been no interruption. He produced a dingy card.

Glance at that, he said. Messrs. Willoughby and Son, Solicitors. Im son. The guvnor put this little matter into my hands. Ive been looking for you for days, Mr. Gray, to hand you this paper. He opened the bag like a conjurer performing a trick, and brought out a stiff document of legal aspect. Youre a witness, miss, that Ive served the papers. You know what this is, of course? he said to Geoffrey. Action for breach of promise of marriage. Our client, Miss Yvonne Sinclair, of the Regal Theatre, is suing you for ten thousand pounds. And, if you ask me, said the young man with genial candour, dropping the professional manner, I dont mind telling you, I think its a walk-over! Its the best little action for breach weve handled for years. He became professional again. Your lawyers will no doubt communicate with us in due course. And, if you take my advice, he concluded, with another of his swift changes of manner, youll get em to settle out of court, for, between me and you and the lamp-post, you havent an earthly!

Geoffrey had started to his feet. He was puffing with outraged innocence.

What the devil do you mean by this? he demanded. Cant you see youve made a mistake? My name is not Gray. This lady has told you that I am Geoffrey Raymond!

Makes it all the worse for you, said the young man imperturbably, making advances to our client under an assumed name. Weve got letters and witnesses and the whole bag of tricks. And how about this photo? He dived into the bag again. Do you recognize that, miss?

Maud looked at the photograph. It was unmistakably Geoffrey. And it had evidently been taken recently, for it showed the later Geoffrey, the man of substance. It was a full-length photograph and across the stout legs was written in a flowing hand the legend, To Babe from her little Pootles. Maud gave a shudder and handed it back to the young man, just as Geoffrey, reaching across the table, made a grab for it.

I recognize it, she said.

Mr. Willoughby junior packed the photograph away in his bag, and turned to go.

Thats all for today, then, I think, he said, affably.

He bowed again in his courtly way, tilted the hat a little more to the left, and, having greeted one of the distressed gentlewomen who loitered limply in his path with a polite If you please, Mabel! which drew upon him a freezing stare of which he seemed oblivious, he passed out, leaving behind him strained silence.

Maud was the first to break it.

I think Ill be going, she said.

The words seemed to rouse her companion from his stupor.

Let me explain!

Theres nothing to explain.

It was just a . . . it was just a passing . . . It was nothing . . . nothing.

Pootles! murmured Maud.

Geoffrey followed her as she moved to the door.

Be reasonable! pleaded Geoffrey. Men arent saints! It was nothing! . . . Are you going to end . . . everything . . . just because I lost my head?

Maud looked at him with a smile. She was conscious of an overwhelming relief. The dim interior of Ye Cosy Nooke no longer seemed depressing. She could have kissed this unknown Babe whose businesslike action had enabled her to close a regrettable chapter in her life with a clear conscience.

But you havent only lost your head, Geoffrey, she said. Youve lost your figure as well.

She went out quickly. With a convulsive bound Geoffrey started to follow her, but was checked before he had gone a yard.

There are formalities to be observed before a patron can leave Ye Cosy Nooke.

If you please! said a distressed gentlewomanly voice.

The lady whom Mr. Willoughby had addressed as Mabel — erroneously, for her name was Ernestine — was standing beside him with a slip of paper.

Six and twopence, said Ernestine.

For a moment this appalling statement drew the unhappy mans mind from the main issue.

Six and twopence for a cup of chocolate and a few cakes? he cried, aghast. Its robbery!

Six and twopence, please! said the queen of the bandits with undisturbed calm. She had been through this sort of thing before. Ye Cosy Nooke did not get many customers; but it made the most of those it did get.

Here! Geoffrey produced a half-sovereign. I havent time to argue!

The distressed brigand showed no gratification. She had the air of one who is aloof from worldly things. All she wanted was rest and leisure — leisure to meditate upon the body upstairs. All flesh is as grass. We are here today and gone tomorrow. But there, beyond the grave, is peace.

Your change? she said.

Damn the change!

You are forgetting your hat.

Damn my hat!

Geoffrey dashed from the room. He heaved his body through the door. He lumbered down the stairs.

Out in Bond Street the traffic moved up and the traffic moved down. Strollers strolled upon the sidewalks.

But Maud had gone.


CHAPTER 27.
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IN HIS BEDROOM at the Carlton Hotel George Bevan was packing. That is to say, he had begun packing; but for the last twenty minutes he had been sitting on the side of the bed, staring into a future which became bleaker and bleaker the more he examined it. In the last two days he had been no stranger to these grey moods, and they had become harder and harder to dispel. Now, with the steamer-trunk before him gaping to receive its contents, he gave himself up whole-heartedly to gloom.

Somehow the steamer-trunk, with all that it implied of partings and voyagings, seemed to emphasize the fact that he was going out alone into an empty world. Soon he would be on board the liner, every revolution of whose engines would be taking him farther away from where his heart would always be. There were moments when the torment of this realization became almost physical.

It was incredible that three short weeks ago he had been a happy man. Lonely, perhaps, but only in a vague, impersonal way. Not lonely with this aching loneliness that tortured him now. What was there left for him? As regards any triumphs which the future might bring in connection with his work, he was, as Mac the stage-door keeper had said, blarzy. Any success he might have would be but a stale repetition of other successes which he had achieved. He would go on working, of course, but — . The ringing of the telephone bell across the room jerked him back to the present. He got up with a muttered malediction. Someone calling up again from the theatre probably. They had been doing it all the time since he had announced his intention of leaving for America by Saturdays boat.

Hello? he said wearily.

Is that George? asked a voice. It seemed familiar, but all female voices sound the same over the telephone.

This is George, he replied. Who are you?

Dont you know my voice?

I do not.

Youll know it quite well before long. Im a great talker.

Is that Billie?

It is not Billie, whoever Billie may be. I am female, George.

So is Billie.

Well, you had better run through the list of your feminine friends till you reach me.

I havent any feminine friends.

None?

Thats odd.

Why?

You told me in the garden two nights ago that you looked on me as a pal.

George sat down abruptly. He felt boneless.

Is — is that you? he stammered. It cant be — Maud!

How clever of you to guess. George, I want to ask you one or two things. In the first place, are you fond of butter?

George blinked. This was not a dream. He had just bumped his knee against the corner of the telephone table, and it still hurt most convincingly. He needed the evidence to assure himself that he was awake.

Butter? he queried. What do you mean?

Oh, well, if you dont even know what butter means, I expect its all right. What is your weight, George?

About a hundred and eighty pounds. But I dont understand.

Wait a minute. There was a silence at the other end of the wire. About thirteen stone, said Mauds voice. Ive been doing it in my head. And what was it this time last year?

About the same, I think. I always weigh about the same.

How wonderful! George!

Yes?

This is very important. Have you ever been in Florida?

I was there one winter.

Do you know a fish called the pompano?

Yes.

Tell me about it.

How do you mean? Its just a fish. You eat it.

I know. Go into details.

There arent any details. You just eat it.

The voice at the other end of the wire purred with approval. I never heard anything so splendid. The last man who mentioned pompano to me became absolutely lyrical about sprigs of parsley and melted butter. Well, thats that. Now, heres another very important point. How about wall-paper?

George pressed his unoccupied hand against his forehead. This conversation was unnerving him.

I didnt get that, he said.

Didnt get what?

I mean, I didnt quite catch what you said that time. It sounded to me like What about wall-paper?

It was What about wall-paper? Why not?

But, said George weakly, it doesnt make any sense.

Oh, but it does. I mean, what about wall-paper for your den?

My den?

Your den. You must have a den. Where do you suppose youre going to work, if you dont? Now, my idea would be some nice quiet grass-cloth. And, of course, you would have lots of pictures and books. And a photograph of me. Ill go and be taken specially. Then there would be a piano for you to work on, and two or three really comfortable chairs. And — well, that would be about all, wouldnt it?

George pulled himself together.

Hello! he said.

Why do you say Hello?

I forgot I was in London. I should have said Are you there?

Yes, Im here.

Well, then, what does it all mean?

What does what mean?

What youve been saying — about butter and pompanos and wall-paper and my den and all that? I dont understand.

How stupid of you! I was asking you what sort of wall-paper you would like in your den after we were married and settled down.

George dropped the receiver. It clashed against the side of the table. He groped for it blindly.

Hello! he said.

Dont say Hello! It sounds so abrupt!

What did you say then?

I said Dont say Hello!

No, before that! Before that! You said something about getting married.

Well, arent we going to get married? Our engagement is announced in the Morning Post.

But — But—

George! Mauds voice shook. Dont tell me you are going to jilt me! she said tragically. Because, if you are, let me know in time, as I shall want to bring an action for breach of promise. Ive just met such a capable young man who will look after the whole thing for me. He wears a bowler hat on the side of his head and calls waitresses Mabel. Answer yes or no. Will you marry me?

But — But — how about — I mean, what about — I mean how about — ?

Make up your mind what you do mean.

The other fellow! gasped George.

A musical laugh was wafted to him over the wire.

What about him?

Well, what about him? said George.

Isnt a girl allowed to change her mind? said Maud.

George yelped excitedly. Maud gave a cry.

Dont sing! she said. You nearly made me deaf.

Have you changed your mind?

Certainly I have!

And you really think — You really want — I mean, you really want — You really think—

Dont be so incoherent!

Maud!

Well?

Will you marry me?

Of course I will.

Gosh!

What did you say?

I said Gosh! And listen to me, when I say Gosh, I mean Gosh! Where are you? I must see you. Where can we meet? I want to see you! For Heavens sake, tell me where you are. I want to see you! Where are you? Where are you?

Im downstairs.

Where? Here at the Carlton?

Here at the Carlton!

Alone?

Quite alone.

You wont be long! said George.

He hung up the receiver, and bounded across the room to where his coat hung over the back of a chair. The edge of the steamer-trunk caught his shin.

Well, said George to the steamer-trunk, and what are you butting in for? Who wants you, I should like to know!


The Coming of Bill (1920)
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In a 1964 letter Wodehouse revealed that the plot for this story came from Bob Davis, the editor of Munseys Magazine, explaining that, It was written in 1910...and we young authors used to go to him for plots... He gave me the plot of this one and I wrote it, but I have never thought highly of it. It was Munseys that published it originally in May 1914 under the title of The White Hope, but it first appeared in book form as Their Mutual Child when it was published in America on 5 August 1919. A British book appeared the following year as The Coming of Bill, published by Herbert Jenkins Ltd.

The eponymous Bill is the son of Ruth, a spoilt heiress and Kirk Winfield, an amiable though unsuccessful artist, who lives modestly on private means. Their marriage had been arranged by Ruths aunt, Lora Delane Porter, a writer of books about eugenics and germs. The domineering Mrs Porter takes charge of baby Bill and the story centres around the couples attempts to retrieve their child and establish a normal family life.

One contemporary critic point out that in this novel riotous fun is poked at eugenics and the general fun of bringing up children in glass cases, but The LA Times were perhaps more honest, While the book lacks much of the sparkling spontaneity and fun we have come to expect from this author, it is nevertheless amusing. Other critics noted that ...the plot is not particularly inspired, but the working out of it is full of a stimulating wit and happy characterization. There is hardly a dry page in the book: there are numerous pages which are really convulsing.

It was adapted into a silent film in 1920.
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BOOK ONE
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Chapter I. A Pawn of Fate
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MRS. LORA DELANE Porter dismissed the hireling who had brought her automobile around from the garage and seated herself at the wheel. It was her habit to refresh her mind and improve her health by a daily drive between the hours of two and four in the afternoon.

The world knows little of its greatest women, and it is possible that Mrs. Porters name is not familiar to you. If this is the case, I am pained, but not surprised. It happens only too often that the uplifter of the public mind is baulked by a disinclination on the part of the public mind to meet him or her half-way. The uplifter does his share. He produces the uplifting book. But the public, instead of standing still to be uplifted, wanders off to browse on coloured supplements and magazine stories.

If you are ignorant of Lora Delane Porters books that is your affair. Perhaps you are more to be pitied than censured. Nature probably gave you the wrong shape of forehead. Mrs. Porter herself would have put it down to some atavistic tendency or pre-natal influence. She put most things down to that. She blamed nearly all the defects of the modern world, from weak intellects to in-growing toe-nails, on long-dead ladies and gentlemen who, safe in the family vault, imagined that they had established their alibi. She subpoenaed grandfathers and even great-grandfathers to give evidence to show that the reason Twentieth-Century Willie squinted or had to spend his winters in Arizona was their own shocking health way back in the days beyond recall.

Mrs. Porters mind worked backward and forward. She had one eye on the past, the other on the future. If she was strong on heredity, she was stronger on the future of the race. Most of her published works dealt with this subject. A careful perusal of them would have enabled the rising generation to select its ideal wife or husband with perfect ease, and, in the event of Heaven blessing the union, her little volume, entitled The Hygienic Care of the Baby, which was all about germs and how to avoid them, would have insured the continuance of the direct succession.

Unfortunately, the rising generation did not seem disposed to a careful perusal of anything except the baseball scores and the beauty hints in the Sunday papers, and Mrs. Porters public was small. In fact, her only real disciple, as she sometimes told herself in her rare moods of discouragement, was her niece, Ruth Bannister, daughter of John Bannister, the millionaire. It was not so long ago, she reflected with pride, that she had induced Ruth to refuse to marry Basil Milbank — a considerable feat, he being a young man of remarkable personal attractions and a great match in every way. Mrs. Porters objection to him was that his father had died believing to the last that he was a teapot.

There is nothing evil or degrading in believing oneself a teapot, but it argues a certain inaccuracy of the thought processes; and Mrs. Porter had used all her influence with Ruth to make her reject Basil. It was her success that first showed her how great that influence was. She had come now to look on Ruths destiny as something for which she was personally responsible — a fact which was noted and resented by others, in particular Ruths brother Bailey, who regarded his aunt with a dislike and suspicion akin to that which a stray dog feels towards the boy who saunters towards him with a tin can in his hand.

To Bailey, his strong-minded relative was a perpetual menace, a sort of perambulating yellow peril, and the fact that she often alluded to him as a worm consolidated his distaste for her.



Mrs. Porter released the clutch and set out on her drive. She rarely had a settled route for these outings of hers, preferring to zigzag about New York, livening up the great city at random. She always drove herself and, having, like a good suffragist, a contempt for male prohibitions, took an honest pleasure in exceeding a man-made speed limit.

One hesitates to apply the term joy-rider to so eminent a leader of contemporary thought as the authoress of The Dawn of Better Things, Principles of Selection, and What of To-morrow? but candour compels the admission that she was a somewhat reckless driver. Perhaps it was due to some atavistic tendency. One of her ancestors may have been a Roman charioteer or a coach-racing maniac of the Regency days. At any rate, after a hard mornings work on her new book she felt that her mind needed cooling, and found that the rush of air against her face effected this satisfactorily. The greater the rush, the quicker the cooling. However, as the alert inhabitants of Manhattan Island, a hardy race trained from infancy to dodge taxicabs and ambulance wagons, had always removed themselves from her path with their usual agility, she had never yet had an accident.

But then she had never yet met George Pennicut. And George, pawn of fate, was even now waiting round the corner to upset her record.

George, man of all work to Kirk Winfield, one of the youngest and least efficient of New Yorks artist colony, was English. He had been in America some little time, but not long enough to accustom his rather unreceptive mind to the fact that, whereas in his native land vehicles kept to the left, in the country of his adoption they kept to the right; and it was still his bone-headed practice, when stepping off the sidewalk, to keep a wary look-out in precisely the wrong direction.

The only problem with regard to such a man is who will get him first. Fate had decided that it should be Lora Delane Porter.

To-day Mrs. Porter, having circled the park in rapid time, turned her car down Central Park West. She was feeling much refreshed by the pleasant air. She was conscious of a glow of benevolence toward her species, not excluding even the young couple she had almost reduced to mincemeat in the neighbourhood of Ninety-Seventh Street. They had annoyed her extremely at the time of their meeting by occupying till the last possible moment a part of the road which she wanted herself.

On reaching Sixty-First Street she found her way blocked by a lumbering delivery wagon. She followed it slowly for a while; then, growing tired of being merely a unit in a procession, tugged at the steering-wheel, and turned to the right.

George Pennicut, his anxious eyes raking the middle distance — as usual, in the wrong direction — had just stepped off the kerb. He received the automobile in the small of the back, uttered a yell of surprise and dismay, performed a few improvised Texas Tommy steps, and fell in a heap.

In a situation which might have stimulated another to fervid speech, George Pennicut contented himself with saying Goo! He was a man of few words.

Mrs. Porter stopped the car. From all points of the compass citizens began to assemble, many swallowing their chewing-gum in their excitement. One, a devout believer in the inscrutable ways of Providence, told a friend as he ran that only two minutes before he had almost robbed himself of this spectacle by going into a moving-picture palace.

Mrs. Porter was annoyed. She had never run over anything before except a few chickens, and she regarded the incident as a blot on her escutcheon. She was incensed with this idiot who had flung himself before her car, not reflecting in her heat that he probably had a pre-natal tendency to this sort of thing inherited from some ancestor who had played last across in front of hansom cabs in the streets of London.

She bent over George and passed experienced hands over his portly form. For this remarkable woman was as competent at first aid as at anything else. The citizens gathered silently round in a circle.

It was your fault, she said to her victim severely. I accept no liability whatever. I did not run into you. You ran into me. I have a jolly good mind to have you arrested for attempted suicide.

This aspect of the affair had not struck Mr. Pennicut. Presented to him in these simple words, it checked the recriminatory speech which, his mind having recovered to some extent from the first shock of the meeting, he had intended to deliver. He swallowed his words, awed. He felt dazed and helpless. Mrs. Porter had that effect upon men.

Some more citizens arrived.

No bones broken, reported Mrs. Porter, concluding her examination. You are exceedingly fortunate. You have a few bruises, and one knee is slightly wrenched. Nothing to signify. More frightened than hurt. Where do you live?

There, said George meekly.

Where?

Them studios.

No. 90?

Yes, maam. Georges voice was that of a crushed worm.

Are you an artist?

No, maam. Im Mr. Winfields man.

Whose?

Mr. Winfields, maam.

Is he in?

Yes, maam.

Ill fetch him. And if the policeman comes along and wants to know why youre lying there, mind you tell him the truth, that you ran into me.

Yes, maam.

Very well. Dont forget.

No, maam.

She crossed the street and rang the bell over which was a card hearing the name of Kirk Winfield. Mr. Pennicut watched her in silence.

Mrs. Porter pressed the button a second time. Somebody came at a leisurely pace down the passage, whistling cheerfully. The door opened.

It did not often happen to Lora Delane Porter to feel insignificant, least of all in the presence of the opposite sex. She had well-defined views upon man. Yet, in the interval which elapsed between the opening of the door and her first words, a certain sensation of smallness overcame her.

The man who had opened the door was not, judged by any standard of regularity of features, handsome. He had a rather boyish face, pleasant eyes set wide apart, and a friendly mouth. He was rather an outsize in young men, and as he stood there he seemed to fill the doorway.

It was this sense of bigness that he conveyed, his cleanness, his magnificent fitness, that for the moment overcame Mrs. Porter. Physical fitness was her gospel. She stared at him in silent appreciation.

To the young man, however, her forceful gaze did not convey this quality. She seemed to him to be looking as if she had caught him in the act of endeavouring to snatch her purse. He had been thrown a little off his balance by the encounter.

Resource in moments of crisis is largely a matter of preparedness, and a man, who, having opened his door in the expectation of seeing a ginger-haired, bow-legged, grinning George Pennicut, is confronted by a masterful woman with eyes like gimlets, may be excused for not guessing that her piercing stare is an expression of admiration and respect.

Mrs. Porter broke the silence. It was ever her way to come swiftly to the matter in hand.

Mr. Kirk Winfield?

Yes.

Have you in your employment a red-haired, congenital idiot who ambles about New York in an absent-minded way, as if he were on a desert island? The man I refer to is a short, stout Englishman, clean-shaven, dressed in black.

That sounds like George Pennicut.

I have no doubt that that is his name. I did not inquire. It did not interest me. My name is Mrs. Lora Delane Porter. This man of yours has just run into my automobile.

I beg your pardon?

I cannot put it more lucidly. I was driving along the street when this weak-minded person flung himself in front of my car. He is out there now. Kindly come and help him in.

Is he hurt?

More frightened than hurt. I have examined him. His left knee appears to be slightly wrenched.

Kirk Winfield passed a hand over his left forehead and followed her. Like George, he found Mrs. Porter a trifle overwhelming.

Out in the street George Pennicut, now the centre of quite a substantial section of the Four Million, was causing a granite-faced policeman to think that the age of miracles had returned by informing him that the accident had been his fault and no others. He greeted the relief-party with a wan grin.

Just broke my leg, sir, he announced to Kirk.

You have done nothing of the sort, said Mrs. Porter. You have wrenched your knee very slightly. Have you explained to the policeman that it was entirely your fault?

Yes, maam.

Thats right. Always speak the truth.

Yes, maam.

Mr. Winfield will help you indoors.

Thank you, maam.

She turned to Kirk.

Now, Mr. Winfield.

Kirk bent over the victim, gripped him, and lifted him like a baby.

Hes got his, observed one interested spectator.

I should worry! agreed another. All broken up.

Nothing of the kind, said Mrs. Porter severely. The man is hardly hurt at all. Be more accurate in your remarks.

She eyed the speaker sternly. He wilted.

Yes, maam, he mumbled sheepishly.

The policeman, with that lionlike courage which makes the New York constabulary what it is, endeavoured to assert himself at this point.

Hey! he boomed.

Mrs. Porter turned her gaze upon him, her cold, steely gaze.

I beg your pardon?

This wont do, maam. Ive me report to make. How did this happen?

You have already been informed. The man ran into my automobile.

But — —

I shall not charge him.

She turned and followed Kirk.

But, say — — The policemans voice was now almost plaintive.

Mrs. Porter ignored him and disappeared into the house. The policeman, having gulped several times in a disconsolate way, relieved his feelings by dispersing the crowd with well-directed prods of his locust stick. A small boy who lingered, squeezing the automobiles hooter, in a sort of trance he kicked. The boy vanished. The crowd melted. The policeman walked slowly toward Ninth Avenue. Peace reigned in the street.

Put him to bed, said Mrs. Porter, as Kirk laid his burden on a couch in the studio. You seem exceedingly muscular, Mr. Winfield. I noticed that you carried him without an effort. He is a stout man, too. Grossly out of condition, like ninety-nine per cent of men to-day.

Im not so young as I was, maam, protested George. When I was in the harmy I was a fine figure of a man.

The more shame to you that you have allowed yourself to deteriorate, commented Mrs. Porter. Beer?

A grateful smile irradiated Georges face.

Thank you, maam. Its very kind of you, maam. I dont mind if I do.

The man appears a perfect imbecile, said Mrs. Porter, turning abruptly to Kirk. I ask him if he attributes his physical decay to beer and he babbles.

I think he thought you were offering him a drink, suggested Kirk. As a matter of fact, a little brandy wouldnt hurt him, after the shock he has had.

On no account. The worst thing possible.

This isnt your lucky day, George, said Kirk. Well, I guess Ill phone to the doctor.

Quite unnecessary.

I beg your pardon?

Entirely unnecessary. I have made an examination. There is practically nothing the matter with the man. Put him to bed, and let him sponge his knee with warm water.

Are you a doctor, Mrs. Porter?

I have studied first aid.

Well, I think, if you dont mind, I should like to have your opinion confirmed.

This was rank mutiny. Mrs. Porter stared haughtily at Kirk. He met her gaze with determination.

As you please, she snapped.

Thank you, said Kirk. I dont want to take any risks with George. I couldnt afford to lose him. There arent any more like him: theyve mislaid the pattern.

He went to the telephone.

Mrs. Porter watched him narrowly. She was more than ever impressed by the perfection of his physique. She appraised his voice as he spoke to the doctor. It gave evidence of excellent lungs. He was a wonderfully perfect physical specimen.

An idea concerning this young man came into her mind, startling as all great ideas are at birth. The older it grew, the more she approved of it. She decided to put a few questions to him. She had a habit of questioning people, and it never occurred to her that they might resent it. If it had occurred to her, she would have done it just the same. She was like that.

Mr. Winfield?

Yes?

I should like to ask you a few questions.

This woman delighted Kirk.

Please do, he said.

Mrs. Porter scanned him closely.

You are an extraordinarily healthy man, to all appearances. Have you ever suffered from bad health?

Measles.

Immaterial.

Very unpleasant, though.

Nothing else?

Mumps.

Unimportant.

Not to me. I looked like a water-melon.

Nothing besides? No serious illnesses?

None.

What is your age?

Twenty-five.

Are your parents living?

No.

Were they healthy?

Fit as fiddles.

And your grandparents?

Perfect bear-cats. I remember my grandfather at the age of about a hundred or something like that spanking me for breaking his pipe. I thought it was a steam-hammer. He was a wonderfully muscular old gentleman.

Excellent.

By the way, said Kirk casually, my life is insured.

Very sensible. There has been no serious illness in your family at all, then, as far as you know?

I could hunt up the records, if you like; but I dont think so.

Consumption? No? Cancer? No? As far as you are aware, nothing? Very satisfactory.

Im glad youre pleased.

Are you married?

Good Lord, no!

At your age you should be. With your magnificent physique and remarkable record of health, it is your duty to the future of the race to marry.

Im not sure Ive been worrying much about the future of the race.

No man does. It is the crying evil of the day, mens selfish absorption in the present, their utter lack of a sense of duty with regard to the future. Have you read my Dawn of Better Things?

Im afraid I read very few novels.

It is not a novel. It is a treatise on the need for implanting a sense of personal duty to the future of the race in the modern young man.

It sounds a crackerjack. I must get it.

I will send you a copy. At the same time I will send you my Principles of Selection and What of To-morrow? They will make you think.

I bet they will. Thank you very much.

And now, said Mrs. Porter, switching the conversation to the gaping George, you had better put this man to bed.

George Pennicuts opinion of Mrs. Porter, to which he was destined to adhere on closer acquaintance, may be recorded.

A hawful woman, sir, he whispered as Kirk bore him off.

Nonsense, George, said Kirk. One of the most entertaining ladies I have ever met. Already I love her like a son. But how she escaped from Bloomingdale beats me. Theres been carelessness somewhere.

The bedrooms attached to the studio opened off the gallery that ran the length of the east wall. Looking over the edge of the gallery before coming downstairs Kirk perceived his visitor engaged in a tour of the studio. At that moment she was examining his masterpiece, Ariadne in Naxos. He had called it that because that was what it had turned into.

At the beginning he had had no definite opinion as to its identity. It was rather a habit with his pictures to start out in a vague spirit of adventure and receive their label on completion. He had an airy and a dashing way in his dealings with the goddess Art.

Nevertheless, he had sufficient of the artist soul to resent the fact that Mrs. Porter was standing a great deal too close to the masterpiece to get its full value.

You want to stand back a little, he suggested over the rail.

Mrs. Porter looked up.

Oh, there you are! she said.

Yes, here I am, agreed Kirk affably.

Is this yours?

It is.

You painted it?

I did.

It is poor. It shows a certain feeling for colour, but the drawing is weak, said Mrs. Porter. For this wonderful woman was as competent at art criticism as at automobile driving and first aid. Where did you study?

In Paris, if you could call it studying. Im afraid I was not the model pupil.

Kindly come down. You are giving me a crick in the neck.

Kirk descended. He found Mrs. Porter still regarding the masterpiece with an unfavourable eye.

Yes, she said, the drawing is decidedly weak.

I shouldnt wonder, assented Kirk. The dealers to whom Ive tried to sell it have not said that in so many words, but theyve all begged me with tears in their eyes to take the darned thing away, so I guess youre right.

Do you depend for a living on the sale of your pictures?

Thank Heaven, no. Im the only artist in captivity with a private income.

A large income?

Tis not so deep as a well, nor so wide as a church door, but tis enough, twill serve. All told, about five thousand iron men per annum.

Iron men?

Bones.

Bones?

I should have said dollars.

You should. I detest slang.

Sorry, said Kirk.

Mrs. Porter resumed her tour of the studio. She was interrupted by the arrival of the doctor, a cheerful little old man with the bearing of one sure of his welcome. He was an old friend of Kirks.

Well, whats the trouble? I couldnt come sooner. I was visiting a case. I work.

There is no trouble, said Mrs. Porter. The doctor spun round, startled. In the dimness of the studio he had not perceived her. Mr. Winfields servant has injured his knee very superficially. There is practically nothing wrong with him. I have made a thorough examination.

The doctor looked from one to the other.

Is the case in other hands? he asked.

You bet it isnt, said Kirk. Mrs. Porter just looked in for a family chat and a glimpse of my pictures. Youll find George in bed, first floor on the left upstairs, and a very remarkable sight he is. He is wearing red hair with purple pyjamas. Why go abroad when you have not yet seen the wonders of your native land?



That night Lora Delane Porter wrote in the diary which, with that magnificent freedom from human weakness that marked every aspect of her life, she kept all the year round instead of only during the first week in January.

This is what she wrote:

Worked steadily on my book. It progresses. In the afternoon an annoying occurrence. An imbecile with red hair placed himself in front of my automobile, fortunately without serious injury to the machine — though the sudden application of the brake cannot be good for the tyres. Out of evil, however, came good, for I have made the acquaintance of his employer, a Mr. Winfield, an artist. Mr. Winfield is a man of remarkable physique. I questioned him narrowly, and he appears thoroughly sound. As to his mental attainments, I cannot speak so highly; but all men are fools, and Mr. Winfield is not more so than most. I have decided that he shall marry my dear Ruth. They will make a magnificent pair.


Chapter II. Ruth States Her Intentions
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AT ABOUT THE time when Lora Delane Porter was cross-examining Kirk Winfield, Bailey Bannister left his club hurriedly.

Inside the club a sad, rabbit-faced young gentleman, who had been unburdening his soul to Bailey, was seeking further consolation in an amber drink with a cherry at the bottom of it. For this young man was one of natures cherry-chasers. It was the only thing he did really well. His name was Grayling, his height five feet three, his socks pink, and his income enormous.

So much for Grayling. He is of absolutely no importance, either to the world or to this narrative, except in so far that the painful story he has been unfolding to Bailey Bannister has so wrought upon that exquisite as to send him galloping up Fifth Avenue at five miles an hour in search of his sister Ruth.

Let us now examine Bailey. He is a faultlessly dressed young man of about twenty-seven, who takes it as a compliment when people think him older. His mouth, at present gaping with agitation and the unwonted exercise, is, as a rule, primly closed. His eyes, peering through gold-rimmed glasses, protrude slightly, giving him something of the dumb pathos of a codfish.

His hair is pale and scanty, his nose sharp and narrow. He is a junior partner in the firm of Bannister & Son, and it is his unalterable conviction that, if his father would only give him a chance, he could show Wall Street some high finance that would astonish it.

The afternoon was warm. The sun beat down on the avenue. Bailey had not gone two blocks before it occurred to him that swifter and more comfortable progress could be made in a taxicab than on his admirably trousered legs. No more significant proof of the magnitude of his agitation could be brought forward than the fact that he had so far forgotten himself as to walk at all. He hailed a cab and gave the address of a house on the upper avenue.

He leaned back against the cushions, trying to achieve a coolness of mind and body. But the heat of the day kept him unpleasantly soluble, and dismay, that perspiration of the soul, refused to be absorbed by the pocket-handkerchief of philosophy.

Bailey Bannister was a young man who considered the minding of other peoples business a duty not to be shirked. Life is a rocky road for such. His motto was Let me do it! He fussed about the affairs of Bannister & Son; he fussed about the welfare of his friends at the club; especially, he fussed about his only sister Ruth.

He looked on himself as a sort of guardian to Ruth. Their mother had died when they were children, and old Mr. Bannister was indifferently equipped with the paternal instinct. He was absorbed, body and soul, in the business of the firm. He lived practically a hermit life in the great house on Fifth Avenue; and, if it had not been for Bailey, so Bailey considered, Ruth would have been allowed to do just whatever she pleased. There were those who said that this was precisely what she did, despite Brother Bailey.

It is a hard world for a conscientious young man of twenty-seven.

Bailey paid the cab and went into the house. It was deliciously cool in the hall, and for a moment peace descended on him. But the distant sound of a piano in the upper regions ejected it again by reminding him of his mission. He bounded up the stairs and knocked at the door of his sisters private den.

The piano stopped as he entered, and the girl on the music-stool glanced over her shoulder.

Well, Bailey, she said, you look warm.

I am warm, said Bailey in an aggrieved tone. He sat down solemnly.

I want to speak to you, Ruth.

Ruth shut the piano and caused the music-stool to revolve till she faced him.

Well? she said.

Ruth Bannister was an extraordinarily beautiful girl, a daughter of the gods, divinely tall, and most divinely fair. From her mother she had inherited the dark eyes and ivory complexion which went so well with her mass of dark hair; from her father a chin of peculiar determination and perfect teeth. Her body was strong and supple. She radiated health.

To her friends Ruth was a source of perplexity. It was difficult to understand her. In the set in which she moved girls married young; yet season followed season, and Ruth remained single, and this so obviously of her own free will that the usual explanation of such a state of things broke down as soon as it was tested.

In shoals during her first two seasons, and lately with less unanimity, men of every condition, from a prince — somewhat battered, but still a prince — to the Bannisters English butler — a good man, but at the moment under the influence of tawny port, had laid their hearts at her feet. One and all, they had been compelled to pick them up and take them elsewhere. She was generally kind on these occasions, but always very firm. The determined chin gave no hope that she might yield to importunity. The eyes that backed up the message of the chin were pleasant, but inflexible.

Generally it was with a feeling akin to relief that the rejected, when time had begun to heal the wound, contemplated their position. There was something about this girl, they decided, which no fellow could understand: she frightened them; she made them feel that their hands were large and red and their minds weak and empty. She was waiting for something. What it was they did not know, but it was plain that they were not it, and off they went to live happily ever after with girls who ate candy and read best-sellers. And Ruth went on her way, cool and watchful and mysterious, waiting.

The room which Ruth had taken for her own gave, like all rooms when intelligently considered, a clue to the character of its owner. It was the only room in the house furnished with any taste or simplicity. The furniture was exceedingly expensive, but did not look so. The key-note of the colour-scheme was green and white. All round the walls were books. Except for a few prints, there were no pictures; and the only photograph visible stood in a silver frame on a little table.

It was the portrait of a woman of about fifty, square-jawed, tight-lipped, who stared almost threateningly out of the frame; exceedingly handsome, but, to the ordinary male, too formidable to be attractive. On this was written in a bold hand, bristling with emphatic down-strokes and wholly free from feminine flourish: To my dear Ruth from her Aunt Lora. And below the signature, in what printers call quotes, a line that was evidently an extract from somebodys published works: Bear the torch and do not falter.

Bailey inspected this photograph with disfavour. It always irritated him. The information, conveyed to him by amused friends, that his Aunt Lora had once described Ruth as a jewel in a dust-bin, seemed to him to carry an offensive innuendo directed at himself and the rest of the dwellers in the Bannister home. Also, she had called him a worm. Also, again, his actual encounters with the lady, though few, had been memorably unpleasant. Furthermore, he considered that she had far too great an influence on Ruth. And, lastly, that infernal sentence about the torch, which he found perfectly meaningless, had a habit of running in his head like a catch-phrase, causing him the keenest annoyance.

He pursed his lips disapprovingly and averted his eyes.

Dont sniff at Aunt Lora, Bailey, said Ruth. Ive had to speak to you about that before. Whats the matter? What has sent you flying up here?

I have had a shock, said Bailey. I have been very greatly disturbed. I have just been speaking to Clarence Grayling.

He eyed her accusingly through his gold-rimmed glasses. She remained tranquil.

And what had Clarence to say?

A great many things.

I gather he told you I had refused him.

If it were only that!

Ruth rapped the piano sharply.

Bailey, she said, wake up. Either get to the point or go or read a book or do some tatting or talk about something else. You know perfectly well that I absolutely refuse to endure your impressive manner. I believe when people ask you the time you look pained and important and make a mystery of it. Whats troubling you? I should have thought Clarence would have kept quiet about insulting me. But apparently he has no sense of shame.

Bailey gaped. Bailey was shocked and alarmed.

Insulting you! What do you mean? Clarence is a gentleman. He is incapable of insulting a woman.

Is he? He told me I was a suitable wife for a wretched dwarf with the miserably inadequate intelligence which nature gave him reduced to practically a minus quantity by alcohol! At least, he implied it. He asked me to marry him.

I have just left him at the club. He is very upset.

I should imagine so. A soft smile played over Ruths face. I spoke to Clarence. I explained things to him. I lit up Clarences little mind like a searchlight.

Bailey rose, tremulous with just wrath.

You spoke to him in a way that I can only call outrageous and improper, and — er — outrageous.

He paced the room with agitated strides. Ruth watched him calmly.

If the overflowing emotion of a giant soul in torment makes you knock over a table or smash a chair, she said, I shall send the bill for repairs to you. You had far better sit down and talk quietly. What is worrying you, Bailey?

Is it nothing, demanded her brother, that my sister should have spoken to a man as you spoke to Clarence Grayling?

With an impassioned gesture he sent a flower-vase crashing to the floor.

I told you so, said Ruth. Pick up the bits, and dont let the water spoil the carpet. Use your handkerchief. I should say that that would cost you about six dollars, dear. Why will you let yourself be so temperamental? Now let me try and think what it was I said to Clarence. As far as I can remember it was the mere A B C of eugenics.

Bailey, on his knees, picking up broken glass, raised a flushed and accusing face.

Ah! Eugenics! You admit it!

I think, went on Ruth placidly, I asked him what sort of children he thought we were likely to have if we married.

A nice girl ought not to think about such things.

I dont think about anything else much. A woman cant do a great deal, even nowadays, but she can have a conscience and feel that she owes something to the future of the race. She can feel that it is her duty to bring fine children into the world. As Aunt Lora says, she can carry the torch and not falter.

Bailey shied like a startled horse at the hated phrase. He pointed furiously at the photograph of the great thinker.

Youre talking like that — that damned woman!

Bailey precious! You mustnt use such wicked, wicked words.

Bailey rose, pink and wrathful.

If youre going to break another vase, said Ruth, you will really have to go.

Ever since that — that — — cried Bailey. Ever since Aunt Lora — —

Ruth smiled indulgently.

Thats more like my little man, she said. He knows as well as I do how wrong it is to swear.

Be quiet! Ever since Aunt Lora got hold of you, I say, you have become a sort of gramophone, spouting her opinions.

But what sensible opinions!

Its got to stop. Aunt Lora! My God! Who is she? Just look at her record. She disgraces the family by marrying a grubby newspaper fellow called Porter. He has the sense to die. I will say that for him. She thrusts herself into public notice by a series of books and speeches on subjects of which a decent woman ought to know nothing. And now she gets hold of you, fills you up with her disgusting nonsense, makes a sort of disciple of you, gives you absurd ideas, poisons your mind, and — er — er — —

Bailey! This is positive eloquence!

Its got to stop. Its bad enough in her; but every one knows she is crazy, and makes allowances. But in a young girl like you.

He choked.

In a young girl like me, prompted Ruth in a low, tragic voice.

It — its not right. It — its not proper. He drew a long breath. Its all wrong. Its got to stop.

Hes perfectly wonderful! murmured Ruth. He just opens his mouth and the words come out. But I knew he was somebody, directly I saw him, by his forehead. Like a dome! Bailey mopped the dome.

Perhaps you dont know it, he said, but youre getting yourself talked about. You go about saying perfectly impossible things to people. You wont marry. You have refused nearly every friend I have.

Ruth shuddered.

Your friends are awful, Bailey. They are all turned out on a pattern, like a flock of sheep. They bleat. They have all got little, narrow faces without chins or big, fat faces without foreheads. Ugh!

None of them good enough for you, is that it?

Not nearly.

Emotion rendered Bailey — for him — almost vulgar.

I guess you hate yourself! he snapped.

No sir beamed Ruth. I think Im perfectly beautiful.

Bailey grunted. Ruth came to him and gave him a sisterly kiss. She was very fond of Bailey, though she declined to reverence him.

Cheer up, Bailey boy, she said. Dont you worry yourself. Theres a method in my madness. Ill find him sooner or later, and then youll be glad I waited.

Him? what do you mean?

Why, him, of course. The ideal young man. Thats who — or is it whom? — Im waiting for. Bailey, shall I tell you something? Youre so scarlet already — poor boy, you ought not to rush around in this hot weather — that it wont make you blush. Its this. Im ambitious. I mean to marry the finest man in the world and have the greatest little old baby you ever dreamed of. By the way, now I remember, I told Clarence that.

Bailey uttered a strangled exclamation.

It has made you blush! You turned purple. Well, now you know. I mean my baby to be the most splendid baby that was ever born. Hes going to be strong and straight and clever and handsome, and — oh, everything else you can think of. Thats why Im waiting for the ideal young man. If I dont find him I shall die an old maid. But I shall find him. We may pass each other on Fifth Avenue. We may sit next each other at a theatre. Wherever it is, I shall just reach right out and grab him and whisk him away. And if hes married already, hell have to get a divorce. And I shant care who he is. He may be any one. I dont mind if hes a ribbon clerk or a prize-fighter or a policeman or a cab-driver, so long as hes the right man.

Bailey plied the handkerchief on his streaming forehead. The heat of the day and the horror of this conversation were reducing his weight at the rate of ounces a minute. In his most jaundiced mood he had never imagined these frightful sentiments to be lurking in Ruths mind.

You cant mean that! he cried.

I mean every word of it, said Ruth. I hope, for your sake, he wont turn out to be a waiter or a prize-fighter, but it wont make any difference to me.

Youre crazy!

Well, just now you said Aunt Lora was. If she is, I am.

I knew it! I said she had been putting these ghastly ideas into your head. Id like to strangle that woman.

Dont you try! Have you ever felt Aunt Loras biceps? Its like a mans. She does dumb-bells every morning.

Ive a good mind to speak to father. Somebodys got to make you stop this insanity.

Just as you please. But you know how father hates to be worried about things that dont concern business.

Bailey did. His father, of whom he stood in the greatest awe, was very little interested in any subject except the financial affairs of the firm of Bannister & Son. It required greater courage than Bailey possessed to place this matter before him. He had an uneasy feeling that Ruth knew it.

I would, if it were necessary, he said. But I dont believe youre serious.

Stick to that idea as long as ever you can, Bailey dear, said Ruth. It will comfort you.


Chapter III. The Mates Meet
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KIRK WINFIELD WAS an amiable, if rather weak, young man with whom life, for twenty-five years, had dealt kindly. He had perfect health, an income more than sufficient for his needs, a profession which interested without monopolizing him, a thoroughly contented disposition, and the happy knack of surrounding himself with friends.

That he had to contribute to the support of the majority of these friends might have seemed a drawback to some men. Kirk did not object to it in the least. He had enough money to meet their needs, and, being a sociable person who enjoyed mixing with all sorts and conditions of men, he found the Liberty Hall regime pleasant.

He liked to be a magnet, attracting New Yorks Bohemian population. If he had his preferences among the impecunious crowd who used the studio as a chapel of ease, strolling in when it pleased them, drinking his whisky, smoking his cigarettes, borrowing his money, and, on occasion, his spare bedrooms and his pyjamas, he never showed it. He was fully as pleasant to Percy Shanklyn, the elegant, perpetually resting English actor, whom he disliked as far as he was capable of disliking any one, as he was to Hank Jardine, the prospector, and Hanks prize-fighter friend, Steve Dingle, both of whom he liked enormously.

It seemed to him sometimes that he had drifted into the absolutely ideal life. He lived entirely in the present. The passage of time left him untouched. Day followed day, week followed week, and nothing seemed to change. He was never unhappy, never ill, never bored.

He would get up in the morning with the comfortable knowledge that the day held no definite duties. George Pennicut would produce one of his excellent breakfasts. The next mile-stone would be the arrival of Steve Dingle. Five brisk rounds with Steve, a cold bath, and a rub-down took him pleasantly on to lunch, after which it amused him to play at painting.

There was always something to do when he wearied of that until, almost before the day had properly begun, up came George with one of his celebrated dinners. And then began the incursion of his friends. One by one they would drop in, making themselves very much at home, to help their host through till bedtime. And another day would slip into the past.

It never occurred to Kirk that he was wasting his life. He had no ambitions. Ambition is born of woman, and no woman that he had ever met had ever stirred him deeply. He had never been in love, and he had come to imagine that he was incapable of anything except a mild liking for women. He considered himself immune, and was secretly glad of it. He enjoyed his go-as-you-please existence too much to want to have it upset. He belonged, in fact, to the type which, when the moment arrives, falls in love very suddenly, very violently, and for all time.

Nothing could have convinced him of this. He was like a child lighting matches in a powder-magazine. When the idea of marriage crossed his mind he thrust it from him with a kind of shuddering horror. He could not picture to himself a woman who could compensate him for the loss of his freedom and, still less, of his friends.

His friends were mens men; he could not see them fitting into a scheme of life that involved the perpetual presence of a hostess. Hank Jardine, for instance. To Kirk, the great point about Hank was that he had been everywhere, seen everything, and was, when properly stimulated with tobacco and drink, a fountain of reminiscence. But he could not talk unless he had his coat off and his feet up on the back of a chair. No hostess could be expected to relish that.

Hank was a bachelors friend; he did not belong in a married household. The abstract wife could not be reconciled to him, and Kirk, loving Hank like a brother, firmly dismissed the abstract wife.

He came to look upon himself as a confirmed bachelor. He had thought out the question of marriage in all its aspects, and decided against it. He was the strong man who knew his own mind and could not be shaken.

Yet, on the afternoon of the day following Mrs. Lora Delane Porters entry into his life, Kirk sat in the studio, feeling, for the first time in recent years, a vague discontent. He was uneasy, almost afraid. The slight dislocation in the smooth-working machinery of his existence, caused by the compulsory retirement of George Pennicut, had made him thoroughly uncomfortable. With discomfort had come introspection, and with introspection this uneasiness that was almost fear.

A man, living alone, without money troubles to worry him, sinks inevitably into a routine. Fatted ease is good for no one. It sucks the soul out of a man. Kirk, as he sat smoking in the cool dusk of the studio, was wondering, almost in a panic, whether all was well with himself.

This mild domestic calamity had upset him so infernally. It could not be right that so slight a change in his habits should have such an effect upon him. George had been so little hurt — the doctor gave him a couple of days before complete recovery — that it had not seemed worth while to Kirk to engage a substitute. It was simpler to go out for his meals and make his own bed. And it was the realization that this alteration in his habits had horribly disturbed and unsettled him that was making Kirk subject himself now to an examination of quite unusual severity.

He hated softness. Physically, he kept himself always in perfect condition. Had he become spiritually flabby? Certainly this unexpected call on his energies would appear to have found him unprepared. It spoiled his whole day, knowing, when he got out of bed in the morning, that he must hunt about and find his food instead of sitting still and having it brought to him. It frightened him to think how set he had become.

Forty-eight hours ago he would have scorned the suggestion that he coddled himself. He would have produced as evidence to the contrary his cold baths, his exercises, his bouts with Steve Dingle. To-day he felt less confidence. For all his baths and boxing, the fact remained that he had become, at the age of twenty-six, such a slave to habit that a very trifling deviation from settled routine had been enough to poison life for him.

Bachelors have these black moments, and it is then that the abstract wife comes into her own. To Kirk, brooding in the dusk, the figure of the abstract wife seemed to grow less formidable, the fact that she might not get on with Hank Jardine of less importance.

The revolutionary thought that life was rather a bore, and would become more and more of a bore as the years went on, unless he had some one to share it with, crept into his mind and stayed there.

He shivered. These were unpleasant thoughts, and in his hour of clear vision he knew whence they came. They were entirely due to the knowledge that, instead of sitting comfortably at home, he would be compelled in a few short hours to go out and get dinner at some restaurant. To such a pass had he come in the twenty-sixth year of his life.

Once the gods have marked a bachelor down, they give him few chances of escape. It was when Kirks mood was at its blackest, and the figure of the abstract wife had ceased to be a menace and become a shining angel of salvation, that Lora Delane Porter, with Ruth Bannister at her side, rang the studio bell.

Kirk went to the door. He hoped it was a tradesman; he feared it was a friend. In his present state of mind he had no use for friends. When he found himself confronting Mrs. Porter he became momentarily incapable of speech. It had not entered his mind that she would pay him a second visit. Possibly it was joy that rendered him dumb.

Good afternoon, Mr. Winfield, said Mrs. Porter. I have come to inquire after the man Pennicut. Ruth, this is Mr. Winfield. Mr. Winfield, my niece, Miss Bannister.

And Kirk perceived for the first time that his visitor was not alone. In the shadow behind her a girl was standing. He stood aside to let Mrs. Porter pass, and Ruth came into the light.

If there are degrees in speechlessness, Kirks aphasia became doubled and trebled at the sight of her. It seemed to him that he went all to pieces, as if he had received a violent blow. Curious physical changes were taking place in him. His legs, which only that morning he had looked upon as eminently muscular, he now discovered to be composed of some curiously unstable jelly.

He also perceived — a fact which he had never before suspected — that he had heart-disease. His lungs, too, were in poor condition; he found it practically impossible to breathe. The violent trembling fit which assailed him he attributed to general organic weakness.

He gaped at Ruth.

Ruth, outwardly, remained unaffected by the meeting, but inwardly she was feeling precisely the same sensation of smallness which had come to Mrs. Porter on her first meeting with Kirk. If this sensation had been novel to Mrs. Porter, it was even stranger to Ruth.

To think humbly of herself was an experience that seldom happened to her. She was perfectly aware that her beauty was remarkable even in a city of beautiful women, and it was rarely that she permitted her knowledge of that fact to escape her. Her beauty, to her, was a natural phenomenon, impossible to overlook. The realization of it did not obtrude itself into her mind, it simply existed subconsciously.

Yet for an instant it ceased to exist. She was staggered by a sense of inferiority.

It lasted but a pin-point of time, this riotous upheaval of her nature. She recovered herself so swiftly that Kirk, busy with his own emotions, had no suspicion of it.

A moment later he, too, was himself again. He was conscious of feeling curiously uplifted and thrilled, as if the world had suddenly become charged with ozone and electricity, and for some reason he felt capable of great feats of muscle and energy; but the aphasia had left him, and he addressed himself with a clear brain to the task of entertaining his visitors.

George is better to-day, he reported.

He never was bad, said Mrs. Porter succinctly.

He doesnt think so.

Possibly not. He is hopelessly weak-minded.

Ruth laughed. Kirk thrilled at the sound.

Poor George! she observed.

Dont waste your sympathy, my dear, said Mrs. Porter. That he is injured at all is his own fault. For years he has allowed himself to become gross and flabby, with the result that the collision did damage which it would not have done to a man in hard condition. You, Mr. Winfield, she added, turning abruptly to Kirk, would scarcely have felt it. But then you, went on Mrs. Porter, are in good condition. Cold baths!

I beg your pardon?

Do you take cold baths?

I do.

Do you do Swedish exercises?

I go through a series of evolutions every morning, with the utmost loathing. I started them as a boy, and they have become a habit like dram-drinking. I would leave them off if I could, but I cant.

Do nothing of the kind. They are invaluable.

But undignified.

Let me feel your biceps, Mr. Winfield, said Mrs. Porter. She nodded approvingly. Like iron. She poised a finger and ran a meditative glance over his form. Kirk eyed her apprehensively. The finger darted forward and struck home in the region of the third waistcoat button. Wonderful! she exclaimed. Ruth!

Yes, aunt.

Prod Mr. Winfield where my finger is pointing. He is extraordinarily muscular.

I say, really! protested Kirk. He was a modest young man, and this exploration of his more intimate anatomy by the finger-tips of the girl he loved was not to be contemplated.

Just as you please, said Mrs. Porter. If I were a man of your physique, I should be proud of it.

Wouldnt you like to go up and see George? asked Kirk. It was hard on George, but it was imperative that this woman be removed somehow.

Very well. I have brought him a little book to read, which will do him good. It is called Elementary Rules for the Preservation of the Body.

He has learned one of them, all right, since yesterday, said Kirk. Not to walk about in front of automobiles.

The rules I refer to are mainly concerned with diet and wholesome exercise, explained Mrs. Porter. Careful attention to them may yet save him. His case is not hopeless. Ruth, let Mr. Winfield show you his pictures. They are poor in many respects, but not entirely without merit.

Ruth, meanwhile, had been sitting on the couch, listening to the conversation without really hearing it. She was in a dreamy, contented mood. She found herself curiously soothed by the atmosphere of the studio, with its shaded lights and its atmosphere of peace. That was the keynote of the place, peace.

From outside came the rumble of an elevated train, subdued and softened, like faintly heard thunder. Somebody passed the window, whistling. A barrier seemed to separate her from these noises of the city. New York was very far away.

I believe I could be wonderfully happy in a place like this, she thought.

She became suddenly aware, in the midst of her meditations, of eyes watching her intently. She looked up and met Kirks.

She could read the message in them as clearly as if he had spoken it, and she was conscious of a little thrill of annoyance at the thought of all the tiresome formalities which must be gone through before he could speak it. They seemed absurd.

It was all so simple. He wanted her; she wanted him. She had known it from the moment of their meeting. The man had found his woman, the woman her man. Nature had settled the whole affair in an instant. And now civilization, propriety, etiquette, whatever one cared to call it, must needs step in with the rules and regulations and precedents.

The goal was there, clear in sight, but it must be reached by the winding road appointed. She, being a woman and, by virtue of her sex, primeval, scorned the road, and would have ignored it. But she knew men, and especially, at that moment as their eyes met, she knew Kirk; and she understood that to him the road was a thing that could not be ignored. The mere idea of doing so would seem grotesque and impossible, probably even shocking, to him. Men were odd, formal creatures, slaves to precedent.

He must have time, it was the prerogative of the male; time to reveal himself to her, to strut before her, to go through the solemn comedy of proving to her, by the exhibition of his virtues and the careful suppression of his defects, what had been clear to her from the first instant, that here was her mate, the man nature had set apart for her.

He would begin by putting on a new suit of clothes and having his hair cut.

She smiled. It was silly and tiresome, but it was funny.

Will you show me your pictures, Mr. Winfield? she asked.

If youd really care to see them. Im afraid theyre pretty bad.

Exhibit A. Modesty, thought Ruth.

The journey had begun.


Chapter IV. Troubled Waters
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IT IS NOT easy in this world to take any definite step without annoying somebody, and Kirk, in embarking on his wooing of Ruth Bannister, failed signally to do so. Lora Delane Porter beamed graciously upon him, like a pleased Providence, but the rest of his circle of acquaintances were ill at ease.

The statement does not include Hank Jardine, for Hank was out of New York; but the others — Shanklyn, the actor; Wren, the newspaper-man; Bryce, Johnson, Willis, Appleton, and the rest — sensed impending change in the air, and were uneasy, like cattle before a thunder-storm. The fact that the visits of Mrs. Porter and Ruth to inquire after George, now of daily occurrence, took place in the afternoon, while they, Kirks dependents, seldom or never appeared in the studio till drawn there by the scent of the evening meal, it being understood that during the daytime Kirk liked to work undisturbed, kept them ignorant of the new development.

All they knew was that during the last two weeks a subtle change had taken place in Kirk. He was less genial, more prone to irritability than of old. He had developed fits of absent-mindedness, and was frequently to be found staring pensively at nothing. To slap him on the back at such moments, as Wren ventured to do on one occasion, Wren belonging to the jovial school of thought which holds that nature gave us hands in order to slap backs, was to bring forth a new and unexpected Kirk, a Kirk who scowled and snarled and was hardly to be appeased with apology. Stranger still, this new Kirk could be summoned into existence by precisely the type of story at which, but a few weeks back, he would have been the first to laugh.

Percy Shanklyn, whose conversation consisted of equal parts of autobiography and of stories of the type alluded to, was the one to discover this. His latest, which he had counted on to set the table in a roar, produced from Kirk criticism so adverse and so crisply delivered that he refrained from telling his latest but one and spent the rest of the evening wondering, like his fellow visitors, what had happened to Kirk and whether he was sickening for something.

Not one of them had the faintest suspicion that these symptoms indicated that Kirk, for the first time in his easy-going life, was in love. They had never contemplated such a prospect. It was not till his conscientious and laborious courtship had been in progress for over two weeks and was nearing the stage when he felt that the possibility of revealing his state of mind to Ruth was not so remote as it had been, that a chance visit of Percy Shanklyn to the studio during the afternoon solved the mystery.

One calls it a chance visit because Percy had not been meaning to borrow twenty dollars from Kirk that day at all. The man slated for the loan was one Burrows, a kindly member of the Lambs Club. But fate and a telegram from a manager removed Burrows to Chicago, while Percy was actually circling preparatory to the swoop, and the only other man in New York who seemed to Percy good for the necessary sum at that precise moment was Kirk.

He flew to Kirk and found him with Ruth. Kirks utter absence of any enthusiasm at the sight of him, the reluctance with which he made the introduction, the glumness with which he bore his share of the three-cornered conversation — all these things convinced Percy that this was no ordinary visitor.

Many years of living by his wits had developed in Percy highly sensitive powers of observation. Brief as his visit was, he came away as certain that Kirk was in love with this girl, and the girl was in love with Kirk, as he had ever been of anything in his life.

As he walked slowly down-town he was thinking hard. The subject occupying his mind was the problem of how this thing was to be stopped.

Percy Shanklyn was a sleek, suave, unpleasant youth who had been imported by a theatrical manager two years before to play the part of an English dude in a new comedy. The comedy had been what its enthusiastic backer had described in the newspaper advertisements as a rousing live-wire success. That is to say, it had staggered along for six weeks on Broadway to extremely poor houses, and after three weeks on the road, had perished for all time, leaving Percy out of work.

Since then, no other English dude part having happened along, he had rested, living in the mysterious way in which out-of-work actors do live. He had a number of acquaintances, such as the amiable Burrows, who were good for occasional loans, but Kirk Winfield was the king of them all. There was something princely about the careless open-handedness of Kirks methods, and Percys whole soul rose in revolt against the prospect of being deprived of this source of revenue, as something, possibly Ruths determined chin, told him that he would be, should Kirk marry this girl.

He had placed Ruth at once, directly he had heard her name. He remembered having seen her photograph in the society section of the Sunday paper which he borrowed each week. This was the daughter of old John Bannister. There was no doubt about that. How she had found her way to Kirks studio he could not understand; but there she certainly was, and Percy was willing to bet the twenty dollars which, despite the excitement of the moment, he had not forgotten to extract from Kirk in a hurried conversation at the door, that her presence there was not known and approved by her father.

The only reasonable explanation that Kirk was painting her portrait he dismissed. There had been no signs of any portrait, and Kirks embarrassment had been so obvious that, if there had been any such explanation, he would certainly have given it. No, Ruth had been there for other reasons than those of art.

Unchaperoned, too, by Jove! thought Percy virtuously, ignorant of Mrs. Lora Delane Porter, who at the time of his call, had been busily occupied in a back room instilling into George Pennicut the gospel of the fit body. For George, now restored to health, had ceased to be a mere student of Elementary Rules for the Preservation of the Body and had become an active, though unwilling, practiser of its precepts.

Every morning Mrs. Porter called and, having shepherded him into the back room, put him relentlessly through his exercises. Georges groans, as he moved his stout limbs along the dotted lines indicated in the books illustrated plates, might have stirred a faint heart to pity. But Lora Delane Porter was made of sterner stuff. If George so much as bent his knees while touching his toes he heard of it instantly, in no uncertain voice.

Thus, in her decisive way, did Mrs. Porter spread light and sweetness with both hands, achieving the bodily salvation of George while, at the same time, furthering the loves of Ruth and Kirk by leaving them alone together to make each others better acquaintance in the romantic dimness of the studio.



Percy proceeded down-town, pondering. His first impulse, I regret to say, was to send Ruths father an anonymous letter. This plan he abandoned from motives of fear rather than of self-respect. Anonymous letters are too frequently traced to their writers, and the prospect of facing Kirk in such an event did not appeal to him.

As he could think of no other way of effecting his object, he had begun to taste the bitterness of futile effort, when fortune, always his friend, put him in a position to do what he wanted in the easiest possible way with the minimum of unpleasantness.

Bailey Bannister, that strong, keen Napoleon of finance, was not above a little relaxation of an evening when his father happened to be out of town. That giant mind, weary with the strain of business, needed refreshment.

And so, at eleven thirty that night, his father being in Albany, and not expected home till next day, Bailey might have been observed, beautifully arrayed and discreetly jovial, partaking of lobster at one of those Broadway palaces where this fish is in brisk demand. He was in company with his rabbit-faced friend, Clarence Grayling, and two members of the chorus of a neighbouring musical comedy.

One of the two, with whom Clarence was conversing in a lively manner that showed his heart had not been irreparably broken as the result of his recent interview with Ruth, we may dismiss. Like Clarence, she is of no importance to the story. The other, who, not finding Baileys measured remarks very gripping, was allowing her gaze to wander idly around the room, has this claim to a place in the scheme of things, that she had a wordless part in the comedy in which Percy Shanklyn had appeared as the English dude and was on terms of friendship with him.

Consequently, seeing him enter the room, as he did at that moment, she signalled him to approach.

Its a little feller who was with me in The Man from Out West, she explained to Bailey as Percy made his way toward them. At which Baileys prim mouth closed with an air of disapproval.

The feminine element of the stage he found congenial to his business-harassed brain, but with the little fellers who helped them to keep the national drama sizzling he felt less in sympathy; and he resented extremely his companions tactlessness in inciting this infernal mummer to intrude upon his privacy.

He prepared to be cold and distant with Percy. And when Bailey, never a ray of sunshine, deliberately tried to be chilly, those with him at the time generally had the sensation that winter was once more in their midst.

Percy, meanwhile, threaded his way among the tables, little knowing that fate had already solved the problem which had worried him the greater part of the day.

He had come to the restaurant as a relief from his thoughts. If he could find some kind friend who would invite him to supper, well and good. If not, he was feeling so tired and depressed that he was ready to take the bull by the horns and pay for his meal himself. He had obeyed Miss Freda Reeces signal because it was impossible to avoid doing so; but one glance at Baileys face had convinced him that not there was his kind host.

Why, Perce, said Miss Reece, I aint saw you in years. Where you been hiding yourself?

Percy gave a languid gesture indicative of the man of affairs whose time is not his own.

Percy, continued Miss Reece, shake hands with my friend Mr. Bannister. I been telling him about how you made such a hit as the pin in Pinafore!

The name galvanized Percy like a bugle-blast.

Mr. Bannister! he exclaimed. Any relation to Mr. John Bannister, the millionaire?

Bailey favoured him with a scrutiny through the gold-rimmed glasses which would have frozen his very spine.

My fathers name is — ah — John, and he is a millionaire.

Percy met the scrutiny with a suave smile.

By Jove! he said. I know your sister quite well, Mr. Bannister. I meet her frequently at the studio of my friend Kirk Winfield. Very frequently. She is there nearly every day. Well, I must be moving on. Got a date with a man. Goodbye, Freda. Glad youre going strong. Good night, Mr. Bannister. Delighted to have made your acquaintance. You must come round to the studio one of these days. Good night.

He moved softly away. Miss Reece watched him go with regret.

Hes a good little feller, Percy, she said. And so he knows your sister. Well, aint that nice!

Bailey did not reply. And to the feast of reason and flow of soul that went on at the table during the rest of the meal he contributed so little that Miss Reece, in conversation that night with her friend alluded to him, not without justice, first as that stiff, and, later, as a dead one.



If Percy Shanklyn could have seen Bailey in the small hours of that night he would have been satisfied that his words had borne fruit. Like a modern Prometheus, Bailey writhed, sleepless, on his bed till daylight appeared. The discovery that Ruth was in the habit of paying clandestine visits to artists studios, where she met men like the little bounder who had been thrust upon him at supper, rent his haughty soul like a bomb.

He knew no artists, but he had read novels of Bohemian life in Paris, and he had gathered a general impression that they were, as a class, shock-headed, unwashed persons of no social standing whatever, extremely short of money and much addicted to orgies. And his sister had lowered herself by association with one of these.

He rose early. His appearance in the mirror shocked him. He looked positively haggard.

Dressing with unwonted haste, he inquired for Ruth, and was told that a telephone message had come from her late the previous evening to say that she was spending the night at the apartment of Mrs. Lora Delane Porter. The hated name increased Baileys indignation. He held Mrs. Porter responsible for the whole trouble. But for her pernicious influence, Ruth would have been an ordinary sweet American girl, running as, Bailey held, a girl should, in a decent groove.

It increased his troubles that his father was away from New York. Bailey, who enjoyed the dignity of being temporary head of the firm of Bannister & Son, had approved of his departure. But now he would have given much to have him on the spot. He did not doubt his own ability to handle this matter, but he felt that his father ought to know what was going on.

His wrath against this upstart artist who secretly entertained his sister in his studio grew with the minutes. It would be his privilege very shortly to read that scrubby dauber a lesson in deportment which he would remember.

In the interests of the family welfare he decided to stay away from the office that day. The affairs of Bannister & Son would be safe for the time being in the hands of the head clerk. Having telephoned to Wall Street to announce his decision, he made a moody breakfast and then proceeded, as was his custom of a morning, to the gymnasium for his daily exercise.

The gymnasium was a recent addition to the Bannister home. It had been established as the result of a heart-to-heart talk between old John Bannister and his doctor. The doctor spoke earnestly of nervous prostration and stated without preamble the exact number of months which would elapse before Mr. Bannister living his present life, would make first-hand acquaintance with it. He insisted on a regular routine of exercise. The gymnasium came into being, and Mr. Steve Dingle, physical instructor at the New York Athletic Club, took up a position in the Bannister household which he was wont to describe to his numerous friends as a soft snap.

Certainly his hours were not long. Thirty minutes with old Mr. Bannister and thirty minutes with Mr. Bailey between eight and nine in the morning and his duties were over for the day. But Steve was conscientious and checked any disposition on the part of his two clients to shirk work with a firmness which Lora Delane Porter might have envied.

There were moments when he positively bullied old Mr. Bannister. It would have amazed the clerks in his Wall Street office to see the meekness with which the old man obeyed orders. But John Bannister was a man who liked to get his moneys worth, and he knew that Steve was giving it to the last cent.

Steve at that time was twenty-eight years old. He had abandoned an active connection with the ring, which had begun just after his seventeenth birthday, twelve months before his entry into the Bannister home, leaving behind him a record of which any boxer might have been proud. He personally was exceedingly proud of it, and made no secret of the fact.

He was a man in private life of astonishingly even temper. The only thing that appeared to have the power to ruffle him to the slightest extent was the contemplation of what he described as the bunch of cheeses who pretended to fight nowadays. He would have considered it a privilege, it seemed, to be allowed to encounter all the middle-weights in the country in one ring in a single night without training. But it appeared that he had promised his mother to quit, and he had quit.

Steves mother was an old lady who in her day had been the best washerwoman on Cherry Hill. She was, moreover, completely lacking in all the qualities which go to make up the patroness of sport. Steve had been injudicious enough to pay her a visit the day after his celebrated unpleasantness with that rugged warrior, Pat OFlaherty (ne Smith), and, though he had knocked Pat out midway through the second round, he bore away from the arena a black eye of such a startling richness that old Mrs. Dingle had refused to be comforted until he had promised never to enter the ring again. Which, as Steve said, had come pretty hard, he being a man who would rather be a water-bucket in a ring than a president outside it.

But he had given the promise, and kept it, leaving the field to the above-mentioned bunch of cheeses. There were times when the temptation to knock the head off Battling Dick this and Fighting Jack that became almost agony, but he never yielded to it. All of which suggests that Steve was a man of character, as indeed he was.

Bailey, entering the gymnasium, found Steve already there, punching the bag with a force and precision which showed that the bunch of cheeses ought to have been highly grateful to Mrs. Dingle for her anti-pugilistic prejudices.

Good morning, Dingle, said Bailey precisely.

Steve nodded. Bailey began to don his gymnasium costume. Steve gave the ball a final punch and turned to him. He was a young man who gave the impression of being, in a literal sense, perfectly square. This was due to the breadth of his shoulders, which was quite out of proportion to his height. His chest was extraordinarily deep, and his stomach and waist small, so that to the observer seeing him for the first time in boxing trunks, he seemed to begin as a big man and, half-way down, change his mind and become a small one.

His arms, which were unusually long and thick, hung down nearly to his knees and were decorated throughout with knobs and ridges of muscle that popped up and down and in and out as he moved, in a manner both fascinating and frightening. His face increased the illusion of squareness, for he had thick, straight eyebrows, a straight mouth, and a chin of almost the minimum degree of roundness. He inspected Bailey with a pair of brilliant brown eyes which no detail of his appearance could escape. And Bailey, that morning, as has been said, was not looking his best.

Youre lookin kind o sick, bo, was Steves comment. I guess you was hittin it up with the gang last night in one of them lobster parlours.

Bailey objected to being addressed as bo, and he was annoyed that Steve should have guessed the truth respecting his overnight movements. Still more was he annoyed that Steves material mind should attribute to a surfeit of lobster a pallor that was superinduced by a tortured soul.

I did — ah — take supper last night, it is true, he said. But if I am a little pale to-day, that is not the cause. Things have occurred to annoy me intensely.

You should worry! advised Steve. Catch!

The heavy medicine-ball struck Bailey in the chest before he could bring up his hands and sent him staggering back.

Damn it, Dingle, he gasped. Kindly give me warning before you do that sort of thing.

Steve was delighted. It amused his simple, honest soul to catch Bailey napping, and the incident gave him a text on which to hang a lecture. And, next to fighting, he loved best the sound of his own voice.

Warning? Nix! he said. Aint it just what I been telling you every day for weeks? You gotta be ready always. You seen me holding the pellet. You should oughter have been saying to yourself: I gotta keep an eye on that gink, sos he dont soak me one with that thing when I aint looking. Then you would have caught it and whizzed it back at me, and maybe, if I hadnt been ready for it, you might have knocked the breeze out of me.

I should have derived no pleasure — —

Why, say, suppose a plug-ugly sasshays up to you on the street to take a crack at your pearl stick-pin, do you reckon hes going to drop you a postal card first? You gotta be ready for him. See what I mean?

Let us spar, said Bailey austerely. He had begun to despair of ever making Steve show him that deference and respect which he considered due to the son of the house. The more frigid he was, the more genial and friendly did Steve become. The thing seemed hopeless.

It was a pleasing sight to see Bailey spar. He brought to the task the measured dignity which characterized all his actions. A left jab from him had all the majesty of a formal declaration of war. If he was a trifle slow in his movements for a pastime which demands a certain agility from its devotees he at least got plenty of exercise and did himself a great deal of good.

He was perspiring freely as he took off the gloves. A shower-bath, followed by brisk massage at the energetic hands of Steve, made him feel better than he had imagined he could feel after that night of spiritual storm and stress. He was glowing as he put on his clothes, and a certain high resolve which had come to him in the night watches now returned with doubled force.

Dingle, he said, how did I seem to-day?

Fine, answered Steve courteously. Youre gettin to be a regular terror.

You think I shape well?

Sure.

I am glad. This morning I am going to thrash a man within an inch of his life.

What!

Steve spun round. Baileys face was set and determined.

You are? said Steve feebly.

I am.

Whats he been doing to you?

I am afraid I cannot tell you that. But he richly deserves what he will get.

Steve eyed him with affectionate interest.

Well, aint you the wildcat! he said. Whod have thought it? Id always had you sized up as a kind o placid guy.

I can be roused.

Gee, cant I see it! But, say, what sort of a gook is this gink, anyway?

In what respect?

Well, I mean is he a heavy or a middle or a welter or what? It makes a kind o difference, you know.

I cannot say. I have not seen him.

What! Not seen him? Then hows there this fuss between you?

That is a matter into which I cannot go.

Well, whats his name, then? Maybe I know him. I know a few good people in this burg.

I have no objection to telling you that. He is an artist, and his name is — his name is — —

Wrinkles appeared in Baileys forehead. His eyes bulged anxiously behind their glasses.

Ive forgotten, he said blankly.

For the love of Mike! Know where he lives?

I am afraid not.

Steve patted him kindly on the shoulder.

Take my advice, bo, he said. Let the poor fellow off this time.

And so it came about that Bailey, instead of falling upon Kirk Winfield, hailed a taxicab and drove to the apartment of Mrs. Lora Delane Porter.


Chapter V. Wherein Opposites Agree
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THE MAID WHO opened the door showed a reluctance to let Bailey in. She said that Mrs. Porter was busy with her writing and had given orders that she was not to be disturbed.

Nothing could have infuriated Bailey more. He, Bailey Bannister, was to be refused admittance because this preposterous woman wished to write! It was the duty of all decent citizens to stop her writing. If it had not been for her and her absurd books Ruth would never have made it necessary for him to pay this visit at all.

Kindly take my card to Mrs. Porter and tell her that I must see her at once on a matter of the utmost urgency, he directed.

The domestic workers of America had not been trained to stand up against Baileys grand manner. The maid vanished meekly with the card, and presently returned and requested him to step in.

Bailey found himself in a comfortable room, more like a mans study than a womans boudoir. Books lined the walls. The furniture was strong and plain. At the window, on a swivel-chair before a roll-top desk, Mrs. Porter sat writing, her back to the door.

The gentleman, maam, announced the maid.

Sit down, said his aunt, without looking round or ceasing to write.

The maid went out. Bailey sat down. The gentle squeak of the quill pen continued.

Bailey coughed.

I have called this morning — —

The left hand of the writer rose and waggled itself irritably above her left shoulder.

Aunt Lora, spoke Bailey sternly.

Shish! said the authoress. Only that and nothing more. Bailey, outraged, relapsed into silence. The pen squeaked on.

After what seemed to Bailey a considerable time, the writing ceased. It was succeeded by the sound of paper vigorously blotted. Then, with startling suddenness, Mrs. Porter whirled round on the swivel-chair, tilted it back, and faced him.

Well, Bailey? she said.

She looked at Bailey. Bailey looked at her. Her eyes had the curious effect of driving out of his head what he had intended to say.

Well? she said again.

He tried to remember the excellent opening speech which he had prepared in the cab.

Good gracious, Bailey! cried Mrs. Porter, you have not come here and ruined my mornings work for the pleasure of looking at me surely? Say something.

Bailey found his voice.

I have called to see Ruth, who, I am informed, is with you.

She is in her room. I made her breakfast in bed. Is there any message I can give her?

Bailey suddenly remembered the speech he had framed in the cab.

Aunt Lora, he said, I am sorry to have to intrude upon you at so early an hour, but it is imperative that I see Ruth and ask her to explain the meaning of a most disturbing piece of news that has come to my ears.

Mrs. Porter did not appear to have heard him.

A man of your height should weigh more, she said. What is your weight?

My weight; beside the point — —

Your weight is under a hundred and forty pounds, and it ought to be over a hundred and sixty. Eat more. Avoid alcohol. Keep regular hours.

Aunt Lora!

Well?

I wish to see my sister.

You will have to wait. What did you wish to see her about?

That is a matter that concerns —— No! I will tell you, for I believe you to be responsible for the whole affair.

Well?

Last night, quite by chance, I found out that Ruth has for some time been paying visits to the studio of an artist.

Mrs. Porter nodded.

Quite right. Mr. Kirk Winfield. She is going to marry him.

Baileys hat fell to the floor. His stick followed. His mouth opened widely. His glasses shot from his nose and danced madly at the end of their string.

What!

It will be a most suitable match in every way, said Mrs. Porter.

Bailey bounded to his feet.

Its incredible! he shouted. Its ridiculous! Its abominable! Its — its incredible!

Mrs. Porter gazed upon his transports with about the same amount of interest which she would have bestowed upon a whirling dervish at Coney Island.

You have not seen Mr. Winfield, I gather?

When I do, he will have reason to regret it. I — —

Sit down.

Bailey sat down.

Ruth and Mr. Winfield are both perfect types. Mr. Winfield is really a splendid specimen of a man. As to his intelligence, I say nothing. I have ceased to expect intelligence in man, and I am grateful for the smallest grain. But physically, he is magnificent. I could not wish dear Ruth a better husband.

Bailey had pulled himself together with a supreme effort and had achieved a frozen calm.

Such a marriage is, of course, out of the question, he said.

Why?

My sister cannot marry a — a nobody, an outsider — —

Mr. Winfield is not a nobody. He is an extraordinarily healthy young man.

Are you aware that Ruth, if she had wished, could have married a prince?

She told me. A little rat of a man, I understand. She had far too much sense to do any such thing. She has a conscience. She knows what she owes to the future of the — —

Bah! cried Bailey rudely.

I suppose, said Mrs. Porter, that, like most men, you care nothing for the future of the race? You are not interested in eugenics?

Bailey quivered with fury at the word, but said nothing.

If you have ever studied even so elementary a subject as the colour heredity of the Andalusian fowl — —

The colour heredity of the Andalusian fowl was too much for Bailey.

I decline to discuss any such drivel, he said, rising. I came here to see Ruth, and—

And here she is, said Mrs. Porter.

The door opened, and Ruth appeared. She looked, to Bailey, insufferably radiant and pleased with herself.

Bailey! she cried. Whatever brings my little Bailey here, when he ought to be working like a good boy in Wall Street?

I will tell you, Baileys demeanour was portentous.

Hes frowning, said Ruth. You have been stirring his hidden depths, Aunt Lora!

Bailey coughed.

Ruth!

Bailey, dont! You dont know how terrible you look when youre roused.

Ruth, kindly answer me one question. Aunt Lora informs me that you are going to marry this man Winfield. Is it or is it not true?

Of course its true.

Bailey drew in his breath. He gazed coldly at Ruth, bowed to Mrs. Porter, and smoothed the nap of his hat.

Very good, he said stonily. I shall now call upon this Mr. Winfield and thrash him. With that he walked out of the room.

He directed his cab to the nearest hotel, looked up Kirks address in the telephone-book, and ten minutes later was ringing the studio bell.

A look of relief came into George Pennicuts eyes as he opened the door. To George, nowadays, every ring at the bell meant a possible visit from Lora Delane Porter.

Is Mr. Kirk Winfield at home? inquired Bailey.

Yes, sir. Who shall I say, sir?

Kindly tell Mr. Winfield that Mr. Bannister wishes to speak to him.

Yes, sir. Will you step this way, sir?

Bailey stepped that way.



While Bailey was driving to the studio in his taxicab, Kirk, in boxing trunks and a sleeveless vest, was engaged on his daily sparring exercise with Steve Dingle.

This morning Steve seemed to be amused at something. As they rested, at the conclusion of their fifth and final round, Kirk perceived that he was chuckling, and asked the reason.

Why, say, explained Steve, I was only thinking that it takes all kinds of ivory domes to make a nuttery. I ran across a new brand of simp this morning. Just before I came to you Im scheduled to show up at one of these Astorbilt homes tother side of the park. First I mix it with the old man, then son and heir blows in and I attend to him.

Well, this morning, son acts like hes all worked up. Hes one of these half-portion Willie-boys with Chippendale legs, but he throws out a line of talk that would make you wonder if its safe to let him run around loose. Says his minds made up; hes going to thrash a gink within an inch of his life; going to muss up his features so bad hell have to have em replanted.

Why? I says. Never you mind, says he. Well, who is he? I asks. What do you think happens then? He thinks hard for a spell, rolls his eyes, and says: Search me. Ive forgotten. Know where he lives? I asks him. Nope, he says.

Can you beat it! Seems to me if I had a kink in my coco that big Id phone to an alienist and have myself measured for a strait-jacket. Gee! You meet all kinds, going around the way I do.

Kirk laughed and lit a cigarette.

If you want to use the shower, Steve, he said, youd better get up there now. I shant be ready yet awhile. Then, if this is one of your energetic mornings and you would care to give me a rub-down — —

Sure, said Steve obligingly. He picked up his clothes and went upstairs to the bathroom, which, like the bedrooms, opened on to the gallery. Kirk threw himself on the couch, fixed his eyes on the ceiling, and began to think of Ruth.

Mr. Bannister, announced George Pennicut at the door.

Kirk was on his feet in one bound. The difference, to a man whose mind is far away, between Mr. Bannister and Miss Bannister is not great, and his first impression was that it was Ruth who had arrived.

He was acutely conscious of his costume, and was quite relieved when he saw, not Ruth, but a severe-looking young man, who advanced upon him in a tight-lipped, pop-eyed manner that suggested dislike and hostility. The visitor was a complete stranger to him, but, his wandering wits returning to their duties, he deduced that this must be one of Ruths relatives.

It is a curious fact that the possibility of Ruth having other relatives than Mrs. Porter had not occurred to him till now. She herself filled his mind to such an extent that he had never speculated on any possible family that might be attached to her. To him Ruth was Ruth. He accepted the fact that she was Mrs. Porters niece. That she might also be somebodys daughter or sister had not struck him. The look on Baileys face somehow brought it home to him that the world was about to step in and complicate the idyllic simplicity of his wooing.

Bailey, meanwhile, as Kirks hundred and eighty pounds of bone and muscle detached themselves from the couch and loomed up massively before him, was conscious of a weakening of his determination to inflict bodily chastisement. The truth of Steves remark, that it made a difference whether ones intended victim is a heavyweight, a middle, or a welter, came upon him with some force.

Kirk, in a sleeveless vest that showed up his chest and shoulders was not an inviting spectacle for a man intending assault and battery. Bailey decided to confine himself to words. There was nothing to be gained by a vulgar brawl. A dignified man of the world avoided violence.

Mr. Winfield?

Mr. Bannister?

It was at this point that Steve, having bathed and dressed, came out on the gallery. The voices below halted him, and the sound of Baileys decided him to remain where he was. Steve was not above human curiosity, and he was anxious to know the reason for Baileys sudden appearance.

That is my name. It is familiar to you. My sister, said Bailey bitterly, has made it so.

Wont you sit down? said Kirk.

No, thank you. I will not detain you long, Mr. Winfield.

My dear fellow! Theres no hurry. Will you have a cigarette?

No, thank you.

Kirk was puzzled by his visitors manner. So, unseen in the shadows of the gallery, was Steve.

I can say what I wish to say in two words, Mr. Winfield, said Bailey. This marriage is quite out of the question.

Eh?

My father would naturally never consent to it. As soon as he hears of what has happened he will forbid it absolutely. Kindly dismiss from your mind entirely the idea that my sister will ever be permitted to marry you, Mr. Winfield.

Steve, in the gallery, with difficulty suppressed a whoop of surprise. Kirk laughed ruefully.

Arent you a little premature, Mr. Bannister? Arent you taking a good deal for granted?

In what way?

Well, that Miss Bannister cares the slightest bit for me, for instance; that Ive one chance in a million of ever getting her to care the slightest bit for me?

Bailey was disgusted at this futile attempt to hide the known facts of the case from him.

You need not trouble to try and fool me, Mr. Winfield, he said tartly. I know everything. I have just seen my sister, and she told me herself in so many words that she intended to marry you.

To his amazement he found his hand violently shaken.

My dear old man! Kirk was stammering in his delight. My dear old sport, you dont know what a weight youve taken off my mind. You know how it is. A fellow falls in love and instantly starts thinking he hasnt a chance on earth. I hadnt a notion she felt that way about me. Im not fit to shine her shoes. My dear old man, if you hadnt come and told me this I never should have had the nerve to say a word to her.

Youre a corker. Youve changed everything. Youll have to excuse me. I must go to her. I cant wait a minute. I must rush and dress. Make yourself at home here. Have you breakfasted? George! George! Say, George, Ive got to rush away. See that Mr. Bannister has everything he wants. Get him some breakfast. Good-bye, old man. He gripped Baileys hand once more. Youre all right. Good-bye!

He sprang for the staircase. George Pennicut turned to the speechless Bailey.

How would it be if I made you a nice cup of hot tea and a rasher of am, sir? he inquired with a kindly smile.

Bailey eyed him glassily, then found speech.

Go to hell! he shouted. He strode to the door and shot into the street, a seething volcano.

George, for his part, was startled, but polite.

Yes, sir, he said. Very good, sir, and withdrew.

Kirk, having reached the top of the stairs, had to check the wild rush he was making for the bathroom in order not to collide with Steve, whom he found waiting for him with outstretched hand and sympathetic excitement writ large upon his face.

Excuse me, squire, said Steve, Ive been playing the part of Rubberneck Rupert in that little drama youve just been starring in. I just couldnt help listening. Say, this mitts for you. Shake it! So youre going to marry Baileys sister, Ruth, are you? Youre the lucky guy. Shes a queen!

Do you know her, Steve?

Do I know her! Didnt I tell you I was the tame physical instructor in that palace? I wish I had a dollar for every time Ive thrown the medicine-ball at her. Why, Im the guy that gave her that figure of hers. She dont come to me regular, like Bailey and the old man, but do I know her? I should say I did know her.

Kirk shook his hand.

Youre all right, Steve! he said huskily, and vanished into the bathroom. A sound as of a tropical deluge came from within.

Steve hammered upon the door. The downpour ceased.

Say! called Steve.

Hello?

I dont want to discourage you, squire, but — —

The door opened and Kirks head appeared.

Whats the matter?

Well, you heard what Bailey said?

About his father?

Sure. It goes.

Kirk came out into the gallery, towelling himself vigorously.

Who is her father? he asked, seating himself on the rail.

Hes a son of a gun, said Steve with emphasis. As rich as John D. pretty nearly and about as chummy as a rattlesnake. Were you thinking of calling and asking him for a fathers blessing?

Something of the sort, I suppose.

Forget it! Hed give you the hook before youd got through asking if you might call him daddy.

Youre comforting, Steve. They call you Little Sunbeam at home, dont they?

Hell! said Steve warmly, Im not shooting this at you just to make you feel bad. I gotta reason. I want to make you see this aint going to be no society walk-over, with the Four Hundred looking on from the pews and poppa signing cheques in the background. Say, did I ever tell you how I beat Kid Mitchell?

Does it apply to the case in hand?

Does it what to the which?

Had it any bearing on my painful position? I only ask, because thats what is interesting me most just now, and, if youre going to change the subject, theres a chance that my attention may wander.

Sure it does. Its a — what dyou call it when you pull something thats got another meaning tucked up its sleeve?

A parable?

Thats right. A — what you said. Well, this Kid Mitchell was looked on as a coming champ in those days. He had cleaned up some good boys, while I had only gotten a rep about as big as a nickel with a hole in it. I guess I looked pie to him. He turkey-trotted up to me for the first round and stopped in front of me as if he was wondering what had blown in and whether the Gerry Society would stand for his hitting it. I could see him thinking This is too easy as plain as if hed said it. And then he took another peek at me, as much as to say, Well, lets get it over. Where shall I soak him first? And while hes doing this I get in range and I put my left pretty smart into his lunch-wagon and I pick up my right off the carpet and hand it to him, and down he goes. And when he gets up again its pretty nearly to-morrow morning and Ive drawn the winners end and gone home.

And the moral?

Why, dont spar. Punch! Dont wait for the wallop. Give it.

You mean?

Why, when old man Bannister says: Nix! You shall never marry my child! come back at him by saying: Thanks very much, but Ive just done it!

Good heavens, Steve!

Youll never win out else. You dont know old man Bannister. I do.

But — —

The door-bell rang.

Who on earths that? said Kirk. It cant be Bailey back again.

Good morning, Pennicut, spoke the clear voice of Mrs. Lora Delane Porter. I wish to see Mr. Winfield.

Yes, maam. Hes upstairs in is bath!

I will wait in the studio.

Good Lord! cried Kirk, bounding from his seat on the rail. For Heavens sake, Steve, go and talk to her while I dress. Ill be down in a minute.

Sure. Whats her name?

Mrs. Porter. Youll like her. Tell her all about yourself — where you were born, how much you are round the chest, whats your favourite breakfast food. Thats what she likes to chat about. And tell her Ill be down in a second.

Steve, reaching the studio, found Mrs. Porter examining the boxing-gloves which had been thrown on a chair.

Eight-ounce, maam, he said genially, by way of introduction. Kirkll be lining up in a moment. Hes getting into his rags.

Mrs. Porter looked at him with the gimlet stare which made her so intensely disliked by practically every man she knew.

Are you a friend of Mr. Winfield? she said.

Sure. We just been spieling together up above. He sent me down to tell you he wont be long.

Mrs. Porter concluded her inspection.

What is your name?

Dingle, maam.

You are extraordinarily well developed. You have unusually long arms for a man of your height.

Yep. I got a pretty good reach.

Are you an artist?

A which?

An artist. A painter.

Steve smiled broadly.

Ive been called a good many things, but no ones ever handed me that. No, maam, Im a has-been.

I beg your pardon.

Granted.

What did you say you were? asked Mrs. Porter after a pause.

A has-been. I used to be a middle, but mother kicked, and I quit. All through taking a blue eye home! Wouldnt that jar you?

I have no doubt you intend to be explicit — —

Not on your life! protested Steve. I may be a rough-neck, but Ive got me manners. I wouldnt get explicit with a lady.

Mrs. Porter sat down.

We appear to be talking at cross-purposes, she said. I still do not gather what your profession is or was.

Why, aint I telling you? I used to be a middle — —

What is a middle?

Why, its in between the light-heavies and the welters. I was a welter when I broke into the fighting game, but — —

Now I understand. You are a pugilist?

Used to be. But mother kicked.

Kicked whom?

You dont get me, maam. When I say she kicked, I mean my blue eye threw a scare into her, and she put a crimp in my career. Made me quit when I should have been champ in another couple of fights.

I am afraid I cannot follow these domestic troubles of yours. And why do you speak of your blue eye? Your eyes are brown.

This one wasnt. It was the fattest blue eye you ever seen. I ran up against a short right hook. I put him out next round, maam, mind you, but that didnt help me any with mother. Directly she seen me blue eye she said: Thatll be all from you, Steve. You stop it this minute. So I quit. But gee! Its tough on a fellow to have to sit out of the game and watch a bunch of cheeses like this new crop of middle-weights swelling around and calling themselves fighters when they couldnt lick a postage-stamp, not if it was properly trained. Hell! Beg pardon, maam.

I find you an interesting study, Mr. Dingle, said Mrs. Porter thoughtfully. I have never met a pugilist before. Do you box with Mr. Winfield?

Sure. Kirk and me go five rounds every morning.

You have been boxing with him to-day? Then perhaps you can tell me if an absurd young man in eye-glasses has called here yet? He is wearing a grey — —

Do you mean Bailey, maam. Bailey Bannister?

You know my nephew, Mr. Dingle?

Sure. I box with him every morning.

I never expected to hear that my nephew Bailey did anything so sensible as to take regular exercise. He does not look as if he did.

He certainly is a kind o half-portion, maam. But say, if hes your nephew, Miss Ruths your niece.

Perfectly correct.

Then you know all about this business?

Which business, Mr. Dingle?

Why, Kirk and Miss Ruth.

Mrs. Porter raised her eyebrows.

Really, Mr. Dingle! Has Mr. Winfield made you his confidant?

Hows that?

Has Mr. Winfield told you about my niece and himself?

Hell, no! You dont find a real person like Kirk shooting his head about that kind of thing. I had it from Bailey.

From Bailey?

Surest thing you know. He blew in here and shouted it all out at the top of his voice.

Indeed! I was wondering if he had arrived yet. He left my apartment saying he was going to thrash Mr. Winfield. I came here to save him from getting hurt. Was there any trouble?

Not sos you could notice it. I guess when hed taken a slant at Kirk he thought he wouldnt bother to swat him. Say, maam—

Well?

Whose corner are you in for this scrap?

I dont understand you.

Well, are you rooting for Kirk, or are you holding the towel for old man Bannister?

You mean, do I wish Mr. Winfield to marry my niece?

Youre hep.

Most certainly I do. It was I who brought them together.

Bully for you! Well, say, I just been shooting the dope into Kirk upstairs. I been — you didnt happen to read the report of a scrap I once had with a gazook called Kid Mitchell, did you, maam?

I seldom, I may say never, read the sporting section of the daily papers.

Steve looked at her in honest wonder.

For the love of Pete! What else do you find to read in em? he said. Well, I was telling Kirk about it. The Kid came at me to soak me, but I soaked him first and put him out. Its the only thing to do, maam, when youre up against it. Get in the first wallop before the other guy can get himself set for his punch. Kirk, I says, dont you wait for old man Bannister to tell you you cant marry Miss Ruth. Marry her before he can say it. I wish youd tell him the same thing, maam. You know the old man as well as I do — better, I guess — and you know that Kirk aint got a chance in a million with him if he dont rush him. Aint that right?

Mr. Dingle, said Mrs. Porter, I should like to shake you by the hand. It is amazing to me to find such sound sense in a man. You have expressed my view exactly. If I have any influence with Mr. Winfield, he shall marry my niece to-day. You are a man of really exceptional intelligence, Mr. Dingle.

Aw, check it with your hat, maam! murmured Steve modestly. Nix on the bouquets! Im only a roughneck. But I fall for Miss Ruth, and there aint many like Kirk, so Id like to see them happy. It would sure get my goat the worst way to have the old man gum the game for them.

I cannot understand a word you say, said Mrs. Porter, but I fancy we mean the same thing. Here comes Mr. Winfield at last. I will speak to him at once.

Spiel away, maam, said Steve. The floors yours.

Kirk entered the studio.


Chapter VI. Breaking the News
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OLD JOHN BANNISTER returned that night. Learning from Baileys trembling lips the tremendous events that had been taking place in his absence, he was first irritated, then coldly amused. His coolness dampened, while it comforted, Bailey.

A bearer of sensational tidings likes to spread a certain amount of dismay and terror; but, on the other hand, it was a relief to him to find that his father appeared to consider trivial a crisis which, to Bailey, had seemed a disaster without parallel in the annals of American social life.

She said she was going to marry him!

Old Bannister opened the nut-cracker mouth that always had the appearance of crushing something. His pale eyes glowed for an instant.

Did she? he said.

She seemed very — ah — determined.

Did she!

Silence falling like a cloud at this point, Bailey rightly conjectured that the audience was at an end and left the room. His father bit the end off a cigar and began to smoke.

Smoking, he reviewed the situation, and his fighting spirit rose to grapple with it. He was not sorry that this had happened. His was a patriarchal mind, and he welcomed opportunities of exercising his authority over his children. It had always been his policy to rule them masterfully, and he had often resented the fact that his daughter, by the nature of things, was to a great extent outside his immediate rule.

During office hours business took him away from her. The sun never set on his empire over Bailey, but it needed a definite crisis like the present one to enable him to jerk at the reins which guided Ruth, and he was glad of the chance to make his power felt.

The fact that this affair brought him into immediate contact with Mrs. Porter added to his enjoyment. Of all the people, men or women, with whom his business or social life had brought him into conflict, she alone had fought him squarely and retired with the honours of war. When his patriarchal mind had led him to bully his late wife, it was Mrs. Porter who had fought her cause. It was Mrs. Porter who openly expressed her contempt for his money and certain methods of making it. She was the only person in his immediate sphere over whom he had no financial hold.

He was a man who liked to be surrounded by dependents, and Mrs. Porter stoutly declined to be a dependent. She moved about the world, blunt and self-sufficing, and he hated her as he hated no one else. The thought that she had now come to grips with him and that he could best her in open fight was pleasant to him. All his life, except in his conflicts with her, he had won. He meant to win now.

Baileys apprehensions amused him. He had a thorough contempt for all actors, authors, musicians, and artists, whom he classed together in one group as men who did not count, save in so far as they gave mild entertainment to the men who, like himself, did count. The idea of anybody taking them seriously seemed too fantastic to be considered.

Of affection for his children he had little. Bailey was useful in the office, and Ruth ornamental at home. They satisfied him. He had never troubled to study their characters. It had never occurred to him to wonder if they were fond of him. They formed a necessary part of his household, and beyond that he was not interested in them. If he had ever thought about Ruths nature, he had dismissed her as a feminine counterpart of Bailey, than whom no other son and heir in New York behaved so exactly as a son and heir should.

That Ruth, even under the influence of Lora Delane Porter, should have been capable of her present insubordination, was surprising, but the thing was too trivial to be a source of anxiety. The mischief could be checked at once before it amounted to anything.

Bailey had not been gone too long before Ruth appeared. She stood in the doorway looking at him for a moment. Her face was pale and her eyes bright. She was breathing quickly.

Are you busy, father? I — I want to tell you something.

John Bannister smiled. He had a wintry smile, a sort of muscular affection of the mouth, to which his eyes contributed nothing. He had made up his mind to be perfectly calm and pleasant with Ruth. He had read in novels and seen on the stage situations of this kind, where the father had stormed and blustered. The foolishness of such a policy amused him. A strong man had no need to behave like that.

I think I have heard it already, he said. I have just been seeing Bailey.

What did Bailey tell you, father?

That you fancied yourself in love with some actor or artist or other whose name I have forgotten.

It is not fancy. I do love him.

Yes?

There was a pause.

Are you very angry, father?

Why should I be? Lets talk it over quietly. Theres no need to make a tragedy of it.

Im glad you feel like that, father.

John Bannister lit another cigar.

Tell me all about it, he said.

Ruth found herself surprisingly near tears. She had come into the room with every nerve in her body braced for a supreme struggle. Her fathers unexpected gentleness weakened her, exactly as he had foreseen. The plan of action which he had determined upon was that of the wrestler who yields instead of resisting, in order to throw an antagonist off his balance.

How did it begin? he asked.

Well, said Ruth, it began when Aunt Lora took me to his studio.

Yes, I heard that it was she who set the whole thing going. She is a friend of this fellow — what is his name?

Kirk Winfield. Yes, she seemed to know him quite well.

And then?

In spite of her anxiety, Ruth smiled.

Well, thats all, she said. I just fell in love with him.

Mr. Bannister nodded.

You just fell in love with him, he repeated. Pretty quick work, wasnt it?

I suppose it was.

You just took one look at him and saw he was the affinity, eh?

I suppose so.

And what did he do? Was he equally sudden?

Ruth laughed. She was feeling quite happy now.

He would have liked to be, poor dear, but he felt he had to be cautious and prepare the way before telling me. If it hadnt been for Bailey, he might be doing it still. Apparently, Bailey went to him and said I had said I was going to marry him, and Kirk came flying round, and — well, then it was all right.

Mr. Bannister drew thoughtfully at his cigar. He was silent for a few moments.

Well, my dear, he said at last. I think you had better consider the engagement broken off.

Ruth looked at him quickly. He still smiled, but his eyes were cold and hard. She realized suddenly that she had been played with, that all his kindliness and amiability had been merely a substitute for the storm which she had expected. After all, it was to be war between them, and she braced herself for it!

Father! she cried.

Mr. Bannister continued to puff serenely at his cigar.

We neednt get worked up about it, he said. Lets keep right on talking it over quietly.

Very well, said Ruth. But, after what you have just said, what is there to talk over?

You might be interested to hear my reasons for saying it.

And I will argue my side.

Mr. Bannister waved his hand gently.

You dont have to argue. You just listen.

Ruth bit her lip.

Well?

In the first place, said her father, about this young man. What is he? Bailey says he is an artist. Well, what has he ever done? Why dont I know his name? I buy a good many pictures, but I dont remember ever signing a cheque for one of his. I read the magazines now and then, but I cant recall seeing his signature to any of the illustrations. How does he live, anyway, without going into the question of how he intends to support a wife?

Aunt Lora told me he had private means.

How much?

Five thousand dollars a year.

Exactly the amount necessary to let him live without working. I have him placed now. I know his type. I could show you a thousand men in this city in exactly the same position. They dont starve and they dont work. This young man of yours is a loafer.

Well?

Ruths voice was quiet, but a faint colour had crept into her face and her eyes were blazing.

Now perhaps you would care to hear what I think of his principles. How do you feel that he comes out of this business? Does he show to advantage? Isnt there just a suspicion of underhandedness about his behaviour?

No.

No? He lets you pay these secret visits — —

Ruth interrupted.

There was nothing secret about them — to him. Aunt Lora brought me to the studio in the first place, and she kept on bringing me. I dont suppose it ever occurred to Kirk to wonder who I was and who my father might be. He has been perfectly straight. If you like to say I have been underhanded, I admit it. I have. More so than you imagine. I just wanted him, and I didnt care for anything except that.

It did not strike you that you owed anything to me, for instance?

No.

I should have thought that, as your father, I had certain claims.

Ruth was silent.

Mr. Bannister sighed.

I thought you were fond of me, Ruth, he said wistfully. It was the wrestler yielding instead of resisting. Ruths hard composure melted instantly. She flung her arms round his neck in a burst of remorseful affection.

Of course I am, father dear. Youre making this awfully hard for me.

Mr. Bannister chuckled inwardly. It seemed to him that victory was in sight. He always won, he told himself, always.

I only want you to be sensible.

Ruth stiffened at the word. It jarred upon her. She felt that they were leagues apart, that they could never be in sympathy with each other.

Father, she said.

Yes?

Would you like to see Kirk?

I have been wondering when he was going to appear on the scene. I always thought it was customary on these occasions for the young man to present himself in person, and not let the lady fight his battles for him. Is this Mr. Winfield a little deficient in nerve?

Ruth flushed angrily.

I particularly asked Kirk not to come here before I had seen you. I insisted on it. Naturally, he wanted to.

Of course!

There was a sneer in his voice which he did not try to hide. It flicked Ruth like a whip. Her painfully preserved restraint broke up under it.

Do you think Kirk is afraid of you, father?

It crossed my mind.

He is not.

I have only your word for it.

You can have his if you want it. There is the telephone. You can have him here in ten minutes if you want to see him.

A very good idea. But, as it happens, I do not want to see him. There is no necessity. His views on this matter do not interest me. I — —

There was a hurried knock at the door. Bailey burst in, ruffled and wild as to the eyes.

Father, he cried, I dont want to interrupt you, but that infernal woman, Aunt Lora, has arrived, and says she wont go till she has seen you. Shes downstairs now.

Not now, said Lora Delane Porter, moving him to one side and entering the room. I thought it would be a comfort to you, Ruth, to have me with you to help explain exactly how matters stand. Good evening, John. Go away, Bailey. Now let us discuss things quietly.

She is responsible for the whole thing, father, cried Bailey.

Mr. Bannister rose.

There is nothing to discuss, he said shortly. I have no wish to speak to you at all. As you appear to have played a large part in this affair, I may as well tell you that it is settled. Ruth will not marry Mr. Winfield.

Lora Delane Porter settled herself comfortably in a chair. She drew off her gloves and placed them on the table.

Please ask that boy Bailey to go, she said. He annoys me. I cannot marshal my thoughts in his presence.

Quelled by her eye, Bailey removed himself. His father remained standing. Ruth, who had risen at her aunts entry, sat down again. Mrs. Porter looked round the room with some approval.

You have a nice taste in pictures, John, she said. That is a Corot, surely, above the mantelpiece?

Will you — —

But about this little matter. You dislike the idea of Ruth marrying Mr. Winfield? Have you seen Mr. Winfield?

I have not.

Then how can you possibly decide whether he is a fit husband for Ruth?

I know all about him.

What do you know?

What Ruth has told me. That he is a loafer who pretends to be an artist.

He is a poor artist. I grant you that. His drawing is weak. But are you aware that he is forty-three inches round the chest, six feet tall, and in perfect physical condition?

What has that got to do with it?

Everything. You have not read my Principles of Selection?

I have not.

I will send you a copy to-morrow.

I will burn it directly it arrives.

Then you will miss a great deal of valuable information, said Mrs. Porter tranquilly.

There was a pause. John Bannister glared furiously at Mrs. Porter, but her gaze was moving easily about the room, taking in each picture in turn in a leisurely inspection.

An exclamation from Ruth broke the silence, a sharp cry like that of an animal in pain. She sprang up, her face working, her eyes filled with tears.

I cant stand it! she cried. I cant stand it any longer! Father, Kirk and I were married this afternoon.

Mrs. Porter went quickly to her and put her arm round her. Ruth was sobbing helplessly. The strain had broken her. John Bannisters face was leaden. The veins stood out on his forehead. His mouth twisted dumbly.

Mrs. Porter led Ruth gently to the door and pushed her out. Then she closed it and turned to him.

So now you know, John, she said. Well, what are you going to do about it?

Self-control was second nature with John Bannister. For years he had cultivated it as a commercial asset. Often a fortune had depended on his mastery of his emotions. Now, in an instant, he had himself under control once more. His face resumed its normal expression of cold impassiveness. Only his mouth twitched a little.

Well? asked Mrs. Porter.

Take her away, he said quietly. Take her out of here. Let her go to him. I have done with her.

I suppose so, said Mrs. Porter, and left the room.


Chapter VII. Sufficient Unto Themselves
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SOME MONTHS AFTER John Bannister had spoken his ultimatum in the library two drought-stricken men met on the Rialto. It was a close June evening, full of thirst.

I could do with a drink, said the first man. Several.

My tongue is black clear down to the roots, said the second.

Lets go up to Kirk Winfields, proposed the first man, inspired.

Not for me, said the other briefly. Havent you heard about Kirk? Hes married!

I know — but — —

And when I say married, I mean married. Shes old John Bannisters daughter, you know, and I guess she inherits her fathers character. Shes what I call a determined girl. She seems to have made up her mind that the old crowd that used to trail around the studio arent needed any longer, and theyve been hitting the sidewalk on one ear ever since the honeymoon.

If you want to see her in action, go up there now. Shell be perfectly sweet and friendly, but somehow youll get the notion that you dont want to go there again, and that she can bear up if you dont. Its something in her manner. I guess its a trick these society girls learn. Youve seen a bouncer handling a souse. He doesnt rough-house him. He just puts his arm round his waist and kind of suggests he should leave the place. Well, its like that.

But doesnt Kirk kick? He used to like having us around.

His friend laughed.

Kick? Kirk? You should see him! He just sits there waiting for you to go, and, when you do go, shuts the door on you so quick you have to jump to keep from getting your coat caught in it. I tell you, those two are about all the company either of them needs. Theyve got the Newly-weds licked to a whisper.

Its always the best fellows that get it the worse, said the other philosophically, and its always the fellows you think are safe too. I could have bet on Kirk. Six months ago Id have given you any odds you wanted that he would never marry.

And I wouldnt have taken you. Its always the way.

The criticisms of the two thirsty men, though prejudiced, were accurate. Marriage had undeniably wrought changes in Kirk Winfield. It had blown up, decentralized, and re-arranged his entire scheme of life. Kirks was one of those natures that run to extremes. He had been a whole-hearted bachelor, and he was assuredly a much-married man. For the first six months Ruth was almost literally his whole world. His friends, the old brigade of the studio, had dropped away from him in a body. They had visited the studio once or twice at first, but after that had mysteriously disappeared. He was too engrossed in his happiness to speculate on the reasons for this defection: he only knew that he was glad of it.

Their visits had not been a success. Conversation had flowed fitfully. Some sixth sense told him that Ruth, though charming to them all, had not liked them; and he himself was astonished to find what bull dogs they really were. It was odd how out of sympathy he felt with them. They seemed so unnecessary: yet what a large part of his life they had once made up!

Something had come between him and them. What it was he did not know.

Ruth could have told him. She was the angel with the flaming sword who guarded their paradise. Marriage was causing her to make unexpected discoveries with regard to herself. Before she had always looked on herself as a rather unusually reasonable, and certainly not a jealous, woman. But now she was filled with an active dislike for these quite harmless young men who came to try and share Kirk with her.

She knew it was utterly illogical. A man must have friends. Life could not be forever a hermitage of two. She tried to analyse her objection to these men, and came to the conclusion that it was the fact that they had known Kirk before she did that caused it.

She made a compromise with herself. Kirk should have friends, but they must be new ones. In a little while, when this crazy desire to keep herself and him alone together in a world of their own should have left her, they would begin to build up a circle. But these men whose vocabulary included the words Do you remember? must be eliminated one and all.

Kirk, blissfully unconscious that his future was being arranged for him and the steering-wheel of his life quietly taken out of his hands, passed his days in a state of almost painful happiness. It never crossed his mind that he had ceased to be master of his fate and captain of his soul. The reins were handled so gently that he did not feel them. It seemed to him that he was travelling of his own free will along a pleasant path selected by himself.

He saw his friends go from him without a regret. Perhaps at the bottom of his heart he had always had a suspicion of contempt for them. He had taken them on their surface value, as amusing fellows who were good company of an evening. There was not one of them whom he had ever known as real friends know each other — not one, except Hank Jardine; and Hank had yet to be subjected to the acid test of the new conditions.

There were moments when the thought of Hank threw a shadow across his happiness. He could let these others go, but Hank was different. And something told him that Ruth would not like Hank.

But these shadows were not frequent. Ruth filled his life too completely to allow him leisure to brood on possibilities of future trouble.

Looking back, it struck him that on their wedding-day they had been almost strangers. They had taken each other blindly, trusting to instinct. Since then he had been getting to know her. It was astonishing how much there was to know. There was a fresh discovery to be made about her every day. She was a perpetually recurring miracle.

The futility of his old life made him wince whenever he dared think of it. How he had drifted, a useless log on a sluggish current!

He was certainly a whole-hearted convert. As to Saul of Tarsus, so to him there had come a sudden blinding light. He could hardly believe that he was the same person who had scoffed at the idea of a man giving up his life to one woman and being happy. But then the abstract wife had been a pale, bloodless phantom, and Ruth was real.

It was the realness of her that kept him in a state of perpetual amazement. To see her moving about the studio, to touch her, to look at her across the dinner-table, to wake in the night and hear her breathing at his side.... It seemed to him that centuries might pass, yet these things would still be wonderful.

And always in his heart there was the gratitude for what she had done for him. She had given up everything to share his life. She had weighed him in the balance against wealth and comfort and her place among the great ones of the world, and had chosen him. There were times when the thought filled him with a kind of delirious pride: times, again, when he felt a grateful humility that made him long to fall down and worship this goddess who had stooped to him.

In a word, he was very young, very much in love, and for the first time in his life was living with every drop of blood in his veins.



Hank returned to New York in due course. He came to the studio the same night, and he had not been there five minutes before a leaden weight descended on Kirks soul. It was as he had feared. Ruth did not like him.

Hank was not the sort of man who makes universal appeal. Also, he was no ladies man. He was long and lean and hard-bitten, and his supply of conventional small talk was practically non-existent. To get the best out of Hank, as has been said, you had to let him take his coat off and put his feet up on the back of a second chair and reconcile yourself to the pestiferous brand of tobacco which he affected.

Ruth conceded none of these things. Throughout the interview Hank sat bolt upright, tucking a pair of shoes of the dreadnought class coyly underneath his chair, and drew suspiciously at Turkish cigarettes from Kirks case. An air of constraint hung over the party. Again and again Kirk hoped that Hank would embark on the epic of his life, but shyness kept Hank dumb.

He had heard, on reaching New York, that Kirk was married, but he had learned no details, and had conjured up in his mind the vision of a jolly little girl of the Bohemian type, who would make a fuss over him as Kirks oldest friend. Confronted with Ruth, he lost a nerve which had never before failed him. This gorgeous creature, he felt, would never put up with those racy descriptions of wild adventures which had endeared him to Kirk. As soon as he could decently do so, he left, and Kirk, returning to the studio after seeing him out, sat down moodily, trying to convince himself against his judgment that the visit had not been such a failure after all.

Ruth was playing the piano softly. She had turned out all the lights except one, which hung above her head, shining on her white arms as they moved. From where he sat Kirk could see her profile. Her eyes were half closed.

The sight of her, as it always did, sent a thrill through him, but he was conscious of an ache behind it. He had hoped so much that Hank would pass, and he knew that he had not. Why was it that two people so completely one as Ruth and himself could not see Hank with the same eyes?

He knew that she had thought him uncouth and impossible. Why could not Hank have exerted himself more, instead of sitting there in that stuffed way? Why could not Ruth have unbent? Why had not he himself done something to save the situation? Of the three, he blamed himself most. He was the one who should have taken the lead and made things pleasant for everybody instead of forcing out conversational platitudes.

Once or twice he had caught Hanks eye, and had hated himself for understanding what it said and not being able to deny it. He had marked the end of their old relationship, the parting of the ways, and that a tragedy had been played out that night.

He found himself thinking of Hank as of a friend who had died. What times they had had! How smoothly they had got on together! He could not recall a single occasion on which they had fallen out, from the time when they had fought as boys at the prep. school and cemented their friendship the next day. After that there had been periods when they had parted, sometimes for more than a year, but they had always come together again and picked up the threads as neatly as if there had been no gap in their intimacy.

He had gone to college: Hank had started on the roving life which suited his temperament. But they had never lost touch with each other. And now it was all over. They would meet again, but it would not be the same. The angel with the flaming sword stood between them.

For the first time since the delirium of marriage had seized upon him, Kirk was conscious of a feeling that all was not for the best in a best of all possible worlds, a feeling of regret, not that he had married — the mere thought would have been a blasphemy — but that marriage was such a complicated affair. He liked a calm life, free from complications, and now they were springing up on every side.

There was the matter of the models. Kirk had supposed that it was only in the comic papers that the artists wife objected to his employing models. He had classed it with the mother-in-law joke, respecting it for its antiquity, but not imagining that it ever really happened. And Ruth had brought this absurd situation into the sphere of practical politics only a few days ago.

Since his marriage Kirk had dropped his work almost entirely. There had seemed to be no time for it. He liked to spend his days going round the stores with Ruth, buying her things, or looking in at the windows of Fifth Avenue shops and choosing what he would buy her when he had made his fortune. It was agreed upon between them that he was to make his fortune some day.

Kirks painting had always been more of a hobby with him than a profession. He knew that he had talent, but talent without hard work is a poor weapon, and he had always shirked hard work. He had an instinct for colour, but his drawing was uncertain. He hated linework, while knowing that only through steady practice at linework could he achieve his artistic salvation. He was an amateur, and a lazy amateur.

But once in a while the work fever would grip him. It had gripped him a few days before Hanks visit. An idea for a picture had come to him, and he had set to work upon it with his usual impulsiveness.

This had involved the arrival of Miss Hilda Vince at the studio. There was no harm in Miss Vince. Her morals were irreproachable. She supported a work-shy father, and was engaged to be married to a young gentleman who travelled for a hat firm. But she was of a chatty disposition and no respecter of persons. She had posed frequently for Kirk in his bachelor days, and was accustomed to call him by his first name — a fact which Kirk had forgotten until Ruth, who had been out in the park, came in.

Miss Vince was saying at the moment: So I says to her, Kirks just phoned to me to sit. What! Kirk! she says. Is he doin a bit of work for a change? Well, its about time. Aw, Kirk dont need to work, I says. Hes a plute. Hes got it in gobs. So — —

I didnt know you were busy, dear, said Ruth. I wont interrupt you.

She went out.

Was that your wife? inquired Miss Vince. Shes got a sweet face. Say, I read the piece about you and her in the paper. You certainly got a nerve, Kirk, breaking in on the millionaires that way.

That night Ruth spoke her mind about Miss Vince. It was in vain that Kirk touched on the work-shy father, dwelt feelingly on the young gentleman who travelled in hats. Ruth had made up her mind. It was thumbs down for Miss Vince.

But if Im to paint, said Kirk, I must have models.

There must be hundreds who dont call you by your Christian name.

After about five minutes they all do, said Kirk. Its a way theyve got. They mean no harm.

Ruth then made this brilliant suggestion: Kirk, dear, why dont you paint landscapes?

In spite of his annoyance, he laughed.

Why dont I paint landscapes, Ruth? Because Im not a landscape painter, thats why.

You could learn.

Its a different branch of the trade altogether. You might just as well tell a catcher to pitch.

Well, anyhow, reported Ruth with spirit, I wont have that Vince creature in the place again.

It was the first time she had jerked at the reins or given any sign that she was holding them, and undoubtedly this was the moment at which Kirk should have said: My dearest, the time has come for me to state plainly that my soul is my own. I decline to give in to this absurd suggestion. Marriage is an affair of give and take, not a circus where one party holds the hoop while the other jumps through and shams dead. We shall be happier later on if we get this clearly into our heads now.

What he did say was: Very well, dear. Ill write and tell her not to come.

He knew he was being abominably weak, but he did not care. He even felt a certain pleasure in his surrender. Big, muscular men are given to this feebleness with women. Hercules probably wore an idiotic grin of happiness when he spun wool for Omphale.

Since then the picture had been laid aside, but Kirks desire to be up and at it had grown with inaction. When a lazy man does make up his mind to assail a piece of work, he is like a dog with a bone.



The music had stopped. Ruth swung round.

What are you dreaming about Kirk?

Kirk came to himself with a start.

I was thinking of a lot of things. For one, about that picture of mine.

What about it?

Well, when I was going to finish it.

Why dont you?

Kirk laughed.

Wheres my model? Youve scared her up a tree, and I cant coax her down.

Ruth came over to him and sat down on a low chair at his side. She put her arm round his waist and rested her head in the hollow of his shoulder.

Is he pining for his horrid Vince girl, the poor boy?

He certainly is, said Kirk. Or at any rate, for some understudy to her.

We must think. Do they all call you Kirk?

Ive never met one who didnt.

What horrible creatures you artists are!

My dear kid, you dont understand the thing at all. When youre painting a model she ceases to be a girl at all. You dont think of her as anything except a sort of lay-figure.

Good gracious! Does your lay-figure call you Kirk too?

It always looks as if it were going to.

Ruth shuddered.

Its a repulsive thing. I hate it. It gives me the creeps. I came in here last night and switched on the light, and there it was, goggling at me.

Are you getting nervous?

Ruths face grew grave.

Do you know, Kirk, I really believe I am. This morning as I was dressing, I suddenly got the most awful feeling that something terrible was going to happen. I dont know what. It was perfectly vague. I just felt a kind of horror. It passed off in a moment or two; but, while it lasted — ugh!

How ghastly! Why didnt you tell me before? You must be run down. Look here, lets shut up this place and get out to Florida or somewhere for the winter!

Lets dont do anything of the kind. Florida indeed! For the love of Mike, as Steve would say, its much too expensive. You know, Kirk, we are both frightfully extravagant. Im sure we are spending too much money as it is. You know you sold out some of your capital only the other day.

It was only that once. And you had set your heart on that pendant. Surely to goodness, if I drag you away from a comfortable home to live in a hovel, the least I can do is to — —

You didnt drag me. I just walked in and sat down, and you couldnt think how to get rid of me, so in despair you married me.

That was it. And now Ive got to set to work and make a fortune and — what do you call it? — support you in the style to which you have been accustomed. Which brings us back to the picture. I dont suppose I shall get ten dollars for it, but I feel I shall curl up and die if I dont get it finished. Are you absolutely determined about the Vince girl?

Im adamant. Im granite. Im chilled steel. Oh! Kirk, cant you find a nice, motherly old model, with white hair and spectacles? I shouldnt mind her calling you by your first name.

But its absurd. I told you just now that an artist doesnt look on his models as human beings while — —

I know. Ive read all about that in books, and I believed it then. Why, when I married you, I said to myself: I mustnt be foolish. Kirks an artist, I mustnt be a comic-supplement wife and object to his using models! Oh, I was going to be so good and reasonable. You would have loved me! And then, when it came to the real thing, I found I just could not stand it. I know its silly of me. I know just as well as you do that Miss Vince is quite a nice girl really, and is going to make a splendid Mrs. Travelling Salesman, but that doesnt help me. Its my wicked nature, I suppose. Im just a plain cat, and thats all there is to it. Look at the way I treat your friends!

Kirk started.

You jumped! said Ruth. You jerked my head. Do you think I didnt know you had noticed it? I knew how unhappy you were when Mr. Jardine was here, and I just hated myself.

Didnt you like Hank? asked Kirk.

Ruth was silent for a moment.

I wish you would, Kirk went on. You dont know what a real white man old Hank is. You didnt see him properly that night. He was nervous. But hes one of the very best God ever made. Weve known each other all our lives. He and I — —

Dont tell me! cried Ruth. Dont you see that thats just the reason why I cant like him? Dont tell me about the things you and he did together, unless you want me to hate him. Dont you understand, dear? Its the same with all your friends. Im jealous of them for having known you before I did. And I hate these models because they come into a part of your life into which I cant. I want you all to myself. I want to be your whole life. I know its idiotic and impossible, but I do.

You are my whole life, said Kirk seriously. I wasnt born till I met you. There isnt a single moment when you are not my whole life.

She pressed her head contentedly against his arm.

Kirk.

Yes?

Let me pose for your picture.

What! You couldnt!

Why not?

Its terribly hard work. Its an awful strain.

Im sure Im as strong as that Vince girl. You ask Steve; hes seen me throw the medicine-ball.

But posing is different. Hilda Vince has been trained for it.

Well let me try, at any rate.

But — —

Do! And Ill promise to like your Hank and not put on my grand manner when he begins telling me what fun you and he used to have in the good old days before I was born or thought of. May I?

But — —

Quick! Promise!

Very well.

You dear! Ill be the best model you ever had. I wont move a muscle, and Ill stand there till I drop.

Youll do nothing of the kind. Youll come right down off that model-throne the instant you feel the least bit tired.



The picture which Kirk was painting was one of those pictures which thousands of young artists are working on unceasingly every day. Kirks ideas about it were in a delightfully vague state. He had a notion that it might turn out in the end as Carmen. On the other hand, if anything went wrong and he failed to insert a sufficient amount of wild devilry into it, he could always hedge by calling it A Reverie or The Spanish Maiden.

Possibly, if the thing became too pensive and soulful altogether, he might give it some title suggestive of the absent lover at the bull-fight— The Toreadors Bride — or something of that sort. The only point on which he was solid was that it was to strike the Spanish note; and to this end he gave Ruth a costume of black and orange and posed her on the model-throne with a rose in her hair.

Privately he had decided that ten minutes would be Ruths limit. He knew something of the strain of sitting to an artist.

Tired? he asked at the end of this period.

Ruth shook her head and smiled.

You must be. Come and sit down and take a rest.

Im quite all right, dear. Go on with your work.

Well, shout out the moment you feel youve had enough.

He began to paint again. The minutes went by and Ruth made no movement. He began to grow absorbed in his work. He lost count of time. Ruth ceased to be Ruth, ceased even to be flesh and blood. She was just something he was painting.

Kirk!

The sharp suddenness of the cry brought him to his feet, quivering. Ruth was swaying on the model-throne. Her eyes were staring straight before her and her face was twisted with fear.

As he sprang forward she fell, pitching stiffly head foremost, as he had seen men fall in the ring, her arms hanging at her sides; and he caught her.

He carried her to the couch and laid her down. He hung for an instant in doubt whether to go for water or telephone for the doctor. He decided on the telephone.

He hung up the receiver and went back to Ruth. She stirred and gave a little moan. He flew upstairs and returned with a pitcher of water. When he got back Ruth was sitting up. The look of terror was gone from her face. She smiled at him, a faint, curiously happy smile. He flung himself on his knees beside her, his arm round her waist, and burst into a babble of self-reproach.

He cursed himself for being such a brute, such a beast as to let her stand there, tiring herself to death. She must never do it again. He was a devil. He ought to have known she could not stand it. He was not fit to be married. He was not fit to live.

Ruth ruffled his hair.

Stop abusing my husband, she said. Im fond of him. Did you catch me, Kirk?

Yes, thank God. I got to you just in time.

Thats the last thing I remember, wondering if you would. You seemed such miles and miles away. It was like looking at something in a mist through the wrong end of a telescope. Oh, Kirk!

Yes, honey?

It came again, that awful feeling as if something dreadful was going to happen. And then I felt myself going. She paused. Kirk, I think I know now. I understand; and oh, Im so happy!

She buried her face on his shoulder, and they stayed there silent, till there came a ring at the bell. Kirk got up. George Pennicut ushered in the doctor. It was the same little old doctor who had ministered to George in his hour of need.

Feeling better, Mrs. Winfield? he said, as he caught sight of Ruth. Your husband told me over the phone that you were unconscious.

She fainted, cried Kirk. It was all through me. I — —

The doctor took him by the shoulders. He had to stretch to do it.

You go away, young man, he said. Take a walk round the block. You arent on in this scene.



Kirk was waiting in the hall when he left a few minutes later.

Well? he said anxiously.

Well? said the little doctor.

Is she all right? Theres nothing wrong, is there?

The doctor grinned a friendly grin.

On the contrary, he said. You ought to be very pleased.

What do you mean?

Its quite a commonplace occurrence, though I suppose it will seem like a miracle to you. But, believe me, it has happened before. If it hadnt, you and I wouldnt be here now.

Kirk looked at him in utter astonishment. His words seemed meaningless. And then, suddenly, he understood, and his heart seemed to stand still.

You dont mean — — he said huskily.

Yes, I do, said the doctor. Good-bye, my boy. Ive got to hurry off. You caught me just as I was starting for the hospital.



Kirk went back to the studio, his mind in a whirl. Ruth was lying on the couch. She looked up as the door opened. He came quickly to her side.

Ruth! he muttered.

Her eyes were shining with a wonderful light of joy. She drew his head down and kissed him.

Oh, Kirk, she whispered. Im happy. Im happy. Ive wanted this so.

He could not speak. He sat on the edge of the couch and looked at her. She had been wonderful to him before. She was a thousand times more wonderful now.


Chapter VIII. Suspense
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IT SEEMED TO Kirk, as the days went by, that a mist of unreality fell like a curtain between him and the things of this world. Commonplace objects lost their character and became things to marvel at. There was a new bond of sympathy between the world and himself.

A citizen walking in the park with his children became a kind of miracle. Here was a man who had travelled the road which he was travelling now, who had had the same hopes and fear and wonder. Once he encountered a prosperous looking individual moving, like a liner among tugs, in the midst of no fewer than six offspring. Kirk fixed him with such a concentrated stare of emotion and excitement that the other was alarmed and went on his way alertly, as one in the presence of danger. It is probable that, if Kirk had happened to ask him the time at that moment, or indeed addressed him at all, he would have screamed for the police.

The mystery of childbirth and the wonder of it obsessed Kirk as time crept on. And still more was he conscious of the horrible dread that was gathering within him. Ruths unvarying cheerfulness was to him almost uncanny. None of the doubts and fears which blackened his life appeared to touch her. Once he confided these to his friend, the little doctor, and was thoroughly bullied by him for his foolishness. But in spite of ridicule the fear crept back, cringingly, like a whipped dog.

And then, time moving on its leisurely but businesslike fashion, the day arrived, and for the first time in his life Kirk knew what fear really meant. All that he had experienced till now had, he saw, been a mild apprehension, not worthy of a stronger name. His flesh crawled with the thoughts which rose in his mind like black bubbles in a pond. There were moments when the temptation to stupefy himself with drink was almost irresistible.

It was his utter uselessness that paralysed him. He seemed destined to be of no help to Ruth at just those crises when she needed him most. When she was facing her father with the news of the marriage he had not been at her side. And now, when she was fighting for her life, he could do nothing but pace the empty, quiet studio and think.

The doctor had arrived at eight oclock, cheery as ever, and had come downstairs after seeing Ruth to ask him to telephone to Mrs. Porter. In his overwrought state, this had jarred upon Kirk. Here, he felt, was somebody who could help where he was useless.

Mrs. Porter had appeared in a cab and had had the cold brutality to ask for a glass of sherry and a sandwich before going upstairs. She put forward the lame excuse that she had not dined. Kirk gave her the sherry and sandwich and resumed his patrol in a glow of indignation. The idea of any one requiring food at this moment struck him as gross and revolting.

His wrath did not last. In a short while fear came back into its own.

The hands of the clock pointed to ten before he stooped to following Mrs. Porters example. George Pennicut had been sent out, so he went into the little kitchen, where he found eggs, which he mixed with milk and swallowed. After this he was aware of a momentary excess of optimism. The future looked a little brighter. But not for long. Presently he was prowling the studio as restlessly as ever.

Men of Kirks type are not given to deep thought. Until now he had probably never spent more than a couple of minutes consecutively in self-examination. This vigil forced him upon himself and caused him to pass his character under review, with strange and unsatisfactory results. He had never realised before what a curiously contemptible and useless person he was. It seemed to him that this was all he was fit for — to hang about doing nothing while everybody else was busy and proving his or her own worth.

A door opened and the little doctor came quietly down the stairs. Kirk sprang at him.

Well?

My dear man, everythings going splendidly. Couldnt be better. The doctors eyes searched his face. When did you have anything to eat last?

I dont know. I had some eggs and milk. I dont know when.

The doctor took him by the shoulders and hustled him into the kitchen, where he searched and found meat and bread.

Eat that, he said. Ill have some, too.

I couldnt.

And some whisky. Where do you keep it?

After the first few mouthfuls Kirk ate wolfishly. The doctor munched a sandwich with the placidity of a summer boarder at a picnic. His calmness amazed and almost shocked Kirk.

You cant help her by killing yourself, said the doctor philosophically. I like that woman with the gimlet eyes. At least I dont, but shes got sense. Go on. You havent done yet. Another highball wont hurt you. He eyed Kirk with some sympathy. Its a bad time for you, of course.

For me? Good God!

You want to keep your nerve. Nothing awful is going to happen.

If only there was something I could do.

They also serve who only stand and wait, quoted the doctor sententiously. There is something you can do.

What?

Light your pipe and take it easy.

Kirk snorted.

I mean it. In a very short while now you will be required to take the stage and embrace your son or daughter, as the case may be. You dont want to appear looking as if you had been run over by an automobile after a night out. You want your appearance to give Mrs. Winfield as little of a shock as possible. Bear that in mind. Well, I must be going.

And Kirk was alone again.

The food and the drink and the doctors words had a good effect. His mind became quieter. He sat down and filled his pipe. After a few puffs he replaced it in his pocket. It seemed too callous to think of smoking now. The doctor was a good fellow, but he did not understand. All the same, he was glad that he had had that whisky. It had certainly put heart into him for the moment.

What was happening upstairs? He strained his ears, but could hear nothing.

Gradually, as he waited, his mood of morbid self-criticism returned. He had sunk once more into the depths when he was aware of a soft tapping. The door bell rang very gently. He went to the door and opened it.

I kinder thought Id look in and see how things were getting along, said a voice.

It was Steve. A subdued and furtive Steve. Kirks heart leaped at the sight of him. It was as if he had found something solid to cling to in a shifting world.

Come in, Steve.

He spoke huskily. Steve sidled into the studio, embarrassment written on every line of him.

Dont mind my butting in, do you? Ive been walking up and down and round the block till every cop on the islands standing by waiting for me to pull something. Another minute and theyd have pinched me on suspicion. I just felt I had to come and see how Miss Ruth was making out.

The doctor was down here just now. He said everything was going well.

I guess he knows his business.

There was a silence. Kirks ears were straining for sounds from above.

Its hell, said Steve.

Kirk nodded. This kind of talk was more what he wanted. The doctor meant well, but he was too professional. Steve was human.

Go and get yourself a drink, Steve. I expect you need one.

Steve shook his head.

Waggon, he said briefly. And there was silence again.

Say, Kirk.

Yes?

What a wonder she is. Miss Ruth, I mean. Ive helped her throw that medicine-ball — often — you wouldnt believe. Shes a wonder. He paused. Say, this is hell, aint it?

Kirk did not answer. It was very quiet in the studio now. In the street outside a heavy waggon rumbled part. Somebody shouted a few words of a popular song. Steve sprang to his feet.

Ill fix that guy, he said. But the singing ceased, and he sat down again.

Kirk got up and began to walk quickly up and down. Steve watched him furtively.

You want to take your mind off it, he said. Youll be all in if you keep on worrying about it in that way.

Kirk stopped in his stride.

Thats what the doctor said, he snapped savagely. What do you two fools think Im made of? He recovered himself quickly, ashamed of the outburst. Im sorry, Steve. Dont mind anything I say. Its awfully good of you to have come here, and Im not going to forget it.

Steve scratched his chin reflectively.

Say, Ill tell you something, he said. My mother told me once that when I was born my old dad took it just like you. Found he was getting all worked up by having to hang around and do nothing, so he says to himself: Ive got to take my mind off this business, or its me for the foolish-house.

Well, sir, there was a big guy down on that street whod been picking on dad good and hard for a mighty long while. And this guy suddenly comes into dads mind. He felt of his muscle, dad did. Gee! he says to himself, I believe the way Im feeling, I could just go and eat up that gink right away. And the more he thought of it, the better it looked to him, so all of a sudden he grabs his hat and beats it like a streak down to the saloon on the corner, where he knew the feller would be at that time, and he goes straight up to him and hands him one.

Back comes the guy at him — he was a great big son of a gun, weighing thirty pounds more than dad — and him and dad mixes it right there in the saloon till the barkeep and about fifty other fellers throws them out, and they goes off to a vacant lot to finish the thing. And dads so worked up that he gives the other guy his till he hollers that thats all hell want. And then dad goes home and waits quite quiet and happy and peaceful till they tell him Im there.

Steve paused.

Kirk, he said then, how would you like a round or two with the small gloves, just to get things off your mind for a spell and pass the time? My dad said he found it eased him mighty good.

Kirk stared at him.

Just a couple of rounds, urged Steve. And you can go all out at that. I shant mind. Just try to think Im some guy thats been picking on you and let me have it. See what I mean?

For the first time that day the faint ghost of a grin appeared on Kirks face.

I wonder if youre right, Steve?

I know Im right. And, say, dont think I dont need it, too. I aint known Miss Ruth all this time for nothing. Youll be doing me a kindness if you knock my face in.

The small gloves occupied a place of honour to themselves in a lower drawer. It was not often that Kirk used them in his friendly bouts with Steve. For ordinary occasions the larger and more padded species met with his approval. Steve, during these daily sparring encounters, was amiability itself; but he could not be counted upon not to forget himself for an occasional moment in the heat of the fray; and though Kirk was courageous enough, he preferred to preserve the regularity of his features at the expense of a little extra excitement.

Once, after a brisk rally, he had gone about the world looking as if he was suffering from mumps, owing to a right hook which no one regretted more than Steve himself.

But to-day was different; and Kirk felt that even a repetition of that lethal punch would be welcome.

Steve, when the contest opened, was disposed to be consolatory in word as well as deed. He kept up a desultory conversation as he circled and feinted.

You gotta look at it this way, he began, side-stepping a left, it aint often you hear of anything going wrong at times like this. You gotta remember — he hooked Kirk neatly on the jaw— that he concluded.

Kirk came back with a swing at the body which made his adversary grunt.

Thats true, he said.

Sure, rejoined Steve a little breathlessly, falling into a clinch.

They moved warily round each other.

So, said Steve, blocking a left, that ought to comfort you some.

Kirk nodded. He guessed correctly that the other was alluding to his last speech, not to the counter which had just made the sight of his left eye a little uncertain.

Gradually, as the bout progressed, Kirk began to lose the slight diffidence which had hampered him at the start. He had been feeling so wonderfully friendly toward Steve, so grateful for his presence, and his sympathy, that it had been hard, in spite of the others admonitions, to enter into the fray with any real conviction. Moreover, subconsciously, he was listening all the time for sounds from above which never came.

These things gave a certain lameness to his operations. It was immediately after this blow in the eye, mentioned above, that he ceased to be an individual with private troubles and a wandering mind, and became a boxer pure and simple, his whole brain concentrated on the problem of how to get past his opponents guard.

Steve, recognizing the change in an instant, congratulated himself on the success of his treatment. It had worked even more quickly than he had hoped. He helped the cure with another swift jab which shot over Kirks guard.

Kirk came in with a rush. Steve slipped him. Kirk rushed again. Steve, receiving a hard punch on a nose which, though accustomed to such assaults, had never grown really to enjoy them, began to feel a slight diminution of his detached attitude toward this encounter. Till now his position had been purely that of the kindly physician soothing a patient. The rapidity with which the patient was permitting himself to be soothed rendered the post of physician something of a sinecure; and Steve, as Kirk had done, began to slip back into the boxer.

It was while he was in what might be called a transition stage that an unexpected swing sent him with some violence against the wall; and from that moment nature asserted itself. A curious, set look appeared on his face; wrinkles creased his forehead; his jaw protruded slightly.

Kirk made another rush. This time Steve did not slip; he went to meet it, head down and hands busy.



Mrs. Lora Delane Porter came downstairs with the measured impressiveness of one who bears weighty news. Her determined face was pale and tired, as it had every right to be; but she bore herself proudly, as one who has fought and not been defeated.

Mr. Winfield, she said.

There was no answer. Looking about her, she found the studio empty.

Then, from behind the closed door of the inner room, she was aware of a strange, shuffling sound. She listened, astonished. She heard a gasp, then curious thuds, finally a bump louder than the thuds. And then there was silence.

These things surprised Mrs. Porter. She opened the door and looked in.

It says much for her iron self-control that she remained quiet at this point. A lesser person, after a far less tiring ordeal than she had passed through, would have found relief in some cry or exclamation — possibly even in a scream.

Against the far wall, breathing hard and fondling his left eye with a four-ounce glove, leaned Steve Dingle. His nose was bleeding somewhat freely, but this he appeared to consider a trifle unworthy of serious attention. On the floor, an even more disturbing spectacle, Kirk lay at full length. To Mrs. Porters startled gaze he appeared to be dead. He too, was bleeding, but he was not in a position to notice it.

Its all right, maam, said Steve, removing the hand from his face and revealing an eye which for spectacular dilapidation must have rivalled the epoch-making one which had so excited his mother on a famous occasion. Its nothing serious.

Has Mr. Winfield fainted?

Not exactly fainted, maam. Its like this. Hed got me clear up in a corner, and I seen its up to me if I dont want to be knocked through the wall, so I has to cross him. Maybe Id gotten a little worked up myself by then. But it was my fault. I told him to go all out, and he sure did. This eyes going to be a pippin to-morrow.

Mrs. Porter examined the wounded organ with interest.

That, I suppose Mr. Dingle, is what you call a blue eye?

It sure is, maam.

What has been happening?

Well, its this way. I see hes all worked up, sitting around doing nothing except wait, so I makes him come and spar a round to take his mind off it. My old dad, maam, when I was coming along, found that dope fixed him all right, so I reckoned it would do as much good here. My old dad went and beat the block off a fellow down our street, and it done him a lot of good.

Mrs. Porter shook his gloved hand.

Mr. Dingle, she said with enthusiasm, I really believe that you are the only sensible man I have ever met. Your common sense is astonishing. I have no doubt you saved Mr. Winfield from a nervous break-down. Would you be kind enough, when you are rested, to fetch some water and bring him to and inform him that he is the father of a son?


Chapter IX. The White Hope is Turned Down
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WILLIAM BANNISTER WINFIELD was the most wonderful child. Of course, you had to have a certain amount of intelligence to see this. To the vapid and irreflective observer he was not much to look at in the early stages of his career, having a dough-like face almost entirely devoid of nose, a lack-lustre eye, and the general appearance of a poached egg. His immediate circle of intimates, however, thought him a model of manly beauty; and there was the undeniable fact that he had come into the world weighing nine pounds. Take him for all in all, a lad of promise.

Kirks sense of being in a dream continued. His identity seemed to have undergone a change. The person he had known as Kirk Winfield had disappeared, to be succeeded by a curious individual bubbling over with an absurd pride for which it was not easy to find an outlet. Hitherto a rather reserved man, he was conscious now of a desire to accost perfect strangers in the street and inform them that he was not the ordinary person they probably imagined, but a father with an intensely unusual son at home, and if they did not believe him they could come right along and see for themselves.

The only flaw in his happiness at the moment was the fact that his circle of friends was so small. He had not missed the old brigade of the studio before, but now the humblest of them would have been welcome, provided he would have sat still and listened. Even Percy Shanklyn would have been acceptable as an audience.

Steve, excellent fellow, was always glad to listen to him on his favourite subject. He had many long talks with Steve on the question of Williams future. Steve, as the infants godfather, which post he had claimed and secured at an early date, had definite views on the matter.

Here, held Steve, was the chance of a lifetime. With proper training, a baby of such obvious muscular promise might be made the greatest fighter that ever stepped into the ring. He was the real White Hope. He advised Kirk to direct Williams education on the lines which would insure his being, when the time was ripe, undisputed heavy-weight champion of the world. To Steve life outside the ring was a poor affair, practically barren of prizes for the ambitious.

Mrs. Lora Delane Porter, eyeing Williams brow, of which there was plenty, he being at this time extremely short of hair, predicted a less robust and more intellectual future for him. Something more on the lines of president of some great university or ambassador at some important court struck her as his logical sphere.

Kirks view was that he should combine both careers and be an ambassador who took a few weeks off every now and then in order to defend his champions belt. In his spare time he might paint a picture or two.

Ruth hesitated between the army, the navy, the bar, and business. But every one was agreed that William was to be something special.

This remarkable child had a keen sense of humour. Thus he seldom began to cry in his best vein till the small hours of the morning; and on these occasions he would almost invariably begin again after he had been officially pronounced to be asleep. His sudden grab at the hair of any adult who happened to come within reach was very droll, too.

As to his other characteristics, he was of rather an imperious nature. He liked to be waited on. He wanted what he wanted when he wanted it. The greater part of his attention being occupied at this period with the important duty of chewing his thumb, he assigned the drudgery of life to his dependants. Their duties were to see that he got up in the morning, dressed, and took his tub; and after that to hang around on the chance of general orders.

Any idea Kirk may have had of resuming his work was abandoned during these months. No model, young and breezy or white-haired and motherly, passed the studio doors. Life was far too interesting for work. The canvas which might have become Carmen or A Reverie or even The Toreadors Bride lay unfinished and neglected in a corner.

It astonished Kirk to find how strong the paternal instinct was in him. In the days when he had allowed his mind to dwell upon the abstract wife he had sometimes gone a step further and conjured up the abstract baby. The result had always been to fill him with a firm conviction that the most persuasive of wild horses should not drag him from his bachelor seclusion. He had had definite ideas on babies as a class. And here he was with his world pivoting on one of them. It was curious.

The White Hope, as Steve called his godson — possibly with the idea of influencing him by suggestion — grew. The ailments which attacked lesser babies passed him by. He avoided croup, and even whooping-cough paid him but a flying visit hardly worth mentioning. His first tooth gave him a little trouble, but that is the sort of thing which may happen to anyone; and the spirited way in which he protested against the indignity of cutting it was proof of a high soul.

Such was the remarkableness of this child that it annoyed Kirk more and more that he should be obliged to give the exhibition of his extraordinary qualities to so small an audience. Ruth felt the same; and it was for this reason that the first overtures were made to the silent camp which contained her father and her brother Bailey.

Since that evening in the library there had come no sign from the house on Fifth Avenue that its inmates were aware of her existence. Life had been too full till now to make this a cause of trouble to her; but with William Bannister becoming every day more amazing the desire came to her to try and heal the breach. Her father had so ordered his life in his relation to his children that Ruths affection was not so deep as it might have been; but, after all, he was William Bannisters grandfather, and, as such, entitled to consideration.

It was these reflections that led to Steves state visit to John Bannister — probably the greatest fiasco on record.

Steve had been selected for the feat on the strength of his having the right of entry to the Fifth Avenue house, for John Bannister was still obeying his doctors orders and taking his daily spell of exercise with the pugilist — and Steve bungled it hopelessly.

His task was not a simple one. He was instructed to employ tact, to hint rather than to speak, to say nothing to convey the impression that Ruth in any way regretted the step she had taken, to give the idea that it was a matter of complete indifference to her whether she ever saw her father again or not, yet at the same time to make it quite clear that she was very anxious to see him as soon as possible.

William Bannister, grown to maturity and upholding the interests of his country as ambassador at some important court, might have jibbed at the mission.

William Bannister was to accompany Steve and be produced dramatically to support verbal arguments. It seemed to Ruth that for her father to resist William when he saw him was an impossibility. Williams position was that of the ace of trumps in the cards which Steve was to play.

Steve made a few objections. His chief argument against taking up the post assigned to him was that he was a roughneck, and that the job in question was one which no roughneck, however gifted in the matter of left hooks, could hope to carry through with real success. But he yielded to pressure, and the expedition set out.

William Bannister at this time was at an age when he was beginning to talk a little and walk a little and take a great interest in things. His walking was a bit amateurish, and his speech rather hard to follow unless you had the key to it. But nobody could have denied that his walk, though staggery, was a genuine walk, and his speech, though limited, genuine speech, within the meaning of the act.

He made no objections to the expedition. On being told that he was going to see his grandpa he nodded curtly and said: Gwa-wah, after his custom. For, as a conversationalist, perhaps the best description of him is to say that he tried hard. He rarely paused for a word. When in difficulties he said something; he did not seek refuge in silence. That the something was not always immediately intelligible was the fault of his audience for not listening more carefully.

Perhaps the real mistake of the expedition was the nature of its baggage. William Bannister had stood out for being allowed to take with him his wheelbarrow, his box of bricks, and his particular favourite, the dying pig, which you blew out and then allowed to collapse with a pleasing noise. These properties had struck his parents as excessive, but he was firm; and when he gave signs of being determined to fight it out on these lines if it took all the summer, they gave in.

Steve had no difficulty in smuggling William into his grandfathers house. He was a great favourite below stairs there. His great ally was the English butler, Keggs.

Keggs was a stout, dignified, pigeon-toed old sinner, who cast off the butler when not on duty and displayed himself as something of a rounder. He was a man of many parts. It was his chief relaxation to look in at Broadway hotels while some big fight was in progress out West to watch the ticker and assure himself that the man he had backed with a portion of the loot which he had accumulated in the form of tips was doing justice to his judgment, for in private Keggs was essentially the sport.

It was this that so endeared Steve to him. A few years ago Keggs had won considerable sums by backing Steve, and the latter was always given to understand that, as far as the lower regions of it were concerned, the house on Fifth Avenue was open to him at all hours.

To-day he greeted Steve with enthusiasm and suggested a cigar in the pantry before the latter should proceed to his work.

He aint ready for you yet, Mr. Dingle. Hes lookin over some papers in — for goodness sake, whos this?

He had caught sight of William Bannister, who having wriggled free of Steve, was being made much of by the maids.

The kid, said Steve briefly.

Not — —

Steve nodded.

Sure. His grandson.

Keggs solemnity increased.

You arent going to take him upstairs with you?

Surest thing you know. Thats why I brought him.

Dont you do it, Mr. Dingle. Es in an awful temper this morning — he gets worse and worse — hell fire you as soon as look at you.

Cant be helped. Ive got me instructions.

You always were game, said Keggs admiringly. I used to see that quick enough before you retired from active work. Well, good luck to you, Mr. Dingle.

Steve gathered up William Bannister, the wheelbarrow, the box of bricks, and the dying pig and made his way to the gymnasium.

The worst of these pre-arranged scenes is that they never happen just as one figured them in ones mind. Steve had expected to have to wait a few minutes in the gymnasium, then there would be a step outside and the old man would enter. The beauty of this, to Steves mind, was that he himself would be discovered, as the stage term is; the onus of entering and opening the conversation would be on Mr. Bannister. And, as everybody who has ever had an awkward interview knows, this makes all the difference.

But the minutes passed, and still no grandfather. The nervousness which he had with difficulty expelled began to return to Steve. This was exactly like having to wait in the ring while ones opponent tried to get ones goat by dawdling in the dressing room.

An attempt to relieve himself by punching the ball was a dismal failure. At the first bang of the leather against the wood William Bannister, who had been working in a pre-occupied way at the dying pig, threw his head back and howled, and would not be comforted till Steve took out the rope and skipped before him, much as dancers used to dance before oriental monarchs in the old days.

Steve was just saying to himself for the fiftieth time that he was a fool to have come, when Keggs arrived with the news that Mr. Bannister was too busy to take his usual exercise this morning and that Steve was at liberty to go.

It speaks well for Steves character that he did not go. He would have given much to retire, for the old man was one of the few people who inspired in him anything resembling fear. But he could not return tamely to the studio with his mission unaccomplished.

Say, ask him if he can see me for a minute. Say it is important.

Keggs eye rested on William Bannister, and he shook his head.

I shouldnt, Mr. Dingle. Really I shouldnt. You dont know what an ugly mood hes in. Somethings been worrying him. Its what you might call courting disaster.

Gee! Do you think I want to do it? Ive just got to. Thats all there is to it.

A few moments later Keggs returned with the news that Mr. Bannister would see Dingle in the library.

Come along, kid, said Steve. Gimme hold of the excess baggage, and lets get a move on.

So in the end it was Mr. Bannister who was discovered and Steve who made the entrance. And, as Steve pointed out to Kirk later, it just made all the difference.

The effect of the change on Steve was to make him almost rollicking in his manner, as if he and Mr. Bannister were the nucleus of an Old Home Week celebration or two old college chums meeting after long absence. Nervousness, on the rare occasions when he suffered from it, generally had that effect on him.

He breezed into the library, carrying the wheelbarrow, the box of bricks, and the dying pig, and trailing William in his wake. Williams grandfather was seated with his back to the door, dictating a letter to one of his secretaries.

He looked up as Steve entered. He took in Steve and William in a rapid glance and guessed the latters identity in an instant. He had expected something of this sort ever since he had heard of his grandsons birth. Indeed, he had been somewhat surprised that the visit had not occurred before.

He betrayed no surprise.

One moment, Dingle, he said, and turned to the secretary again. A faint sneer came and went on his face.

The delay completed Steves discomfiture. He placed the wheel harrow on the floor, the box of bricks on the wheelbarrow, and the dying pig on the box of bricks, whence it was instantly removed and inflated by William.

Referring to your letter of the eighth— said Mr. Bannister in his cold, level voice.

He was interrupted by the incisive cry of the dying pig.

Ask your son to be quiet, Dingle, he said impassively.

Steve was staggered.

Say, this aint my son, squire, he began breezily.

Your nephew, then, or whatever relation he happens to be to you.

He resumed his dictation. Steve wiped his forehead and looked helplessly at the White Hope, who, having discarded the dying pig, was now busy with the box of bricks.

Steve wished he had not come. He was accustomed to the primitive exhibition of emotions, having moved in circles where the wrathful expressed their wrath in a normal manner.

Anger which found its expression in an exaggerated politeness was out of his line and made him uncomfortable.

After what seemed to him a century, John Bannister dismissed the secretary. Even then, however, he did not come immediately to Steve. He remained for a few moments writing, with his back turned. Then, just when Steve had given up hope of ever securing his attention, he turned suddenly.

Well?

Say, its this way, colonel, Steve had begun, when a triumphant cry from the direction of the open window stopped him. The White Hope was kneeling on a chair, looking down into the street.

Bix, he explained over his shoulder.

Kindly ring the bell, Dingle, said Mr. Bannister, unmoved. Your little nephew appears to have dropped his bricks into Fifth Avenue.

In answer to the summons Keggs appeared. He looked anxious.

Keggs, said Mr. Bannister, tell one of the footmen to go out into the avenue and pick up some wooden bricks which he will find there. Dingles little brother has let some fall.

As Keggs left the room Steves pent-up nervousness exploded in a whirl of words.

Aw say, boss, quit yer kiddin. You know this kid aint anything to do with me. Why, say, how would he be any relation of a roughneck like me? Come off the roof, bo. You know well enough who he is. Hes your grandson. On the level.

Mr. Bannister looked at William, now engaged in running the wheelbarrow up and down the room, emitting the while a curious sound, possibly to encourage an imaginary horse. The inspection did not seem to excite him or afford him any pleasure.

Oh! he said.

Steve was damped, but resumed gamely:

Say, boss, this is the greatest kid on earth. Im not stringing you, honest. Hes a wonder. On the level, did you ever see a kid that age with a pair of shoulders on him like what this kids got? Say, squire, whats the matter with calling the fight off and starting fair? Miss Ruth would be tickled to death if you would. Can the rough stuff, colonel. I know you think youve been given a raw deal, Kirk chipping in like that and copping off Miss Ruth, but for the love of Mike, what does it matter? You seen for yourself what a dandy kid this is. Well, then, check your grouch with your hat. Do the square thing. Have out the auto and come right round to the studio and make it up. Whats wrong with that, colonel? Honest, theyd be tickled clean through.

At this point Keggs entered, followed by a footman carrying wooden bricks.

Keggs, said Mr. Bannister, telephone for the automobile at once—

Thats the talk, colonel, cried Steve joyfully. I know you were a sport.

 —— to take me down to Wall Street.

Keggs bowed.

Oh Keggs, said Mr. Bannister, as he turned to leave.

Sir?

Another thing. See that Dingle does not enter the house again.

And Mr. Bannister resumed his writing, while Steve, gathering up the wheelbarrow, the box of bricks, and the dying pig, took William by the hand and retreated.



That terminated Ruths attempts to conciliate her father.

There remained Bailey. From Bailey she was prepared to stand no nonsense. Meeting him on the street, she fairly kidnapped him, driving him into a taxicab and pushing him into the studio, where he was confronted by his nephew.

Bailey came poorly through the ordeal. William Bannister, a stern critic, weighed him up in one long stare, found him wanting, and announced his decision with all the strength of powerful lungs. In the end he had to be removed, hiccupping, and Bailey, after lingering a few uneasy moments making conversation to Kirk, departed, with such a look about the back of him as he sprang into his cab that Ruth felt that the visit was one which would not be repeated.

She went back into the studio with a rather heavy heart. She was fond of Bailey.

The sight of Kirk restored her. After all, what had happened was only what she had expected. She had chosen her path, and she did not regret it.


Chapter X. An Interlude of Peace
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TWO EVENTS OF importance in the small world which centred round William B. Winfield occurred at about this time. The first was the entrance of Mamie, the second the exit of Mrs. Porter.

Mamie was the last of a series of nurses who came and went in somewhat rapid succession during the early years of the White Hopes life. She was introduced by Steve, who, it seemed, had known her since she was a child. She was the nineteen-year-old daughter of a compositor on one of the morning papers, a little, mouselike thing, with tiny hands and feet, a soft voice, and eyes that took up far more than their fair share of her face.

She had had no professional experience as a nursery-maid; but, as Steve pointed out, the fact that, in the absence of her mother, who had died some years previously, she had had sole charge of three small brothers at the age when small brothers are least easily handled, and had steered them through to the office-boy age without mishap, put her extremely high in the class of gifted amateurs. Mamie was accordingly given a trial, and survived it triumphantly. William Bannister, that discerning youth, took to her at once. Kirk liked the neat way she moved about the studio, his heart being still sore at the performance of one of her predecessors, who had upset and put a substantial foot through his masterpiece, that same Ariadne in Naxos which Lora Delane Porter had criticised on the occasion of her first visit to the studio. Ruth, for her part, was delighted with Mamie.

As for Steve, though as an outside member of the firm he cannot be considered to count, he had long ago made up his mind about her. Some time before, when he had found it impossible for him to be in her presence, still less to converse with her, without experiencing a warm, clammy, shooting sensation and a feeling of general weakness similar to that which follows a well-directed blow at the solar plexus, he had come to the conclusion that he must be in love. The furious jealousy which assailed him on seeing her embraced by and embracing a stout person old enough to be her father convinced him of this.

The discovery that the stout man actually was her fathers brother relieved his mind to a certain extent, but the episode left him shaken. He made up his mind to propose at once and get it over. When Mamie joined the garrison of No. 90 a year later the dashing feat was still unperformed. There was that about Mamie which unmanned Steve. She was so small and dainty that the ruggedness which had once been his pride seemed to him, when he thought of her, an insuperable defect. The conviction that he was a roughneck deepened in him and tied his tongue.

The defection of Mrs. Porter was a gradual affair. From a very early period in the new regime she had been dissatisfied. Accustomed to rule, she found herself in an unexpectedly minor position. She had definite views on the hygienic upbringing of children, and these she imparted to Ruth, who listened pleasantly, smiled, and ignored them.

Mrs. Porter was not used to such treatment. She found Ruth considerably less malleable than she had been before marriage, and she resented the change.

Kirk, coming in one afternoon, found Ruth laughing.

Its only Aunt Lora, she said. She will come in and lecture me on how to raise babies. Shes crazy about microbes. Its the new idea. Sterilization, and all that. She thinks that everything a child touches ought to be sterilized first to kill the germs. Bills running awful risks being allowed to play about the studio like this.

Kirk looked at his son and heir, who was submitting at that moment to be bathed. He was standing up. It was a peculiarity of his that he refused to sit down in a bath, being apparently under the impression, when asked to do so, that there was a conspiracy afoot to drown him.

I dont see how the kid could be much fitter.

Its not so much what he is now. She is worrying about what might happen to him. She can talk about bacilli till your flesh creeps. Honestly, if Bill ever did get really ill, I believe Aunt Lora could talk me round to her views about them in a minute. Its only the fact that he is so splendidly well that makes it seem so absurd.

Kirk laughed.

Its all very well to laugh. You havent heard her. Ive caught myself wavering a dozen times. Do you know, she says a child ought not to be kissed?

It has struck me, said Kirk meditatively, that your Aunt Lora, if I may make the suggestion, is the least bit of what Steve would call a shy-dome. Is there anything else she had mentioned?

Hundreds of things. Bill ought to be kept in a properly sterilized nursery, with sterilized toys and sterilized everything, and the temperature ought to be just so high and no higher, and just so low and no lower. Get her to talk about it to you. She makes you wonder why everybody is not dead.

This is a new development, surely? Has she ever broken out in this place before?

Oh, yes. In the old days she often used to talk about it. She has written books about it.

I thought her books were all about the selfishness of the modern young man in not marrying.

Not at all. Some of them are about how to look after the baby. Its no good the modern young man marrying if hes going to murder his baby directly afterward, is it?

Something in that. Theres just one objection to this sterilized nursery business, though, which she doesnt seem to have detected. How am I going to provide these things on an income of five thousand and at the same time live in that luxury which the artist soul demands? Bill, my lad, youll have to sacrifice yourself for your fathers good. When Im a millionaire well see about it. Meanwhile—

Meanwhile, said Ruth, come and be dried before you catch your death of cold. She gathered William Bannister into her lap.

I pity any germ that tries to play catch-as-catch-can with that infant, remarked Kirk. Hed simply flatten it out in a round. Did you ever see such a chest on a kid of that age?

It was after the installation of Whiskers at the studio that the diminution of Mrs. Porters visits became really marked. There was something almost approaching a battle over Whiskers, who was an Irish terrier puppy which Hank Jardine had presented to William Bannister as a belated birthday present.

Mrs. Porter utterly excommunicated Whiskers. Nothing, she maintained, was so notoriously supercharged with bacilli as a long-haired dog. If this was true, William Bannister certainly gave them every chance to get to work upon himself. It was his constant pleasure to clutch Whiskers to him in a vice-like clinch, to bury his face in his shaggy back, and generally to court destruction. Yet the more he clutched, the healthier did he appear to grow, and Mrs. Porters demand for the dogs banishment was overruled.

Mrs. Porter retired in dudgeon. She liked to rule, and at No. 90 she felt that she had become merely among those present. She was in the position of a mother country whose colony has revolted. For years she had been accustomed to look on Ruth as a disciple, a weaker spirit whom she could mould to her will, and now Ruth was refusing to be moulded.

So Mrs. Porters visits ceased. Ruth still saw her at the apartment when she cared to go there, but she kept away from the studio. She considered that in the matter of William Bannister her claim had been jumped, that she had been deposed; and she withdrew.

I shall bear up, said Kirk, when this fact was brought home to him. I mistrust your Aunt Lora as I should mistrust some great natural force which may become active at any moment and give you yours. An earthquake, for instance. I have no quarrel with your Aunt Lora in her quiescent state, but I fear the developments of that giant mind. We are better off without her.

All the same, said Ruth loyally, shes rather a dear. And we ought to remember that, if it hadnt been for her, you and I would never have met.

I do remember it. And Im grateful. But I cant help feeling that a woman capable of taking other peoples lives and juggling with them as if they were india-rubber balls as she did with ours, is likely at any moment to break out in a new place. My gratitude to her is the sort of gratitude you would feel toward a cyclone if you were walking home late for dinner and it caught you up and deposited you on your doorstep. Your Aunt Lora is a human cyclone. No, on the whole, shes more like an earthquake. She has a habit of splitting up and altering the face of the world whenever she feels like it, and Im too well satisfied with my world at present to relish the idea of having it changed.

Little by little the garrison of the studio had been whittled down. Except for Steve, the community had no regular members outside the family itself. Hank was generally out of town. Bailey paid one more visit, then seemed to consider that he could now absent himself altogether. And the members of Kirks bachelor circle stayed away to a man.

Their isolation was rendered more complete by the fact that Ruth, when she had ornamented New York society, had made few real friends. Most of the girls she had known bored her. They were gushing creatures with a passion for sharing and imparting secrets, and Ruths cool reserve had alienated her from them.

When she married she dropped out. The romance of her wedding gave people something to talk about for a few days, and then she was forgotten.

And so it came about that she had her desire and was able practically to monopolize Kirk. He and she and William Bannister lived in a kind of hermits cell for three and enjoyed this highly unnatural state of things enormously. Life had never seemed so full either to Kirk or herself. There was always something to do, something to think about, something to look forward to, if it was only a visit to a theatre or the inspection of William Bannisters bath.


Chapter XI. Stung to Action
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IT WAS IN the third year of the White Hopes life that the placid evenness of Kirks existence began to be troubled. The orderly procession of the days was broken by happenings of unusual importance, one at least of them extraordinarily unpleasant. This was the failure of a certain stock in which nearly half of Kirks patrimony was invested, that capital which had always seemed to him as solid a part of life as the asphalt on which he walked, as unchangeable a part of nature as the air he breathed. He had always had it, and he could hardly bring himself to realize that he was not always to have it.

It gave him an extraordinary feeling of panic and discomfort when at length he faced the fact squarely that his private means, on the possession of which he had based the whole lazy scheme of his life, were as much at the mercy of fate as the stake which a gambler flings on the green cloth. He did not know enough of business to understand the complicated processes by which a stock hitherto supposed to be as impregnable as municipal bonds had been hammered into a ragged remnant in the course of a single day; but the result of them was unpleasantly clear and easily grasped.

His income was cut in half, and instead of being a comfortably off young man, idly watching the pageant of life from a seat in the grand stand, he must now plunge into the crowd and endeavour to earn a living as others did.

For his losses did not begin and end with the ruin of this particular stock. At intervals during the past two years he had been nibbling at his capital, and now, forced to examine his affairs frankly and minutely, he was astonished at the inroads he had made upon it.

There had been the upkeep of the summer shack he had bought in Connecticut. There had been expenses in connection with William Bannister. There had been little treats for Ruth. There had been cigars and clothes and dinners and taxi-cabs and all the other trifles which cost nothing but mount up and make a man wander beyond the bounds of his legitimate income.

It was borne in upon Kirk, as he reflected upon these things, that the only evidence he had shown of the possession of the artistic temperament had been the joyous carelessness of his extravagance. In that only had he been the artist. It shocked him to think how little honest work he had done during the past two years. He had lived in a golden haze into which work had not entered.

He was to be shocked still more very soon.

Stung to action by his thoughts, he embarked upon a sweeping attack on the stronghold of those who exchange cash for artists dreams. He ransacked the studio and set out on his mission in a cab bulging with large, small, and medium-sized canvases. Like a wave receding from a breakwater he returned late in the day, a branded failure.

The dealers had eyed his canvases, large, small, and medium-sized, and, in direct contravention of their professed object in life, had refused to deal. Only one of them, a man with grimy hands but a moderately golden heart, after passing a sepia thumb over some of the more ambitious works, had offered him fifteen dollars for a little sketch which he had made in an energetic moment of William Bannister crawling on the floor. This, the dealer asserted, was the sort of darned mushy stuff the public fell for, and he held it to be worth the fifteen, but not a cent more. Kirk, humble by now, accepted three battered-looking bills and departed.

He had a long talk with Ruth that night, and rose from it in the frame of mind which in some men is induced by prayer. Ruth was quite marvellously sensible and sympathetic.

I wanted you, she said in answer to his self-reproaches, and here we are, together. Its simply nonsense to talk about ruining my life and dragging me down. What does it matter about this money? We have got plenty left.

Weve got about as much left as you used to spend on hats in the old days.

Well, we can easily make it do. Ive thought for some time that we were growing too extravagant. And talking of hats, I had no right to have that last one you bought me. It was wickedly expensive. We can economize there, at any rate. We can get along splendidly on what you have now. Besides, directly you settle down and start to paint, we shall be quite rich again.

Kirk laughed grimly.

I wish you were a dealer, he said. Fifteen dollars is what I have managed to extract from them so far. One of the Great Unwashed on Sixth Avenue gave me that for that sketch I did of Bill on the floor.

Which took you about three minutes to do, Ruth pointed out triumphantly. You see! Youre bound to make a fortune if you stick to it.

Kirk put his arm round her and gave her a silent hug of gratitude. He had dreaded this talk, and lo! it was putting new life into him.

They sat for a few moments in silence.

I dont deserve it, said Kirk at last. Instead of comforting me like this, and making me think Im rather a fine sort of a fellow, you ought to be lashing me with scorpions. I dont suppose any man has ever made such a criminal idiot of himself in this city before.

You couldnt tell that this stock was going to fail.

No; but I could have done some work these last three years and made it not matter whether it failed or not. You cant comfort me out of that knowledge. I knew all along that I was being a waster and a loafer, but I was so happy that I didnt mind. I was so interested in seeing what you and the kid would do next that I didnt seem to have time to work. And the result is that Ive gone right back.

There was a time when I really could paint a bit. Not much, its true, but enough to get along with. Well, Im going to start it again in earnest now, and if I dont make good, well, theres always Hanks offer.

Ruth turned a little pale. They had discussed Hanks offer before, but then life had been bright and cloudless and Hanks offer a thing to smile at. Now it had assumed an uncomfortably practical aspect.

You will make good, said Ruth.

Ill do my best, said Kirk. But even as he spoke his mind was pondering on the proposition which Hank had made.

Hank, always flitting from New York into the unknown and back again, had called at the studio one evening, after a long absence, looking sick and tired. He was one of those lean, wiry men whom it is unusual to see in this condition, and Kirk was sympathetic and inquisitive.

Hank needed no pressing. He was full of his story.

Ive been in Colombia, he said. I got back on a fruit-steamer this morning. Do you know anything of Colombia?

Kirk reflected.

Only that theres generally a revolution there, he said.

There wasnt anything of that kind this trip, except in my interior. Hank pulled thoughtfully at his pipe. The odour of his remarkable brand of tobacco filled the studio. Ive had a Hades of a time, he said simply.

Kirk looked at him curiously. Hank was in a singularly chastened mood to-night.

What took you there?

Gold.

Gold? Mining?

Hank nodded.

I didnt know there were gold-mines in that part of the world, said Kirk.

There are. The gold that filled the holds of Spanish galleons in the sixteenth century came from Colombia. The place is simply stiff with old Spanish relics.

But surely the mines must have been worked out ages ago.

Only on the surface.

Kirk laughed.

How do you mean, only on the surface? Explain. I dont know a thing about gold, except that getting it out of picture-dealers is like getting blood out of a turnip.

Its simple enough. The earth hoards its gold in two ways. Theres auriferous rock and auriferous dirt. If the stuff is in the rock, you crush it. If its in the dirt, you wash it.

It sounds simple.

It is. The difficult part is finding it.

And you have done that?

I have. Or Im practically certain I have. At any rate, I know that I have discovered the ditches made by the Spaniards three hundred years ago. If there was gold there in those days there is apt to be gold there now. Only it isnt on the surface any longer. They cleaned up as far as the surface is concerned, so I have to sink shafts and dig tunnels.

I see. It isnt so simple as it used to be.

It is, practically, if you have any knowledge of mining.

Well, whats your trouble? asked Kirk. Why did you come back? Why arent you out there grabbing it with both hands and getting yourself into shape to be a walking gold-mine to your friends? I dont like to see this idle spirit in you, Hank.

Hank smoked long and thoughtfully.

Kirk, he said suddenly.

Well?

Hank shook his head.

No, its no good.

What is no good? What do you mean?

I came back, said Hank, suddenly lucid, with a wild notion of getting you to come in with me on this thing.

What! Go to Colombia with you?

Hank nodded.

But, of course, its not possible. Its no job for a married man.

Why not? If this gold of yours is just lying about in heaps it seems to me that a married man is exactly the man who ought to be around grabbing it. Or do you believe that old yarn about two being able to live as cheaply as one? Take it from me, its not so. If there is gold waiting to be gathered up in handfuls, me for it. When do we start? Can I bring Ruth and the kid?

I wish we could start. If I could have had you with me these last few months Id never have quit. But I guess its out of the question. Youve no idea what sort of an inferno it is, and I wont let you come into it with your eyes shut. But if ever you are in a real tight corner let me know. It might be worth your while then to take a few risks.

Oh! there are risks?

Risks! My claims are located along the Atrato River in the Choco district. Does that convey anything to you?

Not a thing.

The workings are three hundred miles inland. Just three hundred miles of pure Hades. You can get all the fevers you ever heard of, and a few more, I got most of them last trip.

I thought you were looking pretty bad.

I ought to be. Ive swallowed so much quinine since I saw you last that my ears are buzzing still. And then there are the insects. They all bite. Some bite worse than others, but not much. Darn it! even the butterflies bite out there. Every animal in the country has some other animal constantly chasing it until a white man comes along, when they call a truce and both chase him. And the vegetation is so thick and grows so quickly that you have to cut down the jungle about the workings every few days or so to avoid being swamped by it. Otherwise, finished Hank, refilling his pipe and lighting it, the place is a pretty good kind of summer resort.

And youre going back to it? Back to the quinine and the beasts and the butterflies?

Sure. The gold runs up to twenty dollars the cubic yard and is worth eighteen dollars an ounce.

When are you going?

Im in no hurry. This year, next year, some time, never. No, not never. Call it some time.

And you want me to come, too?

I would give half of whatever there is in the mine to have you come. But things being as they are, well, I guess we can call it off. Is there any chance in the world, Kirk, of your ever ceasing to be a bloated capitalist? Could any of your stocks go back on you?

I doubt it. Theyre pretty gilt-edged, I fancy, though Ive never studied the question of stocks. My little gold-mine isnt in the same class with yours, but its as solid as a rock, and no fevers and insects attached to it, either.



And now the gold-mine had proved of less than rock-like solidity. The most gilt-edged of all the stocks had failed. The capitalist had become in one brief day the struggling artist.

Hanks proposal seemed a good deal less fantastic now to Kirk as he prepared for his second onslaught, the grand attack, on the stronghold of those who bought art with gold.


Chapter XII. A ClimaX. 
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ONE AFTERNOON, ABOUT two weeks later, Kirk, returning to the studio from an unprofitable raid into the region of the dealers, found on the table a card bearing the name of Mrs. Robert Wilbur. This had been crossed out, and beneath it, in a straggly hand, the name Miss Wilbur had been written.

The phenomenon of a caller at the cell of the two hermits was so strange that he awaited Ruths arrival with more than his customary impatience. She would be able to identify the visitor. George Pennicut, questioned on the point, had no information of any value to impart. A very pretty young lady she was, said George, with what you might call a lively manner. She had seemed disappointed at finding nobody at home. No, she had left no message.

Ruth, arriving a few moments later, was met by Kirk with the card in his hand.

Can you throw any light on this? he said. Who is Miss Wilbur, who has what you might call a lively manner and appears disappointed when she does not find us at home?

Ruth looked at the card.

Sybil Wilbur? I wonder what she wants.

Who is she? Lets get that settled first.

Oh, shes a girl I used to know. I havent seen her for two years. I thought she had forgotten my existence.

Call her up on the phone. If we dont solve this mystery we shant sleep to-night. Its like Robinson Crusoe and the footprint.

Ruth went to the telephone. After a short conversation she turned to Kirk with sparkling eyes and the air of one with news to impart.

Kirk! She wants you to paint her portrait!

What!

Shes engaged to Bailey! Just got engaged! And the first thing she does is to insist on his letting her come to you for her portrait, Ruth bubbled with laughter. Its to be a birthday present for Bailey, and Bailey has got to pay for it. Thats so exactly like Sybil.

I hope the portrait will be. Shes taking chances.

I think its simply sweet of her. Shes a real friend.

At fairly long intervals, apparently. Did you say you had not seen her for two years?

She is an erratic little thing with an awfully good heart. I feel touched at her remembering us. Oh, Kirk, you must do a simply wonderful portrait, something that everybody will talk about, and then our fortune will be made! You will become the only painter that people will go to for their portraits.

Kirk did not answer. His experiences of late had developed in him an unwonted mistrust of his powers. To this was added the knowledge that, except for an impressionist study of Ruth for private exhibition only, he had never attempted a portrait. To be called upon suddenly like this to show his powers gave him much the same feeling which he had experienced when called upon as a child to recite poetry before an audience. It was a species of stage fright.

But it was certainly a chance. Portrait-painting was an uncommonly lucrative line of business. His imagination, stirred by Ruths, saw visions of wealthy applicants turned away from the studio door owing to pressure of work on the part of the famous man for whose services they were bidding vast sums.

By Jove! he said thoughtfully.

Another aspect of the matter occurred to him.

I wonder what Bailey thinks about it!

Oh, hes probably so much in love with her that he doesnt mind what she does. Besides, Bailey likes you.

Does he?

Oh, well, if he doesnt, he will. This will bring you together.

I suppose he knows about it?

Oh, yes. Sybil said he did. Its all settled. She will be here to-morrow for the first sitting.

Kirk spoke the fear that was in his mind.

Ruth, old girl, Im horribly nervous about this. I am taken with a sort of second sight. I see myself making a ghastly failure of this job and Bailey knocking me down and refusing to come across with the cheque.

Sybil is bringing the cheque with her to-morrow, said Ruth simply.

Is she? said Kirk. Now I wonder if that makes it worse or better. Im trying to think!

Sybil Wilbur fluttered in next day at noon, a tiny, restless creature who darted about the studio like a humming-bird. She effervesced with the joy of life. She uttered little squeaks of delight at everything she saw. She hugged Ruth, beamed at Kirk, went wild over William Bannister, thought the studio too cute for words, insisted on being shown all over it, and talked incessantly.

It was about two oclock before she actually began to sit, and even then she was no statue. A thought would come into her small head and she would whirl round to impart it to Ruth, destroying in a second the pose which it had taken Kirk ten painful minutes to fix.

Kirk was too amused to be irritated. She was such a friendly little soul and so obviously devoted to Ruth that he felt she was entitled to be a nuisance as a sitter. He wondered more and more what weird principle of selection had been at work to bring Bailey and this butterfly together. He had never given any deep thought to the study of his brother-in-laws character; but, from his small knowledge of him, he would have imagined some one a trifle more substantial and serious as the ideal wife for him. Life, he conceived, was to Bailey a stately march. Sybil Wilbur evidently looked on it as a mad gallop.

Ruth felt the same. She was fond of Sybil, but she could not see her as the fore-ordained Mrs. Bailey.

I suppose she swept him off his feet, she said. It just shows that you never really get to know a person even if youre their sister. Bailey must have all sorts of hidden sides to his character which I never noticed — unless she has. But I dont think there is much of that about Sybil. Shes just a child. But shes very amusing, isnt she? She enjoys life so furiously.

I think Bailey will find her rather a handful. Does she ever sit still, by the way? If she is going to act right along as she did to-day this portrait will look like that cubist picture of the Dance at the Spring.

As the sittings went on Miss Wilbur consented gradually to simmer down and the portrait progressed with a fair amount of speed. But Kirk was conscious every day of a growing sensation of panic. He was trying his very hardest, but it was bad work, and he knew it.

His hand had never had very much cunning, but what it had had it had lost in the years of his idleness. Every day showed him more clearly that the portrait of Miss Wilbur, on which so much depended, was an amateurish daub. He worked doggedly on, but his heart was cold with that chill that grips the artist when he looks on his work and sees it to be bad.

At last it was finished. Ruth thought it splendid. Sybil Wilbur pronounced it cute, as she did most things. Kirk could hardly bear to look at it. In its finished state it was worse than he could have believed possible.

In the old days he had been a fair painter with one or two bad faults. Now the faults seemed to have grown like weeds, choking whatever of merit he might once have possessed. This was a horrible production, and he was profoundly thankful when it was packed up and removed from the studio. But behind his thankfulness lurked the feeling that all was not yet over, that there was worse to come.

It came.

It was heralded by a tearful telephone call from Miss Wilbur, who rang up Ruth with the agitated information that Bailey didnt seem to like it. And on the heels of the message came Bailey in person, pink from forehead to collar, and almost as wrathful as he had been on the great occasion of his first visit to the studio. His annoyance robbed his speech of its normal stateliness. He struck a colloquial note unusual with him.

I guess you know what Ive come about, he said.

He had found Kirk alone in the studio, as ill luck would have it. In the absence of Ruth he ventured to speak more freely than he would have done in her presence.

Its an infernal outrage, he went on. Ive been stung, and you know it.

Kirk said nothing. His silence infuriated Bailey.

Its the portrait Im speaking about — the portrait, if you have the nerve to call it that, of Miss Wilbur. I was against her sitting to you from the first, but she insisted. Now shes sorry.

Its as bad as all that, is it? said Kirk dully. He felt curiously indisposed to fight. A listlessness had gripped him. He was even a little sorry for Bailey. He saw his point of view and sympathized with it.

Yes, said Bailey fiercely. It is, and you know it.

Kirk nodded. Bailey was quite right. He did know it.

Its a joke, went on Bailey shrilly. I cant hang it up. People would laugh at it. And to think that I paid you all that money for it. I could have got a real artist for half the price.

That is easily remedied, said Kirk. I will send you a cheque to-morrow.

Bailey was not to be appeased. The venom of more than three years cried out for utterance. He had always held definite views upon Kirk, and Heaven had sent him the opportunity of expressing them.

Yes, I dare say, he said contemptuously. That would settle the whole thing, wouldnt it? What do you think you are — a millionaire? Talking as if that amount of money made no difference to you? Where does my sister come in? How about Ruth? You sneak her away from her home and then — —

Kirks lethargy left him. He flushed.

I think that will be about all, Bannister? he said. He spoke quietly, but his voice trembled.

But Baileys long-dammed hatred, having at last found an outlet, was not to be checked in a moment.

Will it? Will it? The hell it will. Let me tell you that I came here to talk straight to you, and Im going to do it. Its about time you had your darned dime-novel romance shown up to you the way it strikes somebody else. You think youre a tremendous dashing twentieth-century Young Lochinvar, dont you? You thought you had done a pretty smooth bit of work when you sneaked Ruth away! You! You havent enough backbone in you even to make a bluff at working to support her. Youre just what my father said you were — a loafer who pretends to be an artist. Youve got away with it up to now, but youve shown yourself up at last. You damned waster!

Kirk walked to the door and flung it open.

Youre perfectly right, Bannister, he said quietly. Everything you have said is quite true. And now would you mind going?

Ive not finished yet.

Yes, you have.

Bailey hesitated. The first time frenzy had left him, and he was beginning to be a little ashamed of himself for having expressed his views in a manner which, though satisfying, was, he felt, less dignified than he could have wished.

He looked at Kirk, who was standing stiffly by the door. Something in his attitude decided Bailey to leave well alone. Such had been his indignation that it was only now that for the first time it struck him that his statement of opinion had not been made without considerable bodily danger to himself. Jarred nerves had stood him in the stead of courage; but now his nerves were soothed and he saw things clearly.

He choked down what he had intended to say and walked out. Kirk closed the door softly behind him and began to pace the studio floor as he had done on that night when Ruth had fought for her life in the room upstairs.

His mind worked slowly at first. Then, as it cleared, he began to think more and more rapidly, till the thoughts leaped and ran like tongues of fire scorching him.

It was all true. That was what hurt. Every word that Bailey had flung at him had been strictly just.

He had thought himself a fine, romantic fellow. He was a waster and a loafer who pretended to be an artist. He had thrown away the little talent he had once possessed. He had behaved shamefully to Ruth, shirking his responsibilities and idling through life. He realized it now, when it was too late.

Suddenly through the chaos of his reflections there shone out clearly one coherent thought, the recollection of what Hank Jardine had offered to him. If ever you are in a real tight corner — —



His brain cleared. He sat down calmly to wait for Ruth. His mind was made up. Hanks offer was the way out, the only way out, and he must take it.


BOOK TWO
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Chapter I. Empty-handed
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THE STEAMSHIP SANTA Barbara, of the United Fruit Line, moved slowly through the glittering water of the bay on her way to dock. Out at quarantine earlier in the morning there had been a mist, through which passing ships loomed up vague and shapeless; but now the sun had dispersed it and a perfect May morning welcomed the Santa Barbara home.

Kirk leaned on the rail, looking with dull eyes on the city he had left a year before. Only a year! It seemed ten. As he stood there he felt an old man.

A drummer, a cheery soul who had come aboard at Porto Rico, sauntered up, beaming with well-being and good-fellowship.

Looks pretty good, sir, said he.

Kirk did not answer. He had not heard.

Some burg, ventured the drummer.

Again encountering silence, he turned away, hurt. This churlish attitude on the part of one returning to Gods country on one of Gods own mornings surprised and wounded him.

To him all was right with the world. He had breakfasted well; he was smoking a good cigar; and he was strong in the knowledge that he had done well by the firm this trip and that bouquets were due to be handed to him in the office on lower Broadway. He was annoyed with Kirk for having cast even a tiny cloud upon his contentment.

He communicated his feelings to the third officer, who happened to come on deck at that moment.

Say, who is that guy? he asked complainingly. The big son of a gun leaning on the rail. Seems like hed got a hangover this morning. Is he deaf and dumb or just plain grouchy?

The third officer eyed Kirks back with sympathy.

I shouldnt worry him, Freddie, he said. I guess if you had been up against it like him youd be shy on the small talk. Thats a fellow called Winfield. They carried him on board at Colon. He was about all in. Got fever in Colombia, inland at the mines, and nearly died. His pal did die. Ever met Hank Jardine?

Long, thin man?

The other nodded.

One of the best. He made two trips with us.

And hes dead?

Died of fever away back in the interior, where theres nothing much else except mosquitoes. He and Winfield went in there after gold.

Did they get any? asked the drummer, interested.

The third officer spat disgustedly over the rail.

You ask Winfield. Or, rather, dont, because I guess its not his pet subject. He told me all about it when he was getting better. There was gold there, all right, in chunks. It only needed to be dug for. And somebody else did the digging. Of all the skin games! It made me pretty hot under the collar, and it wasnt me that was stung.

Out there you cant buy land if youre a foreigner; you have to lease it from the natives. Poor old Hank leased his bit, all right, and when hed got to his claim he found somebody else working on it. It seemed there had been a flaw in his agreement and the owners had let it over his head to these other guys, who had slipped them more than what Hank had done.

What did he do?

He couldnt do anything. They were the right side of the law, or what they call law out there. There was nothing to do except beat it back again three hundred miles to the coast. Thats where they got the fever which finished Hank. So you can understand, concluded the third officer, that Mr. Winfield isnt in what you can call a sunny mood. If I were you, Id go and talk to someone else, if conversations what you need.

Kirk stood motionless at the rail, thinking. It was not what was past that occupied his thoughts, as the third officer had supposed; it was the future.

The forlorn hope had failed; he was limping back to Ruth wounded and broken. He had sent her a wireless message. She would be at the dock to meet him. How could he face her? Fate had been against him, it was true, but he was in no mood to make excuses for himself. He had failed. That was the beginning and the end of it. He had set out to bring back wealth and comfort to her, and he was returning empty-handed.

That was what the immediate future held, the meeting with Ruth. And after? His imagination was not equal to the task of considering that. He had failed as an artist. There was no future for him there. He must find some other work. But he was fit for no other work. He had no training. What could he do in a city where keenness of competition is a tradition? It would be as if an unarmed man should attack a fortress.

The thought of the years he had wasted was very bitter. Looking back, he could see how fate had tricked him into throwing away his one talent. He had had promise. With hard work he could have become an artist, a professional — a man whose work was worth money in the open market. He had never had it in him to be a great artist, but he had had the facility which goes to make a good worker of the second class. He had it still. Given the time for hard study, it was still in him to take his proper place among painters.

But time for study was out of his reach now. He must set to work at once, without a days delay, on something which would bring him immediate money. The reflection brought his mind back abruptly to the practical consideration of the future.

Before him, as he stood there, the ragged battlements of New York seemed to frown down on him with a cold cruelty that paralysed his mind. He had seen them a hundred times before. They should have been familiar and friendly. But this morning they were strange and sinister. The skyline which daunts the emigrant as he comes up the bay to his new home struck fear into Kirks heart.

He turned away and began to walk up and down the deck.

He felt tired and lonely. For the first time he realized just what it meant to him that he should never see Hank again. It had been hard, almost impossible, till now to force his mind to face that fact. He had winced away from it. But now it would not be avoided. It fell upon him like a shadow.

Hank had filled a place of his own in Kirks life. Theirs had been one of those smooth friendships which absence cannot harm. Often they had not seen each other for months at a time. Indeed, now that he thought of it, Hank was generally away; and he could not remember that they had ever exchanged letters. Yet even so there had been a bond between them which had never broken. And now Hank had dropped out.

Kirk began to think about death. As with most men of his temperament, it was a subject on which his mind had seldom dwelt, never for any length of time. His parents had died when he was too young to understand; and circumstances had shielded him from the shadow of the great mystery. Birth he understood; it had forced itself into the scheme of his life; but death till now had been a stranger to him.

The realization of it affected him oddly. In a sense, he found it stimulating; not stimulating as birth had been, but more subtly. He could recall vividly the thrill that had come to him with the birth of his son. For days he had walked as one in a trance. The world had seemed unreal, like an opium-smokers dream. There had been magic everywhere.

But death had exactly the opposite effect. It made everything curiously real — himself most of all. He had the sensation, as he thought of Hank, of knowing himself for the first time. Somehow he felt strengthened, braced for the fight, as a soldier might who sees his comrade fall at his side.

There was something almost vindictive in the feeling that came to him. It was too vague to be analysed, but it filled him with a desire to fight, gave him a sense of determination of which he had never before been conscious. It toughened him, and made the old, easy-going Kirk Winfield seem a stranger at whom he could look with detachment and a certain contempt.

As he walked back along the deck the battlements of the city met his gaze once more. But now they seemed less formidable.

In the leisurely fashion of the home-coming ship the Santa Barbara slid into her dock. The gangplank was thrust out. Kirk walked ashore.

For a moment he thought that Ruth had not come to meet him. Then his heart leaped madly. He had seen her.



There are worse spots in the world than the sheds of the New York customs, but few more desolate; yet to Kirk just then the shadowy vastness seemed a sunlit garden. A flame of happiness blazed up in his mind, blotting out in an instant the forebodings which had lurked there like evil creatures in a dark vault. The future, with its explanations and plans, could take care of itself. Ruth was a thing of the present.

He put his arms round her and held her. The friendly drummer, who chanced to be near, observed them with interest and a good deal of pleasure. The third officers story had temporarily destroyed his feeling that all was right with the world, and his sympathetic heart welcomed this evidence that life held compensations even for men who had been swindled out of valuable gold-mines.

I guess hes not feeling so worse, after all, he mused, and went on his way with an easy mind to be fawned upon by his grateful firm.

Ruth was holding Kirk at arms length, her eyes full of tears at the sight.

You poor boy, how thin you are!

I had fever. Its an awful place for fever out there.

Kirk!

Oh, Im all right now. The voyage set me up. They made a great fuss over me on board.

Ruths hand was clinging to his arm. He squeezed it against his side. It was wonderful to him, this sense of being together again after these centuries of absence. It drove from his mind the thought of all the explanations which sooner or later he had got to make. Whatever might come after, he would keep this moment in his memory golden and untarnished.

Dont you worry about me, he said. Now that Ive found you again Im feeling better than I ever did in my life. You wait till you see me sparring with Steve to-morrow. By the way, how is Steve?

Splendid.

And Bill?

Ruth drew herself up haughtily.

You dare to ask about your son after Steve? How clumsy that sounds! I mean you dare to put Steve before your son. I believe youve only just realized that you have a son.

Ive only just realized theres anybody or anything in the world except my wife.

Well, after that I suppose Ive got to forgive you. Since you have asked after Bill at last, I may tell you that hes very well indeed.

Kirks eyes glowed.

He ought to be a great kid by now.

He is.

And Mamie? Have you still got her?

I wouldnt lose her for a million.

And Whiskers?

Im afraid Whiskers is gone.

Not dead?

No. I gave him away.

For Heavens sake! Why?

Well, dear, the fact is, Ive come around to Aunt Loras way of thinking.

Eh?

About germs.

Kirk laughed, the first real laugh he had had for a year.

That insane fad of hers!

Ruth was serious.

I have, she said. Were taking a great deal more care of Bill than in the old days. I hate to think of the way I used to let him run around wild then. He might have died.

What nonsense! He was simply bursting with health all the time.

I had a horrible shock after you left, Ruth went on. The poor little fellow was awfully ill with some kind of a fever. The doctor almost gave him up.

Good heavens!

Aunt Lora helped me to nurse him, and she made me see how I had been exposing him to all sorts of risks, and — well, now we guard against them.

There was a silence.

I grew to rely on her a great deal, Kirk, when you were away. You know I always used to before we were married. Shes so wonderfully strong. And then when your letters stopped coming — —

There arent any postal arrangements out there in the interior. It was the worst part of it — not being able to write to you or hear from you. Heavens, what an exile Ive been this last year! Anything may have happened!

Perhaps something has, said Ruth mysteriously.

What do you mean?

Wait and see. Oh, I know one thing that has happened. Ive been looking at you all this while trying to think what it was. Youve grown a beard, and it looks perfectly horrid.

Sheer laziness. It shall come off this very day. I knew you would hate it.

I certainly do. It makes you look so old.

Kirks face clouded.

I feel old.

For the first time since he had left the ship the memory of Hank had come back to him. The sight of Ruth had driven it away, but now it swept back on him. The golden moment was over. Life with all its troubles and its explanations and its burdening sense of failure must be faced.

Whats the matter? asked Ruth, startled by the sudden change.

I was thinking of poor old Hank.

Where is Mr. Jardine? Didnt he come back with you?

Hes dead, dear, said Kirk gently. He died of fever while we were working our way back to the coast.

Oh!

It was the idea of death that shocked Ruth, not the particular manifestation of it. Hank had not touched her life. She had begun by disliking him and ended by feeling for him the tolerant sort of affection which she might have bestowed upon a dog or a cat. Hank as a man was nothing to her, and she could not quite keep her indifference out of her voice.

It was only later, when he looked back on this conversation, that Kirk realized this. At the moment he was unconscious of it, significant as it was of the fact that there were points at which his mind and Ruths did not touch.

When Ruth spoke again it was to change the subject.

Well, Kirk, she said, have you come back with your trunk crammed with nuggets? You havent said a word about the mine yet, and Im dying to know.

He groaned inwardly. The moment he had been dreading had arrived more swiftly than he had expected. It was time for him to face facts.

No, he said shortly.

Ruth looked at him curiously. She met his eyes and saw the pain in them, and intuition told her in an instant what Kirk, stumbling through his story, could not have told her in an hour. She squeezed his arm affectionately.

Dont tell me, she said. I understand. And it doesnt matter. It doesnt matter a bit.

Doesnt matter? But — —

Ruths eyes were dancing.

Kirk, dear, Ive something to tell you. Wait till we get outside.

What do you mean?

Youll soon see?

They went out into the street. Against the kerb a large red automobile was standing. The chauffeur touched his cap as he saw them. Kirk stared at him dumbly.

In you get, dear, said Ruth.

She met his astonished gaze with a smile of triumph. This was her moment, the moment for which she had been waiting. The chauffeur started the machine.

I dont understand. Whose car is this?

Mine. Yours. Ours. Oh, Kirk, darling, I was so afraid that you would come back bulging with a fortune that would make my little one look like nothing. But you havent, you havent, and its just splendid. She caught his hand and pressed it. Its simply sweet of you to look so astonished. I was hoping you would. This car belongs to us, and theres another just as big besides, and a house, and — oh — everything you can think of. Kirk, dear, weve nothing to worry us any longer. Were rich!


Chapter II. An Unknown Path

[image: img186.jpg]

KIRK BLINKED. HE closed his eyes and opened them again. The automobile was still there, and he was still in it. Ruth was still gazing at him with the triumphant look in her eyes. The chauffeur, silent emblem of a substantial bank-balance, still sat stiffly at the steering-wheel.

Rich? Kirk repeated.

Rich, Ruth assured him.

I dont understand.

Ruths smile faded.

Poor father — —

Your father?

He died just after you sailed. Just before Bill got ill. She gave a little sigh. Kirk, how odd life is!

But — —

It was terrible. It was some kind of a stroke. He had been working too hard and taking no exercise. You know when he sent Steve away that time he didnt engage anybody else in his place. He went back to his old way of living, which the doctor had warned him against. He worked and worked, until one day, Bailey says, he fainted at the office. They brought him home, and he just went out like a burned-out candle. I — I went to him, but for a long time he wouldnt see me.

Oh, Kirk, the hours I spent in the library hoping that he would let me come to him! But he never did till right at the end. Then I went up, and he was dying. He couldnt speak. I dont know now how he felt toward me at the last. I kissed him. He was all shrunk to nothing. I had a horrible feeling that I had never been a real daughter to him. But — but — you know, he made it difficult, awfully difficult. And then he died; Bailey was on one side of the bed and I was on the other, and the nurse and the doctor were whispering outside the door. I could hear them through the transom.

She slipped her hand into Kirks and sat silent while the car slid into the traffic of Fifth Avenue. For the second time the shadow of the Great Mystery had fallen on the brightness of the perfect morning.

The car had stopped at Thirty-Fourth Street to allow the hurrying crowds to cross the avenue. Kirk looked at them with a feeling of sadness. It was not caused by John Bannisters death. He was too honest to be able to plunge himself into false emotion at will. His feeling was more a vague uneasiness, almost a presentiment. Things changed so quickly in this world. Old landmarks shifted as the crowd of strangers was shifting before him now, hurrying into his life and hurrying out of it.

He, too, had changed. Ruth, though he had detected no signs of it, must be different from the Ruth he had left a year ago. The old life was dead. What had the new life in store for him? Wealth for one thing — other standards of living — new experiences.

An odd sensation of regret that this stream of gold had descended upon him deepened his momentary depression. They had been so happy, he and Ruth and the kid, in the old days of the hermits cell. Something that was almost a superstitious fear of this unexpected legacy came upon him.

It was unlucky money, grudgingly given at the eleventh hour. He seemed to feel John Bannister watching him with a sneer, and he was afraid of him. His nerves were still a little unstrung from the horror of his wanderings, and the fever had left him weak. It seemed to him that there was a curse on the old mans wealth, that somehow it was destined to bring him unhappiness.

The policeman waved his hand. The car jerked forward. The sudden movement brought him to himself. He smiled, a little ashamed of having been so fanciful; the sky was blue; the sun shone; a cool breeze put the joy of life into him; and at his side Ruth sat, smiling now. From her, too, the cloud had been lifted.

It seems like a fairy-story, said Kirk, breaking the silence that had fallen between them.

I think it must have been the thought of Bill that made him do it, said Ruth. He left half his money to Bailey and half to me during my lifetime. Baileys married now, by the way. She paused. Im afraid father never forgave you, dear, she added. He made Bailey the trustee for the money, and it goes to Bill in trust after my death.

She looked at him rather nervously it seemed to Kirk. The terms of the will had been the cause of some trouble to her. Especially had she speculated on his reception of the news that Bailey was to play so important a part in the administration of the money. Kirk had never told her what had passed between him and Bailey that afternoon in the studio, but her quick intelligence had enabled her to guess at the truth; and she was aware that the minds of the two men, their temperaments, were naturally antagonistic.

Kirks reception of the news relieved her.

Of course, he said. He couldnt do anything else. He knew nothing of me except that I was a kind of man with whom he was quite out of sympathy. He mistrusted all artists, I expect, in a bunch. And, anyway, an artist is pretty sure to be a bad man of business. He would know that. And — and, well, what I mean is, it strikes me as a very sensible arrangement. Why are we stopping here?

The car had drawn up before a large house on the upper avenue, one of those houses which advertise affluence with as little reticence as a fat diamond solitaire.

We live here, said Ruth, laughing.

Kirk drew a long breath.

Do we? By George! he exclaimed. I see its going to take me quite a while to get used to this state of things.

A thought struck him.

How about the studio? Have you got rid of it?

Of course not. The idea! After the perfect times we had there! Were going to keep it on as an annex. Every now and then, when we are tired of being rich, well creep off there and boil eggs over the gas-stove and pretend we are just ordinary persons again.

And oftener than every now and then this particular plutocrat is going to creep off there and try to teach himself to paint pictures.

Ruth nodded.

Yes, I think you ought to have a hobby. Its good for you.

Kirk said nothing. But it was not as a hobby that he was regarding his painting. He had come to a knowledge of realities in the wilderness and to an appreciation of the fact that he had a soul which could not be kept alive except by honest work.

He had the decent mans distaste for living on his wifes money. He supposed it was inevitable that a certain portion of it must go to his support, but he was resolved that there should be in the sight of the gods who look down on human affairs at least a reasonable excuse for his existence. If work could make him anything approaching a real artist, he would become one.

Meanwhile he was quite willing that Ruth should look upon his life-work as a pleasant pastime to save him from ennui. Even to his wife a man is not always eager to exhibit his soul in its nakedness.

By the way, said Ruth, you wont find George Pennicut at the studio. He has gone back to England.

Im sorry. I liked George.

He liked you. He left all sorts of messages. He nearly wept when he said good-bye. But he wouldnt stop. In a burst of confidence he told me what the trouble was. Our blue sky had got on his nerves. He wanted a London drizzle again. He said the thought of it made him homesick.

Kirk entered the house thoughtfully. Somehow this last piece of news had put the coping-stone on the edifice of his — his what? Depression? It was hardly that. No, it was rather a kind of vague regret for the life which had so definitely ended, the feeling which the Romans called desiderium and the Greeks pathos. The defection of George Pennicut was a small thing in itself, but it meant the removal of another landmark.

We had some bully good times in that studio, he said.

The words were a requiem.

The first person whom he met in this great house, in the kingdom of which he was to be king-consort, was a butler of incredible stateliness. This was none other than Steves friend Keggs. But round the outlying portions of this official he had perceived, as the door opened, a section of a woman in a brown dress.

The butler moving to one side, he found himself confronting Mrs. Lora Delane Porter.

If other things in Kirks world had changed, time had wrought in vain upon the great authoress. She looked as masterful, as unyielding, and as efficient as she had looked at the time of his departure. She took his hand without emotion and inspected him keenly.

You are thinner, she remarked.

I said that, Aunt Lora, said Ruth. Poor boy, hes a skeleton.

You are not so robust.

I have been ill.

Ruth interposed.

Hes had fever, Aunt Lora, and you are not to tease him.

I should be the last person to tease any man. What sort of fever?

I think it was a blend of all sorts, replied Kirk. A kind of Irish stew of a fever.

You are not infectious?

Certainly not.

Mrs. Porter checked Ruth as she was about to speak.

We owe it to William to be careful, she explained. After all the trouble we have taken to exclude him from germs it is only reasonable to make these inquiries.

Come along, dear, said Ruth, and Ill show you the house. Dont mind Aunt Lora, she whispered; she means well, and she really is splendid with Bill.

Kirk followed her. He was feeling chilled again. His old mistrust of Mrs. Porter revived. If their brief interview was to be taken as evidence, she seemed to have regained entirely her old ascendancy over Ruth. He felt vaguely uneasy, as a man might who walks in a powder magazine.

Aunt Lora lives here now, observed Ruth casually, as they went upstairs.

Kirk started.

Literally, do you mean? Is this her home?

Ruth smiled at him over her shoulder.

She wont interfere with you, she said. Surely this great house is large enough for the three of us. Besides, shes so devoted to Bill. She looks after him all the time; of course, nowadays I dont get quite so much time to be with him myself. One has an awful lot of calls on one. I feel Bill is so safe with Aunt Lora on the premises.

She stopped at a door on the first floor.

This is Bills nursery. Hes out just now. Mamie takes him for a drive every morning when its fine.

Something impelled Kirk to speak.

Dont you ever take him for walks in the morning now? he asked. He used to love it.

Silly! Of course I do, when I can manage it. For drives, rather. Aunt Lora is rather against his walking much in the city. He might so easily catch something, you know.

She opened the door.

There! she said. What do you think of that for a nursery?

If Kirk had spoken his mind he would have said that of all the ghastly nurseries the human brain could have conceived this was the ghastliest. It was a large, square room, and to Kirks startled eyes had much the appearance of an operating theatre at a hospital.

There was no carpet on the tiled floor. The walls, likewise tiled, were so bare that the eye ached contemplating them. In the corner by the window stood the little white cot. Beside it on the wall hung a large thermometer. Various knobs of brass decorated the opposite wall. At the farther end of the room was a bath, complete with shower and all the other apparatus of a modern tub.

It was probably the most horrible room in all New York.

Well, what do you think of it? demanded Ruth proudly.

Kirk gazed at her, speechless. This, he said to himself, was Ruth, his wife, who had housed his son in the spare bedroom of the studio and allowed a shaggy Irish terrier to sleep on his bed; who had permitted him to play by the hour in the dust of the studio floor, who had even assisted him to do so by descending into the dust herself in the role of a bear or a snake.

What had happened to this world from which he had been absent but one short year? Was everybody mad, or was he hopelessly behind the times?

Well? Ruth reminded him.

Kirk eyed the dreadful room.

It looks clean, he said at last.

It is clean, said the voice of Lora Delane Porter proudly behind him. She had followed them up the stairs to do the honours of the nursery, the centre of her world. It is essentially clean. There is not an object in that room which is not carefully sterilized night and morning with a weak solution of boric acid!

Even Mamie? inquired Kirk.

It had been his intention to be mildly jocular, but Mrs. Porters reply showed him that in jest he had spoken the truth.

Certainly. Have you any idea, Kirk, of the number of germs there are on the surface of the human body? It runs into billions. You — she fixed him with her steely eye— you are at the present moment one mass of microbes.

I sneaked through quarantine all right.

To the adult there is not so much danger in these microbes, provided he or she maintains a reasonable degree of personal cleanliness. That is why adults may be permitted to mix with other adults without preliminary sterilization. But in the case of a growing child it is entirely different. No precaution is excessive. So — —

From below at this point there came the sound of the front-door bell. Ruth went to the landing and looked over the banisters.

That ought to be Bill and Mamie back from their drive, she said.

The sound of a childs voice came to Kirk as he stood listening; and as he heard it all the old feeling of paternal pride and excitement, which had left him during his wanderings, swept over him like a wave. He reproached himself that, while the memory of Ruth had been with him during every waking moment of the past year, there had been occasions when that of William Bannister had become a little faded.

He ran down the stairs.

Hello, Mamie! he said. How are you? Youre looking well.

Mamie greeted him with the shy smile which was wont to cause such havoc in Steves heart.

And whos this youve got with you? Mamie, you know youve no business going about with young men like this. Who is he?

He stood looking at William Bannister, and William Bannister stood looking at him, Kirk smiling, William staring with the intense gravity of childhood and trying to place this bearded stranger among his circle of friends. He seemed to be thinking that the familiarity of the others manner indicated a certain amount of previous acquaintanceship.

Watch that busy brain working, said Kirk. Hes trying to place me. Its all right, Bill, old man; its my fault. I had no right to spring myself on you with eight feet of beard. It isnt giving you a square deal. Never mind, its coming off in a few minutes, never to return, and then, perhaps, youll remember that youve a father.

Fa-a-a-ar! shrieked William Bannister triumphantly, taking the cue with admirable swiftness.

He leaped at Kirk, and Kirk swung him up in the air. It was quite an effort, for William Bannister had grown astonishingly in the past year.

Pop, said he firmly, as if resolved to prevent any possibility of mistake. Daddy, he added, continuing to play upon the theme. He summed up. Youre my pop.

Then, satisfied that this was final and that there could now be no chance for Kirk to back out of the contract, he reached out a hand and gave a tug at the beard which had led to all the confusion.

Whats this?

You may well ask, said Kirk. I got struck that way because I left you and mummy for a whole year. But now Im back Im going to be allowed to take it off and give it away. Whom shall I give it to? Steve? Do you think Steve would like it? Yes, you can go on pulling it; it wont break. On the other hand, I should just like to mention that its hurting something fierce, my son. Its fastened on at the other end, you know.

Why?

Dont ask me. Thats the way its built.

William Bannister obligingly disentangled himself from the beard.

Where you been? he inquired.

Miles and miles away. You know the Battery?

William Bannister nodded.

Well, a long way past that. First I took a ship and went ever so many miles. Then I landed and went ever so many more miles, with all sorts of beasts trying to bite pieces out of me.

This interested William Bannister.

Tigers? he inquired.

I didnt actually see any tigers, but I expect they were sneaking round. There were mosquitoes, though. You know what a mosquito is?

William nodded.

Bumps, he observed crisply.

Thats right. You see this lump here, just above my mouth? Well, thats not a mosquito-bite; thats my nose; but think of something about that size and youll have some idea of what a mosquito-bite is like out there. But why am I boring you with my troubles? Tell me all about yourself. Youve certainly been growing, whatever else you may have been doing while Ive been away; I can hardly lift you. Has Steve taught you to box yet?

At this moment he was aware that he had become the centre of a small group. Looking round he found himself gazing into a face so stiff with horror and disapproval that he was startled almost into dropping William. What could have happened to induce Mrs. Porter to look like that he could not imagine; but her expression checked his flow of light conversation as if it had been turned off with a switch. He lowered Bill to the ground.

What on earths the matter? he asked. What has happened?

Without replying, Mrs. Porter made a gesture in the direction of the nursery, which had the effect of sending Mamie and her charge off again on the journey upstairs which Kirks advent had interrupted. Bill seemed sorry to go, but he trudged sturdily on without remark. Kirk followed him with his eyes till he disappeared at the bend of the stairway.

Whats the matter? he repeated.

Are you mad, Kirk? demanded Mrs. Porter in a tense voice.

Kirk turned helplessly to Ruth.

You had better let me explain, Aunt Lora, she said. Of course Kirk couldnt be expected to know, poor boy. You seem to forget that he has only this minute come into the house.

Aunt Lora was not to be appeased.

That is absolutely no excuse. He has just left a ship where he cannot have failed to pick up bacilli of every description. He has himself only recently recovered from a probably infectious fever. He is wearing a beard, notoriously the most germ-ridden abomination in existence.

Kirk started. He was not proud of his beard, but he had not regarded it as quite the pestilential thing which it seemed to be in the eyes of Mrs. Porter.

And he picks up the child! she went on. Hugs him! Kisses him! And you say he could not have known better! Surely the most elementary common sense—

Aunt Lora! said Ruth.

She spoke quietly, but there was a note in her voice which acted on Mrs. Porter like magic. Her flow of words ceased abruptly. It was a small incident, but it had the effect of making Kirk, grateful as he was for the interruption, somehow vaguely uneasy for a moment.

It seemed to indicate some subtle change in Ruths character, some new quality of hardness added to it. The Ruth he had left when he sailed for Colombia would, he felt, have been incapable of quelling her masterful aunt so very decisively and with such an economy of words. It suggested previous warfare, in which the elder women had been subdued to a point where a mere exclamation could pull her up when she forgot herself.

Kirk felt uncomfortable. He did not like these sudden discoveries about Ruth.

I will explain to Kirk, she said. You go up and see that everything is right in the nursery.

And — amazing spectacle! — off went Mrs. Porter without another word.

Ruth put her arm in Kirks and led him off to the smoking-room.

You may smoke a cigar while I tell you all about Bill, she said.

Kirk lit a cigar, bewildered. It is always unpleasant to be the person to whom things have to be explained.

Poor old boy, Ruth went on, you certainly are thin. But about Bill. I am afraid you are going to be a little upset about Bill, Kirk. Aunt Lora has no tact, and she will make a speech on every possible occasion; but she was right just now. It really was rather dangerous, picking Bill up like that and kissing him.

Kirk stared.

I dont understand. Did you expect me to wave my hand to him? Or would it have been more correct to bow?

Dont be so satirical, Kirk; you wither me. No, seriously, you really mustnt kiss Bill. I never do. Nobody does.

What!

I dare say it sounds ridiculous to you, but you were not here when he was so ill and nearly died. You remember what I was telling you at the dock? About giving Whiskers away? Well, this is all part of it. After what happened I feel, like Aunt Lora, that we simply cant take too many precautions. You saw his nursery. Well, it would be simply a waste of money giving him a nursery like that if he was allowed to be exposed to infection when he was out of it.

And I am supposed to be infectious?

Not more than anybody else. Theres no need to be hurt about it. Its just as much a sacrifice for me.

So nobody makes a fuss over Bill now — is that it?

Well, no. Not in the way you mean.

Pretty dreary outlook for the kid, isnt it?

Its all for his good.

What a ghastly expression!

Ruth left her chair and came and sat on the arm of Kirks. She ruffled his hair lightly with the tips of her fingers. Kirk, who had been disposed to be militant, softened instantly. The action brought back a flood of memories. It conjured up recollections of peaceful evenings in the old studio, for this had been a favourite habit of Ruths. It made him feel that he loved her more than he had ever done in his life; and — incidentally — that he was a brute to try and thwart her in anything whatsoever.

I know its horrid for you, dear old boy, said Ruth coaxingly; but do be good and not make a fuss about it. Not kissing Bill doesnt mean that you need be any the less fond of him. I know it will be strange at first — I didnt get used to it for ever so long — but, honestly, it is for his good, however ghastly the expression of the thing may sound.

Its treating the kid like a wretched invalid, grumbled Kirk.

You wait till you see him playing, and then youll know if hes a wretched invalid or not!

May I see him playing?

Dont be silly. Of course.

I thought I had better ask. Being the perambulating plague-spot I am, I was not taking any risks.

How horribly self-centred you are! You will talk as if you were in some special sort of quarantine. I keep on telling you its the same for all of us.

I suppose when Im with him I shall have to be sterilized?

I dont think it necessary myself, but Aunt Lora does, so its always done. It humours her, and it really isnt any trouble. Besides, it may be necessary after all. One never knows, and its best to be on the safe side.

Kirk laid down his cigar firmly, the cold cigar which stress of emotion had made him forget to keep alight.

Ruth, old girl, he said earnestly, this is pure lunacy.

Ruths fingers wandered idly through his hair. She did not speak for some moments.

You will be good about it, wont you, Kirk dear? she said at last.

It is curious what a large part hair and its treatment may play in the undoing of strong men. The case of Samson may be recalled in this connection. Kirk, with Ruth ruffling the wiry growth that hid his scalp, was incapable of serious opposition. He tried to be morose and resolute, but failed miserably.

Oh, very well, he grunted.

Thats a good boy. And you promise you wont go hugging Bill again?

Very well.

Theres an angel for you. Now Ill fix you a cocktail as a reward.

Well, mind you sterilize it carefully.

Ruth laughed. Having gained her point she could afford to. She made the cocktail and brought it to him.

And now Ill be off and dress, and then you can take me out to lunch somewhere.

Arent you dressed?

My goodness, no. Not for going to restaurants. You forget that Im one of the idle rich now. I spend my whole day putting on different kinds of clothes. Ive a position to keep up now, Mr. Winfield.

Kirk lit a fresh cigar and sat thinking. The old feeling of desolation which had attacked him as he came up the bay had returned. He felt like a stranger in a strange world. Life was not the same. Ruth was not the same. Nothing was the same.

The more he contemplated the new regulations affecting Bill the chillier and more unfriendly did they seem to him. He could not bring himself to realize Ruth as one of the great army of cranks preaching and carrying out the gospel of Lora Delane Porter. It seemed so at variance with her character as he had known it. He could not seriously bring himself to believe that she genuinely approved of these absurd restrictions. Yet, apparently she did.

He looked into the future. It had a grey and bleak aspect. He seemed to himself like a man gazing down an unknown path full of unknown perils.


Chapter III. The Misadventure of Steve
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KIRK WAS NOT the only person whom the sudden change in the financial position of the Winfield family had hit hard. The blighting effects of sudden wealth had touched Steve while Kirk was still in Colombia.

In a sense, it had wrecked Steves world. Nobody had told him to stop or even diminish the number of his visits, but the fact remained that, by the time Kirk returned to New York, he had practically ceased to go to the house on Fifth Avenue.

For all his roughness, Steve possessed a delicacy which sometimes almost amounted to diffidence; and he did not need to be told that there was a substantial difference, as far as he was concerned, between the new headquarters of the family and the old. At the studio he had been accustomed to walk in when it pleased him, sure of a welcome; but he had an idea that he did not fit as neatly into the atmosphere of Fifth Avenue as he had done into that of Sixty-First Street; and nobody disabused him of it.

It was perhaps the presence of Mrs. Porter that really made the difference. In spite of the compliments she had sometimes paid to his common sense, Mrs. Porter did not put Steve at his ease. He was almost afraid of her. Consequently, when he came to Fifth Avenue, he remained below stairs, talking pugilism with Keggs.

It was from Keggs that he first learned of the changes that had taken place in the surroundings of William Bannister.

Ive ad the privilege of serving in some of the best houses in England, said the butler one evening, as they sat smoking in the pantry, and Ive never seen such goings on. I dont hold with the pampering of children.

What do you mean, pampering? asked Steve.

Well, Lord love a duck! replied the butler, who in his moments of relaxation was addicted to homely expletives of the lower London type. If you dont call it pampering, what do you call pampering? He aint allowed to touch nothing that aint been — its slipped my memory what they call it, but its got something to do with microbes. They sprinkle stuff on his toys and on his clothes and on his nurse; whats more, and on any one who comes to see him. And his nursery aint what I call a nursery at all. Its nothing more or less than a private ospital, with its white tiles and its antiseptics and what not, and the temperature just so and no lower nor higher. I dont call it aving a proper faith in Providence, pampering and fussing over a child to that extent.

Youre stringing me!

Not a bit of it, Mr. Dingle. Ive seen the nursery with my own eyes, and I ave my information direct from the young person who looks after the child.

But, say, in the old days that kid was about the dandiest little sport that ever came down the pike. You seen him that day I brought him round to say hello to the old man. He didnt have no nursery at all then, let alone one with white tiles. Ive seen him come up off the studio floor looking like a coon with the dust. And Miss Ruth tickled to see him like that, too. For the love of Mike, whats come to her?

Its all along of this Porter, said Keggs morosely. Shes done it all. And if, he went on with sudden heat, she dont break her abit of addressing me in a tone what the umblest dorg would resent, Im liable to forget my place and give her a piece of my mind. Coming round and interfering!

Got your goat, has she? commented Steve, interested. Shes what youd call a tough proposition, that dame. I used to have my eye on her all the time in the old days, waiting for her to start something. But say, Id like to see this nursery youve been talking about. Take me up and let me lamp it.

Keggs shook his head.

I darent, Mr. Dingle. It ud be as much as my place is worth.

But, darn it! Im the kids godfather.

That wouldnt make no difference to that Porter. Shed pick on me just the same. But, if you care to risk it, Mr. Dingle, Ill show you where it is. Youll find the young person up there. Shell tell you more about the childs abits and daily life than I can.

Good enough, said Steve.

He had not seen Mamie for some time, and absence had made the heart grow fonder. It embittered him that his meetings with her were all too rare nowadays. She seemed to have abandoned the practice of walking altogether, for, whenever he saw her now she was driving in the automobile with Bill. Keggs information about the new system threw some light upon this and made him all the more anxious to meet her now.

It was a curious delusion of Steves that he was always going to pluck up courage and propose to Mamie the very next time he saw her. This had gone on now for over two years, but he still clung to it. Repeated failures to reveal his burning emotions never caused him to lose the conviction that he would do it for certain next time.

It was in his customary braced-up, do-or-die frame of mind that he entered the nursery now.

His visit to Keggs had been rather a late one and had lasted some time before the subject of the White Hope had been broached, with the result that, when Steve arrived among the white tiles and antiseptics, he found his godson in bed and asleep. In a chair by the cot Mamie sat sewing.

Her eyes widened with surprise when she saw who the visitor was, and she put a finger to her lip and pointed to the sleeper. And, as we have to record another of the long list of Steves failures to propose we may say here, in excuse, that this reception took a great deal of the edge off the dashing resolution which had been his up to that moment. It made him feel self-conscious from the start.

Whatever brings you up here, Steve? whispered Mamie.

It was not a very tactful remark, perhaps, considering that Steve was the childs godfather, and, as such, might reasonably expect to be allowed a free pass to his nursery; but Mamie, like Keggs, had fallen so under the domination of Lora Delane Porter that she had grown to consider it almost a natural law that no one came to see Bill unless approved of and personally conducted by her.

Steve did not answer. He was gaping at the fittings of the place in which he found himself. It was precisely as Keggs had described it, white tiles and all.

He was roused from his reflections by the approach of Mamie, or, rather, not so much by her approach as by the fact that at this moment she suddenly squirted something at him. It was cold and wet and hit him in the face before, as he put it to Keggs later, he could get his guard up.

For the love of — —

Sh! said Mamie warningly.

Whats the idea? What are you handing me?

Ive got to. Its to sterilize you. I do it to every one.

Gee! Youve got a swell job! Well, go to it, then. Shoot! Im ready.

Its boric acid, explained Mamie.

I shouldnt wonder. Is this all part of the Porter circus?

Yes.

Where is she? inquired Steve in sudden alarm. Is she likely to butt in?

No. Shes out.

Good, said Steve, and sat down, relieved, to resume his inspection of the room.

When he had finished he drew a deep breath.

Well! he said softly. Say, Mamie, what do you think about it?

Im not paid to think about it, Steve.

That means you agree with me that its the punkest state of things you ever struck. Well, youre quite right. It is. Its a shame to think of that innocent kid having this sort of deal handed to him. Why, just think of him at the studio!

But Mamie, whatever her private views, was loyal to her employers. She refused to be drawn into a discussion on the subject.

Have you been downstairs with Mr. Keggs, Steve?

Yes. It was him that told me about all this. Say, Mame, we aint seen much of each other lately.

No.

Mighty little.

Yes.

Having got as far as this, Steve should, of course, have gone resolutely ahead. After all, it is not a very long step from telling a girl in a hushed whisper with a shake in it that you have not seen much of her lately to hinting that you would like to see a great deal more of her in the future.

Steve was on the right lines, and he knew it; but that fatal lack of nerve which had wrecked him on all the other occasions when he had got as far as this undid him now. He relapsed into silence, and Mamie went on sewing.

In a way, if you shut your eyes to the white tiles and the thermometer and the brass knobs and the shower-bath, it was a peaceful scene; and Steve, as he sat there and watched Mamie sew, was stirred by it. Remove the white tiles, the thermometer the brass knobs, and the shower-bath, and this was precisely the sort of scene his imagination conjured up when the business of life slackened sufficiently to allow him to dream dreams.

There he was, sitting in one chair; there was Mamie, sitting in another; and there in the corner was the little white cot — well, perhaps that was being a shade too prophetic; on the other hand, it always came into these dreams of his. There, in short, was everything arranged just as he pictured it; and all that was needed to make the picture real was for him to propose and Mamie to accept him.

It was the disturbing thought that the second condition did not necessarily follow on to the first that had kept Steve from taking the plunge for the last two years. Unlike the hero of the poem, he feared his fate too much to put it to the touch, to win or lose it all.

Presently the silence began to oppress Steve. Mamie had her needlework, and that apparently served her in lieu of conversation; but Steve had nothing to occupy him, and he began to grow restless. He always despised himself thoroughly for his feebleness on these occasions; and he despised himself now. He determined to make a big effort.

Mamie! he said.

As he was nervous and had been silent so long that his vocal cords had gone off duty under the impression that their days work was over, the word came out of him like a husky gunshot. Mamie started, and the White Hope, who had been sleeping peacefully, stirred and muttered.

S-sh! hissed Mamie.

Steve collapsed with the feeling that it was not his lucky night, while Mamie bent anxiously over the cot. The sleeper, however, did not wake. He gurgled, gave a sigh, then resumed his interrupted repose. Mamie returned to her seat.

Yes? she said, as if nothing had occurred, and as if there had been no interval between Steves remark and her reply.

Steve could not equal her calmness. He had been strung up when he spoke, and the interruption had undone him. He reflected ruefully that he might have said something to the point if he had been allowed to go straight on; now he had forgotten what he had meant to say.

Oh, nothing, he replied.

Silence fell once more on the nursery.

Steve was bracing himself up for another attack when suddenly there came a sound of voices from the stairs. One voice was a mere murmur, but the other was sharp and unmistakable, the incisive note of Lora Delane Porter. It brought Steve and Mamie to their feet simultaneously.

Whats it matter? said Steve stoutly, answering the panic in Mamies eyes. Its not her house, and I got a perfect right to be here.

You dont know her. I shall get into trouble.

Mamie was pale with apprehension. She knew her Lora Delane Porter, and she knew what would happen if Steve were to be discovered there. It was, as Keggs put it, as much as her place was worth.

For a brief instant Mamie faced a future in which she was driven from Bills presence into outer darkness, dismissed, and told never to return. That was what would happen. Sitting and talking with Steve in the sacred nursery at this time of night was a crime, and she had known it all the time. But she had been glad to see Steve again after all this while — if Steve had known how glad, he would certainly have found courage and said what he had so often failed to say — and, knowing that Mrs. Porter was out, she had thought the risk of his presence worth taking. Now, with discovery imminent, panic came upon her.

The voices were quite close now. There was no doubt of the destination of the speakers. They were heading slowly but directly for the nursery.

Steve, not being fully abreast of the new rules and regulations of the sacred apartment, could not read Mamies mind completely. He did not know that, under Mrs. Porters code, the admission of a visitor during the hours of sleep was a felony in the first degree, punishable by instant dismissal. But Mamies face and her brief reference to trouble were enough to tell him that the position was critical, and with the instinct of the trapped he looked round him for cover.

But the White Hopes nursery was not constructed with a view to providing cover for bulky gentlemen who should not have been there. It was as bare as a billiard-table as far as practicable hiding-places were concerned.

And then his eye caught the water-proof sheet of the shower-bath. Behind that there was just room for concealment.

With a brief nod of encouragement to Mamie, he leaped at it. The door opened as he disappeared.

Mrs. Porters rules concerning visitors, though stringent as regarded Mamie, were capable of being relaxed when she herself was the person to relax them. She had a visitor with her now — a long, severe-looking lady with a sharp nose surmounted by spectacles, who, taking in the white tiles, the thermometer, the cot, and the brass knobs in a single comprehensive glance, observed: Admirable!

Mrs. Porter was obviously pleased with this approval. Her companion was a woman doctor of great repute among the advanced apostles of hygiene; and praise from her was praise indeed. She advanced into the room with an air of suppressed pride.

These tiles are thoroughly cleaned twice each day with an antiseptic solution.

Just so, said the spectacled lady.

You notice the thermometer.

Exactly.

Those knobs you see on the wall have various uses.

Quite.

They examined the knobs with an air of profound seriousness, Mrs. Porter erect and complacent, the other leaning forward and peering through her spectacles. Mamie took advantage of their backs and turned to cast a hurried glance at the water-proof curtain. It was certainly an admirable screen; no sign of Steve was visible; but nevertheless she did not cease to quake.

This, said Mrs. Porter, controls the heat. This, this, and this are for the ventilation.

Just so, just so, just so, said the doctor. And this, of course, is for the shower-bath? I understand!

And, extending a firm finger, she gave the knob a forceful push.

Mrs. Porter nodded.

That is the cold shower, she said. This is the hot. It is a very ingenious arrangement, one of Malcolmsons patents. There is a regulator at the side of the bath which enables the nurse to get just the correct temperature. I will turn on both, and then — —

It was as Mrs. Porters hand was extended toward the knob that the paralysis which terror had put upon Mamie relaxed its grip. She had stood by without a movement while the cold water splashed down upon the hidden Steve. Her heart had ached for him, but she had not stirred. But now, with the prospect of allowing him to be boiled alive before her, she acted.

It is generally only on the stage that a little child comes to the rescue of adults at critical moments; but William Bannister was accorded the opportunity of doing so off it. It happened that at the moment of Mrs. Porters entry Mamie had been standing near his cot, and she had not moved since. The consequence was that she was within easy reach of him; and, despair giving her what in the circumstances amounted to a flash of inspiration, she leaned quickly forward, even as Mrs. Porters finger touched the knob, and gave the round head on the pillow a rapid push.

William Bannister sat up with a grunt, rubbed his eyes, and, seeing strangers, began to cry.

It was so obvious to Mrs. Porter and her companion, both from the evidence of their guilty consciences and the look of respectful reproach on Mamies face, that the sound of their voices had disturbed the child, that they were routed from the start.

Oh, dear me! He is awake, said the lady doctor.

I am afraid we did not lower our voices, added Mrs. Porter. And yet William is usually such a sound sleeper. Perhaps we had better — —

Just so, said the doctor.

 —— go downstairs while the nurse gets him off to sleep again.

Quite.

The door closed behind them.



Oh, Steve! said Mamie.

The White Hope had gone to sleep again with the amazing speed of childhood, and Mamie was looking pityingly at the bedraggled object which had emerged cautiously from behind the waterproof.

I got mine, muttered Steve ruefully. You aint got a towel anywhere, have you, Mame?

Mamie produced a towel and watched him apologetically as he attempted to dry himself.

Im so sorry, Steve.

Cut it out. It was my fault. I oughtnt to have been there. Say, it was a bit of luck the kid waking just then.

Yes, said Mamie.

Observe the tricks that conscience plays us. If Mamie had told Steve what had caused William to wake he would certainly have been so charmed by her presence of mind, exerted on his behalf to save him from the warm fate which Mrs. Porters unconscious hand had been about to bring down upon him, that he would have forgotten his diffidence then and there and, as the poet has it, have eased his bosom of much perilous stuff.

But conscience would not allow Mamie to reveal the secret. Already she was suffering the pangs of remorse for having, in however good a cause, broken her idols rest with a push that might have given the poor lamb a headache. She could not confess the crime even to Steve.

And if Steve had had the pluck to tell Mamie that he loved her, as he stood before her dripping with the water which he had suffered in silence rather than betray her, she would have fallen into his arms. For Steve at that moment had all the glamour for her of the self-sacrificing hero of a moving-picture film. He had not actually risked death for her, perhaps, but he had taken a sudden cold shower-bath without a murmur — all for her.

Mamie was thrilled. She looked at him with the gleaming eyes of devotion.

But Steve, just because he knew that he was wet and fancied that he must look ridiculous, held his peace.

And presently, his secret still locked in his bosom, and his collar sticking limply to his neck, he crept downstairs, avoiding the society of his fellow man, and slunk out into the night where, if there was no Mamie, there were, at any rate, dry clothes.


Chapter IV. The Widening Gap
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THE NEW LIFE hit Kirk as a wave hits a bather; and, like a wave, swept him off his feet, choked him, and generally filled him with a feeling of discomfort.

He should have been prepared for it, but he was not. He should have divined from the first that the money was bound to produce changes other than a mere shifting of headquarters from Sixty-First Street to Fifth Avenue. But he had deluded himself at first with the idea that Ruth was different from other women, that she was superior to the artificial pleasures of the Society which is distinguished by the big S.

In a moment of weakness, induced by hair-ruffling, he had given in on the point of the hygienic upbringing of William Bannister; but there, he had imagined, his troubles were to cease. He had supposed that he was about to resume the old hermits-cell life of the studio and live in a world which contained only Ruth, Bill, and himself.

He was quickly undeceived. Within two days he was made aware of the fact that Ruth was in the very centre of the social whirlpool and that she took it for granted that he would join her there. There was nothing of the hermit about Ruth now. She was amazingly undomestic.

Her old distaste for the fashionable life of New York seemed to have vanished absolutely. As far as Kirk could see, she was always entertaining or being entertained. He was pitched head-long into a world where people talked incessantly of things which bored him and did things which seemed to him simply mad. And Ruth, whom he had thought he understood, revelled in it all.

At first he tried to get at her point of view, to discover what she found to enjoy in this lunatic existence of aimlessness and futility. One night, as they were driving home from a dinner which had bored him unspeakably, he asked the question point-blank. It seemed to him incredible that she could take pleasure in an entertainment which had filled him with such depression.

Ruth, he said impulsively, as the car moved off, what do you see in this sort of thing? How can you stand these people? What have you in common with them?

Poor old Kirk. I know you hated it to-night. But we shant be dining with the Baileys every night.

Bailey Bannister had been their host on that occasion, and the dinner had been elaborate and gorgeous. Mrs. Bailey was now one of the leaders of the younger set. Bailey, looking much more than a year older than when Kirk had seen him last, had presided at the head of the table with great dignity, and the meeting with him had not contributed to the pleasure of Kirks evening.

Were you awfully bored? You seemed to be getting along quite well with Sybil.

I like her. Shes good fun.

Shes certainly having good fun. Id give anything to know what Bailey really thinks of it. She is the most shockingly extravagant little creature in New York. You know the Wilburs were quite poor, and poor Sybil was kept very short. I think that marrying Bailey and having all this money to play with has turned her head.

It struck Kirk that the criticism applied equally well to the critic.

She does the most absurd things. She gave a freak dinner when you were away that cost I dont know how much. She is always doing something. Well, I suppose Bailey knows what he is about; but at her present pace she must be keeping him busy making money to pay for all her fads. You ought to paint a picture of Bailey, Kirk, as the typical patient American husband. You couldnt get a better model.

Suggest it to him, and let me hide somewhere where I can hear what he says. Bailey has his own opinion of my pictures.

Ruth laughed a little nervously. She had always wondered exactly what had taken place that day in the studio, and the subject was one which she was shy of exhuming. She turned the conversation.

What did you ask me just now? Something about — —

I asked you what you had in common with these people.

Ruth reflected.

Oh, well, its rather difficult to say if you put it like that. Theyre just people, you know. They are amusing sometimes. I used to know most of them. I suppose that is the chief thing which brings us together. They happen to be there, and if youre travelling on a road you naturally talk to your fellow travellers. But why? Dont you like them? Which of them didnt you like?

It was Kirks turn to reflect.

Well, thats hard to answer, too. I dont think I actively liked or disliked any of them. They seemed to me just not worth while. My point is, rather, why are we wasting a perfectly good evening mixing with them? Whats the use? Thats my case in a nut-shell.

If you put it like that, whats the use of anything? One must do something. We cant be hermits.

A curious feeling of being infinitely far from Ruth came over Kirk. She dismissed his dream as a whimsical impossibility not worthy of serious consideration. Why could they not be hermits? They had been hermits before, and it had been the happiest period of both their lives. Why, just because an old man had died and left them money, must they rule out the best thing in life as impossible and plunge into a nightmare which was not life at all?

He had tried to deceive himself, but he could do so no longer. Ruth had changed. The curse with which his sensitive imagination had invested John Bannisters legacy was, after all no imaginary curse. Like a golden wedge, it had forced Ruth and himself apart.

Everything had changed. He was no longer the centre of Ruths life. He was just an encumbrance, a nuisance who could not be got rid of and must remain a permanent handicap, always in the way.

So thought Kirk morbidly as the automobile passed through the silent streets. It must be remembered that he had been extremely bored for a solid three hours, and was predisposed, consequently, to gloomy thoughts.

Whatever his faults, Kirk rarely whined. He had never felt so miserable in his life, but he tried to infuse a tone of lightness into the conversation. After all, if Ruths intuition fell short of enabling her to understand his feelings, nothing was to be gained by parading them.

I guess its my fault, he said, that I havent got abreast of the society game as yet. You had better give me a few pointers. My trouble is that, being new to them, I cant tell whether these people are types or exceptions. Take Clarence Grayling, for instance. Are there any more at home like Clarence?

My dear child, all Baileys special friends are like Clarence, exactly like. I remember telling him so once.

Who was the specimen with the little black moustache who thought America crude and said that the only place to live in was southern Italy? Is he an isolated case or an epidemic?

He is scarcer than Clarence, but hes quite a well-marked type. He is the millionaires son who has done Europe and doesnt mean you to forget it.

There was a chesty person with a wave of hair coming down over his forehead. A sickeningly handsome fellow who looked like a poet. I think they called him Basil. Does he run around in flocks, or is he unique?

Ruth did not reply for a moment. Basil Milbank was a part of the past which, in the year during which Kirk had been away, had come rather startlingly to life.

There had been a time when Basil had been very near and important to her. Indeed, but for the intervention of Mrs. Porter, described in an earlier passage, she would certainly have married Basil. Then Kirk had crossed her path and had monopolized her. During the studio period the recollection of Basil had grown faint. After that, just at the moment when Kirk was not there to lend her strength, he had come back into her life. For nearly a year she had seen him daily; and gradually — at first almost with fear — she had realized that the old fascination was by no means such a thing of the past as she had supposed.

She had hoped for Kirks return as a general, sorely pressed, hopes for reinforcements. With Kirk at her side she felt Basil would slip back into his proper place in the scheme of things. And, behold! Kirk had returned and still the tension remained unrelaxed.

For Kirk had changed. After the first day she could not conceal it from herself. That it was she who had changed did not present itself to her as a possible explanation of the fact that she now felt out of touch with her husband. All she knew was that they had been linked together by bonds of sympathy, and were so no longer.

She found Kirk dull. She hated to admit it, but the truth forced itself upon her. He had begun to bore her.

She collected her thoughts and answered his question.

Basil Milbank? Oh, I should call him unique.

She felt a wild impulse to warn him, to explain the real significance of this man whom he classed contemptuously with Clarence Grayling and that absurd little Dana Ferris as somebody of no account. She wanted to cry out to him that she was in danger and that only he could help her. But she could not speak, and Kirk went on in the same tone of half-tolerant contempt:

Who is he?

She controlled herself with an effort, and answered indifferently.

Oh, Basil? Well, you might say hes everything. He plays polo, leads cotillions, yachts, shoots, plays the piano wonderfully — everything. People usually like him very much. She paused. Women especially.

She had tried to put something into her tone which might serve to awaken him, something which might prepare the way for what she wanted to say — and what, if she did not say it now — when the mood was on her, she could never say. But Kirk was deaf.

He looks that sort of man, he said.

And, as he said it, the accumulated boredom of the past three hours found vent in a vast yawn.

Ruth set her teeth. She felt as if she had received a blow.

When he spoke again it was on the subject of street-paving defects in New York City.



It was true, as Ruth had said, that they did not dine with the Baileys every night, but that seemed to Kirk, as the days went on, the one and only bright spot in the new state of affairs. He could not bring himself to treat life with a philosophical resignation. His was not open revolt. He was outwardly docile, but inwardly he rebelled furiously.

Perhaps the unnaturally secluded life which he had led since his marriage had unfitted him for mixing in society even more than nature had done. He had grown out of the habit of mixing. Crowds irritated him. He hated doing the same thing at the same time as a hundred other people.

Like most Bohemians, he was at his best in a small circle. He liked his friends as single spies, not in battalions. He was a man who should have had a few intimates and no acquaintances; and his present life was bounded north, south, east, and west by acquaintances. Most of the men to whom he spoke he did not even know by name.

He would seek information from Ruth as they drove home.

Who was the pop-eyed second-story man with the bald head and the convex waistcoat who glued himself to me to-night?

If you mean the fine old gentleman with the slightly prominent eyes and rather thin hair, that was Brock Mason, the vice-president of consolidated groceries. You mustnt even think disrespectfully of a man as rich as that.

He isnt what you would call a sparkling talker.

He doesnt have to be. His time is worth a hundred dollars a minute, or a second — I forget which.

Put me down for a nickels worth next time.

And then they began to laugh over Ruths suggestion that they should save up and hire Mr. Mason for an afternoon and make him keep quiet all the time; for Ruth was generally ready to join him in ridiculing their new acquaintances. She had none of that reverence for the great and the near-great which, running to seed, becomes snobbery.

It was this trait in her which kept alive, long after it might have died, the hope that her present state of mind was only a phase, and that, when she had tired of the new game, she would become the old Ruth of the studio. But, when he was honest with himself, he was forced to admit that she showed no signs of ever tiring of it.

They had drifted apart. They were out of touch with each other. It was not an uncommon state of things in the circle in which Kirk now found himself. Indeed, it seemed to him that the semi-detached couple was the rule rather than the exception.

But there was small consolation in this reflection. He was not at all interested in the domestic troubles of the people he mixed with. His own hit him very hard.

Ruth had criticized little Mrs. Bailey, but there was no doubt that she herself had had her head turned quite as completely by the new life.

The first time that Kirk realized this was when he came upon an article in a Sunday paper, printed around a blurred caricature which professed to be a photograph of Mrs. Kirk Winfield, in which she was alluded to with reverence and gusto as one of societys leading hostesses. In the course of the article reference was made to no fewer than three freak dinners of varying ingenuity which she had provided for her delighted friends.

It was this that staggered Kirk. That Mrs. Bailey should indulge in this particular form of insanity was intelligible. But that Ruth should have descended to it was another thing altogether.

He did not refer to the article when he met Ruth, but he was more than ever conscious of the gap between them — the gap which was widening every day.

The experiences he had undergone during the year of his wandering had strengthened Kirk considerably, but nature is not easily expelled; and the constitutional weakness of character which had hampered him through life prevented him from making any open protests or appeal. Moreover, he could understand now her point of view, and that disarmed him.

He saw how this state of things had come about. In a sense, it was the natural state of things. Ruth had been brought up in certain surroundings. Her love for him, new and overwhelming, had enabled her to free herself temporarily from these surroundings and to become reconciled to a life for which, he told himself, she had never been intended. Fate had thrown her back into her natural sphere. And now she revelled in the old environment as an exile revels in the life of the homeland from which he has been so long absent.

That was the crux of the tragedy. Ruth was at home. He was not. Ruth was among her own people. He was a stranger among strangers, a prisoner in a land where men spoke with an alien tongue.

There was nothing to be done. The gods had played one of their practical jokes, and he must join in the laugh against himself and try to pretend that he was not hurt.


Chapter V. The Real Thing
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KIRK SAT IN the nursery with his chin on his hands, staring gloomily at William Bannister. On the floor William Bannister played some game of his own invention with his box of bricks.

They were alone. It was the first time they had been alone together for two weeks. As a rule, when Kirk paid his daily visit, Lora Delane Porter was there, watchful and forbidding, prepared, on the slightest excuse, to fall upon him with rules and prohibitions. To-day she was out, and Kirk had the field to himself, for Mamie, whose duty it was to mount guard, and who had been threatened with many terrible things by Mrs. Porter if she did not stay on guard, had once more allowed her too sympathetic nature to get the better of her and had vanished.

Kirk was too dispirited to take advantage of his good fortune. He had a sense of being there on parole, of being on his honour not to touch. So he sat in his chair, and looked at Bill; while Bill, crooning to himself, played decorously with bricks.

The truth had been a long time in coming home to Kirk, but it had reached him at last. Ever since his return he had clung to the belief that it was a genuine conviction of its merits that had led Ruth to support her aunts scheme for Bills welfare. He himself had always looked on the exaggerated precautions for the maintenance of the latters health as ridiculous and unnecessary; but he had acquiesced in them because he thought that Ruth sincerely believed them indispensable.

After all, he had not been there when Bill so nearly died, and he could understand that the shock of that episode might have distorted the judgment even of a woman so well balanced as Ruth. He was quite ready to be loyal to her in the matter, however distasteful it might be to him.

But now he saw the truth. A succession of tiny incidents had brought light to him. Ruth might or might not be to some extent genuine in her belief in the new system, but her chief motive for giving it her support was something quite different. He had tried not to admit to himself, but he could do so no longer. Ruth allowed Mrs. Porter to have her way because it suited her to do so; because, with Mrs. Porter on the premises, she had more leisure in which to amuse herself; because, to put it in a word, the child had begun to bore her.

Everything pointed to that. In the old days it had been her chief pleasure to be with the boy. Their walks in the park had been a daily ceremony with which nothing had been allowed to interfere. But now she always had some excuse for keeping away from him.

Her visits to the nursery, when she did go there, were brief and perfunctory. And the mischief of it was that she always presented such admirable reasons for abstaining from Bills society, when it was suggested to her that she should go to him, that it was impossible to bring her out into the open and settle the matter once and for all.

Patience was one of the virtues which set off the defects in Kirks character; but he did not feel very patient now as he sat and watched Bill playing on the floor.

Well, Bill, old man, what do you make of it all? he said at last.

The child looked up and fixed him with unwinking eyes. Kirk winced. They were so exactly Ruths eyes. That wide-open expression when somebody, speaking suddenly to her, interrupted a train of thought, was one of her hundred minor charms.

Bill had reproduced it to the life. He stared for a moment; then, as if there had been some telepathy between them, said: I want mummy.

Kirk laughed bitterly.

You arent the only one. I want mummy, too.

Where is mummy?

I couldnt tell you exactly. At a luncheon-party somewhere.

Whats luncheon-party?

A sort of entertainment where everybody eats too much and talks all the time without ever saying a thing thats worth hearing.

Bill considered this gravely.

Why?

Because they like it, I suppose.

Why do they like it?

Goodness knows.

Does mummy like it?

I suppose so.

Does mummy eat too much?

She doesnt. The others do.

Why?

William Bannisters thirst for knowledge was at this time perhaps his most marked characteristic. No encyclopaedia could have coped with it. Kirk was accustomed to do his best, cheerfully yielding up what little information on general subjects he happened to possess, but he was like Mrs. Partington sweeping back the Atlantic Ocean with her broom.

Because theyve been raised that way, he replied to the last question. Bill, old man, when you grow up, dont you ever become one of these fellows who cant walk two blocks without stopping three times to catch up with their breath. If you get like that mutt Dana Ferris youll break my heart. And youre heading that way, poor kid.

Whats Ferris?

Hes a man I met at dinner the other night. When he was your age he was the richest child in America, and everybody fussed over him till he grew up into a wretched little creature with a black moustache and two chins. You ought to see him. He would make you laugh; and you dont get much to laugh at nowadays. I guess it isnt hygienic for a kid to laugh. Bill, honestly — what do you think of things? Dont you ever want to hurl one of those sterilized bricks of yours at a certain lady? Or has she taken all the heart out of you by this time?

This was beyond Bill, as Kirks monologues frequently were. He changed the subject.

I wish I had a cat, he said, by way of starting a new topic.

Well, why havent you a cat? Why havent you a dozen cats if you want them?

I asked Aunty Lora could I have a cat, and she said: Certainly not, cats are — cats are — —

Unhygienic?

Whats that?

Its what your Aunt Lora might think a cat was. Or did she say pestilential?

I dont amember.

But she wouldnt let you have one?

Mamie said a cat might scratch me.

Well, you wouldnt mind that? said Kirk anxiously.

He had come to be almost morbidly on the look-out for evidence which might go to prove that this cotton-wool existence was stealing from the child the birthright of courage which was his from both his parents. Much often depends on little things, and, if Bill had replied in the affirmative to the question, it would probably have had the result of sending Kirk there and then raging through the house conducting a sort of War of Independence.

The only thing that had kept him from doing so before was the reflection that Mrs. Porters system could not be definitely taxed with any harmful results. But his mind was never easy. Every day found him still nervously on the alert for symptoms.

Bill soothed him now by answering No in a very decided voice. All well so far, but it had been an anxious moment.

It seemed incredible to Kirk that the life he was leading should not in time turn the child into a whimpering bundle of nerves. His conversations with Bill were, as a result, a sort of spiritual parallel to the daily taking of his temperature with the thermometer. Sooner or later he always led the talk round to some point where Bill must make a definite pronouncement which would show whether or not the insidious decay had begun to set in.

So far all appeared to be well. In earlier conversations Bill, subtly questioned, had stoutly maintained that he was not afraid of Indians, dogs, pirates, mice, cows, June-bugs, or noises in the dark. He had even gone so far as to state that if an Indian chief found his way into the nursery he, Bill, would chop his head off. The most exacting father could not have asked more. And yet Kirk was not satisfied: he remained uneasy.

It so happened that this afternoon Bill, who had had hitherto to maintain his reputation for intrepidity entirely by verbal statements, was afforded an opportunity of providing a practical demonstration that his heart was in the right place. The game he was playing with the bricks was one that involved a certain amount of running about with a puffing accompaniment of a vaguely equine nature. And while performing this part of the programme he chanced to trip. He hesitated for a moment, as if uncertain whether to fall or remain standing; then did the former with a most emphatic bump.

He scrambled up, stood looking at Kirk with a twitching lip, then gave a great gulp, and resumed his trotting. The whole exhibition of indomitable heroism was over in half a minute, and he did not even bother to wait for applause.

The effect of the incident on Kirk was magical. He was in the position of an earnest worshipper who, tortured with doubts, has prayed for a sign. This was a revelation. A million anti-Indian statements, however resolute, were nothing to this.

This was the real thing. Before his eyes this super-child of his had fallen in a manner which might quite reasonably have led to tears; which would, Kirk felt sure, have produced bellows of anguish from every other child in America. And what had happened? Not a moan. No, sir, not one solitary cry. Just a gulp which you had to strain your ears to hear, and which, at that, might have been a mere taking-in of breath such as every athlete must do, and all was over.

This child of his was the real thing. It had been proved beyond possibility of criticism.

There are moments when a man on parole forgets his promise. All thought of rules and prohibitions went from Kirk. He rose from his seat, grabbed his son with both hands, and hugged him. We cannot even begin to estimate the number of bacilli which must have rushed, whooping with joy, on to the unfortunate child. Under a microscope it would probably have looked like an Old Home Week. And Kirk did not care. He simply kept on hugging. That was the sort of man he was — thoroughly heartless.

Bill, youre great! he cried.

Bill had been an amazed party to the incident. Nothing of this kind had happened to him for so long that he had forgotten there were children to whom this sort of thing did happen. Then he recollected a similar encounter with a bearded man down in the hall when he came in one morning from his ride in the automobile. A moment later he had connected his facts.

This man who had no beard was the same man as the man who had a beard, and this behaviour was a personal eccentricity of his. The thought crossed his mind that Aunty Lora would not approve of this.

And then, surprisingly, there came the thought that he did not care whether Aunty Lora approved or not. He liked it, and that was enough for him.

The seeds of revolt had been sown in the bosom of William Bannister.

It happened that Ruth, returning from her luncheon-party, looked in at the nursery on her way upstairs. She was confronted with the spectacle of Bill seated on Kirks lap, his face against Kirks shoulder. Kirk, though he had stopped speaking as the door opened, appeared to be in the middle of a story, for Bill, after a brief glance at the newcomer, asked: What happened then?

Kirk, really! said Ruth.

Kirk did not appear in the least ashamed of himself.

Ruth, this kid is the most amazing kid. Do you know what happened just now? He was running along and he tripped and came down flat. And he didnt even think of crying. He just picked himself up, and — —

That was very brave of you, Billy. But, seriously, Kirk, you shouldnt hug him like that. Think what Aunt Lora would say!

Aunt Lora be —— Bother Aunt Lora!

Well, I wont give you away. If she heard, she would write a book about it. And she was just starting to come up when I was downstairs. We came in together. You had better fly while theres time.

It was sound advice, and Kirk took it.

It was not till some time later, going over the incident again in his mind, he realized how very lightly Ruth had treated what, if she really adhered to Mrs. Porters views on hygiene, should have been to her a dreadful discovery. The reflection was pleasant to him for a moment; it seemed to draw Ruth and himself closer together; then he saw the reverse side of it.

If Ruth did not really believe in this absurd hygienic nonsense, why had she permitted it to be practised upon the boy? There was only one answer, and it was the one which Kirk had already guessed at. She did it because it gave her more freedom, because it bored her to look after the child herself, because she was not the same Ruth he had left at the studio when he started with Hank Jardine for Colombia.


Chapter VI. The Outcasts
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THREE MONTHS OF his new life had gone by before Kirk awoke from the stupor which had gripped him as the result of the general upheaval of his world. Ever since his return from Colombia he had honestly been intending to resume his painting, and, attacking it this time in a business-like way, to try to mould himself into the semblance of an efficient artist.

His mind had been full of fine resolutions. He would engage a good teacher, some competent artist whom fortune had not treated well and who would be glad of the job — Washington Square and its neighbourhood were full of them — and settle down grimly, working regular hours, to recover lost ground.

But the rush of life, as lived on the upper avenue, had swept him away. He had been carried along on the rapids of dinners, parties, dances, theatres, luncheons, and the rest, and his great resolve had gone bobbing away from him on the current.

He had recovered it now and climbed painfully ashore, feeling bruised and exhausted, but determined.



Among the motley crowd which had made the studio a home in the days of Kirks bachelorhood had been an artist — one might almost say an ex-artist — named Robert Dwight Penway. An over-fondness for rye whisky at the Brevoort cafe had handicapped Robert as an active force in the world of New York art. As a practical worker he was not greatly esteemed — least of all by the editors of magazines, who had paid advance cheques to him for work which, when delivered at all, was delivered too late for publication. These, once bitten, were now twice shy of Mr. Penway. They did not deny his great talents, which were, indeed, indisputable; but they were fixed in their determination not to make use of them.

Fate could have provided no more suitable ally for Kirk. It was universally admitted around Washington Square and — grudgingly — down-town that in the matter of theory Mr. Penway excelled. He could teach to perfection what he was too erratic to practise.

Robert Dwight Penway, run to earth one sultry evening in the Brevoort, welcomed Kirk as a brother, as a rich brother. Even when his first impression, that he was to have the run of the house on Fifth Avenue and mix freely with touchable multi-millionaires, had been corrected, his altitude was still brotherly. He parted from Kirk with many solemn promises to present himself at the studio daily and teach him enough art to put him clear at the top of the profession. Way above all these other dubs, asserted Mr. Penway.

Robert Dwight Penways attitude toward his contemporaries in art bore a striking resemblance to Steves estimate of his successors in the middle-weight department of the American prize-ring.

Surprisingly to those who knew him, Mr. Penway was as good as his word. Certainly Kirks terms had been extremely generous; but he had thrown away many a contract of equal value in his palmy days. Possibly his activity was due to his liking for Kirk; or it may have been that the prospect of sitting by with a cigar while somebody else worked, with nothing to do all day except offer criticism, and advice, appealed to him.

At any rate, he appeared at the studio on the following afternoon, completely sober and excessively critical. He examined the canvases which Kirk had hauled from shelves and corners for his inspection. One after another he gazed upon them in an increasingly significant silence. When the last one was laid aside he delivered judgment.

Golly! he said.

Kirk flushed. It was not that he was not in complete agreement with the verdict. Looking at these paintings, some of which he had in the old days thought extremely good, he was forced to admit that Golly was the only possible criticism.

He had not seen them for a long time, and absence had enabled him to correct first impressions. Moreover, something had happened to him, causing him to detect flaws where he had seen only merits. Life had sharpened his powers of judgment. He was a grown man looking at the follies of his youth.

Burn them! said Mr. Penway, lighting a cigar with the air of one restoring his tissues after a strenuous ordeal. Burn the lot. Theyre awful. Darned amateur nightmares. They offend the eye. Cast them into a burning fiery furnace.

Kirk nodded. The criticism was just. It erred, if at all, on the side of mildness. Certainly something had happened to him since he perpetrated those daubs. He had developed. He saw things with new eyes.

I guess I had better start right in again at the beginning, he said.

Earlier than that, amended Mr. Penway.



So Kirk settled down to a routine of hard work; and, so doing, drove another blow at the wedge which was separating his life from Ruths. There were days now when they did not meet at all, and others when they saw each other for a few short moments in which neither seemed to have much to say.

Ruth had made a perfunctory protest against the new departure.

Really, she said, it does seem absurd for you to spend all your time down at that old studio. It isnt as if you had to. But, of course, if you want to — —

And she had gone on to speak of other subjects. It was plain to Kirk that his absence scarcely affected her. She was still in the rapids, and every day carried her farther away from him.

It did not hurt him now. A sort of apathy seemed to have fallen on him. The old days became more and more remote. Sometimes he doubted whether anything remained of her former love for him, and sometimes he wondered if he still loved her. She was so different that it was almost as if she were a stranger. Once they had had everything in common. Now it seemed to him that they had nothing — not even Bill.

He did not brood upon it. He gave himself no time for that. He worked doggedly on under the blasphemous but efficient guidance of Mr. Penway. He was becoming a man with a fixed idea — the idea of making good.

He began to make headway. His beginnings were small, but practical. He no longer sat down when the spirit moved him to dash off vague masterpieces which might turn into something quite unexpected on the road to completion; he snatched at anything definite that presented itself.

Sometimes it was a couple of illustrations to a short story in one of the minor magazines, sometimes a picture to go with an eulogy of a patent medicine. Whatever it was, he seized upon it and put into it all the talent he possessed. And thanks to the indefatigable coaching of Robert Dwight Penway, a certain merit was beginning to creep into his work. His drawing was growing firmer. He no longer shirked difficulties.

Mr. Penway was good enough to approve of his progress. Being free from any morbid distaste for himself, he attributed that progress to its proper source. As he said once in a moment of expansive candour, he could, given a free hand and something to drink and smoke while doing it, make an artist out of two sticks and a lump of coal.

Why, Ive made you turn out things that are like something on earth, my boy, he said proudly. And that, he added, as he reached out for the bottle of Bourbon which Kirk had provided for him, is going some.

Kirk was far too grateful to resent the slightly unflattering note a more spirited man might have detected in the remark.



Only once during those days did Kirk allow himself to weaken and admit to himself how wretched he was. He was drawing a picture of Steve at the time, and Steve had the sympathy which encourages weakness in others.

It was a significant sign of his changed attitude towards his profession that he was not drawing Steve as a figure in an allegorical picture or as Apollo or The Toiler, but simply as a well-developed young man who had had the good sense to support his nether garments with Middletons Undeniable Suspenders. The picture, when completed, would show Steve smirking down at the region of his waist-line and announcing with pride and satisfaction: Theyre Middletons! Kirk was putting all he knew into the work, and his face, as he drew, was dark and gloomy.

Steve noted this with concern. He had perceived for some time that Kirk had changed. He had lost all his old boyish enjoyment of their sparring-bouts, and he threw the medicine-ball with an absent gloom almost equal to Baileys.

It had not occurred to Steve to question Kirk about this. If Kirk had anything on his mind which he wished to impart he would say it. Meanwhile, the friendly thing for him to do was to be quiet and pretend to notice nothing.

It seemed to Steve that nothing was going right these days. Here was he, chafing at his inability to open his heart to Mamie. Here was Kirk, obviously in trouble. And — a smaller thing, but of interest, as showing how universal the present depression was — there was Bailey Bannister, equally obviously much worried over something or other.

For Bailey had reinstated Steve in the place he had occupied before old John Bannister had dismissed him, and for some time past Steve had marked him down as a man with a secret trouble. He had never been of a riotously cheerful disposition, but it had been possible once to draw him into conversation at the close of the mornings exercises. Now he hardly spoke. And often, when Steve arrived in the morning, he was informed that Mr. Bannister had started for Wall Street early on important business.

These things troubled Steve. His simple soul abhorred a mystery.

But it was the case of Kirk that worried him most, for he half guessed that the latters gloom had to do with Ruth; and he worshipped Ruth.

Kirk laid down his sketch and got up.

I guess thatll do for the moment, Steve, he said.

Steve relaxed the attitude of proud satisfaction which he had assumed in order to do justice to the Undeniable Suspenders. He stretched himself and sat down.

You certainly are working to beat the band just now, squire, he remarked.

Its a pretty good thing, work, Steve, said Kirk. If it does nothing else, it keeps you from thinking.

He knew it was feeble of him, but he was powerfully impelled to relieve himself by confiding his wretchedness to Steve. He need not say much, he told himself plausibly — only just enough to lighten the burden a little.

He would not be disloyal to Ruth — he had not sunk to that — but, after all Steve was Steve. It was not like blurting out his troubles to a stranger. It would harm nobody, and do him a great deal of good, if he talked to Steve.

He relit his pipe, which had gone out during a tense spell of work on the suspenders.

Well, Steve, he said, what do you think of life? How is this best of all possible worlds treating you?

Steve deposed that life was pretty punk.

Youre a great describer, Steve. Youve hit it first time. Punk is the word. Its funny, if you look at it properly. Take my own case. The superficial observer, who is apt to be a bonehead, would say that I ought to be singing psalms of joy. I am married to the woman I wanted to marry. I have a son who, not to be fulsome, is a perfectly good sort of son. I have no financial troubles. I eat well. I have ceased to tremble when I see a job of work. In fact, I have advanced in my art to such an extent that shrewd business men like Middleton put the pictorial side of their Undeniable Suspenders in my hands and go off to play golf with their minds easy, having perfect confidence in my skill and judgment. If I cant be merry and bright, who can? Do you find me merry and bright, Steve?

Ive seen you in better shape, said Steve cautiously.

Ive felt in better shape.

Steve coughed. The conversation was about to become delicate.

Whats eating you, colonel? he asked presently.

Kirk frowned in silence at the Undeniable for a few moments. Then the pent-up misery of months exploded in a cascade of words. He jumped up and began to walk restlessly about the studio.

Damn it! Steve, I ought not to say a word, I know. Its weak and cowardly and bad taste and everything else you can think of to speak of it — even to you. Ones supposed to stand this sort of roasting at the stake with a grin, as if one enjoyed it. But, after all, you are different. Its not as if it was any one. You are different, arent you?

Sure.

Well, you know whats wrong as well as I do.

Surest thing you know. Its hit me, too.

Hows that?

Well, things aint the same. Thats about what it comes to.

Kirk stopped and looked at him. His expression was wistful. I ought not to be talking about it.

You go right ahead, squire, said Steve soothingly. I know just how you feel, and I guess talkings not going to do any harm. Act as if I wasnt here. Look on it as a monologue. I dont amount to anything.

When did you go to the house last, Steve?

Steve reflected.

About a couple of weeks ago, I reckon.

See the kid?

Steve shook his head.

Seeing his nibs aint my long suit these days. I may be wrong, but I got the idea there was a dead-line for me about three blocks away from the nursery. I asked Keggs was the coast clear, but he said the Porter dame was in the ring, so I kind of thought Id better away. I dont seem to fit in with all them white tiles and thermometers.

You used to see him every day when we were here. And you didnt seem to contaminate him, as far as any one could notice.

There was a silence.

Do you see him often, colonel?

Kirk laughed.

Oh, yes. Im favoured. I pay a state visit every day. Think of that! I sit in a chair at the other end of the room while Mrs. Porter stands between to see that I dont start anything. Bill plays with his sterilized bricks. Occasionally he and I exchange a few civil words. Its as jolly and sociable as you could want. We have great times.

Say, on the level, I wonder you stand for it.

Ive got to stand for it.

Hes your kid.

Not exclusively. I have a partner, Steve.

Steve snorted dolefully.

Aint it hell the way things break loose in this world! he sighed. Whod have thought two years ago — —

Do you make it only two? I should have put it at about two thousand.

Honest, squire, if any one had told me then that Miss Ruth had it in her to take up with all these fool stunts — —

Well, I cant say I was prepared for it.

Steve coughed again. Kirk was in an expansive mood this afternoon, and the occasion was ideal for the putting forward of certain views which he had long wished to impart. But, on the other hand, the subject was a peculiarly delicate one. It has been well said that it is better for a third party to quarrel with a buzz-saw than to interfere between husband and wife; and Steve was constitutionally averse to anything that savoured of butting in.

Still, Kirk had turned the talk into this channel. He decided to risk it.

If I were you, he said, Id get busy and start something.

Such as what?

Steve decided to abandon caution and speak his mind. Him, almost as much as Kirk, the existing state of things had driven to desperation. Though in a sense he was only a spectator, the fact that the altered conditions of Kirks life involved his almost complete separation from Mamie gave him what might be called a stake in the affair. The brief and rare glimpses which he got of her nowadays made it absolutely impossible for him to conduct his wooing on a business-like basis. A diffident man cannot possibly achieve any success in odd moments. Constant propinquity is his only hope.

That fact alone, he considered, almost gave him the right to interfere. And, apart from that, his affection for Kirk and Ruth gave him a claim. Finally, he held what was practically an official position in the family councils on the strength of being William Bannister Winfields godfather.

He loved William Bannister as a son, and it had been one of his favourite day dreams to conjure up a vision of the time when he should be permitted to undertake the childs physical training. He had toyed lovingly with the idea of imparting to this promising pupil all that he knew of the greatest game on earth. He had watched him in the old days staggering about the studio, and had pictured him grown to his full strength, his muscles trained, his brain full of the wisdom of one who, if his mother had not kicked, would have been middle-weight champion of America.

He had resigned himself to the fact that the infants social status made it impossible that he should be the real White Hope whom he had once pictured beating all comers in the roped ring; but, after all, there was a certain mild fame to be acquired even by an amateur. And now that dream was over — unless Kirk could be goaded into strong action in time.

Why dont you sneak the kid away somewhere? he suggested. Why dont you go right in at them and say: Its my kid, and Im going to take him away into the country out of all this white-tile stuff and let him roll in the mud same as he used to. Why, say, theres that shack of yours in Connecticut, just made for it. That kid would have the time of his life there.

You think thats the solution, do you, Steve?

Im dead sure it is. Steves voice became more and more enthusiastic as the idea unfolded itself. Why, it aint only the kid Im thinking of. Theres Miss Ruth. Say, you dont mind me pulling this line of talk?

Go ahead. I began it. What about Miss Ruth?

Well, you know just whats the matter with her. Shes let this society game run away with her. I guess she started it because she felt lonesome when you were away; and now its got her and she cant drop it. All she wants is a jolt. It would slow her up and show her just where she was. Shes asking for it. One good, snappy jolt would put the whole thing right. And this thing of jerking the kid away to Connecticut would be the right dope, believe me.

Kirk shook his head.

It wouldnt do, Steve. It isnt that I dont want to do it; but one must play to the rules. I cant explain what I mean. I can only say its impossible. Lets think of a parallel case. When you were in the ring, there must have been times when you had a chance of hitting your man low. Why didnt you do it? It would have jolted him, all right.

Why, Id have lost on a foul.

Well, so should I lose on a foul if I started the sort of rough-house you suggest.

I dont get you.

Well, if you want it in plain English, Ruth would never forgive me. Is that clear enough?

Youre dead wrong, boss, said Steve excitedly. I know her.

I thought I did. Well, anyway, Steve, thanks for the suggestion; but, believe me, nothing doing. And now, if you feel like it, I wish you would resume your celebrated imitation of a man exulting over the fact that he is wearing Middletons Undeniable. There isnt much more to do, and I should like to get through with it to-day, if possible. There, hold that pose. Its exactly right. The honest man gloating over his suspenders. You ought to go on the stage, Steve.


Chapter VII. Cutting the Tangled Knot
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THERE ARE SOME men whose mission in life it appears to be to go about the world creating crises in the lives of other people. When there is thunder in the air they precipitate the thunderbolt.

Bailey Bannister was one of these. He meant extraordinarily well, but he was a dangerous man for that very reason, and in a properly constituted world would have been segregated or kept under supervision. He would not leave the tangled lives of those around him to adjust themselves. He blundered in and tried to help. He nearly always produced a definite result, but seldom the one at which he aimed.

That he should have interfered in the affairs of Ruth and Kirk at this time was, it must be admitted, unselfish of him, for just now he was having troubles of his own on a somewhat extensive scale. His wifes extravagance was putting a strain on his finances, and he was faced with the choice of checking her or increasing his income. Being very much in love, he shrank from the former task and adopted the other way out of the difficulty.

It was this that had led to the change in his manner noticed by Steve. In order to make more money he had had to take risks, and only recently had he begun to perceive how extremely risky these risks were. For the first time in its history the firm of Bannister was making first-hand acquaintance with frenzied finance.

It is, perhaps, a little unfair to lay the blame for this entirely at the door of Baileys Sybil. Her extravagance was largely responsible; but Baileys newly found freedom was also a factor in the developments of the firms operations. If you keep a dog, a dog with a high sense of his abilities and importance, tied up and muzzled for a length of time and then abruptly set it free the chances are that it will celebrate its freedom. This had happened in the case of Bailey.

Just as her fathers money had caused Ruth to plunge into a whirl of pleasures which she did not really enjoy, merely for the novelty of it, so the death of John Bannister and his own consequent accession to the throne had upset Baileys balance and embarked him on an orgy of speculation quite foreign to his true nature. All their lives Ruth and Bailey had been repressed by their father, and his removal had unsteadied them.

Bailey, on whom the shadow of the dead man had pressed particularly severely, had been quite intoxicated by sudden freedom. He had been a cipher in the firm of Bannister & Son. In the firm of Bannister & Co. he was an untrammelled despot. He did that which was right in his own eyes, and there was no one to say him nay.

It was true that veteran members of the firm, looking in the glass, found white hairs where no white hairs had been and wrinkles on foreheads which, under the solid rule of old John Bannister, had been smooth; but it would have taken more than these straws to convince Bailey that the wind which was blowing was an ill-wind. He had developed in a day the sublime self-confidence of a young Napoleon. He was all dash and enterprise — the hurricane fighter of Wall Street.

With these private interests to occupy him, it is surprising that he should have found time to take the affairs of Ruth and Kirk in hand. But he did.

For some time he had watched the widening gulf between them with pained solicitude. He disliked Kirk personally; but that did not influence him. He conceived it to be his duty to suppress private prejudices. Duty seemed to call him to go to Kirks aid and smooth out his domestic difficulties.

What urged him to this course more than anything else was Ruths growing intimacy with Basil Milbank; for, in the period which had elapsed since the conversation recorded earlier in the story, when Kirk had first made the others acquaintance, the gifted Basil had become a very important and menacing figure in Ruths life.

To Ruth, as to most women, his gifts were his attraction. He danced well; he talked well; he did everything well. He appealed to a side of Ruths nature which Kirk scarcely touched — a side which had only come into prominence in the last year.

His manner was admirable. He suggested sympathy without expressing it. He could convey to Ruth that he thought her a misunderstood and neglected wife while talking to her about the weather. He could make his own knight-errant attitude toward her perfectly plain without saying a word, merely by playing soft music to her on the piano; for he had the gift of saying more with his finger-tips than most men could have said in a long speech carefully rehearsed.

Kirks inability to accompany Ruth into her present life had given Basil his chance. Into the gap which now lay between them he had slipped with a smooth neatness born of experience.

Bailey hated Basil. Men, as a rule, did, without knowing why. Basils reputation was shady, without being actually bad. He was a suspect who had never been convicted. New York contained several husbands who eyed him askance, but could not verify their suspicions, and the apparent hopelessness of ever doing so made them look on Basil as a man who had carried smoothness into the realms of fine art. He was considered too gifted to be wholesome. The men of his set, being for the most part amiably stupid, resented his cleverness.

Bailey, just at present, was feeling strongly on the subject of Basil. He was at that stage of his married life when he would have preferred his Sybil to speak civilly to no other man than himself. And only yesterday Sybil had come to him to inform him with obvious delight that Basil Milbank had invited her to join his yacht party for a lengthy voyage.

This had stung Bailey. He was not included in the invitation. The whole affair struck him as sinister. It was true that Sybil had never shown any sign of being fascinated by Basil; but, he told himself, there was no knowing. He forbade Sybil to accept the invitation. To soothe her disappointment, he sent her off then and there to Tiffanys with a roving commission to get what she liked; for Bailey, the stern, strong man, the man who knew when to put his foot down, was no tyrant. But he would have been indignant at the suggestion that he had bribed Sybil to refuse Basils invitation.

One of the arguments which Sybil had advanced in the brief discussion which had followed the putting down of Baileys foot had been that Ruth had been invited and accepted, so why should not she? Bailey had not replied to this — it was at this point of the proceedings that the Tiffany motive had been introduced, but he had not forgotten it. He thought it over, and decided to call upon Ruth. He did so.

It was unfortunate that the nervous strain of being the Napoleon of Wall Street had had the effect of increasing to a marked extent the portentousness of Baileys always portentous manner. Ruth rebelled against it. There was an insufferable suggestion of ripe old age and fatherliness in his attitude which she found irritating in the extreme. All her life she had chafed at authority, and now, when Bailey set himself up as one possessing it, she showed the worst side of herself to him.

He struck this unfortunate note from the very beginning.

Ruth, he said, I wish to speak seriously to you.

Ruth looked at him with hostile eyes, but did not speak. He did not know it, poor man, but he had selected an exceedingly bad moment for his lecture. It so happened that, only half an hour before, she and Kirk had come nearer to open warfare than they had ever come.

It had come about in this way. Kirk had slept badly the night before, and, as he lay awake in the small hours, his conscience had troubled him.

Had he done all that it was in him to do to bridge the gap between Ruth and himself? That was what his conscience had wanted to know. The answer was in the negative. On the following day, just before Baileys call, he accordingly sought Ruth out, and — rather nervously, for Ruth made him feel nervous nowadays — suggested that he and she and William Bannister should take the air in each others company and go and feed the squirrels in the park.

Ruth declined. It is possible that she declined somewhat curtly. The day was close and oppressive, and she had a headache and a general feeling of ill-will toward her species. Also, in her heart, she considered that the scheme proposed smacked too much of Sunday afternoon domesticity in Brooklyn. The idea of papa, mamma, and baby sporting together in a public park offended her sense of the social proprieties.

She did not reveal these thoughts to Kirk because she was more than a little ashamed of them. A year ago, she knew, she would not have objected to the idea. A year ago such an expedition would have been a daily occurrence with her. Now she felt if William Bannister wished to feed squirrels, Mamie was his proper companion.

She could not put all this baldly to Kirk, so she placed the burden of her refusal on the adequate shoulders of Lora Delane Porter. Aunt Lora, she said, would never hear of William Bannister wandering at large in such an unhygienic fashion. Upon which Kirk, whose patience was not so robust as it had been, and who, like Ruth, found the day oppressive and making for irritability, had cursed Aunt Lora heartily, given it as his opinion that between them she and Ruth were turning the child from a human being into a sort of spineless, effeminate exhibit in a museum, and had taken himself off to the studio muttering disjointed things.

Ruth was still quivering with the indignation of a woman who has been cheated of the last word when Bailey appeared and announced that he wished to speak seriously to her.

Bailey saw the hostility in her eyes and winced a little before it. He was not feeling altogether at his ease. He had had experience of Ruth in this mood, and she had taught him to respect it.

But he was not going to shirk his duty. He resumed:

I am only speaking for your own good, he said. I know that it is nothing but thoughtlessness on your part, but I am naturally anxious — —

Bailey, interrupted Ruth, get to the point.

Bailey drew a long breath.

Well, then, he said, baulked of his preamble, and rushing on his fate, I think you see too much of Basil Milbank.

Ruth raised her eyebrows.

Oh?

The mildness of her tone deceived Bailey.

I do not like to speak of these things, he went on more happily; but I feel that I must. It is my duty. Basil Milbank has not a good reputation. He is not the sort of man who — ah — who — in fact, he has not a good reputation.

Oh?

I understand that he has invited you to form one of his yacht party.

How did you know?

Sybil told me. He invited her. I refused to allow her to accept the invitation.

And what did Sybil say?

She was naturally a little disappointed, of course, but she did as I requested.

I wonder she didnt pack her things and go straight off.

My dear Ruth!

That is what I should have done.

You dont know what you are saying.

Oh? Do you think I should let Kirk dictate to me like that?

He is certain to disapprove of your going when he hears of the invitation. What will you do?

Ruths eyes opened. For a moment she looked almost ugly.

What shall I do? Why, go, of course.

She clenched her teeth. A womans mind can work curiously, and she was associating Kirk with Bailey in what she considered an unwarrantable intrusion into her private affairs. It was as if Kirk, and not Bailey, were standing there, demanding that she should not associate with Basil Milbank.

I shall make it my business, said Bailey, to warn Kirk that this man is not a desirable companion for you.

The discussion of this miserable yacht affair had brought back to Bailey all the jealousy which he had felt when Sybil had first told him of it. All the vague stories he had ever heard about Basil were surging in his mind like waves of some corrosive acid. He had become a leading member of the extreme wing of the anti-Milbank party. He regarded Basil with the aversion which a dignified pigeon might feel for a circling hawk; and he was now looking on this yacht party as a deadly peril from which Ruth must be saved at any cost.

I shall speak to him very strongly, he added.

Ruths suppressed anger blazed up in the sudden way which before now had disconcerted her brother.

Bailey, what do you mean by coming here and saying this sort of thing? Youre becoming a perfect old woman. You spend your whole time prying into other peoples affairs. Im sorry for Sybil.

Bailey cast one reproachable look at her and left the room with pained dignity. Something seemed to tell him that no good could come to him from a prolongation of the interview. Ruth, in this mood, always had been too much for him, and always would be. Well, he had done his duty as far as he was concerned. It now remained to do the same by Kirk.

He hailed a taxi and drove to the studio.

Kirk was busy and not anxious for conversation, least of all with Bailey. He had not forgotten their last tete-a-tete.

Bailey, however, was regarding him with a feeling almost of friendliness. They were bound together by a common grievance against Basil Milbank.

I came here, Winfield, he said, after a few moments of awkward conversation on neutral topics, because I understand that this man Milbank has invited Ruth to join his yacht party.

What yacht party?

This man Milbank is taking a party for a cruise shortly in his yacht.

Who is Milbank?

Surely you have met him? Yes, he was at my house one night when you and Ruth dined there shortly after your return.

I dont remember him. However, it doesnt matter. But why does the fact that he has asked Ruth on his yacht excite you? Are you nervous about the sea?

I dislike this man Milbank very much, Winfield. I think Ruth sees too much of him.

Kirk stiffened. His eyebrows rose the fraction of an inch.

Oh? he said.

It seemed to Bailey for an instant that he had been talking all his life to people who raised their eyebrows and said Oh! but he continued manfully.

I do not think that Ruth should know him, Winfield.

Wouldnt Ruth be rather a good judge of that?

His tone nettled Bailey, but the man conscious of doing his duty acquires an artificial thickness of skin, and he controlled himself. But he had lost that feeling of friendliness, of sympathy with a brother in misfortune which he had brought in with him.

I disagree with you entirely, he said.

Another thing, went on Kirk. If this man Milbank — I still cant place him — is such a thug, or whatever it is that he happens to be, how did he come to be at your house the night you say I met him?

Bailey winced. He wished the world was not perpetually reminding him that Basil and Sybil were on speaking terms.

Sybil invited him. I may say he has asked Sybil to make one of the yacht party. I absolutely forbade it.

But, Heavens! Whats wrong with the man?

He has a bad reputation.

Has he, indeed!

And I wish my wife to associate with him as little as possible. And I should advise you to forbid Ruth to see more of him than she can help.

Kirk laughed. The idea struck him as comic.

My good man, I dont forbid Ruth to do things.

Bailey, objecting to being called any ones good man, especially Kirks, permitted his temper to get the better of him.

Then you should, he snapped. I have no wish to quarrel with you. I came in here in a friendly spirit to warn you; but I must say that for a man who married a girl, as you married Ruth, in direct opposition to the wishes of her family, you take a curious view of your obligations. Ruth has always been a headstrong, impulsive girl, and it is for you to see that she is protected from herself. If you are indifferent to her welfare, then all I can say is that you should not have married her. You appear to think otherwise. Good afternoon.

He stalked out of the studio, leaving Kirk uncomfortably conscious that he had had the worst of the argument. Bailey had been officious, no doubt, and his pompous mode of expression was not soothing, but there was no doubt that he had had right on his side.

Marrying Ruth did not involve obligations. He had never considered her in that light, but perhaps she was a girl who had to be protected from herself. She was certainly impulsive. Bailey had been right there, if nowhere else.

Who was this fellow Milbank who had sprung suddenly from nowhere into the position of a menace? What were Ruths feelings toward him? Kirk threw his mind back to the dinner-party at Baileys and tried to place him.

Was it the man — yes, he had it now. It was the man with the wave of hair over his forehead, the fellow who looked like a poet. Memory came to him with a rush. He recalled his instinctive dislike for the fellow.

So that was Milbank, was it? He got up and put away his brushes. There would be no more work for him that afternoon.

He walked slowly home. The heat of the day had grown steadily more oppressive. It was one of those airless, stifling afternoons which afflict New York in the summer. He remembered seeing something about a record in the evening paper which he had bought on his way to the studio, a whole column about heat and humidity. It certainly felt unusually warm even for New York.

It was one of those days when nerves are strained, when molehills become mountains, and mountains are all Everests. He had felt it when he talked with Ruth about Bill and the squirrels, and he felt it now. He was conscious of being extraordinarily irritated, not so much with any particular person as with the world in general. The very vagueness of Baileys insinuations against Basil Milbank increased his resentment.

What a pompous ass Bailey was! What a fool he had been to give Bailey such a chance of snubbing him! What an extraordinarily futile and unpleasant world it was altogether!

He braced himself with an effort. It was this heat which was making him magnify trifles. Bailey was a fool. Probably there was nothing whatever wrong with this fellow Milbank. Probably he had some personal objection to the man, and that was all.

And yet the image of Basil which had come back to his mind was not reassuring. He had mistrusted him that night, and he mistrusted him now.

What should he do? Ruth was not Sybil. She was not the sort of woman a man could forbid to do things. It would require tact to induce her to refuse Basils invitation.

As he reached the door an idea came to him, so simple that he wondered that it had not occurred to him before. It was, perhaps, an echo of his conversation with Steve.

He would get Ruth to come away with him to the shack in the Connecticut woods. As he dwelt on the idea the heat of the day seemed to become less oppressive and his heart leaped. How cool and pleasant it would be out there! They would take Bill with them and live the simple life again, in the country this time instead of in town. Perhaps out there, far away from the over-crowded city, he and Ruth would be able to come to an understanding and bridge over that ghastly gulf.

As for his work, he could do that as well in the woods as in New York. And, anyhow, he had earned a vacation. For days Mr. Penway had been hinting that the time had arrived for a folding of the hands.

Mr. Penways views on New York and its record humidity were strong and crisply expressed. His idea, he told Kirk, was that some sport with a heart should loan him a couple of hundred bucks and let him beat it to the seashore before he melted.

In the drawing-room Ruth was playing the piano softly, as she had done so often at the studio. Kirk went to her and kissed her. A marked coolness in her reception of the kiss increased the feeling of nervousness which he had felt at the sight of her. It came back to him that they had parted that afternoon, for the first time, on definitely hostile terms.

He decided to ignore the fact. Something told him that Ruth had not forgotten, but it might be that cheerfulness now would blot out the resentment of past irritability.

But in his embarrassment he was more than cheerful. As Steve had been on the occasion of his visit to old John Bannister, he was breezy, breezy with an effort that was as painful to Ruth as it was to himself, breezy with a horrible musical comedy breeziness.

He could have adopted no more fatal tone with Ruth at that moment. All the afternoon she had been a complicated tangle of fretted nerves. Her quarrel with Kirk, Baileys visit, a conscience that would not lie down and go to sleep at her orders, but insisted on running riot — all these things had unfitted her to bear up amiably under sudden, self-conscious breeziness.

And the heat of the day, charged now with the oppressiveness of long-overdue thunder, completed her mood. When Kirk came in and began to speak, the softest notes of the human voice would have jarred upon her. And Kirk, in his nervousness, was almost shouting.

His voice rang through the room, and Ruth winced away from it like a stricken thing. From out of the hell of nerves and heat and interfering brothers there materialized itself, as she sat there, a very vivid hatred of Kirk.

Kirk, meanwhile, uneasy, but a little guessing at the fury behind Ruths calm face, was expounding his great scheme, his panacea for all the ills of domestic misunderstandings and parted lives.

Ruth, old girl.

Ruth shuddered.

Ruth, old girl, Ive had a bully good idea. Its getting too warm for anything in New York. Did you ever feel anything like it is to-day? Why shouldnt you and I pop down to the shack and camp out there for a week or so? And we would take Bill with us. Just we three, with somebody to do the cooking. It would be great. What do you say?

What Ruth said languidly was: Its quite impossible.

It was damping; but Kirk felt that at all costs he must refuse to be damped. He clutched at his cheerfulness and held it.

Nonsense, he retorted. Why is it impossible? Its a great idea.

Ruth half hid a yawn. She knew she was behaving abominably, and she was glad of it.

Its impossible as far as Im concerned. I have a hundred things to do before I can leave New York.

Well, I could do with a day or two to clear up a few bits of work I have on hand. Why couldnt we start this day week?

It is out of the question for me. About then I shall be on Mr. Milbanks yacht. He has invited me to join his party. The actual day is not settled, but it will be in about a weeks time.

Oh! said Kirk.

Ruth said nothing.

Have you accepted the invitation?

I have not actually answered his letter. I was just going to when you came in.

But you mean to accept it?

Certainly. Several of my friends will be there. Sybil for one.

Not Sybil.

Oh, I know Bailey has made some ridiculous objection to her going, but I mean to persuade her.

Kirk did not answer. She looked at him steadily.

So Bailey did call on you this afternoon? He told me he was going to, but I hoped he would think better of it. But apparently there are no limits to Baileys stupidity.

Yes, Bailey came to the studio. He seemed troubled about this yacht party.

Did he advise you to forbid me to go?

Well, yes; he did.

And now you have come to do it?

Not at all. I told Bailey that you were not the sort of woman one forbade to do things.

Im not.

There was a pause.

All the same, I wish you wouldnt go.

Ruth did not answer.

It would be very jolly out at the shack.

Ruth shuddered elaborately and gave a little laugh.

Would it? Its rather a question of taste. Personally, I cant imagine anything more depressing and uncomfortable than being cooped up in a draughty frame house miles away from anywhere. Theres no reason why you should not go, though, if you like that sort of thing. Of course, you must not take Bill.

Why not?

Kirk spoke calmly enough, but he was very near the breaking point. All his good resolutions had vanished under the acid of Ruths manner.

I couldnt let him rough it like that. Aunt Lora would have a fit.

Conditions being favourable, it only needs a spark to explode a powder magazine; and there are moments when a word can turn an outwardly calm and patient man into a raging maniac. This introduction of Mrs. Porters name into the discussion at this particular point broke down the last remnants of Kirks self-control.

For a few seconds his fury so mastered him that he could not speak. Then, suddenly, the storm passed and he found himself cool and venomous. He looked at Ruth curiously. It seemed incredible to him that he had ever loved her.

We had better get this settled, he said in a hard, quiet voice.

Ruth started. She had never heard him speak like this before. She had not imagined him capable of speaking in that way. Even in the days when she had loved him most she had never looked up to him. She had considered his nature weak, and she had loved his weakness. Except in the case of her father, she had always dominated the persons with whom she mixed; and she had taken it for granted that her will was stronger than Kirks. Something in his voice now told her that she had under-estimated him.

Get what settled? she asked, and was furious with herself because her voice shook.

Is Mrs. Porter the mother of the child, or are you? What has Mrs. Porter to do with it? Why should I ask her permission? How does it happen to be any business of Mrs. Porters at all?

Ruth felt baffled. He was giving her no chance to take the offensive. There was nothing in his tone which she could openly resent. He was not shouting at her, he was speaking quietly. There was nothing for her to do but answer the question, and she knew that her answer would give him another point in the contest. Even as she spoke she knew that her words were ridiculous.

Aunt Lora has been wonderful with him. No child could have been better looked after.

I know she has used him as a vehicle for her particular form of insanity, but thats not the point. What I am asking is why she was introduced at all.

I told you. When you were away, Bill nearly — —

Died. I know. Im not forgetting that. And naturally for a time you were frightened. It is just possible that for the moment you lost your head and honestly thought that Mrs. Porters methods were the only chance for him. But that state of mind could not last all the time with you. You are not a crank like your aunt. You are a perfectly sensible, level-headed woman. And you must have seen the idiocy of it all long before I came back. Why did you let it go on?

Ruth did not answer.

I will tell you why. Because it saved you trouble. Because it gave you more leisure for the sort of futile waste of time which seems to be the only thing you care for nowadays. Dont trouble to deny it. Do you think I havent seen in these last few months that Bill bores you to death? Oh, I know you always have some perfect excuse for keeping away from him. Its too much trouble for you to be a mother to him, so you hedge with your conscience by letting Mrs. Porter pamper him and sterilize his toys and all the rest of it, and try to make yourself think that you have done your duty to him. You know that, as far as everything goes that matters, any tenement child is better off than Bill.

I — —

You had better let me finish what I have got to say. I will be as brief as I can. That is my case as regards Bill. Now about myself. What do you think I am made of? Ive stood it just as long as I could; you have tried me too hard. Im through. Heaven knows why it should have come to this. It is not so very long ago that Bill was half the world to you and I was the other half. Now, apparently, there is not room in your world for either of us.

Ruth had risen. She was trembling.

I think we had better end this.

He broke in on her words.

End it? Yes, youre right. One way or the other. Either go back to the old life or start a new one. What we are living now is a horrible burlesque.

What do you mean? How start a new life?

I mean exactly what I say. In the life you are living now I am an anachronism. Im a survival. Im out of date and in the way. You would be freer without me.

Thats absurd.

Is the idea so novel? Is our marriage the only failure in New York?

Do you mean that we ought to separate?

Only a little more, a very little more, than we are separated now. Never see each other again instead of seeing each other for a few minutes every day. Its not a very big step to take.

Ruth sat down and rested her chin on her hand, staring at nothing. Kirk went to the window and looked out.

Over the park the sky was black. In the room behind him the light had faded till it seemed as if night were come. The air was heavy and stifling. A flicker of lightning came and went in the darkness over the trees.

He turned abruptly.

It is the only reasonable thing to do. Our present mode of life is a farce. We are drifting farther apart every day. Perhaps I have changed. I know you have. We are two strangers chained together. We have made a muddle of it, and the best thing we can do is to admit it.

I am no good to you. I have no part in your present life. Youre the queen and Im just the prince consort, the fellow who happens to be Mrs. Winfields husband. Its not a pleasant part to have to play, and I have had enough of it. We had better separate before we hate each other. You have your amusements. I have my work. We can continue them apart. We shall both be better off.

He stopped. Ruth did not speak. She was still sitting in the same attitude. It was too dark to see her face. It formed a little splash of white in the dusk. She did not move.

Kirk went to the door.

Im going up to say good-bye to Bill. Have you anything to say against that? And I shall say good-bye to him in my own way.

She made no sign that she had heard him.

Good-bye, he said again.

The door closed.

Up in the nursery Bill crooned to himself as he played on the floor. Mamie sat in a chair, sewing. The opening of the door caused them to look up simultaneously.

Hello, said Bill.

His voice was cordial without being enthusiastic. He was glad to see Kirk, but tin soldiers were tin soldiers and demanded concentrated attention. When you are in the middle of intricate manoeuvres you cannot allow yourself to be more than momentarily distracted by anything.

Mamie, said Kirk hoarsely, go out for a minute, will you? I shant be long.

Mamie obediently departed. Later, when Keggs was spreading the news of Kirks departure in the servants hall, she remembered that his manner had struck her as strange.

Kirk sat down in the chair she had left and looked at Bill. He felt choked. There was a mist before his eyes.

Bill.

The child, absorbed in his game, did not look up.

Bill, old man, come here a minute. Ive something to say.

Bill looked up, nodded, moved a couple of soldiers, and got up. He came to Kirks side. His chosen mode of progression at this time was a kind of lurch. He was accustomed to breathe heavily during the journey, and on arrival at the terminus usually shouted triumphantly.

Kirk put an arm round him. Bill stared gravely up into his face. There was a silence. From outside came a sudden rumbling crash. Bill jumped.

Funder, he said in a voice that shook a little.

Not afraid of thunder, are you? said Kirk.

Bill shook his head stoutly.

Bill.

Yes, daddy?

Kirk fought to keep his voice steady.

Bill, old man, Im afraid you wont see me again for some time. Im going away.

In a ship?

No, not in a ship.

In a train?

Perhaps.

Take me with you, daddy.

Im afraid I cant, Bill.

Shant I ever see you again?

Kirk winced. How direct children are! What was it they called it in the papers? The custody of the child. How little it said and how much it meant!

The sight of Bills wide eyes and quivering mouth reminded him that he was not the only person involved in the tragedy of those five words. He pulled himself together. Bill was waiting anxiously for an answer to his question. There was no need to make Bill unhappy before his time.

Of course you will, he said, trying to make his voice cheerful.

Of course I will, echoed Bill dutifully.

Kirk could not trust himself to speak again. The old sensation of choking had come back to him. The room was a blur.

He caught Bill to him in a grip that made the child cry out, held him for a long minute, then put him gently down and made blindly for the door.

The storm had burst by the time Kirk found himself in the street. The thunder crashed and great spears of lightning flashed across the sky. A few heavy drops heralded the approach of the rain, and before he had reached the corner it was beating down in torrents.

He walked on, raising his face to the storm, finding in it a curious relief. A magical coolness had crept into the air, and with it a strange calm into his troubled mind. He looked back at the scene through which he had passed as at something infinitely remote. He could not realize distinctly what had happened. He was only aware that everything was over, that with a few words he had broken his life into small pieces. Too impatient to unravel the tangled knot, he had cut it, and nothing could mend it now.

Why?

The rain had ceased as suddenly as it had begun. The sun was struggling through a mass of thin cloud over the park. The world was full of the drip and rush of water. All that had made the day oppressive and strained nerves to breaking point had gone, leaving peace behind. Kirk felt like one waking from an evil dream.

Why did it happen? he asked himself. What made me do it?

A distant rumble of thunder answered the question.


Chapter VIII. Steve to the Rescue
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IT IS AN unfortunate fact that, when a powder-magazine explodes, the damage is not confined to the person who struck the match, but extends to the innocent bystanders. In the present case it was Steve Dingle who sustained the worst injuries.

Of the others who might have been affected, Mrs. Lora Delane Porter was bomb-proof. No explosion in her neighbourhood could shake her. She received the news of Kirks outbreak with composure. Privately, in her eugenic heart, she considered his presence superfluous now that William Bannister was safely launched upon his career.

In the drama of which she was the self-appointed stage-director, Kirk was a mere super supporting the infant star. Her great mind, occupied almost entirely by the past and the future, took little account of the present. So long as Kirk did not interfere with her management of Bill, he was at liberty, so far as she was concerned, to come or go as he pleased.

Steve could not imitate her admirable detachment. He was a poor philosopher, and all that his mind could grasp was that Kirk was in trouble and that Ruth had apparently gone mad.

The affair did not come to his ears immediately. He visited the studio at frequent intervals and found Kirk there, working hard and showing no signs of having passed through a crisis which had wrecked his life. He was quiet, it is true, but then he was apt to be quiet nowadays.

Probably, if it had not been for Keggs, he would have been kept in ignorance of what had happened for a time.

Walking one evening up Broadway, he met Keggs taking the air and observing the night-life of New York like himself.

Keggs greeted Steve with enthusiasm. He liked Steve, and it was just possible that Steve might not have heard about the great upheaval. He suggested a drink at a neighbouring saloon.

We have not seen you at our house lately, Mr. Dingle, he remarked, having pecked at his glass of beer like an old, wise bird.

He looked at Steve with a bright eye, somewhat puffy at the lids, but full of life.

No, said Steve. Thats right. Guess I must have been busy.

Keggs uttered a senile chuckle and drank more beer.

Theyre rum uns, he went on. Ive been in some queer places, but this beats em all.

What do you mean? inquired Steve, as a second chuckle escaped his companion.

Why, its come to an ead, things has, Mr. Dingle. Thats what I mean. You wont have forgotten all about the pampering of that child what I told you of quite recent. Well, its been and come to an ead.

Yes? Continue, colonel. This listens good.

You aint eard?

Not a word.

Keggs smiled a happy smile and sipped his beer. It did the old man good, finding an entirely new audience like this.

Why, Mr. Winfield as packed up and left.

Steve gasped.

Left! he cried. Not quit? Not gone for good?

For his own good, I should say. Finds himself better off away from it all, if you ask me. But adnt you reelly heard, Mr. Dingle? God bless my soul! I thought it was public property by now, that little bit of noos. Why, Mr. Winfield asnt been living with us for the matter of a week or more.

For the love of Mike!

Im telling you the honest truth, Mr. Dingle. Two weeks ago come next Saturday Mr. Winfield meets me in the all looking wild and arassed — it was the same day there was that big thunder-storm — and he looks at me, glassy like, and says to me: Keggs, ave my bag packed and my boxes, too; Im going away for a time. Ill send a messenger for em. And out he goes into the rain, which begins to come down cats and dogs the moment he was in the street.

I start to go out after him with his rain-coat, thinking hed get wet before he could find a cab, they being so scarce in this city, not like London, where you simply ave to raise your and to ave a dozen flocking round you, but he dont stop; he just goes walking off through the rain and all, and I gets back into the house, not wishing to be wetted myself on account of my rheumatism, which is always troublesome in the damp weather. And I says to myself: Ullo, ullo, ullo, whats all this?

See what I mean? I could tell as plain as if Id been in the room with them that they had been having words. And since that day e aint been near the ouse, and where he is now is more than I can tell you, Mr. Dingle.

Why, hes at the studio.

At the studio, is he? Well, I shouldnt wonder if he wasnt better off. E didnt strike me as a man what was used to the ways of society. Hes happier where he is, I expect.

And, having summed matters up in this philosophical manner, Keggs drained his glass and cocked an expectant eye at Steve.

Steve obeyed the signal and ordered a further supply of the beer for which Mr. Keggs had a plebian and unbutlerlike fondness. His companion turned the conversation to the prospects of one of that group of inefficient middleweights whom Steve so heartily despised, between whom and another of the same degraded band a ten-round contest had been arranged and would shortly take place.

Ordinarily this would have been a subject on which Steve would have found plenty to say, but his mind was occupied with what he had just heard, and he sat silent while the silver-haired patron of sport opposite prattled on respecting current form.

Steve felt stunned. It was unthinkable that this thing had really occurred.

Mr. Keggs, sipping beer, discussed the coming fight. He weighed the alleged left hook of one principal against the much-advertised right swing of the other. He spoke with apprehension of a yellow streak which certain purists claimed to have discovered in the gladiator on whose chances he proposed to invest his cash.

Steve was not listening to him. A sudden thought had come to him, filling his mind to the exclusion of all else.

The recollection of his talk with Kirk at the studio had come back to him. He had advised Kirk, as a solution of his difficulties, to kidnap the child and take him to Connecticut. Well, Kirk was out of the running now, but he, Steve, was still in it.

He would do it himself.

The idea thrilled him. It was so in keeping with his theory of the virtue of the swift and immediate punch, administered with the minimum of preliminary sparring. There was a risk attached to the scheme which appealed to him. Above all, he honestly believed that it would achieve its object, the straightening out of the tangle which Ruth and Kirk had made of their lives.

When once an idea had entered Steves head he was tenacious of it. He had come to the decision that Ruth needed what he called a jolt to bring her to herself, much as a sleep-walker is aroused by the touch of a hand, and he clung to it.

He interrupted Mr. Keggs in the middle of a speech touching on his mans alleged yellow streak.

Will you be at home to-night, colonel? he asked.

I certainly will, Mr. Dingle.

Mind if I look in?

I shall be delighted. I can offer you a cigar that I think youll appreciate, and we can continue this little chat at our leisure. Mrs. Winfields dining out, and that there Porter, thank Gawd, as gone to Boston.


Chapter IX. At One in the Morning
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WILLIAM BANNISTER WINFIELD slept the peaceful sleep of childhood in his sterilized cot. The light gleamed faintly on the white tiles. It lit up the brass knobs on the walls, the spotless curtains, the large thermometer.

An intruder, interested in these things, would have seen by a glance at this last that the temperature of the room was exactly that recommended by doctors as the correct temperature for the nursery of a sleeping child; no higher, no lower. The transom over the door was closed, but the window was open at the top to precisely the extent advocated by the authorities, due consideration having been taken for the time of year and the condition of the outer atmosphere.

The hour was one in the morning.

Childhood is a readily adaptable time of life, and William Bannister, after a few days of blank astonishment, varied by open mutiny, had accepted the change in his surroundings and daily existence with admirable philosophy. His memory was not far-reaching, and, as time went on and he began to accommodate himself to the new situation, he had gradually forgotten the days at the studio, as, it is to be supposed, he had forgotten the clouds of glory which he had trailed on his entry into this world. If memories of past bear-hunts among the canvases on the dusty floor ever came to him now, he never mentioned it.

A child can weave romance into any condition of life in which fate places him; and William Bannister had managed to interest himself in his present existence with a considerable gusto. Scraps of conversation between Mrs. Porter and Mamie, overheard and digested, had given him a good working knowledge of the system of hygiene of which he was the centre. He was vague as to details, but not vaguer than most people.

He knew that something called sterilizing was the beginning and end of life, and that things known as germs were the Great Peril. He had expended much thought on the subject of germs. Mamie, questioned, could give him no more definite information than that they were things which got at you and hurt you, and his awe of Mrs. Porter had kept him from going to the fountainhead of knowledge for further data.

Building on the information to hand, he had formed in his mind an odd kind of anthropomorphic image of the germ. He pictured it as a squat, thick-set man of repellent aspect and stealthy movements, who sneaked up on you when you were not looking and did unpleasant things to you, selecting as the time for his attacks those nights when you had allowed your attention to wander while saying your prayers.

On such occasions it was Bills practice to fool him by repeating his prayers to himself in bed after the official ceremony. Some times, to make certain, he would do this so often that he fell asleep in mid-prayer.

He was always glad of the night-light. A germ hates light, preferring to do his scoundrelly work when it is so black that you cant see your hand in front of your face and the darkness presses down on you like a blanket. Occasionally a fear would cross his mind that the night-light might go out; but it never did, being one of Mr. Edisons best electric efforts neatly draped with black veiling.

Apart from this he had few worries, certainly none serious enough to keep him awake.

He was sleeping now, his head on his right arm, a sterilized Teddy-bear clutched firmly in his other hand, with the concentration of one engaged upon a feat at which he is an expert.



The door opened slowly. A head insinuated itself into the room, furtively, as if uncertain of its welcome. The door continued to open and Steve slipped in.

He closed the door as gently as he had opened it, and stood there glancing about him. A slow grin appeared upon his face, to be succeeded by an expression of serious resolve. For Steve was anxious.

It was still Steves intention to remove, steal, purloin, and kidnap William Bannister that night, but now that the moment had come for doing it he was nervous.

He was not used to this sort of thing. He was an honest ex-middleweight, not a burglar; and just now he felt particularly burglarious. The stillness of the house oppressed him. He had not relished the long wait between the moment of his apparent departure and that of his entry into the nursery.

He had acted with simple cunning. He had remained talking pugilism with Keggs in the pantry till a prodigious yawn from his host had told him that the time was come for the breaking up of the party. Then, begging Keggs not to move, as he could find his way out, he had hurried to the back door, opened and shut it, and darted into hiding. Presently Keggs, yawning loudly, had toddled along the passage, bolted the door, and made his way upstairs to bed, leaving Steve to his vigil.

Steves reflections during this period had not been of the pleasantest. Exactly what his explanation was to be, if by any mischance he should make a noise and be detected, he had been unable to decide. Finally he had dismissed the problem as insoluble, and had concentrated his mind on taking precautions to omit any such noise.

So far he had succeeded. He had found his way to the nursery easily enough, having marked the location earnestly on his previous visits. During the whole of his conversation with Keggs in the pantry he had been repeating to himself the magic formula which began: First staircase to the left — turn to the right — — and here he was now at his goal and ready to begin.

But it was just this question of beginning which exercised him so grievously. How was he to begin? Should he go straight to the cot and wake the kid? Suppose the kid was scared and let out a howl?

A warm, prickly sensation about the forehead was Steves silent comment on this reflection. He took a step forward and stopped again. He was conscious of tremors about the region of the spine. The thought crossed his mind at that moment that burglars earned their money.

As he stood, hesitating, his problem was solved for him. There came a heavy sigh from the direction of the cot which made him start as if a pistol had exploded in his ear; and then he was aware of two large eyes staring at him.

There was a tense pause. A drop of perspiration rolled down his cheek-bone and anchored itself stickily on the angle of his jaw. It tickled abominably, but he did not dare to move for fear of unleashing the scream which brooded over the situation like a cloud.

At any moment now a howl of terror might rip the silence and bring the household on the run. And then — the explanations! A second drop of perspiration started out in the wake of the first.

The large eyes continued to inspect him. They were clouded with sleep. Suddenly a frightened look came into them, and, as he saw it, Steve braced his muscles for the shock.

Here it comes! he said miserably to himself. Oh, Lord! Were off!

He searched in his brain for speech, desperately, as the best man at a wedding searches for that ring while the universe stands still, waiting expectantly.

He found no speech.

The childs mouth opened. Steve eyed him, fascinated. No bird, encountering a snake, was ever so incapable of movement as he.

Are you a germ? inquired William Bannister.

Steve tottered to the cot and sat down on it. The relief was too much for him.

Gee, kid! he said, you had my goat then. Ive got to hand it to you.

His sudden approach had confirmed William Bannisters worst suspicions. This was precisely how he had expected the germ to behave. He shrank back on the pillow, gulping.

Why, for the love of Mike, said Steve, dont you know me, kid? Im not a porch-climber. Dont you remember Steve who used to raise Hades with you at the studio? Darn it, Im your godfather! Im Steve!

William Bannister sat up, partially reassured.

Whats Steve? he inquired.

Im Steve.

Why?

How do you mean — why?

The large eyes inspected him gravely.

I remember, he said finally.

Well, dont go forgetting, kid. I couldnt stand a second session like that. I got a weak heart.

Youre Steve.

Thats right. Stick to that and well get along fine.

I thought you were a germ.

A what?

They get at you and hurt you.

Who said so?

Mamie.

Are you scared of germs?

The White Hope nodded gravely.

I have to be sterilized because of them. Are you sterilized?

Nobody ever told me so. But, say, kid, you dont want to be frightened of germs or microbes or bacilli or any of the rest of the circus. You dont want to be frightened of nothing. Youre the White Hope, the bear-cat that aint scared of anything on earth. Whats this germ thing like, anyway?

Its a —— Ive never seen one, but Mamie says they get at you and hurt you. I think its a kind of big sort of ugly man that creeps in when youre asleep.

So thats why you thought I was one?

The White Hope nodded.

Forget it! said Steve. Mamie is a queen, all right, believe me, but shes got the wrong dope on this microbe proposition. You dont need to be scared of them any more. Why, some of me best pals are germs.

Whats pals?

Why, friends. You and me are pals. Me and your pop are pals.

Wheres pop?

Hes gone away.

I remember.

He thought he needed a change of air. Dont you ever need a change of air?

I dont know.

Well, you do. Take it from me. This is about the punkest joint I ever was in. You dont want to stay in a dairy-kitchen like this.

Whats dairy-kitchen?

This is. All these white tiles and fixings. It makes me feel like a pint of milk to look at em.

Its because of the germs.

Aint I telling you the germs dont want to hurt you?

Aunt Lora told Mamie they do.

Say, cull, you tell your Aunt Lora to make a noise like an ice-cream in the sun and melt away. Shes a prune, and what she says dont go. Do you want to know what a germ or a microbe — its the same thing — really is? Its a fellow that has the best time you can think of. Theyve been fooling you, kid. They saw you were easy, so they handed it to you on a plate. Im the guy that can put you wise about microbes.

Tell me.

Sure. Well, a microbe is a kid that just runs wild out in the country. He dont have to hang around in a white-tiled nursery and eat sterilized junk and go to bed when they tell him to. He has a swell time out in the woods, fishing and playing around in the dirt and going after birds eggs and picking berries, and — oh, shucks, anything else you can think of. Wouldnt you like to do that?

William Bannister nodded.

Well, say, as it happens, theres a fine chance for you to be a germ right away. I know a little place down in the Connecticut woods which would just hit you right. You could put on overalls — —

Whats overalls?

Sort of clothes. Not like the fussed-up scenery you have to wear now, but the real sort of clothes which you can muss up and nobody cares a darn. You can put em on and go out and tear up Jack like a regular kid all you want. Say, dont you remember the fool stunts you and me used to pull off in the studio?

What studio?

Gee! youre a bit shy on your English, aint you? It makes it sort of hard for a guy to keep up what you might call a flow of talk. Still, you should worry. Why, dont you remember where you used to live before you came to this joint? Big, dusty sort of place, where you and me used to play around on the floor?

The White Hope nodded.

Well, wouldnt you like to do that again?

Yes.

And be a regular microbe?

Yes.

Steve looked at his watch.

Well, thats lucky, he said. It happens to be exactly the right time for starting out to be one. Thats curious, aint it?

Yes.

Ive got a pal — friend, you know — —

Is he a germ?

Sure. Hes waiting for me now in an automobile in the park — —

Why?

Because I asked him to. He owns a garage. Place where automobiles live, you know. I asked him to bring out a car and wait around near by, because I might be taking a pal of mine — thats you — for a ride into the country to-night. Of course, you dont have to come if you dont want to. Only its mighty nice out there. You can spend all to-morrow rolling about in the grass and listening to the birds. I shouldnt wonder if we couldnt borrow a farmers kid for you to play with. Theres lots of them around. He should show you the best time youve had in months.

William Bannisters eyes gleamed. The finer points of the scheme were beginning to stand out before him with a growing clarity.

Would I have to take my bib? he asked excitedly.

Steve uttered a scornful laugh.

No, sir! We dont wear bibs out there.

As far as William Bannister was concerned, this appeared to settle it. Of all the trials of his young life he hated most his bib.

Lets go!

Steve breathed a sigh of relief.

Right, squire; we will, he said. But I guess we had best leave a letter for Mamie, sos she wont be wondering where youve got to.

Will Mamie be cross?

Not on your life. Shell be tickled to death.

He scribbled a few lines on a piece of paper and left them on the cot, from which William Bannister had now scrambled.

Can you dress yourself? asked Steve.

Oh, yes. It was an accomplishment of which the White Hope was extremely proud.

Well, go to it, then.

Steve.

Hello?

Wont it be a surprise for Mamie?

You bet it will. And she wont be the only one, at that.

Will mother be surprised?

She sure will.

And pop?

You bet!

William Bannister chuckled delightedly.

Ready? said Steve.

Yes.

Now listen. Weve got to get out of this joint as quiet as mice. It would spoil the surprise if they was to hear us and come out and ask what we were doing. Get that?

Yes.

Well, see how quiet you can make it. You dont want even to breathe more than you can help.



They left the room and crept down the dark stairs. In the hall Steve lit a match and switched on the electric light. He unbolted the door and peered out into the avenue. Close by, under the trees, stood an automobile, its headlights staring into the night.

Quick! cried Steve.

He picked up the White Hope, closed the door, and ran.


Chapter X. Accepting the Gifts of the Gods
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IT WAS FORTUNATE, considering the magnitude of the shock which she was to receive, that circumstances had given Steves Mamie unusual powers of resistance in the matter of shocks. For years before her introduction into the home of the Winfield family her life had been one long series of crises. She had never known what the morrow might bring forth, though experience had convinced her that it was pretty certain to bring forth something agitating which would call for all her well-known ability to handle disaster.

The sole care of three small brothers and a weak-minded father gives a girl exceptional opportunities of cultivating poise under difficult conditions. It had become second nature with Mamie to keep her head though the heavens fell.

Consequently, when she entered the nursery next morning and found it empty, she did not go into hysterics. She did not even scream. She read Steves note twice very carefully, then sat down to think what was her best plan of action.

Her ingrained habit of looking on the bright side of things, the result of a life which, had pessimism been allowed to rule it, might have ended prematurely with what the papers are fond of calling a rash act, led her to consider first those points in the situation which she labelled in her meditations as bits of luck.

It was a bit of luck that Mrs. Porter happened to be away for the moment. It gave her time for reflection. It was another bit of luck that, as she had learned from Keggs, whom she met on the stairs on her way to the nursery, a mysterious telephone-call had caused Ruth to rise from her bed some three hours before her usual time and depart hurriedly in a cab. This also helped.

Keggs had no information to give as to Ruths destination or the probable hour of her return. She had vanished without a word, except a request to Keggs to tell the driver of her taxi to go to the Thirty-Third Street subway.

Must a ad bad noos, Keggs thought, because she were lookn white as a sheet.

Mamie was sorry that Ruth had had bad news, but her departure certainly helped to relieve the pressure of an appalling situation.

With the absence of Ruth and Mrs. Porter the bits of luck came to an end. Try as she would, Mamie could discover no other silver linings in the cloud-bank. And even these ameliorations of the disaster were only temporary.

Ruth would return. Worse, Mrs. Porter would return. Like two Mother Hubbards, they would go to the cupboard, and the cupboard would be bare. And to her, Mamie, would fall the task of explanation.

The only explanation that occurred to her was that Steve had gone suddenly mad. He had given no hint of his altruistic motives in the hurried scrawl which she had found on the empty cot. He had merely said that he had taken away William Bannister, but that it was all right.

Why Steve should imagine that it was all right baffled Mamie. Anything less all right she had never come across in a lifetime of disconcerting experiences.

She was aware that things were not as they should be between Ruth and Kirk, and the spectacle of the broken home had troubled her gentle heart; but she failed to establish a connection between Kirks departure and Steves midnight raid.

After devoting some ten minutes to steady brainwork she permitted herself the indulgence of a few tears. She did not often behave in this shockingly weak way, her role in life hitherto having been that of the one calm person in a disrupted world. When her father had lost his job, and the rent was due, and Brother Jim had fallen in the mud to the detriment of his only suit of clothes, and Brothers Terence and Mike had developed respectively a sore throat and a funny feeling in the chest, she had remained dry-eyed and capable. Her father had cried, her brother Jim had cried, her brother Terence had cried, and her brother Mike had cried in a manner that made the weeping of the rest of the family seem like the uncanny stillness of a summer night; but she had not shed a tear.

Now, however, she gave way. She buried her little face on the pillow which so brief a while before had been pressed by the round head of William Bannister and mourned like a modern Niobe.

At the end of two minutes she rose, sniffing but courageous, herself again. In her misery an idea had come to her. It was quite a simple and obvious idea, but till now it had eluded her.

She would go round to the studio and see Kirk. After all, it was his affair as much as anybody elses, and she had a feeling that it would be easier to break the news to him than to Ruth and Mrs. Porter.

She washed her eyes, put on her hat, and set out.

Luck, however, was not running her way that morning. Arriving at the studio, she rang the bell, and rang and rang again without result except a marked increase in her already substantial depression. When it became plain to her that the studio was empty she desisted.

It is an illustration of her remarkable force of character that at this point, refusing to be crushed by the bludgeoning of fate, she walked to Broadway and went into a moving-picture palace. There was nothing to be effected by staying in the house and worrying, so she resolutely declined to worry.

From this point onward her day divided itself into a series of three movements repeated at regular intervals. From the moving pictures she went to the house on Fifth Avenue. Finding that neither Ruth nor Mrs. Porter had returned, she went to the studio. Ringing the bell there and getting no answer, she took in the movies once more.

Mamie was a philosopher.

The atmosphere of the great house was still untroubled on her second visit. The care of the White Hope had always been left exclusively in the hands of the women, and the rest of the household had not yet detected his absence. It was not their business to watch his comings in and his goings out. Besides, they had other things to occupy them.

The unique occasion of the double absence of Ruth and Mrs. Porter was being celebrated by a sort of Saturnalia or slaves holiday. It was true that either or both might return at any moment, but there was a disposition on the part of the domestic staff to take a chance on it.

Keggs, that sinful butler, had strolled round to an apparently untenanted house on Forty-First Street, where those who knew their New York could, by giving the signal, obtain admittance and the privilege of losing their money at the pleasing game of roulette with a double zero.

George, the footman, in company with Henriette, the ladys-maid, and Rollins, the chauffeur, who had butted in absolutely uninvited to Georges acute disgust, were taking the air in the park. The rest of the staff, with the exception of a house-maid, who had been bribed, with two dollars and an old dress which had once been Ruths and was now the property of Henriette, to stand by the ship, were somewhere on the island, amusing themselves in the way that seemed best to them. For all practical purposes, it was a safe and sane Fourth provided out of a blue sky by the god of chance.

It was about five oclock when Mamie, having, at a modest estimate, seen five hundred persecuted heroes, a thousand ill-used heroines, several regiments of cowboys, and perhaps two thousand comic men pursued by angry mobs, returned from her usual visit to the studio.

This time there were signs of hope in the shape of a large automobile opposite the door. She rang the bell, and there came from within the welcome sound of footsteps. An elderly man of a somewhat dissipated countenance opened the door.

I want to see Mr. Winfield, said Mamie.

Mr. Penway, for it was he, gave her the approving glance which your man of taste and discrimination does not fail to bestow upon youth and beauty and bawled over his shoulder — 

Kirk!

Kirk came down the passage. He was looking brown and healthy. He was in his shirt-sleeves.

Oh, Mr. Winfield. Im in such trouble.

Why, Mamie! Whats the matter? Come in.

Mamie followed him into the studio, eluding Mr. Penway, whose arm was hovering in the neighbourhood of her waist.

Sit down, said Kirk. Whats the trouble? Have you been trying to get at me before? Weve been down to Long Beach.

A delightful spot, observed Mr. Penway, who had followed. Sandy, but replete with squabs. Why didnt you come earlier? We could have taken you.

May I talk privately with you, Mr. Winfield?

Sure.

Kirk looked at Mr. Penway, who nodded agreeably.

Outside for Robert? he inquired amiably. Very well. There is no Buttinsky blood in the Penway family. Let me just fix myself a high-ball and borrow one of your cigars and Ill go and sit in the car and commune with nature. Take your time.

Just a moment, Mamie, said Kirk, when he had gone. He picked up a telegram which lay on the table. Ill read this and see if its important, and then well get right down to business. We only got back a moment before you arrived, so Im a bit behind with my correspondence.

As he read the telegram a look of astonishment came into his face. He sat down and read the message a second time. Mamie waited patiently.

Good Lord! he muttered.

A sudden thought struck Mamie.

Mr. Winfield, is it from Steve? she said.

Kirk started, and looked at her incredulously.

How on earth did you know? Good Heavens! Are you in this, Mamie, too?

Mamie handed him her note. He read it without a word. When he had finished he sat back in his chair, thinking.

I thought Steve might have telegraphed to you, said Mamie.

Kirk roused himself from his thoughts.

Was this what you came to see me about?

Yes.

What does Ruth — what do they think of it — up there?

They dont know anything about it. Mrs. Winfield went away early this morning. Mr. Keggs said she had had a telephone call, Mrs. Porter is in Boston. She will be back to-day some time. What are we to do?

Do! Kirk jumped up and began to pace the floor. Ill tell you what Im going to do. Steve has taken the boy up to my shack in Connecticut. Im going there as fast as the auto can take me.

Steves mad!

Is he? Steves the best pal Ive got. For two years Ive been aching to get at this boy, and Steve has had the sense to show me the way.

He went on as if talking to himself.

Steves a man. Im just a fool who hangs round without the nerve to act. If I had had the pluck of a rabbit Id have done this myself six months ago. But Ive hung round doing nothing while that damned Porter woman played the fool with the boy. Ill be lucky now if he remembers who I am.

He turned abruptly to Mamie.

Mamie, you can tell them whatever you please when you get home. They cant blame you. Its not your fault. Tell them that Steve was acting for me with my complete approval. Tell them that the kids going to be brought up right from now on. Ive got him, and Im going to keep him.

Mamie had risen and was facing him, a very determined midget, pink and resolute.

Im not going home, Mr. Winfield.

What?

If you are going to Bill, I am coming with you.

Nonsense.

Thats my place — with him.

But you cant. Its impossible.

Not more impossible than what has happened already.

I wont take you.

Then Ill go by train. I know where your house is. Steve told me.

Its out of the question.

Mamies Irish temper got the better of her professional desire to maintain the discreetly respectful attitude of employee toward employer.

Is it then? Well see. Do you think Im going to leave you and Steve to look after my Bill? What do men know about taking care of children? You would choke the poor mite or let him kill himself a hundred ways.

She glared at him defiantly. He glared back at her. Then his sense of humour came to his rescue. She looked so absurdly small standing there with her chin up and her fists clenched. He laughed delightedly. He went up to her and placed a hand on each of her shoulders, looking down at her. He felt that he loved her for her championship of Bill.

Youre a brick, Mamie. Of course you shall come. Well call at the house and you can pack your grip. But, by George, if you put that infernal thermometer in Ill run the automobile up against a telegraph-pole, and then Bill will lose us both.

Finished? said a voice. Oh, I beg your pardon. Sorry.

Mr. Penway was gazing at them with affectionate interest from the doorway. Kirk released Mamie and stepped back.

I only looked in, explained Mr. Penway. Didnt mean to intrude. Thought you might have finished your chat, and it was a trifle lonely communing with nature.

Bob, said Kirk, youll have to get on without me for a day or two. Make yourself at home. You know where everything is.

I can satisfy my simple needs. Thinking of going away?

Ive got to go up to Connecticut. I dont know how long I shall be away.

Take your time, said Mr. Penway affably. Going in the auto?

Yes.

The weather is very pleasant for automobiling just now, remarked Mr. Penway.



Ten minutes later, having thrown a few things together into a bag, Kirk took his place at the wheel. Mamie sat beside him. The bag had the rear seat to itself.

There seems to be plenty of room still, said Mr. Penway. I have half a mind to come with you.

He looked at Mamie.

But on reflection I fancy you can get along without me.

He stood at the door, gazing after the motor as it moved down the street. When it had turned the corner he went back into the studio and mixed himself a high-ball.

Kirk does manage to find them, he said enviously.


Chapter XI. Mr. Penway on the Grill
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FATE MOVES IN a mysterious way. Luck comes hand in hand with misfortune. What we lose on the swings we make up on the roundabouts. If Keggs had not seen twenty-five of his hard-earned dollars pass at one swoop into the clutches of the croupier at the apparently untenanted house on Forty-First Street, and become disgusted with the pleasing game of roulette, he might have delayed his return to the house on Fifth Avenue till a later hour; in which case he would have missed the remarkable and stimulating spectacle of Kirk driving to the door in an automobile with Mamie at his side; of Mamie, jumping out and entering the house; of Mamie leaving the house with a suit-case; of Kirk helping her into the automobile, and of the automobile disappearing with its interesting occupants up the avenue at a high rate of speed.

Having lost his money, as stated, and having returned home, he was enabled to be a witness, the only witness, of these notable events, and his breast was filled with a calm joy in consequence. This was something special. This was exclusive, a scoop. He looked forward to the return of Mrs. Porter with an eagerness which, earlier in the day, he would have considered impossible. Somehow Ruth did not figure in his picture of the delivery of the sensational news that Mr. Winfield had eloped with the young person engaged to look after her son. Mrs. Porters was one of those characters which monopolize any stage on which they appear. Besides, Keggs disliked Mrs. Porter, and the pleasure of the prospect of giving her a shock left no room for other thoughts.

It was nearly seven oclock when Mrs. Porter reached the house. She was a little tired from the journey, but in high good humour. She had had a thoroughly satisfactory interview with her publishers — satisfactory, that is to say, to herself; the publishers had other views.

Is Mrs. Winfield in? she asked Keggs as he admitted her.

Ruth was always sympathetic about her guerrilla warfare with the publishers. She looked forward to a cosy chat, in the course of which she would trace, step by step, the progress of the late campaign which had begun overnight and had culminated that morning in a sort of Gettysburg, from which she had emerged with her arms full of captured flags and all the other trophies of conquest.

No, madam, said Keggs. Mrs. Winfield has not yet returned.

Keggs was an artist in tragic narration. He did not give away his climax; he led up to it by degrees as slow as his audience would permit.

Returned? I did not know she intended to go away. Her yacht party is next week, I understand.

Yes, madam.

Where has she gone?

To Tuxedo, madam.

Tuxedo?

Mrs. Winfield has just rung us up from there upon the telephone to request that necessaries for an indefinite stay be despatched to her. She is visiting Mrs. Bailey Bannister.

If Mrs. Porter had been Steve, she would probably have said For the love of Mike! at this point. Being herself, she merely repeated the butlers last words.

If I may be allowed to say so, madam, I think that there must have been trouble at Mrs. Bannisters. A telephone-call came from her very early this morning for Mrs. Winfield which caused Mrs. Winfield to rise and leave in a taximeter-cab in an extreme hurry. If I might be allowed to suggest it, it is probably a case of serious illness. Mrs. Winfield was looking very disturbed.

Hm! said Mrs. Porter. The exclamation was one of disappointment rather than of apprehension. Sudden illnesses at the Bailey home did not stir her, but she was annoyed that her recital of the squelching of the publishers would have to wait.

She went upstairs. Her intention was to look in at the nursery and satisfy herself that all was well with William Bannister. She had given Mamie specific instructions as to his care on her departure; but you never knew. Perhaps her keen eye might be able to detect some deviation from the rules she had laid down.

It detected one at once. The nursery was empty. According to schedule, the child should have been taking his bath.

She went downstairs again. Keggs was waiting in the hall. He had foreseen this return. He had allowed her to go upstairs with his story but half heard because that appealed to his artistic sense. This story, to his mind, was too good to be bolted at a sitting; it was the ideal serial.

Keggs.

Madam?

Where is Master William?

I fear I do not know, madam.

When did he go out? It is seven oclock; he should have been in an hour ago.

I have been making inquiries, madam, and I regret to inform you that nobody appears to have seen Master William all day.

What?

It not being my place to follow his movements, I was unaware of this until quite recently, but from conversation with the other domestics, I find that he seems to have disappeared!

Disappeared?

A glow of enjoyment such as he had sometimes experienced when the ticker at the Cadillac Hotel informed him that the man he had backed in some San Francisco fight had upset his opponent for the count began to permeate Keggs.

Disappeared, madam, he repeated.

Perhaps Mrs. Winfield took him with her to Tuxedo.

No, madam. Mrs. Winfield was alone. I was present when she drove away.

Send Mamie to me at once, said Mrs. Porter.

Keggs could have whooped with delight had not such an action seemed to him likely to prejudice his chances of retaining a good situation. He contented himself with wriggling ecstatically. The young person is not in the house, madam.

Not in the house? What business has she to be out? Where is she?

I could not tell you, madam. Keggs paused, reluctant to deal the final blow, as a child lingers lovingly over the last lick of ice-cream in a cone. I last saw her at about five oclock, driving off with Mr. Winfield in an automobile.

What!

Keggs was content. His climax had not missed fire. Its staggering effect was plain on the face of his hearer. For once Mrs. Porters poise had deserted her. Her one word had been a scream.

She did not tell me her destination, madam, went on Keggs, making all that could be made of what was left of the situation after its artistic finish. She came in and packed a suit-case and went out again and joined Mr. Winfield in the automobile, and they drove off together.

Mrs. Porter recovered herself. This was a matter which called for silent meditation, not for chit-chat with a garrulous butler.

That will do, Keggs.

Very good, madam.

Keggs withdrew to his pantry, well pleased. He considered that he had done himself justice as a raconteur. He had not spoiled a good story in the telling.

Mrs. Porter went to her room and sat down to think. She was a woman of action, and she soon reached a decision.

The errant pair must be followed, and at once. Her great mind, playing over the situation like a searchlight, detected a connection between this elopement and the disappearance of William Bannister. She had long since marked Kirk down as a malcontent, and she now labelled the absent Mamie as a snake in the grass who had feigned submission to her rule, while meditating all the time the theft of the child and the elopement with Kirk. She had placed the same construction on Mamies departure with Kirk as had Mr. Penway, showing that it is not only great minds that think alike.

A latent conviction as to the immorality of all artists, which had been one of the maxims of her late mother, sprang into life. She blamed herself for having allowed a nurse of such undeniable physical attractions to become a member of the household. Mamies very quietness and apparent absence of bad qualities became additional evidence against her now, Mrs. Porter arguing that these things indicated deep deceitfulness. She told herself, what was not the case, that she had never trusted that girl.

But Lora Delane Porter was not a woman to waste time in retrospection. She had not been in her room five minutes before her mind was made up. It was improbable that Kirk and his guilty accomplice had sought so near and obvious a haven as the studio, but it was undoubtedly there that pursuit must begin. She knew nothing of his way of living at that retreat, but she imagined that he must have appointed some successor to George Pennicut as general factotum, and it might be that this person would have information to impart.

The task of inducing him to impart it did not daunt Mrs. Porter. She had a just confidence in her powers of cross-examination.

She went to the telephone and called up the garage where Ruths automobiles were housed. Her plan of action was now complete. If no information were forthcoming at the studio, she would endeavour to find out where Kirk had hired the car in which he had taken Mamie away. He would probably have secured it from some garage near by. But this detective work would be a last resource. Like a good general, she did not admit of the possibility of failing in her first attack.

And, luck being with her, it happened that at the moment when she set out, Mr. Penway, feeling pretty comfortable where he was, abandoned his idea of going out for a stroll along Broadway and settled himself to pass the next few hours in Kirks armchair.

Mr. Penways first feeling when the bell rang, rousing him from his peaceful musings, was one of mild vexation. A few minutes later, when Mrs. Porter had really got to work upon him, he would not have recognized that tepid emotion as vexation at all.

Mrs. Porter wasted no time. She perforated Mr. Penways spine with her eyes, reduced it to the consistency of summer squash, and drove him before her into the studio, where she took a seat and motioned him to do the same. For a moment she sat looking at him, by way of completing the work of subjection, while Mr. Penway writhed uneasily on his chair and thought of past sins.

My name is Mrs. Porter, she began abruptly.

Mines Penway, said the miserable being before her. It struck him as the only thing to say.

I have come to inquire about Mr. Winfield.

As she paused Mr. Penway felt it incumbent upon him to speak again.

Dear old Kirk, he mumbled.

Nothing of the kind, said Mrs. Porter sharply. Mr. Winfield is a scoundrel of the worst type, and if you are as intimate a friend of his as your words imply, it does not argue well for your respectability.

Mr. Penway opened his mouth feebly and closed it again. Having closed it, he reopened it and allowed it to remain ajar, as it were. It was his idea of being conciliatory.

Tell me. Mr. Penway started violently. Tell me, when did you last see Mr. Winfield?

We went to Long Beach together this afternoon.

In an automobile?

Yes.

Ah! Were you here when Mr. Winfield left again?

For the life of him Mr. Penway had not the courage to say no. There was something about this womans stare which acted hypnotically upon his mind, never at its best as early in the evening.

He nodded.

There was a young woman with him? pursued Mrs. Porter.

At this moment Mr. Penways eyes, roving desperately about the room, fell upon the bottle of Bourbon which Kirks kindly hospitality had provided. His emotions at the sight of it were those of the shipwrecked mariner who see a sail. He sprang at it and poured himself out a stiff dose. Before Mrs. Porters disgusted gaze he drained the glass and then turned to her, a new man.

The noble spirit restored his own. For the first time since the interview had begun he felt capable of sustaining his end of the conversation with ease and dignity.

Hows that? he said.

There was a young woman with him? repeated Mrs. Porter.

Mr. Penway imagined that he had placed her by this time. Here, he told himself in his own crude language, was the squabs mother camping on Kirks trail with an axe. Mr. Penways moral code was of the easiest description. His sympathies were entirely with Kirk. Fortified by the Bourbon, he set himself resolutely to the task of lying whole-heartedly on behalf of his absent friend.

No, he said firmly.

No! exclaimed Mrs. Porter.

No, repeated Mr. Penway with iron resolution. No young woman. No young woman whatsoever. I noticed it particularly, because I thought it strange, dont you know — what I mean is, dont you know, strange there shouldnt be!

How tragic is a mans fruitless fight on behalf of a friend! For one short instant Mrs. Porter allowed Mr. Penway to imagine that the victory was his, then she administered the coup-de-grace.

Dont lie, you worthless creature, she said. They stopped at my house on their way while the girl packed a suitcase.

Mr. Penway threw up his brief. There are moments when the stoutest-hearted, even under the influence of old Bourbon, realize that to fight on is merely to fight in vain.

He condensed his emotions into four words.

Of all the chumps! he remarked, and, pouring himself out a further instalment of the raw spirit, he sat down, a beaten man.

Mrs. Porter continued to harry him.

Exactly, she said. So you see that there is no need for any more subterfuge and concealment. I do not intend to leave this room until you have told me all you have to tell, so you had better be quick about it. Kindly tell me the truth in as few words as possible — if you know what is meant by telling the truth.

A belated tenderness for his dignity came to Mr. Penway.

You are insulting, he remarked. You are — you are — most insulting.

I meant to be, said Mrs. Porter crisply. Now. Tell me. Where has Mr. Winfield gone?

Mr. Penway preserved an offended silence. Mrs. Porter struck the table a blow with a book which caused him to leap in his seat.

Where has Mr. Winfield gone?

How should I know?

How should you know? Because he told you, I should imagine. Where — has — Mr. — Winfield — gone?

Cnnecticut, said Mr. Penway, finally capitulating.

What part of Connecticut?

I dont know.

What part of Connecticut?

I tell you I dont know. He said: Im off to Connecticut, and left. It suddenly struck Mr. Penway that his defeat was not so overwhelming as he had imagined. So you havent got much out of me, you see, after all, he added.

Mrs. Porter rose.

On the contrary, she said; I have got out of you precisely the information which I required, and in considerably less time than I had supposed likely. If it interests you, I may tell you that Mr. Winfield has gone to a small house which he owns in the Connecticut woods.

Then what, demanded Mr. Penway indignantly, did you mean by keeping on saying What part of Cnnecticut? What part of Cnnecticut? What part — —

Because Mr. Winfields destination has only just occurred to me. She looked at him closely. You are a curious and not uninteresting object, Mr. Penway.

Mr. Penway started. Eh?

Object lesson, I should have said. I should like to exhibit you as a warning to the youth of this country.

What!

From the look of your frame I should imagine that you were once a man of some physique. Your shoulders are good. Even now a rigorous course of physical training might save you. I have known more helpless cases saved by firm treatment. You have allowed yourself to deteriorate much as did a man named Pennicut who used to be employed here by Mr. Winfield. I saved him. I dare say I could make something of you. I can see at a glance that you eat, drink, and smoke too much. You could not hold out your hand now, at this minute, without it trembling.

I could, said Mr. Penway indignantly.

He held it out, and it quivered like a tuning-fork.

There! said Mrs. Porter calmly. What do you expect? You know your own business best, I suppose, but I should like to tell you that if you do not become a teetotaller instantly, and begin taking exercise, you will probably die suddenly within a very few years. Personally I shall bear the calamity with fortitude. Good evening, Mr. Penway.

For some moments after she had gone Mr. Penway sat staring before him. His eyes wore a glassy look. His mouth was still ajar.

Damn woman! he said at length.

He turned to his meditations.

Damn impertinent woman!

Another interval for reflection, and he spoke again.

Damn impertinent, interfering woman that!

He reached out for the bottle of Bourbon and filled his glass. He put it to his lips, then slowly withdrew it.

Damn impertinent, inter — I wonder!

There was a small mirror on the opposite wall. He walked unsteadily toward it and put out his tongue. He continued in this attitude for a time, then, with increased dejection, turned away.

He placed a hand over his heart. This seemed to depress him still further. Finally he went to the table, took up the glass, poured its contents carefully back into the bottle, which he corked and replaced on the shelf.

On the floor against the wall was a pair of Indian clubs. He picked these up and examined them owlishly. He gave them little tentative jerks. Finally, with the air of a man carrying out a great resolution, he began to swing them. He swung them in slow, irregular sweeps, his eyes the while, still glassy, staring fixedly at the ceiling.


Chapter XII. Dolls with Souls
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RUTH HAD NOT seen Bailey since the afternoon when he had called to warn her against Basil Milbank. Whether it was offended dignity that kept him away, or merely pressure of business, she did not know.

That pressure of business existed, she was aware. The papers were full, and had been full for several days, of wars and rumours of wars down in Wall Street; and, though she understood nothing of finance, she knew that Bailey was in the forefront of the battle. Her knowledge was based partly on occasional references in the papers to the firm of Bannister & Co. and partly on what she heard in society.

She did not hear all that was said in society about Baileys financial operations — which, as Bailey had the control of her money, was unfortunate for her. The manipulation of money bored her, and she had left the investing of her legacy entirely to Bailey. Her father, she knew, had always had a high opinion of Baileys business instincts, and that was good enough for her.

She could not know how completely revolutionized the latters mind had become since the old mans death, and how freedom had turned him from a steady young man of business to a frenzied financier.

It was common report now that Bailey was taking big chances. Some went so far as to say that he was asking for it, it in his case being presumably the Nemesis which waits on those who take big chances in an uncertain market. It was in the air that he was going up against the Pinkey-Dowd group and the Norman-Graham combination, and everybody knew that the cemeteries of Wall Street were full of the unhonoured graves of others who in years past had attempted to do the same.

Pinkey, that sinister buccaneer, could have eaten a dozen Baileys. Devouring aspiring young men of the Bailey type was Normans chief diversion.

Ruth knew nothing of these things. She told herself that it was her abruptness that had driven Bailey away.

Weariness and depression had settled on Ruth since that afternoon of the storm. It was as if the storm had wrought an awakening in her. It had marked a definite point of change in her outlook. She felt as if she had been roused from a trance by a sharp blow.

If Steve had but known, she had had the jolt by which he set such store. She knew now that she had thrown away the substance for the shadow.

Kirks anger, so unlike him, so foreign to the weak, easy-going person she had always thought him, had brought her to herself. But it was too late. There could be no going back and picking up the threads. She had lost him, and must bear the consequences.

The withdrawal of Bailey was a small thing by comparison, a submotive in the greater tragedy. But she had always been fond of Bailey, and it hurt her to think that she should have driven him out of her life.

It seemed to her that she was very much alone now. She was marooned on a desert island of froth and laughter. Everything that mattered she had lost.

Even Bill had gone from her. The bitter justice of Kirks words came home to her now in her time of clear thinking. It was all true. In the first excitement of the new life he had bored her. She had looked upon Mrs. Porter as a saviour who brought her freedom together with an easy conscience. It had been so simple to deceive herself, to cheat herself into the comfortable belief that all that could be done for him was being done, when, as concerned the essential thing, as Kirk had said, there was no child of the streets who was not better off.

She tramped her round of social duties mechanically. Everything bored her now. The joy of life had gone out of her. She ate the bread of sorrow in captivity.

And then, this morning, had come a voice from the world she had lost — little Mrs. Baileys voice, small and tearful.

Could she possibly come out by the next train? Bailey was very ill. Bailey was dying. Bailey had come home last night looking ghastly. He had not slept. In the early morning he had begun to babble — Mrs. Baileys voice had risen and broken on the word, and Ruth at the other end of the wire had heard her frightened sobs. The doctor had come. The doctor had looked awfully grave. The doctor had telephoned to New York for another doctor. They were both upstairs now. It was awful, and Ruth must come at once.

This was the bad news which had brought about the pallor which had impressed Mr. Keggs as he helped Ruth into her cab.

Little Mrs. Bailey was waiting for her on the platform when she got out of the train. Her face was drawn and miserable. She looked like a beaten kitten. She hugged Ruth hysterically.

Oh, my dear, Im so glad youve come. Hes better, but it has been awful. The doctors have had to fight him to keep him in bed. He was crazy to get to town. He kept saying over and over again that he must be at the office. They gave him something, and he was asleep when I left the house.

She began to cry helplessly. The fates had not bestowed upon Sybil Bannister the same care in the matter of education for times of crisis which they had accorded to Steves Mamie. Her life till now had been sheltered and unruffled, and disaster, swooping upon her, had found her an easy victim.

She was trying to be brave, but her powers of resistance were small like her body. She clung to Ruth as a child clings to its mother. Ruth, as she tried to comfort her, felt curiously old. It occurred to her with a suggestion almost of grotesqueness that she and Sybil had been debutantes in the same season.

They walked up to the house. The summer cottage which Bailey had taken was not far from the station. On the way, in the intervals of her sobs, Sybil told Ruth the disjointed story of what had happened.

Bailey had not been looking well for some days. She had thought it must be the heat or business worries or something. He had not eaten very much, and he had seemed too tired to talk when he got home each evening. She had begged him to take a few days rest. That had been the only occasion in the whole of the last week when she had heard him laugh; and it had been such a horrid, ugly sort of laugh that she wished she hadnt.

He had said that if he stayed away from the office for some time to come it would mean love in a cottage for them for the rest of their lives — and not a summer cottage at Tuxedo at that. My dear child, he had gone on, and you know when Bailey calls me that, said Sybil, it means that there is something the matter; for, as a rule, he never calls me anything but my name, or baby, or something like that.

Which gave Ruth a little shock of surprise. Somehow the idea of the dignified Bailey addressing his wife as baby startled her. She was certainly learning these days that she did not know people as completely as she had supposed. There seemed to be endless sides to peoples characters which had never come under her notice. A sudden memory of Kirk on that fateful afternoon came to her and made her wince.

Mrs. Bailey continued: My dear child, he went on, this week is about the most important week you and I are ever likely to live through. Its the show-down. We either come out on top or we blow up. Its one thing or the other. And if I take a few days holiday just now you had better start looking about for the best place to sell your jewellery.

Those were his very words, she said tearfully. I remember them all. It was so unlike his usual way of talking.

Ruth acknowledged that it was. More than ever she felt that she did not know the complete Bailey.

He was probably exaggerating, she said for the sake of saying something.

Sybil was silent for a moment.

It isnt that thats worrying me, she went on then. Somehow I dont seem to care at all whether we come out right or not, so long as he gets well. Last night, when I thought he was going to die, I made up my mind that I couldnt go on living without him. I wouldnt have, either.

This time the shock of surprise which came to Ruth was greater by a hundred-fold than the first had been. She gave a quick glance at Sybil. Her small face was hard, and the little white teeth gleamed between her drawn lips. It was the face, for one brief instant, of a fanatic. The sight of it affected Ruth extraordinarily. It was as if she had seen a naked soul where she had never imagined a soul to be.

She had weighed Sybil in the same calm, complacent almost patronizing fashion in which she had weighed Bailey, Kirk, everybody. She had set her down as a delightful child, an undeveloped, feather-brained little thing, pleasant to spend an afternoon with, but not to be taken seriously by any one as magnificent and superior as Ruth Winfield. And what manner of a man must Bailey be, Bailey whom she had always looked on as a dear, but as quite a joke, something to be chaffed and made to look foolish, if he was capable of inspiring love like this?

A wave of humility swept over her. The pygmies of her world were springing up as giants, dwarfing her. The pinnacle of superiority on which she had stood so long was crumbling into dust.

She was finding herself. She winced again as the thought stabbed her that she was finding herself too late.

They reached the house in silence, each occupied with her own thoughts. The defiant look had died out of Sybils face and she was once more a child, crying because unknown forces had hurt it. But Ruth was not looking at her now.

She was too busy examining this new world into which she had been abruptly cast, this world where dolls had souls and jokes lost their point.

At the cottage good news awaited them. The crisis was past. Bailey was definitely out of danger. He was still asleep, and sleeping easily. It had just been an ordinary breakdown, due to worrying and overwork, said the doctor, the bigger of the doctors, the one who had been summoned from New York.

All your husband needs now, Mrs. Bannister, is rest. See that he is kept quiet. Thats all there is to it.

As if by way of a commentary on his words, a small boy on a bicycle rode up with a telegram.

Sybil opened it. She read it, and looked at Ruth with large eyes.

From the office, she said, handing it to her.

Ruth read it. It was a C. D. Q., an S.O.S. from the front; an appeal for help from the forefront of the battle. She did not understand the details of it, but the purport was clear. The battle had begun, and Bailey was needed. But Bailey lay sleeping in his tent.

She handed it back in silence. There was nothing to be done.

The second telegram arrived half an hour after the first. It differed from the first only in its greater emphasis. Panic seemed to be growing in the army of the lost leader.

The ringing of the telephone began almost simultaneously with the arrival of the second telegram. Ruth went to the receiver. A frantic voice was inquiring for Mr. Bannister even as she put it to her ear.

This is Mrs. Winfield speaking, she said steadily, Mr. Bannisters sister. Mr. Bannister is very ill and cannot possibly attend to any business.

There was a silence at the other end of the wire. Then a voice, with the calm of desperation, said: Thank you. There was a pause. Thank you, said the voice again in a crushed sort of way, and the receiver was hung up. Ruth went back to Sybil.

The hours passed. How she got through them Ruth hardly knew. Time seemed to have stopped. For the most part they sat in silence. In the afternoon Sybil was allowed to see Bailey for a few minutes. She returned thoughtful. She kissed Ruth before she sat down, and once or twice after that Ruth, looking up, found her eyes fixed upon her. It seemed to Ruth that there was something which she was trying to say, but she asked no questions.

After dinner they sat out on the porch. It was a perfect night. The cool dusk was soothing.

Ruth broke a long silence.

Sybil!

Yes, dear?

May I tell you something?

Well?

Im afraid its bad news.

Sybil turned quickly.

You called up the office while I was with Bailey?

Ruth started.

How did you know?

I guessed. I have been trying to do it all day, but I hadnt the pluck. Well?

Im afraid things are about as bad as they can be. A Mr. Meadows spoke to me. He was very gloomy. He told me a lot of things which I couldnt follow, details of what had happened, but I understood all that was necessary, Im afraid — —

Baileys ruined? said Sybil quietly.

Mr. Meadows seemed to think so. He may have exaggerated.

Sybil shook her head.

No. Bailey was talking to me upstairs. I expected it.

There was a long silence.

Ruth.

Yes?

Im afraid—

Sybil stopped.

Yes?

A sudden light of understanding came to Ruth. She knew what it was that Sybil was trying to say, had been trying to say ever since she spoke with Bailey.

My money has gone, too? Is that it?

Sybil did not answer. Ruth went quickly to her and took her in her arms.

You poor baby, she cried. Was that what was on your mind, wondering how you should tell me? I knew there was something troubling you.

Sybil began to sob.

I didnt know how to tell you, she whispered.

Ruth laughed excitedly. She felt as if a great weight had been lifted from her shoulders — a weight which had been crushing the life out of her. In the last few days the scales had fallen from her eyes and she had seen clearly.

She realized now what Kirk had realized from the first, that what had forced his life apart from hers had been the golden wedge of her fathers money. It was the burden of wealth that had weighed her down without her knowing it. She felt as if she had been suddenly set free.

Im dreadfully sorry, said Sybil feebly.

Ruth laughed again.

Im not, she said. If you knew how glad I was you would be congratulating me instead of looking as if you thought I was going to bite you.

Glad!

Of course Im glad. Everythings going to be all right again now. Sybil dear, Kirk and I had the most awful quarrel the other day. We — we actually decided it would be better for us to separate. It was all my fault. I had neglected Kirk, and I had neglected Bill, and Kirk couldnt stand it any longer. But now that this has happened, dont you see that it will be all right again? You cant stand on your dignity when youre up against real trouble. If this had not happened, neither of us would have had the pluck to make the first move; but now, you see, we shall just naturally fall into each others arms and be happy again, he and I and Bill, just as we were before.

It must be lovely for you having Bill, said little Mrs. Bailey wistfully. I wish—

She stopped. There was a corner of her mind into which she could not admit any one, even Ruth.

Having him ought to have been enough for any woman. Ruths voice was serious. It was enough for me in the old days when we were at the studio. What fools women are sometimes! I suppose I lost my head, coming suddenly into all that money — I dont know why; for it was not as if I had not had plenty of time, when father was alive, to get used to the idea of being rich. I think it must have been the unexpectedness of it. I certainly did behave as if I had gone mad. Goodness! Im glad its over and that we can make a fresh start.

What is it like being poor, Ruth? Of course, we were never very well off at home, but we werent really poor.

Its heaven if youre with the right man.

Mrs. Bailey sighed.

Baileys the right man, as far as Im concerned. But Im wondering how he will bear it, poor dear.

Ruth was feeling too happy herself to allow any one else to be unhappy if she could help it.

Why, of course he will be splendid about it, she said. Youre letting your imagination run away with you. You have got the idea of Bailey and yourself as two broken creatures begging in the streets. I dont know how badly Bailey will be off after this smash, but I do know that he will have all his brains and his energy left.

Ruth was conscious of a momentary feeling of surprise that she should be eulogizing Bailey in this fashion, and — stranger still — that she should be really sincere in what she said. But to-day seemed to have changed everything, and she was regarding her brother with a new-born respect. She could still see Sybils face as it had appeared in that memorable moment of self-revelation. It had made a deep impression upon her.

A man like Bailey is worth a large salary to any one, even if he may not be able to start out for himself again immediately. Im not worrying about you and Bailey. You will have forgotten all about this crash this time next year. Sybil brightened up. She was by nature easily moved, and Ruths words had stimulated her imagination.

He is awfully clever, she said, her eyes shining.

Why, this sort of thing happens every six months to anybody who has anything to do with Wall Street, proceeded Ruth, fired by her own optimism. You read about it in the papers every day. Nobody thinks anything of it.

Sybil, though anxious to look on the bright side, could not quite rise to these heights of scorn for the earthquake which had shaken her world.

I hope not. It would be awful to go through a time like this again.

Ruth reassured her, though it entailed a certain inconsistency on her part. She had a true womans contempt for consistency.

Of course you wont have to go through it again. Bailey will be careful in future not to — not to do whatever it is that he has done.

She felt that the end of her inspiring speech was a little weak, but she did not see how she could mend it. Her talk with Mr. Meadows on the telephone had left her as vague as before as to the actual details of what had been happening that day in Wall Street. She remembered stray remarks of his about bulls, and she had gathered that something had happened to something which Mr. Meadows called G.R.D.s, which had evidently been at the root of the trouble; but there her grasp of high finance ended.

Sybil, however, was not exigent. She brightened at Ruths words as if they had been an authoritative pronouncement from an expert.

Bailey is sure to do right, she said. I think Ill creep in and see if hes still asleep.

Ruth, left alone on the porch, fell into a pleasant train of thought. There was something in her mental attitude which amused her. She wondered if anybody had ever received the announcement of financial ruin in quite the same way before. Yet to her this attitude seemed the only one possible.

How simple everything was now! She could go to Kirk and, as she had said to Sybil, start again. The golden barrier between them had vanished. One day had wiped out all the wretchedness of the last year. They were back where they had started, with all the accumulated experience of those twelve months to help them steer their little ship clear of the rocks on its new voyage.



She was roused from her dream by the sound of an automobile drawing up at the door. A voice that she recognised called her name. She went quickly down the steps.

Is that you, Aunt Lora?

Mrs. Porter, masterly woman, never wasted time in useless chatter.

Jump in, my dear, she said crisply. Your husband has stolen William and eloped with that girl Mamie (whom I never trusted) to Connecticut.


Chapter XIII. Pastures New
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STEVE HAD ARRIVED at the Connecticut shack in the early dawn of the day which had been so eventful to most of his friends and acquaintances. William Bannisters interest in the drive, at first acute, had ceased after the first five miles, and he had passed the remainder of the journey in a sound sleep from which the stopping of the car did not awaken him.

Steve jumped down and stretched himself. There was a wonderful freshness in the air which made him forget for a moment his desire for repose. He looked about him, breathing deep draughts of its coolness. The robins which, though not so well advertised, rise just as punctually as the lark, were beginning to sing as they made their simple toilets before setting out to attend to the early worm. The sky to the east was a delicate blend of pinks and greens and yellows, with a hint of blue behind the grey which was still the prevailing note.

A vaguely sentimental mood came upon Steve. In his heart he knew perfectly well that he could never be happy for any length of time out of sight and hearing of Broadway cars; but at that moment, such was the magic of the dawn, he felt a longing to settle down in the country and pass the rest of his days a simple farmer with beard unchecked by razor. He saw himself feeding the chickens and addressing the pigs by their pet names, while Mamie, in a cotton frock, called cheerfully to him to come in because breakfast was ready and getting cold.

Mamie! Ah!

His sigh turned into a yawn. He realized with the abruptness which comes to a man who stands alone with nature in the small hours that he was very sleepy. The excitement which had sustained him till now had begun to ebb. The free life of the bearded farmer seemed suddenly less attractive. Bed was what he wanted now, not nature.

He opened the door of the car and lifted William Bannister out, swathed in rugs. The White Hope gurgled drowsily, but did not wake. Steve carried him on to the porch and laid him down. Then he turned his attention to the problem of effecting an entry.

Once an honest man has taken to amateur burgling he soon picks up the tricks of it. To open his knife and shoot back the catch of the nearest window was with Steve the work, if not of a moment, of a very few minutes. He climbed in and unlocked the front door. Then he carried his young charge into the sitting-room and laid him down on a chair, a step nearer his ultimate destination — bed.

Steves faculties were rapidly becoming numb with approaching sleep, but he roused himself to face certain details of the country life which till now had escaped him. His earnest concentration on the main plank of his platform, the spiriting away of William Bannister, had caused him to overlook the fact that no preparations had been made to welcome him on his arrival at his destination. He had treated the shack as if it had been a summer hotel, where he could walk in and engage a room. It now struck him that there was much to be attended to before he could, as he put it to himself, hit the hay. There was the White Hopes bed to be made, and, by the way of a preliminary to that, sheets must be found and blankets, not to mention pillows.

Yawning wearily he set out on his search.

He found sheets, but mistrusted them. They might or might not be perfectly dry. He did not care to risk his godsons valuable health in the experiment. A hazy notion that blankets were always safe restored his spirits, and he became cheerful on reflecting that a child with William Bannisters gift for sleep would not be likely to notice the absence of linen in his bed.

The couch which he finally passed adequate would have caused Lora Delane Porters hair to stand erect, but it satisfied Steve. He went downstairs, and, returning with William Bannister, placed him carefully on it and tucked him in. The White Hope slept on.

Having assured himself that all was well, Steve made up a similar nest for himself, and, removing his coat and shoes, crawled under the blankets. Five minutes later rhythmical snores proclaimed the fact that nature had triumphed over all the discomforts of one of the worst-made beds in Connecticut.



The sun was high when Steve woke. He rose stiffly and went into the other room. William Bannister still slept.

Steve regarded him admiringly.

For the dormouse act, he mused, that kid certainly stands alone. You got to hand it to him.

An aching void within him called his mind to the question of breakfast. It began to come home to him that he had not planned out this expedition with that thoroughness which marks the great general.

I guess Ill have to get out to the nearest village in the bubble, he said. And while Im there maybe Id better send Kirk a wire. And I reckon Ill have to take the kid. If he wakes up and finds me gone hell throw fits. Up you get, squire.

He kneaded the recumbent form of his godson with a large hand until he had massaged out of him the last remains of his great sleep. It took some time, but it was effective. The White Hope sat up, full of life and energy. He inspected Steve gravely for a moment, endeavouring to place him.

Hello, Steve, he said at length.

Hello, kid.

Where am I?

In the country. In Connecticut.

Whats Necticut?

This is. Where we are.

Where are we?

Here. In Connecticut.

Why?

Steve raised a protesting hand.

Not so early in the day, kid; not before breakfast, he pleaded. Honest, Im not strong enough. It aint as if we was a vaudeville team that had got to rehearse.

Whats rehearse?

Steve changed the subject.

Say, kid, aint you feeling like you could bite into something? I got an emptiness inside me as big as all outdoors. How about a mouthful of cereal and a shirred egg? Now, for the love of Mike, he went on quickly, as his godson opened his mouth to speak, dont say Whats shirred? Its something you do to eggs. Its one way of fixing em.

Whats fixing? inquired William Bannister brightly.

Steve sighed. When he spoke he was calm, but determined.

Thatll be all the dialogue for the present, he said. Well play the rest of our act in dumb show. Get a move on you, and Ill take you out in the bubble — the automobile, the car, the chug-chug wagon, the thing we came here in, if you want to know what bubble is — and well scare up some breakfast.

Steves ignorance of the locality in which he found himself was complete; but he had a general impression that farmers as a class were people who delighted in providing breakfasts for the needy, if the needy possessed the necessary price. Acting on this assumption, he postponed his trip to the nearest town and drove slowly along the roads with his eyes open for signs of life.

He found a suitable farm and, applying the brakes, gathered up William Bannister and knocked at the door.

His surmise as to the hospitality of farmers proved correct, and presently they were sitting down to a breakfast which it did his famished soul good to contemplate.

William Bannister seemed less enthusiastic. Steve, having disposed of two eggs in quick succession, turned to see how his young charge was progressing with his repast, and found him eyeing a bowl of bread-and-milk in a sort of frozen horror.

Whats the matter, kid? he asked. Get busy.

No paper, said William Bannister.

For the love of Pete! Do you expect your morning paper out in the woods?

No paper, repeated the White Hope firmly.

Steve regarded him thoughtfully.

I didnt have this trip planned out right, he said regretfully. I ought to have got Mamie to come along. I bet a hundred dollars she would have got next to your meanings in a second. I pass. Whats your kick, anyway? Whats all this about paper?

Aunty Lora says not to eat bread that doesnt come wrapped up in paper, said the White Hope, becoming surprisingly lucid. Mamie undoes it out of crinkly paper.

I get you. They feed you rolls at home wrapped up in tissue-paper, is that it?

Whats tissue?

Same as crinkly. Well, see here. You remember what we was talking about last night about germs?

Yes.

Well, thats one thing germs never do, eat bread out of crinkly paper. You want to forget all the dope they shot into you back in New York and start fresh. You do what I tell you and you cant go wrong. If youre going to be a regular germ, what youve got to do is to wrap yourself round that bread-and-milk the quickest you can. Get me? Till you do that we cant begin to start out to have a good time.

William Bannister made no more objections. He attacked his meal with an easy conscience, and about a quarter of an hour later leaned back with a deep sigh of repletion.

Steve, meanwhile had entered into conversation with the lady of the house.

Say, I guess you aint got a kid of your own anywheres, have you?

Sure I have, said the hostess proudly. Hes out in the field with his pop this minute. His names Jim.

Fine. I want to get hold of a kid to play with this kid here. Jim sounds pretty good to me. About the same age as this one?

For the Lords sake! Jims eighteen and weighs two hundred pounds.

Cut out Jim. I thought from the way you spoke he was a regular kid. Know any one in these parts whos got something about the same weight as this one?

The farmers wife reflected.

Kids is pretty scarce round here, she said. I reckon you wont get one that I knows of. Theres that Tom Whiting, but hes a bad boy. He aint been raised right.

Whats the matter with him?

I dont want to speak harm of no one, but his father used to be a low prize-fighter, and you know what they are.

Steve nodded sympathetically.

Regular plug-uglies, he said. A friend of mine used to have to mix with them quite a lot, poor fellah! He used to say they was none of them truly refined. And this kid takes after his pop, eh? Kind of scrappy kid, is that it?

Hes a bad boy.

Well, maybe Id better look him over, just in case. Wheres he to be found?

They live in the cottage by the big house you can see through them trees. His pop looks after Mr. Wilsons prize dawgs. Thats his job.

Whats Wilson? asked the White Hope, coming out of his stupor.

You beat me to it by a second, kid. I was just going to ask it myself.

Hes one of them rich New Yawkers. He has his summer place here, and this Whiting looks after his prize dawgs.

Well, I guess Ill give him a call. Its going to be lonesome for my kid if he aint got some one to show him how to hit it up. Hes not used to country life. Come along. Well get into the bubble and go and send your pop a telegram.

Whats telegram? asked William Bannister.

I got you placed now, said Steve, regarding him with interest. Youre not going to turn into an ambassador or an artist or any of them things. Youre going to be the greatest district attorney that ever came down the pike.


Chapter XIV. The Sixty-First Street Cyclone
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IT WAS PAST seven oclock when Kirk, bending over the wheel, with Mamie at his side came in sight of the shack. The journey had been checked just outside the city by a blow-out in one of the back tyres. Kirk had spent the time, while the shirt-sleeved rescuer from the garage toiled over the injured wheel, walking up and down with a cigar. Neither he nor Mamie had shown much tendency towards conversation. Mamie was habitually of a silent disposition, and Kirks mind was too full of his thoughts to admit of speech.

Ever since he had read Steves telegram he had been in the grip of a wild exhilaration. He had not stopped to ask himself what this mad freak of Steves could possibly lead to in the end — he was satisfied to feel that its immediate result would be that for a brief while, at any rate, he would have his son to himself, away from all the chilling surroundings which had curbed him and frozen his natural feelings in the past.

He tried to keep his mind from dwelling upon Ruth. He had thought too much of her of late for his comfort. Since they had parted that day of the thunder-storm the thought that he had lost her had stabbed him incessantly. He had tried to tell himself that it was the best thing they could do, to separate, since it was so plain that their love had died; but he could not cheat himself into believing it.

It might be true in her case — it must be, or why had she let him go that afternoon? — but, for himself, the separation had taught him that he loved her as much as ever, more than ever. Absence had purified him of that dull anger which had been his so short a while before. He looked back and marvelled that he could ever have imagined for a moment that he had ceased to love her.

Now, as he drove along the empty country roads, he forced his mind to dwell, as far as he could, only upon his son. There was a mist before his eyes as he thought of him. What a bully lad he had been! What fun they had had in the old days! But that brought his mind back to Ruth, and he turned his mind resolutely to the future again.

He chuckled silently as he thought of Steve. Of all the mad things to do! What had made him think of it? How had such a wild scheme ever entered his head? This, he supposed, was what Steve called punching instead of sparring. But he had never given him credit for the imagination that could conceive a punch of this magnitude.

And how had he carried it out? He could hardly have broken into the house. Yet that seemed the only way in which it could have been done.

From Steve his thoughts returned to William Bannister. He smiled again. What a time they would have — while it lasted! The worst of it was, it could not last long. To-morrow, he supposed, he would have to take the child back to his home. He could not be a party to this kidnapping raid for any length of time. This must be looked on as a brief holiday, not as a permanent relief.

That was the only flaw in his happiness as he stopped the car at the door of the shack, for by now he had succeeded at last in thrusting the image of Ruth from his mind.

There was a light in the ground-floor window. He raised his head and shouted:

Steve!

The door opened.

Hello, Kirk. That you? Come along in. Youre just in time for the main performance.

He caught sight of Mamie standing beside Kirk.

Whos that? he cried. For a moment he thought it was Ruth, and his honest heart leaped at the thought that his scheme had worked already and brought Kirk and her together again.

Its me, Steve, said Mamie in her small voice. And Steve, as he heard it, was seized with the first real qualm he had had since he had embarked upon his great adventure.

As Kirk had endeavoured temporarily to forget Ruth, so had he tried not to think of Mamie. It was the only thing he was ashamed of in the whole affair, the shock he must have given her.

Hello, Mamie, he said sheepishly, and paused. Words did not come readily to him.

Mamie entered the house without speaking. It seemed to Steve that invective would have been better than this ominous silence. He looked ruefully at her retreating back and turned to greet Kirk.

Youre mighty late, he said.

I only got your telegram toward the end of the afternoon. I had been away all day. I came here as fast as I could hit it up directly I read it. We had a blow-out, and that delayed us.

Steve ventured a question.

Say, Kirk, why us, while were talking of it? How does Mamie come to be here?

She insisted on coming. It seems that everybody in the house was away to-day, so she tells me, so she came round to me with your note.

I guess this has put me in pretty bad with Mamie, observed Steve regretfully. Has she been knocking me on the trip?

Not a word.

Steve brightened, but became subdued again next moment.

I guess shes just saving it, he said resignedly.

Steve, what made you do it?

Oh, I reckoned you could do with having the kid to yourself for a spell, said Steve awkwardly.

Youre all right, Steve. But how did you manage it? I shouldnt have thought it possible.

Oh, it wasnt so hard, that part. I just hid in the house, and — but say, lets forget it; it makes me feel kind of mean, somehow. It seems to me I may have lost Mamie her job. Its mighty hard to do the right thing by every one in this world, aint it? Come along in and see the kid. Hes great. Are you feeling ready for supper? Him and me was just going to start.

It occurred to Kirk for the first time that he was hungry.

Have you got anything to eat, Steve?

Steve brightened again.

Have we? he said. Weve got everything there is in Connecticut! Why, say, were celebrating. This is our big day. Know whats happened? Why—

He stopped short, as if somebody had choked him. They had gone into the sitting-room while he was speaking. The table was laid for supper. A chafing-dish stood at one end, and the remainder of the available space was filled with a collection of foods, from cold chicken to candy, which did credit to Steves imagination.

But it was not the sight of these that checked his flow of speech. It was the look on Mamies face as he caught sight of it in the lamplight. The White Hope was sitting at the table in the attitude of one who has heard the gong and is anxious to begin; while Mamie, bending over him, raised her head as the two men entered and fixed Steve with a baleful stare.

What have you been doing to the poor mite? she demanded fiercely, to get his face scratched this way?

There was no doubt about the scratch. It was a long, angry red line running from temple to chin. The White Hope, becoming conscious of the fact that the attention of the public was upon him, and diagnosing the cause, volunteered an explanation.

Bad boy, he said, and looked meaningly again at the candy.

What does he mean by bad boy?

Just what he says, Mamie, honest. Gee! you dont think I done it, do you?

Have you been letting the precious lamb fight? cried Mamie, her eyes two circles of blue indignation.

Steves enthusiasm overcame his sense of guilt. He uttered a whoop.

Letting him! Gee! Listen to her! Why, say, that kid dont have to be let! Hes a scrapper from Swatville-on-the-Bingle. Honest! Thats what all this food is about. Were celebrating. This is a little supper given in his honour by a few of his admirers and backers, meaning me. Why, say, Kirk, that kid of yours is just the greatest thing that ever happened. Get that chafing-dish going and Ill tell you all about it.

How did he come by that scratch? said Mamie, coldly sticking to her point.

Ill tell you quick enough. But lets start in on the eats first. You wouldnt keep a coming champ waiting for his grub, would you? Look how hes lamping that candy.

Were you going to let the poor mite stuff himself with candy, Steve Dingle?

Sure. Whatever he says goes. He owns the joint after this afternoon.

Mamie swiftly removed the unwholesome delicacy.

The idea!

Kirk was busying himself with the chafing-dish.

What have you got in here, Steve?

Lobster, colonel. I had to do thirty miles to get it, too.

Mamie looked at him fixedly.

Were you going to feed lobster to this child? she asked with ominous calm. Were you intending to put him to bed full of broiled lobster and marshmallows?

Nix on the rough stuff, Mamie, pleaded the embarrassed pugilist. How was I to know what kids feed on? And maybe he would have passed up the lobster at that and stuck to the sardines.

Sardines!

Aint kids allowed sardines? said Steve anxiously. The guy at the store told me they were wholesome and nourishing. It looked to me as if that ought to hit young Fitzsimmons about right. Whats the matter with them?

A little bread-and-milk is all that he ever has before he goes to bed.

Steve detected a flaw in this and hastened to make his point.

Sure, he said, but he dont win the bantam-weight champeenship of Connecticut every night.

Is that what hes done to-day, Steve? asked Kirk.

It certainly is. Aint I telling you?

Thats the trouble. Youre not. You and Mamie seem to be having a discussion about the nourishing properties of sardines and lobster. What has been happening this afternoon?

Bad boy, remarked William Bannister with his mouth full.

Thats right, said Steve. Thats it in a nutshell. Say, it was this way. It seemed to me that, having no kid of his own age to play around with, his nibs was apt to get lonesome, so I asked about and found that there was a guy of the name of Whiting living near here who had a kid of the same age or thereabouts. Maybe you remember him? He used to fight at the feather-weight limit some time back. Called himself Young OBrien. He was a pretty good scrapper in his time, and now hes up here looking after some gents prize dogs.

Well, I goes to him and borrows his kid. Hes a scrappy sort of kid at that and weighs ten pounds more than his nibs; but I reckoned hed have to do, and I thought I could stay around and part em if they got to mixing it.

Mamie uttered an indignant exclamation, but Kirks eyes were gleaming proudly.

Well? he said.

Steve swallowed lobster and resumed.

Well, you know how it is. You meet a guy whos been in the same line of business as yourself and you find youve got a heap to talk about. Id never happened across the gink Whiting, but I knew of him, and, of course, hed heard of me, and we got to discussing things. I seen him lose on a foul to Tommy King in the eighteenth round out in Los Angeles, and that kept us busy talking, him having it that he hadnt gone within a mile of fouling Tommy and me saying Id been in a ring-seat and had the goods on him same as if Id taken a snap-shot. Well, we was both getting pretty hot under the collar about it when suddenly theres the blazes of a noise behind us, and theres the two kids scrapping all over the lot. The Whiting kid had started it, mind you, and him ten pounds heavier than Bill, and tough, too.

The White Hope confirmed this.

Bad boy, he remarked, and with a deep breath resumed excavating work on a grapefruit.

Well, I was just making a jump to separate them when this Whiting gook says, Betcha a dollar my kid wins! and before I knew what I was doing Id taken him. It wasnt that that stopped me, though. It was his saying that his kid took after his dad and could eat up anything of his own age in America. Well, darn it, could I take that from a slob of a mixed-ale scrapper when it was handed out at the finest kid that ever came from New York?

Of course not, said Kirk indignantly, and even Mamie forbore to criticize. She bent over the White Hope and gave his grapefruit-stained cheek a kiss.

Well, I should say not! cried Steve. I just hollered to his nibs, Soak it to him, kid! for the honour of No. 99; and, believe me, the young bear-cat sort of gathered himself together, winked at me, and began to hammer the stuffing out of the scrappy kid. Say, there wasnt no sterilized stuff about his work. You were a regular germ, all right, werent you squire?

Germ, agreed the White Hope. He spoke drowsily.

Gee! Steve resumed his saga in a whirl of enthusiasm. Gee! if theyre right to start with, if theyre born right, if theyve got the grit in them, you cant sterilize it out of em if you use up half the germ-killer in the country. From the way that kid acted youd have thought hed been spending the last year in a training-camp. The other kid rolled him over, but he come up again as if that was just the sort of stuff he liked, and pretty soon I see that hes uncovered a yellow streak in the Whiting kid as big as a barn door. You were on it, werent you, colonel?

But the White Hope had no remarks to offer this time. His head had fallen forward and was resting peacefully in his grapefruit.

Hes asleep, said Mamie.

She picked him up gently and carried him out.

Hes a champeen at that too, said Steve. I had to pull him out of the hay this morning. Well, I guess hes earned it. Hes had a busy day.

What happened then, Steve?

Why, after that there wasnt a thing to it. Whiting, poor simp, couldnt see it. Betcha ten dollars my kid wins, he hollers. Hes got him going. Take you, I shouts; and at that moment the scrappy kid sees its all over, so he does the old business of fouling, same as his pop done when he fought Tommy King. Its in the blood, I guess. He takes and scratches poor Bill on the cheek.

That was enough for me. I jumps in. All over, I says. My kid wins on a foul. Foul nothing, says Whiting. It was an accident, and you lose because you jumped into the fight, same as Connie McVey did when Corbett fought Sharkey. Think you can get away with it, pulling that old-time stuff? I didnt trouble to argue with him. Oh, I says, is that it? Say, just take a slant at your man. If you dont stop him quick hell be in Texas.

For the scrappy kid was beating it while the going was good and was half a mile away, running hard. Well, that was enough even for the Whiting guy. I guess well call it a draw, he says, and all bets off. I just looks at him and says, quite civil and polite: You darned half-baked slob of a rough-house scrapper, I says, it aint a draw or anything like it. My kid wins, and Ill trouble you now to proceed to cash in with the dough, or else Im liable to start something. So he paid up, and I took the White Hope indoors and give him a wash and brush-up, and we cranks up the bubble and hikes off to the town and spends the money on getting food for the celebration supper. And whats over I slips into the kids pocket and says: Thats your first winners end, kid, and youve earned it.

Steve paused and filled his glass.

Im on the waggon as a general thing nowadays, he said; but I reckon this an occasion. Right here is where we drink his health.

And, overcome by his emotion, he burst into discordant song.

Fo-or hes a jolly good fellow, bellowed Steve. For hes a jolly good fellow. For hes—

There was a sound of quick footsteps outside, and Mamie entered the room like a small whirlwind.

Be quiet! she cried. Do you want to wake him?

Wake him? said Steve. You cant wake that kid with dynamite.

He raised his glass.

Ladeezn gentlemen, the boy wonder! Heres to him! The bantam-weight champeen of Connecticut. The Sixty-First Street Cyclone! The kid they couldnt sterilize! The White Hope!

The White Hope! echoed Kirk.

Fo-or hes a jolly good fellow— sang Steve.

Be quiet! said Mrs. Porter from the doorway, and Steve, wheeling round, caught her eye and collapsed like a pricked balloon.


Chapter XV. Mrs. Porters Waterloo
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OF THE LITTLE band of revellers it would be hard to say which was the most taken aback at this invasion. The excitement of the moment had kept them from hearing the sound of the automobile which Mrs. Porter, mistrusting the rough road that led to the shack, had stopped some distance away.

Perhaps, on the whole, Kirk was more surprised than either of his companions. Their guilty consciences had never been quite free from the idea of the possibility of pursuit; but Kirk, having gathered from Mamie that neither Ruth nor her aunt was aware of what had happened, had counted upon remaining undisturbed till the time for return came on the morrow.

He stood staring at Ruth, who had followed Mrs. Porter into the room.

Mrs. Porter took charge of the situation. She was in her element. She stood with one hand resting on the table as if she were about to make an after-dinner speech — as indeed she was.

Lora Delane Porter was not dissatisfied with the turn events had taken. On the whole, perhaps, it might be said that she was pleased. She intended, when she began to speak, to pulverize Kirk and the abandoned young woman whom he had selected as his partner in his shameful escapade, but in this she was swayed almost entirely by a regard for abstract morality.

As concerned Ruth, she felt that the situation was, on the whole, the best thing that could have happened. To her Napoleonic mind, which took little account of the softer emotions, concerning itself entirely with the future of the race, Kirk had played his part and was now lagging superfluous on the stage. His tendency, she felt, was to retard rather than to assist William Bannisters development. His influence, such as it was, clashed with hers. She did not forget that there had been a time when Ruth, having practically to choose between them, had chosen to go Kirks way and had abandoned herself to a life which could only be considered unhygienic and retrograde. Her defeat in the matter of Whiskers, the microbe-harbouring dog from Ireland, still rankled.

It was true that in what might be called the return match she had utterly routed Kirk; but until this moment she had always been aware of him as an opponent who might have to be reckoned with. She was quite convinced that it would be in the best interests of everybody, especially of William Bannister, if he could be eliminated. There were signs of human weakness in Ruth which sometimes made her uneasy. Ruth, she told herself, might bear the torch, but when it came to not faltering she was less certain of her.

Ruth, it was true, had behaved admirably in the matter of the upbringing of William from the moment of her conversion till now, but might she not at any moment become a backslider and fill the white-tiled nursery with abominable long-haired dogs? Most certainly she might. In a woman who had once been a long-haired dogist there are always possibilities of a relapse into long-haired dogism, just as in a converted cannibal there are always possibilities of a return to the gods of wood and stone and the disposition to look on his fellow-man purely in the light of breakfast-food.

For these reasons Mrs. Porter was determined to push home her present advantage, to wipe Kirk off the map as an influence in Ruths life. It was her intention, having recovered William Bannister and bathed him from head to foot in a weak solution of boric acid, to stand over Ruth while she obtained a divorce. That done, she would be in a position to defy Kirk and all his antagonistic views on the subject of the hygienic upbringing of children.

She rapped the table and prepared to speak.

Even a Napoleon, however, may err from lack of sufficient information; and there was a flaw in her position of which she was unaware. From the beginning of the drive to the end of it Ruth had hardly spoken a word, and Mrs. Porter, in consequence, was still in ignorance of what had been happening that day in Wall Street and the effect of these happenings on her nieces outlook on life. Could she have known it, the silent girl beside her had already suffered the relapse which she had feared as a remote possibility.

Ruths mind during that drive had been in a confusion of regrets and doubts and hopes. There were times when she refused absolutely to believe the story of Kirks baseness which her aunt poured into her ear during the first miles of the journey. It was absurd and incredible. Yet, as they raced along the dark roads, doubt came to her and would not be driven out.

A single unfortunate phrase of Kirks, spoken in haste, but remembered at leisure, formed the basis of this uncertainty. That afternoon when he had left her he had said that Mamie was the real mother of the child. Could it be that Mamies undeviating devotion to the boy had won the love which she had lost? It was possible. Considered in the light of what Mrs. Porter had told her, it seemed, in her blackest moments, certain.

She knew how wrapped up in the boy Kirk had been. Was it not a logical outcome of his estrangement from herself that he should have turned for consolation to the one person in sympathy with him in his great love for his child?

She tried to read his face as he stood looking at her now, but she could find no hope in it. The eyes that met hers were cold and expressionless.

Mrs. Porter rapped the table a second time.

Mr. Winfield, she said in the metallic voice with which she was wont to cow publishers insufficiently equipped with dash and enterprise in the matter of advertising treatises on the future of the race, I have no doubt you are surprised to see us. You appear to be looking your wife in the face. It speaks well for your courage but badly for your sense of shame. If you had the remnants of decent feeling in you, you would be physically incapable of the feat. If you would care to know how your conduct strikes an unprejudiced spectator, I may tell you that I consider you a scoundrel of the worst type and unfit to associate with any but the low company in which I find you.

Steve, who had been listening with interest, and indeed, a certain relish while Kirk was, as he put it to himself, getting his in this spirited fashion, started at the concluding words of the address, which, in his opinion, seemed slightly personal. He had long ago made up his mind that Lora Delane Porter, though an entertaining woman and, on the whole, more worth while than a moving-picture show, was quite mad; but, he felt, even lunatics ought to realize that there is a limit to what they may say.

He moaned protestingly, and rashly, for he drew the speakers attention upon himself.

This person, went on Mrs. Porter, indicating Steve with a wave of her hand which caused him to sidestep swiftly and throw up an arm, as had been his habit in the ring when Battling Dick or Fighting Jack endeavoured to blot him out with a right swing, who, I observe, retains the tattered relics of a conscience, seeing that he winces, you employed to do the only dangerous part of your dirty work. I hope he will see that he gets his money. In his place I should be feeling uneasy.

Maam! protested Steve.

Mrs. Porter silenced him with a gesture.

Be quiet! she said.

Steve was quiet.

Mrs. Porter returned to Kirk.

Of all her burning words, Kirk had not heard one. His eyes had never left Ruths. Like her, he was trying to read a message from a face that seemed only cold. In this crisis of their two lives he had no thought for anybody but her. He had a sense of great issues, of being on the verge of the tremendous; but his brain felt numbed and heavy. He could not think. He could see nothing except her eyes.

His inattention seemed to communicate itself to Mrs. Porter. She rapped imperatively upon the table for the third time. The report galvanized Steve, as, earlier in the day, a similar report had galvanized Mr. Penway; but Kirk did not move.

Mr. Winfield!

Still Kirk made no sign that he had heard her. It was discouraging, but Lora Delane Porter was not made of the stuff that yields readily to discouragement. She resumed:

As for this wretched girl — she indicated the silent Mamie with a wave of her hand— this abandoned creature whom you have led astray, this shameless partner of your — —

Say!

The exclamation came from Steve, and it stopped Mrs. Porter like a bullet. To her this interruption from one whom she had fallen upon and wiped out resembled a voice from the tomb. She was not accustomed to having her victims rise up and cut sharply, even peremptorily, into the flow of her speech. Macbeth, confronted by the ghost of Banquo, may have been a little more taken aback, but not much.

She endeavoured to quell Steve with a glance, but it was instantly apparent that he was immune for the time being to quelling glances. His brown eyes were fixed upon her in a cold stare which she found arresting and charged with menace. His chin protruded and his upper lip was entirely concealed behind its fellow in a most uncomfortable manner.

She had never had the privilege of seeing Steve in the active exercise of his late profession, or she would have recognized the look. It was the one which proclaims the state of mind commonly known as being fighting mad, and in other days had usually heralded a knock-out for some too persistent opponent.

Say, maam, you want to cut that out. That line of talk dont go.

Great is the magic of love that can restore a man in an instant of time from being an obsequious wreck to a thing of fire and resolution. A moment before Steves only immediate object in life had been to stay quiet and keep out of the way as much as possible. He had never been a man of ready speech in the presence of an angry woman; words intimidated him as blows never did, especially the whirl of words which were at Lora Delane Porters command in moments of emotion.

But this sudden onslaught upon Mamie, innocent Mamie who had done nothing to anybody, scattered his embarrassment and filled him with much the same spirit which sent bantam-weight knights up against heavy-weight dragons in the Middle Ages. He felt inspired.

Nix on the abandoned creature, he said with dignity. Youre on the wrong wire! This here lady is my affianced wife!

He went to Mamie and, putting his arm round her waist, pressed her to him. He was conscious, as he did so, of a sensation of wonderment at himself. This was the attitude he had dreamed of a thousand times and had been afraid to assume. For the last three years he had been picturing himself in precisely this position, and daily had cursed the lack of nerve which had held him back. Yet here he was, and it had all happened in a moment. A funny thing, life.

What! exclaimed Mrs. Porter.

Sure thing, said Steve. His coolness, the ease with which he found words astonished him as much as his rapidity of action.

I stole the kid, he said, and it was my idea at that. Kirk didnt know anything about it. I wired to him to-day what I had done and that he was to come right along. And, added Steve in a burst of inspiration, I said bring along Mamie, too, as the kids used to her and there ought to be a woman around. And she could be here, all right, and no harm, she being my affianced wife. He liked that phrase. He had read it in a book somewhere, and it was the goods.

He eyed Mrs. Porter jauntily. Mrs. Porters gaze wavered. She was not feeling comfortable. Hers was a nature that did not lend itself easily to apologies, yet apologies were obviously what the situation demanded. The thought of all the eloquence which she had expended to no end added to her discomfort. For the first time she was pleased that Kirk had so manifestly not been listening to a word of it.

Oh! she said.

She paused.

That puts a different complexion on this affair.

Betcha life!

She paused once more. It was some moments before she could bring herself to speak. She managed it at last.

I beg your pardon, she said.

Mine, maam? said Steve grandly. Five minutes before, the idea that he could ever speak grandly to Lora Delane Porter would have seemed ridiculous to him; but he was surprised at nothing now.

And the young wom —— And the future Mrs. Dingles, said Mrs. Porter with an effort.

Thank you, maam, said Steve, and released Mamie, who forthwith bolted from the room like a scared rabbit.

Steve had started to follow her when Mrs. Porter, magnificent woman, snatching what was left from defeat, stopped him.

Wait! she said. What you have said alters the matter in one respect; but there is another point. On your own confession you have been guilty of the extremely serious offence, the penal offence of kidnapping a child who—

Drop me a line about it, maam, said Steve. Me times rather full just now.

He disappeared into the outer darkness after Mamie.



In the room they had left, Kirk and Ruth faced each other in silence. Lora Delane Porter eyed them grimly. It was the hour of her defeat, and she knew it. Forces too strong for her were at work. Her grand attack, the bringing of these two together that Ruth might confront Kirk in his guilt, had recoiled upon her. The Old Guard had made their charge up the hill, and it had failed. Victory had become a rout. With one speech Steve had destroyed her whole plan of campaign.

She knew it was all over, that in another moment if she remained, she would be compelled to witness the humiliating spectacle of Ruth in Kirks arms, stammering the words which intuition told her were even now trembling on her lips. She knew Ruth. She could read her like a primer. And her knowledge told her that she was about to capitulate, that all her pride and resentment had been swept away, that she had gone over to the enemy.

Elemental passions were warring against Lora Delane Porter, and she bowed before them.

Mr. Winfield, she said sharply, her voice cutting the silence like a knife, I beg your pardon. I seem to have made a mistake. Good night.

Kirk did not answer.

Good night, Ruth.

Ruth made no sign that she had heard.

Mrs. Porter, grand in defeat, moved slowly to the door.

But even in the greatest women there is that germ of feminine curiosity which cannot be wholly eliminated, that little grain of dust that asserts itself and clogs the machinery. It had been Mrs. Porters intention to leave the room without a glance, her back defiantly toward the foe. But, as she reached the door, there came from behind her a sound of movement, a stifled cry, a little sound whose meaning she knew too well.

She hesitated. She stood still, fighting herself. But the grain of dust had done its work. For an instant she ceased to be a smoothly working machine and became a woman subject to the dictates of impulse.

She turned.

Intuition had not deceived her. Ruth had gone over to the enemy. She was in Kirks arms, holding him to her, her face hidden against his shoulder, for all the world as if Lora Delane Porter, her guiding force, had ceased to exist.

Mrs. Porter closed the door and walked stiffly through the scented night to where the headlights of her automobile cleft the darkness. Birds, asleep in the trees, fluttered uneasily at the sudden throbbing of the engine.


Chapter XVI. The White-Hope Link
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THE WHITE HOPE slept. The noise of the departing car, which had roused the birds, had made no impression on him. As Steve had said, dynamite could not do it. He slumbered on, calmly detached, unaware of the remarkable changes which, in the past twenty-four hours, had taken place in his life. An epoch had ended and a new one begun, but he knew it not.

And probably, if Kirk and Ruth, who were standing at his bedside, watching him, had roused him and informed him of these facts, he would have displayed little excitement. He had the philosophical temperament. He took things as they came. Great natural phenomena, like Lora Delane Porter, he accepted as part of life. When they were in his life, he endured them stoically. When they went out of it, he got on without them. Marcus Aurelius would have liked William Bannister Winfield. They belonged to the same school of thought.

The years have a tendency to destroy this placidity towards life and to develop in man a sense of gratitude to fate for its occasional kindnesses; and Kirk, having been in the world longer than William Bannister, did not take the gifts of the gods so much for granted. He was profoundly grateful for what had happened. That Lora Delane Porter should have retired from active interference with his concerns was much; but that he should have had the incredible good fortune to be freed from the burden of John Bannisters money was more.

If ever money was the root of all evil, this had been. It had come into his life like a poisonous blight, withering and destroying wherever it touched. It had changed Ruth; it had changed William Bannister; it had changed himself; it was as if the spirit of the old man had lived on, hating him and working him mischief. He always had superstitious fear of it; and events had proved him right.

And now the cloud had rolled away. A few crowded hours of Baileys dashing imbecility had removed the curse forever.

He was alone with Ruth and his son in a world that contained only them, just as in the old days of their happiness. There was something symbolic, something suggestive of the beginning of a new order of things, in their isolation at this very moment. Steve had gone. Only he and Ruth and the child were left.

The child — the White Hope — he was the real hero of the story, the real principal of the drama of their three lives. He was the link that bound them together, the force that worked for coherence and against chaos. He stood between them, his hands in theirs; and while he did so there could be no parting of the ways. His grip was light, but as strong as steel. Time would bring troubles, moods, misunderstandings, for they were both human; but, while that grip held, there could be no gulf dividing Ruth and himself, as it had divided them in the past.

He faced the future calmly, with open eyes. It would be rough going at first, very rough going. It meant hard work, incessant work. No more vague masterpieces which might or might not turn into Carmen or The Spanish Maiden. No more delightful idle days to be loafed through in the studio or the shops. No more dreams, seen hazily through the smoke of a cigar, as he lay on the couch and stared at the ceiling, of what he would do to-morrow. To-morrow must look after itself. His business was with the present and the work of the present.

He braced himself to the fight, confident of his power to win. He had found himself.

Bill stirred in his sleep and muttered. Ruth bent over him and kissed the honourable scratch on his cheek.

Poor little chap! Youll wake up and find that you arent a millionaire baby after all! I wonder if youll mind. Kirk, do you mind?

Mind!

I dont, said Ruth. I think it will be rather fun being poor again.

Whos poor? said Kirk stoutly. Im not. Ive got you and Ive got Bill. Do you remember — ages ago — what that Vince girl, the model, you know, said that her friend had called me? A plute. Thats me. Im the richest man in the world.


Jill the Reckless (1921)
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This story first appeared on 10 April 1920 when serialisation of it started in Colliers magazine in the USA where it was called The Little Warrior. The book was subsequently published, under the same title, by George Doran of New York on 8 October that same year. A UK serialisation appeared under the title Jill the Reckless in Grand Magazine, running from September 1920 to June 1921.

The eponymous Jill is Jill Mariner, a wealthy young woman, who at the start of the story is engaged to Sir Derek Underhill, MP. Throughout the novel we follow her in a number of misadventures; financial disaster, an encounter with a parrot and a policeman, a broken engagement, a job as a chorus girl and ultimately, the finding of true love.

Critics loved the novel: Wodehouse never wrote a dreary passage, never invented a dull puppet, never tangled a reader in complex situation. He is a safe author to tie to on a long winter evening. The LA Times waxed lyrical: It is a joyous melange...that the plot is as full of absurdities as a musical comedy; that characters are mostly burlesques and the style is as inconsequent as structure, only adds to the success of the book. Mr Wodehouse drolls along with the effect of spontaneity, never tired of poking fun at his characters and at the world in general, but possessed of an acuteness of perception and knowledge of mankind that renders even his caricatures something more than creatures made of ink and paper.
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TO

MY WIFE BLESS HER


CHAPTER I

THE FAMILY CURSE
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I

Freddie Rooke gazed coldly at the breakfast-table. Through a gleaming eye-glass he inspected the revolting object which Barker, his faithful man, had placed on a plate before him.

Barker! His voice had a ring of pain.

Sir?

Whats this?

Poached egg, sir.

Freddie averted his eyes with a silent shudder.

It looks just like an old aunt of mine, he said. Remove it!

He got up, and, wrapping his dressing-gown about his long legs, took up a stand in front of the fireplace. From this position he surveyed the room, his shoulders against the mantelpiece, his calves pressing the club fender. It was a cheerful oasis in a chill and foggy world, a typical London bachelors breakfast-room. The walls were a restful grey, and the table, set for two, a comfortable arrangement in white and silver.

Eggs, Barker, said Freddie solemnly, are the acid test!

Yes, sir?

If, on the morning after, you can tackle a poached egg, you are all right. If not, not. And dont let anybody tell you otherwise.

No, sir.

Freddie pressed the palm of his hand to his brow, and sighed.

It would seem, then, that I must have revelled a trifle whole-heartedly last night. I was possibly a little blotto. Not whiffled, perhaps, but indisputably blotto. Did I make much noise coming in?

No, sir. You were very quiet.

Ah! A dashed bad sign!

Freddie moved to the table, and poured himself a cup of coffee.

The cream jug is to your right, sir, said the helpful Barker.

Let it remain there. Café noir for me this morning. As noir as it can jolly well stick! Freddie retired to the fireplace and sipped delicately. As far as I can remember, it was Ronny Devereux birthday or something....

Mr. Martyns, I think you said, sir.

Thats right. Algy Martyns birthday, and Ronny and I were the guests. It all comes back to me. I wanted Derek to roll along and join the festivities — hes never met Ronny — but he gave it a miss. Quite right! A chap in his position has responsibilities. Member of Parliament and all that. Besides, said Freddie earnestly, driving home the point with a wave of his spoon, hes engaged to be married. You must remember that, Barker!

I will endeavour to, sir.

Sometimes, said Freddie dreamily, I wish I were engaged to be married. Sometimes I wish I had some sweet girl to watch over me and.... No, I dont, by Jove. It would give me the utter pip! Is Sir Derek up yet, Barker?

Getting up, sir.

See that everything is all right, will you? I mean as regards the food-stuffs and what not. I want him to make a good breakfast. Hes got to meet his mother this morning at Charing Cross. Shes legging it back from the Riviera.

Indeed, sir?

Freddie shook his head.

You wouldnt speak in that light, careless tone if you knew her! Well, youll see her to-night. Shes coming here to dinner.

Yes, sir.

Miss Mariner will be here, too. A foursome. Tell Mrs. Barker to pull up her socks and give us something pretty ripe. Soup, fish, all that sort of thing. She knows. And lets have a stoup of malvoisie from the oldest bin. This is a special occasion!

Her ladyship will be meeting Miss Mariner for the first time, sir?

Youve put your finger on it! Absolutely the first time on this or any stage! We must all rally round and make the thing a success.

I am sure Mrs. Barker will strain every nerve, sir. Barker moved to the door, carrying the rejected egg, and stepped aside to allow a tall, well-built man of about thirty to enter. Good morning, Sir Derek.

Morning, Barker.

Barker slid softly from the room. Derek Underhill sat down at the table. He was a strikingly handsome man, with a strong, forceful face, dark, lean and cleanly shaven. He was one of those men whom a stranger would instinctively pick out of a crowd as worthy of note. His only defect was that his heavy eyebrows gave him at times an expression which was a little forbidding. Women, however, had never been repelled by it. He was very popular with women, not quite so popular with men — always excepting Freddie Rooke, who worshipped him. They had been at school together, though Freddie was the younger by several years.

Finished, Freddie? asked Derek.

Freddie smiled wanly.

We are not breakfasting this morning, he replied. The spirit was willing, but the jolly old flesh would have none of it. To be perfectly frank, the Last of the Rookes has a bit of a head.

Ass! said Derek.

A bit of sympathy, said Freddie, pained, would not be out of place. We are far from well. Some person unknown has put a threshing-machine inside the old bean and substituted a piece of brown paper for our tongue. Things look dark and yellow and wobbly!

You shouldnt have overdone it last night.

It was Algy Martyns birthday, pleaded Freddie.

If I were an ass like Algy Martyn, said Derek, I wouldnt go about advertising the fact that Id been born. Id hush it up!

He helped himself to a plentiful portion of kedgeree, Freddie watching him with repulsion mingled with envy. When he began to eat the spectacle became too poignant for the sufferer, and he wandered to the window.

What a beast of a day!

It was an appalling day. January, that grim month, was treating London with its usual severity. Early in the morning a bank of fog had rolled up off the river, and was deepening from pearly white to a lurid brown. It pressed on the window-pane like a blanket, leaving dark, damp rivulets on the glass.

Awful! said Derek,

Your maters train will be late.

Yes. Damned nuisance. Its bad enough meeting trains in any case, without having to hang about a draughty station for an hour.

And its sure, I should imagine, went on Freddie, pursuing his train of thought, to make the dear old thing pretty tolerably ratty, if she has one of those slow journeys. He pottered back to the fireplace, and rubbed his shoulders reflectively against the mantelpiece. I take it that you wrote to her about Jill?

Of course. Thats why shes coming over, I suppose. By the way, you got those seats for that theatre to-night?

Yes. Three together and one somewhere on the outskirts. If its all the same to you, old thing, Ill have the one on the outskirts.

Derek, who had finished his kedgeree and was now making himself a blot on Freddies horizon with toast and marmalade, laughed.

What a rabbit you are, Freddie! Why on earth are you so afraid of mother?

Freddie looked at him as a timid young squire might have gazed upon St. George when the latter set out to do battle with the dragon. He was of the amiable type which makes heroes of its friends. In the old days when he had fagged for him at Winchester he had thought Derek the most wonderful person in the world, and this view he still retained. Indeed, subsequent events had strengthened it. Derek had done the most amazing things since leaving school. He had had a brilliant career at Oxford, and now, in the House of Commons, was already looked upon by the leaders of his party as one to be watched and encouraged. He played polo superlatively well, and was a fine shot. But of all his gifts and qualities the one that extorted Freddies admiration in its intensest form was his lion-like courage as exemplified by his behaviour in the present crisis. There he sat, placidly eating toast and marmalade, while the boat-train containing Lady Underhill already sped on its way from Dover to London. It was like Drake playing bowls with the Spanish Armada in sight.

I wish I had your nerve! he said awed. What I should be feeling, if I were in your place and had to meet your mater after telling her that I was engaged to marry a girl she had never seen, I dont know. Id rather face a wounded tiger!

Idiot! said Derek placidly.

Not, pursued Freddie, that I mean to say anything in the least derogatory and so forth to your jolly old mater, if you understand me, but the fact remains she scares me pallid. Always has, ever since the first time I went to stay at your place when I was a kid. I can still remember catching her eye the morning I happened by pure chance to bung an apple through her bedroom window, meaning to let a cat on the sill below have it in the short ribs. She was at least thirty feet away, but, by Jove, it stopped me like a bullet!

Push the bell, old man, will you? I want some more toast.

Freddie did as he was requested, with growing admiration.

The condemned man made an excellent breakfast, he murmured. More toast, Barker, he added, as that admirable servitor opened the door. Gallant! Thats what I call it. Gallant!

Derek tilted his chair back.

Mother is sure to like Jill when she sees her, he said.

When she sees her! Ah! But the trouble is, young feller-me-lad, that she hasnt seen her! Thats the weak spot in your case, old companion. A month ago she didnt know of Jills existence. Now, you know and I know that Jill is one of the best and brightest. As far as we are concerned, everything in the good old garden is lovely. Why, dash it, Jill and I were children together. Sported side by side on the green, and what not. I remember Jill, when she was twelve, turning the garden hose on me and knocking about seventy-five per cent off the market value of my best Sunday suit. That sort of thing forms a bond, you know, and Ive always felt that she was a corker. But your maters got to discover it for herself. Its a dashed pity, by Jove, that Jill hasnt a father or a mother or something of that species to rally round just now. They would form a gang. Theres nothing like a gang! But shes only got that old uncle of hers. A rummy bird. Met him?

Several times. I like him.

Oh, hes a genial old buck all right. A very bonhomous lad. But you hear some pretty queer stories about him if you get among people who knew him in the old days. Even now Im not so dashed sure I should care to play cards with him. Young Threepwood was telling me only the other day that the old boy took thirty quid off him at picquet as clean as a whistle. And Jimmy Monroe, whos on the Stock Exchange, says hes frightfully busy these times buying margins or whatever it is chappies do down in the City. Margins. Thats the word. Jimmy made me buy some myself on a thing called Amalgamated Dyes. I dont understand the procedure exactly, but Jimmy says its a sound egg and will do me a bit of good. What was I talking about? Oh, yes, old Selby. Theres no doubt hes quite a sportsman. But till youve got Jill well established, you know, I shouldnt enlarge on him too much with the mater.

On the contrary, said Derek, I shall mention him at the first opportunity. He knew my father out in India.

Did he, by Jove! Oh, well, that makes a difference.

Barker entered with the toast, and Derek resumed his breakfast.

It may be a little bit awkward, he said, at first, meeting mother. But everything will be all right after five minutes.

Absolutely! But, oh, boy! that first five minutes! Freddie gazed portentously through his eye-glass. Then he seemed to be undergoing some internal struggle, for he gulped once or twice. That first five minutes! he said, and paused again. A moments silent self-communion, and he went on with a rush. I say, listen. Shall I come along, too?

Come along?

To the station. With you.

What on earth for?

To see you through the opening stages. Break the ice, and all that sort of thing. Nothing like collecting a gang, you know. Moments when a feller needs a friend and so forth. Say the word, and Ill buzz along and lend my moral support.

Dereks heavy eyebrows closed together in an offended frown, and seemed to darken his whole face. This unsolicited offer of assistance hurt his dignity. He showed a touch of the petulance which came now and then when he was annoyed, to suggest that he might not possess so strong a character as his exterior indicated.

Its very kind of you, he began stiffly.

Freddie nodded. He was acutely conscious of this himself.

Some fellows, he observed, would say Not at all! I suppose. But not the Last of the Rookes! For, honestly, old man, between ourselves, I dont mind admitting that this is the bravest deed of the year, and Im dashed if I would do it for anyone else.

Its very good of you, Freddie....

Thats all right. Im a Boy Scout, and this is my act of kindness for to-day.

Derek got up from the table.

Of course you mustnt come, he said. We cant form a sort of debating society to discuss Jill on the platform at Charing Cross.

Oh, I would just hang around in the offing, shoving in an occasional tactful word.

Nonsense!

The wheeze would simply be to....

Its impossible.

Oh, very well, said Freddie, damped. Just as you say, of course. But theres nothing like a gang, old son, nothing like a gang!

II

Derek Underhill threw down the stump of his cigar, and grunted irritably. Inside Charing Cross Station business was proceeding as usual. Porters wheeling baggage-trucks moved to and fro like Juggernauts. Belated trains clanked in, glad to get home, while others, less fortunate, crept reluctantly out through the blackness and disappeared into an inferno of detonating fog-signals. For outside the fog still held. The air was cold and raw and tasted coppery. In the street traffic moved at a funeral pace, to the accompaniment of hoarse cries and occasional crashes. Once the sun had worked its way through the murk and had hung in the sky like a great red orange, but now all was darkness and discomfort again, blended with that odd suggestion of mystery and romance which is a London fogs only redeeming quality.

The fog and the waiting had had their effect upon Derek. The resolute front he had exhibited to Freddie at the breakfast-table had melted since his arrival at the station, and he was feeling nervous at the prospect of the meeting that lay before him. Calm as he had appeared to the eye of Freddie and bravely as he had spoken, Derek, in the recesses of his heart, was afraid of his mother. There are men — and Derek Underhill was one of them — who never wholly emerge from the nursery. They may put away childish things and rise in the world to affluence and success, but the hand that rocked their cradle still rules their lives.

Derek turned to begin one more walk along the platform, and stopped in mid-stride, raging. Beaming over the collar of a plaid greatcoat, all helpfulness and devotion, Freddie Rooke was advancing towards him, the friend that sticketh closer than a brother. Like some loving dog, who, ordered home sneaks softly on through alleys and by-ways, peeping round corners and crouching behind lamp-posts, the faithful Freddie had followed him after all. And with him, to add the last touch to Dereks discomfiture, were those two inseparable allies of his, Ronny Devereux and Algy Martyn.

Well, old thing, said Freddie, patting Derek encouragingly on the shoulder, here we are after all! I know you told me not to roll round and so forth, but I knew you didnt mean it. I thought it over after you had left, and decided it would be a rotten trick not to cluster about you in your hour of need. I hope you dont mind Ronny and Algy breezing along too. The fact is, I was in the deuce of a funk — your jolly old mater always rather paralyses my nerve-centres, you know — so I roped them in. Met em in Piccadilly, groping about for the club, and conscripted em both, they very decently consenting. We all toddled off and had a pick-me-up at that chemist chappies at the top of the Hay-market, and now were feeling full of beans and buck, ready for anything. Ive explained the whole thing to them, and theyre with you to the death! Collect a gang, dear boy, collect a gang! Thats the motto. Theres nothing like it!

Nothing! said Ronny.

Absolutely nothing! said Algy.

Well just see you through the opening stages, said Freddie, and then leg it. Well keep the conversation general you know.

Stop it getting into painful channels, said Ronny.

Steer it clear, said Algy, of the touchy topic.

Thats the wheeze, said Freddie. Well ... Oh, golly! Theres the train coming in now! His voice quavered, for not even the comforting presence of his two allies could altogether sustain him in this ordeal. But he pulled himself together with a manful effort. Stick it, old beans! he said doughtily. Now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of the party!

Were here! said Ronny Devereux.

On the spot! said Algy Martyn.

III

The boat-train slid into the station. Bells rang, engines blew off steam, porters shouted, baggage-trucks rattled over the platform. The train began to give up its contents, now in ones and twos, now in a steady stream. Most of the travellers seemed limp and exhausted, and were pale with the pallor that comes of a choppy Channel crossing. Almost the only exception to the general condition of collapse was the eagle-faced lady in the brown ulster, who had taken up her stand in the middle of the platform and was haranguing a subdued little maid in a voice that cut the gloomy air like a steel knife. Like the other travellers, she was pale, but she bore up resolutely. No one could have told from Lady Underhills demeanour that the solid platform seemed to heave beneath her feet like a deck.

Derek approached, acutely conscious of Freddie, Ronny, and Algy, who were skirmishing about his flank.

Well, mother! So there you are at last!

Well, Derek!

Derek kissed his mother. Freddie, Ronny, and Algy shuffled closer, like leopards. Freddie, with the expression of one who leads a forlorn hope, moved his Adams apple briskly up and down several times, and spoke.

How do you do, Lady Underhill?

How do you do, Mr. Rooke?

Lady Underhill bowed stiffly and without pleasure. She was not fond of the Last of the Rookes. She supposed the Almighty had had some wise purpose in creating Freddie, but it had always been inscrutable to her.

Like you, mumbled Freddie, to meet my friends. Lady Underhill. Mr. Devereux.

Charmed, said Ronny affably.

Mr. Martyn.

Delighted, said Algy with old-world courtesy.

Lady Underhill regarded this mob-scene with an eye of ice.

How do you do? she said. Have you come to meet somebody?

I — er — we — er — why — er— This woman always made Freddie feel as if he were being disembowelled by some clumsy amateur. He wished that he had defied the dictates of his better nature and remained in his snug rooms at the Albany, allowing Derek to go through this business by himself. I — er — we — er — came to meet you, dont you know!

Indeed! That was very kind of you!

Oh, not at all.

Thought wed welcome you back to the old homestead, said Ronny beaming.

What could be sweeter? said Algy. He produced a cigar-case, and extracted a formidable torpedo-shaped Havana. He was feeling delightfully at his ease, and couldnt understand why Freddie had made such a fuss about meeting this nice old lady. Dont mind if I smoke, do you? Airs a bit raw to-day. Gets into the lungs.

Derek chafed impotently. These unsought allies were making a difficult situation a thousand times worse. A more acute observer than young Mr. Martyn, he noted the tight lines about his mothers mouth and knew them for the danger-signal they were. Endeavouring to distract her with light conversation, he selected a subject which was a little unfortunate.

What sort of crossing did you have, mother?

Lady Underhill winced. A current of air had sent the perfume of Algys cigar playing about her nostrils. She closed her eyes, and her face turned a shade paler. Freddie, observing this, felt quite sorry for the poor old thing. She was a pest and a pot of poison, of course, but all the same, he reflected charitably, it was a shame that she should look so green about the gills. He came to the conclusion that she must be hungry. The thing to do was to take her mind off it till she could be conducted to a restaurant and dumped down in front of a bowl of soup.

Bit choppy, I suppose, what? he bellowed, in a voice that ran up and down Lady Underhills nervous system like an electric needle. I was afraid you were going to have a pretty rough time of it when I read the forecast in the paper. The good old boat wobbled a bit, eh?

Lady Underhill uttered a faint moan. Freddie noticed that she was looking deucedly chippy, even chippier than a moment ago.

Its an extraordinary thing about that Channel crossing, said Algy Martyn meditatively, as he puffed a refreshing cloud. Ive known fellows who could travel quite happily everywhere else in the world — round the Horn in sailing-ships and all that sort of thing — yield up their immortal soul crossing the Channel! Absolutely yield up their immortal soul! Dont know why. Rummy, but there it is!

Im like that myself, assented Ronny Devereux. That dashed trip from Calais gets me every time. Bowls me right over. I go aboard, stoked to the eyebrows with sea-sick remedies, swearing that this time Ill fool em, but down I go ten minutes after weve started and the next thing I know is somebody saying, Well, well! So this is Dover!

Its exactly the same with me, said Freddie, delighted with the smooth, easy way the conversation was flowing. Whether its the hot, greasy smell of the engines....

Its not the engines, contended Ronny Devereux. Stands to reason it cant be. I rather like the smell of engines. This station is reeking with the smell of engine-grease, and I can drink it in and enjoy it. He sniffed, luxuriantly. Its something else.

Ronnys right, said Algy cordially. It isnt the engines. Its the way the boat heaves up and down and up and down and up and down.... He shifted his cigar to his left hand in order to give with his right a spirited illustration of a Channel steamer going up and down and up and down and up and down. Lady Underhill, who had opened her eyes, had an excellent view of the performance, and closed her eyes again quickly.

Be quiet! she snapped.

I was only saying....

Be quiet!

Oh, rather!

Lady Underhill wrestled with herself. She was a woman of great will-power and accustomed to triumph over the weaknesses of the flesh. After a while her eyes opened. She had forced herself, against the evidence of her senses, to recognize that this was a platform on which she stood and not a deck.

There was a pause. Algy, damped, was temporarily out of action, and his friends had for the moment nothing to remark.

Im afraid you had a trying journey, mother, said Derek. The train was very late.

Now, train-sickness, said Algy, coming to the surface again, is a thing lots of people suffer from. Never could understand it myself.

Ive never had a touch of train-sickness, said Ronny.

Oh, I have, said Freddie. Ive often felt rotten on a train. I get floating spots in front of my eyes and a sort of heaving sensation, and everything kind of goes black....

Mr. Rooke!

Eh?

I should be greatly obliged if you would keep those confidences for the ear of your medical adviser.

Freddie, intervened Derek hastily, my mothers rather tired. Do you think you could be going ahead and getting a taxi?

My dear old chap, of course! Get you one in a second. Come along, Algy. Pick up the old waukeesis, Ronny.

And Freddie, accompanied by his henchmen, ambled off, well pleased with himself. He had, he felt, helped to break the ice for Derek and had seen him safely through those awkward opening stages. Now he could totter off with a light heart and get a bite of lunch.

Lady Underhills eyes glittered. They were small, keen, black eyes, unlike Dereks, which were large and brown. In their other features the two were obviously mother and son. Each had the same long upper lip, the same thin, firm mouth, the prominent chin which was a family characteristic of the Underhills, and the jutting Underhill nose. Most of the Underhills came into the world looking as though they meant to drive their way through life like a wedge.

A little more, she said tensely, and I should have struck those unspeakable young men with my umbrella. One of the things I have never been able to understand, Derek, is why you should have selected that imbecile Rooke as your closest friend.

Derek smiled tolerantly.

It was more a case of him selecting me. But Freddie is quite a good fellow really. Hes a man youve got to know.

I have not got to know him, and I thank heaven for it!

Hes a very good-natured fellow. It was decent of him to put me up at the Albany while our house was let. By the way, he has some seats for the first night of a new piece this evening. He suggested that we might all dine at the Albany and go on to the theatre. He hesitated a moment. Jill will be there, he said, and felt easier now that her name had at last come into the talk. Shes longing to meet you.

Then why didnt she meet me?

Here, do you mean? At the station? Well, I — I wanted you to see her for the first time in pleasanter surroundings.

Oh! said Lady Underhill shortly.

It is a disturbing thought that we suffer in this world just as much by being prudent and taking precautions as we do by being rash and impulsive and acting as the spirit moves us. If Jill had been permitted by her wary fiancé to come with him to the station to meet his mother it is certain that much trouble would have been avoided. True, Lady Underhill would probably have been rude to her in the opening stages of the interview, but she would not have been alarmed and suspicious; or, rather, the vague suspicion which she had been feeling would not have solidified, as it did now into definite certainty of the worst. All that Derek had effected by his careful diplomacy had been to convince his mother that he considered his bride-elect something to be broken gently to her.

She stopped and faced him.

Who is she? she demanded. Who is this girl?

Derek flushed.

I thought I made everything clear in my letter.

You made nothing clear at all.

By your leave! chanted a porter behind them, and a baggage-truck clove them apart.

We cant talk in a crowded station, said Derek irritably. Let me get you to the taxi and take you to the hotel.... What do you want to know about Jill?

Everything. Where does she come from? Who are her people? I dont know any Mariners.

I havent cross-examined her, said Derek stiffly. But I do know that her parents are dead. Her father was an American.

American!

Americans frequently have daughters, I believe.

There is nothing to be gained by losing your temper, said Lady Underhill with steely calm.

There is nothing to be gained, as far as I can see, by all this talk, retorted Derek. He wondered vexedly why his mother always had this power of making him lose control of himself. He hated to lose control of himself. It upset him, and blurred that vision which he liked to have of himself as a calm, important man superior to ordinary weaknesses. Jill and I are engaged, and there is an end to it.

Dont be a fool, said Lady Underhill, and was driven away by another baggage-truck. You know perfectly well, she resumed, returning to the attack, that your marriage is a matter of the greatest concern to me and to the whole of the family.

Listen, mother! Dereks long wait on the draughty platform had generated an irritability which overcame the deep-seated awe of his mother which was the result of years of defeat in battles of the will. Let me tell you in a few words all that I know of Jill, and then well drop the subject. In the first place, she is a lady. Secondly, she has plenty of money....

The Underhills do not need to marry for money.

I am not marrying for money!

Well, go on.

I have already described to you in my letter — very inadequately, but I did my best — what she looks like. Her sweetness, her lovableness, all the subtle things about her which go to make her what she is, you will have to judge for yourself.

I intend to!

Well, thats all, then. She lives with her uncle, a Major Selby....

Major Selby? What regiment?

I didnt ask him, snapped the goaded Derek. And, in the name of heaven, what does it matter? If you are worrying about Major Selbys social standing, I may as well tell you that he used to know father.

What! When? Where?

Years ago. In India, when father was at Simla.

Selby? Selby? Not Christopher Selby?

Oh, you remember him?

I certainly remember him! Not that he and I ever met, but your father often spoke of him.

Derek was relieved. It was abominable that this sort of thing should matter, but one had to face facts, and, as far as his mother was concerned, it did. The fact that Jills uncle had known his dead father would make all the difference to Lady Underhill.

Christopher Selby! said Lady Underhill reflectively. Yes! I have often heard your father speak of him. He was the man who gave your father an I.O.U. to pay a card debt, and redeemed it with a cheque which was returned by the bank!

What!

Didnt you hear what I said? I will repeat it, if you wish.

There must have been some mistake.

Only the one your father made when he trusted the man.

It must have been some other fellow.

Of course! said Lady Underhill satirically. No doubt your father knew hundreds of Christopher Selbys!

Derek bit his lip.

Well, after all, he said doggedly, whether its true or not....

I see no reason why your father should not have spoken the truth.

All right. Well say it is true, then. But what does it matter? I am marrying Jill, not her uncle.

Nevertheless, it would be pleasanter if her only living relative were not a swindler!... Tell me, where and how did you meet this girl?

I should be glad if you would not refer to her as this girl. The name, if you have forgotten it, is Mariner.

Well, where did you meet Miss Mariner?

At Princes. Just after you left for Mentone. Freddie Rooke introduced me.

Oh, your intellectual friend Mr. Rooke knows her?

They were children together. Her people lived next to the Rookes in Worcestershire.

I thought you said she was an American.

I said her father was. He settled in England. Jill hasnt been in America since she was eight or nine.

The fact, said Lady Underhill, that the girl is a friend of Mr. Rooke is no great recommendation.

Derek kicked angrily at a box of matches which someone had thrown down on the platform.

I wonder if you could possibly get it into your head, mother, that I want to marry Jill, not engage her as an under-housemaid. I dont consider that she requires recommendations, as you call them. However, dont you think the most sensible thing is for you to wait till you meet her at dinner to-night, and then you can form your own opinion? Im beginning to get a little bored by this futile discussion.

As you seem quite unable to talk on the subject of this girl without becoming rude, said Lady Underhill, I agree with you. Let us hope that my first impression will be a favourable one. Experience has taught me that first impressions are everything.

Im glad you think so, said Derek, for I fell in love with Jill the very first moment I saw her!

IV

Barker stepped back and surveyed with modest pride the dinner-table to which he had been putting the finishing touches. It was an artistic job and a credit to him.

Thats that! said Barker, satisfied.

He went to the window and looked out. The fog which had lasted well into the evening, had vanished now, and the clear night was bright with stars. A distant murmur of traffic came from the direction of Piccadilly.

As he stood there, the front-door bell rang, and continued to ring in little spurts of sound. If character can be deduced from bell-ringing, as nowadays it apparently can be from every other form of human activity, one might have hazarded the guess that whoever was on the other side of the door was determined, impetuous, and energetic.

Barker!

Freddie Rooke pushed a tousled head, which had yet to be brushed into the smooth sleekness that made a delight to the public eye, out of a room down the passage.

Sir?

Somebody ringing.

I heard, sir. I was about to answer the bell.

If its Lady Underhill, tell her Ill be in in a minute.

I fancy it is Miss Mariner, sir. I think I recognize her touch.

He made his way down the passage to the front-door, and opened it. A girl was standing outside. She wore a long grey fur coat, and a filmy hood covered her hair. As Barker opened the door, she scampered in like a grey kitten.

Brrh! Its cold! she exclaimed. Hullo, Barker!

Good evening, miss.

Am I the last or the first or what?

Barker moved to help her with her cloak.

Sir Derek and her ladyship have not yet arrived, miss. Sir Derek went to bring her ladyship from the Savoy Hotel. Mr. Rooke is dressing in his bedroom and will be ready very shortly.

The girl had slipped out of the fur coat, and Barker cast a swift glance of approval at her. He had the valets unerring eye for a thoroughbred, and Jill Mariner was manifestly that. It showed in her walk, in every move of her small, active body, in the way she looked at you, in the way she talked to you, in the little tilt of her resolute chin. Her hair was pale gold, and had the brightness of colouring of a childs. Her face glowed, and her grey eyes sparkled. She looked very much alive.

It was this liveliness of hers that was her chief charm. Her eyes were good and her mouth, with its small, even teeth, attractive, but she would have laughed if anybody had called her beautiful. She sometimes doubted if she were even pretty. Yet few men had met her and remained entirely undisturbed. She had a magnetism. One hapless youth, who had laid his heart at her feet and had been commanded to pick it up again, had endeavoured subsequently to explain her attraction (to a bosom friend over a mournful bottle of the best in the club smoking-room) in these words: I dont know what it is about her, old man, but she somehow makes a feller feel shes so damned interested in a chap, if you know what I mean. And though not generally credited in his circle with any great acuteness, there is no doubt that the speaker had achieved something approaching a true analysis of Jills fascination for his sex. She was interested in everything Life presented to her notice, from a Coronation to a stray cat. She was vivid. She had sympathy. She listened to you as though you really mattered. It takes a man of tough fibre to resist these qualities. Women, on the other hand, especially of the Lady Underhill type, can resist them without an effort.

Go and stir him up, said Jill, alluding to the absent Mr. Rooke. Tell him to come and talk to me. Wheres the nearest fire? I want to get right over it and huddle.

The fires burning nicely in the sitting-room, miss.

Jill hurried into the sitting-room, and increased her hold on Barkers esteem by exclaiming rapturously at the sight that greeted her. Barker had expended time and trouble over the sitting-room. There was no dust, no untidiness. The pictures all hung straight; the cushions were smooth and unrumpled; and a fire of exactly the right dimensions burned cheerfully in the grate, flickering cosily on the small piano by the couch, on the deep leather arm-chairs which Freddie had brought with him from Oxford, that home of comfortable chairs, and on the photographs that studded the walls. In the centre of the mantelpiece, the place of honour, was the photograph of herself which she had given Derek a week ago.

Youre simply wonderful, Barker! I dont see how you manage to make a room so cosy! Jill sat down on the club fender that guarded the fireplace, and held her hands over the blaze. I cant understand why men ever marry. Fancy having to give up all this!

I am gratified that you appreciate it, miss. I did my best to make it comfortable for you. I fancy I hear Mr. Rooke coming now.

I hope the others wont be long. Im starving. Has Mrs. Barker got something very good for dinner?

She has strained every nerve, miss.

Then Im sure its worth waiting for. Hullo, Freddie.

Freddie Rooke, resplendent in evening dress, bustled in, patting his tie with solicitous fingers. It had been right when he had looked in the glass in his bedroom, but you never know about ties. Sometimes they stay right, sometimes they wriggle up sideways. Life is full of these anxieties.

I shouldnt touch it, said Jill. It looks beautiful, and, if I may say so in confidence, is having a most disturbing effect on my emotional nature. Im not at all sure I shall be able to resist it right through the evening. It isnt fair of you to try to alienate the affections of an engaged young person like this.

Freddie squinted down, and became calmer.

Hullo, Jill, old thing. Nobody here yet?

Well, Im here — the petite figure seated on the fender. But perhaps I dont count.

Oh, I didnt mean that, you know.

I should hope not, when Ive bought a special new dress just to fascinate you. A creation I mean. When they cost as much as this one did, you have to call them names. What do you think of it?

Freddie seated himself on another section of the fender, and regarded her with the eye of an expert. A snappy dresser, as the technical term is, himself, he appreciated snap in the outer covering of the other sex.

Topping! he said spaciously. No other word for it. All wool and a yard wide. Precisely as mother makes it. You look like a thingummy.

How splendid. All my life Ive wanted to look like a thingummy, but somehow Ive never been able to manage it.

A wood-nymph! exclaimed Freddie, in a burst of unwonted imagery. He looked at her with honest admiration. Dash it, Jill, you know, theres something about you! Youre — whats the word? — youve got such small bones.

Ugh! I suppose its a compliment, but how horrible it sounds! It makes me feel like a skeleton.

I mean to say, youre — youre dainty!

Thats much better.

You look as if you weighed about an ounce and a half. You look like a bit of thistledown! Youre a little fairy princess, dash it!

Freddie! This is eloquence! Jill raised her left hand, and twiddled a ringed finger ostentatiously. Er — you do realize that Im bespoke, dont you, and that my heart, alas, is anothers? Because you sound as if you were going to propose.

Freddie produced a snowy handkerchief, and polished his eye-glass. Solemnity descended on him like a cloud. He looked at Jill with an earnest, paternal gaze.

That reminds me, he said. I wanted to have a bit of a talk with you about that — being engaged and all that sort of thing. Im glad I got you alone before the Curse arrived.

Curse? Do you mean Dereks mother? That sounds cheerful and encouraging.

Well, she is, you know, said Freddie earnestly. Shes a bird! It would be idle to deny it. She always puts the fear of God into me. I never know what to say to her.

Why dont you try asking her riddles?

Its no joking matter, persisted Freddie, his amiable face overcast. Wait till you meet her! You should have seen her at the station this morning. You dont know what youre up against!

You make my flesh creep, Freddie. What am I up against?

Freddie poked the fire scientifically, and assisted it with coal.

Its this way, he said. Of course, dear old Dereks the finest chap in the world.

I know that, said Jill softly. She patted Freddies hand with a little gesture of gratitude. Freddies devotion to Derek was a thing that always touched her. She looked thoughtfully into the fire, and her eyes seemed to glow in sympathy with the glowing coals. Theres nobody like him!

But, continued Freddie, he always has been frightfully under his mothers thumb, you know.

Jill was conscious of a little flicker of irritation.

Dont be absurd, Freddie. How could a man like Derek be under anybodys thumb?

Well, you know what I mean!

I dont in the least know what you mean.

I mean, it would be rather rotten if his mother set him against you.

Jill clenched her teeth. The quick temper which always lurked so very little beneath the surface of her cheerfulness was stirred. She felt suddenly chilled and miserable. She tried to tell herself that Freddie was just an amiable blunderer who spoke without sense or reason, but it was no use. She could not rid herself of a feeling of foreboding and discomfort. It had been the one jarring note in the sweet melody of her love-story, this apprehension of Dereks regarding his mother. The Derek she loved was a strong man, with a strong mans contempt for other peoples criticism; and there had been something ignoble and fussy in his attitude regarding Lady Underhill. She had tried to feel that the flaw in her idol did not exist. And here was Freddie Rooke, a man who admired Derek with all his hero-worshipping nature, pointing it out independently. She was annoyed, and she expended her annoyance, as women will do, upon the innocent bystander.

Do you remember the time I turned the hose on you, Freddie, she said, rising from the fender, years ago, when we were children, when you and that awful Mason boy — what was his name? Wally Mason — teased me? She looked at the unhappy Freddie with a hostile eye. It was his blundering words that had spoiled everything. Ive forgotten what it was all about, but I know that you and Wally infuriated me and I turned the garden hose on you and soaked you both to the skin. Well, all I want to point out is that, if you go on talking nonsense about Derek and his mother and me, I shall ask Barker to bring me a jug of water, and I shall empty it over you! Set him against me! You talk as if love were a thing any third party could come along and turn off with a tap! Do you suppose that, when two people love each other as Derek and I do, that it can possibly matter in the least what anybody else thinks or says, even if it is his mother? I havent got a mother, but suppose Uncle Chris came and warned me against Derek....

Her anger suddenly left her as quickly as it had come. That was always the way with Jill. One moment she would be raging; the next, something would tickle her sense of humour and restore her instantly to cheerfulness. And the thought of dear, lazy old Uncle Chris taking the trouble to warn anybody against anything except the wrong brand of wine or an inferior make of cigar conjured up a picture before which wrath melted away. She chuckled, and Freddie, who had been wilting on the fender, perked up.

Youre an extraordinary girl, Jill. One never knows when youre going to get the wind up.

Isnt it enough to make me get the wind up, as you call it, when you say absurd things like that?

I meant well, old girl!

Thats the trouble with you. You always do mean well. You go about the world meaning well till people fly to put themselves under police protection. Besides, what on earth could Lady Underhill find to object to in me? Ive plenty of money, and Im one of the most charming and attractive of Society belles. You neednt take my word for that, and I dont suppose youve noticed it, but thats what Mr. Gossip in the Morning Mirror called me when he was writing about my getting engaged to Derek. My maid showed me the clipping. There was quite a long paragraph, with a picture of me that looked like a Zulu chieftainess taken in a coal-cellar during a bad fog. Well, after that, what could anyone say against me? Im a perfect prize! I expect Lady Underhill screamed with joy when she heard the news and went singing all over her Riviera villa.

Yes, said Freddie dubiously. Yes, yes, oh, quite so, rather!

Jill looked at him sternly.

Freddie, youre concealing something from me! You dont think Im a charming and attractive Society belle! Tell me why not and Ill show you where you are wrong. Is it my face you object to, or my manners, or my figure? There was a young bride of Antigua, who said to her mate, What a pig you are! Said he, Oh, my queen, is it manners you mean, or do you allude to my fig-u-ar? Isnt my figuar all right, Freddie?

Oh, I think youre topping.

But for some reason youre afraid that Dereks mother wont think so. Why wont Lady Underhill agree with Mr. Gossip?

Freddie hesitated.

Speak up!

Well, its like this. Remember, Ive known the old devil....

Freddie Rooke! Where do you pick up such expressions? Not from me!

Well, thats how I always think of her! I say Ive known her ever since I used to go and stop at their place when I was at school, and I know exactly the sort of things that put her back up. Shes a what-dyou-call-it. I mean to say, one of the old school, dont you know. And youre so dashed impulsive, old girl. You know you are! You are always saying things that come into your head.

You cant say a thing unless it comes into your head.

You know what I mean, Freddie went on earnestly, not to be diverted from his theme. You say rummy things and you do rummy things. What I mean to say is, youre impulsive.

What have I ever done that the sternest critic could call rummy?

Well, Ive seen you with my own eyes stop in the middle of Bond Street and help a lot of fellows shove along a cart that had got stuck. Mind you, Im not blaming you for it....

I should hope not. The poor old horse was trying all he knew to get going, and he couldnt quite make it. Naturally, I helped.

Oh, I know. Very decent and all that, but I doubt if Lady Underhill would have thought a lot of it. And youre so dashed chummy with the lower orders.

Dont be a snob, Freddie.

Im not a snob, protested Freddie, wounded. When Im alone with Barker — for instance — Im as chatty as dammit. But I dont ask waiters in public restaurants how their lumbago is.

Have you ever had lumbago?

No.

Well, its a very painful thing, and waiters get it just as badly as dukes. Worse, I should think, because theyre always bending and stooping and carrying things. Naturally one feels sorry for them.

But how do you ever find out that a waiter has got lumbago?

I ask him, of course.

Well, for goodness sake, said Freddie, if you feel the impulse to do that sort of thing to-night, try and restrain it. I mean to say, if youre curious to know anything about Barkers chilblains, for instance, dont enquire after them while hes handing Lady Underhill the potatoes! She wouldnt like it.

Jill uttered an exclamation.

I knew there was something! Being so cold and wanting to rush in and crouch over a fire put it clean out of my head. He must be thinking me a perfect beast! She ran to the door. Barker! Barker!

Barker appeared from nowhere.

Yes, miss?

Im so sorry I forgot to ask before. How are your chilblains?

A good deal better miss, thank you.

Did you try the stuff I recommended?

Yes, miss. It did them a world of good.

Splendid!

Jill went back into the sitting-room.

Its all right, she said reassuringly. Theyre better.

She wandered restlessly about the room, looking at the photographs, then sat down at the piano and touched the keys. The clock on the mantelpiece chimed the half-hour. I wish to goodness they would arrive, she said.

Theyll be here pretty soon, I expect.

Its rather awful, said Jill, to think of Lady Underhill racing all the way from Mentone to Paris and from Paris to Calais and from Calais to Dover and from Dover to London simply to inspect me. You cant wonder Im nervous, Freddie.

The eye-glass dropped from Freddies eye.

Are you nervous? he asked, astonished.

Of course Im nervous. Wouldnt you be in my place?

Well, I should never have thought it.

Why do you suppose Ive been talking such a lot? Why do you imagine I snapped your poor, innocent head off just now! Im terrified inside, terrified!

You dont look it, by Jove!

No, Im trying to be a little warrior. Thats what Uncle Chris always used to call me. It started the day when he took me to have a tooth out, when I was ten. Be a little warrior, Jill! he kept saying. Be a little warrior! And I was. She looked at the clock. But I shant be if they dont get here soon. The suspense is awful. She strummed the keys. Suppose she doesnt like me, Freddie! You see how youve scared me.

I didnt say she wouldnt. I only said youd got to watch out a bit.

Something tells me she wont. My nerve is oozing out of me. Jill shook her head impatiently. Its all so vulgar! I thought this sort of thing only happened in the comic papers and in music-hall songs. Why, its just like that song somebody used to sing. She laughed. Do you remember? I dont know how the verse went, but ...

John took me round to see his mother, his mother, his mother! And when hed introduced us to each other, She sized up everything that I had on. She put me through a cross-examination: I fairly boiled with aggravation: Then she shook her head, Looked at me and said: Poor John! Poor John!

Chorus, Freddie! Lets cheer ourselves up! We need it!

John took me round to see his mother...!

His m-o-o-other! croaked Freddie. Curiously enough, this ballad was one of Freddies favourites. He had rendered it with a good deal of success on three separate occasions at village entertainments down in Worcestershire, and he rather flattered himself that he could get about as much out of it as the next man. He proceeded to abet Jill heartily with gruff sounds which he was under the impression constituted what is known in musical circles as singing seconds.

His mo-o-other! he growled with frightful scorn.

And when hed introduced us to each other....

O-o-o-other!

She sized up everything that I had on!

Pom-pom-pom!

She put me through a cross-examination....

Jill had thrown her head back, and was singing jubilantly at the top of her voice. The appositeness of the song had cheered her up. It seemed somehow to make her forebodings rather ridiculous, to reduce them to absurdity, to turn into farce the gathering tragedy which had been weighing upon her nerves.

Then she shook her head, Looked at me and said: Poor John!....

Jill, said a voice at the door. I want you to meet my mother!

Poo-oo-oor John! bleated the hapless Freddie, unable to check himself.

Dinner, said Barker the valet, appearing at the door and breaking a silence that seemed to fill the room like a tangible presence, is served!


CHAPTER II

THE FIRST NIGHT AT THE LEICESTER
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I

The front-door closed softly behind the theatre-party. Dinner was over, and Barker had just been assisting the expedition out of the place. Sensitive to atmosphere, he had found his share in the dinner a little trying. It had been a strained meal, and what he liked was a clatter of conversation and everybody having a good time and enjoying themselves.

Ellen! called Barker, as he proceeded down the passage to the empty dining-room. Ellen!

Mrs. Barker appeared out of the kitchen, wiping her hands. Her work for the evening, like her husbands, was over. Presently what is technically called a useful girl would come in to wash up the dishes, leaving the evening free for social intercourse. Mrs. Barker had done well by her patrons that night, and now she wanted a quiet chat with Barker over a glass of Freddie Rookes port.

Have they gone, Horace? she asked, following him into the dining-room.

Barker selected a cigar from Freddies humidor, crackled it against his ear, smelt it, clipped off the end, and lit it. He took the decanter and filled his wifes glass, then mixed himself a whisky-and-soda.

Happy days! said Barker. Yes, theyve gone!

I didnt see her ladyship.

You didnt miss much! A nasty, dangerous specimen, she is! Always merry and bright, I dont think. I wish youd have had my job of waiting on em, Ellen, and me been the one to stay in the kitchen safe out of it all. Thats all I say! Its no treat to me to and the dishes when the atmospheres what you might call electric. I didnt envy them that vol-au-vent of yours, Ellen, good as it smelt. Better a dinner of erbs where love is than a stalled ox and atred therewith, said Barker, helping himself to a walnut.

Did they have words?

Barker shook his head impatiently.

That sort dont have words, Ellen. They just sit and goggle.

How did her ladyship seem to hit it off with Miss Mariner, Horace?

Barker uttered a dry laugh.

Ever seen a couple of strange dogs watching each other sort of wary? That was them! Not that Miss Mariner wasnt all that was pleasant and nice-spoken. Shes all right, Miss Mariner is. Shes a little queen. It wasnt her fault the dinner youd took so much trouble over was more like an evening in the Morgue than a Christian dinner-party. She tried to help things along best she could. But what with Sir Derek chewing his lip alf the time and his mother acting about as matey as a pennorth of ice-cream, she didnt have a chance. As for the guvnor — well, I wish you could have seen him, thats all. You know, Ellen, sometimes Im not altogether easy in my mind about the guvnors mental balance. He knows how to buy cigars, and you tell me his port is good — I never touch it myself — but sometimes he seems to me to go right off his onion. Just sat there, he did, all through dinner, looking as if he expected the good food to rise up and bite him in the face, and jumping nervous when I spoke to him. Its not my fault, said Barker, aggrieved. I cant give gentlemen warning before I ask em if theyll have sherry or hock. I cant ring a bell or toot a horn to show em Im coming. Its my place to bend over and whisper in their ear, and theyve no right to leap about in their seats and make me spill good wine. (Youll see the spot close by where youre sitting, Ellen. Jogged my wrist, he did!) Id like to know why people in the spear of life which these people are in cant behave themselves rational, same as we do. When we were walking out and I took you to have tea with my mother, it was one of the pleasantest meals I ever ate. Talk about armony! It was a love-feast!

Your ma and I took to each other right from the start, Horace, said Mrs. Barker softly. Thats the difference.

Well, any woman with any sense would take to Miss Mariner. If I told you how near I came to spilling the sauce-boat accidentally over that old fossils head, youd be surprised, Ellen. She just sat there brooding like an old eagle. If you ask my opinion, Miss Mariners a long sight too good for her precious son!

Oh, but Horace! Sir Dereks a baronet!

What of it? Kind earts are more than coronets and simple faith than Norman blood, arent they?

Youre talking Socialism, Horace.

No, Im not. Im talking sense. I dont know who Miss Mariners parents may have been — I never enquired — but anyone can see shes a lady born and bred. But do you suppose the path of true love is going to run smooth, for all that? Not it! Shes got a ard time ahead of her, that poor girl!

Horace! Mrs. Barkers gentle heart was wrung. The situation hinted at by her husband was no new one — indeed, it formed the basis of at least fifty per cent of the stories in the True Heart Novelette Series, of which she was a determined reader — but it had never failed to touch her. Do you think her ladyship means to come between them and wreck their romance?

I think she means to have a jolly good try.

But Sir Derek has his own money, hasnt he? I mean its not like when Sir Courtenay Travers fell in love with the milkmaid and was dependent on his mother, the Countess, for everything. Sir Derek can afford to do what he pleases, cant he?

Barker shook his head tolerantly. The excellence of the cigar and the soothing qualities of the whisky-and-soda had worked upon him, and he was feeling less ruffled.

You dont understand these things, he said. Women like her ladyship can talk a man into anything and out of anything. I wouldnt care, only you can see the poor girl is mad over the feller. What she finds attractive in him, I cant say, but thats her own affair.

Hes very handsome, Horace, with those flashing eyes and that stern mouth, argued Mrs. Barker.

Barker sniffed.

Have it your own way, he said. Its no treat to me to see his eyes flash, and if hed put that stern mouth of his to some better use than advising the guvnor to lock up the cigars and trouser the key, Id be better pleased. If theres one thing I cant stand, said Barker, its not to be trusted! He lifted his cigar and looked at it censoriously. I thought so! Burning all down one side. They will do that if you light em careless. Oh, well, he continued, rising and going to the humidor, theres plenty more where that came from. Out of evil cometh good, said Barker philosophically. If the guvnor hadnt been in such a overwrought state to-night, hed have remembered not to leave the key in the keyhole. Help yourself to another glass of port, Ellen, and lets enjoy ourselves!

II

When one considers how full of his own troubles, how weighed down with the problems of his own existence the average playgoer generally is when enters a theatre, it is remarkable that dramatists ever find it possible to divert and entertain whole audiences for a space of several hours. As regards at least three of those who had assembled to witness its opening performance, the author of Tried by Fire, at the Leicester Theatre, undoubtedly had his work cut out for him.

It has perhaps been sufficiently indicated by the remarks of Barker, the valet, that the little dinner at Freddie Rookes had not been an unqualified success. Searching the records for an adequately gloomy parallel to the taxi-cab journey to the theatre which followed it, one can only think of Napoleons retreat from Moscow. And yet even that was probably not conducted in dead silence.

The only member of the party who was even remotely happy was, curiously enough, Freddie Rooke. Originally Freddie had obtained three tickets for Tried by Fire. The unexpected arrival of Lady Underhill had obliged him to buy a fourth, separated by several rows from the other three. This, as he had told Derek at breakfast, was the seat he proposed to occupy himself.

It consoles the philosopher in this hard world to reflect that, even if man is born to sorrow as the sparks fly upward, it is still possible for small things to make him happy. The thought of being several rows away from Lady Underhill had restored Freddies equanimity like a tonic. It thrilled him like the strains of some grand, sweet anthem all the way to the theatre. If Freddie Rooke had been asked at that moment to define happiness in a few words, he would have replied that it consisted in being several rows away from Lady Underhill.

The theatre was nearly full when Freddies party arrived. The Leicester Theatre had been rented for the season by the newest theatrical knight, Sir Chester Portwood, who had a large following; and, whatever might be the fate of the play in the final issue, it would do at least one nights business. The stalls were ablaze with jewellery and crackling with starched shirt-fronts; and expensive scents pervaded the air, putting up a stiff battle with the plebeian peppermint that emanated from the pit. The boxes were filled, and up in the gallery grim-faced patrons of the drama, who had paid their shillings at the door and intended to get a shillings worth of entertainment in return, sat and waited stolidly for the curtain to rise.

The lights shot up beyond the curtain. The house-lights dimmed. Conversation ceased. The curtain rose. Jill wriggled herself comfortably into her seat, and slipped her hand into Dereks. She felt a glow of happiness as it closed over hers. All, she told herself, was right with the world.

All, that is to say, except the drama which was unfolding on the stage. It was one of those plays which start wrong and never recover. By the end of the first ten minutes there had spread through the theatre that uneasy feeling which comes over the audience at an opening performance when it realizes that it is going to be bored. A sort of lethargy had gripped the stalls. The dress-circle was coughing. Up in the gallery there was grim silence.

Sir Chester Portwood was an actor-manager who had made his reputation in light comedy of the tea-cup school. His numerous admirers attended a first night at his theatre in a mood of comfortable anticipation, assured of something pleasant and frothy with a good deal of bright dialogue and not too much plot. To-night he seemed to have fallen a victim to that spirit of ambition which intermittently attacks actor-managers of his class, expressing itself in an attempt to prove that, having established themselves securely as light comedians, they can, like the lady reciter, turn right around and be serious. The one thing which the London public felt that it was safe from in a Portwood play was heaviness, and Tried by Fire was grievously heavy. It was a poetic drama, and the audience, though loath to do anybody an injustice, was beginning to suspect that it was written in blank verse.

The acting did nothing to dispel the growing uneasiness. Sir Chester himself, apparently oppressed by the weightiness of the occasion and the responsibility of offering an unfamiliar brand of goods to his public, had dropped his customary debonair method of delivering lines and was mouthing his speeches. It was good gargling, but bad elocution. And, for some reason best known to himself, he had entrusted the rôle of the heroine to a doll-like damsel with a lisp, of whom the audience disapproved sternly from her initial entrance.

It was about half-way through the first act that Jill, whose attention had begun to wander, heard a soft groan at her side. The seats which Freddie Rooke had bought were at the extreme end of the seventh row. There was only one other seat in the row, and, as Derek had placed his mother on his left and was sitting between her and Jill, the latter had this seat on her right. It had been empty at the rise of the curtain, but in the past few minutes a man had slipped silently into it. The darkness prevented Jill from seeing his face, but it was plain that he was suffering, and her sympathy went out to him. His opinion of the play so obviously coincided with her own.

Presently the first act ended, and the lights went up. There was a spatter of insincere applause from the stalls, echoed in the dress-circle. It grew fainter in the upper circle, and did not reach the gallery at all.

Well? said Jill to Derek. What do you think of it?

Too awful for words, said Derek sternly.

He leaned forward to join the conversation which had started between Lady Underhill and some friends she had discovered in the seats in front; and Jill, turning, became aware that the man on her right was looking at her intently. He was a big man with rough, wiry hair and a humorous mouth. His age appeared to be somewhere in the middle twenties. Jill, in the brief moment in which their eyes met, decided that he was ugly, but with an ugliness that was rather attractive. He reminded her of one of those large, loose, shaggy dogs that break things in drawing-rooms but make admirable companions for the open road. She had a feeling that he would look better in tweeds in a field than in evening dress in a theatre. He had nice eyes. She could not distinguish their colour, but they were frank and friendly.

All this Jill noted with her customary quickness, and then she looked away. For an instant she had had an odd feeling that somewhere she had met this man or somebody very like him before, but the impression vanished. She also had the impression that he was still looking at her, but she gazed demurely in front of her and did not attempt to verify the suspicion.

Between them, as they sat side by side, there inserted itself suddenly the pinkly remorseful face of Freddie Rooke. Freddie, having skirmished warily in the aisle until it was clear that Lady Underhills attention was engaged elsewhere, had occupied a seat in the row behind which had been left vacant temporarily by an owner who liked refreshment between the acts. Freddie was feeling deeply ashamed of himself. He felt that he had perpetrated a bloomer of no slight magnitude.

Im awfully sorry about this, he said penitently. I mean, roping you in to listen to this frightful tosh! When I think I might have got seats just as well for any one of half a dozen topping musical comedies, I feel like kicking myself with some vim. But, honestly, how was I to know? I never dreamed we were going to be let in for anything of this sort. Portwoods plays are usually so dashed bright and snappy and all that. Cant think what he was doing, putting on a thing like this. Why, its blue round the edges!

The man on Jills right laughed sharply.

Perhaps, he said, the chump who wrote the piece got away from the asylum long enough to put up the money to produce it.

If there is one thing that startles the well-bred Londoner and throws him off his balance, it is to be addressed unexpectedly by a stranger. Freddies sense of decency was revolted. A voice from the tomb could hardly have shaken him more. All the traditions to which he had been brought up had gone to solidify his belief that this was one of the things which didnt happen. Absolutely it wasnt done. During an earthquake or a shipwreck and possibly on the Day of Judgment, yes. But only then. At other times, unless they wanted a match or the time or something, chappies did not speak to fellows to whom they had not been introduced. He was far too amiable to snub the man, but to go on with this degrading scene was out of the question. There was nothing for it but flight.

Oh, ah, yes, he mumbled. Well, he added to Jill, I suppose I may as well be toddling back. See you later and so forth.

And with a faint Good-bye-ee! Freddie removed himself, thoroughly unnerved.

Jill looked out of the corner of her eye at Derek. He was still occupied with the people in front. She turned to the man on her right. She was not the slave to etiquette that Freddie was. She was much too interested in life to refrain from speaking to strangers.

You shocked him! she said dimpling.

Yes. It broke Freddie all up, didnt it!

It was Jills turn to be startled. She looked at him in astonishment.

Freddie?

That was Freddie Rooke, wasnt it? Surely I wasnt mistaken?

But — do you know him? He didnt seem to know you.

These are lifes tragedies He has forgotten me. My boyhood friend!

Oh, you were at school with him?

No. Freddie went to Winchester, if I remember. I was at Haileybury. Our acquaintance was confined to the holidays. My people lived near his people in Worcestershire.

Worcestershire! Jill leaned forward excitedly. But I used to live near Freddie in Worcestershire myself when I was small. I knew him there when he was a boy. We must have met!

We met all right.

Jill wrinkled her forehead. That odd familiar look was in his eyes again. But memory failed to respond. She shook her head.

I dont remember you, she said. Im sorry.

Never mind. Perhaps the recollection would have been painful.

How do you mean, painful?

Well, looking back, I can see that I must have been a very unpleasant child. I have always thought it greatly to the credit of my parents that they let me grow up. It would have been so easy to have dropped something heavy on me out of a window. They must have been tempted a hundred times, but they refrained. Yes, I was a great pest around the home. My only redeeming point was the way I worshipped you!

What!

Oh, yes. You probably didnt notice it at the time, for I had a curious way of expressing my adoration. But you remain the brightest memory of a chequered youth.

Jill searched his face with grave eyes, then shook her head again.

Nothing stirs? asked the man sympathetically.

Its too maddening! Why does one forget things? She reflected. You arent Bobby Morrison?

I am not. What is more, I never was!

Jill dived into the past once more and emerged with another possibility.

Or — Charlie — Charlie what was it? — Charlie Field?

You wound me! Have you forgotten that Charlie Field wore velvet Lord Fauntleroy suits and long golden curls? My past is not smirched with anything like that.

Would I remember your name if you told me?

I dont know. Ive forgotten yours. Your surname, that is. Of course, I remember that your Christian name was Jill. It has always seemed to me the prettiest monosyllable in the language. He looked at her thoughtfully. Its odd how little youve altered in looks. Freddies just the same, too, only larger. And he didnt wear an eye-glass in those days, though I can see he was bound to later on. And yet Ive changed so much that you cant place me. It shows what a wearing life I must have led. I feel like Rip van Winkle. Old and withered. But that may be just the result of watching this play.

It is pretty terrible, isnt it?

Worse than that. Looking at it dispassionately, I find it the extreme, ragged, outermost edge of the limit. Freddie had the correct description of it. Hes a great critic.

I really do think its the worst thing I have ever seen.

I dont know what plays you have seen, but I feel youre right.

Perhaps the second acts better, said Jill optimistically.

Its worse. I know that sounds like boasting, but its true. I feel like getting up and making a public apology.

But ... Oh!

Jill turned scarlet. A monstrous suspicion had swept over her.

The only trouble is, went on her companion, that the audience would undoubtedly lynch me. And, though it seems improbable just at the present moment, it may be that life holds some happiness for me thats worth waiting for. Anyway, Id rather not be torn limb from limb. A messy finish! I can just see them rending me asunder in a spasm of perfectly justifiable fury. She loves me! Off comes a leg. She loves me not! Off comes an arm. No, I think on the whole Ill lie low. Besides, why should I care? Let em suffer. Its their own fault. They would come!

Jill had been trying to interrupt the harangue. She was greatly concerned.

Did you write the play?

The man nodded.

You are quite right to speak in that horrified tone. But between ourselves and on the understanding that you dont get up and denounce me, I did.

Oh, Im so sorry!

Not half so sorry as I am, believe me!

I mean, I wouldnt have said....

Never mind. You didnt tell me anything I didnt know. The lights began to go down. He rose. Well, theyre off again. Perhaps you will excuse me? I dont feel quite equal to assisting any longer at the wake. If you want something to occupy your mind during the next act, try to remember my name.

He slid from his seat and disappeared. Jill clutched at Derek.

Oh, Derek, its too awful. Ive just been talking to the man who wrote this play, and I told him it was the worst thing I had ever seen!

Did you? Derek snorted. Well, its about time somebody told him! A thought seemed to strike him. Why, who is he? I didnt know you knew him.

I dont. I dont even know his name.

His name, according to the programme, is John Grant. Never heard of him before. Jill, I wish you would not talk to people you dont know, said Derek with a note of annoyance in his voice. You can never tell who they are.

But....

Especially with my mother here. You must be more careful.

The curtain rose. Jill saw the stage mistily. From childhood up, she had never been able to cure herself of an unfortunate sensitiveness when sharply spoken to by those she loved. A rebuking world she could face with a stout heart, but there had always been just one or two people whose lightest word of censure could crush her. Her father had always had that effect upon her, and now Derek had taken his place.

But if there had only been time to explain.... Derek could not object to her chatting with a friend of her childhood, even if she had completely forgotten him and did not remember his name even now. John Grant? Memory failed to produce any juvenile John Grant for her inspection.

Puzzling over this problem, Jill missed much of the beginning of the second act. Hers was a detachment which the rest of the audience would gladly have shared. For the poetic drama, after a bad start, was now plunging into worse depths of dullness. The coughing had become almost continuous. The stalls, supported by the presence of large droves of Sir Chesters personal friends, were struggling gallantly to maintain a semblance of interest, but the pit and gallery had plainly given up hope. The critic of a weekly paper of small circulation, who had been shoved up in the upper circle, grimly jotted down the phrase apathetically received on his programme. He had come to the theatre that night in an aggrieved mood, for managers usually put him in the dress-circle. He got out his pencil again. Another phrase had occurred to him, admirable for the opening of his article. At the Leicester Theatre, he wrote, where Sir Chester Portwood presented Tried by Fire, dullness reigned supreme....

But you never know. Call no evening dull till it is over. However uninteresting its early stages may have been that night was to be as animated and exciting as any audience could desire — a night to be looked back to and talked about, for just as the critic of London Gossip wrote those damning words on his programme, guiding his pencil uncertainly in the dark, a curious yet familiar odour stole over the house.

The stalls got it first, and sniffed. It rose to the dress-circle, and the dress-circle sniffed. Floating up, it smote the silent gallery. And, suddenly, coming to life with a single-minded abruptness, the gallery ceased to be silent.

Fire!

Sir Chester Portwood, ploughing his way through a long speech, stopped and looked apprehensively over his shoulder. The girl with the lisp, who had been listening in a perfunctory manner to the long speech, screamed loudly. The voice of an unseen stage-hand called thunderously to an invisible Bill to commere quick. And from the scenery on the prompt side there curled lazily across the stage a black wisp of smoke.

Fire! Fire! Fire!

Just, said a voice at Jills elbow, what the play needed! The mysterious author was back in his seat again.


CHAPTER III

JILL AND THE UNKNOWN ESCAPE
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In these days when the authorities who watch over the welfare of the community have taken the trouble to reiterate encouragingly in printed notices that a full house can be emptied in three minutes and that all an audience has to do in an emergency is to walk, not run, to the nearest exit, fire in the theatre has lost a good deal of its old-time terror. Yet it would be paltering with the truth to say that the audience which had assembled to witness the opening performance of the new play at the Leicester was entirely at its ease. The asbestos curtain was already on its way down, which should have been reassuring: but then asbestos curtains never look the part. To the lay eye they seem just the sort of thing that will blaze quickest. Moreover, it had not yet occurred to the man at the switchboard to turn up the house-lights, and the darkness was disconcerting.

Portions of the house were taking the thing better than other portions. Up in the gallery a vast activity was going on. The clatter of feet almost drowned the shouting. A moment before it would have seemed incredible that anything could have made the occupants of the gallery animated, but the instinct of self-preservation had put new life into them.

The stalls had not yet entirely lost their self-control. Alarm was in the air, but for the moment they hung on the razor-edge between panic and dignity. Panic urged them to do something sudden and energetic; dignity counselled them to wait. They, like the occupants of the gallery, greatly desired to be outside, but it was bad form to rush and jostle. The men were assisting the women in their cloaks, assuring them the while that it was all right and that they must not be frightened. But another curl of smoke had crept out just before the asbestos curtain completed its descent, and their words lacked the ring of conviction. The movement towards the exits had not yet become a stampede, but already those with seats nearest the stage had begun to feel that the more fortunate individuals near the doors were infernally slow in removing themselves.

Suddenly, as if by mutual inspiration, the composure of the stalls began to slip. Looking from above, one could have seen a sort of shudder run through the crowd. It was the effect of every member of that crowd starting to move a little more quickly.

A hand grasped Jills arm. It was a comforting hand, the hand of a man who had not lost his head. A pleasant voice backed up its message of reassurance.

Its no good getting into that mob. You might get hurt. Theres no danger; the play isnt going on.

Jill was shaken; but she had the fighting spirit and hated to show that she was shaken. Panic was knocking at the door of her soul, but dignity refused to be dislodged.

All the same, she said, smiling a difficult smile, it would be nice to get out, wouldnt it?

I was just going to suggest something of that very sort, said the man beside her. The same thought occurred to me. We can stroll out quite comfortably by our own private route. Come along.

Jill looked over her shoulder. Derek and Lady Underhill were merged into the mass of refugees. She could not see them. For an instant a little spasm of pique stung her at the thought that Derek had deserted her. She groped her way after her companion, and presently they came by way of a lower box to the iron pass-door leading to the stage.

As it opened, smoke blew through, and the smell of burning was formidable. Jill recoiled involuntarily.

Its all right, said her companion. It smells worse than it really is. And, anyway, this is the quickest way out.

They passed through on to the stage, and found themselves in a world of noise and confusion compared with which the auditorium which they had left had been a peaceful place. Smoke was everywhere. A stage-hand, carrying a bucket, lurched past them, bellowing. From somewhere out of sight on the other side of the stage there came a sound of chopping. Jills companion moved quickly to the switchboard, groped, found a handle, and turned it. In the narrow space between the corner of the proscenium and the edge of the asbestos curtain lights flashed up: and simultaneously there came a sudden diminution of the noise from the body of the house. The stalls, snatched from the intimidating spell of the darkness and able to see each others faces, discovered that they had been behaving indecorously and checked their struggling, a little ashamed of themselves. The relief would be only momentary, but, while it lasted, it postponed panic.

Go straight across the stage, Jill heard her companion say, out along the passage and turn to the right, and youll be at the stage-door. I think, as there seems no one else around to do it, Id better go out and say a few soothing words to the customers. Otherwise theyll be biting holes in each other.

He squeezed through the narrow opening in front of the curtain.

Ladies and gentlemen!

Jill remained where she was, leaning with one hand against the switchboard. She made no attempt to follow the directions he had given her. She was aware of a sense of comradeship, of being with this man in this adventure. If he stayed, she must stay. To go now through the safety of the stage-door would be abominable desertion. She listened, and found that she could hear plainly in spite of the noise. The smoke was worse than ever, and hurt her eyes, so that the figures of the theatre-firemen, hurrying to and fro, seemed like Brocken spectres. She slipped a corner of her cloak across her mouth, and was able to breathe more easily.

Ladies and gentlemen, I assure you that there is absolutely no danger. I am a stranger to you, so there is no reason why you should take my word, but fortunately I can give you solid proof. If there were any danger, I wouldnt be here. All that has happened is that the warmth of your reception of the play has set a piece of scenery alight....

A crimson-faced stage-hand, carrying an axe in blackened hands, roared in Jills ear.

Op it! shouted the stage-hand. He cast his axe down with a clatter. Cant you see the place is afire?

But — but Im waiting for.... Jill pointed to where her ally was still addressing an audience that seemed reluctant to stop and listen to him.

The stage-hand squinted out round the edge of the curtain.

If hes a friend of yours, miss, kindly get im to cheese it and get a move on. Were clearing out. Theres nothing we can do. Its got too much of an old. In about another two ticks the roofs going to drop on us.

Jills friend came squeezing back through the opening.

Hullo! Still here? He blinked approvingly at her through the smoke. Youre a little soldier! Well, Augustus, whats on your mind?

The simple question seemed to take the stage-hand aback.

Wots on my mind? Ill tell you wots on my blinking mind....

Dont tell me. Let me guess. Ive got it! The place is on fire!

The stage-hand expectorated disgustedly. Flippancy at such a moment offended his sensibilities.

Were opping it, he said.

Great minds think alike! We are hopping it, too.

Youd better! And damn quick!

And, as you suggest, damn quick. You think of everything!

Jill followed him across the stage. Her heart was beating violently. There was not only smoke now, but heat. Across the stage little scarlet flames were shooting, and something large and hard, unseen through the smoke, fell with a crash. The air was heavy with the smell of burning paint.

Wheres Sir Chester Portwood? enquired her companion of the stage-hand, who hurried beside them.

Opped it! replied the other briefly, and coughed raspingly as he swallowed smoke.

Strange, said the man in Jills ear, as he pulled her along. This way. Stick to me. Strange how the drama anticipates life! At the end of Act Two there was a scene where Sir Chester had to creep sombrely out into the night, and now hes gone and done it! Ah!

They had stumbled through a doorway and were out in a narrow passage, where the air, though tainted, was comparatively fresh. Jill drew a deep breath. Her companion turned to the stage-hand and felt in his pocket.

Here. A coin changed hands. Go and get a drink. You need it after all this.

Thank you, sir.

Dont mention it. Youve saved our lives. Suppose you hadnt come up and told us, and we had never noticed there was a fire! He turned to Jill. Heres the stage-door. Shall we creep sombrely out into the night?

The guardian of the stage-door was standing in the entrance of his little hutch, plainly perplexed. He was a slow thinker and a man whose life was ruled by routine, and the events of the evening had left him uncertain how to act.

Wots all this about a fire? he demanded.

Jills friend stopped.

A fire? He looked at Jill. Did you hear anything about a fire?

They all come bustin past ere yelling theres a fire, persisted the door-man.

By George! Now I come to think of it, youre perfectly right! There is a fire! If you wait here a little longer youll get it in the small of the back. Take the advice of an old friend who means you well and vanish. In the inspired words of the lad weve just parted from, op it!

The stage-door man turned this over in his mind for a space.

But Im supposed to stay ere till eleven-thirty and lock up! he said. Thats what Im supposed to do. Stay ere till eleven-thirty and lock up! And it aint but ten forty-five now.

I see the difficulty, said Jills companion thoughtfully.

Well, Casabianca, Im afraid I dont see how to help you. Its a matter for your own conscience. I dont want to lure you from the burning deck; on the other hand, if you stick on here youll most certainly be fired on both sides.... But, tell me. You spoke about locking up something at eleven-thirty. What are you supposed to lock up?

Why, the theatre.

Then thats all right. By eleven-thirty there wont be a theatre. If I were you, I should leave quietly and unostentatiously now. To-morrow, if you wish it, and if theyve cooled off sufficiently, you can come and sit on the ruins. Good night!

II

Outside, the air was cold and crisp. Jill drew her warm cloak closer. Round the corner there was noise and shouting. Fire-engines had arrived. Jills companion lit a cigarette.

Do you wish to stop and see the conflagration? he asked.

Jill shivered. She was more shaken than she had realized.

Ive seen all the conflagration I want.

Same here. Well, its been an exciting evening. Started slow, I admit, but warmed up later! What I seem to need at the moment is a restorative stroll along the Embankment. Do you know, Sir Chester Portwood didnt like the title of my play. He said Tried by Fire was too melodramatic. Well, he cant say now it wasnt appropriate.

They made their way towards the river, avoiding the street which was blocked by the crowds and the fire-engines. As they crossed the Strand, the man looked back. A red glow was in the sky.

A great blaze! he said. What you might call — in fact what the papers will call — a holocaust. Quite a treat for the populace.

Do you think they will be able to put it out?

Not a chance. Its got too much of a hold. Its a pity you hadnt that garden-hose of yours with you, isnt it?

Jill stopped, wide-eyed.

Garden-hose?

Dont you remember the garden-hose? I do! I can feel that clammy feeling of the water trickling down my back now!

Memory, always a laggard by the wayside that redeems itself by an eleventh-hour rush, raced back to Jill. The Embankment turned to a sun-lit garden, and the January night to a July day. She stared at him. He was looking at her with a whimsical smile. It was a smile which, pleasant to-day, had seemed mocking and hostile on that afternoon years ago. She had always felt then that he was laughing at her, and at the age of twelve she had resented laughter at her expense.

You surely cant be Wally Mason! I was wondering when you would remember. But the programme called you something else — John something.

That was a cunning disguise. Wally Mason is the only genuine and official name. And, by Jove! Ive just remembered yours. It was Mariner. By the way, — he paused for an almost imperceptible instant— is it still?


CHAPTER IV

THE LAST OF THE ROOKES TAKES A HAND

[image: img188.jpg]

I

Jill was hardly aware that he had asked her a question. She was suffering that momentary sense of unreality which comes to us when the years roll away and we are thrown abruptly back into the days of our childhood. The logical side of her mind was quite aware that there was nothing remarkable in the fact that Wally Mason, who had been to her all these years a boy in an Eton suit, should now present himself as a grown man. But for all that the transformation had something of the effect of a conjuring-trick. It was not only the alteration in his appearance that startled her: it was the amazing change in his personality. Wally Mason had been the bête noire of her childhood. She had never failed to look back at the episode of the garden-hose with the feeling that she had acted well, that — however she might have strayed in those early days from the straight and narrow path — in that one particular crisis she had done the right thing. And now she had taken an instant liking for him. Easily as she made friends, she had seldom before felt so immediately drawn to a strange man. Gone was the ancient hostility, and in its place a soothing sense of comradeship. The direct effect of this was to make Jill feel suddenly old. It was as if some link that joined her to her childhood had been snapped.

She glanced down the Embankment. Close by, to the left, Waterloo Bridge loomed up, dark and massive against the steel-grey sky. A tram-car, full of home-bound travellers, clattered past over rails that shone with the peculiarly frost-bitten gleam that seems to herald snow. Across the river everything was dark and mysterious, except for an occasional lamp-post and the dim illumination of the wharves. It was a depressing prospect, and the thought crossed her mind that to the derelicts whose nightly resting-place was a seat on the Embankment the view must seem even bleaker than it did to herself. She gave a little shiver. Somehow this sudden severance from the old days had brought with it a forlornness. She seemed to be standing alone in a changed world.

Cold? said Wally Mason.

A little.

Lets walk.

They moved westwards. Cleopatras Needle shot up beside them, a pointing finger. Down on the silent river below, coffin-like row-boats lay moored to the wall. Through a break in the trees the clock over the Houses of Parliament shone for an instant as if suspended in the sky, then vanished as the trees closed in. A distant barge in the direction of Battersea wailed and was still. It had a mournful and foreboding sound. Jill shivered again. It annoyed her that she could not shake off this quite uncalled-for melancholy, but it withstood every effort. Why she should have felt that a chapter, a pleasant chapter, in the book of her life had been closed, she could not have said, but the feeling lingered.

Correct me if I am wrong, said Wally Mason, breaking a silence that had lasted several minutes, but you seem to me to be freezing in your tracks. Ever since I came to London Ive had a habit of heading for the Embankment in times of mental stress, but perhaps the middle of winter is not quite the moment for communing with the night. The Savoy is handy, if we stop walking away from it. I think we might celebrate this re-union with a little supper, dont you?

Jills depression disappeared magically. Her mercurial temperament asserted itself.

Lights! she said. Music!

And food! To an ethereal person like you that remark may seem gross, but I had no dinner.

You poor dear! Why not?

Just nervousness.

Why, of course. The interlude of the fire had caused her to forget his private and personal connection with the nights events. Her mind went back to something he had said in the theatre. Wally— She stopped, a little embarrassed. I suppose I ought to call you Mr. Mason, but Ive always thought of you....

Wally, if you please, Jill. Its not as though we were strangers. I havent my book of etiquette with me, but I fancy that about eleven gallons of cold water down the neck constitutes an introduction. What were you going to say?

It was what you said to Freddie about putting up money. Did you really?

Put up the money for that ghastly play? I did. Every cent. It was the only way to get it put on.

But why...? I forget what I was going to say!

Why did I want it put on? Well, it does seem odd, but I give you my honest word that until to-night I thought the darned thing a masterpiece. Ive been writing musical comedies for the last few years, and after youve done that for a while your soul rises up within you and says, Come, come, my lad! You can do better than this! Thats what mine said, and I believed it. Subsequent events have proved that Sidney the Soul was pulling my leg!

But — then youve lost a great deal of money?

The hoarded wealth, if you dont mind my being melodramatic for a moment, of a lifetime. And no honest old servitor who dangled me on his knee as a baby to come along and offer me his savings! They dont make servitors like that in America, worse luck. There is a Swedish lady who looks after my simple needs back there, but instinct tells me that, if I were to approach her on the subject of loosening up for the benefit of the young master, she would call a cop. Still, Ive gained experience, which they say is just as good as cash, and Ive enough money left to pay the bill, at any rate, so come along.

In the supper-room of the Savoy Hotel there was, as anticipated, food and light and music. It was still early, and the theatres had not yet emptied themselves, so that the big room was as yet but half full. Wally Mason had found a table in the corner, and proceeded to order with the concentration of a hungry man.

Forgive my dwelling so tensely on the bill-of-fare, he said, when the waiter had gone. You dont know what it means to one in my condition to have to choose between poulet en casserole and kidneys à la mâitre dhôtel. A mans cross-roads!

Jill smiled happily across the table at him. She could hardly believe that this old friend with whom she had gone through the perils of the night and with whom she was now about to feast was the sinister figure that had cast a shadow on her childhood. He looked positively incapable of pulling a little girls hair — as no doubt he was.

You always were greedy, she commented. Just before I turned the hose on you, I remember you had made yourself thoroughly disliked by pocketing a piece of my birthday cake.

Do you remember that? His eyes lit up and he smiled back at her. He had an ingratiating smile. His mouth was rather wide, and it seemed to stretch right across his face. He reminded Jill more than ever of a big, friendly dog. I can feel it now — all squashy in my pocket, inextricably mingled with a catapult, a couple of marbles, a box of matches, and some string. I was quite the human general store in those days. Which reminds me that we have been some time settling down to an exchange of our childish reminiscences, havent we?

Ive been trying to realize that you are Wally Mason. You have altered so.

For the better?

Very much for the better! You were a horrid little brute. You used to terrify me. I never knew when you were going to bound out at me from behind a tree or something. I remember your chasing me for miles, shrieking at the top of your voice!

Sheer embarrassment! I told you just now how I used to worship you. If I shrieked a little, it was merely because I was shy. I did it to hide my devotion.

You certainly succeeded. I never even suspected it.

Wally sighed.

How like life! I never told my love, but let concealment like a worm i the bud....

Talking of worms, you once put one down my back!

No, no, said Wally in a shocked voice. Not that I I was boisterous, perhaps, but surely always the gentleman.

You did! In the shrubbery. There had been a thunderstorm and....

I remember the incident now. A mere misunderstanding. I had done with the worm, and thought you might be glad to have it.

You were always doing things like that. Once you held me over the pond and threatened to drop me into the water — in the winter! Just before Christmas. It was a particularly mean thing to do, because I couldnt even kick your shins for fear you would let me fall. Luckily Uncle Chris came up and made you stop.

You considered that a fortunate occurrence, did you? said Wally. Well, perhaps from your point of view it may have been. I saw the thing from a different angle. Your uncle had a whangee with him. My friends sometimes wonder what I mean when I say that my old wound troubles me in frosty weather. By the way, how is your uncle?

Oh, hes very well. Just as lazy as ever. Hes away at present, down at Brighton.

He didnt strike me as lazy, said Wally thoughtfully. Dynamic would express it better. But perhaps I happened to encounter him in a moment of energy. Ah! The waiter had returned with a loaded tray. The food! Forgive me if I seem a little distrait for a moment or two. There is mans work before me!

And later on, I suppose, you would like a chop or something to take away in your pocket?

I will think it over. Possibly a little soup. My needs are very simple these days.

Jill watched him with a growing sense of satisfaction. There was something boyishly engaging about this man. She felt at home with him. He affected her in much the same way as did Freddie Rooke. He was a definite addition to the things that went to make her happy.

She liked him particularly for being such a good loser. She had always been a good loser herself, and the quality was one which she admired. It was nice of him to dismiss from his conversation — and apparently from his thoughts — that nights fiasco and all that it must have cost him. She wondered how much he had lost. Certainly something very substantial. Yet it seemed to trouble him not at all. Jill considered his behaviour gallant, and her heart warmed to him. This was how a man ought to take the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune.

Wally sighed contentedly, and leaned back in his chair.

An unpleasant exhibition! he said apologetically. But unavoidable. And, anyway, I take it that you prefer to have me well-fed and happy about the place than swooning on the floor with starvation. A wonderful thing, food! I am now ready to converse intelligently on any subject you care to suggest. I have eaten rose-leaves and am no more a golden ass, so to speak. What shall we talk about?

Tell me about yourself.

There is no nobler topic. But what aspect of myself do you wish me to touch on? My thoughts, my tastes, my amusements, my career, or what? I can talk about myself for hours. My friends in New York often complain about it bitterly.

New York? said Jill. Oh, then you live in America?

Yes. I only came over here to see that darned false alarm of a play of mine put on.

Why didnt you put it on in New York?

Too many of the lads of the village know me over there. This was a new departure, you see. What the critics in those parts expect from me is something entitled Wow! Wow! or The Girl from Yonkers. It would have unsettled their minds to find me breaking out in poetic drama. They are men of coarse fibre and ribald mind and they would have been funny about it. I thought it wiser to come over here among strangers, little thinking that I should sit in the next seat to somebody I had known all my life.

But when did you go to America? And why?

I think it must have been four — five — well, quite a number of years after the hose episode. Probably you didnt observe that I wasnt still around, but we crept silently out of the neighbourhood round about that time and went to live in London. His tone lost its lightness momentarily. My father died, you know, and that sort of broke things up. He didnt leave any too much money, either. Apparently we had been living on rather too expensive a scale during the time I knew you. At any rate, I was more or less up against it until your father got me a job in an office in New York.

My father!

Yes. It was wonderfully good of him to bother about me. I didnt suppose he would have known me by sight, and, even if he had remembered me, I shouldnt have imagined that the memory would have been a pleasant one. But he couldnt have taken more trouble if I had been a blood-relation.

That was just like father, said Jill softly.

He was a prince.

But you arent in the office now?

No. I found I had a knack of writing verses and things, and I wrote a few vaudeville songs. Then I came across a man named Bevan at a music publishers. He was just starting to write music, and we got together and turned out some vaudeville sketches, and then a manager sent for us to fix up a show that was dying on the road and we had the good luck to turn it into a success, and after that it was pretty good going. George Bevan got married the other day. Lucky devil!

Are you married?

No.

You were faithful to my memory? said Jill with a smile.

I was.

It cant last, said Jill, shaking her head. One of these days youll meet some lovely American girl and then youll put a worm down her back or pull her hair or whatever it is you do when you want to show your devotion, and.... What are you looking at? Is something interesting going on behind me?

He had been looking past her out into the room.

Its nothing, he said. Only theres a statuesque old lady about two tables back of you who has been staring at you, with intervals for refreshment, for the last five minutes. You seem to fascinate her.

An old lady?

Yes. With a glare! She looks like Dunsanys Bird of the Difficult Eye. Count ten and turn carelessly round, There, at that table. Almost behind you.

Good Heavens! exclaimed Jill.

She turned quickly round again.

Whats the matter? Do you know her? Somebody you dont want to meet?

Its Lady Underhill! And Dereks with her!

Wally had been lifting his glass. He put it down rather suddenly.

Derek? he said.

Derek Underhill. The man Im engaged to marry.

There was a moments silence.

Oh! said Wally thoughtfully. The man youre engaged to marry? Yes, I see!

He raised his glass again, and drank its contents quickly.

II

Jill looked at her companion anxiously. Recent events had caused her completely to forget the existence of Lady Underhill. She was always so intensely interested in what she happened to be doing at the moment that she often suffered these temporary lapses of memory. It occurred to her now — too late, as usual — that the Savoy Hotel was the last place in London where she should have come to supper with Wally. It was the hotel where Lady Underhill was staying. She frowned. Life had suddenly ceased to be careless and happy, and had become a problem-ridden thing, full of perplexity and misunderstandings.

What shall I do?

Wally Mason started at the sound of her voice. He appeared to be deep in thoughts of his own.

I beg your pardon?

What shall I do?

I shouldnt be worried.

Derek will be awfully cross.

Wallys good-humoured mouth tightened almost imperceptibly.

Why? he said. Theres nothing wrong in your having supper with an old friend.

N-no, said Jill doubtfully. But....

Derek Underhill, said Wally reflectively. Is that Sir Derek Underhill, whose name ones always seeing in the papers?

Derek is in the papers a lot. Hes an M.P. and all sorts of things.

Good-looking fellow. Ah, heres the coffee.

I dont want any, thanks.

Nonsense. Why spoil your meal because of this? Do you smoke?

No, thanks.

Given it up, eh? Daresay youre wise. Stunts the growth and increases the expenses.

Given it up?

Dont you remember sharing one of your fathers cigars with me behind the haystack in the meadow? We cut it in half. I finished my half, but I fancy about three puffs were enough for you. Those were happy days!

That one wasnt! Of course I remember it now. I dont suppose I shall ever forget it.

The thing was my fault, as usual. I recollect I dared you.

Yes. I always took a dare.

Do you still?

What do you mean?

Wally knocked the ash off his cigarette.

Well, he said slowly, suppose I were to dare you to get up and walk over to that table and look your fiancé in the eye and say, Stop scowling at my back hair! Ive a perfect right to be supping with an old friend! — would you do it?

Is he? said Jill startled.

Scowling? Cant you feel it on the back of your head? He drew thoughtfully at his cigarette. If I were you I should stop that sort of thing at the source. Its a habit that cant be discouraged in a husband too early. Scowling is the civilized mans substitute for wife-beating.

Jill moved uncomfortably in her chair. Her quick temper resented his tone. There was a hostility, a hardly veiled contempt in his voice which stung her. Derek was sacred. Whoever criticised him, presumed. Wally, a few minutes before a friend and an agreeable companion, seemed to her to have changed. He was once more the boy whom she had disliked in the old days. There was a gleam in her eyes which should have warned him, but he went on.

I should imagine that this Derek of yours is not one of our leading sunbeams. Well, I suppose he could hardly be, if thats his mother and there is anything in heredity.

Please dont criticise Derek, said Jill coldly.

I was only saying....

Never mind. I dont like it.

A slow flush crept over Wallys face. He made no reply, and there fell between them a silence that was like a shadow, Jill sipped her coffee miserably. She was regretting that little spurt of temper. She wished she could have recalled the words. Not that it was the actual words that had torn asunder this gossamer thing, the friendship which they had begun to weave like some fragile web: it was her manner, the manner of the princess rebuking an underling. She knew that, if she had struck him, she could not have offended Wally more deeply. There are some men whose ebullient natures enable them to rise unscathed from the worst snub. Wally, her intuition told her, was not that kind of man.

There was only one way of mending the matter. In these clashes of human temperaments, these sudden storms that spring up out of a clear sky, it is possible sometimes to repair the damage, if the psychological moment is resolutely seized, by talking rapidly and with detachment on neutral topics. Words have made the rift, and words alone can bridge it. But neither Jill nor her companion could find words, and the silence lengthened grimly. When Wally spoke, it was in the level tones of a polite stranger.

Your friends have gone.

His voice was the voice in which, when she went on railway journeys, fellow-travellers in the carriage enquired of Jill if she would prefer the window up or down. It had the effect of killing her regrets and feeding her resentment. She was a girl who never refused a challenge, and she set herself to be as frigidly polite and aloof as he.

Really? she said. When did they leave?

A moment ago. The lights gave the warning flicker that announces the arrival of the hour of closing. In the momentary darkness they both rose. Wally scrawled his name across the bill which the waiter had insinuated upon his attention. I suppose we had better be moving?

They crossed the room in silence. Everybody was moving in the same direction. The broad stairway leading to the lobby was crowded with chattering supper-parties. The light had gone up again.

At the cloak-room Wally stopped.

I see Underhill waiting up there, he said casually. To take you home, I suppose. Shall we say good-night? Im staying in the hotel.

Jill glanced towards the head of the stairs. Derek was there. He was alone. Lady Underhill presumably had gone up to her room in the elevator.

Wally was holding out his hand. His face was stolid and his eyes avoided hers.

Good-bye, he said.

Good-bye, said Jill.

She felt curiously embarrassed. At this last moment hostility had weakened, and she was conscious of a desire to make amends. She and this man had been through much together that night, much that was perilous and much that was pleasant. A sudden feeling of remorse came over her.

Youll come and see us, wont you? she said a little wistfully. Im sure my uncle would like to meet you again.

Its very good of you, said Wally, but Im afraid I shall be going back to America at any moment now.

Pique, that ally of the devil, regained its slipping grip upon Jill.

Oh? Im sorry, she said indifferently. Well, good-bye, then.

Good-bye.

I hope you have a pleasant voyage.

Thanks.

He turned into the cloak-room, and Jill went up the stairs to join Derek. She felt angry and depressed, full of a sense of the futility of things. People flashed into ones life and out again. Where was the sense of it?

III

Derek had been scowling, and Derek still scowled. His eyebrows were formidable, and his mouth smiled no welcome at Jill as she approached him. The evening, portions of which Jill had found so enjoyable, had contained no pleasant portions for Derek. Looking back over a lifetime whose events had been almost uniformly agreeable, he told himself that he could not recall another day which had gone so completely awry. It had started with the fog. He hated fog. Then had come that meeting with his mother at Charing Cross, which had been enough to upset him by itself. After that, rising to a crescendo of unpleasantness, the day had provided that appalling situation at the Albany, the recollection of which still made him tingle; and there had followed the silent dinner, the boredom of the early part of the play, the fire at the theatre, the undignified scramble for the exits, and now this discovery of the girl whom he was engaged to marry supping at the Savoy with a fellow he didnt remember ever having seen in his life. All these things combined to induce in Derek a mood bordering on ferocity. His birth and income combining to make him one of the spoiled children of the world, had fitted him ill for such a series of catastrophes. He received Jill with frozen silence and led her out to the waiting taxi-cab. It was only when the cab had started on its journey that he found relief in speech.

Well, he said, mastering with difficulty an inclination to raise his voice to a shout, perhaps you will kindly explain?

Jill had sunk back against the cushions of the cab. The touch of his body against hers always gave her a thrill, half pleasurable, half frightening. She had never met anybody who affected her in this way as Derek did. She moved a little closer, and felt for his hand. But, as she touched it, it retreated — coldly. Her heart sank. It was like being cut in public by somebody very dignified.

Derek, darling! Her lips trembled. Others had seen this side of Derek Underhill frequently, for he was a man who believed in keeping the world in its place, but she never. To her he had always been the perfect, gracious knight. A little too perfect, perhaps, a trifle too gracious, possibly, but she had been too deeply in love to notice that. Dont be cross!

The English language is the richest in the world, and yet somehow in moments when words count most we generally choose the wrong ones. The adjective cross as a description of his Jove-like wrath that consumed his whole being jarred upon Derek profoundly. It was as though Prometheus, with the vultures tearing his liver, had been asked if he were piqued.

Cross!

The cab rolled on. Lights from lamp-posts flashed in at windows. It was a pale, anxious little face that they lit up when they shone upon Jill.

I cant understand you, said Derek at last. Jill noticed that he had not yet addressed her by her name. He was speaking straight out in front of him as if he were soliloquising. I simply cannot understand you. After what happened before dinner to-night, for you to cap everything by going off alone to supper at a restaurant, where half the people in the room must have known you, with a man....

You dont understand!

Exactly! I said I did not understand. The feeling of having scored a point made Derek feel a little better. I admit it. Your behaviour is incomprehensible. Where did you meet this fellow?

I met him at the theatre. He was the author of the play.

The man you told me you had been talking to? The fellow who scraped acquaintance with you between the acts?

But I found out he was an old friend. I mean, I knew him when I was a child.

You didnt tell me that.

I only found it out later.

After he had invited you to supper! Its maddening! cried Derek, the sense of his wrongs surging back over him. What do you suppose my mother thought? She asked me who the man with you was. I had to say I didnt know! What do you suppose she thought?

It is to be doubted whether anything else in the world could have restored the fighting spirit to Jills cowering soul at that moment; but the reference to Lady Underhill achieved this miracle. That deep mutual antipathy which is so much more common than love at first sight had sprung up between the two at the instant of their meeting. The circumstances of that meeting had caused it to take root and grow. To Jill, Dereks mother was by this time not so much a fellow human being whom she disliked as a something, a sort of force, that made for her unhappiness. She was a menace and a loathing.

If your mother had asked me that question, she retorted with spirit, I should have told her that he was the man who got me safely out of the theatre after you.... She checked herself. She did not want to say the unforgivable thing. You see, she said more quietly, you had disappeared....

My mother is an old woman, said Derek stiffly. Naturally I had to look after her. I called to you to follow.

Oh, I understand. Im simply trying to explain what happened. I was there all alone, and Wally Mason....

Wally! Derek uttered a short laugh, almost a bark. It got to Christian names, eh?

Jill set her teeth.

I told you I knew him as a child. I always called him Wally then.

I beg your pardon. I had forgotten.

He got me out through the pass-door on to the stage and through the stage-door.

Derek was feeling cheated. He had the uncomfortable sensation that comes to men who grandly contemplate mountains and see them dwindle to molehills. The apparently outrageous had shown itself in explanation nothing so out-of-the-way after all. He seized upon the single point in Jills behaviour that still constituted a grievance.

There was no need for you to go to supper with the man! Jove-like wrath had ebbed away to something deplorably like a querulous grumble. You should have gone straight home. You must have known how anxious I would be about you.

Well, really, Derek, dear! You didnt seem so very anxious! You were having supper yourself quite cosily.

The human mind is curiously constituted. It is worthy of record that, despite his mothers obvious disapproval of his engagement, despite all the occurrences of this dreadful day, it was not till she made this remark that Derek Underhill first admitted to himself that, intoxicate his senses as she might, there was a possibility that Jill Mariner was not the ideal wife for him. The idea came and went more quickly than breath upon a mirror. It passed, but it had been. There are men who fear repartee in a wife more keenly than a sword. Derek was one of these. Like most men of single outlook, whose dignity is their most precious possession, he winced from an edged tongue.

My mother was greatly upset, he replied coldly. I thought a cup of soup would do her good. And, as for being anxious about you, I telephoned to your home to ask if you had come in.

And when, thought Jill, they told you I hadnt, you went off to supper!

She did not speak the words. If she had an edged tongue, she had also the control of it. She had no wish to wound Derek. Whole-hearted in everything she did, she loved him with her whole heart. There might be specks upon her idol — that its feet might be clay she could never believe — but they mattered nothing. She loved him.

Im so sorry, dear, she said. So awfully sorry! Ive been a bad girl, havent I?

She felt for his hand again, and this time he allowed it to remain stiffly in her grasp. It was like being grudgingly recognized by somebody very dignified who had his doubts about you but reserved judgment.

The cab drew up at the door of the house in Ovingdon Square which Jills Uncle Christopher had settled upon as a suitable address for a gentleman of his standing. Jill put up her face to be kissed, like a penitent child.

Ill never be naughty again!

For a flickering instant Derek hesitated. The drive, long as it was, had been too short wholly to restore his equanimity. Then the sense of her nearness, her sweetness, the faint perfume of her hair, and her eyes, shining softly in the darkness so close to his own, overcame him. He crushed her to him.

Jill disappeared into the house with a happy laugh. It had been a terrible day, but it had ended well.

The Albany, said Derek to the cabman.

He leaned back against the cushions. His senses were in a whirl. The cab rolled on. Presently his exalted mood vanished as quickly as it had come. Jill absent always affected him differently from Jill present. He was not a man of strong imagination, and the stimulus of her waned when she was not with him. Long before the cab reached the Albany the frown was back on his face.

IV

Arriving at the Albany, he found Freddie Rooke lying on his spine in a deep arm-chair. His slippered feet were on the mantelpiece, and he was restoring his wasted tissues with a strong whisky-and-soda. One of the cigars which Barker, the valet, had stamped with the seal of his approval was in the corner of his mouth. The Sporting Times, with a perusal of which he had been soothing his fluttered nerves, had fallen on the floor beside the chair. He had finished reading, and was now gazing peacefully at the ceiling, his mind a perfect blank. There was nothing the matter with Freddie.

Hullo, old thing, he observed as Derek entered. So you buzzed out of the fiery furnace all right? I was wondering how you had got along. How are you feeling? Im not the man I was! These things get the old system all stirred up! Ill do anything in reason to oblige and help things along and all that, but to be called on at a moments notice to play Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego rolled into one, without rehearsal or make-up, is a bit too thick! No, young feller-me-lad! If theatre fires are going to be the fashion this season, the Last of the Rookes will sit quietly at home and play solitaire. Mix yourself a drink of something, old man, or something of that kind. By the way, your jolly old mater. All right? Not even singed? Fine! Make a long arm and gather in a cigar.

And Freddie, having exerted himself to play the host in a suitable manner, wedged himself more firmly into his chair and blew a cloud of smoke.

Derek sat down. He lit a cigar, and stared silently at the fire. From the mantelpiece Jills photograph smiled down, but he did not look at it. Presently his attitude began to weigh upon Freddie. Freddie had had a trying evening What he wanted just now was merry prattle, and his friend did not seem disposed to contribute his share. He removed his feet from the mantelpiece and wriggled himself sideways, so that he could see Dereks face. Its gloom touched him. Apart from his admiration for Derek, he was a warmhearted young man, and sympathized with affliction when it presented itself for his notice.

Something on your mind, old bean? he enquired delicately.

Derek did not answer for a moment. Then he reflected that, little as he esteemed the others mentality, he and Freddie had known each other a long time, and that it would be a relief to confide in some one. And Freddie, moreover, was an old friend of Jill and the man who had introduced him to her.

Yes, he said.

Im listening, old top, said Freddie. Release the film.

Derek drew at his cigar, and watched the smoke as it curled to the ceiling.

Its about Jill.

Freddie signified his interest by wriggling still further sideways.

Jill, eh?

Freddie, shes so damned impulsive!

Freddie nearly rolled out of his chair. This, he took it, was what writing-chappies called a coincidence.

Rummy you should say that, he ejaculated. I was telling her exactly the same thing myself only this evening. He hesitated. I fancy I can see what youre driving at, old thing. The watchword is What ho, the mater! yes, no? Youve begun to get a sort of idea that if Jill doesnt watch her step, shes apt to sink pretty low in the betting, what? I know exactly what you mean! You and I know all right that Jills a topper. But one can see that to your mater she might seem a bit different. I mean to say, your jolly old mater only judging by first impressions, and the meeting not having come off quite as scheduled.... I say, old man, he broke off, fearfully sorry and all that about that business. You know what I mean! Wouldnt have had it happen for the world. I take it the mater was a trifle peeved? Not to say perturbed and chagrined? I seemed to notice it at dinner.

She was furious, of course. She did not refer to the matter when we were alone together, but there was no need to. I knew what she was thinking.

Derek threw away his cigar. Freddie noted this evidence of an overwrought soul with concern.

The whole thing, he conceded, was a bit unfortunate.

Derek began to pace the room.

Freddie.

On the spot, old man.

Somethings got to be done.

Absolutely! Freddie nodded solemnly. He had taken this matter greatly to heart. Derek was his best friend, and he had always been extremely fond of Jill. It hurt him to see things going wrong. Ill tell you what, old bean. Let me handle this binge for you.

You?

Me! The Final Rooke! He jumped up, and leaned against the mantelpiece. Im the lad to do it. Ive known Jill for years. Shell listen to me. Ill talk to her like a Dutch uncle and make her understand the general scheme of things. Ill take her out to tea to-morrow and slang her in no uncertain voice! Leave the whole thing to me, laddie!

Derek considered.

It might do some good, he said.

Good? said Freddie. Its it, dear boy! Its a wheeze! You toddle off to bed and have a good sleep. Ill fix the whole thing for you!


CHAPTER V

LADY UNDERHILL RECEIVES A SHOCK

[image: img188.jpg]

I

There are streets in London into which the sun seems never to penetrate. Some of these are in fashionable quarters, and it is to be supposed that their inhabitants find an address which looks well on note-paper a sufficient compensation for the gloom that goes with it. The majority, however, are in the mean neighbourhoods of the great railway termini, and appear to offer no compensation whatever. They are lean, furtive streets, grey as the January sky with a sort of arrested decay. They smell of cabbage and are much prowled over by vagrom cats. At night they are empty and dark, and a stillness broods on them, broken only by the cracked tingle of an occasional piano playing one of the easier hymns, a form of music to which the dwellers in the dingy houses are greatly addicted. By day they achieve a certain animation through the intermittent appearance of women in aprons, who shake rugs out of the front doors or, emerging from areas, go down to the public-house on the corner with jugs to fetch the supper-beer. In almost every ground-floor window there is a card announcing that furnished lodgings may be had within. You will find these streets by the score if you leave the main thoroughfares and take a short cut on your way to Euston, to Paddington, or to Waterloo. But the dingiest and deadliest and most depressing lie round about Victoria. And Daubeny Street, Pimlico, is one of the worst of them all.

On the afternoon following the events recorded, a girl was dressing in the ground-floor room of Number Nine, Daubeny Street. A tray bearing the remains of a late breakfast stood on the rickety table beside a bowl of wax flowers. From beneath the table peered the green cover of a copy of Variety. A grey parrot in a cage by the window cracked seed and looked out into the room with a satirical eye. He had seen all this so many times before — Nelly Bryant arraying herself in her smartest clothes to go out and besiege agents in their offices off the Strand. It happened every day. In an hour or two she would come back as usual, say Oh, Gee! in a tired sort of voice, and then Bill the parrots day proper would begin. He was a bird who liked the sound of his own voice, and he never got the chance of a really sustained conversation till Nelly returned in the evening.

Who cares? said Bill, and cracked another seed.

If rooms are an indication of the characters of their occupants, Nelly Bryant came well out of the test of her surroundings. Nothing can make a London furnished room much less horrible than it intends to be, but Nelly had done her best. The furniture, what there was of it, was of that lodging-house kind which resembles nothing else in the world. But a few little touches here and there, a few instinctively tasteful alterations in the general scheme of things, had given the room almost a cosy air. Later on, with the gas lit, it would achieve something approaching homeliness. Nelly, like many another nomad, had taught herself to accomplish a good deal with poor material. On tour in America, she had sometimes made even a bedroom in a small hotel tolerably comfortable, than which there is no greater achievement. Oddly, considering her life, she had a genius for domesticity.

To-day, not for the first time, Nelly was feeling unhappy. The face that looked back at her out of the mirror at which she was arranging her most becoming hat was weary. It was only a moderately pretty face, but loneliness and underfeeding had given it a wistful expression that had charm. Unfortunately, it was not the sort of charm which made a great appeal to the stout, whisky-nourished men who sat behind paper-littered tables, smoking cigars, in the rooms marked Private in the offices of theatrical agents. Nelly had been out of a shop now for many weeks — ever since, in fact, Follow the Girl had finished its long run at the Regal Theatre.

Follow the Girl, an American musical comedy, had come over from New York with an American company, of which Nelly had been a humble unit, and, after playing a year in London and some weeks in the number one towns, had returned to New York. It did not cheer Nelly up in the long evenings in Daubeny Street to reflect that, if she had wished, she could have gone home with the rest of the company. A mad impulse had seized her to try her luck in London, and here she was now, marooned.

Who cares? said Bill.

For a bird who enjoyed talking he was a little limited in his remarks and apt to repeat himself.

I do, you poor fish! said Nelly, completing her manœuvres with the hat and turning to the cage. Its all right for you — you have a swell time with nothing to do but sit there and eat seed — but how do you suppose I enjoy tramping around looking for work and never finding any?

She picked up her gloves. Oh, well! she said. Wish me luck!

Good-bye, boy! said the parrot, clinging to the bars.

Nelly thrust a finger into the cage, and scratched his head.

Anxious to get rid of me, arent you? Well, so long.

Good-bye, boy!

All right, Im going. Be good!

Woof-woof-woof! barked Bill the parrot, not committing himself to any promises.

For some moments after Nelly had gone he remained hunched on his perch, contemplating the infinite. Then he sauntered along to the seed-box and took some more light nourishment. He always liked to spread his meals out, to make them last longer. A drink of water to wash the food down, and he returned to the middle of the cage, where he proceeded to conduct a few intimate researches with his beak under his left wing. After which he mewed like a cat, and relapsed into silent meditation once more. He closed his eyes and pondered on his favourite problem — Why was he a parrot? This was always good for an hour or so, and it was three oclock before he had come to his customary decision that he didnt know. Then, exhausted by brain-work and feeling a trifle hipped by the silence of the room, he looked about him for some way of jazzing existence up a little. It occurred to him that if he barked again it might help.

Woof-woof-woof!

Good as far as it went, but it did not go far enough. It was not real excitement. Something rather more dashing seemed to him to be indicated. He hammered for a moment or two on the floor of his cage, ate a mouthful of the newspaper there, and stood with his head on one side, chewing thoughtfully. It didnt taste as good as usual. He suspected Nelly of having changed his Daily Mail for the Daily Express or something. He swallowed the piece of paper, and was struck by the thought that a little climbing exercise might be what his soul demanded. (You hang on by your beak and claws and work your way up to the roof. It sounds tame, but its something to do.) He tried it. And, as he gripped the door of the cage it swung open. Bill the parrot now perceived that this was going to be one of those days. He had not had a bit of luck like this for months.

For a while he sat regarding the open door. Unless excited by outside influences, he never did anything in a hurry. Then proceeding cautiously, he passed out into the room. He had been out there before, but always chaperoned by Nelly. This was something quite different. It was an adventure. He hopped on to the window-sill. There was a ball of yellow wool there, but he had lunched and could eat nothing. He cast around in his mind for something to occupy him, and perceived suddenly that the world was larger than he had supposed. Apparently there was a lot of it outside the room. How long this had been going on he did not know, but obviously it was a thing to be investigated. The window was open at the bottom, and just outside the window were what he took to be the bars of another and larger cage. As a matter of fact they were the railings which afforded a modest protection to Number Nine. They ran the length of the house, and were much used by small boys as a means of rattling sticks. One of these stick-rattlers passed as Bill stood there looking down. The noise startled him for a moment, then he seemed to come to the conclusion that this sort of thing was to be expected if you went out into the great world and that a parrot who intended to see life must not allow himself to be deterred by trifles. He crooned a little, and finally, stepping in a stately way over the window-sill, with his toes turned in at right angles, caught at the top of the railing with his beak, and proceeded to lower himself. Arrived at the level of the street, he stood looking out.

A dog trotted up, spied him, and came to sniff.

Good-bye, boy! said Bill chattily.

The dog was taken aback. Hitherto, in his limited experience, birds had been birds and men men. Here was a blend of the two. What was to be done about it? He barked tentatively, then, finding that nothing disastrous ensued, pushed his nose between two of the bars and barked again. Any one who knew Bill could have told him that he was asking for it, and he got it. Bill leaned forward and nipped his nose. The dog started back with a howl of agony. He was learning something new every minute.

Woof-woof-woof! said Bill sardonically.

He perceived trousered legs, four of them, and, cocking his eye upwards, saw that two men of the lower orders stood before him. They were gazing down at him in the stolid manner peculiar to the proletariat of London in the presence of the unusual. For some minutes they stood drinking him in, then one of them gave judgment.

Its a parrot! He removed a pipe from his mouth and pointed with the stem. A perishin parrot, Erb.

Ah! said Erb, a man of few words.

A parrot, proceeded the other. He was seeing clearer into the matter every moment. Thats a parrot, that is Erb. My brother Joes wifes sister had one of em. Come from abroad, they do. My brother Joes wifes sister ad one of em. Red-aired gel she was. Married a feller down at the Docks She ad one of em. Parrots theyre called.

He bent down for a closer inspection, and inserted a finger through the railings. Erb abandoned his customary taciturnity and spoke words of warning.

Tike care e dont sting yer, Enry!

Henry seemed wounded.

Woddyer mean, sting me? I know all abart parrots, I do. My brother Joes wifes sister ad one of em. They dont urt yer, not if youre kind to em. You know yer pals when you see em, dont yer, mate? he went on, addressing Bill, who was contemplating the finger with one half-closed eye.

Good-bye, boy, said the parrot, evading the point.

Jear that? cried Henry delightedly. Goo-bye, boy! Uman they are!

Ell ave a piece out of yer finger, warned Erb the suspicious.

Wot, im? Henrys voice was indignant. He seemed to think that his reputation as an expert on parrots had been challenged. E wouldnt ave no piece out of my finger.

Bet yer a narf-pint e would ave a piece out of yer finger, persisted the sceptic.

No blinkin parrots goin to ave no piece of no finger of mine! My brother Joes wifes sisters parrot never ad no piece out of no finger of mine! He extended the finger further and waggled it enticingly beneath Bills beak. Cheerio, matey! he said winningly. Polly want a nut?

Whether it was mere indolence or whether the advertised docility of that other parrot belonging to Henrys brothers wifes sister had caused him to realize that there was a certain standard of good conduct for his species one cannot say; but for a while Bill merely contemplated temptation with a detached eye.

See! said Henry.

Woof-woof-woof! said Bill.

Wow-Wow-Wow! yapped the dog, suddenly returning to the scene and going on with the argument at the point where he had left off.

The effect on Bill was catastrophic. Ever a high-strung bird, he lost completely the repose which stamps the caste of Vere de Vere and the better order of parrot. His nerves were shocked, and, as always under such conditions, his impulse was to bite blindly. He bit, and Henry — one feels sorry for Henry: he was a well-meaning man — leaped back with a loud howl.

Thatll be arf a pint, said Erb, always the business man.

There was a lull in the rapid action. The dog, mumbling softly to himself, had moved away again and was watching affairs from the edge of the sidewalk. Erb, having won his point, was silent once more. Henry sucked his finger. Bill, having met the world squarely and shown it what was what, stood where he was, whistling nonchalantly.

Henry removed his finger from his mouth. Lend the loan of that stick of yours, Erb, he said tensely.

Erb silently yielded up the stout stick which was his inseparable companion. Henry, a vastly different man from the genial saunterer of a moment ago, poked wildly through the railings. Bill, panic-stricken now and wishing for nothing better than to be back in his cosy cage, shrieked loudly for help. And Freddie Rooke, running round the corner with Jill, stopped dead and turned pale.

Good God! said Freddie.

II

In pursuance of his overnight promise to Derek, Freddie Rooke had got in touch with Jill through the medium of the telephone immediately after breakfast, and had arranged to call at Ovingdon Square in the afternoon. Arrived there, he found Jill with a telegram in her hand. Her Uncle Christopher, who had been enjoying a breath of sea-air down at Brighton, was returning by an afternoon train, and Jill had suggested that Freddie should accompany her to Victoria, pick up Uncle Chris, and escort him home. Freddie, whose idea had been a tête-à-tête involving a brotherly lecture on impetuosity, had demurred but had given way in the end; and they had set out to walk to Victoria together. Their way had lain through Daubeny Street, and they turned the corner just as the brutal onslaught on the innocent Henry had occurred. Bills shrieks, which were of an appalling timbre, brought them to a halt.

What is it? cried Jill.

It sounds like a murder!

Nonsense!

I dont know, you know. This is the sort of street chappies are murdering people in all the time.

They caught sight of the group in front of them, and were reassured. Nobody could possibly be looking so aloof and distrait as Erb if there were a murder going on.

Its a bird!

Its a jolly old parrot. See it? Just inside the railings.

A red-hot wave of rage swept over Jill. Whatever her defects — and already this story has shown her far from perfect — she had the excellent quality of loving animals and blazing into fury when she saw them ill-treated. At least three draymen were going about London with burning ears as the result of what she had said to them on discovering them abusing their patient horses. Zoologically, Bill the parrot was not an animal, but he counted as one with Jill, and she sped down Daubeny Street to his rescue — Freddie, spatted and hatted and trousered as became the man of fashion, following disconsolately, ruefully aware that he did not look his best sprinting like that. But Jill was cutting out a warm pace, and he held his hat on with one neatly-gloved hand and did what he could to keep up.

Jill reached the scene of battle, and, stopping, eyed Henry with a baleful glare. We, who have seen Henry in his calmer moments and know him for the good fellow he was, are aware that he was more sinned against than sinning. If there is any spirit of justice in us, we are pro-Henry. In his encounter with Bill the parrot, Henry undoubtedly had right on his side. His friendly overtures, made in the best spirit of kindliness, had been repulsed. He had been severely bitten. And he had lost half a pint of beer to Erb. As impartial judges we have no other course before us than to wish Henry luck and bid him go to it. But Jill, who had not seen the opening stages of the affair, thought far otherwise. She merely saw in Henry a great brute of a man poking at a defenceless bird with a stick.

She turned to Freddie, who had come up at a gallop and was wondering why the deuce this sort of thing happened to him out of a city of six millions.

Make him stop, Freddie!

Oh, I say, you know, what?

Cant you see hes hurting the poor thing? Make him leave off! Brute! she added to Henry (for whom ones heart bleeds), as he jabbed once again at his adversary.

Freddie stepped reluctantly up to Henry, and tapped him on the shoulder. Freddie was one of those men who have a rooted idea that a conversation of this sort can only be begun by a tap on the shoulder.

Look here, you know, you cant do this sort of thing, you know! said Freddie.

Henry raised a scarlet face.

Oo are you? he demanded.

This attack from the rear, coming on top of his other troubles, tried his restraint sorely.

Well— Freddie hesitated. It seemed silly to offer the fellow one of his cards. Well, as a matter of fact, my names Rooke....

And who, pursued Henry, arsked you to come shoving your ugly mug in ere?

Well, if you put it that way....

E comes messing abart, said Henry complainingly, addressing the universe, and interfering in what dont concern im and mucking around and interfering and messing abart.... Why, he broke off in a sudden burst of eloquence, I could eat two of you for a relish wiv me tea, even if you ave got white spats!

Here Erb, who had contributed nothing to the conversation, remarked Ah! and expectorated on the sidewalk. The point, one gathers, seemed to Erb well taken. A neat thrust, was Erbs verdict.

Just because youve got white spats, proceeded Henry, on whose sensitive mind these adjuncts of the costume of the well-dressed man about town seemed to have made a deep and unfavourable impression, you think you can come mucking around and messing abart and interfering and mucking around. This birds bit me in the finger, and eres the finger, if you dont believe me — and Im going to twist is ruddy neck, if all the perishers with white spats in London come messing abart and mucking around, so you take them white spats of yours ome and give em to the old woman to cook for your Sunday dinner!

And Henry, having cleansed his stuffd bosom of that perilous stuff which weighs upon the heart, shoved the stick energetically once more through the railings.

Jill darted forward. Always a girl who believed that, if you want a thing well done, you must do it yourself, she had applied to Freddie for assistance merely as a matter of form. All the time she had felt that Freddie was a broken reed, and such he had proved himself. Freddies policy in this affair was obviously to rely on the magic of speech, and any magic his speech might have had was manifestly offset by the fact that he was wearing white spats and that Henry, apparently, belonged to some sort of league or society which had for its main object the discouragement of white spats. It was plainly no good leaving the conduct of the campaign to Freddie. Whatever was to be done must be done by herself. She seized the stick and wrenched it out of Henrys hand.

Woof-woof-woof! said Bill the parrot.

No dispassionate auditor could have failed to detect the nasty ring of sarcasm. It stung Henry. He was not normally a man who believed in violence to the gentler sex outside a clump on the head of his missus when the occasion seemed to demand it; but now he threw away the guiding principles of a lifetime and turned on Jill like a tiger.

Gimme that stick!

Get back!

Here, I say, you know! said Freddie.

Henry, now thoroughly overwrought, made a rush at Jill; and Jill, who had a straight eye, hit him accurately on the side of the head.

Goo! said Henry, and sat down.

And then, from behind Jill, a voice spoke.

Whats all this?

A stout policeman had manifested himself from empty space.

This wont do! said the policeman.

Erb, who had been a silent spectator of the fray, burst into speech.

She it im!

The policeman looked at Jill. He was an officer of many years experience in the Force, and time had dulled in him that respect for good clothes which he had brought with him from Little-Sudbury-in-the-Wold in the days of his novitiate. Jill was well dressed, but, in the stirring epoch of the Suffrage disturbances, the policeman had been kicked on the shins and even bitten by ladies of an equally elegant exterior. Hearts, the policeman knew, just as pure and fair may beat in Belgrave Square as in the lowlier air of Seven Dials, but you have to pinch them just the same when they disturb the peace. His gaze, as it fell upon Jill, red-handed as it were with the stick still in her grasp, was stern.

Your name, please, and address, miss? he said.

A girl in blue with a big hat had come up, and was standing staring open-mouthed at the group. At the sight of her Bill the parrot uttered a shriek of welcome. Nelly Bryant had returned, and everything would now be all right again.

Mariner, said Jill, pale and bright-eyed. I live at Number Twenty-two, Ovingdon Square.

And yours, sir?

Mine? Oh, ah, yes. I see what you mean. Rooke, you know. F. L. Rooke. I live at the Albany and all that sort of thing.

The policeman made an entry in his note-book.

Officer, cried Jill, this man was trying to kill that parrot and I stopped him....

Cant help that, miss. You adnt no right to hit a man with a stick. Youll ave to come along.

But, I say, you know! Freddie was appalled. This sort of thing had happened to him before, but only on Boat-Race Night at the Empire, where it was expected of a chappie. I mean to say!

And you, too, sir. Youre both in it.

But....

Oh, come along, Freddie, said Jill quietly. Its perfectly absurd, but its no use making a fuss.

That, said the policeman cordially, is the right spirit!

III

Lady Underhill paused for breath. She had been talking long and vehemently. She and Derek were sitting in Freddie Rookes apartment at the Albany, and the subject of her monologue was Jill. Derek had been expecting the attack, and had wondered why it had not come before. All through supper on the previous night, even after the discovery that Jill was supping at a near-by table with a man who was a stranger to her son, Lady Underhill had preserved a grim reticence with regard to her future daughter-in-law. But to-day she had spoken her mind with all the energy which comes of suppression. She had relieved herself with a flow of words of all the pent-up hostility that had been growing within her since that first meeting in this same room. She had talked rapidly, for she was talking against time. The Town Council of the principal city in Dereks constituency in the north of England had decided that to-morrow morning should witness the laying of the foundation stone of their new Town Hall, and Derek as the sitting member was to preside at the celebration. Already Barker had been dispatched to telephone for a cab to take him to the station, and at any moment their conversation might be interrupted. So Lady Underhill made the most of what little time she had.

Derek listened gloomily, scarcely rousing himself to reply. His mother would have been gratified could she have known how powerfully her arguments were working on him. That little imp of doubt which had vexed him in the cab as he drove home from Ovingdon Square had not died in the night. It had grown and waxed more formidable. And now, aided by this ally from without, it had become a Colossus straddling his soul. Derek looked frequently at the clock, and cursed the unknown cabman whose delay was prolonging the scene. Something told him that only flight could serve him now. He never had been able to withstand his mother in one of her militant moods. She seemed to numb his faculties. Other members of his family had also noted this quality in Lady Underhill, and had commented on it bitterly in the smoking-rooms of distant country-houses at the hour when men meet to drink the final whisky-and-soda and unburden their souls.

Lady Underhill, having said all she had to say, recovered her breath and began to say it again. Frequent iteration was one of her strongest weapons. As her brother Edwin, who was fond of homely imagery, had often observed, she could talk the hind-leg off a donkey.

You must be mad, Derek, to dream of handicapping yourself at this vital stage of your career with a wife who not only will not be a help to you, but must actually be a ruinous handicap. I am not blaming you for imagining yourself in love in the first place, though I really should have thought that a man of your strength and character would.... However, as I say, I am not blaming you for that. Superficially, no doubt, this girl might be called attractive. I do not admire the type myself, but I suppose she has that quality — in my time we should have called it boldness — which seems to appeal to the young men of to-day. I could imagine her fascinating a weak-minded imbecile like your friend Mr. Rooke. But that you.... Still, there is no need to go into that. What I am trying to point out is that in your position, with a career like yours in front of you — its quite certain that in a year or two you will be offered some really big and responsible position — you would be insane to tie yourself to a girl who seems to have been allowed to run perfectly wild, whose uncle is a swindler....

She cant be blamed for her uncle.

... Who sups alone with strange men in public restaurants....

I explained that.

You may have explained it. You certainly did not excuse it or make it a whit less outrageous. You cannot pretend that you really imagine that an engaged girl is behaving with perfect correctness when she allows a man she has only just met to take her to supper at the Savoy, even if she did know him slightly years and years ago. It is very idyllic to suppose that a childhood acquaintance excuses every breach of decorum, but I was brought up to believe otherwise. I dont wish to be vulgar, but what it amounts to is that this girl was having supper — supper! In my days girls were in bed at supper-time! — with a strange man who picked her up at a theatre!

Derek shifted uneasily. There was a part of his mind which called upon him to rise up and challenge the outrageous phrase and demand that it be taken back. But he remained silent. The imp-Colossus was too strong for him. She is quite right, said the imp. That is an unpleasant but accurate description of what happened. He looked at the clock again, and wished for the hundredth time that the cab would come. Jills photograph smiled at him from beside the clock. He looked away, for, when he found his eyes upon it, he had an odd sensation of baseness, as if he were playing some one false who loved and trusted him.

Well, I am not going to say any more, she said, getting up and buttoning her glove. I will leave you to think it over. All I will say is that, though I only met her yesterday, I can assure you that I am quite confident that this girl is just the sort of harum-scarum so-called modern girl who is sure some day to involve herself in a really serious scandal. I dont want her to be in a position to drag you into it as well. Yes, Barker, what is it? Is Sir Dereks cab here?

The lantern-jawed Barker had entered softly, and was standing deferentially in the doorway. There was no emotion on his face beyond the vague sadness which a sense of what was correct made him always wear like a sort of mask when in the presence of those of superior station.

The cab will be at the door very shortly, mlady. If you please, Sir Derek, a policeman has come with a message.

A policeman?

With a message from Mr. Rooke.

What do you mean?

I have had a few words of conversation with the constable, sir, said Barker sadly, and I understand from him that Mr. Rooke and Miss Mariner have been arrested.

Arrested! What are you talking about?

Mr. Rooke desired the officer to ask you to be good enough to step round and bail them out!

The gleam in Lady Underhills eye became a flame, but she controlled her voice.

Why were Miss Mariner and Mr. Rooke arrested, Barker?

As far as I can gather, mlady, Miss Mariner struck a man in the street with a stick, and they took both her and Mr. Rooke to the Chelsea Police Station.

Lady Underhill glanced at Derek, who was looking into the fire.

This is a little awkward, Derek, she said suavely. If you go to the police-station, you will miss your train.

I fancy, mlady, it would be sufficient if Sir Derek were to dispatch me with a cheque for ten pounds.

Very well. Tell the policeman to wait a moment.

Very good, mlady.

Derek roused himself with an effort. His face was drawn and gloomy. He sat down at the writing-table, and took out his cheque-book. There was silence for a moment, broken only by the scratching of the pen. Barker took the cheque and left the room.

Now, perhaps, said Lady Underhill, you will admit that I was right! She spoke in almost an awed voice, for this occurrence at just this moment seemed to her very like a direct answer to prayer. You cant hesitate now! You must free yourself from this detestable entanglement!

Derek rose without speaking. He took his coat and hat from where they lay on a chair.

Derek! You will! Say you will!

Derek put on his coat.

Derek!

For heavens sake, leave me alone, mother. I want to think.

Very well. I will leave you to think it over, then. Lady Underhill moved to the door. At the door she paused for a moment, and seemed about to speak again, but her mouth closed resolutely. She was a shrewd woman, and knew that the art of life is to know when to stop talking. What words have accomplished, too many words can undo.

Good-bye.

Good-bye, mother.

Ill see you when you get back?

Yes. No. I dont know. Im not certain when I shall return. I may go away for a bit.

The door closed behind Lady Underhill. Derek sat down again at the writing-table. He wrote a few words on a sheet of paper, then tore it up. His eye travelled to the mantelpiece. Jills photograph smiled happily down at him. He turned back to the writing-table, took out a fresh piece of paper, thought for a few moments, and began to write again.

The door opened softly.

The cab is at the door, Sir Derek, said Barker.

Derek addressed an envelope, and got up.

All right. Thanks. Oh, Barker, stop at a district-messenger office on your way to the police-station, and have this sent off at once.

Very good, Sir Derek, said Barker.

Dereks eyes turned once more to the mantelpiece. He stood looking for an instant, then walked quickly out of the room.


CHAPTER VI

UNCLE CHRIS BANGS THE TABLE
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I

A taxi-cab stopped at the door of Number Twenty-two, Ovingdon Square. Freddie Rooke emerged, followed by Jill. While Freddie paid the driver, Jill sniffed the afternoon air happily. It had turned into a delightful day. A westerly breeze, springing up in the morning, had sent the thermometer up with a run and broken the cold spell which had been gripping London. It was one of those afternoons which intrude on the bleakness of winter with a false but none the less agreeable intimation that Spring is on its way. The sidewalks were wet underfoot, and the gutters ran with thawed snow. The sun shone exhilaratingly from a sky the colour of a hedge-sparrows egg.

Doesnt everything smell lovely, Freddie, said Jill, after our prison-life!

Topping!

Fancy getting out so quickly! Whenever Im arrested, I must always make a point of having a rich man with me. I shall never tease you about that fifty-pound note again.

Fifty-pound note?

It certainly came in handy to-day!

She was opening the door with her latch-key, and missed the sudden sagging of Freddies jaw, the sudden clutch at his breast-pocket, and the look of horror and anguish that started into his eyes. Freddie was appalled. Finding himself at the police-station penniless with the exception of a little loose change, he had sent that message to Derek, imploring assistance, as the only alternative to spending the night in a cell, with Jill in another. He had realized that there was a risk of Derek taking the matter hardly, and he had not wanted to get Jill into trouble, but there seemed nothing else to do. If they remained where they were overnight, the thing would get into the papers, and that would be a thousand times worse. And if he applied for aid to Ronny Devereux or Algy Martyn or anybody like that all London would know about it next day. So Freddie, with misgivings, had sent the message to Derek, and now Jills words had reminded him that there was no need to have done so. Years ago he had read somewhere or heard somewhere about some chappie who always buzzed around with a sizable banknote stitched into his clothes, and the scheme had seemed to him ripe to a degree. You never knew when you might find yourself short of cash and faced by an immediate call for the ready. He had followed the chappies example. And now, when the crisis had arrived, he had forgotten — absolutely forgotten! — that he had the dashed thing on his person at all.

He followed Jill into the house, groaning in spirit, but thankful that she had taken it for granted that he had secured their release in the manner indicated. He did not propose to disillusion her. It would be time enough to take the blame when the blame came along. Probably old Derek would simply be amused and laugh at the whole bally affair like a sportsman. Freddie cheered up considerably at the thought.

Jill was talking to the parlourmaid whose head had popped up over the banisters flanking the stairs that led to the kitchen.

Major Selby hasnt arrived yet, miss.

Thats odd. I suppose he must have taken a later train.

Theres a lady in the drawing-room, miss, waiting to see him. She didnt give any name. She said she would wait till the major came. Shes been waiting a goodish while.

All right, Jane. Thanks. Will you bring up tea?

They walked down the hall. The drawing-room was on the ground floor, a long, dim room that would have looked like a converted studio but for the absence of bright light. A girl was sitting at the far end by the fireplace. She rose as they entered.

How do you do? said Jill. Im afraid my uncle has not come back yet....

Say! cried the visitor. You did get out quick!

Jill was surprised. She had no recollection of ever having seen the other before. Her visitor was a rather pretty girl, with a sort of jaunty way of carrying herself which made a piquant contrast to her tired eyes and wistful face. Jill took an immediate liking to her. She looked so forlorn and pathetic.

My names Nelly Bryant, said the girl. That parrot belongs to me.

Oh, I see.

I heard you say to the cop that you lived here, so I came along to tell your folks what had happened, so that they could do something. The maid said that your uncle was expected any minute, so I waited.

That was awfully good of you.

Dashed good, said Freddie.

Oh, no! Honest, I dont know how to thank you for what you did. You dont know what a pal Bill is to me. It would have broken me all up if that plug-ugly had killed him.

But what a shame you had to wait so long.

I liked it.

Nelly Bryant looked about the room wistfully. This was the sort of room she sometimes dreamed about. She loved its subdued light and the pulpy cushions on the sofa.

Youll have some tea before you go, wont you? said Jill, switching on the lights.

Its very kind of you.

Why, hullo! said Freddie. By Jove! I say! Weve met before, what?

Why, so we have!

That lunch at Oddys that young Threepwood gave, what?

I wonder you remember.

Oh, I remember. Quite a time ago, eh? Miss Bryant was in that show. Follow the Girl, Jill, at the Regal.

Oh, yes. I remember you took me to see it.

Dashed odd meeting again like this! said Freddie. Really rummy!

Jane, the parlourmaid, entering with tea, interrupted his comments.

Youre American, then? said Jill interested. The whole company came from New York, didnt they?

Yes.

Im half American myself, you know. I used to live in New York when I was very small, but Ive almost forgotten what it was like. I remember a sort of overhead railway that made an awful noise....

The Elevated! murmured Nelly devoutly. A wave of home-sickness seemed to choke her for a moment.

And the air. Like champagne. And a very blue sky.

Yes, said Nelly in a small voice.

I shouldnt half mind popping over New York for a bit, said Freddie, unconscious of the agony he was inflicting. Ive met some very sound sportsmen who came from there. You dont know a fellow named Williamson, do you?

I dont believe I do.

Or Oakes?

No.

Thats rummy! Oakes has lived in New York for years.

So have about seven million other people, interposed Jill. Dont be silly, Freddie. How would you like somebody to ask of you if you knew a man named Jenkins in London?

I do know a man named Jenkins in London, replied Freddie triumphantly.

Jill poured out a cup of tea for her visitor, and looked at the clock.

I wonder where Uncle Chris has got to, she said. He ought to be here by now. I hope he hasnt got into any mischief among the wild stockbrokers down at Brighton.

Freddie laid down his cup on the table and uttered a loud snort.

Oh, Freddie, darling! said Jill remorsefully. I forgot! Stockbrokers are a painful subject, arent they! She turned to Nelly. Theres been an awful slump on the Stock Exchange to-day, and he got — what was the word, Freddie?

Nipped! said Freddie with gloom.

Nipped!

Nipped like the dickens!

Nipped like the dickens! Jill smiled at Nelly. He had forgotten all about it in the excitement of being a jailbird, and I went and reminded him.

Freddie sought sympathy from Nelly.

A silly ass at the club named Jimmy Monroe told me to take a flutter in some rotten thing called Amalgamated Dyes. You know how it is, when youre feeling devilish fit and cheery and all that after dinner, and somebody sidles up to you and slips his little hand in yours and tells you to do some fool thing. Youre so dashed happy you simply say Right-ho, old bird! Make it so! Thats the way I got had!

Jill laughed unfeelingly.

It will do you good, Freddie. Itll stir you up and prevent you being so silly again. Besides, you know youll hardly notice it. Youve much too much money as it is.

Its not the money. Its the principle of the thing. I hate looking a frightful chump.

Well, you neednt tell anybody. Well keep it a secret. In fact, well start at once, for I hear Uncle Chris outside. Let us dissemble. We are observed!... Hullo, Uncle Chris!

She ran down the room, as the door opened, and kissed the tall, soldierly man who entered.

Well, Jill, my dear.

How late you are. I was expecting you hours ago.

I had to call on my broker.

Hush! Hush!

Whats the matter?

Nothing, nothing.... Weve got visitors. You know Freddie Rooke, of course?

How are you, Freddie, my boy?

Cheerio! said Freddie. Pretty fit?

And Miss Bryant, said Jill.

How do you do? said Uncle Chris in the bluff, genial way which, in his younger days, had charmed many a five-pound note out of the pockets of his fellow-men and many a soft glance out of the eyes of their sisters, their cousins, and their aunts.

Come and have some tea, said Jill. Youre just in time.

Tea? Capital!

Nelly had subsided shyly into the depths of her big arm-chair. Somehow she felt a better and a more important girl since Uncle Chris had addressed her. Most people felt like that after encountering Jills Uncle Christopher. Uncle Chris had a manner. It was not precisely condescending, and yet it was not the manner of an equal. He treated you as an equal, true, but all the time you were conscious of the fact that it was extraordinarily good of him to do so. Uncle Chris affected the rank and file of his fellow-men much as a genial knight of the Middle Ages would have affected a scurvy knave or varlet if he had cast aside social distinctions for a while and hobnobbed with the latter in a tavern. He never patronized, but the mere fact that he abstained from patronizing seemed somehow impressive.

To this impressiveness his appearance contributed largely. He was a fine, upstanding man, who looked less than his forty-nine years in spite of an ominous thinning of the hair which he tended and brushed so carefully. He had a firm chin, a mouth that smiled often and pleasantly beneath the closely-clipped moustache, and very bright blue eyes which met yours in a clear, frank, honest gaze. Though he had served in his youth in India, he had none of the Anglo-Indians sun-scorched sallowness. His complexion was fresh and sanguine. He looked as if he had just stepped out of a cold tub — a misleading impression, for Uncle Chris detested cold water and always took his morning bath as hot as he could get it.

It was his clothes, however, which, even more than his appearance, fascinated the populace. There is only one tailor in London, as distinguished from the ambitious mechanics who make coats and trousers, and Uncle Chris was his best customer. Similarly, London is full of young fellows trying to get along by the manufacture of foot-wear, but there is only one boot-maker in the true meaning of the word — the one who supplied Uncle Chris. And, as for hats, while it is no doubt a fact that you can get at plenty of London shops some sort of covering for your head which will keep it warm, the only hatter — using the term in its deeper sense — is the man who enjoyed the patronage of Major Christopher Selby. From foot to head, in short, from furthest South to extremest North, Uncle Chris was perfect. He was an ornament to his surroundings. The Metropolis looked better for him. One seems to picture London as a mother with a horde of untidy children, children with made-up ties, children with wrinkled coats and baggy trouser-legs, sighing to herself as she beheld them, then cheering up and murmuring with a touch of restored complacency, Ah, well, I still have Uncle Chris!

Miss Bryant is American, Uncle Chris, said Jill.

Uncle Chris spread his shapely legs before the fire, and glanced down kindly at Nelly.

Indeed? He took a cup of tea and stirred it. I was in America as a young man.

Whereabouts? asked Nelly eagerly.

Oh, here and there and everywhere. I travelled considerably.

Thats how it is with me, said Nelly, overcoming her diffidence as she warmed to the favourite topic. I guess I know most every town in every State, from New York to the last one-night stand. Its a great old country, isnt it?

It is! said Uncle Chris. I shall be returning there very shortly. He paused meditatively. Very shortly indeed.

Nelly bit her lip. It seemed to be her fate to-day to meet people who were going to America.

When did you decide to do that? asked Jill.

She had been looking at him, puzzled. Years of association with Uncle Chris had enabled her to read his moods quickly, and she was sure that there was something on his mind. It was not likely that the others had noticed it, for his manner was as genial and urbane as ever. But something about him, a look in his eyes that came and went, an occasional quick twitching of his mouth, told her that all was not well. She was a little troubled, but not greatly. Uncle Chris was not the sort of man to whom grave tragedies happened. It was probably some mere trifle which she could smooth out for him in five minutes, once they were alone together. She reached out and patted his sleeve affectionately. She was fonder of Uncle Chris than of anyone in the world except Derek.

The thought, said Uncle Chris, came to me this morning, as I read my morning paper while breakfasting. It has grown and developed during the day. At this moment you might almost call it an obsession. I am very fond of America. I spent several happy years there. On that occasion I set sail for the land of promise, I admit, somewhat reluctantly. Of my own free will I might never have made the expedition. But the general sentiment seemed so strongly in favour of my doing so that I yielded to what I might call a public demand. The willing hands for my nearest and dearest were behind me, pushing, and I did not resist them. I have never regretted it. America is a part of every young mans education. You ought to go there, Freddie.

Rummily enough, said Freddie, I was saying just before you came in that I had half a mind to pop over. Only its rather a bally fag, starting. Getting your luggage packed and all that sort of thing.

Nelly, whose luggage consisted of one small trunk, heaved a silent sigh. Mingling with the idle rich carried its penalties.

America, said Uncle Chris, taught me poker, for which I can never be sufficiently grateful. Also an exotic pastime styled Craps — or, alternatively, rolling the bones — which in those days was a very present help in time of trouble. At Craps, I fear, my hand in late years has lost much of its cunning. I have had little opportunity of practising. But as a young man I was no mean exponent of the art. Let me see, said Uncle Chris meditatively. What was the precise ritual? Ah! I have it, Come, little seven!

Come, eleven! exclaimed Nelly excitedly.

Baby.... I feel convinced that in some manner the word baby entered into it.

Baby needs new shoes!

Baby needs new shoes! Precisely!

It sounds to me, said Freddie, dashed silly.

Oh, no! cried Nelly reproachfully.

Well, what I mean is, theres no sense in it, dont you know.

It is a noble pursuit, said Uncle Chris firmly. Worthy of the great nation that has produced it. No doubt, when I return to America, I shall have opportunities of recovering my lost skill.

You arent returning to America, said Jill. Youre going to stay safe at home like a good little uncle. Im not going to have you running wild all over the world at your age.

Age? declaimed Uncle Chris. What is my age? At the present moment I feel in the neighbourhood of twenty-one, and Ambition is tapping me on the shoulder and whispering Young man, go West! The years are slipping away from me, my dear Jill — slipping so quickly that in a few minutes you will be wondering why my nurse does not come to fetch me. The wanderlust is upon me. I gaze around me at all this prosperity in which I am lapped, said Uncle Chris, eyeing the arm-chair severely, all this comfort and luxury which swaddles me, and I feel staggered. I want activity. I want to be braced!

You would hate it, said Jill composedly. You know youre the laziest old darling in the world.

Exactly what I am endeavouring to point out. I am lazy. Or, I was till this morning.

Something very extraordinary must have happened this morning. I can see that.

I wallowed in gross comfort. I was what Shakespeare calls a fat and greasy citizen!

Please, Uncle Chris! protested Jill. Not while Im eating buttered toast!

But now I am myself again.

Thats splendid.

I have heard the beat of the off-shore wind, chanted Uncle Chris, and the thresh of the deep-sea rain. I have heard the song — How long! how long! Pull out on the trail again!

He can also recite Gunga Din, said Jill to Nelly. I really must apologize for all this. Hes usually as good as gold.

I believe I know how he feels, said Nelly softly.

Of course you do. You and I, Miss Bryant, are of the gipsies of the world. We are not vegetables like young Rooke here.

Eh, what? said the vegetable, waking from a reverie. He had been watching Nellys face. Its wistfulness attracted him.

We are only happy, proceeded Uncle Chris, when we are wandering.

You should see Uncle Chris wander to his club in the morning, said Jill. He trudges off in a taxi, singing wild gipsy songs, absolutely defying fatigue.

That, said Uncle Chris, is a perfectly justified slur. I shudder at the depths to which prosperity has caused me to sink. He expanded his chest. I shall be a different man in America. America would make a different man of you, Freddie.

Im all right, thanks! said that easily satisfied young man.

Uncle Chris turned to Nelly, pointing dramatically.

Young woman, go West! Return to your bracing home, and leave this enervating London! You....

Nelly got up abruptly. She could endure no more.

I believe Ill have to be going now, she said. Bill misses me if Im away long. Good-bye. Thank you ever so much for what you did.

It was awfully kind of you to come round, said Jill.

Good-bye, Major Selby.

Good-bye.

Good-bye, Mr. Rooke.

Freddie awoke from another reverie.

Eh? Oh, I say, half a jiffy. I think I may as well be toddling along myself. About time I was getting back to dress for dinner and all that. See you home, may I, and then Ill get a taxi at Victoria. Toodle-oo, everybody.



Freddie escorted Nelly through the hall and opened the front door for her. The night was cool and cloudy and there was still in the air that odd, rejuvenating suggestion of Spring. A wet fragrance came from the dripping trees.

Topping evening! said Freddie conversationally.

Yes.

They walked through the square in silence. Freddie shot an appreciative glance at his companion. Freddie, as he would have admitted frankly, was not much of a lad for the modern girl. The modern girl, he considered, was too dashed rowdy and exuberant for a chappie of peaceful tastes. Now, this girl, on the other hand, had all the earmarks of being something of a topper. She had a soft voice. Rummy accent and all that, but nevertheless a soft and pleasing voice. She was mild and unaggressive, and these were qualities which Freddie esteemed. Freddie, though this was a thing he would not have admitted, was afraid of girls, the sort of girls he had to take down to dinner and dance with and so forth. They were too dashed clever, and always seemed to be waiting for a chance to score off a fellow. This one was not like that. Not a bit. She was gentle and quiet and what not.

It was at this point that it came home to him how remarkably quiet she was. She had not said a word for the last five minutes. He was just about to break the silence, when, as they passed under a street lamp, he perceived that she was crying — crying very softly to herself, like a child in the dark.

Good God! said Freddie appalled. There were two things in life with which he felt totally unable to cope — crying girls and dog-fights. The glimpse he had caught of Nellys face froze him into a speechlessness which lasted until they reached Daubeny Street and stopped at her door.

Good-bye, said Nelly.

Good-bye-ee! said Freddie mechanically. Thats to say, I mean to say, half a second! he added quickly. He faced her nervously, with one hand on the grimy railings. This wanted looking into. When it came to girls trickling to and fro in the public streets, weeping, well, it was pretty rotten and something had to be done about it. Whats up? he demanded.

Its nothing. Good-bye.

But, my dear old soul, said Freddie, clutching the railing for moral support, it is something. It must be! You might not think it, to look at me, but Im really rather a dashed shrewd chap, and I can see theres something up. Why not give me the jolly old scenario and see if we cant do something?

Nelly moved as if to turn to the door, then stopped. She was thoroughly ashamed of herself.

Im a fool!

No, no!

Yes, I am. I dont often act this way, but, oh, gee! hearing you all talking like that about going to America, just as if it was the easiest thing in the world, only you couldnt be bothered to do it, kind of got me going. And to think I could be there right now if I wasnt a bonehead!

A bonehead?

A simp. Im all right as far up as the string of near-pearls, but above that Im reinforced concrete.

Freddie groped for her meaning.

Do you mean youve made a bloomer of some kind?

I pulled the worst kind of bone. I stopped on in London when the rest of the company went back home, and now Ive got to stick.

Rush of jolly old professional engagements, what?

Nelly laughed bitterly.

Youre a bad guesser. No, they havent started to fight over me yet. Im at liberty, as they say in the Era.

But, my dear old thing, said Freddie earnestly, if youve nothing to keep you in England, why not pop back to America? I mean to say, home-sickness is the most dashed blighted thing in the world. Theres nothing gives one the pip to such an extent. Why, dash it, I remember staying with an old aunt of mine up in Scotland the year before last and not being able to get away for three weeks or so, and I raved — absolutely gibbered — for the sight of the merry old metrop. Sometimes Id wake up in the night, thinking I was back at the Albany, and, by Jove, when I found I wasnt I howled like a dog! You take my tip, old soul, and pop back on the next boat.

Which line?

How do you mean, which line? Oh, I see, you mean which line? Well ... well ... Ive never been on any of them, so its rather hard to say. But I hear the Cunard well spoken of, and then again some chappies swear by the White Star. But I should imagine you cant go far wrong, whichever you pick. Theyre all pretty ripe, I fancy.

Which of them is giving free trips? Thats the point.

Eh? Oh! Her meaning dawned upon Freddie. He regarded her with deep consternation. Life had treated him so kindly that he had almost forgotten that there existed a class which had not as much money as himself. Sympathy welled up beneath his perfectly fitting waistcoat. It was a purely disinterested sympathy. The fact that Nelly was a girl and in many respects a dashed pretty girl did not affect him. What mattered was that she was hard up. The thought hurt Freddie like a blow. He hated the idea of anyone being hard up.

I say! he said. Are you broke?

Nelly laughed.

Am I? If dollars were doughnuts, I wouldnt even have the hole in the middle.

Freddie was stirred to his depths. Except for the beggars in the streets, to whom he gave shillings, he had not met anyone for years who had not plenty of money. He had friends at his clubs who frequently claimed to be unable to lay their hands on a bally penny, but the bally penny they wanted to lay their hands on generally turned out to be a couple of thousand pounds for a new car.

Good God! he said.

There was a pause. Then, with a sudden impulse, he began to fumble in his breast-pocket. Rummy how things worked out for the best, however scaly they might seem at the moment. Only an hour or so ago he had been kicking himself for not having remembered that fifty-pound note, tacked on to the lining of his coat, when it would have come in handy at the police-station. He now saw that Providence had had the matter well in hand. If he had remembered it and coughed it up to the constabulary then, he wouldnt have had it now. And he needed it now. A mood of quixotic generosity had surged upon him. With swift fingers he jerked the note free from its moorings and displayed it like a conjurer exhibiting a rabbit.

My dear old thing, he said, I cant stand it! I absolutely cannot stick it at any price! I really must insist on your trousering this. Positively!

Nelly Bryant gazed at the note with wide eyes. She was stunned. She took it limply, and looked at it under the dim light of the gas-lamp over the door.

I couldnt! she cried.

Oh, but really! You must!

But this is a fifty-pound!

Absolutely! It will take you back to New York, what? you asked which line was giving free trips. The Freddie Rooke Line, by Jove, sailings every Wednesday and Saturday! I mean, what?

But I cant take two hundred and fifty dollars from you!

Oh, rather. Of course you can.

There was another pause.

Youll think— Nellys pale face flushed. Youll think I told you all about myself just — just because I wanted to....

To make a touch? Absolutely not! Rid yourself of the jolly old supposition entirely. You see before you, old thing, a chappie who knows more about borrowing money than any man in London. I mean to say, Ive had my ear bitten more often than anyone, I should think. There are sixty-four ways of making a touch — Ive had them all worked on me by divers blighters here and there — and I can tell any of them with my eyes shut. I know you werent dreaming of any such thing.

The note crackled musically in Nellys hand.

I dont know what to say!

Thats all right.

I dont see why.... Gee! I wish I could tell you what I think of you!

Freddie laughed amusedly.

Do you know, he said, thats exactly what the beaks — the masters, you know — used to say to me at school.

Are you sure you can spare it?

Oh, rather.

Nellys eyes shone in the light of the lamp.

Ive never met anyone like you before. I dont know how....

Freddie shuffled nervously. Being thanked always made him feel pretty rotten.

Well, I think Ill be popping, he said. Got to get back and dress and all that. Awfully glad to have seen you, and all that sort of rot.

Nelly unlocked the door with her latch-key, and stood on the step.

Ill buy a fur-wrap, she said, half to herself.

Great wheeze! I should!

And some nuts for Bill!

Bill?

The parrot.

Oh, the jolly old parrot! Rather! Well, cheerio!

Good-bye.... Youve been awfully good to me.

Oh, no, said Freddie uncomfortably. Any time youre passing....

Awfully good.... Well, good-bye.

Toodle-oo!

Maybe well meet again some day.

I hope so. Absolutely!

There was a little scurry of feet. Something warm and soft pressed for an instant against Freddies cheek, and, as he stumbled back, Nelly Bryant skipped up the steps and vanished through the door.

Good God!

Freddie felt his cheek. He was aware of an odd mixture of embarrassment and exhilaration.

From the area below a slight cough sounded. Freddie turned sharply. A maid in a soiled cap, worn coquettishly over one ear, was gazing intently up through the railings. Their eyes met. Freddie turned a warm pink. It seemed to him that the maid had the air of one about to giggle.

Damn! said Freddie softly, and hurried off down the street. He wondered whether he had made a frightful ass of himself, spraying bank-notes all over the place like that to comparative strangers. Then a vision came to him of Nellys eyes as they had looked at him in the lamp-light, and he decided — no, absolutely not. Rummy as the gadget might appear, it had been the right thing to do. It was a binge of which he thoroughly approved. A good egg!

II

Jill, when Freddie and Nelly left the room, had seated herself on a low stool, and sat looking thoughtfully into the fire. She was wondering if she had been mistaken in supposing that Uncle Chris was worried about something. This restlessness of his, this desire for movement, was strange in him. Hitherto he had been like a dear old cosy cat, revelling in the comfort which he had just denounced so eloquently. She watched him as he took up his favourite stand in front of the fire.

Nice girl, said Uncle Chris. Who was she?

Somebody Freddie met, said Jill diplomatically. There was no need to worry Uncle Chris with details of the afternoons happenings.

Very nice girl. Uncle Chris took out his cigar-case. No need to ask if I may, thank goodness. He lit a cigar. Do you remember, Jill, years ago, when you were quite small, how I used to blow smoke in your face?

Jill smiled.

Of course I do. You said that you were training me for marriage. You said that there were no happy marriages except where the wife didnt mind the smell of tobacco. Well, its lucky, as a matter of fact, for Derek smokes all the time.

Uncle Chris took up his favourite stand against the fireplace.

Youre very fond of Derek, arent you, Jill?

Of course I am. You are, too, arent you?

Fine chap. Very fine chap. Plenty of money, too. Its a great relief, said Uncle Chris, puffing vigorously. A thundering relief. He looked over Jills head down the room. Its fine to think of you happily married, dear, with everything in the world that you want.

Uncle Chris gaze wandered down to where Jill sat. A slight mist affected his eyesight. Jill had provided a solution for the great problem of his life. Marriage had always appalled him, but there was this to be said for it, that married people had daughters. He had always wanted a daughter, a smart girl he could take out and be proud of; and fate had given him Jill at precisely the right age. A child would have bored Uncle Chris — he was fond of children, but they made the deuce of a noise and regarded jam as an external ornament — but a delightful little girl of fourteen was different. Jill and he had been very close to each other since her mother had died, a year after the death of her father, and had left her in his charge. He had watched her grow up with a joy that had a touch of bewilderment in it — she seemed to grow so quickly — and had been fonder and prouder of her at every stage of her tumultuous career.

Youre a dear, said Jill. She stroked the trouser-leg that was nearest. How do you manage to get such a wonderful crease? You really are a credit to me!

There was a momentary silence. A shade of embarrassment made itself noticeable in Uncle Chris frank gaze. He gave a little cough, and pulled at his moustache.

I wish I were, my dear, he said soberly. I wish I were. Im afraid Im a poor sort of a fellow, Jill.

Jill looked up.

What do you mean?

A poor sort of a fellow, repeated Uncle Chris. Your mother was foolish to trust you to me. Your father had more sense. He always said I was a wrong un.

Jill got up quickly. She was certain now that she had been right, and that there was something on her uncles mind.

Whats the matter, Uncle Chris? Somethings happened. What is it?

Uncle Chris turned to knock the ash off his cigar. The movement gave him time to collect himself for what lay before him. He had one of those rare volatile natures which can ignore the blows of fate so long as their effects are not brought home by visible evidence of disaster. He lived in the moment, and, though matters had been as bad at breakfast-time as they were now, it was not till now, when he confronted Jill, that he had found his cheerfulness affected by them. He was a man who hated ordeals, and one faced him now. Until this moment he had been able to detach his mind from a state of affairs which would have weighed unceasingly upon another man. His mind was a telephone which he could cut off at will, when the voice of Trouble wished to speak. The time would arrive, he had been aware, when he would have to pay attention to that voice, but so far he had refused to listen. Now it could be evaded no longer.

Jill.

Yes?

Uncle Chris paused again, searching for the best means of saying what had to be said.

Jill, I dont know if you understand about these things, but there was what is called a slump on the Stock Exchange this morning. In other words....

Jill laughed.

Of course I know all about that, she said. Poor Freddie wouldnt talk about anything else till I made him. He was terribly blue when he got here this afternoon. He said he had got nipped in Amalgamated Dyes. He had lost about two hundred pounds, and was furious with a friend of his who had told him to buy margins.

Uncle Chris cleared his throat.

Jill, Im afraid Ive got bad news for you. I bought Amalgamated Dyes, too. He worried his moustache. I lost heavily, very heavily.

How naughty of you! You know you oughtnt to gamble.

Jill, you must be brave. I — I — well, the fact is — its no good beating about the bush — I lost everything! Everything!

Everything?

Everything! Its all gone! All fooled away. Its a terrible business. This house will have to go.

But — but doesnt the house belong to me?

I was your trustee, dear. Uncle Chris smoked furiously. Thank heaven youre going to marry a rich man!

Jill stood looking at him, perplexed. Money, as money, had never entered into her life. There were things one wanted which had to be paid for with money, but Uncle Chris had always looked after that. She had taken them for granted.

I dont understand, she said.

And then suddenly she realized that she did, and a great wave of pity for Uncle Chris flooded over her. He was such an old dear. It must be horrible for him to have to stand there, telling her all this. She felt no sense of injury, only the discomfort of having to witness the humiliation of her oldest friend. Uncle Chris was bound up inextricably with everything in her life that was pleasant. She could remember him, looking exactly the same, only with a thicker and wavier crop of hair, playing with her patiently and unwearied for hours in the hot sun, a cheerful martyr. She could remember sitting up with him when she came home from her first grownup dance, drinking cocoa and talking and talking and talking till the birds outside sang the sun high up into the sky and it was breakfast time. She could remember theatres with him, and jolly little suppers afterwards; expeditions into the country, with lunches at queer old inns; days on the river, days at Hurlingham, days at Lords, days at the Academy. He had always been the same, always cheerful, always kind. He was Uncle Chris, and he would always be Uncle Chris, whatever he had done or whatever he might do. She slipped her arm in his and gave it a squeeze.

Poor old thing! she said.

Uncle Chris had been looking straight out before him with those fine blue eyes of his. There had been just a touch of sternness in his attitude. A stranger, coming into the room at that moment, would have said that here was a girl trying to coax her blunt, straightforward, military father into some course of action of which his honest nature disapproved. He might have been posing for a statue of Rectitude. As Jill spoke, he seemed to cave in.

Poor old thing? he repeated limply.

Of course you are! And stop trying to look dignified and tragic! Because it doesnt suit you. Youre much too well dressed.

But, my dear, you dont understand! You havent realized!

Yes, I do. Yes, I have!

Ive spent all your money — your money!

I know! What does it matter?

What does it matter! Jill, dont you hate me?

As if anyone could hate an old darling like you!

Uncle Chris threw away his cigar, and put his arms round Jill. For a moment a dreadful fear came to her that he was going to cry. She prayed that he wouldnt cry. It would be too awful. It would be a memory of which she could never rid herself. She felt as though he were someone extraordinarily young and unable to look after himself, someone she must soothe and protect.

Jill, said Uncle Chris, choking, youre — youre — youre a little warrior!

Jill kissed him and moved away. She busied herself with some flowers, her back turned. The tension had been relieved, and she wanted to give him time to recover his poise. She knew him well enough to be sure that, sooner or later, the resiliency of his nature would assert itself. He could never remain long in the depths.

The silence had the effect of making her think more clearly than in the first rush of pity she had been able to do. She was able now to review the matter as it affected herself. It had not been easy to grasp, the blunt fact that she was penniless, that all this comfort which surrounded her was no longer her own. For an instant a kind of panic seized her. There was a bleakness about the situation which made one gasp. It was like icy water dashed in the face. Realization had almost the physical pain of life returning to a numbed limb. Her hands shook as she arranged the flowers, and she had to bite her lip to keep herself from crying out.

She fought panic eye to eye, and beat it down. Uncle Chris, swiftly recovering by the fireplace, never knew that the fight had taken place. He was feeling quite jovial again now that the unpleasant business of breaking the news was over, and was looking on the world with the eye of a debonair gentleman-adventurer. As far as he was concerned, he told himself, this was the best thing that could have happened. He had been growing old and sluggish in prosperity. He needed a fillip. The wits by which he had once lived so merrily had been getting blunt in their easy retirement. He welcomed the opportunity of matching them once more against the world. He was remorseful as regarded Jill, but the optimist in him, never crushed for long, told him that Jill would be all right. She would step from the sinking ship to the safe refuge of Derek Underhills wealth and position, while he went out to seek a new life. Uncle Chris blue eyes gleamed with a new fire as he pictured himself in this new life. He felt like a hunter setting out on a hunting expedition. There were always adventures and the spoils of war for the man with brains to find them and gather them in. But it was a mercy that Jill had Derek....

Jill was thinking of Derek, too. Panic had fled, and a curious exhilaration had seized upon her. If Derek wanted her now, it would be because his love was the strongest thing in the world. She would come to him like the beggar-maid to Cophetua.

Uncle Chris broke the silence with a cough. At the sound of it, Jill smiled again. She knew it for what it was, a sign that he was himself again.

Tell me, Uncle Chris, she said, just how bad is it? When you said everything was gone, did you really mean everything, or were you being melodramatic? Exactly how do we stand?

Its dashed hard to say, my dear. I expect we shall find there are a few hundreds left. Enough to see you through till you get married. After that it wont matter. Uncle Chris flicked a particle of dust off his coat-sleeve. Jill could not help feeling that the action was symbolical of his attitude towards life. He nicked away lifes problems with just the same airy carelessness. You mustnt worry about me, my dear. I shall be all right. I have made my way in the world before, and I can do it again. I shall go to America and try my luck there. Amazing how many opportunities there are in America. Really, as far as I am concerned, this is the best thing that could have happened. I have been getting abominably lazy. If I had gone on living my present life for another year or two, why, dash it, I honestly believe I should have succumbed to some sort of senile decay. Positively I should have got fatty degeneration of the brain! This will be the making of me.

Jill sat down on the lounge and laughed till there were tears in her eyes. Uncle Chris might be responsible for this disaster, but he was certainly making it endurable. However greatly he might be deserving of censure, from the standpoint of the sterner morality, he made amends. If he brought the whole world crashing in chaos about ones ears, at least he helped one to smile among the ruins.

Did you ever read Candide, Uncle Chris?

Candide? Uncle Chris shook his head. He was not a great reader, except of the sporting press.

Its a book by Voltaire. Theres a character in it called Doctor Pangloss, who thought that everything was for the best in this best of all possible worlds.

Uncle Chris felt a touch of embarrassment. It occurred to him that he had been betrayed by his mercurial temperament into an attitude which, considering the circumstances, was perhaps a trifle too jubilant. He gave his moustache a pull, and reverted to the minor key.

Oh, you mustnt think that I dont appreciate the terrible, the criminal thing I have done! I blame myself, said Uncle Chris cordially, nicking another speck of dust off his sleeve. I blame myself bitterly. Your mother ought never to have made me your trustee, my dear. But she always believed in me, in spite of everything, and this is how I have repaid her. He blew his nose to cover a not unmanly emotion. I wasnt fitted for the position. Never become a trustee, Jill. Its the devil, is trust money. However much you argue with yourself, you cant — dash it, you simply cant believe that its not your own, to do as you like with, There it sits, smiling at you, crying Spend me! Spend me! and you find yourself dipping — dipping — till one day theres nothing left to dip for — only a far-off rustling — the ghosts of dead bank-notes. Thats how it was with me. The process was almost automatic. I hardly knew it was going on. Here a little — there a little. It was like snow melting on a mountain-top. And one morning — all gone! Uncle Chris drove the point home with a gesture. I did what I could. When I found that there were only a few hundreds left, for your sake I took a chance. All heart and no head! There you have Christopher Selby in a nutshell! A man at the club, a fool named — Ive forgotten his damn name — recommended Amalgamated Dyestuffs as a speculation. Monroe, that was his name, Jimmy Monroe. He talked about the future of British Dyes now that Germany was out of the race, and ... well, the long and short of it was that I took his advice and bought on margin. Bought like the devil. And this morning Amalgamated Dyestuffs went all to blazes. There you have the whole story!

And now, said Jill, comes the sequel!

The sequel? said Uncle Chris breezily. Happiness, my dear, happiness! Wedding bells and — and all that sort of thing! He straddled the hearth-rug manfully, and swelled his chest out. He would permit no pessimism on this occasion of rejoicing. You dont suppose that the fact of your having lost your money — that is to say — er — of my having lost your money — will affect a splendid young fellow like Derek Underhill? I know him better than to think that! Ive always liked him. Hes a man you can trust! Besides, he added reflectively, theres no need to tell him! Till after the wedding, I mean. It wont be hard to keep up appearances here for a month or so.

Of course we must tell him!

You think it wise?

I dont know about it being wise. Its the only thing to do. I must see him to-night. Oh, I forgot. He was going away this afternoon for a day or two.

Capital! It will give you time to think it over.

I dont want to think it over. Theres nothing to think about.

Of course, yes, of course. Quite so.

I shall write him a letter.

Write, eh?

Its easier to put what one wants to say in a letter.

Letters, began Uncle Chris, and stopped as the door opened. Jane, the parlourmaid, entered, carrying a salver.

For me? asked Uncle Chris.

For Miss Jill, sir.

Jill took the note off the salver.

Its from Derek.

Theres a messenger-boy waiting, miss, said Jane. He wasnt told if there was an answer.

If the note is from Derek, said Uncle Chris, its not likely to want an answer. You said he left town to-day.

Jill opened the envelope.

Is there an answer, miss? asked Jane, after what she considered a suitable interval. She spoke tenderly. She was a great admirer of Derek, and considered it a pretty action on his part to send notes like this when he was compelled to leave London.

Any answer, Jill?

Jill seemed to rouse herself. She had turned oddly pale.

No, no answer, Jane.

Thank you, miss, said Jane, and went off to tell the cook that in her opinion Jill was lacking in heart. It might have been a bill instead of a love-letter, said Jane to the cook with indignation, the way she read it. I like people to have a little feeling!

Jill sat turning the letter over and over in her fingers. Her face was very white. There seemed to be a big, heavy, leaden something inside her. A cold hand clutched her throat. Uncle Chris, who at first had noticed nothing untoward, now began to find the silence sinister.

No bad news, I hope, dear?

Jill turned the letter between her fingers.

Jill, is it bad news?

Derek has broken off the engagement, said Jill in a dull voice. She let the note fall to the floor, and sat with her chin in her hands.

What! Uncle Chris leaped from the hearth-rug, as though the fire had suddenly scorched him. What did you say?

Hes broken it off.

The hound! cried Uncle Chris. The blackguard! The — the — I never liked that man! I never trusted him! He fumed for a moment. But — but — it isnt possible. How can he have heard about whats happened? He couldnt know. Its — its — it isnt possible!

He doesnt know. It has nothing to do with that.

But.... Uncle Chris stooped to where the note lay. May I...?

Yes, you can read it if you like.

Uncle Chris produced a pair of reading-glasses, and glared through them at the sheet of paper as though it were some loathsome insect.

The hound! The cad! If I were a younger man, shouted Uncle Chris, smiting the letter violently, if I were.... Jill! My dear little Jill!

He plunged down on his knees beside her, as she buried her face in her hands and began to sob.

My little girl! Damn that man! My dear little girl! The cad! The devil! My own darling little girl! Ill thrash him within an inch of his life!

The clock on the mantelpiece ticked away the minutes. Jill got up. Her face was wet and quivering, but her mouth had set in a brave line.

Jill, dear!

She let his hand close over hers.

Everythings happening all at once this afternoon, Uncle Chris, isnt it! She smiled a twisted smile. You look so funny! Your hairs all rumpled, and your glasses are over on one side!

Uncle Chris breathed heavily through his nose.

When I meet that man.... he began portentously.

Oh, whats the good of bothering! Its not worth it! Nothings worth it! Jill stopped and faced him, her hands clenched. Lets get away! Lets get right away! I want to get right away, Uncle Chris! Take me away! Anywhere! Take me to America with you! I must get away!

Uncle Chris raised his right hand, and shook it. His reading-glasses, hanging from his left ear, bobbed drunkenly.

Well sail by the next boat! The very next boat, dammit! Ill take care of you, dear. Ive been a blackguard to you, my little girl. Ive robbed you, and swindled you. But Ill make up for it, by George! Ill make up for it! Ill give you a new home, as good as this, if I die for it. Theres nothing I wont do! Nothing! By Jove! shouted Uncle Chris, raising his voice in a red-hot frenzy of emotion, Ill work! Yes, by Gad, if it comes right down to it, Ill work!

He brought his fist down with a crash on the table where Dereks flowers stood in their bowl. The bowl leaped in the air and tumbled over, scattering the flowers on the floor.


CHAPTER VII

JILL CATCHES THE 10.10
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I

In the lives of each one of us, as we look back and review them in retrospect, there are certain desert wastes from which memory winces like some tired traveller faced with a dreary stretch of road. Even from the security of later happiness we cannot contemplate them without a shudder.

It took one of the most competent firms in the metropolis four days to produce some sort of order in the confusion resulting from Major Selbys financial operations; and during those days Jill existed in a state of being which could be defined as living only in that she breathed and ate and comported herself outwardly like a girl and not a ghost.

Boards announcing that the house was for sale appeared against the railings through which Jane the parlourmaid conducted her daily conversations with the tradesmen. Strangers roamed the rooms eyeing and appraising the furniture. Uncle Chris, on whom disaster had had a quickening and vivifying effect, was everywhere at once, an impressive figure of energy. One may be wronging Uncle Chris, but to the eye of the casual observer he seemed in these days of trial to be having the time of his life.

Jill varied the monotony of sitting in her room — which was the only place in the house where one might be sure of not encountering a furniture-brokers man with a note-book and pencil — by taking long walks. She avoided as far as possible the small area which had once made up the whole of London for her, but even so she was not always successful in escaping from old acquaintances. Once, butting through Lennox Gardens on her way to that vast, desolate Kings Road which stretches its length out into regions unknown to those whose London is the West End, she happened upon Freddie Rooke, who had been paying a call in his best, and a pair of white spats which would have cut his friend Henry to the quick. It was not an enjoyable meeting. Freddie, keenly alive to the awkwardness of the situation, was scarlet and incoherent; and Jill, who desired nothing less than to talk with one so intimately connected in her mind with all that she had lost, was scarcely more collected. They parted without regret. The only satisfaction that came to Jill from the encounter was the knowledge that Derek was still out of town. He had wired for his things, said Freddie, and had retreated further north. Freddie, it seemed, had been informed of the broken engagement by Lady Underhill in an interview which appeared to have left a lasting impression on his mind. Of Jills monetary difficulties he had heard nothing.

After this meeting, Jill felt a slight diminution of the oppression which weighed upon her. She could not have borne to have come unexpectedly upon Derek, and, now that there was no danger of that, she found life a little easier. The days passed somehow, and finally there came the morning, when, accompanied by Uncle Chris — voluble and explanatory about the details of what he called getting everything settled — she rode in a taxi to take the train for Southampton. Her last impression of London was of rows upon rows of mean houses, of cats wandering in back-yards among groves of home-washed underclothing, and a smoky greyness which gave way, as the train raced on, to the clearer grey of the suburbs and the good green and brown of the open country.

Then the bustle and confusion of the liner; the calm monotony of the journey, when one came on deck each morning to find the vessel so manifestly in the same spot where it had been the morning before that it was impossible to realize that many hundred miles of ocean had really been placed behind one; and finally the Ambrose Channel lightship and the great bulk of New York rising into the sky like a city of fairyland, heartening yet sinister, at once a welcome and a menace.

There you are, my dear? said Uncle Chris indulgently, as though it were a toy he had made for her with his own hands. New York!

They were standing on the boat-deck, leaning over the rail. Jill caught her breath. For the first time since disaster had come upon her she was conscious of a rising of her spirits. It is impossible to behold the huge buildings which fringe the harbour of New York without a sense of expectancy and excitement. There had remained in Jills mind from childhood memories a vague picture of what she now saw, but it had been feeble and inadequate. The sight of this towering city seemed somehow to blot out everything that had gone before. The feeling of starting afresh was strong upon her.

Uncle Chris, the old traveller, was not emotionally affected. He smoked placidly and talked in a wholly earthy strain of grape-fruit and buckwheat cakes.

It was now, also for the first time, that Uncle Chris touched upon future prospects in a practical manner. On the voyage he had been eloquent but sketchy. With the land of promise within biscuit-throw and the tugs bustling about the great liners skirts like little dogs about their mistress, he descended to details.

I shall get a room somewhere, said Uncle Chris, and start looking about me. I wonder if the old Holland House is still there. I fancy I heard theyd pulled it down. Capital place. I had a steak there in the year.... But I expect theyve pulled it down. But I shall find somewhere to go. Ill write and tell you my address directly Ive got one.

Jill removed her gaze from the sky-line with a start.

Write to me?

Didnt I tell you about that? said Uncle Chris cheerily — avoiding her eye, however, for he had realized all along that it might be a little bit awkward breaking the news. Ive arranged that you shall go and stay for the time being down at Brookport — on Long Island, you know — over in that direction — with your Uncle Elmer. Daresay youve forgotten you have an Uncle Elmer, eh? he went on quickly, as Jill was about to speak. Your fathers brother. Used to be in business, but retired some years ago and goes in for amateur farming. Corn and — and corn, said Uncle Chris. All that sort of thing. Youll like him. Capital chap! Never met him myself, but always heard, said Uncle Chris, who had never to his recollection heard any comments upon Mr. Elmer Mariner whatever, that he was a splendid fellow. Directly we decided to sail, I cabled to him, and got an answer saying that he would be delighted to put you up. Youll be quite happy there.

Jill listened to this programme with dismay. New York was calling to her, and Brookport held out no attractions at all. She looked down over the side at the tugs puffing their way through the broken blocks of ice that reminded her of a cocoanut candy familiar to her childhood.

But I want to be with you, she protested.

Impossible, my dear, for the present. I shall be very busy, very busy indeed for some weeks, until I have found my feet. Really, you would be in the way. He — er — travels the fastest who travels alone! I must be in a position to go anywhere and do anything at a moments notice. But always remember, my dear, said Uncle Chris, patting her shoulder affectionately, that I shall be working for you. I have treated you very badly, but I intend to make up for it. I shall not forget that whatever money I may make will really belong to you. He looked at her benignly, like a monarch of finance who has earmarked a million or two for the benefit of a deserving charity. You shall have it all, Jill.

He had so much the air of having conferred a substantial benefit upon her that Jill felt obliged to thank him. Uncle Chris had always been able to make people grateful for the phantom gold which he showered upon them. He was as lavish a man with the money he was going to get next week as ever borrowed a five-pound note to see him through till Saturday.

What are you going to do, Uncle Chris? asked Jill curiously. Apart from a nebulous idea that he intended to saunter through the city picking dollar-bills off the sidewalk, she had no inkling of his plans.

Uncle Chris toyed with his short moustache. He was not quite equal to a direct answer on the spur of the moment. He had a faith in his star. Something would turn up. Something always had turned up in the old days, and doubtless, with the march of civilization, opportunities had multiplied. Somewhere behind those tall buildings the Goddess of Luck awaited him, her hands full of gifts, but precisely what those gifts would be he was not in a position to say.

I shall — ah — how shall I put it — ?

Look round? suggested Jill.

Precisely, said Uncle Chris gratefully. Look round. I daresay you have noticed that I have gone out of my way during the voyage to make myself agreeable to our fellow-travellers? I had an object. Acquaintances begun on shipboard will often ripen into useful friendships ashore. When I was a young man I never neglected the opportunities which an ocean voyage affords. The offer of a book here, a steamer-rug there, a word of encouragement to a chatty bore in the smoke-room — these are small things, but they may lead to much. One meets influential people on a liner. You wouldnt think it to look at him, but that man with the eye-glasses and the thin nose I was talking to just now is one of the richest men in Milwaukee!

But its not much good having rich friends in Milwaukee when you are in New York!

Exactly. There you have put your finger on the very point I have been trying to make. It will probably be necessary for me to travel. And for that I must be alone. I must be a mobile force. I should dearly like to keep you with me, but you can see for yourself that for the moment you would be an encumbrance. Later on, no doubt, when my affairs are more settled....

Oh, I understand. Im resigned. But, oh dear! its going to be very dull down at Brookport.

Nonsense, nonsense! Its a delightful spot.

Have you been there?

No. But of course everybody knows Brookport. Healthy, invigorating.... Sure to be. The very name.... Youll be as happy as the days are long!

And how long will the days be!

Come, come. You mustnt look on the dark side.

Is there another? Jill laughed. You are an old humbug, Uncle Chris. You know perfectly well what youre condemning me to. I expect Brookport will be like a sort of Southend in winter. Oh, well, Ill be brave. But do hurry and make a fortune, because I want to come to New York.

My dear, said Uncle Chris solemnly, if there is a dollar lying loose in this city, rest assured that I shall have it! And, if its not loose, I will detach it with the greatest possible speed. You have only known me in my decadence, an idle and unprofitable London clubman. I can assure you that lurking beneath the surface, there is a business acumen given to few men....

Oh, if you are going to talk poetry, said Jill, Ill leave you. Anyhow, I ought to be getting below and putting my things together.

II

If Jills vision of Brookport as a wintry Southend was not entirely fulfilled, neither was Uncle Chris picture of it as an earthly paradise. At the right time of the year, like most of the summer resorts on the south shore of Long Island, it is not without its attractions; but January is not the month which most people would choose for living in it. It presented itself to Jill on first acquaintance in the aspect of a wind-swept railroad station, dumped down far away from human habitation in the middle of a stretch of flat and ragged country that reminded her a little of parts of Surrey. The station was just a shed on a foundation of planks which lay flush with the rails. From this shed, as the train clanked in, there emerged a tall, shambling man in a weather-beaten overcoat. He had a clean-shaven, wrinkled face, and he looked doubtfully at Jill with small eyes. Something in his expression reminded Jill of her father, as a bad caricature of a public man will recall the original. She introduced herself.

If youre Uncle Elmer, she said, Im Jill.

The man held out a long hand. He did not smile. He was as bleak as the east wind that swept the platform.

Glad to meet you again, he said in a melancholy voice. It was news to Jill that they had met before. She wondered where. Her uncle supplied the information. Last time I saw you, you were a kiddy in short frocks, running round and shouting to beat the band. He looked up and down the platform. I never heard a child make so much noise!

Im quite quiet now, said Jill encouragingly. The recollection of her infant revelry seemed to her to be distressing her relative.

It appeared, however, that it was not only this that was on his mind.

If you want to drive home, he said, well have to phone to the Durham House for a hack. He brooded a while, Jill remaining silent at his side, loath to break in upon whatever secret sorrow he was wrestling with. That would be a dollar, he went on. Theyre robbers in these parts! A dollar! And its not over a mile and a half. Are you fond of walking?

Jill was a bright girl, and could take a hint.

I love walking, she said. She might have added that she preferred to do it on a day when the wind was not blowing quite so keenly from the East, but her uncles obvious excitement at the prospect of cheating the rapacity of the sharks at the Durham House restrained her. Her independent soul had not quite adjusted itself to the prospect of living on the bounty of her fellows, relatives though they were, and she was desirous of imposing as light a burden upon them as possible. But how about my trunk?

The expressman will bring that up. Fifty cents! said Uncle Elmer in a crushed way. The high cost of entertaining seemed to be afflicting this man deeply.

Oh, yes, said Jill. She could not see how this particular expenditure was to be avoided. Anxious as she was to make herself pleasant, she declined to consider carrying the trunk to their destination. Shall we start, then?

Mr. Mariner led the way out into the ice-covered road. The wind welcomed them like a boisterous dog. For some minutes they proceeded in silence.

Your aunt will be glad to see you, said Mr. Mariner at last in the voice with which one announces the death of a dear friend.

Its awfully kind of you to have me to stay with you, said Jill. It is a human tendency to think, when crises occur, in terms of melodrama, and unconsciously she had begun to regard herself somewhat in the light of a heroine driven out into the world from the old home, with no roof to shelter her head. The promptitude with which these good people, who, though relatives, were after all complete strangers, had offered her a resting-place touched her. I hope I shant be in the way.

Major Selby was speaking to me on the telephone just now, said Mr. Mariner, and he said that you might be thinking of settling down in Brookport. Ive some nice little places round here which you might like to look at. Rent or buy. Its cheaper to buy. Brookports a growing place. Its getting known as a summer resort. Theres a bungalow down on the shore Id like to show you to-morrow. Stands in a nice large plot of ground, and if you bought it for twelve thousand youd be getting a bargain.

Jill was too astonished to speak. Plainly Uncle Chris had made no mention of the change in her fortunes, and this man looked on her as a girl of wealth. She could only think how typical this was of Uncle Chris. There was a sort of boyish impishness about him. She could see him at the telephone, suave and important. He would have hung up the receiver with a complacent smirk, thoroughly satisfied that he had done her an excellent turn.

I put all my money into real estate when I came to live here, went on Mr. Mariner. I believe in the place. Its growing all the time.

They had come to the outskirts of a straggling village. The lights in the windows gave a welcome suggestion of warmth, for darkness had fallen swiftly during their walk and the chill of the wind had become more biting. There was a smell of salt in the air now, and once or twice Jill had caught the low booming of waves on some distant beach. This was the Atlantic pounding the sandy shore of Fire Island. Brookport itself lay inside, on the lagoon called the Great South Bay.

They passed through the village, bearing to the right, and found themselves in a road bordered by large gardens in which stood big, dark houses. The spectacle of these stimulated Mr. Mariner to something approaching eloquence. He quoted the price paid for each, the price asked, the price offered, the price that had been paid five years ago. The recital carried them on for another mile, in the course of which the houses became smaller and more scattered, and finally, when the country had become bare and desolate again, they turned down a narrow lane and came to a tall, gaunt house standing by itself in a field.

This is Sandringham, said Mr. Mariner.

What! said Jill. What did you say?

Sandringham. Where we live. I got the name from your father. I remember him telling me there was a place called that in England.

There is. Jills voice bubbled. The King lives there.

Is that so? said Mr. Mariner. Well, I bet he doesnt have the trouble with help that we have here. I have to pay our girl fifty dollars a month, and another twenty for the man who looks after the furnace and chops wood. Theyre all robbers. And if you kick they quit on you!

III

Jill endured Sandringham for ten days; and, looking back on that period of her life later, she wondered how she did it. The sense of desolation which had gripped her on the station platform increased rather than diminished as she grew accustomed to her surroundings. The east wind died away, and the sun shone fitfully with a suggestion of warmth, but her uncles bleakness appeared to be a static quality, independent of weather conditions. Her aunt, a faded woman, with a perpetual cold in the head, did nothing to promote cheerfulness. The rest of the household consisted of a gloomy child, Tibby, aged eight; a spaniel, probably a few years older, and an intermittent cat, who, when he did put in an appearance, was the life and soul of the party, but whose visits to his home were all too infrequent for Jill.

The picture which Mr. Mariner had formed in his mind of Jill as a wealthy young lady with a taste for house property continued as vivid as ever. It was his practice each morning to conduct her about the neighbourhood, introducing her to the various houses in which he had sunk most of the money he had made in business. Mr. Mariners life centred around Brookport real estate, and the embarrassed Jill was compelled to inspect sitting-rooms, bathrooms, kitchens, and masters bedrooms till the sound of a key turning in a lock gave her a feeling of nervous exhaustion. Most of her uncles houses were converted farm-houses, and, as one unfortunate purchaser had remarked, not so darned converted at that. The days she spent at Brookport remained in Jills memory as a smell of dampness and chill and closeness.

You want to buy, said Mr. Mariner every time he shut a front-door behind them. Not rent. Buy. Then, if you dont want to live here, you can always rent in the summer.

It seemed incredible to Jill that the summer would ever come. Winter held Brookport in its grip. For the first time in her life she was tasting real loneliness. She wandered over the snow-patched fields down to the frozen bay, and found the intense stillness, punctuated only by the occasional distant gunshot of some optimist trying for duck, oppressive rather than restful. She looked on the weird beauty of the ice-bound marshes which glittered red and green and blue in the sun with unseeing eyes; for her isolation was giving her time to think, and thought was a torment.

On the eighth day came a letter from Uncle Chris — a cheerful, even rollicking letter. Things were going well with Uncle Chris, it seemed. As was his habit, he did not enter into details, but he wrote in a spacious way of large things to be, of affairs that were coming out right, of prosperity in sight. As tangible evidence of success, he enclosed a present of twenty dollars for Jill to spend in the Brookport shops.

The letter arrived by the morning mail, and two hours later Mr. Mariner took Jill by one of his usual overland routes to see a house nearer the village than most of those which she had viewed. Mr. Mariner had exhausted the supply of cottages belonging to himself, and this one was the property of an acquaintance. There would be an agents fee for him in the deal, if it went through, and Mr. Mariner was not a man who despised money in small quantities.

There was a touch of hopefulness in his gloom this morning, like the first intimation of sunshine after a wet day. He had been thinking the thing over, and had come to the conclusion that Jills unresponsiveness when confronted with the houses she had already seen was due to the fact that she had loftier ideas than he had supposed. Something a little more magnificent than the twelve thousand dollar places he had shown her was what she desired. This house stood on a hill looking down on the bay, in several acres of ground. It had its private landing-stage and bath-house, its dairy, its sleeping-porches — everything, in fact, that a sensible girl could want. Mr. Mariner could not bring himself to suppose that he would fail again to-day.

Theyre asking a hundred and five thousand, he said, but I know theyd take a hundred thousand. And, if it was a question of cash down, they would go even lower. Its a fine house. You could entertain there. Mrs. Bruggenheim rented it last summer, and wanted to buy, but she wouldnt go above ninety thousand. If you want it, youd better make up your mind quick. A place like this is apt to be snapped up in a hurry.

Jill could endure it no longer.

But, you see, she said gently, all I have in the world is twenty dollars!

There was a painful pause. Mr. Mariner shot a swift glance at her in the hope of discovering that she had spoken humorously, but was compelled to decide that she had not.

Twenty dollars! he exclaimed.

Twenty dollars, said Jill.

But your father was a rich man. Mr. Mariners voice was high and plaintive. He made a fortune over here before he went to England.

Its all gone. I got nipped, said Jill, who was finding a certain amount of humour in the situation, in Amalgamated Dyes.

Amalgamated Dyes?

Theyre something, explained Jill, that people get nipped in.

Mr. Mariner digested this.

You speculated? he gasped.

Yes.

You shouldnt have been allowed to do it, said Mr. Mariner warmly. Major Selby, your uncle, ought to have known better than to allow you.

Yes, oughtnt he? said Jill demurely.

There was another silence, lasting for about a quarter of a mile.

Well, its a bad business, said Mr. Mariner.

Yes, said Jill. Ive felt that myself.



The result of this conversation was to effect a change in the atmosphere of Sandringham. The alteration in the demeanour of people of parsimonious habit, when they discover that the guest they are entertaining is a pauper and not, as they had supposed, an heiress, is subtle but well marked. In most cases, more well marked than subtle. Nothing was actually said, but there are thoughts that are almost as audible as words. A certain suspense seemed to creep into the air, as happens when a situation has been reached which is too poignant to last. Greek Tragedy affects the reader with the same sense of overhanging doom. Things, we feel, cannot go on as they are.

That night, after dinner, Mrs. Mariner asked Jill to read to her.

Print tries my eyes so, dear, said Mrs. Mariner.

It was a small thing, but it had the significance of that little cloud that arose out of the sea like a mans hand. Jill appreciated the portent. She was, she perceived, to make herself useful.

Of course I will, she said cordially. What would you like me to read?

She hated reading aloud. It always made her throat sore, and her eye skipped to the end of each page and took the interest out of it long before the proper time. But she proceeded bravely, for her conscience was troubling her. Her sympathy was divided equally between these unfortunate people who had been saddled with an undesired visitor and herself who had been placed in a position at which every independent nerve in her rebelled. Even as a child she had loathed being under obligations to strangers or those whom she did not love.

Thank you, dear, said Mrs. Mariner, when Jills voice had roughened to a weary croak. You read so well. She wrestled ineffectually with her handkerchief against the cold in the head from which she had always suffered. It would be nice if you would do it every night, dont you think? You have no idea how tired print makes my eyes.

On the following morning after breakfast, at the hour when she had hitherto gone house-hunting with Mr. Mariner, the child Tibby, of whom up till now she had seen little except at meals, presented himself to her, coated and shod for the open and regarding her with a dull and phlegmatic gaze.

Ma says will you please take me for a nice walk!

Jills heart sank. She loved children, but Tibby was not an ingratiating child. He was a Mr. Mariner in little. He had the family gloom. It puzzled Jill sometimes why this branch of the family should look on life with so jaundiced an eye. She remembered her father as a cheerful man, alive to the small humours of life.

All right, Tibby. Where shall we go?

Ma says we must keep on the roads and I mustnt slide.

Jill was thoughtful during the walk. Tibby, who was no conversationist, gave her every opportunity for meditation. She perceived that in the space of a few hours she had sunk in the social scale. If there was any difference between her position and that of a paid nurse and companion it lay in the fact that she was not paid. She looked about her at the grim countryside, gave a thought to the chill gloom of the house to which she was about to return, and her heart sank.

Nearing home, Tibby vouched his first independent observation.

The hired mans quit!

Has he?

Yep. Quit this morning.

It had begun to snow. They turned and made their way back to the house. The information she had received did not cause Jill any great apprehension. It was hardly likely that her new duties would include the stoking of the furnace. That and cooking appeared to be the only acts about the house which were outside her present sphere of usefulness.

He killed a rat once in the wood-shed with an axe, said Tibby chattily. Yessir! Chopped it right in half, and it bled!

Look at the pretty snow falling on the trees, said Jill faintly.

At breakfast next morning, Mrs. Mariner having sneezed, made a suggestion.

Tibby, darling, wouldnt it be nice if you and cousin Jill played a game of pretending you were pioneers in the Far West?

Whats a pioneer? enquired Tibby, pausing in the middle of an act of violence on a plate of oatmeal.

The pioneers were the early settlers in this country, dear. You have read about them in your history book. They endured a great many hardships, for life was very rough for them, with no railroads or anything. I think it would be a nice game to play this morning.

Tibby looked at Jill. There was doubt in his eye. Jill returned his gaze sympathetically. One thought was in both their minds.

There is a string to this! said Tibbys eye.

Mrs. Mariner sneezed again.

You would have lots of fun, she said.

Whatud we do? asked Tibby cautiously. He had been had this way before. Only last summer, on his mothers suggestion that he should pretend he was a shipwrecked sailor on a desert island, he had perspired through a whole afternoon cutting the grass in front of the house to make a shipwrecked sailors simple bed.

I know, said Jill. Well pretend were pioneers stormbound in their log cabin in the woods, and the wolves are howling outside, and they darent go out, so they make a lovely big fire and sit in front of it and read.

And eat candy, suggested Tibby, warming to the idea.

And eat candy, agreed Jill.

Mrs. Mariner frowned.

I was going to suggest, she said frostily, that you shovelled the snow away from the front steps!

Splendid! said Jill. Oh, but I forgot. I want to go to the village first.

There will be plenty of time to do it when you get back.

All right. Ill do it when I get back.

It was a quarter of an hours walk to the village. Jill stopped at the post-office.

Could you tell me, she asked, when the next train is to New York?

Theres one at ten-ten, said the woman behind the window. Youll have to hurry.

Ill hurry! said Jill.


CHAPTER VIII

THE DRY-SALTERS WING DEREK
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I

Doctors, laying down the law in their usual confident way, tell us that the vitality of the human body is at its lowest at two oclock in the morning: and that it is then, as a consequence, that the mind is least able to contemplate the present with equanimity, the future with fortitude, and the past without regret. Every thinking man, however, knows that this is not so. The true zero hour, desolate, gloom-ridden, and spectre-haunted, occurs immediately before dinner while we are waiting for that cocktail. It is then that, stripped for a brief moment of our armour of complacency and self-esteem, we see ourselves as we are — frightful chumps in a world where nothing goes right; a grey world in which, hoping to click, we merely get the raspberry; where, animated by the best intentions, we nevertheless succeed in perpetrating the scaliest bloomers and landing our loved ones neck-deep in the gumbo.

So reflected Freddie Rooke, that priceless old bean, sitting disconsolately in an arm-chair at the Drones Club about two weeks after Jills departure from England, waiting for his friend Algy Martyn to trickle in and give him dinner.

Surveying Freddie, as he droops on his spine in the yielding leather, one is conscious of ones limitations as a writer. Gloom like his calls for the pen of a master. Zola could have tackled it nicely. Gorky might have made a stab at it. Dostoevsky would have handled it with relish. But for oneself the thing is too vast. One cannot wangle it. It intimidates. It would have been bad enough in any case, for Algy Martyn was late as usual and it always gave Freddie the pip to have to wait for dinner: but what made it worse was the fact that the Drones was not one of Freddies clubs and so, until the blighter Algy arrived, it was impossible for him to get his cocktail. There he sat, surrounded by happy, laughing young men, each grasping a glass of the good old mixture-as-before, absolutely unable to connect. Some of them, casual acquaintances, had nodded to him, waved, and gone on lowering the juice, — a spectacle which made Freddie feel much as the wounded soldier would have felt if Sir Philip Sidney, instead of offering him the cup of water, had placed it to his own lips and drained it with a careless Cheerio! No wonder Freddie experienced the sort of abysmal soul-sadness which afflicts one of Tolstois Russian peasants when, after putting in a heavy days work strangling his father, beating his wife, and dropping the baby into the city reservoir, he turns to the cupboard, only to find the vodka-bottle empty.

Freddie gave himself up to despondency: and, as always in these days when he was mournful, he thought of Jill. Jills sad case was a continual source of mental anguish to him. From the first he had blamed himself for the breaking-off of her engagement with Derek. If he had not sent the message to Derek from the police-station, the latter would never have known about their arrest, and all would have been well. And now, a few days ago, had come the news of her financial disaster, with its attendant complications.

It had descended on Freddie like a thunderbolt through the medium of Ronny Devereux.

I say, Ronny had said, have you heard the latest? Your pal, Underhill, has broken off his engagement with Jill Mariner.

I know; rather rotten, what!

Rotten? I should say so! It isnt done. I mean to say, chap cant chuck a girl just because shes lost her money. Simply isnt on the board, old man!

Lost her money? What do you mean?

Ronny was surprised. Hadnt Freddie heard? Yes, absolute fact. He had it from the best authority. Didnt know how it had happened and all that, but Jill Mariner had gone completely bust; Underhill had given her the miss-in-baulk; and the poor girl had legged it, no one knew where. Oh, Freddie had met her and she had told him she was going to America? Well, then, legged it to America. But the point was that the swine Underhill had handed her the mitten just because she was broke, and that was what Ronny thought so bally rotten. Broker a girl is, Ronny meant to say, more a fellow should stick to her.

But— Freddie rushed to his heros defence. But it wasnt that at all. Something quite different. I mean, Derek didnt even know Jill had lost her money. He broke the engagement because.... Freddie stopped short. He didnt want everybody to know of that rotten arrest business, as they infallibly would if he confided in Ronny Devereux. Sort of thing he would never hear the last of. He broke it off because of something quite different.

Oh, yes! said Ronny sceptically.

But he did, really!

Ronny shook his head.

Dont you believe it, old son. Dont you believe it. Stands to reason it must have been because the poor girl was broke. You wouldnt have done it and I wouldnt have done it, but Underhill did, and thats all there is to it. I mean, a ticks a tick, and theres nothing more to say. Well, I know hes been a pal of yours, Freddie, but, next time I meet him, by Jove, Ill cut him dead. Only I dont know him to speak to, dash it! concluded Ronny regretfully.

Ronnys news had upset Freddie. Derek had returned to the Albany a couple of days ago, moody and silent. They had lunched together at the Bachelors, and Freddie had been pained at the attitude of his fellow-clubmen. Usually, when he lunched at the Bachelors, his table became a sort of social centre. Cheery birds would roll up to pass the time of day, and festive old eggs would toddle over to have coffee and so forth, and all that sort of thing. Jolly! On this occasion nobody had rolled, and all the eggs present had taken their coffee elsewhere. There was an uncomfortable chill in the atmosphere of which Freddie had been acutely conscious, though Derek had not appeared to notice it. The thing had only come home to Derek yesterday at the Albany, when the painful episode of Wally Mason had occurred. It was this way....

Hullo, Freddie, old top! Sorry to have kept you waiting.

Freddie looked up from his broken meditations, to find that his host had arrived.

Hullo!

A quick bracer, said Algy Martyn, and then the jolly old food-stuffs. Its pretty late, I see. Didnt notice how time was slipping.

Over the soup, Freddie was still a prey to gloom. For once the healing gin-and-vermouth had failed to do its noble work. He sipped sombrely, so sombrely as to cause comment from his host.

Pipped? enquired Algy solicitously.

Pretty pipped, admitted Freddie.

Backed a loser?

No.

Something wrong with the old tum?

No.... Worried.

Worried?

About Derek.

Derek? Whos...? Oh, you mean Underhill?

Yes.

Algy Martyn chased an elusive piece of carrot about his soup plate, watching it interestedly as it slid coyly from the spoon.

Oh? he said, with sudden coolness. What about him?

Freddie was too absorbed in his subject to notice the change in his friends tone.

A dashed unpleasant thing, he said, happened yesterday morning at my place. I was just thinking about going out to lunch, when the door-bell rang and Barker said a chappie of the name of Mason would like to see me. I didnt remember any Mason, but Barker said the chappie said he knew me when I was a kid. So he loosed him into the room, and it turned out to be a fellow I used to know years ago down in Worcestershire. I didnt know him from Adam at first, but gradually the old bean got to work, and I placed him. Wally Mason his name was. Rummily enough, he had spoken to me at the Leicester that night when the fire was, but not being able to place him, I had given him the miss somewhat. You know how it is. Cove youve never been introduced to says something to you in a theatre, and you murmur something and sheer off. What?

Absolutely, agreed Algy Martyn. He thoroughly approved of Freddies code of etiquette. Sheer off. Only thing to do.

Well, anyhow, now that he had turned up again and told me who he was, I began to remember. We had been kids together, dont you know. (Whats this? Salmon? Oh, right ho.) So I buzzed about and did the jovial host, you know; gave him a drink and a toofer, and all that sort of thing; and talked about the dear old days and what not. And so forth, if you follow me. Then he brought the conversation round to Jill. Of course he knew Jill at the same time when he knew me, down in Worcestershire, you see. We were all pretty pally in those days, if you see what I mean. Well, this man Mason, it seems, had heard somewhere about Jill losing her money, and he wanted to know if it was true. I said absolutely. Hadnt heard any details, but Ronny had told me, and Ronny had had it from some one who had stable information and all that sort of thing. Dashed shame, isnt it? I said. Shes gone to America, you know. I didnt know, he said. I understood she was going to be married quite soon. Well, of course, I told him that that was off. He didnt say anything for a bit, then he said Off? I said Off. Did she break it off? asked the chappie. Well, no, I said. As a matter of fact Derek broke it off. He said Oh! (What? Oh yes, a bit of pheasant will be fine.) Where was I? Oh, yes. He said Oh! Now, before this, I ought to tell you, this chappie Mason had asked me to come out and have a bit of lunch. I had told him I was lunching with Derek, and he said Right ho, or words to that effect, Bring him along. Derek had been out for a stroll, you see, and we were waiting for him to come in. Well, just at this point or juncture, if you know what I mean, in he came, and I said Oh, what ho! and introduced Wally Mason. Oh, do you know Underhill? I said, or something like that. You know the sort of thing. And then....

Freddie broke off and drained his glass. The recollection of that painful moment had made him feverish. Social difficulties always did.

Then what? enquired Algy Martyn.

Well, it was pretty rotten. Derek held out his hand, as a chappie naturally would, being introduced to a strange chappie, and Wally Mason, giving it an absolute miss, went on talking to me just as if we were alone, you know. Look here. Here was I, where this knife is. Derek over here — this fork — with his hand out. Mason here — this bit of bread. Mason looks at his watch, and says Im sorry, Freddie, but I find Ive an engagement for lunch. So long! and biffed out, without apparently knowing that Derek was on the earth. I mean.... Freddie reached for his glass. What I mean is, it was dashed embarrassing. I mean, cutting a fellow dead in my rooms. I dont know when Ive felt so rotten!

Algy Martyn delivered judgment with great firmness.

Chappie was perfectly right!

No, but I mean....

Absolutely correct-o, insisted Algy sternly. Underhill cant dash about all over the place giving the girl hes engaged to the mitten because shes broke, and expect no notice to be taken of it. If you want to know what I think, old man, your pal Underhill — I cant imagine what the deuce you see in him, but, school together and so forth, makes a difference, I suppose — I say, if you want to know what I think, Freddie, the blighter Underhill would be well advised either to leg it after Jill and get her to marry him or else lie low for a goodish while till people have forgotten the thing. I mean to say, fellows like Ronny and I and Dick Wimpole and Archie Studd and the rest of our lot — well, we all knew Jill and thought she was a topper and had danced with her here and there and seen her about and all that, and naturally we feel pretty strongly about the whole dashed business. Underhill isnt in our particular set, but we all know most of the people he knows, and we talk about this business, and the thing gets about, and there you are! My sister, who was a great pal of Jills, swears that all the girls she knows mean to cut Underhill. I tell you, Freddie, Londons going to get pretty hot for him if he doesnt do something dashed quick and with great rapidity!

But you havent got the story right, old thing!

How not?

Well, I mean you think and Ronny thinks and all the rest of you think that Derek broke off the engagement because of the money. It wasnt that at all.

What was it, then?

Well.... Well, look here, it makes me seem a fearful ass and all that, but Id better tell you. Jill and I were going down one of those streets near Victoria and a blighter was trying to slay a parrot....

Parrot-shootings pretty good in those parts, they tell me, interjected Algy satirically.

Dont interrupt, old man. This parrot had got out of one of the houses, and a fellow was jabbing at it with a stick, and Jill — you know what shes like; impulsive, I mean, and all that — Jill got hold of the stick and biffed him with some vim, and a policeman rolled up and the fellow made a fuss and the policeman took Jill and me off to chokey. Well, like an ass, I sent round to Derek to bail us out, and thats how he heard of the thing. Apparently he didnt think a lot of it, and the result was that he broke off the engagement.

Algy Martyn had listened to this recital with growing amazement.

He broke it off because of that?

Yes.

What absolute rot! said Algy Martyn. I dont believe a word of it!

I say, old man!

I dont believe a word of it, repeated Algy firmly.

And nobody else will either. Its dashed good of you, Freddie, to cook up a yarn like that to try and make things look better for the blighter, but it wont work. Such a damn silly story, too! said Algy with some indignation.

But its true!

Whats the use, Freddie, between old pals? said Algy protestingly. You know perfectly well that Underhills a worm of the most pronounced order, and that, when he found out that Jill hadnt any money, he chucked her.

But why should Derek care whether Jill was well off or not? Hes got enough money of his own.

Nobody, said Algy judicially, has got enough money of his own. Underhill thought he was marrying a girl with a sizable chunk of the ready, and, when the fuse blew out, he decided it wasnt good enough. For Heavens sake dont lets talk any more about the blighter. It gives me a pain to think of him.

II

Freddie returned to the Albany in a state of gloom and uneasiness. Algys remarks, coming on top of the Wally Mason episode, had shaken him. The London in which he and Derek moved and had their being is nothing but a village, and it was evident that village gossip was hostile to Derek. People were talking about him. Local opinion had decided that he had behaved badly. Already one man had cut him. Freddie blenched at a sudden vision of streetfuls of men, long Piccadillys of men, all cutting him, one after the other. Something had got to be done.

The subject was not an easy one to broach to his somewhat forbidding friend, as he discovered when the latter arrived about half an hour later. Derek had been attending the semi-annual banquet of the Worshipful Dry-Salters Company down in the City, understudying one of the speakers, a leading member of Parliament, who had been unable to appear; and he was still in the grip of that feeling of degraded repletion which City dinners induce.

Yet, unfavourably disposed as, judging by his silence and the occasional moody grunts he uttered, he appeared to be to a discussion of his private affairs, it seemed to Freddie impossible that the night should be allowed to pass without some word spoken on the subject. He thought of Ronny and what Ronny had said, of Algy and what Algy had said, of Wally Mason and how Wally had behaved in this very room; and he nerved himself to the task.

Derek, old top.

A grunt.

I say, Derek, old bean.

Derek roused himself, and looked gloomily across the room to where he stood, warming his legs at the blaze.

Well?

Freddie found a difficulty in selecting words. A ticklish business, this. One that might well have disconcerted a diplomat. Freddie was no diplomat, and the fact enabled him to find a way in the present crisis. Equipped by nature with an amiable tactlessness and a happy gift of blundering, he charged straight at the main point, and landed on it like a circus elephant alighting on a bottle.

I say, you know, about Jill!

He stooped to rub the backs of his legs, on which the fire was playing with a little too fierce a glow, and missed his companions start and the sudden thickening of his bushy eyebrows.

Well? said Derek again.

Freddie nerved himself to proceed. A thought flashed across his mind that Derek was looking exactly like Lady Underhill. It was the first time he had seen the family resemblance quite so marked.

Ronny Devereux was saying.... faltered Freddie.

Damn Ronny Devereux!

Oh, absolutely! But....

Ronny Devereux! Who the devil is Ronny Devereux?

Why, old man, youve heard me speak of him, havent you? Pal of mine. He came down to the station with Algy and me to meet your mater that morning.

Oh, that fellow? And he has been saying something about...?

It isnt only Ronny, you know, Freddie hastened to interject. Algy Martyns talking about it, too. And lots of other fellows. And Algys sister and a lot of peoples Theyre all saying....

What are they saying?

Freddie bent down and chafed the back of his legs. He simply couldnt look at Derek while he had that Lady Underhill expression on the old map. Rummy he had never noticed before how extraordinarily like his mother he was. Freddie was conscious of a faint sense of grievance. He could not have put it into words, but what he felt was that a fellow had no right to go about looking like Lady Underhill.

What are they saying? repeated Derek grimly.

Well.... Freddie hesitated. That its a bit tough.... On Jill, you know.

They think I behaved badly?

Well.... Oh, well, you know!

Derek smiled a ghastly smile. This was not wholly due to mental disturbance. The dull heaviness which was the legacy of the Dry-Salters dinner had begun to change to something more actively unpleasant. A sub-motive of sharp pain had begun to run through it, flashing in and out like lightning through a thunder-cloud. He felt sullen and vicious.

I wonder, he said with savage politeness, if, when you chat with your friends, you would mind choosing some other topic than my private affairs.

Sorry, old man. But they started it, you know.

And, if you feel youve got to discuss me, kindly keep it to yourself. Dont come and tell me what your damned friends said to each other and to you and what you said to them, because it bores me. Im not interested. I dont value their opinions as much as you seem to. Derek paused, to battle in silence with the imperious agony within him. It was good of you to put me up here, he went on, but I think I wont trespass on your hospitality any longer. Perhaps youll ask Barker to pack my things to-morrow. Derek moved, as majestically as an ex-guest of the Worshipful Company of Dry-Salters may, in the direction of the door. I shall go to the Savoy.

Oh, I say, old man! No need to do that.

Good night.

But, I say....

And you can tell your friend Devereux that, if he doesnt stop poking his nose into my private business, Ill pull it off.

Well, said Freddie doubtfully, of course I dont suppose you know, but.... Ronnys a pretty hefty bird. He boxed for Cambridge in the light-weights the last year he was up, you know. He....

Derek slammed the door. Freddie was alone. He stood rubbing his legs for some minutes, a rueful expression on his usually cheerful face. Freddie hated rows. He liked everything to jog along smoothly. What a rotten place the world was these days! Just one thing after another. First, poor old Jill takes the knock and disappears. He would miss her badly. What a good sort! What a pal! And now — gone. Biffed off. Next, Derek. Together, more or less, ever since Winchester, and now — bing!...

Freddie heaved a sigh, and reached out for the Sporting Times, his never-failing comfort in times of depression. He lit another cigar and curled up in one of the arm-chairs. He was feeling tired. He had been playing squash all the afternoon, a game at which he was exceedingly expert and to which he was much addicted.

Time passed. The paper slipped to the floor. A cold cigar followed it. From the depths of the chair came a faint snore....



A hand on his shoulder brought Freddie with a jerk from troubled dreams. Derek was standing beside him. A bent, tousled Derek, apparently in pain.

Freddie!

Hullo!

A spasm twisted Dereks face.

Have you got any pepsin?

Derek uttered a groan. What a mocker of our petty human dignity is this dyspepsia, bringing low the haughtiest of us, less than love itself a respecter of persons. This was a different Derek from the man who had stalked stiffly from the room two hours before. His pride had been humbled upon the rack.

Pepsin?

Yes. Ive got the most damned attack of indigestion.

The mists of sleep rolled away from Freddie. He was awake again, and became immediately helpful. These were the occasions when the Last of the Rookes was a good man to have at your side. It was Freddie who suggested that Derek should recline in the arm-chair which he had vacated; Freddie who nipped round the corner to the all-night chemists and returned with a magic bottle guaranteed to relieve an ostrich after a surfeit of tenpenny nails; Freddie who mixed and administered the dose.

His ministrations were rewarded. Presently the agony seemed to pass. Derek recovered.

One would say that Derek became himself again, but that the mood of gentle remorse which came upon him as he lay in the arm-chair was one so foreign to his nature. Freddie had never seen him so subdued. He was like a convalescent child. Between them, the all-night chemist and the Dry. Salters seemed to have wrought a sort of miracle. These temporary softenings of personality frequently follow City dinners. The time to catch your Dry-Salter in angelic mood is the day after the semi-annual banquet. Go to him then and he will give you his watch and chain.

Freddie, said Derek.

They were sitting over the dying fire. The clock on the mantelpiece, beside which Jills photograph had stood pointed to ten minutes past two. Derek spoke in a low, soft voice. Perhaps the doctors are right after all, and two oclock is the hour at which our self-esteem deserts us, leaving in its place regret for past sins, good resolutions for future behaviour.

What do Martyn and the others say about ... you know?

Freddie hesitated. Pity to start all that again.

Oh, I know, went on Derek. They say I behaved like a cad.

Oh, well....

They are quite right. I did.

Oh, I shouldnt say that, you know. Faults on both sides and all that sort of rot.

I did! Derek stared into the fire. Scattered all over London at that moment, probably a hundred Worshipful Dry-Salters were equally sleepless and subdued, looking wide-eyed into black pasts. Is it true she has gone to America, Freddie?

She told me she was going.

What a fool Ive been!

The clock ticked on through the silence. The fire sputtered faintly, then gave a little wheeze, like a very old man. Derek rested his chin on his hands, gazing into the ashes.

I wish to God I could go over there and find her.

Why dont you?

How can I? There may be an election coming on at any moment. I cant stir.

Freddie leaped from his seat. The suddenness of the action sent a red-hot corkscrew of pain through Dereks head.

What the devils the matter? he demanded irritably. Even the gentle mood which comes with convalescence after a City dinner is not guaranteed to endure against this sort of thing.

Ive got an idea, old bean!

Well, theres no need to dance, is there?

Ive nothing to keep me here, you know. Whats the matter with my popping over to America and finding Jill? Freddie tramped the floor, aglow. Each beat of his foot jarred Derek, but he made no complaint.

Could you? he asked eagerly.

Of course I could. I was saying only the other day that I had half a mind to buzz over. Its a wheeze! Ill get on the next boat and charge over in the capacity of a jolly old ambassador. Have her back in no time. Leave it to me, old thing! This is where I come out strong!


CHAPTER IX

JILL IN SEARCH OF AN UNCLE
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I

New York welcomed Jill, as she came out of the Pennsylvania Station in Seventh Avenue, with a whirl of powdered snow that touched her cheek like a kiss, the cold, bracing kiss one would expect from this vivid city. She stood at the station entrance, a tiny figure beside the huge pillars, looking round her with eager eyes. A wind was whipping down the avenue. The sky was a clear, brilliant tint of the brightest blue. Energy was in the air, and hopefulness. She wondered if Mr. Elmer Mariner ever came to New York. It was hard to see how even his gloom would contrive to remain unaffected by the exhilaration of the place.

She took Uncle Chris letter from her bag. He had written from an address on East Fifty-seventh Street. There would be just time to catch him before he went out to lunch. She hailed a taxi-cab which was coming out of the station.

It was a slow ride, halted repeatedly by congestion of the traffic, but a short one for Jill. She was surprised at herself, a Londoner of long standing, for feeling so provincial and being so impressed. But London was far away. It belonged to a life that seemed years ago and a world from which she had parted for ever. Moreover, this was undeniably a stupendous city through which her taxi-cab was carrying her. At Times Square the stream of the traffic plunged into a whirlpool, swinging out of Broadway to meet the rapids which poured in from east, west, and north. On Fifth Avenue all the motor-cars in the world were gathered together. On the pavements, pedestrians, muffled against the nipping chill of the crisp air, hurried to and fro. And, above, that sapphire sky spread a rich velvet curtain which made the tops of the buildings stand out like the white minarets of some eastern city of romance.

The cab drew up in front of a stone apartment house; and Jill, getting out, passed under an awning through a sort of mediæval courtyard, gay with potted shrubs, to an inner door. She was impressed. Evidently the tales one heard of fortunes accumulated overnight in this magic city were true, and one of them must have fallen to the lot of Uncle Chris. For nobody to whom money was a concern could possibly afford to live in a place like this. If Croesus and the Count of Monte Cristo had applied for lodging there, the authorities would probably have looked on them a little doubtfully at first and hinted at the desirability of a months rent in advance.

In a glass case behind the inner door, reading a newspaper and chewing gum, sat a dignified old man in the rich uniform of a general in the Guatemalan army. He was a brilliant spectacle. He wore no jewellery, but this, no doubt, was due to a private distaste for display. As there was no one else of humbler rank at hand from whom Jill could solicit an introduction and the privilege of an audience, she took the bold step of addressing him directly.

I want to see Major Selby, please.

The Guatemalan general arrested for a moment the rhythmic action of his jaws, lowered his paper and looked at her with raised eyebrows. At first Jill thought that he was registering haughty contempt, then she saw what she had taken for scorn was surprise.

Major Selby?

Major Selby.

No Major Selby living here.

Major Christopher Selby.

Not here, said the associate of ambassadors and the pampered pet of Guatemalas proudest beauties. Never heard of him in my life!

II

Jill had read works of fiction in which at certain crises everything had seemed to swim in front of the heroines eyes, but never till this moment had she experienced that remarkable sensation herself. The Saviour of Guatemala did not actually swim, perhaps, but he certainly flickered. She had to blink to restore his prismatic outlines to their proper sharpness. Already the bustle and noise of New York had begun to induce in her that dizzy condition of unreality which one feels in dreams, and this extraordinary statement added the finishing touch.

Perhaps the fact that she had said please to him when she opened the conversation touched the heart of the hero of a thousand revolutions. Dignified and beautiful as he was to the eye of the stranger, it is unpleasant to have to record that he lived in a world which rather neglected the minor courtesies of speech. People did not often say please to him. Here! Hi! and Gosh darn you! yes; but seldom please. He seemed to approve of Jill, for he shifted his chewing-gum to a position which facilitated speech, and began to be helpful.

What was the name again?

Selby.

Howja spell it?

S-e-l-b-y.

S-e-l-b-y. Oh, Selby?

Yes, Selby.

What was the first name?

Christopher.

Christopher?

Yes, Christopher.

Christopher Selby? No one of that name living here.

But there must be.

The veteran shook his head with an indulgent smile.

You want Mr. Sipperley, he said tolerantly. In Guatemala these mistakes are always happening. Mr. George Sipperley. Hes on the fourth floor. What name shall I say?

He had almost reached the telephone when Jill stopped him. This is an age of just-as-good substitutes, but she refused to accept any unknown Sipperley as a satisfactory alternative for Uncle Chris.

I dont want Mr. Sipperley. I want Major Selby.

Howja spell it once more?

S-e-l-b-y.

S-e-l-b-y. No one of that name living here. Mr. Sipperley— he spoke in a wheedling voice, as if determined, in spite of herself, to make Jill see what was in her best interests— Mr. Sipperleys on the fourth floor. Gentleman in the real estate business, he added insinuatingly. Hes got blond hair and a Boston bull-dog.

He may be all you say, and he may have a dozen bull-dogs....

Only one. Jack his name is.

... But he isnt the right man. Its absurd. Major Selby wrote to me from this address. This is Eighteen East Fifty-seventh Street?

This is Eighteen East Fifty-seventh Street, conceded the other cautiously.

Ive got his letter here. She opened her bag, and gave an exclamation of dismay. Its gone!

Mr. Sipperley used to have a friend staying with him last Fall. A Mr. Robertson. Dark-complexioned man with a moustache.

I took it out to look at the address, and I was sure I put it back. I must have dropped it.

Theres a Mr. Rainsby on the seventh floor. Hes a broker down on Wall Street. Short man with an impediment in his speech.

Jill snapped the clasp of her bag.

Never mind, she said. I must have made a mistake. I was quite sure that this was the address, but it evidently isnt. Thank you so much. Im so sorry to have bothered you.

She walked away, leaving the Terror of Paraguay and all points west speechless: for people who said Thank you so much to him were even rarer than those who said please. He followed her with an affectionate eye till she was out of sight, then, restoring his chewing-gum to circulation, returned to the perusal of his paper. A momentary suggestion presented itself to his mind that what Jill had really wanted was Mr. Willoughby on the eighth floor, but it was too late to say so now; and soon, becoming absorbed in the narrative of a spirited householder in Kansas who had run amuck with a hatchet and slain six, he dismissed the matter from his mind.

III

Jill walked back to Fifth Avenue, crossed it, and made her way thoughtfully along the breezy street which, flanked on one side by the Park and on the other by the green-roofed Plaza Hotel and the apartment houses of the wealthy, ends in the humbler and more democratic spaces of Columbus Circle. She perceived that she was in that position, familiar to melodrama, of being alone in a great city. The reflection brought with it a certain discomfort. The bag that dangled from her wrist contained all the money she had in the world, the very broken remains of the twenty dollars which Uncle Chris had sent her at Brookport. She had nowhere to go, nowhere to sleep, and no immediately obvious means of adding to her capital. It was a situation which she had not foreseen when she set out to walk to Brookport station.

She pondered over the mystery of Uncle Chris disappearance, and found no solution. The thing was inexplicable. She was as sure of the address he had given in his letter as she was of anything in the world. Yet at that address nothing had been heard of him. His name was not even known. These were deeper waters than Jill was able to fathom.

She walked on aimlessly. Presently she came to Columbus Circle, and, crossing Broadway at the point where that street breaks out into an eruption of automobile shops, found herself, suddenly hungry, opposite a restaurant whose entire front was a sheet of plate glass. On the other side of this glass, at marble-topped tables, apparently careless of their total lack of privacy, sat the impecunious, lunching, their every mouthful a spectacle for the passer-by. It reminded Jill of looking at fishes in an aquarium. In the centre of the window, gazing out in a distrait manner over piles of apples and grape-fruit, a white-robed ministrant at a stove juggled ceaselessly with buckwheat cakes. He struck the final note in the candidness of the establishment, a priest whose ritual contained no mysteries. Spectators with sufficient time on their hands to permit them to stand and watch were enabled to witness a New York midday meal in every stage of its career, from its protoplasmic beginnings as a stream of yellowish-white liquid poured on top of the stove to its ultimate Nirvana in the interior of the luncher in the form of an appetising cake. It was a spectacle which no hungry girl could resist. Jill went in, and, as she made her way among the tables, a voice spoke her name.

Miss Mariner!

Jill jumped, and thought for a moment that the thing must have been an hallucination. It was impossible that anybody in the place should have called her name. Except for Uncle Chris, wherever he might be, she knew no one in New York. Then the voice spoke again, competing valiantly with a clatter of crockery so uproarious as to be more like something solid than a mere sound.

I couldnt believe it was you!

A girl in blue had risen from the nearest table, and was staring at her in astonishment. Jill recognized her instantly. Those big, pathetic eyes, like a lost childs, were unmistakable. It was the parrot girl, the girl whom she and Freddie Rooke had found in the drawing-room at Ovingdon Square that afternoon when the foundations of the world had given way and chaos had begun.

Good gracious! cried Jill. I thought you were in London!

That feeling of emptiness and panic, the result of her interview with the Guatemalan general at the apartment house, vanished magically. She sat down at this unexpected friends table with a light heart.

Whatever are you doing in New York? asked the girl. I never knew you meant to come over.

It was a little sudden. Still, here I am. And Im starving. What are those things youre eating?

Buckwheat cakes.

Oh, yes. I remember Uncle Chris talking about them on the boat. Ill have some.

But when did you come over?

I landed about ten days ago. Ive been down at a place called Brookport on Long Island. How funny running into you like this!

I was surprised that you remembered me.

Ive forgotten your name, admitted Jill frankly. But thats nothing. I always forget names.

My names Nelly Bryant.

Of course. And youre on the stage, arent you?

Yes. Ive just got work with Goble and Cohn.... Hullo, Phil!

A young man with a lithe figure and smooth black hair brushed straight back from his forehead had paused at the table on his way to the cashiers desk.

Hello, Nelly.

I didnt know you lunched here.

Dont often. Been rehearsing with Joe up at the Century Roof, and had a quarter of an hour to get a bite. Can I sit down?

Sure. This is my friend, Miss Mariner.

The young man shook hands with Jill, flashing an approving glance at her out of his dark, restless eyes.

Pleased to meet you.

This is Phil Brown, said Nelly. He plays the straight for Joe Widgeon. Theyre the best jazz-and-hokum team on the Keith Circuit.

Oh, hush! said Mr. Brown modestly. You always were a great little booster, Nelly.

Well, you know you are! Werent you held over at the Palace last time? Well, then!

Thats true, admitted the young man. Maybe we didnt gool em, eh? Stop me on the street and ask me! Only eighteen bows second house Saturday!

Jill was listening, fascinated.

I cant understand a word, she said. Its like another language.

Youre from the other side, arent you? asked Mr. Brown.

She only landed a week ago, said Nelly.

I thought so from the accent, said Mr. Brown. So our talk sort of goes over the top, does it? Well, youll learn American soon, if you stick around.

Ive learned some already, said Jill. The relief of meeting Nelly had made her feel very happy. She liked this smooth-haired young man. A man on the train this morning said to me, Would you care for the morning paper, sister? I said, No, thanks, brother, I want to look out of the window and think!

You meet a lot of fresh guys on trains, commented Mr. Brown austerely. You want to give em the cold-storage eye. He turned to Nelly. Did you go down to Ike, as I told you?

Yes.

Did you cop?

Yes. I never felt so happy in my life. Id waited over an hour on that landing of theirs, and then Johnny Miller came along, and I yelled in his ear that I was after work, and he told me it would be all right. Hes awfully good to girls whove worked in shows for him before. If it hadnt been for him I might have been waiting there still.

Who, enquired Jill, anxious to be abreast of the conversation, is Ike?

Mr. Goble. Where Ive just got work. Goble and Cohn, you know.

I never heard of them!

The young man extended his hand.

Put it there! he said. They never heard of me! At least, the fellow I saw when I went down to the office hadnt! Can you beat it!

Oh, did you go down there, too? asked Nelly.

Sure. Joe wanted to get in another show on Broadway. Hed sort of got tired of vodevil. Say, I dont want to scare you, Nelly, but, if you ask me, that show theyre putting out down there is a citron! I dont think Ikes got a cent of his own money in it. My belief is that hes running it for a lot of amateurs. Why, say, listen! Joe and I blow in there to see if theres anything for us, and theres a tall guy in tortoise-shell cheaters sitting in Ikes office. Said he was the author and was engaging the principals. We told him who we were, and it didnt make any hit with him at all. He said he had never heard of us. And, when we explained, he said no, there wasnt going to be any of our sort of work in the show. Said he was making an effort to give the public something rather better than the usual sort of thing. No specialities required. He said it was an effort to restore the Gilbert and Sullivan tradition. Say, who are these Gilbert and Sullivan guys, anyway? They get written up in the papers all the time and I never met any one whod run across them. If you want my opinion, that show down there is a comic opera!

For heavens sake! Nelly had the musical comedy performers horror of the older-established form of entertainment. Why, comic opera died in the year one!

Well, these guys are going to dig it up. Thats the way it looks to me. He lowered his voice. Say, I saw Clarice last night, he said in a confidential undertone. Its all right.

It is?

Weve made it up. It was like this....

His conversation took an intimate turn. He expounded for Nellys benefit the inner history, with all its ramifications, of a recent unfortunate rift between himself and the best little girl in Flatbush — what he had said, what she had said, what her sister had said, and how it all came right in the end. Jill might have felt a little excluded, but for the fact that a sudden and exciting idea had come to her. She sat back, thinking.... After all, what else was she to do? She must do something....

She bent forward and interrupted Mr. Brown in his description of a brisk passage of arms between himself and the best little girls sister, who seemed to be an unpleasant sort of person in every way.

Mr. Brown.

Hello?

Do you think there would be any chance for me if I asked for work at Goble and Cohns?

Youre joking! cried Nelly.

Im not at all.

But what do you want with work?

Ive got to find some. And right away, too.

I dont understand.

Jill hesitated. She disliked discussing her private affairs, but there was obviously no way of avoiding it. Nelly was round-eyed and mystified, and Mr. Brown had manifestly no intention whatever of withdrawing tactfully. He wanted to hear all.

Ive lost my money, said Jill.

Lost your money! Do you mean...?

Ive lost it all. Every penny I had in the world.

Tough! interpolated Mr. Brown judicially. I was broke once way out in a tank-town in Oklahoma. The manager skipped with our salaries. Last we saw of him he was doing the trip to Canada in nothing flat.

But how? gasped Nelly.

It happened about the time we met in London. Do you remember Freddie Rooke, who was at our house that afternoon?

A dreamy look came into Nellys eyes. There had not been an hour since their parting when she had not thought of that immaculate sportsman. It would have amazed Freddie, could he have known, but to Nelly Bryant he was the one perfect man in an imperfect world.

Do I! she sighed ecstatically.

Mr. Brown shot a keen glance at her.

Aha! he cried facetiously. Who is he, Nelly? Who is this blue-eyed boy?

If you want to know, said Nelly, defiance in her tone, hes the fellow who gave me fifty pounds, with no strings tied to it — get that! — when I was broke in London! If it hadnt been for him, Id be there still.

Did he? cried Jill. Freddie!

Yes. Oh, Gee! Nelly sighed once more. I suppose Ill never see him again in this world.

Introduce me to him, if you do, said Mr. Brown. He sounds just the sort of little pal Id like to have!

You remember hearing Freddie say something about losing money in a slump on the Stock Exchange, proceeded Jill. Well, that was how I lost mine. Its a long story, and its not worth talking about, but thats how things stand, and Ive got to find work of some sort, and it looks to me as if I should have a better chance of finding it on the stage than anywhere else.

Im terribly sorry.

Oh, its all right. How much would these people Goble and Cohn give me if I got an engagement?

Only forty a week.

Forty dollars a week! Its wealth! Where are they?

Over at the Gotham Theatre in Forty-second Street.

Ill go there at once.

But youll hate it. You dont realize what its like. You wait hours and hours and nobody sees you.

Why shouldnt I walk straight in and say that Ive come for work?

Nellys big eyes grew bigger.

But you couldnt!

Why not?

Why, you couldnt!

I dont see why.

Mr. Brown intervened with decision.

Youre dead right, he said to Jill approvingly. If you ask me, thats the only sensible thing to do. Wheres the sense of hanging around and getting stalled? Managers are human guys, some of em. Probably, if you were to try it, theyd appreciate a bit of gall. It would show em youd got pep. You go down there and try walking straight in. They cant eat you. It makes me sick when I see all those poor devils hanging about outside these offices, waiting to get noticed and nobody ever paying any attention to them. You push the office-boy in the face if he tries to stop you, and go in and make em take notice. And, whatever you do, dont leave your name and address! Thats the old, moth-eaten gag theyre sure to try to pull on you. Tell em theres nothing doing. Say youre out for a quick decision! Stand em on their heads!

Jill got up, fired by this eloquence. She called for her check.

Good-bye, she said. Im going to do exactly as you say. Where can I find you afterwards? she said to Nelly.

You arent really going?

I am!

Nelly scribbled on a piece of paper.

Heres my address. Ill be in all evening.

Ill come and see you. Good-bye, Mr. Brown. And thank you.

Youre welcome! said Mr. Brown.

Nelly watched Jill depart with wide eyes.

Why did you tell her to do that? she said.

Why not? said Mr. Brown. I started something, didnt I? Well, I guess Ill have to be leaving, too. Got to get back to rehearsal. Say, I like that friend of yours, Nelly. Theres no yellow streak about her! I wish her luck!


CHAPTER X

JILL IGNORES AUTHORITY
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I

The offices of Messrs. Goble and Cohn were situated, like everything else in New York that appertains to the drama, in the neighbourhood of Times Square. They occupied the fifth floor of the Gotham Theatre on West Forty-second Street. As there was no lift in the building except the small private one used by the two members of the firm, Jill walked up the stairs, and found signs of a thriving business beginning to present themselves as early as the third floor, where half a dozen patient persons of either sex had draped themselves like roosting fowls upon the banisters. There were more on the fourth floor, and the landing of the fifth, which served the firm as a waiting-room, was quite full. It is the custom of New York theatrical managers — the lowest order of intelligence, with the possible exception of the limax maximus or garden slug, known to science — to omit from their calculations the fact that they are likely every day to receive a large number of visitors, whom they will be obliged to keep waiting; and that these people will require somewhere to wait. Such considerations never occur to them. Messrs. Goble and Cohn had provided for those who called to see them one small bench on the landing, conveniently situated at the intersecting point of three draughts, and had let it go at that.

Nobody, except perhaps the night-watchman, had ever seen this bench empty. At whatever hour of the day you happened to call, you would always find three wistful individuals seated side by side with their eyes on the tiny ante-room where sat the office-boy, the telephone-girl, and Mr. Gobles stenographer. Beyond this was the door marked Private, through which, as it opened to admit some careless, debonair thousand-dollar-a-week comedian who sauntered in with a jaunty Hello, Ike! or some furred and scented female star, the rank and file of the profession were greeted, like Moses on Pisgah, with a fleeting glimpse of the promised land, consisting of a large desk and a section of a very fat man with spectacles and a bald head or a younger man with fair hair and a double chin.

The keynote of the mass meeting on the landing was one of determined, almost aggressive smartness. The men wore bright overcoats with bands round the waist, the women those imitation furs which to the uninitiated eye appear so much more expensive than the real thing. Everybody looked very dashing and very young, except about the eyes. Most of the eyes that glanced at Jill were weary. The women were nearly all blondes, blondness having been decided upon in the theatre as the colour that brings the best results. The men were all so much alike that they seemed to be members of one large family — an illusion which was heightened by the scraps of conversation, studded with dears, old mans, and honeys, which came to Jills ears. A stern fight for supremacy was being waged by a score or so of lively and powerful young scents.

For a moment Jill was somewhat daunted by the spectacle, but she recovered almost immediately. The exhilarating and heady influence of New York still wrought within her. The Berserk spirit was upon her, and she remembered the stimulating words of Mr. Brown, of Brown and Widgeon, the best jazz-and-hokum team on the Keith Circuit. Walk straight in! had been the burden of his inspiring address. She pushed her way through the crowd until she came to the small ante-room.

In the ante-room were the outposts, the pickets of the enemy. In one corner a girl was hammering energetically and with great speed on a typewriter; a second girl, seated at a switchboard, was having an argument with Central which was already warm and threatened to descend shortly to personalities; on a chair tilted back so that it rested against the wall, a small boy sat eating sweets and reading the comic page of an evening newspaper. All three were enclosed, like zoological specimens, in a cage formed by a high counter terminating in brass bars.

Beyond these watchers on the threshold was the door marked Private. Through it, as Jill reached the outer defences, filtered the sound of a piano.

Those who have studied the subject have come to the conclusion that the boorishness of New York theatrical managers office-boys cannot be the product of mere chance. Somewhere, in some sinister den in the criminal districts of the town, there is a school where small boys are trained for these positions, where their finer instincts are rigorously uprooted and rudeness systematically inculcated by competent professors. Of this school the Cerberus of Messrs. Goble and Cohn had been the star scholar. Quickly seeing his natural gifts, his teachers had given him special attention. When he had graduated, it had been amidst the cordial good wishes of the entire staff. They had taught him all they knew, and they were proud of him. They felt that he would do them credit.

This boy raised a pair of pink-rimmed eyes to Jill, sniffed, bit his thumb-nail, and spoke. He was a snub-nosed boy. His ears and hair were vermilion. His name was Ralph. He had seven hundred and forty-three pimples.

Woddyerwant? enquired Ralph, coming within an ace of condensing the question into a word of one syllable.

I want to see Mr. Goble.

Zout! said the Pimple King, and returned to his paper.

There will, no doubt, always be class distinctions. Sparta had her kings and her helots, King Arthurs Round Table its knights and its scullions, America her Simon Legree and her Uncle Tom. But in no nation and at no period of history has any one ever been so brutally superior to any one else as is the Broadway theatrical office-boy to the caller who wishes to see the manager. Thomas Jefferson held these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these rights are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Theatrical office-boys do not see eye to eye with Thomas. From their pinnacle they look down on the common herd, the canaille, and despise them. They coldly question their right to live.

Jill turned pink. Mr. Brown, her guide and mentor, foreseeing this situation, had, she remembered, recommended pushing the office-boy in the face: and for a moment she felt like following his advice. Prudence, or the fact that he was out of reach behind the brass bars, restrained her. Without further delay she made for the door of the inner room. That was her objective, and she did not intend to be diverted from it. Her fingers were on the handle before any of those present divined her intention. Then the stenographer stopped typing and sat with raised fingers, aghast. The girl at the telephone broke off in mid-sentence and stared round over her shoulder. Ralph, the office-boy, outraged, dropped his paper and constituted himself the spokesman of the invaded force.

Hey!

Jill stopped and eyed the lad militantly.

Were you speaking to me?

Yes, I was speaking to you!

Dont do it again with your mouth full, said Jill, turning to the door.

The belligerent fire in the office-boys pink-rimmed eyes was suddenly dimmed by a gush of water. It was not remorse that caused him to weep, however. In the heat of the moment he had swallowed a large, jagged sweet, and he was suffering severely.

You cant go in there! he managed to articulate, his iron will triumphing over the flesh sufficiently to enable him to speak.

I am going in there!

Thats Mr. Gobles private room.

Well, I want a private talk with Mr. Goble.

Ralph, his eyes still moist, felt that the situation was slipping from his grip. This sort of thing had never happened to him before. I tell ya he zout!

Jill looked at him sternly.

You wretched child! she said, encouraged by a sharp giggle from the neighbourhood of the switchboard. Do you know where little boys go who dont speak the truth? I can hear him playing the piano. Now hes singing! And its no good telling me hes busy. If he was busy, he wouldnt have time to sing. If youre as deceitful as this at your age, what do you expect to be when you grow up? Youre an ugly little boy, youve got red ears, and your collar doesnt fit! I shall speak to Mr. Goble about you.

With which words Jill opened the door and walked in.

Good afternoon, she said brightly.

After the congested and unfurnished discomfort of the landing, the room in which Jill found herself had an air of cosiness and almost of luxury. It was a large room, solidly upholstered. Along the further wall, filling nearly the whole of its space, stood a vast and gleaming desk, covered with a litter of papers which rose at one end of it to a sort of mountain of play-scripts in buff covers. There was a bookshelf to the left. Photographs covered the walls. Near the window was a deep leather lounge; to the right of this stood a small piano, the music-stool of which was occupied by a young man with untidy black hair that needed cutting. On top of the piano, taking the eye immediately by reason of its bold brightness, was balanced a large cardboard poster. Much of its surface was filled by a picture of a youth in polo costume bending over a blonde goddess in a bathing-suit. What space was left displayed the legend:

ISAAC GOBLE AND JACOB COHN

PRESENT

THE ROSE OF AMERICA

(A Musical Fantasy)

BOOK AND LYRICS BY OTIS PILKINGTON

MUSIC BY ROLAND TREVIS

Turning her eyes from this, Jill became aware that something was going on at the other side of the desk, and she perceived that a second young man, the longest and thinnest she had ever seen, was in the act of rising to his feet, length upon length like an unfolding snake. At the moment of her entry he had been lying back in an office-chair, so that only a merely nominal section of his upper structure was visible. Now he reared his impressive length until his head came within measurable distance of the ceiling. He had a hatchet face and a receding chin, and he gazed at Jill through what she assumed were the tortoise-shell cheaters referred to by her recent acquaintance, Mr. Brown.

Er...? said this young man enquiringly in a high, flat voice.

Jill, like many other people, had a brain which was under the alternating control of two diametrically opposite forces. It was like a motor-car steered in turn by two drivers, the one a dashing, reckless fellow with no regard for the speed limits, the other a timid novice. All through the proceedings up to this point the dasher had been in command. He had whisked her along at a break-neck pace, ignoring obstacles and police regulations. Now, having brought her to this situation, he abruptly abandoned the wheel and turned it over to his colleague, the shrinker. Jill, greatly daring a moment ago, now felt an overwhelming shyness.

She gulped, and her heart beat quickly. The thin man towered over her. The black-haired pianist shook his locks at her like Banquo.

I.... she began.

Then, suddenly, womanly intuition came to her aid. Something seemed to tell her that these men were just as scared as she was. And, at the discovery, the dashing driver resumed his post at the wheel, and she began to deal with the situation with composure.

I want to see Mr. Goble.

Mr. Goble is out, said the long young man, plucking nervously at the papers on the desk. Jill had affected him powerfully.

Out! She felt she had wronged the pimpled office-boy.

We are not expecting him back this afternoon. Is there anything I can do?

He spoke tenderly. This weak-minded young man was thinking that he had never seen anything like Jill before. And it was true that she was looking very pretty, with her cheeks flushed and her eyes sparkling. She touched a chord in the young man which seemed to make the world a flower-scented thing, full of soft music. Often as he had been in love at first sight before in his time, Otis Pilkington could not recall an occasion on which he had been in love at first sight more completely than now. When she smiled at him, it was as if the gates of heaven had opened. He did not reflect how many times, in similar circumstances, these same gates had opened before; and that on one occasion when they had done so it had cost him eight thousand dollars to settle the case out of court. One does not think of these things at such times, for they strike a jarring note. Otis Pilkington was in love. That was all he knew, or cared to know.

Wont you take a seat, Miss....

Mariner, prompted Jill. Thank you.

Miss Mariner. May I introduce Mr. Roland Trevis?

The man at the piano bowed. His black hair heaved upon his skull like seaweed in a ground swell.

My name is Pilkington. Otis Pilkington.

The uncomfortable silence which always follows introductions was broken by the sound of the telephone-bell on the desk. Otis Pilkington, who had moved out into the room and was nowhere near the desk, stretched forth a preposterous arm and removed the receiver.

Yes? Oh, will you say, please, that I have a conference at present. Jill was to learn that people in the theatrical business never talked: they always held conferences. Tell Mrs. Peagrim that I shall be calling later in the afternoon, but cannot be spared just now. He replaced the receiver. Aunt Olives secretary, he murmured in a soft aside to Mr. Trevis. Aunt Olive wanted me to go for a ride. He turned to Jill. Excuse me. Is there anything I can do for you, Miss Mariner?

Jills composure was now completely restored. This interview was turning out so totally different from anything she had expected. The atmosphere was cosy and social. She felt as if she were back in Ovingdon Square, giving tea to Freddie Rooke and Ronny Devereux and the rest of her friends of the London period. All that was needed to complete the picture was a tea-table in front of her. The business note hardly intruded on the proceedings at all. Still, as business was the object of her visit, she felt that she had better approach it.

I came for work.

Work! cried Mr. Pilkington. He, too, appeared to be regarding the interview as purely of a social nature.

In the chorus, explained Jill.

Mr. Pilkington seemed shocked. He winced away from the word as though it pained him.

There is no chorus in The Rose of America, he said.

I thought it was a musical comedy.

Mr. Pilkington winced again.

It is a musical fantasy! he said. But there will be no chorus. We shall have, he added, a touch of rebuke in his voice, the services of twelve refined ladies of the ensemble.

Jill laughed.

It does sound much better, doesnt it! she said. Well, am I refined enough, do you think?

I shall be only too happy if you will join us, said Mr. Pilkington promptly.

The long-haired composer looked doubtful. He struck a note up in the treble, then whirled round on his stool.

If you dont mind my mentioning it, Otie, we have twelve girls already.

Then we must have thirteen, said Otis Pilkington firmly.

Unlucky number, argued Mr. Trevis.

I dont care. We must have Miss Mariner. You can see for yourself that she is exactly the type we need.

He spoke feelingly. Ever since the business of engaging a company had begun, he had been thinking wistfully of the evening when The Rose of America had had its opening performance — at his aunts house at Newport last summer — with an all-star cast of society favourites and an ensemble recruited entirely from debutantes and matrons of the Younger Set. That was the sort of company he had longed to assemble for the pieces professional career, and until this afternoon he had met with nothing but disappointment. Jill seemed to be the only girl in theatrical New York who came up to the standard he would have liked to demand.

Thank you very much, said Jill.

There was another pause. The social note crept into the atmosphere again. Jill felt the hostess desire to keep conversation circulating.

I hear, she said, that this piece is a sort of Gilbert and Sullivan opera.

Mr. Pilkington considered the point.

I confess, he said, that, in writing the book, I had Gilbert before me as a model. Whether I have in any sense succeeded in....

The book, said Mr. Trevis, running his fingers over the piano, is as good as anything Gilbert ever wrote.

Oh, come, Rolie! protested Mr. Pilkington modestly.

Better, insisted Mr. Trevis. For one thing, it is up-to-date.

I do try to strike the modern note, murmured Mr. Pilkington.

And you have avoided Gilberts mistake of being too fanciful.

He was fanciful, admitted Mr. Pilkington. The music, he added, in a generous spirit of give and take, has all Sullivans melody with a newness of rhythm peculiarly its own. You will like the music.

It sounds, said Jill amiably, as though the piece is bound to be a tremendous success.

We hope so, said Mr. Pilkington. We feel that the time has come when the public is beginning to demand something better than what it has been accustomed to. People are getting tired of the brainless trash and jingly tunes which have been given them by men like Wallace Mason and George Bevan. They want a certain polish.... It was just the same in Gilbert and Sullivans day. They started writing at a time when the musical stage had reached a terrible depth of inanity. The theatre was given over to burlesques of the most idiotic description. The public was waiting eagerly to welcome something of a higher class. It is just the same to-day. But the managers will not see it. The Rose of America went up and down Broadway for months, knocking at managers doors.

It should have walked in without knocking, like me, said Jill. She got up. Well, it was very kind of you to see me when I came in so unceremoniously. But I felt it was no good waiting outside on that landing. Im so glad everything is settled. Good-bye.

Good-bye, Miss Mariner. Mr. Pilkington took her outstretched hand devoutly. There is a rehearsal called for the ensemble at — when is it, Rolie?

Eleven oclock, day after to-morrow, at Bryant Hall.

Ill be there, said Jill. Good-bye, and thank you very much.

The silence which had fallen upon the room as she left it was broken by Mr. Trevis.

Some pip! observed Mr. Trevis.

Otis Pilkington awoke from day-dreams with a start.

What did you say?

That girl.... I said she was some pippin!

Miss Mariner, said Mr. Pilkington icily, is a most charming, refined, cultured, and vivacious girl, if you mean that.

Yes, said Mr. Trevis. That was what I meant!

II

Jill walked out into Forty-second Street, looking about her with the eye of a conqueror. Very little change had taken place in the aspect of New York since she had entered the Gotham Theatre, but it seemed a different city to her. An hour ago, she had been a stranger, drifting aimlessly along its rapids. Now she belonged to New York, and New York belonged to her. She had faced it squarely, and forced from it the means of living. She walked on with a new jauntiness in her stride.

The address which Nelly had given her was on the east side of Fifth Avenue. She made her way along Forty-second Street. It seemed the jolliest, alivest street she had ever encountered. The rattle of the Elevated as she crossed Sixth Avenue was music, and she loved the crowds that jostled her with every step she took.

She reached the Fifth Avenue corner just as the policeman out in the middle of the street swung his Stop-and-Go post round to allow the up-town traffic to proceed on its way. A stream of cars which had been dammed up as far as the eye could reach began to flow swiftly past. They moved in a double line, red limousines, blue limousines, mauve limousines, green limousines. She stood waiting for the flood to cease, and, as she did so, there purred past her the biggest and reddest limousine of all. It was a colossal vehicle with a polar-bear at the steering-wheel and another at his side. And in the interior, very much at his ease, his gaze bent courteously upon a massive lady in a mink coat, sat Uncle Chris.

For a moment he was so near to her that, but for the closed window, she could have touched him. Then the polar-bear at the wheel, noting a gap in the traffic, stepped on the accelerator and slipped neatly through. The car moved swiftly on and disappeared.

Jill drew a deep breath. The Stop-and-Go sign swung round again. She crossed the avenue, and set out once more to find Nelly Bryant. It occurred to her, five minutes later, that a really practical and quick-thinking girl would have noted the number of the limousine.


CHAPTER XI

MR. PILKINGTONS LOVE LIGHT
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I

The rehearsals of a musical comedy — a term which embraces musical fantasies — generally begin in a desultory sort of way at that curious building, Bryant Hall, on Sixth Avenue just off Forty-second Street. There, in a dusty, uncarpeted room, simply furnished with a few wooden chairs and some long wooden benches, the chorus — or, in the case of The Rose of America, the ensemble — sit round a piano and endeavour, with the assistance of the musical director, to get the words and melodies of the first-act numbers into their heads. This done, they are ready for the dance director to instil into them the steps, the groupings, and the business for the encores, of which that incurable optimist always seems to expect there will be at least six. Later, the principals are injected into the numbers. And finally, leaving Bryant Hall and dodging about from one unoccupied theatre to another, principals and chorus rehearse together, running through the entire piece over and over again till the opening night of the preliminary road tour.

To Jill, in the early stages, rehearsing was just like being back at school. She could remember her first schoolmistress, whom the musical director somewhat resembled in manner and appearance, hammering out hymns on a piano and leading in a weak soprano an eager, baying pack of children, each anxious from motives of pride to out-bawl her nearest neighbour.

The proceedings began on the first morning with the entrance of Mr. Saltzburg, the musical director, a brisk, busy little man with benevolent eyes behind big spectacles, who bustled over to the piano, sat down, and played a loud chord, designed to act as a sort of bugle blast, rallying the ladies of the ensemble from the corners where they sat in groups, chatting. For the process of making one anothers acquaintance had begun some ten minutes before with mutual recognitions between those who knew each other from having been together in previous productions. There followed rapid introductions of friends. Nelly Bryant had been welcomed warmly by a pretty girl with red hair, whom she introduced to Jill as Babe; Babe had a willowy blonde friend, named Lois, and the four of them had seated themselves on one of the benches and opened a conversation; their numbers being added to a moment later by a dark girl with a Southern accent and another blonde. Elsewhere other groups had formed, and the room was filled with a noise like the chattering of starlings. In a body by themselves, rather forlorn and neglected, half a dozen solemn and immaculately dressed young men were propping themselves up against the wall and looking on, like men in a ball-room who do not dance.

Jill listened to the conversation without taking any great part in it herself. She felt as she had done on her first day at school, a little shy and desirous of effacing herself. The talk dealt with clothes, men, and the show business, in that order of importance. Presently one of the young men sauntered diffidently across the room and added himself to the group with the remark that it was a fine day. He was received a little grudgingly, Jill thought, but by degrees succeeded in assimilating himself. A second young man drifted up; reminded the willowy girl that they had worked together in the western company of Youre the One; was recognized and introduced, and justified his admission to the circle by a creditable imitation of a cat-fight. Five minutes later he was addressing the Southern girl as honey, and had informed Jill that he had only joined this show to fill in before opening on the three-a-day with the swellest little song-and-dance act which he and a little girl who worked in the cabaret at Geisenheimers had fixed up.

On this scene of harmony and good-fellowship Mr. Saltzburgs chord intruded jarringly. There was a general movement, and chairs and benches were dragged to the piano. Mr. Saltzburg causing a momentary delay by opening a large brown music-bag and digging in it like a terrier at a rat-hole, conversation broke out again.

Mr. Saltzburg emerged from the bag, with his hands full of papers, protesting.

Childrun! Chil-drun! If you please, less noise and attend to me! He distributed sheets of paper. Act One, Opening Chorus. I will play the melody three — four times. Follow attentively. Then we will sing it la-la-la, and after that we will sing the words. So!

He struck the yellow-keyed piano a vicious blow, producing a tinny and complaining sound. Bending forward with his spectacles almost touching the music, he plodded determinedly through the tune, then encored himself, and after that encored himself again. When he had done this, he removed his spectacles and wiped them. There was a pause.

Izzy, observed the willowy young lady chattily, leaning across Jill and addressing the Southern girls blonde friend, has promised me a sunburst!

A general stir of interest and a coming close together of heads.

What! Izzy!

Sure, Izzy.

Well!

Hes just landed the hat-check privilege at the St. Aurea!

You dont say!

He told me so last night and promised me the sunburst. He was, admitted the willowy girl regretfully, a good bit tanked at the time, but I guess hell make good. She mused awhile, a rather anxious expression clouding her perfect profile. She looked like a meditative Greek goddess. If he doesnt, she added with maidenly dignity, its the last time I go out with the big stiff. Id tie a can to him quickern look at him!

A murmur of approval greeted this admirable sentiment.

Childrun! protested Mr. Saltzburg. Chil-drun! Less noise and chatter of conversation. We are here to work! We must not waste time! So! Act One, Opening Chorus. Now, all together. La-la-la....

La-la-la....

Tum-tum-tumty-tumty....

Tum-tum-tumty....

Mr. Saltzburg pressed his hands to his ears in a spasm of pain.

No, no, no! Sour! Sour! Sour!... Once again. La-la-la....

A round-faced girl with golden hair and the face of a wondering cherub interrupted, speaking with a lisp.

Mithter Thalzburg.

Now what is it, Miss Trevor?

What sort of a show is this?

A musical show, said Mr. Saltzburg severely, and this is a rehearsal of it, not a conversazione. Once more, please.

The cherub was not to be rebuffed.

Is the music good, Mithter Thalzburg?

When you have rehearsed it, you shall judge for yourself. Come now....

Is there anything in it as good as that waltz of yours you played us when we were rehearthing Mind How You Go? You remember. The one that went....

A tall and stately girl, with sleepy brown eyes and the air of a duchess in the servants hall, bent forward and took a kindly interest in the conversation.

Oh, have you composed a varlse, Mr. Saltzburg? she asked with pleasant condescension. How interesting, really! Wont you play it for us?

The sentiment of the meeting seemed to be unanimous in favour of shelving work and listening to Mr. Saltzburgs waltz.

Oh, Mr. Saltzburg, do!

Please!

Some one told me it was a pipterino!

I certnly do love waltzes!

Please, Mr. Saltzburg!

Mr. Saltzburg obviously weakened. His fingers touched the keys irresolutely.

But, childrun!

I am sure it would be a great pleasure to all of us, said the duchess graciously, if you would play it. There is nothing I enjoy more than a good varlse.

Mr. Saltzburg capitulated. Like all musical directors he had in his leisure moments composed the complete score of a musical play and spent much of his time waylaying librettists on the Rialto and trying to lure them to his apartment to listen to it, with a view to business. The eternal tragedy of a musical directors life is comparable only to that of the waiter who, himself fasting, has to assist others to eat. Mr. Saltzburg had lofty ideas on music, and his soul revolted at being compelled perpetually to rehearse and direct the inferior compositions of other men. Far less persuasion than he had received to-day was usually required to induce him to play the whole of his score.

You wish it? he said. Well, then! This waltz, you will understand, is the theme of a musical romance which I have composed. It will be sung once in the first act by the heroine, then in the second act as a duet for heroine and hero. I weave it into the finale of the second act, and we have an echo of it, sung off stage, in the third act. What I play you now is the second act duet. The verse is longer. So! The male voice begins.

A pleasant time was had by all for ten minutes.

Ah, but this is not rehearsing, childrun! cried Mr. Saltzburg remorsefully at the end of that period. This is not business. Come now, the opening chorus of Act One, and please this time keep on the key. Before, it was sour, sour Come! La-la-la....

Mr. Thalzburg!

Miss Trevor?

There was an awfully thweet fox-trot you used to play us. I do wish....

Some other time, some other time! Now we must work. Come! La-la-la....

I wish you could have heard it, girls said the cherub regretfully. Honetht, it was lalapalootha!

The pack broke into full cry.

Oh, Mr. Saltzburg!

Please, Mr. Saltzburg!

Do play the fox-trot, Mr. Saltzburg!

If it is as good as the varlse, said the duchess, stooping once more to the common level, I am sure it must be very good indeed. She powdered her nose. And one so rarely hears musicianly music nowadays, does one?

Which fox-trot? asked Mr. Saltzburg weakly.

Play em all! decided a voice on the left.

Yes, play em all, bayed the pack.

I am sure that that would be charming, agreed the duchess, replacing her powder-puff.

Mr. Saltzburg played em all. This man by now seemed entirely lost to shame. The precious minutes that belonged to his employers and should have been earmarked for The Rose of America flitted by. The ladies and gentlemen of the ensemble, who should have been absorbing and learning to deliver the melodies of Roland Trevis and the lyrics of Otis Pilkington, lolled back in their seats. The yellow-keyed piano rocked beneath an unprecedented onslaught. The proceedings had begun to resemble not so much a rehearsal as a happy home evening, and grateful glances were cast at the complacent cherub. She had, it was felt, shown tact and discretion.

Pleasant conversation began again.

... And I walked a couple of blocks, and there was exactly the same model in Schwartz and Guldersteins window at twenty-six fifty....

... He got on Forty-second Street, and he was kinda fresh from the start. At Sixty-sixth he came sasshaying right down the car and said Hello, patootie! Well, I drew myself up....

... Even if you are my sisters husband, I said to him. Oh, I suppose I got a temper. It takes a lot to arouse it, yknow, but I cn get pretty mad....

... You dont know the half of it, dearie, you dont know the half of it! A one-piece bathing suit! Well, you could call it that, but the cop of the beach said it was more like a babys sock. And when....

... So I said Listen, Izzy, thatll be about all from you! My father was a gentleman, though I dont suppose you know what that means, and Im not accustomed....

Hey!

A voice from the neighbourhood of the door had cut into the babble like a knife into butter; a rough, rasping voice, loud and compelling, which caused the conversation of the members of the ensemble to cease on the instant. Only Mr. Saltzburg, now in a perfect frenzy of musicianly fervour, continued to assault the decrepit piano, unwitting of an unsympathetic addition to his audience.

What I play you now is the laughing trio from my second act. It is a building number. It is sung by tenor, principal comedian, and soubrette. On the second refrain four girls will come out and two boys. The girls will dance with the two men, the boys with the soubrette. So! On the encore four more girls and two more boys. Third encore, solo-dance for specialty dancer, all on stage beating time by clapping their hands. On repeat, all sing refrain once more, and off. Last encore, the three principals and specialty dancer dance the dance with entire chorus. It is a great building number, you understand. It is enough to make the success of any musical play, but can I get a hearing? No! If I ask managers to listen to my music, they are busy! If I beg them to give me a libretto to set, they laugh — ha! ha! Mr. Saltzburg gave a spirited and lifelike representation of a manager laughing ha-ha when begged to disgorge a libretto. Now I play it once more!

Like hell you do! said the voice. Say, what is this, anyway? A concert?

Mr. Saltzburg swung round on the music-stool, a startled and apprehensive man, and nearly fell off it. The divine afflatus left him like air oozing from a punctured toy-balloon, and, like such a balloon, he seemed to grow suddenly limp and flat. He stared with fallen jaw at the new arrival.

Two men had entered the room. One was the long Mr. Pilkington. The other, who looked shorter and stouter than he really was beside his giraffe-like companion, was a thick-set, fleshy man in the early thirties with a blond, clean-shaven, double-chinned face. He had smooth, yellow hair, an unwholesome complexion, and light green eyes, set close together. From the edge of the semi-circle about the piano, he glared menacingly over the heads of the chorus at the unfortunate Mr. Saltzburg.

Why arent these girls working?

Mr. Saltzburg, who had risen nervously from his stool, backed away apprehensively from his gaze, and, stumbling over the stool, sat down abruptly on the piano, producing a curious noise like Futurist music.

I — We — Why, Mr. Goble....

Mr. Goble turned his green gaze on the concert audience, and spread discomfort as if it were something liquid which he was spraying through a hose. The girls who were nearest looked down flutteringly at their shoes: those further away concealed themselves behind their neighbours. Even the duchess, who prided herself on being the possessor of a stare of unrivalled haughtiness, before which the fresh quailed and those who made breaks subsided in confusion, was unable to meet his eyes: and the willowy friend of Izzy, for all her victories over that monarch of the hat-checks, bowed before it like a slim tree before a blizzard.

Only Jill returned the managers gaze. She was seated on the outer rim of the semi-circle, and she stared frankly at Mr. Goble. She had never seen anything like him before, and he fascinated her. This behaviour on her part singled her out from the throng, and Mr. Goble concentrated his attention on her.

For some seconds he stood looking at her; then, raising a stubby finger, he let his eye travel over the company, and seemed to be engrossed in some sort of mathematical calculation.

Thirteen, he said at length. I make it thirteen. He rounded on Mr. Pilkington. I told you we were going to have a chorus of twelve.

Mr. Pilkington blushed and stumbled over his feet.

Ah, yes ... yes, he murmured vaguely. Yes!

Well, there are thirteen here. Count em for yourself. He whipped round on Jill. Whats your name? Who engaged you?

A croaking sound from the neighbourhood of the ceiling indicated the clearing of Mr. Pilkingtons throat.

I — er — I engaged Miss Mariner, Mr. Goble.

Oh, you engaged her?

He stared again at Jill. The inspection was long and lingering, and affected Jill with a sense of being inadequately clothed. She returned the gaze as defiantly as she could, but her heart was beating fast. She had never yet been frightened of any man, but there was something reptilian about this fat, yellow-haired individual which disquieted her, much as cockroaches had done in her childhood. A momentary thought flashed through her mind that it would be horrible to be touched by him. He looked soft and glutinous.

All right, said Mr. Goble at last, after what seemed to Jill many minutes. He nodded to Mr. Saltzburg. Get on with it! And try working a little this time! I dont hire you to give musical entertainments.

Yes, Mr. Goble, yes. I mean no, Mr. Goble!

You can have the Gotham stage this afternoon, said Mr. Goble. Call the rehearsal for two sharp.

Outside the door, he turned to Mr. Pilkington.

That was a fool trick of yours, hiring that girl. Thirteen! Id as soon walk under a ladder on a Friday as open in New York with a chorus of thirteen. Well, it dont matter. We can sack one of em after weve opened on the road. He mused for a moment. Darned pretty girl, that! he went on meditatively. Where did you get her?

She — ah — came into the office, when you were out. She struck me as being essentially the type we required for our ensemble, so I — er — engaged her. She— Mr. Pilkington gulped. She is a charming, refined girl!

Shes darned pretty, admitted Mr. Goble, and went on his way wrapped in thought, Mr. Pilkington following timorously. It was episodes like the one that had just concluded which made Otis Pilkington wish that he possessed a little more assertion. He regretted wistfully that he was not one of those men who can put their hat on the side of their heads and shoot out their chins and say to the world Well, what about it! He was bearing the financial burden of this production. If it should be a failure, his would be the loss. Yet somehow this coarse, rough person in front of him never seemed to allow him a word in the executive policy of the piece. He treated him as a child. He domineered and he shouted, and behaved as if he were in sole command. Mr Pilkington sighed. He rather wished he had never gone into this undertaking.

Inside the room, Mr. Saltzburg wiped his forehead, his spectacles, and his hands. He had the aspect of one who wakes from a dreadful dream.

Childrun! he whispered brokenly. Childrun! If you please, once more. Act One, Opening Chorus. Come! La-la-la!

La-la-la! chanted the subdued members of the ensemble.

II

By the time the two halves of the company, ensemble and principals, melted into one complete whole, the novelty of her new surroundings had worn off, and Jill was feeling that there had never been a time when she had not been one of a theatrical troupe, rehearsing. The pleasant social gatherings round Mr. Saltzburgs piano gave way in a few days to something far less agreeable and infinitely more strenuous, the breaking-in of the dances under the supervision of the famous Johnson Miller. Johnson Miller was a little man with snow-white hair and the india-rubber physique of a juvenile acrobat. Nobody knew actually how old he was, but he certainly looked much too advanced in years to be capable of the feats of endurance which he performed daily. He had the untiring enthusiasm of a fox-terrier, and had bullied and scolded more companies along the rocky road that leads to success than any half-dozen dance-directors in the country, in spite of his handicap in being almost completely deaf. He had an almost miraculous gift of picking up the melodies for which it was his business to design dances, without apparently hearing them. He seemed to absorb them through the pores. He had a blunt and arbitrary manner, and invariably spoke his mind frankly and honestly — a habit which made him strangely popular in a profession where the language of equivoque is cultivated almost as sedulously as in the circles of international diplomacy. What Johnson Miller said to your face was official, not subject to revision as soon as your back was turned, and people appreciated this.

Izzys willowy friend summed him up one evening when the ladies of the ensemble were changing their practice-clothes after a particularly strenuous rehearsal, defending him against the Southern girl, who complained that he made her tired.

You bet he makes you tired, she said. So he does me. Im losing my girlish curves, and Im so stiff I cant lace my shoes. But he knows his business and hes on the level, which is more than you can say of most of these guys in the show business.

Thats right, agreed the Southern girls blonde friend. He does know his business. Hes put over any amount of shows which would have flopped like dogs without him to stage the numbers.

The duchess yawned. Rehearsing always bored her, and she had not been greatly impressed by what she had seen of The Rose of America.

One will be greatly surprised if he can make a success of this show! I confess I find it perfectly ridiculous.

Ithnt it the limit, honetht! said the cherub, arranging her golden hair at the mirror. It maketh me thick! Why on earth ith Ike putting it on?

The girl who knew everything — there is always one in every company — hastened to explain.

I heard all about that. Ike hasnt any of his own money in the thing. Hes getting twenty-five per cent of the show for running it. The angel is the long fellow you see jumping around. Pilkington his name is.

Well, itll need to be Rockefeller later on, said the blonde.

Oh, theyll get thomebody down to fixth it after weve been out on the road a couple of days, said the cherub, optimistically. They alwayth do. Ive seen worse shows than this turned into hits. All it wants ith a new book and lyrics and a different thcore.

And a new set of principals, said the red-headed Babe. Did you ever see such a bunch?

The duchess, with another tired sigh, arched her well-shaped eyebrows and studied the effect in the mirror.

One wonders where they pick these persons up, she assented languidly. They remind me of a headline I saw in the paper this morning— Tons of Hams Unfit for Human Consumption. Are any of you girls coming my way? I Can give two or three of you a lift in my limousine.

Thorry, old dear, and thanks ever so much, said the cherub, but I instructed Clarence, my man, to have the street-car waiting on the corner, and hell be too upset if Im not there.

Nelly had an engagement to go and help one of the other girls buy a Spring suit, a solemn rite which it is impossible to conduct by oneself: and Jill and the cherub walked to the corner together. Jill had become very fond of the little thing since rehearsals began. She reminded her of a London sparrow. She was so small and perky and so absurdly able to take care of herself.

Limouthine! snorted the cherub. The duchess concluding speech evidently still rankled. She gives me a pain in the gizthard!

Hasnt she got a limousine? asked Jill.

Of course she hasnt. Shes engaged to be married to a demonstrator in the Speedwell Auto Company, and he thneaks off when he can get away and gives her joy-rides. Thats all the limouthine shes got. It beats me why girls in the show business are alwayth tho crazy to make themselves out vamps with a dozen millionaires on a string. If Mae wouldnt four-flush and act like the Belle of the Moulin Rouge, shed be the nithest girl you ever met. Shes mad about the fellow shes engaged to, and wouldnt look at all the millionaires in New York if you brought em to her on a tray. Shes going to marry him as thoon as hes thaved enough to buy the furniture, and then shell thettle down in Harlem thomewhere and cook and mind the baby and regularly be one of the lower middle classes. All thats wrong with Mae ith that shes read Gingery Stories and thinkth thats the way a girl has to act when sheth in the chorus.

Thats funny, said Jill. I should never have thought it. I swallowed the limousine whole.

The cherub looked at her curiously. Jill puzzled her. Jill had, indeed, been the subject of much private speculation among her colleagues.

This is your first show, ithnt it? she asked.

Yes.

Thay, what are you doing in the chorus, anyway?

Getting scolded by Mr. Miller mostly, it seems to me.

Thcolded by Mr. Miller! Why didnt you say bawled out by Johnny? Thatth what any of the retht of us would have said.

Well, Ive lived most of my life in England. You cant expect me to talk the language yet.

I thought you were English. Youve got an acthent like the fellow who plays the dude in thith show. Thay, why did you ever get into the show business?

Well ... well, why did you? Why does anybody?

Why did I? Oh, I belong there. Im a regular Broadway rat. I wouldnt be happy anywhere elthe. I was born in the show business. Ive got two thithters in the two-a-day and a brother in thtock in California and dads one of the betht comedians on the burlethque wheel. But any one can thee youre different. Theres no reathon why you should be sticking around in the chorus.

But there is. Ive no money, and I cant do anything to make it.

Honetht?

Honest.

Thats tough. The cherub pondered, her round eyes searching Jills face. Why dont you get married?

Jill laughed.

Nobodys asked me.

Somebody thoon will. At least, if hes on the level, and I think he is. You can generally tell by the look of a guy, and, if you ask me, friend Pilkingtons got the licence in hith pocket and the ring all ordered and everything.

Pilkington! cried Jill aghast.

She remembered certain occasions during rehearsals, when, while the chorus idled in the body of the theatre and listened to the principals working at their scenes, the elongated Pilkington had suddenly appeared in the next seat and conversed sheepishly in a low voice. Could this be love? If so, it was a terrible nuisance. Jill had had her experience in London of enamoured young men who, running true to national form, declined to know when they were beaten, and she had not enjoyed the process of cooling their ardour. She had a kind heart, and it distressed her to give pain. It also got on her nerves to be dogged by stricken males who tried to catch her eye in order that she might observe their broken condition. She recalled one house-party in Wales where it rained all the time and she had been cooped up with a victim who kept popping out from obscure corners and beginning all his pleas with the words I say, you know...! She trusted that Otis Pilkington was not proposing to conduct a wooing on those lines. Yet he had certainly developed a sinister habit of popping out at the theatre. On several occasions he had startled her by appearing at her side as if he had come up out of a trap.

Oh, no! cried Jill.

Oh, yeth! insisted the cherub, waving imperiously to an approaching street-car. Well, I must be getting up-town. Ive got a date. Thee you later.

Im sure youre mistaken.

Im not.

But what makes you think so?

The cherub placed a hand on the rail of the car, preparatory to swinging herself on board.

Well, for one thing, she said, heth been stalking you like an Indian ever since we left the theatre! Look behind you. Good-bye, honey. Thend me a piece of the cake!

The street-car bore her away. The last that Jill saw of her was a wide and amiable grin. Then, turning, she beheld the snake-like form of Otis Pilkington towering at her side.

Mr. Pilkington seemed nervous but determined. His face was half hidden by the silk scarf that muffled his throat, for he was careful of his health and had a fancied tendency to bronchial trouble. Above the scarf a pair of mild eyes gazed down at Jill through their tortoiseshell-rimmed spectacles. It was hopeless for Jill to try to tell herself that the tender gleam behind the glass was not the love light in Otis Pilkingtons eyes. The truth was too obvious.

Good evening, Miss Mariner, said Mr. Pilkington, his voice sounding muffled and far away through the scarf. Are you going up-town?

No, down-town, said Jill quickly.

So am I, said Mr. Pilkington.

Jill felt annoyed, but helpless. It is difficult to bid a tactful farewell to a man who has stated his intention of going in the same direction as yourself. There was nothing for it but to accept the unspoken offer of Otis Pilkingtons escort. They began to walk down Broadway together.

I suppose you are tired after the rehearsal? enquired Mr. Pilkington in his precise voice. He always spoke as if he were weighing each word and clipping it off a reel.

A little. Mr. Miller is very enthusiastic.

About the piece? Her companion spoke eagerly.

No; I meant hard-working.

Has he said anything about the piece?

Well, no. You see, he doesnt confide in us a great deal, except to tell us his opinion of the way we do the steps. I dont think we impress him very much, to judge from what he says. But the girls say he always tells every chorus he rehearses that it is the worst he ever had anything to do with.

And the chor — the — er — ladies of the ensemble? What do they think of the piece?

Well, I dont suppose they are very good judges, are they? said Jill diplomatically.

You mean they do not like it?

Some of them dont seem quite to understand it.

Mr. Pilkington was silent for a moment.

I am beginning to wonder myself whether it may not be a little over the heads of the public, he said ruefully. When it was first performed....

Oh, has it been done before?

By amateurs, yes, at the house of my aunt, Mrs. Waddesleigh Peagrim, at Newport, last summer. In aid of the Armenian orphans. It was extraordinarily well received on that occasion. We nearly made our expenses. It was such a success that — I feel I can confide in you. I should not like this repeated to your — your — the other ladies — it was such a success that, against my aunts advice, I decided to give it a Broadway production. Between ourselves, I am shouldering practically all the expenses of the undertaking. Mr. Goble has nothing to do with the financial arrangements of The Rose of America. Those are entirely in my hands. Mr. Goble, in return for a share in the profits, is giving us the benefit of his experience as regards the management and booking of the piece. I have always had the greatest faith in it. Trevis and I wrote it when we were in college together, and all our friends thought it exceptionally brilliant. My aunt, as I say, was opposed to the venture. She holds the view that I am not a good man of business. In a sense, perhaps, she is right. Temperamentally, no doubt, I am more the artist. But I was determined to show the public something superior to the so-called Broadway successes, which are so terribly trashy. Unfortunately, I am beginning to wonder whether it is possible, with the crude type of actor at ones disposal in this country, to give a really adequate performance of such a play as The Rose of America. These people seem to miss the spirit of the piece, its subtle topsy-turvy humour, its delicate whimsicality. This afternoon, Mr. Pilkington choked. This afternoon I happened to overhear two of the principals, who were not aware that I was within earshot, discussing the play. One of them — these people express themselves curiously — one of them said that he thought it a quince: and the other described it as a piece of gorgonzola cheese! That is not the spirit that wins success!

Jill was feeling immensely relieved. After all, it seemed, this poor young man merely wanted sympathy, not romance. She had been mistaken, she felt, about that gleam in his eyes. It was not the lovelight: it was the light of panic. He was the author of the play. He had sunk a large sum of money in its production, he had heard people criticizing it harshly, and he was suffering from what her colleagues in the chorus would have called cold feet. It was such a human emotion and he seemed so like an overgrown child pleading to be comforted that her heart warmed to him. Relief melted her defences. And when, on their arrival at Thirty-fourth Street Mr. Pilkington suggested that she partake of a cup of tea at his apartment, which was only a couple of blocks away off Madison Avenue, she accepted the invitation without hesitating.

On the way to his apartment Mr. Pilkington continued in the minor key. He was a great deal more communicative than she herself would have been to such a comparative stranger as she was, but she knew that men were often like this. Over in London, she had frequently been made the recipient of the most intimate confidences by young men whom she had met for the first time the same evening at a dance. She had been forced to believe that there was something about her personality that acted on a certain type of man like the crack in the dam, setting loose the surging flood of their eloquence. To this class Otis Pilkington evidently belonged, for, once started, he withheld nothing.

It isnt that Im dependent on Aunt Olive or anything like that, he vouchsafed, as he stirred the tea in his Japanese-print hung studio. But you know how it is. Aunt Olive is in a position to make it very unpleasant for me if I do anything foolish. At present, I have reason to know that she intends to leave me practically all that she possesses. Millions! said Mr. Pilkington, handing Jill a cup. I assure you, millions! But there is a hard commercial strain in her. It would have the most prejudicial effect upon her if; especially after she had expressly warned me against it, I were to lose a great deal of money over this production. She is always complaining that I am not a business man like my late uncle. Mr. Waddesleigh Peagrim made a fortune in smoked hams. Mr. Pilkington looked at the Japanese prints, and shuddered slightly. Right up to the time of his death he was urging me to go into the business. I could not have endured it. But, when I heard those two men discussing the play, I almost wished that I had done so.

Jill was now completely disarmed. She would almost have patted this unfortunate young mans head, if she could have reached it.

I shouldnt worry about the piece, she said. Ive read somewhere or heard somewhere that its the surest sign of a success when actors dont like a play.

Mr. Pilkington drew his chair an imperceptible inch nearer.

How sympathetic you are!

Jill perceived with chagrin that she had been mistaken after all. It was the love light. The tortoiseshell-rimmed spectacles sprayed it all over her like a couple of searchlights. Otis Pilkington was looking exactly like a sheep, and she knew from past experience that that was the infallible sign. When young men looked like that, it was time to go.

Im afraid I must be off, she said. Thank you so much for giving me tea. I shouldnt be a bit afraid about the play. Im sure its going to be splendid. Good-bye.

You arent going already?

I must. Im very late as it is. I promised....

Whatever fiction Jill might have invented to the detriment of her soul was interrupted by a ring at the bell. The steps of Mr. Pilkingtons Japanese servant crossing the hall came faintly to the sitting-room.

Mr. Pilkington in?

Otis Pilkington motioned pleadingly to Jill.

Dont go! he urged. Its only a man I know. He has probably come to remind me that I am dining with him to-night. He wont stay a minute. Please dont go.

Jill sat down. She had no intention of going now. The cheery voice at the front door had been the cheery voice of her long-lost uncle, Major Christopher Selby.


CHAPTER XII

UNCLE CHRIS BORROWS A FLAT
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Uncle Chris walked breezily into the room, flicking a jaunty glove. He stopped short on seeing that Mr. Pilkington was not alone.

Oh, I beg your pardon! I understood.... He peered at Jill uncertainly. Mr. Pilkington affected a dim, artistic lighting-system in his studio, and people who entered from the great outdoors generally had to take time to accustom their eyes to it. If youre engaged....

Er — allow me.... Miss Mariner.... Major Selby.

Hullo, Uncle Chris! said Jill.

God bless my soul! ejaculated that startled gentleman adventurer, and collapsed on to a settee as if his legs had been mown from under him.

Ive been looking for you all over New York, said Jill.

Mr. Pilkington found himself unequal to the intellectual pressure of the conversation.

Uncle Chris? he said with a note of feeble enquiry in his voice.

Major Selby is my uncle.

Are you sure? said Mr. Pilkington. I mean....

Not being able to ascertain, after a moments self-examination, what he did mean, he relapsed into silence.

Whatever are you doing here? asked Uncle Chris.

Ive been having tea with Mr. Pilkington.

But ... but why Mr. Pilkington?

Well, he invited me.

But how do you know him?

We met at the theatre.

Theatre?

Otis Pilkington recovered his power of speech.

Miss Mariner is rehearsing with a little play in which I am interested, he explained.

Uncle Chris half rose from the settee. He blinked twice in rapid succession. Jill had never seen him so shaken from his customary poise.

Dont tell me you have gone on the stage, Jill!

I have. Im in the chorus....

Ensemble, corrected Mr. Pilkington softly.

Im in the ensemble of a piece called The Rose of America. Weve been rehearsing for ever so long.

Uncle Chris digested this information in silence for a moment He pulled at his short moustache.

Why, of course! he said at length. Jill, who knew him so well, could tell by the restored ring of cheeriness in his tone that he was himself again. He had dealt with this situation in his mind and was prepared to cope with it. The surmise was confirmed the next instant when he rose and stationed himself in front of the fire. Mr. Pilkington detested steam-heat and had scoured the city till he had found a studio apartment with an open fireplace. Uncle Chris spread his legs and expanded his chest. Of course, he said. I remember now that you told me in your letter that you were thinking of going on the stage. My niece, explained Uncle Chris to the attentive Mr. Pilkington, came over from England on a later boat. I was not expecting her for some weeks. Hence my surprise at meeting her here. Of course. You told me that you intended to go on the stage, and I strongly recommended you to begin at the bottom of the ladder and learn the ground-work thoroughly before you attempted higher flights.

Oh, that was it? said Mr. Pilkington. He had been wondering.

There is no finer training, resumed Uncle Chris, completely at his ease once more, than the chorus. How many of the best-known actresses in America began in that way! Dozens. Dozens. If I were giving advice to any young girl with theatrical aspirations, I should say Begin in the chorus! On the other hand, he proceeded, turning to Mr. Pilkington, I think it would be just as well if you would not mention the fact of my niece being in that position to Mrs. Waddesleigh Peagrim. She might not understand.

Exactly, assented Mr. Pilkington.

The term chorus....

I dislike it intensely myself.

It suggests....

Precisely.

Uncle Chris inflated his chest again, well satisfied.

Capital! he said. Well, I only dropped in to remind you, my boy, that you and your aunt are dining with me to-night. I was afraid a busy man like you might forget.

I was looking forward to it, said Mr. Pilkington, charmed at the description.

You remember the address? Nine East Forty-first Street. I have moved, you remember.

So that was why I couldnt find you at the other place, said Jill. The man at the door said he had never heard of you.

Stupid idiot! said Uncle Chris testily. These New York hall-porters are recruited entirely from homes for the feeble-minded. I suppose he was a new man. Well, Pilkington, my boy, I shall expect you at seven oclock. Good-bye till then. Come, Jill.

Good-bye, Mr. Pilkington, said Jill.

Good-bye for the present, Miss Mariner, said Mr. Pilkington, bending down to take her hand. The tortoise-shell spectacles shot a last soft beam at her.

As the front door closed behind them, Uncle Chris heaved a sigh of relief.

Whew! I think I handled that little contretemps with diplomacy! A certain amount of diplomacy, I think!

If you mean, said Jill severely, that you told some disgraceful fibs....

Fibs, my dear — or shall we say, artistic mouldings of the unshapely clay of truth — are the ... how shall I put it?... Well, anyway, they come in dashed handy. It would never have done for Mrs. Peagrim to have found out that you were in the chorus. If she discovered that my niece was in the chorus, she would infallibly suspect me of being an adventurer. And while, said Uncle Chris meditatively, of course I am, it is nice to have ones little secrets. The good lady has had a rooted distaste for girls in that perfectly honourable but maligned profession ever since our long young friend back there was sued for breach of promise by a member of a touring company in his second year at college. We all have our prejudices. That is hers. However, I think, we may rely on our friend to say nothing about the matter.... But why did you do it? My dear child, whatever induced you to take such a step?

Jill laughed.

Thats practically what Mr. Miller said to me when we were rehearsing one of the dances this afternoon, only he put it differently. She linked her arm in his. What else could I do? I was alone in New York with the remains of that twenty dollars you sent me and no more in sight.

But why didnt you stay down at Brookport with your Uncle Elmer?

Have you ever seen my Uncle Elmer?

No. Curiously enough, I never have.

If you had, you wouldnt ask. Brookport! Ugh! I left when they tried to get me to understudy the hired man, who had resigned.

What!

Yes, they got tired of supporting me in the state to which I was accustomed — I dont blame them! — so they began to find ways of making me useful about the home. I didnt mind reading to Aunt Julia, and I could just stand taking Tibby for walks. But, when it came to shoveling snow, I softly and silently vanished away.

But I cant understand all this. I suggested to your uncle — diplomatically — that you had large private means.

I know you did. And he spent all his time showing me over houses and telling me I could have them for a hundred thousand dollars cash down. Jill bubbled. You should have seen his face when I told him that twenty dollars was all I had in the world!

You didnt tell him that!

I did.

Uncle Chris shook his head, like an indulgent father disappointed in a favourite child.

Youre a dear girl, Jill, but really you do seem totally lacking in ... how shall I put it? — finesse. Your mother was just the same. A sweet woman, but with no diplomacy, no notion of handling a situation. I remember her as a child giving me away hopelessly on one occasion after we had been at the jam-cupboard. She did not mean any harm, but she was constitutionally incapable of a tactful negative at the right time. Uncle Chris brooded for a moment on the past. Oh, well, its a very fine trait, no doubt, though inconvenient. I dont blame you for leaving Brookport if you werent happy there. But I wish you had consulted me before going on the stage.

Shall I strike this man? asked Jill of the world at large. How could I consult you? My darling, precious uncle, dont you realize that you had vanished into thin air, leaving me penniless? I had to do something. And, now that we are on the subject, perhaps you will explain your movements. Why did you write to me from that place on Fifty-seventh Street if you werent there?

Uncle Chris cleared his throat.

In a sense ... when I wrote ... I was there.

I suppose that means something, but its beyond me. Im not nearly as intelligent as you think, Uncle Chris, so youll have to explain.

Well, it was this way, my dear. I was in a peculiar position you must remember. I had made a number of wealthy friends on the boat and it is possible that — unwittingly — I gave them the impression that I was as comfortably off as themselves. At any rate, that is the impression they gathered, and it hardly seemed expedient to correct it. For it is a deplorable trait in the character of the majority of rich people that they only — er — expand — they only show the best and most companionable side of themselves to those whom they imagine to be as wealthy as they are. Well, of course, while one was on the boat, the fact that I was sailing under what a purist might have termed false colours did not matter. The problem was how to keep up the — er — innocent deception after we had reached New York. A woman like Mrs. Waddesleigh Peagrim — a ghastly creature, my dear, all front teeth and exuberance, but richer than the Sub-Treasury — looks askance at a man, however agreeable, if he endeavours to cement a friendship begun on board ship from a cheap boarding-house on Amsterdam Avenue. It was imperative that I should find something in the nature of what I might call a suitable base of operations. Fortune played into my hands. One of the first men I met in New York was an old soldier-servant of mine, to whom I had been able to do some kindnesses in the old days. In fact — it shows how bread cast upon the waters returns to us after many days — it was with the assistance of a small loan from me that he was enabled to emigrate to America. Well, I met this man, and, after a short conversation, he revealed the fact that he was the hall-porter at that apartment-house which you visited, the one on Fifty-Seventh Street. At this time of the year, I knew, many wealthy people go south, to Florida and the Carolinas, and it occurred to me that there might be a vacant apartment in his building. There was. I took it.

But how on earth could you afford to pay for an apartment in a place like that?

Uncle Chris coughed.

I didnt say I paid for it. I said I took it. That is, as one might say, the point of my story. My old friend, grateful for favours received and wishing to do me a good turn, consented to become my accomplice in another — er — innocent deception. I gave my friends the address and telephone number of the apartment-house, living the while myself in surroundings of a somewhat humbler and less expensive character. I called every morning for letters. If anybody rang me up on the telephone, the admirable man answered in the capacity of my servant, took a message, and relayed it on to me at my boarding-house. If anybody called, he merely said that I was out. There wasnt a flaw in the whole scheme, my dear, and its chief merit was its beautiful simplicity.

Then what made you give it up? Conscience?

Conscience never made me give up anything, said Uncle Chris firmly. No, there were a hundred chances to one against anything going wrong, and it was the hundredth that happened. When you have been in New York longer, you will realize that one peculiarity of the place is that the working-classes are in a constant state of flux. On Monday you meet a plumber. Ah! you say, a plumber! Capital! On the following Thursday you meet him again, and he is a car-conductor. Next week he will be squirting soda in a drug-store. Its the fault of these dashed magazines, with their advertisements of correspondence courses — Are You Earning All You Should? — Write To Us and Learn Chicken-Farming By Mail.... It puts wrong ideas into the fellows heads. It unsettles them. It was so in this case. Everything was going swimmingly, when my man suddenly conceived the idea that destiny had intended him for a chauffeur-gardener, and he threw up his position!

Leaving you homeless!

As you say, homeless — temporarily. But, fortunately — I have been amazingly lucky all through; it really does seem as if you cannot keep a good man down — fortunately my friend had a friend who was janitor at a place on East Forty-first Street, and by a miracle of luck the only apartment in the building was empty. It is an office-building, but, like some of these places, it has one small bachelors apartment on the top floor.

And you are the small bachelor?

Precisely. My friend explained matters to his friend — a few financial details were satisfactorily arranged — and here I am, perfectly happy with the cosiest little place in the world, rent free. I am even better off than I was before, as a matter of fact, for my new allys wife is an excellent cook, and I have been enabled to give one or two very pleasant dinners at my new home. It lends verisimilitude to the thing if you can entertain a little. If you are never in when people call, they begin to wonder. I am giving dinner to your friend Pilkington and Mrs. Peagrim there to-night. Homey, delightful, and infinitely cheaper than a restaurant.

And what will you do when the real owner of the place walks in in the middle of dinner?

Out of the question. The janitor informs me that he left for England some weeks ago, intending to make a stay of several months.

Well, you certainly think of everything.

Whatever success I may have achieved, replied Uncle Chris, with the dignity of a Captain of Industry confiding in an interviewer, I attribute to always thinking of everything.

Jill gurgled with laughter. There was that about her uncle which always acted on her moral sense like an opiate, lulling it to sleep and preventing it from rising up and becoming critical. If he had stolen a watch and chain, he would somehow have succeeded in convincing her that he had acted for the best under the dictates of a benevolent altruism.

What success have you achieved? she asked, interested. When you left me, you were on your way to find a fortune. Did you find it?

I have not actually placed my hands on it yet, admitted Uncle Chris. But it is hovering in the air all round me. I can hear the beating of the wings of the dollar-bills as they flutter to and fro, almost within reach. Sooner or later I shall grab them. I never forget, my dear, that I have a task before me — to restore to you the money of which I deprived you. Some day — be sure — I shall do it. Some day you will receive a letter from me, containing a large sum — five thousand — ten thousand — twenty thousand — whatever it may be, with the simple words First Instalment. He repeated the phrase, as if it pleased him. First Instalment!

Jill hugged his arm. She was in the mood in which she used to listen to him ages ago telling her fairy stories.

Go on! she cried. Go on! Its wonderful! Once upon a time Uncle Chris was walking along Fifth Avenue, when he happened to meet a poor old woman gathering sticks for firewood. She looked so old and tired that he was sorry for her, so he gave her ten cents which he had borrowed from the janitor, and suddenly she turned into a beautiful girl and said I am a fairy! In return for your kindness I grant you three wishes! And Uncle Chris thought for a moment, and said, I want twenty thousand dollars to send to Jill! And the fairy said, It shall be attended to. And the next article?

It is all very well to joke, protested Uncle Chris, pained by this flippancy, but let me tell you that I shall not require magic assistance to become a rich man. Do you realize that at houses like Mrs. Waddesleigh Peagrims I am meeting men all the time who have only to say one little word to make me a millionaire? They are fat, grey men with fishy eyes and large waistcoats, and they sit smoking cigars and brooding on what they are going to do to the market next day. If I were a mind-reader I could have made a dozen fortunes by now. I sat opposite that old pirate, Bruce Bishop, for over an hour the very day before he and his gang sent Consolidated Pea-Nuts down twenty points! If I had known what was in the wind, I doubt if I could have restrained myself from choking his intentions out of the fellow. Well, what I am trying to point out is that one of these days one of these old oysters will have a fleeting moment of human pity and disgorge some tip on which I can act. It is that reflection that keeps me so constantly at Mrs. Peagrims house. Uncle Chris shivered slightly. A fearsome woman, my dear! Weighs a hundred and eighty pounds and as skittish as a young lamb in springtime! She makes me dance with her! Uncle Chris lips quivered in a spasm of pain, and he was silent for a moment. Thank Heaven I was once a footballer! he said reverently.

But what do you live on? asked Jill. I know you are going to be a millionaire next Tuesday week, but how are you getting along in the meantime?

Uncle Chris coughed.

Well, as regards actual living expenses, I have managed by a shrewd business stroke to acquire a small but sufficient income. I live in a boarding-house — true — but I contrive to keep the wolf away from its door — which, by the by, badly needs a lick of paint. Have you ever heard of Nervino?

I dont think so. It sounds like a patent medicine.

It is a patent medicine. Uncle Chris stopped and looked anxiously at her. Jill, youre looking pale, my dear.

Am I? We had rather a tiring rehearsal.

Are you sure, said Uncle Chris seriously, that it is only that? Are you sure that your vitality has not become generally lowered by the fierce rush of Metropolitan life? Are you aware of the things that can happen to you if you allow the red corpuscles of your blood to become devitalised? I had a friend....

Stop! Youre scaring me to death!

Uncle Chris gave his moustache a satisfied twirl.

Just what I meant to do, my dear. And, when I had scared you sufficiently — you wouldnt wait for the story of my consumptive friend. Pity! Its one of my best! — I should have mentioned that I had been having much the same trouble myself until lately, but the other day I happened to try Nervino, the great specific.... I was giving you an illustration of myself in action, my dear. I went to these Nervino people — happened to see one of their posters and got the idea in a flash — I went to them and said, Here am I, a presentable man of persuasive manners and a large acquaintance among the leaders of New York Society. What would it be worth to you to have me hint from time to time at dinner parties and so forth that Nervino is the rich mans panacea? I put the thing lucidly to them. I said, No doubt you have a thousand agents in the city, but have you one who does not look like an agent and wont talk like an agent? Have you one who is inside the houses of the wealthy, at their very dinner-tables, instead of being on the front step, trying to hold the door open with his foot? That is the point you have to consider. They saw the idea at once. We arranged terms — not as generous as I could wish, perhaps, but quite ample. I receive a tolerably satisfactory salary each week, and in return I spread the good word about Nervino in the gilded palaces of the rich. Those are the people to go for, Jill. They have been so busy wrenching money away from the widow and the orphan that they havent had time to look after their health. You catch one of them after dinner, just as he is wondering if he was really wise in taking two helpings of the lobster Newburg, and he is clay in your hands. I draw my chair up to his and become sympathetic and say that I had precisely the same trouble myself until recently, and mention a dear old friend of mine who died of indigestion, and gradually lead the conversation round to Nervino. I dont force it on them. I dont even ask them, to try it. I merely point to myself, rosy with health, and say that I owe everything to it, and the thing is done. They thank me profusely and scribble the name down on their shirt-cuffs. And there you are! I dont suppose, said Uncle Chris philosophically, that the stuff can do them any actual harm.

They had come to the corner of Forty-first Street. Uncle Chris felt in his pocket and produced a key.

If you want to go and take a look at my little nest, you can let yourself in. Its on the twenty-second floor. Dont fail to go out on the roof and look at the view. Its worth seeing. It will give you some idea of the size of the city. A wonderful, amazing city, my dear, full of people who need Nervino. I shall go on and drop in at the club for half an hour. They have given me a fortnights card at the Avenue. Capital place. Heres the key.

Jill turned down Forty-first Street, and came to a mammoth structure of steel and stone which dwarfed the modest brown houses beside it into nothingness. It was curious to think of a private flat nestling on the summit of this mountain. She went in, and the lift shot her giddily upwards to the twenty-second floor. She found herself facing a short flight of stone steps, ending in a door. She mounted the steps, tried the key, and, turning it, entered a hall-way. Proceeding down the passage, she reached a sitting-room.

It was a small room, but furnished with a solid comfort which soothed her. For the first time since she had arrived in New York, she had the sense of being miles away from the noise and bustle of the city. There was a complete and restful silence. She was alone in a nest of books and deep chairs, on which a large grandfather-clock looked down with that wide-faced benevolence peculiar to its kind. So peaceful was this eyrie, perched high up above the clamour and rattle of civilization, that every nerve in her body seemed to relax in a delicious content. It was like being in Peter Pans house in the tree-tops.

II

Jill possessed in an unusual degree that instinct for exploration which is implanted in most of us. She was frankly inquisitive, and could never be two minutes in a strange room without making a tour of it and examining its books, pictures, and photographs. Almost at once she began to prowl.

The mantelpiece was her first objective. She always made for other peoples mantelpieces, for there, more than anywhere else, is the character of a proprietor revealed. This mantelpiece was sprinkled with photographs, large, small, framed and unframed. In the centre of it, standing all alone and looking curiously out of place among its large neighbours, was a little snapshot.

It was dark by the mantelpiece. Jill took the photograph to the window, where the fading light could fall on it. Why, she could not have said, but the thing interested her. There was mystery about it. It seemed in itself so insignificant to have the place of honour.

The snapshot had evidently been taken by an amateur, but it was one of those lucky successes which happen at rare intervals to amateur photographers to encourage them to proceed with their hobby. It showed a small girl in a white dress cut short above slim, black legs, standing in the porch of an old house, one hand swinging a sun-bonnet, the other patting an Irish terrier which had planted its front paws against her waist and was looking up into her face with that grave melancholy characteristic of Irish terriers. The sunlight was evidently strong, for the childs face was puckered in a twisted though engaging grin. Jills first thought was What a jolly kid! And then, with a leaping of the heart that seemed to send something big and choking into her throat, she saw that it was a photograph of herself.

With a swooping bound memory raced back over the years. She could feel the hot sun on her face, hear the anxious voice of Freddie Rooke — then fourteen and for the first time the owner of a camera — imploring her to stand just like that because he wouldnt be half a minute only some rotten thing had stuck or something. Then the sharp click, the doubtful assurance of Freddie that he thought it was all right if he hadnt forgotten to shift the film (in which case she might expect to appear in combination with a cow which he had snapped on his way to the house), and the relieved disappearance of Pat, the terrier, who didnt understand photography. How many years ago had that been? She could not remember. But Freddie had grown to long-legged manhood, she to an age of discretion and full-length frocks, Pat had died, the old house was inhabited by strangers ... and here was the silent record of that sun-lit afternoon, three thousand miles away from the English garden in which it had come into existence.

The shadows deepened. The top of the great building swayed gently, causing the pendulum of the grandfather-clock to knock against the sides of its wooden case. Jill started. The noise, coming after the dead silence, frightened her till she realized what it was. She had a nervous feeling of not being alone. It was as if the shadows held goblins that peered out at the intruder. She darted to the mantelpiece and replaced the photograph. She felt like some heroine of a fairy-story meddling with the contents of the giants castle. Soon there would come the sound of a great footstep thud — thud....

Thud.

Jills heart gave another leap. She was perfectly sure she had heard a sound. It had been just like the banging of a door. She braced herself, listening, every muscle tense. And then, cleaving the stillness, came a voice from down the passage — 

Just see them Pullman porters, Dolled up with scented waters Bought with their dimes and quarters! See, here they come! Here they come!

For an instant Jill could not have said whether she was relieved or more frightened than ever. True, that numbing sense of the uncanny had ceased to grip her, for Reason told her that spectres do not sing rag-time songs. On the other hand, owners of apartments do, and she would almost as readily have faced a spectre as the owner of this apartment. Dizzily, she wondered how in the world she was to explain her presence. Suppose he turned out to be some awful-choleric person who would listen to no explanations.

Oh, see those starched-up collars! Hark how their captain hollers Keep time! Keep time! Its worth a thousand dollars To see those tip-collectors....

Very near now. Almost at the door.

Those upper-berth inspectors, Those Pullman porters on parade!

A dim, shapeless figure in the black of the doorway. The scrabbling of fingers on the wall.

Where are you, dammit? said the voice, apparently addressing the electric-light switch.

Jill shrank back, desperate fingers pressing deep into the back of an arm-chair. Light flashed from the wall at her side. And there, in the doorway, stood Wally Mason in his shirt-sleeves.


CHAPTER XIII

THE AMBASSADOR ARRIVES
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I

In these days of rapid movement, when existence has become little more than a series of shocks of varying intensity, astonishment is the shortest-lived of all the emotions. There was an instant in which Jill looked at Wally and Wally at Jill with the eye of total amazement, and then, almost simultaneously, each began — the process was subconscious — to regard this meeting not as an isolated and inexplicable event, but as something resulting from a perfectly logical chain of circumstances.

Hullo! said Wally.

Hullo! said Jill.

It was not a very exalted note on which to pitch the conversation, but it had the merit of giving each of them a little more time to collect themselves.

This is.... I wasnt expecting you! said Wally.

I wasnt expecting you! said Jill.

There was another pause, in which Wally, apparently examining her last words and turning them over in his mind, found that they did not square with his preconceived theories.

You werent expecting me?

I certainly was not!

But ... but you knew I lived here?

Jill shook her head. Wally reflected for an instant, and then put his finger, with a happy inspiration, on the very heart of the mystery.

Then how on earth did you get here?

He was glad he had asked that. The sense of unreality which had come to him in the first startling moment of seeing her and vanished under the influence of logic had returned as strong as ever. If she did not know he lived in this place, how in the name of everything uncanny had she found her way here? A momentary wonder as to whether all this was not mixed up with telepathy and mental suggestion and all that sort of thing came to him. Certainly he had been thinking of her all the time since their parting at the Savoy Hotel that night three weeks and more back.... No, that was absurd. There must be some sounder reason for her presence. He waited for her to give it.

Jill for the moment felt physically incapable of giving it. She shrank from the interminable explanation which confronted her as a weary traveller shrinks from a dusty, far-stretching desert. She simply could not go into all that now. So she answered with a question.

When did you land in New York?

This afternoon. We were supposed to dock this morning, but the boat was late. Wally perceived that he was being pushed away from the main point, and jostled his way back to it. But what are you doing here?

Its such a long story.

Her voice was plaintive. Remorse smote Wally. It occurred to him that he had not been sufficiently sympathetic. Not a word had he said on the subject of her change of fortunes. He had just stood and gaped and asked questions. After all, what the devil did it matter how she came to be here? He had anticipated a long and tedious search for her through the labyrinth of New York, and here Fate had brought her to his very door, and all he could do was to ask why, instead of being thankful. He perceived that he was not much of a fellow.

Never mind, he said. You can tell me when you feel like it. He looked at her eagerly. Time seemed to have wiped away that little misunderstanding under the burden of which they had parted. Its too wonderful finding you like this! He hesitated. I heard about — everything, he said awkwardly.

My— Jill hesitated too. My smash?

Yes. Freddie Rooke told me. I was terribly sorry.

Thank you, said Jill.

There was a pause. They were both thinking of that other disaster which had happened. The presence of Derek Underhill seemed to stand like an unseen phantom between them. Finally Wally spoke at random, choosing the first words that came into his head in his desire to break the silence.

Jolly place, this, isnt it?

Jill perceived that an opening for those tedious explanations had been granted her.

Uncle Chris thinks so, she said demurely.

Wally looked puzzled.

Uncle Chris? Oh, your uncle?

Yes.

But — he has never been here.

Oh, yes. Hes giving a dinner-party here to-night!

Hes ... what did you say?

Its all right. I only began at the end of the story instead of the beginning. Ill tell you the whole thing. And then ... then I suppose you will be terribly angry and make a fuss.

Im not much of a lad, as Freddie Rooke would say, for making fusses. And I cant imagine being terribly angry with you.

Well, Ill risk it. Though, if I wasnt a brave girl, I should leave Uncle Chris to explain for himself and simply run away.

Anything is better than that. Its a miracle meeting you like this, and I dont want to be deprived of the fruits of it. Tell me anything, but dont go.

Youll be furious.

Not with you.

I should hope not with me. Ive done nothing. I am the innocent heroine. But Im afraid you will be very angry with Uncle Chris.

If hes your uncle, that passes him. Besides, he once licked the stuffing out of me with a whangee. That forms a bond. Tell me all.

Jill considered. She had promised to begin at the beginning, but it was difficult to know what was the beginning.

Have you ever heard of Captain Kidd? she asked at length.

Youre wandering from the point, arent you?

No, Im not. Have you heard of Captain Kidd?

The pirate? Of course.

Well, Uncle Chris is his direct lineal descendant. That really explains the whole thing.

Wally looked at her enquiringly.

Could you make it a little easier? he said.

I can tell you everything in half a dozen words, if you like. But it will sound awfully abrupt.

Go ahead.

Uncle Chris has stolen your apartment.

Wally nodded slowly.

I see. Stolen my apartment.

Of course you cant possibly understand. I shall have to tell you the whole thing, after all.

Wally listened with flattering attention as she began the epic of Major Christopher Selbys doings in New York. Whatever his emotions, he certainly was not bored.

So thats how it all happened, concluded Jill.

For a moment Wally said nothing. He seemed to be digesting what he had heard.

I see, he said at last. Its a variant of those advertisements they print in the magazines. Why pay rent? Own somebody elses home!

That does rather sum it up, said Jill.

Wally burst into a roar of laughter.

Hes a corker!

Jill was immensely relieved. For all her courageous bearing, she had not relished the task of breaking the news to Wally. She knew that he had a sense of humour, but a man may have a sense of humour and yet not see anything amusing in having his home stolen in his absence.

Im so glad youre not angry.

Of course not.

Most men would be.

Most men are chumps.

Its so wonderful that it happened to be you. Suppose it had been an utter stranger! What could I have done?

It would have been the same thing. You would have won him over in two minutes. Nobody could resist you.

Thats very sweet of you.

I cant help telling the truth. Washington was just the same.

Then you dont mind Uncle Chris giving his dinner-party here to-night?

He has my blessing.

You really are an angel, said Jill gratefully. From what he said, I think he looks on it as rather an important function. He has invited a very rich woman, who has been showing him a lot of hospitality — a Mrs. Peagrim....

Mrs. Waddesleigh Peagrim?

Yes? Why, do you know her?

Quite well. She goes in a good deal for being Bohemian and knowing people who write and paint and act and so on. That reminds me. I gave Freddie Rooke a letter of introduction to her.

Freddie Rooke!

Yes. He suddenly made up his mind to come over. He came to me for advice about the journey. He sailed a couple of days before I did. I suppose hes somewhere in New York by now, unless he was going on to Florida. He didnt tell me what his plans were.

Jill was conscious of a sudden depression. Much as she liked Freddie, he belonged to a chapter in her life which was closed and which she was trying her hardest to forget. It was impossible to think of Freddie without thinking of Derek, and to think of Derek was like touching an exposed nerve. The news that Freddie was in New York shocked her. New York had already shown itself a city of chance encounters. Could she avoid meeting Freddie?

She knew Freddie so well. There was not a dearer or a better-hearted youth in the world, but he had not that fine sensibility which pilots a man through the awkwardnesses of life. He was a blunderer. Instinct told her that, if she met Freddie, he would talk of Derek, and, if thinking of Derek was touching an exposed nerve, talking of him would be like pressing on that nerve with a heavy hand. She shivered.

Wally was observant.

Theres no need to meet him if you dont want to, he said.

No, said Jill doubtfully.

New Yorks a large place. By the way, he went on, to return once more to the interesting subject of my lodger, does your uncle sleep here at nights, do you know?

Jill looked at him gratefully. He was no blunderer. Her desire to avoid Freddie Rooke was, he gave her tacitly to understand, her business, and he did not propose to intrude on it. She liked him for dismissing the subject so easily.

No, I think he told me he doesnt.

Well, thats something, isnt it! I call that darned nice of him! I wonder if I could drop back here somewhere about eleven oclock. Are the festivities likely to be over by then? If I know Mrs. Peagrim, she will insist on going off to one of the hotels to dance directly after dinner. Shes a confirmed trotter.

I dont know how to apologize, began Jill remorsefully.

Please dont. Its absolutely all right. His eye wandered to the mantelpiece, as it had done once or twice during the conversation. In her hurry Jill had replaced the snapshot with its back to the room, and Wally had the fidgety air of a man whose most cherished possession is maltreated. He got up now and, walking across, turned the photograph round. He stood for a moment, looking at it. Jill had forgotten the snapshot. Curiosity returned to her.

Where did you get that? she asked.

Wally turned.

Oh, did you see this?

I was looking at it just before you nearly frightened me to death by appearing so unexpectedly.

Freddie Rooke sold it to me fourteen years ago.

Fourteen years ago?

Next July, added Wally. I gave him five shillings for it.

Five shillings! The little brute! cried Jill indignantly. It must have been all the money you had in the world!

A trifle more, as a matter of fact. All the money I had in the world was three-and-six. But by a merciful dispensation of Providence the curate had called that morning and left a money-box for subscriptions to the village organ-fund.... Its wonderful what you can do with a turn for crime and the small blade of a pocket-knife! I dont think I have ever made money quicker! He looked at the photograph again. Not that it seemed quick at the moment. I died at least a dozen agonizing deaths in the few minutes I was operating. Have you ever noticed how slowly time goes when you are coaxing a shilling and a sixpence out of somebodys money-box? Centuries! But I was forgetting. Of course youve had no experience.

You poor thing!

It was worth it.

And youve had it ever since!

I wouldnt part with it for all Mrs. Waddesleigh Peagrims millions, said Wally with sudden and startling vehemence, if she offered me them. He paused. She hasnt, as a matter of fact.

There was a silence. Jill looked at Wally furtively as he returned to his seat. She was seeing him with new eyes. It was as if this trifling incident had removed some sort of a veil. He had suddenly become more alive. For an instant she had seen right into him, to the hidden deeps of his soul. She felt shy and embarrassed.

Pat died, she said at length. She felt the necessity of saying something.

I liked Pat.

He picked up some poison, poor darling.... How long ago those days seem, dont they?

They are always pretty vivid to me. I wonder who has that old house of yours now.

I heard the other day, said Jill more easily. The odd sensation of embarrassment was passing. Some people called ... what was the name?... Debenham, I think.

Silence fell again. It was broken by the front-door bell, like an alarm-clock that shatters a dream.

Wally got up.

Your uncle, he said.

You arent going to open the door?

That was the scheme.

But hell get such a shock when he sees you.

He must look on it in the light of rent. I dont see why I shouldnt have a little passing amusement from this business.

He left the room. Jill heard the front door open. She waited breathlessly. Pity for Uncle Chris struggled with the sterner feeling that it served him right.

Hullo! she heard Wally say.

Hullo-ullo-ullo! replied an exuberant voice. Wondered if Id find you in, and all that sort of thing. I say, what a deuce of a way up it is here. Sort of get a chappie into training for going to heaven, what? I mean, what?

Jill looked about her like a trapped animal. It was absurd, she felt, but every nerve in her body cried out against the prospect of meeting Freddie. His very voice had opened old wounds and set them throbbing.

She listened in the doorway. Out of sight down the passage, Freddie seemed by the sounds to be removing his overcoat. She stole out and darted like a shadow down the corridor that led to Wallys bedroom. The window of the bedroom opened on to the wide roof which Uncle Chris had eulogized. She slipped noiselessly out, closing the window behind her.

II

I say, Mason, old top, said Freddie, entering the sitting-room, I hope you dont mind my barging in like this, but the fact is things are a bit thick. Im dashed worried, and I didnt know another soul I could talk it over with. As a matter of fact, I wasnt sure you were in New York at all, but I remembered hearing you say in London that you were popping back almost at once, so I looked you up in the telephone book and took a chance. Im dashed glad you are back. When did you arrive?

This afternoon.

Ive been here two or three days. Well, its a bit of luck catching you. You see, what I want to ask your advice about....

Wally looked at his watch. He was not surprised to find that Jill had taken to flight. He understood her feelings perfectly, and was anxious to get rid of the inopportune Freddie as soon as possible.

Youll have to talk quick, Im afraid, he said. Ive lent this place to a man for the evening, and hes having some people to dinner. Whats the trouble?

Its about Jill.

Jill?

Jill Mariner, you know. You remember Jill? You havent forgotten my telling you all that? About her losing her money and coming over to America?

No. I remember you telling me that.

Freddie seemed to miss something in his companions manner, some note of excitement and perturbation.

Of course, he said, as if endeavouring to explain this to himself, you hardly knew her, I suppose. Only met once since you were kids and all that sort of thing. But Im a pal of hers and Im dashed upset by the whole business, I can tell you. It worries me, I mean to say. Poor girl, you know, landed on her uppers in a strange country. Well, I mean, it worries me. So the first thing I did when I got here was to try to find her. Thats why I came over, really, to try to find her. Apart from anything else, you see, poor old Derek is dashed worried about her.

Need we bring Underhill in?

Oh, I know you dont like him and think he behaved rather rummily and so forth, but thats all right now.

It is, is it? said Wally drily.

Oh, absolutely. Its all on again.

Whats all on again?

Why, I mean he wants to marry Jill. I came over to find her and tell her so.

Wallys eyes glowed.

If you have come over as an ambassador....

Thats right. Jolly old ambassador. Very word I used myself.

I say, if you have come over as an ambassador with the idea of reopening negotiations with Jill on behalf of that infernal swine....

Old man! protested Freddie, pained. Pal of mine, you know.

If he is, after whats happened, your mental processes are beyond me.

My what, old son?

Your mental processes.

Oh, ah! said Freddie, learning for the first time that he had any.

Wally looked at him intently. There was a curious expression on his rough-hewn face.

I cant understand you, Freddie. If ever there was a fellow who might have been expected to take the only possible view of Underhills behaviour in this business, I should have said it was you. Youre a public-school man. Youve mixed all the time with decent people. You wouldnt do anything that wasnt straight yourself to save your life. Yet it seems to have made absolutely no difference in your opinion of this man Underhill that he behaved like an utter cad to a girl who was one of your best friends. You seem to worship him just as much as ever. And you have travelled three thousand miles to bring a message from him to Jill — Good God! Jill! — to the effect, as far as I can understand it, that he has thought it over and come to the conclusion that after all she may possibly be good enough for him!

Freddie recovered the eye-glass which the raising of his eyebrows had caused to fall, and polished it in a crushed sort of way. Rummy, he reflected, how chappies stayed the same all their lives as they were when they were kids. Nasty, tough sort of chap Wally Mason had been as a boy, and here he was, apparently, not altered a bit. At least the only improvement he could detect was that, whereas in the old days Wally, when in an ugly mood like this, would undoubtedly have kicked him, he now seemed content with mere words. All the same, he was being dashed unpleasant. And he was all wrong about poor Derek. This last fact he endeavoured to make clear.

You dont understand, he said. You dont realize. Youve never met Lady Underhill, have you?

What has she got to do with it?

Everything, old bean, everything. If it hadnt been for her, there wouldnt have been any trouble of any description, sort, or order. But she barged in and savaged poor old Derek till she absolutely made him break off the engagement.

If you call him poor old Derek again, Freddie, said Wally viciously, Ill drop you out of the window and throw your hat after you! If hes such a gelatine-backboned worm that his mother can....

You dont know her, old thing! Shes the original hellhound!

I dont care what....

Must be seen to be believed, mumbled Freddie.

I dont care what shes like! Any man who could....

Once seen, never forgotten!

Damn you! Dont interrupt every time I try to get a word in!

Sorry, old man! Shant occur again!

Wally moved to the window, and stood looking out. He had had much more to say on the subject of Derek Underhill, but Freddies interruptions had put it out of his head, and he felt irritated and baffled.

Well, all I can say is, he remarked savagely, that, if you have come over here as an ambassador to try and effect a reconciliation between Jill and Underhill, I hope to God youll never find her.

Freddie emitted a weak cough, like a very far-off asthmatic old sheep. He was finding Wally more overpowering every moment. He had rather forgotten the dear old days of his childhood, but this conversation was beginning to refresh his memory: and he was realizing more vividly with every moment that passed how very Wallyish Wally was — how extraordinarily like the Wally who had dominated his growing intellect when they were both in Eton suits. Freddie in those days had been all for peace, and he was all for peace now. He made his next observation diffidently.

I have found her!

Wally spun round.

What!

When I say that, I dont absolutely mean Ive seen her. I mean I know where she is. Thats what I came round to see you about. Felt I must talk it over, you know. The situation seems to me dashed rotten and not a little thick. The fact is, old man, shes gone on the stage. In the chorus, you know. And, I mean to say, well, if you follow what Im driving at, what, what?

In the chorus?

In the chorus!

How do you know?

Freddie groped for his eyeglass, which had fallen again. He regarded it a trifle sternly. He was fond of the little chap, but it was always doing that sort of thing. The whole trouble was that, if you wanted to keep it in its place, you simply couldnt register any sort of emotion with the good old features: and, when you were chatting with a fellow like Wally Mason, you had to be registering something all the time.

Well, that was a bit of luck, as a matter of fact. When I first got here, you know, it seemed to me the only thing to do was to round up a merry old detective and put the matter in his hands, like they do in stories. You know. Ring at the bell. And this, if I mistake not, Watson, is my client now. And then in breezes client and spills the plot. I found a sleuth in the classified telephone directory, and toddled round. Rummy chaps, detectives! Ever met any? I always thought they were lean, hatchet-faced Johnnies with inscrutable smiles. This one looked just like my old Uncle Ted, the one who died of apoplexy. Jovial, puffy-faced bird, who kept bobbing up behind a fat cigar. Have you ever noticed what whacking big cigars these fellows over here smoke? Rummy country, America. You ought to have seen the way this blighter could shift his cigar right across his face with moving his jaw-muscles. Like a flash! Most remarkable thing you ever saw, I give you my honest word! He....

Couldnt you keep your Impressions of America for the book youre going to write, and come to the point? said Wally rudely.

Sorry, old chap, said Freddie meekly. Glad you reminded me. Well.... Oh, yes. We had got as far as the jovial old human bloodhound, hadnt we? Well, I put the matter before this chappie. Told him I wanted to find a girl, showed him a photograph, and so forth. I say, said Freddie, wandering off once more into speculation, why is it that coves like that always talk of a girl as the little lady? This chap kept saying Well find the little lady for you! Oh, well, thats rather off the rails, isnt it? It just floated across my mind and I thought Id mention it. Well, this blighter presumably nosed about and made enquiries for a couple of days, but didnt effect anything that you might call substantial. Im not blaming him, mind you. I shouldnt care to have a job like that myself. I mean to say, when you come to think of what a frightful number of girls there are in this place, to have to ... well, as I say, he did his best but didnt click; and then this evening, just before I came here, I met a girl I had known in England — she was in a show over there — a girl called Nelly Bryant....

Nelly Bryant? I know her.

Yes? Fancy that! She was in a thing called Follow the Girl in London. Did you see it by any chance? Topping show! There was one scene where the....

Get on! Get on! I wrote it.

You wrote it? Freddie beamed simple-hearted admiration. My dear old chap, I congratulate you! One of the ripest and most all-wool musical comedies Ive ever seen. I went twenty-four times. Rummy I dont remember spotting that you wrote it. I suppose one never looks at the names on the programme. Yes, I went twenty-four times The first time I went was with a couple of chappies from....

Listen, Freddie! said Wally feverishly. On some other occasion I should dearly love to hear the story of your life, but just now....

Absolutely, old man. Youre perfectly right. Well, to cut a long story short, Nelly Bryant told me that she and Jill were rehearsing with a piece called The Rose of America.

The Rose of America!

I think that was the name of it.

Thats Ike Gobles show. He called me up on the phone about it half an hour ago. I promised to go and see a rehearsal of it to-morrow or the day after. And Jills in that?

Yes. How about it? I mean, I dont know much about this sort of thing, but do you think its the sort of thing Jill ought to be doing?

Wally was moving restlessly about the room. Freddies news had disquieted him. Mr. Goble had a reputation.

I know a lot about it, he replied, and it certainly isnt. He scowled at the carpet. Oh, damn everybody!

Freddie paused to allow him to proceed, if such should be his wish, but Wally had apparently said his say. Freddie went on to point out an aspect of the matter which was troubling him greatly.

Im sure poor old Derek wouldnt like her being in the chorus!

Wally started so violently that for a moment Freddie was uneasy.

I mean Underhill, he corrected himself hastily.

Freddie, said Wally, youre an awfully good chap, but I wish you would exit rapidly now! Thanks for coming and telling me, very good of you. This way out!

But, old man...!

Now what?

I thought we were going to discuss this binge and decide what to do and all that sort of thing.

Some other time. I want to think about it.

Oh, you will think about it?

Yes, Ill think about it.

Topping! You see, youre a brainy sort of fellow, and youll probably hit something.

I probably shall, if you dont go.

Eh? Oh, ah, yes! Freddie struggled into his coat. More than ever did the adult Wally remind him of the dangerous stripling of years gone by. Well, cheerio!

Same to you!

Youll let me know if you scare up some devilish fruity wheeze, wont you? Im at the Biltmore.

Very good place to be. Go there now.

Right ho! Well, toodle-oo!

The elevator is at the foot of the stairs, said Wally. You press the bell and up it comes. You hop in and down you go! Its a great invention! Good night!

Oh, I say. One moment....

Good night! said Wally.

He closed the door, and ran down the passage.

Jill! he called. He opened the bedroom window and stepped out. Jill!

There was no reply.

Jill! called Wally once again, but again there was no answer.

Wally walked to the parapet, and looked over. Below him the vastness of the city stretched itself in a great triangle, its apex the harbour, its sides the dull silver of the East and Hudson Rivers. Directly before him, crowned with its white lantern, the Metropolitan Tower reared its graceful height to the stars. And all around, in the windows of the tall buildings that looked from this bastion on which he stood almost squat, a million lights stared up at him, the unsleeping eyes of New York. It was a scene of which Wally, always sensitive to beauty, never tired: but to-night it had lost its appeal. A pleasant breeze from the Jersey shore greeted him with a quickening whisper of springtime and romance, but it did not lift the heaviness of his heart. He felt depressed and apprehensive.


CHAPTER XIV

MR. GOBLE MAKES THE BIG NOISE
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I

Spring, whose coming the breeze had heralded to Wally as he smoked upon the roof, floated graciously upon New York two mornings later. The city awoke to a day of blue and gold and to a sense of hard times over and good times to come. In his apartment on Park Avenue, Mr Isaac Goble, sniffing the gentle air from the window of his breakfast-room, returned to his meal and his Morning Telegraph with a resolve to walk to the theatre for rehearsal: a resolve which had also come to Jill and Nelly Bryant, eating stewed prunes in their boarding-house in the Forties. On the summit of his sky-scraper, Wally Mason, performing Swedish exercises to the delectation of various clerks and stenographers in the upper windows of neighbouring buildings, felt young and vigorous and optimistic, and went in to his shower-bath thinking of Jill. And it was of Jill, too, that young Pilkington thought, as he propped his long form up against the pillows and sipped his morning cup of tea. For the first time in several days a certain moodiness which had affected Otis Pilkington left him, and he dreamed happy day-dreams.

The gaiety of Otis was not, however, entirely or even primarily due to the improvement in the weather. It had its source in a conversation which had taken place between himself and Jills Uncle Chris on the previous night. Exactly how it had come about, Mr. Pilkington was not entirely clear, but, somehow, before he was fully aware of what he was saying, he had begun to pour into Major Selbys sympathetic ears the story of his romance. Encouraged by the others kindly receptiveness, he had told him all — his love for Jill, his hopes that some day it might be returned, the difficulties complicating the situation owing to the known prejudices of Mrs. Waddesleigh Peagrim concerning girls who formed the personnel of musical comedy ensembles. To all these outpourings Major Selby had listened with keen attention, and finally had made one of those luminous suggestions, so simple yet so shrewd, which emanate only from your man of the world. It was Jills girlish ambition, it seemed from Major Selbys statement, to become a force in the motion-picture world. The movies were her objective.

What, he broke off to ask, did Pilkington think of the idea?

Pilkington thought the idea splendid. Miss Mariner, with her charm and looks, would be wonderful in the movies.

There was, said Uncle Chris, a future for the girl in the movies.

Mr. Pilkington agreed cordially. A great future indeed.

Observe, proceeded Uncle Chris, gathering speed and expanding his chest as he spread his legs before the fire, how it would simplify the whole matter if Jill were to become a motion-picture artist and win fame and wealth in her profession. You go to your excellent aunt and announce that you are engaged to be married to Jill Mariner. There is a momentary pause. Not the Jill Mariner? falters Mrs. Peagrim. Yes, the famous Miss Mariner! you reply. Well, I ask you, my boy, can you see her making any objection? Such a thing would be absurd. No, I can see no flaw in the project whatsoever. Here Uncle Chris, as he had pictured Mrs. Peagrim doing, paused for a moment. Of course, there would be the preliminaries.

The preliminaries?

Uncle Chris voice became a melodious coo. He beamed upon Mr. Pilkington.

Well, think for yourself, my boy! These things cannot be done without money. I do not propose to allow my niece to waste her time and her energy in the rank and file of the profession, waiting years for a chance that might never come. There is plenty of room at the top, and that, in the motion-picture profession, is the place to start. If Jill is to become a motion-picture artist, a special company must be formed to promote her. She must be made a feature, a star, from the beginning. Whether, said Uncle Chris, smoothing the crease of his trousers, you would wish to take shares in the company yourself....

Oo...!

... is a matter, proceeded Uncle Chris, ignoring the interruption, for you yourself to decide. Possibly you have other claims on your purse. Possibly this musical play of yours has taken all the cash you are prepared to lock up. Possibly you may consider the venture too speculative. Possibly ... there are a hundred reasons why you may not wish to join us. But I know a dozen men — I can go down Wall Street to-morrow and pick out twenty men — who will be glad to advance the necessary capital. I can assure you that I personally shall not hesitate to risk — if one can call it risking — any loose cash which I may have lying idle at my bankers.

He rattled the loose cash which he had lying idle in his trouser-pocket — fifteen cents in all — and stopped to flick a piece of fluff off his coat-sleeve. Mr. Pilkington was thus enabled to insert a word.

How much would you want? he enquired.

That, said Uncle Chris meditatively, is a little hard to say. I should have to look into the matter more closely in order to give you the exact figures. But let us say for the sake of argument that you put up — what shall we say? — a hundred thousand? fifty thousand? ... no, we will be conservative. Perhaps you had better not begin with more than ten thousand. You can always buy more shares later. I dont suppose I shall begin with more than ten thousand myself.

I could manage ten thousand all right.

Excellent. We make progress, we make progress. Very well, then. I go to my Wall Street friends and tell them about the scheme, and say Here is ten thousand dollars! What is your contribution? It puts the affair on a business-like basis, you understand. Then we really get to work. But use your own judgment, my boy, you know. Use your own judgment. I would not think of persuading you to take such a step, if you felt at all doubtful. Think it over. Sleep on it. And, whatever you decide to do, on no account say a word about it to Jill. It would be cruel to raise her hopes until we are certain that we are in a position to enable her to realize them. And, of course, not a word to Mrs. Peagrim.

Of course.

Very well, then, my boy, said Uncle Chris affably. I will leave you to turn the whole thing over in your mind. Act entirely as you think best. How is your insomnia, by the way? Did you try Nervino? Capital! Theres nothing like it. It did wonders for me! Good night, good night!

Otis Pilkington had been turning the thing over in his mind, with an interval for sleep, ever since. And the more he thought of it, the better the scheme appeared to him. He winced a little at the thought of the ten thousand dollars, for he came of prudent stock and had been brought up in habits of parsimony, but, after all, he reflected, the money would be merely a loan. Once the company found its feet, it would be returned to him a hundred-fold. And there was no doubt that this would put a completely different aspect on his wooing of Jill, as far as Aunt Olive was concerned. Why, a cousin of his — young Brewster Philmore — had married a movie-star only two years ago, and nobody had made the slightest objection. Brewster was to be seen with his bride frequently beneath Mrs. Peagrims roof. Against the higher strata of Bohemia Mrs. Peagrim had no prejudice at all. Quite the reverse, in fact. She liked the society of those whose names were often in the papers and much in the public mouth. It seemed to Otis Pilkington, in short, that Love had found a way. He sipped his tea with relish, and when the Japanese valet brought in the toast all burned on one side, chided him with a gentle sweetness which, one may hope, touched the latters Oriental heart and inspired him with a desire to serve his best of employers more efficiently.

At half-past ten, Otis Pilkington removed his dressing-gown and began to put on his clothes to visit the theatre. There was a rehearsal-call for the whole company at eleven. As he dressed, his mood was as sunny as the day itself.

And the day, by half-past ten, was as sunny as ever Spring day had been in a country where Spring comes early and does its best from the very start. The blue sky beamed down on a happy city. To and fro the citizenry bustled, aglow with the perfection of the weather. Everywhere was gaiety and good cheer, except on the stage of the Gotham Theatre, where an early rehearsal, preliminary to the main event, had been called by Johnson Miller in order to iron some of the kinks out of the My Heart and I number, which, with the assistance of the male chorus, the leading lady was to render in Act One.

On the stage of the Gotham gloom reigned — literally, because the stage was wide and deep and was illumined only by a single electric light; and figuratively, because things were going even worse than usual with the My Heart and I number, and Johnson Miller, always of an emotional and easily stirred temperament, had been goaded by the incompetence of his male chorus to a state of frenzy. At about the moment when Otis Pilkington shed his flowered dressing-gown and reached for his trousers (the heather-mixture with the red twill), Johnson Miller was pacing the gangway between the orchestra pit and the first row of the orchestra chairs, waving one hand and clutching his white locks with the other, his voice raised the while in agonized protest.

Gentlemen, you silly idiots, complained Mr. Miller loudly, youve had three weeks to get these movements into your thick heads, and you havent done a damn thing right! Youre all over the place! You dont seem able to turn without tumbling over each other like a lot of Keystone Kops! Whats the matter with you? Youre not doing the movements I showed you; youre doing some you have invented yourselves, and they are rotten! Ive no doubt you think you can arrange a number better than I can, but Mr. Goble engaged me to be the director, so kindly do exactly as I tell you. Dont try to use your own intelligence, because you havent any. Im not blaming you for it. It wasnt your fault that your nurses dropped you on your heads when you were babies. But it handicaps you when you try to think.

Of the seven gentlemanly members of the male ensemble present, six looked wounded by this tirade. They had the air of good men wrongfully accused. They appeared to be silently calling on Heaven to see justice done between Mr. Miller and themselves. The seventh, a long-legged young man in faultlessly fitting tweeds of English cut, seemed, on the other hand, not so much hurt as embarrassed. It was this youth who now stepped down to the darkened footlights and spoke in a remorseful and conscience-stricken manner.

I say!

Mr. Miller, that martyr to deafness, did not hear the pathetic bleat. He had swung off at right angles and was marching in an overwrought way up the central aisle leading to the back of the house, his india-rubber form moving in convulsive jerks. Only when he had turned and retraced his steps did he perceive the speaker and prepare to take his share in the conversation.

What? he shouted. Cant hear you!

I say, you know, its my fault, really.

What?

I mean to say, you know....

What? Speak up, cant you?

Mr. Saltzburg, who had been seated at the piano, absently playing a melody from his unproduced musical comedy, awoke to the fact that the services of an interpreter were needed. He obligingly left the music-stool and crept, crab-like, along the ledge of the stage-box. He placed his arm about Mr. Millers shoulders and his lips to Mr. Millers left ear, and drew a deep breath.

He says it is his fault!

Mr. Miller nodded adhesion to this admirable sentiment.

I know theyre not worth their salt! he replied.

Mr. Saltzburg patiently took in a fresh stock of breath.

This young man says it is his fault that the movement went wrong!

Tell him I only signed on this morning, laddie, urged the tweed-clad young man.

He only joined the company this morning!

This puzzled Mr. Miller.

How do you mean, warning? he asked.

Mr. Saltzburg, purple in the face, made a last effort.

This young man is new, he bellowed carefully, keeping to words of one syllable. He does not yet know the steps. He says this is his first day here, so he does not yet know the steps. When he has been here some more time he will know the steps. But now he does not know the steps.

What he means, explained the young man in tweeds helpfully, is that I dont know the steps.

He does not know the steps! roared Mr. Saltzburg.

I know he doesnt know the steps, said Mr. Miller. Why doesnt he know the steps? Hes had long enough to learn them.

He is new!

Hugh?

New!

Oh, new?

Yes, new!

Why the devil is he new? cried Mr. Miller, awaking suddenly to the truth and filled with a sense of outrage. Why didnt he join with the rest of the company? How can I put on chorus numbers if I am saddled every day with new people to teach? Who engaged him?

Who engaged you? enquired Mr. Saltzburg of the culprit.

Mr. Pilkington.

Mr. Pilkington, shouted Mr. Saltzburg.

When?

When?

Last night.

Last night.

Mr. Miller waved his hands in a gesture of divine despair, spun round, darted up the aisle, turned, and bounded back.

What can I do? he wailed. My hands are tied! I am hampered! I am handicapped! We open in two weeks and every day I find somebody new in the company to upset everything I have done. I shall go to Mr. Goble and ask to be released from my contract. I shall.... Come along, come along, come along now! he broke off suddenly. Why are we wasting time? The whole number once more. The whole number once more from the beginning!

The young man tottered back to his gentlemanly colleagues, running a finger in an agitated manner round the inside of his collar. He was not used to this sort of thing. In a large experience of amateur theatricals he had never encountered anything like it. In the breathing-space afforded by the singing of the first verse and refrain by the lady who played the heroine of The Rose of America, he found time to make an enquiry of the artist on his right.

I say! Is he always like this?

Who? Johnny?

The sportsman with the hair that turned white in a single night. The barker on the sky-line. Does he often get the wind up like this?

His colleague smiled tolerantly.

Why, thats nothing! he replied. Wait till you see him really cut loose! That was just a gentle whisper!

My God! said the newcomer, staring into a bleak future.

The leading lady came to the end of her refrain, and the gentlemen of the ensemble, who had been hanging about up-stage, began to curvet nimbly down towards her in a double line; the new arrival, with an eye on his nearest neighbour, endeavouring to curvet as nimbly as the others. A clapping of hands from the dark auditorium indicated — inappropriately — that he had failed to do so. Mr. Miller could be perceived — dimly — with all his fingers entwined in his hair.

Clear the stage! yelled Mr. Miller. Not you! he shouted, as the latest addition to the company began to drift off with the others. You stay!

Me?

Yes, you. I shall have to teach you the steps by yourself, or we shall get nowhere. Go up-stage. Start the music again, Mr. Saltzburg. Now, when the refrain begins, come down. Gracefully! Gracefully!

The young man, pink but determined, began to come down gracefully. And it was while he was thus occupied that Jill and Nelly Bryant, entering the wings which were beginning to fill up as eleven oclock approached, saw him.

Whoever is that? said Nelly.

New man, replied one of the chorus gentlemen. Came this morning.

Nelly turned to Jill.

He looks just like Mr. Rooke! she exclaimed.

He is Mr. Rooke! said Jill.

He cant be!

He is!

But what is he doing here?

Jill bit her lip.

Thats just what Im going to ask him myself, she said.

II

The opportunity for a private conversation with Freddie did not occur immediately. For ten minutes he remained alone on the stage, absorbing abusive tuition from Mr. Miller: and at the end of that period a further ten minutes was occupied with the rehearsing of the number with the leading lady and the rest of the male chorus. When, finally, a roar from the back of the auditorium announced the arrival of Mr. Goble and at the same time indicated Mr. Gobles desire that the stage should be cleared and the rehearsal proper begin, a wan smile of recognition and a faint What ho! was all that Freddie was able to bestow upon Jill, before, with the rest of the ensemble, they had to go out and group themselves for the opening chorus. It was only when this had been run through four times and the stage left vacant for two of the principals to play a scene that Jill was able to draw the Last of the Rookes aside in a dark corner and put him to the question.

Freddie, what are you doing here?

Freddie mopped his streaming brow. Johnson Millers idea of an opening chorus was always strenuous. On the present occasion, the ensemble were supposed to be guests at a Long Island house-party, and Mr. Millers conception of the gathering suggested that he supposed house-party guests on Long Island to consist exclusively of victims of St. Vitus dance. Freddie was feeling limp, battered, and exhausted: and, from what he had gathered, the worst was yet to come.

Eh? he said feebly.

What are you doing here?

Oh, ah, yes! I see what you mean! I suppose youre surprised to find me in New York, what?

Im not surprised to find you in New York. I knew you had come over. But I am surprised to find you on the stage, being bullied by Mr. Miller.

I say, said Freddie in an awed voice. Hes a bit of a nut, that lad, what? He reminds me of the troops of Midian in the hymn. The chappies who prowled and prowled around. Ill bet hes worn a groove in the carpet. Like a jolly old tiger at the Zoo at feeding time. Wouldnt be surprised at any moment to look down and find him biting a piece out of my leg!

Jill seized his arm and shook it.

Dont ramble, Freddie! Tell me how you got here.

Oh, that was pretty simple. I had a letter of introduction to this chappie Pilkington whos running this show, and, we having got tolerably pally in the last few days, I went to him and asked him to let me join the merry throng. I said I didnt want any money, and the little bit of work I would do wouldnt make any difference, so he said Right ho! or words to that effect, and here I am.

But why? You cant be doing this for fun, surely?

Fun! A pained expression came into Freddies face. My idea of fun isnt anything in which jolly old Miller, the bird with the snowy hair, is permitted to mix. Something tells me that that lad is going to make it his life-work picking on me. No, I didnt do this for fun. I had a talk with Wally Mason the night before last, and he seemed to think that being in the chorus wasnt the sort of thing you ought to be doing, so I thought it over and decided that I ought to join the troupe too. Then I could always be on the spot, dont you know, if there was any trouble. I mean to say, Im not much of a chap and all that sort of thing, but still I might come in handy one of these times. Keep a fatherly eye on you, dont you know, and what not!

Jill was touched. Youre a dear, Freddie!

I thought, dont you know, it would make poor old Derek a bit easier in his mind.

Jill froze.

I dont want to talk about Derek, Freddie, please.

Oh, I know what you must be feeling. Pretty sick, Ill bet, what? But if you could see him now....

I dont want to talk about him!

Hes pretty cut up, you know. Regrets bitterly and all that sort of thing. He wants you to come back again.

I see! He sent you to fetch me?

That was more or less the idea.

Its a shame that you had all the trouble. You can get messenger-boys to go anywhere and do anything nowadays. Derek ought to have thought of that.

Freddie looked at her doubtfully.

Youre spoofing, arent you? I mean to say, you wouldnt have liked that!

I shouldnt have disliked it any more than his sending you.

Oh, but I wanted to pop over. Keen to see America and so forth.

Jill looked past him at the gloomy stage. Her face was set, and her eyes sombre.

Cant you understand, Freddie? Youve known me a long time. I should have thought that you would have found out by now that I have a certain amount of pride. If Derek wanted me back, there was only one thing for him to do — come over and find me himself.

Rummy! Thats what Mason said, when I told him. You two dont realize how dashed busy Derek is these days.

Busy!

Something in her face seemed to tell Freddie that he was not saying the right thing, but he stumbled on.

Youve no notion how busy he is. I mean to say, elections coming on and so forth. He darent stir from the metrop.

Of course I couldnt expect him to do anything that might interfere with his career, could I?

Absolutely not. I knew you would see it! said Freddie, charmed at her reasonableness. All rot, what you read about women being unreasonable. Then I take it its all right, eh?

All right?

I mean you will toddle home with me at the earliest opp. and make poor old Derek happy?

Jill laughed discordantly.

Poor old Derek! she echoed. He has been badly treated, hasnt he?

Well, I wouldnt say that, said Freddie doubtfully. You see, coming down to it, the thing was more or less his fault, what?

More or less!

I mean to say....

More or less!

Freddie glanced at her anxiously. He was not at all sure now that he liked the way she was looking or the tone in which she spoke. He was not a keenly observant young man, but there did begin at this point to seep through to his brain-centres a suspicion that all was not well.

Let me pull myself together! said Freddie warily to his immortal soul. I believe Im getting the raspberry! And there was silence for a space.

The complexity of life began to weigh upon Freddie. Life was like one of those shots at squash which seem so simple till you go to knock the cover off the ball, when the ball sort of edges away from you and you miss it. Life, Freddie began to perceive, was apt to have a nasty back-spin on it. He had never had any doubt when he had started, that the only difficult part of this expedition to America would be the finding of Jill. Once found, he had presumed that she would be delighted to hear his good news and would joyfully accompany him home on the next boat. It appeared now, however, that he had been too sanguine. Optimist as he was, he had to admit that, as far as could be ascertained with the naked eye, the jolly old binge might be said to have sprung a leak.

He proceeded to approach the matter from another angle.

I say!

Yes?

You do love old Derek, dont you? I mean to say, you know what I mean, love him and all that sort of rot?

I dont know!

You dont know! Oh, I say, come now! You must know! Pull up your socks, old thing.... I mean, pull yourself together! You either love a chappie or you dont.

Jill smiled painfully.

How nice it would be if everything were as simple and straightforward as that. Havent you ever heard that the dividing line between love and hate is just a thread? Poets have said so a great number of times.

Oh, poets! said Freddie, dismissing the genus with a wave of the hand. He had been compelled to read Shakespeare and all that sort of thing at school, but it had left him cold, and since growing to mans estate he had rather handed the race of bards the mitten. He liked Doss Chiderdoss stuff in the Sporting Times, but beyond that he was not much of a lad for poets.

Cant you understand a girl in my position not being able to make up her mind whether she loves a man or despises him?

Freddie shook his head.

No, he said. It sounds dashed silly to me!

Then whats the good of talking? cried Jill. It only hurts.

But — wont you come back to England?

No.

Oh, I say! Be a sport! Take a stab at it!

Jill laughed again — another of those grating laughs which afflicted Freddie with a sense of foreboding and failure. Something had undoubtedly gone wrong with the works. He began to fear that at some point in the conversation — just where he could not say — he had been less diplomatic than he might have been.

You speak as if you were inviting me to a garden-party! No, I wont take a stab at it. Youve a lot to learn about women, Freddie!

Women are rum! conceded that perplexed ambassador.

Jill began to move away.

Dont go! urged Freddie.

Why not? Whats the use of talking any more? Have you ever broken an arm or a leg, Freddie?

Yes, said Freddie, mystified. As a matter of fact, my last year at Oxford, playing soccer for the college in a friendly game, some blighter barged into me and I came down on my wrist. But....

It hurt?

Like the deuce!

And then it began to get better, I suppose. Well, used you to hit it, and twist it, and prod it, or did you leave it alone to try and heal? I wont talk any more about Derek! I simply wont! Im all smashed up inside, and I dont know if Im ever going to get well again, but at least Im going to give myself a chance. Im working as hard as ever I can and Im forcing myself not to think of him. Im in a sling, Freddie, like your wrist, and I dont want to be prodded. I hope we shall see a lot of each other while youre over here — you always were the greatest dear in the world — but you mustnt mention Derek again, and you mustnt ask me to go home. If you avoid those subjects, well be as happy as possible. And now Im going to leave you to talk to poor Nelly. She has been hovering round for the last ten minutes, waiting for a chance to speak to you. She worships you, you know!

Freddie started violently.

Oh, I say! What rot!

Jill had gone, and he was still gaping after her, when Nelly Bryant moved towards him — shyly, like a worshipper approaching a shrine.

Hello, Mr. Rooke! said Nelly.

Hullo-ullo-ullo! said Freddie.

Nelly fixed her large eyes on his face. A fleeting impression passed through Freddies mind that she was looking unusually pretty this morning: nor was the impression unjustified. Nelly was wearing for the first time a Spring suit which was the outcome of hours of painful selection among the wares of a dozen different stores, and the knowledge that the suit was just right seemed to glow from her like an inner light. She felt happy, and her happiness had lent an unwonted colour to her face and a soft brightness to her eyes.

How nice it is, your being here!

Freddie waited for the inevitable question, the question with which Jill had opened their conversation; but it did not come. He was surprised, but relieved. He hated long explanations, and he was very doubtful whether loyalty to Jill could allow him to give them to Nelly. His reason for being where he was had to do so intimately with Jills most private affairs. A wave of gratitude to Nelly swept through him when he realized that she was either incurious or else too delicate-minded to show inquisitiveness.

As a matter of fact, it was delicacy that kept Nelly silent. Seeing Freddie here at the theatre, she had, as is not uncommon with fallible mortals, put two and two together and made the answer four when it was not four at all. She had been deceived by circumstantial evidence. Jill, whom she had left in England wealthy and secure, she had met again in New York penniless as the result of some Stock Exchange cataclysm in which, she remembered with the vagueness with which one recalls once-heard pieces of information, Freddie Rooke had been involved. True, she seemed to recollect hearing that Freddies losses had been comparatively slight, but his presence in the chorus of The Rose of America seemed to her proof that after all they must have been devastating. She could think of no other reason except loss of money which could have placed Freddie in the position in which she now found him, so she accepted it; and, with the delicacy which was innate in her and which a hard life had never blunted, decided, directly she saw him, to make no allusion to the disaster.

Such was Nellys view of the matter, and sympathy gave to her manner a kind of maternal gentleness which acted on Freddie, raw from his late encounter with Mr. Johnson Miller and disturbed by Jills attitude in the matter of poor old Derek, like a healing balm. His emotions were too chaotic for analysis, but one thing stood out clear from the welter — the fact that he was glad to be with Nelly as he had never been glad to be with a girl before, and found her soothing as he had never supposed a girl could be soothing.

They talked desultorily of unimportant things, and every minute found Freddie more convinced that Nelly was not as other girls. He felt that he must see more of her.

I say, he said. When this binge is over ... when the rehearsal finishes, you know, how about a bite to eat?

I should love it. I generally go to the Automat.

The how-much? Never heard of it.

In Times Square. Its cheap, you know.

I was thinking of the Cosmopolis.

But thats so expensive.

Oh, I dont know. Much the same as any of the other places, isnt it?

Nellys manner became more motherly than ever. She bent forward and touched his arm affectionately.

You havent to keep up any front with me, she said gently. I dont care whether youre rich or poor or what. I mean, of course Im awfully sorry youve lost your money, but it makes it all the easier for us to be real pals, dont you think so?

Lost my money?

Well, I know you wouldnt be here if you hadnt. I wasnt going to say anything about it, but, when you talked of the Cosmopolis, I just had to. You lost your money in the same thing Jill Mariner lost hers, didnt you? I was sure you had, the moment I saw you here. Who cares? Money isnt everything!

Astonishment kept Freddie silent for an instant: after that he refrained from explanations of his own free will. He accepted the situation and rejoiced in it. Like many other wealthy and modest young men, he had always had a sneaking suspicion at the back of his mind that any girl who was decently civil to him was so from mixed motives — or, more likely, motives that were not even mixed. Well, dash it, here was a girl who seemed to like him although under the impression that he was broke to the wide. It was an intoxicating experience. It made him feel a better chap. It fortified his self-respect.

You know, he said, stammering a little, for he found a sudden difficulty in controlling his voice. Youre a dashed good sort!

Im awfully glad you think so.

There was a silence — as far, at least, as he and she were concerned. In the outer world, beyond the piece of scenery under whose shelter they stood, stirring things, loud and exciting things, seemed to be happening. Some sort of an argument appeared to be in progress. The rasping voice of Mr. Goble was making itself heard from the unseen auditorium. These things they sensed vaguely, but they were too occupied with each other to ascertain details.

What was the name of that place again? asked Freddie. The what-ho-something?

The Automat?

Thats the little chap! Well go there, shall we?

The foods quite good. You go and help yourself out of slot-machines, you know.

My favourite indoor sport! said Freddie with enthusiasm. Hullo! Whats up? It sounds as if there were dirty work at the cross-roads!

The voice of the assistant stage-manager was calling, sharply excited, agitation in every syllable.

All the gentlemen of the chorus on the stage, please! Mr. Goble wants all the chorus-gentlemen on the stage!

Well, cheerio for the present, said Freddie. I suppose Id better look into this.

He made his way on to the stage.

III

There is an insidious something about the atmosphere of a rehearsal of a musical play which saps the finer feelings of those connected with it. Softened by the gentle beauty of the Spring weather, Mr. Goble had come to the Gotham Theatre that morning in an excellent temper, firmly intending to remain in an excellent temper all day. Five minutes of The Rose of America had sent him back to the normal; and at ten minutes past eleven he was chewing his cigar and glowering at the stage with all the sweetness gone from his soul. When Wally Mason arrived at a quarter past eleven and dropped into the seat beside him, the manager received him with a grunt and even omitted to offer him a cigar. And when a New York theatrical manager does that, it is a certain sign that his mood is of the worst.

One may find excuses for Mr. Goble. The Rose of America would have tested the equanimity of a far more amiable man: and on Mr. Goble what Otis Pilkington had called its delicate whimsicality jarred profoundly. He had been brought up in the lower-browed school of musical comedy, where you shelved the plot after the opening number and filled in the rest of the evening by bringing on the girls in a variety of exotic costumes, with some good vaudeville specialists to get the laughs. Mr. Gobles idea of a musical piece was something embracing trained seals, acrobats, and two or three teams of skilled buck-and-wing dancers, with nothing on the stage, from a tree to a lamp-shade, which could not suddenly turn into a chorus-girl. The austere legitimateness of The Rose of America gave him a pain in the neck. He loathed plot, and The Rose of America was all plot.

Why, then, had the earthy Mr. Goble consented to associate himself with the production of this intellectual play? Because he was subject, like all other New York managers, to intermittent spasms of the idea that the time is ripe for a revival of comic opera. Sometimes, lunching in his favourite corner in the Cosmopolis grill-room, he would lean across the table and beg some other manager to take it from him that the time was ripe for a revival of comic opera — or, more cautiously, that pretty soon the time was going to be ripe for a revival of comic opera. And the other manager would nod his head and thoughtfully stroke his three chins and admit that, sure as God made little apples, the time was darned soon going to be ripe for a revival of comic opera. And then they would stuff themselves with rich food and light big cigars and brood meditatively.

With most managers these spasms, which may be compared to twinges of conscience, pass as quickly as they come, and they go back to coining money with rowdy musical comedies, quite contented. But Otis Pilkington, happening along with the script of The Rose of America and the cash to back it, had caught Mr. Goble in the full grip of an attack, and all the arrangements had been made before the latter emerged from the influence. He now regretted his rash act.

Say, listen, he said to Wally, his gaze on the stage, his words proceeding from the corner of his mouth, youve got to stick around with this show after it opens on the road. Well talk terms later. But weve got to get it right, dont care what it costs. See?

You think it will need fixing?

Mr. Goble scowled at the unconscious artists, who were now going through a particularly arid stretch of dialogue.

Fixing! Its all wrong! It dont add up right! Youll have to rewrite it from end to end.

Well, Ive got some idea about it. I saw it played by amateurs last summer, you know. I could make a quick job of it, if you want me to. But will the author stand for it?

Mr. Goble allowed a belligerent eye to stray from the stage, and twisted it round in Wallys direction.

Say, listen! Hell stand for anything I say. Im the little guy that gives orders round here. Im the big noise!

As if in support of this statement he suddenly emitted a terrific bellow. The effect was magical. The refined and painstaking artists on the stage stopped as if they had been shot. The assistant stage-director bent sedulously over the footlights, which had now been turned up, shading his eyes with the prompt script.

Take that over again! shouted Mr. Goble. Yes, that speech about life being like a water-melon. It dont sound to me as though it meant anything. He cocked his cigar at an angle, and listened fiercely. He clapped his hands. The action stopped again. Cut it! said Mr. Goble tersely.

Cut the speech, Mr. Goble? queried the obsequious assistant stage-director.

Yes. Cut it. It dont mean nothing!

Down the aisle, springing from a seat at the back, shimmered Mr. Pilkington, wounded to the quick.

Mr. Goble! Mr. Goble!

Well?

That is the best epigram in the play.

The best what?

Epigram. The best epigram in the play.

Mr. Goble knocked the ash off his cigar. The public dont want epigrams. The public dont like epigrams. Ive been in the show business fifteen years, and Im telling you! Epigrams give them a pain under the vest. All right, get on.

Mr. Pilkington fluttered agitatedly. This was his first experience of Mr. Goble in the capacity of stage-director. It was the latters custom to leave the early rehearsals of the pieces with which he was connected to a subordinate producer, who did what Mr. Goble called the breaking-in. This accomplished, he would appear in person, undo most of the others work, make cuts, tell the actors how to read their lines, and generally enjoy himself. Producing plays was Mr. Gobles hobby. He imagined himself to have a genius in that direction, and it was useless to try to induce him to alter any decision to which he might have come. He regarded those who did not agree with him with the lofty contempt of an Eastern despot.

Of this Mr. Pilkington was not yet aware.

But, Mr. Goble ...!

The potentate swung irritably round on him.

What is it? What is it? Cant you see Im busy?

That epigram....

Its out!

But ...!

Its out!

Surely, protested Mr. Pilkington almost tearfully, I have a voice....

Sure you have a voice, retorted Mr. Goble, and you can use it any old place you want, except in my theatre. Have all the voice you like! Go round the corner and talk to yourself! Sing in your bath! But dont come using it here, because Im the little guy that does all the talking in this theatre! That fellow makes me tired, he added complainingly to Wally, as Mr. Pilkington withdrew like a foiled python. He dont know nothing about the show business, and he keeps butting in and making fool suggestions. He ought to be darned glad hes getting his first play produced and not trying to teach me how to direct it. He clapped his hands imperiously. The assistant stage-manager bent over the footlights. What was that that guy said? Lord Finchleys last speech. Take it again.

The gentleman who was playing the part of Lord Finchley, an English character actor who specialized in London nuts, raised his eyebrows, annoyed. Like Mr. Pilkington, he had never before come into contact with Mr. Goble as stage-director, and, accustomed to the suaver methods of his native land, he was finding the experience trying. He had not yet recovered from the agony of having that water-melon line cut out of his part. It was the only good line, he considered, that he had. Any line that is cut out of an actors part is always the only good line he has.

The speech about Omar Khayyám? he enquired with suppressed irritation.

I thought that was the way you said it. All wrong! Its Omar of Khayyám.

I think you will find that Omar Khayyám is the — ah — generally accepted version of the poets name, said the portrayer of Lord Finchley adding beneath his breath. You silly ass!

You say Omar of Khayyám, bellowed Mr. Goble. Whos running this show, anyway?

Just as you please.

Mr. Goble turned to Wally.

These actors.... he began, when Mr. Pilkington appeared again at his elbow.

Mr. Goble! Mr. Goble!

What is it now?

Omar Khayyám was a Persian poet. His name was Khayyám.

That wasnt the way I heard it, said Mr. Goble doggedly. Did you? he enquired of Wally. I thought he was born at Khayyám.

Youre probably quite right, said Wally, but, if so, everybody else has been wrong for a good many years. Its usually supposed that the gentlemans name was Omar Khayyám. Khayyám, Omar J. Born A.D. 1050, educated privately and at Bagdad University. Represented Persia in the Olympic Games of 1072, winning the sitting high-jump and the egg-and-spoon race. The Khayyáms were quite a well-known family in Bagdad, and there was a lot of talk when Omar, who was Mrs. Khayyams pet son, took to drink and writing poetry. They had had it all fixed for him to go into his fathers date business.

Mr. Goble was impressed. He had a respect for Wallys opinion, for Wally had written Follow the Girl and look what a knock-out that had been. He stopped the rehearsal again.

Go back to that Khayyám speech! he said interrupting Lord Finchley in mid-sentence.

The actor whispered a hearty English oath beneath his breath. He had been up late last night, and, in spite of the fair weather, he was feeling a trifle on edge.

 In the words of Omar of Khayyám....

Mr. Goble clapped his hands.

Cut that of, he said. The shows too long, anyway.

And, having handled a delicate matter in masterly fashion, he leaned back in his chair and chewed the end off another cigar.

For some minutes after this the rehearsal proceeded smoothly. If Mr. Goble did not enjoy the play, at least he made no criticisms except to Wally. To him he enlarged from time to time on the pain which The Rose of America caused him.

How I ever came to put on junk like this beats me, confessed Mr. Goble frankly.

You probably saw that there was a good idea at the back of it, suggested Wally. There is, you know. Properly handled, its an idea that could be made into a success.

What would you do with it?

Oh, a lot of things, said Wally warily. In his younger and callower days he had sometimes been rash enough to scatter views on the reconstruction of plays broadcast, to find them gratefully absorbed and acted upon and treated as a friendly gift. His affection for Mr. Goble was not so overpowering as to cause him to give him ideas for nothing now.

Any time you want me to fix it for you, Ill come along. About one and a half per cent of the gross would meet the case, I think.

Mr. Goble faced him, registering the utmost astonishment and horror.

One and a half per cent for fixing a show like this? Why, darn it, theres hardly anything to do to it! Its — its in!

You called it junk just now.

Well, all I meant was that it wasnt the sort of thing I cared for myself. The public will eat it. Take it from me, the time is just about ripe for a revival of comic opera.

This one will want all the reviving you can give it. Better use a pulmotor.

But that long boob, that Pilkington ... he would never stand for my handing you one and a half per cent.

I thought you were the little guy who arranged things round here.

But hes got money in the show.

Well, if he wants to get any out, hed better call in somebody to rewrite it. You dont have to engage me if you dont want to. But I know I could make a good job of it. Theres just one little twist the thing needs and you would have quite a different piece.

Whats that? enquired Mr. Goble casually.

Oh, just a little ... what shall I say? ... a little touch of what-dyou-call-it and a bit of thingummy. You know the sort of thing! Thats all it wants.

Mr. Goble gnawed his cigar, baffled.

You think so, eh? he said at length.

And perhaps a suspicion of je-ne-sais-quoi, added Wally.

Mr. Goble worried his cigar, and essayed a new form of attack.

Youve done a lot of work for me, he said. Good work!

Glad you liked it, said Wally.

Youre a good kid. I like having you around. I was half thinking of giving you a show to do this Fall. Corking book. French farce. Ran two years in Paris. But whats the good, if you want the earth?

Always useful, the earth. Good thing to have.

See here, if youll fix up this show for half of one per cent, Ill give you the other to do.

You shouldnt slur your words so. For a moment I thought you said half of one per cent. One and a half of course you really said.

If you wont take half, you dont get the other.

All right, said Wally. There are lots of other managers in New York. Havent you seen them popping about? Rich, enterprising men, and all of them love me like a son.

Make it one per cent, said Mr. Goble, and Ill see if I can fix it with Pilkington.

One and a half.

Oh, damn it, one and a half, then, said Mr. Goble morosely. Whats the good of splitting straws?

Forgotten Sports of the Past — Splitting the Straw. All right. If you drop me a line to that effect, legibly signed with your name, Ill wear it next my heart. I shall have to go now. I have a date. Good-bye. Glad everythings settled and everybodys happy.

For some moments after Wally had left, Mr. Goble sat hunched up in his orchestra-chair, smoking sullenly, his mood less sunny than ever. Living in a little world of sycophants, he was galled by the off-hand way in which Wally always treated him. There was something in the latters manner which seemed to him sometimes almost contemptuous. He regretted the necessity of having to employ him. There was, of course, no real necessity why he should have employed Wally. New York was full of librettists who would have done the work equally well for half the money, but, like most managers, Mr. Goble had the mental processes of a sheep. Follow the Girl was the last outstanding musical success in New York theatrical history: Wally had written it, therefore nobody but Wally was capable of re-writing The Rose of America. The thing had for Mr. Goble the inevitability of Fate. Except for deciding mentally that Wally had swelled head, there was nothing to be done.

Having decided that Wally had swelled head, and not feeling much better, Mr. Goble concentrated his attention on the stage. A good deal of action had taken place there during the recently concluded business talk, and the unfortunate Lord Finchley was back again, playing another of his scenes. Mr. Goble glared at Lord Finchley. He did not like him, and he did not like the way he was speaking his lines.

The part of Lord Finchley was a non-singing rôle. It was a type part. Otis Pilkington had gone to the straight stage to find an artist, and had secured the not uncelebrated Wentworth Hill, who had come over from London to play in an English comedy which had just closed. The newspapers had called the play thin, but had thought that Wentworth Hill was an excellent comedian. Mr. Hill thought so, too, and it was consequently a shock to his already disordered nerves when a bellow from the auditorium stopped him in the middle of one of his speeches and a rasping voice informed him that he was doing it all wrong.

I beg your pardon? said Mr. Hill, quietly but dangerously, stepping to the footlights.

All wrong! repeated Mr. Goble.

Really? Wentworth Hill, who a few years earlier had spent several terms at Oxford University before being sent down for aggravated disorderliness, had brought little away with him from that seat of learning except the Oxford manner. This he now employed upon Mr. Goble with an icy severity which put the last touch to the managers fermenting state of mind. Perhaps you would be kind enough to tell me just how you think that part should be played?

Mr. Goble marched down the aisle.

Speak out to the audience, he said, stationing himself by the orchestra pit. Youre turning your head away all the darned time.

I may be wrong, said Mr. Hill, but I have played a certain amount, dont you know, in pretty good companies, and I was always under the impression that one should address ones remarks to the person one was speaking to, not deliver a recitation to the gallery. I was taught that that was the legitimate method.

The word touched off all the dynamite in Mr. Goble. Of all things in the theatre he detested most the legitimate method. His idea of producing was to instruct the cast to come down to the footlights and hand it to em. These people who looked up-stage and talked to the audience through the backs of their necks revolted him.

Legitimate! Thats a hell of a thing to be! Where do you get that legitimate stuff? You arent playing Ibsen!

Nor am I playing a knockabout vaudeville sketch.

Dont talk back at me!

Kindly dont shout at me! Your voice is unpleasant enough without your raising it.

Open defiance was a thing which Mr. Goble had never encountered before, and for a moment it deprived him of breath. He recovered it, however, almost immediately.

Youre fired!

On the contrary, said Mr. Hill, Im resigning. He drew a green-covered script from his pocket and handed it with an air to the pallid assistant stage-director. Then, more gracefully than ever Freddie Rooke had managed to move down-stage under the tuition of Johnson Miller, he moved up-stage to the exit. I trust that you will be able to find someone who will play the part according to your ideas!

Ill find, bellowed Mr. Goble at his vanishing back, a chorus-man wholl play it a damned sight better than you! He waved to the assistant stage-director. Send the chorus-men on the stage!

All the gentlemen of the chorus on the stage, please! shrilled the assistant stage-director, bounding into the wings like a retriever. Mr. Goble wants all the chorus-gentlemen on the stage!

There was a moment, when the seven male members of The Rose of America ensemble lined up self-consciously before his gleaming eyes, when Mr. Goble repented of his brave words. An uncomfortable feeling passed across his mind that Fate had called his bluff and that he would not be able to make good. All chorus-men are exactly alike, and they are like nothing else on earth. Even Mr. Goble, anxious as he was to overlook their deficiencies, could not persuade himself that in their ranks stood even an adequate Lord Finchley.

And then, just as a cold reaction from his fervid mood was about to set in, he perceived that Providence had been good to him. There, at the extreme end of the line, stood a young man who, as far as appearance went, was the ideal Lord Finchley — as far as appearance went, a far better Lord Finchley than the late Mr. Hill. He beckoned imperiously.

You at the end!

Me? said the young man.

Yes, you. Whats your name?

Rooke. Frederick Rooke, dont you know.

Youre English, arent you?

Eh? Oh, yes, absolutely!

Ever played a part before?

Part? Oh, I see what you mean. Well, in amateur theatricals, you know, and all that sort of rot.

His words were music to Mr. Gobles ears. He felt that his Napoleonic action had justified itself by success. His fury left him. If he had been capable of beaming, one would have said that he beamed at Freddie.

Well, you play the part of Lord Finchley from now on. Come to my office this afternoon for your contract. Clear the stage. Weve wasted enough time.

Five minutes later, in the wings, Freddie, receiving congratulations from Nelly Bryant, asserted himself.

Not the Automat to-day, I think, what? Now that Im a jolly old star and all that sort of thing, it cant be done. Directly this is over well roll round to the Cosmopolis. A slight celebration is indicated, what? Right ho! Rally round, dear heart, rally round!


CHAPTER XV

JILL EXPLAINS

[image: img188.jpg]

I

The lobby of the Hotel Cosmopolis is the exact centre of New York, the spot where at certain hours one is sure of meeting everybody one knows. The first person that Nelly and Freddie saw, as they passed through the swing doors, was Jill. She was seated on the chair by the big pillar in the middle of the hall.

What ho! said Freddie. Waiting for someone?

Hullo, Freddie. Yes, Im waiting for Wally Mason. I got a note from him this morning, asking me to meet him here. Im a little early. I havent congratulated you yet. Youre wonderful!

Thanks, old girl. Our young hero is making pretty hefty strides in his chosen profesh, what? Mr. Rooke, who appears quite simple and unspoiled by success, replied to our representatives enquiry as to his future plans, that he proposed to stagger into the grill-room and imbibe about eighteen dollars worth of lunch. Yes, it is a bit of all right, taking it by and large, isnt it? I mean to say, the salary, the jolly old salary, you know ... quite a help when a fellows lost all his money!

Jill was surprised to observe that the Last of the Rookes was contorting his face in an unsightly manner that seemed to be an attempt at a wink, pregnant with hidden meaning. She took her cue dutifully, though without understanding.

Oh, yes, she replied.

Freddie seemed grateful. With a cordial Cheerio! he led Nelly off to the grill-room.

I didnt know Jill knew Mr. Mason, said Nelly, as they sat down at their table.

No? said Freddie absently, running an experienced eye over the bill of fare. He gave an elaborate order. What was that? Oh, absolutely! Jill and I and Wally were children together.

How funny you should all be together again like this.

Yes. Oh, good Lord!

Whats the matter?

Its nothing. I meant to send a cable to a pal of mine in England, Ill send it after lunch.

Freddie took out his handkerchief, and tied a knot in it. He was slightly ashamed of the necessity of taking such a precaution, but it was better to be on the safe side. His interview with Jill at the theatre had left him with the conviction that there was only one thing for him to do, and that was to cable poor old Derek to forget impending elections and all the rest of it and pop over to America at once. He knew that he would never have the courage to re-open the matter with Jill himself. As an ambassador he was a spent force. If Jill was to be wooed from her mood of intractibility, Derek was the only man to do it. Freddie was convinced that, seeing him in person, she would melt and fall into his arms. Too dashed absurd, Freddie felt, two loving hearts being separated like this and all that sort of thing. He replaced his handkerchief in his pocket, relieved, and concentrated himself on the entertainment of Nelly. A simple task for the longer he was with this girl, the easier did it seem, to talk to her.

Jill, left alone in the lobby, was finding the moments pass quite pleasantly. She liked watching the people as they came in. One or two of the girls of the company fluttered in like birds, were swooped upon by their cavaliers, and fluttered off to the grill-room. The red-headed Babe passed her with a genial nod, and, shortly after, Lois Denham, the willowy recipient of sunbursts from her friend Izzy of the hat-checks, came by in company with a sallow, hawk-faced young man with a furtive eye, whom Jill took — correctly — to be Izzy himself. Lois was looking pale and proud, and, from the few words which came to Jills ears as they neared her, seemed to be annoyed at having been kept waiting.

It was immediately after this that the swing-doors revolved rather more violently than usual, and Mr. Goble burst into view.

There was a cloud upon Mr. Gobles brow, seeming to indicate that his grievance against life had not yet been satisfactorily adjusted; but it passed as he saw Jill, and he came up to her with what he would probably have claimed to be an ingratiating smile.

Hullo! said Mr. Goble. All alone?

Jill was about to say that the condition was merely temporary when the manager went on.

Come and have a bit of lunch.

Thank you very much, said Jill, with the politeness of dislike, but Im waiting for someone.

Chuck him! advised Mr. Goble cordially.

No, thanks, I couldnt, really.

The cloud began to descend again upon Mr. Gobles brow. He was accustomed to having these invitations of his treated as royal commands.

Come along!

Im afraid its impossible.

Mr. Goble subjected her to a prolonged stare, seemed about to speak, changed his mind, and swung off moodily in the direction of the grill-room. He was not used to this sort of treatment.

He had hardly gone, when Wally appeared.

What was he saying to you? demanded Wally abruptly, without preliminary greeting.

He was asking me to lunch.

Wally was silent for a moment. His good-natured face wore an unwonted scowl.

He went in there, of course? he said, pointing to the grill-room.

Yes.

Then lets go into the other room, said Wally. He regained his good humour. It was awfully good of you to come. I didnt know whether you would be able to.

It was very nice of you to invite me.

Wally grinned.

How perfect our manners are! Its a treat to listen! How did you know that that was the one hat in New York I wanted you to wear?

Oh, these things get about. Do you like it?

Its wonderful. Lets take this table, shall we?

II

They sat down. The dim, tapestry-hung room soothed Jill. She was feeling a little tired after the rehearsal. At the far end of the room an orchestra was playing a tune that she remembered and liked. Her mind went back to the last occasion on which she and Wally had sat opposite each other at a restaurant. How long ago it seemed! She returned to the present to find Wally speaking to her.

You left very suddenly the other night, said Wally.

I didnt want to meet Freddie.

Wally looked at her commiseratingly.

I dont want to spoil your lunch, he said, but Freddie knows all. He has tracked you down. He met Nelly Bryant, whom he seems to have made friends with in London, and she told him where you were and what you were doing. For a girl who fled at his mere approach the night before last, you dont seem very agitated by the news, he said, as Jill burst into a peal of laughter.

You havent heard?

Heard what?

Freddie got Mr. Pilkington to put him in the chorus of the piece. He was rehearsing when I arrived at the theatre this morning, and having a terrible time with Mr. Miller. And, later on, Mr. Goble had a quarrel with the man who was playing the Englishman, and the man threw up his part, and Mr. Goble said he could get any one in the chorus to play it just as well, and he chose Freddie. So now Freddie is one of the principals, and bursting with pride!

Wally threw his head back and uttered a roar of appreciation which caused a luncher at a neighbouring table to drop an oyster which he was poising in mid-air.

Dont make such a noise! said Jill severely. Everyones looking at you.

I must! Its the most priceless thing I ever heard. Ive always maintained and I always will maintain that for pure lunacy nothing can touch the musical comedy business. There isnt anything that cant happen in musical comedy. Alice in Wonderland is nothing to it.

Have you felt that, too? Thats exactly how I feel. Its like a perpetual Mad Hatters Tea-Party.

But what on earth made Freddie join the company at all?

A sudden gravity descended upon Jill. The words had reminded her of the thing which she was perpetually striving to keep out of her thoughts.

He said he wanted to be there to keep an eye on me.

Gravity is infectious. Wallys smile disappeared. He, too, had been recalled to thoughts which were not pleasant.

Wally crumbled his roll. There was a serious expression on his face.

Freddie was quite right. I didnt think he had so much sense.

Freddie was not right, flared Jill. The recollection of her conversation with that prominent artist still had the power to fire her independent soul. Im not a child. I can look after myself. What I do is my own business.

Im afraid youre going to find that your business is several peoples business. I am interested in it myself. I dont like your being on the stage. Now bite my head off!

Its very kind of you to bother about me....

I said Bite my head off! I didnt say Freeze me! I take the licence of an old friend who in his time has put worms down your back, and I repeat — I dont like your being on the stage.

I shouldnt have thought you would have been so — Jill sought for a devastating adjective— so mid-Victorian!

As far as you are concerned, Im the middest Victorian in existence. Mid is my middle name. Wally met her indignant gaze squarely. I — do — not — like — your — being — on — the — stage! Especially in any company which Ike Goble is running.

Why Mr. Goble particularly?

Because he is not the sort of man you ought to be coming in contact with.

What nonsense!

It isnt nonsense at all. I suppose youve read a lot about the morals of theatrical managers....

Yes. And it seemed to be exaggerated and silly.

So it is. Theres nothing wrong with most of them. As a general thing, they are very decent fellows — extraordinarily decent if you think of the position they are in. I dont say that in a business way theres much they wont try to put over on you. In the theatre, when it comes to business, everything goes except biting and gouging. Theres never a law of God or man runs north of fifty-three. If you alter that to north of Forty-first Street it doesnt scan as well, but its just as true. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that the Golden Rule is suspended there. You get used to it after you have been in the theatre for a while, and, except for leaving your watch and pocket-book at home when you have to pay a call on a manager and keeping your face to him so that he cant get away with your back collar-stud, you dont take any notice of it. Its all a game. If a manager swindles you, he wins the hole and takes the honour. If you foil him, you are one up. In either case, it makes no difference to the pleasantness of your relations. You go on calling him by his first name, and he gives you a couple of cigars out of his waistcoat pocket and says youre a good kid. There is nothing personal in it. He has probably done his best friend out of a few thousand dollars the same morning, and you see them lunching together after the ceremony as happily as possible. Youve got to make allowances for managers. They are the victims of heredity. When a burglar marries a hat-check girl, their offspring goes into the theatrical business automatically, and he cant shake off the early teaching which he imbibed at his fathers knee. But morals....

Wally broke off to allow the waiter to place a fried sole before him. Waiters always select the moment when we are talking our best to intrude themselves.

As regards morals, resumed Wally, that is a different matter. Most managers are respectable, middle-aged men with wives and families. They are in the business to make money, and they dont want anything else out of it. The girls in their companies are like so many clerks to them, just machines that help to bring the money in. They dont know half a dozen of them to speak to. But our genial Ike is not like that. Wally consumed a mouthful of sole. Ike Goble is a bad citizen. He paws! Hes a slinker and a prowler and a leerer. Hes a pest and a worm! Hes fat and soft and flabby. He has a greasy soul, a withered heart, and an eye like a codfish. Not knocking him, of course! added Wally magnanimously. Far be it from me to knock anyone! But, speaking with the utmost respect and viewing him in the most favourable light, he is a combination of tom-cat and the things you see when you turn over a flat stone! Such are the reasons why I am sorry that you are in his company.

Jill had listened to this diatribe with a certain uneasiness. Her brief encounters with Mr. Goble told her that every word was probably true. She could still feel the unpleasant sensation of being inspected by the eye which Wally had compared — quite justly — to that of a codfish. But her pride forbade any admission of weakness.

I can take care of myself, she said.

I dont doubt it, said Wally. And you could probably take care of yourself if you fell into a muddy pond. But I shouldnt like to stand on the bank and watch you doing it. I know what girls in the chorus have to go through. Hanging about for hours in draughts, doing nothing, while the principals go through their scenes, and yelled at if they try to relieve the tedium of captivity with a little light conversation....

Yes, admitted Jill. There has been a good lot of that.

There always is. I believe if the stage-carpenter was going to stick a screw in a flat, they would call a chorus-rehearsal to watch him do it.... Jill, you must get out of it. Its no life for you. The work....

I like the work.

While its new, perhaps, but....

Jill interrupted him passionately.

Oh, cant you understand! she cried. I want the work. I need it. I want something to do, something to occupy my mind. I hate talking about it, but you know how things are with me. Freddie must have told you. Even if he didnt, you must have guessed, meeting me here all alone and remembering how things were when we last met. You must understand! Havent you ever had a terrible shock or a dreadful disappointment that seemed to smash up the whole world? And didnt you find that the only possible thing to do was to work and work and work as hard as ever you could? When I first came to America, I nearly went mad. Uncle Chris sent me down to a place on Long Island, and I had nothing to do all day but think. I couldnt stand it. I ran away and came to New York and met Nelly Bryant and got this work to do. It saved me. It kept me busy all day and tired me out and didnt give me time to think. The harder it is, the better it suits me. Its an antidote. I simply wouldnt give it up now. As for what you were saying, I must put up with that. The other girls do, so why shouldnt I?

They are toughened to it.

Then I must get toughened to it. What else is there for me to do? I must do something.

Marry me! said Wally, reaching across the table and putting his hand on hers. The light in his eyes lit up his homely face like a lantern.

III

The suddenness of it startled Jill into silence. She snatched her hand away and drew back, looking at him in wonderment. She was confusedly aware of a babble of sound — people talking, people laughing, the orchestra playing a lively tune. All her senses seemed to have become suddenly more acute. She was intensely alive to small details. Then, abruptly, the whole world condensed itself into two eyes that were fastened upon hers — compelling eyes which she felt a panic desire to avoid.

She turned her head away, and looked out into the restaurant. It seemed incredible that all these people, placidly intent upon their food and their small talk, should not be staring at her, wondering what she was going to say; nudging each other and speculating. Their detachment made her feel alone and helpless. She was nothing to them and they did not care what happened to her, just as she had been nothing to those frozen marshes down at Brookport. She was alone in an indifferent world, with her own problems to settle for herself.

Other men had asked Jill to marry them — a full dozen of them, here and there in country houses and at London dances, before she had met and loved Derek Underhill; but nothing that she had had in the way of experience had prepared her for Wally. These others had given her time to marshal her forces, to collect herself, to weigh them thoughtfully in the balance. Before speaking, they had signalled their devotion in a hundred perceptible ways — by their pinkness, their stammering awkwardness, by the glassy look in their eyes. They had not shot a proposal at her like a bullet from out of the cover of a conversation that had nothing to do with their emotions at all.

Yet, now that the shock of it was dying away, she began to remember signs she would have noticed, speeches which ought to have warned her....

Wally! she gasped.

She found that he affected her in an entirely different fashion from the luckless dozen of those London days. He seemed to matter more, to be more important, almost — though she rebelled at the word — more dangerous.

Let me take you out of it all! You arent fit for this sort of life. I cant bear to see you....

Jill bent forward and touched his hand. He started as though he had been burned. The muscles of his throat were working.

Wally, its— She paused for a word. Kind was horrible. It would have sounded cold, almost supercilious. Sweet was the sort of thing she could imagine Lois Denham saying to her friend Izzy. She began her sentence again. Youre a dear to say that, but....

Wally laughed chokingly.

You think Im altruistic? Im not. Im just as selfish and self-centred as any other man who wants a thing very badly. Im as altruistic as a child crying for the moon. I want you to marry me because I love you, because there never was anybody like you, because youre the whole world, because I always have loved you. Ive been dreaming about you for a dozen years, thinking about you, wondering about you — wondering where you were, what you were doing, how you looked. I used to think that it was just sentimentality, that you merely stood for a time of my life when I was happier than I have ever been since. I used to think that you were just a sort of peg on which I was hanging a pleasant sentimental regret for days which could never come back. You were a memory that seemed to personify all the other memories of the best time of my life. You were the goddess of old associations. Then I met you in London, and it was different. I wanted you — you! I didnt want you because you recalled old times and were associated with dead happiness, I wanted you! I knew I loved you directly you spoke to me at the theatre that night of the fire. I loved your voice and your eyes and your smile and your courage. And then you told me you were engaged. I might have expected it, but I couldnt keep my jealousy from showing itself, and you snubbed me as I deserved. But now ... things are different now. Everythings different, except my love.

Jill turned her face to the wall beside her. A man at the next table, a corpulent, red-faced man, had begun to stare. He could have heard nothing, for Wally had spoken in a low voice; but plainly he was aware that something more interesting was happening at their table than at any of the other tables, and he was watching with a bovine inquisitiveness which affected Jill with a sense of outrage. A moment before, she had resented the indifference of the outer world. Now, this one staring man seemed like a watching multitude. There were tears in her eyes, and she felt that the red-faced man suspected it.

Wally.... Her voice broke. Its impossible.

Why? Why, Jill?

Because.... Oh, its impossible!

There was a silence.

Because.... He seemed to find a difficulty in speaking. Because of Underhill?

Jill nodded. She felt wretched. The monstrous incongruity of her surroundings oppressed her. The orchestra had dashed into a rollicking melody, which set her foot tapping in spite of herself. At a near-by table somebody was shouting with laughter. Two waiters at a service-stand were close enough for her to catch snatches of their talk. They were arguing about an order of fried potatoes. Once again her feelings veered round, and she loathed the detachment of the world. Her heart ached for Wally. She could not look at him, but she knew exactly what she would see if she did — honest, pleading eyes searching her face for something which she could not give.

Yes, she said.

The table creaked. Wally was leaning further forward. He seemed like something large and pathetic — a big dog in trouble. She hated to be hurting him. And all the time her foot tapped accompaniment to the rag-time tune.

But you cant live all your life with a memory, said Wally.

Jill turned and faced him. His eyes seemed to leap at her, and they were just as she had pictured them.

You dont understand, she said gently. You dont understand.

Its ended. Its over.

Jill shook her head.

You cant still love him, after what has happened!

I dont know, said Jill unhappily.

The words seemed to bewilder Wally as much as they had bewildered Freddie.

You dont know?

Jill shut her eyes tight. Wally quivered. It was a trick she had had as a child. In perplexity, she had always screwed up her eyes just like that, as if to shut herself up in herself.

Dont talk for a minute, Wally, she said. I want to think.

Her eyes opened.

Its like this, she said. He had seen her look at him in exactly the same way a hundred times. I dont suppose I can make you understand, but this is how it is. Suppose you had a room, and it was full — of things. Furniture. And there wasnt any space left. You — you couldnt put anything else in till you had taken all that out, could you? It might not be worth anything, but it would still be there, taking up all the room.

Wally nodded.

Yes, he said. I see.

My hearts full, Wally dear. I know its just lumber thats choking it up, but its difficult to get it out. It takes time getting it out. I put it in, thinking it was wonderful furniture, the most wonderful in the world, and — I was cheated. It was just lumber. But its there. Its still there. Its there all the time. And what am I to do?

The orchestra crashed, and was silent. The sudden stillness seemed to break a spell. The world invaded the little island where they sat. A chattering party of girls and men brushed past them. The waiter, judging that they had been there long enough, slipped a strip of paper, decorously turned upside down, in front of Wally. He took the money, and went away to get change.

Wally turned to Jill.

I understand, he said. All this hasnt happened, and were just as good pals as before?

Yes.

But.... He forced a laugh ... mark my words, a time may come, and then...!

I dont know, said Jill.

A time may come, repeated Wally. At any rate, let me think so. It has nothing to do with me. Its for you to decide, absolutely. Im not going to pursue you with my addresses! If ever you get that room of yours emptied, you wont have to hang out a To Let sign. I shall be waiting, and you will know where to find me. And, in the meantime, yours to command, Wallace Mason. Is that clear?

Quite clear. Jill looked at him affectionately. Theres nobody Id rather open that room to than you, Wally. You know that.

Is that the solemn truth?

The solemn truth.

Then, said Wally, in two minutes you will see a startled waiter. There will be about fourteen dollars change out of that twenty he took away. Im going to give it all to him.

You mustnt!

Every cent! said Wally firmly. And the young Greek brigand who stole my hat at the door is going to get a dollar! That, as our ascetic and honourable friend Goble would say, is the sort of little guy I am!



The red-faced man at the next table eyed them as they went out, leaving behind them a waiter who clutched totteringly for support at the back of a chair.

Had a row, he decided, but made it up.

He called for a toothpick.


CHAPTER XVI

MR. GOBLE PLAYS WITH FATE

[image: img188.jpg]

I

On the boardwalk at Atlantic City, that much-enduring seashore resort which has been the birthplace of so many musical plays, there stands an all-day and all-night restaurant, under the same management and offering the same hospitality as the one in Columbus Circle at which Jill had taken her first meal on arriving in New York. At least, its hospitality is noisy during the waking and working hours of the day; but there are moments when it has an almost cloistral peace, and the customer, abashed by the cold calm of its snowy marble and the silent gravity of the white-robed attendants, unconsciously lowers his voice and tries to keep his feet from shuffling, like one in a temple. The members of the chorus of The Rose of America, dropping in by ones and twos at six oclock in the morning about two weeks after the events recorded in the last chapter, spoke in whispers and gave their orders for breakfast in a subdued undertone.

The dress-rehearsal had just dragged its weary length to a close. It is the custom of the dwellers in Atlantic City, who seem to live entirely by pleasure, to attend a species of vaudeville performances — incorrectly termed a sacred concert — on Sunday nights, and it had been one oclock in the morning before the concert scenery could be moved out of the theatre and the first act set of The Rose of America moved in. And, as by some unwritten law of the drama no dress-rehearsal can begin without a delay of at least an hour and a half, the curtain had not gone up on Mr. Millers opening chorus till half-past two. There had been dress-parades, conferences, interminable arguments between the stage-director and a mysterious man in shirt-sleeves about the lights, more dress-parades, further conferences, hitches with regard to the sets, and another outbreak of debate on the subject of blues, ambers, and the management of the spot, which was worked by a plaintive voice, answering to the name of Charlie, at the back of the family circle. But by six oclock a complete, if ragged, performance had been given, and the chorus, who had partaken of no nourishment since dinner on the previous night, had limped off round the corner for a bite of breakfast before going to bed.

They were a battered and a draggled company, some with dark circles beneath their eyes, others blooming with the unnatural scarlet of the make-up which they had been too tired to take off. The Duchess, haughty to the last, had fallen asleep with her head on the table. The red-headed Babe was lying back in her chair, staring at the ceiling. The Southern girl blinked like an owl at the morning sunshine out on the boardwalk.

The Cherub, whose triumphant youth had brought her almost fresh through a sleepless night, contributed the only remark made during the interval of waiting for the meal.

The fascination of a thtage life! Why girls leave home! She looked at her reflection in the little mirror of her vanity-bag. It is a face! she murmured reflectively. But I should hate to have to go around with it long!

A sallow young man, with the alertness peculiar to those who work on the night-shifts of restaurants, dumped a tray down on the table with a clatter. The Duchess woke up. Babe took her eyes off the ceiling. The Southern girl ceased to look at the sunshine. Already, at the mere sight of food, the extraordinary recuperative powers of the theatrical worker had begun to assert themselves. In five minutes these girls would be feeling completely restored and fit for anything.

Conversation broke out with the first sip of coffee, and the calm of the restaurant was shattered. Its day had begun.

Its a great life if you dont weaken, said the Cherub hungrily attacking her omelette. And the wortht is yet to come! I thuppose all you old dears realithe that this show will have to be rewritten from end to end, and well be rehearthing day and night all the time were on the road.

Why? Lois Denham spoke with her mouth full. Whats wrong with it?

The Duchess took a sip of coffee.

Dont make me laugh! she pleaded. Whats wrong with it? Whats right with it, one would feel more inclined to ask!

One would feel thtill more inclined, said the Cherub, to athk why one was thuch a chump as to let oneself in for this sort of thing when one hears on all sides that waitresses earn thixty dollars a month.

The numbers are all right, argued Babe. I dont mean the melodies, but Johnny has arranged some good business.

He always does, said the Southern girl. Some more buckwheat cakes, please. But what about the book?

I never listen to the book.

The Cherub laughed.

Youre too good to yourself! I listened to it right along, and take it from me its sad! Of courthe theyll have it fixed. We cant open in New York like this. My professional reputation wouldnt thtand it! Didnt you thee Wally Mason in front, making notes? Theyve got him down to do the re-writing.

Jill, who had been listening in a dazed way to the conversation, fighting against the waves of sleep which flooded over her, woke up.

Was Wally — was Mr. Mason there?

Sure. Sitting at the back.

Jill could not have said whether she was glad or sorry. She had not seen Wally since that afternoon when they had lunched together at the Cosmopolis, and the rush of the final weeks of rehearsals had given her little opportunity for thinking of him. At the back of her mind had been the feeling that sooner or later she would have to think of him, but for two weeks she had been too tired and too busy to re-examine him as a factor in her life. There had been times when the thought of him had been like the sunshine on a winter day, warming her with almost an impersonal glow in moments of depression. And then some sharp, poignant memory of Derek would come to blot him out.

She came out of her thoughts to find that the talk had taken another turn.

And the wortht of it is, the Cherub was saying, we shall rehearthe all day and give a show every night and work ourselves to the bone, and then, when theyre good and ready, theyll fire one of us!

Thats right! agreed the Southern girl.

They couldnt! Jill cried.

You wait! said the Cherub. Theyll never open in New York with thirteen girls. Ikes much too thuperstitious.

But they wouldnt do a thing like that after weve all worked so hard!

There was a general burst of sardonic laughter. Jills opinion of the chivalry of theatrical managers seemed to be higher than that of her more experienced colleagues.

Theyll do anything, the Cherub assured her.

You dont know the half of it, dearie, scoffed Lois Denham. You dont know the half of it!

Wait till youve been in as many shows as I have, said Babe, shaking her red locks. The usual thing is to keep a girl slaving her head off all through the road-tour and then fire her before the New York opening.

But its a shame! It isnt fair!

If one is expecting to be treated fairly, said the Duchess with a prolonged yawn, one should not go into the show-business.

And, having uttered this profoundly true maxim, she fell asleep again.

The slumber of the Duchess was the signal for a general move. Her somnolence was catching. The restorative effects of the meal were beginning to wear off. There was a call for a chorus rehearsal at four oclock, and it seemed the wise move to go to bed and get some sleep while there was time. The Duchess was roused from her dreams by means of a piece of ice from one of the tumblers; bills were paid; and the company poured out, yawning and chattering, into the sunlight of the empty boardwalk.

Jill detached herself from the group, and made her way to a seat facing the sea. Tiredness had fallen upon her like a leaden weight, crushing all the power out of her limbs, and the thought of walking to the boarding-house where, from motives of economy, she was sharing a room with the Cherub, paralysed her.

It was a perfect morning, clear and cloudless, with the warm freshness of a day that means to be hotter later on. The sea sparkled in the sun. Little waves broke lazily on the grey sand. Jill closed her eyes, for the brightness of sun and water was trying; and her thoughts went back to what the Cherub had said.

If Wally was really going to rewrite the play, they would be thrown together. She would be obliged to meet him, and she was not sure that she was ready to meet him. Still, he would be somebody to talk to on subjects other than the one eternal topic of the theatre, somebody who belonged to the old life. She had ceased to regard Freddie Rooke in this light; for Freddie, solemn with his new responsibilities as a principal, was the most whole-hearted devotee of shop in the company. Freddie nowadays declined to consider any subject for conversation that did not have to do with The Rose of America in general and his share in it in particular. Jill had given him up, and he had paired off with Nelly Bryant. The two were inseparable. Jill had taken one or two meals with them, but Freddies professional monologues, of which Nelly seemed never to weary, were too much for her. As a result she was now very much alone. There were girls in the company whom she liked, but most of them had their own intimate friends, and she was always conscious of not being really wanted. She was lonely, and, after examining the matter as clearly as her tired mind would allow, she found herself curiously soothed by the thought that Wally would be near to mitigate her loneliness.

She opened her eyes, blinking. Sleep had crept upon her with an insidious suddenness, and she had almost fallen over on the seat. She was just bracing herself to get up and begin the long tramp to the boarding-house, when a voice spoke at her side.

Hullo! Good morning!

Jill looked up.

Hullo, Wally!

Surprised to see me?

No. Milly Trevor said she had seen you at the rehearsal last night.

Wally came round the bench and seated himself at her side. His eyes were tired, and his chin dark and bristly.

Had breakfast?

Yes, thanks. Have you?

Not yet. How are you feeling?

Rather tired.

I wonder youre not dead. Ive been through a good many dress-rehearsals, but this one was the record. Why they couldnt have had it comfortably in New York and just have run through the piece without scenery last night, I dont know, except that in musical comedy its etiquette always to do the most inconvenient thing. They know perfectly well that there was no chance of getting the scenery into the theatre till the small hours. You must be worn out. Why arent you in bed?

I couldnt face the walk. I suppose I ought to be going, though.

She half rose, then sank back again. The glitter of the water hypnotized her. She closed her eyes again. She could hear Wally speaking, then his voice grew suddenly faint and far off, and she ceased to fight the delicious drowsiness.

Jill awoke with a start. She opened her eyes, and shut them again at once. The sun was very strong now. It was one of those prematurely warm days of early Spring which have all the languorous heat of late summer. She opened her eyes once more, and found that she was feeling greatly refreshed. She also discovered that her head was resting on Wallys shoulder.

Have I been asleep?

Wally laughed.

You have been having what you might call a nap. He massaged his left arm vigorously. You needed it. Do you feel more rested now?

Good gracious! Have I been squashing your poor arm all the time? Why didnt you move?

I was afraid you would fall over. You just shut your eyes and toppled sideways.

Whats the time?

Wally looked at his watch.

Just on ten.

Ten! Jill was horrified. Why, I have been giving you cramp for about three hours! You must have had an awful time!

Oh, it was all right. I think I dozed off myself. Except that the birds didnt come and cover us with leaves; it was rather like the Babes in the Wood.

But you havent had any breakfast! Arent you starving?

Well, Im not saying I wouldnt spear a fried egg with some vim if it happened to float past. But theres plenty of time for that. Lots of doctors say you oughtnt to eat breakfast, and Indian fakirs go without food for days at a time in order to develop their souls. Shall I take you back to wherever youre staying? You ought to get a proper sleep in bed.

Dont dream of taking me. Go off and have something to eat.

Oh, that can wait. Id like to see you safely home.

Jill was conscious of a renewed sense of his comfortingness. There was no doubt about it, Wally was different from any other man she had known. She suddenly felt guilty, as if she were obtaining something valuable under false pretences.

Wally!

Hullo?

You — you oughtnt to be so good to me!

Nonsense! Wheres the harm in lending a hand — or, rather, an arm — to a pal in trouble?

You know what I mean. I cant ... that is to say ... it isnt as though ... I mean....

Wally smiled a tired, friendly smile.

If youre trying to say what I think youre trying to say, dont! We had all that out two weeks ago. I quite understand the position. You mustnt worry yourself about it. He took her arm, and they crossed the boardwalk. Are we going in the right direction? You lead the way. I know exactly how you feel. Were old friends, and nothing more. But, as an old friend, I claim the right to behave like an old friend. If an old friend cant behave like an old friend, how can an old friend behave? And now well rule the whole topic out of the conversation. But perhaps youre too tired for conversation?

Oh, no.

Then I will tell you about the sad death of young Mr. Pilkington.

What!

Well, when I say death, I use the word in a loose sense. The human giraffe still breathes, and I imagine, from the speed with which he legged it back to his hotel when we parted, that he still takes nourishment. But really he is dead. His heart is broken. We had a conference after the dress-rehearsal, and our friend Mr. Goble told him in no uncertain words — in the whole course of my experience I have never heard words less uncertain — that his damned rotten high-brow false-alarm of a show — I am quoting Mr. Goble — would have to be rewritten by alien hands. And these are them! On the right, alien right hand. On the left, alien left hand. Yes, I am the instrument selected for the murder of Pilkingtons artistic aspirations. Im going to rewrite the show. In fact, I have already rewritten the first act and most of the second. Goble foresaw this contingency and told me to get busy two weeks ago, and Ive been working hard ever since. We shall start rehearsing the new version to-morrow and open in Baltimore next Monday with practically a different piece. And its going to be a pippin, believe me, said our hero modestly. A gang of composers has been working in shifts for two weeks, and, by chucking out nearly all of the original music, we shall have a good score. It means a lot of work for you, Im afraid. All the business of the numbers will have to be re-arranged.

I like work, said Jill. But Im sorry for Mr. Pilkington.

Hes all right. He owns seventy per cent of the show. He may make a fortune. Hes certain to make a comfortable sum. That is, if he doesnt sell out his interest in pique — or dudgeon, if you prefer it. From what he said at the close of the proceedings, I fancy he would sell out to anybody who asked him. At least, he said that he washed his hands of the piece. Hes going back to New York this afternoon — wont even wait for the opening. Of course, Im sorry for the poor chap in a way, but he had no right, with the excellent central idea which he got, to turn out such a rotten book. Oh, by the way!

Yes?

Another tragedy! Unavoidable, but pathetic. Poor old Freddie! Hes out!

Oh, no!

Out! repeated Wally firmly.

But didnt you think he was good last night?

He was awful! But that isnt why. Goble wanted his part rewritten as a Scotchman, so as to get McAndrew, the fellow who made such a hit last season in Hoots, Mon! That sort of thing is always happening in musical comedy. You have to fit parts to suit whatever good people happen to be available at the moment. My heart bleeds for Freddie, but what can one do? At any rate he isnt so badly off as a fellow was in one of my shows. In the second act he was supposed to have escaped from an asylum, and the management, in a passion for realism, insisted that he should shave his head. The day after he shaved it, they heard that a superior comedian was disengaged and fired him. Its a ruthless business.

The girls were saying that one of us would be dismissed.

Oh, I shouldnt think thats likely.

I hope not.

So do I. What are we stopping for?

Jill had halted in front of a shabby-looking house, one of those depressing buildings which spring up overnight at seashore resorts and start to decay the moment the builders have left them.

I live here.

Here? Wally looked at her in consternation. But....

Jill smiled.

We working-girls have got to economize. Besides, its quite comfortable — fairly comfortable — inside, and its only for a week. She yawned. I believe Im falling asleep again. Id better hurry in and go to bed. Good-bye, Wally dear. Youve been wonderful. Mind you go and get a good breakfast.

II

When Jill arrived at the theatre at four oclock for the chorus rehearsal, the expected blow had not fallen. No steps had apparently been taken to eliminate the thirteenth girl whose presence in the cast preyed on Mr. Gobles superstitious mind. But she found her colleagues still in a condition of pessimistic foreboding. Wait! was the gloomy watchword of The Rose of America chorus.

The rehearsal passed off without event. It lasted until six oclock, when Jill, the Cherub, and two or three of the other girls went to snatch a hasty dinner before returning to the theatre to make up. It was not a cheerful meal. Reaction had set in after the over-exertion of the previous night, and it was too early for first-night excitement to take its place. Everybody, even the Cherub, whose spirits seldom failed her, was depressed, and the idea of an overhanging doom had grown. It seemed now to be merely a question of speculating on the victim, and the conversation gave Jill, as the last addition to the company, and so the cause of swelling the ranks of the chorus to the unlucky number, a feeling of guilt. She was glad when it was time to go back to the theatre.

The moment she and her companions entered the dressing-room, it was made clear to them that the doom had fallen. In a chair in the corner, all her pretence and affectation swept away in a flood of tears, sat the unhappy Duchess, the centre of a group of girls anxious to console, but limited in their ideas of consolation to an occasional pat on the back and an offer of a fresh pocket-handkerchief.

Its tough, honey! somebody was saying as Jill came in.

Somebody else said it was fierce, and a third girl declared it to be the limit. A fourth girl, well-meaning but less helpful than she would have liked to be, was advising the victim not to worry.

The story of the disaster was brief and easily told. The Duchess, sailing in at the stage-door, had paused at the letterbox to see if Cuthbert, her faithful auto-salesman, had sent her a good-luck telegram. He had, but his good wishes were unfortunately neutralized by the fact that the very next letter in the box was one from the management, crisp and to the point, informing the Duchess that her services would not be required that night or thereafter. It was the subtle meanness of the blow that roused the indignation of The Rose of America chorus, the cunning villainy with which it had been timed.

Poor Mae, if shed opened to-night, theyd have had to give her two weeks notice or her salary. But they can fire her without a cent just because shes only been rehearsing and hasnt given a show!

The Duchess burst into fresh flood of tears.

Dont you worry, honey! advised the well-meaning girl who would have been in her element looking in on Job with Bildad the Shuhite and his friends. Dont you worry!

Its tough! said the girl who had adopted that form of verbal consolation.

Its fierce! said the girl who preferred that adjective.

The other girl, with an air of saying something new, repeated her statement that it was the limit. The Duchess cried forlornly throughout. She had needed this engagement badly. Chorus salaries are not stupendous, but it is possible to save money by means of them during a New York run, especially if you have spent three years in a milliners shop and can make your own clothes, as the Duchess, in spite of her air of being turned out by Fifth Avenue modistes, could and did. She had been looking forward, now that this absurd piece was to be rewritten by someone who knew his business and had a good chance of success, to putting by just those few dollars that make all the difference when you are embarking on married life. Cuthbert, for all his faithfulness, could not hold up the financial end of the establishment unsupported for at least another eighteen months; and this disaster meant that the wedding would have to be postponed again. So the Duchess, abandoning that aristocratic manner criticized by some of her colleagues as up-stage and by others as Ritz-y, sat in her chair and consumed pocket-handkerchiefs as fast as they were offered to her.

Jill had been the only girl in the room who had spoken no word of consolation. This was not because she was not sorry for the Duchess. She had never been sorrier for any one in her life. The pathos of that swift descent from haughtiness to misery had bitten deep into her sensitive heart. But she revolted at the idea of echoing the banal words of the others. Words were no good, she thought, as she set her little teeth and glared at an absent management — a management just about now presumably distending itself with a luxurious dinner at one of the big hotels. Deeds were what she demanded. All her life she had been a girl of impulsive action, and she wanted to act impulsively now. She was in much the same Berserk mood as had swept her, raging, to the defence of Bill the parrot on the occasion of his dispute with Henry of London. The fighting spirit which had been drained from her by the all-night rehearsal had come back in full measure.

What are you going to do? she cried. Arent you going to do something?

Do? The members of The Rose of America ensemble looked doubtfully at one another. Do? It had not occurred to them that there was anything to be done. These things happened, and you regretted them, but as for doing anything, well, what could you do?

Jills face was white and her eyes were flaming. She dominated the roomful of girls like a little Napoleon. The change in her startled them. Hitherto they had always looked on her as rather an unusually quiet girl. She had always made herself unobtrusively pleasant to them all. They all liked her. But they had never suspected her of possessing this militant quality. Nobody spoke, but there was a general stir. She had flung a new idea broadcast, and it was beginning to take root. Do something? Well, if it came to that, why not?

We ought all to refuse to go on to-night unless they let her go on! Jill declared.

The stir became a movement. Enthusiasm is catching, and every girl is at heart a rebel. And the idea was appealing to the imagination. Refuse to give a show on the opening night! Had a chorus ever done such a thing? They trembled on the verge of making history.

Strike? quavered somebody at the back.

Yes, strike! cried Jill.

Hooray! Thats the thtuff! shouted the Cherub, and turned the scale. She was a popular girl, and her adherence to the Cause confirmed the doubters. Thtrike!

Strike! Strike!

Jill turned to the Duchess, who had been gaping amazedly at the demonstration. She no longer wept, but she seemed in a dream.

Dress and get ready to go on, Jill commanded. Well all dress and get ready to go on. Then Ill go and find Mr. Goble and tell him what we mean to do. And, if he doesnt give in, well stay here in this room, and there wont be a performance!

III

Mr. Goble, with a Derby hat on the back of his head and an unlighted cigar in the corner of his mouth, was superintending the erection of the first act set when Jill found him. He was standing with his back to the safety-curtain glowering at a blue canvas, supposed to represent one of those picturesque summer skies which you get at the best places on Long Island. Jill, coming down-stage from the staircase that led to the dressing-room, interrupted his line of vision.

Get out of the light! bellowed Mr. Goble, always a man of direct speech, adding Damn you! for good measure.

Please move to one side, interpreted the stage-director. Mr. Goble is looking at the set.

The head carpenter, who completed the little group, said nothing. Stage carpenters always say nothing. Long association with fussy directors has taught them that the only policy to pursue on opening nights is to withdraw into the silence, wrap themselves up in it, and not emerge until the enemy has grown tired and gone off to worry somebody else.

It dont look right! said Mr. Goble, cocking his head on one side.

I see what you mean, Mr. Goble, assented the stage-director obsequiously. It has perhaps a little too much — er — not quite enough — yes, I see what you mean!

Its too — damn — BLUE! rasped Mr. Goble, impatient of the vacillating criticism. Thats whats the matter with it.

The head carpenter abandoned the silent policy of a lifetime. He felt impelled to utter. He was a man who, when not at the theatre, spent most of his time in bed, reading all-fiction magazines; but it so happened that once, last summer, he had actually seen the sky; and he considered that this entitled him to speak almost as a specialist on the subject.

Ther sky is blue! he observed huskily. Yessir! I seen it!

He passed into the silence again, and, to prevent a further lapse, stopped up his mouth with a piece of chewing-gum.

Mr. Goble regarded the silver-tongued orator wrathfully. He was not accustomed to chatterboxes arguing with him like this. He would probably have said something momentous and crushing, but at this point Jill intervened.

Mr. Goble.

The manager swung round on her.

What is it?

It is sad to think how swiftly affection can change to dislike in this world. Two weeks before, Mr. Goble had looked on Jill with favour. She had seemed good in his eyes. But that refusal of hers to lunch with him, followed by a refusal some days later to take a bit of supper somewhere, had altered his views on feminine charm. If it had been left to him, as most things were about this theatre, to decide which of the thirteen girls should be dismissed, he would undoubtedly have selected Jill. But at this stage in the proceedings there was the unfortunate necessity of making concessions to the temperamental Johnson Miller. Mr. Goble was aware that the dance-directors services would be badly needed in the re-arrangement of the numbers during the coming week or so, and he knew that there were a dozen managers waiting eagerly to welcome him if he threw up his present job, so he had been obliged to approach him in quite a humble spirit and enquire which of his female chorus could be most easily spared. And, as the Duchess had a habit of carrying her haughty languor on to the stage and employing it as a substitute for the chorea which was Mr. Millers ideal, the dance-director had chosen her. To Mr. Gobles dislike of Jill, therefore, was added now something of the fury of the baffled potentate.

Jer want? he demanded.

Mr. Goble is extremely busy, said the stage-director. Extremely.

A momentary doubt as to the best way of approaching her subject had troubled Jill on her way downstairs, but, now that she was on the battlefield confronting the enemy, she found herself cool, collected, and full of a cold rage which steeled her nerves without confusing her mind.

I came to ask you to let Mae DArcy go on to-night.

Who the hells Mae DArcy? Mr. Goble broke off to bellow at a scene-shifter who was depositing the wall of Mrs. Stuyvesant van Dykes Long Island residence too far down stage. Not there, you fool! Higher up!

You gave her notice this evening, said Jill.

Well, what about it?

We want you to withdraw it.

Whos we?

The other girls and myself.

Mr. Goble jerked his head so violently that the Derby hat flew off, to be picked up, dusted, and restored by the stage-director.

Oh, so you dont like it? Well, you know what you can do....

Yes, said Jill, we do. We are going to strike.

What?

If you dont let Mae go on, we shant go on. There wont be a performance to-night, unless you like to give one without a chorus.

Are you crazy?

Perhaps. But were quite unanimous.

Mr. Goble, like most theatrical managers, was not good at words over two syllables.

Youre what?

Weve talked it over, and weve all decided to do what I said.

Mr. Gobles hat shot off again, and gambolled away into the wings, with the stage-director bounding after it like a retriever.

Whose ideas this? demanded Mr. Goble. His eyes were a little foggy, for his brain was adjusting itself but slowly to the novel situation.

Mine.

Oh, yours! I thought as much!

Well, said Jill, Ill go back and tell them that you will not do what we ask. We will keep our make-up on in case you change your mind.

She turned away.

Come back!

Jill proceeded toward the staircase. As she went, a husky voice spoke in her ear.

Go to it, kid! Youre all right!

The head-carpenter had broken his Trappist vows twice in a single evening, a thing which had not happened to him since the night three years ago, when, sinking wearily into a seat in a dark corner for a bit of a rest, he found that one of his assistants had placed a pot of red paint there.

IV

To Mr. Goble, fermenting and full of strange oaths, entered Johnson Miller. The dance-director was always edgey on first nights, and during the foregoing conversation had been flitting about the stage like a white-haired moth. His deafness had kept him in complete ignorance that there was anything untoward afoot, and he now approached Mr. Goble with his watch in his hand.

Eight twenty-five, he observed. Time those girls were on stage.

Mr. Goble, glad of a concrete target for his wrath, cursed him in about two hundred and fifty rich and well-selected words.

Huh? said Miller, hand to ear.

Mr. Goble repeated the last hundred and eleven words, the pick of the bunch.

Cant hear! said Mr. Miller regretfully. Got a cold.

The grave danger that Mr. Goble, a thick-necked man, would undergo some sort of a stroke was averted by the presence of mind of the stage-director, who, returning with the hat, presented it like a bouquet to his employer, and then, his hands being now unoccupied, formed them into a funnel and through this flesh-and-blood megaphone endeavoured to impart the bad news.

The girls say they wont go on!

Mr. Miller nodded.

I said it was time they were on.

Theyre on strike!

Its not, said Mr. Miller austerely, what they like, its what theyre paid for. They ought to be on stage. We should be ringing up in two minutes.

The stage-director drew another breath, then thought better of it. He had a wife and children, and, if dadda went under with apoplexy, what became of the home, civilizations most sacred product? He relaxed the muscles of his diaphragm, and reached for pencil and paper.

Mr. Miller inspected the message, felt for his spectacle-case, found it, opened it, took out his glasses, replaced the spectacle-case, felt for his handkerchief, polished the glasses, replaced the handkerchief, put the glasses on, and read. A blank look came into his face.

Why? he enquired.

The stage-director, with a nod of the head intended to imply that he must be patient and all would come right in the future, recovered the paper, and scribbled another sentence. Mr. Miller perused it.

Because Mae DArcy has got her notice? he queried, amazed. But the girl cant dance a step.

The stage-director, by means of a wave of the hand, a lifting of both eyebrows, and a wrinkling of the nose, replied that the situation, unreasonable as it might appear to the thinking man, was as he had stated and must be faced. What, he enquired — through the medium of a clever drooping of the mouth and a shrug of the shoulders — was to be done about it?

Mr. Miller remained for a moment in meditation.

Ill go and talk to them, he said.

He flitted off, and the stage-director leaned back against the asbestos curtain. He was exhausted, and his throat was in agony, but nevertheless he was conscious of a feeling of quiet happiness. His life had been lived in the shadow of the constant fear that some day Mr. Goble might dismiss him. Should that disaster occur, he felt there was always a future for him in the movies.

Scarcely had Mr. Miller disappeared on his peace-making errand, when there was a noise like a fowl going through a quickset hedge, and Mr. Saltzburg, brandishing his baton as if he were conducting an unseen orchestra, plunged through the scenery at the left upper entrance and charged excitedly down the stage. Having taken his musicians twice through the overture, he had for ten minutes been sitting in silence, waiting for the curtain to go up. At last, his emotional nature cracking under the strain of this suspense, he had left his conductors chair and plunged down under the stage by way of the musicians bolthole to ascertain what was causing the delay.

What is it? What is it? What is it? What is it? enquired Mr. Saltzburg. I wait and wait and wait and wait and wait.... We cannot play the overture again. What is it? What has happened?

Mr. Goble, that overwrought soul, had betaken himself to the wings where he was striding up and down with his hands behind his back, chewing his cigar. The stage-director braced himself once more to the task of explanation.

The girls have struck!

Mr. Saltzburg blinked through his glasses.

The girls? he repeated blankly.

Oh, damn it! cried the stage-director, his patience at last giving way. You know what a girl is, dont you?

They have what?

Struck! Walked out on us! Refused to go on!

Mr. Saltzburg reeled under the blow.

But it is impossible! Who is to sing the opening chorus?

In the presence of one to whom he could relieve his mind without fear of consequences, the stage-director became savagely jocular.

Thats all arranged, he said. Were going to dress the carpenters in skirts. The audience wont notice anything wrong.

Should I speak to Mr. Goble? queried Mr. Saltzburg doubtfully.

Yes, if you dont value your life, returned the stage-director.

Mr. Saltzburg pondered.

I will go and speak to the childrun, he said. I will talk to them. They know me! I will make them be reasonable.

He bustled off in the direction taken by Mr. Miller, his coat-tails flying behind him. The stage-director, with a tired sigh, turned to face Wally, who had come in through the iron pass-door from the auditorium.

Hullo! said Wally cheerfully. Going strong? Hows everybody at home? Fine? So am I! By the way, am I wrong or did I hear something about a theatrical entertainment of some sort here to-night? He looked about him at the empty stage. In the wings, on the prompt side, could be discerned the flannel-clad forms of the gentlemanly members of the male ensemble, all dressed up for Mrs. Stuyvesant van Dykes tennis party. One or two of the principals were standing perplexedly in the lower entrance. The O.P. side had been given over by general consent to Mr. Goble for his perambulations. Every now and then he would flash into view through an opening in the scenery. I understood that to-night was the night for the great revival of comic opera. Where are the comics, and why arent they opping?

The stage-director repeated his formula once more.

The girls have struck!

So have the clocks, said Wally. Its past nine.

The chorus refuse to go on.

No, really! Just artistic loathing of the rotten piece, or is there some other reason?

Theyre sore because one of them has been given her notice, and they say they wont give a show unless shes taken back. Theyve struck. That Mariner girl started it.

She did! Wallys interest became keener. She would! he said approvingly. Shes a heroine!

Little devil! I never liked that girl!

Now there, said Wally, is just the point on which we differ. I have always liked her, and Ive known her all my life. So, shipmate, if you have any derogatory remarks to make about Miss Mariner, keep them where they belong — there! He prodded the other sharply in the stomach. He was smiling pleasantly, but the stage-director, catching his eye, decided that his advice was good and should be followed. It is just as bad for the home if the head of the family gets his neck broken as if he succumbs to apoplexy.

You surely arent on their side? he said.

Me! said Wally. Of course I am. Im always on the side of the down-trodden and oppressed. If you know of a dirtier trick than firing a girl just before the opening, so that they wont have to pay her two weeks salary, mention it. Till you do, Ill go on believing that it is the limit. Of course Im on the girls side. Ill make them a speech if they want me to, or head the procession with a banner if they are going to parade down the boardwalk. Im for em, Father Abraham, a hundred thousand strong. And then a few! If you want my considered opinion, our old friend Goble has asked for it and got it. And Im glad — glad — glad, if you dont mind my quoting Pollyanna for a moment. I hope it chokes him!

Youd better not let him hear you talking like that!

Au contraire, as we say in the Gay City, Im going to make a point of letting him hear me talk like that! Adjust the impression that I fear any Goble in shining armour, because I dont. I propose to speak my mind to him. I would beard him in his lair, if he had a beard. Well, Ill clean-shave him in his lair. That will be just as good. But hist! whom have we here? Tell me, do you see the same thing I see?

Like the vanguard of a defeated army, Mr. Saltzburg was coming dejectedly across the stage.

Well? said the stage-director.

They would not listen to me, said Mr. Saltzburg brokenly. The more I talked the more they did not listen! He winced at a painful memory. Miss Trevor stole my baton, and then they all lined up and sang the Star-Spangled Banner!

Not the words? cried Wally incredulously. Dont tell me they knew the words!

Mr. Miller is still up there, arguing with them. But it will be of no use. What shall we do? asked Mr. Saltzburg helplessly. We ought to have rung up half an hour ago. What shall we do-oo-oo?

We must go and talk to Goble, said Wally. Something has got to be settled quick. When I left, the audience was getting so impatient that I thought he was going to walk out on us. Hes one of those nasty, determined-looking men. So come along!

Mr. Goble, intercepted as he was about to turn for another walk up-stage, eyed the deputation sourly and put the same question that the stage-director had put to Mr. Saltzburg.

Well?

Wally came briskly to the point.

Youll have to give in, he said, or else go and make a speech to the audience, the burden of which will be that they can have their money back by applying at the box-office. These Joans of Arc have got you by the short hairs!

I wont give in!

Then give out! said Wally. Or pay out, if you prefer it. Trot along and tell the audience that the four dollars fifty in the house will be refunded.

Mr. Goble gnawed his cigar.

Ive been in the show business fifteen years....

I know. And this sort of thing has never happened to you before. One gets new experiences.

Mr. Goble cocked his cigar at a fierce angle, and glared at Wally. Something told him that Wallys sympathies were not wholly with him.

They cant do this sort of thing to me! he growled.

Well, they are doing it to someone, arent they, said Wally, and, if its not you, who is it?

Ive a damned good mind to fire them all!

A corking idea! I cant see a single thing wrong with it except that it would hang up the production for another five weeks and lose you your bookings and cost you a weeks rent of this theatre for nothing and mean having all the dresses made over and lead to all your principals going off and getting other jobs. These trifling things apart, we may call the suggestion a bright one.

You talk too damn much! said Mr. Goble, eyeing him with distaste.

Well, go on, you say something. Something sensible.

It is a very serious situation.... began the stage-director.

Oh, shut up! said Mr. Goble.

The stage-director subsided into his collar.

I cannot play the overture again, protested Mr. Saltzburg. I cannot!

At this point Mr. Miller appeared. He was glad to see Mr. Goble. He had been looking for him, for he had news to impart.

The girls, said Mr. Miller, have struck! They wont go on!

Mr. Goble, with the despairing gesture of one who realizes the impotence of words, dashed off for his favourite walk up stage. Wally took out his watch.

Six seconds and a bit, he said approvingly, as the manager returned. A very good performance. I should like to time you over the course in running-kit.

The interval for reflection, brief as it had been, had apparently enabled Mr. Goble to come to a decision.

Go, he said to the stage-director, and tell em that fool of a DArcy girl can play. Weve got to get that curtain up.

Yes, Mr. Goble.

The stage-director galloped off.

Get back to your place, said the manager to Mr. Saltzburg, and play the overture again.

Again!

Perhaps they didnt hear it the first two times, said Wally.

Mr. Goble watched Mr. Saltzburg out of sight. Then he turned to Wally.

That damned Mariner girl was at the bottom of this! She started the whole thing! She told me so. Well, Ill settle her! She goes to-morrow!

Wait a minute, said Wally. Wait one minute! Bright as it is, that idea is out!

What the devil has it got to do with you?

Only this, that if you fire Miss Mariner, I take that neat script which Ive prepared and I tear it into a thousand fragments. Or nine hundred. Anyway, I tear it. Miss Mariner opens in New York, or I pack up my work and leave.

Mr. Gobles green eyes glowed.

Oh, youre stuck on her, are you? he sneered. I see!

Listen, dear heart, said Wally, gripping the managers arm, I can see that you are on the verge of introducing personalities into this very pleasant little chat. Resist the impulse! Why not let your spine stay where it is instead of having it kicked up through your hat? Keep to the main issue. Does Miss Mariner open in New York or does she not?

There was a tense silence. Mr. Goble permitted himself a swift review of his position. He would have liked to do many things to Wally, beginning with ordering him out of the theatre, but prudence restrained him. He wanted Wallys work. He needed Wally in his business: and, in the theatre, business takes precedence of personal feelings.

All right! he growled reluctantly.

Thats a promise, said Wally. Ill see that you keep it. He looked over his shoulder. The stage was filled with gaily-coloured dresses. The mutineers had returned to duty. Well, Ill be getting along. Im rather sorry we agreed to keep clear of personalities, because I should have liked to say that, if ever they have a skunk-show at Madison Square Garden, you ought to enter — and win the blue ribbon. Still, of course, under our agreement my lips are sealed, and I cant even hint at it. Good-bye. See you later, I suppose?

Mr. Goble, giving a creditable imitation of a living statue, was plucked from his thoughts by a hand upon his arm. It was Mr. Miller, whose unfortunate ailment had prevented him from keeping abreast of the conversation.

What did he say? enquired Mr. Miller, interested. I didnt hear what he said!

Mr. Goble made no effort to inform him.


CHAPTER XVII

THE COST OF A ROW
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I

Otis Pilkington had left Atlantic City two hours after the conference which had followed the dress-rehearsal, firmly resolved never to go near The Rose of America again. He had been wounded in his finest feelings. There had been a moment, when Mr. Goble had given him the choice between having the piece rewritten and cancelling the production altogether, when he had inclined to the heroic course. But for one thing Mr. Pilkington would have defied the manager, refused to allow his script to be touched, and removed the play from his hands. That one thing was the fact that, up to the day of the dress-rehearsal, the expenses of the production had amounted to the appalling sum of thirty-two thousand eight hundred and fifty-nine dollars, sixty-eight cents, all of which had to come out of Mr. Pilkingtons pocket. The figures, presented to him in a neatly typewritten column stretching over two long sheets of paper, had stunned him. He had had no notion that musical plays cost so much. The costumes alone had come to ten thousand six hundred and sixty-three dollars and fifty cents, and somehow that odd fifty cents annoyed Otis Pilkington as much as anything on the list. A dark suspicion that Mr. Goble, who had seen to all the executive end of the business, had a secret arrangement with the costumer whereby he received a private rebate, deepened his gloom. Why, for ten thousand six hundred and sixty-three dollars and fifty cents you could dress the whole female population of New York State and have a bit left over for Connecticut. So thought Mr. Pilkington, as he read the bad news in the train. He only ceased to brood upon the high cost of costuming when in the next line but one there smote his eye an item of four hundred and ninety-eight dollars for Clothing. Clothing! Werent costumes clothing? Why should he have to pay twice over for the same thing? Mr. Pilkington was just raging over this, when something lower down in the column caught his eye. It was the words: — 

Clothing .... 187.45

At this Otis Pilkington uttered a stifled cry, so sharp and so anguished that an old lady in the next seat, who was drinking a glass of milk, dropped it and had to refund the railway company thirty-five cents for breakages. For the remainder of the journey she sat with one eye warily on Mr. Pilkington, waiting for his next move.

This adventure quieted Otis Pilkington down, if it did not soothe him. He returned blushingly to a perusal of his bill of costs, nearly every line of which contained some item that infuriated and dismayed him. Shoes ($213.50) he could understand, but what on earth was Academy. Rehl. $105.50? What was Cuts ... $15? And what in the name of everything infernal was this item for Frames, in which mysterious luxury he had apparently indulged to the extent of ninety-four dollars and fifty cents? Props occurred on the list no fewer than seventeen times. Whatever his future, at whatever poor-house he might spend his declining years, he was supplied with enough props to last his lifetime.

Otis Pilkington stared blankly at the scenery that flitted past the train windows. (Scenery! There had been two charges for scenery! Friedmann, Samuel ... Scenery ... $3711 and Unitt and Wickes ... Scenery ... $2120). He was suffering the torments of the ruined gamester at the roulette-table. Thirty-two thousand eight hundred and fifty-nine dollars, sixty-eight cents! And he was out of pocket ten thousand in addition from the cheque he had handed over two days ago to Uncle Chris as his share of the investment of starting Jill in the motion-pictures. It was terrible! It deprived one of the power of thought.

The power of thought, however, returned to Mr. Pilkington almost immediately, for, remembering suddenly that Roland Trevis had assured him that no musical production, except one of those elaborate girl-shows with a chorus of ninety, could possibly cost more than fifteen thousand dollars at an outside figure, he began to think about Roland Trevis, and continued to think about him until the train pulled into the Pennsylvania Station.

For a week or more the stricken financier confined himself mostly to his rooms, where he sat smoking cigarettes, gazing at Japanese prints, and trying not to think about props and rehl. Then, gradually, the almost maternal yearning to see his brain-child once more, which can never be wholly crushed out of a young dramatist, returned to him — faintly at first, then getting stronger by degrees till it could no longer be resisted. Otis Pilkington, having instructed his Japanese valet to pack a few simple necessaries in a suit-case, took a cab to the Grand Central Station and caught an afternoon train for Rochester, where his recollection of the route planned for the tour told him The Rose of America would now be playing.

Looking into his club on the way, to cash a cheque, the first person he encountered was Freddie Rooke.

Good gracious! said Otis Pilkington. What are you doing here?

Freddie looked up dully from his reading. The abrupt stoppage of his professional career — his life-work, one might almost say — had left Freddie at a very loose end; and so hollow did the world seem to him at the moment, so uniformly futile all its so-called allurements, that, to pass the time, he had just been trying to read the National Geographic Magazine.

Hullo! he said. Well, might as well be here as anywhere, what? he replied to the others question.

But why arent you playing?

They sacked me! Theyve changed my part to a bally Scotchman! Well, I mean to say, I couldnt play a bally Scotchman!

Mr. Pilkington groaned in spirit. Of all the characters in his musical fantasy on which he prided himself, that of Lord Finchley was his pet. And he had been burked, murdered, blotted out, in order to make room for a bally Scotchman.

The characters called The McWhustle of McWhustle now! said Freddie sombrely.

The McWhustle of McWhustle! Mr. Pilkington almost abandoned his trip to Rochester on receiving this devastating piece of information.

He comes on in Act One in kilts!

In kilts! At Mrs. Stuyvesant van Dykes garden-party! On Long Island!

It isnt Mrs. Stuyvesant van Dyke any longer, either, said Freddie. Shes been changed to the wife of a pickle manufacturer.

A pickle manufacturer!

Yes. They said it ought to be a comedy part.

If agony had not caused Mr. Pilkington to clutch for support at the back of a chair, he would undoubtedly have wrung his hands.

But it was a comedy part! he wailed. It was full of the subtlest, most delicate satire on Society. They were delighted with it at Newport! Oh, this is too much! I shall make a strong protest! I shall insist on these parts being kept as I wrote them! I shall.... I must be going at once, or I shall miss my train. He paused at the door. How was business in Baltimore?

Rotten! said Freddie, and returned to his National Geographic Magazine.

Otis Pilkington tottered into his cab. He was shattered by what he had heard. They had massacred his beautiful play and, doing so had not even made a success of it by their own sordid commercial lights. Business at Baltimore had been rotten! That meant more expense, further columns of figures with frames and rehl. in front of them! He staggered into the station.

Hey! cried the taxi-driver.

Otis Pilkington turned.

Sixty-five cents, mister, if you please! Forgetting Im not your private shovoor, wasnt you?

Mr. Pilkington gave him a dollar. Money — money! Life was just one long round of paying out and paying out.

II

The day which Mr. Pilkington had selected for his visit to the provinces was a Tuesday. The Rose of America had opened at Rochester on the previous night, after a week at Atlantic City in its original form and a week at Baltimore in what might be called its second incarnation. Business had been bad in Atlantic City and no better in Baltimore, and a meagre first-night house at Rochester had given the piece a cold reception, which had put the finishing touches to the depression of the company in spite of the fact that the Rochester critics, like those of Baltimore, had written kindly of the play. One of the maxims of the theatre is that out-of-town notices dont count, and the company had refused to be cheered by them.

It is to be doubted, however, if even crowded houses would have aroused much response from the principals and chorus of The Rose of America. For two weeks without a break they had been working under forced draught, and they were weary in body and spirit. The new principals had had to learn parts in exactly half the time usually given for that purpose, and the chorus, after spending five weeks assimilating one set of steps and groupings, had been compelled to forget them and rehearse an entirely new set. From the morning after the first performance at Atlantic City, they had not left the theatre except for sketchy half-hour meals.

Jill, standing listlessly in the wings while the scene-shifters arranged the Second Act set, was aware of Wally approaching from the direction of the pass-door.

Miss Mariner, I believe? said Wally. I suppose you know you look perfectly wonderful in that dress? All Rochesters talking about it, and there is some idea of running excursion trains from Troy and Utica. A great stir it has made!

Jill smiled. Wally was like a tonic to her during these days of overwork. He seemed to be entirely unaffected by the general depression, a fact which he attributed himself to the happy accident of being in a position to sit back and watch the others toil. But in reality Jill knew that he was working as hard as any one. He was working all the time, changing scenes, adding lines, tinkering with lyrics, smoothing over principals whose nerves had become strained by the incessant rehearsing, keeping within bounds Mr. Gobles passion for being the big noise about the theatre. His cheerfulness was due to the spirit that was in him, and Jill appreciated it. She had come to feel very close to Wally since the driving rush of making over The Rose of America had begun.

They seemed quite calm to-night, she said. I believe half of them were asleep.

Theyre always like that in Rochester. They cloak their deeper feelings. They wear the mask. But you can tell from the glassy look in their eyes that they are really seething inwardly. But what I came round about was — (a) — to give you this letter....

Jill took the letter, and glanced at the writing. It was from Uncle Chris. She placed it on the axe over the fire-buckets for perusal later.

The man at the box-office gave it to me, said Wally, when I looked in there to find out how much money there was in the house to-night. The sum was so small that he had to whisper it.

Im afraid the piece isnt a success.

Nonsense! Of course it is! Were doing fine. That brings me to section (b) of my discourse. I met poor old Pilkington in the lobby, and he said exactly what you have just said, only at greater length.

Is Mr. Pilkington here?

He appears to have run down on the afternoon train to have a look at the show. He is catching the next train back to New York! Whenever I meet him, he always seems to be dashing off to catch the next train back to New York! Poor chap! Have you ever done a murder? If you havent, dont! I know exactly what it feels like, and it feels rotten! After two minutes conversation with Pilkington, I could sympathize with Macbeth when he chatted with Banquo. He said I had killed his play. He nearly wept, and he drew such a moving picture of a poor helpless musical fantasy being lured into a dark alley by thugs and there slaughtered that he almost had me in tears too. I felt like a beetle-browed brute with a dripping knife and hands imbrued with innocent gore.

Poor Mr. Pilkington!

Once more you say exactly what he said, only more crisply. I comforted him as well as I could, told him all was for the best and so on, and he flung the box-office receipts in my face and said that the piece was as bad a failure commercially as it was artistically. I couldnt say anything to that, seeing what a house weve got to-night, except to bid him look out to the horizon where the sun will shortly shine. In other words, I told him that business was about to buck up and that later on he would be going about the place with a sprained wrist from clipping coupons. But he refused to be cheered, cursed me some more for ruining his piece, and ended by begging me to buy his share of it cheap.

You arent going to?

No, I am not — but simply and solely for the reason that, after that fiasco in London, I raised my right hand — thus — and swore an oath that never, as long as I lived, would I again put up a cent for a production, were it the most obvious cinch on earth. Im gun-shy. But if he does happen to get hold of any one with a sporting disposition and a few thousands to invest, that person will make a fortune. This piece is going to be a gold-mine.

Jill looked at him in surprise. With anybody else but Wally she would have attributed this confidence to authors vanity. But with Wally, she felt, the fact that the piece, as played now, was almost entirely his own work did not count. He viewed it dispassionately, and she could not understand why, in the face of half-empty houses, he should have such faith in it.

But what makes you think so? Weve been doing awfully badly so far.

Wally nodded.

And we shall do awfully badly in Syracuse the last half of this week. And why? For one thing, because the show isnt a show at all at present. Why should people flock to pay for seats for what are practically dress-rehearsals of an unknown play? Half the principals have had to get up in their parts in two weeks, and they havent had time to get anything out of them. They are groping for their lines all the time. The girls cant let themselves go in the numbers, because they are wondering if they are going to remember the steps. The show hasnt had time to click together yet. Its just ragged. Take a look at it in another two weeks! I know! I dont say musical comedy is a very lofty form of art, but still theres a certain amount of science about it. If you go in for it long enough, you learn the tricks, and take it from me that, if you have a good cast and some catchy numbers its almost impossible not to have a success. Weve got an excellent cast now, and the numbers are fine. I tell you — as I tried to tell Pilkington, only he wouldnt listen — that this show is all right. Theres a fortune in it for somebody. But I suppose Pilkington is now sitting in the smoking-car of an east-bound train, trying to get the porter to accept his share in the piece instead of a tip!

If Otis Pilkington was not actually doing that, he was doing something like it. Sunk in gloom, he bumped up and down on an uncomfortable seat, wondering why he had ever taken the trouble to make the trip to Rochester. He had found exactly what he had expected to find, a mangled caricature of his brain-child playing to a house half empty and wholly indifferent. The only redeeming feature, he thought vindictively, as he remembered what Roland Trevis had said about the cost of musical productions, was the fact that the new numbers were undoubtedly better than those which his collaborator had originally supplied.

And The Rose of America, after a disheartening Wednesday matinee and a not much better reception on the Wednesday night, packed its baggage and moved to Syracuse, where it failed just as badly. Then for another two weeks it wandered on from one small town to another, up and down New York State and through the doldrums of Connecticut, tacking to and fro like a storm-battered ship, till finally the astute and discerning citizens of Hartford welcomed it with such a reception that hardened principals stared at each other in a wild surmise, wondering if these things could really be: and a weary chorus forgot its weariness and gave encore after encore with a snap and vim which even Mr. Johnson Miller was obliged to own approximated to something like it. Nothing to touch the work of his choruses of the old days, of course, but nevertheless fair, quite fair.

The spirits of the company revived. Optimism reigned. Principals smiled happily and said they had believed in the thing all along. The ladies and gentlemen of the ensemble chattered contentedly of a years run in New York. And the citizens of Hartford fought for seats, and, if they could not get seats, stood up at the back.

Of these things Otis Pilkington was not aware. He had sold his interest in the piece two weeks ago for ten thousand dollars to a lawyer acting for some client unknown, and was glad to feel that he had saved something out of the wreck.


CHAPTER XVIII

JILL RECEIVES NOTICE
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I

The violins soared to one last high note; the bassoon uttered a final moan; the pensive person at the end of the orchestra-pit just under Mrs. Waddesleigh Peagrims box, whose duty it was to slam the drum at stated intervals, gave that much-enduring instrument a concluding wallop; and, laying aside his weapons, allowed his thoughts to stray in the direction of cooling drinks. Mr. Saltzburg lowered the baton which he had stretched quivering towards the roof and sat down and mopped his forehead. The curtain fell on the first act of The Rose of America, and simultaneously tremendous applause broke out from all over the Gotham Theatre, which was crammed from floor to roof with that heterogeneous collection of humanity which makes up the audience of a New York opening performance. The applause continued like the breaking of waves on a stony beach. The curtain rose and fell, rose and fell, rose and fell again. An usher, stealing down the central aisle, gave to Mr. Saltzburg an enormous bouquet of American Beauty roses, which he handed to the prima donna, who took it with a brilliant smile and a bow, nicely combining humility with joyful surprise. The applause, which had begun to slacken, gathered strength again. It was a superb bouquet, nearly as big as Mr. Saltzburg himself. It had cost the prima donna close on a hundred dollars that morning at Thorleys, but it was worth every cent of the money.

The house-lights went up. The audience began to move up the aisles to stretch its legs and discuss the piece during the intermission. There was a general babble of conversation. Here, a composer who had not got an interpolated number in the show was explaining to another composer who had not got an interpolated number in the show the exact source from which a third composer who had got an interpolated number in the show had stolen the number which he had got interpolated. There, two musical comedy artists who were temporarily resting were agreeing that the prima donna was a dear thing but that, contrary as it was to their life-long policy to knock anybody, they must say that she was beginning to show the passage of years a trifle and ought to be warned by some friend that her career as an ingénue was a thing of the past. Dramatic critics, slinking in twos and threes into dark corners, were telling each other that The Rose of America was just another of those things but it had apparently got over. The general public was of the opinion that it was a knock-out.

Otie, darling, said Mrs. Waddesleigh Peagrim, leaning her ample shoulder on Uncle Chris perfectly fitting sleeve and speaking across him to young Mr. Pilkington, I do congratulate you, dear. Its perfectly delightful! I dont know when I have enjoyed a musical piece so much. Dont you think its perfectly darling, Major Selby?

Capital! agreed that suave man of the world, who had been bored as near extinction as makes no matter. Congratulate you, my boy!

You clever, clever thing! said Mrs. Peagrim, skittishly striking her nephew on the knee with her fan. Im proud to be your aunt! Arent you proud to know him, Mr. Rooke?

The fourth occupant of the box awoke with a start from the species of stupor into which he had been plunged by the spectacle of the McWhustle of McWhustle in action. There had been other dark moments in Freddies life. Once, back in London, Parker had sent him out into the heart of the West End without his spats and he had not discovered their absence till he was half-way up Bond Street. On another occasion, having taken on a stranger at squash for a quid a game, he had discovered too late that the latter was an ex-public-school champion. He had felt gloomy when he had learned of the breaking-off of the engagement between Jill Mariner and Derek Underhill, and sad when it had been brought to his notice that London was giving Derek the cold shoulder in consequence. But never in his whole career had he experienced such gloom and such sadness as had come to him that evening while watching this unspeakable person in kilts murder that part that should have been his. And the audience, confound them, had roared with laughter at every damn silly thing the fellow had said!

Eh? he replied. Oh, yes, rather, absolutely!

Were all proud of you, Otie darling, proceeded Mrs. Peagrim. The piece is a wonderful success. You will make a fortune out of it. And just think, Major Selby, I tried my best to argue the poor, dear boy out of putting it on! I thought it was so rash to risk his money in a theatrical venture. But then, said Mrs. Peagrim in extenuation, I had only seen the piece when it was done at my house at Newport, and of course it really was rather dreadful nonsense then! I might have known that you would change it a great deal before you put it on in New York. As I always say, plays are not written, they are rewritten! Why, you have improved this piece a hundred per cent, Otie! I wouldnt know it was the same play!

She slapped him smartly once more with her fan, ignorant of the gashes she was inflicting. Poor Mr. Pilkington was suffering twin torments, the torture of remorse and the agonized jealousy of the unsuccessful artist. It would have been bad enough to have to sit and watch a large audience rocking in its seats at the slap-stick comedy which Wally Mason had substituted for his delicate social satire: but, had this been all, at least he could have consoled himself with the sordid reflection that he, as owner of the piece, was going to make a lot of money out of it. Now, even this material balm was denied him. He had sold out, and he was feeling like the man who parts for a song with shares in an apparently goldless gold mine, only to read in the papers next morning that a new reef has been located. Into each life some rain must fall. Quite a shower was falling now into young Mr. Pilkingtons.

Of course, went on Mrs. Peagrim, when the play was done at my house, it was acted by amateurs. And you know what amateurs are! The cast to-night is perfectly splendid. I do think that Scotchman is the most killing creature! Dont you think he is wonderful, Mr. Rooke?

We may say what we will against the upper strata of Society, but it cannot be denied that breeding tells. Only by falling back for support on the traditions of his class and the solid support of a gentle up-bringing was the Last of the Rookes able to crush down the words that leaped to his lips and to substitute for them a politely conventional agreement. If Mr. Pilkington was feeling like a too impulsive seller of gold mines, Freddies emotions were akin to those of the Spartan boy with the fox under his vest. Nothing but Winchester and Magdalen could have produced the smile which, though twisted and confined entirely to his lips, flashed on to his face and off again at his hostess question.

Oh, rather! Priceless!

Wasnt that part an Englishman before? asked Mrs. Peagrim. I thought so. Well, it was a stroke of genius changing it. This Scotchman is too funny for words. And such an artist!

Freddie rose shakily. One can stand just so much.

Think, he mumbled, Ill be pushing along and smoking a cigarette.

He groped his way to the door.

Ill come with you, Freddie my boy, said Uncle Chris, who felt an imperative need of five minutes respite from Mrs. Peagrim. Lets get out into the air for a moment. Uncommonly warm it is here.

Freddie assented. Air was what he felt he wanted most.

Left alone in the box with her nephew, Mrs. Peagrim continued for some moments in the same vein, innocently twisting the knife in the open wound. It struck her from time to time that darling Otie was perhaps a shade unresponsive, but she put this down to the nervous strain inseparable from a first night of a young authors first play.

Why, she concluded, you will make thousands and thousands of dollars out of this piece. I am sure it is going to be another Merry Widow.

You cant tell from a first night audience, said Mr. Pilkington sombrely, giving out a piece of theatrical wisdom he had picked up at rehearsals.

Oh, but you can. Its so easy to distinguish polite applause from the real thing. No doubt many of the people down here have friends in the company or other reasons for seeming to enjoy the play, but look how the circle and the gallery were enjoying it! You cant tell me that that was not genuine. They love it. How hard, she proceeded commiseratingly, you must have worked, poor boy, during the tour on the road to improve the piece so much! I never liked to say so before but even you must agree with me now that that original version of yours, which was done down at Newport, was the most terrible nonsense! And how hard the company must have worked too! Otie, cried Mrs. Peagrim, aglow with the magic of a brilliant idea, I will tell you what you must really do. You must give a supper and dance to the whole company on the stage to-morrow night after the performance.

What! cried Otis Pilkington, startled out of his lethargy by this appalling suggestion. Was he, the man who, after planking down thirty-two thousand eight hundred and fifty, nine dollars, sixty-eight cents for props and frames and rehl, had sold out for a paltry ten thousand, to be still further victimized?

They do deserve it, dont they, after working so hard?

Its impossible, said Otis Pilkington vehemently. Out of the question.

But, Otie, darling, I was talking to Mr. Mason when he came down to Newport to see the piece last summer, and he told me that the management nearly always gives a supper to the company, especially if they have had a lot of extra rehearsing to do.

Well, let Goble give them a supper if he wants to.

But you know that Mr. Goble, though he has his name on the programme as the manager, has really nothing to do with it. You own the piece, dont you?

For a moment Mr. Pilkington felt an impulse to reveal all, but refrained. He knew his Aunt Olive too well. If she found out that he had parted at a heavy loss with this valuable property, her whole attitude towards him would change — or, rather it would revert to her normal attitude, which was not unlike that of a severe nurse to a weak-minded child. Even in his agony there had been a certain faint consolation, due to the entirely unwonted note of respect in the voice with which she had addressed him since the fall of the curtain. He shrank from forfeiting this respect, unentitled though he was to it.

Yes, he said in his precise voice. That, of course, is so.

Well, then! said Mrs. Peagrim.

But it seems so unnecessary! And think what it would cost.

This was a false step. Some of the reverence left Mrs. Peagrims voice, and she spoke a little coldly. A gay and gallant spender herself, she had often had occasion to rebuke a tendency to over-parsimony in her nephew.

We must not be mean, Otie! she said.

Mr. Pilkington keenly resented her choice of pronouns. We indeed! Who was going to foot the bill? Both of them, hand in hand, or he alone, the chump, the boob, the easy mark who got this sort of thing wished on him!

I dont think it would be possible to get the stage for a supper-party, he pleaded, shifting his ground. Goble wouldnt give it to us.

As if Mr. Goble would refuse you anything after you have written a wonderful success for this theatre! And isnt he getting his share of the profits? Directly after the performance you must go round and ask him. Of course he will be delighted to give you the stage. I will be hostess, said Mrs. Peagrim radiantly. And now, let me see, whom shall we invite?

Mr. Pilkington stared gloomily at the floor, too bowed down by his weight of cares to resent the we, which had plainly come to stay. He was trying to estimate the size of the gash which this preposterous entertainment would cleave in the Pilkington bank-roll. He doubted if it was possible to go through with it under five hundred dollars; and, if, as seemed only too probable, Mrs. Peagrim took the matter in hand and gave herself her head, it might get into four figures.

Major Selby, of course, said Mrs. Peagrim musingly, with a cooing note in her voice. Long since had that polished man of affairs made a deep impression upon her. Of course Major Selby, for one. And Mr. Rooke. Then there are one or two of my friends who would be hurt if they were left out. How about Mr. Mason? Isnt he a friend of yours?

Mr. Pilkington snorted. He had endured much and was prepared to endure more, but he drew the line at squandering his money on the man who had sneaked up behind his brain-child with a hatchet and chopped its precious person into little bits.

He is not a friend of mine, he said stiffly, and I do not wish him to be invited!

Having attained her main objective, Mrs. Peagrim was prepared to yield minor points.

Very well, if you do not like him, she said. But I thought he was quite an intimate of yours. It was you who asked me to invite him to Newport last summer.

Much, said Mr. Pilkington coldly, has happened since last summer.

Oh, very well, said Mrs. Peagrim again. Then we will not include Mr. Mason. Now, directly the curtain has fallen, Otie dear, pop right round and find Mr. Goble and tell him what you want.

II

It is not only twin-souls in this world who yearn to meet each other. Between Otis Pilkington and Mr. Goble there was little in common, yet, at the moment when Otis set out to find Mr. Goble, the thing which Mr. Goble desired most in the world was an interview with Otis. Since the end of the first act, the manager had been in a state of mental upheaval. Reverting to the gold-mine simile again, Mr. Goble was in the position of a man who has had a chance of purchasing such a mine and now, learning too late of the discovery of the reef, is feeling the truth of the poets dictum that of all sad words of tongue or pen, the saddest are these: It might have been. The electric success of The Rose of America had stunned Mr. Goble; and realizing, as he did, that he might have bought Otis Pilkingtons share dirt cheap at almost any point of the preliminary tour, he was having a bad half hour with himself. The only ray in the darkness which brooded on his indomitable soul was the thought that it might still be possible, by getting hold of Mr. Pilkington before the notices appeared, and shaking his head sadly and talking about the misleading hopes which young authors so often draw from an enthusiastic first-night reception and impressing upon him that first-night receptions do not deceive your expert who has been fifteen years in the show-business and mentioning gloomily that he had heard a coupla the critics roastin the show to beat the band ... by doing all these things, it might still be possible to depress Mr. Pilkingtons young enthusiasm and induce him to sell his share at a sacrifice price to a great-hearted friend who didnt think the thing would run a week but was willing to buy as a sporting speculation, because he thought Mr. Pilkington a good kid, and after all these shows that flop in New York sometimes have a chance on the road.

Such were the meditations of Mr. Goble, and, on the final fall of the curtain, amid unrestrained enthusiasm on the part of the audience, he had despatched messengers in all directions with instructions to find Mr. Pilkington and conduct him to the presence. Meanwhile, he waited impatiently on the empty stage.

The sudden advent of Wally Mason, who appeared at this moment, upset Mr. Goble terribly. Wally was a factor in the situation which he had not considered. An infernal, tactless fellow, always trying to make mischief and upset honest merchants, Wally, if present at the interview with Otis Pilkington, would probably try to act in restraint of trade and would blurt out some untimely truth about the prospects of the piece. Not for the first time, Mr. Goble wished Wally a sudden stroke of apoplexy.

Went well, eh? said Wally amiably. He did not like Mr. Goble, but on the first night of a successful piece personal antipathies may be sunk. Such was his effervescent good humour at the moment that he was prepared to treat Mr. Goble as a man and a brother.

Hm! replied Mr. Goble doubtfully, paving the way.

What are you hming about? demanded Wally, astonished. The things a riot.

You never know, responded Mr. Goble in the minor key.

Well! Wally stared. I dont know what more you want. The audience sat up on its hind legs and squealed, didnt they?

Ive an idea, said Mr. Goble, raising his voice as the long form of Mr. Pilkington crossed the stage towards them, that the critics will roast it. If you ask me, he went on loudly, its just the sort of show the critics will pan the life out of. Ive been fifteen years in the....

Critics! cried Wally. Well, Ive just been talking to Alexander of the Times, and he said it was the best musical piece he had ever seen and that all the other men he had talked to thought the same.

Mr. Goble turned a distorted face to Mr. Pilkington. He wished that Wally would go. But Wally, he reflected, bitterly, was one of those men who never go. He faced Mr. Pilkington and did the best he could.

Of course its got a chance, he said gloomily. Any show has got a chance! But I dont know.... I dont know....

Mr. Pilkington was not interested in the future prospects of The Rose of America. He had a favour to ask, and he wanted to ask it, have it refused if possible, and get away. It occurred to him that, by substituting for the asking of a favour a peremptory demand, he might save himself a thousand dollars.

I want the stage after the performance to-morrow night, for a supper to the company, he said brusquely.

He was shocked to find Mr. Goble immediately complaisant.

Why, sure, said Mr. Goble readily. Go as far as you like! He took Mr. Pilkington by the elbow and drew him up-stage, lowering his voice to a confidential undertone. And now, listen, he said, Ive something I want to talk to you about. Between you and I and the lamp-post, I dont think this show will last a month in New York. It dont add up right! Theres something all wrong about it.

Mr. Pilkington assented with an emphasis which amazed the manager. I quite agree with you! If you had kept it the way it was originally....

Too late for that! sighed Mr. Goble, realizing that his star was in the ascendant. He had forgotten for the moment that Mr. Pilkington was an author. We must make the best of a bad job! Now, youre a good kid and I wouldnt like you to go around town saying that I had let you in. It isnt business, maybe, but, just because I dont want you to have any kick coming, Im ready to buy your share of the thing and call it a deal. After all, it may get money on the road. It aint likely, but theres a chance, and Im willing to take it. Well, listen, Im probably robbing myself, but Ill give you fifteen thousand if you want to sell.

A hated voice spoke at his elbow.

Ill make you a better offer than that, said Wally. Give me your share of the show for three dollars in cash and Ill throw in a pair of sock-suspenders and an Ingersoll. Is it a go?

Mr. Goble regarded him balefully.

Who told you to butt in? he enquired sourly.

Conscience! replied Wally. Old Henry W. Conscience! I refuse to stand by and see the slaughter of the innocents. Why dont you wait till hes dead before you skin him! He turned to Mr. Pilkington. Dont you be a fool! he said earnestly. Cant you see the thing is the biggest hit in years? Do you think Jesse James here would be offering you a cent for your share if he didnt know there was a fortune in it? Do you imagine...?

It is immaterial to me, interrupted Otis Pilkington loftily, what Mr. Goble offers. I have already sold my interest!

What! cried Mr. Goble.

When? cried Wally.

I sold it half-way through the road-tour, said Mr. Pilkington, to a lawyer, acting on behalf of a client whose name I did not learn.

In the silence which followed this revelation, another voice spoke.

I should like to speak to you for a moment, Mr. Goble, if I may. It was Jill, who had joined the group unperceived.

Mr. Goble glowered at Jill, who met his gaze composedly.

Im busy! snapped Mr. Goble. See me to-morrow!

I would prefer to see you now.

You would prefer! Mr. Goble waved his hands despairingly, as if calling on heaven to witness the persecution of a good man.

Jill exhibited a piece of paper stamped with the letter-heading of the management.

Its about this, she said. I found it in the box as I was going out.

Whats that?

It seems to be a fortnights notice.

And that, said Mr. Goble, is what it is!

Wally uttered an exclamation.

Do you mean to say...?

Yes, I do! said the manager, turning on him. He felt that he had out-manœuvred Wally. I agreed to let her open in New York, and shes done it, hasnt she? Now she can get out. I dont want her. I wouldnt have her if you paid me. Shes a nuisance in the company, always making trouble, and she can go.

But I would prefer not to go, said Jill.

You would prefer! The phrase infuriated Mr. Goble. And what has what you would prefer got to do with it?

Well, you see, said Jill, I forgot to tell you before, but I own the piece!

III

Mr. Gobles jaw fell. He had been waving his hands in another spacious gesture, and he remained frozen with outstretched arms, like a semaphore. This evening had been a series of shocks for him, but this was the worst shock of all.

You — what! he stammered.

I own the piece, repeated Jill. Surely that gives me authority to say what I want done and what I dont want done.

There was a silence, Mr. Goble, who was having difficulty with his vocal chords, swallowed once or twice. Wally and Mr. Pilkington stared dumbly. At the back of the stage, a belated scene-shifter, homeward bound, was whistling as much as he could remember of the refrain of a popular song.

What do you mean you own the piece? Mr. Goble at length gurgled.

I bought it.

You bought it?

I bought Mr. Pilkingtons share through a lawyer for ten thousand dollars.

Ten thousand dollars! Where did you get ten thousand dollars? Light broke upon Mr. Goble. The thing became clear to him. Damn it! he cried. I might have known you had some man behind you! Youd never have been so darned fresh if you hadnt had some John in the background, paying the bills! Well, of all the....

He broke off abruptly, not because he had said all that he wished to say, for he had only touched the fringe of his subject, but because at this point Wallys elbow smote him in the parts about the third button of his waistcoat and jarred all the breath out of him.

Be quiet! said Wally dangerously. He turned to Jill. Jill, you dont mind telling me how you got ten thousand dollars, do you?

Of course not, Wally. Uncle Chris sent it to me. Do you remember giving me a letter from him at Rochester? The cheque was in that.

Wally stared.

Your uncle! But he hasnt any money!

He must have made it somehow.

But he couldnt! How could he?

Otis Pilkington suddenly gave tongue. He broke in on them with a loud noise that was half a snort and half a yell. Stunned by the information that it was Jill who had bought his share in the piece, Mr. Pilkingtons mind had recovered slowly and then had begun to work with a quite unusual rapidity. During the preceding conversation he had been doing some tense thinking, and now he saw all.

Its a swindle! Its a deliberate swindle! shrilled Mr. Pilkington. The tortoise-shell-rimmed spectacles flashed sparks. Ive been made a fool of! Ive been swindled! Ive been robbed!

Jill regarded him with wide eyes.

What do you mean?

You know what I mean!

I certainly do not! You were perfectly willing to sell the piece.

Im not talking about that! You know what I mean! Ive been robbed!

Wally snatched at his arm as it gyrated past him in a gesture of anguish which rivalled the late efforts in that direction of Mr. Goble, who was now leaning against the safety-curtain trying to get his breath back.

Dont be a fool, said Wally curtly. Talk sense! You know perfectly well that Miss Mariner wouldnt swindle you.

She may not have been in it, conceded Mr. Pilkington. I dont know whether she was or not. But that uncle of hers swindled me out of ten thousand dollars! The smooth old crook!

Dont talk like that about Uncle Chris! said Jill, her eyes flashing. Tell me what you mean.

Yes, come on, Pilkington, said Wally grimly. Youve been scattering some pretty serious charges about. Lets hear what you base them on. Be coherent for a couple of seconds.

Mr. Goble filled his depleted lungs.

If you ask me.... he began.

We dont, said Wally curtly. This has nothing to do with you. Well, he went on, were waiting to hear what this is all about.

Mr. Pilkington gulped. Like most men of weak intellect who are preyed on by the wolves of the world, he had ever a strong distaste for admitting that he had been deceived. He liked to regard himself as a shrewd young man who knew his way about and could take care of himself.

Major Selby, he said, adjusting his spectacles, which emotion had caused to slip down his nose, came to me a few weeks ago with a proposition. He suggested the formation of a company to start Miss Mariner in the motion-pictures.

What! cried Jill.

In the motion-pictures, repeated Mr. Pilkington. He wished to know if I cared to advance any capital towards the venture. I thought it over carefully and decided that I was favourably disposed towards the scheme. I.... Mr. Pilkington gulped again. I gave him a cheque for ten thousand dollars!

Of all the fools! said Mr. Goble with a sharp laugh. He caught Wallys eye and subsided once more.

Mr. Pilkingtons fingers strayed agitatedly to his spectacles.

I may have been a fool, he cried shrilly, though I was perfectly willing to risk the money had it been applied to the object for which I gave it. But when it comes to giving ten thousand dollars just to have it paid back to me in exchange for a very valuable piece of theatrical property ... my own money ... handed back to me...!

Words failed Mr. Pilkington.

Ive been deliberately swindled! he added, after a moment, harking back to the main motive.

Jills heart was like lead. She could not doubt for an instant the truth of what the victim had said. Woven into every inch of the fabric, plainly hall-marked on its surface, she could perceive the signature of Uncle Chris. If he had come and confessed to her himself, she could not have been more certain that he had acted precisely as Mr. Pilkington had charged. There was that same impishness, that same bland unscrupulousness, that same pathetic desire to do her a good turn however it might affect anybody else which, if she might compare the two things, had caused him to pass her off on unfortunate Mr. Mariner of Brookport as a girl of wealth with tastes in the direction of real estate.

Wally was not so easily satisfied.

Youve no proof whatever....

Jill shook her head.

Its true, Wally. I know Uncle Chris. It must be true.

But, Jill...!

It must be. How else could Uncle Chris have got the money?

Mr. Pilkington, much encouraged by this ready acquiescence in his theories, got under way once more.

The mans a swindler! A swindler! Hes robbed me! I have been robbed! He never had any intention of starting a motion-picture company. He planned it all out...!

Jill cut into the babble of his denunciations. She was sick at heart, and she spoke almost listlessly.

Mr. Pilkington! The victim stopped. Mr. Pilkington, if what you say is true, and Im afraid there is no doubt that it is, the only thing I can do is to give you back your property. So will you please try to understand that everything is just as it was before you gave my uncle the money. Youve got back your ten thousand dollars and youve got back your piece, so theres nothing more to talk about.

Mr. Pilkington, dimly realizing that the financial aspect of the affair had been more or less satisfactorily adjusted, was nevertheless conscious of a feeling that he was being thwarted. He had much more to say about Uncle Chris and his methods of doing business, and it irked him to be cut short like this.

Yes, but I do not think.... Thats all very well, but I have by no means finished....

Yes, you have, said Wally.

Theres nothing more to talk about, repeated Jill. Im sorry this should have happened, but youve nothing to complain about now, have you? Good night.

And she turned quickly away, and walked towards the door.

But I hadnt finished! wailed Mr. Pilkington, clutching at Wally. He was feeling profoundly aggrieved. If it is bad to be all dressed up and no place to go, it is almost worse to be full of talk and to have no one to talk it to. Otis Pilkington had at least another twenty minutes of speech inside him on the topic of Uncle Chris, and Wally was the nearest human being with a pair of ears.

Wally was in no mood to play the part of confidant. He pushed Mr. Pilkington earnestly in the chest and raced after Jill. Mr. Pilkington, with the feeling that the world was against him, tottered back into the arms of Mr. Goble, who had now recovered his breath and was ready to talk business.

Have a good cigar, said Mr. Goble, producing one. Now, see here, lets get right down to it. If youd care to sell out for twenty thousand....

I would not care to sell out for twenty thousand! yelled the overwrought Mr. Pilkington. I wouldnt sell out for a million! Youre a swindler! You want to rob me! Youre a crook!

Yes, yes, assented Mr. Goble gently. But, all joking aside, suppose I was to go up to twenty-five thousand...? He twined his fingers lovingly in the slack of Mr. Pilkingtons coat. Come now! Youre a good kid I Shall we say twenty-five thousand?

We will not say twenty-five thousand! Let me go!

Now, now, now! pleaded Mr. Goble. Be sensible! Dont get all worked up! Say, do have a good cigar!

I wont have a good cigar! shouted Mr. Pilkington.

He detached himself with a jerk, and stalked with long strides up the stage. Mr. Goble watched him go with a lowering gaze. A heavy sense of the unkindness of fate was oppressing Mr. Goble. If you couldnt gyp a bone-headed amateur out of a piece of property, whom could you gyp? Mr. Goble sighed. It hardly seemed to him worth while going on.

IV

Out in the street Wally had overtaken Jill, and they faced one another in the light of a street lamp. Forty-first Street at midnight is a quiet oasis. They had it to themselves.

Jill was pale, and she was breathing quickly, but she forced a smile.

Well, Wally, she said. My career as a manager didnt last long, did it?

What are you going to do?

Jill looked down the street.

I dont know, she said. I suppose I shall have to start trying to find something.

But....

Jill drew him suddenly into the dark alley-way leading to the stage-door of the Gotham Theatres nearest neighbour, and, as she did so, a long, thin form, swathed in an overcoat and surmounted by an opera-hat, flashed past.

I dont think I could have gone through another meeting with Mr. Pilkington, said Jill. It wasnt his fault, and he was quite justified, but what he said about Uncle Chris rather hurt.

Wally, who had ideas of his own similar to those of Mr. Pilkington on the subject of Uncle Chris and had intended to express them, prudently kept them unspoken.

I suppose, he said, there is no doubt...?

There cant be. Poor Uncle Chris! He is like Freddie. He means well!

There was a pause. They left the alley and walked down the street.

Where are you going now? asked Wally.

Im going home.

Wheres home?

Forty-ninth Street. I live in a boarding-house there.

A sudden recollection of the boarding-house at which she had lived in Atlantic City smote Wally, and it turned the scale. He had not intended to speak, but he could not help himself.

Jill! he cried. Its no good. I must say it! I want to get you out of all this. I want to take care of you. Why should you go on living this sort of life, when.... Why wont you let me...?

He stopped. Even as he spoke, he realized the futility of what he was saying. Jill was not a girl to be won with words.

They walked on in silence for a moment. They crossed Broadway, noisy with night traffic, and passed into the stillness on the other side.

Wally, said Jill at last.

She was looking straight in front of her. Her voice was troubled.

Yes?

Jill hesitated.

Wally, you wouldnt want me to marry you if you knew you werent the only man in the world that mattered to me, would you?

They had reached Sixth Avenue before Wally replied.

No! he said.

For an instant, Jill could not have said whether the feeling that shot through her like the abrupt touching of a nerve was relief or disappointment. Then suddenly she realized that it was disappointment. It was absurd to her to feel disappointed, but at that moment she would have welcomed a different attitude in him. If only this problem of hers could be taken forcefully out of her hands, what a relief it would be. If only Wally, masterfully insistent, would batter down her hesitations and grab her, knock her on the head and carry her off like a caveman, care less about her happiness and concentrate on his own, what a solution it would be.... But then he wouldnt be Wally.... Nevertheless, Jill gave a little sigh. Her new life had changed her already. It had blunted the sharp edge of her independence. To-night she was feeling the need of some one to lean on — some one strong and cosy and sympathetic who would treat her like a little girl and shield her from all the roughness of life. The fighting spirit had gone out of her, and she was no longer the little warrior facing the world with a brave eye and a tilted chin. She wanted to cry and be petted.

No! said Wally again. There had been the faintest suggestion of a doubt when he had spoken the word before, but now it shot out like a bullet. And Ill tell you why. I want you — and, if you married me feeling like that, it wouldnt be you. I want Jill, the whole Jill, and nothing but Jill, and, if I cant have that, Id rather not have anything. Marriage isnt a motion-picture close-up with slow fade-out on the embrace. Its a partnership, and whats the good of a partnership if your hearts not in it? Its like collaborating with a man you dislike.... I believe you wish sometimes — not often, perhaps, but when youre feeling lonely and miserable — that I would pester and bludgeon you into marrying me.... Whats the matter?

Jill had started. It was disquieting to have her thoughts read with such accuracy.

Nothing, she said.

It wouldnt be any good, Wally went on, because it wouldnt be me. I couldnt keep that attitude up, and I know I should hate myself for ever having tried it. Theres nothing in the world I wouldnt do to help you, though I know its no use offering to do anything. Youre a fighter, and you mean to fight your own battle. It might happen that, if I kept after you and badgered you and nagged you, one of these days, when you were feeling particularly all alone in the world and tired of fighting for yourself, you might consent to marry me. But it wouldnt do. Even if you reconciled yourself to it, it wouldnt do. I suppose the cave-woman sometimes felt rather relieved when everything was settled for her with a club, but Im sure the caveman must have had a hard time ridding himself of the thought that he had behaved like a cad and taken a mean advantage. I dont want to feel like that. I couldnt make you happy if I felt like that. Much better to have you go on regarding me as a friend ... knowing that, if ever your feelings do change, that I am right there, waiting....

But by that time your feelings will have changed!

Wally laughed.

Never!

Youll meet some other girl....

Ive met every girl in the world! None of them will do! The lightness came back into Wallys voice. Im sorry for the poor things, but they wont do! Take em away! Theres only one girl in the world for me — oh, confound it! why is it that one always thinks in song-titles! Well, there it is. Im not going to bother you. Were pals. And, as a pal, may I offer you my bank-roll?

No! said Jill. She smiled up at him. I believe you would give me your coat if I asked you for it!

Wally stopped.

Do you want it? Here you are!

Wally, behave! Theres a policeman looking at you!

Oh, well, if you wont! Its a good coat, all the same.

They turned the corner and stopped before a brown-stone house, with a long ladder of untidy steps running up to the front door.

Is this where you live? Wally asked. He looked at the gloomy place disapprovingly. You do choose the most awful places!

I dont choose them. Theyre thrust on me. Yes, this is where I live. If you want to know the exact room, its the third window up there over the front door. Well, good night.

Good night, said Wally. He paused. Jill.

Yes?

I know its not worth mentioning, and its breaking our agreement to mention it, but you do understand, dont you?

Yes, Wally dear, I understand.

Im round the corner, you know, waiting! And if you ever do change, all youve got to do is just to come to me and say Its all right!....

Jill laughed a little shakily.

That doesnt sound very romantic!

Not sound romantic? If you can think of any three words in the language that sound more romantic, let me have them! Well, never mind how they sound, just say them, and watch the result! But you must get to bed. Good night.

Good night, Wally.

She passed in through the dingy door. It closed behind her, and Wally stood for some moments staring at it with a gloomy repulsion. He thought he had never seen a dingier door.

Then he started to walk back to his apartment. He walked very quickly, with clenched hands. He was wondering if after all there was not something to be said for the methods of the caveman when he went a-wooing. Twinges of conscience the caveman may have had when all was over, but at least he had established his right to look after the woman he loved.


CHAPTER XIX

MRS. PEAGRIM BURNS INCENSE

[image: img188.jpg]

THEY TELL ME ... I am told ... I am informed ... No, one moment, Miss Frisby.

Mrs. Peagrim wrinkled her fair forehead. It has been truly said that there is no agony like the agony of literary composition, and Mrs. Peagrim was having rather a bad time getting the requisite snap and ginger into her latest communication to the Press. She bit her lip, and would have passed her twitching fingers restlessly through her hair but for the thought of the damage which such an action must do to her coiffure. Miss Frisby, her secretary, an anæmic and negative young woman, waited patiently, pad on knee, and tapped her teeth with her pencil.

Please do not make that tapping noise, Miss Frisby, said the sufferer querulously. I cannot think. Otie, dear, cant you suggest a good phrase? You ought to be able to, being an author.

Mr. Pilkington, who was strewn over an arm-chair by the window, awoke from his meditations, which, to judge from the furrow just above the bridge of his tortoise-shell spectacles and the droop of his weak chin, were not pleasant. It was the morning after the production of The Rose of America, and he had passed a sleepless night, thinking of the harsh words he had said to Jill. Could she ever forgive him? Would she have the generosity to realize that a man ought not to be held accountable for what he says in the moment when he discovers that he has been cheated, deceived, robbed — in a word, hornswoggled? He had been brooding on this all night, and he wanted to go on brooding now. His aunts question interrupted his train of thought.

Eh? he said vaguely, gaping.

Oh, dont be so absent-minded! snapped Mrs. Peagrim, not unjustifiably annoyed. I am trying to compose a paragraph for the papers about our party to-night, and I cant get the right phrase.... Read what youve written, Miss Frisby.

Miss Frisby, having turned a pale eye on the pothooks and twiddleys in her note-book, translated them in a pale voice.

Surely of all the leading hostesses in New York Society there can be few more versatile than Mrs. Waddesleigh Peagrim. I am amazed every time I go to her delightful home on West End Avenue to see the scope and variety of her circle of intimates. Here you will see an ambassador with a fever....

With a what? demanded Mrs. Peagrim sharply.

Fever, I thought you said, replied Miss Frisby stolidly. I wrote fever.

Diva. Do use your intelligence, my good girl. Go on.

Here you will see an ambassador with a diva from the opera, exchanging the latest gossip from the chancelleries for intimate news of the world behind the scenes. There, the author of the latest novel talking literature to the newest debutante. Truly one may say that Mrs. Peagrim has revived the saloon.

Mrs. Peagrim bit her lip.

Salon.

Salon, said Miss Frisby unemotionally. They tell me, I am told, I am informed.... She paused. Thats all I have.

Scratch out those last words, said Mrs. Peagrim irritably. You really are hopeless, Miss Frisby! Couldnt you see that I had stopped dictating and was searching for a phrase? Otie, what is a good phrase for I am told?

Mr. Pilkington forced his wandering attention to grapple with the problem.

I hear, he suggested at length.

Tchah! ejaculated his aunt. Then her face brightened. I have it. Take dictation, please, Miss Frisby. A little bird whispers to me that there were great doings last night on the stage of the Gotham Theatre after the curtain had fallen on The Rose of America, which, as everybody knows, is the work of Mrs. Peagrims clever young nephew, Otis Pilkington. Mrs. Peagrim shot a glance at her clever young nephew, to see how he appreciated the boost, but Otis thoughts were far away once more. He was lying on his spine, brooding, brooding. Mrs. Peagrim resumed her dictation. In honour of the extraordinary success of the piece, Mrs. Peagrim, who certainly does nothing by halves, entertained the entire company to a supper-dance after the performance. A number of prominent people were among the guests, and Mrs. Peagrim was a radiant and vivacious hostess. She has never looked more charming. The high jinks were kept up to an advanced hour, and every one agreed that they had never spent a more delightful evening. There! Type as many copies as are necessary, Miss Frisby, and send them out this afternoon with photographs.

Miss Frisby having vanished in her pallid way, the radiant and vivacious hostess turned on her nephew again.

I must say, Otie, she began complainingly, that, for a man who has had a success like yours, you are not very cheerful. I should have thought the notices of the piece would have made you the happiest man in New York.

There was once a melodrama where the child of the persecuted heroine used to dissolve the gallery in tears by saying Happiness? What is happiness, moth-aw? Mr. Pilkington did not use these actual words, but he reproduced the stricken infants tone with great fidelity.

Notices! What are notices to me?

Oh, dont be so affected! cried Mrs. Peagrim. Dont pretend that you dont know every word of them by heart!

I have not seen the notices, Aunt Olive, said Mr. Pilkington dully.

Mrs. Peagrim looked at him with positive alarm. She had never been overwhelmingly attached to her long nephew, but since his rise to fame something resembling affection had sprung up in her, and his attitude now disturbed her.

You cant be well, Otie! she said solicitously. Are you ill?

I have a severe headache, replied the martyr. I passed a wakeful night.

Let me go and mix you a dose of the most wonderful mixture, said Mrs. Peagrim maternally. Poor boy! I dont wonder, after all the nervousness and excitement.... You sit quite still and rest. I will be back in a moment.

She bustled out of the room, and Mr. Pilkington sagged back into his chair. He had hardly got his meditations going once more, when the door opened and the maid announced Major Selby.

Good morning, said Uncle Chris breezily, sailing down the fairway with outstretched hand. How are — oh!

He stopped abruptly, perceiving that Mrs. Peagrim was not present and — a more disturbing discovery — that Otis Pilkington was. It would be exaggeration to say that Uncle Chris was embarrassed. That master-mind was never actually embarrassed. But his jauntiness certainly ebbed a little, and he had to pull his moustache twice before he could face the situation with his customary aplomb. He had not expected to find Otis Pilkington here, and Otis was the last man he wished to meet. He had just parted from Jill, who had been rather plain-spoken with regard to the recent financial operations; and, though possessed only of a rudimentary conscience, Uncle Chris was aware that his next interview with young Mr. Pilkington might have certain aspects bordering on awkwardness and he would have liked time to prepare a statement for the defence. However, here the man was, and the situation must be faced.

Pilkington! he cried. My dear fellow! Just the man I wanted to see! Im afraid there has been a little misunderstanding. Of course, it has all been cleared up now, but still I must insist on making a personal explanation; really, I must insist. The whole matter was a most absurd misunderstanding. It was like this....

Here Uncle Chris paused in order to devote a couple of seconds to thought. He had said it was like this, and he gave his moustache another pull as though he were trying to drag inspiration out of it. His blue eyes were as frank and honest as ever, and showed no trace of the perplexity in his mind, but he had to admit to himself that, if he managed to satisfy his hearer that all was for the best and that he had acted uprightly and without blame, he would be doing well.

Fortunately, the commercial side of Mr. Pilkington was entirely dormant this morning. The matter of the ten thousand dollars seemed trivial to him in comparison with the weightier problems which occupied his mind.

Have you seen Miss Mariner? he asked eagerly.

Yes. I have just parted from her. She was upset, poor girl, of course, exceedingly upset.

Mr. Pilkington moaned hollowly.

Is she very angry with me?

For a moment the utter inexplicability of the remark silenced Uncle Chris. Why Jill should be angry with Mr. Pilkington for being robbed of ten thousand dollars he could not understand, for Jill had told him nothing of the scene that had taken place on the previous night. But evidently this point was to Mr. Pilkington the nub of the matter, and Uncle Chris, like the strategist he was, re-arranged his forces to meet the new development.

Angry? he said slowly. Well, of course....

He did not know what it was all about, but no doubt if he confined himself to broken sentences which meant nothing light would shortly be vouchsafed to him.

In the heat of the moment, confessed Mr. Pilkington, Im afraid I said things to Miss Mariner which I now regret.

Uncle Chris began to feel on solid ground again.

Dear, dear! he murmured regretfully.

I spoke hastily.

Always think before you speak, my boy.

I considered that I had been cheated....

My dear boy! Uncle Chris blue eyes opened wide. Please! Havent I said that I could explain all that? It was a pure misunderstanding....

Oh, I dont care about that part of it....

Quite right, said Uncle Chris cordially. Let bygones be bygones. Start with a clean slate. You have your money back, and theres no need to say another word about it. Let us forget it, he concluded generously. And, if I have any influence with Jill, you may count on me to use it to dissipate any little unfortunate rift which may have occurred between you.

You think theres a chance that she might overlook what I said?

As I say, I will use any influence I may possess to heal the breach. I like you, my boy. And I am sure that Jill likes you. She will make allowances for any ill-judged remarks you may have uttered in a moment of heat.

Mr. Pilkington brightened, and Mrs. Peagrim, returning with a medicine-glass, was pleased to see him looking so much better.

You are a positive wizard, Major Selby, she said archly. What have you been saying to the poor boy to cheer him up so? He has a bad headache this morning.

Headache? said Uncle Chris, starting like a war-horse that has heard the bugle. I dont know if I have ever mentioned it, but I used to suffer from headaches at one time. Extraordinarily severe headaches. I tried everything, until one day a man I knew recommended a thing called — dont know if you have ever heard of it....

Mrs. Peagrim, in her rôle of ministering angel, was engrossed with her errand of mercy. She was holding the medicine-glass to Mr. Pilkingtons lips, and the seed fell on stony ground.

Drink this, dear, urged Mrs. Peagrim.

Nervino, said Uncle Chris.

There! said Mrs. Peagrim. That will make you feel much better. How well you always look, Major Selby!

And yet at one time, said Uncle Chris perseveringly, I was a martyr....

I cant remember if I told you last night about the party. We are giving a little supper-dance to the company of Oties play after the performance this evening. Of course you will come?

Uncle Chris philosophically accepted his failure to secure the ear of his audience. Other opportunities would occur.

Delighted, he said. Delighted.

Quite a simple, Bohemian little affair, proceeded Mrs. Peagrim. I thought it was only right to give the poor things a little treat after they have all worked so hard.

Certainly, certainly. A capital idea.

We shall be quite a small party. If I once started asking anybody outside our real friends, I should have to ask everybody.

The door opened.

Mr. Rooke, announced the maid.

Freddie, like Mr. Pilkington, was a prey to gloom this morning. He had read one or two of the papers, and they had been disgustingly lavish in their praise of The McWhustle of McWhustle. It made Freddie despair of the New York Press. In addition to this, he had been woken up at seven oclock, after going to sleep at three, by the ringing of the telephone and the announcement that a gentleman wished to see him: and he was weighed down with that heavy-eyed languor which comes to those whose nights rest is broken.

Why, how do you do, Mr. Rooke! said Mrs. Peagrim.

How-de-do, replied Freddie, blinking in the strong light from the window. Hope Im not barging in and all that sort of thing? I came round about this party to-night, you know.

Oh, yes?

Was wondering, said Freddie, if you would mind if I brought a friend of mine along? Popped in on me from England this morning. At seven oclock, said Freddie plaintively. Ghastly hour, what? Didnt do a thing to the good old beauty sleep! Well, what I mean to say is, Id be awfully obliged if youd let me bring him along.

Why, of course, said Mrs. Peagrim. Any friend of yours, Mr. Rooke....

Thanks awfully. Special reason why Id like him to come, and all that. Hes a fellow named Underhill. Sir Derek Underhill. Been a pal of mine for years and years.

Uncle Chris started.

Underhill! Is Derek Underhill in America?

Landed this morning. Routed me out of bed at seven oclock.

Oh, do you know him, too, Major Selby? said Mrs. Peagrim. Then Im sure he must be charming!

Charming, began Uncle Chris in measured tones, is an adjective which I cannot....

Well, thanks most awfully, interrupted Freddie. Its fearfully good of you to let me bring him along. I must be staggering off now. Lot of things to do.

Oh, must you go already?

Absolutely must. Lots of things to do.

Uncle Chris extended a hand to his hostess.

I think I will be going along, too, Mrs. Peagrim. Ill walk a few yards with you, Freddie, my boy. There are one or two things I would like to talk over. Till to-night, Mrs. Peagrim.

Till to-night, Major Selby. She turned to Mr. Pilkington as the door closed. What charming manners Major Selby has. So polished. A sort of old-world courtesy. So smooth!

Smooth, said Mr. Pilkington dourly, is right!

II

Uncle Chris confronted Freddie sternly outside the front door.

What does this mean? Good God, Freddie, have you no delicacy?

Eh? said Freddie blankly.

Why are you bringing Underhill to this party? Dont you realize that poor Jill will be there? How do you suppose she will feel when she sees that blackguard again? The cad who threw her over and nearly broke her heart!

Freddies jaw fell. He groped for his fallen eyeglass.

Oh, my aunt! Do you think she will be pipped?

A sensitive girl like Jill?

But, listen. Derek wants to marry her.

What?

Oh, absolutely. Thats why hes come over.

Uncle Chris shook his head.

I dont understand this. I saw the letter myself which he wrote to her, breaking off the engagement.

Yes, but hes dashed sorry about all that now. Wishes he had never been such a mug, and all that sort of thing. As a matter of fact, thats why I shot over here in the first place. As an ambassador, dont you know. I told Jill all about it directly I saw her, but she seemed inclined to give it a miss rather, so I cabled old Derek to pop here in person. Seemed to me, dont you know, that Jill might be more likely to make it up and all that if she saw old Derek.

Uncle Chris nodded, his composure restored.

Very true. Yes, certainly, my boy, you acted most sensibly. Badly as Underhill behaved, she undoubtedly loved him. It would be the best possible thing that could happen if they could be brought together. It is my dearest wish to see Jill comfortably settled. I was half hoping that she might marry young Pilkington.

Good God! The Pilker!

He is quite a nice young fellow, argued Uncle Chris. None too many brains, perhaps, but Jill would supply that deficiency. Still, of course, Underhill would be much better.

She ought to marry someone, said Freddie earnestly. I mean, all rot a girl like Jill having to knock about and rough it like this.

Youre perfectly right.

Of course, said Freddie thoughtfully, the catch in the whole dashed business is that shes such a bally independent sort of girl. I mean to say, its quite possible she may hand Derek the mitten, you know.

In that case, let us hope that she will look more favourably on young Pilkington.

Yes, said Freddie. Well, yes. But — well, I wouldnt call the Pilker a very ripe sporting proposition. About sixty to one against is the way I should figure it if I were making a book. It may be just because Im feeling a bit pipped this morning — got turfed out of bed at seven oclock and all that — but I have an idea that she may give both of them the old razz. May be wrong, of course.

Let us hope that you are, my boy, said Uncle Chris gravely. For in that case I should be forced into a course of action from which I confess that I shrink.

I dont follow.

Freddie, my boy, you are a very old friend of Jills and I am her uncle. I feel that I can speak plainly to you. Jill is the dearest thing to me in the world. She trusted me, and I failed her. I was responsible for the loss of her money, and my one object in life is to see her by some means or other in a position equal to the one of which I deprived her. If she married a rich man, well and good. That, provided she marries him because she is fond of him, will be the very best thing that can happen. But if she does not, there is another way. It may be possible for me to marry a rich woman.

Freddie stopped, appalled.

Good God! You dont mean ... you arent thinking of marrying Mrs. Peagrim!

I wouldnt have mentioned names, but, as you have guessed.... Yes, if the worst comes to the worst, I shall make the supreme sacrifice. To-night will decide. Good-bye, my boy. I want to look in at my club for a few minutes. Tell Underhill that he has my best wishes.

Ill bet he has! gasped Freddie.


CHAPTER XX

DEREK LOSES ONE BIRD AND SECURES ANOTHER

[image: img188.jpg]

IT IS SAFEST for the historian, if he values accuracy, to wait till a thing has happened before writing about it. Otherwise he may commit himself to statements which are not borne out by the actual facts. Mrs. Peagrim, recording in advance the success of her party at the Gotham Theatre, had done this. It is true that she was a radiant and vivacious hostess, and it is possible, her standard not being very high, that she had never looked more charming. But, when she went on to say that all present were in agreement that they had never spent a more delightful evening, she deceived the public. Uncle Chris, for one; Otis Pilkington, for another, and Freddie Rooke, for a third, were so far from spending a delightful evening that they found it hard to mask their true emotions and keep a smiling face to the world.

Otis Pilkington, indeed, found it impossible, and, ceasing to try, left early. Just twenty minutes after the proceedings had begun, he seized his coat and hat, shot out into the night, made off blindly up Broadway, and walked twice round Central Park before his feet gave out and he allowed himself to be taken back to his apartment in a taxi. Jill had been very kind and very sweet and very regretful, but it was only too manifest that on the question of becoming Mrs. Otis Pilkington her mind was made up. She was willing to like him, to be a sister to him, to watch his future progress with considerable interest, but she would not marry him.

One feels sorry for Otis Pilkington in his hour of travail. This was the fifth or sixth time that this sort of thing had happened to him, and he was getting tired of it. If he could have looked into the future — five years almost to a day from that evening — and seen himself walking blushfully down the aisle of St. Thomas with Roland Trevis sister Angela on his arm, his gloom might have been lightened. More probably, however, it would have been increased. At the moment, Roland Trevis sister Angela was fifteen, frivolous, and freckled and, except that he rather disliked her and suspected her — correctly — of laughing at him, amounted to just nil in Mr. Pilkingtons life. The idea of linking his lot with hers would have appalled him, enthusiastically though he was in favour of it five years later.

However, Mr. Pilkington was unable to look into the future, so his reflections on this night of sorrow were not diverted from Jill. He thought sadly of Jill till two-thirty, when he fell asleep in his chair and dreamed of her. At seven oclock his Japanese valet, who had been given the night off, returned home, found him, and gave him breakfast. After which, Mr. Pilkington went to bed, played three games of solitaire, and slept till dinner-time, when he awoke to take up the burden of life again. He still brooded on the tragedy which had shattered him. Indeed, it was only two weeks later, when at a dance he was introduced to a red-haired girl from Detroit, that he really got over it.



The news was conveyed to Freddie Rooke by Uncle Chris. Uncle Chris, with something of the emotions of a condemned man on the scaffold waiting for a reprieve, had watched Jill and Mr. Pilkington go off together into the dim solitude at the back of the orchestra chairs, and, after an all too brief interval, had observed the latter whizzing back, his every little movement having a meaning of its own — and that meaning one which convinced Uncle Chris that Freddie, in estimating Mr. Pilkington as a sixty to one chance, had not erred in his judgment of form.

Uncle Chris found Freddie in one of the upper boxes, talking to Nelly Bryant. Dancing was going on down on the stage, but Freddie, though normally a young man who shook a skilful shoe, was in no mood for dancing to-night. The return to the scenes of his former triumphs and the meeting with the companions of happier days, severed from him by a two-weeks notice, had affected Freddie powerfully. Eyeing the happy throng below, he experienced the emotions of that Peri who, in the poem, at the gate of Eden stood disconsolate.

Excusing himself from Nelly and following Uncle Chris into the passage-way outside the box, he heard the others news listlessly. It came as no shock to Freddie. He had never thought Mr. Pilkington anything to write home about, and had never supposed that Jill would accept him. He said as much. Sorry for the chap in a way, and all that, but had never imagined for an instant that he would click.

Where is Underhill? asked Uncle Chris agitated.

Derek? Oh, he isnt here yet.

But why isnt he here? I understood that you were bringing him with you.

That was the scheme, but it seems he had promised some people he met on the boat to go to a theatre and have a bit of supper with them afterwards. I only heard about it when I got back this morning.

Good God, boy! Didnt you tell him that Jill would be here to-night?

Oh, rather. And hes coming on directly he can get away from these people. Ought to be here any moment now.

Uncle Chris plucked at his moustache gloomily. Freddies detachment depressed him. He had looked for more animation and a greater sense of the importance of the issue.

Well, pip-pip for the present, said Freddie, moving toward the box. Have to be getting back. See you later.

He disappeared, and Uncle Chris turned slowly to descend the stairs. As he reached the floor below, the door of the stage-box opened, and Mrs. Peagrim came out.

Oh, Major Selby! cried the radiant and vivacious hostess. I couldnt think where you had got to. I have been looking for you everywhere.

Uncle Chris quivered slightly, but braced himself to do his duty.

May I have the pleasure...? he began, then broke off as he saw the man who had come out of the box behind his hostess. Underhill! He grasped his hand and shook it warmly. My dear fellow! I had no notion that you had arrived!

Sir Derek came just a moment ago, said Mrs. Peagrim.

How are you, Major Selby? said Derek. He was a little surprised at the warmth of his reception. He had not anticipated this geniality.

My dear fellow, Im delighted to see you, cried Uncle Chris. But, as I was saying, Mrs. Peagrim, may I have the pleasure of this dance?

I dont think I will dance this one, said Mrs. Peagrim surprisingly. Im sure you two must have ever so much to talk about. Why dont you take Sir Derek and give him a cup of coffee?

Capital idea! said Uncle Chris. Come this way, my dear fellow. As Mrs. Peagrim says, I have ever so much to talk about. Along this passage, my boy. Be careful. Theres a step. Well, well, well! Its delightful to see you again! He massaged Dereks arm affectionately. Every time he had met Mrs. Peagrim that evening he had quailed inwardly at what lay before him, should some hitch occur to prevent the re-union of Derek and Jill: and now that the other was actually here, handsomer than ever and more than ever the sort of man no girl could resist, he declined to admit the possibility of a hitch. His spirits soared. You havent seen Jill yet, of course?

No. Derek hesitated. Is Jill.... Does she.... I mean....

Uncle Chris resumed his osteopathy. He kneaded his companions coat-sleeve with a jovial hand.

My dear fellow, of course! I am sure that a word or two from you will put everything right. We all make mistakes. I have made them myself. I am convinced that everything will be perfectly all right.... Ah, there she is. Jill, my dear, here is an old friend to see you!

II

Since the hurried departure of Mr. Pilkington, Jill had been sitting in the auditorium, lazily listening to the music and watching the couples dancing on the stage. She found herself drifting into a mood of gentle contentment, and was at a loss to account for this. She was happy — quietly and peacefully happy, when she was aware that she ought to have been both agitated and apprehensive. When she had anticipated the recent interview with Otis Pilkington, which she had known was bound to come sooner or later, it had been shrinkingly and with foreboding. She hated hurting peoples feelings, and, though she read Mr. Pilkingtons character accurately enough to know that time would heal any anguish which she might cause him, she had had no doubt that the temperamental surface of that long young man, when he succeeded in getting her alone, was going to be badly bruised. And it had fallen out just as she had expected. Mr. Pilkington had said his say and departed, a pitiful figure, a spectacle which should have wrung her heart. It had not wrung her heart. Except for one fleeting instant when she was actually saying the fatal words, it had not interfered with her happiness at all; and already she was beginning to forget that the incident had ever happened.

And, if the past should have depressed her, the future might have been expected to depress her even more. There was nothing in it, either immediate or distant, which could account for her feeling gently contented. And yet, as she leaned back in her seat, her heart was dancing in time to the dance-music of Mrs. Peagrims hired orchestra. It puzzled Jill.

And then, quite suddenly, yet with no abruptness or sense of discovery, just as if it were something which she had known all along, the truth came upon her. It was Wally, the thought of Wally, the knowledge that Wally existed, that made her happy. He was a solid, comforting, reassuring fact in a world of doubts and perplexities. She did not need to be with him to be fortified, it was enough just to think of him. Present or absent, his personality heartened her like fine weather or music or a sea-breeze — or like that friendly, soothing night-light which they used to leave in her nursery when she was little, to scare away the goblins and see her safely over the road that led to the gates of the city of dreams.

Suppose there were no Wally...?

Jill gave a sudden gasp, and sat up, tingling. She felt as she had sometimes felt as a child, when, on the edge of sleep, she had dreamed that she was stepping off a precipice and had woken, tense and alert, to find that there was no danger after all. But there was a difference between that feeling and this. She had woken, but to find that there was danger. It was as though some inner voice was calling to her to be careful, to take thought. Suppose there were no Wally?... And why should there always be Wally? He had said confidently enough that there would never be another girl.... But there were thousands of other girls, millions of other girls, and could she suppose that one of them would not have the sense to snap up a treasure like Wally? A sense of blank desolation swept over Jill. Her quick imagination, leaping ahead, had made the vague possibility of a distant future an accomplished fact. She felt, absurdly, a sense of overwhelming loss.

Into her mind, never far distant from it, came the thought of Derek. And, suddenly, Jill made another discovery. She was thinking of Derek, and it was not hurting. She was thinking of him quite coolly and clearly and her heart was not aching.

She sat back and screwed her eyes tight, as she had always done when puzzled. Something had happened to her, but how it had happened and when it had happened and why it had happened she could not understand. She only knew that now for the first time she had been granted a moment of clear vision and was seeing things truly.

She wanted Wally. She wanted him in the sense that she could not do without him. She felt nothing of the fiery tumult which had come upon her when she first met Derek. She and Wally would come together with a smile and build their life on an enduring foundation of laughter and happiness and good-fellowship. Wally had never shaken and never would shake her senses as Derek had done. If that was love, then she did not love Wally. But her clear vision told her that it was not love. It might be the blazing and crackling of thorns, but it was not the fire. She wanted Wally. She needed him as she needed the air and the sunlight.

She opened her eyes and saw Uncle Chris coming down the aisle towards her. There was a man with him, and, as they moved closer in the dim light, Jill saw that it was Derek.

Jill, my dear, said Uncle Chris, here is an old friend to see you!

And, having achieved their bringing together, he proceeded to withdraw delicately whence he had come. It is pleasant to be able to record that he was immediately seized upon by Mrs. Peagrim, who had changed her mind about not dancing, and led off to be her partner in a fox-trot, in the course of which she trod on his feet three times.

Why, Derek! said Jill cheerfully. Except for a mild wonder how he came to be there, she found herself wholly unaffected by the sight of him. Whatever are you doing here?

Derek sat down beside her. The cordiality of her tone had relieved, yet at the same time disconcerted him. Man seldom attains to perfect contentment in this world, and Derek, while pleased that Jill apparently bore him no ill-will, seemed to miss something in her manner which he would have been glad to find there.

Jill! he said huskily.

It seemed to Derek only decent to speak huskily. To his orderly mind this situation could be handled only in one way. It was a plain, straight issue of the strong man humbling himself — not too much of course, but sufficiently: and it called, in his opinion, for the low voice, the clenched hand, and the broken whisper. Speaking as he had spoken, he had given the scene the right key from the start — or would have done if she had not got in ahead of him and opened it on a note of absurd cheeriness? Derek found himself resenting her cheeriness. Often as he had attempted during the voyage from England to visualize to himself this first meeting, he had never pictured Jill smiling brightly at him. It was a jolly smile, and made her look extremely pretty, but it jarred upon him. A moment before he had been half relieved, half disconcerted: now he was definitely disconcerted. He searched in his mind for a criticism of her attitude, and came to the conclusion that what was wrong with it was that it was too friendly. Friendliness is well enough in its way, but in what should have been a tense clashing of strong emotions it did not seem to Derek fitting.

Did you have a pleasant trip? asked Jill. Have you come over on business?

A feeling of bewilderment came upon Derek. It was wrong, it was all wrong. Of course, she might be speaking like this to cloak intense feeling, but, if so, she had certainly succeeded. From her manner, he and she might be casual acquaintances. A pleasant trip! In another minute she would be asking him how he had come out on the sweepstake on the ships run. With a sense of putting his shoulder to some heavy weight and heaving at it, he sought to lift the conversation to a higher plane.

I came to find you! he said; still huskily but not so huskily as before. There are degrees of huskiness, and Dereks was sharpened a little by a touch of irritation.

Yes? said Jill.

Derek was now fermenting. What she ought to have said, he did not know, but he knew that it was not Yes? Yes? in the circumstances was almost as bad as Really?

There was a pause. Jill was looking at him with a frank and unembarrassed gaze which somehow deepened his sense of annoyance. Had she looked at him coldly, he could have understood and even appreciated it. He had been expecting coldness, and had braced himself to combat it. He was still not quite sure in his mind whether he was playing the rôle of a penitent or a King Cophetua, but in either character he might have anticipated a little temporary coldness, which it would have been his easy task to melt. But he had never expected to be looked at as if he were a specimen in a museum, and that was how he was feeling now. Jill was not looking at him — she was inspecting him, examining him, and he chafed under the process.

Jill, unconscious of the discomfort she was causing, continued to gaze. She was trying to discover in just what respect he had changed from the god he had been. Certainly not in looks. He was as handsome as ever — handsomer, indeed, for the sunshine and clean breezes of the Atlantic had given him an exceedingly becoming coat of tan. And yet he must have changed, for now she could look upon him quite dispassionately and criticize him without a tremor. It was like seeing a copy of a great painting. Everything was there, except the one thing that mattered, the magic and the glamour. It was like.... She suddenly remembered a scene in the dressing-room when the company had been in Baltimore. Lois Denham, duly the recipient of the sunburst which her friend Izzy had promised her, had unfortunately, in a spirit of girlish curiosity, taken it to a jeweller to be priced, and the jeweller had blasted her young life by declaring it a paste imitation. Jill recalled how the stricken girl — previous to calling Izzy on the long distance and telling him a number of things which, while probably not news to him, must have been painful hearing — had passed the vile object round the dressing-room for inspection. The imitation was perfect. It had been impossible for the girls to tell that the stones were not real diamonds. Yet the jeweller, with his sixth sense, had seen through them in a trifle under ten seconds. Jill came to the conclusion that her newly-discovered love for Wally Mason had equipped her with a sixth sense, and that by its aid she was really for the first time seeing Derek as he was.

Derek had not the privilege of being able to read Jills thoughts. All he could see was the outer Jill, and the outer Jill, as she had always done, was stirring his emotions. Her daintiness afflicted him. Not for the first, the second, or the third time since they had come into each others lives, he was astounded at the strength of the appeal which Jill had for him when they were together, as contrasted with its weakness when they were apart. He made another attempt to establish the scene on a loftier plane.

What a fool I was! he sighed. Jill! Can you ever forgive me?

He tried to take her hand. Jill skilfully eluded him.

Why, of course Ive forgiven you, Derek, if there was, anything to forgive.

Anything to forgive! Derek began to get into his stride. These were the lines on which he had desired the interview to develop. I was a brute! A cad!

Oh, no!

I was. Oh, I have been through hell!

Jill turned her head away. She did not want to hurt him, but nothing could have kept her from smiling. She had been so sure that he would say that sooner or later.

Jill! Derek had misinterpreted the cause of her movement, and had attributed it to emotion. Tell me that everything is as it was before.

Jill turned.

Im afraid I cant say that, Derek.

Of course not! agreed Derek in a comfortable glow of manly remorse. He liked himself in the character of the strong man abashed. It would be too much to expect, I know. But, when we are married....

Do you really want to marry me?

Jill!

I wonder!

How can you doubt it?

Jill looked at him.

Have you thought what it would mean?

What it would mean?

Well, your mother....

Oh! Derek dismissed Lady Underhill with a grand gesture.

Yes, persisted Jill, but, if she disapproved of your marrying me before, wouldnt she disapprove a good deal more now, when I havent a penny in the world and am just in the chorus....

A sort of strangled sound proceeded from Dereks throat.

In the chorus!

Didnt you know? I thought Freddie must have told you.

In the chorus! Derek stammered. I thought you were here as a guest of Mrs. Peagrims.

So I am — like all the rest of the company.

But.... But....

You see, it would be bound to make everything a little difficult, said Jill. Her face was grave, but her lips were twitching. I mean, you are rather a prominent man, arent you, and if you married a chorus-girl....

Nobody would know, said Derek limply.

Jill opened her eyes.

Nobody would know! She laughed. But, of course, youve never met our Press-agent. If you think that nobody would know that a girl in the company had married a baronet who was a member of parliament and expected to be in the Cabinet in a few years, youre wronging him! The news would be on the front page of all the papers the very next day — columns of it, with photographs. There would be articles about it in the Sunday papers. Illustrated! And then it would be cabled to England and would appear in the papers there.... You see, youre a very important person, Derek.

Derek sat clutching the arms of his chair. His face was chalky. Though he had never been inclined to underestimate his importance as a figure in the public eye, he had overlooked the disadvantages connected with such an eminence. He gurgled wordlessly. He had been prepared to brave Lady Underhills wrath and assert his right to marry whom he pleased, but this was different.

Jill watched him curiously and with a certain pity. It was so easy to read what was passing in his mind. She wondered what he would say, how he would flounder out of his unfortunate position. She had no illusions about him now. She did not even contemplate the possibility of chivalry winning the battle which was going on within him.

It would be very awkward, wouldnt it? she said.

And then pity had its way with Jill. He had treated her badly; for a time she had thought that he had crushed all the heart out of her: but he was suffering, and she hated to see anybody suffer.

Besides, she said, Im engaged to somebody else.

As a suffocating man, his lips to the tube of oxygen, gradually comes back to life, Derek revived — slowly as the meaning of her words sank into his mind, then with a sudden abruptness.

What? he cried.

Im going to marry somebody else. A man named Wally Mason.

Derek swallowed. The chalky look died out of his face, and he flushed hotly. His eyes, half relieved, half indignant, glowed under their pent-house of eyebrow. He sat for a moment in silence.

I think you might have told me before! he said huffily.

Jill laughed.

Yes, I suppose I ought to have told you before.

Leading me on...!

Jill patted him on the arm.

Never mind, Derek! Its all over now. And it was great fun, wasnt it!

Fun!

Shall we go and dance? The music is just starting.

I wont dance!

Jill got up.

I must, she said. Im so happy I cant keep still. Well, good-bye, Derek, in case I dont see you again. It was nice meeting after all this time. You havent altered a bit!

Derek watched her flit down the aisle, saw her jump up the little ladder on to the stage, watched her vanish into the swirl of the dance. He reached for a cigarette, opened his case, and found it empty. He uttered a mirthless, Byronic laugh. The thing seemed to him symbolic.

III

Not having a cigarette of his own, Derek got up and went to look for the only man he knew who could give him one: and after a search of a few minutes came upon Freddie all alone in a dark corner, apart from the throng. It was a very different Freddie from the moody youth who had returned to the box after his conversation with Uncle Chris. He was leaning against a piece of scenery with his head tilted back and a beam of startled happiness on his face. So rapt was he in his reflections that he did not become aware of Dereks approach until the latter spoke.

Got a cigarette, Freddie?

Freddie withdrew his gaze from the roof.

Hullo, old son! Cigarette? Certainly and by all means. Cigarettes? Where are the cigarettes? Mr. Rooke, forward! Show cigarettes. He extended his case to Derek, who helped himself in sombre silence, finding his boyhoods friends exuberance hard to bear. I say, Derek, old scream, the most extraordinary thing has happened! Youll never guess. To cut a long story short and come to the blow-out of the scenario, Im engaged! Engaged, old crumpet! You know what I mean — engaged to be married!

Ugh! said Derek gruffly, frowning over his cigarette.

Dont wonder youre surprised, said Freddie, looking at him a little wistfully, for his friend had scarcely been gushing, and he would have welcomed a bit of enthusiasm. Can hardly believe it myself.

Derek awoke to a sense of the conventions.

Congratulate you, he said. Do I know her?

Not yet, but you will soon. Shes a girl in the company — in the chorus as a matter of fact. Girl named Nelly Bryant. An absolute corker. Ill go further — a topper. Youll like her, old man.

Derek was looking at him, amazed.

Good Heavens! he said.

Extraordinary how these things happen, proceeded Freddie. Looking back, I can see, of course, that I always thought her a topper, but the idea of getting engaged — I dont know — sort of thing that doesnt occur to a chappie, if you know what I mean. What I mean to say is, we had always been the greatest of pals and all that, but it never struck me that she would think it much of a wheeze getting hooked up for life with a chap like me. We just sort of drifted along and so forth. All very jolly and what not. And then this evening — I dont know. I had a bit of a hump, what with one thing and another, and she was most dashed sweet and patient and soothing and — and — well, and what not, dont you know, and suddenly — deuced rummy sensation — the jolly old scales seemed to fall, if you follow me, from my good old eyes; I dont know if you get the idea. I suddenly seemed to look myself squarely in the eyeball and say to myself, Freddie, old top, how do we go? Are we not missing a good thing? And, by Jove, thinking it over, I found that I was absolutely correct-o! Youve no notion how dashed sympathetic she is, old man! I mean to say, I had this hump, you know, owing to one thing and another, and was feeling that life was more or less of a jolly old snare and delusion, and she bucked me up and all that, and suddenly I found myself kissing her and all that sort of rot, and she was kissing me and so on and so forth, and shes got the most ripping eyes, and there was nobody about, and the long and the short of it was, old boy, that I said, Lets get married! and she said, When? and that was that, if you see what I mean. The scheme now is to pop down to the City Hall and get a licence, which it appears you have to have if you want to bring this sort of binge off with any success and vim, and then what ho for the padre! Looking at it from every angle, a bit of a good egg, what? Happiest man in the world, and all that sort of thing.

At this point in his somewhat incoherent epic Freddie paused. It had occurred to him that he had perhaps laid himself open to a charge of monopolising the conversation.

I say! Youll forgive my dwelling a bit on this thing, wont you? Never found a girl who would look twice at me before, and its rather unsettled the old bean. Just occurred to me that I may have been talking about my own affairs a bit. Your turn now, old thing. Sit down, as the blighters in the novels used to say, and tell me the story of your life. Youve seen Jill, of course?

Yes, said Derek shortly.

And its all right, eh? Fine! Well make a double wedding of it, what? Not a bad idea, that! I mean to say, the man of God might make a reduction for quantity and shade his fee a bit. Do the job half price!

Derek threw down the end of his cigarette, and crushed it with his heel. A closer observer than Freddie would have detected long ere this the fact that his demeanour was not that of a happy and successful wooer.

Jill and I are not going to be married, he said.

A look of blank astonishment came into Freddies cheerful face. He could hardly believe that he had heard correctly. It is true that, in gloomier mood, he had hazarded the theory to Uncle Chris that Jills independence might lead her to refuse Derek, but he had not really believed in the possibility of such a thing even at the time, and now, in the full flood of optimism consequent on his own engagement, it seemed even more incredible.

Great Scott! he cried. Did she give you the raspberry?

It is to be doubted whether the pride of the Underhills would have permitted Derek to reply in the affirmative, even if Freddie had phrased his question differently; but the brutal directness of the query made such a course impossible for him. Nothing was dearer to Derek than his self-esteem, and, even at the expense of the truth, he was resolved to shield it from injury. To face Freddie and confess that any girl in the world had given him, Derek Underhill, what he coarsely termed the raspberry was a task so revolting as to be utterly beyond his powers.

Nothing of the kind! he snapped. It was because we both saw that the thing would be impossible. Why didnt you tell me that Jill was in the chorus of this damned piece?

Freddies mouth slowly opened. He was trying not to realize the meaning of what his friend was saying. His was a faithful soul, and for years — to all intents and purposes for practically the whole of his life — he had looked up to Derek and reverenced him. He absolutely refused to believe that Derek was intending to convey what he seemed to be trying to convey; for, if he was, well ... by Jove ... it was too rotten and Algy Martyn had been right after all and the fellow was simply....

You dont mean, old man, said Freddie with an almost pleading note in his voice, that youre going to back out of marrying Jill because shes in the chorus?

Derek looked away, and scowled. He was finding Freddie, in the capacity of inquisitor, as trying as he had found him in the rôle of exuberant fiancé. It offended his pride to have to make explanations to one whom he had always regarded with a patronizing tolerance as not a bad fellow in his way but in every essential respect negligible.

I have to be sensible, he said, chafing as the indignity of his position intruded itself more and more. You know what it would mean.... Paragraphs in all the papers.... photographs ... the news cabled to England ... everybody reading it and misunderstanding.... Ive got my career to think of.... It would cripple me....

His voice trailed off, and there was silence for a moment. Then Freddie burst into speech. His good-natured face was hard with unwonted scorn. Its cheerful vacuity had changed to stony contempt. For the second time in the evening the jolly old scales had fallen from Freddies good old eyes, and, as Jill had done, he saw Derek as he was.

My sainted aunt! he said slowly. So thats it, what? Well, Ive always thought a dashed lot of you, as you know. Ive always looked up to you as a bit of a nib and wished I was like you. But, great Scott! if thats the sort of a chap you are, Im deuced glad Im not! Im going to wake up in the middle of the night and think how unlike you I am and pat myself on the back! Ronny Devereux was perfectly right. A ticks a tick, and thats all there is to say about it. Good old Ronny told me what you were, and, like a silly ass, I wasted a lot of time trying to make him believe you werent that sort of chap at all. Its no good standing there looking like your mother, said Freddie firmly. This is where we jolly well part brass-rags! If we ever meet again, Ill trouble you not to speak to me, because Ive a reputation to keep up! So there you have it in a bally nutshell!

Scarcely had Freddie ceased to administer it to his former friend in a bally nutshell, when Uncle Chris, warm and dishevelled from the dance as interpreted by Mrs. Waddesleigh Peagrim, came bustling up, saving Derek the necessity of replying to the harangue.

Well, Underhill, my dear fellow, began Uncle Chris affably, attaching himself to the others arm, what...?

He broke off, for Derek, freeing his arm with a wrench, turned and walked rapidly away. Derek had no desire to go over the whole thing again with Uncle Chris. He wanted to be alone, to build up, painfully and laboriously, the ruins of his self-esteem. The pride of the Underhills had had a bad evening.

Uncle Chris turned to Freddie.

What is the matter? he asked blankly.

Ill tell you whats the jolly old matter! cried Freddie. The blighter isnt going to marry poor Jill after all! Hes changed his rotten mind! Its off!

Off?

Absolutely off!

Absolutely off?

Napoo! said Freddie. Hes afraid of what will happen to his blasted career if he marries a girl whos been in the chorus.

But, my dear boy! Uncle Chris blinked. But, my dear boy! This is ridiculous.... Surely, if I were to speak a word....

You can if you like. I wouldnt speak to the man again if you paid me! But it wont do any good, so whats the use?

Slowly Uncle Chris adjusted his mind to the disaster.

Then you mean...?

Its off! said Freddie.

For a moment Uncle Chris stood motionless. Then, with a sudden jerk, he seemed to stiffen his backbone. His face was bleak, but he pulled at his moustache jauntily.

Morituri te salutant! he said. Good-bye, Freddie, my boy.

He turned away, gallant and upright, the old soldier.

Where are you going? asked Freddie.

Over the top! said Uncle Chris.

What do you mean?

I am going, said Uncle Chris steadily, to find Mrs. Peagrim!

Good God! cried Freddie. He followed him, protesting weakly, but the other gave no sign that he had heard. Freddie saw him disappear into the stage-box, and, turning, found Jill at his elbow.

Where did Uncle Chris go? asked Jill. I want to speak to him.

Hes in the stage-box, with Mrs. Peagrim.

With Mrs. Peagrim?

Proposing to her, said Freddie solemnly.

Jill stared.

Proposing to Mrs. Peagrim? What do you mean?

Freddie drew her aside, and began to explain.

IV

In the dimness of the stage-box, his eyes a little glassy and a dull despair in his soul, Uncle Chris was wondering how to begin. In his hot youth he had been rather a devil of a fellow in between dances, a coo-er of soft phrases and a stealer of never very stoutly withheld kisses. He remembered one time in Bangalore ... but that had nothing to do with the case. The point was, how to begin with Mrs. Peagrim. The fact that twenty-five years ago he had crushed in his arms beneath the shadows of the deodars a girl whose name he had forgotten, though he remembered that she had worn a dress of some pink stuff, was immaterial and irrelevant. Was he to crush Mrs. Peagrim in his arms? Not, thought Uncle Chris to himself, on a bet. He contented himself for the moment with bending an intense gaze upon her and asking if she was tired.

A little, panted Mrs. Peagrim, who, though she danced often and vigorously, was never in the best of condition, owing to her habit of neutralizing the beneficent effects of exercise by surreptitious candy-eating. Im a little out of breath.

Uncle Chris had observed this for himself, and it had not helped him to face his task. Lovely woman loses something of her queenly dignity when she puffs. Inwardly, he was thinking how exactly his hostess resembled the third from the left of a troupe of performing sea-lions which he had seen some years ago on one of his rare visits to a vaudeville house.

You ought not to tire yourself, he said with a difficult tenderness.

I am so fond of dancing, pleaded Mrs. Peagrim. Recovering some of her breath, she gazed at her companion with a sort of short-winded archness. You are always so sympathetic, Major Selby.

Am I? said Uncle Chris. Am I?

You know you are!

Uncle Chris swallowed quickly.

I wonder if you have ever wondered, he began, and stopped. He felt that he was not putting it as well as he might. I wonder if it has ever struck you that theres a reason. He stopped again. He seemed to remember reading something like that in an advertisement in a magazine, and he did not want to talk like an advertisement. I wonder if it has ever struck you, Mrs. Peagrim, he began again, that any sympathy on my part might be due to some deeper emotion which.... Have you never suspected that you have never suspected.... Uncle Chris began to feel that he must brace himself up. Usually a man of fluent speech, he was not at his best to-night. He was just about to try again, when he caught his hostess eye, and the soft gleam in it sent him cowering back into the silence as if he were taking cover from an enemys shrapnel.

Mrs. Peagrim touched him on the arm.

You were saying...? she murmured encouragingly.

Uncle Chris shut his eyes. His fingers pressed desperately into the velvet curtain beside him. He felt as he had felt when a raw lieutenant in India, during his first hill-campaign, when the etiquette of the service had compelled him to rise and walk up and down in front of his men under a desultory shower of jezail-bullets. He seemed to hear the damned things whop-whopping now ... and almost wished that he could really hear them. One or two good bullets just now would be a welcome diversion.

Yes? said Mrs. Peagrim. — 

Have you never felt, babbled Uncle Chris, that, feeling as I feel, I might have felt ... that is to say might be feeling a feeling...?

There was a tap at the door of the box. Uncle Chris started violently. Jill came in.

Oh, I beg your pardon, she said. I wanted to speak....

You wanted to speak to me? said Uncle Chris, bounding up. Certainly, certainly, certainly, of course. If you will excuse me for a moment?

Mrs. Peagrim bowed coldly. The interruption had annoyed her. She had no notion who Jill was, and she resented the intrusion at this particular juncture intensely. Not so Uncle Chris, who skipped out into the passage like a young lamb.

Am I in time? asked Jill in a whisper.

In time?

You know what I mean. Uncle Chris, listen to me! You are not to propose to that awful woman. Do you understand?

Uncle Chris shook his head.

The die is cast!

The die isnt anything of the sort, said Jill. Unless.... She stopped, aghast. You dont mean that you have done it already?

Well, no. To be perfectly accurate, no. But....

Then thats all right. I know why you were doing it, and it was very sweet of you, but you mustnt.

But, Jill, you dont understand.

I do understand.

I have a motive....

I know your motive. Freddie told me. Dont you worry yourself about me, dear, because I am all right. I am going to be married.

A look of ecstatic relief came into Uncle Chris face.

Then Underhill...?

I am not marrying Derek. Somebody else. I dont think you know him, but I love him, and so will you. She pulled his face down and kissed him. Now you can go back.

Uncle Chris was almost too overcome to speak. He gulped a little.

Jill, he said shakily, this is a ... this is a great relief.

I knew it would be.

If you are really going to marry a rich man....

I didnt say he was rich.

The joy ebbed from Uncle Chris face.

If he is not rich, if he cannot give you everything of which I....

Oh, dont be absurd! Wally has all the money anybody needs. Whats money?

Whats money? Uncle Chris stared. Money, my dear child, is ... is ... well, you mustnt talk of it in that light way. But, if you think you will really have enough...?

Of course we shall. Now you can go back. Mrs. Peagrim will be wondering what has become of you.

Must I? said Uncle Chris doubtfully.

Of course. You must be polite.

Very well, said Uncle Chris. But it will be a little difficult to continue the conversation on what you might call general lines. However!



Back in the box, Mrs. Peagrim was fanning herself with manifest impatience.

What did that girl want? she demanded.

Uncle Chris seated himself with composure. The weakness had passed, and he was himself again.

Oh, nothing, nothing. Some trivial difficulty, which I was able to dispose of in a few words.

Mrs. Peagrim would have liked to continue her researches, but a feeling that it was wiser not to stray too long from the main point restrained her. She bent towards him.

You were going to say something when that girl interrupted us.

Uncle Chris shot his cuffs with a debonair gesture.

Was I? Was I? To be sure, yes. I was saying that you ought not to let yourself get tired. Deuce of a thing, getting tired. Plays the dickens with the system.

Mrs. Peagrim was disconcerted. The atmosphere seemed to have changed, and she did not like it. She endeavoured to restore the tone of the conversation.

You are so sympathetic, she sighed, feeling that she could not do better than to begin again at that point. The remark had produced good results before and it might do so a second time.

Yes, agreed Uncle Chris cheerily. You see, I have seen something of all this sort of thing, and I realize the importance of it. I know what all this modern rush and strain of life is for a woman in your position. Parties every night ... dancing ... a thousand and one calls on the vitality ... bound to have an effect sooner or later, unless — unless, said Uncle Chris solemnly, one takes steps. Unless one acts in time. I had a friend— His voice sank— I had a very dear friend over in London, Lady Alice — but the name would convey nothing — the point is that she was in exactly the same position as you. On the rush all the time. Never stopped. The end was inevitable. She caught cold, hadnt sufficient vitality to throw it off, went to a dance in mid-winter, contracted pneumonia.... Uncle Chris sighed. All over in three days, he said sadly. Now at that time, he resumed, I did not know what I know now. If I had heard of Nervino then.... He shook his head. It might have saved her life. It would have saved her life. I tell you, Mrs. Peagrim, that there is nothing, there is no lack of vitality which Nervino cannot set right. I am no physician myself, I speak as a layman, but it acts on the red corpuscles of the blood....

Mrs. Peagrims face was stony. She had not spoken before, because he had given her no opportunity, but she spoke now in a hard voice.

Major Selby!

Mrs. Peagrim?

I am not interested in patent medicines!

One can hardly call Nervino that, said Uncle Chris reproachfully. It is a sovereign specific. You can get it at any drug store. It comes in two sizes, the dollar-fifty — or large — size, and the....

Mrs. Peagrim rose majestically.

Major Selby, I am tired....

Precisely. And, as I say, Nervino....

Please, said Mrs. Peagrim coldly, go to the stage-door and see if you can find my limousine. It should be waiting in the street.

Certainly, said Uncle Chris. Why, certainly, certainly, certainly.

He left the box and proceeded across the stage. He walked with a lissom jauntiness. His eye was bright. One or two of those whom he passed on his way had the idea that this fine-looking man was in pain. They fancied that he was moaning. But Uncle Chris was not moaning. He was humming a gay snatch from the lighter music of the nineties.


CHAPTER XXI

WALLY MASON LEARNS A NEW EXERCISE
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I

Up on the roof of his apartment, far above the bustle and clamour of the busy city, Wally Mason, at eleven oclock on the morning after Mrs. Peagrims Bohemian party, was greeting the new day, as was his custom, by going through his ante-breakfast exercises. Mankind is divided into two classes — those who do setting-up exercises before breakfast and those who know they ought to but dont. To the former and more praiseworthy class Wally had belonged since boyhood. Life might be vain and the world a void, but still he touched his toes the prescribed number of times and twisted his muscular body about according to the ritual. He did so this morning a little more vigorously than usual, partly because he had sat up too late the night before and thought too much and smoked too much, with the result that he had risen heavy-eyed, at the present disgraceful hour, and partly because he hoped by wearying the flesh to still the restlessness of the spirit. Spring generally made Wally restless, but never previously had it brought him this distracted feverishness. So he lay on his back and waved his legs in the air, and it was only when he had risen and was about to go still further into the matter that he perceived Jill standing beside him.

Good Lord! said Wally.

Dont stop, said Jill. Im enjoying it.

How long have you been here?

Oh, I only just arrived. I rang the bell, and the nice old lady who is cooking your lunch told me you were out here.

Not lunch. Breakfast.

Breakfast! At this hour?

Wont you join me?

Ill join you. But I had my breakfast long ago.

Wally found his despondency magically dispelled. It was extraordinary how the mere sight of Jill could make the world a different place. It was true the sun had been shining before her arrival, but in a flabby, weak-minded way, not with the brilliance it had acquired immediately he heard her voice.

If you dont mind waiting for about three minutes while I have a shower and dress....

Oh, is the entertainment over? asked Jill, disappointed. I always arrive too late for everything.

One of these days you shall see me go through the whole programme, including shadow-boxing and the goose-step. Bring your friends! But at the moment I think it would be more of a treat for you to watch me eat an egg. Go and look at the view. From over there you can see Hoboken.

Ive seen it. I dont think much of it.

Well, then, on this side we have Brooklyn. There is no stint. Wander to and fro and enjoy yourself. The rendezvous is in the sitting-room in about four moments.

Wally vaulted through the passage-window and disappeared. Then he returned and put his head out.

I say!

Yes?

Just occurred to me. Your uncle wont be wanting this place for half an hour or so, will he? I mean, there will be time for me to have a bite of breakfast?

I dont suppose he will require your little home till some time in the evening.

Fine!

Wally disappeared again, and a few moments later Jill heard the faint splashing of water. She walked to the parapet and looked down. On the windows of the nearer buildings the sun cast glittering beams, but further away a faint, translucent mist hid the city. There was Spring humidity in the air. In the street she had found it oppressive: but on the breezy summit of this steel-and-granite cliff the air was cool and exhilarating. Peace stole into Jills heart as she watched the boats dropping slowly down the East River, which gleamed like dull steel through the haze. She had come to Journeys End, and she was happy. Trouble and heartache seemed as distant as those hurrying black ants down on the streets. She felt far away from the world on an enduring mountain of rest. She gave a little sigh of contentment and turned to go in as Wally called.

In the sitting-room her feeling of security deepened. Here, the world was farther away than ever. Even the faint noises which had risen to the roof were inaudible, and only the cosy tick-tock of the grandfathers clock punctuated the stillness.

She looked at Wally with a quickening sense of affection. He had the divine gift of silence at the right time. Yes, this was home. This was where she belonged.

It didnt take me in, you know, said Jill at length, resting her arms on the table and regarding him severely.

Wally looked up.

What didnt take you in?

That bath of yours. Yes, I know you turned on the cold shower, but you stood at a safe distance and watched it show!

Wally waved his fork.

As Heaven is my witness.... Look at my hair! Still damp! And I can show you the towel.

Well, then, Ill bet it was the hot water. Why werent you at Mrs. Peagrims party last night?

It would take too long to explain all my reasons, but one of them was that I wasnt invited. How did it go off?

Splendidly. Freddies engaged!

Wally lowered his coffee cup.

Engaged! You dont mean what is sometimes slangily called betrothed?

I do. Hes engaged to Nelly Bryant. Nelly told me all about it when she got home last night. It seems that Freddie said to her What ho! and she said You bet! and Freddie said Pip pip! and the thing was settled. Jill bubbled. Freddie wants to go into vaudeville with her!

No! The Juggling Rookes? Or Rooke and Bryant, the cross-talk team, a thoroughly refined act, swell dressers on and off?

I dont know. But it doesnt matter. Nelly is domestic. Shes going to have a little home in the country, where she can grow chickens and pigs.

Fathers in the pigstye, you can tell him by his hat, eh?

Yes. They will be very happy. Freddie will be a father to her parrot.

Wallys cheerfulness diminished a trifle. The contemplation of Freddies enviable lot brought with it the inevitable contrast with his own. A little home in the country.... Oh, well!

II

There was a pause. Jill was looking a little grave.

Wally!

Yes?

She turned her face away, for there was a gleam of mischief in her eyes which she did not wish him to observe.

Derek was at the party!

Wally had been about to butter a piece of toast. The butter, jerked from the knife by the convulsive start which he gave, popped up in a semi-circle and plumped on to the tablecloth. He recovered himself quickly.

Sorry! he said. You mustnt mind that. They want me to be second-string for the Boosting the Butter event at the next Olympic Games, and Im practising all the time.... Underhill was there, eh?

Yes.

You met him?

Yes.

Wally fiddled with his knife.

Did he come over.... I mean ... had he come specially to see you?

Yes.

I see.

There was another pause.

He wants to marry you?

He said he wanted to marry me.

Wally got up and went to the window. Jill could smile safely now, and she did, but her voice was still grave.

What ought I to do, Wally? I thought I would ask you as you are such a friend.

Wally spoke without turning.

You ought to marry him, of course.

You think so?

You ought to marry him, of course, said Wally doggedly. You love him, and the fact that he came all the way to America must mean that he still loves you. Marry him!

But.... Jill hesitated. You see, theres a difficulty.

What difficulty?

Well ... it was something I said to him just before he went away. I said something that made it a little difficult.

Wally continued to inspect the roofs below.

What did you say?

Well ... it was something ... something that I dont believe he liked ... something that may interfere with his marrying me.

What did you say?

I told him I was going to marry you!

Wally spun round. At the same time he leaped in the air. The effect of the combination of movements was to cause him to stagger across the room and, after two or three impromptu dance steps which would have interested Mrs. Peagrim, to clutch at the mantelpiece to save himself from falling. Jill watched him with quiet approval.

Why, thats wonderful, Wally! Is that another of your morning exercises? If Freddie does go into vaudeville, you ought to get him to let you join the troupe.

Wally was blinking at her from the mantelpiece.

Jill!

Yes?

What — what — what...!

Now, dont talk like Freddie, even if you are going into vaudeville with him.

You said you were going to marry me?

I said I was going to marry you!

But — do you mean...?

The mischief died out of Jills eyes. She met his gaze frankly and seriously.

The lumbers gone, Wally, she said. But my heart isnt empty. Its quite, quite full, and its going to be full for ever and ever and ever.

Wally left the mantelpiece, and came slowly towards her.

Jill! He choked. Jill!

Suddenly he pounced on her and swung her off her feet She gave a little breathless cry.

Wally! I thought you didnt approve of cavemen!

This, said Wally, is just another new morning exercise Ive thought of!

Jill sat down, gasping.

Are you going to do that often, Wally?

Every day for the rest of my life!

Goodness!

Oh, youll get used to it. Itll grow on you.

You dont think I am making a mistake marrying you?

No, no! Ive given the matter a lot of thought, and ... in fact, no, no!

No, said Jill thoughtfully. I think youll make a good husband. I mean, suppose we ever want the piano moved or something.... Wally! she broke off suddenly.

You have our ear.

Come out on the roof, said Jill. I want to show you something funny.

Wally followed her out. They stood at the parapet together, looking down.

There! said Jill, pointing.

Wally looked puzzled.

I see many things, but which is the funny one?

Why, all these people. Over there — and there — and there. Scuttering about and thinking they know everything there is to know, and not one of them has the least idea that I am the happiest girl on earth!

Or that Im the happiest man! Their ignorance is — what is the word I want? Abysmal. They dont know what its like to stand beside you and see that little dimple in your chin.... They dont know youve got a little dimple in your chin.... They dont know.... They dont know.... Why, I dont suppose a single one of them even knows that Im just going to kiss you!

Those girls in that window over there do, said Jill. They are watching us like hawks.

Let em! said Wally briefly.

THE END

WHAT THIS STORY IS ABOUT

Jill had money, Jill was engaged to be married to Sir Derek Underhill. Suddenly Jill becomes penniless, and she is no longer engaged. With a smile, in which there is just a tinge of recklessness, she refuses to be beaten and turns to face the world. Instead she went to New York and became a member of the chorus of The Rose of America, and Mr. Wodehouse is enabled to lift the curtain of the musical comedy world.

There is laughter and drama in Jill the Reckless, and the action never flags from the moment that Freddie Rooke confesses that he has had a hectic night, down to the point where Wally says briefly Let em, which is page 313.
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INDISCRETIONS OF ARCHIE
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IT WASNT ARCHIES fault really. Its true he went to America and fell in love with Lucille, the daughter of a millionaire hotel proprietor and if he did marry her — well, what else was there to do?

From his point of view, the whole thing was a thoroughly good egg; but Mr. Brewster, his father-in-law, thought differently, Archie had neither money nor occupation, which was distasteful in the eyes of the industrious Mr. Brewster; but the real bar was the fact that he had once adversely criticised one of his hotels.

Archie does his best to heal the breach; but, being something of an ass, genus priceless, he finds it almost beyond his powers to placate the man-eating fish whom Providence has given him as a father-in-law

P. G. WODEHOUSE


DEDICATION

TO

B. W. KING-HALL

My dear Buddy, — 



We have been friends for eighteen years. A considerable proportion of my books were written under your hospitable roof. And yet I have never dedicated one to you. What will be the verdict of Posterity on this? The fact is, I have become rather superstitious about dedications. No sooner do you label a book with the legend — 



TO MY

BEST FRIEND

X

than X cuts you in Piccadilly, or you bring a lawsuit against him. There is a fatality about it. However, I cant imagine anyone quarrelling with you, and I am getting more attractive all the time, so lets take a chance.



Yours ever,

P. G. WODEHOUSE.


DISTRESSING SCENE
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I SAY, LADDIE! said Archie.

Sir? replied the desk-clerk alertly. All the employes of the Hotel Cosmopolis were alert. It was one of the things on which Mr. Daniel Brewster, the proprietor, insisted. And as he was always wandering about the lobby of the hotel keeping a personal eye on affairs, it was never safe to relax.

I want to see the manager.

Is there anything I could do, sir?

Archie looked at him doubtfully.

Well, as a matter of fact, my dear old desk-clerk, he said, I want to kick up a fearful row, and it hardly seems fair to lug you into it. Why you, I mean to say? The blighter whose head I want on a charger is the bally manager.

At this point a massive, grey-haired man, who had been standing close by, gazing on the lobby with an air of restrained severity, as if daring it to start anything, joined in the conversation.

I am the manager, he said.

His eye was cold and hostile. Others, it seemed to say, might like Archie Moffam, but not he. Daniel Brewster was bristling for combat. What he had overheard had shocked him to the core of his being. The Hotel Cosmopolis was his own private, personal property, and the thing dearest to him in the world, after his daughter Lucille. He prided himself on the fact that his hotel was not like other New York hotels, which were run by impersonal companies and shareholders and boards of directors, and consequently lacked the paternal touch which made the Cosmopolis what it was. At other hotels things went wrong, and clients complained. At the Cosmopolis things never went wrong, because he was on the spot to see that they didnt, and as a result clients never complained. Yet here was this long, thin, string-bean of an Englishman actually registering annoyance and dissatisfaction before his very eyes.

What is your complaint? he enquired frigidly.

Archie attached himself to the top button of Mr. Brewsters coat, and was immediately dislodged by an irritable jerk of the others substantial body.

Listen, old thing! I came over to this country to nose about in search of a job, because there doesnt seem what you might call a general demand for my services in England. Directly I was demobbed, the family started talking about the Land of Opportunity and shot me on to a liner. The idea was that I might get hold of something in America—

He got hold of Mr. Brewsters coat-button, and was again shaken off.

Between ourselves, Ive never done anything much in England, and I fancy the family were getting a bit fed. At any rate, they sent me over here—

Mr. Brewster disentangled himself for the third time.

I would prefer to postpone the story of your life, he said coldly, and be informed what is your specific complaint against the Hotel Cosmopolis.

Of course, yes. The jolly old hotel. Im coming to that. Well, it was like this. A chappie on the boat told me that this was the best place to stop at in New York—

He was quite right, said Mr. Brewster.

Was he, by Jove! Well, all I can say, then, is that the other New York hotels must be pretty mouldy, if this is the best of the lot! I took a room here last night, said Archie quivering with self-pity, and there was a beastly tap outside somewhere which went drip-drip-drip all night and kept me awake.

Mr. Brewsters annoyance deepened. He felt that a chink had been found in his armour. Not even the most paternal hotel-proprietor can keep an eye on every tap in his establishment.

Drip-drip-drip! repeated Archie firmly. And I put my boots outside the door when I went to bed, and this morning they hadnt been touched. I give you my solemn word! Not touched.

Naturally, said Mr. Brewster. My employes are honest

But I wanted them cleaned, dash it!

There is a shoe-shining parlour in the basement. At the Cosmopolis shoes left outside bedroom doors are not cleaned.

Then I think the Cosmopolis is a bally rotten hotel!

Mr. Brewsters compact frame quivered. The unforgivable insult had been offered. Question the legitimacy of Mr. Brewsters parentage, knock Mr. Brewster down and walk on his face with spiked shoes, and you did not irremediably close all avenues to a peaceful settlement. But make a remark like that about his hotel, and war was definitely declared.

In that case, he said, stiffening, I must ask you to give up your room.

Im going to give it up! I wouldnt stay in the bally place another minute.

Mr. Brewster walked away, and Archie charged round to the cashiers desk to get his bill. It had been his intention in any case, though for dramatic purposes he concealed it from his adversary, to leave the hotel that morning. One of the letters of introduction which he had brought over from England had resulted in an invitation from a Mrs. van Tuyl to her house-party at Miami, and he had decided to go there at once.

Well, mused Archie, on his way to the station, one things certain. Ill never set foot in THAT bally place again!

But nothing in this world is certain.


A SHOCK FOR MR. BREWSTER
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MR. DANIEL BREWSTER sat in his luxurious suite at the Cosmopolis, smoking one of his admirable cigars and chatting with his old friend, Professor Binstead. A stranger who had only encountered Mr. Brewster in the lobby of the hotel would have been surprised at the appearance of his sitting-room, for it had none of the rugged simplicity which was the keynote of its owners personal appearance. Daniel Brewster was a man with a hobby. He was what Parker, his valet, termed a connoozer. His educated taste in Art was one of the things which went to make the Cosmopolis different from and superior to other New York hotels. He had personally selected the tapestries in the dining-room and the various paintings throughout the building. And in his private capacity he was an enthusiastic collector of things which Professor Binstead, whose tastes lay in the same direction, would have stolen without a twinge of conscience if he could have got the chance.

The professor, a small man of middle age who wore tortoiseshell-rimmed spectacles, flitted covetously about the room, inspecting its treasures with a glistening eye. In a corner, Parker, a grave, lean individual, bent over the chafing-dish, in which he was preparing for his employer and his guest their simple lunch.

Brewster, said Professor Binstead, pausing at the mantelpiece.

Mr. Brewster looked up amiably. He was in placid mood to-day. Two weeks and more had passed since the meeting with Archie recorded in the previous chapter, and he had been able to dismiss that disturbing affair from his mind. Since then, everything had gone splendidly with Daniel Brewster, for he had just accomplished his ambition of the moment by completing the negotiations for the purchase of a site further down-town, on which he proposed to erect a new hotel. He liked building hotels. He had the Cosmopolis, his first-born, a summer hotel in the mountains, purchased in the previous year, and he was toying with the idea of running over to England and putting up another in London, That, however, would have to wait. Meanwhile, he would concentrate on this new one down-town. It had kept him busy and worried, arranging for securing the site; but his troubles were over now.

Yes? he said.

Professor Binstead had picked up a small china figure of delicate workmanship. It represented a warrior of pre-khaki days advancing with a spear upon some adversary who, judging from the contented expression on the warriors face, was smaller than himself.

Where did you get this?

That? Mawson, my agent, found it in a little shop on the east side.

Wheres the other? There ought to be another. These things go in pairs. Theyre valueless alone.

Mr. Brewsters brow clouded.

I know that, he said shortly. Mawsons looking for the other one everywhere. If you happen across it, I give you carte blanche to buy it for me.

It must be somewhere.

Yes. If you find it, dont worry about the expense. Ill settle up, no matter what it is.

Ill bear it in mind, said Professor Binstead. It may cost you a lot of money. I suppose you know that.

I told you I dont care what it costs.

Its nice to be a millionaire, sighed Professor Binstead.

Luncheon is served, sir, said Parker.

He had stationed himself in a statutesque pose behind Mr. Brewsters chair, when there was a knock at the door. He went to the door, and returned with a telegram.

Telegram for you, sir.

Mr. Brewster nodded carelessly. The contents of the chafing-dish had justified the advance advertising of their odour, and he was too busy to be interrupted.

Put it down. And you neednt wait, Parker.

Very good, sir.

The valet withdrew, and Mr. Brewster resumed his lunch.

Arent you going to open it? asked Professor Binstead, to whom a telegram was a telegram.

It can wait. I get them all day long. I expect its from Lucille, saying what train shes making.

She returns to-day?

Yes, Been at Miami. Mr. Brewster, having dwelt at adequate length on the contents of the chafing-dish, adjusted his glasses and took up the envelope. I shall be glad — Great Godfrey!

He sat staring at the telegram, his mouth open. His friend eyed him solicitously.

No bad news, I hope?

Mr. Brewster gurgled in a strangled way.

Bad news? Bad — ? Here, read it for yourself.

Professor Binstead, one of the three most inquisitive men in New York, took the slip of paper with gratitude.

Returning New York to-day with darling Archie, he read. Lots of love from us both. Lucille. He gaped at his host. Who is Archie? he enquired.

Who is Archie? echoed Mr. Brewster helplessly. Who is — ? Thats just what I would like to know.

Darling Archie, murmured the professor, musing over the telegram. Returning to-day with darling Archie. Strange!

Mr. Brewster continued to stare before him. When you send your only daughter on a visit to Miami minus any entanglements and she mentions in a telegram that she has acquired a darling Archie, you are naturally startled. He rose from the table with a bound. It had occurred to him that by neglecting a careful study of his mail during the past week, as was his bad habit when busy, he had lost an opportunity of keeping abreast with current happenings. He recollected now that a letter had arrived from Lucille some time ago, and that he had put it away unopened till he should have leisure to read it. Lucille was a dear girl, he had felt, but her letters when on a vacation seldom contained anything that couldnt wait a few days for a reading. He sprang for his desk, rummaged among his papers, and found what he was seeking.

It was a long letter, and there was silence in the room for some moments while he mastered its contents. Then he turned to the professor, breathing heavily.

Good heavens!

Yes? said Professor Binstead eagerly. Yes?

Good Lord!

Well?

Good gracious!

What is it? demanded the professor in an agony.

Mr. Brewster sat down again with a thud.

Shes married!

Married!

Married! To an Englishman!

Bless my soul!

She says, proceeded Mr. Brewster, referring to the letter again, that they were both so much in love that they simply had to slip off and get married, and she hopes I wont be cross. Cross! gasped Mr. Brewster, gazing wildly at his friend.

Very disturbing!

Disturbing! You bet its disturbing! I dont know anything about the fellow. Never heard of him in my life. She says he wanted a quiet wedding because he thought a fellow looked such a chump getting married! And I must love him, because hes all set to love me very much!

Extraordinary!

Mr. Brewster put the letter down.

An Englishman!

I have met some very agreeable Englishmen, said Professor Binstead.

I dont like Englishmen, growled Mr. Brewster. Parkers an Englishman.

Your valet?

Yes. I believe he wears my shirts on the sly, said Mr. Brewster broodingly, If I catch him — ! What would you do about this, Binstead?

Do? The professor considered the point judiciary. Well, really, Brewster, I do not see that there is anything you can do. You must simply wait and meet the man. Perhaps he will turn out an admirable son-in-law.

Hm! Mr. Brewster declined to take an optimistic view. But an Englishman, Binstead! he said with pathos. Why, he went on, memory suddenly stirring, there was an Englishman at this hotel only a week or two ago who went about knocking it in a way that would have amazed you! Said it was a rotten place! MY hotel!

Professor Binstead clicked his tongue sympathetically. He understood his friends warmth.


MR. BREWSTER DELIVERS SENTENCE
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AT ABOUT THE same moment that Professor Binstead was clicking his tongue in Mr. Brewsters sitting-room, Archie Moffam sat contemplating his bride in a drawing-room on the express from Miami. He was thinking that this was too good to be true. His brain had been in something of a whirl these last few days, but this was one thought that never failed to emerge clearly from the welter.

Mrs. Archie Moffam, nee Lucille Brewster, was small and slender. She had a little animated face, set in a cloud of dark hair. She was so altogether perfect that Archie had frequently found himself compelled to take the marriage-certificate out of his inside pocket and study it furtively, to make himself realise that this miracle of good fortune had actually happened to him.

Honestly, old bean — I mean, dear old thing, — I mean, darling, said Archie, I cant believe it!

What?

What I mean is, I cant understand why you should have married a blighter like me.

Lucilles eyes opened. She squeezed his hand.

Why, youre the most wonderful thing in the world, precious! — Surely you know that?

Absolutely escaped my notice. Are you sure?

Of course Im sure! You wonder-child! Nobody could see you without loving you!

Archie heaved an ecstatic sigh. Then a thought crossed his mind. It was a thought which frequently came to mar his bliss.

I say, I wonder if your father will think that!

Of course he will!

We rather sprung this, as it were, on the old lad, said Archie dubiously. What sort of a man IS your father?

Fathers a darling, too.

Rummy thing he should own that hotel, said Archie. I had a frightful row with a blighter of a manager there just before I left for Miami. Your father ought to sack that chap. He was a blot on the landscape!

It had been settled by Lucille during the journey that Archie should be broken gently to his father-in-law. That is to say, instead of bounding blithely into Mr. Brewsters presence hand in hand, the happy pair should separate for half an hour or so, Archie hanging around in the offing while Lucille saw her father and told him the whole story, or those chapters of it which she had omitted from her letter for want of space. Then, having impressed Mr. Brewster sufficiently with his luck in having acquired Archie for a son-in-law, she would lead him to where his bit of good fortune awaited him.

The programme worked out admirably in its earlier stages. When the two emerged from Mr. Brewsters room to meet Archie, Mr. Brewsters general idea was that fortune had smiled upon him in an almost unbelievable fashion and had presented him with a son-in-law who combined in almost equal parts the more admirable characteristics of Apollo, Sir Galahad, and Marcus Aurelius. True, he had gathered in the course of the conversation that dear Archie had no occupation and no private means; but Mr. Brewster felt that a great-souled man like Archie didnt need them. You cant have everything, and Archie, according to Lucilles account, was practically a hundred per cent man in soul, looks, manners, amiability, and breeding. These are the things that count. Mr. Brewster proceeded to the lobby in a glow of optimism and geniality.

Consequently, when he perceived Archie, he got a bit of a shock.

Hullo — ullo — ullo! said Archie, advancing happily.

Archie, darling, this is father, said Lucille.

Good Lord! said Archie.

There was one of those silences. Mr. Brewster looked at Archie. Archie gazed at Mr. Brewster. Lucille, perceiving without understanding why that the big introduction scene had stubbed its toe on some unlooked-for obstacle, waited anxiously for enlightenment. Meanwhile, Archie continued to inspect Mr. Brewster, and Mr. Brewster continued to drink in Archie.

After an awkward pause of about three and a quarter minutes, Mr. Brewster swallowed once or twice, and finally spoke.

Lu!

Yes, father?

Is this true?

Lucilles grey eyes clouded over with perplexity and apprehension.

True?

Have you really inflicted this — THIS on me for a son-in-law? Mr. Brewster swallowed a few more times, Archie the while watching with a frozen fascination the rapid shimmying of his new relatives Adams-apple. Go away! I want to have a few words alone with this — This — WASSYOURDAMNAME? he demanded, in an overwrought manner, addressing Archie for the first time.

I told you, father. Its Moom.

Moom?

Its spelt M-o-f-f-a-m, but pronounced Moom.

To rhyme, said Archie, helpfully, with Bluffinghame.

Lu, said Mr. Brewster, run away! I want to speak to-to-to—

You called me THIS before, said Archie.

You arent angry, father, dear? said Lucilla.

Oh no! Oh no! Im tickled to death!

When his daughter had withdrawn, Mr. Brewster drew a long breath.

Now then! he said.

Bit embarrassing, all this, what! said Archie, chattily. I mean to say, having met before in less happy circs. and what not. Rum coincidence and so forth! How would it be to bury the jolly old hatchet — start a new life — forgive and forget — learn to love each other — and all that sort of rot? Im game if you are. How do we go? Is it a bet?

Mr. Brewster remained entirely unsoftened by this manly appeal to his better feelings.

What the devil do you mean by marrying my daughter?

Archie reflected.

Well, it sort of happened, dont you know! You know how these things ARE! Young yourself once, and all that. I was most frightfully in love, and Lu seemed to think it wouldnt be a bad scheme, and one thing led to another, and — well, there you are, dont you know!

And I suppose you think youve done pretty well for yourself?

Oh, absolutely! As far as Im concerned, everythings topping! Ive never felt so braced in my life!

Yes! said Mr. Brewster, with bitterness, I suppose, from your view-point, everything IS topping. You havent a cent to your name, and youve managed to fool a rich mans daughter into marrying you. I suppose you looked me up in Bradstreet before committing yourself?

This aspect of the matter had not struck Archie until this moment.

I say! he observed, with dismay. I never looked at it like that before! I can see that, from your point of view, this must look like a bit of a wash-out!

How do you propose to support Lucille, anyway?

Archie ran a finger round the inside of his collar. He felt embarrassed, His father-in-law was opening up all kinds of new lines of thought.

Well, there, old bean, he admitted, frankly, you rather have me! He turned the matter over for a moment. I had a sort of idea of, as it were, working, if you know what I mean.

Working at what?

Now, there again you stump me somewhat! The general scheme was that I should kind of look round, you know, and nose about and buzz to and fro till something turned up. That was, broadly speaking, the notion!

And how did you suppose my daughter was to live while you were doing all this?

Well, I think, said Archie, I THINK we rather expected YOU to rally round a bit for the nonce!

I see! You expected to live on me?

Well, you put it a bit crudely, but — as far as I had mapped anything out — that WAS what you might call the general scheme of procedure. You dont think much of it, what? Yes? No?

Mr. Brewster exploded.

No! I do not think much of it! Good God! You go out of my hotel — MY hotel — calling it all the names you could think of — roasting it to beat the band—

Trifle hasty! murmured Archie, apologetically. Spoke without thinking. Dashed tap had gone DRIP-DRIP-DRIP all night — kept me awake — hadnt had breakfast — bygones be bygones — !

Dont interrupt! I say, you go out of my hotel, knocking it as no one has ever knocked it since it was built, and you sneak straight off and marry my daughter without my knowledge.

Did think of wiring for blessing. Slipped the old bean, somehow. You know how one forgets things!

And now you come back and calmly expect me to fling my arms round you and kiss you, and support you for the rest of your life!

Only while Im nosing about and buzzing to and fro.

Well, I suppose Ive got to support you. There seems no way out of it. Ill tell you exactly what I propose to do. You think my hotel is a pretty poor hotel, eh? Well, youll have plenty of opportunity of judging, because youre coming to live here. Ill let you have a suite and Ill let you have your meals, but outside of that — nothing doing! Nothing doing! Do you understand what I mean?

Absolutely! You mean, Napoo!

You can sign bills for a reasonable amount in my restaurant, and the hotel will look after your laundry. But not a cent do you get out me. And, if you want your shoes shined, you can pay for it yourself in the basement. If you leave them outside your door, Ill instruct the floor-waiter to throw them down the air-shaft. Do you understand? Good! Now, is there anything more you want to ask?

Archie smiled a propitiatory smile.

Well, as a matter of fact, I was going to ask if you would stagger along and have a bite with us in the grill-room?

I will not!

Ill sign the bill, said Archie, ingratiatingly. You dont think much of it? Oh, right-o!


WORK WANTED
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IT SEEMED TO Archie, as he surveyed his position at the end of the first month of his married life, that all was for the best in the best of all possible worlds. In their attitude towards America, visiting Englishmen almost invariably incline to extremes, either detesting all that therein is or else becoming enthusiasts on the subject of the country, its climate, and its institutions. Archie belonged to the second class. He liked America and got on splendidly with Americans from the start. He was a friendly soul, a mixer; and in New York, that city of mixers, he found himself at home. The atmosphere of good-fellowship and the open-hearted hospitality of everybody he met appealed to him. There were moments when it seemed to him as though New York had simply been waiting for him to arrive before giving the word to let the revels commence.

Nothing, of course, in this world is perfect; and, rosy as were the glasses through which Archie looked on his new surroundings, he had to admit that there was one flaw, one fly in the ointment, one individual caterpillar in the salad. Mr. Daniel Brewster, his father-in-law, remained consistently unfriendly. Indeed, his manner towards his new relative became daily more and more a manner which would have caused gossip on the plantation if Simon Legree had exhibited it in his relations with Uncle Tom. And this in spite of the fact that Archie, as early as the third morning of his stay, had gone to him and in the most frank and manly way, had withdrawn his criticism of the Hotel Cosmopolis, giving it as his considered opinion that the Hotel Cosmopolis on closer inspection appeared to be a good egg, one of the best and brightest, and a bit of all right.

A credit to you, old thing, said Archie cordially.

Dont call me old thing! growled Mr. Brewster.

Right-o, old companion! said Archie amiably.

Archie, a true philosopher, bore this hostility with fortitude, but it worried Lucille.

I do wish father understood you better, was her wistful comment when Archie had related the conversation.

Well, you know, said Archie, Im open for being understood any time he cares to take a stab at it.

You must try and make him fond of you.

But how? I smile winsomely at him and what not, but he doesnt respond.

Well, we shall have to think of something. I want him to realise what an angel you are. You ARE an angel, you know.

No, really?

Of course you are.

Its a rummy thing, said Archie, pursuing a train of thought which was constantly with him, the more I see of you, the more I wonder how you can have a father like — I mean to say, what I mean to say is, I wish I had known your mother; she must have been frightfully attractive.

What would really please him, I know, said Lucille, would be if you got some work to do. He loves people who work.

Yes? said Archie doubtfully. Well, you know, I heard him interviewing that chappie behind the desk this morning, who works like the dickens from early morn to dewy eve, on the subject of a mistake in his figures; and, if he loved him, he dissembled it all right. Of course, I admit that so far I havent been one of the toilers, but the dashed difficult thing is to know how to start. Im nosing round, but the openings for a bright young man seem so scarce.

Well, keep on trying. I feel sure that, if you could only find something to do, it doesnt matter what, father would be quite different.

It was possibly the dazzling prospect of making Mr. Brewster quite different that stimulated Archie. He was strongly of the opinion that any change in his father-in-law must inevitably be for the better. A chance meeting with James B. Wheeler, the artist, at the Pen-and-Ink Club seemed to open the way.

To a visitor to New York who has the ability to make himself liked it almost appears as though the leading industry in that city was the issuing of two-weeks invitation-cards to clubs. Archie since his arrival had been showered with these pleasant evidences of his popularity; and he was now an honorary member of so many clubs of various kinds that he had not time to go to them all. There were the fashionable clubs along Fifth Avenue to which his friend Reggie van Tuyl, son of his Florida hostess, had introduced him. There were the businessmens clubs of which he was made free by more solid citizens. And, best of all, there were the Lambs, the Players, the Friars, the Coffee-House, the Pen-and-Ink, — and the other resorts of the artist, the author, the actor, and the Bohemian. It was in these that Archie spent most of his time, and it was here that he made the acquaintance of J. B. Wheeler, the popular illustrator.

To Mr. Wheeler, over a friendly lunch, Archie had been confiding some of his ambitions to qualify as the hero of one of the Get-on-or-get-out-young-man-step-lively-books.

You want a job? said Mr. Wheeler.

I want a job, said Archie.

Mr. Wheeler consumed eight fried potatoes in quick succession. He was an able trencherman.

I always looked on you as one of our leading lilies of the field, he said. Why this anxiety to toil and spin?

Well, my wife, you know, seems to think it might put me one-up with the jolly old dad if I did something.

And youre not particular what you do, so long as it has the outer aspect of work?

Anything in the world, laddie, anything in the world.

Then come and pose for a picture Im doing, said J. B. Wheeler. Its for a magazine cover. Youre just the model I want, and Ill pay you at the usual rates. Is it a go?

Pose?

Youve only got to stand still and look like a chunk of wood. You can do that, surely?

I can do that, said Archie.

Then come along down to my studio to-morrow.

Right-o! said Archie.


STRANGE EXPERIENCES OF AN ARTISTS MODEL
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I SAY, OLD thing!

Archie spoke plaintively. Already he was looking back ruefully to the time when he had supposed that an artists model had a soft job. In the first five minutes muscles which he had not been aware that he possessed had started to ache like neglected teeth. His respect for the toughness and durability of artists models was now solid. How they acquired the stamina to go through this sort of thing all day and then bound off to Bohemian revels at night was more than he could understand.

Dont wobble, confound you! snorted Mr. Wheeler.

Yes, but, my dear old artist, said Archie, what you dont seem to grasp — what you appear not to realise — is that Im getting a crick in the back.

You weakling! You miserable, invertebrate worm. Move an inch and Ill murder you, and come and dance on your grave every Wednesday and Saturday. Im just getting it.

Its in the spine that it seems to catch me principally.

Be a man, you faint-hearted string-bean! urged J. B. Wheeler. You ought to be ashamed of yourself. Why, a girl who was posing for me last week stood for a solid hour on one leg, holding a tennis racket over her head and smiling brightly withal.

The female of the species is more india-rubbery than the male, argued Archie.

Well, Ill be through in a few minutes. Dont weaken. Think how proud youll be when you see yourself on all the bookstalls.

Archie sighed, and braced himself to the task once more. He wished he had never taken on this binge. In addition to his physical discomfort, he was feeling a most awful chump. The cover on which Mr. Wheeler was engaged was for the August number of the magazine, and it had been necessary for Archie to drape his reluctant form in a two-piece bathing suit of a vivid lemon colour; for he was supposed to be representing one of those jolly dogs belonging to the best families who dive off floats at exclusive seashore resorts. J. B. Wheeler, a stickler for accuracy, had wanted him to remove his socks and shoes; but there Archie had stood firm. He was willing to make an ass of himself, but not a silly ass.

All right, said J. B. Wheeler, laying down his brush. That will do for to-day. Though, speaking without prejudice and with no wish to be offensive, if I had had a model who wasnt a weak-kneed, jelly-backboned son of Belial, I could have got the darned thing finished without having to have another sitting.

I wonder why you chappies call this sort of thing sitting, said Archie, pensively, as he conducted tentative experiments in osteopathy on his aching back. I say, old thing, I could do with a restorative, if you have one handy. But, of course, you havent, I suppose, he added, resignedly. Abstemious as a rule, there were moments when Archie found the Eighteenth Amendment somewhat trying.

J. B. Wheeler shook his head.

Youre a little previous, he said. But come round in another day or so, and I may be able to do something for you. He moved with a certain conspirator-like caution to a corner of the room, and, lifting to one side a pile of canvases, revealed a stout barrel, which, he regarded with a fatherly and benignant eye. I dont mind telling you that, in the fullness of time, I believe this is going to spread a good deal of sweetness and light.

Oh, ah, said Archie, interested. Home-brew, what?

Made with these hands. I added a few more raisins yesterday, to speed things up a bit. There is much virtue in your raisin. And, talking of speeding things up, for goodness sake try to be a bit more punctual to-morrow. We lost an hour of good daylight to-day.

I like that! I was here on the absolute minute. I had to hang about on the landing waiting for you.

Well, well, that doesnt matter, said J. B. Wheeler, impatiently, for the artist soul is always annoyed by petty details. The point is that we were an hour late in getting to work. Mind youre here to-morrow at eleven sharp.

It was, therefore, with a feeling of guilt and trepidation that Archie mounted the stairs on the following morning; for in spite of his good resolutions he was half an hour behind time. He was relieved to find that his friend had also lagged by the wayside. The door of the studio was ajar, and he went in, to discover the place occupied by a lady of mature years, who was scrubbing the floor with a mop. He went into the bedroom and donned his bathing suit. When he emerged, ten minutes later, the charwoman had gone, but J. B. Wheeler was still absent. Rather glad of the respite, he sat down to kill time by reading the morning paper, whose sporting page alone he had managed to master at the breakfast table.

There was not a great deal in the paper to interest him. The usual bond-robbery had taken place on the previous day, and the police were reported hot on the trail of the Master-Mind who was alleged to be at the back of these financial operations. A messenger named Henry Babcock had been arrested and was expected to become confidential. To one who, like Archie, had never owned a bond, the story made little appeal. He turned with more interest to a cheery half-column on the activities of a gentleman in Minnesota who, with what seemed to Archie, as he thought of Mr. Daniel Brewster, a good deal of resource and public spirit, had recently beaned his father-in-law with the family meat-axe. It was only after he had read this through twice in a spirit of gentle approval that it occurred to him that J. B. Wheeler was uncommonly late at the tryst. He looked at his watch, and found that he had been in the studio three-quarters of an hour.

Archie became restless. Long-suffering old bean though he was, he considered this a bit thick. He got up and went out on to the landing, to see if there were any signs of the blighter. There were none. He began to understand now what had happened. For some reason or other the bally artist was not coming to the studio at all that day. Probably he had called up the hotel and left a message to this effect, and Archie had just missed it. Another man might have waited to make certain that his message had reached its destination, but not woollen-headed Wheeler, the most casual individual in New York.

Thoroughly aggrieved, Archie turned back to the studio to dress and go away.

His progress was stayed by a solid, forbidding slab of oak. Somehow or other, since he had left the room, the door had managed to get itself shut.

Oh, dash it! said Archie.

The mildness of the expletive was proof that the full horror of the situation had not immediately come home to him. His mind in the first few moments was occupied with the problem of how the door had got that way. He could not remember shutting it. Probably he had done it unconsciously. As a child, he had been taught by sedulous elders that the little gentleman always closed doors behind him, and presumably his subconscious self was still under the influence. And then, suddenly, he realised that this infernal, officious ass of a subconscious self had deposited him right in the gumbo. Behind that closed door, unattainable as youthful ambition, lay his gents heather-mixture with the green twill, and here he was, out in the world, alone, in a lemon-coloured bathing suit.

In all crises of human affairs there are two broad courses open to a man. He can stay where he is or he can go elsewhere. Archie, leaning on the banisters, examined these alternatives narrowly. If he stayed where he was he would have to spend the night on this dashed landing. If he legged it, in this kit, he would be gathered up by the constabulary before he had gone a hundred yards. He was no pessimist, but he was reluctantly forced to the conclusion that he was up against it.

It was while he was musing with a certain tenseness on these things that the sound of footsteps came to him from below. But almost in the first instant the hope that this might be J. B. Wheeler, the curse of the human race, died away. Whoever was coming up the stairs was running, and J. B. Wheeler never ran upstairs. He was not one of your lean, haggard, spiritual-looking geniuses. He made a large income with his brush and pencil, and spent most of it in creature comforts. This couldnt be J. B. Wheeler.

It was not. It was a tall, thin man whom he had never seen before. He appeared to be in a considerable hurry. He let himself into the studio on the floor below, and vanished without even waiting to shut the door.

He had come and disappeared in almost record time, but, brief though his passing had been, it had been long enough to bring consolation to Archie. A sudden bright light had been vouchsafed to Archie, and he now saw an admirably ripe and fruity scheme for ending his troubles. What could be simpler than to toddle down one flight of stairs and in an easy and debonair manner ask the chappies permission to use his telephone? And what could be simpler, once he was at the phone, than to get in touch with somebody at the Cosmopolis who would send down a few trousers and what not in a kit bag. It was a priceless solution, thought Archie, as he made his way downstairs. Not even embarrassing, he meant to say. This chappie, living in a place like this, wouldnt bat an eyelid at the spectacle of a fellow trickling about the place in a bathing suit. They would have a good laugh about the whole thing.

I say, I hate to bother you — dare say youre busy and all that sort of thing — but would you mind if I popped in for half a second and used your phone?

That was the speech, the extremely gentlemanly and well-phrased speech which Archie had prepared to deliver the moment the man appeared. The reason he did not deliver it was that the man did not appear. He knocked, but nothing stirred.

I say!

Archie now perceived that the door was ajar, and that on an envelope attached with a tack to one of the panels was the name Elmer M. Moon He pushed the door a little farther open and tried again.

Oh, Mr. Moon! Mr. Moon! He waited a moment. Oh, Mr. Moon! Mr. Moon! Are you there, Mr. Moon?

He blushed hotly. To his sensitive ear the words had sounded exactly like the opening line of the refrain of a vaudeville song-hit. He decided to waste no further speech on a man with such an unfortunate surname until he could see him face to face and get a chance of lowering his voice a bit. Absolutely absurd to stand outside a chappies door singing song-hits in a lemon-coloured bathing suit. He pushed the door open and walked in; and his subconscious self, always the gentleman, closed it gently behind him.

Up! said a low, sinister, harsh, unfriendly, and unpleasant voice.

Eh? said Archie, revolving sharply on his axis.

He found himself confronting the hurried gentleman who had run upstairs. This sprinter had produced an automatic pistol, and was pointing it in a truculent manner at his head. Archie stared at his host, and his host stared at him.

Put your hands up, he said.

Oh, right-o! Absolutely! said Archie. But I mean to say—

The other was drinking him in with considerable astonishment. Archies costume seemed to have made a powerful impression upon him.

Who the devil are you? he enquired.

Me? Oh, my names—

Never mind your name. What are you doing here?

Well, as a matter of fact, I popped in to ask if I might use your phone. You see—

A certain relief seemed to temper the austerity of the others gaze. As a visitor, Archie, though surprising, seemed to be better than he had expected.

I dont know what to do with you, he said, meditatively.

If youd just let me toddle to the phone—

Likely! said the man. He appeared to reach a decision. Here, go into that room.

He indicated with a jerk of his head the open door of what was apparently a bedroom at the farther end of the studio.

I take it, said Archie, chattily, that all this may seem to you not a little rummy.

Get on!

I was only saying—

Well, I havent time to listen. Get a move on!

The bedroom was in a state of untidiness which eclipsed anything which Archie had ever witnessed. The other appeared to be moving house. Bed, furniture, and floor were covered with articles of clothing. A silk shirt wreathed itself about Archies ankles as he stood gaping, and, as he moved farther into the room, his path was paved with ties and collars.

Sit down! said Elmer M. Moon, abruptly.

Right-o! Thanks, said Archie, I suppose you wouldnt like me to explain, and what not, what?

No! said Mr. Moon. I havent got your spare time. Put your hands behind that chair.

Archie did so, and found them immediately secured by what felt like a silk tie. His assiduous host then proceeded to fasten his ankles in a like manner. This done, he seemed to feel that he had done all that was required of him, and he returned to the packing of a large suitcase which stood by the window.

I say! said Archie.

Mr. Moon, with the air of a man who has remembered something which he had overlooked, shoved a sock in his guests mouth and resumed his packing. He was what might be called an impressionist packer. His aim appeared to be speed rather than neatness. He bundled his belongings in, closed the bag with some difficulty, and, stepping to the window, opened it. Then he climbed out on to the fire-escape, dragged the suit-case after him, and was gone.

Archie, left alone, addressed himself to the task of freeing his prisoned limbs. The job proved much easier than he had expected. Mr. Moon, that hustler, had wrought for the moment, not for all time. A practical man, he had been content to keep his visitor shackled merely for such a period as would permit him to make his escape unhindered. In less than ten minutes Archie, after a good deal of snake-like writhing, was pleased to discover that the thingummy attached to his wrists had loosened sufficiently to enable him to use his hands. He untied himself and got up.

He now began to tell himself that out of evil cometh good. His encounter with the elusive Mr. Moon had not been an agreeable one, but it had had this solid advantage, that it had left him right in the middle of a great many clothes. And Mr. Moon, whatever his moral defects, had the one excellent quality of taking about the same size as himself. Archie, casting a covetous eye upon a tweed suit which lay on the bed, was on the point of climbing into the trousers when on the outer door of the studio there sounded a forceful knocking.

Open up here!


THE BOMB
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ARCHIE BOUNDED SILENTLY out into the other room and stood listening tensely. He was not a naturally querulous man, but he did feel at this point that Fate was picking on him with a somewhat undue severity.

In th name av th Law!

There are times when the best of us lose our heads. At this juncture Archie should undoubtedly have gone to the door, opened it, explained his presence in a few well-chosen words, and generally have passed the whole thing off with ready tact. But the thought of confronting a posse of police in his present costume caused him to look earnestly about him for a hiding-place.

Up against the farther wall was a settee with a high, arching back, which might have been put there for that special purpose. He inserted himself behind this, just as a splintering crash announced that the Law, having gone through the formality of knocking with its knuckles, was now getting busy with an axe. A moment later the door had given way, and the room was full of trampling feet. Archie wedged himself against the wall with the quiet concentration of a clam nestling in its shell, and hoped for the best.

It seemed to him that his immediate future depended for better or for worse entirely on the native intelligence of the Force. If they were the bright, alert men he hoped they were, they would see all that junk in the bedroom and, deducing from it that their quarry had stood not upon the order of his going but had hopped it, would not waste time in searching a presumably empty apartment. If, on the other hand, they were the obtuse, flat-footed persons who occasionally find their way into the ranks of even the most enlightened constabularies, they would undoubtedly shift the settee and drag him into a publicity from which his modest soul shrank. He was enchanted, therefore, a few moments later, to hear a gruff voice state that th mutt had beaten it down th fire-escape. His opinion of the detective abilities of the New York police force rose with a bound.

There followed a brief council of war, which, as it took place in the bedroom, was inaudible to Archie except as a distant growling noise. He could distinguish no words, but, as it was succeeded by a general trampling of large boots in the direction of the door and then by silence, he gathered that the pack, having drawn the studio and found it empty, had decided to return to other and more profitable duties. He gave them a reasonable interval for removing themselves, and then poked his head cautiously over the settee.

All was peace. The place was empty. No sound disturbed the stillness.

Archie emerged. For the first time in this morning of disturbing occurrences he began to feel that God was in his heaven and all right with the world. At last things were beginning to brighten up a bit, and life might be said to have taken on some of the aspects of a good egg. He stretched himself, for it is cramping work lying under settees, and, proceeding to the bedroom, picked up the tweed trousers again.

Clothes had a fascination for Archie. Another man, in similar circumstances, might have hurried over his toilet; but Archie, faced by a difficult choice of ties, rather strung the thing out. He selected a specimen which did great credit to the taste of Mr. Moon, evidently one of our snappiest dressers, found that it did not harmonise with the deeper meaning of the tweed suit, removed it, chose another, and was adjusting the bow and admiring the effect, when his attention was diverted by a slight sound which was half a cough and half a sniff; and, turning, found himself gazing into the clear blue eyes of a large man in uniform, who had stepped into the room from the fire-escape. He was swinging a substantial club in a negligent sort of way, and he looked at Archie with a total absence of bonhomie.

Ah! he observed.

Oh, THERE you are! said Archie, subsiding weakly against the chest of drawers. He gulped. Of course, I can see youre thinking all this pretty tolerably weird and all that, he proceeded, in a propitiatory voice.

The policeman attempted no analysis of his emotions, He opened a mouth which a moment before had looked incapable of being opened except with the assistance of powerful machinery, and shouted a single word.

Cassidy!

A distant voice gave tongue in answer. It was like alligators roaring to their mates across lonely swamps.

There was a rumble of footsteps in the region of the stairs, and presently there entered an even larger guardian of the Law than the first exhibit. He, too, swung a massive club, and, like his colleague, he gazed frostily at Archie.

God save Ireland! he remarked.

The words appeared to be more in the nature of an expletive than a practical comment on the situation. Having uttered them, he draped himself in the doorway like a colossus, and chewed gum.

Where ja get him? he enquired, after a pause.

Found him in here attimpting to disguise himself.

I told Cap. he was hiding somewheres, but he would have it that hed beat it down th escape, said the gum-chewer, with the sombre triumph of the underling whose sound advice has been overruled by those above him. He shifted his wholesome (or, as some say, unwholesome) morsel to the other side of his mouth, and for the first time addressed Archie directly. Yere pinched! he observed.

Archie started violently. The bleak directness of the speech roused him with a jerk from the dream-like state into which he had fallen. He had not anticipated this. He had assumed that there would be a period of tedious explanations to be gone through before he was at liberty to depart to the cosy little lunch for which his interior had been sighing wistfully this long time past; but that he should be arrested had been outside his calculations. Of course, he could put everything right eventually; he could call witnesses to his character and the purity of his intentions; but in the meantime the whole dashed business would be in all the papers, embellished with all those unpleasant flippancies to which your newspaper reporter is so prone to stoop when he sees half a chance. He would feel a frightful chump. Chappies would rot him about it to the most fearful extent. Old Brewsters name would come into it, and he could not disguise it from himself that his father-in-law, who liked his name in the papers as little as possible, would be sorer than a sunburned neck.

No, I say, you know! I mean, I mean to say!

Pinched! repeated the rather larger policeman.

And annything ye say, added his slightly smaller colleague, will be used agenst ya t the trial.

And if ya try tescape, said the first speaker, twiddling his club, yall getja block knocked off.

And, having sketched out this admirably clear and neatly-constructed scenario, the two relapsed into silence. Officer Cassidy restored his gum to circulation. Officer Donahue frowned sternly at his boots.

But, I say, said Archie, its all a mistake, you know. Absolutely a frightful error, my dear old constables. Im not the lad youre after at all. The chappie you want is a different sort of fellow altogether. Another blighter entirely.

New York policemen never laugh when on duty. There is probably something in the regulations against it. But Officer Donahue permitted the left corner of his mouth to twitch slightly, and a momentary muscular spasm disturbed the calm of Officer Cassidys granite features, as a passing breeze ruffles the surface of some bottomless lake.

Thats what they all say! observed Officer Donahue.

Its no use tryin that line of talk, said Officer Cassidy. Babcocks squealed.

Sure. Squealed s morning, said Officer Donahue.

Archies memory stirred vaguely.

Babcock? he said. Do you know, that name seems familiar to me, somehow. Im almost sure Ive read it in the paper or something.

Ah, cut it out! said Officer Cassidy, disgustedly. The two constables exchanged a glance of austere disapproval. This hypocrisy pained them. Read it in th paper or something!

By Jove! I remember now. Hes the chappie who was arrested in that bond business. For goodness sake, my dear, merry old constables, said Archie, astounded, you surely arent labouring under the impression that Im the Master-Mind they were talking about in the paper? Why, what an absolutely priceless notion! I mean to say, I ask you, what! Frankly, laddies, do I look like a Master-Mind?

Officer Cassidy heaved a deep sigh, which rumbled up from his interior like the first muttering of a cyclone.

If Id known, he said, regretfully, that this guy was going to turn out a ruddy Englishman, Id have taken a slap at him with m stick and chanced it!

Officer Donahue considered the point well taken.

Ah! he said, understandingly. He regarded Archie with an unfriendly eye. I know th sort well! Trampling on th face av th poor!

Ya cn trample on the poor mans face, said Officer Cassidy, severely; but dont be surprised if one day he bites you in the leg!

But, my dear old sir, protested Archie, Ive never trampled—

One of these days, said Officer Donahue, moodily, the Shannon will flow in blood to the sea!

Absolutely! But—

Officer Cassidy uttered a glad cry.

Why couldnt we hit him a lick, he suggested, brightly, an tell th Cap. he resisted us in th exercise of our jooty?

An instant gleam of approval and enthusiasm came into Officer Donahues eyes. Officer Donahue was not a man who got these luminous inspirations himself, but that did not prevent him appreciating them in others and bestowing commendation in the right quarter. There was nothing petty or grudging about Officer Donahue.

Yere the lad with the head, Tim! he exclaimed admiringly.

It just sorta came to me, said Mr. Cassidy, modestly.

Its a great idea, Timmy!

Just happened to think of it, said Mr. Cassidy, with a coy gesture of self-effacement.

Archie had listened to the dialogue with growing uneasiness. Not for the first time since he had made their acquaintance, he became vividly aware of the exceptional physical gifts of these two men. The New York police force demands from those who would join its ranks an extremely high standard of stature and sinew, but it was obvious that jolly old Donahue and Cassidy must have passed in first shot without any difficulty whatever.

I say, you know, he observed, apprehensively.

And then a sharp and commanding voice spoke from the outer room.

Donahue! Cassidy! What the devil does this mean?

Archie had a momentary impression that an angel had fluttered down to his rescue. If this was the case, the angel had assumed an effective disguise — that of a police captain. The new arrival was a far smaller man than his subordinates — so much smaller that it did Archie good to look at him. For a long time he had been wishing that it were possible to rest his eyes with the spectacle of something of a slightly less out-size nature than his two companions.

Why have you left your posts?

The effect of the interruption on the Messrs. Cassidy and Donahue was pleasingly instantaneous. They seemed to shrink to almost normal proportions, and their manner took on an attractive deference.

Officer Donahue saluted.

If ye plaze, sorr—

Officer Cassidy also saluted, simultaneously.

Twas like this, sorr—

The captain froze Officer Cassidy with a glance and, leaving him congealed, turned to Officer Donahue.

Oi wuz standing on th fire-escape, sorr, said Officer Donahue, in a tone of obsequious respect which not only delighted, but astounded Archie, who hadnt known he could talk like that, accordin to instructions, when I heard a suspicious noise. I crope in, sorr, and found this duck — found the accused, sorr — in front of the mirror, examinin himself. I then called to Officer Cassidy for assistance. We pinched — arrested um, sorr.

The captain looked at Archie. It seemed to Archie that he looked at him coldly and with contempt.

Who is he?

The Master-Mind, sorr.

The what?

The accused, sorr. The man thats wanted.

You may want him. I dont, said the captain. Archie, though relieved, thought he might have put it more nicely. This isnt Moon. Its not a bit like him.

Absolutely not! agreed Archie, cordially. Its all a mistake, old companion, as I was trying to—

Cut it out!

Oh, right-o!

Youve seen the photographs at the station. Do you mean to tell me you see any resemblance?

If ye plaze, sorr, said Officer Cassidy, coming to life.

Well?

We thought hed bin disguising himself, the way he wouldnt be recognised.

Youre a fool! said the captain.

Yes, sorr, said Officer Cassidy, meekly.

So are you, Donahue.

Yes, sorr.

Archies respect for this chappie was going up all the time. He seemed to be able to take years off the lives of these massive blighters with a word. It was like the stories you read about lion-tamers. Archie did not despair of seeing Officer Donahue and his old college chum Cassidy eventually jumping through hoops.

Who are you? demanded the captain, turning to Archie.

Well, my name is—

What are you doing here?

Well, its rather a longish story, you know. Dont want to bore you, and all that.

Im here to listen. You cant bore ME.

Dashed nice of you to put it like that, said Archie, gratefully. I mean to say, makes it easier and so forth. What I mean is, you know how rotten you feel telling the deuce of a long yarn and wondering if the party of the second part is wishing you would turn off the tap and go home. I mean—

If, said the captain, youre reciting something, stop. If youre trying to tell me what youre doing here, make it shorter and easier.

Archie saw his point. Of course, time was money — the modern spirit of hustle — all that sort of thing.

Well, it was this bathing suit, you know, he said.

What bathing suit?

Mine, dont you know, A lemon-coloured contrivance. Rather bright and so forth, but in its proper place not altogether a bad egg. Well, the whole thing started, you know, with my standing on a bally pedestal sort of arrangement in a diving attitude — for the cover, you know. I dont know if you have ever done anything of that kind yourself, but it gives you a most fearful crick in the spine. However, thats rather beside the point, I suppose — dont know why I mentioned it. Well, this morning he was dashed late, so I went out—

What the devil are you talking about?

Archie looked at him, surprised.

Arent I making it clear?

No.

Well, you understand about the bathing suit, dont you? The jolly old bathing suit, youve grasped that, what?

No.

Oh, I say, said Archie. Thats rather a nuisance. I mean to say, the bathing suits what you might call the good old pivot of the whole dashed affair, you see. Well, you understand about the cover, what? Youre pretty clear on the subject of the cover?

What cover?

Why, for the magazine.

What magazine?

Now there you rather have me. One of these bright little periodicals, you know, that you see popping to and fro on the bookstalls.

I dont know what youre talking about, said the captain. He looked at Archie with an expression of distrust and hostility. And Ill tell you straight out I dont like the looks of you. I believe youre a pal of his.

No longer, said Archie, firmly. I mean to say, a chappie who makes you stand on a bally pedestal sort of arrangement and get a crick in the spine, and then doesnt turn up and leaves you biffing all over the countryside in a bathing suit—

The reintroduction of the bathing suit motive seemed to have the worst effect on the captain. He flushed darkly.

Are you trying to josh me? Ive a mind to soak you!

If ye plaze, sorr, cried Officer Donahue and Officer Cassidy in chorus. In the course of their professional career they did not often hear their superior make many suggestions with which they saw eye to eye, but he had certainly, in their opinion, spoken a mouthful now.

No, honestly, my dear old thing, nothing was farther from my thoughts—

He would have spoken further, but at this moment the world came to an end. At least, that was how it sounded. Somewhere in the immediate neighbourhood something went off with a vast explosion, shattering the glass in the window, peeling the plaster from the ceiling, and sending him staggering into the inhospitable arms of Officer Donahue.

The three guardians of the Law stared at one another.

If ye plaze, sorr, said. Officer Cassidy, saluting.

Well?

May I spake, sorr?

Well?

Somethings exploded, sorr!

The information, kindly meant though it was, seemed to annoy the captain.

What the devil did you think I thought had happened? he demanded, with not a little irritation, It was a bomb!

Archie could have corrected this diagnosis, for already a faint but appealing aroma of an alcoholic nature was creeping into the room through a hole in the ceiling, and there had risen before his eyes the picture of J. B. Wheeler affectionately regarding that barrel of his on the previous morning in the studio upstairs. J. B. Wheeler had wanted quick results, and he had got them. Archie had long since ceased to regard J. B. Wheeler as anything but a tumour on the social system, but he was bound to admit that he had certainly done him a good turn now. Already these honest men, diverted by the superior attraction of this latest happening, appeared to have forgotten his existence.

Sorr! said Officer Donahue.

Well?

It came from upstairs, sorr.

Of course it came from upstairs. Cassidy!

Sorr?

Get down into the street, call up the reserves, and stand at the front entrance to keep the crowd back. Well have the whole city here in five minutes.

Right, sorr.

Dont let anyone in.

No, sorr.

Well, see that you dont. Come along, Donahue, now. Look slippy.

On the spot, sorr! said Officer Donahue.

A moment later Archie had the studio to himself. Two minutes later he was picking his way cautiously down the fire-escape after the manner of the recent Mr. Moon. Archie had not seen much of Mr. Moon, but he had seen enough to know that in certain crises his methods were sound and should be followed. Elmer Moon was not a good man; his ethics were poor and his moral code shaky; but in the matter of legging it away from a situation of peril and discomfort he had no superior.


MR. ROSCOE SHERRIFF HAS AN IDEA
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ARCHIE INSERTED A fresh cigarette in his long holder and began to smoke a little moodily. It was about a week after his disturbing adventures in J. B. Wheelers studio, and life had ceased for the moment to be a thing of careless enjoyment. Mr. Wheeler, mourning over his lost home-brew and refusing, like Niobe, to be comforted, has suspended the sittings for the magazine cover, thus robbing Archie of his life-work. Mr. Brewster had not been in genial mood of late. And, in addition to all this, Lucille was away on a visit to a school-friend. And when Lucille went away, she took with her the sunshine. Archie was not surprised at her being popular and in demand among her friends, but that did not help him to become reconciled to her absence.

He gazed rather wistfully across the table at his friend, Roscoe Sherriff, the Press-agent, another of his Pen-and-Ink Club acquaintances. They had just finished lunch, and during the meal Sherriff, who, like most men of action, was fond of hearing the sound of his own voice and liked exercising it on the subject of himself, had been telling Archie a few anecdotes about his professional past. From these the latter had conceived a picture of Roscoe Sherriffs life as a prismatic thing of energy and adventure and well-paid withal — just the sort of life, in fact, which he would have enjoyed leading himself. He wished that he, too, like the Press-agent, could go about the place slipping things over and putting things across. Daniel Brewster, he felt, would have beamed upon a son-in-law like Roscoe Sherriff.

The more I see of America, sighed Archie, the more it amazes me. All you birds seem to have been doing things from the cradle upwards. I wish I could do things!

Well, why dont you?

Archie flicked the ash from his cigarette into the finger-bowl.

Oh, I dont know, you know, he said, Somehow, none of our family ever have. I dont know why it is, but whenever a Moffam starts out to do things he infallibly makes a bloomer. There was a Moffam in the Middle Ages who had a sudden spasm of energy and set out to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, dressed as a wandering friar. Rum ideas they had in those days.

Did he get there?

Absolutely not! Just as he was leaving the front door his favourite hound mistook him for a tramp — or a varlet, or a scurvy knave, or whatever they used to call them at that time — and bit him in the fleshy part of the leg.

Well, at least he started.

Enough to make a chappie start, what?

Roscoe Sherriff sipped his coffee thoughtfully. He was an apostle of Energy, and it seemed to him that he could make a convert of Archie and incidentally do himself a bit of good. For several days he had been, looking for someone like Archie to help him in a small matter which he had in mind.

If youre really keen on doing things, he said, theres something you can do for me right away.

Archie beamed. Action was what his soul demanded.

Anything, dear boy, anything! State your case!

Would you have any objection to putting up a snake for me?

Putting up a snake?

Just for a day or two.

But how do you mean, old soul? Put him up where?

Wherever you live. Where do you live? The Cosmopolis, isnt it? Of course! You married old Brewsters daughter. I remember reading about it.

But, I say, laddie, I dont want to spoil your day and disappoint you and so forth, but my jolly old father-in-law would never let me keep a snake. Why, its as much as I can do to make him let me stop on in the place.

He wouldnt know.

Theres not much that goes on in the hotel that he doesnt know, said Archie, doubtfully.

He mustnt know. The whole point of the thing is that it must be a dead secret.

Archie flicked some more ash into the finger-bowl.

I dont seem absolutely to have grasped the affair in all its aspects, if you know what I mean, he said. I mean to say — in the first place — why would it brighten your young existence if I entertained this snake of yours?

Its not mine. It belongs to Mme. Brudowska. Youve heard of her, of course?

Oh yes. Shes some sort of performing snake female in vaudeville or something, isnt she, or something of that species or order?

Youre near it, but not quite right. She is the leading exponent of high-brow tragedy on any stage in the civilized world.

Absolutely! I remember now. My wife lugged me to see her perform one night. It all comes back to me. She had me wedged in an orchestra-stall before I knew what I was up against, and then it was too late. I remember reading in some journal or other that she had a pet snake, given her by some Russian prince or other, what?

That, said Sherriff, was the impression I intended to convey when I sent the story to the papers. Im her Press-agent. As a matter of fact, I bought Peter-its names Peter-myself down on the East Side. I always believe in animals for Press-agent stunts. Ive nearly always had good results. But with Her Nibs Im handicapped. Shackled, so to speak. You might almost say my genius is stifled. Or strangled, if you prefer it.

Anything you say, agreed Archie, courteously, But how? Why is your what-dyou-call-it whats-its-named?

She keeps me on a leash. She wont let me do anything with a kick in it. If Ive suggested one rip-snorting stunt, Ive suggested twenty, and every time she turns them down on the ground that that sort of thing is beneath the dignity of an artist in her position. It doesnt give a fellow a chance. So now Ive made up my mind to do her good by stealth. Im going to steal her snake.

Steal it? Pinch it, as it were?

Yes. Big story for the papers, you see. Shes grown very much attached to Peter. Hes her mascot. I believe shes practically kidded herself into believing that Russian prince story. If I can sneak it away and keep it away for a day or two, shell do the rest. Shell make such a fuss that the papers will be full of it.

I see.

Wow, any ordinary woman would work in with me. But not Her Nibs. She would call it cheap and degrading and a lot of other things. Its got to be a genuine steal, and, if Im caught at it, I lose my job. So thats where you come in.

But where am I to keep the jolly old reptile?

Oh, anywhere. Punch a few holes in a hat-box, and make it up a shakedown inside. Itll be company for you.

Something in that. My wifes away just now and its a bit lonely in the evenings.

Youll never be lonely with Peter around. Hes a great scout. Always merry and bright.

He doesnt bite, I suppose, or sting or what-not?

He may what-not occasionally. It depends on the weather. But, outside of that, hes as harmless as a canary.

Dashed dangerous things, canaries, said Archie, thoughtfully. They peck at you.

Dont weaken! pleaded the Press-agent

Oh, all right. Ill take him. By the way, touching the matter of browsing and sluicing. What do I feed him on?

Oh, anything. Bread-and-milk or fruit or soft-boiled egg or dog-biscuit or ants-eggs. You know — anything you have yourself. Well, Im much obliged for your hospitality. Ill do the same for you another time. Now I must be getting along to see to the practical end of the thing. By the way, Her Nibs lives at the Cosmopolis, too. Very convenient. Well, so long. See you later.

Archie, left alone, began for the first time to have serious doubts. He had allowed himself to be swayed by Mr. Sherriffs magnetic personality, but now that the other had removed himself he began to wonder if he had been entirely wise to lend his sympathy and co-operation to the scheme. He had never had intimate dealings with a snake before, but he had kept silkworms as a child, and there had been the deuce of a lot of fuss and unpleasantness over them. Getting into the salad and what-not. Something seemed to tell him that he was asking for trouble with a loud voice, but he had given his word and he supposed he would have to go through with it.

He lit another cigarette and wandered out into Fifth Avenue. His usually smooth brow was ruffled with care. Despite the eulogies which Sherriff had uttered concerning Peter, he found his doubts increasing. Peter might, as the Press-agent had stated, be a great scout, but was his little Garden of Eden on the fifth floor of the Cosmopolis Hotel likely to be improved by the advent of even the most amiable and winsome of serpents? However — 

Moffam! My dear fellow!

The voice, speaking suddenly in his ear from behind, roused Archie from his reflections. Indeed, it roused him so effectually that he jumped a clear inch off the ground and bit his tongue. Revolving on his axis, he found himself confronting a middle-aged man with a face like a horse. The man was dressed in something of an old-world style. His clothes had an English cut. He had a drooping grey moustache. He also wore a grey bowler hat flattened at the crown — but who are we to judge him?

Archie Moffam! I have been trying to find you all the morning.

Archie had placed him now. He had not seen General Mannister for several years — not, indeed, since the days when he used to meet him at the home of young Lord Seacliff, his nephew. Archie had been at Eton and Oxford with Seacliff, and had often visited him in the Long Vacation.

Halloa, General! What ho, what ho! What on earth are you doing over here?

Lets get out of this crush, my boy. General Mannister steered Archie into a side-street, Thats better. He cleared his throat once or twice, as if embarrassed. Ive brought Seacliff over, he said, finally.

Dear old Squiffy here? Oh, I say! Great work!

General Mannister did not seem to share his enthusiasm. He looked like a horse with a secret sorrow. He coughed three times, like a horse who, in addition to a secret sorrow, had contracted asthma.

You will find Seacliff changed, he said. Let me see, how long is it since you and he met?

Archie reflected.

I was demobbed just about a year ago. I saw him in Paris about a year before that. The old egg got a bit of shrapnel in his foot or something, didnt he? Anyhow, I remember he was sent home.

His foot is perfectly well again now. But, unfortunately, the enforced inaction led to disastrous results. You recollect, no doubt, that Seacliff always had a — a tendency; — a — a weakness — it was a family failing—

Mopping it up, do you mean? Shifting it? Looking on the jolly old stuff when it was red and what not, what?

Exactly.

Archie nodded.

Dear old Squiffy was always rather-a lad for the wassail-bowl. When I met him in Paris, I remember, he was quite tolerably blotto.

Precisely. And the failing has, I regret to say, grown on him since he returned from the war. My poor sister was extremely worried. In fact, to cut a long story short, I induced him to accompany me to America. I am attached to the British Legation in Washington now, you know.

Oh, really?

I wished Seacliff to come with me to Washington, but he insists on remaining in New York. He stated specifically that the thought of living in Washington gave him the — what was the expression he used?

The pip?

The pip. Precisely.

But what was the idea of bringing him to America?

This admirable Prohibition enactment has rendered America — to my mind — the ideal place for a young man of his views. The General looked at his watch. It is most fortunate that I happened to run into you, my dear fellow. My train for Washington leaves in another hour, and I have packing to do. I want to leave poor Seacliff in your charge while I am gone.

Oh, I say! What!

You can look after him. I am credibly informed that even now there are places in New York where a determined young man may obtain the — er — stuff, and I should be infinitely obliged — and my poor sister would be infinitely grateful — if you would keep an eye on him. He hailed a taxi-cab. I am sending Seacliff round to the Cosmopolis to-night. I am sure you, will do everything you can. Good-bye, my boy, good-bye.

Archie continued his walk. This, he felt, was beginning to be a bit thick. He smiled a bitter, mirthless smile as he recalled the fact that less than half an hour had elapsed since he had expressed a regret that he did not belong to the ranks of those who do things. Fate since then had certainly supplied him with jobs with a lavish hand. By bed-time he would be an active accomplice to a theft, valet and companion to a snake he had never met, and — as far as could gather the scope of his duties — a combination of nursemaid and private detective to dear old Squiffy.

It was past four oclock when he returned to the Cosmopolis. Roscoe Sherriff was pacing the lobby of the hotel nervously, carrying a small hand-bag.

Here you are at last! Good heavens, man, Ive been waiting two hours.

Sorry, old bean. I was musing a bit and lost track of the time.

The Press-agent looked cautiously round. There was nobody within earshot.

Here he is! he said.

Who?

Peter.

Where? said Archie, staring blankly.

In this bag. Did you expect to find him strolling arm-in-arm with me round the lobby? Here you are! Take him!

He was gone. And Archie, holding the bag, made his way to the lift. The bag squirmed gently in his grip.

The only other occupant of the lift was a striking-looking woman of foreign appearance, dressed in a way that made Archie feel that she must be somebody or she couldnt look like that. Her face, too, seemed vaguely familiar. She entered the lift at the second floor where the tea-room is, and she had the contented expression of one who had tead to her satisfaction. She got off at the same floor as Archie, and walked swiftly, in a lithe, pantherist way, round the bend in the corridor. Archie followed more slowly. When he reached the door of his room, the passage was empty. He inserted the key in his door, turned it, pushed the door open, and pocketed the key. He was about to enter when the bag again squirmed gently in his grip.

From the days of Pandora, through the epoch of Bluebeards wife, down to the present time, one of the chief failings of humanity has been the disposition to open things that were better closed. It would have been simple for Archie to have taken another step and put a door between himself and the world, but there came to him the irresistible desire to peep into the bag now — not three seconds later, but now. All the way up in the lift he had been battling with the temptation, and now he succumbed.

The bag was one of those simple bags with a thingummy which you press. Archie pressed it. And, as it opened, out popped the head of Peter. His eyes met Archies. Over his head there seemed to be an invisible mark of interrogation. His gaze was curious, but kindly. He appeared to be saying to himself, Have I found a friend?

Serpents, or Snakes, says the Encyclopaedia, are reptiles of the saurian class Ophidia, characterised by an elongated, cylindrical, limbless, scaly form, and distinguished from lizards by the fact that the halves (RAMI) of the lower jaw are not solidly united at the chin, but movably connected by an elastic ligament. The vertebra are very numerous, gastrocentrous, and procoelous. And, of course, when they put it like that, you can see at once that a man might spend hours with combined entertainment and profit just looking at a snake.

Archie would no doubt have done this; but long before he had time really to inspect the halves (RAMI) of his new friends lower jaw and to admire its elastic fittings, and long before the gastrocentrous and procoelous character of the others vertebrae had made any real impression on him, a piercing scream almost at his elbow — startled him out of his scientific reverie. A door opposite had opened, and the woman of the elevator was standing staring at him with an expression of horror and fury that went through, him like a knife. It was the expression which, more than anything else, had made Mme. Brudowska what she was professionally. Combined with a deep voice and a sinuous walk, it enabled her to draw down a matter of a thousand dollars per week.

Indeed, though the fact gave him little pleasure, Archie, as a matter of fact, was at this moment getting about — including war-tax — two dollars and seventy-five cents worth of the great emotional star for nothing. For, having treated him gratis to the look of horror and fury, she now moved towards him with the sinuous walk and spoke in the tone which she seldom permitted herself to use before the curtain of act two, unless there was a whale of a situation that called for it in act one.

Thief!

It was the way she said it.

Archie staggered backwards as though he had been hit between the eyes, fell through the open door of his room, kicked it to with a flying foot, and collapsed on the bed. Peter, the snake, who had fallen on the floor with a squashy sound, looked surprised and pained for a moment; then, being a philosopher at heart, cheered up and began hunting for flies under the bureau.


A DISTURBED NIGHT FOR DEAR OLD SQUIFFY
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PERIL SHARPENS THE intellect. Archies mind as a rule worked in rather a languid and restful sort of way, but now it got going with a rush and a whir. He glared round the room. He had never seen a room so devoid of satisfactory cover. And then there came to him a scheme, a ruse. It offered a chance of escape. It was, indeed, a bit of all right.

Peter, the snake, loafing contentedly about the carpet, found himself seized by what the Encyclopaedia calls the distensible gullet and looked up reproachfully. The next moment he was in his bag again; and Archie, bounding silently into the bathroom, was tearing the cord off his dressing-gown.

There came a banging at the door. A voice spoke sternly. A masculine voice this time.

Say! Open this door!

Archie rapidly attached the dressing-gown cord to the handle of the bag, leaped to the window, opened it, tied the cord to a projecting piece of iron on the sill, lowered Peter and the bag into the depths, and closed the window again. The whole affair took but a few seconds. Generals have received the thanks of their nations for displaying less resource on the field of battle.

He opened the-door. Outside stood the bereaved woman, and beside her a bullet-headed gentleman with a bowler hat on the back of his head, in whom Archie recognised the hotel detective.

The hotel detective also recognised Archie, and the stern cast of his features relaxed. He even smiled a rusty but propitiatory smile. He imagined — erroneously — that Archie, being the son-in-law of the owner of the hotel, had a pull with that gentleman; and he resolved to proceed warily lest he jeopardise his job.

Why, Mr. Moffam! he said, apologetically. I didnt know it was you I was disturbing.

Always glad to have a chat, said Archie, cordially. What seems to be the trouble?

My snake! cried the queen of tragedy. Where is my snake?

Archie, looked at the detective. The detective looked at Archie.

This lady, said the detective, with a dry little cough, thinks her snake is in your room, Mr. Moffam.

Snake?

Snakes what the lady said.

My snake! My Peter! Mme. Brudowskas voice shook with emotion. He is here — here in this room.

Archie shook his head.

No snakes here! Absolutely not! I remember noticing when I came in.

The snake is here — here in this room. This man had it in a bag! I saw him! He is a thief!

Easy, maam! protested the detective. Go easy! This gentleman is the bosss son-in-law.

I care not who he is! He has my snake! Here— here in this room!

Mr. Moffam wouldnt go round stealing snakes.

Rather not, said Archie. Never stole a snake in my life. None of the Moffams have ever gone about stealing snakes. Regular family tradition! Though I once had an uncle who kept gold-fish.

Here he is! Here! My Peter!

Archie looked at the detective. The detective looked at Archie. We must humour her! their glances said.

Of course, said Archie, if youd like to search the room, what? What I mean to say is, this is Liberty Hall. Everybody welcome! Bring the kiddies!

I will search the room! said Mme. Brudowska.

The detective glanced apologetically at Archie.

Dont blame me for this, Mr. Moffam, he urged.

Rather not! Only too glad youve dropped in!

He took up an easy attitude against the window, and watched the empress of the emotional drama explore. Presently she desisted, baffled. For an instant she paused, as though about to speak, then swept from the room. A moment later a door banged across the passage.

How do they get that way? queried the detective, Well, gbye, Mr. Moffam. Sorry to have butted in.

The door closed. Archie waited a few moments, then went to the window and hauled in the slack. Presently the bag appeared over the edge of the window-sill.

Good God! said Archie.

In the rush and swirl of recent events he must have omitted to see that the clasp that fastened the bag was properly closed; for the bag, as it jumped on to the window-sill, gaped at him like a yawning face. And inside it there was nothing.

Archie leaned as far out of the window as he could manage without committing suicide. Far below him, the traffic took its usual course and the pedestrians moved to and fro upon the pavements. There was no crowding, no excitement. Yet only a few moments before a long green snake with three hundred ribs, a distensible gullet, and gastrocentrous vertebras must have descended on that street like the gentle rain from Heaven upon the place beneath. And nobody seemed even interested. Not for the first time since he had arrived in America, Archie marvelled at the cynical detachment of the New Yorker, who permits himself to be surprised at nothing.

He shut the window and moved away with a heavy Heart. He had not had the pleasure of an extended acquaintanceship with Peter, but he had seen enough of him to realise his sterling qualities. Somewhere beneath Peters three hundred ribs there had lain a heart of gold, and Archie mourned for his loss.

Archie had a dinner and theatre engagement that night, and it was late when he returned to the hotel. He found his father-in-law prowling restlessly about the lobby. There seemed to be something on Mr. Brewsters mind. He came up to Archie with a brooding frown on his square face.

Whos this man Seacliff? he demanded, without preamble. I hear hes a friend of yours.

Oh, youve met him, what? said Archie. Had a nice little chat together, yes? Talked of this and that, no!

We have not said a word to each other.

Really? Oh, well, dear old Squiffy is one of those strong, silent fellers you know. You mustnt mind if hes a bit dumb. He never says much, but its whispered round the clubs that he thinks a lot. It was rumoured in the spring of nineteen-thirteen that Squiffy was on the point of making a bright remark, but it never came to anything.

Mr. Brewster struggled with his feelings.

Who is he? You seem to know him.

Oh yes. Great pal of mine, Squiffy. We went through Eton, Oxford, and the Bankruptcy Court together. And heres a rummy coincidence. When they examined ME, I had no assets. And, when they examined Squiffy, HE had no assets! Rather extraordinary, what?

Mr. Brewster seemed to be in no mood for discussing coincidences.

I might have known he was a friend of yours! he said, bitterly. Well, if you want to see him, youll have to do it outside my hotel.

Why, I thought he was stopping here.

He is — to-night. To-morrow he can look for some other hotel to break up.

Great Scot! Has dear old Squiffy been breaking the place up?

Mr. Brewster snorted.

I am informed that this precious friend of yours entered my grill-room at eight oclock. He must have been completely intoxicated, though the head waiter tells me he noticed nothing at the time.

Archie nodded approvingly.

Dear old Squiffy was always like that. Its a gift. However woozled he might be, it was impossible to detect it with the naked eye. Ive seen the dear old chap many a time whiffled to the eyebrows, and looking as sober as a bishop. Soberer! When did it begin to dawn on the lads in the grill-room that the old egg had been pushing the boat out?

The head waiter, said Mr. Brewster, with cold fury, tells me that he got a hint of the mans condition when he suddenly got up from his table and went the round of the room, pulling off all the table-cloths, and breaking everything that was on them. He then threw a number of rolls at the diners, and left. He seems to have gone straight to bed.

Dashed sensible of him, what? Sound, practical chap, Squiffy. But where on earth did he get the — er — materials?

From his room. I made enquiries. He has six large cases in his room.

Squiffy always was a chap of infinite resource! Well, Im dashed sorry this should have happened, dont you know.

If it hadnt been for you, the man would never have come here. Mr. Brewster brooded coldly. I dont know why it is, but ever since you came to this hotel Ive had nothing but trouble.

Dashed sorry! said Archie, sympathetically.

Grrh! said Mr. Brewster.

Archie made his way meditatively to the lift. The injustice of his father-in-laws attitude pained him. It was absolutely rotten and all that to be blamed for everything that went wrong in the Hotel Cosmopolis.

While this conversation was in progress, Lord Seacliff was enjoying a refreshing sleep in his room on the fourth floor. Two hours passed. The noise of the traffic in the street below faded away. Only the rattle of an occasional belated cab broke the silence. In the hotel all was still. Mr. Brewster had gone to bed. Archie, in his room, smoked meditatively. Peace may have been said to reign.

At half-past two Lord Seacliff awoke. His hours of slumber were always irregular. He sat up in bed and switched the light on. He was a shock-headed young man with a red face and a hot brown eye. He yawned and stretched himself. His head was aching a little. The room seemed to him a trifle close. He got out of bed and threw open the window. Then, returning to bed, he picked up a book and began to read. He was conscious of feeling a little jumpy, and reading generally sent him to sleep.

Much has been written on the subject of bed-books. The general consensus of opinion is that a gentle, slow-moving story makes the best opiate. If this be so, dear old Squiffys choice of literature had been rather injudicious. His book was The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, and the particular story, which he selected for perusal was the one entitled, The Speckled Band. He was not a great reader, but, when he read, he liked something with a bit of zip to it.

Squiffy became absorbed. He had read the story before, but a long time back, and its complications were fresh to him. The tale, it may be remembered, deals with the activities of an ingenious gentleman who kept a snake, and used to loose it into peoples bedrooms as a preliminary to collecting on their insurance. It gave Squiffy pleasant thrills, for he had always had a particular horror of snakes. As a child, he had shrunk from visiting the serpent house at the Zoo; and, later, when he had come to mans estate and had put off childish things, and settled down in real earnest to his self-appointed mission of drinking up all the alcoholic fluid in England, the distaste for Ophidia had lingered. To a dislike for real snakes had been added a maturer shrinking from those which existed only in his imagination. He could still recall his emotions on the occasion, scarcely three months before, when he had seen a long, green serpent which a majority of his contemporaries had assured him wasnt there.

Squiffy read on: — 

Suddenly another sound became audible — a very gentle, soothing sound, like that of a small jet of steam escaping continuously from a kettle.

Lord Seacliff looked up from his book with a start Imagination was beginning to play him tricks. He could have sworn that he had actually heard that identical sound. It had seemed to come from the window. He listened again. No! All was still. He returned to his book and went on reading.

It was a singular sight that met our eyes. Beside the table, on a wooden chair, sat Doctor Grimesby Rylott, clad in a long dressing-gown. His chin was cocked upward and his eyes were fixed in a dreadful, rigid stare at the corner of the ceiling. Round his brow he had a peculiar yellow band, with brownish speckles, which seemed to be bound tightly round his head.

I took a step forward. In an instant his strange head-gear began to move, and there reared itself from among his hair the squat, diamond-shaped head and puffed neck of a loathsome serpent...

Ugh! said Squiffy.

He closed the book and put it down. His head was aching worse than ever. He wished now that he had read something else. No fellow could read himself to sleep with this sort of thing. People ought not to write this sort of thing.

His heart gave a bound. There it was again, that hissing sound. And this time he was sure it came from the window.

He looked at the window, and remained staring, frozen. Over the sill, with a graceful, leisurely movement, a green snake was crawling. As it crawled, it raised its head and peered from side to side, like a shortsighted man looking for his spectacles. It hesitated a moment on the edge of the sill, then wriggled to the floor and began to cross the room. Squiffy stared on.

It would have pained Peter deeply, for he was a snake of great sensibility, if he had known how much his entrance had disturbed the occupant of the room. He himself had no feeling but gratitude for the man who had opened the window and so enabled him to get in out of the rather nippy night air. Ever since the bag had swung open and shot him out onto the sill of the window below Archies, he had been waiting patiently for something of the kind to happen. He was a snake who took things as they came, and was prepared to rough it a bit if necessary; but for the last hour or two he had been hoping that somebody would do something practical in the way of getting him in out of the cold. When at home, he had an eiderdown quilt to sleep on, and the stone of the window-sill was a little trying to a snake of regular habits. He crawled thankfully across the floor under Squiffys bed. There was a pair of trousers there, for his host had undressed when not in a frame of mind to fold his clothes neatly and place them upon a chair. Peter looked the trousers over. They were not an eiderdown quilt, but they would serve. He curled up in them and went to sleep. He had had an exciting day, and was glad to turn in.

After about ten minutes, the tension of Squiffys attitude relaxed. His heart, which had seemed to suspend its operations, began beating again. Reason reasserted itself. He peeped cautiously under the bed. He could see nothing.

Squiffy was convinced. He told himself that he had never really believed in Peter as a living thing. It stood to reason that there couldnt really be a snake in his room. The window looked out on emptiness. His room was several stories above the ground. There was a stern, set expression on Squiffys face as he climbed out of bed. It was the expression of a man who is turning over a new leaf, starting a new life. He looked about the room for some implement which would carry out the deed he had to do, and finally pulled out one of the curtain-rods. Using this as a lever, he broke open the topmost of the six cases which stood in the corner. The soft wood cracked and split. Squiffy drew out a straw-covered bottle. For a moment he stood looking at it, as a man might gaze at a friend on the point of death. Then, with a sudden determination, he went into the bathroom. There was a crash of glass and a gurgling sound.

Half an hour later the telephone in Archies room rang. I say, Archie, old top, said the voice of Squiffy.

Halloa, old bean! Is that you?

I say, could you pop down here for a second? Im rather upset.

Absolutely! Which room?

Four-forty-one.

Ill be with you eftsoons or right speedily.

Thanks, old man.

What appears to be the difficulty?

Well, as a matter of fact, I thought I saw a snake!

A snake!

Ill tell you all about it when you come down.

Archie found Lord Seacliff seated on his bed. An arresting aroma of mixed drinks pervaded the atmosphere.

I say! What? said Archie, inhaling.

Thats all right. Ive been pouring my stock away. Just finished the last bottle.

But why?

I told you. I thought I saw a snake!

Green?

Squiffy shivered slightly.

Frightfully green!

Archie hesitated. He perceived that there are moments when silence is the best policy. He had been worrying himself over the unfortunate case of his friend, and now that Fate seemed to have provided a solution, it would be rash to interfere merely to ease the old beans mind. If Squiffy was going to reform because he thought he had seen an imaginary snake, better not to let him know that the snake was a real one.

Dashed serious! he said.

Bally dashed serious! agreed Squiffy. Im going to cut it out!

Great scheme!

You dont think, asked Squiffy, with a touch of hopefulness, that it could have been a real snake?

Never heard of the management supplying them.

I thought it went under the bed.

Well, take a look.

Squiffy shuddered.

Not me! I say, old top, you know, I simply cant sleep in this room now. I was wondering if you could give me a doss somewhere in yours.

Rather! Im in five-forty-one. Just above. Trot along up. Heres the key. Ill tidy up a bit here, and join you in a minute.

Squiffy put on a dressing-gown and disappeared. Archie looked under the bed. From the trousers the head of Peter popped up with its usual expression of amiable enquiry. Archie nodded pleasantly, and sat down on the bed. The problem of his little friends immediate future wanted thinking over.

He lit a cigarette and remained for a while in thought. Then he rose. An admirable solution had presented itself. He picked Peter up and placed him in the pocket of his dressing-gown. Then, leaving the room, he mounted the stairs till he reached the seventh floor. Outside a room half-way down the corridor he paused.

From within, through the open transom, came the rhythmical snoring of a good man taking his rest after the labours of the day. Mr. Brewster was always a heavy sleeper.

Theres always a way, thought Archie, philosophically, if a chappie only thinks of it.

His father-in-laws snoring took on a deeper note. Archie extracted Peter from his pocket and dropped him gently through the transom.


A LETTER FROM PARKER
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AS THE DAYS went by and he settled down at the Hotel Cosmopolis, Archie, looking about him and revising earlier judgments, was inclined to think that of all his immediate circle he most admired Parker, the lean, grave valet of Mr. Daniel Brewster. Here was a man who, living in the closest contact with one of the most difficult persons in New York, contrived all the while to maintain an unbowed head, and, as far as one could gather from appearances, a tolerably cheerful disposition. A great man, judge him by what standard you pleased. Anxious as he was to earn an honest living, Archie would not have changed places with Parker for the salary of a movie-star.

It was Parker who first directed Archies attention to the hidden merits of Pongo. Archie had drifted into his father-in-laws suite one morning, as he sometimes did in the effort to establish more amicable relations, and had found it occupied only by the valet, who was dusting the furniture and bric-a-brac with a feather broom rather in the style of a man-servant at the rise of the curtain of an old-fashioned farce. After a courteous exchange of greetings, Archie sat down and lit a cigarette. Parker went on dusting.

The guvnor, said Parker, breaking the silence, has some nice little objay dar, sir.

Little what?

Objay dar, sir.

Light dawned upon Archie.

Of course, yes. French for junk. I see what you mean now. Dare say youre right, old friend. Dont know much about these things myself.

Parker gave an appreciative flick at a vase on the mantelpiece.

Very valuable, some of the guvnors things. He had picked up the small china figure of the warrior with the spear, and was grooming it with the ostentatious care of one brushing flies off a sleeping Venus. He regarded this figure with a look of affectionate esteem which seemed to Archie absolutely uncalled-for. Archies taste in Art was not precious. To his untutored eye the thing was only one degree less foul than his father-in-laws Japanese prints, which he had always observed with silent loathing. This one, now, continued Parker. Worth a lot of money. Oh, a lot of money.

What, Pongo? said Archie incredulously.

Sir?

I always call that rummy-looking what-not Pongo. Dont know what else you could call him, what!

The valet seemed to disapprove of this levity. He shook his head and replaced the figure on the mantelpiece.

Worth a lot of money, he repeated. Not by itself, no.

Oh, not by itself?

No, sir. Things like this come in pairs. Somewhere or other theres the companion-piece to this here, and if the guvnor could get hold of it, hed have something worth having. Something that connoozers would give a lot of money for. But ones no good without the other. You have to have both, if you understand my meaning, sir.

I see. Like filling a straight flush, what?

Precisely, sir.

Archie gazed at Pongo again, with the dim hope of discovering virtues not immediately apparent to the casual observer. But without success. Pongo left him cold — even chilly. He would not have taken Pongo as a gift, to oblige a dying friend.

How much would the pair be worth? he asked. Ten dollars?

Parker smiled a gravely superior smile. A leetle more than that, sir. Several thousand dollars, more like it.

Do you mean to say, said Archie, with honest amazement, that there are chumps going about loose — absolutely loose — who would pay that for a weird little object like Pongo?

Undoubtedly, sir. These antique china figures are in great demand among collectors.

Archie looked at Pongo once more, and shook his head.

Well, well, well! It takes all sorts to make a world, what!

What might be called the revival of Pongo, the restoration of Pongo to the ranks of the things that matter, took place several weeks later, when Archie was making holiday at the house which his father-in-law had taken for the summer at Brookport. The curtain of the second act may be said to rise on Archie strolling back from the golf-links in the cool of an August evening. From time to time he sang slightly, and wondered idly if Lucille would put the finishing touch upon the all-rightness of everything by coming to meet him and sharing his homeward walk.

She came in view at this moment, a trim little figure in a white skirt and a pale blue sweater. She waved to Archie; and Archie, as always at the sight of her, was conscious of that jumpy, fluttering sensation about the heart, which, translated into words, would have formed the question, What on earth could have made a girl like that fall in love with a chump like me? It was a question which he was continually asking himself, and one which was perpetually in the mind also of Mr. Brewster, his father-in-law. The matter of Archies unworthiness to be the husband of Lucille was practically the only one on which the two men saw eye to eye.

Hallo — allo — allo! said Archie. Here we are, what! I was just hoping you would drift over the horizon.

Lucille kissed him.

Youre a darling, she said. And you look like a Greek god in that suit.

Glad you like it. Archie squinted with some complacency down his chest. I always say it doesnt matter what you pay for a suit, so long as its right. I hope your jolly old father will feel that way when he settles up for it.

Where is father? Why didnt he come back with you?

Well, as a matter of fact, he didnt seem any too keen on my company. I left him in the locker-room chewing a cigar. Gave me the impression of having something on his mind.

Oh, Archie! You didnt beat him AGAIN?

Archie looked uncomfortable. He gazed out to sea with something of embarrassment.

Well, as a matter of fact, old thing, to be absolutely frank, I, as it were, did!

Not badly?

Well, yes! I rather fancy I put it across him with some vim and not a little emphasis. To be perfectly accurate, I licked him by ten and eight.

But you promised me you would let him beat you to-day. You know how pleased it would have made him.

I know. But, light of my soul, have you any idea how dashed difficult it is to get beaten by your festive parent at golf?

Oh, well! Lucille sighed. It cant be helped, I suppose. She felt in the pocket of her sweater. Oh, theres a letter for you. Ive just been to fetch the mail. I dont know who it can be from. The handwriting looks like a vampires. Kind of scrawly.

Archie inspected the envelope. It provided no solution.

Thats rummy! Who could be writing to me?

Open it and see.

Dashed bright scheme! I will, Herbert Parker. Who the deuce is Herbert Parker?

Parker? Fathers valets name was Parker. The one he dismissed when he found he was wearing his shirts.

Do you mean to say any reasonable chappie would willingly wear the sort of shirts your father — ? I mean to say, there must have been some mistake.

Do read the letter. I expect he wants to use your influence with father to have him taken back.

MY influence? With your FATHER? Well, Im dashed. Sanguine sort of Johnny, if he does. Well, heres what he says. Of course, I remember jolly old Parker now — great pal of mine.

Dear Sir, — It is some time since the undersigned had the

honour of conversing with you, but I am respectfully trusting

that you may recall me to mind when I mention that until

recently I served Mr. Brewster, your father-in-law, in the

capacity of valet. Owing to an unfortunate misunderstanding,

I was dismissed from that position and am now temporarily out

of a job. How art thou fallen from Heaven, O Lucifer, son of

the morning! (Isaiah xiv. 12.)

You know, said Archie, admiringly, this bird is hot stuff! I mean to say he writes dashed well.

It is not, however, with my own affairs that I desire to

trouble you, dear sir. I have little doubt that all will be

well with me and that I shall not fall like a sparrow to the

ground. I have been young and now am old; yet have I not

seen the righteous forsaken, nor his seed begging bread

(Psalms xxxvii. 25). My object in writing to you is as

follows. You may recall that I had the pleasure of meeting

you one morning in Mr. Brewsters suite, when we had an

interesting talk on the subject of Mr. B.s objets dart.

You may recall being particularly interested in a small

china figure. To assist your memory, the figure to which I

allude is the one which you whimsically referred to as Pongo.

I informed you, if you remember, that, could the accompanying

figure be secured, the pair would be extremely valuable.



I am glad to say, dear sir, that this has now transpired, and

is on view at Beales Art Galleries on West Forty-Fifth Street,

where it will be sold to-morrow at auction, the sale commencing

at two-thirty sharp. If Mr. Brewster cares to attend, he will,

I fancy, have little trouble in securing it at a reasonable price.

I confess that I had thought of refraining from apprising my late

employer of this matter, but more Christian feelings have

prevailed. If thine enemy hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give

him drink; for in so doing thou shalt heap coals of fire on his

head (Romans xii. 20). Nor, I must confess, am I altogether

uninfluenced by the thought that my action in this matter may

conceivably lead to Mr. B. consenting to forget the past and to

reinstate me in my former position. However, I am confident that

I can leave this to his good feeling.



I remain, respectfully yours,

Herbert Parker.

Lucille clapped her hands.

How splendid! Father will be pleased!

Yes. Friend Parker has certainly found a way to make the old dad fond of him. Wish I could!

But you can, silly! Hell be delighted when you show him that letter.

Yes, with Parker. Old Herb. Parkers is the neck hell fall on — not mine.

Lucille reflected.

I wish— she began. She stopped. Her eyes lit up. Oh, Archie, darling, Ive got an idea!

Decant it.

Why dont you slip up to New York to-morrow and buy the thing, and give it to father as a surprise?

Archie patted her hand kindly. He hated to spoil her girlish day-dreams.

Yes, he said. But reflect, queen of my heart! I have at the moment of going to press just two dollars fifty in specie, which I took off your father this after-noon. We were playing twenty-five cents a Hole. He coughed it up without enthusiasm — in fact, with a nasty hacking sound — but Ive got it. But thats all I have got.

Thats all right. You can pawn that ring and that bracelet of mine.

Oh, I say, what! Pop the family jewels?

Only for a day or two. Of course, once youve got the thing, father will pay us back. He would give you all the money we asked him for, if he knew what it was for. But I want to surprise him. And if you were to go to him and ask him for a thousand dollars without telling him what it was for, he might refuse.

He might! said Archie. He might!

It all works out splendidly. To-morrows the Invitation Handicap, and fathers been looking forward to it for weeks. Hed hate to have to go up to town himself and not play in it. But you can slip up and slip back without his knowing anything about it.

Archie pondered.

It sounds a ripe scheme. Yes, it has all the ear-marks of a somewhat fruity wheeze! By Jove, it IS a fruity wheeze! Its an egg!

An egg?

Good egg, you know. Halloa, heres a postscript. I didnt see it.

P.S. — I should be glad if you would convey my most

cordial respects to Mrs. Moffam. Will you also inform

her that I chanced to meet Mr. William this morning on

Broadway, just off the boat. He desired me to send his

regards and to say that he would be joining you at

Brookport in the course of a day or so. Mr. B. will be

pleased to have him back. A wise son maketh a glad

father (Proverbs x. 1).

Whos Mr. William? asked Archie.

My brother Bill, of course. Ive told you all about him.

Oh yes, of course. Your brother Bill. Rummy to think Ive got a brother-in-law Ive never seen.

You see, we married so suddenly. When we married, Bill was in Yale.

Good God! What for?

Not jail, silly. Yale. The university.

Oh, ah, yes.

Then he went over to Europe for a trip to broaden his mind. You must look him up to-morrow when you get back to New York. Hes sure to be at his club.

Ill make a point of it. Well, vote of thanks to good old Parker! This really does begin to look like the point in my career where I start to have your forbidding old parent eating out of my hand.

Yes, its an egg, isnt it!

Queen of my soul, said Archie enthusiastically, its an omelette!

The business negotiations in connection with the bracelet and the ring occupied Archie on his arrival in New York to an extent which made it impossible for him to call on Brother Bill before lunch. He decided to postpone the affecting meeting of brothers-in-law to a more convenient season, and made his way to his favourite table at the Cosmopolis grill-room for a bite of lunch preliminary to the fatigues of the sale. He found Salvatore hovering about as usual, and instructed him to come to the rescue with a minute steak.

Salvatore was the dark, sinister-looking waiter who attended, among other tables, to the one at the far end of the grill-room at which Archie usually sat. For several weeks Archies conversations with the other had dealt exclusively with the bill of fare and its contents; but gradually he had found himself becoming more personal. Even before the war and its democratising influences, Archie had always lacked that reserve which characterises many Britons; and since the war he had looked on nearly everyone he met as a brother. Long since, through the medium of a series of friendly chats, he had heard all about Salvatores home in Italy, the little newspaper and tobacco shop which his mother owned down on Seventh Avenue, and a hundred other personal details. Archie had an insatiable curiosity about his fellow-man.

Well done, said Archie.

Sare?

The steak. Not too rare, you know.

Very good, sare.

Archie looked at the waiter closely. His tone had been subdued and sad. Of course, you dont expect a waiter to beam all over his face and give three rousing cheers simply because you have asked him to bring you a minute steak, but still there was something about Salvatores manner that disturbed Archie. The man appeared to have the pip. Whether he was merely homesick and brooding on the lost delights of his sunny native land, or whether his trouble was more definite, could only be ascertained by enquiry. So Archie enquired.

Whats the matter, laddie? he said sympathetically. Something on your mind?

Sare?

I say, there seems to be something on your mind. Whats the trouble?

The waiter shrugged his shoulders, as if indicating an unwillingness to inflict his grievances on one of the tipping classes.

Come on! persisted Archie encouragingly. All pals here. Barge along, old thing, and lets have it.

Salvatore, thus admonished, proceeded in a hurried undertone — with one eye on the headwaiter — to lay bare his soul. What he said was not very coherent, but Archie could make out enough of it to gather that it was a sad story of excessive hours and insufficient pay. He mused awhile. The waiters hard case touched him.

Ill tell you what, he said at last. When jolly old Brewster conies back to town — hes away just now — Ill take you along to him and well beard the old boy in his den. Ill introduce you, and you get that extract from Italian opera-off your chest which youve just been singing to me, and youll find itll be all right. He isnt what you might call one of my greatest admirers, but everybody says hes a square sort of cove and hell see you arent snootered. And now, laddie, touching the matter of that steak.

The waiter disappeared, greatly cheered, and Archie, turning, perceived that his friend Reggie van Tuyl was entering the room. He waved to him to join his table. He liked Reggie, and it also occurred to him that a man of the world like the heir of the van Tuyls, who had been popping about New York for years, might be able to give him some much-needed information on the procedure at an auction sale, a matter on which he himself was profoundly ignorant.


DOING FATHER A BIT OF GOOD
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REGGIE VAN TUYL approached the table languidly, and sank down into a chair. He was a long youth with a rather subdued and deflated look, as though the burden of the van Tuyl millions was more than his frail strength could support. Most things tired him.

I say, Reggie, old top, said Archie, youre just the lad I wanted to see. I require the assistance of a blighter of ripe intellect. Tell me, laddie, do you know anything about sales?

Reggie eyed him sleepily.

Sales?

Auction sales.

Reggie considered.

Well, theyre sales, you know. He checked a yawn. Auction sales, you understand.

Yes, said Archie encouragingly. Something — the name or something — seemed to tell me that.

Fellows put things up for sale you know, and other fellows — other fellows go in and — and buy em, if you follow me.

Yes, but whats the procedure? I mean, what do I do? Thats what Im after. Ive got to buy something at Beales this afternoon. How do I set about it?

Well, said Reggie, drowsily, there are several ways of bidding, you know. You can shout, or you can nod, or you can twiddle your fingers— The effort of concentration was too much for him. He leaned back limply in his chair. Ill tell you what. Ive nothing to do this afternoon. Ill come with you and show you.

When he entered the Art Galleries a few minutes later, Archie was glad of the moral support of even such a wobbly reed as Reggie van Tuyl. There is something about an auction room which weighs heavily upon the novice. The hushed interior was bathed in a dim, religious light; and the congregation, seated on small wooden chairs, gazed in reverent silence at the pulpit, where a gentleman of commanding presence and sparkling pince-nez was delivering a species of chant. Behind a gold curtain at the end of the room mysterious forms flitted to and fro. Archie, who had been expecting something on the lines of the New York Stock Exchange, which he had once been privileged to visit when it was in a more than usually feverish mood, found the atmosphere oppressively ecclesiastical. He sat down and looked about him. The presiding priest went on with his chant.

Sixteen-sixteen-sixteen-sixteen-sixteen — worth three hundred — sixteen-sixteen-sixteen-sixteen-sixteen — ought to bring five hundred — sixteen-sixteen-seventeen-seventeen-eighteen-eighteen nineteen-nineteen-nineteen.

He stopped and eyed the worshippers with a glittering and reproachful eye. They had, it seemed, disappointed him. His lips curled, and he waved a hand towards a grimly uncomfortable-looking chair with insecure legs and a good deal of gold paint about it. Gentlemen! Ladies and gentlemen! You are not here to waste my time; I am not here to waste yours. Am I seriously offered nineteen dollars for this eighteenth-century chair, acknowledged to be the finest piece sold in New York for months and months? Am I — twenty? I thank you. Twenty-twenty-twenty-twenty. YOUR opportunity! Priceless. Very few extant. Twenty-five-five-five-five-thirty-thirty. Just what you are looking for. The only one in the City of New York. Thirty-five-five-five-five. Forty-forty-forty-forty-forty. Look at those legs! Back it into the light, Willie. Let the light fall on those legs!

Willie, a sort of acolyte, manoeuvred the chair as directed. Reggie van Tuyl, who had been yawning in a hopeless sort of way, showed his first flicker of interest.

Willie, he observed, eyeing that youth more with pity than reproach, has a face like Jo-Jo the dog-faced boy, dont you think so?

Archie nodded briefly. Precisely the same criticism had occurred to him.

Forty-five-five-five-five-five, chanted the high-priest. Once forty-five. Twice forty-five. Third and last call, forty-five. Sold at forty-five. Gentleman in the fifth row.

Archie looked up and down the row with a keen eye. He was anxious to see who had been chump enough to give forty-five dollars for such a frightful object. He became aware of the dog-faced Willie leaning towards him.

Name, please? said the canine one.

Eh, what? said Archie. Oh, my names Moffam, dont you know. The eyes of the multitude made him feel a little nervous Er — glad to meet you and all that sort of rot.

Ten dollars deposit, please, said Willie.

I dont absolutely follow you, old bean. What is the big thought at the back of all this?

Ten dollars deposit on the chair.

What chair?

You bid forty-five dollars for the chair.

Me?

You nodded, said Willie, accusingly. If, he went on, reasoning closely, you didnt want to bid, why did you nod?

Archie was embarrassed. He could, of course, have pointed out that he had merely nodded in adhesion to the statement that the other had a face like Jo-Jo the dog-faced boy; but something seemed to tell him that a purist might consider the excuse deficient in tact. He hesitated a moment, then handed over a ten-dollar bill, the price of Willies feelings. Willie withdrew like a tiger slinking from the body of its victim.

I say, old thing, said Archie to Reggie, this is a bit thick, you know. No purse will stand this drain.

Reggie considered the matter. His face seemed drawn under the mental strain.

Dont nod again, he advised. If you arent careful, you get into the habit of it. When you want to bid, just twiddle your fingers. Yes, thats the thing. Twiddle!

He sighed drowsily. The atmosphere of the auction room was close; you werent allowed to smoke; and altogether he was beginning to regret that he had come. The service continued. Objects of varying unattractiveness came and went, eulogised by the officiating priest, but coldly received by the congregation. Relations between the former and the latter were growing more and more distant. The congregation seemed to suspect the priest of having an ulterior motive in his eulogies, and the priest seemed to suspect the congregation of a frivolous desire to waste his time. He had begun to speculate openly as to why they were there at all. Once, when a particularly repellent statuette of a nude female with an unwholesome green skin had been offered at two dollars and had found no bidders — the congregation appearing silently grateful for his statement that it was the only specimen of its kind on the continent — he had specifically accused them of having come into the auction room merely with the purpose of sitting down and taking the weight off their feet.

If your thing — your whatever-it-is, doesnt come up soon, Archie, said Reggie, fighting off with an effort the mists of sleep, I rather think I shall be toddling along. What was it you came to get?

Its rather difficult to describe. Its a rummy-looking sort of what-not, made of china or something. I call it Pongo. At least, this one isnt Pongo, dont you know — its his little brother, but presumably equally foul in every respect. Its all rather complicated, I know, but — hallo! He pointed excitedly. By Jove! Were off! There it is! Look! Willies unleashing it now!

Willie, who had disappeared through the gold curtain, had now returned, and was placing on a pedestal a small china figure of delicate workmanship. It was the figure of a warrior in a suit of armour advancing with raised spear upon an adversary. A thrill permeated Archies frame. Parker had not been mistaken. This was undoubtedly the companion-figure to the redoubtable Pongo. The two were identical. Even from where he sat Archie could detect on the features of the figure on the pedestal the same expression of insufferable complacency which had alienated his sympathies from the original Pongo.

The high-priest, undaunted by previous rebuffs, regarded the figure with a gloating enthusiasm wholly unshared by the congregation, who were plainly looking upon Pongos little brother as just another of those things.

This, he said, with a shake in his voice, is something very special. China figure, said to date back to the Ming Dynasty. Unique. Nothing like it on either side of the Atlantic. If I were selling this at Christies in London, where people, he said, nastily, have an educated appreciation of the beautiful, the rare, and the exquisite, I should start the bidding at a thousand dollars. This afternoons experience has taught me that that might possibly be too high. His pince-nez sparkled militantly, as he gazed upon the stolid throng. Will anyone offer me a dollar for this unique figure?

Leap at it, old top, said Reggie van Tuyl. Twiddle, dear boy, twiddle! A dollars reasonable.

Archie twiddled.

One dollar I am offered, said the high-priest, bitterly. One gentleman here is not afraid to take a chance. One gentleman here knows a good thing when he sees one. He abandoned the gently sarcastic manner for one of crisp and direct reproach. Come, come, gentlemen, we are not here to waste time. Will anyone offer me one hundred dollars for this superb piece of— He broke off, and seemed for a moment almost unnerved. He stared at someone in one of the seats in front of Archie. Thank you, he said, with a sort of gulp. One hundred dollars I am offered! One hundred — one hundred — one hundred—

Archie was startled. This sudden, tremendous jump, this wholly unforeseen boom in Pongos, if one might so describe it, was more than a little disturbing. He could not see who his rival was, but it was evident that at least one among those present did not intend to allow Pongos brother to slip by without a fight. He looked helplessly at Reggie for counsel, but Reggie had now definitely given up the struggle. Exhausted nature had done its utmost, and now he was leaning back with closed eyes, breathing softly through his nose. Thrown on his own resources, Archie could think of no better course than to twiddle his fingers again. He did so, and the high-priests chant took on a note of positive exuberance.

Two hundred I am offered. Much better! Turn the pedestal round, Willie, and let them look at it. Slowly! Slowly! You arent spinning a roulette-wheel. Two hundred. Two-two-two-two-two. He became suddenly lyrical. Two-two-two — There was a young lady named Lou, who was catching a train at two-two. Said the porter, Dont worry or hurry or scurry. Its a minute or two to two-two! Two-two-two-two-two!

Archies concern increased. He seemed to be twiddling at this voluble man across seas of misunderstanding. Nothing is harder to interpret to a nicety than a twiddle, and Archies idea of the language of twiddles and the high-priests idea did not coincide by a mile. The high-priest appeared to consider that, when Archie twiddled, it was his intention to bid in hundreds, whereas in fact Archie had meant to signify that he raised the previous bid by just one dollar. Archie felt that, if given time, he could make this clear to the high-priest, but the latter gave him no time. He had got his audience, so to speak, on the run, and he proposed to hustle them before they could rally.

Two hundred — two hundred — two — three — thank you, sir — three-three-three-four-four-five-five-six-six-seven-seven-seven—

Archie sat limply in his wooden chair. He was conscious of a feeling which he had only experienced twice in his life — once when he had taken his first lesson in driving a motor and had trodden on the accelerator instead of the brake; the second time more recently, when he had made his first down-trip on an express lift. He had now precisely the same sensation of being run away with by an uncontrollable machine, and of having left most of his internal organs at some little distance from the rest of his body. Emerging from this welter of emotion, stood out the one clear fact that, be the opposition bidding what it might, he must nevertheless secure the prize. Lucille had sent him to New York expressly to do so. She had sacrificed her jewellery for the cause. She relied on him. The enterprise had become for Archie something almost sacred. He felt dimly like a knight of old hot on the track of the Holy Grail.

He twiddled again. The ring and the bracelet had fetched nearly twelve hundred dollars. Up to that figure his hat was in the ring.

Eight hundred I am offered. Eight hundred. Eight-eight-eight-eight—

A voice spoke from somewhere at the back of the room. A quiet, cold, nasty, determined voice.

Nine!

Archie rose from his seat and spun round. This mean attack from the rear stung his fighting spirit. As he rose, a young man sitting immediately in front of him rose too and stared likewise. He was a square-built resolute-looking young man, who reminded Archie vaguely of somebody he had seen before. But Archie was too busy trying to locate the man at the back to pay much attention to him. He detected him at last, owing to the fact that the eyes of everybody in that part of the room were fixed upon him. He was a small man of middle age, with tortoise-shell-rimmed spectacles. He might have been a professor or something of the kind. Whatever he was, he was obviously a man to be reckoned with. He had a rich sort of look, and his demeanour was the demeanour of a man who is prepared to fight it out on these lines if it takes all the summer.

Nine hundred I am offered. Nine-nine-nine-nine—

Archie glared defiantly at the spectacled man.

A thousand! he cried.

The irruption of high finance into the placid course of the afternoons proceedings had stirred the congregation out of its lethargy. There were excited murmurs. Necks were craned, feet shuffled. As for the high-priest, his cheerfulness was now more than restored, and his faith in his fellow-man had soared from the depths to a very lofty altitude. He beamed with approval. Despite the warmth of his praise he would have been quite satisfied to see Pongos little brother go at twenty dollars, and the reflection that the bidding had already reached one thousand and that his commission was twenty per cent, had engendered a mood of sunny happiness.

One thousand is bid! he carolled. Now, gentlemen, I dont want to hurry you over this. You are all connoisseurs here, and you dont want to see a priceless china figure of the Ming Dynasty get away from you at a sacrifice price. Perhaps you cant all see the figure where it is. Willie, take it round and show it to em. Well take a little intermission while you look carefully at this wonderful figure. Get a move on, Willie! Pick up your feet!

Archie, sitting dazedly, was aware that Reggie van Tuyl had finished his beauty sleep and was addressing the young man in the seat in front.

Why, hallo, said Reggie. I didnt know you were back. You remember me, dont you? Reggie van Tuyl. I know your sister very well. Archie, old man, I want you to meet my friend, Bill Brewster. Why, dash it! He chuckled sleepily. I was forgetting. Of course! Hes your—

How are you? said the young man. Talking of my sister, he said to Reggie, I suppose you havent met her husband by any chance? I suppose you know she married some awful chump?

Me, said Archie.

Hows that?

I married your sister. My names Moffam.

The young man seemed a trifle taken aback.

Sorry, he said.

Not at all, said Archie.

I was only going by what my father said in his letters, he explained, in extenuation.

Archie nodded.

Im afraid your jolly old father doesnt appreciate me. But Im hoping for the best. If I can rope in that rummy-looking little china thing that Jo-Jo the dog-faced boy is showing the customers, he will be all over me. I mean to say, you know, hes got another like it, and, if he can get a full house, as it were, Im given to understand hell be bucked, cheered, and even braced.

The young man stared.

Are YOU the fellow whos been bidding against me?

Eh, what? Were you bidding against ME?

I wanted to buy the thing for my father. Ive a special reason for wanting to get in right with him just now. Are you buying it for him, too?

Absolutely. As a surprise. It was Lucilles idea. His valet, a chappie named Parker, tipped us off that the thing was to be sold.

Parker? Great Scot! It was Parker who tipped ME off. I met him on Broadway, and he told me about it.

Rummy he never mentioned it in his letter to me. Why, dash it, we could have got the thing for about two dollars if we had pooled our bids.

Well, wed better pool them now, and extinguish that pill at the back there. I cant go above eleven hundred. Thats all Ive got.

I cant go above eleven hundred myself.

Theres just one thing. I wish youd let me be the one to hand the thing over to Father. Ive a special reason for wanting to make a hit with him.

Absolutely! said Archie, magnanimously. Its all the same to me. I only wanted to get him generally braced, as it were, if you know what I mean.

Thats awfully good of you.

Not a bit, laddie, no, no, and far from it. Only too glad.

Willie had returned from his rambles among the connoisseurs, and Pongos brother was back on his pedestal. The high-priest cleared his throat and resumed his discourse.

Now that you have all seen this superb figure we will — I was offered one thousand — one thousand-one-one-one-one — eleven hundred. Thank you, sir. Eleven hundred I am offered.

The high-priest was now exuberant. You could see him doing figures in his head.

You do the bidding, said Brother Bill.

Right-o! said Archie.

He waved a defiant hand.

Thirteen, said the man at the back.

Fourteen, dash it!

Fifteen!

Sixteen!

Seventeen!

Eighteen!

Nineteen!

Two thousand!

The high-priest did everything but sing. He radiated good will and bonhomie.

Two thousand I am offered. Is there any advance on two thousand? Come, gentlemen, I dont want to give this superb figure away. Twenty-one hundred. Twenty-one-one-one-one. This is more the sort of thing I have been accustomed to. When I was at Sothebys Rooms in London, this kind of bidding was a common-place. Twenty-two-two-two-two-two. One hardly noticed it. Three-three-three. Twenty-three-three-three. Twenty-three hundred dollars I am offered.

He gazed expectantly at Archie, as a man gazes at some favourite dog whom he calls upon to perform a trick. But Archie had reached the end of his tether. The hand that had twiddled so often and so bravely lay inert beside his trouser-leg, twitching feebly. Archie was through.

Twenty-three hundred, said the high-priest, ingratiatingly.

Archie made no movement. There was a tense pause. The high-priest gave a little sigh, like one waking from a beautiful dream.

Twenty-three hundred, he said. Once twenty-three. Twice twenty-three. Third, last, and final call, twenty-three. Sold at twenty-three hundred. I congratulate you, sir, on a genuine bargain!

Reggie van Tuyl had dozed off again. Archie tapped his brother-in-law on the shoulder.

May as well be popping, what?

They threaded their way sadly together through the crowd, and made for the street. They passed into Fifth Avenue without breaking the silence.

Bally nuisance, said Archie, at last.

Rotten!

Wonder who that chappie was?

Some collector, probably.

Well, it cant be helped, said Archie.

Brother Bill attached himself to Archies arm, and became communicative.

I didnt want to mention it in front of van Tuyl, he said, because hes such a talking-machine, and it would have been all over New York before dinner-time. But youre one of the family, and you can keep a secret.

Absolutely! Silent tomb and what not.

The reason I wanted that darned thing was because Ive just got engaged to a girl over in England, and I thought that, if I could hand my father that china figure-thing with one hand and break the news with the other, it might help a bit. Shes the most wonderful girl!

Ill bet she is, said Archie, cordially.

The trouble is shes in the chorus of one of the revues over there, and Father is apt to kick. So I thought — oh, well, its no good worrying now. Come along where its quiet, and Ill tell you all about her.

Thatll be jolly, said Archie.


SALVATORE CHOOSES THE WRONG MOMENT
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ARCHIE RECLAIMED THE family jewellery from its temporary home next morning; and, having done so, sauntered back to the Cosmopolis. He was surprised, on entering the lobby, to meet his father-in-law. More surprising still, Mr. Brewster was manifestly in a mood of extraordinary geniality. Archie could hardly believe his eyes when the other waved cheerily to him — nor his ears a moment later when Mr. Brewster, addressing him as my boy, asked him how he was and mentioned that the day was a warm one.

Obviously this jovial frame of mind must be taken advantage of; and Archies first thought was of the downtrodden Salvatore, to the tale of whose wrongs he had listened so sympathetically on the previous day. Now was plainly the moment for the waiter to submit his grievance, before some ebb-tide caused the milk of human kindness to flow out of Daniel Brewster. With a swift Cheerio! in his father-in-laws direction, Archie bounded into the grill-room. Salvatore, the hour for luncheon being imminent but not yet having arrived, was standing against the far wall in an attitude of thought.

Laddie! cried Archie.

Sare?

A most extraordinary thing has happened. Good old Brewster has suddenly popped up through a trap and is out in the lobby now. And whats still more weird, hes apparently bucked.

Sare?

Braced, you know. In the pink. Pleased about something. If you go to him now with that yarn of yours, you cant fail. Hell kiss you on both cheeks and give you his bank-roll and collar-stud. Charge along and ask the head-waiter if you can have ten minutes off.

Salvatore vanished in search of the potentate named, and Archie returned to the lobby to bask in the unwonted sunshine.

Well, well, well, what! he said. I thought you were at Brookport.

I came up this morning to meet a friend of mine, replied Mr. Brewster genially. Professor Binstead.

Dont think I know him.

Very interesting man, said Mr. Brewster, still with the same uncanny amiability. Hes a dabbler in a good many things — science, phrenology, antiques. I asked him to bid for me at a sale yesterday. There was a little china figure—

Archies jaw fell.

China figure? he stammered feebly.

Yes. The companion to one you may have noticed on my mantelpiece upstairs. I have been trying to get the pair of them for years. I should never have heard of this one if it had not been for that valet of mine, Parker. Very good of him to let me know of it, considering I had fired him. Ah, here is Binstead. — He moved to greet the small, middle-aged man with the tortoiseshell-rimmed spectacles who was bustling across the lobby.— Well, Binstead, so you got it?

Yes.

I suppose the price wasnt particularly stiff?

Twenty-three hundred.

Twenty-three hundred! Mr. Brewster seemed to reel in his tracks. Twenty-three HUNDRED!

You gave me carte blanche.

Yes, but twenty-three hundred!

I could have got it for a few dollars, but unfortunately I was a little late, and, when I arrived, some young fool had bid it up to a thousand, and he stuck to me till I finally shook him off at twenty-three hundred. Why, this is the very man! Is he a friend of yours?

Archie coughed.

More a relation than a friend, what? Son-in-law, dont you know!

Mr. Brewsters amiability had vanished.

What damned foolery have you been up to NOW? he demanded. Cant I move a step without stubbing my toe on you? Why the devil did you bid?

We thought it would be rather a fruity scheme. We talked it over and came to the conclusion that it was an egg. Wanted to get hold of the rummy little object, dont you know, and surprise you.

Whos we?

Lucille and I.

But how did you hear of it at all?

Parker, the valet-chappie, you know, wrote me a letter about it.

Parker! Didnt he tell you that he had told me the figure was to be sold?

Absolutely not! A sudden suspicion came to Archie. He was normally a guileless young man, but even to him the extreme fishiness of the part played by Herbert Parker had become apparent. I say, you know, it looks to me as if friend Parker had been having us all on a bit, what? I mean to say it was jolly old Herb, who tipped your son off — Bill, you know — to go and bid for the thing.

Bill! Was Bill there?

Absolutely in person! We were bidding against each other like the dickens till we managed to get together and get acquainted. And then this bird — this gentleman — sailed in and started to slip it across us.

Professor Binstead chuckled — the care-free chuckle of a man who sees all those around him smitten in the pocket, while he himself remains untouched.

A very ingenious rogue, this Parker of yours, Brewster. His method seems to have been simple but masterly. I have no doubt that either he or a confederate obtained the figure and placed it with the auctioneer, and then he ensured a good price for it by getting us all to bid against each other. Very ingenious!

Mr. Brewster struggled with his feelings. Then he seemed to overcome them and to force himself to look on the bright side.

Well, anyway, he said. Ive got the pair of figures, and thats what I wanted. Is that it in that parcel?

This is it. I wouldnt trust an express company to deliver it. Suppose we go up to your room and see how the two look side by side.

They crossed the lobby to the lift.-The cloud was still on Mr. Brewsters brow as they stepped out and made their way to his suite. Like most men who have risen from poverty to wealth by their own exertions, Mr. Brewster objected to parting with his money unnecessarily, and it was plain that that twenty-three hundred dollars still rankled.

Mr. Brewster unlocked the door and crossed the room. Then, suddenly, he halted, stared, and stared again. He sprang to the bell and pressed it, then stood gurgling wordlessly.

Anything wrong, old bean? queried Archie, solicitously.

Wrong! Wrong! Its gone!

Gone?

The figure!

The floor-waiter had manifested himself silently in answer to the bell, and was standing in the doorway.

Simmons! Mr. Brewster turned to him wildly. Has anyone been in this suite since I went away?

No, sir.

Nobody?

Nobody except your valet, sir — Parker. He said he had come to fetch some things away. I supposed he had come from you, sir, with instructions.

Get out!

Professor Binstead had unwrapped his parcel, and had placed the Pongo on the table. There was a weighty silence. Archie picked up the little china figure and balanced it on the palm of his hand. It was a small thing, he reflected philosophically, but it had made quite a stir in the world.

Mr. Brewster fermented for a while without speaking.

So, he said, at last, in a voice trembling with self-pity, I have been to all this trouble—

And expense, put in Professor Binstead, gently.

Merely to buy back something which had been stolen from me! And, owing to your damned officiousness, he cried, turning on Archie, I have had to pay twenty-three hundred dollars for it! I dont know why they make such a fuss about Job. Job never had anything like you around!

Of course, argued Archie, he had one or two boils.

Boils! What are boils?

Dashed sorry, murmured Archie. Acted for the best. Meant well. And all that sort of rot!

Professor Binsteads mind seemed occupied to the exclusion of all other aspects of the affair, with the ingenuity of the absent Parker.

A cunning scheme! he said. A very cunning scheme! This man Parker must have a brain of no low order. I should like to feel his bumps!

I should like to give him some! said the stricken Mr. Brewster. He breathed a deep breath. Oh, well, he said, situated as I am, with a crook valet and an imbecile son-in-law, I suppose I ought to be thankful that Ive still got my own property, even if I have had to pay twenty-three hundred dollars for the privilege of keeping it. He rounded on Archie, who was in a reverie. The thought of the unfortunate Bill had just crossed Archies mind. It would be many moons, many weary moons, before Mr. Brewster would be in a suitable mood to listen sympathetically to the story of loves young dream. Give me that figure!

Archie continued to toy absently with Pongo. He was wondering now how best to break this sad occurrence to Lucille. It would be a disappointment for the poor girl.

GIVE ME THAT FIGURE!

Archie started violently. There was an instant in which Pongo seemed to hang suspended, like Mohammeds coffin, between heaven and earth, then the force of gravity asserted itself. Pongo fell with a sharp crack and disintegrated. And as it did so there was a knock at the door, and in walked a dark, furtive person, who to the inflamed vision of Mr. Daniel Brewster looked like something connected with the executive staff of the Black Hand. With all time at his disposal, the unfortunate Salvatore had selected this moment for stating his case.

Get out! bellowed Mr. Brewster. I didnt ring for a waiter.

Archie, his mind reeling beneath the catastrophe, recovered himself sufficiently to do the honours. It was at his instigation that Salvatore was there, and, greatly as he wished that he could have seen fit to choose a more auspicious moment for his business chat, he felt compelled to do his best to see him through.

Oh, I say, half a second, he said. You dont quite understand. As a matter of fact, this chappie is by way of being downtrodden and oppressed and what not, and I suggested that he should get hold of you and speak a few well-chosen words. Of course, if youd rather — some other time—

But Mr. Brewster was not permitted to postpone the interview. Before he could get his breath, Salvatore had begun to talk. He was a strong, ambidextrous talker, whom it was hard to interrupt; and it was not for some moments that Mr. Brewster succeeded in getting a word in. When he did, he spoke to the point. Though not a linguist, he had been able to follow the discourse closely enough to realise that the waiter was dissatisfied with conditions in his hotel; and Mr. Brewster, as has been indicated, had a short way with people who criticised the Cosmopolis.

Youre fired! said Mr. Brewster.

Oh, I say! protested Archie.

Salvatore muttered what sounded like a passage from Dante.

Fired! repeated Mr. Brewster resolutely. And I wish to heaven, he added, eyeing his son-in-law malignantly, I could fire you!

Well, said Professor Binstead cheerfully, breaking the grim silence which followed this outburst, if you will give me your cheque, Brewster, I think I will be going. Two thousand three hundred dollars. Make it open, if you will, and then I can run round the corner and cash it before lunch. That will be capital!


BRIGHT EYES — AND A FLY

[image: img188.jpg]

THE HERMITAGE (UNRIVALLED scenery, superb cuisine, Daniel Brewster, proprietor) was a picturesque summer hotel in the green heart of the mountains, built by Archies father-in-law shortly after he assumed control of the Cosmopolis. Mr. Brewster himself seldom went there, preferring to concentrate his attention on his New York establishment; and Archie and Lucille, breakfasting in the airy dining-room some ten days after the incidents recorded in the last chapter, had consequently to be content with two out of the three advertised attractions of the place. Through the window at their side quite a slab of the unrivalled scenery was visible; some of the superb cuisine was already on the table; and the fact that the eye searched in vain for Daniel Brewster, proprietor, filled Archie, at any rate, with no sense of aching loss. He bore it with equanimity and even with positive enthusiasm. In Archies opinion, practically all a place needed to make it an earthly Paradise was for Mr. Daniel Brewster to be about forty-seven miles away from it.

It was at Lucilles suggestion that they had come to the Hermitage. Never a human sunbeam, Mr. Brewster had shown such a bleak front to the world, and particularly to his son-in-law, in the days following the Pongo incident, that Lucille had thought that he and Archie would for a time at least be better apart — a view with which her husband cordially agreed. He had enjoyed his stay at the Hermitage, and now he regarded the eternal hills with the comfortable affection of a healthy man who is breakfasting well.

Its going to be another perfectly topping day, he observed, eyeing the shimmering landscape, from which the morning mists were swiftly shredding away like faint puffs of smoke. Just the day you ought to have been here.

Yes, its too bad Ive got to go. New York will be like an oven.

Put it off.

I cant, Im afraid. Ive a fitting.

Archie argued no further. He was a married man of old enough standing to know the importance of fittings.

Besides, said Lucille, I want to see father. Archie repressed an exclamation of astonishment. Ill be back to-morrow evening. You will be perfectly happy.

Queen of my soul, you know I cant be happy with you away. You know—

Yes? murmured Lucille, appreciatively. She never tired of hearing Archie say this sort of thing.

Archies voice had trailed off. He was looking across the room.

By Jove! he exclaimed. What an awfully pretty woman!

Where?

Over there. Just coming in, I say, what wonderful eyes! I dont think I ever saw such eyes. Did you notice her eyes? Sort of flashing! Awfully pretty woman!

Warm though the morning was, a suspicion of chill descended upon the breakfast-table. A certain coldness seemed to come into Lucilles face. She could not always share Archies fresh young enthusiasms.

Do you think so?

Wonderful figure, too!

Yes?

Well, what I mean to say, fair to medium, said Archie, recovering a certain amount of that intelligence which raises man above the level of the beasts of the field. Not the sort of type I admire myself, of course.

You know her, dont you?

Absolutely not and far from it, said Archie, hastily. Never met her in my life.

Youve seen her on the stage. Her names Vera Silverton. We saw her in—

Of course, yes. So we did. I say, I wonder what shes doing here? She ought to be in New York, rehearsing. I remember meeting whats-his-name — you know — chappie who writes plays and what not — George Benham — I remember meeting George Benham, and he told me she was rehearsing in a piece of his called — I forget the name, but I know it was called something or other. Well, why isnt she?

She probably lost her temper and broke her contract and came away. Shes always doing that sort of thing. Shes known for it. She must be a horrid woman.

Yes.

I dont want to talk about her. She used to be married to someone, and she divorced him. And then she was married to someone else, and he divorced her. And Im certain her hair wasnt that colour two years ago, and I dont think a woman ought to make up like that, and her dress is all wrong for the country, and those pearls cant be genuine, and I hate the way she rolls her eyes about, and pink doesnt suit her a bit. I think shes an awful woman, and I wish you wouldnt keep on talking about her.

Right-o! said Archie, dutifully.

They finished breakfast, and Lucille went up to pack her bag. Archie strolled out on to the terrace outside the hotel, where he smoked, communed with nature, and thought of Lucille. He always thought of Lucille when he was alone, especially when he chanced to find himself in poetic surroundings like those provided by the unrivalled scenery encircling the Hotel Hermitage. The longer he was married to her the more did the sacred institution seem to him a good egg. Mr. Brewster might regard their marriage as one of the worlds most unfortunate incidents, but to Archie it was, and always had been, a bit of all right. The more he thought of it the more did he marvel that a girl like Lucille should have been content to link her lot with that of a Class C specimen like himself. His meditations were, in fact, precisely what a happily-married mans meditations ought to be.

He was roused from them by a species of exclamation or cry almost at his elbow, and turned to find that the spectacular Miss Silverton was standing beside him. Her dubious hair gleamed in the sunlight, and one of the criticised eyes was screwed up. The other gazed at Archie with an expression of appeal.

Theres something in my eye, she said.

No, really!

I wonder if you would mind? It would be so kind of you!

Archie would have preferred to remove himself, but no man worthy of the name can decline to come to the rescue of womanhood in distress. To twist the ladys upper lid back and peer into it and jab at it with the corner of his handkerchief was the only course open to him. His conduct may be classed as not merely blameless but definitely praiseworthy. King Arthurs knights used to do this sort of thing all the time, and look what people think of them. Lucille, therefore, coming out of the hotel just as the operation was concluded, ought not to have felt the annoyance she did. But, of course, there is a certain superficial intimacy about the attitude of a man who is taking a fly out of a womans eye which may excusably jar upon the sensibilities of his wife. It is an attitude which suggests a sort of rapprochement or camaraderie or, as Archie would have put it, what not.

Thanks so much! said Miss Silverton.

Oh no, rather not, said Archie.

Such a nuisance getting things in your eye.

Absolutely!

Im always doing it!

Rotten luck!

But I dont often find anyone as clever as you to help me.

Lucille felt called upon to break in on this feast of reason and flow of soul.

Archie, she said, if you go and get your clubs now, I shall just have time to walk round with you before my train goes.

Oh, ah! said Archie, perceiving her for the first time. Oh, ah, yes, right-o, yes, yes, yes!

On the way to the first tee it seemed to Archie that Lucille was distrait and abstracted in her manner; and it occurred to him, not for the first time in his life, what a poor support a clear conscience is in moments of crisis. Dash it all, he didnt see what else he could have done. Couldnt leave the poor female staggering about the place with squads of flies wedged in her eyeball. Nevertheless — 

Rotten thing getting a fly in your eye, he hazarded at length. Dashed awkward, I mean.

Or convenient.

Eh?

Well, its a very good way of dispensing with an introduction.

Oh, I say! You dont mean you think—

Shes a horrid woman!

Absolutely! Cant think what people see in her.

Well, you seemed to enjoy fussing over her!

No, no! Nothing of the kind! She inspired me with absolute what-dyou-call-it — the sort of thing chappies do get inspired with, you know.

You were beaming all over your face.

I wasnt. I was just screwing up my face because the sun was in my eye.

All sorts of things seem to be in peoples eyes this morning!

Archie was saddened. That this sort of misunderstanding should have

occurred on such a topping day and at a moment when they were to be torn

asunder for about thirty-six hours made him feel — well, it gave him the

pip. He had an idea that there were words which would have straightened

everything out, but he was not an eloquent young man and could not find

them. He felt aggrieved. Lucille, he considered, ought to have

known that he was immune as regarded females with flashing eyes and

experimentally-coloured hair. Why, dash it, he could have extracted

flies from the eyes of Cleopatra with one hand and Helen of Troy with

the other, simultaneously, without giving them a second thought. It was

in depressed mood that he played a listless nine holes; nor had life

brightened for him when he came back to the hotel two hours later, after

seeing Lucille off in the train to New York. Never till now had they had

anything remotely resembling a quarrel. Life, Archie felt, was a bit of

a wash-out. He was disturbed and jumpy, and the sight of Miss Silverton,

talking to somebody on a settee in the corner of the hotel lobby, sent

him shooting off at right angles and brought him up with a bump against

the desk behind which the room-clerk sat.

The room-clerk, always of a chatty disposition, was saying something to him, but Archie did not listen. He nodded mechanically. It was something about his room. He caught the word satisfactory.

Oh, rather, quite! said Archie.

A fussy devil, the room-clerk! He knew perfectly well that Archie found his room satisfactory. These chappies gassed on like this so as to try to make you feel that the management took a personal interest in you. It was part of their job. Archie beamed absently and went in to lunch. Lucilles empty seat stared at him mournfully, increasing his sense of desolation.

He was half-way through his lunch, when the chair opposite ceased to be vacant. Archie, transferring his gaze from the scenery outside the window, perceived that his friend, George Benham, the playwright, had materialised from nowhere and was now in his midst.

Hallo! he said.

George Benham was a grave young man whose spectacles gave him the look of a mournful owl. He seemed to have something on his mind besides the artistically straggling mop of black hair which swept down over his brow. He sighed wearily, and ordered fish-pie.

I thought I saw you come through the lobby just now, he said.

Oh, was that you on the settee, talking to Miss Silverton?

She was talking to ME, said the playwright, moodily.

What are you doing here? asked Archie. He could have wished Mr. Benham elsewhere, for he intruded on his gloom, but, the chappie being amongst those present, it was only civil to talk to him. I thought you were in New York, watching the rehearsals of your jolly old drama.

The rehearsals are hung up. And it looks as though there wasnt going to be any drama. Good Lord! cried George Benham, with honest warmth, with opportunities opening out before one on every side — with life extending prizes to one with both hands — when you see coal-heavers making fifty dollars a week and the fellows who clean out the sewers going happy and singing about their work — why does a man deliberately choose a job like writing plays? Job was the only man that ever lived who was really qualified to write a play, and he would have found it pretty tough going if his leading woman had been anyone like Vera Silverton!

Archie — and it was this fact, no doubt, which accounted for his possession of such a large and varied circle of friends — was always able to shelve his own troubles in order to listen to other peoples hard-luck stories.

Tell me all, laddie, he said. Release the film! Has she walked out on you?

Left us flat! How did you hear about it? Oh, she told you, of course?

Archie hastened to try to dispel the idea that he was on any such terms of intimacy with Miss Silverton.

No, no! My wife said she thought it must be something of that nature or order when we saw her come in to breakfast. I mean to say, said Archie, reasoning closely, woman cant come into breakfast here and be rehearsing in New York at the same time. Why did she administer the raspberry, old friend?

Mr. Benham helped himself to fish-pie, and spoke dully through the steam.

Well, what happened was this. Knowing her as intimately as you do—

I DONT know her!

Well, anyway, it was like this. As you know, she has a dog—

I didnt know she had a dog, protested Archie. It seemed to him that the world was in conspiracy to link him with this woman.

Well, she has a dog. A beastly great whacking brute of a bulldog. And she brings it to rehearsal. Mr. Benhams eyes filled with tears, as in his emotion he swallowed a mouthful of fish-pie some eighty-three degrees Fahrenheit hotter than it looked. In the intermission caused by this disaster his agile mind skipped a few chapters of the story, and, when he was able to speak again, he said, So then there was a lot of trouble. Everything broke loose!

Why? Archie was puzzled. Did the management object to her bringing the dog to rehearsal?

A lot of good that would have done! She does what she likes in the theatre.

Then why was there trouble?

You werent listening, said Mr. Benham, reproachfully. I told you. This dog came snuffling up to where I was sitting — it was quite dark in the body of the theatre, you know — and I got up to say something about something that was happening on the stage, and somehow I must have given it a push with my foot.

I see, said Archie, beginning to get the run of the plot. You kicked her dog.

Pushed it. Accidentally. With my foot.

I understand. And when you brought off this kick—

Push, said Mr. Benham, austerely.

This kick or push. When you administered this kick or push—

It was more a sort of light shove.

Well, when you did whatever you did, the trouble started?

Mr. Benham gave a slight shiver.

She talked for a while, and then walked out, taking the dog with her. You see, this wasnt the first time it had happened.

Good Lord! Do you spend your whole time doing that sort of thing?

It wasnt me the first time. It was the stage-manager. He didnt know whose dog it was, and it came waddling on to the stage, and he gave it a sort of pat, a kind of flick—

A slosh?

NOT a slosh, corrected Mr. Benham, firmly. You might call it a tap — with the promptscript. Well, we had a lot of difficulty smoothing her over that time. Still, we managed to do it, but she said that if anything of the sort occurred again she would chuck up her part.

She must be fond of the dog, said Archie, for the first time feeling a touch of goodwill and sympathy towards the lady.

Shes crazy about, it. Thats what made it so awkward when I happened — quite inadvertently — to give it this sort of accidental shove. Well, we spent the rest of the day trying to get her on the phone at her apartment, and finally we heard that she had come here. So I took the next train, and tried to persuade her to come back. She wouldnt listen. And thats how matters stand.

Pretty rotten! said Archie, sympathetically.

You can bet its pretty rotten — for me. Theres nobody else who can play the part. Like a chump, I wrote the thing specially for her. It means the play wont be produced at all, if she doesnt do it. So youre my last hope!

Archie, who was lighting a cigarette, nearly swallowed it.

I am?

I thought you might persuade her. Point out to her what a lot hangs on her coming back. Jolly her along, YOU know the sort of thing!

But, my dear old friend, I tell you I dont know her!

Mr. Benhams eyes opened behind their zareba of glass.

Well, she knows YOU. When you came through the lobby just now she said that you were the only real human being she had ever met.

Well, as a matter of fact, I did take a fly out of her eye. But—

You did? Well, then, the whole things simple. All you have to do is to ask her how her eye is, and tell her she has the most beautiful eyes you ever saw, and coo a bit.

But, my dear old son! The frightful programme which his friend had mapped out stunned Archie. I simply cant! Anything to oblige and all that sort of thing, but when it comes to cooing, distinctly Napoo!

Nonsense! It isnt hard to coo.

You dont understand, laddie. Youre not a married man. I mean to say, whatever you say for or against marriage — personally Im all for it and consider it a ripe egg — the fact remains that it practically makes a chappie a spent force as a cooer. I dont want to dish you in any way, old bean, but I must firmly and resolutely decline to coo.

Mr. Benham rose and looked at his watch.

Ill have to be moving, he said. Ive got to get back to New York and report. Ill tell them that I havent been able to do anything myself, but that Ive left the matter in good hands. I know you will do your best.

But, laddie!

Think, said Mr. Benham, solemnly, of all that depends on it! The other actors! The small-part people thrown out of a job! Myself — but no! Perhaps you had better touch very lightly or not at all on my connection with the thing. Well, you know how to handle it. I feel I can leave it to you. Pitch it strong! Good-bye, my dear old man, and a thousand thanks. Ill do the same for you another time. He moved towards the door, leaving Archie transfixed. Half-way there he turned and came back. Oh, by the way, he said, my lunch. Have it put on your bill, will you? I havent time to stay and settle. Good-bye! Good-bye!


RALLYING ROUND PERCY
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IT AMAZED ARCHIE through the whole of a long afternoon to reflect how swiftly and unexpectedly the blue and brilliant sky of life can cloud over and with what abruptness a man who fancies that his feet are on solid ground can find himself immersed in Fates gumbo. He recalled, with the bitterness with which one does recall such things, that that morning he had risen from his bed without a care in the world, his happiness unruffled even by the thought that Lucille would be leaving him for a short space. He had sung in his bath. Yes, he had chirruped like a bally linnet. And now — 

Some men would have dismissed the unfortunate affairs of Mr. George Benham from their mind as having nothing to do with themselves, but Archie had never been made of this stern stuff. The fact that Mr. Benham, apart from being an agreeable companion with whom he had lunched occasionally in New York, had no claims upon him affected him little. He hated to see his fellowman in trouble. On the other hand, what could he do? To seek Miss Silverton out and plead with her — even if he did it without cooing — would undoubtedly establish an intimacy between them which, instinct told him, might tinge her manner after Lucilles return with just that suggestion of Auld Lang Syne which makes things so awkward.

His whole being shrank from extending to Miss Silverton that inch which the female artistic temperament is so apt to turn into an ell; and when, just as he was about to go in to dinner, he met her in the lobby and she smiled brightly at him and informed him that her eye was now completely recovered, he shied away like a startled mustang of the prairie, and, abandoning his intention of worrying the table dhote in the same room with the amiable creature, tottered off to the smoking-room, where he did the best he could with sandwiches and coffee.

Having got through the time as best he could till eleven oclock, he went up to bed.

The room to which he and Lucille had been assigned by the management was on the second floor, pleasantly sunny by day and at night filled with cool and heartening fragrance of the pines. Hitherto Archie had always enjoyed taking a final smoke on the balcony overlooking the woods, but, to-night such was his mental stress that he prepared to go to bed directly he had closed the door. He turned to the cupboard to get his pyjamas.

His first thought, when even after a second scrutiny no pyjamas were visible, was that this was merely another of those things which happen on days when life goes wrong. He raked the cupboard for a third time with an annoyed eye. From every hook hung various garments of Lucilles, but no pyjamas. He was breathing a soft malediction preparatory to embarking on a point-to-point hunt for his missing property, when something in the cupboard caught his eye and held him for a moment puzzled.

He could have sworn that Lucille did not possess a mauve neglige. Why, she had told him a dozen times that mauve was a colour which she did not like. He frowned perplexedly; and as he did so, from near the window came a soft cough.

Archie spun round and subjected the room to as close a scrutiny as that which he had bestowed upon the cupboard. Nothing was visible. The window opening on to the balcony gaped wide. The balcony was manifestly empty.

URRF!

This time there was no possibility of error. The cough had come from the immediate neighbourhood of the window.

Archie was conscious of a pringly sensation about the roots of his closely-cropped back-hair, as he moved cautiously across the room. The affair was becoming uncanny; and, as he tip-toed towards the window, old ghost stories, read in lighter moments before cheerful fires with plenty of light in the room, flitted through his mind. He had the feeling — precisely as every chappie in those stories had had — that he was not alone.

Nor was he. In a basket behind an arm-chair, curled up, with his massive chin resting on the edge of the wicker-work, lay a fine bulldog.

Urrf! said the bulldog.

Good God! said Archie.

There was a lengthy pause in which the bulldog looked earnestly at Archie and Archie looked earnestly at the bulldog.

Normally, Archie was a dog-lover. His hurry was never so great as to prevent him stopping, when in the street, and introducing himself to any dog he met. In a strange house, his first act was to assemble the canine population, roll it on its back or backs, and punch it in the ribs. As a boy, his earliest ambition had been to become a veterinary surgeon; and, though the years had cheated him of his career, he knew all about dogs, their points, their manners, their customs, and their treatment in sickness and in health. In short, he loved dogs, and, had they met under happier conditions, he would undoubtedly have been on excellent terms with this one within the space of a minute. But, as things were, he abstained from fraternising and continued to goggle dumbly.

And then his eye, wandering aside, collided with the following objects: a fluffy pink dressing-gown, hung over the back of a chair, an entirely strange suit-case, and, on the bureau, a photograph in a silver frame of a stout gentleman in evening-dress whom he had never seen before in his life.

Much has been written of the emotions of the wanderer who, returning to his childhood home, finds it altered out of all recognition; but poets have neglected the theme — far more poignant — of the man who goes up to his room in an hotel and finds it full of somebody elses dressing-gowns and bulldogs.

Bulldogs! Archies heart jumped sideways and upwards with a wiggling movement, turning two somersaults, and stopped beating. The hideous truth, working its way slowly through the concrete, had at last penetrated to his brain. He was not only in somebody elses room, and a womans at that. He was in the room belonging to Miss Vera Silverton.

He could not understand it. He would have been prepared to stake the last cent he could borrow from his father-in-law on the fact that he had made no error in the number over the door. Yet, nevertheless, such was the case, and, below par though his faculties were at the moment, he was sufficiently alert to perceive that it behoved him to withdraw.

He leaped to the door, and, as he did so, the handle began to turn.

The cloud which had settled on Archies mind lifted abruptly. For an instant he was enabled to think about a hundred times more quickly than was his leisurely wont. Good fortune had brought him to within easy reach of the electric-light switch. He snapped it back, and was in darkness. Then, diving silently and swiftly to the floor, he wriggled under the bed. The thud of his head against what appeared to be some sort of joist or support, unless it had been placed there by the maker as a practical joke, on the chance of this kind of thing happening some day, coincided with the creak of the opening door. Then the light was switched on again, and the bulldog in the corner gave a welcoming woofle.

And how is mammas precious angel?

Rightly concluding that the remark had not been addressed to himself and that no social obligation demanded that he reply, Archie pressed his cheek against the boards and said nothing. The question was not repeated, but from the other side of the room came the sound of a patted dog.

Did he think his muzzer had fallen down dead and was never coming up?

The beautiful picture which these words conjured up filled Archie with that yearning for the might-have-been which is always so painful. He was finding his position physically as well as mentally distressing. It was cramped under the bed, and the boards were harder than anything he had ever encountered. Also, it appeared to be the practice of the housemaids at the Hotel Hermitage to use the space below the beds as a depository for all the dust which they swept off the carpet, and much of this was insinuating itself into his nose and mouth. The two things which Archie would have liked most to do at that moment were first to kill Miss Silverton — if possible, painfully — and then to spend the remainder of his life sneezing.

After a prolonged period he heard a drawer open, and noted the fact as promising. As the old married man, he presumed that it signified the putting away of hair-pins. About now the dashed woman would be looking at herself in the glass with her hair down. Then she would brush it. Then she would twiddle it up into thingummies. Say, ten minutes for this. And after that she would go to bed and turn out the light, and he would be able, after giving her a bit of time to go to sleep, to creep out and leg it. Allowing at a conservative estimate three-quarters of — 

Come out!

Archie stiffened. For an instant a feeble hope came to him that this remark, like the others, might be addressed to the dog.

Come out from under that bed! said a stern voice. And mind how you come! Ive got a pistol!

Well, I mean to say, you know, said Archie, in a propitiatory voice, emerging from his lair like a tortoise and smiling as winningly as a man can who has just bumped his head against the leg of a bed, I suppose all this seems fairly rummy, but—

For the love of Mike! said Miss Silverton.

The point seemed to Archie well taken and the comment on the situation neatly expressed.

What are you doing in my room?

Well, if it comes to that, you know — shouldnt have mentioned it if you hadnt brought the subject up in the course of general chit-chat — what are you doing in mine?

Yours?

Well, apparently theres been a bloomer of some species somewhere, but this was the room I had last night, said Archie.

But the desk-clerk said that he had asked you if it would be quite satisfactory to you giving it up to me, and you said yes. I come here every summer, when Im not working, and I always have this room.

By Jove! I remember now. The chappie did say something to me about the room, but I was thinking of something else and it rather went over the top. So thats what he was talking about, was it?

Miss Silverton was frowning. A moving-picture director, scanning her face, would have perceived that she was registering disappointment.

Nothing breaks right for me in this darned world, she said, regretfully. When I caught sight of your leg sticking out from under the bed, I did think that everything was all lined up for a real find and, at last, I could close my eyes and see the thing in the papers. On the front page, with photographs: Plucky Actress Captures Burglar. Darn it!

Fearfully sorry, you know!

I just needed something like that. Ive got a Press-agent, and I will say for him that he eats well and sleeps well and has just enough intelligence to cash his monthly cheque without forgetting what he went into the bank for, but outside of that you can take it from me hes not one of the worlds workers! Hes about as much solid use to a girl with aspirations as a pain in the lower ribs. Its three weeks since he got me into print at all, and then the brightest thing he could think up was that my favourite breakfast-fruit was an apple. Well, I ask you!

Rotten! said Archie.

I did think that for once my guardian angel had gone back to work and was doing something for me. Stage Star and Midnight Marauder, murmured Miss Silverton, wistfully. Footlight Favourite Foils Felon.

Bit thick! agreed Archie, sympathetically. Well, youll probably be wanting to get to bed and all that sort of rot, so I may as well be popping, what! Cheerio!

A sudden gleam came into Miss Silvertons compelling eyes.

Wait!

Eh?

Wait! Ive got an idea! The wistful sadness had gone from her manner. She was bright and alert. Sit down!

Sit down?

Sure. Sit down and take the chill off the arm-chair. Ive thought of something.

Archie sat down as directed. At his elbow the bulldog eyed him gravely from the basket.

Do they know you in this hotel?

Know me? Well, Ive been here about a week.

I mean, do they know who you are? Do they know youre a good citizen?

Well, if it comes to that, I suppose they dont. But—

Fine! said Miss Silverton, appreciatively. Then its all right. We can carry on!

Carry on!

Why, sure! All I want is to get the thing into the papers. It doesnt matter to me if it turns out later that there was a mistake and that you werent a burglar trying for my jewels after all. It makes just as good a story either way. I cant think why that never struck me before. Here have I been kicking because you werent a real burglar, when it doesnt amount to a hill of beans whether you are or not. All Ive got to do is to rush out and yell and rouse the hotel, and they come in and pinch you, and I give the story to the papers, and everythings fine!

Archie leaped from his chair.

I say! What!

Whats on your mind? enquired Miss Silverton, considerately. Dont you think its a nifty scheme?

Nifty! My dear old soul! Its frightful!

Cant see whats wrong with it, grumbled Miss Silverton. After Ive had someone get New York on the long-distance phone and give the story to the papers you can explain, and theyll let you out. Surely to goodness you dont object, as a personal favour to me, to spending an hour or two in a cell? Why, probably they havent got a prison at all out in these parts, and youll simply be locked in a room. A child of ten could do it on his head, said Miss Silverton. A child of six, she emended.

But, dash it — I mean — what I mean to say — Im married!

Yes? said Miss Silverton, with the politeness of faint interest. Ive been married myself. I wouldnt say its altogether a bad thing, mind you, for those that like it, but a little of it goes a long way. My first husband, she proceeded, reminiscently, was a travelling man. I gave him a two-weeks try-out, and then I told him to go on travelling. My second husband — now, HE wasnt a gentleman in any sense of the word. I remember once—

You dont grasp the point. The jolly old point! You fail to grasp it. If this bally thing comes out, my wife will be most frightfully sick!

Miss Silverton regarded him with pained surprise.

Do you mean to say you would let a little thing like that stand in the way of my getting on the front page of all the papers — WITH photographs? Wheres your chivalry?

Never mind my dashed chivalry!

Besides, what does it matter if she does get a little sore? Shell soon get over it. You can put that right. Buy her a box of candy. Not that Im strong for candy myself. What I always say is, it may taste good, but look what it does to your hips! I give you my honest word that, when I gave up eating candy, I lost eleven ounces the first week. My second husband — no, Im a liar, it was my third — my third husband said — Say, whats the big idea? Where are you going?

Out! said Archie, firmly. Bally out!

A dangerous light flickered in Miss Silvertons eyes.

Thatll be all of that! she said, raising the pistol. You stay right where you are, or Ill fire!

Right-o!

I mean it!

My dear old soul, said Archie, in the recent unpleasantness in France I had chappies popping off things like that at me all day and every day for close on five years, and here I am, what! I mean to say, if Ive got to choose between staying here and being pinched in your room by the local constabulary and having the dashed thing get into the papers and all sorts of trouble happening, and my wife getting the wind up and — I say, if Ive got to choose—

Suck a lozenge and start again! said Miss Silverton.

Well, what I mean to say is, Id much rather take a chance of getting a bullet in the old bean than that. So loose it off and the best o luck!

Miss Silverton lowered the pistol, sank into a chair, and burst into tears.

I think youre the meanest man I ever met! she sobbed. You know perfectly well the bang would send me into a fit!

In that case, said Archie, relieved, cheerio, good luck, pip-pip, toodle-oo, and good-bye-ee! Ill be shifting!

Yes, you will! cried Miss Silverton, energetically, recovering with amazing swiftness from her collapse. Yes, you will, I by no means suppose! You think, just because Im no champion with a pistol, Im helpless. You wait! Percy!

My name is not Percy.

I never said it was. Percy! Percy, come to muzzer!

There was a creaking rustle from behind the arm-chair. A heavy body flopped on the carpet. Out into the room, heaving himself along as though sleep had stiffened his joints, and breathing stertorously through his tilted nose, moved the fine bulldog. Seen in the open, he looked even more formidable than he had done in his basket.

Guard him, Percy! Good dog, guard him! Oh, heavens! Whats the matter with him?

And with these words the emotional woman, uttering a wail of anguish, flung herself on the floor beside the animal.

Percy was, indeed, in manifestly bad shape. He seemed quite unable to drag his limbs across the room. There was a curious arch in his back, and, as his mistress touched him, he cried out plaintively,

Percy! Oh, what IS the matter with him? His nose is burning!

Now was the time, with both sections of the enemys forces occupied, for Archie to have departed softly from the room. But never, since the day when at the age of eleven he had carried a large, damp, and muddy terrier with a sore foot three miles and deposited him on the best sofa in his mothers drawing-room, had he been able to ignore the spectacle of a dog in trouble.

He does look bad, what!

Hes dying! Oh, hes dying! Is it distemper? Hes never had distemper.

Archie regarded the sufferer with the grave eye of the expert. He shook his head.

Its not that, he said. Dogs with distemper make a sort of snifting noise.

But he IS making a snifting noise!

No, hes making a snuffling noise. Great difference between snuffling and snifting. Not the same thing at all. I mean to say, when they snift they snift, and when they snuffle they — as it were — snuffle. Thats how you can tell. If you ask ME — he passed his hand over the dogs back. Percy uttered another cry. I know whats the matter with him.

A brute of a man kicked him at rehearsal. Do you think hes injured internally?

Its rheumatism, said Archie. Jolly old rheumatism. Thats all thats the trouble.

Are you sure?

Absolutely!

But what can I do?

Give him a good hot bath, and mind and dry him well. Hell have a good sleep then, and wont have any pain. Then, first thing to-morrow, you want to give him salicylate of soda.

Ill never remember that.— Ill write it down for you. You ought to give him from ten to twenty grains three times a day in an ounce of water. And rub him with any good embrocation.

And he wont die?

Die! Hell live to be as old as you are!-I mean to say—

I could kiss you! said Miss Silverton, emotionally.

Archie backed hastily.

No, no, absolutely not! Nothing like that required, really!

Youre a darling!

Yes. I mean no. No, no, really!

I dont know what to say. What can I say?

Good night, said Archie.

I wish there was something I could do! If you hadnt been here, I should have gone off my head!

A great idea flashed across Archies brain.

Do you really want to do something?

Anything!

Then I do wish, like a dear sweet soul, you would pop straight back to New York to-morrow and go on with those rehearsals.

Miss Silverton shook her head.

I cant do that!

Oh, right-o! But it isnt much to ask, what!

Not much to ask! Ill never forgive that man for kicking Percy!

Now listen, dear old soul. Youve got the story all wrong. As a matter of fact, jolly old Benham told me himself that he has the greatest esteem and respect for Percy, and wouldnt have kicked him for the world. And, you know it was more a sort of push than a kick. You might almost call it a light shove. The fact is, it was beastly dark in the theatre, and he was legging it sideways for some reason or other, no doubt with the best motives, and unfortunately he happened to stub his toe on the poor old bean.

Then why didnt he say so?

As far as I could make out, you didnt give him a chance.

Miss Silverton wavered.

I always hate going back after Ive walked out on a show, she said. It seems so weak!

Not a bit of it! Theyll give three hearty cheers and think you a topper. Besides, youve got to go to New York in any case. To take Percy to a vet., you know, what!

Of course. How right you always are! Miss Silverton hesitated again. Would you really be glad if I went back to the show?

Id go singing about the hotel! Great pal of mine, Benham. A thoroughly cheery old bean, and very cut up about the whole affair. Besides, think of all the coves thrown out of work — the thingummabobs and the poor what-dyou-call-ems!

Very well.

Youll do it?

Yes.

I say, you really are one of the best! Absolutely like mother made! Thats fine! Well, I think Ill be saying good night.

Good night. And thank you so much!

Oh, no, rather not!

Archie moved to the door.

Oh, by the way.

Yes?

If I were you, I think I should catch the very first train you can get to New York. You see — er — you ought to take Percy to the vet. as soon as ever you can.

You really do think of everything, said Miss Silverton.

Yes, said Archie, meditatively.


THE SAD CASE OF LOONEY BIDDLE
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ARCHIE WAS A simple soul, and, as is the case with most simple souls, gratitude came easily to him. He appreciated kind treatment. And when, on the following day, Lucille returned to the Hermitage, all smiles and affection, and made no further reference to Beautys Eyes and the flies that got into them, he was conscious of a keen desire to show some solid recognition of this magnanimity. Few wives, he was aware, could have had the nobility and what not to refrain from occasionally turning the conversation in the direction of the above-mentioned topics. It had not needed this behaviour on her part to convince him that Lucille was a topper and a corker and one of the very best, for he had been cognisant of these facts since the first moment he had met her: but what he did feel was that she deserved to be rewarded in no uncertain manner. And it seemed a happy coincidence to him that her birthday should be coming along in the next week or so. Surely, felt Archie, he could whack up some sort of a not unjuicy gift for that occasion — something pretty ripe that would make a substantial hit with the dear girl. Surely something would come along to relieve his chronic impecuniosity for just sufficient length of time to enable him to spread himself on this great occasion.

And, as if in direct answer to prayer, an almost forgotten aunt in England suddenly, out of an absolutely blue sky, shot no less a sum than five hundred dollars across the ocean. The present was so lavish and unexpected that Archie had the awed feeling of one who participates in a miracle. He felt, like Herbert Parker, that the righteous was not forsaken. It was the sort of thing that restored a fellows faith in human nature. For nearly a week he went about in a happy trance: and when, by thrift and enterprise — that is to say, by betting Reggie van Tuyl that the New York Giants would win the opening game of the series against the Pittsburg baseball team — he contrived to double his capital, what it amounted to was simply that life had nothing more to offer. He was actually in a position to go to a thousand dollars for Lucilles birthday present. He gathered in Mr. van Tuyl, of whose taste in these matters he had a high opinion, and dragged him off to a jewellers on Broadway.

The jeweller, a stout, comfortable man, leaned on the counter and fingered lovingly the bracelet which he had lifted out of its nest of blue plush. Archie, leaning on the other side of the counter, inspected the bracelet searchingly, wishing that he knew more about these things; for he had rather a sort of idea that the merchant was scheming to do him in the eyeball. In a chair by his side, Reggie van Tuyl, half asleep as usual, yawned despondently. He had permitted Archie to lug him into this shop; and he wanted to buy something and go. Any form of sustained concentration fatigued Reggie.

Now this, said the jeweller, I could do at eight hundred and fifty dollars.

Grab it! murmured Mr. van Tuyl.

The jeweller eyed him approvingly, a man after his own heart; but Archie looked doubtful. It was all very well for Reggie to tell him to grab it in that careless way. Reggie was a dashed millionaire, and no doubt bought bracelets by the pound or the gross or what not; but he himself was in an entirely different position.

Eight hundred and fifty dollars! he said, hesitating.

Worth it, mumbled Reggie van Tuyl.

More than worth it, amended the jeweller. I can assure you that it is better value than you could get anywhere on Fifth Avenue.

Yes? said Archie. He took the bracelet and twiddled it thoughtfully. Well, my dear old jeweller, one cant say fairer than that, can one — or two, as the case may be! He frowned. Oh, well, all right! But its rummy that women are so fearfully keen on these little thingummies, isnt it? I mean to say, cant see what they see in them. Stones, and all that. Still, there, it is, of course!

There, said the jeweller, as you say, it is, sir.

Yes, there it is!

Yes, there it is, said the jeweller, fortunately for people in my line of business. Will you take it with you, sir?

Archie reflected.

No. No, not take it with me. The fact is, you know, my wifes coming back from the country to-night, and its her birthday to-morrow, and the things for her, and, if it was popping about the place to-night, she might see it, and it would sort of spoil the surprise. I mean to say, she doesnt know Im giving it her, and all that!

Besides, said Reggie, achieving a certain animation now that the tedious business interview was concluded, going to the ball-game this afternoon — might get pocket picked — yes, better have it sent.

Where shall I send it, sir?

Eh? Oh, shoot it along to Mrs. Archibald Moffam, at the Cosmopolis. Not to-day, you know. Buzz it in first thing to-morrow.

Having completed the satisfactory deal, the jeweller threw off the business manner and became chatty.

So you are going to the ball-game? It should be an interesting contest.

Reggie van Tuyl, now — by his own standards — completely awake, took exception to this remark.

Not a bit of it! he said, decidedly. No contest! Cant call it a contest! Walkover for the Pirates!

Archie was stung to the quick. There is that about baseball which arouses enthusiasm and the partisan spirit in the unlikeliest bosoms. It is almost impossible for a man to live in America and not become gripped by the game; and Archie had long been one of its warmest adherents. He was a whole-hearted supporter of the Giants, and his only grievance against Reggie, in other respects an estimable young man, was that the latter, whose money had been inherited from steel-mills in that city, had an absurd regard for the Pirates of Pittsburg.

What absolute bally rot! he exclaimed. Look what the Giants did to them yesterday!

Yesterday isnt to-day, said Reggie.

No, itll be a jolly sight worse, said Archie. Looney Biddlell be pitching for the Giants to-day.

Thats just what I mean. The Pirates have got him rattled. Look what happened last time.

Archie understood, and his generous nature chafed at the innuendo. Looney Biddle — so-called by an affectionately admiring public as the result of certain marked eccentricities — was beyond dispute the greatest left-handed pitcher New York had possessed in the last decade. But there was one blot on Mr. Biddles otherwise stainless scutcheon. Five weeks before, on the occasion of the Giants invasion of Pittsburg, he had gone mysteriously to pieces. Few native-born partisans, brought up to baseball from the cradle, had been plunged into a profounder gloom on that occasion than Archie; but his soul revolted at the thought that that sort of thing could ever happen again.

Im not saying, continued Reggie, that Biddle isnt a very fair pitcher, but its cruel to send him against the Pirates, and somebody ought to stop it. His best friends should interfere. Once a team gets a pitcher rattled, hes never any good against them again. He loses his nerve.

The jeweller nodded approval of this sentiment.

They never come back, he said, sententiously.

The fighting blood of the Moffams was now thoroughly stirred. Archie eyed his friend sternly. Reggie was a good chap — in many respects an extremely sound egg — but he must not be allowed to talk rot of this description about the greatest left-handed pitcher of the age.

It seems to me, old companion, he said, that a small bet is indicated at this juncture. How about it?

Dont want to take your money.

You wont have to! In the cool twilight of the merry old summer evening I, friend of my youth and companion of my riper years, shall be trousering yours.

Reggie yawned. The day was very hot, and this argument was making him feel sleepy again.

Well, just as you like, of course. Double or quits on yesterdays bet, if that suits you.

For a moment Archie hesitated. Firm as his faith was in Mr. Biddles stout left arm, he had not intended to do the thing on quite this scale. That thousand dollars of his was earmarked for Lucilles birthday present, and he doubted whether he ought to risk it. Then the thought that the honour of New York was in his hands decided him. Besides, the risk was negligible. Betting on Looney Biddle was like betting on the probable rise of the sun in the east. The thing began to seem to Archie a rather unusually sound and conservative investment. He remembered that the jeweller, until he drew him firmly but kindly to earth and urged him to curb his exuberance and talk business on a reasonable plane, had started brandishing bracelets that cost about two thousand. There would be time to pop in at the shop this evening after the game and change the one he had selected for one of those. Nothing was too good for Lucille on her birthday.

Right-o! he said. Make it so, old friend!

Archie walked back to the Cosmopolis. No misgivings came to mar his perfect contentment. He felt no qualms about separating Reggie from another thousand dollars. Except for a little small change in the possession of the Messrs. Rockefeller and Vincent Astor, Reggie had all the money in the world and could afford to lose. He hummed a gay air as he entered the lobby and crossed to the cigar-stand to buy a few cigarettes to see him through the afternoon.

The girl behind the cigar counter welcomed him with a bright smile. Archie was popular with all the employes of the Cosmopolis.

S a great day, Mr. Moffam!

One of the brightest and best, Agreed Archie. Could you dig me out two, or possibly three, cigarettes of the usual description? I shall want something to smoke at the ball-game.

You going to the ball-game?

Rather! Wouldnt miss it for a fortune.

No?

Absolutely no! Not with jolly old Biddle pitching.

The cigar-stand girl laughed amusedly.

Is he pitching this afternoon? Say, that fellers a nut? Dyou know him?

Know him? Well, Ive seen him pitch and so forth.

Ive got a girl friend whos engaged to him!

Archie looked at her with positive respect. It would have been more dramatic, of course, if she had been engaged to the great man herself, but still the mere fact that she had a girl friend in that astounding position gave her a sort of halo.

No, really! he said. I say, by Jove, really! Fancy that!

Yes, shes engaged to him all right. Been engaged close on a coupla months now.

I say! Thats frightfully interesting! Fearfully interesting, really!

Its funny about that guy, said the cigar-stand girl. Hes a nut! The fellow who said theres plenty of room at the top must have been thinking of Gus Biddles head! Hes crazy about m girl friend, y know, and, whenever they have a fuss, it seems like he sort of flies right off the handle.

Goes in off the deep end, eh?

Yes, SIR! Loses what little sense hes got. Why, the last time him and m girl friend got to scrapping was when he was going on to Pittsburg to play, about a month ago. Hed been out with her the day he left for there, and he had a grouch or something, and he started making low, sneaky cracks about her Uncle Sigsbee. Well, m girl friends got a nice disposition, but she cn get mad, and she just left him flat and told him all was over. And he went off to Pittsburg, and, when he started in to pitch the opening game, he just couldnt keep his mind on his job, and look what them assassins done to him! Five runs in the first innings! Yessir, hes a nut all right!

Archie was deeply concerned. So this was the explanation of that mysterious disaster, that weird tragedy which had puzzled the sporting press from coast to coast.

Good God! Is he often taken like that?

Oh, hes all right when he hasnt had a fuss with m girl friend, said the cigar-stand girl, indifferently. Her interest in baseball was tepid. Women are too often like this — mere butterflies, with no concern for the deeper side of life.

Yes, but I say! What I mean to say, you know! Are they pretty pally now? The good old Dove of Peace flapping its little wings fairly briskly and all that?

Oh, I guess everythings nice and smooth just now. I seen m girl friend yesterday, and Gus was taking her to the movies last night, so I guess everythings nice and smooth.

Archie breathed a sigh of relief.

Took her to the movies, did he? Stout fellow!

I was at the funniest picture last week, said the cigar-stand girl. Honest, it was a scream! It was like this—

Archie listened politely; then went in to get a bite of lunch. His equanimity, shaken by the discovery of the rift in the peerless ones armour, was restored. Good old Biddle had taken the girl to the movies last night. Probably he had squeezed her hand a goodish bit in the dark. With what result? Why, the fellow would be feeling like one of those chappies who used to joust for the smiles of females in the Middle Ages. What he meant to say, presumably the girl would be at the game this afternoon, whooping him on, and good old Biddle would be so full of beans and buck that there would be no holding him.

Encouraged by these thoughts, Archie lunched with an untroubled mind. Luncheon concluded, he proceeded to the lobby to buy back his hat and stick from the boy brigand with whom he had left them. It was while he was conducting this financial operation that he observed that at the cigar-stand, which adjoined the coat-and-hat alcove, his friend behind the counter had become engaged in conversation with another girl.

This was a determined looking young woman in a blue dress and a large hat of a bold and flowery species, Archie happening to attract her attention, she gave him a glance out of a pair of fine brown eyes, then, as if she did not think much of him, turned to her companion and resumed their conversation — which, being of an essentially private and intimate nature, she conducted, after the manner of her kind, in a ringing soprano which penetrated into every corner of the lobby. Archie, waiting while the brigand reluctantly made change for a dollar bill, was privileged to hear every word.

Right from the start I seen he was in a ugly mood. YOU know how he gets, dearie! Chewing his upper lip and looking at you as if you were so much dirt beneath his feet! How was I to know hed lost fifteen dollars fifty-five playing poker, and anyway, I dont see where he gets a licence to work off his grouches on me. And I told him so. I said to him, Gus, I said, if you cant be bright and smiling and cheerful when you take me out, why do you come round at all? Was I wrong or right, dearie?

The girl behind the counter heartily endorsed her conduct. Once you let a man think he could use you as a door-mat, where were you?

What happened then, honey?

Well, after that we went to the movies.

Archie started convulsively. The change from his dollar-bill leaped in his hand. Some of it sprang overboard and tinkled across the floor, with the brigand in pursuit. A monstrous suspicion had begun, to take root in his mind.

Well, we got good seats, but — well, you know how it is, once things start going wrong. You know that hat of mine, the one with the daisies and cherries and the feather — Id taken it off and given it him to hold when we went in, and what do you think that fellrd done? Put it on the floor and crammed it under the seat, just to save himself the trouble of holding it on his lap! And, when I showed him I was upset, all he said was that he was a pitcher and not a hatstand!

Archie was paralysed. He paid no attention to the hat-check boy, who was trying to induce him to accept treasure-trove to the amount of forty-five cents. His whole being was concentrated on this frightful tragedy which had burst upon him like a tidal wave. No possible room for doubt remained. Gus was the only Gus in New York that mattered, and this resolute and injured female before him was the Girl Friend, in whose slim hands rested the happiness of New Yorks baseball followers, the destiny of the unconscious Giants, and the fate of his thousand dollars. A strangled croak proceeded from his parched lips.

Well, I didnt say anything at the moment. It just shows how them movies can work on a girls feelings. It was a Bryant Washburn film, and somehow, whenever I see him on the screen, nothing else seems to matter. I just get that goo-ey feeling, and couldnt start a fight if you asked me to. So we go off to have a soda, and I said to him, That sure was a lovely film, Gus! and would you believe me, he says straight out that he didnt think it was such a much, and he thought Bryant Washburn was a pill! A pill! The Girl Friends penetrating voice shook with emotion.

He never! exclaimed the shocked cigar-stand girl.

He did, if I die the next moment! I wasnt more than half-way through my vanilla and maple, but I got up without a word and left him. And I aint seen a sight of him since. So there you are, dearie! Was I right or wrong?

The cigar-stand girl gave unqualified approval. What men like Gus Biddle needed for the salvation of their souls was an occasional good jolt right where it would do most good.

Im glad you think I acted right, dearie, said the Girl Friend. I guess Ive been too weak with Gus, and hes took advantage of it. I spose Ill have to forgive him one of these old days, but, believe me, it wont be for a week.

The cigar-stand girl was in favour of a fortnight.

No, said the Girl Friend, regretfully. I dont believe I could hold out that long. But, if I speak to him inside a week, well — ! Well, I gotta be going. Goodbye, honey.

The cigar-stand girl turned to attend to an impatient customer, and the Girl Friend, walking with the firm and decisive steps which indicate character, made for the swing-door leading to the street. And as she went, the paralysis which had pipped Archie released its hold. Still ignoring the forty-five cents which the boy continued to proffer, he leaped in her wake like a panther and came upon her just as she was stepping into a car. The car was full, but not too full for Archie. He dropped his five cents into the box and reached for a vacant strap. He looked down upon the flowered hat. There she was. And there he was. Archie rested his left ear against the forearm of a long, strongly-built young man in a grey suit who had followed him into the car and was sharing his strap, and pondered.


SUMMER STORMS
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OF COURSE, IN a way, the thing was simple. The wheeze was, in a sense, straightforward and uncomplicated. What he wanted to do was to point out to the injured girl all that hung on her. He wished to touch her heart, to plead with her, to desire her to restate her war-aims, and to persuade her — before three oclock when that stricken gentleman would be stepping into the pitchers box to loose off the first ball against the Pittsburg Pirates — to let bygones be bygones and forgive Augustus Biddle. But the blighted problem was, how the deuce to find the opportunity to start. He couldnt yell at the girl in a crowded street-car; and, if he let go of his strap and bent over her, somebody would step on his neck.

The Girl Friend, who for the first five minutes had remained entirely concealed beneath her hat, now sought diversion by looking up and examining the faces of the upper strata of passengers. Her eye caught Archies in a glance of recognition, and he smiled feebly, endeavouring to register bonhomie and good-will. He was surprised to see a startled expression come into her brown eyes. Her face turned pink. At least, it was pink already, but it turned pinker. The next moment, the car having stopped to pick up more passengers, she jumped off and started to hurry across the street.

Archie was momentarily taken aback. When embarking on this business he had never intended it to become a blend of otter-hunting and a moving-picture chase. He followed her off the car with a sense that his grip on the affair was slipping. Preoccupied with these thoughts, he did not perceive that the long young man who had shared his strap had alighted too. His eyes were fixed on the vanishing figure of the Girl Friend, who, having buzzed at a smart pace into Sixth Avenue, was now legging it in the direction of the staircase leading to one of the stations of the Elevated Railroad. Dashing up the stairs after her, he shortly afterwards found himself suspended as before from a strap, gazing upon the now familiar flowers on top of her hat. From another strap farther down the carriage swayed the long young man in the grey suit.

The train rattled on. Once or twice, when it stopped, the girl seemed undecided whether to leave or remain. She half rose, then sank back again. Finally she walked resolutely out of the car, and Archie, following, found himself in a part of New York strange to him. The inhabitants of this district appeared to eke out a precarious existence, not by taking in one anothers washing, but by selling one another second-hand clothes.

Archie glanced at his watch. He had lunched early, but so crowded with emotions had been the period following lunch that he was surprised to find that the hour was only just two. The discovery was a pleasant one. With a full hour before the scheduled start of the game, much might be achieved. He hurried after the girl, and came up with her just as she turned the corner into one of those forlorn New York side-streets which are populated chiefly by children, cats, desultory loafers, and empty meat-tins.

The girl stopped and turned. Archie smiled a winning smile.

I say, my dear sweet creature! he said. I say, my dear old thing, one moment!

Is that so? said the Girl Friend.

I beg your pardon?

Is that so?

Archie began to feel certain tremors. Her eyes were gleaming, and her determined mouth had become a perfectly straight line of scarlet. It was going to be difficult to be chatty to this girl. She was going to be a hard audience. Would mere words be able to touch her heart? The thought suggested itself that, properly speaking, one would need to use a pick-axe.

If you could spare me a couples of minutes of your valuable time—

Say! The lady drew herself up menacingly. You tie a can to yourself and disappear! Fade away, or Ill call a cop!

Archie was horrified at this misinterpretation of his motives. One or two children, playing close at hand, and a loafer who was trying to keep the wall from falling down, seemed pleased. Theirs was a colourless existence and to the rare purple moments which had enlivened it in the past the calling of a cop had been the unfailing preliminary. The loafer nudged a fellow-loafer, sunning himself against the same wall. The children, abandoning the meat-tin round which their game had centred, drew closer.

My dear old soul! said Archie. You dont understand!

Dont I! I know your sort, you trailing arbutus!

No, no! My dear old thing, believe me! I wouldnt dream!

Are you going or arent you?

Eleven more children joined the ring of spectators. The loafers stared silently, like awakened crocodiles.

But, I say, listen! I only wanted—

At this point another voice spoke.

Say!

The word Say! more almost than any word in the American language, is capable of a variety of shades of expression. It can be genial, it can be jovial, it can be appealing. It can also be truculent The Say! which at this juncture smote upon Archies ear-drum with a suddenness which made him leap in the air was truculent; and the two loafers and twenty-seven children who now formed the audience were well satisfied with the dramatic development of the performance. To their experienced ears the word had the right ring.

Archie spun round. At his elbow stood a long, strongly-built young man in a grey suit.

Well! said the young man, nastily. And he extended a large, freckled face toward Archies. It seemed to the latter, as he backed against the wall, that the young mans neck must be composed of india-rubber. It appeared to be growing longer every moment. His face, besides being freckled, was a dull brick-red in colour; his lips curled back in an unpleasant snarl, showing a gold tooth; and beside him, swaying in an ominous sort of way, hung two clenched red hands about the size of two young legs of mutton. Archie eyed him with a growing apprehension. There are moments in life when, passing idly on our way, we see a strange face, look into strange eyes, and with a sudden glow of human warmth say to ourselves, We have found a friend! This was not one of those moments. The only person Archie had ever seen in his life who looked less friendly was the sergeant-major who had trained him in the early days of the war, before he had got his commission.

Ive had my eye on you! said the young man.

He still had his eye on him. It was a hot, gimlet-like eye, and it pierced the recesses of Archies soul. He backed a little farther against the wall.

Archie was frankly disturbed. He was no poltroon, and had proved the fact on many occasions during the days when the entire German army seemed to be picking on him personally, but he hated and shrank from anything in the nature of a bally public scene.

What, enquired the young man, still bearing the burden of the conversation, and shifting his left hand a little farther behind his back, do you mean by following this young lady?

Archie was glad he had asked him. This was precisely what he wanted to explain.

My dear old lad— he began.

In spite of the fact that he had asked a question and presumably desired a reply, the sound of Archies voice seemed to be more than the young man could endure. It deprived him of the last vestige of restraint. With a rasping snarl he brought his left fist round in a sweeping semicircle in the direction of Archies head.

Archie was no novice in the art of self-defence. Since his early days at school he had learned much from leather-faced professors of the science. He had been watching this unpleasant young mans eyes with close attention, and the latter could not have indicated his scheme of action more clearly if he had sent him a formal note. Archie saw the swing all the way. He stepped nimbly aside, and the fist crashed against the wall. The young man fell back with a yelp of anguish.

Gus! screamed the Girl Friend, bounding forward.

She flung her arms round the injured man, who was ruefully examining a hand which, always of an out-size, was now swelling to still further dimensions.

Gus, darling!

A sudden chill gripped Archie. So engrossed had he been with his mission that it had never occurred to him that the love-lorn pitcher might have taken it into his head to follow the girl as well in the hope of putting in a word for himself. Yet such apparently had been the case. Well, this had definitely torn it. Two loving hearts were united again in complete reconciliation, but a fat lot of good that was. It would be days before the misguided Looney Biddle would be able to pitch with a hand like that. It looked like a ham already, and was still swelling. Probably the wrist was sprained. For at least a week the greatest left-handed pitcher of his time would be about as much use to the Giants in any professional capacity as a cold in the head. And on that crippled hand depended the fate of all the money Archie had in the world. He wished now that he had not thwarted the fellows simple enthusiasm. To have had his head knocked forcibly through a brick wall would not have been pleasant, but the ultimate outcome would not have been as unpleasant as this. With a heavy heart Archie prepared to withdraw, to be alone with his sorrow.

At this moment, however, the Girl Friend, releasing her wounded lover, made a sudden dash for him, with the plainest intention of blotting him from the earth.

No, I say! Really! said Archie, bounding backwards. I mean to say!

In a series of events, all of which had been a bit thick, this, in his opinion, achieved the maximum of thickness. It was the extreme ragged, outside edge of the limit. To brawl with a fellow-man in a public street had been bad, but to be brawled with by a girl — the shot was not on the board. Absolutely not on the board. There was only one thing to be done. It was dashed undignified, no doubt, for a fellow to pick up the old waukeesis and leg it in the face of the enemy, but there was no other course. Archie started to run; and, as he did so, one of the loafers made the mistake of gripping him by the collar of his coat.

I got him! observed the loafer.-There is a time for all things. This was essentially not the time for anyone of the male sex to grip the collar of Archies coat. If a syndicate of Dempsey, Carpentier, and one of the Zoo gorillas had endeavoured to stay his progress at that moment, they would have had reason to consider it a rash move. Archie wanted to be elsewhere, and the blood of generations of Moffams, many of whom had swung a wicked axe in the free-for-all mix-ups of the Middle Ages, boiled within him at any attempt to revise his plans. There was a good deal of the loafer, but it was all soft. Releasing his hold when Archies heel took him shrewdly on the shin, he received a nasty punch in what would have been the middle of his waistcoat if he had worn one, uttered a gurgling bleat like a wounded sheep, and collapsed against the wall. Archie, with a torn coat, rounded the corner, and sprinted down Ninth Avenue.

The suddenness of the move gave him an initial advantage. He was halfway down the first block before the vanguard of the pursuit poured out of the side street. Continuing to travel well, he skimmed past a large dray which had pulled up across the road, and moved on. The noise of those who pursued was loud and clamorous in the rear, but the dray hid him momentarily from their sight, and it was this fact which led Archie, the old campaigner, to take his next step.

It was perfectly obvious — he was aware of this even in the novel excitement of the chase — that a chappie couldnt hoof it at twenty-five miles an hour indefinitely along a main thoroughfare of a great city without exciting remark. He must take cover. Cover! That was the wheeze. He looked about him for cover.

You want a nice suit?

It takes a great deal to startle your commercial New Yorker. The small tailor, standing in his doorway, seemed in no way surprised at the spectacle of Archie, whom he had seen pass at a conventional walk some five minutes before, returning like this at top speed. He assumed that Archie had suddenly remembered that he wanted to buy something.

This was exactly what Archie had done. More than anything else in the world, what he wanted to do now was to get into that shop and have a long talk about gents clothing. Pulling himself up abruptly, he shot past the small tailor into the dim interior. A confused aroma of cheap clothing greeted him. Except for a small oasis behind a grubby counter, practically all the available space was occupied by suits. Stiff suits, looking like the body when discovered by the police, hung from hooks. Limp suits, with the appearance of having swooned from exhaustion, lay about on chairs and boxes. The place was a cloth morgue, a Sargasso Sea of serge.

Archie would not have had it otherwise. In these quiet groves of clothing a regiment could have lain hid.

Something nifty in tweeds? enquired the business-like proprietor of this haven, following him amiably into the shop, Or, maybe, yes, a nice serge? Say, mister, I got a sweet thing in blue serge thatll fit you like the paper on the wall!

Archie wanted to talk about clothes, but not yet.

I say, laddie, he said, hurriedly. Lend me, your ear for half a jiffy! Outside the baying of the pack had become imminent. Stow me away for a moment in the undergrowth, and Ill buy anything you want.

He withdrew into the jungle. The noise outside grew in volume. The pursuit had been delayed for a priceless few instants by the arrival of another dray, moving northwards, which had drawn level with the first dray and dexterously bottled up the fairway. This obstacle had now been overcome, and the original searchers, their ranks swelled by a few dozen more of the leisured classes, were hot on the trail again.

You done a murder? enquired the voice of the proprietor, mildly interested, filtering through a wall of cloth. Well, boys will be boys! he said, philosophically. See anything there that you like? There some sweet things there!

Im inspecting them narrowly, replied Archie. If you dont let those chappies find me, I shouldnt be surprised if I bought one.

One? said the proprietor, with a touch of austerity.

Two, said Archie, quickly. Or possibly three or six.

The proprietors cordiality returned.

You cant have too many nice suits, he said, approvingly, not a young feller like you that wants to look nice. All the nice girls like a young feller that dresses nice. When you go out of here in a suit I got hanging up there at the back, the girls ll be all over you like flies round a honey-pot.

Would you mind, said Archie, would you mind, as a personal favour to me, old companion, not mentioning that word girls?

He broke off. A heavy foot had crossed the threshold of the shop.

Say, uncle, said a deep voice, one of those beastly voices that only the most poisonous blighters have, you seen a young feller run past here?

Young feller? The proprietor appeared to reflect. Do you mean a young feller in blue, with a Homburg hat?

Thats the duck! We lost him. Where did he go?

Him! Why, he come running past, quick as he could go. I wondered what he was running for, a hot day like this. He went round the corner at the bottom of the block.

There was a silence.

Well, I guess hes got away, said the voice, regretfully.

The way he was travelling, agreed the proprietor, I wouldnt be surprised if he was in Europe by this. You want a nice suit?

The other, curtly expressing a wish that the proprietor would go to eternal perdition and take his entire stock with him, stumped out.

This, said the proprietor, tranquilly, burrowing his way to where Archie stood and exhibiting a saffron-coloured outrage, which appeared to be a poor relation of the flannel family, would put you back fifty dollars. And cheap!

Fifty dollars!

Sixty, I said. I dont speak always distinct.

Archie regarded the distressing garment with a shuddering horror. A young man with an educated taste in clothes, it got right in among his nerve centres.

But, honestly, old soul, I dont want to hurt your feelings, but that isnt a suit, its just a regrettable incident!

The proprietor turned to the door in a listening attitude.

I believe I hear that feller coming back, he said.

Archie gulped.

How about trying it on? he said. Im not sure, after all, it isnt fairly ripe.

Thats the way to talk, said the proprietor, cordially. You try it on. You cant judge a suit, not a real nice suit like this, by looking at it. You want to put it on. There! He led the way to a dusty mirror at the back of the shop. Isnt that a bargain at seventy dollars?...Why, say, your mother would be proud if she could see her boy now!

A quarter of an hour later, the proprietor, lovingly kneading a little sheaf of currency bills, eyed with a fond look the heap of clothes which lay on the counter.

As nice a little lot as Ive ever had in my shop! Archie did not deny this. It was, he thought, probably only too true.

I only wish I could see you walking up Fifth Avenue in them! rhapsodised the proprietor. Youll give em a treat! What you going to do with em? Carry em under your arm? Archie shuddered strongly. Well, then, I can send em for you anywhere you like. Its all the same to me. Wherell I send em?

Archie meditated. The future was black enough as it was. He shrank from the prospect of being confronted next day, at the height of his misery, with these appalling reach-me-downs.

An idea struck him.

Yes, send em, he said.

Whats the name and address?

Daniel Brewster, said Archie, Hotel Cosmopolis.

It was a long time since he had given his father-in-law a present.

Archie went out into the street, and began to walk pensively down a now peaceful Ninth Avenue. Out of the depths that covered him, black as the pit from pole to pole, no single ray of hope came to cheer him. He could not, like the poet, thank whatever gods there be for his unconquerable soul, for his soul was licked to a splinter. He felt alone and friendless in a rotten world. With the best intentions, he had succeeded only in landing himself squarely amongst the ribstons. Why had he not been content with his wealth, instead of risking it on that blighted bet with Reggie? Why had he trailed the Girl Friend, dash her! He might have known that he would only make an ass of himself, And, because he had done so, Looney Biddles left hand, that priceless left hand before which opposing batters quailed and wilted, was out of action, resting in a sling, careened like a damaged battleship; and any chance the Giants might have had of beating the Pirates was gone — gone — as surely as that thousand dollars which should have bought a birthday present for Lucille.

A birthday present for Lucille! He groaned in bitterness of spirit. She would be coming back to-night, dear girl, all smiles and happiness, wondering what he was going to give her tomorrow. And when to-morrow dawned, all he would be able to give her would be a kind smile. A nice state of things! A jolly situation! A thoroughly good egg, he did NOT think!

It seemed to Archie that Nature, contrary to her usual custom of indifference to human suffering, was mourning with him. The sky was overcast, and the sun had ceased to shine. There was a sort of sombreness in the afternoon, which fitted in with his mood. And then something splashed on his face.

It says much for Archies pre-occupation that his first thought, as, after a few scattered drops, as though the clouds were submitting samples for approval, the whole sky suddenly began to stream like a shower-bath, was that this was simply an additional infliction which he was called upon to bear, On top of all his other troubles he would get soaked to the skin or have to hang about in some doorway. He cursed richly, and sped for shelter.

The rain was setting about its work in earnest. The world was full of that rending, swishing sound which accompanies the more violent summer storms. Thunder crashed, and lightning flicked out of the grey heavens. Out in the street the raindrops bounded up off the stones like fairy fountains. Archie surveyed them morosely from his refuge in the entrance of a shop.

And then, suddenly, like one of those flashes which were lighting up the gloomy sky, a thought lit up his mind.

By Jove! If this keeps up, there wont be a ball-game to-day!

With trembling fingers he pulled out his watch. The hands pointed to five minutes to three. A blessed vision came to him of a moist and disappointed crowd receiving rain-checks up at the Polo Grounds.

Switch it on, you blighters! he cried, addressing the leaden clouds. Switch it on more and more!

It was shortly before five oclock that a young man bounded into a jewellers shop near the Hotel Cosmopolis — a young man who, in spite of the fact that his coat was torn near the collar and that he oozed water from every inch of his drenched clothes, appeared in the highest spirits.. It was only when he spoke that the jeweller recognised in the human sponge the immaculate youth who had looked in that morning to order a bracelet.

I say, old lad, said this young man, you remember that jolly little what-not you showed me before lunch?

The bracelet, sir?

As you observe with a manly candour which does you credit, my dear old jeweller, the bracelet. Well, produce, exhibit, and bring it forth, would you mind? Trot it out! Slip it across on a lordly dish!

You wished me, surely, to put it aside and send it to the Cosmopolis to-morrow?

The young man tapped the jeweller earnestly on his substantial chest.

What I wished and what I wish now are two bally separate and dashed distinct things, friend of my college days! Never put off till to-morrow what you can do to-day, and all that! Im not taking any more chances. Not for me! For others, yes, but not for Archibald! Here are the doubloons, produce the jolly bracelet Thanks!

The jeweller counted the notes with the same unction which Archie had observed earlier in the day in the proprietor of the second-hand clothes-shop. The process made him genial.

A nasty, wet day, sir, its been, he observed, chattily.

Archie shook his head.

Old friend, he said, youre all wrong. Far otherwise, and not a bit like it, my dear old trafficker in gems! Youve put your finger on the one aspect of this blighted p.m. that really deserves credit and respect. Rarely in the experience of a lifetime have I encountered a day so absolutely bally in nearly every shape and form, but there was one thing that saved it, and that was its merry old wetness! Toodle-oo, laddie!

Good evening, sir, said the jeweller.


ARCHIE ACCEPTS A SITUATION
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LUCILLE MOVED HER wrist slowly round, the better to examine the new bracelet.

You really are an angel, angel! she murmured.

Like it? said Archie complacently.

LIKE it! Why, its gorgeous! It must have cost a fortune.

Oh, nothing to speak of. Just a few hard-earned pieces of eight. Just a few doubloons from the old oak chest.

But I didnt know there were any doubloons in the old oak chest.

Well, as a matter of fact, admitted Archie, at one point in the proceedings there werent. But an aunt of mine in England — peace be on her head! — happened to send me a chunk of the necessary at what you might call the psychological moment.

And you spent it all on a birthday present for me! Archie! Lucille gazed at her husband adoringly. Archie, do you know what I think?

What?

Youre the perfect man!

No, really! What ho!

Yes, said Lucille firmly. Ive long suspected it, and now I know. I dont think theres anybody like you in the world.

Archie patted her hand.

Its a rummy thing, he observed, but your father said almost exactly that to me only yesterday. Only I dont fancy he meant the same as you. To be absolutely frank, his exact expression was that he thanked God there was only one of me.

A troubled look came into Lucilles grey eyes.

Its a shame about father. I do wish he appreciated you. But you mustnt be too hard on him.

Me? said Archie. Hard on your father? Well, dash it all, I dont think I treat him with what you might call actual brutality, what! I mean to say, my whole idea is rather to keep out of the old lads way and curl up in a ball if I cant dodge him. Id just as soon be hard on a stampeding elephant! I wouldnt for the world say anything derogatory, as it were, to your jolly old pater, but there is no getting away from the fact that hes by way of being one of our leading man-eating fishes. It would be idle to deny that he considers that you let down the proud old name of Brewster a bit when you brought me in and laid me on the mat.

Anyone would be lucky to get you for a son-in-law, precious.

I fear me, light of my life, the dad doesnt see eye to eye with you on that point. No, every time I get hold of a daisy, I give him another chance, but it always works out at He loves me not!

You must make allowances for him, darling.

Right-o! But I hope devoutly that he doesnt catch me at it. Ive a sort of idea that if the old dad discovered that I was making allowances for him, he would have from ten to fifteen fits.

Hes worried just now, you know.

I didnt know. He doesnt confide in me much.

Hes worried about that waiter.

What waiter, queen of my soul?

A man called Salvatore. Father dismissed him some time ago.

Salvatore!

Probably you dont remember him. He used to wait on this table.

Why—

And father dismissed him, apparently, and now theres all sorts of trouble. You see, father wants to build this new hotel of his, and he thought hed got the site and everything and could start building right away: and now he finds that this man Salvatores mother owns a little newspaper and tobacco shop right in the middle of the site, and theres no way of getting him out without buying the shop, and he wont sell. At least, hes made his mother promise that she wont sell.

A boys best friend is his mother, said Archie approvingly. I had a sort of idea all along—

So fathers in despair.

Archie drew at his cigarette meditatively.

I remember a chappie — a policeman he was, as a matter of fact, and incidentally a fairly pronounced blighter — remarking to me some time ago that you could trample on the poor mans face but you mustnt be surprised if he bit you in the leg while you were doing it. Apparently this is what has happened to the old dad. I had a sort of idea all along that old friend Salvatore would come out strong in the end if you only gave him time. Brainy sort of feller! Great pal of mine. — Lucilles small face lightened. She gazed at Archie with proud affection. She felt that she ought to have known that he was the one to solve this difficulty.

Youre wonderful, darling! Is he really a friend of yours?

Absolutely. Manys the time he and I have chatted in this very grill-room.

Then its all right. If you went to him and argued with him, he would agree to sell the shop, and father would be happy. Think how grateful father would be to you! It would make all the difference.

Archie turned this over in his mind.

Something in that, he agreed.

It would make him see what a pet lambkin you really are!

Well, said Archie, Im bound to say that any scheme which what you might call culminates in your father regarding me as a pet lambkin ought to receive ones best attention. How much did he offer Salvatore for his shop?

I dont know. There is father. — Call him over and ask him.

Archie glanced over to where Mr. Brewster had sunk moodily into a chair at a neighbouring table. It was plain even at that distance that Daniel Brewster had his troubles and was bearing them with an ill grace. He was scowling absently at the table-cloth.

YOU call him, said Archie, having inspected his formidable relative. You know him better.

Lets go over to him.

They crossed the room. Lucille sat down opposite her father.-Archie draped himself over a chair in the background.

Father, dear, said Lucille. Archie has got an idea.

Archie? said Mr. Brewster incredulously.

This is me, said Archie, indicating himself with a spoon. The tall, distinguished-looking bird.

What new fool-thing is he up to now?

Its a splendid idea, father. He wants to help you over your new hotel.

Wants to run it for me, I suppose?

By Jove! said Archie, reflectively. Thats not a bad scheme! I never thought of running an hotel. I shouldnt mind taking a stab at it.

He has thought of a way of getting rid of Salvatore and his shop.

For the first time Mr. Brewsters interest in the conversation seemed to stir. He looked sharply at his son-in-law.

He has, has he? he said.

Archie balanced a roll on a fork and inserted a plate underneath. The roll bounded away into a corner.

Sorry! said Archie. My fault, absolutely! I owe you a roll. Ill sign a bill for it. Oh, about this sportsman Salvatore, Well, its like this, you know. He and I are great pals. Ive known him for years and years. At least, it seems like years and years. Lu was suggesting that I seek him out in his lair and ensnare him with my diplomatic manner and superior brain power and what not.

It was your idea, precious, said Lucille.

Mr. Brewster was silent. — Much as it went against the grain to have to admit it, there seemed to be something in this.

What do you propose to do?

Become a jolly old ambassador. How much did you offer the chappie?

Three thousand dollars. Twice as much as the place is worth. Hes holding out on me for revenge.

Ah, but how did you offer it to him, what? I mean to say, I bet you got your lawyer to write him a letter full of whereases, peradventures, and parties of the first part, and so forth. No good, old companion!

Dont call me old companion!

All wrong, laddie! Nothing like it, dear heart! No good at all, friend of my youth! Take it from your Uncle Archibald! Im a student of human nature, and I know a thing or two.

Thats not much, growled Mr. Brewster, who was finding his son-in-laws superior manner a little trying.

Now, dont interrupt, father, said Lucille, severely. Cant you see that Archie is going to be tremendously clever in a minute?

Hes got to show me!

What you ought to do, said Archie, is to let me go and see him, taking the stuff in crackling bills. Ill roll them about on the table in front of him. Thatll fetch him! He prodded Mr. Brewster encouragingly with a roll. Ill tell you what to do. Give me three thousand of the best and crispest, and Ill undertake to buy that shop. It cant fail, laddie!

Dont call me laddie! Mr. Brewster pondered. Very well, he said at last. I didnt know you had so much sense, he added grudgingly.

Oh, positively! said Archie. Beneath a rugged exterior I hide a brain like a buzz-saw. Sense? I exude it, laddie; I drip with it.

There were moments during the ensuing days when Mr. Brewster permitted himself to hope; but more frequent were the moments when he told himself that a pronounced chump like his son-in-law could not fail somehow to make a mess of the negotiations. His relief, therefore, when Archie curveted into his private room and announced that he had succeeded was great.

You really managed to make that wop sell out?

Archie brushed some papers off the desk with a careless gesture, and seated himself on the vacant spot.

Absolutely! I spoke to him as one old friend to another, sprayed the bills all over the place; and he sang a few bars from Rigoletto, and signed on the dotted line.

Youre not such a fool as you look, owned Mr. Brewster.

Archie scratched a match on the desk and lit a cigarette.

Its a jolly little shop, he said. I took quite a fancy to it. Full of newspapers, dont you know, and cheap novels, and some weird-looking sort of chocolates, and cigars with the most fearfully attractive labels. I think Ill make a success of it. Its bang in the middle of a dashed good neighbourhood. One of these days somebody will be building a big hotel round about there, and thatll help trade a lot. I look forward to ending my days on the other side of the counter with a full set of white whiskers and a skull-cap, beloved by everybody. Everybodyll say, Oh, you MUST patronise that quaint, delightful old blighter! Hes quite a character.

Mr. Brewsters air of grim satisfaction had given way to a look of discomfort, almost of alarm. He presumed his son-in-law was merely indulging in badinage; but even so, his words were not soothing.

Well, Im much obliged, he said. That infernal shop was holding up everything. Now I can start building right away.

Archie raised his eyebrows.

But, my dear old top, Im sorry to spoil your daydreams and stop you chasing rainbows, and all that, but arent you forgetting that the shop belongs to me? I dont at all know that I want to sell, either!

I gave you the money to buy that shop!

And dashed generous of you it was, too! admitted Archie, unreservedly. It was the first money you ever gave me, and I shall always, tell interviewers that it was you who founded my fortunes. Some day, when Im the Newspaper-and-Tobacco-Shop King, Ill tell the world all about it in my autobiography.

Mr. Brewster rose dangerously from his seat.

Do you think you can hold me up, you — you worm?

Well, said Archie, the way I look at it is this. Ever since we met, youve been after me to become one of the worlds workers, and earn a living for myself, and what not; and now I see a way to repay you for your confidence and encouragement. Youll look me up sometimes at the good old shop, wont you? He slid off the table and moved towards the door. There wont be any formalities where you are concerned. You can sign bills for any reasonable amount any time you want a cigar or a stick of chocolate. Well, toodle-oo!

Stop!

Now what?

How much do you want for that damned shop?

I dont want money.-I want a job.-If you are going to take my life-work away from me, you ought to give me something else to do.

What job?

You suggested it yourself the other day. I want to manage your new hotel.

Dont be a fool! What do you know about managing an hotel?

Nothing. It will be your pleasing task to teach me the business while the shanty is being run up.

There was a pause, while Mr. Brewster chewed three inches off a pen-holder.

Very well, he said at last.

Topping! said Archie. I knew youd, see it. Ill study your methods, what! Adding some of my own, of course. You know, Ive thought of one improvement on the Cosmopolis already.

Improvement on the Cosmopolis! cried Mr. Brewster, gashed in his finest feelings.

Yes. Theres one point where the old Cosmop slips up badly, and Im going to see that its corrected at my little shack. Customers will be entreated to leave their boots outside their doors at night, and theyll find them cleaned in the morning. Well, pip, pip! I must be popping. Time is money, you know, with us business men.


BROTHER BILLS ROMANCE
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HER EYES, SAID Bill Brewster, are like — like — whats the word I want?

He looked across at Lucille and Archie. Lucille was leaning forward with an eager and interested face; Archie was leaning back with his finger-tips together and his eyes closed. This was not the first time since their meeting in Beales Auction Rooms that his brother-in-law had touched on the subject of the girl he had become engaged to marry during his trip to England. Indeed, Brother Bill had touched on very little else: and Archie, though of a sympathetic nature and fond of his young relative, was beginning to feel that he had heard all he wished to hear about Mabel Winchester. Lucille, on the other hand, was absorbed. Her brothers recital had thrilled her.

Like— said Bill. Like—

Stars? suggested Lucille.

Stars, said Bill gratefully. Exactly the word. Twin stars shining in a clear sky on a summer night. Her teeth are like — what shall I say?

Pearls?

Pearls. And her hair is a lovely brown, like leaves in autumn. In fact, concluded Bill, slipping down from the heights with something of a jerk, shes a corker. Isnt she, Archie?

Archie opened his eyes.

Quite right, old top! he said. It was the only thing to do.

What the devil are you talking about? demanded Bill coldly. He had been suspicious all along of Archies statement that he could listen better with his eyes shut.

Eh? Oh, sorry! Thinking of something else.

You were asleep.

No, no, positively and distinctly not. Frightfully interested and rapt and all that, only I didnt quite get what you said.

I said that Mabel was a corker.

Oh, absolutely in every respect.

There! Bill turned to Lucille triumphantly. You hear that? And Archie has only seen her photograph. Wait till he sees her in the flesh.

My dear old chap! said Archie, shocked. Ladies present! I mean to say, what!

Im afraid that father will be the one youll find it hard to convince.

Yes, admitted her brother gloomily.

Your Mabel sounds perfectly charming, but — well, you know what father is. It IS a pity she sings in the chorus.

She-hasnt much of a voice, — argued Bill — in extenuation.

All the same—

Archie, the conversation having reached a topic on which he considered himself one of the greatest living authorities — to wit, the unlovable disposition of his father-in-law — addressed the meeting as one who has a right to be heard.

Lucilles absolutely right, old thing. — Absolutely correct-o! Your esteemed progenitor is a pretty tough nut, and its no good trying to get away from it.-And Im sorry to have to say it, old bird, but, if you come bounding in with part of the personnel of the ensemble on your arm and try to dig a fathers blessing out of him, hes extremely apt to stab you in the gizzard.

I wish, said Bill, annoyed, you wouldnt talk as though Mabel were the ordinary kind of chorus-girl. Shes only on the stage because her mothers hard-up and she wants to educate her little brother.

I say, said Archie, concerned. Take my tip, old top. In chatting the matter over with the pater, dont dwell too much on that aspect of the affair. — Ive been watching him closely, and its about all he can stick, having to support ME. If you ring in a mother and a little brother on him, hell crack under the strain.

Well, Ive got to do something about it. Mabel will be over here in a week.

Great Scot! You never told us that.

Yes. Shes going to be in the new Billington show. And, naturally, she will expect to meet my family. Ive told her all about you.

Did you explain father to her? asked Lucille.

Well, I just said she mustnt mind him, as his bark was worse than his bite.

Well, said Archie, thoughtfully, he hasnt bitten me yet, so you may be right. But youve got to admit that hes a bit of a barker.

Lucille considered.

Really, Bill, I think your best plan would be to go straight to father and tell him the whole thing. — You dont want him to hear about it in a roundabout way.

The trouble is that, whenever Im with father, I cant think of anything to say.

Archie found himself envying his father-in-law this merciful dispensation of Providence; for, where he himself was concerned, there had been no lack of eloquence on Bills part. In the brief period in which he had known him, Bill had talked all the time and always on the one topic. As unpromising a subject as the tariff laws was easily diverted by him into a discussion of the absent Mabel.

When Im with father, said Bill, I sort of lose my nerve, and yammer.

Dashed awkward, said Archie, politely. He sat up suddenly. I say! By Jove! I know what you want, old friend! Just thought of it!

That busy brain is never still, explained Lucille.

Saw it in the paper this morning. An advertisement of a book, dont you know.

Ive no time for reading.

Youve time for reading this one, laddie, for you cant afford to miss it. Its a what-dyou-call-it book. What I mean to say is, if you read it and take its tips to heart, it guarantees to make you a convincing talker. The advertisement says so. The advertisements all about a chappie whose name I forget, whom everybody loved because he talked so well. And, mark you, before he got hold of this book — The Personality That Wins was the name of it, if I remember rightly — he was known to all the lads in the office as Silent Samuel or something. Or it may have been Tongue-Tied Thomas. Well, one day he happened by good luck to blow in the necessary for the good old P. that W.s, and now, whenever they want someone to go and talk Rockefeller or someone into lending them a million or so, they send for Samuel. Only now they call him Sammy the Spell-Binder and fawn upon him pretty copiously and all that. How about it, old son? How do we go?

What perfect nonsense, said Lucille.

I dont know, said Bill, plainly impressed. There might be something in it.

Absolutely! said Archie. I remember it said, Talk convincingly, and no man will ever treat you with cold, unresponsive indifference. Well, cold, unresponsive indifference is just what you dont want the pater to treat you with, isnt it, or is it, or isnt it, what? I mean, what?

It sounds all right, said Bill.

It IS all right, said Archie. Its a scheme! Ill go farther. Its an egg!

The idea I had, said Bill, was to see if I couldnt get Mabel a job in some straight comedy. That would take the curse off the thing a bit. Then I wouldnt have to dwell on the chorus end of the business, you see.

Much more sensible, said Lucille.

But what a-deuce of a sweat — argued Archie. I mean to say, having to pop round and nose about and all that.

Arent you willing to take a little trouble for your stricken brother-in-law, worm? said Lucille severely.

Oh, absolutely! My idea was to get this book and coach the dear old chap. Rehearse him, dont you know. He could bone up the early chapters a bit and then drift round and try his convincing talk on me.

It might be a good idea, said Bill reflectively.

Well, Ill tell you what Im going to do, said Lucille. Im going to get Bill to introduce me to his Mabel, and, if shes as nice as he says she is, Ill go to father and talk convincingly to him.

Youre an ace! said Bill.

Absolutely! agreed Archie cordially. MY partner, what! All the same, we ought to keep the book as a second string, you know. I mean to say, you are a young and delicately nurtured girl — full of sensibility and shrinking whats-its-name and all that — and you know what the jolly old pater is. He might bark at you and put you out of action in the first round. Well, then, if anything like that happened, dont you see, we could unleash old Bill, the trained silver-tongued expert, and let him have a shot. Personally, Im all for the P. that W.s.— Me, too, said Bill.

Lucille looked at her watch.

Good gracious! Its nearly one oclock!

No! Archie heaved himself up from his chair. Well, its a shame to break up this feast of reason and flow of soul and all that, but, if we dont leg it with some speed, we shall be late.

Were lunching at the Nicholsons! explained Lucille to her brother. I wish you were coming too.

Lunch! Bill shook his head with a kind of tolerant scorn. Lunch means nothing to me these days. Ive other things to think of besides food. He looked as spiritual as his rugged features would permit. I havent written to Her yet to-day.

But, dash it, old scream, if shes going to be over here in a week, whats the good of writing? The letter would cross her.

Im not mailing my letters to England. said Bill. Im keeping them for her to read when she arrives.

My sainted aunt! said Archie.

Devotion like this was something beyond his outlook.


THE SAUSAGE CHAPPIE
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THE PERSONALITY THAT wins cost Archie two dollars in cash and a lot of embarrassment when he asked for it at the store. To buy a treatise of that name would automatically seem to argue that you havent a winning personality already, and Archie was at some pains to explain to the girl behind the counter that he wanted it for a friend. The girl seemed more interested in his English accent than in his explanation, and Archie was uncomfortably aware, as he receded, that she was practising it in an undertone for the benefit of her colleagues and fellow-workers. However, what is a little discomfort, if endured in friendships name?

He was proceeding up Broadway after leaving the store when he encountered Reggie van Tuyl, who was drifting along in somnambulistic fashion near Thirty-Ninth Street.

Hullo, Reggie old thing! said Archie.

Hullo! said Reggie, a man of few words.

Ive just been buying a book for Bill Brewster, went on Archie. It appears that old Bill — Whats the matter?

He broke off his recital abruptly. A sort of spasm had passed across his companions features. The hand holding Archies arm had tightened convulsively. One would have said that Reginald had received a shock.

Its nothing, said Reggie. Im all right now. I caught sight of that fellows clothes rather suddenly. They shook me a bit. Im all right now, he said, bravely.

Archie, following his friends gaze, understood. Reggie van Tuyl was never at his strongest in the morning, and he had a sensitive eye for clothes. He had been known to resign from clubs because members exceeded the bounds in the matter of soft shirts with dinner-jackets. And the short, thick-set man who was standing just in front of them in attitude of restful immobility was certainly no dandy. His best friend could not have called him dapper. Take him for all in all and on the hoof, he might have been posing as a model for a sketch of What the Well-Dressed Man Should Not Wear.

In costume, as in most other things, it is best to take a definite line and stick to it. This man had obviously vacillated. His neck was swathed in a green scarf; he wore an evening-dress coat; and his lower limbs were draped in a pair of tweed trousers built for a larger man. To the north he was bounded by a straw hat, to the south by brown shoes.

Archie surveyed the mans back carefully.

Bit thick! he said, sympathetically. But of course Broadway isnt Fifth Avenue. What I mean to say is, Bohemian licence and what not. Broadways crammed with deuced brainy devils who dont care how they look. Probably this bird is a master-mind of some species.

All the same, mans no right to wear evening-dress coat with tweed trousers.

Absolutely not! I see what you mean.

At this point the sartorial offender turned. Seen from the front, he was even more unnerving. He appeared to possess no shirt, though this defect was offset by the fact that the tweed trousers fitted snugly under the arms. He was not a handsome man. At his best he could never have been that, and in the recent past he had managed to acquire a scar that ran from the corner of his mouth half-way across his cheek. Even when his face was in repose he had an odd expression; and when, as he chanced to do now, he smiled, odd became a mild adjective, quite inadequate for purposes of description. It was not an unpleasant face, however. Unquestionably genial, indeed. There was something in it that had a quality of humorous appeal.

Archie started. He stared at the man, Memory stirred.

Great Scot! he cried. Its the Sausage Chappie!

Reginald van Tuyl gave a little moan. He was not used to this sort of thing. A sensitive young man as regarded scenes, Archies behaviour unmanned him. For Archie, releasing his arm, had bounded forward and was shaking the others hand warmly.

Well, well, well! My dear old chap! You must remember me, what? No? Yes?

The man with the scar seemed puzzled. He shuffled the brown shoes, patted the straw hat, and eyed Archie questioningly.

I dont seem to place you, he said.

Archie slapped the back of the evening-dress coat. He linked his arm affectionately with that of the dress-reformer.

We met outside St Mihiel in the war. You gave me a bit of sausage. One of the most sporting events in history. Nobody but a real sportsman would have parted with a bit of sausage at that moment to a stranger. Never forgotten it, by Jove. Saved my life, absolutely. Hadnt chewed a morsel for eight hours. Well, have you got anything on? I mean to say, you arent booked for lunch or any rot of that species, are you? Fine! Then I move we all toddle off and get a bite somewhere. He squeezed the others arm fondly. Fancy meeting you again like this! Ive often wondered what became of you. But, by Jove, I was forgetting. Dashed rude of me. My friend, Mr. van Tuyl.

Reggie gulped. The longer he looked at it, the harder this mans costume was to bear. His eye passed shudderingly from the brown shoes to the tweed trousers, to the green scarf, from the green scarf to the straw hat.

Sorry, he mumbled. Just remembered. Important date. Late already. Er — see you some time—

He melted away, a broken man. Archie was not sorry to see him go. Reggie was a good chap, but he would undoubtedly have been de trop at this reunion.

I vote we go to the Cosmopolis, he said, steering his newly-found friend through the crowd. The browsing and sluicing isnt bad there, and I can sign the bill which is no small consideration nowadays.

The Sausage Chappie chuckled amusedly.

I cant go to a place like the Cosmopolis looking like this.

Archie, was a little embarrassed.

Oh, I dont know, you know, dont you know! he said. Still, since you have brought the topic up, you DID get the good old wardrobe a bit mixed this morning what? I mean to say, you seem absent-mindedly, as it were, to have got hold of samples from a good number of your various suitings.

Suitings? How do you mean, suitings? I havent any suitings! Who do you think I am? Vincent Astor? All I have is what I stand up in.

Archie was shocked. This tragedy touched him. He himself had never had any money in his life, but somehow he had always seemed to manage to have plenty of clothes. How this was he could not say. He had always had a vague sort of idea that tailors were kindly birds who never failed to have a pair of trousers or something up their sleeve to present to the deserving. There was the drawback, of course, that once they had given you things they were apt to write you rather a lot of letters about it; but you soon managed to recognise their handwriting, and then it was a simple task to extract their communications from your morning mail and drop them in the waste-paper basket. This was the first case he had encountered of a man who was really short of clothes.

My dear old lad, he said, briskly, this must be remedied! Oh, positively! This must be remedied at once! I suppose my things wouldnt fit you? No. Well, I tell you what. Well wangle something from my father-in-law. Old Brewster, you know, the fellow who runs the Cosmopolis. Hisll fit you like the paper on the wall, because hes a tubby little blighter, too. What I mean to say is, hes also one of those sturdy, square, fine-looking chappies of about the middle height. By the way, where are you stopping these days?

Nowhere just at present. I thought of taking one of those self-contained Park benches.

Are you broke?

Am I!

Archie was concerned.

You ought to get a job.

I ought. But somehow I dont seem able to.

What did you do before the war?

Ive forgotten.

Forgotten!

Forgotten.

How do you mean — forgotten? You cant mean — FORGOTTEN?

Yes. Its quite gone.

But I mean to say. You cant have forgotten a thing like that.

Cant I! Ive forgotten all sorts of things. Where I was born. How old I am. Whether Im married or single. What my name is—

Well, Im dashed! said Archie, staggered. But you remembered about giving me a bit of sausage outside St. Mihiel?

No, I didnt. Im taking your word for it. For all I know you may be luring me into some den to rob me of my straw hat. I dont know you from Adam. But I like your conversation — especially the part about eating — and Im taking a chance.

Archie was concerned.

Listen, old bean. Make an effort. You must remember that sausage episode? It was just outside St. Mihiel, about five in the evening. Your little lot were lying next to my little lot, and we happened to meet, and I said What ho! and you said Halloa! and I said What ho! What ho! and you said Have a bit of sausage? and I said What ho! What ho! What HO!

The dialogue seems to have been darned sparkling but I dont remember it. It must have been after that that I stopped one. I dont seem quite to have caught up with myself since I got hit.

Oh! Thats how you got that scar?

No. I got that jumping through a plate-glass window in London on Armistice night.

What on earth did you do that for?

Oh, I dont know. It seemed a good idea at the time.

But if you can remember a thing like that, why cant you remember your name?

I remember everything that happened after I came out of hospital. Its the part before thats gone.

Archie patted him on the shoulder.

I know just what you want. You need a bit of quiet and repose, to think things over and so forth. You mustnt go sleeping on Park benches. Wont do at all. Not a bit like it. You must shift to the Cosmopolis. It isnt half a bad spot, the old Cosmop. I didnt like it much the first night I was there, because there was a dashed tap that went drip-drip-drip all night and kept me awake, but the place has its points.

Is the Cosmopolis giving free board and lodging these days?

Rather! Thatll be all right. Well, this is the spot. Well start by trickling up to the old boys suite and looking over his reach-me-downs. I know the waiter on his floor. A very sound chappie. Hell let us in with his pass-key.

And so it came about that Mr. Daniel Brewster, returning to his suite in the middle of lunch in order to find a paper dealing with the subject he was discussing with his guest, the architect of his new hotel, was aware of a murmur of voices behind the closed door of his bedroom. Recognising the accents of his son-in-law, he breathed an oath and charged in. He objected to Archie wandering at large about his suite.

The sight that met his eyes when he opened the door did nothing to soothe him. The floor was a sea of clothes. There were coats on the chairs, trousers on the bed, shirts on the bookshelf. And in the middle of his welter stood Archie, with a man who, to Mr. Brewsters heated eye, looked like a tramp comedian out of a burlesque show.

Great Godfrey! ejaculated Mr. Brewster.

Archie looked up with a friendly smile.

Oh, halloa-halloa! he said, affably, We were just glancing through your spare scenery to see if we couldnt find something for my pal here. This is Mr. Brewster, my father-in-law, old man.

Archie scanned his relatives twisted features. Something in his expression seemed not altogether encouraging. He decided that the negotiations had better be conducted in private. One moment, old lad, he said to his new friend. I just want to have a little talk with my father-in-law in the other room. Just a little friendly business chat. You stay here.

In the other room Mr. Brewster turned on Archie like a wounded lion of the desert.

What the — !

Archie secured one of his coat-buttons and began to massage it affectionately.

Ought to have explained! said Archie, only didnt want to interrupt your lunch. The sportsman on the horizon is a dear old pal of mine—

Mr. Brewster wrenched himself free.

What the devil do you mean, you worm, by bringing tramps into my bedroom and messing about with my clothes?

Thats just what Im trying to explain, if youll only listen. This bird is a bird I met in France during the war. He gave me a bit of sausage outside St. Mihiel—

Damn you and him and the sausage!

Absolutely. But listen. He cant remember who he is or where he was born or what his name is, and hes broke; so, dash it, I must look after him. You see, he gave me a bit of sausage.

Mr. Brewsters frenzy gave way to an ominous calm.

Ill give him two seconds to clear out of here. If he isnt gone by then Ill have him thrown out.

Archie was shocked.

You dont mean that?

I do mean that.

But where is he to go?

Outside.

But you dont understand. This chappie has lost his memory because he was wounded in the war. Keep that fact firmly fixed in the old bean. He fought for you. Fought and bled for you. Bled profusely, by Jove. AND he saved my life!

If Id got nothing else against him, that would be enough.

But you cant sling a chappie out into the cold hard world who bled in gallons to make the world safe for the Hotel Cosmopolis.

Mr. Brewster looked ostentatiously at his watch.

Two seconds! he said.

There was a silence. Archie appeared to be thinking. Right-o! he said at last. No need to get the wind up. I know where he can go. Its just occurred to me Ill put him up at my little shop.

The purple ebbed from Mr. Brewsters face. Such was his emotion that he had forgotten that infernal shop. He sat down. There was more silence.

Oh, gosh! said Mr. Brewster.

I knew you would be reasonable about it, said Archie, approvingly. Now, honestly, as man to man, how do we go?

What do you want me to do? growled Mr. Brewster.

I thought you might put the chappie up for a while, and give him a chance to look round and nose about a bit.

I absolutely refuse to give any more loafers free board and lodging.

Any MORE?

Well, he would be the second, wouldnt he?

Archie looked pained.

Its true, he said, that when I first came here I was temporarily resting, so to speak; but didnt I go right out and grab the managership of your new hotel? Positively!

I will NOT adopt this tramp.

Well, find him a job, then.

What sort of a job?

Oh, any old sort

He can be a waiter if he likes.

All right; Ill put the matter before him.

He returned to the bedroom. The Sausage Chappie was gazing fondly into the mirror with a spotted tie draped round his neck.

I say, old top, said Archie, apologetically, the Emperor of the Blighters out yonder says you can have a job here as waiter, and he wont do another dashed thing for you. How about it?

Do waiters eat?

I suppose so. Though, by Jove, come to think of it, Ive never seen one at it.

Thats good enough for me! said the Sausage Chappie. When do I begin?


REGGIE COMES TO LIFE
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THE ADVANTAGE OF having plenty of time on ones hands is that one has leisure to attend to the affairs of all ones circle of friends; and Archie, assiduously as he watched over the destinies of the Sausage Chappie, did not neglect the romantic needs of his brother-in-law Bill. A few days later, Lucille, returning one morning to their mutual suite, found her husband seated in an upright chair at the table, an unusually stern expression on his amiable face. A large cigar was in the corner of his mouth. The fingers of one hand rested in the armhole of his waistcoat: with the other hand he tapped menacingly on the table.

As she gazed upon him, wondering what could be the matter with him, Lucille was suddenly aware of Bills presence. He had emerged sharply from the bedroom and was walking briskly across the floor. He came to a halt in front of the table.

Father! said Bill.

Archie looked up sharply, frowning heavily over his cigar.

Well, my boy, he said in a strange, rasping voice. What is it? Speak up, my boy, speak up! Why the devil cant you speak up? This is my busy day!

What on earth are you doing? asked Lucille.

Archie waved her away with the large gesture of a man of blood and iron interrupted while concentrating.

Leave us, woman! We would be alone! Retire into the jolly old background and amuse yourself for a bit. Read a book. Do acrostics. Charge ahead, laddie.

Father! said Bill, again.

Yes, my boy, yes? What is it?

Father!

Archie picked up the red-covered volume that lay on the table.

Half a mo, old son. Sorry to stop you, but I knew there was something. Ive just remembered. Your walk. All wrong!

All wrong?

All wrong! Wheres the chapter on the Art. of Walking? Here we are. Listen, dear old soul. Drink this in. In walking, one should strive to acquire that swinging, easy movement from the hips. The correctly-poised walker seems to float along, as it were. Now, old bean, you didnt float a dam bit. You just galloped in like a chappie charging into a railway restaurant for a bowl of soup when his train leaves in two minutes. Dashed important, this walking business, you know. Get started wrong, and where are you? Try it again.... Much better. He turned to Lucille. Notice him float along that time? Absolutely skimmed, what?

Lucille had taken a seat,-and was waiting for enlightenment.

Are you and Bill going into vaudeville? she asked.

Archie, scrutinising-his-brother-in-law closely, had further criticism to make.

The man of self-respect and self-confidence, he read, stands erect in an easy, natural, graceful attitude. Heels not too far apart, head erect, eyes to the front with a level gaze — get your gaze level, old thing!— shoulders thrown back, arms hanging naturally at the sides when not otherwise employed — that means that, if he tries to hit you, its all right to guard— chest expanded naturally, and abdomen — this is no place for you, Lucille. Leg it out of earshot— ab — what I said before — drawn in somewhat and above all not protruded. Now, have you got all that? Yes, you look all right. Carry on, laddie, carry on. Lets have two-pennorth of the Dynamic Voice and the Tone of Authority — some of the full, rich, round stuff we hear so much about!

Bill fastened a gimlet eye upon his brother-in-law and drew a deep breath.

Father! he said. Father!

Youll have to brighten up Bills dialogue a lot, said Lucille, critically, or you will never get bookings.

Father!

I mean, its all right as far as it goes, but its sort of monotonous. Besides, one of you ought to be asking questions and the other answering. Bill ought to be saying, Who was that lady I saw you coming down the street with? so that you would be able to say, That wasnt a lady. That was my wife. I KNOW! Ive been to lots of vaudeville shows.

Bill relaxed his attitude. He deflated his chest, spread his heels, and ceased to draw in his abdomen.

Wed better try this another time, when were alone, he said, frigidly. I cant do myself justice.

Why do you want to do yourself justice? asked Lucille.

Right-o! said Archie, affably, casting off his forbidding expression like a garment. Rehearsal postponed. I was just putting old Bill through it, he explained, with a view to getting him into mid-season form for the jolly old pater.

Oh! Lucilles voice was the voice of one who sees light in darkness. When Bill walked in like a cat on hot bricks and stood there looking stuffed, that was just the Personality That Wins!

That was it.

Well, you couldnt blame me for not recognising it, could you?

Archie patted her head paternally.

A little less of the caustic critic stuff, he said. Bill will be all right on the night. If you hadnt come in then and put him off his stroke, hed have shot out some amazing stuff, full of authority and dynamic accents and what not. I tell you, light of my soul, old Bill is all right! Hes got the winning personality up a tree, ready whenever he wants to go and get it. Speaking as his backer and trainer, I think hell twist your father round his little finger. Absolutely! It wouldnt surprise me if at the end of five minutes the good old dad started pumping through hoops and sitting up for lumps of sugar.

It would surprise ME.

Ah, thats because you havent seen old Bill in action. You crabbed his act before he had begun to spread himself.

It isnt that at all. The reason why I think that Bill, however winning his personality may be, wont persuade father to let him marry a girl in the chorus is something that happened last night.

Last night?

Well, at three oclock this morning. Its on the front page of the early editions of the evening papers. I brought one in for you to see, only you were so busy. Look! There it is!

Archie seized the paper.

Oh, Great Scot!

What is it? asked Bill, irritably. Dont stand goggling there! What the devil is it?

Listen to this, old thing!

REVELRY BY NIGHT.

SPIRITED BATTLE ROYAL AT HOTEL

COSMOPOLIS.

THE HOTEL DETECTIVE HAD A GOOD HEART

BUT PAULINE PACKED THE PUNCH.

The logical contender for Jack Dempseys championship honours has been discovered; and, in an age where women are stealing mens jobs all the time, it will not come as a surprise to our readers to learn that she belongs to the sex that is more deadly than the male. Her name is Miss Pauline Preston, and her wallop is vouched for under oath — under many oaths — by Mr. Timothy ONeill, known to his intimates as Pie-Face, who holds down the arduous job of detective at the Hotel Cosmopolis.

At three oclock this morning, Mr. ONeill was advised by the night-clerk that the occupants of every room within earshot of number 618 had phoned the desk to complain of a disturbance, a noise, a vocal uproar proceeding from the room mentioned. Thither, therefore, marched Mr. ONeill, his face full of cheese-sandwich, (for he had been indulging in an early breakfast or a late supper) and his heart of devotion to duty. He found there the Misses Pauline Preston and Bobbie St. Clair, of the personnel of the chorus of the Frivolities, entertaining a few friends of either sex. A pleasant time was being had by all, and at the moment of Mr. ONeills entry the entire strength of the company was rendering with considerable emphasis that touching ballad, Theres a Place For Me In Heaven, For My Baby-Boy Is There.

The able and efficient officer at once suggested that there was a place for them in the street and the patrol-wagon was there; and, being a man of action as well as words, proceeded to gather up an armful of assorted guests as a preliminary to a personally-conducted tour onto the cold night. It was at this point that Miss Preston stepped into the limelight. Mr. ONeill contends that she hit him with a brick, an iron casing, and the Singer Building. Be that as it may, her efforts were sufficiently able to induce him to retire for reinforcements, which, arriving, arrested the supper-party regardless of age or sex.

At the police-court this morning Miss Preston maintained that she and her friends were merely having a quiet home-evening and that Mr. ONeill was no gentleman. The male guests gave their names respectively as Woodrow Wilson, David Lloyd-George, and William J. Bryan. These, however, are believed to be incorrect. But the moral is, if you want excitement rather than sleep, stay at the Hotel Cosmopolis.

Bill may have quaked inwardly as he listened to this epic but outwardly he was unmoved.

Well, he said, what about it?

What about it! said Lucille.

What about it! said Archie. Why, my dear old friend, it simply means that all the time weve been putting in making your personality winning has been chucked away. Absolutely a dead loss! We might just as well have read a manual on how to knit sweaters.

I dont see it, maintained Bill, stoutly.

Lucille turned apologetically to her husband.

You mustnt judge me by him, Archie, darling. This sort of thing doesnt run in the family.-We are supposed to be rather bright on the whole. But poor Bill was dropped by his nurse when he was a baby, and fell on his head.

I suppose what youre driving at, said the goaded Bill, is that what has happened will make father pretty sore against girls who happen to be in the chorus?

Thats absolutely it, old thing, Im sorry to say. The next person who mentions the word chorus-girl in the jolly old governors presence is going to take his life in his hands. I tell you, as one man to another, that Id much rather be back in France hopping over the top than do it myself.

What darned nonsense! Mabel may be in the chorus, but she isnt like those girls.

Poor old Bill! said Lucille. Im awfully sorry, but its no use not facing facts. You know perfectly well that the reputation of the hotel is the thing father cares more about than anything else in the world, and that this is going to make him furious with all the chorus-girls in creation. Its no good trying to explain to him that your Mabel is in the chorus but not of the chorus, so to speak.

Deuced well put! said Archie, approvingly. Youre absolutely right. A chorus-girl by the rivers brim, so to speak, a simple chorus-girl is to him, as it were, and she is nothing more, if you know what I mean.

So now, said Lucille, having shown you that the imbecile scheme which you concocted with my poor well-meaning husband is no good at all, I will bring you words of cheer. Your own original plan — of getting your Mabel a part in a comedy — was always the best one. And you can do it. I wouldnt have broken the bad news so abruptly if I hadnt had some consolation to give you afterwards. I met Reggie van Tuyl just now, wandering about as if the cares of the world were on his shoulders, and he told me that he was putting up most of the money for a new play thats going into rehearsal right away. Reggies an old friend of yours. All you have to do is to go to him and ask him to use his influence to get your Mabel a small part. Theres sure to be a maid or something with only a line or two that wont matter.

A ripe scheme! said Archie. Very sound and fruity!

The cloud did not lift from Bills corrugated brow.

Thats all very well, he said. But you know what a talker Reggie is. Hes an obliging sort of chump, but his tongues fastened on at the middle and waggles at both ends. I dont want the whole of New York to know about my engagement, and have somebody spilling the news to father, before Im ready.

Thats all right, said Lucille. Archie can speak to him. Theres no need for him to mention your name at all. He can just say theres a girl he wants to get a part for. You would do it, wouldnt you, angel-face?

Like a bird, queen of my soul.

Then thats splendid. Youd better give Archie that photograph of Mabel to give to Reggie, Bill.

Photograph? said Bill. Which photograph? I have twenty-four!

Archie found Reggie van Tuyl brooding in a window of his club that looked over Fifth Avenue. Reggie was a rather melancholy young man who suffered from elephantiasis of the bank-roll and the other evils that arise from that complaint. Gentle and sentimental by nature, his sensibilities had been much wounded by contact with a sordid world; and the thing that had first endeared Archie to him was the fact that the latter, though chronically hard-up, had never made any attempt to borrow money from him. Reggie would have parted with it on demand, but it had delighted him to find that Archie seemed to take a pleasure in his society without having any ulterior motives. He was fond of Archie, and also of Lucille; and their happy marriage was a constant source of gratification to him.

For Reggie was a sentimentalist. He would have liked to live in a world of ideally united couples, himself ideally united to some charming and affectionate girl. But, as a matter of cold fact, he was a bachelor, and most of the couples he knew were veterans of several divorces. In Reggies circle, therefore, the home-life of Archie and Lucille shone like a good deed in a naughty world. It inspired him. In moments of depression it restored his waning faith in human nature.

Consequently, when Archie, having greeted him and slipped into a chair at his side, suddenly produced from his inside pocket the photograph of an extremely pretty girl and asked him to get her a small part in the play which he was financing, he was shocked and disappointed. He was in a more than usually sentimental mood that afternoon, and had, indeed, at the moment of Archies arrival, been dreaming wistfully of soft arms clasped snugly about his collar and the patter of little feet and all that sort of thing.-He gazed reproachfully at Archie.

Archie! his voice quivered with emotion. Is it worth it?, is it worth it, old man?-Think of the poor little woman at home!

Archie was puzzled.

Eh, old top? Which poor little woman?

Think of her trust in you, her faith—.

I dont absolutely get you, old bean.

What would Lucille say if she knew about this?

Oh, she does. She knows all about it.

Good heavens! cried Reggie.-He was shocked to the core of his being.-One of the articles of his faith was, that the union of Lucille and Archie was different from those loose partnerships which were the custom in his world.-He had not been conscious of such a poignant feeling that the foundations of the universe were cracked and tottering and that there was no light and sweetness in life since the morning, eighteen months back, when a negligent valet had sent him out into Fifth Avenue with only one spat on.

It was Lucilles idea, explained Archie. He was about to mention his brother-in-laws connection with the matter, but checked himself in time, remembering Bills specific objection to having his secret revealed to Reggie. Its like this, old thing, Ive never met this female, but shes a pal of Lucilles — he comforted his conscience by the reflection that, if she wasnt now, she would be in a few days-and Lucille wants to do her a bit of good. Shes been on the stage in England, you know, supporting a jolly old widowed mother and educating a little brother and all that kind and species of rot, you understand, and now shes coming over to America, and Lucille wants you to rally round and shove her into your show and generally keep the home fires burning and so forth. How do we go?

Reggie beamed with relief. He felt just as he had felt on that other occasion at the moment when a taxi-cab had rolled up and enabled him to hide his spatless leg from the public gaze.

Oh, I see! he said. Why, delighted, old man, quite delighted!

Any small part would do. Isnt there a maid or something in your bobs-worth of refined entertainment who drifts about saying, Yes, madam, and all that sort of thing? Well, then thats just the thing. Topping! I knew I could rely on you, old bird. Ill get Lucille to ship her round to your address when she arrives. I fancy shes due to totter in somewhere in the next few days. Well, I must be popping. Toodle-oo!

Pip-pip! said Reggie.

It was about a week later that Lucille came into the suite at the

Hotel Cosmopolis that was her home, and found Archie lying on the couch,

smoking a refreshing pipe after the labours of the day. It seemed to

Archie that his wife was not in her usual cheerful frame of mind. He

kissed her, and, having relieved her of her parasol, endeavoured without

success to balance it on his chin. Having picked it up from the floor

and placed it on the table, he became aware that Lucille was looking at

him in a despondent sort of way. Her grey eyes were clouded.

Halloa, old thing, said Archie. Whats up?

Lucille sighed wearily.

Archie, darling, do you know any really good swear-words?

Well, said Archie, reflectively, let me see. I did pick up a few tolerably ripe and breezy expressions out in France. All through my military career there was something about me — some subtle magnetism, dont you know, and that sort of thing — that seemed to make colonels and blighters of that order rather inventive. I sort of inspired them, dont you know. I remember one brass-hat addressing me for quite ten minutes, saying something new all the time. And even then he seemed to think he had only touched the fringe of the subject. As a matter of fact, he said straight out in the most frank and confiding way that mere words couldnt do justice to me. But why?

Because I want to relieve my feelings.

Anything wrong?

Everythings wrong. Ive just been having tea with Bill and his Mabel.

Oh, ah! said Archie, interested. And whats the verdict?

Guilty! said Lucille. And the sentence, if I had anything to do with it, would be transportation for life. She peeled off her gloves irritably. What fools men are! Not you, precious! Youre the only man in the world that isnt, it seems to me. You did marry a nice girl, didnt you? YOU didnt go running round after females with crimson hair, goggling at them with your eyes popping out of your head like a bulldog waiting for a bone.

Oh, I say! Does old Bill look like that?

Worse!

Archie rose to a point of order.

But one moment, old lady. You speak of crimson hair. Surely old Bill — in the extremely jolly monologues he used to deliver whenever I didnt see him coming and he got me alone — used to allude to her hair as brown.

It isnt brown now. Its bright scarlet. Good gracious, I ought to know. Ive been looking at it all the afternoon. It dazzled me. If Ive got to meet her again, I mean to go to the oculists and get a pair of those smoked glasses you wear at Palm Beach. Lucille brooded silently for a while over the tragedy. I dont want to say anything against her, of course.

No, no, of course not.

But of all the awful, second-rate girls I ever met, shes the worst! She has vermilion hair and an imitation Oxford manner. Shes so horribly refined that its dreadful to listen to her. Shes a sly, creepy, slinky, made-up, insincere vampire! Shes common! Shes awful! Shes a cat!

Youre quite right not to say anything against her, said Archie, approvingly. It begins to look, he went on, as if the good old pater was about due for another shock. He has a hard life!

If Bill DARES to introduce that girl to Father, hes taking his life in his hands.

But surely that was the idea — the scheme — the wheeze, wasnt it? Or do you think theres any chance of his weakening?

Weakening! You should have seen him looking at her! It was like a small boy flattening his nose against the window of a candy-store.

Bit thick!

Lucille kicked the leg of the table.

And to think, she said, that, when I was a little girl, I used to

look up to Bill as a monument of wisdom. I used to hug his knees and

gaze into his face and wonder how anyone could be so magnificent. She

gave the unoffending table another kick. If I could have looked into

the future, she said, with feeling, Id have bitten him in the ankle!



In the days which followed, Archie found himself a little out of

touch with Bill and his romance. Lucille referred to the matter only

when he brought the subject up, and made it plain that the topic of

her future sister-in-law was not one which she enjoyed discussing. Mr.

Brewster, senior, when Archie, by way of delicately preparing his mind

for what was about to befall, asked him if he liked red hair, called him

a fool, and told him to go away and bother someone else when they were

busy. The only person who could have kept him thoroughly abreast of the

trend of affairs was Bill himself; and experience had made Archie wary

in the matter of meeting Bill. The position of confidant to a young man

in the early stages of love is no sinecure, and it made Archie sleepy

even to think of having to talk to his brother-in-law. He sedulously

avoided his love-lorn relative, and it was with a sinking feeling

one day that, looking over his shoulder as he sat in the Cosmopolis

grill-room preparatory to ordering lunch, he perceived Bill bearing down

upon him, obviously resolved upon joining his meal.

To his surprise, however, Bill did not instantly embark upon his usual monologue. Indeed, he hardly spoke at all. He champed a chop, and seemed to Archie to avoid his eye. It was not till lunch was over and they were smoking that he unburdened himself.

Archie! he said.

Hallo, old thing! said Archie. Still there? I thought youd died or something. Talk about our old pals, Tongue-tied Thomas and Silent Sammy! You could beat em both on the same evening.

Its enough to make me silent.

What is?

Bill had relapsed into a sort of waking dream. He sat frowning sombrely, lost to the world. Archie, having waited what seemed to him a sufficient length of time for an answer to his question, bent forward and touched his brother-in-laws hand gently with the lighted end of his cigar. Bill came to himself with a howl.

What is? said Archie.

What is what? said Bill.

Now listen, old thing, protested Archie. Life is short and time is flying. Suppose we cut out the cross-talk. You hinted there was something on your mind — something worrying the old bean — and Im waiting to hear what it is.

Bill fiddled a moment with his coffee-spoon.

Im in an awful hole, he said at last.

Whats the trouble?

Its about that darned girl!

Archie blinked.

What!

That darned girl!

Archie could scarcely credit his senses. He had been prepared — indeed, he had steeled himself — to hear Bill allude to his affinity in a number of ways. But that darned girl was not one of them.

Companion of my riper years, he said, lets get this thing straight. When you say that darned girl, do you by any possibility allude to — ?

Of course I do!

But, William, old bird—

Oh, I know, I know, I know! said Bill, irritably. Youre surprised to hear me talk like that about her?

A trifle, yes. Possibly a trifle. When last heard from, laddie, you must recollect, you were speaking of the lady as your soul-mate, and at least once — if I remember rightly — you alluded to her as your little dusky-haired lamb.

A sharp howl escaped Bill.

Dont! A strong shudder convulsed his frame. Dont remind me of it!

Theres been a species of slump, then, in dusky-haired lambs?

How, demanded Bill, savagely, can a girl be a dusky-haired lamb when her hairs bright scarlet?

Dashed difficult! admitted Archie.

I suppose Lucille told you about that?

She did touch on it. Lightly, as it were. With a sort of gossamer touch, so to speak.

Bill threw off the last fragments of reserve.

Archie, Im in the devil of a fix. I dont know why it was, but directly I saw her — things seemed so different over in England — I mean. He swallowed ice-water in gulps. I suppose it was seeing her with Lucille. Old Lu is such a thoroughbred. Seemed to kind of show her up. Like seeing imitation pearls by the side of real pearls. And that crimson hair! It sort of put the lid on it. Bill brooded morosely. It ought to be a criminal offence for women to dye their hair. Especially red. What the devil do women do that sort of thing for?

Dont blame me, old thing. Its not my fault.

Bill looked furtive and harassed.

It makes me feel such a cad. Here am I, feeling that I would give all Ive got in the world to get out of the darned thing, and all the time the poor girl seems to be getting fonder of me than ever.

How do you know? Archie surveyed his brother-in-law critically. Perhaps her feelings have changed too. Very possibly she may not like the colour of YOUR hair. I dont myself. Now if you were to dye yourself crimson—

Oh, shut up! Of course a man knows when a girls fond of him.

By no means, laddie. When youre my age—

I AM your age.

So you are! I forgot that. Well, now, approaching the matter from another angle, let us suppose, old son, that Miss Whats-Her-Name — the party of the second part—

Stop it! said Bill suddenly. Here comes Reggie!

Eh?

Here comes Reggie van Tuyl. I dont want him to hear us talking about the darned thing.

Archie looked over his shoulder and perceived that it was indeed so. Reggie was threading his way among the tables.

Well, HE looks pleased with things, anyway, said Bill, enviously. Glad somebodys happy.

He was right. Reggie van Tuyls usual mode of progress through a restaurant was a somnolent slouch. Now he was positively bounding along. Furthermore, the usual expression on Reggies face was a sleepy sadness. Now he smiled brightly and with animation. He curveted towards their table, beaming and erect, his head up, his gaze level, and his chest expanded, for all the world as if he had been reading the hints in The Personality That Wins.

Archie was puzzled. Something had plainly happened to Reggie. But what? It was idle to suppose that somebody had left him money, for he had been left practically all the money there was a matter of ten years before.

Hallo, old bean, he said, as the new-comer, radiating good will and bonhomie, arrived at the table and hung over it like a noon-day sun. Weve finished. But rally round and well watch you eat. Dashed interesting, watching old Reggie eat. Why go to the Zoo?

Reggie shook his head.

Sorry, old man. Cant. Just on my way to the Ritz. Stepped in because I thought you might be here. I wanted you to be the first to hear the news.

News?

Im the happiest man alive!

You look it, darn you! growled Bill, on whose mood of grey gloom this human sunbeam was jarring heavily.

Im engaged to be married!

Congratulations, old egg! Archie shook his hand cordially. Dash it, dont you know, as an old married man I like to see you young fellows settling down.

I dont know how to thank you enough, Archie, old man, said Reggie, fervently.

Thank me?

It was through you that I met her. Dont you remember the girl you sent to me? You wanted me to get her a small part—

He stopped, puzzled. Archie had uttered a sound that was half gasp and half gurgle, but it was swallowed up in the extraordinary noise from the other side of the table. Bill Brewster was leaning forward with bulging eyes and soaring eyebrows.

Are you engaged to Mabel Winchester?

Why, by George! said Reggie. Do you know her?

Archie recovered himself.

Slightly, he said. Slightly. Old Bill knows her slightly, as it were. Not very well, dont you know, but — how shall I put it?

Slightly, suggested Bill.

Just the word. Slightly.

Splendid! said Reggie van Tuyl. Why dont you come along to the Ritz and meet her now?

Bill stammered. Archie came to the rescue again.

Bill cant come now. Hes got a date.

A date? said Bill.

A date, said Archie. An appointment, dont you know. A — a — in fact, a date.

But — er — wish her happiness from me, said Bill, cordially.

Thanks very much, old man, said Reggie.

And say Im delighted, will you?

Certainly.

You wont forget the word, will you? Delighted.

Delighted.

Thats right. Delighted.

Reggie looked at his watch.

Halloa! I must rush!

Bill and Archie watched him as he bounded out of the restaurant.

Poor old Reggie! said Bill, with a fleeting compunction.

Not necessarily, said Archie. What I mean to say is, tastes differ, dont you know. One mans peach is another mans poison, and vice versa.

Theres something in that.

Absolutely! Well, said Archie, judicially, this would appear to be, as it were, the maddest, merriest day in all the glad New Year, yes, no?

Bill drew a deep breath.

You bet your sorrowful existence it is! he said. Id like to do something to celebrate it.

The right spirit! said Archie. Absolutely the right spirit! Begin by paying for my lunch!


THE-SAUSAGE-CHAPPIE-CLICKS
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RENDERED RESTLESS BY relief, Bill Brewster did not linger long at the luncheon-table. Shortly after Reggie van Tuyl had retired, he got up and announced his intention of going for a bit of a walk to calm his excited mind. Archie dismissed him with a courteous wave of the hand; and, beckoning to the Sausage Chappie, who in his role of waiter was hovering near, requested him to bring the best cigar the hotel could supply. The padded seat in which he sat was comfortable; he had no engagements; and it seemed to him that a pleasant half-hour could be passed in smoking dreamily and watching his fellow-men eat.

The grill-room had filled up. The Sausage Chappie, having brought Archie his cigar, was attending to a table close by, at which a woman with a small boy in a sailor suit had seated themselves. The woman was engrossed with the bill of fare, but the childs attention seemed riveted upon the Sausage Chappie. He was drinking him in with wide eyes. He seemed to be brooding on him.

Archie, too, was brooding on the Sausage Chappie, The latter made an excellent waiter: he was brisk and attentive, and did the work as if he liked it; but Archie was not satisfied. Something seemed to tell him that the man was fitted for higher things. Archie was a grateful soul. That sausage, coming at the end of a five-hour hike, had made a deep impression on his plastic nature. Reason told him that only an exceptional man could have parted with half a sausage at such a moment; and he could not feel that a job as waiter at a New York hotel was an adequate job for an exceptional man. Of course, the root of the trouble lay in the fact that the fellow could not remember what his real life-work had been before the war. It was exasperating to reflect, as the other moved away to take his order to the kitchen, that there, for all one knew, went the dickens of a lawyer or doctor or architect or what not.

His meditations were broken by the voice of the child.

Mummie, asked the child interestedly, following the Sausage Chappie with his eyes as the latter disappeared towards the kitchen, why has that man got such a funny face?

Hush, darling.

Yes, but why HAS he?

I dont know, darling.

The childs faith in the maternal omniscience seemed to have received a shock. He had the air of a seeker after truth who has been baffled. His eyes roamed the room discontentedly.

Hes got a funnier face than that man there, he said, pointing to Archie.

Hush, darling!

But he has. Much funnier.

In a way it was a sort of compliment, but Archie felt embarrassed. He withdrew coyly into the cushioned recess. Presently the Sausage Chappie returned, attended to the needs of the woman and the child, and came over to Archie. His homely face was beaming.

Say, I had a big night last night, he said, leaning on the table.

Yes? said Archie. Party or something?

No, I mean I suddenly began to remember things. Something seems to have happened to the works.

Archie sat up excitedly. This was great news.

No, really? My dear old lad, this is absolutely topping. This is priceless.

Yessir! First thing I remembered was that I was born at Springfield, Ohio. It was like a mist starting to lift. Springfield, Ohio. That was it. It suddenly came back to me.

Splendid! Anything else?

Yessir! Just before I went to sleep I remembered my name as well.

Archie was stirred to his depths.

Why, the things a walk-over! he exclaimed. Now youve once got started, nothing can stop you. What is your name?

Why, its — Thats funny! Its gone again. I have an idea it began with an S. What was it? Skeffington? Skillington?

Sanderson?

No; Ill get it in a moment. Cunningham? Carrington? Wilberforce? Debenham?

Dennison? suggested Archie, helpfully.— No, no, no. Its on the tip of my tongue. Barrington? Montgomery? Hepplethwaite? Ive got it! Smith!

By Jove! Really?

Certain of it.

Whats the first name?

An anxious expression came into the mans eyes. He hesitated. He lowered his voice.

I have a horrible feeling that its Lancelot!

Good God! said Archie.

It couldnt really be that, could it?

Archie looked grave. He hated to give pain, but he felt he must be honest.

It might, he said. People give their children all sorts of rummy names. My second names Tracy. And I have a pal in England who was christened Cuthbert de la Hay Horace. Fortunately everyone calls him Stinker.

The head-waiter began to drift up like a bank of fog, and the Sausage Chappie returned to his professional duties. When he came back, he was beaming again.

Something else I remembered, he said, removing the cover. Im married!

Good Lord!

At least I was before the war. She had blue eyes and brown hair and a Pekingese dog.

What was her name?

I dont know.

Well, youre coming on, said Archie. Ill admit that. Youve still got a bit of a way to go before you become like one of those blighters who take the Memory Training Courses in the magazine advertisements — I mean to say, you know, the lads who meet a fellow once for five minutes, and then come across him again ten years later and grasp him by the hand and say, Surely this is Mr. Watkins of Seattle? Still, youre doing fine. You only need patience. Everything comes to him who waits. Archie sat up, electrified. I say, by Jove, thats rather good, what! Everything comes to him who waits, and youre a waiter, what, what. I mean to say, what!

Mummie, said the child at the other table, still speculative, do you think something trod on his face?

Hush, darling.

Perhaps it was bitten by something?

Eat your nice fish, darling, said the mother, who seemed to be one of those dull-witted persons whom it is impossible to interest in a discussion on first causes.

Archie felt stimulated. Not even the advent of his father-in-law, who came in a few moments later and sat down at the other end of the room, could depress his spirits.

The Sausage Chappie came to his table again.

Its a funny thing, he said. Like waking up after youve been asleep. Everything seems to be getting clearer. The dogs name was Marie. My wifes dog, you know. And she had a mole on her chin.

The dog?

No. My wife. Little beast! She bit me in the leg once.

Your wife?

No. The dog. Good Lord! said the Sausage Chappie.

Archie looked up and followed his gaze.

A couple of tables away, next to a sideboard on which the management exposed for view the cold meats and puddings and pies mentioned in volume two of the bill of fare (Buffet Froid), a man and a girl had just seated themselves. The man was stout and middle-aged. He bulged in practically every place in which a man can bulge, and his head was almost entirely free from hair. The girl was young and pretty. Her eyes were blue. Her hair was brown. She had a rather attractive little mole on the left side of her chin.

Good Lord! said the Sausage Chappie.

Now what? said Archie.

Whos that? Over at the table there?

Archie, through long attendance at the Cosmopolis Grill, knew most of the habitues by sight.

Thats a man named Gossett. James J. Gossett. Hes a motion-picture man. You must have seen his name around.

I dont mean him. Whos the girl?

Ive never seen her before.

Its my wife! said the Sausage Chappie.

Your wife!

Yes!

Are you sure?

Of course Im sure!

Well, well, well! said Archie. Many happy returns of the day!

At the other table, the girl, unconscious of the drama which was about to enter her life, was engrossed in conversation with the stout man. And at this moment the stout man leaned forward and patted her on the cheek.

It was a paternal pat, the pat which a genial uncle might bestow on a favourite niece, but it did not strike the Sausage Chappie in that light. He had been advancing on the table at a fairly rapid pace, and now, stirred to his depths, he bounded forward with a hoarse cry.

Archie was at some pains to explain to his father-in-law later that, if the management left cold pies and things about all over the place, this sort of thing was bound to happen sooner or later. He urged that it was putting temptation in peoples way, and that Mr. Brewster had only himself to blame. Whatever the rights of the case, the Buffet Froid undoubtedly came in remarkably handy at this crisis in the Sausage Chappies life. He had almost reached the sideboard when the stout man patted the girls cheek, and to seize a huckleberry pie was with him the work of a moment. The next instant the pie had whizzed past the others head and burst like a shell against the wall.

There are, no doubt, restaurants where this sort of thing would have excited little comment, but the Cosmopolis was not one of them. Everybody had something to say, but the only one among those present who had anything sensible to say was the child in the sailor suit.

Do it again! said the child, cordially.

The Sausage Chappie did it again. He took up a fruit salad, poised it for a moment, then decanted it over Mr. Gossetts bald head. The childs happy laughter rang over the restaurant. Whatever anybody else might think of the affair, this child liked it and was prepared to go on record to that effect.

Epic events have a stunning quality. They paralyse the faculties. For a moment there was a pause. The world stood still. Mr. Brewster bubbled inarticulately. Mr. Gossett dried himself sketchily with a napkin. The Sausage Chappie snorted.

The girl had risen to her feet and was staring wildly.

John! she cried.

Even at this moment of crisis the Sausage Chappie was able to look relieved.

So it is! he said. And I thought it was Lancelot!

I thought you were dead!

Im not! said the Sausage Chappie.

Mr. Gossett, speaking thickly through the fruit-salad, was understood to say that he regretted this. And then confusion broke loose again. Everybody began to talk at once.

I say! said Archie. I say! One moment!

Of the first stages of this interesting episode Archie had been a paralysed spectator. The thing had numbed him. And then — 

Sudden a thought came, like a full-blown rose.

Flushing his brow.

When he reached the gesticulating group, he was calm and business-like. He had a constructive policy to suggest.

I say, he said. Ive got an idea!

Go away! said Mr. Brewster. This is bad enough without you butting in.

Archie quelled him with a gesture.

Leave us, he said. We would be alone. I want to have a little business-talk with Mr. Gossett. He turned to the movie-magnate, who was gradually emerging from the fruit-salad rather after the manner of a stout Venus rising from the sea. Can you spare me a moment of your valuable time?

Ill have him arrested!

Dont you do it, laddie. Listen!

The mans mad. Throwing pies!

Archie attached himself to his coat-button.

Be calm, laddie. Calm and reasonable!

For the first time Mr. Gossett seemed to become aware that what he had been looking on as a vague annoyance was really an individual.

Who the devil are you?

Archie drew himself up with dignity.

I am this gentlemans representative, he replied, indicating the Sausage Chappie with a motion of the hand. His jolly old personal representative. I act for him. And on his behalf I have a pretty ripe proposition to lay before you. Reflect, dear old bean, he proceeded earnestly. Are you going to let this chance slip? The opportunity of a lifetime which will not occur again. By Jove, you ought to rise up and embrace this bird. You ought to clasp the chappie to your bosom! He has thrown pies at you, hasnt he? Very well. You are a movie-magnate. Your whole fortune is founded on chappies who throw pies. You probably scour the world for chappies who throw pies. Yet, when one comes right to you without any fuss or trouble and demonstrates before your very eyes the fact that he is without a peer as a pie-propeller, you get the wind up and talk about having him arrested. Consider! (Theres a bit of cherry just behind your left ear.) Be sensible. Why let your personal feeling stand in the way of doing yourself a bit of good? Give this chappie a job and give it him quick, or we go elsewhere. Did you ever see Fatty Arbuckle handle pastry with a surer touch? Has Charlie Chaplin got this fellows speed and control. Absolutely not. I tell you, old friend, youre in danger of throwing away a good thing!

He paused. The Sausage Chappie beamed.

Ive aways wanted to go into the movies, he said. I was an actor before the war. Just remembered.

Mr. Brewster attempted to speak. Archie waved him down.

How many times have I got to tell you not to butt in? he said, severely.

Mr. Gossetts militant demeanour had become a trifle modified during Archies harangue. First and foremost a man of business, Mr. Gossett was not insensible to the arguments which had been put forward. He brushed a slice of orange from the back of his neck, and mused awhile.

How do I know this fellow would screen well? he said, at length.

Screen well! cried Archie. Of course hell screen well. Look at his face. I ask you! The map! I call your attention to it. He turned apologetically to the Sausage Chappie. Awfully sorry, old lad, for dwelling on this, but its business, you know. He turned to Mr. Gossett. Did you ever see a face like that? Of course not. Why should I, as this gentlemans personal representative, let a face like that go to waste? Theres a fortune in it. By Jove, Ill give you two minutes to think the thing over, and, if you dont talk business then, Ill jolly well take my man straight round to Mack Sennett or someone. We dont have to ask for jobs. We consider offers.

There was a silence. And then the clear voice of the child in the sailor suit made itself heard again.

Mummie!

Yes, darling?

Is the man with the funny face going to throw any more pies?

No, darling.

The child uttered a scream of disappointed fury.

I want the funny man to throw some more pies! I want the funny man to throw some more pies!

A look almost of awe came into Mr. Gossetts face. He had heard the voice of the Public. He had felt the beating of the Publics pulse.

Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings, he said, picking a piece of banana off his right eyebrow, Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings. Come round to my office!


THE GROWING BOY
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THE LOBBY OF the Cosmopolis Hotel was a favourite stamping-ground of Mr. Daniel Brewster, its proprietor. He liked to wander about there, keeping a paternal eye on things, rather in the manner of the Jolly Innkeeper (hereinafter to be referred to as Mine Host) of the old-fashioned novel. Customers who, hurrying in to dinner, tripped over Mr. Brewster, were apt to mistake him for the hotel detective — for his eye was keen and his aspect a trifle austere — but, nevertheless, he was being as jolly an innkeeper as he knew how. His presence in the lobby supplied a personal touch to the Cosmopolis which other New York hotels lacked, and it undeniably made the girl at the book-stall extraordinarily civil to her clients, which was all to the good.

Most of the time Mr. Brewster stood in one spot and just looked thoughtful; but now and again he would wander to the marble slab behind which he kept the desk-clerk and run his eye over the register, to see who had booked rooms — like a child examining the stocking on Christmas morning to ascertain what Santa Claus had brought him.

As a rule, Mr. Brewster concluded this performance by shoving the book back across the marble slab and resuming his meditations. But one night a week or two after the Sausage Chappies sudden restoration to the normal, he varied this procedure by starting rather violently, turning purple, and uttering an exclamation which was manifestly an exclamation of chagrin. He turned abruptly and cannoned into Archie, who, in company with Lucille, happened to be crossing the lobby at the moment on his way to dine in their suite.

Mr. Brewster apologised gruffly; then, recognising his victim, seemed to regret having done so.

Oh, its you! Why cant you look where youre going? he demanded. He had suffered much from his son-in-law.

Frightfully sorry, said Archie, amiably. Never thought you were going to fox-trot backwards all over the fairway.

You mustnt bully Archie, said Lucille, severely, attaching herself to her fathers back hair and giving it a punitive tug, because hes an angel, and I love him, and you must learn to love him, too.

Give you lessons at a reasonable rate, murmured Archie.

Mr. Brewster regarded his young relative with a lowering eye.

Whats the matter, father darling? asked Lucille. You seem upset

I am upset! Mr. Brewster snorted. Some people have got a nerve! He glowered forbiddingly at an inoffensive young man in a light overcoat who had just entered, and the young man, though his conscience was quite clear and Mr. Brewster an entire stranger to him, stopped dead, blushed, and went out again — to dine elsewhere. Some people have got the nerve of an army mule!

Why, whats happened?

Those darned McCalls have registered here!

No!

Bit beyond me, this, said Archie, insinuating himself into the conversation. Deep waters and what not! Who are the McCalls?

Some people father dislikes, said Lucille. And theyve chosen his hotel to stop at. But, father dear, you mustnt mind. Its really a compliment. Theyve come because they know its the best hotel in New York.

Absolutely! said Archie. Good accommodation for man and beast! All the comforts of home! Look on the bright side, old bean. No good getting the wind up. Cherrio, old companion!

Dont call me old companion!

Eh, what? Oh, right-o!

Lucille steered her husband out of the danger zone, and they entered the lift.

Poor father! she said, as they went to their suite, its a shame. They must have done it to annoy him. This man McCall has a place next to some property father bought in Westchester, and hes bringing a law-suit against father about a bit of land which he claims belongs to him. He might have had the tact to go to another hotel. But, after all, I dont suppose it was the poor little fellows fault. He does whatever his wife tells him to.

We all do that, said Archie the married man.

Lucille eyed him fondly.

Isnt it a shame, precious, that all husbands havent nice wives like me?

When I think of you, by Jove, said Archie, fervently, I want to babble, absolutely babble!

Oh, I was telling you about the McCalls. Mr. McCall is one of those little, meek men, and his wifes one of those big, bullying women. It was she who started all the trouble with father. Father and Mr. McCall were very fond of each other till she made him begin the suit. I feel sure she made him come to this hotel just to annoy father. Still, theyve probably taken the most expensive suite in the place, which is something.

Archie was at the telephone. His mood was now one of quiet peace. Of all the happenings which went to make up existence in New York, he liked best the cosy tete-a-tete dinners with Lucille in their suite, which, owing to their engagements — for Lucille was a popular girl, with many friends — occurred all too seldom.

Touching now the question of browsing and sluicing, he said. Ill be getting them to send along a waiter.

Oh, good gracious!

Whats the matter?

Ive just remembered. I promised faithfully I would go and see Jane Murchison to-day. And I clean forgot. I must rush.

But light of my soul, we are about to eat. Pop around and see her after dinner.

I cant. Shes going to a theatre to-night.

Give her the jolly old miss-in-baulk, then, for the nonce, and spring round to-morrow.

Shes sailing for England to-morrow morning, early. No, I must go and see her now. What a shame! Shes sure to make me stop to dinner, I tell you what. Order something for me, and, if Im not back in half an hour, start.

Jane Murchison, said Archie, is a bally nuisance.

Yes. But Ive known her since she was eight.

If her parents had had any proper feeling, said Archie, they would have drowned her long before that.

He unhooked the receiver, and asked despondently to be connected with Room Service. He thought bitterly of the exigent Jane, whom he recollected dimly as a tall female with teeth. He half thought of going down to the grill-room on the chance of finding a friend there, but the waiter was on his way to the room. He decided that he might as well stay where he was.

The waiter arrived, booked the order, and departed. Archie had just completed his toilet after a shower-bath when a musical clinking without announced the advent of the meal. He opened the door. The waiter was there with a table congested with things under covers, from which escaped a savoury and appetising odour. In spite of his depression, Archies soul perked up a trifle.

Suddenly he became aware that he was not the only person present who was deriving enjoyment from the scent of the meal. Standing beside the waiter and gazing wistfully at the foodstuffs was a long, thin boy of about sixteen. He was one of those boys who seem all legs and knuckles. He had pale red hair, sandy eyelashes, and a long neck; and his eyes, as he removed them from the-table and raised them to Archies, had a hungry look. He reminded Archie of a half-grown, half-starved hound.

That smells good! said the long boy. He inhaled deeply. Yes, sir, he continued, as one whose mind is definitely made up, that smells good!

Before Archie could reply, the telephone bell rang. It was Lucille, confirming her prophecy that the pest Jane would insist on her staying to dine.

Jane, said Archie, into the telephone, is a pot of poison. The waiter is here now, setting out a rich banquet, and I shall have to eat two of everything by myself.

He hung up the receiver, and, turning, met the pale eye of the long boy, who had propped himself up in the doorway.

Were you expecting somebody to dinner? asked the boy.

Why, yes, old friend, I was.

I wish—

Yes?

Oh, nothing.

The waiter left. The long boy hitched his back more firmly against the doorpost, and returned to his original theme.

That surely does smell good! He basked a moment in the aroma. Yes, sir! Ill tell the world it does!

Archie was not an abnormally rapid thinker, but he began at this point to get a clearly defined impression that this lad, if invited, would waive the formalities and consent to join his meal. Indeed, the idea Archie got was that, if he were not invited pretty soon, he would invite himself.

Yes, he agreed. It doesnt smell bad, what!

It smells GOOD! said the boy. Oh, doesnt it! Wake me up in the night and ask me if it doesnt!

Poulet en casserole, said Archie.

Golly! said the boy, reverently.

There was a pause. The situation began to seem to Archie a trifle difficult. He wanted to start his meal, but it began to appear that he must either do so under the penetrating gaze of his new friend or else eject the latter forcibly. The boy showed no signs of ever wanting to leave the doorway.

Youve dined, I suppose, what? said Archie.

I never dine.

What!

Not really dine, I mean. I only get vegetables and nuts and things.

Dieting?

Mother is.

I dont absolutely catch the drift, old bean, said Archie. The boy sniffed with half-closed eyes as a wave of perfume from the poulet en casserole floated past him. He seemed to be anxious to intercept as much of it as possible before it got through the door.

Mothers a food-reformer, he vouchsafed. She lectures on it. She makes Pop and me live on vegetables and nuts and things.

Archie was shocked. It was like listening to a tale from the abyss.

My dear old chap, you must suffer agonies — absolute shooting pains! He had no hesitation now. Common humanity pointed out his course. Would you care to join me in a bite now?

Would I! The boy smiled a wan smile. Would I! Just stop me on the street and ask me!

Come on in, then, said Archie, rightly taking this peculiar phrase for a formal acceptance. And close the door. The fatted calf is getting cold.

Archie was not a man with a wide visiting-list among people with families, and it was so long since he had seen a growing boy in action at the table that he had forgotten what sixteen is capable of doing with a knife and fork, when it really squares its elbows, takes a deep breath, and gets going. The spectacle which he witnessed was consequently at first a little unnerving. The long boys idea of trifling with a meal appeared to be to swallow it whole and reach out for more. He ate like a starving Eskimo. Archie, in the time he had spent in the trenches making the world safe for the working-man to strike in, had occasionally been quite peckish, but he sat dazed before this majestic hunger. This was real eating.

There was little conversation. The growing boy evidently did not believe in table-talk when he could use his mouth for more practical purposes. It was not until the final roll had been devoured to its last crumb that the guest found leisure to address his host. Then he leaned back with a contented sigh.

Mother, said the human python, says you ought to chew every mouthful thirty-three times....

Yes, sir! Thirty-three times! He sighed again, I havent ever had meal like that.

All right, was it, what?

Was it! Was it! Call me up on the phone and ask me!-Yes, sir!-Mothers tipped off these darned waiters not to serve-me anything but vegetables and nuts and things, darn it!

The mater seems to have drastic ideas about the good old feed-bag, what!

Ill say she has! Pop hates it as much as me, but hes scared to kick. Mother says vegetables contain all the proteins you want. Mother says, if you eat meat, your blood-pressure goes all blooey. Do you think it does?

Mine seems pretty well in the pink.

Shes great on talking, conceded the boy. Shes out to-night somewhere, giving a lecture on Rational Eating to some ginks. Ill have to be slipping up to our suite before she gets back. He rose, sluggishly. That isnt a bit of roll under that napkin, is it? he asked, anxiously.

Archie raised the napkin.

No. Nothing of that species.

Oh, well! said the boy, resignedly. Then I believe Ill be going. Thanks very much for the dinner.

Not a bit, old top. Come again if youre ever trickling round in this direction.

The long boy removed himself slowly, loath to leave. At the door he cast an affectionate glance back at the table.

Some meal! he said, devoutly. Considerable meal!

Archie lit a cigarette. He felt like a Boy Scout who has done his days Act of Kindness.

On the following morning it chanced that Archie needed a fresh supply of tobacco. It was his custom, when this happened, to repair to a small shop on Sixth Avenue which he had discovered accidentally in the course of his rambles about the great city. His relations with Jno. Blake, the proprietor, were friendly and intimate. The discovery that Mr. Blake was English and had, indeed, until a few years back maintained an establishment only a dozen doors or so from Archies London club, had served as a bond.

To-day he found Mr. Blake in a depressed mood. The tobacconist was a hearty, red-faced man, who looked like an English sporting publican — the kind of man who wears a fawn-coloured top-coat and drives to the Derby in a dog-cart; and usually there seemed to be nothing on his mind except the vagaries of the weather, concerning which he was a great conversationalist. But now moodiness had claimed him for its own. After a short and melancholy Good morning, he turned to the task of measuring out the tobacco in silence.

Archies sympathetic nature was perturbed.— Whats the matter, laddie? he enquired. You would seem to be feeling a bit of an onion this bright morning, what, yes, no? I can see it with the naked eye.

Mr. Blake grunted sorrowfully.

Ive had a knock, Mr. Moffam.

Tell me all, friend of my youth.

Mr. Blake, with a jerk of his thumb, indicated a poster which hung on the wall behind the counter. Archie had noticed it as he came in, for it was designed to attract the eye. It was printed in black letters on a yellow ground, and ran as follows:

CLOVER-LEAF SOCIAL AND OUTING CLUB



GRAND CONTEST



PIE-EATING CHAMPIONSHIP OF THE WEST SIDE



SPIKE ODOWD

(Champion)



v.



BLAKES UNKNOWN



FOR A PURSE OF $50 AND SIDE-BET

Archie examined this document gravely. It conveyed nothing to him except — what he had long suspected — that his sporting-looking friend had sporting blood as well as that kind of exterior. He expressed a kindly hope that the others Unknown would bring home the bacon.

Mr. Blake laughed one of those hollow, mirthless laughs.

There aint any blooming Unknown, he said, bitterly. This man had plainly suffered. Yesterday, yes, but not now.

Archie sighed.

In the midst of life — Dead? he enquired, delicately.

As good as, replied the stricken tobacconist. He cast aside his artificial restraint and became voluble. Archie was one of those sympathetic souls in whom even strangers readily confided their most intimate troubles. He was to those in travail of spirit very much what catnip is to a cat. Its ard, sir, its blooming ard! Id got the event all sewed up in a parcel, and now this young feller-me-lad as to give me the knock. This lad of mine — sort of cousin e is; comes from London, like you and me— as always ad, ever since he landed in this country, a most amazing knack of stowing away grub. Ed been a bit underfed these last two or three years over in the old country, what with food restrictions and all, and e took to the food over ere amazing. Id ave backed im against a ruddy orstridge! Orstridge! Id ave backed im against arff a dozen orstridges — take em on one after the other in the same ring on the same evening — and given em a handicap, too! E was a jewel, that boy. Ive seen him polish off four pounds of steak and mealy potatoes and then look round kind of wolfish, as much as to ask when dinner was going to begin! Thats the kind of a lad e was till this very morning. E would have out-swallowed this ere ODowd without turning a hair, as a relish before is tea! Id got a couple of undred dollars on im, and thought myself lucky to get the odds. And now—

Mr. Blake relapsed into a tortured silence.

But whats the matter with the blighter? Why cant he go over the top? Has he got indigestion?

Indigestion? Mr. Blaife laughed another of his hollow laughs. You couldnt give that boy indigestion if you fed im in on safety-razor blades. Religions more like what es got.

Religion?

Well, you can call it that. Seems last night, instead of goin and resting is mind at a picture-palace like I told him to, e sneaked off to some sort of a lecture down on Eighth Avenue. E said ed seen a piece about it in the papers, and it was about Rational Eating, and that kind of attracted im. E sort of thought e might pick up a few hints, like. E didnt know what rational eating was, but it sounded to im as if it must be something to do with food, and e didnt want to miss it. E came in here just now, said Mr. Blake, dully, and e was a changed lad! Scared to death e was! Said the way ed been goin on in the past, it was a wonder ed got any stummick left! It was a lady that give the lecture, and this boy said it was amazing what she told em about blood-pressure and things e didnt even know e ad. She showed em pictures, coloured pictures, of what appens inside the injudicious eaters stummick who doesnt chew his food, and it was like a battlefield! E said e would no more think of eatin a lot of pie than e would of shootin imself, and anyhow eating pie would be a quicker death. I reasoned with im, Mr. Moffam, with tears in my eyes. I asked im was he goin to chuck away fame and wealth just because a woman who didnt know what she was talking about had shown him a lot of faked pictures. But there wasnt any doin anything with him. E give me the knock and opped it down the street to buy nuts. Mr. Blake moaned. Two undred dollars and more gone pop, not to talk of the fifty dollars e would have won and me to get twenty-five of!

Archie took his tobacco and walked pensively back to the hotel. He was fond of Jno. Blake, and grieved for the trouble that had come upon him. It was odd, he felt, how things seemed to link themselves up together. The woman who had delivered the fateful lecture to injudicious eaters could not be other than the mother of his young guest of last night. An uncomfortable woman! Not content with starving her own family — Archie stopped in his tracks. A pedestrian, walking behind him, charged into his back, but Archie paid no attention. He had had one of those sudden, luminous ideas, which help a man who does not do much thinking as a rule to restore his average. He stood there for a moment, almost dizzy at the brilliance of his thoughts; then hurried on. Napoleon, he mused as he walked, must have felt rather like this after thinking up a hot one to spring on the enemy.

As if Destiny were suiting her plans to his, one of the first persons he saw as he entered the lobby of the Cosmopolis was the long boy. He was standing at the bookstall, reading as much of a morning paper as could be read free under the vigilant eyes of the presiding girl. Both he and she were observing the unwritten rules which govern these affairs — to wit, that you may read without interference as much as can be read without touching the paper. If you touch the paper, you lose, and have to buy.

Well, well, well! said Archie. Here we are again, what! He prodded the boy amiably in the lower ribs. Youre just the chap I was looking for. Got anything on for the time being?

The boy said he had no engagements.

Then I want you to stagger round with me to a chappie I know on Sixth Avenue. Its only a couple of blocks away. I think I can do you a bit of good. Put you on to something tolerably ripe, if you know what I mean. Trickle along, laddie. You dont need a hat.

They found Mr. Blake brooding over his troubles in an empty shop.

Cheer up, old thing! said Archie. The relief expedition has arrived. He directed his companions gaze to the poster. Cast your eye over that. How does that strike you?

The long boy scanned the poster. A gleam appeared in his rather dull eye.

Well?

Some people have all the luck! said the long boy, feelingly.

Would you like to compete, what?

The boy smiled a sad smile.

Would I! Would I! Say!...

I know, interrupted Archie. Wake you up in the night and ask you! I knew I could rely on you, old thing. He turned to Mr. Blake. Heres the fellow youve been wanting to meet. The finest left-and-right-hand eater east of the Rockies! Hell fight the good fight for you.

Mr. Blakes English training had not been wholly overcome by residence in New York. He still retained a nice eye for the distinctions of class.

But this is young gentlemans a young gentleman, he urged, doubtfully, yet with hope shining in his eye. He wouldnt do it.

Of course, he would. Dont be ridic, old thing.

Wouldnt do what? asked the boy.

Why save the old homestead by taking on the champion. Dashed sad case, between ourselves! This poor eggs nominee has given him the raspberry at the eleventh hour, and only you can save him. And you owe it to him to do something you know, because it was your jolly old maters lecture last night that made the nominee quit. You must charge in and take his place. Sort of poetic justice, dont you know, and what not! He turned to Mr. Blake. When is the conflict supposed to start? Two-thirty? You havent any important engagement for two-thirty, have you?

No. Mothers lunching at some ladies club, and giving a lecture afterwards. I can slip away.

Archie patted his head.

Then leg it where glory waits you, old bean!

The long boy was gazing earnestly at the poster. It seemed to fascinate him.

Pie! he said in a hushed voice.

The word was like a battle-cry.


WASHY STEPS INTO THE HALL OF FAME
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AT ABOUT NINE oclock next morning, in a suite at the Hotel Cosmopolis, Mrs. Cora Bates McCall, the eminent lecturer on Rational Eating, was seated at breakfast with her family. Before her sat Mr. McCall, a little hunted-looking man, the natural peculiarities of whose face were accentuated by a pair of glasses of semicircular shape, like half-moons with the horns turned up. Behind these, Mr. McCalls eyes played a perpetual game of peekaboo, now peering over them, anon ducking down and hiding behind them. He was sipping a cup of anti-caffeine. On his right, toying listlessly with a plateful of cereal, sat his son, Washington. Mrs. McCall herself was eating a slice of Health Bread and nut butter. For she practised as well as preached the doctrines which she had striven for so many years to inculcate in an unthinking populace. Her day always began with a light but nutritious breakfast, at which a peculiarly uninviting cereal, which looked and tasted like an old straw hat that had been run through a meat chopper, competed for first place in the dislike of her husband and son with a more than usually offensive brand of imitation coffee. Mr. McCall was inclined to think that he loathed the imitation coffee rather more than the cereal, but Washington held strong views on the latters superior ghastliness. Both Washington and his father, however, would have been fair-minded enough to admit that it was a close thing.

Mrs. McCall regarded her offspring with grave approval.

I am glad to see, Lindsay, she said to her husband, whose eyes sprang dutifully over the glass fence as he heard his name, that Washy has recovered his appetite. When he refused his dinner last night, I was afraid that he might be sickening for something. Especially as he had quite a flushed look. You noticed his flushed look?

He did look flushed.

Very flushed. And his breathing was almost stertorous. And, when he said that he had no appetite, I am bound to say that I was anxious. But he is evidently perfectly well this morning. You do feel perfectly well this morning, Washy?

The heir of the McCalls looked up from his cereal. He was a long, thin boy of about sixteen, with pale red hair, sandy eyelashes, and a long neck.

Uh-huh, he said.

Mrs. McCall nodded.

Surely now you will agree, Lindsay, that a careful and rational diet is what a boy needs? Washys constitution is superb. He has a remarkable stamina, and I attribute it entirely to my careful supervision of his food. I shudder when I think of the growing boys who are permitted by irresponsible people to devour meat, candy, pie— She broke off. What is the matter, Washy?

It seemed that the habit of shuddering at the thought of pie ran in the McCall family, for at the mention of the word a kind of internal shimmy had convulsed Washingtons lean frame, and over his face there had come an expression that was almost one of pain. He had been reaching out his hand for a slice of Health Bread, but now he withdrew it rather hurriedly and sat back breathing hard.

Im all right, he said, huskily.

Pie, proceeded Mrs. McCall, in her platform voice. She stopped again abruptly. Whatever is the matter, Washington? You are making me feel nervous.

Im all right.

Mrs. McCall had lost the thread of her remarks. Moreover, having now finished her breakfast, she was inclined for a little light reading. One of the subjects allied to the matter of dietary on which she felt deeply was the question of reading at meals. She was of the opinion that the strain on the eye, coinciding with the strain on the digestion, could not fail to give the latter the short end of the contest; and it was a rule at her table that the morning paper should not even be glanced at till the conclusion of the meal. She said that it was upsetting to begin the day by reading the paper, and events were to prove that she was occasionally right.

All through breakfast the New York Chronicle had been lying neatly folded beside her plate. She now opened it, and, with a remark about looking for the report of her yesterdays lecture at the Butterfly Club, directed her gaze at the front page, on which she hoped that an editor with the best interests of the public at heart had decided to place her.

Mr. McCall, jumping up and down behind his glasses, scrutinised her face closely as she began to read. He always did this on these occasions, for none knew better than he that his comfort for the day depended largely on some unknown reporter whom he had never met. If this unseen individual had done his work properly and as befitted the importance of his subject, Mrs. McCalls mood for the next twelve hours would be as uniformly sunny as it was possible for it to be. But sometimes the fellows scamped their job disgracefully; and once, on a day which lived in Mr. McCalls memory, they had failed to make a report at all.

To-day, he noted with relief, all seemed to be well. The report actually was on the front page, an honour rarely accorded to his wifes utterances. Moreover, judging from the time it took her to read the thing, she had evidently been reported at length.

Good, my dear? he ventured. Satisfactory?

Eh? Mrs. McCall smiled meditatively. Oh, yes, excellent. They have used my photograph, too. Not at all badly reproduced.

Splendid! said Mr. McCall.

Mrs. McCall gave a sharp shriek, and the paper fluttered from her hand.

My dear! said Mr. McCall, with concern.

His wife had recovered the paper, and was reading with burning eyes. A bright wave of colour had flowed over her masterful features. She was breathing as stertorously as ever her son Washington had done on the previous night.

Washington!

A basilisk glare shot across the table and turned the long boy to stone — all except his mouth, which opened feebly.

Washington! Is this true?

Washy closed his mouth, then let it slowly open again.

My dear! Mr. McCalls voice was alarmed. What is it? His eyes had climbed up over his glasses and remained there. What is the matter? Is anything wrong?

Wrong! Read for yourself!

Mr. McCall was completely mystified. He could not even formulate a guess at the cause of the trouble. That it appeared to concern his son Washington seemed to be the one solid fact at his disposal, and that only made the matter still more puzzling. Where, Mr. McCall asked himself, did Washington come in?

He looked at the paper, and received immediate enlightenment. Headlines met his eyes:

GOOD STUFF IN THIS BOY.

ABOUT A TON OF IT.

SON OF CORA BATES McCALL

FAMOUS FOOD-REFORM LECTURER

WINS PIE-EATING CHAMPIONSHIP OF

WEST SIDE.

There followed a lyrical outburst. So uplifted had the reporter evidently felt by the importance of his news that he had been unable to confine himself to prose: — 

My children, if you fail to shine or triumph in your

special line; if, let us say, your hopes are bent on

some day being President, and folks ignore your proper

worth, and say youve not a chance on earth — Cheer up!

for in these stirring days Fame may be won in many ways.

Consider, when your spirits fall, the case of Washington

McCall.



Yes, cast your eye on Washy, please! He looks just like

a piece of cheese: hes not a brilliant sort of chap: he

has a dull and vacant map: his eyes are blank, his face

is red, his ears stick out beside his head. In fact, to

end these compliments, he would be dear at thirty cents.

Yet Fame has welcomed to her Hall this self-same

Washington McCall.



His mother (nee Miss Cora Bates) is one who frequently

orates upon the proper kind of food which every menu

should include. With eloquence the world she weans from

chops and steaks and pork and beans. Such horrid things

shed like to crush, and make us live on milk and mush.

But oh! the thing that makes her sigh is when she sees

us eating pie. (We heard her lecture last July upon The

Nations Menace — Pie.) Alas, the hit it made was small

with Master Washington McCall.



For yesterday we took a trip to see the great Pie

Championship, where men with bulging cheeks and eyes

consume vast quantities of pies. A fashionable West Side

crowd beheld the champion, Spike ODowd, endeavour to

defend his throne against an upstart, Blakes Unknown.

He wasnt an Unknown at all. He was young Washington

McCall.



We freely own wed give a leg if we could borrow, steal,

or beg the skill old Homer used to show. (He wrote the

Iliad, you know.) Old Homer swung a wicked pen, but we

are ordinary men, and cannot even start to dream of

doing justice to our theme. The subject of that great

repast is too magnificent and vast. We cant describe

(or even try) the way those rivals wolfed their pie.

Enough to say that, when for hours each had extended all

his powrs, toward the quiet evenfall ODowd succumbed

to young McCall.



The champion was a willing lad. He gave the public all

he had. His was a genuine fighting soul. Hed lots of

speed and much control. No yellow streak did he evince.

He tackled apple-pie and mince. This was the motto on

his shield— ODowds may burst. They never yield. His

eyes began to start and roll. He eased his belt another

hole. Poor fellow! With a single glance one saw that he

had not a chance. A python would have had to crawl and

own defeat from young McCall.



At last, long last, the finish came. His features

overcast with shame, ODowd, whod faltered once or

twice, declined to eat another slice. He tottered off,

and kindly men rallied around with oxygen. But Washy,

Cora Batess son, seemed disappointed it was done. He

somehow made those present feel hed barely started on

his meal. We ask him, Arent you feeling bad? Me!

said the lion-hearted lad. Lead me — he started for the

street— where I can get a bite to eat! Oh, what a

lesson does it teach to all of us, that splendid speech!

How better can the curtain fall on Master Washington

McCall!

Mr. McCall read this epic through, then he looked at his son. He first looked at him over his glasses, then through his glasses, then over his glasses again, then through his glasses once more. A curious expression was in his eyes. If such a thing had not been so impossible, one would have said that his gaze had in it something of respect, of admiration, even of reverence.

But how did they find out your name? he asked, at length.

Mrs. McCall exclaimed impatiently.

Is THAT all you have to say?

No, no, my dear, of course not, quite so. But the point struck me as curious.

Wretched boy, cried Mrs. McCall, were you insane enough to reveal your name?

Washington wriggled uneasily. Unable to endure the piercing stare of his mother, he had withdrawn to the window, and was looking out with his back turned. But even there he could feel her eyes on the back of his neck.

I didnt think it ud matter, he mumbled. A fellow with tortoiseshell-rimmed specs asked me, so I told him. How was I to know—

His stumbling defence was cut short by the opening of the door.

Hallo-allo-allo! What ho! What ho!

Archie was standing in the doorway, beaming ingratiatingly on the family.

The apparition of an entire stranger served to divert the lightning of Mrs. McCalls gaze from the unfortunate Washy. Archie, catching it between the eyes, blinked and held on to the wall. He had begun to regret that he had yielded so weakly to Lucilles entreaty that he should look in on the McCalls and use the magnetism of his personality upon them in the hope of inducing them to settle the lawsuit. He wished, too, if the visit had to be paid that he had postponed it till after lunch, for he was never at his strongest in the morning. But Lucille had urged him to go now and get it over, and here he was.

I think, said Mrs. McCall, icily, that you must have mistaken your room.

Archie rallied his shaken forces.

Oh, no. Rather not. Better introduce myself, what? My names Moffam, you know. Im old Brewsters son-in-law, and all that sort of rot, if you know what I mean. He gulped and continued. Ive come about this jolly old lawsuit, dont you know.

Mr. McCall seemed about to speak, but his wife anticipated him.

Mr. Brewsters attorneys are in communication with ours. We do not wish to discuss the matter.

Archie took an uninvited seat, eyed the Health Bread on the breakfast table for a moment with frank curiosity, and resumed his discourse.

No, but I say, you know! Ill tell you what happened. I hate to totter in where Im not wanted and all that, but my wife made such a point of it. Rightly or wrongly she regards me as a bit of a hound in the diplomacy line, and she begged me to look you up and see whether we couldnt do something about settling the jolly old thing. I mean to say, you know, the old bird — old Brewster, you know — is considerably perturbed about the affair — hates the thought of being in a posish where he has either got to bite his old pal McCall in the neck or be bitten by him — and — well, and so forth, dont you know! How about it? He broke off. Great Scot! I say, what!

So engrossed had he been in his appeal that he had not observed the presence of the pie-eating champion, between whom and himself a large potted plant intervened. But now Washington, hearing the familiar voice, had moved from the window and was confronting him with an accusing stare.

HE made me do it! said Washy, with the stern joy a sixteen-year-old boy feels when he sees somebody on to whose shoulders he can shift trouble from his own. Thats the fellow who took me to the place!

What are you talking about, Washington?

Im telling you! He got me into the thing.

Do you mean this — this— Mrs. McCall shuddered. Are you referring to this pie-eating contest?

You bet I am!

Is this true? Mrs. McCall glared stonily at Archie, Was it you who lured my poor boy into that — that—

Oh, absolutely. The fact is, dont you know, a dear old pal of mine who runs a tobacco shop on Sixth Avenue was rather in the soup. He had backed a chappie against the champion, and the chappie was converted by one of your lectures and swore off pie at the eleventh hour. Dashed hard luck on the poor chap, dont you know! And then I got the idea that our little friend here was the one to step in and save the situash, so I broached the matter to him. And Ill tell you one thing, said Archie, handsomely, I dont know what sort of a capacity the original chappie had, but Ill bet he wasnt in your sons class. Your son has to be seen to be believed! Absolutely! You ought to be proud of him! He turned in friendly fashion to Washy. Rummy we should meet again like this! Never dreamed I should find you here. And, by Jove, its absolutely marvellous how fit you look after yesterday. I had a sort of idea you would be groaning on a bed of sickness and all that.

There was a strange gurgling sound in the background. It resembled something getting up steam. And this, curiously enough, is precisely what it was. The thing that was getting up steam was Mr. Lindsay McCall.

The first effect of the Washy revelations on Mr. McCall had been merely to stun him. It was not until the arrival of Archie that he had had leisure to think; but since Archies entrance he had been thinking rapidly and deeply.

For many years Mr. McCall had been in a state of suppressed revolution. He had smouldered, but had not dared to blaze. But this startling upheaval of his fellow-sufferer, Washy, had acted upon him like a high explosive. There was a strange gleam in his eye, a gleam of determination. He was breathing hard.

Washy!

His voice had lost its deprecating mildness. It rang strong and clear.

Yes, pop?

How many pies did you eat yesterday?

Washy considered.

A good few.

How many? Twenty?

More than that. I lost count. A good few.

And you feel as well as ever?

I feel fine.

Mr. McCall dropped his glasses. He glowered for a moment at the breakfast table. His eye took in the Health Bread, the imitation coffee-pot, the cereal, the nut-butter. Then with a swift movement he seized the cloth, jerked it forcibly, and brought the entire contents rattling and crashing to the floor.

Lindsay!

Mr. McCall met his wifes eye with quiet determination. It was plain that something had happened in the hinterland of Mr. McCalls soul.

Cora, he said, resolutely, I have come to a decision. Ive been letting you run things your own way a little too long in this family. Im going to assert myself. For one thing, Ive had all I want of this food-reform foolery. Look at Washy! Yesterday that boy seems to have consumed anything from a couple of hundredweight to a ton of pie, and he has thriven on it! Thriven! I dont want to hurt your feelings, Cora, but Washington and I have drunk our last cup of anti-caffeine! If you care to go on with the stuff, thats your look-out. But Washy and I are through.

He silenced his wife with a masterful gesture and turned to Archie. And theres another thing. I never liked the idea of that lawsuit, but I let you talk me into it. Now Im going to do things my way. Mr. Moffam, Im glad you looked in this morning. Ill do just what you want. Take me to Dan Brewster now, and lets call the thing off, and shake hands on it.

Are you mad, Lindsay?

It was Cora Bates McCalls last shot. Mr. McCall paid no attention to it. He was shaking hands with Archie.

I consider you, Mr. Moffam, he said, the most sensible young man I have ever met!

Archie blushed modestly.

Awfully good of you, old bean, he said. I wonder if youd mind telling my jolly old father-in-law that? Itll be a bit of news for him!


MOTHERS KNEE
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ARCHIE MOFFAMS CONNECTION with that devastatingly popular ballad, Mothers Knee, was one to which he always looked back later with a certain pride. Mothers Knee, it will be remembered, went through the world like a pestilence. Scots elders hummed it on their way to kirk; cannibals crooned it to their offspring in the jungles of Borneo; it was a best-seller among the Bolshevists. In the United States alone three million copies were disposed of. For a man who has not accomplished anything outstandingly great in his life, it is something to have been in a sense responsible for a song like that; and, though there were moments when Archie experienced some of the emotions of a man who has punched a hole in the dam of one of the larger reservoirs, he never really regretted his share in the launching of the thing.

It seems almost bizarre now to think that there was a time when even one person in the world had not heard Mothers Knee; but it came fresh to Archie one afternoon some weeks after the episode of Washy, in his suite at the Hotel Cosmopolis, where he was cementing with cigarettes and pleasant conversation his renewed friendship with Wilson Hymack, whom he had first met in the neighbourhood of Armentieres during the war.

What are you doing these days? enquired Wilson Hymack.

Me? said Archie. Well, as a matter of fact, there is what you might call a sort of species of lull in my activities at the moment. But my jolly old father-in-law is bustling about, running up a new hotel a bit farther down-town, and the scheme is for me to be manager when its finished. From what I have seen in this place, its a simple sort of job, and I fancy I shall be somewhat hot stuff. How are you filling in the long hours?

Im in my uncles office, darn it!

Starting at the bottom and learning the business and all that? A noble pursuit, no doubt, but Im bound to say it would give me the pip in no uncertain manner.

It gives me, said Wilson Hymack, a pain in the thorax. I want to be a composer.

A composer, eh?

Archie felt that he should have guessed this. The chappie had a distinctly artistic look. He wore a bow-tie and all that sort of thing. His trousers bagged at the knees, and his hair, which during the martial epoch of his career had been pruned to the roots, fell about his ears in luxuriant disarray.

Say! Do you want to hear the best thing Ive ever done?

Indubitably, said Archie, politely. Carry on, old bird!

I wrote the lyric as well as the melody, said Wilson Hymack, who had already seated himself at the piano. Its got the greatest title you ever heard. Its a lallapaloosa! Its called Its a Long Way Back to Mothers Knee. Hows that? Poor, eh?

Archie expelled a smoke-ring doubtfully.

Isnt it a little stale?

Stale? What do you mean, stale? Theres always room for another song boosting Mother.

Oh, is it boosting Mother? Archies face cleared. I thought it was a hit at the short skirts. Why, of course, that makes all the difference. In that case, I see no reason why it should not be ripe, fruity, and pretty well all to the mustard. Lets have it.

Wilson Hymack pushed as much of his hair out of his eyes as he could reach with one hand, cleared his throat, looked dreamily over the top of the piano at a photograph of Archies father-in-law, Mr. Daniel Brewster, played a prelude, and began to sing in a weak, high, composers voice. All composers sing exactly alike, and they have to be heard to be believed.

One night a young man wandered through the glitter of Broadway: His money he had squandered. For a meal he couldnt pay.

Tough luck! murmured Archie, sympathetically.

He thought about the village where his boyhood he had

spent, And yearned for all the simple joys with which

hed been content.



The right spirit! said Archie, with approval. Im beginning to like this chappie!

Dont interrupt!

Oh, right-o! Carried away and all that!

He looked upon the city, so frivolous and gay; And,

as he heaved a weary sigh, these words he then did say:

Its a long way back to Mothers knee,

Mothers knee,

Mothers knee:

Its a long way back to Mothers knee,

Where I used to stand and prattle

With my teddy-bear and rattle:

Oh, those childhood days in Tennessee,

They sure look good to me!

Its a long, long way, but Im gonna start to-day!

Im going back,

Believe me, oh!

Im going back

(I want to go!)

Im going back — back — on the seven-three

To the dear old shack where I used to be!

Im going back to Mothers knee!



Wilson Hymacks voice cracked on the final high note, which was of an altitude beyond his powers. He turned with a modest cough.

Thatll give you an idea of it!

It has, old thing, it has!

Is it or is it not a ball of fire?

It has many of the earmarks of a sound egg, admitted Archie. Of course—

Of course, it wants singing.

Just what I was going to suggest.

It wants a woman to sing it. A woman who could reach out for that last high note and teach it to take a joke. The whole refrain is working up to that. You need Tetrazzini or someone who would just pick that note off the roof and hold it till the janitor came round to lock up the building for the night.

I must buy a copy for my wife. Where can I get it?

You cant get it! It isnt published. Writing musics the darndest job! Wilson Hymack snorted fiercely. It was plain that the man was pouring out the pent-up emotion of many days. You write the biggest thing in years and you go round trying to get someone to sing it, and they say youre a genius and then shove the song away in a drawer and forget about it.

Archie lit another cigarette.

Im a jolly old child in these matters, old lad, he said, but why dont you take it direct to a publisher? As a matter of fact, if it would be any use to you, I was foregathering with a music-publisher only the other day. A bird of the name of Blumenthal. He was lunching in here with a pal of mine, and we got tolerably matey. Why not let me tool you round to the office to-morrow and play it to him?

No, thanks. Much obliged, but Im not going to play that melody in any publishers office with his hired gang of Tin-Pan Alley composers listening at the keyhole and taking notes. Ill have to wait till I can find somebody to sing it. Well, I must be going along. Glad to have seen you again. Sooner or later Ill take you to hear that high note sung by someone in a way thatll make your spine tie itself in knots round the back of your neck.

Ill count the days, said Archie, courteously. Pip-pip!

Hardly had the door closed behind the composer when it opened again to admit Lucille.

Hallo, light of my soul! said Archie, rising and embracing his wife. Where have you been all the afternoon? I was expecting you this many an hour past. I wanted you to meet—

Ive been having tea with a girl down in Greenwich Village. I couldnt get away before. Who was that who went out just as I came along the passage?

Chappie of the name of Hymack. I met him in France. A composer and what not.

We seem to have been moving in artistic circles this afternoon. The girl I went to see is a singer. At least, she wants to sing, but gets no encouragement.

Precisely the same with my bird. He wants to get his music sung but nobodyll sing it. But I didnt know you knew any Greenwich Village warblers, sunshine of my home. How did you meet this female?

Lucille sat down and gazed forlornly at him with her big grey eyes. She was registering something, but Archie could not gather what it was.

Archie, darling, when you married me you undertook to share my sorrows, didnt you?

Absolutely! Its all in the book of words. For better or for worse, in sickness and in health, all-down-set-em-up-in-the-other-alley. Regular iron-clad contract!

Then share em! said Lucille. Bills in love again!

Archie blinked.

Bill? When you say Bill, do you mean Bill? Your brother Bill? My brother-in-law Bill? Jolly old William, the son and heir of the Brewsters?

I do.

You say hes in love? Cupids dart?

Even so!

But, I say! Isnt this rather — What I mean to say is, the lads an absolute scourge! The Great Lover, what! Also ran, Brigham Young, and all that sort of thing! Why, its only a few weeks ago that he was moaning brokenly about that vermilion-haired female who subsequently hooked on to old Reggie van Tuyl!

Shes a little better than that girl, thank goodness. All the same, I dont think Father will approve.

Of what calibre is the latest exhibit?

Well, she comes from the Middle West, and seems to be trying to be twice as Bohemian as the rest of the girls down in Greenwich Village. She wears her hair bobbed and goes about in a kimono. Shes probably read magazine stories about Greenwich Village, and has modelled herself on them. Its so silly, when you can see Hicks Corners sticking out of her all the time.

That one got past me before I could grab it. What did you say she had sticking out of her?

I meant that anybody could see that she came from somewhere out in the wilds. As a matter of fact, Bill tells me that she was brought up in Snake Bite, Michigan.

Snake Bite? What rummy names you have in America! Still, Ill admit theres a village in England called Nether Wallop, so who am I to cast the first stone? How is old Bill? Pretty feverish?

He says this time it is the real thing.

Thats what they all say! I wish I had a dollar for every time — Forgotten what I was going to say! broke off Archie, prudently. So you think, he went on, after a pause, that Williams latest is going to be one more shock for the old dad?

I cant imagine Father approving of her.

Ive studied your merry old progenitor pretty closely, said Archie, and, between you and me, I cant imagine him approving of anybody!

I cant understand why it is that Bill goes out of his way to pick these horrors. I know at least twenty delightful girls, all pretty and with lots of money, who would be just the thing for him; but he sneaks away and goes falling in love with someone impossible. And the worst of it is that one always feels ones got to do ones best to see him through.

Absolutely! One doesnt want to throw a spanner into the works of Loves young dream. It behoves us to rally round. Have you heard this girl sing?

Yes. She sang this afternoon.

What sort of a voice has she got?

Well, its — loud!

Could she pick a high note off the roof and hold it till the janitor came round to lock up the building for the night?

What on earth do you mean?

Answer me this, woman, frankly. How is her high note? Pretty lofty?

Why, yes.

Then say no more, said Archie. Leave this to me, my dear old better

four-fifths! Hand the whole thing over to Archibald, the man who never

lets you down. I have a scheme!



As Archie approached his suite on the following afternoon he heard

through the closed door the drone of a gruff male voice; and, going in,

discovered Lucille in the company of his brother-in-law. Lucille, Archie

thought, was looking a trifle fatigued. Bill, on the other hand, was in

great shape. His eyes were shining, and his face looked so like that of

a stuffed frog that Archie had no difficulty in gathering that he had

been lecturing on the subject of his latest enslaver.

Hallo, Bill, old crumpet! he said.

Hallo, Archie!

Im so glad youve come, said Lucille. Bill is telling me all about Spectatia.

Who?

Spectatia. The girl, you know. Her name is Spectatia Huskisson.

It cant be! said Archie, incredulously.

Why not? growled Bill.

Well, how could it? said Archie, appealing to him as a reasonable man. I mean to say! Spectatia Huskisson! I gravely doubt whether there is such a name.

Whats wrong with it? demanded the incensed Bill. Its a darned sight better name than Archibald Moffam.

Dont fight, you two children! intervened Lucille, firmly. Its a good old Middle West name. Everybody knows the Huskissons of Snake Bite, Michigan. Besides, Bill calls her Tootles.

Pootles, corrected Bill, austerely.

Oh, yes, Pootles. He calls her Pootles.

Young blood! Young blood! sighed Archie.

I wish you wouldnt talk as if you were my grandfather.

I look on you as a son, laddie, a favourite son!

If I had a father like you — !-Ah, but you havent, young-feller-me-lad, and thats the trouble. If you had, everything would be simple. But as your actual father, if youll allow me to say so, is one of the finest specimens of the human vampire-bat in captivity, something has got to be done about it, and youre dashed lucky to have me in your corner, a guide, philosopher, and friend, full of the fruitiest ideas. Now, if youll kindly listen to me for a moment—

Ive been listening to you ever since you came in.

You wouldnt speak in that harsh tone of voice if you knew all! William, I have a scheme!

Well?

The scheme to which I allude is what Maeterlinck would call a lallapaloosa!

What a little marvel he is! said Lucille, regarding her husband affectionately. He eats a lot of fish, Bill. Thats what makes him so clever!

Shrimps! diagnosed Bill, churlishly.

Do you know the leader of the orchestra in the restaurant downstairs? asked Archie, ignoring the slur.

I know there IS a leader of the orchestra. What about him?

A sound fellow. Great pal of mine. Ive forgotten his name—

Call him Pootles! suggested Lucille.

Desist! said Archie, as a wordless growl proceeded from his stricken brother-in-law. Temper your hilarity with a modicum of reserve. This girlish frivolity is unseemly. Well, Im going to have a chat with this chappie and fix it all up.

Fix what up?

The whole jolly business. Im going to kill two birds with one stone. Ive a composer chappie popping about in the background whose one ambish. is to have his pet song sung before a discriminating audience. You have a singer straining at the leash. Im going to arrange with this egg who leads the orchestra that your female shall sing my chappies song downstairs one night during dinner. How about it? Is it or is it not a ball of fire?

Its not a bad idea, admitted Bill, brightening visibly. I wouldnt have thought you had it in you.

Why not?

Well—

Its a capital idea, said Lucille. Quite out of the question, of course.

How do you mean?

Dont you know that the one thing Father hates more than anything else in the world is anything like a cabaret? People are always coming to him, suggesting that it would brighten up the dinner hour if he had singers and things, and he crushes them into little bits. He thinks theres nothing that lowers the tone of a place more. Hell bite you in three places when you suggest it to him!

Ah! But has it escaped your notice, lighting system of my soul, that the dear old dad is not at present in residence? He went off to fish at Lake Whats-its-name this morning.

You arent dreaming of doing this without asking him?

That was the general idea.

But hell be furious when he finds out.

But will he find out? I ask you, will he?

Of course he will.

I dont see why he should, said Bill, on whose plastic mind the plan had made a deep impression.

He wont, said Archie, confidently. This wheeze is for one night only. By the time the jolly old guvnor returns, bitten to the bone by mosquitoes, with one small stuffed trout in his suit-case, everything will be over and all quiet once more along the Potomac. The scheme is this. My chappie wants his song heard by a publisher. Your girl wants her voice heard by one of the blighters who get up concerts and all that sort of thing. No doubt you know such a bird, whom you could invite to the hotel for a bit of dinner?

I know Carl Steinburg. As a matter of fact, I was thinking of writing to him about Spectatia.

Youre absolutely sure that IS her name? said Archie, his voice still tinged with incredulity. Oh, well, I suppose she told you so herself, and no doubt she knows best. That will be topping. Rope in your pal and hold him down at the table till the finish. Lucille, the beautiful vision on the sky-line yonder, and I will be at another table entertaining Maxie Blumenthal

Who on earth is Maxie Blumenthal? asked Lucille.

One of my boyhood chums. A music-publisher. Ill get him to come along, and then well all be set. At the conclusion of the performance Miss— Archie winced— Miss Spectatia Huskisson will be signed up for a forty weeks tour, and jovial old Blumenthal will be making all arrangements for publishing the song. Two birds, as I indicated before, with one stone! How about it?

Its a winner, said Bill.

Of course, said Archie, Im not urging you. I merely make the suggestion. If you know a better ole go to it!

Its terrific! said Bill.

Its absurd! said Lucille.

My dear old partner of joys and sorrows, said Archie, wounded, we court criticism, but this is mere abuse. What seems to be the difficulty?

The leader of the orchestra would be afraid to do it.

Ten dollars — supplied by William here — push it over, Bill, old man — will remove his tremors.

And Fathers certain to find out.

Am I afraid of Father? cried Archie, manfully. Well, yes, I am! he added, after a moments reflection. But I dont see how he can possibly get to know.

Of course he cant, said Bill, decidedly. Fix it up as soon as you can, Archie. This is what the doctor ordered.


THE MELTING OF MR. CONNOLLY

[image: img188.jpg]

THE MAIN DINING-ROOM of the Hotel Cosmopolis is a decorous place. The lighting is artistically dim, and the genuine old tapestries on the walls seem, with their mediaeval calm, to discourage any essay in the riotous. Soft-footed waiters shimmer to and fro over thick, expensive carpets to the music of an orchestra which abstains wholly from the noisy modernity of jazz. To Archie, who during the past few days had been privileged to hear Miss Huskisson rehearsing, the place had a sort of brooding quiet, like the ocean just before the arrival of a cyclone. As Lucille had said, Miss Huskissons voice was loud. It was a powerful organ, and there was no doubt that it would take the cloistered stillness of the Cosmopolis dining-room and stand it on one ear. Almost unconsciously, Archie found himself bracing his muscles and holding his breath as he had done in France at the approach of the zero hour, when awaiting the first roar of a barrage. He listened mechanically to the conversation of Mr. Blumenthal.

The music-publisher was talking with some vehemence on the subject of Labour. A recent printers strike had bitten deeply into Mr. Blumenthals soul. The working man, he considered, was rapidly landing Gods Country in the soup, and he had twice upset his glass with the vehemence of his gesticulation. He was an energetic right-and-left-hand talker.

The more you give em the more they want! he complained. Theres no pleasing em! It isnt only in my business. Theres your father, Mrs. Moffam!

Good God! Where? said Archie, starting.

I say, take your fathers case. Hes doing all he knows to get this new hotel of his finished, and what happens? A man gets fired for loafing on his job, and Connolly calls a strike. And the building operations are held up till the things settled! It isnt right!

Its a great shame, agreed Lucille. I was reading about it in the paper this morning.

That man Connollys a tough guy. Youd think, being a personal friend of your father, he would—

I didnt know they were friends.

Been friends for years. But a lot of difference that makes. Out come the men just the same. It isnt right! I was saying it wasnt right! repeated Mr. Blumenthal to Archie, for he was a man who liked the attention of every member of his audience.

Archie did not reply. He was staring glassily across the room at two men who had just come in. One was a large, stout, square-faced man of commanding personality. The other was Mr. Daniel Brewster.

Mr. Blumenthal followed his gaze.

Why, there is Connolly coming in now!

Father! gasped Lucille.

Her eyes met Archies. Archie took a hasty drink of ice-water.

This, he murmured, has torn it!

Archie, you must do something!

I know! But what?

Whats the trouble? enquired Mr. Blumenthal, mystified.

Go over to their table and talk to them, said Lucille.

Me! Archie quivered. No, I say, old thing, really!

Get them away!

How do you mean?

I know! cried Lucille, inspired, Father promised that you should be manager of the new hotel when it was built. Well, then, this strike affects you just as much as anybody else. You have a perfect right to talk it over with them. Go and ask them to have dinner up in our suite where you can discuss it quietly. Say that up there they wont be disturbed by the — the music.

At this moment, while Archie wavered, hesitating like a diver on the edge of a spring-board who is trying to summon up the necessary nerve to project himself into the deep, a bell-boy approached the table where the Messrs. Brewster and Connolly had seated themselves. He murmured something in Mr. Brewsters ear, and the proprietor of the Cosmopolis rose and followed him out of the room.

Quick! Nows your chance! said Lucille, eagerly. Fathers been called to the telephone. Hurry!

Archie took another drink of ice-water to steady his shaking nerve-centers, pulled down his waistcoat, straightened his tie, and then, with something of the air of a Roman gladiator entering the arena, tottered across the room. Lucille turned to entertain the perplexed music-publisher.

The nearer Archie got to Mr. Aloysius Connolly the less did he like the looks of him. Even at a distance the Labour leader had had a formidable aspect. Seen close to, he looked even more uninviting. His face had the appearance of having been carved out of granite, and the eye which collided with Archies as the latter, with an attempt at an ingratiating smile, pulled up a chair and sat down at the table was hard and frosty. Mr. Connolly gave the impression that he would be a good man to have on your side during a rough-and-tumble fight down on the water-front or in some lumber-camp, but he did not look chummy.

Hallo-allo-allo! said Archie.

Who the devil, inquired Mr. Connolly, are you?

My names Archibald Moffam.

Thats not my fault.

Im jolly old Brewsters son-in-law.

Glad to meet you.

Glad to meet YOU, said Archie, handsomely.

Well, good-bye! said Mr. Connolly.

Eh?

Run along and sell your papers. Your father-in-law and I have business to discuss.

Yes, I know.

Private, added Mr. Connolly.

Oh, but Im in on this binge, you know. Im going to be the manager of the new hotel.

You!

Absolutely!

Well, well! said Mr. Connolly, noncommittally.

Archie, pleased with the smoothness with which matters had opened, bent forward winsomely.

I say, you know! It wont do, you know! Absolutely no! Not a bit like it! No, no, far from it! Well, how about it? How do we go? What? Yes? No?

What on earth are you talking about?

Call it off, old thing!

Call what off?

This festive old strike.

Not on your — hallo, Dan! Back again?

Mr. Brewster, looming over the table like a thundercloud, regarded Archie with more than his customary hostility. Life was no pleasant thing for the proprietor of the Cosmopolis just now. Once a man starts building hotels, the thing becomes like dram-drinking. Any hitch, any sudden cutting-off of the daily dose, has the worst effects; and the strike which was holding up the construction of his latest effort had plunged Mr. Brewster into a restless gloom. In addition to having this strike on his hands, he had had to abandon his annual fishing-trip just when he had begun to enjoy it; and, as if all this were not enough, here was his son-in-law sitting at his table. Mr. Brewster had a feeling that this was more than man was meant to bear.

What do you want? he demanded.

Hallo, old thing! said Archie. Come and join the party!

Dont call me old thing!

Right-o, old companion, just as you say. I say, I was just going to suggest to Mr. Connolly that we should all go up to my suite and talk this business over quietly.

He says hes the manager of your new hotel, said Mr. Connolly. Is that right?

I suppose so, said Mr. Brewster, gloomily.

Then Im doing you a kindness, said Mr. Connolly, in not letting it be built.

Archie dabbed at his forehead with his handkerchief. The moments were flying, and it began to seem impossible to shift these two men. Mr. Connolly was as firmly settled in his chair as some primeval rock. As for Mr. Brewster, he, too, had seated himself, and was gazing at Archie with a weary repulsion. Mr. Brewsters glance always made Archie feel as though there were soup on his shirt-front.

And suddenly from the orchestra at the other end of the room there came a familiar sound, the prelude of Mothers Knee.

So youve started a cabaret, Dan? said Mr. Connolly, in a satisfied voice. I always told you you were behind the times here!

Mr. Brewster jumped.

Cabaret!

He stared unbelievingly at the white-robed figure which had just mounted the orchestra dais, and then concentrated his gaze on Archie.

Archie would not have looked at his father-in-law at this juncture if he had had a free and untrammelled choice; but Mr. Brewsters eye drew his with something of the fascination which a snakes has for a rabbit. Mr. Brewsters eye was fiery and intimidating. A basilisk might have gone to him with advantage for a course of lessons. His gaze went right through Archie till the latter seemed to feel his back-hair curling crisply in the flames.

Is this one of your fool-tricks?

Even in this tense moment Archie found time almost unconsciously to admire his father-in-laws penetration and intuition. He seemed to have a sort of sixth sense. No doubt this was how great fortunes were made.

Well, as a matter of fact — to be absolutely accurate — it was like this—

Say, cut it out! said Mr. Connolly. Can the chatter! I want to listen.

Archie was only too ready to oblige him. Conversation at the moment was the last thing he himself desired. He managed with a strong effort to disengage himself from Mr. Brewsters eye, and turned to the orchestra dais, where Miss Spectatia Huskisson was now beginning the first verse of Wilson Hymacks masterpiece.

Miss Huskisson, like so many of the female denizens of the Middle West, was tall and blonde and constructed on substantial lines. She was a girl whose appearance suggested the old homestead and fried pancakes and pop coming home to dinner after the mornings ploughing. Even her bobbed hair did not altogether destroy this impression. She looked big and strong and healthy, and her lungs were obviously good. She attacked the verse of the song with something of the vigour and breadth of treatment with which in other days she had reasoned with refractory mules. Her diction was the diction of one trained to call the cattle home in the teeth of Western hurricanes. Whether you wanted to or not, you heard every word.

The subdued clatter of knives and forks had ceased. The diners, unused to this sort of thing at the Cosmopolis, were trying to adjust their faculties to cope with the outburst. Waiters stood transfixed, frozen, in attitudes of service. In the momentary lull between verse and refrain Archie could hear the deep breathing of Mr. Brewster. Involuntarily he turned to gaze at him once more, as refugees from Pompeii may have turned to gaze upon Vesuvius; and, as he did so, he caught sight of Mr. Connolly, and paused in astonishment.

Mr. Connolly was an altered man. His whole personality had undergone a subtle change. His face still looked as though hewn from the living rock, but into his eyes had crept an expression which in another man might almost have been called sentimental. Incredible as it seemed to Archie, Mr. Connollys eyes were dreamy. There was even in them a suggestion of unshed tears. And when with a vast culmination of sound Miss Huskisson reached the high note at the end of the refrain and, after holding it as some storming-party, spent but victorious, holds the summit of a hard-won redoubt, broke off suddenly, in the stillness which followed there proceeded from Mr. Connolly a deep sigh.

Miss Huskisson began the second verse. And Mr. Brewster, seeming to recover from some kind of a trance, leaped to his feet.

Great Godfrey!

Sit down! said Mr. Connolly, in a broken voice. Sit down, Dan!

He went back to his mother on the train that very day:

He knew there was no other who could make him bright and

gay:

He kissed her on the forehead and he whispered, Ive come

home!

He told her he was never going any more to roam.

And onward through the happy years, till he grew old and

grey,

He never once regretted those brave words he once did say:

Its a long way back to mothers knee—



The last high note screeched across the room like a shell, and the applause that followed was like a shells bursting. One could hardly have recognised the refined interior of the Cosmopolis dining-room. Fair women were waving napkins; brave men were hammering on the tables with the butt-end of knives, for all the world as if they imagined themselves to be in one of those distressing midnight-revue places. Miss Huskisson bowed, retired, returned, bowed, and retired again, the tears streaming down her ample face. Over in a corner Archie could see his brother-in-law clapping strenuously. A waiter, with a display of manly emotion that did him credit, dropped an order of new peas.

Thirty years ago last October, said Mr. Connolly, in a shaking voice, I—

Mr. Brewster interrupted him violently.

Ill fire that orchestra-leader! He goes to-morrow! Ill fire— He turned on Archie. What the devil do you mean by it, you — you—

Thirty years ago, said Mr. Connolly, wiping away a tear with his napkin, I left me dear old home in the old country—

MY hotel a bear-garden!

Frightfully sorry and all that, old companion—

Thirty years ago last October! Twas a fine autumn evening the finest yed ever wish to see. Me old mother, she came to the station to see me off.

Mr. Brewster, who was not deeply interested in Mr. Connollys old mother, continued to splutter inarticulately, like a firework trying to go off.

Yell always be a good boy, Aloysius? she said to me, said Mr. Connolly, proceeding with, his autobiography. And I said: Yes, Mother, I will! Mr. Connolly sighed and applied the napkin again. Twas a liar I was! he observed, remorsefully. Manys the dirty Ive played since then. Its a long way back to Mothers knee. Tis a true word! He turned impulsively to Mr. Brewster. Dan, theres a deal of trouble in this world without me going out of me way to make more. The strike is over! Ill send the men back tomorrow! Theres me hand on it!

Mr. Brewster, who had just managed to co-ordinate his views on the situation and was about to express them with the generous strength which was ever his custom when dealing with his son-in-law, checked himself abruptly. He stared at his old friend and business enemy, wondering if he could have heard aright. Hope began to creep back into Mr. Brewsters heart, like a shamefaced dog that has been away from home hunting for a day or two.

Youll what!

Ill send the men back to-morrow! That song was sent to guide me, Dan! It was meant! Thirty years ago last October me dear old mother—

Mr. Brewster bent forward attentively. His views on Mr. Connollys dear old mother had changed. He wanted to hear all about her.

Twas that last note that girl sang brought it all back to me as if twas yesterday. As we waited on the platform, me old mother and I, out comes the train from the tunnel, and the engine lets off a screech the way yed hear it ten miles away. Twas thirty years ago—

Archie stole softly from the table. He felt that his presence, if it had ever been required, was required no longer. Looking back, he could see his father-in-law patting Mr. Connolly affectionately on the shoulder.

Archie and Lucille lingered over their coffee. Mr. Blumenthal was out in the telephone-box settling the business end with Wilson Hymack. The music-publisher had been unstinted in his praise of Mothers Knee. It was sure-fire, he said. The words, stated Mr. Blumenthal, were gooey enough to hurt, and the tune reminded him of every other song-hit he had ever heard. There was, in Mr. Blumenthals opinion, nothing to stop this thing selling a million copies.

Archie smoked contentedly.

Not a bad evenings work, old thing, he said. Talk about birds with one stone! He looked at Lucille reproachfully. You dont seem bubbling over with joy.

Oh, I am, precious! Lucille sighed. I was only thinking about Bill.

What about Bill?

Well, its rather awful to think of him tied for life to that-that steam-siren.

Oh, we mustnt look on the jolly old dark side. Perhaps — Hallo, Bill, old top! We were just talking about you.

Were you? said Bill Brewster, in a dispirited voice.

I take it that you want congratulations, what?

I want sympathy!

Sympathy?

Sympathy! And lots of it! Shes gone!

Gone! Who?

Spectatia!

How do you mean, gone?

Bill glowered at the tablecloth.

Gone home. Ive just seen her off in a cab. Shes gone back to Washington Square to pack. Shes catching the ten oclock train back to Snake Bite. It was that damned song! muttered Bill, in a stricken voice. She says she never realised before she sang it to-night how hollow New York was. She said it suddenly came over her. She says shes going to give up her career and go back to her mother. What the deuce are you twiddling your fingers for? he broke off, irritably.

Sorry, old man. I was just counting.

Counting? Counting what?

Birds, old thing. Only birds! said Archie.


THE WIGMORE VENUS
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THE MORNING WAS so brilliantly fine; the populace popped to and fro in so active and cheery a manner; and everybody appeared to be so absolutely in the pink, that a casual observer of the city of New York would have said that it was one of those happy days. Yet Archie Moffam, as he turned out of the sun-bathed street into the ramshackle building on the third floor of which was the studio belonging to his artist friend, James B. Wheeler, was faintly oppressed with a sort of a kind of feeling that something was wrong. He would not have gone so far as to say that he had the pip — it was more a vague sense of discomfort. And, searching for first causes as he made his way upstairs, he came to the conclusion that the person responsible for this nebulous depression was his wife, Lucille. It seemed to Archie that at breakfast that morning Lucilles manner had been subtly rummy. Nothing you could put your finger on, still — rummy.

Musing thus, he reached the studio, and found the door open and the room empty. It had the air of a room whose owner has dashed in to fetch his golf-clubs and biffed off, after the casual fashion of the artist temperament, without bothering to close up behind him. And such, indeed, was the case. The studio had seen the last of J. B. Wheeler for that day: but Archie, not realising this and feeling that a chat with Mr. Wheeler, who was a light-hearted bird, was what he needed this morning, sat down to wait. After a few moments, his gaze, straying over the room, encountered a handsomely framed picture, and he went across to take a look at it.

J. B. Wheeler was an artist who made a large annual income as an illustrator for the magazines, and it was a surprise to Archie to find that he also went in for this kind of thing. For the picture, dashingly painted in oils, represented a comfortably plump young woman who, from her rather weak-minded simper and the fact that she wore absolutely nothing except a small dove on her left shoulder, was plainly intended to be the goddess Venus. Archie was not much of a lad around the picture-galleries, but he knew enough about Art to recognise Venus when he saw her; though once or twice, it is true, artists had double-crossed him by ringing in some such title as Day Dreams, or When the Heart is Young.

He inspected this picture for awhile, then, returning to his seat, lit a cigarette and began to meditate on Lucille once more. Yes, the dear girl had been rummy at breakfast. She had not exactly said anything or done anything out of the ordinary; but — well, you know how it is. We husbands, we lads of the for-better-or-for-worse brigade, we learn to pierce the mask. There had been in Lucilles manner that curious, strained sweetness which comes to women whose husbands have failed to match the piece of silk or forgotten to post an important letter. If his conscience had not been as clear as crystal, Archie would have said that that was what must have been the matter. But, when Lucille wrote letters, she just stepped out of the suite and dropped them in the mail-chute attached to the elevator. It couldnt be that. And he couldnt have forgotten anything else, because—

Oh my sainted aunt!

Archies cigarette smouldered, neglected, between his fingers. His jaw had fallen and his eyes were staring glassily before him. He was appalled. His memory was weak, he knew; but never before had it let him down, so scurvily as this. This was a record. It stood in a class by itself, printed in red ink and marked with a star, as the bloomer of a lifetime. For a man may forget many things: he may forget his name, his umbrella, his nationality, his spats, and the friends of his youth: but there is one thing which your married man, your in-sickness-and-in-health lizard must not forget: and that is the anniversary of his wedding-day.

Remorse swept over Archie like a wave. His heart bled for Lucille. No wonder the poor girl had been rummy at breakfast. What girl wouldnt be rummy at breakfast, tied for life to a ghastly outsider like himself? He groaned hollowly, and sagged forlornly in his chair: and, as he did so, the Venus caught his eye. For it was an eye-catching picture. You might like it or dislike it, but you could not ignore it.

As a strong swimmer shoots to the surface after a high dive, Archies soul rose suddenly from the depths to which it had descended. He did not often get inspirations, but he got one now. Hope dawned with a jerk. The one way out had presented itself to him. A rich present! That was the wheeze. If he returned to her bearing a rich present, he might, with the help of Heaven and a face of brass, succeed in making her believe that he had merely pretended to forget the vital date in order to enhance the surprise.

It was a scheme. Like some great general forming his plan of campaign on the eve of battle, Archie had the whole binge neatly worked out inside a minute. He scribbled a note to Mr. Wheeler, explaining the situation and promising reasonable payment on the instalment system; then, placing the note in a conspicuous position on the easel, he leaped to the telephone: and presently found himself connected with Lucilles room at the Cosmopolis.

Hullo, darling, he cooed.

There was a slight pause at the other end of the wire.

Oh, hullo, Archie!

Lucilles voice was dull and listless, and Archies experienced ear could detect that she had been crying. He raised his right foot, and kicked himself indignantly on the left ankle.

Many happy returns of the day, old thing!

A muffled sob floated over the wire.

Have you only just remembered? said Lucille in a small voice.

Archie, bracing himself up, cackled gleefully into the receiver.

Did I take you in, light of my home? Do you mean to say you really thought I had forgotten? For Heavens sake!

You didnt say a word at breakfast.

Ah, but that was all part of the devilish cunning. I hadnt got a present for you then. At least, I didnt know whether it was ready.

Oh, Archie, you darling! Lucilles voice had lost its crushed melancholy. She trilled like a thrush, or a linnet, or any bird that goes in largely for trilling. Have you really got me a present?

Its here now. The dickens of a fruity picture. One of J. B. Wheelers things. Youll like it.

Oh, I know I shall. I love his work. You are an angel. Well hang it over the piano.

Ill be round with it in something under three ticks, star of my soul. Ill take a taxi.

Yes, do hurry! I want to hug you!

Right-o! said Archie. Ill take two taxis.

It is not far from Washington Square to the Hotel Cosmopolis, and Archie made the journey without mishap. There was a little unpleasantness with the cabman before starting — he, on the prudish plea that he was a married man with a local reputation to keep up, declining at first to be seen in company with the masterpiece. But, on Archie giving a promise to keep the front of the picture away from the public gaze, he consented to take the job on; and, some ten minutes later, having made his way blushfully through the hotel lobby and endured the frank curiosity of the boy who worked the elevator, Archie entered his suite, the picture under his arm.

He placed it carefully against the wall in order to leave himself more scope for embracing Lucille, and when the joyful reunion — or the sacred scene, if you prefer so to call it, was concluded, he stepped forward to turn it round and exhibit it.

Why, its enormous, said Lucille. I didnt know Mr. Wheeler ever painted pictures that size. When you said it was one of his, I thought it must be the original of a magazine drawing or something like — Oh!

Archie had moved back and given her an uninterrupted view of the work of art, and she had started as if some unkindly disposed person had driven a bradawl into her.

Pretty ripe, what? said Archie enthusiastically.

Lucille did not speak for a moment. It may have been sudden joy that kept her silent. Or, on the other hand, it may not. She stood looking at the picture with wide eyes and parted lips.

A bird, eh? said Archie.

Y — yes, said Lucille.

I knew youd like it, proceeded Archie with animation, You see? youre by way of being a picture-hound — know all about the things, and what not — inherit it from the dear old dad, I shouldnt wonder. Personally, I cant tell one picture from another as a rule, but Im bound to say, the moment I set eyes on this, I said to myself What ho! or words to that effect, I rather think this will add a touch of distinction to the home, yes, no? Ill hang it up, shall I? Phone down to the office, light of my soul, and tell them to send up a nail, a bit of string, and the hotel hammer.

One moment, darling. Im not quite sure.

Eh?

Where it ought to hang, I mean. You see—

Over the piano, you said. The jolly old piano.

Yes, but I hadnt seen it then.

A monstrous suspicion flitted for an instant into Archies mind.

I say, you do like it, dont you? he said anxiously.

Oh, Archie, darling! Of course I do!-And it was so sweet of you to give it to me. But, what I was trying to say was that this picture is so — so striking that I feel that we ought to wait a little while and decide where it would have the best effect. The light over the piano is rather strong.

You think it ought to hang in a dimmish light, what?

Yes, yes. The dimmer the — I mean, yes, in a dim light. Suppose we leave it in the corner for the moment — over there — behind the sofa, and — and Ill think it over. It wants a lot of thought, you know.

Right-o! Here?

Yes, that will do splendidly. Oh, and, Archie.

Hullo?

I think perhaps... Just turn its face to the wall, will you? Lucille gave a little gulp. It will prevent it getting dusty.

It perplexed Archie a little during the next few days to notice in Lucille, whom he had always looked on as pre-eminently a girl who knew her own mind, a curious streak of vacillation. Quite half a dozen times he suggested various spots on the wall as suitable for the Venus, but Lucille seemed unable to decide. Archie wished that she would settle on something definite, for he wanted to invite J. B. Wheeler to the suite to see the thing. He had heard nothing from the artist since the day he had removed the picture, and one morning, encountering him on Broadway, he expressed his appreciation of the very decent manner in which the other had taken the whole affair.

Oh, that! said J. B. Wheeler. My dear fellow, youre welcome. He paused for a moment. More than welcome, he added. You arent much of an expert on pictures, are you?

Well, said Archie, I dont know that youd call me an absolute nib, dont you know, but of course I know enough to see that this particular exhibit is not a little fruity. Absolutely one of the best things youve ever done, laddie.

A slight purple tinge manifested itself in Mr. Wheelers round and rosy face. His eyes bulged.

What are you talking about, you Tishbite? You misguided son of Belial, are you under the impression that I painted that thing?

Didnt you?

Mr. Wheeler swallowed a little convulsively.

My fiancee painted it, he said shortly.

Your fiancee? My dear old lad, I didnt know you were engaged. Who is she? Do I know her?

Her name is Alice Wigmore. You dont know her.

And she painted that picture? Archie was perturbed. But, I say! Wont she be apt to wonder where the thing has got to?

I told her it had been stolen. She thought it a great compliment, and was tickled to death. So thats all right.

And, of course, shell paint you another.

Not while I have my strength she wont, said J. B. Wheeler firmly. Shes given up painting since I taught her golf, thank goodness, and my best efforts shall be employed in seeing that she doesnt have a relapse.

But, laddie, said Archie, puzzled, you talk as though there were something wrong with the picture. I thought it dashed hot stuff.

God bless you! said J. B. Wheeler.

Archie proceeded on his way, still mystified. Then he reflected that artists as a class were all pretty weird and rummy and talked more or less consistently through their hats. You couldnt ever take an artists opinion on a picture. Nine out of ten of them had views on Art which would have admitted them to any looney-bin, and no questions asked. He had met several of the species who absolutely raved over things which any reasonable chappie would decline to be found dead in a ditch with. His admiration for the Wigmore Venus, which had faltered for a moment during his conversation with J. B. Wheeler, returned in all its pristine vigour. Absolute rot, he meant to say, to try to make out that it wasnt one of the ones and just like mother used to make. Look how Lucille had liked it!

At breakfast next morning, Archie once more brought up the question of the hanging of the picture. It was absurd to let a thing like that go on wasting its sweetness behind a sofa with its face to the wall.

Touching the jolly old masterpiece, he said, how about it? I think its time we hoisted it up somewhere.

Lucille fiddled pensively with her coffee-spoon.

Archie, dear, she said, Ive been thinking.

And a very good thing to do, said Archie. Ive often meant to do it myself when I got a bit of time.

About that picture, I mean. Did you know it was fathers birthday to-morrow?

Why no, old thing, I didnt, to be absolutely honest. Your revered parent doesnt confide in me much these days, as a matter of fact.

Well, it is. And I think we ought to give him a present.

Absolutely. But how? Im all for spreading sweetness and light, and cheering up the jolly old paters sorrowful existence, but I havent a bean. And, what is more, things have come to such a pass that I scan the horizon without seeing a single soul I can touch. I suppose I could get into Reggie van Tuyls ribs for a bit, but — I dont know — touching poor old Reggie always seems to me rather like potting a sitting bird.

Of course, I dont want you to do anything like that. I was thinking — Archie, darling, would you be very hurt if I gave father the picture?

Oh, I say!

Well, I cant think of anything else.

But wouldnt you miss it most frightfully?

Oh, of course I should. But you see — fathers birthday—

Archie had always thought Lucille the dearest and most unselfish angel in the world, but never had the fact come home to him so forcibly as now. He kissed her fondly.

By Jove! he exclaimed. You really are, you know! This is the biggest thing since jolly old Sir Philip Whats-his-name gave the drink of water to the poor blighter whose need was greater than his, if you recall the incident. I had to sweat it up at school, I remember. Sir Philip, poor old bean, had a most ghastly thirst on, and he was just going to have one on the house, so to speak, when... but its all in the history-books. This is the sort of thing Boy Scouts do! Well, of course, its up to you, queen of my soul. If you feel like making the sacrifice, right-o! Shall I bring the pater up here and show him the picture?

No, I shouldnt do that. Do you think you could get into his suite to-morrow morning and hang it up somewhere? You see, if he had the chance of — what I mean is, if — yes, I think it would be best to hang it up and let him discover it there.

It would give him a surprise, you mean, what?

Yes.

Lucille sighed inaudibly. She was a girl with a conscience, and that conscience was troubling her a little. She agreed with Archie that the discovery of the Wigmore Venus in his artistically furnished suite would give Mr. Brewster a surprise. Surprise, indeed, was perhaps an inadequate word. She was sorry for her father, but the instinct of self-preservation is stronger than any other emotion.

Archie whistled merrily on the following morning as, having driven a nail into his father-in-laws wallpaper, he adjusted the cord from which the Wigmore Venus was suspended. He was a kind-hearted young man, and, though Mr. Daniel Brewster had on many occasions treated him with a good deal of austerity, his simple soul was pleased at the thought of doing him a good turn, He had just completed his work and was stepping cautiously down, when a voice behind him nearly caused him to overbalance.

What the devil?

Archie turned beamingly.

Hullo, old thing! Many happy returns of the day!

Mr. Brewster was standing in a frozen attitude. His strong face was slightly flushed.

What — what — ? he gurgled.

Mr. Brewster was not in one of his sunniest moods that morning. The proprietor of a large hotel has many things to disturb him, and to-day things had been going wrong. He had come up to his suite with the idea of restoring his shaken nerve system with a quiet cigar, and the sight of his son-in-law had, as so frequently happened, made him feel worse than ever. But, when Archie had descended from the chair and moved aside to allow him an uninterrupted view of the picture, Mr. Brewster realised that a worse thing had befallen him than a mere visit from one who always made him feel that the world was a bleak place.

He stared at the Venus dumbly. Unlike most hotel-proprietors, Daniel Brewster was a connoisseur of Art. Connoisseuring was, in fact, his hobby. Even the public rooms of the Cosmopolis were decorated with taste, and his own private suite was a shrine of all that was best and most artistic. His tastes were quiet and restrained, and it is not too much to say that the Wigmore Venus hit him behind the ear like a stuffed eel-skin.

So great was the shock that for some moments it kept him silent, and before he could recover speech Archie had explained.

Its a birthday present from Lucille, dont you know.

Mr. Brewster crushed down the breezy speech he had intended to utter.

Lucille gave me — that? he muttered.

He swallowed pathetically. He was suffering, but the iron courage of the Brewsters stood him in good stead. This man was no weakling. Presently the rigidity of his face relaxed. He was himself again. Of all things in the world he loved his daughter most, and if, in whatever mood of temporary insanity, she had brought herself to suppose that this beastly daub was the sort of thing he would like for a birthday present, he must accept the situation like a man. He would on the whole have preferred death to a life lived in the society of the Wigmore Venus, but even that torment must be endured if the alternative was the hurting of Lucilles feelings.

I think Ive chosen a pretty likely spot to hang the thing, what? said Archie cheerfully. It looks well alongside those Japanese prints, dont you think? Sort of stands out.

Mr. Brewster licked his dry lips and grinned a ghastly grin.

It does stand out! he agreed.


A TALE OF A GRANDFATHER
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ARCHIE WAS NOT a man who readily allowed himself to become worried, especially about people who were not in his own immediate circle of friends, but in the course of the next week he was bound to admit that he was not altogether easy in his mind about his father-in-laws mental condition. He had read all sorts of things in the Sunday papers and elsewhere about the constant strain to which captains of industry are subjected, a strain which sooner or later is only too apt to make the victim go all blooey, and it seemed to him that Mr. Brewster was beginning to find the going a trifle too tough for his stamina. Undeniably he was behaving in an odd manner, and Archie, though no physician, was aware that, when the American business-man, that restless, ever-active human machine, starts behaving in an odd manner, the next thing you know is that two strong men, one attached to each arm, are hurrying him into the cab bound for Bloomingdale.

He did not confide his misgivings to Lucille, not wishing to cause her anxiety. He hunted up Reggie van Tuyl at the club, and sought advice from him.

I say, Reggie, old thing — present company excepted — have there been any loonies in your family?

Reggie stirred in the slumber which always gripped him in the early afternoon.

Loonies? he mumbled, sleepily. Rather! My uncle Edgar thought he was twins.

Twins, eh?

Yes. Silly idea! I mean, youd have thought one of my uncle Edgar would have been enough for any man.

How did the thing start? asked Archie.

Start? Well, the first thing we noticed was when he began wanting two of everything. Had to set two places for him at dinner and so on. Always wanted two seats at the theatre. Ran into money, I can tell you.

He didnt behave rummily up till then? I mean to say, wasnt sort of jumpy and all that?

Not that I remember. Why?

Archies tone became grave.

Well, Ill tell you, old man, though I dont want it to go any farther, that Im a bit worried about my jolly old father-in-law. I believe hes about to go in off the deep-end. I think hes cracking under the strain. Dashed weird his behaviour has been the last few days.

Such as? murmured Mr. van Tuyl.

Well, the other morning I happened to be in his suite — incidentally he wouldnt go above ten dollars, and I wanted twenty-five-and he suddenly picked up a whacking big paper-weight and bunged it for all he was worth.

At you?

Not at me. That was the rummy part of it. At a mosquito on the wall, he said. Well, I mean to say, do chappies bung paper-weights at mosquitoes? I mean, is it done?

Smash anything?

Curiously enough, no. But he only just missed a rather decent picture which Lucille had given him for his birthday. Another foot to the left and it would have been a goner.

Sounds queer.

And, talking of that picture, I looked in on him about a couple of afternoons later, and hed taken it down from the wall and laid it on the floor and was staring at it in a dashed marked sort of manner. That was peculiar, what?

On the floor?

On the jolly old carpet. When I came in, he was goggling at it in a sort of glassy way. Absolutely rapt, dont you know. My coming in gave him a start — seemed to rouse him from a kind of trance, you know — and he jumped like an antelope; and, if I hadnt happened to grab him, he would have trampled bang on the thing. It was deuced unpleasant, you know. His manner was rummy. He seemed to be brooding on something. What ought I to do about it, do you think? Its not my affair, of course, but it seems to me that, if he goes on like this, one of these days hell be stabbing someone with a pickle-fork.

To Archies relief, his father-in-laws symptoms showed no signs of development. In fact, his manner reverted to the normal once more, and a few days later, meeting Archie in the lobby of the hotel, he seemed quite cheerful. It was not often that he wasted his time talking to his son-in-law, but on this occasion he chatted with him for several minutes about the big picture-robbery which had formed the chief item of news on the front pages of the morning papers that day. It was Mr. Brewsters opinion that the outrage had been the work of a gang and that nobody was safe.

Daniel Brewster had spoken of this matter with strange earnestness, but his words had slipped from Archies mind when he made his way that night to his father-in-laws suite. Archie was in an exalted mood. In the course of dinner he had had a bit of good news which was occupying his thoughts to the exclusion of all other matters. It had left him in a comfortable, if rather dizzy, condition of benevolence to all created things. He had smiled at the room-clerk as he crossed the lobby, and if he had had a dollar, he would have given it to the boy who took him up in the elevator.

He found the door of the Brewster suite unlocked which at any other time would have struck him as unusual; but to-night he was in no frame of mind to notice these trivialities. He went in, and, finding the room dark and no one at home, sat down, too absorbed in his thoughts to switch on the lights, and gave himself up to dreamy meditation.

There are certain moods in which one loses count of time, and Archie could not have said how long he had been sitting in the deep arm-chair near the window when he first became aware that he was not alone in the room. He had closed his eyes, the better to meditate, so had not seen anyone enter. Nor had he heard the door open. The first intimation he had that somebody had come in was when some hard substance knocked against some other hard object, producing a sharp sound which brought him back to earth with a jerk.

He sat up silently. The fact that the room was still in darkness made it obvious that something nefarious was afoot. Plainly there was dirty work in preparation at the cross-roads. He stared into the blackness, and, as his eyes grew accustomed to it, was presently able to see an indistinct form bending over something on the floor. The sound of rather stertorous breathing came to him.

Archie had many defects which prevented him being the perfect man, but lack of courage was not one of them. His somewhat rudimentary intelligence had occasionally led his superior officers during the war to thank God that Great Britain had a Navy, but even these stern critics had found nothing to complain of in the manner in which he bounded over the top. Some of us are thinkers, others men of action. Archie was a man of action, and he was out of his chair and sailing in the direction of the back of the intruders neck before a wiser man would have completed his plan of campaign. The miscreant collapsed under him with a squashy sound, like the wind going out of a pair of bellows, and Archie, taking a firm seat on his spine, rubbed the others face in the carpet and awaited the progress of events.

At the end of half a minute it became apparent that there was going to be no counter-attack. The dashing swiftness of the assault had apparently had the effect of depriving the marauder of his entire stock of breath. He was gurgling to himself in a pained sort of way and making no effort to rise. Archie, feeling that it would be safe to get up and switch on the light, did so, and, turning after completing this manoeuvre, was greeted by the spectacle of his father-in-law, seated on the floor in a breathless and dishevelled condition, blinking at the sudden illumination. On the carpet beside Mr. Brewster lay a long knife, and beside the knife lay the handsomely framed masterpiece of J. B. Wheelers fiancee, Miss Alice Wigmore. Archie stared at this collection dumbly.

Oh, what-ho! he observed at length, feebly.

A distinct chill manifested itself in the region of Archies spine. This could mean only one thing. His fears had been realised. The strain of modern life, with all its hustle and excitement, had at last proved too much for Mr. Brewster. Crushed by the thousand and one anxieties and worries of a millionaires existence, Daniel Brewster had gone off his onion.

Archie was nonplussed. This was his first experience of this kind of thing. What, he asked himself, was the proper procedure in a situation of this sort? What was the local rule? Where, in a word, did he go from here? He was still musing in an embarrassed and baffled way, having taken the precaution of kicking the knife under the sofa, when Mr. Brewster spoke. And there was in, both the words and the method of their delivery so much of his old familiar self that Archie felt quite relieved.

So its you, is it, you wretched blight, you miserable weed! said Mr. Brewster, having recovered enough breath to be going on with. He glowered at his son-in-law despondently. I might have, expected it! If I was at the North Pole, I could count on you butting in!

Shall I get you a drink of water? said Archie.

What the devil, demanded Mr. Brewster, do you imagine I want with a drink of water?

Well— Archie hesitated delicately. I had a sort of idea that you had been feeling the strain a bit. I mean to say, rush of modern life and all that sort of thing—

What are you doing in my room? said Mr. Brewster, changing the subject.

Well, I came to tell you something, and I came in here and was waiting for you, and I saw some chappie biffing about in the dark, and I thought it was a burglar or something after some of your things, so, thinking it over, I got the idea that it would be a fairly juicy scheme to land on him with both feet. No idea it was you, old thing! Frightfully sorry and all that. Meant well!

Mr. Brewster sighed deeply. He was a just man, and he could not but realise that, in the circumstances, Archie had behaved not unnaturally.

Oh, well! he said. I might have known something would go wrong.

Awfully sorry!

It cant be helped. What was it you wanted to tell me? He eyed his son-in-law piercingly. Not a cent over twenty dollars! he said coldly.

Archie hastened to dispel the pardonable error.

Oh, it wasnt anything like that, he said. As a matter of fact, I think its a good egg. It has bucked me up to no inconsiderable degree. I was dining with Lucille just now, and, as we dallied with the food-stuffs, she told me something which — well, Im bound to say, it made me feel considerably braced. She told me to trot along and ask you if you would mind—

I gave Lucille a hundred dollars only last Tuesday.

Archie was pained.

Adjust this sordid outlook, old thing! he urged. You simply arent anywhere near it. Right off the target, absolutely! What Lucille told me to ask you was if you would mind — at some tolerably near date — being a grandfather! Rotten thing to be, of course, proceeded Archie commiseratingly, for a chappie of your age, but there it is!

Mr. Brewster gulped.

Do you mean to say — ?

I mean, apt to make a fellow feel a bit of a patriarch. Snowy hair and what not. And, of course, for a chappie in the prime of life like you—

Do you mean to tell me — ? Is this true?

Absolutely! Of course, speaking for myself, Im all for it. I dont know when Ive felt more bucked. I sang as I came up here — absolutely warbled in the elevator. But you—

A curious change had come over Mr. Brewster. He was one of those men who have the appearance of having been hewn out of the solid rock, but now in some indescribable way he seemed to have melted. For a moment he gazed at Archie, then, moving quickly forward, he grasped his hand in an iron grip.

This is the best news Ive ever had! he mumbled.

Awfully good of you to take it like this, said Archie cordially. I mean, being a grandfather—

Mr. Brewster smiled. Of a man of his appearance one could hardly say that he smiled playfully; but there was something in his expression that remotely suggested playfulness.

My dear old bean, he said.

Archie started.

My dear old bean, repeated Mr. Brewster firmly, Im the happiest man in America! His eye fell on the picture which lay on the floor. He gave a slight shudder, but recovered himself immediately. After this, he said, I can reconcile myself to living with that thing for the rest of my life. I feel it doesnt matter.

I say, said Archie, how about that? Wouldnt have brought the thing up if you hadnt introduced the topic, but, speaking as man to man, what the dickens WERE you up to when I landed on your spine just now?

I suppose you thought I had gone off my head?

Well, Im bound to say—

Mr. Brewster cast an unfriendly glance at the picture.

Well, I had every excuse, after living with that infernal thing for a week!

Archie looked at him, astonished.

I say, old thing, I dont know if I have got your meaning exactly, but you somehow give me the impression that you dont like that jolly old work of Art.

Like it! cried Mr. Brewster. Its nearly driven me mad! Every time it caught my eye, it gave me a pain in the neck. To-night I felt as if I couldnt stand it any longer. I didnt want to hurt Lucilles feelings, by telling her, so I made up my mind I would cut the damned thing out of its frame and tell her it had been stolen.

What an extraordinary thing! Why, thats exactly what old Wheeler did.

Who is old Wheeler?

Artist chappie. Pal of mine. His fiancee painted the thing, and, when I lifted it off him, he told her it had been stolen. HE didnt seem frightfully keen on it, either.

Your friend Wheeler has evidently good taste.

Archie was thinking.

Well, all this rather gets past me, he said. Personally, Ive always admired the thing. Dashed ripe bit of work, Ive always considered. Still, of course, if you feel that way—

You may take it from me that I do!

Well, then, in that case — You know what a clumsy devil I am — You can tell Lucille it was all my fault—

The Wigmore Venus smiled up at Archie — it seemed to Archie with a pathetic, pleading smile. For a moment he was conscious of a feeling of guilt; then, closing his eyes and hardening his heart, he sprang lightly in the air and descended with both feet on the picture. There was a sound of rending canvas, and the Venus ceased to smile.

Golly! said Archie, regarding the wreckage remorsefully.

Mr. Brewster did not share his remorse. For the second time that night he gripped him by the hand.

My boy! he quavered. He stared at Archie as if he were seeing him with new eyes. My dear boy, you were through the war, were you not?

Eh? Oh yes! Right through the jolly old war.

What was your rank?

Oh, second lieutenant.

You ought to have been a general! Mr. Brewster clasped his hand once more in a vigorous embrace. I only hope, he added that your son will be like you!

There are certain compliments, or compliments coming from certain sources, before which modesty reels, stunned. Archies did.

He swallowed convulsively. He had never thought to hear these words from Daniel Brewster.

How would it be, old thing, he said almost brokenly, if you and I trickled down to the bar and had a spot of sherbet?

THE END


The Girl on the Boat (1922)
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This story first appeared under the title Three Men and a Maid and was serialised across three issues of Womans Home Companion, an American magazine, in the last quarter of 1921. A serialisation in the UK had started much earlier that year with the wonderfully named Pan: A Journal for Saints and Cynics featuring it across eight of their monthly editions, starting that February. The first book publication was on 26 April 1922, by Wodehouses regular publisher, Doran in New York. A UK edition was published on 15 June that year, again through his regular UK publisher of Herbert Jenkins.

The girl of the title — or the maid if youd rather — is red-haired, dog loving Wilhelmina Billie Bennett, who is on board the White Star ocean liner Atlantic, sailing for England. Also on board — the three men — are Bream Mortimer, a long-time suitor of Billie, Eustace Hignett, a shy poet with a domineering mother, who at the start of the story is engaged to Billie and Sam Marlowe, Eustaces cousin, who falls in love with Billie at first sight. Also on board is Jane Hubbard, who is in love with Eustace. Typically Wodehousian romantic shenanigans ensue...

The New York Post commented that The Wodehouse touch is unique and inimitable; whilst a London newspaper critic noted that We have Mr. Wodehouse here again in his very best vein of fun and what that means everybody knows. His effect of standing aside and letting a situation develop spontaneously to its climax of the preposterous has never been more perfectly attained. The quiet, fastidious style makes an excellent foil for humor, which is essentially broad and farcical.

A well-received film based on the book was produced in 1962 starring comic actor Norman Wisdom alongside such well known British names as Richard Briers, Sheila Hancock and Bernard Cribbins.
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The first edition
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The 1962 film adaptation


WHAT THIS STORY IS ABOUT

It was Sam Marlowes fate to fall in love with a girl on the R.M.S. Atlantic (New York to Southampton) who had ideals. She was looking for a man just like Sir Galahad, and refused to be put off with any inferior substitute. A lucky accident on the first day of the voyage placed Sam for the moment in the Galahad class, but he could not stay the pace.

He follows Billie Bennett around, scheming, blundering and hoping, so does the parrot faced young man Bream Mortimer, Sams rival.

There is a somewhat hectic series of events at Windles, a country house in Hampshire, where Billies ideals still block the way and Sam comes on in spite of everything.

Then comes the moment when Billie.... It is a Wodehouse novel in every sense of the term.

ONE MOMENT!

Before my friend Mr. Jenkins — wait a minute, Herbert — before my friend Mr. Jenkins formally throws this book open to the public, I should like to say a few words. You, sir, and you, and you at the back, if you will kindly restrain your impatience.... There is no need to jostle. There will be copies for all. Thank you. I shall not detain you long.

I wish to clear myself of a possible charge of plagiarism. You smile. Ah! but you dont know. You dont realise how careful even a splendid fellow like myself has to be. You wouldnt have me go down to posterity as Pelham the Pincher, would you? No! Very well, then. By the time this volume is in the hands of the customers, everybody will, of course, have read Mr. J. Storer Cloustons The Lunatic at Large Again. (Those who are chumps enough to miss it deserve no consideration.) Well, both the hero of The Lunatic and my Sam Marlowe try to get out of a tight corner by hiding in a suit of armour in the hall of a country-house. Looks fishy, yes? And yet I call on Heaven to witness that I am innocent, innocent. And, if the word of Northumberland Avenue Wodehouse is not sufficient, let me point out that this story and Mr. Cloustons appeared simultaneously in serial form in their respective magazines. This proves, I think, that at these cross-roads, at any rate, there has been no dirty work. All right, Herb., you can let em in now.

P. G. WODEHOUSE.

Constitutional Club,
Northumberland Avenue.


CHAPTER I

A DISTURBING MORNING
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THROUGH THE CURTAINED windows of the furnished flat which Mrs. Horace Hignett had rented for her stay in New York, rays of golden sunlight peeped in like the foremost spies of some advancing army. It was a fine summer morning. The hands of the Dutch clock in the hall pointed to thirteen minutes past nine; those of the ormolu clock in the sitting-room to eleven minutes past ten; those of the carriage clock on the bookshelf to fourteen minutes to six. In other words, it was exactly eight; and Mrs. Hignett acknowledged the fact by moving her head on the pillow, opening her eyes, and sitting up in bed. She always woke at eight precisely.

Was this Mrs. Hignett the Mrs. Hignett, the world-famous writer on Theosophy, the author of The Spreading Light, What of the Morrow, and all the rest of that well-known series? Im glad you asked me. Yes, she was. She had come over to America on a lecturing tour.

About this time there was a good deal of suffering in the United States, for nearly every boat that arrived from England was bringing a fresh swarm of British lecturers to the country. Novelists, poets, scientists, philosophers, and plain, ordinary bores; some herd instinct seemed to affect them all simultaneously. It was like one of those great race movements of the Middle Ages. Men and women of widely differing views on religion, art, politics, and almost every other subject; on this one point the intellectuals of Great Britain were single-minded, that there was easy money to be picked up on the lecture-platforms of America, and that they might just as well grab it as the next person.

Mrs. Hignett had come over with the first batch of immigrants; for, spiritual as her writings were, there was a solid streak of business sense in this woman, and she meant to get hers while the getting was good. She was half way across the Atlantic with a complete itinerary booked, before ninety per cent. of the poets and philosophers had finished sorting out their clean collars and getting their photographs taken for the passport.

She had not left England without a pang, for departure had involved sacrifices. More than anything else in the world she loved her charming home, Windles, in the county of Hampshire, for so many years the seat of the Hignett family. Windles was as the breath of life to her. Its shady walks, its silver lake, its noble elms, the old grey stone of its walls — these were bound up with her very being. She felt that she belonged to Windles, and Windles to her. Unfortunately, as a matter of cold, legal accuracy, it did not. She did but hold it in trust for her son, Eustace, until such time as he should marry and take possession of it himself. There were times when the thought of Eustace marrying and bringing a strange woman to Windles chilled Mrs. Hignett to her very marrow. Happily, her firm policy of keeping her son permanently under her eye at home and never permitting him to have speech with a female below the age of fifty, had averted the peril up till now.

Eustace had accompanied his mother to America. It was his faint snores which she could hear in the adjoining room as, having bathed and dressed, she went down the hall to where breakfast awaited her. She smiled tolerantly. She had never desired to convert her son to her own early-rising habits, for, apart from not allowing him to call his soul his own, she was an indulgent mother. Eustace would get up at half-past nine, long after she had finished breakfast, read her correspondence, and started her duties for the day.

Breakfast was on the table in the sitting-room, a modest meal of rolls, porridge, and imitation coffee. Beside the pot containing this hell-brew, was a little pile of letters. Mrs. Hignett opened them as she ate. The majority were from disciples and dealt with matters of purely theosophical interest. There was an invitation from the Butterfly Club, asking her to be the guest of honour at their weekly dinner. There was a letter from her brother Mallaby — Sir Mallaby Marlowe, the eminent London lawyer — saying that his son Sam, of whom she had never approved, would be in New York shortly, passing through on his way back to England, and hoping that she would see something of him. Altogether a dull mail. Mrs. Hignett skimmed through it without interest, setting aside one or two of the letters for Eustace, who acted as her unpaid secretary, to answer later in the day.

She had just risen from the table, when there was a sound of voices in the hall, and presently the domestic staff, a gaunt Irish lady of advanced years, entered the room.

Maam, there was a gentleman.

Mrs. Hignett was annoyed. Her mornings were sacred.

Didnt you tell him I was not to be disturbed?

I did not. I loosed him into the parlour. The staff remained for a moment in melancholy silence, then resumed. He says hes your nephew. His names Marlowe.

Mrs. Hignett experienced no diminution of her annoyance. She had not seen her nephew Sam for ten years, and would have been willing to extend the period. She remembered him as an untidy small boy who once or twice, during his school holidays, had disturbed the cloistral peace of Windles with his beastly presence. However, blood being thicker than water, and all that sort of thing, she supposed she would have to give him five minutes. She went into the sitting-room, and found there a young man who looked more or less like all other young men, though perhaps rather fitter than most. He had grown a good deal since she had last met him, as men so often do between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five, and was now about six feet in height, about forty inches round the chest, and in weight about thirteen stone. He had a brown and amiable face, marred at the moment by an expression of discomfort somewhat akin to that of a cat in a strange alley.

Hullo, Aunt Adeline! he said awkwardly.

Well, Samuel! said Mrs. Hignett.

There was a pause. Mrs. Hignett, who was not fond of young men and disliked having her mornings broken into, was thinking that he had not improved in the slightest degree since their last meeting; and Sam, who imagined that he had long since grown to mans estate and put off childish things, was embarrassed to discover that his aunt still affected him as of old. That is to say, she made him feel as if he had omitted to shave and, in addition to that, had swallowed some drug which had caused him to swell unpleasantly, particularly about the hands and feet.

Jolly morning, said Sam, perseveringly.

So I imagine. I have not yet been out.

Thought Id look in and see how you were.

That was very kind of you. The morning is my busy time, but ... yes, that was very kind of you!

There was another pause.

How do you like America? said Sam.

I dislike it exceedingly.

Yes? Well, of course, some people do. Prohibition and all that. Personally, it doesnt affect me. I can take it or leave it alone. I like America myself, said Sam. Ive had a wonderful time. Everybodys treated me like a rich uncle. Ive been in Detroit, you know, and they practically gave me the city and asked me if Id like another to take home in my pocket. Never saw anything like it. I might have been the missing heir! I think Americas the greatest invention on record.

And what brought you to America? said Mrs. Hignett, unmoved by this rhapsody.

Oh, I came over to play golf. In a tournament, you know.

Surely at your age, said Mrs. Hignett, disapprovingly, you could be better occupied. Do you spend your whole time playing golf?

Oh, no! I play cricket a bit and shoot a bit and I swim a good lot and I still play football occasionally.

I wonder your father does not insist on your doing some useful work.

He is beginning to harp on the subject rather. I suppose I shall take a stab at it sooner or later. Father says I ought to get married, too.

He is perfectly right.

I suppose old Eustace will be getting hitched up one of these days? said Sam.

Mrs. Hignett started violently.

Why do you say that?

Eh?

What makes you say that?

Oh, well, hes a romantic sort of fellow. Writes poetry, and all that.

There is no likelihood at all of Eustace marrying. He is of a shy and retiring temperament, and sees few women. He is almost a recluse.

Sam was aware of this, and had frequently regretted it. He had always been fond of his cousin in that half-amused and rather patronising way in which men of thews and sinews are fond of the weaker brethren who run more to pallor and intellect; and he had always felt that if Eustace had not had to retire to Windles to spend his life with a woman whom from his earliest years he had always considered the Empress of the Washouts, much might have been made of him. Both at school and at Oxford, Eustace had been — if not a sport — at least a decidedly cheery old bean. Sam remembered Eustace at school, breaking gas globes with a slipper in a positively rollicking manner. He remembered him at Oxford playing up to him manfully at the piano on the occasion when he had done that imitation of Frank Tinney which had been such a hit at the Trinity smoker. Yes, Eustace had had the makings of a pretty sound egg, and it was too bad that he had allowed his mother to coop him up down in the country, miles away from anywhere.

Eustace is returning to England on Saturday, said Mrs. Hignett. She spoke a little wistfully. She had not been parted from her son since he had come down from Oxford; and she would have liked to keep him with her till the end of her lecturing tour. That, however, was out of the question. It was imperative that, while she was away, he should be at Windles. Nothing would have induced her to leave the place at the mercy of servants who might trample over the flowerbeds, scratch the polished floors, and forget to cover up the canary at night. He sails on the Atlantic.

Thats splendid! said Sam. Im sailing on the Atlantic myself. Ill go down to the office and see if we cant have a state-room together. But where is he going to live when he gets to England?

Where is he going to live? Why, at Windles, of course. Where else?

But I thought you were letting Windles for the summer?

Mrs. Hignett stared.

Letting Windles! She spoke as one might address a lunatic. What put that extraordinary idea into your head?

I thought father said something about your letting the place to some American.

Nothing of the kind!

It seemed to Sam that his aunt spoke somewhat vehemently, even snappishly, in correcting what was a perfectly natural mistake. He could not know that the subject of letting Windles for the summer was one which had long since begun to infuriate Mrs. Hignett. People had certainly asked her to let Windles. In fact, people had pestered her. There was a rich, fat man, an American named Bennett, whom she had met just before sailing at her brothers house in London. Invited down to Windles for the day, Mr. Bennett had fallen in love with the place, and had begged her to name her own price. Not content with this, he had pursued her with his pleadings by means of the wireless telegraph while she was on the ocean, and had not given up the struggle even when she reached New York. She had not been in America two days when there had arrived a Mr. Mortimer, bosom friend of Mr. Bennett, carrying on the matter where the other had left off. For a whole week Mr. Mortimer had tried to induce her to reconsider her decision, and had only stopped because he had had to leave for England himself, to join his friend. And even then the thing had gone on. Indeed, this very morning, among the letters on Mrs. Hignetts table, the buff envelope of a cable from Mr. Bennett had peeped out, nearly spoiling her breakfast. No wonder, then, that Sams allusion to the affair had caused the authoress of The Spreading Light momentarily to lose her customary calm.

Nothing will induce me ever to let Windles, she said with finality, and rose significantly. Sam, perceiving that the audience was at an end — and glad of it — also got up.

Well, I think Ill be going down and seeing about that state-room he said.

Certainly. I am a little busy just now, preparing notes for my next lecture.

Of course, yes. Mustnt interrupt you. I suppose youre having a great time, gassing away — I mean — well, good-bye!

Good-bye!

Mrs. Hignett, frowning, for the interview had ruffled her and disturbed that equable frame of mind which is so vital to the preparation of lectures on Theosophy, sat down at the writing-table and began to go through the notes which she had made overnight. She had hardly succeeded in concentrating herself when the door opened to admit the daughter of Erin once more.

Maam, there was a gentleman.

This is intolerable! cried Mrs. Hignett. Did you tell him that I was busy?

I did not. I loosed him into the dining-room.

Is he a reporter from one of the newspapers?

He is not. He has spats and a tall-shaped hat. His name is Bream Mortimer.

Bream Mortimer!

Yes, maam. He handed me a bit of a kyard, but I dropped it, being slippy from the dishes.

Mrs. Hignett strode to the door with a forbidding expression. This, as she had justly remarked, was intolerable. She remembered Bream Mortimer. He was the son of the Mr. Mortimer who wanted Windles. This visit could only have to do with the subject of Windles, and she went into the dining-room in a state of cold fury, determined to squash the Mortimer family, in the person of their New York representative, once and for all.

Good morning, Mr. Mortimer.

Bream Mortimer was tall and thin. He had small bright eyes and a sharply curving nose. He looked much more like a parrot than most parrots do. It gave strangers a momentary shock of surprise when they saw Bream Mortimer in restaurants, eating roast beef. They had the feeling that he would have preferred sunflower seeds.

Morning, Mrs. Hignett.

Please sit down.

Bream Mortimer looked as though he would rather have hopped on to a perch, but he sat down. He glanced about the room with gleaming, excited eyes.

Mrs. Hignett, I must have a word with you alone!

You are having a word with me alone.

I hardly know how to begin.

Then let me help you. It is quite impossible. I will never consent.

Bream Mortimer started.

Then you have heard about it?

I have heard about nothing else since I met Mr. Bennett in London. Mr. Bennett talked about nothing else. Your father talked about nothing else. And now, cried Mrs. Hignett, fiercely, you come and try to re-open the subject. Once and for all, nothing will alter my decision. No money will induce me to let my house.

But I didnt come about that!

You did not come about Windles?

Good Lord, no!

Then will you kindly tell me why you have come?

Bream Mortimer seemed embarrassed. He wriggled a little, and moved his arms as if he were trying to flap them.

You know, he said, Im not a man who butts into other peoples affairs.... He stopped.

No? said Mrs. Hignett.

Bream began again.

Im not a man who gossips with valets....

No?

Im not a man who....

Mrs. Hignett was never a very patient woman.

Let us take all your negative qualities for granted, she said curtly. I have no doubt that there are many things which you do not do. Let us confine ourselves to issues of definite importance. What is it, if you have no objection to concentrating your attention on that for a moment, that you wish to see me about?

This marriage.

What marriage?

Your sons marriage.

My son is not married.

No, but hes going to be. At eleven oclock this morning at the Little Church Round the Corner!

Mrs. Hignett stared.

Are you mad?

Well, Im not any too well pleased, Im bound to say, admitted Mr. Mortimer. You see, darn it all, Im in love with the girl myself!

Who is this girl?

Have been for years. Im one of those silent, patient fellows who hang around and look a lot but never tell their love....

Who is this girl who has entrapped my son?

Ive always been one of those men who....

Mr. Mortimer! With your permission we will take your positive qualities, also, for granted. In fact, we will not discuss you at all. You come to me with this absurd story....

Not absurd. Honest fact. I had it from my valet who had it from her maid.

Will you please tell me who is the girl my misguided son wishes to marry?

I dont know that Id call him misguided, said Mr. Mortimer, as one desiring to be fair. I think hes a right smart picker! Shes such a corking girl, you know. We were children together, and Ive loved her for years. Ten years at least. But you know how it is — somehow one never seems to get in line for a proposal. I thought I saw an opening in the summer of nineteen-twelve, but it blew over. Im not one of these smooth, dashing chaps, you see, with a great line of talk. Im not....

If you will kindly, said Mrs. Hignett impatiently, postpone this essay in psycho-analysis to some future occasion, I shall be greatly obliged. I am waiting to hear the name of the girl my son wishes to marry.

Havent I told you? said Mr. Mortimer, surprised. Thats odd. I havent. Its funny how one doesnt do the things one thinks one does. Im the sort of man....

What is her name?

... the sort of man who....

What is her name?

Bennett.

Bennett? Wilhelmina Bennett? The daughter of Mr. Rufus Bennett? The red-haired girl I met at lunch one day at your fathers house?

Thats it. Youre a great guesser. I think you ought to stop the thing.

I intend to.

Fine!

The marriage would be unsuitable in every way. Miss Bennett and my son do not vibrate on the same plane.

Thats right. Ive noticed it myself.

Their auras are not the same colour.

If Ive thought that once, said Bream Mortimer, Ive thought it a hundred times. I wish I had a dollar for every time Ive thought it. Not the same colour. Thats the whole thing in a nutshell.

I am much obliged to you for coming and telling me of this. I shall take immediate steps.

Thats good. But whats the procedure? Its getting late. Shell be waiting at the church at eleven.

Eustace will not be there.

You think you can fix it?

Eustace will not be there, repeated Mrs. Hignett.

Bream Mortimer hopped down from his chair.

Well, youve taken a weight off my mind.

A mind, I should imagine, scarcely constructed to bear great weights.

Ill be going. Havent had breakfast yet. Too worried to eat breakfast. Relieved now. This is where three eggs and a rasher of ham get cut off in their prime. I feel I can rely on you.

You can!

Then Ill say good-bye.

Good-bye.

I mean really good-bye. Im sailing for England on Saturday on the Atlantic.

Indeed? My son will be your fellow-traveller.

Bream Mortimer looked somewhat apprehensive.

You wont tell him that I was the one who spilled the beans?

I beg your pardon?

You wont wise him up that I threw a spanner into the machinery?

I do not understand you.

You wont tell him that I crabbed his act ... gave the thing away ... gummed the game?

I shall not mention your chivalrous intervention.

Chivalrous? said Bream Mortimer a little doubtfully. I dont know that Id call it absolutely chivalrous. Of course, alls fair in love and war. Well, Im glad youre going to keep my share in the business under your hat. It might have been awkward meeting him on board.

You are not likely to meet Eustace on board. He is a very indifferent sailor and spends most of his time in his cabin.

Thats good! Saves a lot of awkwardness. Well, good-bye.

Good-bye. When you reach England, remember me to your father.

He wont have forgotten you, said Bream Mortimer, confidently. He did not see how it was humanly possible for anyone to forget this woman. She was like a celebrated chewing-gum. The taste lingered.

Mrs. Hignett was a woman of instant and decisive action. Even while her late visitor was speaking, schemes had begun to form in her mind like bubbles rising to the surface of a rushing river. By the time the door had closed behind Bream Mortimer she had at her disposal no fewer than seven, all good. It took her but a moment to select the best and simplest. She tiptoed softly to her sons room. Rhythmic snores greeted her listening ears. She opened the door and went noiselessly in.


CHAPTER II

GALLANT RESCUE BY WELL-DRESSED YOUNG MAN

[image: img192.jpg]

§ 1

The White Star liner Atlantic lay at her pier with steam up and gangway down, ready for her trip to Southampton. The hour of departure was near, and there was a good deal of mixed activity going on. Sailors fiddled about with ropes. Junior officers flitted to and fro. White-jacketed stewards wrestled with trunks. Probably the captain, though not visible, was also employed on some useful work of a nautical nature and not wasting his time. Men, women, boxes, rugs, dogs, flowers, and baskets of fruits were flowing on board in a steady stream.

The usual drove of citizens had come to see the travellers off. There were men on the passenger-list who were being seen off by fathers, by mothers, by sisters, by cousins, and by aunts. In the steerage, there was an elderly Jewish lady who was being seen off by exactly thirty-seven of her late neighbours in Rivington Street. And two men in the second cabin were being seen off by detectives, surely the crowning compliment a great nation can bestow. The cavernous Customs sheds were congested with friends and relatives, and Sam Marlowe, heading for the gang-plank, was only able to make progress by employing all the muscle and energy which Nature had bestowed upon him, and which during the greater part of his life he had developed by athletic exercise. However, after some minutes of silent endeavour, now driving his shoulder into the midriff of some obstructing male, now courteously lifting some stout female off his feet, he had succeeded in struggling to within a few yards of his goal, when suddenly a sharp pain shot through his right arm, and he spun round with a cry.

It seemed to Sam that he had been bitten, and this puzzled him, for New York crowds, though they may shove and jostle, rarely bite.

He found himself face to face with an extraordinarily pretty girl.

She was a red-haired girl, with the beautiful ivory skin which goes with red hair. Her eyes, though they were under the shadow of her hat, and he could not be certain, he diagnosed as green, or may be blue, or possibly grey. Not that it mattered, for he had a catholic taste in feminine eyes. So long as they were large and bright, as were the specimens under his immediate notice, he was not the man to quibble about a point of colour. Her nose was small, and on the very tip of it there was a tiny freckle. Her mouth was nice and wide, her chin soft and round. She was just about the height which every girl ought to be. Her figure was trim, her feet tiny, and she wore one of those dresses of which a man can say no more than that they look pretty well all right.

Nature abhors a vacuum. Samuel Marlowe was a susceptible young man, and for many a long month his heart had been lying empty, all swept and garnished, with Welcome on the mat. This girl seemed to rush in and fill it. She was not the prettiest girl he had ever seen. She was the third prettiest. He had an orderly mind, one capable of classifying and docketing girls. But there was a subtle something about her, a sort of how-shall-one-put-it, which he had never encountered before. He swallowed convulsively. His well-developed chest swelled beneath its covering of blue flannel and invisible stripe. At last, he told himself, he was in love, really in love, and at first sight, too, which made it all the more impressive. He doubted whether in the whole course of history anything like this had ever happened before to anybody. Oh, to clasp this girl to him and....

But she had bitten him in the arm. That was hardly the right spirit. That, he felt, constituted an obstacle.

Oh, Im so sorry! she cried.

Well, of course, if she regretted her rash act.... After all, an impulsive girl might bite a man in the arm in the excitement of the moment and still have a sweet, womanly nature....

The crowd seems to make Pinky-Boodles so nervous.

Sam might have remained mystified, but at this juncture there proceeded from a bundle of rugs in the neighbourhood of the girls lower ribs, a sharp yapping sound, of such a calibre as to be plainly audible over the confused noise of Mamies who were telling Sadies to be sure and write, of Bills who were instructing Dicks to look up old Joe in Paris and give him their best, and of all the fruit-boys, candy-boys, magazine-boys, American-flag-boys, and telegraph boys who were honking their wares on every side.

I hope he didnt hurt you much. Youre the third person hes bitten to-day. She kissed the animal in a loving and congratulatory way on the tip of his black nose. Not counting waiters at the hotel, of course, she added. And then she was swept from him in the crowd, and he was left thinking of all the things he might have said — all those graceful, witty, ingratiating things which just make a bit of difference on these occasions.

He had said nothing. Not a sound, exclusive of the first sharp yowl of pain, had proceeded from him. He had just goggled. A rotten exhibition! Perhaps he would never see this girl again. She looked the sort of girl who comes to see friends off and doesnt sail herself. And what memory of him would she retain? She would mix him up with the time when she went to visit the deaf-and-dumb hospital.



§ 2

Sam reached the gang-plank, showed his ticket, and made his way through the crowd of passengers, passengers friends, stewards, junior officers, and sailors who infested the deck. He proceeded down the main companion-way, through a rich smell of india-rubber and mixed pickles, as far as the dining saloon; then turned down the narrow passage leading to his state-room.

State-rooms on ocean liners are curious things. When you see them on the chart in the passenger-office, with the gentlemanly clerk drawing rings round them in pencil, they seem so vast that you get the impression that, after stowing away all your trunks, you will have room left over to do a bit of entertaining — possibly an informal dance or something. When you go on board, you find that the place has shrunk to the dimensions of an undersized cupboard in which it would be impossible to swing a cat. And then, about the second day out, it suddenly expands again. For one reason or another the necessity for swinging cats does not arise, and you find yourself quite comfortable.

Sam, balancing himself on the narrow, projecting ledge which the chart in the passenger-office had grandiloquently described as a lounge, began to feel the depression which marks the second phase. He almost wished now that he had not been so energetic in having his room changed in order to enjoy the company of his cousin Eustace. It was going to be a tight fit. Eustaces bag was already in the cabin, and it seemed to take up the entire fairway. Still, after all, Eustace was a good sort, and would be a cheerful companion. And Sam realised that if the girl with the red hair was not a passenger on the boat, he was going to have need of diverting society.

A footstep sounded in the passage outside. The door opened.

Hullo, Eustace! said Sam.

Eustace Hignett nodded listlessly, sat down on his bag, and emitted a deep sigh. He was a small, fragile-looking young man with a pale, intellectual face. Dark hair fell in a sweep over his forehead. He looked like a man who would write vers libre, as indeed he did.

Hullo! he said, in a hollow voice.

Sam regarded him blankly. He had not seen him for some years, but, going by his recollections of him at the University, he had expected something cheerier than this. In fact, he had rather been relying on Eustace to be the life and soul of the party. The man sitting on the bag before him could hardly have filled that role at a gathering of Russian novelists.

What on earths the matter? said Sam.

The matter? Eustace Hignett laughed mirthlessly. Oh, nothing. Nothing much. Nothing to signify. Only my hearts broken. He eyed with considerable malignity the bottle of water in the rack above his head, a harmless object provided by the White Star Company for clients who might desire to clean their teeth during the voyage.

If you would care to hear the story...? he said.

Go ahead.

It is quite short.

Thats good.

Soon after I arrived in America, I met a girl....

Talking of girls, said Sam with enthusiasm, Ive just seen the only one in the world that really amounts to anything. It was like this. I was shoving my way through the mob on the dock, when suddenly....

Shall I tell you my story, or will you tell yours?

Oh, sorry! Go ahead.

Eustace Hignett scowled at the printed notice on the wall, informing occupants of the state-room that the name of their steward was J. B. Midgeley.

She was an extraordinarily pretty girl....

So was mine! I give you my honest word I never in all my life saw such....

Of course, if you prefer that I postponed my narrative? said Eustace coldly.

Oh, sorry! Carry on.

She was an extraordinarily pretty girl....

What was her name?

Wilhelmina Bennett. She was an extraordinarily pretty girl, and highly intelligent. I read her all my poems, and she appreciated them immensely. She enjoyed my singing. My conversation appeared to interest her. She admired my....

I see. You made a hit. Now get on with the story.

Dont bustle me, said Eustace querulously.

Well, you know, the voyage only takes eight days.

Ive forgotten where I was.

You were saying what a devil of a chap she thought you. What happened? I suppose, when you actually came to propose, you found she was engaged to some other johnny?

Not at all! I asked her to be my wife and she consented. We both agreed that a quiet wedding was what we wanted — she thought her father might stop the thing if he knew, and I was dashed sure my mother would — so we decided to get married without telling anybody. By now, said Eustace, with a morose glance at the porthole, I ought to have been on my honeymoon. Everything was settled. I had the licence and the parsons fee. I had been breaking in a new tie for the wedding.

And then you quarrelled?

Nothing of the kind. I wish you would stop trying to tell me the story. Im telling you. What happened was this: somehow — I cant make out how — mother found out. And then, of course, it was all over. She stopped the thing.

Sam was indignant. He thoroughly disliked his Aunt Adeline, and his cousins meek subservience to her revolted him.

Stopped it? I suppose she said Now, Eustace, you mustnt! and you said Very well, mother! and scratched the fixture?

She didnt say a word. She never has said a word. As far as that goes, she might never have heard anything about the marriage.

Then how do you mean she stopped it?

She pinched my trousers!

Pinched your trousers!

Eustace groaned. All of them! The whole bally lot! She gets up long before I do, and she must have come into my room and cleaned it out while I was asleep. When I woke up and started to dress, I couldnt find a single damned pair of bags in the whole place. I looked everywhere. Finally, I went into the sitting-room where she was writing letters and asked if she had happened to see any anywhere. She said she had sent them all to be pressed. She said she knew I never went out in the mornings — I dont as a rule — and they would be back at lunch-time. A fat lot of use that was! I had to be at the church at eleven. Well, I told her I had a most important engagement with a man at eleven, and she wanted to know what it was, and I tried to think of something, but it sounded pretty feeble, and she said I had better telephone to the man and put it off. I did it, too. Rang up the first number in the book and told some fellow I had never seen in my life that I couldnt meet him because I hadnt any trousers! He was pretty peeved, judging from what he said about my being on the wrong number. And mother, listening all the time, and I knowing that she knew — something told me that she knew — and she knowing that I knew she knew.... I tell you, it was awful!

And the girl?

She broke off the engagement. Apparently she waited at the church from eleven till one-thirty, and then began to get impatient. She wouldnt see me when I called in the afternoon, but I got a letter from her saying that what had happened was all for the best, as she had been thinking it over and had come to the conclusion that she had made a mistake. She said something about my not being as dynamic as she had thought I was. She said that what she wanted was something more like Lancelot or Sir Galahad, and would I look on the episode as closed.

Did you explain about the trousers?

Yes. It seemed to make things worse. She said that she could forgive a man anything except being ridiculous.

I think youre well out of it, said Sam, judicially. She cant have been much of a girl.

I feel that now. But it doesnt alter the fact that my life is ruined. I have become a woman-hater. Its an infernal nuisance, because practically all the poetry I have ever written rather went out of its way to boost women, and now Ill have to start all over again and approach the subject from another angle. Women! When I think how mother behaved and how Wilhelmina treated me, I wonder there isnt a law against them. What mighty ills have not been done by Woman! Who wast betrayed the Capitol....

In Washington? said Sam, puzzled. He had heard nothing of this. But then he generally confined his reading of the papers to the sporting page.

In Rome, you ass! Ancient Rome.

Oh, as long ago as that?

I was quoting from Thomas Otways Orphan. I wish I could write like Otway. He knew what he was talking about. Who wast betrayed the Capitol? A woman. Who lost Marc Anthony the world? A woman. Who was the cause of a long ten years war and laid at last old Troy in ashes? Woman! Destructive, damnable, deceitful woman!

Well, of course, he may be right in a way. As regards some women, I mean. But the girl I met on the dock....

Dont! said Eustace Hignett. If you have anything bitter and derogatory to say about women, say it and I will listen eagerly. But if you merely wish to gibber about the ornamental exterior of some dashed girl you have been fool enough to get attracted by, go and tell it to the captain or the ships cat or J. B. Midgeley. Do try to realise that I am a soul in torment. I am a ruin, a spent force, a man without a future. What does life hold for me? Love? I shall never love again. My work? I havent any. I think I shall take to drink.

Talking of that, said Sam, I suppose they open the bar directly we pass the three-mile limit. How about a small one?

Eustace shook his head gloomily.

Do you suppose I pass my time on board ship in gadding about and feasting? Directly the vessel begins to move, I go to bed and stay there. As a matter of fact, I think it would be wisest to go to bed now. Dont let me keep you if you want to go on deck.

It looks to me, said Sam, as if I had been mistaken in thinking that you were going to be a ray of sunshine on the voyage.

Ray of sunshine! said Eustace Hignett, pulling a pair of mauve pyjamas out of the kit-bag. Im going to be a volcano!

Sam left the state-room and headed for the companion. He wanted to get on deck and ascertain if that girl was still on board. About now, the sheep would be separating from the goats; the passengers would be on deck and their friends returning to the shore. A slight tremor in the boards on which he trod told him that this separation must have already taken place. The ship was moving. He ran lightly up the companion. Was she on board or was she not? The next few minutes would decide. He reached the top of the stairs, and passed out on to the crowded deck. And, as he did so, a scream, followed by confused shouting, came from the rail nearest the shore. He perceived that the rail was black with people hanging over it. They were all looking into the water.

Samuel Marlowe was not one of those who pass aloofly by when there is excitement toward. If a horse fell down in the street, he was always among those present: and he was never too busy to stop and stare at a blank window on which were inscribed the words, Watch this space! In short, he was one of Natures rubbernecks, and to dash to the rail and shove a fat man in a tweed cap to one side was with him the work of a moment. He had thus an excellent view of what was going on — a view which he improved the next instant by climbing up and kneeling on the rail.

There was a man in the water, a man whose upper section, the only one visible, was clad in a blue jersey. He wore a bowler hat, and from time to time, as he battled with the waves, he would put up a hand and adjust this more firmly on his head. A dressy swimmer.

Scarcely had he taken in this spectacle when Marlowe became aware of the girl he had met on the dock. She was standing a few feet away, leaning out over the rail with wide eyes and parted lips. Like everybody else, she was staring into the water.

As Sam looked at her, the thought crossed his mind that here was a wonderful chance of making the most tremendous impression on this girl. What would she not think of a man who, reckless of his own safety, dived in and went boldly to the rescue? And there were men, no doubt, who would be chumps enough to do it, he thought, as he prepared to shift back to a position of greater safety.

At this moment, the fat man in the tweed cap, incensed at having been jostled out of the front row, made his charge. He had but been crouching, the better to spring. Now he sprang. His full weight took Sam squarely in the spine. There was an instant in which that young man hung, as it were, between sea and sky: then he shot down over the rail to join the man in the blue jersey, who had just discovered that his hat was not on straight and had paused to adjust it once more with a few skilful touches of the finger.

§ 3

In the brief interval of time which Marlowe had spent in the state-room chatting with Eustace about the latters bruised soul, some rather curious things had been happening above. Not extraordinary, perhaps, but curious. These must now be related. A story, if it is to grip the reader, should, I am aware, go always forward. It should march. It should leap from crag to crag like the chamois of the Alps. If there is one thing I hate, it is a novel which gets you interested in the hero in chapter one and then cuts back in chapter two to tell you all about his grandfather. Nevertheless, at this point we must go back a space. We must return to the moment when, having deposited her Pekinese dog in her state-room, the girl with the red hair came out again on deck. This happened just about the time when Eustace Hignett was beginning his narrative.

The girl went to the rail and gazed earnestly at the shore. There was a rattle, as the gang-plank moved in-board and was deposited on the deck. The girl uttered a little cry of dismay. Then suddenly her face brightened, and she began to wave her arm to attract the attention of an elderly man with a red face made redder by exertion, who had just forced his way to the edge of the dock and was peering up at the passenger-lined rail.

The boat had now begun to move slowly out of its slip, backing into the river. It was now that the man on the dock sighted the girl. She gesticulated at him. He gesticulated at her. He produced a handkerchief, swiftly tied up a bundle of currency bills in it, backed to give himself room, and then, with all the strength of his arm, hurled the bills in the direction of the deck. The handkerchief with its precious contents shot in a graceful arc towards the deck, fell short by a good six feet, and dropped into the water, where it unfolded like a lily, sending twenty-dollar bills, ten-dollar bills, five-dollar bills, and an assortment of ones floating out over the wavelets.

It was at this moment that Mr. Oscar Swenson, one of the thriftiest souls who ever came out of Sweden, perceived that the chance of a lifetime had arrived for adding substantially to his little savings. By profession he was one of those men who eke out a precarious livelihood by rowing dreamily about the water-front in skiffs. He was doing so now: and, as he sat meditatively in his skiff, having done his best to give the liner a good send off by paddling round her in circles, the pleading face of a twenty-dollar bill peered up at him. Mr. Swenson was not the man to resist the appeal. He uttered a sharp bark of ecstasy, pressed his bowler hat firmly upon his brow, and dived in. A moment later he had risen to the surface, and was gathering up money with both hands.

He was still busy with this congenial task when a tremendous splash at his side sent him under again: and, rising for a second time, he observed with not a little chagrin that he had been joined by a young man in a blue flannel suit with an invisible stripe.

Svensk! exclaimed Mr. Swenson, or whatever it is that natives of Sweden exclaim in moments of justifiable annoyance. He resented the advent of this newcomer. He had been getting along fine and had had the situation well in hand. To him Sam Marlowe represented Competition, and Mr. Swenson desired no competitors in his treasure-seeking enterprise. He travels, thought Mr. Swenson, the fastest who travels alone.

Sam Marlowe had a touch of the philosopher in him. He had the ability to adapt himself to circumstances. It had been no part of his plans to come whizzing down off the rail into this singularly soup-like water which tasted in equal parts of oil and dead rats; but, now that he was here he was prepared to make the best of the situation. Swimming, it happened, was one of the things he did best, and somewhere among his belongings at home was a tarnished pewter cup which he had won at school in the Saving Life competition. He knew exactly what to do. You get behind the victim and grab him firmly under his arms, and then you start swimming on your back. A moment later, the astonished Mr. Swenson who, being practically amphibious, had not anticipated that anyone would have the cool impertinence to try to save him from drowning, found himself seized from behind and towed vigorously away from a ten-dollar bill which he had almost succeeded in grasping. The spiritual agony caused by this assault rendered him mercifully dumb; though, even had he contrived to utter the rich Swedish oaths which occurred to him, his remarks could scarcely have been heard, for the crowd on the dock was cheering as one man. They had often paid good money to see far less gripping sights in the movies. They roared applause. The liner, meanwhile, continued to move stodgily out into mid-river.

The only drawback to these life-saving competitions at school, considered from the standpoint of fitting the competitors for the problems of afterlife, is that the object saved on such occasions is a leather dummy, and of all things in this world a leather dummy is perhaps the most placid and phlegmatic. It differs in many respects from an emotional Swedish gentleman, six foot high and constructed throughout of steel and india-rubber, who is being lugged away from cash which he has been regarding in the light of a legacy. Indeed, it would be hard to find a respect in which it does not differ. So far from lying inert in Sams arms and allowing himself to be saved in a quiet and orderly manner, Mr. Swenson betrayed all the symptoms of one who feels that he has fallen among murderers. Mr. Swenson, much as he disliked competition, was ready to put up with it, provided that it was fair competition. This pulling your rival away from the loot so that you could grab it yourself — thus shockingly had the man misinterpreted Sams motives — was another thing altogether, and his stout soul would have none of it. He began immediately to struggle with all the violence at his disposal. His large, hairy hands came out of the water and swung hopefully in the direction where he assumed his assailants face to be.

Sam was not unprepared for this display. His researches in the art of life-saving had taught him that your drowning man frequently struggles against his best interests. In which case, cruel to be kind, one simply stunned the blighter. He decided to stun Mr. Swenson, though, if he had known that gentleman more intimately and had been aware that he had the reputation of possessing the thickest head on the water-front, he would have realised the magnitude of the task. Friends of Mr. Swenson, in convivial moments, had frequently endeavoured to stun him with bottles, boots and bits of lead piping and had gone away depressed by failure. Sam, ignorant of this, attempted to do the job with clenched fist, which he brought down as smartly as possible on the crown of the others bowler hat.

It was the worst thing he could have done. Mr. Swenson thought highly of his hat and this brutal attack upon it confirmed his gloomiest apprehensions. Now thoroughly convinced that the only thing to do was to sell his life dearly, he wrenched himself round, seized his assailant by the neck, twined his arms about his middle, and accompanied him below the surface.

By the time he had swallowed his first pint and was beginning his second, Sam was reluctantly compelled to come to the conclusion that this was the end. The thought irritated him unspeakably. This, he felt, was just the silly, contrary way things always happened. Why should it be he who was perishing like this? Why not Eustace Hignett? Now there was a fellow whom this sort of thing would just have suited. Broken-hearted Eustace Hignett would have looked on all this as a merciful release.

He paused in his reflections to try to disentangle the more prominent of Mr. Swensons limbs from about him. By this time he was sure that he had never met anyone he disliked so intensely as Mr. Swenson — not even his Aunt Adeline. The man was a human octopus. Sam could count seven distinct legs twined round him and at least as many arms. It seemed to him that he was being done to death in his prime by a solid platoon of Swedes. He put his whole soul into one last effort ... something seemed to give ... he was free. Pausing only to try to kick Mr. Swenson in the face, Sam shot to the surface. Something hard and sharp prodded him in the head. Then something caught the collar of his coat; and, finally, spouting like a whale, he found himself dragged upwards and over the side of a boat.

The time which Sam had spent with Mr. Swenson below the surface had been brief, but it had been long enough to enable the whole floating population of the North River to converge on the scene in scows, skiffs, launches, tugs, and other vessels. The fact that the water in that vicinity was crested with currency had not escaped the notice of these navigators, and they had gone to it as one man. First in the race came the tug Reuben S. Watson, the skipper of which, following a famous precedent, had taken his little daughter to bear him company. It was to this fact that Marlowe really owed his rescue. Women often have a vein of sentiment in them where men can only see the hard business side of a situation; and it was the skippers daughter who insisted that the family boat-hook, then in use as a harpoon for spearing dollar bills, should be devoted to the less profitable but humaner end of extricating the young man from a watery grave.

The skipper had grumbled a bit at first but had given way — he always spoiled the girl — with the result that Sam found himself sitting on the deck of the tug, engaged in the complicated process of restoring his faculties to the normal. In a sort of dream he perceived Mr. Swenson rise to the surface some feet away, adjust his bowler hat, and, after one long look of dislike in his direction, swim off rapidly to intercept a five which was floating under the stern of a near-by skiff.

Sam sat on the deck and panted. He played on the boards like a public fountain. At the back of his mind there was a flickering thought that he wanted to do something, a vague feeling that he had some sort of an appointment which he must keep; but he was unable to think what it was. Meanwhile, he conducted tentative experiments with his breath. It was so long since he had last breathed that he had lost the knack of it.

Well, aincher wet? said a voice.

The skippers daughter was standing beside him, looking down commiseratingly. Of the rest of the family all he could see was the broad blue seats of their trousers as they leaned hopefully over the side in the quest for wealth.

Yes, sir! You sure are wet! Gee! I never seen anyone so wet! I seen wet guys but I never seen anyone so wet as you. Yessir, youre certainly wet!

I am wet, admitted Sam.

Yessir, youre wet! Wets the word all right. Good and wet, thats what you are!

Its the water, said Sam. His brain was still clouded; he wished he could remember what that appointment was. Thats what has made me wet.

Its sure made you wet all right, agreed the girl. She looked at him interestedly. Wotcha do it for? she asked.

Do it for?

Yes, wotcha do it for? Wotcha do a Brodie for offn that ship? I didnt see it myself, but pa says you come walloping down offn the deck like a sack of potatoes.

Sam uttered a sharp cry. He had remembered.

Where is she?

Wheres who?

The liner.

Shes off down the river, I guess. She was swinging round, the last I seen of her.

Shes not gone!

Sure shes gone. Wotcha expect her to do? Shes gotta get over to the other side, aint she? Certnly shes gone. She looked at him interested. Do you want to be on board her?

Of course I do.

Then, for the love of Pete, wotcha doin walloping offn her like a sack of potatoes?

I slipped. I was pushed or something. Sam sprang to his feet and looked wildly about him. I must get back. Isnt there any way of getting back?

Well, you could ketch up with her at quarantine out in the bay. Shell stop to let the pilot off.

Can you take me to quarantine?

The girl glanced doubtfully at the seat of the nearest pair of trousers.

Well, we could, she said. But pas kind of set in his ways, and right now hes fishing for dollar bills with the boat hook. Hes apt to get sorta mad if hes interrupted.

Ill give him fifty dollars if hell put me on board.

Got it on you? inquired the nymph coyly. She had her share of sentiment, but she was her fathers daughter and inherited from him the business sense.

Here it is. He pulled out his pocket book. The book was dripping, but the contents were only fairly moist.

Pa! said the girl.

The trouser-seat remained where it was, deaf to its childs cry.

Pa! Cummere! Wantcha!

The trousers did not even quiver. But this girl was a girl of decision. There was some nautical implement resting in a rack convenient to her hand. It was long, solid, and constructed of one of the harder forms of wood. Deftly extracting this from its place, she smote her inattentive parent on the only visible portion of him. He turned sharply, exhibiting a red, bearded face.

Pa, this genman wants to be took aboard the boat at quarantine. Hell give you fifty berries.

The wrath died out of the skippers face like the slow turning down of a lamp. The fishing had been poor, and so far he had only managed to secure a single two-dollar bill. In a crisis like the one which had so suddenly arisen you cannot do yourself justice with a boat-hook.

Fifty berries!

Fifty seeds! the girl assured him. Are you on?

Queen, said the skipper simply, you said a mouthful!

Twenty minutes later Sam was climbing up the side of the liner as it lay towering over the tug like a mountain. His clothes hung about him clammily. He squelched as he walked.

A kindly-looking old gentleman who was smoking a cigar by the rail regarded him with open eyes.

My dear sir, youre very wet, he said.

Sam passed him with a cold face and hurried through the door leading to the companion way.

Mummie, why is that man wet? cried the clear voice of a little child.

Sam whizzed by, leaping down the stairs.

Good Lord, sir! Youre very wet! said a steward in the doorway of the dining saloon.

You are wet, said a stewardess in the passage.

Sam raced for his state-room. He bolted in and sank on the lounge. In the lower berth Eustace Hignett was lying with closed eyes. He opened them languidly, then stared.

Hullo! he said. I say! Youre wet!

§ 4

Sam removed his clinging garments and hurried into a new suit. He was in no mood for conversation and Eustace Hignetts frank curiosity jarred upon him. Happily, at this point, a sudden shivering of the floor and a creaking of woodwork proclaimed the fact that the vessel was under way again, and his cousin, turning pea-green, rolled over on his side with a hollow moan. Sam finished buttoning his waistcoat and went out.

He was passing the inquiry bureau on the C-deck, striding along with bent head and scowling brow, when a sudden exclamation caused him to look up, and the scowl was wiped from his brow as with a sponge. For there stood the girl he had met on the dock. With her was a superfluous young man who looked like a parrot.

Oh, how are you? asked the girl breathlessly.

Splendid, thanks, said Sam.

Didnt you get very wet?

I did get a little damp.

I thought you would, said the young man who looked like a parrot. Directly I saw you go over the side I said to myself: That fellows going to get wet!

There was a pause.

Oh! said the girl. May I — Mr. —— ?

Marlowe.

Mr. Marlowe. Mr. Bream Mortimer.

Sam smirked at the young man. The young man smirked at Sam.

Nearly got left behind, said Bream Mortimer.

Yes, nearly.

No joke getting left behind.

No.

Have to take the next boat. Lose a lot of time, said Mr. Mortimer, driving home his point.

The girl had listened to these intellectual exchanges with impatience. She now spoke again.

Oh, Bream!

Hello?

Do be a dear and run down to the saloon and see if its all right about our places for lunch.

It is all right. The table steward said so.

Yes, but go and make certain.

All right.

He hopped away and the girl turned to Sam with shining eyes.

Oh, Mr. Marlowe, you oughtnt to have done it! Really, you oughtnt! You might have been drowned! But I never saw anything so wonderful. It was like the stories of knights who used to jump into lions dens after gloves!

Yes? said Sam a little vaguely. The resemblance had not struck him. It seemed a silly hobby, and rough on the lions, too.

It was the sort of thing Sir Lancelot or Sir Galahad would have done! But you shouldnt have bothered, really! Its all right, now.

Oh, its all right now?

Yes. Id quite forgotten that Mr. Mortimer was to be on board. He has given me all the money I shall need. You see it was this way. I had to sail on this boat in rather a hurry. Fathers head clerk was to have gone to the bank and got some money and met me on board and given it to me, but the silly old man was late and when he got to the dock they had just pulled in the gang-plank. So he tried to throw the money to me in a handkerchief and it fell into the water. But you shouldnt have dived in after it.

Oh, well! said Sam, straightening his tie, with a quiet, brave smile. He had never expected to feel grateful to that obese bounder who had shoved him off the rail, but now he would have liked to seek him out and shake him by the hand.

You really are the bravest man I ever met!

Oh, no!

How modest you are! But I suppose all brave men are modest!

I was only too delighted at what looked like a chance of doing you a service.

It was the extraordinary quickness of it that was so wonderful. I do admire presence of mind. You didnt hesitate for a second. You just shot over the side as though propelled by some irresistible force!

It was nothing, nothing really. One just happens to have the knack of keeping ones head and acting quickly on the spur of the moment. Some people have it, some havent.

And just think! As Bream was saying....

It is all right, said Mr. Mortimer, reappearing suddenly. I saw a couple of the stewards and they both said it was all right. So its all right.

Splendid, said the girl. Oh, Bream!

Hello?

Do be an angel and run along to my state-room and see if Pinky-Boodles is quite comfortable.

Bound to be.

Yes. But do go. He may be feeling lonely. Chirrup to him a little.

Chirrup?

Yes, to cheer him up.

Oh, all right.

Run along!

Mr. Mortimer ran along. He had the air of one who feels that he only needs a peaked cap and a uniform two sizes too small for him to be a properly equipped messenger boy.

And, as Bream was saying, resumed the girl, you might have been left behind.

That, said Sam, edging a step closer, was the thought that tortured me, the thought that a friendship so delightfully begun....

But it hadnt begun. We have never spoken to each other before now.

Have you forgotten? On the dock....

Sudden enlightenment came into her eyes.

Oh, you are the man poor Pinky-Boodles bit!

The lucky man!

Her face clouded.

Poor Pinky is feeling the motion of the boat a little. Its his first voyage.

I shall always remember that it was Pinky who first brought us together. Would you care for a stroll on deck?

Not just now, thanks. I must be getting back to my room to finish unpacking. After lunch, perhaps.

I will be there. By the way, you know my name, but....

Oh, mine? She smiled brightly. Its funny that a persons name is the last thing one thinks of asking. Mine is Bennett.

Bennett!

Wilhelmina Bennett. My friends, she said softly as she turned away, call me Billie!


CHAPTER III

SAM PAVES THE WAY
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FOR SOME MOMENTS Sam remained where he was, staring after the girl as she flitted down the passage. He felt dizzy. Mental acrobatics always have an unsettling effect, and a young man may be excused for feeling a little dizzy when he is called upon suddenly and without any warning to re-adjust all his preconceived views on any subject. Listening to Eustace Hignetts story of his blighted romance, Sam had formed an unflattering opinion of this Wilhelmina Bennett who had broken off her engagement simply because on the day of the marriage his cousin had been short of the necessary wedding garment. He had, indeed, thought a little smugly how different his goddess of the red hair was from the object of Eustace Hignetts affections. And now they had proved to be one and the same. It was disturbing. It was like suddenly finding the vampire of a five-reel feature film turn into the heroine.

Some men, on making the discovery of this girls identity, might have felt that Providence had intervened to save them from a disastrous entanglement. This point of view never occurred to Samuel Marlowe. The way he looked at it was that he had been all wrong about Wilhelmina Bennett. Eustace, he felt, had been to blame throughout. If this girl had maltreated Eustaces finer feelings, then her reason for doing so must have been excellent and praiseworthy.

After all ... poor old Eustace ... quite a good fellow, no doubt in many ways ... but, coming down to brass tacks, what was there about Eustace that gave him any claim to monopolise the affections of a wonderful girl? Where, in a word, did Eustace Hignett get off? He made a tremendous grievance of the fact that she had broken off the engagement, but what right had he to go about the place expecting her to be engaged to him? Eustace Hignett, no doubt, looked upon the poor girl as utterly heartless. Marlowe regarded her behaviour as thoroughly sensible. She had made a mistake, and, realising this at the eleventh hour, she had had the force of character to correct it. He was sorry for poor old Eustace, but he really could not permit the suggestion that Wilhelmina Bennett — her friends called her Billie — had not behaved in a perfectly splendid way throughout. It was women like Wilhelmina Bennett — Billie to her intimates — who made the world worth living in.

Her friends called her Billie. He did not blame them. It was a delightful name and suited her to perfection. He practised it a few times. Billie ... Billie ... Billie.... It certainly ran pleasantly off the tongue. Billie Bennett. Very musical. Billie Marlowe. Still better. We noticed among those present the charming and popular Mrs. Billie Marlowe....

A consuming desire came over him to talk about the girl to someone. Obviously indicated as the party of the second part was Eustace Hignett. If Eustace was still capable of speech — and after all the boat was hardly rolling at all — he would enjoy a further chat about his ruined life. Besides, he had another reason for seeking Eustaces society. As a man who had been actually engaged to marry this supreme girl, Eustace Hignett had an attraction for Sam akin to that of some great public monument. He had become a sort of shrine. He had taken on a glamour. Sam entered the state-room almost reverentially, with something of the emotions of a boy going into his first dime museum.

The exhibit was lying on his back, staring at the roof of the berth. By lying absolutely still and forcing himself to think of purely inland scenes and objects, he had contrived to reduce the green in his complexion to a mere tinge. But it would be paltering with the truth to say that he felt debonair. He received Sam with a wan austerity.

Sit down! he said. Dont stand there swaying like that. I cant bear it.

Why, we arent out of the harbour yet. Surely you arent going to be sea-sick already.

I can issue no positive guarantee. Perhaps if I can keep my mind off it.... I have had good results for the last ten minutes by thinking steadily of the Sahara. There, said Eustace Hignett with enthusiasm, is a place for you! That is something like a spot. Miles and miles of sand and not a drop of water anywhere!

Sam sat down on the lounge.

Youre quite right. The great thing is to concentrate your mind on other topics. Why not, for instance, tell me some more about your unfortunate affair with that girl — Billie Bennett I think you said her name was.

Wilhelmina Bennett. Where on earth did you get the idea that her name was Billie?

I had a notion that girls called Wilhelmina were sometimes Billie to their friends.

I never called her anything but Wilhelmina. But I really cannot talk about it. The recollection tortures me.

Thats just what you want. Its the counter-irritation principle. Persevere, and youll soon forget that youre on board ship at all.

Theres something in that, admitted Eustace reflectively. Its very good of you to be so sympathetic and interested.

My dear fellow ... anything that I can do ... where did you meet her first, for instance?

At a dinner.... Eustace Hignett broke off abruptly. He had a good memory and he had just recollected the fish they had served at that dinner — a flabby and exhausted looking fish half sunk beneath the surface of a thick white sauce.

And what struck you most forcibly about her at first? Her lovely hair, I suppose?

How did you know she had lovely hair?

My dear chap, I naturally assumed that any girl with whom you fell in love would have nice hair.

Well, you are perfectly right, as it happens. Her hair was remarkably beautiful. It was red....

Like autumn leaves with the sun on them! said Marlowe ecstatically.

Hignett started.

What an extraordinary thing! That is an absolutely exact description. Her eyes were a deep blue....

Or, rather, green.

Blue.

Green. There is a shade of green that looks blue.

What the devil do you know about the colour of her eyes? demanded Eustace heatedly. Am I telling you about her, or are you telling me?

My dear old man, dont get excited. Dont you see I am trying to construct this girl in my imagination, to visualise her? I dont pretend to doubt your special knowledge, but after all green eyes generally do go with red hair and there are all shades of green. There is the bright green of meadow grass, the dull green of the uncut emerald, the faint yellowish green of your face at the present moment....

Dont talk about the colour of my face! Now youve gone and reminded me just when I was beginning to forget.

Awfully sorry. Stupid of me. Get your mind off it again — quick. What were we saying? Oh, yes, this girl. I always think it helps one to form a mental picture of people if one knows something about their tastes — what sort of things they are interested in, their favourite topics of conversation, and so on. This Miss Bennett now, what did she like talking about?

Oh, all sorts of things.

Yes, but what?

Well, for one thing she was very fond of poetry. It was that which first drew us together.

Poetry! Sams heart sank a little. He had read a certain amount of poetry at school, and once he had won a prize of three shillings and sixpence for the last line of a Limerick in a competition in a weekly paper; but he was self-critic enough to know that poetry was not his long suit. Still there was a library on board the ship, and no doubt it would be possible to borrow the works of some standard bard and bone them up from time to time. Any special poet?

Well, she seemed to like my stuff. You never read my sonnet-sequence on Spring, did you?

No. What other poets did she like besides you?

Tennyson principally, said Eustace Hignett with a reminiscent quiver in his voice. The hours we have spent together reading the Idylls of the King!

The which of what? inquired Sam, taking a pencil from his pocket and shooting out a cuff.

The Idylls of the King. My good man, I know you have a soul which would be considered inadequate by a common earthworm but you have surely heard of Tennysons Idylls of the King?

Oh, those! Why, my dear old chap! Tennysons Idylls of the King? Well, I should say! Have I heard of Tennysons Idylls of the King? Well, really? I suppose you havent a copy with you on board by any chance?

There is a copy in my kit bag. The very one we used to read together. Take it and keep it or throw it overboard. I dont want to see it again.

Sam prospected among the shirts, collars, and trousers in the bag and presently came upon a morocco-bound volume. He laid it beside him on the lounge.

Little by little, bit by bit, he said, I am beginning to form a sort of picture of this girl, this — what was her name again? Bennett — this Miss Bennett. You have a wonderful knack of description. You make her seem so real and vivid. Tell me some more about her. She wasnt keen on golf, by any chance, I suppose?

I believe she did play. The subject came up once and she seemed rather enthusiastic. Why?

Well, Id much sooner talk to a girl about golf than poetry.

You are hardly likely to be in a position to have to talk to Wilhelmina Bennett about either, I should imagine.

No, theres that, of course. I was thinking of girls in general. Some girls bar golf, and then its rather difficult to know how to start the conversation. But, tell me, were there any topics which got on this Miss Bennetts nerves, if you know what I mean? It seems to me that at one time or another you may have said something that offended her. I mean, it seems curious that she should have broken off the engagement if you had never disagreed or quarrelled about anything.

Well, of course, there was always the matter of that dog of hers. She had a dog, you know, a snappy brute of a Pekinese. If there was ever any shadow of disagreement between us, it had to do with that dog. I made rather a point of it that I would not have it about the home after we were married.

I see! said Sam. He shot his cuff once more and wrote on it: Dog — conciliate. Yes, of course, that must have wounded her.

Not half so much as he wounded me. He pinned me by the ankle the day before we — Wilhelmina and I, I mean — were to have been married. It is some satisfaction to me in my broken state to remember that I got home on the little beast with considerable juiciness and lifted him clean over the Chesterfield.

Sam shook his head reprovingly.

You shouldnt have done that, he said. He extended his cuff and added the words Vitally Important to what he had just written. It was probably that which decided her.

Well, I hate dogs, said Eustace Hignett querulously. I remember Wilhelmina once getting quite annoyed with me because I refused to step in and separate a couple of the brutes, absolute strangers to me, who were fighting in the street. I reminded her that we were all fighters nowadays, that life itself was in a sense a fight; but she wouldnt be reasonable about it. She said that Sir Galahad would have done it like a shot. I thought not. We have no evidence whatsoever that Sir Galahad was ever called upon to do anything half as dangerous. And, anyway, he wore armour. Give me a suit of mail, reaching well down over the ankles, and I will willingly intervene in a hundred dog fights. But in thin flannel trousers, no!

Sam rose. His heart was light. He had never, of course, supposed that the girl was anything but perfect; but it was nice to find his high opinion of her corroborated by one who had no reason to exhibit her in a favourable light. He understood her point of view and sympathised with it. An idealist, how could she trust herself to Eustace Hignett? How could she be content with a craven who, instead of scouring the world in the quest for deeds of derring-do, had fallen down so lamentably on his first assignment? There was a specious attractiveness about poor old Eustace which might conceivably win a girls heart for a time; he wrote poetry, talked well, and had a nice singing voice; but, as a partner for life ... well, he simply wouldnt do. That was all there was to it. He simply didnt add up right. The man a girl like Wilhelmina Bennett required for a husband was somebody entirely different ... somebody, felt Samuel Marlowe, much more like Samuel Marlowe.

Swelled almost to bursting point with these reflections, he went on deck to join the ante-luncheon promenade. He saw Billie almost at once. She had put on one of those nice sacky sport-coats which so enhance feminine charms, and was striding along the deck with the breeze playing in her vivid hair like the female equivalent of a Viking. Beside her walked young Mr. Bream Mortimer.

Sam had been feeling a good deal of a fellow already, but at the sight of her welcoming smile his self-esteem almost caused him to explode. What magic there is in a girls smile! It is the raisin which, dropped in the yeast of male complacency, induces fermentation.

Oh, there you are, Mr. Marlowe!

Oh, there you are, said Bream Mortimer with a slightly different inflection.

I thought Id like a breath of fresh air before lunch, said Sam.

Oh, Bream! said the girl.

Hello?

Do be a darling and take this great heavy coat of mine down to my state-room, will you? I had no idea it was so warm.

Ill carry it, said Bream.

Nonsense! I wouldnt dream of burdening you with it. Trot along and put it on the berth. It doesnt matter about folding it up.

All right, said Bream moodily.

He trotted along. There are moments when a man feels that all he needs in order to be a delivery wagon is a horse and a driver. Bream Mortimer was experiencing such a moment.

He had better chirrup to the dog while hes there, dont you think? suggested Sam. He felt that a resolute man with legs as long as Breams might well deposit a cloak on a berth and be back under the half-minute.

Oh yes! Bream!

Hello?

While youre down there, just chirrup a little more to poor Pinky. He does appreciate it so!

Bream disappeared. It is not always easy to interpret emotion from a glance at a mans back; but Breams back looked like that of a man to whom the thought has occurred that, given a couple of fiddles and a piano, he would have made a good hired orchestra.

How is your dear little dog, by the way? inquired Sam solicitously, as he fell into step by her side.

Much better now, thanks. Ive made friends with a girl on board — did you ever hear her name — Jane Hubbard — shes a rather well-known big-game hunter, and she fixed up some sort of a mixture for Pinky which did him a world of good. I dont know what was in it except Worcester Sauce, but she said she always gave it to her mules in Africa when they had the botts ... its very nice of you to speak so affectionately of poor Pinky when he bit you.

Animal spirits! said Sam tolerantly. Pure animal spirits. I like to see them. But, of course, I love all dogs.

Oh, do you? So do I!

I only wish they didnt fight so much. Im always stopping dog-fights.

I do admire a man who knows what to do at a dog-fight. Im afraid Im rather helpless myself. There never seems anything to catch hold of. She looked down. Have you been reading? What is the book?

The book? Oh, this. Its a volume of Tennyson.

Are you fond of Tennyson?

I worship him, said Sam reverently.

Those — — he glanced at his cuff— those Idylls of the King! I do not like to think what an ocean voyage would be if I had not my Tennyson with me.

We must read him together. He is my favourite poet!

We will! There is something about Tennyson....

Yes, isnt there! Ive felt that myself so often.

Some poets are whales at epics and all that sort of thing, while others call it a day when theyve written something that runs to a couple of verses, but where Tennyson had the bulge was that his long game was just as good as his short. He was great off the tee and a marvel with his chip-shots.

That sounds as though you play golf.

When I am not reading Tennyson, you can generally find me out on the links. Do you play?

I love it. How extraordinary that we should have so much in common. You seem to like all the things I like. We really ought to be great friends.

He was pausing to select the best of three replies when the lunch bugle sounded.

Oh dear! she cried. I must rush. But we shall see one another again up here afterwards?

We will, said Sam.

Well sit and read Tennyson.

Fine! Er — you and I and Mortimer?

Oh no, Bream is going to sit down below and look after poor Pinky.

Does he — does he know he is?

Not yet, said Billie. Im going to tell him at lunch.


CHAPTER IV

SAM CLICKS

[image: img192.jpg]

§ 1

It was the fourth morning of the voyage. Of course, when this story is done in the movies they wont be satisfied with a bald statement like that; they will have a Spoken Title or a Cut-Back Sub-Caption or whatever they call the thing in the low dens where motion-picture scenario-lizards do their dark work, which will run: — 

AND SO, CALM AND GOLDEN, THE DAYS WENT BY, EACH FRAUGHT WITH HOPE AND YOUTH AND SWEETNESS, LINKING TWO YOUNG HEARTS IN SILKEN FETTERS FORGED BY THE LAUGHING LOVE-GOD.

and the males in the audience will shift their chewing gum to the other cheek and take a firmer grip of their companions hands and the man at the piano will play Everybody wants a key to my cellar, or something equally appropriate, very soulfully and slowly, with a wistful eye on the half-smoked cigarette which he has parked on the lowest octave and intends finishing as soon as the picture is over. But I prefer the plain frank statement that it was the fourth day of the voyage. That is my story and I mean to stick to it.

Samuel Marlowe, muffled in a bathrobe, came back to the state-room from his tub. His manner had the offensive jauntiness of the man who has had a cold bath when he might just as easily have had a hot one. He looked out of the porthole at the shimmering sea. He felt strong and happy and exuberant.

It was not merely the spiritual pride induced by a cold bath that was uplifting this young man. The fact was that, as he towelled his glowing back, he had suddenly come to the decision that this very day he would propose to Wilhelmina Bennett. Yes, he would put his fortune to the test, to win or lose it all. True, he had only known her for four days, but what of that?

Nothing in the way of modern progress is more remarkable than the manner in which the attitude of your lover has changed concerning proposals of marriage. When Samuel Marlowes grandfather had convinced himself, after about a year and a half of respectful aloofness, that the emotion which he felt towards Samuel Marlowes grandmother-to-be was love, the fashion of the period compelled him to approach the matter in a roundabout way. First, he spent an evening or two singing sentimental ballads, she accompanying him on the piano and the rest of the family sitting on the side-lines to see that no rough stuff was pulled. Having noted that she drooped her eyelashes and turned faintly pink when he came to the Thee — only thee! bit, he felt a mild sense of encouragement, strong enough to justify him in taking her sister aside next day and asking if the object of his affections ever happened to mention his name in the course of conversation. Further pour-parlers having passed with her aunt, two more sisters, and her little brother, he felt that the moment had arrived when he might send her a volume of Shelley, with some of the passages marked in pencil. A few weeks later, he interviewed her father and obtained his consent to the paying of his addresses. And finally, after writing her a letter which began Madam, you will not have been insensible to the fact that for some time past you have inspired in my bosom feelings deeper than those of ordinary friendship.... he waylaid her in the rose-garden and brought the thing off.

How different is the behaviour of the modern young man. His courtship can hardly be called a courtship at all. His methods are those of Sir W. S. Gilberts Alphonso.

Alphonso, who for cool assurance all creation licks,

He up and said to Emily who has cheek enough for six:

Miss Emily, I love you. Will you marry? Say the word!

And Emily said: Certainly, Alphonso, like a bird!

Sam Marlowe was a warm supporter of the Alphonso method. He was a bright young man and did not require a year to make up his mind that Wilhelmina Bennett had been set apart by Fate from the beginning of time to be his bride. He had known it from the moment he saw her on the dock, and all the subsequent strolling, reading, talking, soup-drinking, tea-drinking, and shuffle-board-playing which they had done together had merely solidified his original impression. He loved this girl with all the force of a fiery nature — the fiery nature of the Marlowes was a by-word in Bruton Street, Berkeley Square — and something seemed to whisper that she loved him. At any rate she wanted somebody like Sir Galahad, and, without wishing to hurl bouquets at himself, he could not see where she could possibly get anyone liker Sir Galahad than himself. So, wind and weather permitting, Samuel Marlowe intended to propose to Wilhelmina Bennett this very day.

He let down the trick basin which hung beneath the mirror and, collecting his shaving materials, began to lather his face.

I am the Bandolero! sang Sam blithely through the soap. I am, I am the Bandolero! Yes, yes, I am the Bandolero!

The untidy heap of bedclothes in the lower berth stirred restlessly.

Oh, God! said Eustace Hignett thrusting out a tousled head.

Sam regarded his cousin with commiseration. Horrid things had been happening to Eustace during the last few days, and it was quite a pleasant surprise each morning to find that he was still alive.

Feeling bad again, old man?

I was feeling all right, replied Hignett churlishly, until you began the farmyard imitations. What sort of a day is it?

Glorious! The sea....

Dont talk about the sea!

Sorry! The sun is shining brighter than it has ever shone in the history of the race. Why dont you get up?

Nothing will induce me to get up.

Well, go a regular buster and have an egg for breakfast.

Eustace Hignett shuddered. He eyed Sam sourly. You seem devilish pleased with yourself this morning! he said censoriously.

Sam dried the razor carefully and put it away. He hesitated. Then the desire to confide in somebody got the better of him.

The fact is, he said apologetically, Im in love!

In love! Eustace Hignett sat up and bumped his head sharply against the berth above him. Has this been going on long?

Ever since the voyage started.

I think you might have told me, said Eustace reproachfully. I told you my troubles. Why did you not let me know that this awful thing had come upon you?

Well, as a matter of fact, old man, during these last few days I had a notion that your mind was, so to speak, occupied elsewhere.

Who is she?

Oh, a girl I met on board.

Dont do it! said Eustace Hignett solemnly. As a friend I entreat you not to do it. Take my advice, as a man who knows women, and dont do it!

Dont do what?

Propose to her. I can tell by the glitter in your eye that you are intending to propose to this girl — probably this morning.

Not this morning — after lunch. I always think one can do oneself more justice after lunch.

Dont do it. Women are the devil, whether they marry you or jilt you. Do you realise that women wear black evening dresses that have to be hooked up in a hurry when you are late for the theatre, and that, out of sheer wanton malignity, the hooks and eyes on those dresses are also made black? Do you realise...?

Oh, Ive thought it all out.

And take the matter of children. How would you like to become the father — and a mere glance around you will show you that the chances are enormously in favour of such a thing happening — of a boy with spectacles and protruding front teeth who asks questions all the time? Out of six small boys whom I saw when I came on board, four wore spectacles and had teeth like rabbits. The other two were equally revolting in different styles. How would you like to become the father...?

There is no need to be indelicate, said Sam stiffly. A man must take these chances.

Give her the miss in baulk, pleaded Hignett. Stay down here for the rest of the voyage. You can easily dodge her when you get to Southampton. And, if she sends messages, say youre ill and cant be disturbed.

Sam gazed at him, revolted. More than ever he began to understand how it was that a girl with ideals had broken off her engagement with this man. He finished dressing, and, after a satisfying breakfast, went on deck.

§ 2

It was, as he had said, a glorious morning. The sample which he had had through the porthole had not prepared him for the magic of it. The ship swam in a vast bowl of the purest blue on an azure carpet flecked with silver. It was a morning which impelled a man to great deeds, a morning which shouted to him to chuck his chest out and be romantic. The sight of Billie Bennett, trim and gleaming in a pale green sweater and white skirt had the effect of causing Marlowe to alter the programme which he had sketched out. Proposing to this girl was not a thing to be put off till after lunch. It was a thing to be done now and at once. The finest efforts of the finest cooks in the world could not put him in better form than he felt at present.

Good morning, Miss Bennett.

Good morning, Mr. Marlowe.

Isnt it a perfect day?

Wonderful!

It makes all the difference on board ship if the weather is fine.

Yes, doesnt it?

How strange it is that the great emotional scenes of history, one of which is coming along almost immediately, always begin in this prosaic way. Shakespeare tries to conceal the fact, but there can be little doubt that Romeo and Juliet edged into their balcony scene with a few remarks on the pleasantness of the morning.

Shall we walk round? said Billie.

Sam glanced about him. It was the time of day when the promenade deck was always full. Passengers in cocoons of rugs lay on chairs, waiting in a dull trance till the steward should arrive with the eleven oclock soup. Others, more energetic, strode up and down. From the point of view of a man who wished to reveal his most sacred feelings to a beautiful girl, the place was practically a tube station during the rush hour.

Its so crowded, he said. Lets go on to the upper deck.

All right. You can read to me. Go and fetch your Tennyson.

Sam felt that fortune was playing into his hands. His four-days acquaintance with the bard had been sufficient to show him that the man was there forty ways when it came to writing about love. You could open his collected works almost anywhere and shut your eyes and dab down your finger on some red-hot passage. A proposal of marriage is a thing which it is rather difficult to bring neatly into the ordinary run of conversation. It wants leading up to. But, if you once start reading poetry, especially Tennysons, almost anything is apt to give you your cue. He bounded light-heartedly into the state-room, waking Eustace Hignett from an uneasy dose.

Now what? said Eustace.

Wheres that copy of Tennyson you gave me? I left it — ah, here it is. Well, see you later!

Wait! What are you going to do?

Oh, that girl I told you about, said Sam making for the door. She wants me to read Tennyson to her on the upper deck.

Tennyson?

Yes.

On the upper deck?

Yes.

This is the end, said Eustace Hignett, turning his face to the wall.

Sam raced up the companion-way as far as it went; then, going out on deck, climbed a flight of steps and found himself in the only part of the ship which was ever even comparatively private. The main herd of passengers preferred the promenade deck, two layers below.

He threaded his way through a maze of boats, ropes, and curious-shaped steel structures which the architect of the ship seemed to have tacked on at the last moment in a spirit of sheer exuberance. Above him towered one of the funnels, before him a long, slender mast. He hurried on, and presently came upon Billie sitting on a garden seat, backed by the white roof of the smoke-room; beside this was a small deck which seemed to have lost its way and strayed up here all by itself. It was the deck on which one could occasionally see the patients playing an odd game with long sticks and bits of wood — not shuffleboard but something even lower in the mental scale. This morning, however, the devotees of this pastime were apparently under proper restraint, for the deck was empty.

This is jolly, he said sitting down beside the girl and drawing a deep breath of satisfaction.

Yes, I love this deck. Its so peaceful.

Its the only part of the ship where you can be reasonably sure of not meeting stout men in flannels and nautical caps. An ocean voyage always makes me wish that I had a private yacht.

It would be nice.

A private yacht, repeated Sam, sliding a trifle closer. We would sail about, visiting desert islands which lay like jewels in the heart of tropic seas.

We?

Most certainly we. It wouldnt be any fun if you were not there.

Thats very complimentary.

Well, it wouldnt. Im not fond of girls as a rule....

Oh, arent you?

No! said Sam decidedly. It was a point which he wished to make clear at the outset. Not at all fond. My friends have often remarked upon it. A palmist once told me that I had one of those rare spiritual natures which cannot be satisfied with substitutes but must seek and seek till they find their soul-mate. When other men all round me were frittering away their emotions in idle flirtations which did not touch their deeper natures, I was ... I was ... well, I wasnt, if you see what I mean.

Oh, you wasnt ... werent?

No. Some day I knew I should meet the only girl I could possibly love, and then I would pour out upon her the stored-up devotion of a lifetime, lay an unblemished heart at her feet, fold her in my arms and say At last!

How jolly for her. Like having a circus all to oneself.

Well, yes, said Sam after a momentary pause.

When I was a child I always thought that that would be the most wonderful thing in the world.

The most wonderful thing in the world is love, a pure and consuming love, a love which....

Oh, hello! said a voice.

All through this scene, right from the very beginning of it, Sam had not been able to rid himself of a feeling that there was something missing. The time and the place and the girl — they were all present and correct; nevertheless there was something missing, some familiar object which seemed to leave a gap. He now perceived that what had caused the feeling was the complete absence of Bream Mortimer. He was absent no longer. He was standing in front of them with one leg, his head lowered as if he were waiting for someone to scratch it. Sams primary impulse was to offer him a nut.

Oh, hello, Bream! said Billie.

Hullo! said Sam.

Hello! said Bream Mortimer. Here you are!

There was a pause.

I thought you might be here, said Bream.

Yes, here we are, said Billie.

Yes, were here, said Sam.

There was another pause.

Mind if I join you? said Bream.

N — no, said Billie.

N — no, said Sam.

No, said Billie again. No ... that is to say ... oh no, no at all.

There was a third pause.

On second thoughts, said Bream, I believe Ill take a stroll on the promenade deck if you dont mind.

They said they did not mind. Bream Mortimer, having bumped his head twice against overhanging steel ropes, melted away.

Who is that fellow? demanded Sam wrathfully.

Hes the son of fathers best friend.

Sam started. Somehow this girl had always been so individual to him that he had never thought of her having a father.

We have known each other all our lives, continued Billie. Father thinks a tremendous lot of Bream. I suppose it was because Bream was sailing by her that father insisted on my coming over on this boat. Im in disgrace, you know I was cabled for and had to sail at a few days notice. I....

Oh, hello!

Why, Bream! said Billie looking at him as he stood on the old spot in the same familiar attitude with rather less affection than the son of her fathers best friend might have expected. I thought you said you were going down to the promenade deck.

I did go down to the promenade deck. And Id hardly got there when a fellow whos getting up the ships concert to-morrow night nobbled me to do something for it. I said I could only do conjuring tricks and juggling and so on, and he said all right, do conjuring tricks and juggling, then. He wanted to know if I knew anyone else who would help. I came up to ask you, he said to Sam, if you would do something.

No, said Sam. I wont.

Hes got a man whos going to lecture on deep-sea fish and a couple of women who both want to sing The Rosary but hes still a turn or two short. Sure you wont rally round?

Quite sure.

Oh, all right. Bream Mortimer hovered wistfully above them. Its a great morning, isnt it?

Yes, said Sam.

Oh, Bream! said Billie.

Hello?

Do be a pet and go and talk to Jane Hubbard. Im sure she must be feeling lonely. I left her all by herself down on the next deck.

A look of alarm spread itself over Breams face.

Jane Hubbard! Oh, say, have a heart!

Shes a very nice girl.

Shes so darned dynamic. She looks at you as if you were a giraffe or something and she would like to take a pot at you with a rifle.

Nonsense! Run along. Get her to tell you some of her big-game hunting experiences. They are most interesting.

Bream drifted sadly away.

I dont blame Miss Hubbard, said Sam.

What do you mean?

Looking at him as if she wanted to pot at him with a rifle. I should like to do it myself.

Oh, dont lets talk about Bream. Read me some Tennyson.

Sam opened the book very willingly. Infernal Bream Mortimer had absolutely shot to pieces the spell which had begun to fall on them at the beginning of their conversation. Only by reading poetry, it seemed to him, could it be recovered. And when he saw the passage at which the volume had opened he realised that his luck was in. Good old Tennyson! He was all right. He had the stuff. You could rely on him every time.

He cleared his throat.

Oh let the solid ground

Not fail beneath my feet

Before my life has found

What some have found so sweet;

Then let come what come may,

What matter if I go mad,

I shall have had my day.

Let the sweet heavens endure,

Not close and darken above me

Before I am quite quite sure

That there is one to love me....

This was absolutely topping. It was like diving off a spring-board. He could see the girl sitting with a soft smile on her face, her eyes, big and dreamy, gazing out over the sunlit sea. He laid down the book and took her hand.

There is something, he began in a low voice, which I have been trying to say ever since we met, something which I think you must have read in my eyes.

Her head was bent. She did not withdraw her hand.

Until this voyage began, he went on, I did not know what life meant. And then I saw you! It was like the gate of heaven opening. Youre the dearest girl I ever met, and you can bet Ill never forget.... He stopped. Im not trying to make it rhyme, he said apologetically. Billie, dont think me silly ... I mean ... if you had the merest notion, dearest ... I dont know whats the matter with me ... Billie, darling, you are the only girl in the world! I have been looking for you for years and years and I have found you at last, my soul-mate. Surely this does not come as a surprise to you? That is, I mean, you must have seen that Ive been keen.... Theres that damned Walt Mason stuff again! His eyes fell on the volume beside him and he uttered an exclamation of enlightenment. Its those poems! he cried. Ive been boning them up to such an extent that theyve got me doing it too. What Im trying to say is, Will you marry me?

She was drooping towards him. Her face was very sweet and tender, her eyes misty. He slid an arm about her waist. She raised her lips to his.



§ 3

Suddenly she drew herself away, a cloud on her face.

Darling, she said, Ive a confession to make.

A confession? You? Nonsense!

I cant get rid of a horrible thought. I was wondering if this will last.

Our love? Dont be afraid that it will fade ... I mean ... why, its so vast, its bound to last ... that is to say, of course it will.

She traced a pattern on the deck with her shoe.

Im afraid of myself. You see, once before — and it was not so very long ago, — I thought I had met my ideal, but....

Sam laughed heartily.

Are you worrying about that absurd business of poor old Eustace Hignett?

She started violently.

You know!

Of course! He told me himself.

Do you know him? Where did you meet him?

Ive known him all my life. Hes my cousin. As a matter of fact, we are sharing a state-room on board now.

Eustace is on board! Oh, this is awful! What shall I do when I meet him?

Oh, pass it off with a light laugh and a genial quip. Just say: Oh, here you are! or something. You know the sort of thing.

It will be terrible.

Not a bit of it. Why should you feel embarrassed? He must have realised by now that you acted in the only possible way. It was absurd his ever expecting you to marry him. I mean to say, just look at it dispassionately ... Eustace ... poor old Eustace ... and you! The Princess and the Swineherd!

Does Mr. Hignett keep pigs? she asked, surprised.

I mean that poor old Eustace is so far below you, darling, that, with the most charitable intentions, one can only look on his asking you to marry him in the light of a record exhibition of pure nerve. A dear, good fellow, of course, but hopeless where the sterner realities of life are concerned. A man who cant even stop a dog-fight! In a world which is practically one seething mass of fighting dogs, how could you trust yourself to such a one? Nobody is fonder of Eustace Hignett than I am, but ... well, I mean to say!

I see what you mean. He really wasnt my ideal.

Not by a mile!

She mused, her chin in her hand.

Of course, he was quite a dear in a lot of ways.

Oh, a splendid chap, said Sam tolerantly.

Have you ever heard him sing? I think what first attracted me to him was his beautiful voice. He really sings extraordinarily well.

A slight but definite spasm of jealousy afflicted Sam. He had no objection to praising poor old Eustace within decent limits, but the conversation seemed to him to be confining itself too exclusively to one subject.

Yes? he said. Oh yes, Ive heard him sing. Not lately. He does drawing-room ballads and all that sort of thing still, I suppose?

Have you ever heard him sing My love is like a glowing tulip that in an old-world garden grows?

I have not had that advantage, replied Sam stiffly. But anyone can sing a drawing-room ballad. Now something funny, something that will make people laugh, something that really needs putting across ... thats a different thing altogether.

Do you sing that sort of thing?

People have been good enough to say....

Then, said Billie decidedly, you must certainly do something at the ships concert to-morrow! The idea of your trying to hide your light under a bushel! I will tell Bream to count on you. He is an excellent accompanist. He can accompany you.

Yes, but ... well, I dont know, said Sam doubtfully. He could not help remembering that the last time he had sung in public had been at a house-supper at school, seven years before, and that on that occasion somebody whom it was a lasting grief to him that he had been unable to identify had thrown a pat of butter at him.

Of course you must sing, said Billie. Ill tell Bream when I go down to lunch. What will you sing?

Well — er—

Well, Im sure it will be wonderful whatever it is. You are so wonderful in every way. You remind me of one of the heroes of old!

Sams discomposure vanished. In the first place, this was much more the sort of conversation which he felt the situation indicated. In the second place he had remembered that there was no need for him to sing at all. He could do that imitation of Frank Tinney which had been such a hit at the Trinity smoker. He was on safe ground there. He knew he was good. He clasped the girl to him and kissed her sixteen times.

§ 4

Billie Bennett stood in front of the mirror in her state-room dreamily brushing the glorious red hair that fell in a tumbled mass about her shoulders. On the lounge beside her, swathed in a business-like grey kimono, Jane Hubbard watched her, smoking a cigarette.

Jane Hubbard was a splendid specimen of bronzed, strapping womanhood. Her whole appearance spoke of the open air and the great wide spaces and all that sort of thing. She was a thoroughly wholesome, manly girl, about the same age as Billie, with a strong chin and an eye that had looked leopards squarely in the face and caused them to withdraw abashed into the undergrowth, or where-ever it is that leopards withdraw when abashed. One could not picture Jane Hubbard flirting lightly at garden parties, but one could picture her very readily arguing with a mutinous native bearer, or with a firm touch putting sweetness and light into the soul of a refractory mule. Boadicea in her girlhood must have been rather like Jane Hubbard.

She smoked contentedly. She had rolled her cigarette herself with one hand, a feat beyond the powers of all but the very greatest. She was pleasantly tired after walking eighty-five times round the promenade deck. Soon she would go to bed and fall asleep the moment her head touched the pillow. But meanwhile she lingered here, for she felt that Billie had something to confide in her.

Jane, said Billie, have you ever been in love?

Jane Hubbard knocked the ash off her cigarette.

Not since I was eleven, she said in her deep musical voice. He was my music-master. He was forty-seven and completely bald, but there was an appealing weakness in him which won my heart. He was afraid of cats, I remember.

Billie gathered her hair into a molten bundle and let it run through her fingers.

Oh, Jane! she exclaimed. Surely you dont like weak men. I like a man who is strong and brave and wonderful.

I cant stand brave men, said Jane, it makes them so independent. I could only love a man who would depend on me in everything. Sometimes, when I have been roughing it out in the jungle, she went on rather wistfully, I have had my dreams of some gentle clinging man who would put his hand in mine and tell me all his poor little troubles and let me pet and comfort him and bring the smiles back to his face. Im beginning to want to settle down. After all there are other things for a woman to do in this life besides travelling and big-game hunting. I should like to go into Parliament. And, if I did that, I should practically have to marry. I mean, I should have to have a man to look after the social end of life and arrange parties and receptions and so on, and sit ornamentally at the head of my table. I cant imagine anything jollier than marriage under conditions like that. When I came back a bit done up after a long sitting at the House, he would mix me a whisky-and-soda and read poetry to me or prattle about all the things he had been doing during the day.... Why, it would be ideal!

Jane Hubbard gave a little sigh. Her fine eyes gazed dreamily at a smoke ring which she had sent floating towards the ceiling.

Jane, said Billie. I believe youre thinking of somebody definite. Who is he?

The big-game huntress blushed. The embarrassment which she exhibited made her look manlier than ever.

I dont know his name.

But there is really someone?

Yes.

How splendid! Tell me about him.

Jane Hubbard clasped her strong hands and looked down at the floor.

I met him on the Subway a couple of days before I left New York. You know how crowded the Subway is at the rush hour. I had a seat, of course, but this poor little fellow — so good-looking, my dear! he reminded me of the pictures of Lord Byron — was hanging from a strap and being jerked about till I thought his poor little arms would be wrenched out of their sockets. And he looked so unhappy, as though he had some secret sorrow. I offered him my seat, but he wouldnt take it. A couple of stations later, however, the man next to me got out and he sat down and we got into conversation. There wasnt time to talk much. I told him I had been down-town fetching an elephant-gun which I had left to be mended. He was so prettily interested when I showed him the mechanism. We got along famously. But — oh, well, it was just another case of ships that pass in the night — Im afraid Ive been boring you.

Oh, Jane! You havent! You see ... you see, Im in love myself.

I had an idea you were, said her friend looking at her critically. Youve been refusing your oats the last few days, and thats a sure sign. Is he that fellow thats always around with you and who looks like a parrot?

Bream Mortimer? Good gracious, no! cried Billie indignantly. As if I should fall in love with Bream!

When I was out in British East Africa, said Miss Hubbard, I had a bird that was the living image of Bream Mortimer. I taught him to whistle Annie Laurie and to ask for his supper in three native dialects. Eventually he died of the pip, poor fellow. Well, if it isnt Bream Mortimer, who is it?

His name is Marlowe. Hes tall and handsome and very strong-looking. He reminds me of a Greek god.

Ugh! said Miss Hubbard.

Jane, were engaged.

No! said the huntress, interested. When can I meet him?

Ill introduce you to-morrow Im so happy.

Thats fine!

And yet, somehow, said Billie, plaiting her hair, do you ever have presentiments? I cant get rid of an awful feeling that somethings going to happen to spoil everything.

What could spoil everything?

Well, I think him so wonderful, you know. Suppose he were to do anything to blur the image I have formed of him.

Oh, he wont. You said he was one of those strong men, didnt you? They always run true to form. They never do anything except be strong.

Billie looked meditatively at her reflection in the glass.

You know I thought I was in love once before, Jane.

Yes?

We were going to be married and I had actually gone to the church. And I waited and waited and he didnt come; and what do you think had happened?

What?

His mother had stolen his trousers.

Jane Hubbard laughed heartily.

Its nothing to laugh at, said Billie seriously It was a tragedy. I had always thought him romantic, and when this happened the scales seemed to fall from my eyes. I saw that I had made a mistake.

And you broke off the engagement?

Of course!

I think you were hard on him. A man cant help his mother stealing his trousers.

No. But when he finds theyre gone, he can phone to the tailor for some more or borrow the janitors or do something. But he simply stayed where he was and didnt do a thing. Just because he was too much afraid of his mother to tell her straight out that he meant to be married that day.

Now that, said Miss Hubbard, is just the sort of trait in a man which would appeal to me. I like a nervous, shrinking man.

I dont. Besides, it made him seem so ridiculous, and — I dont know why it is — I cant forgive a man for looking ridiculous. Thank goodness, my darling Sam couldnt look ridiculous, even if he tried. Hes wonderful, Jane. He reminds me of a knight of the Round Table. You ought to see his eyes flash.

Miss Hubbard got up and stretched herself with a yawn.

Well, Ill be on the promenade deck after breakfast to-morrow. If you can arrange to have him flash his eyes then — say between nine-thirty and ten — I shall be delighted to watch them.


CHAPTER V

PERSECUTION OF EUSTACE
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GOOD GOD! CRIED Eustace Hignett.

He stared at the figure which loomed above him in the fading light which came through the porthole of the state-room. The hour was seven-thirty, and he had just woken from a troubled doze, full of strange nightmares, and for the moment he thought that he must still be dreaming, for the figure before him could have walked straight into any nightmare and no questions asked. Then suddenly he became aware that it was his cousin, Samuel Marlowe. As in the historic case of father in the pigstye, he could tell him by his hat. But why was he looking like that? Was it simply some trick of the uncertain light, or was his face really black and had his mouth suddenly grown to six times its normal size and become a vivid crimson?

Sam turned. He had been looking at himself in the mirror with a satisfaction which, to the casual observer, his appearance would not have seemed to justify. Hignett had not been suffering from a delusion. His cousins face was black; and, even as he turned, he gave it a dab with a piece of burnt cork and made it blacker.

Hullo! You awake? he said, and switched on the light.

Eustace Hignett shied like a startled horse. His friends profile, seen dimly, had been disconcerting enough. Full face, he was a revolting object. Nothing that Eustace Hignett had encountered in his recent dreams — and they had included such unusual fauna as elephants in top hats and running shorts — had affected him so profoundly. Sams appearance smote him like a blow. It seemed to take him straight into a different and a dreadful world.

What ... what ... what...? he gurgled.

Sam squinted at himself in the glass and added a touch of black to his nose.

How do I look?

Eustace Hignett began to fear that his cousins reason must have become unseated. He could not conceive of any really sane man, looking like that, being anxious to be told how he looked.

Are my lips red enough? Its for the ships concert, you know. It starts in half-an-hour, though I believe Im not on till the second part. Speaking as a friend, would you put a touch more black round the ears, or are they all right?

Curiosity replaced apprehension in Hignetts mind.

What on earth are you doing performing at the ships concert?

Oh, they roped me in. It got about somehow that I was a valuable man, and they wouldnt take no. Sam deepened the colour of his ears. As a matter of fact, he said casually, my fiancée made rather a point of my doing something.

A sharp yelp from the lower berth proclaimed the fact that the significance of the remark had not been lost on Eustace.

Your fiancée?

The girl Im engaged to. Didnt I tell you about that? Yes, Im engaged.

Eustace sighed heavily.

I feared the worst. Tell me, who is she?

Didnt I tell you her name?

No.

Curious! I must have forgotten. He hummed an airy strain as he blackened the tip of his nose. Its rather a curious coincidence, really. Her name is Bennett.

She may be a relation.

Thats true. Of course, girls do have relations.

What is her first name?

That is another rather remarkable thing. Its Wilhelmina.

Wilhelmina!

Of course, there must be hundreds of girls in the world called Wilhelmina Bennett, but still it is a coincidence.

What colour is her hair? demanded Eustace Hignett in a hollow voice. Her hair! What colour is it?

Her hair? Now, let me see. You ask me what colour is her hair. Well, you might call it auburn ... or russet ... or you might call it Titian....

Never mind what I might call it. Is it red?

Red? Why, yes. That is a very good description of it. Now that you put it to me like that, it is red.

Has she a trick of grabbing at you suddenly, when she gets excited, like a kitten with a ball of wool?

Yes. Yes, she has.

Eustace Hignett uttered a sharp cry.

Sam, he said, can you bear a shock?

Ill have a dash at it.

Brace up!

Im ready.

The girl you are engaged to is the same girl who promised to marry me.

Well, well! said Sam.

There was a silence.

Awfully sorry, of course, and all that, said Sam.

Dont apologise to me! said Eustace. My poor old chap, my only feeling towards you is one of the purest and profoundest pity. He reached out and pressed Sams hand. I regard you as a toad beneath the harrow!

Well, I suppose thats one way of offering congratulations and cheery good wishes.

And on top of that, went on Eustace, deeply moved, you have got to sing at the ships concert.

Why shouldnt I sing at the ships concert?

My dear old man, you have many worthy qualities, but you must know that you cant sing. You cant sing for nuts! I dont want to discourage you, but, long ago as it is, you cant have forgotten what an ass you made of yourself at that house-supper at school. Seeing you up against it like this, I regret that I threw a lump of butter at you on that occasion, though at the time it seemed the only course to pursue.

Sam started.

Was it you who threw that bit of butter?

It was.

I wish Id known! You silly chump, you ruined my collar.

Ah, well, its seven years ago. You would have had to send it to the wash anyhow by this time. But dont let us brood on the past. Let us put our heads together and think how we can get you out of this terrible situation.

I dont want to get out of it. I confidently expect to be the hit of the evening.

The hit of the evening! You! Singing!

Im not going to sing. Im going to do that imitation of Frank Tinney which I did at the Trinity smoker. You havent forgotten that? You were at the piano taking the part of the conductor of the orchestra. What a riot I was — we were! I say, Eustace, old man, I suppose you dont feel well enough to come up now and take your old part? You could do it without a rehearsal. You remember how it went.... Hullo, Ernest! Hullo, Frank! Why not come along?

The only piano I will ever sit at will be one firmly fixed on a floor that does not heave and wobble under me.

Nonsense! The boats as steady as a rock now. The seas like a mill-pond.

Nevertheless, thanking you for your suggestion, no!

Oh, well, then I shall have to get on as best I can with that fellow Mortimer. Weve been rehearsing all the afternoon, and he seems to have the hang of the thing. But he wont be really right. He has no pep, no vim. Still, if you wont ... well, I think Ill be getting along to his state-room. I told him I would look in for a last rehearsal.

The door closed behind Sam, and Eustace Hignett, lying on his back, gave himself up to melancholy meditation. He was deeply disturbed by his cousins sad story. He knew what it meant being engaged to Wilhelmina Bennett. It was like being taken aloft in a balloon and dropped with a thud on the rocks.

His reflections were broken by the abrupt opening of the door. Sam rushed in. Eustace peered anxiously out of his berth. There was too much burnt cork on his cousins face to allow of any real registering of emotion, but he could tell from his manner that all was not well.

Whats the matter?

Sam sank down on the lounge.

The bounder has quit!

The bounder? What bounder?

There is only one! Bream Mortimer, curse him! There may be others whom thoughtless critics rank as bounders, but he is the only man really deserving of the title. He refuses to appear! He has walked out on the act! He has left me flat! I went into his state-room just now, as arranged, and the man was lying on his bunk, groaning.

I thought you said the sea was like a mill-pond.

It wasnt that! Hes perfectly fit. But it seems that the silly ass took it into his head to propose to Billie just before dinner — apparently hes loved her for years in a silent, self-effacing way — and of course she told him that she was engaged to me, and the thing upset him to such an extent that he says the idea of sitting down at a piano and helping me give an imitation of Frank Tinney revolts him. He says he intends to spend the evening in bed, reading Schopenhauer I hope it chokes him!

But this is splendid! This lets you out.

What do you mean? Lets me out?

Why, now you wont be able to appear. Oh, you will be thankful for this in years to come.

Wont I appear! Wont I dashed well appear! Do you think Im going to disappoint that dear girl when she is relying on me? I would rather die.

But you cant appear without a pianist.

Ive got a pianist.

You have?

Yes. A little undersized shrimp of a fellow with a green face and ears like water-wings.

I dont think I know him.

Yes, you do. Hes you!

Me!

Yes, you. You are going to sit at the piano to-night.

Im sorry to disappoint you, but its impossible. I gave you my views on the subject just now.

Youve altered them.

I havent.

Well, you soon will, and Ill tell you why. If you dont get up out of that damned berth youve been roosting in all your life, Im going to ring for J. B. Midgeley and Im going to tell him to bring me a bit of dinner in here and Im going to eat it before your eyes.

But youve had dinner.

Well, Ill have another. I feel just ready for a nice fat pork chop....

Stop! Stop!

A nice fat pork chop with potatoes and lots of cabbage, repeated Sam firmly. And I shall eat it here on this very lounge. Now how do we go?

You wouldnt do that! said Eustace piteously.

I would and will.

But I shouldnt be any good at the piano. Ive forgotten how the thing used to go.

You havent done anything of the kind. I come in and say Hullo, Ernest! and you say Hullo, Frank! and then you help me tell the story about the Pullman car. A child could do your part of it.

Perhaps there is some child on board....

No. I want you. I shall feel safe with you. Weve done it together before.

But, honestly, I really dont think ... it isnt as if....

Sam rose and extended a finger towards the bell.

Stop! Stop! cried Eustace Hignett. Ill do it!

Sam withdrew his finger.

Good! he said. Weve just got time for a rehearsal while youre dressing. Hullo, Ernest!

Hullo, Frank, said Eustace Hignett brokenly as he searched for his unfamiliar trousers.


CHAPTER VI

SCENE AT A SHIPS CONCERT
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SHIPS CONCERTS ARE given in aid of the Seamens Orphans and Widows, and, after one has been present at a few of them, one seems to feel that any right-thinking orphan or widow would rather jog along and take a chance of starvation than be the innocent cause of such things. They open with a long speech from the master of the ceremonies — so long, as a rule, that it is only the thought of what is going to happen afterwards that enables the audience to bear it with fortitude. This done, the amateur talent is unleashed, and the grim work begins.

It was not till after the all too brief intermission for rest and recuperation that the newly-formed team of Marlowe and Hignett was scheduled to appear. Previous to this there had been dark deeds done in the quiet saloon. The lecturer on deep-sea fish had fulfilled his threat and spoken at great length on a subject which, treated by a master of oratory, would have palled on the audience after ten or fifteen minutes; and at the end of fifteen minutes this speaker had only just got past the haddocks and was feeling his way tentatively through the shrimps. The Rosary had been sung and there was an uneasy doubt as to whether it was not going to be sung again after the interval — the latest rumour being that the second of the rival lady singers had proved adamant to all appeals and intended to fight the thing out on the lines she had originally chosen if they put her in irons.

A young man had recited Gunga Din and, wilfully misinterpreting the gratitude of the audience that it was over for a desire for more, had followed it with Fuzzy-Wuzzy. His sister — these things run in families — had sung My Little Gray Home in the West — rather sombrely, for she had wanted to sing The Rosary, and, with the same obtuseness which characterised her brother, had come back and rendered plantation songs. The audience was now examining its programmes in the interval of silence in order to ascertain the duration of the sentence still remaining unexpired.

It was shocked to read the following: — 

7. A Little Imitation......S. Marlowe.

All over the saloon you could see fair women and brave men wilting in their seats. Imitation...! The word, as Keats would have said, was like a knell! Many of these people were old travellers and their minds went back wincingly, as one recalls forgotten wounds, to occasions when performers at ships concerts had imitated whole strings of Dickens characters or, with the assistance of a few hats and a little false hair, had endeavoured to portray Napoleon, Bismarck, Shakespeare, and other of the famous dead. In this printed line on the programme there was nothing to indicate the nature or scope of the imitation which this S. Marlowe proposed to inflict upon them. They could only sit and wait and hope that it would be short.

There was a sinking of hearts as Eustace Hignett moved down the room and took his place at the piano. A pianist! This argued more singing. The more pessimistic began to fear that the imitation was going to be one of those imitations of well-known opera artistes which, though rare, do occasionally add to the horrors of ships concerts. They stared at Hignett apprehensively. There seemed to be something ominous in the mans very aspect. His face was very pale and set, the face of one approaching a task at which his humanity shudders. They could not know that the pallor of Eustace Hignett was due entirely to the slight tremor which, even on the calmest nights, the engines of an ocean liner produce in the flooring of a dining saloon, and to that faint, yet well-defined, smell of cooked meats which clings to a room where a great many people have recently been eating a great many meals. A few beads of cold perspiration were clinging to Eustace Hignetts brow. He looked straight before him with unseeing eyes. He was thinking hard of the Sahara.

So tense was Eustaces concentration that he did not see Billie Bennett, seated in the front row. Billie had watched him enter with a little thrill of embarrassment. She wished that she had been content with one of the seats at the back. But Jane Hubbard had insisted on the front row. She always had a front-row seat at witch dances in Africa, and the thing had become a habit.

In order to avoid recognition for as long as possible, Billie now put up her fan and turned to Jane. She was surprised to see that her friend was staring eagerly before her with a fixity almost equal to that of Eustace. Under her breath she muttered an exclamation of surprise in one of the lesser-known dialects of Northern Nigeria.

Billie! she whispered sharply.

What is the matter, Jane?

Who is that man at the piano? Do you know him?

As a matter of fact, I do, said Billie. His name is Hignett. Why?

Its the man I met on the Subway! She breathed a sigh. Poor little fellow, how miserable he looks!

At this moment their conversation was interrupted. Eustace Hignett, pulling himself together with a painful effort, raised his hands and struck a crashing chord, and, as he did so, there appeared through the door at the far end of the saloon a figure at the sight of which the entire audience started convulsively with the feeling that a worse thing had befallen them than even they had looked for.

The figure was richly clad in some scarlet material. Its face was a grisly black and below the nose appeared what seemed a horrible gash. It advanced towards them, smoking a cigar.

Hullo, Ernest, it said.

And then it seemed to pause expectantly, as though desiring some reply. Dead silence reigned in the saloon.

Hullo, Ernest!

Those nearest the piano — and nobody more quickly than Jane Hubbard — now observed that the white face of the man on the stool had grown whiter still. His eyes gazed out glassily from under his damp brow. He looked like a man who was seeing some ghastly sight. The audience sympathised with him. They felt like that, too.

In all human plans there is ever some slight hitch, some little miscalculation which just makes all the difference. A moments thought should have told Eustace Hignett that a half-smoked cigar was one of the essential properties to any imitation of the eminent Mr. Tinney; but he had completely overlooked the fact. The cigar came as an absolute surprise to him and it could not have affected him more powerfully if it had been a voice from the tomb. He stared at it pallidly, like Macbeth at the ghost of Banquo. It was a strong, lively young cigar, and its curling smoke played lightly about his nostrils. His jaw fell. His eyes protruded. He looked for a long moment like one of those deep-sea fishes concerning which the recent lecturer had spoken so searchingly. Then with the cry of a stricken animal, he bounded from his seat and fled for the deck.

There was a rustle at Billies side as Jane Hubbard rose and followed him. Jane was deeply stirred. Even as he sat, looking so pale and piteous, at the piano, her big heart had gone out to him, and now, in his moment of anguish, he seemed to bring to the surface everything that was best and manliest in her nature. Thrusting aside with one sweep of her powerful arm a steward who happened to be between her and the door, she raced in pursuit.

Sam Marlowe had watched his cousins dash for the open with a consternation so complete that his senses seemed to have left him. A general, deserted by his men on some stricken field, might have felt something akin to his emotion. Of all the learned professions, the imitation of Mr. Frank Tinney is the one which can least easily be carried through single-handed. The man at the piano, the leader of the orchestra, is essential. He is the life-blood of the entertainment. Without him, nothing can be done.

For an instant Sam stood there, gaping blankly. Then the open door of the saloon seemed to beckon an invitation. He made for it, reached it, passed through it. That concluded his efforts in aid of the Seamens Orphans and Widows.

The spell which had lain on the audience broke. This imitation seemed to them to possess in an extraordinary measure the one quality which renders amateur imitations tolerable, that of brevity. They had seen many amateur imitations, but never one as short as this. The saloon echoed with their applause.

It brought no balm to Samuel Marlowe. He did not hear it. He had fled for refuge to his state-room and was lying in the lower berth, chewing the pillow, a soul in torment.


CHAPTER VII

SUNDERED HEARTS
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THERE WAS A tap at the door. Sam sat up dizzily. He had lost all count of time.

Whos that?

I have a note for you, sir.

It was the level voice of J. B. Midgeley, the steward. The stewards of the White Star Line, besides being the civillest and most obliging body of men in the world, all have soft and pleasant voices. A White Star steward, waking you up at six-thirty, to tell you that your bath is ready, when you wanted to sleep on till twelve, is the nearest human approach to the nightingale.

A what?

A note, sir.

Sam jumped up and switched on the light. He went to the door and took the note from J. B. Midgeley, who, his mission accomplished, retired in an orderly manner down the passage. Sam looked at the letter with a thrill. He had never seen the handwriting before, but, with the eye of love, he recognised it. It was just the sort of hand he would have expected Billie to write, round and smooth and flowing, the writing of a warm-hearted girl. He tore open the envelope.

Please come up to the top deck. I want to speak to you.

Sam could not disguise it from himself that he was a little disappointed. I dont know if you see anything wrong with the letter, but the way Sam looked at it was that, for a first love-letter, it might have been longer and perhaps a shade warmer. And, without running any risk of writers cramp, she might have signed it.

However, these were small matters. No doubt the dear girl had been in a hurry and so forth. The important point was that he was going to see her. When a mans afraid, sings the bard, a beautiful maid is a cheering sight to see; and the same truth holds good when a man has made an exhibition of himself at a ships concert. A womans gentle sympathy, that was what Samuel Marlowe wanted more than anything else at the moment. That, he felt, was what the doctor ordered. He scrubbed the burnt cork off his face with all possible speed and changed his clothes and made his way to the upper deck. It was like Billie, he felt, to have chosen this spot for their meeting. It would be deserted and it was hallowed for them both by sacred associations.

She was standing at the rail, looking out over the water. The moon was quite full. Out on the horizon to the south its light shone on the sea, making it look like the silver beach of some distant fairy island. The girl appeared to be wrapped in thought and it was not till the sharp crack of Sams head against an overhanging stanchion announced his approach, that she turned.

Oh, is that you?

Yes.

Youve been a long time.

It wasnt an easy job, explained Sam, getting all that burnt cork off. Youve no notion how the stuff sticks. You have to use butter....

She shuddered.

Dont!

But I did. You have to with burnt cork.

Dont tell me these horrible things. Her voice rose almost hysterically. I never want to hear the words burnt cork mentioned again as long as I live.

I feel exactly the same. Sam moved to her side. Darling, he said in a low voice, it was like you to ask me to meet you here. I know what you were thinking. You thought that I should need sympathy. You wanted to pet me, to smooth my wounded feelings, to hold me in your arms and tell me that, as we loved each other, what did anything else matter?

I didnt.

You didnt?

No, I didnt.

Oh, you didnt? I thought you did! He looked at her wistfully. I thought, he said, that possibly you might have wished to comfort me. I have been through a great strain. I have had a shock....

And what about me? she demanded passionately. Havent I had a shock?

He melted at once.

Have you had a shock too? Poor little thing! Sit down and tell me all about it.

She looked away from him, her face working.

Cant you understand what a shock I have had? I thought you were the perfect knight.

Yes, isnt it?

Isnt what?

I thought you said it was a perfect night.

I said I thought you were the perfect knight.

Oh, ah!

A sailor crossed the deck, a dim figure in the shadows, went over to a sort of raised summerhouse with a brass thingummy in it, fooled about for a moment, and went away again. Sailors earn their money easily.

Yes? said Sam when he had gone.

I forget what I was saying.

Something about my being the perfect knight.

Yes. I thought you were.

Thats good.

But youre not!

No?

No!

Oh!

Silence fell. Sam was feeling hurt and bewildered. He could not understand her mood. He had come up expecting to be soothed and comforted and she was like a petulant iceberg. Cynically, he recalled some lines of poetry which he had had to write out a hundred times on one occasion at school as a punishment for having introduced a white mouse into chapel.

Oh, woman, in our hours of ease,

Un-something, something, something, please.

When tiddly-umpty umpty brow,

A something something something thou!

He had forgotten the exact words, but the gist of it had been that Woman, however she might treat a man in times of prosperity, could be relied on to rally round and do the right thing when he was in trouble. How little the poet had known woman.

Why not? he said huffily.

She gave a little sob.

I put you on a pedestal and I find you have feet of clay. You have blurred the image which I formed of you. I can never think of you again without picturing you as you stood in that saloon, stammering and helpless....

Well, what can you do when your pianist runs out on you?

You could have done something! The words she had spoken only yesterday to Jane Hubbard came back to her. I cant forgive a man for looking ridiculous. Oh, what, what, she cried, induced you to try to give an imitation of Bert Williams?

Sam started, stung to the quick.

It wasnt Bert Williams. It was Frank Tinney!

Well, how was I to know?

I did my best, said Sam sullenly.

That is the awful thought.

I did it for your sake.

I know. It gives me a horrible sense of guilt. She shuddered again. Then suddenly, with the nervous quickness of a woman unstrung, thrust a small black golliwog into his hand. Take it!

Whats this?

You bought it for me yesterday at the barbers shop. It is the only present which you have given me. Take it back.

I dont want it. I shouldnt know what to do with it.

You must take it, she said in a low voice. It is a symbol.

A what?

A symbol of our broken love.

I dont see how you make that out. Its a golliwog.

I can never marry you now.

What! Good heavens! Dont be absurd.

I cant!

Oh, go on, have a dash at it, he said encouragingly, though his heart was sinking.

She shook her head.

No, I couldnt.

Oh, hang it all!

I couldnt. Im a very strange girl....

Youre a very silly girl....

I dont see what right you have to say that, she flared.

I dont see what right you have to say you cant marry me and try to load me up with golliwogs, he retorted with equal heat.

Oh, cant you understand?

No, Im dashed if I can.

She looked at him despondently.

When I said I would marry you, you were a hero to me. You stood to me for everything that was noble and brave and wonderful. I had only to shut my eyes to conjure up the picture of you as you dived off the rail that morning. Now— her voice trembled  — if I shut my eyes now, I can only see a man with a hideous black face making himself the laughing stock of the ship. How could I marry you, haunted by that picture?

But, good heavens, you talk as though I made a habit of blacking up! You talk as though you expected me to come to the altar smothered in burnt cork.

I shall always think of you as I saw you to-night. She looked at him sadly. Theres a bit of black still on your left ear.

He tried to take her hand. But she drew it away. He fell back as if struck.

So this is the end, he muttered.

Yes. Its partly on your ear and partly on your cheek.

So this is the end, he repeated.

You had better go below and ask your steward to give you some more butter.

He laughed bitterly.

Well, I might have expected it. I might have known what would happen! Eustace warned me. Eustace was right. He knows women — as I do now. Women! What mighty ills have not been done by woman? Who wast betrayed the whats-its-name? A woman! Who lost ... lost ... who lost ... who — er — and so on? A woman.... So all is over! There is nothing to be said but good-bye?

No.

Good-bye, then, Miss Bennett!

Good-bye, said Billie sadly. I — Im sorry.

Dont mention it!

You do understand, dont you?

You have made everything perfectly clear.

I hope — I hope you wont be unhappy.

Unhappy! Sam produced a strangled noise from his larynx like the cry of a shrimp in pain. Unhappy! Ha! ha! Im not unhappy! Whatever gave you that idea? Im smiling! Im laughing! I feel Ive had a merciful escape. Oh, ha, ha!

Its very unkind and rude of you to say that.

It reminds me of a moving picture I saw in New York. It was called Saved from the Scaffold.

Oh!

Im not unhappy! What have I got to be unhappy about? What on earth does any man want to get married for? I dont. Give me my gay bachelor life! My Uncle Charlie used to say Its better luck to get married than it is to be kicked in the head by a mule. But he was a man who always looked on the bright side. Good-night, Miss Bennett. And good-bye — for ever.

He turned on his heel and strode across the deck. From a white heaven the moon still shone benignantly down, mocking him. He had spoken bravely; the most captious critic could not but have admitted that he had made a good exit. But already his heart was aching.

As he drew near to his state-room, he was amazed and disgusted to hear a high tenor voice raised in song proceeding from behind the closed door.

I fee-er naw faw in shee-ining arr-mor,

Though his lance be sharrrp and — er keen;

But I fee-er, I fee-er the glah-mour

Therough thy der-rooping lashes seen:

I fee-er, I fee-er the glah-mour....

Sam flung open the door wrathfully. That Eustace Hignett should still be alive was bad — he had pictured him hurling himself overboard and bobbing about, a pleasing sight in the wake of the vessel; that he should be singing was an outrage. Remorse, Sam felt, should have stricken Eustace Hignett dumb. Instead of which, here he was comporting himself like a blasted linnet. It was all wrong. The man could have no conscience whatever.

Well, he said sternly, so there you are!

Eustace Hignett looked up brightly, even beamingly. In the brief interval which had elapsed since Sam had seen him last, an extraordinary transformation had taken place in this young man. His wan look had disappeared. His eyes were bright. His face wore that beastly self-satisfied smirk which you see in pictures advertising certain makes of fine-mesh underwear. If Eustace Hignett had been a full-page drawing in a magazine with My dear fellow, I always wear Sigsbees Super-fine Featherweight! printed underneath him, he could not have looked more pleased with himself.

Hullo! he said. I was wondering where you had got to.

Never mind, said Sam coldly, where I had got to! Where did you get to and why? You poor, miserable worm, he went on in a burst of generous indignation, what have you to say for yourself? What do you mean by dashing away like that and killing my little entertainment?

Awfully sorry, old man. I hadnt foreseen the cigar. I was bearing up tolerably well till I began to sniff the smoke. Then everything seemed to go black — I dont mean you, of course. You were black already — and I got the feeling that I simply must get on deck and drown myself.

Well, why didnt you? demanded Sam with a strong sense of injury. I might have forgiven you then. But to come down here and find you singing....

A soft light came into Eustace Hignetts eyes.

I want to tell you all about that, he said.

Its the most astonishing story. A miracle, you might almost call it. Makes you believe in Fate and all that kind of thing. A week ago I was on the Subway in New York....

He broke off while Sam cursed him, the Subway, and the city of New York in the order named.

My dear chap, what is the matter?

What is the matter? Ha!

Something is the matter, persisted Eustace Hignett. I can tell it by your manner. Something has happened to disturb and upset you. I know you so well that I can pierce the mask. What is it? Tell me!

Ha, ha!

You surely cant still be brooding on that concert business? Why, thats all over. I take it that after my departure you made the most colossal ass of yourself, but why let that worry you? These things cannot affect one permanently.

Cant they? Let me tell you that, as a result of that concert, my engagement is broken off.

Eustace sprang forward with outstretched hand.

Not really? How splendid! Accept my congratulations! This is the finest thing that could possibly have happened. These are not idle words. As one who has been engaged to the girl himself, I speak feelingly. You are well out of it, Sam.

Sam thrust aside his hand. Had it been his neck he might have clutched it eagerly, but he drew the line at shaking hands with Eustace Hignett.

My heart is broken, he said with dignity.

That feeling will pass, giving way to one of devout thankfulness. I know. Ive been there. After all ... Wilhelmina Bennett ... what is she? A rag and a bone and a hank of hair!

She is nothing of the kind, said Sam, revolted.

Pardon me, said Eustace firmly, I speak as an expert. I know her and I repeat, she is a rag and a bone and a hank of hair!

She is the only girl in the world, and, owing to your idiotic behaviour, I have lost her.

You speak of the only girl in the world, said Eustace blithely. If you want to hear about the only girl in the world, I will tell you. A week ago I was on the Subway in New York....

Im going to bed, said Sam brusquely.

All right. Ill tell you while youre undressing.

I dont want to listen.

A week ago, said Eustace Hignett, I will ask you to picture me seated after some difficulty in a carriage in the New York Subway. I got into conversation with a girl with an elephant gun.

Sam revised his private commination service in order to include the elephant gun.

She was my soul-mate, proceeded Eustace with quiet determination. I didnt know it at the time, but she was. She had grave brown eyes, a wonderful personality, and this elephant gun.

Did she shoot you with it?

Shoot me? What do you mean? Why, no!

The girl must have been a fool! said Sam bitterly. The chance of a lifetime and she missed it. Where are my pyjamas?

I havent seen your pyjamas. She talked to me about this elephant gun, and explained its mechanism. She told me the correct part of a hippopotamus to aim at, how to make a nourishing soup out of mangoes, and what to do when bitten by a Borneo wire-snake. You can imagine how she soothed my aching heart. My heart, if you recollect, was aching at the moment — quite unnecessarily if I had only known — because it was only a couple of days since my engagement to Wilhelmina Bennett had been broken off. Well, we parted at Sixty-sixth Street, and, strange as it may seem, I forgot all about her.

Do it again!

Tell it again?

Good heavens, no! Forget all about her again.

Nothing, said Eustace Hignett gravely, could make me do that. Our souls have blended. Our beings have called to one another from their deepest depths, saying.... There are your pyjamas, over in the corner ... saying You are mine! How could I forget her after that? Well, as I was saying, we parted. Little did I know that she was sailing on this very boat! But just now she came to me as I writhed on the deck....

Did you writhe? asked Sam with a flicker of moody interest.

I certainly did!

Thats good!

But not for long.

Thats bad!

She came to me and healed me. Sam, that girl is an angel.

Switch off the light when youve finished.

She seemed to understand without a word how I was feeling. There are some situations which do not need words. She went away and returned with a mixture of some description in a glass. I dont know what it was. It had Worcester Sauce in it. She put it to my lips. She made me drink it. She said it was what she always used in Africa for bull-calves with the staggers. Well, believe me or believe me not ... are you asleep?

Yes.

Believe me or believe me not, in under two minutes I was not merely freed from the nausea caused by your cigar. I was smoking myself! I was walking the deck with her without the slightest qualm. I was even able to look over the side from time to time and comment on the beauty of the moon on the water.... I have said some mordant things about women since I came on board this boat. I withdraw them unreservedly. They still apply to girls like Wilhelmina Bennett, but I have ceased to include the whole sex in my remarks. Jane Hubbard has restored my faith in Woman. Sam! Sam!

What?

I said that Jane Hubbard had restored my faith in Woman.

Oh, all right.

Eustace Hignett finished undressing and got into bed. With a soft smile on his face he switched off the light. There was a long silence, broken only by the distant purring of the engines.

At about twelve-thirty a voice came from the lower berth.

Sam!

What is it now?

There is a sweet womanly strength about her, Sam. She was telling me she once killed a panther with a hat-pin.

Sam groaned and tossed on his mattress.

Silence fell again.

At least I think it was a panther, said Eustace Hignett at a quarter past one. Either a panther or a puma.


CHAPTER VIII

SIR MALLABY OFFERS A SUGGESTION
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§ 1

A week after the liner Atlantic had docked at Southampton Sam Marlowe might have been observed — and was observed by various of the residents — sitting on a bench on the esplanade of that rising watering-place, Bingley-on-the-Sea, in Sussex. All watering-places on the south coast of England are blots on the landscape, but though I am aware that by saying it I shall offend the civic pride of some of the others — none are so peculiarly foul as Bingley-on-the-Sea. The asphalte on the Bingley esplanade is several degrees more depressing than the asphalte on other esplanades. The Swiss waiters at the Hotel Magnificent, where Sam was stopping, are in a class of bungling incompetence by themselves, the envy and despair of all the other Swiss waiters at all the other Hotels Magnificent along the coast. For dreariness of aspect Bingley-on-the-Sea stands alone. The very waves that break on its shingle seem to creep up the beach reluctantly, as if it revolted them to have to come to such a place.

Why, then, was Sam Marlowe visiting this ozone-swept Gehenna? Why, with all the rest of England at his disposal, had he chosen to spend a week at breezy, blighted Bingley?

Simply because he had been disappointed in love.

Nothing is more curious than the myriad ways in which reaction from an unfortunate love-affair manifests itself in various men. No two males behave in the same way under the spur of female fickleness. Archilochum, for instance, according to the Roman writer, proprio rabies armavit iambo. It is no good pretending out of politeness that you know what that means, so I will translate. Rabies — his grouch — armavit — armed — Archilochum — Archilochus — iambo — with the iambic — proprio — his own invention. In other words, when the poet Archilochus was handed his hat by the lady of his affections, he consoled himself by going off and writing satirical verse about her in a new metre which he had thought up immediately after leaving the house. That was the way the thing affected him.

On the other hand, we read in a recent issue of a London daily paper that John Simmons (31), a meat-salesman, was accused of assaulting an officer while in the discharge of his duty, at the same time using profane language whereby the officer went in fear of his life. Constable Riggs deposed that on the evening of the eleventh instant while he was on his beat, prisoner accosted him and, after offering to fight him for fourpence, drew off his right boot and threw it at his head. Accused, questioned by the magistrate, admitted the charge and expressed regret, pleading that he had had words with his young woman, and it had upset him.

Neither of these courses appealed to Samuel Marlowe. He had sought relief by slinking off alone to the Hotel Magnificent at Bingley-on-the-Sea. It was the same spirit which has often moved other men in similar circumstances to go off to the Rockies to shoot grizzlies.

To a certain extent the Hotel Magnificent had dulled the pain. At any rate, the service and cooking there had done much to take his mind off it. His heart still ached, but he felt equal to going to London and seeing his father, which of course he ought to have done seven days before.

He rose from his bench — he had sat down on it directly after breakfast — and went back to the hotel to inquire about trains. An hour later he had begun his journey and two hours after that he was at the door of his fathers office.

The offices of the old-established firm of Marlowe, Thorpe, Prescott, Winslow and Appleby are in Ridgeways Inn, not far from Fleet Street. The brass plate, let into the woodwork of the door, is misleading. Reading it, you get the impression that on the other side quite a covey of lawyers await your arrival. The name of the firm leads you to suppose that there will be barely standing-room in the office. You picture Thorpe jostling you aside as he makes for Prescott to discuss with him the latest case of demurrer, and Winslow and Appleby treading on your toes, deep in conversation on replevin. But these legal firms dwindle. The years go by and take their toll, snatching away here a Prescott, there an Appleby, till, before you know where you are, you are down to your last lawyer. The only surviving member of the firm of Marlowe, Thorpe — what I said before — was, at the time with which this story deals, Sir Mallaby Marlowe, son of the original founder of the firm and father of the celebrated black-face comedian, Samuel of that ilk; and the outer office, where callers were received and parked till Sir Mallaby could find time for them, was occupied by a single clerk.

When Sam opened the door this clerk, John Peters by name, was seated on a high stool, holding in one hand a half-eaten sausage, in the other an extraordinarily large and powerful-looking revolver. At the sight of Sam he laid down both engines of destruction and beamed. He was not a particularly successful beamer, being hampered by a cast in one eye which gave him a truculent and sinister look; but those who knew him knew that he had a heart of gold and were not intimidated by his repellent face. Between Sam and himself there had always existed terms of great cordiality, starting from the time when the former was a small boy and it had been John Peters mission to take him now to the Zoo, now to the train back to school.

Why, Mr. Samuel!

Hullo, Peters!

We were expecting you back a week ago.

Oh, I had something to see to before I came to town, said Sam carelessly.

So you got back safe! said John Peters.

Safe! Why, of course.

Peters shook his head.

I confess that, when there was this delay in your coming here, I sometimes feared something might have happened to you. I recall mentioning it to the young lady who recently did me the honour to promise to become my wife.

Ocean liners arent often wrecked nowadays.

I was thinking more of the brawls on shore. Americas a dangerous country. But perhaps you were not in touch with the underworld?

I dont think I was.

Ah! said John Peters significantly.

He took up the revolver, gave it a fond and almost paternal look, and replaced it on the desk.

What on earth are you doing with that thing? asked Sam.

Mr. Peters lowered his voice.

Im going to America myself in a few days time, Mr. Samuel. Its my annual holiday, and the guvnors sending me over with papers in connection with The People v. Schultz and Bowen. Its a big case over there. A client of ours is mixed up in it, an American gentleman. I am to take these important papers to his legal representative in New York. So I thought it best to be prepared.

The first smile that he had permitted himself for nearly two weeks flitted across Sams face.

What on earth sort of place do you think New York is? he asked. Its safer than London.

Ah, but what about the Underworld? Ive seen these American films that they send over here, Mr. Samuel. Did you ever see Wolves of the Bowery? There was a man in that in just my position, carrying important papers, and what they didnt try to do to him! No, Im taking no chances, Mr. Samuel!

I should have said you were, lugging that thing about with you.

Mr. Peters seemed wounded.

Oh, I understand the mechanism perfectly, and I am becoming a very fair shot. I take my little bite of food in here early and go and practise at the Rupert Street Rifle Range during my lunch hour. Youd be surprised how quickly one picks it up. When I get home of a night I try how quickly I can draw. You have to draw like a flash of lightning, Mr. Samuel. If youd ever seen a film called Two-Gun-Thomas, youd realise that. You havent time to wait loitering about.

Mr. Peters picked up a speaking-tube and blew down it.

Mr. Samuel to see you, Sir Mallaby. Yes, sir, very good. Will you go right in, Mr. Samuel?

Sam proceeded to the inner office, and found his father dictating into the attentive ear of Miss Milliken, his elderly and respectable stenographer, replies to his morning mail.

Sir Mallaby Marlowe was a dapper little man, with a round, cheerful face and a bright eye. His morning coat had been cut by Londons best tailor, and his trousers perfectly creased by a sedulous valet. A pink carnation in his buttonhole matched his healthy complexion. His golf handicap was twelve. His sister, Mrs. Horace Hignett, considered him worldly.

Dear Sirs, — We are in receipt of your favour and in reply beg to state that nothing will induce us ... will induce us ... where did I put that letter? Ah!... nothing will induce us ... oh, tell em to go to blazes, Miss Milliken.

Very well, Sir Mallaby.

Thats that. Ready? Messrs. Brigney, Goole and Butterworth. What infernal names these people have. Sirs, — On behalf of our client ... oh, hullo, Sam!

Good morning, father.

Take a seat. Im busy, but Ill be finished in a moment. Where was I, Miss Milliken?

On behalf of our client....

Oh, yes. On behalf of our client Mr. Wibblesley Eggshaw.... Where these people get their names Im hanged if I know. Your poor mother wanted to call you Hyacinth, Sam. You may not know it, but in the nineties when you were born, children were frequently christened Hyacinth. Well, I saved you from that.

His attention now diverted to his son, Sir Mallaby seemed to remember that the latter had just returned from a long journey and that he had not seen him for many weeks. He inspected him with interest.

Very glad youre back, Sam. So you didnt win?

No, I got beaten in the semi-finals.

American amateurs are a very hot lot, the best ones. I suppose you were weak on the greens. I warned you about that. Youll have to rub up your putting before next year.

At the idea that any such mundane pursuit as practising putting could appeal to his broken spirit now, Sam uttered a bitter laugh. It was as if Dante had recommended some lost soul in the Inferno to occupy his mind by knitting jumpers.

Well, you seem to be in great spirits, said Sir Mallaby approvingly. Its pleasant to hear your merry laugh again. Isnt it, Miss Milliken?

Extremely exhilarating, agreed the stenographer, adjusting her spectacles and smiling at Sam, for whom there was a soft spot in her heart.

A sense of the futility of life oppressed Sam. As he gazed in the glass that morning, he had thought, not without a certain gloomy satisfaction, how remarkably pale and drawn his face looked. And these people seemed to imagine that he was in the highest spirits. His laughter, which had sounded to him like the wailing of a demon, struck Miss Milliken as exhilarating.

On behalf of our client, Mr. Wibblesley Eggshaw, said Sir Mallaby, swooping back to duty once more, we beg to state that we are prepared to accept service ... what time did you dock this morning?

I landed nearly a week ago.

A week ago! Then what the deuce have you been doing with yourself? Why havent I seen you?

Ive been down at Bingley-on-the-Sea.

Bingley! What on earth were you doing at that God-forsaken place?

Wrestling with myself, said Sam with simple dignity.

Sir Mallabys agile mind had leaped back to the letter which he was answering.

We should be glad to meet you.... Wrestling, eh? Well, I like a boy to be fond of manly sports. Still, life isnt all athletics. Dont forget that. Life is real! Life is ... how does it go, Miss Milliken?

Miss Milliken folded her hands and shut her eyes, her invariable habit when called upon to recite.

Life is real! Life is earnest! And the grave is not its goal; dust thou art to dust returnest, was not spoken of the soul. Art is long and time is fleeting, And our hearts, though stout and brave, Still like muffled drums are beating, Funeral marches to the grave. Lives of great men all remind us we can make our lives sublime, and, departing, leave behind us footsteps on the sands of Time. Let us then ... said Miss Milliken respectfully, ... be up and doing....

All right, all right, all right! said Sir Mallaby. I dont want it all. Life is real! Life is earnest, Sam. I want to speak to you about that when Ive finished answering these letters. Where was I? We should be glad to meet you at any time, if you will make an appointment.... Bingley-on-the-Sea! Good heavens! Why Bingley-on-the-Sea? Why not Margate while you were about it?

Margate is too bracing. I did not wish to be braced. Bingley suited my mood. It was grey and dark and it rained all the time, and the sea slunk about in the distance like some baffled beast....

He stopped, becoming aware that his father was not listening. Sir Mallabys attention had returned to the letter.

Oh, whats the good of answering the dashed thing at all? said Sir Mallaby. Brigney, Goole and Butterworth know perfectly well that theyve got us in a cleft stick. Butterworth knows it better than Goole, and Brigney knows it better than Butterworth. This young fool, Eggshaw, Sam, admits that he wrote the girl twenty-three letters, twelve of them in verse, and twenty-one specifically asking her to marry him, and he comes to me and expects me to get him out of it. The girl is suing him for ten thousand.

How like a woman!

Miss Milliken bridled reproachfully at this slur on her sex. Sir Mallaby took no notice of it whatever.

... if you will make an appointment, when we can discuss the matter without prejudice. Get those typed, Miss Milliken. Have a cigar, Sam. Miss Milliken, tell Peters as you go out that I am occupied with a conference and can see nobody for half an hour.

When Miss Milliken had withdrawn Sir Mallaby occupied ten seconds of the period which he had set aside for communion with his son in staring silently at him.

Im glad youre back, Sam, he said at length. I want to have a talk with you. You know, its time you were settling down. Ive been thinking about you while you were in America and Ive come to the conclusion that Ive been letting you drift along. Very bad for a young man. Youre getting on. I dont say youre senile, but youre not twenty-one any longer, and at your age I was working like a beaver. Youve got to remember that life is — dash it! Ive forgotten it again. He broke off and puffed vigorously into the speaking tube. Miss Milliken, kindly repeat what you were saying just now about life.... Yes, yes, thats enough! He put down the instrument. Yes, life is real, life is earnest, he said, gazing at Sam seriously, and the grave is not our goal. Lives of great men all remind us we can make our lives sublime. In fact, its time you took your coat off and started work.

I am quite ready, father.

You didnt hear what I said, exclaimed Sir Mallaby, with a look of surprise. I said it was time you began work.

And I said I was quite ready.

Bless my soul! Youve changed your views a trifle since I saw you last.

I have changed them altogether.

Long hours of brooding among the red plush settees in the lounge of the Hotel Magnificent at Bingley-on-the-Sea had brought about this strange, even morbid, attitude of mind in Samuel Marlowe. Work, he had decided, was the only medicine for his sick soul. Here, he felt, in this quiet office, far from the tumult and noise of the world, in a haven of torts and misdemeanours and Vic. I. cas, and all the rest of it, he might find peace. At any rate, it was worth taking a stab at it.

Your trip has done you good, said Sir Mallaby approvingly. The sea air has given you some sense. Im glad of it. It makes it easier for me to say something else that Ive had on my mind for a good while. Sam, its time you got married.

Sam barked bitterly. His father looked at him with concern.

Swallow some smoke the wrong way?

I was laughing, explained Sam with dignity.

Sir Mallaby shook his head.

I dont want to discourage your high spirits, but I must ask you to approach this matter seriously. Marriage would do you a world of good, Sam. It would brace you up. You really ought to consider the idea. I was two years younger than you are when I married your poor mother, and it was the making of me. A wife might make something of you.

Impossible!

I dont see why she shouldnt. Theres lots of good in you, my boy, though you may not think so.

When I said it was impossible, said Sam coldly, I was referring to the impossibility of the possibility.... I mean, that it was impossible that I could possibly ... in other words, father, I can never marry. My heart is dead.

Your what?

My heart.

Dont be a fool. Theres nothing wrong with your heart. All our family have had hearts like steam-engines. Probably you have been feeling a sort of burning. Knock off cigars and that will soon stop.

You dont understand me. I mean that a woman has treated me in a way that has finished her whole sex as far as I am concerned. For me, women do not exist.

You didnt tell me about this, said Sir Mallaby, interested. When did this happen? Did she jilt you?

Yes.

In America, was it?

On the boat.

Sir Mallaby chuckled heartily.

My dear boy, you dont mean to tell me that youre taking a shipboard flirtation seriously? Why, youre expected to fall in love with a different girl every time you go on a voyage. Youll get over this in a week. Youd have got over it by now if you hadnt gone and buried yourself in a depressing place like Bingley-on-the-Sea.

The whistle of the speaking-tube blew. Sir Mallaby put the instrument to his ear.

All right, he turned to Sam. I shall have to send you away now, Sam. Man waiting to see me. Good-bye. By the way, are you doing anything to-night?

No.

Not got a wrestling match on with yourself, or anything like that? Well, come to dinner at the house. Seven-thirty. Dont be late.

Sam went out. As he passed through the outer office, Miss Milliken intercepted him.

Oh, Mr. Sam!

Yes?

Excuse me, but will you be seeing Sir Mallaby again to-day?

Im dining with him to-night.

Then would you — I dont like to disturb him now, when he is busy — would you mind telling him that I inadvertently omitted a stanza? It runs, said Miss Milliken, closing her eyes, Trust no future, howeer pleasant! Let the dead past bury its dead! Act, act, in the living present, Heart within and God oerhead! Thank you so much. Good afternoon.

§ 2

Sam, reaching Bruton Street at a quarter past seven, was informed by the butler who admitted him that his father was dressing and would be down in a few minutes. The butler, an old retainer of the Marlowe family, who, if he had not actually dandled Sam on his knees when an infant, had known him as a small boy, was delighted to see him again.

Missed you very much, Mr. Samuel, we all have, he said affectionately, as he preceded him to the drawing-room.

Yes? said Sam absently.

Very much indeed, sir. I happened to remark only the other day that the place didnt seem the same without your happy laugh. Its good to see you back once more, looking so well and merry.

Sam stalked into the drawing-room with the feeling that comes to all of us from time to time, that it is hopeless to struggle. The whole damned circle of his acquaintance seemed to have made up their minds that he had not a care in the world, so what was the use? He lowered himself into a deep arm-chair and lit a cigarette.

Presently the butler reappeared with a cocktail on a tray. Sam drained it, and scarcely had the door closed behind the old retainer when an abrupt change came over the whole outlook. It was as if he had been a pianola and somebody had inserted a new record. Looking well and happy! He blew a smoke ring. Well, if it came to that, why not? Why shouldnt he look well and happy? What had he got to worry about? He was a young man, fit and strong, in the springtide of life, just about to plunge into an absorbing business. Why should he brood over a sentimental episode which had ended a little unfortunately? He would never see the girl again. If anything in this world was certain, that was. She would go her way, and he his. Samuel Marlowe rose from his chair a new man, to greet his father, who came in at that moment fingering a snowy white tie.

Sam started at his parents splendour in some consternation.

Great Scot, father! Are you expecting a lot of people? I thought we were dining alone.

Thats all right, my boy. A dinner-jacket is perfectly in order. We shall be quite a small party. Six in all. You and I, a friend of mine and his daughter, a friend of my friends friend and my friends friends son.

Surely thats more than six!

No.

It sounded more.

Six, said Sir Mallaby firmly. He raised a shapely hand with the fingers outspread. Count em for yourself. He twiddled his thumb. Number one — Bennett.

Who? cried Sam.

Bennett. Rufus Bennett. Hes an American over here for the summer. Havent I ever mentioned his name to you? Hes a great fellow. Always thinking hes at deaths door, but keeps up a fine appetite. Ive been his legal representative in London for years. Then— Sir Mallaby twiddled his first finger— theres his daughter Wilhelmina, who has just arrived in England. A look of enthusiasm came into Sir Mallabys face. Sam, my boy, I dont intend to say a word about Miss Wilhelmina Bennett, because I think theres nothing more prejudicial than singing a persons praises in advance. I merely remark that I fancy you will appreciate her! Ive only met her once, and then only for a few minutes, but what I say is, if theres a girl living whos likely to make you forget whatever fool of a woman you may be fancying yourself in love with at the moment, that girl is Wilhelmina Bennett! The others are Bennetts friend, Henry Mortimer, also an American — a big lawyer, I believe, on the other side — and his son Bream. I havent met either of them. They ought to be here any moment now. He looked at his watch. Ah! I think that was the front door. Yes, I can hear them on the stairs.


CHAPTER IX

ROUGH WORK AT A DINNER TABLE
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§ 1

After the first shock of astonishment, Sam Marlowe had listened to his fathers harangue with a growing indignation which, towards the end of the speech, had assumed proportions of a cold fury. If there is one thing the which your high-spirited young man resents, it is being the toy of Fate. He chafes at the idea that Fate had got it all mapped out for him. Fate, thought Sam, had constructed a cheap, mushy, sentimental, five-reel film scenario, and without consulting him had had the cool cheek to cast him for one of the puppets. He seemed to see Fate as a thin female with a soppy expression and pince-nez, sniffing a little as she worked the thing out. He could picture her glutinous satisfaction as she re-read her scenario and gloated over its sure-fire qualities. There was not a flaw in the construction. It started off splendidly with a romantic meeting, had em guessing half-way through when the hero and heroine quarrelled and parted — apparently for ever, and now the stage was all set for the reconciliation and the slow fade-out on the embrace. To bring this last scene about, Fate had had to permit herself a slight coincidence, but she did not jib at that. What we call coincidences are merely the occasions when Fate gets stuck in a plot and has to invent the next situation in a hurry.

Sam Marlowe felt sulky and defiant. This girl had treated him shamefully and he wanted to have nothing more to do with her. If he had had his wish, he would never have met her again. Fate, in her interfering way, had forced this meeting on him and was now complacently looking to him to behave in a suitable manner. Well, he would show her! In a few seconds now, Billie and he would be meeting. He would be distant and polite. He would be cold and aloof. He would chill her to the bone, and rip a hole in the scenario six feet wide.

The door opened, and the room became full of Bennetts and Mortimers.

§ 2

Billie, looking, as Marlowe could not but admit, particularly pretty, headed the procession. Following her came a large red-faced man whose buttons seemed to creak beneath the strain of their duties. After him trotted a small, thin, pale, semi-bald individual who wore glasses and carried his nose raised and puckered as though some faintly unpleasant smell were troubling his nostrils. The fourth member of the party was dear old Bream.

There was a confused noise of mutual greetings and introductions, and then Bream got a good sight of Sam and napped forward with his right wing outstretched.

Why, hello! said Bream.

How are you, Mortimer? said Sam coldly.

What, do you know my son? exclaimed Sir Mallaby.

Came over in the boat together, said Bream.

Capital! said Sir Mallaby. Old friends, eh? Miss Bennett, he turned to Billie, who had been staring wide-eyed at her late fiancé, let me present my son, Sam. Sam, this is Miss Bennett.

How do you do? said Sam.

How do you do? said Billie.

Bennett, youve never met my son, I think?

Mr. Bennett peered at Sam with protruding eyes which gave him the appearance of a rather unusually stout prawn.

How are you? he asked, with such intensity that Sam unconsciously found himself replying to a question which does not as a rule call for any answer.

Very well, thanks.

Mr. Bennett shook his head moodily. You are lucky to be able to say so! Very few of us can assert as much. I can truthfully say that in the last fifteen years I have not known what it is to enjoy sound health for a single day. Marlowe, he proceeded, swinging ponderously round on Sir Mallaby like a liner turning in the river, I assure you that at twenty-five minutes past four this afternoon I was very nearly convinced that I should have to call you up on the phone and cancel this dinner engagement. When I took my temperature at twenty minutes to six.... At this point the butler appeared at the door announcing that dinner was served.

Sir Mallaby Marlowes dinner table, which, like most of the furniture in the house had belonged to his deceased father and had been built at a period when people liked things big and solid, was a good deal too spacious to be really ideal for a small party. A white sea of linen separated each diner from the diner opposite and created a forced intimacy with the person seated next to him. Billie Bennett and Sam Marlowe, as a consequence, found themselves, if not exactly in a solitude of their own, at least sufficiently cut off from their kind to make silence between them impossible. Westward, Mr. Mortimer had engaged Sir Mallaby in a discussion on the recent case of Ouseley v. Ouseley, Figg, Mountjoy, Moseby-Smith and others, which though too complicated to explain here, presented points of considerable interest to the legal mind. To the east, Mr. Bennett was relating to Bream the more striking of his recent symptoms. Billie felt constrained to make at least an attempt at conversation.

How strange meeting you here, she said.

Sam, who had been crumbling bread in an easy and debonair manner, looked up and met her eye. Its expression was one of cheerful friendliness. He could not see his own eye, but he imagined and hoped that it was cold and forbidding, like the surface of some bottomless mountain tarn.

I beg your pardon?

I said, how strange meeting you here. I never dreamed Sir Mallaby was your father.

I knew it all along, said Sam, and there was an interval caused by the maid insinuating herself between them and collecting his soup plate. He sipped sherry and felt a sombre self-satisfaction. He had, he considered, given the conversation the right tone from the start. Cool and distant. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Billie bite her lip. He turned to her again. Now that he had definitely established the fact that he and she were strangers, meeting by chance at a dinner-party, he was in a position to go on talking.

And how do you like England, Miss Bennett?

Billies eye had lost its cheerful friendliness. A somewhat feline expression had taken its place.

Pretty well, she replied.

You dont like it?

Well, the way I look at it is this. Its no use grumbling. One has got to realise that in England one is in a savage country, and one should simply be thankful one isnt eaten by the natives.

What makes you call England a savage country? demanded Sam, a staunch patriot, deeply stung.

What would you call a country where you cant get ice, central heating, corn-on-the-cob, or bathrooms? My father and Mr. Mortimer have just taken a house down on the coast and theres just one niggly little bathroom in the place.

Is that your only reason for condemning England?

Oh no, it has other drawbacks.

Such as?

Well, Englishmen, for instance. Young Englishmen in particular. English young men are awful! Idle, rude, conceited, and ridiculous.

Marlowe refused hock with a bitter intensity which nearly startled the old retainer, who had just offered it to him, into dropping the decanter.

How many English young men have you met?

Billie met his eye squarely and steadily. Well, now that I come to think of it, not many. In fact, very few. As a matter of fact, only....

Only?

Well, very few, said Billie. Yes, she said meditatively, I suppose I really have been rather unjust. I should not have condemned a class simply because ... I mean, I suppose there are young Englishmen who are not rude and ridiculous?

I suppose there are American girls who have hearts.

Oh, plenty.

Ill believe that when I meet one.

Sam paused. Cold aloofness was all very well, but this conversation was developing into a vulgar brawl. The ghosts of dead and gone Marlowes, all noted for their courtesy to the sex, seemed to stand beside his chair, eyeing him reprovingly. His work, they seemed to whisper, was becoming raw. It was time to jerk the interchange of thought back into the realm of distant civility.

Are you making a long stay in London, Miss Bennett?

No, not long. We are going down to the country almost immediately. I told you my father and Mr. Mortimer had taken a house there.

You will enjoy that.

Im sure I shall. Mr. Mortimers son Bream will be there. That will be nice.

Why? said Sam, backsliding.

There was a pause.

He isnt rude and ridiculous, eh? said Sam gruffly.

Oh, no. His manners are perfect, and he has such a natural dignity, she went on, looking affectionately across the table at the heir of the Mortimers, who, finding Mr. Bennetts medical confidences a trifle fatiguing, was yawning broadly, and absently balancing his wine glass on a fork.

Besides, said Billie in a soft and dreamy voice, we are engaged to be married!



§ 3

Sam didnt care, of course. We, who have had the privilege of a glimpse into his iron soul, know that. He was not in the least upset by the news — just surprised. He happened to be raising his glass at the moment, and he registered a certain amount of restrained emotion by snapping the stem in half and shooting the contents over the tablecloth: but that was all.

Good heavens, Sam! ejaculated Sir Mallaby, aghast. His wine glasses were an old and valued set.

Sam blushed as red as the stain on the cloth.

Awfully sorry, father! Dont know how it happened.

Something must have given you a shock, suggested Billie kindly.

The old retainer rallied round with napkins, and Sir Mallaby, who was just about to dismiss the affair with the polished ease of a good host, suddenly became aware of the activities of Bream. That young man, on whose dreamy calm the accident had made no impression whatever, had successfully established the equilibrium of the glass and the fork, and was now cautiously inserting beneath the latter a section of a roll, the whole forming a charming picture in still life.

If that glass is in your way.... said Sir Mallaby as soon as he had hitched up his drooping jaw sufficiently to enable him to speak. He was beginning to feel that he would be lucky if he came out of this dinner-party with a mere remnant of his precious set.

Oh, Sir Mallaby, said Billie, casting an adoring glance at the juggler, you neednt be afraid that Bream will drop it. He isnt clumsy! He is wonderful at that sort of thing, simply wonderful! I think its so splendid, said Billie, when men can do things like that. Im always trying to get Bream to do some of his tricks for people, but hes so modest, he wont.

Refreshingly different, Sir Mallaby considered, from the average drawing-room entertainer.

Yes, said Billie emphatically. I think the most terrible thing in the world is a man who tries to entertain when he cant. Did I tell you about the man on board ship, father, at the ships concert? Oh, it was the most awful thing you ever saw. Everybody was talking about it! She beamed round the table, and there was a note of fresh girlish gaiety in her voice. This man got up to do an imitation of somebody — nobody knows to this day who it was meant to be — and he came into the saloon and directly he saw the audience he got stage fright. He just stood there gurgling and not saying a word, and then suddenly his nerve failed him altogether and he turned and tore out of the room like a rabbit. He absolutely ran! And he hadnt said a word! It was the most ridiculous exhibition Ive ever seen!

The anecdote went well. Of course there will always be a small minority in any audience which does not appreciate a funny story, and there was one in the present case. But the bulk of the company roared with laughter.

Do you mean, cried Sir Mallaby, choking, the poor idiot just stood there dumb?

Well, he made a sort of yammering noise, said Billie, but that only made him look sillier.

Deuced good! chuckled Sir Mallaby.

Funniest thing I ever heard in my life! gurgled Mr. Bennett, swallowing a digestive capsule.

May have been half-witted, suggested Mr. Mortimer.

Sam leaned across the table with a stern set face. He meant to change the conversation if he had to do it with a crowbar.

I hear you have taken a house in the country, Mr. Mortimer, he said.

Yes, said Mr. Mortimer. He turned to Sir Mallaby. We have at last succeeded in persuading your sister, Mrs. Hignett, to let us rent her house for the summer.

Sir Mallaby gasped.

Windles! You dont mean to tell me that my sister has let you have Windles!

Mr. Mortimer nodded triumphantly.

Yes. I had completely resigned myself to the prospect of spending the summer in some other house, when yesterday I happened to run into your nephew, young Eustace Hignett, on the street, and he said he was just coming round to see me about that very thing. To cut a long story short, he said that it would be all right and that we could have the house. Mr. Mortimer took a sip of burgundy. Hes a curious boy, young Hignett. Very nervous in his manner.

Chronic dyspepsia, said Mr. Bennett authoritatively, I can tell it at a glance.

Is Windles a very lovely place, Sir Mallaby? asked Billie.

Charming. Quite charming. Not large, of course, as country houses go. Not a castle, I mean, with hundreds of acres of park land. But nice and compact and comfortable and very picturesque.

We do not require a large place, said Mr. Mortimer. We shall be quite a small party. Bennett and myself, Wilhelmina, Bream....

Dont forget, said Billie, that you have promised to invite Jane Hubbard down there.

Ah, yes. Wilhelminas friend, Miss Hubbard. She is coming. That will be all, except young Hignett himself.

Hignett! cried Mr. Bennett.

Mr. Hignett! exclaimed Billie.

There was an almost imperceptible pause before Mr. Mortimer spoke again, and for an instant the demon of embarrassment hovered, unseen but present, above the dinner table. Mr. Bennett looked sternly at Billie; Billie turned a shade pinker and gazed at the tablecloth; Bream started nervously. Even Mr. Mortimer seemed robbed for a moment of his legal calm.

I forgot to tell you that, he said. Yes, one of the stipulations — to which I personally was perfectly willing to agree — was that Eustace Hignett was to remain on the premises during our tenancy. Such a clause in the agreement was, I am quite aware, unusual, and, had the circumstances been other than they were, I would have had a good deal to say about it. But we wanted the place, and we couldnt get it except by agreeing, so I agreed. Im sure you will think that I acted rightly, Bennett, considering the peculiar circumstances.

Well, said Mr. Bennett reluctantly, I certainly did want that house....

And we couldnt have had it otherwise, said Mr. Mortimer, so that is all there is to it.

Well, it need make no difference to you, said Sir Mallaby. I am sure you will find my nephew Eustace most unobtrusive. He may even be an entertaining companion. I believe he has a nice singing voice. With that and the juggling of our friend here and my sisters late husbands orchestrion, you will have no difficulty in amusing yourselves during the evenings. You remember the orchestrion, Sam? said Sir Mallaby, on whom his sons silence had been weighing rather heavily for some time.

Yes, said Sam, and returned to the silence once more.

The late Mr. Hignett had it put in. He was very fond of music. Its a thing you turn on by pressing a button in the wall, continued Sir Mallaby. How you stop it, I dont know. When I was down there last it never seemed to stop. You mustnt miss the orchestrion!

I certainly shall, said Mr. Bennett decidedly. Music of that description happens to be the one thing which jars unendurably on my nerves. My nervous system is thoroughly out of tune.

So is the orchestrion, said Sir Mallaby. I remember once when I was down there....

I hope you will come down there again, Sir Mallaby, said Mr. Mortimer, during our occupancy of the house. And you, too, he said, addressing Sam.

I am afraid, said Sam frigidly, that my time will be very much occupied for the next few months. Thank you very much, he added, after a moments pause.

Sams going to work, said Sir Mallaby.

Yes, said Sam with dark determination. Work is the only thing in life that matters!

Oh, come, Sam! said Sir Mallaby. At your age I used to think love was fairly important, too!

Love! said Sam. He jabbed at his soufflé with a spoon. You could see by the scornful way he did it that he did not think much of love.

§ 4

Sir Mallaby, the last cigar of the night between his lips, broke a silence which had lasted a quarter of an hour. The guests had gone, and he and Sam were alone together.

Sam, he said, do you know what I think?

No, said Sam.

Sir Mallaby removed his cigar and spoke impressively. Ive been turning the whole thing over in my mind, and the conclusion I have come to is that there is more in this Windles business than meets the eye. Ive known your Aunt Adeline all my life, and I tell you it isnt in that woman to change her infernal pig-headed mind, especially about letting her house. She is a monomaniac on that subject. If you want to know my opinion, I am quite certain that your cousin Eustace has let the place to these people without her knowledge, and intends to pocket the cheque and not say a word about it. What do you think?

Eh? said Sam absently.

I said, what do you think?

What do I think about what?

About Eustace Hignett and Windles.

What about them?

Sir Mallaby regarded him disaprovingly. Im hanged if I know whats the matter with you to-night, Sam. You seem to have unhitched your brain and left it in the umbrella stand. You hadnt a word to say for yourself all through dinner. You might have been a Trappist monk. And with that delightful girl Miss Bennett, there, too. She must have thought you infernally dull.

Im sorry.

Its no good being sorry now. The mischiefs done. She has gone away thinking you an idiot. Do you realise, said Sir Mallaby warmly, that when she told that extremely funny story about the man who made such a fool of himself on board the ship, you were the only person at the table who was not amused? She must have thought you had no sense of humour!

Sam rose. I think Ill be going, he said. Good night!

A man can bear just so much.


CHAPTER X

TROUBLE AT WINDLES
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§ 1

Mr. Rufus Bennett stood at the window of the drawing-room of Windles, looking out. From where he stood he could see all those natural and artificial charms which had made the place so desirable to him when he first beheld them. Immediately below, flower beds, bright with assorted blooms, pressed against the ivied stone wall of the house. Beyond, separated from these by a gravel pathway, a smooth lawn, whose green and silky turf rivalled the lawns of Oxford colleges, stretched to a picturesque shrubbery, not so dense as to withhold altogether from the eye of the observer an occasional silvery glimpse of the lake that lay behind it. To the left, through noble trees, appeared a white suggestion of old stable yards; while to the right, bordering on the drive as it swept round to a distant gate, nothing less than a fragment of a ruined castle reared itself against a background of firs.

It had been this sensational fragment of Old England which had definitely captured Mr. Bennett on his first visit to the place. He could not have believed that the time would ever come when he could gaze on it without any lightening of the spirits.

The explanation of his gloom was simple. In addition to looking at the flower beds, the lawn, the shrubbery, the stable yard, and the castle, Mr. Bennett was also looking at the fifth heavy shower that had fallen since breakfast. This was the third afternoon of his tenancy. The first day it had rained all the time. The second day it had rained from eight till twelve-fifteen, from twelve-thirty till four, and from five till eleven. And on this, the third day, there had been no intermission longer than ten minutes. It was a trying Summer. Even the writers in the daily papers seemed mildly surprised, and claimed that England had seen finer Julys. Mr. Bennett, who had lived his life in a country of warmth and sunshine, the thing affected in much the same way as the early days of the Flood must have affected Noah. A first startled resentment had given place to a despair too militant to be called resignation. And with the despair had come a strong distaste for his fellow human beings, notably and in particular his old friend Mr. Mortimer, who at this moment broke impatiently in on his meditations.

Come along, Bennett. Its your deal. Its no good looking at the rain. Looking at it wont stop it.

Mr. Mortimers nerves also had become a little frayed by the weather.

Mr. Bennett returned heavily to the table, where, with Mr. Mortimer as partner he was playing one more interminable rubber of bridge against Bream and Billie. He was sick of bridge, but there was nothing else to do.

Mr. Bennett sat down with a grunt, and started to deal. Half-way through the operation the sound of rather stertorous breathing began to proceed from beneath the table. Mr. Bennett glanced agitatedly down, and curled his legs round his chair.

I have fourteen cards, said Mr. Mortimer. Thats the third time youve mis-dealt.

I dont care how many cards youve got! said Mr. Bennett with heat. That dog of yours is sniffing at my ankles!

He looked malignantly at a fine bulldog which now emerged from its cover and, sitting down, beamed at the company. He was a sweet-tempered dog, handicapped by the outward appearance of a canine plug-ugly. Murder seemed the mildest of the desires that lay behind that rugged countenance. As a matter of fact, what he wanted was cake. His name was Smith, and Mr. Mortimer had bought him just before leaving London to serve the establishment as a watch-dog.

He wont hurt you, said Mr. Mortimer carelessly.

You keep saying that! replied Mr. Bennett pettishly. How do you know? Hes a dangerous beast, and if I had had any notion that you were buying him, I would have had something to say about it!

Whatever you might have said would have made no difference. I am within my legal rights in purchasing a dog. You have a dog. At least, Wilhelmina has.

Yes, and Pinky-Boodles gets on splendidly with Smith, said Billie. Ive seen them playing together.

Mr. Bennett subsided. He was feeling thoroughly misanthropic. He disliked everybody, with perhaps the exception of Billie, for whom a faint paternal fondness still lingered. He disliked Mr. Mortimer. He disliked Bream, and regretted that Billie had become engaged to him, though for years such an engagement had been his dearest desire. He disliked Jane Hubbard, now out walking in the rain with Eustace Hignett. And he disliked Eustace.

Eustace, he told himself, he disliked rather more than any of the others. He resented the young mans presence in the house; and he resented the fact that, being in the house, he should go about, pale and haggard, as though he were sickening for something. Mr. Bennett had the most violent objection to associating with people who looked as though they were sickening for something.

He got up and went to the window. The rain leaped at the glass like a frolicking puppy. It seemed to want to get inside and play with Mr. Bennett.

§ 2

Mr. Bennett slept late on the following morning. He looked at his watch on the dressing table when he got up, and found that it was past ten. Taking a second look to assure himself that he had really slumbered to this unusual hour, he suddenly became aware of something bright and yellow resting beside the watch, and paused, transfixed, like Robinson Crusoe staring at the footprint in the sand. If he had not been in England, he would have said that it was a patch of sunshine.

Mr. Bennett stared at the yellow blob with the wistful mistrust of a traveller in a desert who has been taken in once or twice by mirages. It was not till he had pulled up the blind and was looking out on a garden full of brightness and warmth and singing birds that he definitely permitted himself to accept the situation.

It was a superb morning. It was as if some giant had uncorked a great bottle full of the distilled scent of grass, trees, flowers, and hay. Mr. Bennett rang the bell joyfully, and presently there entered a grave, thin, intellectual-looking man who looked like a duke, only more respectable. This was Webster, Mr. Bennetts valet. He carried in one hand a small mug of hot water, reverently, as if it were a present of jewellery.

Good morning, sir.

Morning, Webster, said Mr. Bennett. Rather late, eh?

It is replied Webster precisely, a little late, sir. I would have awakened you at the customary hour, but it was Miss Bennetts opinion that a rest would do you good.

Mr. Bennetts sense of well-being deepened. What more could a man want in this world than fine weather and a dutiful daughter?

She did, eh?

Yes, sir. She desired me to inform you that, having already breakfasted, she proposed to drive Mr. Mortimer and Mr. Bream Mortimer into Southampton in the car. Mr. Mortimer senior wished to buy a panama hat.

A panama hat! exclaimed Mr. Bennett.

A panama hat, sir.

Mr. Bennetts feeling of satisfaction grew still greater. It was a fine day; he had a dutiful daughter; and he was going to see Henry Mortimer in a panama hat. Providence was spoiling him.

The valet withdrew like a duke leaving the Royal Presence, not actually walking backwards but giving the impression of doing so; and Mr. Bennett, having decanted the mug of water into the basin, began to shave himself.

Having finished shaving, he opened the drawer in the bureau where lay his white flannel trousers. Here at last was a day worthy of them. He drew them out, and as he did so, something gleamed pinkly up at him from a corner of the drawer. His salmon-coloured bathing-suit.

Mr. Bennett started. He had not contemplated such a thing, but, after all, why not? There was the lake, shining through the trees, a mere fifty yards away. What could be more refreshing? He shed his pyjamas, and climbed into the bathing-suit. And presently, looking like the sun on a foggy day, he emerged from the house and picked his way with gingerly steps across the smooth surface of the lawn.

At this moment, from behind a bush where he had been thriftily burying a yesterdays bone, Smith the bulldog waddled out on to the lawn. He drank in the exhilarating air through an upturned nose which his recent excavations had rendered somewhat muddy. Then he observed Mr. Bennett, and moved gladly towards him. He did not recognise Mr. Bennett, for he remembered his friends principally by their respective bouquets, so he cantered silently across the turf to take a sniff at him. He was half-way across the lawn when some of the mud which he had inhaled when burying the bone tickled his lungs and he paused to cough.

Mr. Bennett whirled round; and then with a sharp exclamation picked up his pink feet from the velvet turf and began to run. Smith, after a momentary pause of surprise, lumbered after him, wheezing contentedly. This man, he felt, was evidently one of the right sort, a merry playfellow.

Mr. Bennett continued to run; but already he had begun to pant and falter, when he perceived looming upon his left the ruins of that ancient castle which had so attracted him on his first visit. On that occasion, it had made merely an aesthetic appeal to Mr. Bennett; now he saw in a flash that its practical merits also were of a sterling order. He swerved sharply, took the base of the edifice in his stride, clutched at a jutting stone, flung his foot at another, and, just as his pursuer arrived and sat panting below, pulled himself on to a ledge, where he sat with his feet hanging well out of reach. The bulldog Smith, gazed up at him expectantly. The game was a new one to Smith, but it seemed to have possibilities. He was a dog who was always perfectly willing to try anything once.

Mr. Bennett now began to address himself in earnest to the task of calling for assistance. His physical discomfort was acute. Insects, some winged, some without wings but — through Natures wonderful law of compensation — equipped with a number of extra pairs of legs, had begun to fit out exploring expeditions over his body. They roamed about him as if he were some newly opened recreation ground, strolled in couples down his neck, and made up jolly family parties on his bare feet. And then, first dropping like the gentle dew upon the place beneath, then swishing down in a steady flood, it began to rain again.

It was at this point that Mr. Bennetts manly spirit broke and time ceased to exist for him.

Aeons later, a voice spoke from below.

Hullo! said the voice.

Mr. Bennett looked down. The stalwart form of Jane Hubbard was standing beneath him, gazing up from under a tam oshanter cap. Smith, the bulldog, gambolled about her shapely feet.

Whatever are you doing up there? said Jane. I say, do you know if the car has come back?

No. It has not.

Ive got to go to the doctors. Poor little Mr. Hignett is ill. Oh, well, Ill have to walk. Come along, Smith! She turned towards the drive, Smith caracoling at her side.

Mr. Bennett, though free now to move, remained where he was, transfixed. That sinister word ill held him like a spell. Eustace Hignett was ill! He had thought all along that the fellow was sickening for something, confound him!

Whats the matter with him? bellowed Mr. Bennett after Jane Hubbards retreating back.

Eh? queried Jane, stopping.

Whats the matter with Hignett?

I dont know.

Is it infectious?

I expect so.

Great Heavens! cried Mr. Bennett, and, lowering himself cautiously to the ground, squelched across the dripping grass.

In the hall, Webster the valet, dry and dignified, was tapping the barometer with the wrist action of an ambassador knocking on the door of a friendly monarch.

A sharp downpour, sir, he remarked.

Have you been in the house all the time? demanded Mr. Bennett.

Yes, sir.

Didnt you hear me shouting?

I did fancy I heard something, sir.

Then why the devil didnt you come to me?

I supposed it to be the owls, sir, a bird very frequent in this locality. They make a sort of harsh, hooting howl, sir. I have sometimes wondered, said Webster, pursuing a not uninteresting train of thought, whether that might be the reason of the name.

Before Mr. Bennett could join him in the region of speculation into which he had penetrated, there was a grinding of brakes on the gravel outside, and the wettest motor car in England drew up at the front door.

§ 3

From Windles to Southampton is a distance of about twenty miles; and the rain had started to fall when the car, an open one lacking even the poor protection of a cape hood, had accomplished half the homeward journey. For the last ten miles Mr. Mortimer had been nursing a sullen hatred for all created things; and, when entering the house, he came upon Mr. Bennett hopping about in the hall, endeavouring to detain him and tell him some long and uninteresting story, his venom concentrated itself upon his erstwhile friend.

Oh, get out of the way! he snapped, shaking off the others hand. Cant you see Im wet?

Wet! Wet! Mr. Bennetts voice quivered with self-pity. So am I wet!

Father dear, said Billie reprovingly, you really oughtnt to have come into the house after bathing without drying yourself. Youll spoil the carpet.

Ive not been bathing! Im trying to tell you....

Hullo! said Bream, with amiable innocence, coming in at the tail-end of the party. Been having a jolly bathe?

Mr. Bennett danced with silent irritation, and, striking a bare toe against the leg of a chair, seized his left foot and staggered into the arms of Webster, who had been preparing to drift off to the servants hall. Linked together, the two proceeded across the carpet in a movement which suggested in equal parts the careless vigour of the cake-walk and the grace of the old-fashioned mazurka.

What the devil are you doing, you fool? cried Mr. Bennett.

Nothing, sir. And I should be glad if you would accept my weeks notice, replied Webster calmly.

Whats that?

My notice sir, to take effect at the expiration of the current week. I cannot acquiesce in being cursed and sworn at.

Oh, go to blazes!

Very good, sir. Webster withdrew like a plenipotentiary who has been handed his papers on the declaration of war, and Mr. Bennett, sprang to intercept Mr. Mortimer, who had slipped by and was making for the stairs.

Mortimer!

Oh, what is it?

That infernal dog of yours. I insist on your destroying it.

Whats it been doing?

The savage brute chased me all over the garden and kept me sitting up on that damned castle the whole of the morning!

Father darling, interposed Billie, pausing on her way up the stairs, you mustnt get excited. You know its bad for you. I dont expect poor old Smith meant any harm, she added pacifically, as she disappeared in the direction of the landing.

Of course he didnt, snapped Mr. Mortimer. Hes as quiet as a lamb.

I tell you he chased me from one end of the garden to the other! I had to run like a hare!

The unfortunate Bream, whose sense of the humorous was simple and childlike, was not proof against the picture thus conjured up.

Ck! giggled Bream helplessly. Ck, ck, ck!

Mr. Bennett turned on him. Oh, it strikes you as funny, does it? Well, let me tell you that if you think you can laugh at me with — with — er — with one hand and — and — marry my daughter with the other, youre wrong! You can consider your engagement at an end.

Oh, I say! ejaculated Bream, abruptly sobered.

Mortimer! bawled Mr. Bennett, once more arresting the other as he was about to mount the stairs. Do you or do you not intend to destroy that dog?

I do not.

I insist on your doing so. He is a menace.

He is nothing of the kind. On your own showing he didnt even bite you once. And every dog is allowed one bite by law. The case of Wilberforce v. Bayliss covers that point thoroughly.

I dont care about the case of Wilberforce and Bayliss....

You will find that you have to. It is a legal precedent.

There is something about a legal precedent which gives pause to the angriest man. Mr. Bennett felt, as every layman feels when arguing with a lawyer, as if he were in the coils of a python.

Say, Mr. Bennett.... began Bream at his elbow.

Get out! snarled Mr. Bennett.

Yes, but, say...!

The green baize door at the end of the hall opened, and Webster appeared.

I beg your pardon, sir, said Webster, but luncheon will be served within the next few minutes. Possibly you may wish to make some change of costume.

Bring me my lunch on a tray in my room, said Mr. Bennett. I am going to bed.

Very good, sir.

But, say, Mr. Bennett.... resumed Bream.

Grrh! replied his ex-prospective-father-in-law, and bounded up the stairs like a portion of the sunset which had become detached from the main body.

§ 4

Even into the blackest days there generally creeps an occasional ray of sunshine, and there are few crises of human gloom which are not lightened by a bit of luck. It was so with Mr. Bennett in his hour of travail. There were lobsters for lunch, and his passion for lobsters had made him the talk of three New York clubs. He was feeling a little happier when Billie came in to see how he was getting on.

Hullo, father. Had a nice lunch?

Yes, said Mr. Bennett, cheering up a little at the recollection. There was nothing wrong with the lunch.

How little we fallible mortals know! Even as he spoke, a tiny fragment of lobster shell, which had been working its way silently into the tip of his tongue, was settling down under the skin and getting ready to cause him the most acute mental distress which he had ever known.

The lunch, said Mr. Bennett, was excellent. Lobsters! He licked his lips appreciatively.

And, talking of lobsters, he went on, I suppose that boy Bream has told you that I have broken off your engagement?

Yes.

You dont seem very upset, said Mr. Bennett, who was in the mood for a dramatic scene and felt a little disappointed.

Oh, Ive become a fatalist on the subject of my engagements.

I dont understand you.

Well, I mean, they never seem to come to anything. Billie gazed wistfully at the counterpane. Do you know, father, Im beginning to think that Im rather impulsive. I wish I didnt do silly things in such a hurry.

I dont see where the hurry comes in as regards that Mortimer boy. You took ten years to make up your mind.

I was not thinking of Bream. Another man.

Great Heavens! Are you still imagining yourself in love with young Hignett?

Oh, no! I can see now that I was never in love with poor Eustace. I was thinking of a man I got engaged to on the boat!

Mr. Bennett sat bolt upright in bed, and stared incredulously at his surprising daughter. His head was beginning to swim.

Of course Ive misunderstood you, he said. Theres a catch somewhere and I havent seen it. But for a moment you gave me the impression that you had promised to marry some man on the boat!

I did!

But...! Mr. Bennett was doing sums on his fingers. Do you mean to tell me, he demanded, having brought out the answer to his satisfaction, do you mean to tell me that you have been engaged to three men in three weeks?

Yes, said Billie in a small voice.

Great Godfrey! Er —— ?

No, only three.

Mr. Bennett sank back on to his pillow with a snort.

The trouble is, continued Billie, one does things and doesnt know how one is going to feel about it afterwards. You can do an awful lot of thinking afterwards, father.

Im doing a lot of thinking now, said Mr. Bennett with austerity. You oughtnt to be allowed to go around loose!

Well, it doesnt matter. I shall never get engaged again. I shall never love anyone again.

Dont tell me you are still in love with this boat man?

Billie nodded miserably. I didnt realise it till we came down here. But, as I sat and watched the rain, it suddenly came over me that I had thrown away my lifes happiness. It was as if I had been offered a wonderful jewel and had refused it. I seemed to hear a voice reproaching me and saying, You have had your chance. It will never come again!

Dont talk nonsense! said Mr. Bennett.

Billie stiffened. She had thought she had been talking rather well.

Mr. Bennett was silent for a moment. Then he started up with an exclamation. The mention of Eustace Hignett had stirred his memory. Whats young Hignett got wrong with him? he asked.

Mumps.

Mumps! Good God! Not mumps! Mr. Bennett quailed. Ive never had mumps! One of the most infectious ... this is awful!... Oh, heavens! Why did I ever come to this lazar-house! cried Mr. Bennett, shaken to his depths.

There isnt the slightest danger, father, dear. Dont be silly. If I were you, I should try to get a good sleep. You must be tired after this morning.

Sleep! If I only could! said Mr. Bennett, and did so five minutes after the door had closed.

He awoke half an hour later with a confused sense that something was wrong. He had been dreaming that he was walking down Fifth Avenue at the head of a military brass band, clad only in a bathing suit. As he sat up in bed, blinking in the dazed fashion of the half-awakened, the band seemed to be playing still. There was undeniably music in the air. The room was full of it. It seemed to be coming up through the floor and rolling about in chunks all round his bed.

Mr. Bennett blinked the last fragments of sleep out of his system, and became filled with a restless irritability. There was only one instrument in the house which could create this infernal din — the orchestrion in the drawing-room, immediately above which, he recalled, his room was situated.

He rang the bell for Webster.

Is Mr. Mortimer playing that — that damned gas-engine in the drawing-room?

Yes, sir. Tostis Good-bye. A charming air, sir.

Go and tell him to stop it!

Very good, sir.

Mr. Bennett lay in bed and fumed. Presently the valet returned. The music still continued to roll about the room.

I am sorry to have to inform you, sir, said Webster, that Mr. Mortimer declines to accede to your request.

Oh, he said that, did he?

That is the gist of his remarks, sir.

Very good! Then give me my dressing-gown!

Webster swathed his employer in the garment indicated, and returned to the kitchen, where he informed the cook that, in his opinion, the guvnor was not a force, and that, if he were a betting man, he would put his money in the forthcoming struggle on Consul, the Almost-Human — by which affectionate nickname Mr. Mortimer senior was generally alluded to in the servants hall.

Mr. Bennett, meanwhile, had reached the drawing-room, and found his former friend lying at full length on a sofa, smoking a cigar, a full dozen feet away from the orchestrion, which continued to thunder out its dirge on the passing of Summer.

Will you turn that infernal thing off! said Mr. Bennett.

No! said Mr. Mortimer.

Now, now, now! said a voice.

Jane Hubbard was standing in the doorway with a look of calm reproof on her face.

We cant have this, you know! said Jane Hubbard. Youre disturbing my patient.

She strode without hesitation to the instrument, explored its ribs with a firm finger, pushed something, and the orchestrion broke off in the middle of a bar. Then, walking serenely to the door, she passed out and closed it behind her.

The baser side of his nature urged Mr. Bennett to triumph over the vanquished.

Now, what about it! he said, ungenerously.

Interfering girl! mumbled Mr. Mortimer, chafing beneath defeat. Ive a good mind to start it again.

I dare you! whooped Mr. Bennett, reverting to the phraseology of his vanished childhood. Go on! I dare you!

Ive a perfect legal right.... Oh well, he said, there are lots of other things I can do!

What do you mean? exclaimed Mr. Bennett, alarmed.

Never mind! said Mr. Mortimer, taking up a book.

Mr. Bennett went back to bed in an uneasy frame of mind.

He brooded for half an hour, and, at the expiration of that period, rang for Webster and requested that Billie should be sent to him.

I want you to go to London, he said, when she appeared. I must have legal advice. I want you to go and see Sir Mallaby Marlowe. Tell him that Henry Mortimer is annoying me in every possible way and sheltering himself behind his knowledge of the law, so that I cant get at him. Ask Sir Mallaby to come down here. And, if he cant come himself, tell him to send someone who can advise me. His son would do, if he knows anything about the business.

Oh, Im sure he does!

Eh? How do you know?

Well, I mean, he looks as if he does! said Billie hastily. He looks so clever!

I didnt notice it myself. Well, hell do, if Sir Mallabys too busy to come himself. I want you to go up to-night, so that you can see him first thing to-morrow morning. You can stop the night at the Savoy. Ive sent Webster to look out a train.

Theres a splendid train in about an hour. Ill take that.

Its giving you a lot of trouble, said Mr. Bennett, with belated consideration.

Oh, no! said Billie. Im only too glad to be able to do this for you, father dear!


CHAPTER XI

MR. BENNETT HAS A BAD NIGHT
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THE FRAGMENT OF a lobster-shell which had entered Mr. Bennetts tongue at twenty minutes to two in the afternoon was still in occupation at half-past eleven that night, when that persecuted gentleman blew out his candle and endeavoured to compose himself for a nights slumber. Its unconscious host had not yet been made aware of its presence. He had a vague feeling that the tip of his tongue felt a little sore, but his mind was too engrossed with the task of keeping a look-out for the preliminary symptoms of mumps to have leisure to bestow much attention on this phenomenon. The discomfort it caused was not sufficient to keep him awake, and presently he turned on his side and began to fill the room with a rhythmical snoring.

How pleasant if one could leave him so — the good man taking his rest. Facts, however, are facts; and, having crept softly from Mr. Bennetts side with the feeling that at last everything is all right with him, we are compelled to return three hours later to discover that everything is all wrong. It is so dark in the room that our eyes can at first discern nothing; then, as we grow accustomed to the blackness, we perceive him sitting bolt upright in bed, staring glassily before him, while with the first finger of his right hand he touches apprehensively the tip of his protruding tongue.

At this point Mr. Bennett lights his candle — one of the charms of Windles was the old-world simplicity of its lighting system — and we are enabled to get a better view of him.

Mr. Bennett sat in the candlelight with his tongue out and the first beads of a chilly perspiration bedewing his forehead. It was impossible for a man of his complexion to turn pale, but he had turned as pale as he could. Panic gripped him. A man whose favourite reading was medical encyclopædias, he needed no doctor to tell him that this was the end. Fate had dealt him a knockout blow; his number was up; and in a very short while now people would be speaking of him in the past tense and saying what a pity it all was.

A man in Mr. Bennetts position experiences strange emotions, and many of them. In fact, there are scores of writers, who, reckless of the cost of white paper, would devote two chapters at this point to an analysis of the unfortunate mans reflections and be glad of the chance. It is sufficient, however, merely to set on record that there was no stint. Whatever are the emotions of a man in such a position, Mr. Bennett had them. He had them all, one after another, some of them twice. He went right through the list from soup to nuts, until finally he reached remorse. And, having reached remorse, he allowed that to monopolise him.

In his early days, when he was building up his fortune, Mr. Bennett had frequently done things to his competitors in Wall Street which would not have been tolerated in the purer atmosphere of a lumber-camp, and, if he was going to be remorseful about anything, he might well have started by being remorseful about that. But it was on his most immediate past that his wistful mind lingered. He had quarrelled with his lifelong friend, Henry Mortimer. He had broken off his daughters engagement with a deserving young man. He had spoken harsh words to his faithful valet. The more Mr. Bennett examined his conduct, the deeper the iron entered into his soul.

Fortunately, none of his acts were irreparable. He could undo them. He could make amends. The small hours of the morning are not perhaps the most suitable time for making amends, but Mr. Bennett was too remorseful to think of that. Do It Now had ever been his motto, so he started by ringing the bell for Webster.

The same writers who would have screamed with joy at the chance of dilating on Mr. Bennetts emotions would find a congenial task in describing the valets thought-processes when the bell roused him from a refreshing sleep at a few minutes after three a.m. However, by the time he entered his employers room he was his own calm self again.

Good morning, sir, he remarked equably. I fear that it will be the matter of a few minutes to prepare your shaving water. I was not aware, said Webster in manly apology for having been found wanting, that you intended rising so early.

Webster, said Mr. Bennett, Im a dying man!

Indeed, sir?

A dying man! repeated Mr. Bennett.

Very good, sir. Which of your suits would you wish me to lay out?

Mr. Bennett had the feeling that something was going wrong with the scene.

Webster, he said, this morning we had an unfortunate misunderstanding. Im sorry.

Pray dont mention it, sir.

I was to blame. Webster, you have been a faithful servant! You have stuck to me, Webster, through thick and thin! said Mr. Bennett, who had half persuaded himself by this time that the other had been in the family for years instead of having been engaged at a registry-office a little less than a month ago. Through thick and thin! repeated Mr. Bennett.

I have endeavoured to give satisfaction, sir.

I want to reward you, Webster.

Thank you very much, sir.

Take my trousers!

Webster raised a deprecating hand.

No, no, sir, thanking you exceedingly, I couldnt really! You will need them, sir, and I assure you I have an ample supply.

Take my trousers, repeated Mr. Bennett, and feel in the right-hand pocket. There is some money there.

Im sure Im very much obliged, sir, said Webster, beginning for the first time to feel that there was a bright side. He embarked upon the treasure-hunt. The sum is sixteen pounds eleven shillings and threepence, sir.

Keep it!

Thank you very much, sir. Would there be anything further, sir?

Why, no, said Mr. Bennett, feeling dissatisfied nevertheless. There had been a lack of the deepest kind of emotion in the interview, and his yearning soul resented it. Why, no.

Good-night, sir.

Stop a moment. Which is Mr. Mortimers room?

Mr. Mortimer, senior, sir? It is at the further end of this passage, on the left facing the main staircase. Good-night, sir. I am extremely obliged. I will bring you your shaving-water when you ring.

Mr. Bennett, left alone, mused for awhile, then, rising from his bed, put on his dressing-gown, took his candle, and went down the passage.

In a less softened mood, the first thing Mr. Bennett would have done on crossing the threshold of the door facing the staircase would have been to notice resentfully that Mr. Mortimer, with his usual astuteness, had collared the best bedroom in the house. The soft carpet gave out no sound as Mr. Bennett approached the wide and luxurious bed. The light of the candle fell on the back of a semi-bald head. Mr. Mortimer was sleeping with his face buried in the pillow. It cannot have been good for him, but that was what he was doing. From the portion of the pillow in which his face was buried strange gurgles proceeded, like the distant rumble of an approaching train on the Underground.

Mortimer, said Mr. Bennett.

The train stopped at a station to pick up passengers, and rumbled on again.

Henry! said Mr. Bennett, and nudged his sleeping friend in the small of the back.

Leave it on the mat, mumbled Mr. Mortimer, stirring slightly and uncovering one corner of his mouth.

Mr. Bennett began to forget his remorse in a sense of injury. He felt like a man with a good story to tell who can get nobody to listen to him. He nudged the other again, more vehemently this time. Mr. Mortimer made a noise like a gramophone when the needle slips, moved restlessly for a moment, then sat up, staring at the candle.

Rabbits! Rabbits! Rabbits! said Mr. Mortimer, and sank back again. He had begun to rumble before he touched the pillow.

What do you mean, rabbits? said Mr. Bennett sharply.

The not unreasonable query fell on deaf ears. Mr. Mortimer was already entering a tunnel.

Much too pink! he murmured as the pillow engulfed him.

What steps Mr. Bennett would have taken at this juncture, one cannot say. Probably he would have given the thing up in despair and retired, for it is weary work forgiving a sleeping man. But, as he bent above his slumbering friend, a drop of warm grease detached itself from the candle and fell into Mr. Mortimers exposed ear. The sleeper wakened.

What? What? What? he exclaimed, bounding up. Whos that?

Its me — Rufus, said Mr. Bennett. Henry, Im dying!

Drying?

Dying!

Mr. Mortimer yawned cavernously. The mists of sleep were engulfing him again.

Eight rabbits sitting on the lawn, he muttered. But too pink! Much too pink!

And, as if considering he had borne his full share in the conversation and that no more could be expected of him, he snuggled down into the pillow again.

Mr. Bennetts sense of injury became more acute. For a moment he was strongly tempted to try the restorative effects of candle-grease once more, but, just as he was on the point of succumbing, a shooting pain, as if somebody had run a red-hot needle into his tongue, reminded him of his situation. A dying man cannot pass his last hours dropping candle-grease into peoples ears. After all, it was perhaps a little late, and there would be plenty of time to become reconciled to Mr. Mortimer to-morrow. His task now was to seek out Bream and bring him the glad news of his renewed engagement.

He closed the door quietly, and proceeded upstairs. Breams bedroom, he knew, was the one just off the next landing. He turned the handle quietly, and went in. Having done this, he coughed.

Drop that pistol! said the voice of Jane Hubbard immediately, with quiet severity. Ive got you covered!

Mr. Bennett had no pistol, but he dropped the candle. It would have been a nice point to say whether he was more perturbed by the discovery that he had got into the wrong room, and that room a ladys, or by the fact that the lady whose wrong room it was had pointed what appeared to be a small cannon at him over the foot of the bed. It was not, as a matter of fact, a cannon but the elephant gun, which Miss Hubbard carried with her everywhere — a girls best friend.

My dear young lady! he gasped.

On the five occasions during recent years on which men had entered her tent with the object of murdering her, Jane Hubbard had shot without making inquiries. What strange feminine weakness it was that had caused her to utter a challenge on this occasion, she could not have said. Probably it was due to the enervating effects of civilisation. She was glad now that she had done so, for, being awake and in full possession of her faculties, she perceived that the intruder, whoever he was, had no evil intentions.

Who is it? she asked.

I dont know how to apologise!

Thats all right! Lets have a light. A match flared in the darkness. Miss Hubbard lit her candle, and gazed at Mr. Bennett with quiet curiosity. Walking in your sleep? she inquired.

No, no!

Not so loud! Youll wake Mr. Hignett. Hes next door. Thats why I took this room, in case he was restless in the night.

I want to see Bream Mortimer, said Mr. Bennett.

Hes in my old room, two doors along the passage. What do you want to see him about?

I wish to inform him that he may still consider himself engaged to my daughter.

Oh, well, I dont suppose hell mind being woken up to hear that. But whats the idea?

Its a long story.

Thats all right. Lets make a night of it.

I am a dying man. I awoke an hour ago with a feeling of acute pain....

Miss Hubbard listened to the story of his symptoms with interest but without excitement.

What nonsense! she said at the conclusion.

I assure you....

Id like to bet its nothing serious at all.

My dear young lady, said Mr. Bennett, piqued. I have devoted a considerable part of my life to medical study....

I know. Thats the trouble. People oughtnt to be allowed to read medical books.

Well, we need not discuss it, said Mr. Bennett stiffly. He resented being dragged out of the valley of the shadow of death by the scruff of his neck like this. A dying man has his dignity to think of. I will leave you now, and go and see young Mortimer. He clung to a hope that Bream Mortimer at least would receive him fittingly. Good-night!

But wait a moment!

Mr. Bennett left the room, unheeding. He was glad to go. Jane Hubbard irritated him.

His expectation of getting more satisfactory results from Bream was fulfilled. It took some time to rouse that young man from a slumber almost as deep as his fathers; but, once roused, he showed a gratifying appreciation of the gravity of affairs. Joy at one half of his visitors news competed with consternation and sympathy at the other half. He thanked Mr. Bennett profusely, showed a fitting concern on learning of his terrible situation, and evinced a practical desire to help by offering him a bottle of liniment which he had found useful for gnat-stings. Declining this, though not ungratefully, Mr. Bennett withdrew and made his way down the passage again with something approaching a glow in his heart. The glow lasted till he had almost reached the landing, when it was dissipated by a soft but compelling voice from the doorway of Miss Hubbards room.

Come here! said Miss Hubbard. She had put on a blue bath-robe, and looked like a pugilist about to enter the ring.

Well? said Mr. Bennett coldly, coming nevertheless.

Im going to have a look at that tongue of yours, said Jane firmly. Its my opinion that youre making a lot of fuss over nothing.

Mr. Bennett drew himself up as haughtily as a fat man in a dressing-gown can, but the effect was wasted on his companion, who had turned and gone into her room.

Come in here, she said.

Tougher men than Mr. Bennett had found it impossible to resist the note of calm command in that voice, but for all that he reproached himself for his weakness in obeying.

Sit down! said Jane Hubbard.

She indicated a low stool beside the dressing-table.

Put your tongue out! she said, as Mr. Bennett, still under her strange influence, lowered himself on to the stool. Further out! Thats right. Keep it like that!

Ouch! exclaimed Mr. Bennett, bounding up.

Dont make such a noise! Youll wake Mr. Hignett. Sit down again!

I....

Sit down!

Mr. Bennett sat down. Miss Hubbard extended once more the hand holding the needle which had caused his outcry. He winced away from it desperately.

Baby! said Miss Hubbard reprovingly. Why, I once sewed eighteen stitches in a native bearers head, and he didnt make half the fuss youre making. Now, keep quite still.

Mr. Bennett did — for perhaps the space of two seconds. Then he leaped from his seat once more. It was a tribute to the forceful personality of the fair surgeon, if one were needed, that the squeal he uttered was a subdued one. He was just about to speak — he had framed the opening words of a strong protest — when suddenly he became aware of something in his mouth, something small and hard. He removed it and examined it as it lay on his finger. It was a minute fragment of lobster-shell. And at the same time he became conscious of a marked improvement in the state of his tongue. The swelling had gone.

I told you so! said Jane Hubbard placidly. What is it?

It — it appears to be a piece of....

Lobster-shell. And we had lobster for lunch. Good-night.

Half-way down the stairs, it suddenly occurred to Mr. Bennett that he wanted to sing. He wanted to sing very loud, and for quite some time. He restrained the impulse, and returned to bed. But relief such as his was too strong to keep bottled up. He wanted to tell someone all about it. He needed a confidant.

Webster, the valet, awakened once again by the ringing of his bell, sighed resignedly and made his way downstairs.

Did you ring, sir?

Webster, cried Mr. Bennett, its all right! Im not dying after all! Im not dying after all, Webster!

Very good, sir, said Webster. Will there be anything further?


CHAPTER XII

THE LURID PAST OF JNO. PETERS

[image: img192.jpg]

THATS RIGHT! SAID Sir Mallaby Marlowe. Work while youre young, Sam, work while youre young. He regarded his sons bent head with affectionate approval. Whats the book to-day?

Widgery on Nisi Prius Evidence, said Sam, without looking up.

Capital! said Sir Mallaby. Highly improving and as interesting as a novel — some novels. Theres a splendid bit on, I think, page two hundred and fifty-four where the hero finds out all about Copyhold and Customary Estates. Its a wonderfully powerful situation. It appears — but I wont spoil it for you. Mind you dont skip to see how it all comes out in the end! Sir Mallaby suspended conversation while he addressed an imaginary ball with the mashie which he had taken out of his golf-bag. For this was the day when he went down to Walton Heath for his weekly foursome with three old friends. His tubby form was clad in tweed of a violent nature, with knickerbockers and stockings. Sam!

Well?

Sam, a man at the club showed me a new grip the other day. Instead of overlapping the little finger of the right hand.... Oh, by the way, Sam.

Yes?

I should lock up the office to-day if I were you, or anxious clients will be coming in and asking for advice, and youll find yourself in difficulties. I shall be gone, and Peters is away on his holiday. Youd better lock the outer door.

All right, said Sam absently. He was finding Widgery stiff reading. He had just got to the bit about Raptu Haeredis, which — as of course you know, is a writ for taking away an heir holding in socage.

Sir Mallaby looked at his watch.

Well, Ill have to be going. See you later, Sam.

Good-bye.

Sir Mallaby went out, and Sam, placing both elbows on the desk and twining his fingers in his hair, returned with a frown of consternation to his grappling with Widgery. For perhaps ten minutes the struggle was an even one, then gradually Widgery got the upper hand. Sams mind, numbed by constant batterings against the stony ramparts of legal phraseology, weakened, faltered, and dropped away; and a moment later his thoughts, as so often happened when he was alone, darted off and began to circle round the image of Billie Bennett.

Since they had last met, at Sir Mallabys dinner-table, Sam had told himself perhaps a hundred times that he cared nothing about Billie, that she had gone out of his life and was dead to him; but unfortunately he did not believe it. A man takes a deal of convincing on a point like this, and Sam had never succeeded in convincing himself for more than two minutes at a time. It was useless to pretend that he did not still love Billie more than ever, because he knew he did; and now, as the truth swept over him for the hundred and first time, he groaned hollowly and gave himself up to the grey despair which is the almost inseparable companion of young men in his position.

So engrossed was he in his meditation that he did not hear the light footstep in the outer office, and it was only when it was followed by a tap on the door of the inner office that he awoke with a start to the fact that clients were in his midst. He wished that he had taken his fathers advice and locked up the office. Probably this was some frightful bore who wanted to make his infernal will or something, and Sam had neither the ability nor the inclination to assist him.

Was it too late to escape? Perhaps if he did not answer the knock, the blighter might think there was nobody at home. But suppose he opened the door and peeped in? A spasm of Napoleonic strategy seized Sam. He dropped silently to the floor and concealed himself under the desk. Napoleon was always doing that sort of thing.

There was another tap. Then, as he had anticipated, the door opened. Sam, crouched like a hare in its form, held his breath. It seemed to him that he was going to bring this delicate operation off with success. He felt he had acted just as Napoleon would have done in a similar crisis. And so, no doubt, he had to a certain extent; only Napoleon would have seen to it that his boots and about eighteen inches of trousered legs were not sticking out, plainly visible to all who entered.

Good morning, said a voice.

Sam thrilled from the top of his head to the soles of his feet. It was the voice which had been ringing in his ears through all his waking hours.

Are you busy, Mr. Marlowe? asked Billie, addressing the boots.

Sam wriggled out from under the desk like a disconcerted tortoise.

Dropped my pen, he mumbled, as he rose to the surface.

He pulled himself together with an effort that was like a physical exercise. He stared at Billie dumbly. Then, recovering speech, he invited her to sit down, and seated himself at the desk.

Dropped my pen! he gurgled again.

Yes? said Billie.

Fountain-pen, babbled Sam, with a broad nib.

Yes?

A broad gold nib, went on Sam, with the painful exactitude which comes only from embarrassment or the early stages of intoxication.

Really? said Billie, and Sam blinked and told himself resolutely that this would not do. He was not appearing to advantage. It suddenly occurred to him that his hair was standing on end as the result of his struggle with Widgery. He smoothed it down hastily, and felt a trifle more composed. The old fighting spirit of the Marlowes now began to assert itself to some extent. He must make an effort to appear as little of a fool as possible in this girls eyes. And what eyes they were! Golly! Like stars! Like two bright planets in....

However, that was neither here nor there. He pulled down his waistcoat and became cold and business-like, — the dry young lawyer.

Er — how do you do, Miss Bennett? he said with a question in his voice, raising his eyebrows in a professional way. He modelled this performance on that of lawyers he had seen on the stage, and wished he had some snuff to take or something to tap against his front teeth. Miss Bennett, I believe?

The effect of the question upon Billie was disastrous. She had come to this office with beating heart, prepared to end all misunderstandings, to sob on her soul-mates shoulder and generally make everything up; but at this inane exhibition the fighting spirit of the Bennetts — which was fully as militant as that of the Marlowes — became roused. She told herself that she had been mistaken in supposing that she still loved this man. She was a proud girl and refused to admit herself capable of loving any man who looked at her as if she was something that the cat had brought in. She drew herself up stiffly.

Yes, she replied. How clever of you to remember me.

I have a good memory.

How nice! So have I!

There was a pause, during which Billie allowed her gaze to travel casually about the room. Sam occupied the intermission by staring furtively at her profile. He was by now in a thoroughly overwrought condition, and the thumping of his heart sounded to him as if workmen were mending the street outside. How beautiful she looked, with that red hair peeping out beneath her hat and.... However!

Is there anything I can do for you? he asked in the sort of voice Widgery might have used. Sam always pictured Widgery as a small man with bushy eyebrows, a thin face, and a voice like a rusty file.

Well, I really wanted to see Sir Mallaby.

My father has been called away on important business to Walton Heath. Cannot I act as his substitute?

Do you know anything about the law?

Do I know anything about the law! echoed Sam, amazed. Do I know —— ! Why, I was reading my Widgery on Nisi Prius Evidence when you came in.

Oh, were you? said Billie, interested. Do you always read on the floor?

I told you I dropped my pen, said Sam coldly.

And of course you couldnt read without that! Well, as a matter of fact, this has nothing to do with Nisi — what you said.

I have not specialised exclusively on Nisi Prius Evidence. I know the law in all its branches.

Then what would you do if a man insisted on playing the orchestrion when you wanted to get to sleep?

The orchestrion?

Yes.

The orchestrion, eh? Ah! Hm! said Sam.

You still havent made it quite clear, said Billie.

I was thinking.

Oh, if you want to think!

Tell me the facts, said Sam.

Well, Mr. Mortimer and my father have taken a house together in the country....

I knew that.

What a memory you have! said Billie kindly. Well, for some reason or other they have quarrelled, and now Mr. Mortimer is doing everything he can to make father uncomfortable. Yesterday afternoon father wanted to sleep, and Mr. Mortimer started this orchestrion just to annoy him.

I think — Im not quite sure — I think thats a tort, said Sam.

A what?

Either a tort or a malfeasance.

Why, you do know something about it after all! cried Billie, startled into a sort of friendliness in spite of herself. And at the words and the sight of her quick smile Sams professional composure reeled on its foundations. He had half risen, with the purpose of springing up and babbling of the passion that consumed him, when the chill reflection came to him that this girl had once said that she considered him ridiculous. If he let himself go, would she not continue to think him ridiculous? He sagged back into his seat; and at that moment there came another tap on the door which, opening, revealed the sinister face of the holiday-making Peters.

Good morning, Mr. Samuel, said Jno. Peters. Good morning, Miss Milliken. Oh!

He vanished as abruptly as he had appeared. He perceived that what he had taken at first glance for the stenographer was a client, and that the junior partner was engaged on a business conference. He left behind him a momentary silence.

What a horrible-looking man! said Billie, breaking it with a little gasp. Jno. Peters often affected the opposite sex like that at first sight.

I beg your pardon? said Sam absently.

What a dreadful-looking man! He quite frightened me!

For some moments Sam sat without speaking. If this had not been one of his Napoleonic mornings, no doubt the sudden arrival of his old friend, Mr. Peters, whom he had imagined at his home in Putney packing for his trip to America, would have suggested nothing to him. As it was, it suggested a great deal. He had had a brain-wave, and for fully a minute he sat tingling under its impact. He was not a young man who often had brain-waves, and, when they came, they made him rather dizzy.

Who is he? asked Billie. He seemed to know you? And who, she demanded after a slight pause, is Miss Milliken?

Sam drew a deep breath.

Its rather a sad story, he said. His name is John Peters. He used to be clerk here.

But he isnt any longer?

No. Sam shook his head. We had to get rid of him.

I dont wonder. A man looking like that....

It wasnt that so much, said Sam. The thing that annoyed father was that he tried to shoot Miss Milliken.

Billie uttered a cry of horror.

He tried to shoot Miss Milliken!

He did shoot her — the third time, said Sam, warming to his work. Only in the arm, fortunately, he added. But my father is rather a stern disciplinarian and he had to go. I mean, we couldnt keep him after that.

Good gracious!

She used to be my fathers stenographer, and she was thrown a good deal with Peters. It was quite natural that he should fall in love with her. She was a beautiful girl, with rather your own shade of hair. Peters is a man of volcanic passions, and, when, after she had given him to understand that his love was returned, she informed him one day that she was engaged to a fellow at Ealing West, he went right off his onion — I mean, he became completely distraught. I must say that he concealed it very effectively at first. We had no inkling of his condition till he came in with the pistol. And, after that ... well, as I say, we had to dismiss him. A great pity, for he was a good clerk. Still, it wouldnt do. It wasnt only that he tried to shoot Miss Milliken. The thing became an obsession with him, and we found that he had a fixed idea that every red-haired woman who came into the office was the girl who had deceived him. You can see how awkward that made it. Red hair is so fashionable now-a-days.

My hair is red! whispered Billie pallidly.

Yes, I noticed it myself. I told you it was much the same shade as Miss Millikens. Its rather fortunate that I happened to be here with you when he came.

But he may be lurking out there still!

I expect he is, said Sam carelessly. Yes, I suppose he is. Would you like me to go and send him away? All right.

But — but is it safe?

Sam uttered a light laugh.

I dont mind taking a risk or two for your sake, he said, and sauntered from the room, closing the door behind him. Billie followed him with worshipping eyes.

Jno. Peters rose politely from the chair in which he had seated himself for the more comfortable perusal of the copy of Home Whispers which he had brought with him to refresh his mind in the event of the firm being too busy to see him immediately. He was particularly interested in the series of chats with Young Mothers.

Hullo, Peters, said Sam. Want anything?

Very sorry to have disturbed you, Mr. Samuel. I just looked in to say good-bye. I sail on Saturday, and my time will be pretty fully taken up all the week. I have to go down to the country to get some final instructions from the client whose important papers I am taking over. Im sorry to have missed your father, Mr. Samuel.

Yes, this is his golf day. Ill tell him you looked in.

Is there anything I can do before I go?

Do?

Well— — Jno. Peters coughed tactfully— I see that you are engaged with a client, Mr. Samuel, and I was wondering if any little point of law had arisen with which you did not feel yourself quite capable of coping, in which case I might perhaps be of assistance.

Oh, that lady, said Sam. That was Miss Millikens sister.

Indeed? I didnt know Miss Milliken had a sister.

No? said Sam.

She is not very like her in appearance.

No. This one is the beauty of the family, I believe. A very bright, intelligent girl. I was telling her about your revolver just before you came in, and she was most interested. Its a pity you havent got it with you now, to show to her.

Oh, but I have it! I have, Mr. Samuel! said Peters, opening a small handbag and taking out a hymn-book, half a pound of mixed chocolates, a tongue sandwich, and the pistol, in the order named. I was on my way to the Rupert Street range for a little practice. I should be glad to show it to her.

Well, wait here a minute or two, said Sam. Ill have finished talking business in a moment.

He returned to the inner office.

Well? cried Billie.

Eh? Oh, hes gone, said Sam. I persuaded him to go away. He was a little excited, poor fellow. And now let us return to what we were talking about. You say.... He broke off with an exclamation, and glanced at his watch. Good Heavens! I had no idea of the time. I promised to run up and see a man in one of the offices in the next court. He wants to consult me on some difficulty which has arisen with one of his clients. Rightly or wrongly he values my advice. Can you spare me for a short while? I shant be more than ten minutes.

Certainly.

Here is something you may care to look at while Im gone. I dont know if you have read it? Widgery on Nisi Prius Evidence. Most interesting.

He went out. Jno. Peters looked up from his Home Whispers.

You can go in now, said Sam.

Certainly, Mr. Samuel, certainly.

Sam took up the copy of Home Whispers and sat down with his feet on the desk. He turned to the serial story and began to read the synopsis.

In the inner room Billie, who had rejected the mental refreshment offered by Widgery and was engaged on making a tour of the office, looking at the portraits of whiskered men whom she took correctly to be the Thorpes, Prescotts, Winslows, and Applebys mentioned on the contents-bill outside, was surprised to hear the door open at her back. She had not expected Sam to return so instantaneously.

Nor had he done so. It was not Sam who entered. It was a man of repellent aspect whom she recognised instantly, for Jno. Peters was one of those men who, once seen, are not easily forgotten. He was smiling a cruel, cunning smile — at least, she thought he was; Mr. Peters himself was under the impression that his face was wreathed in a benevolent simper; and in his hand he bore the largest pistol ever seen outside a motion-picture studio.

How do you do, Miss Milliken? he said.


CHAPTER XIII

SHOCKS ALL ROUND
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BILLIE HAD BEEN standing near the wall, inspecting a portrait of the late Mr. Josiah Appleby, of which the kindest thing one can say is that one hopes it did not do him justice. She now shrank back against this wall, as if she were trying to get through it. The edge of the portraits frame tilted her hat out of the straight, but in this supreme moment she did not even notice it.

Er — how do you do? she said.

If she had not been an exceedingly pretty girl, one would have said that she spoke squeakily. The fighting spirit of the Bennetts, though it was considerable fighting spirit, had not risen to this emergency. It had ebbed out of her, leaving in its place a cold panic. She had seen this sort of thing in the movies — there was one series of pictures, The Dangers of Diana, where something of the kind had happened to the heroine in every reel — but she had not anticipated that it would ever happen to her; and consequently she had not thought out any plan for coping with such a situation. A grave error. In this world one should be prepared for everything, or where is one?

Ive brought the revolver, said Mr. Peters.

So — so I see! said Billie.

Mr. Peters nursed the weapon affectionately in his hand. He was rather a shy man with women as a rule, but what Sam had told him about her being interested in his revolver had made his heart warm to this girl.

I was just on my way to have a little practice at the range, he said. Then I thought I might as well look in here.

I suppose — I suppose youre a good shot? quavered Billie.

I seldom miss, said Jno. Peters.

Billie shuddered. Then, reflecting that the longer she engaged this maniac in conversation, the more hope there was of Sam coming back in time to save her, she essayed further small-talk.

Its — its very ugly!

Oh, no! said Mr. Peters, hurt.

Billie perceived that she had said the wrong thing.

Very deadly-looking, I meant, she corrected herself hastily.

It may have deadly work to do, Miss Milliken, said Mr. Peters.

Conversation languished again. Billie had no further remarks to make of immediate interest, and Mr. Peters was struggling with a return of the deplorable shyness which so handicapped him in his dealings with the other sex. After a few moments, he pulled himself together again, and, as his first act was to replace the pistol in the pocket of his coat, Billie became conscious of a faint stirring of relief.

The great thing, said Jno. Peters, is to learn to draw quickly. Like this! he added producing the revolver with something of the smoothness and rapidity with which Billie, in happier moments, had seen Bream Mortimer take a bowl of gold fish out of a tall hat. Everything depends on getting the first shot! The first shot, Miss Milliken, is vital.

Suddenly Billie had an inspiration. It was hopeless, she knew, to try to convince this poor demented creature, obsessed with his idée fixe, that she was not Miss Milliken. Denial would be a waste of time, and might even infuriate him into precipitating the tragedy. It was imperative that she should humour him. And, while she was humouring him, it suddenly occurred to her, why not do it thoroughly?

Mr. Peters, she cried, you are quite mistaken!

I beg your pardon, said Jno. Peters, with not a little asperity. Nothing of the kind!

You are!

I assure you I am not. Quickness in the draw is essential....

You have been misinformed.

Well, I had it direct from the man at the Rupert Street range, said Mr. Peters stiffly. And if you have ever seen a picture called Two-Gun Thomas....

Mr. Peters, cried Billie desperately. He was making her head swim with his meaningless ravings. Mr. Peters, hear me! I am not married to a man at Ealing West!

Mr. Peters betrayed no excitement at the information. This girl seemed for some reason to consider her situation an extraordinary one, but many women, he was aware, were in a similar position. In fact, he could not at the moment think of any of his feminine acquaintances who were married to men at Ealing West.

Indeed? he said politely.

Wont you believe me? exclaimed Billie wildly.

Why, certainly, certainly, said Jno. Peters.

Thank God! said Billie. Im not even engaged! Its all been a terrible mistake!

When two people in a small room are speaking on two distinct and different subjects and neither knows what on earth the other is driving at, there is bound to be a certain amount of mental confusion; but at this point Jno. Peters, though still not wholly equal to the intellectual pressure of the conversation, began to see a faint shimmer of light behind the clouds. In a nebulous kind of way he began to understand that the girl had come to consult the firm about a breach-of-promise action. Some unknown man at Ealing West had been trifling with her heart — hardened lawyers clerk as he was, that poignant cry Im not even engaged! had touched Mr. Peters — and she wished to start proceedings. Mr. Peters felt almost in his depth again. He put the revolver in his pocket, and drew out a note-book.

I should be glad to hear the facts, he said with professional courtesy. In the absence of the guvnor....

I have told you the facts!

This man at Ealing West, said Mr. Peters, moistening the point of his pencil, he wrote you letters proposing marriage?

No, no, no!

At any rate, said Mr. Peters, disappointed but hopeful, he made love to you before witnesses?

Never! Never! There is no man at Ealing West! There never was a man at Ealing West!

It was at this point that Jno. Peters began for the first time to entertain serious doubts of the girls mental balance. The most elementary acquaintance with the latest census told him that there were any number of men at Ealing West. The place was full of them. Would a sane woman have made an assertion to the contrary? He thought not, and he was glad that he had the revolver with him. She had done nothing as yet actively violent, but it was nice to feel prepared. He took it out and laid it nonchalantly in his lap.

The sight of the weapon acted on Billie electrically. She flung out her hands, in a gesture of passionate appeal, and played her last card.

I love you! she cried. She wished she could have remembered his first name. It would have rounded off the sentence neatly. In such a moment she could hardly call him Mr. Peters. You are the only man I love.

My gracious goodness! ejaculated Mr. Peters, and nearly fell over backwards. To a naturally shy man this sudden and wholly unexpected declaration was disconcerting; and the clerk was, moreover, engaged. He blushed violently. And yet, even in that moment of consternation, he could not check a certain thrill. No man thinks he is as plain as he really is, but Jno. Peters had always come fairly near to a correct estimate of his charms, and it had always seemed to him, that, in inducing his fiancée to accept him, he had gone some. He now began to wonder if he were not really rather a devil of a chap after all. There must be precious few men going about capable of inspiring devotion like this on the strength of about six and a half minutes casual conversation.

Calmer thoughts succeeded this little flicker of complacency. The girl was mad. That was the fact of the matter. He got up and began to edge towards the door. Mr. Samuel would be returning shortly, and he ought to be warned.

So thats all right, isnt it! said Billie.

Oh, quite, quite! said Mr. Peters. Er — Thank you very much!

I thought you would be pleased, said Billie, relieved but puzzled. For a man of volcanic passions, as Sam Marlowe had described him, he seemed to be taking the thing very calmly. She had anticipated a strenuous scene.

Oh, its a great compliment! Mr. Peters assured her.

At this point Sam came in, interrupting the conversation at a moment when it had reached a somewhat difficult stage. He had finished the instalment of the serial story in Home Whispers, and, looking at his watch, he fancied that he had allowed sufficient time to elapse for events to have matured along the lines which his imagination had indicated.

The atmosphere of the room seemed to him, as he entered, a little strained. Billie looked pale and agitated. Mr. Peters looked rather agitated, too. Sam caught Billies eye. It had an unspoken appeal in it. He gave an imperceptible nod, a reassuring nod, the nod of a man who understood all and was prepared to handle the situation.

Come, Peters, he said in a deep, firm, quiet voice, laying a hand on the clerks arm. Its time that you went.

Yes, indeed, Mr. Samuel! Yes, yes, indeed!

Ill see you out, said Sam soothingly, and led him through the outer office and on to the landing outside. Well, good luck, Peters, he said, as they stood at the head of the stairs. I hope you have a pleasant trip. Why, whats the matter? You seem upset.

That girl, Mr. Samuel! I really think — really, she cannot be quite right in her head.

Nonsense, nonsense! said Sam firmly. Shes all right! Well, good-bye.

Good-bye, Mr. Samuel.

When did you say you were sailing?

Next Saturday, Mr. Samuel. But I fear I shall have no opportunity of seeing you again before then. I have packing to do and I have to see this gentleman down in the country....

All right. Then well say good-bye now. Good-bye, Peters. Mind you have a good time in America. Ill tell my father you called.

Sam watched him out of sight down the stairs, then turned and made his way back to the inner office. Billie was sitting limply on the chair which Jno. Peters had occupied. She sprang to her feet.

Has he really gone?

Yes. Hes gone this time.

Was he — was he violent?

A little, said Sam. A little. But I calmed him down. He looked at her gravely. Thank God I was in time!

Oh, you are the bravest man in the world! cried Billie, and, burying her face in her hands, burst into tears.

There, there! said Sam. There, there! Come, come! Its all right now! There, there, there!

He knelt down beside her. He slipped one arm round her waist. He patted her hands.

There, there, there! he said.

I have tried to draw Samuel Marlowe so that he will live on the printed page. I have endeavoured to delineate his character so that it will be as an open book. And, if I have succeeded in my task, the reader will by now have become aware that he was a young man with the gall of an Army mule. His conscience, if he had ever had one, had become atrophied through long disuse. He had given this sensitive girl the worst fright she had had since a mouse had got into her bedroom at school. He had caused Jno. Peters to totter off to the Rupert Street range making low, bleating noises. And did he care? No! All he cared about was the fact that he had erased for ever from Billies mind that undignified picture of himself as he had appeared on the boat, and substituted another which showed him brave, resourceful, gallant. All he cared about was the fact that Billie, so cold ten minutes before, had just allowed him to kiss her for the forty-second time. If you had asked him, he would have said that he had acted for the best, and that out of evil cometh good, or some sickening thing like that. That was the sort of man Samuel Marlowe was.

His face was very close to Billies, who had cheered up wonderfully by this time, and he was whispering his degraded words of endearment into her ear, when there was a sort of explosion in the doorway.

Great Godfrey! exclaimed Mr. Rufus Bennett, gazing on the scene from this point of vantage and mopping with a large handkerchief a scarlet face, which, as the result of climbing three flights of stairs, had become slightly soluble. Great Heavens above! Number four!


CHAPTER XIV

STRONG REMARKS BY A FATHER
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MR. BENNETT ADVANCED shakily into the room, and supported himself with one hand on the desk, while with the other he still plied the handkerchief on his over-heated face. Much had occurred to disturb him this morning. On top of a broken night he had had an affecting reconciliation scene with Mr. Mortimer, at the conclusion of which he had decided to take the first train to London in the hope of intercepting Billie before she reached Sir Mallabys office on her mission of war. The local train-service kept such indecently early hours that he had been compelled to bolt his breakfast, and, in the absence of Billie, the only member of the household who knew how to drive the car, to walk to the station, a distance of nearly two miles, the last hundred yards of which he had covered at a rapid gallop, under the erroneous impression that an express whose smoke he had seen in the distance was the train he had come to catch. Arrived on the platform, he had had a trying wait, followed by a slow journey to Waterloo. The cab which he had taken at Waterloo had kept him in a lively state of apprehension all the way to the Savoy, owing to an apparent desire to climb over motor-omnibuses when it could not get round them. At the Savoy he found that Billie had already left, which had involved another voyage through the London traffic under the auspices of a driver who appeared to be either blind or desirous of committing suicide. He had three flights of stairs to negotiate. And, finally, arriving at the office, he had found his daughter in the circumstances already described.

Why, father! said Billie. I didnt expect you.

As an explanation of her behaviour this might, no doubt, have been considered sufficient, but as an excuse for it Mr. Bennett thought it inadequate and would have said so, had he had enough breath. This physical limitation caused him to remain speechless and to do the best he could in the way of stern fatherly reproof by puffing like a seal after a long dive in search of fish.

Having done this, he became aware that Sam Marlowe was moving towards him with outstretched hand. It took a lot to disconcert Sam, and he was the calmest person present. He gave evidence of this in a neat speech. He did not in so many words congratulate Mr. Bennett on the piece of luck which had befallen him, but he tried to make him understand by his manner that he was distinctly to be envied as the prospective father-in-law of such a one as himself.

I am delighted to see you, Mr. Bennett, said Sam. You could not have come at a more fortunate moment. You see for yourself how things are. There is no need for a long explanation. You came to find a daughter, Mr. Bennett, and you have found a son!

And he would like to see the man, thought Sam, who could have put it more cleverly and pleasantly and tactfully than that.

What are you talking about? said Mr. Bennett, recovering breath. I havent got a son.

I will be a son to you! I will be the prop of your declining years....

What the devil do you mean, my declining years? demanded Mr. Bennett with asperity.

He means when they do decline, father dear, said Billie.

Of course, of course, said Sam. When they do decline. Not till then, of course. I wouldnt dream of it. But, once they do decline, count on me! And I should like to say for my part, he went on handsomely, what an honour I think it, to become the son-in-law of a man like Mr. Bennett. Bennett of New York! he added spaciously, not so much because he knew what he meant, for he would have been the first to admit that he did not, but because it sounded well.

Oh! said Mr. Bennett. You do, do you?

Mr. Bennett sat down. He put away his handkerchief, which had certainly earned a rest. Then he fastened a baleful stare upon his newly-discovered son. It was not the sort of look a proud and happy father-in-law-to-be ought to have directed at a prospective relative. It was not, as a matter of fact, the sort of look which anyone ought to have directed at anybody, except possibly an exceptionally prudish judge at a criminal in the dock, convicted of a more than usually atrocious murder. Billie, not being in the actual line of fire, only caught the tail end of it, but it was enough to create a misgiving.

Oh, father! You arent angry!

Angry!

You cant be angry!

Why cant I be angry? declared Mr. Bennett, with that sense of injury which comes to self-willed men when their whims are thwarted. Why the devil shouldnt I be angry? I am angry! I come here and find you like — like this, and you seem to expect me to throw my hat in the air and give three rousing cheers! Of course Im angry! You are engaged to be married to an excellent young man of the highest character, one of the finest young men I have ever known....

Oh, well! said Sam, straightening his tie modestly. Its awfully good of you....

But thats all over, father.

Whats all over?

You told me yourself that you had broken off my engagement to Bream.

Well — er — yes, I did, said Mr. Bennett, a little taken aback. That is — to a certain extent — so. But, he added, with restored firmness, its on again!

But I dont want to marry Bream!

Naturally! said Sam. Naturally! Quite out of the question. In a few days well all be roaring with laughter at the very idea.

It doesnt matter what you want! A girl who gets engaged to a dozen men in three weeks....

It wasnt a dozen!

Well, four — five — six — you cant expect me not to lose count.... I say a girl who does that does not know what she wants, and older and more prudent heads must decide for her. You are going to marry Bream Mortimer!

All wrong! All wrong! said Sam, with a reproving shake of the head. All wrong! Shes going to marry me.

Mr. Bennett scorched him with a look compared with which his earlier effort had been a loving glance.

Wilhelmina, he said, go into the outer office.

But, father, Sam saved my life!

Go into the outer office and wait for me there.

There was a lunatic in here....

There will be another if you dont go.

He had a pistol.

Go into the outer office!

I shall always love you, Sam! said Billie, pausing mutinously at the door.

I shall always love you! said Sam cordially.

Nobody can keep us apart!

Theyre wasting their time, trying.

Youre the most wonderful man in the world!

There never was another girl like you!

Get out! bellowed Mr. Bennett, on whose equanimity this love-scene, which I think beautiful, was jarring profoundly. Now, sir! he said to Sam, as the door closed.

Yes, lets talk it over calmly, said Sam.

I will not talk it over calmly!

Oh, come! You can do it if you try. In the first place, whatever put this silly idea into your head about that sweet girl marrying Bream Mortimer?

Bream Mortimer is the son of Henry Mortimer.

I know, said Sam. And, while it is no doubt unfair to hold that against him, its a point you cant afford to ignore. Henry Mortimer! You and I have Henry Mortimers number. We know what Henry Mortimer is like! A man who spends his time thinking up ways of annoying you. You cant seriously want to have the Mortimer family linked to you by marriage.

Henry Mortimer is my oldest friend.

That makes it all the worse. Fancy a man who calls himself your friend treating you like that!

The misunderstanding to which you allude has been completely smoothed over. My relations with Mr. Mortimer are thoroughly cordial.

Well, have it your own way. Personally, I wouldnt trust a man like that. And, as for letting my daughter marry his son...!

I have decided once and for all....

If youll take my advice, you will break the thing off.

I will not take your advice.

I wouldnt expect to charge you for it, explained Sam reassuringly. I give it you as a friend, not as a lawyer. Six-and-eightpence to others, free to you.

Will you understand that my daughter is going to marry Bream Mortimer? What are you giggling about?

It sounds so silly. The idea of anyone marrying Bream Mortimer, I mean.

Let me tell you he is a thoroughly estimable young man.

And there you put the whole thing in a nutshell. Your daughter is a girl of spirit. She would hate to be tied for life to an estimable young man.

She will do as I tell her.

Sam regarded him sternly.

Have you no regard for her happiness?

I am the best judge of what is best for her.

If you ask me, said Sam candidly, I think youre a rotten judge.

I did not come here to be insulted!

I like that! You have been insulting me ever since you arrived. What right have you to say that Im not fit to marry your daughter?

I did not say that.

Youve implied it. And youve been looking at me as if I were a leper or something the Pure Food Committee had condemned. Why? Thats what I ask you, said Sam, warming up. This he fancied, was the way Widgery would have tackled a troublesome client. Why? Answer me that!

I....

Sam rapped sharply on the desk.

Be careful, sir. Be very careful! He knew that this was what lawyers always said. Of course, there is a difference in position between a miscreant whom you suspect of an attempt at perjury and the father of the girl you love, whose consent to the match you wish to obtain, but Sam was in no mood for these nice distinctions. He only knew that lawyers told people to be very careful, so he told Mr. Bennett to be very careful.

What do you mean, be very careful? said Mr. Bennett.

Im dashed if I know, said Sam frankly. The question struck him as a mean attack. He wondered how Widgery would have met it. Probably by smiling quietly and polishing his spectacles. Sam had no spectacles. He endeavoured, however, to smile quietly.

Dont laugh at me! roared Mr. Bennett.

Im not laughing at you.

You are!

Im not! Im smiling quietly.

Well, dont then! said Mr. Bennett. He glowered at his young companion. I dont know why Im wasting my time, talking to you. The position is clear to the meanest intelligence. I have no objection to you personally....

Come, this is better! said Sam.

I dont know you well enough to have any objection to you or any opinion of you at all. This is only the second time I have ever met you in my life.

Mark you, said Sam, I think I am one of those fellows who grow on people....

As far as I am concerned, you simply do not exist. You may be the noblest character in London or you may be wanted by the police. I dont know. And I dont care. It doesnt matter to me. You mean nothing in my life. I dont know you.

You must persevere, said Sam. You must buckle to and get to know me. Dont give the thing up in this half-hearted way. Everything has to have a beginning. Stick to it, and in a week or two you will find yourself knowing me quite well.

I dont want to know you!

You say that now, but wait!

And thank goodness I have not got to! exploded Mr. Bennett, ceasing to be calm and reasonable with a suddenness which affected Sam much as though half a pound of gunpowder had been touched off under his chair. For the little I have seen of you has been quite enough! Kindly understand that my daughter is engaged to be married to another man, and that I do not wish to see or hear anything of you again! I shall try to forget your very existence, and I shall see to it that Wilhelmina does the same! Youre an impudent scoundrel, sir! An impudent scoundrel! I dont like you! I dont wish to see you again! If you were the last man in the world I wouldnt allow my daughter to marry you! If that is quite clear, I will wish you good morning!

Mr. Bennett thundered out of the room, and Sam, temporarily stunned by the outburst, remained where he was, gaping. A few minutes later life began to return to his palsied limbs. It occurred to him that Mr. Bennett had forgotten to kiss him good-bye, and he went into the outer office to tell him so. But the outer office was empty. Sam stood for a moment in thought, then he returned to the inner office, and, picking up a time-table, began to look out trains to the village of Windlehurst in Hampshire, the nearest station to his aunt Adelines charming old-world house, Windles.


CHAPTER XV

DRAMA AT A COUNTRY HOUSE
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AS I READ over the last few chapters of this narrative, I see that I have been giving the reader rather too jumpy a time. To almost a painful degree I have excited his pity and terror; and, though that is what Aristotle says one ought to do, I feel that a little respite would not be out of order. The reader can stand having his emotions tortured up to a certain point; after that he wants to take it easy for a bit. It is with pleasure, therefore, that I turn now to depict a quiet, peaceful scene in domestic life. It wont last long — three minutes, perhaps, by a good stop-watch — but that is not my fault. My task is to record facts as they happened.

The morning sunlight fell pleasantly on the garden of Windles, turning it into the green and amber Paradise which Nature had intended it to be. A number of the local birds sang melodiously in the undergrowth at the end of the lawn, while others, more energetic, hopped about the grass in quest of worms. Bees, mercifully ignorant that, after they had worked themselves to the bone gathering honey, the proceeds of their labour would be collared and consumed by idle humans, buzzed industriously to and fro and dived head foremost into flowers. Winged insects danced sarabands in the sunshine. In a deck-chair under the cedar-tree Billie Bennett, with a sketching-block on her knee, was engaged in drawing a picture of the ruined castle. Beside her, curled up in a ball, lay her Pekinese dog, Pinky-Boodles. Beside Pinky-Boodles slept Smith, the bulldog. In the distant stable-yard, unseen but audible, a boy in shirt-sleeves was washing the car and singing as much as a treacherous memory would permit of a popular sentimental ballad.

You may think that was all. You may suppose that nothing could be added to deepen the atmosphere of peace and content. Not so. At this moment, Mr. Bennett emerged from the French windows of the drawing-room, clad in white flannels and buckskin shoes, supplying just the finishing touch that was needed.

Mr. Bennett crossed the lawn, and sat down beside his daughter. Smith, the bulldog, raising a sleepy head, breathed heavily; but Mr. Bennett did not quail. Since their last unfortunate meeting, relations of distant, but solid, friendship had come to exist between pursuer and pursued. Sceptical at first, Mr. Bennett had at length allowed himself to be persuaded of the mildness of the animals nature and the essential purity of his motives; and now it was only when they encountered each other unexpectedly round sharp corners that he ever betrayed the slightest alarm. So now, while Smith slept on the grass, Mr. Bennett reclined in the chair. It was the nearest thing modern civilisation has seen to the lion lying down with the lamb.

Sketching? said Mr. Bennett.

Yes, said Billie, for there were no secrets between this girl and her father. At least, not many. She occasionally omitted to tell him some such trifle as that she had met Samuel Marlowe on the previous morning in a leafy lane, and intended to meet him again this afternoon, but apart from that her mind was an open book.

Its a great morning, said Mr. Bennett.

So peaceful, said Billie.

The eggs you get in the country in England, said Mr. Bennett, suddenly striking a lyrical note, are extraordinary. I had three for breakfast this morning which defied competition, simply defied competition. They were large and brown, and as fresh as new-mown hay!

He mused for a while in a sort of ecstasy.

And the hams! he went on. The ham I had for breakfast was what I call ham! I dont know when Ive had ham like that. I suppose its something they feed the pigs on! he concluded, in soft meditation. And he gave a little sigh. Life was very beautiful.

Silence fell, broken only by the snoring of Smith. Billie was thinking of Sam, and of what Sam had said to her in the lane yesterday; of his clean-cut face, and the look in his eyes — so vastly superior to any look that ever came into the eyes of Bream Mortimer. She was telling herself that her relations with Sam were an idyll; for, being young and romantic, she enjoyed this freshet of surreptitious meetings which had come to enliven the stream of her life. It was pleasant to go warily into deep lanes where forbidden love lurked. She cast a swift side-glance at her father — the unconscious ogre in her fairy-story. What would he say if he knew? But Mr. Bennett did not know, and consequently continued to meditate peacefully on ham.

They had sat like this for perhaps a minute — two happy mortals lulled by the gentle beauty of the day — when from the window of the drawing-room there stepped out a white-capped maid. And one may just as well say at once — and have done with it — that this is the point where the quiet, peaceful scene in domestic life terminates with a jerk, and pity and terror resume work at the old stand.

The maid — her name, not that it matters, was Susan, and she was engaged to be married, though the point is of no importance, to the second assistant at Greens Grocery Stores in Windlehurst — approached Mr. Bennett.

Please, sir, a gentleman to see you.

Eh? said Mr. Bennett, torn from a dream of large pink slices edged with bread-crumbed fat.

A gentleman to see you, sir. In the drawing-room. He says you are expecting him.

Of course, yes. To be sure.

Mr. Bennett heaved himself out of the deck-chair. Beyond the French windows he could see an indistinct form in a grey suit, and remembered that this was the morning on which Sir Mallaby Marlowes clerk — who was taking those Schultz and Bowen papers for him to America — had written that he would call. To-day was Friday; no doubt the man was sailing from Southampton to-morrow.

He crossed the lawn, entered the drawing-room, and found Mr. Jno. Peters with an expression on his ill-favoured face, which looked like one of consternation, of uneasiness, even of alarm.

Morning, Mr. Peters, said Mr. Bennett. Very good of you to run down. Take a seat, and Ill just go through the few notes I have made about the matter.

Mr. Bennett, exclaimed Jno. Peters. May — may I speak?

What do you mean? Eh? What? Something to say? What is it?

Mr. Peters cleared his throat awkwardly. He was feeling embarrassed at the unpleasantness of the duty which he had to perform, but it was a duty, and he did not intend to shrink from performing it. Ever since, gazing appreciatively through the drawing-room windows at the charming scene outside, he had caught sight of the unforgettable form of Billie, seated in her chair with the sketching-block on her knee, he had realised that he could not go away in silence, leaving Mr. Bennett ignorant of what he was up against.

One almost inclines to fancy that there must have been a curse of some kind on this house of Windles. Certainly everybody who entered it seemed to leave his peace of mind behind him. Jno. Peters had been feeling notably happy during his journey in the train from London, and the subsequent walk from the station. The splendour of the morning had soothed his nerves, and the faint wind that blew inshore from the sea spoke to him hearteningly of adventure and romance. There was a jar of pot-pourri on the drawing-room table, and he had derived considerable pleasure from sniffing at it. In short, Jno. Peters was in the pink, without a care in the world, until he had looked out of the window and seen Billie.

Mr. Bennett, he said, I dont want to do anybody any harm, and, if you know all about it, and she suits you, well and good; but I think it is my duty to inform you that your stenographer is not quite right in her head. I dont say shes dangerous, but she isnt compos. She decidedly is not compos, Mr. Bennett!

Mr. Bennett stared at his well-wisher dumbly for a moment. The thought crossed his mind that, if ever there was a case of the pot calling the kettle black, this was it. His opinion of Jno. Peters sanity went down to zero.

What are you talking about? My stenographer? What stenographer?

It occurred to Mr. Peters that a man of the others wealth and business connections might well have a troupe of these useful females. He particularised.

I mean the young lady out in the garden there, to whom you were dictating just now. The young lady with the writing-pad on her knee.

What! What! Mr. Bennett spluttered. Do you know who that is? he exclaimed.

Oh, yes, indeed! said Jno. Peters. I have only met her once, when she came into our office to see Mr. Samuel, but her personality and appearance stamped themselves so forcibly on my mind, that I know I am not mistaken. I am sure it is my duty to tell you exactly what happened when I was left alone with her in the office. We had hardly exchanged a dozen words, Mr. Bennett, when— — here Jno. Peters, modest to the core, turned vividly pink— when she told me — she told me that I was the only man she loved!

Mr. Bennett uttered a loud cry.

Sweet spirits of nitre! What!

Those were her exact words.

Five! ejaculated Mr. Bennett, in a strangled voice. By the great horn spoon, number five!

Mr. Peters could make nothing of this exclamation, and he was deterred from seeking light by the sudden action of his host, who, bounding from his seat with a vivacity of which one would not have believed him capable, charged to the French window and emitted a bellow.

Wilhelmina!

Billie looked up from her sketching-block with a start. It seemed to her that there was a note of anguish, of panic, in that voice. What her father could have found in the drawing-room to be frightened at, she did not know; but she dropped her block and hurried to his assistance.

What is it, father?

Mr. Bennett had retired within the room when she arrived; and, going in after him, she perceived at once what had caused his alarm. There before her, looking more sinister than ever, stood the lunatic Peters; and there was an ominous bulge in his right coat-pocket which to her excited senses betrayed the presence of the revolver. What Jno. Peters was, as a matter of fact, carrying in his right coat-pocket was a bag of mixed chocolates which he had purchased in Windlehurst. But Billies eyes, though bright, had no X-ray quality. Her simple creed was that, if Jno. Peters bulged at any point, that bulge must be caused by a pistol. She screamed, and backed against the wall. Her whole acquaintance with Jno Peters had been one constant backing against walls.

Dont shoot! she cried, as Mr. Peters absent-mindedly dipped his hand into the pocket of his coat. Oh, please dont shoot!

What the deuce do you mean? said Mr. Bennett irritably. Wilhelmina, this man says that you told him you loved him.

Yes, I did, and I do. Really, really, Mr. Peters, I do!

Suffering cats!

Mr. Bennett clutched at the back of his chair.

But youve only met him once, he added almost pleadingly.

You dont understand, father dear, said Billie desperately. Ill explain the whole thing later, when....

Father! ejaculated Jno. Peters feebly. Did you say father?

Of course I said father!

This is my daughter, Mr. Peters.

My daughter! I mean, your daughter! Are — are you sure?

Of course Im sure. Do you think I dont know my own daughter?

But she called me Mr. Peters!

Well, its your name, isnt it?

But, if she — if this young lady is your daughter, how did she know my name?

The point seemed to strike Mr. Bennett. He turned to Billie.

Thats true. Tell me, Wilhelmina, when did you and Mr. Peters meet?

Why, in — in Sir Mallaby Marlowes office, the morning you came there and found me when I was talking to Sam.

Mr. Peters uttered a subdued gargling sound. He was finding this scene oppressive to a not very robust intellect.

He — Mr. Samuel — told me your name was Miss Milliken, he said dully.

Billie stared at him.

Mr. Marlowe told you my name was Miss Milliken! she repeated.

He told me that you were the sister of the Miss Milliken who acts as stenographer for the guv — for Sir Mallaby, and sent me in to show you my revolver, because he said you were interested and wanted to see it.

Billie uttered an exclamation. So did Mr. Bennett, who hated mysteries.

What revolver? Which revolver? Whats all this about a revolver? Have you a revolver?

Why, yes, Mr. Bennett. It is packed now in my trunk, but usually I carry it about with me everywhere in order to take a little practice at the Rupert Street range. I bought it when Sir Mallaby told me he was sending me to America, because I thought I ought to be prepared — because of the Underworld, you know.

A cold gleam had come into Billies eyes. Her face was pale and hard. If Sam Marlowe — at that moment carolling blithely in his bedroom at the Blue Boar in Windlehurst, washing his hands preparatory to descending to the coffee-room for a bit of cold lunch — could have seen her, the song would have frozen on his lips. Which, one might mention, as showing that there is always a bright side, would have been much appreciated by the travelling gentleman in the adjoining room, who had had a wild night with some other travelling gentlemen, and was then nursing a rather severe headache, separated from Sams penetrating baritone only by the thickness of a wooden wall.

Billie knew all. And, terrible though the fact is as an indictment of the male sex, when a woman knows all, there is invariably trouble ahead for some man. There was trouble ahead for Samuel Marlowe. Billie, now in possession of the facts, had examined them and come to the conclusion that Sam had played a practical joke on her, and she was a girl who strongly disapproved of practical humour at her expense.

That morning I met you at Sir Mallabys office, Mr. Peters, she said in a frosty voice, Mr. Marlowe had just finished telling me a long and convincing story to the effect that you were madly in love with a Miss Milliken, who had jilted you, and that this had driven you off your head, and that you spent your time going about with a pistol, trying to shoot every red-haired woman you saw, because you thought they were Miss Milliken. Naturally, when you came in and called me Miss Milliken, and brandished a revolver, I was very frightened. I thought it would be useless to tell you that I wasnt Miss Milliken, so I tried to persuade you that I was and hadnt jilted you after all.

Good gracious! said Mr. Peters, vastly relieved; and yet — for always there is bitter mixed with the sweet — a shade disappointed. Then — er — you dont love me after all?

No! said Billie. I am engaged to Bream Mortimer, and I love him and nobody else in the world!

The last portion of her observation was intended for the consumption of Mr. Bennett, rather than that of Mr. Peters, and he consumed it joyfully. He folded Billie in his ample embrace.

I always thought you had a grain of sense hidden away somewhere, he said, paying her a striking tribute. I hope now that weve heard the last of all this foolishness about that young hound Marlowe.

You certainly have! I dont want ever to see him again! I hate him!

You couldnt do better, my dear, said Mr. Bennett, approvingly. And now run away. Mr. Peters and I have some business to discuss.

A quarter of an hour later, Webster, the valet, sunning himself in the stable-yard, was aware of the daughter of his employer approaching him.

Webster, said Billie. She was still pale. Her face was still hard, and her eyes still gleamed coldly.

Miss? said Webster politely, throwing away the cigarette with which he had been refreshing himself.

Will you do something for me?

I should be more than delighted, miss.

Billie whisked into view an envelope which had been concealed in the recesses of her dress.

Do you know the country about here well, Webster?

Within a certain radius, not unintimately, miss. I have been for several enjoyable rambles since the fine weather set in.

Do you know the place where there is a road leading to Havant, and another to Cosham? Its about a mile down....

I know the spot well, miss.

Well, straight in front of you when you get to the sign-post there is a little lane....

I know it, miss, said Webster, with a faint smile. Twice had he escorted Miss Trimblett, Billies maid, thither. A delightfully romantic spot. What with the overhanging trees, the wealth of blackberry bushes, the varied wild-flowers....

Yes, never mind about the wild-flowers now. I want you after lunch, to take this note to a gentleman you will find sitting on the gate at the bottom of the lane....

Sitting on the gate, miss. Yes, miss.

Or leaning against it. You cant mistake him. He is rather tall and ... oh, well, there isnt likely to be anybody else there, so you cant make a mistake. Give him this, will you?

Certainly, miss. Er — any message?

Any what?

Any verbal message, miss?

No, certainly not! You wont forget, will you, Webster?

On no account whatever, miss. Shall I wait for an answer?

There wont be any answer, said Billie, setting her teeth for an instant. Oh, Webster!

Miss?

I can rely on you to say nothing to anybody?

Most undoubtedly, miss. Most undoubtedly.

Does anybody know anything about a feller named S. Marlowe? inquired Webster, entering the kitchen. Dont all speak at once! S. Marlowe. Ever heard of him?

He paused for a reply, but nobody had any information to impart.

Because theres something jolly well up! Our Miss B. is sending me with notes for him to the bottom of lanes.

And her engaged to young Mr. Mortimer! said the scullery-maid, shocked. The way they go on. Chronic! said the scullery-maid.

Dont you go getting alarmed! And dont you, added Webster, go shoving your oar in when your social superiors are talking! Ive had to speak to you about that before. My remarks were addressed to Mrs. Withers here.

He indicated the cook with a respectful gesture.

Yes, heres the note, Mrs. Withers. Of course, if you had a steamy kettle handy, in about half a moment we could ... but no, perhaps its wiser not to risk it. And, come to that, I dont need to unstick the envelope to know whats inside here. Its the raspberry, maam, or Ive lost all my power to read the human female countenance. Very cold and proud-looking she was! I dont know who this S. Marlowe is, but I do know one thing; in this hand I hold the instrument thats going to give it him in the neck, proper! Right in the neck, or my name isnt Montagu Webster!

Well! said Mrs. Withers, comfortably, pausing for a moment from her labours. Think of that!

The way I look at it, said Webster, is that theres been some sort of understanding between our Miss B. and this S. Marlowe, and shes thought better of it and decided to stick to the man of her parents choice. Shes chosen wealth and made up her mind to hand the humble suitor the mitten. There was a rather similar situation in Cupid or Mammon, that Nosegay Novelette I was reading in the train coming down here, only that ended different. For my part Id be better pleased if our Miss B. would let the cash go, and obey the dictates of her own heart; but these modern girls are all alike! All out for the stuff, they are! Oh, well, its none of my affair, said Webster, stifling a not unmanly sigh. For beneath that immaculate shirt-front there beat a warm heart. Montagu Webster was a sentimentalist.


CHAPTER XVI

WEBSTER, FRIEND IN NEED
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AT HALF-PAST TWO that afternoon, full of optimism and cold beef, gaily unconscious that Webster with measured strides was approaching ever nearer with the note that was to give it him in the neck, proper, Samuel Marlowe dangled his feet from the top bar of the gate at the end of the lane, and smoked contentedly as he waited for Billie to make her appearance. He had had an excellent lunch; his pipe was drawing well, and all Nature smiled. The breeze from the sea across the meadows tickled pleasantly the back of his head, and sang a soothing song in the long grass and ragged-robins at his feet. He was looking forward with a roseate glow of anticipation to the moment when the white flutter of Billies dress would break the green of the foreground. How eagerly he would jump from the gate! How lovingly he would....

The elegant figure of Webster interrupted his reverie. Sam had never seen Webster before, and it was with no pleasure that he saw him now. He had come to regard this lane as his own private property, and he resented trespassers. He tucked his legs under him, and scowled at Webster under the brim of his hat.

The valet advanced towards him with the air of an affable executioner stepping daintily to the block.

Mr. Marlowe, sir? he inquired politely.

Sam was startled. He could making nothing of this.

Eh? What?

Have I the pleasure of addressing Mr. S. Marlowe?

Yes, thats my name.

Mine is Webster, sir. I am Mr. Bennetts personal gentlemans gentleman. Miss Bennett entrusted me with this note to deliver to you, sir.

Sam began to grasp the position. For some reason or other, the dear girl had been prevented from coming this afternoon, and she had written to explain and relieve his anxiety. It was like her. It was just the sweet, thoughtful thing he would have expected her to do. His contentment with the existing scheme of things returned. The sun shone out again, and he found himself amiably disposed towards the messenger.

Fine day, he said, as he took the note.

Extremely, sir, said Webster, outwardly unemotional, inwardly full of a grave pity.

It was plain to him that there had been no previous little rift to prepare the young man for the cervical operation which awaited him, and he edged a little nearer, in order to be handy to catch Sam if the shock knocked him off the gate.

As it happened, it did not. Having read the opening words of the note, Sam rocked violently; but his feet were twined about the lower bars and this saved him from overbalancing. Webster stepped back, relieved.

The note fluttered to the ground. Webster, picking it up and handing it back, was enabled to get a glimpse of the first two sentences. They confirmed his suspicions. The note was hot stuff. Assuming that it continued as it began, it was about the warmest thing of its kind that pen had ever written. Webster had received one or two heated epistles from the sex in his time — your man of gallantry can hardly hope to escape these unpleasantnesses — but none had got off the mark quite so swiftly, and with quite so much frigid violence as this.

Thanks, said Sam mechanically.

Not at all, sir. You are very welcome.

Sam resumed his reading. A cold perspiration broke out on his forehead. His toes curled, and something seemed to be crawling down the small of his back. His heart had moved from its proper place and was now beating in his throat. He swallowed once or twice to remove the obstruction, but without success. A kind of pall had descended on the landscape, blotting out the sun.

Of all the rotten sensations in this world, the worst is the realisation that a thousand-to-one chance has come off, and caused our wrong-doing to be detected. There had seemed no possibility of that little ruse of his being discovered, and yet here was Billie in full possession of the facts. It almost made the thing worse that she did not say how she had come into possession of them. This gave Sam that feeling of self-pity, that sense of having been ill-used by Fate, which makes the bringing home of crime so particularly poignant.

Fine day! he muttered. He had a sort of subconscious feeling that it was imperative to keep engaging Webster in light conversation.

Yes, sir. Weather still keeps up, agreed the valet suavely.

Sam frowned over the note. He felt injured. Sending a fellow notes didnt give him a chance. If she had come in person and denounced him it would not have been an agreeable experience, but at least it would have been possible then to have pleaded and cajoled and — and all that sort of thing. But what could he do now? It seemed to him that his only possible course was to write a note in reply, begging her to see him. He explored his pockets and found a pencil and a scrap of paper. For some moments he scribbled desperately. Then he folded the note.

Will you take this to Miss Bennett? he said, holding it out.

Webster took the missive, because he wanted to read it later at his leisure; but he shook his head.

Useless, I fear, sir, he said gravely.

What do you mean?

I am afraid it would effect little or nothing, sir, sending our Miss B. notes. She is not in the proper frame of mind to appreciate them. I saw her face when she handed me the letter you have just read, and I assure you, sir, she is not in a malleable mood.

You seem to know a lot about it!

I have studied the sex, sir, said Webster modestly.

I mean, about my business, confound it! You seem to know all about it!

Why, yes, sir, I think I may say that I have grasped the position of affairs. And, if you will permit me to say so, sir, you have my respectful sympathy.

Dignity is a sensitive plant which nourishes only under the fairest conditions. Sams had perished in the bleak east wind of Billies note. In other circumstances he might have resented this intrusion of a stranger into his most intimate concerns. His only emotion now, was one of dull but distinct gratitude. The four winds of Heaven blew chilly upon his raw and unprotected soul, and he wanted to wrap it up in a mantle of sympathy, careless of the source from which he borrowed that mantle. If Webster felt disposed, as he seemed to indicate, to comfort him, let the thing go on. At that moment Sam would have accepted condolences from a coal-heaver.

I was reading a story — one of the Nosegay Novelettes; I do not know if you are familiar with the series, sir? — in which much the same situation occurred. It was entitled Cupid or Mammon. The heroine, Lady Blanche Trefusis, forced by her parents to wed a wealthy suitor, despatches a note to her humble lover, informing him it cannot be. I believe it often happens like that, sir.

Youre all wrong, said Sam. Its not that at all.

Indeed, sir? I supposed it was.

Nothing like it! I — I —— .

Sams dignity, on its death-bed, made a last effort to assert itself.

I dont know what its got to do with you!

Precisely, sir! said Webster, with dignity. Just as you say! Good afternoon, sir!

He swayed gracefully, conveying a suggestion of departure without moving his feet. The action was enough for Sam. Dignity gave an expiring gurgle, and passed away, regretted by all.

Dont go! he cried.

The idea of being left alone in this infernal lane, without human support, overpowered him. Moreover, Webster had personality. He exuded it. Already Sam had begun to cling to him in spirit, and rely on his support.

Dont go!

Certainly not, if you do not wish it, sir.

Webster coughed gently, to show his appreciation of the delicate nature of the conversation. He was consumed with curiosity, and his threatened departure had been but a pretence. A team of horses could not have moved Webster at that moment.

Might I ask, then, what...?

Theres been a misunderstanding, said Sam. At least, there was, but now there isnt, if you see what I mean.

I fear I have not quite grasped your meaning, sir.

Well, I — I — played a sort of — you might almost call it a sort of trick on Miss Bennett. With the best motives, of course!

Of course, sir!

And shes found out! I dont know how shes found out, but she has! So there you are!

Of what nature would the trick be, sir? A species of ruse, sir, — some kind of innocent deception?

Well, it was like this.

It was a complicated story to tell, and Sam, a prey to conflicting emotions, told it badly; but such was the almost superhuman intelligence of Webster, that he succeeded in grasping the salient points. Indeed, he said that it reminded him of something of much the same kind in the Nosegay Novelette, All for Her, where the hero, anxious to win the esteem of the lady of his heart, had bribed a tramp to simulate an attack upon her in a lonely road.

The principles the same, said Webster.

Well, what did he do when she found out?

She did not find out, sir. All ended happily, and never had the wedding-bells in the old village church rung out a blither peal than they did at the subsequent union.

Sam was thoughtful.

Bribed a tramp to attack her, did he?

Yes, sir. She had never thought much of him till that moment, sir. Very cold and haughty she had been, his social status being considerably inferior to her own. But, when she cried for help, and he dashed out from behind a hedge, well, it made all the difference.

I wonder where I could get a good tramp, said Sam, meditatively.

Webster shook his head.

I really would hardly recommend such a procedure, sir.

No, it would be difficult to make a tramp understand what you wanted.

Sam brightened.

Ive got it! You pretend to attack her, and Ill....

I couldnt, sir! I couldnt, really! I should jeopardise my situation.

Oh, come. Be a man!

No, sir, I fear not. Theres a difference between handing in your resignation — I was compelled to do that only recently, owing to a few words I had with the guvnor, though subsequently prevailed upon to withdraw it — I say theres a difference between handing in your resignation and being given the sack, and thats what would happen — without a character, whats more, and lucky if it didnt mean a prison cell! No, sir, I could not contemplate such a thing.

Then I dont see that theres anything to be done, said Sam, morosely.

Oh, I shouldnt say that, sir, said Webster encouragingly. Its simply a matter of finding the way. The problem confronting us — you, I should say....

Us, said Sam. Most decidedly us.

Thank you very much, sir. I would not have presumed, but if you say so.... The problem confronting us, as I envisage it, resolves itself into this. You have offended our Miss B. and she has expressed a disinclination ever to see you again. How, then, is it possible, in spite of her attitude, to recapture her esteem?

Exactly, said Sam.

There are several methods which occur to one....

They dont occur to me!

Well, for example, you might rescue her from a burning building, as in True As Steel....

Set fire to the house, eh? said Sam reflectively. Yes, there might be something in that.

I would hardly advise such a thing, said Webster, a little hastily — flattered at the readiness with which his disciple was taking his advice, yet acutely alive to the fact that he slept at the top of the house himself. A little drastic, if I may say so. It might be better to save her from drowning, as in The Earls Secret.

Ah, but where could she drown?

Well, there is a lake in the grounds....

Excellent! said Sam. Terrific! I knew I could rely on you. Say no more! The whole things settled. You take her out rowing on the lake, and upset the boat. I plunge in.... I suppose you can swim?

No, sir.

Oh? Well, never mind. Youll manage somehow, I expect. Cling to the upturned boat or something, I shouldnt wonder. Theres always a way. Yes, thats the plan. When is the earliest you could arrange this?

I fear such a course must be considered out of the question, sir. It really wouldnt do.

I cant see a flaw in it.

Well, in the first place, it would certainly jeopardise my situation....

Oh, hang your situation! You talk as if you were Prime Minister or something. You can easily get another situation. A valuable man like you, said Sam ingratiatingly.

No, sir, said Webster firmly. From boyhood up Ive always had a regular horror of the water. I cant so much as go paddling without an uneasy feeling.

The image of Webster paddling was arresting enough to occupy Sams thoughts for a moment. It was an inspiring picture, and for an instant uplifted his spirits. Then they fell again.

Well, I dont see what there is to be done, he said, gloomily. Its no good my making suggestions, if you have some frivolous objection to all of them.

My idea, said Webster, would be something which did not involve my own personal and active co-operation, sir. If it is all the same to you, I should prefer to limit my assistance to advice and sympathy. I am anxious to help, but I am a man of regular habits, which I do not wish to disturb. Did you ever read Footpaths of Fate, in the Nosegay series, sir? Ive only just remembered it, and it contains the most helpful suggestion of the lot. There had been a misunderstanding between the heroine and the hero — their names have slipped my mind, though I fancy his was Cyril — and she had told him to hop it....

To what?

To leave her for ever, sir. And what do you think he did?

How the deuce do I know?

He kidnapped her little brother, sir, to whom she was devoted, kept him hidden for a bit, and then returned him, and in her gratitude all was forgotten and forgiven, and never....

I know. Never had the bells of the old village church....

Rung out a blither peal. Exactly, sir. Well, there, if you will allow me to say so, you are, sir! You need seek no further for a plan of action.

Miss Bennett hasnt got a little brother.

No, sir. But she has a dog, and is greatly attached to it.

Sam stared. From the expression on his face it was evident that Webster imagined himself to have made a suggestion of exceptional intelligence. It struck Sam as the silliest he had ever heard.

You mean I ought to steal her dog?

Precisely, sir.

But, good heavens! Have you seen that dog?

The one to which I allude is a small brown animal with a fluffy tail.

Yes, and a bark like a steam-siren, and, in addition to that, about eighty-five teeth, all sharper than razors. I couldnt get within ten feet of that dog without its lifting the roof off, and, if I did, it would chew me into small pieces.

I had anticipated that difficulty, sir. In Footpaths of Fate there was a nurse who assisted the hero by drugging the child.

By Jove! said Sam, impressed.

He rewarded her, said Webster, allowing his gaze to stray nonchalantly over the countryside, liberally, very liberally.

If you mean that you expect me to reward you if you drug the dog, said Sam, dont worry. Let me bring this thing off, and you can have all Ive got, and my cuff-links as well. Come now, this is really beginning to look like something. Speak to me more of this matter. Where do we go from here?

I beg your pardon, sir?

I mean, whats the next step in the scheme? Oh, Lord! Sams face fell. The light of hope died out of his eyes. Its all off! It cant be done! How could I possibly get into the house? I take it that the little brute sleeps in the house?

That need constitute no obstacle, sir, no obstacle at all. The animal sleeps in a basket in the hall.... Perhaps you are familiar with the interior of the house, sir?

I havent been inside it since I was at school. Im Mr. Hignetts cousin, you know.

Indeed, sir? I wasnt aware. Mr. Hignett has the mumps, poor gentleman.

Has he? said Sam, not particularly interested. I used to stay with him, he went on, during the holidays sometimes, but Ive practically forgotten what the place is like inside. I remember the hall vaguely. Fireplace at one side, one or two suits of armour standing about, a sort of window-ledge near the front door....

Precisely, sir. It is close beside that window-ledge that the animals basket is situated. If I administer a slight soporific....

Yes, but you havent explained yet how I am to get into the house in the first place.

Quite easily, sir. I can admit you through the drawing-room windows while dinner is in progress.

Fine!

You can then secrete yourself in the cupboard in the drawing-room. Perhaps you recollect the cupboard to which I refer, sir?

No, I dont remember any cupboard. As a matter of fact, when I used to stay at the house the drawing-room was barred. Mrs. Hignett wouldnt let us inside it for fear we should smash her china. Is there a cupboard?

Immediately behind the piano, sir. A nice, roomy cupboard. I was glancing into it myself in a spirit of idle curiosity only the other day. It contains nothing except a few knick-knacks on an upper shelf. You could lock yourself in from the interior, and be quite comfortably seated on the floor till the household retired to bed.

When would that be?

They retire quite early, sir, as a rule. By half-past ten the coast is generally clear. At that time I would suggest that I came down and knocked on the cupboard door to notify you that all was well.

Sam was glowing with frank approval.

You know, youre a master-mind! he said, enthusiastically.

Youre very kind, sir!

One of the lads, by Jove! said Sam. And not the worst of them! I dont want to flatter you, but theres a future for you in crime, if you cared to go in for it.

I am glad that you appreciate my poor efforts, sir. Then we will regard the scheme as passed and approved?

I should say we would! Its a bird!

Very good, sir.

Ill be round at about a quarter to eight. Will that be right?

Admirable, sir.

And, I say, about that soporific.... Dont overdo it. Dont go killing the little beast.

Oh, no, sir.

Well, said Sam, you cant say its not a temptation. And you know what you Napoleons of the Underworld are!


CHAPTER XVII

A CROWDED NIGHT

[image: img192.jpg]

§ 1

If there is one thing more than another which weighs upon the mind of a story-teller as he chronicles the events which he has set out to describe, it is the thought that the reader may be growing impatient with him for straying from the main channel of his tale and devoting himself to what are, after all, minor developments. This story, for instance, opened with Mrs. Horace Hignett, the world-famous writer on Theosophy, going over to America to begin a lecturing-tour; and no one realises more keenly than I do that I have left Mrs. Hignett flat. I have thrust that great thinker into the background and concentrated my attention on the affairs of one who is both her mental and her moral inferior, Samuel Marlowe. I seem at this point to see the reader — a great brute of a fellow with beetling eyebrows and a jaw like the ram of a battleship, the sort of fellow who is full of determination and will stand no nonsense — rising to remark that he doesnt care what happened to Samuel Marlowe and that what he wants to know is, how Mrs. Hignett made out on her lecturing-tour. Did she go big in Buffalo? Did she have em tearing up the seats in Schenectady? Was she a riot in Chicago and a cyclone in St. Louis? Those are the points on which he desires information, or give him his money back.

I cannot supply the information. And, before you condemn me, let me hastily add that the fault is not mine but that of Mrs. Hignett herself. The fact is, she never went to Buffalo. Schenectady saw nothing of her. She did not get within a thousand miles of Chicago, nor did she penetrate to St. Louis. For the very morning after her son Eustace sailed for England in the liner Atlantic, she happened to read in the paper one of those abridged passenger-lists which the journals of New York are in the habit of printing, and got a nasty shock when she saw that, among those whose society Eustace would enjoy during the voyage, was Miss Wilhelmina Bennett, daughter of J. Rufus Bennett of Bennett, Mandelbaum and Co.. And within five minutes of digesting this information, she was at her desk writing out telegrams cancelling all her engagements. Iron-souled as this woman was, her fingers trembled as she wrote. She had a vision of Eustace and the daughter of J. Rufus Bennett strolling together on moonlit decks, leaning over rails damp with sea-spray and, in short, generally starting the whole trouble all over again.

In the height of the tourist season it is not always possible for one who wishes to leave America to spring on to the next boat. A long mornings telephoning to the offices of the Cunard and the White Star brought Mrs. Hignett the depressing information that it would be a full week before she could sail for England. That meant that the inflammable Eustace would have over two weeks to conduct an uninterrupted wooing, and Mrs. Hignetts heart sank, till suddenly she remembered that so poor a sailor as her son was not likely to have had leisure for any strolling on the deck during the voyage on the Atlantic.

Having realised this, she became calmer and went about her preparations for departure with an easier mind. The danger was still great, but there was a good chance that she might be in time to intervene. She wound up her affairs in New York, and on the following Wednesday, boarded the Nuronia bound for Southampton.

The Nuronia is one of the slowest of the Cunard boats. It was built at a time when delirious crowds used to swoon on the dock if an ocean liner broke the record by getting across in nine days. It rolled over to Cherbourg, dallied at that picturesque port for some hours, then sauntered across the Channel and strolled into Southampton Water in the evening of the day on which Samuel Marlowe had sat in the lane plotting with Webster, the valet. At almost the exact moment when Sam, sidling through the windows of the drawing-room, slid into the cupboard behind the piano, Mrs. Hignett was standing at the Customs barrier telling the officials that she had nothing to declare.

Mrs. Hignett was a general who believed in forced marches. A lesser woman might have taken the boat-train to London and proceeded to Windles at her ease on the following afternoon. Mrs. Hignett was made of sterner stuff. Having fortified herself with a late dinner, she hired a car and set out on the cross-country journey. It was only when the car, a genuine antique, had broken down three times in the first ten miles, that she directed the driver to take her instead to the Blue Boar in Windlehurst, where she arrived, tired but thankful to have reached it at all, at about eleven oclock.

At this point many, indeed most, women would have gone to bed; but the familiar Hampshire air and the knowledge that half an hours walking would take her to her beloved home acted on Mrs. Hignett like a restorative. One glimpse of Windles she felt that she must have before she retired for the night, if only to assure herself that it was still there. She had a cup of coffee and a sandwich brought to her by the night-porter whom she had roused from sleep, for bedtime is early in Windlehurst, and then informed him that she was going for a short walk and would ring when she returned.

Her heart leaped joyfully as she turned in at the drive gates of her home and felt the well-remembered gravel crunching under her feet. The silhouette of the ruined castle against the summer sky gave her the feeling which all returning wanderers know. And, when she stepped on to the lawn and looked at the black bulk of the house, indistinct and shadowy with its backing of trees, tears came into her eyes. She experienced a rush of emotion which made her feel quite faint, and which lasted until, on tiptoeing nearer to the house in order to gloat more adequately upon it, she perceived that the French windows of the drawing-room were standing ajar. Sam had left them like this in order to facilitate departure, if a hurried departure should by any mischance be rendered necessary, and drawn curtains had kept the household from noticing the fact.

All the proprietor in Mrs. Hignett was roused. This, she felt indignantly, was the sort of thing she had been afraid would happen the moment her back was turned. Evidently laxity — one might almost say anarchy — had set in directly she had removed the eye of authority. She marched to the window and pushed it open. She had now completely abandoned her kindly scheme of refraining from rousing the sleeping house and spending the night at the inn. She stepped into the drawing-room with the single-minded purpose of routing Eustace out of his sleep and giving him a good talking-to for having failed to maintain her own standard of efficiency among the domestic staff. If there was one thing on which Mrs. Horace Hignett had always insisted it was that every window in the house must be closed at lights-out.

She pushed the curtains apart with a rattle and, at the same moment, from the direction of the door there came a low but distinct gasp which made her resolute heart jump and flutter. It was too dark to see anything distinctly, but, in the instant before it turned and fled, she caught sight of a shadowy male figure, and knew that her worst fears had been realised. The figure was too tall to be Eustace, and Eustace, she knew, was the only man in the house. Male figures, therefore, that went flitting about Windles, must be the figures of burglars.

Mrs. Hignett, bold woman though she was, stood for an instant spell-bound, and for one moment of not unpardonable panic tried to tell herself that she had been mistaken. Almost immediately, however, there came from the direction of the hall a dull chunky sound as though something soft had been kicked, followed by a low gurgle and the noise of staggering feet. Unless he were dancing a pas seul out of sheer lightness of heart, the nocturnal visitor must have tripped over something.

The latter theory was the correct one. Montagu Webster was a man who, at many a subscription ball, had shaken a gifted dancing-pump, and nothing in the proper circumstances pleased him better than to exercise the skill which had become his as the result of twelve private lessons at half-a-crown a visit; but he recognised the truth of the scriptural adage that there is a time for dancing, and that this was not it. His only desire when, stealing into the drawing-room he had been confronted through the curtains by a female figure, was to get back to his bedroom undetected. He supposed that one of the feminine members of the house-party must have been taking a stroll in the grounds, and he did not wish to stay and be compelled to make laborious explanations of his presence there in the dark. He decided to postpone the knocking on the cupboard door, which had been the signal arranged between himself and Sam, until a more suitable occasion. In the meantime he bounded silently out into the hall, and instantaneously tripped over the portly form of Smith, the bulldog, who, roused from a light sleep to the knowledge that something was going on, and being a dog who always liked to be in the centre of the maelstrom of events, had waddled out to investigate.

By the time Mrs. Hignett had pulled herself together sufficiently to feel brave enough to venture into the hall, Websters presence of mind and Smiths gregariousness had combined to restore that part of the house to its normal nocturnal condition of emptiness. Websters stagger had carried him almost up to the green baize door leading to the servants staircase, and he proceeded to pass through it without checking his momentum, closely followed by Smith who, now convinced that interesting events were in progress which might possibly culminate in cake, had abandoned the idea of sleep, and meant to see the thing through. He gambolled in Websters wake up the stairs and along the passage leading to the latters room, and only paused when the door was brusquely shut in his face. Upon which he sat down to think the thing over. He was in no hurry. The night was before him, promising, as far as he could judge from the way it had opened, excellent entertainment.

Mrs. Hignett had listened fearfully to the uncouth noises from the hall. The burglars — she had now discovered that there were at least two of them — appeared to be actually romping. The situation had grown beyond her handling. If this troupe of terpsichorean marauders was to be dislodged she must have assistance. It was mans work. She made a brave dash through the hall mercifully unmolested; found the stairs; raced up them; and fell through the doorway of her son Eustaces bedroom like a spent Marathon runner staggering past the winning-post.

§ 2

At about the moment when Mrs. Hignett was crunching the gravel of the drive, Eustace was lying in bed, listening to Jane Hubbard as she told the story of how an alligator had once got into her tent while she was camping on the banks of the Issawassi River in Central Africa. Ever since he had become ill, it had been the large-hearted girls kindly practice to soothe him to rest with some such narrative from her energetic past.

And what happened then? asked Eustace, breathlessly.

He had raised himself on one elbow in his bed. His eyes shone excitedly from a face which was almost the exact shape of an Association football; for he had reached the stage of mumps when the patient begins to swell as though somebody were inflating him with a bicycle-pump.

Oh, I jabbed him in the eye with a pair of nail-scissors, and he went away! said Jane Hubbard.

You know, youre wonderful! cried Eustace. Simply wonderful!

Jane Hubbard flushed a little beneath her tan. She loved his pretty enthusiasm. He was so genuinely stirred by what were to her the merest commonplaces of life.

Why, if an alligator got into my tent, said Eustace, I simply wouldnt know what to do! I should be nonplussed.

Oh, its just a knack, said Jane, carelessly. You soon pick it up.

Nail-scissors!

It ruined them, unfortunately. They were never any use again. For the rest of the trip I had to manicure myself with a hunting-spear.

Youre a marvel!

Eustace lay back in bed and gave himself up to meditation. He had admired Jane Hubbard before, but the intimacy of the sick-room and the stories which she had told him to relieve the tedium of his invalid state had set the seal on his devotion. It has always been like this since Othello wooed Desdemona. For three days Jane Hubbard had been weaving her spell about Eustace Hignett, and now she monopolised his entire horizon. She had spoken, like Othello, of antres vast and deserts idle, rough quarries, rocks and hills whose heads touched heaven, and of the cannibals that each other eat, the Anthropophagi, and men whose heads do grow beneath their shoulders. This to hear would Eustace Hignett seriously incline, and swore, in faith, twas strange, twas passing strange, twas pitiful, twas wondrous pitiful. He loved her for the dangers she had passed, and she loved him that he did pity them. In fact, one would have said that it was all over except buying the licence, had it not been for the fact that his very admiration served to keep Eustace from pouring out his heart. It seemed incredible to him that the queen of her sex, a girl who had chatted in terms of equality with African head-hunters and who swatted alligators as though they were flies, could ever lower herself to care for a man who looked like the after-taking advertisement of a patent food.

But even those whom Nature has destined to be mates may misunderstand each other, and Jane, who was as modest as she was brave, had come recently to place a different interpretation on his silence. In the last few days of the voyage she had quite made up her mind that Eustace Hignett loved her and would shortly intimate as much in the usual manner; but, since coming to Windles, she had begun to have doubts. She was not blind to the fact that Billie Bennett was distinctly prettier than herself and far more the type to which the ordinary man is attracted. And, much as she loathed the weakness and despised herself for yielding to it, she had become distinctly jealous of her. True, Billie was officially engaged to Bream Mortimer, but she had had experience of the brittleness of Miss Bennetts engagements, and she could by no means regard Eustace as immune.

Do you suppose they will be happy? she asked.

Eh? Who? said Eustace, excusably puzzled, for they had only just finished talking about alligators. But there had been a pause since his last remark, and Janes thoughts had flitted back to the subject that usually occupied them.

Billie and Bream Mortimer.

Oh! said Eustace. Yes, I suppose so.

Shes a delightful girl.

Yes, said Eustace without much animation.

And, of course, its nice their fathers being so keen on the match. It doesnt often happen that way.

No. Peoples people generally want people to marry people people dont want to marry, said Eustace, clothing in words a profound truth which from the earliest days of civilisation has deeply affected the youth of every country.

I suppose your mother has got somebody picked out for you to marry? said Jane casually.

Mother doesnt want me to marry anybody, said Eustace with gloom. It was another obstacle to his romance.

What, never?

No.

Why ever not?

As far as I can make out, if I marry, I get this house and mother has to clear out. Silly business!

Well, you wouldnt let your mother stand in the way if you ever really fell in love? said Jane.

It isnt so much a question of letting her stand in the way. The tough job would be preventing her. Youve never met my mother!

No, Im looking forward to it!

Youre looking forward...! Eustace eyed her with honest amazement.

But what could your mother do? I mean, supposing you had made up your mind to marry somebody.

What could she do? Why, there isnt anything she wouldnt do. Why, once.... Eustace broke off. The anecdote which he had been about to tell contained information which, on reflection, he did not wish to reveal.

Once — ...? said Jane.

Oh, well, I was just going to show you what mother is like. I — I was going out to lunch with a man, and — and— Eustace was not a ready improvisator— and she didnt want me to go, so she stole all my trousers!

Jane Hubbard started, as if, wandering through one of her favourite jungles, she had perceived a snake in her path. She was thinking hard. That story which Billie had told her on the boat about the man to whom she had been engaged, whose mother had stolen his trousers on the wedding morning ... it all came back to her with a topical significance which it had never had before. It had lingered in her memory, as stories will, but it had been a detached episode, having no personal meaning for her. But now.... She did that just to stop you going out to lunch with a man? she said slowly.

Yes, rotten thing to do, wasnt it?

Jane Hubbard moved to the foot of the bed, and her forceful gaze, shooting across the intervening counterpane, pinned Eustace to the pillow. She was in the mood which had caused spines in Somaliland to curl like withered leaves.

Were you ever engaged to Billie Bennett? she demanded.

Eustace Hignett licked dry lips. His face looked like a hunted melon. The flannel bandage, draped around it by loving hands, hardly supported his sagging jaw.

Why — er—

Were you? cried Jane, stamping an imperious foot. There was that in her eye before which warriors of the lower Congo had become as chewed blotting-paper. Eustace Hignett shrivelled in the blaze. He was filled with an unendurable sense of guilt.

Well — er — yes, he mumbled weakly.

Jane Hubbard buried her face in her hands and burst into tears. She might know what to do when alligators started exploring her tent, but she was a woman.

This sudden solution of steely strength into liquid weakness had on Eustace Hignett the stunning effects which the absence of the last stair has on the returning reveller creeping up to bed in the dark. It was as though his spiritual foot had come down hard on empty space and caused him to bite his tongue. Jane Hubbard had always been to him a rock of support. And now the rock had melted away and left him wallowing in a deep pool.

He wallowed gratefully. It had only needed this to brace him to the point of declaring his love. His awe of this girl had momentarily vanished. He felt strong and dashing. He scrambled down the bed and peered over the foot of it at her huddled form.

Have some barley-water, he urged. Try a little barley-water.

It was all he had to offer her except the medicine which, by the doctors instructions, he took three times a day in a quarter of a glass of water.

Go away! sobbed Jane Hubbard.

The unreasonableness of this struck Eustace.

But I cant. Im in bed. Where could I go?

I hate you!

Oh, dont say that!

Youre still in love with her!

Nonsense! I never was in love with her.

Then why were you going to marry her?

Oh, I dont know. It seemed a good idea at the time.

Oh! Oh! Oh!

Eustace bent a little further over the end of the bed and patted her hair.

Do have some barley-water, he said. Just a sip!

You are in love with her! sobbed Jane.

Im not! I love you!

You dont!

Pardon me! said Eustace firmly. Ive loved you ever since you gave me that extraordinary drink with Worcester sauce in it on the boat.

They why didnt you say so before?

I hadnt the nerve. You always seemed so — I dont know how to put it — I always seemed such a worm. I was just trying to get the courage to propose when I caught the mumps, and that seemed to me to finish it. No girl could love a man with three times the proper amount of face.

As if that could make any difference! What does your outside matter? I have seen your inside!

I beg your pardon?

I mean....

Eustace fondled her back hair.

Jane! Queen of my soul! Do you really love me?

Ive loved you ever since we met on the Subway. She raised a tear-stained face. If only I could be sure that you really loved me!

I can prove it! said Eustace proudly. You know how scared I am of my mother. Well, for your sake I overcame my fear, and did something which, if she ever found out about it, would make her sorer than a sunburned neck! This house. She absolutely refused to let it to old Bennett and old Mortimer. They kept after her about it, but she wouldnt hear of it. Well, you told me on the boat that Wilhelmina Bennett had invited you to spend the summer with her, and I knew that, if they didnt come to Windles, they would take some other place, and that meant I wouldnt see you. So I hunted up old Mortimer, and let it to him on the quiet, without telling my mother anything about it!

Why, you darling angel child, cried Jane Hubbard joyfully. Did you really do that for my sake? Now I know you love me!

Of course, if mother ever got to hear of it...!

Jane Hubbard pushed him gently into the nest of bedclothes, and tucked him in with strong, calm hands. She was a very different person from the girl who so short a while before had sobbed on the carpet. Love is a wonderful thing.

You mustnt excite yourself, she said. Youll be getting a temperature. Lie down and try to get to sleep. She kissed his bulbous face. You have made me so happy, Eustace darling.

Thats good, said Eustace cordially. But its going to be an awful jar for mother!

Dont you worry about that. Ill break the news to your mother. Im sure she will be quite reasonable about it.

Eustace opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again.

Lie back quite comfortably, and dont worry, said Jane Hubbard. Im going to my room to get a book to read you to sleep. I shant be five minutes. And forget about your mother. Ill look after her.

Eustace closed his eyes. After all, this girl had fought lions, tigers, pumas, cannibals, and alligators in her time with a good deal of success. There might be a sporting chance of victory for her when she moved a step up in the animal kingdom and tackled his mother. He was not unduly optimistic, for he thought she was going out of her class; but he felt faintly hopeful. He allowed himself to drift into pleasant meditation.

There was a scrambling sound outside the door. The handle turned.

Hullo! Back already? said Eustace, opening his eyes.

The next moment he opened them wider. His mouth gaped slowly like a hole in a sliding cliff. Mrs. Horace Hignett was standing at his bedside.

§ 3

In the moment which elapsed before either of the two could calm their agitated brains to speech, Eustace became aware, as never before, of the truth of that well-known line— Peace, perfect peace, with loved ones far away. There was certainly little hope of peace with loved ones in his bedroom. Dully, he realised that in a few minutes Jane Hubbard would be returning with her book, but his imagination refused to envisage the scene which would then occur.

Eustace!

Mrs. Hignett gasped, hand on heart.

Eustace! For the first time Mrs. Hignett seemed to become aware that it was a changed face that confronted hers. Good gracious! How stout youve grown!

Its mumps.

Mumps!

Yes, Ive got mumps.

Mrs. Hignetts mind was too fully occupied with other matters to allow her to dwell on this subject.

Eustace, there are men in the house!

This fact was just what Eustace had been wondering how to break to her.

I know, he said uneasily.

You know! Mrs. Hignett stared. Did you hear them?

Hear them? said Eustace, puzzled.

The drawing-room window was left open, and there are two burglars in the hall!

Oh, I say, no! Thats rather rotten! said Eustace.

I saw them and heard them! I — oh! Mrs. Hignetts sentence trailed off into a suppressed shriek, as the door opened and Jane Hubbard came in.

Jane Hubbard was a girl who by nature and training was well adapted to bear shocks. Her guiding motto in life was that helpful line of Horace — Aequam memento rebus in arduis servare mentem. (For the benefit of those who have not, like myself, enjoyed an expensive classical education, — memento — Take my tip — servare — preserve — aequam — an unruffled — mentem — mind — rebus in arduis — in every crisis). She had only been out of the room a few minutes, and in that brief period a middle-aged lady of commanding aspect had apparently come up through a trap. It would have been enough to upset most girls, but Jane Hubbard bore it calmly. All through her vivid life her bedroom had been a sort of cosy corner for murderers, alligators, tarantulas, scorpions, and every variety of snake, so she accepted the middle-aged lady without comment.

Good evening, she said placidly.

Mrs. Hignett, having rallied from her moment of weakness, glared at the new arrival dumbly. She could not place Jane. From the airy way in which she had strolled into the room, she appeared to be some sort of a nurse; but she wore no nurses uniform.

Who are you? she asked stiffly.

Who are you? asked Jane.

I, said Mrs. Hignett portentously, am the owner of this house, and I should be glad to know what you are doing in it. I am Mrs. Horace Hignett.

A charming smile spread itself over Janes finely-cut face.

Im so glad to meet you, she said. I have heard so much about you.

Indeed? said Mrs. Hignett coldly. And now I should like to hear a little about you.

Ive read all your books, said Jane. I think theyre wonderful.

In spite of herself, in spite of a feeling that this young woman was straying from the point, Mrs. Hignett could not check a slight influx of amiability. She was an authoress who received a good deal of incense from admirers, but she could always do with a bit more. Besides, most of the incense came by post. Living a quiet and retired life in the country, it was rarely that she got it handed to her face to face. She melted quite perceptibly. She did not cease to look like a basilisk, but she began to look like a basilisk who has had a good lunch.

My favourite, said Jane, who for a week had been sitting daily in a chair in the drawing-room adjoining the table on which the authoresss complete works were assembled, is The Spreading Light. I do like The Spreading Light!

It was written some years ago, said Mrs. Hignett with something approaching cordiality, and I have since revised some of the views I state in it, but I still consider it quite a good text-book.

Of course, I can see that What of the Morrow? is more profound, said Jane. But I read The Spreading Light first, and of course that makes a difference.

I can quite see that it would, agreed Mrs. Hignett. Ones first step across the threshold of a new mind, ones first glimpse....

Yes, it makes you feel....

Like some watcher of the skies, said Mrs. Hignett, when a new planet swims into his ken, or like....

Yes, doesnt it! said Jane.

Eustace, who had been listening to the conversation with every muscle tense, in much the same mental attitude as that of a peaceful citizen in a Wild West Saloon who holds himself in readiness to dive under a table directly the shooting begins, began to relax. What he had shrinkingly anticipated would be the biggest thing since the Dempsey-Carpentier fight seemed to be turning into a pleasant social and literary evening not unlike what he imagined a meeting of old Girton students must be. For the first time since his mother had come into the room he indulged in the luxury of a deep breath.

But what are you doing here? asked Mrs. Hignett, returning almost reluctantly to the main issue.

Eustace perceived that he had breathed too soon. In an unobtrusive way he subsided into the bed and softly pulled the sheets over his head, following the excellent tactics of the great Duke of Wellington in his Peninsular campaign. When in doubt, the Duke used to say, retire and dig yourself in.

Im nursing dear Eustace, said Jane.

Mrs. Hignett quivered, and cast an eye on the hump in the bedclothes which represented dear Eustace. A cold fear had come upon her.

Dear Eustace! she repeated mechanically.

Were engaged, said Jane.

Engaged! Eustace, is this true?

Yes, said a muffled voice from the interior of the bed.

And poor Eustace is so worried, continued Jane, about the house. She went on quickly. He doesnt want to deprive you of it, because he knows what it means to you. So he is hoping — we are both hoping — that you will accept it as a present when we are married. We really shant want it, you know. We are going to live in London. So you will take it, wont you — to please us?

We all of us, even the greatest of us, have our moments of weakness. Only a short while back, in this very room, we have seen Jane Hubbard, that indomitable girl, sobbing brokenly on the carpet. Let us then not express any surprise at the sudden collapse of one of the worlds greatest female thinkers. As the meaning of this speech smote on Mrs. Horace Hignetts understanding, she sank weeping into a chair. The ever-present fear that had haunted her had been exorcised. Windles was hers in perpetuity. The relief was too great. She sat in her chair and gulped; and Eustace, greatly encouraged, emerged slowly from the bedclothes like a worm after a thunderstorm.

How long this poignant scene would have lasted, one cannot say. It is a pity that it was cut short, for I should have liked to dwell upon it. But at this moment, from the regions downstairs, there suddenly burst upon the silent night such a whirlwind of sound as effectually dissipated the tense emotion in the room. Somebody appeared to have touched off the orchestrion in the drawing-room, and that willing instrument had begun again in the middle of a bar at the point where Jane Hubbard had switched it off four afternoons ago. Its wailing lament for the passing of Summer filled the whole house.

Thats too bad! said Jane, a little annoyed. At this time of night!

Its the burglars! quavered Mrs. Hignett. In the stress of recent events she had completely forgotten the existence of those enemies of Society. They were dancing in the hall when I arrived, and now theyre playing the orchestrion!

Light-hearted chaps! said Eustace, admiring the sang-froid of the criminal world. Full of spirits!

This wont do, said Jane Hubbard, shaking her head. We cant have this sort of thing. Ill go and fetch my gun.

Theyll murder you, dear! panted Mrs. Hignett, clinging to her arm.

Jane Hubbard laughed.

Murder me! she said amusedly. Id like to catch them at it!

Mrs. Hignett stood staring at the door as Jane closed it softly behind her.

Eustace, she said solemnly, that is a wonderful girl!

Yes! She once killed a panther — or a puma, I forget which — with a hat-pin! said Eustace with enthusiasm.

I could wish you no better wife! said Mrs. Hignett.

She broke off with a sharp wail. Out in the passage something like a battery of artillery had roared.

The door opened and Jane Hubbard appeared, slipping a fresh cartridge into the elephant-gun.

One of them was popping about outside here, she announced. I took a shot at him, but Im afraid I missed. The visibility was bad. At any rate he went away.

In this last statement she was perfectly accurate. Bream Mortimer, who had been aroused by the orchestrion and who had come out to see what was the matter, had gone away at the rate of fifty miles an hour. He had been creeping down the passage when he found himself suddenly confronted by a dim figure which, without a word, had attempted to slay him with an enormous gun. The shot had whistled past his ears and gone singing down the corridor. This was enough for Bream. He had returned to his room in three strides, and was now under the bed. The burglars might take everything in the house and welcome, so that they did not molest his privacy. That was the way Bream looked at it. And very sensible of him, too, I consider.

Wed better go downstairs, said Jane. Bring the candle. Not you, Eustace darling. You stay where you are or you may catch a chill. Dont stir out of bed!

I wont, said Eustace obediently.



§ 4

Of all the leisured pursuits, there are few less attractive to the thinking man than sitting in a dark cupboard waiting for a house-party to go to bed; and Sam, who had established himself in the one behind the piano at a quarter to eight, soon began to feel as if he had been there for an eternity. He could dimly remember a previous existence in which he had not been sitting in his present position, but it seemed so long ago that it was shadowy and unreal to him. The ordeal of spending the evening in this retreat had not appeared formidable when he had contemplated it that afternoon in the lane; but, now that he was actually undergoing it, it was extraordinary how many disadvantages it had.

Cupboards, as a class, are badly ventilated, and this one seemed to contain no air at all; and the warmth of the night, combined with the cupboards natural stuffiness, had soon begun to reduce Sam to a condition of pulp. He seemed to himself to be sagging like an ice-cream in front of a fire. The darkness, too, weighed upon him. He was abominably thirsty. Also he wanted to smoke. In addition to this, the small of his back tickled, and he more than suspected the cupboard of harbouring mice. Not once or twice but many hundred times he wished that the ingenious Webster had thought of something simpler.

His was a position which would just have suited one of those Indian mystics who sit perfectly still for twenty years, contemplating the Infinite, but it reduced Sam to an almost imbecile state of boredom. He tried counting sheep. He tried going over his past life in his mind from the earliest moment he could recollect, and thought he had never encountered a duller series of episodes. He found a temporary solace by playing a succession of mental golf-games over all the courses he could remember, and he was just teeing up for the sixteenth at Muirfield, after playing Hoylake, St. Andrews, Westward Ho, Hanger Hill, Mid-Surrey, Walton Heath, and Sandwich, when the light ceased to shine through the crack under the door, and he awoke with a sense of dull incredulity to the realisation that the occupants of the drawing-room had called it a day and that his vigil was over.

But was it? Once more alert, Sam became cautious. True, the light seemed to be off, but did that mean anything in a country-house, where people had the habit of going and strolling about the garden to all hours? Probably they were still popping about all over the place. At any rate, it was not worth risking coming out of his lair. He remembered that Webster had promised to come and knock an all-clear signal on the door. It would be safer to wait for that.

But the moments went by, and there was no knock. Sam began to grow impatient. The last few minutes of waiting in a cupboard are always the hardest. Time seemed to stretch out again interminably. Once he thought he heard footsteps but they led to nothing. Eventually, having strained his ears and finding everything still, he decided to take a chance. He fished in his pocket for the key, cautiously unlocked the door, opened it by slow inches, and peered out.

The room was in blackness. The house was still. All was well. With the feeling of a life-prisoner emerging from the Bastille, he began to crawl stiffly forward; and it was just then that the first of the disturbing events occurred which were to make this night memorable to him. Something like a rattlesnake suddenly went off with a whirr, and his head, jerking up, collided with the piano. It was only the cuckoo-clock, which now, having cleared its throat as was its custom before striking, proceeded to cuck eleven times in rapid succession before subsiding with another rattle; but to Sam it sounded like the end of the world.

He sat in the darkness, massaging his bruised skull. His hours of imprisonment in the cupboard had had a bad effect on his nervous system, and he vacillated between tears of weakness and a militant desire to get at the cuckoo-clock with a hatchet. He felt that it had done it on purpose and was now chuckling to itself in fancied security. For quite a minute he raged silently, and any cuckoo-clock which had strayed within his reach would have had a bad time of it. Then his attention was diverted.

So concentrated was Sam on his private vendetta with the clock that no ordinary happening would have had the power to distract him. What occurred now was by no means ordinary, and it distracted him like an electric shock. As he sat on the floor, passing a tender hand over the egg-shaped bump which had already begun to manifest itself beneath his hair, something cold and wet touched his face, and paralysed him so completely both physically and mentally that he did not move a muscle but just congealed where he sat into a solid block of ice. He felt vaguely that this was the end. His heart had stopped beating and he simply could not imagine it ever starting again, and, if your heart refuses to beat, what hope is there for you?

At this moment something heavy and solid struck him squarely in the chest, rolling him over. Something gurgled asthmatically in the darkness. Something began to lick his eyes, ears, and chin in a sort of ecstasy; and, clutching out, he found his arms full of totally unexpected bulldog.

Get out! whispered Sam tensely, recovering his faculties with a jerk. Go away!

Smith took the opportunity of Sams lips having opened to lick the roof of his mouth. Smiths attitude in the matter was that Providence in its all-seeing wisdom had sent him a human being at a moment when he had reluctantly been compelled to reconcile himself to a total absence of such indispensable adjuncts to a good time. He had just trotted downstairs in rather a disconsolate frame of mind after waiting with no result in front of Websters bedroom door, and it was a real treat to him to meet a man, especially one seated in such a jolly and sociable manner on the floor. He welcomed Sam like a long-lost friend.

Between Smith and the humans who provided him with dog-biscuits and occasionally with sweet cakes there had always existed a state of misunderstanding which no words could remove. The position of the humans was quite clear; they had elected Smith to his present position on a straight watch-dog ticket. They expected him to be one of those dogs who rouse the house and save the spoons. They looked to him to pin burglars by the leg and hold on till the police arrived. Smith simply could not grasp such an attitude of mind. He regarded Windles not as a private house but as a social club, and was utterly unable to see any difference between the human beings he knew and the strangers who dropped in for a late chat after the place was locked up. He had no intention of biting Sam. The idea never entered his head. At the present moment what he felt about Sam was that he was one of the best fellows he had ever met and that he loved him like a brother.

Sam, in his unnerved state, could not bring himself to share these amiable sentiments. He was thinking bitterly that Webster might have had the intelligence to warn him of bulldogs on the premises. It was just the sort of woollen-headed thing fellows did, forgetting facts like that. He scrambled stiffly to his feet and tried to pierce the darkness that hemmed him in. He ignored Smith, who snuffled sportively about his ankles, and made for the slightly less black oblong which he took to be the door leading into the hall. He moved warily, but not warily enough to prevent his cannoning into and almost upsetting a small table with a vase on it. The table rocked and the vase jumped, and the first bit of luck that had come to Sam that night was when he reached out at a venture and caught it just as it was about to bound on to the carpet.

He stood there, shaking. The narrowness of the escape turned him cold. If he had been an instant later, there would have been a crash loud enough to wake a dozen sleeping houses. This sort of thing could not go on. He must have light. It might be a risk; there might be a chance of somebody upstairs seeing it and coming down to investigate; but it was a risk that must be taken. He declined to go on stumbling about in this darkness any longer. He groped his way with infinite care to the door, on the wall adjoining which, he presumed, the electric-light switch would be. It was nearly ten years since he had last been inside Windles, and it never occurred to him that in this progressive age even a woman like his Aunt Adeline, of whom he could believe almost anything, would still be using candles and oil-lamps as a means of illumination. His only doubt was whether the switch was where it was in most houses, near the door.

It is odd to reflect that, as his searching fingers touched the knob, a delicious feeling of relief came to Samuel Marlowe. This misguided young man actually felt at that moment that his troubles were over. He positively smiled as he placed a thumb on the knob and shoved.

He shoved strongly and sharply, and instantaneously there leaped at him out of the darkness a blare of music which appeared to his disordered mind quite solid. It seemed to wrap itself round him. It was all over the place. In a single instant the world had become one vast bellow of Tostis Good-bye.

How long he stood there, frozen, he did not know; nor can one say how long he would have stood there had nothing further come to invite his notice elsewhere. But, suddenly, drowning even the impromptu concert, there came from somewhere upstairs the roar of a gun; and, when he heard that, Sams rigid limbs relaxed and a violent activity descended upon him. He bounded out into the hall, looking to right and to left for a hiding-place. One of the suits of armour which had been familiar to him in his boyhood loomed up in front of him, and with the sight came the recollection of how, when a mere child on his first visit to Windles, playing hide and seek with his cousin Eustace, he had concealed himself inside this very suit, and had not only baffled Eustace through a long summer evening but had wound up by almost scaring him into a decline by booing at him through the vizor of the helmet. Happy days, happy days! He leaped at the suit of armour. Having grown since he was last inside it, he found the helmet a tight fit, but he managed to get his head into it at last, and the body of the thing was quite roomy.

Thank heaven! said Sam.

He was not comfortable, but comfort just then was not his primary need.

Smith the bulldog, well satisfied with the way the entertainment had opened, sat down, wheezing slightly, to await developments.

§ 5

He had not long to wait. In a few minutes the hall had filled up nicely. There was Mr. Mortimer in his shirt-sleeves, Mr. Bennett in blue pyjamas and a dressing-gown, Mrs. Hignett in a travelling costume, Jane Hubbard with her elephant-gun, and Billie in a dinner dress. Smith welcomed them all impartially.

Somebody lit a lamp, and Mrs. Hignett stared speechlessly at the mob.

Mr. Bennett! Mr. Mortimer!

Mrs. Hignett! What are you doing here?

Mrs. Hignett drew herself up stiffly.

What an odd question, Mr. Mortimer! I am in my own house!

But you rented it to me for the summer. At least, your son did.

Eustace let you Windles for the summer! said Mrs. Hignett incredulously.

Jane Hubbard returned from the drawing-room, where she had been switching off the orchestrion.

Let us talk all that over cosily to-morrow, she said. The point now is that there are burglars in the house.

Burglars! cried Mr. Bennett aghast. I thought it was you playing that infernal instrument, Mortimer.

What on earth should I play it for at this time of night? said Mr. Mortimer irritably.

It woke me up, said Mr. Bennett complainingly. And I had had great difficulty in dropping off to sleep. I was in considerable pain. I believe Ive caught the mumps from young Hignett.

Nonsense! Youre always imagining yourself ill, snapped Mr. Mortimer.

My face hurts, persisted Mr. Bennett.

You cant expect a face like that not to hurt, said Mr. Mortimer.

It appeared only too evident that the two old friends were again on the verge of one of their distressing fallings-out; but Jane Hubbard intervened once more. This practical-minded girl disliked the introducing of side-issues into the conversation. She was there to talk about burglars, and she intended to do so.

For goodness sake stop it! she said, almost petulantly for one usually so superior to emotion. Therell be lots of time for quarrelling to-morrow. Just now weve got to catch these....

Im not quarrelling, said Mr. Bennett.

Yes, you are, said Mr. Mortimer.

Im not!

You are!

Dont argue!

Im not arguing!

You are!

Im not!

Jane Hubbard had practically every noble quality which a woman can possess with the exception of patience. A patient woman would have stood by, shrinking from interrupting the dialogue. Jane Hubbards robuster course was to raise the elephant-gun, point it at the front door, and pull the trigger.

I thought that would stop you, she said complacently, as the echoes died away and Mr. Bennett had finished leaping into the air. She inserted a fresh cartridge, and sloped arms. Now, the question is....

You made me bite my tongue! said Mr. Bennett, deeply aggrieved.

Serve you right! said Jane placidly. Now, the question is, have the fellows got away or are they hiding somewhere in the house? I think theyre still in the house.

The police! exclaimed Mr. Bennett, forgetting his lacerated tongue and his other grievances. We must summon the police!

Obviously! said Mrs. Hignett, withdrawing her fascinated gaze from the ragged hole in the front door, the cost of repairing which she had been mentally assessing. We must send for the police at once.

We dont really need them, you know, said Jane. If youll all go to bed and just leave me to potter round with my gun....

And blow the whole house to pieces! said Mrs. Hignett tartly. She had begun to revise her original estimate of this girl. To her, Windles was sacred, and anyone who went about shooting holes in it forfeited her esteem.

Shall I go for the police? said Billie. I could bring them back in ten minutes in the car.

Certainly not! said Mr. Bennett. My daughter gadding about all over the countryside in an automobile at this time of night!

If you think I ought not to go alone, I could take Bream.

Where is Bream? said Mr. Mortimer.

The odd fact that Bream was not among those present suddenly presented itself to the company.

Where can he be? said Billie.

Jane Hubbard laughed the wholesome, indulgent laugh of one who is broad-minded enough to see the humour of the situation even when the joke is at her expense.

What a silly girl I am! she said. I do believe that was Bream I shot at upstairs. How foolish of me making a mistake like that!

You shot my only son! cried Mr. Mortimer.

I shot at him, said Jane. My belief is that I missed him. Though how I came to do it beats me. I dont suppose Ive missed a sitter like that since I was a child in the nursery. Of course, she proceeded, looking on the reasonable side, the visibility wasnt good, but its no use saying I oughtnt at least to have winged him, because I ought. She shook her head with a touch of self-reproach. I shall get chaffed about this if it comes out, she said regretfully.

The poor boy must be in his room, said Mr. Mortimer.

Under the bed, if you ask me, said Jane, blowing on the barrel of her gun and polishing it with the side of her hand. Hes all right! Leave him alone, and the housemaid will sweep him up in the morning.

Oh, he cant be! cried Billie, revolted.

A girl of high spirit, it seemed to her repellent that the man she was engaged to marry should be displaying such a craven spirit. At that moment she despised and hated Bream Mortimer. I think she was wrong, mind you. It is not my place to criticise the little group of people whose simple annals I am relating — my position is merely that of a reporter — ; but personally I think highly of Breams sturdy common-sense. If somebody loosed off an elephant-gun at me in a dark corridor, I would climb on to the roof and pull it up after me. Still, rightly or wrongly, that was how Billie felt; and it flashed across her mind that Samuel Marlowe, scoundrel though he was, would not have behaved like this. And for a moment a certain wistfulness added itself to the varied emotions then engaging her mind.

Ill go and look, if you like, said Jane agreeably. You amuse yourselves somehow till I come back.

She ran easily up the stairs, three at a time. Mr. Mortimer turned to Mr. Bennett.

Its all very well your saying Wilhelmina mustnt go, but, if she doesnt, how can we get the police? The house isnt on the phone, and nobody else can drive the car.

Thats true, said Mr. Bennett, wavering.

Of course, we could drop them a post-card first thing to-morrow morning, said Mr. Mortimer in his nasty sarcastic way.

Im going, said Billie resolutely. It occurred to her, as it has occurred to so many women before her, how helpless men are in a crisis. The temporary withdrawal of Jane Hubbard had had the effect which the removal of the rudder has on a boat. Its the only thing to do. I shall be back in no time.

She stepped firmly to the coat-rack, and began to put on her motoring-cloak. And just then Jane Hubbard came downstairs, shepherding before her a pale and glassy-eyed Bream.

Right under the bed, she announced cheerfully, making a noise like a piece of fluff in order to deceive burglars.

Billie cast a scornful look at her fiancé. Absolutely unjustified, in my opinion, but nevertheless she cast it. But it had no effect at all. Terror had stunned Bream Mortimers perceptions. His was what the doctors call a penumbral mental condition.

Bream, said Billie, I want you to come in the car with me to fetch the police.

All right, said Bream.

Get your coat.

All right, said Bream.

And cap.

All right, said Bream.

He followed Billie in a docile manner out through the front door, and they made their way to the garage at the back of the house, both silent. The only difference between their respective silences was that Billies was thoughtful, while Breams was just the silence of a man who has unhitched his brain and is getting along as well as he can without it.

In the hall they had left, Jane Hubbard once more took command of affairs.

Well, thats something done, she said, scratching Smiths broad back with the muzzle of her weapon. Something accomplished, something done, has earned a nights repose. Not that were going to get it yet. I think those fellows are hiding somewhere, and we ought to search the house and rout them out. Its a pity Smith isnt a bloodhound. Hes a good cake-hound, but as a watch-dog he doesnt finish in the first ten.

The cake-hound, charmed at the compliment, frisked about her feet like a young elephant.

The first thing to do, continued Jane, is to go through the ground-floor rooms.... She paused to strike a match against the suit of armour nearest to her, a proceeding which elicited a sharp cry of protest from Mrs. Hignett, and lit a cigarette. Ill go first, as Ive got a gun.... She blew a cloud of smoke. I shall want somebody with me to carry a light, and....

Tchoo!

What? said Jane.

I didnt speak, said Mr. Mortimer. Who am I to speak? he went on bitterly. Who am I that it should be supposed that I have anything sensible to suggest?

Somebody spoke, said Jane. I....

Achoo!

Do you feel a draught, Mr. Bennett? cried Jane sharply, wheeling round on him.

There is a draught, began Mr. Bennett.

Well, finish sneezing and Ill go on.

I didnt sneeze!

Somebody sneezed.

It seemed to come from just behind you, said Mrs. Hignett nervously.

It couldnt have come from just behind me, said Jane, because there isnt anything behind me from which it could have.... She stopped suddenly, in her eyes the light of understanding, on her face the set expression which was wont to come to it on the eve of action. Oh! she said in a different voice, a voice which was cold and tense and sinister. Oh, I see! She raised her gun, and placed a muscular forefinger on the trigger. Come out of that! she said. Come out of that suit of armour and lets have a look at you!

I can explain everything, said a muffled voice through the vizor of the helmet. I can — achoo! The smoke of the cigarette tickled Sams nostrils again, and he suspended his remarks.

I shall count three, said Jane Hubbard, One — two—

Im coming! Im coming! said Sam petulantly.

Youd better! said Jane.

I cant get this dashed helmet off!

If you dont come quick, Ill blow it off.

Sam stepped out into the hall, a picturesque figure which combined the costumes of two widely separated centuries. Modern as far as the neck, he slipped back at that point to the Middle Ages.

Hands up! commanded Jane Hubbard.

My hands are up! retorted Sam querulously, as he wrenched at his unbecoming head-wear.

Never mind trying to raise your hat, said Jane. If youve lost the combination, well dispense with the formalities. What were anxious to hear is what youre doing in the house at this time of night, and who your pals are. Come along, my lad, make a clean breast of it and perhaps youll get off easier. Are you a gang?

Do I look like a gang?

If you ask me what you look like....

My name is Marlowe ... Samuel Marlowe....

Alias what?

Alias nothing! I say my name is Samuel Marlowe....

An explosive roar burst from Mr. Bennett.

The scoundrel! I know him! I forbade him the house, and....

And by what right did you forbid people my house, Mr. Bennett? said Mrs. Hignett with acerbity.

Ive rented the house, Mortimer and I rented it from your son....

Yes, yes, yes, said Jane Hubbard. Never mind about that. So you know this fellow, do you?

I dont know him!

You said you did.

I refuse to know him! went on Mr. Bennett. I wont know him! I decline to have anything to do with him!

But you identify him?

If he says hes Samuel Marlowe, assented Mr. Bennett grudgingly, I suppose he is. I cant imagine anybody saying he was Samuel Marlowe if he didnt know it could be proved against him.

Are you my nephew Samuel? said Mrs. Hignett.

Yes, said Sam.

Well, what are you doing in my house?

Its my house, said Mr. Bennett, for the summer, Henry Mortimers and mine. Isnt that right, Henry?

Dead right, said Mr. Mortimer.

There! said Mr. Bennett. You hear? And when Henry Mortimer says a thing, its so. Theres nobodys word Id take before Henry Mortimers.

When Rufus Bennett makes an assertion, said Mr. Mortimer, highly flattered by these kind words, you can bank on it. Rufus Bennetts word is his bond. Rufus Bennett is a white man!

The two old friends, reconciled once more, clasped hands with a good deal of feeling.

I am not disputing Mr. Bennetts claim to belong to the Caucasian race, said Mrs. Hignett testily. I merely maintain that this house is m....

Yes, yes, yes, yes! interrupted Jane. You can thresh all that out some other time. The point is, if this fellow is your nephew, I dont see what we can do. Well have to let him go.

I came to this house, said Sam, raising his vizor to facilitate speech, to make a social call....

At this hour of the night! snapped Mrs. Hignett. You always were an inconsiderate boy, Samuel.

I came to inquire after poor Eustaces mumps. Ive only just heard that the poor chap was ill.

Hes getting along quite well, said Jane, melting. If I had known you were so fond of Eustace....

All right, is he? said Sam.

Well, not quite all right, but hes going on very nicely.

Fine!

Eustace and I are engaged, you know!

No, really? Splendid! I cant see you very distinctly — how those Johnnies in the old days ever contrived to put up a scrap with things like this on their heads beats me — but you sound a good sort. I hope youll be very happy.

Thank you ever so much, Mr. Marlowe. Im sure we shall.

Eustace is one of the best.

How nice of you to say so.

All this, interrupted Mrs. Hignett, who had been a chaffing auditor of this interchange of courtesies, is beside the point. Why did you dance in the hall, Samuel, and play the orchestrion?

Yes, said Mr. Bennett, reminded of his grievance, waking people up.

Scaring us all to death! complained Mr. Mortimer.

I remember you as a boy, Samuel, said Mrs. Hignett, lamentably lacking in consideration for others and concentrated only on your selfish pleasures. You seem to have altered very little.

Dont ballyrag the poor man, said Jane Hubbard. Be human! Lend him a sardine opener!

I shall do nothing of the sort, said Mrs. Hignett. I never liked him and I dislike him now. He has got himself into this trouble through his own wrong-headedness.

Its not his fault his heads the wrong size, said Jane.

He must get himself out as best he can, said Mrs. Hignett.

Very well, said Sam with bitter dignity. Then I will not trespass further on your hospitality, Aunt Adeline. I have no doubt the local blacksmith will be able to get this damned thing off me. I shall go to him now. I will let you have the helmet back by parcel-post at the earliest opportunity. Good-night! He walked coldly to the front door. And there are people, he remarked sardonically, who say that blood is thicker than water! Ill bet they never had any aunts!

He tripped over the mat and withdrew.



§ 6

Billie meanwhile, with Bream trotting docilely at her heels, had reached the garage and started the car. Like all cars which have been spending a considerable time in secluded inaction, it did not start readily. At each application of Billies foot on the self-starter, it emitted a tinny and reproachful sound and then seemed to go to sleep again. Eventually, however, the engines began to revolve and the machine moved reluctantly out into the drive.

The battery must be run down, said Billie.

All right, said Bream.

Billie cast a glance of contempt at him out of the corner of her eyes. She hardly knew why she had spoken to him except that, as all motorists are aware, the impulse to say rude things about their battery is almost irresistible. To a motorist the art of conversation consists in rapping out scathing remarks either about the battery or the oiling-system.

Billie switched on the head-lights and turned the car down the dark drive. She was feeling thoroughly upset. Her idealistic nature had received a painful shock on the discovery of the yellow streak in Bream. To call it a yellow streak was to understate the facts. It was a great belt of saffron encircling his whole soul. That she, Wilhelmina Bennett, who had gone through the world seeking a Galahad, should finish her career as the wife of a man who hid under beds simply because people shot at him with elephant guns was abhorrent to her. Why, Samuel Marlowe would have perished rather than do such a thing. You might say what you liked about Samuel Marlowe — and, of course, his habit of playing practical jokes put him beyond the pale — but nobody could question his courage. Look at the way he had dived overboard that time in the harbour at New York! Billie found herself thinking wistfully about Samuel Marlowe.

There are only a few makes of car in which you can think about anything except the actual driving without stalling the engines, and Mr. Bennetts Twin-Six Complex was not one of them. It stopped as if it had been waiting for the signal.... The noise of the engine died away. The wheels ceased to revolve. The car did everything except lie down. It was a particularly pig-headed car and right from the start it had been unable to see the sense in this midnight expedition. It seemed now to have the idea that if it just lay low and did nothing, presently it would be taken back to its cosy garage.

Billie trod on the self-starter. Nothing happened.

Youll have to get down and crank her, she said curtly.

All right, said Bream.

Well, go on, said Billie impatiently.

Eh?

Get out and crank her.

Bream emerged for an instant from his trance.

All right, he said.

The art of cranking a car is one that is not given to all men. Some of our greatest and wisest stand helpless before the task. It is a job towards the consummation of which a noble soul and a fine brain help not at all. A man may have all the other gifts and yet be unable to accomplish a task which the fellow at the garage does with one quiet flick of the wrist without even bothering to remove his chewing gum. This being so, it was not only unkind but foolish of Billie to grow impatient as Breams repeated efforts failed of their object. It was wrong of her to click her tongue, and certainly she ought not to have told Bream that he was not fit to churn butter. But women are an emotional sex and must be forgiven much in moments of mental stress.

Give it a good sharp twist, she said.

All right, said Bream.

Here, let me do it, cried Billie.

She jumped down and snatched the thingummy from his hand. With bent brows and set teeth she wrenched it round. The engine gave a faint protesting mutter, like a dog that has been disturbed in its sleep, and was still once more.

May I help?

It was not Bream who spoke but a strange voice — a sepulchral voice, the sort of voice someone would have used in one of Edgar Allen Poes cheerful little tales if he had been buried alive and were speaking from the family vault. Coming suddenly out of the night it affected Bream painfully. He uttered a sharp exclamation and gave a bound which, if he had been a Russian dancer would undoubtedly have caused the management to raise his salary. He was in no frame of mind to bear up under sudden sepulchral voices.

Billie, on the other hand, was pleased. The high-spirited girl was just beginning to fear that she was unequal to the task which she had chided Bream for being unable to perform and this was mortifying her.

Oh, would you mind? Thank you so much. The self-starter has gone wrong.

Into the glare of the headlights there stepped a strange figure, strange, that is to say, in these tame modern times. In the Middle Ages he would have excited no comment at all. Passers by would simply have said to themselves, Ah, another of those knights off after the dragons! and would have gone on their way with a civil greeting. But in the present age it is always somewhat startling to see a helmeted head pop up in front of your motor car. At any rate, it startled Bream. I will go further. It gave Bream the shock of a lifetime. He had had shocks already that night, but none to be compared with this. Or perhaps it was that this shock, coming on top of those shocks, affected him more disastrously than it would have done if it had been the first of the series instead of the last. One may express the thing briefly by saying that, as far as Bream was concerned, Sams unconventional appearance put the lid on it. He did not hesitate. He did not pause to make comments or ask questions. With a single cat-like screech which took years off the lives of the abruptly wakened birds roosting in the neighbouring trees, he dashed away towards the house and, reaching his room, locked the door and pushed the bed, the chest of drawers, two chairs, the towel stand, and three pairs of boots against it.

Out on the drive Billie was staring at the man in armour who had now, with a masterful wrench which informed the car right away that he would stand no nonsense, set the engine going again.

Why — why, she stammered, why are you wearing that thing on your head?

Because I cant get it off.

Hollow as the voice was, Billie recognised it.

S — Mr. Marlowe! she exclaimed.

Get in, said Sam. He had seated himself at the steering wheel. Where can I take you?

Go away! said Billie.

Get in!

I dont want to talk to you.

I want to talk to you! Get in!

I wont.

Sam bent over the side of the car, put his hands under her arms, lifted her like a kitten, and deposited her on the seat beside him. Then throwing in the clutch, he drove at an ever-increasing speed down the drive and out into the silent road. Strange creatures of the night came and went in the golden glow of the head-lights.



§ 7

Put me down, said Billie.

Youd get hurt if I did, travelling at this pace.

What are you going to do?

Drive about till you promise to marry me.

Youll have to drive a long time.

Right ho! said Sam.

The car took a corner and purred down a lane. Billie reached out a hand and grabbed at the steering wheel.

Of course, if you want to smash up in a ditch! said Sam, righting the car with a wrench.

Youre a brute! said Billie.

Caveman stuff, explained Sam, I ought to have tried it before.

I dont know what you expect to gain by this.

Thats all right, said Sam, I know what Im about.

Im glad to hear it.

I thought you would be.

Im not going to talk to you.

All right. Lean back and doze off. Weve the whole night before us.

What do you mean? cried Billie, sitting up with a jerk.

Have you ever been to Scotland?

What do you mean?

I thought we might push up there. Weve got to go somewhere and, oddly enough, Ive never been to Scotland.

Billie regarded him blankly.

Are you crazy?

Im crazy about you. If you knew what Ive gone through to-night for your sake youd be more sympathetic. I love you, said Sam, swerving to avoid a rabbit. And whats more, you know it.

I dont care.

You will! said Sam confidently. How about North Wales? Ive heard people speak well of North Wales. Shall we head for North Wales?

Im engaged to Bream Mortimer.

Oh no, thats all off, Sam assured her.

Its not!

Right off! said Sam firmly. You could never bring yourself to marry a man who dashed away like that and deserted you in your hour of need. Why, for all he knew, I might have tried to murder you. And he ran away! No, no, we eliminate Bream Mortimer once and for all. He wont do!

This was so exactly what Billie was feeling herself that she could not bring herself to dispute it.

Anyway, I hate you! she said, giving the conversation another turn.

Why? In the name of goodness, why?

How dared you make a fool of me in your fathers office that morning?

It was a sudden inspiration. I had to do something to make you think well of me, and I thought it might meet the case if I saved you from a lunatic with a pistol. It wasnt my fault that you found out.

I shall never forgive you!

Why not Cornwall? said Sam. The Riviera of England! Lets go to Cornwall. I beg your pardon. What were you saying?

I said I should never forgive you and I wont.

Well, I hope youre fond of motoring, said Sam, because were going on till you do.

Very well! Go on, then!

I intend to. Of course, its all right now while its dark. But have you considered what is going to happen when the sun gets up? We shall have a sort of triumphal procession. How the small boys will laugh when they see a man in a helmet go by in a car! I shant notice them myself because its a little difficult to notice anything from inside this thing, but Im afraid it will be rather unpleasant for you.... I know what well do. Well go to London and drive up and down Piccadilly! That will be fun!

There was a long silence.

Is my helmet on straight? said Sam.

Billie made no reply. She was looking before her down the hedge-bordered road. Always a girl of sudden impulses, she had just made a curious discovery, to wit that she was enjoying herself. There was something so novel and exhilarating about this midnight ride that imperceptibly her dismay and resentment had ebbed away. She found herself struggling with a desire to laugh.

Lochinvar! said Sam suddenly. Thats the name of the chap Ive been trying to think of! Did you ever read about Lochinvar? Young Lochinvar the poet calls him rather familiarly. He did just what Im doing now, and everybody thought very highly of him. I suppose in those days a helmet was just an ordinary part of what the well-dressed man should wear. Odd how fashions change!

Till now dignity and wrath combined had kept Billie from making any inquiries into a matter which had excited in her a quite painful curiosity. In her new mood she resisted the impulse no longer.

Why are you wearing that thing?

I told you. Purely and simply because I cant get it off. You dont suppose Im trying to set a new style in gents head-wear, do you?

But why did you ever put it on?

Well, it was this way. After I came out of the cupboard in the drawing-room....

What!

Didnt I tell you about that? Oh yes, I was sitting in the cupboard in the drawing-room from dinner-time onwards. After that I came out and started cannoning about among Aunt Adelines china, so I thought Id better switch the light on. Unfortunately I switched on some sort of musical instrument instead. And then somebody started shooting. So, what with one thing and another, I thought it would be best to hide somewhere. I hid in one of the suits of armour in the hall.

Were you inside there all the time we were...?

Yes. I say, that was funny about Bream, wasnt it? Getting under the bed, I mean.

Dont lets talk about Bream.

Thats the right spirit! I like to see it! All right, we wont. Lets get back to the main issue. Will you marry me?

But why did you come to the house at all?

To see you.

To see me! At that time of night?

Well, perhaps not actually to see you. Sam was a little perplexed for a moment. Something told him that it would be injudicious to reveal his true motive and thereby risk disturbing the harmony which he felt had begun to exist between them. To be near you! To be in the same house with you! he went on vehemently feeling that he had struck the right note. You dont know the anguish I went through after I read that letter of yours. I was mad! I was ... well, to return to the point, will you marry me?

Billie sat looking straight before her. The car, now on the main road, moved smoothly on.

Will you marry me?

Billie rested her hand on her chin and searched the darkness with thoughtful eyes.

Will you marry me?

The car raced on.

Will you marry me? said Sam. Will you marry me? Will you marry me?

Oh, dont talk like a parrot, cried Billie. It reminds me of Bream.

But will you?

Yes, said Billie.

Sam brought the car to a standstill with a jerk, probably very bad for the tyres.

Did you say yes?

Yes!

Darling! said Sam, leaning towards her. Oh, curse this helmet!

Why?

Well, I rather wanted to kiss you and it hampers me.

Let me try and get it off. Bend down!

Ouch! said Sam.

Its coming. There! How helpless men are!

We need a womans tender care, said Sam depositing the helmet on the floor of the car and rubbing his smarting ears. Billie!

Sam!

You angel!

Youre rather a darling after all, said Billie. But you want keeping in order, she added severely.

You will do that when were married. When were married! he repeated luxuriously. How splendid it sounds!

The only trouble is, said Billie, father wont hear of it.

No, he wont. Not till it is all over, said Sam.

He started the car again.

What are you going to do? said Billie. Where are you going?

To London, said Sam. It may be news to you but the old lawyer like myself knows that, by going to Doctors Commons or the Court of Arches or somewhere or by routing the Archbishop of Canterbury out of bed or something, you can get a special licence and be married almost before you know where you are. My scheme — roughly — is to dig this special licence out of whoever keeps such things, have a bit of breakfast, and then get married at our leisure before lunch at a registrars.

Oh, not a registrars! said Billie.

No?

I should hate a registrars.

Very well, angel. Just as you say. Well go to a church. There are millions of churches in London. Ive seen them all over the place. He mused for a moment. Yes, youre quite right, he said. A church is the thing. Itll please Webster.

Webster?

Yes, hes rather keen on the church bells never having rung out so blithe a peal before. And we must consider Websters feelings. After all, he brought us together.

Webster? How?

Oh, Ill tell you all about that some other time, said Sam. Just for the moment I want to sit quite still and think. Are you comfortable? Fine! Then off we go.

The birds in the trees fringing the road stirred and twittered grumpily as the noise of the engine disturbed their slumbers. But, if they had only known it, they were in luck. At any rate, the worst had not befallen them, for Sam was too happy to sing.

THE END
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CHAPTER I. SALLY GIVES A PARTY

1
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SALLY LOOKED CONTENTEDLY down the long table. She felt happy at last. Everybody was talking and laughing now, and her party, rallying after an uncertain start, was plainly the success she had hoped it would be. The first atmosphere of uncomfortable restraint, caused, she was only too well aware, by her brother Fillmores white evening waistcoat, had worn off; and the male and female patrons of Mrs. Meechers select boarding-house (transient and residential) were themselves again.

At her end of the table the conversation had turned once more to the great vital topic of Sallys legacy and what she ought to do with it. The next best thing to having money of ones own, is to dictate the spending of somebody elses, and Sallys guests were finding a good deal of satisfaction in arranging a Budget for her. Rumour having put the sum at their disposal at a high figure, their suggestions had certain spaciousness.

Let me tell you, said Augustus Bartlett, briskly, what Id do, if I were you. Augustus Bartlett, who occupied an intensely subordinate position in the firm of Kahn, Morris and Brown, the Wall Street brokers, always affected a brisk, incisive style of speech, as befitted a man in close touch with the great ones of Finance. Id sink a couple of hundred thousand in some good, safe bond-issue — weve just put one out which you would do well to consider — and play about with the rest. When I say play about, I mean have a flutter in anything good that crops up. Multiple Steels worth looking at. They tell me itll be up to a hundred and fifty before next Saturday.

Elsa Doland, the pretty girl with the big eyes who sat on Mr. Bartletts left, had other views.

Buy a theatre, Sally, and put on good stuff.

And lose every bean youve got, said a mild young man, with a deep voice across the table. If I had a few hundred thousand, said the mild young man, Id put every cent of it on Benny Whistler for the heavyweight championship. Ive private information that Battling Tuke has been got at and means to lie down in the seventh...

Say, listen, interrupted another voice, lemme tell you what Id do with four hundred thousand...

If I had four hundred thousand, said Elsa Doland, I know what would be the first thing Id do.

Whats that? asked Sally.

Pay my bill for last week, due this morning.

Sally got up quickly, and flitting down the table, put her arm round her friends shoulder and whispered in her ear:

Elsa darling, are you really broke? If you are, you know, Ill...

Elsa Doland laughed.

Youre an angel, Sally. Theres no one like you. Youd give your last cent to anyone. Of course Im not broke. Ive just come back from the road, and Ive saved a fortune. I only said that to draw you.

Sally returned to her seat, relieved, and found that the company had now divided itself into two schools of thought. The conservative and prudent element, led by Augustus Bartlett, had definitely decided on three hundred thousand in Liberty Bonds and the rest in some safe real estate; while the smaller, more sporting section, impressed by the mild young mans inside information, had already placed Sallys money on Benny Whistler, doling it out cautiously in small sums so as not to spoil the market. And so solid, it seemed, was Mr. Tukes reputation with those in the inner circle of knowledge that the mild young man was confident that, if you went about the matter cannily and without precipitation, three to one might be obtained. It seemed to Sally that the time had come to correct certain misapprehensions.

I dont know where you get your figures, she said, but Im afraid theyre wrong. Ive just twenty-five thousand dollars.

The statement had a chilling effect. To these jugglers with half-millions the amount mentioned seemed for the moment almost too small to bother about. It was the sort of sum which they had been mentally setting aside for the heiresss car fare. Then they managed to adjust their minds to it. After all, one could do something even with a pittance like twenty-five thousand.

If Id twenty-five thousand, said Augustus Bartlett, the first to rally from the shock, Id buy Amalgamated...

If I had twenty-five thousand... began Elsa Doland.

If Id had twenty-five thousand in the year nineteen hundred, observed a gloomy-looking man with spectacles, I could have started a revolution in Paraguay.

He brooded sombrely on what might have been.

Well, Ill tell you exactly what Im going to do, said Sally. Im going to start with a trip to Europe... France, specially. Ive heard France well spoken of — as soon as I can get my passport; and after Ive loafed there for a few weeks, Im coming back to look about and find some nice cosy little business which will let me put money into it and keep me in luxury. Are there any complaints?

Even a couple of thousand on Benny Whistler... said the mild young man.

I dont want your Benny Whistler, said Sally. I wouldnt have him if you gave him to me. If I want to lose money, Ill go to Monte Carlo and do it properly.

Monte Carlo, said the gloomy man, brightening up at the magic name. I was in Monte Carlo in the year 97, and if Id had another fifty dollars... just fifty... Id have...

At the far end of the table there was a stir, a cough, and the grating of a chair on the floor; and slowly, with that easy grace which actors of the old school learned in the days when acting was acting, Mr. Maxwell Faucitt, the boarding-houses oldest inhabitant, rose to his feet.

Ladies, said Mr. Faucitt, bowing courteously, and... ceasing to bow and casting from beneath his white and venerable eyebrows a quelling glance at certain male members of the boarding-houses younger set who were showing a disposition towards restiveness, ... gentlemen. I feel that I cannot allow this occasion to pass without saying a few words.

His audience did not seem surprised. It was possible that life, always prolific of incident in a great city like New York, might some day produce an occasion which Mr. Faucitt would feel that he could allow to pass without saying a few words; but nothing of the sort had happened as yet, and they had given up hope. Right from the start of the meal they had felt that it would be optimism run mad to expect the old gentleman to abstain from speech on the night of Sally Nicholas farewell dinner party; and partly because they had braced themselves to it, but principally because Miss Nicholas hospitality had left them with a genial feeling of repletion, they settled themselves to listen with something resembling equanimity. A movement on the part of the Marvellous Murphys — new arrivals, who had been playing the Bushwick with their equilibristic act during the preceding week — to form a party of the extreme left and heckle the speaker, broke down under a cold look from their hostess. Brief though their acquaintance had been, both of these lissom young gentlemen admired Sally immensely.

And it should be set on record that this admiration of theirs was not misplaced. He would have been hard to please who had not been attracted by Sally. She was a small, trim, wisp of a girl with the tiniest hands and feet, the friendliest of smiles, and a dimple that came and went in the curve of her rounded chin. Her eyes, which disappeared when she laughed, which was often, were a bright hazel; her hair a soft mass of brown. She had, moreover, a manner, an air of distinction lacking in the majority of Mrs. Meechers guests. And she carried youth like a banner. In approving of Sally, the Marvellous Murphys had been guilty of no lapse from their high critical standard.

I have been asked, proceeded Mr. Faucitt, though I am aware that there are others here far worthier of such a task — Brutuses compared with whom I, like Marc Antony, am no orator — I have been asked to propose the health...

Who asked you? It was the smaller of the Marvellous Murphys who spoke. He was an unpleasant youth, snub-nosed and spotty. Still, he could balance himself with one hand on an inverted ginger-ale bottle while revolving a barrel on the soles of his feet. There is good in all of us.

I have been asked, repeated Mr. Faucitt, ignoring the unmannerly interruption, which, indeed, he would have found it hard to answer, to propose the health of our charming hostess (applause), coupled with the name of her brother, our old friend Fillmore Nicholas.

The gentleman referred to, who sat at the speakers end of the table, acknowledged the tribute with a brief nod of the head. It was a nod of condescension; the nod of one who, conscious of being hedged about by social inferiors, nevertheless does his best to be not unkindly. And Sally, seeing it, debated in her mind for an instant the advisability of throwing an orange at her brother. There was one lying ready to her hand, and his glistening shirt-front offered an admirable mark; but she restrained herself. After all, if a hostess yields to her primitive impulses, what happens? Chaos. She had just frowned down the exuberance of the rebellious Murphys, and she felt that if, even with the highest motives, she began throwing fruit, her influence for good in that quarter would be weakened.

She leaned back with a sigh. The temptation had been hard to resist. A democratic girl, pomposity was a quality which she thoroughly disliked; and though she loved him, she could not disguise from herself that, ever since affluence had descended upon him some months ago, her brother Fillmore had become insufferably pompous. If there are any young men whom inherited wealth improves, Fillmore Nicholas was not one of them. He seemed to regard himself nowadays as a sort of Man of Destiny. To converse with him was for the ordinary human being like being received in audience by some more than stand-offish monarch. It had taken Sally over an hour to persuade him to leave his apartment on Riverside Drive and revisit the boarding-house for this special occasion; and, when he had come, he had entered wearing such faultless evening dress that he had made the rest of the party look like a gathering of tramp-cyclists. His white waistcoat alone was a silent reproach to honest poverty, and had caused an awkward constraint right through the soup and fish courses. Most of those present had known Fillmore Nicholas as an impecunious young man who could make a tweed suit last longer than one would have believed possible; they had called him Fill and helped him in more than usually lean times with small loans: but to-night they had eyed the waistcoat dumbly and shrank back abashed.

Speaking, said Mr. Faucitt, as an Englishman — for though I have long since taken out what are technically known as my papers it was as a subject of the island kingdom that I first visited this great country — I may say that the two factors in American life which have always made the profoundest impression upon me have been the lavishness of American hospitality and the charm of the American girl. To-night we have been privileged to witness the American girl in the capacity of hostess, and I think I am right in saying, in asseverating, in committing myself to the statement that this has been a night which none of us present here will ever forget. Miss Nicholas has given us, ladies and gentlemen, a banquet. I repeat, a banquet. There has been alcoholic refreshment. I do not know where it came from: I do not ask how it was procured, but we have had it. Miss Nicholas...

Mr. Faucitt paused to puff at his cigar. Sallys brother Fillmore suppressed a yawn and glanced at his watch. Sally continued to lean forward raptly. She knew how happy it made the old gentleman to deliver a formal speech; and though she wished the subject had been different, she was prepared to listen indefinitely.

Miss Nicholas, resumed Mr. Faucitt, lowering his cigar, ... But why, he demanded abruptly, do I call her Miss Nicholas?

Because its her name, hazarded the taller Murphy.

Mr. Faucitt eyed him with disfavour. He disapproved of the marvellous brethren on general grounds because, himself a resident of years standing, he considered that these transients from the vaudeville stage lowered the tone of the boarding-house; but particularly because the one who had just spoken had, on his first evening in the place, addressed him as grandpa.

Yes, sir, he said severely, it is her name. But she has another name, sweeter to those who love her, those who worship her, those who have watched her with the eye of sedulous affection through the three years she has spent beneath this roof, though that name, said Mr. Faucitt, lowering the tone of his address and descending to what might almost be termed personalities, may not be familiar to a couple of dud acrobats who have only been in the place a week-end, thank heaven, and are off to-morrow to infest some other city. That name, said Mr. Faucitt, soaring once more to a loftier plane, is Sally. Our Sally. For three years our Sally has flitted about this establishment like — I choose the simile advisedly — like a ray of sunshine. For three years she has made life for us a brighter, sweeter thing. And now a sudden access of worldly wealth, happily synchronizing with her twenty-first birthday, is to remove her from our midst. From our midst, ladies and gentlemen, but not from our hearts. And I think I may venture to hope, to prognosticate, that, whatever lofty sphere she may adorn in the future, to whatever heights in the social world she may soar, she will still continue to hold a corner in her own golden heart for the comrades of her Bohemian days. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you our hostess, Miss Sally Nicholas, coupled with the name of our old friend, her brother Fillmore.

Sally, watching her brother heave himself to his feet as the cheers died away, felt her heart beat a little faster with anticipation. Fillmore was a fluent young man, once a power in his college debating society, and it was for that reason that she had insisted on his coming here tonight.

She had guessed that Mr. Faucitt, the old dear, would say all sorts of delightful things about her, and she had mistrusted her ability to make a fitting reply. And it was imperative that a fitting reply should proceed from someone. She knew Mr. Faucitt so well. He looked on these occasions rather in the light of scenes from some play; and, sustaining his own part in them with such polished grace, was certain to be pained by anything in the nature of an anti-climax after he should have ceased to take the stage. Eloquent himself, he must be answered with eloquence, or his whole evening would be spoiled.

Fillmore Nicholas smoothed a wrinkle out of his white waistcoat; and having rested one podgy hand on the table-cloth and the thumb of the other in his pocket, glanced down the table with eyes so haughtily drooping that Sallys fingers closed automatically about her orange, as she wondered whether even now it might not be a good thing...

It seems to be one of Natures laws that the most attractive girls should have the least attractive brothers. Fillmore Nicholas had not worn well. At the age of seven he had been an extraordinarily beautiful child, but after that he had gone all to pieces; and now, at the age of twenty-five, it would be idle to deny that he was something of a mess. For the three years preceding his twenty-fifth birthday, restricted means and hard work had kept his figure in check; but with money there had come an ever-increasing sleekness. He looked as if he fed too often and too well.

All this, however, Sally was prepared to forgive him, if he would only make a good speech. She could see Mr. Faucitt leaning back in his chair, all courteous attention. Rolling periods were meat and drink to the old gentleman.

Fillmore spoke.

Im sure, said Fillmore, you dont want a speech... Very good of you to drink our health. Thank you.

He sat down.

The effect of these few simple words on the company was marked, but not in every case identical. To the majority the emotion which they brought was one of unmixed relief. There had been something so menacing, so easy and practised, in Fillmores attitude as he had stood there that the gloomier-minded had given him at least twenty minutes, and even the optimists had reckoned that they would be lucky if they got off with ten. As far as the bulk of the guests were concerned, there was no grumbling. Fillmores, to their thinking, had been the ideal after-dinner speech.

Far different was it with Mr. Maxwell Faucitt. The poor old man was wearing such an expression of surprise and dismay as he might have worn had somebody unexpectedly pulled the chair from under him. He was feeling the sick shock which comes to those who tread on a non-existent last stair. And Sally, catching sight of his face, uttered a sharp wordless exclamation as if she had seen a child fall down and hurt itself in the street. The next moment she had run round the table and was standing behind him with her arms round his neck. She spoke across him with a sob in her voice.

My brother, she stammered, directing a malevolent look at the immaculate Fillmore, who, avoiding her gaze, glanced down his nose and smoothed another wrinkle out of his waistcoat, has not said quite — quite all I hoped he was going to say. I cant make a speech, but... Sally gulped, ... but, I love you all and of course I shall never forget you, and... and...

Here Sally kissed Mr. Faucitt and burst into tears.

There, there, said Mr. Faucitt, soothingly. The kindest critic could not have claimed that Sally had been eloquent: nevertheless Mr. Maxwell Faucitt was conscious of no sense of anti-climax.
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Sally had just finished telling her brother Fillmore what a pig he was. The lecture had taken place in the street outside the boarding-house immediately on the conclusion of the festivities, when Fillmore, who had furtively collected his hat and overcoat, had stolen forth into the night, had been overtaken and brought to bay by his justly indignant sister. Her remarks, punctuated at intervals by bleating sounds from the accused, had lasted some ten minutes.

As she paused for breath, Fillmore seemed to expand, like an indiarubber ball which has been sat on. Dignified as he was to the world, he had never been able to prevent himself being intimidated by Sally when in one of these moods of hers. He regretted this, for it hurt his self-esteem, but he did not see how the fact could be altered. Sally had always been like that. Even the uncle, who after the deaths of their parents had become their guardian, had never, though a grim man, been able to cope successfully with Sally. In that last hectic scene three years ago, which had ended in their going out into the world, together like a second Adam and Eve, the verbal victory had been hers. And it had been Sally who had achieved triumph in the one battle which Mrs. Meecher, apparently as a matter of duty, always brought about with each of her patrons in the first week of their stay. A sweet-tempered girl, Sally, like most women of a generous spirit, had cyclonic potentialities.

As she seemed to have said her say, Fillmore kept on expanding till he had reached the normal, when he ventured upon a speech for the defence.

What have I done? demanded Fillmore plaintively.

Do you want to hear all over again?

No, no, said Fillmore hastily. But, listen, Sally, you dont understand my position. You dont seem to realize that all that sort of thing, all that boarding-house stuff, is a thing of the past. Ones got beyond it. One wants to drop it. One wants to forget it, darn it! Be fair. Look at it from my viewpoint. Im going to be a big man...

Youre going to be a fat man, said Sally, coldly.

Fillmore refrained from discussing the point. He was sensitive.

Im going to do big things, he substituted. Ive got a deal on at this very moment which... well, I cant tell you about it, but its going to be big. Well, what Im driving at, is about all this sort of thing — he indicated the lighted front of Mrs. Meechers home-from-home with a wide gesture— is that its over. Finished and done with. These people were all very well when...

... when youd lost your weeks salary at poker and wanted to borrow a few dollars for the rent.

I always paid them back, protested Fillmore, defensively.

I did.

Well, we did, said Fillmore, accepting the amendment with the air of a man who has no time for chopping straws. Anyway, what I mean is, I dont see why, just because one has known people at a certain period in ones life when one was practically down and out, one should have them round ones neck for ever. One cant prevent people forming an I-knew-him-when club, but, darn it, one neednt attend the meetings.

Ones friends...

Oh, friends, said Fillmore. Thats just where all this makes me so tired. Ones in a position where all these people are entitled to call themselves ones friends, simply because father put it in his will that I wasnt to get the money till I was twenty-five, instead of letting me have it at twenty-one like anybody else. I wonder where I should have been by now if I could have got that money when I was twenty-one.

In the poor-house, probably, said Sally.

Fillmore was wounded.

Ah! you dont believe in me, he sighed.

Oh, you would be all right if you had one thing, said Sally.

Fillmore passed his qualities in swift review before his mental eye. Brains? Dash? Spaciousness? Initiative? All present and correct. He wondered where Sally imagined the hiatus to exist.

One thing? he said. Whats that?

A nurse.

Fillmores sense of injury deepened. He supposed that this was always the way, that those nearest to a man never believed in his ability till he had proved it so masterfully that it no longer required the assistance of faith. Still, it was trying; and there was not much consolation to be derived from the thought that Napoleon had had to go through this sort of thing in his day. I shall find my place in the world, he said sulkily.

Oh, youll find your place all right, said Sally. And Ill come round and bring you jelly and read to you on the days when visitors are allowed... Oh, hullo.

The last remark was addressed to a young man who had been swinging briskly along the sidewalk from the direction of Broadway and who now, coming abreast of them, stopped.

Good evening, Mr. Foster.

Good evening. Miss Nicholas.

You dont know my brother, do you?

I dont believe I do.

He left the underworld before you came to it, said Sally. You wouldnt think it to look at him, but he was once a prune-eater among the proletariat, even as you and I. Mrs. Meecher looks on him as a son.

The two men shook hands. Fillmore was not short, but Gerald Foster with his lean, well-built figure seemed to tower over him. He was an Englishman, a man in the middle twenties, clean-shaven, keen-eyed, and very good to look at. Fillmore, who had recently been going in for one of those sum-up-your-fellow-man-at-a-glance courses, the better to fit himself for his career of greatness, was rather impressed. It seemed to him that this Mr. Foster, like himself, was one of those who Get There. If you are that kind yourself, you get into the knack of recognizing the others. It is a sort of gift.

There was a few moments of desultory conversation, of the kind that usually follows an introduction, and then Fillmore, by no means sorry to get the chance, took advantage of the coming of this new arrival to remove himself. He had not enjoyed his chat with Sally, and it seemed probable that he would enjoy a continuation of it even less. He was glad that Mr. Foster had happened along at this particular juncture. Excusing himself briefly, he hurried off down the street.

Sally stood for a minute, watching him till he had disappeared round the corner. She had a slightly regretful feeling that, now it was too late, she would think of a whole lot more good things which it would have been agreeable to say to him. And it had become obvious to her that Fillmore was not getting nearly enough of that kind of thing said to him nowadays. Then she dismissed him from her mind and turning to Gerald Foster, slipped her arm through his.

Well, Jerry, darling, she said. What a shame you couldnt come to the party. Tell me all about everything.
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It was exactly two months since Sally had become engaged to Gerald Foster; but so rigorously had they kept the secret that nobody at Mrs. Meechers so much as suspected it. To Sally, who all her life had hated concealing things, secrecy of any kind was objectionable: but in this matter Gerald had shown an odd streak almost of furtiveness in his character. An announced engagement complicated life. People fussed about you and bothered you. People either watched you or avoided you. Such were his arguments, and Sally, who would have glossed over and found excuses for a disposition on his part towards homicide or arson, put them down to artistic sensitiveness. There is nobody so sensitive as your artist, particularly if he be unsuccessful: and when an artist has so little success that he cannot afford to make a home for the woman he loves, his sensitiveness presumably becomes great indeed. Putting herself in his place, Sally could see that a protracted engagement, known by everybody, would be a standing advertisement of Geralds failure to make good: and she acquiesced in the policy of secrecy, hoping that it would not last long. It seemed absurd to think of Gerald as an unsuccessful man. He had in him, as the recent Fillmore had perceived, something dynamic. He was one of those men of whom one could predict that they would succeed very suddenly and rapidly — overnight, as it were.

The party, said Sally, went off splendidly. They had passed the boarding-house door, and were walking slowly down the street. Everybody enjoyed themselves, I think, even though Fillmore did his best to spoil things by coming looking like an advertisement of What The Smart Men Will Wear This Season. You didnt see his waistcoat just now. He had covered it up. Conscience, I suppose. It was white and bulgy and gleaming and full up of pearl buttons and everything. I saw Augustus Bartlett curl up like a burnt feather when he caught sight of it. Still, time seemed to heal the wound, and everybody relaxed after a bit. Mr. Faucitt made a speech and I made a speech and cried, and...oh, it was all very festive. It only needed you.

I wish I could have come. I had to go to that dinner, though. Sally... Gerald paused, and Sally saw that he was electric with suppressed excitement. Sally, the plays going to be put on!

Sally gave a little gasp. She had lived this moment in anticipation for weeks. She had always known that sooner or later this would happen. She had read his plays over and over again, and was convinced that they were wonderful. Of course, hers was a biased view, but then Elsa Doland also admired them; and Elsas opinion was one that carried weight. Elsa was another of those people who were bound to succeed suddenly. Even old Mr. Faucitt, who was a stern judge of acting and rather inclined to consider that nowadays there was no such thing, believed that she was a girl with a future who would do something big directly she got her chance.

Jerry! She gave his arm a hug. How simply terrific! Then Goble and Kohn have changed their minds after all and want it? I knew they would.

A slight cloud seemed to dim the sunniness of the authors mood.

No, not that one, he said reluctantly. No hope there, Im afraid. I saw Goble this morning about that, and he said it didnt add up right. The one thats going to be put on is The Primrose Way. You remember? Its got a big part for a girl in it.

Of course! The one Elsa liked so much. Well, thats just as good. Whos going to do it? I thought you hadnt sent it out again.

Well, it happens... Gerald hesitated once more. It seems that this man I was dining with to-night — a man named Cracknell...

Cracknell? Not the Cracknell?

The Cracknell?

The one people are always talking about. The man they call the Millionaire Kid.

Yes. Why, do you know him?

He was at Harvard with Fillmore. I never saw him, but he must be rather a painful person.

Oh, hes all right. Not much brains, of course, but — well, hes all right. And, anyway, he wants to put the play on.

Well, thats splendid, said Sally: but she could not get the right ring of enthusiasm into her voice. She had had ideals for Gerald. She had dreamed of him invading Broadway triumphantly under the banner of one of the big managers whose name carried a prestige, and there seemed something unworthy in this association with a man whose chief claim to eminence lay in the fact that he was credited by metropolitan gossip with possessing the largest private stock of alcohol in existence.

I thought you would be pleased, said Gerald.

Oh, I am, said Sally.

With the buoyant optimism which never deserted her for long, she had already begun to cast off her momentary depression. After all, did it matter who financed a play so long as it obtained a production? A manager was simply a piece of machinery for paying the bills; and if he had money for that purpose, why demand asceticism and the finer sensibilities from him? The real thing that mattered was the question of who was going to play the leading part, that deftly drawn character which had so excited the admiration of Elsa Doland. She sought information on this point.

Who will play Ruth? she asked. You must have somebody wonderful. It needs a tremendously clever woman. Did Mr. Cracknell say anything about that?

Oh, yes, we discussed that, of course.

Well?

Well, it seems... Again Sally noticed that odd, almost stealthy embarrassment. Gerald appeared unable to begin a sentence to-night without feeling his way into it like a man creeping cautiously down a dark alley. She noticed it the more because it was so different from his usual direct method. Gerald, as a rule, was not one of those who apologize for themselves. He was forthright and masterful and inclined to talk to her from a height. To-night he seemed different.

He broke off, was silent for a moment, and began again with a question.

Do you know Mabel Hobson?

Mabel Hobson? Ive seen her in the Follies, of course.

Sally started. A suspicion had stung her, so monstrous that its absurdity became manifest the moment it had formed. And yet was it absurd? Most Broadway gossip filtered eventually into the boarding-house, chiefly through the medium of that seasoned sport, the mild young man who thought so highly of the redoubtable Benny Whistler, and she was aware that the name of Reginald Cracknell, which was always getting itself linked with somebody, had been coupled with that of Miss Hobson. It seemed likely that in this instance rumour spoke truth, for the lady was of that compellingly blonde beauty which attracts the Cracknells of this world. But even so...

It seems that Cracknell... said Gerald. Apparently this man Cracknell... He was finding Sallys bright, horrified gaze somewhat trying. Well, the fact is Cracknell believes in Mabel Hobson...and... well, he thinks this part would suit her.

Oh, Jerry!

Could infatuation go to such a length? Could even the spacious heart of a Reginald Cracknell so dominate that gentlemans small size in heads as to make him entrust a part like Ruth in The Primrose Way to one who, when desired by the producer of her last revue to carry a bowl of roses across the stage and place it on a table, had rebelled on the plea that she had not been engaged as a dancer? Surely even lovelorn Reginald could perceive that this was not the stuff of which great emotional actresses are made.

Oh, Jerry! she said again.

There was an uncomfortable silence. They turned and walked back in the direction of the boarding-house. Somehow Geralds arm had managed to get itself detached from Sallys. She was conscious of a curious dull ache that was almost like a physical pain.

Jerry! Is it worth it? she burst out vehemently.

The question seemed to sting the young man into something like his usual decisive speech.

Worth it? Of course its worth it. Its a Broadway production. Thats all that matters. Good heavens! Ive been trying long enough to get a play on Broadway, and it isnt likely that Im going to chuck away my chance when it comes along just because one might do better in the way of casting.

But, Jerry! Mabel Hobson! Its... its murder! Murder in the first degree.

Nonsense. Shell be all right. The part will play itself. Besides, she has a personality and a following, and Cracknell will spend all the money in the world to make the thing a success. And it will be a start, whatever happens. Of course, its worth it.

Fillmore would have been impressed by this speech. He would have recognized and respected in it the unmistakable ring which characterizes even the lightest utterances of those who get there. On Sally it had not immediately that effect. Nevertheless, her habit of making the best of things, working together with that primary article of her creed that the man she loved could do no wrong, succeeded finally in raising her spirits. Of course Jerry was right. It would have been foolish to refuse a contract because all its clauses were not ideal.

You old darling, she said affectionately attaching herself to the vacant arm once more and giving it a penitent squeeze, youre quite right. Of course you are. I can see it now. I was only a little startled at first. Everythings going to be wonderful. Lets get all our chickens out and count em. How are you going to spend the money?

I know how Im going to spend a dollar of it, said Gerald completely restored.

I mean the big money. Whats a dollar?

It pays for a marriage-licence.

Sally gave his arm another squeeze.

Ladies and gentlemen, she said. Look at this man. Observe him. My partner!


CHAPTER II. ENTER GINGER
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SALLY WAS SITTING with her back against a hillock of golden sand, watching with half-closed eyes the denizens of Roville-sur-Mer at their familiar morning occupations. At Roville, as at most French seashore resorts, the morning is the time when the visiting population assembles in force on the beach. Whiskered fathers of families made cheerful patches of colour in the foreground. Their female friends and relatives clustered in groups under gay parasols. Dogs roamed to and fro, and children dug industriously with spades, ever and anon suspending their labours in order to smite one another with these handy implements. One of the dogs, a poodle of military aspect, wandered up to Sally: and discovering that she was in possession of a box of sweets, decided to remain and await developments.

Few things are so pleasant as the anticipation of them, but Sallys vacation had proved an exception to this rule. It had been a magic month of lazy happiness. She had drifted luxuriously from one French town to another, till the charm of Roville, with its blue sky, its Casino, its snow-white hotels along the Promenade, and its general glitter and gaiety, had brought her to a halt. Here she could have stayed indefinitely, but the voice of America was calling her back. Gerald had written to say that The Primrose Way was to be produced in Detroit, preliminary to its New York run, so soon that, if she wished to see the opening, she must return at once. A scrappy, hurried, unsatisfactory letter, the letter of a busy man: but one that Sally could not ignore. She was leaving Roville to-morrow.

To-day, however, was to-day: and she sat and watched the bathers with a familiar feeling of peace, revelling as usual in the still novel sensation of having nothing to do but bask in the warm sunshine and listen to the faint murmur of the little waves.

But, if there was one drawback, she had discovered, to a morning on the Roville plage, it was that you had a tendency to fall asleep: and this is a degrading thing to do so soon after breakfast, even if you are on a holiday. Usually, Sally fought stoutly against the temptation, but to-day the sun was so warm and the whisper of the waves so insinuating that she had almost dozed off, when she was aroused by voices close at hand. There were many voices on the beach, both near and distant, but these were talking English, a novelty in Roville, and the sound of the familiar tongue jerked Sally back from the borders of sleep. A few feet away, two men had seated themselves on the sand.

From the first moment she had set out on her travels, it had been one of Sallys principal amusements to examine the strangers whom chance threw in her way and to try by the light of her intuition to fit them out with characters and occupations: nor had she been discouraged by an almost consistent failure to guess right. Out of the corner of her eye she inspected these two men.

The first of the pair did not attract her. He was a tall, dark man whose tight, precise mouth and rather high cheeks bones gave him an appearance vaguely sinister. He had the dusky look of the clean-shaven man whose life is a perpetual struggle with a determined beard. He certainly shaved twice a day, and just as certainly had the self-control not to swear when he cut himself. She could picture him smiling nastily when this happened.

Hard, diagnosed Sally. I shouldnt like him. A lawyer or something, I think.

She turned to the other and found herself looking into his eyes. This was because he had been staring at Sally with the utmost intentness ever since his arrival. His mouth had opened slightly. He had the air of a man who, after many disappointments, has at last found something worth looking at.

Rather a dear, decided Sally.

He was a sturdy, thick-set young man with an amiable, freckled face and the reddest hair Sally had ever seen. He had a square chin, and at one angle of the chin a slight cut. And Sally was convinced that, however he had behaved on receipt of that wound, it had not been with superior self-control.

A temper, I should think, she meditated. Very quick, but soon over. Not very clever, I should say, but nice.

She looked away, finding his fascinated gaze a little embarrassing.

The dark man, who in the objectionably competent fashion which, one felt, characterized all his actions, had just succeeded in lighting a cigarette in the teeth of a strong breeze, threw away the match and resumed the conversation, which had presumably been interrupted by the process of sitting down.

And how is Scrymgeour? he inquired.

Oh, all right, replied the young man with red hair absently. Sally was looking straight in front of her, but she felt that his eyes were still busy.

I was surprised at his being here. He told me he meant to stay in Paris.

There was a slight pause. Sally gave the attentive poodle a piece of nougat.

I say, observed the red-haired young man in clear, penetrating tones that vibrated with intense feeling, thats the prettiest girl Ive seen in my life!
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At this frank revelation of the red-haired young mans personal opinions, Sally, though considerably startled, was not displeased. A broad-minded girl, the outburst seemed to her a legitimate comment on a matter of public interest. The young mans companion, on the other hand, was unmixedly shocked.

My dear fellow! he ejaculated.

Oh, its all right, said the red-haired young man, unmoved. She cant understand. There isnt a bally soul in this dashed place that can speak a word of English. If I didnt happen to remember a few odd bits of French, I should have starved by this time. That girl, he went on, returning to the subject most imperatively occupying his mind, is an absolute topper! I give you my solemn word Ive never seen anybody to touch her. Look at those hands and feet. You dont get them outside France. Of course, her mouth is a bit wide, he said reluctantly.

Sallys immobility, added to the others assurance concerning the linguistic deficiencies of the inhabitants of Roville, seemed to reassure the dark man. He breathed again. At no period of his life had he ever behaved with anything but the most scrupulous correctness himself, but he had quailed at the idea of being associated even remotely with incorrectness in another. It had been a black moment for him when the red-haired young man had uttered those few kind words.

Still you ought to be careful, he said austerely.

He looked at Sally, who was now dividing her attention between the poodle and a raffish-looking mongrel, who had joined the party, and returned to the topic of the mysterious Scrymgeour.

How is Scrymgeours dyspepsia?

The red-haired young man seemed but faintly interested in the vicissitudes of Scrymgeours interior.

Do you notice the way her hair sort of curls over her ears? he said. Eh? Oh, pretty much the same, I think.

What hotel are you staying at?

The Normandie.

Sally, dipping into the box for another chocolate cream, gave an imperceptible start. She, too, was staying at the Normandie. She presumed that her admirer was a recent arrival, for she had seen nothing of him at the hotel.

The Normandie? The dark man looked puzzled. I know Roville pretty well by report, but Ive never heard of any Hotel Normandie. Where is it?

Its a little shanty down near the station. Not much of a place. Still, its cheap, and the cookings all right.

His companions bewilderment increased.

What on earth is a man like Scrymgeour doing there? he said. Sally was conscious of an urgent desire to know more and more about the absent Scrymgeour. Constant repetition of his name had made him seem almost like an old friend. If theres one thing hes fussy about...

There are at least eleven thousand things hes fussy about, interrupted the red-haired young man disapprovingly. Jumpy old blighter!

If theres one thing hes particular about, its the sort of hotel he goes to. Ever since Ive known him he has always wanted the best. I should have thought he would have gone to the Splendide. He mused on this problem in a dissatisfied sort of way for a moment, then seemed to reconcile himself to the fact that a rich mans eccentricities must be humoured. Id like to see him again. Ask him if he will dine with me at the Splendide to-night. Say eight sharp.

Sally, occupied with her dogs, whose numbers had now been augmented by a white terrier with a black patch over its left eye, could not see the young mans face: but his voice, when he replied, told her that something was wrong. There was a false airiness in it.

Oh, Scrymgeour isnt in Roville.

No? Where is he?

Paris, I believe.

What! The dark mans voice sharpened. He sounded as though he were cross-examining a reluctant witness. Then why arent you there? What are you doing here? Did he give you a holiday?

Yes, he did.

When do you rejoin him?

I dont.

What!

The red-haired young mans manner was not unmistakably dogged.

Well, if you want to know, he said, the old blighter fired me the day before yesterday.
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There was a shuffling of sand as the dark man sprang up. Sally, intent on the drama which was unfolding itself beside her, absent-mindedly gave the poodle a piece of nougat which should by rights have gone to the terrier. She shot a swift glance sideways, and saw the dark man standing in an attitude rather reminiscent of the stern father of melodrama about to drive his erring daughter out into the snow. The red-haired young man, outwardly stolid, was gazing before him down the beach at a fat bather in an orange suit who, after six false starts, was now actually in the water, floating with the dignity of a wrecked balloon.

Do you mean to tell me, demanded the dark man, that, after all the trouble the family took to get you what was practically a sinecure with endless possibilities if you only behaved yourself, you have deliberately thrown away... A despairing gesture completed the sentence. Good God, youre hopeless!

The red-haired young man made no reply. He continued to gaze down the beach. Of all outdoor sports, few are more stimulating than watching middle-aged Frenchmen bathe. Drama, action, suspense, all are here. From the first stealthy testing of the water with an apprehensive toe to the final seal-like plunge, there is never a dull moment. And apart from the excitement of the thing, judging it from a purely aesthetic standpoint, his must be a dull soul who can fail to be uplifted by the spectacle of a series of very stout men with whiskers, seen in tight bathing suits against a background of brightest blue. Yet the young man with red hair, recently in the employment of Mr. Scrymgeour, eyed this free circus without any enjoyment whatever.

Its maddening! What are you going to do? What do you expect us to do? Are we to spend our whole lives getting you positions which you wont keep? I can tell you were... its monstrous! Its sickening! Good God!

And with these words the dark man, apparently feeling, as Sally had sometimes felt in the society of her brother Fillmore, the futility of mere language, turned sharply and stalked away up the beach, the dignity of his exit somewhat marred a moment later by the fact of his straw hat blowing off and being trodden on by a passing child.

He left behind him the sort of electric calm which follows the falling of a thunderbolt; that stunned calm through which the air seems still to quiver protestingly. How long this would have lasted one cannot say: for towards the end of the first minute it was shattered by a purely terrestrial uproar. With an abruptness heralded only by one short, low gurgling snarl, there sprang into being the prettiest dog fight that Roville had seen that season.

It was the terrier with the black patch who began it. That was Sallys opinion: and such, one feels, will be the verdict of history. His best friend, anxious to make out a case for him, could not have denied that he fired the first gun of the campaign. But we must be just. The fault was really Sallys. Absorbed in the scene which had just concluded and acutely inquisitive as to why the shadowy Scrymgeour had seen fit to dispense with the red-haired young mans services, she had thrice in succession helped the poodle out of his turn. The third occasion was too much for the terrier.

There is about any dog fight a wild, gusty fury which affects the average mortal with something of the helplessness induced by some vast clashing of the elements. It seems so outside ones jurisdiction. One is oppressed with a sense of the futility of interference. And this was no ordinary dog fight. It was a stunning mÃªlÃ©e, which would have excited favourable comment even among the blasÃ© residents of a negro quarter or the not easily-pleased critics of a Lancashire mining-village. From all over the beach dogs of every size, breed, and colour were racing to the scene: and while some of these merely remained in the ringside seats and barked, a considerable proportion immediately started fighting one another on general principles, well content to be in action without bothering about first causes. The terrier had got the poodle by the left hind-leg and was restating his war-aims. The raffish mongrel was apparently endeavouring to fletcherize a complete stranger of the Sealyham family.

Sally was frankly unequal to the situation, as were the entire crowd of spectators who had come galloping up from the waters edge. She had been paralysed from the start. Snarling bundles bumped against her legs and bounced away again, but she made no move. Advice in fluent French rent the air. Arms waved, and well-filled bathing suits leaped up and down. But nobody did anything practical until in the centre of the theatre of war there suddenly appeared the red-haired young man.

The only reason why dog fights do not go on for ever is that Providence has decided that on each such occasion there shall always be among those present one Master Mind; one wizard who, whatever his shortcomings in other battles of life, is in this single particular sphere competent and dominating. At Roville-sur-Mer it was the red-haired young man. His dark companion might have turned from him in disgust: his services might not have seemed worth retaining by the haughty Scrymgeour: he might be a pain in the neck to the family; but he did know how to stop a dog fight. From the first moment of his intervention calm began to steal over the scene. He had the same effect on the almost inextricably entwined belligerents as, in mediaeval legend, the Holy Grail, sliding down the sunbeam, used to have on battling knights. He did not look like a dove of peace, but the most captious could not have denied that he brought home the goods. There was a magic in his soothing hands, a spell in his voice: and in a shorter time than one would have believed possible dog after dog had been sorted out and calmed down; until presently all that was left of Armageddon was one solitary small Scotch terrier, thoughtfully licking a chewed leg. The rest of the combatants, once more in their right mind and wondering what all the fuss was about, had been captured and haled away in a whirl of recrimination by voluble owners.

Having achieved this miracle, the young man turned to Sally. Gallant, one might say reckless, as he had been a moment before, he now gave indications of a rather pleasing shyness. He braced himself with that painful air of effort which announces to the world that an Englishman is about to speak a language other than his own.

JespÃ¨re, he said, having swallowed once or twice to brace himself up for the journey through the jungle of a foreign tongue, JespÃ¨re que vous nÃªtes pas — oh, dammit, whats the word — JespÃ¨re que vous nÃªtes pas blessÃ©e?

BlessÃ©e?

Yes, blessÃ©e. Wounded. Hurt, dont you know. Bitten. Oh, dash it. JespÃ¨re...

Oh, bitten! said Sally, dimpling. Oh, no, thanks very much. I wasnt bitten. And I think it was awfully brave of you to save all our lives.

The compliment seemed to pass over the young mans head. He stared at Sally with horrified eyes. Over his amiable face there swept a vivid blush. His jaw dropped.

Oh, my sainted aunt! he ejaculated.

Then, as if the situation was too much for him and flight the only possible solution, he spun round and disappeared at a walk so rapid that it was almost a run. Sally watched him go and was sorry that he had torn himself away. She still wanted to know why Scrymgeour had fired him.
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Bedtime at Roville is an hour that seems to vary according to ones proximity to the sea. The gilded palaces along the front keep deplorable hours, polluting the night air till dawn with indefatigable jazz: but at the pensions of the economical like the Normandie, early to bed is the rule. True, Jules, the stout young native who combined the offices of night-clerk and lift attendant at that establishment, was on duty in the hall throughout the night, but few of the Normandies patrons made use of his services.

Sally, entering shortly before twelve oclock on the night of the day on which the dark man, the red-haired young man, and their friend Scrymgeour had come into her life, found the little hall dim and silent. Through the iron cage of the lift a single faint bulb glowed: another, over the desk in the far corner, illuminated the upper half of Jules, slumbering in a chair. Jules seemed to Sally to be on duty in some capacity or other all the time. His work, like womens, was never done. He was now restoring his tissues with a few winks of much-needed beauty sleep. Sally, who had been to the Casino to hear the band and afterwards had strolled on the moonlit promenade, had a guilty sense of intrusion.

As she stood there, reluctant to break in on Jules rest — for her sympathetic heart, always at the disposal of the oppressed, had long ached for this overworked peon — she was relieved to hear footsteps in the street outside, followed by the opening of the front door. If Jules would have had to wake up anyway, she felt her sense of responsibility lessened. The door, having opened, closed again with a bang. Jules stirred, gurgled, blinked, and sat up, and Sally, turning, perceived that the new arrival was the red-haired young man.

Oh, good evening, said Sally welcomingly.

The young man stopped, and shuffled uncomfortably. The mornings happenings were obviously still green in his memory. He had either not ceased blushing since their last meeting or he was celebrating their reunion by beginning to blush again: for his face was a familiar scarlet.

Er — good evening, he said, disentangling his feet, which, in the embarrassment of the moment, had somehow got coiled up together.

Or bon soir, I suppose you would say, murmured Sally.

The young man acknowledged receipt of this thrust by dropping his hat and tripping over it as he stooped to pick it up.

Jules, meanwhile, who had been navigating in a sort of somnambulistic trance in the neighbourhood of the lift, now threw back the cage with a rattle.

Its a shame to have woken you up, said Sally, commiseratingly, stepping in.

Jules did not reply, for the excellent reason that he had not been woken up. Constant practice enabled him to do this sort of work without breaking his slumber. His brain, if you could call it that, was working automatically. He had shut up the gate with a clang and was tugging sluggishly at the correct rope, so that the lift was going slowly up instead of retiring down into the basement, but he was not awake.

Sally and the red-haired young man sat side by side on the small seat, watching their conductors efforts. After the first spurt, conversation had languished. Sally had nothing of immediate interest to say, and her companion seemed to be one of these strong, silent men you read about. Only a slight snore from Jules broke the silence.

At the third floor Sally leaned forward and prodded Jules in the lower ribs. All through her stay at Roville, she had found in dealing with the native population that actions spoke louder than words. If she wanted anything in a restaurant or at a shop, she pointed; and, when she wished the lift to stop, she prodded the man in charge. It was a system worth a dozen French conversation books.

Jules brought the machine to a halt: and it was at this point that he should have done the one thing connected with his professional activities which he did really well — the opening, to wit, of the iron cage. There are ways of doing this. Jules was the right way. He was accustomed to do it with a flourish, and generally remarked Vla! in a modest but self-congratulatory voice as though he would have liked to see another man who could have put through a job like that. Jules opinion was that he might not be much to look at, but that he could open a lift door.

To-night, however, it seemed as if even this not very exacting feat was beyond his powers. Instead of inserting his key in the lock, he stood staring in an attitude of frozen horror. He was a man who took most things in life pretty seriously, and whatever was the little difficulty just now seemed to have broken him all up.

There appears, said Sally, turning to her companion, to be a hitch. Would you mind asking whats the matter? I dont know any French myself except oo la la!

The young man, thus appealed to, nerved himself to the task. He eyed the melancholy Jules doubtfully, and coughed in a strangled sort of way.

Oh, esker... esker vous...

Dont weaken, said Sally. I think youve got him going.

Esker vous... Pourquoi vous ne... I mean ne vous... that is to say, quel est le raison...

He broke off here, because at this point Jules began to explain. He explained very rapidly and at considerable length. The fact that neither of his hearers understood a word of what he was saying appeared not to have impressed itself upon him. Or, if he gave a thought to it, he dismissed the objection as trifling. He wanted to explain, and he explained. Words rushed from him like water from a geyser. Sounds which you felt you would have been able to put a meaning to if he had detached them from the main body and repeated them slowly, went swirling down the stream and were lost for ever.

Stop him! said Sally firmly.

The red-haired young man looked as a native of Johnstown might have looked on being requested to stop that citys celebrated flood.

Stop him?

Yes. Blow a whistle or something.

Out of the depths of the young mans memory there swam to the surface a single word — a word which he must have heard somewhere or read somewhere: a legacy, perhaps, from long-vanished school-days.

Zut! he barked, and instantaneously Jules turned himself off at the main. There was a moment of dazed silence, such as might occur in a boiler-factory if the works suddenly shut down.

Quick! Now youve got him! cried Sally. Ask him what hes talking about — if he knows, which I doubt — and tell him to speak slowly. Then we shall get somewhere.

The young man nodded intelligently. The advice was good.

Lentement, he said. Parlez lentement. Pas si — you know what I mean — pas si dashed vite!

Ah-a-ah! cried Jules, catching the idea on the fly. Lentement. Ah, oui, lentement.

There followed a lengthy conversation which, while conveying nothing to Sally, seemed intelligible to the red-haired linguist.

The silly ass, he was able to announce some few minutes later, has made a bloomer. Apparently he was half asleep when we came in, and he shoved us into the lift and slammed the door, forgetting that he had left the keys on the desk.

I see, said Sally. So were shut in?

Im afraid so. I wish to goodness, said the young man, I knew French well. Id curse him with some vim and not a little animation, the chump! I wonder what blighter is in French, he said, meditating.

Its the merest suggestion, said Sally, but oughtnt we to do something?

What could we do?

Well, for one thing, we might all utter a loud yell. It would scare most of the people in the hotel to death, but there might be a survivor or two who would come and investigate and let us out.

What a ripping idea! said the young man, impressed.

Im glad you like it. Now tell him the main out-line, or hell think weve gone mad.

The young man searched for words, and eventually found some which expressed his meaning lamely but well enough to cause Jules to nod in a depressed sort of way.

Fine! said Sally. Now, all together at the word three. One — two — Oh, poor darling! she broke off. Look at him!

In the far corner of the lift, the emotional Jules was sobbing silently into the bunch of cotton-waste which served him in the office of a pocket-handkerchief. His broken-hearted gulps echoed hollowly down the shaft.
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In these days of cheap books of instruction on every subject under the sun, we most of us know how to behave in the majority of lifes little crises. We have only ourselves to blame if we are ignorant of what to do before the doctor comes, of how to make a dainty winter coat for baby out of fathers last years under-vest and of the best method of coping with the cold mutton. But nobody yet has come forward with practical advice as to the correct method of behaviour to be adopted when a lift-attendant starts crying. And Sally and her companion, as a consequence, for a few moments merely stared at each other helplessly.

Poor darling! said Sally, finding speech. Ask him whats the matter.

The young man looked at her doubtfully.

You know, he said, I dont enjoy chatting with this blighter. I mean to say, its a bit of an effort. I dont know why it is, but talking French always makes me feel as if my nose were coming off. Couldnt we just leave him to have his cry out by himself?

The idea! said Sally. Have you no heart? Are you one of those fiends in human shape?

He turned reluctantly to Jules, and paused to overhaul his vocabulary.

You ought to be thankful for this chance, said Sally. Its the only real way of learning French, and youre getting a lesson for nothing. What did he say then?

Something about losing something, it seemed to me. I thought I caught the word perdu.

But that means a partridge, doesnt it? Im sure Ive seen it on the menus.

Would he talk about partridges at a time like this?

He might. The French are extraordinary people.

Well, Ill have another go at him. But hes a difficult chap to chat with. If you give him the least encouragement, he sort of goes off like a rocket. He addressed another question to the sufferer, and listened attentively to the voluble reply.

Oh! he said with sudden enlightenment. Your job? He turned to Sally. I got it that time, he said. The trouble is, he says, that if we yell and rouse the house, well get out all right, but he will lose his job, because this is the second time this sort of thing has happened, and they warned him last time that once more would mean the push.

Then we mustnt dream of yelling, said Sally, decidedly. It means a pretty long wait, you know. As far as I can gather, theres just a chance of somebody else coming in later, in which case he could let us out. But its doubtful. He rather thinks that everybody has gone to roost.

Well, we must try it. I wouldnt think of losing the poor man his job. Tell him to take the car down to the ground-floor, and then well just sit and amuse ourselves till something happens. Weve lots to talk about. We can tell each other the story of our lives.

Jules, cheered by his victims kindly forbearance, lowered the car to the ground floor, where, after a glance of infinite longing at the keys on the distant desk, the sort of glance which Moses must have cast at the Promised Land from the summit of Mount Pisgah, he sagged down in a heap and resumed his slumbers. Sally settled herself as comfortably as possible in her corner.

Youd better smoke, she said. It will be something to do.

Thanks awfully.

And now, said Sally, tell me why Scrymgeour fired you.

Little by little, under the stimulating influence of this nocturnal adventure, the red-haired young man had lost that shy confusion which had rendered him so ill at ease when he had encountered Sally in the hall of the hotel; but at this question embarrassment gripped him once more. Another of those comprehensive blushes of his raced over his face, and he stammered.

I say, Im glad... Im fearfully sorry about that, you know!

About Scrymgeour?

You know what I mean. I mean, about making such a most ghastly ass of myself this morning. I... I never dreamed you understood English.

Why, I didnt object. I thought you were very nice and complimentary. Of course, I dont know how many girls youve seen in your life, but...

No, I say, dont! It makes me feel such a chump.

And Im sorry about my mouth. It is wide. But I know youre a fair-minded man and realize that it isnt my fault.

Dont rub it in, pleaded the young man. As a matter of fact, if you want to know, I think your mouth is absolutely perfect. I think, he proceeded, a little feverishly, that you are the most indescribable topper that ever...

You were going to tell me about Scrymgeour, said Sally.

The young man blinked as if he had collided with some hard object while sleep-walking. Eloquence had carried him away.

Scrymgeour? he said. Oh, that would bore you.

Dont be silly, said Sally reprovingly. Cant you realize that were practically castaways on a desert island? Theres nothing to do till to-morrow but talk about ourselves. I want to hear all about you, and then Ill tell you all about myself. If you feel diffident about starting the revelations, Ill begin. Better start with names. Mine is Sally Nicholas. Whats yours?

Mine? Oh, ah, yes, I see what you mean.

I thought you would. I put it as clearly as I could. Well, what is it?

Kemp.

And the first name?

Well, as a matter of fact, said the young man, Ive always rather hushed up my first name, because when I was christened they worked a low-down trick on me!

You cant shock me, said Sally, encouragingly. My fathers name was Ezekiel, and Ive a brother who was christened Fillmore.

Mr. Kemp brightened. Well, mine isnt as bad as that... No, I dont mean that, he broke off apologetically. Both awfully jolly names, of course...

Get on, said Sally.

Well, they called me Lancelot. And, of course, the thing is that I dont look like a Lancelot and never shall. My pals, he added in a more cheerful strain, call me Ginger.

I dont blame them, said Sally.

Perhaps you wouldnt mind thinking of me as Ginger? suggested the young man diffidently.

Certainly.

Thats awfully good of you.

Not at all.

Jules stirred in his sleep and grunted. No other sound came to disturb the stillness of the night.

You were going to tell me about yourself? said Mr. Lancelot (Ginger) Kemp.

Im going to tell you all about myself, said Sally, not because I think it will interest you...

Oh, it will!

Not, I say, because I think it will interest you...

It will, really.

Sally looked at him coldly.

Is this a duet? she inquired, or have I the floor?

Im awfully sorry.

Not, I repeat for the third time, because I think It will interest you, but because if I do you wont have any excuse for not telling me your life-history, and you wouldnt believe how inquisitive I am. Well, in the first place, I live in America. Im over here on a holiday. And its the first real holiday Ive had in three years — since I left home, in fact. Sally paused. I ran away from home, she said.

Good egg! said Ginger Kemp.

I beg your pardon?

I mean, quite right. I bet you were quite right.

When I say home, Sally went on, it was only a sort of imitation home, you know. One of those just-as-good homes which are never as satisfactory as the real kind. My father and mother both died a good many years ago. My brother and I were dumped down on the reluctant doorstep of an uncle.

Uncles, said Ginger Kemp, feelingly, are the devil. Ive got an... but Im interrupting you.

My uncle was our trustee. He had control of all my brothers money and mine till I was twenty-one. My brother was to get his when he was twenty-five. My poor father trusted him blindly, and what do you think happened?

Good Lord! The blighter embezzled the lot?

No, not a cent. Wasnt it extraordinary! Have you ever heard of a blindly trusted uncle who was perfectly honest? Well, mine was. But the trouble was that, while an excellent man to have looking after ones money, he wasnt a very lovable character. He was very hard. Hard! He was as hard as — well, nearly as hard as this seat. He hated poor Fill...

Phil?

I broke it to you just now that my brothers name was Fillmore.

Oh, your brother. Oh, ah, yes.

He was always picking on poor Fill. And Im bound to say that Fill rather laid himself out as what you might call a pickee. He was always getting into trouble. One day, about three years ago, he was expelled from Harvard, and my uncle vowed he would have nothing more to do with him. So I said, if Fill left, I would leave. And, as this seemed to be my uncles idea of a large evening, no objection was raised, and Fill and I departed. We went to New York, and there weve been ever since. About six months ago Fill passed the twenty-five mark and collected his money, and last month I marched past the given point and got mine. So it all ends happily, you see. Now tell me about yourself.

But, I say, you know, dash it, youve skipped a lot. I mean to say, you must have had an awful time in New York, didnt you? How on earth did you get along?

Oh, we found work. My brother tried one or two things, and finally became an assistant stage-manager with some theatre people. The only thing I could do, having been raised in enervating luxury, was ballroom dancing, so I ball-room danced. I got a job at a place in Broadway called The Flower Garden as what is humorously called an instructress, as if anybody could instruct the men who came there. One was lucky if one saved ones life and wasnt quashed to death.

How perfectly foul!

Oh, I dont know. It was rather fun for a while. Still, said Sally, meditatively, Im not saying I could have held out much longer: I was beginning to give. I suppose Ive been trampled underfoot by more fat men than any other girl of my age in America. I dont know why it was, but every man who came in who was a bit overweight seemed to make for me by instinct. Thats why I like to sit on the sands here and watch these Frenchmen bathing. Its just heavenly to lie back and watch a two hundred and fifty pound man, coming along and feel that he isnt going to dance with me.

But, I say! How absolutely rotten it must have been for you!

Well, Ill tell you one thing. Its going to make me a very domesticated wife one of these days. You wont find me gadding about in gilded jazz-palaces! For me, a little place in the country somewhere, with my knitting and an Elsie book, and bed at half-past nine! And now tell me the story of your life. And make it long because Im perfectly certain theres going to be no relief-expedition. Im sure the last dweller under this roof came in years ago. We shall be here till morning.

I really think we had better shout, you know.

And lose Jules his job? Never!

Well, of course, Im sorry for poor old Jules troubles, but I hate to think of you having to...

Now get on with the story, said Sally.
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Ginger Kemp exhibited some of the symptoms of a young bridegroom called upon at a wedding-breakfast to respond to the toast. He moved his feet restlessly and twisted his fingers.

I hate talking about myself, you know, he said.

So I supposed, said Sally. Thats why I gave you my autobiography first, to give you no chance of backing out. Dont be such a shrinking violet. Were all shipwrecked mariners here. I am intensely interested in your narrative. And, even if I wasnt, Id much rather listen to it than to Jules snoring.

He is snoring a bit, what? Does it annoy you? Shall I stir him?

You seem to have an extraordinary brutal streak in your nature, said Sally. You appear to think of nothing else but schemes for harassing poor Jules. Leave him alone for a second, and start telling me about yourself.

Where shall I start?

Well, not with your childhood, I think. Well skip that.

Well... Ginger Kemp knitted his brow, searching for a dramatic opening. Well, Im more or less what you might call an orphan, like you. I mean to say, both my people are dead and all that sort of thing.

Thanks for explaining. That has made it quite clear.

I cant remember my mother. My father died when I was in my last year at Cambridge. Id been having a most awfully good time at the varsity, said Ginger, warming to his theme. Not thick, you know, but good. Id got my rugger and boxing blues and Id just been picked for scrum-half for England against the North in the first trial match, and between ourselves it really did look as if I was more or less of a snip for my international.

Sally gazed at him wide eyed.

Is that good or bad? she asked.

Eh?

Are you reciting a catalogue of your crimes, or do you expect me to get up and cheer? What is a rugger blue, to start with?

Well, its... its a rugger blue, you know.

Oh, I see, said Sally. You mean a rugger blue.

I mean to say, I played rugger — footer — thats to say, football — Rugby football — for Cambridge, against Oxford. I was scrum-half.

And what is a scrum-half? asked Sally, patiently. Yes, I know youre going to say its a scrum-half, but cant you make it easier?

The scrum-half, said Ginger, is the half who works the scrum. He slings the pill out to the fly-half, who starts the three-quarters going. I dont know if you understand?

I dont.

Its dashed hard to explain, said Ginger Kemp, unhappily. I mean, I dont think Ive ever met anyone before who didnt know what a scrum-half was.

Well, I can see that it has something to do with football, so well leave it at that. I suppose its something like our quarter-back. And whats an international?

Its called getting your international when you play for England, you know. England plays Wales, France, Ireland, and Scotland. If it hadnt been for the smash, I think I should have played for England against Wales.

I see at last. What youre trying to tell me is that you were very good at football.

Ginger Kemp blushed warmly.

Oh, I dont say that. England was pretty short of scrum-halves that year.

What a horrible thing to happen to a country! Still, you were likely to be picked on the All-England team when the smash came? What was the smash?

Well, it turned out that the poor old pater hadnt left a penny. I never understood the process exactly, but Id always supposed that we were pretty well off; and then it turned out that I hadnt anything at all. Im bound to say it was a bit of a jar. I had to come down from Cambridge and go to work in my uncles office. Of course, I made an absolute hash of it.

Why, of course?

Well, Im not a very clever sort of chap, you see. I somehow didnt seem able to grasp the workings. After about a year, my uncle, getting a bit fed-up, hoofed me out and got me a mastership at a school, and I made a hash of that. He got me one or two other jobs, and I made a hash of those.

You certainly do seem to be one of our most prominent young hashers! gasped Sally.

I am, said Ginger, modestly.

There was a silence.

And what about Scrymgeour? Sally asked.

That was the last of the jobs, said Ginger. Scrymgeour is a pompous old ass who thinks hes going to be Prime Minister some day. Hes a big bug at the Bar and has just got into Parliament. My cousin used to devil for him. Thats how I got mixed up with the blighter.

Your cousin used...? I wish you would talk English.

That was my cousin who was with me on the beach this morning.

And what did you say he used to do for Mr. Scrymgeour?

Oh, its called devilling. My cousins at the Bar, too — one of our rising nibs, as a matter of fact...

I thought he was a lawyer of some kind.

Hes got a long way beyond it now, but when he started he used to devil for Scrymgeour — assist him, dont you know. His names Carmyle, you know. Perhaps youve heard of him? Hes rather a prominent johnny in his way. Bruce Carmyle, you know.

I havent.

Well, he got me this job of secretary to Scrymgeour.

And why did Mr. Scrymgeour fire you?

Ginger Kemps face darkened. He frowned. Sally, watching him, felt that she had been right when she had guessed that he had a temper. She liked him none the worse for it. Mild men did not appeal to her.

I dont know if youre fond of dogs? said Ginger.

I used to be before this morning, said Sally. And I suppose I shall be again in time. For the moment Ive had what you might call rather a surfeit of dogs. But arent you straying from the point? I asked you why Mr. Scrymgeour dismissed you.

Im telling you.

Im glad of that. I didnt know.

The old brute, said Ginger, frowning again, has a dog. A very jolly little spaniel. Great pal of mine. And Scrymgeour is the sort of fool who oughtnt to be allowed to own a dog. Hes one of those asses who isnt fit to own a dog. As a matter of fact, of all the blighted, pompous, bullying, shrivelled-souled old devils...

One moment, said Sally. Im getting an impression that you dont like Mr. Scrymgeour. Am I right?

Yes!

I thought so. Womanly intuition! Go on.

He used to insist on the poor animal doing tricks. I hate seeing a dog do tricks. Dogs loathe it, you know. Theyre frightfully sensitive. Well, Scrymgeour used to make this spaniel of his do tricks — fool-things that no self-respecting dogs would do: and eventually poor old Billy got fed up and jibbed. He was too polite to bite, but he sort of shook his head and crawled under a chair. Youd have thought anyone would have let it go at that, but would old Scrymgeour? Not a bit of it! Of all the poisonous...

Yes, I know. Go on.

Well, the thing ended in the blighter hauling him out from under the chair and getting more and more shirty, until finally he laid into him with a stick. That is to say, said Ginger, coldly accurate, he started laying into him with a stick. He brooded for a moment with knit brows. A spaniel, mind you! Can you imagine anyone beating a spaniel? Its like hitting a little girl. Well, hes a fairly oldish man, you know, and that hampered me a bit: but I got hold of the stick and broke it into about eleven pieces, and by great good luck it was a stick he happened to value rather highly. It had a gold knob and had been presented to him by his constituents or something. I minced it up a goodish bit, and then I told him a fair amount about himself. And then — well, after that he shot me out, and I came here.

Sally did not speak for a moment.

You were quite right, she said at last, in a sober voice that had nothing in it of her customary flippancy. She paused again. And what are you going to do now? she said.

I dont know.

Youll get something?

Oh, yes, I shall get something, I suppose. The family will be pretty sick, of course.

For goodness sake! Why do you bother about the family? Sally burst out. She could not reconcile this young mans flabby dependence on his family with the enterprise and vigour which he had shown in his dealings with the unspeakable Scrymgeour. Of course, he had been brought up to look on himself as a rich mans son and appeared to have drifted as such young men are wont to do; but even so... The whole trouble with you, she said, embarking on a subject on which she held strong views, is that...

Her harangue was interrupted by what — at the Normandie, at one oclock in the morning — practically amounted to a miracle. The front door of the hotel opened, and there entered a young man in evening dress. Such persons were sufficiently rare at the Normandie, which catered principally for the staid and middle-aged, and this youths presence was due, if one must pause to explain it, to the fact that, in the middle of his stay at Roville, a disastrous evening at the Casino had so diminished his funds that he had been obliged to make a hurried shift from the Hotel Splendide to the humbler Normandie. His late appearance to-night was caused by the fact that he had been attending a dance at the Splendide, principally in the hope of finding there some kind-hearted friend of his prosperity from whom he might borrow.

A rapid-fire dialogue having taken place between Jules and the newcomer, the keys were handed through the cage, the door opened and the lift was set once more in motion. And a few minutes later, Sally, suddenly aware of an overpowering sleepiness, had switched off her light and jumped into bed. Her last waking thought was a regret that she had not been able to speak at length to Mr. Ginger Kemp on the subject of enterprise, and resolve that the address should be delivered at the earliest opportunity.
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BY SIX OCLOCK on the following evening, however, Sally had been forced to the conclusion that Ginger would have to struggle through life as best he could without the assistance of her contemplated remarks: for she had seen nothing of him all day and in another hour she would have left Roville on the seven-fifteen express which was to take her to Paris, en route for Cherbourg and the liner whereon she had booked her passage for New York.

It was in the faint hope of finding him even now that, at half-past six, having conveyed her baggage to the station and left it in charge of an amiable porter, she paid a last visit to the Casino Municipale. She disliked the thought of leaving Ginger without having uplifted him. Like so many alert and active-minded girls, she possessed in a great degree the quality of interesting herself in — or, as her brother Fillmore preferred to put it, messing about with — the private affairs of others. Ginger had impressed her as a man to whom it was worth while to give a friendly shove on the right path; and it was with much gratification, therefore, that, having entered the Casino, she perceived a flaming head shining through the crowd which had gathered at one of the roulette-tables.

There are two Casinos at Roville-sur-Mer. The one on the Promenade goes in mostly for sea-air and a mild game called boule. It is the big Casino Municipale down in the Palace Massena near the railway station which is the haunt of the earnest gambler who means business; and it was plain to Sally directly she arrived that Ginger Kemp not only meant business but was getting results. Ginger was going extremely strong. He was entrenched behind an opulent-looking mound of square counters: and, even as Sally looked, a wooden-faced croupier shoved a further instalment across the table to him at the end of his long rake.

Epatant! murmured a wistful man at Sallys side, removing an elbow from her ribs in order the better to gesticulate. Sally, though no French scholar, gathered that he was startled and gratified. The entire crowd seemed to be startled and gratified. There is undoubtedly a certain altruism in the make-up of the spectators at a Continental roulette-table. They seem to derive a spiritual pleasure from seeing somebody else win.

The croupier gave his moustache a twist with his left hand and the wheel a twist with his right, and silence fell again. Sally, who had shifted to a spot where the pressure of the crowd was less acute, was now able to see Gingers face, and as she saw it she gave an involuntary laugh. He looked exactly like a dog at a rat-hole. His hair seemed to bristle with excitement. One could almost fancy that his ears were pricked up.

In the tense hush which had fallen on the crowd at the restarting of the wheel, Sallys laugh rang out with an embarrassing clearness. It had a marked effect on all those within hearing. There is something almost of religious ecstasy in the deportment of the spectators at a table where anyone is having a run of luck at roulette, and if she had guffawed in a cathedral she could not have caused a more pained consternation. The earnest worshippers gazed at her with shocked eyes, and Ginger, turning with a start, saw her and jumped up. As he did so, the ball fell with a rattling click into a red compartment of the wheel; and, as it ceased to revolve and it was seen that at last the big winner had picked the wrong colour, a shuddering groan ran through the congregation like that which convulses the penitents bench at a negro revival meeting. More glances of reproach were cast at Sally. It was generally felt that her injudicious behaviour had changed Gingers luck.

The only person who did not appear to be concerned was Ginger himself. He gathered up his loot, thrust it into his pocket, and elbowed his way to where Sally stood, now definitely established in the eyes of the crowd as a pariah. There was universal regret that he had decided to call it a day. It was to the spectators as though a star had suddenly walked off the stage in the middle of his big scene; and not even a loud and violent quarrel which sprang up at this moment between two excitable gamblers over a disputed five-franc counter could wholly console them.

I say, said Ginger, dexterously plucking Sally out of the crowd, this is topping, meeting you like this. Ive been looking for you everywhere.

Its funny you didnt find me, then, for thats where Ive been. I was looking for you.

No, really? Ginger seemed pleased. He led the way to the quiet ante-room outside the gambling-hall, and they sat down in a corner. It was pleasant here, with nobody near except the gorgeously uniformed attendant over by the door. That was awfully good of you.

I felt I must have a talk with you before my train went.

Ginger started violently.

Your train? What do you mean?

The puff-puff, explained Sally. Im leaving to-night, you know.

Leaving? Ginger looked as horrified as the devoutest of the congregation of which Sally had just ceased to be a member. You dont mean leaving? Youre not going away from Roville?

Im afraid so.

But why? Where are you going?

Back to America. My boat sails from Cherbourg tomorrow.

Oh, my aunt!

Im sorry, said Sally, touched by his concern. She was a warm-hearted girl and liked being appreciated. But...

I say... Ginger Kemp turned bright scarlet and glared before him at the uniformed official, who was regarding their tÃªte-Ã -tÃªte with the indulgent eye of one who has been through this sort of thing himself. I say, look here, will you marry me?
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Sally stared at his vermilion profile in frank amazement. Ginger, she had realized by this time, was in many ways a surprising young man, but she had not expected him to be as surprising as this.

Marry you!

You know what I mean.

Well, yes, I suppose I do. You allude to the holy state. Yes, I know what you mean.

Then how about it?

Sally began to regain her composure. Her sense of humour was tickled. She looked at Ginger gravely. He did not meet her eye, but continued to drink in the uniformed official, who was by now so carried away by the romance of it all that he had begun to hum a love-ballad under his breath. The official could not hear what they were saying, and would not have been able to understand it even if he could have heard; but he was an expert in the language of the eyes.

But isnt this — dont think I am trying to make difficulties — isnt this a little sudden?

Its got to be sudden, said Ginger Kemp, complainingly. I thought you were going to be here for weeks.

But, my infant, my babe, has it occurred to you that we are practically strangers? She patted his hand tolerantly, causing the uniformed official to heave a tender sigh. I see what has happened, she said. Youre mistaking me for some other girl, some girl you know really well, and were properly introduced to. Take a good look at me, and youll see.

If I take a good look at you, said Ginger, feverishly, Im dashed if Ill answer for the consequences.

And this is the man I was going to lecture on Enterprise.

Youre the most wonderful girl Ive ever met, dash it! said Ginger, his gaze still riveted on the official by the door I dare say it is sudden. I cant help that. I fell in love with you the moment I saw you, and there you are!

But...

Now, look here, I know Im not much of a chap and all that, but... well, Ive just won the deuce of a lot of money in there...

Would you buy me with your gold?

I mean to say, we should have enough to start on, and... of course Ive made an infernal hash of everything Ive tried up till now, but there must be something I can do, and you can jolly well bet Id have a goodish stab at it. I mean to say, with you to buck me up and so forth, dont you know. Well, I mean...

Has it struck you that I may already be engaged to someone else?

Oh, golly! Are you?

For the first time he turned and faced her, and there was a look in his eyes which touched Sally and drove all sense of the ludicrous out of her. Absurd as it was, this man was really serious.

Well, yes, as a matter of fact I am, she said soberly.

Ginger Kemp bit his lip and for a moment was silent.

Oh, well, thats torn it! he said at last.

Sally was aware of an emotion too complex to analyse. There was pity in it, but amusement too. The emotion, though she did not recognize it, was maternal. Mothers, listening to their children pleading with engaging absurdity for something wholly out of their power to bestow, feel that same wavering between tears and laughter. Sally wanted to pick Ginger up and kiss him. The one thing she could not do was to look on him, sorry as she was for him, as a reasonable, grown-up man.

You dont really mean it, you know.

Dont I! said Ginger, hollowly. Oh, dont I!

You cant! There isnt such a thing in real life as love at first sight. Loves a thing that comes when you know a person well and... She paused. It had just occurred to her that she was hardly the girl to lecture in this strain. Her love for Gerald Foster had been sufficiently sudden, even instantaneous. What did she know of Gerald except that she loved him? They had become engaged within two weeks of their first meeting. She found this recollection damping to her eloquence, and ended by saying tamely:

Its ridiculous.

Ginger had simmered down to a mood of melancholy resignation.

I couldnt have expected you to care for me, I suppose, anyway, he said, sombrely. Im not much of a chap.

It was just the diversion from the theme under discussion which Sally had been longing to find. She welcomed the chance of continuing the conversation on a less intimate and sentimental note.

Thats exactly what I wanted to talk to you about, she said, seizing the opportunity offered by this display of humility. Ive been looking for you all day to go on with what I was starting to say in the lift last night when we were interrupted. Do you mind if I talk to you like an aunt — or a sister, suppose we say? Really, the best plan would be for you to adopt me as an honorary sister. What do you think?

Ginger did not appear noticeably elated at the suggested relationship.

Because I really do take a tremendous interest in you.

Ginger brightened. Thats awfully good of you.

Im going to speak words of wisdom. Ginger, why dont you brace up?

Brace up?

Yes, stiffen your backbone and stick out your chin, and square your elbows, and really amount to something. Why do you simply flop about and do nothing and leave everything to what you call the family? Why do you have to be helped all the time? Why dont you help yourself? Why do you have to have jobs found for you? Why dont you rush out and get one? Why do you have to worry about what, the family thinks of you? Why dont you make yourself independent of them? I know you had hard luck, suddenly finding yourself without money and all that, but, good heavens, everybody else in the world who has ever done anything has been broke at one time or another. Its part of the fun. Youll never get anywhere by letting yourself be picked up by the family like... like a floppy Newfoundland puppy and dumped down in any old place that happens to suit them. A jobs a thing youve got to choose for yourself and get for yourself. Think what you can do — there must be something — and then go at it with a snort and grab it and hold it down and teach it to take a joke. Youve managed to collect some money. It will give you time to look round. And, when youve had a look round, do something! Try to realize youre alive, and try to imagine the family isnt!

Sally stopped and drew a deep breath. Ginger Kemp did not reply for a moment. He seemed greatly impressed.

When you talk quick, he said at length, in a serious meditative voice, your nose sort of goes all squiggly. Ripping, it looks!

Sally uttered an indignant cry.

Do you mean to say you havent been listening to a word Ive been saying, she demanded.

Oh, rather! Oh, by Jove, yes.

Well, what did I say?

You... er... And your eyes sort of shine, too.

Never mind my eyes. What did I say?

You told me, said Ginger, on reflection, to get a job.

Well, yes. I put it much better than that, but thats what it amounted to, I suppose. All right, then. Im glad you...

Ginger was eyeing her with mournful devotion. I say, he interrupted, I wish youd let me write to you. Letters, I mean, and all that. I have an idea it would kind of buck me up.

You wont have time for writing letters.

Ill have time to write them to you. You havent an address or anything of that sort in America, have you, by any chance? I mean, so that Id know where to write to.

I can give you an address which will always find me. She told him the number and street of Mrs. Meechers boarding-house, and he wrote them down reverently on his shirt-cuff. Yes, on second thoughts, do write, she said. Of course, I shall want to know how youve got on. I... oh, my goodness! That clocks not right?

Just about. What time does your train go?

Go! Its gone! Or, at least, it goes in about two seconds. She made a rush for the swing-door, to the confusion of the uniformed official who had not been expecting this sudden activity. Good-bye, Ginger. Write to me, and remember what I said.

Ginger, alert after his unexpected fashion when it became a question of physical action, had followed her through the swing-door, and they emerged together and started running down the square.

Stick it! said Ginger, encouragingly. He was running easily and well, as becomes a man who, in his day, had been a snip for his international at scrum-half.

Sally saved her breath. The train was beginning to move slowly out of the station as they sprinted abreast on to the platform. Ginger dived for the nearest door, wrenched it open, gathered Sally neatly in his arms, and flung her in. She landed squarely on the toes of a man who occupied the corner seat, and, bounding off again, made for the window. Ginger, faithful to the last, was trotting beside the train as it gathered speed.

Ginger! My poor porter! Tip him. I forgot.

Right ho!

And dont forget what Ive been saying.

Right ho!

Look after yourself and Death to the Family!

Right ho!

The train passed smoothly out of the station. Sally cast one last look back at her red-haired friend, who had now halted and was waving a handkerchief. Then she turned to apologize to the other occupant of the carriage.

Im so sorry, she said, breathlessly. I hope I didnt hurt you.

She found herself facing Gingers cousin, the dark man of yesterdays episode on the beach, Bruce Carmyle.

3

Mr. Carmyle was not a man who readily allowed himself to be disturbed by lifes little surprises, but at the present moment he could not help feeling slightly dazed. He recognized Sally now as the French girl who had attracted his cousin Lancelots notice on the beach. At least he had assumed that she was French, and it was startling to be addressed by her now in fluent English. How had she suddenly acquired this gift of tongues? And how on earth had she had time since yesterday, when he had been a total stranger to her, to become sufficiently intimate with Cousin Lancelot to be sprinting with him down station platforms and addressing him out of railway-carriage windows as Ginger? Bruce Carmyle was aware that most members of that sub-species of humanity, his cousins personal friends, called him by that familiar — and, so Carmyle held, vulgar — nickname: but how had this girl got hold of it?

If Sally had been less pretty, Mr. Carmyle would undoubtedly have looked disapprovingly at her, for she had given his rather rigid sense of the proprieties a nasty jar. But as, panting and flushed from her run, she was prettier than any girl he had yet met, he contrived to smile.

Not at all, he said in answer to her question, though it was far from the truth. His left big toe was aching confoundedly. Even a girl with a foot as small as Sallys can make her presence felt on a mans toe if the scrum-half who is handling her aims well and uses plenty of vigour.

If you dont mind, said Sally, sitting down, I think Ill breathe a little.

She breathed. The train sped on.

Quite a close thing, said Bruce Carmyle, affably. The pain in his toe was diminishing. You nearly missed it.

Yes. It was lucky Mr. Kemp was with me. He throws very straight, doesnt he.

Tell me, said Carmyle, how do you come to know my Cousin? On the beach yesterday morning...

Oh, we didnt know each other then. But we were staying at the same hotel, and we spent an hour or so shut up in an elevator together. That was when we really got acquainted.

A waiter entered the compartment, announcing in unexpected English that dinner was served in the restaurant car. Would you care for dinner?

Im starving, said Sally.

She reproved herself, as they made their way down the corridor, for being so foolish as to judge anyone by his appearance. This man was perfectly pleasant in spite of his grim exterior. She had decided by the time they had seated themselves at the table she liked him.

At the table, however, Mr. Carmyles manner changed for the worse. He lost his amiability. He was evidently a man who took his meals seriously and believed in treating waiters with severity. He shuddered austerely at a stain on the table-cloth, and then concentrated himself frowningly on the bill of fare. Sally, meanwhile, was establishing cosy relations with the much too friendly waiter, a cheerful old man who from the start seemed to have made up his mind to regard her as a favourite daughter. The waiter talked no English and Sally no French, but they were getting along capitally, when Mr. Carmyle, who had been irritably waving aside the servitors light-hearted advice — at the Hotel Splendide the waiters never bent over you and breathed cordial suggestions down the side of your face — gave his order crisply in the Anglo-Gallic dialect of the travelling Briton. The waiter remarked, Boum! in a pleased sort of way, and vanished.

Nice old man! said Sally.

Infernally familiar! said Mr. Carmyle.

Sally perceived that on the topic of the waiter she and her host did not see eye to eye and that little pleasure or profit could be derived from any discussion centring about him. She changed the subject. She was not liking Mr. Carmyle quite so much as she had done a few minutes ago, but it was courteous of him to give her dinner, and she tried to like him as much as she could.

By the way, she said, my name is Nicholas. I always think its a good thing to start with names, dont you?

Mine...

Oh, I know yours. Ginger — Mr. Kemp told me.

Mr. Carmyle, who since the waiters departure, had been thawing, stiffened again at the mention of Ginger.

Indeed? he said, coldly. Apparently you got intimate.

Sally did not like his tone. He seemed to be criticizing her, and she resented criticism from a stranger. Her eyes opened wide and she looked dangerously across the table.

Why apparently? I told you that we had got intimate, and I explained how. You cant stay shut up in an elevator half the night with anybody without getting to know him. I found Mr. Kemp very pleasant.

Really?

And very interesting.

Mr. Carmyle raised his eyebrows.

Would you call him interesting?

I did call him interesting. Sally was beginning to feel the exhilaration of battle. Men usually made themselves extremely agreeable to her, and she reacted belligerently under the stiff unfriendliness which had come over her companion in the last few minutes.

He told me all about himself.

And you found that interesting?

Why not?

Well... A frigid half-smile came and went on Bruce Carmyles dark face. My cousin has many excellent qualities, no doubt — he used to play football well, and I understand that he is a capable amateur pugilist — but I should not have supposed him entertaining. We find him a little dull.

I thought it was only royalty that called themselves we.

I meant myself — and the rest of the family.

The mention of the family was too much for Sally. She had to stop talking in order to allow her mind to clear itself of rude thoughts.

Mr. Kemp was telling me about Mr. Scrymgeour, she went on at length.

Bruce Carmyle stared for a moment at the yard or so of French bread which the waiter had placed on the table.

Indeed? he said. He has an engaging lack of reticence.

The waiter returned bearing soup and dumped it down.

Vla! he observed, with the satisfied air of a man who has successfully performed a difficult conjuring trick. He smiled at Sally expectantly, as though confident of applause from this section of his audience at least. But Sallys face was set and rigid. She had been snubbed, and the sensation was as pleasant as it was novel.

I think Mr. Kemp had hard luck, she said.

If you will excuse me, I would prefer not to discuss the matter.

Mr. Carmyles attitude was that Sally might be a pretty girl, but she was a stranger, and the intimate affairs of the Family were not to be discussed with strangers, however prepossessing.

He was quite in the right. Mr. Scrymgeour was beating a dog...

Ive heard the details.

Oh, I didnt know that. Well, dont you agree with me, then?

I do not. A man who would throw away an excellent position simply because...

Oh, well, if thats your view, I suppose it is useless to talk about it.

Quite.

Still, theres no harm in asking what you propose to do about Gin — about Mr. Kemp.

Mr. Carmyle became more glacial.

Im afraid I cannot discuss...

Sallys quick impatience, nobly restrained till now, finally got the better of her.

Oh, for goodness sake, she snapped, do try to be human, and dont always be snubbing people. You remind me of one of those portraits of men in the eighteenth century, with wooden faces, who look out of heavy gold frames at you with fishy eyes as if you were a regrettable incident.

Rosbif, said the waiter genially, manifesting himself suddenly beside them as if he had popped up out of a trap.

Bruce Carmyle attacked his roast beef morosely. Sally who was in the mood when she knew that she would be ashamed of herself later on, but was full of battle at the moment, sat in silence.

I am sorry, said Mr. Carmyle ponderously, if my eyes are fishy. The fact has not been called to my attention before.

I suppose you never had any sisters, said Sally. They would have told you.

Mr. Carmyle relapsed into an offended dumbness, which lasted till the waiter had brought the coffee.

I think, said Sally, getting up, Ill be going now. I dont seem to want any coffee, and, if I stay on, I may say something rude. I thought I might be able to put in a good word for Mr. Kemp and save him from being massacred, but apparently its no use. Good-bye, Mr. Carmyle, and thank you for giving me dinner.

She made her way down the car, followed by Bruce Carmyles indignant, yet fascinated, gaze. Strange emotions were stirring in Mr. Carmyles bosom.


CHAPTER IV. GINGER IN DANGEROUS MOOD
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SOME FEW DAYS later, owing to the fact that the latter, being preoccupied, did not see him first, Bruce Carmyle met his cousin Lancelot in Piccadilly. They had returned by different routes from Roville, and Ginger would have preferred the separation to continue. He was hurrying on with a nod, when Carmyle stopped him.

Just the man I wanted to see, he observed.

Oh, hullo! said Ginger, without joy.

I was thinking of calling at your club.

Yes?

Yes. Cigarette?

Ginger peered at the proffered case with the vague suspicion of the man who has allowed himself to be lured on to the platform and is accepting a card from the conjurer. He felt bewildered. In all the years of their acquaintance he could not recall another such exhibition of geniality on his cousins part. He was surprised, indeed, at Mr. Carmyles speaking to him at all, for the affaire Scrymgeour remained an un-healed wound, and the Family, Ginger knew, were even now in session upon it.

Been back in London long?

Day or two.

I heard quite by accident that you had returned and that you were staying at the club. By the way, thank you for introducing me to Miss Nicholas.

Ginger started violently.

What!

I was in that compartment, you know, at Roville Station. You threw her right on top of me. We agreed to consider that an introduction. An attractive girl.

Bruce Carmyle had not entirely made up his mind regarding Sally, but on one point he was clear, that she should not, if he could help it, pass out of his life. Her abrupt departure had left him with that baffled and dissatisfied feeling which, though it has little in common with love at first sight, frequently produces the same effects. She had had, he could not disguise it from himself, the better of their late encounter and he was conscious of a desire to meet her again and show her that there was more in him than she apparently supposed. Bruce Carmyle, in a word, was piqued: and, though he could not quite decide whether he liked or disliked Sally, he was very sure that a future without her would have an element of flatness.

A very attractive girl. We had a very pleasant talk.

I bet you did, said Ginger enviously.

By the way, she did not give you her address by any chance?

Why? said Ginger suspiciously. His attitude towards Sallys address resembled somewhat that of a connoisseur who has acquired a unique work of art. He wanted to keep it to himself and gloat over it.

Well, I — er — I promised to send her some books she was anxious to read...

I shouldnt think she gets much time for reading.

Books which are not published in America.

Oh, pretty nearly everything is published in America, what? Bound to be, I mean.

Well, these particular books are not, said Mr. Carmyle shortly. He was finding Gingers reserve a little trying, and wished that he had been more inventive.

Give them to me and Ill send them to her, suggested Ginger.

Good Lord, man! snapped Mr. Carmyle. Im capable of sending a few books to America. Where does she live?

Ginger revealed the sacred number of the holy street which had the luck to be Sallys headquarters. He did it because with a persistent devil like his cousin there seemed no way of getting out of it: but he did it grudgingly.

Thanks. Bruce Carmyle wrote the information down with a gold pencil in a dapper little morocco-bound note-book. He was the sort of man who always has a pencil, and the backs of old envelopes never enter into his life.

There was a pause. Bruce Carmyle coughed.

I saw Uncle Donald this morning, he said.

His manner had lost its geniality. There was no need for it now, and he was a man who objected to waste. He spoke coldly, and in his voice there was a familiar sub-tingle of reproof.

Yes? said Ginger moodily. This was the uncle in whose office he had made his debut as a hasher: a worthy man, highly respected in the National Liberal Club, but never a favourite of Gingers. There were other minor uncles and a few subsidiary aunts who went to make up the Family, but Uncle Donald was unquestionably the managing director of that body and it was Gingers considered opinion that in this capacity he approximated to a human blister.

He wants you to dine with him to-night at Blekes.

Gingers depression deepened. A dinner with Uncle Donald would hardly have been a cheerful function, even in the surroundings of a banquet in the Arabian Nights. There was that about Uncle Donalds personality which would have cast a sobering influence over the orgies of the Emperor Tiberius at Capri. To dine with him at a morgue like that relic of Old London, Blekes Coffee House, which confined its custom principally to regular patrons who had not missed an evening there for half a century, was to touch something very near bed-rock. Ginger was extremely doubtful whether flesh and blood were equal to it.

To-night? he said. Oh, you mean to-night? Well...

Dont be a fool. You know as well as I do that youve got to go. Uncle Donalds invitations were royal commands in the Family. If youve another engagement you must put it off.

Oh, all right.

Seven-thirty sharp.

All right, said Ginger gloomily.

The two men went their ways, Bruce Carmyle eastwards because he had clients to see in his chambers at the Temple; Ginger westwards because Mr. Carmyle had gone east. There was little sympathy between these cousins: yet, oddly enough, their thoughts as they walked centred on the same object. Bruce Carmyle, threading his way briskly through the crowds of Piccadilly Circus, was thinking of Sally: and so was Ginger as he loafed aimlessly towards Hyde Park Corner, bumping in a sort of coma from pedestrian to pedestrian.

Since his return to London Ginger had been in bad shape. He mooned through the days and slept poorly at night. If there is one thing rottener than another in a pretty blighted world, one thing which gives a fellow the pip and reduces him to the condition of an absolute onion, it is hopeless love. Hopeless love had got Ginger all stirred up. His had been hitherto a placid soul. Even the financial crash which had so altered his life had not bruised him very deeply. His temperament had enabled him to bear the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune with a philosophic Right ho! But now everything seemed different. Things irritated him acutely, which before he had accepted as inevitable — his Uncle Donalds moustache, for instance, and its owners habit of employing it during meals as a sort of zareba or earthwork against the assaults of soup.

By gad! thought Ginger, stopping suddenly opposite Devonshire House. If he uses that damned shrubbery as soup-strainer to-night, Ill slosh him with a fork!

Hard thoughts... hard thoughts! And getting harder all the time, for nothing grows more quickly than a mood of rebellion. Rebellion is a forest fire that flames across the soul. The spark had been lighted in Ginger, and long before he reached Hyde Park Corner he was ablaze and crackling. By the time he returned to his club he was practically a menace to society — to that section of it, at any rate, which embraced his Uncle Donald, his minor uncles George and William, and his aunts Mary, Geraldine, and Louise.

Nor had the mood passed when he began to dress for the dismal festivities of Blekes Coffee House. He scowled as he struggled morosely with an obstinate tie. One cannot disguise the fact — Ginger was warming up. And it was just at this moment that Fate, as though it had been waiting for the psychological instant, applied the finishing touch. There was a knock at the door, and a waiter came in with a telegram.

Ginger looked at the envelope. It had been readdressed and forwarded on from the Hotel Normandie. It was a wireless, handed in on board the White Star liner Olympic, and it ran as follows:

Remember. Death to the Family. S.

Ginger sat down heavily on the bed.

The driver of the taxi-cab which at twenty-five minutes past seven drew up at the dingy door of Blekes Coffee House in the Strand was rather struck by his fares manner and appearance. A determined-looking sort of young bloke, was the taxi-drivers verdict.


CHAPTER V. SALLY HEARS NEWS
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IT HAD BEEN Sallys intention, on arriving in New York, to take a room at the St. Regis and revel in the gilded luxury to which her wealth entitled her before moving into the small but comfortable apartment which, as soon as she had the time, she intended to find and make her permanent abode. But when the moment came and she was giving directions to the taxi-driver at the dock, there seemed to her something revoltingly Fillmorian about the scheme. It would be time enough to sever herself from the boarding-house which had been her home for three years when she had found the apartment. Meanwhile, the decent thing to do, if she did not want to brand herself in the sight of her conscience as a female Fillmore, was to go back temporarily to Mrs. Meechers admirable establishment and foregather with her old friends. After all, home is where the heart is, even if there are more prunes there than the gourmet would consider judicious.

Perhaps it was the unavoidable complacency induced by the thought that she was doing the right thing, or possibly it was the tingling expectation of meeting Gerald Foster again after all these weeks of separation, that made the familiar streets seem wonderfully bright as she drove through them. It was a perfect, crisp New York morning, all blue sky and amber sunshine, and even the ash-cans had a stimulating look about them. The street cars were full of happy people rollicking off to work: policemen directed the traffic with jaunty affability: and the white-clad street-cleaners went about their poetic tasks with a quiet but none the less noticeable relish. It was improbable that any of these people knew that she was back, but somehow they all seemed to be behaving as though this were a special day.

The first discordant note in this overture of happiness was struck by Mrs. Meecher, who informed Sally, after expressing her gratification at the news that she required her old room, that Gerald Foster had left town that morning.

Gone to Detroit, he has, said Mrs. Meecher. Miss Doland, too. She broke off to speak a caustic word to the boarding-house handyman, who, with Sallys trunk as a weapon, was depreciating the value of the wall-paper in the hall. Theres that play of his being tried out there, you know, Monday, resumed Mrs. Meecher, after the handyman had bumped his way up the staircase. They been rehearsing ever since you left.

Sally was disappointed, but it was such a beautiful morning, and New York was so wonderful after the dull voyage in the liner that she was not going to allow herself to be depressed without good reason. After all, she could go on to Detroit tomorrow. It was nice to have something to which she could look forward.

Oh, is Elsa in the company? she said.

Sure. And very good too, I hear. Mrs. Meecher kept abreast of theatrical gossip. She was an ex-member of the profession herself, having been in the first production of Florodora, though, unlike everybody else, not one of the original Sextette. Mr. Faucitt was down to see a rehearsal, and he said Miss Doland was fine. And hes not easy to please, as you know.

How is Mr. Faucitt?

Mrs. Meecher, not unwillingly, for she was a woman who enjoyed the tragedies of life, made her second essay in the direction of lowering Sallys uplifted mood.

Poor old gentleman, he aint over and above well. Went to bed early last night with a headache, and this morning I been to see him and he dont look well. Theres a lot of this Spanish influenza about. It might be that. Lots o people have been dying of it, if you believe what you see in the papers, said Mrs. Meecher buoyantly.

Good gracious! You dont think...?

Well, he aint turned black, admitted Mrs. Meecher with regret. They say they turn black. If you believe what you see in the papers, that is. Of course, that may come later, she added with the air of one confident that all will come right in the future. The doctorll be in to see him pretty soon. Hes quite happy. Totos sitting with him.

Sallys concern increased. Like everyone who had ever spent any length of time in the house, she had strong views on Toto. This quadruped, who stained the fame of the entire canine race by posing as a dog, was a small woolly animal with a persistent and penetrating yap, hard to bear with equanimity in health and certainly quite outside the range of a sick man. Her heart bled for Mr. Faucitt. Mrs. Meecher, on the other hand, who held a faith in her little pets amiability and power to soothe which seven years close association had been unable to shake, seemed to feel that, with Toto on the spot, all that could be done had been done as far as pampering the invalid was concerned.

I must go up and see him, cried Sally. Poor old dear.

Sure. You know his room. You can hear Toto talking to him now, said Mrs. Meecher complacently. He wants a cracker, thats what he wants. Toto likes a cracker after breakfast.

The invalids eyes, as Sally entered the room, turned wearily to the door. At the sight of Sally they lit up with an incredulous rapture. Almost any intervention would have pleased Mr. Faucitt at that moment, for his little playmate had long outstayed any welcome that might originally have been his: but that the caller should be his beloved Sally seemed to the old man something in the nature of a return of the age of miracles.

Sally!

One moment. Here, Toto!

Toto, struck momentarily dumb by the sight of food, had jumped off the bed and was standing with his head on one side, peering questioningly at the cracker. He was a suspicious dog, but he allowed himself to be lured into the passage, upon which Sally threw the cracker down and slipped in and shut the door. Toto, after a couple of yaps, which may have been gratitude or baffled fury, trotted off downstairs, and Mr. Faucitt drew a deep breath.

Sally, you come, as ever, as an angel of mercy. Our worthy Mrs. Meecher means well, and I yield to no man in my respect for her innate kindness of heart: but she errs in supposing that that thrice-damned whelp of hers is a combination of sick-nurse, soothing medicine, and a week at the seaside. She insisted on bringing him here. He was yapping then, as he was yapping when, with womanly resource which I cannot sufficiently praise, you decoyed him hence. And each yap went through me like hammer-strokes on sheeted tin. Sally, you stand alone among womankind. You shine like a good deed in a naughty world. When did you get back?

Ive only just arrived in my hired barouche from the pier.

And you came to see your old friend without delay? I am grateful and flattered. Sally, my dear.

Of course I came to see you. Do you suppose that, when Mrs. Meecher told me you were sick, I just said Is that so? and went on talking about the weather? Well, what do you mean by it? Frightening everybody. Poor old darling, do you feel very bad?

One thousand individual mice are nibbling the base of my spine, and I am conscious of a constant need of cooling refreshment. But what of that? Your presence is a tonic. Tell me, how did our Sally enjoy foreign travel?

Our Sally had the time of her life.

Did you visit England?

Only passing through.

How did it look? asked Mr. Faucitt eagerly.

Moist. Very moist.

It would, said Mr. Faucitt indulgently. I confess that, happy as I have been in this country, there are times when I miss those wonderful London days, when a sort of cosy brown mist hangs over the streets and the pavements ooze with a perspiration of mud and water, and you see through the haze the yellow glow of the Bodega lamps shining in the distance like harbour-lights. Not, said Mr. Faucitt, that I specify the Bodega to the exclusion of other and equally worthy hostelries. I have passed just as pleasant hours in Rules and Shorts. You missed something by not lingering in England, Sally.

I know I did — pneumonia.

Mr. Faucitt shook his head reproachfully.

You are prejudiced, my dear. You would have enjoyed London if you had had the courage to brave its superficial gloom. Where did you spend your holiday? Paris?

Part of the time. And the rest of the while I was down by the sea. It was glorious. I dont think I would ever have come back if I hadnt had to. But, of course, I wanted to see you all again. And I wanted to be at the opening of Mr. Fosters play. Mrs. Meecher tells me you went to one of the rehearsals.

I attended a dog-fight which I was informed was a rehearsal, said Mr. Faucitt severely. There is no rehearsing nowadays.

Oh dear! Was it as bad as all that?

The play is good. The play — I will go further — is excellent. It has fat. But the acting...

Mrs. Meecher said you told her that Elsa was good.

Our worthy hostess did not misreport me. Miss Doland has great possibilities. She reminds me somewhat of Matilda Devine, under whose banner I played a season at the Old Royalty in London many years ago. She has the seeds of greatness in her, but she is wasted in the present case on an insignificant part. There is only one part in the play. I allude to the one murdered by Miss Mabel Hobson.

Murdered! Sallys heart sank. She had been afraid of this, and it was no satisfaction to feel that she had warned Gerald. Is she very terrible?

She has the face of an angel and the histrionic ability of that curious suet pudding which our estimable Mrs. Meecher is apt to give us on Fridays. In my professional career I have seen many cases of what I may term the Lady Friend in the role of star, but Miss Hobson eclipses them all. I remember in the year 94 a certain scion of the plutocracy took it into his head to present a female for whom he had conceived an admiration in a part which would have taxed the resources of the ablest. I was engaged in her support, and at the first rehearsal I recollect saying to my dear old friend, Arthur Moseby — dead, alas, these many years. An excellent juvenile, but, like so many good fellows, cursed with a tendency to lift the elbow — I recollect saying to him Arthur, dear boy, I give it two weeks. Max, was his reply, you are an incurable optimist. One consecutive night, laddie, one consecutive night. We had, I recall, an even half-crown upon it. He won. We opened at Wigan, our leading lady got the bird, and the show closed next day. I was forcibly reminded of this incident as I watched Miss Hobson rehearsing.

Oh, poor Ger — poor Mr. Foster!

I do not share your commiseration for that young man, said Mr. Faucitt austerely. You probably are almost a stranger to him, but he and I have been thrown together a good deal of late. A young man upon whom, mark my words, success, if it ever comes, will have the worst effects. I dislike him. Sally. He is, I think, without exception, the most selfish and self-centred young man of my acquaintance. He reminds me very much of old Billy Fothergill, with whom I toured a good deal in the later eighties. Did I ever tell you the story of Billy and the amateur who...?

Sally was in no mood to listen to the adventures of Mr. Fothergill. The old mans innocent criticism of Gerald had stabbed her deeply. A momentary impulse to speak hotly in his defence died away as she saw Mr. Faucitts pale, worn old face. He had meant no harm, after all. How could he know what Gerald was to her?

She changed the conversation abruptly.

Have you seen anything of Fillmore while Ive been away?

Fillmore? Why yes, my dear, curiously enough I happened to run into him on Broadway only a few days ago. He seemed changed — less stiff and aloof than he had been for some time past. I may be wronging him, but there have been times of late when one might almost have fancied him a trifle up-stage. All that was gone at our last encounter. He appeared glad to see me and was most cordial.

Sally found her composure restored. Her lecture on the night of the party had evidently, she thought, not been wasted. Mr. Faucitt, however, advanced another theory to account for the change in the Man of Destiny.

I rather fancy, he said, that the softening influence has been the young mans fiancÃ©e.

What? Fillmores not engaged?

Did he not write and tell you? I suppose he was waiting to inform you when you returned. Yes, Fillmore is betrothed. The lady was with him when we met. A Miss Winch. In the profession, I understand. He introduced me. A very charming and sensible young lady, I thought.

Sally shook her head.

She cant be. Fillmore would never have got engaged to anyone like that. Was her hair crimson?

Brown, if I recollect rightly.

Very loud, I suppose, and overdressed?

On the contrary, neat and quiet.

Youve made a mistake, said Sally decidedly. She cant have been like that. I shall have to look into this. It does seem hard that I cant go away for a few weeks without all my friends taking to beds of sickness and all my brothers getting ensnared by vampires.

A knock at the door interrupted her complaint. Mrs. Meecher entered, ushering in a pleasant little man with spectacles and black bag.

The doctor to see you, Mr. Faucitt. Mrs. Meecher cast an appraising eye at the invalid, as if to detect symptoms of approaching discoloration. Ive been telling him that what I think youve gotten is this here new Spanish influenza. Two more deaths there were in the paper this morning, if you can believe what you see...

I wonder, said the doctor, if you would mind going and bringing me a small glass of water?

Why, sure.

Not a large glass — a small glass. Just let the tap run for a few moments and take care not to spill any as you come up the stairs. I always ask ladies, like our friend who has just gone, he added as the door closed, to bring me a glass of water. It keeps them amused and interested and gets them out of the way, and they think I am going to do a conjuring trick with it. As a matter of fact, Im going to drink it. Now lets have a look at you.

The examination did not take long. At the end of it the doctor seemed somewhat chagrined.

Our good friends diagnosis was correct. Id give a leg to say it wasnt, but it was. It is this here new Spanish influenza. Not a bad attack. You want to stay in bed and keep warm, and Ill write you out a prescription. You ought to be nursed. Is this young lady a nurse?

No, no, merely...

Of course Im a nurse, said Sally decidedly. It isnt difficult, is it, doctor? I know nurses smooth pillows. I can do that. Is there anything else?

Their principal duty is to sit here and prevent the excellent and garrulous lady who has just left us from getting in. They must also be able to aim straight with a book or an old shoe, if that small woolly dog I met downstairs tries to force an entrance. If you are equal to these tasks, I can leave the case in your hands with every confidence.

But, Sally, my dear, said Mr. Faucitt, concerned, you must not waste your time looking after me. You have a thousand things to occupy you.

Theres nothing I want to do more than help you to get better. Ill just go out and send a wire, and then Ill be right back.

Five minutes later, Sally was in a Western Union office, telegraphing to Gerald that she would be unable to reach Detroit in time for the opening.


CHAPTER VI. FIRST AID FOR FILLMORE
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IT WAS NOT till the following Friday that Sally was able to start for Detroit. She arrived on the Saturday morning and drove to the Hotel Statler. Having ascertained that Gerald was stopping in the hotel and having phoned up to his room to tell him to join her, she went into the dining-room and ordered breakfast.

She felt low-spirited as she waited for the food to arrive. The nursing of Mr. Faucitt had left her tired, and she had not slept well on the train. But the real cause of her depression was the fact that there had been a lack of enthusiasm in Geralds greeting over the telephone just now. He had spoken listlessly, as though the fact of her returning after all these weeks was a matter of no account, and she felt hurt and perplexed.

A cup of coffee had a stimulating effect. Men, of course, were always like this in the early morning. It would, no doubt, be a very different Gerald who would presently bound into the dining-room, quickened and restored by a cold shower-bath. In the meantime, here was food, and she needed it.

She was pouring out her second cup of coffee when a stout young man, of whom she had caught a glimpse as he moved about that section of the hotel lobby which was visible through the open door of the dining-room, came in and stood peering about as though in search of someone. The momentary sight she had had of this young man had interested Sally. She had thought how extraordinarily like he was to her brother Fillmore. Now she perceived that it was Fillmore himself.

Sally was puzzled. What could Fillmore be doing so far west? She had supposed him to be a permanent resident of New York. But, of course, your man of affairs and vast interests flits about all over the place. At any rate, here he was, and she called him. And, after he had stood in the doorway looking in every direction except the right one for another minute, he saw her and came over to her table.

Why, Sally? His manner, she thought, was nervous — one might almost have said embarrassed. She attributed this to a guilty conscience. Presently he would have to break to her the news that he had become engaged to be married without her sisterly sanction, and no doubt he was wondering how to begin. What are you doing here? I thought you were in Europe.

I got back a week ago, but Ive been nursing poor old Mr. Faucitt ever since then. Hes been ill, poor old dear. Ive come here to see Mr. Fosters play, The Primrose Way, you know. Is it a success?

It hasnt opened yet.

Dont be silly, Fill. Do pull yourself together. It opened last Monday.

No, it didnt. Havent you heard? Theyve closed all the theatres because of this infernal Spanish influenza. Nothing has been playing this week. You must have seen it in the papers.

I havent had time to read the papers. Oh, Fill, what an awful shame!

Yes, its pretty tough. Makes the company all on edge. Ive had the darndest time, I can tell you.

Why, what have you got to do with it?

Fillmore coughed.

I — er — oh, I didnt tell you that. Im sort of — er — mixed up in the show. Cracknell — you remember he was at college with me — suggested that I should come down and look at it. Shouldnt wonder if he wants me to put money into it and so on.

I thought he had all the money in the world.

Yes, he has a lot, but these fellows like to let a pal in on a good thing.

Is it a good thing?

The plays fine.

Thats what Mr. Faucitt said. But Mabel Hobson...

Fillmores ample face registered emotion.

Shes an awful woman, Sally! She cant act, and she throws her weight about all the time. The other day there was a fuss about a paper-knife...

How do you mean, a fuss about a paper-knife?

One of the props, you know. It got mislaid. Im certain it wasnt my fault...

How could it have been your fault? asked Sally wonderingly. Love seemed to have the worst effects on Fillmores mentality.

Well — er — you know how it is. Angry woman... blames the first person she sees... This paper-knife...

Fillmores voice trailed off into pained silence.

Mr. Faucitt said Elsa Doland was good.

Oh, shes all right, said Fillmore indifferently. But— His face brightened and animation crept into his voice. But the girl you want to watch is Miss Winch. Gladys Winch. She plays the maid. Shes only in the first act, and hasnt much to say, except Did you ring, madam? and things like that. But its the way she says em! Sally, that girls a genius! The greatest character actress in a dozen years! You mark my words, in a darned little while youll see her name up on Broadway in electric light. Personality? Ask me! Charm? She wrote the words and music! Looks?...

All right! All right! I know all about it, Fill. And will you kindly inform me how you dared to get engaged without consulting me?

Fillmore blushed richly.

Oh, do you know?

Yes. Mr. Faucitt told me.

Well...

Well?

Well, Im only human, argued Fillmore.

I call that a very handsome admission. Youve got quite modest, Fill.

He had certainly changed for the better since their last meeting.

It was as if someone had punctured him and let out all the pomposity. If this was due, as Mr. Faucitt had suggested, to the influence of Miss Winch, Sally felt that she could not but approve of the romance.

Ill introduce you sometime, said Fillmore.

I want to meet her very much.

Ill have to be going now. Ive got to see Bunbury. I thought he might be in here.

Whos Bunbury?

The producer. I suppose he is breakfasting in his room. Id better go up.

You are busy, arent you. Little marvel! Its lucky theyve got you to look after them.

Fillmore retired and Sally settled down to wait for Gerald, no longer hurt by his manner over the telephone. Poor Gerald! No wonder he had seemed upset.

A few minutes later he came in.

Oh, Jerry darling, said Sally, as he reached the table, Im so sorry. Ive just been hearing about it.

Gerald sat down. His appearance fulfilled the promise of his voice over the telephone. A sort of nervous dullness wrapped him about like a garment.

Its just my luck, he said gloomily. Its the kind of thing that couldnt happen to anyone but me. Damned fools! Wheres the sense in shutting the theatres, even if there is influenza about? They let people jam against one another all day in the stores. If that doesnt hurt them why should it hurt them to go to theatres? Besides, its all infernal nonsense about this thing. I dont believe there is such a thing as Spanish influenza. People get colds in their heads and think theyre dying. Its all a fake scare.

I dont think its that, said Sally. Poor Mr. Faucitt had it quite badly. Thats why I couldnt come earlier.

Gerald did not seem interested either by the news of Mr. Faucitts illness or by the fact that Sally, after delay, had at last arrived. He dug a spoon sombrely into his grape-fruit.

Weve been hanging about here day after day, getting bored to death all the time... The companys going all to pieces. Theyre sick of rehearsing and rehearsing when nobody knows if well ever open. They were all keyed up a week ago, and theyve been sagging ever since. It will ruin the play, of course. My first chance! Just chucked away.

Sally was listening with a growing feeling of desolation. She tried to be fair, to remember that he had had a terrible disappointment and was under a great strain. And yet... it was unfortunate that self-pity was a thing she particularly disliked in a man. Her vanity, too, was hurt. It was obvious that her arrival, so far from acting as a magic restorative, had effected nothing. She could not help remembering, though it made her feel disloyal, what Mr. Faucitt had said about Gerald. She had never noticed before that he was remarkably self-centred, but he was thrusting the fact upon her attention now.

That Hobson woman is beginning to make trouble, went on Gerald, prodding in a despairing sort of way at scrambled eggs. She ought never to have had the part, never. She cant handle it. Elsa Doland could play it a thousand times better. I wrote Elsa in a few lines the other day, and the Hobson woman went right up in the air. You dont know what a star is till youve seen one of these promoted clothes-props from the Follies trying to be one. It took me an hour to talk her round and keep her from throwing up her part.

Why not let her throw up her part?

For heavens sake talk sense, said Gerald querulously. Do you suppose that man Cracknell would keep the play on if she wasnt in it? He would close the show in a second, and where would I be then? You dont seem to realize that this is a big chance for me. Id look a fool throwing it away.

I see, said Sally, shortly. She had never felt so wretched in her life. Foreign travel, she decided, was a mistake. It might be pleasant and broadening to the mind, but it seemed to put you so out of touch with people when you got back. She analysed her sensations, and arrived at the conclusion that what she was resenting was the fact that Gerald was trying to get the advantages of two attitudes simultaneously. A man in trouble may either be the captain of his soul and superior to pity, or he may be a broken thing for a woman to pet and comfort. Gerald, it seemed to her, was advertising himself as an object for her commiseration, and at the same time raising a barrier against it. He appeared to demand her sympathy while holding himself aloof from it. She had the uncomfortable sensation of feeling herself shut out and useless.

By the way, said Gerald, theres one thing. I have to keep her jollying along all the time, so for goodness sake dont go letting it out that were engaged.

Sallys chin went up with a jerk. This was too much.

If you find it a handicap being engaged to me...

Dont be silly. Gerald took refuge in pathos. Good God! Its tough! Here am I, worried to death, and you...

Before he could finish the sentence, Sallys mood had undergone one of those swift changes which sometimes made her feel that she must be lacking in character. A simple, comforting thought had come to her, altering her entire outlook. She had come off the train tired and gritty, and what seemed the general out-of-jointness of the world was entirely due, she decided, to the fact that she had not had a bath and that her hair was all anyhow. She felt suddenly tranquil. If it was merely her grubby and dishevelled condition that made Gerald seem to her so different, all was well. She put her hand on his with a quick gesture of penitence.

Im so sorry, she said. Ive been a brute, but I do sympathize, really.

Ive had an awful time, mumbled Gerald.

I know, I know. But you never told me you were glad to see me.

Of course Im glad to see you.

Why didnt you say so, then, you poor fish? And why didnt you ask me if I had enjoyed myself in Europe?

Did you enjoy yourself?

Yes, except that I missed you so much. There! Now we can consider my lecture on foreign travel finished, and you can go on telling me your troubles.

Gerald accepted the invitation. He spoke at considerable length, though with little variety. It appeared definitely established in his mind that Providence had invented Spanish influenza purely with a view to wrecking his future. But now he seemed less aloof, more open to sympathy. The brief thunderstorm had cleared the air. Sally lost that sense of detachment and exclusion which had weighed upon her.

Well, said Gerald, at length, looking at his watch, I suppose I had better be off.

Rehearsal?

Yes, confound it. Its the only way of getting through the day. Are you coming along?

Ill come directly Ive unpacked and tidied myself up.

See you at the theatre, then.

Sally went out and rang for the lift to take her up to her room.

2

The rehearsal had started when she reached the theatre. As she entered the dark auditorium, voices came to her with that thin and reedy effect which is produced by people talking in an empty building. She sat down at the back of the house, and, as her eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, was able to see Gerald sitting in the front row beside a man with a bald head fringed with orange hair whom she took correctly to be Mr. Bunbury, the producer. Dotted about the house in ones and twos were members of the company whose presence was not required in the first act. On the stage, Elsa Doland, looking very attractive, was playing a scene with a man in a bowler hat. She was speaking a line, as Sally came in.

Why, what do you mean, father?

Tiddly-omty-om, was the bowler-hatted ones surprising reply. Tiddly-omty-om... long speech ending in find me in the library. And exit, said the man in the bowler hat, starting to do so.

For the first time Sally became aware of the atmosphere of nerves. Mr. Bunbury, who seemed to be a man of temperament, picked up his walking-stick, which was leaning against the next seat, and flung it with some violence across the house.

For Gods sake! said Mr. Bunbury.

Now what? inquired the bowler hat, interested, pausing hallway across the stage.

Do speak the lines, Teddy, exclaimed Gerald. Dont skip them in that sloppy fashion.

You dont want me to go over the whole thing? asked the bowler hat, amazed.

Yes!

Not the whole damn thing? queried the bowler hat, fighting with incredulity.

This is a rehearsal, snapped Mr. Bunbury. If we are not going to do it properly, whats the use of doing it at all?

This seemed to strike the erring Teddy, if not as reasonable, at any rate as one way of looking at it. He delivered the speech in an injured tone and shuffled off. The atmosphere of tenseness was unmistakable now. Sally could feel it. The world of the theatre is simply a large nursery and its inhabitants children who readily become fretful if anything goes wrong. The waiting and the uncertainty, the loafing about in strange hotels in a strange city, the dreary rehearsing of lines which had been polished to the last syllable more than a week ago — these things had sapped the nerve of the Primrose Way company and demoralization had set in. It would require only a trifle to produce an explosion.

Elsa Doland now moved to the door, pressed a bell, and, taking a magazine from the table, sat down in a chair near the footlights. A moment later, in answer to the ring, a young woman entered, to be greeted instantly by an impassioned bellow from Mr. Bunbury.

Miss Winch!

The new arrival stopped and looked out over the footlights, not in the pained manner of the man in the bowler hat, but with the sort of genial indulgence of one who has come to a juvenile party to amuse the children. She was a square, wholesome, good-humoured looking girl with a serious face, the gravity of which was contradicted by the faint smile that seemed to lurk about the corner of her mouth. She was certainly not pretty, and Sally, watching her with keen interest, was surprised that Fillmore had had the sense to disregard surface homeliness and recognize her charm. Deep down in Fillmore, Sally decided, there must lurk an unsuspected vein of intelligence.

Hello? said Miss Winch, amiably.

Mr. Bunbury seemed profoundly moved.

Miss Winch, did I or did I not ask you to refrain from chewing gum during rehearsal?

Thats right, so you did, admitted Miss Winch, chummily.

Then why are you doing it?

Fillmores fiancÃ©e revolved the criticized refreshment about her tongue for a moment before replying.

Bit o business, she announced, at length.

What do you mean, a bit of business?

Character stuff, explained Miss Winch in her pleasant, drawling voice. Thought it out myself. Maids chew gum, you know.

Mr. Bunbury ruffled his orange hair in an over-wrought manner with the palm of his right hand.

Have you ever seen a maid? he asked, despairingly.

Yes, sir. And they chew gum.

I mean a parlour-maid in a smart house, moaned Mr. Bunbury. Do you imagine for a moment that in a house such as this is supposed to be the parlour-maid would be allowed to come into the drawing-room champing that disgusting, beastly stuff?

Miss Winch considered the point.

Maybe youre right. She brightened. Listen! Great idea! Mr. Foster can write in a line for Elsa, calling me down, and another giving me a good come-back, and then another for Elsa saying something else, and then something really funny for me, and so on. We can work it up into a big comic scene. Five or six minutes, all laughs.

This ingenious suggestion had the effect of depriving the producer momentarily of speech, and while he was struggling for utterance, there dashed out from the wings a gorgeous being in blue velvet and a hat of such unimpeachable smartness that Sally ached at the sight of it with a spasm of pure envy.

Say!

Miss Mabel Hobson had practically every personal advantage which nature can bestow with the exception of a musical voice. Her figure was perfect, her face beautiful, and her hair a mass of spun gold; but her voice in moments of emotion was the voice of a peacock.

Say, listen to me for just one moment!

Mr. Bunbury recovered from his trance.

Miss Hobson! Please!

Yes, thats all very well...

You are interrupting the rehearsal.

You bet your sorrowful existence Im interrupting the rehearsal, agreed Miss Hobson, with emphasis. And, if you want to make a little easy money, you go and bet somebody ten seeds that Im going to interrupt it again every time theres any talk of writing up any darned part in the show except mine. Write up other peoples parts? Not while I have my strength!

A young man with butter-coloured hair, who had entered from the wings in close attendance on the injured lady, attempted to calm the storm.

Now, sweetie!

Oh, can it, Reggie! said Miss Hobson, curtly.

Mr. Cracknell obediently canned it. He was not one of your brutal cave-men. He subsided into the recesses of a high collar and began to chew the knob of his stick.

Im the star, resumed Miss Hobson, vehemently, and, if you think anybody elses parts going to be written up... well, pardon me while I choke with laughter! If so much as a syllable is written into anybodys part, I walk straight out on my two feet. You wont see me go, Ill be so quick.

Mr. Bunbury sprang to his feet and waved his hands.

For heavens sake! Are we rehearsing, or is this a debating society? Miss Hobson, nothing is going to be written into anybodys part. Now are you satisfied?

She said...

Oh, never mind, observed Miss Winch, equably. It was only a random thought. Working for the good of the show all the time. Thats me.

Now, sweetie! pleaded Mr. Cracknell, emerging from the collar like a tortoise.

Miss Hobson reluctantly allowed herself to be reassured.

Oh, well, thats all right, then. But dont forget I know how to look after myself, she said, stating a fact which was abundantly obvious to all who had had the privilege of listening to her. Any raw work, and out I walk so quick itll make you giddy.

She retired, followed by Mr. Cracknell, and the wings swallowed her up.

Shall I say my big speech now? inquired Miss Winch, over the footlights.

Yes, yes! Get on with the rehearsal. Weve wasted half the morning.

Did you ring, madam? said Miss Winch to Elsa, who had been reading her magazine placidly through the late scene.

The rehearsal proceeded, and Sally watched it with a sinking heart. It was all wrong. Novice as she was in things theatrical, she could see that. There was no doubt that Miss Hobson was superbly beautiful and would have shed lustre on any part which involved the minimum of words and the maximum of clothes: but in the pivotal role of a serious play, her very physical attributes only served to emphasize and point her hopeless incapacity. Sally remembered Mr. Faucitts story of the lady who got the bird at Wigan. She did not see how history could fail to repeat itself. The theatrical public of America will endure much from youth and beauty, but there is a limit.

A shrill, passionate cry from the front row, and Mr. Bunbury was on his feet again. Sally could not help wondering whether things were going particularly wrong to-day, or whether this was one of Mr. Bunburys ordinary mornings.

Miss Hobson!

The action of the drama had just brought that emotional lady on left centre and had taken her across to the desk which stood on the other side of the stage. The desk was an important feature of the play, for it symbolized the absorption in business which, exhibited by her husband, was rapidly breaking Miss Hobsons heart. He loved his desk better than his young wife, that was what it amounted to, and no wife can stand that sort of thing.

Oh, gee! said Miss Hobson, ceasing to be the distressed wife and becoming the offended star. Whats it this time?

I suggested at the last rehearsal and at the rehearsal before and the rehearsal before that, that, on that line, you, should pick up the paper-knife and toy negligently with it. You did it yesterday, and to-day youve forgotten it again.

My God! cried Miss Hobson, wounded to the quick. If this dont beat everything! How the heck can I toy negligently with a paper-knife when theres no paper-knife for me to toy negligently with?

The paper-knife is on the desk.

Its not on the desk.

No paper-knife?

No paper-knife. And its no good picking on me. Im the star, not the assistant stage manager. If youre going to pick on anybody, pick on him.

The advice appeared to strike Mr. Bunbury as good. He threw back his head and bayed like a bloodhound.

There was a momentary pause, and then from the wings on the prompt side there shambled out a stout and shrinking figure, in whose hand was a script of the play and on whose face, lit up by the footlights, there shone a look of apprehension. It was Fillmore, the Man of Destiny.
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Alas, poor Fillmore! He stood in the middle of the stage with the lightning of Mr. Bunburys wrath playing about his defenceless head, and Sally, recovering from her first astonishment, sent a wave of sisterly commiseration floating across the theatre to him. She did not often pity Fillmore. His was a nature which in the sunshine of prosperity had a tendency to grow a trifle lush; and such of the minor ills of life as had afflicted him during the past three years, had, she considered, been wholesome and educative and a matter not for concern but for congratulation. Unmoved, she had watched him through that lean period lunching on coffee and buckwheat cakes, and curbing from motives of economy a somewhat florid taste in dress. But this was different. This was tragedy. Somehow or other, blasting disaster must have smitten the Fillmore bank-roll, and he was back where he had started. His presence here this morning could mean nothing else.

She recalled his words at the breakfast-table about financing the play. How like Fillmore to try to save his face for the moment with an outrageous bluff, though well aware that he would have to reveal the truth sooner or later. She realized how he must have felt when he had seen her at the hotel. Yes, she was sorry for Fillmore.

And, as she listened to the fervent eloquence of Mr. Bunbury, she perceived that she had every reason to be. Fillmore was having a bad time. One of the chief articles of faith in the creed of all theatrical producers is that if anything goes wrong it must be the fault of the assistant stage manager and Mr. Bunbury was evidently orthodox in his views. He was showing oratorical gifts of no mean order. The paper-knife seemed to inspire him. Gradually, Sally began to get the feeling that this harmless, necessary stage-property was the source from which sprang most, if not all, of the trouble in the world. It had disappeared before. Now it had disappeared again. Could Mr. Bunbury go on struggling in a universe where this sort of thing happened? He seemed to doubt it. Being a red-blooded, one-hundred-per-cent American man, he would try hard, but it was a hundred to one shot that he would get through. He had asked for a paper-knife. There was no paper-knife. Why was there no paper-knife? Where was the paper-knife anyway?

I assure you, Mr. Bunbury, bleated the unhappy Fillmore, obsequiously. I placed it with the rest of the properties after the last rehearsal.

You couldnt have done.

I assure you I did.

And it walked away, I suppose, said Miss Hobson with cold scorn, pausing in the operation of brightening up her lower lip with a lip-stick.

A calm, clear voice spoke.

It was taken away, said the calm, clear voice.

Miss Winch had added herself to the symposium. She stood beside Fillmore, chewing placidly. It took more than raised voices and gesticulating hands to disturb Miss Winch.

Miss Hobson took it, she went on in her cosy, drawling voice. I saw her.

Sensation in court. The prisoner, who seemed to feel his position deeply, cast a pop-eyed glance full of gratitude at his advocate. Mr. Bunbury, in his capacity of prosecuting attorney, ran his fingers through his hair in some embarrassment, for he was regretting now that he had made such a fuss. Miss Hobson thus assailed by an underling, spun round and dropped the lip-stick, which was neatly retrieved by the assiduous Mr. Cracknell. Mr. Cracknell had his limitations, but he was rather good at picking up lip-sticks.

Whats that? I took it? I never did anything of the sort.

Miss Hobson took it after the rehearsal yesterday, drawled Gladys Winch, addressing the world in general, and threw it negligently at the theatre cat.

Miss Hobson seemed taken aback. Her composure was not restored by Mr. Bunburys next remark. The producer, like his company, had been feeling the strain of the past few days, and, though as a rule he avoided anything in the nature of a clash with the temperamental star, this matter of the missing paper-knife had bitten so deeply into his soul that he felt compelled to speak his mind.

In future, Miss Hobson, I should be glad if, when you wish to throw anything at the cat, you would not select a missile from the property box. Good heavens! he cried, stung by the way fate was maltreating him, I have never experienced anything like this before. I have been producing plays all my life, and this is the first time this has happened. I have produced Nazimova. Nazimova never threw paper-knives at cats.

Well, I hate cats, said Miss Hobson, as though that settled it.

I, murmured Miss Winch, love little pussy, her fur is so warm, and if I dont hurt her shell do me no...

Oh, my heavens! shouted Gerald Foster, bounding from his seat and for the first time taking a share in the debate. Are we going to spend the whole day arguing about cats and paper-knives? For goodness sake, clear the stage and stop wasting time.

Miss Hobson chose to regard this intervention as an affront.

Dont shout at me, Mr. Foster!

I wasnt shouting at you.

If you have anything to say to me, lower your voice.

He cant, observed Miss Winch. Hes a tenor.

Nazimova never... began Mr. Bunbury.

Miss Hobson was not to be diverted from her theme by reminiscences of Nazimova. She had not finished dealing with Gerald.

In the shows Ive been in, she said, mordantly, the author wasnt allowed to go about the place getting fresh with the leading lady. In the shows Ive been in the author sat at the back and spoke when he was spoken to. In the shows Ive been in...

Sally was tingling all over. This reminded her of the dog-fight on the Roville sands. She wanted to be in it, and only the recognition that it was a private fight and that she would be intruding kept her silent. The lure of the fray, however, was too strong for her wholly to resist it. Almost unconsciously, she had risen from her place and drifted down the aisle so as to be nearer the white-hot centre of things. She was now standing in the lighted space by the orchestra-pit, and her presence attracted the roving attention of Miss Hobson, who, having concluded her remarks on authors and their legitimate sphere of activity, was looking about for some other object of attack.

Who the devil, inquired Miss Hobson, is that?

Sally found herself an object of universal scrutiny and wished that she had remained in the obscurity of the back rows.

I am Mr. Nicholas sister, was the best method of identification that she could find.

Whos Mr. Nicholas?

Fillmore timidly admitted that he was Mr. Nicholas. He did it in the manner of one in the dock pleading guilty to a major charge, and at least half of those present seemed surprised. To them, till now, Fillmore had been a nameless thing, answering to the shout of Hi!

Miss Hobson received the information with a laugh of such exceeding bitterness that strong men blanched and Mr. Cracknell started so convulsively that he nearly jerked his collar off its stud.

Now, sweetie! urged Mr. Cracknell.

Miss Hobson said that Mr. Cracknell gave her a pain in the gizzard. She recommended his fading away, and he did so — into his collar. He seemed to feel that once well inside his collar he was home and safe from attack.

Im through! announced Miss Hobson. It appeared that Sallys presence had in some mysterious fashion fulfilled the function of the last straw. This is the by-Goddest show I was ever in! I can stand for a whole lot, but when it comes to the assistant stage manager being allowed to fill the theatre with his sisters and his cousins and his aunts its time to quit.

But, sweetie! pleaded Mr. Cracknell, coming to the surface.

Oh, go and choke yourself! said Miss Hobson, crisply. And, swinging round like a blue panther, she strode off. A door banged, and the sound of it seemed to restore Mr. Cracknells power of movement. He, too, shot up stage and disappeared.

Hello, Sally, said Elsa Doland, looking up from her magazine. The battle, raging all round her, had failed to disturb her detachment. When did you get back?

Sally trotted up the steps which had been propped against the stage to form a bridge over the orchestra pit.

Hello, Elsa.

The late debaters had split into groups. Mr. Bunbury and Gerald were pacing up and down the central aisle, talking earnestly. Fillmore had subsided into a chair.

Do you know Gladys Winch? asked Elsa.

Sally shook hands with the placid lodestar of her brothers affections. Miss Winch, on closer inspection, proved to have deep grey eyes and freckles. Sallys liking for her increased.

Thank you for saving Fillmore from the wolves, she said. They would have torn him in pieces but for you.

Oh, I dont know, said Miss Winch.

It was noble.

Oh, well!

I think, said Sally, Ill go and have a talk with Fillmore. He looks as though he wanted consoling.

She made her way to that picturesque ruin.
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Fillmore had the air of a man who thought it wasnt loaded. A wild, startled expression had settled itself upon his face and he was breathing heavily.

Cheer up! said Sally. Fillmore jumped like a stricken jelly. Tell me all, said Sally, sitting down beside him. I leave you a gentleman of large and independent means, and I come back and find you one of the wage-slaves again. How did it all happen?

Sally, said Fillmore, I will be frank with you. Can you lend me ten dollars?

I dont see how you make that out an answer to my question, but here you are.

Thanks. Fillmore pocketed the bill. Ill let you have it back next week. I want to take Miss Winch out to lunch.

If thats what you want it for, dont look on it as a loan, take it as a gift with my blessing thrown in. She looked over her shoulder at Miss Winch, who, the cares of rehearsal being temporarily suspended, was practising golf-shots with an umbrella at the other side of the stage. However did you have the sense to fall in love with her, Fill?

Do you like her? asked Fillmore, brightening.

I love her.

I knew you would. Shes just the right girl for me, isnt she?

She certainly is.

So sympathetic.

Yes.

So kind.

Yes.

And shes got brains enough for two, which is the exact quantity the girl who marries you will need.

Fillmore drew himself up with as much hauteur as a stout man sitting in a low chair can achieve.

Some day I will make you believe in me, Sally.

Less of the Merchant Prince, my lad, said Sally, firmly. You just confine yourself to explaining how you got this way, instead of taking up my valuable time telling me what you mean to do in the future. Youve lost all your money?

I have suffered certain reverses, said Fillmore, with dignity, which have left me temporarily... Yes, every bean, he concluded simply.

How?

Well... Fillmore hesitated. Ive had bad luck, you know. First I bought Consolidated Rails for the rise, and they fell. So that went wrong.

Yes?

And then I bought Russian Roubles for the fall, and they rose. So that went wrong.

Good gracious! Why, Ive heard all this before.

Who told you?

No, I remember now. Its just that you remind me of a man I met at Roville. He was telling me the story of his life, and how he had made a hash of everything. Well, that took all you had, I suppose?

Not quite. I had a few thousand left, and I went into a deal that really did look cast-iron.

And that went wrong!

It wasnt my fault, said Fillmore querulously. It was just my poisonous luck. A man I knew got me to join a syndicate which had bought up a lot of whisky. The idea was to ship it into Chicago in herring-barrels. We should have cleaned up big, only a mutt of a detective took it into his darned head to go fooling about with a crowbar. Officious ass! It wasnt as if the barrels werent labelled Herrings as plainly as they could be, said Fillmore with honest indignation. He shuddered. I nearly got arrested.

But that went wrong? Well, thats something to be thankful for. Stripes wouldnt suit your figure. Sally gave his arm a squeeze. She was very fond of Fillmore, though for the good of his soul she generally concealed her affection beneath a manner which he had once compared, not without some reason, to that of a governess who had afflicted their mutual childhood. Never mind, you poor ill-used martyr. Things are sure to come right. We shall see you a millionaire some day. And, oh heavens, brother Fillmore, what a bore youll be when you are! I can just see you being interviewed and giving hints to young men on how to make good. Mr. Nicholas attributes his success to sheer hard work. He can lay his hand on his bulging waistcoat and say that he has never once indulged in those rash get-rich-quick speculations, where you buy for the rise and watch things fall and then rush out and buy for the fall and watch em rise. Fill... Ill tell you what Ill do. They all say its the first bit of money that counts in building a vast fortune. Ill lend you some of mine.

You will? Sally, I always said you were an ace.

I never heard you. You oughtnt to mumble so.

Will you lend me twenty thousand dollars?

Sally patted his hand soothingly.

Come slowly down to earth, she said. Two hundred was the sum I had in mind.

I want twenty thousand.

Youd better rob a bank. Any policeman will direct you to a good bank.

Ill tell you why I want twenty thousand.

You might just mention it.

If I had twenty thousand, Id buy this production from Cracknell. Hell be back in a few minutes to tell us that the Hobson woman has quit: and, if she really has, you take it from me that he will close the show. And, even if he manages to jolly her along this time and she comes back, its going to happen sooner or later. Its a shame to let a show like this close. I believe in it, Sally. Its a darn good play. With Elsa Doland in the big part, it couldnt fail.

Sally started. Her money was too recent for her to have grown fully accustomed to it, and she had never realized that she was in a position to wave a wand and make things happen on any big scale. The financing of a theatrical production had always been to her something mysterious and out of the reach of ordinary persons like herself. Fillmore, that spacious thinker, had brought it into the sphere of the possible.

Hed sell for less than that, of course, but one would need a bit in hand. You have to face a loss on the road before coming into New York. Id give you ten per cent on your money, Sally.

Sally found herself wavering. The prudent side of her nature, which hitherto had steered her safely through most of lifes rapids, seemed oddly dormant. Sub-consciously she was aware that on past performances Fillmore was decidedly not the man to be allowed control of anybodys little fortune, but somehow the thought did not seem to grip her. He had touched her imagination.

Its a gold-mine!

Sallys prudent side stirred in its sleep. Fillmore had chosen an unfortunate expression. To the novice in finance the word gold-mine had repellent associations. If there was one thing in which Sally had proposed not to invest her legacy, it was a gold-mine; what she had had in view, as a matter of fact, had been one of those little fancy shops which are called Ye Blue Bird or Ye Corner Shoppe, or something like that, where you sell exotic bric-a-brac to the wealthy at extortionate prices. She knew two girls who were doing splendidly in that line. As Fillmore spoke those words, Ye Corner Shoppe suddenly looked very good to her.

At this moment, however, two things happened. Gerald and Mr. Bunbury, in the course of their perambulations, came into the glow of the footlights, and she was able to see Geralds face: and at the same time Mr. Reginald Cracknell hurried on to the stage, his whole demeanour that of the bearer of evil tidings.

The sight of Geralds face annihilated Sallys prudence at a single stroke. Ye Corner Shoppe, which a moment before had been shining brightly before her mental eye, flickered and melted out. The whole issue became clear and simple. Gerald was miserable and she had it in her power to make him happy. He was sullenly awaiting disaster and she with a word could avert it. She wondered that she had ever hesitated.

All right, she said simply.

Fillmore quivered from head to foot. A powerful electric shock could not have produced a stronger convulsion. He knew Sally of old as cautious and clear-headed, by no means to be stampeded by a brothers eloquence; and he had never looked on this thing as anything better than a hundred to one shot.

Youll do it? he whispered, and held his breath. After all he might not have heard correctly.

Yes.

All the complex emotion in Fillmores soul found expression in one vast whoop. It rang through the empty theatre like the last trump, beating against the back wall and rising in hollow echoes to the very gallery. Mr. Bunbury, conversing in low undertones with Mr. Cracknell across the footlights, shied like a startled mule. There was reproach and menace in the look he cast at Fillmore, and a minute earlier it would have reduced that financial magnate to apologetic pulp. But Fillmore was not to be intimidated now by a look. He strode down to the group at the footlights,

Cracknell, he said importantly, one moment, I should like a word with you.


CHAPTER VII. SOME MEDITATIONS ON SUCCESS
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IF ACTORS AND actresses are like children in that they are readily depressed by disaster, they have the childs compensating gift of being easily uplifted by good fortune. It amazed Sally that any one mortal should have been able to spread such universal happiness as she had done by the simple act of lending her brother Fillmore twenty thousand dollars. If the Millennium had arrived, the members of the Primrose Way Company could not have been on better terms with themselves. The lethargy and dispiritedness, caused by their week of inaction, fell from them like a cloak. The sudden elevation of that creature of the abyss, the assistant stage manager, to the dizzy height of proprietor of the show appealed to their sense of drama. Most of them had played in pieces where much the same thing had happened to the persecuted heroine round about eleven oclock, and the situation struck them as theatrically sound. Also, now that she had gone, the extent to which Miss Hobson had acted as a blight was universally recognized.

A spirit of optimism reigned, and cheerful rumours became current. The bowler-hatted Teddy had it straight from the lift-boy at his hotel that the ban on the theatres was to be lifted on Tuesday at the latest; while no less an authority than the cigar-stand girl at the Pontchatrain had informed the man who played the butler that Toledo and Cleveland were opening to-morrow. It was generally felt that the sun was bursting through the clouds and that Fate would soon despair of the hopeless task of trying to keep good men down.

Fillmore was himself again. We all have our particular mode of self-expression in moments of elation. Fillmores took the shape of buying a new waistcoat and a hundred half-dollar cigars and being very fussy about what he had for lunch. It may have been an optical illusion, but he appeared to Sally to put on at least six pounds in weight on the first day of the new regime. As a serf looking after paper-knives and other properties, he had been — for him — almost slim. As a manager he blossomed out into soft billowy curves, and when he stood on the sidewalk in front of the theatre, gloating over the new posters which bore the legend,

FILLMORE NICHOLAS



PRESENTS

the populace had to make a detour to get round him.

In this era of bubbling joy, it was hard that Sally, the fairy godmother responsible for it all, should not have been completely happy too; and it puzzled her why she was not. But whatever it was that cast the faint shadow refused obstinately to come out from the back of her mind and show itself and be challenged. It was not till she was out driving in a hired car with Gerald one afternoon on Belle Isle that enlightenment came.

Gerald, since the departure of Miss Hobson, had been at his best. Like Fillmore, he was a man who responded to the sunshine of prosperity. His moodiness had vanished, and all his old charm had returned. And yet... it seemed to Sally, as the car slid smoothly through the pleasant woods and fields by the river, that there was something that jarred.

Gerald was cheerful and talkative. He, at any rate, found nothing wrong with life. He held forth spaciously on the big things he intended to do.

If this play get over — and its going to — Ill show em! His jaw was squared, and his eyes glowed as they stared into the inviting future. One success — thats all I need — then watch me! I havent had a chance yet, but...

His voice rolled on, but Sally had ceased to listen. It was the time of year when the chill of evening follows swiftly on the mellow warmth of afternoon. The sun had gone behind the trees, and a cold wind was blowing up from the river. And quite suddenly, as though it was the wind that had cleared her mind, she understood what it was that had been lurking at the back of her thoughts. For an instant it stood out nakedly without concealment, and the world became a forlorn place. She had realized the fundamental difference between mans outlook on life and womans.

Success! How men worshipped it, and how little of themselves they had to spare for anything else. Ironically, it was the theme of this very play of Geralds which she had saved from destruction. Of all the men she knew, how many had any view of life except as a race which they must strain every nerve to win, regardless of what they missed by the wayside in their haste? Fillmore — Gerald — all of them. There might be a woman in each of their lives, but she came second — an afterthought — a thing for their spare time. Gerald was everything to her. His success would never be more than a side-issue as far as she was concerned. He himself, without any of the trappings of success, was enough for her. But she was not enough for him. A spasm of futile jealousy shook her. She shivered.

Cold? said Gerald. Ill tell the man to drive back... I dont see any reason why this play shouldnt run a year in New York. Everybody says its good... if it does get over, theyll all be after me. I...

Sally stared out into a bleak world. The sky was a leaden grey, and the wind from the river blew with a dismal chill.


CHAPTER VIII. REAPPEARANCE OF MR. CARMYLE — AND GINGER
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WHEN SALLY LEFT Detroit on the following Saturday, accompanied by Fillmore, who was returning to the metropolis for a few days in order to secure offices and generally make his presence felt along Broadway, her spirits had completely recovered. She felt guiltily that she had been fanciful, even morbid. Naturally men wanted to get on in the world. It was their job. She told herself that she was bound up with Geralds success, and that the last thing of which she ought to complain was the energy he put into efforts of which she as well as he would reap the reward.

To this happier frame of mind the excitement of the last few days had contributed. Detroit, that city of amiable audiences, had liked The Primrose Way. The theatre, in fulfilment of Teddys prophecy, had been allowed to open on the Tuesday, and a full house, hungry for entertainment after its enforced abstinence, had welcomed the play wholeheartedly. The papers, not always in agreement with the applause of a first-night audience, had on this occasion endorsed the verdict, with agreeable unanimity hailing Gerald as the coming author and Elsa Doland as the coming star. There had even been a brief mention of Fillmore as the coming manager. But there is always some trifle that jars in our greatest moments, and Fillmores triumph had been almost spoilt by the fact that the only notice taken of Gladys Winch was by the critic who printed her name — spelt Wunch — in the list of those whom the cast also included.

One of the greatest character actresses on the stage, said Fillmore bitterly, talking over this outrage with Sally on the morning after the production.

From this blow, however, his buoyant nature had soon enabled him to rally. Life contained so much that was bright that it would have been churlish to concentrate the attention on the one dark spot. Business had been excellent all through the week. Elsa Doland had got better at every performance. The receipt of a long and agitated telegram from Mr. Cracknell, pleading to be allowed to buy the piece back, the passage of time having apparently softened Miss Hobson, was a pleasant incident. And, best of all, the great Ike Schumann, who owned half the theatres in New York and had been in Detroit superintending one of his musical productions, had looked in one evening and stamped The Primrose Way with the seal of his approval. As Fillmore sat opposite Sally on the train, he radiated contentment and importance.

Yes, do, said Sally, breaking a long silence.

Fillmore awoke from happy dreams.

Eh?

I said Yes, do. I think you owe it to your position.

Do what?

Buy a fur coat. Wasnt that what you were meditating about?

Dont be a chump, said Fillmore, blushing nevertheless. It was true that once or twice during the past week he had toyed negligently, as Mr. Bunbury would have said, with the notion, and why not? A fellow must keep warm.

With an astrakhan collar, insisted Sally.

As a matter of fact, said Fillmore loftily, his great soul ill-attuned to this badinage, what I was really thinking about at the moment was something Ike said.

Ike?

Ike Schumann. Hes on the train. I met him just now.

We call him Ike!

Of course I call him Ike, said Fillmore heatedly. Everyone calls him Ike.

He wears a fur coat, Sally murmured.

Fillmore registered annoyance.

I wish you wouldnt keep on harping on that damned coat. And, anyway, why shouldnt I have a fur coat?

Fill...! How can you be so brutal as to suggest that I ever said you shouldnt? Why, Im one of the strongest supporters of the fur coat. With big cuffs. And you must roll up Fifth Avenue in your car, and Ill point and say Thats my brother! Your brother? No! He is, really. Youre joking. Why, thats the great Fillmore Nicholas. I know. But he really is my brother. And I was with him when he bought that coat.

Do leave off about the coat!

And it isnt only the coat, I shall say. Its whats underneath. Tucked away inside that mass of fur, dodging about behind that dollar cigar, is one to whom we point with pride... 

Fillmore looked coldly at his watch.

Ive got to go and see Ike Schumann.

We are in hourly consultation with Ike.

He wants to see me about the show. He suggests putting it into Chicago before opening in New York.

Oh no, cried Sally, dismayed.

Why not?

Sally recovered herself. Identifying Gerald so closely with his play, she had supposed for a moment that if the piece opened in Chicago it would mean a further prolonged separation from him. But of course there would be no need, she realized, for him to stay with the company after the first day or two.

Youre thinking that we ought to have a New York reputation before tackling Chicago. Theres a lot to be said for that. Still, it works both ways. A Chicago run would help us in New York. Well, Ill have to think it over, said Fillmore, importantly, Ill have to think it over.

He mused with drawn brows.

All wrong, said Sally.

Eh?

Not a bit like it. The lips should be compressed and the forefinger of the right hand laid in a careworn way against the right temple. Youve a lot to learn. Fill.

Oh, stop it!

Fillmore Nicholas, said Sally, if you knew what pain it gives me to josh my only brother, youd be sorry for me. But you know its for your good. Now run along and put Ike out of his misery. I know hes waiting for you with his watch out. You do think hell come, Miss Nicholas? were his last words to me as he stepped on the train, and oh, Fill, the yearning in his voice. Why, of course he will, Mr. Schumann, I said. For all his exalted position, my brother is kindliness itself. Of course hell come. If I could only think so! he said with a gulp. If I could only think so. But you know what these managers are. A thousand calls on their time. They get brooding on their fur coats and forget everything else. Have no fear, Mr. Schumann, I said. Fillmore Nicholas is a man of his word.

She would have been willing, for she was a girl who never believed in sparing herself where it was a question of entertaining her nearest and dearest, to continue the dialogue, but Fillmore was already moving down the car, his rigid back a silent protest against sisterly levity. Sally watched him disappear, then picked up a magazine and began to read.

She had just finished tracking a story of gripping interest through a jungle of advertisements, only to find that it was in two parts, of which the one she was reading was the first, when a voice spoke.

How do you do, Miss Nicholas?

Into the seat before her, recently released from the weight of the coming manager, Bruce Carmyle of all people in the world insinuated himself with that well-bred air of deferential restraint which never left him.
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Sally was considerably startled. Everybody travels nowadays, of course, and there is nothing really remarkable in finding a man in America whom you had supposed to be in Europe: but nevertheless she was conscious of a dream-like sensation, as though the clock had been turned back and a chapter of her life reopened which she had thought closed for ever.

Mr. Carmyle! she cried.

If Sally had been constantly in Bruce Carmyles thoughts since they had parted on the Paris express, Mr. Carmyle had been very little in Sallys — so little, indeed, that she had had to search her memory for a moment before she identified him.

Were always meeting on trains, arent we? she went on, her composure returning. I never expected to see you in America.

I came over.

Sally was tempted to reply that she gathered that, but a sudden embarrassment curbed her tongue. She had just remembered that at their last meeting she had been abominably rude to this man. She was never rude to anyone, without subsequent remorse. She contented herself with a tame Yes.

Yes, said Mr. Carmyle, it is a good many years since I have taken a real holiday. My doctor seemed to think I was a trifle run down. It seemed a good opportunity to visit America. Everybody, said Mr. Carmyle oracularly, endeavouring, as he had often done since his ship had left England, to persuade himself that his object in making the trip had not been merely to renew his acquaintance with Sally, everybody ought to visit America at least once. It is part of ones education.

And what are your impressions of our glorious country? said Sally rallying.

Mr. Carmyle seemed glad of the opportunity of lecturing on an impersonal subject. He, too, though his face had shown no trace of it, had been embarrassed in the opening stages of the conversation. The sound of his voice restored him.

I have been visiting Chicago, he said after a brief travelogue.

Oh!

A wonderful city.

Ive never seen it. Ive come from Detroit.

Yes, I heard you were in Detroit.

Sallys eyes opened.

You heard I was in Detroit? Good gracious! How?

I — ah — called at your New York address and made inquiries, said Mr. Carmyle a little awkwardly.

But how did you know where I lived?

My cousin — er — Lancelot told me.

Sally was silent for a moment. She had much the same feeling that comes to the man in the detective story who realizes that he is being shadowed. Even if this almost complete stranger had not actually come to America in direct pursuit of her, there was no disguising the fact that he evidently found her an object of considerable interest. It was a compliment, but Sally was not at all sure that she liked it. Bruce Carmyle meant nothing to her, and it was rather disturbing to find that she was apparently of great importance to him. She seized on the mention of Ginger as a lever for diverting the conversation from its present too intimate course.

How is Mr. Kemp? she asked.

Mr. Carmyles dark face seemed to become a trifle darker.

We have had no news of him, he said shortly.

No news? How do you mean? You speak as though he had disappeared.

He has disappeared!

Good heavens! When?

Shortly after I saw you last.

Disappeared!

Mr. Carmyle frowned. Sally, watching him, found her antipathy stirring again. There was something about this man which she had disliked instinctively from the first, a sort of hardness.

But where has he gone to?

I dont know. Mr. Carmyle frowned again. The subject of Ginger was plainly a sore one. And I dont want to know, he went on heatedly, a dull flush rising in the cheeks which Sally was sure he had to shave twice a day. I dont care to know. The Family have washed their hands of him. For the future he may look after himself as best he can. I believe he is off his head.

Sallys rebellious temper was well ablaze now, but she fought it down. She would dearly have loved to give battle to Mr. Carmyle — it was odd, she felt, how she seemed to have constituted herself Gingers champion and protector — but she perceived that, if she wished, as she did, to hear more of her red-headed friend, he must be humoured and conciliated.

But what happened? What was all the trouble about?

Mr. Carmyles eyebrows met.

He — insulted his uncle. His uncle Donald. He insulted him — grossly. The one man in the world he should have made a point of — er—

Keeping in with?

Yes. His future depended upon him.

But what did he do? cried Sally, trying hard to keep a thoroughly reprehensible joy out of her voice.

I have heard no details. My uncle is reticent as to what actually took place. He invited Lancelot to dinner to discuss his plans, and it appears that Lancelot — defied him. Defied him! He was rude and insulting. My uncle refuses to have anything more to do with him. Apparently the young fool managed to win some money at the tables at Roville, and this seems to have turned his head completely. My uncle insists that he is mad. I agree with him. Since the night of that dinner nothing has been heard of Lancelot.

Mr. Carmyle broke off to brood once more, and before Sally could speak the impressive bulk of Fillmore loomed up in the aisle beside them. Explanations seemed to Fillmore to be in order. He cast a questioning glance at the mysterious stranger, who, in addition to being in conversation with his sister, had collared his seat.

Oh, hullo, Fill, said Sally. Fillmore, this is Mr. Carmyle. We met abroad. My brother Fillmore, Mr. Carmyle.

Proper introduction having been thus effected, Fillmore approved of Mr. Carmyle. His air of being someone in particular appealed to him.

Strange you meeting again like this, he said affably.

The porter, who had been making up berths along the car, was now hovering expectantly in the offing.

You two had better go into the smoking room, suggested Sally. Im going to bed.

She wanted to be alone, to think. Mr. Carmyles tale of a roused and revolting Ginger had stirred her.

The two men went off to the smoking-room, and Sally found an empty seat and sat down to wait for her berth to be made up. She was aglow with a curious exhilaration. So Ginger had taken her advice! Excellent Ginger! She felt proud of him. She also had that feeling of complacency, amounting almost to sinful pride, which comes to those who give advice and find it acted upon. She had the emotions of a creator. After all, had she not created this new Ginger? It was she who had stirred him up. It was she who had unleashed him. She had changed him from a meek dependent of the Family to a ravening creature, who went about the place insulting uncles.

It was a feat, there was no denying it. It was something attempted, something done: and by all the rules laid down by the poet it should, therefore, have earned a nights repose. Yet, Sally, jolted by the train, which towards the small hours seemed to be trying out some new buck-and-wing steps of its own invention, slept ill, and presently, as she lay awake, there came to her bedside the Spectre of Doubt, gaunt and questioning. Had she, after all, wrought so well? Had she been wise in tampering with this young mans life?

What about it? said the Spectre of Doubt.

3

Daylight brought no comforting answer to the question. Breakfast failed to manufacture an easy mind. Sally got off the train, at the Grand Central station in a state of remorseful concern. She declined the offer of Mr. Carmyle to drive her to the boarding-house, and started to walk there, hoping that the crisp morning air would effect a cure.

She wondered now how she could ever have looked with approval on her rash act. She wondered what demon of interference and meddling had possessed her, to make her blunder into peoples lives, upsetting them. She wondered that she was allowed to go around loose. She was nothing more nor less than a menace to society. Here was an estimable young man, obviously the sort of young man who would always have to be assisted through life by his relatives, and she had deliberately egged him on to wreck his prospects. She blushed hotly as she remembered that mad wireless she had sent him from the boat.

Miserable Ginger! She pictured him, his little stock of money gone, wandering foot-sore about London, seeking in vain for work; forcing himself to call on Uncle Donald; being thrown down the front steps by haughty footmen; sleeping on the Embankment; gazing into the dark waters of the Thames with the stare of hopelessness; climbing to the parapet and...

Ugh! said Sally.

She had arrived at the door of the boarding-house, and Mrs. Meecher was regarding her with welcoming eyes, little knowing that to all practical intents and purposes she had slain in his prime a red-headed young man of amiable manners and — when not ill-advised by meddling, muddling females — of excellent behaviour.

Mrs. Meecher was friendly and garrulous. Variety, the journal which, next to the dog Toto, was the thing she loved best in the world, had informed her on the Friday morning that Mr. Fosters play had got over big in Detroit, and that Miss Doland had made every kind of hit. It was not often that the old alumni of the boarding-house forced their way after this fashion into the Hall of Fame, and, according to Mrs. Meecher, the establishment was ringing with the news. That blue ribbon round Totos neck was worn in honour of the triumph. There was also, though you could not see it, a chicken dinner in Totos interior, by way of further celebration.

And was it true that Mr. Fillmore had bought the piece? A great man, was Mrs. Meechers verdict. Mr. Faucitt had always said so...

Oh, how is Mr. Faucitt? Sally asked, reproaching herself for having allowed the pressure of other matters to drive all thoughts of her late patient from her mind.

Hes gone, said Mrs. Meecher with such relish that to Sally, in her morbid condition, the words had only one meaning. She turned white and clutched at the banisters.

Gone!

To England, added Mrs. Meecher. Sally was vastly relieved.

Oh, I thought you meant...

Oh no, not that. Mrs. Meecher sighed, for she had been a little disappointed in the old gentleman, who started out as such a promising invalid, only to fall away into the dullness of robust health once more. Hes well enough. I never seen anybody better. Youd think, said Mrs. Meecher, bearing up with difficulty under her grievance, youd think this here new Spanish influenza was a sort of a tonic or somepn, the way he looks now. Of course, she added, trying to find justification for a respected lodger, hes had good news. His brothers dead.

What!

Not, I dont mean, that that was good news, far from it, though, come to think of it, all flesh is as grass and we all got to be prepared for somepn of the sort breaking loose...but it seems this here new brother of his — I didnt know hed a brother, and I dont suppose you knew he had a brother. Men are secretive, aint they! — this brother of his has left him a parcel of money, and Mr. Faucitt he had to get on the Wednesday boat quick as he could and go right over to the other side to look after things. Wind up the estate, I believe they call it. Left in a awful hurry, he did. Sent his love to you and said hed write. Funny him having a brother, now, wasnt it? Not, said Mrs. Meecher, at heart a reasonable woman, that folks dont have brothers. I got two myself, one in Portland, Oregon, and the other goodness knows where he is. But what Im trying to say...

Sally disengaged herself, and went up to her room. For a brief while the excitement which comes of hearing good news about those of whom we are fond acted as a stimulant, and she felt almost cheerful. Dear old Mr. Faucitt. She was sorry for his brother, of course, though she had never had the pleasure of his acquaintance and had only just heard that he had ever existed; but it was nice to think that her old friends remaining years would be years of affluence.

Presently, however, she found her thoughts wandering back into their melancholy groove. She threw herself wearily on the bed. She was tired after her bad night.

But she could not sleep. Remorse kept her awake. Besides, she could hear Mrs. Meecher prowling disturbingly about the house, apparently in search of someone, her progress indicated by creaking boards and the strenuous yapping of Toto.

Sally turned restlessly, and, having turned remained for a long instant transfixed and rigid. She had seen something, and what she had seen was enough to surprise any girl in the privacy of her bedroom. From underneath the bed there peeped coyly forth an undeniably masculine shoe and six inches of a grey trouser-leg.

Sally bounded to the floor. She was a girl of courage, and she meant to probe this matter thoroughly.

What are you doing under my bed?

The question was a reasonable one, and evidently seemed to the intruder to deserve an answer. There was a muffled sneeze, and he began to crawl out.

The shoe came first. Then the legs. Then a sturdy body in a dusty coat. And finally there flashed on Sallys fascinated gaze a head of so nearly the maximum redness that it could only belong to one person in the world.

Ginger!

Mr. Lancelot Kemp, on all fours, blinked up at her.

Oh, hullo! he said.


CHAPTER IX. GINGER BECOMES A RIGHT-HAND MAN
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IT WAS NOT till she saw him actually standing there before her with his hair rumpled and a large smut on the tip of his nose, that Sally really understood how profoundly troubled she had been about this young man, and how vivid had been that vision of him bobbing about on the waters of the Thames, a cold and unappreciated corpse. She was a girl of keen imagination, and she had allowed her imagination to riot unchecked. Astonishment, therefore, at the extraordinary fact of his being there was for the moment thrust aside by relief. Never before in her life had she experienced such an overwhelming rush of exhilaration. She flung herself into a chair and burst into a screech of laughter which even to her own ears sounded strange. It struck Ginger as hysterical.

I say, you know! said Ginger, as the merriment showed no signs of abating. Ginger was concerned. Nasty shock for a girl, finding blighters under her bed.

Sally sat up, gurgling, and wiped her eyes.

Oh, I am glad to see you, she gasped.

No, really? said Ginger, gratified. Thats fine. It occurred to him that some sort of apology would be a graceful act. I say, you know, awfully sorry. About barging in here, I mean. Never dreamed it was your room. Unoccupied, I thought.

Dont mention it. I ought not to have disturbed you. You were having a nice sleep, of course. Do you always sleep on the floor?

It was like this...

Of course, if youre wearing it for ornament, as a sort of beauty-spot, said Sally, all right. But in case you dont know, youve a smut on your nose.

Oh, my aunt! Not really?

Now would I deceive you on an important point like that?

Do you mind if I have a look in the glass?

Certainly, if you can stand it.

Ginger moved hurriedly to the dressing-table.

Youre perfectly right, he announced, applying his handkerchief.

I thought I was. Im very quick at noticing things.

My hairs a bit rumpled, too.

Very much so.

You take my tip, said Ginger, earnestly, and never lie about under beds. Theres nothing in it.

That reminds me. You wont be offended if I asked you something?

No, no. Go ahead.

Its rather an impertinent question. You may resent it.

No, no.

Well, then, what were you doing under my bed?

Oh, under your bed?

Yes. Under my bed. This. Its a bed, you know. Mine. My bed. You were under it. Why? Or putting it another way, why were you under my bed?

I was hiding.

Playing hide-and-seek? That explains it.

Mrs. Whats-her-name — Beecher — Meecher — was after me.

Sally shook her head disapprovingly.

You mustnt encourage Mrs. Meecher in these childish pastimes. It unsettles her.

Ginger passed an agitated hand over his forehead.

Its like this...

I hate to keep criticizing your appearance, said Sally, and personally I like it; but, when you clutched your brow just then, you put about a pound of dust on it. Your hands are probably grubby.

Ginger inspected them.

They are!

Why not make a really good job of it and have a wash?

Do you mind?

Id prefer it.

Thanks awfully. I mean to say its your basin, you know, and all that. What I mean is, seem to be making myself pretty well at home.

Oh, no.

Touching the matter of soap...

Use mine. We Americans are famous for our hospitality.

Thanks awfully.

The towel is on your right.

Thanks awfully.

And Ive a clothes brush in my bag.

Thanks awfully.

Splashing followed like a sea-lion taking a dip. Now, then, said Sally, why were you hiding from Mrs. Meecher?

A careworn, almost hunted look came into Gingers face. I say, you know, that woman is rather by way of being one of the lads, what! Scares me! Word was brought that she was on the prowl, so it seemed to me a judicious move to take cover till she sort of blew over. If shed found me, shed have made me take that dog of hers for a walk.

Toto?

Toto. You know, said Ginger, with a strong sense of injury, no dogs got a right to be a dog like that. I dont suppose theres anyone keener on dogs than I am, but a thing like a woolly rat. He shuddered slightly. Well, one hates to be seen about with it in the public streets.

Why couldnt you have refused in a firm but gentlemanly manner to take Toto out?

Ah! There you rather touch the spot. You see, the fact of the matter is, Im a bit behind with the rent, and that makes it rather hard to take what you might call a firm stand.

But how can you be behind with the rent? I only left here the Saturday before last and you werent in the place then. You cant have been here more than a week.

Ive been here just a week. Thats the week Im behind with.

But why? You were a millionaire when I left you at Roville.

Well, the fact of the matter is, I went back to the tables that night and lost a goodish bit of what Id won. And, somehow or another, when I got to America, the stuff seemed to slip away.

What made you come to America at all? said Sally, asking the question which, she felt, any sensible person would have asked at the opening of the conversation.

One of his familiar blushes raced over Gingers face. Oh, I thought I would. Land of opportunity, you know.

Have you managed to find any of the opportunities yet?

Well, I have got a job of sorts, Im a waiter at a rummy little place on Second Avenue. The salary isnt big, but Id have wangled enough out of it to pay last weeks rent, only they docked me a goodish bit for breaking plates and what not. The fact is, Im making rather a hash of it.

Oh, Ginger! You oughtnt to be a waiter!

Thats what the boss seems to think.

I mean, you ought to be doing something ever so much better.

But what? Youve no notion how well all these blighters here seem to be able to get along without my help. Ive tramped all over the place, offering my services, but they all say theyll try to carry on as they are.

Sally reflected.

I know!

What?

Ill make Fillmore give you a job. I wonder I didnt think of it before.

Fillmore?

My brother. Yes, hell be able to use you.

What as?

Sally considered.

As a — as a — oh, as his right-hand man.

Does he want a right-hand man?

Sure to. Hes a young fellow trying to get along. Sure to want a right-hand man.

M yes, said Ginger reflectively. Of course, Ive never been a right-hand man, you know.

Oh, youd pick it up. Ill take you round to him now. Hes staying at the Astor.

Theres just one thing, said Ginger.

Whats that?

I might make a hash of it.

Heavens, Ginger! There must be something in this world that you wouldnt make a hash of. Dont stand arguing any longer. Are you dry? and clean? Very well, then. Lets be off.

Right ho.

Ginger took a step towards the door, then paused, rigid, with one leg in the air, as though some spell had been cast upon him. From the passage outside there had sounded a shrill yapping. Ginger looked at Sally. Then he looked — longingly — at the bed.

Dont be such a coward, said Sally, severely.

Yes, but...

How much do you owe Mrs. Meecher?

Round about twelve dollars, I think it is.

Ill pay her.

Ginger flushed awkwardly.

No, Im hanged if you will! I mean, he stammered, its frightfully good of you and all that, and I cant tell you how grateful I am, but honestly, I couldnt...

Sally did not press the point. She liked him the better for a rugged independence, which in the days of his impecuniousness her brother Fillmore had never dreamed of exhibiting.

Very well, she said. Have it your own way. Proud. Thats me all over, Mabel. Ginger! She broke off sharply. Pull yourself together. Where is your manly spirit? Id be ashamed to be such a coward.

Awfully sorry, but, honestly, that woolly dog...

Never mind the dog. Ill see you through.

They came out into the passage almost on top of Toto, who was stalking phantom rats. Mrs. Meecher was manoeuvring in the background. Her face lit up grimly at the sight of Ginger.

Mister Kemp! I been looking for you.

Sally intervened brightly.

Oh, Mrs. Meecher, she said, shepherding her young charge through the danger zone, I was so surprised to meet Mr. Kemp here. He is a great friend of mine. We met in France. Were going off now to have a long talk about old times, and then Im taking him to see my brother...

Toto...

Dear little thing! You ought to take him for a walk, said Sally. Its a lovely day. Mr. Kemp was saying just now that he would have liked to take him, but were rather in a hurry and shall probably have to get into a taxi. Youve no idea how busy my brother is just now. If were late, hell never forgive us.

She passed on down the stairs, leaving Mrs. Meecher dissatisfied but irresolute. There was something about Sally which even in her pre-wealthy days had always baffled Mrs. Meecher and cramped her style, and now that she was rich and independent she inspired in the chatelaine of the boarding-house an emotion which was almost awe. The front door had closed before Mrs. Meecher had collected her faculties; and Ginger, pausing on the sidewalk, drew a long breath.

You know, youre wonderful! he said, regarding Sally with unconcealed admiration.

She accepted the compliment composedly.

Now well go and hunt up Fillmore, she said. But theres no need to hurry, of course, really. Well go for a walk first, and then call at the Astor and make him give us lunch. I want to hear all about you. Ive heard something already. I met your cousin, Mr. Carmyle. He was on the train coming from Detroit. Did you know that he was in America?

No, Ive — er — rather lost touch with the Family.

So I gathered from Mr. Carmyle. And I feel hideously responsible. It was all through me that all this happened.

Oh, no.

Of course it was. I made you what you are to-day — I hope Im satisfied — I dragged and dragged you down until the soul within you died, so to speak. I know perfectly well that you wouldnt have dreamed of savaging the Family as you seem to have done if it hadnt been for what I said to you at Roville. Ginger, tell me, what did happen? Im dying to know. Mr. Carmyle said you insulted your uncle!

Donald. Yes, we did have a bit of a scrap, as a matter of fact. He made me go out to dinner with him and we — er — sort of disagreed. To start with, he wanted me to apologize to old Scrymgeour, and I rather gave it a miss.

Noble fellow!

Scrymgeour?

No, silly! You.

Oh, ah! Ginger blushed. And then there was all that about the soup, you know.

How do you mean, all that about the soup? What about the soup? What soup?

Well, things sort of hotted up a bit when the soup arrived.

I dont understand.

I mean, the trouble seemed to start, as it were, when the waiter had finished ladling out the mulligatawny. Thick soup, you know.

I know mulligatawny is a thick soup. Yes?

Well, my old uncle — Im not blaming him, dont you know — more his misfortune than his fault — I can see that now — but hes got a heavy moustache. Like a walrus, rather, and hes a bit apt to inhale the stuff through it. And I — well, I asked him not to. It was just a suggestion, you know. He cut up fairly rough, and by the time the fish came round we were more or less down on the mat chewing holes in one another. My fault, probably. I wasnt feeling particularly well-disposed towards the Family that night. Id just had a talk with Bruce — my cousin, you know — in Piccadilly, and that had rather got the wind up me. Bruce always seems to get on my nerves a bit somehow and — Uncle Donald asking me to dinner and all that. By the way, did you get the books?

What books?

Bruce said he wanted to send you some books. That was why I gave him your address. Sally stared.

He never sent me any books.

Well, he said he was going to, and I had to tell him where to send them.

Sally walked on, a little thoughtfully. She was not a vain girl, but it was impossible not to perceive in the light of this fresh evidence that Mr. Carmyle had made a journey of three thousand miles with the sole object of renewing his acquaintance with her. It did not matter, of course, but it was vaguely disturbing. No girl cares to be dogged by a man she rather dislikes.

Go on telling me about your uncle, she said.

Well, theres not much more to tell. Id happened to get that wireless of yours just before I started out to dinner with him, and I was more or less feeling that I wasnt going to stand any rot from the Family. Id got to the fish course, hadnt I? Well, we managed to get through that somehow, but we didnt survive the fillet steak. One thing seemed to lead to another, and the show sort of bust up. He called me a good many things, and I got a bit fed-up, and finally I told him I hadnt any more use for the Family and was going to start out on my own. And — well, I did, dont you know. And here I am.

Sally listened to this saga breathlessly. More than ever did she feel responsible for her young protÃ©gÃ©, and any faint qualms which she had entertained as to the wisdom of transferring practically the whole of her patrimony to the care of so erratic a financier as her brother vanished. It was her plain duty to see that Ginger was started well in the race of life, and Fillmore was going to come in uncommonly handy.

Well go to the Astor now, she said, and Ill introduce you to Fillmore. Hes a theatrical manager and hes sure to have something for you.

Its awfully good of you to bother about me.

Ginger, said Sally, I regard you as a grandson. Hail that cab, will you?


CHAPTER X. SALLY IN THE SHADOWS
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IT SEEMED TO Sally in the weeks that followed her reunion with Ginger Kemp that a sort of golden age had set in. On all the frontiers of her little kingdom there was peace and prosperity, and she woke each morning in a world so neatly smoothed and ironed out that the most captious pessimist could hardly have found anything in it to criticize.

True, Gerald was still a thousand miles away. Going to Chicago to superintend the opening of The Primrose Way; for Fillmore had acceded to his friend Ikes suggestion in the matter of producing it first in Chicago, and he had been called in by a distracted manager to revise the work of a brother dramatist, whose comedy was in difficulties at one of the theatres in that city; and this meant he would have to remain on the spot for some time to come. It was disappointing, for Sally had been looking forward to having him back in New York in a few days; but she refused to allow herself to be depressed. Life as a whole was much too satisfactory for that. Life indeed, in every other respect, seemed perfect. Fillmore was going strong; Ginger was off her conscience; she had found an apartment; her new hat suited her; and The Primrose Way was a tremendous success. Chicago, it appeared from Fillmores account, was paying little attention to anything except The Primrose Way. National problems had ceased to interest the citizens. Local problems left them cold. Their minds were riveted to the exclusion of all else on the problem of how to secure seats. The production of the piece, according to Fillmore, had been the most terrific experience that had come to stir Chicago since the great fire.

Of all these satisfactory happenings, the most satisfactory, to Sallys thinking, was the fact that the problem of Gingers future had been solved. Ginger had entered the service of the Fillmore Nicholas Theatrical Enterprises Ltd. (Managing Director, Fillmore Nicholas) — Fillmore would have made the title longer, only that was all that would go on the brass plate — and was to be found daily in the outer office, his duties consisting mainly, it seemed, in reading the evening papers. What exactly he was, even Ginger hardly knew. Sometimes he felt like the man at the wheel, sometimes like a glorified office boy, and not so very glorified at that. For the most part he had to prevent the mob rushing and getting at Fillmore, who sat in semi-regal state in the inner office pondering great schemes.

But, though there might be an occasional passing uncertainty in Gingers mind as to just what he was supposed to be doing in exchange for the fifty dollars he drew every Friday, there was nothing uncertain about his gratitude to Sally for having pulled the strings and enabled him to do it. He tried to thank her every time they met, and nowadays they were meeting frequently; for Ginger was helping her to furnish her new apartment. In this task, he spared no efforts. He said that it kept him in condition.

And what I mean to say is, said Ginger, pausing in the act of carrying a massive easy chair to the third spot which Sally had selected in the last ten minutes, if I didnt sweat about a bit and help you after the way you got me that job...

Ginger, desist, said Sally.

Yes, but honestly...

If you dont stop it, Ill make you move that chair into the next room.

Shall I? Ginger rubbed his blistered hands and took a new grip. Anything you say.

Silly! Of course not. The only other rooms are my bedroom, the bathroom and the kitchen. What on earth would I want a great lumbering chair in them for? All the same, I believe the first we chose was the best.

Back she goes, then, what?

Sally reflected frowningly. This business of setting up house was causing her much thought.

No, she decided. By the window is better. She looked at him remorsefully. Im giving you a lot of trouble.

Trouble! Ginger, accompanied by a chair, staggered across the room. The way I look at it is this. He wiped a bead of perspiration from his freckled forehead. You got me that job, and...

Stop!

Right ho... Still, you did, you know.

Sally sat down in the armchair and stretched herself. Watching Ginger work had given her a vicarious fatigue. She surveyed the room proudly. It was certainly beginning to look cosy. The pictures were up, the carpet down, the furniture very neatly in order. For almost the first time in her life she had the restful sensation of being at home. She had always longed, during the past three years of boarding-house existence, for a settled abode, a place where she could lock the door on herself and be alone. The apartment was small, but it was undeniably a haven. She looked about her and could see no flaw in it... except... She had a sudden sense of something missing.

Hullo! she said. Wheres that photograph of me? Im sure I put it on the mantelpiece yesterday.

His exertions seemed to have brought the blood to Gingers face. He was a rich red. He inspected the mantelpiece narrowly.

No. No photograph here.

I know there isnt. But it was there yesterday. Or was it? I know I meant to put it there. Perhaps I forgot. Its the most beautiful thing you ever saw. Not a bit like me; but what of that? They touch em up in the dark-room, you know. I value it because it looks the way I should like to look if I could.

Ive never had a beautiful photograph taken of myself, said Ginger, solemnly, with gentle regret.

Cheer up!

Oh, I dont mind. I only mentioned...

Ginger, said Sally, pardon my interrupting your remarks, which I know are valuable, but this chair is — not — right! It ought to be where it was at the beginning. Could you give your imitation of a pack-mule just once more? And after that Ill make you some tea. If theres any tea — or milk — or cups.

There are cups all right. I know, because I smashed two the day before yesterday. Ill nip round the corner for some milk, shall I?

Yes, please nip. All this hard work has taken it out of me terribly.

Over the tea-table Sally became inquisitive.

What I cant understand about this job of yours. Ginger — which as you are just about to observe, I was noble enough to secure for you — is the amount of leisure that seems to go with it. How is it that you are able to spend your valuable time — Fillmores valuable time, rather — juggling with my furniture every day?

Oh, I can usually get off.

But oughtnt you to be at your post doing — whatever it is you do? What do you do?

Ginger stirred his tea thoughtfully and gave his mind to the question.

Well, I sort of mess about, you know. He pondered. I interview divers blighters and tell em your brother is out and take their names and addresses and... oh, all that sort of thing.

Does Fillmore consult you much?

He lets me read some of the plays that are sent in. Awful tosh most of them. Sometimes he sends me off to a vaudeville house of an evening.

As a treat?

To see some special act, you know. To report on it. In case he might want to use it for this revue of his.

Which revue?

Didnt you know he was going to put on a revue? Oh, rather. A whacking big affair. Going to cut out the Follies and all that sort of thing.

But — my goodness! Sally was alarmed. It was just like Fillmore, she felt, to go branching out into these expensive schemes when he ought to be moving warily and trying to consolidate the small success he had had. All his life he had thought in millions where the prudent man would have been content with hundreds. An inexhaustible fount of optimism bubbled eternally within him. Thats rather ambitious, she said.

Yes. Ambitious sort of cove, your brother. Quite the Napoleon.

I shall have to talk to him, said Sally decidedly. She was annoyed with Fillmore. Everything had been going so beautifully, with everybody peaceful and happy and prosperous and no anxiety anywhere, till he had spoiled things. Now she would have to start worrying again.

Of course, argued Ginger, theres money in revues. Over in London fellows make pots out of them.

Sally shook her head.

It wont do, she said. And Ill tell you another thing that wont do. This armchair. Of course it ought to be over by the window. You can see that yourself, cant you.

Absolutely! said Ginger, patiently preparing for action once more.
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Sallys anxiety with regard to her ebullient brother was not lessened by the receipt shortly afterwards of a telegram from Miss Winch in Chicago.

Have you been feeding Fillmore meat?

the telegram ran: and, while Sally could not have claimed that she completely understood it, there was a sinister suggestion about the message which decided her to wait no longer before making investigations. She tore herself away from the joys of furnishing and went round to the headquarters of the Fillmore Nicholas Theatrical Enterprises Ltd. (Managing Director, Fillmore Nicholas) without delay.

Ginger, she discovered on arrival, was absent from his customary post, his place in the outer office being taken by a lad of tender years and pimply exterior, who thawed and cast off a proud reserve on hearing Sallys name, and told her to walk right in. Sally walked right in, and found Fillmore with his feet on an untidy desk, studying what appeared to be costume-designs.

Ah, Sally! he said in the distrait, tired voice which speaks of vast preoccupations. Prosperity was still putting in its silent, deadly work on the Hope of the American Theatre. What, even at as late an epoch as the return from Detroit, had been merely a smooth fullness around the angle of the jaw was now frankly and without disguise a double chin. He was wearing a new waistcoat and it was unbuttoned. I am rather busy, he went on. Always glad to see you, but I am rather busy. I have a hundred things to attend to.

Well, attend to me. Thatll only make a hundred and one. Fill, whats all this I hear about a revue?

Fillmore looked as like a small boy caught in the act of stealing jam as it is possible for a great theatrical manager to look. He had been wondering in his darker moments what Sally would say about that project when she heard of it, and he had hoped that she would not hear of it until all the preparations were so complete that interference would be impossible. He was extremely fond of Sally, but there was, he knew, a lamentable vein of caution in her make-up which might lead her to criticize. And how can your man of affairs carry on if women are buzzing round criticizing all the time? He picked up a pen and put it down; buttoned his waistcoat and unbuttoned it; and scratched his ear with one of the costume-designs.

Oh yes, the revue!

Its no good saying Oh yes! You know perfectly well its a crazy idea.

Really... these business matters... this interference...

I dont want to run your affairs for you, Fill, but that money of mine does make me a sort of partner, I suppose, and I think I have a right to raise a loud yell of agony when I see you risking it on a...

Pardon me, said Fillmore loftily, looking happier. Let me explain. Women never understand business matters. Your money is tied up exclusively in The Primrose Way, which, as you know, is a tremendous success. You have nothing whatever to worry about as regards any new production I may make.

Im not worrying about the money. Im worrying about you.

A tolerant smile played about the lower slopes of Fillmores face.

Dont be alarmed about me. Im all right.

You arent all right. Youve no business, when youve only just got started as a manager, to be rushing into an enormous production like this. You cant afford it.

My dear child, as I said before, women cannot understand these things. A man in my position can always command money for a new venture.

Do you mean to say you have found somebody silly enough to put up money?

Certainly. I dont know that there is any secret about it. Your friend, Mr. Carmyle, has taken an interest in some of my forthcoming productions.

What! Sally had been disturbed before, but she was aghast now.

This was something she had never anticipated. Bruce Carmyle seemed to be creeping into her life like an advancing tide. There appeared to be no eluding him. Wherever she turned, there he was, and she could do nothing but rage impotently. The situation was becoming impossible.

Fillmore misinterpreted the note of dismay in her voice.

Its quite all right, he assured her. Hes a very rich man. Large private means, besides his big income. Even if anything goes wrong...

It isnt that. Its...

The hopelessness of explaining to Fillmore stopped Sally. And while she was chafing at this new complication which had come to upset the orderly routine of her life there was an outburst of voices in the other office. Gingers understudy seemed to be endeavouring to convince somebody that the Big Chief was engaged and not to be intruded upon. In this he was unsuccessful, for the door opened tempestuously and Miss Winch sailed in.

Fillmore, you poor nut, said Miss Winch, for though she might wrap up her meaning somewhat obscurely in her telegraphic communications, when it came to the spoken word she was directness itself, stop picking straws in your hair and listen to me. Youre dippy!

The last time Sally had seen Fillmores fiancÃ©e, she had been impressed by her imperturbable calm. Miss Winch, in Detroit, had seemed a girl whom nothing could ruffle. That she had lapsed now from this serene placidity, struck Sally as ominous. Slightly though she knew her, she felt that it could be no ordinary happening that had so animated her sister-in-law-to-be.

Ah! Here you are! said Fillmore. He had started to his feet indignantly at the opening of the door, like a lion bearded in its den, but calm had returned when he saw who the intruder was.

Yes, here I am! Miss Winch dropped despairingly into a swivel-chair, and endeavoured to restore herself with a stick of chewing-gum. Fillmore, darling, youre the sweetest thing on earth, and I love you, but on present form you could just walk straight into Bloomingdale and theyd give you the royal suite.

My dear girl...

What do you think? demanded Miss Winch, turning to Sally.

Ive just been telling him, said Sally, welcoming this ally, I think its absurd at this stage of things for him to put on an enormous revue...

Revue? Miss Winch stopped in the act of gnawing her gum. What revue? She flung up her arms. I shall have to swallow this gum, she said. You cant chew with your head going round. Are you putting on a revue too?

Fillmore was buttoning and unbuttoning his waistcoat. He had a hounded look.

Certainly, certainly, he replied in a tone of some feverishness. I wish you girls would leave me to manage...

Dippy! said Miss Winch once more. Telegraphic address: Tea-Pot, Matteawan. She swivelled round to Sally again. Say, listen! This boy must be stopped. We must form a gang in his best interests and get him put away. What do you think he proposes doing? Ill give you three guesses. Oh, whats the use? Youd never hit it. This poor wandering lad has got it all fixed up to star me — me — in a new show!

Fillmore removed a hand from his waistcoat buttons and waved it protestingly.

I have used my own judgment...

Yes, sir! proceeded Miss Winch, riding over the interruption. Thats what hes planning to spring on an unsuspicious public. Im sitting peacefully in my room at the hotel in Chicago, pronging a few cents worth of scrambled eggs and reading the morning paper, when the telephone rings. Gentleman below would like to see me. Oh, ask him to wait. Business of flinging on a few clothes. Down in elevator. Bright sunrise effects in lobby.

What on earth do you mean?

The gentleman had a head of red hair which had to be seen to be believed, explained Miss Winch. Lit up the lobby. Management had switched off all the electrics for sake of economy. An Englishman he was. Nice fellow. Named Kemp.

Oh, is Ginger in Chicago? said Sally. I wondered why he wasnt on his little chair in the outer office.

I sent Kemp to Chicago, said Fillmore, to have a look at the show. It is my policy, if I am unable to pay periodical visits myself, to send a representative...

Save it up for the long winter evenings, advised Miss Winch, cutting in on this statement of managerial tactics. Mr. Kemp may have been there to look at the show, but his chief reason for coming was to tell me to beat it back to New York to enter into my kingdom. Fillmore wanted me on the spot, he told me, so that I could sit around in this office here, interviewing my supporting company. Me! Can you or can you not, inquired Miss Winch frankly, tie it?

Well... Sally hesitated.

Dont say it! I know it just as well as you do. Its too sad for words.

You persist in underestimating your abilities, Gladys, said Fillmore reproachfully. I have had a certain amount of experience in theatrical matters — I have seen a good deal of acting — and I assure you that as a character-actress you...

Miss Winch rose swiftly from her seat, kissed Fillmore energetically, and sat down again. She produced another stick of chewing-gum, then shook her head and replaced it in her bag.

Youre a darling old thing to talk like that, she said, and I hate to wake you out of your daydreams, but, honestly, Fillmore, dear, do just step out of the padded cell for one moment and listen to reason. I know exactly what has been passing in your poor disordered bean. You took Elsa Doland out of a minor part and made her a star overnight. She goes to Chicago, and the critics and everybody else rave about her. As a matter of fact, she said to Sally with enthusiasm, for hers was an honest and generous nature, you cant realize, not having seen her play there, what an amazing hit she has made. She really is a sensation. Everybody says shes going to be the biggest thing on record. Very well, then, what does Fillmore do? The poor fish claps his hand to his forehead and cries Gadzooks! An idea! Ive done it before, Ill do it again. Im the fellow who can make a star out of anything. And he picks on me!

My dear girl...

Now, the flaw in the scheme is this. Elsa is a genius, and if he hadnt made her a star somebody else would have done. But little Gladys? Thats something else again. She turned to Sally. Youve seen me in action, and let me tell you youve seen me at my best. Give me a maids part, with a tray to carry on in act one and a couple of Yes, madams in act two, and Im there! Ellen Terry hasnt anything on me when it comes to saying Yes, madam, and Im willing to back myself for gold, notes, or lima beans against Sarah Bernhardt as a tray-carrier. But there I finish. That lets me out. And anybody who thinks otherwise is going to lose a lot of money. Between ourselves the only thing I can do really well is to cook...

My dear Gladys! cried Fillmore revolted.

Im a heaven-born cook, and I dont mind notifying the world to that effect. I can cook a chicken casserole so that you would leave home and mother for it. Also my English pork-pies! One of these days Ill take an afternoon off and assemble one for you. Youd be surprised! But acting — no. I cant do it, and I dont want to do it. I only went on the stage for fun, and my idea of fun isnt to plough through a star part with all the critics waving their axes in the front row, and me knowing all the time that its taking money out of Fillmores bankroll that ought to be going towards buying the little home with stationary wash-tubs... Well, thats that, Fillmore, old darling. I thought Id just mention it.

Sally could not help being sorry for Fillmore. He was sitting with his chin on his hands, staring moodily before him — Napoleon at Elba. It was plain that this project of taking Miss Winch by the scruff of the neck and hurling her to the heights had been very near his heart.

If thats how you feel, he said in a stricken voice, there is nothing more to say.

Oh, yes there is. We will now talk about this revue of yours. Its off!

Fillmore bounded to his feet; he thumped the desk with a well-nourished fist. A man can stand just so much.

It is not off! Great heavens! Its too much! I will not put up with this interference with my business concerns. I will not be tied and hampered. Here am I, a man of broad vision and... and... broad vision... I form my plans... my plans... I form them... I shape my schemes... and what happens? A horde of girls flock into my private office while I am endeavouring to concentrate... and concentrate... I wont stand it. Advice, yes. Interference, no. I... I... I... and kindly remember that!

The door closed with a bang. A fainter detonation announced the whirlwind passage through the outer office. Footsteps died away down the corridor.

Sally looked at Miss Winch, stunned. A roused and militant Fillmore was new to her.

Miss Winch took out the stick of chewing-gum again and unwrapped it.

Isnt he cute! she said. I hope he doesnt get the soft kind, she murmured, chewing reflectively.

The soft kind.

Hell be back soon with a box of candy, explained Miss Winch, and he will get that sloshy, creamy sort, though I keep telling him I like the other. Well, one things certain. Fillmores got it up his nose. Hes beginning to hop about and sing in the sunlight. Its going to be hard work to get that boy down to earth again. Miss Winch heaved a gentle sigh. I should like him to have enough left in the old stocking to pay the first years rent when the wedding bells ring out. She bit meditatively on her chewing-gum. Not, she said, that it matters. Id be just as happy in two rooms and a kitchenette, so long as Fillmore was there. Youve no notion how dippy I am about him. Her freckled face glowed. He grows on me like a darned drug. And the funny thing is that I keep right on admiring him though I can see all the while that hes the most perfect chump. He is a chump, you know. Thats what I love about him. That and the way his ears wiggle when he gets excited. Chumps always make the best husbands. When you marry, Sally, grab a chump. Tap his forehead first, and if it rings solid, dont hesitate. All the unhappy marriages come from the husband having brains. What good are brains to a man? They only unsettle him. She broke off and scrutinized Sally closely. Say, what do you do with your skin?

She spoke with solemn earnestness which made Sally laugh.

What do I do with my skin? I just carry it around with me.

Well, said Miss Winch enviously, I wish I could train my darned fool of a complexion to get that way. Freckles are the devil. When I was eight I had the finest collection in the Middle West, and Ive been adding to it right along. Some folks say lemon-juicell cure em. Mine lap up all I give em and ask for more. Theres only one way of getting rid of freckles, and that is to saw the head off at the neck.

But why do you want to get rid of them?

Why? Because a sensitive girl, anxious to retain her future husbands love, doesnt enjoy going about looking like something out of a dime museum.

How absurd! Fillmore worships freckles.

Did he tell you so? asked Miss Winch eagerly.

Not in so many words, but you can see it in his eye.

Well, he certainly asked me to marry him, knowing all about them, I will say that. And, whats more, I dont think feminine loveliness means much to Fillmore, or hed never have picked on me. Still, it is calculated to give a girl a jar, you must admit, when she picks up a magazine and reads an advertisement of a face-cream beginning, Your husband is growing cold to you. Can you blame him? Have you really tried to cure those unsightly blemishes? — meaning what Ive got. Still, I havent noticed Fillmore growing cold to me, so maybe its all right.

It was a subdued Sally who received Ginger when he called at her apartment a few days later on his return from Chicago. It seemed to her, thinking over the recent scene, that matters were even worse than she had feared. This absurd revue, which she had looked on as a mere isolated outbreak of foolishness, was, it would appear, only a specimen of the sort of thing her misguided brother proposed to do, a sample selected at random from a wholesale lot of frantic schemes. Fillmore, there was no longer any room for doubt, was preparing to express his great soul on a vast scale. And she could not dissuade him. A humiliating thought. She had grown so accustomed through the years to being the dominating mind that this revolt from her authority made her feel helpless and inadequate. Her self-confidence was shaken.

And Bruce Carmyle was financing him... It was illogical, but Sally could not help feeling that when — she had not the optimism to say if — he lost his money, she would somehow be under an obligation to him, as if the disaster had been her fault. She disliked, with a whole-hearted intensity, the thought of being under an obligation to Mr. Carmyle.

Ginger said he had looked in to inspect the furniture on the chance that Sally might want it shifted again: but Sally had no criticisms to make on that subject. Weightier matters occupied her mind. She sat Ginger down in the armchair and started to pour out her troubles. It soothed her to talk to him. In a world which had somehow become chaotic again after an all too brief period of peace, he was solid and consoling.

I shouldnt worry, observed Ginger with Winch-like calm, when she had finished drawing for him the picture of a Fillmore rampant against a background of expensive revues. Sally nearly shook him.

Its all very well to tell me not to worry, she cried. How can I help worrying? Fillmores simply a baby, and hes just playing the fool. He has lost his head completely. And I cant stop him! That is the awful part of it. I used to be able to look him in the eye, and he would wag his tail and crawl back into his basket, but now I seem to have no influence at all over him. He just snorts and goes on running round in circles, breathing fire.

Ginger did not abandon his attempts to indicate the silver lining.

I think you are making too much of all this, you know. I mean to say, its quite likely hes found some mug... what I mean is, its just possible that your brother isnt standing the entire racket himself. Perhaps some rich Johnnie has breezed along with a pot of money. It often happens like that, you know. You read in the paper that some manager or other is putting on some show or other, when really the chap whos actually supplying the pieces of eight is some anonymous lad in the background.

That is just what has happened, and it makes it worse than ever. Fillmore tells me that your cousin, Mr. Carmyle, is providing the money.

This did interest Ginger. He sat up with a jerk.

Oh, I say! he exclaimed.

Yes, said Sally, still agitated but pleased that she had at last shaken him out of his trying attitude of detachment.

Ginger was scowling.

Thats a bit off, he observed.

I think so, too.

I dont like that.

Nor do I.

Do you know what I think? said Ginger, ever a man of plain speech and a reckless plunger into delicate subjects. The blighters in love with you.

Sally flushed. After examining the evidence before her, she had reached the same conclusion in the privacy of her thoughts, but it embarrassed her to hear the thing put into bald words.

I know Bruce, continued Ginger, and, believe me, he isnt the sort of cove to take any kind of flutter without a jolly good motive. Of course, hes got tons of money. His old guvnor was the Carmyle of Carmyle, Brent & Co. — coal mines up in Wales, and all that sort of thing — and I suppose he must have left Bruce something like half a million. No need for the fellow to have worked at all, if he hadnt wanted to. As far as having the stuff goes, hes in a position to back all the shows he wants to. But the point is, its right out of his line. He doesnt do that sort of thing. Not a drop of sporting blood in the chap. Why Ive known him stick the whole family on to me just because it got noised about that Id dropped a couple of quid on the Grand National. If hes really brought himself to the point of shelling out on a risky proposition like a show, it means something, take my word for it. And I dont see what else it can mean except... well, I mean to say, is it likely that hes doing it simply to make your brother look on him as a good egg and a pal, and all that sort of thing?

No, its not, agreed Sally. But dont lets talk about it any more. Tell me all about your trip to Chicago.

All right. But, returning to this binge for a moment, I dont see how it matters to you one way or the other. Youre engaged to another fellow, and when Bruce rolls up and says: What about it? youve simply to tell him that the shot isnt on the board and will he kindly melt away. Then you hand him his hat and out he goes.

Sally gave a troubled laugh.

You think thats simple, do you? I suppose you imagine that a girl enjoys that sort of thing? Oh, whats the use of talking about it? Its horrible, and no amount of arguing will make it anything else. Do lets change the subject. How did you like Chicago?

Oh, all right. Rather a grubby sort of place.

So Ive always heard. But you ought not to mind that, being a Londoner.

Oh, I didnt mind it. As a matter of fact, I had rather a good time. Saw one or two shows, you know. Got in on my face as your brothers representative, which was all to the good. By the way, its rummy how you run into people when you move about, isnt it?

You talk as if you had been dashing about the streets with your eyes shut. Did you meet somebody you knew?

Chap I hadnt seen for years. Was at school with him, as a matter of fact. Fellow named Foster. But I expect you know him, too, dont you? By name, at any rate. He wrote your brothers show.

Sallys heart jumped.

Oh! Did you meet Gerald — Foster?

Ran into him one night at the theatre.

And you were really at school with him?

Yes. He was in the footer team with me my last year.

Was he a scrum-half, too? asked Sally, dimpling.

Ginger looked shocked.

You dont have two scrum-halves in a team, he said, pained at this ignorance on a vital matter. The scrum-half is the half who works the scrum and...

Yes, you told me that at Roville. What was Gerald — Mr. Foster then? A six and seven-eighths, or something?

He was a wing-three, said Ginger with a gravity befitting his theme. Rather fast, with a fairly decent swerve. But he would not learn to give the reverse pass inside to the centre.

Ghastly! said Sally.

If, said Ginger earnestly, a wings bottled up by his wing and the back, the only thing he can do, if he doesnt want to be bundled into touch, is to give the reverse pass.

I know, said Sally. If Ive thought that once, Ive thought it a hundred times. How nice it must have been for you meeting again. I suppose you had all sorts of things to talk about?

Ginger shook his head.

Not such a frightful lot. We were never very thick. You see, this chap Foster was by way of being a bit of a worm.

What!

A tick, explained Ginger. A rotter. He was pretty generally barred at school. Personally, I never had any use for him at all.

Sally stiffened. She had liked Ginger up to that moment, and later on, no doubt, she would resume her liking for him: but in the immediate moment which followed these words she found herself regarding him with stormy hostility. How dare he sit there saying things like that about Gerald?

Ginger, who was lighting a cigarette without a care in the world, proceeded to develop his theme.

Its a rummy thing about school. Generally, if a fellows good at games — in the cricket team or the footer team and so forth — he can hardly help being fairly popular. But this blighter Foster somehow — nobody seemed very keen on him. Of course, he had a few of his own pals, but most of the chaps rather gave him a miss. It may have been because he was a bit sidey... had rather an edge on him, you know... Personally, the reason I barred him was because he wasnt straight. You didnt notice it if you werent thrown a goodish bit with him, of course, but he and I were in the same house, and...

Sally managed to control her voice, though it shook a little.

I ought to tell you, she said, and her tone would have warned him had he been less occupied, that Mr. Foster is a great friend of mine.

But Ginger was intent on the lighting of his cigarette, a delicate operation with the breeze blowing in through the open window. His head was bent, and he had formed his hands into a protective framework which half hid his face.

If you take my tip, he mumbled, youll drop him. Hes a wrong un.

He spoke with the absent-minded drawl of preoccupation, and Sally could keep the conflagration under no longer. She was aflame from head to foot.

It may interest you to know, she said, shooting the words out like bullets from between clenched teeth, that Gerald Foster is the man I am engaged to marry.

Gingers head came slowly up from his cupped hands. Amazement was in his eyes, and a sort of horror. The cigarette hung limply from his mouth. He did not speak, but sat looking at her, dazed. Then the match burnt his fingers, and he dropped it with a start. The sharp sting of it seemed to wake him. He blinked.

Youre joking, he said, feebly. There was a note of wistfulness in his voice. It isnt true?

Sally kicked the leg of her chair irritably. She read insolent disapproval into the words. He was daring to criticize...

Of course its true...

But... A look of hopeless misery came into Gingers pleasant face. He hesitated. Then, with the air of a man bracing himself to a dreadful, but unavoidable, ordeal, he went on. He spoke gruffly, and his eyes, which had been fixed on Sallys, wandered down to the match on the carpet. It was still glowing, and mechanically he put a foot on it.

Fosters married, he said shortly. He was married the day before I left Chicago.
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It seemed to Ginger that in the silence which followed, brooding over the room like a living presence, even the noises in the street had ceased, as though what he had said had been a spell cutting Sally and himself off from the outer world. Only the little clock on the mantelpiece ticked — ticked — ticked, like a heart beating fast.

He stared straight before him, conscious of a strange rigidity. He felt incapable of movement, as he had sometimes felt in nightmares; and not for all the wealth of America could he have raised his eyes just then to Sallys face. He could see her hands. They had tightened on the arm of the chair. The knuckles were white.

He was blaming himself bitterly now for his oafish clumsiness in blurting out the news so abruptly. And yet, curiously, in his remorse there was something of elation. Never before had he felt so near to her. It was as though a barrier that had been between them had fallen.

Something moved... It was Sallys hand, slowly relaxing. The fingers loosened their grip, tightened again, then, as if reluctantly relaxed once more. The blood flowed back.

Your cigarettes out.

Ginger started violently. Her voice, coming suddenly out of the silence, had struck him like a blow.

Oh, thanks!

He forced himself to light another match. It sputtered noisily in the stillness. He blew it out, and the uncanny quiet fell again.

Ginger drew at his cigarette mechanically. For an instant he had seen Sallys face, white-cheeked and bright-eyed, the chin tilted like a flag flying over a stricken field. His mood changed. All his emotions had crystallized into a dull, futile rage, a helpless fury directed at a man a thousand miles away.

Sally spoke again. Her voice sounded small and far off, an odd flatness in it.

Married?

Ginger threw his cigarette out of the window. He was shocked to find that he was smoking. Nothing could have been farther from his intention than to smoke. He nodded.

Whom has he married?

Ginger coughed. Something was sticking in his throat, and speech was difficult.

A girl called Doland.

Oh, Elsa Doland?

Yes.

Elsa Doland. Sally drummed with her fingers on the arm of the chair. Oh, Elsa Doland?

There was silence again. The little clock ticked fussily on the mantelpiece. Out in the street automobile horns were blowing. From somewhere in the distance came faintly the rumble of an elevated train. Familiar sounds, but they came to Sally now with a curious, unreal sense of novelty. She felt as though she had been projected into another world where everything was new and strange and horrible — everything except Ginger. About him, in the mere sight of him, there was something known and heartening.

Suddenly, she became aware that she was feeling that Ginger was behaving extremely well. She seemed to have been taken out of herself and to be regarding the scene from outside, regarding it coolly and critically; and it was plain to her that Ginger, in this upheaval of all things, was bearing himself perfectly. He had attempted no banal words of sympathy. He had said nothing and he was not looking at her. And Sally felt that sympathy just now would be torture, and that she could not have borne to be looked at.

Ginger was wonderful. In that curious, detached spirit that had come upon her, she examined him impartially, and gratitude welled up from the very depths of her. There he sat, saying nothing and doing nothing, as if he knew that all she needed, the only thing that could keep her sane in this world of nightmare, was the sight of that dear, flaming head of his that made her feel that the world had not slipped away from her altogether.

Ginger did not move. The room had grown almost dark now. A spear of light from a street lamp shone in through the window.

Sally got up abruptly. Slowly, gradually, inch by inch, the great suffocating cloud which had been crushing her had lifted. She felt alive again. Her black hour had gone, and she was back in the world of living things once more. She was afire with a fierce, tearing pain that tormented her almost beyond endurance, but dimly she sensed the fact that she had passed through something that was worse than pain, and, with Gingers stolid presence to aid her, had passed triumphantly.

Go and have dinner, Ginger, she said. You must be starving.

Ginger came to life like a courtier in the palace of the Sleeping Beauty. He shook himself, and rose stiffly from his chair.

Oh, no, he said. Not a bit, really.

Sally switched on the light and set him blinking. She could bear to be looked at now.

Go and dine, she said. Dine lavishly and luxuriously. Youve certainly earned... Her voice faltered for a moment. She held out her hand. Ginger, she said shakily, I... Ginger, youre a pal.

When he had gone. Sally sat down and began to cry. Then she dried her eyes in a business-like manner.

There, Miss Nicholas! she said. You couldnt have done that an hour ago... We will now boil you an egg for your dinner and see how that suits you!


CHAPTER XI. SALLY RUNS AWAY
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IF GINGER KEMP had been asked to enumerate his good qualities, it is not probable that he would have drawn up a very lengthy list. He might have started by claiming for himself the virtue of meaning well, but after that he would have had to chew the pencil in prolonged meditation. And, even if he could eventually have added one or two further items to the catalogue, tact and delicacy of feeling would not have been among them.

Yet, by staying away from Sally during the next few days he showed considerable delicacy. It was not easy to stay away from her, but he forced himself to do so. He argued from his own tastes, and was strongly of opinion that in times of travail, solitude was what the sufferer most desired. In his time he, too, had had what he would have described as nasty jars, and on these occasions all he had asked was to be allowed to sit and think things over and fight his battle out by himself.

By Saturday, however, he had come to the conclusion that some form of action might now be taken. Saturday was rather a good day for picking up the threads again. He had not to go to the office, and, what was still more to the point, he had just drawn his weeks salary. Mrs. Meecher had deftly taken a certain amount of this off him, but enough remained to enable him to attempt consolation on a fairly princely scale. There presented itself to him as a judicious move the idea of hiring a car and taking Sally out to dinner at one of the road-houses he had heard about up the Boston Post Road. He examined the scheme. The more he looked at it, the better it seemed.

He was helped to this decision by the extraordinary perfection of the weather. The weather of late had been a revelation to Ginger. It was his first experience of Americas Indian Summer, and it had quite overcome him. As he stood on the roof of Mrs. Meechers establishment on the Saturday morning, thrilled by the velvet wonder of the sunshine, it seemed to him that the only possible way of passing such a day was to take Sally for a ride in an open car.

The Maison Meecher was a lofty building on one of the side-streets at the lower end of the avenue. From its roof, after you had worked your way through the groves of washing which hung limply from the clothes-line, you could see many things of interest. To the left lay Washington Square, full of somnolent Italians and roller-skating children; to the right was a spectacle which never failed to intrigue Ginger, the high smoke-stacks of a Cunard liner moving slowly down the river, sticking up over the house-tops as if the boat was travelling down Ninth Avenue.

To-day there were four of these funnels, causing Ginger to deduce the Mauritania. As the boat on which he had come over from England, the Mauritania had a sentimental interest for him. He stood watching her stately progress till the higher buildings farther down the town shut her from his sight; then picked his way through the washing and went down to his room to get his hat. A quarter of an hour later he was in the hall-way of Sallys apartment house, gazing with ill-concealed disgust at the serge-clad back of his cousin Mr. Carmyle, who was engaged in conversation with a gentleman in overalls.

No care-free prospector, singing his way through the Mojave Desert and suddenly finding himself confronted by a rattlesnake, could have experienced so abrupt a change of mood as did Ginger at this revolting spectacle. Even in their native Piccadilly it had been unpleasant to run into Mr. Carmyle. To find him here now was nothing short of nauseating. Only one thing could have brought him to this place. Obviously, he must have come to see Sally; and with a sudden sinking of the heart Ginger remembered the shiny, expensive automobile which he had seen waiting at the door. He, it was clear, was not the only person to whom the idea had occurred of taking Sally for a drive on this golden day.

He was still standing there when Mr. Carmyle swung round with a frown on his dark face which seemed to say that he had not found the janitors conversation entertaining. The sight of Ginger plainly did nothing to lighten his gloom.

Hullo! he said.

Hullo! said Ginger.

Uncomfortable silence followed these civilities.

Have you come to see Miss Nicholas?

Why, yes.

She isnt here, said Mr. Carmyle, and the fact that he had found someone to share the bad news, seemed to cheer him a little.

Not here?

No. Apparently... Bruce Carmyles scowl betrayed that resentment which a well-balanced man cannot but feel at the unreasonableness of others. ... Apparently, for some extraordinary reason, she has taken it into her head to dash over to England.

Ginger tottered. The unexpectedness of the blow was crushing. He followed his cousin out into the sunshine in a sort of dream. Bruce Carmyle was addressing the driver of the expensive automobile.

I find I shall not want the car. You can take it back to the garage.

The chauffeur, a moody man, opened one half-closed eye and spat cautiously. It was the way Rockefeller would have spat when approaching the crisis of some delicate financial negotiation.

Youll have to pay just the same, he observed, opening his other eye to lend emphasis to the words.

Of course I shall pay, snapped Mr. Carmyle, irritably. How much is it?

Money passed. The car rolled off.

Gone to England? said Ginger, dizzily.

Yes, gone to England.

But why?

How the devil do I know why? Bruce Carmyle would have found his best friend trying at this moment. Gaping Ginger gave him almost a physical pain. All I know is what the janitor told me, that she sailed on the Mauretania this morning.

The tragic irony of this overcame Ginger. That he should have stood on the roof, calmly watching the boat down the river...

He nodded absently to Mr. Carmyle and walked off. He had no further remarks to make. The warmth had gone out of the sunshine and all interest had departed from his life. He felt dull, listless, at a loose end. Not even the thought that his cousin, a careful man with his money, had had to pay a days hire for a car which he could not use brought him any balm. He loafed aimlessly about the streets. He wandered in the Park and out again. The Park bored him. The streets bored him. The whole city bored him. A city without Sally in it was a drab, futile city, and nothing that the sun could do to brighten it could make it otherwise.

Night came at last, and with it a letter. It was the first even passably pleasant thing that had happened to Ginger in the whole of this dreary and unprofitable day: for the envelope bore the crest of the good ship Mauretania. He snatched it covetously from the letter-rack, and carried it upstairs to his room.

Very few of the rooms at Mrs. Meechers boarding-house struck any note of luxury. Mrs. Meecher was not one of your fashionable interior decorators. She considered that when she had added a Morris chair to the essentials which make up a bedroom, she had gone as far in the direction of pomp as any guest at seven-and-a-half per could expect her to go. As a rule, the severity of his surroundings afflicted Ginger with a touch of gloom when he went to bed; but to-night — such is the magic of a letter from the right person — he was uplifted and almost gay. There are moments when even illuminated texts over the wash-stand cannot wholly quell us.

There was nothing of haste and much of ceremony in Gingers method of approaching the perusal of his correspondence. He bore himself after the manner of a small boy in the presence of unexpected ice-cream, gloating for awhile before embarking on the treat, anxious to make it last out. His first move was to feel in the breast-pocket of his coat and produce the photograph of Sally which he had feloniously removed from her apartment. At this he looked long and earnestly before propping it up within easy reach against his basin, to be handy, if required, for purposes of reference. He then took off his coat, collar, and shoes, filled and lit a pipe, placed pouch and matches on the arm of the Morris chair, and drew that chair up so that he could sit with his feet on the bed. Having manoeuvred himself into a position of ease, he lit his pipe again and took up the letter. He looked at the crest, the handwriting of the address, and the postmark. He weighed it in his hand. It was a bulky letter.

He took Sallys photograph from the wash-stand and scrutinized it once more. Then he lit his pipe again, and, finally, wriggling himself into the depths of the chair, opened the envelope.

Ginger, dear.

Having read so far, Ginger found it necessary to take up the photograph and study it with an even greater intentness than before. He gazed at it for many minutes, then laid it down and lit his pipe again. Then he went on with the letter.

Ginger, dear — Im afraid this address is going to give you rather a shock, and Im feeling very guilty. Im running away, and I havent even stopped to say good-bye. I cant help it. I know its weak and cowardly, but I simply cant help it. I stood it for a day or two, and then I saw that it was no good. (Thank you for leaving me alone and not coming round to see me. Nobody else but you would have done that. But then, nobody ever has been or ever could be so understanding as you.)

Ginger found himself compelled at this point to look at the photograph again.

There was too much in New York to remind me. Thats the worst of being happy in a place. When things go wrong you find there are too many ghosts about. I just couldnt stand it. I tried, but I couldnt. Im going away to get cured — if I can. Mr. Faucitt is over in England, and when I went down to Mrs. Meecher for my letters, I found one from him. His brother is dead, you know, and he has inherited, of all things, a fashionable dress-making place in Regent Street. His brother was Laurette et Cie. I suppose he will sell the business later on, but, just at present, the poor old dear is apparently quite bewildered and that doesnt seem to have occurred to him. He kept saying in his letter how much he wished I was with him, to help him, and I was tempted and ran. Anything to get away from the ghosts and have something to do. I dont suppose I shall feel much better in England, but, at least, every street corner wont have associations. Dont ever be happy anywhere, Ginger. Its too big a risk, much too big a risk.

There was a letter from Elsa Doland, too. Bubbling over with affection. We had always been tremendous friends. Of course, she never knew anything about my being engaged to Gerald. I lent Fillmore the money to buy that piece, which gave Elsa her first big chance, and so shes very grateful. She says, if ever she gets the opportunity of doing me a good turn... Arent things muddled?

And there was a letter from Gerald. I was expecting one, of course, but... what would you have done, Ginger? Would you have read it? I sat with it in front of me for an hour, I should think, just looking at the envelope, and then... You see, what was the use? I could guess exactly the sort of thing that would be in it, and reading it would only have hurt a lot more. The thing was done, so why bother about explanations? What good are explanations, anyway? They dont help. They dont do anything... I burned it, Ginger. The last letter I shall ever get from him. I made a bonfire on the bathroom floor, and it smouldered and went brown, and then flared a little, and every now and then I lit another match and kept it burning, and at last it was just black ashes and a stain on the tiles. Just a mess!

Ginger, burn this letter, too. Im pouring out all the poison to you, hoping it will make me feel better. You dont mind, do you? But I know you dont. If ever anybody had a real pal...

Its a dreadful thing, fascination, Ginger. It grips you and you are helpless. One can be so sensible and reasonable about other peoples love affairs. When I was working at the dance place I told you about there was a girl who fell in love with the most awful little beast. He had a mean mouth and shiny black hair brushed straight back, and anybody would have seen what he was. But this girl wouldnt listen to a word. I talked to her by the hour. It makes me smile now when I think how sensible and level-headed I was. But she wouldnt listen. In some mysterious way this was the man she wanted, and, of course, everything happened that one knew would happen.

If one could manage ones own life as well as one can manage other peoples! If all this wretched thing of mine had happened to some other girl, how beautifully I could have proved that it was the best thing that could have happened, and that a man who could behave as Gerald has done wasnt worth worrying about. I can just hear myself. But, you see, whatever he has done, Gerald is still Gerald and Sally is still Sally and, however much I argue, I cant get away from that. All I can do is to come howling to my redheaded pal, when I know just as well as he does that a girl of any spirit would be dignified and keep her troubles to herself and be much too proud to let anyone know that she was hurt.

Proud! Thats the real trouble, Ginger. My pride has been battered and chopped up and broken into as many pieces as you broke Mr. Scrymgeours stick! What pitiful creatures we are. Girls, I mean. At least, I suppose a good many girls are like me. If Gerald had died and I had lost him that way, I know quite well I shouldnt be feeling as I do now. I should have been broken-hearted, but it wouldnt have been the same. Its my pride that is hurt. I have always been a bossy, cocksure little creature, swaggering about the world like an English sparrow; and now Im paying for it! Oh, Ginger, Im paying for it! I wonder if running away is going to do me any good at all. Perhaps, if Mr. Faucitt has some real hard work for me to do...

Of course, I know exactly how all this has come about. Elsas pretty and attractive. But the point is that she is a success, and as a success she appeals to Geralds weakest side. He worships success. She is going to have a marvellous career, and she can help Gerald on in his. He can write plays for her to star in. What have I to offer against that? Yes, I know its grovelling and contemptible of me to say that, Ginger. I ought to be above it, oughtnt I — talking as if I were competing for some prize... But I havent any pride left. Oh, well!

There! Ive poured it all out and I really do feel a little better just for the moment. It wont last, of course, but even a minute is something. Ginger, dear, I shant see you for ever so long, even if we ever do meet again, but youll try to remember that Im thinking of you a whole lot, wont you? I feel responsible for you. Youre my baby. Youve got started now and youve only to stick to it. Please, please, please dont make a hash of it! Good-bye. I never did find that photograph of me that we were looking for that afternoon in the apartment, or I would send it to you. Then you could have kept it on your mantelpiece, and whenever you felt inclined to make a hash of anything I would have caught your eye sternly and you would have pulled up.

Good-bye, Ginger. I shall have to stop now. The mail is just closing.

Always your pal, wherever I am. — SALLY.

Ginger laid the letter down, and a little sound escaped him that was half a sigh, half an oath. He was wondering whether even now some desirable end might not be achieved by going to Chicago and breaking Gerald Fosters neck. Abandoning this scheme as impracticable, and not being able to think of anything else to do he re-lit his pipe and started to read the letter again.


CHAPTER XII. SOME LETTERS FOR GINGER
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LAURETTE ET CIE,

Regent Street,

London, W.,

England.

January 21st.

Dear Ginger, — Im feeling better. As its three months since I last wrote to you, no doubt you will say to yourself that I would be a poor, weak-minded creature if I wasnt. I suppose one ought to be able to get over anything in three months. Unfortunately, Im afraid I havent quite succeeded in doing that, but at least I have managed to get my troubles stowed away in the cellar, and Im not dragging them out and looking at them all the time. Thats something, isnt it?

I ought to give you all my impressions of London, I suppose; but Ive grown so used to the place that I dont think I have any now. I seem to have been here years and years.

You will see by the address that Mr. Faucitt has not yet sold his inheritance. He expects to do so very soon, he tells me — there is a rich-looking man with whiskers and a keen eye whom he is always lunching with, and I think big deals are in progress. Poor dear! he is crazy to get away into the country and settle down and grow ducks and things. London has disappointed him. It is not the place it used to be. Until quite lately, when he grew resigned, he used to wander about in a disconsolate sort of way, trying to locate the landmarks of his youth. (He has not been in England for nearly thirty years!) The trouble is, it seems, that about once in every thirty years a sort of craze for change comes over London, and they paint a shop-front red instead of blue, and that upsets the returned exile dreadfully. Mr. Faucitt feels like Rip Van Winkle. His first shock was when he found that the Empire was a theatre now instead of a music-hall. Then he was told that another music-hall, the Tivoli, had been pulled down altogether. And when on top of that he went to look at the bakers shop in Rupert Street, over which he had lodgings in the eighties, and discovered that it had been turned into a dressmakers, he grew very melancholy, and only cheered up a little when a lovely magenta fog came on and showed him that some things were still going along as in the good old days.

I am kept quite busy at Laurette et Cie., thank goodness. (Not being a French scholar like you — do you remember Jules? — I thought at first that Cie was the name of the junior partner, and looked forward to meeting him. Miss Nicholas, shake hands with Mr. Cie, one of your greatest admirers.) I hold down the female equivalent of your job at the Fillmore Nicholas Theatrical Enterprises Ltd. — that is to say, Im a sort of right-hand woman. I hang around and sidle up to the customers when they come in, and say, Chawming weather, moddom! (which is usually a black lie) and pass them on to the staff, who do the actual work. I shouldnt mind going on like this for the next few years, but Mr. Faucitt is determined to sell. I dont know if you are like that, but every other Englishman Ive ever met seems to have an ambition to own a house and lot in Loamshire or Hants or Salop or somewhere. Their one object in life is to make some money and buy back the old place — which was sold, of course, at the end of act one to pay the heirs gambling debts.

Mr. Faucitt, when he was a small boy, used to live in a little village in Gloucestershire, near a place called Cirencester — at least, it isnt: its called Cissister, which I bet you didnt know — and after forgetting about it for fifty years, he has suddenly been bitten by the desire to end his days there, surrounded by pigs and chickens. He took me down to see the place the other day. Oh, Ginger, this English country! Why any of you ever live in towns I cant think. Old, old grey stone houses with yellow haystacks and lovely squelchy muddy lanes and great fat trees and blue hills in the distance. The peace of it! If ever I sell my soul, I shall insist on the devil giving me at least forty years in some English country place in exchange.

Perhaps you will think from all this that I am too much occupied to remember your existence. Just to show how interested I am in you, let me tell you that, when I was reading the paper a week ago, I happened to see the headline, International Match. It didnt seem to mean anything at first, and then I suddenly recollected. This was the thing you had once been a snip for! So I went down to a place called Twickenham, where this football game was to be, to see the sort of thing you used to do before I took charge of you and made you a respectable right-hand man. There was an enormous crowd there, and I was nearly squeezed to death, but I bore it for your sake. I found out that the English team were the ones wearing white shirts, and that the ones in red were the Welsh. I said to the man next to me, after he had finished yelling himself black in the face, Could you kindly inform me which is the English scrum-half? And just at that moment the players came quite near where I was, and about a dozen assassins in red hurled themselves violently on top of a meek-looking little fellow who had just fallen on the ball. Ginger, you are well out of it! That was the scrum-half, and I gathered that that sort of thing was a mere commonplace in his existence. Stopping a rush, it is called, and he is expected to do it all the time. The idea of you ever going in for such brutal sports! You thank your stars that you are safe on your little stool in Fillmores outer office, and that, if anybody jumps on top of you now, you can call a cop. Do you mean to say you really used to do these daredevil feats? You must have hidden depths in you which I have never suspected.

As I was taking a ride down Piccadilly the other day on top of a bus, I saw somebody walking along who seemed familiar. It was Mr. Carmyle. So hes back in England again. He didnt see me, thank goodness. I dont want to meet anybody just at present who reminds me of New York.

Thanks for telling me all the news, but please dont do it again. It makes me remember, and I dont want to. Its this way, Ginger. Let me write to you, because it really does relieve me, but dont answer my letters. Do you mind? Im sure youll understand.

So Fillmore and Gladys Winch are married! From what I have seen of her, its the best thing that has ever happened to Brother F. She is a splendid girl. I must write to him...

Laurette et Cie..

London

March 12th.

Dear Ginger, — I saw in a Sunday paper last week that The Primrose Way had been produced in New York, and was a great success. Well, Im very glad. But I dont think the papers ought to print things like that. Its unsettling.

Next day, I did one of those funny things you do when youre feeling blue and lonely and a long way away from everybody. I called at your club and asked for you! Such a nice old man in uniform at the desk said in a fatherly way that you hadnt been in lately, and he rather fancied you were out of town, but would I take a seat while he inquired. He then summoned a tiny boy, also in uniform, and the child skipped off chanting, Mister Kemp! Mister Kemp! in a shrill treble. It gave me such an odd feeling to hear your name echoing in the distance. I felt so ashamed for giving them all that trouble; and when the boy came back I slipped twopence into his palm, which I suppose was against all the rules, though he seemed to like it.

Mr. Faucitt has sold the business and retired to the country, and I am rather at a loose end...

Monks Crofton,

(whatever that means)

Much Middleford,

Salop,

(slang for Shropshire)

England.

April 18th.

Dear Ginger, — Whats the use? What is the use? I do all I can to get right away from New York, and New York comes after me and tracks me down in my hiding-place. A week or so ago, as I was walking down the Strand in an aimless sort of way, out there came right on top of me — who do you think? Fillmore, arm in arm with Mr. Carmyle! I couldnt dodge. In the first place, Mr. Carmyle had seen me; in the second place, it is a days journey to dodge poor dear Fillmore now. I blushed for him. Ginger! Right there in the Strand I blushed for him. In my worst dreams I had never pictured him so enormous. Upon what meat doth this our Fillmore feed that he is grown so great? Poor Gladys! When she looks at him she must feel like a bigamist.

Apparently Fillmore is still full of big schemes, for he talked airily about buying all sorts of English plays. He has come over, as I suppose you know, to arrange about putting on The Primrose Way over here. He is staying at the Savoy, and they took me off there to lunch, whooping joyfully as over a strayed lamb. It was the worst thing that could possibly have happened to me. Fillmore talked Broadway without a pause, till by the time he had worked his way past the French pastry and was lolling back, breathing a little stertorously, waiting for the coffee and liqueurs, he had got me so homesick that, if it hadnt been that I didnt want to make a public exhibition of myself, I should have broken down and howled. It was crazy of me ever to go near the Savoy. Of course, its simply an annex to Broadway. There were Americans at every table as far as the eye could reach. I might just as well have been at the Astor.

Well, if Fate insists in bringing New York to England for my special discomfiture, I suppose I have got to put up with it. I just let events take their course, and I have been drifting ever since. Two days ago I drifted here. Mr. Carmyle invited Fillmore — he seems to love Fillmore — and me to Monks Crofton, and I hadnt even the shadow of an excuse for refusing. So I came, and I am now sitting writing to you in an enormous bedroom with an open fire and armchairs and every other sort of luxury. Fillmore is out golfing. He sails for New York on Saturday on the Mauretania. I am horrified to hear from him that, in addition to all his other big schemes, he is now promoting a fight for the light-weight championship in Jersey City, and guaranteeing enormous sums to both boxers. Its no good arguing with him. If you do, he simply quotes figures to show the fortunes other people have made out of these things. Besides, its too late now, anyway. As far as I can make out, the fight is going to take place in another week or two. All the same, it makes my flesh creep.

Well, its no use worrying, I suppose. Lets change the subject. Do you know Monks Crofton? Probably you dont, as I seem to remember hearing something said about it being a recent purchase. Mr. Carmyle bought it from some lord or other who had been losing money on the Stock Exchange. I hope you havent seen it, anyway, because I want to describe it at great length. I want to pour out my soul about it. Ginger, what has England ever done to deserve such paradises? I thought, in my ignorance, that Mr. Faucitts Cissister place was pretty good, but it doesnt even begin. It cant compete. Of course, his is just an ordinary country house, and this is a Seat. Monks Crofton is the sort of place they used to write about in the English novels. You know. The sunset was falling on the walls of G —— Castle, in B —— shire, hard by the picturesque village of H —— , and not a stones throw from the hamlet of J —— . I can imagine Tennysons Maud living here. It is one of the stately homes of England; how beautiful they stand, and Im crazy about it.

You motor up from the station, and after you have gone about three miles, you turn in at a big iron gate with stone posts on each side with stone beasts on them. Close by the gate is the cutest little house with an old man inside it who pops out and touches his hat. This is only the lodge, really, but you think you have arrived; so you get all ready to jump out, and then the car goes rolling on for another fifty miles or so through beech woods full of rabbits and open meadows with deer in them. Finally, just as you think you are going on for ever, you whizz round a corner, and theres the house. You dont get a glimpse of it till then, because the trees are too thick.

Its very large, and sort of low and square, with a kind of tower at one side and the most fascinating upper porch sort of thing with battlements. I suppose in the old days you used to stand on this and drop molten lead on visitors heads. Wonderful lawns all round, and shrubberies and a lake that you can just see where the ground dips beyond the fields. Of course its too early yet for them to be out, but to the left of the house theres a place where there will be about a million roses when June comes round, and all along the side of the rose-garden is a high wall of old red brick which shuts off the kitchen garden. I went exploring there this morning. Its an enormous place, with hot-houses and things, and theres the cunningest farm at one end with a stable yard full of puppies that just tear the heart out of you, theyre so sweet. And a big, sleepy cat, which sits and blinks in the sun and lets the puppies run all over her. And theres a lovely stillness, and you can hear everything growing. And thrushes and blackbirds... Oh, Ginger, its heavenly!

But theres a catch. Its a case of Where every prospect pleases and only man is vile. At least, not exactly vile, I suppose, but terribly stodgy. I can see now why you couldnt hit it off with the Family. Because Ive seen em all! Theyre here! Yes, Uncle Donald and all of them. Is it a habit of your family to collect in gangs, or have I just happened to stumble into an accidental Old Home Week? When I came down to dinner the first evening, the drawing-room was full to bursting point — not simply because Fillmore was there, but because there were uncles and aunts all over the place. I felt like a small lion in a den of Daniels. I know exactly now what you mean about the Family. They look at you! Of course, its all right for me, because I am snowy white clear through, but I can just imagine what it must have been like for you with your permanently guilty conscience. You must have had an awful time.

By the way, its going to be a delicate business getting this letter through to you — rather like carrying the despatches through the enemys lines in a Civil War play. Youre supposed to leave letters on the table in the hall, and someone collects them in the afternoon and takes them down to the village on a bicycle. But, if I do that some aunt or uncle is bound to see it, and I shall be an object of loathing, for it is no light matter, my lad, to be caught having correspondence with a human Jimpson weed like you. It would blast me socially. At least, so I gather from the way they behaved when your name came up at dinner last night. Somebody mentioned you, and the most awful roasting party broke loose. Uncle Donald acting as cheer-leader. I said feebly that I had met you and had found you part human, and there was an awful silence till they all started at the same time to show me where I was wrong, and how cruelly my girlish inexperience had deceived me. A young and innocent half-portion like me, it appears, is absolutely incapable of suspecting the true infamy of the dregs of society. You arent fit to speak to the likes of me, being at the kindest estimate little more than a blot on the human race. I tell you this in case you may imagine youre popular with the Family. Youre not.

So I shall have to exercise a good deal of snaky craft in smuggling this letter through. Ill take it down to the village myself if I can sneak away. But its going to be pretty difficult, because for some reason I seem to be a centre of attraction. Except when I take refuge in my room, hardly a moment passes without an aunt or an uncle popping out and having a cosy talk with me. It sometimes seems as though they were weighing me in the balance. Well, let em weigh!

Time to dress for dinner now. Good-bye.

Yours in the balance,

Sally.

P.S. — You were perfectly right about your Uncle Donalds moustache, but I dont agree with you that it is more his misfortune than his fault. I think he does it on purpose.

(Just for the moment)

Monks Crofton,

Much Middleford,

Salop,

England.

April 20th.

Dear Ginger, — Leaving here to-day. In disgrace. Hard, cold looks from the family. Strained silences. Uncle Donald far from chummy. You can guess what has happened. I might have seen it coming. I can see now that it was in the air all along.

Fillmore knows nothing about it. He left just before it happened. I shall see him very soon, for I have decided to come back and stop running away from things any longer. Its cowardly to skulk about over here. Besides, Im feeling so much better that I believe I can face the ghosts. Anyway, Im going to try. See you almost as soon as you get this.

I shall mail this in London, and I suppose it will come over by the same boat as me. Its hardly worth writing, really, of course, but I have sneaked up to my room to wait till the motor arrives to take me to the station, and its something to do. I can hear muffled voices. The Family talking me over, probably. Saying they never really liked me all along. Oh, well!

Yours moving in an orderly manner to the exit,

Sally.


CHAPTER XIII. STRANGE BEHAVIOUR OF A SPARRING-PARTNER
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SALLYS EMOTIONS, AS she sat in her apartment on the morning of her return to New York, resembled somewhat those of a swimmer who, after wavering on a raw morning at the brink of a chill pool, nerves himself to the plunge. She was aching, but she knew that she had done well. If she wanted happiness, she must fight for it, and for all these months she had been shirking the fight. She had done with wavering on the brink, and here she was, in mid-stream, ready for whatever might befall. It hurt, this coming to grips. She had expected it to hurt. But it was a pain that stimulated, not a dull melancholy that smothered. She felt alive and defiant.

She had finished unpacking and tidying up. The next move was certainly to go and see Ginger. She had suddenly become aware that she wanted very badly to see Ginger. His stolid friendliness would be a support and a prop. She wished now that she had sent him a cable, so that he could have met her at the dock. It had been rather terrible at the dock. The echoing customs sheds had sapped her valour and she felt alone and forlorn.

She looked at her watch, and was surprised to find how early it was. She could catch him at the office and make him take her out to lunch. She put on her hat and went out.

The restless hand of change, always active in New York, had not spared the outer office of the Fillmore Nicholas Theatrical Enterprises Ltd. in the months of her absence. She was greeted on her arrival by an entirely new and original stripling in the place of the one with whom at her last visit she had established such cordial relations. Like his predecessor he was generously pimpled, but there the resemblance stopped. He was a grim boy, and his manner was stern and suspicious. He peered narrowly at Sally for a moment as if he had caught her in the act of purloining the office blotting-paper, then, with no little acerbity, desired her to state her business.

I want Mr. Kemp, said Sally.

The office-boy scratched his cheek dourly with a ruler. No one would have guessed, so austere was his aspect, that a moment before her entrance he had been trying to balance it on his chin, juggling the while with a pair of paper-weights. For, impervious as he seemed to human weaknesses, it was this lads ambition one day to go into vaudeville.

What name? he said, coldly.

Nicholas, said Sally. I am Mr. Nicholas sister.

On a previous occasion when she had made this announcement, disastrous results had ensued; but to-day it went well. It seemed to hit the office-boy like a bullet. He started convulsively, opened his mouth, and dropped the ruler. In the interval of stooping and recovering it he was able to pull himself together. He had not been curious about Sallys name. What he had wished was to have the name of the person for whom she was asking repeated. He now perceived that he had had a bit of luck. A wearying period of disappointment in the matter of keeping the paper-weights circulating while balancing the ruler, had left him peevish, and it had been his intention to work off his ill-humour on the young visitor. The discovery that it was the bosss sister who was taking up his time, suggested the advisability of a radical change of tactics. He had stooped with a frown: he returned to the perpendicular with a smile that was positively winning. It was like the sun suddenly bursting through a London fog.

Will you take a seat, lady? he said, with polished courtesy even unbending so far as to reach out and dust one with the sleeve of his coat. He added that the morning was a fine one.

Thank you, said Sally. Will you tell him Im here.

Mr. Nicholas is out, miss, said the office-boy, with gentlemanly regret. Hes back in New York, but hes gone out.

I dont want Mr. Nicholas. I want Mr. Kemp.

Mr. Kemp?

Yes, Mr. Kemp.

Sorrow at his inability to oblige shone from every hill-top on the boys face.

Dont know of anyone of that name around here, he said, apologetically.

But surely... Sally broke off suddenly. A grim foreboding had come to her. How long have you been here? she asked.

All day, maam, said the office-boy, with the manner of a Casablanca.

I mean, how long have you been employed here?

Just over a month, miss.

Hasnt Mr. Kemp been in the office all that time?

Names new to me, lady. Does he look like anything? I meanter say, whats he look like?

He has very red hair.

Never seen him in here, said the office-boy. The truth shone coldly on Sally. She blamed herself for ever having gone away, and told herself that she might have known what would happen. Left to his own resources, the unhappy Ginger had once more made a hash of it. And this hash must have been a more notable and outstanding hash than any of his previous efforts, for, surely, Fillmore would not lightly have dismissed one who had come to him under her special protection.

Where is Mr. Nicholas? she asked. It seemed to her that Fillmore was the only possible source of information. Did you say he was out?

Really out, miss, said the office-boy, with engaging candour. He went off to White Plains in his automobile half-an-hour ago.

White Plains? What for?

The pimpled stripling had now given himself up wholeheartedly to social chit-chat. Usually he liked his time to himself and resented the intrusion of the outer world, for he who had chosen jugglery for his walk in life must neglect no opportunity of practising: but so favourable was the impression which Sally had made on his plastic mind that he was delighted to converse with her as long as she wished.

I guess whats happened is, hes gone up to take a look at Bugs Butler, he said.

Whose butler? said Sally mystified.

The office-boy smiled a tolerant smile. Though an admirer of the sex, he was aware that women were seldom hep to the really important things in life. He did not blame them. That was the way they were constructed, and one simply had to accept it.

Bugs Butler is training up at White Plains, miss.

Who is Bugs Butler?

Something of his former bleakness of aspect returned to the office-boy. Sallys question had opened up a subject on which he felt deeply.

Ah! he replied, losing his air of respectful deference as he approached the topic. Who is he! Thats what theyre all saying, all the wise guys. Who has Bugs Butler ever licked?

I dont know, said Sally, for he had fixed her with a penetrating gaze and seemed to be pausing for a reply.

Nor nobody else, said the stripling vehemently. A lot of stiffs out on the coast, thats all. Ginks nobody has ever heard of, except Cyclone Mullins, and it took that false alarm fifteen rounds to get a referees decision over him. The boss would go and give him a chance against the champ, but I could have told him that the legitimate contender was K-leg Binns. K-leg put Cyclone Mullins out in the fifth. Well, said the office-boy in the overwrought tone of one chafing at human folly, if anybody thinks Bugs Butler can last six rounds with Lew Lucas, Ive two bucks right here in my vest pocket that says it aint so.

Sally began to see daylight.

Oh, Bugs — Mr. Butler is one of the boxers in this fight that my brother is interested in?

Thats right. Hes going up against the lightweight champ. Lew Lucas is the lightweight champ. Hes a bird!

Yes? said Sally. This youth had a way of looking at her with his head cocked on one side as though he expected her to say something.

Yes, sir! said the stripling with emphasis. Lew Lucas is a hot sketch. He used to live on the next street to me, he added as clinching evidence of his heros prowess. Ive seen his old mother as close as I am to you. Say, I seen her a hundred times. Is any stiff of a Bugs Butler going to lick a fellow like that?

It doesnt seem likely.

You spoke it! said the lad crisply, striking unsuccessfully at a fly which had settled on the blotting-paper.

There was a pause. Sally started to rise.

And theres another thing, said the office-boy, loath to close the subject. Can Bugs Butler make a hundred and thirty-five ringside without being weak?

It sounds awfully difficult.

They say hes clever. The expert laughed satirically. Well, whats that going to get him? The poor fish cant punch a hole in a nut-sundae.

You dont seem to like Mr. Butler.

Oh, Ive nothing against him, said the office-boy magnanimously. Im only saying hes no licence to be mixing it with Lew Lucas.

Sally got up. Absorbing as this chat on current form was, more important matters claimed her attention.

How shall I find my brother when I get to White Plains? she asked.

Oh, anybodyll show you the way to the training-camp. If you hurry, theres a train you can make now.

Thank you very much.

Youre welcome.

He opened the door for her with an old-world politeness which disuse had rendered a little rusty: then, with an air of getting back to business after a pleasant but frivolous interlude, he took up the paper-weights once more and placed the ruler with nice care on his upturned chin.
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Fillmore heaved a sigh of relief and began to sidle from the room. It was a large room, half barn, half gymnasium. Athletic appliances of various kinds hung on the walls and in the middle there was a wide roped-off space, around which a small crowd had distributed itself with an air of expectancy. This is a commercial age, and the days when a prominent pugilists training activities used to be hidden from the public gaze are over. To-day, if the public can lay its hands on fifty cents, it may come and gaze its fill. This afternoon, plutocrats to the number of about forty had assembled, though not all of these, to the regret of Mr. Lester Burrowes, the manager of the eminent Bugs Butler, had parted with solid coin. Many of those present were newspaper representatives and on the free list — writers who would polish up Mr. Butlers somewhat crude prognostications as to what he proposed to do to Mr. Lew Lucas, and would report him as saying, I am in really superb condition and feel little apprehension of the issue, and artists who would depict him in a state of semi-nudity with feet several sizes too large for any man.

The reason for Fillmores relief was that Mr. Burrowes, who was a great talker and had buttonholed him a quarter of an hour ago, had at last had his attention distracted elsewhere, and had gone off to investigate some matter that called for his personal handling, leaving Fillmore free to slide away to the hotel and get a bite to eat, which he sorely needed. The zeal which had brought him to the training-camp to inspect the final day of Mr. Butlers preparation — for the fight was to take place on the morrow — had been so great that he had omitted to lunch before leaving New York.

So Fillmore made thankfully for the door. And it was at the door that he encountered Sally. He was looking over his shoulder at the moment, and was not aware of her presence till she spoke.

Hallo, Fillmore!

Sally had spoken softly, but a dynamite explosion could not have shattered her brothers composure with more completeness. In the leaping twist which brought him facing her, he rose a clear three inches from the floor. He had a confused sensation, as though his nervous system had been stirred up with a pole. He struggled for breath and moistened his lips with the tip of his tongue, staring at her continuously during the process.

Great men, in their moments of weakness, are to be pitied rather than scorned. If ever a man had an excuse for leaping like a young ram, Fillmore had it. He had left Sally not much more than a week ago in England, in Shropshire, at Monks Crofton. She had said nothing of any intention on her part of leaving the country, the county, or the house. Yet here she was, in Bugs Butlers training-camp at White Plains, in the State of New York, speaking softly in his ear without even going through the preliminary of tapping him on the shoulder to advertise her presence. No wonder that Fillmore was startled. And no wonder that, as he adjusted his faculties to the situation, there crept upon him a chill apprehension.

For Fillmore had not been blind to the significance of that invitation to Monks Crofton. Nowadays your wooer does not formally approach a girls nearest relative and ask permission to pay his addresses; but, when he invites her and that nearest relative to his country home and collects all the rest of the family to meet her, the thing may be said to have advanced beyond the realms of mere speculation. Shrewdly Fillmore had deduced that Bruce Carmyle was in love with Sally, and mentally he had joined their hands and given them a brothers blessing. And now it was only too plain that disaster must have occurred. If the invitation could mean only one thing, so also could Sallys presence at White Plains mean only one thing.

Sally! A croaking whisper was the best he could achieve. What... what...?

Did I startle you? Im sorry.

What are you doing here? Why arent you at Monks Crofton?

Sally glanced past him at the ring and the crowd around it.

I decided I wanted to get back to America. Circumstances arose which made it pleasanter to leave Monks Crofton.

Do you mean to say...?

Yes. Dont lets talk about it.

Do you mean to say, persisted Fillmore, that Carmyle proposed to you and you turned him down?

Sally flushed.

I dont think its particularly nice to talk about that sort of thing, but — yes.

A feeling of desolation overcame Fillmore. That conviction, which saddens us at all times, of the wilful bone-headedness of our fellows swept coldly upon him. Everything had been so perfect, the whole arrangement so ideal, that it had never occurred to him as a possibility that Sally might take it into her head to spoil it by declining to play the part allotted to her. The match was so obviously the best thing that could happen. It was not merely the suitors impressive wealth that made him hold this opinion, though it would be idle to deny that the prospect of having a brother-in-lawful claim on the Carmyle bank-balance had cast a rosy glamour over the future as he had envisaged it. He honestly liked and respected the man. He appreciated his quiet and aristocratic reserve. A well-bred fellow, sensible withal, just the sort of husband a girl like Sally needed. And now she had ruined everything. With the capricious perversity which so characterizes her otherwise delightful sex, she had spilled the beans.

But why?

Oh, Fill! Sally had expected that realization of the facts would produce these symptoms in him, but now that they had presented themselves she was finding them rasping to the nerves. I should have thought the reason was obvious.

You mean you dont like him?

I dont know whether I do or not. I certainly dont like him enough to marry him.

Hes a darned good fellow.

Is he? You say so. I dont know.

The imperious desire for bodily sustenance began to compete successfully for Fillmores notice with his spiritual anguish.

Lets go to the hotel and talk it over. Well go to the hotel and Ill give you something to eat.

I dont want anything to eat, thanks.

You dont want anything to eat? said Fillmore incredulously. He supposed in a vague sort of way that there were eccentric people of this sort, but it was hard to realize that he had met one of them. Im starving.

Well, run along then.

Yes, but I want to talk...

He was not the only person who wanted to talk. At the moment a small man of sporting exterior hurried up. He wore what his tailors advertisements would have called a nobbly suit of checked tweed and — in defiance of popular prejudice — a brown bowler hat. Mr. Lester Burrowes, having dealt with the business which had interrupted their conversation a few minutes before, was anxious to resume his remarks on the subject of the supreme excellence in every respect of his young charge.

Say, Mr. Nicholas, you aint going? Bugs is just getting ready to spar.

He glanced inquiringly at Sally.

My sister — Mr. Burrowes, said Fillmore faintly. Mr. Burrowes is Bugs Butlers manager.

How do you do? said Sally.

Pleased to meecher, said Mr. Burrowes. Say...

I was just going to the hotel to get something to eat, said Fillmore.

Mr. Burrowes clutched at his coat-button with a swoop, and held him with a glittering eye.

Yes, but, say, before-you-go-lemme-tell-ya-somefn. Youve never seen this boy of mine, not when he was feeling right. Believe me, hes there! Hes a wizard. Hes a Hindoo! Say, hes been practising up a left shift that...

Fillmores eye met Sallys wanly, and she pitied him. Presently she would require him to explain to her how he had dared to dismiss Ginger from his employment — and make that explanation a good one: but in the meantime she remembered that he was her brother and was suffering.

Hes the cleverest lightweight, proceeded Mr. Burrowes fervently, since Joe Gans. Im telling you and I know! He...

Can he make a hundred and thirty-five ringside without being weak? asked Sally.

The effect of this simple question on Mr. Burrowes was stupendous. He dropped away from Fillmores coat-button like an exhausted bivalve, and his small mouth opened feebly. It was as if a child had suddenly propounded to an eminent mathematician some abstruse problem in the higher algebra. Females who took an interest in boxing had come into Mr. Burrowes life before — in his younger days, when he was a famous featherweight, the first of his three wives had been accustomed to sit at the ringside during his contests and urge him in language of the severest technicality to knock opponents blocks off — but somehow he had not supposed from her appearance and manner that Sally was one of the elect. He gaped at her, and the relieved Fillmore sidled off like a bird hopping from the compelling gaze of a snake. He was not quite sure that he was acting correctly in allowing his sister to roam at large among the somewhat Bohemian surroundings of a training-camp, but the instinct of self-preservation turned the scale. He had breakfasted early, and if he did not eat right speedily it seemed to him that dissolution would set in.

Whazzat? said Mr. Burrowes feebly.

It took him fifteen rounds to get a referees decision over Cyclone Mullins, said Sally severely, and K-leg Binns...

Mr. Burrowes rallies.

You aint got it right he protested. Say, you mustnt believe what you see in the papers. The referee was dead against us, and Cyclone was down once for all of half a minute and they wouldnt count him out. Gee! You got to kill a guy in some towns before theyll give you a decision. At that, they couldnt do nothing so raw as make it anything but a win for my boy, after him leading by a mile all the way. Have you ever seen Bugs, maam?

Sally had to admit that she had not had that privilege. Mr. Burrowes with growing excitement felt in his breast-pocket and produced a picture-postcard, which he thrust into her hand.

Thats Bugs, he said. Take a slant at that and then tell me if he dont look the goods.

The photograph represented a young man in the irreducible minimum of clothing who crouched painfully, as though stricken with one of the acuter forms of gastritis.

Ill call him over and have him sign it for you, said Mr. Burrowes, before Sally had had time to grasp the fact that this work of art was a gift and no mere loan. Here, Bugs — wantcher.

A youth enveloped in a bath-robe, who had been talking to a group of admirers near the ring, turned, started languidly towards them, then, seeing Sally, quickened his pace. He was an admirer of the sex.

Mr. Burrowes did the honours.

Bugs, this is Miss Nicholas, come to see you work out. I have been telling her shes going to have a treat. And to Sally. Shake hands with Bugs Butler, maam, the coming lightweight champion of the world.

Mr. Butlers photograph, Sally considered, had flattered him. He was, in the flesh, a singularly repellent young man. There was a mean and cruel curve to his lips and a cold arrogance in his eye; a something dangerous and sinister in the atmosphere he radiated. Moreover, she did not like the way he smirked at her.

However, she exerted herself to be amiable.

I hope you are going to win, Mr. Butler, she said.

The smile which she forced as she spoke the words removed the coming champions doubts, though they had never been serious. He was convinced now that he had made a hit. He always did, he reflected, with the girls. It was something about him. His chest swelled complacently beneath the bath-robe.

You betcher, he asserted briefly.

Mr. Burrows looked at his watch.

Time you were starting, Bugs.

The coming champion removed his gaze from Sallys face, into which he had been peering in a conquering manner, and cast a disparaging glance at the audience. It was far from being as large as he could have wished, and at least a third of it was composed of non-payers from the newspapers.

All right, he said, bored.

His languor left him, as his gaze fell on Sally again, and his spirits revived somewhat. After all, small though the numbers of spectators might be, bright eyes would watch and admire him.

Ill go a couple of rounds with Reddy for a starter, he said. Seen him anywheres? Hes never around when hes wanted.

Ill fetch him, said Mr. Burrowes. Hes back there somewheres.

Im going to show that guy up this afternoon, said Mr. Butler coldly. Hes been getting too fresh.

The manager bustled off, and Bugs Butler, with a final smirk, left Sally and dived under the ropes. There was a stir of interest in the audience, though the newspaper men, blasÃ© through familiarity, exhibited no emotion. Presently Mr. Burrowes reappeared, shepherding a young man whose face was hidden by the sweater which he was pulling over his head. He was a sturdily built young man. The sweater, moving from his body, revealed a good pair of shoulders.

A last tug, and the sweater was off. Red hair flashed into view, tousled and disordered: and, as she saw it, Sally uttered an involuntary gasp of astonishment which caused many eyes to turn towards her. And the red-headed young man, who had been stooping to pick up his gloves, straightened himself with a jerk and stood staring at her blankly and incredulously, his face slowly crimsoning.
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It was the energetic Mr. Burrowes who broke the spell.

Come on, come on, he said impatiently. Lil speed there, Reddy.

Ginger Kemp started like a sleep-walker awakened; then recovering himself, slowly began to pull on the gloves. Embarrassment was stamped on his agreeable features. His face matched his hair.

Sally plucked at the little managers elbow. He turned irritably, but beamed in a distrait sort of manner when he perceived the source of the interruption.

Who — him? he said in answer to Sallys whispered question. Hes just one of Bugs sparring-partners.

But...

Mr. Burrowes, fussy now that the time had come for action, interrupted her.

Youll excuse me, miss, but I have to hold the watch. We mustnt waste any time.

Sally drew back. She felt like an infidel who intrudes upon the celebration of strange rites. This was Mans hour, and women must keep in the background. She had the sensation of being very small and yet very much in the way, like a puppy who has wandered into a church. The novelty and solemnity of the scene awed her.

She looked at Ginger, who with averted gaze was fiddling with his clothes in the opposite corner of the ring. He was as removed from communication as if he had been in another world. She continued to stare, wide-eyed, and Ginger, shuffling his feet self-consciously, plucked at his gloves.

Mr. Butler, meanwhile, having doffed his bath-robe, stretched himself, and with leisurely nonchalance put on a second pair of gloves, was filling in the time with a little shadow boxing. He moved rhythmically to and fro, now ducking his head, now striking out with his muffled hands, and a sickening realization of the mans animal power swept over Sally and turned her cold. Swathed in his bath-robe, Bugs Butler had conveyed an atmosphere of dangerousness: in the boxing-tights which showed up every rippling muscle, he was horrible and sinister, a machine built for destruction, a human panther.

So he appeared to Sally, but a stout and bulbous eyed man standing at her side was not equally impressed. Obviously one of the Wise Guys of whom her friend the sporting office-boy had spoken, he was frankly dissatisfied with the exhibition.

Shadow-boxing, he observed in a cavilling spirit to his companion. Yes, he can do that all right, just like I can fox-trot if I aint got a partner to get in the way. But one good wallop, and then watch him.

His friend, also plainly a guy of established wisdom, assented with a curt nod.

Ah! he agreed.

Lew Lucas, said the first wise guy, is just as shifty, and he can punch.

Ah! said the second wise guy.

Just because he beats up a few poor mutts of sparring-partners, said the first wise guy disparagingly, he thinks hes someone.

Ah! said the second wise guy.

As far as Sally could interpret these remarks, the full meaning of which was shrouded from her, they seemed to be reassuring. For a comforting moment she ceased to regard Ginger as a martyr waiting to be devoured by a lion. Mr. Butler, she gathered, was not so formidable as he appeared. But her relief was not to be long-lived.

Of course hell eat this red-headed gink, went on the first wise guy. Thats the thing he does best, killing his sparring-partners. But Lew Lucas...

Sally was not interested in Lew Lucas. That numbing fear had come back to her. Even these cognoscenti, little as they esteemed Mr. Butler, had plainly no doubts as to what he would do to Ginger. She tried to tear herself away, but something stronger than her own will kept her there standing where she was, holding on to the rope and staring forlornly into the ring.

Ready, Bugs? asked Mr. Burrowes.

The coming champion nodded carelessly.

Go to it, said Mr. Burrowes.

Ginger ceased to pluck at his gloves and advanced into the ring.
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Of all the learned professions, pugilism is the one in which the trained expert is most sharply divided from the mere dabbler. In other fields the amateur may occasionally hope to compete successfully with the man who has made a business of what is to him but a sport, but at boxing never: and the whole demeanour of Bugs Butler showed that he had laid this truth to heart. It would be too little to say that his bearing was confident: he comported himself with the care-free jauntiness of an infant about to demolish a Noahs Ark with a tack-hammer. Cyclone Mullinses might withstand him for fifteen rounds where they yielded to a K-leg Binns in the fifth, but, when it came to beating up a sparring-partner and an amateur at that, Bugs Butler knew his potentialities. He was there forty ways and he did not attempt to conceal it. Crouching as was his wont, he uncoiled himself like a striking rattlesnake and flicked Ginger lightly over his guard. Then he returned to his crouch and circled sinuously about the ring with the amiable intention of showing the crowd, payers and deadheads alike, what real footwork was. If there was one thing on which Bugs Butler prided himself, it was footwork.

The adverb lightly is a relative term, and the blow which had just planted a dull patch on Gingers cheekbone affected those present in different degrees. Ginger himself appeared stolidly callous. Sally shuddered to the core of her being and had to hold more tightly to the rope to support herself. The two wise guys mocked openly. To the wise guys, expert connoisseurs of swat, the thing had appeared richly farcical. They seemed to consider the blow, administered to a third party and not to themselves, hardly worth calling a blow at all. Two more, landing as quickly and neatly as the first, left them equally cold.

Call that punching? said the first wise guy.

Ah! said the second wise guy.

But Mr. Butler, if he heard this criticism — and it is probable that he did — for the wise ones had been restrained by no delicacy of feeling from raising their voices, was in no way discommoded by it. Bugs Butler knew what he was about. Bright eyes were watching him, and he meant to give them a treat. The girls like smooth work. Any roughneck could sail into a guy and knock the daylights out of him, but how few could be clever and flashy and scientific? Few, few, indeed, thought Mr. Butler as he slid in and led once more.

Something solid smote Mr. Butlers nose, rocking him on to his heels and inducing an unpleasant smarting sensation about his eyes. He backed away and regarded Ginger with astonishment, almost with pain. Until this moment he had scarcely considered him as an active participant in the scene at all, and he felt strongly that this sort of thing was bad form. It was not being done by sparring-partners.

A juster man might have reflected that he himself was to blame. He had undeniably been careless. In the very act of leading he had allowed his eyes to flicker sideways to see how Sally was taking this exhibition of science, and he had paid the penalty. Nevertheless, he was piqued. He shimmered about the ring, thinking it over. And the more he thought it over, the less did he approve of his young assistants conduct. Hard thoughts towards Ginger began to float in his mind.

Ginger, too, was thinking hard thoughts. He had not had an easy time since he had come to the training camp, but never till to-day had he experienced any resentment towards his employer. Until this afternoon Bugs Butler had pounded him honestly and without malice, and he had gone through it, as the other sparring-partners did, phlegmatically, taking it as part of the days work. But this afternoon there had been a difference. Those careless flicks had been an insult, a deliberate offence. The man was trying to make a fool of him, playing to the gallery: and the thought of who was in that gallery inflamed Ginger past thought of consequences. No one, not even Mr. Butler, was more keenly alive than he to the fact that in a serious conflict with a man who to-morrow night might be light-weight champion of the world he stood no chance whatever: but he did not intend to be made an exhibition of in front of Sally without doing something to hold his end up. He proposed to go down with his flag flying, and in pursuance of this object he dug Mr. Butler heavily in the lower ribs with his right, causing that expert to clinch and the two wise guys to utter sharp barking sounds expressive of derision.

Say, what the hell dya think youre getting at? demanded the aggrieved pugilist in a heated whisper in Gingers ear as they fell into the embrace. Whats the idea, you jelly bean?

Ginger maintained a pink silence. His jaw was set, and the temper which Nature had bestowed upon him to go with his hair had reached white heat. He dodged a vicious right which whizzed up at his chin out of the breaking clinch, and rushed. A left hook shook him, but was too high to do more. There was rough work in the far corner, and suddenly with startling abruptness Bugs Butler, bothered by the ropes at his back and trying to side-step, ran into a swing and fell.

Time! shouted the scandalized Mr. Burrowes, utterly aghast at this frightful misadventure. In the whole course of his professional experience he could recall no such devastating occurrence.

The audience was no less startled. There was audible gasping. The newspaper men looked at each other with a wild surmise and conjured up pleasant pictures of their sporting editors receiving this sensational item of news later on over the telephone. The two wise guys, continuing to pursue Mr. Butler with their dislike, emitted loud and raucous laughs, and one of them, forming his hands into a megaphone, urged the fallen warrior to go away and get a rep. As for Sally, she was conscious of a sudden, fierce, cave-womanly rush of happiness which swept away completely the sickening qualms of the last few minutes. Her teeth were clenched and her eyes blazed with joyous excitement. She looked at Ginger yearningly, longing to forget a gentle upbringing and shout congratulation to him. She was proud of him. And mingled with the pride was a curious feeling that was almost fear. This was not the mild and amiable young man whom she was wont to mother through the difficulties of a world in which he was unfitted to struggle for himself. This was a new Ginger, a stranger to her.

On the rare occasions on which he had been knocked down in the past, it had been Bugs Butlers canny practice to pause for a while and rest before rising and continuing the argument, but now he was up almost before he had touched the boards, and the satire of the second wise guy, who had begun to saw the air with his hand and count loudly, lost its point. It was only too plain that Mr. Butlers motto was that a man may be down, but he is never out. And, indeed, the knock-down had been largely a stumble. Bugs Butlers educated feet, which had carried him unscathed through so many contests, had for this single occasion managed to get themselves crossed just as Gingers blow landed, and it was to his lack of balance rather than the force of the swing that his downfall had been due.

Time! he snarled, casting a malevolent side-glance at his manager. Like hell its time!

And in a whirlwind of flying gloves he flung himself upon Ginger, driving him across the ring, while Mr. Burrowes, watch in hand, stared with dropping jaw. If Ginger had seemed a new Ginger to Sally, still more did this seem a new Bugs Butler to Mr. Burrowes, and the manager groaned in spirit. Coolness, skill and science — these had been the qualities in his protÃ©gÃ© which had always so endeared him to Mr. Lester Burrowes and had so enriched their respective bank accounts: and now, on the eve of the most important fight in his life, before an audience of newspaper men, he had thrown them all aside and was making an exhibition of himself with a common sparring-partner.

That was the bitter blow to Mr. Burrowes. Had this lapse into the unscientific primitive happened in a regular fight, he might have mourned and poured reproof into Bugs ear when he got him back in his corner at the end of the round; but he would not have experienced this feeling of helpless horror — the sort of horror an elder of the church might feel if he saw his favourite bishop yielding in public to the fascination of jazz. It was the fact that Bugs Butler was lowering himself to extend his powers against a sparring-partner that shocked Mr. Burrowes. There is an etiquette in these things. A champion may batter his sparring-partners into insensibility if he pleases, but he must do it with nonchalance. He must not appear to be really trying.

And nothing could be more manifest than that Bugs Butler was trying. His whole fighting soul was in his efforts to corner Ginger and destroy him. The battle was raging across the ring and down the ring, and up the ring and back again; yet always Ginger, like a storm-driven ship, contrived somehow to weather the tempest. Out of the flurry of swinging arms he emerged time after time bruised, bleeding, but fighting hard.

For Bugs Butlers fury was defeating its object. Had he remained his cool and scientific self, he could have demolished Ginger and cut through his defence in a matter of seconds. But he had lapsed back into the methods of his unskilled novitiate. He swung and missed, swung and missed again, struck but found no vital spot. And now there was blood on his face, too. In some wild mÃªlÃ©e the sacred fount had been tapped, and his teeth gleamed through a crimson mist.

The Wise Guys were beyond speech. They were leaning against one another, punching each other feebly in the back. One was crying.

And then suddenly the end came, as swiftly and unexpectedly as the thing had begun. His wild swings had tired Bugs Butler, and with fatigue prudence returned to him. His feet began once more their subtle weaving in and out. Twice his left hand flickered home. A quick feint, a short, jolting stab, and Gingers guard was down and he was swaying in the middle of the ring, his hands hanging and his knees a-quiver.

Bugs Butler measured his distance, and Sally shut her eyes.


CHAPTER XIV. MR. ABRAHAMS RE-ENGAGES AN OLD EMPLOYEE
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THE ONLY REAL happiness, we are told, is to be obtained by bringing happiness to others. Bugs Butlers mood, accordingly, when some thirty hours after the painful episode recorded in the last chapter he awoke from a state of coma in the ring at Jersey City to discover that Mr. Lew Lucas had knocked him out in the middle of the third round, should have been one of quiet contentment. His inability to block a short left-hook followed by a right to the point of the jaw had ameliorated quite a number of existences.

Mr. Lew Lucas, for one, was noticeably pleased. So were Mr. Lucass seconds, one of whom went so far as to kiss him. And most of the crowd, who had betted heavily on the champion, were delighted. Yet Bugs Butler did not rejoice. It is not too much to say that his peevish bearing struck a jarring note in the general gaiety. A heavy frown disfigured his face as he slouched from the ring.

But the happiness which he had spread went on spreading. The two Wise Guys, who had been unable to attend the fight in person, received the result on the ticker and exuberantly proclaimed themselves the richer by five hundred dollars. The pimpled office-boy at the Fillmore Nicholas Theatrical Enterprises Ltd. caused remark in the Subway by whooping gleefully when he read the news in his morning paper, for he, too, had been rendered wealthier by the brittleness of Mr. Butlers chin. And it was with fierce satisfaction that Sally, breakfasting in her little apartment, informed herself through the sporting page of the details of the contenders downfall. She was not a girl who disliked many people, but she had acquired a lively distaste for Bugs Butler.

Lew Lucas seemed a man after her own heart. If he had been a personal friend of Gingers he could not, considering the brief time at his disposal, have avenged him with more thoroughness. In round one he had done all sorts of diverting things to Mr. Butlers left eye: in round two he had continued the good work on that gentlemans body; and in round three he had knocked him out. Could anyone have done more? Sally thought not, and she drank Lew Lucass health in a cup of coffee and hoped his old mother was proud of him.

The telephone bell rang at her elbow. She unhooked the receiver.

Hullo?

Oh, hullo, said a voice.

Ginger! cried Sally delightedly.

I say, Im awfully glad youre back. I only got your letter this morning. Found it at the boarding-house. I happened to look in there and...

Ginger, interrupted Sally, your voice is music, but I want to see you. Where are you?

Im at a chemists shop across the street. I was wondering if...

Come here at once!

I say, may I? I was just going to ask.

You miserable creature, why havent you been round to see me before?

Well, as a matter of fact, I havent been going about much for the last day. You see...

I know. Of course. Quick sympathy came into Sallys voice. She gave a sidelong glance of approval and gratitude at the large picture of Lew Lucas which beamed up at her from the morning paper. You poor thing! How are you?

Oh, all right, thanks.

Well, hurry.

There was a slight pause at the other end of the wire.

I say.

Well?

Im not much to look at, you know.

You never were. Stop talking and hurry over.

I mean to say...

Sally hung up the receiver firmly. She waited eagerly for some minutes, and then footsteps came along the passage. They stopped at her door and the bell rang. Sally ran to the door, flung it open, and recoiled in consternation.

Oh, Ginger!

He had stated the facts accurately when he had said that he was not much to look at. He gazed at her devotedly out of an unblemished right eye, but the other was hidden altogether by a puffy swelling of dull purple. A great bruise marred his left cheek-bone, and he spoke with some difficulty through swollen lips.

Its all right, you know, he assured her.

It isnt. Its awful! Oh, you poor darling! She clenched her teeth viciously. I wish he had killed him!

Eh?

I wish Lew Lucas or whatever his name is had murdered him. Brute!

Oh, I dont know, you know. Gingers sense of fairness compelled him to defend his late employer against these harsh sentiments. He isnt a bad sort of chap, really. Bugs Butler, I mean.

Do you seriously mean to stand there and tell me you dont loathe the creature?

Oh, hes all right. See his point of view and all that. Cant blame him, if you come to think of it, for getting the wind up a bit in the circs. Bit thick, I mean to say, a sparring-partner going at him like that. Naturally he didnt think it much of a wheeze. It was my fault right along. Oughtnt to have done it, of course, but somehow, when he started making an ass of me and I knew you were looking on... well, it seemed a good idea to have a dash at doing something on my own. No right to, of course. A sparring-partner isnt supposed...

Sit down, said Sally.

Ginger sat down.

Ginger, said Sally, youre too good to live.

Oh, I say!

I believe if someone sandbagged you and stole your watch and chain youd say there were faults on both sides or something. Im just a cat, and I say I wish your beast of a Bugs Butler had perished miserably. Id have gone and danced on his grave... But whatever made you go in for that sort of thing?

Well, it seemed the only job that was going at the moment. Ive always done a goodish bit of boxing and I was very fit and so on, and it looked to me rather an opening. Gave me something to get along with. You get paid quite fairly decently, you know, and its rather a jolly life...

Jolly? Being hammered about like that?

Oh, you dont notice it much. Ive always enjoyed scrapping rather. And, you see, when your brother gave me the push...

Sally uttered an exclamation.

What an extraordinary thing it is — I went all the way out to White Plains that afternoon to find Fillmore and tackle him about that and I didnt say a word about it. And I havent seen or been able to get hold of him since.

No? Busy sort of cove, your brother.

Why did Fillmore let you go?

Let me go? Oh, you mean... well, there was a sort of mix-up. A kind of misunderstanding.

What happened?

Oh, it was nothing. Just a...

What happened?

Gingers disfigured countenance betrayed embarrassment. He looked awkwardly about the room.

Its not worth talking about.

It is worth talking about. Ive a right to know. It was I who sent you to Fillmore...

Now that, said Ginger, was jolly decent of you.

Dont interrupt! I sent you to Fillmore, and he had no business to let you go without saying a word to me. What happened?

Ginger twiddled his fingers unhappily.

Well, it was rather unfortunate. You see, his wife — I dont know if you know her?...

Of course I know her.

Why, yes, you would, wouldnt you? Your brothers wife, I mean, said Ginger acutely. Though, as a matter of fact, you often find sisters-in-law who wont have anything to do with one another. I know a fellow...

Ginger, said Sally, its no good your thinking you can get out of telling me by rambling off on other subjects. Im grim and resolute and relentless, and I mean to get this story out of you if I have to use a corkscrew. Fillmores wife, you were saying...

Ginger came back reluctantly to the main theme.

Well, she came into the office one morning, and we started fooling about...

Fooling about?

Well, kind of chivvying each other.

Chivvying?

At least I was.

You were what?

Sort of chasing her a bit, you know.

Sally regarded this apostle of frivolity with amazement.

What do you mean?

Gingers embarrassment increased.

The thing was, you see, she happened to trickle in rather quietly when I happened to be looking at something, and I didnt know she was there till she suddenly grabbed it...

Grabbed what?

The thing. The thing I happened to be looking at. She bagged it... collared it... took it away from me, you know, and wouldnt give it back and generally started to rot about a bit, so I rather began to chivvy her to some extent, and Id just caught her when your brother happened to roll in. I suppose, said Ginger, putting two and two together, he had really come with her to the office and had happened to hang back for a minute or two, to talk to somebody or something... well, of course, he was considerably fed to see me apparently doing jiu-jitsu with his wife. Enough to rattle any man, if you come to think of it, said Ginger, ever fair-minded. Well, he didnt say anything at the time, but a bit later in the day he called me in and administered the push.

Sally shook her head.

It sounds the craziest story to me. What was it that Mrs. Fillmore took from you?

Oh, just something.

Sally rapped the table imperiously.

Ginger!

Well, as a matter of fact, said her goaded visitor, It was a photograph.

Who of? Or, if youre particular, of whom?

Well... you, to be absolutely accurate.

Me? Sally stared. But Ive never given you a photograph of myself.

Gingers face was a study in scarlet and purple.

You didnt exactly give it to me, he mumbled. When I say give, I mean...

Good gracious! Sudden enlightenment came upon Sally. That photograph we were hunting for when I first came here! Had you stolen it all the time?

Why, yes, I did sort of pinch it...

You fraud! You humbug! And you pretended to help me look for it. She gazed at him almost with respect. I never knew you were so deep and snaky. Im discovering all sorts of new things about you.

There was a brief silence. Ginger, confession over, seemed a trifle happier.

I hope youre not frightfully sick about it? he said at length. It was lying about, you know, and I rather felt I must have it. Hadnt the cheek to ask you for it, so...

Dont apologize, said Sally cordially. Great compliment. So I have caused your downfall again, have I? Im certainly your evil genius, Ginger. Im beginning to feel like a regular rag and a bone and a hank of hair. First I egged you on to insult your family — oh, by the way, I want to thank you about that. Now that Ive met your Uncle Donald I can see how public-spirited you were. I ruined your prospects there, and now my fatal beauty — cabinet size — has led to your destruction once more. Its certainly up to me to find you another job, I can see that.

No, really, I say, you mustnt bother. I shall be all right.

Its my duty. Now what is there that you really can do? Burglary, of course, but its not respectable. Youve tried being a waiter and a prize-fighter and a right-hand man, and none of those seems to be just right. Cant you suggest anything?

Ginger shook his head.

I shall wangle something, I expect.

Yes, but what? It must be something good this time. I dont want to be walking along Broadway and come on you suddenly as a street-cleaner. I dont want to send for an express-man and find you popping up. My idea would be to go to my bank to arrange an overdraft and be told the president could give me two minutes and crawl in humbly and find you prezzing away to beat the band in a big chair. Isnt there anything in the world that you can do thats solid and substantial and will keep you out of the poor-house in your old age? Think!

Of course, if I had a bit of capital...

Ah! The business man! And what, inquired Sally, would you do, Mr. Morgan, if you had a bit of capital?

Run a dog-thingummy, said Ginger promptly.

Whats a dog-thingummy?

Why, a thingamajig. For dogs, you know.

Sally nodded.

Oh, a thingamajig for dogs? Now I understand. You will put things so obscurely at first. Ginger, you poor fish, what are you raving about? What on earth is a thingamajig for dogs?

I mean a sort of place like fellows have. Breeding dogs, you know, and selling them and winning prizes and all that. There are lots of them about.

Oh, a kennels?

Yes, a kennels.

What a weird mind you have, Ginger. You couldnt say kennels at first, could you? That wouldnt have made it difficult enough. I suppose, if anyone asked you where you had your lunch, you would say, Oh, at a thingamajig for mutton chops... Ginger, my lad, there is something in this. I believe for the first time in our acquaintance you have spoken something very nearly resembling a mouthful. Youre wonderful with dogs, arent you?

Im dashed keen on them, and Ive studied them a bit. As a matter of fact, though it seems rather like swanking, there isnt much about dogs that I dont know.

Of course. I believe youre a sort of honorary dog yourself. I could tell it by the way you stopped that fight at Roville. You plunged into a howling mass of about a million hounds of all species and just whispered in their ears and they stopped at once. Why, the more one examines this, the better it looks. I do believe its the one thing you couldnt help making a success of. Its very paying, isnt it?

Works out at about a hundred per cent on the original outlay, Ive been told.

A hundred per cent? That sounds too much like something of Fillmores for comfort. Lets say ninety-nine and be conservative. Ginger, you have hit it. Say no more. You shall be the Dog King, the biggest thingamajigger for dogs in the country. But how do you start?

Well, as a matter of fact, while I was up at White Plains, I ran into a cove who had a place of the sort and wanted to sell out. That was what made me think of it.

You must start to-day. Or early to-morrow.

Yes, said Ginger doubtfully. Of course, theres the catch, you know.

What catch?

The capital. Youve got to have that. This fellow wouldnt sell out under five thousand dollars.

Ill lend you five thousand dollars.

No! said Ginger.

Sally looked at him with exasperation. Ginger, Id like to slap you, she said. It was maddening, this intrusion of sentiment into business affairs. Why, simply because he was a man and she was a woman, should she be restrained from investing money in a sound commercial undertaking? If Columbus had taken up this bone-headed stand towards Queen Isabella, America would never have been discovered.

I cant take five thousand dollars off you, said Ginger firmly.

Whos talking of taking it off me, as you call it? stormed Sally. Cant you forget your burglarious career for a second? This isnt the same thing as going about stealing defenceless girls photographs. This is business. I think you would make an enormous success of a dog-place, and you admit youre good, so why make frivolous objections? Why shouldnt I put money into a good thing? Dont you want me to get rich, or what is it?

Ginger was becoming confused. Argument had never been his strong point.

But its such a lot of money.

To you, perhaps. Not to me. Im a plutocrat. Five thousand dollars! Whats five thousand dollars? I feed it to the birds.

Ginger pondered woodenly for a while. His was a literal mind, and he knew nothing of Sallys finances beyond the fact that when he had first met her she had come into a legacy of some kind. Moreover, he had been hugely impressed by Fillmores magnificence. It seemed plain enough that the Nicholases were a wealthy family.

I dont like it, you know, he said.

You dont have to like it, said Sally. You just do it.

A consoling thought flashed upon Ginger.

Youd have to let me pay you interest.

Let you? My lad, youll have to pay me interest. What do you think this is — a round game? Its a cold business deal.

Topping! said Ginger relieved. How about twenty-five per cent.

Dont be silly, said Sally quickly. I want three.

No, thats all rot, protested Ginger. I mean to say — three. I dont, he went on, making a concession, mind saying twenty.

If you insist, Ill make it five. Not more.

Well, ten, then?

Five!

Suppose, said Ginger insinuatingly, I said seven?

I never saw anyone like you for haggling, said Sally with disapproval. Listen! Six. And thats my last word.

Six?

Six.

Ginger did sums in his head.

But that would only work out at three hundred dollars a year. It isnt enough.

What do you know about it? As if I hadnt been handling this sort of deal in my life. Six! Do you agree?

I suppose so.

Then thats settled. Is this man you talk about in New York?

No, hes down on Long Island at a place on the south shore.

I mean, can you get him on the phone and clinch the thing?

Oh, yes. I know his address, and I suppose his numbers in the book.

Then go off at once and settle with him before somebody else snaps him up. Dont waste a minute.

Ginger paused at the door.

I say, youre absolutely sure about this?

Of course.

I mean to say...

Get on, said Sally.
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The window of Sallys sitting-room looked out on to a street which, while not one of the citys important arteries, was capable, nevertheless, of affording a certain amount of entertainment to the observer: and after Ginger had left, she carried the morning paper to the window-sill and proceeded to divide her attention between a third reading of the fight-report and a lazy survey of the outer world. It was a beautiful day, and the outer world was looking its best.

She had not been at her post for many minutes when a taxi-cab stopped at the apartment-house, and she was surprised and interested to see her brother Fillmore heave himself out of the interior. He paid the driver, and the cab moved off, leaving him on the sidewalk casting a large shadow in the sunshine. Sally was on the point of calling to him, when his behaviour became so odd that astonishment checked her.

From where she sat Fillmore had all the appearance of a man practising the steps of a new dance, and sheer curiosity as to what he would do next kept Sally watching in silence. First, he moved in a resolute sort of way towards the front door; then, suddenly stopping, scuttled back. This movement he repeated twice, after which he stood in deep thought before making another dash for the door, which, like the others, came to an abrupt end as though he had run into some invisible obstacle. And, finally, wheeling sharply, he bustled off down the street and was lost to view.

Sally could make nothing of it. If Fillmore had taken the trouble to come in a taxi-cab, obviously to call upon her, why had he abandoned the idea at her very threshold? She was still speculating on this mystery when the telephone-bell rang, and her brothers voice spoke huskily in her ear.

Sally?

Hullo, Fill. What are you going to call it?

What am I... Call what?

The dance you were doing outside here just now. Its your own invention, isnt it?

Did you see me? said Fillmore, upset.

Of course I saw you. I was fascinated.

I — er — I was coming to have a talk with you. Sally...

Fillmores voice trailed off.

Well, why didnt you?

There was a pause — on Fillmores part, if the timbre of at his voice correctly indicated his feelings, a pause of discomfort. Something was plainly vexing Fillmores great mind.

Sally, he said at last, and coughed hollowly into the receiver.

Yes.

I — that is to say, I have asked Gladys... Gladys will be coming to see you very shortly. Will you be in?

Ill stay in. How is Gladys? Im longing to see her again.

She is very well. A trifle — a little upset.

Upset? What about?

She will tell you when she arrives. I have just been phoning to her. She is coming at once. There was another pause. Im afraid she has bad news.

What news?

There was silence at the other end of the wire.

What news? repeated Sally, a little sharply. She hated mysteries.

But Fillmore had rung off. Sally hung up the receiver thoughtfully. She was puzzled and anxious. However, there being nothing to be gained by worrying, she carried the breakfast things into the kitchen and tried to divert herself by washing up. Presently a ring at the door-bell brought her out, to find her sister-in-law.

Marriage, even though it had brought with it the lofty position of partnership with the Hope of the American Stage, had effected no noticeable alteration in the former Miss Winch. As Mrs. Fillmore she was the same square, friendly creature. She hugged Sally in a muscular manner and went on in the sitting-room.

Well, its great seeing you again, she said. I began to think you were never coming back. What was the big idea, springing over to England like that?

Sally had been expecting the question, and answered it with composure.

I wanted to help Mr. Faucitt.

Whos Mr. Faucitt?

Hasnt Fillmore ever mentioned him? He was a dear old man at the boarding-house, and his brother died and left him a dressmaking establishment in London. He screamed to me to come and tell him what to do about it. He has sold it now and is quite happy in the country.

Well, the trips done you good, said Mrs. Fillmore. Youre prettier than ever.

There was a pause. Already, in these trivial opening exchanges, Sally had sensed a suggestion of unwonted gravity in her companion. She missed that careless whimsicality which had been the chief characteristic of Miss Gladys Winch and seemed to have been cast off by Mrs. Fillmore Nicholas. At their meeting, before she had spoken, Sally had not noticed this, but now it was apparent that something was weighing on her companion. Mrs. Fillmores honest eyes were troubled.

Whats the bad news? asked Sally abruptly. She wanted to end the suspense. Fillmore was telling me over the phone that you had some bad news for me.

Mrs. Fillmore scratched at the carpet for a moment with the end of her parasol without replying. When she spoke it was not in answer to the question.

Sally, whos this man Carmyle over in England?

Oh, did Fillmore tell you about him?

He told me there was a rich fellow over in England who was crazy about you and had asked you to marry him, and that you had turned him down.

Sallys momentary annoyance faded. She could hardly, she felt, have expected Fillmore to refrain from mentioning the matter to his wife.

Yes, she said. Thats true.

You couldnt write and say youve changed your mind?

Sallys annoyance returned. All her life she had been intensely independent, resentful of interference with her private concerns.

I suppose I could if I had — but I havent. Did Fillmore tell you to try to talk me round?

Oh, Im not trying to talk you round, said Mrs. Fillmore quickly. Goodness knows, Im the last person to try and jolly anyone into marrying anybody if they didnt feel like it. Ive seen too many marriages go wrong to do that. Look at Elsa Doland.

Sallys heart jumped as if an exposed nerve had been touched.

Elsa? she stammered, and hated herself because her voice shook. Has — has her marriage gone wrong?

Gone all to bits, said Mrs. Fillmore shortly. You remember she married Gerald Foster, the man who wrote The Primrose Way?

Sally with an effort repressed an hysterical laugh.

Yes, I remember, she said.

Well, its all gone bloo-ey. Ill tell you about that in a minute. Coming back to this man in England, if youre in any doubt about it... I mean, you cant always tell right away whether youre fond of a man or not... When first I met Fillmore, I couldnt see him with a spy-glass, and now hes just the whole shooting-match... But thats not what I wanted to talk about. I was saying one doesnt always know ones own mind at first, and if this fellow really is a good fellow... and Fillmore tells me hes got all the money in the world...

Sally stopped her.

No, its no good. I dont want to marry Mr. Carmyle.

Thats that, then, said Mrs. Fillmore. Its a pity, though.

Why are you taking it so much to heart? said Sally with a nervous laugh.

Well... Mrs. Fillmore paused. Sallys anxiety was growing. It must, she realized, be something very serious indeed that had happened if it had the power to make her forthright sister-in-law disjointed in her talk. You see... went on Mrs. Fillmore, and stopped again. Gee! Im hating this! she murmured.

What is it? I dont understand.

Youll find its all too darned clear by the time Im through, said Mrs. Fillmore mournfully. If Im going to explain this thing, I guess Id best start at the beginning. You remember that revue of Fillmores — the one we both begged him not to put on. It flopped!

Oh!

Yes. It flopped on the road and died there. Never got to New York at all. Ike Schumann wouldnt let Fillmore have a theatre. The book wanted fixing and the numbers wanted fixing and the scenery wasnt right: and while they were tinkering with all that there was trouble about the cast and the Actors Equity closed the show. Best thing that could have happened, really, and I was glad at the time, because going on with it would only have meant wasting more money, and it had cost a fortune already. After that Fillmore put on a play of Gerald Fosters and that was a frost, too. It ran a week at the Booth. I hear the new piece hes got in rehearsal now is no good either. Its called The Wild Rose, or something. But Fillmores got nothing to do with that.

But... Sally tried to speak, but Mrs. Fillmore went on.

Dont talk just yet, or I shall never get this thing straight. Well, you know Fillmore, poor darling. Anyone else would have pulled in his horns and gone slow for a spell, but hes one of those fellows whose horse is always going to win the next race. The big killing is always just round the corner with him. Funny how you can see what a chump a man is and yet love him to death... I remember saying something like that to you before... He thought he could get it all back by staging this fight of his that came off in Jersey City last night. And if everything had gone right he might have got afloat again. But it seems as if he cant touch anything without it turning to mud. On the very day before the fight was to come off, the poor mutt who was going against the champion goes and lets a sparring-partner of his own knock him down and fool around with him. With all the newspaper men there too! You probably saw about it in the papers. It made a great story for them. Well, that killed the whole thing. The public had never been any too sure that this fellow Bugs Butler had a chance of putting up a scrap with the champion that would be worth paying to see; and, when they read that he couldnt even stop his sparring-partners slamming him all around the place they simply decided to stay away. Poor old Fill! It was a finisher for him. The house wasnt a quarter full, and after hed paid these two pluguglies their guarantees, which they insisted on having before theyd so much as go into the ring, he was just about cleaned out. So there you are!

Sally had listened with dismay to this catalogue of misfortunes.

Oh, poor Fill! she cried. How dreadful!

Pretty tough.

But The Primrose Way is a big success, isnt it? said Sally, anxious to discover something of brightness in the situation.

It was. Mrs. Fillmore flushed again. This is the part I hate having to tell you.

It was? Do you mean it isnt still? I thought Elsa had made such a tremendous hit. I read about it when I was over in London. It was even in one of the English papers.

Yes, she made a hit all right, said Mrs. Fillmore drily. She made such a hit that all the other managements in New York were after her right away, and Fillmore had hardly sailed when she handed in her notice and signed up with Goble and Cohn for a new piece they are starring her in.

Ah, she couldnt! cried Sally.

My dear, she did! Shes out on the road with it now. I had to break the news to poor old Fillmore at the dock when he landed. It was rather a blow. I must say it wasnt what I would call playing the game. I know there isnt supposed to be any sentiment in business, but after all we had given Elsa her big chance. But Fillmore wouldnt put her name up over the theatre in electrics, and Goble and Cohn made it a clause in her contract that they would, so nothing else mattered. People are like that.

But Elsa... She used not to be like that.

They all get that way. They must grab success if its to be grabbed. I suppose you cant blame them. You might just as well expect a cat to keep off catnip. Still, she might have waited to the end of the New York run. Mrs. Fillmore put out her hand and touched Sallys. Well, Ive got it out now, she said, and, believe me, it was one rotten job. You dont know how sorry I am. Sally. I wouldnt have had it happen for a million dollars. Nor would Fillmore. Im not sure that I blame him for getting cold feet and backing out of telling you himself. He just hadnt the nerve to come and confess that he had fooled away your money. He was hoping all along that this fight would pan out big and that hed be able to pay you back what you had loaned him, but things didnt happen right.

Sally was silent. She was thinking how strange it was that this room in which she had hoped to be so happy had been from the first moment of her occupancy a storm centre of bad news and miserable disillusionment. In this first shock of the tidings, it was the disillusionment that hurt most. She had always been so fond of Elsa, and Elsa had always seemed so fond of her. She remembered that letter of Elsas with all its protestations of gratitude... It wasnt straight. It was horrible. Callous, selfish, altogether horrible...

Its... She choked, as a rush of indignation brought the tears to her eyes. Its... beastly! Im... Im not thinking about my money. Thats just bad luck. But Elsa...

Mrs. Fillmore shrugged her square shoulders.

Well, its happening all the time in the show business, she said. And in every other business, too, I guess, if one only knew enough about them to be able to say. Of course, it hits you hard because Elsa was a pal of yours, and youre thinking she might have considered you after all youve done for her. I cant say Im much surprised myself. Mrs. Fillmore was talking rapidly, and dimly Sally understood that she was talking so that talk would carry her over this bad moment. Silence now would have been unendurable. I was in the company with her, and it sometimes seems to me as if you cant get to know a person right through till youve been in the same company with them. Elsas all right, but shes two people really, like these dual identity cases you read about. Shes awfully fond of you. I know she is. She was always saying so, and it was quite genuine. If it didnt interfere with business theres nothing she wouldnt do for you. But when its a case of her career you dont count. Nobody counts. Not even her husband. Now thats funny. If you think that sort of thing funny. Personally, it gives me the willies.

Whats funny? asked Sally, dully.

Well, you werent there, so you didnt see it, but I was on the spot all the time, and I know as well as I know anything that he simply married her because he thought she could get him on in the game. He hardly paid any attention to her at all till she was such a riot in Chicago, and then he was all over her. And now hes got stung. She throws down his show and goes off to another fellows. Its like marrying for money and finding the girl hasnt any. And shes got stung, too, in a way, because Im pretty sure she married him mostly because she thought he was going to be the next big man in the play-writing business and could boost her up the ladder. And now it doesnt look as though he had another success in him. The result is theyre at outs. I hear hes drinking. Somebody whod seen him told me he had gone all to pieces. You havent seen him, I suppose?

No.

I thought maybe you might have run into him. He lives right opposite.

Sally clutched at the arm of her chair.

Lives right opposite? Gerald Foster? What do you mean?

Across the passage there, said Mrs. Fillmore, jerking her thumb at the door. Didnt you know? Thats right, I suppose you didnt. They moved in after you had beaten it for England. Elsa wanted to be near you, and she was tickled to death when she found there was an apartment to be had right across from you. Now, that just proves what I was saying a while ago about Elsa. If she wasnt fond of you, would she go out of her way to camp next door? And yet, though shes so fond of you, she doesnt hesitate about wrecking your property by quitting the show when she sees a chance of doing herself a bit of good. Its funny, isnt it?

The telephone-bell, tinkling sharply, rescued Sally from the necessity of a reply. She forced herself across the room to answer it.

Hullo?

Gingers voice spoke jubilantly.

Hullo. Are you there? I say, its all right, about that binge, you know.

Oh, yes?

That dog fellow, you know, said Ginger, with a slight diminution of exuberance. His sensitive ear had seemed to detect a lack of animation in her voice. Ive just been talking to him over the phone, and its all settled. If, he added, with a touch of doubt, you still feel like going into it, I mean.

There was an instant in which Sally hesitated, but it was only an instant.

Why, of course, she said, steadily. Why should you think I had changed my mind?

Well, I thought... that is to say, you seemed... oh, I dont know.

You imagine things. I was a little worried about something when you called me up, and my mind wasnt working properly. Of course, go ahead with it. Ginger. Im delighted.

I say, Im awfully sorry youre worried.

Oh. its all right.

Something bad?

Nothing thatll kill me. Im young and strong.

Ginger was silent for a moment.

I say, I dont want to butt in, but can I do anything?

No, really, Ginger, I know you would do anything you could, but this is just something I must worry through by myself. When do you go down to this place?

I was thinking of popping down this afternoon, just to take a look round.

Let me know what train youre making and Ill come and see you off.

Thats ripping of you. Right ho. Well, so long.

So long, said Sally.

Mrs. Fillmore, who had been sitting in that state of suspended animation which comes upon people who are present at a telephone conversation which has nothing to do with themselves, came to life as Sally replaced the receiver.

Sally, she said, I think we ought to have a talk now about what youre going to do.

Sally was not feeling equal to any discussion of the future. All she asked of the world at the moment was to be left alone.

Oh, thats all right. I shall manage. You ought to be worrying about Fillmore.

Fillmores got me to look after him, said Gladys, with quiet determination. Youre the one thats on my mind. I lay awake all last night thinking about you. As far as I can make out from Fillmore, youve still a few thousand dollars left. Well, as it happens, I can put you on to a really good thing. I know a girl...

Im afraid, interrupted Sally, all the rest of my money, what there is of it, is tied up.

You cant get hold of it?

No.

But listen, said Mrs. Fillmore, urgently. This is a really good thing. This girl I know started an interior decorating business some time ago and is pulling in the money in handfuls. But she wants more capital, and shes willing to let go of a third of the business to anyone wholl put in a few thousand. She wont have any difficulty getting it, but I phoned her this morning to hold off till Id heard from you. Honestly, Sally, its the chance of a lifetime. It would put you right on easy street. Isnt there really any way you could get your money out of this other thing and take on this deal?

There really isnt. Im awfully obliged to you, Gladys dear, but its impossible.

Well, said Mrs. Fillmore, prodding the carpet energetically with her parasol, I dont know what youve gone into, but, unless theyve given you a share in the Mint or something, youll be losing by not making the switch. Youre sure you cant do it?

I really cant.

Mrs. Fillmore rose, plainly disappointed.

Well, you know best, of course. Gosh! What a muddle everything is. Sally, she said, suddenly stopping at the door, youre not going to hate poor old Fillmore over this, are you?

Why, of course not. The whole thing was just bad luck.

Hes worried stiff about it.

Well, give him my love, and tell him not to be so silly.

Mrs. Fillmore crossed the room and kissed Sally impulsively.

Youre an angel, she said. I wish there were more like you. But I guess theyve lost the pattern. Well, Ill go back and tell Fillmore that. Itll relieve him.

The door closed, and Sally sat down with her chin in her hands to think.
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Mr. Isadore Abrahams, the founder and proprietor of that deservedly popular dancing resort poetically named The Flower Garden, leaned back in his chair with a contented sigh and laid down the knife and fork with which he had been assailing a plateful of succulent goulash. He was dining, as was his admirable custom, in the bosom of his family at his residence at Far Rockaway. Across the table, his wife, Rebecca, beamed at him over her comfortable plinth of chins, and round the table his children, David, Jacob, Morris and Saide, would have beamed at him if they had not been too busy at the moment ingurgitating goulash. A genial, honest, domestic man was Mr. Abrahams, a credit to the community.

Mother, he said.

Pa? said Mrs. Abrahams.

Knew there was something Id meant to tell you, said Mr. Abrahams, absently chasing a piece of bread round his plate with a stout finger. You remember that girl I told you about some time back — girl working at the Garden — girl called Nicholas, who came into a bit of money and threw up her job...

I remember. You liked her. Jakie, dear, dont gobble.

Aint gobbling, said Master Abrahams.

Everybody liked her, said Mr. Abrahams. The nicest girl I ever hired, and I dont hire none but nice girls, because the Gardens a nice place, and I like to run it nice. I wouldnt give you a nickel for any of your tough joints where you get nothing but low-lifes and scare away all the real folks. Everybody liked Sally Nicholas. Always pleasant and always smiling, and never anything but the lady. It was a treat to have her around. Well, what do you think?

Dead? inquired Mrs. Abrahams, apprehensively. The story had sounded to her as though it were heading that way. Wipe your mouth, Jakie dear.

No, not dead, said Mr. Abrahams, conscious for the first time that the remainder of his narrative might be considered by a critic something of an anti-climax and lacking in drama. But she was in to see me this afternoon and wants her job back.

Ah! said Mrs. Abrahams, rather tonelessly. An ardent supporter of the local motion-picture palace, she had hoped for a slightly more gingery denouement, something with a bit more punch.

Yes, but dont it show you? continued Mr. Abrahams, gallantly trying to work up the interest. Theres this girl, goes out of my place not moren a year ago, with a good bank-roll in her pocket, and here she is, back again, all of it spent. Dont it show you what a tragedy life is, if you see what I mean, and how careful one ought to be about money? Its what I call a human document. Goodness knows how shes been and gone and spent it all. Id never have thought she was the sort of girl to go gadding around. Always seemed to me to be kind of sensible.

Whats gadding, Pop? asked Master Jakie, the goulash having ceased to chain his interest.

Well, she wanted her job back and I gave it to her, and glad to get her back again. Theres class to that girl. Shes the sort of girl I want in the place. Dont seem quite to have so much get-up in her as she used to... seems kind of quieted down... but shes got class, and Im glad shes back. I hope shell stay. But dont it show you?

Ah! said Mrs. Abrahams, with more enthusiasm than before. It had not worked out such a bad story after all. In its essentials it was not unlike the film she had seen the previous evening — Gloria Gooch in A Girl against the World.

Pop! said Master Abrahams.

Yes, Jakie?

When Im grown up, I wont never lose no money. Ill put it in the bank and save it.

The slight depression caused by the contemplation of Sallys troubles left Mr. Abrahams as mist melts beneath a sunbeam.

Thats a good boy, Jakie, he said.

He felt in his waistcoat pocket, found a dime, put it back again, and bent forward and patted Master Abrahams on the head.


CHAPTER XV. UNCLE DONALD SPEAKS HIS MIND

[image: img192.jpg]

THERE IS IN certain men — and Bruce Carmyle was one of them — a quality of resilience, a sturdy refusal to acknowledge defeat, which aids them as effectively in affairs of the heart as in encounters of a sterner and more practical kind. As a wooer, Bruce Carmyle resembled that durable type of pugilist who can only give of his best after he has received at least one substantial wallop on some tender spot. Although Sally had refused his offer of marriage quite definitely at Monks Crofton, it had never occurred to him to consider the episode closed. All his life he had been accustomed to getting what he wanted, and he meant to get it now.

He was quite sure that he wanted Sally. There had been moments when he had been conscious of certain doubts, but in the smart of temporary defeat these had vanished. That streak of Bohemianism in her which from time to time since their first meeting had jarred upon his orderly mind was forgotten; and all that Mr. Carmyle could remember was the brightness of her eyes, the jaunty lift of her chin, and the gallant trimness of her. Her gay prettiness seemed to flick at him like a whip in the darkness of wakeful nights, lashing him to pursuit. And quietly and methodically, like a respectable wolf settling on the trail of a Red Riding Hood, he prepared to pursue. Delicacy and imagination might have kept him back, but in these qualities he had never been strong. One cannot have everything.

His preparations for departure, though he did his best to make them swiftly and secretly, did not escape the notice of the Family. In many English families there seems to exist a system of inter-communication and news-distribution like that of those savage tribes in Africa who pass the latest item of news and interest from point to point over miles of intervening jungle by some telepathic method never properly explained. On his last night in London, there entered to Bruce Carmyle at his apartment in South Audley Street, the Familys chosen representative, the man to whom the Family pointed with pride — Uncle Donald, in the flesh.

There were two hundred and forty pounds of the flesh Uncle Donald was in, and the chair in which he deposited it creaked beneath its burden. Once, at Monks Crofton, Sally had spoiled a whole morning for her brother Fillmore, by indicating Uncle Donald as the exact image of what he would be when he grew up. A superstition, cherished from early schooldays, that he had a weak heart had caused the Familys managing director to abstain from every form of exercise for nearly fifty years; and, as he combined with a distaste for exercise one of the three heartiest appetites in the south-western postal division of London, Uncle Donald, at sixty-two, was not a man one would willingly have lounging in ones armchairs. Bruce Carmyles customary respectfulness was tinged with something approaching dislike as he looked at him.

Uncle Donalds walrus moustache heaved gently upon his laboured breath, like seaweed on a ground-swell. There had been stairs to climb.

Whats this? Whats this? he contrived to ejaculate at last. You packing?

Yes, said Mr. Carmyle, shortly. For the first time in his life he was conscious of that sensation of furtive guilt which was habitual with his cousin Ginger when in the presence of this large, mackerel-eyed man.

You going away?

Yes.

Where you going?

America.

When you going?

To-morrow morning.

Why you going?

This dialogue has been set down as though it had been as brisk and snappy as any cross-talk between vaudeville comedians, but in reality Uncle Donalds peculiar methods of conversation had stretched it over a period of nearly three minutes: for after each reply and before each question he had puffed and sighed and inhaled his moustache with such painful deliberation that his companions nerves were finding it difficult to bear up under the strain.

Youre going after that girl, said Uncle Donald, accusingly.

Bruce Carmyle flushed darkly. And it is interesting to record that at this moment there flitted through his mind the thought that Gingers behaviour at Blekes Coffee House, on a certain notable occasion, had not been so utterly inexcusable as he had supposed. There was no doubt that the Familys Chosen One could be trying.

Will you have a whisky and soda, Uncle Donald? he said, by way of changing the conversation.

Yes, said his relative, in pursuance of a vow he had made in the early eighties never to refuse an offer of this kind. Gimme!

You would have thought that that would have put matters on a pleasanter footing. But no. Having lapped up the restorative, Uncle Donald returned to the attack quite un-softened.

Never thought you were a fool before, he said severely.

Bruce Carmyles proud spirit chafed. This sort of interview, which had become a commonplace with his cousin Ginger, was new to him. Hitherto, his actions had received neither criticism nor been subjected to it.

Im not a fool.

You are a fool. A damn fool, continued Uncle Donald, specifying more exactly. Dont like the girl. Never did. Not a nice girl. Didnt like her. Right from the first.

Need we discuss this? said Bruce Carmyle, dropping, as he was apt to do, into the grand manner.

The Head of the Family drank in a layer of moustache and blew it out again.

Need we discuss it? he said with asperity. Were going to discuss it! Whatch think I climbed all these blasted stairs for with my weak heart? Gimme another!

Mr. Carmyle gave him another.

S a bad business, moaned Uncle Donald, having gone through the movements once more. Shocking bad business. If your poor father were alive, whatch think hed say to your tearing across the world after this girl? Ill tell you what hed say. Hed say... What kind of whiskys this?

ORafferty Special.

New to me. Not bad. Quite good. Sound. Mellow. Wherej get it?

Bilbys in Oxford Street.

Must order some. Mellow. Hed say... well, God knows what hed say. Whatch doing it for? Whatch doing it for? Thats what I cant see. None of us can see. Puzzles your uncle George. Baffles your aunt Geraldine. Nobody can understand it. Girls simply after your money. Anyone can see that.

Pardon me, Uncle Donald, said Mr. Carmyle, stiffly, but that is surely rather absurd. If that were the case, why should she have refused me at Monks Crofton?

Drawing you on, said Uncle Donald, promptly. Luring you on. Well-known trick. Girl in 1881, when I was at Oxford, tried to lure me on. If I hadnt had some sense and a weak heart... Whatch know of this girl? Whatch know of her? Thats the point. Who is she? Wherej meet her?

I met her at Roville, in France.

Travelling with her family?

Travelling alone, said Bruce Carmyle, reluctantly.

Not even with that brother of hers? Bad! said Uncle Donald. Bad, bad!

American girls are accustomed to more independence than English girls.

That young man, said Uncle Donald, pursuing a train of thought, is going to be fat one of these days, if he doesnt look out. Travelling alone, was she? What did you do? Catch her eye on the pier?

Really, Uncle Donald!

Well, must have got to know her somehow.

I was introduced to her by Lancelot. She was a friend of his.

Lancelot! exploded Uncle Donald, quivering all over like a smitten jelly at the loathed name. Well, that shows you what sort of a girl she is. Any girl that would be a friend of... Unpack!

I beg your pardon?

Unpack! Mustnt go on with this foolery. Out of the question. Find some girl make you a good wife. Your aunt Marys been meeting some people name of Bassington-Bassington, related Kent Bassington-Bassingtons... eldest daughter charming girl, just do for you.

Outside the pages of the more old-fashioned type of fiction nobody ever really ground his teeth, but Bruce Carmyle came nearer to it at that moment than anyone had ever come before. He scowled blackly, and the last trace of suavity left him.

I shall do nothing of the kind, he said briefly. I sail to-morrow.

Uncle Donald had had a previous experience of being defied by a nephew, but it had not accustomed him to the sensation. He was aware of an unpleasant feeling of impotence. Nothing is harder than to know what to do next when defied.

Eh? he said.

Mr. Carmyle having started to defy, evidently decided to make a good job of it.

I am over twenty-one, said he. I am financially independent. I shall do as I please.

But, consider! pleaded Uncle Donald, painfully conscious of the weakness of his words. Reflect!

I have reflected.

Your position in the county...

Ive thought of that.

You could marry anyone you pleased.

Im going to.

You are determined to go running off to God-knows-where after this Miss I-cant-even-remember-her-dam-name?

Yes.

Have you considered, said Uncle Donald, portentously, that you owe a duty to the Family.

Bruce Carmyles patience snapped and he sank like a stone to absolutely Gingerian depths of plain-spokenness.

Oh, damn the Family! he cried.

There was a painful silence, broken only by the relieved sigh of the armchair as Uncle Donald heaved himself out of it.

After that, said Uncle Donald, I have nothing more to say.

Good! said Mr. Carmyle rudely, lost to all shame.

Cept this. If you come back married to that girl, Ill cut you in Piccadilly. By George, I will!

He moved to the door. Bruce Carmyle looked down his nose without speaking. A tense moment.

What, asked Uncle Donald, his fingers on the handle, did you say it was called?

What was what called?

That whisky.

ORafferty Special.

And wherj get it?

Bilbys, in Oxford Street.

Ill make a note of it, said Uncle Donald.


CHAPTER XVI. AT THE FLOWER GARDEN
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AND AFTER ALL Ive done for her, said Mr. Reginald Cracknell, his voice tremulous with self-pity and his eyes moist with the combined effects of anguish and over-indulgence in his celebrated private stock, after all Ive done for her she throws me down.

Sally did not reply. The orchestra of the Flower Garden was of a calibre that discouraged vocal competition; and she was having, moreover, too much difficulty in adjusting her feet to Mr. Cracknells erratic dance-steps to employ her attention elsewhere. They manoeuvred jerkily past the table where Miss Mabel Hobson, the Flower Gardens newest hostess, sat watching the revels with a distant hauteur. Miss Hobson was looking her most regal in old gold and black, and a sorrowful gulp escaped the stricken Mr. Cracknell as he shambled beneath her eye.

If I told you, he moaned in Sallys ear, what... was that your ankle? Sorry! Dont know what Im doing to-night... If I told you what I had spent on that woman, you wouldnt believe it. And then she throws me down. And all because I said I didnt like her in that hat. She hasnt spoken to me for a week, and wont answer when I call up on the phone. And I was right, too. It was a rotten hat. Didnt suit her a bit. But that, said Mr. Cracknell, morosely, is a woman all over!

Sally uttered a stifled exclamation as his wandering foot descended on hers before she could get it out of the way. Mr. Cracknell interpreted the ejaculation as a protest against the sweeping harshness of his last remark, and gallantly tried to make amends.

I dont mean youre like that, he said. Youre different. I could see that directly I saw you. You have a sympathetic nature. Thats why Im telling you all this. Youre a sensible and broad-minded girl and can understand. Ive done everything for that woman. I got her this job as hostess here — you wouldnt believe what they pay her. I starred her in a show once. Did you see those pearls she was wearing? I gave her those. And she wont speak to me. Just because I didnt like her hat. I wish you could have seen that hat. You would agree with me, I know, because youre a sensible, broad-minded girl and understand hats. I dont know what to do. I come here every night. Sally was aware of this. She had seen him often, but this was the first time that Lee Schoenstein, the gentlemanly master of ceremonies, had inflicted him on her. I come here every night and dance past her table, but she wont look at me. What, asked Mr. Cracknell, tears welling in his pale eyes, would you do about it?

I dont know, said Sally, frankly.

Nor do I. I thought you wouldnt, because youre a sensible, broad-minded... I mean, nor do I. Im having one last try to-night, if you can keep a secret. You wont tell anyone, will you? pleaded Mr. Cracknell, urgently. But I know you wont because youre a sensible... Im giving her a little present. Having it brought here to-night. Little present. That ought to soften her, dont you think?

A big one would do it better.

Mr. Cracknell kicked her on the shin in a dismayed sort of way.

I never thought of that. Perhaps youre right. But its too late now. Still, it might. Or wouldnt it? Which do you think?

Yes, said Sally.

I thought as much, said Mr. Cracknell.

The orchestra stopped with a thump and a bang, leaving Mr. Cracknell clapping feebly in the middle of the floor. Sally slipped back to her table. Her late partner, after an uncertain glance about him, as if he had mislaid something but could not remember what, zigzagged off in search of his own seat. The noise of many conversations, drowned by the music, broke out with renewed vigour. The hot, close air was full of voices; and Sally, pressing her hands on her closed eyes, was reminded once more that she had a headache.

Nearly a month had passed since her return to Mr. Abrahams employment. It had been a dull, leaden month, a monotonous succession of lifeless days during which life had become a bad dream. In some strange nightmare fashion, she seemed nowadays to be cut off from her kind. It was weeks since she had seen a familiar face. None of the companions of her old boarding-house days had crossed her path. Fillmore, no doubt from uneasiness of conscience, had not sought her out, and Ginger was working out his destiny on the south shore of Long Island.

She lowered her hands and opened her eyes and looked at the room. It was crowded, as always. The Flower Garden was one of the many establishments of the same kind which had swum to popularity on the rising flood of New Yorks dancing craze; and doubtless because, as its proprietor had claimed, it was a nice place and run nice, it had continued, unlike many of its rivals, to enjoy unvarying prosperity. In its advertisement, it described itself as a supper-club for after-theatre dining and dancing, adding that large and spacious, and sumptuously appointed, it was one of the towns wonder-places, with its incomparable dance-floor, enchanting music, cuisine, and service de luxe. From which it may be gathered, even without his personal statements to that effect, that Isadore Abrahams thought well of the place.

There had been a time when Sally had liked it, too. In her first period of employment there she had found it diverting, stimulating and full of entertainment. But in those days she had never had headaches or, what was worse, this dreadful listless depression which weighed her down and made her nightly work a burden.

Miss Nicholas.

The orchestra, never silent for long at the Flower Garden, had started again, and Lee Schoenstein, the master of ceremonies, was presenting a new partner. She got up mechanically.

This is the first time I have been in this place, said the man, as they bumped over the crowded floor. He was big and clumsy, of course. To-night it seemed to Sally that the whole world was big and clumsy. Its a swell place. I come from up-state myself. We got nothing like this where I come from. He cleared a space before him, using Sally as a battering-ram, and Sally, though she had not enjoyed her recent excursion with Mr. Cracknell, now began to look back to it almost with wistfulness. This man was undoubtedly the worst dancer in America.

Give me lil old New York, said the man from up-state, unpatriotically. Its good enough for me. I been to some swell shows since I got to town. You seen this years Follies?

No.

You go, said the man earnestly. You go! Take it from me, its a swell show. You seen Myrtle takes a Turkish Bath?

I dont go to many theatres.

You go! Its a scream. I been to a show every night since I got here. Every night regular. Swell shows all of em, except this last one. I certnly picked a lemon to-night all right. I was taking a chance, ysee, because it was an opening. Thought it would be something to say, when I got home, that Id been to a New York opening. Set me back two-seventy-five, including tax, and I wish Id got it in my kick right now. The Wild Rose, they called it, he said satirically, as if exposing a low subterfuge on the part of the management. The Wild Rose! It sure made me wild all right. Two dollars seventy-five tossed away, just like that.

Something stirred in Sallys memory. Why did that title seem so familiar? Then, with a shock, she remembered. It was Geralds new play. For some time after her return to New York, she had been haunted by the fear lest, coming out of her apartment, she might meet him coming out of his; and then she had seen a paragraph in her morning paper which had relieved her of this apprehension. Gerald was out on the road with a new play, and The Wild Rose, she was almost sure, was the name of it.

Is that Gerald Fosters play? she asked quickly.

I dont know who wrote it, said her partner, but let me tell you hes one lucky guy to get away alive. Theres fellows breaking stones on the Ossining Road thats done a lot less to deserve a sentence. Wild Rose! Ill tell the world it made me go good and wild, said the man from up-state, an economical soul who disliked waste and was accustomed to spread out his humorous efforts so as to give them every chance. Why, before the second act was over, the people were beating it for the exits, and if it hadnt been for someone shouting Women and children first thered have been a panic.

Sally found herself back at her table without knowing clearly how she had got there.

Miss Nicholas.

She started to rise, and was aware suddenly that this was not the voice of duty calling her once more through the gold teeth of Mr. Schoenstein. The man who had spoken her name had seated himself beside her, and was talking in precise, clipped accents, oddly familiar. The mist cleared from her eyes and she recognized Bruce Carmyle.
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I called at your place, Mr. Carmyle was saying, and the hall porter told me that you were here, so I ventured to follow you. I hope you do not mind? May I smoke?

He lit a cigarette with something of an air. His fingers trembled as he raised the match, but he flattered himself that there was nothing else in his demeanour to indicate that he was violently excited. Bruce Carmyles ideal was the strong man who can rise superior to his emotions. He was alive to the fact that this was an embarrassing moment, but he was determined not to show that he appreciated it. He cast a sideways glance at Sally, and thought that never, not even in the garden at Monks Crofton on a certain momentous occasion, had he seen her looking prettier. Her face was flushed and her eyes aflame. The stout wraith of Uncle Donald, which had accompanied Mr. Carmyle on this expedition of his, faded into nothingness as he gazed.

There was a pause. Mr. Carmyle, having lighted his cigarette, puffed vigorously.

When did you land? asked Sally, feeling the need of saying something. Her mind was confused. She could not have said whether she was glad or sorry that he was there. Glad, she thought, on the whole. There was something in his dark, cool, stiff English aspect that gave her a curious feeling of relief. He was so unlike Mr. Cracknell and the man from up-state and so calmly remote from the feverish atmosphere in which she lived her nights that it was restful to look at him.

I landed to-night, said Bruce Carmyle, turning and faced her squarely.

To-night!

We docked at ten.

He turned away again. He had made his effect, and was content to leave her to think it over.

Sally was silent. The significance of his words had not escaped her. She realized that his presence there was a challenge which she must answer. And yet it hardly stirred her. She had been fighting so long, and she felt utterly inert. She was like a swimmer who can battle no longer and prepares to yield to the numbness of exhaustion. The heat of the room pressed down on her like a smothering blanket. Her tired nerves cried out under the blare of music and the clatter of voices.

Shall we dance this? he asked.

The orchestra had started to play again, a sensuous, creamy melody which was making the most of its brief reign as Broadways leading song-hit, overfamiliar to her from a hundred repetitions.

If you like.

Efficiency was Bruce Carmyles gospel. He was one of these men who do not attempt anything which they cannot accomplish to perfection. Dancing, he had decided early in his life, was a part of a gentlemans education, and he had seen to it that he was educated thoroughly. Sally, who, as they swept out on to the floor, had braced herself automatically for a repetition of the usual bumping struggle which dancing at the Flower Garden had come to mean for her, found herself in the arms of a masterful expert, a man who danced better than she did, and suddenly there came to her a feeling that was almost gratitude, a miraculous slackening of her taut nerves, a delicious peace. Soothed and contented, she yielded herself with eyes half closed to the rhythm of the melody, finding it now robbed in some mysterious manner of all its stale cheapness, and in that moment her whole attitude towards Bruce Carmyle underwent a complete change.

She had never troubled to examine with any minuteness her feelings towards him: but one thing she had known clearly since their first meeting — that he was physically distasteful to her. For all his good looks, and in his rather sinister way he was a handsome man, she had shrunk from him. Now, spirited away by the magic of the dance, that repugnance had left her. It was as if some barrier had been broken down between them.

Sally!

She felt his arm tighten about her, the muscles quivering. She caught sight of his face. His dark eyes suddenly blazed into hers and she stumbled with an odd feeling of helplessness; realizing with a shock that brought her with a jerk out of the half-dream into which she had been lulled that this dance had not postponed the moment of decision, as she had looked to it to do. In a hot whisper, the words swept away on the flood of the music which had suddenly become raucous and blaring once more, he was repeating what he had said under the trees at Monks Crofton on that far-off morning in the English springtime. Dizzily she knew that she was resenting the unfairness of the attack at such a moment, but her mind seemed numbed.

The music stopped abruptly. Insistent clapping started it again, but Sally moved away to her table, and he followed her like a shadow. Neither spoke. Bruce Carmyle had said his say, and Sally was sitting staring before her, trying to think. She was tired, tired. Her eyes were burning. She tried to force herself to face the situation squarely. Was it worth struggling? Was anything in the world worth a struggle? She only knew that she was tired, desperately tired, tired to the very depths of her soul.

The music stopped. There was more clapping, but this time the orchestra did not respond. Gradually the floor emptied. The shuffling of feet ceased. The Flower Garden was as quiet as it was ever able to be. Even the voices of the babblers seemed strangely hushed. Sally closed her eyes, and as she did so from somewhere up near the roof there came the song of a bird.

Isadore Abrahams was a man of his word. He advertised a Flower Garden, and he had tried to give the public something as closely resembling a flower-garden as it was possible for an overcrowded, overheated, overnoisy Broadway dancing-resort to achieve. Paper roses festooned the walls; genuine tulips bloomed in tubs by every pillar; and from the roof hung cages with birds in them. One of these, stirred by the sudden cessation of the tumult below, had began to sing.

Sally had often pitied these birds, and more than once had pleaded in vain with Abrahams for a remission of their sentence, but somehow at this moment it did not occur to her that this one was merely praying in its own language, as she often had prayed in her thoughts, to be taken out of this place. To her, sitting there wrestling with Fate, the song seemed cheerful. It soothed her. It healed her to listen to it. And suddenly before her eyes there rose a vision of Monks Crofton, cool, green, and peaceful under the mild English sun, luring her as an oasis seen in the distance lures the desert traveller...

She became aware that the master of Monks Crofton had placed his hand on hers and was holding it in a tightening grip. She looked down and gave a little shiver. She had always disliked Bruce Carmyles hands. They were strong and bony and black hair grew on the back of them. One of the earliest feelings regarding him had been that she would hate to have those hands touching her. But she did not move. Again that vision of the old garden had flickered across her mind... a haven where she could rest...

He was leaning towards her, whispering in her ear. The room was hotter than it had ever been, noisier than it had ever been, fuller than it had ever been. The bird on the roof was singing again and now she understood what it said. Take me out of this! Did anything matter except that? What did it matter how one was taken, or where, or by whom, so that one was taken.

Monks Crofton was looking cool and green and peaceful...

Very well, said Sally.
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Bruce Carmyle, in the capacity of accepted suitor, found himself at something of a loss. He had a dissatisfied feeling. It was not the manner of Sallys acceptance that caused this. It would, of course, have pleased him better if she had shown more warmth, but he was prepared to wait for warmth. What did trouble him was the fact that his correct mind perceived now for the first time that he had chosen an unsuitable moment and place for his outburst of emotion. He belonged to the orthodox school of thought which looks on moonlight and solitude as the proper setting for a proposal of marriage; and the surroundings of the Flower Garden, for all its nice-ness and the nice manner in which it was conducted, jarred upon him profoundly.

Music had begun again, but it was not the soft music such as a lover demands if he is to give of his best. It was a brassy, clashy rendering of a ribald one-step, enough to choke the eloquence of the most ardent. Couples were dipping and swaying and bumping into one another as far as the eye could reach; while just behind him two waiters had halted in order to thrash out one of those voluble arguments in which waiters love to indulge. To continue the scene at the proper emotional level was impossible, and Bruce Carmyle began his career as an engaged man by dropping into Smalltalk.

Deuce of a lot of noise, he said querulously.

Yes, agreed Sally.

Is it always like this?

Oh, yes.

Infernal racket!

Yes.

The romantic side of Mr. Carmyles nature could have cried aloud at the hideous unworthiness of these banalities. In the visions which he had had of himself as a successful wooer, it had always been in the moments immediately succeeding the all-important question and its whispered reply that he had come out particularly strong. He had been accustomed to picture himself bending with a proud tenderness over his partner in the scene and murmuring some notably good things to her bowed head. How could any man murmur in a pandemonium like this. From tenderness Bruce Carmyle descended with a sharp swoop to irritability.

Do you often come here?

Yes.

What for?

To dance.

Mr. Carmyle chafed helplessly. The scene, which should be so romantic, had suddenly reminded him of the occasion when, at the age of twenty, he had attended his first ball and had sat in a corner behind a potted palm perspiring shyly and endeavouring to make conversation to a formidable nymph in pink. It was one of the few occasions in his life at which he had ever been at a complete disadvantage. He could still remember the clammy discomfort of his too high collar as it melted on him. Most certainly it was not a scene which he enjoyed recalling; and that he should be forced to recall it now, at what ought to have been the supreme moment of his life, annoyed him intensely. Almost angrily he endeavoured to jerk the conversation to a higher level.

Darling, he murmured, for by moving his chair two feet to the right and bending sideways he found that he was in a position to murmur, you have made me so...

Batti, batti! I presto ravioli hollandaise, cried one of the disputing waiters at his back — or to Bruce Carmyles prejudiced hearing it sounded like that.

La Donna e mobile spaghetti napoli Tettrazina, rejoined the second waiter with spirit.

... you have made me so...

Infanta Isabella lope de Vegas mulligatawny Toronto, said the first waiter, weak but coming back pluckily.

... so happy...

Funiculi funicula Vincente y Blasco Ibanez vermicelli sul campo della gloria risotto! said the second waiter clinchingly, and scored a technical knockout.

Bruce Carmyle gave it up, and lit a moody cigarette. He was oppressed by that feeling which so many of us have felt in our time, that it was all wrong.

The music stopped. The two leading citizens of Little Italy vanished and went their way, probably to start a vendetta. There followed comparative calm. But Bruce Carmyles emotions, like sweet bells jangled, were out of tune, and he could not recapture the first fine careless rapture. He found nothing within him but small-talk.

What has become of your party? he asked.

My party?

The people you are with, said Mr. Carmyle. Even in the stress of his emotion this problem had been exercising him. In his correctly ordered world girls did not go to restaurants alone.

Im not with anybody.

You came here by yourself? exclaimed Bruce Carmyle, frankly aghast. And, as he spoke, the wraith of Uncle Donald, banished till now, returned as large as ever, puffing disapproval through a walrus moustache.

I am employed here, said Sally.

Mr. Carmyle started violently.

Employed here?

As a dancer, you know. I...

Sally broke off, her attention abruptly diverted to something which had just caught her eye at a table on the other side of the room. That something was a red-headed young man of sturdy build who had just appeared beside the chair in which Mr. Reginald Cracknell was sitting in huddled gloom. In one hand he carried a basket, and from this basket, rising above the din of conversation, there came a sudden sharp yapping. Mr. Cracknell roused himself from his stupor, took the basket, raised the lid. The yapping increased in volume.

Mr. Cracknell rose, the basket in his arms. With uncertain steps and a look on his face like that of those who lead forlorn hopes he crossed the floor to where Miss Mabel Hobson sat, proud and aloof. The next moment that haughty lady, the centre of an admiring and curious crowd, was hugging to her bosom a protesting Pekingese puppy, and Mr. Cracknell, seizing his opportunity like a good general, had deposited himself in a chair at her side. The course of true love was running smooth again.

The red-headed young man was gazing fixedly at Sally.

As a dancer! ejaculated Mr. Carmyle. Of all those within sight of the moving drama which had just taken place, he alone had paid no attention to it. Replete as it was with human interest, sex-appeal, the punch, and all the other qualities which a drama should possess, it had failed to grip him. His thoughts had been elsewhere. The accusing figure of Uncle Donald refused to vanish from his mental eye. The stern voice of Uncle Donald seemed still to ring in his ear.

A dancer! A professional dancer at a Broadway restaurant! Hideous doubts began to creep like snakes into Bruce Carmyles mind. What, he asked himself, did he really know of this girl on whom he had bestowed the priceless boon of his society for life? How did he know what she was — he could not find the exact adjective to express his meaning, but he knew what he meant. Was she worthy of the boon? That was what it amounted to. All his life he had had a prim shrinking from the section of the feminine world which is connected with the light-life of large cities. Club acquaintances of his in London had from time to time married into the Gaiety Chorus, and Mr. Carmyle, though he had no objection to the Gaiety Chorus in its proper place — on the other side of the footlights — had always looked on these young men after as social outcasts. The fine dashing frenzy which had brought him all the way from South Audley Street to win Sally was ebbing fast.

Sally, hearing him speak, had turned. And there was a candid honesty in her gaze which for a moment sent all those creeping doubts scuttling away into the darkness whence they had come. He had not made a fool of himself, he protested to the lowering phantom of Uncle Donald. Who, he demanded, could look at Sally and think for an instant that she was not all that was perfect and lovable? A warm revulsion of feeling swept over Bruce Carmyle like a returning tide.

You see, I lost my money and had to do something, said Sally.

I see, I see, murmured Mr. Carmyle; and if only Fate had left him alone who knows to what heights of tenderness he might not have soared? But at this moment Fate, being no respecter of persons, sent into his life the disturbing personality of George Washington Williams.

George Washington Williams was the talented coloured gentleman who had been extracted from small-time vaudeville by Mr. Abrahams to do a nightly speciality at the Flower Garden. He was, in fact, a trap-drummer: and it was his amiable practice, after he had done a few minutes trap-drumming, to rise from his seat and make a circular tour of the tables on the edge of the dancing-floor, whimsically pretending to clip the locks of the male patrons with a pair of drumsticks held scissor-wise. And so it came about that, just as Mr. Carmyle was bending towards Sally in an access of manly sentiment, and was on the very verge of pouring out his soul in a series of well-phrased remarks, he was surprised and annoyed to find an Ethiopian to whom he had never been introduced leaning over him and taking quite unpardonable liberties with his back hair.

One says that Mr. Carmyle was annoyed. The word is weak. The interruption coming at such a moment jarred every ganglion in his body. The clicking noise of the drumsticks maddened him. And the gleaming whiteness of Mr. Williams friendly and benignant smile was the last straw. His dignity writhed beneath this abominable infliction. People at other tables were laughing. At him. A loathing for the Flower Garden flowed over Bruce Carmyle, and with it a feeling of suspicion and disapproval of everyone connected with the establishment. He sprang to his feet.

I think I will be going, he said.

Sally did not reply. She was watching Ginger, who still stood beside the table recently vacated by Reginald Cracknell.

Good night, said Mr. Carmyle between his teeth.

Oh, are you going? said Sally with a start. She felt embarrassed. Try as she would, she was unable to find words of any intimacy. She tried to realize that she had promised to marry this man, but never before had he seemed so much a stranger to her, so little a part of her life. It came to her with a sensation of the incredible that she had done this thing, taken this irrevocable step.

The sudden sight of Ginger had shaken her. It was as though in the last half-hour she had forgotten him and only now realized what marriage with Bruce Carmyle would mean to their comradeship. From now on he was dead to her. If anything in this world was certain that was. Sally Nicholas was Gingers pal, but Mrs. Carmyle, she realized, would never be allowed to see him again. A devastating feeling of loss smote her like a blow.

Yes, Ive had enough of this place, Bruce Carmyle was saying.

Good night, said Sally. She hesitated. When shall I see you? she asked awkwardly.

It occurred to Bruce Carmyle that he was not showing himself at his best. He had, he perceived, allowed his nerves to run away with him.

You dont mind if I go? he said more amiably. The fact is, I cant stand this place any longer. Ill tell you one thing, Im going to take you out of here quick.

Im afraid I cant leave at a moments notice, said Sally, loyal to her obligations.

Well talk over that to-morrow. Ill call for you in the morning and take you for a drive somewhere in a car. You want some fresh air after this. Mr. Carmyle looked about him in stiff disgust, and expressed his unalterable sentiments concerning the Flower Garden, that apple of Isadore Abrahams eye, in a snort of loathing. My God! What a place!

He walked quickly away and disappeared. And Ginger, beaming happily, swooped on Sallys table like a homing pigeon.

4

Good Lord, I say, what ho! cried Ginger. Fancy meeting you here. What a bit of luck! He glanced over his shoulder warily. Has that blighter pipped?

Pipped?

Popped, explained Ginger. I mean to say, he isnt coming back or any rot like that, is he?

Mr. Carmyle? No, he has gone.

Sound egg! said Ginger with satisfaction. For a moment, when I saw you yarning away together, I thought he might be with your party. What on earth is he doing over here at all, confound him? Hes got all Europe to play about in, why should he come infesting New York? I say, it really is ripping, seeing you again. It seems years... Of course, one gets a certain amount of satisfaction writing letters, but its not the same. Besides, I write such rotten letters. I say, this really is rather priceless. Cant I get you something? A cup of coffee, I mean, or an egg or something? By jove! this really is top-hole.

His homely, honest face glowed with pleasure, and it seemed to Sally as though she had come out of a winters night into a warm friendly room. Her mercurial spirits soared.

Oh, Ginger! If you knew what its like seeing you!

No, really? Do you mean, honestly, youre braced?

I should say I am braced.

Well, isnt that fine! I was afraid you might have forgotten me.

Forgotten you!

With something of the effect of a revelation it suddenly struck Sally how far she had been from forgetting him, how large was the place he had occupied in her thoughts.

Ive missed you dreadfully, she said, and felt the words inadequate as she uttered them.

What ho! said Ginger, also internally condemning the poverty of speech as a vehicle for conveying thought.

There was a brief silence. The first exhilaration of the reunion over, Sally deep down in her heart was aware of a troubled feeling as though the world were out of joint. She forced herself to ignore it, but it would not be ignored. It grew. Dimly she was beginning to realize what Ginger meant to her, and she fought to keep herself from realizing it. Strange things were happening to her to-night, strange emotions stirring her. Ginger seemed somehow different, as if she were really seeing him for the first time.

Youre looking wonderfully well, she said trying to keep the conversation on a pedestrian level.

I am well, said Ginger. Never felt fitter in my life. Been out in the open all day long... simple life and all that... working like blazes. I say, business is booming. Did you see me just now, handing over Percy the Pup to whats-his-name? Five hundred dollars on that one deal. Got the cheque in my pocket. But what an extraordinarily rummy thing that I should have come to this place to deliver the goods just when you happened to be here. I couldnt believe my eyes at first. I say, I hope the people youre with wont think Im butting in. Youll have to explain that were old pals and that you started me in business and all that sort of thing. Look here, he said lowering his voice, I know how you hate being thanked, but I simply must say how terrifically decent...

Miss Nicholas.

Lee Schoenstein was standing at the table, and by his side an expectant youth with a small moustache and pince-nez. Sally got up, and the next moment Ginger was alone, gaping perplexedly after her as she vanished and reappeared in the jogging throng on the dancing floor. It was the nearest thing Ginger had seen to a conjuring trick, and at that moment he was ill-attuned to conjuring tricks. He brooded, fuming, at what seemed to him the supremest exhibition of pure cheek, of monumental nerve, and of undiluted crust that had ever come within his notice. To come and charge into a private conversation like that and whisk her away without a word...

Who was that blighter? he demanded with heat, when the music ceased and Sally limped back.

That was Mr. Schoenstein.

And who was the other?

The one I danced with? I dont know.

You dont know?

Sally perceived that the conversation had arrived at an embarrassing point. There was nothing for it but candour.

Ginger, she said, you remember my telling you when we first met that I used to dance in a Broadway place? This is the place. Im working again.

Complete unintelligence showed itself on Gingers every feature.

I dont understand, he said — unnecessarily, for his face revealed the fact.

Ive got my old job back.

But why?

Well, I had to do something. She went on rapidly. Already a light dimly resembling the light of understanding was beginning to appear in Gingers eyes. Fillmore went smash, you know — it wasnt his fault, poor dear. He had the worst kind of luck — and most of my money was tied up in his business, so you see...

She broke off confused by the look in his eyes, conscious of an absurd feeling of guilt. There was amazement in that look and a sort of incredulous horror.

Do you mean to say... Ginger gulped and started again. Do you mean to tell me that you let me have... all that money... for the dog-business... when you were broke? Do you mean to say...

Sally stole a glance at his crimson face and looked away again quickly. There was an electric silence.

Look here, exploded Ginger with sudden violence, youve got to marry me. Youve jolly well got to marry me! I dont mean that, he added quickly. I mean to say I know youre going to marry whoever you please... but wont you marry me? Sally, for Gods sake have a dash at it! Ive been keeping it in all this time because it seemed rather rotten to bother you about it, but now....Oh, dammit, I wish I could put it into words. I always was rotten at talking. But... well, look here, what I mean is, I know Im not much of a chap, but it seems to me you must care for me a bit to do a thing like that for a fellow... and... Ive loved you like the dickens ever since I met you... I do wish youd have a stab at it, Sally. At least I could look after you, you know, and all that... I mean to say, work like the deuce and try to give you a good time... Im not such an ass as to think a girl like you could ever really... er... love a blighter like me, but...

Sally laid her hand on his.

Ginger, dear, she said, I do love you. I ought to have known it all along, but I seem to be understanding myself to-night for the first time. She got up and bent over him for a swift moment, whispering in his ear, I shall never love anyone but you, Ginger. Will you try to remember that. She was moving away, but he caught at her arm and stopped her.

Sally...

She pulled her arm away, her face working as she fought against the tears that would not keep back.

Ive made a fool of myself, she said. Ginger, your cousin... Mr. Carmyle... just now he asked me to marry him, and I said I would.

She was gone, flitting among the tables like some wild creature running to its home: and Ginger, motionless, watched her go.
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The telephone-bell in Sallys little sitting-room was ringing jerkily as she let herself in at the front door. She guessed who it was at the other end of the wire, and the noise of the bell sounded to her like the voice of a friend in distress crying for help. Without stopping to close the door, she ran to the table and unhooked the receiver. Muffled, plaintive sounds were coming over the wire.

Hullo... Hullo... I say... Hullo...

Hullo, Ginger, said Sally quietly.

An ejaculation that was half a shout and half gurgle answered her.

Sally! Is that you?

Yes, here I am, Ginger.

Ive been trying to get you for ages.

Ive only just come in. I walked home.

There was a pause.

Hullo.

Yes?

Well, I mean... Ginger seemed to be finding his usual difficulty in expressing himself. About that, you know. What you said.

Yes? said Sally, trying to keep her voice from shaking.

You said... Again Gingers vocabulary failed him. You said you loved me.

Yes, said Sally simply.

Another odd sound floated over the wire, and there was a moment of silence before Ginger found himself able to resume.

I... I... Well, we can talk about that when we meet. I mean, its no good trying to say what I think over the phone, Im sort of knocked out. I never dreamed... But, I say, what did you mean about Bruce?

I told you, I told you. Sallys face was twisted and the receiver shook in her hand. Ive made a fool of myself. I never realized... And now its too late.

Good God! Gingers voice rose in a sharp wail. You cant mean you really... You dont seriously intend to marry the man?

I must. Ive promised.

But, good heavens...

Its no good. I must.

But the mans a blighter!

I cant break my word.

I never heard such rot, said Ginger vehemently. Of course you can. A girl isnt expected...

I cant, Ginger dear, I really cant.

But look here...

Its really no good talking about it any more, really it isnt... Where are you staying to-night?

Staying? Me? At the Plaza. But look here...

Sally found herself laughing weakly.

At the Plaza! Oh, Ginger, you really do want somebody to look after you. Squandering your pennies like that... Well, dont talk any more now. Its so late and Im so tired. Ill come and see you to-morrow. Good night.

She hung up the receiver quickly, to cut short a fresh outburst of protest. And as she turned away a voice spoke behind her.

Sally!

Gerald Foster was standing in the doorway.


CHAPTER XVII. SALLY LAYS A GHOST
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THE BLOOD FLOWED slowly back into Sallys face, and her heart, which had leaped madly for an instant at the sound of his voice, resumed its normal beat. The suddenness of the shock over, she was surprised to find herself perfectly calm. Always when she had imagined this meeting, knowing that it would have to take place sooner or later, she had felt something akin to panic: but now that it had actually occurred it hardly seemed to stir her. The events of the night had left her incapable of any violent emotion.

Hullo, Sally! said Gerald.

He spoke thickly, and there was a foolish smile on his face as he stood swaying with one hand on the door. He was in his shirt-sleeves, collarless: and it was plain that he had been drinking heavily. His face was white and puffy, and about him there hung like a nimbus a sodden disreputableness.

Sally did not speak. Weighed down before by a numbing exhaustion, she seemed now to have passed into that second phase in which over-tired nerves enter upon a sort of Indian summer of abnormal alertness. She looked at him quietly, coolly and altogether dispassionately, as if he had been a stranger.

Hullo! said Gerald again.

What do you want? said Sally.

Heard your voice. Saw the door open. Thought Id come in.

What do you want?

The weak smile which had seemed pinned on Geralds face vanished. A tear rolled down his cheek. His intoxication had reached the maudlin stage.

Sally... S-Sally... Im very miserable. He slurred awkwardly over the difficult syllables. Heard your voice. Saw the door open. Thought Id come in.

Something flicked at the back of Sallys mind. She seemed to have been through all this before. Then she remembered. This was simply Mr. Reginald Cracknell over again.

I think you had better go to bed, Gerald, she said steadily. Nothing about him seemed to touch her now, neither the sight of him nor his shameless misery.

Whats the use? Cant sleep. No good. Couldnt sleep. Sally, you dont know how worried I am. I see what a fool Ive been.

Sally made a quick gesture, to check what she supposed was about to develop into a belated expression of regret for his treatment of herself. She did not want to stand there listening to Gerald apologizing with tears for having done his best to wreck her life. But it seemed that it was not this that was weighing upon his soul.

I was a fool ever to try writing plays, he went on. Got a winner first time, but cant repeat. Its no good. Ought to have stuck to newspaper work. Im good at that. Shall have to go back to it. Had another frost to-night. No good trying any more. Shall have to go back to the old grind, damn it.

He wept softly, full of pity for his hard case.

Very miserable, he murmured.

He came forward a step into the room, lurched, and retreated to the safe support of the door. For an instant Sallys artificial calm was shot through by a swift stab of contempt. It passed, and she was back again in her armour of indifference.

Go to bed, Gerald, she said. Youll feel better in the morning.

Perhaps some inkling of how he was going to feel in the morning worked through to Geralds muddled intelligence, for he winced, and his manner took on a deeper melancholy.

May not be alive in the morning, he said solemnly. Good mind to end it all. End it all! he repeated with the beginning of a sweeping gesture which was cut off abruptly as he clutched at the friendly door.

Sally was not in the mood for melodrama.

Oh, go to bed, she said impatiently. The strange frozen indifference which had gripped her was beginning to pass, leaving in its place a growing feeling of resentment — resentment against Gerald for degrading himself like this, against herself for ever having found glamour in the man. It humiliated her to remember how utterly she had once allowed his personality to master hers. And under the sting of this humiliation she felt hard and pitiless. Dimly she was aware that a curious change had come over her to-night. Normally, the sight of any living thing in distress was enough to stir her quick sympathy: but Gerald mourning over the prospect of having to go back to regular work made no appeal to her — a fact which the sufferer noted and commented upon.

Youre very unsymp... unsympathetic, he complained.

Im sorry, said Sally. She walked briskly to the door and gave it a push. Gerald, still clinging to his chosen support, moved out into the passage, attached to the handle, with the air of a man the foundations of whose world have suddenly lost their stability. He released the handle and moved uncertainly across the passage. Finding his own door open before him, he staggered over the threshold; and Sally, having watched him safely to his journeys end, went into her bedroom with the intention of terminating this disturbing night by going to sleep.

Almost immediately she changed her mind. Sleep was out of the question. A fever of restlessness had come upon her. She put on a kimono, and went into the kitchen to ascertain whether her commissariat arrangements would permit of a glass of hot milk.

She had just remembered that she had that morning presented the last of the milk to a sandy cat with a purposeful eye which had dropped in through the window to take breakfast with her, when her regrets for this thriftless hospitality were interrupted by a muffled crash.

She listened intently. The sound had seemed to come from across the passage. She hurried to the door and opened it. As she did so, from behind the door of the apartment opposite there came a perfect fusillade of crashes, each seeming to her strained hearing louder and more appalling than the last.

There is something about sudden, loud noises in the stillness of the night which shatters the most rigid detachment. A short while before, Gerald, toying with the idea of ending his sorrows by violence, had left Sally unmoved: but now her mind leapt back to what he had said, and apprehension succeeded indifference. There was no disputing the fact that Gerald was in an irresponsible mood, under the influence of which he was capable of doing almost anything. Sally, listening in the doorway, felt a momentary panic.

A brief silence had succeeded the fusillade, but, as she stood there hesitating, the noise broke out again; and this time it was so loud and compelling that Sally hesitated no longer. She ran across the passage and beat on the door.
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Whatever devastating happenings had been going on in his home, it was plain a moment later that Gerald had managed to survive them: for there came the sound of a dragging footstep, and the door opened. Gerald stood on the threshold, the weak smile back on his face.

Hullo, Sally!

At the sight of him, disreputable and obviously unscathed, Sallys brief alarm died away, leaving in its place the old feeling of impatient resentment. In addition to her other grievances against him, he had apparently frightened her unnecessarily.

Whatever was all that noise? she demanded.

Noise? said Gerald, considering the point open-mouthed.

Yes, noise, snapped Sally.

Ive been cleaning house, said Gerald with the owl-like gravity of a man just conscious that he is not wholly himself.

Sally pushed her way past him. The apartment in which she found herself was almost an exact replica of her own, and it was evident that Elsa Doland had taken pains to make it pretty and comfortable in a niggly feminine way. Amateur interior decoration had always been a hobby of hers. Even in the unpromising surroundings of her bedroom at Mrs. Meechers boarding-house she had contrived to create a certain daintiness which Sally, who had no ability in that direction herself, had always rather envied. As a decorator Elsas mind ran in the direction of small, fragile ornaments, and she was not afraid of over-furnishing. Pictures jostled one another on the walls: china of all description stood about on little tables: there was a profusion of lamps with shades of parti-coloured glass: and plates were ranged along a series of shelves.

One says that the plates were ranged and the pictures jostled one another, but it would be more correct to put it they had jostled and had been ranged, for it was only by guess-work that Sally was able to reconstruct the scene as it must have appeared before Gerald had started, as he put it, to clean house. She had walked into the flat briskly enough, but she pulled up short as she crossed the threshold, appalled by the majestic ruin that met her gaze. A shell bursting in the little sitting-room could hardly have created more havoc.

The psychology of a man of weak character under the influence of alcohol and disappointed ambition is not easy to plumb, for his moods follow one another with a rapidity which baffles the observer. Ten minutes before, Gerald Foster had been in the grip of a clammy self-pity, and it seemed from his aspect at the present moment that this phase had returned. But in the interval there had manifestly occurred a brief but adequate spasm of what would appear to have been an almost Berserk fury. What had caused it and why it should have expended itself so abruptly, Sally was not psychologist enough to explain; but that it had existed there was ocular evidence of the most convincing kind. A heavy niblick, flung petulantly — or remorsefully — into a corner, showed by what medium the destruction had been accomplished.

Bleak chaos appeared on every side. The floor was littered with every imaginable shape and size of broken glass and china. Fragments of pictures, looking as if they had been chewed by some prehistoric animal, lay amid heaps of shattered statuettes and vases. As Sally moved slowly into the room after her involuntary pause, china crackled beneath her feet. She surveyed the stripped walls with a wondering eye, and turned to Gerald for an explanation.

Gerald had subsided on to an occasional table, and was weeping softly again. It had come over him once more that he had been very, very badly treated.

Well! said Sally with a gasp. Youve certainly made a good job of it!

There was a sharp crack as the occasional table, never designed by its maker to bear heavy weights, gave way in a splintering flurry of broken legs under the pressure of the master of the house: and Sallys mood underwent an abrupt change. There are few situations in life which do not hold equal potentialities for both tragedy and farce, and it was the ludicrous side of this drama that chanced to appeal to Sally at this moment. Her sense of humour was tickled. It was, if she could have analysed her feelings, at herself that she was mocking — at the feeble sentimental Sally who had once conceived the absurd idea of taking this preposterous man seriously. She felt light-hearted and light-headed, and she sank into a chair with a gurgling laugh.

The shock of his fall appeared to have had the desirable effect of restoring Gerald to something approaching intelligence. He picked himself up from the remains of a set of water-colours, gazing at Sally with growing disapproval.

No sympathy, he said austerely.

I cant help it, cried Sally. Its too funny.

Not funny, corrected Gerald, his brain beginning to cloud once more.

What did you do it for?

Gerald returned for a moment to that mood of honest indignation, which had so strengthened his arm when wielding the niblick. He bethought him once again of his grievance.

Wasnt going to stand for it any longer, he said heatedly. A fellows wife goes and lets him down... ruins his show by going off and playing in another show... why shouldnt I smash her things? Why should I stand for that sort of treatment? Why should I?

Well, you havent, said Sally, so theres no need to discuss it. You seem to have acted in a thoroughly manly and independent way.

Thats it. Manly independent. He waggled his finger impressively. Dont care what she says, he continued. Dont care if she never comes back. That woman...

Sally was not prepared to embark with him upon a discussion of the absent Elsa. Already the amusing aspect of the affair had begun to fade, and her hilarity was giving way to a tired distaste for the sordidness of the whole business. She had become aware that she could not endure the society of Gerald Foster much longer. She got up and spoke decidedly.

And now, she said, Im going to tidy up.

Gerald had other views.

No, he said with sudden solemnity. No! Nothing of the kind. Leave it for her to find. Leave it as it is.

Dont be silly. All this has got to be cleaned up. Ill do it. You go and sit in my apartment. Ill come and tell you when you can come back.

No! said Gerald, wagging his head.

Sally stamped her foot among the crackling ruins. Quite suddenly the sight of him had become intolerable.

Do as I tell you, she cried.

Gerald wavered for a moment, but his brief militant mood was ebbing fast. After a faint protest he shuffled off, and Sally heard him go into her room. She breathed a deep breath of relief and turned to her task.

A visit to the kitchen revealed a long-handled broom, and, armed with this, Sally was soon busy. She was an efficient little person, and presently out of chaos there began to emerge a certain order. Nothing short of complete re-decoration would ever make the place look habitable again, but at the end of half an hour she had cleared the floor, and the fragments of vases, plates, lamp-shades, pictures and glasses were stacked in tiny heaps against the walls. She returned the broom to the kitchen, and, going back into the sitting-room, flung open the window and stood looking out.

With a sense of unreality she perceived that the night had gone. Over the quiet street below there brooded that strange, metallic light which ushers in the dawn of a fine day. A cold breeze whispered to and fro. Above the house-tops the sky was a faint, level blue.

She left the window and started to cross the room. And suddenly there came over her a feeling of utter weakness. She stumbled to a chair, conscious only of being tired beyond the possibility of a further effort. Her eyes closed, and almost before her head had touched the cushions she was asleep.
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Sally woke. Sunshine was streaming through the open window, and with it the myriad noises of a city awake and about its business. Footsteps clattered on the sidewalk, automobile horns were sounding, and she could hear the clank of street cars as they passed over the points. She could only guess at the hour, but it was evident that the morning was well advanced. She got up stiffly. Her head was aching.

She went into the bathroom, bathed her face, and felt better. The dull oppression which comes of a bad night was leaving her. She leaned out of the window, revelling in the fresh air, then crossed the passage and entered her own apartment. Stertorous breathing greeted her, and she perceived that Gerald Foster had also passed the night in a chair. He was sprawling by the window with his legs stretched out and his head resting on one of the arms, an unlovely spectacle.

Sally stood regarding him for a moment with a return of the distaste which she had felt on the previous night. And yet, mingled with the distaste, there was a certain elation. A black chapter of her life was closed for ever. Whatever the years to come might bring to her, they would be free from any wistful yearnings for the man who had once been woven so inextricably into the fabric of her life. She had thought that his personality had gripped her too strongly ever to be dislodged, but now she could look at him calmly and feel only a faint half-pity, half-contempt. The glamour had departed.

She shook him gently, and he sat up with a start, blinking in the strong light. His mouth was still open. He stared at Sally foolishly, then scrambled awkwardly out of the chair.

Oh, my God! said Gerald, pressing both his hands to his forehead and sitting down again. He licked his lips with a dry tongue and moaned. Oh, Ive got a headache!

Sally might have pointed out to him that he had certainly earned one, but she refrained.

Youd better go and have a wash, she suggested.

Yes, said Gerald, heaving himself up again.

Would you like some breakfast?

Dont! said Gerald faintly, and tottered off to the bathroom.

Sally sat down in the chair he had vacated. She had never felt quite like this before in her life. Everything seemed dreamlike. The splashing of water in the bathroom came faintly to her, and she realized that she had been on the point of falling asleep again. She got up and opened the window, and once more the air acted as a restorative. She watched the activities of the street with a distant interest. They, too, seemed dreamlike and unreal. People were hurrying up and down on mysterious errands. An inscrutable cat picked its way daintily across the road. At the door of the apartment house an open car purred sleepily.

She was roused by a ring at the bell. She went to the door and opened it, and found Bruce Carmyle standing on the threshold. He wore a light motor-coat, and he was plainly endeavouring to soften the severity of his saturnine face with a smile of beaming kindliness.

Well, here I am! said Bruce Carmyle cheerily. Are you ready?

With the coming of daylight a certain penitence had descended on Mr. Carmyle. Thinking things over while shaving and subsequently in his bath, he had come to the conclusion that his behaviour overnight had not been all that could have been desired. He had not actually been brutal, perhaps, but he had undoubtedly not been winning. There had been an abruptness in the manner of his leaving Sally at the Flower Garden which a perfect lover ought not to have shown. He had allowed his nerves to get the better of him, and now he desired to make amends. Hence a cheerfulness which he did not usually exhibit so early in the morning.

Sally was staring at him blankly. She had completely forgotten that he had said that he would come and take her for a drive this morning. She searched in her mind for words, and found none. And, as Mr. Carmyle was debating within himself whether to kiss her now or wait for a more suitable moment, embarrassment came upon them both like a fog, and the genial smile faded from his face as if the motive-power behind it had suddenly failed.

Ive — er — got the car outside, and...

At this point speech failed Mr. Carmyle, for, even as he began the sentence, the door that led to the bathroom opened and Gerald Foster came out. Mr. Carmyle gaped at Gerald: Gerald gaped at Mr. Carmyle.

The application of cold water to the face and head is an excellent thing on the morning after an imprudent night, but as a tonic it only goes part of the way. In the case of Gerald Foster, which was an extremely serious and aggravated case, it had gone hardly any way at all. The person unknown who had been driving red-hot rivets into the base of Gerald Fosters skull ever since the moment of his awakening was still busily engaged on that task. He gazed at Mr. Carmyle wanly.

Bruce Carmyle drew in his breath with a sharp hiss, and stood rigid. His eyes, burning now with a grim light, flickered over Geralds person and found nothing in it to entertain them. He saw a slouching figure in shirt-sleeves and the foundations of evening dress, a disgusting, degraded figure with pink eyes and a white face that needed a shave. And all the doubts that had ever come to vex Mr. Carmyles mind since his first meeting with Sally became on the instant certainties. So Uncle Donald had been right after all! This was the sort of girl she was!

At his elbow the stout phantom of Uncle Donald puffed with satisfaction.

I told you so! it said.

Sally had not moved. The situation was beyond her. Just as if this had really been the dream it seemed, she felt incapable of speech or action.

So... said Mr. Carmyle, becoming articulate, and allowed an impressive aposiopesis to take the place of the rest of the speech. A cold fury had gripped him. He pointed at Gerald, began to speak, found that he was stuttering, and gulped back the words. In this supreme moment he was not going to have his dignity impaired by a stutter. He gulped and found a sentence which, while brief enough to insure against this disaster, was sufficiently long to express his meaning.

Get out! he said.

Gerald Foster had his dignity, too, and it seemed to him that the time had come to assert it. But he also had a most excruciating headache, and when he drew himself up haughtily to ask Mr. Carmyle what the devil he meant by it, a severe access of pain sent him huddling back immediately to a safer attitude. He clasped his forehead and groaned.

Get out!

For a moment Gerald hesitated. Then another sudden shooting spasm convinced him that no profit or pleasure was to be derived from a continuance of the argument, and he began to shamble slowly across to the door. Bruce Carmyle watched him go with twitching hands. There was a moment when the human man in him, somewhat atrophied from long disuse, stirred him almost to the point of assault; then dignity whispered more prudent counsel in his ear, and Gerald was past the danger-zone and out in the passage. Mr. Carmyle turned to face Sally, as King Arthur on a similar but less impressive occasion must have turned to deal with Guinevere.

So... he said again.

Sally was eyeing him steadily — considering the circumstances, Mr. Carmyle thought with not a little indignation, much too steadily.

This, he said ponderously, is very amusing.

He waited for her to speak, but she said nothing.

I might have expected it, said Mr. Carmyle with a bitter laugh.

Sally forced herself from the lethargy which was gripping her.

Would you like me to explain? she said.

There can be no explanation, said Mr. Carmyle coldly.

Very well, said Sally.

There was a pause.

Good-bye, said Bruce Carmyle.

Good-bye, said Sally.

Mr. Carmyle walked to the door. There he stopped for an instant and glanced back at her. Sally had walked to the window and was looking out. For one swift instant something about her trim little figure and the gleam of her hair where the sunlight shone on it seemed to catch at Bruce Carmyles heart, and he wavered. But the next moment he was strong again, and the door had closed behind him with a resolute bang.

Out in the street, climbing into his car, he looked up involuntarily to see if she was still there, but she had gone. As the car, gathering speed, hummed down the street. Sally was at the telephone listening to the sleepy voice of Ginger Kemp, which, as he became aware who it was that had woken him from his rest and what she had to say to him, magically lost its sleepiness and took on a note of riotous ecstasy.

Five minutes later, Ginger was splashing in his bath, singing discordantly.


CHAPTER XVIII. JOURNEYS END
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DARKNESS WAS BEGINNING to gather slowly and with almost an apologetic air, as if it regretted the painful duty of putting an end to the perfect summer day. Over to the west beyond the trees there still lingered a faint afterglow, and a new moon shone like a silver sickle above the big barn. Sally came out of the house and bowed gravely three times for luck. She stood on the gravel, outside the porch, drinking in the sweet evening scents, and found life good.

The darkness, having shown a certain reluctance at the start, was now buckling down to make a quick and thorough job of it. The sky turned to a uniform dark blue, picked out with quiet stars. The cement of the state road which led to Patchogue, Babylon, and other important centres ceased to be a pale blur and became invisible. Lights appeared in the windows of the houses across the meadows. From the direction of the kennels there came a single sleepy bark, and the small white woolly dog which had scampered out at Sallys heels stopped short and uttered a challenging squeak.

The evening was so still that Gingers footsteps, as he pounded along the road on his way back from the village, whither he had gone to buy provisions, evening papers, and wool for the sweater which Sally was knitting, were audible long before he turned in at the gate. Sally could not see him, but she looked in the direction of the sound and once again felt that pleasant, cosy thrill of happiness which had come to her every evening for the last year.

Ginger, she called.

What ho!

The woolly dog, with another important squeak, scuttled down the drive to look into the matter, and was coldly greeted. Ginger, for all his love of dogs, had never been able to bring himself to regard Toto with affection. He had protested when Sally, a month before, finding Mrs. Meecher distraught on account of a dreadful lethargy which had seized her pet, had begged him to offer hospitality and country air to the invalid.

Its wonderful what youve done for Toto, angel, said Sally, as he came up frigidly eluding that curious animals leaps of welcome. Hes a different dog.

Bit of luck for him, said Ginger.

In all the years I was at Mrs. Meechers I never knew him move at anything more rapid than a stately walk. Now he runs about all the time.

The blighter had been overeating from birth, said Ginger. That was all that was wrong with him. A little judicious dieting put him right. Well be able, said Ginger brightening, to ship him back next week.

I shall quite miss him.

I nearly missed him — this morning — with a shoe, said Ginger. He was up on the kitchen table wolfing the bacon, and I took steps.

My cave-man! murmured Sally. I always said you had a frightfully brutal streak in you. Ginger, what an evening!

Good Lord! said Ginger suddenly, as they walked into the light of the open kitchen door.

Now what?

He stopped and eyed her intently.

Do you know youre looking prettier than you were when I started down to the village!

Sally gave his arm a little hug.

Beloved! she said. Did you get the chops?

Ginger froze in his tracks, horrified.

Oh, my aunt! I clean forgot them!

Oh, Ginger, you are an old chump. Well, youll have to go in for a little judicious dieting, like Toto.

I say, Im most awfully sorry. I got the wool.

If you think Im going to eat wool...

Isnt there anything in the house?

Vegetables and fruit.

Fine! But, of course, if you want chops...

Not at all. Im spiritual. Besides, people say that vegetables are good for the blood-pressure or something. Of course you forgot to get the mail, too?

Absolutely not! I was on to it like a knife. Two letters from fellows wanting Airedale puppies.

No! Ginger, we are getting on!

Pretty bloated, agreed Ginger complacently. Pretty bloated. Well be able to get that two-seater if things go buzzing on like this. There was a letter for you. Here it is.

Its from Fillmore, said Sally, examining the envelope as they went into the kitchen. And about time, too. I havent had a word from him for months.

She sat down and opened the letter. Ginger, heaving himself on to the table, wriggled into a position of comfort and started to read his evening paper. But after he had skimmed over the sporting page he lowered it and allowed his gaze to rest on Sallys bent head with a feeling of utter contentment.

Although a married man of nearly a years standing, Ginger was still moving about a magic world in a state of dazed incredulity, unable fully to realize that such bliss could be. Ginger in his time had seen many things that looked good from a distance, but not one that had borne the test of a closer acquaintance — except this business of marriage.

Marriage, with Sally for a partner, seemed to be one of the very few things in the world in which there was no catch. His honest eyes glowed as he watched her. Sally broke into a little splutter of laughter.

Ginger, look at this!

He reached down and took the slip of paper which she held out to him. The following legend met his eye, printed in bold letters:

POPPS

OUTSTANDING

SUCCULENT —— APPETIZING —— NUTRITIOUS.

(JUST SAY POP! A CHILD

CAN DO IT.)

Ginger regarded this cipher with a puzzled frown.

What is it? he asked.

Its Fillmore.

How do you mean?

Sally gurgled.

Fillmore and Gladys have started a little restaurant in Pittsburg.

A restaurant! There was a shocked note in Gingers voice. Although he knew that the managerial career of that modern Napoleon, his brother-in-law, had terminated in something of a smash, he had never quite lost his reverence for one whom he considered a bit of a master-mind. That Fillmore Nicholas, the Man of Destiny, should have descended to conducting a restaurant — and a little restaurant at that — struck him as almost indecent.

Sally, on the other hand — for sisters always seem to fail in proper reverence for the greatness of their brothers — was delighted.

Its the most splendid idea, she said with enthusiasm. It really does look as if Fillmore was going to amount to something at last. Apparently they started on quite a small scale, just making pork-pies...

Why Popp? interrupted Ginger, ventilating a question which was perplexing him deeply.

Just a trade name, silly. Gladys is a wonderful cook, you know, and she made the pies and Fillmore toddled round selling them. And they did so well that now theyve started a regular restaurant, and thats a success, too. Listen to this. Sally gurgled again and turned over the letter. Where is it? Oh yes! ... sound financial footing. In fact, our success has been so instantaneous that I have decided to launch out on a really big scale. It is Big Ideas that lead to Big Business. I am contemplating a vast extension of this venture of ours, and in a very short time I shall organize branches in New York, Chicago, Detroit, and all the big cities, each in charge of a manager and each offering as a special feature, in addition to the usual restaurant cuisine, these Popps Outstanding Pork-pies of ours. That done, and having established all these branches as going concerns, I shall sail for England and introduce Popps Pork-pies there... Isnt he a little wonder!

Dashed brainy chap. Always said so.

I must say I was rather uneasy when I read that. Ive seen so many of Fillmores Big Ideas. Thats always the way with him. He gets something good and then goes and overdoes it and bursts. However, its all right now that hes got Gladys to look after him. She has added a postscript. Just four words, but oh! how comforting to a sisters heart. Yes, I dont think! is what she says, and I dont know when Ive read anything more cheering. Thank heaven, shes got poor dear Fillmore well in hand.

Pork-pies! said Ginger, musingly, as the pangs of a healthy hunger began to assail his interior. I wish hed sent us one of the outstanding little chaps. I could do with it.

Sally got up and ruffled his red hair.

Poor old Ginger! I knew youd never be able to stick it. Come on, its a lovely night, lets walk to the village and revel at the inn. Were going to be millionaires before we know where we are, so we can afford it.

THE END


The Inimitable Jeeves (1923)
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The Inimitable Jeeves was the first novel to feature Jeeves and Wooster, although it was assembled from a number of short stories featuring the characters. It was published in the UK on 17 May 1923 and in the USA on 28 September that year under the title Jeeves. The original short stories appeared in The Strand Magazine between 1918 and 1922, with many of them appearing in Cosmopolitan in the USA around the same time.

The stories are largely centred around Woosters friend, Richard Bingo Little, who has a habit of falling in love with a wide variety of women and it is up to Wooster and of course Jeeves, to promote or prevent these romances, depending on the suitability of the young lady in question.

Critics were generally in favour of the book, though many had suspicions about its origins: It is really nothing more than a series of short stories strung together; it aims at amusement rather than form and in that event it does ring the bell and it is hilariously funny. Another noted that Mr. Wodehouses books are full of fine nuances, subtlety, chuckles and an amazingly light touch. The Brooklyn Daily Eagle said: Wodehouses books never demand concentration of cerebration. He puts a lot of silly persons though capers which never fail to be hugely amusing...Wodehouse is a master alike of the polite titter and the loud roar.

Many of these stories were adapted for the well regarded TV series of Jeeves and Wooster that starred Hugh Laurie and Stephen Fry in the early 1990s. Additionally the novel was adapted for BBC Radio in 1973 as part of the series What Ho! Jeeves, with Michael Horden as Jeeves and Richard Briers as Bertie Wooster.


[image: img194.png]

The first editions dust jacket


[image: img195.png]

The first edition
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The popular 1990s television series, principally inspired by this book


JEEVES EXERTS THE OLD CEREBELLUM
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MORNING, JEEVES, I said.

Good morning, sir, said Jeeves. He put the good old cup of tea softly on the table by my bed, and I took a refreshing sip. Just right, as usual. Not too hot, not too sweet, not too weak, not too strong, not too much milk, and not a drop spilled in the saucer. A most amazing cove, Jeeves. So dashed competent in every respect. Ive said it before, and Ill say it again. I mean to say, take just one small instance. Every other valet Ive ever had used to barge into my room in the morning while I was still asleep, causing much misery: but Jeeves seems to know when Im awake by a sort of telepathy. He always floats in with the cup exactly two minutes after I come to life. Makes a deuce of a lot of difference to a fellows day.

Hows the weather, Jeeves?

Exceptionally clement, sir.

Anything in the papers?

Some slight friction threatening in the Balkans, sir. Otherwise, nothing.



I say, Jeeves, a man I met at the club last night told me to put my shirt on Privateer for the two oclock race this afternoon. How about it?

I should not advocate it, sir. The stable is not sanguine.

That was enough for me. Jeeves knows. How, I couldnt say, but he knows. There was a time when I would laugh lightly, and go ahead, and lose my little all against his advice, but not now.

Talking of shirts, I said, have those mauve ones I ordered arrived yet?

Yes, sir. I sent them back.

Sent them back?

Yes, sir. They would not have become you.

Well, I must say Id thought fairly highly of those shirtings, but I bowed to superior knowledge. Weak? I dont know. Most fellows, no doubt, are all for having their valets confine their activities to creasing trousers and what not without trying to run the home; but its different with Jeeves. Right from the first day he came to me, I have looked on him as a sort of guide, philosopher, and friend.

Mr. Little rang up on the telephone a few moments ago, sir. I informed him that you were not yet awake.

Did he leave a message?

No, sir. He mentioned that he had a matter of importance to discuss with you, but confided no details.

Oh, well, I expect I shall be seeing him at the club.

No doubt, sir.

I wasnt what you might call in a fever of impatience. Bingo Little is a chap I was at school with, and we see a lot of each other still. Hes the nephew of old Mortimer Little, who retired from business recently with a goodish pile. (Youve probably heard of Littles Liniment — It Limbers Up the Legs.) Bingo biffs about London on a pretty comfortable allowance given him by his uncle, and leads on the whole a fairly unclouded life. It wasnt likely that anything which he described as a matter of importance would turn out to be really so frightfully important. I took it that he had discovered some new brand of cigarette which he wanted me to try, or something like that, and didnt spoil my breakfast by worrying.

After breakfast I lit a cigarette and went to the open window to inspect the day. It certainly was one of the best and brightest.

Jeeves, I said.

Sir? said Jeeves. He had been clearing away the breakfast things, but at the sound of the young masters voice cheesed it courteously.

You were absolutely right about the weather. It is a juicy morning.

Decidedly, sir.

Spring and all that.

Yes, sir.

In the spring, Jeeves, a livelier iris gleams upon the burnished dove.

So I have been informed, sir.

Right ho! Then bring me my whangee, my yellowest shoes, and the old green Homburg. Im going into the Park to do pastoral dances.

I dont know if you know that sort of feeling you get on these days round about the end of April and the beginning of May, when the skys a light blue, with cotton-wool clouds, and theres a bit of a breeze blowing from the west? Kind of uplifted feeling. Romantic, if you know what I mean. Im not much of a ladies man, but on this particular morning it seemed to me that what I really wanted was some charming girl to buzz up and ask me to save her from assassins or something. So that it was a bit of an anti-climax when I merely ran into young Bingo Little, looking perfectly foul in a crimson satin tie decorated with horseshoes.

Hallo, Bertie, said Bingo.

My God, man! I gargled. The cravat! The gents neckwear! Why? For what reason?

Oh, the tie? He blushed. I — er — I was given it.

He seemed embarrassed, so I dropped the subject. We toddled along a bit, and sat down on a couple of chairs by the Serpentine.

Jeeves tells me you want to talk to me about something, I said.

Eh? said Bingo, with a start. Oh yes, yes. Yes.

I waited for him to unleash the topic of the day, but he didnt seem to want to get going. Conversation languished. He stared straight ahead of him in a glassy sort of manner.

I say, Bertie, he said, after a pause of about an hour and a quarter.

Hallo!

Do you like the name Mabel?

No.

No?

No.

You dont think theres a kind of music in the word, like the wind rustling gently through the tree-tops?

No.

He seemed disappointed for a moment; then cheered up.

Of course, you wouldnt. You always were a fat-headed worm without any soul, werent you?



Just as you say. Who is she? Tell me all.

For I realised now that poor old Bingo was going through it once again. Ever since I have known him — and we were at school together — he has been perpetually falling in love with someone, generally in the spring, which seems to act on him like magic. At school he had the finest collection of actresses photographs of anyone of his time; and at Oxford his romantic nature was a byword.

Youd better come along and meet her at lunch, he said, looking at his watch.

A ripe suggestion, I said. Where are you meeting her? At the Ritz?

Near the Ritz.

He was geographically accurate. About fifty yards east of the Ritz there is one of those blighted tea-and-bun shops you see dotted about all over London, and into this, if youll believe me, young Bingo dived like a homing rabbit; and before I had time to say a word we were wedged in at a table, on the brink of a silent pool of coffee left there by an early luncher.

Im bound to say I couldnt quite follow the development of the scenario. Bingo, while not absolutely rolling in the stuff, has always had a fair amount of the ready. Apart from what he got from his uncle, I knew that he had finished up the jumping season well on the right side of the ledger. Why, then, was he lunching the girl at this Godforsaken eatery? It couldnt be because he was hard up.

Just then the waitress arrived. Rather a pretty girl.

Arent we going to wait —— ? I started to say to Bingo, thinking it somewhat thick that, in addition to asking a girl to lunch with him in a place like this, he should fling himself on the foodstuffs before she turned up, when I caught sight of his face, and stopped.

The man was goggling. His entire map was suffused with a rich blush. He looked like the Souls Awakening done in pink.

Hallo, Mabel! he said, with a sort of gulp.

Hallo! said the girl.

Mabel, said Bingo, this is Bertie Wooster, a pal of mine.

Pleased to meet you, she said. Nice morning.

Fine, I said.

You see Im wearing the tie, said Bingo.

It suits you beautiful, said the girl.

Personally, if anyone had told me that a tie like that suited me, I should have risen and struck them on the mazzard, regardless of their age and sex; but poor old Bingo simply got all flustered with gratification, and smirked in the most gruesome manner.

Well, whats it going to be to-day? asked the girl, introducing the business touch into the conversation.

Bingo studied the menu devoutly.

Ill have a cup of cocoa, cold veal and ham pie, slice of fruit cake, and a macaroon. Same for you, Bertie?

I gazed at the man, revolted. That he could have been a pal of mine all these years and think me capable of insulting the old tum with this sort of stuff cut me to the quick.

Or how about a bit of hot steak-pudding, with a sparkling limado to wash it down? said Bingo.

You know, the way love can change a fellow is really frightful to contemplate. This chappie before me, who spoke in that absolutely careless way of macaroons and limado, was the man I had seen in happier days telling the head-waiter at Claridges exactly how he wanted the chef to prepare the sole frite au gourmet aux champignons, and saying he would jolly well sling it back if it wasnt just right. Ghastly! Ghastly!

A roll and butter and a small coffee seemed the only things on the list that hadnt been specially prepared by the nastier-minded members of the Borgia family for people they had a particular grudge against, so I chose them, and Mabel hopped it.

Well? said Bingo rapturously.

I took it that he wanted my opinion of the female poisoner who had just left us.

Very nice, I said.

He seemed dissatisfied.

You dont think shes the most wonderful girl you ever saw? he said wistfully.

Oh, absolutely! I said, to appease the blighter. Where did you meet her?

At a subscription dance at Camberwell.

What on earth were you doing at a subscription dance at Camberwell?

Your man Jeeves asked me if I would buy a couple of tickets. It was in aid of some charity or other.

Jeeves? I didnt know he went in for that sort of thing.

Well, I suppose he has to relax a bit every now and then. Anyway, he was there, swinging a dashed efficient shoe. I hadnt meant to go at first, but I turned up for a lark. Oh, Bertie, think what I might have missed!

What might you have missed? I asked, the old lemon being slightly clouded.

Mabel, you chump. If I hadnt gone I shouldnt have met Mabel.



Oh, ah!

At this point Bingo fell into a species of trance, and only came out of it to wrap himself round the pie and macaroon.

Bertie, he said, I want your advice.

Carry on.

At least, not your advice, because that wouldnt be much good to anybody. I mean, youre a pretty consummate old ass, arent you? Not that I want to hurt your feelings, of course.

No, no, I see that.

What I wish you would do is to put the whole thing to that fellow Jeeves of yours, and see what he suggests. Youve often told me that he has helped other pals of yours out of messes. From what you tell me, hes by way of being the brains of the family.

Hes never let me down yet.

Then put my case to him.

What case?

My problem.

What problem?

Why, you poor fish, my uncle, of course. What do you think my uncles going to say to all this? If I sprang it on him cold, hed tie himself in knots on the hearthrug.

One of these emotional johnnies, eh?

Somehow or other his mind has got to be prepared to receive the news. But how?

Ah!

Thats a lot of help, that ah! You see, Im pretty well dependent on the old boy. If he cut off my allowance, I should be very much in the soup. So you put the whole binge to Jeeves and see if he cant scare up a happy ending somehow. Tell him my future is in his hands, and that, if the wedding bells ring out, he can rely on me, even unto half my kingdom. Well, call it ten quid. Jeeves would exert himself with ten quid on the horizon, what?

Undoubtedly, I said.

I wasnt in the least surprised at Bingo wanting to lug Jeeves into his private affairs like this. It was the first thing I would have thought of doing myself if I had been in any hole of any description. As I have frequently had occasion to observe, he is a bird of the ripest intellect, full of bright ideas. If anybody could fix things for poor old Bingo, he could.

I stated the case to him that night after dinner.

Jeeves.

Sir?

Are you busy just now?

No, sir.

I mean, not doing anything in particular?

No, sir. It is my practice at this hour to read some improving book; but, if you desire my services, this can easily be postponed, or, indeed, abandoned altogether.

Well, I want your advice. Its about Mr. Little.

Young Mr. Little, sir, or the elder Mr. Little, his uncle, who lives in Pounceby Gardens?

Jeeves seemed to know everything. Most amazing thing. Id been pally with Bingo practically all my life, and yet I didnt remember ever having heard that his uncle lived anywhere is particular.

How did you know he lived in Pounceby Gardens? I said.

I am on terms of some intimacy with the elder Mr. Littles cook, sir. In fact, there is an understanding.

Im bound to say that this gave me a bit of a start. Somehow Id never thought of Jeeves going in for that sort of thing.



Do you mean youre engaged?

It may be said to amount to that, sir.

Well, well!

She is a remarkably excellent cook, sir, said Jeeves, as though he felt called on to give some explanation. What was it you wished to ask me about Mr. Little?

I sprang the details on him.

And thats how the matter stands, Jeeves, I said. I think we ought to rally round a trifle and help poor old Bingo put the thing through. Tell me about old Mr. Little. What sort of a chap is he?

A somewhat curious character, sir. Since retiring from business he has become a great recluse, and now devotes himself almost entirely to the pleasures of the table.

Greedy hog, you mean?

I would not, perhaps, take the liberty of describing him in precisely those terms, sir. He is what is usually called a gourmet. Very particular about what he eats, and for that reason sets a high value on Miss Watsons services.

The cook?

Yes, sir.

Well, it looks to me as though our best plan would be to shoot young Bingo in on him after dinner one night. Melting mood, I mean to say, and all that.

The difficulty is, sir, that at the moment Mr. Little is on a diet, owing to an attack of gout.

Things begin to look wobbly.

No, sir, I fancy that the elder Mr. Littles misfortune may be turned to the younger Mr. Littles advantage. I was speaking only the other day to Mr. Littles valet, and he was telling me that it has become his principal duty to read to Mr. Little in the evenings. If I were in your place, sir, I should send young Mr. Little to read to his uncle.

Nephews devotion, you mean? Old man touched by kindly action, what?

Partly that, sir. But I would rely more on young Mr. Littles choice of literature.

Thats no good. Jolly old Bingo has a kind face, but when it comes to literature he stops at the Sporting Times.

That difficulty may be overcome. I would be happy to select books for Mr. Little to read. Perhaps I might explain my idea further?

I cant say I quite grasp it yet.

The method which I advocate is what, I believe, the advertisers call Direct Suggestion, sir, consisting as it does of driving an idea home by constant repetition. You may have had experience of the system?

You mean they keep on telling you that some soap or other is the best, and after a bit you come under the influence and charge round the corner and buy a cake?

Exactly, sir. The same method was the basis of all the most valuable propaganda during the recent war. I see no reason why it should not be adopted to bring about the desired result with regard to the subjects views on class distinctions. If young Mr. Little were to read day after day to his uncle a series of narratives in which marriage with young persons of an inferior social status was held up as both feasible and admirable, I fancy it would prepare the elder Mr. Littles mind for the reception of the information that his nephew wishes to marry a waitress in a tea-shop.

Are there any books of that sort nowadays? The only ones I ever see mentioned in the papers are about married couples who find life grey, and cant stick each other at any price.

Yes, sir, there are a great many, neglected by the reviewers but widely read. You have never encountered All for Love, by Rosie M. Banks?

No.

Nor A Red, Red Summer Rose, by the same author?

No.

I have an aunt, sir, who owns an almost complete set of Rosie M. Banks. I could easily borrow as many volumes as young Mr. Little might require. They make very light, attractive reading.

Well, its worth trying.

I should certainly recommend the scheme, sir.

All right, then. Toddle round to your aunts to-morrow and grab a couple of the fruitiest. We can but have a dash at it.

Precisely, sir.


NO WEDDING BELLS FOR BINGO
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BINGO REPORTED THREE days later that Rosie M. Banks was the goods and beyond a question the stuff to give the troops. Old Little had jibbed somewhat at first at the proposed change of literary diet, he not being much of a lad for fiction and having stuck hitherto exclusively to the heavier monthly reviews; but Bingo had got chapter one of All for Love past his guard before he knew what was happening, and after that there was nothing to it. Since then they had finished A Red, Red Summer Rose, Madcap Myrtle and Only a Factory Girl, and were half-way through The Courtship of Lord Strathmorlick.

Bingo told me all this in a husky voice over an egg beaten up in sherry. The only blot on the thing from his point of view was that it wasnt doing a bit of good to the old vocal cords, which were beginning to show signs of cracking under the strain. He had been looking his symptoms up in a medical dictionary, and he thought he had got clergymans throat. But against this you had to set the fact that he was making an undoubted hit in the right quarter, and also that after the evenings reading he always stayed on to dinner; and, from what he told me, the dinners turned out by old Littles cook had to be tasted to be believed. There were tears in the old blighters eyes as he got on the subject of the clear soup. I suppose to a fellow who for weeks had been tackling macaroons and limado it must have been like Heaven.

Old Little wasnt able to give any practical assistance at these banquets, but Bingo said that he came to the table and had his whack of arrowroot, and sniffed the dishes, and told stories of entrées he had had in the past, and sketched out scenarios of what he was going to do to the bill of fare in the future, when the doctor put him in shape; so I suppose he enjoyed himself, too, in a way. Anyhow, things seemed to be buzzing along quite satisfactorily, and Bingo said he had got an idea which, he thought, was going to clinch the thing. He wouldnt tell me what it was, but he said it was a pippin.

We make progress, Jeeves, I said.

That is very satisfactory, sir.

Mr. Little tells me that when he came to the big scene in Only a Factory Girl, his uncle gulped like a stricken bull-pup.

Indeed, sir?

Where Lord Claude takes the girl in his arms, you know, and says — —

I am familiar with the passage, sir. It is distinctly moving. It was a great favourite of my aunts.

I think were on the right track.

It would seem so, sir.

In fact, this looks like being another of your successes. Ive always said, and I always shall say, that for sheer brain, Jeeves, you stand alone. All the other great thinkers of the age are simply in the crowd, watching you go by.

Thank you very much, sir. I endeavour to give satisfaction.



About a week after this, Bingo blew in with the news that his uncles gout had ceased to trouble him, and that on the morrow he would be back at the old stand working away with knife and fork as before.

And, by the way, said Bingo, he wants you to lunch with him to-morrow.

Me? Why me? He doesnt know I exist.

Oh, yes, he does. Ive told him about you.

What have you told him?

Oh, various things. Anyhow, he wants to meet you. And take my tip, laddie — you go! I should think lunch to-morrow would be something special.

I dont know why it was, but even then it struck me that there was something dashed odd — almost sinister, if you know what I mean — about young Bingos manner. The old egg had the air of one who has something up his sleeve.

There is more in this than meets the eye, I said. Why should your uncle ask a fellow to lunch whom hes never seen?

My dear old fathead, havent I just said that Ive been telling him all about you — that youre my best pal — at school together, and all that sort of thing?

But even then — and another thing. Why are you so dashed keen on my going?

Bingo hesitated for a moment.

Well, I told you Id got an idea. This is it. I want you to spring the news on him. I havent the nerve myself.

What! Im hanged if I do!

And you call yourself a pal of mine!

Yes, I know; but there are limits.

Bertie, said Bingo reproachfully, I saved your life once.



When?

Didnt I? It must have been some other fellow, then. Well, anyway, we were boys together and all that. You cant let me down.

Oh, all right, I said. But, when you say you havent nerve enough for any dashed thing in the world, you misjudge yourself. A fellow who — —

Cheerio! said young Bingo. One-thirty to-morrow. Dont be late.

* * *

Im bound to say that the more I contemplated the binge, the less I liked it. It was all very well for Bingo to say that I was slated for a magnificent lunch; but what good is the best possible lunch to a fellow if he is slung out into the street on his ear during the soup course? However, the word of a Wooster is his bond and all that sort of rot, so at one-thirty next day I tottered up the steps of No. 16, Pounceby Gardens, and punched the bell. And half a minute later I was up in the drawing-room, shaking hands with the fattest man I have ever seen in my life.

The motto of the Little family was evidently variety. Young Bingo is long and thin and hasnt had a superfluous ounce on him since we first met; but the uncle restored the average and a bit over. The hand which grasped mine wrapped it round and enfolded it till I began to wonder if Id ever get it out without excavating machinery.

Mr. Wooster, I am gratified — I am proud — I am honoured.

It seemed to me that young Bingo must have boosted me to some purpose.

Oh, ah! I said.



He stepped back a bit, still hanging on to the good right hand.

You are very young to have accomplished so much!

I couldnt follow the train of thought. The family, especially my Aunt Agatha, who has savaged me incessantly from childhood up, have always rather made a point of the fact that mine is a wasted life, and that, since I won the prize at my first school for the best collection of wild flowers made during the summer holidays, I havent done a dam thing to land me on the nations scroll of fame. I was wondering if he couldnt have got me mixed up with someone else, when the telephone-bell rang outside in the hall, and the maid came in to say that I was wanted. I buzzed down, and found it was young Bingo.

Hallo! said young Bingo. So youve got there? Good man! I knew I could rely on you. I say, old crumpet, did my uncle seem pleased to see you?

Absolutely all over me. I cant make it out.

Oh, thats all right. I just rang up to explain. The fact is, old man, I know you wont mind, but I told him that you were the author of those books Ive been reading to him.

What!

Yes, I said that Rosie M. Banks was your pen-name, and you didnt want it generally known, because you were a modest, retiring sort of chap. Hell listen to you now. Absolutely hang on your words. A brightish idea, what? I doubt if Jeeves in person could have thought up a better one than that. Well, pitch it strong, old lad, and keep steadily before you the fact that I must have my allowance raised. I cant possibly marry on what Ive got now. If this film is to end with the slow fade-out on the embrace, at least double is indicated. Well, thats that. Cheerio!

And he rang off. At that moment the gong sounded, and the genial host came tumbling downstairs like the delivery of a ton of coals.

* * *

I always look back to that lunch with a sort of aching regret. It was the lunch of a lifetime, and I wasnt in a fit state to appreciate it. Subconsciously, if you know what I mean, I could see it was pretty special, but I had got the wind up to such a frightful extent over the ghastly situation in which young Bingo had landed me that its deeper meaning never really penetrated. Most of the time I might have been eating sawdust for all the good it did me.

Old Little struck the literary note right from the start.

My nephew has probably told you that I have been making a close study of your books of late? he began.

Yes. He did mention it. How — er — how did you like the bally things?

He gazed reverently at me.

Mr. Wooster, I am not ashamed to say that the tears came into my eyes as I listened to them. It amazes me that a man as young as you can have been able to plumb human nature so surely to its depths; to play with so unerring a hand on the quivering heart-strings of your reader; to write novels so true, so human, so moving, so vital!

Oh, its just a knack, I said.

The good old persp. was bedewing my forehead by this time in a pretty lavish manner. I dont know when Ive been so rattled.

Do you find the room a trifle warm?



Oh, no, no, rather not. Just right.

Then its the pepper. If my cook has a fault — which I am not prepared to admit — it is that she is inclined to stress the pepper a trifle in her made dishes. By the way, do you like her cooking?

I was so relieved that we had got off the subject of my literary output that I shouted approval in a ringing baritone.

I am delighted to hear it, Mr. Wooster. I may be prejudiced, but to my mind that woman is a genius.

Absolutely! I said.

She has been with me seven years, and in all that time I have not known her guilty of a single lapse from the highest standard. Except once, in the winter of 1917, when a purist might have condemned a certain mayonnaise of hers as lacking in creaminess. But one must make allowances. There had been several air-raids about that time, and no doubt the poor woman was shaken. But nothing is perfect in this world, Mr. Wooster, and I have had my cross to bear. For seven years I have lived in constant apprehension lest some evilly-disposed person might lure her from my employment. To my certain knowledge she has received offers, lucrative offers, to accept service elsewhere. You may judge of my dismay, Mr. Wooster, when only this morning the bolt fell. She gave notice!

Good Lord!

Your consternation does credit, if I may say so, to the heart of the author of A Red, Red Summer Rose. But I am thankful to say the worst has not happened. The matter has been adjusted. Jane is not leaving me.

Good egg!

Good egg, indeed — though the expression is not familiar to me. I do not remember having come across it in your books. And, speaking of your books, may I say that what has impressed me about them even more than the moving poignancy of the actual narrative, is your philosophy of life. If there were more men like you, Mr. Wooster, London would be a better place.

This was dead opposite to my Aunt Agathas philosophy of life, she having always rather given me to understand that it is the presence in it of chappies like me that makes London more or less of a plague spot; but I let it go.

Let me tell you, Mr. Wooster, that I appreciate your splendid defiance of the outworn fetishes of a purblind social system. I appreciate it! You are big enough to see that rank is but the guinea stamp and that, in the magnificent words of Lord Bletchmore in Only a Factory Girl, Be her origin neer so humble, a good woman is the equal of the finest lady on earth!

I sat up.

I say! Do you think that?

I do, Mr. Wooster. I am ashamed to say that there was a time when I was like other men, a slave to the idiotic convention which we call Class Distinction. But, since I read your books — —

I might have known it. Jeeves had done it again.

You think its all right for a chappie in what you might call a certain social position to marry a girl of what you might describe as the lower classes?

Most assuredly I do, Mr. Wooster.

I took a deep breath, and slipped him the good news.

Young Bingo — your nephew, you know — wants to marry a waitress, I said.

I honour him for it, said old Little.



You dont object?

On the contrary.

I took another deep breath and shifted to the sordid side of the business.

I hope you wont think Im butting in, dont you know, I said, but — er — well, how about it?

I fear I do not quite follow you.

Well, I mean to say, his allowance and all that. The money youre good enough to give him. He was rather hoping that you might see your way to jerking up the total a bit.

Old Little shook his head regretfully.

I fear that can hardly be managed. You see, a man in my position is compelled to save every penny. I will gladly continue my nephews existing allowance, but beyond that I cannot go. It would not be fair to my wife.

What! But youre not married?

Not yet. But I propose to enter upon that holy state almost immediately. The lady who for years has cooked so well for me honoured me by accepting my hand this very morning. A cold gleam of triumph came into his eye. Now let em try to get her away from me! he muttered, defiantly.

* * *

Young Mr. Little has been trying frequently during the afternoon to reach you on the telephone, sir, said Jeeves that night, when I got home.

Ill bet he has, I said. I had sent poor old Bingo an outline of the situation by messenger-boy shortly after lunch.

He seemed a trifle agitated.

I dont wonder. Jeeves, I said, so brace up and bite the bullet. Im afraid Ive bad news for you.



That scheme of yours — reading those books to old Mr. Little and all that — has blown out a fuse.

They did not soften him?

They did. Thats the whole bally trouble. Jeeves, Im sorry to say that fiancée of yours — Miss Watson, you know — the cook, you know — well, the long and the short of it is that shes chosen riches instead of honest worth, if you know what I mean.

Sir?

Shes handed you the mitten and gone and got engaged to old Mr. Little!

Indeed, sir?

You dont seem much upset.

The fact is, sir, I had anticipated some such outcome.

I stared at him. Then what on earth did you suggest the scheme for?

To tell you the truth, sir, I was not wholly averse from a severance of my relations with Miss Watson. In fact, I greatly desired it. I respect Miss Watson exceedingly, but I have seen for a long time that we were not suited. Now, the other young person with whom I have an understanding—

Great Scott, Jeeves! There isnt another?

Yes, sir.

How long has this been going on?

For some weeks, sir. I was greatly attracted by her when I first met her at a subscription dance at Camberwell.

My sainted aunt! Not — —

Jeeves inclined his head gravely.

Yes, sir. By an odd coincidence it is the same young person that young Mr. Little —— I have placed the cigarettes on the small table. Good night, sir.


AUNT AGATHA SPEAKS HER MIND
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I SUPPOSE IN the case of a chappie of really fine fibre and all that sort of thing, a certain amount of gloom and anguish would have followed this dishing of young Bingos matrimonial plans. I mean, if mine had been a noble nature, I would have been all broken up. But, what with one thing and another, I cant say I let it weigh on me very heavily. The fact that less than a week after he had had the bad news I came on young Bingo dancing like an untamed gazelle at Ciros helped me to bear up.

A resilient bird, Bingo. He may be down, but he is never out. While these little love-affairs of his are actually on, nobody could be more earnest and blighted; but once the fuse has blown out and the girl has handed him his hat and begged him as a favour never to let her see him again, up he bobs as merry and bright as ever. If Ive seen it happen once, Ive seen it happen a dozen times.

So I didnt worry about Bingo. Or about anything else, as a matter of fact. What with one thing and another, I cant remember ever having been chirpier than at about this period in my career. Everything seemed to be going right. On three separate occasions horses on which Id invested a sizeable amount won by lengths instead of sitting down to rest in the middle of the race, as horses usually do when Ive got money on them.



Added to this, the weather continued topping to a degree; my new socks were admitted on all sides to be just the kind that mother makes; and, to round it all off, my Aunt Agatha had gone to France and wouldnt be on hand to snooter me for at least another six weeks. And, if you knew my Aunt Agatha, youd agree that that alone was happiness enough for anyone.

It suddenly struck me so forcibly, one morning while I was having my bath, that I hadnt a worry on earth that I began to sing like a bally nightingale as I sploshed the sponge about. It seemed to me that everything was absolutely for the best in the best of all possible worlds.

But have you ever noticed a rummy thing about life? I mean the way something always comes along to give it you in the neck at the very moment when youre feeling most braced about things in general. No sooner had I dried the old limbs and shoved on the suiting and toddled into the sitting-room than the blow fell. There was a letter from Aunt Agatha on the mantelpiece.

Oh gosh! I said when Id read it.

Sir? said Jeeves. He was fooling about in the background on some job or other.

Its from my Aunt Agatha, Jeeves. Mrs. Gregson, you know.

Yes, sir?

Ah, you wouldnt speak in that light, careless tone if you knew what was in it, I said with a hollow, mirthless laugh. The curse has come upon us, Jeeves. She wants me to go and join her at — whats the name of the dashed place? — at Roville-sur-mer. Oh, hang it all!

I had better be packing, sir?

I suppose so.

To people who dont know my Aunt Agatha I find it extraordinarily difficult to explain why it is that she has always put the wind up me to such a frightful extent. I mean, Im not dependent on her financially or anything like that. Its simply personality, Ive come to the conclusion. You see, all through my childhood and when I was a kid at school she was always able to turn me inside out with a single glance, and I havent come out from under the fluence yet. We run to height a bit in our family, and theres about five-foot-nine of Aunt Agatha, topped off with a beaky nose, an eagle eye, and a lot of grey hair, and the general effect is pretty formidable. Anyway, it never even occurred to me for a moment to give her the miss-in-baulk on this occasion. If she said I must go to Roville, it was all over except buying the tickets.

Whats the idea, Jeeves? I wonder why she wants me.

I could not say, sir.

Well, it was no good talking about it. The only gleam of consolation, the only bit of blue among the clouds, was the fact that at Roville I should at last be able to wear the rather fruity cummerbund I had bought six months ago and had never had the nerve to put on. One of those silk contrivances, you know, which you tie round your waist instead of a waistcoat, something on the order of a sash only more substantial. I had never been able to muster up the courage to put it on so far, for I knew that there would be trouble with Jeeves when I did, it being a pretty brightish scarlet. Still, at a place like Roville, presumably dripping with the gaiety and joie de vivre of France, it seemed to me that something might be done.

* * *

Roville, which I reached early in the morning after a beastly choppy crossing and a jerky night in the train, is a fairly nifty spot where a chappie without encumbrances in the shape of aunts might spend a somewhat genial week or so. It is like all these French places, mainly sands and hotels and casinos. The hotel which had had the bad luck to draw Aunt Agathas custom was the Splendide, and by the time I got there there wasnt a member of the staff who didnt seem to be feeling it deeply. I sympathised with them. Ive had experience of Aunt Agatha at hotels before. Of course, the real rough work was all over when I arrived, but I could tell by the way every one grovelled before her that she had started by having her first room changed because it hadnt a southern exposure and her next because it had a creaking wardrobe and that she had said her say on the subject of the cooking, the waiting, the chambermaiding and everything else, with perfect freedom and candour. She had got the whole gang nicely under control by now. The manager, a whiskered cove who looked like a bandit, simply tied himself into knots whenever she looked at him.

All this triumph had produced a sort of grim geniality in her, and she was almost motherly when we met.

I am so glad you were able to come, Bertie, she said. The air will do you so much good. Far better for you than spending your time in stuffy London night clubs.

Oh, ah, I said.

You will meet some pleasant people, too. I want to introduce you to a Miss Hemmingway and her brother, who have become great friends of mine. I am sure you will like Miss Hemmingway. A nice, quiet girl, so different from so many of the bold girls one meets in London nowadays. Her brother is curate at Chipley-in-the-Glen in Dorsetshire. He tells me they are connected with the Kent Hemmingways. A very good family. She is a charming girl.

I had a grim foreboding of an awful doom. All this boosting was so unlike Aunt Agatha, who normally is one of the most celebrated right-and-left-hand knockers in London society. I felt a clammy suspicion. And by Jove, I was right.

Aline Hemmingway, said Aunt Agatha, is just the girl I should like to see you marry, Bertie. You ought to be thinking of getting married. Marriage might make something of you. And I could not wish you a better wife than dear Aline. She would be such a good influence in your life.

Here, I say! I chipped in at this juncture, chilled to the marrow.

Bertie! said Aunt Agatha, dropping the motherly manner for a bit and giving me the cold eye.

Yes, but I say....

It is young men like you, Bertie, who make the person with the future of the race at heart despair. Cursed with too much money, you fritter away in idle selfishness a life which might have been made useful, helpful and profitable. You do nothing but waste your time on frivolous pleasures. You are simply an anti-social animal, a drone. Bertie, it is imperative that you marry.

But, dash it all....

Yes! You should be breeding children to....

No, really, I say, please! I said, blushing richly. Aunt Agatha belongs to two or three of these womens clubs, and she keeps forgetting she isnt in the smoking-room.

Bertie, she resumed, and would no doubt have hauled up her slacks at some length, had we not been interrupted. Ah, here they are! she said. Aline, dear!

And I perceived a girl and a chappie bearing down on me smiling in a pleased sort of manner.

I want you to meet my nephew, Bertie Wooster, said Aunt Agatha. He has just arrived. Such a surprise! I had no notion that he intended coming to Roville.

I gave the couple the wary up-and-down, feeling rather like a cat in the middle of a lot of hounds. Sort of trapped feeling, you know what I mean. An inner voice was whispering that Bertram was up against it.

The brother was a small round cove with a face rather like a sheep. He wore pince-nez, his expression was benevolent, and he had on one of those collars which button at the back.

Welcome to Roville, Mr. Wooster, he said.

Oh, Sidney! said the girl. Doesnt Mr. Wooster remind you of Canon Blenkinsop, who came to Chipley to preach last Easter?

My dear! The resemblance is most striking!

They peered at me for a while as if I were something in a glass case, and I goggled back and had a good look at the girl. Theres no doubt about it, she was different from what Aunt Agatha had called the bold girls one meets in London nowadays. No bobbed hair and gaspers about her! I dont know when Ive met anybody who looked so — respectable is the only word. She had on a kind of plain dress, and her hair was plain, and her face was sort of mild and saint-like. I dont pretend to be a Sherlock Holmes or anything of that order, but the moment I looked at her I said to myself, The girl plays the organ in a village church!

Well, we gazed at one another for a bit, and there was a certain amount of chit-chat, and then I tore myself away. But before I went I had been booked up to take brother and the girl for a nice drive that afternoon. And the thought of it depressed me to such an extent that I felt there was only one thing to be done. I went straight back to my room, dug out the cummerbund, and draped it round the old tum. I turned round and Jeeves shied like a startled mustang.

I beg your pardon, sir, he said in a sort of hushed voice. You are surely not proposing to appear in public in that thing?

The cummerbund? I said in a careless, debonair way, passing it off. Oh, rather!

I should not advise it, sir, really I shouldnt.

Why not?

The effect, sir, is loud in the extreme.

I tackled the blighter squarely. I mean to say, nobody knows better than I do that Jeeves is a master mind and all that, but, dash it, a fellow must call his soul his own. You cant be a serf to your valet. Besides, I was feeling pretty low and the cummerbund was the only thing which could cheer me up.

You know, the trouble with you, Jeeves, I said, is that youre too — whats the word I want? — too bally insular. You cant realise that you arent in Piccadilly all the time. In a place like this a bit of colour and touch of the poetic is expected of you. Why, Ive just seen a fellow downstairs in a morning suit of yellow velvet.

Nevertheless, sir — —

Jeeves, I said firmly, my mind is made up. I am feeling a little low spirited and need cheering. Besides, whats wrong with it? This cummerbund seems to me to be called for. I consider that it has rather a Spanish effect. A touch of the hidalgo. Sort of Vicente y Blasco Whats-his-name stuff. The jolly old hidalgo off to the bull fight.

Very good, sir, said Jeeves coldly.

Dashed upsetting, this sort of thing. If theres one thing that gives me the pip, its unpleasantness in the home; and I could see that relations were going to be pretty fairly strained for a while. And, coming on top of Aunt Agathas bombshell about the Hemmingway girl, I dont mind confessing it made me feel more or less as though nobody loved me.

* * *

The drive that afternoon was about as mouldy as I had expected. The curate chappie prattled on of this and that; the girl admired the view; and I got a headache early in the proceedings which started at the soles of my feet and got worse all the way up. I tottered back to my room to dress for dinner, feeling like a toad under the harrow. If it hadnt been for that cummerbund business earlier in the day I could have sobbed on Jeevess neck and poured out all my troubles to him. Even as it was, I couldnt keep the thing entirely to myself.

I say, Jeeves, I said.

Sir?

Mix me a stiffish brandy and soda.

Yes, sir.

Stiffish, Jeeves. Not too much soda, but splash the brandy about a bit.

Very good, sir.

After imbibing, I felt a shade better.

Jeeves, I said.

Sir?

I rather fancy Im in the soup, Jeeves.

Indeed, sir?

I eyed the man narrowly. Dashed aloof his manner was. Still brooding over the cummerbund.



Yes. Right up to the hocks, I said, suppressing the pride of the Woosters and trying to induce him to be a bit matier. Have you seen a girl popping about here with a parson brother?

Miss Hemmingway, sir? Yes, sir.

Aunt Agatha wants me to marry her.

Indeed, sir?

Well, what about it?

Sir?

I mean, have you anything to suggest?

No, sir.

The blighters manner was so cold and unchummy that I bit the bullet and had a dash at being airy.

Oh, well, tra-la-la! I said.

Precisely, sir, said Jeeves.

And that was, so to speak, that.


PEARLS MEAN TEARS
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I REMEMBER — it must have been when I was at school because I dont go in for that sort of thing very largely nowadays — reading a poem or something about something or other in which there was a line which went, if Ive got it rightly, Shades of the prison house begin to close upon the growing boy. Well, what Im driving at is that during the next two weeks thats exactly how it was with me. I mean to say, I could hear the wedding bells chiming faintly in the distance and getting louder and louder every day, and how the deuce to slide out of it was more than I could think. Jeeves, no doubt, could have dug up a dozen brainy schemes in a couple of minutes, but he was still aloof and chilly and I couldnt bring myself to ask him point-blank. I mean, he could see easily enough that the young master was in a bad way and, if that wasnt enough to make him overlook the fact that I was still gleaming brightly about the waistband, well, what it amounted to was that the old feudal spirit was dead in the blighters bosom and there was nothing to be done about it.

It really was rummy the way the Hemmingway family had taken to me. I wouldnt have said off-hand that there was anything particularly fascinating about me — in fact, most people look on me as rather an ass; but there was no getting away from the fact that I went like a breeze with this girl and her brother. They didnt seem happy if they were away from me. I couldnt move a step, dash it, without one of them popping out from somewhere and freezing on. In fact, Id got into the habit now of retiring to my room when I wanted to take it easy for a bit. I had managed to get a rather decent suite on the third floor, looking down on to the promenade.

I had gone to earth in my suite one evening and for the first time that day was feeling that life wasnt so bad after all. Right through the day from lunch time Id had the Hemmingway girl on my hands, Aunt Agatha having shooed us off together immediately after the midday meal. The result was, as I looked down on the lighted promenade and saw all the people popping happily about on their way to dinner and the Casino and what not, a kind of wistful feeling came over me. I couldnt help thinking how dashed happy I could have contrived to be in this place if only Aunt Agatha and the other blisters had been elsewhere.

I heaved a sigh, and at that moment there was a knock at the door.

Someone at the door, Jeeves, I said.

Yes, sir.

He opened the door, and in popped Aline Hemmingway and her brother. The last person I had expected. I really had thought that I could be alone for a minute in my own room.

Oh, hallo! I said.

Oh, Mr. Wooster! said the girl in a gasping sort of way. I dont know how to begin.

Then I noticed that she appeared considerably rattled, and as for the brother, he looked like a sheep with a secret sorrow.

This made me sit up a bit and take notice. I had supposed that this was just a social call, but apparently something had happened to give them a jolt. Though I couldnt see why they should come to me about it.

Is anything up? I said.

Poor Sidney — it was my fault — I ought never to have let him go there alone, said the girl. Dashed agitated.

At this point the brother, who after shedding a floppy overcoat and parking his hat on a chair had been standing by wrapped in the silence, gave a little cough, like a sheep caught in the mist on a mountain top.

The fact is, Mr. Wooster, he said, a sad, a most deplorable thing has occurred. This afternoon, while you were so kindly escorting my sist-ah, I found the time hang a little heavy upon my hands and I was tempted to — ah — gamble at the Casino.

I looked at the man in a kindlier spirit than I had been able to up to date. This evidence that he had sporting blood in his veins made him seem more human, Im bound to say. If only Id known earlier that he went in for that sort of thing, I felt that we might have had a better time together.

Oh! I said. Did you click?

He sighed heavily.

If you mean was I successful, I must answer in the negative. I rashly persisted in the view that the colour red, having appeared no fewer than seven times in succession, must inevitably at no distant date give place to black. I was in error. I lost my little all, Mr. Wooster.

Tough luck, I said.

I left the Casino, proceeded the chappie, and returned to the hotel. There I encountered one of my parishioners, a Colonel Musgrave, who chanced to be holiday-making over here. I — er — induced him to cash me a cheque for one hundred pounds on my little account in my London bank.

Well, that was all to the good, what? I said, hoping to induce the poor fish to look on the bright side. I mean, bit of luck finding someone to slip it into first crack out of the box.

On the contrary, Mr. Wooster, it did but make matters worse. I burn with shame as I make the confession, but I immediately went back to the Casino and lost the entire sum — this time under the mistaken supposition that the colour black was, as I believe the expression is, due for a run.

I say! I said. You are having a night out!

And, concluded the chappie, the most lamentable feature of the whole affair is that I have no funds in the bank to meet the cheque when presented.

Im free to confess that, though I realised by this time that all this was leading up to a touch and that my ear was shortly going to be bitten in no uncertain manner, my heart warmed to the poor prune. Indeed, I gazed at him with no little interest and admiration. Never before had I encountered a curate so genuinely all to the mustard. Little as he might look like one of the lads of the village, he certainly appeared to be the real tabasco, and I wished he had shown me this side of his character before.

Colonel Musgrave, he went on, gulping somewhat, is not a man who would be likely to overlook the matter. He is a hard man. He will expose me to my vic-ah. My vic-ah is a hard man. In short, Mr. Wooster, if Colonel Musgrave presents that cheque I shall be ruined. And he leaves for England to-night.

The girl, who had been standing by biting her handkerchief and gurgling at intervals while the brother got the above off his chest, now started in once more.

Mr. Wooster, she cried, wont you, wont you help us? Oh, do say you will! We must have the money to get back the cheque from Colonel Musgrave before nine oclock — he leaves on the nine-twenty. I was at my wits end what to do when I remembered how kind you had always been. Mr. Wooster, will you lend Sidney the money and take these as security? And before I knew what she was doing she had dived into her bag, produced a case, and opened it. My pearls, she said. I dont know what they are worth — they were a present from my poor father — —

Now, alas, no more— chipped in the brother.

But I know they must be worth ever so much more than the amount we want.

Dashed embarrassing. Made me feel like a pawnbroker. More than a touch of popping the watch about the whole business.

No, I say, really, I protested. Theres no need of any security, you know, or any rot of that kind. Only too glad to let you have the money. Ive got it on me, as a matter of fact. Rather luckily drew some this morning.

And I fished it out and pushed it across. The brother shook his head.

Mr. Wooster, he said, we appreciate your generosity, your beautiful, heartening confidence in us, but we cannot permit this.

What Sidney means, said the girl, is that you really dont know anything about us when you come to think of it. You mustnt risk lending all this money without any security at all to two people who, after all, are almost strangers. If I hadnt thought that you would be quite business-like about this I would never have dared to come to you.



The idea of — er — pledging the pearls at the local Mont de Piété? was, you will readily understand, repugnant to us, said the brother.

If you will just give me a receipt, as a matter of form — —

Oh, right-o!

I wrote out the receipt and handed it over, feeling more or less of an ass.

Here you are, I said.

The girl took the piece of paper, shoved it in her bag, grabbed the money and slipped it to brother Sidney, and then, before I knew what was happening, she had darted at me, kissed me, and legged it from the room.

Im bound to say the thing rattled me. So dashed sudden and unexpected. I mean, a girl like that. Always been quiet and demure and what not — by no means the sort of female youd have expected to go about the place kissing fellows. Through a sort of mist I could see that Jeeves had appeared from the background and was helping the brother on with his coat; and I remember wondering idly how the dickens a man could bring himself to wear a coat like that, it being more like a sack than anything else. Then the brother came up to me and grasped my hand.

I cannot thank you sufficiently, Mr. Wooster!

Oh, not at all.

You have saved my good name. Good name in man or woman, dear my lord, he said, massaging the fin with some fervour, is the immediate jewel of their souls. Who steals my purse steals trash. Twas mine, tis his, and has been slave to thousands. But he that filches from me my good name robs me of that which enriches not him and makes me poor indeed. I thank you from the bottom of my heart. Good night, Mr. Wooster.



Good night, old thing, I said.

I blinked at Jeeves as the door shut. Rather a sad affair, Jeeves, I said.

Yes, sir.

Lucky I happened to have all that money handy.

Well — er — yes, sir.

You speak as though you didnt think much of it.

It is not my place to criticise your actions, sir, but I will venture to say that I think you behaved a little rashly.

What, lending that money?

Yes, sir. These fashionable French watering places are notoriously infested by dishonest characters.

This was a bit too thick.

Now look here, Jeeves, I said, I can stand a lot but when it comes to your casting asp-whatever-the-word-is on a bird in Holy Orders — —

Perhaps I am over-suspicious, sir. But I have seen a great deal of these resorts. When I was in the employment of Lord Frederick Ranelagh, shortly before I entered your service, his lordship was very neatly swindled by a criminal known, I believe, by the sobriquet of Soapy Sid, who scraped acquaintance with us in Monte Carlo with the assistance of a female accomplice. I have never forgotten the circumstances.

I dont want to butt in on your reminiscences, Jeeves, I said, coldly, but youre talking through your hat. How can there have been anything fishy about this business? Theyve left me the pearls, havent they? Very well, then, think before you speak. You had better be tooling down to the desk now and having these things shoved in the hotel safe. I picked up the case and opened it. Oh, Great Scott!



The bally thing was empty!

Oh, my Lord! I said, staring. Dont tell me theres been dirty work at the crossroads after all!

Precisely, sir. It was in exactly the same manner that Lord Frederick was swindled on the occasion to which I have alluded. While his female accomplice was gratefully embracing his lordship, Soapy Sid substituted a duplicate case for the one containing the pearls and went off with the jewels, the money and the receipt. On the strength of the receipt he subsequently demanded from his lordship the return of the pearls, and his lordship, not being able to produce them, was obliged to pay a heavy sum in compensation. It is a simple but effective ruse.

I felt as if the bottom had dropped out of things with a jerk.

Soapy Sid? Sid! Sidney! Brother Sidney! Why, by Jove, Jeeves, do you think that parson was Soapy Sid?

Yes, sir.

But it seems so extraordinary. Why, his collar buttoned at the back — I mean, he would have deceived a bishop. Do you really think he was Soapy Sid?

Yes, sir. I recognised him directly he came into the room.

I stared at the blighter.

You recognised him?

Yes, sir.

Then, dash it all, I said, deeply moved, I think you might have told me.

I thought it would save disturbance and unpleasantness if I merely abstracted the case from the mans pocket as I assisted him with his coat, sir. Here it is.



He laid another case on the table beside the dud one, and, by Jove, you couldnt tell them apart. I opened it and there were the good old pearls, as merry and bright as dammit, smiling up at me. I gazed feebly at the man. I was feeling a bit overwrought.

Jeeves, I said. Youre an absolute genius!

Yes, sir.

Relief was surging over me in great chunks by now. Thanks to Jeeves I was not going to be called on to cough up several thousand quid.

It looks to me as though you had saved the old home. I mean, even a chappie endowed with the immortal rind of dear old Sid is hardly likely to have the nerve to come back and retrieve these little chaps.

I should imagine not, sir.

Well, then —— Oh, I say, you dont think they are just paste or anything like that?

No, sir. These are genuine pearls and extremely valuable.

Well, then, dash it, Im on velvet. Absolutely reclining on the good old plush! I may be down a hundred quid but Im up a jolly good string of pearls. Am I right or wrong?

Hardly that, sir. I think that you will have to restore the pearls.

What! To Sid? Not while I have my physique!

No, sir. To their rightful owner.

But who is their rightful owner?

Mrs. Gregson, sir.

What! How do you know?

It was all over the hotel an hour ago that Mrs. Gregsons pearls had been abstracted. I was speaking to Mrs. Gregsons maid shortly before you came in and she informed me that the manager of the hotel is now in Mrs. Gregsons suite.

And having a devil of a time, what?

So I should be disposed to imagine, sir.

The situation was beginning to unfold before me.

Ill go and give them back to her, eh? Itll put me one up, what?

Precisely, sir. And, if I may make the suggestion, I think it might be judicious to stress the fact that they were stolen by — —

Great Scott! By the dashed girl she was hounding me on to marry, by Jove!

Exactly, sir.

Jeeves, I said, this is going to be the biggest score off my jolly old relative that has ever occurred in the worlds history.

It is not unlikely, sir.

Keep her quiet for a bit, what? Make her stop snootering me for a while?

It should have that effect, sir.

Golly! I said, bounding for the door.

* * *

Long before I reached Aunt Agathas lair I could tell that the hunt was up. Divers chappies in hotel uniform and not a few chambermaids of sorts were hanging about in the corridor, and through the panels I could hear a mixed assortment of voices, with Aunt Agathas topping the lot. I knocked but no one took any notice, so I trickled in. Among those present I noticed a chambermaid in hysterics, Aunt Agatha with her hair bristling, and the whiskered cove who looked like a bandit, the hotel manager fellow.

Oh, hallo! I said. Hallo-allo-allo!

Aunt Agatha shooshed me away. No welcoming smile for Bertram.



Dont bother me now, Bertie, she snapped, looking at me as if I were more or less the last straw.

Something up?

Yes, yes, yes! Ive lost my pearls.

Pearls? Pearls? Pearls? I said. No, really? Dashed annoying. Where did you see them last?

What does it matter where I saw them last? They have been stolen.

Here Wilfred the Whisker King, who seemed to have been taking a rest between rounds, stepped into the ring again and began to talk rapidly in French. Cut to the quick he seemed. The chambermaid whooped in the corner.

Sure youve looked everywhere? I said.

Of course Ive looked everywhere.

Well, you know, Ive often lost a collar stud and — —

Do try not to be so maddening, Bertie! I have enough to bear without your imbecilities. Oh, be quiet! Be quiet! she shouted in the sort of voice used by sergeant-majors and those who call the cattle home across the Sands of Dee. And such was the magnetism of her forceful personality that Wilfred subsided as if he had run into a wall. The chambermaid continued to go strong.

I say, I said, I think theres something the matter with this girl. Isnt she crying or something? You may not have spotted it, but Im rather quick at noticing things.

She stole my pearls! I am convinced of it.

This started the whisker specialist off again, and in about a couple of minutes Aunt Agatha had reached the frozen grande-dame stage and was putting the last of the bandits through it in the voice she usually reserves for snubbing waiters in restaurants.



I tell you, my good man, for the hundredth time — —

I say, I said, dont want to interrupt you and all that sort of thing, but these arent the little chaps by any chance, are they?

I pulled the pearls out of my pocket and held them up.

These look like pearls, what?

I dont know when Ive had a more juicy moment. It was one of those occasions about which I shall prattle to my grandchildren — if I ever have any, which at the moment of going to press seems more or less of a hundred-to-one shot. Aunt Agatha simply deflated before my eyes. It reminded me of when I once saw some chappies letting the gas out of a balloon.

Where — where — where — — she gurgled.

I got them from your friend, Miss Hemmingway.

Even now she didnt get it.

From Miss Hemmingway. Miss Hemmingway! But — but how did they come into her possession?

How? I said. Because she jolly well stole them. Pinched them! Swiped them! Because thats how she makes her living, dash it — palling up to unsuspicious people in hotels and sneaking their jewellery. I dont know what her alias is, but her bally brother, the chap whose collar buttons at the back, is known in criminal circles as Soapy Sid.

She blinked.

Miss Hemmingway a thief! I — I — — She stopped and looked feebly at me. But how did you manage to recover the pearls, Bertie dear?

Never mind, I said crisply. I have my methods. I dug out my entire stock of manly courage, breathed a short prayer and let her have it right in the thorax.

I must say, Aunt Agatha, dash it all, I said severely, I think you have been infernally careless. Theres a printed notice in every bedroom in this place saying that theres a safe in the managers office where jewellery and valuables ought to be placed, and you absolutely disregarded it. And whats the result? The first thief who came along simply walked into your room and pinched your pearls. And instead of admitting that it was all your fault, you started biting this poor man here in the gizzard. You have been very, very unjust to this poor man.

Yes, yes, moaned the poor man.

And this unfortunate girl, what about her? Where does she get off? Youve accused her of stealing the things on absolutely no evidence. I think she would be jolly well advised to bring an action for — for whatever it is and soak you for substantial damages.

Mais oui, mais oui, cest trop fort! shouted the Bandit Chief, backing me up like a good un. And the chambermaid looked up inquiringly, as if the sun was breaking through the clouds.

I shall recompense her, said Aunt Agatha feebly.

If you take my tip you jolly well will, and that eftsoons or right speedily. Shes got a cast-iron case, and if I were her I wouldnt take a penny under twenty quid. But what gives me the pip most is the way youve unjustly abused this poor man here and tried to give his hotel a bad name — —

Yes, by damn! Its too bad! cried the whiskered marvel. You careless old woman! You give my hotel bad names, would you or wasnt it? To-morrow you leave my hotel, by great Scotland!

And more to the same effect, all good, ripe stuff. And presently having said his say he withdrew, taking the chambermaid with him, the latter with a crisp tenner clutched in a vice-like grip. I suppose she and the bandit split it outside. A French hotel manager wouldnt be likely to let real money wander away from him without counting himself in on the division.

I turned to Aunt Agatha, whose demeanour was now rather like that of one who, picking daisies on the railway, has just caught the down express in the small of the back.

I dont want to rub it in, Aunt Agatha, I said coldly, but I should just like to point out before I go that the girl who stole your pearls is the girl youve been hounding me on to marry ever since I got here. Good heavens! Do you realise that if you had brought the thing off I should probably have had children who would have sneaked my watch while I was dandling them on my knee? Im not a complaining sort of chap as a rule, but I must say that another time I do think you might be more careful how you go about egging me on to marry females.

I gave her one look, turned on my heel and left the room.

* * *

Ten oclock, a clear night, and alls well, Jeeves, I said, breezing back into the good old suite.

I am gratified to hear it, sir.

If twenty quid would be any use to you, Jeeves — —

I am much obliged, sir.

There was a pause. And then — well, it was a wrench, but I did it. I unstripped the cummerbund and handed it over.

Do you wish me to press this, sir?

I gave the thing one last, longing look. It had been very dear to me.

No, I said, take it away; give it to the deserving poor — I shall never wear it again.

Thank you very much, sir, said Jeeves.


THE PRIDE OF THE WOOSTERS IS WOUNDED
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IF THERES ONE thing I like, its a quiet life. Im not one of those fellows who get all restless and depressed if things arent happening to them all the time. You cant make it too placid for me. Give me regular meals, a good show with decent music every now and then, and one or two pals to totter round with, and I ask no more.

That is why the jar, when it came, was such a particularly nasty jar. I mean, Id returned from Roville with a sort of feeling that from now on nothing could occur to upset me. Aunt Agatha, I imagined, would require at least a year to recover from the Hemmingway affair: and apart from Aunt Agatha there isnt anybody who really does much in the way of harrying me. It seemed to me that the skies were blue, so to speak, and no clouds in sight.

I little thought.... Well, look here, what happened was this, and I ask you if it wasnt enough to rattle anybody.

Once a year Jeeves takes a couple of weeks vacation and biffs off to the sea or somewhere to restore his tissues. Pretty rotten for me, of course, while hes away. But it has to be stuck, so I stick it; and I must admit that he usually manages to get hold of a fairly decent fellow to look after me in his absence.



Well, the time had come round again, and Jeeves was in the kitchen giving the understudy a few tips about his duties. I happened to want a stamp or something, and I toddled down the passage to ask him for it. The silly ass had left the kitchen door open, and I hadnt gone two steps when his voice caught me squarely in the eardrum.

You will find Mr. Wooster, he was saying to the substitute chappie, an exceedingly pleasant and amiable young gentleman, but not intelligent. By no means intelligent. Mentally he is negligible — quite negligible.

Well, I mean to say, what!

I suppose, strictly speaking, I ought to have charged in and ticked the blighter off properly in no uncertain voice. But I doubt whether its humanly possible to tick Jeeves off. Personally, I didnt even have a dash at it. I merely called for my hat and stick in a marked manner and legged it. But the memory rankled, if you know what I mean. We Woosters do not lightly forget. At least, we do — some things — appointments, and peoples birthdays, and letters to post, and all that — but not an absolute bally insult like the above. I brooded like the dickens.

I was still brooding when I dropped in at the oyster-bar at Bucks for a quick bracer. I needed a bracer rather particularly at the moment, because I was on my way to lunch with Aunt Agatha. A pretty frightful ordeal, believe me or believe me not, even though I took it that after what had happened at Roville she would be in a fairly subdued and amiable mood. I had just had one quick and another rather slower, and was feeling about as cheerio as was possible under the circs, when a muffled voice hailed me from the north-east, and, turning round, I saw young Bingo Little propped up in a corner, wrapping himself round a sizable chunk of bread and cheese.

Hallo-allo-allo! I said. Havent seen you for ages. Youve not been in here lately, have you?

No. Ive been living out in the country.

Eh? I said, for Bingos loathing for the country was well known. Whereabouts?

Down in Hampshire, at a place called Ditteredge.

No, really? I know some people whove got a house there. The Glossops. Have you met them?

Why, thats where Im staying! said young Bingo. Im tutoring the Glossop kid.

What for? I said. I couldnt seem to see young Bingo as a tutor. Though, of course, he did get a degree of sorts at Oxford, and I suppose you can always fool some of the people some of the time.

What for? For money, of course! An absolute sitter came unstitched in the second race at Haydock Park, said young Bingo, with some bitterness, and I dropped my entire months allowance. I hadnt the nerve to touch my uncle for any more, so it was a case of buzzing round to the agents and getting a job. Ive been down there three weeks.

I havent met the Glossop kid.

Dont! advised Bingo, briefly.

The only one of the family I really know is the girl. I had hardly spoken these words when the most extraordinary change came over young Bingos face. His eyes bulged, his cheeks flushed, and his Adams apple hopped about like one of those india-rubber balls on the top of the fountain in a shooting-gallery.

Oh, Bertie! he said, in a strangled sort of voice.



I looked at the poor fish anxiously. I knew that he was always falling in love with someone, but it didnt seem possible that even he could have fallen in love with Honoria Glossop. To me the girl was simply nothing more nor less than a pot of poison. One of those dashed large, brainy, strenuous, dynamic girls you see so many of these days. She had been at Girton, where, in addition to enlarging her brain to the most frightful extent, she had gone in for every kind of sport and developed the physique of a middle-weight catch-as-catch-can wrestler. Im not sure she didnt box for the Varsity while she was up. The effect she had on me whenever she appeared was to make me want to slide into a cellar and lie low till they blew the All-Clear.

Yet here was young Bingo obviously all for her. There was no mistaking it. The love-light was in the blighters eyes.

I worship her, Bertie! I worship the very ground she treads on! continued the patient, in a loud, penetrating voice. Fred Thompson and one or two fellows had come in, and McGarry, the chappie behind the bar, was listening with his ears flapping. But theres no reticence about Bingo. He always reminds me of the hero of a musical comedy who takes the centre of the stage, gathers the boys round him in a circle, and tells them all about his love at the top of his voice.

Have you told her?

No. I havent had the nerve. But we walk together in the garden most evenings, and it sometimes seems to me that there is a look in her eyes.

I know that look. Like a sergeant-major.

Nothing of the kind! Like a tender goddess.

Half a second, old thing, I said. Are you sure were talking about the same girl? The one I mean is Honoria. Perhaps theres a younger sister or something Ive not heard of?

Her name is Honoria, bawled Bingo reverently.

And she strikes you as a tender goddess?

She does.

God bless you! I said.

She walks in beauty like the night of cloudless climes and starry skies; and all thats best of dark and bright meet in her aspect and her eyes. Another bit of bread and cheese, he said to the lad behind the bar.

Youre keeping your strength up, I said.

This is my lunch. Ive got to meet Oswald at Waterloo at one-fifteen, to catch the train back. I brought him up to town to see the dentist.

Oswald? Is that the kid?

Yes. Pestilential to a degree.

Pestilential! That reminds me, Im lunching with my Aunt Agatha. Ill have to pop off now, or Ill be late.

I hadnt seen Aunt Agatha since that little affair of the pearls; and, while I didnt anticipate any great pleasure from gnawing a bone in her society, I must say that there was one topic of conversation I felt pretty confident she wouldnt touch on, and that was the subject of my matrimonial future. I mean, when a womans made a bloomer like the one Aunt Agatha made at Roville, youd naturally think that a decent shame would keep her off it for, at any rate, a month or two.

But women beat me. I mean to say, as regards nerve. Youll hardly credit it, but she actually started in on me with the fish. Absolutely with the fish, I give you my solemn word. Wed hardly exchanged a word about the weather, when she let me have it without a blush.

Bertie, she said, Ive been thinking again about you and how necessary it is that you should get married. I quite admit that I was dreadfully mistaken in my opinion of that terrible, hypocritical girl at Roville, but this time there is no danger of an error. By great good luck I have found the very wife for you, a girl whom I have only recently met, but whose family is above suspicion. She has plenty of money, too, though that does not matter in your case. The great point is that she is strong, self-reliant and sensible, and will counterbalance the deficiencies and weaknesses of your character. She has met you; and, while there is naturally much in you of which she disapproves, she does not dislike you. I know this, for I have sounded her — guardedly, of course — and I am sure that you have only to make the first advances — —

Who is it? I would have said it long before, but the shock had made me swallow a bit of roll the wrong way, and I had only just finished turning purple and trying to get a bit of air back into the old windpipe. Who is it?

Sir Roderick Glossops daughter, Honoria.

No, no! I cried, paling beneath the tan.

Dont be silly, Bertie. She is just the wife for you.

Yes, but look here — —

She will mould you.

But I dont want to be moulded.

Aunt Agatha gave me the kind of look she used to give me when I was a kid and had been found in the jam cupboard.

Bertie! I hope you are not going to be troublesome.

Well, but I mean — —

Lady Glossop has very kindly invited you to Ditteredge Hall for a few days. I told her you would be delighted to come down to-morrow.



Im sorry, but Ive got a dashed important engagement to-morrow.

What engagement?

Well — er — —

You have no engagement. And, even if you had, you must put it off. I shall be very seriously annoyed, Bertie, if you do not go to Ditteredge Hall to-morrow.

Oh, right-o! I said.

It wasnt two minutes after I had parted from Aunt Agatha before the old fighting spirit of the Woosters reasserted itself. Ghastly as the peril was which loomed before me, I was conscious of a rummy sort of exhilaration. It was a tight corner, but the tighter the corner, I felt, the more juicily should I score off Jeeves when I got myself out of it without a bit of help from him. Ordinarily, of course, I should have consulted him and trusted to him to solve the difficulty; but after what I had heard him saying in the kitchen, I was dashed if I was going to demean myself. When I got home I addressed the man with light abandon.

Jeeves, I said, Im in a bit of a difficulty.

Im sorry to hear that, sir.

Yes, quite a bad hole. In fact, you might say on the brink of a precipice, and faced by an awful doom.

If I could be of any assistance, sir — —

Oh, no. No, no. Thanks very much, but no, no. I wont trouble you. Ive no doubt I shall be able to get out of it all right by myself.

Very good, sir.

So that was that. Im bound to say Id have welcomed a bit more curiosity from the fellow, but that is Jeeves all over. Cloaks his emotions, if you know what I mean.



Honoria was away when I got to Ditteredge on the following afternoon. Her mother told me that she was staying with some people named Braythwayt in the neighbourhood, and would be back next day, bringing the daughter of the house with her for a visit. She said I would find Oswald out in the grounds, and such is a mothers love that she spoke as if that were a bit of a boost for the grounds and an inducement to go there.

Rather decent, the grounds at Ditteredge. A couple of terraces, a bit of lawn with a cedar on it, a bit of shrubbery, and finally a small but goodish lake with a stone bridge running across it. Directly Id worked my way round the shrubbery I spotted young Bingo leaning against the bridge smoking a cigarette. Sitting on the stonework, fishing, was a species of kid whom I took to be Oswald the Plague-Spot.

Bingo was both surprised and delighted to see me, and introduced me to the kid. If the latter was surprised and delighted too, he concealed it like a diplomat. He just looked at me, raised his eyebrows slightly, and went on fishing. He was one of those supercilious striplings who give you the impression that you went to the wrong school and that your clothes dont fit.

This is Oswald, said Bingo.

What, I replied cordially, could be sweeter? How are you?

Oh, all right, said the kid.

Nice place, this.

Oh, all right, said the kid.

Having a good time fishing?

Oh, all right, said the kid.

Young Bingo led me off to commune apart.

Doesnt jolly old Oswalds incessant flow of prattle make your head ache sometimes? I asked.



Bingo sighed.

Its a hard job.

Whats a hard job?

Loving him.

Do you love him? I asked, surprised. I shouldnt have thought it could be done.

I try to, said young Bingo, for Her sake. Shes coming back to-morrow, Bertie.

So I heard.

She is coming, my love, my own — —

Absolutely, I said. But touching on young Oswald once more. Do you have to be with him all day? How do you manage to stick it?

Oh, he doesnt give much trouble. When we arent working he sits on that bridge all the time, trying to catch tiddlers.

Why dont you shove him in?

Shove him in?

It seems to me distinctly the thing to do, I said, regarding the striplings back with a good deal of dislike. It would wake him up a bit, and make him take an interest in things.

Bingo shook his head a bit wistfully.

Your proposition attracts me, he said, but Im afraid it cant be done. You see, She would never forgive me. She is devoted to the little brute.

Great Scott! I cried. Ive got it! I dont know if you know that feeling when you get an inspiration, and tingle all down your spine from the soft collar as now worn to the very soles of the old Waukeesis? Jeeves, I suppose, feels that way more or less all the time, but it isnt often it comes to me. But now all Nature seemed to be shouting at me Youve clicked! and I grabbed young Bingo by the arm in a way that must have made him feel as if a horse had bitten him. His finely-chiselled features were twisted with agony and what not, and he asked me what the dickens I thought I was playing at.

Bingo, I said, what would Jeeves have done?

How do you mean, what would Jeeves have done?

I mean what would he have advised in a case like yours? I mean you wanting to make a hit with Honoria Glossop and all that. Why, take it from me, laddie, he would have shoved you behind that clump of bushes over there; he would have got me to lure Honoria on to the bridge somehow; then, at the proper time, he would have told me to give the kid a pretty hefty jab in the small of the back, so as to shoot him into the water; and then you would have dived in and hauled him out. How about it?

You didnt think that out by yourself, Bertie? said young Bingo, in a hushed sort of voice.

Yes, I did. Jeeves isnt the only fellow with ideas.

But its absolutely wonderful.

Just a suggestion.

The only objection I can see is that it would be so dashed awkward for you. I mean to say, suppose the kid turned round and said you had shoved him in, that would make you frightfully unpopular with Her.

I dont mind risking that.

The man was deeply moved.

Bertie, this is noble.

No, no.

He clasped my hand silently, then chuckled like the last drop of water going down the waste-pipe in a bath.

Now what? I said.

I was only thinking, said young Bingo, how fearfully wet Oswald will get. Oh, happy day!


THE HEROS REWARD
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I DONT KNOW if youve noticed it, but its rummy how nothing in this world ever seems to be absolutely perfect. The drawback to this otherwise singularly fruity binge was, of course, the fact that Jeeves wouldnt be on the spot to watch me in action. Still, apart from that there wasnt a flaw. The beauty of the thing was, you see, that nothing could possibly go wrong. You know how it is, as a rule, when you want to get Chappie A on Spot B at exactly the same moment when Chappie C is on Spot D. Theres always a chance of a hitch. Take the case of a general, I mean to say, whos planning out a big movement. He tells one regiment to capture the hill with the windmill on it at the exact moment when another regiment is taking the bridgehead or something down in the valley; and everything gets all messed up. And then, when theyre chatting the thing over in camp that night, the colonel of the first regiment says, Oh, sorry! Did you say the hill with the windmill? I thought you said the one with the flock of sheep. And there you are! But in this case, nothing like that could happen, because Oswald and Bingo would be on the spot right along, so that all I had to worry about was getting Honoria there in due season. And I managed that all right, first shot, by asking her if she would come for a stroll in the grounds with me, as I had something particular to say to her.

She had arrived shortly after lunch in the car with the Braythwayt girl. I was introduced to the latter, a tallish girl with blue eyes and fair hair. I rather took to her — she was so unlike Honoria — and, if I had been able to spare the time, I shouldnt have minded talking to her for a bit. But business was business — I had fixed it up with Bingo to be behind the bushes at three sharp, so I got hold of Honoria and steered her out through the grounds in the direction of the lake.

Youre very quiet, Mr. Wooster, she said.

Made me jump a bit. I was concentrating pretty tensely at the moment. We had just come in sight of the lake, and I was casting a keen eye over the ground to see that everything was in order. Everything appeared to be as arranged. The kid Oswald was hunched up on the bridge; and, as Bingo wasnt visible, I took it that he had got into position. My watch made it two minutes after the hour.

Eh? I said. Oh, ah, yes. I was just thinking.

You said you had something important to say to me.

Absolutely! I had decided to open the proceedings by sort of paving the way for young Bingo. I mean to say, without actually mentioning his name, I wanted to prepare the girls mind for the fact that, surprising as it might seem, there was someone who had long loved her from afar and all that sort of rot. Its like this, I said. It may sound rummy and all that, but theres somebody whos frightfully in love with you and so forth — a friend of mine, you know.

Oh, a friend of yours?

Yes.



She gave a kind of a laugh.

Well, why doesnt he tell me so?

Well, you see, thats the sort of chap he is. Kind of shrinking, diffident kind of fellow. Hasnt got the nerve. Thinks you so much above him, dont you know. Looks on you as a sort of goddess. Worships the ground you tread on, but cant whack up the ginger to tell you so.

This is very interesting.

Yes. Hes not a bad chap, you know, in his way. Rather an ass, perhaps, but well-meaning. Well, thats the posish. You might just bear it in mind, what?

How funny you are!

She chucked back her head and laughed with considerable vim. She had a penetrating sort of laugh. Rather like a train going into a tunnel. It didnt sound over-musical to me, and on the kid Oswald it appeared to jar not a little. He gazed at us with a good deal of dislike.

I wish the dickens you wouldnt make that row, he said. Scaring all the fish away.

It broke the spell a bit. Honoria changed the subject.

I do wish Oswald wouldnt sit on the bridge like that, she said. Im sure it isnt safe. He might easily fall in.

Ill go and tell him, I said.

* * *

I suppose the distance between the kid and me at this juncture was about five yards, but I got the impression that it was nearer a hundred. And, as I started to toddle across the intervening space, I had a rummy feeling that Id done this very thing before. Then I remembered. Years ago, at a country-house party, I had been roped in to play the part of a butler in some amateur theatricals in aid of some ghastly charity or other; and I had had to open the proceedings by walking across the empty stage from left upper entrance and shoving a tray on a table down right. They had impressed it on me at rehearsals that I mustnt take the course at a quick heel-and-toe, like a chappie finishing strongly in a walking-race; and the result was that I kept the brakes on to such an extent that it seemed to me as if I was never going to get to the bally table at all. The stage seemed to stretch out in front of me like a trackless desert, and there was a kind of breathless hush as if all Nature had paused to concentrate its attention on me personally. Well, I felt just like that now. I had a kind of dry gulping in my throat, and the more I walked the farther away the kid seemed to get, till suddenly I found myself standing just behind him without quite knowing how Id got there.

Hallo! I said, with a sickly sort of grin — wasted on the kid, because he didnt bother to turn round and look at me. He merely wiggled his left ear in a rather peevish manner. I dont know when Ive met anybody in whose life I appeared to mean so little.

Hallo! I said. Fishing?

I laid my hand in a sort of elder-brotherly way on his shoulder.

Here, look out! said the kid, wobbling on his foundations.

It was one of those things that want doing quickly or not at all. I shut my eyes and pushed. Something seemed to give. There was a scrambling sound, a kind of yelp, a scream in the offing, and a splash. And so the long day wore on, so to speak.

I opened my eyes. The kid was just coming to the surface.



Help! I shouted, cocking an eye on the bush from which young Bingo was scheduled to emerge.

Nothing happened. Young Bingo didnt emerge to the slightest extent whatever.

I say! Help! I shouted again.

I dont want to bore you with reminiscences of my theatrical career, but I must just touch once more on that appearance of mine as the butler. The scheme on that occasion had been that when I put the tray on the table the heroine would come on and say a few words to get me off. Well, on the night the misguided female forgot to stand by, and it was a full minute before the search-party located her and shot her on to the stage. And all that time I had to stand there, waiting. A rotten sensation, believe me, and this was just the same, only worse. I understood what these writer-chappies mean when they talk about time standing still.

Meanwhile, the kid Oswald was presumably being cut off in his prime, and it began to seem to me that some sort of steps ought to be taken about it. What I had seen of the lad hadnt particularly endeared him to me, but it was undoubtedly a bit thick to let him pass away. I dont know when I have seen anything more grubby and unpleasant than the lake as viewed from the bridge; but the thing apparently had to be done. I chucked off my coat and vaulted over.

It seems rummy that water should be so much wetter when you go into it with your clothes on than when youre just bathing, but take it from me that it is. I was only under about three seconds, I suppose, but I came up feeling like the bodies you read of in the paper which had evidently been in the water several days. I felt clammy and bloated.

At this point the scenario struck another snag. I had assumed that directly I came to the surface I should get hold of the kid and steer him courageously to shore. But he hadnt waited to be steered. When I had finished getting the water out of my eyes and had time to take a look round, I saw him about ten yards away, going strongly and using, I think, the Australian crawl. The spectacle took all the heart out of me. I mean to say, the whole essence of a rescue, if you know what I mean, is that the party of the second part shall keep fairly still and in one spot. If he starts swimming off on his own account and can obviously give you at least forty yards in the hundred, where are you? The whole thing falls through. It didnt seem to me that there was much to be done except get ashore, so I got ashore. By the time I had landed, the kid was half-way to the house. Look at it from whatever angle you like, the thing was a wash-out.

I was interrupted in my meditations by a noise like the Scotch express going under a bridge. It was Honoria Glossop laughing. She was standing at my elbow, looking at me in a rummy manner.

Oh, Bertie, you are funny! she said. And even in that moment there seemed to me something sinister in the words. She had never called me anything except Mr. Wooster before. How wet you are!

Yes, I am wet.

You had better hurry into the house and change.

Yes.

I wrung a gallon or two of water out of my clothes.

You are funny! she said again. First proposing in that extraordinary roundabout way, and then pushing poor little Oswald into the lake so as to impress me by saving him.



I managed to get the water out of my throat sufficiently to try to correct this fearful impression.

No, no!

He said you pushed him in, and I saw you do it. Oh, Im not angry, Bertie. I think it was too sweet of you. But Im quite sure its time that I took you in hand. You certainly want someone to look after you. Youve been seeing too many moving-pictures. I suppose the next thing you would have done would have been to set the house on fire so as to rescue me. She looked at me in a proprietary sort of way. I think, she said, I shall be able to make something of you, Bertie. It is true yours has been a wasted life up to the present, but you are still young, and there is a lot of good in you.

No, really there isnt.

Oh, yes, there is. It simply wants bringing out. Now you run straight up to the house and change your wet clothes, or you will catch cold.

And, if you know what I mean, there was a sort of motherly note in her voice which seemed to tell me, even more than her actual words, that I was for it.

* * *

As I was coming downstairs after changing, I ran into young Bingo, looking festive to a degree.

Bertie! he said. Just the man I wanted to see. Bertie, a wonderful thing has happened.

You blighter! I cried. What became of you? Do you know —— ?

Oh, you mean about being in those bushes? I hadnt time to tell you about that. Its all off.

All off?

Bertie, I was actually starting to hide in those bushes when the most extraordinary thing happened. Walking across the lawn I saw the most radiant, the most beautiful girl in the world. There is none like her, none. Bertie, do you believe in love at first sight? You do believe in love at first sight, dont you, Bertie, old man? Directly I saw her, she seemed to draw me like a magnet. I seemed to forget everything. We two were alone in a world of music and sunshine. I joined her. I got into conversation. She is a Miss Braythwayt, Bertie — Daphne Braythwayt. Directly our eyes met, I realised that what I had imagined to be my love for Honoria Glossop had been a mere passing whim. Bertie, you do believe in love at first sight, dont you? She is so wonderful, so sympathetic. Like a tender goddess — —

At this point I left the blighter.

* * *

Two days later I got a letter from Jeeves.

 ... The weather, it ended, continues fine. I have had one exceedingly enjoyable bathe.

I gave one of those hollow, mirthless laughs, and went downstairs to join Honoria. I had an appointment with her in the drawing-room. She was going to read Ruskin to me.


INTRODUCING CLAUDE AND EUSTACE
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THE BLOW FELL precisely at one forty-five (summer time). Spenser, Aunt Agathas butler, was offering me the fried potatoes at the moment, and such was my emotion that I lofted six of them on to the sideboard with the spoon. Shaken to the core, if you know what I mean.

Mark you, I was in a pretty enfeebled condition already. I had been engaged to Honoria Glossop nearly two weeks, and during all that time not a day had passed without her putting in some heavy work in the direction of what Aunt Agatha had called moulding me. I had read solid literature till my eyes bubbled; we had legged it together through miles of picture-galleries; and I had been compelled to undergo classical concerts to an extent you would hardly believe. All in all, therefore, I was in no fit state to receive shocks, especially shocks like this. Honoria had lugged me round to lunch at Aunt Agathas, and I had just been saying to myself, Death, where is thy jolly old sting? when she hove the bomb.

Bertie, she said, suddenly, as if she had just remembered it, what is the name of that man of yours — your valet?

Eh? Oh, Jeeves.

I think hes a bad influence for you, said Honoria. When we are married, you must get rid of Jeeves.



It was at this point that I jerked the spoon and sent six of the best and crispest sailing on to the sideboard, with Spenser gambolling after them like a dignified old retriever.

Get rid of Jeeves! I gasped.

Yes. I dont like him.

I dont like him, said Aunt Agatha.

But I cant. I mean — why, I couldnt carry on for a day without Jeeves.

You will have to, said Honoria. I dont like him at all.

I dont like him at all, said Aunt Agatha. I never did.

Ghastly, what? Id always had an idea that marriage was a bit of a wash-out, but Id never dreamed that it demanded such frightful sacrifices from a fellow. I passed the rest of the meal in a sort of stupor.

The scheme had been, if I remember, that after lunch I should go off and caddy for Honoria on a shopping tour down Regent Street; but when she got up and started collecting me and the rest of her things, Aunt Agatha stopped her.

You run along, dear, she said. I want to say a few words to Bertie.

So Honoria legged it, and Aunt Agatha drew up her chair and started in.

Bertie, she said, dear Honoria does not know it, but a little difficulty has arisen about your marriage.

By Jove! not really? I said, hope starting to dawn.

Oh, its nothing at all, of course. It is only a little exasperating. The fact is, Sir Roderick is being rather troublesome.

Thinks Im not a good bet? Wants to scratch the fixture? Well, perhaps hes right.



Pray do not be so absurd, Bertie. It is nothing so serious as that. But the nature of Sir Rodericks profession unfortunately makes him — over-cautious.

I didnt get it.

Over-cautious?

Yes. I suppose it is inevitable. A nerve specialist with his extensive practice can hardly help taking a rather warped view of humanity.

I got what she was driving at now. Sir Roderick Glossop, Honorias father, is always called a nerve specialist, because it sounds better, but everybody knows that hes really a sort of janitor to the looney-bin. I mean to say, when your uncle the Duke begins to feel the strain a bit and you find him in the blue drawing-room sticking straws in his hair, old Glossop is the first person you send for. He toddles round, gives the patient the once-over, talks about over-excited nervous systems, and recommends complete rest and seclusion and all that sort of thing. Practically every posh family in the country has called him in at one time or another, and I suppose that, being in that position — I mean constantly having to sit on peoples heads while their nearest and dearest phone to the asylum to send round the wagon — does tend to make a chappie take what you might call a warped view of humanity.

You mean he thinks I may be a looney, and he doesnt want a looney son-in-law? I said.

Aunt Agatha seemed rather peeved than otherwise at my ready intelligence.

Of course, he does not think anything so ridiculous. I told you he was simply exceedingly cautious. He wants to satisfy himself that you are perfectly normal. Here she paused, for Spenser had come in with the coffee. When he had gone, she went on: He appears to have got hold of some extraordinary story about your having pushed his son Oswald into the lake at Ditteredge Hall. Incredible, of course. Even you would hardly do a thing like that.

Well, I did sort of lean against him, you know, and he shot off the bridge.

Oswald definitely accuses you of having pushed him into the water. That has disturbed Sir Roderick, and unfortunately it has caused him to make inquiries, and he has heard about your poor Uncle Henry.

She eyed me with a good deal of solemnity, and I took a grave sip of coffee. We were peeping into the family cupboard and having a look at the good old skeleton. My late Uncle Henry, you see, was by way of being the blot on the Wooster escutcheon. An extremely decent chappie personally, and one who had always endeared himself to me by tipping me with considerable lavishness when I was at school; but theres no doubt he did at times do rather rummy things, notably keeping eleven pet rabbits in his bedroom; and I suppose a purist might have considered him more or less off his onion. In fact, to be perfectly frank, he wound up his career, happy to the last and completely surrounded by rabbits, in some sort of a home.

It is very absurd, of course, continued Aunt Agatha. If any of the family had inherited poor Henrys eccentricity — and it was nothing more — it would have been Claude and Eustace, and there could not be two brighter boys.

Claude and Eustace were twins, and had been kids at school with me in my last summer term. Casting my mind back, it seemed to me that bright just about described them. The whole of that term, as I remembered it, had been spent in getting them out of a series of frightful rows.



Look how well they are doing at Oxford. Your Aunt Emily had a letter from Claude only the other day saying that they hoped to be elected shortly to a very important college club, called The Seekers.

Seekers? I couldnt recall any club of the name in my time at Oxford. What do they seek?

Claude did not say. Truth or knowledge, I should imagine. It is evidently a very desirable club to belong to, for Claude added that Lord Rainsby, the Earl of Datchets son, was one of his fellow-candidates. However, we are wandering from the point, which is that Sir Roderick wants to have a quiet talk with you quite alone. Now I rely on you, Bertie, to be — I wont say intelligent, but at least sensible. Dont giggle nervously: try to keep that horrible glassy expression out of your eyes: dont yawn or fidget; and remember that Sir Roderick is the president of the West London branch of the anti-gambling league, so please do not talk about horse-racing. He will lunch with you at your flat to-morrow at one-thirty. Please remember that he drinks no wine, strongly disapproves of smoking, and can only eat the simplest food, owing to an impaired digestion. Do not offer him coffee, for he considers it the root of half the nerve-trouble in the world.

I should think a dog-biscuit and a glass of water would about meet the case, what?

Bertie!

Oh, all right. Merely persiflage.

Now it is precisely that sort of idiotic remark that would be calculated to arouse Sir Rodericks worst suspicions. Do please try to refrain from any misguided flippancy when you are with him. He is a very serious-minded man.... Are you going? Well, please remember all I have said. I rely on you, and, if anything goes wrong, I shall never forgive you.

Right-o! I said.

And so home, with a jolly day to look forward to.

* * *

I breakfasted pretty late next morning and went for a stroll afterwards. It seemed to me that anything I could do to clear the old lemon ought to be done, and a bit of fresh air generally relieves that rather foggy feeling that comes over a fellow early in the day. I had taken a stroll in the park, and got back as far as Hyde Park Corner, when some blighter sloshed me between the shoulder-blades. It was young Eustace, my cousin. He was arm-in-arm with two other fellows, the one on the outside being my cousin Claude and the one in the middle a pink-faced chappie with light hair and an apologetic sort of look.

Bertie, old egg! said young Eustace affably.

Hallo! I said, not frightfully chirpily.

Fancy running into you, the one man in London who can support us in the style we are accustomed to! By the way, youve never met old Dog-Face, have you? Dog-Face, this is my cousin Bertie. Lord Rainsby — Mr. Wooster. Weve just been round to your flat, Bertie. Bitterly disappointed that you were out, but were hospitably entertained by old Jeeves. That mans a corker, Bertie. Stick to him.

What are you doing in London? I asked.

Oh, buzzing round. Were just up for the day. Flying visit, strictly unofficial. We oil back on the three-ten. And now, touching that lunch you very decently volunteered to stand us, which shall it be? Ritz? Savoy? Carlton? Or, if youre a member of Ciros or the Embassy, that would do just as well.

I cant give you lunch. Ive got an engagement myself. And, by Jove, I said, taking a look at my watch, Im late. I hailed a taxi. Sorry.

As man to man, then, said Eustace, lend us a fiver.

I hadnt time to stop and argue. I unbelted the fiver and hopped into the cab. It was twenty to two when I got to the flat. I bounded into the sitting-room, but it was empty.

Jeeves shimmied in.

Sir Roderick has not yet arrived, sir.

Good egg! I said. I thought I should find him smashing up the furniture. My experience is that the less you want a fellow, the more punctual hes bound to be, and I had had a vision of the old lad pacing the rug in my sitting-room, saying He cometh not! and generally hotting up. Is everything in order?

I fancy you will find the arrangements quite satisfactory, sir.

What are you giving us?

Cold consommé, a cutlet, and a savoury, sir. With lemon-squash, iced.

Well, I dont see how that can hurt him. Dont go getting carried away by the excitement of the thing and start bringing in coffee.

No, sir.

And dont let your eyes get glassy, because, if you do, youre apt to find yourself in a padded cell before you know where you are.

Very good, sir.

There was a ring at the bell.

Stand by, Jeeves, I said. Were off!


SIR RODERICK COMES TO LUNCH
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I HAD MET Sir Roderick Glossop before, of course, but only when I was with Honoria; and there is something about Honoria which makes almost anybody you meet in the same room seem sort of under-sized and trivial by comparison. I had never realised till this moment what an extraordinarily formidable old bird he was. He had a pair of shaggy eyebrows which gave his eyes a piercing look which was not at all the sort of thing a fellow wanted to encounter on an empty stomach. He was fairly tall and fairly broad, and he had the most enormous head, with practically no hair on it, which made it seem bigger and much more like the dome of St. Pauls. I suppose he must have taken about a nine or something in hats. Shows what a rotten thing it is to let your brain develop too much.

What ho! What ho! What ho! I said, trying to strike the genial note, and then had a sudden feeling that that was just the sort of thing I had been warned not to say. Dashed difficult it is to start things going properly on an occasion like this. A fellow living in a London flat is so handicapped. I mean to say, if I had been the young squire greeting the visitor in the country, I could have said, Welcome to Meadowsweet Hall! or something zippy like that. It sounds silly to say Welcome to Number 6A, Crichton Mansions, Berkeley Street, W.



I am afraid I am a little late, he said, as we sat down. I was detained at my club by Lord Alastair Hungerford, the Duke of Ramfurlines son. His Grace, he informed me, had exhibited a renewal of the symptoms which have been causing the family so much concern. I could not leave him immediately. Hence my unpunctuality, which I trust has not discommoded you.

Oh, not at all. So the Duke is off his rocker, what?

The expression which you use is not precisely the one I should have employed myself with reference to the head of perhaps the noblest family in England, but there is no doubt that cerebral excitement does, as you suggest, exist in no small degree. He sighed as well as he could with his mouth full of cutlet. A profession like mine is a great strain, a great strain.

Must be.

Sometimes I am appalled at what I see around me. He stopped suddenly and sort of stiffened. Do you keep a cat, Mr. Wooster?

Eh? What? Cat? No, no cat.

I was conscious of a distinct impression that I had heard a cat mewing either in the room or very near to where we are sitting.

Probably a taxi or something in the street.

I fear I do not follow you.

I mean to say, taxis squawk, you know. Rather like cats in a sort of way.

I had not observed the resemblance, he said, rather coldly.

Have some lemon-squash, I said. The conversation seemed to be getting rather difficult.

Thank you. Half a glassful, if I may. The hell-brew appeared to buck him up, for he resumed in a slightly more pally manner. I have a particular dislike for cats. But I was saying —— Oh, yes. Sometimes I am positively appalled at what I see around me. It is not only the cases which come under my professional notice, painful as many of those are. It is what I see as I go about London. Sometimes it seems to me that the whole world is mentally unbalanced. This very morning, for example, a most singular and distressing occurrence took place as I was driving from my house to the club. The day being clement, I had instructed my chauffeur to open my landaulette, and I was leaning back, deriving no little pleasure from the sunshine, when our progress was arrested in the middle of the thoroughfare by one of those blocks in the traffic which are inevitable in so congested a system as that of London.

I suppose I had been letting my mind wander a bit, for when he stopped and took a sip of lemon-squash I had a feeling that I was listening to a lecture and was expected to say something.

Hear, hear! I said.

I beg your pardon?

Nothing, nothing. You were saying — —

The vehicles proceeding in the opposite direction had also been temporarily arrested, but after a moment they were permitted to proceed. I had fallen into a meditation, when suddenly the most extraordinary thing took place. My hat was snatched abruptly from my head! And as I looked back I perceived it being waved in a kind of feverish triumph from the interior of a taxicab, which, even as I looked, disappeared through a gap in the traffic and was lost to sight.

I didnt laugh, but I distinctly heard a couple of my floating ribs part from their moorings under the strain.



Must have been meant for a practical joke, I said. What?

This suggestion didnt seem to please the old boy.

I trust, he said, I am not deficient in an appreciation of the humorous, but I confess that I am at a loss to detect anything akin to pleasantry in the outrage. The action was beyond all question that of a mentally unbalanced subject. These mental lesions may express themselves in almost any form. The Duke of Ramfurline, to whom I had occasion to allude just now, is under the impression — this is in the strictest confidence — that he is a canary; and his seizure to-day, which so perturbed Lord Alastair, was due to the fact that a careless footman had neglected to bring him his morning lump of sugar. Cases are common, again, of men waylaying women and cutting off portions of their hair. It is from a branch of this latter form of mania that I should be disposed to imagine that my assailant was suffering. I can only trust that he will be placed under proper control before he —— Mr. Wooster, there is a cat close at hand! It is not in the street! The mewing appears to come from the adjoining room.

* * *

This time I had to admit there was no doubt about it. There was a distinct sound of mewing coming from the next room. I punched the bell for Jeeves, who drifted in and stood waiting with an air of respectful devotion.

Sir?

Oh, Jeeves, I said. Cats! What about it? Are there any cats in the flat?

Only the three in your bedroom, sir.

What!

Cats in his bedroom! I heard Sir Roderick whisper in a kind of stricken way, and his eyes hit me amidships like a couple of bullets.

What do you mean, I said, only the three in my bedroom?

The black one, the tabby and the small lemon-coloured animal, sir.

What on earth? — —

I charged round the table in the direction of the door. Unfortunately, Sir Roderick had just decided to edge in that direction himself, with the result that we collided in the doorway with a good deal of force, and staggered out into the hall together. He came smartly out of the clinch and grabbed an umbrella from the rack.

Stand back! he shouted, waving it overhead. Stand back, sir! I am armed!

It seemed to me that the moment had come to be soothing.

Awfully sorry I barged into you, I said. Wouldnt have had it happen for worlds. I was just dashing out to have a look into things.

He appeared a trifle reassured, and lowered the umbrella. But just then the most frightful shindy started in the bedroom. It sounded as though all the cats in London, assisted by delegates from outlying suburbs, had got together to settle their differences once for all. A sort of augmented orchestra of cats.

This noise is unendurable, yelled Sir Roderick. I cannot hear myself speak.

I fancy, sir, said Jeeves respectfully, that the animals may have become somewhat exhilarated as the result of having discovered the fish under Mr. Woosters bed.

The old boy tottered.

Fish! Did I hear you rightly?

Sir?



Did you say that there was a fish under Mr. Woosters bed?

Yes, sir.

Sir Roderick gave a low moan, and reached for his hat and stick.

You arent going? I said.

Mr. Wooster, I am going! I prefer to spend my leisure time in less eccentric society.

But I say. Here, I must come with you. Im sure the whole business can be explained. Jeeves, my hat.

Jeeves rallied round. I took the hat from him and shoved it on my head.

Good heavens!

Beastly shock it was! The bally thing had absolutely engulfed me, if you know what I mean. Even as I was putting it on I got a sort of impression that it was a trifle roomy; and no sooner had I let go of it than it settled down over my ears like a kind of extinguisher.

I say! This isnt my hat!

It is my hat! said Sir Roderick in about the coldest, nastiest voice Id ever heard. The hat which was stolen from me this morning as I drove in my car.

But — —

I suppose Napoleon or somebody like that would have been equal to the situation, but Im bound to say it was too much for me. I just stood there goggling in a sort of coma, while the old boy lifted the hat off me and turned to Jeeves.

I should be glad, my man, he said, if you would accompany me a few yards down the street. I wish to ask you some questions.

Very good, sir.

Here, but, I say —— ! I began, but he left me standing. He stalked out, followed by Jeeves. And at that moment the row in the bedroom started again, louder than ever.

I was about fed up with the whole thing. I mean, cats in your bedroom — a bit thick, what? I didnt know how the dickens they had got in, but I was jolly well resolved that they werent going to stay picknicking there any longer. I flung open the door. I got a momentary flash of about a hundred and fifteen cats of all sizes and colours scrapping in the middle of the room, and then they all shot past me with a rush and out of the front door; and all that was left of the mob-scene was the head of a whacking big fish, lying on the carpet and staring up at me in a rather austere sort of way, as if it wanted a written explanation and apology.

There was something about the things expression that absolutely chilled me, and I withdrew on tiptoe and shut the door. And, as I did so, I bumped into someone.

Oh, sorry! he said.

I spun round. It was the pink-faced chappie, Lord Something or other, the fellow I had met with Claude and Eustace.

I say, he said apologetically, awfully sorry to bother you, but those werent my cats I met just now legging it downstairs, were they? They looked like my cats.

They came out of my bedroom.

Then they were my cats! he said sadly. Oh, dash it!

Did you put cats in my bedroom?

Your man, whats-his-name, did. He rather decently said I could keep them there till my train went. Id just come to fetch them. And now theyve gone! Oh, well, it cant be helped, I suppose. Ill take the hat and the fish, anyway.



I was beginning to dislike this chappie.

Did you put that bally fish there, too?

No, that was Eustaces. The hat was Claudes.

I sank limply into a chair.

I say, you couldnt explain this, could you? I said. The chappie gazed at me in mild surprise.

Why, dont you know all about it? I say! He blushed profusely. Why, if you dont know about it, I shouldnt wonder if the whole thing didnt seem rummy to you.

Rummy is the word.

It was for The Seekers, you know.

The Seekers?

Rather a blood club, you know, up at Oxford, which your cousins and I are rather keen on getting into. You have to pinch something, you know, to get elected. Some sort of a souvenir, you know. A policemans helmet, you know, or a door-knocker or something, you know. The rooms decorated with the things at the annual dinner, and everybody makes speeches and all that sort of thing. Rather jolly! Well, we wanted rather to make a sort of special effort and do the thing in style, if you understand, so we came up to London to see if we couldnt pick up something here that would be a bit out of the ordinary. And we had the most amazing luck right from the start. Your cousin Claude managed to collect a quite decent top-hat out of a passing car, and your cousin Eustace got away with a really goodish salmon or something from Harrods, and I snaffled three excellent cats all in the first hour. We were fearfully braced, I can tell you. And then the difficulty was to know where to park the things till our train went. You look so beastly conspicuous, you know, tooling about London with a fish and a lot of cats. And then Eustace remembered you, and we all came on here in a cab. You were out, but your man said it would be all right. When we met you, you were in such a hurry that we hadnt time to explain. Well, I think Ill be taking the hat, if you dont mind.

Its gone.

Gone?

The fellow you pinched it from happened to be the man who was lunching here. He took it away with him.

Oh, I say! Poor old Claude will be upset. Well, how about the goodish salmon or something?

Would you care to view the remains? He seemed all broken up when he saw the wreckage.

I doubt if the committee would accept that, he said sadly. There isnt a frightful lot of it left, what?

The cats ate the rest.

He sighed deeply.

No cats, no fish, no hat. Weve had all our trouble for nothing. I do call that hard! And on top of that — I say, I hate to ask you, but you couldnt lend me a tenner, could you?

A tenner? What for?

Well, the fact is, Ive got to pop round and bail Claude and Eustace out. Theyve been arrested.

Arrested!

Yes. You see, what with the excitement of collaring the hat and the salmon or something, added to the fact that we had rather a festive lunch, they got a bit above themselves, poor chaps, and tried to pinch a motor-lorry. Silly, of course, because I dont see how they could have got the thing to Oxford and shown it to the committee. Still, there wasnt any reasoning with them, and when the driver started making a fuss, there was a bit of a mix-up, and Claude and Eustace are more or less languishing in Vine Street police-station till I pop round and bail them out. So if you could manage a tenner — Oh, thanks, thats fearfully good of you. It would have been too bad to leave them there, what? I mean, theyre both such frightfully good chaps, you know. Everybody likes them up at the Varsity. Theyre fearfully popular.

I bet they are! I said.

* * *

When Jeeves came back, I was waiting for him on the mat. I wanted speech with the blighter.

Well? I said.

Sir Roderick asked me a number of questions, sir, respecting your habits and mode of life, to which I replied guardedly.

I dont care about that. What I want to know is why you didnt explain the whole thing to him right at the start? A word from you would have put everything clear.

Yes, sir.

Now hes gone off thinking me a looney.

I should not be surprised, from his conversation with me, sir, if some such idea had not entered his head.

I was just starting in to speak, when the telephone bell rang. Jeeves answered it.

No, madam, Mr. Wooster is not in. No, madam, I do not know when he will return, No, madam, he left no message. Yes, madam, I will inform him. He put back the receiver. Mrs. Gregson, sir.

Aunt Agatha! I had been expecting it. Ever since the luncheon-party had blown out a fuse, her shadow had been hanging over me, so to speak.

Does she know? Already?

I gather that Sir Roderick has been speaking to her on the telephone, sir, and — —



No wedding bells for me, what?

Jeeves coughed.

Mrs. Gregson did not actually confide in me, sir, but I fancy that some such thing may have occurred. She seemed decidedly agitated, sir.

Its a rummy thing, but Id been so snootered by the old boy and the cats and the fish and the hat and the pink-faced chappie and all the rest of it that the bright side simply hadnt occurred to me till now. By Jove, it was like a bally weight rolling off my chest! I gave a yelp of pure relief.

Jeeves! I said, I believe you worked the whole thing!

Sir?

I believe you had the jolly old situation in hand right from the start.

Well, sir, Spenser, Mrs. Gregsons butler, who inadvertently chanced to overhear something of your conversation when you were lunching at the house, did mention certain of the details to me; and I confess that, though it may be a liberty to say so, I entertained hopes that something might occur to prevent the match. I doubt if the young lady was entirely suitable to you, sir.

And she would have shot you out on your ear five minutes after the ceremony.

Yes, sir. Spenser informed me that she had expressed some such intention. Mrs. Gregson wishes you to call upon her immediately, sir.

She does, eh? What do you advise, Jeeves?

I think a trip abroad might prove enjoyable, sir.

I shook my head. Shed come after me.

Not if you went far enough afield, sir. There are excellent boats leaving every Wednesday and Saturday for New York.

Jeeves, I said, you are right, as always. Book the tickets.


A LETTER OF INTRODUCTION
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YOU KNOW, THE longer I live, the more clearly I see that half the trouble in this bally world is caused by the light-hearted and thoughtless way in which chappies dash off letters of introduction and hand them to other chappies to deliver to chappies of the third part. Its one of those things that make you wish you were living in the Stone Age. What I mean to say is, if a fellow in those days wanted to give anyone a letter of introduction, he had to spend a month or so carving it on a large-sized boulder, and the chances were that the other chappie got so sick of lugging the thing round in the hot sun that he dropped it after the first mile. But nowadays its so easy to write letters of introduction that everybody does it without a second thought, with the result that some perfectly harmless cove like myself gets in the soup.

Mark you, all the above is what you might call the result of my riper experience. I dont mind admitting that in the first flush of the thing, so, to speak, when Jeeves told me — this would be about three weeks after Id landed in America — that a blighter called Cyril Bassington-Bassington had arrived and I found that he had brought a letter of introduction to me from Aunt Agatha ... where was I? Oh, yes ... I dont mind admitting, I was saying, that just at first I was rather bucked. You see, after the painful events which had resulted in my leaving England I hadnt expected to get any sort of letter from Aunt Agatha which would pass the censor, so to speak. And it was a pleasant surprise to open this one and find it almost civil. Chilly, perhaps, in parts, but on the whole quite tolerably polite. I looked on the thing as a hopeful sign. Sort of olive-branch, you know. Or do I mean orange blossom? What Im getting at is that the fact that Aunt Agatha was writing to me without calling me names seemed, more or less, like a step in the direction of peace.

And I was all for peace, and that right speedily. Im not saying a word against New York, mind you. I liked the place, and was having quite a ripe time there. But the fact remains that a fellow whos been used to London all his life does get a trifle homesick on a foreign strand, and I wanted to pop back to the cosy old flat in Berkeley Street — which could only be done when Aunt Agatha had simmered down and got over the Glossop episode. I know that London is a biggish city, but, believe me, it isnt half big enough for any fellow to live in with Aunt Agatha when shes after him with the old hatchet. And so Im bound to say I looked on this chump Bassington-Bassington, when he arrived, more or less as a Dove of Peace, and was all for him.

He would seem from contemporary accounts to have blown in one morning at seven-forty-five, that being the ghastly sort of hour they shoot you off the liner in New York. He was given the respectful raspberry by Jeeves, and told to try again about three hours later, when there would be a sporting chance of my having sprung from my bed with a glad cry to welcome another day and all that sort of thing. Which was rather decent of Jeeves, by the way, for it so happened that there was a slight estrangement, a touch of coldness, a bit of a row in other words, between us at the moment because of some rather priceless purple socks which I was wearing against his wishes: and a lesser man might easily have snatched at the chance of getting back at me a bit by loosing Cyril into my bedchamber at a moment when I couldnt have stood a two-minutes conversation with my dearest pal. For until I have had my early cup of tea and have brooded on life for a bit absolutely undisturbed, Im not much of a lad for the merry chit-chat.

So Jeeves very sportingly shot Cyril out into the crisp morning air, and didnt let me know of his existence till he brought his card in with the Bohea.

And what might all this be, Jeeves? I said, giving the thing the glassy gaze.

The gentleman has arrived from England, I understand, sir. He called to see you earlier in the day.

Good Lord, Jeeves! You dont mean to say the day starts earlier than this?

He desired me to say he would return later, sir.

Ive never heard of him. Have you ever heard of him, Jeeves?

I am familiar with the name Bassington-Bassington, sir. There are three branches of the Bassington-Bassington family — the Shropshire Bassington-Bassingtons, the Hampshire Bassington-Bassingtons, and the Kent Bassington-Bassingtons.

England seems pretty well stocked up with Bassington-Bassingtons.

Tolerably so, sir.

No chance of a sudden shortage, I mean, what?

Presumably not, sir.

And what sort of a specimen is this one?



I could not say, sir, on such short acquaintance.

Will you give me a sporting two to one, Jeeves, judging from what you have seen of him, that this chappie is not a blighter or an excrescence?

No, sir. I should not care to venture such liberal odds.

I knew it. Well, the only thing that remains to be discovered is what kind of a blighter he is.

Time will tell, sir. The gentleman brought a letter for you, sir.

Oh, he did, did he? I said, and grasped the communication. And then I recognised the handwriting. I say, Jeeves, this is from my Aunt Agatha!

Indeed, sir?

Dont dismiss it in that light way. Dont you see what this means? She says she wants me to look after this excrescence while hes in New York. By Jove, Jeeves, if I only fawn on him a bit, so that he sends back a favourable report to head-quarters, I may yet be able to get back to England in time for Goodwood. Now is certainly the time for all good men to come to the aid of the party, Jeeves. We must rally round and cosset this cove in no uncertain manner.

Yes, sir.

He isnt going to stay in New York long, I said, taking another look at the letter. Hes headed for Washington. Going to give the nibs there the once-over, apparently, before taking a whirl at the Diplomatic Service. I should say that we can win this lads esteem and affection with a lunch and a couple of dinners, what?

I fancy that should be entirely adequate, sir.

This is the jolliest thing thats happened since we left England. It looks to me as if the sun were breaking through the clouds.



Very possibly, sir.

He started to put out my things, and there was an awkward sort of silence.

Not those socks, Jeeves, I said, gulping a bit but having a dash at the careless, off-hand tone. Give me the purple ones.

I beg your pardon, sir?

Those jolly purple ones.

Very good, sir.

He lugged them out of the drawer as if he were a vegetarian fishing a caterpillar out of the salad. You could see he was feeling deeply. Deuced painful and all that, this sort of thing, but a chappie has got to assert himself every now and then. Absolutely.

* * *

I was looking for Cyril to show up again any time after breakfast, but he didnt appear: so towards one oclock I trickled out to the Lambs Club, where I had an appointment to feed the Wooster face with a cove of the name of Caffyn Id got pally with since my arrival — George Caffyn, a fellow who wrote plays and what not. Id made a lot of friends during my stay in New York, the city being crammed with bonhomous lads who one and all extended a welcoming hand to the stranger in their midst.

Caffyn was a bit late, but bobbed up finally, saying that he had been kept at a rehearsal of his new musical comedy, Ask Dad; and we started in. We had just reached the coffee, when the waiter came up and said that Jeeves wanted to see me.

Jeeves was in the waiting-room. He gave the socks one pained look as I came in, then averted his eyes.



Mr. Bassington-Bassington has just telephoned, sir.

Oh?

Yes, sir.

Where is he?

In prison, sir.

I reeled against the wallpaper. A nice thing to happen to Aunt Agathas nominee on his first morning under my wing, I did not think!

In prison!

Yes, sir. He said on the telephone that he had been arrested and would be glad if you could step round and bail him out.

Arrested! What for?

He did not favour me with his confidence in that respect, sir.

This is a bit thick, Jeeves.

Precisely, sir.

I collected old George, who very decently volunteered to stagger along with me, and we hopped into a taxi. We sat around at the police-station for a bit on a wooden bench in a sort of ante-room, and presently a policeman appeared, leading in Cyril.

Halloa! Halloa! Halloa! I said. What?

My experience is that a fellow never really looks his best just after hes come out of a cell. When I was up at Oxford, I used to have a regular job bailing out a pal of mine who never failed to get pinched every Boat-Race night, and he always looked like something that had been dug up by the roots. Cyril was in pretty much the same sort of shape. He had a black eye and a torn collar, and altogether was nothing to write home about — especially if one was writing to Aunt Agatha. He was a thin, tall chappie with a lot of light hair and pale-blue goggly eyes which made him look like one of the rarer kinds of fish.



I got your message, I said.

Oh, are you Bertie Wooster?

Absolutely. And this is my pal George Caffyn. Writes plays and what not, dont you know.

We all shook hands, and the policeman, having retrieved a piece of chewing-gum from the underside of a chair, where he had parked it against a rainy day, went off into a corner and began to contemplate the infinite.

This is a rotten country, said Cyril.

Oh, I dont know, you know, dont you know! I said.

We do our best, said George.

Old George is an American, I explained. Writes plays, dont you know, and what not.

Of course, I didnt invent the country, said George. That was Columbus. But I shall be delighted to consider any improvements you may suggest and lay them before the proper authorities.

Well, why dont the policemen in New York dress properly?

George took a look at the chewing officer across the room.

I dont see anything missing, he said.

I mean to say, why dont they wear helmets like they do in London? Why do they look like postmen? It isnt fair on a fellow. Makes it dashed confusing. I was simply standing on the pavement, looking at things, when a fellow who looked like a postman prodded me in the ribs with a club. I didnt see why I should have postmen prodding me. Why the dickens should a fellow come three thousand miles to be prodded by postmen?

The point is well taken, said George. What did you do?

I gave him a shove, you know. Ive got a frightfully hasty temper, you know. All the Bassington-Bassingtons have got frightfully hasty tempers, dont you know! And then he biffed me in the eye and lugged me off to this beastly place.

Ill fix it, old son, I said. And I hauled out the bank-roll and went off to open negotiations, leaving Cyril to talk to George. I dont mind admitting that I was a bit perturbed. There were furrows in the old brow, and I had a kind of foreboding feeling. As long as this chump stayed in New York, I was responsible for him: and he didnt give me the impression of being the species of cove a reasonable chappie would care to be responsible for for more than about three minutes.

I mused with a considerable amount of tensity over Cyril that night, when I had got home and Jeeves had brought me the final whisky. I couldnt help feeling that this visit of his to America was going to be one of those times that try mens souls and what not. I hauled out Aunt Agathas letter of introduction and re-read it, and there was no getting away from the fact that she undoubtedly appeared to be somewhat wrapped up in this blighter and to consider it my mission in life to shield him from harm while on the premises. I was deuced thankful that he had taken such a liking for George Caffyn, old George being a steady sort of cove. After I had got him out of his dungeon-cell, he and old George had gone off together, as chummy as brothers, to watch the afternoon rehearsal of Ask Dad. There was some talk, I gathered, of their dining together. I felt pretty easy in my mind while George had his eye on him.

I had got about as far as this in my meditations, when Jeeves came in with a telegram. At least, it wasnt a telegram: it was a cable — from Aunt Agatha, and this is what it said: — 



Has Cyril Bassington-Bassington called yet? On no account introduce him into theatrical circles. Vitally important. Letter follows.

I read it a couple of times.

This is rummy, Jeeves!

Yes, sir?

Very rummy and dashed disturbing!

Will there be anything further to-night, sir?

Of course, if he was going to be as bally unsympathetic as that there was nothing to be done My idea had been to show him the cable and ask his advice. But if he was letting those purple socks rankle to that extent, the good old noblesse oblige of the Woosters couldnt lower itself to the extent of pleading with the man. Absolutely not. So I gave it a miss.

Nothing more, thanks.

Good night, sir.

Good night.

He floated away, and I sat down to think the thing over. I had been directing the best efforts of the old bean to the problem for a matter of half an hour, when there was a ring at the bell. I went to the door, and there was Cyril, looking pretty festive.

Ill come in for a bit if I may, he said. Got something rather priceless to tell you.

He curveted past me into the sitting-room, and when I got there after shutting the front door I found him reading Aunt Agathas cable and giggling in a rummy sort of manner. Oughtnt to have looked at this, I suppose. Caught sight of my name and read it without thinking. I say, Wooster, old friend of my youth, this is rather funny. Do you mind if I have a drink? Thanks awfully and all that sort of rot. Yes, its rather funny, considering what I came to tell you. Jolly old Caffyn has given me a small part in that musical comedy of his, Ask Dad. Only a bit, you know, but quite tolerably ripe. Im feeling frightfully braced, dont you know!

He drank his drink, and went on. He didnt seem to notice that I wasnt jumping about the room, yapping with joy.

You know, Ive always wanted to go on the stage, you know, he said. But my jolly old guvnor wouldnt stick it at any price. Put the old Waukeesi down with a bang, and turned bright purple whenever the subject was mentioned. Thats the real reason why I came over here, if you want to know. I knew there wasnt a chance of my being able to work this stage wheeze in London without somebody getting on to it and tipping off the guvnor, so I rather brainily sprang the scheme of popping over to Washington to broaden my mind. Theres nobody to interfere on this side, you see, so I can go right ahead!

I tried to reason with the poor chump.

But your guvnor will have to know some time.

Thatll be all right. I shall be the jolly old star by then, and he wont have a leg to stand on.

It seems to me hell have one leg to stand on while he kicks me with the other.

Why, where do you come in? What have you got to do with it?

I introduced you to George Caffyn.

So you did, old top, so you did. Id quite forgotten. I ought to have thanked you before. Well, so long. Theres an early rehearsal of Ask Dad to-morrow morning, and I must be toddling. Rummy the thing should be called Ask Dad, when thats just what Im not going to do. See what I mean, what, what? Well, pip-pip!



Toodle-oo! I said sadly, and the blighter scudded off. I dived for the phone and called up George Caffyn.

I say, George, whats all this about Cyril Bassington-Bassington?

What about him?

He tells me youve given him a part in your show.

Oh, yes. Just a few lines.

But Ive just had fifty-seven cables from home telling me on no account to let him go on the stage.

Im sorry. But Cyril is just the type I need for that part. Hes simply got to be himself.

Its pretty tough on me, George, old man. My Aunt Agatha sent this blighter over with a letter of introduction to me, and she will hold me responsible.

Shell cut you out of her will?

It isnt a question of money. But — of course, youve never met my Aunt Agatha, so its rather hard to explain. But shes a sort of human vampire-bat, and shell make things most fearfully unpleasant for me when I go back to England. Shes the kind of woman who comes and rags you before breakfast, dont you know.

Well, dont go back to England, then. Stick here and become President.

But, George, old top —— !

Good night!

But, I say, George, old man!

You didnt get my last remark. It was Good night! You Idle Rich may not need any sleep, but Ive got to be bright and fresh in the morning. God bless you!

I felt as if I hadnt a friend in the world. I was so jolly well worked up that I went and banged on Jeevess door. It wasnt a thing Id have cared to do as a rule, but it seemed to me that now was the time for all good men to come to the aid of the party, so to speak, and that it was up to Jeeves to rally round the young master, even if it broke up his beauty-sleep.

Jeeves emerged in a brown dressing-gown.

Sir?

Deuced sorry to wake you up, Jeeves, and what not, but all sorts of dashed disturbing things have been happening.

I was not asleep. It is my practice, on retiring, to read a few pages of some instructive book.

Thats good! What I mean to say is, if youve just finished exercising the old bean, its probably in mid-season form for tackling problems. Jeeves, Mr. Bassington-Bassington is going on the stage!

Indeed, sir?

Ah! The thing doesnt hit you! You dont get it properly! Heres the point. All his family are most fearfully dead against his going on the stage. Theres going to be no end of trouble if he isnt headed off. And, whats worse, my Aunt Agatha will blame me, you see.

I see, sir.

Well, cant you think of some way of stopping him?

Not, I confess, at the moment, sir.

Well, have a stab at it.

I will give the matter my best consideration, sir. Will there be anything further to-night?

I hope not! Ive had all I can stand already.

Very good, sir.

He popped off.


STARTLING DRESSINESS OF A LIFT-ATTENDANT
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THE PART WHICH old George had written for the chump Cyril took up about two pages of typescript; but it might have been Hamlet, the way that poor, misguided pinhead worked himself to the bone over it. I suppose, if I heard him his lines once, I did it a dozen times in the first couple of days. He seemed to think that my only feeling about the whole affair was one of enthusiastic admiration, and that he could rely on my support and sympathy. What with trying to imagine how Aunt Agatha was going to take this thing, and being woken up out of the dreamless in the small hours every other night to give my opinion of some new bit of business which Cyril had invented, I became more or less the good old shadow. And all the time Jeeves remained still pretty cold and distant about the purple socks. Its this sort of thing that ages a chappie, dont you know, and makes his youthful joie-de-vivre go a bit groggy at the knees.

In the middle of it Aunt Agathas letter arrived. It took her about six pages to do justice to Cyrils fathers feelings in regard to his going on the stage and about six more to give me a kind of sketch of what she would say, think, and do if I didnt keep him clear of injurious influences while he was in America. The letter came by the afternoon mail, and left me with a pretty firm conviction that it wasnt a thing I ought to keep to myself. I didnt even wait to ring the bell: I whizzed for the kitchen, bleating for Jeeves, and butted into the middle of a regular tea-party of sorts. Seated at the table were a depressed-looking cove who might have been a valet or something, and a boy in a Norfolk suit. The valet-chappie was drinking a whisky and soda, and the boy was being tolerably rough with some jam and cake.

Oh, I say, Jeeves! I said. Sorry to interrupt the feast of reason and flow of soul and so forth, but — —

At this juncture the small boys eye hit me like a bullet and stopped me in my tracks. It was one of those cold, clammy, accusing sort of eyes — the kind that makes you reach up to see if your tie is straight: and he looked at me as if I were some sort of unnecessary product which Cuthbert the Cat had brought in after a ramble among the local ash-cans. He was a stoutish infant with a lot of freckles and a good deal of jam on his face.

Hallo! Hallo! Hallo! I said. What? There didnt seem much else to say.

The stripling stared at me in a nasty sort of way through the jam. He may have loved me at first sight, but the impression he gave me was that he didnt think a lot of me and wasnt betting much that I would improve a great deal on acquaintance. I had a kind of feeling that I was about as popular with him as a cold Welsh rabbit.

Whats your name? he asked.

My name? Oh, Wooster, dont you know, and what not.

My pops richer than you are!

That seemed to be all about me. The child having said his say, started in on the jam again. I turned to Jeeves.



I say, Jeeves, can you spare a moment? I want to show you something.

Very good, sir. We toddled into the sitting-room.

Who is your little friend, Sidney the Sunbeam, Jeeves?

The young gentleman, sir?

Its a loose way of describing him, but I know what you mean.

I trust I was not taking a liberty in entertaining him, sir?

Not a bit. If thats your idea of a large afternoon, go ahead.

I happened to meet the young gentleman taking a walk with his fathers valet, sir, whom I used to know somewhat intimately in London, and I ventured to invite them both to join me here.

Well, never mind about him, Jeeves. Read this letter.

He gave it the up-and-down.

Very disturbing, sir! was all he could find to say.

What are we going to do about it?

Time may provide a solution, sir.

On the other hand, it maynt, what?

Extremely true, sir.

Wed got as far as this, when there was a ring at the door. Jeeves shimmered off, and Cyril blew in, full of good cheer and blitheringness.

I say, Wooster, old thing, he said, I want your advice. You know this jolly old part of mine. How ought I to dress it? What I mean is, the first act scene is laid in an hotel of sorts, at about three in the afternoon. What ought I to wear, do you think?

I wasnt feeling fit for a discussion of gents suitings.



Youd better consult Jeeves, I said.

A hot and by no means unripe idea! Where is he?

Gone back to the kitchen, I suppose.

Ill smite the good old bell, shall I? Yes. No?

Right-o!

Jeeves poured silently in.

Oh, I say, Jeeves, began Cyril, I just wanted to have a syllable or two with you. Its this way — Hallo, whos this?

I then perceived that the stout stripling had trickled into the room after Jeeves. He was standing near the door looking at Cyril as if his worst fears had been realised. There was a bit of a silence. The child remained there, drinking Cyril in for about half a minute; then he gave his verdict:

Fish-face!

Eh? What? said Cyril.

The child, who had evidently been taught at his mothers knee to speak the truth, made his meaning a trifle clearer.

Youve a face like a fish!

He spoke as if Cyril was more to be pitied than censured, which I am bound to say I thought rather decent and broad-minded of him. I dont mind admitting that, whenever I looked at Cyrils face, I always had a feeling that he couldnt have got that way without its being mostly his own fault. I found myself warming to this child. Absolutely, dont you know. I liked his conversation.

It seemed to take Cyril a moment or two really to grasp the thing, and then you could hear the blood of the Bassington-Bassingtons begin to sizzle.

Well, Im dashed! he said. Im dashed if Im not!

I wouldnt have a face like that, proceeded the child, with a good deal of earnestness, not if you gave me a million dollars. He thought for a moment, then corrected himself. Two million dollars! he added.

Just what occurred then I couldnt exactly say, but the next few minutes were a bit exciting. I take it that Cyril must have made a dive for the infant. Anyway, the air seemed pretty well congested with arms and legs and things. Something bumped into the Wooster waistcoat just around the third button, and I collapsed on to the settee and rather lost interest in things for the moment. When I had unscrambled myself, I found that Jeeves and the child had retired and Cyril was standing in the middle of the room snorting a bit.

Whos that frightful little brute, Wooster?

I dont know. I never saw him before to-day.

I gave him a couple of tolerably juicy buffets before he legged it. I say, Wooster, that kid said a dashed odd thing. He yelled out something about Jeeves promising him a dollar if he called me — er — what he said.

It sounded pretty unlikely to me.

What would Jeeves do that for?

It struck me as rummy, too.

Where would be the sense of it?

Thats what I cant see.

I mean to say, its nothing to Jeeves what sort of a face you have!

No! said Cyril. He spoke a little coldly, I fancied. I dont know why. Well, Ill be popping. Toodle-oo!

Pip-pip!

It must have been about a week after this rummy little episode that George Caffyn called me up and asked me if I would care to go and see a run-through of his show. Ask Dad, it seemed, was to open out of town in Schenectady on the following Monday, and this was to be a sort of preliminary dress-rehearsal. A preliminary dress-rehearsal, old George explained, was the same as a regular dress-rehearsal inasmuch as it was apt to look like nothing on earth and last into the small hours, but more exciting because they wouldnt be timing the piece and consequently all the blighters who on these occasions let their angry passions rise would have plenty of scope for interruptions, with the result that a pleasant time would be had by all.

The thing was billed to start at eight oclock, so I rolled up at ten-fifteen, so as not to have too long to wait before they began. The dress-parade was still going on. George was on the stage, talking to a cove in shirt-sleeves and an absolutely round chappie with big spectacles and a practically hairless dome. I had seen George with the latter merchant once or twice at the club, and I knew that he was Blumenfield, the manager. I waved to George, and slid into a seat at the back of the house, so as to be out of the way when the fighting started. Presently George hopped down off the stage and came and joined me, and fairly soon after that the curtain went down. The chappie at the piano whacked out a well-meant bar or two, and the curtain went up again.

I cant quite recall what the plot of Ask Dad was about, but I do know that it seemed able to jog along all right without much help from Cyril. I was rather puzzled at first. What I mean is, through brooding on Cyril and hearing him in his part and listening to his views on what ought and what ought not to be done, I suppose I had got a sort of impression rooted in the old bean that he was pretty well the backbone of the show, and that the rest of the company didnt do much except go on and fill in when he happened to be off the stage. I sat there for nearly half an hour, waiting for him to make his entrance, until I suddenly discovered he had been on from the start. He was, in fact, the rummy-looking plug-ugly who was now leaning against a potted palm a couple of feet from the O.P. side, trying to appear intelligent while the heroine sang a song about Love being like something which for the moment has slipped my memory. After the second refrain he began to dance in company with a dozen other equally weird birds. A painful spectacle for one who could see a vision of Aunt Agatha reaching for the hatchet and old Bassington-Bassington senior putting on his strongest pair of hob-nailed boots. Absolutely!

The dance had just finished, and Cyril and his pals had shuffled off into the wings when a voice spoke from the darkness on my right.

Pop!

Old Blumenfield clapped his hands, and the hero, who had just been about to get the next line off his diaphragm, cheesed it. I peered into the shadows. Who should it be but Jeevess little playmate with the freckles! He was now strolling down the aisle with his hands in his pockets as if the place belonged to him. An air of respectful attention seemed to pervade the building.

Pop, said the stripling, that numbers no good. Old Blumenfield beamed over his shoulder.

Dont you like it, darling?

It gives me a pain.

Youre dead right.

You want something zippy there. Something with a bit of jazz to it!

Quite right, my boy. Ill make a note of it. All right. Go on!



I turned to George, who was muttering to himself in rather an overwrought way.

I say, George, old man, who the dickens is that kid?

Old George groaned a bit hollowly, as if things were a trifle thick.

I didnt know he had crawled in! Its Blumenfields son. Now were going to have a Hades of a time!

Does he always run things like this?

Always!

But why does old Blumenfield listen to him?

Nobody seems to know. It may be pure fatherly love, or he may regard him as a mascot. My own idea is that he thinks the kid has exactly the amount of intelligence of the average member of the audience, and that what makes a hit with him will please the general public. While, conversely, what he doesnt like will be too rotten for anyone. The kid is a pest, a wart, and a pot of poison, and should be strangled!

The rehearsal went on. The hero got off his line. There was a slight outburst of frightfulness between the stage-manager and a Voice named Bill that came from somewhere near the roof, the subject under discussion being where the devil Bills ambers were at that particular juncture. Then things went on again until the moment arrived for Cyrils big scene.

I was still a trifle hazy about the plot, but I had got on to the fact that Cyril was some sort of an English peer who had come over to America doubtless for the best reasons. So far he had only had two lines to say. One was Oh, I say! and the other was Yes, by Jove!; but I seemed to recollect, from hearing him read his part, that pretty soon he was due rather to spread himself. I sat back in my chair and waited for him to bob up.

He bobbed up about five minutes later. Things had got a bit stormy by that time. The Voice and the stage-director had had another of their love-feasts — this time something to do with why Bills blues werent on the job or something. And, almost as soon as that was over, there was a bit of unpleasantness because a flower-pot fell off a window-ledge and nearly brained the hero. The atmosphere was consequently more or less hotted up when Cyril, who had been hanging about at the back of the stage, breezed down centre and toed the mark for his most substantial chunk of entertainment. The heroine had been saying something — I forget what — and all the chorus, with Cyril at their head, had begun to surge round her in the restless sort of way those chappies always do when theres a number coming along.

Cyrils first line was, Oh, I say, you know, you mustnt say that, really! and it seemed to me he passed it over the larynx with a goodish deal of vim and je-ne-sais-quoi. But, by Jove, before the heroine had time for the come-back, our little friend with the freckles had risen to lodge a protest.

Pop!

Yes, darling?

That ones no good!

Which one, darling?

The one with a face like a fish.

But they all have faces like fish, darling.

The child seemed to see the justice of this objection. He became more definite.

The ugly one.

Which ugly one? That one? said old Blumenfield, pointing to Cyril.



Yep! Hes rotten!

I thought so myself.

Hes a pill!

Youre dead right, my boy. Ive noticed it for some time.

Cyril had been gaping a bit while these few remarks were in progress. He now shot down to the footlights. Even from where I was sitting, I could see that these harsh words had hit the old Bassington-Bassington family pride a frightful wallop. He started to get pink in the ears, and then in the nose, and then in the cheeks, till in about a quarter of a minute he looked pretty much like an explosion in a tomato cannery on a sunset evening.

What the deuce do you mean?

What the deuce do you mean? shouted old Blumenfield. Dont yell at me across the footlights!

Ive a dashed good mind to come down and spank that little brute!

What!

A dashed good mind!

Old Blumenfield swelled like a pumped-up tyre. He got rounder than ever.

See here, mister — I dont know your darn name —— !

My names Bassington-Bassington, and the jolly old Bassington-Bassingtons — I mean the Bassington-Bassingtons arent accustomed — —

Old Blumenfield told him in a few brief words pretty much what he thought of the Bassington-Bassingtons and what they werent accustomed to. The whole strength of the company rallied round to enjoy his remarks. You could see them jutting out from the wings and protruding from behind trees.



You got to work good for my pop! said the stout child, waggling his head reprovingly at Cyril.

I dont want any bally cheek from you! said Cyril, gurgling a bit.

Whats that? barked old Blumenfield. Do you understand that this boy is my son?

Yes, I do, said Cyril. And you both have my sympathy!

Youre fired! bellowed old Blumenfield, swelling a good bit more. Get out of my theatre!

* * *

About half-past ten next morning, just after I had finished lubricating the good old interior with a soothing cup of Oolong, Jeeves filtered into my bedroom, and said that Cyril was waiting to see me in the sitting-room.

How does he look, Jeeves?

Sir?

What does Mr. Bassington-Bassington look like?

It is hardly my place, sir, to criticise the facial peculiarities of your friends.

I dont mean that. I mean, does he appear peeved and what not?

Not noticeably, sir. His manner is tranquil.

Thats rum!

Sir?

Nothing. Show him in, will you?

Im bound to say I had expected to see Cyril showing a few more traces of last nights battle. I was looking for a bit of the overwrought soul and the quivering ganglions, if you know what I mean. He seemed pretty ordinary and quite fairly cheerful.

Hallo, Wooster, old thing!



Cheero!

I just looked in to say good-bye.

Good-bye?

Yes. Im off to Washington in an hour. He sat down on the bed. You know, Wooster, old top, he went on, Ive been thinking it all over, and really it doesnt seem quite fair to the jolly old guvnor, my going on the stage and so forth. What do you think?

I see what you mean.

I mean to say, he sent me over here to broaden my jolly old mind and words to that effect, dont you know, and I cant help thinking it would be a bit of a jar for the old boy if I gave him the bird and went on the stage instead. I dont know if you understand me, but what I mean to say is, its a sort of question of conscience.

Can you leave the show without upsetting everything?

Oh, thats all right. Ive explained everything to old Blumenfield, and he quite sees my position. Of course, hes sorry to lose me — said he didnt see how he could fill my place and all that sort of thing — but, after all, even if it does land him in a bit of a hole, I think Im right in resigning my part, dont you?

Oh, absolutely.

I thought youd agree with me. Well, I ought to be shifting. Awfully glad to have seen something of you, and all that sort of rot. Pip-pip!

Toodle-oo!

He sallied forth, having told all those bally lies with the clear, blue, pop-eyed gaze of a young child. I rang for Jeeves. You know, ever since last night I had been exercising the old bean to some extent, and a good deal of light had dawned upon me.



Jeeves!

Sir?

Did you put that pie-faced infant up to bally-ragging Mr. Bassington-Bassington?

Sir?

Oh, you know what I mean. Did you tell him to get Mr. Bassington-Bassington sacked from the Ask Dad company?

I would not take such a liberty, sir. He started to put out my clothes. It is possible that young Master Blumenfield may have gathered from casual remarks of mine that I did not consider the stage altogether a suitable sphere for Mr. Bassington-Bassington.

I say, Jeeves, you know, youre a bit of a marvel.

I endeavour to give satisfaction, sir.

And Im frightfully obliged, if you know what I mean. Aunt Agatha would have had sixteen or seventeen fits if you hadnt headed him off.

I fancy there might have been some little friction and unpleasantness, sir. I am laying out the blue suit with the thin red stripe, sir. I fancy the effect will be pleasing.

* * *

Its a rummy thing, but I had finished breakfast and gone out and got as far as the lift before I remembered what it was that I had meant to do to reward Jeeves for his really sporting behaviour in this matter of the chump Cyril. It cut me to the heart to do it, but I had decided to give him his way and let those purple socks pass out of my life. After all, there are times when a cove must make sacrifices. I was just going to nip back and break the glad news to him, when the lift came up, so I thought I would leave it till I got home.



The coloured chappie in charge of the lift looked at me, as I hopped in, with a good deal of quiet devotion and what not.

I wish to thank yo, suh, he said, for yo kindness.

Eh? What?

Misto Jeeves done give me them purple socks, as you told him. Thank yo very much, suh!

I looked down. The blighter was a blaze of mauve from the ankle-bone southward. I dont know when Ive seen anything so dressy.

Oh, ah! Not at all! Right-o! Glad you like them! I said.

Well, I mean to say, what? Absolutely!


COMRADE BINGO
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THE THING REALLY started in the Park — at the Marble Arch end — where weird birds of every description collect on Sunday afternoons and stand on soap-boxes and make speeches. It isnt often youll find me there, but it so happened that on the Sabbath after my return to the good old Metrop. I had a call to pay in Manchester Square, and, taking a stroll round in that direction so as not to arrive too early, I found myself right in the middle of it.

Now that the Empire isnt the place it was, I always think the Park on a Sunday is the centre of London, if you know what I mean. I mean to say, thats the spot that makes the returned exile really sure hes back again. After what you might call my enforced sojourn in New York Im bound to say that I stood there fairly lapping it all up. It did me good to listen to the lads giving tongue and realise that all had ended happily and Bertram was home again.

On the edge of the mob farthest away from me a gang of top-hatted chappies were starting an open-air missionary service; nearer at hand an atheist was letting himself go with a good deal of vim, though handicapped a bit by having no roof to his mouth; while in front of me there stood a little group of serious thinkers with a banner labelled Heralds of the Red Dawn; and as I came up, one of the heralds, a bearded egg in a slouch hat and a tweed suit, was slipping it into the Idle Rich with such breadth and vigour that I paused for a moment to get an earful. While I was standing there somebody spoke to me.

Mr. Wooster, surely?

Stout chappie. Couldnt place him for a second. Then I got him. Bingo Littles uncle, the one I had lunch with at the time when young Bingo was in love with that waitress at the Piccadilly bun-shop. No wonder I hadnt recognised him at first. When I had seen him last he had been a rather sloppy old gentleman — coming down to lunch, I remember, in carpet slippers and a velvet smoking-jacket; whereas now dapper simply wasnt the word. He absolutely gleamed in the sunlight in a silk hat, morning coat, lavender spats and sponge-bag trousers, as now worn. Dressy to a degree.

Oh, hallo! I said. Going strong?

I am in excellent health, I thank you. And you?

In the pink. Just been over to America.

Ah! Collecting local colour for one of your delightful romances?

Eh? I had to think a bit before I got on to what he meant. Then I remembered the Rosie M. Banks business. Oh, no, I said. Just felt I needed a change. Seen anything of Bingo lately? I asked quickly, being desirous of heading the old thing off what you might call the literary side of my life.

Bingo?

Your nephew.

Oh, Richard? No, not very recently. Since my marriage a little coolness seems to have sprung up.

Sorry to hear that. So youve married since I saw you, what? Mrs. Little all right?



My wife is happily robust. But — er — not Mrs. Little. Since we last met a gracious Sovereign has been pleased to bestow on me a signal mark of his favour in the shape of — ah — a peerage. On the publication of the last Honours List I became Lord Bittlesham.

By Jove! Really? I say, heartiest congratulations. Thats the stuff to give the troops, what? Lord Bittlesham? I said. Why, youre the owner of Ocean Breeze.

Yes. Marriage has enlarged my horizon in many directions. My wife is interested in horse-racing, and I now maintain a small stable. I understand that Ocean Breeze is fancied, as I am told the expression is, for a race which will take place at the end of the month at Goodwood, the Duke of Richmonds seat in Sussex.

The Goodwood Cup. Rather! Ive got my chemise on it for one.

Indeed? Well, I trust the animal will justify your confidence. I know little of these matters myself, but my wife tells me that it is regarded in knowledgeable circles as what I believe is termed a snip.

At this moment I suddenly noticed that the audience was gazing in our direction with a good deal of interest, and I saw that the bearded chappie was pointing at us.

Yes, look at them! Drink them in! he was yelling, his voice rising above the perpetual-motion fellows and beating the missionary service all to nothing. There you see two typical members of the class which has down-trodden the poor for centuries. Idlers! Non-producers! Look at the tall thin one with the face like a motor-mascot. Has he ever done an honest days work in his life? No! A prowler, a trifler, and a blood-sucker! And I bet he still owes his tailor for those trousers!



He seemed to me to be verging on the personal, and I didnt think a lot of it. Old Bittlesham, on the other hand, was pleased and amused.

A great gift of expression these fellows have, he chuckled. Very trenchant.

And the fat one! proceeded the chappie. Dont miss him. Do you know who that is? Thats Lord Bittlesham! One of the worst. What has he ever done except eat four square meals a day? His god is his belly, and he sacrifices burnt-offerings to it. If you opened that man now you would find enough lunch to support ten working-class families for a week.

You know, thats rather well put, I said, but the old boy didnt seem to see it. He had turned a brightish magenta and was bubbling like a kettle on the boil.

Come away, Mr. Wooster, he said. I am the last man to oppose the right of free speech, but I refuse to listen to this vulgar abuse any longer.

We legged it with quiet dignity, the chappie pursuing us with his foul innuendoes to the last. Dashed embarrassing.

* * *

Next day I looked in at the club, and found young Bingo in the smoking-room.

Hallo, Bingo, I said, toddling over to his corner full of bonhomie, for I was glad to see the chump, Hows the boy?

Jogging along.

I saw your uncle yesterday.

Young Bingo unleashed a grin that split his face in half.

I know you did, you trifler. Well, sit down, old thing, and suck a bit of blood. Hows the prowling these days?



Good Lord! You werent there!

Yes, I was.

I didnt see you.

Yes, you did. But perhaps you didnt recognise me in the shrubbery.

The shrubbery?

The beard, my boy. Worth every penny I paid for it. Defies detection. Of course, its a nuisance having people shouting Beaver! at you all the time, but ones got to put up with that.

I goggled at him.

I dont understand.

Its a long story. Have a martini or a small gore-and-soda, and Ill tell you all about it. Before we start, give me your honest opinion. Isnt she the most wonderful girl you ever saw in your puff?

He had produced a photograph from somewhere, like a conjurer taking a rabbit out of a hat, and was waving it in front of me. It appeared to be a female of sorts, all eyes and teeth.

Oh, Great Scott! I said. Dont tell me youre in love again.

He seemed aggrieved.

What do you mean — again?

Well, to my certain knowledge youve been in love with at least half a dozen girls since the spring, and its only July now. There was that waitress and Honoria Glossop and — —

Oh, tush! Not to say pish! Those girls? Mere passing fancies. This is the real thing.

Where did you meet her?

On top of a bus. Her name is Charlotte Corday Rowbotham.

My God!

Its not her fault, poor child. Her father had her christened that because hes all for the Revolution, and it seems that the original Charlotte Corday used to go about stabbing oppressors in their baths, which entitles her to consideration and respect. You must meet old Rowbotham, Bertie. A delightful chap. Wants to massacre the bourgeoisie, sack Park Lane, and disembowel the hereditary aristocracy. Well, nothing could be fairer than that, what? But about Charlotte. We were on top of the bus, and it started to rain. I offered her my umbrella, and we chatted of this and that. I fell in love and got her address, and a couple of days later I bought the beard and toddled round and met the family.

But why the beard?

Well, she had told me all about her father on the bus, and I saw that to get any footing at all in the home I should have to join these Red Dawn blighters; and naturally, if I was to make speeches in the Park, where at any moment I might run into a dozen people I knew, something in the nature of a disguise was indicated. So I bought the beard, and, by Jove, old boy, Ive become dashed attached to the thing. When I take it off to come in here, for instance, I feel absolutely nude. Its done me a lot of good with old Rowbotham. He thinks Im a Bolshevist of sorts who has to go about disguised because of the police. You really must meet old Rowbotham, Bertie. I tell you what, are you doing anything to-morrow afternoon?

Nothing special. Why?

Good! Then you can have us all to tea at your flat. I had promised to take the crowd to Lyons Popular Café after a meeting were holding down in Lambeth, but I can save money this way; and, believe me, laddie, nowadays, as far as Im concerned, a penny saved is a penny earned. My uncle told you hed got married?



Yes. And he said there was a coolness between you.

Coolness? Im down to zero. Ever since he married hes been launching out in every direction and economising on me. I suppose that peerage cost the old devil the deuce of a sum. Even baronetcies have gone up frightfully nowadays, Im told. And hes started a racing-stable. By the way, put your last collar-stud on Ocean Breeze for the Goodwood Cup. Its a cert.

Im going to.

It cant lose. I mean to win enough on it to marry Charlotte with. Youre going to Goodwood, of course?

Rather!

So are we. Were holding a meeting on Cup day just outside the paddock.

But, I say, arent you taking frightful risks? Your uncles sure to be at Goodwood. Suppose he spots you? Hell be fed to the gills if he finds out that youre the fellow who ragged him in the Park.

How the deuce is he to find out? Use your intelligence, you prowling inhaler of red corpuscles. If he didnt spot me yesterday, why should he spot me at Goodwood? Well, thanks for your cordial invitation for to-morrow, old thing. We shall be delighted to accept. Do us well, laddie, and blessings shall reward you. By the way, I may have misled you by using the word tea. None of your wafer slices of bread-and-butter. Were good trenchermen, we of the Revolution. What we shall require will be something on the order of scrambled eggs, muffins, jam, ham, cake and sardines. Expect us at five sharp.

But, I say, Im not quite sure — —

Yes, you are. Silly ass, dont you see that this is going to do you a bit of good when the Revolution breaks loose? When you see old Rowbotham sprinting up Piccadilly with a dripping knife in each hand, youll be jolly thankful to be able to remind him that he once ate your tea and shrimps. There will be four of us — Charlotte, self, the old man, and Comrade Butt. I suppose he will insist on coming along.

Who the devils Comrade Butt?

Did you notice a fellow standing on my left in our little troupe yesterday? Small, shrivelled chap. Looks like a haddock with lung-trouble. Thats Butt. My rival, dash him. Hes sort of semi-engaged to Charlotte at the moment. Till I came along he was the blue-eyed boy. Hes got a voice like a fog-horn, and old Rowbotham thinks a lot of him. But, hang it, if I cant thoroughly encompass this Butt and cut him out and put him where he belongs among the discards — well, Im not the man I was, thats all. He may have a big voice, but he hasnt my gift of expression. Thank heaven I was once cox of my college boat. Well, I must be pushing now. I say, you dont know how I could raise fifty quid somehow, do you?

Why dont you work?

Work? said young Bingo, surprised. What, me? No, I shall have to think of some way. I must put at least fifty on Ocean Breeze. Well, see you to-morrow. God bless you, old sort, and dont forget the muffins.

* * *

I dont know why, ever since I first knew him at school, I should have felt a rummy feeling of responsibility for young Bingo. I mean to say, hes not my son (thank goodness) or my brother or anything like that. Hes got absolutely no claim on me at all, and yet a large-sized chunk of my existence seems to be spent in fussing over him like a bally old hen and hauling him out of the soup. I suppose it must be some rare beauty in my nature or something. At any rate, this latest affair of his worried me. He seemed to be doing his best to marry into a family of pronounced loonies, and how the deuce he thought he was going to support even a mentally afflicted wife on nothing a year beat me. Old Bittlesham was bound to knock off his allowance if he did anything of the sort; and, with a fellow like young Bingo, if you knocked off his allowance, you might just as well hit him on the head with an axe and make a clean job of it.

Jeeves, I said, when I got home, Im worried.

Sir?

About Mr. Little. I wont tell you about it now, because hes bringing some friends of his to tea to-morrow, and then you will be able to judge for yourself. I want you to observe closely, Jeeves, and form your decision.

Very good, sir.

And about the tea. Get in some muffins.

Yes, sir.

And some jam, ham, cake, scrambled eggs, and five or six wagonloads of sardines.

Sardines, sir? said Jeeves, with a shudder.

Sardines.

There was an awkward pause.

Dont blame me, Jeeves, I said. It isnt my fault.

No, sir.

Well, thats that.

Yes, sir.

I could see the man was brooding tensely.

* * *

Ive found, as a general rule in life, that the things you think are going to be the scaliest nearly always turn out not so bad after all; but it wasnt that way with Bingos tea-party. From the moment he invited himself I felt that the thing was going to be blue round the edges, and it was. And I think the most gruesome part of the whole affair was the fact that, for the first time since Id known him, I saw Jeeves come very near to being rattled. I suppose theres a chink in everyones armour, and young Bingo found Jeevess right at the drop of the flag when he breezed in with six inches or so of brown beard hanging on to his chin. I had forgotten to warn Jeeves about the beard, and it came on him absolutely out of a blue sky. I saw the mans jaw drop, and he clutched at the table for support. I dont blame him, mind you. Few people have ever looked fouler than young Bingo in the fungus. Jeeves paled a little; then the weakness passed and he was himself again. But I could see that he had been shaken.

Young Bingo was too busy introducing the mob to take much notice. They were a very C3 collection. Comrade Butt looked like one of the things that come out of dead trees after the rain; moth-eaten was the word I should have used to describe old Rowbotham; and as for Charlotte, she seemed to take me straight into another and a dreadful world. It wasnt that she was exactly bad-looking. In fact, if she had knocked off starchy foods and done Swedish exercises for a bit, she might have been quite tolerable. But there was too much of her. Billowy curves. Well-nourished, perhaps, expresses it best. And, while she may have had a heart of gold, the thing you noticed about her first was that she had a tooth of gold. I knew that young Bingo, when in form, could fall in love with practically anything of the other sex; but this time I couldnt see any excuse for him at all.



My friend, Mr. Wooster, said Bingo, completing the ceremonial.

Old Rowbotham looked at me and then he looked round the room, and I could see he wasnt particularly braced. Theres nothing of absolutely Oriental luxury about the old flat, but I have managed to make myself fairly comfortable, and I suppose the surroundings jarred him a bit.

Mr. Wooster? said old Rowbotham. May I say Comrade Wooster?

I beg your pardon?

Are you of the movement?

Well — er — —

Do you yearn for the Revolution?

Well, I dont know that I exactly yearn. I mean to say, as far as I can make out, the whole hub of the scheme seems to be to massacre coves like me; and I dont mind owning Im not frightfully keen on the idea.

But Im talking him round, said Bingo. Im wrestling with him. A few more treatments ought to do the trick.

Old Rowbotham looked at me a bit doubtfully.

Comrade Little has great eloquence, he admitted.

I think he talks something wonderful, said the girl, and young Bingo shot a glance of such succulent devotion at her that I reeled in my tracks. It seemed to depress Comrade Butt a good deal too. He scowled at the carpet and said something about dancing on volcanoes.

Tea is served, sir, said Jeeves.

Tea, pa! said Charlotte, starting at the word like the old war-horse who hears the bugle; and we got down to it.

Funny how one changes as the years roll on. At school, I remember, I would cheerfully have sold my soul for scrambled eggs and sardines at five in the afternoon; but somehow, since reaching mans estate, I had rather dropped out of the habit; and Im bound to admit I was appalled to a goodish extent at the way the sons and daughter of the Revolution shoved their heads down and went for the foodstuffs. Even Comrade Butt cast off his gloom for a space and immersed his whole being in scrambled eggs, only coming to the surface at intervals to grab another cup of tea. Presently the hot water gave out, and I turned to Jeeves.

More hot water.

Very good, sir.

Hey! whats this? Whats this? Old Rowbotham had lowered his cup and was eyeing us sternly. He tapped Jeeves on the shoulder. No servility, my lad; no servility!

I beg your pardon, sir?

Dont call me sir. Call me Comrade. Do you know what you are, my lad? Youre an obsolete relic of an exploded feudal system.

Very good, sir.

If theres one thing that makes the blood boil in my veins — —

Have another sardine, chipped in young Bingo — the first sensible thing hed done since I had known him. Old Rowbotham took three and dropped the subject, and Jeeves drifted away. I could see by the look of his back what he felt.

At last, just as I was beginning to feel that it was going on for ever, the thing finished. I woke up to find the party getting ready to leave.

Sardines and about three quarts of tea had mellowed old Rowbotham. There was quite a genial look in his eye as he shook my hand.

I must thank you for your hospitality, Comrade Wooster, he said.



Oh, not at all! Only too glad — —

Hospitality? snorted the man Butt, going off in my ear like a depth-charge. He was scowling in a morose sort of manner at young Bingo and the girl, who were giggling together by the window. I wonder the food didnt turn to ashes in our mouths! Eggs! Muffins! Sardines! All wrung from the bleeding lips of the starving poor!

Oh, I say! What a beastly idea!

I will send you some literature on the subject of the Cause, said old Rowbotham. And soon, I hope, we shall see you at one of our little meetings.

Jeeves came in to clear away, and found me sitting among the ruins. It was all very well for Comrade Butt to knock the food, but he had pretty well finished the ham; and if you had shoved the remainder of the jam into the bleeding lips of the starving poor it would hardly have made them sticky.

Well, Jeeves, I said, how about it?

I would prefer to express no opinion, sir.

Jeeves, Mr. Little is in love with that female.

So I gathered, sir. She was slapping him in the passage.

I clutched my brow.

Slapping him?

Yes, sir. Roguishly.

Great Scott! I didnt know it had got as far as that. How did Comrade Butt seem to be taking it? Or perhaps he didnt see?

Yes, sir, he observed the entire proceedings. He struck me as extremely jealous.

I dont blame him. Jeeves, what are we to do?

I could not say, sir.

Its a bit thick.

Very much so, sir.

And that was all the consolation I got from Jeeves.


BINGO HAS A BAD GOODWOOD
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I HAD PROMISED to meet young Bingo next day, to tell him what I thought of his infernal Charlotte, and I was mooching slowly up St. Jamess Street, trying to think how the dickens I could explain to him, without hurting his feelings, that I considered her one of the worlds foulest, when who should come toddling out of the Devonshire Club but old Bittlesham and Bingo himself. I hurried on and overtook them.

What-ho! I said.

The result of this simple greeting was a bit of a shock. Old Bittlesham quivered from head to foot like a poleaxed blanc-mange. His eyes were popping and his face had gone sort of greenish.

Mr. Wooster! He seemed to recover somewhat, as if I wasnt the worst thing that could have happened to him. You gave me a severe start.

Oh, sorry!

My uncle, said young Bingo in a hushed, bedside sort of voice, isnt feeling quite himself this morning. Hes had a threatening letter.

I go in fear of my life, said old Bittlesham.

Threatening letter?

Written, said old Bittlesham, in an uneducated hand and couched in terms of uncompromising menace. Mr. Wooster, do you recall a sinister, bearded man who assailed me in no measured terms in Hyde Park last Sunday?



I jumped, and shot a look at young Bingo. The only expression on his face was one of grave, kindly concern.

Why — ah — yes, I said. Bearded man. Chap with a beard.

Could you identify him, if necessary?

Well, I — er — how do you mean?

The fact is, Bertie, said Bingo, we think this man with the beard is at the bottom of all this business. I happened to be walking late last night through Pounceby Gardens, where Uncle Mortimer lives, and as I was passing the house a fellow came hurrying down the steps in a furtive sort of way. Probably he had just been shoving the letter in at the front door. I noticed that he had a beard. I didnt think any more of it, however, until this morning, when Uncle Mortimer showed me the letter he had received and told me about the chap in the Park. Im going to make inquiries.

The police should be informed, said Lord Bittlesham.

No, said young Bingo firmly, not at this stage of the proceedings. It would hamper me. Dont you worry, uncle; I think I can track this fellow down. You leave it all to me. Ill pop you into a taxi now, and go and talk it over with Bertie.

Youre a good boy, Richard, said old Bittlesham, and we put him in a passing cab and pushed off. I turned and looked young Bingo squarely in the eyeball.

Did you send that letter? I said.

Rather! You ought to have seen it, Bertie! One of the best gents ordinary threatening letters I ever wrote.

But wheres the sense of it?

Bertie, my lad, said Bingo, taking me earnestly by the coat-sleeve, I had an excellent reason. Posterity may say of me what it will, but one thing it can never say — that I have not a good solid business head. Look here! He waved a bit of paper in front of my eyes.

Great Scott! It was a cheque — an absolute, dashed cheque for fifty of the best, signed Bittlesham, and made out to the order of R. Little.

Whats that for?

Expenses, said Bingo, pouching it. You dont suppose an investigation like this can be carried on for nothing, do you? I now proceed to the bank and startle them into a fit with it. Later I edge round to my bookie and put the entire sum on Ocean Breeze. What you want in situations of this kind, Bertie, is tact. If I had gone to my uncle and asked him for fifty quid, would I have got it? No! But by exercising tact —— Oh! by the way, what do you think of Charlotte?

Well — er — —

Young Bingo massaged my sleeve affectionately.

I know, old man, I know. Dont try to find words. She bowled you over, eh? Left you speechless, what? I know! Thats the effect she has on everybody. Well, I leave you here, laddie. Oh, before we part — Butt! What of Butt? Natures worst blunder, dont you think?

I must say Ive seen cheerier souls.

I think Ive got him licked, Bertie. Charlotte is coming to the Zoo with me this afternoon. Alone. And later on to the pictures. That looks like the beginning of the end, what? Well, toodle-oo, friend of my youth. If youve nothing better to do this morning, you might take a stroll along Bond Street and be picking out a wedding present.



I lost sight of Bingo after that. I left messages a couple of times at the club, asking him to ring me up, but they didnt have any effect. I took it that he was too busy to respond. The Sons of the Red Dawn also passed out of my life, though Jeeves told me he had met Comrade Butt one evening and had a brief chat with him. He reported Butt as gloomier than ever. In the competition for the bulging Charlotte, Butt had apparently gone right back in the betting.

Mr. Little would appear to have eclipsed him entirely, sir, said Jeeves.

Bad news, Jeeves; bad news!

Yes, sir.

I suppose what it amounts to, Jeeves, is that, when young Bingo really takes his coat off and starts in, there is no power of God or man that can prevent him making a chump of himself.

It would seem so, sir, said Jeeves.

Then Goodwood came along, and I dug out the best suit and popped down.

I never know, when Im telling a story, whether to cut the thing down to plain facts or whether to drool on and shove in a lot of atmosphere, and all that. I mean, many a cove would no doubt edge into the final spasm of this narrative with a long description of Goodwood, featuring the blue sky, the rolling prospect, the joyous crowds of pick-pockets, and the parties of the second part who were having their pockets picked, and — in a word, what not. But better give it a miss, I think. Even if I wanted to go into details about the bally meeting I dont think Id have the heart to. The things too recent. The anguish hasnt had time to pass. You see, what happened was that Ocean Breeze (curse him!) finished absolutely nowhere for the Cup. Believe me, nowhere.



These are the times that try mens souls. Its never pleasant to be caught in the machinery when a favourite comes unstitched, and in the case of this particular dashed animal, one had come to look on the running of the race as a pure formality, a sort of quaint, old-world ceremony to be gone through before one sauntered up to the bookie and collected. I had wandered out of the paddock to try and forget, when I bumped into old Bittlesham: and he looked so rattled and purple, and his eyes were standing out of his head at such an angle, that I simply pushed my hand out and shook his in silence.

Me, too, I said. Me, too. How much did you drop?

Drop?

On Ocean Breeze.

I did not bet on Ocean Breeze.

What! You owned the favourite for the Cup, and didnt back it!

I never bet on horse-racing. It is against my principles. I am told that the animal failed to win the contest.

Failed to win! Why, he was so far behind that he nearly came in first in the next race.

Tut! said old Bittlesham.

Tut is right, I agreed. Then the rumminess of the thing struck me. But if you havent dropped a parcel over the race, I said, why are you looking so rattled?

That fellow is here!

What fellow?

That bearded man.

It will show you to what an extent the iron had entered into my soul when I say that this was the first time I had given a thought to young Bingo. I suddenly remembered now that he had told me he would be at Goodwood.



He is making an inflammatory speech at this very moment, specifically directed at me. Come! Where that crowd is. He lugged me along and, by using his weight scientifically, got us into the front rank. Look! Listen!

* * *

Young Bingo was certainly tearing off some ripe stuff. Inspired by the agony of having put his little all on a stumer that hadnt finished in the first six, he was fairly letting himself go on the subject of the blackness of the hearts of plutocratic owners who allowed a trusting public to imagine a horse was the real goods when it couldnt trot the length of its stable without getting its legs crossed and sitting down to rest. He then went on to draw what Im bound to say was a most moving picture of the ruin of a working mans home, due to this dishonesty. He showed us the working man, all optimism and simple trust, believing every word he read in the papers about Ocean Breezes form; depriving his wife and children of food in order to back the brute; going without beer so as to be able to cram an extra bob on; robbing the babys money-box with a hatpin on the eve of the race; and finally getting let down with a thud. Dashed impressive it was. I could see old Rowbotham nodding his head gently, while poor old Butt glowered at the speaker with ill-concealed jealousy. The audience ate it.

But what does Lord Bittlesham care, shouted Bingo, if the poor working man loses his hard-earned savings? I tell you, friends and comrades, you may talk, and you may argue, and you may cheer, and you may pass resolutions, but what you need is Action! Action! The world wont be a fit place for honest men to live in till the blood of Lord Bittlesham and his kind flows in rivers down the gutters of Park Lane!

Roars of approval from the populace, most of whom, I suppose, had had their little bit on blighted Ocean Breeze, and were feeling it deeply. Old Bittlesham bounded over to a large, sad policeman who was watching the proceedings, and appeared to be urging him to rally round. The policeman pulled at his moustache, and smiled gently, but that was as far as he seemed inclined to go; and old Bittlesham came back to me, puffing not a little.

Its monstrous! The man definitely threatens my personal safety, and that policeman declines to interfere. Said it was just talk. Talk! Its monstrous!

Absolutely, I said, but I cant say it seemed to cheer him up much.

Comrade Butt had taken the centre of the stage now. He had a voice like the Last Trump, and you could hear every word he said, but somehow he didnt seem to be clicking. I suppose the fact was he was too impersonal, if thats the word I want. After Bingos speech the audience was in the mood for something a good deal snappier than just general remarks about the Cause. They had started to heckle the poor blighter pretty freely when he stopped in the middle of a sentence, and I saw that he was staring at old Bittlesham.

The crowd thought he had dried up.

Suck a lozenge, shouted some one.

Comrade Butt pulled himself together with a jerk, and even from where I stood I could see the nasty gleam in his eye.

Ah, he yelled, you may mock, comrades; you may jeer and sneer; and you may scoff; but let me tell you that the movement is spreading every day and every hour. Yes, even amongst the so-called upper classes its spreading. Perhaps youll believe me when I tell you that here, to-day, on this very spot, we have in our little band one of our most earnest workers, the nephew of that very Lord Bittlesham whose name you were hooting but a moment ago.

And before poor old Bingo had a notion of what was up, he had reached out a hand and grabbed the beard. It came off all in one piece, and, well as Bingos speech had gone, it was simply nothing compared with the hit made by this bit of business. I heard old Bittlesham give one short, sharp snort of amazement at my side, and then any remarks he may have made were drowned in thunders of applause.

Im bound to say that in this crisis young Bingo acted with a good deal of decision and character. To grab Comrade Butt by the neck and try to twist his head off was with him the work of a moment. But before he could get any results the sad policeman, brightening up like magic, had charged in, and the next minute he was shoving his way back through the crowd, with Bingo in his right hand and Comrade Butt in his left.

Let me pass, sir, please, he said, civilly, as he came up against old Bittlesham, who was blocking the gangway.

Eh? said old Bittlesham, still dazed.

At the sound of his voice young Bingo looked up quickly from under the shadow of the policemans right hand, and as he did so all the stuffing seemed to go out of him with a rush. For an instant he drooped like a bally lily, and then shuffled brokenly on. His air was the air of a man who has got it in the neck properly.



Sometimes when Jeeves has brought in my morning tea and shoved it on the table beside my bed, he drifts silently from the room and leaves me to go to it: at other times he sort of shimmies respectfully in the middle of the carpet, and then I know that he wants a word or two. On the day after I had got back from Goodwood I was lying on my back, staring at the ceiling, when I noticed that he was still in my midst.

Oh, hallo, I said. Yes?

Mr. Little called earlier in the morning, sir.

Oh, by Jove, what? Did he tell you about what happened?

Yes, sir. It was in connection with that that he wished to see you. He proposes to retire to the country and remain there for some little while.

Dashed sensible.

That was my opinion, also, sir. There was, however, a slight financial difficulty to be overcome. I took the liberty of advancing him ten pounds on your behalf to meet current expenses. I trust that meets with your approval, sir?

Oh, of course. Take a tenner off the dressing-table.

Very good, sir.

Jeeves, I said.

Sir?

What beats me is how the dickens the thing happened. I mean, how did the chappie Butt ever get to know who he was?

Jeeves coughed.

There, sir, I fear I may have been somewhat to blame.

You? How?

I fear I may carelessly have disclosed Mr. Littles identity to Mr. Butt on the occasion when I had that conversation with him.



I sat up.

What!

Indeed, now that I recall the incident, sir, I distinctly remember saying that Mr. Littles work for the Cause really seemed to me to deserve something in the nature of public recognition. I greatly regret having been the means of bringing about a temporary estrangement between Mr. Little and his lordship. And I am afraid there is another aspect to the matter. I am also responsible for the breaking off of relations between Mr. Little and the young lady who came to tea here.

I sat up again. Its a rummy thing, but the silver lining had absolutely escaped my notice till then.

Do you mean to say its off?

Completely, sir. I gathered from Mr. Littles remarks that his hopes in the direction may now be looked on as definitely quenched. If there were no other obstacle, the young ladys father, I am informed by Mr. Little, now regards him as a spy and a deceiver.

Well, Im dashed!

I appear inadvertently to have caused much trouble, sir.

Jeeves! I said.

Sir?

How much money is there on the dressing-table?

In addition to the ten-pound note which you instructed me to take, sir, there are two five-pound notes, three one-pounds, a ten-shillings, two half-crowns, a florin, four shillings, a sixpence, and a halfpenny, sir.

Collar it all, I said. Youve earned it.


THE GREAT SERMON HANDICAP

[image: img197.jpg]

AFTER GOODWOODS OVER, I generally find that I get a bit restless. Im not much of a lad for the birds and the trees and the great open spaces as a rule, but theres no doubt that Londons not at its best in August, and rather tends to give me the pip and make me think of popping down into the country till things have bucked up a trifle. London, about a couple of weeks after that spectacular finish of young Bingos which Ive just been telling you about, was empty and smelled of burning asphalt. All my pals were away, most of the theatres were shut, and they were taking up Piccadilly in large spadefuls.

It was most infernally hot. As I sat in the old flat one night trying to muster up energy enough to go to bed, I felt I couldnt stand it much longer: and when Jeeves came in with the tissue-restorers on a tray I put the thing to him squarely.

Jeeves, I said, wiping the brow and gasping like a stranded goldfish, its beastly hot.

The weather is oppressive, sir.

Not all the soda, Jeeves.

No, sir.

I think weve had about enough of the metrop. for the time being, and require a change. Shift-ho, I think, Jeeves, what?

Just as you say, sir. There is a letter on the tray, sir.



By Jove, Jeeves, that was practically poetry. Rhymed, did you notice? I opened the letter. I say, this is rather extraordinary.

Sir?

You know Twing Hall?

Yes, sir.

Well, Mr. Little is there.

Indeed, sir?

Absolutely in the flesh. Hes had to take another of those tutoring jobs.

After that fearful mix-up at Goodwood, when young Bingo Little, a broken man, had touched me for a tenner and whizzed silently off into the unknown, I had been all over the place, asking mutual friends if they had heard anything of him, but nobody had. And all the time he had been at Twing Hall. Rummy. And Ill tell you why it was rummy. Twing Hall belongs to old Lord Wickhammersley, a great pal of my guvnors when he was alive, and I have a standing invitation to pop down there when I like. I generally put in a week or two some time in the summer, and I was thinking of going there before I read the letter.

And, whats more, Jeeves, my cousin Claude, and my cousin Eustace — you remember them?

Very vividly, sir.

Well, theyre down there, too, reading for some exam, or other with the vicar. I used to read with him myself at one time. Hes known far and wide as a pretty hot coach for those of fairly feeble intellect. Well, when I tell you he got me through Smalls, youll gather that hes a bit of a hummer. I call this most extraordinary.

I read the letter again. It was from Eustace. Claude and Eustace are twins, and more or less generally admitted to be the curse of the human race.

The Vicarage, 
Twing, Glos.

Dear Bertie — Do you want to make a bit of money? I hear you had a bad Goodwood, so you probably do. Well, come down here quick and get in on the biggest sporting event of the season. Ill explain when I see you, but you can take it from me its all right.

Claude and I are with a reading-party at old Heppenstalls. There are nine of us, not counting your pal Bingo Little, who is tutoring the kid up at the Hall.

Dont miss this golden opportunity, which may never occur again. Come and join us.

Yours, 
Eustace.

I handed this to Jeeves. He studied it thoughtfully.

What do you make of it? A rummy communication, what?

Very high-spirited young gentlemen, sir, Mr. Claude and Mr. Eustace. Up to some game, I should be disposed to imagine.

Yes. But what game, do you think?

It is impossible to say, sir. Did you observe that the letter continues over the page?

Eh, what? I grabbed the thing. This was what was on the other side of the last page:

SERMON HANDICAP
RUNNERS AND BETTING
PROBABLE STARTERS.

Rev. Joseph Tucker (Badgwick), scratch.

Rev. Leonard Starkie (Stapleton), scratch.



Rev. Alexander Jones (Upper Bingley), receives three minutes.

Rev. W. Dix (Little Clickton-in-the-Wold), receives five minutes.

Rev. Francis Heppenstall (Twing), receives eight minutes.

Rev. Cuthbert Dibble (Boustead Parva), receives nine minutes.

Rev. Orlo Hough (Boustead Magna), receives nine minutes.

Rev. J. J. Roberts (Fale-by-the-Water), receives ten minutes.

Rev. G. Hayward (Lower Bingley), receives twelve minutes.

Rev. James Bates (Gandle-by-the-Hill), receives fifteen minutes.

(The above have arrived.)

Prices. — 5-2, Tucker, Starkie; 3-1, Jones; 9-2, Dix; 6-1, Heppenstall, Dibble, Hough; 100-8 any other.

It baffled me.

Do you understand it, Jeeves?

No, sir.

Well, I think we ought to have a look into it, anyway, what?

Undoubtedly, sir.

Right-o, then. Pack our spare dickey and a toothbrush in a neat brown-paper parcel, send a wire to Lord Wickhammersley to say were coming, and buy two tickets on the five-ten at Paddington to-morrow.

* * *

The five-ten was late as usual, and everybody was dressing for dinner when I arrived at the Hall. It was only by getting into my evening things in record time and taking the stairs to the dining-room in a couple of bounds that I managed to dead-heat with the soup. I slid into the vacant chair, and found that I was sitting next to old Wickhammersleys youngest daughter, Cynthia.

Oh, hallo, old thing, I said.

Great pals weve always been. In fact, there was a time when I had an idea I was in love with Cynthia. However, it blew over. A dashed pretty and lively and attractive girl, mind you, but full of ideals and all that. I may be wronging her, but I have an idea that shes the sort of girl who would want a fellow to carve out a career and what not. I know Ive heard her speak favourably of Napoleon. So what with one thing and another the jolly old frenzy sort of petered out, and now were just pals. I think shes a topper, and she thinks me next door to a looney, so everythings nice and matey.

Well, Bertie, so youve arrived?

Oh, yes, Ive arrived. Yes, here I am. I say, I seem to have plunged into the middle of quite a young dinner-party. Who are all these coves?

Oh, just people from round about. You know most of them. You remember Colonel Willis, and the Spencers — —

Of course, yes. And theres old Heppenstall. Whos the other clergyman next to Mrs. Spencer?

Mr. Hayward, from Lower Bingley.

What an amazing lot of clergymen there are round here. Why, theres another, next to Mrs. Willis.

Thats Mr. Bates, Mr. Heppenstalls nephew. Hes an assistant-master at Eton. Hes down here during the summer holidays, acting as locum tenens for Mr. Spettigue, the rector of Gandle-by-the-Hill.

I thought I knew his face. He was in his fourth year at Oxford when I was a fresher. Rather a blood. Got his rowing-blue and all that. I took another look round the table, and spotted young Bingo. Ah, there he is, I said. Theres the old egg.

Theres who?

Young Bingo Little. Great pal of mine. Hes tutoring your brother, you know.

Good gracious! Is he a friend of yours?

Rather! Known him all my life.

Then tell me, Bertie, is he at all weak in the head?

Weak in the head?

I dont mean simply because hes a friend of yours. But hes so strange in his manner.

How do you mean?

Well, he keeps looking at me so oddly.

Oddly? How? Give an imitation.

I cant in front of all these people.

Yes, you can. Ill hold my napkin up.

All right, then. Quick. There!

Considering that she had only about a second and a half to do it in, I must say it was a jolly fine exhibition. She opened her mouth and eyes pretty wide and let her jaw drop sideways, and managed to look so like a dyspeptic calf that I recognised the symptoms immediately.

Oh, thats all right, I said. No need to be alarmed. Hes simply in love with you.

In love with me. Dont be absurd.

My dear old thing, you dont know young Bingo. He can fall in love with anybody.

Thank you!

Oh, I didnt mean it that way, you know. I dont wonder at his taking to you. Why, I was in love with you myself once.

Once? Ah! And all that remains now are the cold ashes? This isnt one of your tactful evenings, Bertie.

Well, my dear sweet thing, dash it all, considering that you gave me the bird and nearly laughed yourself into a permanent state of hiccoughs when I asked you — —

Oh, Im not reproaching you. No doubt there were faults on both sides. Hes very good-looking, isnt he?

Good-looking? Bingo? Bingo good-looking? No, I say, come now, really!

I mean, compared with some people, said Cynthia.

Some time after this, Lady Wickhammersley gave the signal for the females of the species to leg it, and they duly stampeded. I didnt get a chance of talking to young Bingo when theyd gone, and later, in the drawing-room, he didnt show up. I found him eventually in his room, lying on the bed with his feet on the rail, smoking a toofah. There was a notebook on the counterpane beside him.

Hallo, old scream, I said.

Hallo, Bertie, he replied, in what seemed to me rather a moody, distrait sort of manner.

Rummy finding you down here. I take it your uncle cut off your allowance after that Goodwood binge and you had to take this tutoring job to keep the wolf from the door?

Correct, said young Bingo tersely.

Well, you might have let your pals know where you were.

He frowned darkly.

I didnt want them to know where I was. I wanted to creep away and hide myself. Ive been through a bad time, Bertie, these last weeks. The sun ceased to shine — —

Thats curious. Weve had gorgeous weather in London.

The birds ceased to sing — —

What birds?



What the devil does it matter what birds? said young Bingo, with some asperity. Any birds. The birds round about here. You dont expect me to specify them by their pet names, do you? I tell you, Bertie, it hit me hard at first, very hard.

What hit you? I simply couldnt follow the blighter.

Charlottes calculated callousness.

Oh, ah! Ive seen poor old Bingo through so many unsuccessful love-affairs that Id almost forgotten there was a girl mixed up with that Goodwood business. Of course! Charlotte Corday Rowbotham. And she had given him the raspberry, I remembered, and gone off with Comrade Butt.

I went through torments. Recently, however, Ive — er — bucked up a bit. Tell me, Bertie, what are you doing down here? I didnt know you knew these people.

Me? Why, Ive known them since I was a kid.

Young Bingo put his feet down with a thud.

Do you mean to say youve known Lady Cynthia all that time?

Rather! She cant have been seven when I met her first.

Good Lord! said young Bingo. He looked at me for the first time as though I amounted to something, and swallowed a mouthful of smoke the wrong way. I love that girl, Bertie, he went on, when hed finished coughing.

Yes. Nice girl, of course.

He eyed me with pretty deep loathing.

Dont speak of her in that horrible casual way. Shes an angel. An angel! Was she talking about me at all at dinner, Bertie?

Oh, yes.



What did she say?

I remember one thing. She said she thought you good-looking.

Young Bingo closed his eyes in a sort of ecstasy. Then he picked up the notebook.

Pop off now, old man, theres a good chap, he said, in a hushed, far-away voice. Ive got a bit of writing to do.

Writing?

Poetry, if you must know. I wish the dickens, said young Bingo, not without some bitterness, she had been christened something except Cynthia. There isnt a dam word in the language it rhymes with. Ye gods, how I could have spread myself if she had only been called Jane!

* * *

Bright and early next morning, as I lay in bed blinking at the sunlight on the dressing-table and wondering when Jeeves was going to show up with a cup of tea, a heavy weight descended on my toes, and the voice of young Bingo polluted the air. The blighter had apparently risen with the lark.

Leave me, I said, I would be alone. I cant see anybody till Ive had my tea.

When Cynthia smiles, said young Bingo, the skies are blue; the world takes on a roseate hue: birds in the garden trill and sing, and Joy is king of everything, when Cynthia smiles. He coughed, changing gears. When Cynthia frowns — —

What the devil are you talking about?

Im reading you my poem. The one I wrote to Cynthia last night. Ill go on, shall I?

No!

No?

No. I havent had my tea.

At this moment Jeeves came in with the good old beverage, and I sprang on it with a glad cry. After a couple of sips things looked a bit brighter. Even young Bingo didnt offend the eye to quite such an extent. By the time Id finished the first cup I was a new man, so much so that I not only permitted but encouraged the poor fish to read the rest of the bally thing, and even went so far as to criticise the scansion of the fourth line of the fifth verse. We were still arguing the point when the door burst open and in blew Claude and Eustace. One of the things which discourage me about rural life is the frightful earliness with which events begin to break loose. Ive stayed at places in the country where theyve jerked me out of the dreamless at about six-thirty to go for a jolly swim in the lake. At Twing, thank heaven, they know me, and let me breakfast in bed.

The twins seemed pleased to see me.

Good old Bertie! said Claude.

Stout fellow! said Eustace. The Rev. told us you had arrived. I thought that letter of mine would fetch you.

You can always bank on Bertie, said Claude. A sportsman to the finger-tips. Well, has Bingo told you about it?

Not a word. Hes been — —

Weve been talking, said Bingo hastily, of other matters.

Claude pinched the last slice of thin bread-and-butter, and Eustace poured himself out a cup of tea.

Its like this, Bertie, said Eustace, settling down cosily. As I told you in my letter, there are nine of us marooned in this desert spot, reading with old Heppenstall. Well, of course, nothing is jollier than sweating up the Classics when its a hundred in the shade, but there does come a time when you begin to feel the need of a little relaxation; and, by Jove, there are absolutely no facilities for relaxation in this place whatever. And then Steggles got this idea. Steggles is one of our reading-party, and, between ourselves, rather a worm as a general thing. Still, you have to give him credit for getting this idea.

What idea?

Well, you know how many parsons there are round about here. There are about a dozen hamlets within a radius of six miles, and each hamlet has a church and each church has a parson and each parson preaches a sermon every Sunday. To-morrow week — Sunday the twenty-third — were running off the great Sermon Handicap. Steggles is making the book. Each parson is to be clocked by a reliable steward of the course, and the one that preaches the longest sermon wins. Did you study the race-card I sent you?

I couldnt understand what it was all about.

Why, you chump, it gives the handicaps and the current odds on each starter. Ive got another one here, in case youve lost yours. Take a careful look at it. It gives you the thing in a nutshell. Jeeves, old son, do you want a sporting flutter?

Sir? said Jeeves, who had just meandered in with my breakfast.

Claude explained the scheme. Amazing the way Jeeves grasped it right off. But he merely smiled in a paternal sort of way.

Thank you, sir, I think not.

Well, youre with us, Bertie, arent you? said Claude, sneaking a roll and a slice of bacon. Have you studied that card? Well, tell me, does anything strike you about it?

Of course it did. It had struck me the moment I looked at it.



Why, its a sitter for old Heppenstall, I said. Hes got the event sewed up in a parcel. There isnt a parson in the land who could give him eight minutes. Your pal Steggles must be an ass, giving him a handicap like that. Why, in the days when I was with him, old Heppenstall never used to preach under half an hour, and there was one sermon of his on Brotherly Love which lasted forty-five minutes if it lasted a second. Has he lost his vim lately, or what is it?

Not a bit of it, said Eustace. Tell him what happened, Claude.

Why, said Claude, the first Sunday we were here, we all went to Twing church, and old Heppenstall preached a sermon that was well under twenty minutes. This is what happened. Steggles didnt notice it, and the Rev. didnt notice it himself, but Eustace and I both spotted that he had dropped a chunk of at least half a dozen pages out of his sermon-case as he was walking up to the pulpit. He sort of flickered when he got to the gap in the manuscript, but carried on all right, and Steggles went away with the impression that twenty minutes or a bit under was his usual form. The next Sunday we heard Tucker and Starkie, and they both went well over the thirty-five minutes, so Steggles arranged the handicapping as you see on the card. You must come into this, Bertie. You see, the trouble is that I havent a bean, and Eustace hasnt a bean, and Bingo Little hasnt a bean, so youll have to finance the syndicate. Dont weaken! Its just putting money in all our pockets. Well, well have to be getting back now. Think the thing over, and phone me later in the day. And, if you let us down, Bertie, may a cousins curse —— Come on, Claude, old thing.

The more I studied the scheme, the better it looked.



How about it, Jeeves? I said.

Jeeves smiled gently, and drifted out.

Jeeves has no sporting blood, said Bingo.

Well, I have. Im coming into this. Claudes quite right. Its like finding money by the wayside.

Good man! said Bingo. Now I can see daylight. Say I have a tenner on Heppenstall, and cop; thatll give me a bit in hand to back Pink Pill with in the two oclock at Gatwick the week after next: cop on that, put the pile on Musk-Rat for the one-thirty at Lewes, and there I am with a nice little sum to take to Alexandra Park on September the tenth, when Ive got a tip straight from the stable.

It sounded like a bit out of Smiless Self-Help.

And then, said young Bingo, Ill be in a position to go to my uncle and beard him in his lair somewhat. Hes quite a bit of a snob, you know, and when he hears that Im going to marry the daughter of an earl — —

I say, old man, I couldnt help saying, arent you looking ahead rather far?

Oh, thats all right. Its true nothings actually settled yet, but she practically told me the other day she was fond of me.

What!

Well, she said that the sort of man she liked was the self-reliant, manly man with strength, good looks, character, ambition, and initiative.

Leave me, laddie, I said. Leave me to my fried egg.

* * *

Directly Id got up I went to the phone, snatched Eustace away from his mornings work, and instructed him to put a tenner on the Twing flier at current odds for each of the syndicate; and after lunch Eustace rang me up to say that he had done business at a snappy seven-to-one, the odds having lengthened owing to a rumour in knowledgeable circles that the Rev. was subject to hay-fever, and was taking big chances strolling in the paddock behind the Vicarage in the early mornings. And it was dashed lucky, I thought next day, that we had managed to get the money on in time, for on the Sunday morning old Heppenstall fairly took the bit between his teeth, and gave us thirty-six solid minutes on Certain Popular Superstitions. I was sitting next to Steggles in the pew, and I saw him blench visibly. He was a little, rat-faced fellow, with shifty eyes and a suspicious nature. The first thing he did when we emerged into the open air was to announce, formally, that anyone who fancied the Rev. could now be accommodated at fifteen-to-eight on, and he added, in a rather nasty manner, that if he had his way, this sort of in-and-out running would be brought to the attention of the Jockey Club, but that he supposed that there was nothing to be done about it. This ruinous price checked the punters at once, and there was little money in sight. And so matters stood till just after lunch on Tuesday afternoon, when, as I was strolling up and down in front of the house with a cigarette, Claude and Eustace came bursting up the drive on bicycles, dripping with momentous news.

Bertie, said Claude, deeply agitated, unless we take immediate action and do a bit of quick thinking, were in the cart.

Whats the matter?

G. Haywards the matter, said Eustace morosely. The Lower Bingley starter.

We never even considered him, said Claude. Somehow or other, he got overlooked. Its always the way. Steggles overlooked him. We all overlooked him. But Eustace and I happened by the merest fluke to be riding through Lower Bingley this morning, and there was a wedding on at the church, and it suddenly struck us that it wouldnt be a bad move to get a line on G. Haywards form, in case he might be a dark horse.

And it was jolly lucky we did, said Eustace. He delivered an address of twenty-six minutes by Claudes stop-watch. At a village wedding, mark you! Whatll he do when he really extends himself!

Theres only one thing to be done, Bertie, said Claude. You must spring some more funds, so that we can hedge on Hayward and save ourselves.

But — —

Well, its the only way out.

But I say, you know, I hate the idea of all that money we put on Heppenstall being chucked away.

What else can you suggest? You dont suppose the Rev. can give this absolute marvel a handicap and win, do you?

Ive got it! I said.

What?

I see a way by which we can make it safe for our nominee. Ill pop over this afternoon, and ask him as a personal favour to preach that sermon of his on Brotherly Love on Sunday.

Claude and Eustace looked at each other, like those chappies in the poem, with a wild surmise.

Its a scheme, said Claude.

A jolly brainy scheme, said Eustace. I didnt think you had it in you, Bertie.

But even so, said Claude, fizzer as that sermon no doubt is, will it be good enough in the face of a four-minute handicap?



Rather! I said. When I told you it lasted forty-five minutes, I was probably understating it. I should call it — from my recollection of the thing — nearer fifty.

Then carry on, said Claude.

I toddled over in the evening and fixed the thing up. Old Heppenstall was most decent about the whole affair. He seemed pleased and touched that I should have remembered the sermon all these years, and said he had once or twice had an idea of preaching it again, only it had seemed to him, on reflection, that it was perhaps a trifle long for a rustic congregation.

And in these restless times, my dear Wooster, he said, I fear that brevity in the pulpit is becoming more and more desiderated by even the bucolic churchgoer, who one might have supposed would be less afflicted with the spirit of hurry and impatience than his metropolitan brother. I have had many arguments on the subject with my nephew, young Bates, who is taking my old friend Spettigues cure over at Gandle-by-the-Hill. His view is that a sermon nowadays should be a bright, brisk, straight-from-the-shoulder address, never lasting more than ten or twelve minutes.

Long? I said. Why, my goodness! you dont call that Brotherly Love sermon of yours long, do you?

It takes fully fifty minutes to deliver.

Surely not?

Your incredulity, my dear Wooster, is extremely flattering — far more flattering, of course, than I deserve. Nevertheless, the facts are as I have stated. You are sure that I would not be well advised to make certain excisions and eliminations? You do not think it would be a good thing to cut, to prune? I might, for example, delete the rather exhaustive excursus into the family life of the early Assyrians?

Dont touch a word of it, or youll spoil the whole thing, I said earnestly.

I am delighted to hear you say so, and I shall preach the sermon without fail next Sunday morning.

* * *

What I have always said, and what I always shall say, is, that this ante-post betting is a mistake, an error, and a mugs game. You never can tell whats going to happen. If fellows would only stick to the good old S.P. there would be fewer young men go wrong. Id hardly finished my breakfast on the Saturday morning, when Jeeves came to my bedside to say that Eustace wanted me on the telephone.

Good Lord, Jeeves, whats the matter, do you think?

Im bound to say I was beginning to get a bit jumpy by this time.

Mr. Eustace did not confide in me, sir.

Has he got the wind up?

Somewhat vertically, sir, to judge by his voice.

Do you know what I think, Jeeves? Somethings gone wrong with the favourite.

Which is the favourite, sir?

Mr. Heppenstall. Hes gone to odds on. He was intending to preach a sermon on Brotherly Love which would have brought him home by lengths. I wonder if anythings happened to him.

You could ascertain, sir, by speaking to Mr. Eustace on the telephone. He is holding the wire.

By Jove, yes!

I shoved on a dressing-gown, and flew downstairs like a mighty, rushing wind. The moment I heard Eustaces voice I knew we were for it. It had a croak of agony in it.

Bertie?

Here I am.

Deuce of a time youve been. Bertie, were sunk. The favourites blown up.

No!

Yes. Coughing in his stable all last night.

What!

Absolutely! Hay-fever.

Oh, my sainted aunt!

The doctor is with him now, and its only a question of minutes before hes officially scratched. That means the curate will show up at the post instead, and hes no good at all. He is being offered at a hundred-to-six, but no takers. What shall we do?

I had to grapple with the thing for a moment in silence.

Eustace.

Hallo?

What can you get on G. Hayward?

Only four-to-one now. I think theres been a leak, and Steggles has heard something. The odds shortened late last night in a significant manner.

Well, four-to-one will clear us. Put another fiver all round on G. Hayward for the syndicate. Thatll bring us out on the right side of the ledger.

If he wins.

What do you mean? I thought you considered him a cert. bar Heppenstall.

Im beginning to wonder, said Eustace gloomily, if theres such a thing as a cert. in this world. Im told the Rev. Joseph Tucker did an extraordinarily fine trial gallop at a mothers meeting over at Badgwick yesterday. However, it seems our only chance. So-long.



Not being one of the official stewards, I had my choice of churches next morning, and naturally I didnt hesitate. The only drawback to going to Lower Bingley was that it was ten miles away, which meant an early start, but I borrowed a bicycle from one of the grooms and tooled off. I had only Eustaces word for it that G. Hayward was such a stayer, and it might have been that he had showed too flattering form at that wedding where the twins had heard him preach; but any misgivings I may have had disappeared the moment he got into the pulpit. Eustace had been right. The man was a trier. He was a tall, rangy-looking greybeard, and he went off from the start with a nice, easy action, pausing and clearing his throat at the end of each sentence, and it wasnt five minutes before I realised that here was the winner. His habit of stopping dead and looking round the church at intervals was worth minutes to us, and in the home stretch we gained no little advantage owing to his dropping his pince-nez and having to grope for them. At the twenty-minute mark he had merely settled down. Twenty-five minutes saw him going strong. And when he finally finished with a good burst, the clock showed thirty-five minutes fourteen seconds. With the handicap which he had been given, this seemed to me to make the event easy for him, and it was with much bonhomie and goodwill to all men that I hopped on to the old bike and started back to the Hall for lunch.

Bingo was talking on the phone when I arrived.

Fine! Splendid! Topping! he was saying. Eh? Oh, we neednt worry about him. Right-o, Ill tell Bertie. He hung up the receiver and caught sight of me. Oh, hallo, Bertie; I was just talking to Eustace. Its all right, old man. The report from Lower Bingley has just got in. G. Hayward romps home.

I knew he would. Ive just come from there.

Oh, were you there? I went to Badgwick. Tucker ran a splendid race, but the handicap was too much for him. Starkie had a sore throat and was nowhere. Roberts, of Fale-by-the-Water, ran third. Good old G. Hayward! said Bingo affectionately, and we strolled out on to the terrace.

Are all the returns in, then? I asked.

All except Gandle-by-the-Hill. But we neednt worry about Bates. He never had a chance. By the way, poor old Jeeves loses his tenner. Silly ass!

Jeeves? How do you mean?

He came to me this morning, just after you had left, and asked me to put a tenner on Bates for him. I told him he was a chump and begged him not to throw his money away, but he would do it.

I beg your pardon, sir. This note arrived for you just after you had left the house this morning.

Jeeves had materialised from nowhere, and was standing at my elbow.

Eh? What? Note?

The Reverend Mr. Heppenstalls butler brought it over from the Vicarage, sir. It came too late to be delivered to you at the moment.

Young Bingo was talking to Jeeves like a father on the subject of betting against the form-book. The yell I gave made him bite his tongue in the middle of a sentence.

What the dickens is the matter? he asked, not a little peeved.

Were dished! Listen to this!

I read him the note:



The Vicarage, 
Twing, Glos.

My Dear Wooster, — As you may have heard, circumstances over which I have no control will prevent my preaching the sermon on Brotherly Love for which you made such a flattering request. I am unwilling, however, that you shall be disappointed, so, if you will attend divine service at Gandle-by-the-Hill this morning, you will hear my sermon preached by young Bates, my nephew. I have lent him the manuscript at his urgent desire, for, between ourselves, there are wheels within wheels. My nephew is one of the candidates for the headmastership of a well-known public school, and the choice has narrowed down between him and one rival.

Late yesterday evening James received private information that the head of the Board of Governors of the school proposed to sit under him this Sunday in order to judge of the merits of his preaching, a most important item in swaying the Boards choice. I acceded to his plea that I lend him my sermon on Brotherly Love, of which, like you, he apparently retains a vivid recollection. It would have been too late for him to compose a sermon of suitable length in place of the brief address which — mistakenly, in my opinion — he had designed to deliver to his rustic flock, and I wished to help the boy.

Trusting that his preaching of the sermon will supply you with as pleasant memories as you say you have of mine, I remain,

Cordially yours, 
F. Heppenstall.

P.S. — The hay-fever has rendered my eyes unpleasantly weak for the time being, so I am dictating this letter to my butler, Brookfield, who will convey it to you.



I dont know when Ive experienced a more massive silence than the one that followed my reading of this cheery epistle. Young Bingo gulped once or twice, and practically every known emotion came and went on his face. Jeeves coughed one soft, low, gentle cough like a sheep with a blade of grass stuck in its throat, and then stood gazing serenely at the landscape. Finally young Bingo spoke.

Great Scott! he whispered hoarsely. An S.P. job!

I believe that is the technical term, sir, said Jeeves.

So you had inside information, dash it! said young Bingo.

Why, yes, sir, said Jeeves. Brookfield happened to mention the contents of the note to me when he brought it. We are old friends.

Bingo registered grief, anguish, rage, despair and resentment.

Well, all I can say, he cried, is that its a bit thick! Preaching another mans sermon! Do you call that honest? Do you call that playing the game?

Well, my dear old thing, I said, be fair. Its quite within the rules. Clergymen do it all the time. They arent expected always to make up the sermons they preach.

Jeeves coughed again, and fixed me with an expressionless eye.

And in the present case, sir, if I may be permitted to take the liberty of making the observation, I think we should make allowances. We should remember that the securing of this headmastership meant everything to the young couple.

Young couple! What young couple?

The Reverend James Bates, sir, and Lady Cynthia. I am informed by her ladyships maid that they have been engaged to be married for some weeks — provisionally, so to speak; and his lordship made his consent conditional on Mr. Bates securing a really important and remunerative position.

Young Bingo turned a light green.

Engaged to be married!

Yes, sir.

There was a silence.

I think Ill go for a walk, said Bingo.

But, my dear old thing, I said, its just lunch-time. The gong will be going any minute now.

I dont want any lunch! said Bingo.


THE PURITY OF THE TURF
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AFTER THAT, LIFE at Twing jogged along pretty peacefully for a bit. Twing is one of those places where there isnt a frightful lot to do nor any very hectic excitement to look forward to. In fact, the only event of any importance on the horizon, as far as I could ascertain, was the annual village school treat. One simply filled in the time by loafing about the grounds, playing a bit of tennis, and avoiding young Bingo as far as was humanly possible.

This last was a very necessary move if you wanted a happy life, for the Cynthia affair had jarred the unfortunate mutt to such an extent that he was always waylaying one and decanting his anguished soul. And when, one morning, he blew into my bedroom while I was toying with a bit of breakfast, I decided to take a firm line from the start. I could stand having him moaning all over me after dinner, and even after lunch; but at breakfast, no. We Woosters are amiability itself, but there is a limit.

Now look here, old friend, I said. I know your bally heart is broken and all that, and at some future time I shall be delighted to hear all about it, but — —

I didnt come to talk about that.

No? Good egg!

The past, said young Bingo, is dead. Let us say no more about it.



Right-o!

I have been wounded to the very depths of my soul, but dont speak about it.

I wont.

Ignore it. Forget it.

Absolutely!

I hadnt seen him so dashed reasonable for days.

What I came to see you about this morning, Bertie, he said, fishing a sheet of paper out of his pocket, was to ask if you would care to come in on another little flutter.

If there is one thing we Woosters are simply dripping with, it is sporting blood. I bolted the rest of my sausage, and sat up and took notice.

Proceed, I said. You interest me strangely, old bird.

Bingo laid the paper on the bed.

On Monday week, he said, you may or may not know, the annual village school treat takes place. Lord Wickhammersley lends the Hall grounds for the purpose. There will be games, and a conjurer, and cokernut shies, and tea in a tent. And also sports.

I know. Cynthia was telling me.

Young Bingo winced.

Would you mind not mentioning that name? I am not made of marble.

Sorry!

Well, as I was saying, this jamboree is slated for Monday week. The question is, Are we on?

How do you mean, Are we on?

I am referring to the sports. Steggles did so well out of the Sermon Handicap that he has decided to make a book on these sports. Punters can be accommodated at ante-post odds or starting price, according to their preference. I think we ought to look into it, said young Bingo.



I pressed the bell.

Ill consult Jeeves. I dont touch any sporting proposition without his advice. Jeeves, I said, as he drifted in, rally round.

Sir?

Stand by. We want your advice.

Very good, sir.

State your case, Bingo.

Bingo stated his case.

What about it, Jeeves? I said. Do we go in?

Jeeves pondered to some extent.

I am inclined to favour the idea, sir.

That was good enough for me. Right, I said. Then we will form a syndicate and bust the Ring. I supply the money, you supply the brains, and Bingo — what do you supply, Bingo?

If you will carry me, and let me settle up later, said young Bingo, I think I can put you in the way of winning a parcel on the Mothers Sack Race.

All right. We will put you down as Inside Information. Now, what are the events?

* * *

Bingo reached for his paper and consulted it.

Girls Under Fourteen Fifty-Yard Dash seems to open the proceedings.

Anything to say about that, Jeeves?

No, sir. I have no information.

Whats the next?

Boys and Girls Mixed Animal Potato Race, All Ages.

This was a new one to me. I had never heard of it at any of the big meetings.

Whats that?

Rather sporting, said young Bingo. The competitors enter in couples, each couple being assigned an animal cry and a potato. For instance, lets suppose that you and Jeeves entered. Jeeves would stand at a fixed point holding a potato. You would have your head in a sack, and you would grope about trying to find Jeeves and making a noise like a cat; Jeeves also making a noise like a cat. Other competitors would be making noises like cows and pigs and dogs, and so on, and groping about for their potato-holders, who would also be making noises like cows and pigs and dogs and so on — —

I stopped the poor fish.

Jolly if youre fond of animals, I said, but on the whole — —

Precisely, sir, said Jeeves. I wouldnt touch it.

Too open, what?

Exactly, sir. Very hard to estimate form.

Carry on, Bingo. Where do we go from there?

Mothers Sack Race.

Ah! thats better. This is where you know something.

A gift for Mrs. Penworthy, the tobacconists wife, said Bingo confidently. I was in at her shop yesterday, buying cigarettes, and she told me she had won three times at fairs in Worcestershire. She only moved to these parts a short time ago, so nobody knows about her. She promised me she would keep herself dark, and I think we could get a good price.

Risk a tenner each way, Jeeves, what?

I think so, sir.

Girls Open Egg and Spoon Race, read Bingo.

How about that?

I doubt if it would be worth while to invest, sir, said Jeeves. I am told it is a certainty for last years winner, Sarah Mills, who will doubtless start an odds-on favourite.

Good, is she?

They tell me in the village that she carries a beautiful egg, sir.

Then theres the Obstacle Race, said Bingo. Risky, in my opinion. Like betting on the Grand National. Fathers Hat-Trimming Contest — another speculative event. Thats all, except for the Choir Boys Hundred Yards Handicap, for a pewter mug presented by the vicar — open to all whose voices have not broken before the second Sunday in Epiphany. Willie Chambers won last year, in a canter, receiving fifteen yards. This time he will probably be handicapped out of the race. I dont know what to advise.

If I might make a suggestion, sir.

I eyed Jeeves with interest. I dont know that Id ever seen him look so nearly excited.

Youve got something up your sleeve?

I have, sir.

Red-hot?

That precisely describes it, sir. I think I may confidently assert that we have the winner of the Choir Boys Handicap under this very roof, sir. Harold, the page-boy.

Page-boy? Do you mean the tubby little chap in buttons one sees bobbing about here and there? Why, dash it, Jeeves, nobody has a greater respect for your knowledge of form than I have, but Im hanged if I can see Harold catching the judges eye. Hes practically circular, and every time Ive seen him hes been leaning up against something, half asleep.

He receives thirty yards, sir, and could win from scratch. The boy is a flier.

How do you know?



Jeeves coughed, and there was a dreamy look in his eye.

I was as much astonished as yourself, sir, when I first became aware of the lads capabilities. I happened to pursue him one morning with the intention of fetching him a clip on the side of the head — —

Great Scott, Jeeves! You!

Yes, sir. The boy is of an outspoken disposition, and had made an opprobrious remark respecting my personal appearance.

What did he say about your appearance?

I have forgotten, sir, said Jeeves, with a touch of austerity. But it was opprobrious. I endeavoured to correct him, but he outdistanced me by yards and made good his escape.

But, I say, Jeeves, this is sensational. And yet — if hes such a sprinter, why hasnt anybody in the village found it out? Surely he plays with the other boys?

No, sir. As his lordships page-boy, Harold does not mix with the village lads.

Bit of a snob, what?

He is somewhat acutely alive to the existence of class distinctions, sir.

Youre absolutely certain hes such a wonder? said Bingo. I mean, it wouldnt do to plunge unless youre sure.

If you desire to ascertain the boys form by personal inspection, sir, it will be a simple matter to arrange a secret trial.

Im bound to say I should feel easier in my mind, I said.

Then if I may take a shilling from the money on your dressing-table — —

What for?

I propose to bribe the lad to speak slightingly of the second footmans squint, sir. Charles is somewhat sensitive on the point, and should undoubtedly make the lad extend himself. If you will be at the first-floor passage-window, overlooking the back-door, in half an hours time — —

I dont know when Ive dressed in such a hurry. As a rule, Im what you might call a slow and careful dresser: I like to linger over the tie and see that the trousers are just so; but this morning I was all worked up. I just shoved on my things anyhow, and joined Bingo at the window with a quarter of an hour to spare.

The passage-window looked down on to a broad sort of paved courtyard, which ended after about twenty yards in an archway through a high wall. Beyond this archway you got on to a strip of the drive, which curved round for another thirty yards or so, till it was lost behind a thick shrubbery. I put myself in the striplings place and thought what steps I would take with a second footman after me. There was only one thing to do — leg it for the shrubbery and take cover; which meant that at least fifty yards would have to be covered — an excellent test. If good old Harold could fight off the second footmans challenge long enough to allow him to reach the bushes, there wasnt a choirboy in England who could give him thirty yards in the hundred. I waited, all of a twitter, for what seemed hours, and then suddenly there was a confused noise without, and something round and blue and buttony shot through the back-door and buzzed for the archway like a mustang. And about two seconds later out came the second footman, going his hardest.

There was nothing to it. Absolutely nothing. The field never had a chance. Long before the footman reached the half-way mark, Harold was in the bushes, throwing stones. I came away from the window thrilled to the marrow; and when I met Jeeves on the stairs I was so moved that I nearly grasped his hand.

Jeeves, I said, no discussion! The Wooster shirt goes on this boy!

Very good, sir, said Jeeves.

* * *

The worst of these country meetings is that you cant plunge as heavily as you would like when you get a good thing, because it alarms the Ring. Steggles, though pimpled, was, as I have indicated, no chump, and if I had invested all I wanted to he would have put two and two together. I managed to get a good solid bet down for the syndicate, however, though it did make him look thoughtful. I heard in the next few days that he had been making searching inquiries in the village concerning Harold; but nobody could tell him anything, and eventually he came to the conclusion, I suppose, that I must be having a long shot on the strength of that thirty-yards start. Public opinion wavered between Jimmy Goode, receiving ten yards, at seven-to-two, and Alexander Bartlett, with six yards start, at eleven-to-four. Willie Chambers, scratch, was offered to the public at two-to-one, but found no takers.

We were taking no chances on the big event, and directly we had got our money on at a nice hundred-to-twelve Harold was put into strict training. It was a wearing business, and I can understand now why most of the big trainers are grim, silent men, who look as though they had suffered. The kid wanted constant watching. It was no good talking to him about honour and glory and how proud his mother would be when he wrote and told her he had won a real cup — the moment blighted Harold discovered that training meant knocking off pastry, taking exercise, and keeping away from the cigarettes, he was all against it, and it was only by unceasing vigilance that we managed to keep him in any shape at all. It was the diet that was the stumbling-block. As far as exercise went, we could generally arrange for a sharp dash every morning with the assistance of the second footman. It ran into money, of course, but that couldnt be helped. Still, when a kid has simply to wait till the butlers back is turned to have the run of the pantry, and has only to nip into the smoking-room to collect a handful of the best Turkish, training becomes a rocky job. We could only hope that on the day his natural stamina would pull him through.

And then one evening young Bingo came back from the links with a disturbing story. He had been in the habit of giving Harold mild exercise in the afternoons by taking him out as a caddie.

At first he seemed to think it humorous, the poor chump! He bubbled over with merry mirth as he began his tale.

I say, rather funny this afternoon, he said. You ought to have seen Steggless face!

Seen Steggless face? What for?

When he saw young Harold sprint, I mean.

I was filled with a grim foreboding of an awful doom.

Good heavens! You didnt let Harold sprint in front of Steggles?

Young Bingos jaw dropped.

I never thought of that, he said, gloomily. It wasnt my fault. I was playing a round with Steggles, and after wed finished we went into the club-house for a drink, leaving Harold with the clubs outside. In about five minutes we came out, and there was the kid on the gravel practising swings with Steggless driver and a stone. When he saw us coming, the kid dropped the club and was over the horizon like a streak. Steggles was absolutely dumbfounded. And I must say it was a revelation even to me. The kid certainly gave of his best. Of course, its a nuisance in a way; but I dont see, on second thoughts, said Bingo, brightening up, what it matters. Were on at a good price. Weve nothing to lose by the kids form becoming known. I take it he will start odds-on, but that doesnt affect us.

I looked at Jeeves. Jeeves looked at me.

It affects us all right if he doesnt start at all.

Precisely, sir.

What do you mean? asked Bingo.

If you ask me, I said, I think Steggles will try to nobble him before the race.

Good Lord! I never thought of that. Bingo blenched. You dont think he would really do it?

I think he would have a jolly good try. Steggles is a bad man. From now on, Jeeves, we must watch Harold like hawks.

Undoubtedly, sir.

Ceaseless vigilance, what?

Precisely, sir.

You wouldnt care to sleep in his room, Jeeves?

No, sir, I should not.

No, nor would I, if it comes to that. But dash it all, I said, were letting ourselves get rattled! Were losing our nerve. This wont do. How can Steggles possibly get at Harold, even if he wants to?

There was no cheering young Bingo up. Hes one of those birds who simply leap at the morbid view, if you give them half a chance.

There are all sorts of ways of nobbling favourites, he said, in a sort of death-bed voice. You ought to read some of these racing novels. In Pipped on the Post, Lord Jasper Mauleverer as near as a toucher outed Bonny Betsy by bribing the head lad to slip a cobra into her stable the night before the Derby!

What are the chances of a cobra biting Harold, Jeeves?

Slight, I should imagine, sir. And in such an event, knowing the boy as intimately as I do, my anxiety would be entirely for the snake.

Still, unceasing vigilance, Jeeves.

Most certainly, sir.

* * *

I must say I got a bit fed with young Bingo in the next few days. Its all very well for a fellow with a big winner in his stable to exercise proper care, but in my opinion Bingo overdid it. The blighters mind appeared to be absolutely saturated with racing fiction; and in stories of that kind, as far as I could make out, no horse is ever allowed to start in a race without at least a dozen attempts to put it out of action. He stuck to Harold like a plaster. Never let the unfortunate kid out of his sight. Of course, it meant a lot to the poor old egg if he could collect on this race, because it would give him enough money to chuck his tutoring job and get back to London; but all the same, he neednt have woken me up at three in the morning twice running — once to tell me we ought to cook Harolds food ourselves to prevent doping: the other time to say that he had heard mysterious noises in the shrubbery. But he reached the limit, in my opinion, when he insisted on my going to evening service on Sunday, the day before the sports.

Why on earth? I said, never being much of a lad for evensong.

Well, I cant go myself. I shant be here. Ive got to go to London to-day with young Egbert. Egbert was Lord Wickhammersleys son, the one Bingo was tutoring. Hes going for a visit down in Kent, and Ive got to see him off at Charing Cross. Its an infernal nuisance. I shant be back till Monday afternoon. In fact, I shall miss most of the sports, I expect. Everything, therefore, depends on you, Bertie.

But why should either of us go to evening service?

Ass! Harold sings in the choir, doesnt he?

What about it? I cant stop him dislocating his neck over a high note, if thats what youre afraid of.

Fool! Steggles sings in the choir, too. There may be dirty work after the service.

What absolute rot!

Is it? said young Bingo. Well, let me tell you that in Jenny, the Girl Jockey, the villain kidnapped the boy who was to ride the favourite the night before the big race, and he was the only one who understood and could control the horse, and if the heroine hadnt dressed up in riding things and — —

Oh, all right, all right. But, if theres any danger, it seems to me the simplest thing would be for Harold not to turn out on Sunday evening.

He must turn out. You seem to think the infernal kid is a monument of rectitude, beloved by all. Hes got the shakiest reputation of any kid in the village. His name is as near being mud as it can jolly well stick. Hes played hookey from the choir so often that the vicar told him, if one more thing happened, he would fire him out. Nice chumps we should look if he was scratched the night before the race!

Well, of course, that being so, there was nothing for it but to toddle along.

Theres something about evening service in a country church that makes a fellow feel drowsy and peaceful. Sort of end-of-a-perfect-day feeling. Old Heppenstall was up in the pulpit, and he has a kind of regular, bleating delivery that assists thought. They had left the door open, and the air was full of a mixed scent of trees and honeysuckle and mildew and villagers Sunday clothes. As far as the eye could reach, you could see farmers propped up in restful attitudes, breathing heavily; and the children in the congregation who had fidgeted during the earlier part of the proceedings were now lying back in a surfeited sort of coma. The last rays of the setting sun shone through the stained-glass windows, birds were twittering in the trees, the womens dresses crackled gently in the stillness. Peaceful. Thats what Im driving at. I felt peaceful. Everybody felt peaceful. And that is why the explosion, when it came, sounded like the end of all things.

I call it an explosion, because that was what it seemed like when it broke loose. One moment a dreamy hush was all over the place, broken only by old Heppenstall talking about our duty to our neighbours; and then, suddenly, a sort of piercing, shrieking squeal that got you right between the eyes and ran all the way down your spine and out at the soles of the feet.

EE-ee-ee-ee-ee! Oo-ee! Ee-ee-ee-ee!



It sounded like about six hundred pigs having their tails twisted simultaneously, but it was simply the kid Harold, who appeared to be having some species of fit. He was jumping up and down and slapping at the back of his neck. And about every other second he would take a deep breath and give out another of the squeals.

Well, I mean, you cant do that sort of thing in the middle of the sermon during evening service without exciting remark. The congregation came out of its trance with a jerk, and climbed on the pews to get a better view. Old Heppenstall stopped in the middle of a sentence and spun round. And a couple of vergers with great presence of mind bounded up the aisle like leopards, collected Harold, still squealing, and marched him out. They disappeared into the vestry, and I grabbed my hat and legged it round to the stage-door, full of apprehension and what not. I couldnt think what the deuce could have happened, but somewhere dimly behind the proceedings there seemed to me to lurk the hand of the blighter Steggles.

* * *

By the time I got there and managed to get someone to open the door, which was locked, the service seemed to be over. Old Heppenstall was standing in the middle of a crowd of choir-boys and vergers and sextons and what not, putting the wretched Harold through it with no little vim. I had come in at the tail-end of what must have been a fairly fruity oration.

Wretched boy! How dare you — —

I got a sensitive skin!

This is no time to talk about your skin — —

Somebody put a beetle down my back!

Absurd!



I felt it wriggling — —

Nonsense!

Sounds pretty thin, doesnt it? said someone at my side.

It was Steggles, dash him. Clad in a snowy surplice or cassock, or whatever they call it, and wearing an expression of grave concern, the blighter had the cold, cynical crust to look me in the eyeball without a blink.

Did you put a beetle down his neck? I cried.

Me! said Steggles. Me!

Old Heppenstall was putting on the black cap.

I do not credit a word of your story, wretched boy! I have warned you before, and now the time has come to act. You cease from this moment to be a member of my choir. Go, miserable child!

Steggles plucked at my sleeve.

In that case, he said, those bets, you know — Im afraid you lose your money, dear old boy. Its a pity you didnt put it on S.P. I always think S.P.s the only safe way.

I gave him one look. Not a bit of good, of course.

And they talk about the Purity of the Turf! I said. And I meant it to sting, by Jove!

* * *

Jeeves received the news bravely, but I think the man was a bit rattled beneath the surface.

An ingenious young gentleman, Mr. Steggles, sir.

A bally swindler, you mean.

Perhaps that would be a more exact description. However, these things will happen on the Turf, and it is useless to complain.

I wish I had your sunny disposition, Jeeves!

Jeeves bowed.



We now rely, then, it would seem, sir, almost entirely on Mrs. Penworthy. Should she justify Mr. Littles encomiums and show real class in the Mothers Sack Race, our gains will just balance our losses.

Yes; but thats not much consolation when youve been looking forward to a big win.

It is just possible that we may still find ourselves on the right side of the ledger after all, sir. Before Mr. Little left, I persuaded him to invest a small sum for the syndicate of which you were kind enough to make me a member, sir, on the Girls Egg and Spoon Race.

On Sarah Mills?

No, sir. On a long-priced outsider. Little Prudence Baxter, sir, the child of his lordships head gardener. Her father assures me she has a very steady hand. She is accustomed to bring him his mug of beer from the cottage each afternoon, and he informs me she has never spilled a drop.

Well, that sounded as though young Prudences control was good. But how about speed? With seasoned performers like Sarah Mills entered, the thing practically amounted to a classic race, and in these big events you must have speed.

I am aware that it is what is termed a long shot, sir. Still, I thought it judicious.

You backed her for a place, too, of course?

Yes, sir. Each way.

Well, I suppose its all right. Ive never known you make a bloomer yet.

Thank you very much, sir.

* * *

Im bound to say that, as a general rule, my idea of a large afternoon would be to keep as far away from a village school-treat as possible. A sticky business. But with such grave issues toward, if you know what I mean, I sank my prejudices on this occasion and rolled up. I found the proceedings about as scaly as I had expected. It was a warm day, and the hall grounds were a dense, practically liquid mass of peasantry. Kids seethed to and fro. One of them, a small girl of sorts, grabbed my hand and hung on to it as I clove my way through the jam to where the Mothers Sack Race was to finish. We hadnt been introduced, but she seemed to think I would do as well as anyone else to talk to about the rag-doll she had won in the Lucky Dip, and she rather spread herself on the topic.

Im going to call it Gertrude, she said. And I shall undress it every night and put it to bed, and wake it up in the morning and dress it, and put it to bed at night, and wake it up next morning and dress it — —

I say, old thing, I said, I dont want to hurry you and all that, but you couldnt condense it a bit, could you? Im rather anxious to see the finish of this race. The Wooster fortunes are by way of hanging on it.

Im going to run in a race soon, she said, shelving the doll for the nonce and descending to ordinary chit-chat.

Yes? I said. Distrait, if you know what I mean, and trying to peer through the chinks in the crowd. What race is that?

Egg n Spoon.

No, really? Are you Sarah Mills?

Na-ow! Registering scorn. Im Prudence Baxter.

Naturally this put our relations on a different footing. I gazed at her with considerable interest. One of the stable. I must say she didnt look much of a flier. She was short and round. Bit out of condition, I thought.

I say, I said, that being so, you mustnt dash about in the hot sun and take the edge off yourself. You must conserve your energies, old friend. Sit down here in the shade.

Dont want to sit down.

Well, take it easy, anyhow.

The kid flitted to another topic like a butterfly hovering from flower to flower.

Im a good girl, she said.

I bet you are. I hope youre a good egg-and-spoon racer, too.

Harolds a bad boy. Harold squealed in church and isnt allowed to come to the treat. Im glad, continued this ornament of her sex, wrinkling her nose virtuously, because hes a bad boy. He pulled my hair Friday. Harold isnt coming to the treat! Harold isnt coming to the treat! Harold isnt coming to the treat! she chanted, making a regular song of it.

Dont rub it in, my dear old gardeners daughter, I pleaded. You dont know it, but youve hit on rather a painful subject.

Ah, Wooster, my dear fellow! So you have made friends with this little lady?

It was old Heppenstall, beaming pretty profusely. Life and soul of the party.

I am delighted, my dear Wooster, he went on, quite delighted at the way you young men are throwing yourselves into the spirit of this little festivity of ours.

Oh, yes? I said.

Oh, yes! Even Rupert Steggles. I must confess that my opinion of Rupert Steggles has materially altered for the better this afternoon.

Mine hadnt. But I didnt say so.



I have always considered Rupert Steggles, between ourselves, a rather self-centred youth, by no means the kind who would put himself out to further the enjoyment of his fellows. And yet twice within the last half-hour I have observed him escorting Mrs. Penworthy, our worthy tobacconists wife, to the refreshment-tent.

I left him standing. I shook off the clutching hand of the Baxter kid and hared it rapidly to the spot where the Mothers Sack Race was just finishing. I had a horrid presentiment that there had been more dirty work at the cross-roads. The first person I ran into was young Bingo. I grabbed him by the arm.

Who won?

I dont know. I didnt notice. There was bitterness in the chappies voice. It wasnt Mrs. Penworthy, dash her! Bertie, that hound Steggles is nothing more nor less than one of our leading snakes. I dont know how he heard about her, but he must have got on to it that she was dangerous. Do you know what he did? He lured that miserable woman into the refreshment-tent five minutes before the race, and brought her out so weighed down with cake and tea that she blew up in the first twenty yards. Just rolled over and lay there! Well, thank goodness, we still have Harold!

I gaped at the poor chump.

Harold? Havent you heard?

Heard? Bingo turned a delicate green. Heard what? I havent heard anything. I only arrived five minutes ago. Came here straight from the station. What has happened? Tell me!

I slipped him the information. He stared at me for a moment in a ghastly sort of way, then with a hollow groan tottered away and was lost in the crowd. A nasty knock, poor chap. I didnt blame him for being upset.

They were clearing the decks now for the Egg and Spoon Race, and I thought I might as well stay where I was and watch the finish. Not that I had much hope. Young Prudence was a good conversationalist, but she didnt seem to me to be the build for a winner.

As far as I could see through the mob, they got off to a good start. A short, red-haired child was making the running with a freckled blonde second, and Sarah Mills lying up an easy third. Our nominee was straggling along with the field, well behind the leaders. It was not hard even as early as this to spot the winner. There was a grace, a practised precision, in the way Sarah Mills held her spoon that told its own story. She was cutting out a good pace, but her egg didnt even wobble. A natural egg-and-spooner, if ever there was one.

Class will tell. Thirty yards from the tape, the red-haired kid tripped over her feet and shot her egg on to the turf. The freckled blonde fought gamely, but she had run herself out half-way down the straight, and Sarah Mills came past and home on a tight rein by several lengths, a popular winner. The blonde was second. A sniffing female in blue gingham beat a pie-faced kid in pink for the place-money, and Prudence Baxter, Jeevess long shot, was either fifth or sixth, I couldnt see which.

And then I was carried along with the crowd to where old Heppenstall was going to present the prizes. I found myself standing next to the man Steggles.

Hallo, old chap! he said, very bright and cheery. Youve had a bad day, Im afraid.

I looked at him with silent scorn. Lost on the blighter, of course.



Its not been a good meeting for any of the big punters, he went on. Poor old Bingo Little went down badly over that Egg and Spoon Race.

I hadnt been meaning to chat with the fellow, but I was startled.

How do you mean badly? I said. We — he only had a small bet on.

I dont know what you call small. He had thirty quid each way on the Baxter kid.

The landscape reeled before me.

What!

Thirty quid at ten to one. I thought he must have heard something, but apparently not. The race went by the form-book all right.

I was trying to do sums in my head. I was just in the middle of working out the syndicates losses, when old Heppenstalls voice came sort of faintly to me out of the distance. He had been pretty fatherly and debonair when ladling out the prizes for the other events, but now he had suddenly grown all pained and grieved. He peered sorrowfully at the multitude.

* * *

With regard to the Girls Egg and Spoon Race, which has just concluded, he said, I have a painful duty to perform. Circumstances have arisen which it is impossible to ignore. It is not too much to say that I am stunned.

He gave the populace about five seconds to wonder why he was stunned, then went on.

Three years ago, as you are aware, I was compelled to expunge from the list of events at this annual festival the Fathers Quarter-Mile, owing to reports coming to my ears of wagers taken and given on the result at the village inn and a strong suspicion that on at least one occasion the race had actually been sold by the speediest runner. That unfortunate occurrence shook my faith in human nature, I admit — but still there was one event at least which I confidently expected to remain untainted by the miasma of professionalism. I allude to the Girls Egg and Spoon Race. It seems, alas, that I was too sanguine.

He stopped again, and wrestled with his feelings.

I will not weary you with the unpleasant details. I will merely say that before the race was run a stranger in our midst, the manservant of one of the guests at the Hall — I will not specify with more particularity — approached several of the competitors and presented each of them with five shillings on condition that they — er — finished. A belated sense of remorse has led him to confess to me what he did, but it is too late. The evil is accomplished, and retribution must take its course. It is no time for half-measures. I must be firm. I rule that Sarah Mills, Jane Parker, Bessie Clay, and Rosie Jukes, the first four to pass the winning-post, have forfeited their amateur status and are disqualified, and this handsome work-bag, presented by Lord Wickhammersley, goes, in consequence, to Prudence Baxter. Prudence, step forward!


THE METROPOLITAN TOUCH
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NOBODY IS MORE alive than I am to the fact that young Bingo Little is in many respects a sound old egg. In one way and another he has made life pretty interesting for me at intervals ever since we were at school. As a companion for a cheery hour I think I would choose him before anybody. On the other hand, Im bound to say that there are things about him that could be improved. His habit of falling in love with every second girl he sees is one of them; and another is his way of letting the world in on the secrets of his heart. If you want shrinking reticence, dont go to Bingo, because hes got about as much of it as a soap-advertisement.

I mean to say — well, heres the telegram I got from him one evening in November, about a month after Id got back to town from my visit to Twing Hall:

I say Bertie old man I am in love at last. She is the most wonderful girl Bertie old man. This is the real thing at last Bertie. Come here at once and bring Jeeves. Oh I say you know that tobacco shop in Bond Street on the left side as you go up. Will you get me a hundred of their special cigarettes and send them to me here. I have run out. I know when you see her you will think she is the most wonderful girl. Mind you bring Jeeves. Dont forget the cigarettes. — Bingo.

It had been handed in at Twing Post Office. In other words, he had submitted that frightful rot to the goggling eye of a village post-mistress who was probably the main spring of local gossip and would have the place ringing with the news before nightfall. He couldnt have given himself away more completely if he had hired the town-crier. When I was a kid, I used to read stories about knights and vikings and that species of chappie who would get up without a blush in the middle of a crowded banquet and loose off a song about how perfectly priceless they thought their best girl. Ive often felt that those days would have suited young Bingo down to the ground.

Jeeves had brought the thing in with the evening drink, and I slung it over to him.

Its about due, of course, I said. Young Bingo hasnt been in love for at least a couple of months. I wonder who it is this time?

Miss Mary Burgess, sir, said Jeeves, the niece of the Reverend Mr. Heppenstall. She is staying at Twing Vicarage.

Great Scott! I knew that Jeeves knew practically everything in the world, but this sounded like second-sight. How do you know that?

When we were visiting Twing Hall in the summer, sir, I formed a somewhat close friendship with Mr. Heppenstalls butler. He is good enough to keep me abreast of the local news from time to time. From his account, sir, the young lady appears to be a very estimable young lady. Of a somewhat serious nature, I understand. Mr. Little is very épris, sir. Brookfield, my correspondent, writes that last week he observed him in the moonlight at an advanced hour gazing up at his window.

Whose window! Brookfields?

Yes, sir. Presumably under the impression that it was the young ladys.

But what the deuce is he doing at Twing at all?

Mr. Little was compelled to resume his old position as tutor to Lord Wickhammersleys son at Twing Hall, sir. Owing to having been unsuccessful in some speculations at Hurst Park at the end of October.

Good Lord, Jeeves! Is there anything you dont know?

I could not say, sir.

I picked up the telegram.

I suppose he wants us to go down and help him out a bit?

That would appear to be his motive in dispatching the message, sir.

Well, what shall we do? Go?

I would advocate it, sir. If I may say so, I think that Mr. Little should be encouraged in this particular matter.

You think hes picked a winner this time?

I hear nothing but excellent reports of the young lady, sir. I think it is beyond question that she would be an admirable influence for Mr. Little, should the affair come to a happy conclusion. Such a union would also, I fancy, go far to restore Mr. Little to the good graces of his uncle, the young lady being well connected and possessing private means. In short, sir, I think that if there is anything that we can do we should do it.

Well, with you behind him, I said, I dont see how he can fail to click.

You are very good, sir, said Jeeves. The tribute is much appreciated.



Bingo met us at Twing station next day, and insisted on my sending Jeeves on in the car with the bags while he and I walked. He started in about the female the moment we had begun to hoof it.

She is very wonderful, Bertie. She is not one of these flippant, shallow-minded modern girls. She is sweetly grave and beautifully earnest. She reminds me of — what is the name I want?

Marie Lloyd?

Saint Cecilia, said young Bingo, eyeing me with a good deal of loathing. She reminds me of Saint Cecilia. She makes me yearn to be a better, nobler, deeper, broader man.

What beats me, I said, following up a train of thought, is what principle you pick them on. The girls you fall in love with, I mean. I mean to say, whats your system? As far as I can see, no two of them are alike. First it was Mabel the waitress, then Honoria Glossop, then that fearful blister Charlotte Corday Rowbotham — —

I own that Bingo had the decency to shudder. Thinking of Charlotte always made me shudder, too.

You dont seriously mean, Bertie, that you are intending to compare the feeling I have for Mary Burgess, the holy devotion, the spiritual — —

Oh, all right, let it go, I said. I say, old lad, arent we going rather a long way round?

Considering that we were supposed to be heading for Twing Hall, it seemed to me that we were making a longish job of it. The Hall is about two miles from the station by the main road, and we had cut off down a lane, gone across country for a bit, climbed a stile or two, and were now working our way across a field that ended in another lane.

She sometimes takes her little brother for a walk round this way, explained Bingo. I thought we would meet her and bow, and you could see her, you know, and then we would walk on.

Of course, I said, thats enough excitement for anyone, and undoubtedly a corking reward for tramping three miles out of ones way over ploughed fields with tight boots, but dont we do anything else? Dont we tack on to the girl and buzz along with her?

Good Lord! said Bingo, honestly amazed. You dont suppose Ive got nerve enough for that, do you? I just look at her from afar off and all that sort of thing. Quick! Here she comes! No, Im wrong!

It was like that song of Harry Lauders where hes waiting for the girl and says This is her-r-r. No, its a rabbut. Young Bingo made me stand there in the teeth of a noreast half-gale for ten minutes, keeping me on my toes with a series of false alarms, and I was just thinking of suggesting that we should lay off and give the rest of the proceedings a miss, when round the corner there came a fox-terrier, and Bingo quivered like an aspen. Then there hove in sight a small boy, and he shook like a jelly. Finally, like a star whose entrance has been worked up by the personnel of the ensemble, a girl appeared, and his emotion was painful to witness. His face got so red that, what with his white collar and the fact that the wind had turned his nose blue, he looked more like a French flag than anything else. He sagged from the waist upwards, as if he had been filleted.

He was just raising his fingers limply to his cap when he suddenly saw that the girl wasnt alone. A chappie in clerical costume was also among those present, and the sight of him didnt seem to do Bingo a bit of good. His face got redder and his nose bluer, and it wasnt till they had nearly passed that he managed to get hold of his cap.

The girl bowed, the curate said, Ah, Little. Rough weather, the dog barked, and then they toddled on and the entertainment was over.

* * *

The curate was a new factor in the situation to me. I reported his movements to Jeeves when I got to the hall. Of course, Jeeves knew all about it already.

That is the Reverend Mr. Wingham, Mr. Heppenstalls new curate, sir. I gather from Brookfield that he is Mr. Littles rival, and at the moment the young lady appears to favour him. Mr. Wingham has the advantage of being on the premises. He and the young lady play duets after dinner, which acts as a bond. Mr. Little on these occasions, I understand, prowls about in the road, chafing visibly.

That seems to be all the poor fish is able to do, dash it. He can chafe all right, but there he stops. Hes lost his pep. Hes got no dash. Why, when we met her just now, he hadnt even the common manly courage to say Good evening!

I gather that Mr. Littles affection is not unmingled with awe, sir.

Well, how are we to help a man when hes such a rabbit as that? Have you anything to suggest? I shall be seeing him after dinner, and hes sure to ask first thing what you advise.

In my opinion, sir, the most judicious course for Mr. Little to pursue would be to concentrate on the young gentleman.

The small brother? How do you mean?

Make a friend of him, sir — take him for walks and so forth.



It doesnt sound one of your red-hottest ideas. I must say I expected something fruitier than that.

It would be a beginning, sir, and might lead to better things.

Well, Ill tell him. I liked the look of her, Jeeves.

A thoroughly estimable young lady, sir.

I slipped Bingo the tip from the stable that night, and was glad to observe that it seemed to cheer him up.

Jeeves is always right, he said. I ought to have thought of it myself. Ill start in to-morrow.

It was amazing how the chappie bucked up. Long before I left for town it had become a mere commonplace for him to speak to the girl. I mean he didnt simply look stuffed when they met. The brother was forming a bond that was a dashed sight stronger than the curates duets. She and Bingo used to take him for walks together. I asked Bingo what they talked about on these occasions, and he said Wilfreds future. The girl hoped that Wilfred would one day become a curate, but Bingo said no, there was something about curates he didnt quite like.

The day we left, Bingo came to see us off with Wilfred frisking about him like an old college chum. The last I saw of them, Bingo was standing him chocolates out of the slot-machine. A scene of peace and cheery good-will. Dashed promising, I thought.

* * *

Which made it all the more of a jar, about a fortnight later, when his telegram arrived. As follows: — 

Bertie old man I say Bertie could you possibly come down here at once. Everything gone wrong hang it all. Dash it Bertie you simply must come. I am in a state of absolute despair and heart-broken. Would you mind sending another hundred of those cigarettes. Bring Jeeves when you come Bertie. You simply must come Bertie. I rely on you. Dont forget to bring Jeeves. Bingo.

For a chap whos perpetually hard-up, I must say that young Bingo is the most wasteful telegraphist I ever struck. Hes got no notion of condensing. The silly ass simply pours out his wounded soul at twopence a word, or whatever it is, without a thought.

How about it, Jeeves? I said. Im getting a bit fed up. I cant go chucking all my engagements every second week in order to biff down to Twing and rally round young Bingo. Send him a wire telling him to end it all in the village pond.

If you could spare me for the night, sir, I should be glad to run down and investigate.

Oh, dash it! Well, I suppose theres nothing else to be done. After all, youre the fellow he wants. All right, carry on.

Jeeves got back late the next day.

Well? I said.

Jeeves appeared perturbed. He allowed his left eyebrow to flicker upwards in a concerned sort of manner.

I have done what I could, sir, he said, but I fear Mr. Littles chances do not appear bright. Since our last visit, sir, there has been a decidedly sinister and disquieting development.

Oh, whats that?

You may remember Mr. Steggles, sir — the young gentleman who was studying for an examination with Mr. Heppenstall at the Vicarage?

Whats Steggles got to do with it? I asked.



I gather from Brookfield, sir, who chanced to overhear a conversation, that Mr. Steggles is interesting himself in the affair.

Good Lord! What, making a book on it?

I understand that he is accepting wagers from those in his immediate circle, sir. Against Mr. Little, whose chances he does not seem to fancy.

I dont like that, Jeeves.

No, sir. It is sinister.

From what I know of Steggles there will be dirty work.

It has already occurred, sir.

Already?

Yes, sir. It seems that, in pursuance of the policy which he had been good enough to allow me to suggest to him, Mr. Little escorted Master Burgess to the church bazaar, and there met Mr. Steggles, who was in the company of young Master Heppenstall, the Reverend Mr. Heppenstalls second son, who is home from Rugby just now, having recently recovered from an attack of mumps. The encounter took place in the refreshment-room, where Mr. Steggles was at that moment entertaining Master Heppenstall. To cut a long story short, sir, the two gentlemen became extremely interested in the hearty manner in which the lads were fortifying themselves; and Mr. Steggles offered to back his nominee in a weight-for-age eating contest against Master Burgess for a pound a side. Mr. Little admitted to me that he was conscious of a certain hesitation as to what the upshot might be, should Miss Burgess get to hear of the matter, but his sporting blood was too much for him and he agreed to the contest. This was duly carried out, both lads exhibiting the utmost willingness and enthusiasm, and eventually Master Burgess justified Mr. Littles confidence by winning, but only after a bitter struggle. Next day both contestants were in considerable pain; inquiries were made and confessions extorted, and Mr. Little — I learn from Brookfield, who happened to be near the door of the drawing-room at the moment — had an extremely unpleasant interview with the young lady, which ended in her desiring him never to speak to her again.

Theres no getting away from the fact that, if ever a man required watching, its Steggles. Machiavelli could have taken his correspondence course.

It was a put-up job, Jeeves! I said. I mean, Steggles worked the whole thing on purpose. Its his old nobbling game.

There would seem to be no doubt about that, sir.

Well, he seems to have dished poor old Bingo all right.

That is the prevalent opinion, sir. Brookfield tells me that down in the village at the Cow and Horses seven to one is being freely offered on Mr. Wingham and finding no takers.

Good Lord! Are they betting about it down in the village, too?

Yes, sir. And in adjoining hamlets also. The affair has caused widespread interest. I am told that there is a certain sporting reaction in even so distant a spot as Lower Bingley.

Well, I dont see what there is to do. If Bingo is such a chump — —

One is fighting a losing battle, I fear, sir, but I did venture to indicate to Mr. Little a course of action which might prove of advantage. I recommended him to busy himself with good works.

Good works?

About the village, sir. Reading to the bedridden — chatting with the sick — that sort of thing, sir. We can but trust that good results will ensue.

Yes, I suppose so, I said doubtfully. But, by gosh, if I was a sick man Id hate to have a looney like young Bingo coming and gibbering at my bedside.

There is that aspect of the matter, sir, said Jeeves.

* * *

I didnt hear a word from Bingo for a couple of weeks, and I took it after a while that he had found the going too hard and had chucked in the towel. And then, one night not long before Christmas, I came back to the flat pretty latish, having been out dancing at the Embassy. I was fairly tired, having swung a practically non-stop shoe from shortly after dinner till two a.m., and bed seemed to be indicated. Judge of my chagrin and all that sort of thing, therefore, when, tottering to my room and switching on the light, I observed the foul features of young Bingo all over the pillow. The blighter had appeared from nowhere and was in my bed, sleeping like an infant with a sort of happy, dreamy smile on his map.

A bit thick I mean to say! We Woosters are all for the good old mediæval hosp. and all that, but when it comes to finding chappies collaring your bed, the thing becomes a trifle too mouldy. I hove a shoe, and Bingo sat up, gurgling.

s matter? s matter? said young Bingo.

What the deuce are you doing in my bed? I said.

Oh, hallo, Bertie! So there you are!

Yes, here I am. What are you doing in my bed?

I came up to town for the night on business.



Yes, but what are you doing in my bed?

Dash it all, Bertie, said young Bingo querulously, dont keep harping on your beastly bed. Theres another made up in the spare room. I saw Jeeves make it with my own eyes. I believe he meant it for me, but I knew what a perfect host you were, so I just turned in here. I say, Bertie, old man, said Bingo, apparently fed up with the discussion about sleeping-quarters, I see daylight.

Well, its getting on for three in the morning.

I was speaking figuratively, you ass. I meant that hope has begun to dawn. About Mary Burgess, you know. Sit down and Ill tell you all about it.

I wont. Im going to sleep.

To begin with, said young Bingo, settling himself comfortably against the pillows and helping himself to a cigarette from my special private box, I must once again pay a marked tribute to good old Jeeves. A modern Solomon. I was badly up against it when I came to him for advice, but he rolled up with a tip which has put me — I use the term advisedly and in a conservative spirit — on velvet. He may have told you that he recommended me to win back the lost ground by busying myself with good works? Bertie, old man, said young Bingo earnestly, for the last two weeks Ive been comforting the sick to such an extent that, if I had a brother and you brought him to me on a sick-bed at this moment, by Jove, old man, Id heave a brick at him. However, though it took it out of me like the deuce, the scheme worked splendidly. She softened visibly before Id been at it a week. Started to bow again when we met in the street, and so forth. About a couple of days ago she distinctly smiled — in a sort of faint, saint-like kind of way, you know — when I ran into her outside the Vicarage. And yesterday — I say, you remember that curate chap, Wingham? Fellow with a long nose.

Of course I remember him. Your rival.

Rival? Bingo raised his eyebrows. Oh, well, I suppose you could have called him that at one time. Though it sounds a little far-fetched.

Does it? I said, stung by the sickening complacency of the chumps manner. Well, let me tell you that the last I heard was that at the Cow and Horses in Twing village and all over the place as far as Lower Bingley they were offering seven to one on the curate and finding no takers.

Bingo started violently, and sprayed cigarette-ash all over my bed.

Betting! he gargled. Betting! You dont mean that theyre betting on this holy, sacred —— Oh, I say, dash it all! Havent people any sense of decency and reverence? Is nothing safe from their beastly, sordid graspingness? I wonder, said young Bingo thoughtfully, if theres a chance of my getting any of that seven-to-one money? Seven to one! What a price! Whos offering it, do you know? Oh, well, I suppose it wouldnt do. No, I suppose it wouldnt be quite the thing.

You seem dashed confident, I said. Id always thought that Wingham — —

Oh, Im not worried about him, said Bingo. I was just going to tell you. Winghams got the mumps, and wont be out and about for weeks. And, jolly as that is in itself, its not all. You see, he was producing the Village School Christmas Entertainment, and now Ive taken over the job. I went to old Heppenstall last night and clinched the contract. Well, you see what that means. It means that I shall be absolutely the centre of the village life and thought for three solid weeks, with a terrific triumph to wind up with. Everybody looking up to me and fawning on me, dont you see, and all that. Its bound to have a powerful effect on Marys mind. It will show her that I am capable of serious effort; that there is a solid foundation of worth in me; that, mere butterfly as she may once have thought me, I am in reality — —

Oh, all right, let it go!

Its a big thing, you know, this Christmas Entertainment. Old Heppenstall is very much wrapped up in it. Nibs from all over the countryside rolling up. The Squire present, with family. A big chance for me, Bertie, my boy, and I mean to make the most of it. Of course, Im handicapped a bit by not having been in on the thing from the start. Will you credit it that that uninspired doughnut of a curate wanted to give the public some rotten little fairy play out of a book for children published about fifty years ago without one good laugh or the semblance of a gag in it? Its too late to alter the thing entirely, but at least I can jazz it up. Im going to write them in something zippy to brighten the thing up a bit.

You cant write.

Well, when I say write, I mean pinch. Thats why Ive popped up to town. Ive been to see that revue, Cuddle Up! at the Palladium, to-night. Full of good stuff. Of course, its rather hard to get anything in the nature of a big spectacular effect in the Twing Village Hall, with no scenery to speak of and a chorus of practically imbecile kids of ages ranging from nine to fourteen, but I think I see my way. Have you seen Cuddle Up?

Yes. Twice.

Well, theres some good stuff in the first act, and I can lift practically all the numbers. Then theres that show at the Palace. I can see the matinée of that to-morrow before I leave. Theres sure to be some decent bits in that. Dont you worry about my not being able to write a hit. Leave it to me, laddie, leave it to me. And now, my dear old chap, said young Bingo, snuggling down cosily, you mustnt keep me up talking all night. Its all right for you fellows who have nothing to do, but Im a busy man. Good night, old thing. Close the door quietly after you and switch out the light. Breakfast about ten to-morrow, I suppose, what? Right-o. Good night.

* * *

For the next three weeks I didnt see Bingo. He became a sort of Voice Heard Off, developing a habit of ringing me up on long-distance and consulting me on various points arising at rehearsal, until the day when he got me out of bed at eight in the morning to ask whether I thought Merry Christmas! was a good title. I told him then that this nuisance must now cease, and after that he cheesed it, and practically passed out of my life, till one afternoon when I got back to the flat to dress for dinner and found Jeeves inspecting a whacking big poster sort of thing which he had draped over the back of an arm-chair.

Good Lord, Jeeves! I said. I was feeling rather weak that day, and the thing shook me. What on earths that?

Mr. Little sent it to me, sir, and desired me to bring it to your notice.

Well, youve certainly done it!

I took another look at the object. There was no doubt about it, he caught the eye. It was about seven feet long, and most of the lettering in about as bright red ink as I ever struck.

This was how it ran:
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What do you make of it, Jeeves? I said.

I confess I am a little doubtful, sir. I think Mr. Little would have done better to follow my advice and confine himself to good works about the village.

You think the things will be a frost?

I could not hazard a conjecture, sir. But my experience has been that what pleases the London public is not always so acceptable to the rural mind. The metropolitan touch sometimes proves a trifle too exotic for the provinces.

I suppose I ought to go down and see the dashed thing?

I think Mr. Little would be wounded were you not present, sir.

* * *

The Village Hall at Twing is a smallish building, smelling of apples. It was full when I turned up on the evening of the twenty-third, for I had purposely timed myself to arrive not long before the kick-off. I had had experience of one or two of these binges, and didnt want to run any risk of coming early and finding myself shoved into a seat in one of the front rows where I wouldnt be able to execute a quiet sneak into the open air half-way through the proceedings, if the occasion seemed to demand it. I secured a nice strategic position near the door at the back of the hall.

From where I stood I had a good view of the audience. As always on these occasions, the first few rows were occupied by the Nibs — consisting of the Squire, a fairly mauve old sportsman with white whiskers, his family, a platoon of local parsons and perhaps a couple of dozen of prominent pew-holders. Then came a dense squash of what you might call the lower middle classes. And at the back, where I was, we came down with a jerk in the social scale, this end of the hall being given up almost entirely to a collection of frankly Tough Eggs, who had rolled up not so much for any love of the drama as because there was a free tea after the show. Take it for all in all, a representative gathering of Twing life and thought. The Nibs were whispering in a pleased manner to each other, the Lower Middles were sitting up very straight, as if theyd been bleached, and the Tough Eggs whiled away the time by cracking nuts and exchanging low rustic wheezes. The girl, Mary Burgess, was at the piano playing a waltz. Beside her stood the curate, Wingham, apparently recovered. The temperature, I should think, was about a hundred and twenty-seven.

Somebody jabbed me heartily in the lower ribs, and I perceived the man Steggles.

Hallo! he said. I didnt know you were coming down.

I didnt like the chap, but we Woosters can wear the mask. I beamed a bit.



Oh, yes, I said. Bingo wanted me to roll up and see his show.

I hear hes giving us something pretty ambitious, said the man Steggles. Big effects and all that sort of thing.

I believe so.

Of course, it means a lot to him, doesnt it? Hes told you about the girl, of course?

Yes. And I hear youre laying seven to one against him, I said, eyeing the blighter a trifle austerely.

He didnt even quiver.

Just a little flutter to relieve the monotony of country life, he said. But youve got the facts a bit wrong. Its down in the village that theyre laying seven to one. I can do you better than that, if you feel in a speculative mood. How about a tenner at a hundred to eight?

Good Lord! Are you giving that?

Yes. Somehow, said Steggles meditatively, I have a sort of feeling, a kind of premonition that somethings going to go wrong to-night. You know what Little is. A bungler, if ever there was one. Something tells me that this show of his is going to be a frost. And if it is, of course, I should think it would prejudice the girl against him pretty badly. His standing always was rather shaky.

Are you going to try and smash up the show? I said sternly.

Me! said Steggles. Why, what could I do? Half a minute, I want to go and speak to a man.

He buzzed off, leaving me distinctly disturbed. I could see from the fellows eye that he was meditating some of his customary rough stuff, and I thought Bingo ought to be warned. But there wasnt time and I couldnt get at him. Almost immediately after Steggles had left me the curtain went up.

Except as a prompter, Bingo wasnt much in evidence in the early part of the performance. The thing at the outset was merely one of those weird dramas which you dig out of books published around Christmas time and entitled Twelve Little Plays for the Tots, or something like that. The kids drooled on in the usual manner, the booming voice of Bingo ringing out from time to time behind the scenes when the fatheads forgot their lines; and the audience was settling down into the sort of torpor usual on these occasions, when the first of Bingos interpolated bits occurred. It was that number which Whats-her-name sings in that revue at the Palace — you would recognise the tune if I hummed it, but I can never get hold of the dashed thing. It always got three encores at the Palace, and it went well now, even with a squeaky-voiced child jumping on and off the key like a chamois of the Alps leaping from crag to crag. Even the Tough Eggs liked it. At the end of the second refrain the entire house was shouting for an encore, and the kid with the voice like a slate-pencil took a deep breath and started to let it go once more.

At this point all the lights went out.

* * *

I dont know when Ive had anything so sudden and devastating happen to me before. They didnt flicker. They just went out. The hall was in complete darkness.

Well, of course, that sort of broke the spell, as you might put it. People started to shout directions, and the Tough Eggs stamped their feet and settled down for a pleasant time. And, of course, young Bingo had to make an ass of himself. His voice suddenly shot at us out of the darkness.

Ladies and gentlemen, something has gone wrong with the lights — —

The Tough Eggs were tickled by this bit of information straight from the stable. They took it up as a sort of battle-cry. Then, after about five minutes, the lights went up again, and the show was resumed.

It took ten minutes after that to get the audience back into its state of coma, but eventually they began to settle down, and everything was going nicely when a small boy with a face like a turbot edged out in front of the curtain, which had been lowered after a pretty painful scene about a wishing-ring or a fairys curse or something of that sort, and started to sing that song of George Thingummys out of Cuddle Up. You know the one I mean. Always Listen to Mother, Girls! its called, and he gets the audience to join in and sing the refrain. Quite a ripeish ballad, and one which I myself have frequently sung in my bath with not a little vim; but by no means — as anyone but a perfect sapheaded prune like young Bingo would have known — by no means the sort of thing for a childrens Christmas entertainment in the old village hall. Right from the start of the first refrain the bulk of the audience had begun to stiffen in their seats and fan themselves, and the Burgess girl at the piano was accompanying in a stunned, mechanical sort of way, while the curate at her side averted his gaze in a pained manner. The Tough Eggs, however, were all for it.

At the end of the second refrain the kid stopped and began to sidle towards the wings. Upon which the following brief duologue took place:



Young Bingo (Voice heard off, ringing against the rafters): Go on!

The Kid (coyly): I dont like to.

Young Bingo (still louder): Go on, you little blighter, or Ill slay you!

I suppose the kid thought it over swiftly and realised that Bingo, being in a position to get at him, had better be conciliated, whatever the harvest might be; for he shuffled down to the front and, having shut his eyes and giggled hysterically, said: Ladies and gentlemen, I will now call upon Squire Tressidder to oblige by singing the refrain!

You know, with the most charitable feelings towards him, there are moments when you cant help thinking that young Bingo ought to be in some sort of a home. I suppose, poor fish, he had pictured this as the big punch of the evening. He had imagined, I take it, that the Squire would spring jovially to his feet, rip the song off his chest, and all would be gaiety and mirth. Well, what happened was simply that old Tressidder — and, mark you, Im not blaming him — just sat where he was, swelling and turning a brighter purple every second. The lower middle classes remained in frozen silence, waiting for the roof to fall. The only section of the audience that really seemed to enjoy the idea was the Tough Eggs, who yelled with enthusiasm. It was jam for the Tough Eggs.

And then the lights went out again.

* * *

When they went up, some minutes later, they disclosed the Squire marching stiffly out at the head of his family, fed up to the eyebrows; the Burgess girl at the piano with a pale, set look; and the curate gazing at her with something in his expression that seemed to suggest that, although all this was no doubt deplorable, he had spotted the silver fining.

The show went on once more. There were great chunks of Plays-for-the-Tots dialogue, and then the girl at the piano struck up the prelude to that Orange-Girl number thats the big hit of the Palace revue. I took it that this was to be Bingos smashing act one finale. The entire company was on the stage, and a clutching hand had appeared round the edge of the curtain, ready to pull at the right moment. It looked like the finale all right. It wasnt long before I realised that it was something more. It was the finish.

I take it you know that Orange number at the Palace? It goes:

Oh, wont you something something oranges,

My something oranges,

My something oranges;

Oh, wont you something something something I forget,

Something something something tumty tumty yet:

Oh —— 

or words to that effect. Its a dashed clever lyric, and the tunes good, too; but the thing that made the number was the business where the girls take oranges out of their baskets, you know, and toss them lightly to the audience. I dont know if youve ever noticed it, but it always seems to tickle an audience to bits when they get things thrown at them from the stage. Every time Ive been to the Palace the customers have simply gone wild over this number.

But at the Palace, of course, the oranges are made of yellow wool, and the girls dont so much chuck them as drop them limply into the first and second rows. I began to gather that the business was going to be treated rather differently to-night when a dashed great chunk of pips and mildew sailed past my ear and burst on the wall behind me. Another landed with a squelch on the neck of one of the Nibs in the third row. And then a third took me right on the tip of the nose, and I kind of lost interest in the proceedings for awhile.

When I had scrubbed my face and got my eye to stop watering for a moment, I saw that the evenings entertainment had begun to resemble one of Belfasts livelier nights. The air was thick with shrieks and fruit. The kids on the stage, with Bingo buzzing distractedly to and fro in their midst, were having the time of their lives. I suppose they realised that this couldnt go on for ever, and were making the most of their chances. The Tough Eggs had begun to pick up all the oranges that hadnt burst and were shooting them back, so that the audience got it both coming and going. In fact, take it all round, there was a certain amount of confusion; and, just as things had begun really to hot up, out went the lights again.

It seemed to me about my time for leaving, so I slid for the door. I was hardly outside when the audience began to stream out. They surged about me in twos and threes, and Ive never seen a public body so dashed unanimous on any point. To a man — and to a woman — they were cursing poor old Bingo; and there was a large and rapidly growing school of thought which held that the best thing to do would be to waylay him as he emerged and splash him about in the village pond a bit.

There were such a dickens of a lot of these enthusiasts and they looked so jolly determined that it seemed to me that the only matey thing to do was to go behind and warn young Bingo to turn his coat-collar up and breeze off snakily by some side exit. I went behind, and found him sitting on a box in the wings, perspiring pretty freely and looking more or less like the spot marked with a cross where the accident happened. His hair was standing up and his ears were hanging down, and one harsh word would undoubtedly have made him burst into tears.

Bertie, he said hollowly, as he saw me, it was that blighter Steggles! I caught one of the kids before he could get away and got it all out of him. Steggles substituted real oranges for the balls of wool which with infinite sweat and at a cost of nearly a quid I had specially prepared. Well, I will now proceed to tear him limb from limb. Itll be something to do.

I hated to spoil his day-dreams, but it had to be.

Good heavens, man, I said, you havent time for frivolous amusements now. Youve got to get out. And quick!

Bertie, said Bingo in a dull voice, she was here just now. She said it was all my fault and that she would never speak to me again. She said she had always suspected me of being a heartless practical joker, and now she knew. She said —— Oh, well, she ticked me off properly.

Thats the least of your troubles, I said. It seemed impossible to rouse the poor zib to a sense of his position. Do you realise that about two hundred of Twings heftiest are waiting for you outside to chuck you into the pond?

No!

Absolutely!

For a moment the poor chap seemed crushed. But only for a moment. There has always been something of the good old English bulldog breed about Bingo. A strange, sweet smile flickered for an instant over his face.

Its all right, he said. I can sneak out through the cellar and climb over the wall at the back. They cant intimidate me!

* * *

It couldnt have been more than a week later when Jeeves, after he had brought me my tea, gently steered me away from the sporting page of the Morning Post and directed my attention to an announcement in the engagements and marriages column.

It was a brief statement that a marriage had been arranged and would shortly take place between the Hon. and Rev. Hubert Wingham, third son of the Right Hon. the Earl of Sturridge, and Mary, only daughter of the late Matthew Burgess, of Weatherly Court, Hants.

Of course, I said, after I had given it the east-to-west, I expected this, Jeeves.

Yes, sir.

She would never forgive him what happened that night.

No, sir.

Well, I said, as I took a sip of the fragrant and steaming, I dont suppose it will take old Bingo long to get over it. Its about the hundred and eleventh time this sort of thing has happened to him. Youre the man Im sorry for.

Me, sir?

Well, dash it all, you cant have forgotten what a deuce of a lot of trouble you took to bring the thing off for Bingo. Its too bad that all your work should have been wasted.

Not entirely wasted, sir.

Eh?

It is true that my efforts to bring about the match between Mr. Little and the young lady were not successful, but still I look back upon the matter with a certain satisfaction.

Because you did your best, you mean?

Not entirely, sir, though of course that thought also gives me pleasure. I was alluding more particularly to the fact that I found the affair financially remunerative.

Financially remunerative? What do you mean?

When I learned that Mr. Steggles had interested himself in the contest, sir, I went shares with my friend Brookfield and bought the book which had been made on the issue by the Cow and Horses. It has proved a highly profitable investment. Your breakfast will be ready almost immediately, sir. Kidneys on toast and mushrooms. I will bring it when you ring.


THE DELAYED EXIT OF CLAUDE AND EUSTACE
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THE FEELING I had when Aunt Agatha trapped me in my lair that morning and spilled the bad news was that my luck had broken at last. As a rule, you see, Im not lugged into Family Rows. On the occasions when Aunt is calling to Aunt like mastodons bellowing across primeval swamps and Uncle Jamess letter about Cousin Mabels peculiar behaviour is being shot round the family circle (Please read this carefully and send it on to Jane), the clan has a tendency to ignore me. Its one of the advantages I get from being a bachelor — and, according to my nearest and dearest, practically a half-witted bachelor at that. Its no good trying to get Bertie to take the slightest interest is more or less the slogan, and Im bound to say Im all for it. A quiet life is what I like. And thats why I felt that the Curse had come upon me, so to speak, when Aunt Agatha sailed into my sitting-room while I was having a placid cigarette and started to tell me about Claude and Eustace.

Thank goodness, said Aunt Agatha, arrangements have at last been made about Eustace and Claude.

Arrangements? I said, not having the foggiest.

They sail on Friday for South Africa. Mr. Van Alstyne, a friend of poor Emilys, has given them berths in his firm at Johannesburg, and we are hoping that they will settle down there and do well.

I didnt get the thing at all.

Friday? The day after to-morrow, do you mean?

Yes.

For South Africa?

Yes. They leave on the Edinburgh Castle.

But whats the idea? I mean, arent they in the middle of their term at Oxford?

Aunt Agatha looked at me coldly.

Do you positively mean to tell me, Bertie, that you take so little interest in the affairs of your nearest relatives that you are not aware that Claude and Eustace were expelled from Oxford over a fortnight ago?

No, really?

You are hopeless, Bertie. I should have thought that even you — —

Why were they sent down?

They poured lemonade on the Junior Dean of their college.... I see nothing amusing in the outrage, Bertie.

No, no, rather not, I said hurriedly. I wasnt laughing. Choking. Got something stuck in my throat, you know.

Poor Emily, went on Aunt Agatha, being one of those doting mothers who are the ruin of their children, wished to keep the boys in London. She suggested that they might cram for the Army. But I was firm. The Colonies are the only place for wild youths like Eustace and Claude. So they sail on Friday. They have been staying for the last two weeks with your Uncle Clive in Worcestershire. They will spend to-morrow night in London and catch the boat-train on Friday morning.

Bit risky, isnt it? I mean, arent they apt to cut loose a bit to-morrow night if theyre left all alone in London?

They will not be alone. They will be in your charge.

Mine!

Yes. I wish you to put them up in your flat for the night, and see that they do not miss the train in the morning.

Oh, I say, no!

Bertie!

Well, I mean, quite jolly coves both of them, but I dont know. Theyre rather nuts, you know —— Always glad to see them, of course, but when it comes to putting them up for the night — —

Bertie, if you are so sunk in callous self-indulgence that you cannot even put yourself to this trifling inconvenience for the sake of — —

Oh, all right, I said. All right.

It was no good arguing, of course. Aunt Agatha always makes me feel as if I had gelatine where my spine ought to be. Shes one of those forceful females. I should think Queen Elizabeth must have been something like her. When she holds me with her glittering eye and says, Jump to it, my lad, or words to that effect, I make it so without further discussion.

When she had gone, I rang for Jeeves to break the news to him.

Oh, Jeeves, I said, Mr. Claude and Mr. Eustace will be staying here to-morrow night.

Very good, sir.

Im glad you think so. To me the outlook seems black and scaly. You know what those two lads are!

Very high-spirited young gentlemen, sir.

Blisters, Jeeves. Undeniable blisters. Its a bit thick!



Would there be anything further, sir?

At that, Im bound to say, I drew myself up a trifle haughtily. We Woosters freeze like the dickens when we seek sympathy and meet with cold reserve. I knew what was up, of course. For the last day or so there had been a certain amount of coolness in the home over a pair of jazz spats which I had dug up while exploring in the Burlington Arcade. Some dashed brainy cove, probably the chap who invented those coloured cigarette-cases, had recently had the rather topping idea of putting out a line of spats on the same system. I mean to say, instead of the ordinary grey and white, you can now get them in your regimental or school colours. And, believe me, it would have taken a chappie of stronger fibre than I am to resist the pair of Old Etonian spats which had smiled up at me from inside the window. I was inside the shop, opening negotiations, before it had even occurred to me that Jeeves might not approve. And I must say he had taken the thing a bit hardly. The fact of the matter is, Jeeves, though in many ways the best valet in London, is too conservative. Hide-bound, if you know what I mean, and an enemy to Progress.

Nothing further, Jeeves, I said, with quiet dignity.

Very good, sir.

He gave one frosty look at the spats and biffed off. Dash him!

* * *

Anything merrier and brighter than the Twins, when they curveted into the old flat while I was dressing for dinner the next night, I have never struck in my whole puff. Im only about half a dozen years older than Claude and Eustace, but in some rummy manner they always make me feel as if I were well on in the grandfather class and just waiting for the end. Almost before I realised they were in the place, they had collared the best chairs, pinched a couple of my special cigarettes, poured themselves out a whisky-and-soda apiece, and started to prattle with the gaiety and abandon of two birds who had achieved their lifes ambition instead of having come a most frightful purler and being under sentence of exile.

Hallo, Bertie, old thing, said Claude. Jolly decent of you to put us up.

Oh, no, I said. Only wish you were staying a good long time.

Hear that, Eustace? He wishes we were staying a good long time.

I expect it will seem a good long time, said Eustace, philosophically.

You heard about the binge, Bertie? Our little bit of trouble, I mean?

Oh, yes. Aunt Agatha was telling me.

We leave our country for our countrys good, said Eustace.

And let there be no moaning at the bar, said Claude, when I put out to sea. What did Aunt Agatha tell you?

She said you poured lemonade on the Junior Dean.

I wish the deuce, said Claude, annoyed, that people would get these things right. It wasnt the Junior Dean. It was the Senior Tutor.

And it wasnt lemonade, said Eustace. It was soda-water. The dear old thing happened to be standing just under our window while I was leaning out with a siphon in my hand. He looked up, and — well, it would have been chucking away the opportunity of a lifetime if I hadnt let him have it in the eyeball.

Simply chucking it away, agreed Claude.

Might never have occurred again, said Eustace.

Hundred to one against it, said Claude.

Now what, said Eustace, do you propose to do, Bertie, in the way of entertaining the handsome guests to-night?

My idea was to have a bite of dinner in the flat, I said. Jeeves is getting it ready now.

And afterwards?

Well, I thought we might chat of this and that, and then it struck me that you would probably like to turn in early, as your train goes about ten or something, doesnt it?

The twins looked at each other in a pitying sort of way.

Bertie, said Eustace, youve got the programme nearly right, but not quite. I envisage the evenings events thus: We will toddle along to Ciros after dinner. Its an extension night, isnt it? Well, that will see us through till about two-thirty or three.

After which, no doubt, said Claude, the Lord will provide.

But I thought you would want to get a good nights rest.

Good nights rest! said Eustace. My dear old chap, you dont for a moment imagine that we are dreaming of going to bed to-night, do you?

I suppose the fact of the matter is, Im not the man I was. I mean, these all-night vigils dont seem to fascinate me as they used to a few years ago. I can remember the time, when I was up at Oxford, when a Covent Garden ball till six in the morning, with breakfast at the Hammams and probably a free fight with a few selected costermongers to follow, seemed to me what the doctor ordered. But nowadays two oclock is about my limit; and by two oclock the twins were just settling down and beginning to go nicely.

As far as I can remember, we went on from Ciros to play chemmy with some fellows I dont recall having met before, and it must have been about nine in the morning when we fetched up again at the flat. By which time, Im bound to admit, as far as I was concerned the first careless freshness was beginning to wear off a bit. In fact, Id got just enough strength to say good-bye to the twins, wish them a pleasant voyage and a happy and successful career in South Africa, and stagger into bed. The last I remember was hearing the blighters chanting like larks under the cold shower, breaking off from time to time to shout to Jeeves to rush along the eggs and bacon.

It must have been about one in the afternoon when I woke. I was feeling more or less like something the Pure Food Committee had rejected, but there was one bright thought which cheered me up, and that was that about now the twins would be leaning on the rail of the liner, taking their last glimpse of the dear old homeland. Which made it all the more of a shock when the door opened and Claude walked in.

Hallo, Bertie! said Claude. Had a nice refreshing sleep? Now, what about a good old bite of lunch?

Id been having so many distorted nightmares since I had dropped off to sleep that for half a minute I thought this was simply one more of them, and the worst of the lot. It was only when Claude sat down on my feet that I got on to the fact that this was stern reality.



Great Scott! What on earth are you doing here? I gurgled.

Claude looked at me reproachfully.

Hardly the tone I like to hear in a host, Bertie, he said reprovingly. Why, it was only last night that you were saying you wished I was stopping a good long time. Your dream has come true. I am!

But why arent you on your way to South Africa?

Now that, said Claude, is a point I rather thought you would want to have explained. Its like this, old man. You remember that girl you introduced me to at Ciros last night?

Which girl?

There was only one, said Claude coldly. Only one that counted, that is to say. Her name was Marion Wardour. I danced with her a good deal, if you remember.

I began to recollect in a hazy sort of way. Marion Wardour has been a pal of mine for some time. A very good sort. Shes playing in that show at the Apollo at the moment. I remembered now that she had been at Ciros with a party the night before, and the twins had insisted on being introduced.

We are soul-mates, Bertie, said Claude. I found it out quite early in the p.m., and the more thought Ive given to the matter the more convinced Ive become. It happens like that now and then, you know. Two hearts that beat as one, I mean, and all that sort of thing. So the long and the short of it is that I gave old Eustace the slip at Waterloo and slid back here. The idea of going to South Africa and leaving a girl like that in England doesnt appeal to me a bit. Im all for thinking imperially and giving the Colonies a leg-up and all that sort of thing; but it cant be done. After all, said Claude reasonably, South Africa has got along all right without me up till now, so why shouldnt it stick it?

But what about Van Alstyne, or whatever his name is? Hell be expecting you to turn up.

Oh, hell have Eustace. Thatll satisfy him. Very sound fellow, Eustace. Probably end up by being a magnate of some kind. I shall watch his future progress with considerable interest. And now you must excuse me for a moment, Bertie. I want to go and hunt up Jeeves and get him to mix me one of those pick-me-ups of his. For some reason which I cant explain, Ive got a slight headache this morning.

And, believe me or believe me not, the door had hardly closed behind him when in blew Eustace with a shining morning face that made me ill to look at.

Oh, my aunt! I said.

Eustace started to giggle pretty freely.

Smooth work, Bertie, smooth work! he said. Im sorry for poor old Claude, but there was no alternative. I eluded his vigilance at Waterloo and snaked off in a taxi. I suppose the poor old ass is wondering where the deuce Ive got to. But it couldnt be helped. If you really seriously expected me to go slogging off to South Africa, you shouldnt have introduced me to Miss Wardour last night. I want to tell you all about that, Bertie. Im not a man, said Eustace, sitting down on the bed, who falls in love with every girl he sees. I suppose strong, silent, would be the best description you could find for me. But when I do meet my affinity I dont waste time. I — —

Oh, heaven! Are you in love with Marion Wardour, too?

Too? What do you mean, too?



I was going to tell him about Claude, when the blighter came in in person, looking like a giant refreshed. Theres no doubt that Jeevess pick-me-ups will produce immediate results in anything short of an Egyptian mummy. Its something he puts in them — the Worcester sauce or something. Claude had revived like a watered flower, but he nearly had a relapse when he saw his bally brother goggling at him over the bed-rail.

What on earth are you doing here? he said.

What on earth are you doing here? said Eustace.

Have you come back to inflict your beastly society upon Miss Wardour?

Is that why youve come back?

They thrashed the subject out a bit further.

Well, said Claude at last. I suppose it cant be helped. If youre here, youre here. May the best man win!

Yes, but dash it all! I managed to put in at this point. Whats the idea? Where do you think youre going to stay if you stick on in London?

Why, here, said Eustace, surprised.

Where else? said Claude, raising his eyebrows.

You wont object to putting us up, Bertie? said Eustace.

Not a sportsman like you, said Claude.

But, you silly asses, suppose Aunt Agatha finds out that Im hiding you when you ought to be in South Africa? Where do I get off?

Where does he get off? Claude asked Eustace.

Oh, I expect hell manage somehow, said Eustace to Claude.

Of course, said Claude, quite cheered up. Hell manage.



Rather! said Eustace. A resourceful chap like Bertie! Of course he will.

And now, said Claude, shelving the subject, what about that bite of lunch we were discussing a moment ago, Bertie? That stuff good old Jeeves slipped into me just now has given me what you might call an appetite. Something in the nature of six chops and a batter pudding would about meet the case, I think.

I suppose every chappie in the world has black periods in his life to which he cant look back without the smouldering eye and the silent shudder. Some coves, if you can judge by the novels you read nowadays, have them practically all the time; but, what with enjoying a sizable private income and a topping digestion, Im bound to say it isnt very often I find my own existence getting a flat tyre. Thats why this particular epoch is one that I dont think about more often than I can help. For the days that followed the unexpected resurrection of the blighted twins were so absolutely foul that the old nerves began to stick out of my body a foot long and curling at the ends. All of a twitter, believe me. I imagine the fact of the matter is that we Woosters are so frightfully honest and open and all that, that it gives us the pip to have to deceive.

All was quiet along the Potomac for about twenty-four hours, and then Aunt Agatha trickled in to have a chat. Twenty minutes earlier and she would have found the twins gaily shoving themselves outside a couple of rashers and an egg. She sank into a chair, and I could see that she was not in her usual sunny spirits.

Bertie, she said, I am uneasy.

So was I. I didnt know how long she intended to stop, or when the twins were coming back.



I wonder, she said, if I took too harsh a view towards Claude and Eustace.

You couldnt.

What do you mean?

I — er — mean it would be so unlike you to be harsh to anybody, Aunt Agatha. And not bad, either. I mean, quick — like that — without thinking. It pleased the old relative, and she looked at me with slightly less loathing than she usually does.

It is nice of you to say that, Bertie, but what I was thinking was, are they safe?

Are they what?

It seemed such a rummy adjective to apply to the twins, they being about as innocuous as a couple of sprightly young tarantulas.

Do you think all is well with them?

How do you mean?

Aunt Agatha eyed me almost wistfully.

Has it ever occurred to you, Bertie, she said, that your Uncle George may be psychic?

She seemed to me to be changing the subject.

Psychic?

Do you think it is possible that he could see things not visible to the normal eye?

I thought it dashed possible, if not probable. I dont know if youve ever met my Uncle George. Hes a festive old egg who wanders from club to club continually having a couple with other festive old eggs. When he heaves in sight, waiters brace themselves up and the wine-steward toys with his corkscrew. It was my Uncle George who discovered that alcohol was a food well in advance of modern medical thought.

Your Uncle George was dining with me last night, and he was quite shaken. He declares that, while on his way from the Devonshire Club to Boodles he suddenly saw the phantasm of Eustace.



The what of Eustace?

The phantasm. The wraith. It was so clear that he thought for an instant that it was Eustace himself. The figure vanished round a corner, and when Uncle George got there nothing was to be seen. It is all very queer and disturbing. It had a marked effect on poor George. All through dinner he touched nothing but barley-water, and his manner was quite disturbed. You do think those poor, dear boys are safe, Bertie? They have not met with some horrible accident?

It made my mouth water to think of it, but I said no, I didnt think they had met with any horrible accident. I thought Eustace was a horrible accident, and Claude about the same, but I didnt say so. And presently she biffed off, still worried.

When the twins came in, I put it squarely to the blighters. Jolly as it was to give Uncle George shocks, they must not wander at large about the metrop.

But, my dear old soul, said Claude. Be reasonable. We cant have our movements hampered.

Out of the question, said Eustace.

The whole essence of the thing, if you understand me, said Claude, is that we should be at liberty to flit hither and thither.

Exactly, said Eustace. Now hither, now thither.

But, damn it — —

Bertie! said Eustace reprovingly. Not before the boy!

Of course, in a way I see his point, said Claude. I suppose the solution of the problem would be to buy a couple of disguises.

My dear old chap! said Eustace, looking at him with admiration. The brightest idea on record. Not your own, surely?



Well, as a matter of fact, it was Bertie who put it into my head.

Me!

You were telling me the other day about old Bingo Little and the beard he bought when he didnt want his uncle to recognise him.

If you think Im going to have you two excrescences popping in and out of my flat in beards — —

Something in that, agreed Eustace. Well make it whiskers, then.

And false noses, said Claude.

And, as you say, false noses. Right-o, then, Bertie, old chap, thats a load off your mind. We dont want to be any trouble to you while were paying you this little visit.

And, when I went buzzing round to Jeeves for consolation, all he would say was something about Young Blood. No sympathy.

Very good, Jeeves, I said. I shall go for a walk in the Park. Kindly put me out the Old Etonian spats.

Very good, sir.

* * *

It must have been a couple of days after that that Marion Wardour rolled in at about the hour of tea. She looked warily round the room before sitting down.

Your cousins not at home, Bertie? she said.

No, thank goodness!

Then Ill tell you where they are. Theyre in my sitting-room, glaring at each other from opposite corners, waiting for me to come in. Bertie, this has got to stop.

Youre seeing a good deal of them, are you?

Jeeves came in with the tea, but the poor girl was so worked up that she didnt wait for him to pop off before going on with her complaint. She had an absolutely hunted air, poor thing.

I cant move a step without tripping over one or both of them, she said. Generally both. Theyve taken to calling together, and they just settle down grimly and try to sit each other out. Its wearing me to a shadow.

I know, I said sympathetically. I know.

Well, whats to be done?

It beats me. Couldnt you tell your maid to say you are not at home?

She shuddered slightly.

I tried that once. They camped on the stairs, and I couldnt get out all the afternoon. And I had a lot of particularly important engagements. I wish you would persuade them to go to South Africa, where they seem to be wanted.

You must have made the dickens of an impression on them.

I should say I have. Theyve started giving me presents now. At least, Claude has. He insisted on my accepting this cigarette-case last night. Came round to the theatre and wouldnt go away till I took it. Its not a bad one, I must say.

It wasnt. It was a distinctly fruity concern in gold with a diamond stuck in the middle. And the rummy thing was that I had a notion Id seen something very like it before somewhere. How the deuce Claude had been able to dig up the cash to buy a thing like that was more than I could imagine.

Next day was a Wednesday, and as the object of their devotion had a matinée, the twins were, so to speak, off duty. Claude had gone with his whiskers on to Hurst Park, and Eustace and I were in the flat, talking. At least, he was talking and I was wishing he would go.

The love of a good woman, Bertie, he was saying, must be a wonderful thing. Sometimes —— Good Lord! whats that?

The front door had opened, and from out in the hall there came the sound of Aunt Agathas voice asking if I was in. Aunt Agatha has one of those high, penetrating voices, but this was the first time Id ever been thankful for it. There was just about two seconds to clear the way for her, but it was long enough for Eustace to dive under the sofa. His last shoe had just disappeared when she came in.

She had a worried look. It seemed to me about this time that everybody had.

Bertie, she said, what are your immediate plans?

How do you mean? Im dining to-night with — —

No, no, I dont mean to-night. Are you busy for the next few days? But, of course you are not, she went on, not waiting for me to answer. You never have anything to do. Your whole life is spent in idle — but we can go into that later. What I came for this afternoon was to tell you that I wish you to go with your poor Uncle George to Harrogate for a few weeks. The sooner you can start, the better.

This appeared to me to approximate so closely to the frozen limit that I uttered a yelp of protest. Uncle George is all right, but he wont do. I was trying to say as much when she waved me down.

If you are not entirely heartless, Bertie, you will do as I ask you. Your poor Uncle George has had a severe shock.

What, another!

He feels that only complete rest and careful medical attendance can restore his nervous system to its normal poise. It seems that in the past he has derived benefit from taking the waters at Harrogate, and he wishes to go there now. We do not think he ought to be alone, so I wish you to accompany him.

But, I say!

Bertie!

There was a lull in the conversation.

What shock has he had? I asked.

Between ourselves, said Aunt Agatha, lowering her voice in an impressive manner, I incline to think that the whole affair was the outcome of an over-excited imagination. You are one of the family, Bertie, and I can speak freely to you. You know as well as I do that your poor Uncle George has for many years not been a — he has — er — developed a habit of — how shall I put it?

Shifting it a bit?

I beg your pardon?

Mopping up the stuff to some extent?

I dislike your way of putting it exceedingly, but I must confess that he has not been, perhaps, as temperate as he should. He is highly-strung, and —— Well, the fact is, that he has had a shock.

Yes, but what?

That is what it is so hard to induce him to explain with any precision. With all his good points, your poor Uncle George is apt to become incoherent when strongly moved. As far as I could gather, he appears to have been the victim of a burglary.

Burglary!

He says that a strange man with whiskers and a peculiar nose entered his rooms in Jermyn Street during his absence and stole some of his property. He says that he came back and found the man in his sitting-room. He immediately rushed out of the room and disappeared.



Uncle George?

No, the man. And, according to your Uncle George, he had stolen a valuable cigarette-case. But, as I say, I am inclined to think that the whole thing was imagination. He has not been himself since the day when he fancied that he saw Eustace in the street. So I should like you, Bertie, to be prepared to start for Harrogate with him not later than Saturday.

She popped off, and Eustace crawled out from under the sofa. The blighter was strongly moved. So was I, for the matter of that. The idea of several weeks with Uncle George at Harrogate seemed to make everything go black.

So thats where he got that cigarette-case, dash him! said Eustace bitterly. Of all the dirty tricks! Robbing his own flesh and blood! The fellow ought to be in chokey.

He ought to be in South Africa, I said. And so ought you.

And with an eloquence which rather surprised me, I hauled up my slacks for perhaps ten minutes on the subject of his duty to his family and what not. I appealed to his sense of decency. I boosted South Africa with vim. I said everything I could think of, much of it twice over. But all the blighter did was to babble about his dashed brothers baseness in putting one over on him in the matter of the cigarette-case. He seemed to think that Claude, by slinging in the handsome gift, had got right ahead of him; and there was a painful scene when the latter came back from Hurst Park. I could hear them talking half the night, long after I had tottered off to bed. I dont know when Ive met fellows who could do with less sleep than those two.

* * *

After this, things became a bit strained at the flat owing to Claude and Eustace not being on speaking terms. Im all for a certain chumminess in the home, and it was wearing to have to live with two fellows who wouldnt admit that the other one was on the map at all.

One felt the thing couldnt go on like that for long, and, by Jove, it didnt. But, if anyone had come to me the day before and told me what was going to happen, I should simply have smiled wanly. I mean, Id got so accustomed to thinking that nothing short of a dynamite explosion could ever dislodge those two nestlers from my midst that, when Claude sidled up to me on the Friday morning and told me his bit of news, I could hardly believe I was hearing right.

Bertie, he said, Ive been thinking it over.

What over? I said.

The whole thing. This business of staying in London when I ought to be in South Africa. It isnt fair, said Claude warmly. It isnt right. And the long and the short of it is, Bertie, old man, Im leaving to-morrow.

I reeled in my tracks.

You are? I gasped.

Yes. If, said Claude, you wont mind sending old Jeeves out to buy a ticket for me. Im afraid Ill have to stick you for the passage money, old man. You dont mind?

Mind! I said, clutching his hand fervently.

Thats all right, then. Oh, I say, you wont say a word to Eustace about this, will you?

But isnt he going, too?

Claude shuddered.

No, thank heaven! The idea of being cooped up on board a ship with that blighter gives me the pip just to think of it. No, not a word to Eustace. I say, I suppose you can get me a berth all right at such short notice?

Rather! I said. Sooner than let this opportunity slip, I would have bought the bally boat.

Jeeves, I said, breezing into the kitchen. Go out on first speed to the Union-Castle offices and book a berth on to-morrows boat for Mr. Claude. He is leaving us, Jeeves.

Yes, sir.

Mr. Claude does not wish any mention of this to be made to Mr. Eustace.

No, sir. Mr. Eustace made the same proviso when he desired me to obtain a berth on to-morrows boat for himself.

I gaped at the man.

Is he going, too?

Yes, sir.

This is rummy.

Yes, sir.

Had circumstances been other than they were, I would at this juncture have unbent considerably towards Jeeves. Frisked round him a bit and whooped to a certain extent, and what not. But those spats still formed a barrier, and I regret to say that I took the opportunity of rather rubbing it in a bit on the man. I mean, hed been so dashed aloof and unsympathetic, though perfectly aware that the young master was in the soup and that it was up to him to rally round, that I couldnt help pointing out how the happy ending had been snaffled without any help from him.

So thats that, Jeeves, I said. The episode is concluded. I knew things would sort themselves out if one gave them time and didnt get rattled. Many chaps in my place would have got rattled, Jeeves.

Yes, sir.



Gone rushing about, I mean, asking people for help and advice and so forth.

Very possibly, sir.

But not me, Jeeves.

No, sir.

I left him to brood on it.

* * *

Even the thought that Id got to go to Harrogate with Uncle George couldnt depress me that Saturday when I gazed about the old flat and realised that Claude and Eustace werent in it. They had slunk off stealthily and separately immediately after breakfast, Eustace to catch the boat-train at Waterloo, Claude to go round to the garage where I kept my car. I didnt want any chance of the two meeting at Waterloo and changing their minds, so I had suggested to Claude that he might find it pleasanter to drive down to Southampton.

I was lying back on the old settee, gazing peacefully up at the flies on the ceiling and feeling what a wonderful world this was, when Jeeves came in with a letter.

A messenger-boy has brought this, sir.

I opened the envelope, and the first thing that fell out was a five-pound note.

Great Scott! I said. Whats all this?

The letter was scribbled in pencil, and was quite brief:

Dear Bertie, — Will you give enclosed to your man, and tell him I wish I could make it more. He has saved my life. This is the first happy day Ive had for a week.

Yours, 
M. W.



Jeeves was standing holding out the fiver, which had fluttered to the floor.

Youd better stick to it, I said. It seems to be for you.

Sir?

I say that fiver is for you, apparently. Miss Wardour sent it.

That was extremely kind of her, sir.

What the dickens is she sending you fivers for? She says you saved her life.

Jeeves smiled gently.

She over-estimates my services, sir.

But what were your services, dash it?

It was in the matter of Mr. Claude and Mr. Eustace, sir. I was hoping that she would not refer to the matter, as I did not wish you to think that I had been taking a liberty.

What do you mean?

I chanced to be in the room while Miss Wardour was complaining with some warmth of the manner in which Mr. Claude and Mr. Eustace were thrusting their society upon her. I felt that in the circumstances it might be excusable if I suggested a slight ruse to enable her to dispense with their attentions.

Good Lord! You dont mean to say you were at the bottom of their popping off, after all!

Silly ass it made me feel. I mean, after rubbing it in to him like that about having clicked without his assistance.

It occurred to me that, were Miss Wardour to inform Mr. Claude and Mr. Eustace independently that she proposed sailing for South Africa to take up a theatrical engagement, the desired effect might be produced. It appears that my anticipations were correct, sir. The young gentlemen ate it, if I may use the expression.

Jeeves, I said — we Woosters may make bloomers, but we are never too proud to admit it— you stand alone!

Thank you very much, sir.

Oh, but I say! A ghastly thought had struck me. When they get on the boat and find she isnt there, wont they come buzzing back?

I anticipated that possibility, sir. At my suggestion, Miss Wardour informed the young gentlemen that she proposed to travel overland to Madeira and join the vessel there.

And where do they touch after Madeira?

Nowhere, sir.

For a moment I just lay back, letting the idea of the thing soak in. There seemed to me to be only one flaw.

The only pity is, I said, that on a large boat like that they will be able to avoid each other. I mean, I should have liked to feel that Claude was having a good deal of Eustaces society and vice versa.

I fancy that that will be so, sir. I secured a two-berth stateroom. Mr. Claude will occupy one berth, Mr. Eustace the other.

I sighed with pure ecstasy. It seemed a dashed shame that on this joyful occasion I should have to go off to Harrogate with my Uncle George.

Have you started packing yet, Jeeves? I asked.

Packing, sir?

For Harrogate. Ive got to go there to-day with Sir George.

Of course, yes, sir. I forgot to mention it. Sir George rang up on the telephone this morning while you were still asleep, and said that he had changed his plans. He does not intend to go to Harrogate.

Oh, I say, how absolutely topping!



I thought you might be pleased, sir.

What made him change his plans? Did he say?

No, sir. But I gather from his man, Stevens, that he is feeling much better and does not now require a rest-cure. I took the liberty of giving Stevens the recipe for that pick-me-up of mine, of which you have always approved so much. Stevens tells me that Sir George informed him this morning that he is feeling a new man.

Well, there was only one thing to do, and I did it. Im not saying it didnt hurt, but there was no alternative.

Jeeves, I said, those spats.

Yes, sir?

You really dislike them?

Intensely, sir.

You dont think time might induce you to change your views?

No, sir.

All right, then. Very well. Say no more. You may burn them.

Thank you very much, sir. I have already done so. Before breakfast this morning. A quiet grey is far more suitable, sir. Thank you, sir.


BINGO AND THE LITTLE WOMAN
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IT MUST HAVE been a week or so after the departure of Claude and Eustace that I ran into young Bingo Little in the smoking-room of the Senior Liberal Club. He was lying back in an arm-chair with his mouth open and a sort of goofy expression in his eyes, while a grey-bearded cove in the middle distance watched him with so much dislike that I concluded that Bingo had pinched his favourite seat. Thats the worst of being in a strange club — absolutely without intending it, you find yourself constantly trampling upon the vested interests of the Oldest Inhabitants.

Hallo, face, I said.

Cheerio, ugly, said young Bingo, and we settled down to have a small one before lunch.

Once a year the committee of the Drones decides that the old club could do with a wash and brush-up, so they shoo us out and dump us down for a few weeks at some other institution. This time we were roosting at the Senior Liberal, and personally I had found the strain pretty fearful. I mean, when youve got used to a club where everythings nice and cheery, and where, if you want to attract a chappies attention, you heave a bit of bread at him, it kind of damps you to come to a place where the youngest member is about eighty-seven and it isnt considered good form to talk to anyone unless you and he were through the Peninsular War together. It was a relief to come across Bingo. We started to talk in hushed voices.

This club, I said, is the limit.

It is the eels eyebrows, agreed young Bingo. I believe that old boy over by the window has been dead three days, but I dont like to mention it to anyone.

Have you lunched here yet?

No. Why?

They have waitresses instead of waiters.

Good Lord! I thought that went out with the armistice. Bingo mused a moment, straightening his tie absently. Er — pretty girls? he said.

No.

He seemed disappointed, but pulled round.

Well, Ive heard that the cookings the best in London.

So they say. Shall we be going in?

All right. I expect, said young Bingo, that at the end of the meal — or possibly at the beginning — the waitress will say, Both together, sir? Reply in the affirmative. I havent a bean.

Hasnt your uncle forgiven you yet?

Not yet, confound him!

I was sorry to hear the row was still on. I resolved to do the poor old thing well at the festive board, and I scanned the menu with some intentness when the girl rolled up with it.

How would this do you, Bingo? I said at length. A few plovers eggs to weigh in with, a cup of soup, a touch of cold salmon, some cold curry, and a splash of gooseberry tart and cream with a bite of cheese to finish?

I dont know that I had expected the man actually to scream with delight, though I had picked the items from my knowledge of his pet dishes, but I had expected him to say something. I looked up, and found that his attention was elsewhere. He was gazing at the waitress with the look of a dog thats just remembered where its bone was buried.

She was a tallish girl with sort of soft, soulful brown eyes. Nice figure and all that. Rather decent hands, too. I didnt remember having seen her about before, and I must say she raised the standard of the place quite a bit.

How about it, laddie? I said, being all for getting the order booked and going on to the serious knife-and-fork work.

Eh? said young Bingo absently.

I recited the programme once more.

Oh, yes, fine! said Bingo. Anything, anything. The girl pushed off, and he turned to me with protruding eyes. I thought you said they werent pretty, Bertie! he said reproachfully.

Oh, my heavens! I said. You surely havent fallen in love again — and with a girl youve only just seen?

There are times, Bertie, said young Bingo, when a look is enough — when, passing through a crowd, we meet somebodys eye and something seems to whisper....

At this point the plovers eggs arrived, and he suspended his remarks in order to swoop on them with some vigour.

Jeeves, I said that night when I got home, stand by.

Sir?

Burnish the old brain and be alert and vigilant. I suspect that Mr. Little will be calling round shortly for sympathy and assistance.

Is Mr. Little in trouble, sir?

Well, you might call it that. Hes in love. For about the fifty-third time. I ask you, Jeeves, as man to man, did you ever see such a chap?

Mr. Little is certainly warm-hearted, sir.

Warm-hearted! I should think he has to wear asbestos vests. Well, stand by, Jeeves.

Very good, sir.

And sure enough, it wasnt ten days before in rolled the old ass, bleating for volunteers to step one pace forward and come to the aid of the party.

Bertie, he said, if you are a pal of mine, now is the time to show it.

Proceed, old gargoyle, I replied. You have our ear.

You remember giving me lunch at the Senior Liberal some days ago. We were waited on by a — —

I remember. Tall, lissom female.

He shuddered somewhat.

I wish you wouldnt talk of her like that, dash it all. Shes an angel.

All right. Carry on.

I love her.

Right-o! Push along.

For goodness sake dont bustle me. Let me tell the story in my own way. I love her, as I was saying, and I want you, Bertie, old boy, to pop round to my uncle and do a bit of diplomatic work. That allowance of mine must be restored, and dashed quick, too. Whats more, it must be increased.

But look here, I said, being far from keen on the bally business, why not wait awhile?

Wait? Whats the good of waiting?

Well, you know what generally happens when you fall in love. Something goes wrong with the works and you get left. Much better tackle your uncle after the whole things fixed and settled.



It is fixed and settled. She accepted me this morning.

Good Lord! Thats quick work. You havent known her two weeks.

Not in this life, no, said young Bingo. But she has a sort of idea that we must have met in some previous existence. She thinks I must have been a king in Babylon when she was a Christian slave. I cant say I remember it myself, but there may be something in it.

Great Scott! I said. Do waitresses really talk like that?

How should I know how waitresses talk?

Well, you ought to by now. The first time I ever met your uncle was when you hounded me on to ask him if he would rally round to help you marry that girl Mabel in the Piccadilly bun-shop.

Bingo started violently. A wild gleam came into his eyes. And before I knew what he was up to he had brought down his hand with a most frightful whack on my summer trousering, causing me to leap like a young ram.

Here! I said.

Sorry, said Bingo. Excited. Carried away. Youve given me an idea, Bertie. He waited till I had finished massaging the limb, and resumed his remarks. Can you throw your mind back to that occasion, Bertie? Do you remember the frightfully subtle scheme I worked? Telling him you were whats-her-name, the woman who wrote those books, I mean?

It wasnt likely Id forget. The ghastly thing was absolutely seared into my memory.

That is the line of attack, said Bingo. That is the scheme. Rosie M. Banks forward once more.

It cant be done, old thing. Sorry, but its out of the question. I couldnt go through all that again.

Not for me?

Not for a dozen more like you.

I never thought, said Bingo sorrowfully, to hear those words from Bertie Wooster!

Well, youve heard them now, I said. Paste them in your hat.

Bertie, we were at school together.

It wasnt my fault.

Weve been pals for fifteen years.

I know. Its going to take me the rest of my life to live it down.

Bertie, old man, said Bingo, drawing up his chair closer and starting to knead my shoulder-blade, listen! Be reasonable!

And of course, dash it, at the end of ten minutes Id allowed the blighter to talk me round. Its always the way. Anyone can talk me round. If I were in a Trappist monastery, the first thing that would happen would be that some smooth performer would lure me into some frightful idiocy against my better judgment by means of the deaf-and-dumb language.

Well, what do you want me to do? I said, realising that it was hopeless to struggle.

Start off by sending the old boy an autographed copy of your latest effort with a flattering inscription. That will tickle him to death. Then you pop round and put it across.

What is my latest?

The Woman Who Braved All, said young Bingo. Ive seen it all over the place. The shop windows and bookstalls are full of nothing but it. It looks to me from the picture on the jacket the sort of book any chappie would be proud to have written. Of course, he will want to discuss it with you.



Ah! I said, cheering up. That dishes the scheme, doesnt it? I dont know what the bally thing is about.

You will have to read it, naturally.

Read it! No, I say....

Bertie, we were at school together.

Oh, right-o! Right-o! I said.

I knew I could rely on you. You have a heart of gold. Jeeves, said young Bingo, as the faithful servitor rolled in, Mr. Wooster has a heart of gold.

Very good, sir, said Jeeves.

Bar a weekly wrestle with the Pink Un and an occasional dip into the form book Im not much of a lad for reading, and my sufferings as I tackled The Woman (curse her!) Who Braved All were pretty fearful. But I managed to get through it, and only just in time, as it happened, for Id hardly reached the bit where their lips met in one long, slow kiss and everything was still but for the gentle sighing of the breeze in the laburnum, when a messenger boy brought a note from old Bittlesham asking me to trickle round to lunch.

I found the old boy in a mood you could only describe as melting. He had a copy of the book on the table beside him and kept turning the pages in the intervals of dealing with things in aspic and what not.

Mr. Wooster, he said, swallowing a chunk of trout, I wish to congratulate you. I wish to thank you. You go from strength to strength. I have read All For Love; I have read Only a Factory Girl; I know Madcap Myrtle by heart. But this — this is your bravest and best. It tears the heartstrings.

Yes?

Indeed yes! I have read it three times since you most kindly sent me the volume — I wish to thank you once more for the charming inscription — and I think I may say that I am a better, sweeter, deeper man. I am full of human charity and kindliness toward my species.

No, really?

Indeed, indeed I am.

Towards the whole species?

Towards the whole species.

Even young Bingo? I said, trying him pretty high.

My nephew? Richard? He looked a bit thoughtful, but stuck it like a man and refused to hedge. Yes, even towards Richard. Well ... that is to say ... perhaps ... yes, even towards Richard.

Thats good, because I wanted to talk about him. Hes pretty hard up, you know.

In straitened circumstances?

Stoney. And he could use a bit of the right stuff paid every quarter, if you felt like unbelting.

He mused awhile and got through a slab of cold guinea hen before replying. He toyed with the book, and it fell open at page two hundred and fifteen. I couldnt remember what was on page two hundred and fifteen, but it must have been something tolerably zippy, for his expression changed and he gazed up at me with misty eyes, as if hed taken a shade too much mustard with his last bite of ham.

Very well, Mr. Wooster, he said. Fresh from a perusal of this noble work of yours, I cannot harden my heart. Richard shall have his allowance.

Stout fellow! I said. Then it occurred to me that the expression might strike a chappie who weighed seventeen stone as a bit personal. Good egg, I mean. Thatll take a weight off his mind. He wants to get married, you know.



I did not know. And I am not sure that I altogether approve. Who is the lady?

Well, as a matter of fact, shes a waitress.

He leaped in his seat.

You dont say so, Mr. Wooster! This is remarkable. This is most cheering. I had not given the boy credit for such tenacity of purpose. An excellent trait in him which I had not hitherto suspected. I recollect clearly that, on the occasion when I first had the pleasure of making your acquaintance, nearly eighteen months ago, Richard was desirous of marrying this same waitress.

I had to break it to him.

Well, not absolutely this same waitress. In fact, quite a different waitress. Still, a waitress, you know.

The light of avuncular affection died out of the old boys eyes.

Hm! he said a bit dubiously. I had supposed that Richard was displaying the quality of constancy which is so rare in the modern young man. I — I must think it over.

So we left it at that, and I came away and told Bingo the position of affairs.

Allowance O.K., I said. Uncle blessing a trifle wobbly.

Doesnt he seem to want the wedding bells to ring out?

I left him thinking it over. If I were a bookie, I should feel justified in offering a hundred to eight against.

You cant have approached him properly. I might have known you would muck it up, said young Bingo. Which, considering what I had been through for his sake, struck me as a good bit sharper than a serpents tooth.

Its awkward, said young Bingo. Its infernally awkward. I cant tell you all the details at the moment, but ... yes, its awkward.

He helped himself absently to a handful of my cigars and pushed off.

I didnt see him again for three days. Early in the afternoon of the third day he blew in with a flower in his buttonhole and a look on his face as if someone had hit him behind the ear with a stuffed eel skin.

Hallo, Bertie.

Hallo, old turnip. Where have you been all this while?

Oh, here and there! Ripping weather were having, Bertie.

Not bad.

I see the Bank Rate is down again.

No, really?

Disturbing news from Lower Silesia, what?

Oh, dashed!

He pottered about the room for a bit, babbling at intervals. The boy seemed cuckoo.

Oh, I say, Bertie! he said suddenly, dropping a vase which he had picked off the mantelpiece and was fiddling with. I know what it was I wanted to tell you. Im married.


ALLS WELL
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I STARED AT him. That flower in his buttonhole.... That dazed look.... Yes, he had all the symptoms; and yet the thing seemed incredible. The fact is, I suppose, Id seen so many of young Bingos love affairs start off with a whoop and a rattle and poof themselves out half-way down the straight that I couldnt believe he had actually brought it off at last.

Married!

Yes. This morning at a registrars in Holburn. Ive just come from the wedding breakfast.

I sat up in my chair. Alert. The man of affairs. It seemed to me that this thing wanted threshing out in all its aspects.

Lets get this straight, I said. Youre really married?

Yes.

The same girl you were in love with the day before yesterday?

What do you mean?

Well, you know what youre like. Tell me, what made you commit this rash act?

I wish the deuce you wouldnt talk like that. I married her because I love her, dash it. The best little woman, said young Bingo, in the world.

Thats all right, and deuced creditable, Im sure. But have you reflected what your uncles going to say? The last I saw of him, he was by no means in a confetti-scattering mood.

Bertie, said Bingo, Ill be frank with you. The little woman rather put it up to me, if you know what I mean. I told her how my uncle felt about it, and she said that we must part unless I loved her enough to brave the old boys wrath and marry her right away. So I had no alternative. I bought a buttonhole and went to it.

And what do you propose to do now?

Oh, Ive got it all planned out! After youve seen my uncle and broken the news....

What!

After youve....

You dont mean to say you think youre going to lug me into it?

He looked at me like Lilian Gish coming out of a swoon.

Is this Bertie Wooster talking? he said, pained.

Yes, it jolly well is.

Bertie, old man, said Bingo, patting me gently here and there, reflect! We were at school — —

Oh, all right!

Good man! I knew I could rely on you. Shes waiting down below in the hall. Well pick her up and dash round to Pounceby Gardens right away.

I had only seen the bride before in her waitress kit, and I was rather expecting that on her wedding day she would have launched out into something fairly zippy in the way of upholstery. The first gleam of hope I had felt since the start of this black business came to me when I saw that, instead of being all velvet and scent and flowery hat, she was dressed in dashed good taste. Quiet. Nothing loud. So far as looks went, she might have stepped straight out of Berkeley Square.



This is my old pal, Bertie Wooster, darling, said Bingo. We were at school together, werent we, Bertie?

We were! I said. How do you do? I think we — er — met at lunch the other day, didnt we?

Oh, yes! How do you do?

My uncle eats out of Berties hand, explained Bingo. So hes coming round with us to start things off and kind of pave the way. Hi, taxi!

We didnt talk much on the journey. Kind of tense feeling. I was glad when the cab stopped at old Bittleshams wigwam and we all hopped out. I left Bingo and wife in the hall while I went upstairs to the drawing-room, and the butler toddled off to dig out the big chief.

While I was prowling about the room waiting for him to show up, I suddenly caught sight of that bally Woman Who Braved All lying on one of the tables. It was open at page two hundred and fifteen, and a passage heavily marked in pencil caught my eye. And directly I read it I saw that it was all to the mustard and was going to help me in my business.

This was the passage:

What can prevail — Millicents eyes flashed as she faced the stern old man— what can prevail against a pure and all-consuming love? Neither principalities nor powers, my lord, nor all the puny prohibitions of guardians and parents. I love your son, Lord Mindermere, and nothing can keep us apart. Since time first began this love of ours was fated, and who are you to pit yourself against the decrees of Fate?

The earl looked at her keenly from beneath his bushy eyebrows.

Humph! he said.



Before I had time to refresh my memory as to what Millicents come-back had been to that remark, the door opened and old Bittlesham rolled in. All over me, as usual.

My dear Mr. Wooster, this is an unexpected pleasure. Pray take a seat. What can I do for you?

Well, the fact is, Im more or less in the capacity of a jolly old ambassador at the moment. Representing young Bingo, you know.

His geniality sagged a trifle, I thought, but he didnt heave me out, so I pushed on.

The way I always look at it, I said, is that its dashed difficult for anything to prevail against what you might call a pure and all-consuming love. I mean, can it be done? I doubt it.

My eyes didnt exactly flash as I faced the stern old man, but I sort of waggled my eyebrows. He puffed a bit and looked doubtful.

We discussed this matter at our last meeting, Mr. Wooster. And on that occasion....

Yes. But there have been developments, as it were, since then. The fact of the matter is, I said, coming to the point, this morning young Bingo went and jumped off the dock.

Good heavens! He jerked himself to his feet with his mouth open. Why? Where? Which dock?

I saw that he wasnt quite on.

I was speaking metaphorically, I explained, if thats the word I want. I mean he got married.

Married!

Absolutely hitched up. I hope you arent ratty about it, what? Young blood, you know. Two loving hearts, and all that.

He panted in a rather overwrought way.

I am greatly disturbed by your news. I — I consider that I have been — er — defied. Yes, defied.

But who are you to pit yourself against the decrees of Fate? I said, taking a look at the prompt book out of the corner of my eye.

Eh?

You see, this love of theirs was fated. Since time began, you know.

Im bound to admit that if hed said Humph! at this juncture, he would have had me stymied. Luckily it didnt occur to him. There was a silence, during which he appeared to brood a bit. Then his eye fell on the book and he gave a sort of start.

Why, bless my soul, Mr. Wooster, you have been quoting!

More or less.

I thought your words sounded familiar. His whole appearance changed and he gave a sort of gurgling chuckle. Dear me, dear me, you know my weak spot! He picked up the book and buried himself in it for quite a while. I began to think he had forgotten I was there. After a bit, however, he put it down again, and wiped his eyes. Ah, well! he said.

I shuffled my feet and hoped for the best.

Ah, well, he said again. I must not be like Lord Windermere, must I, Mr. Wooster? Tell me, did you draw that haughty old man from a living model?

Oh, no! Just thought of him and bunged him down, you know.

Genius! murmured old Bittlesham. Genius! Well, Mr. Wooster, you have won me over. Who, as you say, am I to pit myself against the decrees of Fate? I will write to Richard to-night and inform him of my consent to his marriage.



You can slip him the glad news in person, I said. Hes waiting downstairs, with wife complete. Ill pop down and send them up. Cheerio, and thanks very much. Bingo will be most awfully bucked.

I shot out and went downstairs. Bingo and Mrs. were sitting on a couple of chairs like patients in a dentists waiting-room.

Well? said Bingo eagerly.

All over except the hand-clasping, I replied, slapping the old crumpet on the back. Charge up and get matey. Toodle-oo, old things. You know where to find me, if wanted. A thousand congratulations, and all that sort of rot.

And I pipped, not wishing to be fawned upon.

* * *

You never can tell in this world. If ever I felt that something attempted, something done had earned a nights repose, it was when I got back to the flat and shoved my feet up on the mantelpiece and started to absorb the cup of tea which Jeeves had brought in. Used as I am to seeing Lifes sitters blow up in the home stretch and finish nowhere, I couldnt see any cause for alarm in this affair of young Bingos. All he had to do when I left him in Pounceby Gardens was to walk upstairs with the little missus and collect the blessing. I was so convinced of this that when, about half an hour later, he came galloping into my sitting-room, all I thought was that he wanted to thank me in broken accents and tell me what a good chap I had been. I merely beamed benevolently on the old creature as he entered, and was just going to offer him a cigarette when I observed that he seemed to have something on his mind. In fact, he looked as if something solid had hit him in the solar plexus.



My dear old soul, I said, whats up?

Bingo plunged about the room.

I will be calm! he said, knocking over an occasional table. Calm, dammit! He upset a chair.

Surely nothing has gone wrong?

Bingo uttered one of those hollow, mirthless yelps.

Only every bally thing that could go wrong. What do you think happened after you left us? You know that beastly book you insisted on sending my uncle?

It wasnt the way I should have put it myself, but I saw the poor old bean was upset for some reason or other, so I didnt correct him.

The Woman Who Braved All? I said. It came in dashed useful. It was by quoting bits out of it that I managed to talk him round.

Well, it didnt come in useful when we got into the room. It was lying on the table, and after we had started to chat a bit and everything was going along nicely the little woman spotted it. Oh, have you read this, Lord Bittlesham? she said. Three times already, said my uncle. Im so glad, said the little woman. Why, are you also an admirer of Rosie M. Banks? asked the old boy, beaming. I am Rosie M. Banks! said the little woman.

Oh, my aunt! Not really?

Yes.

But how could she be? I mean, dash it, she was slinging the foodstuffs at the Senior Liberal Club.

Bingo gave the settee a moody kick.

She took the job to collect material for a book shes writing called Mervyn Keene, Clubman.

She might have told you.



It made such a hit with her when she found that I loved her for herself alone, despite her humble station, that she kept it under her hat. She meant to spring it on me later on, she said.

Well, what happened then?

There was the dickens of a painful scene. The old boy nearly got apoplexy. Called her an impostor. They both started talking at once at the top of their voices, and the thing ended with the little woman buzzing off to her publishers to collect proofs as a preliminary to getting a written apology from the old boy. Whats going to happen now, I dont know. Apart from the fact that my uncle will be as mad as a wet hen when he finds out that he has been fooled, theres going to be a lot of trouble when the little woman discovers that we worked the Rosie M. Banks wheeze with a view to trying to get me married to somebody else. You see, one of the things that first attracted her to me was the fact that I had never been in love before.

Did you tell her that?

Yes.

Great Scott!

Well, I hadnt been ... not really in love. Theres all the difference in the world between.... Well, never mind that. What am I going to do? Thats the point.

I dont know.

Thanks, said young Bingo. Thats a lot of help.

* * *

Next morning he rang me up on the phone just after Id got the bacon and eggs into my system — the one moment of the day, in short, when a chappie wishes to muse on life absolutely undisturbed.



Bertie!

Hallo?

Things are hotting up.

Whats happened now?

My uncle has given the little womans proofs the once-over and admits her claim. Ive just been having five snappy minutes with him on the telephone. He says that you and I made a fool of him, and he could hardly speak, he was so shirty. Still, he made it clear all right that my allowance has gone phut again.

Im sorry.

Dont waste time being sorry for me, said young Bingo grimly. Hes coming to call on you to-day to demand a personal explanation.

Great Scott!

And the little woman is coming to call on you to demand a personal explanation.

Good Lord!

I shall watch your future career with some considerable interest, said young Bingo.

I bellowed for Jeeves.

Jeeves!

Sir?

Im in the soup.

Indeed, sir?

I sketched out the scenario for him.

What would you advise?

I think if I were you, sir, I would accept Mr. Pitt-Waleys invitation immediately. If you remember, sir, he invited you to shoot with him in Norfolk this week.

So he did! By Jove, Jeeves, youre always right. Meet me at the station with my things the first train after lunch. Ill go and lie low at the club for the rest of the morning.

Would you require my company on this visit, sir?



Do you want to come?

If I might suggest it, sir, I think it would be better if I remained here and kept in touch with Mr. Little. I might possibly hit upon some method of pacifying the various parties, sir.

Right-o! But, if you do, youre a marvel.

* * *

I didnt enjoy myself much in Norfolk. It rained most of the time, and when it wasnt raining I was so dashed jumpy I couldnt hit a thing. By the end of the week I couldnt stand it any longer. Too bally absurd, I mean, being marooned miles away in the country just because young Bingos uncle and wife wanted to have a few words with me. I made up my mind that I would pop back and do the strong, manly thing by lying low in my flat and telling Jeeves to inform everybody who called that I wasnt at home.

I sent Jeeves a telegram saying I was coming, and drove straight to Bingos place when I reached town. I wanted to find out the general posish of affairs. But apparently the man was out. I rang a couple of times but nothing happened, and I was just going to leg it when I heard the sound of footsteps inside and the door opened. It wasnt one of the cheeriest moments of my career when I found myself peering into the globular face of Lord Bittlesham.

Oh, er, hallo! I said. And there was a bit of a pause.

I dont quite know what I had been expecting the old boy to do if, by bad luck, we should ever meet again, but I had a sort of general idea that he would turn fairly purple and start almost immediately to let me have it in the gizzard. It struck me as somewhat rummy, therefore, when he simply smiled weakly. A sort of frozen smile it was. His eyes kind of bulged and he swallowed once or twice.

Er.... he said.

I waited for him to continue, but apparently that was all there was.

Bingo in? I said, after a rather embarrassing pause.

He shook his head and smiled again. And then, suddenly, just as the flow of conversation had begun to slacken once more, Im dashed if he didnt make a sort of lumbering leap back into the flat and bang the door.

I couldnt understand it. But, as it seemed that the interview, such as it was, was over, I thought I might as well be shifting. I had just started down the stairs when I met young Bingo, charging up three steps at a time.

Hallo, Bertie! he said. Where did you spring from? I thought you were out of town.

Ive just got back. I looked in on you to see how the land lay.

How do you mean?

Why, all that business, you know.

Oh, that! said young Bingo airily. That was all settled days ago. The dove of peace is flapping its wings all over the place. Everythings as right as it can be. Jeeves fixed it all up. Hes a marvel, that man, Bertie, Ive always said so. Put the whole thing straight in half a minute with one of those brilliant ideas of his.

This is topping!

I knew youd be pleased.

Congratulate you.

Thanks.

What did Jeeves do? I couldnt think of any solution of the bally thing myself.

Oh, he took the matter in hand and smoothed it all out in a second! My uncle and the little woman are tremendous pals now. They gas away by the hour together about literature and all that. Hes always dropping in for a chat.

This reminded me.

Hes in there now, I said. I say, Bingo, how is your uncle these days?

Much as usual. How do you mean?

I mean he hasnt been feeling the strain of things a bit, has he? He seemed rather strange in his manner just now.

Why, have you met him?

He opened the door when I rang. And then, after he had stood goggling at me for a bit, he suddenly banged the door in my face. Puzzled me, you know. I mean, I could have understood it if hed ticked me off and all that, but dash it, the man seemed absolutely scared.

Young Bingo laughed a care-free laugh.

Oh, thats all right! he said. I forgot to tell you about that. Meant to write, but kept putting it off. He thinks youre a looney.

He — what!

Yes. That was Jeevess idea, you know. Its solved the whole problem splendidly. He suggested that I should tell my uncle that I had acted in perfectly good faith in introducing you to him as Rosie M. Banks; that I had repeatedly had it from your own lips that you were, and that I didnt see any reason why you shouldnt be. The idea being that you were subject to hallucinations and generally potty. And then we got hold of Sir Roderick Glossop — you remember, the old boy whose kid you pushed into the lake that day down at Ditteredge Hall — and he rallied round with his story of how he had come to lunch with you and found your bedroom full up with cats and fish, and how you had pinched his hat while you were driving past his car in a taxi, and all that, you know. It just rounded the whole thing off nicely. I always say, and I always shall say, that youve only got to stand on Jeeves, and fate cant touch you.

I can stand a good deal, but there are limits.

Well, of all the dashed bits of nerve I ever....

Bingo looked at me astonished.

You arent annoyed? he said.

Annoyed! At having half London going about under the impression that Im off my chump? Dash it all....

Bertie, said Bingo, you amaze and wound me. If I had dreamed that you would object to doing a trifling good turn to a fellow whos been a pal of yours for fifteen years....

Yes, but, look here....

Have you forgotten, said young Bingo, that we were at school together?

* * *

I pushed on to the old flat, seething like the dickens. One thing I was jolly certain of, and that was that this was where Jeeves and I parted company. A topping valet, of course, none better in London, but I wasnt going to allow that to weaken me. I buzzed into the flat like an east wind ... and there was the box of cigarettes on the small table and the illustrated weekly papers on the big table and my slippers on the floor, and every dashed thing so bally right, if you know what I mean, that I started to calm down in the first two seconds. It was like one of those moments in a play where the chappie, about to steep himself in crime, suddenly hears the soft, appealing strains of the old melody he learned at his mothers knee. Softened, I mean to say. Thats the word I want. I was softened.

And then through the doorway there shimmered good old Jeeves in the wake of a tray full of the necessary ingredients, and there was something about the mere look of the man....

However, I steeled the old heart and had a stab at it.

I have just met Mr. Little, Jeeves, I said.

Indeed, sir?

He — er — he told me you had been helping him.

I did my best, sir. And I am happy to say that matters now appear to be proceeding smoothly. Whisky, sir?

Thanks. Er — Jeeves.

Sir?

Another time....

Sir?

Oh, nothing.... Not all the soda, Jeeves.

Very good, sir.

He started to drift out.

Oh, Jeeves!

Sir?

I wish ... that is ... I think ... I mean.... Oh, nothing!

Very good, sir. The cigarettes are at your elbow, sir. Dinner will be ready at a quarter to eight precisely, unless you desire to dine out?

No. Ill dine in.

Yes, sir.

Jeeves!

Sir?

Oh, nothing! I said.

Very good, sir, said Jeeves.
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The first edition


WHAT THIS STORY IS ABOUT

Freddie Threepwood and his uncle are in difficulties. Freddie wants a thousand pounds to start a bookmakers business and to marry Eve, while his uncle wants to raise three thousand pounds, unbeknown to his wife, to help a runaway daughter. Freddie persuades his uncle to steal his wifes necklace and sees Psmiths advertisement in a daily paper.

Freddie enlists the services of Psmith to steal the necklace. There are plots and counterplots. Psmith is not successful in stealing the necklace but succeeds in stealing the affections of Eve.


TO MY DAUGHTER LEONORA,

QUEEN OF HER SPECIES.


CHAPTER I

DARK PLOTTINGS AT BLANDINGS CASTLE
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§ 1

At the open window of the great library of Blandings Castle, drooping like a wet sock, as was his habit when he had nothing to prop his spine against, the Earl of Emsworth, that amiable and boneheaded peer, stood gazing out over his domain.

It was a lovely morning and the air was fragrant with gentle summer scents. Yet in his lordships pale blue eyes there was a look of melancholy. His brow was furrowed, his mouth peevish. And this was all the more strange in that he was normally as happy as only a fluffy-minded man with excellent health and a large income can be. A writer, describing Blandings Castle in a magazine article, had once said: Tiny mosses have grown in the cavities of the stones, until, viewed near at hand, the place seems shaggy with vegetation. It would not have been a bad description of the proprietor. Fifty-odd years of serene and unruffled placidity had given Lord Emsworth a curiously moss-covered look. Very few things had the power to disturb him. Even his younger son, the Hon. Freddie Threepwood, could only do it occasionally.

Yet now he was sad. And — not to make a mystery of it any longer — the reason of his sorrow was the fact that he had mislaid his glasses and without them was as blind, to use his own neat simile, as a bat. He was keenly aware of the sunshine that poured down on his gardens, and was yearning to pop out and potter among the flowers he loved. But no man, pop he never so wisely, can hope to potter with any good result if the world is a mere blur.

The door behind him opened, and Beach the butler entered, a dignified procession of one.

Whos that? inquired Lord Emsworth, spinning on his axis.

It is I, your lordship — Beach.

Have you found them?

Not yet, your lordship, sighed the butler.

You cant have looked.

I have searched assiduously, your lordship, but without avail. Thomas and Charles also announce non-success. Stokes has not yet made his report.

Ah!

I am re-despatching Thomas and Charles to your lordships bedroom, said the Master of the Hunt. I trust that their efforts will be rewarded.

Beach withdrew, and Lord Emsworth turned to the window again. The scene that spread itself beneath him — though he was unfortunately not able to see it — was a singularly beautiful one, for the castle, which is one of the oldest inhabited houses in England, stands upon a knoll of rising ground at the southern end of the celebrated Vale of Blandings in the county of Shropshire. Away in the blue distance wooded hills ran down to where the Severn gleamed like an unsheathed sword; while up from the river rolling park-land, mounting and dipping, surged in a green wave almost to the castle walls, breaking on the terraces in a many-coloured flurry of flowers as it reached the spot where the province of Angus McAllister, his lordships head gardener, began. The day being June the thirtieth, which is the very high-tide time of summer flowers, the immediate neighbourhood of the castle was ablaze with roses, pinks, pansies, carnations, hollyhocks, columbines, larkspurs, London pride, Canterbury bells, and a multitude of other choice blooms of which only Angus could have told you the names. A conscientious man was Angus; and in spite of being a good deal hampered by Lord Emsworths amateur assistance, he showed excellent results in his department. In his beds there was much at which to point with pride, little to view with concern.

Scarcely had Beach removed himself when Lord Emsworth was called upon to turn again. The door had opened for the second time, and a young man in a beautifully-cut suit of grey flannel was standing in the doorway. He had a long and vacant face topped by shining hair brushed back and heavily brilliantined after the prevailing mode, and he was standing on one leg. For Freddie Threepwood was seldom completely at his ease in his parents presence.

Hallo, guvnor.

Well, Frederick?

It would be paltering with the truth to say that Lord Emsworths greeting was a warm one. It lacked the note of true affection. A few weeks before he had had to pay a matter of five hundred pounds to settle certain racing debts for his offspring; and, while this had not actually dealt an irretrievable blow at his bank account, it had undeniably tended to diminish Freddies charm in his eyes.

Hear youve lost your glasses, guvnor.

That is so.

Nuisance, what?

Undeniably.

Ought to have a spare pair.

I have broken my spare pair.

Tough luck! And lost the other?

And, as you say, lost the other.

Have you looked for the bally things?

I have.

Must be somewhere, I mean.

Quite possibly.

Where, asked Freddie, warming to his work, did you see them last?

Go away! said Lord Emsworth, on whom his childs conversation had begun to exercise an oppressive effect.

Eh?

Go away!

Go away?

Yes, go away!

Right ho!

The door closed. His lordship returned to the window once more.

He had been standing there some few minutes when one of those miracles occurred which happen in libraries. Without sound or warning a section of books started to move away from the parent body and, swinging out in a solid chunk into the room, showed a glimpse of a small, study-like apartment. A young man in spectacles came noiselessly through and the books returned to their place.

The contrast between Lord Emsworth and the new-comer, as they stood there, was striking, almost dramatic. Lord Emsworth was so acutely spectacle-less; Rupert Baxter, his secretary, so pronouncedly spectacled. It was his spectacles that struck you first as you saw the man. They gleamed efficiently at you. If you had a guilty conscience, they pierced you through and through; and even if your conscience was one hundred per cent. pure you could not ignore them. Here, you said to yourself, is an efficient young man in spectacles.

In describing Rupert Baxter as efficient, you did not overestimate him. He was essentially that. Technically but a salaried subordinate, he had become by degrees, owing to the limp amiability of his employer, the real master of the house. He was the Brains of Blandings, the man at the switch, the person in charge, and the pilot, so to speak, who weathered the storm. Lord Emsworth left everything to Baxter, only asking to be allowed to potter in peace; and Baxter, more than equal to the task, shouldered it without wincing.

Having got within range, Baxter coughed; and Lord Emsworth, recognising the sound, wheeled round with a faint flicker of hope. It might be that even this apparently insoluble problem of the missing pince-nez would yield before the others efficiency.

Baxter, my dear fellow, Ive lost my glasses. My glasses. I have mislaid them. I cannot think where they can have gone to. You havent seen them anywhere by any chance?

Yes, Lord Emsworth, replied the secretary, quietly equal to the crisis. They are hanging down your back.

Down my back? Why, bless my soul! His lordship tested the statement and found it — like all Baxters statements — accurate. Why, bless my soul, so they are! Do you know, Baxter, I really believe I must be growing absent-minded. He hauled in the slack, secured the pince-nez, adjusted them beamingly. His irritability had vanished like the dew off one of his roses. Thank you, Baxter, thank you. You are invaluable.

And with a radiant smile Lord Emsworth made buoyantly for the door, en route for Gods air and the society of McAllister. The movement drew from Baxter another cough — a sharp, peremptory cough this time; and his lordship paused, reluctantly, like a dog whistled back from the chase. A cloud fell over the sunniness of his mood. Admirable as Baxter was in so many respects, he had a tendency to worry him at times; and something told Lord Emsworth that he was going to worry him now.

The car will be at the door, said Baxter with quiet firmness, at two sharp.

Car? What car?

The car to take you to the station.

Station? What station?

Rupert Baxter preserved his calm. There were times when he found his employer a little trying, but he never showed it.

You have perhaps forgotten, Lord Emsworth, that you arranged with Lady Constance to go to London this afternoon.

Go to London! gasped Lord Emsworth, appalled. In weather like this? With a thousand things to attend to in the garden? What a perfectly preposterous notion! Why should I go to London? I hate London.

You arranged with Lady Constance that you would give Mr. McTodd lunch to-morrow at your club.

Who the devil is Mr. McTodd?

The well-known Canadian poet.

Never heard of him.

Lady Constance has long been a great admirer of his work. She wrote inviting him, should he ever come to England, to pay a visit to Blandings. He is now in London and is to come down to-morrow for two weeks. Lady Constances suggestion was that, as a compliment to Mr. McTodds eminence in the world of literature, you should meet him in London and bring him back here yourself.

Lord Emsworth remembered now. He also remembered that this positively infernal scheme had not been his sister Constances in the first place. It was Baxter who had made the suggestion, and Constance had approved. He made use of the recovered pince-nez to glower through them at his secretary; and not for the first time in recent months was aware of a feeling that this fellow Baxter was becoming a dashed infliction. Baxter was getting above himself, throwing his weight about, making himself a confounded nuisance. He wished he could get rid of the man. But where could he find an adequate successor? That was the trouble. With all his drawbacks, Baxter was efficient. Nevertheless, for a moment Lord Emsworth toyed with the pleasant dream of dismissing him. And it is possible, such was his exasperation, that he might on this occasion have done something practical in that direction, had not the library door at this moment opened for the third time, to admit yet another intruder — at the sight of whom his lordships militant mood faded weakly.

Oh — hallo, Connie! he said, guiltily, like a small boy caught in the jam cupboard. Somehow his sister always had this effect upon him.

Of all those who had entered the library that morning the new arrival was the best worth looking at. Lord Emsworth was tall and lean and scraggy; Rupert Baxter thick-set and handicapped by that vaguely grubby appearance which is presented by swarthy young men of bad complexion; and even Beach, though dignified, and Freddie, though slim, would never have got far in a beauty competition. But Lady Constance Keeble really took the eye. She was a strikingly handsome woman in the middle forties. She had a fair, broad brow, teeth of a perfect even whiteness, and the carriage of an empress. Her eyes were large and grey, and gentle — and incidentally misleading, for gentle was hardly the adjective which anybody who knew her would have applied to Lady Constance. Though genial enough when she got her way, on the rare occasions when people attempted to thwart her she was apt to comport herself in a manner reminiscent of Cleopatra on one of the latters bad mornings.

I hope I am not disturbing you, said Lady Constance with a bright smile. I just came in to tell you to be sure not to forget, Clarence, that you are going to London this afternoon to meet Mr. McTodd.

I was just telling Lord Emsworth, said Baxter, that the car would be at the door at two.

Thank you, Mr. Baxter. Of course I might have known that you would not forget. You are so wonderfully capable. I dont know what in the world we would do without you.

The Efficient Baxter bowed. But, though gratified, he was not overwhelmed by the tribute. The same thought had often occurred to him independently.

If you will excuse me, he said, I have one or two things to attend to . . .

Certainly, Mr. Baxter.

The Efficient One withdrew through the door in the bookshelf. He realised that his employer was in fractious mood, but knew that he was leaving him in capable hands.

Lord Emsworth turned from the window, out of which he had been gazing with a plaintive detachment.

Look here, Connie, he grumbled feebly. You know I hate literary fellows. Its bad enough having them in the house, but when it comes to going to London to fetch em . . .

He shuffled morosely. It was a perpetual grievance of his, this practice of his sisters of collecting literary celebrities and dumping them down in the home for indeterminate visits. You never knew when she was going to spring another on you. Already since the beginning of the year he had suffered from a round dozen of the species at brief intervals; and at this very moment his life was being poisoned by the fact that Blandings was sheltering a certain Miss Aileen Peavey, the mere thought of whom was enough to turn the sunshine off as with a tap.

Cant stand literary fellows, proceeded his lordship. Never could. And, by Jove, literary females are worse. Miss Peavey . . . Here words temporarily failed the owner of Blandings. Miss Peavey . . . he resumed after an eloquent pause. Who is Miss Peavey?

My dear Clarence, replied Lady Constance tolerantly, for the fine morning had made her mild and amiable, if you do not know that Aileen is one of the leading poetesses of the younger school, you must be very ignorant.

I dont mean that. I know she writes poetry. I mean who is she? You suddenly produced her here like a rabbit out of a hat, said his lordship, in a tone of strong resentment. Where did you find her?

I first made Aileens acquaintance on an Atlantic liner when Joe and I were coming back from our trip round the world. She was very kind to me when I was feeling the motion of the vessel. . . . If you mean what is her family, I think Aileen told me once that she was connected with the Rutlandshire Peaveys.

Never heard of them! snapped Lord Emsworth. And, if theyre anything like Miss Peavey, God help Rutlandshire!

Tranquil as Lady Constances mood was this morning, an ominous stoniness came into her grey eyes at these words, and there is little doubt that in another instant she would have discharged at her mutinous brother one of those shattering come-backs for which she had been celebrated in the family from nursery days onward; but at this juncture the Efficient Baxter appeared again through the bookshelf.

Excuse me, said Baxter, securing attention with a flash of his spectacles. I forgot to mention, Lord Emsworth, that, to suit everybodys convenience, I have arranged that Miss Halliday shall call to see you at your club to-morrow after lunch.

Good Lord, Baxter! The harassed peer started as if he had been bitten in the leg. Whos Miss Halliday? Not another literary female?

Miss Halliday is the young lady who is coming to Blandings to catalogue the library.

Catalogue the library? What does it want cataloguing for?

It has not been done since the year 1885.

Well, and look how splendidly weve got along without it, said Lord Emsworth acutely.

Dont be so ridiculous, Clarence, said Lady Constance, annoyed. The catalogue of a great library like this must be brought up to date. She moved to the door. I do wish you would try to wake up and take an interest in things. If it wasnt for Mr. Baxter, I dont know what would happen.

And with a beaming glance of approval at her ally she left the room. Baxter, coldly austere, returned to the subject under discussion.

I have written to Miss Halliday suggesting two-thirty as a suitable hour for the interview.

But look here . . .

You will wish to see her before definitely confirming the engagement.

Yes, but look here, I wish you wouldnt go tying me up with all these appointments.

I thought that as you were going to London to meet Mr. McTodd . . .

But Im not going to London to meet Mr. McTodd, cried Lord Emsworth with weak fury. Its out of the question. I cant possibly leave Blandings. The weather may break at any moment. I dont want to miss a day of it.

The arrangements are all made.

Send the fellow a wire . . . unavoidably detained.

I could not take the responsibility for such a course myself, said Baxter coldly. But possibly if you were to make the suggestion to Lady Constance . . .

Oh, dash it! said Lord Emsworth unhappily, at once realising the impossibility of the scheme. Oh, well, if Ive got to go, Ive got to go, he said after a gloomy pause. But to leave my garden and stew in London at this time of the year . . .

There seemed nothing further to say on the subject. He took off his glasses, polished them, put them on again, and shuffled to the door. After all, he reflected, even though the car was coming for him at two, at least he had the morning, and he proposed to make the most of it. But his first careless rapture at the prospect of pottering among his flowers was dimmed, and would not be recaptured. He did not entertain any project so mad as the idea of defying his sister Constance, but he felt extremely bitter about the whole affair. Confound Constance! . . . Dash Baxter! . . . Miss Peavey . . .

The door closed behind Lord Emsworth.

§ 2

Lady Constance meanwhile, proceeding downstairs, had reached the big hall, when the door of the smoking-room opened and a head popped out. A round, grizzled head with a healthy pink face attached to it.

Connie! said the head.

Lady Constance halted.

Yes, Joe?

Come in here a minute, said the head. Want to speak to you.

Lady Constance went into the smoking-room. It was large and cosily book-lined, and its window looked out on to an Italian garden. A wide fire-place occupied nearly the whole of one side of it, and in front of this, his legs spread to an invisible blaze, Mr. Joseph Keeble had already taken his stand. His manner was bluff, but an acute observer might have detected embarrassment in it.

What is it, Joe? asked Lady Constance, and smiled pleasantly at her husband. When, two years previously, she had married this elderly widower, of whom the world knew nothing beyond the fact that he had amassed a large fortune in South African diamond mines, there had not been wanting cynics to set the match down as one of convenience, a purely business arrangement by which Mr. Keeble exchanged his money for Lady Constances social position. Such was not the case. It had been a genuine marriage of affection on both sides. Mr. Keeble worshipped his wife, and she was devoted to him, though never foolishly indulgent. They were a happy and united couple.

Mr. Keeble cleared his throat. He seemed to find some difficulty in speaking. And when he spoke it was not on the subject which he had intended to open, but on one which had already been worn out in previous conversations.

Connie, Ive been thinking about that necklace again.

Lady Constance laughed.

Oh, dont be silly, Joe. You havent called me into this stuffy room on a lovely morning like this to talk about that for the hundredth time.

Well, you know, theres no sense in taking risks.

Dont be absurd. What risks can there be?

There was a burglary over at Winstone Court, not ten miles from here, only a day or two ago.

Dont be so fussy, Joe.

That necklace cost nearly twenty thousand pounds, said Mr. Keeble, in the reverent voice in which men of business traditions speak of large sums.

I know.

It ought to be in the bank.

Once and for all, Joe, said Lady Constance, losing her amiability and becoming suddenly imperious and Cleopatrine, I will not keep that necklace in a bank. What on earth is the use of having a beautiful necklace if it is lying in the strong-room of a bank all the time? There is the County Ball coming on, and the Bachelors Ball after that, and . . . well, I need it. I will send the thing to the bank when we pass through London on our way to Scotland, but not till then. And I do wish you would stop worrying me about it.

There was a silence. Mr. Keeble was regretting now that his unfortunate poltroonery had stopped him from tackling in a straightforward and manly fashion the really important matter which was weighing on his mind: for he perceived that his remarks about the necklace, eminently sensible though they were, had marred the genial mood in which his wife had begun this interview. It was going to be more difficult now than ever to approach the main issue. Still, ruffled though she might be, the thing had to be done: for it involved a matter of finance, and in matters of finance Mr. Keeble was no longer a free agent. He and Lady Constance had a mutual banking account, and it was she who supervised the spending of it. This was an arrangement, subsequently regretted by Mr. Keeble, which had been come to in the early days of the honeymoon, when men are apt to do foolish things.

Mr. Keeble coughed. Not the sharp, efficient cough which we have heard Rupert Baxter uttering in the library, but a feeble, strangled thing like the bleat of a diffident sheep.

Connie, he said. Er — Connie.

And at the words a sort of cold film seemed to come over Lady Constances eyes: for some sixth sense told her what subject it was that was now about to be introduced.

Connie, I — er — had a letter from Phyllis this morning.

Lady Constance said nothing. Her eyes gleamed for an instant, then became frozen again. Her intuition had not deceived her.

Into the married life of this happy couple only one shadow had intruded itself up to the present. But unfortunately it was a shadow of considerable proportions, a kind of super-shadow; and its effect had been chilling. It was Phyllis, Mr. Keebles stepdaughter, who had caused it — by the simple process of jilting the rich and suitable young man whom Lady Constance had attached to her (rather in the manner of a conjurer forcing a card upon his victim) and running off and marrying a far from rich and quite unsuitable person of whom all that seemed to be known was that his name was Jackson. Mr. Keeble, whose simple creed was that Phyllis could do no wrong, had been prepared to accept the situation philosophically; but his wifes wrath had been deep and enduring. So much so that the mere mentioning of the girls name must be accounted to him for a brave deed, Lady Constance having specifically stated that she never wished to hear it again.

Keenly alive to this prejudice of hers, Mr. Keeble stopped after making his announcement, and had to rattle his keys in his pocket in order to acquire the necessary courage to continue. He was not looking at his wife, but he knew just how forbidding her expression must be. This task of his was no easy, congenial task for a pleasant summer morning.

She says in her letter, proceeded Mr. Keeble, his eyes on the carpet and his cheeks a deeper pink, that young Jackson has got the chance of buying a big farm . . . in Lincolnshire, I think she said . . . if he can raise three thousand pounds.

He paused, and stole a glance at his wife. It was as he had feared. She had congealed. Like some spell, the name Jackson had apparently turned her to marble. It was like the Pygmalion and Galatea business working the wrong way round. She was presumably breathing, but there was no sign of it.

So I was just thinking, said Mr. Keeble, producing another obbligato on the keys, it just crossed my mind . . . it isnt as if the thing were a speculation . . . the place is apparently coining money . . . present owner only selling because he wants to go abroad . . . it occurred to me . . . and they would pay good interest on the loan . . .

What loan? inquired the statue icily, coming to life.

Well, what I was thinking . . . just a suggestion, you know . . . what struck me was that if you were willing we might . . . good investment, you know, and nowadays its deuced hard to find good investments . . . I was thinking that we might lend them the money.

He stopped. But he had got the thing out and felt happier. He rattled his keys again, and rubbed the back of his head against the mantelpiece. The friction seemed to give him confidence.

We had better settle this thing once and for all, Joe, said Lady Constance. As you know, when we were married, I was ready to do everything for Phyllis. I was prepared to be a mother to her. I gave her every chance, took her everywhere. And what happened?

Yes, I know. But . . .

She became engaged to a man with plenty of money . . .

Shocking young ass, interjected Mr. Keeble, perking up for a moment at the recollection of the late lamented, whom he had never liked. And a rip, whats more. Ive heard stories.

Nonsense! If you are going to believe all the gossip you hear about people, nobody would be safe. He was a delightful young man and he would have made Phyllis perfectly happy. Instead of marrying him, she chose to go off with this — Jackson. Lady Constances voice quivered. Greater scorn could hardly have been packed into two syllables. After what has happened, I certainly intend to have nothing more to do with her. I shall not lend them a penny, so please do not let us continue this discussion any longer. I hope I am not an unjust woman, but I must say that I consider, after the way Phyllis behaved . . .

The sudden opening of the door caused her to break off. Lord Emsworth, mould-stained and wearing a deplorable old jacket, pottered into the room. He peered benevolently at his sister and his brother-in-law, but seemed unaware that he was interrupting a conversation.

Gardening As A Fine Art, he murmured. Connie, have you seen a book called Gardening As A Fine Art? I was reading it in here last night. Gardening As A Fine Art. That is the title. Now, where can it have got to? His dreamy eye flitted to and fro. I want to show it to McAllister. There is a passage in it that directly refutes his anarchistic views on . . .

It is probably on one of the shelves, said Lady Constance shortly.

On one of the shelves? said Lord Emsworth, obviously impressed by this bright suggestion. Why, of course, to be sure.

Mr. Keeble was rattling his keys moodily. A mutinous expression was on his pink face. These moments of rebellion did not come to him very often, for he loved his wife with a dog-like affection and had grown accustomed to being ruled by her, but now resentment filled him. She was unreasonable, he considered. She ought to have realised how strongly he felt about poor little Phyllis. It was too infernally cold-blooded to abandon the poor child like an old shoe simply because . . .

Are you going? he asked, observing his wife moving to the door.

Yes. I am going into the garden, said Lady Constance. Why? Was there anything else you wanted to talk to me about?

No, said Mr. Keeble despondently. Oh, no.

Lady Constance left the room, and a deep masculine silence fell. Mr. Keeble rubbed the back of his head meditatively against the mantelpiece, and Lord Emsworth scratched among the book-shelves.

Clarence! said Mr. Keeble suddenly. An idea — one might almost say an inspiration — had come to him.

Eh? responded his lordship absently. He had found his book and was turning its pages, absorbed.

Clarence, can you . . .

Angus McAllister, observed Lord Emsworth bitterly, is an obstinate, stiff-necked son of Belial. The writer of this book distinctly states in so many words . . .

Clarence, can you lend me three thousand pounds on good security and keep it dark from Connie?

Lord Emsworth blinked.

Keep something dark from Connie? He raised his eyes from his book in order to peer at this visionary with a gentle pity. My dear fellow, it cant be done.

She would never know. I will tell you just why I want this money . . .

Money? Lord Emsworths eye had become vacant again. He was reading once more. Money? Money, my dear fellow? Money? Money? What money? If I have said once, declared Lord Emsworth, that Angus McAllister is all wrong on the subject of hollyhocks, Ive said it a hundred times.

Let me explain. This three thousand pounds . . .

My dear fellow, no. No, no. It was like you, said his lordship with a vague heartiness, it was like you — good and generous — to make this offer, but I have ample, thank you, ample. I dont need three thousand pounds.

You dont understand. I . . .

No, no. No, no. But I am very much obliged, all the same. It was kind of you, my dear fellow, to give me the opportunity. Very kind. Very, very, very kind, proceeded his lordship, trailing to the door and reading as he went. Oh, very, very, very . . .

The door closed behind him.

Oh, damn! said Mr. Keeble.

He sank into a chair in a state of profound dejection. He thought of the letter he would have to write to Phyllis. Poor little Phyllis . . . he would have to tell her that what she asked could not be managed. And why, thought Mr. Keeble sourly, as he rose from his seat and went to the writing-table, could it not be managed? Simply because he was a weak-kneed, spineless creature who was afraid of a pair of grey eyes that had a tendency to freeze.

My dear Phyllis, he wrote.

Here he stopped. How on earth was he to put it? What a letter to have to write! Mr. Keeble placed his head between his hands and groaned aloud.

Hallo, Uncle Joe!

The letter-writer, turning sharply, was aware — without pleasure — of his nephew Frederick, standing beside his chair. He eyed him resentfully, for he was not only exasperated but startled. He had not heard the door open. It was as if the smooth-haired youth had popped up out of a trap.

Came in through the window, explained the Hon. Freddie. I say, Uncle Joe.

Well, what is it?

I say, Uncle Joe, said Freddie, can you lend me a thousand quid?

Mr. Keeble uttered a yelp like a pinched Pomeranian.

§ 3

As Mr. Keeble, red-eyed and overwrought, rose slowly from his chair and began to swell in ominous silence, his nephew raised his hand appealingly. It began to occur to the Hon. Freddie that he had perhaps not led up to his request with the maximum of smooth tact.

Half a jiffy! he entreated. I say, dont go in off the deep end for just a second. I can explain.

Mr. Keebles feelings expressed themselves in a loud snort.

Explain!

Well, I can. Whole trouble was, I started at the wrong end. Shouldnt have sprung it on you like that. The fact is, Uncle Joe, Ive got a scheme. I give you my word that, if youll only put off having apoplexy for about three minutes, said Freddie, scanning his fermenting relative with some anxiety, I can shove you on to a good thing. Honestly I can. And all I say is, if this scheme Im talking about is worth a thousand quid to you, will you slip it across? Im game to spill it and leave it to your honesty to cash up if the thing looks good to you.

A thousand pounds!

Nice round sum, urged Freddie ingratiatingly.

Why, demanded Mr. Keeble, now somewhat recovered, do you want a thousand pounds?

Well, who doesnt, if it comes to that? said Freddie. But I dont mind telling you my special reason for wanting it at just this moment, if youll swear to keep it under your hat as far as the guvnor is concerned.

If you mean that you wish me not to repeat to your father anything you may tell me in confidence, naturally I should not dream of doing such a thing.

Freddie looked puzzled. His was no lightning brain.

Cant quite work that out, he confessed. Do you mean you will tell him or you wont?

I will not tell him.

Good old Uncle Joe! said Freddie, relieved. A topper! Ive always said so. Well, look here, you know all the trouble theres been about my dropping a bit on the races lately?

I do.

Between ourselves, I dropped about five hundred of the best. And I just want to ask you one simple question. Why did I drop it?

Because you were an infernal young ass.

Well, yes, agreed Freddie, having considered the point, you might put it that way, of course. But why was I an ass?

Good God! exclaimed the exasperated Mr. Keeble. Am I a psycho-analyst?

I mean to say, if you come right down to it, I lost all that stuff simply because I was on the wrong side of the fence. Its a mugs game betting on horses. The only way to make money is to be a bookie, and thats what Im going to do if youll part with that thousand. Pal of mine, who was up at Oxford with me, is in a bookies office, and theyre game to take me in too if I can put up a thousand quid. Only I must let them know quick, because the offers not going to be open for ever. Youve no notion what a deuce of a lot of competition there is for that sort of job.

Mr. Keeble, who had been endeavouring with some energy to get a word in during this harangue, now contrived to speak.

And do you seriously suppose that I would . . . But whats the use of wasting time talking? I have no means of laying my hands on the sum you mention. If I had, said Mr. Keeble wistfully. If I had . . . And his eye strayed to the letter on the desk, the letter which had got as far as My dear Phyllis and stuck there.

Freddie gazed upon him with cordial sympathy.

Oh, I know how youre situated, Uncle Joe, and Im dashed sorry for you. I mean, Aunt Constance and all that.

What! Irksome as Mr. Keeble sometimes found the peculiar condition of his financial arrangements, he had always had the consolation of supposing that they were a secret between his wife and himself. What do you mean?

Well, I know that Aunt Constance keeps an eye on the doubloons and checks the outgoings pretty narrowly. And I think its a dashed shame that she wont unbuckle to help poor old Phyllis. A girl, said Freddie, I always liked. Bally shame! Why the dickens shouldnt she marry that fellow Jackson? I mean, loves love, said Freddie, who felt strongly on this point.

Mr. Keeble was making curious gulping noises.

Perhaps I ought to explain, said Freddie, that I was having a quiet after-breakfast smoke outside the window there and heard the whole thing. I mean, you and Aunt Constance going to the mat about poor old Phyllis and you trying to bite the guvnors ear and so forth.

Mr. Keeble bubbled for awhile.

You — you listened! he managed to ejaculate at length.

And dashed lucky for you, said Freddie with a cordiality unimpaired by the frankly unfriendly stare under which a nicer-minded youth would have withered; dashed lucky for you that I did. Because Ive got a scheme.

Mr. Keebles estimate of his young relatives sagacity was not a high one, and it is doubtful whether, had the latter caught him in a less despondent mood, he would have wasted time in inquiring into the details of this scheme, the mention of which had been playing in and out of Freddies conversation like a will-o-the-wisp. But such was his reduced state at the moment that a reluctant gleam of hope crept into his troubled eye.

A scheme? Do you mean a scheme to help me out of — out of my difficulty?

Absolutely! You want the best seats, we have em. I mean, Freddie went on in interpretation of these peculiar words, you want three thousand quid, and I can show you how to get it.

Then kindly do so, said Mr. Keeble; and, having opened the door, peered cautiously out, and closed it again, he crossed the room and shut the window.

Makes it a bit fuggy, but perhaps youre right, said Freddie, eyeing these manœuvres. Well, its like this, Uncle Joe. You remember what you were saying to Aunt Constance about some bird being apt to sneak up and pinch her necklace?

I do.

Well, why not?

What do you mean?

I mean, why dont you?

Mr. Keeble regarded his nephew with unconcealed astonishment. He had been prepared for imbecility, but this exceeded his expectations.

Steal my wifes necklace!

Thats it. Frightfully quick you are, getting on to an idea. Pinch Aunt Connies necklace. For, mark you, continued Freddie, so far forgetting the respect due from a nephew as to tap his uncle sharply on the chest, if a husband pinches anything from a wife, it isnt stealing. Thats law. I found that out from a movie I saw in town.

The Hon. Freddie was a great student of the movies. He could tell a super-film from a super-super-film at a glance, and what he did not know about erring wives and licentious clubmen could have been written in a sub-title.

Are you insane? growled Mr. Keeble.

It wouldnt be hard for you to get hold of it. And once youd got it everybody would be happy. I mean, all youd have to do would be to draw a cheque to pay for another one for Aunt Connie — which would make her perfectly chirpy, as well as putting you one up, if you follow me. Then you would have the other necklace, the pinched one, to play about with. See what I mean? You could sell it privily and by stealth, ship Phyllis her three thousand, push across my thousand, and what was left over would be a nice little private account for you to tuck away somewhere where Aunt Connie wouldnt know anything about it. And a dashed useful thing, said Freddie, to have up your sleeve in case of emergencies.

Are you . . . ?

Mr. Keeble was on the point of repeating his previous remark when suddenly there came the realisation that, despite all preconceived opinions, the young man was anything but insane. The scheme, at which he had been prepared to scoff, was so brilliant, yet simple, that it seemed almost incredible that its sponsor could have worked it out for himself.

Not my own, said Freddie modestly, as if in answer to the thought. Saw much the same thing in a movie once. Only there the fellow, if I remember, wanted to do down an insurance company, and it wasnt a necklace that he pinched but bonds. Still, the principles the same. Well, how do we go, Uncle Joe? How about it? Is that worth a thousand quid or not?

Even though he had seen in person to the closing of the door and the window, Mr. Keeble could not refrain from a conspirator-like glance about him. They had been speaking with lowered voices, but now words came from him in an almost inaudible whisper.

Could it really be done? Is it feasible?

Feasible? Why, dash it, what the dickens is there to stop you? You could do it in a second. And the beauty of the whole thing is that, if you were copped, nobody could say a word, because husband pinching from wife isnt stealing. Law.

The statement that in the circumstances indicated nobody could say a word seemed to Mr. Keeble so at variance with the facts that he was compelled to challenge it.

Your aunt would have a good deal to say, he observed ruefully.

Eh? Oh, yes, I see what you mean. Well, you would have to risk that. After all, the chances would be dead against her finding out.

But she might.

Oh, well, if you put it like that, I suppose she might.

Freddie, my boy, said Mr. Keeble weakly, I darent do it!

The vision of his thousand pounds slipping from his grasp so wrought upon Freddie that he expressed himself in a manner far from fitting in one of his years towards an older man.

Oh, I say, dont be such a rabbit!

Mr. Keeble shook his head.

No, he repeated, I darent.

It might have seemed that the negotiations had reached a deadlock, but Freddie, with a thousand pounds in sight, was in far too stimulated a condition to permit so tame an ending to such a promising plot. As he stood there, chafing at his uncles pusillanimity, an idea was vouchsafed to him.

By Jove! Ill tell you what! he cried.

Not so loud! moaned the apprehensive Mr. Keeble. Not so loud!

Ill tell you what, repeated Freddie in a hoarse whisper. How would it be if I did the pinching?

What!

How would it . . .

Would you? Hope, which had vanished from Mr. Keebles face, came flooding back. My boy, would you really?

For a thousand quid you bet I would.

Mr. Keeble clutched at his young relatives hand and gripped it feverishly.

Freddie, he said, the moment you place that necklace in my hands, I will give you not a thousand but two thousand pounds.

Uncle Joe, said Freddie with equal intensity, its a bet!

Mr. Keeble mopped at his forehead.

You think you can manage it?

Manage it? Freddie laughed a light laugh. Just watch me!

Mr. Keeble grasped his hand again with the utmost warmth.

I must go out and get some air, he said. Im all upset. May I really leave this matter to you, Freddie?



Rather!

Good! Then to-night I will write to Phyllis and say that I may be able to do what she wishes.

Dont say may, cried Freddie buoyantly. The word is will. Bally will! What ho!

§ 4

Exhilaration is a heady drug; but, like other drugs, it has the disadvantage that its stimulating effects seldom last for very long. For perhaps ten minutes after his uncle had left him, Freddie Threepwood lay back in his chair in a sort of ecstasy. He felt strong, vigorous, alert. Then by degrees, like a chilling wind, doubt began to creep upon him — faintly at first, then more and more insistently, till by the end of a quarter of an hour he was in a state of pronounced self-mistrust. Or, to put it with less elegance, he was suffering from an exceedingly severe attack of cold feet.

The more he contemplated the venture which he had undertaken, the less alluring did it appear to him. His was not a keen imagination, but even he could shape with a gruesome clearness a vision of the frightful bust-up that would ensue should he be detected stealing his Aunt Constances diamond necklace. Common decency would in such an event seal his lips as regarded his Uncle Josephs share in the matter. And even if — as might conceivably happen — common decency failed at the crisis, reason told him that his Uncle Joseph would infallibly disclaim any knowledge of or connection with the rash act. And then where would he be? In the soup, undoubtedly. For Freddie could not conceal it from himself that there was nothing in his previous record to make it seem inconceivable to his nearest and dearest that he should steal the jewellery of a female relative for purely personal ends. The verdict in the event of detection would be one of uncompromising condemnation.

And yet he hated the idea of meekly allowing that two thousand pounds to escape from his clutch . . .

A young mans cross-roads.

* * * * *

The agony of spirit into which these meditations cast him had brought him up with a bound from the comfortable depths of his arm-chair and had set him prowling restlessly about the room. His wanderings led him at this point to collide somewhat painfully with the long table on which Beach the butler, a tidy soul, was in the habit of arranging in a neat row the daily papers, weekly papers, and magazines which found their way into the castle. The shock had the effect of rousing him from his stupor, and in an absent way he clutched the nearest daily paper, which happened to be the Morning Globe, and returned to his chair in the hope of quieting his nerves with a perusal of the racing intelligence. For, though far removed now from any practical share in the doings of the racing world, he still took a faint melancholy interest in ascertaining what Captain Curb, the Head Lad, Little Brighteyes, and the rest of the newspaper experts fancied for the days big event. He lit a cigarette and unfolded the journal.

The next moment, instead of passing directly, as was his usual practice, to the last page, which was devoted to sport, he was gazing with a strange dry feeling in his throat at a certain advertisement on page one.

It was a well-displayed advertisement, and one that had caught the eye of many other readers of the paper that morning. It was worded to attract attention, and it had achieved its object. But where others who read it had merely smiled and marvelled idly how anybody could spend good money putting nonsense like this in the paper, to Freddie its import was wholly serious. It read to him like the Real Thing. His motion-picture-trained mind accepted this advertisement at its face-value.

It ran as follows: — 

LEAVE IT TO PSMITH!

Psmith Will Help You

Psmith Is Ready For Anything

DO YOU WANT

Someone To Manage Your Affairs?

Someone To Handle Your Business?

Someone To Take The Dog For A Run?

Someone To Assassinate Your Aunt?

PSMITH WILL DO IT

CRIME NOT OBJECTED TO

Whatever Job You Have To Offer

(Provided It Has Nothing To Do With Fish)

LEAVE IT TO PSMITH!

Address Applications To R. Psmith, Box 365

LEAVE IT TO PSMITH!

Freddie laid the paper down with a deep intake of breath. He picked it up again, and read the advertisement a second time. Yes, it sounded good.

More, it had something of the quality of a direct answer to prayer. Very vividly now Freddie realised that what he had been wishing for was a partner to share the perils of this enterprise which he had so rashly undertaken. In fact, not so much to share them as to take them off his shoulders altogether. And such a partner he was now in a position to command. Uncle Joe was going to give him two thousand if he brought the thing off. This advertisement fellow would probably be charmed to come in for a few hundred . . .

* * * * *

Two minutes later, Freddie was at the writing-desk, scribbling a letter. From time to time he glanced furtively over his shoulder at the door. But the house was still. No footsteps came to interrupt him at his task.

§ 5

Freddie went out into the garden. He had not wandered far when from somewhere close at hand there was borne to him on the breeze a remark in a high voice about Scottish obstinacy, which could only have proceeded from one source. He quickened his steps.

Hallo, guvnor.

Well, Frederick?

Freddie shuffled.

I say, guvnor, do you think I might go up to town with you this afternoon?

What!

Fact is, I ought to see my dentist. Havent been to him for a deuce of a time.

I cannot see the necessity for you to visit a London dentist. There is an excellent man in Shrewsbury, and you know I have the strongest objection to your going to London.

Well, you see, this fellow understands my snappers. Always been to him, I mean to say. Anybody who knows anything about these things will tell you greatest mistake go buzzing about to different dentists.

Already Lord Emsworths attention was wandering back to the waiting McAllister.

Oh, very well, very well.

Thanks awfully, guvnor.

But on one thing I insist, Frederick. I cannot have you loafing about London the whole day. You must catch the twelve-fifty train back.

Right ho. Thatll be all right, guvnor.

Now, listen to reason, McAllister, said his lordship. That is all I ask you to do — listen to reason . . .


CHAPTER II

ENTER PSMITH

[image: img199.jpg]

§ 1

At about the hour when Lord Emsworths train, whirling him and his son Freddie to London, had reached the half-way point in its journey, a very tall, very thin, very solemn young man, gleaming in a speckless top hat and a morning-coat of irreproachable fit, mounted the steps of Number Eighteen, Wallingford Street, West Kensington, and rang the front-door bell. This done, he removed the hat; and having touched his forehead lightly with a silk handkerchief, for the afternoon sun was warm, gazed about him with a grave distaste.

A scaly neighbourhood! he murmured.

The young mans judgment was one at which few people with an eye for beauty would have cavilled. When the great revolution against Londons ugliness really starts and yelling hordes of artists and architects, maddened beyond endurance, finally take the law into their own hands and rage through the city burning and destroying, Wallingford Street, West Kensington, will surely not escape the torch. Long since it must have been marked down for destruction. For, though it possesses certain merits of a low practical kind, being inexpensive in the matter of rents and handy for the buses and the Underground, it is a peculiarly beastly little street. Situated in the middle of one of those districts where London breaks out into a sort of eczema of red brick, it consists of two parallel rows of semi-detached villas, all exactly alike, each guarded by a ragged evergreen hedge, each with coloured glass of an extremely regrettable nature let into the panels of the front door; and sensitive young impressionists from the artists colony up Holland Park way may sometimes be seen stumbling through it with hands over their eyes, muttering between clenched teeth How long? How long?

A small maid-of-all-work appeared in answer to the bell, and stood transfixed as the visitor, producing a monocle, placed it in his right eye and inspected her through it.

A warm afternoon, he said cordially.

Yes, sir.

But pleasant, urged the young man. Tell me, is Mrs. Jackson at home?

No, sir.

Not at home?

No, sir.

The young man sighed.

Ah well, he said, we must always remember that these disappointments are sent to us for some good purpose. No doubt they make us more spiritual. Will you inform her that I called? The name is Psmith. P-smith.

Peasmith, sir?

No, no. P-s-m-i-t-h. I should explain to you that I started life without the initial letter, and my father always clung ruggedly to the plain Smith. But it seemed to me that there were so many Smiths in the world that a little variety might well be introduced. Smythe I look on as a cowardly evasion, nor do I approve of the too prevalent custom of tacking another name on in front by means of a hyphen. So I decided to adopt the Psmith. The p, I should add for your guidance, is silent, as in phthisis, psychic, and ptarmigan. You follow me?

Y-yes, sir.

You dont think, he said anxiously, that I did wrong in pursuing this course?

N-no, sir.

Splendid! said the young man, flicking a speck of dust from his coat-sleeve. Splendid! Splendid!

And with a courteous bow he descended the steps and made his way down the street. The little maid, having followed him with bulging eyes till he was out of sight, closed the door and returned to her kitchen.

Psmith strolled meditatively on. The genial warmth of the afternoon soothed him. He hummed lightly — only stopping when, as he reached the end of the street, a young man of his own age, rounding the corner rapidly, almost ran into him.

Sorry, said the young man. Hallo, Smith.

Psmith gazed upon him with benevolent affection.

Comrade Jackson, he said, this is well met. The one man of all others whom I would have wished to encounter. We will pop off somewhere, Comrade Jackson, should your engagements permit, and restore our tissues with a cup of tea. I had hoped to touch the Jackson family for some slight refreshment, but I was informed that your wife was out.

Mike Jackson laughed.

Phyllis isnt out. She . . .

Not out? Then, said Psmith, pained, there has been dirty work done this day. For I was turned from the door. It would not be exaggerating to say that I was given the bird. Is this the boasted Jackson hospitality?

Phyllis is giving a tea to some of her old school pals, explained Mike. She told the maid to say she wasnt at home to anybody else. Im not allowed in myself.

Enough, Comrade Jackson! said Psmith agreeably. Say no more. If you yourself have been booted out in spite of all the loving, honouring, and obeying your wife promised at the altar, who am I to complain? And possibly, one can console oneself by reflecting, we are well out of it. These gatherings of old girls-school chums are not the sort of function your man of affairs wants to get lugged into. Capital company as we are, Comrade Jackson, we should doubtless have been extremely in the way. I suppose the conversation would have dealt exclusively with reminiscences of the dear old school, of tales of surreptitious cocoa-drinking in the dormitories and what the deportment mistress said when Angela was found chewing tobacco in the shrubbery. Yes, I fancy we have not missed a lot. . . . By the way, I dont think much of the new home. True, I only saw it from the outside, but . . . no, I dont think much of it.

Best we can afford.

And who, said Psmith, am I to taunt my boyhood friend with his honest poverty? Especially as I myself am standing on the very brink of destitution.

You?

I in person. That low moaning sound you hear is the wolf bivouacked outside my door.

But I thought your uncle gave you rather a good salary.

So he did. But my uncle and I are about to part company. From now on he, so to speak, will take the high road and Ill take the low road. I dine with him to-night, and over the nuts and wine I shall hand him the bad news that I propose to resign my position in the firm. I have no doubt that he supposed he was doing me a good turn by starting me in his fish business, but even what little experience I have had of it has convinced me that it is not my proper sphere. The whisper flies round the clubs Psmith has not found his niche!

I am not, said Psmith, an unreasonable man. I realise that humanity must be supplied with fish. I am not averse from a bit of fish myself. But to be professionally connected with a firm that handles the material in the raw is not my idea of a large life-work. Remind me to tell you some time what it feels like to sling yourself out of bed at four a.m. and go down to toil in Billingsgate Market. No, there is money in fish — my uncle has made a pot of it — but what I feel is that there must be other walks in life for a bright young man. I chuck it to-night.

What are you going to do, then?

That, Comrade Jackson, is more or less on the knees of the gods. To-morrow morning I think I will stroll round to an employment agency and see how the market for bright young men stands. Do you know a good one?

Phyllis always goes to Miss Clarksons in Shaftesbury Avenue. But . . .

Miss Clarksons in Shaftesbury Avenue. I will make a note of it . . . Meanwhile, I wonder if you saw the Morning Globe to-day?

No. Why?

I had an advertisement in it, in which I expressed myself as willing — indeed, eager — to tackle any undertaking that had nothing to do with fish. I am confidently expecting shoals of replies. I look forward to winnowing the heap and selecting the most desirable.

Pretty hard to get a job these days, said Mike doubtfully.

Not if you have something superlatively good to offer.

What have you got to offer?

My services, said Psmith with faint reproach.

What as?

As anything. I made no restrictions. Would you care to take a look at my manifesto? I have a copy in my pocket.

Psmith produced from inside his immaculate waistcoat a folded clipping.

I should welcome your opinion of it, Comrade Jackson. I have frequently said that for sturdy common sense you stand alone. Your judgment should be invaluable.

The advertisement, which some hours earlier had so electrified the Hon. Freddie Threepwood in the smoking-room at Blandings Castle, seemed to affect Mike, whose mind was of the stolid and serious type, somewhat differently. He finished his perusal and stared speechlessly.

Neat, dont you think? said Psmith. Covers the ground adequately? I think so, I think so.

Do you mean to say youre going to put drivel like that in the paper? asked Mike.

I have put it in the paper. As I told you, it appeared this morning. By this time to-morrow I shall no doubt have finished sorting out the first batch of replies.

Mikes emotion took him back to the phraseology of school days.

You are an ass!

Psmith restored the clipping to his waistcoat pocket.

You wound me, Comrade Jackson, he said. I had expected a broader outlook from you. In fact, I rather supposed that you would have rushed round instantly to the offices of the journal and shoved in a similar advertisement yourself. But nothing that you can say can damp my buoyant spirit. The cry goes round Kensington (and district) Psmith is off! In what direction the cry omits to state: but that information the future will supply. And now, Comrade Jackson, let us trickle into yonder tea-shop and drink success to the venture in a cup of the steaming. I had a particularly hard morning to-day among the whitebait, and I need refreshment.

§ 2

After Psmith had withdrawn his spectacular person from it, there was an interval of perhaps twenty minutes before anything else occurred to brighten the drabness of Wallingford Street. The lethargy of afternoon held the thoroughfare in its grip. Occasionally a tradesmans cart would rattle round the corner, and from time to time cats appeared, stalking purposefully among the evergreens. But at ten minutes to five a girl ran up the steps of Number Eighteen and rang the bell.

She was a girl of medium height, very straight and slim; and her fair hair, her cheerful smile, and the boyish suppleness of her body all contributed to a general effect of valiant gaiety, a sort of golden sunniness — accentuated by the fact that, like all girls who looked to Paris for inspiration in their dress that season, she was wearing black.

The small maid appeared again.

Is Mrs. Jackson at home? said the girl. I think shes expecting me. Miss Halliday.

Yes, miss?

A door at the end of the narrow hall had opened.

Is that you, Eve?

Hallo, Phyl, darling.

Phyllis Jackson fluttered down the passage like a rose-leaf on the wind, and hurled herself into Eves arms. She was small and fragile, with great brown eyes under a cloud of dark hair. She had a wistful look, and most people who knew her wanted to pet her. Eve had always petted her, from their first days at school together.

Am I late or early? asked Eve.

Youre the first, but we wont wait. Jane, will you bring tea into the drawing-room.

Yesm.

And, remember, I dont want to see anyone for the rest of the afternoon. If anybody calls, tell them Im not at home. Except Miss Clarkson and Mrs. McTodd, of course.

Yesm.

Who is Mrs. McTodd? inquired Eve. Is that Cynthia?

Yes. Didnt you know she had married Ralston McTodd, the Canadian poet? You knew she went out to Canada?

I knew that, yes. But I hadnt heard that she was married. Funny how out of touch one gets with girls who were ones best friends at school. Do you realise its nearly two years since I saw you?

I know. Isnt it awful! I got your address from Elsa Wentworth two or three days ago, and then Clarkie told me that Cynthia was over here on a visit with her husband, so I thought how jolly it would be to have a regular reunion. We three were such friends in the old days. . . . You remember Clarkie, of course? Miss Clarkson, who used to be English mistress at Wayland House.

Yes, of course. Where did you run into her?

Oh, I see a lot of her. She runs a Domestic Employment Agency in Shaftesbury Avenue now, and I have to go there about once a fortnight to get a new maid. She supplied Jane.

Is Cynthias husband coming with her this afternoon?

No. I wanted it to be simply us four. Do you know him? But of course you dont. This is his first visit to England.

I know his poetry. Hes quite a celebrity. Cynthias lucky.

They had made their way into the drawing-room, a gruesome little apartment full of all those antimacassars, wax flowers, and china dogs inseparable from the cheaper type of London furnished house. Eve, though the exterior of Number Eighteen should have prepared her for all this, was unable to check a slight shudder as she caught the eye of the least prepossessing of the dogs, goggling at her from the mantelpiece.

Dont look at them, recommended Phyllis, following her gaze. I try not to. Weve only just moved in here, so I havent had time to make the place nice. Heres tea. All right, Jane, put it down there. Tea, Eve?

Eve sat down. She was puzzled and curious. She threw her mind back to the days at school and remembered the Phyllis of that epoch as almost indecently opulent. A millionaire stepfather there had been then, she recollected. What had become of him now, that he should allow Phyllis to stay in surroundings like this? Eve scented a mystery, and in her customary straightforward way went to the heart of it.

Tell me all about yourself, she said, having achieved as much comfort as the peculiar structure of her chair would permit. And remember that I havent seen you for two years, so dont leave anything out.

Its so difficult to know where to start.

Well, you signed your letter Phyllis Jackson. Start with the mysterious Jackson. Where does he come in? The last I heard about you was an announcement in the Morning Post that you were engaged to — Ive forgotten the name, but Im certain it wasnt Jackson.

Rollo Mountford.

Was it? Well, what has become of Rollo? You seem to have mislaid him. Did you break off the engagement?

Well, it — sort of broke itself off. I mean, you see, I went and married Mike.

Eloped with him, do you mean?

Yes.

Good heavens!

Im awfully ashamed about that, Eve. I suppose I treated Rollo awfully badly.

Never mind. A man with a name like that was made for suffering.

I never really cared for him. He had horrid swimmy eyes . . .

I understand. So you eloped with your Mike. Tell me about him. Who is he? What does he do?

Well, at present hes master at a school. But he doesnt like it. He wants to get back to the country again. When I met him, he was agent on a place in the country belonging to some people named Smith. Mike had been at school and Cambridge with the son. They were very rich then and had a big estate. It was the next place to the Edgelows. I had gone to stay with Mary Edgelow — I dont know if you remember her at school? I met Mike first at a dance, and then I met him out riding, and then — well, after that we used to meet every day. And we fell in love right from the start and we went and got married. Oh, Eve, I wish you could have seen our darling little house. It was all over ivy and roses, and we had horses and dogs and . . .

Phyllis narrative broke off with a gulp. Eve looked at her sympathetically. All her life she herself had been joyously impecunious, but it had never seemed to matter. She was strong and adventurous, and revelled in the perpetual excitement of trying to make both ends meet. But Phyllis was one of those sweet porcelain girls whom the roughnesses of life bruise instead of stimulating. She needed comfort and pleasant surroundings. Eve looked morosely at the china dog, which leered back at her with an insufferable good-fellowship.

We had hardly got married, resumed Phyllis, blinking, when poor Mr. Smith died and the whole place was broken up. He must have been speculating or something, I suppose, because he hardly left any money, and the estate had to be sold. And the people who bought it — they were coal people from Wolverhampton — had a nephew for whom they wanted the agent job, so Mike had to go. So here we are.

Eve put the question which she had been waiting to ask ever since she had entered the house.

But what about your stepfather? Surely, when we were at school, you had a rich stepfather in the background. Has he lost his money, too?

No.

Well, why doesnt he help you, then?

He would, I know, if he was left to himself. But its Aunt Constance.

Whats Aunt Constance? And who is Aunt Constance?

Well, I call her that, but shes really my stepmother — sort of. I suppose shes really my step-stepmother. My stepfather married again two years ago. It was Aunt Constance who was so furious when I married Mike. She wanted me to marry Rollo. She has never forgiven me, and she wont let my stepfather do anything to help us.

But the man must be a worm! said Eve indignantly. Why doesnt he insist? You always used to tell me how fond he was of you.

He isnt a worm, Eve. Hes a dear. Its just that he has let her boss him. Shes rather a terror, you know. She can be quite nice, and theyre awfully fond of each other, but she is as hard as nails sometimes. Phyllis broke off. The front door had opened, and there were footsteps in the hall. Heres Clarkie. I hope she has brought Cynthia with her. She was to pick her up on her way. Dont talk about what Ive been telling you in front of her, Eve, theres an angel.

Why not?

Shes so motherly about it. Its sweet of her, but . . .

Eve understood.

All right. Later on.

The door opened to admit Miss Clarkson.

The adjective which Phyllis had applied to her late schoolmistress was obviously well chosen. Miss Clarkson exuded motherliness. She was large, wholesome, and soft, and she swooped on Eve like a hen on its chicken almost before the door had closed.

Eve! How nice to see you after all this time! My dear, youre looking perfectly lovely! And so prosperous. What a beautiful hat!

Ive been envying it ever since you came, Eve, said Phyllis. Where did you get it?

Madeleine Sœurs, in Regent Street.

Miss Clarkson, having acquired and stirred a cup of tea, started to improve the occasion. Eve had always been a favourite of hers at school. She beamed affectionately upon her.

Now doesnt this show — what I always used to say to you in the dear old days, Eve — that one must never despair, however black the outlook may seem? I remember you at school, dear, as poor as a church mouse, and with no prospects, none whatever. And yet here you are — rich . . .

Eve laughed. She got up and kissed Miss Clarkson. She regretted that she was compelled to strike a jarring note, but it had to be done.

Im awfully sorry, Clarkie dear, she said, but Im afraid Ive misled you. Im just as broke as I ever was. In fact, when Phyllis told me you were running an Employment Agency, I made a note to come and see you and ask if you had some attractive billet to dispose of. Governess to a thoroughly angelic child would do. Or isnt there some nice cosy author or something who wants his letters answered and his press-clippings pasted in an album?

Oh, my dear! Miss Clarkson was deeply concerned. I did hope . . . That hat . . . !

The hats the whole trouble. Of course I had no business even to think of it, but I saw it in the shop-window and coveted it for days, and finally fell. And then, you see, I had to live up to it — buy shoes and a dress to match. I tell you it was a perfect orgy, and Im thoroughly ashamed of myself now. Too late, as usual.

Oh, dear! You always were such a wild, impetuous child, even at school. I remember how often I used to speak to you about it.

Well, when it was all over and I was sane again, I found I had only a few pounds left, not nearly enough to see me through till the relief expedition arrived. So I thought it over and decided to invest my little all.

I hope you chose something safe?

It ought to have been. The Sporting Express called it To-days Safety Bet. It was Bounding Willie for the two-thirty race at Sandown last Wednesday.

Oh, dear!

Thats what I said when poor old Willie came in sixth. But its no good worrying, is it? What it means is that I simply must find something to do that will carry me through till I get my next quarters allowance. And that wont be till September. . . . But dont lets talk business here. Ill come round to your office, Clarkie, to-morrow. . . . Wheres Cynthia? Didnt you bring her?

Yes, I thought you were going to pick Cynthia up on your way, Clarkie, said Phyllis.

If Eves information as to her financial affairs had caused Miss Clarkson to mourn, the mention of Cynthia plunged her into the very depths of woe. Her mouth quivered and a tear stole down her cheek. Eve and Phyllis exchanged bewildered glances.

I say, said Eve after a moments pause and a silence broken only by a smothered sob from their late instructress, we arent being very cheerful, are we, considering that this is supposed to be a joyous reunion? Is anything wrong with Cynthia?

So poignant was Miss Clarksons anguish that Phyllis, in a flutter of alarm, rose and left the room swiftly in search of the only remedy that suggested itself to her — her smelling-salts.

Poor dear Cynthia! moaned Miss Clarkson.

Why, whats the matter with her? asked Eve. She was not callous to Miss Clarksons grief, but she could not help the tiniest of smiles. In a flash she had been transported to her school-days, when the others habit of extracting the utmost tragedy out of the slimmest material had been a source of ever-fresh amusement to her. Not for an instant did she expect to hear any worse news of her old friend than that she was in bed with a cold or had twisted her ankle.

Shes married, you know, said Miss Clarkson.

Well, I see no harm in that, Clarkie. If a few more Safety Bets go wrong, I shall probably have to rush out and marry someone myself. Some nice, rich, indulgent man who will spoil me.

Oh, Eve, my dear, pleaded Miss Clarkson, bleating with alarm, do please be careful whom you marry. I never hear of one of my girls marrying without feeling that the worst may happen and that, all unknowing, she may be stepping over a grim precipice!

You dont tell them that, do you? Because I should think it would rather cast a damper on the wedding festivities. Has Cynthia gone stepping over grim precipices? I was just saying to Phyllis that I envied her, marrying a celebrity like Ralston McTodd.

Miss Clarkson gulped.

The man must be a fiend! she said brokenly. I have just left poor dear Cynthia in floods of tears at the Cadogan Hotel — she has a very nice quiet room on the fourth floor, though the carpet does not harmonise with the wall-paper. . . . She was broken-hearted, poor child. I did what I could to console her, but it was useless. She always was so highly strung. I must be getting back to her very soon. I only came on here because I did not want to disappoint you two dear girls . . .

Why? said Eve with quiet intensity. She knew from experience that Miss Clarkson, unless firmly checked, would pirouette round and round the point for minutes without ever touching it.

Why? echoed Miss Clarkson, blinking as if the word was something solid that had struck her unexpectedly.

Why was Cynthia in floods of tears?

But Im telling you, my dear. That man has left her!

Left her!

They had a quarrel, and he walked straight out of the hotel. That was the day before yesterday, and he has not been back since. This afternoon the curtest note came from him to say that he never intended to return. He had secretly and in a most underhand way arranged for his luggage to be removed from the hotel to a District Messenger office, and from there he has taken it no one knows where. He has completely disappeared.

Eve stared. She had not been prepared for news of this momentous order.

But what did they quarrel about?

Cynthia, poor child, was too overwrought to tell me!

Eve clenched her teeth.

The beast! . . . Poor old Cynthia. . . . Shall I come round with you?

No, my dear, better let me look after her alone. I will tell her to write and let you know when she can see you. I must be going, Phyllis dear, she said, as her hostess re-entered, bearing a small bottle.

But youve only just come! said Phyllis, surprised.

Poor old Cynthias husband has left her, explained Eve briefly. And Clarkies going back to look after her. Shes in a pretty bad way, it seems.

Oh, no!

Yes, indeed. And I really must be going at once, said Miss Clarkson.

Eve waited in the drawing-room till the front door banged and Phyllis came back to her. Phyllis was more wistful than ever. She had been looking forward to this tea-party, and it had not been the happy occasion she had anticipated. The two girls sat in silence for a moment.

What brutes some men are! said Eve at length.

Mike, said Phyllis dreamily, is an angel.

Eve welcomed the unspoken invitation to return to a more agreeable topic. She felt very deeply for the stricken Cynthia, but she hated aimless talk, and nothing could have been more aimless than for her and Phyllis to sit there exchanging lamentations concerning a tragedy of which neither knew more than the bare outlines. Phyllis had her tragedy, too, and it was one where Eve saw the possibility of doing something practical and helpful. She was a girl of action, and was glad to be able to attack a living issue.

Yes, lets go on talking about you and Mike, she said. At present I cant understand the position at all. When Clarkie came in, you were just telling me about your stepfather and why he wouldnt help you. And I thought you made out a very poor case for him. Tell me some more. Ive forgotten his name, by the way.

Keeble.

Oh? Well, I think you ought to write and tell him how hard-up you are. He may be under the impression that you are still living in luxury and dont need any help. After all, he cant know unless you tell him. And I should ask him straight out to come to the rescue. It isnt as if it was your Mikes fault that youre broke. He married you on the strength of a very good position which looked like a permanency, and lost it through no fault of his own. I should write to him, Phyl. Pitch it strong.

I have. I wrote to-day. Mikes just been offered a wonderful opportunity. A sort of farm place in Lincolnshire. You know. Cows and things. Just what he would like and just what he would do awfully well. And we only need three thousand pounds to get it. . . . But Im afraid nothing will come of it.

Because of Aunt Constance, you mean?

Yes.

You must make something come of it. Eves chin went up. She looked like a Goddess of Determination. If I were you, Id haunt their doorstep till they had to give you the money to get rid of you. The idea of anybody doing that absurd driving-into-the-snow business in these days! Why shouldnt you marry the man you were in love with? If I were you, Id go and chain myself to their railings and howl like a dog till they rushed out with cheque-books just to get some peace. Do they live in London?

They are down in Shropshire at present at a place called Blandings Castle.

Eve started.

Blandings Castle? Good gracious!

Aunt Constance is Lord Emsworths sister.

But this is the most extraordinary thing. Im going to Blandings myself in a few days.

No!

Theyve engaged me to catalogue the castle library.

But, Eve, were you only joking when you asked Clarkie to find you something to do? She took you quite seriously.

No, I wasnt joking. Theres a drawback to my going to Blandings. I suppose you know the place pretty well?

Ive often stayed there. Its beautiful.

Then you know Lord Emsworths second son, Freddie Threepwood?

Of course.

Well, hes the drawback. He wants to marry me, and I certainly dont want to marry him. And what Ive been wondering is whether a nice easy job like that, which would tide me over beautifully till September, is attractive enough to make up for the nuisance of having to be always squelching poor Freddie. I ought to have thought of it right at the beginning, of course, when he wrote and told me to apply for the position, but I was so delighted at the idea of regular work that it didnt occur to me. Then I began to wonder. Hes such a persevering young man. He proposes early and often.

Where did you meet Freddie?

At a theatre party. About two months ago. He was living in London then, but he suddenly disappeared and I had a heart-broken letter from him, saying that he had been running up debts and things and his father had snatched him away to live at Blandings, which apparently is Freddies idea of the Inferno. The world seems full of hard-hearted relatives.

Oh, Lord Emsworth isnt really hard-hearted. You will love him. Hes so dreamy and absent-minded. He potters about the garden all the time. I dont think youll like Aunt Constance much. But I suppose you wont see a great deal of her.

Whom shall I see much of — except Freddie, of course?

Mr. Baxter, Lord Emsworths secretary, I expect. I dont like him at all. Hes a sort of spectacled cave-man.

He doesnt sound attractive. But you say the place is nice?

Its gorgeous. I should go, if I were you, Eve.

Well, I had intended not to. But now youve told me about Mr. Keeble and Aunt Constance, Ive changed my mind. Ill have to look in at Clarkies office to-morrow and tell her Im fixed up and shant need her help. Im going to take your sad case in hand, darling. I shall go to Blandings, and I will dog your stepfathers footsteps. . . . Well, I must be going. Come and see me to the front door, or Ill be losing my way in the miles of stately corridors. . . . I suppose I maynt smash that china dog before I go? Oh, well, I just thought Id ask.

Out in the hall the little maid-of-all-work bobbed up and intercepted them.

I forgot to tell you, mum, a gentleman called. I told him you was out.

Quite right, Jane.

Said his name was Smith, m.

Phyllis gave a cry of dismay.

Oh, no! What a shame! I particularly wanted you to meet him, Eve. I wish Id known.

Smith? said Eve. The name seems familiar. Why were you so anxious for me to meet him?

Hes Mikes best friend. Mike worships him. Hes the son of the Mr. Smith I was telling you about — the one Mike was at school and Cambridge with. Hes a perfect darling, Eve, and you would love him. Hes just your sort. I do wish we had known. And now youre going to Blandings for goodness knows how long, and you wont be able to see him.

What a pity, said Eve, politely uninterested.

Im so sorry for him.

Why?

Hes in the fish business.

Ugh!

Well, he hates it, poor dear. But he was left stranded like all the rest of us after the crash, and he was put into the business by an uncle who is a sort of fish magnate.

Well, why does he stay there, if he dislikes it so much? said Eve with indignation. The helpless type of man was her pet aversion. I hate a man whos got no enterprise.

I dont think you could call him unenterprising. He never struck me like that. . . . You simply must meet him when you come back to London.

All right, said Eve indifferently. Just as you like. I might put business in his way. Im very fond of fish.


CHAPTER III

EVE BORROWS AN UMBRELLA
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What strikes the visitor to London most forcibly, as he enters the heart of that citys fashionable shopping district, is the almost entire absence of ostentation in the shop-windows, the studied avoidance of garish display. About the front of the premises of Messrs. Thorpe & Briscoe, for instance, who sell coal in Dover Street, there is as a rule nothing whatever to attract fascinated attention. You might give the place a glance as you passed, but you would certainly not pause and stand staring at it as at the Sistine Chapel or the Taj Mahal. Yet at ten-thirty on the morning after Eve Halliday had taken tea with her friend Phyllis Jackson in West Kensington, Psmith, lounging gracefully in the smoking-room window of the Drones Club, which is immediately opposite the Thorpe & Briscoe establishment, had been gazing at it fixedly for a full five minutes. One would have said that the spectacle enthralled him. He seemed unable to take his eyes off it.

There is always a reason for the most apparently inexplicable happenings. It is the practice of Thorpe (or Briscoe) during the months of summer to run out an awning over the shop. A quiet, genteel awning, of course, nothing to offend the eye — but an awning which offers a quite adequate protection against those sudden showers which are such a delightfully piquant feature of the English summer: one of which had just begun to sprinkle the West End of London with a good deal of heartiness and vigour. And under this awning, peering plaintively out at the rain, Eve Halliday, on her way to the Ada Clarkson Employment Bureau, had taken refuge. It was she who had so enchained Psmiths interest. It was his considered opinion that she improved the Thorpe & Briscoe frontage by about ninety-five per cent.

Pleased and gratified as Psmith was to have something nice to look at out of the smoking-room window, he was also somewhat puzzled. This girl seemed to him to radiate an atmosphere of wealth. Starting at farthest south and proceeding northward, she began in a gleam of patent-leather shoes. Fawn stockings, obviously expensive, led up to a black crêpe frock. And then, just as the eye was beginning to feel that there could be nothing more, it was stunned by a supreme hat of soft, dull satin with a black bird of Paradise feather falling down over the left shoulder. Even to the masculine eye, which is notoriously to seek in these matters, a whale of a hat. And yet this sumptuously upholstered young woman had been marooned by a shower of rain beneath the awning of Messrs. Thorpe & Briscoe. Why, Psmith asked himself, was this? Even, he argued, if Charles the chauffeur had been given the day off or was driving her father the millionaire to the City to attend to his vast interests, she could surely afford a cab-fare? We, who are familiar with the state of Eves finances, can understand her inability to take cabs, but Psmith was frankly perplexed.

Being, however, both ready-witted and chivalrous, he perceived that this was no time for idle speculation. His not to reason why; his obvious duty was to take steps to assist Beauty in distress. He left the window of the smoking-room, and, having made his way with a smooth dignity to the clubs cloak-room, proceeded to submit a row of umbrellas to a close inspection. He was not easy to satisfy. Two which he went so far as to pull out of the rack he returned with a shake of the head. Quite good umbrellas, but not fit for this special service. At length, however, he found a beauty, and a gentle smile flickered across his solemn face. He put up his monocle and gazed searchingly at this umbrella. It seemed to answer every test. He was well pleased with it.

Whose, he inquired of the attendant, is this?

Belongs to the Honourable Mr. Walderwick, sir.

Ah! said Psmith tolerantly.

He tucked the umbrella under his arm and went out.

* * * * *

Meanwhile Eve Halliday, lightening up the sombre austerity of Messrs. Thorpe & Briscoes shop-front, continued to think hard thoughts of the English climate and to inspect the sky in the hope of detecting a spot of blue. She was engaged in this cheerless occupation when at her side a voice spoke.

Excuse me!

A hatless young man was standing beside her, holding an umbrella. He was a striking-looking young man, very tall, very thin, and very well dressed. In his right eye there was a monocle, and through this he looked down at her with a grave friendliness. He said nothing further, but, taking her fingers, clasped them round the handle of the umbrella, which he had obligingly opened, and then with a courteous bow proceeded to dash with long strides across the road, disappearing through the doorway of a gloomy building which, from the number of men who had gone in and out during her vigil, she had set down as a club of some sort.

A good many surprising things had happened to Eve since first she had come to live in London, but nothing quite so surprising as this. For several minutes she stood where she was without moving, staring round-eyed at the building opposite. The episode was, however, apparently ended. The young man did not reappear. He did not even show himself at the window. The club had swallowed him up. And eventually Eve, deciding that this was not the sort of day on which to refuse umbrellas even if they dropped inexplicably from heaven, stepped out from under the awning, laughing helplessly, and started to resume her interrupted journey to Miss Clarksons.

* * * * *

The offices of the Ada Clarkson International Employment Bureau (Promptitude — Courtesy — Intelligence) are at the top of Shaftesbury Avenue, a little way past the Palace Theatre. Eve, closing the umbrella, which had prevented even a spot of rain falling on her hat, climbed the short stair leading to the door and tapped on the window marked Enquiries.

Can I see Miss Clarkson?

What name, please? responded Enquiries promptly and with intelligent courtesy.

Miss Halliday.

Brief interlude, involving business with speaking-tube.

Will you go into the private office, please, said Enquiries a moment later, in a voice which now added respect to the other advertised qualities, for she had had time to observe and digest the hat.

Eve passed in through the general waiting-room with its magazine-covered table, and tapped at the door beyond marked Private.

Eve, dear! exclaimed Miss Clarkson the moment she had entered, I dont know how to tell you, but I have been looking through my books and I have nothing, simply nothing. There is not a single place that you could possibly take. What is to be done?

Thats all right, Clarkie.

But . . .

I didnt come to talk business. I came to ask after Cynthia. How is she?

Miss Clarkson sighed.

Poor child, she is still in a dreadful state, and no wonder. No news at all from her husband. He has simply deserted her.

Poor darling! Cant I see her?

Not at present. I have persuaded her to go down to Brighton for a day or two. I think the sea air will pick her up. So much better than mooning about in a London hotel. She is leaving on the eleven oclock train. I gave her your love, and she was most grateful that you should have remembered your old friendship and be sorry for her in her affliction.

Well, I can write to her. Where is she staying?

I dont know her Brighton address, but no doubt the Cadogan Hotel would forward letters. I think she would be glad to hear from you, dear.

Eve looked sadly at the framed testimonials which decorated the wall. She was not often melancholy, but it was such a beast of a day and all her friends seemed to be having such a bad time.

Oh, Clarkie, she said, what a lot of trouble there is in the world!

Yes, yes! sighed Miss Clarkson, a specialist on this subject.

All the horses you back finish sixth and all the girls you like best come croppers. Poor little Phyllis! werent you sorry for her?

But her husband, surely, is most devoted?

Yes, but shes frightfully hard up, and you remember how opulent she used to be at school. Of course, it must sound funny hearing me pitying people for having no money. But somehow other peoples hard-upness always seems so much worse than mine. Especially poor old Phyls, because she really isnt fit to stand it. Ive been used to being absolutely broke all my life. Poor dear father always seemed to be writing an article against time, with creditors scratching earnestly at the door. Eve laughed, but her eyes were misty. He was a brick, wasnt he? I mean, sending me to a first-class school like Wayland House when he often hadnt enough money to buy tobacco, poor angel. I expect he wasnt always up to time with fees, was he?

Well, my dear, of course I was only an assistant mistress at Wayland House and had nothing to do with the financial side, but I did hear sometimes. . .

Poor darling father! Do you know, one of my earliest recollections — I couldnt have been more than ten — is of a ring at the front-door bell and father diving like a seal under the sofa and poking his head out and imploring me in a hoarse voice to hold the fort. I went to the door and found an indignant man with a blue paper. I prattled so prettily and innocently that he not only went away quite contentedly but actually patted me on the head and gave me a penny. And when the door had shut father crawled out from under the sofa and gave me twopence, making threepence in all — a good mornings work. I bought father a diamond ring with it at a shop down the street, I remember. At least I thought it was a diamond. They may have swindled me, for I was very young.

You have had a hard life, dear.

Yes, but hasnt it been a lark! Ive loved every minute of it. Besides, you cant call me really one of the submerged tenth. Uncle Thomas left me a hundred and fifty pounds a year, and mercifully Im not allowed to touch the capital. If only there were no hats or safety bets in the world, I should be smugly opulent. . . . But I mustnt keep you any longer, Clarkie dear. I expect the waiting-room is full of dukes who want cooks and cooks who want dukes, all fidgeting and wondering how much longer youre going to keep them. Good-bye, darling.

And, having kissed Miss Clarkson fondly and straightened her hat, which the others motherly embrace had disarranged, Eve left the room.


CHAPTER IV

PAINFUL SCENE AT THE DRONES CLUB
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Meanwhile, at the Drones Club, a rather painful scene had been taking place. Psmith, regaining the shelter of the building, had made his way to the wash-room, where, having studied his features with interest for a moment in the mirror, he smoothed his hair, which the rain had somewhat disordered, and brushed his clothes with extreme care. He then went to the cloak-room for his hat. The attendant regarded him as he entered with the air of one whose mind is not wholly at rest.

Mr. Walderwick was in here a moment ago, sir, said the attendant.

Yes? said Psmith, mildly interested. An energetic, bustling soul, Comrade Walderwick. Always somewhere. Now here, now there.

Asking about his umbrella, he was, pursued the attendant with a touch of coldness.

Indeed? Asking about his umbrella, eh?

Made a great fuss about it, sir, he did.

And rightly, said Psmith with approval. The good man loves his umbrella.

Of course I had to tell him that you had took it, sir.

I would not have it otherwise, assented Psmith heartily. I like this spirit of candour. There must be no reservations, no subterfuges between you and Comrade Walderwick. Let all be open and above-board.

He seemed very put out, sir. He went off to find you.

I am always glad of a chat with Comrade Walderwick, said Psmith. Always.

He left the cloak-room and made for the hall, where he desired the porter to procure him a cab. This having drawn up in front of the club, he descended the steps and was about to enter it, when there was a hoarse cry in his rear, and through the front door there came bounding a pinkly indignant youth, who called loudly:

Here! Hi! Smith! Dash it!

Psmith climbed into the cab and gazed benevolently out at the new-comer.

Ah, Comrade Walderwick! he said. What have we on our mind?

Wheres my umbrella? demanded the pink one. The cloak-room waiter says you took my umbrella. I mean, a jokes a joke, but that was a dashed good umbrella.

It was, indeed, Psmith agreed cordially. It may be of interest to you to know that I selected it as the only possible one from among a number of competitors. I fear this club is becoming very mixed, Comrade Walderwick. You with your pure mind would hardly believe the rottenness of some of the umbrellas I inspected in the cloak-room.

Where is it?

The cloak-room? You turn to the left as you go in at the main entrance and . . .

My umbrella, dash it! Wheres my umbrella?

Ah, there, said Psmith, and there was a touch of manly regret in his voice, you have me. I gave it to a young lady in the street. Where she is at the present moment I could not say.

The pink youth tottered slightly.

You gave my umbrella to a girl?

A very loose way of describing her. You would not speak of her in that light fashion if you had seen her. Comrade Walderwick, she was wonderful! I am a plain, blunt, rugged man, above the softer emotions as a general thing, but I frankly confess that she stirred a chord in me which is not often stirred. She thrilled my battered old heart, Comrade Walderwick. There is no other word. Thrilled it!

But, dash it! . . .

Psmith reached out a long arm and laid his hand paternally on the others shoulder.

Be brave, Comrade Walderwick! he said. Face this thing like a man! I am sorry to have been the means of depriving you of an excellent umbrella, but as you will readily understand I had no alternative. It was raining. She was over there, crouched despairingly beneath the awning of that shop. She wanted to be elsewhere, but the moisture lay in wait to damage her hat. What could I do? What could any man worthy of the name do but go down to the cloak-room and pinch the best umbrella in sight and take it to her? Yours was easily the best. There was absolutely no comparison. I gave it to her, and she has gone off with it, happy once more. This explanation, said Psmith, will, I am sure, sensibly diminish your natural chagrin. You have lost your umbrella, Comrade Walderwick, but in what a cause! In what a cause, Comrade Walderwick! You are now entitled to rank with Sir Philip Sidney and Sir Walter Raleigh. The latter is perhaps the closer historical parallel. He spread his cloak to keep a queen from wetting her feet. You — by proxy — yielded up your umbrella to save a girls hat. Posterity will be proud of you, Comrade Walderwick. I shall be vastly surprised if you do not go down in legend and song. Children in ages to come will cluster about their grandfathers knees, saying, Tell us how the great Walderwick lost his umbrella, grandpapa! And he will tell them, and they will rise from the recital better, deeper, broader children. . . . But now, as I see that the driver has started his meter, I fear I must conclude this little chat — which I, for one, have heartily enjoyed. Drive on, he said, leaning out of the window. I want to go to Ada Clarksons International Employment Bureau in Shaftesbury Avenue.

The cab moved off. The Hon. Hugo Walderwick, after one passionate glance in its wake, realised that he was getting wet and went back into the club.

* * * * *

Arriving at the address named, Psmith paid his cab and, having mounted the stairs, delicately knuckled the ground-glass window of Enquiries.

My dear Miss Clarkson, he began in an affable voice, the instant the window had shot up, if you can spare me a few moments of your valuable time . . .

Miss Clarksons engaged.

Psmith scrutinised her gravely through his monocle.

Arent you Miss Clarkson?

Enquiries said she was not.

Then, said Psmith, there has been a misunderstanding, for which, he added cordially, I am to blame. Perhaps I could see her anon? You will find me in the waiting-room when required.

He went into the waiting-room, and, having picked up a magazine from the table, settled down to read a story in The Girls Pet — the January number of the year 1919, for Employment Agencies, like dentists, prefer their literature of a matured vintage. He was absorbed in this when Eve came out of the private office.


CHAPTER V

PSMITH APPLIES FOR EMPLOYMENT
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Psmith rose courteously as she entered.

My dear Miss Clarkson, he said, if you can spare me a moment of your valuable time . . .

Good gracious! said Eve. How extraordinary!

A singular coincidence, agreed Psmith.

You never gave me time to thank you for the umbrella, said Eve reproachfully. You must have thought me awfully rude. But you took my breath away.

My dear Miss Clarkson, please do not . . .

Why do you keep calling me that?

Arent you Miss Clarkson either?

Of course Im not.

Then, said Psmith, I must start my quest all over again. These constant checks are trying to an ardent spirit. Perhaps you are a young bride come to engage her first cook?

No. Im not married.

Good!

Eve found his relieved thankfulness a little embarrassing. In the momentary pause which followed his remark, Enquiries entered alertly.

Miss Clarkson will see you now, sir.

Leave us, said Psmith with a wave of his hand. We would be alone.

Enquiries stared; then, awed by his manner and general appearance of magnificence, withdrew.

I suppose really, said Eve, toying with the umbrella, I ought to give this back to you. She glanced at the dripping window. But it is raining rather hard, isnt it?

Like the dickens, assented Psmith.

Then would you mind very much if I kept it till this evening?

Please do.

Thanks ever so much. I will send it back to you to-night if you will give me the name and address.

Psmith waved his hand deprecatingly.

No, no. If it is of any use to you, I hope that you will look on it as a present.

A present!

A gift, explained Psmith.

But I really cant go about accepting expensive umbrellas from people. Where shall I send it?

If you insist, you may send it to the Hon. Hugo Walderwick, Drones Club, Dover Street. But it really isnt necessary.

I wont forget. And thank you very much, Mr. Walderwick.

Why do you call me that?

Well, you said . . .

Ah, I see. A slight confusion of ideas. No, I am not Mr. Walderwick. And between ourselves I should hate to be. His is a very C3 intelligence. Comrade Walderwick is merely the man to whom the umbrella belongs.

Eves eyes opened wide.

Do you mean to say you gave me somebody elses umbrella?

I had unfortunately omitted to bring my own out with me this morning.

I never heard of such a thing!

Merely practical Socialism. Other people are content to talk about the Redistribution of Property. I go out and do it.

But wont he be awfully angry when he finds out it has gone?

He has found out. And it was pretty to see his delight. I explained the circumstances, and he was charmed to have been of service to you.

The door opened again, and this time it was Miss Clarkson in person who entered. She had found Enquiries statement over the speaking-tube rambling and unsatisfactory, and had come to investigate for herself the reason why the machinery of the office was being held up.

Oh, I must go, said Eve, as she saw her. Im interrupting your business.

Im so glad youre still here, dear, said Miss Clarkson. I have just been looking over my files, and I see that there is one vacancy. For a nurse, said Miss Clarkson with a touch of the apologetic in her voice.

Oh, no, thats all right, said Eve. I dont really need anything. But thanks ever so much for bothering.

She smiled affectionately upon the proprietress, bestowed another smile upon Psmith as he opened the door for her, and went out. Psmith turned away from the door with a thoughtful look upon his face.

Is that young lady a nurse? he asked.

Do you want a nurse? inquired Miss Clarkson, at once the woman of business.

I want that nurse, said Psmith with conviction.

She is a delightful girl, said Miss Clarkson with enthusiasm. There is no one in whom I would feel more confidence in recommending to a position. She is a Miss Halliday, the daughter of a very clever but erratic writer, who died some years ago. I can speak with particular knowledge of Miss Halliday, for I was for many years an assistant mistress at Wayland House, where she was at school. She is a charming, warm-hearted, impulsive girl. . . . But you will hardly want to hear all this.

On the contrary, said Psmith, I could listen for hours. You have stumbled upon my favourite subject.

Miss Clarkson eyed him a little doubtfully, and decided that it would be best to reintroduce the business theme.

Perhaps, when you say you are looking for a nurse, you mean you need a hospital nurse?

My friends have sometimes suggested it.

Miss Hallidays greatest experience has, of course, been as a governess.

A governess is just as good, said Psmith agreeably.

Miss Clarkson began to be conscious of a sensation of being out of her depth.

How old are your children, sir? she asked.

I fear, said Psmith, you are peeping into Volume Two. This romance has only just started.

I am afraid, said Miss Clarkson, now completely fogged, I do not quite understand. What exactly are you looking for?

Psmith flicked a speck of fluff from his coat-sleeve.

A job, he said.

A job! echoed Miss Clarkson, her voice breaking in an amazed squeak.

Psmith raised his eyebrows.

You seem surprised. Isnt this a job emporium?

This is an Employment Bureau, admitted Miss Clarkson.

I knew it, I knew it, said Psmith. Something seemed to tell me. Possibly it was the legend Employment Bureau over the door. And those framed testimonials would convince the most sceptical. Yes, Miss Clarkson, I want a job, and I feel somehow that you are the woman to find it for me. I have inserted an advertisement in the papers, expressing my readiness to undertake any form of employment, but I have since begun to wonder if after all this will lead to wealth and fame. At any rate, it is wise to attack the great world from another angle as well, so I come to you.

But you must excuse me if I remark that this application of yours strikes me as most extraordinary.

Why? I am young, active, and extremely broke.

But your — er — your clothes . . .

Psmith squinted, not without complacency, down a faultlessly fitting waistcoat, and flicked another speck of dust off his sleeve.

You consider me well dressed? he said. You find me natty? Well, well, perhaps you are right, perhaps you are right. But consider, Miss Clarkson. If one expects to find employment in these days of strenuous competition, one must be neatly and decently clad. Employers look askance at a baggy trouser-leg. A zippy waistcoat is more to them than an honest heart. This beautiful crease was obtained with the aid of the mattress upon which I tossed feverishly last night in my attic room.

I cant take you seriously.

Oh, dont say that, please.

You really want me to find you work?

I prefer the term employment.

Miss Clarkson produced a notebook.

If you are really not making this application just as a joke . . .

I assure you, no. My entire capital consists, in specie, of about ten pounds.

Then perhaps you will tell me your name.

Ah! Things are beginning to move. The name is Psmith. P-smith. The p is silent.

Psmith?

Psmith.

Miss Clarkson brooded over this for a moment in almost pained silence, then recovered her slipping grip of affairs.

I think, she said, you had better give me a few particulars about yourself.

There is nothing I should like better, responded Psmith warmly. I am always ready — I may say eager — to tell people the story of my life, but in this rushing age I get little encouragement. Let us start at the beginning. My infancy. When I was but a babe, my eldest sister was bribed with sixpence an hour by my nurse to keep an eye on me and see that I did not raise Cain. At the end of the first day she struck for a shilling, and got it. We now pass to my boyhood. At an early age I was sent to Eton, everybody predicting a bright career for me. Those were happy days, Miss Clarkson. A merry, laughing lad with curly hair and a sunny smile, it is not too much to say that I was the pet of the place. The old cloisters. . . . But I am boring you. I can see it in your eye.

No, no, protested Miss Clarkson. But what I meant was . . . I thought you might have had some experience in some particular line of . . . In fact, what sort of work . . . ?

Employment.

What sort of employment do you require?

Broadly speaking, said Psmith, any reasonably salaried position that has nothing to do with fish.

Fish! quavered Miss Clarkson, slipping again. Why fish?

Because, Miss Clarkson, the fish trade was until this morning my walk in life, and my soul has sickened of it.

You are in the fish trade? squeaked Miss Clarkson, with an amazed glance at the knife-like crease in his trousers.

These are not my working clothes, said Psmith, following and interpreting her glance. Yes, owing to a financial upheaval in my branch of the family, I was until this morning at the beck and call of an uncle who unfortunately happens to be a Mackerel Monarch or a Sardine Sultan, or whatever these merchant princes are called who rule the fish market. He insisted on my going into the business to learn it from the bottom up, thinking, no doubt, that I would follow in his footsteps and eventually work my way to the position of a Whitebait Wizard. Alas! he was too sanguine. It was not to be, said Psmith solemnly, fixing an owl-like gaze on Miss Clarkson through his eyeglass.

No? said Miss Clarkson.

No. Last night I was obliged to inform him that the fish business was all right, but it wouldnt do, and that I proposed to sever my connection with the firm for ever. I may say at once that there ensued something in the nature of a family earthquake. Hard words, sighed Psmith. Black looks. Unseemly wrangle. And the upshot of it all was that my uncle washed his hands of me and drove me forth into the great world. Hence my anxiety to find employment. My uncle has definitely withdrawn his countenance from me, Miss Clarkson.

Dear, dear! murmured the proprietress sympathetically.

Yes. He is a hard man, and he judges his fellows solely by their devotion to fish. I never in my life met a man so wrapped up in a subject. For years he has been practically a monomaniac on the subject of fish. So much so that he actually looks like one. It is as if he had taken one of those auto-suggestion courses and had kept saying to himself, Every day, in every way, I grow more and more like a fish. His closest friends can hardly tell now whether he more nearly resembles a halibut or a cod. . . . But I am boring you again with this family gossip?

He eyed Miss Clarkson with such a sudden and penetrating glance that she started nervously.

No, no, she exclaimed.

You relieve my apprehensions. I am only too well aware that, when fairly launched on the topic of fish, I am more than apt to weary my audience. I cannot understand this enthusiasm for fish. My uncle used to talk about an unusually large catch of pilchards in Cornwall in much the same awed way as a right-minded curate would talk about the spiritual excellence of his bishop. To me, Miss Clarkson, from the very start, the fish business was what I can only describe as a wash-out. It nauseated my finer feelings. It got right in amongst my fibres. I had to rise and partake of a simple breakfast at about four in the morning, after which I would make my way to Billingsgate Market and stand for some hours knee-deep in dead fish of every description. A jolly life for a cat, no doubt, but a bit too thick for a Shropshire Psmith. Mine, Miss Clarkson, is a refined and poetic nature. I like to be surrounded by joy and life, and I know nothing more joyless and deader than a dead fish. Multiply that dead fish by a million, and you have an environment which only a Dante could contemplate with equanimity. My uncle used to tell me that the way to ascertain whether a fish was fresh was to peer into its eyes. Could I spend the springtime of life staring into the eyes of dead fish? No! He rose. Well, I will not detain you any longer. Thank you for the unfailing courtesy and attention with which you have listened to me. You can understand now why my talents are on the market and why I am compelled to state specifically that no employment can be considered which has anything to do with fish. I am convinced that you will shortly have something particularly good to offer me.

I dont know that I can say that, Mr. Psmith.

The p is silent, as in pshrimp, he reminded her. Oh, by the way, he said, pausing at the door, there is one other thing before I go. While I was waiting for you to be disengaged, I chanced on an instalment of a serial story in The Girls Pet for January, 1919. My search for the remaining issues proved fruitless. The title was Her Honour At Stake, by Jane Emmeline Moss. You dont happen to know how it all came out in the end, do you? Did Lord Eustace ever learn that, when he found Clarice in Sir Jaspers rooms at midnight, she had only gone there to recover some compromising letters for a girl friend? You dont know? I feared as much. Well, good morning, Miss Clarkson, good morning. I leave my future in your hands with a light heart.

I will do my best for you, of course.

And what, said Psmith cordially, could be better than Miss Clarksons best?

He closed the door gently behind him, and went out. Struck by a kindly thought, he tapped upon Enquiries window, and beamed benevolently as her bobbed head shot into view.

They tell me, he said, that Aspidistra is much fancied for the four oclock race at Birmingham this afternoon. I give the information without prejudice, for what it is worth. Good day!


CHAPTER VI

LORD EMSWORTH MEETS A POET

[image: img199.jpg]

§ 1

The rain had stopped when Psmith stepped out into the street, and the sun was shining again in that half blustering, half apologetic manner which it affects on its reappearance after a summer shower. The pavements glistened cheerfully, and the air had a welcome freshness. Pausing at the corner, he pondered for a moment as to the best method of passing the hour and twenty minutes which must elapse before he could reasonably think of lunching. The fact that the offices of the Morning Globe were within easy strolling distance decided him to go thither and see if the first post had brought anything in the shape of answers to his advertisements. And his energy was rewarded a few minutes later when Box 365 on being opened yielded up quite a little budget of literary matter. No fewer than seven letters in all. A nice bag.

What, however, had appeared at first sight evidence of a pleasing ebullition of enterprise on the part of the newspaper-reading public turned out on closer inspection, when he had retired to a corner where he could concentrate in peace, a hollow delusion. Enterprising in a sense though the communications were — and they certainly showed the writers as men of considerable ginger and business push — to Psmith they came as a disappointment. He had expected better things. These letters were not at all what he had paid good money to receive. They missed the point altogether. The right spirit, it seemed to him, was entirely absent.

The first envelope, attractive though it looked from the outside, being of an expensive brand of stationery and gaily adorned with a somewhat startling crest merely contained a pleasantly-worded offer from a Mr. Alistair MacDougall to advance him any sum from ten to fifty thousand pounds on his note of hand only. The second revealed a similar proposal from another Scot named Colin MacDonald. While in the third Mr. Ian Campbell was prepared to go as high as one hundred thousand. All three philanthropists had but one stipulation to make — they would have no dealings with minors. Youth, with all its glorious traditions, did not seem to appeal to them. But they cordially urged Psmith, in the event of his having celebrated his twenty-first birthday, to come round to the office and take the stuff away in a sack.

Keeping his head well in the midst of this shower of riches, Psmith dropped the three letters with a sigh into the waste-paper basket, and opened the next in order. This was a bulky envelope, and its contents consisted of a printed brochure entitled, This Night Shall Thy Soul Be Required Of Thee — while, by a curious and appropriate coincidence, Number Five proved to be a circular from an energetic firm of coffin-makers offering to bury him for eight pounds ten. Number Six, also printed, was a manifesto from one Howard Hill, of Newmarket, recommending him to apply without delay for Hills Three-Horse Special, without which — (Who, demanded Mr. Hill in large type, gave you Wibbly-Wob for the Jubilee Cup?) — no sportsman could hope to accomplish the undoing of the bookmakers.

Although by doing so he convicted himself of that very lack of enterprise which he had been deploring in the great public, Psmith placed this communication with the others in the waste-paper baskets. There now remained only Number Seven, and a slight flicker of hope returned to him when he perceived that this envelope was addressed by hand and not in typescript. He opened it.

Beyond a doubt he had kept the pick of the bunch to the last. Here was something that made up for all those other disappointments. Written in a scrawly and apparently agitated hand, the letter ran as follows:

If R. Psmith will meet the writer in the lobby of the Piccadilly Palace Hotel at twelve sharp, Friday, July 1, business may result if business meant and terms reasonable. R. Psmith will wear a pink chrysanthemum in his buttonhole, and will say to the writer, There will be rain in Northumberland to-morrow, to which the writer will reply, Good for the crops. Kindly be punctual.

A pleased smile played about Psmiths solemn face as he read this communication for the second time. It was much more the sort of thing for which he had been hoping. Although his closest friend, Mike Jackson, was a young man of complete ordinariness, Psmiths tastes when he sought companionship lay as a rule in the direction of the bizarre. He preferred his humanity eccentric. And the writer, to judge him by this specimen of his correspondence, appeared to be eccentric enough for the most exacting taste. Whether this promising person turned out to be a ribald jester or an earnest crank, Psmith felt no doubt whatever as to the advisability of following the matter up. Whichever he might be, his society ought to afford entertainment during the interval before lunch. Psmith glanced at his watch. The hour was a quarter to twelve. He would be able to secure the necessary chrysanthemum and reach the Piccadilly Palace Hotel by twelve sharp, thus achieving the businesslike punctuality on which the unknown writer seemed to set such store.

* * * * *

It was not until he had entered a florists shop on the way to the tryst that it was borne in upon him that the adventure was going to have its drawbacks. The first of these was the chrysanthemum. Preoccupied with the rest of the communication, Psmith, when he had read the letter, had not given much thought to the decoration which it would be necessary for him to wear; and it was only when, in reply to his demand for a chrysanthemum, the florist came forward, almost hidden, like the army at Dunsinane, behind what looked like a small shrubbery, that he realised what he, a correct and fastidious dresser, was up against.

Is that a chrysanthemum?

Yes, sir. Pink chrysanthemum.

One?

Yes, sir. One pink chrysanthemum.

Psmith regarded the repellent object with disfavour through his eyeglass. Then, having placed it in his buttonhole, he proceeded on his way, feeling like some wild thing peering through the undergrowth. The distressing shrub completely spoiled his walk.

Arrived at the hotel and standing in the lobby, he perceived the existence of further complications. The lobby was in its usual state of congestion, it being a recognised meeting-place for those who did not find it convenient to go as far east as that traditional rendezvous of Londoners, the spot under the clock at Charing Cross Station; and the writer, while giving instructions as to how Psmith should ornament his exterior, had carelessly omitted to mention how he himself was to be recognised. A rollicking, slap-dash conspirator, was Psmiths opinion.

It seemed best to take up a position as nearly as possible in the centre of the lobby and stand there until the writer, lured by the chrysanthemum, should come forward and start something. This he accordingly did, but when at the end of ten minutes nothing had happened beyond a series of collisions with perhaps a dozen hurrying visitors to the hotel, he decided on a more active course. A young man of sporting appearance had been standing beside him for the last five minutes, and ever and anon this young man had glanced with some impatience at his watch. He was plainly waiting for someone, so Psmith tried the formula on him.

There will be rain, said Psmith, in Northumberland to-morrow.

The young man looked at him, not without interest, certainly, but without that gleam of intelligence in his eye which Psmith had hoped to see.

What? he replied.

There will be rain in Northumberland to-morrow.

Thanks, Zadkiel, said the young man. Deuced gratifying, Im sure. I suppose you couldnt predict the winner of the Goodwood Cup as well?

He then withdrew rapidly to intercept a young woman in a large hat who had just come through the swing doors. Psmith was forced to the conclusion that this was not his man. He was sorry on the whole, for he had seemed a pleasant fellow.

As Psmith had taken up a stationary position and the population of the lobby was for the most part in a state of flux, he was finding himself next to someone new all the time; and now he decided to accost the individual whom the re-shuffle had just brought elbow to elbow with him. This was a jovial-looking soul with a flowered waistcoat, a white hat, and a mottled face. Just the man who might have written that letter.

The effect upon this person of Psmiths meteorological remark was instantaneous. A light of the utmost friendliness shone in his beautifully-shaven face as he turned. He seized Psmiths hand and gripped it with a delightful heartiness. He had the air of a man who has found a friend, and what is more, an old friend. He had a sort of journeys-end-in-lovers-meeting look.

My dear old chap! he cried. Ive been waiting for you to speak for the last five minutes. Knew wed met before somewhere, but couldnt place you. Face familiar as the dickens, of course. Well, well, well! And how are they all?

Who? said Psmith courteously.

Why, the boys, my dear chap.

Oh, the boys?

The dear old boys, said the other, specifying more exactly. He slapped Psmith on the shoulder. What times those were, eh?

Which? said Psmith.

The times we all used to have together.

Oh, those? said Psmith.

Something of discouragement seemed to creep over the others exuberance, as a cloud creeps over the summer sky. But he persevered.

Fancy meeting you again like this!

It is a small world, agreed Psmith.

Id ask you to come and have a drink, said the jovial one, with the slight increase of tensity which comes to a man who approaches the core of a business deal, but the fact is my ass of a man sent me out this morning without a penny. Forgot to give me my note-case. Damn careless! Ill have to sack the fellow.

Annoying, certainly, said Psmith.

I wish I could have stood you a drink, said the other wistfully.

Of all sad words of tongue or pen, the saddest are these, It might have been, sighed Psmith.

Ill tell you what, said the jovial one, inspired. Lend me a fiver, my dear old boy. Thats the best way out of the difficulty. I can send it round to your hotel or wherever you are this evening when I get home.

A sweet, sad smile played over Psmiths face.

Leave me, comrade! he murmured.

Eh?

Pass along, old friend, pass along.

Resignation displaced joviality in the others countenance.

Nothing doing? he inquired.

Nothing.

Well, there was no harm in trying, argued the other.

None whatever.

You see, said the now far less jovial man confidentially, you look such a perfect mug with that eyeglass that it tempts a chap.

I can quite understand how it must!

No offence.

Assuredly not.

The white hat disappeared through the swing doors, and Psmith returned to his quest. He engaged the attention of a middle-aged man in a snuff-coloured suit who had just come within hail.

There will be rain in Northumberland to-morrow, he said.

The man peered at him inquiringly.

Hey? he said.

Psmith repeated his observation.

Huh? said the man.

Psmith was beginning to lose the unruffled calm which made him such an impressive figure to the public eye. He had not taken into consideration the possibility that the object of his search might be deaf. It undoubtedly added to the embarrassment of the pursuit. He was moving away, when a hand fell on his sleeve.

Psmith turned. The hand which still grasped his sleeve belonged to an elegantly dressed young man of somewhat nervous and feverish appearance. During his recent vigil Psmith had noticed this young man standing not far away, and had had half a mind to include him in the platoon of new friends he was making that morning.

I say, said this young man in a tense whisper, did I hear you say that there would be rain in Northumberland to-morrow?

If, said Psmith, you were anywhere within the radius of a dozen yards while I was chatting with the recent deaf adder, I think it is possible that you did.

Good for the crops, said the young man. Come over here where we can talk quietly.

§ 2

So youre R. Psmith? said the young man, when they had made their way to a remote corner of the lobby, apart from the throng.

The same.

I say, dash it, youre frightfully late, you know. I told you to be here at twelve sharp. Its nearly twelve past.

You wrong me, said Psmith. I arrived here precisely at twelve. Since when, I have been standing like Patience on a monument. . . .

Like what?

Let it go, said Psmith. It is not important.

I asked you to wear a pink chrysanthemum. So I could recognise you, you know.

I am wearing a pink chrysanthemum. I should have imagined that that was a fact that the most casual could hardly have overlooked.

That thing? The other gazed disparagingly at the floral decoration. I thought it was some kind of cabbage. I meant one of those little what-dyou-may-call-its that people do wear in their button-holes.

Carnation, possibly?

Carnation! Thats right.

Psmith removed the chrysanthemum and dropped it behind his chair. He looked at his companion reproachfully.

If you had studied botany at school, comrade, he said, much misery might have been averted. I cannot begin to tell you the spiritual agony I suffered, trailing through the metropolis behind that shrub.

Whatever decent sympathy and remorse the other might have shown at these words was swept away in the shock resultant on a glance at his watch. Not for an instant during this brief return of his to London had Freddie Threepwood been unmindful of his fathers stern injunction to him to catch the twelve-fifty train back to Market Blandings. If he missed it, there would be the deuce of a lot of unpleasantness, and unpleasantness in the home was the one thing Freddie wanted to avoid nowadays; for, like a prudent convict in a prison, he hoped by exemplary behaviour to get his sentence of imprisonment at Blandings Castle reduced for good conduct.

Good Lord! Ive only got about five minutes. Got to talk quick. . . . About this thing. This business. That advertisement of yours.

Ah, yes. My advertisement. It interested you?

Was it on the level?

Assuredly. We Psmiths do not deceive.

Freddie looked at him doubtfully.

You know, you arent a bit like I expected youd be.

In what respect, inquired Psmith, do I fall short of the ideal?

It isnt so much falling short. Its — oh, I dont know . . . Well, yes, if you want to know, I thought youd be a tougher specimen altogether. I got the impression from your advertisement that you were down and out and ready for anything, and you look as if you were on your way to a garden-party at Buckingham Palace.

Ah! said Psmith, enlightened. It is my costume that is causing these doubts in your mind. This is the second time this morning that such a misunderstanding has occurred. Have no misgivings. These trousers may sit well, but, if they do, it is because the pockets are empty.

Are you really broke?

As broke as the Ten Commandments.

Im hanged if I can believe it.

Suppose I brush my hat the wrong way for a moment? said Psmith obligingly. Would that help?

His companion remained silent for a few moments. In spite of the fact that he was in so great a hurry and that every minute that passed brought nearer the moment when he would be compelled to tear himself away and make a dash for Paddington Station, Freddie was finding it difficult to open the subject he had come there to discuss.

Look here, he said at length, I shall have to trust you, dash it.

You could pursue no better course.

Its like this. Im trying to raise a thousand quid . . .

I regret that I cannot offer to advance it to you myself. I have, indeed, already been compelled to decline to lend a gentleman who claimed to be an old friend of mine so small a sum as a fiver. But there is a dear, obliging soul of the name of Alistair MacDougall who . . .

Good Lord! You dont think Im trying to touch you?

That impression did flit through my mind.

Oh, dash it, no. No, but — well, as I was saying, Im frightfully keen to get hold of a thousand quid.

So am I, said Psmith. Two minds with but a single thought. How do you propose to start about it? For my part, I must freely confess that I havent a notion. I am stumped. The cry goes round the chancelleries, Psmith is baffled!

I say, old thing, said Freddie plaintively, you couldnt talk a bit less, could you? Ive only got about two minutes.

I beg your pardon. Proceed.

Its so dashed difficult to know how to begin the thing. I mean, its all a bit complicated till you get the hang of it. . . . Look here, you said in your advertisement that you had no objection to crime.

Psmith considered the point.

Within reason — and if undetected — I see no objection to two-pennorth of crime.

Well, look here . . . look here . . . Well, look here, said Freddie, will you steal my aunts diamond necklace?

Psmith placed his monocle in his eye and bent gravely toward his companion.

Steal your aunts necklace? he said indulgently.

Yes.

You do not think she might consider it a liberty from one to whom she has never been introduced?

What Freddie might have replied to this pertinent question will never be known, for at this moment, looking nervously at his watch for the twentieth time, he observed that the hands had passed the half-hour and were well on their way to twenty-five minutes to one. He bounded up with a cry.

I must go! I shall miss that damned train!

And meanwhile . . . ? said Psmith.

The familiar phrase — the words And meanwhile had occurred at least once in every film Freddie had ever seen — had the effect of wrenching the latters mind back to the subject in hand for a moment. Freddie was not a clear-thinking young man, but even he could see that he had left the negotiations suspended at a very satisfactory point. Nevertheless, he had to catch that twelve-fifty.

Write and tell me what you think about it, panted Freddie, skimming through the lobby like a swallow.

You have unfortunately omitted to leave a name and address, Psmith pointed out, following him at an easy jog-trot.

In spite of his hurry, a prudence born of much movie-seeing restrained Freddie from supplying the information asked for. Give away your name and address and you never knew what might happen.

Ill write to you, he cried, racing for a cab.

I shall count the minutes, said Psmith courteously.

Drive like blazes! said Freddie to the chauffeur.

Where? inquired the man, not unreasonably.

Eh? Oh, Paddington.

The cab whirled off, and Psmith, pleasantly conscious of a morning not ill-spent, gazed after it pensively for a moment. Then, with the feeling that the authorities of Colney Hatch or some kindred establishment had been extraordinarily negligent, he permitted his mind to turn with genial anticipation in the direction of lunch. For, though he had celebrated his first day of emancipation from Billingsgate Fish Market by rising late and breakfasting later, he had become aware by now of that not unpleasant emptiness which is the silent luncheon-gong of the soul.

§ 3

The minor problem now presented itself of where to lunch; and with scarcely a moments consideration he dismissed those large, noisy, and bustling restaurants which lie near Piccadilly Circus. After a morning spent with Eve Halliday and the young man who was going about the place asking people to steal his aunts necklace, it was imperative that he select some place where he could sit and think quietly. Any food of which he partook must be consumed in calm, even cloistral surroundings, unpolluted by the presence of a first violin who tied himself into knots and an orchestra in whose lexicon there was no such word as piano. One of his clubs seemed indicated.

In the days of his prosperity, Psmiths father, an enthusiastic clubman, had enrolled his sons name on the list of several institutions: and now, although the lean years had arrived, he was still a member of six, and would continue to be a member till the beginning of the new year and the consequent call for fresh subscriptions. These clubs ranged from the Drones, frankly frivolous, to the Senior Conservative, solidly worthy. Almost immediately Psmith decided that for such a mood as was upon him at the moment, the latter might have been specially constructed.

Anybody familiar with the interior of the Senior Conservative Club would have applauded his choice. In the whole of London no better haven could have been found by one desirous of staying his interior with excellently-cooked food while passing his soul under a leisurely examination. They fed you well at the Drones, too, no doubt: but there Youth held carnival, and the thoughtful man, examining his soul, was apt at any moment to have his meditations broken in upon by a chunk of bread, dexterously thrown by some bright spirit at an adjoining table. No horror of that description could possibly occur at the Senior Conservative. The Senior Conservative has six thousand one hundred and eleven members. Some of the six thousand one hundred and eleven are more respectable than the others, but they are all respectable — whether they be numbered among the oldest inhabitants like the Earl of Emsworth, who joined as a country member in 1888, or are among the recent creations of the last election of candidates. They are bald, reverend men, who look as if they are on their way to the City to preside at directors meetings or have dropped in after conferring with the Prime Minister at Downing Street as to the prospects at the coming by-election in the Little Wabsley Division.

With the quiet dignity which atoned for his lack in years in this stronghold of mellow worth, Psmith mounted the steps, passed through the doors which were obligingly flung open for him by two uniformed dignitaries, and made his way to the coffee-room. Here, having selected a table in the middle of the room and ordered a simple and appetising lunch, he gave himself up to thoughts of Eve Halliday. As he had confessed to his young friend Mr. Walderwick, she had made a powerful impression upon him. He was tearing himself from his day-dreams in order to wrestle with a mutton chop, when a foreign body shot into his orbit and blundered heavily against the table. Looking up, he perceived a long, thin, elderly gentleman of pleasantly vague aspect, who immediately began to apologise.

My dear sir, I am extremely sorry. I trust I have caused no damage.

None whatever, replied Psmith courteously.

The fact is, I have mislaid my glasses. Blind as a bat without them. Cant see where Im going.

A gloomy-looking young man with long and disordered hair, who stood at the elderly gentlemans elbow, coughed suggestively. He was shuffling restlessly, and appeared to be anxious to close the episode and move on. A young man, evidently, of highly-strung temperament. He had a sullen air.

The elderly gentleman started vaguely at the sound of the cough.

Eh? he said, as if in answer to some spoken remark. Oh, yes, quite so, quite so, my dear fellow. Mustnt stop here chatting, eh? Had to apologise, though. Nearly upset this gentlemans table. Cant see where Im going without my glasses. Blind as a bat. Eh? What? Quite so, quite so.

He ambled off, doddering cheerfully, while his companion still preserved his look of sulky aloofness. Psmith gazed after them with interest.

Can you tell me, he asked of the waiter, who was rallying round with the potatoes, who that was?

The waiter followed his glance.

Dont know who the young gentleman is, sir. Guest here, I fancy. The old gentleman is the Earl of Emsworth. Lives in the country and doesnt often come to the club. Very absent-minded gentleman, they tell me. Potatoes, sir?

Thank you, said Psmith.

The waiter drifted away, and returned.

I have been looking at the guest-book, sir. The name of the gentleman lunching with Lord Emsworth is Mr. Ralston McTodd.

Thank you very much. I am sorry you had the trouble.

No trouble, sir.

Psmith resumed his meal.

§ 4

The sullen demeanour of the young man who had accompanied Lord Emsworth through the coffee-room accurately reflected the emotions which were vexing his troubled soul. Ralston McTodd, the powerful young singer of Saskatoon (Plumbs the depths of human emotion and strikes a new note — Montreal Star. Very readable — Ipsilanti Herald), had not enjoyed his lunch. The pleasing sense of importance induced by the fact that for the first time in his life he was hob-nobbing with a genuine earl had given way after ten minutes of his hosts society to a mingled despair and irritation which had grown steadily deeper as the meal proceeded. It is not too much to say that by the time the fish course arrived it would have been a relief to Mr. McTodds feelings if he could have taken up the butter-dish and banged it down, butter and all, on his lordships bald head.

A temperamental young man was Ralston McTodd. He liked to be the centre of the picture, to do the talking, to air his views, to be listened to respectfully and with interest by a submissive audience. At the meal which had just concluded none of these reasonable demands had been permitted to him. From the very beginning, Lord Emsworth had collared the conversation and held it with a gentle, bleating persistency against all assaults. Five times had Mr. McTodd almost succeeded in launching one of his best epigrams, only to see it swept away on the tossing flood of a lecture on hollyhocks. At the sixth attempt he had managed to get it out, complete and sparkling, and the old ass opposite him had taken it in his stride like a hurdle and gone galloping off about the mental and moral defects of a creature named Angus McAllister, who appeared to be his head gardener or something of the kind. The luncheon, though he was a hearty feeder and as a rule appreciative of good cooking, had turned to ashes in Mr. McTodds mouth, and it was a soured and chafing Singer of Saskatoon who dropped scowlingly into an arm-chair by the window of the lower smoking-room a few moments later. We introduce Ralston McTodd to the reader, in short, at a moment when he is very near the breaking-point. A little more provocation, and goodness knows what he may not do. For the time being, he is merely leaning back in his chair and scowling. He has a faint hope, however, that a cigar may bring some sort of relief, and he is waiting for one to be ordered for him.

The Earl of Emsworth did not see the scowl. He had not really seen Mr. McTodd at all from the moment of his arrival at the club, when somebody, who sounded like the head porter, had informed him that a gentleman was waiting to see him and had led him up to a shapeless blur which had introduced itself as his expected guest. The loss of his glasses had had its usual effect on Lord Emsworth, making the world a misty place in which indefinite objects swam dimly like fish in muddy water. Not that this mattered much, seeing that he was in London, for in London there was never anything worth looking at. Beyond a vague feeling that it would be more comfortable on the whole if he had his glasses — a feeling just strong enough to have made him send off a messenger boy to his hotel to hunt for them — Lord Emsworth had not allowed lack of vision to interfere with his enjoyment of the proceedings.

And, unlike Mr. McTodd, he had been enjoying himself very much. A good listener, this young man, he felt. Very soothing, the way he had constituted himself a willing audience, never interrupting or thrusting himself forward, as is so often the deplorable tendency of the modern young man. Lord Emsworth was bound to admit that, much as he had disliked the idea of going to London to pick up this poet or whatever he was, the thing had turned out better than he had expected. He liked Mr. McTodds silent but obvious interest in flowers, his tacit but warm-hearted sympathy in the matter of Angus McAllister. He was glad he was coming to Blandings. It would be agreeable to conduct him personally through the gardens, to introduce him to Angus McAllister and allow him to plumb for himself the black abysses of that outcasts mental processes.

Meanwhile, he had forgotten all about ordering that cigar . . .

In large gardens where ample space permits, said Lord Emsworth, dropping cosily into his chair and taking up the conversation at the point where it had been broken off, nothing is more desirable than that there should be some places, or one at least, of quiet greenery alone, without any flowers whatever. I see that you agree with me.

Mr. McTodd had not agreed with him. The grunt which Lord Emsworth had taken for an exclamation of rapturous adhesion to his sentiments had been merely a sort of bubble of sound rising from the tortured depths of Mr. McTodds suffering soul — the cry, as the poet beautifully puts it, of some strong smoker in his agony. The desire to smoke had now gripped Mr. McTodds very vitals; but, as some lingering remains of the social sense kept him from asking point-blank for the cigar for which he yearned, he sought in his mind for a way of approaching the subject obliquely.

In no other way, proceeded Lord Emsworth, can the brilliancy of flowers be so keenly enjoyed as by . . .

Talking of flowers, said Mr. McTodd, it is a fact, I believe, that tobacco smoke is good for roses.

. . . as by pacing for a time, said Lord Emsworth, in some cool, green alley, and then passing on to the flowery places. It is partly, no doubt, the unconscious working out of some optical law, the explanation of which in everyday language is that the eye . . .

Some people say that smoking is bad for the eyes. I dont agree with them, said Mr. McTodd warmly.

. . . being, as it were, saturated with the green colour, is the more attuned to receive the others, especially the reds. It was probably some such consideration that influenced the designers of the many old gardens of England in devoting so much attention to the cult of the yew tree. When you come to Blandings, my dear fellow, I will show you our celebrated yew alley. And, when you see it, you will agree that I was right in taking the stand I did against Angus McAllisters pernicious views.

I was lunching in a club yesterday, said Mr. McTodd, with the splendid McTodd doggedness, where they had no matches on the tables in the smoking-room. Only spills. It made it very inconvenient . . .

Angus McAllister, said Lord Emsworth, is a professional gardener. I need say no more. You know as well as I do, my dear fellow, what professional gardeners are like when it is a question of moss . . .

What it meant was that, when you wanted to light your after-luncheon cigar, you had to get up and go to a gas-burner on a bracket at the other end of the room . . .

Moss, for some obscure reason, appears to infuriate them. It rouses their basest passions. Nature intended a yew alley to be carpeted with a mossy growth. The mossy path in the yew alley at Blandings is in true relation for colour to the trees and grassy edges; yet will you credit it that that soulless disgrace to Scotland actually wished to grub it all up and have a rolled gravel path staring up from beneath those immemorial trees! I have already told you how I was compelled to give in to him in the matter of the hollyhocks — head gardeners of any ability at all are rare in these days and one has to make concessions — but this was too much. I was perfectly friendly and civil about it. Certainly, McAllister, I said, you may have your gravel path if you wish it. I make but one proviso, that you construct it over my dead body. Only when I am weltering in my blood on the threshold of that yew alley shall you disturb one inch of my beautiful moss. Try to remember, McAllister, I said, still quite cordially, that you are not laying out a recreation ground in a Glasgow suburb — you are proposing to make an eyesore of what is possibly the most beautiful nook in one of the finest and oldest gardens in the United Kingdom. He made some repulsive Scotch noise at the back of his throat, and there the matter rests. . . . Let me, my dear fellow, said Lord Emsworth, writhing down into the depths of his chair like an aristocratic snake until his spine rested snugly against the leather, let me describe for you the Yew Alley at Blandings. Entering from the west . . .

Mr. McTodd gave up the struggle and sank back, filled with black and deleterious thoughts, into a tobacco-less hell. The smoking-room was full now, and on all sides fragrant blue clouds arose from the little groups of serious thinkers who were discussing what Gladstone had said in 78. Mr. McTodd, as he watched them, had something of the emotions of the Peri excluded from Paradise. So reduced was he by this time that he would have accepted gratefully the meanest straight-cut cigarette in place of the Corona of his dreams. But even this poor substitute for smoking was denied him.

Lord Emsworth droned on. Having approached from the west, he was now well inside the yew alley.

Many of the yews, no doubt, have taken forms other than those that were originally designed. Some are like turned chessmen; some might be taken for adaptations of human figures, for one can trace here and there a hat-covered head or a spreading petticoat. Some rise in solid blocks with rounded roof and stemless mushroom finial. These have for the most part arched recesses, forming arbours. One of the tallest . . . Eh? What?

Lord Emsworth blinked vaguely at the waiter who had sidled up. A moment before he had been a hundred odd miles away, and it was not easy to adjust his mind immediately to the fact that he was in the smoking-room of the Senior Conservative Club.

Eh? What?

A messenger boy has just arrived with these, your lordship.

Lord Emsworth peered in a dazed and woolly manner at the proffered spectacle-case. Intelligence returned to him.

Oh, thank you. Thank you very much. My glasses. Capital! Thank you, thank you, thank you.

He removed the glasses from their case and placed them on his nose: and instantly the world sprang into being before his eyes, sharp and well-defined. It was like coming out of a fog.

Dear me! he said in a self-congratulatory voice.

Then abruptly he sat up, transfixed. The lower smoking-room at the Senior Conservative Club is on the street level, and Lord Emsworths chair faced the large window. Through this, as he raised his now spectacled face, he perceived for the first time that among the row of shops on the opposite side of the road was a jaunty new florists. It had not been there at his last visit to the metropolis, and he stared at it raptly, as a small boy would stare at a saucer of ice-cream if such a thing had suddenly descended from heaven immediately in front of him. And, like a small boy in such a situation, he had eyes for nothing else. He did not look at his guest. Indeed, in the ecstasy of his discovery, he had completely forgotten that he had a guest.

Any flower shop, however small, was a magnet to the Earl of Emsworth. And this was a particularly spacious and arresting flower shop. Its window was gay with summer blooms. And Lord Emsworth, slowly rising from his chair, pointed like a dog that sees a pheasant.

Bless my soul! he murmured.

If the reader has followed with the closeness which it deserves the extremely entertaining conversation of his lordship recorded in the last few paragraphs, he will have noted a reference to hollyhocks. Lord Emsworth had ventilated the hollyhock question at some little length while seated at the luncheon table. But, as we had not the good fortune to be present at that enjoyable meal, a brief résumé of the situation must now be given and the intelligent public allowed to judge between his lordship and the uncompromising McAllister.

Briefly, the position was this. Many head gardeners are apt to favour in the hollyhock forms that one cannot but think have for their aim an ideal that is a false and unworthy one. Angus McAllister, clinging to the head-gardeneresque standard of beauty and correct form, would not sanction the wide outer petal. The flower, so Angus held, must be very tight and very round, like the uniform of a major-general. Lord Emsworth, on the other hand, considered this view narrow, and claimed the liberty to try for the very highest and truest beauty in hollyhocks. The loosely-folded inner petals of the hollyhock, he considered, invited a wonderful play and brilliancy of colour; while the wide outer petal, with its slightly waved surface and gently frilled edge . . . well, anyway, Lord Emsworth liked his hollyhocks floppy and Angus McAllister liked them tight, and bitter warfare had resulted, in which, as we have seen, his lordship had been compelled to give way. He had been brooding on this defeat ever since, and in the florist opposite he saw a possible sympathiser, a potential ally, an intelligent chum with whom he could get together and thoroughly damn Angus McAllisters Glaswegian obstinacy.

You would not have suspected Lord Emsworth, from a casual glance, of having within him the ability to move rapidly; but it is a fact that he was out of the smoking-room and skimming down the front steps of the club before Mr. McTodds jaw, which had fallen at the spectacle of his host bounding out of his horizon of vision like a jack-rabbit, had time to hitch itself up again. A moment later, Mr. McTodd, happening to direct his gaze out of the window, saw him whiz across the road and vanish into the florists shop.

It was at this juncture that Psmith, having finished his lunch, came downstairs to enjoy a quiet cup of coffee. The room was rather crowded, and the chair which Lord Emsworth had vacated offered a wide invitation. He made his way to it.

Is this chair occupied? he inquired politely. So politely that Mr. McTodds reply sounded by contrast even more violent than it might otherwise have done.

No, it isnt! snapped Mr. McTodd.

Psmith seated himself. He was feeling agreeably disposed to conversation.

Lord Emsworth has left you then? he said.

Is he a friend of yours? inquired Mr. McTodd in a voice that suggested that he was perfectly willing to accept a proxy as a target for his wrath.

I know him by sight. Nothing more.

Blast him! muttered Mr. McTodd with indescribable virulence.

Psmith eyed him inquiringly.

Correct me if I am wrong, he said, but I seem to detect in your manner a certain half-veiled annoyance. Is anything the matter?

Mr. McTodd barked bitterly.

Oh, no. Nothings the matter. Nothing whatever, except that that old beaver— — here he wronged Lord Emsworth, who, whatever his faults, was not a bearded man— that old beaver invited me to lunch, talked all the time about his infernal flowers, never let me get a word in edgeways, hadnt the common civility to offer me a cigar, and now has gone off without a word of apology and buried himself in that shop over the way. Ive never been so insulted in my life! raved Mr. McTodd.

Scarcely the perfect host, admitted Psmith.

And if he thinks, said Mr. McTodd, rising, that Im going to go and stay with him at his beastly castle after this, hes mistaken. Im supposed to go down there with him this evening. And perhaps the old fossil thinks I will! After this! A horrid laugh rolled up from Mr. McTodds interior. Likely! I see myself! After being insulted like this . . . Would you? he demanded.

Psmith gave the matter thought.

I am inclined to think no.

And so am I damned well inclined to think no! cried Mr. McTodd. Im going away now, this very minute. And if that old total loss ever comes back, you can tell him hes seen the last of me.

And Ralston McTodd, his blood boiling with justifiable indignation and pique to a degree dangerous on such a warm day, stalked off towards the door with a hard, set face. Through the door he stalked to the cloak-room for his hat and cane; then, his lips moving silently, he stalked through the hall, stalked down the steps, and passed from the scene, stalking furiously round the corner in quest of a tobacconists. At the moment of his disappearance, the Earl of Emsworth had just begun to give the sympathetic florist a limpid character-sketch of Angus McAllister.

* * * * *

Psmith shook his head sadly. These clashings of human temperament were very lamentable. They disturbed the after-luncheon repose of the man of sensibility. He ordered coffee, and endeavoured to forget the painful scene by thinking of Eve Halliday.

§ 5

The florist who had settled down to ply his trade opposite the Senior Conservative Club was a delightful fellow, thoroughly sound on the hollyhock question and so informative in the matter of delphiniums, achilleas, coreopsis, eryngiums, geums, lupines, bergamot and early phloxes that Lord Emsworth gave himself up whole-heartedly to the feast of reason and the flow of soul; and it was only some fifteen minutes later that he remembered that he had left a guest languishing in the lower smoking-room and that this guest might be thinking him a trifle remiss in the observance of the sacred duties of hospitality.

Bless my soul, yes! said his lordship, coming out from under the influence with a start.

Even then he could not bring himself to dash abruptly from the shop. Twice he reached the door and twice pottered back to sniff at flowers and say something he had forgotten to mention about the Stronger Growing Clematis. Finally, however, with one last, longing, lingering look behind, he tore himself away and trotted back across the road.

Arrived in the lower smoking-room, he stood in the doorway for a moment, peering. The place had been a blur to him when he had left it, but he remembered that he had been sitting in the middle window and, as there were only two seats by the window, that tall, dark young man in one of them must be the guest he had deserted. That he could be a changeling never occurred to Lord Emsworth. So pleasantly had the time passed in the shop across the way that he had the impression that he had only been gone a couple of minutes or so. He made his way to where the young man sat. A vague idea came into his head that the other had grown a bit in his absence, but it passed.

My dear fellow, he said genially, as he slid into the other chair, I really must apologise.

It was plain to Psmith that the other was under a misapprehension, and a really nice-minded young man would no doubt have put the matter right at once. The fact that it never for a single instant occurred to Psmith to do so was due, no doubt, to some innate defect in his character. He was essentially a young man who took life as it came, and the more inconsequently it came the better he liked it. Presently, he reflected, it would become necessary for him to make some excuse and steal quietly out of the others life; but meanwhile the situation seemed to him to present entertaining possibilities.

Not at all, he replied graciously. Not at all.

I was afraid for a moment, said Lord Emsworth, that you might — quite naturally — be offended.

Absurd!

Shouldnt have left you like that. Shocking bad manners. But, my dear fellow, I simply had to pop across the street.

Most decidedly, said Psmith. Always pop across streets. It is the secret of a happy and successful life.

Lord Emsworth looked at him a little perplexedly, and wondered if he had caught the last remark correctly. But his mind had never been designed for the purpose of dwelling closely on problems for any length of time, and he let it go.

Beautiful roses that man has, he observed. Really an extraordinarily fine display.

Indeed? said Psmith.

Nothing to touch mine, though. I wish, my dear fellow, you could have been down at Blandings at the beginning of the month. My roses were at their best then. Its too bad you werent there to see them.

The fault no doubt was mine, said Psmith.

Of course you werent in England then.

Ah! That explains it.

Still, I shall have plenty of flowers to show you when you are at Blandings. I expect, said Lord Emsworth, at last showing a host-like disposition to give his guest a belated innings, I expect youll write one of your poems about my gardens, eh?

Psmith was conscious of a feeling of distinct gratification. Weeks of toil among the herrings of Billingsgate had left him with a sort of haunting fear that even in private life there clung to him the miasma of the fish market. Yet here was a perfectly unprejudiced observer looking squarely at him and mistaking him for a poet — showing that in spite of all he had gone through there must still be something notably spiritual and unfishy about his outward appearance.

Very possibly, he said. Very possibly.

I suppose you get ideas for your poetry from all sorts of things, said Lord Emsworth, nobly resisting the temptation to collar the conversation again. He was feeling extremely friendly towards this poet fellow. It was deuced civil of him not to be put out and huffy at being left alone in the smoking-room.

From practically everything, said Psmith, except fish.

Fish?

I have never written a poem about fish.

No? said Lord Emsworth, again feeling that a pin had worked loose in the machinery of the conversation.

I was once offered a princely sum, went on Psmith, now floating happily along on the tide of his native exuberance, to write a ballad for the Fishmongers Gazette entitled, Herbert the Turbot. But I was firm. I declined.

Indeed? said Lord Emsworth.

One has ones self-respect, said Psmith.

Oh, decidedly, said Lord Emsworth.

It was painful, of course. The editor broke down completely when he realised that my refusal was final. However, I sent him on with a letter of introduction to John Drinkwater, who, I believe, turned him out quite a good little effort on the theme.

At this moment, when Lord Emsworth was feeling a trifle dizzy, and Psmith, on whom conversation always acted as a mental stimulus, was on the point of plunging even deeper into the agreeable depths of light persiflage, a waiter approached.

A lady to see you, your lordship.

Eh? Ah, yes, of course, of course. I was expecting her. It is a Miss —— what is the name? Holliday? Halliday. It is a Miss Halliday, he said in explanation to Psmith, who is coming down to Blandings to catalogue the library. My secretary, Baxter, told her to call here and see me. If you will excuse me for a moment, my dear fellow?

Certainly.

As Lord Emsworth disappeared, it occurred to Psmith that the moment had arrived for him to get his hat and steal softly out of the others life for ever. Only so could confusion and embarrassing explanations be avoided. And it was Psmiths guiding rule in life always to avoid explanations. It might, he felt, cause Lord Emsworth a momentary pang when he returned to the smoking-room and found that he was a poet short, but what is that in these modern days when poets are so plentiful that it is almost impossible to fling a brick in any public place without damaging some stern young singer. Psmiths view of the matter was that, if Lord Emsworth was bent on associating with poets, there was bound to be another one along in a minute. He was on the point, therefore, of rising, when the laziness induced by a good lunch decided him to remain in his comfortable chair for a few minutes longer. He was in one of those moods of rare tranquillity which it is rash to break.

He lit another cigarette, and his thoughts, as they had done after the departure of Mr. McTodd, turned dreamily in the direction of the girl he had met at Miss Clarksons Employment Bureau. He mused upon her with a gentle melancholy. Sad, he felt, that two obviously kindred spirits like himself and her should meet in the whirl of London life, only to separate again — presumably for ever — simply because the etiquette governing those who are created male and female forbids a man to cement a chance acquaintanceship by ascertaining the ladys name and address, asking her to lunch, and swearing eternal friendship. He sighed as he gazed thoughtfully out of the lower smoking-room window. As he had indicated in his conversation with Mr. Walderwick, those blue eyes and that cheerful, friendly face had made a deep impression on him. Who was she? Where did she live? And was he ever to see her again?

He was. Even as he asked himself the question, two figures came down the steps of the club, and paused. One was Lord Emsworth, without his hat. The other — and Psmiths usually orderly heart gave a spasmodic bound at the sight of her — was the very girl who was occupying his thoughts. There she stood, as blue-eyed, as fair-haired, as indescribably jolly and charming as ever.

Psmith rose from his chair with a vehemence almost equal to that recently displayed by Mr. McTodd. It was his intention to add himself immediately to the group. He raced across the room in a manner that drew censorious glances from the local greybeards, many of whom had half a mind to write to the committee about it.

But when he reached the open air the pavement at the foot of the club steps was empty. The girl was just vanishing round the corner into the Strand, and of Lord Emsworth there was no sign whatever.

By this time, however, Psmith had acquired a useful working knowledge of his lordships habits, and he knew where to look. He crossed the street and headed for the florists shop.

Ah, my dear fellow, said his lordship amiably, suspending his conversation with the proprietor on the subject of delphiniums, must you be off? Dont forget that our train leaves Paddington at five sharp. You take your ticket for Market Blandings.

Psmith had come into the shop merely with the intention of asking his lordship if he happened to know Miss Hallidays address, but these words opened out such a vista of attractive possibilities that he had abandoned this tame programme immediately. He remembered now that among Mr. McTodds remarks on things in general had been one to the effect that he had received an invitation to visit Blandings Castle — of which invitation he did not propose to avail himself; and he argued that if he had acted as substitute for Mr. McTodd at the club, he might well continue the kindly work by officiating for him at Blandings. Looking at the matter altruistically, he would prevent his kind host much disappointment by taking this course; and, looking at it from a more personal viewpoint, only by going to Blandings could he renew his acquaintance with this girl. Psmith had never been one of those who hang back diffidently when Adventure calls, and he did not hang back now.

At five sharp, he said. I will be there.

Capital, my dear fellow, said his lordship.

Does Miss Halliday travel with us?

Eh? No, she is coming down in a day or two.

I shall look forward to meeting her, said Psmith. He turned to the door, and Lord Emsworth with a farewell beam resumed his conversation with the florist.


CHAPTER VII

BAXTER SUSPECTS
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§ 1

The five oclock train, having given itself a spasmodic jerk, began to move slowly out of Paddington Station. The platform past which it was gliding was crowded with a number of the fauna always to be seen at railway stations at such moments, but in their ranks there was no sign of Mr. Ralston McTodd: and Psmith, as he sat opposite Lord Emsworth in a corner seat of a first-class compartment, felt that genial glow of satisfaction which comes to the man who has successfully taken a chance. Until now, he had been half afraid that McTodd, having changed his mind, might suddenly appear with bag and baggage — an event which must necessarily have caused confusion and discomfort. His mind was now tranquil. Concerning the future he declined to worry. It would, no doubt, contain its little difficulties, but he was prepared to meet them in the right spirit; and his only trouble in the world now was the difficulty he was experiencing in avoiding his lordships legs, which showed a disposition to pervade the compartment like the tentacles of an octopus. Lord Emsworth rather ran to leg, and his practice of reclining when at ease on the base of his spine was causing him to straddle, like Apollyon in Pilgrims Progress, right across the way. It became manifest that in a journey lasting several hours his society was likely to prove irksome. For the time being, however, he endured it, and listened with polite attention to his hosts remarks on the subject of the Blandings gardens. Lord Emsworth, in a train moving in the direction of home, was behaving like a horse heading for his stable. He snorted eagerly, and spoke at length and with emotion of roses and herbaceous borders.

It will be dark, I suppose, by the time we arrive, he said regretfully, but the first thing to-morrow, my dear fellow, I must take you round and show you my gardens.

I shall look forward to it keenly, said Psmith. They are, I can readily imagine, distinctly oojah-cum-spiff.

I beg your pardon? said Lord Emsworth with a start.

Not at all, said Psmith graciously.

Er — what did you say? asked his lordship after a slight pause.

I was saying that, from all reports, you must have a very nifty display of garden-produce at your rural seat.

Oh, yes. Oh, most, said his lordship, looking puzzled. He examined Psmith across the compartment with something of the peering curiosity which he would have bestowed upon a new and unclassified shrub. Most extraordinary! he murmured. I trust, my dear fellow, you will not think me personal, but, do you know, nobody would imagine that you were a poet. You dont look like a poet, and, dash it, you dont talk like a poet.

How should a poet talk?

Well . . . Lord Emsworth considered the point. Well, Miss Peavey . . . But of course you dont know Miss Peavey . . . Miss Peavey is a poetess, and she waylaid me the other morning while I was having a most important conference with McAllister on the subject of bulbs and asked me if I didnt think that it was fairies tear-drops that made the dew. Did you ever hear such dashed nonsense?

Evidently an aggravated case. Is Miss Peavey staying at the castle?

My dear fellow, you couldnt shift her with blasting-powder. Really this craze of my sister Constance for filling the house with these infernal literary people is getting on my nerves. I cant stand these poets and what not. Never could.

We must always remember, however, said Psmith gravely, that poets are also Gods creatures.

Good heavens! exclaimed his lordship, aghast. I had forgotten that you were one. What will you think of me, my dear fellow! But, of course, as I said a moment ago, you are different. I admit that when Constance told me that she had invited you to the house I was not cheered, but, now that I have had the pleasure of meeting you . . .

The conversation had worked round to the very point to which Psmith had been wishing to direct it. He was keenly desirous of finding out why Mr. McTodd had been invited to Blandings and — a still more vital matter — of ascertaining whether, on his arrival there as Mr. McTodds understudy, he was going to meet people who knew the poet by sight. On this latter point, it seemed to him, hung the question of whether he was about to enjoy a delightful visit to a historic country house in the society of Eve Halliday — or leave the train at the next stop and omit to return to it.

It was extremely kind of Lady Constance, he hazarded, to invite a perfect stranger to Blandings.

Oh, shes always doing that sort of thing, said his lordship. It didnt matter to her that shed never seen you in her life. She had read your books, you know, and liked them: and when she heard that you were coming to England, she wrote to you.

I see, said Psmith, relieved.

Of course, it is all right as it has turned out, said Lord Emsworth handsomely. As I say, youre different. And how you came to write that . . . that . . .

Bilge? suggested Psmith.

The very word I was about to employ, my dear fellow . . . No, no, I dont mean that . . . I — I . . . Capital stuff, no doubt, capital stuff . . . but . . .

I understand.

Constance tried to make me read the things, but I couldnt. I fell asleep over them.

I hope you rested well.

I — er — the fact is, I suppose they were beyond me. I couldnt see any sense in the things.

If you would care to have another pop at them, said Psmith agreeably, I have a complete set in my bag.

No, no, my dear fellow, thank you very much, thank you a thousand times. I — er — find that reading in the train tries my eyes.

Ah! You would prefer that I read them aloud?

No, no. A look of hunted alarm came into his lordships speaking countenance at the suggestion. As a matter of fact, I generally take a short nap at the beginning of a railway journey. I find it refreshing and — er — in short, refreshing. You will excuse me?

If you think you can get to sleep all right without the aid of my poems, certainly.

You wont think me rude?

Not at all, not at all. By the way, am I likely to meet any old friends at Blandings?

Eh? Oh no. There will be nobody but ourselves. Except my sister and Miss Peavey, of course. You said you had not met Miss Peavey, I think?

I have not had that pleasure. I am, of course, looking forward to it with the utmost keenness.

Lord Emsworth eyed him for a moment, astonished: then concluded the conversation by closing his eyes defensively. Psmith was left to his reflections, which a few minutes later were interrupted by a smart kick on the shin, as Lord Emsworth, a jumpy sleeper, began to throw his long legs about. Psmith moved to the other end of the seat, and, taking his bag down from the rack, extracted a slim volume bound in squashy mauve. After gazing at this in an unfriendly manner for a moment, he opened it at random and began to read. His first move on leaving Lord Emsworth at the florists had been to spend a portion of his slender capital on the works of Ralston McTodd in order not to be taken at a disadvantage in the event of questions about them at Blandings: but he speedily realised, as he dipped into the poems, that anything in the nature of a prolonged study of them was likely to spoil his little holiday. They were not light summer reading.

Across the pale parabola of Joy . . .

A gurgling snort from the other end of the compartment abruptly detached his mind from its struggle with this mystic line. He perceived that his host had slipped even further down on to his spine and was now lying with open mouth in an attitude suggestive of dislocation. And as he looked, there was a whistling sound, and another snore proceeded from the back of his lordships throat.

Psmith rose and took his book of poems out into the corridor with the purpose of roaming along the train until he should find an empty compartment in which to read in peace.

With the two adjoining compartments he had no luck. One was occupied by an elderly man with a retriever, while the presence of a baby in the other ruled it out of consideration. The third, however, looked more promising. It was not actually empty, but there was only one occupant, and he was asleep. He was lying back in the far corner with a large silk handkerchief draped over his face and his feet propped up on the seat opposite. His society did not seem likely to act as a bar to the study of Mr. McTodds masterpieces. Psmith sat down and resumed his reading.

Across the pale parabola of Joy . . .

Psmith knitted his brow. It was just the sort of line which was likely to have puzzled his patroness, Lady Constance, and he anticipated that she would come to him directly he arrived and ask for an explanation. It would obviously be a poor start for his visit to confess that he had no theory as to its meaning himself. He tried it again.

Across the pale parabola of Joy . . .

A sound like two or three pigs feeding rather noisily in the middle of a thunderstorm interrupted his meditations. Psmith laid his book down and gazed in a pained way across the compartment. There came to him a sense of being unfairly put upon, as towards the end of his troubles it might have come upon Job. This, he felt, was too much. He was being harried.

The man in the corner went on snoring.

* * * * *

There is always a way. Almost immediately Psmith saw what Napoleon would have done in this crisis. On the seat beside the sleeper was lying a compact little suit-case with hard, sharp edges. Rising softly, Psmith edged along the compartment and secured this. Then, having balanced it carefully on the rack above the sleepers stomach, he returned to his seat to await developments.

These were not long in coming. The train, now flying at its best speed through open country, was shaking itself at intervals in a vigorous way as it raced along. A few seconds later it apparently passed over some points, and shivered briskly down its whole length. The suit-case wobbled insecurely, hesitated, and fell chunkily in the exact middle of its owners waistcoat. There was a smothered gulp beneath the handkerchief. The sleeper sat up with a jerk. The handkerchief fell off. And there was revealed to Psmiths interested gaze the face of the Hon. Freddie Threepwood.

§ 2

Goo! observed Freddie. He removed the bag from his midriff and began to massage the stricken spot. Then suddenly perceiving that he was not alone he looked up and saw Psmith.

Goo! said Freddie, and sat staring wildly.

Nobody is more alive than we are to the fact that the dialogue of Frederick Threepwood, recorded above, is not bright. Nevertheless, those were his opening remarks, and the excuse must be that he had passed through a trying time and had just received two shocks, one after the other. From the first of these, the physical impact of the suit-case, he was recovering; but the second had simply paralysed him. When, the mists of sleep having cleared away, he saw sitting but a few feet away from him on the train that was carrying him home the very man with whom he had plotted in the lobby of the Piccadilly Palace Hotel, a cold fear gripped Freddies very vitals.

Freddies troubles had begun when he just missed the twelve-fifty train. This disaster had perturbed him greatly, for he could not forget his fathers stern injunctions on the subject. But what had really upset him was the fact that he had come within an ace of missing the five oclock train as well. He had spent the afternoon in a motion-picture palace, and the fascination of the film had caused him to lose all sense of time, so that only the slow fade-out on the embrace and the words The End reminded him to look at his watch. A mad rush had got him to Paddington just as the five oclock express was leaving the station. Exhausted, he had fallen into a troubled sleep, from which he had been aroused by a violent blow in the waistcoat and the nightmare vision of Psmith in the seat across the compartment. One cannot wonder in these circumstances that Freddie did not immediately soar to the heights of eloquence.

The picture which the Hon. Frederick Threepwood had selected for his patronage that afternoon was the well-known super-super-film, Fangs Of The Past, featuring Bertha Blevitch and Maurice Heddlestone — which, as everybody knows, is all about blackmail. Green-walled by primeval hills, bathed in the golden sunshine of peace and happiness, the village of Honeydean slumbered in the clear morning air. But off the train from the city stepped A Stranger — (The Stranger — Maxwell Bannister). He inquired of a passing rustic — (The Passing Rustic — Claude Hepworth) — the way to the great house where Myrtle Dale, the Lady Bountiful of the village . . . well, anyway, it is all about blackmail, and it had affected Freddie profoundly. It still coloured his imagination, and the conclusion to which he came the moment he saw Psmith was that the latter had shadowed him and was following him home with the purpose of extracting hush-money.

While he was still gurgling wordlessly, Psmith opened the conversation.

A delightful and unexpected pleasure, comrade. I thought you had left the Metropolis some hours since.

As Freddie sat looking like a cornered dormouse a voice from the corridor spoke.

Ah, there you are, my dear fellow!

Lord Emsworth was beaming in the doorway. His slumbers, like those of Freddie, had not lasted long. He had been aroused only a few minutes after Psmiths departure by the arrival of the retriever from the next compartment, which, bored by the society of its owner, had strolled off on a tour of investigation and, finding next door an old acquaintance in the person of his lordship, had jumped on the seat and licked his face with such hearty good will that further sleep was out of the question. Being awake, Lord Emsworth, as always when he was awake, had begun to potter.

When he saw Freddie his amiability suffered a shock.

Frederick! I thought I told you to be sure to return on the twelve-fifty train!

Missed it, guvnor, mumbled Freddie thickly. Not my fault.

Hmph! His father seemed about to pursue the subject, but the fact that a stranger and one who was his guest was present apparently decided him to avoid anything in the shape of family wrangles. He peered from Freddie to Psmith and back again. Do you two know each other? he said.

Not yet, said Psmith. We only met a moment ago.

My son Frederick, said Lord Emsworth, rather in the voice with which he would have called attention to the presence of a slug among his flowers. Frederick, this is Mr. McTodd, the poet, who is coming to stay at Blandings.

Freddie started, and his mouth opened. But, meeting Psmiths friendly gaze, he closed the orifice again without speaking. He licked his lips in an overwrought way.

Youll find me next door, if you want me, said Lord Emsworth to Psmith. Just discovered that George Willard, very old friend of mine, is in there. Never saw him get on the train. His dog came into my compartment and licked my face. One of my neighbours. A remarkable rose-grower. As you are so interested in flowers, I will take you over to his place some time. Why dont you join us now?

I would prefer, if you do not mind, said Psmith, to remain here for the moment and foster what I feel sure is about to develop into a great and lasting friendship. I am convinced that your son and I will have much to talk about together.

Very well, my dear fellow. We will meet at dinner in the restaurant-car.

Lord Emsworth pottered off, and Psmith rose and closed the door. He returned to his seat to find Freddie regarding him with a tortured expression in his rather prominent eyes. Freddies brain had had more exercise in the last few minutes than in years of his normal life, and he was feeling the strain.

I say, what? he observed feebly.

If there is anything, said Psmith kindly, that I can do to clear up any little difficulty that is perplexing you, call on me. What is biting you?

Freddie swallowed convulsively.

I say, he said your name was McTodd!

Precisely.

But you said it was Psmith.

It is.

Then why did father call you McTodd?

He thinks I am. It is a harmless error, and I see no reason why it should be discouraged.

But why does he think youre McTodd?

It is a long story, which you may find tedious. But, if you really wish to hear it . . .

Nothing could have exceeded the raptness of Freddies attention as he listened to the tale of the encounter with Lord Emsworth at the Senior Conservative Club.

Do you mean to say, he demanded at its conclusion, that youre coming to Blandings pretending to be this poet blighter?

That is the scheme.

But why?

I have my reasons, Comrade — what is the name? Threepwood? I thank you. You will pardon me, Comrade Threepwood, if I do not go into them. And now, said Psmith, to resume our very interesting chat which was unfortunately cut short this morning, why do you want me to steal your aunts necklace?

Freddie jumped. For the moment, so tensely had the fact of his companions audacity chained his interest, he had actually forgotten about the necklace.

Great Scott! he exclaimed. Why, of course!

You still have not made it quite clear.

It fits splendidly.

The necklace?

I mean to say, the great difficulty would have been to find a way of getting you into the house, and here you are, coming there as this poet bird. Topping!

If, said Psmith, regarding him patiently through his eyeglass, I do not seem to be immediately infected by your joyous enthusiasm, put it down to the fact that I havent the remotest idea what youre talking about. Could you give me a pointer or two? What, for instance, assuming that I agreed to steal your aunts necklace, would you expect me to do with it, when and if stolen?

Why, hand it over to me.

I see. And what would you do with it?

Hand it over to my uncle.

And whom would he hand it over to?

Look here, said Freddie, I might as well start at the beginning.

An excellent idea.

The speed at which the train was now proceeding had begun to render conversation in anything but stentorian tones somewhat difficult. Freddie accordingly bent forward till his mouth almost touched Psmiths ear.

You see, its like this. My uncle, old Joe Keeble . . .

Keeble? said Psmith. Why, he murmured meditatively, is that name familiar?

Dont interrupt, old lad, pleaded Freddie.

I stand corrected.

Uncle Joe has a stepdaughter — Phyllis her name is — and some time ago she popped off and married a cove called Jackson . . .

Psmith did not interrupt the narrative again, but as it proceeded his look of interest deepened. And at the conclusion he patted his companion encouragingly on the shoulder.

The proceeds, then, of this jewel-robbery, if it comes off, he said, will go to establish the Jackson home on a firm footing? Am I right in thinking that?

Absolutely.

There is no danger — you will pardon the suggestion — of you clinging like glue to the swag and using it to maintain yourself in the position to which you are accustomed?

Absolutely not. Uncle Joe is giving me — er — giving me a bit for myself. Just a small bit, you understand. This is the scheme. You sneak the necklace and hand it over to me. I push the necklace over to Uncle Joe, who hides it somewhere for the moment. There is the dickens of a fuss, and Uncle Joe comes out strong by telling Aunt Constance that hell buy her another necklace, just as good. Then he takes the stones out of the necklace, has them reset, and gives them to Aunt Constance. Looks like a new necklace, if you see what I mean. Then he draws a cheque for twenty thousand quid, which Aunt Constance naturally thinks is for the new necklace, and he shoves the money somewhere as a little private account. He gives Phyllis her money, and everybodys happy. Aunt Constance has got her necklace, Phyllis has got her money, and all thats happened is that Aunt Constances and Uncle Joes combined bank balance has had a bit of a hole knocked in it. See?

I see. It is a little difficult to follow all the necklaces. I seemed to count about seventeen of them while you were talking, but I suppose I was wrong. Yes, I see, Comrade Threepwood, and I may say at once that you can rely on my co-operation.

Youll do it?

I will.

Of course, said Freddie awkwardly, Ill see that you get a bit all right. I mean . . .

Psmith waved his hand deprecatingly.

My dear Comrade Threepwood, let us not become sordid on this glad occasion. As far as I am concerned, there will be no charge.

What! But look here . . .

Any assistance I can give will be offered in a purely amateur spirit. I would have mentioned before, only I was reluctant to interrupt you, that Comrade Jackson is my boyhood chum, and that Phyllis, his wife, injects into my life the few beams of sunshine that illumine its dreary round. I have long desired to do something to ameliorate their lot, and now that the chance has come I am delighted. It is true that I am not a man of affluence — my bank-manager, I am told, winces in a rather painful manner whenever my name is mentioned — but I am not so reduced that I must charge a fee for performing, on behalf of a pal, a simple act of courtesy like pinching a twenty thousand pound necklace.

Good Lord! Fancy that!

Fancy what, Comrade Threepwood?

Fancy your knowing Phyllis and her husband.

It is odd, no doubt. But true. Many a whack at the cold beef have I had on Sunday evenings under their roof, and I am much obliged to you for putting in my way this opportunity of repaying their hospitality. Thank you!

Oh, thats all right, said Freddie, somewhat bewildered by this eloquence.

Even if the little enterprise meets with disaster, the reflection that I did my best for the young couple will be a great consolation to me when I am serving my bit of time in Wormwood Scrubbs. It will cheer me up. The jailers will cluster outside the door to listen to me singing in my cell. My pet rat, as he creeps out to share the crumbs of my breakfast, will wonder why I whistle as I pick the mornings oakum. I shall join in the hymns on Sundays in a way that will electrify the chaplain. That is to say, if anything goes wrong and I am what I believe is technically termed copped. I say if, said Psmith, gazing solemnly at his companion. But I do not intend to be copped. I have never gone in largely for crime hitherto, but something tells me I shall be rather good at it. I look forward confidently to making a nice, clean job of the thing. And now, Comrade Threepwood, I must ask you to excuse me while I get the half-nelson on this rather poisonous poetry of good old McTodds. From the cursory glance I have taken at it, the stuff doesnt seem to mean anything. I think the boys non compos. You dont happen to understand the expression Across the pale parabola of Joy, do you? . . . I feared as much. Well, pip-pip for the present, Comrade Threepwood. I shall now ask you to retire into your corner and amuse yourself for awhile as you best can. I must concentrate, concentrate.

And Psmith, having put his feet up on the opposite seat and reopened the mauve volume, began to read. Freddie, his mind still in a whirl, looked out of the window at the passing scenery in a mood which was a nice blend of elation and apprehension.

§ 3

Although the hands of the station clock pointed to several minutes past nine, it was still apparently early evening when the train drew up at the platform of Market Blandings and discharged its distinguished passengers. The sun, taken in as usual by the never-failing practical joke of the Daylight Saving Act, had only just set, and a golden afterglow lingered on the fields as the car which had met the train purred over the two miles of country road that separated the little town from the castle. As they passed in between the great stone gate-posts and shot up the winding drive, the soft murmur of the engines seemed to deepen rather than break the soothing stillness. The air was fragrant with indescribable English scents. Somewhere in the distance sheep-bells tinkled; rabbits, waggling white tails, bolted across the path; and once a herd of agitated deer made a brief appearance among the trees. The only thing that disturbed the magic hush was the fluting voice of Lord Emsworth, on whom the spectacle of his beloved property had acted as an immediate stimulant. Unlike his son Freddie, who sat silent in his corner wrestling with his hopes and fears, Lord Emsworth had plunged into a perfect Niagara of speech the moment the car entered the park. In a high tenor voice, and with wide, excited gestures, he pointed out to Psmith oaks with a history and rhododendrons with a past: his conversation as they drew near the castle and came in sight of the flower-beds taking on an almost lyrical note and becoming a sort of anthem of gladness, through which, like some theme in the minor, ran a series of opprobrious observations on the subject of Angus McAllister.

Beach, the butler, solicitously scooping them out of the car at the front door, announced that her ladyship and Miss Peavey were taking their after-dinner coffee in the arbour by the bowling-green; and presently Psmith, conducted by his lordship, found himself shaking hands with a strikingly handsome woman in whom, though her manner was friendliness itself, he could detect a marked suggestion of the formidable. Æsthetically, he admired Lady Constances appearance, but he could not conceal from himself that in the peculiar circumstances he would have preferred something rather more fragile and drooping. Lady Constance conveyed the impression that anybody who had the choice between stealing anything from her and stirring up a nest of hornets with a short walking-stick would do well to choose the hornets.

How do you do, Mr. McTodd? said Lady Constance with great amiability. I am so glad you were able to come after all.

Psmith wondered what she meant by after all, but there were so many things about his present situation calculated to tax the mind that he had no desire to probe slight verbal ambiguities. He shook her hand and replied that it was very kind of her to say so.

We are quite a small party at present, continued Lady Constance, but we are expecting a number of people quite soon. For the moment Aileen and you are our only guests. Oh, I am sorry, I should have . . . Miss Peavey, Mr. McTodd.

The slim and willowy female who during this brief conversation had been waiting in an attitude of suspended animation, gazing at Psmith with large, wistful eyes, stepped forward. She clasped Psmiths hand in hers, held it, and in a low, soft voice, like thick cream made audible, uttered one reverent word.

Maître!

I beg your pardon? said Psmith. A young man capable of bearing himself with calm and dignity in most circumstances, however trying, he found his poise wobbling under the impact of Miss Aileen Peavey.

Miss Peavey often had this effect on the less soulful type of man, especially in the mornings, when such men are not at their strongest and best. When she came into the breakfast-room of a country house, brave men who had been up a bit late the night before quailed and tried to hide behind newspapers. She was the sort of woman who tells a man who is propping his eyes open with his fingers and endeavouring to correct a headache with strong tea, that she was up at six watching the dew fade off the grass, and didnt he think that those wisps of morning mist were the elves bridal-veils. She had large, fine, melancholy eyes, and was apt to droop dreamily.

Master! said Miss Peavey, obligingly translating.

There did not seem to be any immediate come-back to a remark like this, so Psmith contented himself with beaming genially at her through his monocle: and Miss Peavey came to bat again.

How wonderful that you were able to come — after all!

Again this after all motive creeping into the theme. . . .

You know Miss Peaveys work, of course? said Lady Constance, smiling pleasantly on her two celebrities.

Who does not? said Psmith courteously.

Oh, do you? said Miss Peavey, gratification causing her slender body to perform a sort of ladylike shimmy down its whole length. I scarcely hoped that you would know my name. My Canadian sales have not been large.

Quite large enough, said Psmith. I mean, of course, he added with a paternal smile, that, while your delicate art may not have a universal appeal in a young country, it is intensely appreciated by a small and select body of the intelligentsia.

And if that was not the stuff to give them, he reflected with not a little complacency, he was dashed.

Your own wonderful poems, replied Miss Peavey, are, of course, known the whole world over. Oh, Mr. McTodd, you can hardly appreciate how I feel, meeting you. It is like the realisation of some golden dream of childhood. It is like . . .

Here the Hon. Freddie Threepwood remarked suddenly that he was going to pop into the house for a whisky and soda. As he had not previously spoken, his observation had something of the effect of a voice from the tomb. The daylight was ebbing fast now, and in the shadows he had contrived to pass out of sight as well as out of mind. Miss Peavey started like an abruptly awakened somnambulist, and Psmith was at last able to release his hand, which he had begun to look on as gone beyond his control for ever. Until this fortunate interruption there had seemed no reason why Miss Peavey should not have continued to hold it till bedtime.

Freddies departure had the effect of breaking a spell. Lord Emsworth, who had been standing perfectly still with vacant eyes, like a dog listening to a noise a long way off, came to life with a jerk.

Im going to have a look at my flowers, he announced.

Dont be silly, Clarence, said his sister. Its much too dark to see flowers.

I could smell em, retorted his lordship argumentatively.

It seemed as if the party must break up, for already his lordship had begun to potter off, when a new-comer arrived to solidify it again.

Ah, Baxter, my dear fellow, said Lord Emsworth. Here we are, you see.

Mr. Baxter, said Lady Constance, I want you to meet Mr. McTodd.

Mr. McTodd! said the new arrival, on a note of surprise.

Yes, he found himself able to come after all.

Ah! said the Efficient Baxter.

It occurred to Psmith as a passing thought, to which he gave no more than a momentary attention, that this spectacled and capable-looking man was gazing at him, as they shook hands, with a curious intensity. But possibly, he reflected, this was merely a species of optical illusion due to the others spectacles. Baxter, staring through his spectacles, often gave people the impression of possessing an eye that could pierce six inches of harveyised steel and stick out on the other side. Having registered in his consciousness the fact that he had been stared at keenly by this stranger, Psmith thought no more of the matter.

In thus lightly dismissing the Baxterian stare, Psmith had acted injudiciously. He should have examined it more closely and made an effort to analyse it, for it was by no means without its message. It was a stare of suspicion. Vague suspicion as yet, but nevertheless suspicion. Rupert Baxter was one of those men whose chief characteristic is a disposition to suspect their fellows. He did not suspect them of this or that definite crime: he simply suspected them. He had not yet definitely accused Psmith in his mind of any specific tort or malfeasance. He merely had a nebulous feeling that he would bear watching.

Miss Peavey now fluttered again into the centre of things. On the arrival of Baxter she had withdrawn for a moment into the background, but she was not the woman to stay there long. She came forward holding out a small oblong book, which, with a languishing firmness, she pressed into Psmiths hands.

Could I persuade you, Mr. McTodd, said Miss Peavey pleadingly, to write some little thought in my autograph-book and sign it? I have a fountain-pen.

Light flooded the arbour. The Efficient Baxter, who knew where everything was, had found and pressed the switch. He did this not so much to oblige Miss Peavey as to enable him to obtain a clearer view of the visitor. With each minute that passed the Efficient Baxter was finding himself more and more doubtful in his mind about this visitor.

There! said Miss Peavey, welcoming the illumination.

Psmith tapped his chin thoughtfully with the fountain-pen. He felt that he should have foreseen this emergency earlier. If ever there was a woman who was bound to have an autograph-book, that woman was Miss Peavey.

Just some little thought . . .

Psmith hesitated no longer. In a firm hand he wrote the words Across the pale parabola of Joy . . . added an unfaltering Ralston McTodd, and handed the book back.

How strange, sighed Miss Peavey.

May I look? said Baxter, moving quickly to her side.

How strange! repeated Miss Peavey. To think that you should have chosen that line! There are several of your more mystic passages that I meant to ask you to explain, but particularly Across the pale parabola of Joy . . .

You find it difficult to understand?

A little, I confess.

Well, well, said Psmith indulgently, perhaps I did put a bit of top-spin on that one.

I beg your pardon?

I say, perhaps it is a little obscure. We must have a long chat about it — later on.

Why not now? demanded the Efficient Baxter, flashing his spectacles.

I am rather tired, said Psmith with gentle reproach, after my journey. Fatigued. We artists . . .

Of course, said Miss Peavey, with an indignant glance at the secretary. Mr. Baxter does not understand the sensitive poetic temperament.

A bit unspiritual, eh? said Psmith tolerantly. A trifle earthy? So I thought, so I thought. One of these strong, hard men of affairs, I shouldnt wonder.

Shall we go and find Lord Emsworth, Mr. McTodd? said Miss Peavey, dismissing the fermenting Baxter with a scornful look. He wandered off just now. I suppose he is among his flowers. Flowers are very beautiful by night.

Indeed, yes, said Psmith. And also by day. When I am surrounded by flowers, a sort of divine peace floods over me, and the rough, harsh world seems far away. I feel soothed, tranquil. I sometimes think, Miss Peavey, that flowers must be the souls of little children who have died in their innocence.

What a beautiful thought, Mr. McTodd! exclaimed Miss Peavey rapturously.

Yes, agreed Psmith. Dont pinch it. Its copyright.

The darkness swallowed them up. Lady Constance turned to the Efficient Baxter, who was brooding with furrowed brow.

Charming, is he not?

I beg your pardon?

I said I thought Mr. McTodd was charming.

Oh, quite.

Completely unspoiled.

Oh, decidedly.

I am so glad that he was able to come after all. That telegram he sent this afternoon cancelling his visit seemed so curt and final.

So I thought it.

Almost as if he had taken offence at something and decided to have nothing to do with us.

Quite.

Lady Constance shivered delicately. A cool breeze had sprung up. She drew her wrap more closely about her shapely shoulders, and began to walk to the house. Baxter did not accompany her. The moment she had gone he switched off the light and sat down, chin in hand. That massive brain was working hard.


CHAPTER VIII

CONFIDENCES ON THE LAKE
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§ 1

Miss Halliday, announced the Efficient Baxter, removing another letter from its envelope and submitting it to a swift, keen scrutiny, arrives at about three to-day. She is catching the twelve-fifty train.

He placed the letter on the pile beside his plate; and, having decapitated an egg, peered sharply into its interior as if hoping to surprise guilty secrets. For it was the breakfast hour, and the members of the house party, scattered up and down the long table, were fortifying their tissues against another day. An agreeable scent of bacon floated over the scene like a benediction.

Lord Emsworth looked up from the seed catalogue in which he was immersed. For some time past his enjoyment of the meal had been marred by a vague sense of something missing, and now he knew what it was.

Coffee! he said, not violently, but in the voice of a good man oppressed. I want coffee. Why have I no coffee? Constance, my dear, I should have coffee. Why have I none?

Im sure I gave you some, said Lady Constance, brightly presiding over the beverages at the other end of the table.

Then where is it? demanded his lordship clinchingly.

Baxter — almost regretfully, it seemed — gave the egg a clean bill of health, and turned in his able way to cope with this domestic problem.

Your coffee is behind the catalogue you are reading, Lord Emsworth. You propped the catalogue against your cup.

Did I? Did I? Why, so I did! Bless my soul! His lordship, relieved, took an invigorating sip. What were you saying just then, my dear fellow?

I have had a letter from Miss Halliday, said Baxter. She writes that she is catching the twelve-fifty train at Paddington, which means that she should arrive at Market Blandings at about three.

Who, asked Miss Peavey, in a low, thrilling voice, ceasing for a moment to peck at her plate of kedgeree, is Miss Halliday?

The exact question I was about to ask myself, said Lord Emsworth. Baxter, my dear fellow, who is Miss Halliday?

Baxter, with a stifled sigh, was about to refresh his employers memory, when Psmith anticipated him. Psmith had been consuming toast and marmalade with his customary languid grace and up till now had firmly checked all attempts to engage him in conversation.

Miss Halliday, he said, is a very old and valued friend of mine. We two have, so to speak, pulled the gowans fine. I had been hoping to hear that she had been sighted on the horizon.

The effect of these words on two of the company was somewhat remarkable. Baxter, hearing them, gave such a violent start that he spilled half the contents of his cup: and Freddie, who had been flitting like a butterfly among the dishes on the sideboard and had just decided to help himself to scrambled eggs, deposited a liberal spoonful on the carpet, where it was found and salvaged a moment later by Lady Constances spaniel.

Psmith did not observe these phenomena, for he had returned to his toast and marmalade. He thus missed encountering perhaps the keenest glance that had ever come through Rupert Baxters spectacles. It was not a protracted glance, but while it lasted it was like the ray from an oxy-acetylene blowpipe.

A friend of yours? said Lord Emsworth. Indeed? Of course, Baxter, I remember now. Miss Halliday is the young lady who is coming to catalogue the library.

What a delightful task! cooed Miss Peavey. To live among the stored-up thoughts of dead and gone genius!

You had better go down and meet her, my dear fellow, said Lord Emsworth. At the station, you know, he continued, clarifying his meaning. She will be glad to see you.

I was about to suggest it myself, said Psmith.

Though why the library needs cataloguing, said his lordship, returning to a problem which still vexed his soul when he had leisure to give a thought to it, I cant . . . However . . .

He finished his coffee and rose from the table. A stray shaft of sunlight had fallen provocatively on his bald head, and sunshine always made him restive.

Are you going to your flowers, Lord Emsworth? asked Miss Peavey.

Eh? What? Yes. Oh, yes. Going to have a look at those lobelias.

I will accompany you, if I may, said Psmith.

Eh? Why, certainly, certainly.

I have always held, said Psmith, that there is no finer tonic than a good look at a lobelia immediately after breakfast. Doctors, I believe, recommend it.

Oh, I say, said Freddie hastily, as he reached the door, can I have a couple of words with you a bit later on?

A thousand if you wish it, said Psmith. You will find me somewhere out there in the great open spaces where men are men.

He included the entire company in a benevolent smile, and left the room.

How charming he is! sighed Miss Peavey. Dont you think so, Mr. Baxter?

The Efficient Baxter seemed for a moment to find some difficulty in replying.

Oh, very, he said, but not heartily.

And such a soul! It shines on that wonderful brow of his, doesnt it?

He has a good forehead, said Lady Constance. But I wish he wouldnt wear his hair so short. Somehow it makes him seem unlike a poet.

Freddie, alarmed, swallowed a mouthful of scrambled egg.

Oh, hes a poet all right, he said hastily.

Well, really, Freddie, said Lady Constance, piqued, I think we hardly need you to tell us that.

No, no, of course. But what I mean is, in spite of his wearing his hair short, you know.

I ventured to speak to him of that yesterday, said Miss Peavey, and he said he rather expected to be wearing it even shorter very soon.

Freddie! cried Lady Constance with asperity. What are you doing?

A brown lake of tea was filling the portion of the tablecloth immediately opposite the Hon. Frederick Threepwood. Like the Efficient Baxter a few minutes before, sudden emotion had caused him to upset his cup.

§ 2

The scrutiny of his lordships lobelias had palled upon Psmith at a fairly early stage in the proceedings, and he was sitting on the terrace wall enjoying a meditative cigarette when Freddie found him.

Ah, Comrade Threepwood, said Psmith, welcome to Blandings Castle! You said something about wishing to have speech with me, if I remember rightly?

The Hon. Freddie shot a nervous glance about him, and seated himself on the wall.

I say, he said, I wish you wouldnt say things like that.

Like what, Comrade Threepwood?

What you said to the Peavey woman.

I recollect having a refreshing chat with Miss Peavey yesterday afternoon, said Psmith, but I cannot recall saying anything calculated to bring the blush of shame to the cheek of modesty. What observation of mine was it that meets with your censure?

Why, that stuff about expecting to wear your hair shorter. If youre going to go about saying that sort of thing — well, dash it, you might just as well give the whole bally show away at once and have done with it.

Psmith nodded gravely.

Your generous heat, Comrade Threepwood, is not unjustified. It was undoubtedly an error of judgment. If I have a fault — which I am not prepared to admit — it is a perhaps ungentlemanly desire to pull that curious females leg. A stronger man than myself might well find it hard to battle against the temptation. However, now that you have called it to my notice, it shall not occur again. In future I will moderate the persiflage. Cheer up, therefore, Comrade Threepwood, and let us see that merry smile of yours, of which I hear such good reports.

The appeal failed to alleviate Freddies gloom. He smote morosely at a fly which had settled on his furrowed brow.

Im getting as jumpy as a cat, he said.

Fight against this unmanly weakness, urged Psmith. As far as I can see, everything is going along nicely.

Im not so sure. I believe that blighter Baxter suspects something.

What do you think he suspects?

Why, that theres something fishy about you.

Psmith winced.

I would be infinitely obliged to you, Comrade Threepwood, if you would not use that particular adjective. It awakens old memories, all very painful. But let us go more deeply into this matter, for you interest me strangely. Why do you think that cheery old Baxter, a delightful personality if ever I met one, suspects me?

Its the way he looks at you.

I know what you mean, but I attribute no importance to it. As far as I have been able to ascertain during my brief visit, he looks at everybody and everything in precisely the same way. Only last night at dinner I observed him glaring with keen mistrust at about as blameless and innocent a plate of clear soup as was ever dished up. He then proceeded to shovel it down with quite undisguised relish. So possibly you are all wrong about his motive for looking at me like that. It may be admiration.

Well, I dont like it.

Nor, from an æsthetic point of view, do I. But we must bear these things manfully. We must remind ourselves that it is Baxters misfortune rather than his fault that he looks like a dyspeptic lizard.

Freddie was not to be consoled. His gloom deepened.

And it isnt only Baxter.

What else is on your mind?

The whole atmosphere of the place is getting rummy, if you know what I mean. He bent towards Psmith and whispered pallidly. I say, I believe that new housemaid is a detective!

Psmith eyed him patiently.

Which new housemaid, Comrade Threepwood? Brooding, as I do, pretty tensely all the time on deep and wonderful subjects, I have little leisure to keep tab on the domestic staff. Is there a new housemaid?

Yes. Susan, her name is.

Susan? Susan? That sounds all right. Just the name a real housemaid would have.

Did you ever, demanded Freddie earnestly, see a real housemaid sweep under a bureau?

Does she?

Caught her at it in my room this morning.

But isnt it a trifle far-fetched to imagine that she is a detective? Why should she be a detective?

Well, Ive seen such a dashed lot of films where the housemaid or the parlourmaid or what not were detectives. Makes a fellow uneasy.

Fortunately, said Psmith, there is no necessity to remain in a state of doubt. I can give you an unfailing method by means of which you may discover if she is what she would have us believe her.

Whats that?

Kiss her.

Kiss her!

Precisely. Go to her and say, Susan, youre a very pretty girl . . .

But she isnt.

We will assume, for purposes of argument, that she is. Go to her and say, Susan, you are a very pretty girl. What would you do if I were to kiss you? If she is a detective, she will reply, How dare you, sir! or, possibly, more simply, Sir! Whereas if she is the genuine housemaid I believe her to be and only sweeps under bureaux out of pure zeal, she will giggle and remark, Oh, dont be silly, sir! You appreciate the distinction?

How do you know?

My grandmother told me, Comrade Threepwood. My advice to you, if the state of doubt you are in is affecting your enjoyment of life, is to put the matter to the test at the earliest convenient opportunity.

Ill think it over, said Freddie dubiously.

Silence fell upon him for a space, and Psmith was well content to have it so. He had no specific need of Freddies prattle to help him enjoy the pleasant sunshine and the scent of Angus McAllisters innumerable flowers. Presently, however, his companion was off again. But now there was a different note in his voice. Alarm seemed to have given place to something which appeared to be embarrassment. He coughed several times, and his neatly-shod feet, writhing in self-conscious circles, scraped against the wall.

I say!

You have our ear once more, Comrade Threepwood, said Psmith politely.

I say, what I really came out here to talk about was something else. I say, are you really a pal of Miss Hallidays?

Assuredly. Why?

I say! A rosy blush mantled the Hon. Freddies young cheek. I say, I wish you would put in a word for me, then.

Put in a word for you?

Freddie gulped.

I love her, dash it!

A noble emotion, said Psmith courteously. When did you feel it coming on?

Ive been in love with her for months. But she wont look at me.

That, of course, agreed Psmith, must be a disadvantage. Yes, I should imagine that that would stick the gaff into the course of true love to no small extent.

I mean, wont take me seriously, and all that. Laughs at me, dont you know, when I propose. What would you do?

I should stop proposing, said Psmith, having given the matter thought.

But I cant.

Tut, tut! said Psmith severely. And, in case the expression is new to you, what I mean is Pooh, pooh! Just say to yourself, From now on I will not start proposing until after lunch. That done, it will be an easy step to do no proposing during the afternoon. And by degrees you will find that you can give it up altogether. Once you have conquered the impulse for the after-breakfast proposal, the rest will be easy. The first one of the day is always the hardest to drop.

I believe she thinks me a mere butterfly, said Freddie, who had not been listening to this most valuable homily.

Psmith slid down from the wall and stretched himself.

Why, he said, are butterflies so often described as mere? I have heard them so called a hundred times, and I cannot understand the reason. . . . Well, it would, no doubt, be both interesting and improving to go into the problem, but at this point, Comrade Threepwood, I leave you. I would brood.

Yes, but, I say, will you?

Will I what?

Put in a word for me?

If, said Psmith, the subject crops up in the course of the chit-chat, I shall be delighted to spread myself with no little vim on the theme of your fine qualities.

He melted away into the shrubbery, just in time to avoid Miss Peavey, who broke in on Freddies meditations a moment later and kept him company till lunch.

§ 3

The twelve-fifty train drew up with a grinding of brakes at the platform of Market Blandings, and Psmith, who had been whiling away the time of waiting by squandering money which he could ill afford on the slot-machine which supplied butter-scotch, turned and submitted it to a grave scrutiny. Eve Halliday got out of a third-class compartment.

Welcome to our village, Miss Halliday, said Psmith, advancing.

Eve regarded him with frank astonishment.

What are you doing here? she asked.

Lord Emsworth was kind enough to suggest that, as we were such old friends, I should come down in the car and meet you.

Are we old friends?

Surely. Have you forgotten all those happy days in London?

There was only one.

True. But think how many meetings we crammed into it.

Are you staying at the castle?

Yes. And what is more, I am the life and soul of the party. Have you anything in the shape of luggage?

I nearly always take luggage when I am going to stay a month or so in the country. Its at the back somewhere.

I will look after it. You will find the car outside. If you care to go and sit in it, I will join you in a moment. And, lest the time hangs heavy on your hands, take this. Butter-scotch. Delicious, and, so I understand, wholesome. I bought it specially for you.

A few minutes later, having arranged for the trunk to be taken to the castle, Psmith emerged from the station and found Eve drinking in the beauties of the town of Market Blandings.

What a delightful old place, she said as they drove off. I almost wish I lived here.

During the brief period of my stay at the castle, said Psmith, the same thought has occurred to me. It is the sort of place where one feels that one could gladly settle down into a peaceful retirement and grow a honey-coloured beard. He looked at her with solemn admiration. Women are wonderful, he said.

And why, Mr. Bones, are women wonderful? asked Eve.

I was thinking at the moment of your appearance. You have just stepped off the train after a four-hour journey, and you are as fresh and blooming as — if I may coin a simile — a rose. How do you do it? When I arrived I was deep in alluvial deposits, and have only just managed to scrape them off.

When did you arrive?

On the evening of the day on which I met you.

But its so extraordinary. That you should be here, I mean. I was wondering if I should ever see you again. Eve coloured a little, and went on rather hurriedly. I mean, it seems so strange that we should always be meeting like this.

Fate, probably, said Psmith. I hope it isnt going to spoil your visit?

Oh, no.

I could have done with a trifle more emphasis on the last word, said Psmith gently. Forgive me for criticising your methods of voice production, but surely you can see how much better it would have sounded spoken thus: Oh, no!

Eve laughed.

Very well, then, she said. Oh, no!

Much better, said Psmith. Much better.

He began to see that it was going to be difficult to introduce a eulogy of the Hon. Freddie Threepwood into this conversation.

Im very glad youre here, said Eve, resuming the talk after a slight pause. Because, as a matter of fact, Im feeling just the least bit nervous.

Nervous? Why?

This is my first visit to a place of this size. The car had turned in at the big stone gates, and they were bowling smoothly up the winding drive. Through an avenue of trees to the right the great bulk of the castle had just appeared, grey and imposing against the sky. The afternoon sun glittered on the lake beyond it. Is everything very stately?

Not at all. We are very homely folk, we of Blandings Castle. We go about, simple and unaffected, dropping gracious words all over the place. Lord Emsworth didnt overawe you, did he?

Oh, hes a dear. And, of course, I know Freddie quite well.

Psmith nodded. If she knew Freddie quite well, there was naturally no need to talk about him. He did not talk about him, therefore.

Have you known Lord Emsworth long? asked Eve.

I met him for the first time the day I met you.

Good gracious! Eve stared. And he invited you to the castle?

Psmith smoothed his waistcoat.

Strange, I agree. One can only account for it, can one not, by supposing that I radiate some extraordinary attraction. Have you noticed it?

No!

No? said Psmith, surprised. Ah, well, he went on tolerantly, no doubt it will flash upon you quite unexpectedly sooner or later. Like a thunderbolt or something.

I think youre terribly conceited.

Not at all, said Psmith. Conceited? No, no. Success has not spoiled me.

Have you had any success?

None whatever. The car stopped. We get down here, said Psmith, opening the door.

Here? Why?

Because, if we go up to the house, you will infallibly be pounced on and set to work by one Baxter — a delightful fellow, but a whale for toil. I propose to conduct you on a tour round the grounds, and then we will go for a row on the lake. You will enjoy that.

You seem to have mapped out my future for me.

I have, said Psmith with emphasis, and in the monocled eye that met hers Eve detected so beaming a glance of esteem and admiration that she retreated warily into herself and endeavoured to be frigid.

Im afraid I havent time to wander about the grounds, she said aloofly. I must be going and seeing Mr. Baxter.

Baxter, said Psmith, is not one of the natural beauties of the place. Time enough to see him when you are compelled to . . . We are now in the southern pleasaunce or the west home-park or something. Note the refined way the deer are cropping the grass. All the ground on which we are now standing is of historic interest. Oliver Cromwell went through here in 1550. The record has since been lowered.

I havent time . . .

Leaving the pleasaunce on our left, we proceed to the northern messuage. The dandelions were imported from Egypt by the ninth Earl.

Well, anyhow, said Eve mutinously, I wont come on the lake.

You will enjoy the lake, said Psmith. The newts are of the famous old Blandings strain. They were introduced, together with the water-beetles, in the reign of Queen Elizabeth. Lord Emsworth, of course, holds manorial rights over the mosquito-swatting.

Eve was a girl of high and haughty spirit, and as such strongly resented being appropriated and having her movements directed by one who, in spite of his specious claims, was almost a stranger. But somehow she found her companions placid assumption of authority hard to resist. Almost meekly she accompanied him through meadow and shrubbery, over velvet lawns and past gleaming flower-beds, and her indignation evaporated as her eyes absorbed the beauty of it all. She gave a little sigh. If Market Blandings had seemed a place in which one might dwell happily, Blandings Castle was a paradise.

Before us now, said Psmith, lies the celebrated Yew Alley, so called from the yews which hem it in. Speaking in my capacity of guide to the estate, I may say that when we have turned this next corner you will see a most remarkable sight.

And they did. Before them, as they passed in under the boughs of an aged tree lay a green vista, faintly dappled with stray shafts of sunshine. In the middle of this vista the Hon. Frederick Threepwood was embracing a young woman in the dress of a housemaid.

§ 4

Psmith was the first of the little group to recover from the shock of this unexpected encounter, the Hon. Freddie the last. That unfortunate youth, meeting Eves astonished eye as he raised his head, froze where he stood and remained with his mouth open until she had disappeared, which she did a few moments later, led away by Psmith, who, as he went, directed at his young friend a look in which surprise, pain, and reproof were so nicely blended that it would have been hard to say which predominated. All that a spectator could have said with certainty was that Psmiths finer feelings had suffered a severe blow.

A painful scene, he remarked to Eve, as he drew her away in the direction of the house. But we must always strive to be charitable. He may have been taking a fly out of her eye, or teaching her jiu-jitsu.

He looked at her searchingly.

You seem less revolted, he said, than one might have expected. This argues a sweet, shall we say angelic disposition and confirms my already high opinion of you.

Thank you.

Not at all. Mark you, said Psmith, I dont think that this sort of thing is a hobby of Comrade Threepwoods. He probably has many other ways of passing his spare time. Remember that before you pass judgment upon him. Also — Young Blood, and all that sort of thing.

I havent any intention of passing judgment upon him. It doesnt interest me what Mr. Threepwood does, either in his spare time or out of it.

His interest in you, on the other hand, is vast. I forgot to tell you before, but he loves you. He asked me to mention it if the conversation happened to veer round in that direction.

I know he does, said Eve ruefully.

And does the fact stir no chord in you?

I think hes a nuisance.

That, said Psmith cordially, is the right spirit. I like to see it. Very well, then, we will discard the topic of Freddie, and I will try to find others that may interest, elevate, and amuse you. We are now approaching the main buildings. I am no expert in architecture, so cannot tell you all I could wish about the façade, but you can see there is a façade, and in my opinion — for what it is worth — a jolly good one. We approach by a sweeping gravel walk.

I am going in to report to Mr. Baxter, said Eve with decision. Its too absurd. I mustnt spend my time strolling about the grounds. I must see Mr. Baxter at once.

Psmith inclined his head courteously.

Nothing easier. That big, open window there is the library. Doubtless Comrade Baxter is somewhere inside, toiling away among the archives.

Yes, but I cant announce myself by shouting to him.

Assuredly not, said Psmith. No need for that at all. Leave it to me. He stooped and picked up a large flower-pot which stood under the terrace wall, and before Eve could intervene had tossed it lightly through the open window. A muffled thud, followed by a sharp exclamation from within, caused a faint smile of gratification to illumine his solemn countenance. He is in. I thought he would be. Ah, Baxter, he said graciously, as the upper half of a body surmounted by a spectacled face framed itself suddenly in the window, a pleasant, sunny afternoon. How is everything?

The Efficient Baxter struggled for utterance.

You look like the Blessed Damozel gazing down from the gold bar of Heaven, said Psmith genially. Baxter, I want to introduce you to Miss Halliday. She arrived safely after a somewhat fatiguing journey. You will like Miss Halliday. If I had a library, I could not wish for a more courteous, obliging, and capable cataloguist.

This striking and unsolicited testimonial made no appeal to the Efficient Baxter. His mind seemed occupied with other matters.

Did you throw that flower-pot? he demanded coldly.

You will no doubt, said Psmith, wish on some later occasion to have a nice long talk with Miss Halliday in order to give her an outline of her duties. I have been showing her the grounds and am about to take her for a row on the lake. But after that she will — and I know I may speak for Miss Halliday in this matter — be entirely at your disposal.

Did you throw that flower-pot?

I look forward confidently to the pleasantest of associations between you and Miss Halliday. You will find her, said Psmith warmly, a willing assistant, a tireless worker.

Did you . . . ?

But now, said Psmith, I must be tearing myself away. In order to impress Miss Halliday, I put on my best suit when I went to meet her. For a row upon the lake something simpler in pale flannel is indicated. I shall only be a few minutes, he said to Eve. Would you mind meeting me at the boat-house?

I am not coming on the lake with you.

At the boat-house in — say — six and a quarter minutes, said Psmith with a gentle smile, and pranced into the house like a long-legged mustang.

Eve remained where she stood, struggling between laughter and embarrassment. The Efficient Baxter was still leaning wrathfully out of the library window, and it began to seem a little difficult to carry on an ordinary conversation. The problem of what she was to say in order to continue the scene in an agreeable manner was solved by the arrival of Lord Emsworth, who pottered out from the bushes with a rake in his hand. He stood eyeing Eve for a moment, then memory seemed to wake. Eves appearance was easier to remember, possibly, than some of the things which his lordship was wont to forget. He came forward beamingly.

Ah, there you are, Miss . . . Dear me, Im really afraid I have forgotten your name. My memory is excellent as a rule, but I cannot remember names . . . Miss Halliday! Of course, of course. Baxter, my dear fellow, he proceeded, sighting the watcher at the window, this is Miss Halliday.

Mr. McTodd, said the Efficient One sourly, has already introduced me to Miss Halliday.

Has he? Deuced civil of him, deuced civil of him. But where is he? inquired his lordship, scanning the surrounding scenery with a vague eye.

He went into the house. After, said Baxter in a cold voice, throwing a flower-pot at me.

Doing what?

He threw a flower-pot at me, said Baxter, and vanished moodily.

Lord Emsworth stared at the open window, then turned to Eve for enlightenment.

Why did Baxter throw a flower-pot at McTodd? he said. And, he went on, ventilating an even deeper question, where the deuce did he get a flower-pot? There are no flower-pots in the library.

Eve, on her side, was also seeking information.

Did you say his name was McTodd, Lord Emsworth?

No, no. Baxter. That was Baxter, my secretary.

No, I mean the one who met me at the station.

Baxter did not meet you at the station. The man who met you at the station, said Lord Emsworth, speaking slowly, for women are so apt to get things muddled, was McTodd. Hes staying here. Constance asked him, and Im bound to say when I first heard of it I was not any too well pleased. I dont like poets as a rule. But this fellows so different from the other poets Ive met. Different altogether. And, said Lord Emsworth with not a little heat, I strongly object to Baxter throwing flower-pots at him. I wont have Baxter throwing flower-pots at my guests, he said firmly; for Lord Emsworth, though occasionally a little vague, was keenly alive to the ancient traditions of his family regarding hospitality.

Is Mr. McTodd a poet? said Eve, her heart beating.

Eh? Oh yes, yes. There seems to be no doubt about that. A Canadian poet. Apparently they have poets out there. And, demanded his lordship, ever a fair-minded man, why not? A remarkably growing country. I was there in the year 98. Or was it, he added, thoughtfully passing a muddy hand over his chin and leaving a rich brown stain, 99? I forget. My memory isnt good for dates. . . . If you will excuse me, Miss — Miss Halliday, of course — if you will excuse me, I must be leaving you. I have to see McAllister, my head gardener. An obstinate man. A Scotchman. If you go into the house, my sister Constance will give you a cup of tea. I dont know what the time is, but I suppose there will be tea soon. Never take it myself.

Mr. McTodd asked me to go for a row on the lake.

On the lake, eh? On the lake? said his lordship, as if this was the last place in the neighbourhood where he would have expected to hear of people proposing to row. Then he brightened. Of course, yes, on the lake. I think you will like the lake. I take a dip there myself every morning before breakfast. I find it good for the health and appetite. I plunge in and swim perhaps fifty yards, and then return. Lord Emsworth suspended the gossip from the training-camp in order to look at his watch. Dear me, he said, I must be going. McAllister has been waiting fully ten minutes. Good-bye, then, for the present, Miss — er — good-bye.

And Lord Emsworth ambled off, on his face that look of tense concentration which it always wore when interviews with Angus McAllister were in prospect — the look which stern warriors wear when about to meet a foeman worthy of their steel.

§ 5

There was a cold expression in Eves eyes as she made her way slowly to the boat-house. The information which she had just received had come as a shock, and she was trying to adjust her mind to it. When Miss Clarkson had told her of the unhappy conclusion to her old school friends marriage to Ralston McTodd, she had immediately, without knowing anything of the facts, arrayed herself loyally on Cynthias side and condemned the unknown McTodd uncompromisingly and without hesitation. It was many years since she had seen Cynthia, and their friendship might almost have been said to have lapsed; but Eves affection, when she had once given it, was a durable thing, capable of surviving long separation. She had loved Cynthia at school, and she could feel nothing but animosity towards anyone who had treated her badly. She eyed the glittering water of the lake from under lowered brows, and prepared to be frigid and hostile when the villain of the piece should arrive. It was only when she heard footsteps behind her and turned to perceive Psmith hurrying up, radiant in gleaming flannel, that it occurred to her for the first time that there might have been faults on both sides. She had not known Psmith long, it was true, but already his personality had made a somewhat deep impression on her, and she was loath to believe that he could be the callous scoundrel of her imagination. She decided to suspend judgment until they should be out in mid-water and in a position to discuss the matter without interruption.

I am a little late, said Psmith, as he came up. I was detained by our young friend Freddie. He came into my room and started talking about himself at the very moment when I was tying my tie and needed every ounce of concentration for that delicate task. The recent painful episode appeared to be weighing on his mind to some extent. He helped Eve into the boat and started to row. I consoled him as best I could by telling him that it would probably have made you think all the more highly of him. I ventured the suggestion that girls worship the strong, rough, dashing type of man. And, after I had done my best to convince him that he was a strong, rough, dashing man, I came away. By now, of course, he may have had a relapse into despair; so, if you happen to see a body bobbing about in the water as we row along, it will probably be Freddies.

Never mind about Freddie.

I dont if you dont, said Psmith agreeably. Very well, then, if we see a body, we will ignore it. He rowed on a few strokes. Correct me if I am wrong, he said, resting on his oars and leaning forward, but you appear to be brooding about something. If you will give me a clue, I will endeavour to assist you to grapple with any little problem which is troubling you. What is the matter?

Eve, questioned thus directly, found it difficult to open the subject. She hesitated a moment, and let the water ripple through her fingers.

I have only just found out your name, Mr. McTodd, she said at length.

Psmith nodded.

It is always thus, he said. Passing through this life, we meet a fellow-mortal, chat awhile, and part; and the last thing we think of doing is to ask him in a manly and direct way what his label is. There is something oddly furtive and shamefaced in ones attitude towards peoples names. It is as if we shrank from probing some hideous secret. We say to ourselves This pleasant stranger may be a Snooks or a Buggins. Better not inquire. But in my case . . .

It was a great shock to me.

Now there, said Psmith, I cannot follow you. I wouldnt call McTodd a bad name, as names go. Dont you think there is a sort of Highland strength about it? It sounds to me like something out of The Lady of the Lake or The Lay of the Last Minstrel. The stag at eve had drunk its fill adoon the glen beyint the hill, and welcomed with a friendly nod old Scotlands pride, young Laird McTodd. You dont think it has a sort of wild romantic ring?

I ought to tell you, Mr. McTodd, said Eve, that I was at school with Cynthia.

Psmith was not a young man who often found himself at a loss, but this remark gave him a bewildered feeling such as comes in dreams. It was plain to him that this delightful girl thought she had said something serious, even impressive; but for the moment it did not seem to him to make sense. He sparred warily for time.

Indeed? With Cynthia? That must have been jolly.

The harmless observation appeared to have the worst effect upon his companion. The frown came back to her face.

Oh, dont speak in that flippant, sneering way, she said. Its so cheap.

Psmith, having nothing to say, remained silent, and the boat drifted on. Eves face was delicately pink, for she was feeling extraordinarily embarrassed. There was something in the solemn gaze of the man before her which made it difficult for her to go on. But, with the stout-heartedness which was one of her characteristics, she stuck to her task.

After all, she said, however you may feel about her now, you must have been fond of poor Cynthia at one time, or I dont see why you should have married her.

Psmith, for want of conversation, had begun rowing again. The start he gave at these remarkable words caused him to skim the surface of the water with the left oar in such a manner as to send a liberal pint into Eves lap. He started forward with apologies.

Oh, never mind about that, said Eve impatiently. It doesnt matter. . . . Mr. McTodd, she said, and there was a note of gentleness in her voice, I do wish you would tell me what the trouble was.

Psmith stared at the floor of the boat in silence. He was wrestling with a feeling of injury. True, he had not during their brief conversation at the Senior Conservative Club specifically inquired of Mr. McTodd whether he was a bachelor, but somehow he felt that the man should have dropped some hint as to his married state. True, again, Mr. McTodd had not asked him to impersonate him at Blandings Castle. And yet, undeniably, he felt that he had a grievance. Psmiths was an orderly mind. He had proposed to continue the pleasant relations which had begun between Eve and himself, seeing to it that every day they became a little pleasanter, until eventually, in due season, they should reach the point where it would become possible to lay heart and hand at her feet. For there was no doubt in his mind that in a world congested to overflowing with girls Eve Halliday stood entirely alone. And now this infernal Cynthia had risen from nowhere to stand between them. Even a young man as liberally endowed with calm assurance as he was might find it awkward to conduct his wooing with such a handicap as a wife in the background.

Eve misinterpreted his silence.

I suppose you are thinking that it is no business of mine?

Psmith came out of his thoughts with a start.

No, no. Not at all.

You see, Im devoted to Cynthia — and I like you.

She smiled for the first time. Her embarrassment was passing.

That is the whole point, she said. I do like you. And Im quite sure that if you were really the sort of man I thought you when I first heard about all this, I shouldnt. The friend who told me about you and Cynthia made it seem as if the whole fault had been yours. I got the impression that you had been very unkind to Cynthia. I thought you must be a brute. And when Lord Emsworth told me who you were, my first impulse was to hate you. I think if you had come along just then I should have been rather horrid to you. But you were late, and that gave me time to think it over. And then I remembered how nice you had been to me and I felt somehow that — that you must really be quite nice, and it occurred to me that there might be some explanation. And I thought that — perhaps — if you would let me interfere in your private affairs — and if things hadnt gone too far — I might do something to help — try to bring you together, you know.

She broke off, a little confused, for now that the words were out she was conscious of a return of her former shyness. Even though she was an old friend of Cynthias, there did seem something insufferably officious in this meddling. And when she saw the look of pain on her companions face, she regretted that she had spoken. Naturally, she thought, he was offended.

In supposing that Psmith was offended she was mistaken. Internally he was glowing with a renewed admiration for all those beautiful qualities in her which he had detected, before they had ever met, at several yards range across the street from the window of the Drones Club smoking-room. His look of pain was due to the fact that, having now had time to grapple with the problem, he had decided to dispose of this Cynthia once and for all. He proposed to eliminate her for ever from his life. And the elimination of even such a comparative stranger seemed to him to call for a pained look. So he assumed one.

That, he said gravely, would, I fear, be impossible. It is like you to suggest it, and I cannot tell you how much I appreciate the kindness which has made you interest yourself in my troubles, but it is too late for any reconciliation. Cynthia and I are divorced.

For a moment the temptation had come to him to kill the woman off with some wasting sickness, but this he resisted as tending towards possible future complications. He was resolved, however, that there should be no question of bringing them together again.

He was disturbed to find Eve staring at him in amazement.

Divorced? But how can you be divorced? Its only a few days since you and she were in London together.

Psmith ceased to wonder that Mr. McTodd had had trouble with his wife. The woman was a perfect pest.

I used the term in a spiritual rather than a legal sense, he replied. True, there has been no actual decree, but we are separated beyond hope of reunion. He saw the distress in Eves eyes and hurried on. There are things, he said, which it is impossible for a man to overlook, however broad-minded he may be. Love, Miss Halliday, is a delicate plant. It needs tending, nursing, assiduous fostering. This cannot be done by throwing the breakfast bacon at a husbands head.

What! Eves astonishment was such that the word came out in a startled squeak.

In the dish, said Psmith sadly.

Eves blue eyes opened wide.

Cynthia did that!

On more than one occasion. Her temper in the mornings was terrible. I have known her lift the cat over two chairs and a settee with a single kick. And all because there were no mushrooms.

But — but I cant believe it!

Come over to Canada, said Psmith, and I will show you the cat.

Cynthia did that! — Cynthia — why, she was always the gentlest little creature.

At school, you mean?

Yes.

That, said Psmith, would, I suppose, be before she had taken to drink.

Taken to drink!

Psmith was feeling happier. A passing thought did come to him that all this was perhaps a trifle rough on the absent Cynthia, but he mastered the unmanly weakness. It was necessary that Cynthia should suffer in the good cause. Already he had begun to detect in Eves eyes the faint dawnings of an angelic pity, and pity is recognised by all the best authorities as one of the most valuable emotions which your wooer can awaken.

Drink! Eve repeated, with a little shudder.

We lived in one of the dry provinces of Canada, and, as so often happens, that started the trouble. From the moment when she installed a private still her downfall was swift. I have seen her, under the influence of home-brew, rage through the house like a devastating cyclone . . . I hate speaking like this of one who was your friend, said Psmith, in a low, vibrating voice. I would not tell these things to anyone but you. The world, of course, supposes that the entire blame for the collapse of our home was mine. I took care that it should be so. The opinion of the world matters little to me. But with you it is different. I should not like you to think badly of me, Miss Halliday. I do not make friends easily — I am a lonely man — but somehow it has seemed to me since we met that you and I might be friends.

Eve stretched her hand out impulsively.

Why, of course!

Psmith took her hand and held it far longer than was strictly speaking necessary.

Thank you, he said. Thank you.

He turned the nose of the boat to the shore, and rowed slowly back.

I have suffered, said Psmith gravely, as he helped her ashore. But, if you will be my friend, I think that I may forget.

They walked in silence up the winding path to the castle.

§ 6

To Psmith five minutes later, as he sat in his room smoking a cigarette and looking dreamily out at the distant hills, there entered the Hon. Frederick Threepwood, who, having closed the door behind him, tottered to the bed and uttered a deep and discordant groan. Psmith, his mind thus rudely wrenched from pleasant meditations, turned and regarded the gloomy youth with disfavour.

At any other time, Comrade Threepwood, he said politely but with firmness, certainly. But not now. I am not in the vein.

What? said the Hon. Freddie vacantly.

I say that at any other time I shall be delighted to listen to your farmyard imitations, but not now. At the moment I am deep in thoughts of my own, and I may say frankly that I regard you as more or less of an excrescence. I want solitude, solitude. I am in a beautiful reverie, and your presence jars upon me somewhat profoundly.

The Hon. Freddie ruined the symmetry of his hair by passing his fingers feverishly through it.

Dont talk so much! I never met a fellow like you for talking. Having rumpled his hair to the left, he went through it again and rumpled it to the right. I say, do you know what? Youve jolly well got to clear out of here quick! He got up from the bed, and approached the window. Having done which, he bent towards Psmith and whispered in his ear. The games up!

Psmith withdrew his ear with a touch of hauteur, but he looked at his companion with a little more interest. He had feared, when he saw Freddie stagger in with such melodramatic despair and emit so hollow a groan, that the topic on which he wished to converse was the already exhausted one of his broken heart. It now began to appear that weightier matters were on his mind.

I fail to understand you, Comrade Threepwood, he said. The last time I had the privilege of conversing with you, you informed me that Susan, or whatever her name is, merely giggled and told you not to be silly when you embraced her. In other words, she is not a detective. What has happened since then to get you all worked up?

Baxter!

What has Baxter been doing?

Only giving the whole bally show away to me, thats all, said Freddie feverishly. He clutched Psmiths arm violently, causing that exquisite to utter a slight moan and smooth out the wrinkles thus created in his sleeve. Listen! Ive just been talking to the blighter. I was passing the library just now, when he popped out of the door and hauled me in. And, dash it, he hadnt been talking two seconds before I realised that he has seen through the whole dam thing practically from the moment you got here. Though he doesnt seem to know that Ive anything to do with it, thank goodness.

I should imagine not, if he makes you his confidant. Why did he do that, by the way? What made him select you as the recipient of his secrets?

As far as I can make out, his idea was to form a gang, if you know what I mean. He said a lot of stuff about him and me being the only two able-bodied young men in the place, and we ought to be prepared to tackle you if you started anything.

I see. And now tell me how our delightful friend ever happened to begin suspecting that I was not all I seemed to be. I had been flattering myself that I had put the little deception over with complete success.

Well, in the first place, dash it, that dam fellow McTodd — the real one, you know — sent a telegram saying that he wasnt coming. So it seemed rummy to Baxter bang from the start when you blew in all merry and bright.

Ah! That was what they all meant by saying they were glad I had come after all. A phrase which at the moment, I confess, rather mystified me.

And then you went and wrote in the Peavey females autograph-book.

In what way was that a false move?

Why, that was the biggest bloomer on record, as it has turned out, said Freddie vehemently. Baxter apparently keeps every letter that comes to the place on a file, and hed skewered McTodds original letter with the rest. I mean, the one he wrote accepting the invitation to come here. And Baxter compared his handwriting with what you wrote in the Peaveys album, and, of course, they werent a dam bit alike. And that put the lid on it.

Psmith lit another cigarette and drew at it thoughtfully. He realised that he had made a tactical error in underestimating the antagonism of the Efficient One.

Does he seem to have any idea why I have come to the castle? he asked.

Any idea? Why, dash it, the very first thing he said to me was that you must have come to sneak Aunt Connies necklace.

In that case, why has he made no move till to-day? I should have supposed that he would long since have denounced me before as large an audience as he could assemble. Why this reticence on the part of genial old Baxter?

A crimson flush of chivalrous indignation spread itself over Freddies face.

He told me that, too.

There seems to have been no reserves between Comrade Baxter and yourself. And very healthy, too, this spirit of confidence. What was his reason for abstaining from loosing the bomb?

He said he was pretty sure you wouldnt try to do anything on your own. He thought you would wait till your accomplice arrived. And, damn him, cried Freddie heatedly, do you know who hes got the infernal gall to think is your accomplice? Miss Halliday! Dash him!

Psmith smoked in thoughtful silence.

Well, of course, now that this has happened, said Freddie, I suppose its no good thinking of going on with the thing. Youd better pop off, what? If I were you, Id leg it to-day and have your luggage sent on after you.

Psmith threw away his cigarette and stretched himself. During the last few moments he had been thinking with some tenseness.

Comrade Threepwood, he said reprovingly, you suggest a cowardly and weak-minded action. I admit that the outlook would be distinctly rosier if no such person as Baxter were on the premises, but nevertheless the thing must be seen through to a finish. At least we have this advantage over our spectacled friend, that we know he suspects me and he doesnt know we know. I think that with a little resource and ingenuity we may yet win through. He turned to the window and looked out. Sad, he sighed, that these idyllic surroundings should have become oppressed with a cloud of sinister menace. One thinks one sees a faun popping about in the undergrowth, and on looking more closely perceives that it is in reality a detective with a notebook. What one fancied was the piping of Pan turns out to be a police-whistle, summoning assistance. Still, we must bear these things without wincing. They are our cross. What you have told me will render me, if possible, warier and more snake-like than ever, but my purpose remains firm. The cry goes round the castle battlements Psmith intends to keep the old flag flying! So charge off and soothe your quivering ganglions with a couple of aspirins, Comrade Threepwood, and leave me to my thoughts. All will doubtless come right in the future.


CHAPTER IX

PSMITH ENGAGES A VALET
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§ 1

From out of the scented shade of the big cedar on the lawn in front of the castle Psmith looked at the flower-beds, jaunty and gleaming in the afternoon sun; then he looked back at Eve, incredulity in every feature.

I must have misunderstood you. Surely, he said in a voice vibrant with reproach, you do not seriously intend to work in weather like this?

I must. Ive got a conscience. They arent paying me a handsome salary — a fairly handsome salary — to sit about in deck-chairs.

But you only came yesterday.

Well, I ought to have worked yesterday.

It seems to me, said Psmith, the nearest thing to slavery that I have ever struck. I had hoped, seeing that everybody had gone off and left us alone, that we were going to spend a happy and instructive afternoon together under the shade of this noble tree, talking of this and that. Is it not to be?

No, it is not. Its lucky youre not the one whos supposed to be cataloguing this library. It would never get finished.

And why, as your employer would say, should it? He has expressed the opinion several times in my hearing that the library has jogged along quite comfortably for a great number of years without being catalogued. Why shouldnt it go on like that indefinitely?

Its no good trying to tempt me. Theres nothing I should like better than to loaf here for hours and hours, but what would Mr. Baxter say when he got back and found out?

It is becoming increasingly clear to me each day that I stay in this place, said Psmith moodily, that Comrade Baxter is little short of a blister on the community. Tell me, how do you get on with him?

I dont like him much.

Nor do I. It is on these communities of taste that life-long attachments are built. Sit down and let us exchange confidences on the subject of Baxter.

Eve laughed.

I wont. Youre simply trying to lure me into staying out here and neglecting my duty. I really must be off now. You have no idea what a lot of work there is to be done.

You are entirely spoiling my afternoon.

No, Im not. Youve got a book. What is it?

Psmith picked up the brightly-jacketed volume and glanced at it.

The Man With The Missing Toe. Comrade Threepwood lent it to me. He has a vast store of this type of narrative. I expect he will be wanting you to catalogue his library next.

Well, it looks interesting.

Ah, but what does it teach? How long do you propose to shut yourself up in that evil-smelling library?

An hour or so.

Then I shall rely on your society at the end of that period. We might go for another saunter on the lake.

All right. Ill come and find you when Ive finished.

Psmith watched her disappear into the house, then seated himself once more in the long chair under the cedar. A sense of loneliness oppressed him. He gave one look at The Man With The Missing Toe, and, having rejected the entertainment it offered, gave himself up to meditation.

Blandings Castle dozed in the midsummer heat like a Palace of Sleep. There had been an exodus of its inmates shortly after lunch, when Lord Emsworth, Lady Constance, Mr. Keeble, Miss Peavey, and the Efficient Baxter had left for the neighbouring town of Bridgeford in the big car, with the Hon. Freddie puffing in its wake in a natty two-seater. Psmith, who had been invited to accompany them, had declined on the plea that he wished to write a poem. He felt but a tepid interest in the afternoons programme, which was to consist of the unveiling by his lordship of the recently completed memorial to the late Hartley Reddish, Esq., J.P., for so many years Member of Parliament for the Bridgeford and Shifley Division of Shropshire. Not even the prospect of hearing Lord Emsworth — clad, not without vain protest and weak grumbling, in a silk hat, morning coat, and sponge-bag trousers — deliver a speech, had been sufficient to lure him from the castle grounds.

But at the moment when he had uttered his refusal, thereby incurring the ill-concealed envy both of Lord Emsworth and his son Freddie, the latter also an unwilling celebrant, he had supposed that his solitude would be shared by Eve. This deplorable conscientiousness of hers, this morbid craving for work, had left him at a loose end. The time and the place were both above criticism, but, as so often happens in this life of ours, he had been let down by the girl.

But, though he chafed for awhile, it was not long before the dreamy peace of the afternoon began to exercise a soothing effect upon him. With the exception of the bees that worked with their usual misguided energy among the flowers and an occasional butterfly which flitted past in the sunshine, all nature seemed to be taking a siesta. Somewhere out of sight a lawn-mower had begun to emphasise the stillness with its musical whir. A telegraph-boy on a red bicycle passed up the drive to the front door, and seemed to have some difficulty in establishing communication with the domestic staff — from which Psmith deduced that Beach, the butler, like a good opportunist, was taking advantage of the absence of authority to enjoy a nap in some distant lair of his own. Eventually a parlourmaid appeared, accepted the telegram and (apparently) a rebuke from the boy, and the bicycle passed out of sight, leaving silence and peace once more.

The noblest minds are not proof against atmospheric conditions of this kind. Psmiths eyes closed, opened, closed again. And presently his regular breathing, varied by an occasional snore, was added to the rest of the small sounds of the summer afternoon.

The shadow of the cedar was appreciably longer when he awoke with that sudden start which generally terminates sleep in a garden-chair. A glance at his watch told him that it was close on five oclock, a fact which was confirmed a moment later by the arrival of the parlourmaid who had answered the summons of the telegraph-boy. She appeared to be the sole survivor of the little world that had its centre in the servants hall. A sort of female Casabianca.

I have put your tea in the hall, sir.

You could have performed no nobler or more charitable task, Psmith assured her; and, having corrected a certain stiffness of limb by means of massage, went in. It occurred to him that Eve, assiduous worker though she was, might have knocked off in order to keep him company.

The hope proved vain. A single cup stood bleakly on the tray. Either Eve was superior to the feminine passion for tea or she was having hers up in the library. Filled with something of the sadness which he had felt at the sight of the toiling bees, Psmith embarked on his solitary meal, wondering sorrowfully at the perverseness which made girls work when there was no one to watch them.

It was very agreeable here in the coolness of the hall. The great door of the castle was open, and through it he had a view of lawns bathed in a thirst-provoking sunlight. Through the green-baize door to his left, which led to the servants quarters, an occasional sharp giggle gave evidence of the presence of humanity, but apart from that he might have been alone in the world. Once again he fell into a dreamy meditation, and there is little reason to doubt that he would shortly have disgraced himself by falling asleep for the second time in a single afternoon, when he was restored to alertness by the sudden appearance of a foreign body in the open doorway. Against the background of golden light a black figure had abruptly manifested itself.

The sharp pang of apprehension which ran through Psmiths consciousness like an electric shock, causing him to stiffen like some wild creature surprised in the woods, was due to the momentary belief that the new-comer was the local vicar, of whose conversational powers he had had experience on the second day of his visit. Another glance showed him that he had been too pessimistic. This was not the vicar. It was someone whom he had never seen before — a slim and graceful young man with a dark, intelligent face, who stood blinking in the subdued light of the hall with eyes not yet accustomed to the absence of strong sunshine. Greatly relieved, Psmith rose and approached him.

Hallo! said the new-comer. I didnt see you. Its quite dark in here after outside.

The light is pleasantly dim, agreed Psmith.

Is Lord Emsworth anywhere about?

I fear not. He has legged it, accompanied by the entire household, to superintend the unveiling of a memorial at Bridgeford to — if my memory serves me rightly — the late Hartley Reddish, Esq., J.P., M.P. Is there anything I can do?

Well, Ive come to stay, you know.

Indeed?

Lady Constance invited me to pay a visit as soon as I reached England.

Ah! Then you have come from foreign parts?

Canada.

Psmith started slightly. This, he perceived, was going to complicate matters. The last thing he desired was the addition to the Blandings circle of one familiar with Canada. Nothing would militate against his peace of mind more than the society of a man who would want to exchange with him views on that growing country.

Oh, Canada? he said.

I wired, proceeded the other, but I suppose it came after everybody had left. Ah, that must be my telegram on that table over there. I walked up from the station. He was rambling idly about the hall after the fashion of one breaking new ground. He paused at an occasional table, the one where, when taking after-dinner coffee, Miss Peavey was wont to sit. He picked up a book, and uttered a gratified laugh. One of my little things, he said.

One of what? said Psmith.

This book. Songs of Squalor. I wrote it.

You wrote it!

Yes. My names McTodd. Ralston McTodd. I expect you have heard them speak of me?

§ 2

The mind of a man who has undertaken a mission as delicate as Psmiths at Blandings Castle is necessarily alert. Ever since he had stepped into the five oclock train at Paddington, when his adventure might have been said formally to have started, Psmith had walked warily, like one in a jungle on whom sudden and unexpected things might pounce out at any moment. This calm announcement from the slim young man, therefore, though it undoubtedly startled him, did not deprive him of his faculties. On the contrary, it quickened them. His first action was to step nimbly to the table on which the telegram lay awaiting the return of Lord Emsworth, his second was to slip the envelope into his pocket. It was imperative that telegrams signed McTodd should not lie about loose while he was enjoying the hospitality of the castle.

This done, he confronted the young man.

Come, come! he said with quiet severity.

He was extremely grateful to a kindly Providence which had arranged that this interview should take place at a time when nobody but himself was in the house.

You say that you are Ralston McTodd, the author of these poems?

Yes, I do.

Then what, said Psmith incisively, is a pale parabola of Joy?

Er — what? said the new-comer in an enfeebled voice. There was manifest in his demeanour now a marked nervousness.

And here is another, said Psmith. The — — Wait a minute, Ill get it soon. Yes. The sibilant, scented silence that shimmered where we sat. Could you oblige me with a diagram of that one?

I — I —— What are you talking about?

Psmith stretched out a long arm and patted him almost affectionately on the shoulder.

Its lucky you met me before you had to face the others, he said. I fear that you undertook this little venture without thoroughly equipping yourself. They would have detected your imposture in the first minute.

What do you mean — imposture? I dont know what youre talking about.

Psmith waggled his forefinger at him reproachfully.

My dear Comrade, I may as well tell you at once that the genuine McTodd is an old and dear friend of mine. I had a long and entertaining conversation with him only a few days ago. So that, I think we may confidently assert, is that. Or am I wrong?

Oh, hell! said the young man. And, flopping bonelessly into a chair, he mopped his forehead in undisguised and abject collapse.

Silence reigned for awhile.

What, inquired the visitor, raising a damp face that shone pallidly in the dim light, are you going to do about it?

Nothing, Comrade — by the way, what is your name?

Cootes.

Nothing, Comrade Cootes. Nothing whatever. You are free to leg it hence whenever you feel disposed. In fact, the sooner you do so, the better I shall be pleased.

Say! Thats darned good of you.

Not at all, not at all.

Youre an ace — —

Oh, hush! interrupted Psmith modestly. But before you go tell me one or two things. I take it that your object in coming here was to have a pop at Lady Constances necklace?

Yes.

I thought as much. And what made you suppose that the real McTodd would not be here when you arrived?

Oh, that was all right. I travelled over with that guy McTodd on the boat, and saw a good deal of him when we got to London. He was full of how hed been invited here, and I got it out of him that no one here knew him by sight. And then one afternoon I met him in the Strand, all worked up. Madder than a hornet. Said hed been insulted and wouldnt come down to this place if they came and begged him on their bended knees. I couldnt make out what it was all about, but apparently he had met Lord Emsworth and hadnt been treated right. He told me he was going straight off to Paris.

And did he?

Sure. I saw him off myself at Charing Cross. Thats why it seemed such a cinch coming here instead of him. Its just my darned luck that the first man I run into is a friend of his. How was I to know that he had any friends this side? He told me hed never been in England before.

In this life, Comrade Cootes, said Psmith, we must always distinguish between the Unlikely and the Impossible. It was unlikely, as you say, that you would meet any friend of McTodds in this out-of-the-way spot; and you rashly ordered your movements on the assumption that it was impossible. With what result? The cry goes round the Underworld, Poor old Cootes has made a bloomer!

You neednt rub it in.

I am only doing so for your good. It is my earnest hope that you will lay this lesson to heart and profit by it. Who knows that it may not be the turning-point in your career? Years hence, when you are a white-haired and opulent man of leisure, having retired from the crook business with a comfortable fortune, you may look back on your experience of to-day and realise that it was the means of starting you on the road to Success. You will lay stress on it when you are interviewed for the Weekly Burglar on How I Began . . . But, talking of starting on roads, I think that perhaps it would be as well if you now had a dash at the one leading to the railway-station. The household may be returning at any moment now.

Thats right, agreed the visitor.

I think so, said Psmith. I think so. You will be happier when you are away from here. Once outside the castle precincts, a great weight will roll off your mind. A little fresh air will put the roses in your cheeks. You know your way out?

He shepherded the young man to the door and with a cordial push started him on his way. Then with long strides he ran upstairs to the library to find Eve.

* * * * *

At about the same moment, on the platform of Market Blandings station, Miss Aileen Peavey was alighting from the train which had left Bridgeford some half an hour earlier. A headache, the fruit of standing about in the hot sun, had caused her to forgo the pleasure of hearing Lord Emsworth deliver his speech: and she had slipped back on a convenient train with the intention of lying down and resting. Finding, on reaching Market Blandings, that her head was much better, and the heat of the afternoon being now over, she started to walk to the castle, greatly refreshed by a cool breeze which had sprung up from the west. She left the town at almost the exact time when the disconsolate Mr. Cootes was passing out of the big gates at the end of the castle drive.

§ 3

The grey melancholy which accompanied Mr. Cootes like a diligent spectre as he began his walk back to the town of Market Blandings, and which not even the delightful evening could dispel, was due primarily, of course, to that sickening sense of defeat which afflicts a man whose high hopes have been wrecked at the very instant when success has seemed in sight. Once or twice in the life of every man there falls to his lot something which can only be described as a soft snap, and it had seemed to Mr. Cootes that this venture of his to Blandings Castle came into that category. He had, like most members of his profession, had his ups and downs in the past, but at last, he told himself, the goddess Fortune had handed him something on a plate with watercress round it. Once established in the castle, there would have been a hundred opportunities of achieving the capture of Lady Constances necklace: and it had looked as though all he had to do was to walk in, announce himself, and be treated as the honoured guest. As he slouched moodily between the dusty hedges that fringed the road to Market Blandings, Edward Cootes tasted the bitterness that only those know whose plans have been upset by the hundredth chance.

But this was not all. In addition to the sadness of frustrated hope, he was also experiencing the anguish of troubled memories. Not only was the Present torturing him, but the Past had come to life and jumped out and bitten him. A sorrows crown of sorrow is remembering happier things, and this was what Edward Cootes was doing now. It is at moments like this that a man needs a womans tender care, and Mr. Cootes had lost the only woman in whom he could have confided his grief, the only woman who would have understood and sympathised.

We have been introduced to Mr. Cootes at a point in his career when he was practising upon dry land; but that was not his chosen environment. Until a few months back his business had lain upon deep waters. The salt scent of the sea was in his blood. To put it more exactly, he had been by profession a card-sharper on the Atlantic liners; and it was during this period that he had loved and lost. For three years and more he had worked in perfect harmony with the lady who, though she adopted a variety of names for purposes of travel, was known to her immediate circle as Smooth Lizzie. He had been the practitioner, she the decoy, and theirs had been one of those ideal business partnerships which one so seldom meets with in a world of cynicism and mistrust. Comradeship had ripened into something deeper and more sacred, and it was all settled between them that when they next touched New York, Mr. Cootes, if still at liberty, should proceed to the City Hall for a marriage-licence; when they had quarrelled — quarrelled irrevocably over one of those trifling points over which lovers do quarrel. Some absurd dispute as to the proper division of the quite meagre sum obtained from a cattle millionaire on their last voyage had marred their golden dreams. One word had led to another. The lady, after womans habit, had the last of the series, and even Mr. Cootes was forced to admit that it was a pippin. She had spoken it on the pier at New York, and then passed out of his life. And with her had gone all his luck. It was as if her going had brought a curse upon him. On the very next trip he had had an unfortunate misunderstanding with an irritable gentleman from the Middle West, who, piqued at what he considered — not unreasonably — the undue proportion of kings and aces in the hands which Mr. Cootes had been dealing himself, expressed his displeasure by biting off the first joint of the others right index finger — thus putting an abrupt end to a brilliant career. For it was on this finger that Mr. Cootes principally relied for the almost magical effects which he was wont to produce with a pack of cards after a little quiet shuffling.

With an aching sense of what might have been he thought now of his lost Lizzie. Regretfully he admitted to himself that she had always been the brains of the firm. A certain manual dexterity he had no doubt possessed, but it was ever Lizzie who had been responsible for the finer work. If they had still been partners, he really believed that she could have discovered some way of getting round the obstacles which had reared themselves now between himself and the necklace of Lady Constance Keeble. It was in a humble and contrite spirit that Edward Cootes proceeded on his way to Market Blandings.

* * * * *

Miss Peavey, meanwhile, who, it will be remembered, was moving slowly along the road from the Market Blandings end, was finding her walk both restful and enjoyable. There were moments, it has to be recorded, when the society of her hostess and her hostesss relations was something of a strain to Miss Peavey; and she was glad to be alone. Her headache had disappeared, and she revelled in the quiet evening hush. About now, if she had not had the sense to detach herself from the castle platoon, she would, she reflected, be listening to Lord Emsworths speech on the subject of the late Hartley Reddish, J.P., M.P.: a topic which even the noblest of orators might have failed to render really gripping. And what she knew of her host gave her little confidence in his powers of oratory.

Yes, she was well out of it. The gentle breeze played soothingly upon her face. Her delicately modelled nostrils drank in gratefully the scent from the hedgerows. Somewhere out of sight a thrush was singing. And so moved was Miss Peavey by the peace and sweetness of it all that she, too, began to sing.

Had those who enjoyed the privilege of her acquaintance at Blandings Castle been informed that Miss Peavey was about to sing, they would doubtless have considered themselves on firm ground if called upon to make a conjecture as to the type of song which she would select. Something quaint, dreamy, a little wistful . . . that would have been the universal guess . . . some old-world ballad, possibly . . .

What Miss Peavey actually sang — in a soft, meditative voice like that of a linnet waking to greet a new dawn — was that curious composition known as The Beale Street Blues.

As she reached the last line, she broke off abruptly. She was, she perceived, no longer alone. Down the road toward her, walking pensively like one with a secret sorrow, a man was approaching; and for an instant, as she turned the corner, something in his appearance seemed to catch her by the throat and her breath came sharply.

Gee! said Miss Peavey.

She was herself again the next moment. A chance resemblance had misled her. She could not see the mans face, for his head was bent, but how was it possible . . .

And then, when he was quite close, he raised his head, and the county of Shropshire, as far as it was visible to her amazed eyes, executed a sudden and eccentric dance. Trees bobbed up and down, hedgerows shimmied like a Broadway chorus; and from out of the midst of the whirling country-side a voice spoke.

Liz!

Eddie! ejaculated Miss Peavey faintly, and sat down in a heap on a grassy bank.

§ 4

Well, for goodness sake! said Miss Peavey.

Shropshire had become static once more. She stared at him, wide-eyed.

Can you tie it! said Miss Peavey.

She ran her gaze over him once again from head to foot.

Well, if this aint the cats whiskers! said Miss Peavey. And with this final pronouncement she rose from her bank, somewhat restored, and addressed herself to the task of picking up old threads.

Wherever, she inquired, did you spring from, Ed?

There was nothing but affection in her voice. Her gaze was that of a mother contemplating her long-lost child. The past was past and a new era had begun. In the past she had been compelled to describe this man as a hunk of cheese and to express the opinion that his crookedness was such as to enable him to hide at will behind a spiral staircase; but now, in the joy of this unexpected reunion, all these harsh views were forgotten. This was Eddie Cootes, her old side-kick, come back to her after many days, and only now was it borne in upon her what a gap in her life his going had made. She flung herself into his arms with a glad cry.

Mr. Cootes, who had not been expecting this demonstration of esteem, staggered a trifle at the impact, but recovered himself sufficiently to return the embrace with something of his ancient warmth. He was delighted at this cordiality, but also surprised. The memory of the ladys parting words on the occasion of their last meeting was still green, and he had not realised how quickly women forget and forgive, and how a sensitive girl, stirred by some fancied injury, may address a man as a pie-faced plugugly and yet retain in her inmost heart all the old love and affection. He kissed Miss Peavey fondly.

Liz, he said with fervour, youre prettier than ever.

Now you behave, responded Miss Peavey coyly.

The arrival of a baaing flock of sheep, escorted by a priggish dog and followed by a couple of the local peasantry, caused an intermission in these tender exchanges; and by the time the procession had moved off down the road they were in a more suitable frame of mind to converse quietly and in a practical spirit, to compare notes, and to fill up the blanks.

Wherever, inquired Miss Peavey again, did you spring from, Ed? You could of knocked me down with a feather when I saw you coming along the road. I couldnt have believed it was you, this far from the ocean. What are you doing inland like this? Taking a vacation, or arent you working the boats any more?

No, Liz, said Mr. Cootes sadly. Ive had to give that up.

And he exhibited the hiatus where an important section of his finger had been and told his painful tale. His companions sympathy was balm to his wounded soul.

The risks of the profession, of course, said Mr. Cootes moodily, removing the exhibit in order to place his arm about her slender waist. Still, its done me in. I tried once or twice, but I couldnt seem to make the cards behave no more, so I quit. Ah, Liz, said Mr. Cootes with feeling, you can take it from me that Ive had no luck since you left me. Regular hoodoo theres been on me. If Id walked under a ladder on a Friday to smash a mirror over the dome of a black cat I couldnt have had it tougher.

You poor boy!

Mr. Cootes nodded sombrely.

Tough, he agreed, but there it is. Only this afternoon my jinx gummed the game for me and threw a spanner into the prettiest little scenario you ever thought of . . . But lets not talk about my troubles. What are you doing now, Liz?

Me? Oh, Im living near here.

Mr. Cootes started.

Not married? he exclaimed in alarm.

No! cried Miss Peavey with vehemence, and shot a tender glance up at his face. And I guess you know why, Ed.

You dont mean . . . you hadnt forgotten me?

As if I could ever forget you, Eddie! Theres only one tintype on my mantelpiece.

But it struck me . . . it sort of occurred to me as a passing thought that, when we saw each other last, you were a mite peeved with your Eddie . . .

It was the first allusion either of them had made to the past unpleasantness, and it caused a faint blush to dye Miss Peaveys soft cheek.

Oh, shucks! she said. Id forgotten all about that next day. I was good and mad at the time, Ill allow, but if only youd called me up next morning, Ed . . .

There was a silence, as they mused on what might have been.

What are you doing, living here? asked Mr. Cootes after a pregnant pause. Have you retired?

No, sir. Im sitting in at a game with real worthwhile stakes. But, darn it, said Miss Peavey regretfully, Im wondering if it isnt too big for me to put through alone. Oh, Eddie, if only there was some way you and me could work it together like in the old days.

What is it?

Diamonds, Eddie. A necklace. Ive only had one look at it so far, but that was enough. Some of the best ice Ive saw in years, Ed. Worth every cent of a hundred thousand berries.

The coincidence drew from Mr. Cootes a sharp exclamation.

A necklace!

Listen, Ed, while I slip you the low-down. And, say, if you knew the relief it was to me talking good United States again! Like taking off a pair of tight shoes. Im doing the high-toned stuff for the moment. Soulful. You remember, like I used to pull once or twice in the old days. Just after you and me had that little spat of ours I thought Id take another trip in the old Atlantic — force of habit or something, I guess. Anyway, I sailed, and we werent two days out from New York when I made the biggest kind of a hit with the dame this necklace belongs to. Seemed to take a shine to me right away . . .

I dont blame her! murmured Mr. Cootes devotedly.

Now dont you interrupt, said Miss Peavey, administering a gratified slap. Where was I? Oh yes. This here now Lady Constance Keeble Im telling you about . . .

What!

Whats the matter now?

Lady Constance Keeble?

Thats the name. Shes Lord Emsworths sister, who lives at a big place up the road. Blandings Castle its called. She didnt seem like she was able to let me out of her sight, and Ive been with her off and on ever since we landed. Im visiting at the castle now.

A deep sigh, like the groan of some great spirit in travail, forced itself from between Mr. Cootess lips.

Well, wouldnt that jar you! he demanded of circumambient space. Of all the lucky ones! getting into the place like that, with the band playing and a red carpet laid down for you to walk on! Gee, if you fell down a well, Liz, youd come up with the bucket. Youre a human horseshoe, thats what you are. Say, listen. Lemme-tell-ya-sumfn. Do you know what Ive been doing this afternoon? Only trying to edge into the dam place myself and getting the air two minutes after I was past the front door.

What! You, Ed?

Sure. Youre not the only one thats heard of that collection of ice.

Oh, Ed! Bitter disappointment rang in Miss Peaveys voice. If only you could have worked it! Me and you partners again! It hurts to think of it. What was the stuff you pulled to get you in?

Mr. Cootes so far forgot himself in his agony of spirit as to expectorate disgustedly at a passing frog. And even in this trivial enterprise failure dogged him. He missed the frog, which withdrew into the grass with a cold look of disapproval.

Me? said Mr. Cootes. I thought Id got it smooth. Id chummed up with a fellow who had been invited down to the place and had thought it over and decided not to go, so I said to myself whats the matter with going there instead of him. A gink called McTodd this was, a poet, and none of the folks had ever set eyes on him, except the old man, whos too short-sighted to see anyone, so . . .

Miss Peavey interrupted.

You dont mean to tell me, Ed Cootes, that you thought you could get into the castle by pretending to be Ralston McTodd?

Sure I did. Why not? It didnt seem like there was anything to it. A cinch, thats what it looked like. And the first guy I meet in the joint is a mutt who knows this McTodd well. We had a couple of words, and I beat it. I know when Im not wanted.

But, Ed! Ed! What do you mean? Ralston McTodd is at the castle now, this very moment.

Hows that?

Sure. Been there coupla days and more. Long, thin bird with an eyeglass.

Mr. Cootess mind was in a whirl. He could make nothing of this matter.

Nothing like it! McTodds not so darned tall or so thin, if it comes to that. And he didnt wear no eyeglass all the time I was with him. This . . . He broke off sharply. My gosh! I wonder! he cried. Liz! How many men are there in the joint right now?

Only four besides Lord Emsworth. Theres a big party coming down for the County Ball, but thats all there is at present. Theres Lord Emsworths son, Freddie . . .

What does he look like?

Sort of a dude with blond hair slicked back. Then theres Mr. Keeble. Hes short with a red face.

And?

And Baxter. Hes Lord Emsworths secretary. Wears spectacles.

And thats the lot?

Thats all there is, not counting this here McTodd and the help.

Mr. Cootes brought his hand down with a resounding report on his leg. The mildly pleasant look which had been a feature of his appearance during his interview with Psmith had vanished now, its place taken by one of an extremely sinister malevolence.

And I let him shoo me out as if I was a stray pup! he muttered through clenched teeth. Of all the bunk games!

What are you talking about, Ed?

And I thanked him! Thanked him! moaned Edward Cootes, writhing at the memory. I thanked him for letting me go!

Eddie Cootes, whatever are you . . . ?

Listen, Liz. Mr. Cootes mastered his emotion with a strong effort. I blew into that joint and met this fellow with the eyeglass, and he told me he knew McTodd well and that I wasnt him. And, from what you tell me, this must be the very guy thats passing himself off as McTodd! Dont you see? This baby must have started working on the same lines I did. Got to know McTodd, found he wasnt coming to the castle, and came down instead of him, same as me. Only he got there first, damn him! Wouldnt that give you a pain in the neck!

Amazement held Miss Peavey dumb for an instant. Then she spoke.

The big stiff! said Miss Peavey.

Mr. Cootes, regardless of a ladys presence, went even further in his censure.

I had a feeling from the first that there was something not on the level about that guy! said Miss Peavey. Gee! He must be after that necklace too.

Sure hes after the necklace, said Mr. Cootes impatiently. What did you think hed come down for? A change of air?

But, Ed! Say! Are you going to let him get away with it?

Am I going to let him get away with it! said Mr. Cootes, annoyed by the foolish question. Wake me up in the night and ask me!

But what are you going to do?

Do! said Mr. Cootes. Do! Ill tell you what Im going to . . . He paused, and the stern resolve that shone in his face seemed to flicker. Say, what the hell am I going to do? he went on somewhat weakly.

You wont get anything by putting the folks wise that hes a fake. That would be the finish of him, but it wouldnt get you anywhere.

No, said Mr. Cootes.

Wait a minute while I think, said Miss Peavey.

There was a pause. Miss Peavey sat with knit brows.

How would it be . . . ? ventured Mr. Cootes.

Cheese it! said Miss Peavey.

Mr. Cootes cheesed it. The minutes ticked on.

Ive got it, said Miss Peavey. This guys ace-high with Lady Constance. Youve got to get him alone right away and tell him hes got to get you invited to the place as a friend of his.

I knew youd think of something, Liz, said Mr. Cootes, almost humbly. You always were a wonder like that. How am I to get him alone?

I can fix that. Ill ask him to come for a stroll with me. Hes not what youd call crazy about me, but he cant very well duck if I keep after him. Well go down the drive. Youll be in the bushes — Ill show you the place. Then Ill send him to fetch me a wrap or something, and while I walk on hell come back past where youre hiding, and you jump out at him.

Liz, said Mr. Cootes, lost in admiration, when it comes to doping out a scheme, youre the snakes eyebrows!

But what are you going to do if he just turns you down?

Mr. Cootes uttered a bleak laugh, and from the recesses of his costume produced a neat little revolver.

He wont turn me down! he said.

§ 5

Fancy! said Miss Peavey. If I had not had a headache and come back early, we should never have had this little chat!

She gazed up at Psmith in her gentle, wistful way as they started together down the broad gravel drive. A timid, soulful little thing she looked.

No, said Psmith.

It was not a gushing reply, but he was not feeling at his sunniest. The idea that Miss Peavey might return from Bridgeford in advance of the main body had not occurred to him. As he would have said himself, he had confused the Unlikely with the Impossible. And the result had been that she had caught him beyond hope of retreat as he sat in his garden-chair and thought of Eve Halliday, who on their return from the lake had been seized with a fresh spasm of conscience and had gone back to the library to put in another hours work before dinner. To decline Miss Peaveys invitation to accompany her down the drive in order to see if there were any signs of those who had been doing honour to the late Hartley Reddish, M.P., had been out of the question. But Psmith, though he went, went without pleasure. Every moment he spent in her society tended to confirm him more and more in the opinion that Miss Peavey was the curse of the species.

And I have been so longing, continued his companion, to have a nice, long talk. All these days I have felt that I havent been able to get as near you as I should wish.

Well, of course, with the others always about . . .

I meant in a spiritual sense, of course.

I see.

I wanted so much to discuss your wonderful poetry with you. You havent so much as mentioned your work since you came here. Have you!

Ah, but, you see, I am trying to keep my mind off it.

Really? Why?

My medical adviser warned me that I had been concentrating a trifle too much. He offered me the choice, in fact, between a complete rest and the loony-bin.

The what, Mr. McTodd?

The lunatic asylum, he meant. These medical men express themselves oddly.

But surely, then, you ought not to dream of trying to compose if it is as bad as that? And you told Lord Emsworth that you wished to stay at home this afternoon to write a poem.

Her glance showed nothing but tender solicitude, but inwardly Miss Peavey was telling herself that that would hold him for awhile.

True, said Psmith, true. But you know what Art is. An inexorable mistress. The inspiration came, and I felt that I must take the risk. But it has left me weak, weak.

You BIG STIFF! said Miss Peavey. But not aloud.

They walked on a few steps.

In fact, said Psmith, with another inspiration, Im not sure I ought not to be going back and resting now.

Miss Peavey eyed a clump of bushes some dozen yards farther down the drive. They were quivering slightly, as though they sheltered some alien body; and Miss Peavey, whose temper was apt to be impatient, registered a resolve to tell Edward Cootes that, if he couldnt hide behind a bush without dancing about like a cat on hot bricks, he had better give up his profession and take to selling jellied eels. In which, it may be mentioned, she wronged her old friend. He had been as still as a statue until a moment before, when a large and excitable beetle had fallen down the space between his collar and his neck, an experience which might well have tried the subtlest woodsman.

Oh, please dont go in yet, said Miss Peavey. It is such a lovely evening. Hark to the music of the breeze in the tree-tops. So soothing. Like a far-away harp. I wonder if it is whispering secrets to the birds.

Psmith forbore to follow her into this region of speculation, and they walked past the bushes in silence.

Some little distance farther on, however, Miss Peavey seemed to relent.

You are looking tired, Mr. McTodd, she said anxiously. I am afraid you really have been overtaxing your strength. Perhaps after all you had better go back and lie down.

You think so?

I am sure of it. I will just stroll on to the gates and see if the car is in sight.

I feel that I am deserting you.

Oh, please! said Miss Peavey deprecatingly.

With something of the feelings of a long-sentence convict unexpectedly released immediately on his arrival in jail, Psmith retraced his steps. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that Miss Peavey had disappeared round a bend in the drive; and he paused to light a cigarette. He had just thrown away the match and was walking on, well content with life, when a voice behind him said Hey! and the well-remembered form of Mr. Edward Cootes stepped out of the bushes.

See this? said Mr. Cootes, exhibiting his revolver.

I do indeed, Comrade Cootes, replied Psmith. And, if it is not an untimely question, what is the idea?

That, said Mr. Cootes, is just in case you try any funny business. And, replacing the weapon in a handy pocket, he proceeded to slap vigorously at the region between his shoulder blades. He also wriggled with not a little animation.

Psmith watched these manœuvres gravely.

You did not stop me at the pistols point merely to watch you go through your Swedish exercises? he said.

Mr. Cootes paused for an instant.

Got a beetle or something down my back, he explained curtly.

Ah? Then, as you will naturally wish to be alone in such a sad moment, I will be bidding you a cordial good evening and strolling on.

No, you dont!

Dont I? said Psmith resignedly. Perhaps you are right, perhaps you are right. Mr. Cootes replaced the revolver once more. I take it, then, Comrade Cootes, that you would have speech with me. Carry on, old friend, and get it off your diaphragm. What seems to be on your mind?

A lucky blow appeared to have stunned Mr. Cootess beetle, and he was able to give his full attention to the matter in hand. He stared at Psmith with considerable distaste.

Im on to you, Bill! he said.

My name is not Bill, said Psmith.

No, snapped Mr. Cootes, his annoyance by this time very manifest. And its not McTodd.

Psmith looked at his companion thoughtfully. This was an unforeseen complication, and for the moment he would readily have admitted that he saw no way of overcoming it. That the other was in no genial frame of mind towards him the expression on his face would have showed, even if his actions had not been sufficient indication of the fact. Mr. Cootes, having disposed of his beetle and being now at leisure to concentrate his whole attention on Psmith, was eyeing that immaculate young man with a dislike which he did not attempt to conceal.

Shall we be strolling on? suggested Psmith. Walking may assist thought. At the moment I am free to confess that you have opened up a subject which causes me some perplexity. I think, Comrade Cootes, having given the position of affairs a careful examination, that we may say that the next move is with you. What do you propose to do about it?

Id like, said Mr. Cootes with asperity, to beat your block off.

No doubt. But . . .

Id like to knock you for a goal!

Psmith discouraged these Utopian dreams with a deprecating wave of the hand.

I can readily understand it, he said courteously. But, to keep within the sphere of practical politics, what is the actual move which you contemplate? You could expose me, no doubt, to my host, but I cannot see how that would profit you.

I know that. But you can remember Ive got that up my sleeve in case you try any funny business.

You persist in harping on that possibility, Comrade Cootes. The idea seems to be an obsession with you. I can assure you that I contemplate no such thing. What, to return to the point, do you intend to do?

They had reached the broad expanse opposite the front door, where the drive, from being a river, spread out into a lake of gravel. Psmith stopped.

Youve got to get me into this joint, said Mr. Cootes.

I feared that that was what you were about to suggest. In my peculiar position I have naturally no choice but to endeavour to carry out your wishes. Any attempt not to do so would, I imagine, infallibly strike so keen a critic as yourself as funny business. But how can I get you into what you breezily describe as this joint?

You can say Im a friend of yours and ask them to invite me.

Psmith shook his head gently.

Not one of your brightest suggestions, Comrade Cootes. Tactfully refraining from stressing the point that an instant lowering of my prestige would inevitably ensue should it be supposed that you were a friend of mine, I will merely mention that, being myself merely a guest in this stately home of England, I can hardly go about inviting my chums here for indefinite visits. No, we must find another way. . . . Youre sure you want to stay? Quite so, quite so, I merely asked. . . . Now, let us think.

Through the belt of rhododendrons which jutted out from one side of the castle a portly form at this point made itself visible, moving high and disposedly in the direction of the back premises. It was Beach, the butler, returning from the pleasant ramble in which he had indulged himself on the departure of his employer and the rest of the party. Revived by some gracious hours in the open air, Beach was returning to duty. And with the sight of him there came to Psmith a neat solution of the problem confronting him.

Oh, Beach, he called.

Sir? responded a fruity voice. There was a brief pause while the butler navigated into the open. He removed the straw hat which he had donned for his excursion, and enfolded Psmith in a pop-eyed but not unkindly gaze. A thoughtful critic of country-house humanity, he had long since decided that he approved of Psmith. Since Lady Constance had first begun to offer the hospitality of the castle to the literary and artistic world, he had been profoundly shocked by some of the rare and curious specimens who had nodded their disordered locks and flaunted their ill-cut evening clothes at the dinner-table over which he presided; and Psmith had come as a pleasant surprise.

Sorry to trouble you, Beach.

Not at all, sir.

This, said Psmith, indicating Mr. Cootes, who was viewing the scene with a wary and suspicious eye, an eye obviously alert for any signs of funny business, is my man. My valet, you know. He has just arrived from town. I had to leave him behind to attend the bedside of a sick aunt. Your aunt was better when you came away, Cootes? he inquired graciously.

Mr. Cootes correctly interpreted this question as a feeler with regard to his views on this new development, and decided to accept the situation. True, he had hoped to enter the castle in a slightly higher capacity than that of a gentlemans personal gentleman, but he was an old campaigner. Once in, as he put it to himself with admirable common sense, he would be in.

Yes, sir, he replied.

Capital, said Psmith. Capital. Then will you look after Cootes, Beach.

Very good, sir, said the butler in a voice of cordial approval. The only point he had found to cavil at in Psmith had been removed; for it had hitherto pained him a little that a gentleman with so nice a taste in clothes as that dignified guest should have embarked on a visit to such a place as Blandings Castle without a personal attendant. Now all was explained and, as far as Beach was concerned, forgiven. He proceeded to escort Mr. Cootes to the rear. They disappeared behind the rhododendrons.

They had hardly gone when a sudden thought came to Psmith as he sat once more in the coolness of the hall. He pressed the bell. Strange, he reflected, how one overlooked these obvious things. That was how generals lost battles.

Sir? said Beach, appearing through the green baize door.

Sorry to trouble you again, Beach.

Not at all, sir.

I hope you will make Cootes comfortable. I think you will like him. His, when you get to know him, is a very winning personality.

He seems a nice young fellow, sir.

Oh, by the way, Beach. You might ask him if he brought my revolver from town with him.

Yes, sir, said Beach, who would have scorned to betray emotion if it had been a Lewis gun.

I think I saw it sticking out of his pocket. You might bring it to me, will you?

Very good, sir.

Beach retired, to return a moment later. On the silver salver which he carried the lethal weapon was duly reposing.

Your revolver, sir, said Beach.

Thank you, said Psmith.

§ 6

For some moments after the butler had withdrawn in his stately pigeon-toed way through the green baize door, Psmith lay back in his chair with the feeling that something attempted, something done, had earned a nights repose. He was not so sanguine as to suppose that he had actually checkmated an adversary of Mr. Cootess strenuousness by the simple act of removing a revolver from his possession; but there was no denying the fact that the feel of the thing in his pocket engendered a certain cosy satisfaction. The little he had seen of Mr. Cootes had been enough to convince him that the other was a man who was far better off without an automatic pistol. There was an impulsiveness about his character which did not go well with the possession of fire-arms.

Psmiths meditations had taken him thus far when they were interrupted by an imperative voice.

Hey!

Only one person of Psmiths acquaintance was in the habit of opening his remarks in this manner. It was consequently no surprise to him to find Mr. Edward Cootes standing at his elbow.

Hey!

All right, Comrade Cootes, said Psmith with a touch of austerity, I heard you the first time. And may I remind you that this habit of yours of popping out from unexpected places and saying Hey! is one which should be overcome. Valets are supposed to wait till rung for. At least, I think so. I must confess that until this moment I have never had a valet.

And you wouldnt have one now if I could help it, responded Mr. Cootes.

Psmith raised his eyebrows.

Why, he inquired, surprised, this peevishness? Dont you like being a valet?

No, I dont.

You astonish me. I should have thought you would have gone singing about the house. Have you considered that the tenancy of such a position throws you into the constant society of Comrade Beach, than whom it would be difficult to imagine a more delightful companion?

Old stiff! said Mr. Cootes sourly. If theres one thing that makes me tired, its a guy that talks about his darned stomach all the time.

I beg your pardon?

The Beach gook, explained Mr. Cootes, has got something wrong with the lining of his stomach, and if I hadnt made my getaway hed be talking about it yet.

If you fail to find entertainment and uplift in first-hand information about Comrade Beachs stomach, you must indeed be hard to please. I am to take it, then, that you came snorting out here, interrupting my daydreams, merely in order to seek my sympathy?

Mr. Cootes gazed upon him with a smouldering eye.

I came to tell you I suppose you think youre darned smart.

And very nice of you, too, said Psmith, touched. A pretty compliment, for which I am not ungrateful.

You got that gun away from me mighty smoothly, didnt you?

Since you mention it, yes.

And now I suppose you think youre going to slip in ahead of me and get away with that necklace? Well, say, listen, lemme tell you itll take someone better than a half-baked string-bean like you to put one over on me.

I seem, said Psmith, pained, to detect a certain animus creeping into your tone. Surely we can be trade rivals without this spirit of hostility. My attitude towards you is one of kindly tolerance.

Even if you get it, where do you think youre going to hide it? And, believe me, itll take some hiding. Say, lemme tell you something. Im your valet, aint I? Well, then, I can come into your room and be tidying up whenever I darn please, cant I? Sure I can. Ill tell the world I can do just that little thing. And you take it from me, Bill . . .

You persist in the delusion that my name is William . . .

You take it from me, Bill, that if ever that necklace disappears and it isnt me thats done the disappearing, youll find me tidying up in a way thatll make you dizzy. Ill go through that room of yours with a fine-tooth comb. So chew on that, will you?

And Edward Cootes, moving sombrely across the hall, made a sinister exit. The mood of cool reflection was still to come, when he would realise that, in his desire to administer what he would have described as a hot one, he had acted a little rashly in putting his enemy on his guard. All he was thinking now was that his brief sketch of the position of affairs would have the effect of diminishing Psmiths complacency a trifle. He had, he flattered himself, slipped over something that could be classed as a jolt.

Nor was he unjustified in this view. The aspect of the matter on which he had touched was one that had not previously presented itself to Psmith: and, musing on it as he resettled himself in his chair, he could see that it afforded food for thought. As regarded the disposal of the necklace, should it ever come into his possession, he had formed no definite plan. He had assumed that he would conceal it somewhere until the first excitement of the chase slackened, and it was only now that he realised the difficulty of finding a suitable hiding-place outside his bedroom. Yes, it was certainly a matter on which, as Mr. Cootes had suggested, he would do well to chew. For ten minutes, accordingly, he did so. And — it being practically impossible to keep a good man down — at the end of that period he was rewarded with an idea. He rose from his chair and pressed the bell.

Ah, Beach, he said affably, as the green baize door swung open, I must apologise once more for troubling you. I keep ringing, dont I?

No trouble at all, sir, responded the butler paternally. But if you were ringing to summon your personal attendant, I fear he is not immediately available. He left me somewhat abruptly a few moments ago. I was not aware that you would be requiring his services until the dressing-gong sounded, or I would have detained him.

Never mind. It was you I wished to see. Beach, said Psmith, I am concerned about you. I learn from my man that the lining of your stomach is not all it should be.

That is true, sir, replied Beach, an excited gleam coming into his dull eyes. He shivered slightly, as might a war-horse at the sound of the bugle. I do have trouble with the lining of my stomach.

Every stomach has a silver lining.

Sir?

I said, tell me all about it.

Well, really, sir . . . said Beach wistfully.

To please me, urged Psmith.

Well, sir, it is extremely kind of you to take an interest. It generally starts with a dull shooting pain on the right side of the abdomen from twenty minutes to half an hour after the conclusion of a meal. The symptoms . . .

There was nothing but courteous sympathy in Psmiths gaze as he listened to what sounded like an eyewitnesss account of the San Francisco earthquake, but inwardly he was wishing that his companion could see his way to making it a bit briefer and snappier. However, all things come to an end. Even the weariest river winds somewhere to the sea. With a moving period, the butler finally concluded his narrative.

Parks Pepsinine, said Psmith promptly.

Sir?

Thats what you want. Parks Pepsinine. It would set you right in no time.

I will make a note of the name, sir. The specific has not come to my notice until now. And, if I may say so, added Beach, with a glassy but adoring look at his benefactor, I should like to express my gratitude for your kindness.

Not at all, Beach, not at all. Oh, Beach, he said, as the other started to manœuvre towards the door, Ive just remembered. There was something else I wanted to talk to you about.

Yes, sir?

I thought it might be as well to speak to you about it before approaching Lady Constance. The fact is, Beach, I am feeling cramped.

Indeed, sir? I forgot to mention that one of the symptoms from which I suffer is a sharp cramp.

Too bad. But let us, if you do not mind, shelve for the moment the subject of your interior organism and its ailments. When I say I am feeling cramped, I mean spiritually. Have you ever written poetry, Beach?

No, sir.

Ah! Then it may be a little difficult for you to understand my feelings. My trouble is this. Out in Canada, Beach, I grew accustomed to doing my work in the most solitary surroundings. You remember that passage in my Songs of Squalor which begins Across the pale parabola of Joy . . .?

I fear, sir . . .

You missed it? Tough luck. Try to get hold of it some time. Its a bird. Well, that passage was written in a lonely hut on the banks of the Saskatchewan, miles away from human habitation. I am like that, Beach. I need the stimulus of the great open spaces. When I am surrounded by my fellows, inspiration slackens and dies. You know how it is when there are people about. Just as you are starting in to write a nifty, someone comes and sits down on the desk and begins talking about himself. Every time you get going nicely, in barges some alien influence and the Muse goes blooey. You see what I mean?

Yes, sir, said Beach, gaping slightly.

Well, that is why for a man like me existence in Blandings Castle has its drawbacks. I have got to get a place where I can be alone, Beach — alone with my dreams and visions. Some little eyrie perched on the cliffs of Time. . . . In other words, do you know of an empty cottage somewhere on the estate where I could betake myself when in the mood and swing a nib without any possibility of being interrupted?

A little cottage, sir?

A little cottage. With honeysuckle over the door, and Old Mister Moon climbing up above the trees. A cottage, Beach, where I can meditate, where I can turn the key in the door and bid the world go by. Now that the castle is going to be full of all these people who are coming for the County Ball, it is imperative that I wangle such a haven. Otherwise, a considerable slab of priceless poetry will be lost to humanity for ever.

You desire, said Beach, feeling his way cautiously, a small cottage where you can write poetry, sir?

You follow me like a leopard. Do you know of such a one?

There is an unoccupied gamekeepers cottage in the west wood, sir, but it is an extremely humble place.

Be it never so humble, it will do for me. Do you think Lady Constance would be offended if I were to ask for the loan of it for a few days?

I fancy that her ladyship would receive the request with equanimity, sir. She is used to . . . She is not unaccustomed . . . Well, I can only say, sir, that there was a literary gentleman visiting the castle last summer who expressed a desire to take sun-baths in the garden each morning before breakfast. In the nood, sir. And, beyond instructing me to warn the maids, her ladyship placed no obstacle in the way of the fulfilment of his wishes. So . . .

So a modest request like mine isnt likely to cause a heart-attack? Admirable! You dont know what it means to me to feel that I shall soon have a little refuge of my own, to which I can retreat and be in solitude.

I can imagine that it must be extremely gratifying, sir.

Then I will put the motion before the Board directly Lady Constance returns.

Very good, sir.

I should like to splash it on the record once more, Beach, that I am much obliged to you for your sympathy and advice in this matter. I knew you would not fail me.

Not at all, sir. I am only too glad to have been able to be of assistance.

Oh, and, Beach . . .

Sir?

Just one other thing. Will you be seeing Cootes, my valet, again shortly?

Quite shortly, sir, I should imagine.

Then would you mind just prodding him smartly in the lower ribs . . .

Sir? cried Beach, startled out of his butlerian calm. He swallowed a little convulsively. For eighteen months and more, ever since Lady Constance Keeble had first begun to cast her fly and hook over the murky water of the artistic world and jerk its denizens on to the pile carpets of Blandings Castle, Beach had had his fill of eccentricity. But until this moment he had hoped that Psmith was going to prove an agreeable change from the stream of literary lunatics which had been coming and going all that weary time. And lo! Psmiths name led all the rest. Even the man who had come for a week in April and had wanted to eat jam with his fish paled in comparison.

Prod him in the ribs, sir? he quavered.

Prod him in the ribs, said Psmith firmly. And at the same time whisper in his ear the word Aha! Beach licked his dry lips.

Aha, sir?

Aha! And say it came from me.

Very good, sir. The matter shall be attended to, said Beach. And with a muffled sound that was half a sigh, half a death-rattle, he tottered through the green-baize door.


CHAPTER X

SENSATIONAL OCCURRENCE AT A POETRY READING
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§ 1

Breakfast was over, and the guests of Blandings had scattered to their morning occupations. Some were writing letters, some were in the billiard-room: some had gone to the stables, some to the links: Lady Constance was interviewing the housekeeper, Lord Emsworth harrying head-gardener McAllister among the flower-beds: and in the Yew Alley, the dappled sunlight falling upon her graceful head, Miss Peavey walked pensively up and down.

She was alone. It is a sad but indisputable fact that in this imperfect world Genius is too often condemned to walk alone — if the earthier members of the community see it coming and have time to duck. Not one of the horde of visitors who had arrived overnight for the County Ball had shown any disposition whatever to court Miss Peaveys society.

One regrets this. Except for that slight bias towards dishonesty which led her to steal everything she could lay her hands on that was not nailed down, Aileen Peaveys was an admirable character; and, oddly enough, it was the noble side of her nature to which these coarse-fibred critics objected. Of Miss Peavey, the purloiner of other peoples goods, they knew nothing; the woman they were dodging was Miss Peavey, the poetess. And it may be mentioned that, however much she might unbend in the presence of a congenial friend like Mr. Edward Cootes, she was a perfectly genuine poetess. Those six volumes under her name in the British Museum catalogue were her own genuine and unaided work: and, though she had been compelled to pay for the production of the first of the series, the other five had been brought out at her publishers own risk, and had even made a little money.

Miss Peavey, however, was not sorry to be alone: for she had that on her mind which called for solitary thinking. The matter engaging her attention was the problem of what on earth had happened to Mr. Edward Cootes. Two days had passed since he had left her to go and force Psmith at the pistols point to introduce him into the castle: and since that moment he had vanished completely. Miss Peavey could not understand it.

His non-appearance was all the more galling in that her superb brain had just completed in every detail a scheme for the seizure of Lady Constance Keebles diamond necklace; and to the success of this plot his aid was an indispensable adjunct. She was in the position of a general who comes from his tent with a plan of battle all mapped out, and finds that his army has strolled off somewhere and left him. Little wonder that, as she paced the Yew Alley, there was a frown on Miss Peaveys fair forehead.

The Yew Alley, as Lord Emsworth had indicated in his extremely interesting lecture to Mr. Ralston McTodd at the Senior Conservative Club, contained among other noteworthy features certain yews which rose in solid blocks with rounded roof and stemless mushroom finials, the majority possessing arched recesses, forming arbors. As Miss Peavey was passing one of these, a voice suddenly addressed her.

Hey!

Miss Peavey started violently.

Anyone about?

A damp face with twigs sticking to it was protruding from a near-by yew. It rolled its eyes in an ineffectual effort to see round the corner.

Miss Peavey drew nearer, breathing heavily. The question as to the whereabouts of her wandering boy was solved; but the abruptness of his return had caused her to bite her tongue; and joy, as she confronted him, was blended with other emotions.

You dish-faced gazooni! she exclaimed heatedly, her voice trembling with a sense of ill-usage, where do you get that stuff, hiding in trees, and barking a girls head off?

Sorry, Liz. I . . .

And where, proceeded Miss Peavey, ventilating another grievance, have you been all this darned time? Gosh-dingit, you leave me a coupla days back saying youre going to stick up this bozo that calls himself McTodd with a gat and make him get you into the house, and thats the last I see of you. Whats the big idea?

Its all right, Liz. He did get me into the house. Im his valet. Thats why I couldnt get at you before. The way the help has to keep itself to itself in this joint, we might as well have been in different counties. If I hadnt happened to see you snooping off by yourself this morning . . .

Miss Peaveys keen mind grasped the position of affairs.

All right, all right, she interrupted, ever impatient of long speeches from others. I understand. Well, this is good, Ed. It couldnt have worked out better. Ive got a scheme all doped out, and now youre here we can get busy.

A scheme?

A pippin, assented Miss Peavey.

Itll need to be, said Mr. Cootes, on whom the events of the last few days had caused pessimism to set its seal. I tell you that McTodd gook is smooth. He somehow, said Mr. Cootes prudently, for he feared harsh criticisms from his lady-love should he reveal the whole truth, he somehow got wise to the notion that, as I was his valet, I could go and snoop round in his room, where hed be wanting to hide the stuff if he ever got it, and now hes gone and got them to let him have a kind of shack in the woods.

Hm! said Miss Peavey. Well, she resumed after a thoughtful pause, Im not worrying about him. Let him go and roost in the woods all he wants to. Ive got a scheme all ready, and its gilt-edged. And, unless you ball up your end of it, Ed, it cant fail to drag home the gravy.

Am I in it?

You bet youre in it. I cant work it without you. Thats whats been making me so darned mad when you didnt show up all this time.

Spill it, Liz, said Mr. Cootes humbly. As always in the presence of this dynamic woman, he was suffering from an inferiority complex. From the very start of their combined activities she had been the brains of the firm, he merely the instrument to carry into effect the plans she dictated.

Miss Peavey glanced swiftly up and down the Yew Alley. It was still the same peaceful, lonely spot. She turned to Mr. Cootes again, and spoke with brisk decision.

Now, listen, Ed, and get this straight, because maybe I shant have another chance of talking to you.

Im listening, said Mr. Cootes obsequiously.

Well, to begin with, now that the house is full, Her Nibs is wearing that necklace every night. And you can take it from me, Ed, that you want to put on your smoked glasses before you look at it. Its a lalapaloosa.

As good as that?

Ask me! You dont know the half of it.

Where does she keep it, Liz? Have you found that out? asked Mr. Cootes, a gleam of optimism playing across his sad face for an instant.

No, I havent. And I dont want to. Ive not got time to waste monkeying about with safes and maybe having the whole bunch pile on the back of my neck. I believe in getting things easy. Well, to-night this bimbo that calls himself McTodd is going to give a reading of his poems in the big drawing-room. You know where that is?

I can find out.

And you better had find out, said Miss Peavey vehemently. And before to-night at that. Well, there you are. Do you begin to get wise?

Mr. Cootes, his head protruding unhappily from the yew tree, would have given much to have been able to make the demanded claim to wisdom, for he knew of old the store his alert partner set upon quickness of intellect. He was compelled, however, to disturb the branches by shaking his head.

You always were pretty dumb, said Miss Peavey with scorn. Ill say that youve got good solid qualities, Ed — from the neck up. Why, Im going to sit behind Lady Constance while that goof is shooting his fool head off, and Im going to reach out and grab that necklace off of her. See?

But, Liz — Mr. Cootes diffidently summoned up courage to point out what appeared to him to be a flaw in the scheme— if you start any strong-arm work in front of everybody like the way you say, wont they . . . ?

No, they wont. And Ill tell you why they wont. They arent going to see me do it, because when I do it its going to be good and dark in that room. And its going to be dark because youll be somewheres out at the back of the house, wherever they keep the main electric-light works, turning the switch as hard as you can go. See? Thats your end of it, and pretty soft for you at that. All you have to do is to find out where the thing is and what you have to do to it to put out all the lights in the joint. I guess I can trust you not to bungle that?

Liz, said Mr. Cootes, and there was reverence in his voice, you can do just that little thing. But what . . . ?

All right, I know what youre going to say. What happens after that, and how do I get away with the stuff? Well, the windowll be open, and Ill just get to it and fling the necklace out. See? Therell be a big fuss going on in the room on account of the darkness and all that, and while everybodys cutting up and what-the-helling, youll pick up your dogs and run round as quick as you can make it and pouch the thing. I guess it wont be hard for you to locate it. The windows just over the terrace, all smooth turf, and it isnt real dark nights now, and you ought to have plenty of time to hunt around before they can get the lights going again. . . . Well, what do you think of it? There was a brief silence.

Liz, said Mr. Cootes at length.

Is it or is it not, demanded Miss Peavey, a ball of fire?

Liz, said Mr. Cootes, and his voice was husky with such awe as some young officer of Napoleons staff might have felt on hearing the details of the latest plan of campaign, Liz, Ive said it before, and Ill say it again. When it comes to the smooth stuff, old girl, youre the oysters eye-tooth!

And, reaching out an arm from the recesses of the yew, he took Miss Peaveys hand in his and gave it a tender squeeze. A dreamy look came into the poetesss fine eyes, and she giggled a little. Dumb-bell though he was, she loved this man.

§ 2

Mr. Baxter!

Yes, Miss Halliday?

The Brains of Blandings looked abstractedly up from his desk. It was only some half-hour since luncheon had finished, but already he was in the library surrounded by large books like a sea-beast among rocks. Most of his time was spent in the library when the castle was full of guests, for his lofty mind was ill-attuned to the frivolous babblings of Society butterflies.

I wonder if you could spare me this afternoon? said Eve.

Baxter directed the glare of his spectacles upon her inquisitorially.

The whole afternoon?

If you dont mind. You see, I had a letter by the second post from a great friend of mine, saying that she will be in Market Blandings this afternoon and asking me to meet her there. I must see her, Mr. Baxter, please. Youve no notion how important it is.

Eves manner was excited, and her eyes as they met Baxters sparkled in a fashion that might have disturbed a man made of less stern stuff. If it had been the Hon. Freddie Threepwood, for instance, who had been gazing into their blue depths, that impulsive youth would have tied himself into knots and yapped like a dog. Baxter, the superman, felt no urge towards any such display. He reviewed her request calmly and judicially, and decided that it was a reasonable one.

Very well, Miss Halliday.

Thank you ever so much. Ill make up for it by working twice as hard to-morrow.

Eve flitted to the door, pausing there to bestow a grateful smile upon him before going out; and Baxter returned to his reading. For a moment he was conscious of a feeling of regret that this quite attractive and uniformly respectful girl should be the partner in crime of a man of whom he disapproved even more than he disapproved of most malefactors. Then he crushed down the weak emotion and was himself again.

Eve trotted downstairs, humming happily to herself. She had expected a longer and more strenuous struggle before she obtained her order of release, and told herself that, despite a manner which seldom deviated from the forbidding, Baxter was really quite nice. In short, it seemed to her that nothing could possibly occur to mar the joyfulness of this admirable afternoon; and it was only when a voice hailed her as she was going through the hall a few minutes later that she realised that she was mistaken. The voice, which trembled throatily, was that of the Hon. Freddie; and her first look at him told Eve, an expert diagnostician, that he was going to propose to her again.

Well, Freddie? said Eve resignedly.

The Hon. Frederick Threepwood was a young man who was used to hearing people say Well, Freddie? resignedly when he appeared. His father said it; his Aunt Constance said it; all his other aunts and uncles said it. Widely differing personalities in every other respect, they all said Well, Freddie? resignedly directly they caught sight of him. Eves words, therefore, and the tone in which they were spoken, did not damp him as they might have damped another. His only feeling was one of solemn gladness at the thought that at last he had managed to get her alone for half a minute.

The fact that this was the first time he had been able to get her alone since her arrival at the castle had caused Freddie a good deal of sorrow. Bad luck was what he attributed it to, thereby giving the object of his affections less credit than was her due for a masterly policy of evasion. He sidled up, looking like a well-dressed sheep.

Going anywhere? he inquired.

Yes. Im going to Market Blandings. Isnt it a lovely afternoon? I suppose you are busy all the time now that the house is full? Good-bye, said Eve.

Eh? said Freddie, blinking.

Good-bye. I must be hurrying.

Where did you say you were going?

Market Blandings.

Ill come with you.

No, I want to be alone. Ive got to meet someone there.

Come with you as far as the gates, said Freddie, the human limpet.

The afternoon sun seemed to Eve to be shining a little less brightly as they started down the drive. She was a kind-hearted girl, and it irked her to have to be continually acting as a black frost in Freddies garden of dreams. There appeared, however, to be but two ways out of the thing: either she must accept him or he must stop proposing. The first of these alternatives she resolutely declined to consider, and, as far as was ascertainable from his actions, Freddie declined just as resolutely to consider the second. The result was that solitary interviews between them were seldom wholly free from embarrassing developments.

They walked for a while in silence. Then:

Youre dashed hard on a fellow, said Freddie.

Hows your putting coming on? asked Eve.

Eh?

Your putting. You told me you had so much trouble with it.

She was not looking at him, for she had developed a habit of not looking at him on these occasions; but she assumed that the odd sound which greeted her remark was a hollow, mirthless laugh.

My putting!

Well, you told me yourself its the most important part of golf.

Golf! Do you think I have time to worry about golf these days?

Oh, how splendid, Freddie! Are you really doing some work of some kind? Its quite time, you know. Think how pleased your father will be.

I say, said Freddie, I do think you might marry a chap.

I suppose I shall some day, said Eve, if I meet the right one.

No, no! said Freddie despairingly. She was not usually so dense as this. He had always looked on her as a dashed clever girl. I mean me.

Eve sighed. She had hoped to avert the inevitable.

Oh, Freddie! she exclaimed, exasperated. She was still sorry for him, but she could not help being irritated. It was such a splendid afternoon and she had been feeling so happy. And now he had spoiled everything. It always took her at least half an hour to get over the nervous strain of refusing his proposals.

I love you, dash it! said Freddie.

Well, do stop loving me, said Eve. Im an awful girl, really. Id make you miserable.

Happiest man in the world, corrected Freddie devoutly.

Ive got a frightful temper.

Youre an angel.

Eves exasperation increased. She always had a curious fear that one of these days, if he went on proposing, she might say Yes by mistake. She wished that there was some way known to science of stopping him once and for all. And in her desperation she thought of a line of argument which she had not yet employed.

Its so absurd, Freddie, she said. Really, it is. Apart from the fact that I dont want to marry you, how can you marry anyone — anyone, I mean, who hasnt plenty of money?

Wouldnt dream of marrying for money.

No, of course not, but . . .

Cupid, said Freddie woodenly, pines and sickens in a gilded cage.

Eve had not expected to be surprised by anything her companion might say, it being her experience that he possessed a vocabulary of about forty-three words and a sum-total of ideas that hardly ran into two figures; but this poetic remark took her back.

What!

Freddie repeated the observation. When it had been flashed on the screen as a spoken sub-title in the six-reel wonder film, Love or Mammon (Beatrice Comely and Brian Fraser), he had approved and made a note of it.

Oh! said Eve, and was silent. As Miss Peavey would have put it, it held her for a while. What I meant, she went on after a moment, was that you cant possibly marry a girl without money unless youve some money of your own.

I say, dash it! A strange note of jubilation had come into the wooers voice. I say, is that really all that stands between us? Because . . .

No, it isnt!

Because, look here, Im going to have quite a good deal of money at any moment. Its more or less of a secret, you know — in fact a pretty deadish secret — so keep it dark, but Uncle Joe is going to give me a couple of thousand quid. He promised me. Two thousand of the crispest. Absolutely!

Uncle Joe?

You know. Old Keeble. Hes going to give me a couple of thousand quid, and then Im going to buy a partnership in a bookies business and simply coin money. Stands to reason, I mean. You cant help making your bally fortune. Look at all the mugs who are losing money all the time at the races. Its the bookies that get the stuff. A pal of mine who was up at Oxford with me is in a bookies office, and theyre going to let me in if I . . .

The momentous nature of his information had caused Eve to deviate now from her policy of keeping her eyes off Freddie when in emotional vein. And, if she had desired to check his lecture on finance, she could have chosen no better method than to look at him; for, meeting her gaze, Freddie immediately lost the thread of his discourse and stood yammering. A direct hit from Eves eyes always affected him in this way.

Mr. Keeble is going to give you two thousand pounds!

A wave of mortification swept over Eve. If there was one thing on which she prided herself, it was the belief that she was a loyal friend, a staunch pal; and now for the first time she found herself facing the unpleasant truth that she had been neglecting Phyllis Jacksons interests in the most abominable way ever since she had come to Blandings. She had definitely promised Phyllis that she would tackle this stepfather of hers and shame him with burning words into yielding up the three thousand pounds which Phyllis needed so desperately for her Lincolnshire farm. And what had she done? Nothing.

Eve was honest to the core, even in her dealings with herself. A less conscientious girl might have argued that she had had no opportunity of a private interview with Mr. Keeble. She scorned to soothe herself with this specious plea. If she had given her mind to it she could have brought about a dozen private interviews, and she knew it. No. She had allowed the pleasant persistence of Psmith to take up her time, and Phyllis and her troubles had been thrust into the background. She confessed, despising herself, that she had hardly given Phyllis a thought.

And all the while this Mr. Keeble had been in a position to scatter largess, thousands of pounds of it, to undeserving people like Freddie. Why, a word from her about Phyllis would have . . .

Two thousand pounds? she repeated dizzily. Mr. Keeble!

Absolutely! cried Freddie radiantly. The first shock of looking into her eyes had passed, and he was now revelling in that occupation.

What for?

Freddies rapt gaze flickered. Love, he perceived, had nearly caused him to be indiscreet.

Oh, I dont know, he mumbled. Hes just giving it me, you know, dont you know.

Did you simply go to him and ask him for it?

Well — er — well, yes. That was about the strength of it.

And he didnt object?

No. He seemed rather pleased.

Pleased! Eve found breathing difficult. She was feeling rather like a man who suddenly discovers that the hole in his back yard which he has been passing nonchalantly for months is a goldmine. If the operation of extracting money from Mr. Keeble was not only easy but also agreeable to the victim . . . She became aware of a sudden imperative need for Freddies absence. She wanted to think this thing over.

Well, then, said Freddie, coming back to it, will you?

What? said Eve, distrait.

Marry me, you know. What I mean to say is, I worship the very ground you walk on, and all that sort of rot . . . I mean, and all that. And now that you realise that Im going to get this couple of thousand . . . and the bookies business . . . and what not, I mean to say . . .

Freddie, said Eve tensely, expressing her harassed nerves in a voice that came hotly through clenched teeth, go away!

Eh?

I dont want to marry you, and Im sick of having to keep on telling you so. Will you please go away and leave me alone? She stopped. Her sense of fairness told her that she was working off on her hapless suitor venom which should have been expended on herself. Im sorry, Freddie, she said, softening; I didnt mean to be such a beast as that. I know youre awfully fond of me, but really, really I cant marry you. You dont want to marry a girl who doesnt love you, do you?

Yes, I do, said Freddie stoutly. If its you, I mean. Love is a tiny seed that coldness can wither, but if tended and nurtured in the fostering warmth of an honest heart . . .

But, Freddie.

Blossoms into a flower, concluded Freddie rapidly. What I mean to say is, love would come after marriage.

Nonsense!

Well, thats the way it happened in A Society Mating.

Freddie, said Eve, I really dont want to talk any more. Will you be a dear and just go away? Ive got a lot of thinking to do.

Oh, thinking? said Freddie, impressed. Right ho!

Thank you so much.

Oh — er — not at all. Well, pip-pip.

Good-bye.

See you later, what?

Of course, of course.

Fine! Well, toodle-oo!

And the Hon. Freddie, not ill-pleased — for it seemed to him that at long last he detected signs of melting in the party of the second part — swivelled round on his long legs and started for home.

§ 3

The little town of Market Blandings was a peaceful sight as it slept in the sun. For the first time since Freddie had left her, Eve became conscious of a certain tranquillity as she entered the old grey High Street, which was the centre of the places life and thought. Market Blandings had a comforting air of having been exactly the same for centuries. Troubles might vex the generations it housed, but they did not worry that lichened church with its sturdy four-square tower, nor those red-roofed shops, nor the age-old inns whose second stories bulged so comfortably out over the pavements. As Eve walked in slow meditation towards the Emsworth Arms, the intensely respectable hostelry which was her objective, archways met her gaze, opening with a picturesque unexpectedness to show heartening glimpses of ancient nooks all cool and green. There was about the High Street of Market Blandings a suggestion of a slumbering cathedral close. Nothing was modern in it except the moving-picture house — and even that called itself an Electric Theatre, and was ivy-covered and surmounted by stone gables.

On second thoughts, that statement is too sweeping. There was one other modern building in the High Street — Jno. Banks, Hairdresser, to wit, and Eve was just coming abreast of Mr. Bankss emporium now.

In any ordinary surroundings these premises would have been a tolerably attractive sight, but in Market Blandings they were almost an eyesore; and Eve, finding herself at the door, was jarred out of her reverie as if she had heard a false note in a solemn anthem. She was on the point of hurrying past, when the door opened and a short, solid figure came out. And at the sight of this short, solid figure Eve stopped abruptly.

It was with the object of getting his grizzled locks clipped in preparation for the County Ball that Joseph Keeble had come to Mr. Bankss shop as soon as he had finished lunch. As he emerged now into the High Street he was wondering why he had permitted Mr. Banks to finish off the job with a heliotrope-scented hair-wash. It seemed to Mr. Keeble that the air was heavy with heliotrope, and it came to him suddenly that heliotrope was a scent which he always found particularly objectionable.

Ordinarily Joseph Keeble was accustomed to show an iron front to hairdressers who tried to inflict lotions upon him; and the reason his vigilance had relaxed under the ministrations of Jno. Banks was that the second post, which arrived at the castle at the luncheon hour, had brought him a plaintive letter from his stepdaughter Phyllis — the second he had had from her since the one which had caused him to tackle his masterful wife in the smoking-room. Immediately after the conclusion of his business deal with the Hon. Freddie, he had written to Phyllis in a vein of optimism rendered glowing by Freddies promises, assuring her that at any moment he would be in a position to send her the three thousand pounds which she required to clinch the purchase of that dream-farm in Lincolnshire. To this she had replied with thanks. And after that there had been a lapse of days and still he had not made good. Phyllis was becoming worried, and said so in six closely-written pages.

Mr. Keeble, as he sat in the barbers chair going over this letter in his mind, had groaned in spirit, while Jno. Banks with gleaming eyes did practically what he liked with the heliotrope bottle. Not for the first time since the formation of their partnership, Joseph Keeble was tormented with doubts as to his wisdom in entrusting a commission so delicate as the purloining of his wifes diamond necklace to one of his nephew Freddies known feebleness of intellect. Here, he told himself unhappily, was a job of work which would have tested the combined abilities of a syndicate consisting of Charles Peace and the James Brothers, and he had put it in the hands of a young man who in all his life had only once shown genuine inspiration and initiative — on the occasion when he had parted his hair in the middle at a time when all the other members of the Bachelors Club were brushing it straight back. The more Mr. Keeble thought of Freddies chances, the slimmer they appeared. By the time Jno. Banks had released him from the spotted apron he was thoroughly pessimistic, and as he passed out of the door, so perfumed that the winds were love-sick with him, his estimate of his colleagues abilities was reduced to a point where he began to doubt whether the stealing of a mere milk-can was not beyond his scope. So deeply immersed was he in these gloomy thoughts that Eve had to call his name twice before he came out of them.

Miss Halliday? he said apologetically. I beg your pardon. I was thinking.

Eve, though they had hardly exchanged a word since her arrival at the castle, had taken a liking to Mr. Keeble; and she felt in consequence none of the embarrassment which might have handicapped her in the discussion of an extremely delicate matter with another man. By nature direct and straightforward, she came to the point at once.

Can you spare me a moment or two, Mr. Keeble? she said. She glanced at the clock on the church tower and saw that she had ample time before her own appointment. I want to talk to you about Phyllis. Mr. Keeble jerked his head back in astonishment, and the world became noisome with heliotrope. It was as if the Voice of Conscience had suddenly addressed him.

Phyllis! he gasped, and the letter crackled in his breast-pocket.

Your stepdaughter Phyllis.

Do you know her?

She was my best friend at school. I had tea with her just before I came to the castle.

Extraordinary! said Mr. Keeble.

A customer in quest of a shave thrust himself between them and went into the shop. They moved away a few paces.

Of course if you say it is none of my business . . .

My dear young lady . . .

Well, it is my business, because shes my friend, said Eve firmly. Mr. Keeble, Phyllis told me she had written to you about buying that farm. Why dont you help her?

The afternoon was warm, but not warm enough to account for the moistness of Mr. Keebles brow. He drew out a large handkerchief and mopped his forehead. A hunted look was in his eyes. The hand which was not occupied with the handkerchief had sought his pocket and was busy rattling keys.

I want to help her. I would do anything in the world to help her.

Then why dont you?

I — I am curiously situated.

Yes, Phyllis told me something about that. I can see that it is a difficult position for you. But, Mr. Keeble, surely, surely if you can manage to give Freddie Threepwood two thousand pounds to start a bookmakers business . . .

Her words were cut short by a strangled cry from her companion. Sheer panic was in his eyes now, and in his heart an overwhelming regret that he had ever been fool enough to dabble in crime in the company of a mere animated talking-machine like his nephew Freddie. This girl knew! And if she knew, how many others knew? The young imbecile had probably babbled his hideous secret into the ears of every human being in the place who would listen to him.

He told you! he stammered. He t-told you!

Yes. Just now.

Goosh! muttered Mr. Keeble brokenly.

Eve stared at him in surprise. She could not understand this emotion. The handkerchief, after a busy session, was lowered now, and he was looking at her imploringly.

You havent told anyone? he croaked hoarsely.

Of course not. I said I had only heard of it just now.

You wouldnt tell anyone?

Why should I?

Mr. Keebles breath, which had seemed to him for a moment gone for ever, began to return timidly. Relief for a space held him dumb. What nonsense, he reflected, these newspapers and people talked about the modern girl. It was this very broad-mindedness of hers, to which they objected so absurdly, that made her a creature of such charm. She might behave in certain ways in a fashion that would have shocked her grandmother, but how comforting it was to find her calm and unmoved in the contemplation of anothers crime. His heart warmed to Eve.

Youre wonderful! he said.

What do you mean?

Of course, argued Mr. Keeble, it isnt really stealing.

What!

I shall buy my wife another necklace.

You will — what?

So everything will be all right. Constance will be perfectly happy, and Phyllis will have her money, and . . .

Something in Eves astonished gaze seemed to smite Mr. Keeble.

Dont you know? he broke off.

Know? Know what?

Mr. Keeble perceived that he had wronged Freddie. The young ass had been a fool even to mention the money to this girl, but he had at least, it seemed, stopped short of disclosing the entire plot. An oyster-like reserve came upon him.

Nothing, nothing, he said hastily. Forget what I was going to say. Well, I must be going, I must be going.

Eve clutched wildly at his retreating sleeve. Unintelligible though his words had been, one sentence had come home to her, the one about Phyllis having her money. It was no time for half-measures. She grabbed him.

Mr. Keeble, she cried urgently. I dont know what you mean, but you were just going to say something which sounded . . . Mr. Keeble, do trust me. Im Phylliss best friend, and if youve thought out any way of helping her I wish you would tell me . . . You must tell me. I might be able to help . . .

Mr. Keeble, as she began her broken speech, had been endeavouring with deprecatory tugs to disengage his coat from her grasp. But now he ceased to struggle. Those doubts of Freddies efficiency, which had troubled him in Jno. Bankss chair, still lingered. His opinion that Freddie was but a broken reed had not changed. Indeed, it had grown. He looked at Eve. He looked at her searchingly. Into her pleading eyes he directed a stare that sought to probe her soul, and saw there honesty, sympathy, and — better still — intelligence. He might have stood and gazed into Freddies fishy eyes for weeks without discovering a tithe of such intelligence. His mind was made up. This girl was an ally. A girl of dash and vigour. A girl worth a thousand Freddies — not, however, reflected Mr. Keeble, that that was saying much. He hesitated no longer.

Its like this, said Mr. Keeble.

§ 4

The information, authoritatively conveyed to him during breakfast by Lady Constance, that he was scheduled that night to read select passages from Ralston McTodds Songs of Squalor to the entire house-party assembled in the big drawing-room, had come as a complete surprise to Psmith, and to his fellow-guests — such of them as were young and of the soulless sex — as a shock from which they found it hard to rally. True, they had before now gathered in a vague sort of way that he was one of those literary fellows, but so normal and engaging had they found his whole manner and appearance that it had never occurred to them that he concealed anything up his sleeve as lethal as Songs of Squalor. Among these members of the younger set the consensus of opinion was that it was a bit thick, and that at such a price even the lavish hospitality of Blandings was scarcely worth having. Only those who had visited the castle before during the era of her ladyships flirtation with Art could have been described as resigned. These stout hearts argued that while this latest blister was probably going to be pretty bad, he could hardly be worse than the chappie who had lectured on Theosophy last November, and must almost of necessity be better than the bird who during the Shifley race-week had attempted in a two-hour discourse to convert them to vegetarianism.

Psmith himself regarded the coming ordeal with equanimity. He was not one of those whom the prospect of speaking in public afflicts with nervous horror. He liked the sound of his own voice, and night, when it came, found him calmly cheerful. He listened contentedly to the murmur of the drawing-room filling up as he strolled on the star-lit terrace, smoking a last cigarette before duty called him elsewhere. And when, some few yards away, seated on the terrace wall gazing out into the velvet darkness, he perceived Eve Halliday, his sense of well-being became acute.

All day he had been conscious of a growing desire for another of those cosy chats with Eve which had done so much to make life agreeable for him during his stay at Blandings. Her prejudice — which he deplored — in favour of doing a certain amount of work to justify her salary, had kept him during the morning away from the little room off the library where she was wont to sit cataloguing books; and when he had gone there after lunch he had found it empty. As he approached her now, he was thinking pleasantly of all those delightful walks, those excellent driftings on the lake, and those cheery conversations which had gone to cement his conviction that of all possible girls she was the only possible one. It seemed to him that in addition to being beautiful she brought out all that was best in him of intellect and soul. That is to say, she let him talk oftener and longer than any girl he had ever known.

It struck him as a little curious that she made no move to greet him. She remained apparently unaware of his approach. And yet the summer night was not of such density as to hide him from view — and, even if she could not see him, she must undoubtedly have heard him; for only a moment before he had tripped with some violence over a large flower-pot, one of a row of sixteen which Angus McAllister, doubtless for some good purpose, had placed in the fairway that afternoon.

A pleasant night, he said, seating himself gracefully beside her on the wall.

She turned her head for a brief instant, and, having turned it, looked away again.

Yes, she said.

Her manner was not effusive, but Psmith persevered.

The stars, he proceeded, indicating them with a kindly yet not patronising wave of the hand. Bright, twinkling, and — if I may say so — rather neatly arranged. When I was a mere lad, someone whose name I cannot recollect taught me which was Orion. Also Mars, Venus, and Jupiter. This thoroughly useless chunk of knowledge has, I am happy to say, long since passed from my mind. However, I am in a position to state that that wiggly thing up there a little to the right is King Charless Wain.

Yes?

Yes, indeed, I assure you. It struck Psmith that Astronomy was not gripping his audience, so he tried Travel. I hear, he said, you went to Market Blandings this afternoon.

Yes.

An attractive settlement.

Yes.

There was a pause. Psmith removed his monocle and polished it thoughtfully. The summer night seemed to him to have taken on a touch of chill.

What I like about the English rural districts, he went on, is that when the authorities have finished building a place they stop. Somewhere about the reign of Henry the Eighth, I imagine that the master-mason gave the final house a pat with his trowel and said, Well, boys, thats Market Blandings. To which his assistants no doubt assented with many a hearty Grammercy! and Ifackins! these being expletives to which they were much addicted. And they went away and left it, and nobody has touched it since. And I, for one, thoroughly approve. I think it makes the place soothing. Dont you?

Yes.

As far as the darkness would permit, Psmith subjected Eve to an inquiring glance through his monocle. This was a strange new mood in which he had found her. Hitherto, though she had always endeared herself to him by permitting him the major portion of the dialogue, they had usually split conversations on at least a seventy-five — twenty-five basis. And though it gratified Psmith to be allowed to deliver a monologue when talking with most people, he found Eve more companionable when in a slightly chattier vein.

Are you coming in to hear me read? he asked.

No.

It was a change from Yes, but that was the best that could be said of it. A good deal of discouragement was always required to damp Psmith, but he could not help feeling a slight diminution of buoyancy. However, he kept on trying.

You show your usual sterling good sense, he said approvingly. A scalier method of passing the scented summer night could hardly be hit upon. He abandoned the topic of the reading. It did not grip. That was manifest. It lacked appeal. I went to Market Blandings this afternoon, too, he said. Comrade Baxter informed me that you had gone thither, so I went after you. Not being able to find you, I turned in for half an hour at the local moving-picture palace. They were showing Episode Eleven of a serial. It concluded with the heroine, kidnapped by Indians, stretched on the sacrificial altar with the high-priest making passes at her with a knife. The hero meanwhile had started to climb a rather nasty precipice on his way to the rescue. The final picture was a close-up of his fingers slipping slowly off a rock. Episode Twelve next week.

Eve looked out into the night without speaking.

Im afraid it wont end happily, said Psmith with a sigh. I think hell save her.

Eve turned on him with a menacing abruptness.

Shall I tell you why I went to Market Blandings this afternoon? she said.

Do, said Psmith cordially. It is not for me to criticise, but as a matter of fact I was rather wondering when you were going to begin telling me all about your adventures. I have been monopolising the conversation.

I went to meet Cynthia.

Psmiths monocle fell out of his eye and swung jerkily on its cord. He was not easily disconcerted, but this unexpected piece of information, coming on top of her peculiar manner, undoubtedly jarred him. He foresaw difficulties, and once again found himself thinking hard thoughts of this confounded female who kept bobbing up when least expected. How simple life would have been, he mused wistfully, had Ralston McTodd only had the good sense to remain a bachelor.

Oh, Cynthia? he said.

Yes, Cynthia, said Eve. The inconvenient Mrs. McTodd possessed a Christian name admirably adapted for being hissed between clenched teeth, and Eve hissed it in this fashion now. It became evident to Psmith that the dear girl was in a condition of hardly suppressed fury and that trouble was coming his way. He braced himself to meet it.

Directly after we had that talk on the lake, the day I arrived, continued Eve tersely, I wrote to Cynthia, telling her to come here at once and meet me at the Emsworth Arms . . .

In the High Street, said Psmith. I know it. Good beer.

What!

I said they sell good beer . . .

Never mind about the beer, cried Eve.

No, no. I merely mentioned it in passing.

At lunch to-day I got a letter from her saying that she would be there this afternoon. So I hurried off. I wanted — — Eve laughed a hollow, mirthless laugh of a calibre which even the Hon. Freddie Threepwood would have found beyond his powers, and he was a specialist— I wanted to try to bring you two together. I thought that if I could see her and have a talk with her that you might become reconciled.

Psmith, though obsessed with a disquieting feeling that he was fighting in the last ditch, pulled himself together sufficiently to pat her hand as it lay beside him on the wall like some white and fragile flower.

That was like you, he murmured. That was an act worthy of your great heart. But I fear that the rift between Cynthia and myself has reached such dimensions . . .

Eve drew her hand away. She swung round, and the battery of her indignant gaze raked him furiously.

I saw Cynthia, she said, and she told me that her husband was in Paris.

Now, how in the world, said Psmith, struggling bravely but with a growing sense that they were coming over the plate a bit too fast for him, how in the world did she get an idea like that?

Do you really want to know?

I do, indeed.

Then Ill tell you. She got the idea because she had had a letter from him, begging her to join him there. She had just finished telling me this, when I caught sight of you from the inn window, walking along the High Street. I pointed you out to Cynthia, and she said she had never seen you before in her life.

Women soon forget, sighed Psmith.

The only excuse I can find for you, stormed Eve in a vibrant undertone necessitated by the fact that somebody had just emerged from the castle door and they no longer had the terrace to themselves, is that youre mad. When I think of all you said to me about poor Cynthia on the lake that afternoon, when I think of all the sympathy I wasted on you . . .

Not wasted, corrected Psmith firmly. It was by no means wasted. It made me love you — if possible — even more.

Eve had supposed that she had embarked on a tirade which would last until she had worked off her indignation and felt composed again, but this extraordinary remark scattered the thread of her harangue so hopelessly that all she could do was to stare at him in amazed silence.

Womanly intuition, proceeded Psmith gravely, will have told you long ere this that I love you with a fervour which with my poor vocabulary I cannot hope to express. True, as you are about to say, we have known each other but a short time, as time is measured. But what of that?

Eve raised her eyebrows. Her voice was cold and hostile.

After what has happened, she said, I suppose I ought not to be surprised at finding you capable of anything, but — are you really choosing this moment to — to propose to me?

To employ a favourite word of your own — yes.

And you expect me to take you seriously?

Assuredly not. I look upon the present disclosure purely as a sighting shot. You may regard it, if you will, as a kind of formal proclamation. I wish simply to go on record as an aspirant to your hand. I want you, if you will be so good, to make a note of my words and give them a thought from time to time. As Comrade Cootes — a young friend of mine whom you have not yet met — would say, Chew on them.

I . . .

It is possible, continued Psmith, that black moments will come to you — for they come to all of us, even the sunniest — when you will find yourself saying, Nobody loves me! On such occasions I should like you to add, No, I am wrong. There is somebody who loves me. At first, it may be, that reflection will bring but scant balm. Gradually, however, as the days go by and we are constantly together and my nature unfolds itself before you like the petals of some timid flower beneath the rays of the sun . . .

Eves eyes opened wider. She had supposed herself incapable of further astonishment, but she saw that she had been mistaken.

You surely arent dreaming of staying on here now? she gasped.

Most decidedly. Why not?

But — but what is to prevent me telling everybody that you are not Mr. McTodd?

Your sweet, generous nature, said Psmith. Your big heart. Your angelic forbearance.

Oh!

Considering that I only came here as McTodd — and if you had seen him you would realise that he is not a person for whom the man of sensibility and refinement would lightly allow himself to be mistaken — I say considering that I only took on the job of understudy so as to get to the castle and be near you, I hardly think that you will be able to bring yourself to get me slung out. You must try to understand what happened. When Lord Emsworth started chatting with me under the impression that I was Comrade McTodd, I encouraged the mistake purely with the kindly intention of putting him at his ease. Even when he informed me that he was expecting me to come down to Blandings with him on the five oclock train, it never occurred to me to do so. It was only when I saw you talking to him in the street and he revealed the fact that you were about to enjoy his hospitality that I decided that there was no other course open to the man of spirit. Consider! Twice that day you had passed out of my life — may I say taking the sunshine with you? — and I began to fear you might pass out of it for ever. So, loath though I was to commit the solecism of planting myself in this happy home under false pretences, I could see no other way. And here I am!

You must be mad!

Well, as I was saying, the days will go by, you will have ample opportunity of studying my personality, and it is quite possible that in due season the love of an honest heart may impress you as worth having. I may add that I have loved you since the moment when I saw you sheltering from the rain under that awning in Dover Street, and I recall saying as much to Comrade Walderwick when he was chatting with me some short time later on the subject of his umbrella. I do not press you for an answer now . . .

I should hope not!

I merely say Think it over. It is nothing to cause you mental distress. Other men love you. Freddie Threepwood loves you. Just add me to the list. That is all I ask. Muse on me from time to time. Reflect that I may be an acquired taste. You probably did not like olives the first time you tasted them. Now you probably do. Give me the same chance you would an olive. Consider, also, how little you actually have against me. What, indeed, does it amount to, when you come to examine it narrowly? All you have against me is the fact that I am not Ralston McTodd. Think how comparatively few people are Ralston McTodd. Let your meditations proceed along these lines and . . .

He broke off, for at this moment the individual who had come out of the front door a short while back loomed beside them, and the glint of starlight on glass revealed him as the Efficient Baxter.

Everybody is waiting, Mr. McTodd, said the Efficient Baxter. He spoke the name, as always, with a certain sardonic emphasis.

Of course, said Psmith affably, of course. I was forgetting. I will get to work at once. You are quite sure you do not wish to hear a scuttleful of modern poetry, Miss Halliday?

Quite sure.

And yet even now, so our genial friend here informs us, a bevy of youth and beauty is crowding the drawing-room, agog for the treat. Well, well! It is these strange clashings of personal taste which constitute what we call Life. I think I will write a poem about it some day. Come, Comrade Baxter, let us be up and doing. I must not disappoint my public.

For some moments after the two had left her — Baxter silent and chilly, Psmith, all debonair chumminess, kneading the others arm and pointing out as they went objects of interest by the wayside — Eve remained on the terrace wall, thinking. She was laughing now, but behind her amusement there was another feeling, and one that perplexed her. A good many men had proposed to her in the course of her career, but none of them had ever left her with this odd feeling of exhilaration. Psmith was different from any other man who had come her way, and difference was a quality which Eve esteemed. . . .

She had just reached the conclusion that life for whatever girl might eventually decide to risk it in Psmiths company would never be dull, when strange doings in her immediate neighbourhood roused her from her meditations.

The thing happened as she rose from her seat on the wall and started to cross the terrace on her way to the front door. She had stopped for an instant beneath the huge open window of the drawing-room to listen to what was going on inside. Faintly, with something of the quality of a far-off phonograph, the sound of Psmith reading came to her; and even at this distance there was a composed blandness about his voice which brought a smile to her lips.

And then, with a startling abruptness, the lighted window was dark. And she was aware that all the lighted windows on that side of the castle had suddenly become dark. The lamp that shone over the great door ceased to shine. And above the hubbub of voices in the drawing-room she heard Psmiths patient drawl.

Ladies and gentlemen, I think the lights have gone out.

The night air was rent by a single piercing scream. Something flashed like a shooting star and fell at her feet; and, stooping, Eve found in her hands Lady Constance Keebles diamond necklace.

§ 5

To be prepared is everything in this life. Ever since her talk with Mr. Joseph Keeble in the High Street of Market Blandings that afternoon Eves mind had been flitting nimbly from one scheme to another, all designed to end in this very act of seizing the necklace in her hands and each rendered impracticable by some annoying flaw. And now that Fate in its impulsive way had achieved for her what she had begun to feel she could never accomplish for herself, she wasted no time in bewildered inaction. The miracle found her ready for it.

For an instant she debated with herself the chances of a dash through the darkened hall up the stairs to her room. But the lights might go on again, and she might meet someone. Memories of sensational novels read in the past told her that on occasions such as this people were detained and searched. . . .

Suddenly, as she stood there, she found the way. Close beside her, lying on its side, was the flower-pot which Psmith had overturned as he came to join her on the terrace wall. It might have defects as a cache, but at the moment she could perceive none. Most flower-pots are alike, but this was a particularly easily-remembered flower-pot: for in its journeying from the potting shed to the terrace it had acquired on its side a splash of white paint. She would be able to distinguish it from its fellows when, late that night, she crept out to retrieve the spoil. And surely nobody would ever think of suspecting . . .

She plunged her fingers into the soft mould, and straightened herself, breathing quickly. It was not an ideal piece of work, but it would serve.

She rubbed her fingers on the turf, put the flower-pot back in the row with the others, and then, like a flying white phantom, darted across the terrace and into the house. And so with beating heart, groping her way, to the bathroom to wash her hands.

The twenty-thousand-pound flower-pot looked placidly up at the winking stars.

§ 6

It was perhaps two minutes later that Mr. Cootes, sprinting lustily, rounded the corner of the house and burst on to the terrace. Late as usual.


CHAPTER XI

ALMOST ENTIRELY ABOUT FLOWER-POTS
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§ 1

The Efficient Baxter prowled feverishly up and down the yielding carpet of the big drawing-room. His eyes gleamed behind their spectacles, his dome-like brow was corrugated. Except for himself, the room was empty. As far as the scene of the disaster was concerned, the tumult and the shouting had died. It was going on vigorously in practically every other part of the house, but in the drawing-room there was stillness, if not peace.

Baxter paused, came to a decision, went to the wall and pressed the bell.

Thomas, he said when that footman presented himself a few moments later.

Sir?

Send Susan to me.

Susan, sir?

Yes, Susan, snapped the Efficient One, who had always a short way with the domestic staff. Susan, Susan, Susan. . . . The new parlourmaid.

Oh, yes, sir. Very good, sir.

Thomas withdrew, outwardly all grave respectfulness, inwardly piqued, as was his wont, at the airy manner in which the secretary flung his orders about at the castle. The domestic staff at Blandings lived in a perpetual state of smouldering discontent under Baxters rule.

Susan, said Thomas when he arrived in the lower regions, youre to go up to the drawing-room. Nosey Parker wants you.

The pleasant-faced young woman whom he addressed laid down her knitting.

Who? she asked.

Mister Blooming Baxter. When youve been here a little longer youll know that hes the feller that owns the place. How he got it I dont know. Found it, said Thomas satirically, in his Christmas stocking, I expect. Anyhow, youre to go up.

Thomass fellow-footman, Stokes, a serious-looking man with a bald forehead, shook that forehead solemnly.

Somethings the matter, he asserted. You cant tell me that wasnt a scream we heard when them lights was out. Or, he added weightily, for he was a man who looked at every side of a question, a shriek. It was a shriek or scream. I said so at the time. There, I said, listen! I said. Thats somebody screaming, I said. Or shrieking. Somethings up.

Well, Baxter hasnt been murdered, worse luck, said Thomas. Hes up there screaming or shrieking for Susan. Send Susan to me! proceeded Thomas, giving an always popular imitation. Susan, Susan, Susan. So youd best go, my girl, and see what he wants.

Very well.

And, Susan, said Thomas, a tender note creeping into his voice, for already, brief as had been her sojourn at Blandings, he had found the new parlourmaid making a deep impression on him, if its a row of any kind . . .

Or description, interjected Stokes.

Or description, continued Thomas, accepting the word, if es arsh with you for some reason or other, you come right back to me and sob out your troubles on my chest, see? Lay your little ead on my shoulder and tell me all about it.

The new parlourmaid, primly declining to reply to this alluring invitation, started on her journey upstairs; and Thomas, with a not unmanly sigh, resumed his interrupted game of halfpenny nap with colleague Stokes.

* * * * *

The Efficient Baxter had gone to the open window and was gazing out into the night when Susan entered the drawing-room.

You wished to see me, Mr. Baxter?

The secretary spun round. So softly had she opened the door, and so noiselessly had she moved when inside the room, that it was not until she spoke that he had become aware of her arrival. It was a characteristic of this girl Susan that she was always apt to be among those present some time before the latter became cognisant of the fact.

Oh, good evening, Miss Simmons. You came in very quietly.

Habit, said the parlourmaid.

You gave me quite a start.

Im sorry. What was it, she asked, dismissing in a positively unfeeling manner the subject of her companions jarred nerves, that you wished to see me about?

Shut that door.

I have. I always shut doors.

Please sit down.

No, thank you, Mr. Baxter. It might look odd if anyone should come in.

Of course. You think of everything.

I always do.

Baxter stood for a moment, frowning.

Miss Simmons, he said, when I thought it expedient to install a private detective in this house, I insisted on Wragges sending you. We had worked together before . . .

Sixteenth of December, 1918, to January twelve, 1919, when you were secretary to Mr. Horace Jevons, the American millionaire, said Miss Simmons as promptly as if he had touched a spring. It was her hobby to remember dates with precision.

Exactly. I insisted upon your being sent because I knew from experience that you were reliable. At that time I looked on your presence here merely as a precautionary measure. Now, I am sorry to say . . .

Did someone steal Lady Constances necklace to-night?

Yes!

When the lights went out just now?

Exactly.

Well, why couldnt you say so at once? Good gracious, man, you dont have to break the thing gently to me.

The Efficient Baxter, though he strongly objected to being addressed as man, decided to overlook the solecism.

The lights suddenly went out, he said. There was a certain amount of laughter and confusion. Then a piercing shriek . . .

I heard it.

And immediately after Lady Constances voice crying that her jewels had been snatched from her neck.

Then what happened?

Still greater confusion, which lasted until one of the maids arrived with a candle. Eventually the lights went on again, but of the necklace there was no sign whatever.

Well? Were you expecting the thief to wear it as a watch-chain or hang it from his teeth?

Baxter was finding his companions manner more trying every minute, but he preserved his calm.

Naturally the doors were barred and a complete search instituted. And extremely embarrassing it was. With the single exception of the scoundrel who has been palming himself off as McTodd, all those present were well-known members of Society.

Well-known members of Society might not object to getting hold of a twenty-thousand pound necklace. But still, with the McTodd fellow there, you oughtnt to have had far to look. What had he to say about it?

He was among the first to empty his pockets.

Well, then, he must have hidden the thing somewhere.

Not in this room. I have searched assiduously.

Hm.

There was a silence.

It is baffling, said Baxter, baffling.

It is nothing of the kind, replied Miss Simmons tartly. This wasnt a one-man job. How could it have been? I should be inclined to call it a three-man job. One to switch off the lights, one to snatch the necklace, and one to — was that window open all the time? I thought so — and one to pick up the necklace when the second fellow threw it out on to the terrace.

Terrace!

The word shot from Baxters lips with explosive force. Miss Simmons looked at him curiously.

Thought of something?

Miss Simmons, said the Efficient One impressively, everybody was assembled in here waiting for the reading to begin, but the pseudo-McTodd was nowhere to be found. I discovered him eventually on the terrace in close talk with the Halliday girl.

His partner, said Miss Simmons, nodding. We thought so all along. And let me add my little bit. Theres a fellow down in the servants hall that calls himself a valet, and Ill bet he didnt know what a valet was till he came here. I thought he was a crook the moment I set eyes on him. I can tell em in the dark. Now, do you know whose valet he is? This McTodd fellows!

Baxter bounded to and fro like a caged tiger.

And with my own ears, he cried excitedly, I heard the Halliday girl refuse to come to the drawing-room to listen to the reading. She was out on the terrace throughout the whole affair. Miss Simmons, we must act! We must act!

Yes, but not like idiots, replied the detective frostily.

What do you mean?

Well, you cant charge out, as you looked as if you wanted to just then, and denounce these crooks where they sit. Weve got to go carefully.

But meanwhile they will smuggle the necklace away!

They wont smuggle any necklace away, not while Im around. Suspicions no good. Weve made out a nice little case against the three of them, but its no use unless we catch them with the goods. The first thing we have to do is to find out where theyve hidden the stuff. And thatll take patience. Ill start by searching that girls room. Then Ill search the valet fellows room. And if the stuff isnt there, itll mean theyve hidden it out in the open somewhere.

But this McTodd fellow. This fellow who poses as McTodd. He may have it all the while.

No. Ill search his room, too, but the stuff wont be there. Hes the fellow whos going to get it in the end, because hes got that place out in the woods to hide it in. But they wouldnt have had time to slip it to him yet. That necklace is somewhere right here. And if, said Miss Simmons with grim facetiousness, they can hide it from me, they may keep it as a birthday present.

§ 2

How wonderful, if we pause to examine it, is Natures inexorable law of compensation. Instead of wasting time in envy of our mental superiors, we would do well to reflect that these gifts of theirs which excite our wistful jealousy are ever attended by corresponding penalties. To take an example that lies to hand, it was the very fact that he possessed a brain like a buzz-saw that rendered the Efficient Baxter a bad sleeper. Just as he would be dropping off, bing! would go that brain of his, melting the mists of sleep like snow in a furnace.

This was so even when life was running calmly for him and without excitement. To-night, his mind, bearing the load it did, firmly declined even to consider the question of slumber. The hour of two, chiming from the clock over the stables, found him as wide awake as ever he was at high noon.

Lying in bed in the darkness, he reviewed the situation as far as he had the data. Shortly before he retired, Miss Simmons had made her report about the bedrooms. Though subjected to the severest scrutiny, neither Psmiths boudoir nor Cootess attic nor Eves little nook on the third floor had yielded up treasure of any description. And this, Miss Simmons held, confirmed her original view that the necklace must be lying concealed in what might almost be called a public spot — on some window-ledge, maybe, or somewhere in the hall. . . .

Baxter lay considering this theory. It did appear to be the only tenable one; but it offended him by giving the search a frivolous suggestion of being some sort of round game like Hunt the Slipper or Find the Thimble. As a child he had held austerely aloof from these silly pastimes, and he resented being compelled to play them now. Still . . .

He sat up, thinking. He had heard a noise.

* * * * *

The attitude of the majority of people towards noises in the night is one of cautious non-interference. But Rupert Baxter was made of sterner stuff. The sound had seemed to come from downstairs somewhere — perhaps from that very hall where, according to Miss Simmons, the stolen necklace might even now be lying hid. Whatever it was, it must certainly not be ignored. He reached for the spectacles which lay ever ready to his hand on the table beside him: then climbed out of bed, and, having put on a pair of slippers and opened the door, crept forth into the darkness. As far as he could ascertain by holding his breath and straining his ears, all was still from cellar to roof; but nevertheless he was not satisfied. He continued to listen. His room was on the second floor, one of a series that ran along a balcony overlooking the hall; and he stood, leaning over the balcony rail, a silent statue of Vigilance.

* * * * *

The noise which had acted so electrically upon the Efficient Baxter had been a particularly noisy noise; and only the intervening distance and the fact that his door was closed had prevented it sounding to him like an explosion. It had been caused by the crashing downfall of a small table containing a vase, a jar of potpourri, an Indian sandalwood box of curious workmanship, and a cabinet-size photograph of the Earl of Emsworths eldest son, Lord Bosham; and the table had fallen because Eve, en route across the hall in quest of her precious flower-pot, had collided with it while making for the front door. Of all indoor sports — and Eve, as she stood pallidly among the ruins, would have been the first to endorse this dictum — the one which offers the minimum of pleasure to the participant is that of roaming in pitch darkness through the hall of a country-house. Easily navigable in the daytime, these places become at night mere traps for the unwary.

Eve paused breathlessly. So terrific had the noise sounded to her guilty ears that every moment she was expecting doors to open all over the castle, belching forth shouting men with pistols. But as nothing happened, courage returned to her, and she resumed her journey. She found the great door, ran her fingers along its surface, and drew the chain. The shooting back of the bolts occupied but another instant, and then she was out on the terrace running her hardest towards the row of flower-pots.

Up on his balcony, meanwhile, the Efficient Baxter was stopping, looking, and listening. The looking brought no results, for all below was black as pitch; but the listening proved more fruitful. Faintly from down in the well of the hall there floated up to him a peculiar sound like something rustling in the darkness. Had he reached the balcony a moment earlier, he would have heard the rattle of the chain and the click of the bolts; but these noises had occurred just before he came out of his room. Now all that was audible was this rustling.

He could not analyse the sound, but the fact that there was any sound at all in such a place at such an hour increased his suspicions that dark doings were toward which would pay for investigation. With stealthy steps he crept to the head of the stairs and descended.

One uses the verb descend advisedly, for what is required is some word suggesting instantaneous activity. About Baxters progress from the second floor to the first there was nothing halting or hesitating. He, so to speak, did it now. Planting his foot firmly on a golf-ball which the Hon. Freddie Threepwood, who had been practising putting in the corridor before retiring to bed, had left in his casual fashion just where the steps began, he took the entire staircase in one majestic, volplaning sweep. There were eleven stairs in all separating his landing from the landing below, and the only ones he hit were the third and tenth. He came to rest with a squattering thud on the lower landing, and for a moment or two the fever of the chase left him.

The fact that many writers in their time have commented at some length on the mysterious manner in which Fate is apt to perform its work must not deter us now from a brief survey of this latest manifestation of its ingenious methods. Had not his interview with Eve that afternoon so stimulated the Hon. Freddie as to revive in him a faint yet definite desire to putt, there would have been no golf-ball waiting for Baxter on the stairs. And had he been permitted to negotiate the stairs in a less impetuous manner, Baxter would not at this juncture have switched on the light.

It had not been his original intention to illuminate the theatre of action, but after that Lucifer-like descent from the second floor to the first he was taking no more chances. Safety First was Baxters slogan. As soon, therefore, as he had shaken off a dazed sensation of mental and moral collapse, akin to that which comes to the man who steps on the teeth of a rake and is smitten on the forehead by the handle, he rose with infinite caution to his feet and, feeling his way down by the banisters, groped for the switch and pressed it. And so it came about that Eve, heading for home with her precious flower-pot in her arms, was stopped when at the very door by a sudden warning flood of light. Another instant, and she would have been across the threshold of disaster.

For a moment paralysis gripped her. The light had affected her like someone shouting loudly and unexpectedly in her ear. Her heart gave one convulsive bound, and she stood frozen. Then, filled with a blind desire for flight, she dashed like a hunted rabbit into the friendly shelter of a clump of bushes.

* * * * *

Baxter stood blinking. Gradually his eyes adjusted themselves to the light, and immediately they had done so he was seized by a fresh frenzy of zeal. Now that all things were made visible to him he could see that that faint rustling sound had been caused by a curtain flapping in the breeze, and that the breeze which made the curtain flap was coming in through the open front door.

Baxter wasted no time in abstract thought. He acted swiftly and with decision. Straightening his spectacles on his nose, he girded up his pyjamas and galloped out into the night.

* * * * *

The smooth terrace slept under the stars. To a more poetic man than Baxter it would have seemed to wear that faintly reproachful air which a garden always assumes when invaded at unseemly hours by people who ought to be in bed. Baxter, never fanciful, was blind to this. He was thinking, thinking. That shaking-up on the stairs had churned into activity the very depths of his brain and he was at the fever-point of his reasoning powers. A thought had come like a full-blown rose, flushing his brow. Miss Simmons, arguing plausibly, had suggested that the stolen necklace might be concealed in the hall. Baxter, inspired, fancied not. Whoever it was that had been at work in the hall just now had been making for the garden. It was not the desire to escape which had led him — or her — to open the front door, for the opening had been done before he, Baxter, had come out on to the balcony — otherwise he must have heard the shooting of the bolts. No. The enemys objective had been the garden. In other words, the terrace. And why? Because somewhere on the terrace was the stolen necklace.

Standing there in the starlight, the Efficient Baxter endeavoured to reconstruct the scene, and did so with remarkable accuracy. He saw the jewels flashing down. He saw them picked up. But there he stopped. Try as he might, he could not see them hidden. And yet that they had been hidden — and that within a few feet of where he was now standing — he felt convinced.

He moved from his position near the door and began to roam restlessly. His slippered feet padded over the soft turf.

* * * * *

Eve peered out from her clump of bushes. It was not easy to see any great distance, but Fate, her friend, was still with her. There had been a moment that night when Baxter, disrobing for bed, had wavered absently between his brown and his lemon-coloured pyjamas, little recking of what hung upon the choice. Fate had directed his hand to the lemon-coloured, and he had put them on; with the result that he shone now in the dim light like the white plume of Navarre. Eve could follow his movements perfectly, and, when he was far enough away from his base to make the enterprise prudent, she slipped out and raced for home and safety. Baxter at the moment was leaning on the terrace wall, thinking, thinking, thinking.

* * * * *

It was possibly the cool air, playing about his bare ankles, that at last chilled the secretarys dashing mood and brought the disquieting thought that he was doing something distinctly dangerous in remaining out here in the open like this. A gang of thieves are ugly customers, likely to stick at little when a valuable necklace is at stake, and it came to the Efficient Baxter that in his light pyjamas he must be offering a tempting mark for any marauder lurking — say in those bushes. And at the thought, the summer night, though pleasantly mild, grew suddenly chilly. With an almost convulsive rapidity he turned to re-enter the house. Zeal was well enough, but it was silly to be rash. He covered the last few yards of his journey at a rare burst of speed.

It was at this point that he discovered that the lights in the hall had been switched off and that the front door was closed and bolted.

§ 3

It is the opinion of most thoughtful students of life that happiness in this world depends chiefly on the ability to take things as they come. An instance of one who may be said to have perfected this attitude is to be found in the writings of a certain eminent Arabian author who tells of a traveller who, sinking to sleep one afternoon upon a patch of turf containing an acorn, discovered when he woke that the warmth of his body had caused the acorn to germinate and that he was now some sixty feet above the ground in the upper branches of a massive oak. Unable to descend, he faced the situation equably. I cannot, he observed, adapt circumstances to my will: therefore I shall adapt my will to circumstances. I decide to remain here. Which he did.

Rupert Baxter, as he stood before the barred door of Blandings Castle, was very far from imitating this admirable philosopher. To find oneself locked out of a country-house at half-past two in the morning in lemon-coloured pyjamas can never be an unmixedly agreeable experience, and Baxter was a man less fitted by nature to endure it with equanimity than most men. His was a fiery and an arrogant soul, and he seethed in furious rebellion against the intolerable position into which Fate had manœuvred him. He even went so far as to give the front door a petulant kick. Finding, however, that this hurt his toes and accomplished no useful end, he addressed himself to the task of ascertaining whether there was any way of getting in — short of banging the knocker and rousing the house, a line of action which did not commend itself to him. He made a practice of avoiding as far as possible the ribald type of young man of which the castle was now full, and he had no desire to meet them at this hour in his present costume. He left the front door and proceeded to make a circuit of the castle walls; and his spirits sank even lower. In the Middle Ages, during that stormy period of Englands history when walls were built six feet thick and a window was not so much a window as a handy place for pouring molten lead on the heads of visitors, Blandings had been an impregnable fortress. But in all its career it can seldom have looked more of a fortress to anyone than it did now to the Efficient Baxter.

One of the disadvantages of being a man of action, impervious to the softer emotions, is that in moments of trial the beauties of Nature are powerless to soothe the anguished heart. Had Baxter been of a dreamy and poetic temperament he might now have been drawing all sorts of balm from the loveliness of his surroundings. The air was full of the scent of growing things; strange, shy creatures came and went about him as he walked; down in the woods a nightingale had begun to sing; and there was something grandly majestic in the huge bulk of the castle as it towered against the sky. But Baxter had temporarily lost his sense of smell; he feared and disliked the strange, shy creatures; the nightingale left him cold; and the only thought the towering castle inspired in him was that it looked as if a fellow would need half a ton of dynamite to get into it.

Baxter paused. He was back now near the spot from which he had started, having completed two laps without finding any solution of his difficulties. The idea in his mind had been to stand under somebodys window and attract the sleepers attention with soft, significant whistles. But the first whistle he emitted had sounded to him in the stillness of early morn so like a steam syren that thereafter he had merely uttered timid, mouse-like sounds which the breezes had carried away the moment they crept out. He proposed now to halt for awhile and rest his lips before making another attempt. He proceeded to the terrace wall and sat down. The clock over the stables struck three.

To the restless type of thinker like Rupert Baxter, the act of sitting down is nearly always the signal for the brain to begin working with even more than its customary energy. The relaxed body seems to invite thought. And Baxter, having suspended for the moment his physical activities — and glad to do so, for his slippers hurt him — gave himself up to tense speculation as to the hiding-place of Lady Constance Keebles necklace. From the spot where he now sat he was probably, he reflected, actually in a position to see that hiding-place — if only, when he saw it, he were able to recognise it for what it was. Somewhere out here — in yonder bushes or in some unsuspected hole in yonder tree — the jewels must have been placed. Or . . .

Something seemed to go off inside Baxter like a touched spring. One moment, he was sitting limply, keenly conscious of a blister on the sole of his left foot; the next, regardless of the blister, he was off the wall and racing madly along the terrace in a flurry of flying slippers. Inspiration had come to him.

Day dawns early in the summer months, and already a sort of unhealthy pallor had begun to manifest itself in the sky. It was still far from light, but objects hitherto hidden in the gloom had begun to take on uncertain shape. And among these there had come into the line of Baxters vision a row of fifteen flower-pots.

There they stood, side by side, round and inviting, each with a geranium in its bed of mould. Fifteen flower-pots. There had originally been sixteen, but Baxter knew nothing of that. All he knew was that he was on the trail.

The quest for buried treasure is one which right through the ages has exercised an irresistible spell over humanity. Confronted with a spot where buried treasure may lurk, men do not stand upon the order of their digging; they go at it with both hands. No solicitude for his employers geraniums came to hamper Rupert Baxters researches. To grasp the first flower-pot and tilt out its contents was with him the work of a moment. He scrabbled his fingers through the little pile of mould . . .

Nothing.

A second geranium lay broken on the ground . . .

Nothing.

A third . . .

* * * * *

The Efficient Baxter straightened himself painfully. He was unused to stooping, and his back ached. But physical discomfort was forgotten in the agony of hope frustrated. As he stood there, wiping his forehead with an earth-stained hand, fifteen geranium corpses gazed up at him in the growing light, it seemed with reproach. But Baxter felt no remorse. He included all geraniums, all thieves, and most of the human race in one comprehensive black hatred.

All that Rupert Baxter wanted in this world now was bed. The clock over the stables had just struck four, and he was aware of an overpowering fatigue. Somehow or other, if he had to dig through the walls with his bare hands, he must get into the house. He dragged himself painfully from the scene of carnage and blinked up at the row of silent windows above him. He was past whistling now. He stooped for a pebble, and tossed it up at the nearest window.

Nothing happened. Whoever was sleeping up there continued to sleep. The sky had turned pink, birds were twittering in the ivy, other birds had begun to sing in the bushes. All Nature, in short, was waking — except the unseen sluggard up in that room.

He threw another pebble . . .

* * * * *

It seemed to Rupert Baxter that he had been standing there throwing pebbles through a nightmare eternity. The whole universe had now become concentrated in his efforts to rouse that log-like sleeper; and for a brief instant fatigue left him, driven away by a sort of Berserk fury. And there floated into his mind, as if from some previous existence, a memory of somebody once standing near where he was standing now and throwing a flower-pot in at a window at someone. Who it was that had thrown the thing at whom, he could not at the moment recall; but the outstanding point on which his mind focused itself was the fact that the man had had the right idea. This was no time for pebbles. Pebbles were feeble and inadequate. With one voice the birds, the breezes, the grasshoppers, the whole chorus of Nature waking to another day seemed to shout to him, Say it with flower-pots!

§ 4

The ability to sleep soundly and deeply is the prerogative, as has been pointed out earlier in this straightforward narrative of the simple home-life of the English upper classes, of those who do not think quickly. The Earl of Emsworth, who had not thought quickly since the occasion in the summer of 1874 when he had heard his fathers footsteps approaching the stable-loft in which he, a lad of fifteen, sat smoking his first cigar, was an excellent sleeper. He started early and finished late. It was his gentle boast that for more than twenty years he had never missed his full eight hours. Generally he managed to get something nearer ten.

But then, as a rule, people did not fling flower-pots through his window at four in the morning.

Even under this unusual handicap, however, he struggled bravely to preserve his record. The first of Baxters missiles, falling on a settee, produced no change in his regular breathing. The second, which struck the carpet, caused him to stir. It was the third, colliding sharply with his humped back, that definitely woke him. He sat up in bed and stared at the thing.

In the first moment of his waking, relief was, oddly enough, his chief emotion. The blow had roused him from a disquieting dream in which he had been arguing with Angus McAllister about early spring bulbs, and McAllister, worsted verbally, had hit him in the ribs with a spud. Even in his dream Lord Emsworth had been perplexed as to what his next move ought to be; and when he found himself awake and in his bedroom he was at first merely thankful that the necessity for making a decision had at any rate been postponed. Angus McAllister might on some future occasion smite him with a spud, but he had not done it yet.

There followed a period of vague bewilderment. He looked at the flower-pot. It held no message for him. He had not put it there. He never took flower-pots to bed. Once, as a child, he had taken a dead pet rabbit, but never a flower-pot. The whole affair was completely inscrutable; and his lordship, unable to solve the mystery, was on the point of taking the statesmanlike course of going to sleep again, when something large and solid whizzed through the open window and crashed against the wall, where it broke, but not into such small fragments that he could not perceive that in its prime it, too, had been a flower-pot. And at this moment his eyes fell on the carpet and then on the settee; and the affair passed still farther into the realm of the inexplicable. The Hon. Freddie Threepwood, who had a poor singing-voice but was a game trier, had been annoying his father of late by crooning a ballad ending in the words:

It is not raining rain at all:

Its raining vi-o-lets.

It seemed to Lord Emsworth now that matters had gone a step farther. It was raining flower-pots.

The customary attitude of the Earl of Emsworth towards all mundane affairs was one of vague detachment; but this phenomenon was so remarkable that he found himself stirred to quite a little flutter of excitement and interest. His brain still refused to cope with the problem of why anybody should be throwing flower-pots into his room at this hour — or, indeed, at any hour; but it seemed a good idea to go and ascertain who this peculiar person was.

He put on his glasses and hopped out of bed and trotted to the window. And it was while he was on his way there that memory stirred in him, as some minutes ago it had stirred in the Efficient Baxter. He recalled that odd episode of a few days back, when that delightful girl, Miss Whats-her-name, had informed him that his secretary had been throwing flower-pots at that poet fellow, McTodd. He had been annoyed, he remembered, that Baxter should so far have forgotten himself. Now, he found himself more frightened than annoyed. Just as every dog is permitted one bite without having its sanity questioned, so, if you consider it in a broad-minded way, may every man be allowed to throw one flower-pot. But let the thing become a habit, and we look askance. This strange hobby of his appeared to be growing on Baxter like a drug, and Lord Emsworth did not like it at all. He had never before suspected his secretary of an unbalanced mind, but now he mused, as he tiptoed cautiously to the window, that the Baxter sort of man, the energetic restless type, was just the kind that does go off his head. Just some such calamity as this, his lordship felt, he might have foreseen. Day in, day out, Rupert Baxter had been exercising his brain ever since he had come to the castle — and now he had gone and sprained it. Lord Emsworth peeped timidly out from behind a curtain.

His worst fears were realised. It was Baxter, sure enough; and a tousled, wild-eyed Baxter incredibly clad in lemon-coloured pyjamas.

* * * * *

Lord Emsworth stepped back from the window. He had seen sufficient. The pyjamas had in some curious way set the coping-stone on his dismay, and he was now in a condition approximating to panic. That Baxter should be so irresistibly impelled by his strange mania as actually to omit to attire himself decently before going out on one of these flower-pot-hurling expeditions of his seemed to make it all so sad and hopeless. The dreamy peer was no poltroon, but he was past his first youth, and it came to him very forcibly that the interviewing and pacifying of secretaries who ran amok was young mans work. He stole across the room and opened the door. It was his purpose to put this matter into the hands of an agent. And so it came about that Psmith was aroused some few minutes later from slumber by a touch on the arm and sat up to find his hosts pale face peering at him in the weird light of early morning.

My dear fellow, quavered Lord Emsworth.

Psmith, like Baxter, was a light sleeper; and it was only a moment before he was wide awake and exerting himself to do the courtesies.

Good morning, he said pleasantly. Will you take a seat.

I am extremely sorry to be obliged to wake you, my dear fellow, said his lordship, but the fact of the matter is, my secretary, Baxter, has gone off his head.

Much? inquired Psmith, interested.

He is out in the garden in his pyjamas, throwing flower-pots through my window.

Flower-pots?

Flower-pots!

Oh, flower-pots! said Psmith, frowning thoughtfully, as if he had expected it would be something else. And what steps are you proposing to take? That is to say, he went on, unless you wish him to continue throwing flower-pots.

My dear fellow . . . !

Some people like it, explained Psmith. But you do not? Quite so, quite so. I understand perfectly. We all have our likes and dislikes. Well, what would you suggest?

I was hoping that you might consent to go down — er — having possibly armed yourself with a good stout stick — and induce him to desist and return to bed.

A sound suggestion in which I can see no flaw, said Psmith approvingly. If you will make yourself at home in here — pardon me for issuing invitations to you in your own house — I will see what can be done. I have always found Comrade Baxter a reasonable man, ready to welcome suggestions from outside sources, and I have no doubt that we shall easily be able to reach some arrangement.

He got out of bed, and, having put on his slippers, and his monocle, paused before the mirror to brush his hair.

For, he explained, one must be natty when entering the presence of a Baxter.

He went to the closet and took from among a number of hats a neat Homburg. Then, having selected from a bowl of flowers on the mantelpiece a simple white rose, he pinned it in the coat of his pyjama-suit and announced himself ready.

§ 5

The sudden freshet of vicious energy which had spurred the Efficient Baxter on to his recent exhibition of marksmanship had not lasted. Lethargy was creeping back on him even as he stooped to pick up the flower-pot which had found its billet on Lord Emsworths spine. And, as he stood there after hurling that final missile, he had realised that that was his last shot. If that produced no results, he was finished.

And, as far as he could gather, it had produced no results whatever. No head had popped inquiringly out of the window. No sound of anybody stirring had reached his ears. The place was as still as if he had been throwing marsh-mallows. A weary sigh escaped from Baxters lips. And a moment later he was reclining on the ground with his head propped against the terrace wall, a beaten man.

His eyes closed. Sleep, which he had been denying to himself for so long, would be denied no more. When Psmith arrived, daintily swinging the Hon. Freddie Threepwoods niblick like a clouded cane, he had just begun to snore.

* * * * *

Psmith was a kindly soul. He did not like Rupert Baxter, but that was no reason why he should allow him to continue lying on turf wet with the morning dew, thus courting lumbago and sciatica. He prodded Baxter in the stomach with the niblick, and the secretary sat up, blinking. And with returning consciousness came a burning sense of grievance.

Well, youve been long enough, he growled. Then, as he rubbed his red-rimmed eyes and was able to see more clearly, he perceived who it was that had come to his rescue. The spectacle of Psmith of all people beaming benignly down at him was an added offence. Oh, its you? he said morosely.

I in person, said Psmith genially. Awake, beloved! Awake, for morning in the bowl of night has flung the stone that puts the stars to flight; and lo! the hunter of the East has caught the Sultans turret in a noose of light. The Sultan himself, he added, you will find behind yonder window, speculating idly on your motives for bunging flower-pots at him. Why, if I may venture the question, did you?

Baxter was in no confiding mood. Without replying, he rose to his feet and started to trudge wearily along the terrace to the front door. Psmith fell into step beside him.

If I were you, said Psmith, and I offer the suggestion in the most cordial spirit of goodwill, I would use every effort to prevent this passion for flinging flower-pots from growing upon me. I know you will say that you can take it or leave it alone; that just one more pot wont hurt you; but can you stop at one? Isnt it just that first insidious flower-pot that does all the mischief? Be a man, Comrade Baxter! He laid his hand appealingly on the secretarys shoulder. The next time the craving comes on you, fight it. Fight it! Are you, the heir of the ages, going to become a slave to a habit? Tush! You know and I know that there is better stuff in you than that. Use your will-power, man, use your will-power.

Whatever reply Baxter might have intended to make to this powerful harangue — and his attitude as he turned on his companion suggested that he had much to say — was checked by a voice from above.

Baxter! My dear fellow!

The Earl of Emsworth, having observed the secretarys awakening from the safe observation-post of Psmiths bedroom, and having noted that he seemed to be exhibiting no signs of violence, had decided to make his presence known. His panic had passed, and he wanted to go into first causes.

Baxter gazed wanly up at the window.

I can explain everything, Lord Emsworth.

What? said his lordship, leaning farther out.

I can explain everything, bellowed Baxter.

It turns out after all, said Psmith pleasantly, to be very simple. He was practising for the Jerking The Geranium event at the next Olympic Games.

Lord Emsworth adjusted his glasses.

Your face is dirty, he said, peering down at his dishevelled secretary. Baxter, my dear fellow, your face is dirty.

I was digging, replied Baxter sullenly.

What?

Digging!

The terrier complex, explained Psmith. What, he asked kindly, turning to his companion, were you digging for? Forgive me if the question seems an impertinent one, but we are naturally curious.

Baxter hesitated.

What were you digging for? asked Lord Emsworth.

You see, said Psmith. He wants to know.

Not for the first time since they had become associated, a mad feeling of irritation at his employers woolly persistence flared up in Rupert Baxters bosom. The old ass was always pottering about asking questions. Fury and want of sleep combined to dull the secretarys normal prudence. Dimly he realised that he was imparting Psmith, the scoundrel who he was convinced was the ringleader of last nights outrage, valuable information; but anything was better than to have to stand here shouting up at Lord Emsworth. He wanted to get it over and go to bed.

I thought Lady Constances necklace was in one of the flower-pots, he shrilled.

What?

The secretarys powers of endurance gave out. This maddening inquisition, coming on top of the restless night he had had, was too much for him. With a low moan he made one agonised leap for the front door and passed through it to where beyond these voices there was peace.

Psmith, deprived thus abruptly of his stimulating society, remained for some moments standing near the front door, drinking in with grave approval the fresh scents of the summer morning. It was many years since he had been up and about as early as this, and he had forgotten how delightful the first beginnings of a July day can be. Unlike Baxter, on whose self-centred soul these things had been lost, he revelled in the soft breezes, the singing birds, the growing pinkness of the eastern sky. He awoke at length from his reverie to find that Lord Emsworth had toddled down and was tapping him on the arm.

What did he say? inquired his lordship. He was feeling like a man who has been cut off in the midst of an absorbing telephone conversation.

Say? said Psmith. Oh, Comrade Baxter? Now, let me think. What did he say?

Something about something being in a flower-pot, prompted his lordship.

Ah, yes. He said he thought that Lady Constances necklace was in one of the flower-pots.

What!

Lord Emsworth, it should be mentioned, was not completely in touch with recent happenings in his home. His habit of going early to bed had caused him to miss the sensational events in the drawing-room: and, as he was a sound sleeper, the subsequent screams — or, as Stokes the footman would have said, shrieks — had not disturbed him. He stared at Psmith, aghast. For a while the apparent placidity of Baxter had lulled his first suspicions, but now they returned with renewed force.

Baxter thought my sisters necklace was in a flower-pot? he gasped.

So I understood him to say.

But why should my sister keep her necklace in a flower-pot?

Ah, there you take me into deep waters.

The mans mad, cried Lord Emsworth, his last doubts removed. Stark, staring mad! I thought so before, and now Im convinced of it.

His lordship was no novice in the symptoms of insanity. Several of his best friends were residing in those palatial establishments set in pleasant parks and surrounded by high walls with broken bottles on them, to which the wealthy and aristocratic are wont to retire when the strain of modern life becomes too great. And one of his uncles by marriage, who believed that he was a loaf of bread, had made his first public statement on the matter in the smoking-room of this very castle. What Lord Emsworth did not know about lunatics was not worth knowing.

I must get rid of him, he said. And at the thought the fair morning seemed to Lord Emsworth to take on a sudden new beauty. Many a time had he toyed wistfully with the idea of dismissing his efficient but tyrannical secretary, but never before had that sickeningly competent young man given him any reasonable cause to act. Hitherto, moreover, he had feared his sisters wrath should he take the plunge. But now . . . Surely even Connie, pig-headed as she was, could not blame him for dispensing with the services of a secretary who thought she kept her necklaces in flower-pots, and went out into the garden in the early dawn to hurl them at his bedroom window.

His demeanour took on a sudden buoyancy. He hummed a gay air.

Get rid of him, he murmured, rolling the blessed words round his tongue. He patted Psmith genially on the shoulder. Well, my dear fellow, he said, I suppose we had better be getting back to bed and seeing if we cant get a little sleep.

Psmith gave a little start. He had been somewhat deeply immersed in thought.

Do not, he said courteously, let me keep you from the hay if you wish to retire. To me — you know what we poets are — this lovely morning has brought inspiration. I think I will push off to my little nook in the woods, and write a poem about something.

He accompanied his host up the silent stairs, and they parted with mutual good will at their respective doors. Psmith, having cleared his brain with a hurried cold bath, began to dress.

As a rule, the donning of his clothes was a solemn ceremony over which he dwelt lovingly; but this morning he abandoned his customary leisurely habit. He climbed into his trousers with animation, and lingered but a moment over the tying of his tie. He was convinced that there was that before him which would pay for haste.

Nothing in this world is sadder than the frequency with which we suspect our fellows without just cause. In the happenings of the night before, Psmith had seen the hand of Edward Cootes. Edward Cootes, he considered, had been indulging in what — in another — he would certainly have described as funny business. Like Miss Simmons, Psmith had quickly arrived at the conclusion that the necklace had been thrown out of the drawing-room window by one of those who made up the audience at his reading: and it was his firm belief that it had been picked up and hidden by Mr. Cootes. He had been trying to think ever since where that persevering man could have concealed it, and Baxter had provided the clue. But Psmith saw clearer than Baxter. The secretary, having disembowelled fifteen flower-pots and found nothing, had abandoned his theory. Psmith went further, and suspected the existence of a sixteenth. And he proposed as soon as he was dressed to sally downstairs in search of it.

He put on his shoes, and left the room, buttoning his waistcoat as he went.

§ 6

The hands of the clock over the stables were pointing to half-past five when Eve Halliday, tiptoeing furtively, made another descent of the stairs. Her feelings as she went were very different from those which had caused her to jump at every sound when she had started on this same journey three hours earlier. Then, she had been a prowler in the darkness and, as such, a fitting object of suspicion: now, if she happened to run into anybody, she was merely a girl who, unable to sleep, had risen early to take a stroll in the garden. It was a distinction that made all the difference.

Moreover, it covered the facts. She had not been able to sleep — except for an hour when she had dozed off in a chair by her window; and she certainly proposed to take a stroll in the garden. It was her intention to recover the necklace from the place where she had deposited it, and bury it somewhere where no one could possibly find it. There it could lie until she had a chance of meeting and talking to Mr. Keeble, and ascertaining what was the next step he wished taken.

Two reasons had led Eve, after making her panic dash back into the house after lurking in the bushes while Baxter patrolled the terrace, to leave her precious flower-pot on the sill of the window beside the front door. She had read in stories of sensation that for purposes of concealment the most open place is the best place: and, secondly, the nearer the front door she put the flower-pot, the less distance would she have to carry it when the time came for its removal. In the present excited condition of the household, with every guest an amateur detective, the spectacle of a girl tripping downstairs with a flower-pot in her arms would excite remark.

Eve felt exhilarated. She was not used to getting only one hours sleep in the course of a night, but excitement and the reflection that she had played a difficult game and won it against odds bore her up so strongly that she was not conscious of fatigue: and so uplifted did she feel that as she reached the landing above the hall she abandoned her cautious mode of progress and ran down the remaining stairs. She had the sensation of being in the last few yards of a winning race.

* * * * *

The hall was quite light now. Every object in it was plainly visible. There was the huge dinner-gong: there was the long leather settee: there was the table which she had upset in the darkness. And there was the sill of the window by the front door. But the flower-pot which had been on it was gone.


CHAPTER XII

MORE ON THE FLOWER-POT THEME
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In any community in which a sensational crime has recently been committed, the feelings of the individuals who go to make up that community must of necessity vary somewhat sharply according to the degree in which the personal fortunes of each are affected by the outrage. Vivid in their own way as may be the emotions of one who sees a fellow-citizen sandbagged in a quiet street, they differ in kind from those experienced by the victim himself. And so, though the theft of Lady Constance Keebles diamond necklace had stirred Blandings Castle to its depths, it had not affected all those present in quite the same way. It left the house-party divided into two distinct schools of thought — the one finding in the occurrence material for gloom and despondency, the other deriving from it nothing but joyful excitement.

To this latter section belonged those free young spirits who had chafed at the prospect of being herded into the drawing-room on the eventful night to listen to Psmiths reading of Songs of Squalor. It made them tremble now to think of what they would have missed, had Lady Constances vigilance relaxed sufficiently to enable them to execute the quiet sneak for the billiard-room of which even at the eleventh hour they had thought so wistfully. As far as the Reggies, Berties, Claudes, and Archies at that moment enjoying Lord Emsworths hospitality were concerned the thing was top-hole, priceless, and indisputably what the doctor ordered. They spent a great deal of their time going from one country-house to another, and as a rule found the routine a little monotonous. A happening like that of the previous night gave a splendid zip to rural life. And when they reflected that, right on top of this binge, there was coming the County Ball, it seemed to them that God was in His heaven and all right with the world. They stuck cigarettes in long holders, and collected in groups, chattering like starlings.

The gloomy brigade, those with hearts bowed down, listened to their effervescent babbling with wan distaste. These last were a small body numerically, but very select. Lady Constance might have been described as their head and patroness. Morning found her still in a state bordering on collapse. After breakfast, however, which she took in her room, and which was sweetened by an interview with Mr. Joseph Keeble, her husband, she brightened considerably. Mr. Keeble, thought Lady Constance, behaved magnificently. She had always loved him dearly, but never so much as when, abstaining from the slightest reproach of her obstinacy in refusing to allow the jewels to be placed in the bank, he spaciously informed her that he would buy her another necklace, just as good and costing every penny as much as the old one. It was at this point that Lady Constance almost seceded from the ranks of gloom. She kissed Mr. Keeble gratefully, and attacked with something approaching animation the boiled egg at which she had been pecking when he came in.

But a few minutes later the average of despair was restored by the enrolment of Mr. Keeble in the ranks of the despondent. He had gladsomely assumed overnight that one of his agents, either Eve or Freddie, had been responsible for the disappearance of the necklace. The fact that Freddie, interviewed by stealth in his room, gapingly disclaimed any share in the matter had not damped him. He had never expected results from Freddie. But when, after leaving Lady Constance, he encountered Eve and was given a short outline of history, beginning with her acquisition of the necklace, and ending — like a modern novel — on the sombre note of her finding the flower-pot gone, he too sat him down and mourned as deeply as anyone.

Passing with a brief mention over Freddie, whose morose bearing was the subject of considerable comment among the younger set; over Lord Emsworth, who woke at twelve oclock disgusted to find that he had missed several hours among his beloved flower-beds; and over the Efficient Baxter, who was roused from sleep at twelve-fifteen by Thomas the footman knocking on his door in order to hand him a note from his employer enclosing a cheque, and dispensing with his services; we come to Miss Peavey.

At twenty minutes past eleven on this morning when so much was happening to so many people, Miss Peavey stood in the Yew Alley gazing belligerently at the stemless mushroom finial of a tree about half-way between the entrance and the point where the alley merged into the west wood. She appeared to be soliloquising. For, though words were proceeding from her with considerable rapidity, there seemed to be no one in sight to whom they were being addressed. Only an exceptionally keen observer would have noted a slight significant quivering among the trees tightly-woven branches.

You poor bone-headed fish, the poetess was saying with that strained tenseness which results from the churning up of a generous and emotional nature, isnt there anything in this world you can do without tumbling over your feet and making a mess of it? All I ask of you is to stroll under a window and pick up a few jewels, and now you come and tell me . . .

But, Liz! said the tree plaintively.

I do all the difficult part of the job. All that there was left for you to handle was something a child of three could have done on its ear. And now . . .

But, Liz! Im telling you I couldnt find the stuff. I was down there all right, but I couldnt find it.

You couldnt find it! Miss Peavey pawed restlessly at the soft turf with a shapely shoe. Youre the sort of dumb Isaac that couldnt find a bass-drum in a telephone-booth. You didnt look.

I did look. Honest, I did.

Well, the stuff was there. I threw it down the moment the lights went out.

Somebody must have got there first, and swiped it.

Who could have got there first? Everybody was up in the room where I was.

Am I sure? Am I . . . The poetesss voice trailed off. She was staring down the Yew Alley at a couple who had just entered. She hissed a warning in a sharp undertone. Hsst! Cheese it, Ed. Theres someone coming.

The two intruders who had caused Miss Peavey to suspend her remarks to her erring lieutenant were of opposite sexes — a tall girl with fair hair, and a taller young man irreproachably clad in white flannels who beamed down at his companion through a single eyeglass. Miss Peavey gazed at them searchingly as they approached. A sudden thought had come to her at the sight of them. Mistrusting Psmith as she had done ever since Mr. Cootes had unmasked him for the impostor that he was, the fact that they were so often together had led her to extend her suspicion to Eve. It might, of course, be nothing but a casual friendship, begun here at the castle; but Miss Peavey had always felt that Eve would bear watching. And now, seeing them together again this morning, it had suddenly come to her that she did not recall having observed Eve among the gathering in the drawing-room last night. True, there had been many people present, but Eves appearance was striking, and she was sure that she would have noticed her, if she had been there. And, if she had not been there, why should she not have been on the terrace? Somebody had been on the terrace last night, that was certain. For all her censorious attitude in their recent conversation, Miss Peavey had not really in her heart believed that even a dumb-bell like Eddie Cootes would not have found the necklace if it had been lying under the window on his arrival.

Oh, good morning, Mr. McTodd, she cooed. Im feeling so upset about this terrible affair. Arent you, Miss Halliday?

Yes, said Eve, and she had never said a more truthful word.

Psmith, for his part, was in more debonair and cheerful mood even than was his wont. He had examined the position of affairs and found life good. He was particularly pleased with the fact that he had persuaded Eve to stroll with him this morning and inspect his cottage in the woods. Buoyant as was his temperament, he had been half afraid that last nights interview on the terrace might have had disastrous effects on their intimacy. He was now feeling full of kindliness and goodwill towards all mankind — even Miss Peavey; and he bestowed on the poetess a dazzling smile.

We must always, he said, endeavour to look on the bright side. It was a pity, no doubt, that my reading last night had to be stopped at a cost of about twenty thousand pounds to the Keeble coffers, but let us not forget that but for that timely interruption I should have gone on for about another hour. I am like that. My friends have frequently told me that when once I start talking it requires something in the nature of a cataclysm to stop me. But, of course, there are drawbacks to everything, and last nights rannygazoo perhaps shook your nervous system to some extent?

I was dreadfully frightened, said Miss Peavey. She turned to Eve with a delicate shiver. Werent you, Miss Halliday?

I wasnt there, said Eve absently.

Miss Halliday, explained Psmith, has had in the last few days some little experience of myself as orator, and with her usual good sense decided not to go out of her way to get more of me than was absolutely necessary. I was perhaps a trifle wounded at the moment, but on thinking it over came to the conclusion that she was perfectly justified in her attitude. I endeavour always in my conversation to instruct, elevate, and entertain, but there is no gainsaying the fact that a purist might consider enough of my chit-chat to be sufficient. Such, at any rate, was Miss Hallidays view, and I honour her for it. But here I am, rambling on again just when I can see that you wish to be alone. We will leave you, therefore, to muse. No doubt we have been interrupting a train of thought which would have resulted but for my arrival in a rondel or a ballade or some other poetic morceau. Come, Miss Halliday. A weird and repellent female, he said to Eve as they drew out of hearing, created for some purpose which I cannot fathom. Everything in this world, I like to think, is placed there for some useful end: but why the authorities unleashed Miss Peavey on us is beyond me. It is not too much to say that she gives me a pain in the gizzard.

Miss Peavey, unaware of these harsh views, had watched them out of sight, and now she turned excitedly to the tree which sheltered her ally.

Ed!

Hello? replied the muffled voice of Mr. Cootes.

Did you hear?

No.

Oh, my heavens! cried his overwrought partner. Hes gone deaf now! That girl — you didnt hear what she was saying? She said that she wasnt in the drawing-room when those lights went out. Ed, she was down below on the terrace, thats where she was, picking up the stuff. And if it isnt hidden somewheres in that McTodds shack down there in the woods Ill eat my Sunday rubbers.

Eve, with Psmith prattling amiably at her side, pursued her way through the wood. She was wondering why she had come. She ought, she felt, to have been very cold and distant to this young man after what had occurred between them last night. But somehow it was difficult to be cold and distant with Psmith. He cheered her stricken soul. By the time they reached the little clearing and came in sight of the squat, shed-like building with its funny windows and stained door, her spirits, always mercurial, had risen to a point where she found herself almost able to forget her troubles.

What a horrible-looking place! she exclaimed. Whatever did you want it for?

Purely as a nook, said Psmith, taking out his key. You know how the man of sensibility and refinement needs a nook. In this rushing age it is imperative that the thinker shall have a place, however humble, where he can be alone.

But you arent a thinker.

You wrong me. For the last few days I have been doing some extremely brisk thinking. And the strain has taken its toll. The fierce whirl of life at Blandings is wearing me away. There are dark circles under my eyes and I see floating spots. He opened the door. Well, here we are. Will you pop in for a moment?

Eve went in. The single sitting-room of the cottage certainly bore out the promise of the exterior. It contained a table with a red cloth, a chair, three stuffed birds in a glass case on the wall, and a small horsehair sofa. A depressing musty scent pervaded the place, as if a cheese had recently died there in painful circumstances. Eve gave a little shiver of distaste.

I understand your silent criticism, said Psmith. You are saying to yourself that plain living and high thinking is evidently the ideal of the gamekeepers on the Blandings estate. They are strong, rugged men who care little for the refinements of interior decoration. But shall we blame them? If I had to spend most of the day and night chivvying poachers and keeping an eye on the local rabbits, I imagine that in my off-hours practically anything with a roof would satisfy me. It was in the hope that you might be able to offer some hints and suggestions for small improvements here and there that I invited you to inspect my little place. There is no doubt that it wants doing up a bit, by a womans gentle hand. Will you take a look round and give out a few ideas? The wall-paper is, I fear, a fixture, but in every other direction consider yourself untrammelled.

Eve looked about her.

Well, she began dubiously, I dont think . . .

She stopped abruptly, tingling all over. A second glance had shown her something which her first careless inspection had overlooked. Half hidden by a ragged curtain, there stood on the window-sill a large flower-pot containing a geranium. And across the surface of the flower-pot was a broad splash of white paint.

You were saying . . . ? said Psmith courteously.

Eve did not reply. She hardly heard him. Her mind was in a confused whirl. A monstrous suspicion was forming itself in her brain.

You are admiring the shrub? said Psmith. I found it lying about up at the castle this morning and pinched it. I thought it would add a touch of colour to the place.

Eve, looking at him keenly as his gaze shifted to the flower-pot, told herself that her suspicion had been absurd. Surely this blandness could not be a cloak for guilt.

Where did you find it?

By one of the windows in the hall, more or less wasting its sweetness. I am bound to say I am a little disappointed in the thing. I had a sort of idea it would turn the old homestead into a floral bower, but it doesnt seem to.

Its a beautiful geranium.

There, said Psmith, I cannot agree with you. It seems to me to have the glanders or something.

It only wants watering.

And unfortunately this cosy little place appears to possess no water supply. I take it that the late proprietor when in residence used to trudge to the back door of the castle and fetch what he needed in a bucket. If this moribund plant fancies that I am going to spend my time racing to and fro with refreshments, it is vastly mistaken. To-morrow it goes into the dustbin.

Eve shut her eyes. She was awed by a sense of having arrived at a supreme moment. She had the sensations of a gambler who risks all on a single throw.

What a shame! she said, and her voice, though she tried to control it, shook. You had better give it to me. Ill take care of it. Its just what I want for my room.

Pray take it, said Psmith. It isnt mine, but pray take it. And very encouraging it is, let me add, that you should be accepting gifts from me in this hearty fashion; for it is well known that there is no surer sign of the dawning of the divine emotion — love, he explained, than this willingness to receive presents from the hands of the adorer. I make progress, I make progress.

You dont do anything of the kind, said Eve. Her eyes were sparkling and her heart sang within her. In the revulsion of feeling which had come to her on finding her suspicions unfounded she was aware of a warm friendliness towards this absurd young man.

Pardon me, said Psmith firmly. I am quoting an established authority — Auntie Belle of Home Gossip.

I must be going, said Eve. She took the flower-pot and hugged it to her. Ive got work to do.

Work, work, always work! sighed Psmith. The curse of the age. Well, I will escort you back to your cell.

No, you wont, said Eve. I mean, thank you for your polite offer, but I want to be alone.

Alone? Psmith looked at her, astonished. When you have the chance of being with me? This is a strange attitude.

Good-bye, said Eve. Thank you for being so hospitable and lavish. Ill try to find some cushions and muslin and stuff to brighten up this place.

Your presence does that adequately, said Psmith, accompanying her to the door. By the way, returning to the subject we were discussing last night, I forgot to mention, when asking you to marry me, that I can do card-tricks.

Really?

And also a passable imitation of a cat calling to her young. Has this no weight with you? Think! These things come in very handy in the long winter evenings.

But I shant be there when you are imitating cats in the long winter evenings.

I think you are wrong. As I visualise my little home, I can see you there very clearly, sitting before the fire. Your maid has put you into something loose. The light of the flickering flames reflects itself in your lovely eyes. You are pleasantly tired after an afternoons shopping, but not so tired as to be unable to select a card — any card — from the pack which I offer . . .

Good-bye, said Eve.

If it must be so — good-bye. For the present. I shall see you anon?

I expect so.

Good! I will count the minutes.

* * * * *

Eve walked rapidly away. As she snuggled the flower-pot under her arm she was feeling like a child about to open its Christmas stocking. Before she had gone far, a shout stopped her and she perceived Psmith galloping gracefully in her wake.

Can you spare me a moment? said Psmith.

Certainly.

I should have added that I can also recite Gunga-Din. Will you think that over?

I will.

Thank you, said Psmith. Thank you. I have a feeling that it may just turn the scale.

He raised his hat ambassadorially and galloped away again.

* * * * *

Eve found herself unable to wait any longer. Psmith was out of sight now, and the wood was very still and empty. Birds twittered in the branches, and the sun made little pools of gold upon the ground. She cast a swift glance about her and crouched down in the shelter of a tree.

The birds stopped singing. The sun no longer shone. The wood had become cold and sinister. For Eve, with a heart of lead, was staring blankly at a little pile of mould at her feet; mould which she had sifted again and again in a frenzied, fruitless effort to find a necklace which was not there.

The empty flower-pot seemed to leer up at her in mockery.


CHAPTER XIII

PSMITH RECEIVES GUESTS
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§ 1

Blandings Castle was astir from roof to hall. Lights blazed, voices shouted, bells rang. All over the huge building there prevailed a vast activity like that of a barracks on the eve of the regiments departure for abroad. Dinner was over, and the Expeditionary Force was making its final preparations before starting off in many motor-cars for the County Ball at Shifley. In the bedrooms on every floor, Reggies, doubtful at the last moment about their white ties, were feverishly arranging new ones; Berties brushed their already glistening hair; and Claudes shouted to Archies along the passages insulting inquiries as to whether they had been sneaking their handkerchiefs. Valets skimmed like swallows up and down corridors, maids fluttered in and out of rooms in aid of Beauty in distress. The noise penetrated into every nook and corner of the house. It vexed the Efficient Baxter, going through his papers in the library preparatory to leaving Blandings on the morrow for ever. It disturbed Lord Emsworth, who stoutly declining to go within ten miles of the County Ball, had retired to his room with a book on Herbaceous Borders. It troubled the peace of Beach the butler, refreshing himself after his activities around the dinner table with a glass of sound port in the housekeepers room. The only person in the place who paid no attention to it was Eve Halliday.

Eve was too furious to pay attention to anything but her deleterious thoughts. As she walked on the terrace, to which she had fled in quest of solitude, her teeth were set and her blue eyes glowed belligerently. As Miss Peavey would have put it in one of her colloquial moods, she was mad clear through. For Eve was a girl of spirit, and there is nothing your girl of spirit so keenly resents as being made a fool of, whether it be by Fate or by a fellow human creature. Eve was in the uncomfortable position of having had this indignity put upon her by both. But, while as far as Fate was concerned she merely smouldered rebelliously, her animosity towards Psmith was vivid in the extreme.

A hot wave of humiliation made her writhe as she remembered the infantile guilelessness with which she had accepted the preposterous story he had told her in explanation of his presence at Blandings in another mans name. He had been playing with her all the time — fooling her — and, most unforgivable crime of all, he had dared to pretend that he was fond of her and — Eves face burned again — to make her — almost — fond of him. How he must have laughed . . .

Well, she was not beaten yet. Her chin went up and she began to walk quicker. He was clever, but she would be cleverer. The game was not over . . .

Hallo!

A white waistcoat was gleaming at her side. Polished shoes shuffled on the turf. Light hair, brushed and brilliantined to the last possible pitch of perfection, shone in the light of the stars. The Hon. Freddie Threepwood was in her midst.

Well, Freddie? said Eve resignedly.

I say, said Freddie in a voice in which self-pity fought with commiseration for her. Beastly shame you arent coming to the hop.

I dont mind.

But I do, dash it! The thing wont be anything without you. A bally wash-out. And Ive been trying out some new steps with the Victrola.

Well, there will be plenty of other girls there for you to step on.

I dont want other girls, dash them. I want you.

Thats very nice of you, said Eve. The first truculence of her manner had softened. She reminded herself, as she had so often been obliged to remind herself before, that Freddie meant well. But it cant be helped. Im only an employée here, not a guest. Im not invited.

I know, said Freddie. And thats what makes it so dashed sickening. Its like that picture I saw once, A Modern Cinderella. Only there the girl nipped off to the dance — disguised, you know — and had a most topping time. I wish life was a bit more like the movies.

Well, it was enough like the movies last night when . . . Oh!

Eve stopped. Her heart gave a sudden jump. Somehow the presence of Freddie was so inextricably associated in her mind with limp proposals of marriage that she had completely forgotten that there was another and a more dashing side to his nature, that side which Mr. Keeble had revealed to her at their meeting in Market Blandings on the previous afternoon. She looked at him with new eyes.

Anything up? said Freddie.

Eve took him excitedly by the sleeve and drew him farther away from the house. Not that there was any need to do so, for the bustle within continued unabated.

Freddie, she whispered, listen! I met Mr. Keeble yesterday after I had left you, and he told me all about how you and he had planned to steal Lady Constances necklace.

Good Lord! cried Freddie, and leaped like a stranded fish.

And Ive got an idea, said Eve.

She had, and it was one which had only in this instant come to her. Until now, though she had tilted her chin bravely and assured herself that the game was not over and that she was not yet beaten, a small discouraging voice had whispered to her all the while that this was mere bravado. What, the voice had asked, are you going to do? And she had not been able to answer it. But now, with Freddie as an ally, she could act.

Told you all about it? Freddie was muttering pallidly. He had never had a very high opinion of his Uncle Josephs mentality, but he had supposed him capable of keeping a thing like that to himself. He was, indeed, thinking of Mr. Keeble almost the identical thoughts which Mr. Keeble in the first moments of his interview with Eve in Market Blandings had thought of him. And these reflections brought much the same qualms which they had brought to the elder conspirator. Once these things got talked about, mused Freddie agitatedly, you never knew where they would stop. Before his mental eye there swam a painful picture of his Aunt Constance, informed of the plot, tackling him and demanding the return of her necklace. Told you all about it? he bleated, and, like Mr. Keeble, mopped his brow.

Its all right, said Eve impatiently. Its quite all right. He asked me to steal the necklace, too.

You? said Freddie, gaping.

Yes.

My Gosh! cried Freddie, electrified. Then was it you who got the thing last night?

Yes it was. But . . .

For a moment Freddie had to wrestle with something that was almost a sordid envy. Then better feelings prevailed. He quivered with manly generosity. He gave Eves hand a tender pat. It was too dark for her to see it, but he was registering renunciation.

Little girl, he murmured, theres no one Id rather got that thousand quid than you. If I couldnt have it myself, I mean to say. Little girl . . .

Oh, be quiet! cried Eve. I wasnt doing it for any thousand pounds. I didnt want Mr. Keeble to give me money . . .

You didnt want him to give you money! repeated Freddie wonderingly.

I just wanted to help Phyllis. Shes my friend.

Pals, pardner, pals! Pals till hell freezes! cried Freddie, deeply moved.

What are you talking about?

Sorry. That was a sub-title from a thing called Prairie Nell, you know. Just happened to cross my mind. It was in the second reel where the two fellows are . . .

Yes, yes; never mind.

Thought Id mention it.

Tell me . . .

It seemed to fit in.

Do stop, Freddie!

Right-ho!

Tell me, resumed Eve, is Mr. McTodd going to the ball?

Eh? Why, yes, I suppose so.

Then, listen. You know that little cottage your father has let him have?

Little cottage?

Yes. In the wood past the Yew Alley.

Little cottage? I never heard of any little cottage.

Well, hes got one, said Eve. And as soon as everybody has gone to the ball you and I are going to burgle it.

What!

Burgle it!

Burgle it?

Yes, burgle it!

Freddie gulped.

Look here, old thing, he said plaintively. This is a bit beyond me. It doesnt seem to me to make sense.

Eve forced herself to be patient. After all, she reflected, perhaps she had been approaching the matter a little rapidly. The desire to beat Freddie violently over the head passed, and she began to speak slowly, and, as far as she could manage it, in words of one syllable.

I can make it quite clear if you will listen and not say a word till Ive done. This man who calls himself McTodd is not Mr. McTodd at all. He is a thief who got into the place by saying that he was McTodd. He stole the jewels from me last night and hid them in his cottage.

But, I say!

Dont interrupt. I know he has them there, so when he has gone to the ball and the coast is clear you and I will go and search till we find them.

But, I say!

Eve crushed down her impatience once more.

Well?

Do you really think this cove has got the necklace?

I know he has.

Well, then, its jolly well the best thing that could possibly have happened, because I got him here to pinch it for Uncle Joseph.

What!

Absolutely. You see, I began to have a doubt or two as to whether I was quite equal to the contract, so I roped in this bird by way of a gang.

You got him here? You mean you sent for him and arranged that he should pass himself off as Mr. McTodd?

Well, no, not exactly that. He was coming here as McTodd anyway, as far as I can gather. But Id talked it over with him, you know, before that and asked him to pinch the necklace.

Then you know him quite well? He is a friend of yours?

I wouldnt say that exactly. But he said he was a great pal of Phyllis and her husband.

Did he tell you that?

Absolutely!

When?

In the train.

I mean, was it before or after you had told him why you wanted the necklace stolen?

Eh? Let me think. After.

Youre sure?

Yes.

Tell me exactly what happened, said Eve. I cant understand it at all at present.

Freddie marshalled his thoughts.

Well, lets see. Well, to start with, I told Uncle Joe I would pinch the necklace and slip it to him, and he said if I did hed give me a thousand quid. As a matter of fact, he made it two thousand, and very decent of him, I thought it. Is that straight?

Yes.

Then I sort of got cold feet. Began to wonder, dont you know, if I hadnt bitten off rather more than I could chew.

Yes.

And then I saw this advertisement in the paper.

Advertisement? What advertisement?

There was an advertisement in the paper saying if anybody wanted anything done simply apply to this chap. So I wrote him a letter and went up and had a talk with him in the lobby of the Piccadilly Palace. Only, unfortunately, Id promised the guvnor Id catch the twelve-fifty home, so I had to dash off in the middle. Must have thought me rather an ass, its sometimes occurred to me since. I mean, practically all I said was, Will you pinch my aunts necklace? and then buzzed off to catch the train. Never thought Id see the man again, but when I got into the five oclock train — I missed the twelve-fifty — there he was, as large as life, and the guvnor suddenly trickled in from another compartment and introduced him to me as McTodd the poet. Then the guvnor legged it, and this chap told me he wasnt really McTodd, only pretending to be McTodd.

Didnt that strike you as strange?

Yes, rather rummy.

Did you ask him why he was doing such an extraordinary thing?

Oh, yes. But he wouldnt tell me. And then he asked me why I wanted him to pinch Aunt Connies necklace, and it suddenly occurred to me that everything was working rather smoothly — I mean, him being on his way to the castle like that. Right on the spot, dont you know. So I told him all about Phyllis, and it was then that he said that he had been a pal of hers and her husbands for years. So we fixed it up that he was to get the necklace and hand it over. I must say I was rather drawn to the chappie. He said he didnt want any money for swiping the thing.

Eve laughed bitterly.

Why should he, when he was going to get twenty thousand pounds worth of diamonds and keep them? Oh, Freddie, I should have thought that even you would have seen through him. You go to this perfect stranger and tell him that there is a valuable necklace waiting here to be stolen, you find him on his way to steal it, and you trust him implicitly just because he tells you he knows Phyllis — whom he had never heard of in his life till you mentioned her. Freddie, really!

The Hon. Freddie scratched his beautifully shaven chin.

Well, when you put it like that, he said, I must own it does sound a bit off. But he seemed such a dashed matey sort of bird. Cheery and all that. I liked the feller.

What nonsense!

Well, but you liked him, too. I mean to say, you were about with him a goodish lot.

I hate him! said Eve angrily. I wish I had never seen him. And if I let him get away with that necklace and cheat poor little Phyllis out of her money, Ill — Ill . . .

She raised a grimly determined chin to the stars. Freddie watched her admiringly.

I say, you know, you are a wonderful girl, he said.

He shant get away with it, if I have to pull the place down.

When you chuck your head up like that you remind me a bit of Whats-her-name, the Famous Players star — you know, girl who was in Wed To A Satyr. Only, added Freddie hurriedly, she isnt half so pretty. I say, I was rather looking forward to that County Ball, but now this has happened I dont mind missing it a bit. I mean, it seems to draw us closer together somehow, if you follow me. I say, honestly, all kidding aside, you think that love might some day awaken in . . .

We shall want a lamp, of course, said Eve.

Eh?

A lamp — to see with when we are in the cottage. Can you get one?

Freddie reluctantly perceived that the moment for sentiment had not arrived.

A lamp? Oh, yes, of course. Rather.

Better get two, said Eve. And meet me here about half an hour after everybody has gone to the ball.

§ 2

The tiny sitting-room of Psmiths haven of rest in the woods had never reached a high standard of decorativeness even in its best days; but as Eve paused from her labours and looked at it in the light of her lamp about an hour after her conversation with Freddie on the terrace, it presented a picture of desolation which would have startled the plain-living game-keeper to whom it had once been a home. Even Freddie, though normally an unobservant youth, seemed awed by the ruin he had helped to create.

Golly! he observed. I say, weve rather mucked the place up a bit!

It was no over-statement. Eve had come to the cottage to search, and she had searched thoroughly. The torn carpet lay in a untidy heap against the wall. The table was overturned. Boards had been wrenched from the floor, bricks from the chimney-place. The horsehair sofa was in ribbons, and the one small cushion in the room lay limply in a corner, its stuffing distributed north, south, east and west. There was soot everywhere — on the walls, on the floor, on the fire-place, and on Freddie. A brace of dead bats, the further result of the latters groping in a chimney which had not been swept for seven months, reposed in the fender. The sitting-room had never been luxurious; it was now not even cosy.

Eve did not reply. She was struggling with what she was fair-minded enough to see was an entirely unjust fever of irritation, with her courteous and obliging assistant as its object. It was wrong, she knew, to feel like this. That she should be furious at her failure to find the jewels was excusable, but she had no possible right to be furious with Freddie. It was not his fault that soot had poured from the chimney in lieu of diamonds. If he had asked for a necklace and been given a dead bat, he was surely more to be pitied than censured. Yet Eve, eyeing his grimy face, would have given very much to have been able to scream loudly and throw something at him. The fact was, the Hon. Freddie belonged to that unfortunate type of humanity which automatically gets blamed for everything in moments of stress.

Well, the bally thing isnt here, said Freddie. He spoke thickly, as a man will whose mouth is covered with soot.

I know it isnt, said Eve. But this isnt the only room in the house.

Think he might have hidden the stuff upstairs?

Or downstairs.

Freddie shook his head, dislodging a portion of a third bat.

Must be upstairs, if its anywhere. Mean to say, there isnt any downstairs.

Theres the cellar, said Eve. Take your lamp and go and have a look.

For the first time in the proceedings a spirit of disaffection seemed to manifest itself in the bosom of her assistant. Up till this moment Freddie had taken his orders placidly and executed them with promptness and civility. Even when the first shower of soot had driven him choking from the fire-place, his manly spirit had not been crushed; he had merely uttered a startled Oh, I say! and returned gallantly to the attack. But now he obviously hesitated.

Go on, said Eve impatiently.

Yes, but, I say, you know . . .

Whats the matter?

I dont think the chap would be likely to hide a necklace in the cellar. I vote we give it a miss and try upstairs.

Dont be silly, Freddie. He may have hidden it anywhere.

Well, to be absolutely honest, Id much rather not go into any bally cellar, if its all the same to you.

Why ever not?

Beetles. Always had a horror of beetles. Ever since I was a kid.

Eve bit her lip. She was feeling, as Miss Peavey had so often felt when associated in some delicate undertaking with Edward Cootes, that exasperating sense of mans inadequacy which comes to high-spirited girls at moments such as these. To achieve the end for which she had started out that night she would have waded waist-high through a sea of beetles. But, divining with that sixth sense which tells women when the male has been pushed just so far and can be pushed no farther, that Freddie, wax though he might be in her hands in any other circumstances, was on this one point adamant, she made no further effort to bend him to her will.

All right, she said. Ill go down into the cellar. You go and look upstairs.

No. I say, sure you dont mind?

Eve took up her lamp and left the craven.

* * * * *

For a girl of iron resolution and unswerving purpose, Eves inspection of the cellar was decidedly cursory. A distinct feeling of relief came over her as she stood at the top of the steps and saw by the light of the lamp how small and bare it was. For, impervious as she might be to the intimidation of beetles, her armour still contained a chink. She was terribly afraid of rats. And even when the rays of the lamp disclosed no scuttling horrors, she still lingered for a moment before descending. You never knew with rats. They pretended not to be there just to lure you on, and then came out and whizzed about your ankles. However, the memory of her scorn for Freddies pusillanimity forced her on, and she went down.

The word cellar is an elastic one. It can be applied equally to the acres of bottle-fringed vaults which lie beneath a great pile like Blandings Castle and to a hole in the ground like the one in which she now found herself. This cellar was easily searched. She stamped on its stone flags with an ear strained to detect any note of hollowness, but none came. She moved the lamp so that it shone into every corner, but there was not even a crack in which a diamond necklace could have been concealed. Satisfied that the place contained nothing but a little coal-dust and a smell of damp decay, Eve passed thankfully out.

The law of elimination was doing its remorseless work. It had ruled out the cellar, the kitchen, and the living-room — that is to say, the whole of the lower of the two floors which made up the cottage. There now remained only the rooms upstairs. There were probably not more than two, and Freddie must already have searched one of these. The quest seemed to be nearing its end. As Eve made for the narrow staircase that led to the second floor, the lamp shook in her hand and cast weird shadows. Now that success was in sight, the strain was beginning to affect her nerves.

It was to nerves that in the first instant of hearing it she attributed what sounded like a soft cough in the sitting-room, a few feet from where she stood. Then a chill feeling of dismay gripped her. It could only, she thought, be Freddie, returned from his search; and if Freddie had returned from his search already, what could it mean except that those upstairs rooms, on which she had counted so confidently, had proved as empty as the others? Freddie was not one of your restrained, unemotional men. If he had found the necklace he would have been downstairs in two bounds, shouting. His silence was ominous. She opened the door and went quickly in.

Freddie, she began, and broke off with a gasp.

It was not Freddie who had coughed. It was Psmith. He was seated on the remains of the horsehair sofa, toying with an automatic pistol and gravely surveying through his monocle the ruins of a home.

§ 3

Good evening, said Psmith.

It was not for a philosopher like himself to display astonishment. He was, however, undeniably feeling it. When, a few minutes before, he had encountered Freddie in this same room, he had received a distinct shock; but a rough theory which would account for Freddies presence in his home-from-home he had been able to work out. He groped in vain for one which would explain Eve.

Mere surprise, however, was never enough to prevent Psmith talking. He began at once.

It was nice of you, he said, rising courteously, to look in. Wont you sit down? On the sofa, perhaps? Or would you prefer a brick?

Eve was not yet equal to speech. She had been so firmly convinced that he was ten miles away at Shifley that his presence here in the sitting-room of the cottage had something of the breath-taking quality of a miracle. The explanation, if she could have known it, was simple. Two excellent reasons had kept Psmith from gracing the County Ball with his dignified support. In the first place, as Shifley was only four miles from the village where he had spent most of his life, he had regarded it as probable, if not certain, that he would have encountered there old friends to whom it would have been both tedious and embarrassing to explain why he had changed his name to McTodd. And secondly, though he had not actually anticipated a nocturnal raid on his little nook, he had thought it well to be on the premises that evening in case Mr. Edward Cootes should have been getting ideas into his head. As soon, therefore, as the castle had emptied itself and the wheels of the last car had passed away down the drive, he had pocketed Mr. Cootess revolver and proceeded to the cottage.

Eve recovered her self-possession. She was not a girl given to collapse in moments of crisis. The first shock of amazement had passed; a humiliating feeling of extreme foolishness, which came directly after, had also passed; she was now grimly ready for battle.

Where is Mr. Threepwood? she asked.

Upstairs. I have put him in storage for a while. Do not worry about Comrade Threepwood. He has lots to think about. He is under the impression that if he stirs out he will be instantly shot.

Oh? Well, I want to put this lamp down. Will you please pick up that table?

By all means. But — I am a novice in these matters — ought I not first to say Hands up! or something?

Will you please pick up that table?

A friend of mine — one Cootes — you must meet him some time — generally remarks Hey! in a sharp, arresting voice on these occasions. Personally I consider the expression too abrupt. Still, he has had great experience . . .

Will you please pick up that table?

Most certainly. I take it, then, that you would prefer to dispense with the usual formalities. In that case, I will park this revolver on the mantelpiece while we chat. I have taken a curious dislike to the thing. It makes me feel like Dangerous Dan McGrew.

Eve put down the lamp, and there was silence for a moment. Psmith looked about him thoughtfully. He picked up one of the dead bats and covered it with his handkerchief.

Somebodys mother, he murmured reverently.

Eve sat down on the sofa.

Mr. . . . She stopped. I cant call you Mr. McTodd. Will you please tell me your name?

Ronald, said Psmith. Ronald Eustace.

I suppose you have a surname? snapped Eve. Or an alias?

Psmith eyed her with a pained expression.

I may be hyper-sensitive, he said, but that last remark sounded to me like a dirty dig. You seem to imply that I am some sort of a criminal.

Eve laughed shortly.

Im sorry if I hurt your feelings. Theres not much sense in pretending now, is there? What is your name?

Psmith. The p is silent.

Well, Mr. Smith, I imagine you understand why I am here?

I took it for granted that you had come to fulfil your kindly promise of doing the place up a bit. Will you be wounded if I say frankly that I preferred it the way it was before? All this may be the last word in ultra-modern interior decoration, but I suppose I am old-fashioned. The whisper flies round Shropshire and adjoining counties, Psmith is hide-bound. He is not attuned to up-to-date methods. Honestly, dont you think you have rather unduly stressed the bizarre note? This soot . . . these dead bats . . .

I have come to get that necklace.

Ah! The necklace!

Im going to get it, too.

Psmith shook his head gently.

There, he said, if you will pardon me, I take issue with you. There is nobody to whom I would rather give that necklace than you, but there are special circumstances connected with it which render such an action impossible. I fancy, Miss Halliday, that you have been misled by your young friend upstairs. No; let me speak, he said, raising a hand. You know what a treat it is to me. The way I envisage the matter is thus. I still cannot understand as completely as I could wish how you come to be mixed up in the affair, but it is plain that in some way or other Comrade Threepwood has enlisted your services, and I regret to be obliged to inform you that the motives animating him in this quest are not pure. To put it crisply, he is engaged in what Comrade Cootes, to whom I alluded just now, would call funny business.

I . . .

Pardon me, said Psmith. If you will be patient for a few minutes more, I shall have finished and shall then be delighted to lend an attentive ear to any remarks you may wish to make. As it occurs to me — indeed, you hinted as much yourself just now — that my own position in this little matter has an appearance which to the uninitiated might seem tolerably rummy, I had better explain how I come to be guarding a diamond necklace which does not belong to me. I rely on your womanly discretion to let the thing go no further.

Will you please . . .

In one moment. The facts are as follows. Our mutual friend Mr. Keeble, Miss Halliday, has a stepdaughter who is married to one Comrade Jackson who, if he had no other claim to fame, would go ringing down through history for this reason, that he and I were at school together and that he is my best friend. We two have sported on the green — ooh, a lot of times. Well, owing to one thing and another, the Jackson family is rather badly up against it at the present . . .

Eve jumped up angrily.

I dont believe a word of it, she cried. What is the use of trying to fool me like this? You had never heard of Phyllis before Freddie spoke about her in the train . . .

Believe me . . .

I wont. Freddie got you down here to help him steal that necklace and give it to Mr. Keeble so that he could help Phyllis, and now youve got it and are trying to keep it for yourself.

Psmith started slightly. His monocle fell from its place.

Is everybody in this little plot! Are you also one of Comrade Keebles corps of assistants?

Mr. Keeble asked me to try to get the necklace for him.

Psmith replaced his monocle thoughtfully.

This, he said, opens up a new line of thought. Can it be that I have been wronging Comrade Threepwood all this time? I must confess that, when I found him here just now standing like Marius among the ruins of Carthage (the allusion is a classical one, and the fruit of an expensive education), I jumped — I may say, sprang — to the conclusion that he was endeavouring to double-cross both myself and the boss by getting hold of the necklace with a view to retaining it for his own benefit. It never occurred to me that he might be crediting me with the same sinful guile.

Eve ran to him and clutched his arm.

Mr. Smith, is this really true? Are you really a friend of Phyllis?

She looks on me as a grandfather. Are you a friend of hers?

We were at school together.

This, said Psmith cordially, is one of the most gratifying moments of my life. It makes us all seem like one great big family.

But I never heard Phyllis speak about you.

Strange! said Psmith. Strange. Surely she was not ashamed of her humble friend?

Her what?

I must explain, said Psmith, that until recently I was earning a difficult livelihood by slinging fish about in Billingsgate Market. It is possible that some snobbish strain in Comrade Jacksons bride, which I confess I had not suspected, kept her from admitting that she was accustomed to hob-nob with one in the fish business.

Good gracious! cried Eve.

I beg your pardon?

Smith . . . Fish business . . . Why, it was you who called at Phylliss house while I was there. Just before I came down here. I remember Phyllis saying how sorry she was that we had not met. She said you were just my sort of . . . I mean, she said she wanted me to meet you.

This, said Psmith, is becoming more and more gratifying every moment. It seems to me that you and I were made for each other. I am your best friends best friend and we both have a taste for stealing other peoples jewellery. I cannot see how you can very well resist the conclusion that we are twin-souls.

Dont be silly.

We shall get into that series of Husbands and Wives Who Work Together.

Where is the necklace?

Psmith sighed.

The business note. Always the business note. Cant we keep all that till later?

No. We cant.

Ah, well!

Psmith crossed the room, and took down from the wall the case of stuffed birds.

The one place, said Eve, with mortification, where we didnt think of looking!

Psmith opened the case and removed the centre bird, a depressed-looking fowl with glass eyes which stared with a haunting pathos. He felt in its interior and pulled out something that glittered and sparkled in the lamp-light.

Oh!

Eve ran her fingers almost lovingly through the jewels as they lay before her on the little table.

Arent they beautiful!

Distinctly. I think I may say that of all the jewels I have ever stolen . . .

HEY!

Eve let the necklace fall with a cry. Psmith spun round. In the doorway stood Mr. Edward Cootes, pointing a pistol.

§ 4

Hands up! said Mr. Cootes with the uncouth curtness of one who has not had the advantages of a refined home and a nice upbringing. He advanced warily, preceded by the revolver. It was a dainty, miniature weapon, such as might have been the property of some gentle lady. Mr. Cootes had, in fact, borrowed it from Miss Peavey, who at this juncture entered the room in a black and silver dinner-dress surmounted by a Rose du Barri wrap, her spiritual face glowing softly in the subdued light.

Attaboy, Ed, observed Miss Peavey crisply.

She swooped on the table and gathered up the necklace. Mr. Cootes, though probably gratified by the tribute, made no acknowledgment of it, but continued to direct an austere gaze at Eve and Psmith.

No funny business, he advised.

I would be the last person, said Psmith agreeably, to advocate anything of the sort. This, he said to Eve, is Comrade Cootes, of whom you have heard so much.

Eve was staring, bewildered, at the poetess, who, satisfied with the manner in which the preliminaries had been conducted, had begun looking about her with idle curiosity.

Miss Peavey! cried Eve. Of all the events of this eventful night the appearance of Lady Constances emotional friend in the rôle of criminal was the most disconcerting. Miss Peavey!

Hallo? responded that lady agreeably.

I . . . I . . .

What, I think, Miss Halliday is trying to say, cut in Psmith, is that she is finding it a little difficult to adjust her mind to the present development. I, too, must confess myself somewhat at a loss. I knew, of course, that Comrade Cootes had — shall I say an acquisitive streak in him, but you I had always supposed to be one hundred per cent. soul — and snowy white at that.

Yeah? said Miss Peavey, but faintly interested.

I imagined that you were a poetess.

So I am a poetess, retorted Miss Peavey hotly. Just you start in joshing my poems and see how quick Ill bean you with a brick. Well, Ed, no sense in sticking around here. Lets go.

Well have to tie these birds up, said Mr. Cootes. Otherwise well have them squealing before I can make a getaway.

Ed, said Miss Peavey with the scorn which her colleague so often excited in her, try to remember sometimes that that thing balanced on your collar is a head, not a hubbard squash. And be careful what youre doing with that gat! Waving it about like it was a bouquet or something. How are they going to squeal? They cant say a thing without telling everyone they snitched the stuff first.

Thats right, admitted Mr. Cootes.

Well, then, dont come butting in.

The silence into which this rebuke plunged Mr. Cootes gave Psmith the opportunity to resume speech. An opportunity of which he was glad, for, while he had nothing of definitely vital import to say, he was optimist enough to feel that his only hope of recovering the necklace was to keep the conversation going on the chance of something turning up. Affable though his manner was, he had never lost sight of the fact that one leap would take him across the space of floor separating him from Mr. Cootes. At present, that small but effective revolver precluded anything in the nature of leaps, however short, but if in the near future anything occurred to divert his adversarys vigilance even momentarily. . . . He pursued a policy of watchful waiting, and in the meantime started to talk again.

If, before you go, he said, you can spare us a moment of your valuable time, I should be glad of a few words. And, first, may I say that I cordially agree with your condemnation of Comrade Cootess recent suggestion. The man is an ass.

Say! cried Mr. Cootes, coming to life again, thatll be about all from you. If there wasnt ladies present, Id bust you one.

Ed, said Miss Peavey with quiet authority, shut your trap!

Mr. Cootes subsided once more. Psmith gazed at him through his monocle, interested.

Pardon me, he said, but — if it is not a rude question — are you two married?

Eh?

You seemed to me to talk to him like a wife. Am I addressing Mrs. Cootes?

You will be if you stick around a while.

A thousand congratulations to Comrade Cootes. Not quite so many to you, possibly, but fully that number of good wishes. He moved towards the poetess with extended hand. I am thinking of getting married myself shortly.

Keep those hands up, said Mr. Cootes.

Surely, said Psmith reproachfully, these conventions need not be observed among friends? You will find the only revolver I have ever possessed over there on the mantelpiece. Go and look at it.

Yes, and have you jumping on my back the moment I took my eyes off you!

There is a suspicious vein in your nature, Comrade Cootes, sighed Psmith, which I do not like to see. Fight against it. He turned to Miss Peavey once more. To resume a pleasanter topic, you will let me know where to send the plated fish-slice, wont you?

Huh? said the lady.

I was hoping, proceeded Psmith, if you do not think it a liberty on the part of one who has known you but a short time, to be allowed to send you a small wedding-present in due season. And one of these days, perhaps, when I too am married, you and Comrade Cootes will come and visit us in our little home. You will receive a hearty, unaffected welcome. You must not be offended if, just before you say good-bye, we count the spoons.

One would scarcely have supposed Miss Peavey a sensitive woman, yet at this remark an ominous frown clouded her white forehead. Her careless amiability seemed to wane. She raked Psmith with a glittering eye.

Youre talking a dam lot, she observed coldly.

An old failing of mine, said Psmith apologetically, and one concerning which there have been numerous complaints. I see now that I have been boring you, and I hope that you will allow me to express. . . .

He broke off abruptly, not because he had reached the end of his remarks, but because at this moment there came from above their heads a sudden sharp cracking sound, and almost simultaneously a shower of plaster fell from the ceiling, followed by the startling appearance of a long, shapely leg, which remained waggling in space. And from somewhere out of sight there filtered down a sharp and agonised oath.

Time and neglect had done their work with the flooring of the room in which Psmith had bestowed the Hon. Freddie Threepwood, and, creeping cautiously about in the dark, he had had the misfortune to go through.

But, as so often happens in this life, the misfortune of one is the good fortune of another. Badly as the accident had shaken Freddie, from the point of view of Psmith it was almost ideal. The sudden appearance of a human leg through the ceiling at a moment of nervous tension is enough to unman the stoutest-hearted, and Edward Cootes made no attempt to conceal his perturbation. Leaping a clear six inches from the floor, he jerked up his head and quite unintentionally pulled the trigger of his revolver. A bullet ripped through the plaster.

The leg disappeared. Not for an instant since he had been shut in that upper room had Freddie Threepwood ceased to be mindful of Psmiths parting statement that he would be shot if he tried to escape, and Mr. Cootes bullet seemed to him a dramatic fulfilment of that promise. Wrenching his leg with painful energy out of the abyss, he proceeded to execute a backward spring which took him to the far wall — at which point, as it was impossible to get any farther away from the centre of events, he was compelled to halt his retreat. Having rolled himself up into as small a ball as he could manage, he sat where he was, trying not to breathe. His momentary intention of explaining through the hole that the entire thing had been a regrettable accident, he prudently abandoned. Unintelligent though he had often proved himself in other crises of his life, he had the sagacity now to realise that the neighbourhood of the hole was unhealthy and should be avoided. So, preserving a complete and unbroken silence, he crouched there in the darkness, only asking to be left alone.

And it seemed, as the moments slipped by, that this modest wish was to be gratified. Noises and the sound of voices came up to him from the room below, but no more bullets. It would be paltering with the truth to say that this put him completely at his ease, but still it was something. Freddies pulse began to return to the normal.

Mr. Cootes, on the other hand, was beating with a dangerous quickness. Swift and objectionable things had been happening to Edward Cootes in that lower room. His first impression was that the rift in the plaster above him had been instantly followed by the collapse of the entire ceiling, but this was a mistaken idea. All that had occurred was that Psmith, finding Mr. Cootes eye and pistol functioning in another direction, had sprung forward, snatched up a chair, hit the unfortunate man over the head with it, relieved him of his pistol, leaped to the mantelpiece, removed the revolver which lay there, and now, holding both weapons in an attitude of menace, was regarding him censoriously through a gleaming eyeglass.

No funny business, Comrade Cootes, said Psmith.

Mr. Cootes picked himself up painfully. His head was singing. He looked at the revolvers, blinked, opened his mouth and shut it again. He was oppressed with a sense of defeat. Nature had not built him for a man of violence. Peaceful manipulation of a pack of cards in the smoke-room of an Atlantic liner was a thing he understood and enjoyed: rough-and-tumble encounters were alien to him and distasteful. As far as Mr. Cootes was concerned, the war was over.

But Miss Peavey was a woman of spirit. Her hat was still in the ring. She clutched the necklace in a grasp of steel, and her fine eyes glared defiance.

You think yourself smart, dont you? she said.

Psmith eyed her commiseratingly. Her valorous attitude appealed to him. Nevertheless, business was business.

I am afraid, he said regretfully, that I must trouble you to hand over that necklace.

Try and get it, said Miss Peavey.

Psmith looked hurt.

I am a child in these matters, he said, but I had always gathered that on these occasions the wishes of the man behind the gun were automatically respected.

Ill call your bluff, said Miss Peavey firmly. Im going to walk straight out of here with this collection of ice right now, and Ill bet you wont have the nerve to start any shooting. Shoot a woman? Not you!

Psmith nodded gravely.

Your knowledge of psychology is absolutely correct. Your trust in my sense of chivalry rests on solid ground. But, he proceeded, cheering up, I fancy that I see a way out of the difficulty. An idea has been vouchsafed to me. I shall shoot — not you, but Comrade Cootes. This will dispose of all unpleasantness. If you attempt to edge out through that door I shall immediately proceed to plug Comrade Cootes in the leg. At least, I shall try. I am a poor shot and may hit him in some more vital spot, but at least he will have the consolation of knowing that I did my best and meant well.

Hey! cried Mr. Cootes. And never, in a life liberally embellished with this favourite ejaculation of his, had he uttered it more feelingly. He shot a feverish glance at Miss Peavey; and, reading in her face indecision rather than that instant acquiescence which he had hoped to see, cast off his customary attitude of respectful humility and asserted himself. He was no cave-man, but this was one occasion when he meant to have his own way. With an agonised bound he reached Miss Peaveys side, wrenched the necklace from her grasp and flung it into the enemys camp. Eve stooped and picked it up.

I thank you, said Psmith with a brief bow in her direction.

Miss Peavey breathed heavily. Her strong hands clenched and unclenched. Between her parted lips her teeth showed in a thin white line. Suddenly she swallowed quickly, as if draining a glass of unpalatable medicine.

Well, she said in a low, even voice, that seems to be about all. Guess well be going. Come along, Ed, pick up the Henries.

Coming, Liz, replied Mr. Cootes humbly.

They passed together into the night.

§ 5

Silence followed their departure. Eve, weak with the reaction from the complex emotions which she had undergone since her arrival at the cottage, sat on the battered sofa, her chin resting in her hands. She looked at Psmith, who, humming a light air, was delicately piling with the toe of his shoe a funeral mound over the second of the dead bats.

So thats that! she said.

Psmith looked up with a bright and friendly smile.

You have a very happy gift of phrase, he said. That, as you sensibly say, is that.

Eve was silent for awhile. Psmith completed the obsequies and stepped back with the air of a man who has done what he can for a fallen friend.

Fancy Miss Peavey being a thief! said Eve. She was somehow feeling a disinclination to allow the conversation to die down, and yet she had an idea that, unless it was permitted to die down, it might become embarrassingly intimate. Subconsciously, she was endeavouring to analyse her views on this long, calm person who had so recently added himself to the list of those who claimed to look upon her with affection.

I confess it came as something of a shock to me also, said Psmith. In fact, the revelation that there was this other, deeper side to her nature materially altered the opinion I had formed of her. I found myself warming to Miss Peavey. Something that was akin to respect began to stir within me. Indeed, I almost wish that we had not been compelled to deprive her of the jewels.

We? said Eve. Im afraid I didnt do much.

Your attitude was exactly right, Psmith assured her. You afforded just the moral support which a man needs in such a crisis.

Silence fell once more. Eve returned to her thoughts. And then, with a suddenness which surprised her, she found that she had made up her mind.

So youre going to be married? she said.

Psmith polished his monocle thoughtfully.

I think so, he said. I think so. What do you think?

Eve regarded him steadfastly. Then she gave a little laugh.

Yes, she said, I think so, too. She paused. Shall I tell you something?

You could tell me nothing more wonderful than that.

When I met Cynthia in Market Blandings, she told me what the trouble was which made her husband leave her. What do you suppose it was?

From my brief acquaintance with Comrade McTodd, I would hazard the guess that he tried to stab her with the bread-knife. He struck me as a murderous-looking specimen.

They had some people to dinner, and there was chicken, and Cynthia gave all the giblets to the guests, and her husband bounded out of his seat with a wild cry, and, shouting You know I love those things better than anything in the world! rushed from the house, never to return!

Precisely how I would have wished him to rush, had I been Mrs. McTodd.

Cynthia told me that he had rushed from the house, never to return, six times since they were married.

May I mention — in passing— said Psmith, that I do not like chicken giblets?

Cynthia advised me, proceeded Eve, if ever I married, to marry someone eccentric. She said it was such fun. Well, I dont suppose I am ever likely to meet anyone more eccentric than you, am I?

I think you would be unwise to wait on the chance.

The only thing is . . ., said Eve reflectively. Mrs. Smith . . . It doesnt sound much, does it?

Psmith beamed encouragingly.

We must look into the future, he said. We must remember that I am only at the beginning of what I am convinced is to be a singularly illustrious career. Lady Psmith is better . . . Baroness Psmith better still . . . And — who knows?— The Duchess of Psmith . . .

Well, anyhow, said Eve, you were wonderful just now, simply wonderful. The way you made one spring . . .

Your words, said Psmith, are music to my ears, but we must not forget that the foundations of the success of the manœuvre were laid by Comrade Threepwood. Had it not been for the timely incursion of his leg . . .

Good gracious! cried Eve. Freddie! I had forgotten all about him!

The right spirit, said Psmith. Quite the right spirit.

We must go and let him out.

Just as you say. And then he can come with us on the stroll I was about to propose that we should take through the woods. It is a lovely night, and what could be jollier than to have Comrade Threepwood prattling at our side? I will go and let him out at once.

No, dont bother, said Eve.


CHAPTER XIV

PSMITH ACCEPTS EMPLOYMENT
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The golden stillness of a perfect summer morning brooded over Blandings Castle and its adjacent pleasure-grounds. From a sky of unbroken blue the sun poured down its heartening rays on all those roses, pinks, pansies, carnations, hollyhocks, columbines, larkspurs, London pride and Canterbury bells which made the gardens so rarely beautiful. Flannelled youths and maidens in white serge sported in the shade; gay cries arose from the tennis-courts behind the shrubbery; and birds, bees, and butterflies went about their business with a new energy and zip. In short, the casual observer, assuming that he was addicted to trite phrases, would have said that happiness reigned supreme.

But happiness, even on the finest mornings, is seldom universal. The strolling youths and maidens were happy; the tennis-players were happy; the birds, bees, and butterflies were happy. Eve, walking in pleasant meditation on the terrace, was happy. Freddie Threepwood was happy as he lounged in the smoking-room and gloated over the information, received from Psmith in the small hours, that his thousand pounds was safe. Mr. Keeble, writing to Phyllis to inform her that she might clinch the purchase of the Lincolnshire farm, was happy. Even Head-gardener Angus McAllister was as happy as a Scotsman can ever be. But Lord Emsworth, drooping out of the library window, felt only a nervous irritation more in keeping with the blizzards of winter than with the only fine July that England had known in the last ten years.

We have seen his lordship in a similar attitude and a like frame of mind on a previous occasion; but then his melancholy had been due to the loss of his glasses. This morning these were perched firmly on his nose and he saw all things clearly. What was causing his gloom now was the fact that some ten minutes earlier his sister Constance had trapped him in the library, full of jarring rebuke on the subject of the dismissal of Rupert Baxter, the worlds most efficient secretary. It was to avoid her compelling eye that Lord Emsworth had turned to the window. And what he saw from that window thrust him even deeper into the abyss of gloom. The sun, the birds, the bees, the butterflies, and the flowers called to him to come out and have the time of his life, but he just lacked the nerve to make a dash for it.

I think you must be mad, said Lady Constance bitterly, resuming her remarks and starting at the point where she had begun before.

Baxters mad, retorted his lordship, also re-treading old ground.

You are too absurd!

He threw flower-pots at me.

Do please stop talking about those flower-pots. Mr. Baxter has explained the whole thing to me, and surely even you can see that his behaviour was perfectly excusable.

I dont like the fellow, cried Lord Emsworth, once more retreating to his last line of trenches — the one line from which all Lady Constances eloquence had been unable to dislodge him.

There was a silence, as there had been a short while before when the discussion had reached this same point.

You will be helpless without him, said Lady Constance.

Nothing of the kind, said his lordship.

You know you will. Where will you ever get another secretary capable of looking after everything like Mr. Baxter? You know you are a perfect child, and unless you have someone whom you can trust to manage your affairs I cannot see what will happen.

Lord Emsworth made no reply. He merely gazed wanly from the window.

Chaos, moaned Lady Constance.

His lordship remained mute, but now there was a gleam of something approaching pleasure in his pale eyes; for at this moment a car rounded the corner of the house from the direction of the stables and stood purring at the door. There was a trunk on the car and a suit-case. And almost simultaneously the Efficient Baxter entered the library, clothed and spatted for travel.

I have come to say good-bye, Lady Constance, said Baxter coldly and precisely, flashing at his late employer through his spectacles a look of stern reproach. The car which is taking me to the station is at the door.

Oh, Mr. Baxter. Lady Constance, strong woman though she was, fluttered with distress. Oh, Mr. Baxter.

Good-bye. He gripped her hand in brief farewell and directed his spectacles for another tense instant upon the sagging figure at the window. Good-bye, Lord Emsworth.

Eh? What? Oh! Ah, yes. Good-bye, my dear fel —— , I mean, good-bye. I — er — hope you will have a pleasant journey.

Thank you, said Baxter.

But, Mr. Baxter, said Lady Constance.

Lord Emsworth, said the ex-secretary icily, I am no longer in your employment . . .

But, Mr. Baxter, moaned Lady Constance, surely . . . even now . . . misunderstanding . . . talk it all over quietly . . .

Lord Emsworth started violently.

Here! he protested, in much the same manner as that in which the recent Mr. Cootes had been wont to say Hey!

I fear it is too late, said Baxter, to his infinite relief, to talk things over. My arrangements are already made and cannot be altered. Ever since I came here to work for Lord Emsworth, my former employer — an American millionaire named Jevons — has been making me flattering offers to return to him. Until now a mistaken sense of loyalty has kept me from accepting these offers, but this morning I telegraphed to Mr. Jevons to say that I was at liberty and could join him at once. It is too late now to cancel this promise.

Quite, quite, oh certainly, quite, mustnt dream of it, my dear fellow. No, no, no, indeed no, said Lord Emsworth with an effervescent cordiality which struck both his hearers as in the most dubious taste.

Baxter merely stiffened haughtily, but Lady Constance was so poignantly affected by the words and the joyous tone in which they were uttered that she could endure her brothers loathly society no longer. Shaking Baxters hand once more and gazing stonily for a moment at the worm by the window, she left the room.

For some seconds after she had gone, there was silence — a silence which Lord Emsworth found embarrassing. He turned to the window again and took in with one wistful glance the roses, the pinks, the pansies, the carnations, the hollyhocks, the columbines, the larkspurs, the London pride and the Canterbury bells. And then suddenly there came to him the realisation that with Lady Constance gone there no longer existed any reason why he should stay cooped up in this stuffy library on the finest morning that had ever been sent to gladden the heart of man. He shivered ecstatically from the top of his bald head to the soles of his roomy shoes, and, bounding gleefully from the window, started to amble across the room.

Lord Emsworth!

His lordship halted. His was a one-track mind, capable of accommodating only one thought at a time — if that, and he had almost forgotten that Baxter was still there. He eyed his late secretary peevishly.

Yes, yes? Is there anything . . . ?

I should like to speak to you for a moment.

I have a most important conference with McAllister . . .

I will not detain you long. Lord Emsworth, I am no longer in your employment, but I think it my duty to say before I go . . .

No, no, my dear fellow, I quite understand. Quite, quite, quite. Constance has been going over all that. I know what you are trying to say. That matter of the flower-pots. Please do not apologise. It is quite all right. I was startled at the time, I own, but no doubt you had excellent motives. Let us forget the whole affair.

Baxter ground an impatient heel into the carpet.

I had no intention of referring to the matter to which you allude, he said. I merely wished . . .

Yes, yes, of course. A vagrant breeze floated in at the window, languid with summer scents, and Lord Emsworth, sniffing, shuffled restlessly. Of course, of course, of course. Some other time, eh? Yes, yes, that will be capital. Capital, capital, cap — —

The Efficient Baxter uttered a sound that was partly a cry, partly a snort. Its quality was so arresting that Lord Emsworth paused, his fingers on the door-handle, and peered back at him, startled.

Very well, said Baxter shortly. Pray do not let me keep you. If you are not interested in the fact that Blandings Castle is sheltering a criminal . . .

It was not easy to divert Lord Emsworth when in quest of Angus McAllister, but this remark succeeded in doing so. He let go of the door-handle and came back a step or two into the room.

Sheltering a criminal?

Yes. Baxter glanced at his watch. I must go now or I shall miss my train, he said curtly. I was merely going to tell you that this fellow who calls himself Ralston McTodd is not Ralston McTodd at all.

Not Ralston McTodd? repeated his lordship blankly. But — — He suddenly perceived a flaw in the argument. But he said he was, he pointed out cleverly. Yes, I remember distinctly. He said he was McTodd.

He is an impostor. And I imagine that if you investigate you will find that it is he and his accomplices who stole Lady Constances necklace.

But, my dear fellow . . .

Baxter walked briskly to the door.

You need not take my word for it, he said. What I say can easily be proved. Get this so-called McTodd to write his name on a piece of paper and then compare it with the signature to the letter which the real McTodd wrote when accepting Lady Constances invitation to the castle. You will find it filed away in the drawer of that desk there.

Lord Emsworth adjusted his glasses and stared at the desk as if he expected it to do a conjuring-trick.

I will leave you to take what steps you please, said Baxter. Now that I am no longer in your employment, the thing does not concern me one way or another. But I thought you might be glad to hear the facts.

Oh, I am! responded his lordship, still peering vaguely. Oh, I am! Oh, yes, yes, yes. Oh, yes, yes . . .

Good-bye.

But, Baxter . . .

Lord Emsworth trotted out on to the landing, but Baxter had got off to a good start and was almost out of sight round the bend of the stairs.

But, my dear fellow . . . bleated his lordship plaintively over the banisters.

From below, out on the drive, came the sound of an automobile getting into gear and moving off, than which no sound is more final. The great door of the castle closed with a soft but significant bang — as doors close when handled by an untipped butler. Lord Emsworth returned to the library to wrestle with his problem unaided.

He was greatly disturbed. Apart from the fact that he disliked criminals and impostors as a class, it was a shock to him to learn that the particular criminal and impostor then in residence at Blandings was the man for whom, brief as had been the duration of their acquaintance, he had conceived a warm affection. He was fond of Psmith. Psmith soothed him. If he had had to choose any member of his immediate circle for the rôle of criminal and impostor, he would have chosen Psmith last.

He went to the window again and looked out. There was the sunshine, there were the birds, there were the hollyhocks, carnations, and Canterbury bells, all present and correct; but now they failed to cheer him. He was wondering dismally what on earth he was going to do. What did one do with criminals and impostors? Had em arrested, he supposed. But he shrank from the thought of arresting Psmith. It seemed so deuced unfriendly.

He was still meditating gloomily when a voice spoke behind him.

Good morning. I am looking for Miss Halliday. You have not seen her by any chance? Ah, there she is down there on the terrace.

Lord Emsworth was aware of Psmith beside him at the window, waving cordially to Eve, who waved back.

I thought possibly, continued Psmith, that Miss Halliday would be in her little room yonder — he indicated the dummy book-shelves through which he had entered. But I am glad to see that the morning is so fine that she has given toil the miss-in-baulk. It is the right spirit, said Psmith. I like to see it.

Lord Emsworth peered at him nervously through his glasses. His embarrassment and his distaste for the task that lay before him increased as he scanned his companion in vain for those signs of villainy which all well-regulated criminals and impostors ought to exhibit to the eye of discernment.

I am surprised to find you indoors, said Psmith, on so glorious a morning. I should have supposed that you would have been down there among the shrubs, taking a good sniff at a hollyhock or something.

Lord Emsworth braced himself for the ordeal.

Er, my dear fellow . . . that is to say . . . He paused. Psmith was regarding him almost lovingly through his monocle, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to warm up to the work of denouncing him.

You were observing . . . ? said Psmith.

Lord Emsworth uttered curious buzzing noises.

I have just parted from Baxter, he said at length, deciding to approach the subject in more roundabout fashion.

Indeed? said Psmith courteously.

Yes. Baxter has gone.

For ever?

Er — yes.

Splendid! said Psmith. Splendid, splendid.

Lord Emsworth removed his glasses, twiddled them on their cord, and replaced them on his nose.

He made . . . He — er — the fact is, he made . . . Before he went Baxter made a most remarkable statement . . . a charge . . . Well, in short, he made a very strange statement about you.

Psmith nodded gravely.

I had been expecting something of the kind, he said. He said, no doubt, that I was not really Ralston McTodd?

His lordships mouth opened feebly.

Er — yes, he said.

Ive been meaning to tell you about that, said Psmith amiably. It is quite true. I am not Ralston McTodd.

You — you admit it!

I am proud of it.

Lord Emsworth drew himself up. He endeavoured to assume the attitude of stern censure which came so naturally to him in interviews with his son Frederick. But he met Psmiths eye and sagged again. Beneath the solemn friendliness of Psmiths gaze hauteur was impossible.

Then what the deuce are you doing here under his name? he asked, placing his finger in statesmanlike fashion on the very nub of the problem. I mean to say, he went on, making his meaning clearer, if you arent McTodd, why did you come here saying you were McTodd?

Psmith nodded slowly.

The point is well taken, he said. I was expecting you to ask that question. Primarily — I want no thanks, but primarily I did it to save you embarrassment.

Save me embarrassment?

Precisely. When I came into the smoking-room of our mutual club that afternoon when you had been entertaining Comrade McTodd at lunch, I found him on the point of passing out of your life for ever. It seems that he had taken umbrage to some slight extent because you had buzzed off to chat with the florist across the way instead of remaining with him. And, after we had exchanged a pleasant word or two, he legged it, leaving you short one modern poet. On your return I stepped into the breach to save you from the inconvenience of having to return here without a McTodd of any description. No one, of course, could have been more alive than myself to the fact that I was merely a poor substitute, a sort of synthetic McTodd, but still I considered that I was better than nothing, so I came along.

His lordship digested this explanation in silence. Then he seized on a magnificent point.

Are you a member of the Senior Conservative Club?

Most certainly.

Why, then, dash it, cried his lordship, paying to that august stronghold of respectability as striking a tribute as it had ever received, if youre a member of the Senior Conservative, you cant be a criminal. Baxters an ass!

Exactly.

Baxter would have it that you had stolen my sisters necklace.

I can assure you that I have not got Lady Constances necklace.

Of course not, of course not, my dear fellow. Im only telling you what that idiot Baxter said. Thank goodness Ive got rid of the fellow. A cloud passed over his now sunny face. Though, confound it, Connie was right about one thing. He relapsed into a somewhat moody silence.

Yes? said Psmith.

Eh? said his lordship.

You were saying that Lady Constance had been right about one thing.

Oh, yes. She was saying that I should have a hard time finding another secretary as capable as Baxter.

Psmith permitted himself to bestow an encouraging pat on his hosts shoulder.

You have touched on a matter, he said, which I had intended to broach to you at some convenient moment when you were at leisure. If you would care to accept my services, they are at your disposal.

Eh?

The fact is, said Psmith, I am shortly about to be married, and it is more or less imperative that I connect with some job which will ensure a moderate competence. Why should I not become your secretary?

You want to be my secretary?

You have unravelled my meaning exactly.

But Ive never had a married secretary.

I think that you would find a steady married man an improvement on these wild, flower-pot-throwing bachelors. If it would help to influence your decision, I may say that my bride-to-be is Miss Halliday, probably the finest library-cataloguist in the United Kingdom.

Eh? Miss Halliday? That girl down there?

No other, said Psmith, waving fondly at Eve as she passed underneath the window. In fact, the same.

But I like her, said Lord Emsworth, as if stating an insuperable objection.

Excellent.

Shes a nice girl.

I quite agree with you.

Do you think you could really look after things here like Baxter?

I am convinced of it.

Then, my dear fellow — well, really I must say . . . I must say . . . well, I mean, why shouldnt you?

Precisely, said Psmith. You have put in a nutshell the very thing I have been trying to express.

But have you had any experience as a secretary?

I must admit that I have not. You see, until recently I was more or less one of the idle rich. I toiled not, neither did I — except once, after a bump-supper at Cambridge — spin. My name, perhaps I ought to reveal to you, is Psmith — the p is silent — and until very recently I lived in affluence not far from the village of Much Middlefold in this county. My name is probably unfamiliar to you, but you may have heard of the house which was for many years the Psmith head-quarters — Corfby Hall.

Lord Emsworth jerked his glasses off his nose.

Corfby Hall! Are you the son of the Smith who used to own Corfby Hall? Why, bless my soul, I knew your father well.

Really?

Yes. That is to say, I never met him.

No?

But I won the first prize for roses at the Shrewsbury Flower Show the year he won the prize for tulips.

It seems to draw us very close together, said Psmith.

Why, my dear boy, cried Lord Emsworth jubilantly, if you are really looking for a position of some kind and would care to be my secretary, nothing could suit me better. Nothing, nothing, nothing. Why, bless my soul . . .

I am extremely obliged, said Psmith. And I shall endeavour to give satisfaction. And surely, if a mere Baxter could hold down the job, it should be well within the scope of a Shropshire Psmith. I think so, I think so. . . . And now, if you will excuse me, I think I will go down and tell the glad news to the little woman, if I may so describe her.

* * * * *

Psmith made his way down the broad staircase at an even better pace than that recently achieved by the departing Baxter, for he rightly considered each moment of this excellent day wasted that was not spent in the company of Eve. He crooned blithely to himself as he passed through the hall, only pausing when, as he passed the door of the smoking-room, the Hon. Freddie Threepwood suddenly emerged.

Oh, I say! said Freddie. Just the fellow I wanted to see. I was going off to look for you.

Freddies tone was cordiality itself. As far as Freddie was concerned, all that had passed between them in the cottage in the west wood last night was forgiven and forgotten.

Say on, Comrade Threepwood, replied Psmith; and, if I may offer the suggestion, make it snappy, for I would be elsewhere. I have mans work before me.

Come over here. Freddie drew him into a far corner of the hall and lowered his voice to a whisper. I say, its all right, you know.

Excellent! said Psmith. Splendid! This is great news. What is all right?

Ive just seen Uncle Joe. Hes going to cough up the money he promised me.

I congratulate you.

So now I shall be able to get into that bookies business and make a pile. And, I say, you remember my telling you about Miss Halliday?

What was that?

Why, that I loved her, I mean, and all that.

Ah, yes.

Well, look here, between ourselves, said Freddie earnestly, the whole trouble all along has been that she thought I hadnt any money to get married on. She didnt actually say so in so many words, but you know how it is with women — you can read between the lines, if you know what I mean. So now everythings going to be all right. I shall simply go to her and say, Well, what about it? and — well, and so on, dont you know?

Psmith considered the point gravely.

I see your reasoning, Comrade Threepwood, he said. I can detect but one flaw in it.

Flaw? What flaw?

The fact that Miss Halliday is going to marry me.

The Hon. Freddies jaw dropped. His prominent eyes became more prawn-like.

What!

Psmith patted his shoulder commiseratingly.

Be a man, Comrade Threepwood, and bite the bullet. These things will happen to the best of us. Some day you will be thankful that this has occurred. Purged in the holocaust of a mighty love, you will wander out into the sunset, a finer, broader man. . . . And now I must reluctantly tear myself away. I have an important appointment. He patted his shoulder once more. If you would care to be a page at the wedding, Comrade Threepwood, I can honestly say that there is no one whom I would rather have in that capacity.

And with a stately gesture of farewell, Psmith passed out on to the terrace to join Eve.

THE END


Bill the Conqueror (1924)
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The first edition


TO 

MY FATHER AND MOTHER


CHAPTER I
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WITH A SUDDEN sharp snort which, violent though it was, expressed only feebly the disgust and indignation seething within him, Sir George Pyke laid down the current number of Society Spice and took up the desk telephone.

Give me Spice office, he said curtly. There was a brief interval. Roderick?

He has not yet returned from lunch, Sir George, said an obsequious voice.

Ah, is that you, Pilbeam? Sir Georges expression softened. Pilbeam was one of his favorites; a youth with a future; a man he had his eye on. Kindly tell Mr. Roderick when he comes in that I wish to see him.

Very good, Sir George.

The founder and proprietor of the Mammoth Publishing Co., that vast concern which supplies half — the more fat-headed half — of England with its reading matter, hung up the receiver, and after a few moments of frowning thought seized a pencil and began to write. The occupation effected in his appearance a striking change for the better. His brow grew smooth; his eyes ceased to glitter; something resembling a smile relaxed the drawn tensity of his lips. He bent over his pad, absorbed.

One of the things that make the lot of the reader of a story such as this so enjoyable is the fact that, in addition to being uplifted, entertained and instructed, he possesses all the advantages of a disembodied spirit. He can go anywhere and see everything. Any ordinary man, for instance, who wished to enter the presence of Sir George Pyke would be obliged to go down Fleet Street, turn to the right along Tilbury Street till he came to Tilbury House, interview a discouraging official in the vestibule, fill up a form stating name and business and hand this to a small boy in buttons. And in the end, after waiting for anything from ten to forty minutes, he would probably get no further than a brief word with one of Sir Georges secretaries. For the man behind the Mammoth does not see everyone. His time is valuable, his sense of his own importance keen, and he is hedged about by a crowd of willing helpers whose chief duty it is to ensure the respecting by casual callers of that motto of all great men, Keep Out! This Means You! An army with banners would be halted on the threshold, and not even cabinet ministers may crash the gate.

The reader, however, being invisible, can walk right up to the great mans office on the fourth floor and go in without knocking. He will find Sir George still writing.

The discovery of a man in Sir George Pykes position engaged in such an occupation is surely stirring enough to thrill the most blasé. For who can say what literary task it is that occupies him? It may be anything from a snappy column article for Pykes Weekly on Should Engaged Couples Kiss? to an editorial for the Daily Record, a page of helpful thoughts for the Sabbath Hour, or even a bedtime story for Tiny Tots. But, as a matter of fact, it is none of these things. What Sir George is so busily jotting down on that large pad is a list of names. He has already written: Ilfracombe, Forshore, Waynscote, Barraclough, Wensleydale, Creeby, Woodshott, Marlinghue; and now, as we look, he adds to the collection the word Michelhever.

This one seems to please him particularly, for he places against it a couple of crosses. Then, inspiration apparently leaving him for the moment, he pushes back his chair and, rising, begins to pace the floor.

It is the custom nowadays to describe all successful men who are stumpy and about twenty pounds overweight as Napoleonic. But, hackneyed though the adjective is, it must be admitted that there was, indeed, something suggestive of Napoleon in the port of Sir George Pyke as he strode up and down his office. His generously filled waistcoat and the habit he dropped into in moments of meditation of thrusting the fingers of his right hand in between its first and second buttons gave at any rate a superficial resemblance to the great Corsican; and this resemblance was accentuated by the gravity of his plump, determined face. He looked like a man fond of having his own way; nor in the last twenty years of his life had he often failed to get it.

The desk telephone emitted a discreet buzzing sound, as if it shrank from raising its voice in the presence of such a man.

Mrs. Hammond to see you, Sir George.

Send her in — send her in. Good heavens, Francie, exclaimed the proprietor of the Mammoth Publishing Co. as the door opened, Ive been phoning your house half the morning, trying to get hold of you!

How fortunate that I happened to look in, said Mrs. Hammond, settling herself in a chair. What is it? Frances Hammond, née Pyke, was a feminine replica of her eminent brother. She lacked his second chin, but had the same bright and compelling eyes, the same overjutting brows which lent those eyes such keenness, the same high coloring and breadth of forehead.

Sir George was conscious once again as he looked at her of that little thrill of admiration which she always awoke in him. A great woman.

What did you want to see me about? asked Mrs. Hammond.

Sir George drew a deep breath. He had tremendous news to impart, and an instinct for drama urged him not to spoil this moment by blurting the secret out too abruptly. But ecstasy was too strong for his sense of the dramatic.

Francie, old girl, he cried, what do you think? Theyve offered me a peerage!

It was not easy to shake Frances Hammonds poise, but these words accomplished that miracle. For a full ten seconds she sat there staring open-mouthed, while Sir George, blushing and on the very verge of giggles, pulled self-consciously at his scarlet knitted-wool waistcoat, the famous Pyke waistcoat which was one of the sights of London.

A peerage!

Letters over there on that desk. Came this morning.

Georgie!

Mrs. Hammond scrambled out of her chair and kissed her brother fondly. There were tears in her commanding eyes.

I thought it would please you!

I am proud of you, Georgie dear. What a culmination for your splendid career!

And who helped me build that career? Hey?

I have always done what I could, said Mrs. Hammond modestly. But of course it was you—

Sir George thumped the desk; and, happening to strike the sharp edge of a wire paper basket, wished that he had expressed his emotion a little less muscularly. He sucked his hand for a moment before speaking.

You have been the making of the business, he said vehemently when the pain had somewhat abated. I couldnt have got anywhere without you. Who suggested the how-many-pins-does-the-prime-ministers-hat-hold competition in Pykes Weekly when it was touch and go if it could turn the corner? From that moment Pykes Weekly never looked back. And on Pykes my whole present fortune is founded. The fact is, from the very start we have worked as a team. If I had the ginger, you had the judgment. I dont suppose theres a person in the world whose judgment I respect as highly as I do yours, Francie.

Mrs. Hammond beamed.

Well, Georgie, Im sure Im only too glad if my efforts to play Egeria have been successful.

Play what? said Sir George, looking a trifle blank.

Egeria was a goddess who helped and inspired the Roman king, Numa Pompilius. At least, so Sinclair tells me.

She referred to Mr. Sinclair Hammond, the well-known archæologist, who enjoyed the additional distinction of being her husband.

Now theres a fellow, said Sir George, who, if he had a little drive and initiative, would go far. Plenty of brains.

Mrs. Hammond forbore to discuss her husband. She had grown used to his dreamy lack of ambition, his undynamic acceptance of his niche in the world. There had been a time when she had chafed at these things, but recently she had come to accept it as her cross in this life that she never seemed to marry anyone with ginger and pep. Her first husband, acquired in the days before prosperity had dawned on the family, had been a Mr. Herbert Shale, courteous and popular assistant in the hose-and-underwear department of Beasleys Stores, and him not even her great driving force had been able to shove higher up the social ladder than the rank of shop walker. Whatever his shortcomings, Sinclair was better than Herbert.

What title did you think of adopting, Georgie? she asked, changing the subject.

Sir George, whose great brain never wholly relaxed, even in its social moments, was speaking into the dictating device.

Editor Pykes Weekly, attention, he was saying. Article next week on Famous Women Who Have Inspired Famous Men. You know — Egeria and so forth. He turned away apologetically. I beg your pardon?

I said, have you thought of a title yet?

Just jotted down a few suggestions, thats all. He picked up the pad. How do you like Lord Barraclough? Or Wensleydale? Or Marlinghue? The one that pleased me most was Michelhever. Theres a swing about Michelhever.

Mrs. Hammond shook her head.

Too florid. Theyre all too florid.

Well, you know, a title ought to have a bit of a ring. Look at some of the ones there are already — Beaverbrook, Stratheden, Leverhulme — plenty of zip to them.

I know, but—

And mark you, urged Sir George, its deuced hard to pick something good that hasnt already been taken. The fellows who got in first skimmed the cream.

I know. But none of these you have mentioned sound just right to me. There is nothing actually wrong with them, and a man with your personality could carry them off; but they are all just the least bit ornate. You must not forget that eventually Roderick will have to succeed to whatever title you choose. We must not select anything that would seem ridiculous in connection with Roderick. His actual name is bad enough, as it is. Roderick! Mrs. Hammond winced. This was a painful subject with her. How often I pleaded with poor Lucy to call him Thomas!

The frown which had been so long absent from Sir Georges happy face returned. He had the air of one into whose cup of joy an unfriendly hand has dropped a dead mouse.

Id forgotten all about Roderick, he said moodily.

II

THERE was a pause. The future Lord Michelhever — or possibly Wensleydale or Marlinghue — drummed irritably on the desk with his finger tips.

How the deuce I came to have a son like that, he complained, as many a stout father had done before him and many would do when he was dead and gone, beats me!

He takes after poor Lucy, said Mrs. Hammond. She was just the same timid, feeble creature.

Sir George nodded. The mention of his long-departed wife stirred no sentimental chord in him. The days when he was plain George Pyke, humble clerk in a solicitors office, and used to thrill at the soft voice of Lucy Maynard as she took the order for his frugal lunch at the Holborn Viaduct Cabin had long since faded from his memory. That quite unsatisfactory woman had now definitely become poor Lucy — a thing to be spoken of in much the same tone as would be accorded to measles or any other mild ailment that had attacked a great man in his infancy.

Reminds me, said Sir George, reaching for the telephone, that I want to have a word with Roderick. Ill do it now, he said, unconsciously quoting the motto which by his instructions had been placed in a wooden frame on every editorial desk in the building. I rang up the Spice office just before you came, but he was still out at lunch.

Wait one moment, Georgie. There is something I want to speak to you about before you send for Roderick. Sir George, always docile when it was she who commanded, put down the telephone. What has he been doing that you want to see him?

Sir George snorted.

Ill tell you! The agony of a disappointed father rang in his voice. In some such accents might King Lear have spoken of his children. I gave that boy his head far too much while he was up at Oxford. I let him have a large allowance, and what did he do with it? Published a book he had written on the Prose of Walter Pater! At his own expense, in limp purple leather! And on top of that had the effrontery to suggest that the Mammoth should take over the Poetry Quarterly, a beastly thing that doesnt sell a dozen copies a year, and let him run it as editor.

I know all that, said Mrs. Hammond, a shade impatiently. If Georgie had a fault it was this tendency of his toward the twice-told tale. And you made him editor of Society Spice. How is he getting on?

Thats just what Im coming to. I started to break him into the business by making him editor of Spice, never dreaming that even he could make a mess of that. Why, the position is a sinecure! Young Pilbeam, a thoroughly able young fellow, really runs the paper. All I asked of Roderick, all I wanted him to do, was to show some signs of grip and generally find his feet before going on to something bigger. And what happens? I would like you, said the stricken father, just to glance through this weeks issue.

Mrs. Hammond took the paper. There was a silence, broken only by the rustling of leaves and Sir Georges deep, overwrought breathing.

Lacks vigor, announced Egeria at length.

Lacks grip, said Numa Pompilius.

Mild.

Tame.

Wants pep.

Needs ginger. I made inquiries, proceeded Numa Pompilius bitterly, hurling the offending journal into a corner, and what do you think? Young Pilbeam tells me that Roderick deliberately vetoes and excludes from the paper all the best items he submits. Thats his idea of earning his salary and being loyal to the firm that employs him.

Mrs. Hammond clicked her tongue concernedly.

It seems incredible.

Its quite true.

But what possible motive could he have?

Motive? A boy like that doesnt have to have motives. Hes just a plain imbecile. I wish to heaven, cried this tortured parent, that he would get married! A wife might make something of him.

Mrs. Hammond started.

What an extraordinary thing that you should say that! It was the very thing I wanted to speak to you about. I suppose you realize, George, that, now you are going to receive this peerage, Rodericks marriage becomes a matter of vital importance. I mean, it is even more essential than before that he should marry somebody in a suitable social position.

Let me catch him, said Sir George grimly, trying to marry anybody that isnt!

Well, you know, there was that girl you told me about — the one that worked as a stenographer in the Pykes Weekly office.

Sacked, said Sir George briefly. Shot her out five minutes after I discovered that they were having a flirtation.

Has he been seeing her since?

Wouldnt have the nerve to.

No, that is true. Deliberate defiance of your wishes would be out of keeping with Rodericks character. Has he shown any signs of being attracted by any other girl — any girl in his own class, I mean?

Not that I know of.

George, said Mrs. Hammond, leaning forward, I have been thinking of this for some time. Why should not Roderick marry Felicia?

III

SIR GEORGE quivered from head to foot. He gazed at his sister with that stunned reverence which comes over men whose darkness has suddenly been lightened by the beacon flash of pure genius. This, he felt, was Francie at her best. This was the latest and greatest of that stream of epoch-making ideas which had begun with the how-many-pins-does-the-prime-ministers-hat-hold competition. It was inspirations such as this that gave the lie to the theory that the female brain is smaller than the male.

Could you work it? he quavered huskily.

Work it? Mrs. Hammonds eyebrows rose a fraction of an inch. I dont understand you.

Well, I — er— The rebuke to his coarse directness abashed Sir George. What I mean is, Felicias an uncommonly attractive girl, and Roderick — well, Roderick—

Roddy is not at all unattractive, if you do not object to the rather weak type of young man. He inherits poor Lucys pretty eyes and hair. I can easily imagine any girl admiring him.

At this statement Sir Georges mouth opened. He shut it again. The remark he had intended to make concerning the mental condition of a girl who could admire Roderick was suppressed at its source. In the circumstances, he felt, it would be injudicious.

And, of course, he is a very good match. He will have your money some day, and the title. I should call him an excellent match. Then again, I know Felicia is not in love with anybody else. And I have a great deal of influence with her.

This last sentence removed Sir Georges lingering doubts. Translated into less feminine English, its meaning was clear. He had a complete faith in Francies ability to make anyone do anything she wished. It was, in his opinion, asking a lot of a girl to require her to accept as husband a young man who deliberately excluded grip and ginger from the columns of Society Spice; but if Francie undertook to put such a transaction through it was all over but cutting the wedding cake.

If you can persuade Roddy to propose, said Mrs. Hammond, I think I can answer for Felicia.

Persuade him! Roderick will do anything I tell him to. My goodness, Francie, he exclaimed, the thought of that boy safely married to a girl who has been trained by you is — well, I cant tell you what I think of the idea! I only hope Felicias had the sense to pattern herself on you. . . . Ah, there you are, Roderick.

A timid knock had sounded on the door while he was speaking, and into the room there now came sidling a young man. He was a tall young man, thin and of an intellectual cast of countenance. The eyes and hair to which Mrs. Hammond had alluded, those legacies from poor Lucy, formed the best part of his make-up. The eyes were large and brown; the hair, which swept flowingly over his forehead, a deep chestnut. The rather large and straggling bow tie which he wore was also admired in certain circles, but not by Sir George.

How do you do, Aunt Frances? said Roderick. His manner was nervous and suggested that of men who visit dentists or of small boys who go by request into the studies of head masters. Pilbeam says you want to see me, father.

I do, said Sir George coldly. Sit down. Mrs. Hammond rose with her customary tact.

I think I will be running away, she said. I have some shopping to do.

Roderick watched her go with something of the emotions of a shipwrecked sailor on a raft who sees a sail vanishing over the horizon. He was not particularly fond of his Aunt Frances, but almost anyone who made a third at interviews between himself and his father was welcome to him. He sat down and fingered his tie uncomfortably.

Dont fidget! snapped Sir George. He glowered at the tie. What the deuce do you wear that thing for? It makes me sick!

A more spirited youth might have retorted that a man who habitually appeared in public in a waistcoat of scarlet wool could hardly lay claim to be considered arbiter elegantiarum in the matter of dress. Roderick, unequal to this shattering comeback, merely smiled weakly.

I want to talk to you about Society Spice, said Sir George severely, dismissing the minor subject of costume. He retrieved the copy of the paper from the corner into which his just indignation had caused him to fling it, and began to turn its pages with knitted brow, Roderick eying him the while with all the carefree insouciance of a man watching a ticking bomb.

Ha! barked Sir George suddenly, lifting his son and heir a clear two inches off the seat of his chair. Just as I thought! It isnt there!

What, father?

The fourth installment of that series on Bookmakers Swindling Methods. It has been discontinued. Why?

Well, you see, father—

Pilbeam told me it was a great success. He said there had been a number of letters about it.

Roderick shuddered. He had seen some of those letters.

Well, you see, father, he bleated, it was so frightfully personal.

Personal! Sir Georges Jovian frown seemed to darken the room. It was meant to be personal. Society Spice is a personal paper. Good heavens, you dont suppose these bookmakers can afford to bring libel actions, do you?

But, father—

All the better if they did. It would be an excellent advertisement, and no jury would award them more than a farthings damages.

Roderick shuffled unhappily.

It isnt so much libel actions.

What do you mean?

Well, father, its like this: I happened to be down at Kempton Park last Saturday, and I met a man who told me that Ike Bullett was going about uttering the most awful threats.

Ike Bullett? Whos Ike Bullett?

Hes one of the bookies. The articles have been particularly outspoken about him, you know. And he was threatening that if I didnt stop them he would put the lads onto me and they would come and butter me over the pavement.

Sensational as this announcement was, it seemed to leave Sir George completely unimpressed. He did not actually snap his fingers, but he made an odd, contemptuous noise at the back of his throat that amounted to a finger snap. Having done this, he proceeded to speak his mind.

It was a manly, sturdy attitude that he adopted. He defied Ike Bullett and all his kind. Ike Bullett, he seemed to suggest, might put all the lads in the world onto Roderick, but he couldnt intimidate him, Sir George. He faced with a fine, fearless unconcern the prospect of people buttering Roderick over the pavement. Not since the days of Lucius Junius Brutus had there been a father so ruggedly careless of the comfort of his son.

The series, said the proprietor of the Mammoth Publishing Co. tensely, at the end of a striking passage in which he had voiced some of the resentment he felt at the mean trick Providence had played upon him in making him Rodericks father, will be resumed — at once. Understand that?

Yes, father.

And if, said Sir George valiantly, this Ike Bullett of yours doesnt like it, he can lump it!

Very well, father, said Roderick hopelessly.

His voice was like that of a nervous Roman gladiator saluting the emperor before entering the arena. Through his mind there had flashed again a recollection of those letters. Crude, almost illiterate documents they had been, written under the stress of strong emotion by rough and uncultured men; yet not even Walter Pater in all the glory of limp purple leather had ever expressed his meaning with a more exact precision. He turned to go, but the painful interview was not, it seemed, yet concluded.

Wait, said Sir George, I have something else to say to you.

Roderick poured himself into his chair once more.

IV

MR. SINCLAIR HAMMOND, easy-going consort of the Egeria of the Mammoth Publishing Co., basked in the sunshine in the garden of Holly House, his residence on Wimbledon Common. There was a notebook on his knee, and he was scribbling industriously with a stubby pencil.

Mr. Hammond was fond of his garden. It was — for a suburb — quite an Eden. Several acres in dimension, and shut off from the outer world by high brick walls, it contained almost more than its fair share of trees; and later on, when summer came, it would, he knew, blaze very nobly with many-colored flowers. There were smooth lawns, hedges of lavender and a decent-sized stone pool with goldfish. Not a bad place at all, felt Mr. Hammond as he put down his pencil, removed his glasses and leaned back in his deck chair; by no means a bad place for a man of quiet tastes who asked little more from life than to be left alone to do his writing.

His tranquillity now was largely due to the fact that he was alone. It had been quite an hour since anyone had bothered him. This was almost a record, and he had an uneasy feeling that it was too good to last. He was on the point of replacing his glasses and resuming his work when he saw that his forebodings had been well grounded. A female figure had come out through the French windows of the drawing-room and was making for him across the lawn.

Mr. Hammond sighed. Fond though he was of his wife, the Pyke blood in her made her occasionally a companion too restless and uncomfortable for a man who liked to sit and dream. Francies life was a series of small wars in which cooks, housemaids, parlor maids, chauffeurs and tradesmen followed one another in the rôle of enemy, and she was apt to combine in herself the parts of fighter and war correspondent. If this was Francie coming now, it probably meant that he was in for half an hours military gossip. With the cook, if he recollected rightly, an armistice had been concluded yesterday; but he seemed to remember hearing something said at breakfast about an ultimatum to the grocer, the stringiness of whose bacon had recently been causing alarm and despondency in the Hammond household.

With a little moan he put on his glasses, and was relieved to see that it was not his wife who was approaching, but his niece Felicia. This altered the situation entirely. He had no objection whatever to abandoning work in favor of a chat with Flick. They were firm friends and allies. Moreover, Flick shared his ability to see humor in the little things of life — a valuable gift in woman and one of the few great qualities his admirable wife lacked.

He looked at her, as she drew near, with the same mild wonder which he always felt when he saw her nowadays. Seven years ago, when she had been dumped on him like a parcel on the death of his sister and her husband, Jack Sheridan, in a railway accident, she had been a leggy, scraggy, tousle-haired, freckled thing with nose and eyelids pink from much weeping, a curious object giving as little promise of beauty as a week-old baby. And now the sight of her suggested to him, given as he was to drawing his images from the classics, a hamadryad or some shepherdess strayed out of an idyl of Theocritus. Just when the astounding change had taken place it would have been beyond him to say. It had come so gradually and imperceptibly, first one feature, then another, ceasing to offend the eye — here a leg shortening to a decently human length, there a mop of amber hair miraculously tidying itself. He supposed vaguely that it was always this way with girls.

Hullo, Uncle Sinclair, said Flick. She held out the overcoat she was carrying. Get up!

I will not get up, said Mr. Hammond. Why should I get up? I refuse to get up for anyone.

Aunt Frances says its getting chilly and she wants you to put on your light overcoat.

Mr. Hammond put on the coat. He knew that the sleeves would brush against the paper when he resumed his writing, thus distracting his thoughts and leading to intemperate language; but the alternative, throwing the beastly thing into the goldfish pond, was impossible. If he continued to sit out here as he was and after a lapse of two months caught a cold, that cold would, he was aware, be put down to his reckless refusal to take the elementary precaution of wearing the light overcoat.

You know, of course, that you are an abominable nuisance, child? he observed, reseating himself.

Of course, said Flick equably. Its awfully nice of you to offer me your chair, but I shall be perfectly all right down here on the grass.

I wouldnt give you this chair if you pleaded for it with salt tears, said Mr. Hammond. For one thing, youre only going to stay a moment.

Im not. Ive come for a nice long talk.

Leave me, woman. Get back into your tree, you yellow-haired hamadryad. Cant you see Im busy?

Flick glanced up. She was looking, Mr. Hammond thought, unusually pensive. Her mouth was a little drooped and white teeth showed below her lip. Her blue eyes, which always reminded him of a rain-washed sky, were clouded. This surprised Mr. Hammond, for as a rule she took life lightly.

Are you really busy, uncle?

Of course not. I was just wondering when you came out how I should find a decent excuse for stopping work. Something on the mind, Flickie?

Flick pulled at the grass thoughtfully.

Uncle Sinclair, you know you always say you never give advice to anybody.

My guiding rule in life. I attribute my universal popularity to it.

I wish you would give me some.

Oh, youre different. Ill give you all you want. State your case.

Roderick has asked me to marry him. What do you think I ought to do?

Mr. Hammond was appalled. Ironic, he reflected, to think that when he had found that it was Flick who was coming to disturb his privacy he had been relieved. But who would have supposed that she intended flinging frightful problems like this at his head? He was fifty-three years old and had grown to regard life as a spectacle, content to watch it without rushing in and grabbing hold of the steering wheel. He shrank aghast from advising this girl about a thing like marriage. Besides, what business had a child like her to dream of marrying anyone? And then Mr. Hammond realized that time had not been standing still. Flick was twenty-one.

What does your aunt think? he asked feebly, fighting for time.

She thinks I ought to. But — I dont know—

A pang of pity for her innocence shot through Mr. Hammond. Francie had given her decision, and here the poor child was treating the matter as if it still lay open for debate.

Your aunt knows best, he said, and blushed hotly at the words. They sounded to him like something out of one of the novels of his boyhood.

Yes, but this is something Ive got to think out for myself, isnt it?

Mr. Hammond felt uneasy. He liked peace in the home, and this speech of Flicks seemed to suggest that conditions might conceivably arise to render peace a memory of the past. He, personally, never opposed Francie. It suited him to have a power outside himself directing his life for him. But the younger generation, he was aware, might look on the matter with different eyes. Flicks chin was round and soft, but it was a strong chin. You could not dragoon a girl like Flick.

Of course, I like Roddy, said Flick meditatively.

Splendid fellow, agreed Mr. Hammond heartily, growing more cheerful. He knew, as a fact, little or nothing of Roderick, for he was a man who avoided the society of his juniors; but if Francie indorsed him that settled it. Good-looking chap, too.

Yes, in a way.

Ah, said Mr. Hammond, bravely trying to keep it light, I see what the trouble is. Constant association with me has set your standards a little too high. You must be practical, my child. There is only one Sinclair Hammond in the world. You will have to resign yourself to something short of perfection.

Flick ran her fingers over the short grass.

He isnt very — exciting, she said.

You dont want a jumpy husband, surely? Not a fellow like the chap in the Bab Ballads who couldnt walk into a room without ejaculating Boom! which startled ladies greatly. Is that what youre yearning after?

I dont think Ive got quite the right word. I meant — Oh, well, this is what I mean, though it sounds horribly silly when one says it: I suppose every girl is sort of half in love with a kind of fairy prince — a sort of ideal, you know. Doesnt it sound idiotic? Still, there it is, you know. And Roderick isnt a fairy prince, is he?



Her rain-washed eyes were more cloudy and serious than ever, but Mr. Hammond stuck doggedly to light persiflage. The conversation seemed to be displaying a perilous tendency to plunge into the depths, and he disliked depths.

I know exactly what you mean, he said. We all have one big romance in our lives which is apt to make everything else seem commonplace and dull — a beautiful, opalescent dream, very pleasant to dig up every now and then and brood over. In my case it was the passion I conceived at the age of fourteen for a lady who played in comic opera at Terrys Theater. I used to sneak off and watch her from the gallery and write for her autograph and wish I could save her from red Indians. I sent her a shilling box of chocolates once. Heavens, how I loved that woman! There was none like her — none. Those were the days when lovely, free, unfettered goddesses roamed the earth — between eight-thirty and eleven at night — with their beautiful limbs emphasized by frank satin tights. It hardly gave a fellow a chance. I was bowled over like a shot rabbit the instant I saw her. Still, Im glad that for one reason and another we were not able to marry. I suppose she would be about seventy-eight now. Much better to have her image tucked away in my heart, always as good as new. . . . Well, now tell me your romance. From the way you were speaking, Im sure youve had one. Out with it! Some fatal, fascinating boy with a jammy face and a Lord Fauntleroy suit whom you met at a birthday party, eh?

Flick smiled indulgently.

It isnt quite so long ago as that.

Oh, then there really was somebody? Come on, child, confide in me. Im quivering with excitement. Very bad for me, too, at my age.

Youll laugh at me.

Not I! You did not mock at my great love.

Bob, the Sealyham terrier, had wandered up. Flick rolled him over on his back and pulled his ears absently for a moment without speaking.

I wonder, she said, if you remember taking me to stay with a Mr. Paradene when we were over in America; the time you did the lecture tour, you know; about five years ago, just before you married Aunt Francie.

Certainly. Do you suppose Im as senile as all that? I can remember back much further. Besides, Cooley Paradene is one of my best friends. We both collect old books, which gives us an excuse for writing to each other. Only man in the world I do write letters to. Im always urging him to come here and pay me a visit. But how does he come into the story?

It was then that it happened.

What happened?

All the fairy-prince and beautiful-opalescent-dream stuff.

Mr. Hammond regarded his niece with grave concern.

Dont tell me you are nurturing a secret passion for old Cooley. A little elderly for you, my child. Besides, you arent interested in old books. You wouldnt appeal to him.

Dont be silly! It was Bill.

What was Bill?

Bill West — Mr. Paradenes nephew. Hes my great love, as you would call it.

Mr. Hammond frowned thoughtfully.

Bill? Bill? I must be getting senile, after all. This William absolutely eludes my memory.

Oh, you must remember Bill! Mr. Paradenes nephew at Harvard.

Bill? Bill? Mr. Hammonds face cleared. Of course! A pimply youth with outstanding ears.

He wasnt! cried Flick, revolted.

Ears, insisted Mr. Hammond firmly, which he used to hang his hat on when the rack in the hall was full.

Nothing of the kind! He was frightfully handsome and wonderful in every way.

Name one way in which he was wonderful, said the skeptical Mr. Hammond.

Well, Ill tell you something wonderful that he did — he saved my life.

Saved your life? Mr. Hammond was interested. How did that happen?

We were bathing in Mr. Paradenes lake, and I went out too far. As a matter of fact, we had finished bathing and I was supposed to be in my tent dressing. But I couldnt resist one last swim. It very nearly was my last too. Bill had dressed, but he came out just in time and saw me struggling, and he dived in with all his clothes on—

Ass! Ought to have taken off his coat.

Well, perhaps he did take off his coat, and I wish you wouldnt interrupt and spoil the story. He dived in and swam out to where I was kicking and screaming, and brought me in safe and sound. I should have been done for in another half minute. I had swallowed most of the lake.

And why is this the first I have heard of it?

We kept it dark. Bill, I suppose, was modest. At any rate, he begged me not to say anything about it; and I didnt say anything, because I jolly well knew I should be stopped bathing again if I did. He left next day to join some friends near Boston, and Ive never seen him since.

Her voice shook a little. Mr. Hammond lit his pipe thoughtfully. Though sympathetic, for he understood Flick, he decided to continue in the light vein.

I shouldnt worry about him, Flickie, he said. A fellow like that is sure to have been snapped up by now. Heroes dont lie around loose for long. Concentrate on the sternly practical side of things, my dear. Fix your mind on Roderick. Heres a young fellow whom you admit you like — good-looking, amiable, and the heir to a title and more money than youll be able to spend in half a dozen lifetimes, even if you start collecting old books. Upon my word, I think you could do worse. You can have a lot of fun in this world with a title and a million pounds, you know. Besides, think how jolly it will be marrying into the Mammoth Publishing Co. and being able to read all the articles in Pykes Weekly days before they appear in print.

Flick was silent. She was wishing in a vague and formless way that life had not arranged itself quite like this; and yet she could not have said exactly what was her objection to the existing state of affairs. After all, she did like Roddy; and she had known him a long time. Not like being asked to marry a stranger.

And again, though everybody was very kind and pleasant and never so much as hinted it to her, there was no getting away from the fact that she was a penniless orphan, hardly in a position to take nebulous and fanciful objections to the quite attractive sons of millionaires.

Yes, I think Id better marry him, she said.

A chill little wind blew across the garden and she shivered. Mr. Hammond was glad now that he had been made to put on the light overcoat. Francie, he reflected, was always right.


CHAPTER II
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WILLIAM PARADENE WEST sat in the middle of the road at that busy spot where Forty-second Street joins Fifth Avenue. Always crowded, this center of New York appeared now to be even more congested than usual. On every side, as far as the eye could reach, vast hordes of people with peculiar faces passed and repassed; and as they went jeered at Bill unfeelingly. A policeman, chewing gum, surveyed him with quiet dislike — offended, doubtless, for policemen are prudish in these matters, by the fact that he was barefooted and clad only in a suit of mesh-knit underwear. Somewhere close at hand a steam riveter was at work, making a noise singularly afflicting to the nerves.

How Bill had come to be in this conspicuous and embarrassing position he was not precisely clear. He could recall in a vague way riding a motor bicycle across a wide prairie and subsequently being chased by leopards through a forest, but after that there occurred a gap in his memory. Still, here he was, and it now became apparent to him that the disadvantages attached to his predicament were even more marked than he had at first supposed. On top of his head somebody had placed one of those iron spikes which road menders use in breaking up asphalt, and two men with large hammers were hitting this with a rhythmical vigor, each blow causing a jarring pain to run through his entire body. The steam riveter, which had stopped for a moment, began its hideous din once more.

Bill felt ill-used and miserable. It was not so much the pain that distressed him, acute though this was; nor the fact that the men with the hammers were respectively his Uncle Cooley, on whose bounty he had been subsisting for years, and Judson Coker, his best friend, hand in hand with whom he had passed through both school and college. All this he could have endured with fortitude as part of the ordinary give and take of life. The thing that cut him to the quick was the discovery that the extraordinarily beautiful girl who held the spike in position — and did it, what is more, with a radiant smile as if she thoroughly enjoyed it — was Judson Cokers sister, Alice.

That really was bitter. That hurt. He worshiped that girl with a love not only volcanic but steadfast. Since their first meeting, nearly a year ago, he had been circling coyly about her, trying to muster up courage enough to lay at her feet a strong mans honest devotion. He had given her flowers, chocolates, and on her birthday a beaded bag. And here she was jabbing spikes into his head. Women are like that.

The noise of the riveter rose to a demoniacal crescendo. So insistent did it become that Bill, after stirring uneasily on his pillow, finally opened his eyes; and, having blinked at the sunlight pouring in through the window, became aware that another day had begun and that the telephone at his bedside was ringing. At the same moment the door opened and Ridgeway, his capable manservant, entered.

I think I heard the telephone, sir, said Ridgeway.

So did I, said Bill wanly.

The mists of sleep had rolled away and returning consciousness was revealing the fact that he felt extremely unwell. His head had swollen unwholesomely to about twice its normal size and shooting pains shuddered through it. His mouth was full of some unpleasant flannel substance, which proved on investigation to be his tongue. Memory awoke. It all came back to him now. Last night Judson Coker had given a party — 

Ridgeway had removed the receiver.

Are you there? . . . Yes. His voice was a well-modulated coo. The young masters return home at a little after four in the morning had not passed unnoticed by Ridgway, and he knew instinctively that soft speech would be appreciated. Yes, I will give Mr. West your message. He turned to Bill and cooed anew like a cushat dove calling to its mate in spring. Roberts, Mr. Cooley Paradenes butler, on the telephone, sir. He requests me to inform you that Mr. Paradene returned from his travels yesterday and is very urgent that you should visit him this afternoon.

Bill was in but poor shape for paying calls. However, Uncle Cooleys invitations had the quality of royal commands. You cannot accept a large quarterly allowance from a man and decline to see him when desired.

Down at Westbury? he asked.

At Westbury, sir, yes.

Tell him Ill be there.

Very good, sir. Ridgway relayed this information to the waiting Roberts and replaced the receiver. Shall I prepare your breakfast, sir?

Bill considered the point.

I suppose so, he said at length without enthusiasm. Breakfast was never a popular meal with those who had enjoyed overnight the hospitality of Judson Coker. Something pretty light.

Exactly, sir, said Ridgway understandingly, and slid from the presence.

Bill lay on his back, staring at the ceiling. His head seemed more grossly enlarged than ever. He wished he had told Ridgway to go out and stop those birds singing in the trees of Central Park across the road. Voluble, insufferably hearty English sparrows they were, the sort of birds that in a properly run city would be put down by law. But it was too much effort to do anything about it now. Everything was too much effort except just to lie here very quietly with ones eyes on the ceiling.

He fell to meditation, and was still meditating when a voice spoke in his ear. It was a nasty rasping voice, not soft and gentle like Ridgways, and he recognized it immediately as that of Conscience. They had had arguments before.

Well? said Conscience.

Well? said Bill defensively.

Up a bit late last night, eh?

A little.

I thought as much.

I was at a party at Judson Cokers, said Bill. I had promised to go, so I had to. A man must keep his word.

A man need not lower himself to the level of the beasts of the field, said Conscience coldly. It begins to look to me as if you were something of a young waster.

It was an offensive remark, but in his melancholy morning mood Bill found himself unable to combat it. He was in the frame of mind when men search their hearts and plunge into sudden reformations.

I should think youd have more self-respect and a rudimentary sense of decency, proceeded Conscience. You love Alice Coker, dont you? Very well, then. A man who loves that noble girl ought to consider himself in the light of a priest or something. But do you? Not by a jugful! Lost to all sense of shame is the way Id put it.

This also struck Bill as true.

Ive had my eye on you, young man, for a long time, and Ive about got you sized up. Whats the matter with you, among other things, is that youre a worm, a loafer, a sponger, and a shiftless, backboneless disgrace to civilization. You wasted your time at Harvard. . . . Yes, I am perfectly aware that you made the football team. Im not saying youre not a healthy and muscular young animal; what Im complaining about is your soul. Youre simply not among those present when it comes to soul, and the soul is what brings home the bacon. As I was saying, you didnt do a stroke of work at Harvard, and ever since you came out of college youve been hanging around New York, absolutely idle, living on your Uncle Cooley. Its no good to say that he can give you this allowance of yours without feeling it. Thats not the point. I know perfectly well that he owns the Paradene Pulp and Paper Co. and is a millionaire. What I am driving at is that youre degrading yourself by sponging on him. Youre not a bit better than your Uncle Jasper.

Here, I say! protested Bill. He had been prepared for a good deal, but this was overdoing it.

Not one bit better than your Uncle Jasper and your Cousin Evelyn and all the rest of the family leeches, insisted Conscience firmly. Bloodsuckers, all of you. Uncle Cooley is the man with the money, and the entire family, you included, has been bleeding him for years.

Bills spirit was broken.

What shall I do about it? he asked humbly.

Do? Why, bustle about and earn a living for yourself. Get up, you wastrel, and show theres something in you. Go to your uncle and tell him you want to work. Youre twenty-six and havent started yet. Do you intend to loaf through the whole of your life like this?

Bill blinked at the ceiling. Consciences exordium had wrought powerfully upon him. That stuff about trying to be worthy of Alice Coker — that touched the spot. But what really stung was the suggestion that he was on a par with Uncle Jasper and Cousin Evelyn. That was a wicked punch. That most certainly wanted looking into. In all the world the persons he most despised were these relatives of his who loafed around living on Uncle Cooley. Incredible, he would have said, that he, the winning and debonair Bill West, could actually be classed with these ghastly excrescences. And yet — 

The position of affairs in the Paradene family was one that is frequently met with in this world. Cooley Paradene, by means of a toilsome youth and a strenuous middle age, had amassed a large amount of money, and now all his poor relations had gathered round to help him spend it. His brother Otis had a real-estate business that required frequent subsidies; his brother-in-law, Jasper Daly, was an inventor whose only successful inventions were the varied methods he discovered of borrowing money; his niece Evelyn had married a man who was always starting new literary reviews. They were not people who agreed together on many subjects, but on this one point of electing Cooley to the post of family paymaster they had been unanimous.

For some years now Uncle Cooley had been showing, in the matter of parting with money, a pleasingly docile spirit for a man whose quickness of temper had at one time been a family byword. Something had happened to Mr. Paradene recently, purging the old Adam out of him; and his relatives were inclined to think that what had brought about the change was the hobby of collecting old books which had gripped him in his sixtieth year. Until he had started book collecting, Cooley Paradene had been a little too formidable and uncertain for comfort. He had chafed at the constant calls made on his purse. Once he had thrown a small chair at Jasper Daly, though unfortunately with a poor aim. But now everything was splendid. He just mooned about his library at Westbury and signed checks in that delightful absent-minded way we like to see in our rich relatives.

This was the man who had supported Bill West through college days and up to the moment when he lay in bed this morning, tortured by Conscience. Yes, Bill decided, Conscience had been right. Of course, he was not really as bad as Uncle Jasper and Cousin Evelyn; but he could see now that he had allowed himself to drift into an ambiguous position, and one that might easily lead people who did not know what a fine fellow he was to form mistaken judgments. Most assuredly he must go to Uncle Cooley and announce his readiness to accept a job of work. He had never felt anything of an urge toward the pulping of paper, but in this new mood engendered by remorse he rather fancied that there must be more pleasure to be derived from it than the casual spectator would imagine. He had no notion how one pulped paper, nor what one did with it when pulped; but these were small technical details he would doubtless master during the first week. The main thing was to get started.

Filled with resolution, Bill heaved himself up with a groan and made for the bathroom.

There is magic in a cold shower. In combination with youth, few ills of the flesh can stand against it. Drying his glowing body five minutes later, Bill, though still tender about the head and apt to leap at sudden noises, felt on the whole a new man. He thrilled with courage and determination. As he toweled his back, he reviewed the program before him. He would be content with something quite modest at first, of course; something that would just enable him to look round and get a grasp on things. This achieved, he would begin to make his presence felt. Toiling with the banked-up energy of one who had never done a hands turn in his life, he would soar higher and higher, until eventually he got control of the entire outfit.

It was about time that Uncle Cooley had a real livewire looking after the Paradene Pulp and Paper Co.s affairs. The old boy had been a hustler in his day, but for the past few years he had allowed a taste for travel and the fascination of his library to take up too much of his time. What the Paradene Pulp and Paper Co. wanted was new blood, and he, Bill, was the man to supply it.

He dressed and went in to his light breakfast. So exalted was he by now that his dreams of the future began definitely to include a lifelong union with Alice Coker. He brushed aside obstacles grandly. He felt alert and conquering. As he picked up his morning paper he had got his plans so perfectly elaborated that he half expected to find on the front page the headlines:

Society Romance
Young Pulp-Paper King Weds Beautiful Girl
Interview With Mr. West

Instead, all that met his eye was the customary:

Society Divorce
Ex-Wifes Heart-Balm Love Tangle

Ugh! said Bill, disgusted, and attacked his grapefruit.

Mr. Judson Coker on the telephone, sir, said Ridgeway, oozing softly in like some soundless liquid.

Bill walked to the telephone in a cold, hard, censorious mood. It was impossible for him in his reformed condition to think of his friend and host of last night without a Puritanical shudder. Odd, he reflected, how often the noblest girls had these deplorable brothers. Bills standard in the matter of brothers for the goddess of his heart was perhaps a trifle high, and it is to be doubted whether a composite of Sir Galahad, Good King Wenceslaus and Saint Francis of Assisi would quite have made the grade. Judson failed altogether to qualify. Why, last night, he recalled, Judson had behaved for all the world like a licentious clubman in a superfilm being the life and soul of one of those parties out of which the censor cuts three thousand feet the moment he sees it. Gayety of spirit is all very well, but there are limits — especially for those closely related to the sweetest of her sex. And these limits Judson Coker had exceeded by several parasangs.

Hello! said Bill.

He spoke crisply and in a manner to discourage badinage. Not that Judson, after last nights celebrations, was likely to indulge in airy quips. Bill was a little surprised, indeed, that the other should be able at so early an hour as this to speak at all.

A voice sounded over the wire. It was the husky voice of one who has wandered far and long across the hot sands, the voice of a man delicately endeavoring to keep the top of his head from coming off.

That you, Bill, o man?

Yes.

So you got home all right? said the voice in tones of surprised congratulation.

Bill resented this reminder of a past now discarded forever.

Yes, he said frigidly. What do you want?

An unseen throat cleared itself feebly.

Just remembered, Bill, o man. Most important thing. I invited half a dozen of the Follies girls to come on a picnic this afternoon.

Well, what about it?

Im relying on you to rally round.

Bill frowned — such a frown as Saint Anthony might have permitted himself.

You are, are you? he said sternly. Then listen to me, you poor fish! Let me tell you that Im a changed man and wouldnt be seen dead in a ditch with a Follies girl. And if youll take my advice, youll pull up and try to realize that life is stern and earnest and meant for something better than—

An awed gasp interrupted his harangue.

Gosh! Bill! quavered the voice. I noticed you buzzing around pretty energetically last night, but Id no notion you would be quite so bad this morning. You must have got the head of a lifetime — absolutely of a lifetime! The voice sank to an earnest whisper. What you want to do, Bill, o man, is to take a couple of Never Say Dies. Thats what Im going to do. You remember the recipe? One raw egg in half a wineglassful of Worcester sauce, sprinkle liberally with red pepper, add four aspirins and stir. Put you right in no time.

And this man was her brother! Bill shuddered.

I am feeling perfectly well, thank you, he said austerely.

Fine! Then you will come to the picnic, after all?

I will not! I wouldnt have dreamed of doing so in any case; but as it happens, I have a previous engagement. Ive got to go to my uncles place at Westbury. He got home yesterday and phoned me this morning.

My dear chap! Say no more! The voice was cordial and sympathetic. I quite understand. You mean the uncle who unbelts the allowance on the first of every quarter? Of course you must go and see him. I suppose youll grab the chance of touching him for a bit extra? It must mean youre pretty strong with him if hes so crazy to see you the moment he gets home.

If you want to know just what Im going to do when I see Uncle Cooley, said Bill coldly, Ill tell you. Im going to ask him for a job.

There was an exclamation of annoyance at the other end of the wire.

This darned phone is out of order, complained the voice. You cant hear a thing. It sounded just as if you said something about asking your uncle for a job, said the voice amusedly, tickled by the quaint conceit.

That is exactly what I did say.

Silence.

A job?

Yes.

Do you mean work?

Work.

The voice became almost tearful in its agitation.

Dont do it, Bill! Dont do it, o man! You dont know what youre talking about. You arent yourself. Its just having this head thats giving you ideas like that. Do take the advice of an old pal and mix up a Never Say Die. It never fails. Guaranteed to make a week-old corpse spring from its bier and enter for the six-day bicycle race. Write the recipe down on a piece of paper so that you wont forget it. One raw egg—

Bill hung up the receiver, revolted. He was returning to his breakfast when the telephone bell rang again. Indignant at this pertinacity on the part of his despicable friend, he strode back and spoke with wrathful brusqueness:

Well, what do you want now?

Oh, Mr. West, is that you?

It was not Judson at all. The voice was a female one; and hearing it, Bill tottered with indescribable emotion. All female voices sound very much alike over the telephone, but this was one which his heart would never allow him to mistake. It was she! And he — criminal fool, misguided blackguard that he was — had spoken angrily! Ye gods, that even in error he should have addressed her so! That Well! That emphasis on the now! It was vile, brutal, fiendish. Words poured from him in an apologetic flood:

Miss Coker, Im terribly sorry. I dont know how to apologize. I thought it was somebody else. I didnt mean — I wouldnt have — I hope you arent — I hope I havent — I hope you wont—

Mr. West, said his audience, taking advantage of a lull, I wonder if you would do me a great favor.

Bills knees gave at the joints. He swayed deliriously.

Do you a favor? he breathed fervently. You bet I will!

Its very important. Can you come and see me?

You bet I can!

Would you be able to manage it this morning?

You bet I would!

Thank you so much.

Bill stood for a moment breathing hard. There was a mist before his eyes. She wanted him to do her a favor! It was to him that she turned, not to Toddy Van Riter or Eustace Bailey or any other of those who formed the court of which she was the undisputed queen. Could he come and see her? Yes — a thousand times yes, even if the road to her fathers house were lined with fire-breathing dragons.



He returned to the sitting room, and going to the mantelpiece, inspected very carefully and reverently all the photographs of Miss Coker which it contained — eleven in all, painfully and laboriously acquired by the slow process of sneaking them one by one out of Judsons rooms. Alice was a much-photographed girl, and being devoted to her unworthy brother kept him well supplied with her pictures. The horror of the moment when he had found that lost soul using the latest specimen to cut the pages of a detective novel had never quite left Bill.

II

TO THE sensitive visitor, alert at noticing atmospheric phenomena, there would have seemed on this April morning something not altogether right about the residence of Mr. J. Birdsey Coker on East Sixty-first Street. The dwelling place of the father of Alice and Judson was tastefully, even luxuriously, furnished, and exhibited outwardly all the earmarks of a refined and wealthy home; but over it there seemed to brood a curious awed hush, as if a cyclone had recently passed that way or some great sorrow come upon the inmates. If Bill had not been so immersed in thoughts of Alice, he might have observed a scared expression in the eyes of the maid who admitted him shortly after half past twelve. But being so immersed, it was not until he reached the drawing-room and found himself looking into the lovelier eyes of the mistress of the house that he suspected any calamity.

Good heavens! he exclaimed. Whats the matter?

Alice Coker was an amazingly handsome girl. She was modeled on rather queenly lines, unlike her brother Judson, who favored his fathers side of the family and looked like an Airedale terrier. Her features were perfect, her teeth were perfect, her hair was perfect. The effect she gave at a first encounter was of flawless beauty. But at the moment, what anyone presented to her would have noticed was not that she was beautiful but that she was worried. Those who make the nations songs — so much more admirable than its laws — advise us to look for the silver lining, to seek the bluebird, to put all our troubles in a great big box and sit on the lid and grin. Alice Coker had been unable to follow this counsel. Old Man Trouble, that foe of the song writers, had plainly conquered her proud spirit.

Sit down, Mr. West, she said, formal even in her agitation.

For many months now this tendency to a cool formality on her part had irked Bill. With the sisters of most of his other friends he was on terms of easy comradeship. But then he had been brought up with them from a child; and, though he had known Judson so long, Alice had only entered his life a year ago. He did not know all the facts, but he gathered that the peace of the Coker home had been marred by a good deal of that ex-wifes heart-balm love-tangle stuff. At any rate, until last March, Alice had lived in Europe with her mother; and only on that ladys death had come to New York to keep house for her father and disturb the peace of mind of the male members of the younger set.

Bill sat down, registering devotion, sympathy and willingness to do all that a red-blooded man may for beauty in distress.

It was very good of you to come, said Alice.

No, no — oh, no — no, no — no, no, said Bill.

Its about Judson.

Judson?

Yes. Father is simply furious. Not, proceeded the fair-minded Miss Coker, that you can really blame him. Juddy did behave very badly.

Bill found himself in something of a dilemma. He wished to agree with every word she spoke, but horrified condemnation of Judson at this point might, he felt, be resented. Besides, he was handicapped in the capacity of censor of morals by not knowing what his convivial friend had been doing to excite the parental wrath to such an extent. He contented himself with making a low, honking noise like a respectful wild duck.

Apparently Judson gave a party last night, said Miss Coker. She sniffed disdainfully; a very rowdy party to a lot of impossible girls from the theaters. What pleasure he gets from mixing with such people, she went on severely, I cannot see.



No, said Bill virtuously; no, youre quite right, no.

The trouble with Juddy is that he is weak and his friends lead him astray.

Exactly, said Bill, trying to look like one of the friends who didnt.

Well, what happened was this, resumed Miss Coker: We all went to bed at the usual time, and were sound asleep when — about four in the morning — there was a violent knocking on the front door. Poor father went down in his slippers and dressing gown — rather cross, for he had had a very hard day at the office and was tired — and there was Judson.

She paused, and a look of pain came into her fine eyes.

Judson, she went on in a toneless voice, seemed glad to see father. When I looked over the banisters, he was patting him on the back. Father asked him what he wanted, and Judson said that he had lost his lucky pig and thought he might have left it on the piano in the drawing-room the last time he was in the house. He came in and hunted about and then returned to his apartment. About half an hour later he was on the doorstep again, banging the knocker; and when father got out of bed and went down Judson said he had only come to apologize for disturbing us. He said he wouldnt have done it, but he had particularly wanted to show the pig to a girl who was at the party. He said this girl was one of those domestic girls, a little home body, and might be leaving the party any moment now and going home. He came in and had another search, then he went away again. And at half past five he called up on the telephone — its in fathers room — and begged father to have a look round and see if the pig wasnt in the study.

She paused again. Bill made shocked noises.

Naturally, father was very much annoyed. Bill nodded sympathetically. He quite saw how this might be. You ought to have seen him when he left for the office this morning.

Bill, as he listened to his adored ones word picture of the passing of her parent from the bosom of his family, was glad he had not seen him. The impression Miss Coker conveyed to his excited fancy was of something resembling one of those peculiar beasts in the Book of Revelations on one of its bad mornings. J. Birdsey Coker, he gathered, not infrequently displayed a little tetchiness round about breakfast time; but the oldest inhabitant could recall nothing to approach these latest manifestations.

The description of how he had behaved when the maid, unnerved by his demeanor, had dropped the eggs and bacon was alone sufficient to chill the stoutest.

And the result is, concluded Alice, that he says he has had enough. He says he is going to stop Judsons allowance and send him to grandmammas farm in Vermont and keep him there till he gets some sense. And what I wanted to ask you, Mr. West, is this: Could you fit it in with your plans to take Juddy away on a months fishing trip?

But you said he was going to Vermont.

Yes; but I believe that when father has had time to cool down a little he will agree to letting him go on a fishing trip instead, provided it is with someone who will look after him and see that he gets nothing to drink. It doesnt so much matter where he goes, you see, so long as he gets away from New York and all these people who cluster round him and lead him astray. Juddy, said Miss Coker, a break in her voice, is such a dear boy that everybody is attracted to him, and that makes it difficult for him to be strong and resist temptation.

Bill hesitated no longer. He had been doubtful for a time as to Judsons exact standing with his sister; but now that it became manifest that not all the dark deeds which the reprobate had performed on the front doorstep in the small hours could shake her divine affection he saw his way clear. He embarked forthwith on an eulogy of his late playmate, the eloquence of which surprised even himself. It was the sort of pæan of praise which would have been considered a bit fulsome even by an Oriental monarch from the lips of the court poet; but its effect on Miss Coker was remarkable. Her proud aloofness thawed. She melted visibly. And presently, as Bill concluded a stirring passage in which he stressed Judsons essential spirituality, and came out uncompromisingly as considering him too rare and tender a soul for the rough hurly-burly of modern life as lived in New York City, she beamed upon him like the rising sun.

I knew you were a great friend of his, she said with such cordiality that Bill twisted his legs round each other and gasped for air. Thats why I asked you to come here. You dont know what it would be like for the poor boy at grandmammas. He would have to get up at seven every morning, and there would be family prayers twice a day.

In solemn silence they peered into this inferno from which she had removed the lid.

Prayers? faltered Bill.

And hymns on Sundays, said Miss Coker, tight-lipped. It would drive the poor darling off his head. And as far as his health is concerned, a fishing trip would do him just as much good — and he would enjoy it. I know how fond he is of you. Im sure father will consent, because he likes and trusts you and could rely on you to keep poor Juddy out of trouble. I dont know how to thank you, Mr. West. But I knew you would not fail me. I am tremendously grateful.

There is a tide in the affairs of men which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune. It seemed to Bill that the moment of his own flood tide had arrived. At no time in the past year had so favorable an opportunity for proposing presented itself, and it might be many a long month before such a chance occurred again. For Bill was not one of your glib fellows who can tap the romantic vein at will and under any conditions. He required something in the nature of a push behind before he could dive. Though painfully conscious of that sick, empty feeling about the diaphragm that had attacked him on the occasion when he stepped out with the rest of the Harvard football team into the Yale Bowl four years ago, he braced himself to play the man.

Miss Coker, I — that is to say — or putting it another way — I wonder — do you think—

He paused. He was not sure if he was making his meaning quite clear. He tried again.

I know — it isnt as if — I quite see — it might happen — if you would—

Still not as lucid as he could have wished. He swallowed twice and approached the subject from a new angle.

Look here, he said, will you marry me?

Miss Coker exhibited an unruffled composure. It is to be assumed that this sort of thing had happened to her before.

Really, she said, I wasnt expecting this.

Nor was Bill. He was still stupefied by the sound of those reckless words and wondered dazedly how he could ever have had the nerve to allow them to pass his lips. Still, they were out now and the subject definitely placed before the meeting for consideration. He gazed at her dumbly but hopefully.

I cant give you a definite answer now.

No, no, of course not.

Suppose you ask me again when you have brought Juddy back quite well and strong.

The assumption that Judson was an invalid in the last stages of eggshell fragility did not quite square with Bills recollection of his friend leading the revels on the previous night, but he let it go. It was unimportant. The thing that really mattered was that she had not scornfully rejected his suit and rung the bell for menials to come and throw him into the street.

Well leave it like that, shall we?

Yes, said Bill humbly.

And when do you think you will be able to start on this fishing trip? asked Miss Coker, who inherited from her father the gift of being able to shelve sentiment in favor of business. At once?

Tomorrow, if you like, said the infatuated Bill.

He perceived dimly that this new arrangement was going to make it difficult for him to jump right in and assume control of his uncles pulp-paper business, but that seemed of slight importance now. He basked for a moment in the warmth of the smile she bestowed upon him, and was reminded by that smile of a request he wished to make. For the smile was the same smile which rendered the third photograph from the left on his mantelpiece so rarely beautiful.

I wonder, he stammered— I mean — would you — do you think — what I want to say is, you havent by any chance a photograph of yourself you could give a fellow?

Why, of course, said Alice amiably.

Ive been wanting one of you for a long time, said Bill.


CHAPTER III
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THE LIBRARY OF Mr. Cooley Paradene at his house at Westbury, Long Island, was a room which caused bibliophiles on entering it to run round in ecstatic circles, prying and sniffing and uttering short, excited, whining noises like dogs suddenly plunged into the middle of a hundred entrancing smells. Its fame, one might say, was international, for articles describing it had appeared in such widely separated periodicals as the Atlantic Monthly, the Quarterly Review and the Mercure de France. On each wall were shelves, and on each shelf volume after volume of oddly ill-assorted sizes — here a massive tome, there next to it a squat dwarf of a book; yonder a thing that looked like a book, but was really a box containing a book. The mere sight of these affected those who appreciated that sort of thing like some powerful drug.

Bill, not being a bibliophile, bore the spectacle with more calm. On being shown into the library by Roberts, who informed him on his arrival at three oclock that afternoon that Mr. Paradene would be disengaged shortly and desired him to wait, he made immediately for the curtained bow window, from which, as his previous visits to the house had told him, there was a view almost ideally arranged for the contemplation of one in his emotional state.

Beneath the window hung masses of laburnum, through which the observer might note and drink in the beauty of noble trees, a silver lake and a broad expanse of shady lawn. Just what a man in love wanted, held Bill.

There was but one flaw. The broad expanse of shady lawn was, he disgustedly perceived, marred at the moment by the presence of humanity, for which in his exalted condition he was in no mood. What he wanted was to contemplate Nature, and, contemplating, to muse dreamily upon Alice Coker. He resented the intrusion of an old man with a white beard and a small boy in knickerbockers. These two blots on the landscape were strolling up and down the middle of the nearest lawn, and they killed the whole beauty of the scene for Bill. However, at this moment they started to move toward the house, and presently the laburnum hid them and he was at peace again. He gave himself up once more to thoughts of Alice.

His reflections induced a sort of yeasty exhilaration, akin to — and yet how infinitely purer than — that which he had felt after the third of the powerful cocktails so jovially blended yestereen by host Judson at his deplorable party. Of all the amazing things that could have happened, that he should actually have cast off the diffidence of months and asked her to marry him was surely the most amazing. No, not quite the most amazing. That dizzy niche was undoubtedly reserved for the astounding miracle that she should have received his proposal in so kindly a spirit. True, she had not actually committed herself to an engagement; but what of that? She had as good as said that, like some knight of old, he had merely to perform his allotted task and she would be his. What could be fairer than that? Oh, love! Oh, fire!

His meditations were interrupted by the opening of the door.

Mr. Jasper Daly, said the voice of Roberts.

From his post behind the curtains Bill heard a testy snort.

Whats the sense of announcing me, my good man? Theres nobody here.

Mr. West was here a moment ago, sir.

Eh? Whats he doing here?

Bill came out from his nook.

Hullo, Uncle Jasper, he said, and strove in vain to make his voice cordial.

After what had passed between Conscience and himself that morning, the spectacle of Mr. Daly was an affliction. The thought that it was even remotely possible that he in any way resembled this wizened, greedy-looking little person cut like a knife.

Oh, there you are, said Uncle Jasper grumpily, looking round with a pale reptilian eye.

Mr. Paradene is engaged for the moment, sir, said Roberts. He will be with you shortly. Shall I bring you a cocktail, sir?

No, said Uncle Jasper. Never drink em. He turned to Bill. What you doing here?

Roberts called up this morning to say that Uncle Cooley wanted to see me.

Eh? Thats queer. I had a telegram yesterday myself saying the same thing.

Yes? said Bill distantly.

He turned to look at the bookshelves. He was a broad-minded man and hoped that he could make allowance for the lowest of Gods creatures; but really it was almost indecent that one who had only recently left the golden presence of Alice Coker should have to endure the society of this old crumb. A moment later he had a fresh burden to bear. Mrs. Paradene-Kirby, proclaimed Roberts in the doorway.

The arrival of his Cousin Evelyn deepened Bills gloom. Even at the best of times she was hard to bear. A stout and voluminous woman in the early forties, with eyes like blue poached eggs, she had never had the sense to discard the baby talk that had so entertained the young men in her debutante days.

O-o-h, what a lot of geat big booful books! said Cousin Evelyn, addressing, apparently, the small fluffy dog which she bore in her arms. Ickle Willie dog must be a good boy and not bite the books and maybe Uncle Cooley will give him a lovely cakie.

Mr. Otis Paradene and Master Cooley Paradene, announced Roberts.

Bill now felt drearily resigned. To a man compelled to be in the same room with Uncle Jasper and Cousin Evelyn, the additional discomfort of Otis and little Cooley was negligible. Merely registering in his mind the opinion that Uncle Otis was fatter than ever and that little Cooley, a glistening child who had the appearance of having recently been boiled, looked like something that had come out of an egg, he turned to the bookshelves again.

Great heavens! cried Uncle Jasper, staring at the new arrivals, is this Old Home Week? What you all doing here?

Cooley and I were specially telegraphed for, replied Otis with dignity.

Why, how puffickly straordinary! said Cousin Evelyn. So was I.

And he, said Uncle Jasper, plainly bewildered, jerking a thumb at Bill, had a phone call this morning. Whats the idea, I wonder?

Cooley, a silent child, said nothing. He stood picking at the leather of an armchair with the nib of a pen, agitated at regular intervals by a hiccup that sounded like a diffident man starting to give three cheers for something and losing his confidence after the first hip. The rest of the family went into debate on the problem.

How strange, Uncle Cooley asking us all to come here together like this, said Cousin Evelyn.

Uncle Otis glanced about him cautiously and lowered his voice.

If you ask me, he said, theres something in the wind. My idea is that Cooley probably realizes that hes getting pretty old, so hes going to make settlements on us all.

Oh, do you really, really fink so? exclaimed Cousin Evelyn rapturously. Of course he is old, isnt he? I always say that when a man has passed sixty hes simply waiting for the end.

I was sixty-two last birthday, said Uncle Otis coldly.

Settlements? said Uncle Jasper thoughtfully. He scratched his chin. Hm — not a bad idea. Save us a lot of money on the inheritance tax.

Bill could endure no more. Admitting that he was a bloodsucker — and Conscience had made this fact uncomfortably clear — he had at any rate always been grateful for blood received.

These ghouls seemed to have no decent human affections whatever.

You people make me sick, he snapped, wheeling round. You ought to be put in a lethal chamber or something. Always plotting and scheming after poor old Uncle Cooleys money!

This unexpected assault from the rear created a certain consternation.

The idea! cried Cousin Evelyn.

Impudent boy! snarled Uncle Jasper.

Uncle Otis tapped the satirical vein.

Youve never had a penny from him, have you? Oh, dear, no! said Uncle Otis.

Bill shot a proud and withering glance in his direction.

You know perfectly well that he gives me an allowance, and Im ashamed now that I ever let him do it. When I see you gathering round him like a lot of vultures—

Vultures! Cousin Evelyn drew herself up haughtily. I have never been so insulted in my life!

I withdraw the expression, said Bill.

Oh, well, said Cousin Evelyn, mollified.

I should have said leeches.

The Paradenes were never a really united family, but they united now in their attack upon this critic. The library echoed with indignant voices, all speaking at once. It was only when another voice added itself to the din that quiet was restored.

It spoke, or rather shouted, from the doorway, and its effect on the brawlers was like that of a police whistle on battlers in a public street.

Shut up! bellowed this voice.

It was a voice out of all proportion to the size of its owner. The man standing in the doorway was small and slight. He had a red, clean-shaven face, a noble crop of stiff white hair, and he glared at the gathering through rimless pince-nez.

A typical scene of Paradene family life! he observed sardonically.

His appearance was the signal for another united movement on the part of the uncles and cousins. After a moment of startled pause, they surged joyfully toward him.

 Lo, Cooley. Glad to see you — Uncle Jasper.

Welcome home, Cooley — Uncle Otis.

You dear man, how well you look! — Cousin Evelyn.

Silence — Little Cooley.

More silence — Bill.

The man in the doorway seemed unappreciative of this deluge of affection. Now that he was no longer speaking, his mouth had set itself in a grim line, and the gaze he directed at the effusive throng through his rimless glasses might have damped more observant persons. The relatives resumed their exuberant greetings.

I got your telegram, Cooley, said Uncle Jasper.

So did I, said Cousin Evelyn. And darling ickle Willie dog and me both thought it so cute and sweet of you to invite us.

Hope you had a good time, Cooley, said Uncle Otis. Lot of ground youve covered, eh?

How did you like Japan? asked Cousin Evelyn. I always say the Japanese are so cute.

Weve missed you, Cooley, said Uncle Jasper.

The taciturnity of his offspring in this time of geniality and rejoicing seemed to jar upon Otis. He dragged little Cooley away from the chair on which he was operating.

Greet your dear uncle, boy.

Little Cooley subjected that dispenser of largess to the stolid unwinking stare of boyhood.

 Ullo! he said in a loud, deep voice, and relapsed into a hiccup-punctuated silence again.

Uncle Jasper took the floor once more.

Could you give me five minutes in private later on, Cooley? he said. Ive a little matter to discuss.

I, too, said Otis, have a small favor to ask on little Cooleys behalf.

Cousin Evelyn thrust herself forward.

Give geat big Uncle Cooley a nice kiss, darling, she cried, extending the fluffy dog with two plump arms in the general direction of the benefactors face.

Mr. Paradenes reserve was not proof against this assault.

Take him away! he cried, backing hastily. So, he said, you arent satisfied with sponging on me for yourselves — started hunting me with dogs, eh?

Cousin Evelyns face expressed astonishment and pain.

Sponging, Uncle Cooley!

Mr. Paradene snorted. His glasses fell off in his emotion and he replaced them irritably.

Yes, sponging! I dont know if youve taught that damned dog of yours any tricks, Evelyn; but if he can sit up on his hind legs and beg, hes qualified for full and honorable standing in this family. Thats all any of you know how to do. I get back here after two months traveling, and the first thing you all do is hound me for money.

Sensation.

Uncle Jasper scowled. Uncle Otis blinked. Cousin Evelyn drew herself up with the same hauteur which she had employed a short time before upon Bill.

I am sure, she said, hurt, horrid old money is the last thing I ever think of.

Mr. Paradene uttered an unpleasant laugh. Plainly he had come back from his travels in no mood of good will to all. This was a return to what might be called his early manner — that uncomfortable irritability which had made business negotiations with him so trying to the family in the days before he had been softened and mellowed by the collecting of old books.

Yes, he said bitterly, the last thing at night and the first thing in the morning. I tell you Im sick of you all — sick and tired! Youre just a lot of — of—

 — vultures, prompted Bill helpfully.

 — vultures, said Mr. Paradene. All so friendly and all so broke. For years and years youve done nothing but hang onto me like a crowd of—

 — leeches, murmured Bill. Leeches.

 — leeches, said Mr. Paradene. Ever since I can remember I have been handing out money to you — money, money, money. And youve absorbed it like so many—

 — pieces of blotting paper, said Bill.

Mr. Paradene glared at him.

Shut up! he thundered.

All right, uncle. Only trying to help.

And now, resumed Mr. Paradene, having disposed of Bill, I want to tell you Ive had enough of it. Im through — finished. He eyed Bill dangerously for a moment, as if waiting to see if he had any synonyms to offer. I called you together today to make an announcement. I have a little surprise for you all. You are about to acquire a new relative.

The family looked at one another with a wild surmise.

A new relative! echoed Otis pallidly.

Dont tell me, whispered Uncle Jasper in a bedside voice, that you are going to get married!

No, said Mr. Paradene, I am not. The relative I refer to is my adopted son. Horace! Come here, Horace!

Through the doorway there shuffled a small knickerbockered figure.

Horace, said Mr. Paradene, let me present you to the family.

The boy stared for a moment in silence. He was a sturdy, square-faced, freckled boy with short sandy hair and sardonic eyes. His gaze wandered from Uncle Jasper to Uncle Otis, from little Cooley to Cousin Evelyn, drinking them in.

Is this the family? he asked.

This is the family.

Gee whistikers, what a bunch of prunes! said the boy with deep feeling.

II

IN THE silence that followed this frank statement of opinion, another figure added itself to the group. This was a large and benevolent-looking man in a senatorial frock coat, whom Bill recognized by his white beard as the boy Horaces companion on the lawn. Even from a distance this person had seemed venerable; seen at close range he achieved almost the impressiveness of a minor prophet. He was smiling a grandfatherly smile — the only smile of any description, it may be mentioned, on view in the room at that particular time; for a more joyless gathering it would have been hard to find at any spot in America where a funeral was not actually in progress. Uncle Jasper had sagged like a drooping lily, Uncle Otis eyes were bulging, Cousin Evelyn gave the impression of being about to burst. As for the boy Horace, the realization of the sort of family he had allowed himself to be adopted into seemed to have taken all the sunshine out of his life.

He was the first to speak, and his words revealed what was weighing upon his mind.

Do I have to kiss them all? he asked apprehensively.



You are certainly not going to kiss me, said Uncle Jasper definitely, waking from his stupor. He rounded on Mr. Paradene, puffing like a seal. What is the meaning of this, Cooley? he demanded.

Mr. Paradene waved a hand in the direction of the newcomer.

Professor Appleby will explain.

The minor prophet bowed. If he felt any embarrassment he did not show it. His smile, as he spoke, was as gentle and insinuating as ever.

The announcement which my good friend Paradene—

How do you mean — your good friend Paradene? inquired Uncle Jasper heatedly. How long have you known him, I should like to know?

I met Professor Appleby on the train coming from San Francisco, said Mr. Paradene. It was he—

It was I, said Professor Appleby, breaking gently in, who persuaded Mr. Paradene to adopt this little lad here. He patted the boys head and regarded his fermenting audience kindly. My name, he proceeded, anticipating Uncle Jasper, who seemed about to speak, is possibly not familiar to you; but in certain circles, I think I may assert with all modesty, my views on eugenics are considered worthy of attention. Mr. Paradene, I am glad to say, has allowed himself to be enrolled among my disciples. I am a strong supporter of Mr. Bernard Shaws views on the necessity of starting a new race, building it with the most perfect specimens of the old. Horace here is a boy of splendid physique, great intelligence, sterling character and wonderful disposition. I hold — and I am glad to say that he agrees with me — that it is better for Mr. Paradene to devote his money to the rearing and training of such a boy than to spend it on relatives who — may I say — have little future and from whom he can expect — pardon me — but small returns. Mr. Paradene intends to found a family that looks forward instead of back; a family of — er — comers instead of a family of has-beens.

The relatives gave tongue. All through this harangue they had been trying to speak, but Professor Appleby was not an easy man to interrupt. Now that he had paused, they broke out, Cousin Evelyn in the lead, Uncles Jasper and Otis following close behind.

I never heard of such a thing in my life!

The fellows a dangerous crank!

Is it really possible that you intend to make this — this uncouth boy your heir rather than your own flesh and blood?

Professor Appleby intervened gently.

One must admit, he acknowledged, that Horace is at present a trifle unpolished. I quite see that. But what of it? A good tutor will remedy so small a defect in a few months. The main thing is that the little lad is superbly healthy and extremely intelligent.

The little lad made no acknowledgement of these stately tributes. He was still wrestling with the matter nearest his heart.

I will not kiss em, he now announced firmly. No, sir! Not unless somebody makes me a bet about it. I once kissed a goat on a bet.

Cousin Evelyn threw up her hands, causing Willie-dog to fall squashily.

What an impossible little creature!

I think, my dear Paradene, said Professor Appleby mildly, that, as the conversation seems to be becoming a little acrimonious, it would be best if I took Horace for a stroll in the grounds. It is not good for his growing mind to have to listen to these wranglings.

Cousin Evelyn stiffened militantly.

Pray do not let us disturb Horace in his home. She attached a lead to Willie-dogs collar and made for the door. Good-by, Uncle Cooley, she said, turning. I consider I have been grossly and heartlessly insulted.

Hey! exclaimed Horace, pointing. Youve dropped your knitting and its dragging!

With one long, silent look of repulsion, Cousin Evelyn gathered Willie-dog into her arms and passed out. Uncle Jasper stumped to the door.

Good-by, Jasper, said Mr. Paradene.

Good-by. I shall immediately take steps to have a lunacy commission appointed to prevent your carrying out this mad scheme.

And I, said Uncle Otis— I have only to say, Cooley, that the journey here has left me out of pocket to the extent of three dollars and seventy-nine cents. You shall hear from my lawyer. He took little Cooley by the hand. Come, John, he said bitterly. In future you will be known by your middle name.

Horace observed this exodus with a sardonic eye.

Say, I seem to be about as popular as a cold Welsh rabbit! he remarked.

Bill came forward amiably.

Ive got nothing against you, buddy, he said. As far as Im concerned, welcome to the family!

If thats the family, said Horace, youre welcome to em yourself.

And placing his little hand in Professor Applebys, he left the room. Mr. Paradene eyed Bill grimly.

Well, William?

Well, Uncle Cooley?

I take it that you have gathered the fact that I do not intend to continue your allowance?

Yes, I gathered that.

His young relatives calm seemed to embarrass Mr. Paradene a little. He spoke almost defensively.

Worst thing in the world for a boy your age to have all the money he wants without earning it.

Exactly what I feel, said Bill enthusiastically. What I need is work. Its disgraceful, he said warmly, that a fellow of my ability and intelligence should not be making a living for himself — disgraceful!

Mr. Paradenes sanguine countenance took on a deeper red.

Very humorous! he growled. Very humorous and whimsical. But what you expect to gain by—

Humorous! You dont imagine I was being funny, do you?

I thought you were trying to be.

Good Lord, no! Why, I came here this afternoon fully resolved to ask you for work.

Youve taken your time getting round to it.

I didnt get a chance to mention it before.

And what sort of work do you suppose I can give you?

A job in the firm.

What as?

Bills extremely slight knowledge of the ramifications of the pulp-and-paper business made this a difficult question to answer.

Oh, anything, he replied with valiant spaciousness.

I could employ you at addressing envelopes at ten dollars a week.

Fine! said Bill. When do I start?

Mr. Paradene peered at him suspiciously through his glasses.

Are you serious?

I should say so!

Well, Im bound to say, observed Mr. Paradene, after a pause, seeming a trifle disconcerted, your attitude has taken me a good deal by surprise. Bill thought of murmuring that his uncle did not realize the hidden depths in his character, but decided not to. Its an odd thing, William, but the only member of my family for whom I still retain some faint glimmer of affection is you. Bill smiled his gratification. And you, boomed Mr. Paradene, are an idle, worthless, good-for-nothing! Still, Ill think it over. Youre not going back to the city at once?

Not if you want me.

I may want you. Stay here for another hour or so.

Ill go and stroll by the lake.

Mr. Paradene scrutinized him keenly.

I cant understand it, he muttered. Wanting to work! I dont know whats come over you. I believe youre in love or something.

III

FOR about a quarter of an hour after the parting of uncle and nephew perfect peace brooded upon Mr. Cooley Paradenes house and grounds. At the end of that period Roberts the butler, agreeably relaxed in his pantry over a cigar and a tale of desert love, was startled out of his tranquillity by the sound of a loud metallic crash, appearing to proceed from the drive immediately in front of the house. Laying down cigar and book, he bounded out to investigate.

It was not remarkable that there had been a certain amount of noise. Hard by one of the colonial pillars the architect had tacked onto Mr. Paradenes residence to make it more interesting lay the wreckage of a red two-seater car, and from the ruins of this there was now extricating itself a long figure in a dustcoat, revealed a moment later as a young man of homely appearance with a prominent arched nose and plaintive green eyes.

Hullo, said this young man, spitting out gravel. Hows everybody?

Roberts gazed at him in speechless astonishment. The wreck of the two-seater was such a very comprehensive wreck that it seemed hardly possible that any recent occupant of it could still be in one piece.

Had a bit of a smash, said the young man.

An accident, sir? gasped Roberts.

If you think I did it on purpose, said the young man, prove it! He surveyed the ruins interestedly. That car, he said sagely, after a prolonged scrutiny, will want a bit of fixing.

How ever did it happen, sir?

Just one of those things that do happen. Coming up the drive at a pretty good lick when a bird settled in the middle of the fairway. Tried to avoid running over the beastly creature, and must have pulled the wheel too far round, because all of a sudden I skidded a couple of yards, burst a tire and hit the side of the house.

Good heavens, sir!

Its all right, said the young man reassuringly; I was coming here, anyway.

He discovered a deposit of gravel on his left eyebrow and removed it with a blue silk handkerchief.

This is Mr. Paradenes house, isnt it? he asked.

Yes, sir.

Good! Is Mr. West here?

Yes, sir.

Thats fine! I wish you would tell him I want to see him. Cokers the name — Mr. Judson Coker.

Very good, sir.

Something in the butlers manner, a certain placidity and lack of emotion, appeared to displease the young man. He frowned slightly.

Judson Coker, he repeated.

Yes, sir.

Judson looked at him expectantly.

Names familiar, eh?

No, sir.

You dont mean to say youve never heard it before?

Not to my knowledge, sir.

Huh! said Judson.

He reached out a long arm and detained the receding Roberts by the simple process of seizing the tail of his coat. Even in his moods of normalcy there was never anything aloof and reticent about Judson Coker; he was always ready to chat anywhere at any time with anyone; and now his accident had brought about in him a still greater urge toward loquacity. Shocks affect different people in different ways. Judsons had left him bubblingly confidential.

Do you mean to tell me honestly, as man to man, he demanded incredulously, that you have never heard the name Judson Coker before?

No, sir.

Dont you ever read Broadway Badinage?

No, sir.

Nor Town Gossip?

No, sir.

The failure of this literacy test seemed to discourage Judson. He released the butlers coat tail and relapsed into a moody silence.

Shall I bring you a whisky and soda, sir? asked Roberts.

It had come home to him by this time that the young visitor was not wholly himself, and remorse swept over him. Long ere this, he told himself, he should have been playing the part of a kindly physician.

The question restored Judsons cheerfulness immediately. It was the sort of question that never failed to touch a chord in him.

My dear old chap, you certainly may, he responded with enthusiasm. Ive been wondering when you were going to lead the conversation round to serious subjects. Fix it pretty strong, will you? Not too much water and about the amount of whisky that would make a rabbit bite a bulldog.

Yes, sir. Will you step inside the house?

No thanks. Sit right here if its all the same to you.

The butler retired, to return a few moments later with the healing fluid. He found his young friend staring pensively at the sky.

I say, said Judson, breathing a satisfied sigh as he lowered his half-empty glass, coming back to that, you were kidding just now, werent you, when you said you didnt know my name?

No, sir, I assure you.

Well, this is the most extraordinary thing I ever heard. You seem to know about as much of whats going on in the world as a hen does of tooth powder. Didnt you ever hear of the Silks?

Silks, sir?

Yes. The Fifth Avenue Silks.

No, sir.

Huh! Very famous walking club, you know. Used to assemble on Sunday mornings and parade up Fifth Avenue in silk pajamas, silk socks, silk hats, and silk umbrellas in case it rained. You really never heard of them?

No, sir.

Well, Im darned! Doesnt that just show you what fame is? I shouldnt have thought there was an educated man in the country who hadnt heard of the Silks. We got a whole page in three Sunday magazine sections the week the police stopped us.

Indeed, sir?

We certainly did — with a picture of me. I founded the Silks, you know.

Yes, sir?

Oh, yes; Ive done a good deal of that sort of thing. I went up in an aëroplane once, scattering dollar bills over the city. Im surprised youve not heard of me.

We live very much out of the great world down here, sir.

I suppose you do, said Judson, cheered by this solution. Yes, I guess that must be it. Quite likely you might not have heard of me if thats so. But you can take it from me that Ive done a lot of things in my time. Clever things, you know, that made people talk. If it hadnt been for me I dont suppose the custom of wearing the handkerchief up the sleeve would ever have been known in America.

Indeed, sir?

I assure you.

To some men these reminiscences might have proved enthralling; but not to one who, like Roberts, was in the middle of Chapter XI of Sand and Passion and wanted to get back to it. He removed the decanter gently from the reach of Judsons clutching hand and tactfully endeavored to end the conversation.

I made inquiries, sir, and was informed that Mr. West was last seen walking in the direction of the lake. Perhaps if you would care to look for him there—

Judson rose.

Youre perfectly right, he said earnestly; absolutely right. Ive got to see old Bill immediately. Came here specially to see him. No time to lose. Which way is this lake?

Over yonder, sir. . . . Ah, but here is Mr. West, coming up the drive.

Eh?

Mr. West, sir. Coming up the drive.

And having indicated Bills approaching figure to the visitor, who was peering vaguely in every direction but the right one, Roberts withdrew into the house. He paused in the hall to telephone to the occupants of the local garage that there was mans work for them to do in Mr. Paradenes front garden, then returned to the pantry and resumed his reading.

It was the unwelcome arrival on its grassy shores of Professor Appleby and the boy Horace that had driven Bill from the lake. He was in no mood for conversation, for it had suddenly become plain to him that he had got to do some very tense thinking. Events since his coming to Mr. Paradenes house had marched so rapidly that he had not had leisure until this moment to appreciate the problems and complexities with which life had filled itself. Brooding now upon these, he could see that fate had maneuvered him into a position where he was faced with the disagreeable necessity of being in two places at one and the same time. Obviously, if his newly displayed enthusiasm for toil was to carry weight, he must enter Uncle Cooleys office immediately. Obviously, also, if he entered Uncle Cooleys office immediately, he could not take Judson off for a fishing trip. If he went off now upon a fishing trip, what would Uncle Cooley think of him? And conversely, if he canceled the fishing trip, what would Alice Coker feel but that he had failed her in her hour of need after buoying her up with airy promises? Bill staggered beneath the burden of the problem, and was so preoccupied that Judson had to call him twice before he heard him.

Why, hullo, Judson! What on earth are you doing here?

He wrung the hand of the founder of the Fifth Avenue Silks with considerable animation. Since their somewhat distant talk on the telephone that morning his mental attitude toward Judson had changed a good deal. In his capacity of practically accepted suitor of Sister Alice, Bill had taken on a sort of large benevolence toward her entire family. He found himself glowing with brotherly affection for Judson, and even conscious of a certain timid desire to fraternize with the redoubtable J. Birdsey.

He massaged Judsons shoulder lovingly. Quite suddenly it had come to him that the problem which had been weighing him down was no problem at all. He had been mistaken in supposing that two alternatives of action presented themselves. Now that the sudden spectacle of Judson had, so to speak, stressed the Coker motif in the rhythm of life, he saw clearly that there was only one course for him to pursue. At whatever cost to himself and his financial future, he must keep faith with Alice. The fishing trip was on, the spectacular entry into the pulp-and-paper business off.

Hullo, Bill, o man, said Judson. Just the fellow I want to see. As a matter of fact, I came out here specially to see you. Had a bit of a smash, he added, indicating the débris.

Good heavens! Bill quivered with a cold dismay at the thought of her brother having motor smashes. You arent hurt?

No; just joggled a bit. Say, listen, Bill, Alice has been tipping me off about whats happened at home. Theres no mistake about this fishing trip, is there? Because if there is Im in very hollandaise. A week at the old ladys would finish me.

Thats all right. Bill patted his shoulder. I promised Alice and thats enough. The things settled. Bill hesitated blushfully for a moment. Judson, old man, he went on, his voice trembling, I asked her to be my wife.

Breakfast every morning at 7:30 if you can believe it, said Judson. And working on the farm all day.

To be my wife, repeated Bill in a slightly louder tone.

And if theres one thing that gives me the pip, said Judson, its messing about with a bunch of pigs and chickens.

I asked Alice to marry me.

And then family prayers, you know, and hymns and things. I couldnt stand it, o man; simply couldnt stand it.

She wouldnt give me a definite answer.

Who wouldnt?

Alice.

What about?

Bills attitude of general benevolence toward the Coker family began to undergo a slight modification. Some of its members, he felt, could be a little trying at times.

I asked your sister Alice to marry me, he said coldly. But she wouldnt actually promise.

Well, thats fine, said Judson. I mean, you can get out of it all right — what?

Revolted as Bill was — and he gazed at his friend with a chilly loathing which might have wounded a more sensitive man — his determination was not weakened. Judson might have rather less soul than a particularly unspiritual wart hog, but he still remained Alices brother.

Wait here, he said stiffly. I must go and see my uncle.

Why?

To tell him about this fishing trip.

Does he want to come, too? asked Judson, perplexed.

He wants me to go to work in his office at once, and I must tell him that it will have to be postponed.

Mr. Paradene had left the study when Bill got there, but familiarity with his habits told Bill where to look. He found him in the library, perilously perched upon a long ladder, browsing on a volume which he had extracted from an upper shelf.

Uncle Cooley.

Mr. Paradene gazed down from the heights. He replaced the book and descended.

I wanted to see you, William, he said. Sit down. I was just going to ring for Roberts to tell you to come here. He lowered himself into the deep chair which had been the object of little Cooleys recent attentions. I have a suggestion to make.

What I wanted to say—

Shut up! said Mr. Paradene.

Bill subsided. His uncle scrutinized him closely. There was something appraising in his glance.

I wonder if you have any sense at all, he said.

I—

Shut up! said Mr. Paradene.

He sniffed menacingly. Bill began to wish that he had some better news for this fiery little man than the information that he proposed to abandon the idea of work and go fishing.

Youve always been bone-idle, resumed Mr. Paradene, like all the rest of the family. But theres no knowing whether you might not show some action if you were put to it. How would you like me to continue your allowance for another three months or so?

Very much, said Bill.

Mind you, youd have to do something to earn it.

Certainly, agreed Bill. After I come back from this fishing—

I cant go myself, said Mr. Paradene meditatively, and I ought to send someone. Theres something wrong somewhere.

You see—

Shut up! Dont interrupt! This is the position: The returns of my London branch arent at all satisfactory. Havent been for a long time. Cant make out why. My manager there struck me as a very shrewd fellow. Still, theres no getting away from it, the profits have been falling off badly. Im going to send you to London, William, to look into things.

London? said Bill blankly.

Exactly.

When do you want me to go?

At once.

But—

Youre wondering, said Mr. Paradene, placing an erroneous construction on his nephews hesitation, just exactly what I expect you to do when you get to London. Well, frankly, I dont know myself, and I dont quite know why Im sending you. I suppose its just with the faint hope of discovering whether you have any intelligence at all. I certainly dont expect you to solve a mystery that has been puzzling a man like Slingsby for two years.

Slingsby?

Wilfrid Slingsby, my London manager. Very capable man. I say I dont expect you to go straight over there and put your finger on the solution of a problem that has baffled a man like Slingsby. All I feel is that if you keep your eyes open and try to learn something about the business and take an interest in its management, you may happen by luck to blunder on some suggestion which, however foolish in itself, might possibly give Slingsby an idea that would put him on the right track.

I see, said Bill.

The estimate of his potentialities as factor in solving the firms little difficulties was not a flattering one, but he had to admit that it was probably more or less correct.

Itll be good training for you. You can go and see Slingsby and he can tell you something about the business. That will all help, said Mr. Paradene with a chuckle, when you come back here and start addressing envelopes.

Bill hesitated.

Id like to go, Uncle Cooley—

Theres a boat on Saturday.

I wonder if I could have half an hour to think it over.

Think it over! Mr. Paradene swelled ominously. What do you mean, think it over? Do you understand that I am offering you—

Oh yes, I quite see that — its only — Look here, let me just pop downstairs and speak to a fellow.

What are you talking about? demanded Mr. Paradene warmly. Why downstairs? What fellow? Youre gibbering!

He would have spoken further, but Bill was already at the door. With a deprecating smile in his uncles direction, intended to convey the message that all would come right in the future, he edged out of the room.

Judson, he said, reaching the hall and looking about him.

He perceived that his friend was engaged at the telephone.

Half a minute, said Judson into the instrument. Heres Bill West. Just talking to Alice, he explained over his shoulder. Fathers come home and he says its all right about that trip.

Ask her to ask him if it will be as good if I take you over to London instead, said Bill hurriedly. My uncle wants me to go over there at once.

London? Judson shook his head mournfully. Not a chance! My dear old chap, youre missing the whole point of this business. The idea is to dump me somewhere where I cant—

Tell her to tell him, urged Bill feverishly, that I will pledge my solemn word that you shant have a cent of money or a drop of drink from the time you start to the day you get back. Say youll be just as safe in London with me as—

Judson did not permit him to finish the sentence.

Genius! murmured he, a smile of infinite joy irradiating his face. Absolute genius! I should never have had the gall to think up anything like that. His face clouded again. I doubt if itll work, though. Fathers not a chump, you know. Still, Ill try it.

There was a telephonic interval, at the end of which Judson relaxed and reported progress.

Shes gone to ask him. But I doubt — I very much doubt — Hullo? He turned to the telephone again and listened for a space. He handed the instrument to Bill. She wants to speak to you.

Bill took the telephone with trembling hands.

Yes? he said devoutly. Impossible to say anything as coarsely abrupt as hello.

The musical voice of Alice Coker trilled at the other end of the wire.

Who is that?

Its me — er — Bill.

Oh, Mr. West, said Alice, Ive been speaking to father about Judson going to London with you.

Yes?

He was very much against it at first, but when I explained to him that you would take such great care of Juddy—

Oh, I will! I will!

You really will see that he has no money at all?

Not a cent!

And nothing to drink?

Not a drop!

Very well, then, he may go. Thank you so much, Mr. West.

Bill was beginning to try to put into neat phrases the joy he felt at the thought of doing the least service for her, but a distant click told him that his eloquence would be wasted. He hung up the receiver emotionally.

Well? said Judson anxiously.

Its all right.

Judson uttered a brief whoop of ecstasy.

Bill, youre a marvel. The way you pulled that stuff about not letting me have any money! As solemn as a what-dyou-call-it! That was what turned the scale. As quick a bit of thinking as I ever struck, said Judson with honest admiration. Gosh, what a time well have in London! Theres a place Ive always wanted to see. All those historic spots you read about in the English novels, you know — Romanos, the Savoy bar and all that. Bill, o man, well paint that good old city bright scarlet from end to end.

It became apparent to the horrified Bill that young Mr. Coker had got an entirely wrong angle on the situation. Only too plainly, it was shown by his remarks, the divine Alices deplorable brother had mistaken his recent promises for mere persiflage, evidently holding them to be nothing but part of a justifiable ruse to assist a pal. He choked.

Do you really think, he said slowly, struggling with his feelings, that I would deceive that sweet girl?

You betcher! said Judson sunnily.

For a long moment Bill eyed him in cold silence. Then, still without speaking, he strode off up the stairs to inform Mr. Paradene that his services were at his disposal.

IV

DOWN on the lawn that ran beside the lake Professor Appleby paced to and fro with the boy Horace. His white head was bent, and one viewing them from afar would have said that the venerable old man was whispering sage counsel into his young friends ears — words of wisdom designed to shape and guide his future life. And so he was.

Now listen to me, kid, he was saying, and get this into your nut. Ive got you in good and solid in this joint, and now its up to you. You dont want to hang around here picking daisies. A nice quick clean-up, thats what we want from you, young man.

The boy nodded briefly. The minor prophet continued:

Its got to be an inside job, of course; but Ill have Joe the Dip get in touch with you and stand by in case you need him. Not that the partys likely to get rough if you only do your end of the thing without bungling it. Still, its as well to have Joe handy. So keep an eye out for him.



Sure!

And dont go getting lazy just because youre in soft in a swell home where youll probably have lots of good things to eat. Thats the trouble with you — you think too much of your stomach. If you were left to yourself youd lie back in a chair stuffing yourself forever, without giving a thought to the rest of the gang. You cant run a business that way. Just remember that were waiting outside and that what we want is quick action.

Its no good rushing me, protested Horace. I maynt be able to do anything for weeks. Got to fix up a house party, havent I, so therell be lots of women around with joolry?

Professor Appleby clutched his white beard in anguish.

Gosh darn it, he moaned, are you really so dumb or are you just pretending? Havent I told you a dozen times that we arent after jewels this time? You dont suppose a hermit like old Paradene gives house parties to women, do you? Didnt I tell you till I was hoarse that what we want is those books of his?

I thought you were kidding, pleaded Horace. Whats the use of a bunch of books?

If youll just do as youre told and not try to start thinking for yourself, said Professor Appleby severely, we may get somewhere. Those books may not look good to a little runt like you who doesnt think of anything outside of whats for dinner, but let me tell you that there isnt one of them that isnt worth four figures, and lots of them are worth five.

That so? said Horace, impressed.

It certainly is. And what youve got to do is to snoop around and find out just where the best of them are kept and then get away with them. See?

Sure!

It oughtnt to be hard, said Professor Appleby. Youve got the run of the place. Everythings certainly working nice and smooth. The old man swallowed those references of yours hook, line and sinker.

Well, why wouldnt he? Gee! said Horace with feeling. When I think of all the Sunday schools Ive had to go to to get em!

Professor Appleby frowned. The boys tone offended him.

Horace, he said chidingly, you must not speak in that way. If youre going to say a single word against your Sunday school I just wont listen! Do you get me, you little shrimp, or have I got to clump you one on the side of the bean?

I get you, said Horace.


CHAPTER IV
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THERE IS SOMETHING about the manner in which spring comes to England that reminds one of the overtures of a diffident puppy trying to make friends. It takes a deprecating step forward, scuttles away in a panic, steals timorously back and finally, gaining confidence, makes a tumultuous and joyful rush. The pleasant afternoon that had lured Mr. Sinclair Hammond out to sit in his garden had been followed by a series of those discouraging April days when the sun shines feebly and spasmodically, easily discouraged by any blustering cloud that swaggers across its path, and chilly showers lie in wait for those who venture out without an umbrella. But now, two weeks later, a morning had arrived that might have belonged to June. A warm breeze blew languidly from the west and the sun shone royally on a grateful world; so that even Wimbledon Common, though still retaining something of that brooding air that never completely leaves large spaces of public ground on which the proletariat may at any moment scatter paper bags, achieved quite a cheerful aspect; and the garden of Holly House, across the road from the common, was practically a paradise.

So, at least, it seemed to Flick, strolling on the lawn. The trees that fringed the wall were a green mist of young leaves; a snow of apple blossoms covered the turf of the little orchard; daffodils nodded their golden heads on every side. There was a heartening smell of new-turned earth and the air was filled with mingled noises, ranging from the silver bubbling of a thrush in the shrubbery to the distant contralto of Mrs. Frances Hammond taking a singing lesson in the drawing-room. And such was the magic of the day that not even this last manifestation of spring fever could quell Flicks mood of ecstasy.

She was trying now to analyze her feelings. Why was every nerve in her body vibrating with a sort of rapturous excitement? Certainly not because at 4:30 that afternoon she was to call at Rodericks office in Tilbury House and be taken by him to tea at Claridges. She was fond of Roderick; but whatever his merits, the thought of seeing him was not enough to intoxicate any girl, even though she and he might be engaged to be married. No, what was thrilling her, she decided, was just that vague feeling of something nice about to happen that comes to the young at this season of the year. We graybeards, who have been deceived so often by the whisper of spring, are proof against the wheedlings of an April morning. We know that there is nothing wonderful lurking round the corner and consequently decline to be lured into false anticipations of joy. But at twenty-one it is different, and Flick Sheridan had that feeling.

She paused in her walk to watch the goldfish in their cement-bottomed pool. The breeze was stronger now, and it ruffled the surface of the water, so that the goldfish had for the moment a sort of syncopated appearance. The breeze became stronger still, and shifted from west to east; and as if spring had repented of its effusiveness, the air grew chilly.

The white clouds that had been flitting across the face of the sun began to bank themselves. Flick turned toward the house to get a wrap; and as she did so there came through the open window of Mr. Hammonds study on the ground floor a cry suggestive of dismay and wrath, followed instantly by the appearance of papers, which took to themselves wings and fluttered sportively about Flicks head. Mr. Hammond came into sight, framed in the window, his hair ruffled and a splash of ink on his forehead.

Ass of a maid opened the door and started a draft. Pick em up, theres a good girl.

Flick collected the papers. She handed them in through the window. Mr. Hammond vanished, and simultaneously the weather did another of its lightning changes. The wind dropped, the sun shone out stronger than ever; and Flick, abandoning all ideas of wraps, returned to her stroll. She had just reached the lawn again when she became aware of a derelict piece of paper, overlooked in her recent gleaning. It was gamboling over the turf in the direction of the pool, hotly pursued by Bob, the Sealyham terrier, who was obviously under the impression that he had before him one of the birds that he spent his life in chasing.

The paper dodged and doubled like a live thing. It paused till Bob was almost on it, then playfully skipped away. Finally, finding that Bob stuck to the chase, it took the only way out and dived into the pool. Bob, hovering uncertainly on the brink, decided to let the matter rest. He turned and trotted off into the bushes. A last puff of wind from the expiring breeze attached the paper to a lily pad; and Flick, angling with a rake, was enabled to retrieve it. She was just reaching down to lift it ashore when her eyes fell on the opening words— Sir: If you would save a human life—

Flick, who had nice views about the sanctity of other peoples letters, read no further. But her heart was beating quickly as she raced across the lawn toward Mr. Hammonds study.

Uncle Sinclair!

There was an exclamation of patient anguish on the other side of the window, such as Prometheus might have uttered when his torment became almost too hard to bear. Mr. Hammond was having a little difficulty with his article for the Fortnightly on Crashaw and Francis Thompson, a Comparison and a Contrast; and this was the third time he had been interrupted.

Well? The window framed him once more, and his severity diminished. Oh, its you, Flick! Will you kindly get right out of here, young woman, and give a man a chance to work? Go and make daisy chains.

But, Uncle Sinclair, its frightfully important. She held up the letter. I couldnt help reading the first line. It says something about saving a human life. I thought you ought to have it at once.



Mr. Hammond reached behind him cautiously. The next moment a flannel penwiper sailed through the air and hit Flick between her earnest eyes.

Good shot! crowed Mr. Hammond exultantly. Thatll teach you to come interrupting me about begging letters in the middle of my work!

But—

I remember the letter. I get dozens of them. They all say that the bed will be sold from under some poor dying woman unless one pound seven shillings and threepence is sent by return of post, and they are all written by nasty, grubby men who need a shave. Incidentally, if you ever set up in the begging-letter business, Flick, never ask for any round sum like five pounds. Nobody ever gives five pounds; but the world is full of asses who will tumble over themselves to send one pound seven and three or two pounds eleven and fivepence.

But, Uncle Sinclair, how do you know? persisted Flick with the resolute perseverance of her sex.

Because Ive looked into the thing. When I have leisure — which, may I say politely but firmly, at the moment I have not — I will give you some statistics that prove that nine-tenths of the begging letters are written by professionals, who make an excellent living at it. Now leave me, child, first restoring to me that penwiper. If I hear from you again before lunch I will brain you with the poker.

But this may be one of the really genuine—

It isnt.

How do you know?

Instinct. Away with you to your childish pastimes!

Do you mind if I read it?

Frame it if you like. And dont forget what I said about that poker. I am a desperate man.

Flick returned to the lawn. She read the letter as she walked; and the sun, though it was doing its honest best now to pretend that midsummer had arrived, seemed to fade out of the sky. A chill desolation stalked through the pleasant garden. It was all very well for Uncle Sinclair to talk like that, but how could he know? This was the first begging letter that had ever come Flicks way, and she drank it in with that agonized sinking of the heart that begging-letter writers hope for so earnestly in their clients and so rarely bring out. To Flick, every word of it rang true, and she shivered with sheer misery at the thought that such things could be on a planet which ten minutes before had seemed filled to overflowing with pure happiness.

The letter was not that of a stylist, but it told a story. Written by a Mrs. Matilda Pawle, of Number 9, Marmont Mansions, Battersea, it raised the curtain on a world of whose very existence Flick had until now been but dimly aware — a world of sickness and despair, of rent overdue, of wolves and landlords howling about the door. Flick, as she read it, sickened with sympathetic horror, and the gong for lunch, which reached her as she paced the lawn in agony of spirit, seemed like the cry of a mocking fiend. Lunch! Hot, well-cooked meats — toothsome salads — fruit — potatoes — all the bread you wanted — and Mrs. Matilda Pawle, of No. 9, Marmont Mansions, Battersea, so reduced by fate that only three pounds sixteen and fourpence, sent promptly, could save her from the abyss!

Suddenly, as if a voice — that of Mrs. Pawle, possibly — had spoken in her ear, Flick remembered that in her bedroom upstairs she had certain gewgaws — rings, necklaces, a brooch — 

She walked to the house, and halfway there espied the corduroy trousers seat of John the gardener. He was bending over a flower bed, a worthy and amiable fellow with whom she had become almost chummy in February in connection with a matter of bulbs.

Them tulips, observed John, not without a certain paternal pride, hoisting himself up at her approach,  ll be out now before you know where you are, miss.

An hour ago Flick would have plunged light-heartedly into chatter about tulips. But not now. Tulips, once of absorbing interest to her, had ceased to grip. Mrs. Pawles pneumonia had put them where they belonged, among the lesser things of life.

John, said Flick, have you ever pawned anything?

Johns manner took on a certain wariness. His story about that missing pair of shears back in July had been well received and he had assumed that the matter was closed. But you never knew in this world, for the world is full of scandalmongers who spread tales about honest men. To gain time he hitched up his corduroys and gazed woodenly at an aëroplane that purred in the blue like a distant cat. He was about to secure a further respite by stating that there had been none of them things when he was a boy, but Flick spared him the necessity.

I was reading in a book about somebody pawning something, and I wondered how they did it.

John was relieved. Now that he was assured that the subject was purely academic, he could approach it with an experts ease. He proceeded to do so, and a few minutes later Flick was able to go in to lunch a mistress of the procedure of what Gardener John described as putting up the spout or, more briefly, popping.

The lunch was just as well cooked and appetizing as Flick had supposed it would be. But it did not turn to ashes in her mouth. She had found a way.

II

SOMETHING of the effervescing happiness that — until the intrusion of Mrs. Matilda Pawle — had animated Flick in her garden at Wimbledon was making life a thing of joy and hope for Bill West at the hour of one that same afternoon as he strode buoyantly along Piccadilly — for who would ride in cabs or busses on such a day? — to keep a tryst at Marios Restaurant with Mr. Wilfrid Slingsby, the London manager of the Paradene Pulp and Paper Company of New York. It was not only the weather that seemed to Bill to have lost its bleakness, but life itself. This morning, for the first time since their departure from America two weeks ago, Judson Coker had emerged from his black cloud of gloom and shown a disposition to amiability. And in a small furnished flat it is amazing what a difference a touch of cheerfulness can make in the atmosphere.

Judson, there is no disguising, had taken Bills disciplinary measures hardly. From a point coinciding with the passing of the three-mile limit by the steamship Aquitania he had run through the gamut of the emotions, from blank incredulity to stunned despair. The negativing of his suggestion — made almost before the Aquitania had got her stern across that vital spot in the ocean — that Bill and he should adjourn to the smoking room for a small one had struck him at first as rich comedy. Bill, he had felt, was ever a kidder. Whimsical of him to keep up with a perfectly straight face that farce of not letting a fellow have money or liquid nourishment. But toward the middle of the afternoon Judsons view began to be that, though a joke was a joke and he as fond of a laugh as anyone, there was such a thing as overdoing a jest, running it to death; and when Bill firmly declined to collaborate with him in that antedinner cocktail without which, as everybody knows, food can hardly be taken into the system, tragedy definitely reared its ugly head. From that moment shades of the prison house began to close about the growing boy, so to speak, and our gentle pen must decline to pursue the subject in detail. It is enough to say that Judson Coker had arrived in London a soured man, and it had required many a glance at Alices photographs to console Bill for having to pass the days in the sufferers society. Apart from anything else, Judsons piteous appeals for even the smallest sum of money would have wrung the toughest heart; and life had been but a dreary affair in the flat which Bill, after two days experience of expensive hotels, had rented furnished for three months.

But today things seemed different. Whether it was the influence of spring, or whether Judsons abused liver had at last begun to pick up a bit, Bill could not say; but the fact remained that the teetotaler appeared noticeably more cheery. Twice Bill had caught him smiling to himself, and at breakfast that morning, for the first time in thirteen days, he had actually laughed. A short, sad, rasping laugh, to evoke which it had been necessary for the maid of all work to trip over the carpet and spill a pint of coffee down Bills legs — but still a laugh. This, thought Bill, was encouraging; and he spurned the pavement of Piccadilly as buoyantly as one of Mr. Marlowes satyrs treading the antic hay. Things, he felt, were looking up.

This lunch with Mr. Slingsby was the outcome of one visit to the office and two telephone conversations. Mr. Slingsby may have been letting the profits of the business fall off, but he certainly appeared to be no loafer. Time was money with him, and it was only now, five days after Bill had presented himself and announced his identity, that he had been able to find leisure for a sustained conversation.

Even in their brief acquaintance, Mr. Slingsby had rather overpowered Bill. In the few moments the manager had been able to give over to casual chat his personality had made a deep impression on the young man. Wilfrid Slingsby was one of those shiny, breezy, forceful, nattily tailored men of any age from forty to fifty, who always look as if they had just had a shave and would be needing another in the next few hours. A dark jowl was Mr. Slingsbys, perfectly setting off his flashing smile.

His smile flashed out as Bill entered the lobby of the restaurant. He came forward with outstretched hand, radiating efficiency and good will, and once more Bill had the feeling that this mans personality was something out of the common. He felt in his presence like a child — and what is more, like a child with flat feet and one lobe of its brain missing.

Mr. Slingsby led the way into the restaurant, sat down at his reserved table, urged Bill into another chair, straightened his tie and called for the waiter. And it then became apparent that he was one of those dominant men who have a short way with waiters. He addressed the waiter in a strong, carrying voice. He heckled the waiter. He bullied the waiter — until finally another waiter suddenly appeared and the first one flickered away and was seen no more. Next morning, one felt, a body in dress clothes with a spot on the shirt front would be taken out of the Thames. Banished from Mr. Slingsbys presence, the man had seemed to feel his disgrace acutely.

Yes-sir? said the second waiter briskly.

He had a pencil and a notebook, which the other had lacked. In fact the more one thinks the thing over the more convinced one becomes that the first waiter was — in the truer and deeper meaning of the word — no waiter at all, but merely one of those underlings whose bolt is shot when they have breathed down your neck and put a plate of rolls on the table. This new arrival was made of sterner stuff altogether; and Mr. Slingsby, seeming to recognize a kindred spirit, became more cordial. He even deigned to ask the newcomers advice. In short, by the time the ordering was concluded and the hors dœuvres on the table a delightful spirit of camaraderie prevailed, and Mr. Slingsby had so far relaxed from his early austerity as to tell a funny story about an Irishman. The fish having arrived, he embarked on genial conversation.

So youre the old mans nephew, eh? said Mr. Slingsby. Great old boy. And what have you been doing with yourself since you arrived?

Bill related the simple annals of his first week in London, touched on Judson, mentioned two theatrical performances of a musical nature which he had attended.

Oh, so youve seen The Girl in Pink Pajamas? said Mr. Slingsby, interested. How did you like it? Think it would go in New York? I own part of that show, you know.

Bills feeling of belonging to a lesser order of creation became more marked. He had not Judsons airy familiarity with the theatrical world, and men who owned parts of shows were personages to him.

Really? he said.

Oh, yes, said Mr. Slingsby carelessly. I do quite a lot of that sort of thing. He nodded in friendly fashion at a passing exquisite. Renfrew, he explained. Hes starring in It Pays to Flirt at the Regent. You ought to go and see that. Good show. Im sorry I didnt take a part of it when they offered it to me. But somehow or other the script didnt seem to read right. One misses these chances.

Bill was perplexed. For a manager of the London branch of one of the largest firms in America, pulp paper seemed to mean very little in Mr. Slingsbys life. He began to think that the solution of the mystery of the fallen-off profits might be simpler than Uncle Cooley had supposed. Something akin to dislike of this splendid person crept over him. Mr. Slingsby made him feel inferior, and Bill was not fond of feeling inferior. And what right, Bill asked himself with some warmth, had fellows to make fellows feel inferior when fellows — the first fellows — couldnt handle an excellent business in such a manner as to make it show a decent profit? He looked critically across the table at Mr. Slingsby. Yes, he disliked the man. And if the four-flusher continued trying to impress him with his beastly theatrical ventures and his rotten theatrical friends he ran a grave risk of being told precisely where he got off.

In fact, decided Bill — no time like the present — he would give him this information now. True, he was the mans guest and full of his hors dœuvres and meat; but as these doubtless would be charged up to the office, no nice scruples need restrain him.

Uncle Cooley, he said, changing the subject with an abruptness perhaps a trifle brusque, for Mr. Slingsby had just been commenting — apropos of a spectacular young lady who had recently passed the table — on chorus girls, their morals and the opportunities a man financially interested in the theater had of enjoying their stimulating society— Uncle Cooley, said Bill coldly, now thoroughly convinced that his dislike amounted to positive loathing, asked me while I was over here to try and find out why the profits on the London end of the business had fallen off so badly. Hes very worried about it.

There was a pause. The introduction of the cold business note seemed to have stunned Mr. Slingsby. He looked surprised, hurt, astonished, wounded, pained, amazed and cut to the quick.

What? he cried, and his demeanor was that of one who has been stabbed in the back by a trusted friend. For half an hour he had been honoring Bill with his cordial geniality, and now this had happened. You could see that Wilfrid Slingsby was shaken. But he pulled himself together. He laughed. He laughed nastily.

Profits fallen off? he said, regarding Bill unfavorably. He did not try to conceal his opinion that Bill, a brief while before the companion of his revels, now ranked in his esteem about on a level with the first waiter. If you ask me I should say your uncle ought to be glad there are any profits at all. Let me tell you that there arent many men in my position who could show such a good balance sheet. Not many, believe me! He glowered darkly at Bill. You understand the pulp-and-paper business thoroughly, of course?

No, said Bill shortly.

It was just the sort of question this sort of man would ask. Bitter regret for a misspent youth surged through him. If only he had employed those wasted hours in learning all about pulp paper — and what more entertaining subject could a young man in the springtime of life find for his attention? — he would now be in a position to cope with this Slingsby. As it was, he feared that Slingsby was going to trample on him. His surmise was correct. Mr. Slingsby trampled all over him.

Ah, said that gentleman with odious superiority, in that case it is hardly worth while for me to go into the matter. Still, I will try to put it in the simplest nursery language.

Mr. Slingsbys idea of putting it in simple nursery language was to pour over Bill a flood of verbiage about labor conditions, rates of exchange and economic practicabilities that had his young friend gasping like a fish before he had spoken ten words. No wood that ever entered Mr. Paradenes mill had ever been more well and truly reduced to pulp than was Bill at the end of fifteen minutes. And when, after taking a quick breath at the conclusion of this period, his host showed signs of beginning Chapter II, he could endure no more. He realized that he was retiring in disorder and leaving the field to the enemy, but that could not be helped. Glancing at his watch, he muttered an apology and rose. Mr. Slingsby, restored to his old cheery self by this triumph, became instantly cordial once more.

Got to go? he said. Perhaps I ought to be moving myself.

He called for the bill, signed it in a bold hand, hurled silver on the plate, nodded like a monarch in acknowledgment of the waiters charmed gratitude, and led the way out.

Coming my way?

I think Ill be getting back to my flat. I have some letters to write.

Why not go to your club?

I dont belong to any clubs in London.

Hope youre comfortable in this flat of yours. If you feel like moving mention my name at the Regal and theyll treat you right.

I have taken the flat for three months, said Bill, resolved that nothing would ever induce him to mention this mans name anywhere.

Where are you living?

Battersea. Marmont Mansions.

Mr. Slingsby raised his black eyebrows.

Battersea? Why on earth do you want to go and bury yourself in a hole like Battersea?

Because its cheap, said Bill between set teeth.

Taxi! said Mr. Slingsby, scorning to plunge any deeper into the degrading subject, and bowled swiftly away like a Roman emperor going somewhere in his chariot.

So strangely is human nature constituted that it was this unconcealed contempt on the others part for his little nook that definitely set the seal on Bills dislike. The captain-of-industry manner, the theatrical swank, the lecture on pulp paper — all these things he might have forgiven. It would not have been easy, but he might have done it. But this was unpardonable. Be it never so merely rented furnished, a mans little home is his little home; and if he is a man of spirit he resents fellows with blue chins sneering at it. By the time Bill put his latchkey in the door of Number 9, Marmont Mansions, he was in a state of such nervous hostility to Mr. Slingsby as only tobacco and the ungirt loin could soothe. He removed his coat, his collar, his tie and his shoes, lit a pipe and settled down on the sofa in the sitting room. He brooded sullenly.

Darned gas bag!

He brooded further.

Pulling all that stuff!

He brooded yet again.

I believe the mans a crook, and Im going to keep an eye on him!

He was still chewing on this stern resolve when the doorbell rang. He got up reluctantly. He assumed the ringer to be Judson, who had a habit of forgetting his latchkey. He went along the passage and opened the door.

It was not Judson. It was a girl.

III

THERE was a pause. It is always disconcerting for a young man of orthodox views on costume to discover, after going to the door to admit a male friend, and not having bothered to put on his coat, collar or shoes for the task, that he is face to face with a strange girl. And this was a distinctly attractive girl. Bill, as we know, was in love with Alice Coker. Nevertheless, his eyesight remained good and he was consequently quite able to see how distinctly attractive this girl was. Girls, of course, fell into two classes — Alice Coker and others; but there was no disguising the fact that his visitor came very high up in the ranks of the others. She was a slim, fair-haired girl, with a trim figure delightfully arrayed in a dress of some brown material — it was not really brown; it was beige; but Bill had not an eye for these niceties. He was particularly aware of her eyes. They were very blue and seemed unusually large. She was staring at him — and to his embarrassed thinking, staring with a sort of incredulous horror, as if he hurt her in some sensitive spot.

Bill blushed pinkly and endeavored to wriggle his feet under the mat. In the store on Forty-second Street where he had purchased them those socks had looked extremely pleasing; but now he would fain have hidden their gleaming pinks and greens from sight; and he reflected moodily how rash a young man is who in this world of sudden and unexpected crises takes off his shoes in the daytime. So that, taking one thing with another, Bill in that first instant contributed nothing toward the task of making this interview go off with a swing.

The girl was the first to speak.

Good gracious! she said.

Bill felt that this was getting worse and worse.

Surely, she went on, blinking those large blue eyes, its Mr. West!

To his other discomforts, Bill now became aware that a species of cold perspiration had added itself. It was bad enough to encounter this distinctly attractive girl in a shoeless, coatless, collarless and — as he now perceived — a hole-in-the-sockful condition; but to make it worse, she seemed to remember meeting him before and he couldnt even begin to place her. It was not one of those cases of a mere name slipping from the mind, preventing the sufferer from applying a label to a remembered face. She was a complete stranger.

Youve forgotten me!

Forgotten you! responded Bill stoutly, feeling the while as if some muscular person were stirring up his interior organs with a pole. I should say not. Forgotten you! He laughed metallically. What an idea! It — its just — the fact is, Im bad at names.

Felicia Sheridan.

Bill felt that his face must be turning gray.

Felicia Sheridan! he said. Sheridan! Of course.

Well, considering that you once saved my life, said Flick, I should have been hurt if you had forgotten me altogether.

One of the advantages of being sparing in ones acts of heroism is that it makes them easy to remember.

Bill was in the happy position of having saved only one life in his whole career. A wave of the most poignant relief flooded over him.

Good heavens, yes! he ejaculated. He stared at her with an intensity that rivaled her own of a few moments back. But youve altered so, he said.

Have I?

Have you! babbled Bill. Why, when I saw you last you were a skinny kid, all legs and freckles. I mean— He gave it up. Wont you come in? he said.

They went into the sitting room. Bill hastily thrust his feet into the shoes that lay brazenly near the sofa and feverishly started to don his collar. All this took time, thereby enabling Flick, who had looked delicately away during the operation, to inspect the room. Inspecting the room, she could hardly fail to observe the photographs of Miss Alice Coker. If she had missed half a dozen of them, she was bound to see the other six. She observed them.

Something like a shadow seemed to fall upon Flick. She endeavored to be reasonable. It was hardly to be expected that a splendid fellow like Bill would have remained uncaught after five years. Besides, he had only met her about ten times when she was, as he had justly remarked, a skinny kid, all legs and freckles. Furthermore, she was engaged to be married to an estimable young man of whom, she told herself, she was very, very fond. Nevertheless, a shadow did fall upon her.

Bill, meanwhile, shod and no longer in the seminude, had leisure to speculate on the mystery of her visit. It puzzled him completely.

I expect, said Flick at this moment, you are wondering how on earth I come to be here. The fact is I must have called at the wrong address. The policeman at the corner told me this was Marmont Mansions.

It is.

Marmont Mansions, Battersea?

Marmont Mansions, Battersea.

Number 9?

Number 9.

Then who, demanded Flick, is Mrs. Matilda Pawle?

Bill could make nothing of the question.

Mrs. Who?

Pawle — Mrs. Matilda Pawle.

Bill shook his head.

I never heard of her.

But she lives here.

The implied slur on the bachelor respectability of his little home drew from Bill a shocked denial.

Well, thats the address she gave in her letter, said Flick, fumbling in her bag. Look! This letter came for my uncle — you remember my uncle — it came this morning.



Bills face as he took the letter expressed only bewilderment. This bewilderment as he started to read seemed to Flick to deepen. And then suddenly there came a startling change.

All his features appeared to dissolve in one enormous grin, and the next moment he had tottered to the sofa and was holding on to its friendly support, laughing helplessly.

Its Judson! he moaned, meeting Flicks astonished eyes and reading in them a demand for some clew to this strange behavior.

Judson?

Bills hand swept round in a spacious wave of indication at the photographs.

Man who lives with me. Judson Coker. Brother of the girl Im engaged to.

Oh! said Flick.

She spoke dully. Women are inexplicable. There was no reason why she should have spoken dully. She was engaged herself to an estimable young man of whom she was very, very fond, and she was even now on her way to pick him up at his office and be taken by him to tea at Claridges. What could it matter to her if a comparative stranger like Bill West was engaged too? Nevertheless, she spoke dully.

Bill was wiping his eyes.

I brought Judson over from America with me. He had been cutting up a bit too freely and Im acting as a sort of nursemaid to him. He isnt allowed to have any money at all, and this is the way hes trying to get it! I thought he looked more cheerful the last day or two. Can you beat it? I could expect almost anything of old Jud, but writing begging letters is a new one.

Flick joined in his laughter, but a little wryly. No high-spirited girl likes to realize that she has been wrong and her elders right.

Well, I wish I had known that before, she said. I pawned my brooch to get money for this Mrs. Pawle.

Bill was touched. He had still quite a lot of unexpended laughter left inside him, but he decided that it would be best to keep it in.

That was awfully kind of you. Dont leave it here for Judson.

I wont! And if you feel like hitting your friend Judson with something hard and heavy when he comes in, said Flick forcefully, dont stop yourself because you think I may not approve. Id like to be here to see you do it.

Why not? Hell be back soon. Stay on.

I cant, thanks. Ive got to be in Fleet Street in half an hour. Good-by, Mr. West. How strange our meeting again like this! How is your uncle?

Oh, very fit. And yours?

Very well, thanks.

Reassured as to the health of their respective uncles, they seemed to find difficulty in selecting a topic of conversation. Flick moved to the door.

Ill come down and put you into a cab, said Bill.

No, dont bother, said Flick. Its such a lovely day, I think Ill walk as far as Sloane Square.

Here, Bill perceived, was an opening for him to offer to accompany her. But a boat was sailing tomorrow, and he had not yet written his semiweekly letter to Alice. Alices claims were paramount.

Well, good-by, she said. We shall meet again soon, I hope.

I hope so. Good-by.

Bill, as the front door closed, suddenly realized that he had omitted to ascertain where she lived. For a moment he thought of running after her and inquiring. . . . No, he really must get on with that letter to Alice. He returned to the sitting room.

Flick, as she walked out into the sunshine, had an odd feeling that life, promising as it had seemed this morning, was in reality rather flat. And strangely — but women are strange — she found herself thinking a little unkindly of Roderick.

IV

BILL had finished his letter to Alice — read, reread, sealed, stamped and addressed it — when a key clicked in the front door and presently there entered to him Judson Coker.

Any mail for me? inquired Judson.

Physically, enforced abstinence had done Judson good. His face had lost a certain unwholesome pallor that had characterized it a fortnight back and there had begun to steal into his cheeks quite a rosy pinkness. His eyes, moreover, were clear and bright, and he no longer indulged in that little trick of his of blinking and wriggling his neck round the edge of his collar. Against these corporeal gains must be set a gravity of demeanor that was entirely new. Judsons habitual manner was now that of the man who has looked upon life and found it a washout.

Youre always asking for mail this last day or two, said Bill.

Well, why not? said Judson defensively. Why shouldnt a fellow ask for mail?

Anyway, there isnt any, said Bill. You must be patient, my lad. You cant expect people to answer by return of post.

Judson started. The recently acquired pink left his face. He licked his lips.

What do you mean?

I think its a shame! said Bill vehemently. If youve got pneumonia and are behind with the rent and havent tasted food for three days, why the devil doesnt Mr. Pawle get busy and support you?

Judson stared hideously. Through a mist he saw that his friend was giving way to unseemly mirth.

How did you find out? he choked.

Bill partially recovered himself. He sat back, feeling weak.

There had been moments since their departure from America when he had regretted having taken Judson along with him, but the sight of the others face now more than made up for all the trifling discomforts he had had to undergo.

There was a girl in here just now, he explained, who was so touched by your letter that she had pawned her brooch to get money for you.

Judson shook with emotion.

Where is it? he asked eagerly.

Wheres what?

The money the girl brought. His face assumed a cold expression. I need hardly remind you, West, he said stiffly, that that money belongs to me — legally, I shouldnt wonder. So if you have pouched it Ill thank you to hand it over immediately.

Good Lord, man, you dont suppose Ive got it, do you? Directly we found that it was you who had written the letter I told her to take the money away.

Judson gave him one withering look.

And you call yourself a friend! he said.

Bill, undaunted by his attitude, followed him as he swung off and strode down the passage. He wanted to clear up further points that had perplexed him.

How did you come to think of this stunt? he asked as Judson opened the front door. It was the smoothest trick I ever heard of.

Father was always getting begging letters, said Judson coldly. I saw no reason why it shouldnt work.

But how did you happen to pick on Miss Sheridan?

I never sent any letter to any Miss Sheridan. She must have a father or something whose name begins with an H. I wrote to all the Hs in Whos Who.

Why the Hs?

Why not? Thats where the book happened to open.

He withdrew his coat sleeve aloofly from Bills grasp and proceeded down the stairs. Bill leaned over the banisters, still curious. Another aspect of the matter had occurred to him.

Half a second! he called. Where did you get the money to pay for the stamps?

I pawned a gold pencil.

You havent got a gold pencil.

You had, said Judson, and clattered out into the great open spaces.


CHAPTER V
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RAPIDITY OF MOVEMENT had never been congenial to Judson Coker. He disliked having to hurry. Finding, therefore, on reaching the end of the Prince of Wales Road, that he was not being pursued, he slowed down. At a leisurely walk he turned the corner into Queens Road and presently found himself on Chelsea Bridge. Here he decided to halt, for Judson had mans work before him. He intended to count his money.

He took it out and arranged it in three little heaps on the palm of his left hand. Yes, there it was, just as it had been this morning, last night and the night before — thirteen shillings, two sixpences and five pennies. The view from Chelsea Bridge is one of the most stimulating in London, but Judson had no eyes for it. However picturesque, it could not hope to compete with the view afforded by the palm of his left hand. Thirteen shillings, two sixpences and five pennies — a noble sum. His business correspondence had entailed an expenditure that had eaten sadly into the original proceeds from the sale of Bills pencil, but he had no regrets. If you dont speculate, Judson was well aware, you cant accumulate. He gloated for a few minutes longer, then salted the treasure away in his pocket and resumed his walk.

Students of character who have been examining Judson Coker since his appearance in these pages may seem to detect at this point a flaw in the historians record — finding themselves unable to reconcile the fact that he had had the sum of fourteen shillings and fivepence in his possession two nights before with the statement that he had in his possession fourteen shillings and fivepence now. They are too hasty. They do not probe deeply enough. Judson was not one of your shallow fellows who will fritter away here a sixpence and there a penny until they wake up to find their capital gone and nothing to show for it. It was his intention, difficult though it might be, to hold off until he had the chance of shooting the entire works in one majestic orgy — a binge that he could look back to and live again in the lean days to come. And this was the first time he had managed to shake off his limpetlike guardian.

He walked on, luxuriating in the pleasurable anguish of a thirst that grew with every stride. He left Chelsea Barracks behind him, and the cozy little dolls houses in Lower Sloane Street, where the respectable live in self-contained flats. The rattle of busy traffic greeted his ears. It was like some grand, sweet anthem, for it meant that he had arrived at that haven where he fain would be, the Kings Road, full from end to end of the finest public houses, practically one per inhabitant.

An admirable specimen of this type of building chancing to rear its hospitable façade almost in front of him, he made for it like a homing rabbit; and it was only when he reached its doors that he discovered that there lay between them and himself a securely padlocked iron gate.

As he stood there pawing in a feeble, bewildered fashion at this astonishing and unforeseen barrier, a passer-by stopped to gaze at him; a fellow of bohemian aspect clad in a frock-coat, flannel trousers and a pink cricket cap, and wearing upon his feet cloth bedroom slippers, out of one of which peeped coyly a sockless toe.

To him Judson appealed for an explanation of the ghastly state of things he had come upon. The man seemed like one who would know all that there was to be known about public houses.

I cant get in, moaned Judson.

The other cleared his throat huskily.

They dont open till ar-par-six, he replied. Amazed that in the heart of London, that hub of civilization, there could be walking the public streets a man ignorant of this cardinal fact of life, he groped for light. Stranger round these parts, aint yer? he hazarded.

Judson acknowledged that this was so.

Foreigner, aint yer?

Yes.

From Orsetrylier, aint yer?

America.

R! said the bohemian, nodding. He spat sagely. I ear you cant get a drop of no description or kind whatsoever in America.

Judson was about to refute this monstrous slur on the land he loved by giving a list of the places in New York (a) where anybody could get the stuff and (b) the more select, where you could get it by mentioning his name, when his companion moved on, leaving him alone in the desert.

A hideous gloom came over Judson. He was now enduring the extremes of drought. Six-thirty seemed æons ahead, like some dim, distant date lost in the mists of the future.

The thought of passing the time till then weighed on his soul like a London fog. Eventually deciding that if the time had to be passed, it would be perhaps a little less dreary living it through up in the West End, he made for the Underground station at Sloane Square, bought a ticket for Charing Cross and descended to the platform.

A train was just leaving as he came down the stairs. He shuffled dully to the bookstall to see if there was anything there worth reading. The bright cover of Society Spice caught his eye. He knew little of the weekly papers of London, but its title seemed promising. He yielded up two of his pennies. A train came in. He sat down and began to turn the pages.

The twopence that Judson had spent on Society Spice proved an excellent investment. The Church Times or the Spectator he would not have enjoyed, but Society Spice might have been compiled for his especial benefit. It gripped him from the first page. Even though the issue in his hands was one of those on which Roderick had tried so hard to exercise a depressing influence, that cravens coworker, young Pilbeam, had by no means failed in his efforts after zip. The vice-in-the-pulpit article, for instance, was full of body; nor was there any lack of fruitiness in the one on Night Clubs That are Living Hells. Judson began to feel happier.

And then, like an electric shock, a shudder ran through his entire frame. It was as if somebody had beaten him over the head with a sandbag. His heart seemed to stop, his scalp bristled, and there escaped from his twisted lips so sharp a yelp that it drew all eyes upon him. But Judson did not notice the eyes. His own were glued upon an article on Page Six.

It was not an article of which young Pilbeam had been particularly proud. He had had to dig it out of the archives in a hurry when Rodericks veto of the bookmaker series had caused a gap on the make-up on the eve of press day. It was headed Profligate Youth, and it dealt with the behavior and habits of the idle offspring of American plutocrats.

The passage that had so stunned Judson ran as follows:

Another instance which may be cited is that of the notorious Fifth Avenue Silks, as they were called — a club whose habit it was to parade up Fifth Avenue on Sunday mornings in silk hats, silk socks, silk pajamas and silk umbrellas. This was founded and led by the well-known Toddy van Riter, the recognized chief and guiding spirit of these young sparks.

Judson shook as with an ague. Not even on the morning after seeing in a New Year had he ever felt so thoroughly unstrung. Of all his great exploits, the one of which he was proudest, the one on which he relied most confidently to hand his name down to posterity, was the founding of the Fifth Avenue Silks; and to see that masterpiece of ingenious fancy attributed to another — and to Toddy van Riter, at that, his humble follower and henchman — was more, he felt, than a man should be called upon to bear. It seemed to steep the soul in abysmal blackness.

 The well-known Toddy van Riter! Ha! The recognized chief and guiding spirit.  Oh, ha-ha! It was monstrous, monstrous! These papers simply didnt care what they said.

The train rattled on, bearing a raging Judson westward. Something tremendous, he felt, must be done, and done without delay. A sweeping and consummate vengeance for the outrage alone could satisfy him. But what to do? What to do?

He toyed with the idea of a libel action. But he had no funds for one. Then how insure that justice be done and the righteous given their due? There was only one way — he must see the editor and demand that a full apology and retraction appear in the earliest possible issue.

He searched the paper, but could find no editors name. All he learned was that the lying sheet was published by the Mammoth Publishing Company of Tilbury House, Tilbury Street, E. C. Well, that was enough to work on.

The train had stopped, and he got out, steely cold and filled with a great purpose. And the authorities of the Underground Railway increased his generous wrath by their pin-pricking policy of demanding from him another penny for having allowed his reverie to carry him on a couple of stations farther than the scope of his ticket. Having given them this with an awful look, he went up into the street and inquired the nearest way to Tilbury House.

II

IN ALIGHTING at Blackfriars instead of at Charing Cross, Judson had done better than he knew, for the policeman in the middle of the road outside the station informed him that to Tilbury House from where he stood was but a step. He strode off and was presently standing in a dingy alleyway before a large, gaunt building of discolored brick. That this was the object of his quest was hinted by the rumble of presses within and confirmed by the scent of printers ink and paper gallantly endeavoring to compete with that curious smell of boiling cabbage that always pervades any mean street in London. Nevertheless, Judson decided to make quite certain by verbal inquiry of the commissionaire in the doorway.

Is this Tilbury House? asked Judson.

Ur, said the commissionaire. He was a soured, moody-looking fellow with a ragged mustache, a man who seemed to have a secret sorrow which the spectacle of Judson did nothing to allay. He gazed at him with a bilious eye.

Is this where Society Spice is published?

Ur.

I want to see the editor.

The commissionaire wrestled for a moment with his sorrow.

Dyou mean Mr. Pyke?

I dont know his name.

Mr. Pykes the editor of Society Spice. If you want to see him youll ave to fill up your name and business.

These formalities irked Judson. He resented this check. The spirit of Tilbury House had descended upon him and he wanted to Do It Now. He wrote his name on the form handed to him, fuming. A buttoned boy appeared from nowhere and regarded him with what seemed to Judsons inflamed senses silent mockery. He did not like the boy. The boy looked as if he might be in this plot to exalt Toddy van Riter at the expense of better men.

Take this, he said haughtily, to Mr. Pyke.

Gem wants to see Mr. Pyke, added the commissionaire, with the air of one interpreting the ravings of a foreigner.

The boy glanced disparagingly at the document.

He had the trying manner of a schoolmaster examining a pupils exercise.

You aint filled up your business, he said superciliously.

Judson was in no mood for literary criticism from boys in buttons. He spoke no word, but he cut at the stripling viciously with his stick. The boy, dodging expertly, uttered a derisive cry and disappeared. The commissionaire picked up his evening paper.

Youll ave to wait, he said.

He turned to the racing page and began to read.

Up on the third floor in the office of Society Spice, Roderick, a prey to a gloom which almost rivaled that of the commissionaire, was lugubriously watching young Pilbeam ginger up the next issue. There seemed to Roderick something utterly gruesome in the fellows cheerful industry. His emotions were not unlike those of a man shut up in a small room with a lunatic who has started juggling with sticks of dynamite. Sustained by the verdict of the court of appeal, the subeditor of Society Spice was giving the freest play to his ideas of what a paper that provided weekly scandal should be; and some of the choice items which he had read out from time to time had chilled Roderick to the marrow. To Roderick it seemed utterly inconceivable that even the mildest of these paragraphs should not bring about an immediate visit from indignant citizens with shotguns. And, when he remembered Mr. Isaac Bulletts brief but pregnant remarks concerning the Lads, his heart turned to water within him.

A fairly frequent attendant at race meetings in the neighborhood of London, Roderick knew all about the Lads. They ranged the world in gangs, armed with hammers. Sandbags and knuckle-dusters were to them mere ordinary details of what the well-dressed man should wear. They lay in wait for those at whose actions they had taken offense and kicked them with heavy boots. In short, if there was one little group of thinkers in existence whose prejudices ought to be respected by a man with any consideration for the pocket of his life-insurance company, it was these same Lads. And here was Pilbeam going out of his way to jar their sensibilities.

Roderick groaned in spirit and turned absently to take the form which was being held out to him by the boy in buttons who had just entered.

Whats this? he asked, his eyes still on young Pilbeam, who was hammering away at a typewriter in the corner.

Pilbeam had just emitted a low chuckle of childlike pleasure at some happy phrase. To Roderick it had sounded ghoulish. He was torn between the desire to know what his young assistant had written and a strong presentiment that it was better not to know.

Gem waiting to see you, sir.

Roderick wrenched his mind away from the essayist in the corner and inspected the card. His attention was immediately enchained by the same omission which the boy had detected.

He doesnt say what his business is.

Wouldnt fill up his business, sir, said the boy eagerly.

A sensationalist at heart, this fact now appealed to him as pleasingly sinister. It appealed in precisely the same way to Roderick.

Why not? he said uneasily.

Dunno, sir. Just wouldnt do it. I says to him, You aint filled up your business, I says, and all he done was take a crack at me with his stick.

Crack at you with his stick! echoed Roderick pallidly.

Crack at me with his stick, repeated the child with relish. Dunno whats the matter with im, but he seemed in a fair old rage, sir. Boilin over, e seemed to be.

Roderick blanched.

Tell him Im busy.

Busy, sir? Yes-sir. All right, sir.

The boy disappeared. Roderick sat down at his desk and gazed before him with unseeing eyes. The clatter of young Pilbeams typewriter still rang through the room, but he did not hear it. At last, he felt, the blow had fallen and the avenger had arrived. Just which of the paragraphs printed during his editorship had brought this on him he could not say, but he was strongly of the opinion that almost any one of them might have done so. His nightmare had come true.

Roderick Pyke, as has perhaps been sufficiently indicated by the remarks of his Aunt Frances, was not of the stuff of which heroes are made. He was, as she had justly observed in her conversation with Sir George, a timid, feeble creature. There was once an editor of an organ of opinion catering to the literary wants of a Western mining camp who, sitting in his office one day, noticed a bullet crash through the glass of the window and flatten itself against the wall behind his head. Upon which a relieved and happy smile played over his face.

There! he exclaimed. Didnt I say so? I knew that personal column would be a success!

Roderick Pyke was the exact antithesis of this stout-hearted man. He liked peace and quiet, and shrank from all turbulent forms of life. Where a sturdier fellow would have welcomed with joy the prospect of an interview with a boiling stranger who cracked at people with his stick, Roderick quailed. He sat huddled in his chair in a sort of catalepsy of panic.

This cataleptic condition had not passed when Flick arrived to be taken out to tea.

III

MARKED as Rodericks air of gloom was, Flick did not observe it. She was feeling oddly preoccupied. Something strange seemed to have happened to her since she had parted from Bill, expressing itself in a vague and general discontent combined with a curious dreaminess. She greeted Roderick mechanically, and mechanically allowed herself to be introduced to young Pilbeam, who, ever a warm admirer of her sex, had ceased his writing and risen gallantly at her entrance. There was not much that went on in Tilbury House that Pilbeam did not get abreast of, and the news of Rodericks engagement had long since reached him. So this was the boss niece. Niece by marriage, Pilbeam understood. A delectable girl, much too good for Roderick. He bowed genteelly, smiled, spoke a courteous word or two, opened the door. The young couple passed out. Pilbeam heaved a not unmanly sigh and returned to his writing. Much too good for Roderick, he was now certain. He held no high opinion of his superior officer.

Roderick escorted Flick downstairs. He led her by secret ways, for it was not his purpose to use the main stairway which ended in the vestibule guarded by the commissionaire. The information that he was busy had, he hoped, brought about the departure of the stick-cracking visitor, but he was taking no chances. He emerged with Flick from a small and insignificant door farther down the street; and looking apprehensively about him, saw with relief that no danger was in sight. Except for the usual fauna of localities in which printing houses are situated, shirt-sleeved men with blackened faces and the like, Tilbury Street was empty. Somewhat calmed, Roderick proceeded on his way.

Unfortunately it chanced that at this precise moment the commissionaire, who had finished the racing news, elected to step out for a brief breath of air; and still more unfortunately, Judson, tired of waiting, and realizing that the fortress was carefully guarded and that he was merely wasting time remaining in the vestibule, decided to get up and go home. The two came out almost simultaneously, and Judson was only a yard or so in the commissionaires rear when the latter, sighting Roderick and wishing to show zeal and possibly acquire a small tip, touched his hat and uttered these fateful words:

Shall I call you a cab, Mr. Pyke?

Judson, hearing the name, froze in his tracks.

No, lets walk along the Embankment, said Flick, and go to the Savoy instead of Claridges. Its such a lovely day.

The commissionaire, disappointed, but apparently feeling that in a world of sorrow this sort of thing was only to be expected, withdrew. Flick and Roderick turned down the street towards the Embankment. And Judson, recovering from his momentary trance, had just started off in hot pursuit, when he was delayed by the sudden arrival of a large truck, which drew up across his path and began to unload rolls of paper. By the time he had rounded this obstacle his quarry was out of sight.

But Judson had caught the word Embankment. He needed no further clew. He hurried in the direction of the river, and there sure enough, halted opposite a taxi-cab which had drawn up at the pavement, was the man he sought. He seemed to be trying to persuade the girl to ride, while the latter appeared to favor walking. Judson dashed feverishly up.

Are you the editor of Society Spice?

Roderick spun round. The voice sounded to him like the voice of Doom. He had had his back turned and so had been unaware of Judsons approach until the latter spoke; and one may perhaps be permitted charitably to assume that it was the suddenness and unexpectedness of the onslaught that undid him. Some excuse, some theory in extenuation of his behavior, is, one cannot deny, urgently needed. For at the sound of these words Roderick disintegrated. His fatal timorousness, that disastrous legacy from poor Lucy, was too strong for him. He cast at Judson a single quick horrified look; then, jettisoning in one mad craving for self-preservation all thoughts of manhood and chivalry, he sprang from Flicks side, leaped into the cab, hissed in the drivers ear and was off.

His departure not unnaturally created in both Flick and Judson a certain astonishment. Judson was the first to recover. With an anguished cry he started to race after the receding taxi, leaving Flick standing on the pavement.

For some moments Flick stood there motionless, her gaze on the flying Judson. A dull flush had stolen into her cheeks, and an ominous steely light was turning the blue of her eyes to glazed stone. Then she beckoned to another taxi that was ambling up from the east and got in.


CHAPTER VI
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HAD FLICK WAITED a minute longer before taking her cab, she would have perceived Judson returning baffled from the chase. Even in his Harvard days, when he was young and lissom, athletic feats had never been in Judsons line; and nowadays a twenty-yard dash was about the limit of his sprinting capacity. This being in the nature of a special occasion, he had extended himself to a matter of fifty yards before admitting defeat; but at that point his legs and lungs had united in a formal protest too vigorous to be overruled.

But, though checked, Judson was not checkmated. Even as he paused, doubled up and gasping, with his back against the friendly railings of the Embankment Gardens, an idea had come to him. When — or if — he got his breath back again he would return to Tilbury House and there acquire certain information. He was now on his way to put this scheme into action.

The commissionaire was still out having his breath of air when he reached the familiar vestibule. In his seat there sat a boy in buttons — not the one with whom Judson had had the little unpleasantness, but another and more likable looking lad. To him Judson addressed himself.

Say, listen! said Judson.

Sir? said the infant courteously.

Judson bent nearer and lowered his voice.

I want to know Mr. Pykes private address.

The boy shook his head, and into his manner there crept the dawning of a new austerity.

Aint allowed to give private addresses.

Judson had hoped not to be compelled to call up his last line of reserves, but it seemed unavoidable. From the slender store in his trousers pocket he produced a shilling and a sixpence. He held them up in silence. The boy wavered.

Its against the rules, he said wistfully.

Judson spoke no word, but he clinked the coins meditatively in his hand. The little fellows agitation visibly increased.

What dyou want to know it for? he quavered.

Judson, with masterly strategy, dropped the shilling, allowed it to roll in a wide circle, then picked it up and clinked it once more against the sixpence. The boy was but flesh and blood; he stole to the foot of the stairs and listened intently for a moment; then, creeping back, whispered in Judsons ear.

The money changed hands and Judson took his departure.

II

IT WAS nearly half-past seven when Flick returned to Holly House. She had driven in her cab to the Savoy Hotel and there, in one of the writing rooms, had remained for a considerable period of time, most of which was spent in chewing a pen and staring straight in front of her. Eventually, seizing a sheet of note paper, she had dashed down a few lines and without stopping to reread them had sealed the envelope and posted it in the lobby. Then, feeling oddly uplifted, she had walked composedly out and taken an Underground train to Wimbledon. She felt defiant but calm. Her heart sang rebel songs as she walked up the drive, songs as old and dangerously intoxicating as the spring itself.

Mrs. Hammond came out of the drawing-room as she was crossing the hall.

How late you are, Felicia. Be quick and dress. Your Uncle George and Roderick are coming to dinner at eight.

This was news to Flick.

Are they? she said.

Surely Roderick told you, said Mrs. Hammond. It was settled on the telephone just after lunch. It is the only night your uncle can manage, as he is obliged to go to Paris tomorrow and expects to be away at least a week. The Bagshotts and one or two other people are coming. Very strange, Roderick saying nothing about it to you.

He left me in rather a hurry, said Flick. I suppose he would have mentioned it if he had not been unexpectedly interrupted.

Poor Roderick! I suppose he is kept very busy, said Mrs. Hammond. How was the dear boy?

Very agile.

Agile? Mrs. Hammond stared. What do you mean?

Flick stopped at the foot of the stairs.

Aunt Frances, she said, Ive something to tell you. I am not going to marry Roderick. I have written to him breaking off the engagement.


CHAPTER VII
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WHILE THE STIRRING events just recorded were in progress in and about the headquarters of the Mammoth Publishing Company at Tilbury House, Bill West had been sitting in markedly gloomy meditation on the little balcony which ran outside the dining room of his flat in the Prince of Wales Road, Battersea. He had come out here because the silent reproach in the lovely eyes of the twelve photographs of Alice Coker in the sitting room had proved after a while too much for his sensitive conscience to endure. The disappearance of Judson had left him ill at ease and apprehensive, filling him with a guilty sense of having failed in his duty as a guardian; and the photographs, staring at him like so many accusing angels, deepened this feeling.

Why, they seemed to ask, were you so remiss? You were my brothers keeper. Why did you not bean him with a shoe before he could make his get-away?

The question was unanswerable. The most rudimentary intelligence should have told him that the course he ought to have pursued was to jump on Judsons neck, even if it involved diving down two flights of stairs, and thus prevent that earnest young inebriate from galloping out into the heart of London with money in his pocket. Now goodness knew what would happen, or when — and in what shape — the heir of the Cokers would return to the fold.

These Prince of Wales Road balconies are pleasant aeries. From their agreeable eminence you can see over the trees into Battersea Park and revel, if you are in the mood for it, in the delicate green of turf and shooting leaf. You can also see down the road for quite a distance both ways. And so it came about that, just as dusk had begun to fall and the golden lamps shone out in the street below, Bill was aware of a familiar figure tramping along the pavement toward the entrance of Marmont Mansions.

At first he was blankly incredulous. It could not be Judson. Judson must now be miles away, out where the West End begins, slaking a two weeks old thirst with cocktails. But the figure came into the light of a lamp, and it was indeed Judson. He entered Marmont Mansions; and Bill, leaving his balcony and hurrying to the front door, could hear him wheezily negotiating the stairs. The flat was on the fifth floor and there was no elevator — two facts of which Judson had frequently and vehemently complained. He arrived now puffing painfully, and for a space was deaf to Bills reproaches.

Eh? he said eventually.

I said So here you are!  observed Bill, selecting for repetition one of the milder of his recent remarks.

Judson led the way into the sitting room, where he sank down on the sofa and, as Bill had done earlier in the afternoon, removed his shoes.

Nail or something, he explained.

Youre a nice chap! said Bill, returning to the attack. Judson was defiant and unashamed.

As a matter of fact, he replied stoutly, I havent had even one. To start with, I find that in this infernal country the saloons dont open till midnight or some ghastly hour. So I couldnt get a drink at first, and after that I was too busy.

Too busy to get a drink! cried Bill.

He followed his friend, bewildered. Judson had risen from the sofa and proceeded to his bedroom, where he now began to put on another and more congenial pair of shoes.

Too busy to get a drink? repeated Bill.

Well, too preoccupied, said Judson. He poured out a basin of water, washed his travel-stained face and hands and, moving to the mirror, brushed his hair. Ive had a very disturbing afternoon, Bill, ol man.

How much money have you got on you?

Never mind about money, ol fellow, said Judson, waving aside the tactless question. I want to tell you about my disturbing afternoon. He lit a cigarette and returned to the sitting room. Can only stop a minute, Bill, he said. Got to go out again in a second.

Bill laughed a hard laugh.

Any old time you go out—

Must, said Judson. Matter that affects my honor. Got to see a fellow and have justice done me.

You dont want justice done you, said Bill, beginning to doubt his friends professions of abstinence. There was a wild look in Judsons eye and his manner was peculiar. If they started doing justice to you, youd be in the penitentiary.

Judson drew pensively at his cigarette. He seemed not to have heard this opprobrious remark.

Most disturbing afternoon, he continued. You ever read a paper called Society Spice, Bill, ol man?

No. What about it?

Only this, responded Judson: Theres a piece in it this week saying that it was Toddy van Riter who founded the Fifth Avenue Silks. Toddy van Riter! A spine-chilling laugh escaped him. You know as well as I do, Bill, ol man, that a poor fish like Toddy wouldnt have been able to hit on an idea like that in a million years. I was the little guy that founded those Silks, and Im not going to have all England thinking I wasnt. Toddy van Riter! sneered Judson.

I ask you! Toddy! The cigarette burned his fingers and he threw it into the grate. I read that while I was on a train in the subway, and I went straight to the place where the rotten rag was published and asked to see the editor. Fellow must have a guilty conscience, because he refused to see me. And when I cornered him on the street a bit later he just shot into a cab and streaked off. But I was too smart for him, said Judson with a hard chuckle.

It will be a cold day when any pie-faced scandal-sheet buzzard can make a monkey out of me. I got his home address. Im going right out now to see him and insist on an apology and retraction in the next issue.

You arent going to do anything of the sort.

I am, believe me!

Bill tried an appeal to his reason.

But what does it matter if the man did say Toddy founded the Silks?

What does it matter? Judsons eyes grew round. He stared at Bill as if questioning his sanity. What does it matter? Do you think Im going to have the whole of Europe believing a thing like that? Not while I have my strength! He laughed witheringly. I suppose if you were Marconi youd take it lying down if people went about saying you hadnt invented the telephone. Well, mustnt waste time sitting here. See you later.

Six photographs on the mantelpiece gazed at Bill pleadingly. Three on the whatnot, two on the console table and one on a bracket near the door caught his eye and urged him to be firm.

Where does this Society Spice man live? he asked.

Number 7, Lidderdale Mansions, Sloane Square, said Judson promptly. He had no need to consult the back of the envelope in his breast pocket, for the address was graven upon his heart. Im going there now.

You arent going there or anywhere, said Bill firmly, without me. What do you think — he choked— what do you think she would say if I let you run about all over London, getting into trouble?

Judson followed his sweeping hand in the direction of the mantelpiece, but showed little emotion.

Too few brothers in this world are capable of being melted by a sisters photograph. But though he appeared unimpressed by the thought of Alice and her possible concern, a certain bias toward prudence did seem to enter his mind.

Not a bad idea, your coming too, he admitted. Quite likely fellow may turn nasty. Then you could sit on his head while I kicked him in the slats. Only way with these birds. Treat em rough.

Bill was cold to this outline of policy.

There isnt going to be any rough stuff, he said firmly, and you arent going to butt in and start anything. You will leave the whole business to me. This sort of affair needs a man with a calm, clear mind. I want you to understand right from the beginning that I am handling this. You stay in the background and leave me to do the talking. No violence!

Not if he doesnt turn nasty. If he does, said Judson, we will form a wedge and sail in and disembowel the mutt.

He wont turn nasty. Why should he? He will probably be only too glad to correct an error in his paper.

Hed better be! said Judson grimly.

II

THE descent through the roof of Holly House and subsequent explosion on the drawing-room carpet of a large bomb would doubtless have caused a certain excitement and dismay among the inmates of that fair home; but such consternation could hardly have been more marked than that which had followed Flicks announcement that she had broken off her engagement to Roderick Pyke. Sir George, arriving in a luxurious limousine a few minutes after the blow had fallen, was in nice time to join the commission appointed by his sister to inquire into and examine the tragedy.

She gives no reason! wailed Mrs. Hammond for the tenth time.

For once in her masterly life this great woman was completely unnerved. Any ordinary disaster she might have coped with, but this was too shattering. The ghastly suddenness of it was perhaps its most appalling feature. No warning, no shadow of a warning, had preceded the blow. Shortly after two oclock Flick had left the house, thoroughly and completely engaged to Roderick, and at half past seven she had come back with a hard gleam in her blue eyes, freed from all sentimental entanglements. And that was all that Mrs. Hammond or anybody knew; for Flick, as she was now remarking for the eleventh time, gave no reason.

In addition to being terrible, the thing was achingly mysterious; and quite half of Mrs. Hammonds exasperation and fury was due to the fact that she was being excluded from sharing in a secret. She raged impotently; and when Sir George was ushered in by Wace the butler — demurely grave, as only a butler can be when something is up abovestairs — she had just snubbed the unfortunate Sinclair rather ferociously for the second time in three minutes.

Upon receipt of this second rebuff Sinclair Hammond had withdrawn from the discussion. As a rule, so long as people did not interrupt him when he was writing, or attribute to Basius Secundus sentiments which had actually been uttered by Aristides of Smyrna, it was not easy to ruffle Sinclair Hammond. But irritability was in the air tonight, and having twice been requested for goodness sake not to talk such nonsense, he retired wounded into a corner and buried himself in a first edition of Robert Burns Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect, printed by John Wilson, Kilmarnock, 1786, uncut, in the original blue wrappers. How deeply he had been hurt is shown by the fact that even this did not altogether soothe him.

Sir George, taking his place in the debate, was at first as helplessly concerned as anyone. It was he who pointed out the dramatic feature of the affair — to wit, that poor Roderick, who could not possibly have received Flicks letter yet, might be expected to arrive at any moment in complete ignorance of what had occurred. How, Sir George demanded, was the news to be broken to him?

The question started a train of thought. How also, Mrs. Hammond inquired feverishly, was the scandal to be kept from the half dozen or so of Wimbledons elect who had been invited to dine tonight expressly to meet the about-to-be-happy couple? The Wilkinsons from Heath Prospect were coming. The Byng-Jervoises from The Towers were coming. Pondicherry Lodge was contributing Colonel and Mrs. Bagshott. What possible explanation could be made to these leaders of society of Felicias absence?

Felicias absence? Sir George started. What do you mean, Felicias absence?

She refuses to come down to dinner!

Tell them shes got a headache, said Mr. Hammond, glancing up from his Burns.

Oh, do be quiet, Sinclair! begged his suffering wife.

Mr. Hammond returned to his reading. Sir George, whose face and bearing had taken on that stiff solemnity which always reminded his employes at Tilbury House so strongly of a stuffed frog, puffed vigorously.

Refuses to come down to dinner! I never heard of anything so ridiculous! I will speak to her. Send for her at once.

Its no good sending for her, moaned Mrs. Hammond. She has locked herself in her bedroom and wont come out.

Which is her room?

The second door to the left on the first landing. What are you going to do, George?

Sir George turned on the threshold.

I am going to speak to her! he said.

There was an interval of some three or four minutes. In the drawing-room a tense silence prevailed. Mrs. Hammond sat rigid on her chair. Bob, the Sealyham, slumbered on the rug. Mr. Hammond put down his Burns and, rising, walked to the French windows and threw them open. He stood looking out into the gentle night. The garden slept under the stars and a breeze floated across the lawn. Peace, peace everywhere save in this stricken home.

A distant rumble from above proclaimed that Sir George was still speaking to her.

Presently the rumble ceased. Footsteps descended the stairs. Sir George entered. His face was red and he was breathing a little heavily.

The girls mad, he announced briefly. There is nothing to be done for the present but make some excuse to these people who are coming here tonight. Better tell them shes got a headache.

An excellent idea, said Mrs. Hammond with enthusiasm. We will.

Colonel and Mrs. Bagshott, proclaimed Wace, the butler, in the doorway. His slightly prominent eyes swept the little group before him with respectful commiseration. Do the best you can, his glance seemed to say. Its beyond me!

III

A TAXICAB drew up at the door of Lidderdale Mansions, Sloane Square. Bill West alighted and spoke through the window.

You wait here, said Bill. Ill go up and see this man.

Judson appeared doubtful.

Well, I dont know, he said. It seems to me this is a business that wants handling. Are you sure youre equal to it?

If only you keep out of it, I can settle the whole affair in two minutes, said Bill firmly.

He felt unusually calm and capable as he entered the building. As a rule, it is a nervous task to call upon a perfect stranger and ask favors of him; but Bill felt no diffidence. He looked forward to an amusing chat. It was only when he had gone up a couple of floors in the elevator and was interrogated by the attendant as to where he wished to stop that he remembered that he had omitted to ask Judson the name of the man he had come to interview. A little ruffled by the captious manner of the attendant on being requested to take him down again, after a brief indulgence in what the latter evidently looked upon as a joy ride, he went out to the cab.

Well? said Judson eagerly, popping out like a cuckoo out of a clock. What did he say?

I havent seen him yet, Bill explained. I forgot to ask you what his name is.

Look here, said Judson in an anxious voice, his faith in his ambassador now plainly at zero, are you sure youre equal to this? Hadnt I better push up?

You stay here, said Bill. He had lost that easy calm.

I have a feeling that youll bungle it.

Dont be a chump. Whats his name?

Pyke. But—

Pyke. All right. Thats all I wanted to know.

He reëntered the elevator and was shot up to the third floor, only to receive another check. If Bill had been a superstitious man he would have realized at this point that the omens were bad and that it would be a wise course to abandon the expedition. A manservant, answering this ring, informed him that Mr. Pyke had gone out.

Just gone this moment, sir.

But Ive only just come up, argued Bill. Why didnt I meet him?

Perhaps Mr. Pyke walked downstairs, sir.

It seemed a tenable theory. At any rate, the man was gone. Bill, unwilling to trouble the elevator attendant again, walked downstairs himself and, reaching the cab, found Judson in a state bordering on the febrile. Judson was dancing on the pavement.

I knew you would bungle it! he cried. The fellow sneaked out half a second ago. Tried to get into my cab!

Tried to get into your cab?

Yes; didnt know there was anybody in it. He peered in, saw me, turned deadly pale, and— Judson broke off, pointing. Look! Quick! There he is getting into that taxi over there! Get in! Jump in, you poor fish!

The affair, which had started out in so orderly and well-planned a manner, was now beginning to take on a hectic aspect which flustered Bill. The jerk with which Judson dragged him into the taxi helped further to disorder his faculties. And when his companion, leaning across him and speaking out of the window, uttered those words familiar to every reader of detective stories— Follow that cab wherever it goes! — the enterprise stepped definitely into the ranks of waking nightmares.

To call upon a stranger and ask him civilly to insert in his paper a correction of an inadvertent error is one thing; to hound him about London in cabs, quite another. Bill had a well-regulated mans dislike of scenes, and it seemed to him that this pursuit could only end in a scene of the most disagreeable nature. Already Judson had begun to babble harsh comments on the man whose taxi, keenly pursued by their own, was moving rapidly down the street toward Sloane Square. It was Judsons firm belief that the fellow was in the pay of Toddy van Riter. If not, why should he jump ten feet sideways every time they met? Taken by and large, the whole thing looked like a pretty black business to Judson. He seethed with generous indignation and even went so far as to state his intention, should they ever catch up with him, of busting the fellow one on the snoot.

As the moments went by it almost seemed as though these sentiments must have communicated themselves by some sort of telepathy to the man in the other cab, for his taxi went on and on and on. The theory that he was going out to dine somewhere now seemed thin. Would any diner-out dine so far out as this? Already they were well into the Fulham Road and he showed no signs of stopping. They rattled over Putney Bridge. They climbed Putney Hill. And still the taxi in front moved forward. It began to appear absurd even to Bill, reluctant as he was to abandon the common-sense view, that this Pyke could simply be on his way to dinner. It seemed more probable that his intention was to go on till he reached the coast and then jump off the edge.

In attributing these qualms to Roderick, his pursuers had erred. True, Roderick had had what amounted to the start of a lifetime when that glance into Judsons taxi had informed him that the mysterious stranger was still on his trail, but panic had passed as soon as he had got into a cab of his own and driven off. It had not occurred to him that he was to be chased. Arriving at Holly House, he paid his driver and rang the doorbell without even a look behind. It was only as he waited on the step for Wace to answer the bell that the crackling of gravel in his rear caused him to turn his head. The shock he received on observing a second cab tearing down the drive was severe. A faint hope that this might be a peaceful cab containing blameless dinner guests of his Aunt Frances vanished as he perceived Judsons inflamed face protruding from the right-hand window. He lunged desperately at the bell again, and waited for Wace as the Duke of Wellington in another crisis had waited for Blücher.

The cab stopped. From one door Judson shot out, from the other Bill. Roderick rang the bell again, staring glassily over his shoulder.

Oddly enough, it was the sight of Bill that set the seal on his horror. And yet, had he but known, Bill was here in the purest spirit of pacifism. What had caused Bill to project himself so vigorously out of the cab was the kindly desire to be on the scene of action in time to keep Judson from committing the mayhem of which he had spoken so feelingly at practically every stage of the journey. Bill was the wise, cool, clear-headed man who was there to stop any violence. But to Roderick he seemed the most dreadful thing that had come along in the whole course of this dreadful day.

Judson, so held Roderick, was bad enough. He was pretty scared of Judson. But about Judson there was this consoling feature — that he had a certain weediness, a lack of thews and sinews. With Judson, a fellow if driven into a corner might possibly cope. But Bill was quite another matter. A man cannot fulfill the exacting duties of left tackle on a Harvard football team without having a fairly impressive physique. No mere amiability or charm of manner will fit him for the post; he must be equipped with India-rubber legs, a chest like an ice box and the shoulders of a prize fighter. These qualifications Bill possessed. He stood five feet eleven in his socks and weighed on the hoof one hundred and ninety-three pounds; and Roderick, watching him bound up the drive, unhesitatingly cast him for the rôle of star in this murder scene.

The consequence was that when Bill reached the steps just as Wace opened the door, Roderick, trapped and desperate, saw nothing for it but to sell his life dearly. Whirling his stick madly in the air, he brought it down with a solid whack on Bills head. Bill, totally unprepared for anything of this kind, tripped and fell; Judson, hurrying up, stumbled over Bill; and Roderick, snatching at the chance thus presented of effecting a masterly retreat, dashed into the house and slammed the door after him.

Of all the things calculated to modify a wise, cool, clear-headed outlook on life, few are more effective than a brisk buffet on the skull from a heavy stick. In this case the blow was rendered all the more powerful by the strikers terror; and Bills hat having fallen off in his sprint down the straight, there was nothing to break the force of it. He remained for an appreciable space of time sitting dazedly on the gravel, and when eventually he rose his mood had undergone a complete and remarkable change. No trace remained of his recent desire to keep this business free from violence. Violence was what he wanted more than anything on earth. He looked on the world through a crimson mist.

In this new frame of mind the spectacle of Judson hopping about in a futile manner exasperated him intensely. He was in the mood when men usually tolerant of their fellow creatures conceive a sudden dislike for whoever happens to be nearest. He glowered at Judson.

Go and sit in the cab! he commanded with set teeth.

But look here, Bill, o man—

Go on! Im going to attend to this business.

What are you going to do?

Bills finger was on the bell, and he kept it there without pause. A few short hours before, life had been a thing opening out before him in a prismatic vista of manifold ambitions. He had had all sorts of plans — plans for making a fortune, plans for marrying Alice Coker, plans for scoring off at Wilfrid Slingsby. Now all these rainbow visions had passed from his mind and he had but one object in the world — just one — and that was to get into this house, find the fellow who had sloshed him on the bean and methodically kick the mans spine up through his back hair. He was in the mood which used to send ancient vikings berserk, which makes modern Malays run amuck and prod the citizenry with long knives. Like most big men, Bill West was good-natured. He did not readily take offence; but hit him an absolutely unprovoked wallop on the head with a stick and you started something. He continued to ring the bell.

Im going to have a heart-to-heart talk with that fellow, he said grimly.

Judsons feelings were now those of a child who, sporting idly with a pocketknife beside a reservoir, finds suddenly that he has bored a hole in the dam. He had unchained passions which overawed him. Frothily though he had talked of inflicting violence on the erring Roderick, Judson had never really intended business. He knew now that he would not have proceeded beyond words. But in Bills program words had only too plainly no part at all. To see Bill, that mild and good-humored young man, standing there with his teeth bare, his eyes glittering and a thin trickle of blood running down his forehead appalled Judson. He felt weakly unequal to the situation. With a pale face and limp knees he returned to the cab, and as he did so the door opened.

Wace the butler had been annoyed by the strident persistence of the bell. It was with the intention of administering a severe rebuke that he now presented himself. But the words he had framed were never uttered. Something large and solid brushed Wace out of the way; and staggering back, he saw a big man without a hat careering along the hall toward the drawing-room.

Hi! he said feebly.

The intruder paid no attention. He had stopped for an instant, as if uncertain of his destination; but now a burst of voices from behind the door put him on the scent. His fingers closed on the handle.

Hi! said Wace again. Stop!

Bill did not stop. He plunged on into the drawing-room.

The drawing-room was full of men and women dressed and eager for the feast. Here Mr. Wilkinson, of Heath Prospect, chatted about the weather to Mrs. Hammond; there Mrs. Byng-Jervoise, of The Towers, spoke to her host of new plays. Colonel Bagshott was drinking sherry and entertaining Mrs. Wilkinson with an account of his most recent passage of arms with the local council. Sir George and Mr. Byng-Jervoise were talking politics. Roderick, a solitary figure attached to no group, stood by the open window.

Into this refined gathering Bill charged like a ravening wolf. And Roderick, turning with the others at the sound of the opening door and catching sight of his ghastly face, acted promptly. This was the fourth time today that he had felt the imperative need of flight from forces beyond his control; and nimble though he had shown himself on each of the previous occasions, his movements then had been leaden-footed compared with the turn of speed which he exhibited now. He shot out into the garden like a cannon ball, with Bill in close attendance.

IV

THE young need careful handling. Into the life of the most docile and well-regulated girl there come crises where only tact and sympathy can avert disaster; and ever since Flick Sheridan had made her momentous announcement respecting Roderick tact and sympathy had been very notably absent from the attitude of her immediate circle. It was perhaps unfortunate that Mrs. Hammond, always prone to supersede her husband in the conduct of delicate operations about the home, had declined with some asperity to allow the amiable Sinclair to go up and have a chat with his niece, for this eliminated from the situation the one person to whom Flick in her mood of bristling defiance would have listened with any calmness. Instead of a gentle talk with Uncle Sinclair, Flick had been plunged into a battle royal with her Aunt Frances — a contest which had left her, though undefeated, badly shaken; and immediately on top of this had come Sir Georges brief address through the locked door. At about the time when the cab of Roderick and that of Bill and Judson were toiling up Putney Hill, she was seated on her bed, staring into the future.

It was not a very agreeable future for any girl to look at — certainly not a girl who, like Flick, was of a quick and gallant spirit and had always held herself to be the captain of her soul. It was a future filled with wrangling arguments, cold, hurt silences, a never-ending strain — never-ending, that is to say, unless she meekly yielded and consented to marry Roderick. And at the thought of marrying Roderick, Flicks teeth clicked together and she blinked rebelliously. Nothing should ever induce her to marry Roderick. She loved Bill West. Uncle Sinclair had spoken flippantly about juvenile romances, but that extraordinary meeting with Bill this afternoon had shown her that these were not things to jest about. They were beastly solid facts that hurt you.

Oh, she knew how absurd it was of her. She knew that Bill was in love with some starry-eyed cat of a girl out in America, and wouldnt look at her, anyway; but that made no difference. If she couldnt have Bill she wouldnt have anyone — least of all Roderick, who jumped into cabs and left her standing on the pavement at the mercy, for all he knew, of men who looked like Airedale terriers.

She jerked up her head with a sudden unconscious movement of defiance and resolution. She had made her decision. The next moment she was opening her bag and feeling in it for the money earmarked earlier in the day for the relief of the distressed Mrs. Matilda Pawle. She pulled out the notes and dropped them in a rustling heap on the bed. They made an encouraging display. If she had ever thought of weakening and drawing back, the sight of this money gave her strength. It seemed to her a vast sum, the sort of sum on which a girl of careful habits could face the world indefinitely. And in the distant future when she had spent all this wealth, there was all the rest of her jewelry to fall back on. She hesitated no longer.

She went to cupboards, ransacked drawers. She pulled a suitcase out from under the bed. After a thoughtful interval devoted to making a selection of the things she could not possibly do without, she packed the suitcase. She scribbled a hasty note in pencil and fastened it to her pincushion. She tore the sheet from the bed and tied knots in it. She attached the sheet to the rail of the bed, dragged the bed to the window, and had just flung the window open when from the garden below there came to her ears a sudden uproar. With a startling abruptness the quiet night had become filled with noise and shoutings.

Flick leaned out, deeply interested. If there is one spot in the world free as a rule from alarms and excursions it is the aristocratic quarter of Wimbledon, that row of large mansions along the edge of the common where wealth and respectability dream and let the world go by. In all the five years of her residence at Holly House, Flick could recall no event of any description that had even bordered on drama. Yet now, if she could believe the evidence of her ears, drama was stalking abroad in the night as nakedly as in the more vivacious portions of Moscow. Dark figures were racing on the lawn, voices shouted hoarsely. She could detect the deep bay of Colonel Bagshott, of Pondicherry Lodge, the shriller yapping of Mr. Byng-Jervoise, of The Towers. Her Uncle George was bawling to somebody to fetch a policeman.

Flick forgot her troubles in the thrill of these amazing goings on. She leaned farther out of the window, annoyed by the fact that her vision was much impeded by the roof of a sort of outhouse immediately below her window. A few moments before she had been extremely grateful to Providence for having supplied this outhouse roof as an aid to her escape; but now she resented its presence. The spirit of youth called to her not to miss a bit of this, for it was good; and she chafed to think that she was missing practically all of it.

The shouts increased in volume. The flying figures continued to fly. Then suddenly there echoed through the night a tremendous splash. Even an onlooker whose view was cut off by an outhouse roof could interpret the inner meaning of this, and Flick understood it instantly. Somebody had fallen into the pond.

She hoped it was her Uncle George.

V

IT WAS her Uncle George; and he made his own personal needs so manifest in a vigorous speech from the depths that the pursuit ceased on the instant and all present rallied round to lend him aid and comfort.

All except Bill. Bill was otherwise occupied. Retired altogether now from the maelstrom of activity on the lawn, he was crouching in the shadow of a large bush, reviewing his position.

The first fine frenzy that had carried Bill through the front door into the drawing-room, and through the French windows of the drawing-room out into the garden in pursuit of Roderick, had kept him going nicely for perhaps two minutes. At the end of that time the folly of chasing people about strange gardens in the dark was brought home to him in no uncertain manner by a wheelbarrow left by Gardener John in the shadows at the edge of the lawn. It was a low, underslung wheelbarrow, quite invisible in the gloom, and he had dived over it with a shattering bump which gave him a momentary impression that Wimbledon and neighborhood had been convulsed by an earthquake. A young man less accustomed to falls on the football field might have lain there indefinitely, but Bill staggered dizzily to his feet, and it was at this point that he discovered that the fever of the chase had completely left him.

As he stood there, dazedly wishing himself elsewhere, he perceived that the whole aspect of the world had undergone another change. A moment before it had been a roomy place with nobody in it but Roderick and himself; but now there appeared to be people everywhere. Large though the garden was, it seemed uncomfortably crowded; and the chase, which had started out as a straight issue between himself and Roderick, had become quite a public affair. The thing had developed into a sort of Walpurgis Night. Phantoms whizzed to and fro. Demon voices bellowed advice and threats. An unseen dog was barking its head off.

Bill was appalled by his position. That is the worst of berserk moods — they lure you into stupendous acts of imbecility and then coolly abandon you to extricate yourself as best you can. A chilly remorse flooded over him. He saw now where his initial mistake had lain. He ought to have taken from the start an attitude altogether more dignified and formal. Instead of charging into the house of a complete stranger, breathing fire through his nostrils and seeking whom he might devour, he should have gone quietly away and on the morrow approached some good lawyer with a view to bringing suit against the man Pyke for assault and battery. Not having taken this prudent course, he was, he ruefully admitted, in a distinctly unpleasant hole.

The descent of Sir George into the goldfish pond had given him a respite, but it was plain that it was not to last long. A nasty spirit of vindictiveness prevailed in the enemy camp, and voices were urging once more that the police be summoned. He must get out of this infernal garden, and that right speedily, before they started to make a systematic search. Unfortunately it was only too clear that to leave the garden now he would have to fight his way out, for already people were shouting to other people to guard the exits. The task that lay immediately before him was to find some nook, some haven, some retired spot where he might hope to avoid discovery.

The night, as mysteriously happens when we stay out in it for any length of time, had now become appreciably lighter. Objects previously hidden began to reveal themselves. And among them was a sort of outhouse place that stood against the wall of the building some six feet from the bush in which he was lurking. Only a fraction of a second passed between the sighting of this outhouse by Bill and his realization that here, if anywhere, safety lay. The entire strength of the company appeared to have their attention concentrated at the moment on the goldfish pond, from which proceeded squashy sounds as of some solid body being gaffed and hauled ashore. Bill seized his opportunity with the promptitude of a strategist. Sliding softly out of his bush, he heaved himself in one scrabbling leap onto the outhouse roof and lay there motionless.

Nobody appeared to have observed him. A detachment of the enemy forces moved across the lawn and passed beneath him, Sir George walking squelchily in their sympathetic midst. The others, calling to one another at intervals, were prowling about, beating the bushes. But nobody thought of examining roofs. And after a lapse of time which might have been ten minutes or ten hours, the pursuit finally sagged away to nothingness. First one, then another of the prowlers gave the thing up and drifted back into the house, until at last the garden was its silent sleeping self again.

But Bill remained where he was. At times of tense emotion we tend to extremes, and the vanishing of the berserk mood had been followed by one of the utmost wariness. He had the night before him, and he meant to allow himself a generous margin of safety. The longer he waited, the better his chance of slipping away without any uncongenial brawling. He had had all the brawling he wanted for one night.

At length, however, when he had begun to feel that he had been lying on the roof since early childhood, he decided that it was safe to make a move. He slithered cautiously into a sitting position and rubbed his cramped limbs. And then, as he was about to rise and lower himself to the ground, every nerve in his body leaped simultaneously and twisted itself at the ends. Something had fallen with a thud not two feet from where he stood. Spinning round defensively, he discovered that it was a suitcase. Why people were throwing suitcases out of windows at such an hour he could not imagine.



His speculations on this problem were interrupted by the sight of something even more remarkable — a dark figure apparently crawling down the side of the house.

VI

A MAN with all the world — or at any rate part of Wimbledon — against him inclines naturally to see enemies everywhere; and Bills reactions on becoming aware of this figure descending onto what he had grown to regard as his own private roof were at first purely militant. He retired a few steps and braced himself for combat. It was too dark to get a clear view, but the person who was crawling down the wall appeared to be of a slender physique, and he looked forward to the coming encounter with a bright confidence. For though he was not afraid of the bulkiest foe, it is always pleasanter to have a rough-and-tumble with somebody a trifle undersized. He could eat this midget, and unless the midget behaved itself he proposed to do so.

The figure alighted, and at the same moment Bill made his spring. It was only when a startled squeak rang out in the darkness that he was embarrassed to discover that he was grappling with a girl. At which point the militant mood vanished abruptly, to be succeeded by one of amazed consternation. The man who lays a hand upon a woman save in the way of kindness is justly looked askance at by society. What then can be said for the man who tackles her as if she were trying to make a ten-yard gain round the end? Bill was bathed in a prickly shame.

I beg your pardon! he cried.

Flick did not reply. It had never occurred to her when she began her descent of the knotted sheet that violent giants were going to bound out at her from the night, and the shock had almost caused her to faint. She stood there panting.

Im awfully sorry, said Bill contritely. I thought — I didnt know — I had an idea—

Ive dropped my purse, said Flick dizzily.

Allow me! said Bill.

A match sputtered. Its light shone on Bills face as he groped about the roof on all fours.

Mr. West! cried Flick, amazed.

Bill, who had just found the purse, sprang upright. Of all the bizarre events of the night this was the most astonishing.

Im Felicia Sheridan, said Flick.

Such was Bills perturbation that for a moment the name conveyed nothing to him. Then he remembered.

Good heavens! he exclaimed. What are you doing here?

I live here.

But what are you doing crawling down walls, I mean?

Im running away.

Running away!

From home.

Youre running away from home! said Bill, mystified. I dont understand.

Dont speak so loud, whispered Flick. They may hear.

The good sense of this warning appealed to Bill. He lowered his voice.

Why are you running away from home? he asked.

What are you doing on this roof? asked Flick.

Whats the idea? inquired Bill.

What has been happening out in the garden? countered Flick. I heard all sorts of noise and shouting.

Bill felt it would be a beginning in the direction of clearing up the situation if he answered her questions before putting his. Otherwise they might stay here all night, conducting an endless duologue. It was not a brief task, explaining the motives which had brought him to this house; but this done, the rest of his story was simple and straightforward. He related it crisply.

The man biffed me over the head with a stick, he concluded, and after that nothing in the world seemed to matter except getting in here after him. It was a crazy thing to do, of course. I see that now. But it seemed a darned good idea at the time.

Biffed you over the head with a stick! said Flick, marveling.

Sloshed me.

Who hit you with a stick?

This fellow — Pyke his name is.

Roderick!

No, Pyke.

His name, said Flick, is Roderick Pyke. Thats why Im running away.

This struck Bill as a non sequitur. Women do eccentric things, but surely the most temperamental girl would hardly leave her home simply because a mans name was Roderick Pyke.

They wanted me to marry him.

Bills mystification vanished. He shuddered with sympathetic horror. A moment before he had been conscious of a certain disapproval of Flicks scheme of running away from home and had intended, when the opportunity presented itself, to try to dissuade her. But this piece of news altered the whole aspect of the matter. Naturally, she was running away — anybody would. No lengths to which a girl could go to avoid marrying the bounder who had biffed him with a stick appeared extreme to Bill. There and then he executed a complete change of attitude, and was now wholeheartedly in favor of the project and resolved to do all that in him lay to push it along.

Marry that oil can! he exclaimed incredulously.

Of course, in some ways hes quite nice.

He is not! said Bill vehemently, and passed a gingerly hand over his corrugated skull. To his sensitive imagination the lump under his hair seemed to stick up like a mountain peak.

Well, Im not going to marry him, anyway, said Flick. So the only thing to do is to run away. The trouble is, she said ruefully, I dont in the least know where to go.

Your best plan is to come back with me to Marmont Mansions, said Bill. We can talk it over quietly there, and decide on something.

I suppose that is best.

We certainly cant stay on this roof. Any moment somebody may come along and find us.

Flick betrayed some agitation.

I wonder if its safe to try to get away.

There seems to be nobody in the garden.

I cant hear anybody. I suppose theyve all gone in to dinner. There was a dinner party on tonight, and I know Colonel Bagshott, for one, wouldnt want to wait too long for his food, whatever had been happening. What do you suppose the time is?

I havent an idea. It must be long past eight. It was nearly that when I got here.

I tell you what, said Flick. You jump down and creep round the house till you get to the front door. If the windows next to it are lighted and you can hear voices, it will mean theyre in at dinner.

Good idea. If everythings all right Ill whistle.

Flick stood in the darkness, waiting. The tremulous excitement which had filled her as she started to climb down the sheet had given way to a calmer and more agreeable mood. Bill, it seemed to her, had been sent from heaven to assist her in her hour of need. She had had only the vaguest idea of what she intended to do after she had escaped from Holly House, but now there was someone she could lean on. Bill was so big and comforting; a rock of strength. Slightly overestimating his mental capacity in her enthusiasm, she considered that there was no problem in existence too big for Bill to tackle.

A low whistle cut through the little night sounds of the garden. She leaned over the edge of the roof.

All right, said Bills voice in a cautious whisper. Drop me down your suitcase.

Flick dropped the suitcase. He caught it skillfully. She lowered herself over the roof and was seized by a strong pair of hands and deposited gently on the ground.

Theyre all in at dinner, said Bill. Shall we get out by the front, or do you know a better way?

Theres a door in the wall across the lawn. Itll be safer using that.

They crept cautiously across the lawn. Something small and white snuffled in the darkness. Flick stooped with a little cry.

Bob! She rose with a dog in her arms. For the first time a sense of bereavement swept over her. Oh, I cant leave Bob.

Bring him along, said Bill.

Flicks heart swelled with adoration for this godlike man who made no difficulties, raised no chilling obstacles or objections. She choked. Bob, who had had a great night so far and approved of the way things were shaping, licked her face frantically as they passed through the door.

The latch, closing behind her, clicked a brief farewell. Holly House was a thing of the past. Flick stood in the road with the world before her.



All right? said Bill understandingly.

Quite all right, thanks, said Flick, but in a voice that shook a little.

VII

BILL stood with his back against the mantelpiece of his sitting room and smoked a thoughtful pipe. He was glad to be safe once more in the castlelike seclusion of Marmont Mansions. Apart from the spiritual relief of being several miles away from the house from which he had — probably quite illegally — helped a young girl to escape, there was the bodily comfort of being warm again. Almost immediately after the exodus from Holly House the mellowness of the night had changed to a raw chill, aided and abetted by a penetrating wind that sprang up from the east; and they had had to walk a shivering mile before they found a cab. Now they were home, the fire was blazing and everything was jolly.

He looked down at Flick. She was lying back in an armchair with her eyes closed, Bob, the Sealyham, slumbering on her lap. The sight of her did something to diminish Bills sense of well-being. And yet, mysteriously, at the same time it seemed to make it deeper. It was as if two conflicting voices spoke simultaneously in Bills subconsciousness, one saying, You poor impulsive nut, what have you let yourself in for? the other, It makes the old home look very cozy, does it not — a girl sitting in an armchair with her hat off and a dog on her lap?

He weighed the contending claims of these two voices. Most certainly there was much in what the first voice said. Not legally, perhaps not even morally, but beyond a doubt romantically, he was responsible for this girl. The gods of high adventure do not permit a young man in the springtime to smuggle a girl away from her home by night and then bid her a civil good-by and think no more of her. Bill, as has been repeatedly stated before, was pledged for all eternity to Alice Coker — whose twelve photographs stared down from mantelpiece, whatnot and elsewhere, one might have said a little austerely — but he felt very keenly a bond between himself and Flick. The details of the thing could be thought out later, but about the broad outline there was no argument possible. Here she was, under his charge, and somehow or other he had got to look after her and see that she came to no harm. He managed after a while to quiet the first voice by advancing the suggestion that a girl would not run away from home without some sort of a plan in her mind; and, moreover, living in a house of that magnificence, she probably had a large private income. She would be all right, he urged. He then had leisure to listen to the second voice.

There was no denying the truth of what the second voice was saying. The presence of Flick did make the place look cozy. She was not Alice Coker, of course; but somehow at the moment the fact did not seem to matter so much. Bill found himself oddly soothed by the mere act of looking at Flick. To attempt to pretend, simply because his whole soul was wrapped up in Alice Coker, that Flick had not a decorative effect on his sitting room would have been merely foolish. He admitted freely that she had. Indeed — without the slightest disloyalty, of course — he was obliged to own that in such a position her flowerlike prettiness had certain advantages over Alices queenly and to a diffident man rather overpowering beauty. The thing turned on a matter of personality. Flick, if one might put it that way, blended gently and harmoniously into the atmosphere of a fellows sitting room; whereas there was that about Alices stupendous loveliness that always seemed to make her hit any place which she entered like a shell bursting in the midst of a fanfare of trumpets.

Before Bill could penetrate any further into the depths of analysis, Flick gave a little sigh and sat up. She stared for a moment at her surroundings as if bewildered.

I couldnt think where I was, she said. Have I been asleep?

You did doze off for a minute or two.

How rude of me.

Not at all, Bill assured her. How are you feeling now?

Hungry, said Flick. Starving. I havent had a bite to eat since lunch.

Good Lord!

And I had a very light lunch, because it seemed wicked to be stuffing oneself with food when people like Mrs. Matilda Pawle hadnt tasted a thing for three days. That reminds me, didnt you say that your friend lived here with you? Where is he?

Bill lowered his pipe in sudden consternation.

Id clean forgotten about Judson, he exclaimed blankly. Good heavens! He may be running all over London.

When did you see him last?

When the man Pyke whacked me over the head I told him to go and sit in the cab. You dont think hes still sitting there?

Itll be awfully expensive if he is. I suppose the clock was ticking up twopences all the time?

No; he must have left, of course. Then goodness knows, said Bill dejectedly, where he is now.

Flick was a healthy girl and had a healthy appetite. The question of Judsons whereabouts competed but feebly for her interest with the thought of food.

You havent such a thing as a biscuit or anything, have you? she asked wistfully. Or a leg of mutton or a tongue or a round of beef or a piece of cheese or anything like that?

Im awfully sorry, said Bill, aroused to a realization of his position as host. I should have got you something long ago. Ill forage in the larder.

He left the room hurriedly and returned some minutes later with a laden tray — which he nearly dropped on the threshold in his dismay at the sound of a muffled sob. He did drop a knife and two forks, and the clatter caused Flick to start and turn a tear-stained face in his direction.

Its nothing, she assured him.

Bill put the tray down on the table.

Whats the matter? he asked, agitated. Like most men, he was conscious of a grisly discomfort in the presence of a crying woman. Can I do anything?

Its nothing, said Flick again. She dabbed at her eyes and smiled a faint smile. Do cut me some of that ham. Im simply famished.

But look here—

Flick attacked her meal composedly. She appeared to have womans gift of rapid change from mood to mood.

Is that coffee? she said. How splendid! She drank a mouthful. It warms one, doesnt it? she said. Makes one feel braver. I was only crying because I was a little scared. And — well, yes, because I suddenly happened to think of Uncle Sinclair.

Uncle Sinclair?

Do you remember him? He was staying with your uncle the time you saved my life. He hadnt married Aunt Francie then, and he and I were together all the time. She choked. This coffee is hot, she said in a small voice.

I remember him, said Bill. I liked him.

I love him, said Flick simply.

There was a silence.

Some more ham? said Bill.

No, thanks.

Flick stared into the fire.

Its horrible to think of leaving him, she said. But what was I to do? Bill nodded sagely. I had to run away.

Bill coughed. He wished to approach as delicately as possible the question of future plans.

Talking of running away, he said, I was rather wondering — I mean, had you any particular idea in your mind?

Only to get away.

I see.

You mean, said Flick, had I decided what to do afterwards?

It did cross my mind, admitted Bill.

Flick pondered.

Do you know, she said, at the time I dont think I had the slightest notion. But Im beginning to see now. I think I had better write a letter, dont you? I did leave a sort of note pinned to my pincushion, but that just said I was going away because I wouldnt marry Roderick.

You mustnt on any account marry that chap, said Bill decidedly. He still had a slight headache.

Oh, no, Im quite determined about that. But I think Id better write and say that Ill come back if they promise that I neednt marry him.

What made you suddenly find you couldnt go through with it? asked Bill.

It was something that happened this afternoon. A man came rushing up to him when he was with me on the Embankment, and Roderick was so frightened that he leaped into a cab and fled for his life, leaving me on the pavement.

Good Lord! said Bill. That must have been Judson. Its too long to explain now, but it just shows that even Judson is of some use in the world. He poured her out another cup of coffee. Ill tell you exactly what to do, he said. Write this letter and tell them that if they want you to come back on your conditions to advertise in the personal column of the Daily Mail. Have you got any money?

Oh, yes; plenty, thanks.

Then all you have to do is just to stick it out. Theyll probably quit in under a week.

I dont know, said Flick doubtfully. Uncle George and Aunt Francie are frightfully determined people. Uncle George is one of those little square-jawed men who never give way an inch. He was the one who fell into the pond, she said, bubbling reminiscently.

No, really? said Bill, amused. He made a pretty good splash, didnt he?

Ive never heard anybody fall into a pond before. I only wish it had been daylight so that I could have seen it.

If it had been daylight, Bill pointed out, he wouldnt have gone in.

No, theres always something, isnt there? Flick agreed. She got up. Well, I certainly feel ever so much better, she said. I needed that food. I suppose I ought to be going now, though I do hate leaving that fire. Have you ever noticed how cozy a room looks just when you have to leave it?

Going? said Bill. What do you mean?

Well, Ive got to find a room, havent I? Somewhere to sleep tonight. She looked ruefully at the Sealyham, who was on the rug gnawing the remains of a chop. Im afraid Bobs going to be rather a burden. Do you think a landlady would make a fuss about my having him? They usually own cats, and Bob gets so temperamental when he sees a cat.

Bill spoke decidedly.

Its absolutely impossible for you to go about trying to find a room at this time of night. Quite out of the question. You must stop here, of course. Ill clear out and intercept Judson when he gets back and take him off somewhere.

But where?

Oh, I know dozens of places where we can go.

Its awfully kind of you, said Flick, hesitating.

Not a bit of it. Weve got an old woman who comes in by the day and does the cooking, and so on. When you hear her in the morning, pop your head out and shout at her to bring you breakfast.

It will probably scare her into a fit.

Oh, no, shes a hardy old soul. Well, Ill be saying good night.

Good night, Mr. West.

Bill hesitated.

I wish you wouldnt call me Mr. West, he said. Surely when you were staying at my uncles you used to call me Bill?

I believe I did. She stooped and patted Bob, who rolled an eye up at her, but did not discontinue his meal. And you called me Flick.

Flick! exclaimed Bill. So I did. Isnt it funny how one forgets things?

Im rather good at remembering things, said Flick.

Well, good night, Flick.

Good night, Bill.

Ill be round in the morning sometime, and then we can discuss what youre going to do. He paused at the door. By the way, he added, youve — er — got—

He looked at her suitcase and decided that she probably had.

Good night, he said. See you tomorrow.

Good night, Bill, and thank you a million times for being so wonderful.

Not at all, said Bill modestly.

Bill went downstairs and out into Prince of Wales Road. He began to regret the necessity of having to wait here to intercept Judson. It was a very open question whether Judson, having money in his pocket, would revisit the home many minutes in advance of the morning milk; and meanwhile it was infernally cold. To keep himself warm Bill began presently to pace up and down the pavement outside the block of flats; and he was still doing this when there slouched through the pool of light cast by a street lamp near the door a wretched, travel-stained creature with dusty shoes and the beginnings of a cold in its head. It was a heart-rending sneeze indeed that first attracted Bills attention.

Judson!

The figure stopped and leaned wearily against the railings.

Hullo, Bill, o man. A groan blended with another sneeze. Oh, gosh, Bill, Ive had one rotten time!

What happened?

Judson mopped his forehead with his handkerchief and spoke for a while of blisters on the soles of his feet.

When you left me, he said, I sat in the cab for ages, wondering what the deuce you were up to. And then the cabby shoved his head in and wanted to know what the game was. I said, Stick around, George. Weve got to wait for the gentleman. Upon which the fellow got very nasty. Insisted on having his fare. And I had to cough up, darn it! Took all the money I had and left me owing him threepence. He said it didnt matter about the threepence and drove off with a cheery good night, and I had to hoof it all the way home. All the way home, Bill, o man! Gosh, I dont suppose Ive walked that far before in my life! Im all in, besides having blisters. Well, thank goodness, Ive got here at last. Now Im going to tumble into my little bed.

No, youre not, said Bill. Theres a girl in it.

Judson gaped.

A girl?

Ill explain as we go. You and I are going to sleep at the Jermyn Street Turkish baths tonight.

A girl in my bed? repeated Judson blankly.

Well, she may be in mine. Anyway Ive given her the flat for the night and weve got to go elsewhere. Ill tell you all about her on the way.

Judson sighed.

I might have expected something like this, he said resignedly. Everythings on the fritz nowadays. I havent had a bit of luck since I lost that lucky pig of mine. Never did find that pig. Oh, by the way, Bill—

Now what?

That cab. It cost me thirteen shillings and something. Call it a sovereign in round numbers. Id be glad to have that.

I suppose you would.

Youre surely going to refund it, arent you?

Bill turned, astounded.

Refund it? he cried incredulously. Who, me? Why, it was your cab!

The night closed in upon them.


CHAPTER VIII
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MR. COOLEY PARADENES pleasant domain at Westbury, Long Island, dozed in the April sunshine. It was the sort of day when any ordinary man would have been out in Gods air; but Mr. Paradene, being a book collector, was spending the afternoon in his library.

In front of him, as he sat at his desk, lay the most recent additions to his collection. The necessity of glancing at, dipping into, blowing spots of dust off and fondling these was interfering very much with the task he had on hand at the moment — to wit, the writing of a letter to his old friend Sinclair Hammond, of Holly House, Wimbledon, England. At the point where we discover him he had, indeed, got no further than the words, My dear Hammond.

He now assumed an expression of resolution, and dipping his pen in the inkpot, began to tackle his task squarely:

My Dear Hammond: Thank you for your letter, which reached me a week ago, and many thanks for again inviting me to pay you a visit. I am glad to say that at last I am able to accept your very kind hospitality. Unless something occurs to alter my plans, I propose to sail for England about the middle of next month. I am looking forward with the greatest eagerness to seeing you again.

I shall have one or two nice little things to show you. At the sale of the Mortimer collection I was lucky enough to secure quite cheap — only eight thousand dollars — Brownings own copy of Pauline (Saunders and Ottley, 1833), also Brownings own copy of Paracelsus (E. Wilson, 1835) and of Strafford (Longmans, 1837). I am sure, too, you will appreciate another capture of mine, the autograph manuscript of Don Juan, Canto Nine. This is entirely in Byrons handwriting and is the only canto lacking in Pierpont Morgans collection. I would not take twenty thousand dollars for it. I have also a few other good things which I will show you when we meet.

Since writing to you last I have, you may be interested to hear, adopted a son — a splendid little fellow — 

A knock at the door interrupted his writing. Mr. Paradene looked up.

Come in.

The English language is so nicely adapted to the expression of delicate shades of meaning that it is perhaps slovenly to be satisfied with describing the noise that had broken in on Mr. Paradenes composition as a knock. The word bang more nearly fits it. And Mr. Paradene frowned with quick displeasure. He was not accustomed to having his hermits cell battered upon in this fashion. His surprise when the opening door revealed Roberts the butler was extreme.

If there is one class of the community that has reduced knocking on doors to a nice art it is butlers. Roberts discreet tap had been until this moment a thing that blended with rather than disturbed the thoughts. Only some great emotion, felt Mr. Paradene, could have caused him to slam the panel with such vehement impetuosity; and the next moment the sunlight, falling on the butlers face as he moved forward, showed that his suspicion had been correct. Roberts was foaming at the mouth.

The expression foaming at the mouth is so often used to suggest a merely mental condition that it must be stated that in the present instance it is employed perfectly literally. A bubbly yellowish-white froth covered the lower part of the butlers face; and when he removed this with a vicious dab of his handkerchief other bubbles immediately presented themselves. Had Roberts been a dog Mr. Paradene would undoubtedly have been justified in shooting him on sight. As he was a man, and a trusted employe at that, he simply stared dumbly.

Might I speak to you, sir? said Roberts thickly.

What on earth— began Mr. Paradene.

I would like to be informed, sir, if Master Horace is to be a permanency in this household.

Mr. Paradene, hearing these words, felt like one who sees looming above the horizon a cloud no bigger than a mans hand. They struck him as significant and sinister. For there was that in the butlers tone that suggested disapproval of that splendid little fellow, his adopted son.

Mr. Paradenes mouth tightened. He was an obstinate man. Disapproval of Horace affected him personally. It implied criticism of his action in bringing him into the home, and he resented criticism of his actions, whether implied or spoken.

He most certainly is, he replied curtly.

Then, said the butler, blowing bubbles, I must ask you to accept my resignation, sir.

It speaks well for the benevolence of Mr. Paradenes domestic rule that this kind of announcement was an astonishing rarity in his life. Once in his house, servants were as a rule only too glad to stay. He had had only two cooks in fourteen years; while as for Roberts, that excellent man had joined up nearly eight summers ago and had looked until this moment as solid a fixture as the pillars that upheld the front porch. To see this devoted retainer blowing bubbles at him and talking of resigning his position afflicted Mr. Paradene with a horrible sense of being in the toils of some disordered dream.

What? was all he could find to say.

The sadness of this parting after so long and happy a union seemed to affect the butler too. His manner became less severe and his voice took on a tone of pathos.

I regret this, sir, deeply, he said. Nobody could have been more comfortable in a situation than I have been in your service, sir. But remain in the house if Master Horace is to continue here I cannot and will not.

The hasty and imperious side of Mr. Paradenes nature urged him to close this interview at once by withering the man with a few well-chosen words and sending him about his business. But curiosity was too strong for him. If he allowed Roberts to leave him without explaining the bubbles, he would worry himself into a premature grave. The thing would become one of those great historic mysteries which fret the souls of men through the ages.

Whats your objection to Master Horace? he inquired.

Roberts plied his handkerchief daintily for a few moments.

My objection, sir, is both general and particular.

What the devil do you mean by that? demanded Mr. Paradene, bewildered.

If I might explain, sir.

Go ahead.

Downstairs, sir, we do not like Master Horaces manner. One of the lower servants summed it up in a happy phrase not many days ago when he described the young gentleman as too darned fresh. We have so much affection — if I may take the liberty of saying so — for yourself, sir, that we have endeavored hitherto to bear this without complaint. But now things have gone too far.

Mr. Paradene leaned forward in his chair. Imperiousness had vanished and curiosity occupied his mind to the exclusion of every other emotion. At last, he felt, Roberts was about to speak freely of the bubbles.

A few days ago I refused to permit Master Horace to raid the larder for food.

Quite right, agreed Mr. Paradene. Makes him fat.

He appeared at the time to take this in a mutinous spirit. He called me one or two names which, said Roberts, brooding coldly, I have not forgotten. But this afternoon, just before he went out for his walk with Mr. Bastable, he approached me with an apology so amiable and apparently sincere that I had no alternative but to accept it. He then offered me an attractive-looking piece of candy, sir. This I also accepted. I have a sweet tooth. I did not immediately eat it, partly because I had only recently finished a hearty meal and partly because Master Horace specifically urged me to save it up. But when I—

Mr. Paradene was an oldish man, but he had been a boy once. A dazzling light shone on his darkness.

You dont mean there was soap in it! he exclaimed.

Exactly, sir, foamed the butler.

There was a pregnant silence. For a moment Mr. Paradene was, curiously enough, not so much shocked and horrified as filled with a sort of subtle melancholy, the feeling which the ancient Romans used to call desiderium.

It must be fifty years, he murmured wistfully, since I played that trick on anyone.

I, said the butler with austerity, have never played it, nor had it played on me. It came as a complete surprise.

Too bad, said Mr. Paradene, returning from the past and overcoming with some difficulty a desire to give way to a mirth which would obviously be ill-timed. Too bad. Young rascal! Ill have a talk with him. Of course, one can see the thing from his viewpoint.

I fear I am unable to do so, sir, said Roberts stiffly.

I mean, boys will be boys.

The butler expressed his disapproval of this too tolerant philosophy with a lift of the eyebrow so chilling that Mr. Paradene continued hastily:

Dont think Im excusing him. Nothing of the kind. Cant have that sort of thing. Certainly not! But, good gracious, Roberts, you dont want to throw up an excellent situation simply because—

I am leaving with the greatest regret, sir, I assure you.

Nonsense, nonsense! You arent leaving at all. Of course you arent! I couldnt get on for a day without you.

It is very kind of you to say so, sir, said the butler, beginning to melt.

Ill see the boy and make him apologize — apologize humbly. That will make everything all right, eh?

Well, sir—

And youll give up all this nonsense about leaving?

Well — if you wish it, sir.

Wish it? Of course I wish it. Good heavens, youve been with me eight years! You go back to the pantry and get yourself a good drink.

Youre very kind, sir.

And listen, Roberts. Its only fair that I should pay some sort of indemnity — like a nation does when one of its subjects starts something in another country, eh? Therell be an extra ten dollars in the monthly envelope from now on. Leave me, indeed! I never heard such nonsense!

The butler, who, like the month of March, had come in like a lion, went out like a lamb, leaving his employer chewing his pen. Mr. Paradene was worried. He hated to confess it even in the privacy of self-communion, but he was disappointed in Horace. He had not yet actually adopted the boy with full formality of legal papers, but the fact that he had proclaimed him as his adopted son made it impossible for a man of his obstinacy to draw back; and it was beginning to come home to him that the whole business had been a blunder. A magnificent gesture, true, and one that had most satisfactorily stunned brother-in-law Jasper and the rest of those grasping sycophants; but nevertheless a blunder. Yes, he feared he had been too impulsive. Impulsiveness had always been his besetting fault from boyhood up. He was trying to divert his thoughts from this unpleasant matter by finishing his letter to Sinclair Hammond when they were jerked back to their original channel by the sight through the open window of Horace himself, returning from his afternoon walk with Mr. Sherman Bastable, his tutor.

He watched the couple cross the lawn and disappear round the corner of the house. Horace, he noted, had a weary and sullen mien, in marked contrast to Mr. Bastables buoyant freshness. The tutor was a lean and enthusiastic young man, just out of college, who preferred brisk walking to any other method of locomotion. Horace, to judge from his expression and his drooping slouch, did not share his views.

It had frequently annoyed Mr. Paradene that his son by adoption, though of a chunky and athletic build, seemed to like to spend his time lolling in easy-chairs. This, he felt, was not the spirit that makes supermen, and quick irritation gripped him once more.

He was still brooding fretfully on the boys shortcomings when there was a sudden rushing noise without and Mr. Bastable burst into the room.

Mr. Paradene! shouted the tutor in a high, impassioned tenor. I will not put up with it!

Mr. Paradene was dumbfounded. Hitherto he had always found Sherman Bastable an exceptionally civil and soft-spoken young fellow, but now the man was transformed. His tone was one that would have excited comment in the focsle if used by the second mate of a tramp steamer. His face was flushed and contorted, and as he spoke he thumped the desk violently.

Ive had enough of it! he bellowed.

Mr. Paradene stared at him; and staring, became aware of something which in his first astonishment he had overlooked. He had felt vaguely right from the start that there was an oddness about the tutors appearance, and now he realized what had given him this impression. Sherman Bastable in his employers private and sacred library was wearing his hat! The spectacle brought Mr. Paradene, already simmering, to the boiling point.

It has got to stop! cried the tutor.

Take off your hat! said Mr. Paradene.

The words, designed to bring the young man to himself in a rush of shamed embarrassment, had the odd effect of amusing him. At least, he laughed. But it was a hideous, hollow laugh that seemed wrenched from his very vitals.

I like that! he cried. Thats good! Take off my hat? Yes, thats rich!

Youre drunk, said Mr. Paradene, purpling.

Im not!

You must be. You rush in here with your hat on—

Yes, said Mr. Bastable bitterly, I do. And perhaps youd like to know why. Because I cant get the damned thing off without skinning my forehead. That little brute of a boy has gone and rubbed glue all round the inside band, and now its melted. And I want to tell you, Mr. Paradene—

The things Mr. Bastable wanted to — and did — tell his employer were so numerous and couched in language so harsh and unguarded that one is forced to omit them. His final utterance, spoken a brief instant before he slammed the door, is the only one that need be recorded.

Im through! said Mr. Bastable. You can accept my resignation. I wouldnt stay here another day if you paid me a million dollars.

The bang of the door died away, leaving a quivering silence. Mr. Paradene stood for a moment plunged in thought. Then, going to a closet, he took out a long, slim cane; and, having swished this musically through the air once or twice, strode rapidly from the room.

II

OUT in the garden, meanwhile, in the shade of a large locust tree that stood near a handsome shrubbery of rhododendrons, the cause of all these upheavals in the home was relaxing after the fatigues of his afternoon walk. His young body at ease in a deck chair and his feet restfully supported by a small rustic table, the boy Horace lay with closed eyes, restoring his tissues. Beside him on the turf a glass, empty except for a fragment of ice, spoke pleasantly of past lemonade, and a close observer might have detected cake crumbs on the lads waistcoat. Everything was jake with Horace.

The warm sunshine invited slumber, and it was not immediately that the soft whistling from the shrubbery succeeded in penetrating to his consciousness. For some time the boy had attributed the sound to one of the birds that ranged the garden, but presently it became so persistent as to interfere with sleep. He opened his eyes and gazed drowsily in the direction from which it seemed to proceed. Having done this, he became aware of a face peering at him out of the rhododendrons.

One uses the word face in a loose sense. What met Horaces eyes was a mere congeries of features apparently carelessly assembled by an inexpert hand, few of them making any pretense of matching one another.

The nose appeared to have been designed for a far smaller man, whereas the chin, which jutted out like the cowcatcher of a train, would have caught the eye if attached to the body of a giant. The forehead, a narrow strip of territory separating the eyebrows from the fringe, was flanked by enormous ears that stood out at a majestic right angle.

To see this strange facial hash protruding from a rhododendron bush might have startled many people. Horace bore the spectacle with calm, almost with indifference. He yawned.

Hello, Joe, he said. Its you, is it?

Yes, its me, replied the other in a voice of marked surliness. Ive come to find out what youre doin, and I find you doin what I might have expected Id find you doin — doin nothing.

Im concentratin, said Horace casually.



Joe the Dip — for the visitor was none other — looked up and down the quiet garden and, satisfied that it was empty, emerged cautiously from his bush. Now that the whole of him had become visible, his social status was even more obvious than before. A criminal, evidently — and belonging, one would have said, to the executive rather than the organizing branch of his particular gang. If you wanted a man to scheme out some subtle confidence game you would pass over Joe. Not only was his head not the right shape for that kind of thing but in the circles in which he moved it was reputed to be constructed of solid bonzoline. But if, on the other hand, the task on the program involved the sandbagging of somebody down a dark alley, then you would beckon to Joe with an immediate Eureka! In build, he was a solid man of medium height, with thick and stooping shoulders. His feet were large and flat.

Concentratin, eh? he observed bitterly. Dats about the best thing you do, aint it? See here, kid, Ive made a long trip out to this joint to get next to youse, and what I want to know is, how about it? The boss is gettin worried.

Yeah? said Horace.

Were all gettin worried. Youve got it soft, aint you, sittin pretty in this swell home, livin off the fat of the land?

I dont eat fat.

Its about all you dont eat. I know youse. Lazy, dats what you are. If Id been here instead of you Id have got action long ago.

You would, eh?

Yes, I would. Whats keepin youse? Whats de snag?

Horace settled down more deeply into his deck chair and eyed his interrogator calmly.

I been thinkin, he said.

You got no time for that sort of thing, said Joe the Dip reprovingly. We got to get a move on.

Thinkin, proceeded Horace, whether we really want to rob Mr. Paradene.

Wot? gasped Joe. Thinkin wot?

Ive been going to the movie house down in the village, and it seems to me it dont pay to be a crook. No, sir! Every crook that reforms always turns up in a dress suit in the last reel.

Joe licked his lips feverishly. He seemed to be feeling that a stricter censorship was needed for the motion-picture industry.

There was one I saw last night, continued Horace dreamily, where an ugly bad-tempered crook puts a kid up to stealing from an old gentleman. Kind of a coincidence, wasnt it?

Here—

Well, the fellow hes robbin catches him an says that hes a big crook himself an he wants the kid to go to some town an get the reputation of being the honestest young man in the place and then hell come and spring somethin really big. An the kid goes and he does, an the big crook comes and says, Nows the time! An the kid says, No! Im honest an I like it, because Im president of the bank an everythin. And the big crook says, Thank God, I only did the whole thing to try and make you an honest man! What do you think of that?

I think its terrible, said Joe with emotion.

He stared at his young friend, breathing heavily.

Well, if you really want to know, said Horace, chuckling unfeelingly, I was only kidding when I said that was why I didnt want to rob old Paradene.

Joe heaved a sigh of relief.

Oh, if you was only kiddin—

The real reason why Im not going to—

Eh? cried Joe, starting violently.

I say the real reason why Im not going to is what you said yourself just now. You said I was sittin pretty, and so I am. Gee! I should be a fine chump, I should, doin anything that ud make me have to duck out of a swell joint like this. This is my dish! Youve got me adopted by this rich millionaire, and Im goin to stay adopted. Why, you poor simp, youve got about as much chance of havin me sneak those books for you as — well, I dont know what. Im here and Im going to stay here. And if you want those books you come and break in and pinch them for yourself. As far as Im concerned, the things cold.

Joe the Dip, as has been pointed out, was not a man of swift intelligence. The problems created by this appalling treachery on the part of his young ally were altogether too much for him. The situation made him dizzy. He was still wondering how this news was to be broken to the boss and what the boss, a man who disliked having his schemes go wrong, would say about it, when the sight of a figure coming out of the house drove him quickly back into the shelter of the rhododendrons. He crouched there, an unhappy man.

III

THE figure that had interrupted Joe the Dips train of thought was that of Mr. Paradene, with cane complete. The walk down the stairs and out into the garden had served only to intensify the wrath of that injured man. His eyes as he stalked along the lawn were gleaming fiercely and his mouth was tightly clamped. Mr. Paradene was on the warpath.

Horace, snuggling contentedly in his deck chair, watched his approach without qualms. No sense of coming peril disturbed his peace. The conscience of youth is not tender, and Horaces spoke no word of warning now.

Hello, pop, he said amiably.

Mr. Paradene was a man of action.

Ill teach you to feed my butler soap and put glue in your tutors hat! he said, and with this brief preamble embarked forthwith on the lesson.

It was not a simple task to try to inject sweetness and light into a boy of Horaces hard-boiled temperament, but what one man armed with a springy whangee could do Mr. Paradene did. A stranger, passing Cooley Paradene with a casual glance in the street, might have thought his physique too slight for any violent muscular effort. Horace, after the first few moments, could have corrected this impression. But then he was getting first-hand information.

There! said Mr. Paradene, at length desisting.

It shows how diametrically opposed two persons views can be on any given point that Horaces new father was dissatisfied with his work. He chafed at the inroads made by advancing years on a once wiry frame, and considered that heaviness of arm and scantness of breath had caused him to stop much too soon. Horace was not seeing eye to eye with him in this matter. Whatever his views on Mr. Paradenes lesson in deportment — and he had many — he certainly did not think that there had not been enough of it.

There! said Mr. Paradene again, breathing heavily; and turning on his heel, he stalked back to the house.

Not until he was out of sight did Joe the Dip venture to leave the shelter of the rhododendrons. But when it was plain that the intruder had definitely withdrawn he came out of his retirement, his face wreathed in unwonted smiles. His young friends yelps of anguish had been music to the ears of Joe the Dip. He had only regretted that the social convenances should have rendered it inadvisable for him to emerge and lend a hand in the good work. He surveyed Horace contentedly.

Laugh that off! observed Joe with quiet relish. Serves you right for bein a little double-crosser.

Horace gritted his teeth. He was still somewhat stunned by the dreadful unexpectedness of the recent massacre. Deceived by the benevolent exterior of Mr. Paradene, he had not suspected the existence of these hidden fires beneath the surface.

Whos a double-crosser? he demanded warmly.

You are, said Joe the Dip. And, say, listen, if it had of been me behind that stick you wouldnt have got off with a few taps like that. If theres one bozo in this world I got no use for its a little squirt that double-crosses his pals.

Horace glared. This censure stung him, for now he felt that it was unjust. In the last few minutes his views on existence in the Paradene home had undergone a striking alteration. He had mistaken it after a too superficial inspection for an earthly paradise; he now realized that there were attached to it drawbacks of the most pronounced kind.

Double-cross nothin! he exclaimed heatedly. You can go back and tell the boss that Ill have those books hes so crazy about if I have to dig em out with a chisel. Leave it to me! Im in this game now to get action!

At-a-boy! cried Joe the Dip enthusiastically.  Ats the way I like to hear youse talk!


CHAPTER IX
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IT IS ONE of the delightful features of the English spring that days occur in it — in fact it is almost entirely composed of days on which, as evening draws in, the temperature is such as to render an open fire agreeable, even necessary. The one that blazed in the grate of the sitting room of Bills flat in Marmont Mansions, Battersea, some ten days after Flicks impulsive departure from Holly House, was large and cheerful. It threw warm beams of golden light on the Sealyham, sleeping on the rug; on Bill, smoking in an armchair; on Flick, snug on the settee, her fair head bent over a pair of Bills socks, which she was darning. Bill, his pipe drawing nicely, had fallen into a pleasant train of thought.

After that hectic night in the gardens of Holly House life had settled down to a smooth placidity. Flick was comfortably established now in a bed-sitting room round the corner, having stumbled by good fortune on a house whose landlady, so far from objecting to dogs, had welcomed Bob with a motherly warmth and was now conducting a campaign of systematic overfeeding which had already begun to have grave effects on his figure. This admirable woman could also cook in a manner rare among her kind. So that Flick, though after the magnificence of Holly House she could hardly hope to find a bed-sitting room luxurious, had no complaints to make. Except for an occasional spasm of remorse brought on by remembrance of her Uncle Sinclair, she was enjoying life hugely. She liked the novel feeling of freedom. She liked the sense of adventure, and she particularly liked these daily visits to the home of Bill and Judson. The only phenomena in her new world which she did not like were those twelve photographs of Alice Coker, which seemed to stare at her with a hostile disdain every time she entered this room. She had now come definitely to the conclusion that she detested Alice Coker.

To Bill, also, the present trend of life seemed wholly excellent. In a vague way he realized that things could not go on like this forever, but he did not allow the thought to diminish his happiness. Being at an age when one does not look very piercingly into the future, he was satisfied to enjoy the moment, soothed by this atmosphere of quiet and sputtering fires and sock mending. He could not remember a time when anyone had ever darned socks for him. In the days of his careless prosperity he had simply worn the things until the holes became too vast even for his uncritical tolerance, and then had thrown them away. He lay back in his armchair, watching Flicks busy fingers, and told himself that this was life as it should be lived.

Flicks fingers stopped their rhythmic movement. She looked up.

What has become of Mr. Coker? she asked.

She was fond of Judson. He had at last got over his embarrassing habit of gaping at her like a fish, as if the sight of her in his sitting room made his senses reel, and there existed between them a firm and growing friendship. Their relations were those of a modified Desdemona and Othello. She liked him for the hardships he was undergoing, and he liked her that she did pity them. Judson had never met a girl more sweetly disposed to listen to his troubles. In a black world Flick restored his faith in human nature.

He told me he was going to look up Slingsby, said Bill, and felt the faint pricking of conscience which always came to him when the name of the London manager of the Paradene Pulp and Paper Company was mentioned. Recently he had rather permitted the dynamic Mr. Slingsby to pass out of his life, and the thought sometimes made him uncomfortable. He had achieved, he realized, absolutely nothing in the direction of fulfilling the mission which his Uncle Cooley had intrusted to him; and more and more this visit of his to London was beginning to take on the aspect of a pleasant vacation. This was all wrong, of course; but on the other hand, what could he do? As his uncle had justly remarked, if Wilfrid Slingsby was baffled by the problem of why the profits had fallen off, what chance had a novice like himself to solve it?

I didnt know he knew Mr. Slingsby, said Flick.

Oh, yes; I took him round to the office the other day and introduced him.

Flick resumed work on the sock.

Ive been thinking, she said. I dont like what you told me about Mr. Slingsby.

Oh, hes all right, said Bill with the tolerance bred of physical well-being.

I cant help feeling he may be crooked.

Bill smiled indulgently. This, he supposed, was what they called feminine intuition. The only trouble with it was that it didnt work. Common sense had long since caused him to abandon the doubts he had once entertained of Mr. Slingsbys honesty.

Oh, I dont know, he said. I wouldnt say I liked the man, but I dont suspect him of anything like that. Its true he has let the profits fall off—

And yet you said he was such a capable man.

Yes; but he explained the whole thing to me the day I lunched with him. I couldnt quite follow all of it, but it seemed straight enough. Business conditions and all that sort of thing, you know.

I see, said Flick, and there was a brief silence. Bill changed the subject.

Ive been thinking too.

Yes?

Wondering, said Bill, what your people are saying about your running away. It seems odd there hasnt been anything in the papers.

Uncle George would never allow anything to get into the papers. He would be much too afraid of the scandal.

They never put any reply to your letter in the personal column of the Mail. It begins to look as if they intended to stick it out.

Yes.

What will you do if they dont climb down?

Flick looked up with a quick flash of her cornflower eyes. That sudden, impish way she had of jerking up her head always fascinated Bill. It reminded him of a startled kitten.

I shall get a job somewhere. Im pretty good at typing and I can do a sort of shorthand. I used to work with Uncle Sinclair a lot at one time. At any rate, Im not going back to marry Roderick.

I should say not! Anything, said Bill sententiously, is better than marrying someone you dont love. Love is worth waiting for. One of these days youre bound to find a man youll fall in love with.



Am I?

Absolutely bound to. It comes over you like a flash, you know — quite suddenly.

Does it?

I remember when I first met Alice—

What sort of a girl is Miss Coker? Flick interrupted.

What sort of a— Bill found himself at something of a loss for words. It is a tough job describing goddesses. Why shes — But Ive told you all about her a lot of times.

So you have, said Flick demurely, returning to the sock.

Its been wonderful having somebody like you to talk to about Alice, said Bill. Judson isnt much use in that way. But youre different. Youre a real pal. I can—

Would she mend your socks? asked Flick.

The question seemed to disconcert Bill. He had recently come to regard sock mending as one of the noblest pursuits of woman, and it pained him to discover anything even remotely resembling a flaw in Miss Cokers perfection. But the fact had to be faced. Try as he might to envisage Alice mending socks, he could not do it.

Shes rather the dashing sort of society type of girl, you know, he said, and was aghast to find himself speaking quite apologetically.

I see.

There was a silence. From the fire a few glowing fragments of coal dribbled into the grate. The Sealyham on the rug gave a little whine as he chased rats through dreamland.

Dont you usually write to her on Tuesdays? said Flick carelessly.

Good Lord! Bill dropped his pipe and stared at her with fallen jaw. Id clean forgotten.

Youd better go and do it now or youll miss the mail.

Bill was conscious of a peculiar sensation. Analyzing this, he was horrified to realize that for an instant what he had been feeling was a reluctance to get out of his chair; a strange, evil shrinking from the delightful task of writing a long letter to the girl he loved. For one ghastly moment the thing had seemed a bore. Letters at Number 9, Marmont Mansions, Battersea, had to be written in the dining room, it happening to contain the only table in the flat that did not sway like a lily if leaned upon. And somehow the thought of leaving this cozy fireside and going into the dining room depressed Bill.

His better nature asserted itself. He heaved himself up and left the room. Flick, laying down the half-mended sock, sat gazing into the fire. Then, with a little impatient wriggle, she started sewing again.

She had been sewing for some minutes when the door opened and Judson came in.

Hullo! said Flick. We were wondering where you were. Is anything the matter?

Judson had flung himself moodily into the chair which Bill had vacated, disillusionment and dejection written plainly on his speaking countenance. He was not proof against this womanly sympathy.

Look here, he said. Ill tell you all about it. Youve got a kind heart. Youre not the sort who would simply kid a fellow.

I should hope not!

Well then, look here. You know as well as I do that there are moments, especially in this beastly country, where the wind always seems to be blowing from the east, when a fellow just has to have a nip of the right stuff to keep the cold out. Its a simple matter of health — medicinal. Ask any doctor. You admit that, dont you?

If it makes you any happier.

Well, with Bill West behaving like a darned policeman, Im pretty much up against it in this direction.

He says hes only doing it for your good.

Oh, Ive no doubt he has some story to explain his behavior, said Judson coldly.

Besides, he promised your sister to look after you.

There is only one word, said Judson with asperity, to describe Bills attitude of groveling servility to my sister Alice, and that word is sickening. It isnt as if she cared a hang about him.

Doesnt she?

Not a whoop.

But I thought they were engaged.

Perhaps they are. But be that as it may, you can take it from me that shes just using him. Im very fond of her, as a matter of fact, and she has always been decent to me; but a girl may be all right as far as her brothers concerned and still be a rough citizen when it comes to other men. Much as I like Alice, its no use kidding myself that shes not a flirt. Ever since Ive known her shes always had a dozen fellows on a string. Mark my words, shell let Bill down. Yes, sir! One of those days that boy is slated to get a jar thatll shake his back teeth out.

Flick, though she felt she would have liked to hear more on this theme, reluctantly decided at this point that she had no business to be encouraging these revelations. With a strong effort, therefore, she changed the subject.

Thats too bad, isnt it? she said. But what were you going to tell me? When you came in, you know. You said I had a kind heart and wouldnt make fun of you.

Oh, yes. The animation with which Judson had been discussing his sister left him. His moodiness returned. He spoke in a minor key, as befitted a painful story. I was saying that in this beastly raw, windy weather a fellow has simply got to have a drink now and then or his health gets undermined. And the trouble, as far as Im concerned, is that its a darned tough proposition to know which way to turn. This afternoon I thought I would try an outside chance.

What did you do? asked Flick, wondering. She had visions of Judson counterfeiting spectacular fainting fits in the middle of the street in the hope of getting restored with brandy.

I went to see if I could touch that man Slingsby.

Mr. Slingsby! Whatever made you go to him?

Well, hes old Paradenes London manager, and Bill is old Paradenes nephew and Im Bills best pal. It isnt as if there wasnt a sort of moral obligation. Anyway, I called on him at about four this afternoon. I can see now that I didnt choose a particularly good time for my visit. The man was in a thoroughly nasty temper — having, I discovered, just fired his stenographer.

Why was that?

I didnt find out, though I sat there all ready to be confided in if he wanted to slip me an earful. He isnt what you would call a very cordial sort of bird, that fellow. In fact, the whole atmosphere seemed to get so strained after Id been there about an hour and a quarter that I was in two minds about going away and leaving him flat. Only I wanted that drink, you understand. So I stuck around, and eventually he decided to close the office and put the cat out for the night and call it a day. It was then getting on for six and he said he was going home. I said I hadnt anything to do for a while, so I would come along with him.

He must have got very fond of you by this time, said Flick.

Well, I dont know, said Judson doubtfully. He seemed to me a trifle grouchy.

Thats strange. How do you account for that?

It beat me, said Judson. But, mind you, I wasnt worrying a whole lot about it. What I was thinking about was that drink.

By the way, said Flick, is this story going to end happily?

Eh?

I mean, does it end with you getting a drink?

Judson laughed a gruesome laugh.

Oh, I got a drink all right. He scowled darkly at the fire. Im coming to that. We left the office and got into the mans car—

Has he a car? What sort?

I forget. He did tell me. Winch-something.

Winchester-Murphy?

Thats right. Big gray limousine.

Expensive?

Looked as if it had cost the earth. And thats what makes it all so infernally despicable. Heres this man rolling in money and I gave him every opportunity to invite me to dinner, but he wouldnt bite. This was after we had got to his house.

Oh, he has a house, has he, as well as a big car? Where does he live?

Burton Street? No, Bruton Street. Its off that square — whats its name? — by Devonshire House.

Berkeley Square?

Thats it — Berkeley Square. You turn to the right. He lives halfway down in a biggish house on the left side. Well, we got out and he opened the door with his latchkey and stood there looking at me in a sort of expectant way, so I came in. And after a bit I came straight out with it as man to man and asked him if I could have a drink. And he said certainly.

Its very curious, said Flick meditatively, that he should have this expensive car and live in a place like Bruton Street.

And when it came, what do you think it was?

It costs a lot living anywhere round there.

It was cocoa, said Judson somberly; a cup of cocoa on a tray. And when I looked at it in a sort of stupor, if you understand what I mean, he said that Bill had told him that I was a strict teetotaler. Bill, mind you, who has been my friend for more than fifteen years! I explained to this Slingsby bird that he had got the facts all wrong, and hadnt he a drop of Scotch about the place; and the man, with a beastly mocking smile, said that cocoa was much better for me than Scotch, as in addition to being warming it contained nourishing fats. And then he said would I excuse him, as he had to dress for dinner.

I cant understand it, said Flick. If he lives in Bruton Street and has an expensive car he must be quite rich.

Crawling with money. And thats what makes it all the more—

But he cant get such a big salary as manager for Mr. Paradene. I wonder how much the London manager of a firm like Mr. Paradenes would get a year.

Judson was impressed.

I see what youre driving at, he said. You mean the fellows a crook. I can well believe it.

Of course, he might have private means.

Thats true, said Judson, damped.

But if he had he would hardly go on being just manager for someone else. He would be in business on his own account. A man in his position wouldnt be paid much more than a thousand pounds a year.

If that.

I dont see how he does it. . . . I want to think this out. You see, as far as I can make out from Bill, old Mr. Paradene has not paid very much attention to his business for the last few years. He is wrapped up in his old books and has just left things alone. It would be a splendid opportunity for a man in Mr. Slingsbys position to do something underhand.

And hes just the man who would do it.

Hes so clever, you mean?

I wasnt thinking of that so much, said Judson. What I feel is that there must be practically nothing to which a fellow who would offer another fellow cocoa on an evening like this wouldnt stoop. Thats the way I look at it. And laughing nastily, mind you, while doing so!


CHAPTER X
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FLICK SHERIDAN AND Judson Coker were not the only two people in London who were taking an interest in the affairs of Mr. Wilfrid Slingsby. Such are the ramifications of this complex civilization of ours that the movements of the manager of the Paradene Pulp and Paper Company had also come under the observation of no less a person than young Pilbeam, the real power behind that entertaining weekly, Society Spice, of which Roderick Pyke was the nominal and unwilling editor.

The morning after the conversation between Flick and Judson recorded in the last chapter, Roderick sat at the editorial desk of Society Spice gazing wanly at the galley proof of an article by his impetuous assistant which dealt with the nefarious activities of the race of turf commission agents — an article in the course of which, he pallidly noted, the name of Mr. Isaac Bullett was mentioned no fewer than three times, and not once in a spirit of genial praise. This series on Bookmakers Swindling Methods, initiated by Pilbeam, discontinued by Roderick, and resumed at the express orders of Sir George, had always reached a fair level of zippiness; but never, its reluctant sponsor felt, had it so outzipped itself as in the present installment. Young Pilbeam, dealing with the swindling methods of bookmakers, and using as his leading instance the laxness of the commercial code of Ike Bullett, made Juvenal seem like a tactful pacifist.

The pallor on Rodericks brow would seem to have been caused entirely by the perusal of this inflammatory piece of prose, and not at all by anxiety as to the safety and whereabouts of his vanished bride-to-be. Flicks departure, though it had acted like an earthquake on others of the family group, had apparently left Roderick unperturbed. On his arrival at the office, ten minutes ago, he had been in a noticeably cheerful frame of mind. He had even been whistling. But at the sight of the very first paragraph of Pilbeams philippic the whistle had died away and, like Flick, had not been heard of since.

To him, shrinking quivering in his chair, there now entered young Pilbeam in person, striding into the room with shining morning face, all pep, ginger, efficiency and alertness. This youth with a future was about twenty-three years of age, diminutive in stature and shinily black of hair. He wore a lively young check suit, and his upper lip was disfigured by a small fungoid growth of mustache.

He accosted his chief genially. A tactful man, he had never shown any disposition to rub his recent victory into Roderick. Roderick was still technically his superior officer and he always treated him as such.

Ah, said Pilbeam, having passed the time of day, I see youre reading that little thing.

Roderick, coming to himself with a start, dropped the little thing as if it had been an adder.

How do you like it? added the second in command; and without waiting for an answer proceeded, I say, Ive had a great stroke of luck. Happened by pure chance to stumble over something last night that looks pretty bubbly. We shall just be able to bung it into this weeks issue.

Roderick licked his lips — not with relish, but because they felt dry and cracked. The thought of bunging into this or any other weeks issue anything which a critic of Pilbeams exacting standards considered pretty bubbly gave him a dull, aching sensation in the pit of the stomach.

What is it? he asked hollowly.

Young Pilbeam removed his coat, hung it on a peg, donned a faded blazer bearing the colors of the cricket club which enjoyed his support on Saturdays, and, wielding a skillful pair of scissors, shaped from the cover of an old number of Society Spice the paper cuffs which it was his prudent habit to wear when in the office.

I happened to go and have a bit of supper last night at Marios, said Pilbeam, and there was a man a couple of tables off with a girl in pink. I didnt know the girl, but she looked chorus-girlish. I suppose she came from one of the theaters. The man was a chap Ive seen around the place, named Slingsby. Know him?

Roderick said he did not.

Wilfrid Slingsby. Does a good deal of putting up money for shows, and so on, explained Pilbeam. Sort of man youre always seeing at Romanos and that sort of place. Well, thats who he is, and he was sitting there having supper with this girl. And suddenly — Ever meet a girl named Prudence Stryker?

Roderick said he had not had that pleasure either, and endeavored somewhat austerely to make it clear to Pilbeam that his knowledge of the more roystering strata of London society was not so extensive and peculiar as he seemed to imagine.

American girl, said Pilbeam. Was in the Follies in New York for a long time, but came over last January to join the chorus at the Alhambra. Big, dark, Spanish-looking girl with black hair and large flashing eyes.

Roderick shuddered. Miss Stryker appeared to be the exact type of girl he disliked most, and he hoped that the story was not leading up to the information that his young assistant proposed to bring her to the office with a view to securing her reminiscences.

Well, Prudence Stryker suddenly came in with a chap, and no sooner did she see this fellow Slingsby having supper with this girl in pink than she gave a yell, rushed across the room, swept all the plates and glasses off the table, and then swung her right and plugged Slingsby a perfect beauty in the eye. Hows that, eh? said Pilbeam with the honest enthusiasm of a good scandal-sheet conductor. Not so bad, what? The only trouble is that the poor girl was so instantly chucked out by the management that I didnt get a chance to have a talk with her and find out what it was all about.

Why Pilbeam should allude to the muscular Miss Stryker, who had apparently acted so dramatically in accordance with her second name and with so lamentably little consideration for her first, as the poor girl, Roderick could not understand.

So what I thought I would do, said Pilbeam, was to go and interview this fellow Slingsby and bring back a nice story for this weeks issue. I find hes got an office in St. Mary Axe. I can pop down, get a statement from him and have the article in type by lunch time. Ill be off there as soon as Ive cleaned up these proofs.

Roderick looked at the enthusiast with a growing horror. It seemed to him as if fate was going out of its way to make life difficult. An article such as that envisaged by Pilbeam must infallibly lead to his incurring in his editorial capacity the enmity of this Miss Stryker, who would naturally be sensitive about the matter and disinclined to see it exposed to the myriad eyes of London in the staring nudity of print. And last nights drama showed with a hideous clearness what happened to those whom Prudence regarded with disfavor. A vision of himself being plugged a perfect beauty in the eye came to Roderick as vividly as if he had seen it in a crystal.

I dont think we want that story, he said tremulously. I cant use it.

Pilbeam stared at him, aghast.

But its a corker, he urged. Everybody who reads Spice knows Slingsby.

Roderick in his desperation snatched at the suggestion offered by this statement.

If hes as well known as that, he said, he may be a friend of my fathers.

No, no; not a chance of the boss knowing him.

There is, persisted Roderick. Why shouldnt there be? The man may be his closest friend for all you know. And you remember how furious he was the time you put in that story about Sir Claude Molesey and the Brighton bungalow. I shouldnt run the risk of having that sort of thing happen again if I were you.

Pilbeam looked thoughtful. Rodericks words had given him pause. The incident to which he had alluded was the only existing blot on the Pilbeam escutcheon. As nice a little Things We Want to Know, Dont You Know paragraph as he had ever written, and then it had turned out that the victim at whom it was directed was one of Sir Georges most intimate cronies. Most certainly he did not want that sort of thing to happen again. A way out of the difficulty came to him.

Ill go up and see the boss, he said, and ask him.

He removed the paper cuffs, changed the blazer for his check coat, and thus suitably attired left the room.

Up in his office on the fourth floor meanwhile Sir George Pyke was in conference with his sister Frances, and had been for the last half hour. The subject before the meeting was, as usual, the total disappearance of Flick.

Just think how long it has been since she ran away, Mrs. Hammond was saying, and how little weve done. Why, were no nearer finding her than we were two weeks ago.

I know, sighed Sir George, I know.

The proprietor of the Mammoth Publishing Company was looking more like a stuffed frog than ever. This matter of Flicks mutiny was weighing hardly upon him.

You surely do not suggest, I hope, he said, having taken a couple of Napoleonic turns up and down the room, that we should give in to her and insert that advertisement in the Daily Mail?

The last two words escaped him in a sort of miniature explosion of pent-up disgust. If Flick had only known, the one thing in the whole unfortunate business that had smitten her uncle most sorely was her tactless request that the family capitulation should be announced in the alien Mail and not in the home-grown Daily Record.

Certainly not, said Mrs. Hammond decidedly. Of course not. Nothing could be farther from my thoughts. I am only saying that we ought to take some definite step of some kind, and you, George, are our only hope. Sinclair is perfectly useless. Sometimes I am not sure that he does not in his heart of hearts secretly sympathize with the girl. You must do something, George, and at once.

Sir George frowned thoughtfully.

I did put the matter into the hands of a private detective, you know.

A private detective!

Using the utmost discretion, of course, Sir George assured her. I told him that Felicia was the daughter of an old friend of mine. Suggested that she must have been stricken with amnesia, which I thought rather a happy idea. But there have been no results. The fact is, these private detectives are no good — no good whatever. They exist only to take fees in advance and do no work to earn them.

The telephone buzzed discreetly.

Mr. Pilbeam would be glad if you could see him for a moment, Sir George.

Sir George turned from the instrument with the air of one whose troubles have been divinely solved.

Good gracious!

What is it?

I never thought of him! What an amazing thing! The one man ideally fitted for — Young Pilbeam wants to see me, he explained. You remember him? Does all the work on Spice. One of the brightest, keenest fellows in the place. A man in a million. The finest young chap for this sort of business in London.

Have him in at once! cried Mrs. Hammond excitedly.

I will.

To Frances Hammonds keen vision one glance at the assistant editor of Society Spice was enough to justify her brothers eulogy. Percy Pilbeam was not an ornamental young man; æsthetic critics would have found much to cavil at in his check suit, and physiognomists might have clicked their tongues disapprovingly at the sight of his mean little eyes and the unpleasant smile on his badly shaped mouth; but for the task in hand his qualifications stuck out all over him. He looked what he was — a born noser-out of other peoples coyly hidden secrets. She bowed amiably as Sir George, with a brief word, made them officially known to each other.

You wished to see me, Pilbeam?

Just a trifling matter, Sir George. I am on the track of rather a good story about a fellow named Slingsby — Wilfrid Slingsby. I just thought, before going any farther, that I would make certain that he did not happen to be a personal friend of yours.

Slingsby? Slingsby? Never heard of him. Who is he?

He has some sort of business in the city, and he is rather well known in theatrical and sporting circles about town. He has had a finger in backing one or two musical comedies.

Just the sort of man the readers of Spice are interested in.

Exactly what I thought, Sir George.

What has he been doing?

He was mixed up in a rather spectacular affair at one of the night clubs last night. I thought it might be worth following up.

Undoubtedly. Most decidedly. By all means follow it up.

Thank you, Sir George.

Oh, Pilbeam, said the big chief as that promising young man turned to go, one moment. He went to his desk and took out the photograph of Flick which he had recovered from the Whitehall Detective Agency after dispensing with that organizations disappointing services. I want you just to glance at this.

Pilbeam took the photograph and studied it deferentially.

That, said Sir George, thrusting his fingers into the armholes of the Pyke waistcoat and speaking in the loud, bluff, honest voice of the man who is about to do some hard lying, is a photograph of a Miss — Miss—

As is always the way on these occasions, he found himself utterly unable to think of a single name that sounded even remotely like the sort of name a girl would have. Mrs. Hammond stepped adroitly into the uncomfortable pause.

Miss Faraday, she said brightly.

Exactly, said Sir George, relieved. Miss Angela Faraday. The name pleased him and he repeated it. I want you, Pilbeam, to find that girl for me. She is the only daughter of a very old friend of mine.

She left home recently, said Mrs. Hammond.

Just so, said Sir George. Disappeared.

In fact, said Mrs. Hammond frankly, ran away. You see, Mr. Pilbeam, the poor child had only just recovered from a severe attack of influenza. You know how it is when you are recovering from influenza.

Quite, murmured Pilbeam; quite.

One is not responsible for ones actions.

We think, said Sir George, feeling on solid ground once more, that she must have got amnesia.

Yes, said Mrs. Hammond, there must be some reason like that to account for her staying away. There was no—

 — trouble at home, said Sir George. None whatever. Dont imagine that for an instant. The girl was quite happy; perfectly happy and contented.

Quite, said Pilbeam.

He spoke with unruffled calm, but inwardly he was a tortured man. His memory for faces being excellent, he had recognized the photograph the moment it was handed to him as a very good likeness of Rodericks fiancée, that pretty girl, the boss niece, who had called for Roderick at the Spice office a week or so ago. And the realization that he had stumbled upon the most gorgeous scandal of his whole career and that there was no hope of being allowed to use it in the paper was the bitterest thing that had ever happened to him. Not even on the occasion when, piqued by his persistent questioning as to the motives of his wife in suddenly removing herself to East Uganda, a large husband had kicked him down a full flight of stairs, had Percy Pilbeam felt sadder.

You are a fellow who goes about a good deal, said Sir George. I know that you have a sharp pair of eyes. Take that photograph, Pilbeam, and see if you cant find that girl. She must be somewhere. I must ask you, of course, to treat the matter as entirely confidential.

Quite, quite.

That is all then.

Very good, Sir George. I will do my best. And in regard to the other matter of which I spoke, I will call on this man Slingsby directly after lunch and see what I can find out.

Just so. And touching this business of Miss — er — Faraday, you will of course charge to the office any expense in which you may be involved.

Oh, quite, said Pilbeam; quite.

There was a ring in his voice which told his employer that in that side of the affair at any rate he might rely on him implicitly.


CHAPTER XI
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IN THE HEART of the city of Londons bustle and din, some fifty yards to the east of Leadenhall Market, there stands a small and dingy place of refreshment bearing over its door the name of Pirandello. In addition to alluring the public with a rich smell of mixed foods, the restaurant keeps permanently in its window a dish containing a saintly looking pigs head flanked by two tomatoes and a discouraged lettuce. There are also cakes of dubious aspect scattered here and there. Through the glass you can see sad-eyed members of the Borgia family in stained dress suits busily engaged in keeping up the ancient traditions of the clan.

In the narrow doorway of this establishment, about three hours after Pilbeam had left Sir George Pykes office in Tilbury House, Bill West was standing with his young friend Judson Coker. They were looking up and down the street with an air of expectancy.



Youre sure this is the right place? asked Judson in a voice of melancholy. The Gioconda smile of that placid pig had begun to weigh upon his spirits.

Its what she said in her telegram — Pirandellos in Leadenhall Street.

Very mysterious, the whole thing, said Judson, frowning at the pig.

Ah! said Bill, stepping from the doorway. He had observed Flick threading her way through the traffic from the other side of the street.

Flick, in marked contrast to Judson, seemed in the highest spirits. She waved cheerily as she eluded a passing van. She sprang onto the pavement with a gay leap.

So you got my wire? Thats splendid. Come in; Im hungry.

You arent going to lunch here? said Judson incredulously.

Certainly. Its a very good place. Henry recommended it strongly. He always lunches here. He said he would have treated me today, only hes in conference with another man at Blakes Chophouse.

Henry? said Bill, perplexed. Whos Henry?

The office boy where I work.

Bill and Judson exchanged a bewildered glance.

Where you work? said Judson.

Where you work? said Bill.

Yes; thats what Ive come to tell you about. Thats why I wired to you to meet me here. Ive got a job as stenographer at the London branch of the Paradene Pulp and Paper Company.

What?

I cant explain till Ive had something to eat. You idle rich dont realize it, but working gives one an appetite.

They followed her dazedly into the restaurant. A warm, sweet-scented blast of air smote them as they entered. Flick sniffed. Smell the cocoa! she said to Judson. Doesnt it tantalize you? She sat down at one of the marble-topped tables. Mr. Cocoa likes coker, she said to Bill. I mean Mr. Coker likes cocoa.

Bill, staring in astonishment at Judson, found the latter eying Flick with the reproachful look of one who has been disappointed in a friend. The light-hearted girl appeared unaware of his penetrating gaze. She was busy with a waiter, who accepted her order dejectedly and wrote it down on a grubby pad with a noncommittal air, as if disclaiming all responsibility.

There, said Flick, when the lethal provender was on the table and they were alone once more. Now we can talk. I chose this place because nobodys likely to come in here.

Not unless theyre dippy, said Judson gloomily, poking cautiously at his plate.

Bill, who was less wrapped up in the matter of food than his fastidious friend, was able to turn his mind to the extraordinary statement which Flick had made a moment back.

Youve got a job with Slingsby? he said, marveling. What on earth for?

Because I suspect that sinister man, and I want to keep an eye on him.

What is this? demanded Judson, who had now summoned up courage enough to swallow a mouthful. I know its paraffin, but what have they put in it?

I dont understand. When did you get this job?

This morning at ten oclock.

But how?

I just walked in and said I heard there was a vacancy for a stenographer.

How did you know there was?

Mr. Coker told me so last night. He spent the afternoon with Mr. Slingsby. There must be something awfully attractive about Mr. Coker, because Mr. Slingsby simply wouldnt let him go. Would he?

Eh? said Judson absently.

I said Mr. Slingsby just kept you sitting in his office for hours yesterday, didnt he?

Im off that man for life, said Judson with somber emphasis. I have no use for him.

You see, said Flick. Mr. Coker thinks theres something wrong with him too. We had a long talk last night, she went on, after you had gone off to write your letter, and we came to the conclusion that Mr. Slingsby is a thoroughly bad man.

What on earth made you think that?

Flick sipped daintily at the odd muddy liquid which the management laughingly described as chocolate.

What would you think of a man whos probably got a salary of a thousand pounds a year or so and runs a Winchester-Murphy car and lives in Bruton Street?

Why shouldnt he live in Bruton Street? asked Bill, mystified. His knowledge of London was small.

Bruton Street, Berkeley Square, said Flick. You have to be pretty rich to live there. Anyhow you want a good deal more than a thousand a year.

But Slingsby goes in for theatrical ventures. He told me so. He probably makes a lot out of those.

Well, how did he get the money to go in for theatrical ventures? Its no use arguing. The man is a crook. He must be. Apart from anything else, he had a black eye when I called on him this morning.

A man like that, said Judson in a hard voice, is bound to get a black eye sooner or later. I wish I had given it him.

A black eye? What do you mean?

Just what I say. Now, do honest men get black eyes? Of course they dont. And besides, anybody could tell that he wasnt straight just by looking at him.

That mans a scoundrel of the worst and lowest description, said Judson.

How do you know? said Bill.

Never mind, said Judson darkly. I have my reasons.

He pushed away his plate, and nibbled in a disheartened way at a roll. Bill turned to Flick again.

Tell me exactly what happened, he said.

All right, said Flick. I lay awake in bed last night for ever so long, thinking over what Mr. Coker had told me — about Bruton Street and the car, you know. And the longer I thought, the fishier it looked. And then I remembered that Mr. Coker had also said that when he called at the office yesterday Mr. Slingsby was in a bad temper because he had just got rid of his stenographer. It occurred to me that if I called early enough in the morning I might get there before he had sent out to some agency for another, and, luckily, I did. I saw Mr. Slingsby and he engaged me at once. Didnt ask for references or anything.

To Bill, though he had little knowledge of what was the customary ceremonial that led up to the engaging of stenographers, this seemed somewhat unusual. Surely, he felt, the proceedings were not always so rapid as that! The fact was, Mr. Slingsby had happened to be in a frame of mind that morning in which his ideal of feminine attractiveness was something differing in every respect from Miss Prudence Stryker; and Flicks fair slimness, so opposite to the brunet heftiness of that militant lady, had soothed him on the instant. She would have had to be a far less efficient stenographer than she was to fail to secure the post.

Well, there I was, said Flick. He told me to start right in, so I started right in. Theres a dear old clerk in the office who has been there for years and years. He was under three other managers before Mr. Slingsby, and it wasnt long before he was talking to me about the terrible state of the business now as compared with the dear old days. I suppose I encouraged him a little, but he gave me the impression of being the sort of man who would have confided in anyone who was ready to listen.

She purred triumphantly over her chocolate. Bill, in spite of his sturdy belief that this was all nonsense and that the well-meaning girl had started off on the wildest of wild-goose chases, could not help being interested. As he sat there thinking another aspect of the matter struck him.

But look here, he said, why are you doing all this — going to all this trouble, I mean?

Flick looked up with that swift kitten look of hers. There was something odd in her expression which puzzled Bill.

Why shouldnt I go to a little trouble to help you? she said. Were pals, arent we?

There was a silence. For the briefest moment Bill was conscious of a curious feeling, as if the atmosphere had become suddenly charged with something electric. There had been a look in Flicks eyes as they met his for an instant that perplexed him. He felt that he hovered on the brink of some strange revelation. Then the spell was shattered by Judson.

I want the body, said Judson, who had seemed plunged in a deep coma for the past few minutes, to be sent to my people in New York.

Flicks seriousness vanished as quickly as it had come. She laughed.

What a fuss you are making! she said. I shant take you out to lunch again in a hurry. The foods perfectly good. Look how Im eating mine.

Women are extraordinary, said Judson, refusing to be cheered. They must have cast-iron insides.

Dont be indelicate, Mr. Coker. Remember, there are gentlemen present.

Ive seen my sister Alice wolf with obvious relish, said Judson, stuff that would kill a strong man. A womans idea of lunch is ptomaine germs washed down with tea and iced lemonade.

The mention of the absent Miss Coker had the effect of producing another momentary silence. But almost immediately Flick hurried on.

I was telling you about this old clerk, she said. He seemed to have the worst opinion of Mr. Slingsby as a business man. I cant remember all he said, but one thing did strike me as curious. He told me that almost all the wood pulp is being sold, at prices which allow only the smallest profit, to a firm named Higgins & Bennett.

Well? said Bill.

Well, said Flick, doesnt that seem odd to you? Only the smallest profit!

But you dont understand. Thats just what Slingsby was talking about at lunch that day. Business conditions—

Nonsense! said Flick decidedly. Its fishy and you know it is. Because he told me something else. He said that a letter had come from a firm offering a much higher price than Higgins & Bennett, and that he had particularly noticed that no deal for this had been entered in the contract book, showing that for some reason or other Mr. Slingsby had refused the offer. What do you think of that?

It does sound queer.

Im glad you admit it. It sounds very queer to me, and Im going to keep my eyes open. . . . And now I think you had better be escorting me back to my office or I shall be getting dismissed on my first day. Henry tells me three-quarters of an hour is the official time for lunch.

Bill was thoughtful as they walked toward St. Mary Axe. A simple-minded young man, he found these puzzles uncongenial. And suddenly another disturbing thought struck him.

Look here, he said, is it safe for you to be round these parts? Arent you apt to run into somebody you know?

Of course not. Uncle George never comes into the City. Im as safe here as I am in Battersea.

Oh well, thats all right. I was only wondering.

They stopped at the entrance of the building on the third floor of which the Paradene Pulp and Paper Company had its offices. And as they stood there a young man in a vivid check suit came out, a small young man with close-set eyes and the scenario of a mustache. He was walking rapidly and in so preoccupied a condition that he almost cannoned into Flick.

I beg your pardon, he said.

Flick smiled forgivingly, and turned to Bill.

Good-by, she said. Good-by, Mr. Coker.

Good-by, said Judson. Youll be coming to dinner tonight?

Of course.

Flick entered the building and started to climb the stairs. The young man in the check suit, who had been tying his shoe lace, straightened himself and followed her. He moved cautiously, like a leopard.

This stupendous stroke of luck, coming so unexpectedly out of a blue sky, had for a moment almost unmanned Percy Pilbeam. He had recognized Flick the instant he saw her, and that feeling that comes to all of us at times of a mysterious power benevolently guiding our movements flooded over him. If he had terminated his interview with Mr. Wilfrid Slingsby two minutes sooner — and Mr. Slingsbys attitude and behavior on being questioned about last nights affray had given him every excuse to do so — he would have missed the girl. As it was, everything was working out with the most perfect smoothness. Though he had recognized her, Flick, he was certain, had not recognized him. She was entirely unaware that she was being trailed. The only thing he had to do was to ascertain where she was going and if she intended to stay there long, and then to send word to Sir George Pyke to come and get her.

Warily he tiptoed after her up the stairs. They reached the first floor. They reached the second. They reached the third, and Pilbeam, peering with infinite caution, saw the girl pass through a door the ground-glass window of which bore the legend Paradene Pulp and Paper Company. It was now necessary only to wait and see if she was paying a brief visit or if she intended to remain. Pilbeam camped on the stairs and the minutes went by.

When a reasonable period of time had passed without any sign of Flick he hurried downstairs. In the doorway he paused and scribbled a note. This he gave, with a shilling, to a passing boy. Then he stationed himself in the doorway to await Sir Georges arrival.

II

IN ASSUMING so complacently that Flick had not recognized him Percy Pilbeam had made a tactical blunder. It is true that in the first moment of their meeting he had seemed a stranger, but suddenly, as she started to mount the stairs, her subconscious mind, which, after the helpful habit of subconscious minds, had been working all the time on its own account, sounded an alarm. Vaguely, in a nebulous, uncertain fashion, she began to feel that somewhere at some time she had seen this check-suited young man before.

But where?

And when?

She had just reached the second floor when memory leaped into life as if she had touched a spring. It was in Rodericks office the day when she had called to take Roderick out to tea, that ever-to-be-remembered day when all the trouble had started. This was the man — Pilbeam? Wasnt that his name? — who assisted Roderick in the control of Society Spice.

It was lucky that this illumination came to Flick with such a startling abruptness, for this very abruptness had all the effect of a physical shock. It actually jerked her head sideways as if it had been a blow. And so it came about that out of the corner of her eye she was enabled to see her pursuer just a moment before he made one of his wary slidings into the shadows on the staircase. An instant later, and she would have missed him.

She gave a little gasp. Of all the unpleasant sensations that can attack us in this world, one of the least agreeable is the feeling of being hunted. A brief flurry of panic shook Flick. Then, pulling herself together, she went on up the stairs. Peril quickens the wit, and she had thought of a plan of action. The success of this plan depended entirely on whether that other door in Mr. Slingsbys private office — a door whose existence she had completely forgotten until her subconscious mind, that admirable assistant, now presented a picture of it for her inspection — led anywhere. It might, of course, be merely the entrance to a cupboard, in which case she was trapped. But hope seemed to whisper that a man of Wilfrid Slingsbys evil mind, a man who got black eyes and sold wood pulp cheap to Higgins & Bennett when he could have disposed of it more advantageously elsewhere, would be extremely likely to select for his office a room with a bolt hole for use in case of emergency. She entered the office with a high heart.

A loud and angry voice proceeding through the door had warned her before she turned the handle that a disturbed atmosphere prevailed within. She found Mr. Slingsby in a state of effervescing fury, engaged in a passionate passage with Henry the office boy.

One cannot altogether blame Wilfrid Slingsby for his lack of self-control. His unfortunate encounter with Miss Prudence Stryker at Marios Restaurant overnight had brought him to the office in mood of extreme edginess, and when a good lunch had to some extent pulled him round he had been plunged into the depths once more by the totally unforeseen intrusion of Mr. Percy Pilbeam. These things upset a man and render an office boys whistling more than ordinarily disturbing to the nerves. The consequence was that Henry, a dreamy youth who was apt to forget his surroundings when he became absorbed in his work, had scarcely got halfway through the latest song hit before something that seemed for an instant like a charge of cavalry shot out of the private office; and the next moment young Master Smith — Henry was one of the Smiths of Somers Town — was being told things about himself which even the companions of his leisure hours — and they were a candid and free-speaking band — had never thought of saying. Mr. Slingsby, roused, had a large vocabulary and Henry was getting nearly all of it.

The instinct of self-preservation rules us all. Flick, though their acquaintance had been so brief, was fond of Henry, and had her own affairs been less pressing might have attempted to create a diversion. As it was, she merely welcomed the fact that Mr. Slingsby was busy outside of his private office and walked into that sanctum without a pause. And there was the second door, beckoning her.

Flick opened this second door and thrilled with exquisite relief. It was not a cupboard. The door led into a passage. The passage in its turn led to a flight of stairs. The stairs led into a small dark courtyard full of boxes and barrels. And the courtyard, after she had threaded her way among these obstacles, proved to lead into a street. Flick reached this street, and hurrying down it without a backward look, left the premises of the Paradene Pulp and Paper Company forever.

III

A MATTER of half an hour or so after Flicks departure a cab stopped at the main entrance of the building and Sir George Pyke sprang out. Pilbeam, leaving his doorway, advanced, gamboling about him like a faithful dog.

Where is she? In here? demanded Sir George, a man of few words.

Quite, said Pilbeam, a man of fewer.

They entered the building, Pilbeam explaining as they climbed the stairs the events that had led up to this tense situation — events which he had had neither time nor space to record in his brief note.

Youre sure it was the right girl?

Quite.

Now what in the world, mused Sir George, as they halted outside the door, could the fool of a girl be doing here?

Pilbeam, baffled by the same problem, forbore to speculate. They went into the office. A meek and chastened Henry took Sir Georges card into the inner room, where Mr. Slingsby, outwardly calm once more, but inwardly still a mere volcano, scrutinized it captiously.

Whos this?

Dunno, sir.

Whats he want?

Dunno, sir.

Well, show him in, blast him, said Mr. Slingsby forcefully.

We have already seen Wilfrid Slingsby considerably persecuted by fate, but even in the brief interval which has elapsed since his last appearance another blow had befallen him. On top of all the Prudence Strykers, Percy Pilbeams and whistling Henrys that had recently made life so hard to bear, he had now discovered that his stenographer had mysteriously disappeared at just the time when he needed her assistance most. There were a number of important letters waiting to be dictated; and if the plight of a man all dressed up and having no place to go is bad, that of one full of dictation with nobody to dictate it to is hardly less enviable. Small wonder that the world looked black to Wilfrid Slingsby.

The Episode of the Vanishing Stenographer, as Mr. Slingsby would have called it if he had been a writer of detective stories, had that quality of utter and insane inexplicability which makes a man moan feebly and stick straws in his hair. He had with his own eyes seen her come in, and now she simply was not. The thing got right in amongst Wilfrid Slingsbys nerve centers; and just as he was feeling that he could stand no more, he saw sailing in in the wake of Sir George the loathly figure of young Pilbeam.

It is a curious phenomenon, which can be vouched for by anyone who has ever boiled an egg, that a slight increase of provocation added to a bubbling fury produces a condition strangely resembling calm. The water which has hissed and shrieked in the saucepan seems to subside almost phlegmatically when it reaches boiling point. It was so with Mr. Slingsby now. The sight of Pilbeam seemed to produce in him a kind of frozen inertness. With his unblacked eye he looked venomously at his visitors, but he did not spring from his chair and bite them in the leg. And though his fingers closed for an instant on the large inkpot on his desk, he released it again.

Pilbeam did the honors.

This is Sir George Pyke, of the Mammoth Publishing Company, Mr. Slingsby, he said.

Do you publish Society Spice? asked Mr. Slingsby in a dull voice.

Among a great number of other papers, replied Sir George with a touch of pomposity.

Ah! said Mr. Slingsby. He toyed with the inkpot once more, but again relaxed his grasp.

Pilbeam proceeded briskly to business. He had had a word with the elderly clerk in the outer office while waiting, and ascertained the reason of Flicks presence in this place.

We have just discovered, he said, that your stenographer is the daughter of an old friend of Sir Georges, Mr. Slingsby. She recently left home—

Amnesia, said Sir George.

Quite, said Pilbeam.

Indeed? said Wilfrid Slingsby, still in the grip of that sinister calm.

Sir George glared impressively. He intended to stand no nonsense from this man. Mr. Slingsbys black eye and the knowledge of how it had been acquired had made an unfavorable impression.

I have come to take her back to her home.

Oh, have you?

The poor girl is in an unfit state to be wandering about alone.

Oh, is she?

And so, said Sir George imperiously, I should be obliged, Mr. Slingsby, if you would produce her.

Wilfrid Slingsby, his mind working with cold swiftness during these exchanges, began now to see his way to getting a bit — a small bit, but nevertheless a bit — of his own back. He forced a winning smile into his bleak face.

I should be only too glad to produce her, as you put it; but she is not here.

She came in here.

Exactly — and went away again. She said she had a headache and wanted to go home, so I let her off for the afternoon.

But Ive been watching the door and she didnt go out, said Pilbeam keenly.

Yes, said Sir George; how do you account for that?

You are at liberty, said Mr. Slingsby, to search the premises if you wish. Here are the keys of the safe, and the drawers of this desk are not locked. The wastepaper basket, as you see, is empty. I imagine, he continued, for the solution of the puzzle which had been vexing him had now presented itself, that she went out by that door there, which leads to another exit. By now, I expect, she is well on her way home.

What is her address?

Seven, Paradise Walk, Earlsfield, said Mr. Slingsby promptly.

The locality had not been selected by him at random. Paradise Walk, Earlsfield, was, he knew, in a particularly unpleasant part of London and had in addition been quite recently the scene of a rather unusually spectacular murder. Mr. Slingsby was not without a faint hope that the inhabitants, if given to that sort of thing and having nothing better on their hands, might turn their talent for slaughter in the direction of his visitors.

Thank you, said Sir George.

Not at all, said Mr. Slingsby.

Much obliged, said Pilbeam.

Dont mention it, said Mr. Slingsby.

The visitors picked up their hats. As the door closed behind them there came into Mr. Slingsbys drawn face something almost resembling a smile of happiness.


CHAPTER XII
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THE CALLOUSNESS OF Nature in times of human suffering has been commented on so often by poets and others that it has become a truism. If Nature had possessed a heart, the day following that on which Sir George Pyke and his young assistant had visited the office of Mr. Wilfrid Slingsby would have been one of dark clouds and weeping skies. As it was, it reached a level of bright serenity that had not been equaled in London since the summer of the previous year. Tilbury Street, whose inhabitants still seemed to be boiling cabbage as if their lives depended on it, stewed in the sunshine, so that horses drooped their heads and strong men went gaspingly about their work, counting the minutes till the pubs should open. The pavement in front of Tilbury House was all inlaid with patinas of bright gold, and sparrows, reveling in the warmth, chirped merrily as they lunched in the gutters. In a word, all Nature smiled.

Nevertheless, as has been suggested by our opening remarks, there were aching hearts in Tilbury Street, hearts to which the glorious weather brought no balm. Chief among these was that of Percy Pilbeam. He sat in the office of Society Spice in that dismal half hour that precedes luncheon, brooding miserably. Of all sad words of tongue or pen, the saddest are these: It might have been; and the thought of how narrowly he had missed pulling off the coup of a lifetime gnawed at Pilbeams vitals like a vulture.

If only Flick had proved less elusive, what a triumph would have been his! Sir George would have showered commendation upon him, and what is more, could hardly in decency have avoided giving him a handsome raise of salary. Instead of which — 

It is a defect in the characters of Napoleonic men that they are apt to demand from their subordinates success and nothing but success. To come within an ace of triumph advances the subordinates stock not at all. Indeed, it rather depreciates it. Pilbeam realized that he would now be standing considerably higher in Sir Georges esteem if he had never got on Flicks trail at all. His employer had exhibited a disquieting disposition to blame him for everything that had happened.

Number 7, Paradise Walk, Earlsfield, had proved, when reached after a long and expensive journey in a taxicab, to be an evil-smelling bird-and-snake shop, owned by a dirty and cheerful old man with gray whiskers and a skullcap, who had proceeded to answer their inquiries for Flick by urging them to examine his stock with a view to purchase. Sir George had read into the mans words a suspicious evasiveness, and it had been his idea that they should sit down and wait. The memory of that vigil had seared Pilbeams soul deeply, and the recollection of the long green snake which he had suddenly found nestling in his lap was destined to haunt him for many days.

Eventually the realization that Mr. Slingsby, in his low fashion, had sent them to a false address had dawned upon them both at about the same time; and they had gone away, pursued to the last by the owner of the shop, who wanted to do a sacrifice deal on a parrot. The last they had seen of him before threading their way through the local murderers and starting back for civilization, he was standing in the street with the parrot on his shoulder, doing some spirited price cutting. It was just about this point that Sir George had become peevish.

Pilbeam sighed. It was hard that he should be blamed for what was none of his fault. Sir Georges statement that he ought to have had the sense to know that a man like Slingsby, with one eye black and the other gleaming with the light of pure deceit, would naturally send them to a wrong address struck him as unjust. Still, there it was. He had failed and he was suffering the penalty always meted out to failure in Tilbury House.

He had just begun to busy himself with the revision of an article on Plague Spots of the West End — he was alone in the office today, Roderick being absent with a cold in the head — when a boy in buttons entered, bearing a form.

Gem to see you, sir.

Pilbeam took the form listlessly. His sufferings had had the effect of subduing his normal pep and ginger, and for a moment, so greatly did he desire solitude in his hour of travail, he had the churlish intention of telling the boy to say that he was out. Then his eye fell on the name written on the paper in his hand — Judson Coker.

Something stirred at the back of Pilbeams mind. Coker? Why was that name vaguely familiar? Coker? Why were those two simple syllables somehow oddly significant? Coker? Where had he heard — 

He gasped, awed by the sudden suspicion of a terrific possibility. Now he knew where he had heard the name before. Good-by, Mr. Coker. They were the last words that infernal girl — for so he was now unchivalrously accustomed to think of Flick — had spoken before going into her office building. Good-by, Mr. Coker. He remembered it distinctly. And then he had asked her if she would be coming to dinner, and she had said Of course. What could this mean but that she was in the habit of visiting this Coker so frequently that her presence at his dinner table had become a matter of course?

What sort of a looking fellow is he? he cried.

The boy in buttons seemed perplexed. It was not usual for the editorial staff of Society Spice to demand word portraits of visitors.

A kind of bloke, he said vaguely.

Pilbeam perceived that to continue examining this unprofitable witness would be wasting time. The thing to do was to have the fellow up and inspect him face to face. Unusual as the name Coker was, he dared not allow himself to hope that this could be the same man. That would be too much like a miracle. Yet, as he waited, nervously pulling at his small mustache, he could not keep himself from hoping. And when the door opened and Judson was ushered in he saw with a pang of excitement which seemed to stop his heart beating that his hope had been fulfilled. The million-to-one chance had come off. This was the fellow he had seen yesterday in St. Mary Axe.

Come in, come in, he cried ecstatically. Do take a seat, wont you?

Thanks, said Judson, a little surprised at this cordiality, but rendered by it distinctly happier. It began to look to Judson as though his mission was to be plain sailing.

It was the story which Flick had told on visiting the Marmont Mansions on the previous evening that had brought Judson Coker today to the office of Society Spice. Flicks description of Pilbeams pursuit and how she had eluded it had been spirited and absorbing; but though all of it had interested him, the point that interested him most had been the revelation that Roderick was not the only official in charge of things at the Spice office. His knowledge of the inner workings of weekly paper offices was slight, and he had assumed until now that the only person to whom he could apply for a correction of that paragraph about Toddy van Riter and the Silks was the fellow who had batted Bill West over the head with his stick — obviously a man of the worst and one from whom it would be hopeless to seek justice. The discovery that Roderick had a partner altered the whole aspect of the affair.

He had come here, of course, in a spirit of the utmost wariness and caution. Very much on his guard, Judson was. On no account, he realized, must he let fall a word that would establish in the mind of this man a connection between himself and Flick. Pilbeam, he understood from Flicks narrative, was acting as a sort of amateur bloodhound as far as she was concerned. It caused Judson a faint amusement as he sat down to reflect what a lot this man would give to know that he lived in a flat to which the girl he was hunting came every night for dinner.

What did you want to see me about? asked Pilbeam.

Well, its like this, Judson began: You had a piece in your paper a couple of weeks ago—

Pilbeam looked at his watch.

I didnt know it was so late, he said. You havent lunched yet, have you?

No, said Judson, thrilled from head to foot by a sudden spasm of hope. In his wildest dreams he had never foreseen a bit of luck like this.

How about coming out and having a bite? I can see youve got all sorts of interesting things to tell me, and we can talk better at lunch.

So we can, said Judson enthusiastically. So we can.

Youre American, arent you? said Pilbeam.

Yes.

Then well go to the Cheshire Cheese. You must see the Cheshire Cheese. You arent a teetotaler by any chance?

No! said Judson vehemently.

I only asked because they have some rather special port—

Port! whispered Judson.

Tawny port.

Judsons eyes closed for a moment in a prayerful ecstasy.

Lead me to it, he said in a low, reverent voice. It is strange how the views of different people concerning any given individual can differ. There were men in London, dozens of them, who heartily disliked Percy Pilbeam. If you had asked Wilfrid Slingsby what he thought of the young man behind Society Spice it would have taken him ten minutes to reply, and scarcely a word of his remarks would have been printable. Yet Judson Coker found him one of the most delightful fellows he had ever met.

The Cheshire Cheese, that historical tavern, pleased Judson immensely. Its old associations, it is true, made but small appeal to him, and he was only tepidly interested in Doctor Johnsons chair; but the lark-steak-and-kidney pudding, that famous specialty of the house, went with a bang from start to finish. Washed down with tankards of old ale, it appealed to all that was best and deepest in Judson. By the time the tawny port arrived he was in a mood so mellowed that it was difficult for him to realize that the man with the slightly blurred outline sitting opposite him had not been a trusted friend since the days of boyhood.

Besides, apart altogether from the port and the old ale, Pilbeam had endeared himself to Judson by his thoroughly sympathetic and understanding attitude in the matter of that Silks article. It was unforgivable, declared Pilbeam warmly, that such a mistake should have occurred. But a man of the world like Judson would understand how hard it was to keep a paper like Society Spice free from these occasional errors.

Of course, of course!

They would creep in from time to time.

Exactly!

But it should be corrected in the very next issue.

Awfully good of you, said Judson.

Not at all, not a-tall, said Pilbeam.

Oh, but it is!

No, no.

Oh, but it is!

Not a bit.

Oh, but it is but-i-toz but it is! insisted Judson with enthusiasm.

He drained his glass and gazed with goggle-eyed affection at this obliging man, whom he liked, he was now convinced, quite a good deal better than anyone else in the world.

Ill write an article myself, said Pilbeam, putting the matter straight. And look here, we dont want any more mistakes — Id better send you proofs.

Hows that?

Proofs.

No, sir! Judson waved his hand in a wide and generous gesture. Dont want any proofs. Take your word for it.

Proofs of the article, explained Pilbeam gently, so that you can see it before it appears.

Oh — ah!

Where shall I send it?

Nine, Marmont Mansions, Battersea.

Right! said Pilbeam. And now, he went on, for triumph had made him kindly, tell me all about the Fifth Avenue Silks. You must have had a great time. I cant think how you ever happened to get the idea.

It was a flushed and uplifted Pilbeam who parted from Judson outside the Cheshire Cheese at a few minutes after two and made his way with great strides down Fleet Street to Tilbury House. The sight of Sir Georges limousine drawn up at the curb told him that his employer had returned from lunch. He went straight up to the office on the fourth floor.

Well? said Sir George.

His manner was distant, but Pilbeam had been prepared for a cold reception. He would, he told himself, soon thaw the ice.

I have great news, Sir George. I have found out where we can make inquiries of Miss—

There was an uncomfortable pause. Pilbeam had forgotten the name and so had Sir George. The latter, after a moment of swift thinking, decided on candor.

Perhaps I had better tell you, Pilbeam — I am sure that you will treat the information in the strictest confidence.

Quite.

The girl is my niece.

Is that so! said Pilbeam, trying to inject a sharp amazement into his voice.

My niece, repeated Sir George with gloomy impressiveness.

It makes me all the happier that I have found her, said Pilbeam devoutly.

Found her!

Well, amended Pilbeam, found the place which she seems to be visiting every day.

He told his story with the crisp expertness of one accustomed to squashing the vice of a great city into a column and a quarter. Sir George listened, rapt.

Pilbeam, he said, I knew all along that I could rely on you.

It is very kind of you to say so, Sir George.

I train my young men to be bright, and you are the brightest of them all. You may take this note to the cashier.

I will, said Pilbeam fervently, pocketing the slip of paper. Thank you.

Sir George rose.

I shall go at once to this Marmont Mansions you speak of. I shall see this man Coker—

I dont think he will be in for some time, said Pilbeam. When I left him he was saying something about going and having a nap in the park.

Then I will wait for him. And when I see him, said Sir George portentously, I shall stand no nonsense!

II

A POWERFUL car was standing outside Marmont Mansions when Sir George Pyke arrived at that storm center. Beside it, one foot on the running board, a pleasant-faced young man of impressive physique smoked a cigarette. This young man watched Sir George as he alighted and approached. He had no recollection of ever having seen Sir George before, nor did his appearance seem in any way familiar to the older man. Yet they had met and in dramatic circumstances.

Sir George was peering up at the building. His chauffeur had told him that a policeman had told him that this was Marmont Mansions, but there was no name over the door to prove it. He decided to seek a further opinion.

I am looking for Marmont Mansions, Battersea, he said.

Right here, said the young man agreeably.

Thank you.

Not at all. Nice day.

Very, said Sir George.

He passed through the doorway. The young man, who seemed to be expecting someone, resumed his vigil. Presently he smiled and waved his hand. A girl in a floppy and unbecoming sealskin coat was advancing briskly along the pavement. Sir Georges chauffeur, sitting stolidly at his wheel a few yards down the street, eyed her with approval. He had a nice taste in female beauty, and not even the sealskin coat could hide the fact that Flick was an unusually pretty girl.

Here I am, said Flick. Havent I been quick? What do you think of the coat?

Fine, said Bill.

It isnt. Its awful. But it was the only thing I could get that was warm enough. I borrowed it from my landlady.

She climbed into the car and settled herself cozily.

The idea of hiring a car and taking Flick for a drive out into the country had come to Bill as a luminous inspiration while they lunched together in the neighborhood of Shaftesbury Avenue, a locality which seemed well outside the danger zone haunted by Sir George Pyke and his minions. The fineness of the day had not escaped their notice, and they had decided that it would be unwise to waste it. Bill, moreover, being a young man used to the possession of a car of his own, had been experiencing for some days that restless and starved sensation which comes to habitual motorists whose motoring is cut off for any long period. His fingers itched to close themselves over a wheel again, and he had sent Flick off to her lodgings to borrow a warm coat while he negotiated for the hire of a car for the afternoon. He climbed in after her.

Where would you like to go?

Its lovely out at Hindhead.

All right. How do you get there?

And of course anywhere down on the river is wonderful.

Well, you choose.

But they were destined to go that afternoon neither to Hindheads majestic heights nor to any silvery reach of old Thames. While Flick was still trying to make her choice the decision was taken out of her hands. Bill, leaning back in a restful attitude, was startled by a little squeak of dismay, and looking up, saw that she was staring with round and horrified eyes at something beyond him. Turning his head, he perceived that the stout man who had asked him for Marmont Mansions had returned and was coming out of the doorway.

Quick! gasped Flick. Oh, be quick!

Bill was quick. Though not an abnormally intelligent young man, he gathered that this was no time for waiting and asking questions. He started the car without a word and they began to glide off; and as they did so the stout man uttered a sharp bellow and became a thing of leaping activity.

The reappearance of Sir George at this point was due to the fact that he had got tired of ringing the bell of Number 9. There appeared to be nobody at home, and he had decided that it would be more comfortable to wait — and he intended to wait for hours if necessary — down below in his limousine. The sight of Flick seemed to him, as it had seemed to Percy Pilbeam twenty-four hours earlier, direct evidence that Providence looks after the righteous. It was only when he saw her being borne rapidly away from him that he realized that his position was not so advantageous as he had supposed.

In this crisis Sir George lost his head. He shouted uselessly. He galloped along the pavement. Not until Bills car was twenty yards away and moving swiftly westward along the Prince of Wales Road did it occur to him that he, too, had a car and that the pursuit could be conducted far more agreeably on wheels than afoot. He waved like a semaphore to his chauffeur.

Hi! he shouted. Here! Hi! Briggs! Come on, you fool!

The chauffeur, blandly unemotional, stepped with dignity on his self-starter. He drew up beside his fermenting employer. Sir George sprang in and gesticulated with both hands in the direction of Albert Road, the corner of which Bill and his companion had just turned at a high rate of speed.

Ur! Ur! gurgled Sir George.

The chauffeur touched his cap aloofly. He gathered that his employer wished him to pursue the other car, but he was not thrilled. It took more than this sort of thing to excite Augustus Briggs.

III

 THAT was Uncle George, said Flick. Bill had deduced as much. He nodded and glanced over his shoulder.

It still is, he replied briefly, and drove his foot down on the accelerator. They whirred over the Albert Bridge.


CHAPTER XIII
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ONCE STARTED IN flight, the human instinct is to keep on running. It was not immediately, therefore, that Bill recovered from the first stark desire to be elsewhere as quickly as possible and began to turn onto the situation the searchlight of clear reason. For perhaps ten minutes or a quarter of an hour his faculties were entirely occupied with the desire to shake off pursuit; and with this end in view he kept his large foot firmly on the accelerator and paid only the most meager attention to the hurriedly expressed criticisms of the various traffic policemen dotted here and there about the winding route.

If he had a thought outside the bare, primitive craving for speed, it was a feeling of relief that he had taken the trouble to hire from the garage a really good car. It was as if some presentiment had warned him not to accept the quaint old relics which they had offered him at the start of the negotiations, but to hold out firmly and coldly till they produced a real hummer. His motorists eye had told him after one glance at the engines that this was a car of quality, and events were proving his judgment sound. With a smooth and effortless efficiency, it was eating up the asphalt like a racer.

They snapped across Chelsea Embankment, purred up Oakley Street and, turning to the left at the Fulham Road, began — though Bill was not aware of it — to cover the same ground which he and Judson had gone over that night when they had followed Roderick to Wimbledon Common. In Putney High Street they were enabled to draw away for a while, for the limousine — to Sir Georges manifest discomposure, though Briggs the chauffeur accepted the blow with wooden calm — got itself blocked by a brewers dray just across the bridge; whereupon Bill, dexterously imitating the ingenious tactics of the hunted hare, turned down Lacy Road into Charlwood Road, turned again into Felsham Road, and so, doubling on his tracks, crossed Putney Bridge once more and bowled along the Fulham Palace Road, to emerge finally into the bustle of King Street, Hammersmith. It was a maneuver which might well have settled the issue; but Augustus Briggs, for all his woodenness, was an astute fellow; and looking over his shoulder as they reached Hammersmith station, Bill was annoyed to perceive the limousine swerving lithely round a truck, still in the game. It was at this point that he began to examine the situation.

What on earth is all this about? he asked.

Its Uncle George.

I know. But what are we running away for?

Because I dont want him to catch us.

Why not?

The question deprived Flick momentarily of speech. Bill filled the hiatus in the conversation by dodging an omnibus and turning sharp to the left up Addison Road.

What do you mean? said Flick, astonished.

Well, said Bill, skillfully avoiding manslaughter with a quick twist of the wheel, what can he do if he does catch us?

It had begun to irk his haughty spirit, this headlong flight from a little man with a double chin whom he could have destroyed with a finger. He would have guaranteed, if challenged to mortal combat, to clean up Sir George and Briggs the chauffeur, too, inside a couple of minutes. In the vivid phrase of Mr. Isaac Bullett, he could butter the pavement with them both. Yet here he was fleeing like the wicked man in the Proverbs, permitting himself to be chevied by these persons all over London. The pride of the Wests put up a strong protest.

What on earth can he do? he demanded again. He cant tie you up and drag you home against your will.

I know, said Flick. Its just that I cant face him.

Why not? persisted Bill, just contriving to avoid diminishing the juvenile population of Ladbroke Grove by one.

You dont know Uncle George, said Flick, shaking her head. Hes such a compelling sort of man. So frightfully sort of hypnotic.

Oh, come! protested Bill.

Well, you know what I mean. He glares at you and tells you to do things and you just do them. When he looks at me I always feel like a rabbit and a snake.

How do you mean, you feel like a rabbit and a snake? said Bill, puzzled.

Well, you know, sort of hypnotized. Im sure if my door hadnt been locked that night, and he had been able to come in and glare at me, I should have lost my nerve altogether and come meekly down to dinner instead of running away. If he catches us I know exactly what will happen. I shall have to go back with him.

Nonsense! Be a man!

Well, thats how I feel.

Bill was in many ways a simple soul, but he had lived long enough in this world to know that a womans whims have to be respected, however apparently absurd to the view of the more earthy male. And in a dim way he could follow Flick and understand her position. Until he had got used to him, he had found Ridgway, his late manservant, affecting him in rather the same fashion. Ridgway had had quiet but decided views on ties and hats; and many a time, Bill remembered, he had had his way in these matters, sternly overriding the preferences of the man who paid him his wages. One cannot argue about personality. Its compelling power has to be accepted as a fact. If Flick felt like that about her Uncle George and shrank so timorously from the prospect of meeting him, then Uncle George must be shaken off if it took the last drop of gasoline in the tank.

He pulled the wheel round and they shot away in an easterly direction, and from this point the affair took on a dreamlike aspect which precluded coherent thought. Bill had no notion where he was going. Like the heroine of a melodrama, he was lost in London. His simple policy was to take any road which looked smooth and fairly empty and to skim down it till he came to another road possessing the same desirable qualities. And always the limousine followed. It was impossible to get away from it in the traffic, and Bill yearned for the open country. And suddenly, when he had least expected it, the houses began to thin and he was thrilled by the discovery that there really was an end to this sprawling city after all.

So sedulously had Bill twisted, retwisted and kept on twisting his steering wheel that, though he had started out along the Portsmouth Road, he was now heading for Hertfordshire. And presently London, with its tram lines and traffic, was left behind and they were out on the open road.

Now, said Bill, teeth grimly set, well show em!

Although this car of his was but a hired one, he had come in the course of this adventure to love it like a son. It was a beautiful car, obviously only recently tuned up by expert hands, and what it needed to give of its best was just such a broad highway as now lay before it. Tram lines and traffic fret and hamper a car of spirit. What it craves is space. This it had now got, and the roar of the engines as Bill pressed down his foot sounded like a joyful cheering. The needle on the indicator crept up to forty, then swiftly to forty-five.

Laugh this off! growled Bill over his shoulder at the pursuing limousine.

It was as if Augustus Briggs had heard the provocative words. He did not attempt to laugh it off, for he was a chauffeur and by the rules of his guild not allowed anything beyond a faint smile at the corner of his mouth; but he did indulge for an instant in this faint smile. The idea of a Cardinal Six — for such he perceived Bills car to be — attempting to give the dust to his own peerless Brown-Windsor excited in him an almost jovial contempt; and so sudden was the bound which the limousine made as he opened the throttle that a hen down the road which had planned to make a leisurely crossing saved its valuable life only by a frenzied leap in the last split second.

And so, going nicely, they passed through New Barnet, Hadley Wood, Potters Bar and St. Mimms, and came to the town of Hatfield. And it was outside Hatfield, just before you come to Brocket Hall, that the long, long trail reached its abrupt end.

Bill had not been unaware of the new touch of grimness added to the chase. He had noted the chauffeurs spurt and had answered it by putting his needle up into the fifties. But now a chill feeling of impending defeat had begun to lower his mood of exultation. Something seemed to tell him that the car behind had just that extra turn of speed which was going to make all the difference. Sticking doggedly, however, to his guns, he was endeavoring to urge the Cardinal Six to a gait which its maker had never contemplated, when the disaster occurred which subconsciously he had been anticipating all the time.

There was a sudden loud report. The Cardinal Six swerved madly across the road, nearly jerking the wheel out of his hands. And when he had managed to get it into control, he was made aware by a harsh bumping that the worst had happened. At the very tensest stage of the race he had been put out of the running by a burst tire.

The tragedy had taken place almost immediately opposite the neat little gate of a neat little house standing back from the road behind the shelter of a quickset hedge. Bill brought the car to a stop and looked behind him. The limousine, a couple of hundred yards in the rear, was coming up like a galleon under sail. He grasped Flicks arm. It was a moment for swift action.

Come on! he cried, and jumping out, they ran through the gate.

The garden in which they found themselves was one of those beautifully trim preserves whose every leaf and petal speaks eloquently of a loving proprietor. Neat little sticks supported neat little plants. Neat little gravel paths ran between neat little flower beds. It was the sort of garden from which snails, wandering in with a carefree nonchalance, withdraw abashed, blushing and walking backwards, realizing that they are on holy ground. And it should have affected Bill and Flick, those human intruders, with the same self-conscious awe.

But Bill and Flick were in a hurry, and when we are in a hurry we forget our better selves. In such a maze of flower beds it was obviously impossible to keep to the paths. Taking Flicks hand, Bill raced diagonally across country to where a shrubbery seemed to offer at least a temporary refuge.

From a window on the ground floor an agonized purple face glared at them with an expression of pure hatred. Two frenzied hands beat madly on the pane. A protesting wail like that of a tortured demon came to their ears, muffled but awesome.

They stopped for neither apologies nor explanations. Hand in hand, they trampled over the beds and were in the shrubbery. There they halted, panting; and presently observed, shooting in at the gate, the projectilelike form of Sir George.

II

SIR GEORGE PYKE had marked with a stern triumph the accident that had checked the Cardinal Six. It had seemed to him like retribution overtaking the wicked. So greatly did it stimulate him that he yielded once again to that overmastering impetuosity of his, and instead of waiting to be driven up to the gate banged imperiously on the glass and bounded from the limousine while still a good twenty yards down the road. The long period of physical inaction had told upon his nerves and he was impatient to be up and doing. As quickly as his little legs would carry him, he scuttled along the hedge and bolted in at the gate.

He was halfway across the flower beds, following the clearly defined track of his quarry in the mold, when a roar so loud and anguished that it compelled attention brought him to a momentary halt:

Stop! You! What the devil do you think youre doing, you —— , — you?

He perceived a large, mauve-faced individual in golfing costume gesticulating forcefully from the steps of the house.

 — ! — !! — !!! added this person, driving home his point.

So great was Sir Georges absorption in the business in hand that it is doubtful whether mere words, however eloquent, would have stopped him for long. The speaker had used two adjectives and a verb which he had never heard before, but it was not the desire to pause and inquire into the meaning of these that caused him to remain. What rooted him to the spot was the sudden appearance from behind some bushes of a second man, in corduroy trousers, and the thing about this second man that so compelled respect was the fact that he carried a large and dangerous-looking pitchfork, and — as if this were not enough — was accompanied by a weedy dog of raffish aspect, which now trotted up and began to sniff in a strong, silent way at Sir Georges calves. Sir George looked at the dog, and the dog, using one rolling reddish eye for the purpose, looked at Sir George. He could never, even with his face in repose, have been a handsome dog, and now his appearance was made definitely repellant by a slightly updrawn lip, revealing a large white tooth. Pressing as his engagements were, Sir George decided to linger.

The man in the golf suit came up.

 — ! — ! he began, enriching Sir Georges vocabulary with a new noun.

The owner of the neat little house and garden, though he looked and behaved like a retired Indian colonel of the old school, was in reality no such thing, but technically a man of peace. He was, in fact, no other than Montague Grayson, the well-known writer of sunny and optimistic novels, and it would have been a distinct shock to his large public could they have beheld him in his present frame of mind. And yet had they known all the facts, they could hardly have denied that his wrath was justified.

If there is one thing that wakes the fiend which sleeps in us all it is getting stuck in the big chapter of a sunny and optimistic novel. For nearly three hours Montague Grayson had been writhing in his study like a lost soul, trying to inject whimsical humor and gentle pathos into the pivotal scene of his new book. And when, looking out of the window for the hundredth time, he saw Flick and Bill plowing through his beloved flower beds all the hatred which he had been feeling toward his hero and heroine became instantly diverted to them. He had not thought it possible to dislike any human beings so much until, coming out of the house and catching sight of Sir George, he realized that what he had felt for Flick and Bill had been but an pale imitation of the real thing. If Montague Grayson had been a Dante he would have gone straight off and started writing a new Inferno in which Sir George would have occupied a position in the middle of the innermost hell. As it was, he contented himself with bounding out into the garden, his bosom seething with that perilous stuff that weighs upon the soul.

 — you, sir! — and — you! bellowed the ex-sunny and optimistic man, brooding over Sir George like a thunder cloud. It should be mentioned here in further extenuation of Mr. Graysons peevishness that he had had a bad mornings golf. What the — do you think youre doing?

Sir George drew himself up with what dignity he could muster, painfully conscious of the dog, which was plainly waiting only for a word of encouragement from the man up top before starting to give free play to his worst nature.

My niece— he began.

You come trespassing in here, trampling on my flower beds—

I am sorry—

Whats the good of being sorry?

I should explain that my niece—

Ive a good mind to shred you up and sprinkle you under the rosebushes.

The man with the pitchfork, an enthusiast in any scheme that made for the good of his flowers, nodded silent approval of this plan. The dog breathed asthmatically.

If you will allow me to explain, sir—

Explain! What possible explanation can there be? Its an outrage!

I—

Look at those beds! Covered with your beastly hoof marks!

My niece—

To Bill and Flick, lurking in the shrubbery, only the authors portion of this dialogue had been audible, but that had been enough to send them creeping onward through the bushes with all the speed that they could command. A respect for other peoples property is deep-seated in most of us, and already the heinousness of the crime that they had committed was heavy upon them. There is something about the mere act of treading on somebody elses flower beds that automatically puts back the clock and makes us children again; and Bill and Flick, as they slunk away, were feeling about ten years old. It was just such behavior as theirs that led to no jam for tea, and they felt their position deeply. It was not till the shrubbery ended in a small hedge and they found themselves out in a field dotted with sheep that the sense of guilt left them, to be replaced by one of elation. Deplorable though their conduct might have been, it had at any rate had the excellent result of giving them a breathing space. From the way the interview between Sir George and Mr. Grayson was developing, it looked as if their pursuer might be occupied for quite some time.

Take care! said Flick suddenly, and dropped on the grass. Bill joined her, flopping as if his legs had been mown from under him.

Whats the matter? he asked a little querulously, for his nerves were not what they had been at the start of this affair, and he was shaken.

Flick pointed. Above the hedge that rimmed the field rose the silhouette of the limousine. Against the pale sky the profile of Augustus Briggs stood out like something carven. Calm, Augustus seemed, with the calmness of the man who is able to unhitch his brain at will and think of absolutely nothing. Only the smoke rising from the cigarette that appeared to be glued to his lower lip showed that he was alive.

Bill looked at Augustus keenly. He was thinking hard. A superbly strategic plan was beginning to shape itself in his mind. At this point good fortune sent to him precisely the ally he required. Close beside them, looking down on them with youths frankly inquisitive stare, was standing a small boy.

Hullo, said Bill, smiling ingratiatingly.

Hullo, said the boy. He spoke reservedly, as if wishing to convey that he committed himself to nothing. He was a grave-looking boy with the pinched face of one on whom the cares of the world press heavily. He seemed worried about the cosmos.

Do you want to earn half a crown?

Where is it?

Here.

Yes, said the boy, having examined the coin critically. Bill pointed.

See that car?

Yes.

If I give you this half crown will you start throwing stones at it?

Stones?

Stones.

Dyer want me to throw stones at that car?

At that car, said Bill patiently.

And youll give me that alf crown?

Yes.

An instant before one might have thought that it would have been impossible for this stripling to smile, so strained and careworn had been his face; but now his head seemed suddenly to split in the middle. A vast grin gleamed like a gash beneath his snub nose. Stunned for a moment by the stupendous reflection that he was going to be paid a huge sum for indulging in his favorite sport, he recovered swiftly. He took the half crown, bit it, put it in his mouth and retired. At a leisurely pace he crossed the field and for an age-long minute there was silence and peace. The sheep browsed in the grass, birds twittered their evensong in the trees, Augustus Briggs smoked his cigarette in the front seat of the limousine.

Then things began to happen.

Appearances to the contrary, the mind of Augustus Briggs was not wholly a blank as he sat at his wheel placidly savoring his gasper. His was the quietude of deep content. This rest from the chase, with the opportunity it afforded for a couple of whiffs, was just what he needed most. So far from having unhitched his brain, he was thinking quite deeply, the object of his thoughts being the tip he had received that morning from the butler on tomorrows three-oclock race at Hurst Park. The butler, a knowledgeable man, had recommended an investment on Soapy Sam, and the more Augustus examined the prospect the better it looked. By this time tomorrow it seemed practically certain that he would be a richer man by a matter of ten shillings.

The reflection soothed Augustus Briggs. He gazed almost with benevolence at the small boy who was crossing the road. He was not fond of small boys as a rule, but in his mellowed mood he did not actively dislike this one. He would not have adopted him; but on the other hand, he would not have clipped him on the side of the head. He watched him indulgently as he disappeared through the hedge. Then he turned to his thoughts again. Two bob on Soapy Sam at five to one — 

Something whizzed across the road and clanged against the bonnet of the car. For an instant Augustus Briggs sat gaping. Then, peering over the side, he saw that what had struck the bonnet was a large, jagged flint. And a moment later he observed bobbing up over the hedge a grinning face.

Gor! exclaimed Augustus, and as he spoke a second flint found its billet.

The chauffeur was not a man of deep sensibility. Toward most of the phenomena of the world through which he moved his attitude was one of superior indifference. A primrose by the rivers brim a simple primrose was to him, and it was nothing more. But one thing he did love with a strong and holy passion, and that was his paint. And the impact of those flints on his shiny bonnet caused him an anguish more acute than that which he would have felt had his own head been their target. With one short, sharp wail he leaped from the car, raced across the mud and burst into a torrent of eloquence.

The hedge, it grieved him to discover, formed an impenetrable barrier. It was one of those hedges through which boys can glide like eels but which cannot be negotiated by chauffeurs fearful of tearing their uniforms. He had consequently to be content with mere words. And while he stood there, sketching out a list — necessarily incomplete, for it had been compiled on the spur of the moment, but nevertheless impressive — of the things he proposed to do to the boy if he caught him, Bill and Flick hurried silently out from their ambush.

Augustus, startled by the noise of engines, spun round. The car, with a wholly unauthorized driver at the wheel, was moving rapidly out of sight.

III

IT IS pleasant to be able to record that Bills first act on returning to the metropolis was to drive, guided by Flick, to Sir Georges house in Manchester Square and leave the limousine outside the front door. He had no desire to add larceny to his other offenses against the gentleman. This done, he hailed a cab and took Flick off to a restaurant to dine. He was feeling in need of refreshment after the activities of the afternoon, and it had become evident to both of them that the situation which had arisen was one that called for calm and unhurried discussion.

How on earth, he said, as the waiter receded from the table which they had taken in a quiet corner, your uncle found out that you were likely to be at Marmont Mansions simply gets past me. I suppose weve got to take it that he did come there looking for you?

Im afraid so. There doesnt seem any other possible reason why he should be in Battersea at all.

In any case, he knows that you are to be found somewhere round those parts, so the question now arises, Whats to be done?

Flick drew little patterns on the tablecloth with her fork. She looked about her at the gradually filling restaurant. She had lived a cloistered life at Holly House, rarely emerging for meals except to go to recognized resorts of wealth like the Ritz, Claridges and the Carlton, and this sort of place was strange to her. She was trying to decide whether the people at the other tables were interesting or merely flashy when Bill put his question again:

Whats to be done?

Yes, Im wondering too, said Flick. But she spoke listlessly, for the long ride with all its varied emotions had left her tired. She wanted to postpone serious talk, and to that end turned the conversation to the subject of this restaurant in which she was sitting. What did you say the name of this place was? she asked.

Marios, said Bill.

What made you choose it?

I was trying to think of somewhere where your Uncle George would be least likely to drop in for a bite, and I remembered this place. Slingsby took me here to lunch one day. Why? Dont you like it?

Yes, I think its — Oh! 

She was looking past him at the door, and he was surprised to see that the color which had been coming back to her face under the influence of food and drink had suddenly left it again. Her eyes had widened in a startled stare of dismay, and for a moment there flashed into his mind the absurd thought that Sir George might miraculously have appeared as if out of a trap. He swung round in his seat and was relieved to find that no such miracle had occurred. Somebody had just come in at the door and was walking down the room looking for a table, but it was not Sir George. It was a young man in a check suit, black-haired and adorned — if you could call it that — as to the upper lip by a small blob of mustache. Bill had no recollection of ever having set eyes on this young man before, nor did the others appearance give to his thinking reasonable cause for alarm. He turned round again and looked at Flick inquiringly. She was still pale.

Did you see? she whispered.

See? said Bill, mystified. Do you mean the fellow in the check suit?

Flick nodded.

Mr. Pilbeam!

Bill, who had taken up his knife and fork, laid them down again. He eyed Flick incredulously for a moment, then turned once more and looked down the room; and looking, saw the check-suited one had congealed into a pillar of amazement and was gaping in their direction with open mouth. If he had been a highly paid motion-picture star he could not have registered surprise more eloquently.

Bill flushed darkly. It took a good deal to ruffle his normally good-humored outlook on life, but it could be done. Roderick Pyke had done it by hitting him over the head with a stick, and Percy Pilbeam had done it now by the mere act of walking into a restaurant where he was having dinner. A man who has been through the sort of experiences which Bill had been having that afternoon does not look at things in the light of pure reason. Marios Restaurant was open to the entire population of London, and Percy Pilbeam had a perfect right to go there to dine if he wished; but to Bill, who had been chased by the others employer from the Prince of Wales Road, Battersea, to within a couple of miles of Brocket Hall in Hertfordshire, his presence in the place seemed as much an outrage as that of Sir George Pyke in his flower bed had seemed to Montague Grayson, the sunny novelist.

It was persecution. That was what Bill felt — sheer persecution, and he pushed his chair back and rose with protruding jaw.

Where are you going? asked Flick.

The next moment it had become plain where Bill was going. He was stalking down the aisle in the direction of the table at which the intruder had now been induced by a solicitous waiter to seat himself. He reached the table and, planting two large hands on the cloth, bent forward and raked the assistant editor of Society Spice with a lowering gaze that seemed to the latter to sear his very soul. Not for a long time had Percy Pilbeam seen at close range anyone so big and so obviously unfriendly as Bill. He shrank into his chair.

Is your name Pilbeam?

Pilbeam gulped dryly.

Yuk!

Bill bent a little closer. To the diners at the neighboring tables the incident seemed a common one of restaurant life — the old friend spotting the dear pal across the room and coming over to pass a chummy word. Pilbeam would have been amazed if he had known that anybody could possibly so misinterpret the position of affairs. He was, indeed, wondering dully why the whole of the assembled company did not instantly rush to the spot to avert the murder which seemed to him so sickeningly imminent. In the pursuance of his duties as scandal gatherer for Society Spice he had been in some unpleasant situations, but compared with this one they had been roses — roses all the way. For a swift instant he met Bills eye, and looked pallidly away, horrified by its red hostility.

You notice Im dining with Miss Sheridan? said Bill in a quiet, rumbling voice.

Pilbeam tried to say, Quite, but the word stuck in his throat.

Good, said Bill. Now, do you know what youre going to do?

Pilbeam smiled the beginnings of a weak smile, intended to convey that he was open to consider in the most favorable spirit any suggestions which Bill might make.

Youre going to wait right here where youre sitting, cooed Bill, clenching and unclenching a fist that looked to the others fascinated gaze like a ham, until we are through. You will then keep right on sitting while we go out, and you will continue sitting for ten minutes after that. I should advise you to make it a little longer so as to be on the safe side, as I shall be out there keeping an eye on the door. See?

Pilbeam said that he saw.

Thats understood then. Now dont, urged Bill earnestly, go getting absent-minded and forgetting, will you?

Pilbeam said he wouldnt, and Bill nodded a brief farewell and returned to his table. Pilbeam, after watching him the whole way, took up a fork and began to pick feebly at a sardine.

What did he say? asked Flick eagerly.

Bill considered the question.

Come to think of it, he replied, he didnt say much. But I gathered that he understood all right.

Understood?

That he wasnt to stir from the table till we had been gone ten minutes.

But he will! Hell sneak out the moment we leave and follow me.

I think not, said Bill. I think not. Would you mind changing seats? Then I shall be able to watch him. Not that its really necessary. Come on, he said encouragingly. Dont let a little thing like that spoil your dinner. Try some of this fish. It looks good.

With gentle solicitude he forced her to make an adequate meal, and was pleased to note the steady rise of her spirits as she ate. When the waiter had brought the coffee he felt that the time had come for serious discussion of the situation. The intrusion of Pilbeam, added to the shock of discovering that Sir George had followed the trail that led to the Battersea haven, had disturbed him a good deal, and he had been thinking deeply in the intervals of conversation.

Now, he said, we must talk this thing over and see where we stand. It seems to me that theyre beginning to come over the plate a bit too fast.

Flick nodded. The metaphor was strange to her, but she gathered its meaning.

Lets get it clear, Bill went on. Your plan of campaign is to stay away till your people throw in the towel and say that this idea of marrying the man Pyke is off. Thats straight, isnt it?

Yes; but how am I to stay away, with them right after me like this? They know now where you live and any moment they may find out where I live.

Exactly! Obviously, you cant come dropping in at Marmont Mansions any more.

No.

Two courses, proceeded Bill judicially, are open. We can change our addresses—

But even if I do change my address, I shall be all the time in a state of jumps, wondering if Uncle George isnt going to pop out from somewhere and pounce on me.

Just what I was going to say myself. It doesnt seem to me worth it. You cant go on with this hunted-fawn business indefinitely. It would give you the heeby-jeebies in a couple of days. So what I suggest is that you clear out altogether.

What? Where?

New York.

New York!

Ive thought it all out, said Bill complacently. And between you and me, I think the schemes a pippin. Itll only take a day getting your passport fixed up.

But what am I to do when I get to New York?

Ive two ideas about that. You might go to my Uncle Cooley at Westbury — where we first met, you know.

Flick shook her head.

It wouldnt be safe. He would be sure to cable Uncle Sinclair that I was there. Theyre great friends.

Yes, thats true. Well, then, heres the other idea: Ill give you a letter to Alice Coker. She will look after you.

If Bill had not at that moment removed his gaze while he reached for a match he might have observed a queer expression flit over Flicks face. She looked at Bill wonderingly. It passed her comprehension how he could possibly be so dense as to imagine that she would go anywhere near the odious Miss Coker, no matter how great the emergency. True, she had never let fall a word to indicate that Alice Coker was in her opinion of all the superfluous women in the world the most superfluous, but she felt that he ought to have known it by instinct. She bit her lip and her blue eyes clouded.

Shes a great girl, continued Bill with tactless enthusiasm. Youll love her.

Yes? said Flick thinly.

Ill tell you what. Ill write the letter now. He called to the waiter, and presently pen, ink and paper were on the table. I think this is a wow, dont you? he said buoyantly.

A what?

A wam, explained Bill. The scheme of a lifetime. It solves the whole thing.

Flick watched him as he wrote, clenching her hands under the table. She was conscious of a rush of contending emotions. At one moment she wanted to bang this dull-witted young man over the head, and the next she was wishing that she could just bury her face in her hands and cry. It was this latter desire which she found it particularly hard to fight down. She was feeling bitterly hurt. The airy way he had suggested that she should go right out of his life like this, with never a hint that he would miss her for an instant! It was illogical, of course. She realized that. He was only trying to help her. But women cannot always be logical.

In itself, considered merely as a way out of her difficulties, the idea of going to America was, she was forced to admit, a good one. The activities of the enemy had rendered London impossible. She simply could not go on being, as Bill had expressed it, a hunted fawn. In New York she would feel safe, and she had plenty of money.

There! said Bill.

Flick took the letter and put it in her bag.

Thank you, she said. I suppose we might as well be going now, mightnt we? Im rather tired.

All right, said Bill. Ill put you into a cab, and then Ill hang around for a while just in case friend Pilbeam starts any rannygazoo.

But Pilbeam did not start any rannygazoo. He was ostentatiously busy with the leg of a chicken as they passed down the aisle, nor did he allow his eyes to stray in their direction when they went through the door. Safety first was Pilbeams motto.

Bill closed the door of the cab.

Good night, he said. Dont lose that letter.

Of course not, said Flick. Good night.

Bill turned back to the door of the restaurant and stood there solidly, in his eyes the watchful look of one on his guard against rannygazoo. The cab turned the corner into Shaftesbury Avenue. A hand waved at him from the window.

The cab had scarcely reached Coventry Street when the hand once more came out of the window. This time it grasped some fragments of paper. It opened and with a vicious jerk scattered these into the road. Then it disappeared again.

IV

THE good ship Homeric lay in her slip at Southampton, preparing for departure. Her decks and alleyways were crowded with voyagers and those who had come to see those voyagers off. Flick, leaning over the rail, stared down at the sun-speckled water, and Bill, by her side, gazed at the gulls circling overhead. For some minutes now conversation between them had taken on a limping gait, and the atmosphere was charged with a strange embarrassment.

Youll be off soon, said Bill, urged by the silence to say something.

Yes.

The gulls flashed to and fro against the cobalt sky, mewing like kittens.

This is supposed to be one of the most comfortable boats in the world, said Bill.

Is it?

I think youll be comfortable.

I expect so.

They rather pride themselves on making you comfortable.

Thats nice.

Bill was not sure whether he was sorry or relieved to hear at this juncture the all-for-the-shore cry that puts an end to the sometimes trying ordeal of seeing off. Up till a few minutes ago everything had been jolly. Coming down in the train and for the first quarter of an hour on board the boat Flick had been full of chatter, a pleasant and cheery companion. But just recently a cloud seemed to have fallen on her mood, and she had tended to long silences and monosyllables.

I suppose I ought to be going, he said.

I suppose so.

I hope youll have a good time on board.

Thanks.

Itll seem funny to you being in America again after all these years.

Yes.

Ill look after Bob.

Thanks.

Well, I suppose I ought to be going.

I suppose so.

A gull wheeled so close to Bills head that he ducked involuntarily. He laughed a nervous laugh.

What a lot of people come to see people off, he said.



Yes.

Friends, I suppose, said Bill brightly.

I shouldnt wonder.

A steward with a voice like a foghorn in pain was once more urging all whom it might concern to make for the shore.

I suppose, said Bill, struck with a novel idea, I ought to be going.

I think youd better.

Well, good-by.

Good-by.

You wont lose that letter?

Which letter?

Why, the one to Alice, said Bill, surprised.

Oh, yes, said Flick.

Shell give you a great time.

Yes?

They had walked to the gangplank. It was covered with a moving stream of humanity, bustling like bees going into a hive. There was something so suggestive of finality about the spectacle that a curious dull melancholy swept over Bill. He cast a side glance at Flick. The sight of her sent an odd pang through him. Perhaps it was the hugeness of the vessel that made her seem so small and forlorn.

Gosh! he exclaimed with sudden fervor. I shall miss you! The flat will seem like a desert without you in the old armchair. I shall just sit there with poor old Bob—

He broke off.

Good Lord! he said, dismayed.

Its nothing, said Flick. Her face was working. She dabbed impatiently at her eyes.

But—

I — I was just thinking of Bob. She held out her hand abruptly. Good-by, she said, and was gone.

Bill stood for a moment, staring into the crowd which hid her.

Golly! he mused. She is fond of that dog!

He walked ashore thoughtfully.


CHAPTER XIV
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HOWEVER TRUE IT may be that action is the spice of life, there is no denying that an occasional dose of the soothing sirup of tranquillity makes a pleasant change. And so, after the scenes — always restless and bordering at times on actual violence — which, in order to keep the records straight, the historian of the fortunes of Bill West has just been compelled to describe, it is agreeable to turn aside and relax for a while in an atmosphere of cloistered and scholastic calm. About a month after the departure of Flick Sheridan from Southampton we find ourselves once more in the home of Mr. Cooley Paradene at Westbury, Long Island, in a small upper room looking out over the sunlit garden. It is the room dedicated to the studies of Mr. Paradenes adopted son, Horace. And at the moment when we enter it the hard-boiled lad is receiving a lesson in the French language from Mr. Sherman Bastable, his tutor.

Yes, still his tutor. It is true that a few weeks ago Mr. Bastable definitely announced that not even so substantial a sum as a million dollars would be sufficient to induce him to continue his duties; but the statements a man makes in the first flush of realization that the inside brim of his hat has been doctored with glue are not always carried out when scissors and warm water have done their work and reason resumed its sway. Scarcely half an hour after the hat had been clipped and scoured off his forehead, Mr. Bastable, who had begun by sneering at a cool million, had reduced his terms so considerably that he actually consented to remain in office for a mere additional fifty per month. We find him, consequently, still doing business at the old stand.

But the Sherman Bastable who was now endeavoring to teach Horace French was a very different man from the genial and juicily enthusiastic young fellow of a few weeks back. He was now a soured and suspicious despot, who, fortified by instructions from his employer to stand no nonsense from his little charge, had taken on a cold implacability which was having the gravest effects on the latters comfort.

Of this change in his disposition he gave proof at this very moment. Seeing that Horace, like the room in which he sat, was looking out over the sunlit garden, he banged the table with a forceful fist.

Attend, cant you? he cried. You arent listening to a word Im saying!

All right, all right, said Horace plaintively.

These passages were beginning to irk him more and more. A free child of the underworld, he had taken unkindly to discipline; and it seemed to him sometimes as though Mr. Bastable had developed all the less amiable characteristics of the late Simon Legree. He removed his gaze from the shady lawn and gaped cavernously.

Dont yawn! thundered Mr. Bastable.

Oh, all right.

And dont say All right!  boomed the tutor, who had a retentive memory and could never look at his little charge even now without a twinge across the forehead. When I speak to you, say Yes, sir, smartly and respectfully.

Yes, sir, said Horace.

A purist might have criticized the smartness and respectfulness of his delivery, but the actual words were up to sample and the tutor appeared satisfied. At any rate, he returned to the task in hand.

Indefinite articles, said Mr. Bastable, resuming.  A or an is translated into French by un before a masculine noun, as, for example, un homme, a man; un oiseau, a bird— 

Theres a boid on that tree, interjected Horace, switching abruptly from foreign languages to nature study.

Mr. Bastable favored him with a basilisk glare.

Attend to your work! he growled. And dont say boid. Its a bird.

Well, its making a noise like a boid, argued Horace.

And une before a feminine noun, such as dame, proceeded the tutor.  Une dame, a lady; une allumette, a match; une histoire, a story; une plume, a pen. Do you get that?



I suppose so.

What do you mean, you suppose so?

Well, said Horace candidly, it sounds to me a good deal like apple sauce. Seems like there aint no sense in it.

The tutor clutched his thinning hair and groaned hollowly. That extra fifty dollars a month had raised his salary to a very respectable figure, but it frequently occurred to him that he was receiving but trivial payment for what he had to endure.

 Seems like there aint no sense in it!  he echoed despairingly. Cant you see thats not grammar?

I dont know about its being grammar, retorted Horace with spirit. It gets across, dont it?

Sir, prompted Mr. Bastable automatically.

Sir.

And dont say Dont it. Say doesnt it or does it not.  He eyed his pupil wanly. The weather was warm and the strain beginning to tell on his sensitive nerves. Youre incorrigible. I dont know whats to be done with you. You take absolutely no interest in your work. I should have thought that you would have some sense of your position, your chances and opportunities.

Oh, I know, said Horace wearily. One ought to grasp ones opportunities and try to improve oneself — at least oncet!

Dont say oncet. 

Oh, all right.

Yes, sir! amended Mr. Bastable, eying him balefully.

Yes, sir.

The tutor flung himself back in his chair, which creaked protestingly.

Do you realize that yours is a position which thousands of boys would give their eyes to be in?

Cant you see thats not grammar? said Horace. Much as he disliked these séances, it happened now and then that bits of them stuck in his mind. Oughtnt to end a sentence with in. You put me right, so I dont mind puttin you right. Had you that time. Hot dog! he said with a complacency which made the tutor feel — not for the first time — that his favorite character in history was Herod the Great. You wised me up to that yourself.

Every tutor is a statesman at heart. He has to be. Mr. Bastable, prudently realizing the danger of his position, instituted a counter attack by assailing his pupils pronunciation.

I wish you would learn to speak properly, he said with hauteur. Your accent is abominable. Here! He pulled out a massive book. Its no good trying to teach you French till you can talk English. Read a page or two of this aloud. And try to do it like a human being and not — he searched his mind for an adequate simile— and not like a caddie at a third-rate golf course.

Whats wrong with caddies? demanded Horace, who was intimate with several and in leisure moments had occasionally done a bit in that line himself.

Go on. Dont waste time, said Mr. Bastable, refusing to be diverted. Begin at the top of page 98.

Horace took the book — it was entitled Beacon Lights of History, Vol. II, The Middle Ages — with a disrelish which he made no attempt to conceal.

 It was at this perriod—  he began sourly.

Period.

 It was at this period, when the convents of Yurrup— 

Europe.

I said Yurrup, protested Horace, aggrieved.  It was at this period, when the convents of Yurrup rejoiced in ample possessions, and their churches rivaled cath-e-drals— 

Cath-e-drals.

  — in size and magnificence, that Saint Bernard—  He broke off, mildly interested for the first time. Say, I knew a gink that had a Sn Bernard. Big, hairy dawg with red eyes.

Get on, said Mr. Bastable coldly.

  — Saint Bernard, the greatest and best rep-res-en-tat-ive of med-i-e-val mon-as-ti-cism— Gawd! said Horace under his breath, tenderly massaging his aching jaw.   — was born, 1090, at Fontaines, in Boigundy. 

Burgundy.

 Boigundy. He belonged to a noble family. His mother had six sons and a daughter, whom she early con-se-crated to the Lord. Bernard was the third son, a beautiful, delicate, refined young man, tall, with flaxen hair, fair complexion, and blue eyes from which shone a superhuman sim-plic-ity and purity. 

He stopped, revolted. He did not know much about saints, but he knew what he liked, and something told him that he was not going to like Saint Bernard.

Sounds like a cake eater, he sniffed.

Mr. Bastable was just drawing himself together for a Legreelike reproof, when there was a gentle tap at the door.

Pardon me for interrupting, sir, said Roberts, the butler, hovering delicately on the threshold.

You havent made me mad, Bobby, Horace assured him gratefully.

What is it, Roberts?

Professor Appleby has called to see Master Horace, sir. Mr. Paradene would be glad if you would allow him to step down to the library for a moment.

His announcement evoked universal enthusiasm. Horace beamed upon him as people must have beamed on the man who brought the good news from Aix to Ghent. Nor was Mr. Bastable displeased. He was conscientious and had been prepared to continue his task for another hour, but the thought of being relieved of Horaces society gave him the sensations of a reprieved convict.

Certainly, certainly, he said.

Im not goin to put up any stiff argument, neither, declared Horace.

He trotted joyfully out of the prison chamber. Mr. Bastable, with the air of one from whose shoulders there has been removed an intolerable weight, lit a cigarette and put his feet on the table.

II

THE arrival, some ten minutes before, of the venerable Professor Appleby had surprised Mr. Paradene at his customary occupation of fiddling about with the books in his library. He had just scuttled up the ladder to one of the top shelves and dumped on his already congested table a pile of moldering volumes when Roberts brought the news of the visitors advent.

For a moment Mr. Paradene felt a little like a dog who has been hauled off a bone, but his native courtesy asserted itself, and it was with a cordial smile that he greeted the professor when he made his entry.

Nice of you to look in, he said.

I chanced to be in the neighborhood, said Professor Appleby, and I thought I might venture to call and inquire after the little lad. He is busy at his studies, no doubt?

I imagine so. Wont you take a seat?

Thank you, my dear Paradene, thank you.

Professor Appleby relaxed in a chair with the contented sigh of a man who is not in the best condition. He tapped his domed brow with a silk handkerchief and combed out his white beard with a delicate forefinger. He was looking more like a benevolent minor prophet than ever. His mild eyes wandered to the bookshelves, and there came into them a sudden predatory gleam, which vanished almost instantly, to be replaced by their habitual expression of calm good will.

A warm day, he observed.

Very. Do you find it close in here?

Not at all, said Professor Appleby, not at all. I enjoy the peculiar and distinctive scent of old books. I never find it stuffy in a library.

This was so exactly what Mr. Paradene felt himself that his affection for his visitor deepened.

And how is Horace? inquired the professor.

Physically, said Mr. Paradene, he could not be better. But—

Professor Appleby raised a deprecating hand.

I know what you are going to say, my dear Paradene. I know just what you are going to say. It was on the tip of your tongue to tell me that the little lad is not taking kindly to his studies.

Not very kindly, admitted Mr. Paradene. Mr. Bastable, his tutor, reports that it is difficult to get him to take a real interest.

I expected as much. No enthusiasm?

None.

It will come, said the professor. It will come. We must have patience, Paradene, patience. We must emulate the assiduity of the polyp that builds the coral reef. I had anticipated this. It was on my advice that you adopted a totally untutored lad, a child of the people, and I still maintain that I was right in giving you that advice. How much better, even though progress may at first be slow, to have a boy like this to work upon; a boy whose mind is not a palimpsest that has been scrawled over by other hands. You have nothing to worry about. It would have been perfectly easy, no doubt, for you to have adopted a son from some family of the gentlefolk; but in my opinion — and I know I am right — the results would have been far less satisfactory. Horace is virgin soil. He has not been plowed by others. Sooner or later you will find that you will reap your reward. Sooner or later — I say it confidently — you will find that by the mere process of living in your home the little lad is beginning to imitate your mental processes, to acquire your own tastes.

Its odd that you should say that, said Mr. Paradene thoughtfully.

Not odd, corrected the professor with a gentle smile. I based my observation on a knowledge of psychology which has rarely led me astray. But why did it strike you as peculiar? Am I to infer that he has already begun to show signs of this?

As a matter of fact, he has. It is a remarkable fact, Appleby, but the only thing outside his meals in which Horace shows the slightest interest is this library of mine.

The professor coughed a gentle cough and gazed at the ceiling with a far-away look in his eyes.

Indeed! he said softly.

He is always pottering in here and wanting to know which of my books are the rarest and most valuable.

The dawning intelligence, the dawning intelligence. The little mind begins to expand, to develop. Like a plant groping out for the sunshine.

It makes me feel that there may be hope for him.

I, said the professor, have great hopes of Horace. I had right from the beginning.

Perhaps after he has had a year or two of school in England—

What? cried Professor Appleby.

A moment before, it would have seemed impossible that anything could disturb the calm serenity of this venerable man. But now he was sitting forward on the edge of his chair, staring at his host in the most manifest concern. His lower jaw had fallen and his white beard wabbled agitatedly.

You are not sending him to school in England! he gasped.

Taking him, corrected Mr. Paradene. I am sailing in a few days to pay a long-delayed visit to an old friend of mine — Sinclair Hammond. I intend to take Horace with me and enter him at one of the large English schools — possibly Winchester. Hammond was at Winchester.

But is this wise? Is this prudent?

Well, Im going to do it, said Mr. Paradene with a touch of that belligerent manner which had so often caused comment in the family.

Professor Appleby pulled at his beard. His discomposure was plain. Mr. Paradene, looking at him, was conscious of a passing wonder as to why he should take the news so hardly.

But the education a boy gets at these English schools! Surely it has become a commonplace that it is too superficial, too machinelike. Read all these novels of the younger English writers—

I never read novels, said Mr. Paradene with a slight shudder.

And then again — this visit to England — Are you not afraid to leave your books here — your priceless books — entirely unguarded?

Mr. Paradene uttered an amused laugh which sounded to his visitor like a knell.

You talk as if I had never left the house before. Im always traveling. I was traveling when I met you. And besides, if you think I leave my books unguarded, try to get through the steel shutters over those windows. Yes, and try to pick your way through that door. I had this room specially constructed. Its like a safe.

I see, said Professor Appleby unhappily.

In any case, my library is insured, and Im taking all the most valuable of my books with me to England.

Eh? cried the professor, starting as if the fingers combing his beard had suddenly encountered a snake. Taking them with you?

Yes; Hammond is a collector too. He will be just as excited over these books as if they belonged to himself.

Will he? said the professor, brightening like a summer sky when the sun comes out from behind a cloud. Will he, indeed?

Yes; hes that sort of man; one of those rare collectors who have no small jealousies.

He sounds delightful.

Yes, you would like Hammond.

I am sure I should. . . . Of course, when you are in England you will keep these books at some bank or safe deposit?

No, I see no reason for that. Books are not like jewelry — their value is not obvious to the lay eye. If any burglar invades Hammonds house at Wimbledon he would hardly have the intelligence to take away what to him would be merely a bundle of dilapidated books.

True, true.

I shall keep them in my bedroom in an ordinary suitcase.

An excellent notion. . . . Ah, said the professor, breaking off, here is our young friend. Well, Horace.

Hullo, said that youth.

Professor Appleby glanced at his watch.

Good gracious! I had no idea how time had flown. I ought to go immediately. I shall just be able to catch a good train. Perhaps the little lad might be spared from his studies to accompany me to the station? Thank you. Get your hat then, Horace. We must be hurrying.

In spite of the statement that he had need for haste, it was at a leisurely pace that Professor Appleby started down the drive. He walked as if troubled with corns, and as he went spoke earnestly to his young companion.

Kid, said Professor Appleby, its a lucky thing I happened to look in this afternoon. Do you know whats happened? That old June bug back there doesnt seem able to stick in one spot for a coupla days on end. Hes taking you over to England right away.

Horace stopped in his tracks, displaying as great a concern at the news as the professor himself had shown a short while back in the library.

Takin me to England? What for?

To put you to school over there.

Who, me?

Yes, you.

Well, wouldnt that jar you! cried Horace in deep disgust. I might have known there was a catch to this thing of gettin me adopted. Its bad enough here, with everybody pickin on me and me havin to spend all day learnin French and everythin; but, gee, Id always got my get-away to look forward to. But goin to school! He frowned resolutely. Say, listen! I aint goin to no school. See? I aint goin to no school, not in England nor anywheres. I—

You talk too much, said Professor Appleby curtly. If youll give me a chance to get a word in Ill tell you something. You wont have to go to any school. The old mans going over to England to visit another book-collecting nut, and hes taking a stack of his best books with him. Youll be able to make a quick clean-up and fade-out. Hes going to keep the stuff in his bedroom in a suitcase.

Yes, he is! said Horace derisively. Thats likely, aint it, when he locks the things up here as if they was gold dust.

He is, I tell you. He told me so himself. He thinks theres no chance of anybody trying for them when hes there. And why should they? No ordinary yegg who happens to blow into a house is going to load himself up with a bunch of books.

Something in that, agreed Horace.

Ill have Joe go over the same time you do, and you and he can get together and fix things.

All right, said Horace. Say, thats a pretty girl.

The object of his commendation, a slim girl with fair hair and a boyish figure, was walking rather wearily up the road that led from the station. He eyed her critically as she passed, and so confirmed in his good opinion was he by this closer inspection that he stood gazing over his shoulder at her receding form, and was awarded by his austere companion a disciplinary thump on the head.

Youve no time for rubbering at girls, said Professor Appleby like a minor prophet rebuking the sins of the people. You just listen to me when Im talking to you. I want to get this thing straight in your ivory skull.

Oh, all right, said Horace.

III

THE girl who had so pleased Horaces critical eye walked on till she came to the gate of Mr. Paradenes grounds, then turned in and proceeded down the drive toward the house. This was familiar territory to her. She was surprised to find how clearly she remembered all the various landmarks. There was the funny old shingled roof, there the window of her bedroom, and there through the trees gleamed the lake. Her eyes dimmed and she caught her breath with a little gasp as she saw the lake. The two dressing sheds were there, also the diving board — all just the same as they had been centuries ago when she was sixteen, skinny and freckled.

She walked on and rang the bell. And presently Mr. Paradene, once more up his ladder, was aware of Roberts the butler on the floor below him.

Eh? said Mr. Paradene absently.

A lady wishes to see you, sir.

Mr. Paradene almost slid down the ladder. It was a rare, almost an unprecedented occurrence for ladies to wish to see him.

Who is she?

A Miss Sheridan, sir.

There had been no affecting reunion between Flick and Roberts. To each the other had appeared as a stranger. Flick remembered that on her visit to this place five years ago there had been a butler, but the personality of Roberts had not stamped itself on her mind. As for Roberts, if he recalled the small girl who had stayed at the house in the third year of his butlership he did not associate her with this attractive young person.

Did she say what she wanted?

No, sir.

Where is she?

I have shown her into the morning room, sir.

I suppose you had better ask her to come up here.

Very good, sir.

The uneasy suspicion which had disturbed Mr. Paradenes mind that his visitor had come to collect funds for some enterprise of the community church vanished as she entered the room. The community church, when it made its periodical assaults on his purse, did so through the medium of females of a maturer vintage. He looked at her inquiringly, so obviously puzzled that Flick, though she was far from being in a cheery frame of mind, smiled faintly.

You dont remember me, Mr. Paradene?

Why — er — to be frank—

Well, its quite a long time since we met. I stayed here five years ago with my uncle, Sinclair Hammond.

Good heavens! Mr. Paradene, who had contented himself so far with a wary bow at long range, sprang forward and shook her hand warmly. Id never have known you. Bless my soul, you were quite a child then. I remember you perfectly now. Bless my soul, yes. So youre back in America, eh? Do you live here now? Marry an American, eh?

No, Im not married.

Just visiting? Well, well! Im delighted to see you again, my dear. You caught me just in time. Oddly enough, Im on the very eve of sailing for England to stay with your uncle.

I know. Thats why Ive come here. Uncle Sinclair wants you to take me back to England with you. Youve had his cable?

Cable? said Mr. Paradene. I remember no cable. He rang the bell. Roberts, has a cable come for me recently?

Yes, sir. One arrived yesterday. If you remember, sir, I brought it to you in this room. You were busy at the bookshelves at the moment, and instructed me to place it on the table.

The table was covered with a deep top-dressing of books and papers. Mr. Paradene rummaged among these and presently came to the surface bearing triumphantly a buff envelope. Roberts, vindicated, left the room.

I really must apologize, said Mr. Paradene. I have a bad habit of snowing my correspondence under. All the same, Roberts should have reminded me. Cables are important things. He opened the envelope and read its contents. Yes, this is the one. Your uncle says you will be calling on me and will I bring you over to England. Of course. Only too delighted. Where are you staying? With friends in New York?

No, Im all alone.

Alone! Mr. Paradene replaced his rimless glasses, which had fallen off, and stared at her. You dont mean to say your uncle let you come over here all alone?

I ran away, said Flick simply.

Ran away!

From home. And now, she said with a crooked smile and a little lift of her shoulders, Im running back again.



Even with the aid of his glasses Mr. Paradene seemed to find it hard to inspect her as closely as he wished. He came a step nearer, peering at her, bewildered.

You ran away from home? But why?

They wanted me to marry somebody I found I didnt want to marry. Uncle Sinclair, she went on quickly, hadnt anything to do with it, poor dear. It was the others — Aunt Frances and Uncle George. Mr. Paradene would have liked footnotes explaining these two new characters, but he hesitated to interrupt the flow of a narrative which was gripping him strongly. Things, continued Flick, got rather unpleasant, so I ran away and came over here. I thought I could get work of some kind.

I never heard of such a thing!

Thats practically what everybody said whom I asked for work. I never dreamed anybody could be so little wanted as I was. I had a certain amount of money when I got to America, and I supposed it would last ever so long, but it seemed to melt away. And one night I had my bag stolen, with almost every penny I possessed in it. That finished me. I stuck it out for another couple of days, and then I spent my last two dollars on a cable home.

Mr. Paradene, though capable on occasion of behaving like a volcano, was a soft-hearted and romantic man. Flicks story touched him.

And then?

I got a cable back telling me to go to you and you would look after me and bring me back to England.

My dear child, of course I will, of course. Your room shall be got ready at once. The same one you had five years ago.

Im afraid Im an awful nuisance.

Nothing of the kind, said Mr. Paradene heatedly. How dare you say youre a nuisance? Youre nothing of the sort. Would you like some tea?

I should, rather, if its not giving too much trouble.

The ringing of the bell did Mr. Paradene the service of helping him cover his embarrassment. There was to him something poignantly pathetic in this meekness on the part of a girl who only a short time back had on her own showing been so abundantly equipped with spirit as to run away from home and cross the Atlantic to try her luck in a foreign land. Until the tea arrived he moved about the room with his back turned, fussing over his books.

But if you go home, he said, when Flick had drunk a cup of tea and seemed the better for it, you will have to marry this man you dislike.

He realized that it might be tactless, this harping on a delicate subject, but curiosity overcame delicacy. He was feeling like a child being told a story.

Oh, I dont dislike him, said Flick tonelessly. Im very fond of someone else, who isnt fond of me, so Ive decided I might just as well marry Roderick as do anything. Trying to live in New York on nothing has changed my views of life a good deal. It has made a comfortable home and lots of money seem more attractive. One has got to be practical, hasnt one? She got up and began to walk about the room. What a lot of books you have! she said. Ever so many more than Uncle Sinclair.

He has some I should be very glad to own, said Mr. Paradene handsomely.

He would have liked to hear more of this man whom Flick was fond of but who was not fond of her, but he gathered that she looked upon her narrative as completed and would resent further questioning. He followed her across the room and touched her shoulder with an awkward little pat of condolence. She looked round at him and he saw that her eyes were misty. There was a momentary pause, tense with embarrassment, and he covered it by picking up the photograph at which she had been looking. It was a full-length snapshot of a burly young man in football costume, staring out of the picture with the doughy stolidity habitual to burly young men in football costume.

That is my nephew William, said Mr. Paradene. Flick nodded.

I know.

Of course, yes, said Mr. Paradene. He was staying here when you and your uncle visited me, wasnt he?

He looks very strong, said Flick. She felt that she must say something.

He is strong, said Mr. Paradene. And, he added gruffly, he is an idle, worthless young waster.

Flick uttered a sharp exclamation.

He isnt! Oh, I beg your pardon, she hurried on. What I meant was that I dont think you know how hard he is working now to try to find out what is wrong with your London business.

Hello! Mr. Paradene put up his glasses. How do you know anything about that?

I — I met him.

Over in London?

Yes.

Thats odd. Where did you run across him?

Er — in our garden.

There! said Mr. Paradene. What did I say? He spends his time fooling around at garden parties.

It wasnt exactly a garden party, said Flick. He really is trying his hardest to find out why those profits have fallen off so much.

Oh, yes!

Oh, but he is! insisted Flick. She refused to allow herself to be intimidated by the old mans gruffness. The fact that he still kept Bills photograph in his library, that holy of holies, must surely be significant. Ill tell you something hes found out already. He discovered that Mr. Slingsby is selling nearly all your wood pulp to a firm named Higgins & Bennett at a very small profit, when he has had much better offers elsewhere.

What?

Its quite true. I think — we both think — that Mr. Slingsby isnt very honest.

Nonsense! As straight and able a man as I ever met. And Im a judge of character.

You cant be a very good judge of character if you think Bill is an idle waster, said Flick warmly.

Hello! You seem very friendly toward him.

I am.

Why, you hardly know him!

Ive known him for years.

Yes, I suppose you have, if you like to put it that way. This is interesting, what you tell me about those sales. I cant understand it. Did William tell you how he found out?

No. But hes awfully clever.

Hm! I never noticed it.

Well, he is. And Im sure that if you would take him into your business and give him a fair start he would do wonders.

Mr. Paradene chuckled.

If I ever think of founding a William-boosting club I shall know where to go for a president.

I think hes rather hurt that you havent sent him a word since he got to England, asking him how hes getting on.

Ill bet he hasnt given me a thought since he landed, said Mr. Paradene callously. Still, if you think hes so sensitive, Ill send him a wireless from the boat and arrange a meeting.

I wish you would.

But I dont even know where he is.

Nine, Marmont Mansions, Prince of Wales Road, Battersea Park, London, said Flick glibly.

Good gracious! How do you know that?

He told me.

Mr. Paradene looked at her curiously.

I dont know how long you were talking in this garden of yours, he said, but there doesnt seem to have been much that he didnt tell you. I suppose he roasted me, eh?

He said you were a perfect darling, said Flick, who tried to make people believe you were a terror and didnt deceive anybody.

She stooped and bestowed a swift kiss on the bald spot in the center of Mr. Paradenes mop of stiff white hair.

Im going out into the garden, she said. I want to see if youve been and changed everything since I was last here. If I find you have Ill come back and smack you.

Mr. Paradene followed her with a round-eyed gaze as she left the room. His thoughts strayed back to the story she told him and he gave a discontented sniff.

A man who isnt fond of that girl, he mused, must be a fool!

He picked up the photograph of Bill and looked at it, a rather wistful smile curving his lips. An idle young hound, William, but not unattractive. By no means unattractive.

He put the photograph down and toddled off to his ladder.


CHAPTER XV
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HIS LONG FORM draped in a flowered dressing gown, Judson Coker sat breakfasting in the dining room of Number 9, Marmont Mansions, Battersea. A gentle breeze, floating in through the open window, brought pleasant spring scents from the park across the road to blend with the robuster aroma of coffee and fried bacon. Propped up against the coffeepot was a copy of the New York World, which had arrived that morning by the American mail. The hour was 10:30.

A strange sense of well-being filled Judson. He took another mouthful of bacon and marveled, as he had been in the habit of marveling lately, how extraordinarily fit he felt these days. It seemed to him that this mystery of his glowing health was one that would interest doctors — achieved, as it had been, in spite of the fact that for nearly two months now he had been deprived of that regular stimulus of alcohol so highly recommended — indeed, insisted upon — by the medical profession. He was in tremendous shape. Why, back in New York he would have shied like a startled horse if anyone had suggested that he should wrap himself round half a dozen slices of bacon at daybreak like this; whereas now he was in two minds whether or not to send out to the kitchen for a further supply.

He came to the conclusion that it must be something to do with the London air. It probably possessed curious tonic properties. And having decided definitely that another order of bacon was essential, he went down the passage to the kitchen to put it in commission. When he came back he found Bill West staring moodily at the laden table.

Hello, Bill, o man, said Judson buoyantly. Come to join me in a bite? Sit down and draw up a chair — I mean, draw up a chair and sit down. A relief expedition is on its way with more food.

I had my breakfast hours ago, said Bill with gloomy unresponsiveness. Havent you finished yet? I want to use the table to write a letter.

The champagnelike air of London, which had brought new youth to Judson, seemed to have missed Bill when distributing joy and elasticity about the metropolis. For the last few weeks Bill had been restless and subject to sudden fits of irritability — a fact which had disturbed Judson not a little.

Filled as he was nowadays with an almost maudlin benevolence toward all created things, Judson wanted to have smiling faces around him.

Youve all day before you, he pointed out. Park yourself on a chair and watch me eat. Shant be long.

Theres a letter for you in the sitting room, said Bill. From Alice.

Yes? said Judson with a brothers indifference. He scanned his paper. Listen to this: Broadcasts his love; sweetheart muffs it. Wellington, Mass. Miss Luella Phipps of this city took her ear from her radiophone at just the wrong time last night, for she failed to hear her sweethearts voice in Forest Hills, New York, announcing their engagement. James J. Roper, of Forest Hills, New York, is the lucky man and is a radio expert. It occurred to him to let his fiancée hear his voice tell the world the glad tidings of their approaching nuptials— 

Why do they print drivel like that? said Bill sourly.

Dont you think its rather touching? inquired the Pollyanna behind the coffeepot. In his sunny mood he was prepared to find heart interest everywhere.

No!

Oh! Judson returned to his literary research.  Would match Miss Bauer against men swimmers,  he proceeded, having now meandered onto the sporting page.

Who would?

It just says would. Her pals, I suppose. During the recent six-day swimming carnival Miss Bauer hung up four new worlds standards and two new American marks.

What of it?

Judson turned the pages.

Heres a good one, he said, chuckling. Girl tries to get into a taxi. Taxi man says, Im engaged. Thats fine, says the girl. I hope youll be very, very happy. 

He gazed wistfully at his companion, but Bills face remained coldly unresponsive. And Judson, having now tried him with heart interest, sporting gossip and humor, gave the thing up and looked at him with concern.

Whats the matter, Bill, o man?

Nothings the matter.

Oh, but there is. Youve become a regular gloom. All the time these days youre acting like a wet Sunday in Pittsburgh. I believe youre sickening for something.

Im not.

How do you know youre not? said Judson earnestly. Youve got all the symptoms. Youre jumpy and restless and you havent smiled since six weeks ago last Wednesday. Ill tell you what it is, Bill, o man. Im becoming more and more convinced that we ought to keep a little brandy or some other healing spirit always in the house in case of sickness.

You are, are you?

Ive heard of fellows who were saved from the tomb by a tot of brandy administered at just the right moment. Dozens of them. Absolutely snatched from the undertakers grasp. We could keep it in here, urged Judson; in that closet. It wouldnt take up any room.

He scanned Bills forbidding features for a moment with a hope that swiftly ebbed.

Oh, very well, he said stiffly; I was only suggesting it for your own good.

The second installment of bacon had arrived and he attacked it with an offended aloofness. Presently, having finished his meal, he took himself off to the sitting room, and Bill, clearing a space on the table, sat down to write.

II

BILLS days for writing to Alice Coker were Tuesday and Friday. Today was Friday, and it was consequently to compose a letter of love that he was now addressing himself. One would have supposed that with such a treat before him his eye would have gleamed with a tender light. But no, it was dull and fishy; and after he had written half a dozen words he stopped and began to chew his pen drearily.

Literary composition can often be a slow and painful process, but if there is one occasion when a writer should surely find the golden sentences bubbling up without an effort it is when he is inditing a letter to the girl he loves. The fact that for some time it had been getting harder and harder to think of things to fill up the pages on these occasions was beginning to weigh upon Bills spirits. Impious as it was to entertain even for an instant the supposition that writing letters to Alice could have become a bore, honesty compelled him to admit that his primary motive in routing Judson out of the room at this early hour had been the desire to tackle the task and get it finished and off his mind.

He ran his fingers through his hair. It was no good. Words would not come.

What made it all the more strange was the fact that in the earlier days of his sojourn in London he had handled these bi-weekly prose poems with an absolutely inspired ease. His pen had started racing the moment he sat down. Phrases of the most admirable and pulpy sentiment had leaped into his mind so quickly that he could not keep pace with them, and stuff that you could have bound up in mauve covers and sold a dozen editions of had cost him practically no effort at all. And here he was now without an idea in his head.

He got up and went into the sitting room. If anything could give him inspiration it would be those twelve photographs of Alice that smiled down with such queenly sweetness from the mantelpiece, the whatnot and the console table. He was inspecting the one third from the left on the mantelpiece, dully conscious that it was giving him no kick whatever, when a grave voice addressed him from the depths of the armchair.

Bill, o man.

Bill turned sharply.

Whats the matter now? he snapped.

It was wrong, of course, of him to speak so curtly to his faithful friend, but one cannot deny that he had a certain amount of justification. Judson was eying him with a peculiar and inscrutable expression on his face, goggling at him in an indescribable sort of sad, leering way that crashed into his nerve centers like a bullet. To a man in his condition of irritable despondency the spectacle of Judsons face even in its normal state was hard enough to bear. With this peculiar expression added, it had become intolerable.

What are you looking at me like that for? he demanded.

Judson made no direct reply to the question. Instead, he heaved himself up from his chair, and stalking to Bill, patted him gently on the shoulder. Then he grasped his hand and shook it for a few moments; and finally, having patted him on the shoulder once more, resumed his seat.

Ive got news for you, Bill, o man, he said in a hushed voice.

What news?

Bill, o man, said Judson solemnly, you were wrong just now. Believe me, you were wrong. In the attitude you took up about my suggestion that we should keep a little brandy in the place, I mean.

What is this news of yours?

Anybody, said Judson, is liable to get ill at any moment. And every house, therefore, should have its supply, however small, of brandy or some other healing spirit always ready, so that you can get at it at a moments notice. Ive been reading up about brandy, Bill, o man. It is employed a great deal medicinally as a food capable of supplying energy in a particularly labile form to the body. It is also a very valuable stimulant, carminative and hypnotic. Well, I mean, that shows you!

Will you stop driveling about brandy and tell me—

There have been thousands of cases where the sudden breaking of bad news has caused apparently healthy people to keel over and faint, and if there hadnt happened to be somebody in the offing with a nip of the right stuff their name would have been mud. If youll give me the money, Bill, o man, Ill be only too glad to pop round the corner to a pub and get a pint or two.

What is this news?

I heard my father say once that when he got badly hammered in the panic of 1907 — No, said Judson carefully, Im lying to you. It wasnt my father; it was a pal of his. This bimbo was ruined in the panic, and he went straight home and opened up a bottle and took a couple of good strong snifters quick, and before he knew where he was he was feeling like a two-year-old again. And whats more, those drinks gave him an inspiration which enabled him to pull half his fortune out of the wreck — more than half. . . . Its not far to the pub. I can get there and back in ten minutes.

Look here, said Bill tensely, if you dont tell me what this news of yours is Ill step on you!

Judson shook his head sadly. He seemed to be deploring the headlong impetuosity of youth.

All right, he said, if you must have it. Alice has gone and got engaged to a bird in the steel business with pots of money. She asked me to break it to you gently.

III

BILL stared dumbly. The fateful words sank slowly into his consciousness.

Engaged!

Judson nodded a deathbed nod.

Thats right.

To a fellow in the steel business?

Absolutely in the steel business, o man.

There was a long silence, and suddenly Bill became aware with a sort of shock that his only clearly defined and recognizable emotion in this stupendous moment was a feeling of intense relief at the thought that now he would not have to finish that letter. All the morning it had been pressing on him like some heavy weight; and try as he would, he could not check a horrible sense of exhilaration.

He realized dully that it was all wrong to be feeling like this. It was shameful that a man in his position, confronted with the wreck of all his hopes and dreams, could find nothing better to do than to stand congratulating himself on having got out of writing a difficult letter. Besides, the letter ought not to have been difficult. All the evidence, in short, appeared to point to one conclusion — that he was utterly lacking in the most rudimentary spirituality.

Presently, as he stood there trying not to feel gay and light-hearted, he perceived that the heir of the Cokers was behaving in an odd manner. Judson had risen once more from his chair, and now, sidling up, he was thrusting into Bills hand a sheet of paper. As the latters fingers closed over this he sighed, patted him on the shoulder again and began to steal softly toward the door. Pausing on the threshold, he nodded twice with extraordinary solemnity. Then he slid out. It was only after he had been gone some moments that it dawned upon Bill that this was Judsons idea of handling a delicate situation with gentlemanly tact. There are times, Judson seemed to consider, when the strong man prefers to be left to wrestle with his grief alone.

Left thus alone, Bill endeavored to carry out his part of the program. He glanced at the document in his hand. Recognizing Alices handwriting, he deduced that this must be the letter which had brought the news. Presumably Judson had intended him to read it. But what was the use? Once a man has grasped the essential fact that the girl to whom he was under the impression that he was betrothed has gone and got engaged to birds in the steel business with pots of money, treatises on the subject are superfluous. He put the letter down on the table unread.

There now came to him a pleasing theory that seemed to offer an explanation of his strange lack of decent sorrow. Men who are shot frequently feel no immediate discomfort beyond a dull shock. This, he came to the conclusion, must be what had happened in his case. His faculties must have been stunned. Later on, no doubt, the agony would commence.

Feeling considerably relieved by this reflection, he decided to go out and grapple with his tragedy in the open air. Dimly remembered novels whose heroes had received the same sort of blow suggested that this was the correct course for one in his position to pursue. In those novels, he recalled, shepherds, tending their flocks on the wind-swept hills, used to be startled by the swift passing of tall, soldierly men with pale, drawn faces, striding through the storm with mouths set like bars of steel, and eyes, glittering like flames, staring sightlessly out from under the peaks of their caps. He put on his shoes and was about to go in search of his hat, when suddenly there presented itself the problem of the photographs.

Those twelve photographs! What to do with them?

In the matter of the faithless ones photographs, two plans of action are open to the jilted swain. He can either lay them up in lavender and live out his lonely life brooding over them as his hair gradually whitens, or he can do the strong, manly thing and destroy them out of hand. It came as a further shock to Bill when, after five minutes tense thought, he decided on the latter course, to realize how little anguish the prospect caused him. He made his decision without a tremor and did the photographs up in a brown-paper parcel with as little remorse as a grocer wrapping a pound of tea. Undoubtedly his faculties must have been stunned.

It was Bills intention to get rid of these mementos of a dead past somewhere in the great outdoors. For over a week now the weather had been too warm for fires, which prevented one handy way of disposing of things; and it was obviously impossible for a sensitive man to tear them up and put them in the waste-paper basket where Judson would see them. Bill wanted no jarring comments on his action. He was grateful now for the others indifferent attitude toward all photographs of his sister. Judson was not an observant young man, and the odds were that the novel bareness of the walls and mantelpiece would entirely escape him.

It is one of the defects of London, from the point of view of a man whose heart has just been broken, that it is practically devoid of wild spots in which to stride with a sightless stare. The nearest thing it seemed to provide to the wind-swept hills was Battersea Park; and thither Bill betook himself with his parcel, stepping lightly down the passage to the front door in order not to be intercepted by Bob the Sealyham, who, if aware that one of the gang contemplated going for a walk would, he knew, show a disposition to count himself in. And much as Bill respected and liked Bob, he had no wish for his company now. The Bobs of Battersea are not permitted inside the parks exclusive boundaries unless attached to a leash; and it seemed to Bill scarcely decent that on this supreme occasion he should be hampered by a wriggling dog. Any moment now the agony might be beginning, making solitude essential. He tiptoed out and hurried down the stairs.

It was a lovely morning. Comment has already been made in these records on the callousness of Nature in times of mans distress, and it is enough to say that on this occasion Nature more than lived up to her reputation. It was the sort of day when even Queen Mary would have left her umbrella at home; and Bill, wandering through the green avenues and listening to the merry cries of children sporting in the sunshine, continued to have that peculiar illusion of light-heartedness. If he had not known that such a thing was impossible he would have said that his spirits were rising higher and higher every moment. The way he jerked his wrist when, having reached a spot secluded from human eye, he threw the brown-paper parcel containing the photographs from him was positively rollicking. He heard it flop behind him without a pang and was caracoling gayly on down the path, when a shrill voice spoke in his ear.

Hi! Mister!

So unexpected was this voice that it had for one brief instant an uncanny effect of being the voice of the brown-paper parcel. A moment before Bill had been convinced that there was not a soul within a hundred yards. But it is a peculiarity of the London parks that no spot in them is ever really secluded from the human eye; and now there had sprung up — apparently through the asphalt — a small and grubby girl in a print frock.

She was trotting toward him, her face beaming with helpfulness and good will. With her left hand she dragged along a small male relation, who in his turn dragged a still smaller male relation; with her right she waved the brown-paper parcel.

You dropped this, mister.

Bill was a kind-hearted young man and he shrank from wounding the child. He took the parcel with as much gratitude as he was able to summon up on the spur of the moment, and with a smile a little too mechanical to be really brilliant handed over sixpence as a reward. The family melted away.

Bill walked on. The episode had had the effect of shaking his nerve; and though he passed several deserted nooks which might have been constructed by the London County Council with the sole purpose of acting as dumping grounds for the photographs of girls about to marry into the steel business, he made no use of them. And presently, roaming aimlessly, he found himself on the edge of a large sheet of water. Here, like Alastor on the lone Chorasmian shore, he paused.

The margin of the pool was fringed with children and dogs, the latter held in leash by nurses or tied to benches. The nurses exchanged dignified confidences one with another, the children sailed toy boats, the dogs barked continuously. In the trees on a small island in the middle of the water a colony of rooks cawed in raucous competition with the dogs. It was a jolly spot; but to Bill its chief charm lay in the fact that every individual present, whether nurse or child or dog or rook, appeared to be intensely occupied with his own affairs and consequently in no position to observe and comment upon the strange behavior of any well-dressed young man who should stroll up and start throwing brown-paper parcels into the depths. It seemed too good a chance to miss.

With an abstracted eye on the rooks, he sent the parcel spinning through the air, and was just turning away, humming a careless air, when the splash was followed by another of such magnitude that he thought for a moment that the rather stout child who had been trimming the sails of his yacht close by must have fallen in. And it is shameful to have to record that the first emotion that came to Bill — a man with one life saved from drowning already to his credit — was a feeling of regret at the prospect of having to go in after the little chump.

But he had wronged the stout child. There he was, still safely on the waters edge. The creature that had caused the splash was an enormous dog with long black hair and an expression of genial imbecility which was now swimming vigorously out to where the brown-paper parcel floated. And even as Bill looked he snapped it up between two rows of sharklike teeth and started for the shore. A moment later he had laid it at Bills feet, shaken himself like a shower bath and was gazing up into his playmates face, his idiot grin urging him as plainly as if he had made a set speech to keep the fun going by throwing the thing in again.

Bill picked up the parcel and hurried away. He was now in a mood of acute exasperation. It was not the fact that he was quite noticeably wet that infuriated him; nor was his indignation due to disapproval of the phenomenon of an unleashed dog where, according to the parks clearly printed by-laws, no unleashed dog should have been. What was gnawing at his vitals was a dull hatred of this brown-paper parcel and all it stood for. It amazed him now that he could ever have supposed himself in love with Alice Coker. Apart from anything else, apart altogether from her evil habit of going about marrying birds in the steel business, there must be a curse of some sort on a girl whose photographs were so impossible to get rid of. It was with all the depression of a Eugene Aram that he strode from the pond and buried himself in a quiet, leafy byway.

If anything could have soothed Bills mood of raging fury, this murmurous lane with its fringe of tall trees in which he now found himself should have done so. Even more than any of the other nooks through which he had passed that morning, it seemed apart from the world of men. Birds sang in the branches to his left, and in the flower beds to his right bees were buzzing happily. It is proof of the shattered state of Bills morale that the solitude of this sylvan retreat did not encourage him at once to drop his parcel. He was in the grip of a sort of superstitious coma. He had a presentiment that, solitary though the place seemed, he would not be alone for long, and a moment later his presentiment was fulfilled. Round the bend in the walk, concealed until they were almost on him by a large bush, came pacing slowly a young couple, a man and a girl.

The girl was trim and pretty, but it was the man who arrested Bills attention. He was a tall young man with brown eyes and chestnut hair, of an aspect rendered vaguely artistic by a long and flowing tie of mauve silk. And the thing about him that enchained Bills notice was his oddly familiar look. Somewhere, he felt, he had met the fellow before.

The man looked up, and as he did so there came into his face an expression which Bill could not interpret. It was recognition — that was clear enough — but it was also something more than recognition. If the idea had not been so absurd he would almost have said it was fear. The brown eyes widened, and a breeze rippling through the chestnut hair — he was carrying his hat in his hand — gave it a momentary suggestion of standing on end.

Hullo! said Bill.

He could not place the fellow, but it was plain from the others expression that they must have met.

Hullo! said the young man huskily.

Nice day, said Bill.

The observation seemed to have a reassuring effect on the other. It was as if he had expected hostility from Bill and was pleasantly relieved by the cordiality of his tone. He brightened visibly.

Beautiful, he said. Beautiful, beautiful, beautiful!

Each having shot his conversational bolt, there followed one of those awkward silences. And then Bill, acting automatically under the influence of a powerful urge proceeding he knew not whence, extended his hand.

Here! he said briefly.

And thrusting the brown-paper parcel into the others grasp, he walked rapidly away. He was conscious, as he went, of a whirl of mixed emotions; but the one that stood out above all the others was a stupendous feeling of relief. A memory of his boyhood came to him, of the time when he had first read Stevensons Bottle Imp. It must have been quite a dozen years ago, but he could still recall the exquisite exultation he had felt on reaching the passage where the hero gets rid of the fatal bottle to the drunken sailor. It was exactly so that he was feeling now. His recent acquaintance might — probably would — think him mad, but the chances were all against him running after him to tell him so and to force the parcel back upon him. If he did it would be necessary to take firm steps.

Bill stopped. His train of thought had just been jarred violently off the rails by the sudden discovery of the reason why the mans face had been familiar. He knew him now, and he remembered where it was that they had last seen each other — in the garden of Holly House, Wimbledon, when he, Bill, had chased him hither, thither and roundabout through the darkness with the intent to do violence upon his person. It was the man Roderick Pyke!

Bill smiled grimly. Roderick Pyke! No, there was no likelihood of Roderick Pyke running after him with parcels.

And then his thoughts began to flow in such a rapid stream that he could not keep up with them. The discovery that this man was Roderick Pyke immediately caused him to wonder what on earth he was doing, strolling about Battersea Park with a girl. Why, by all the laws of romance and even decency he should have been brooding forlornly on his vanished fiancée! It offended Bill to think that a man who had so recently lost Flick should be behaving so callously.

And then his thoughts shot off at another tangent, and this time they were such weighty thoughts that he was obliged to sit down on a handy bench to grapple with them.

Flick! Of course, he had never actually forgotten Flick for an instant; but it was certainly true that his meeting Roderick had brought her into his mind with a curious vividness that had all the effect of making her seem like something suddenly remembered. Flick! He could see her now as clearly as if she were standing before him — Flick, happy and smiling; Flick, tired and tearful; Flick, frightened and looking to him for support — a whole gallery of Flicks, each more attractive than the last. And quite suddenly, as if he had known it all along, Bill realized that he loved Flick.

Of course! He was a fool not to have guessed it earlier. Judson had accused him of being like a wet Sunday in Pittsburgh. Quite justly. He had been like a wet Sunday in Pittsburgh. And why? Because the withdrawal of Flick from his life had made that life seem so empty and unprofitable. This was what had been troubling his spirit all these weeks.

Bill got up. He was glowing now with that fervor which comes upon men in their hour of clear vision. He felt in his pocket for his pipe — the situation was distinctly one that demanded a series of thoughtfully smoked pipes — and found that he had left it in the flat. It being obviously impossible to think coherently without it, he returned home.

Judson, that model of tact and delicacy, was still out, and Bill was glad of it. He wanted solitude. He found his pipe where he had left it in the dining room, beside that scarcely begun letter to Alice Coker, and proceeded to the sitting room.

A marconigram was lying on the table. Bill opened it, hoping faintly that it might be from Flick, and experienced disappointment on discovering that it was from his Uncle Cooley. Uncle Cooley, said the marconigram, was due to dock at Southampton on the following morning. He hoped that Bill would meet him at the Antiquarians Club in Pall Mall at three in the afternoon.

It was news to Bill that Mr. Paradene was on the ocean at all, and his immediate feeling was a regret that he had not more stimulating news to give him of his activities in connection with Mr. Wilfrid Slingsby. Yes, on the whole, it was a nuisance that Uncle Cooley had chosen just this time to come over.

However, being here, he could not be ignored. Bill came to the conclusion that it would be more respectful and would make a better impression if, instead of waiting till three oclock, he went to Waterloo Station on the morrow and met the boat train. Having made this decision, he sat down and plunged into pleasant, roseate dreams about Flick.


CHAPTER XVI
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IT WAS WITH a light and jaunty step that Bill strode over Chelsea Bridge next morning on his way to Waterloo. There had been a time in the silent watches of the night when, lying in bed reviewing the position of affairs, he had had certain uncomfortable doubts as to the stability of his character. Was not a man, he asked himself, who could so swiftly rebound from one love to another incapable of love in its deepest sense? Was not such a man incurably shallow and trivial and worthy of nothing but contempt? From 12:30 till a quarter to two he had been inclined to answer these questions in the affirmative; but at 1:45 precisely there had slid into his fevered mind the consoling recollection of Romeo.

Now, there was a chap. Generations of lovers had taken him as the archetype of their kind; and yet on Shaksperes own showing the fellow had been a perfect byword among his friends up till, say, 9:30 p.m. one night for his hopeless adoration of Rosaline, and it couldnt have been much more than 9:45 the same night before he was worshiping Juliet. And certainly nobody had ever accused Romeo of shallowness and triviality.

No, everything was absolutely all right. All that had happened was that the scales had fallen from his eyes, if you liked to put it that way; and that was the sort of thing that might happen to anyone. With each step that took him nearer to his destination Bill became more whole-heartedly convinced that Flick was the only girl in the world for him. What he had felt for Alice Coker had been the mere immature infatuation of a lad with no knowledge of life. He looked back to himself as he had been two months ago and seemed to be contemplating another being.

In addition to having settled this soul problem, he had also got the practical side of the thing straight. As soon as there was a boat he must go over to America, find Flick and pour out his heart. Every moment that he spent three thousand miles away from her was a moment irreparably wasted.

And somehow the thought of pouring out his heart to Flick affected him with none of that nervous paralysis which had come upon him on the occasion when he had — mistakenly — revealed his emotions to Alice Coker. Flick was different. Flick was — well, she was Flick. She was a pal. By the time Bill reached Westminster Bridge he was smiling at passers-by and telling policemen it was a nice morning, and in York Road he went so far as to give a hawker half a crown for a penny box of matches, thereby converting one who had always been a stubborn skeptic to a belief in miracles. He entered the bustling precincts of Waterloo at a sort of joyous trot, which increased to a gallop when a porter informed him that the boat train was even now discharging its passengers at Platform 13.

Bill had no difficulty in finding Platform 13. The march of progress has robbed Waterloo Station of its mysteries. Once it used to be a quaint, dim Wonderland in which bewildered Alices and their male counterparts wandered helplessly seeking information of officials as naïvely at sea as themselves. But now it is orderly and efficient. Bill, not having known it in the days of its picturesqueness, had no sense of romantic loss. Yielding up a penny for a platform ticket, he charged past the barrier into the swirl of the crowd.

The platform was full of travelers and their friends and relatives. His native shrewdness telling him that Uncle Cooley would probably be at the far end of the train looking after his baggage, Bill wasted no time. It was his intention to show zeal, to save his uncle trouble and annoyance by attending to the baggage himself, and incidentally to reveal himself in the light of the capable young man of affairs. He brushed aside a boy who was trying to sell him oranges and chocolates and sped upon his way, and was rewarded by the spectacle of Mr. Paradene hovering on the outskirts of the crowd like an undersized sportsman trying to get a glimpse of a dog fight.

Hullo, Uncle Cooley! How are you? Have a good voyage? Shall I get you a porter? said Bill efficiently.

Why, William! said Mr. Paradene, turning, and speaking with an agreeable cordiality. I never expected to see you. Nice of you to come and meet me.

Thought I might save you trouble with your trunks.

Very good of you. But Ill look after them myself. Ive got some valuable books I want to keep an eye on. Ill meet you down the platform. Youll find Horace there.

The prospect of a chat with Horace did not cause Bill any noticeable elation; but Mr. Paradene, who had now intercepted a passing porter and was pointing out trunks to him in the manner of a connoisseur exhibiting the gems of his collection to a sympathetic fellow enthusiast, seemed anxious to be alone.

Go along and talk to him, he said. That big one, that little one, and there are five more, he added to the porter. Youll find another friend of yours with him. At least she said she knew you.

She?

Girl named Sheridan — Felicia Sheridan. Niece of Sinclair Hammond, the man Ive come to stay with.

Waterloo Station is always in a seething and effervescent condition when a boat train comes in; but to Bill, as he heard these words, it seemed to boil and bubble like a caldron. Travelers, travelers friends, travelers relations, porters, paper boys, station masters and the persevering lad who was still trying to sell him oranges and chocolates danced before his eyes in a weird saraband. The solid platform seemed to heave beneath his feet. The whistle of an engine sounded like a scream of joy.

Flick! he gasped. Is Flick here?

But Mr. Paradene was too busy to reply. Accompanied by the porter, he was now in the center of the maelstrom, burrowing after trunks like a terrier in a rabbit warren. Bill, though he would have liked to ask a number of questions, respected his uncles preoccupation and, drawing a deep breath, plunged down the platform with as much direct forcefulness as if he had been in sight of the enemys goal line with a football under his arm. Indignant humanity scattered like smoke wreaths before him. And presently, after causing more hard feelings among his fellow creatures than a judge at a baby contest, he came to a space that was comparatively open. And there, her hand in the uncouth paw of the boy Horace, stood Flick.

II

IN A WORLD full of people who, happening upon Horace, immediately wished him elsewhere, nobody had ever wished him so far elsewhere as did Bill at that moment. Not even Mr. Sherman Bastable in his least affectionate mood could have found the boys society more distasteful. His mere presence was bad enough, but far worse was that look of sardonic scorn on his freckled face — a look that seemed to ridicule all romance and wither it with a chilling blast. For an instant Bill had a sense of defeat. There was something hideously immobile about the boys attitude that seemed to suggest that nothing could shift him. Come one, come all, this platform shall fly from its firm base as soon as I, his demeanor said, and Bill was at a loss to know what to do about it, till suddenly an inspiration came to him. Few boys are averse to a quiet snack at any hour, and Horace was probably no exception to the rule.

Hullo, Horace, he said. Youre looking tired and thin. Take this. Youll find the refreshment room down there through those gates.

The words acted like some magic spell. Horaces stomach had that quality which optimists try to persuade us belongs to the ladder of fortune — there was always plenty of room at the top. Without a word — or, indeed, any acknowledgment, unless a sharp grunt was intended for a speech of thanks — he seized the money which Bill was thrusting upon him and hurried off. Bill turned to Flick, who during this brief business interview had been drinking him in with round and astonished eyes.

Flick! said Bill.

Bill! said Flick.

You darling! said Bill. I love you, I love you, I—

Oranges and chawklits, said a dispassionate voice at his elbow. Oranges, sengwidges and chawklits.

With prismatic dreams of murder filling his mind, Bill turned. Apart from the fact that any interruption at such a moment would have affected him like a blow behind the ear from a sandbag, he had supposed that in his previous conversations with this lad he had disposed once and for all of this matter of oranges and chocolates. It was a perfectly straight issue, to settle which both sides had only to show a little reasonableness and intelligence. The boy thought Bill wanted oranges and chocolates. Bill did not want oranges and chocolates, and he had said so perfectly plainly. Yet it seemed now that they had been shouting at one another across seas of misunderstanding.

I dont want any oranges, he said tensely.

Chawklits? suggested the boy. Chawklits for the lidy?

The lady doesnt want chocolates.

Sengwidges?

Nor sengwidges.

Buns, sweets of all descriptions, chawklit, nut chawklit, sengwidges, oranges, epples, Banbury cikes and bananas! chanted the lad lyrically. He had a clear, tuneful young voice and he chirruped like a thrush in Maytime. The thing only needed music by Jerome Kern to be a song hit.

Bill grasped Flicks arm and hurried her along the platform. It is supposed to be a universal illusion on the part of the young, when in love, that they are entirely alone in the world; but Bill, great though his passion was, could not achieve this state of mind. Waterloo Station seemed to him absolutely congested. How there were enough people in London, large city though it was, to fill it up to such an extent amazed him. The entire population of the British Isles, together with visitors from every part of America, seemed to have banded together to prevent him getting a quiet word with Flick.

Ever since you went away, he resumed, coming to a halt behind a luggage-laden truck, I—

The truck became suddenly endowed with movement. It thrust itself between them like a Juggernaut. And when it had passed and he was about to speak again a finger tapped him energetically upon the shoulder.

Pardon me, sir, asked a voice in rich Minnesotan, but could you di-rect me to the telegraph office?

Adversity makes strategists of us all. Bill grasped the others arm and whirled him round.

I dont know myself, he said, but that boy over there could tell you. The one with the orange-and-chocolate tray.

Thank you, sir. Thank you.

Dont mention it. Flick darling, said Bill, ever since you went away Ive been perfectly miserable. I couldnt make out at first what was the matter with me. Then I suddenly realized. Ive got to talk quick, so get this: I love you. I — I beg your pardon?

He broke off icily, turning as he received a sharp prod in the ribs from what felt like the ferrule of an umbrella.

The stout woman with the brown veil flying from her hat repeated her question.

Where can you get a porter? Bill spoke in an overwrought voice. What there was about him that made all these people flock to him as to some human information bureau he was at a loss to understand. Goodness knew, he had been trying to make his face look forbidding enough, and yet they kept surging up to him in their thousands as if he were their guardian angel. He began to feel like one of those Ask Mr. Halleran! men whose cheery advertisements dot the roadsides throughout Long Island.

Anywhere round here. They are popping about all over the place. Theres one over there, standing by that boy with the chocolate-and-orange tray.

I dont see him.

He was there a moment ago.

The stout woman wandered away discontentedly, her veil flying behind her. Bill turned to Flick again.

By your leave, sir.

A porter this time with a truck. The irony of the situation afflicted Bill. Here was a porter interrupting him, doubtless in search of stout women with baggage, and a moment before the stout woman had interrupted him in search of a porter. It would have been a kindly act on his part to bring these kindred spirits together, but he was otherwise occupied.

I know what youre saying, he resumed. Youre saying What about Alice Coker? Never mind about Alice Coker. That was a mere infatuation. Simply an infatuation. I love you and only you and I believe — I honestly believe — Ive loved you from the very first moment we met.

Amazing how easy it was to talk to her like this. The mere sight of her encouraged him to eloquence. She radiated confidence and comfort. It was as simple as telling an old friend that you were glad to see him. No trace now he felt of that fluttering self-consciousness which had set him stammering under the queenly gaze of Alice Coker. Silly nonsense that had been, imagining for a single moment that he could be in love with a girl who made him self-conscious. The whole essence of love — and Bill now considered himself an expert on this subject — was that it made you feel at home with a girl, happy with her, at your ease with her, just as if she were a part of you.

Flick, darling, he said, lets go out and get married — quick!

Her eyes were smiling up into his, the brightest, bluest eyes that had ever danced in human face; and Waterloo Station seemed to blaze with a brilliant and unearthly light. It soothed every nerve in his body, that smile of hers. It set him aglow with a happiness beyond all dreaming. It was like a lighted window welcoming a weary traveler home across the snow. And, taking advantage of the fact that this delightful station was full of people who were kissing one another, he bent over with no more words and kissed Flick; and the kiss seemed like nothing so much as the formal affixing of a signature to a document whose pleasant terms had long since been agreed upon and settled. It was so entirely simple, so perfectly natural and in order. And somehow it seemed to put matters on such a sound and satisfactory footing that for the first time since she had come to him out of this whirl of restless humanity he found himself able to talk coherently and conversationally.

What are you doing over here? he asked. I was just coming over to America to find you.

I ran short of money and I had to cable home, and they cabled back that I was to go to your uncle. He has brought me over.

But didnt Alice Coker look after you?

I never went near her.

Why not? Why, of course you wouldnt, said Bill with a flash of belated intelligence. What a consummate fool I was ever to think you would! The more I look back at myself, the more it seems to me that of all the hopeless fools in the world I was the worst.

You werent!

I was. Taking all that time to realize that I loved you! Do you really love me, Flickie?

Of course I do. I always have.

Im hanged if I can see why, said Bill candidly. I know you do. I can feel it in my bones. But why?

Because youre the most wonderful man on earth.

By Jove, I believe I am! Anyway, I feel I am when you look at me like that.

Flick squeezed his arm.

Bill, darling, what are we going to do?

Bill looked at her in astonishment.

Why, get married! As soon as ever we can! That reminds me. I shall have to be looking for work. Cant live on nothing. But that will be all right. I have a hunch that Uncle Cooley will come out strong. All I need is a start.

Its going to be very difficult.

Not a bit. Watch me!

I mean, about me. Im supposed to have come back to marry Roderick.

What? You dont mean to say, demanded Bill with honest amazement, that that silly business is still on? Do you mean to tell me that in this twentieth century people still think they can force a girl to marry someone she doesnt want to?

When you get a man like Uncle George and a woman like Aunt Francie making up their minds it doesnt matter what century it is, said Flick simply.

You wouldnt do it? said Bill with a sudden swift spasm of fear.

Of course I wouldnt, said Flick stoutly. But, oh, Bill darling, weve got to hurry up and do something! After what has happened, I know as well as I know anything that I shall be a sort of prisoner at Holly House. Im in disgrace. Im like a convict that has tried to escape. I darent risk running away again until everything is quite settled. You must let me know the moment youre ready for me.

Ill write to you.

No, dont. They might see your letters, and then it would be more difficult than ever.

She broke off. Bill, whose eyes had never left her face, saw her start.

What is it? he asked.

Bill, said Flick quickly in a low tone, dont do a thing. Just stand where you are and try to look as if you were perfectly ordinary. Aunt Francie is coming. I might have guessed that she would be here to meet me.

The woman advancing up the platform was so exactly what Bill would have imagined any sister of Flicks Uncle George that he had a feeling almost as if they were old acquaintances. Nevertheless, he was far from being at his ease. Aunt Francie was finding some difficulty in navigating round a truck, and Flick seized the opportunity for further counsel.

Stay where you are. Shell think youre somebody I met on board.

How am I going to let you know? said Bill hurriedly as the enemy appeared round the truck. Ive got it! What paper do you take in the morning?

The Daily Record. Its Uncle Georges paper.

Watch the Agony Column, whispered Bill.

Flick nodded briefly and turned to greet her formidable aunt.

Aunt Francie! she exclaimed.

There was a noticeable chill in the bearing of Mrs. Sinclair Hammond as she pecked at the cheek of her erring niece. Mrs. Hammond had much to say to her of a nature that could not well be said in front of strangers. The lecture of a lifetime hung on her firm lips, only waiting for Bills departure to be released. Flick turned to Bill.

Good-by, Mr. Rawlinson, she said brightly, extending her hand. Thank you so much for looking after me.

Bill took his cue. With a courteous bow in the direction of the more than ever formidable Aunt Francie, he moved off down the platform. He had, as he went, something of the emotions of a knight of old compelled by other engagements to ride off and leave a maiden at the mercy of a dragon.


CHAPTER XVII
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THE WAITER, HAVING brought coffee and cigars, retired; and Bill, leaning across the table, spoke in a low and confidential voice.

Juddy, he said, Ive got something I want to tell you, old man.

Several times during the meal which had just come to a conclusion he had been meaning to speak, but on each occasion the orchestra of the Regent Grill Room, which has a nasty habit of bursting at unexpected moments into La Bohême and even louder classics, had been seized with a spasm which had rendered low-voiced confidences impossible. This had caused Bill a good deal of annoyance, for the necessity of confiding his affairs to a sympathetic ear had become imperative. A week had elapsed since his momentous meeting with Flick at Waterloo Station, and all through that week he had been going about laden down with a secret which it had grown more and more irksome to keep to himself. The time had arrived when he simply had to talk about it to someone, and in all this great city there was no one except Judson whom he could elect to the position of confidant.

Judson puffed comfortably at his cigar.

Spill it, he said amiably.

He looked at his companion with friendly eyes. Apart from the fact that, having a pleasant secret of his own tucked away in his bosom, he was feeling well disposed toward all humanity, he felt particularly genial toward Bill. During this past week all his old affection and esteem had returned. Bill, for so long a blighted flower, had suddenly revived as if someone had poured water on him.

He had gone whistling about the flat, and tonight had reached such heights of jovial camaraderie as actually to suggest a dinner at the Regent followed by a visit to the Alhambra revue. Judson thoroughly approved of the change.

Bill looked about him cautiously. The waiter had disappeared. The nearest diners were out of earshot. The orchestra, its fever passed, was convalescing limply and seemed incapable of further noise for quite a time. He felt justified in continuing.

I wonder, he said, if youve noticed that I have seemed somehow different these last few days.

I should say so! assented Judson cordially. Much more the little ray of sunshine.

Well, Ill tell you why. Juddy, old man, Ive discovered what love really means.

What, again? said Judson.

Bill frowned. Confidants ought to be more tactful.

If youre thinking of Alice, he said, that was just an infatuation.

I see.

This time its the real thing.

Ah!

What do you mean, Ah!  demanded Bill. He was sensitive.

Nothing, o man, nothing. Just Ah! Surely, said Judson, who came of a free race, a fellow can say, Ah! 

You said it as if you thought I wasnt serious.

Not a bit of it, not a bit of it. I was only thinking—

Thinking what?

Well, isnt it a bit rapid? I mean to say, a week ago you were raving about Alice, and it seems to have taken you just seven days to forget her and tack onto someone else. Not that Im blaming you, mind, said Judson handsomely. I admire a quick worker.

Bill knocked his cigar ash against his coffee cup. He was wishing that he had not been so peculiarly situated as to be compelled to waste his finest thoughts on a fellow like Judson. No soul. There you had Judson Coker in two words. All right within his limitations, and a pleasant chap to exchange trivialities with — but no soul.

I dont know what you mean by a quick worker, he said.

Perhaps it doesnt seem quick to you, said Judson pacifically.

Ive known Flick for years.

Ah, Flick, said Judson with enthusiasm. Now, theres a girl in a million. If youd been in love with Flick—

I am in love with Flick.

Now lets get this thing straight, said Judson. He drank coffee to clear his mind. The entertainment had been on a strictly teetotal basis, but nevertheless he was feeling slightly foggy. A week ago you were crazy about my sister Alice. Then you switched to this other girl youre telling me about. And now you say youre in love with Flick. I dont get it, Bill, o man; I dont get it. Sounds to me as if you were headed straight for bigamy. Not, he added broad-mindedly, that Ive anything personally against bigamy. Must be nice to have two homes to go to.

Bill groaned in spirit. Better to have poured out his heart into a listening-in device than to be squandering words on this poor worm.

If you had twice as much sense youd be half-witted, he said sourly. Cant you understand that Ive been talking about Flick all the time?

You mean Flicks the girl youre in love with? groped Judson. The second girl, I mean, not the third girl?

There isnt any third girl, said Bill between his teeth.

But you said there was.

I didnt. I should have thought that anyone with one ounce more brains than a billiard ball could have understood. Ive suddenly realized that Flick is the only girl I have ever loved.

Ah, now I see! Flick is the only girl you have ever loved? Well, its a pity you didnt find it out before you let her go off to America.

If she hadnt gone to America, I might never have known what I felt.

Well, what are you going to do? Send her a cable?

Shes back.

No, really?

Yes. I found her at Waterloo last Saturday when I went to meet my uncle. Bills voice shook. I told her I loved her, Juddy, and she said she loved me.

At-a-boy!

What she can see in me, said Bill, I cant imagine.

No, assented Judson heartily. No.

But theres a difficulty. You see, she has come back to marry that man Pyke.

Judson started.

Not the fellow who said it was Toddy van Riter who founded the Silks? Good Lord, Bill, you must stop that! That would never do. Ive nothing against Toddy — Toddy, I may as well tell you, has come out of the business extremely well. I had a letter from him this morning — but this bird Pyke is one of the worst. On no account must you permit a corker like Flick to marry him.

I wont, said Bill firmly. But you see the position. She got broke in New York, and was scared, and cabled her people that she wanted to come home. They fixed it up for her to come home, but naturally it was on the understanding that she went ahead and married the fellow Pyke.

The worlds worst, said Judson. The worlds very punkest. It must not be.

It isnt going to be, said Bill impatiently. But you see the difficulty. Obviously she cant run away from home again until she is quite certain that I can look after her. And just at present its difficult to see how I am going to be able to look after her unless I get in really strong with my uncle.

You want to expose that crook Slingsby, and then he would eat out of your hand.

But how do we know he is a crook?

He is, Bill, o man — he is, said Judson earnestly. I didnt tell you before, but I went to get a drink out of him one night, and he palmed off a cup of cocoa on me, saying that it contained nourishing fats.

And now Flick writes and tells me that they are trying to rush this wedding through, said Bill. Ive been putting messages in the Agony Column of the Record every day, so weve kept in touch, and this morning I get a letter from her saying that they want to have the wedding come off next week. I seem to see myself letting them do it! growled Bill. If they try to start anything like that Ill take Flick away and marry her and get a job of some kind — any sort of job; just something that will carry us along till I make good.

Hm — yes, said Judson doubtfully. The only trouble is, Bill, o man, when it comes to getting jobs I should imagine that youre a sort of Halfway Henry.

A Halfway Henry?

A fellow with not enough brains to own streets and too much to sweep them, explained Judson.

Ill sweep em, if it comes to that! You dont know what love is, or you would realize that a man will do anything for the girl he wants to marry.

The butterfly existence of a bachelor suited Judson so perfectly that this sort of thing was rather above his head.

Cant say Ive ever wanted to marry myself, he mused. Still, I suppose theres something to be said for it. Must make a fellow feel pretty good, I imagine, to get up and say, No more, boys! Not any more for me! Got to be going now. Little woman waiting for me at home! 

Exactly, agreed Bill, pleasantly surprised at this evidence of sentiment in one whom he had supposed incapable of the finer emotions.

But then, proceeded Judson thoughtfully, theres the other side of the picture — when you sneak home at three in the morning and tiptoe up the steps and shove the key quietly into the keyhole, which you carefully oiled the day before, and turn the lock without a sound — only to discover that she has put the chain on the door. Youve got to look at it from every angle, Bill, o man.

Bill beckoned to the waiter, who had reappeared and was hovering in a meaning manner about the table. He was too revolted for speech. Once more he was regretting that necessity had compelled him ever to make a confidant of such a man.

He paid the bill in silence and rose from the table.

One thing Ive thought of, said Judson, trotting in his wake down the aisle. Youll have to get a license. Suppose you have to make a quick job of it, youll need a license. Cant get action without a license.

Ive got a license, said Bill coldly, and spoke no more till they were in their seats at the Alhambra. And then it was only to say, Shut up! to his companion, whose researches in the program had caused him to start babbling excitedly.

But it must be the same, Judson was arguing with animation, thrusting his program into Bills face and indicating the name of one of the personnel of the ensemble with an eager finger. Prudence Stryker — such an unusual name. Must be the same girl I used to know in the Follies back in New York. Ill tell you in a second directly the chorus come on. . . . Yes! There she is! Second girl from that end. Well, Im darned! Fancy her being over here!

He relapsed into a momentary silence, only to emerge once more with a long and rambling story, told in a hissing undertone, about the night when he and Jimmy Boole and Freddy Osgood and Miss Stryker and a pal of Miss Strykers whose name was on the tip of his tongue and a pal of Miss Strykers pal whose name had sounded like Biscuit, only it could hardly be that — anyway, something that had sounded very like Biscuit — had gone to celebrate Jimmys birthday down at that place in Greenwich Village and Freddy had got so plastered and tried to play the trap drums, though in his calmer moments, mark you, Freddy would have been the first to admit that he knew about as much about playing trap drums as — 

Shut up! said Bill.

Oh, all right, said Judson, aggrieved. Anyway, its the same girl.

There is a brisk delirium about a modern revue which, though entertaining to the carefree mind, has the unfortunate effect of irritating the man on whose soul anything in the nature of a deep problem is weighing. It was not long before Bill, rendered distrait by thoughts of that letter from Flick, began to regret that he had been foolish enough to suggest this expedition. The blare of the music and the restlessness of the chorus afflicted his nerves. By the time the curtain fell at the end of the first portion of the entertainment he was convinced that he could endure no more.

What he wanted was a long walk.

Im going home, he announced.

Going home! gasped Judson. But look here—

You neednt come if you want to sit out the rest of it. I want to get away and think.

Oh, think? All right then. See you later.

Bill left the Albambra, and, crossing Leicester Square, wandered aimlessly in the direction of Piccadilly. After the heat and turmoil of the theater, the cool night air was like a caress. The sky was a deep and mysterious blue, picked out with little stars that winked down at him as he walked as if they knew how he felt and would have liked to do something to help. It was a night for lovers to stand beneath their ladies windows and — 

Bill stopped so abruptly that he was nearly run down by a taxicab. He wondered he had not thought of that before. Obviously there was but one place for him on such a night. He hailed the taxi, which, after some slight eloquence on the part of its driver, was about to move on.

Wimbledon Common, he said.


CHAPTER XVIII
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LONDON WAS A dead and empty city when Bill turned the corner into the Prince of Wales Road, Battersea. Even the coffee stall at the end of the road was silent and deserted. Just how late it was he did not know, for his watch, like time itself, seemed to have stopped. He was dimly aware of a not unpleasant fatigue, for, like Judson on a previous occasion, he had walked all the way back from Wimbledon — not, as had been the case with Judson, because he had to, but because his uplifted mood made any other form of locomotion impossible.

Lovers are a curious and unpractical race. If Bill had been asked what he imagined himself to have gained by his journey to Holly House and those hours of silent sentinel duty in the shadows of its garden, he would not have been able to say; yet he was not conscious of having wasted his time. The fact, too, that it had been quite impossible for one with his slight knowledge of the topography of the house to guess which of those windows whose lights had gone out one by one as he watched belonged to Flick did not in any way take the edge off his fervor. For all he knew, he might have been expending his emotional energy on the window of his Uncle Cooley or even on that of Mrs. Hammond; but he did not care. He had done the only thing possible on such a night, and now he was ready to drop into bed and dream of quickly made fortunes and a life lived happily ever after.

He climbed the five flights of stairs that led to Number 9, Marmont Mansions and, stepping delicately to avoid waking Judson, reached his room. Ten minutes later he was asleep.

Exactly when it was that he was wakened by a noise that sounded like the sudden collapse of the roof, he could not have said. The evidence of his window, which had been an oblong of black and was now an oblong of dingy gray, seemed to point to the fact of several hours having passed. He was on the point of dismissing the noise as part of a dream, when the sound of a hearty chuckle outside his door came to convince him of its reality. There was somebody in the passage, and, however unpleasant it might be to get out of bed, it behooved him to go and look into the matter. Only an idiot burglar would burgle a place like this and laugh while doing so; but even idiot burglars must be thrown out by the conscientious householder. Bill put on a pair of slippers, grasped a chair as the handiest weapon and charged forth.

The noise had evidently been caused by the falling of the hatstand, and what had caused the hatstand to fall had just as evidently been the efforts of Judson Coker to hang his hat on it. He was now leaning placidly against the front door, and he turned a happy face in Bills direction as the latter came out of his room. He was still in full evening dress, with the exception of the white tie conventionally worn with that costume. This he had apparently lost or given away; and in place of this he was decorated with a ribbon of light blue of the kind used to adorn the female hair, hanging diagonally athwart his shirt front and giving him a vaguely ambassadorial look. His hair was disordered, and he beamed at Bill with an almost overpowering friendliness.

Hullo, Bill, o man! he cried jubilantly. Say, I cant get this darned thing to stand up, Bill, o man. Every time I try to make it stand up it falls down, and every time it falls down it makes the most awful noise, and every time it makes the most awful noise I try to stand it up, and every time I try to stand it up it falls down, and every time — Where was I? he asked, puzzled.

Bill lowered his chair and regarded him sternly; then stooped and restored the hatstand to an upright position. Judson, who had watched the process with a tense interest that would have been almost excessive if his friend had been trying to walk a tight rope across Niagara Falls, uttered an excited cry.

You did it! There was nothing petty or envious, no hidden note of jealousy about his admiration. You did it! First shot! Youre a better man than I am, Gunga Din!

Dont make such an infernal noise!

Youre quite right, Bill, o man. Noise, yes. But not infernal noise. Well, Bill, proceeded Judson genially, its great seeing you again after all this long time. Yessir, thats what it is — great! What have you been doing with yourself? Sit down and tell me all about it.

What have you been doing, thats what I would like to know.

Judson nodded owlishly. Youre absolutely right, Bill; absolutely right. Youre always absolutely right. And a great gift it is too. Nothing to beat it. Well, Bill, o man, Ive been out to supper. You remember my pointing out a girl to you at the Al-al — Al-hal — Wait! said Judson with dignity, raising a compelling hand. Lots of fellows think I cant say the word. Oh, yes, they do! Its all over London that I cannot pronounce the word Al-ham-ber-er, but I can, I can, I can, and Im glad! glad! glad! Where was I?

Bill, somewhat recovered now from the moroseness which comes to those abruptly awakened in the small hours, was growing interested.

Did you meet someone who took you to supper? he asked.

No, sir! replied Judson with a touch of hauteur. I was the one that took someone to supper. Yes, I know what youre going to say. Youre going to say, where did I get the money to take someone to supper? And very frank and honest of you, too, to say so. Manly, thats what I call it — manly. I got that money, Bill, o man, because Ive got a head.

Youll have one tomorrow all right, said Bill unkindly.

A smart business head, resumed Judson. Lots of fellows havent got smart business heads, and where are they? Streeping the sweets. You know what I did? Well, listen then, because youre a young man trying to get along, and thisll be useful to you. Alhambra! Ive said it once and I can say it again. You remember that piece there was in all the London papers about Toddy van Riter founding the Silks? Well, I clipped that out and mailed it to Toddy and told him Id had it put in all the London papers because he was a young man trying to get along and I wanted to do him a good turn. At the same time — and mark this, Bill, always bearing in mind the word Alhambra — at the same time I asked him to lend me a hundred smackers. And what ensued? He sent em! They arrived this morning. And thats why I say to you — and I want to lay stress on this, Bill — that anyone who thinks that just because Ive been having a bite of supper I cant say the word Alhambra lies! Lies, said Judson, waving his hand spaciously and restoring his balance by a swift snatch at the hatstand, in his teeth! And you know as well as I do, Bill, that its the worst possible thing to lie in your teeth, because four in every five will get pyorrhea.

Youd better go to bed, said Bill.

I will, agreed Judson with a sage nod of his smart business head. Thats just one little thing that I will do. Id like, he went on, eying the hatstand with sudden truculence, to see the man who will stop me going to bed. Thats me. Blunt and straightforward, and if people dont like it they can do the other thing. Im going to bed. Just like that!

This way, said Bill. Watch your step.

Funny you should have said that, Bill, o man, chuckled Judson. Its just what that girl said. The girl I met at the Al-hal— He halted. Bill, theres something at the back of my mind that I want to tell you. Something important. But what is it? Ah! There you have me! But itll come back. Oh, yes, itll come back. Never forget that, Bill. However black the sky, however dark the outlook, itll come. Well, good night, Bill, o man. Mustnt keep me up, said Judson, and with a brief Alhambra! vanished into his room.

Daylight was now streaming pinkly in through the window and the bird population of Battersea Park had begun to greet it with a vociferous chirping. The light and the noise combined prevented Bill from dropping off to sleep; which was just as well, for an hour later his door opened and Judson made his appearance, clad now in a suit of blue pajamas.

Just looked in to tell you that thing I forgot, said Judson. It came to me in a flash only half a minute ago.

Well?

Judson plunged into thoughtful silence for a moment.

Sorry, he said. Forgotten it again. Good night, o man.

He retired. Bill closed his eyes, and after what seemed the lapse of a few minutes awoke to find that the morning was well advanced — so well advanced that he could hear down the passage as he opened his door the pleasing sound of one who prepared breakfast. He made his way to the bathroom, to the accompaniment of a musical snoring from behind Judsons closed door.

It was only after Bill had finished breakfast and was reading the Sunday papers that the heir of the Cokers presented himself. A trifle pale, he seemed nevertheless in far better condition than one meeting him some hours back would have supposed possible. His mental equilibrium also seemed to have reëstablished itself. He bade Bill a subdued but friendly good morning and drank four cups of coffee in rapid succession.

Did I dream it, he said, or did I make a certain amount of noise coming in last night? Seem to remember crashing into something.

That was when you upset the hatstand.

The hatstand! said Judson, pleased. That was the clew I wanted. Now it all comes back to me. How much did I tell you, o man, when I came in? Or didnt I? I seem to remember having a chat with you.

You told me Toddy van Riter had sent you a hundred dollars.

Thats right. Judson helped himself to more coffee but declined, with a gentle shake of the head and the soft, sad smile of a suffering saint, Bills offer of scrambled eggs. In fact, he confessed, with reference to these wholesome foodstuffs, I dont believe I can even stand the sight of them. You might put a paper up in front of your plate, Bill. Thanks. Its funny about eggs on the morning after. They sort of look at you. He drank deeply from his coffee cup. Well, now lets see. Did I tell you about taking Prudence Stryker to supper?

You told me you took someone to supper.

Thats right. Prudence Stryker. The girl I pointed out to you. A dear old pal of mine back in New York. Remind me sometime to tell you about the night she and I and Jimmy Boole and Freddy Osgood—

Thanks, said Bill. You told me about that at the Alhambra.

Did I? Oh? Well, there she was, prancing about on the stage last night, and after the show I popped round and took her out for a bite of supper. We had quite a good time.

So I gathered.

Got in with a bunch of hearty mixers and went on to a fellows apartment. Just a nice home evening. It wasnt till about half past three in the morning that the people in the apartment below sent for the police. Well, what Im trying to tell you, Bill, is that Prudence handed me a bit of information thats going to send you singing up and down Prince of Wales Road. I meant to tell you last night, only it slipped my memory.

Youre sure you remember it now?

I certainly do. It was about that mutt Slingsby.

Slingsby!

Bill laid down his knife and fork the better to attend. For the first time he permitted himself to hope that this news of Judsons might really be of importance. How does Slingsby come into it?

Judson shook his head sadly, as one mourning over the wickedness of the world.

Slingsby treated that poor girl darned badly, Bill, o man. I didnt get an absolute strangle hold on the facts of the case, because, between ourselves, I wasnt feeling as bright as I could have wished at the moment; but I did get onto this, that Prudence and this fellow Slingsby were extremely matey for quite a time, and then he sneaked off and started going around with a girl from the Gaiety; and, one thing leading to another, Prudence did the square straightforward thing by blacking his eye and passing out of his life forever.

She blacked his eye? Then that was—

Exactly. It happened the night before Flick went to work in his office. But thats neither here nor there, o man. Im coming to the really important part. We somehow or other got talking about you, and I mentioned that you were old Paradenes nephew and had come over to London to try to find out why the profits on the old boys business had fallen off; and then she said that you were just the fellow she wanted to meet, because she could put you wise to where the dirty work was.

Bill sat up excitedly.

There really has been dirty work?

As far as I could gather from Prudence, it has been running on all six cylinders for years. And heres the point: I was verging on a state which you might call pie-eyed when she told me; but I gathered this much — that one night Slingsby, who must have been pretty well tanked himself to do such a bonehead thing, confided the whole business to her. Told her everything, o man! Where the body was buried and all about it. The way fellows you would ordinarily think darned shrewd, level-headed birds make goofs of themselves with women beats me. Look at Samson! Or Mark Antony, for the matter of that. The bigger they are, sighed Judson, the harder they fall.

But what was it? What has Slingsby been up to?

Ah! Now that, said Judson, she didnt tell me, because shes saving it up for you. She wants to give you the low-down in person, so that you can hand it on to the old man, thereby doing Slingsby dirt and putting him where he belongs. Ive arranged everything. Youre to give her dinner tonight.

Tonight?

This very night. Ill come, too, if you like.

No, thanks.

Sure? No trouble, you know.

Quite sure, thanks.

Very well, said Judson resignedly. Maybe youre right, at that, he went on after a moments meditation. The idea of a quiet evening and an early bed doesnt look so bad to me, Im bound to admit. For some reason or other Ive got an odd sort of headachy feeling today. I guess its the weather. Well, she will meet you at Marios at 8:15. You cant miss her. Tall, dark, handsome girl, built rather on the lines of a motor truck.

Marios? said Bill. No, hang it all, not Marios!

Eh? Why not?

Marios is sacred. It was there that I dined with Flick the last time we had dinner together before she went off to America.

Youll go to Marios — and like it! said Judson firmly. Good heavens, you cant expect the girl to start chopping and changing just to humor your whims! Its darned decent of her to take the trouble to meet you at all.

Yes, admitted Bill, I suppose it is.

Eight-fifteen sharp in the lobby then. You wont have any difficulty spotting her. Shell be wearing a red dress. Shes rather Spanish in appearance, with great gleaming eyes and a lot of teeth.

Ugh!

Eh? said Judson sharply.

Nothing!

Shes a thoroughly nice girl. Full of pep. Youll like her.

I will if she really tells me something important about Slingsby. Gosh, Juddy, do you realize that this may mean the straightening out of everything? If she can tell me as much as you think she can, I shall be in the strongest possible position with Uncle Cooley.

Aces and eights, agreed Judson.

And then I shall be able to take Flick away from those confounded people of hers and marry her without any more delay. Juddy, you dont know how I feel about Flick. Shes like a wonderful inspiration. Sometimes, when Im sitting all alone, I can see her face with those dear blue eyes of hers—

Judson reached for the Sunday paper and hoisted it defensively in front of him. There are limits to the obligations of friendship.

Some other time, o man, he said.


CHAPTER XIX
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THE SPIRIT OF optimism and joviality which has just been shown sweetening the daily round of Number 9, Marmont Mansions, Battersea, had found, during the week which had passed since Flicks arrival, no counterpart at Holly House, Wimbledon. In spite of the fact that the return of prodigals is almost proverbially associated with joyful revelings and effervescent gayety on the part of the whole strength of the company, with the possible exception of the fatted calf, Flick had found little to cheer her in the atmosphere of her revisited home; and day by day in every way she had had need to fill her mind with thoughts of Bill in order to prevent depression claiming her for its own.

The lecture which her Aunt Frances had begun on the platform of Waterloo Station had continued intermittently throughout the week; and at seven oclock on Sunday evening it gushed up into such a freshet of eloquence that Mr. Sinclair Hammond, bursting the bonds of years, put his foot down and asserted himself with a mild mans impressive ferocity.

Flick, said Mr. Hammond, interrupting his wifes remarks in an odd, strained voice.

Yes, Uncle Sinclair?

Just run away for a moment, will you?

Mrs. Hammond directed at him the gaze which had so often sent him cowering back among his books. But tonight it had no effect. Hell hath no fury like a mild and peace-loving man who has at last decided to give battle, and Mr. Hammond was strong with the strength of one who has been simmering for a week in a fury of suppressed animosity. Just as Bill West, another mild man, could be roused by a blow on the head with a stick, so could Sinclair Hammond be stirred to action by the spectacle of Flick, whom he loved, being talked to and talked at and nagged and harried and generally rendered miserable.

I am speaking to Felicia, said Mrs. Hammond frostily.

Get out, Flickie, said Mr. Hammond with a twisted half smile, and Flick left the room.

Mrs. Hammond turned majestically on her husband. Unlike the King of France, she had no one to warn her that this was no mere revolt, but a revolution which was to destroy her supremacy in the home forever; and she endeavored to crush him in the old familiar way.

Be quiet, said Mr. Hammond, and Mrs. Hammond was quiet.

Youve got to stop it, Francie, said Mr. Hammond mildly, but holding her with a glittering eye. Youve had plenty of time to say all there was any need to say on the subject of Flicks leaving home, and now youve finished. Do you understand? Definitely and completely finished. I wont have the poor kid worried any more. And, to remove temptation from your path, I am now going to take her out to dinner somewhere. I am going to transport her to where there are lights and music and good dyspepsia-promoting food. The band will play, the lights will gleam. Who knows? I may even dance with her. And when we come home — probably at about six in the morning — you will welcome her with your famous smile; you will dig up a motherly embrace, and your pleasant chatter will deal exclusively with the brighter side of life. Do I make myself clear?

Sinclair—

In one moment, said Mr. Hammond suavely, but still with that unholy glitter in his benevolent eyes. I asked you the simple question — do I make myself clear?

But, Sinclair, protested Mrs. Hammond, and there was an awe-struck note of appeal in her voice, you cant take Felicia out to dinner!

Watch me! said Mr. Hammond.

But George is coming to dinner!

Your brother George, said Mr. Hammond, is a man whom in many ways I respect and admire. By his own efforts he has risen from rags to riches, so to speak, and I esteem him for it. But as a dinner-table companion for Flick at this particular moment he fails to qualify. You know George and I know George. He would lecture Flick, and I do not intend to have her lectured.

But he will think it so odd if Felicia is not here to meet him! wailed Mrs. Hammond.

Mr. Hammond kissed her affectionately on the forehead. He was very fond of Francie.

He may be able, said Mr. Hammond frivolously, to get an article for Pykes Weekly out of it. Famous Nieces Who Have Behaved Oddly to Famous Uncles. Well, I must be going up to dress. I suppose it means a white waistcoat. He sighed. Ah well, we must all make sacrifices in this world.

He kissed Mrs. Hammond again and left the room humming.

Flick! he called.

Flick came out of the morning room.

Flickie, said Mr. Hammond, were a couple of reckless young fellows out for a good time. How would you like to come and have dinner somewhere — somewhere low and vulgar? Lets go to one of those Night Clubs Which are Living Hells that Society Spice writes about.

Flick gazed at him for a moment with an incredulous awe. Dearly as she loved her Uncle Sinclair, she had always recognized his limitations. And this was open rebellion. This was hoisting the skull and crossbones.

Wouldnt it be lovely! she said wistfully.

It will be lovely, Mr. Hammond corrected.

But Uncle George is coming to dinner, Flick reminded him.

I know. Think how jolly it will be to revel in some gay café and feel that Uncle George is sitting snugly all the while in yonder dining room! Itll be like turning on the cold shower and standing over by the bathroom door, watching it.

Flick hugged him.

You are a darling, Uncle Sinclair!

Well, I got a kind of idea that a little change would do you no harm tonight. Where shall we go? Do you know a good hell?

Lets go to Marios.

Marios? A new name to me. Considering that I am one of the wild and depraved younger generation theyre always writing about nowadays, I know very little of Londons West End. Will it be devilish enough for me? I want a place where I can throw bread at people. How is the bread throwing at Marios?

Splendid! All the best shots go there. Marios was the place where young Lord Trevelyan picked off six waiters with six consecutive rolls.

Six? said Mr. Hammond musingly. Ah well, we must see what we can do. But how do you come to know of this low resort?

I went there once — Flick hesitated— with somebody.

Hm! Oh? Ah! said Mr. Hammond. He scrutinized her a little closely and his manner took on a certain gravity. Would it be indiscreet to ask with whom? And I hope you appreciate the fact that I am the only man in Wimbledon who wouldnt have said, Who with? Who took you to Marios, Flickie?

Bill West, Mr. Paradenes nephew. You remember my telling you about him in the garden that day?

I remember. So he is over in this country — and you have met him again?

Yes.

Flickie, said Mr. Hammond, I know you will think me an awful old bore, but Im afraid I shall have to begin dinner by talking what you might call shop. You wont mind?

I dont mind anything you do, Uncle Sinclair.

Right! said Mr. Hammond cheerfully. I ought to get finished by about the fish course, and after that well start throwing bread. Were these waiters that Lord Trevelyan bagged sitting or on the wing?

Rocketing.

Indeed? said Mr. Hammond. Well, well, we can only do our best. Hurry up and get some clothes on, Flickie. Im off to dig my white waistcoat out of the moth balls.

II

 FLAG that waiter, old love, said Miss Prudence Stryker, indicating a sprinting martyr who was whizzing about among the crowded tables in his efforts to do the work of two ordinary men, and remind him that when he was a little boy he promised to bring us a bottle of Lanson.

Bill beamed politely and turned to do her behest.

Waiter!

Louder, recommended Miss Stryker. Less of the Pekingese and a bit more of the bloodhound.

Waiter!

Thats better. Youve got a nice voice. If you studied and had it developed youd make a good train announcer.

Bill beamed again. It seemed to him that he had been beaming through a dreadful eternity.

If it is true that a man may smile and smile and be a villain, it is equally the case that he may beam and beam and yet be in an extremely acute state of discomfort. Bill was not enjoying his evening out at Marios celebrated night club.

Even in those remote days when he had been wont to add his presence to those parties in New York of which Judson Coker had been the life and soul, Bill had never really derived much pleasure from this type of entertainment. Indeed, even before his mistaken infatuation for Alice Coker had turned his thoughts to deeper things, he had come quite definitely to the conclusion that parties bored him to extinction. To be at home at these bohemian revels a man has to have a nimble wit. He must be a strong kidder, a good scout and a great old josher, and must possess in addition an interior of cast steel and asbestos. Bill was deficient in all these qualities. His interior put up practically no resistance after the second or third cocktail, and no one was more keenly alive than he to the fact that he was a poor josher, an indifferent scout, and hardly to be reckoned a kidder at all by any impartial critic.

The present occasion was proving even more exacting than those other orgies. Then he had been one of a crowd, while now he was in the position of having to shoulder the whole weight of the entertainment himself, and it had proved a considerable weight. Apart from the fact that the holy associations of the place made it distasteful for him to dine there with anybody but Flick, there was a flamboyant exuberance about Miss Prudence Stryker which had oppressed him from the very moment when she had sailed forward to meet him in the lobby. The accuracy of Judsons description of her had come home to him right from the start.

Judson had said that she was built on the lines of a motor truck. She was. Judson had said that she would be wearing a red dress. She was, though the adjective was almost feeble. Judson had said that she was full of pep. This also was true. The only point on which Judson had gone astray was in his prediction that Bill would like Miss Stryker. He did not. He would have been hard put to it to name any other living person whom he disliked more. He disliked her large and gleaming eyes. He disliked her impressive physique. He disliked the tendency which she had developed as early as the soup course to address him as old love. And most of all he disliked the way she bent forward and laughed merrily in his face and her habit of pointing her witticisms by slapping him on the arm. As Mr. Wilfrid Slingsby had discovered at an earlier date, Prudence Stryker was a girl of muscle, and her slaps were like the kicks of a playful horse.

Nevertheless, he persevered. Miss Stryker, whatever her surface faults, had one outstanding merit that eclipsed them all. She was the girl who knew where Mr. Slingsby had buried the body; and, as such, must be conciliated. So Bill, though speculating wanly as to what she would be like if the waiter ever brought that Lanson, brought the old bulldog courage of the Wests to bear and set himself grimly to see the thing through.

The exact nature of the body which Mr. Slingsby had buried refused to reveal itself. All through the age-long meal Miss Stryker stoutly declined to talk what she described as business, confining herself to snappy anecdote and mirthful jest. All that Bill had gleaned by the time the coffee arrived was that Mr. Slingsbys secret was a pippin, well worth waiting for; and in the interval of waiting he managed to achieve such a creditable imitation of a vivacious host that Miss Stryker formally stamped him with the seal of her approval as a good kid. And, as everybody knows, it is but a step from being a good kid to being a good scout, and from there a mere amble to the giddy eminence of a great old josher. Shortly after Bill had reached the good-scout stage Miss Stryker expressed a desire to dance.

Bill rose politely. The idea of dancing with his fair guest was one that filled him with loathing, but in pursuance of his policy of conciliation he forced himself to do it. It was at the moment when they were circling round the room for the second time that Flick entered the restaurant with her Uncle Sinclair and mounted the stairs that led to the balcony. As a vague concession to old-fashioned propriety, Mr. Hammond had decided on a table in the balcony in preference to one on the main floor. The main floor, a glance told him, was infested to no little extent by brilliant creatures who, though doubtless good-hearted and kind to their mothers, seemed to him better seen at a distance. The balcony, to which are banished those who visit Marios without dressing, had the appearance of being 99 per cent pure. His white waistcoat would be wasted there, but that could not be helped.

How long Bill danced he could not have said. The process seemed interminable. From time to time the music would stop and they would return for a brief instant to their table, only to spring up once more at the bidding of the saxophones. Eventually, however, just as he was beginning to feel that Miss Strykers powerful form must be constructed of India rubber, she confessed to a desire for temporary repose. They sat down, and Bill, feeling that if he missed this opportunity, another would not occur until he was too weary to understand what she said, leaned forward.

I wish you would tell me about Slingsby, he pleaded.

Want to know about that?

I do, indeed.

Well, then listen, kid, said Miss Stryker. Here it comes!



Bill hitched his chair a few inches nearer and beamed devotedly into her face. Miss Stryker, with a preliminary slap at his throbbing arm, began to speak.

III

MR. HAMMOND tugged at his waistcoat, which had grown mysteriously tight since its last public appearance, and looked down interestedly over the rail at the throng below.

Nothing in this modern life of ours, Flickie, he said, is more significant than the attitude of the good and respectable toward Sunday evening. Places like this are the outward and visible signs of the inward and spiritual change that has taken place in the life of the English family. Twenty years ago a man of my decent stodginess and unblemished reputation would never have dreamed of moving out of his home on Sunday night. Twenty years ago I would have spent the concluding hours of the Sabbath surrounded by my loved ones beneath my own rooftree. There would have been supper, consisting of rather red cold beef, rather wet salad, cold, clammy apple pie, blancmange, and a very big, very yellow cheese. This would have been followed by hymns in the drawing-room; or possibly, if our views were a little lax, by some round game played with pencils and pieces of paper. The fact that I am here and strongly tempted to drop a sardine on the head of that bald gentleman down below is due to what they call the march of progress. Mr. Hammond helped himself to hors dœuvres. Having relieved myself of which prosy reflections, he said, I will now turn the conversation to the subject of your previous visit to this place. How did you happen to come here?

Bill brought me. He had been here once before with Mr. Slingsby, Mr. Paradenes manager in London.

And now about William, said Mr. Hammond. Tell me all.

Flicks kitten eyes searched his face gravely. She was wondering what would be the result if she really did tell him all; if she confided in him the twin facts that she loved Bill and that Bill loved her, and the additional fact that, as soon as ever he gave the word, she proposed to elope with him. Consideration for her Uncle Sinclairs feelings caused her to decide against this course. It would have been comforting to herself to pour out her secret, and she knew that she could have relied on him to keep it — but it would be at the expense of his peace of mind. Poor darling, how he would worry!

I happened to meet Bill the day I left home, she said. And so, you see, when I was by myself in London, I naturally saw quite a lot of him.

I see, said Mr. Hammond doubtfully.

I used to dine with him a good deal.

I see.

And one of the times he brought me here.

Mr. Hammond crumbled his bread.

I seem to recollect your telling me in the garden that day that this William had been the ideal of your girlish dreams. Did he still exercise a spell when you met him again?

Hes very nice, said Flick guardedly.

You didnt tell him, I suppose, that you had once worshiped the ground he trod on?

Bill was in love with somebody else when I met him again in London.

Mr. Hammond looked relieved.

Ah! he said.

Madly and desperately, said Flick, bubbling. He had twelve photographs of her in his sitting room.

Mr. Hammonds relief was now complete. He attacked his roast chicken with gusto.

Im bound to admit, Flickie, he said, that youve taken a weight off my mind. You may have suspected occasionally during the past few years that I am mildly fond of you. I am a battered old hulk, with but little to live for—

I thought you said you were one of the younger generation.

Never mind. For purposes of my big speech I am a battered old hulk, with but little to live for except the happiness of my golden-haired child.

I wish I had been your child, said Flick wistfully. How simple everything would have been then, wouldnt it?

If you mean that you would have twisted me round your finger even more easily than you do at present, you are probably right. But you keep interrupting when you should be listening in silence, brushing away a tear from time to time. Harking back once more, I say I am a moth-eaten old relic with practically nothing to live for except to see you happy; and I dont mind owning that Ive been a good deal worried about you, my Flickie. I want to see you doing the right thing, and Ive come to the conclusion that your marrying young Roderick will be the right thing. Ive made a point of seeing something of him lately, and I like him.

I like him too. I like him very much, said Flick warmly.

The great point in favor of this Roderick idea is that it is sensible, and the older I get the more I feel that you cant beat the sensible thing. Marry Roderick, my child, and may an uncles blessing be your reward. The mere fact that he will eventually inherit several million pounds gives him a great glamour in my eyes.

I never knew you were so sordid! If I loved a man I wouldnt mind how poor he was.

Brave words, child! But never forget, poverty is the banana skin on the doorstep of romance. . . . What are you gazing at so intently? You have a spellbound look.

Flick had been watching the gyrating couples on the floor below. She withdrew her gaze with a start as he spoke and turned to him once more. Had Mr. Hammond been an observant man he would have noticed that her eyes had widened into a curiously fixed stare and that about the corners of her mouth there was an oddly pinched look. But he was not an observant man. Moreover, he was smoking now, and the cigar, which he had purchased in a somewhat doubting spirit, was proving of such rare excellence that his mood had become dreamy and introspective.

I was looking at those people down there dancing, said Flick. She seemed to speak with difficulty.

Weird creatures, said Mr. Hammond, puffing comfortably. Ages ago, though you may not believe it, I used to be one of them myself. Yes, I, your respectable uncle, loved and admired by all Wimbledon, frequently cavorted as a young man at the ancient equivalents of this place. It used to be Jimmys in those days, and Covent Garden. You probably expected me to say Cremorne; but no, that was before even my time.

Flick scrawled hieroglyphics on the tablecloth with nervous digs of her coffee spoon.

Uncle Sinclair, she said at last, I suppose men are always falling in love with girls.

It has been known to occur, admitted Mr. Hammond.

I mean, thinking they are in love with girls and really not being in love with any particular girl, but — oh, I dont know how to put it. I mean there is a sort of man who might pretend he was in love with a girl and — and really seem to mean it, and make her think he meant it, while all the time he was perfectly happy with other girls and forgot all about her after they had been separated for a day or two.

I should imagine a great many young men were like that, unless they have changed a lot since my day. Constancy is a shy plant that blossoms only in the sunshine of middle age. Except, of course, added Mr. Hammond hastily, in the case of a young fellow like Roderick. You wouldnt find him doing that sort of thing.

I wasnt thinking of Roderick, said Flick. She traced another intricate pattern on the tablecloth. I suppose youre right, Uncle Sinclair.

In what respect?

I mean about being sensible. I suppose — well, what youd call romance is rather silly, isnt it? — and the only thing to do is to be sensible.

That is my opinion, given for what it is worth. Though, mind you, I dont think that you would have any cause to complain of lack of romance where Roderick was concerned. The boy drips with it. Look at that tie he wears!

If you were a girl, Uncle Sinclair, would you marry a man if you found out you couldnt trust him?

What do you mean?

Well, suppose someone had pretended that he was in love with you, and then you suddenly found out that all the time he was going about with other girls — dining with them, and dancing and — Flick shot a swift glance over the balcony rail— and beaming up into their beastly faces as if he thought them the most wonderful thing in the world, she went on viciously. Wouldnt that make you feel you had made a mistake?

Mr. Hammond patted her hand.

Dont you worry, Flickie, he said. Roderick isnt that sort of chap; not that sort of chap at all. If he was, I would be the first to advise you to have nothing whatever to do with him. A fellow you cant trust isnt any good to anybody.


CHAPTER XX
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TO MANY PEOPLE in this age of rush and hurry — indeed, one might say to most people — the early hours of Monday morning are the worst of the week.

Mr. Wilfred Slingsby, as he sat at breakfast in his house in Bruton Street on the morning after Bills dinner with Miss Stryker, experienced nothing of this Monday feeling. Everything seemed to him for the best in the best of all possible worlds. His eye was bright and his mind at peace as he ate his kidneys on toast and read the pile of morning papers beside his plate.

But his reading was that of a specialist. A glance at each periodical was enough for him before he threw it on the floor. Only one section of these papers interested him — that devoted to theatrical reviews. The previous Saturday night had seen the opening of a new and sprightly farce, Tell It to Papa, at the Bijou Theater; and this had the distinction of being the first theatrical venture for which Mr. Slingsby had assumed sole financial responsibility. And it seemed from the papers today, as it had seemed from the Sunday papers yesterday, that he had stumbled upon a gold mine.

Mr. Slingsby finished the last review and leaned back in his chair, a happy man. It is the dream of all those alchemists who dabble in theatrical ventures to discover one day the philosophers stone, to produce a historic farce — one of those farces which flare over the horizon about once in every twenty years and after a record-breaking career in London go on running forever in the provinces. And this dream, judging from the criticisms of the press taken in conjunction with the enthusiasm of the first-night audience, Mr. Slingsby seemed to have achieved. He finished his breakfast, smoked a leisurely cigar and rang for his car to take him down to the City.

Complete happiness was Mr. Slingsbys. No thought of any Damocles sword suspended above his head came to mar his joy. From this day forward he was on velvet. He could abandon his commercial career and live the life of a leisured gentleman, confining his activities to smoking big cigars and telling dramatists that their second acts needed a lot of work done to them. As the car stopped outside his office building his heart was leaping high. Larks did not actually sing in the sky above St. Mary Axe, but to Mr. Slingsby they seemed to be singing. So exalted was his mood that he beamed upon Henry, the office boy, like a father and was in two minds about giving him half a crown.

Gentleman waiting to see you, sir, said Henry.

Gentleman, eh? said Mr. Slingsby, almost adding Tra-la-la! Where is he?

I showed him into your office, sir.

Quite right, chanted Mr. Slingsby, just managing to check his right foot from executing a dance step. Any name?

Mr. West, sir.

Mr. West, eh? Ah, Mr. West? Yes, yes! He curveted into the private office.

Ah, West, said Mr. Slingsby jovially, while the air seemed to echo with the clash of cymbals and the note of flutes, hope I havent kept you waiting.

He had kept him waiting, but Bill did not mind that. Good morning, he said frigidly.

He wanted no friendly overtures from this blue-chinned man. He was about to execute the spiritual equivalent of hitting Mr. Slingsby over the head with a hatchet, and he resented the others ebullience.

Sit down. Make yourself comfortable. Have a cigar, said Mr. Slingsby.

Bill sat down, but waved away the proffered cigar. He waved it away with much the same cold aloofness which an executioner might have exhibited toward a cigar case extended by a prisoner at the block. He was feeling like an executioner. The conversation which he had had at Marios with Miss Stryker had made it plain to him that Mr. Slingsby had, indeed, revealed to that lady the location of the bodys interment; and the body was one of such magnitude that he marveled at any man, even when a good bit tanked and under the weakening influence of love, confiding such a secret to anybody.

I came here this morning— he began.

You werent by any chance at the opening of Tell It to Papa at the Bijou on Saturday, were you? interrupted Mr. Slingsby.

No, said Bill. I—

A riot, my dear fellow! cried Mr. Slingsby. A positive knock-out! Not a single paper either yesterday or this morning that doesnt rave its head off. Its the first show I have ever owned outright and its the biggest winner since Charleys Aunt. In fact, between ourselves, I shouldnt be surprised if it doesnt make even more money. Costs nothing to run — three acts with only one set, an ordinary interior — and looks like playing to capacity for a couple of years. Its a funny thing the way people let these gold mines slip away from them. I know for a certain fact that at least six managers turned it down cold. It was quite by accident that it came my way. But I know a good play when I see one, and the moment I read the first act—

I may as well tell you right away— said Bill.

 — I knew I was onto a winner. Even then, of course, I didnt know how big it really was. But I knew it couldnt fail. Theres one scene where the fellow loses his trousers—

The mere accident of Mr. Slingsby pausing at this moment to relight his cigar enabled Bill to escape hearing the entire plot of Tell It to Papa and to jerk the conversation back on to a business plane. He had an uncomfortable sense of being bustled and hurried as he began to speak, and this made it difficult for him to be as impressive as he could have wished. But he relied on the subject matter of his discourse to grip his audience.

I dined last night with Miss Prudence Stryker, he said, feeling that that was a statement which, if anything could, would divert Mr. Slingsbys mind from the humors of Tell It to Papa.

His confidence was justified. Mr. Slingsby let his cigar go out again and stared fixedly across the desk. Mr. Slingsby did not actually say, Proceed! Your narrative interests me strangely! But the mere fact of his silence was enough to convince Bill that his attention was arrested.

And I may as well tell you, proceeded Bill severely, that I know exactly what youve been up to.

There was a weakness about the phrase which he did not like, but he had only just stopped himself saying, I know all!

Ah! said Mr. Slingsby. There was nothing tremulous about the hand that struck the match that lighted his cigar for the third time, nor did his voice express undue emotion. But his dark eyes were gleaming. What do you know?

I know that you are Higgins and Bennett!

Higgins and Bennett? murmured Mr. Slingsby, bewildered. Higgins and Bennett?

Bill had no patience with this childish attempt to evade the issue.

Yes, Higgins and Bennett, he repeated. The mysterious firm that has been buying up all Uncle Cooleys wood pulp at the smallest possible prices. It was a nice, simple, ingenious trick, wasnt it? You get the job of London manager to Uncle Cooley, and then you start a firm under another name and sell all the stuff to yourself and sell it again to other firms at a handsome profit. I dont wonder you can afford to put on your Tell Fathers!

Not Tell Father — Tell It to Papa. Much better title, corrected Mr. Slingsby.

Never mind that! said Bill sternly.

But it makes a difference, urged Mr. Slingsby. Youd be surprised how many good shows have been killed by bad titles. You can see it for yourself if you think a minute. Tell It to Papa. It rolls off the tongue. It looks well on the billing. It—

I didnt come here to discuss the titles of plays, said Bill. What I want to know is what you intend to do about it.

Mr. Slingsbys black eyebrows rose.

Do about it? he said. My dear fellow, what is there to do about it? There was always the chance of the thing coming out one of these days, and now apparently it has happened. You havent got anything remotely resembling evidence as yet, of course, but unfortunately that doesnt matter. Now that you are on the track, you wont have any difficulty in getting evidence. I must clear out. Thats plain enough. No argument about that.

Bill was oppressed with a feeling that the scene was going all wrong. Even in this moment of his triumph the others personality was too strong for him. Hardly in a less degree than on that other occasion when the blue-chinned one had trampled all over him at the luncheon table, he felt himself a weak-kneed, diffident inferior. With an effort he forced himself to a spurt of truculence, sadly aware the while that it was not going to amount to anything. The second mate of a tramp steamer or one of Miss Ethel M. Dells more virile heroes might have attempted truculence with Mr. Slingsby and got away with it; but Bill, even as he spoke, knew that he was not the man to do it. He did not even bother to bang the desk.

Clear out? he said, in what he tried to make a hard and intimidating voice. It sounded to him like an apologetic bleat. Suppose I have you arrested.

Mr. Slingsby looked at him with a pained incredulity. This, Mr. Slingsby seemed to think, judging from his expression, was simply asinine — mere babble from the sick bed.

Have me arrested! he said. Talk sense! You dont suppose your uncle is going to thank you for making a public exposure of this business and getting him laughed at by everybody. He will be only too glad to have the whole thing hushed up.

He eyed Bill as if he expected him to apologize, and such was his magnetism that Bill very nearly did. Mr. Slingsby summed up.

Never, he said severely, go into a thing of this sort unless you are prepared to have it slip up on you at a moments notice. Bill just contrived to check himself from saying he wouldnt. I had the sense to make all my preparations long ago. My money is invested in South American securities, and I shall take the next boat to Buenos Aires. He paused. No, he went on, I shall go to New York first and arrange for the production of Tell It to Papa. Tell me, he said, shelving the more trivial matter of his criminality— you have lived in New York for a number of years — who would you say was the best manager to go in with on the production of a nice clean farce with only one interior set for the three acts? It doesnt need money spent on it. The thing takes care of itself. All I need is an honest man.

Bill, routed and discomfited, rallied for a brief counter attack.

What do you want with an honest man? he said bitterly.

Mr. Slingsby was not to be jarred out of his geniality.

There is no need to be personal, he chided gently. No need for any hard feelings. Im the one who ought to be grumbling. Youve spoiled as nice a little income for me as ever a man had. Fortunately I can get on without it. Tell It to Papa is all I shall want for the rest of my life. You have no cause to be nasty. You have done pretty well for yourself. Old Paradene ought to come down handsome when you tell him. Besides, youve learned a very valuable lesson — one that ought to be a great help to you in your future life. Never, said Mr. Slingsby, and would have laid his hand on Bills shoulder if the latter had not drawn coldly back— never tell your business secrets to anybody. Anybody, mind! And above all, never give yourself away in an effort to impress a girl with your smartness. It doesnt pay. In fact, better keep away from girls altogether. Theyre tricky propositions. No sense of honesty. Nothing fair and square about them. . . . How was Prudence? asked Mr. Slingsby chattily.

Bill found himself saying that Miss Stryker had seemed pretty well.

Quite a nice girl in her way, said Mr. Slingsby tolerantly. Beast of a temper and inclined to be deceitful, but quite a good sort on the whole. I think I shall be able to give her the part of the maid in one of the touring companies of Tell It to Papa. And now, my dear fellow, he said, making a little rustle of dismissal among the papers on his desk, Im afraid I shall have to ask you to be going. I have a lot of cleaning up to do before I leave. By the way, it would be most kind of you if you didnt say anything about this little matter to your uncle before I sail. I shall be able to get Wednesdays boat. I should appreciate it extremely if you would postpone telling him till Ive gone. Theres just an outside chance that, if I were actually ready to hand, so to speak, he might take it into his head to be vindictive. Better not tell him till Ive gone. Eh? What do you think?

All right, said Bill.

He had no notion why he said it, except that it was the only thing that he felt he could possibly say.

Capital! said Mr. Slingsby his excellent teeth gleaming in a delighted smile. Well, good-by, my dear fellow. I hope we shall meet again one of these days. Oh, before you go. He scribbled on a card. Take this, he said. Give it to the house manager at the Bijou and hell fix you up with a couple of seats any night you want. Better, perhaps, not make it a Saturday. I know youll like the show. Best second act thats ever been put on the stage.

It was not till late in the afternoon that Bill returned to Marmont Mansions. The necessity of walking slowly and stopping dazedly at intervals rendered his progress westward slow, and by the time the lunch hour arrived he had not got beyond the Strand. He turned into a quiet restaurant, and the effect of the meal was so curative that he emerged again in a state of cheerfulness almost rivaling that of Mr. Slingsby.

He perceived that the impact of the others powerful personality had led him to ignore the really vital fact. Whether Wilfrid Slingsby was crushed or defiant was immaterial; whether he stayed in or out of jail made no difference whatever. Crushed, defiant, free or in broad arrows, Mr. Slingsby had played his part. Whatever his demerits as a man, Wilfrid Slingsby had made it possible for him to do Mr. Paradene a momentous service. He had made it possible for him to achieve what he had come to London to do.

Yes, Uncle Cooley could hardly overlook a service like this. Now, surely, he must, as Mr. Slingsby had suggested, come down handsome. And if he did, why then the last obstacle between himself and Flick was removed.

Through a world ringing with joy bells Bill made his way to Marmont Mansions and floated airily up the stairs into his sitting room. There was a letter lying on the table, and the joy bells seemed to ring louder than ever as he recognized Flicks handwriting.

He tore it open.

The joy bells stopped as if they had been turned off with a switch. He collapsed onto the settee. There was a strange buzzing in his ears; the opposite wall seemed far away and obscured by a mist; at the pit of his stomach was a dull, aching feeling, as though some unseen hand had smitten him with violence.

He reread the letter. . . . There must be some mistake.

Mistake! That was what the letter said:  — feel we have made a mistake — sure we should only be unhappy — marry Roderick on Wednesday — only thing to do— And for this extraordinary, this ghastly, this unbelievable change of heart she gave no reason. No reason whatever.

Bill stared before him and the room grew darker and darker.


CHAPTER XXI
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THE GARDEN OF Holly House slumbered in the moonlight. Trees threw dark shadows across the lawn, and in the bushes little breezes went whispering to and fro. To any man strolling there with his mind at rest the place would have seemed a magic haven of peace; but on Bill, lurking warily in the shelter of the shrubbery, its romantic appeal was wasted. His mind was far from being at rest.

It was with no vague intention of hanging about in the darkness and keeping a sentimental watch on lighted windows that Bill had come to the garden this time. He was here tonight as the man of action. Hours of concentrated brooding over Flicks letter had brought him to the conclusion that it was an inspired letter, probably dictated word for word, with all the commas and full stops complete, by that repellent woman who had forced them asunder in Waterloo Station. Yes, the more Bill thought about it, the more definitely he seemed to see in that letter the hand of the demon aunt.

No man of action embarks on any enterprise without a settled plan. Bill had a settled plan. It involved the coöperation of one of the minor domestics of the Hammond household, and it was in quest of such a domestic that he had taken up his present position in the middle of a laurel bush facing the side of the house. He had reasoned the thing out. It would be useless to attempt to communicate with Flick through the ordinary medium of the post. A woman like that Waterloo Station woman, brimming over — as that brief glimpse of her had told him — with the lowest and most criminal cunning, would undoubtedly be exercising supervision over Flicks correspondence. She would be watching for the postman like a bird dog, all ready to intercept letters. As for district messenger boys, it would be sheer waste of money to employ them. No, the only thing to do was to lurk about here until one of the servants came out for a breath of air and then collar him or her and bribe her — or him — with untold gold to convey secretly to Flick the note which even now was burning holes in his left breast pocket.

It was a good letter. The writing of it had occupied an hour and a half, but the results had justified the toil. In six closely filled sheets it told all that there was to tell about his undying love, explained the roseate aspect of the situation as regarded the future when Uncle Cooley should have been informed of the Slingsby matter, and sketched out in detail a scheme for Flick to leave home privily next day, meet him under the clock at Charing Cross and proceed with him to the registry office, where he had made all arrangements for their immediate marriage. In the whole annals of love correspondence there had probably never been a letter which so nicely combined the fervent and the practical, and all that was needed now was a messenger to take it to her.

But the charms of the moonlit garden, obvious though they should have been, appeared to have no appeal for the domestic staff of Holly House. The breezes chuckled in the bushes, the moonbeams danced on the lawn, invisible flowers filled the air with a languorous scent; but not even a knife-and-boot boy was lured out of that back door. Little by little, as he kept shifting his position to avoid cramp, Bill began to be filled with sneering and contemptuous thoughts toward the British domestic. He seemed to picture these degraded creatures huddled together on this divine night in a stuffy kitchen, with all the windows shut and the fire going full blast, talking about the movies or reading Forget-Me-Not Novelettes.

And finally, after a distant clock had twice struck the hour, the strain of this waiting became too much for him. He burst from the bushes and marched up to the front door.

A long interval followed his ringing of the bell. Then a parlor maid appeared. Bill, who had anticipated a butler and had been wondering if the latter would remember having seen him before, experienced a momentary relief; and had even got so far as feeling that here was the minor domestic for whom he had been waiting all these weary hours, when he caught sight of the girls face and immediately withdrew the fingers that were fumbling in his pocket for the note. She wore spectacles, and through these her eyes seemed to glitter with so austere a light that he suspected her instantly of being a minion, probably the demon aunts right-hand woman.

Nevertheless, it being necessary to render some explanation of his presence, he plunged boldly ahead.

I want to see Miss Sheridan, he said.

The spectacles raked him with what seemed a shocked incredulity. The parlor maid had the air of one who has been reading books of etiquette and is cognizant of the fact that calls upon young ladies at such an hour of the night are among the things that are not done. She made Bill feel like the villain of a What is Wrong With This Picture? advertisement.

Miss Sheridan is nottertome, sir, she replied in a voice of ice.



Can I see Mr. Paradene?

Mr. Paradene is nottertome, sir. She eyed Bill with critical spectacles and went through the first stages of closing the door. Nor can we in justice blame her. Bills vigil in the bushes had left him a good deal disheveled and far from the sort of person one likes to find on ones front-door step after dark. Theyve all gone to the theater.

This was true. It had occurred to the amiable Mr. Hammond that Flick was looking pensive and depressed, and he had continued his good ministrations on her behalf by suggesting a dinner in town and a visit to the theater. And it was part of the irony which so marks mundane affairs that the manager enriched by the expedition was Mr. Wilfrid Slingsby, for it was at the Bijou Theater that they had taken a box.

To Bill, however, there seemed no truth whatever in the statement. Its obvious falsity confirmed him in his opinion that this woman was a mere instrument of Flicks Aunt Frances. He withdrew sullenly as the door closed; and, after pausing for several moments in deep thought on the drive, sneaked round the corner of the house and hid himself once more in the bushes. There was no need to be discouraged by a single parlor maid. A big house like this would have all sorts of servants, and at any moment one of a more benevolent disposition might pop out. He snuggled into his laurel bush and waited.

He had been waiting some ten minutes when there suddenly came to him something that was practically an inspiration. On the night when he had taken refuge on top of that outhouse roof, Flick, he now recollected, had come climbing down her knotted sheet from a window immediately above it — presumably that of her bedroom. Silly of him not to think of that before. All he had to do was to locate that outhouse, climb onto its roof, and there he would be. If there was a light in the window he could whistle softly till she appeared; and if the darkness showed that she was not there he could put the letter, with a good-sized stone, in his handkerchief and hurl the whole package in for her to find when she went to bed. He wasted no more time. Extricating himself from the bush, he made his way round the house.

There was his roof, just as he had left it. So far, good. But the window above it was dark. He groped about for a stone, found one, and was wrapping up his parcel when from somewhere above his head there came the sound of a window opening, followed by a soft but penetrating Hey!

A man who has been subjected to the amount of nervous strain which Bill had had to undergo that day is in no mood to have Hey! said to him out of upper windows when he is trespassing in hostile gardens. Bill bit his tongue, dropped the stone and the note, and leaped sideways into the shadow of the outhouse. There he waited, holding his breath, for the drama to develop.

It now became apparent that only his guilty conscience had led him to suppose that he was the person whom the mysterious voice had addressed; for at this moment there sounded from the darkness to his left a sharp whistle, and he perceived that he was not the only trespasser in this garden. The breeze, which for some time had been freshening, now began to blow strongly, shredding away the bank of clouds which had covered the moon and illuminating the scene as if a spotlight had been turned on. He himself was in the shadow of the outhouse, but beyond this little pool of gloom the garden was bright and he saw all things clearly. Out of the window, easily recognizable in the silver glow, protruded the head and shoulders of his uncles adopted son Horace; while below, his large feet ruthlessly trampling some choice begonias, stood a squat, burly figure — the figure of a man whom Bill did not know, and with whom, if he had had his choice, he would have been loath ever to become acquainted. For, as plainly as if he had carried a sign, this man wore the word plug-ugly written all over him. We who have met Joe the Dip at close quarters in the light of the sun know that he was not one of Natures beauty-prize winners. Seen at night, he was a human gargoyle.

The boy Horace was leaning further out of the window.

Ive got em, he said.

The wind was now blowing so strongly as to render whispering impossible; and Horaces chest notes came plainly to Bills ears, as did the plug-uglys response.

Good enough! said the plug-ugly. Drop em down.

For the first time, on hearing these words, Bill, though still at a loss to know what all this was about, became convinced that dark deeds were in progress. Possibly the interview with Mr. Slingsby had blunted his genial trust in human honesty. At any rate, he needed no further words to tell him that sinister things were toward. And this was fortunate, for there were no further words. Horace reached back into the room, leaned forward again, balancing in his hands some solid object that looked like a bag, and dropped this into the depths, where it was neatly caught by the plug-ugly. The boy then retired and closed the window, and the plug-ugly, hereinafter to be called Joe the Dip, trampled down a few more begonias and began to steal down the path that led past Bills hiding place. He had arrived abreast of him when the latter spoke.

Stop! said Bill. What have you got there?

In the normal round of his everyday life Joe the Dip was a man of phlegmatic habit. It took a good deal to stir him to any exhibition of mental distress more marked than the quiver of a raised eyebrow. But this was something special. It got right into his emotions and churned them up. With a single startled yelp of dismay, he looked once over his shoulder and then began to pound off across the lawn as fast as his ample feet would take him.

It was a futile move. Even under ordinary conditions Bill could have given him fifty yards in a hundred and won comfortably; and now the welcome prospect of action coming after his long, tedious wait in the bushes made him a supersprinter. Joe, moreover, was hampered by a heavy bag. The race ended halfway across the lawn, where Joe, feeling the hot breath of the pursuer on his neck, turned at bay. He dropped the bag and flung himself on Bill.

Nothing could have been more admirably suited to the latters frame of mind. Joe, standing beneath the window in the moonlight, had looked an ugly customer, but that did not damp his ardor. Bill had had a trying day, and what he felt at that moment was that they could not come too ugly for him. At the precise moment when Joes clutching fingers closed upon his throat he induced him to relax them with a short, sharp uppercut which, from the click which followed its delivery, appeared to have landed squarely on the spot where it was calculated to do most good. There ensued a scrambling flurry of blows at close quarters, and then Joe, securing a grip, swung Bill off his feet and they fell together. And for some moments matters became confused, with Joe in the ascendant.

But every fighter has his weak spot. With some it is a too fragile jaw; while others have a finicky distaste for being hit on the nose. Achilles, it will be remembered, could stand little punishment on the heel. None of these weaknesses impaired the efficiency as a fighting machine of Joe the Dip. Strong men with hammers could hit him on the nose and accomplish nothing; nor was it easy to discourage him by buffets on the jawbone. Nevertheless, he was but human. He had his danger spot, and it was one which had frequently undone him in the rough-and-tumbles of his colorful past. He was extraordinarily ticklish. You had but to prod Joe with a sharp finger and he became a spent force.

And this was what Bill did now — purely by chance as he strove to overcome him in the wrestle. His wandering fingers suddenly roamed searchingly over his adversarys ribs, and on the instant Joe wrenched himself free with a stifled howl and staggered to his feet.

Bill also rose. There was nothing in his acquaintance with Joe that led him to suppose that it was safe to remain on the ground while the latter was standing. He jumped up, and from that instant the tide of battle began to turn. Joe was a massive rather than a nimble fighter. When it came to long-range exchanges he was at a disadvantage. The wind had dropped now as suddenly as it had risen, and clouds once more covered the moon; but there still remained enough light for Bills purposes. He slid in and jabbed Joe in the eye. He swung forcefully and felt Joes cauliflower ear yield squashily under his fist. He slid in once more and smote Joe on the other eye. And it was this last blow, delivered with all the violence of one who had had a morning with Wilfrid Slingsby, an afternoon with Flicks letter and a night in the bushes of Holly House, that decided the issue. It seemed to lend the final touch to Joes discouragement. Staggering back, he prolonged his stagger till it became a run; then, making for the shrubbery, he cast himself into it; and working his way round till he came out into the open, took to his heels and passed out of Bills life forever.

Bill stood panting. This little turn-up had done him a world of good. He felt happy and invigorated. Dismissing his late opponent from the scheme of things, he picked up the bag and went back to the outhouse to find the letter he had dropped. And it was here that he received the final shock of this disturbing day.

The letter was not there; nor was his handkerchief. Both had been swept away into the darkness by that unfriendly wind.

Bill searched well and thoroughly, but he could not search the whole garden; and gradually there stole upon him a sense of discouragement as poignant as that which he had caused Joe the Dip to feel in the concluding stages of their little disagreement. He was beaten. Fate was against him and there was no use struggling.

He slouched brokenly through the garden out into the road, slouched half a mile down the road till he met a taxicab, and climbing wearily in, drove back to Marmont Mansions, where Judson greeted him with frank amazement.

What on earth, Judson exclaimed, have you been doing to your face, Bill, o man?

Bill had not been conscious of anything amiss with his face. A glance at the mirror now revealed surprising wounds. Judging from the evidence, at least one of Joes wandering wallops must have got home on his nose. He placed the bag on the table and went off to the bathroom.

When he returned, cleansed and refreshed, he found that Judsons simple curiosity had led him to open the bag.

What are you doing with all these old books, Bill?

Books? Bill began to understand. He told his story briefly. That kid must be one of a gang of crooks, he said. He certainly dropped that bag out of the window to the fellow I had the scrap with.

Joyous excitement lit up Judsons speaking countenance.

Why, good gosh, Bill, o man, he cried, this is the most amazing bit of luck that ever happened! Old Paradene cant in common decency do less than slip you half his fortune now. Hes a nut about books. Many a time has my old father bored me stiff with stories about his library. If ever there was a blue-eyed boy you will be it, once he hears about this. Make your terms stiff, Bill, o man! Slip it into his ribs! Dont weaken! He ought to give you a million a year for this!

And a lot of good that will be, grunted Bill moodily. Flicks marrying Roderick Pyke the day after tomorrow!

What? But I thought she was going to marry you!

Well, she isnt. Theyve been getting at her, I suppose. I had a letter from her. Thats why I went to Holly House. I thought I might be able to see her or at any rate get word to her.

Judsons jaw had fallen. This calamity was affecting him deeply.

Flick! he cried. Marry that bird who said Toddy van Riter founded the Silks? Not while I have my strength!

What are you going to do about it? said Bill wearily.

Do about it? boomed Judson. Do about it? Why— He paused reflectively. Well, Im darned if I know!


CHAPTER XXII
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WEDNESDAY MORNING, ELEVEN of the clock, and a fair, fresh day, with a cheerful little breeze nipping along from the southeast. Placid, stolid, wrapped up in its own affairs and titanically indifferent to all else, London went about its daily business. From Putney to Sloane Square, from Cricklewood to Regent Street, from Sydenham Hill to the Strand, from everywhere to everywhere, red, yellow and maroon omnibuses clattered without ceasing. Policemen guarded the peace, stockbrokers dealt in stocks, beggars begged, hatters sold hats, loafers loafed, spatters sold spats, motors rolled in the park, paper boys hawked the three oclock editions of the evening papers, and retired colonels sat spaciously in the club windows fronting on Piccadilly and Pall Mall, dreaming of lunch. The only things in all the great metropolis that even hinted that this was not just one of Londons ordinary days were the striped awning stretched over the pavement in front of St. Peters, Eaton Square, and the strip of red carpet which the awning shadowed — portents which indicated clearly to the cognoscenti that a marriage had been arranged and would shortly take place beneath that churchs famous roof.

In addition to Bill, who was dressed in quiet gray picked out with a twill of invisible red and accompanied by Bob the Sealyham, wearing a tan-colored leash and a splash of mud on the tip of his nose, the cognoscenti already assembled on each side of the awning consisted of the usual group of old women, discussing other weddings they had seen in their time; the usual seedy men, chatting in undertones about snips and winners; and the usual baby, asleep in a perambulator, without whom this kind of gathering never seems complete. These would stand round, gaping, until the bride and bridegroom emerged, when they would potter off, to reassemble at the next wedding that happened along.

Of all those present, Bill alone had come to this spot with a motive other than that of mere idle sight-seeing. But what that motive was he would have found it difficult to explain. He certainly expected to derive no pleasure from watching Flick go into that church and come out again on the arm of her husband — not even the mild and vacuous pleasure which the old women and the seedy men would experience. No, it would be sheer torture to witness this ghastly thing; and yet he knew that strong men with ropes would not have kept him away. There is a deep-seated instinct in all human beings that prompts them to twist the knife in the wound and make things as unpleasant for themselves as possible, and it was this instinct that Bill was obeying.

And even now, before any of the wedding party had appeared, he was not in the loosest sense of the word enjoying himself. The struggles of Bob the Sealyham alone would have prevented that. Bob was taking this business of waiting hardly. His dog soul was in seething rebellion, for he considered that he had been cheated and imposed upon. Observing Bill leaving the flat, he had slipped adroitly through the door at the last moment and asked quite civilly to be taken for a walk. To this proposition Bill had apparently agreed, and they had started out perfectly normally and all quite in order; and now here he had been for twenty minutes, marooned in the middle of this beastly pavement, unable to move more than a couple of yards in any direction. And he was beginning to feel that this was going on forever. He expressed his resentment, accordingly, by a series of determined efforts to strangle himself on the end of his leash, weaving the leash about Bills leg in order to get a better purchase; and it was during the last of these attempts at suicide that the cheerful little breeze, whipping round the corner of the street, removed Bills hat and sent it trundling across the square.

To Bills deeper sorrows, therefore, there was now added the misery of being conspicuous and an object of derision in the eyes of the hoi polloi. Of all spectacles that enchant a simple-minded London audience, that of a man chasing his hat on a windy day is the most exhilarating. And when, in addition to chasing his hat, the man is in imminent danger of being tripped up by a frolicking dog their enjoyment becomes complete. Bills little entertainment went with a roar; and when he returned, hatted once more and full of hard feelings toward his species, his chagrin was deepened by the discovery that in the interval of his occupation elsewhere Flick had arrived and gone into the church. The cognoscenti, when he rejoined their ranks, were already engaged in discussing her and comparing her with other brides of their distant acquaintance.

The notices on the whole were favorable. One lady in a cloth cap and a cavalry mustache said she liked em plumper, but with this exception Flick had a good press. Adverse criticisms were reserved for the appearance of her Pa. Bill, knowing that Flick possessed no pa, took this gentleman to be her Uncle Sinclair, to whom doubtless would have been assigned the task of giving away the bride. He had not gone very well with the critics. Indeed, there was one man in a sweater and a dented derby hat who grew almost caustic on the subject of Mr. Hammonds trousers crease.

Wheres the groom? inquired the lady whom Flicks figure had displeased.  Es late.

Of course es late, rejoined one who knew about these things. Only natural ed let her get there first, he explained, apparently with some recollection in his mind of the habits of boxers.

Looked a bit pale, I thought she did, ventured a rather diffident voice.

The speaker seemed to be a comparative novice at these affairs and a little conscious of the weakness of his position in the midst of these experts.

They always look pale, coldly said the man who knew. Besides, I reckon youd look pale if you was properly up against it like er. I seen a picture of im in the Record this morning. Nasty-lookin bloke.

Yus?

Yus! The man of knowledge was not one of your broad-minded fellows who are able to make allowances for the alterations which reproduction in a cheap morning paper can effect in the human countenance. The fact that nobody could possibly really look as villainous as Roderick had done in the Record did not occur to him. A nasty, mean-lookin bloke with a smudge across his face. If you ask me, I think ell beat er!

Bill could endure no more. Three courses suggested themselves to him — to go away, to knock the speaker down and trample upon his remains, and to go into the church and sit there. And because it was the unpleasantest and would make his torments the most complete, he chose the last. He made his way through the square, found a handy tobacconists, purchased an ounce of tobacco in a forbidding wrapper, and on the strength of this business deal left Bob in charge of the man behind the counter; then walked out of the shop, threw away the tobacco, and returning to the church, strode in and sank into the nearest pew.

It was dim and cool and rustling in here; and quite against his wishes a feeling of peace was beginning to steal over Bill, when he was roused to wrath once more by a voice breathing delicately in his ear.

Ticket? whispered the voice.

It was a pink youth, who looked hot and uncomfortable. The scowl which Bill bestowed upon him was so fierce and so packed with hatred, malice and uncharitableness that his heat and discomfort seemed to grow even greater; and after backing a pace and blinking he finally decided to withdraw from the affair. The idea of a man in a gray suit and minus a ticket being at a wedding of any importance offended all his finest feelings; but even had the edifice he was in been of a less sacred character, Bill had not the appearance of one with whom it would be agreeable to wrangle. Gray suits always make a big man look bigger, and Bills suit was very gray.

Bill sat on. After one startled glance at his suit the congregation appeared to have come to the conclusion that he was just one of the myriad sights of a great city and gave him no further attention. He plunged into mournful meditation.

Whispering had begun. The atmosphere had become suddenly disturbed and restless. It was a long time before Bill, deep in his thoughts, roused himself to observe this; but once it had come to his notice, it was unmistakable. People were murmuring with their heads together. People were shuffling. Plainly something was wrong.

An important-looking man with a badge pinned to his coat came down the aisle. He stopped and whispered sibilantly in the ear of an ornate woman in the pew in front of Bills. The woman uttered an astonished squeak.

Postponed?

The man with the badge nodded solemnly. There was more whispering.

Then its no use waiting? said the woman.

None, said the man with the badge.

Others had apparently received the same information. The church was beginning to empty itself. Bill added himself to the stream and was presently outside in the square, where disappointed and perplexed cognoscenti gaped in amazement at this strange anticlimax. They had been to many weddings in their time, but they had never yet been to one where nobody got married.

Bill sought his hospitable tobacconist, retrieved Bob and began to walk aimlessly back. He was passing under the awning when a hand touched his arm and, turning, he perceived Judson. Judson was looking intensely serious. His face was pasty and his eyes heavy, and it suddenly came to Bill that he had not seen the heir of the Cokers since they had dined together at eight oclock on the previous night. A man in Bills position cannot think of everything, and one of the things to which he had not given a thought was Judson. He remembered now that the other had slipped out soon after dinner for what he described as a quiet stroll. That stroll had apparently lasted all night.

Wedding off? said Judson.

There seems to have been a hitch of some sort, said Bill.

Judson smiled. It was a smile that seemed to cause him some difficulty, and even pain, but there was triumph in it.

You bet theres been a hitch, he said. I popped round last night and kidnaped the bridegroom!

II

JUDSON stooped and began to tickle the Sealyham, who was wiping his front feet affectionately on the leg of his trousers.

Kidnaped him! cried Bill. His companions statement had been plain and straightforward, and yet he found himself puzzling dizzily over it as over some strange cryptogram. Kidnaped him!

Judson removed his attention from Bob.

Well, not exactly kidnaped him, he said. It wasnt necessary. When I got to his apartment and put the thing to him as man to man I found he wanted to kidnap himself. That made everything jolly and simple.

I dont understand!

What dont you understand, Bill, o man? said Judson patiently. He blinked in a pained way at a passing lorry, which was rattling by in a noisy and uncouth manner, trying to a man who had had a disturbed night.

You went to Pykes apartment?

Yes. The lorry was out of earshot now, and Judson felt more composed. After what you told me about Flick going to marry him I instantly saw that it was necessary to take a strong line. I decided to slip round and threaten him with horrible penalties if he did not at once disappear. And it shows how you can misjudge a fellow — he turned out to be a capital bird, perfectly matey and an excellent host. But I didnt discover that till later, of course. He was out when I got there, but I managed to induce his valet to let me in; so I took a seat and waited. The valet, a most able man, asked me if I would like a drink. I said I would. I was having my third when the bimbo Pyke arrived. He paused, and again that look of pain passed over his face. This time it was caused by Bob, who barked suddenly and gratingly at a cat. Pyke was considerably rattled at seeing me, but he calmed down after a while and I got to business. I put it to him squarely. I said nobody was less fond of unpleasantness than I was, but if he didnt disappear the worst would inevitably ensue. And bit by bit, Bill, o man, it came out that he was only too anxious to disappear. Nothing he wanted less than to marry Flick. It seems theres another girl — she used to be a stenographer or something in the Pykes Weekly office — whom he has long loved in a manner — well, he described his feelings to me, and, believe me, he had got it bad!

That must have been the girl I met him with in Battersea Park, said Bill.

Very probably. If you met him with a girl in Battersea Park, this would be the girl you met him in Battersea Park with, because he told me he had been meeting her on the sly for weeks past. He would have bolted with her like a shot months ago, only he was scared stiff of his father. His father would be the bozo who pursued you in the car, I take it?

Yes. Sir George Pyke — Flicks uncle.

Well, the old dad had apparently got him hypnotized. I reasoned with the man. More drinks were produced and we began to do ourselves pretty well, and with each snifter he took he seemed to come more and more round to my way of thinking. Ive given up all that sort of thing now; but theres no doubt that, bad as it is for the constitution, theres nothing like a drop of drink for putting heart into a fellow. Round about one in the morning good old Pyke had begun to walk up and down the room and was talking about calling the old man up on the telephone and telling him just where he got off. No need to do that, I said; just disappear. I will, he said. Thats right, I said. You really think so? he said. I certainly do, I said. I ought to have done it before, he said. Better late than never, I said. . . . It turned out that, as far as the money end of it was concerned, he was sitting very pretty. Some time ago, in order to do down the income-tax people, old Pyke had transferred a large mess of wealth to this birds account, the understanding being that Roddy — I was calling him Roddy by this time — was to return it in due season.

 Be a man, I said. Collar the cash, send a few wires of farewell and leg it for foreign parts. He burst into tears, clasped my hand and said that I was one of the master minds of the age. In which, mark you, Bill, o man, he wasnt so darned far wrong, for if ever one fellow had given another fellow a bit of good advice, I had. He said that it was the dream of his life to go off to Italy and write poetry. How would it be, he said, to tool off to Florence or Naples or one of those wop spots? Then he could write to the girl to follow him out there and they could get married and write poetry and eat spaghetti and live happily for the rest of their lives. I said it was the peppiest scheme of the age, a lallapaloosa. And the long and the short of it is that he left on the nine oclock train to catch the boat at Dover. So thats that, Bill, o man.

Bill was beyond speech. He pressed Judsons hand silently. His faith in a great, coherent, purposeful plan governing this sometimes seemingly chaotic world of ours was completely restored. It was a splendid, beautifully managed world — a world in which even Judson had his uses.

And now, proceeded Judson, I come to the really important part. As I told you, we made a very fair night of it; and I left Roddys apartment, after sleeping on the sofa, at about nine this morning. I had a couple of hours to fill in before I came to find you here, and I was thinking of going and sitting down in the park. Well, I was going along the Brompton Road, headed for the park, when I happened to pass a building into which a good many people were popping, and I thought I might just as well sit down in there. It was becoming pretty necessary for me to sit down somewhere right away.

A large car had rolled up to the curb. Bill moved away a step to frustrate Bobs apparent intention of casting himself beneath the wheels.

And Im darned, Bill, o man, proceeded Judson earnestly, if I didnt find myself right plumb spang in the middle of a temperance lecture. A nasty shock; but it was simply too much effort to get up and leave, so I stayed where I was. Bill, it was the luckiest thing I ever did in my life. Made me a different man. Absolutely and entirely a changed man. No more alcohol for me! Im off the stuff for life! Give you my word I hadnt the remotest conception till that moment what it did to a fellow. Makes your inside like a crumpled oak leaf, thats what it does. I always had the idea that it was a valuable stimulant and carminative. Medicinal, if you know what I mean. But when this bird shot a colored slide on the screen showing the liver of the hard drinker—

Bill was looking past him with bulging eyes. A morning-suited man of middle age and amiable aspect had come out of the church, and on this middle-aged mans arm walked a girl in bridal white. They crossed the pavement and entered the car.

And after that, said Judson, he took some worms and slipped them a stiff bracer, and, believe me or believe me not, Bill, o man, what it did to them was plenty! All bright and chirpy those worms had been at the start — jolly good fellows having one on the house. But the minute they had got that stuff well over the larynx—

He broke off. His audience had deserted him. Bill, coming out of his trance, had become a thing of action. The car had begun to move off, when he darted forward, flung open the door and without a word hurled himself in. Bob the Sealyham, trailing through the air on his leash like a kite, uttered a short, strangled yelp of disapproval.

III

 FLICK! said Bill. And for a space no more words were spoken. This was due principally to the behavior of the Sealyham. It had taken Bob a moment or two to get the hang of things. At first sniff that wedding dress of Flicks had had a strange and misleading smell. But now recognition had come, and he was giving a spirited imitation of six Sealyhams inclosed in a single limousine. To leap up, lick Flicks face, leap back, kick Bill in the eye, leap up again, knock Mr. Hammonds hat off, and plunge, panting stertorously, toward Flick once more was with him the work of a moment. He looked like one of those old-fashioned shimmering motion pictures, and, with this emotional exhibition coming on top of the natural surprise consequent upon Bills intrusion, conversation was for some few moments at a standstill.

Eventually Mr. Hammond, calm even in this crisis, retrieved his hat from the corner into which Bob had rolled it, and spoke, gazing mildly at Bill.

If you are looking for a cab, sir, he said pleasantly, you will probably find one along the street. This happens to be a private car.

Flick, said Bill, winding the leash round his fingers and pulling strongly, I got your letter. But I understood. I understood exactly what had happened. I know that it must have been dictated by that infernal fat-headed aunt of yours.

My wife, observed Mr. Hammond in pleased recognition.

Bill had not supposed that the flood of his appeal could be checked by any human power, but this bland remark brought him up with a turn. He gaped in a bewildered way at Mr. Hammond, as if aware for the first time of his presence.

Flick, said Mr. Hammond genially, you appear to know this gentleman with the performing dog — Good gracious! he broke off, surprised, as the Sealyham, after trying to climb through the roof, came down with outspread paws on the back of his neck and slithered thence to the floor. Surely its Bob? He scrutinized Bill once more. The mystery thickens, he said. How do you come to be in possession of the Hammond family dog? And, if it is not a rude question, who in the name of goodness are you?

A small voice spoke from the corner.

This is Bill, Uncle Sinclair.

Ah! Mr. Hammond stretched out a polite hand. How do you do? Are you making a long stay?

There was a pause.

Flick, resumed Bill, I was talking about that letter. I understood just why you had written it.

Did you see me? said Flick, round-eyed.

See you?

At Marios.

A dizzy feeling began to grip Bill.

See you at Marios? What do you mean?

But you said you understood.

I—

Flick held her hands out to him with a little cry. I dont care. I saw you with that girl, but I just dont care. Take me away, Bill. I want you to take me away.

Bill took her hands mechanically.

You saw me — Good heavens! he exclaimed, enlightened. You dont mean you saw me dining with that girl at Marios on Sunday night!

Yes; but I dont care. I want you to take me away.

Bill slipped the leash into Mr. Hammonds hand.

Would you mind holding this animal for a moment? he said. He gripped Flicks hands and drew her closer, oblivious of the keenly interested gaze of Mr. Hammond, who had just replaced the glasses which Bob had knocked off and was scrutinizing him as though he were some rare first edition. Flickie, my darling Flickie, he cried, I can explain everything!

 All is the more customary term, murmured Mr. Hammond.

I had to dine with that infernal girl. I hated it, but I had to go through with it. She knew all about Slingsby, and Judson met her and arranged this dinner so that she could tell me. And she told me! My gosh, she told me everything! I saw Slingsby next day and told him that I knew he had been swindling Uncle Cooley for years, and he has cleared out; and directly I tell Uncle Cooley, everything will be all right. Hes sure to fix me up so that we can get married right away.

Mr. Hammond coughed gently.

Is it your intention to marry my niece? he asked interestedly.

Yes, it is! said Bill. He turned to Flick again. Lets go right off now, Flickie! Rodericks run off and is going to marry some girl who used to be a stenographer or something.

In the words of a song of the people that had a certain vogue in my youth, What a day were having!  said Mr. Hammond. Flick, he said, removing Bobs tail from his mouth in order to speak the more clearly, when you introduced this young man to me as Bill, did you use the name in its deepest and truest sense? In other words, is this the Bill–the brave preserver — the idol of the girlish dreams?

Flick nodded.

Well, well! said Mr. Hammond. Tell me, he went on, turning to Bill, you look extraordinarily like a young man who dropped in one night at Holly House some months ago and chased my nephew Roderick sixteen times or so round the garden. Are you by any chance the same?

That was me, said Bill.

Then it was you who were responsible for my brother-in-law, the eminent Sir George Pyke, founder and proprietor of the Mammoth Publishing Company, falling into the pond?

I was.

Mr. Hammond shook him warmly by the hand.

Say no more! he said cordially. The discussion is over. I esteem young men who chase Roderick about gardens, but for those who cause my brother-in-law George to fall into ponds I have a feeling that can only be called adoration. I wish you would look in oftener when he is around. Take him, Flickie! I could wish you no better husband! Why, good heavens, you cant refuse to marry this splendid young fellow, any more than I can decline to give my blessing! It would be a crime against romance! A man who saved you from drowning, whose image you cherished in your heart through all those long, weary years — Good gracious, no! He took up the speaking tube. Yates, he said to the chauffeur, do you know a good registry office? A place, I mean, where an enterprising young couple, aided and abetted by one old enough to know better, can get married in a hurry? He turned to Flick and Bill. He says he does not.

Theres one at 11 Beaumont Street, Pimlico, cried Bill enthusiastically.

Yates, said Mr. Hammond, speaking into the tube, drive us with all speed to Number 11, Beaumont Street, Pimlico.

He hung up the tube and leaned back.

Oh, Uncle Sinclair! said Flick breathlessly.

After the ceremony, said Mr. Hammond, I think it would be judicious if you were to return home, Flick, if only for a day or so. It would be a little difficult for me to explain your absence this morning. Later on, the atmosphere may grow a trifle less tense. In any case, however, I come very well out of the affair. Your aunt sent me out today to give away the bride, and I am going to give you away. To the wrong bridegroom, true, but that is the sort of thing that might happen to anyone. He took up the speaking tube again. Yates, he said, stop at the next grocers you come to. I wish to buy sixpenny worth of rice.


CHAPTER XXIII
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THE SUN OF a fair summer afternoon shone upon St. Mary Axe. Mr. Cooley Paradene, alighting from his taxicab at the door of the building that housed the London branch of his pulp-and-paper business, climbed listlessly up the three flights of stairs. Niobe, mourning for the loss of her children, was no more pathetic figure than Mr. Paradene, grieving over the mysterious disappearance of the most prized gems of his collection of old books. The mystery of the affair weighed on him sorely. When the theater party had returned from its revels, which had included a late supper at a gay restaurant, there was no sign that any burglars had entered Holly House — no sign whatever. And yet the books were gone. Mr. Paradene had brooded over this astonishing affair ever since without ceasing; and the minor mystery of why his nephew Bill had telegraphed to him in such an urgent vein, bidding him come without fail to the office this afternoon, paled in comparison.

Mr. West here? he said gruffly.

Henry the office boy stepped forward, a model of smiling efficiency, courteous and prompt in the presence of the big chief. That was how young fellows got on in the business world.

This way, sir.

Bill looked up as the door of the private office opened. He had been seated in Mr. Slingsbys chair, but he rose and came forward with a promptness and courtesy which not even Henry had exceeded.

Hullo, Uncle Cooley.

Mr. Paradene glared about the room. He was in the mood when a man feels that he can find a faint relief in quarreling with someone, and he had decided that he was going to quarrel with Bill. Not that quarrel was the right word. It suggested a conflict. He proposed to squelch Bill. On what grounds he should squelch him he did not at present know. But doubtless time would provide an excuse.

Wheres Slingsby? he grunted, as Henry, his duty done, stepped delicately out and closed the door.

Slingsbys gone, said Bill.

Gone! At this hour of the afternoon? Where?

America.

America! Bill bent forward and tapped his uncle impressively on the arm.

Dont paw me! snapped Mr. Paradene. What are you pawing me for?

Slingsby, said Bill, uncowed by his forbidding manner, was a swindler and a crook. I was onto him from the very start, but you would insist that he was perfect.

Slingsby a swindler? What the devil are you talking about?

A marked change crept over Mr. Paradenes demeanor as he listened to the story crisply unfolded by his nephew. Ferocity ebbed from him like some gas with which he had been inflated. For several long minutes after Bill had concluded, he was silent. Then he drew a deep breath.

What I want is a nurse, he said dejectedly. Thats what I want — a nurse. Im not fit to be trusted alone.

Bill beamed upon him with jovial encouragement.

What you want, Uncle Cooley, he said, is a good, live fellow like me looking after your business.

Mr. Paradene eyed him with humility.

Would you like to come into my business, Bill? he asked pathetically.

Im ready to start learning now.

Then you shall — and name your own salary.

Anything you say, uncle. Only make it large enough for two. Ive got a wife to support.

Mr. Paradene blinked.

A wife!

Yes; I think you know her. Your friend Sinclair Hammonds niece.

What! When did this happen?

Its a secret at present, but perhaps you could break it gently to my aunt-in-law. It happened yesterday.

Yesterday!

Yes.

But she was going to marry someone else yesterday!

She was. But I met her and we talked it over and she went off and married me. We young business men move fast nowadays, Uncle Cooley. Time is money with us. He reached under the desk. Oh, by the way, uncle, I think these books belong to you.

Often as Mr. Paradene had gazed upon the contents of the bag which Bill pushed across the desk, he had never gazed so fixedly as now. And stunned though the look was which he had bestowed upon them, it was as nothing to that which he now directed at Bill. Where — where — where did you get these?

Oh, I just happened to run across your adopted son Horace as he was handing them down from a window at Holly House to a pal of his in the garden. Here, there and everywhere — thats me! I hate to have to tell you, Uncle Cooley, but that boy is a member in good standing of a gang of crooks. They seem to have planted him on you with the idea of having him pass out the swag.

Mr. Paradene sighed deeply.

A nurse! he muttered. A nurse!

There was a silence.

Bill, said Mr. Paradene brokenly, I take back everything I may have said in the heat of the moment about my relatives. They are a ghastly crew; but, by George, you restore the average! From now on, he said as he rose, I dont move a step without you.

Im afraid youll have to if you intend leaving now. I promised my wife Id meet her here. Im expecting her any moment. Why dont you stay and have a chat?

Mr. Paradene shook his head.

Some other day, Bill, he said. Give her my love; but I cant stop now. Im going back to Wimbledon. He swished his stick militantly through the air. Im going to have a talk with that boy Horace. Bill, said Mr. Paradene, I seem to have made a fool of myself in practically every direction, but this is one job Im going to carry through. I started it and Im going to finish it. Im going to make that boy Horace a credit to society if I have to wallop him every day for the rest of my life. Ill send him to a good school, by gad, and Ill employ ten tutors with shotguns to look after him during the holidays. By the time hes grown up Ill have him making the hero of a Sunday-school story look like Jesse James. Good-by, Bill, my boy. Come and lunch with me at the Antiquarians one of these days. Youre a great fellow!

Youre forgetting your books, Uncle Cooley.

Mr. Paradene, who had reached the door, returned.

So I am, he said humbly. So I am. Yes, I certainly do need a nurse. If you see any good nurses, Bill, reserve one for me.

Flick, arriving a few minutes later, found her husband smiling glassily at the opposite wall. The recent interview had affected Bill rather like a strong application of ether. It needed Flicks womanly presence to restore him to a sense of belonging to the world of solid things.

Well? said Flick eagerly.

Bill smiled another glassy smile.

Everythings all right, darling, he replied; as right as it can possibly be. Uncle Cooley has gone away promising me vast fortunes and thinking me the most wonderful fellow in the world.

So you are, said Flick.

Bill frowned thoughtfully.

I wonder, he mused. Im the luckiest, I know, he said. Ive only got to look at you to realize that. But — Look here, you know, Ive been thinking things over, and from start to finish I cant see a single thing in the whole business that Ive actually done myself. It was you who first got on Slingsbys track. It was Judson who introduced me to Prudence Stryker. It was Prudence Stryker who told me where Slingsby had buried the body. It was Horace who obligingly chose the moment when I was standing under the window to shove his head out and drop the bag of books. It was Judson who got Roderick out of the way in time to prevent—

Flick ruffled his hair lovingly.

I shouldnt worry, precious, she said. Dont you know its the one sure sign that a man is really great when he has all sorts of people working for him? Look at Pierpont Morgan and Henry Ford and Selfridge and all of them — they dont do the work themselves. They just sit and let other people do it for them. Thats what shows they are such great men.

Something in that, said Bill gratefully. Yes, theres certainly something in that.

He drew her to him. Henry the office boy, who was standing on a stool and looking in through the transom, sighed quietly. He was a lad of sentiment.


Sam the Sudden (1925)
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OR, SAM IN THE SUBURBS

First serialised in the Saturday Evening Post from June to July 1925 the resulting novel was published in the UK on 15 October 1925 and in the USA on 6 November 1925. It was serialised in the UK in Sunny magazine under the title Sam the Sudden from July 1925 to February the following year.

It tells of Sam Shotter who, having failed at business whilst working for his uncle, the American millionaire John B. Pynsent, is sent to England to work for Lord Tilbury, who wants to strike a deal with Pynsent. Sam has fallen in love with a photograph of a woman, which he had found in a remote Canadian log cabin. Miraculously, he soon discovers her location and rents a furnished house next to her home. Yet that house, unbeknownst to Sam, once belonged to a criminal who swindled a bank of two million dollars, hiding the plunder in the house before his death. Of course once Sam moves in, three of the dead crooks confederates decide to locate and remove the treasure...

The London Guardian noted that the pace of the farce is swift and Mr. Wodehouse never lets down the tone; the light romantic touches are pleasing and the end of the whole affair is very ingenious.

It was adapted for radio under the title Semi-Detached starring Norman Shelley and Carleton Hobbs (who would later go on to a successful run as Sherlock Holmes and Doctor Watson for BBC Radio). The drama aired on 24 July 1938. In 1977 it was adapted for Hungarian television, but no English language film or TV adaptation has been made.
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The first edition
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Preface
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I HAVE ALWAYS been particularly fond of this one.

Ideally, of course, authors ought to be like the male codfish, and many of them are, at any rate as far as looks are concerned. I know a dozen novelists whose appearance would admit them to an Old Home Week of codfish and no questions asked.

But I am thinking more of the male codfish after his union has been blessed and he has become the father of three million little codfish, for when this happens he conscientiously resolves to love them all alike and have no favourites. And this ought to be the spirit in which an author regards his books.

It is, however, a counsel of perfection. There are few purveyors of wholesome fiction who have written as much as I have who can claim to have no special pet among their progeny. Much as I have tried not to, I find myself beaming on Sam The Sudden with a sunny approval lacking when I re-read some of the others. It was published first in 1925, and when nearly fifty years have elapsed since the publication of a book I maintain that it is not unallowable for its author to evaluate it — excuse these long words; I am writing now as a literary critic — as the work of a stranger — I mean to say without false modesty or any of that rot. And evaluating it in this manner I give it as my considered opinion that Sam the Sudden is darned good.

It may be that it is the setting of the story that makes me take this view. It was the first thing of mine where the action took place in the delectable suburb of Valley Fields, a thin disguise for the Dulwich where so many of my happiest hours have been spent. In the course of a longish life I have flitted about a bit. I have had homes in Mayfair, in Park Avenue, New York, in Beverly Hills, California, and other posh localities, but I have always been a suburbanite at heart, and it is when I get a plot calling for a suburban setting that I really roll up my sleeves and give of my best.

Valley Fields, in a word, inspired me. What I felt about it cannot be better expressed than by an excerpt from another of my books about it. As follows:

In the course of a letter to the South London Argus exposing the hellhounds of the local Gas Light and Water Company, Major Flood-Smith of Castlewood had once referred to Valley Fields as a fragrant back-water. He gave the letter to his cook to post, and she forgot it and found it three weeks later in a drawer and burned it, and the editor would never have printed it anyway, as it was diametrically opposed to the policy for which the Argus had fearlessly stood, but — and this is the point we would stress — in describing Valley Fields as a fragrant back-water the Major was dead right. He was also correct in saying, as he sometimes did in conversation with friends, that it was absolutely damned impossible, when you lived in Valley Fields, to believe that you were only six miles from London or, if a crow, only three.

It was in this book that Soapy and Dolly Molloy and Chimp Twist made their first appearance, and my fondness for them is such that I have fallen once more into the Saga habit which is always such a temptation to authors. They play an important role not only in Money For Nothing, Ice In The Bedroom and Money In The Bank but in the one I finished the day before yesterday, and I have no means of knowing whether the customers welcome them or not. That is one of the many anxieties in an authors life; it is so difficult for him to know how his characters affect people. For all I know, thousands may shudder when they find Soapy and Dolly and Chimp among those present.

Here is Sam The Sudden, anyway, and I hope you will all like it as much as I do. I hope, too, that in the thirty-three years since I have seen it Valley Fields has not ceased to be a fragrant back-water. Though I did read somewhere about a firm of builders wanting to put up a block of flats in Croxted Road, where I once lived in the first house on the left as you come up from the station. Gad, sir, if anyone had tried to do that in my time, Id have horsewhipped them on the steps of their club, if they had a club.

P. G. WODEHOUSE


1. Sam Starts on a Journey
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ALL DAY LONG, New York, stewing in the rays of a late August sun, had been growing warmer and warmer, until now, at three oclock in the afternoon, its inhabitants, with the exception of a little group gathered together on the tenth floor of the Wilmot Building on Upper Broadway, had divided themselves by a sort of natural cleavage into two main bodies — the one crawling about and asking those they met if this was hot enough for them, the other maintaining that what they minded was not so much the heat as the humidity.

The reason for the activity prevailing on the tenth floor of the Wilmot was that a sporting event of the first magnitude was being pulled off there — Spike Murphy, of the John B. Pynsent Export and Import Company, being in the act of contesting the final of the Office Boys High-Kicking Championship against a willowy youth from the Consolidated Eyebrow Tweezer and Nail File Corporation.

The affair was taking place on the premises of the former firm, before a small but select audience consisting of a few stenographers, chewing gum, some male wage slaves in shirt sleeves, and Mr John B. Pynsents nephew, Samuel Shotter, a young man of agreeable features, who was acting as referee.

In addition to being referee, Sam Shotter was also the patron and promoter of the tourney; the man but for whose vision and enterprise a wealth of young talent would have lain undeveloped, thereby jeopardizing Americas chances should an event of this kind ever be added to the programme of the Olympic Games. It was he who, wandering about the office in a restless search for methods of sweetening an uncongenial round of toil, had come upon Master Murphy practising kicks against the wall of a remote corridor, and had encouraged him to kick higher. It was he who had arranged matches with representatives of other firms throughout the building. And it was he who out of his own pocket had provided the purse which, as the lads foot crashed against the plaster a full inch above his rivals best effort, he now handed to Spike, together with a few well-chosen words.

Murphy, said Sam, is the winner. After a contest conducted throughout in accordance with the best traditions of American high kicking, he has upheld the honour of the John B. Pynsent Ex and Imp and retained his title. In the absence of the boss, therefore, who has unfortunately been called away to Philadelphia and so is unable to preside at this meeting, I take much pleasure in presenting him with the guerdon of victory, this handsome dollar bill. Take it, Spike, and in after years, when you are a grey-haired alderman or something, look back to this moment and say to yourself Sam stopped, a little hurt. He thought he had been speaking rather well, yet already his audience was walking out on him. Spike Murphy, indeed, was running.

Say to yourself —

When you are at leisure, Samuel, observed a voice behind him, I should be glad of a word with you in my office.

Sam turned.

Oh, hullo, uncle, he said.

He coughed; Mr Pynsent coughed.

I thought you had gone to Philadelphia, said Sam.

Indeed? said Mr Pynsent.

He made no further remark, but proceeded sedately to his room, from which he emerged again a moment later with a patient look of inquiry on his face.

Come here, Sam, he said. Who, he asked, pointing, is this?

Sam peeped through the doorway and perceived, tilted back in a swivel chair, a long, lean man of repellent aspect. His large feet rested comfortably on the desk, his head hung sideways and his mouth was open. From this mouth, which was of generous proportions, there came a gurgling snore.

Who, repeated Mr Pynsent, is this gentleman?

Sam could not help admiring his uncles unerring instinct — that amazing intuition which had led him straight to the realization that if an uninvited stranger was slumbering in his pet chair, the responsibility must of necessity be his nephew Samuels.

Good Lord! he exclaimed. I didnt know he was there.

A friend of yours?

Its Hash.

I beg your pardon?

Hash Todhunter, you know, the cook of the Araminta. You remember I took a trip a year ago on a tramp steamer? This fellow was the cook. I met him on Broadway this afternoon and gave him lunch. I brought him back here because he wanted to see the place where I work.

Work? said Mr Pynsent, puzzled.

I had no notion he had strayed into your room.

Sam spoke apologetically, but he would have liked to point out that the blame for all these embarrassing occurrences was really Mr Pynsents. If a man creates the impression that he is going to Philadelphia and then does not go, he has only himself to thank for any complications that may ensue. However, this was a technicality with which he did not bother his uncle. Shall I wake him?

If you would be so good. And having done so, take him away and store him somewhere and then come back. I have much to say to you.

Shaken by a vigorous hand, the sleeper opened his eyes and permitted himself to be led, still in a trancelike condition, out of the room and down the passage to the cubbyhole where Sam performed his daily duties. Here, sinking into a chair, he fell asleep again; and Sam left him and went back to his uncle. Mr Pynsent was staring thoughtfully out of the window as he entered.

Sit down, Sam, he said.

Sam sat down.

Im sorry about all that, uncle.

All what?

All that business that was going on when you came in.

Ah, yes. What was it, by the way?

Spike Murphy was seeing if he could kick higher than a kid from a firm downstairs.

And did he?

Yes.

Good boy, said Mr Pynsent approvingly. You arranged the competition, no doubt?

Yes, as a matter of fact, I did.

You would. You have been in my employment, proceeded Mr Pynsent evenly, three months. In that time you have succeeded in thoroughly demoralizing the finest office force in New York.

Oh, uncle! said Sam reproachfully.

Thoroughly, repeated Mr Pynsent. The office boys call you by your Christian name.

They will do it, sighed Sam. I clump their heads, but the habit persists.

Last Wednesday I observed you kissing my stenographer.

The poor little thing had toothache.

Also, Mr Ellaby informs me that your work is a disgrace to the firm. There was a pause. The English public school is the curse of the age, said Mr Pynsent dreamily.

To a stranger the remark might have sounded irrelevant, but Sam understood its import. He appreciated it for what it was — a nasty crack.

Did they teach you anything at Wrykyn, Sam, except football?

Oh, yes.

What?

Oh, lots of things.

I have seen no evidence of it. Why your mother sent you to that place, instead of to some good business college, I cannot imagine.

Well, you see, father had been there Sam broke off. Mr Pynsent, he was aware, had not been fond of the late Anthony Shotter — considering, and possibly correctly, that his dead sister had, in marrying that amiable but erratic person, been guilty of the crowning folly of a frivolous and fluffy-headed life.

A strong recommendation, said Mr Pynsent dryly.

Sam had nothing to say to this.

You are very like your father in a great many ways, said Mr Pynsent.

Sam let this one go by too. They were coming off the bat a bit fast this morning, but there was nothing to be done about it.

And yet I am fond of you, Sam, resumed Mr Pynsent after a brief pause.

This was more the stuff.

And I am fond of you, uncle, said Sam in a hearty voice. When I think of all you have done for me —

But, went on Mr Pynsent, I feel that I shall like you even better three thousand miles away from the offices of the Pynsent Export and Import Company. We are parting, Sam — and immediately.

Im sorry.

I, on the other hand, said Mr Pynsent, am glad.

There was a silence. Sam, feeling that the interview, having reached this point, might be considered over, got up.

Wait a moment, said his uncle. I want to tell you what plans I have made for your future.

Sam was agreeably surprised. He had not supposed that his future would be of interest to Mr Pynsent.

Have you made plans?

Yes; everything is settled.

This is fine, uncle, said Sam cordially. I thought you were going to drive me out into the snow.

Do you remember meeting an Englishman named Lord Tilbury at dinner at my house?

Sam did indeed. His Lordship had got him wedged into a corner after a meal and had talked without a pause for more than half an hour.

He is the proprietor of the Mammoth Publishing Company, a concern which produces a great many daily and weekly papers in London.

Sam was aware of this. Lord Tilburys conversation had been almost entirely autobiographical.

Well, he is returning to England on Saturday on the Mauretania, and you are going with him.

Eh?

He has offered to employ you in his business.

But I dont know anything about newspaper work.

You dont know anything about anything, Mr Pynsent pointed out gently. It is the effect of your English public-school education. However, you certainly cannot be a greater failure with Lord Tilbury than you have been with me. That wastepaper basket over there has been in my office only four days, and already it knows more about the export and import business than you would learn if you stayed here fifty years.

Sam made plaintive noises. Fifty years, he considered was an overstatement.

I concealed nothing of this from Lord Tilbury, but nevertheless he insists on engaging you.

Odd, said Sam. He could not help feeling a little flattered at this intense desire for his services on the part of a man who had met him only once. Lord Tilbury might be a bore, but there was no getting away from the fact that he had that gift without which no one can amass a large fortune — that strange, almost uncanny gift for spotting the good man when he saw him.

Not at all odd, said Mr Pynsent. He and I are in the middle of a business deal. He is trying to persuade me to do something which at present I have not made up my mind to do. He thinks that by taking you off my hands he will put me under an obligation. So he will.

Uncle, said Sam impressively, I will make good.

Youd better, returned Mr Pynsent, unmelted. It is your last chance. There is no earthly reason why I should go on supporting you for the rest of your life, and I do not intend to do it. If you make a mess of things at Tilbury House, dont think that you can come running back to me. There will be no fatted calf. Remember that.

I will, uncle, I will. But dont worry. Something tells me I am going to be good. I shall like going to England.

I am glad to hear that. Well, that is all. Good afternoon.

You know, its rather strange that you should be sending me over there, said Sam meditatively.

I dont think so. I am glad to have the chance.

What I mean is — do you believe in palmists?

I do not. Good-bye.

Because a palmist told me —

The door, said Mr Pynsent, is one of those which close automatically when the handle is released.

Having tested this statement and proved it correct, Sam went back to his own quarters, where he found Mr Clarence (Hash) Todhunter, the popular and energetic chef of the tramp steamer Araminta, awake and smoking a short pipe.

Who was the old boy? inquired Mr Todhunter.

That was my uncle, the head of the firm.

Did I go to sleep in his room?

You did.

Im sorry about that, Sam, said Hash, with manly regret. I had a late night last night.

He yawned spaciously. Hash Todhunter was a lean, stringy man in the early thirties, with a high forehead and a ruminative eye. Irritated messmates who had played poker with him had sometimes compared this eye to that of a perishing fish; but to the critic whose judgement was not biased and inflamed by recent pecuniary losses it would have been more suggestive of a parrot which has looked on life and found it full of disillusionment. There was a strong pessimistic streak in Hash, and in his cups he was accustomed to hint darkly that if everyone had their rights he would have been in the direct line of succession to an earldom. It was a long and involved story, casting great discredit on all the parties concerned; but as he never told it twice in the same way, little credence was accorded to it by a discriminating focsle. For the rest, he cooked the best dry hash on the Western Ocean, but was not proud.

Hash, said Sam, I am going over to England.

Me too. We sail Monday.

Do you, by Jove! said Sam thoughtfully. Im supposed to be going on the Mauretania on Saturday, but Ive half a mind to come with you instead. I dont like the idea of six days tête-à-tête with Lord Tilbury.

Whos he?

The proprietor of the Mammoth Publishing Company, where I am going to work.

Have you got the push here then?

It piqued Sam a little that this untutored man should so readily have divined the facts. He also considered that Hash had failed in tact. He might at least have pretended that he supposed it to be a case of handing in a resignation.

Yes, you might perhaps put it that way.

Not because of me sittin in his chair?

No. There are, apparently, a number of reasons. Hash, its a curious thing, my uncle taking it into his head to shoot me over to England. The other day a palmist told me that I was shortly going to take a long journey, at the end of which I should meet a fair girl... Hash!

Ur?

I want to show you something.

He fumbled in his pocket and produced a note-case. Having done this, he paused. Then, seeming to overcome a momentary hesitation, he opened the case and from it, with the delicacy of an Indian priest at a shrine handling a precious relic, extracted a folded piece of paper.

A casual observer, deceived by a certain cheery irresponsibility that marked his behaviour, might have set Sam Shotter down as one of those essentially material young men in whose armour romance does not easily find a chink. He would have erred in this assumption. For all that he weighed a hundred and seventy pounds of bone and sinew and had when amused — which was often — a laugh like that of the hyena in its native jungle, there was sentiment in Sam. Otherwise this paper would scarcely have been in his possession.

But before showing it to you, he said, eyeing Hash intently, I would like to ask you a question. Do you see anything funny, anything laughable, anything at all ludicrous, in a fellow going for a fishing trip to Canada and being stuck in a hut miles from anywhere with nothing to read and nothing to listen to except the wild duck calling to its mate and the nifties of a French-Canadian guide who couldnt speak more than three words of English No, said Hash.

I havent finished. Do you — to proceed — see anything absurd in the fact that such a fellow, in such a situation, finding the photograph of a beautiful girl tacked up on the wall of the hut by some previous visitor, and having nothing else to look at for five weeks, should have fallen in love with this photograph? Think before you answer.

No, said Hash, after consideration. He was not a man who readily detected the humorous aspect of anything.

Thats good, said Sam. And lucky for you. Because had you let one snicker out of yourself — just one — I would have smitten you rather forcibly on the beezer. Well, I did.

Did what?

Found this picture tacked up on the wall and fell in love with it. Look!

He unfolded the paper reverently. It now revealed itself as a portion of a page torn from one of those illustrated journals which brighten the middle of the Englishmans week. Its sojourn on the wall of the fishing hut had not improved it. It was faded and yellow, and over one corner a dark stain had spread itself, seeming to indicate that some occupant of the hut had at one time or another done a piece of careless carving. Nevertheless, he gazed at it as a young knight might have gazed upon the Holy Grail.

Well?

Hash surveyed the paper closely.

Thats mutton gravy, he said, pointing at the stain and forming a professional mans swift diagnosis. Beef wouldnt be so dark.

Sam regarded his friend with a glance of concentrated loathing which would have embarrassed a more sensitive man.

I show you this lovely face, all aglow with youth and the joy of life, he cried, and all that seems to interest you is that some foul vandal, whose neck I should like to wring, has splashed his beastly dinner over it. Heavens, man, look at that girl! Have you ever seen such a girl?

Shes not bad.

Not bad! Cant you see shes simply marvellous?

The photograph did, indeed, to a great extent justify Sams enthusiasm. It represented a girl in hunting costume, standing beside her horse. She was a trim, boyish-looking girl of about eighteen, slightly above the medium height; and she gazed out of the picture with clear, grave, steady eyes. At the corner of her mouth there was a little thoughtful droop. It was a pretty mouth; but Sam who had made a study of the picture and considered himself the worlds leading authority upon it, was of the opinion that it would look even prettier when smiling.

Under the photograph, in leaded capitals, ran the words:

A FAIR DAUGHTER OF NIMROD

Beneath this poetical caption, it is to be presumed, there had originally been more definite information as to the subjects identity, but the coarse hand which had wrenched the page from its setting had unfortunately happened to tear off the remainder of the letterpress.

Simply marvellous, said Sam emotionally. Whats that thing of Tennysons about a little English rosebud, she?

Tennyson? There was a feller when I was on the Sea Bird, called Pennyman —

Oh, shut up! Isnt she a wonder, Hash! And what is more — fair, wouldnt you say?

Hash scratched his chin. He was a man who liked to think things over.

Or dark, he said.

Idiot! Dont tell me those eyes arent blue.

Might be, admitted Hash grudgingly.

And that hair would be golden, or possibly light brown.

Howm I to know?

Hash, said Sam, the very first thing I do when I get to England is to find out who that girl is.

Easy enough. Hash pointed the stem of his pipe at the caption. Daughter of Nimrod. All you got to do is get a telephone directory and look him up. Itll give the address as well.

How do you think of these things? said Sam admiringly. The only trouble is, suppose old man Nimrod lives in the country. He sounds like a hunting man.

Ah! said Hash. Theres that o course.

No, my best scheme will be to find out what paper this is torn out of, and then search back through the files for the picture.

Maybe, said Hash. He had plainly lost interest in the subject.

Sam was gazing dreamily at the picture.

Do you see that little dimple just by the chin, Hash? My goodness, Id give something to see that girl smile! He replaced the paper in his note-case and sighed. Love is a wonderful thing, Hash.

Mr Todhunters ample mouth curled sardonically.

When youve seen as much of life as I have, he replied, youd rather have a cup of tea.


2. Kay of Valley Fields
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THE NAMELESS INDIVIDUAL who had torn from its setting the photograph which had so excited the admiration of Sam Shotter had, as has been already indicated, torn untidily. Had he exercised a little more care, that love-lorn young man would have seen beneath the picture the following:

MISS KAY DERRICK, 

DAUGHTER OF COL. EUSTACE DERRICK,

OF MIDWAYS HALL, WILTS.

And if he had happened to be in Piccadilly Circus on a certain afternoon some three weeks after his conversation with Hash Todhunter, he might have observed Miss Derrick in person. For she was standing on the island there waiting for a Number Three omnibus.

His first impression, had he so beheld her, would certainly have been that the photograph, attractive though it was, did not do her justice. Four years had passed since it had been taken, and between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two many girls gain appreciably in looks. Kay Derrick was one of them. He would then have observed that his views on her appearance had been sound. Her eyes, as he had predicted, were blue — a very dark, warm blue like the sky on a summer night — and her hair, such of it as was visible beneath a becoming little hat, was of a soft golden brown. The third thing he would have noticed about her was that she looked tired. And, indeed, she was. It was her daily task to present herself at the house of a certain Mrs Winnington-Bates, in Thurloe Square, South Kensington, to read to that lady and to attend to her voluminous correspondence. And nobody who knew Mrs Winnington-Bates at all intimately would have disputed the right of any girl who did this to look as tired as she pleased.

The omnibus arrived and Kay climbed the steps to the roof. The conductor presented himself, punch in hand.

Fez, pliz.

Valley Fields, said Kay.

Q, said the conductor.

He displayed no excitement as he handed her the ticket, none of that anxious concern exhibited by those who met the young man with the banner marked Excelsior; for the days are long past when it was considered rather a dashing adventure to journey to Valley Fields. Two hundred years ago, when highwaymen roved West Kensington and snipe were shot in Regent Street, this pleasant suburb in the Postal Division S.E. 21 was a remote spot to which jaded bucks and beaux would ride when they wanted to get really close to Nature. But now that vast lake of brick and asphalt which is London has flooded its banks and engulfed it. The Valley Fields today is a mass of houses, and you may reach it not only by omnibus but by train, and even by tram.

It was a place very familiar to Kay now, so that at times she seemed to have been there all her life; and yet actually only a few months had elapsed since she had been washed up on its shores like a piece of flotsam; or, to put the facts with less imagery, since Mr Wrenn, of San Rafael, Burberry Road, had come forward on the death of her parents and offered her a home there. This Mr Wrenn being the bad Uncle Matthew who in the dim past — somewhere around the year 1905 — splashed a hideous blot on the Derrick escutcheon by eloping with Kays Aunt Enid.

Kay had been a child of two at the time, and it was not till she was eight that she heard the story, her informant being young Willoughby Braddock, the stout boy who, with the aid of a trustee, owned the great house and estates adjoining Midways. It was a romantic story — of a young man who had come down to do Midways for the Stately-Homes-of-England series appearing in the then newly established Pykes Home Companion, who in the process of doing it had made the acquaintance of the sister of its owner and who only a few weeks later induced her to run away and marry him, thereby — according to the view point of the family — ruining her chances in this world and her prospects in the next.

For twenty years Matthew Wrenn had been the family outcast, and now time had accomplished one more of its celebrated revenges. The death of Colonel Derrick, which had followed that of his wife by a few months, had revealed the fact that in addition to Norman blood he had also had the simple faith which the poet ranks so much more highly — it taking the form of trusting prospectuses which should not have deceived a child and endeavouring to make up losses caused by the diminishing value of land with a series of speculations, each of them more futile and disastrous than the last. His capital had gone to the four winds, Midways had gone to the mortgagees, and Kay, apprised of these facts by a sympathetic family lawyer, had gone to Mr Matthew Wrenn, now for many years the editor of that same Pykes Home Companion of which he had once been the mere representative.

The omnibus stopped at the corner of Burberry Road, and Kay, alighting, walked towards San Rafael. Burberry Road is not one of the more fashionable and wealthy districts of Valley Fields, and most of the houses in it are semi-detached. San Rafael belonged to this class, being joined, like a stucco Siamese Twin, in indissoluble union to its next-door neighbour, Mon Repos. It had in front of it a strip of gravel, two apologetic-looking flower beds with evergreens in them, a fence, and in the fence a gate, modelled on the five-barred gates of the country.

Out of this gate, as Kay drew near, there came an elderly gentleman, tall, with grey hair and a scholarly stoop.

Why, hullo, darling, said Kay. Where are you off to?

She kissed her uncle affectionately, for she had grown very fond of him in the months of their companionship.

Just popping round to have a chat with Cornelius, said Mr Wrenn. I thought I might get a game of chess.

In actual years Matthew Wrenn was on the right side of fifty; but, as editors of papers like Pykes Home Companion are apt to do, he looked older than he really was. He was a man of mild and dreamy aspect, and it being difficult to imagine him in any dashing role, Kay rather supposed that the energy and fire which had produced the famous elopement must have come from the ladys side.

Well, dont be late for dinner, she said. Is Willoughby in?

I left him in the garden, Mr Wrenn hesitated. Thats a curious young man, Kay.

Its an awful shame that he should be inflicted on you, darling, said Kay. His housekeeper shooed him out of his house, you know. She wanted to give it a thorough cleaning. And he hates staying at clubs and hotels, and Ive known him all my life, and he asked me if we could put him up, and — well, there you are. But cheer up, its only for tonight.

My dear, you know Im only too glad to put up any friend of yours. But hes such a peculiar young fellow. I have been trying to talk to him for an hour, and all he does is to look at me like a goldfish.

Like a goldfish?

Yes, with his eyes staring and his lips moving without any sound coming from them.

Kay laughed.

Its his speech. I forgot to tell you. The poor lamb has got to make a speech tonight at the annual dinner of the Old Boys of his school. Hes never made one before, and its weighing on his mind terribly.

Mr Wrenn looked relieved.

Oh, I didnt know. Honestly, my dear, I thought that he must be mentally deficient. He looked at his watch. Well, if you think you can entertain him, I will be going along.

Mr Wrenn went on his way, and Kay, passing through the five-barred gate, followed the little gravel path which skirted the house and came into the garden.

Like all the gardens in the neighbourhood, it was a credit to its owner — on the small side, but very green and neat and soothing. The fact that, though so widely built over, Valley Fields has not altogether lost its ancient air of rusticity is due entirely to the zeal and devotion of its amateur horticulturists. More seeds are sold each spring in Valley Fields, more lawn mowers pushed, more garden rollers borrowed, more snails destroyed, more green fly squirted with patent mixtures, than in any other suburb on the Surrey side of the river. Brixton may have its Bon Marché and Sydenham its Crystal Palace; but when it comes to pansies, roses, tulips, hollyhocks and nasturtiums, Valley Fields points with pride.

In addition to its other attractive features, the garden of San Rafael contained at this moment a pinkish, stoutish, solemn young man in a brown suit, who was striding up and down the lawn with a glassy stare in his eyes.

Hullo, Willoughby, said Kay.

The young man came out of his trance with a strong physical convulsion.

Oh, hullo, Kay.

He followed her across the lawn to the tea table which stood in the shade of a fine tree. For there are trees in this favoured spot as well as flowers.

Tea, Willoughby? said Kay, sinking gratefully into a deck chair. Or have you had yours?

Yes, I had some... I think - Mr Braddock weighed the question thoughtfully. Yes... Yes, Ive had some.

Kay filled her cup and sipped luxuriously.

Golly, Im tired! she said.

Had a bad day?

Much the same as usual.

Mrs B. not too cordial?

Not very. And, unfortunately, the son and heir cordiality itself.

Mr Braddock nodded.

A bit of a trial, that lad.

A bit.

Wants kicking.

Very badly.

Kay gave a little wriggle of distaste. Technically, her duties at Thurloe Square consisted of reading and writing Mrs Winnington-Batess letters; but what she was engaged for principally, she sometimes thought, was to act as a sort of spiritual punching-bag for her employer. Today that lady had been exceptionally trying. Her son, on the other hand, who had recently returned to his home after an unsuccessful attempt to learn poultry farming in Sussex, and was lounging about it with little to occupy him, had shown himself, in his few moments of opportunity, more than usually gallant. What life needed to make it a trifle easier, Kay felt, was for Mrs Bates to admire her a little more and for Claude Bates to admire her a little less.

I remember him at school, said Mr Braddock. A worm.

Was he at school with you?

Yes. Younger than me. A beastly little kid who stuffed himself with food and frousted over fires and shirked games. I remember Sam Shotter licking him once for stealing jam sandwiches at the school shop. By the way, Sams coming over here. I had a letter from him.

Is he? And who is he? Youve never mentioned his name before.

Havent I told you about old Sam Shotter? asked Mr Braddock, surprised.

Never. But he sounds wonderfully attractive. Anyone who licked Claude Bates must have a lot of good in him.

He was at school with me.

What a lot of people seem to have been at school with you!

Well, there were about six hundred fellows at Wrykyn, you know. Sam and I shared a study. Now there is a chap I envy. Hes knocked about all over the world, having all sorts of fun. America one day, Australia the next, Africa the day after.

Quick mover, said Kay.

The last I heard from him he was in his uncles office in New York, but in this letter he says hes coming over to work at Tilbury House.

Tilbury House? Really? I wonder if uncle will meet him.

Dont you think it would be a sound move if I gave him a dinner or something where he could meet a few of the lads? You and your uncle, of course — and if I could get hold of old Tilbury.

Do you know Lord Tilbury?

Oh, yes; I play bridge with him sometimes at the club. And he took me shooting last year.

When does Mr. Shotter arrive?

I dont know. He says its uncertain. You see, hes coming over on a tramp steamer.

A tramp steamer? Why?

Well, its the sort of thing he does. Sort of thing Id like to do too.

You? said Kay, amazed. Willoughby Braddock had always seemed to her a man to whose well-being the refinements — and even the luxuries — of civilization were essential. One of her earliest recollections was of sitting in a tree and hurling juvenile insults at him, it having come to her ears through reliable channels that he habitually wore bed socks. What nonsense, Willoughby! You would hate roughing it.

I wouldnt, said Mr Braddock stoutly. Id love a bit of adventure.

Well, why dont you have it? Youve got plenty of money. You could be a pirate of the Spanish Main if you wanted.

Mr Braddock shook his head wistfully.

I cant get away from Mrs Lippett.

Willoughby Braddock was one of those unfortunate bachelors who are doomed to live under the thrall of either a housekeeper or a valet. His particular cross in life was his housekeeper, his servitude being rendered all the more inescapable by the fact that Mrs Lippett had been his nurse in the days of his childhood. There are men who can defy a woman. There are men who can cope with a faithful old retainer. But if there are men who can tackle a faithful old female retainer who has frequently smacked them with the back of a hairbrush, Willoughby Braddock was not one of them.

She would have a fit or go into a decline or something if I tried to break loose.

Poor old Willoughby! Life can be very hard, cant it? By the way, I met my uncle outside. He was complaining that you were not very chummy.

No, was he?

He said you just sat there looking at him like a goldfish.

Oh, I say! said Mr Braddock remorsefully. Im awfully sorry. I mean, after hes been so decent, putting me up and everything. I hope you explained to him that I was frightfully worried about this speech.

Yes, I did. But I dont see why you should be. Its perfectly simple making a speech. Especially at an Old Boys dinner, where they wont expect anything very much. If I were you, I should just get up and tell them one or two funny stories and sit down again.

Ive got one story, said Mr Braddock more hopefully. Its about an Irishman.

Pat or Mike?

I thought of calling him Pat. Hes in New York and he goes down to the dock and he sees a diver coming up out of the water — in a diving-suit, you know — and he thinks the fellow — the diver, you understand — has walked across the Atlantic and wishes he had thought of doing the same himself so as to have saved the fare, dont you know.

I see. One of those weak-minded Irishmen.

Do you think it will amuse them? asked Mr Braddock anxiously.

I should think they would roll off their seats.

No, really? He broke off and stretched out a hand in alarm. I say, you werent thinking of having one of those rock cakes, were you?

I was. But I wont if you dont want me to. Arent they good?

Good? My dear old soul, said Mr Braddock earnestly, they are Claras worst effort — absolutely her very worst. I had to eat one because she came and stood over me and watched me do it. It beats me why you dont sack that girl. Shes a rotten cook.

Sack Claire? Kay laughed. You might just as well try to sack her mother.

I suppose youre right.

You cant sack a Lippett.

No, I see what you mean. I wish she wasnt so dashed familiar with a fellow, though.

Well, she has known you almost as long as I have. Mrs Lippett has always been a sort of mother to you, so I suppose Claire regards herself as a sort of sister.

Yes, I suppose it cant be helped, said Mr Braddock bravely. He glanced at his watch. Ought to be going and dressing. Ill find you out here before I leave?

Oh, yes.

Well, Ill be pushing along. I say, you do think that story about the Irishman is all right?

Best thing I ever heard, said Kay loyally.

For some minutes after he had left her she sat back in her chair with her eyes closed, relaxing in the evening stillness of this pleasant garden.

Finished with the tea, Miss Kay?

Kay opened her eyes. A solid little figure in a print dress was standing at her side. A jaunty maids cap surmounted this persons tow-coloured hair. She had a perky nose and a wide, friendly mouth, and she beamed upon Kay devotedly.

Brought you these, she said, dropping a rug, two cushions, and a footstool, beneath the burden of which she had been staggering across the lawn like a small pack-mule. Make you nice and comfortable, and then you can get a nice nap. I can see youre all tired out.

Thats awfully good of you, Claire. But you shouldnt have bothered.

Claire Lippett, daughter of Willoughby Braddocks autocratic housekeeper, and cook and maid-of-all-work at San Rafael, was a survivor of the Midways epoch. She had entered the Derrick household at the age of twelve, her duties at that time being vague and leaving her plenty of leisure for surreptitious birds-nesting with Kay, then thirteen. On her eighteenth birthday she had been promoted to the post of Kays personal maid, and from that moment may be said formally to have taken charge. The Lippett motto was Fidelity, and not even the famous financial crash had been able to dislodge this worthy daughter of the clan. Resolutely following Kay into exile, she had become, as stated, Mr Wrenns cook. And, as Mr Braddock had justly remarked, a very bad cook too.

You oughtnt to go getting yourself all tired, Miss Kay. You ought to be sitting at your ease.

Well, so I am, said Kay.

There were times when, like Mr Braddock, she found the Lippett protectiveness a little cloying. She was a high-spirited girl and wanted to face the world with a defiant Who cares? And it was not easy to do this with Claire coddling her all the time as if she were a fragile and sensitive plant. Resistance, however, was useless. Nobody had ever yet succeeded in curbing the motherly spirit of the Lippetts, and probably nobody ever would.

Meantersay, explained Claire, adjusting the footstool, you ought not to be soiling your hands with work, thats what I mean. Its a shame you should be having to... She stopped abruptly. She had picked up the tea tray and made a wounding discovery.

You havent touched my rock cakes, she said in a voice in which reproach and disappointment were nicely blended. And I made them for you special.

I didnt want to spoil my dinner, said Kay hastily. Claire was a temperamental girl, quick to resent slurs on her handiwork. Im sure youve got something nice.

Claire considered the point.

Well, yes and no, she said. If youre thinking of the pudding, Im afraid thats off. The kitten fell into the custard.

No!

She did. And when Id fished her out there wasnt hardly any left. Seemed to have soaked it into her like as if she was a sponge. Still, there ud be enough for you if Mr Wrenn didnt want any.

No, it doesnt matter, thanks, said Kay earnestly.

Well, Im trying a new soup, whichll sort of make up for it. Its one I read in a book. Its called pottage ar lar princess. Youre sure you wont have one of these rock cakes, Miss Kay? Put strength into you.

No, thanks, really.

Right-ho; just as you say.

Miss Lippett crossed the lawn and disappeared, and a soothing peace fell upon the garden. A few minutes later, however, just as Kays head was beginning to nod, from an upper window there suddenly blared forth on the still air a loud and raucous voice, suggestive of costermongers advertising their brussels sprouts or those who call the cattle home across the Sands of Dee.

I am reminded by a remark of our worthy president, roared the voice, of a little story which may be new to some of you present here tonight. It seems that a certain Irishman had gone down to New York — I mean, he was in New York and had gone down to the docks — and while there — while there... The voice trailed off. Apparently the lungs were willing but the memory was weak. Presently it broke out in another place.

For the school, gentlemen, our dear old school, occupies a place in our hearts — a place in our hearts — in the hearts of all of us — in all our hearts — in our hearts, gentlemen — which nothing else can fill. It forms, if I may put it that way, Mr President and gentlemen — forms — forms — forms a link that links the generations. Whether we are fifty years old or forty or thirty or twenty, we are none the less all of us contemporaries. And why? Because, gentlemen, we are all — er — linked by that link.

Jolly good! murmured Kay, impressed.

That is why, Mr President and gentlemen, though I am glad, delighted, pleased, happy and — er — overjoyed to see so many of you responding to the annual call of our dear old school, I am not surprised.

From the kitchen door, a small knife in one hand and a half-peeled onion in the other, there emerged the stocky figure of Claire Lippett. She gazed up at the window wrathfully.

Hi!

No, not surprised.

Hi!

And talking of being surprised, I am reminded of a little story which may be new to some of you present here tonight. It seems that a certain Irishman —

From the days when their ancestresses had helped the menfolk of the tribe to make marauding Danes wish that they had stayed in Denmark, the female members of Claire Lippetts family had always been women of action. Having said Hi! twice, their twentieth-century descendant seemed to consider that she had done all that could reasonably be expected of her in the way of words. With a graceful swing of her right arm, she sent the onion shooting upward. And such was the never-failing efficiency of this masterly girl that it whizzed in through the open window, from which, after a brief interval, there appeared, leaning out, the dress-shirted and white-tied upper portion of Mr Willoughby Braddock. He was rubbing his ear.

Be quiet, cant you? said Miss Lippett.

Mr Braddock gazed austerely into the depths. Except that the positions of the characters were inverted and the tone of the dialogue somewhat different, it might have been the big scene out of Romeo and Juliet.

What did you say?

I said be quiet. Miss Kay wants to get a bit of sleep. How can she get a bit of sleep with that row going on?

Clara! said Mr Braddock portentously.

Claire, corrected the girl coldly, insisting on a point for which she had had to fight all her life.

Mr Braddock gulped.

I shall — er — I shall speak to your mother, he said.

It was a futile threat, and Claire signified as much by jerking her shoulder in a scornful and derogatory manner before stumping back to the house with all the honours of war. She knew — and Mr Braddock knew that she knew — that complaints respecting her favourite daughter would be coldly received by Mrs Lippett.

Mr Braddock withdrew from the window, and presently appeared in the garden, beautifully arrayed.

Why, Willoughby, said Kay admiringly, you look wonderful.

The kindly compliment did much to soothe Mr Braddocks wounded feelings.

No, really? he said; and felt, as he had so often felt before, that Kay was a girl in a million, and that if only the very idea of matrimony did not scare a fellow so confoundedly, a fellow might very well take a chance and see what would happen if he asked her to marry him.

And the speech sounded fine.

Really? You know, I got a sudden fear that my voice might not carry.

It carries, Kay assured him.

The clouds which her compliments had chased from Mr Braddocks brow gathered again.

I say, Kay, you know, you really ought to do something about that girl Clara. Shes impossible, I mean, throwing onions at a fellow.

You mustnt mind. Dont worry about her; itll make you forget your speech. How long are you supposed to talk?

About ten minutes, I imagine. You know, this is going to just about kill me.

What you must do is drink lots and lots of champagne.

But it makes me spotty.

Well, be spotty. I shant mind.

Mr Braddock considered.

I will, he said. Its a very good idea. Well, I suppose I ought to be going.

Youve got your key? Thats right. You wont be back till pretty late, of course. Ill go and tell Claire not to bolt the door. When Kay reached the kitchen she found that her faithful follower had stepped out of the pages of Romeo and Juliet into those of Macbeth. She was bending over a cauldron, dropping things into it. The kitten, now comparatively dry and de-custarded, eyed her with bright interest from a shelf on the dresser.

This is the new soup, Miss Kay, she announced with modest pride.

It smells fine, said Kay, wincing slightly as a painful aroma of burning smote her nostrils. I say, Claire, I wish you wouldnt throw onions at Mr Braddock.

I went up and got it back, Claire reassured her. Its in the soup now.

Youll be in the soup if you do that sort of thing. What, asked Kay virtuously, will the neighbours say?

There arent any neighbours, Claire pointed out. A wistful look came into her perky face. I wish some one would hurry up and move into Mon Ree-poss, she said. I dont like not having next-doors. Gets lonely for a girl all day with no one to talk to.

Well, when you talk to Mr Braddock, dont do it at the top of your voice. Please understand I dont like it.

Now, said Claire simply, youre cross with me. And without further preamble she burst into a passionate flood of tears.

It was this sensitiveness of hers that made it so difficult for the young chatelaine of San Rafael to deal with the domestic staff. Kay was a warm-hearted girl, and a warm-hearted girl can never be completely at her ease when she is making cooks cry. It took ten minutes of sedulous petting to restore the emotional Miss Lippett to her usual cheerfulness.

Ill never raise my voice so much as above a whisper to the man, she announced remorsefully at the end of that period. 

All the same –

Kay had no desire to reopen the Braddock argument.

Thats all right, Claire. What I really came to say was — dont put the chain up on the front door tonight, because Mr Braddock is sure to be late. But he will come in quite quietly and wont disturb you.

Hed better not, said Miss Lippett grimly. Ive got a revolver.

A revolver!

Ah! Claire bent darkly over her cauldron. You never know when there wont be burglars in these low parts. The girl at Pontresina down the road was telling me theyd had a couple of milk cans sneaked off their doorstep only yesterday. And Ill tell you another thing, Miss Kay. Its my belief theres been people breaking into Mon Ree-poss.

What would they do that for? Its empty.

It wasnt empty last night. I was looking out of the window with one of my noo-ralgic headaches — must have been between two and three in the morning — and there was mysterious lights going up and down the staircase.

You imagined it.

Begging your pardon, Miss Kay, I did not imagine it. There they were, as plain as plain. Might have been one of these electric torches the criminal classes use. If you want to know what I think, Miss Kay, that Mon Ree-poss is what I call a house of mystery, and I shant be sorry when somebody respectable comes and takes it. The way it is now, were just as likely as not to wake up and find ourselves all murdered in our beds.

You mustnt be so nervous.

Nervous? replied Claire indignantly. Nervous? Take more than a burglar to make me nervous. All Im saying is, Im prepared.

Well, dont go shooting Mr Braddock.

That, said Miss Lippett, declining to commit herself, is as may be.


3. Sailors Dont Care
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SOME FIVE HOURS after Willoughby Braddocks departure from San Rafael, a young man came up Villiers Street, and turning into the Strand, began to stroll slowly eastward. The Strand, it being the hour when the theatres had begun to empty themselves, was a roaring torrent of humanity and vehicles; and he looked upon the bustling scene with the affectionate eye of one who finds the turmoil of London novel and attractive. He was a nice-looking young man, but what was most immediately noticeable about him was his extraordinary shabbiness. Both his shoes were split across the toe; his hands were in the pockets of a stained and weather-beaten pair of blue trousers; and he gazed about him from under the brim of a soft hat which could have been worn without exciting comment by any scarecrow.

So striking was his appearance that two exquisites, emerging from the Savoy Hotel and pausing on the pavement to wait for a vacant taxi, eyed him with painful disapproval as he approached, and then, staring, stared in amazement.

Good Lord! said the first exquisite.

Good heavens! said the second.

See who that is?

S. P. Shotter! Used to be in the School House.

Captain of football my last year.

But I say, it cant be! Dressed like that, I mean.

It is.

Good heavens!

Good Lord!

These two men had, in the matter of costume, a high standard. Themselves snappy and conscientious dressers, they judged their fellows hardly. Yet even an indulgent critic would have found it difficult not to shake his head over the spectacle presented by Sam Shotter as he walked the Strand that night.

The fact is it is not easy for a young man of adventurous and inquisitive disposition to remain dapper throughout a voyage on a tramp steamer. The Araminta, which had arrived at Millwall Dock that afternoon, had taken fourteen days to cross the Atlantic, and during those fourteen days Sam had entered rather fully into the many-sided life of the ship. He had spent much time in an oily engine room; he had helped the bosn with a job of painting; he had accompanied the chief engineer on his rambles through the coal bunkers; and on more than one occasion had endeared himself to languid firemen by taking their shovels and doing a little amateur stoking. One cannot do these things and be foppish.

Nevertheless, it would have surprised him greatly had he known that his appearance was being adversely criticized, for he was in that happy frame of mind when men forget they have an appearance. He had dined well, having as his guest his old friend Hash Todhunter. He had seen a motion picture of squashy sex appeal. And now, having put Hash on an east-bound tram, he was filled with that pleasant sense of well-being and content which comes on those rare occasions when the world is just about right. So, far from being abashed by the shabbiness of his exterior, Sam found himself experiencing, as he strolled along the Strand, a gratifying illusion of having bought the place. He felt like the young squire returned from his travels and revisiting the old village.

Nor, though he was by nature a gregarious young man and fond of human society, did the fact that he was alone depress him. Much as he liked Hash Todhunter, he had not been sorry to part from him. Usually an entertaining companion, Hash had been a little tedious tonight, owing to a tendency to confine the conversation to the subject of a dog belonging to a publican friend of his which was running in a whippet race at Hackney Marshes next morning. Hash had, it seemed, betted his entire savings on this animal, and not content with this, had pestered Sam to lend him all his remaining cash to add to the investment. And though Sam had found no difficulty in remaining firm, it is always a bore to have to keep saying no.

The two exquisites looked at each other apprehensively.

Shift ho, before he touches us, what? said the first.

Shift absolutely ho, agreed the second.

It was too late. The companion of their boyhood had come up, and after starting to pass had paused, peering at them from under that dreadful hat, which seemed to cut them like a knife, in the manner of one trying to identify half-remembered faces. Bates and Tresidder! he exclaimed at length. By Jove!

Hullo, said the first exquisite.

Hullo, said the second.

Well, well! said Sam.

There followed one of those awkward silences which so often occur at these meetings of old schoolmates. The two exquisites were wondering dismally when the inevitable touch would come, and Sam had just recollected that these were two blighters whom, when in statu pupillari, he had particularly disliked. Nevertheless, etiquette demanded that a certain modicum of conversation be made.

What have you been doing with yourselves? asked Sam. You look very festive.

Been dining, said the first exquisite.

Old Wrykynian dinner, said the second.

Oh, yes of course. It always was at this time of year, wasnt it? Lots of the lads there, I suppose?

Oh, yes.

Good dinner?

Goodish, said the first exquisite.

Not baddish, said the second.

Rotten speeches, though.

Awful!

Cant think where they dig these blokes up.

No.

That man Braddock.

Frightful.

Dont tell me the old Bradder actually made a speech! said Sam, pleased. Was he very bad?

Worst of the lot.

Absolutely!

That story about the Irishman.

Foul!

And all that rot about the dear old school.

Ghastly!

If you ask me, said the first exquisite severely, my opinion is that he was as tight as an owl.

Stewed to the eyebrows, said the second.

I watched him during dinner and he was mopping up the stuff like a vacuum cleaner.

There was a silence.

Well, said the first exquisite uncomfortably, we must be pushing on.

Dashing off, said the second exquisite.

Got to go to supper at the Angry Cheese.

The where? asked Sam.

Angry Cheese. New night-club in Panton Street. See you sometime, what?

Oh, yes, said Sam.

Another silence was about to congeal, when a taxi crawled up and the two exquisites leaped joyfully in.

Awful, a fellow going right under like that, said the first.

Ghastly, said the second.

Lucky we got away.

Yes.

He was shaping for a touch, said the first exquisite.

Trembling on his lips, said the second.

Sam walked on. Although Messrs. Bates and Tresidder had never been favourites of his, they belonged to what Mr Braddock would have called — and, indeed, had called no fewer than eleven times in his speech that night — the dear old school; and the meeting with them had left him pleasantly stimulated. The feeling of being a seigneur revisiting his estates after long absence grew as he threaded his way through the crowd. He eyed the passers-by in a jolly, Laughing Cavalier sort of way, wishing he knew them well enough to slap them on the back. And when he reached the corner of Wellington Street and came upon a dishevelled vocalist singing mournfully in the gutter, he could not but feel it a personal affront that this sort of thing should be going on in his domain. He was conscious of a sensation of being individually responsible for this poor fellows reduced condition, and the situation seemed to him to call for largess.

On setting out that night Sam had divided his money into two portions. His baggage, together with his letter of credit, had preceded him across the ocean on the Mauretania-, and as it might be a day or so before he could establish connection with it, he had prudently placed the bulk of his ready money in his note-case, earmarking it for the purchase of new clothes and other necessaries on the morrow so that he might be enabled to pay his first visit to Tilbury House in becoming state. The remainder, sufficient for the evenings festivities, he had put in his trousers pockets.

It was into his right trousers pocket therefore that he now groped. His fingers closed on a half-crown. He promptly dropped it. He was feeling seigneurial, but not so seigneurial as that. Something more in the nature of a couple of coppers was what he was looking for, and it surprised him to find that except for the half-crown the pocket appeared to be empty. He explored the other pocket. That was empty too.

The explanation was, of course, that the life of pleasure comes high. You cannot go stuffing yourself and a voracious sea cook at restaurants, taking buses and Underground trains all over the place, and finally winding up at a cinema palace, without cutting into your capital. Sam was reluctantly forced to the conclusion that the half-crown was his only remaining spare coin. He was, accordingly, about to abandon the idea of largess and move on, when the vocalist, having worked his way through Youre the Sort of a Girl That Men Forget, began to sing that other popular ballad entitled Sailors Dont Care. And it was no doubt the desire to refute the slur implied in these words on the great brotherhood of which he was an amateur member that decided Sam to be lavish.

The half-crown changed hands.

Sam resumed his walk. At a quarter-past-eleven at night there is little to amuse and interest the stroller east of Wellington Street, so he now crossed the road and turned westward. And he had not been walking more than a few paces when he found himself looking into the brightly lighted window of a small restaurant that appeared to specialize in shellfish. The slab beyond the glass was paved with the most insinuating oysters. Overcome with emotion, Sam stopped in his tracks.

There is something about the oyster, nestling in its shell, which in the hours that come when the theatres are closed and London is beginning to give itself up to nocturnal revelry stirs right-thinking men like a bugle. There swept over Sam a sudden gnawing desire for nourishment. Oysters with brown bread and a little stout were, he perceived, just what this delightful evening demanded by way of a fitting climax. He pulled out his notecase. Even if it meant an inferior suit next morning, one of those Treasury notes which lay there must be broken into here and now.

It seemed to Sam, looking back later at this moment, that at the very first touch the note-case had struck him as being remarkably thin. It appeared to have lost its jolly old plumpness, as if some wasting fever had struck it. Indeed, it gave the impression, when he opened it, of being absolutely empty.

It was not absolutely empty. It is true that none of the Treasury notes remained, but there was something inside — a dirty piece of paper on which were words written in pencil. He read them by the light that poured from the restaurant window:

DEAR SAM, — You will doubtless be surprised, Sam, to learn that I have borrowed your money. Dear Sam, I will send it back tomorrow a.m. prompt. Nothing can beat that wipet, Sam, so I have borrowed your money.

Trusting this finds you in the pink, 

Yrs Obedtly, 

C. TODHUNTER.

Sam stood staring at this polished communication with sagging jaw. For an instant it had a certain obscurity, the word wipet puzzling him particularly.

Then, unlike the missing money, it all came back to him.

The rush of traffic was diminishing now, and the roar of a few minutes back had become a mere rumble. It was almost as if London, sympathizing with his sorrow, had delicately hushed its giant voice. To such an extent, in fact, was its voice hushed that that of the Wellington Street vocalist was once more plainly audible, and there was in what he was singing a poignant truth which had not impressed itself upon Sam when he had first heard it.

Sailors dont care, chanted the vocalist. Sailors dont care. Its something to do with the salt in the blood. Sailors dont care.


4. Scene Outside Fashionable Night-Club
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THE MENTAL CONDITION of a man who at half-past eleven at night suddenly finds himself penniless and without shelter in the heart of the great city must necessarily be for a while somewhat confused. Sams first coherent thought was to go back and try to recover that half-crown from the wandering minstrel. After a very brief reflection, however, he dismissed this scheme as too visionary for practical consideration. His acquaintance with the other had been slight, but he had seen enough of him to gather that he was not one of those rare spiritual fellows who give half-crowns back. The minstrel was infirm and old, but many years would have to elapse before he became senile enough for that. No, some solution on quite different lines was required; and, thinking deeply, Sam began to move slowly in the direction of Charing Cross.

He was as yet far from being hopeless. Indeed, his mood at this point might have been called optimistic; for he realized that if this disaster had been decreed by Fate from the beginning of time — and he supposed it had been, though the palmist had made no mention of it — it could hardly have happened at a more convenient spot. The Old Wrykynian dinner had just broken up, which meant that this portion of London must be full of men who had been at school with him and would doubtless be delighted to help him out with a temporary loan. At any moment now he might run into some kindly old school-fellow.

And almost immediately he did. Or, rather the old schoolfellow ran into him. He had reached the Vaudeville Theatre and had paused, debating within himself the advisability of crossing the street and seeing how the hunting was on the other side, when a solid body rammed him in the back.

Oh, sorry! Frightfully sorry! I say, awfully sorry!

It was a voice which had been absent from Sams life for some years, but he recognized it almost before he had recovered his balance. He wheeled joyfully round on the stout and red-faced young man who was with some difficulty retrieving his hat from the gutter.

Excuse me, he said, but you are extraordinarily like a man I used to know named J. W. Braddock.

I am J. W. Braddock.

Ah, said Sam, that accounts for the resemblance.

He contemplated his erstwhile study companion with affection. He would have been glad at any time to meet the old Bradder, but he was particularly glad to meet him now. As Mr Braddock himself might have put it, he was glad, delighted, pleased, happy and overjoyed. Willoughby Braddock, bearing out the words of the two exquisites, was obviously in a somewhat vinous condition, but Sam was no Puritan and was not offended by this. The thing about Mr Braddock that impressed itself upon him to the exclusion of all else was the fact that he looked remarkably rich. He had that air, than which there is none more delightful, of being the sort of man who would lend a fellow a fiver without a moments hesitation.

Willoughby Braddock had secured his hat, and he now replaced it in a sketchy fashion on his head. His face was flushed, and his eyes, always slightly prominent, seemed to protrude like those of a snail — and an extremely inebriated snail at that. 

Imarraspeesh, he said.

I beg your pardon? said Sam.

I made a speesh.

Yes, so I heard.

You heard my speesh?

I heard that you had made one.

How did you hear my speesh? said Mr Braddock, plainly mystified. You werent at the dinner.

No, but-

You couldnt have been at the dinner, proceeded Mr Braddock, reasoning closely, because evening dress was obliggery and you arent obliggery. Ill tell you what — between you and me, I dont know who the deuce you are.

You dont know me?

No, I dont know you.

Pull yourself together, Bradder. Im Sam Shotter.

Sham Sotter?

If you prefer it that way, certainly. Ive always pronounced it Sam Shotter myself.

Sam Shotter?

Thats right.

Mr Braddock eyed him narrowly.

Look here, he said, Ill tell you something — something thatll interest you — something thatll interest you very much. Youre Sam Shotter.

Thats it.

We were at school together.

We were.

The dear old school.

Exactly.

Intense delight manifested itself in Mr Braddocks face. He seized Sams hand and wrung it warmly.

How are you, my dear old chap, how are you? he cried. Old Sham Spotter, by gad! By Jove! By George! My goodness! Fancy that! Well, good-bye.

And with a beaming smile he suddenly swooped across the road and was lost to sight.

The stoutest heart may have its black moments. Depression claimed Sam for its own. There is no agony like that of the man who has intended to borrow money and finds that he has postponed the request till too late. With bowed shoulders he made his way eastward. He turned up Charing Cross Road, and thence by way of Green Street into Leicester Square. He moved listlessly along the lower end of the square, and presently, glancing up, perceived graven upon the wall the words, Panton Street.

He halted. The name seemed somehow familiar. Then he remembered. The Angry Cheese, that haunt of wealth and fashion to which those fellows, Bates and Tresidder, had been going, was in Panton Street.

Hope revived in Sam. An instant before, the iron had seemed to have entered his soul, but now he squared his shoulders and quickened his steps. Good old Bates! Splendid old Tresidder! They were the men to help him out of this mess.

He saw clearly now how mistaken can be the callow judgements which we form when young. As an immature lad at school he had looked upon Bates and Tresidder with a jaundiced eye. He had summed them up in his mind, after the hasty fashion of youth, as ticks and blisters. Aye, and even when he had encountered them half an hour ago after the lapse of years, their true nobility had not been made plain to him. It was only now, as he padded along Panton Street like a leopard on the trail, that he realized what excellent fellows they were and how fond he was of them. They were great chaps — corkers, both of them. And when he remembered that with a boys blindness to his sterling qualities he had once given Bates six of the juiciest with a walking-stick, he burned with remorse and shame.

It was not difficult to find the Angry Cheese. About this newest of Londons night-clubs there was nothing coy or reticent. Its doorway stood open to the street, and cabs were drawing up in a constant stream and discharging fair women and well-tailored men. Furthermore, to render identification easy for the very dullest, there stood on the pavement outside a vast commissionaire, brilliantly attired in the full-dress uniform of a Czecho-Slovakian field-marshal and wearing on his head a peaked cap circled by a red band, which bore in large letters of gold the words Angry Cheese.

Good evening, said Sam, curveting buoyantly up to this spectacular person. I want to speak to Mr Bates.

The field-marshal eyed him distantly. The man, one would have said, was not in sympathy with him. Sam could not imagine why. With the prospect of a loan in sight, he himself was liking everybody.

Misteroo?

Mr Bates.

Mr Yates?

Mr Bates. Mr Bates. You know Mr Bates? said Sam. And such was the stimulating rhythm of the melody into which the unseen orchestra had just burst that he very nearly added, Hes a bear, hes a bear, hes a bear.

Bates?

Or Tresidder.

Make up your mind, said the field-marshal petulantly.

At this moment, on the opposite side of the street, there appeared the figure of Mr Willoughby Braddock, walking with extraordinary swiftness. His eyes were staring straight in front of him. He had lost his hat.

Bradder! cried Sam.

Mr Braddock looked over his shoulder, waved his hand, smiled a smile of piercing sweetness and passed rapidly into the night.

Sam was in a state of indecision similar to that of the dog in the celebrated substance-and-shadow fable. Should he pursue this will-o-the-wisp, or should he stick to the sound Conservative policy of touching the man on the spot? What would Napoleon have done?

He decided to remain.

Fellow who was at school with me, he remarked explanatorily.

Ho! said the field-marshal, looking like a stuffed sergeant-major.

And now, said Sam, can I see Mr Bates?

You cannot.

But hes in there.

And youre out ere, said the field-marshal.

He moved away to assist a young lady of gay exterior to alight from a taxicab. And as he did so some one spoke from the steps:

Ah, there you are!

Sam looked up, relieved. Dear old Bates was standing in the lighted doorway.

Of the four persons who made up the little group collected about the threshold of the Angry Cheese, three now spoke simultaneously.

Dear old Bates said: This is topping! Thought you werent coming.

The lady said: Awfully sorry Im late, old cork.

Sam said: Oh, Bates!

He was standing some little space removed from the main body when he spoke, and the words did not register. The lady passed on into the building. Bates was preparing to follow her when Sam spoke again. And this time nobody within any reasonable radius could have failed to hear him.

Hi, Bates!

Hey! said the field-marshal, massaging his ear with a look of reproach and dislike.

Bates turned, and as he saw Sam, there spread itself over his face the startled look of one who, wandering gaily along some primrose path, sees gaping before him a frightful chasm or a fearful serpent or some menacing lion in the undergrowth. In this crisis, Claude Bates did not hesitate. With a single backward spring — which, if he could have remembered it and reproduced it later on the dancing-floor, would have made him the admired of all — he disappeared, leaving Sam staring blankly after him.

A large fat hand, placed in no cordial spirit on his shoulder, awoke Sam from his reverie. The field-marshal was gazing at him with a loathing which he now made no attempt to conceal.

You op it, said the field-marshal. We dont want none of your sort ere.

But I was at school with him, stammered Sam. The thing had been so sudden that even now he could not completely realize that what practically amounted to his own flesh and blood had thrown him down cold.

At school with im too, was you? said the field-marshal. The only school you was ever at was Borstal. You op it, and quick. Thats what you do before I call a policeman.

Inside the night-club, Claude Bates, restoring his nervous system with a whisky and soda, was relating to his friend Tresidder the tale of his narrow escape.

Absolutely lurking on the steps! said Bates.

Ghastly! said Tresidder.


5. Painful Affair at a Coffee-Stall
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LONDON WAS VERY quiet. A stillness had fallen upon it, broken only by the rattle of an occasional cab and the footsteps of some home-seeking wayfarer. The lamp-light shone on glistening streets, on pensive policemen, on smoothly prowling cats, and on a young man in a shocking suit of clothes whose faith in human nature was at zero.

Sam had now no definite objective. He was merely walking aimlessly with the idea of killing time. He wandered on, and presently found that he had passed out of the haunts of fashion into a meaner neighbourhood. The buildings had become dingier, the aspect of the perambulating cats more sinister and blackguardly. He had in fact reached the district which, in spite of the inhabitants efforts to get it called Lower Belgravia, is still known as Pimlico. And it was near the beginning of Lupus Street that he was roused from his meditations by the sight of a coffee-stall.

It brought him up standing. Once more he had suddenly become aware of that gnawing hunger which had afflicted him outside the oyster restaurant. Why he should be hungry, seeing that not so many hours ago he had consumed an ample dinner, he could not have said. A psychologist, had one been present, would have told him that the pangs of starvation from which he supposed himself to suffer were purely a figment of the mind, and that it was merely his subconscious self reacting to the suggestion of food. Sam, however, had positive inside information to the contrary; and he halted before the coffee-stall, staring wolfishly.

There was not a large attendance of patrons. Three only were present. One was a man in a sort of uniform who seemed to have been cleaning streets, the two others had the appearance of being gentlemen of leisure. They were leaning restfully on the counter, eating hard-boiled eggs.

Sam eyed them resentfully. It was just this selfish sort of epicureanism, he felt, that was the canker which destroyed empires. And when the man in uniform, wearying of eggs, actually went on to supplement them with a slice of seed-cake, it was as if he were watching the orgies that preceded the fall of Babylon. With gleaming eyes he drew a step closer, and was thus enabled to overhear the conversation of these sybarites.

Like all patrons of coffee-stalls, they were talking about the Royal family, and for a brief space it seemed that a perfect harmony was to prevail. Then the man in uniform committed himself to the statement that the Duke of York wore a moustache, and the gentlemen of leisure united to form a solid opposition.

E aint got no moustache, said one.

Certnly e aint got no moustache, said the other.

Wot, inquired the first gentleman of leisure, made you get that silly idea into your ead that es got a moustache?

Es got a smorl clipped moustache, said the man in uniform stoutly.

A smorl clipped moustache?

A smorl clipped moustache.

You say hes got a smorl clipped moustache?

Ah! A smorl clipped moustache.

Well, then, said the leader of the opposition, with the air of a cross-examining counsel who has dextrously trapped a reluctant witness into a damaging admission, thats where you make your ruddy error. Because e aint got no smorl clipped moustache.

It seemed to Sam that a little adroit diplomacy at this point would be in his best interests. He had not the pleasure of the dukes acquaintance and so was not really entitled to speak as an expert, but he decided to support the man in uniform. The good graces of a fellow of his careless opulence were worth seeking. In a soaring moment of optimism it seemed to him that a hard-boiled egg and a cup of coffee were the smallest reward a loyal supporter might expect. He advanced into the light of the naphtha flare and spoke with decision.

This gentleman is right, he said. The Duke of York has a small clipped moustache.

The interruption appeared to come on the three debaters like a bombshell. It had on them an effect much the same as an uninvited opinion from a young and newly joined member would have on a group of bishops and generals in the smoking-room of the Athenaeum Club. For an instant there was a shocked silence; then the man in uniform spoke.

Wot do you want, stickin your ugly fat ead in? he demanded coldly.

Shakespeare, who knew too much ever to be surprised at mans ingratitude, would probably have accepted this latest evidence of it with stoicism. It absolutely stunned Sam. A little peevishness from the two gentlemen of leisure he had expected, but that his sympathy and support should be received in this fashion by the man in uniform was simply disintegrating. It seemed to be his fate tonight to lack appeal for men in uniform.

Yus, agreed the leader of the opposition, oo arsked you to shove in?

Comin stickin is ead in! sniffed the man in uniform.

All three members of the supper-party eyed him with manifest disfavour. The proprietor of the stall, a silent hairy man, said nothing: but he, too, cast a chilly glance of hauteur in Sams direction. There was a sense of strain.

I only said - Sam began.

And oo arsked you to? retorted the man in uniform.

The situation was becoming difficult. At this tense moment, however, there was a rattling and a grinding of brakes, and a taxicab drew up at the kerb, and out of its interior shot Mr Willoughby Braddock.

Getta cuppa coffee, observed Mr Braddock explanatorily to the universe.


6. A Friend in Need
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OF CERTAIN SUPREME moments in life it is not easy to write. The workaday tellers of tales, whose gifts, if any, lie rather in the direction of recording events than of analysing emotion, finds himself baffled by them. To say that Sam Shotter was relieved by this sudden reappearance of his old friend would obviously be inadequate. Yet it is hard to find words that will effectually meet the case. Perhaps it is simplest to say that his feelings at this juncture were to all intents and purposes those of the garrison besieged by savages in the final reel of a motion-picture super-super-film when the operator flashes on the screen the sub-title, Hurrah! Here come the United States Marines! And blended with this heart-shaking thankfulness, came instantaneously the thought that he must not let the poor fish get away again.

Here I say! said Mr Braddock, becoming aware of a clutching hand upon his coat sleeve.

Its all right, Bradder, old man, said Sam. Its only me.

Who?

Me.

Who are you?

Sam Shotter.

Sam Shotter?

Sam Shotter.

Sam Shotter who used to be at school with me?

The very same.

Are you Sam Shotter?

I am.

Why so you are! said Mr Braddock, completely convinced. He displayed the utmost delight at this reunion. Mosestraornary coincidence, he said, as he kneaded Sam lovingly about the shoulder. I was talking to a fellow in the Strand about you only an hour ago.

Were you, Bradder, old man?

Yes; nasty ugly-looking fellow. I bumped into him and he turned round and the very first thing he said was, Do you know Sam Shotter? He told me all sorts of interesting things about you too — all sorts of interesting things. Ive forgotten what they were, but you see what I mean.

I follow you perfectly, Bradder. Whats become of your hat?

A look of relieved happiness came into Willoughby Braddocks face.

Have you got my hat? Where is it?

I havent got your hat.

You said you had my hat.

No, I didnt.

Oh! said Mr Braddock, disappointed. Well, then, come and have a cuppa coffee.

It was with the feelings of a voyager who after much buffeting comes safely at last to journeys end that Sam ranged himself alongside the counter which for so long had been but a promised land seen from some distant Mount Pisgah. The two gentlemen of leisure had melted away into the night, but the uniformed man remained, eating seed-cake with a touch of bravado.

This gentleman a friend of yours, Sam? asked Mr Braddock, having ordered coffee and eggs.

I should say not, said Sam with aversion. Why, he thinks the Duke of York has a small clipped moustache!

No! said Mr Braddock, shocked.

He does.

He must be a thorough ass.

Dropped on his head when a baby, probably.

Better have nothing to do with him, said Mr Braddock in a confidential bellow.

The meal proceeded on its delightful course. Sam had always been fond of Willoughby Braddock, and the spacious manner in which he now ordered further hard-boiled eggs showed him that his youthful affection had not been misplaced. A gentle glow began to steal over him. The coffee was the kind of which, after a preliminary mouthful, you drink a little more just to see if it is really as bad as it seemed at first, but it was warm and comforting. It was not long before the world appeared very good to Sam. He expanded genially. He listened with courteous attention to Mr Braddocks lengthy description of his speech at the Old Wrykynian dinner, and even melted sufficiently to extend an olive branch to the man in uniform.

Looks like rain, he said affably.

Who does? asked Mr Braddock, puzzled.

I was addressing the gentleman behind you, said Sam.

Mr Braddock looked cautiously over his shoulder.

But are we speaking to him? he asked gravely. I thought —

Oh, yes, said Sam tolerantly. I fancy hes quite a good fellow really. Wants knowing, thats all.

What makes you think he looks like rain? asked Mr Braddock, interested.

The chauffeur of the taxicab now added himself to their little group. He said that he did not know about Mr Braddocks plans, but that he himself was desirous of getting to bed. Mr Braddock patted him on the shoulder with radiant bonhomie.

This, he explained to Sam, is a most delightful chap. Ive forgotten his name.

The cabman said his name was Evans.

Evans! Of course. I knew it was something beginning with a G. This is my friend Evans, Sam. I forget where we met, but hes taking me home.

Where do you live, Bradder?

Where do I live, Evans?

Down at Valley Fields, you told me, said the cabman. Where are you living, Sam?

Nowhere.

How do you mean — nowhere?

I have no home, said Sam with simple pathos.

Id like to dig you one, said the man in uniform.

No home? cried Mr Braddock, deeply moved. Nowhere to sleep tonight, do you mean? I say, look here, you must absolutely come back with me. Evans, old chap, do you think there would be room for one more in that cab of yours? Because I particularly want this gentleman to come back with me. My dear old Sam, I wont listen to any argument.

You wont have to.

You can sleep on the sofa in the drawing-room. You ready, Evans, old man? Splendid! Then lets go.

From Lupus Street, Pimlico, to Burberry Road, Valley Fields, is a distance of several miles, but to Sam the drive seemed a short one. This illusion was not due so much to the gripping nature of Mr Braddocks conversation, though that rippled on continuously, as to the fact that, being a trifle weary after his experiences of the night, he dozed off shortly after they had crossed the river. He awoke to find that the cab had come to a standstill outside a wooden gate which led by a short gravel path to a stucco-covered house. A street lamp, shining feebly, was strong enough to light up the name San Rafael. Mr Braddock paid the cabman and ushered Sam through the gate. He produced a key after a little searching, and having mounted the steps opened the door. Sam found himself in a small hall, dimly lighted by a turned-down jet of gas.

Go right in, said Mr Braddock. Ill be back in a moment. Got to see a man.

Got to what? said Sam, surprised.

Got to see a man for a minute. Fellow named Evans, who was at school with me. Most important.

And with that curious snipelike abruptness which characterized his movements tonight, Willoughby Braddock slammed the front door violently and disappeared.

Sams feelings, as the result of his hosts impulsive departure, were somewhat mixed. To the credit side of the ledger he could place the fact that he was safely under the shelter of a roof, which he had not expected to be an hour ago; but he wished that, before leaving, his friend had given him a clue as to where was situated this drawing-room with its sofa whereon he was to spend the remainder of the night.

However, a brief exploration would no doubt reveal the hidden chamber. It might even be that room whose door faced him across the hall.

He was turning the handle with the view of testing this theory, when a voice behind him, speaking softly but with a startling abruptness, said, Hands up!

At the foot of the stairs, her wide mouth set in a determined line, her tow-coloured hair adorned with gleaming curling-pins, there was standing a young woman in a pink dressing-gown and slippers. In her right hand, pointed at his head, she held a revolver.


7. Sam at San Rafael

[image: img199.jpg]

IT IS NOT given to every girl who makes prophecies to find those prophecies fulfilled within a few short hours of their utterance; and the emotions of Claire Lippett, as she confronted Sam in the hall of San Rafael, were akin to those of one who sees the long shot romp in ahead of the field or who unexpectedly solves the cross-word puzzle. Only that evening she had predicted that burglars would invade the house, and here was one, as large as life. Mixed, therefore, with her disapproval of this midnight marauder, was a feeling almost of gratitude to him for being there. Of fear she felt no trace. She presented the pistol with a firm hand.

One calls it a pistol for the sake of technical accuracy. To Sams startled sense it appeared like a young cannon, and so deeply did he feel regarding it that he made it the subject of his opening remark — which, by all the laws of etiquette, should have been a graceful apology or an explanation of his intrusion.

Steady with the howitzer! he urged.

What say? said Claire coldly.

The lethal weapon — be careful with it. Its pointing at me.

I know its pointing at you.

Oh, well, so long as it only points, said Sam.

He felt a good deal reassured by the level firmness of her tone. This was plainly not one of those neurotic, fluttering females whose fingers cannot safely be permitted within a foot of a pistol trigger.

There was a pause. Claire, still keeping the weapon poised, turned the gas up. Upon which, Sam, rightly feeling that the ball of conversation should be set rolling by himself, spoke again.

You are doubtless surprised, he said, plagiarizing the literary style of Mr Todhunter, to see me here.

No, Im not.

Youre not?

No. You keep those hands of yours up.

Sam sighed.

You wouldnt speak to me in that harsh tone, he said, if you knew all I had been through. It is not much to say that I have been persecuted this night.

Well, you shouldnt come breaking into peoples houses, said Claire primly.

You are labouring under a natural error, said Sam. I did not break into this charming little house. My presence, Mrs Braddock, strange as it may seem, is easily explained.

Who are you calling Mrs Braddock?

Arent you Mrs Braddock?

No.

You arent married to Mr Braddock?

No, Im not.

Sam was a broad-minded young man.

Ah, well, he said, in the sight of God, no doubt —

Im the cook.

Oh, said Sam, relieved, that explains it.

Explains what?

Well, you know, it seemed a trifle odd for a moment that you should be popping about here at this time of night with your hair in curlers and your little white ankles peeping out from under a dressing-gown.

Coo! said Claire in a modest flutter. She performed a swift adjustment of the garments folds.

But if youre Mr Braddocks cook —

Who said I was Mr Braddocks cook?

You did.

I didnt say any such thing. Im Mr Wrenns cook.

Mr who?

Mr Wrenn.

This was a complication which Sam had not anticipated.

Let us get this thing straight, he said. Am I to understand that this house does not belong to Mr Braddock?

Yes, you are. It belongs to Mr Wrenn.

But Mr Braddock had a latchkey.

Hes staying here.

Ah!

What do you mean — ah?

I intended to convey that things are not so bad as I thought they were. I was afraid for a moment that I had got into the wrong house. But its all right. You see, I met Mr Braddock a short while ago and he brought me back here to spend the night.

Oh? said Claire. Did he? Ho! Oh, indeed?

Sam looked at her anxiously. He did not like her manner. You believe me, dont you?

No, I dont.

But surely-

If Mr Braddock brought you here, where is he?

He went away. He was, I regret to say, quite considerably squiffed. Immediately after letting me in he dashed off, banging the door behind him.

Likely!

But listen, my dear girl —

Less of it! said Claire austerely. Its a bit thick if a girl cant catch a burglar without having him start to flirt with her.

You wrong me! said Sam. You wrong me! I was only saying —

Well, dont.

But this is absurd. Good heavens, use your intelligence! If my story wasnt true, how could I know anything about Mr Braddock?

You could easily have asked around. What I say is if you were all right and you really knew Mr Braddock you wouldnt be going about in a suit of clothes like that. You look like a tramp.

Well, Ive just come off a tramp steamer. You mustnt go judging people by appearances. I should have thought they would have taught you that at school.

Never you mind what they taught me at school.

You have got me all wrong. Im a millionaire — or rather, my uncle is.

Mines the Shah of Persia.

And a few weeks ago he sent me over to England, the idea being that I was to sail on the Mauretania. But that would have involved sharing a suite with a certain Lord Tilbury and the scheme didnt appeal to me. So I missed the ship and came over on a cargo boat instead.

He paused. He had an uncomfortable feeling that the story sounded thin. He passed it in a swift review before his mind. Yes, thin.

And it was quite plain from her expression that the resolute young lady before him shared this opinion.

She wrinkled her small nose sceptically, and, having finished wrinkling it, sniffed.

I dont believe a word of it, she said.

I was afraid you wouldnt, said Sam. True though it is, it has a phoney ring. Really to digest that story you have to know Lord Tilbury. If you had the doubtful pleasure of the acquaintance of that king of bores, you would see that I acted in the only possible way. However, if its too much for you, let it go, and we will approach the matter from a new angle. The whole trouble seems to be my clothes, so I will make you a sporting offer. Overlook them for a moment, give me your womanly trust and allow me to sleep on the drawing-room sofa for the rest of the night, and not only will blessings reward you but I will promise you — right here and now — that in a day or two I will call at this house and let you see me in the niftiest rig-out that ever man wore. Imagine it! A brand-new suit, custom-made, silk serge linings, hand-sewed, scallops on the pocket flaps — and me inside! Is it a bet?

No, it isnt.

Think well! When you first see that suit you will say to yourself that the coat doesnt seem to sit exactly right. You will be correct. The coat will not sit exactly right. And why? Because there will be in the side pocket a large box of the very finest mixed chocolates, a present for a good girl. Come now! The use of the drawing-room for the few remaining hours of the night. It is not much to ask.

Claire shook her head inflexibly.

Tm not going to risk it, she said. By rights I ought to march you out into the street and hand you over to the policeman.

And have him see you in curling-pins? No, no!

Whats wrong with my curling-pins? demanded Claire fiercely.

Nothing, nothing, said Sam hastily. I admire them. It only occurred to me as a passing thought –

The reason I dont do it is because Im tender-hearted and dont want to be too hard on a feller.

It is a spirit I appreciate, said Sam. And would that there had been more of it abroad in London this night.

So out you go, and dont let me hear no more of you. Just buzz off, thats all I ask. And be quick about it, because I need my sleep.

I was wrong about those chocolates, said Sam. Silly mistake to make. What will really be in that side pocket will be a lovely diamond brooch.

And a motor-car and a ruby ring and a new dress and a house in the country, I suppose. Outside!

Sam accepted defeat. The manly spirit of the Shotters was considerable, but it could be broken.

Oh, all right, Ill go. One of these days, when my limousine splashes you with mud, you will be sorry for this.

And dont bang the door behind you, ordered the ruthless girl.


8. Sam at Mon Repos 
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STANDING ON THE steps and gazing out into the blackness, Sam now perceived that in the interval between his entrance into San Rafael and his exit therefrom, the night, in addition to being black, had become wet. A fine rain had begun to fall, complicating the situation to no small extent.

For some minutes he remained where he was, hoping for Mr Braddocks return. But the moments passed and no sound of footsteps, however distant, broke the stillness; so, after going through a brief commination service in which the names of Hash Todhunter, Claude Bates and Willoughby Braddock were prominently featured, he decided to make a move. And it was as he came down from the steps on to the little strip of gravel that he saw a board leaning drunkenly towards him a few paces to his left, and read on that board the words, To Let, Furnished.

This opened up an entirely new train of thought. It revealed to him what he had not previously suspected, that the house outside which he stood was not one house but two houses. It suggested, moreover, that the one to which the board alluded was unoccupied, and the effect of this was extraordinarily stimulating.

He hurried along the gravel; and rounding the angle of the building, saw dimly through the darkness a structure attached to its side which looked like a conservatory. He bolted in; and with a pleasant feeling of having circumvented Fate, sat down on a wooden shelf intended as a resting-place for potted geraniums.

But Fate is not so easily outmanoeuvred. Fate, for its own inscrutable reasons, had decided that Sam was to be thoroughly persecuted tonight, and it took up the attack again without delay. There was a sharp cracking sound and the wooden shelf collapsed in ruin. Sam had many excellent qualities, but he did not in the least resemble a potted geranium, and he went through the woodwork as if it had been paper. And Fate, which observes no rules of the ring and has no hesitation about hitting a man when he is down, immediately proceeded to pour water down his neck through a hole in the broken roof.

Sam rose painfully. He saw now that he had been mistaken in supposing that this conservatory was a home from home. He turned up his coat collar and strode wrathfully out into the darkness. He went round the back of the house with the object of ascertaining if there was an outside coal cellar where a man might achieve dryness, if not positive comfort. And it was as he stumbled along that he saw the open window.

It was a sight which in the blackness of the night he might well have missed; but suffering had sharpened his senses, and he saw it plainly — an open window only a few feet above the ground. Until this moment the idea of actually breaking into the house had not occurred to him; but now, regardless of all the laws which discourage such behaviour, he put his hand on the sill and scrambled through. The rain, as if furious at the escape of its prey, came lashing down like a shower bath.

Sam moved carefully on. Groping his way, he found himself at the foot of a flight of stairs. He climbed these cautiously and became aware of doors to left and right.

The room to the right was empty, but the other one contained a bed. It was a bed, however, that had been reduced to such a mere scenario that he decided to leave it and try his luck downstairs. The board outside had said To Let, Furnished, which suggested the possibility of a drawing-room sofa. He left the room and started to walk down the stairs.

At first, as he began the descent, the regions below had been in complete darkness. But now a little beam of light suddenly pierced the gloom — a light that might have been that of an electric torch. It was wavering uncertainly, as if whoever was behind it was in the grip of a strong emotion of some kind.

Sam also was in the grip of a strong emotion. He stopped and held his breath. For the space of some seconds there was silence. Then he breathed again.

Perfect control of the breathing apparatus is hard to acquire. Singers spend years learning it. Sams skill in that direction was rudimentary. It had been his intention to let his present supply of breath gently out and then, very cautiously, to take another supply gently in. Instead of which he gave vent to a sound so loud and mournful that it made his flesh creep. It was half a snort and half a groan, and it echoed through the empty house like a voice from the tomb.

This, he felt, was the end. Further concealment was obviously out of the question. Dully resentful of the curse that seemed to be on him tonight, he stood waiting for the inevitable challenge from below.

No challenge came. Instead there was a sharp clatter of feet, followed by a distant scrabbling sound. The man behind the torch had made a rapid exit through the open window.

For a moment Sam stood perplexed. Then the reasonable explanation came to him. It was no caretaker who had stood there, but an intruder with as little right to be on the premises as he himself. And having reached this conclusion, he gave no further thought to the matter. He was feeling extraordinarily sleepy now and speculations as to the identity of burglars had no interest for him. His mind was occupied entirely by the question of whether or not there was a sofa in the drawingroom.

There was, and a reasonably comfortable sofa too. Sam had reached the stage where he could have slept on spikes, and this sofa seemed to him as inviting as the last word in beds, with all the latest modern springs and box mattresses. He lay down, and sleep poured over him like a healing wave.


9. Breakfast for One
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IT WAS BROAD daylight when he woke. Splashes of sunlight were on the floor, and outside a cart clattered cheerfully. Rising stiffly, he was aware of a crick in the neck and of that unpleasant sensation of semi-suffocation which comes to those who spend the night in a disused room with the windows closed. More even than a bath and a shave, he desired fresh air. He made his way down the passage to the window by which he had entered. Outside, glimpses of a garden were visible. He climbed through and drew a deep breath.

The rain of the night had left the world sweet and clean. The ragged grass was all jewelled in the sunshine, and birds were singing in the trees. Sam stood drinking in the freshness of it all, feeling better every instant.

Finally, having performed a few of those bending and stretching exercises which form such an admirable corrective to the effects of a disturbed night, he strolled down the garden path, wishing he could somehow and at no very distant date connect with a little breakfast.

For goodness sake! said a voice.

He looked up. Over the fence which divided the garden from the one next door a familiar face was peering. It was his hostess of last night. But, whereas then she had been curling-pinned and dressing-gowned, she was now neatly clad in print and wore on her head a becoming cap. Her face, moreover, which had been hard and hostile, was softened by a friendly grin.

Good morning, said Sam.

How did you get there?

When you turned me out into the night, said Sam reproachfully, I took refuge next door.

I say, Im sorry about that, said the girl remorsefully. But how was I to know that you were telling the truth? She giggled happily. Mr Braddock came back half an hour after you had left. He made such a rare old row that I came down again –

And shot him, I hope. No? A mistake, I think.

Well, then he asked where you were. He said your name was Evans.

He was a little confused. My name is Shotter. I warned you that he was not quite himself. What became of him then?

He went up to bed. Ive just taken him up a tray, but all he did was to look at it and moan and shut his eyes again. I say, have you had any breakfast?

Dont torture me.

Well, hop over the fence then. Ill get you some in two ticks. Sam hopped. The sun seemed very bright now, and the birds were singing with a singular sweetness.

Would it also run to a shave and a bath? he asked, as they walked towards the house.

Youll find Mr Wrenns shaving things in the bathroom.

Is this heaven? said Sam. Shall I also find Mr Wrenn by any chance?

Oh, no; him and Miss Kay have been gone half an hour.

Excellent! Where is the bathroom?

Up those stairs, first door to the left. When you come down, go into that room there and Ill bring the tray in. Its the drawing-room, but the dining-room table isnt cleared yet.

I shall enjoy seeing your drawing-room, of which I have heard so much.

Do you like eggs?

I do — and plenty of them. Also bacon — a good deal of bacon. Oh, and by the way - added Sam, leaning over the banisters.

Yes?

toast — lots and lots of toast.

Ill get you all you can eat.

You will? Tell me, said Sam, it has been puzzling me greatly. How do you manage to get that dress on over your wings?


10. Sam Finds a Photograph 
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SAM, WHEN HE came downstairs some twenty minutes later, was definitely in what Mr Hash Todhunter would have described as the pink. The night had been bad, but joy had certainly come in the morning. The sight of the breakfast tray on a small table by the window set the seal on his mood of well-being; and for a long, luxurious space he had eyes for nothing else. It was only after he had consumed the eggs, the bacon, the toast, the coffee and the marmalade that he yielded to what is usually the first impulse of a man who finds himself in a strange room and began to explore.

It was some half-minute later that Claire Lippett, clearing the dining-room table, was startled to the extent of dropping a butter dish by a loud shout or cry that seemed to proceed from the room where she had left her guest.

Hurrying thither, she found him behaving in a strange manner. He was pointing at a photograph on the mantelpiece and gesticulating wildly.

Whos that? he cried as she entered. He seemed to have difficulty with his vocal cords.

Eh?

Who the devils that?

Language!

Who is it? That girl — who is she? Whats her name?

You neednt shout, said Claire, annoyed.

The photograph which had so excited this young man was the large one that stood in the centre of the mantelpiece. It represented a girl in hunting-costume, standing beside her horse, and it was Claires favourite. A dashing and vigorous duster, with an impressive record of smashed china and broken glass to her name, she always handled this particular work of art with a gentle tenderness.

That? she said. Why, thats Miss Kay, of course.

She came forward and flicked a speck of dust off the glass. Taken at Midways, that was, she said, two or three years ago, before the old colonel lost his money. I was Miss Kays maid then — personal maid, she added with pride. She regarded the photograph wistfully, for it stood to her for all the pomps and glories of a vanished yesterday, for the brave days when there had been horses and hunting-costumes and old red chimneys against a blue sky and rabbits in the park and sunlight on the lake and all the rest of the things that made up Midways and prosperity. I remember the day that photograph was took. It was printed in the papers, that photograph was.

Sam continued to be feverish.

Miss Kay? Whos Miss Kay?

Miss Kay Derrick, Mr Wrenns niece.

The man who lives here, do you mean?

Yes. He gave Miss Kay a home when everything went smash. Thats how I come to be here. I could have stopped at Midways if Id of liked, she said. The new people who took the place would have kept me on if Id of wanted. But I said No, I said. Im going with Miss Kay, I said. Im not going to desert her in her mis-for-chewn, I said.

Sam started violently.

You dont mean — you cant mean — you dont mean she lives here?

Of course she does.

Not actually lives here — not in this very house?

Certainly.

My gosh!

Sam quivered from head to foot. A stupendous idea had come to him.

My gosh! he cried again with bulging eyes. Then, with no more words — for it was a time not for words but for action — he bounded from the room.

To leap out of the front door and clatter down the steps to the board which stood against the fence was with Sam the work of a moment. Beneath the large letters of the To Let, Furnished, he now perceived other smaller letters informing all who might be interested that applications for the tenancy of that desirable semi-detached residence, Mon Repos, should be made to Messrs Matters & Cornelius, House Agents, of Ogilvy Street, Valley Fields, S.E. He galloped up the steps again and beat wildly upon the door.

Now what? inquired Claire.

Where is Ogilvy Street?

Up the road, first turning to the left.

Thanks.

Youre welcome.

Out on the gravel he paused, pondered and returned.

Back again? said Claire.

Did you say left or right?

Left.

Thanks.

Dont mention it, said Claire.

This time Sam performed the descent of the steps in a single leap. But reaching the gate, he was struck by a thought.

Fond of exercise, arent you? said Claire patiently. Suddenly occurred to me, explained Sam, that Id got no money.

What do you want me to do about it?

These house-agent people would expect a bit of money down in advance, wouldnt they?

Sounds possible. Are you going to take a house?

Im going to take Mon Repos, said Sam. And I must have money. Wheres Mr Braddock?

In bed.

Wheres his room?

Top floor back.

Thanks.

Dee-lighted, said Claire.

Her statement that the guest of the house was in bed proved accurate. Sam, entering the apartment indicated, found his old school friend lying on his back with open mouth and matted hair. He was snoring rhythmically. On a chair at his side stood a tray containing a teapot, toast and a cold poached egg of such raffish and leering aspect that Sam, moving swiftly to the dressing-table, averted his eyes as he passed.

The dressing-table presented an altogether more pleasing picture. Heaped beside Mr Braddocks collar box and hairbrushes was a small mountain of notes and silver — a fascinating spectacle with the morning sunshine playing on them. With twitching fingers, Sam scooped them up; and finding pencil and paper, paused for a moment, seeking words.

It is foolish to attempt to improve on the style of a master. Hash Todhunter had shown himself in a class of his own at this kind of literary composition, and Sam was content to take him as a model. He wrote:

DEAR BRADDER: YOU will doubtless be surprised to learn that I have borrowed your money. I will return it in Gods good time. Meanwhile, as Sir Philip Sidney said to the wounded soldier, my need is greater than yours.

Trusting this finds you in the pink, 

Yrs Obedtly, 

S. SHOTTER.

Then, having propped the note against the collar box, he left the room.

A sense of something omitted, some little kindly act forgotten, arrested him at the head of the stairs. He returned; and taking the poached egg, placed it gently on the pillow beside his friends head. This done, he went downstairs again, and so out on the broad trail that led to the premises of Messrs Matters & Cornelius, House Agents, of Ogilvy Street.


11. Sam Becomes a Householder 
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WHAT MR MATTERS would have thought of Sam as he charged breezily into the office a few minutes later we shall never know, for Mr Matters died in the year 1910. Mr Cornelius thought him perfectly foul. After one swift, appraising stare through his gold-rimmed spectacles, he went so far as to share this opinion with his visitor.

I never give to beggars, he said. He was a venerable old man with a white beard and bushy eyebrows, and he spoke with something of the intonation of a druid priest chanting at the altar previous to sticking the knife into the human sacrifice. I do not believe in indiscriminate charity.

I will fill in your confession book some other time, said Sam. For the moment, let us speak of houses. I want to take Mon Repos in Burberry Road.

The druid was about to recite that ancient rune which consists of the solemn invocation to a policeman, when he observed with considerable surprise that his young visitor was spraying currency in great quantities over the table. He gulped. It was unusual for clients at his office to conduct business transactions in a manner more suitable to the Baghdad of the Arabian Nights than to a respectable modern suburb. He could hardly have been more surprised if camels laden with jewels and spices had paraded down Ogilvy Street.

What is all this? he asked, blinking.

Money, said Sam.

Where did you get it?

He eyed Sam askance. And Sam, who, as the heady result of a bath, shave, breakfast and the possession of cash, had once more forgotten that there was anything noticeable about his appearance, gathered that here was another of the long line of critics who had failed to recognize his true worth at first sight.

Do not judge me by the outer crust, he said. I am shabby because I have been through much. When I stepped aboard the boat at New York I was as natty a looking young fellow as you could wish to see. People nudged one another as I passed along the pier and said, Who is he?

You come from America?

From America.

Ah! said Mr Cornelius, as if that explained everything.

My uncle, said Sam, sensing the change in the atmosphere and persuing his advantage, is Mr John B. Pynsent, the well-to-do millionaire, of whom you have doubtless heard... You havent? One of our greatest captains of industry He made a vast fortune in fur.

In fur? Really?

Got the concession for providing the snakes at the Bronx Zoo with earmuffs, and from that moment never looked back.

You surprise me, said Mr Cornelius. Most interesting.

A romance of commerce, agreed Sam. And now, returning to this matter of the house—

Ah, yes, said Mr Cornelius. His voice, as he eyed the money on the table, was soft and gentle. He still looked like a druid priest, but a druid priest on his afternoon off. For how long a period did you wish to rent Mon Repos, Mr — er-

Shotter is the name... Indefinitely.

Shall we say three months rent in advance?

Let us say just those very words.

And as to references— Sam was on the point of giving Mr Wrenns name, until he recollected that he had not yet met that gentleman. Using his shaving-brush and razor and eating food from his larder seemed to bring them very close together. He reflected.

Lord Tilbury, he said. Thats the baby.

Lord Tilbury, of the Mammoth Publishing Company? said Mr Cornelius, plainly awed. Do you know him?

Know him? Were more like brothers than anything. Theres precious little Lord Tilbury ever does without consulting me. It might be a good idea to call him up on the phone now. I ought to let him know that Ive arrived.

Mr Cornelius turned to the telephone, succeeded after an interval in getting the number, and after speaking with various unseen underlings, tottered reverently as he found himself talking to the great man in person. He handed the instrument to Sam.

His Lordship would like to speak to you, Mr Shotter.

I knew it, I knew it, said Sam. Hello! Lord Tilbury? This is Sam. How are you? Ive just arrived. I came over in a tramp steamer, and Ive been having all sorts of adventures. Give you a good laugh. Im down at Valley Fields at the moment, taking a house. Ive given your name as a reference. You didnt mind? Splendid! Lunch? Delighted. Ill be along as soon as I can. Got to get a new suit first. I slept in my clothes last night... Well, good-bye. Its all right about the references, he said, turning to Mr Cornelius. Carry on.

I will draw up the lease immediately, Mr Shotter. If you will tell me where I am to send it —

Send it? said Sam, surprised. Why, to Mon Repos, of course.

But-

Cant I move in at once?

I suppose so, if you wish it. But I fancy the house is hardly ready for immediate tenancy. You will need linen.

Thats all right. A couple of hours shopping will fix that.

Mr Cornelius smiled indulgently. He was thoroughly pro-Sam by now.

True American hustle, he observed, waggling his white beard. Well, I see no objection, if you make a point of it. I will find the key for you. Tell me, Mr Shotter, he asked as he rummaged about in drawers, what has caused this great desire on your part to settle in Valley Fields? Of course, as a patriotic inhabitant, I ought not to be surprised. I have lived in Valley Fields all my life, and would not live anywhere else if you offered me a million pounds.

I wont.

I was born in Valley Fields, Mr Shotter, and I love the place, and I am not ashamed to say so.

Breathes there a man with soul so dead, inquired Mr Cornelius, Who never to himself hath said, This is my own, my native land! Whose heart hath neer within him burnd as home his footsteps he hath turnd from wandering on a foreign strand?

Ah! said Sam. Thats what wed all like to know, wouldnt we?

If such there breathe, proceeded Mr Cornelius, go, mark him well! For him no minstrel raptures swell. High though his titles, proud his name, boundless his wealth as wish can claim, despite those titles, power and pelf, the wretch, concentrated all in self

I have a luncheon engagement at 1.30, said Sam.

Living, shall forfeit fair renown, and, doubly dying, shall go down to the vile dust from whence he sprung, unwept, unhonourd and unsung. Those words, Mr Shotter –

A little thing of your own?

Those words, Mr Shotter, will appear on the title pages of the history of Valley Fields, which I am compiling — a history dealing not only with its historical associations, which are numerous, but also with those aspects of its life which my occupation as house agent has given me peculiar opportunities of examining. I get some queer clients, Mr Shotter.

Sam was on the point of saying that the clients got a queer house agent, thus making the thing symmetrical, but he refrained from doing so.

It may interest you to know that a very well-known criminal, a man who might be described as a second Charles Peace, once resided in the very house which you are renting.

I shall raise the tone.

Like Charles Peace, he was a most respectable man to all outward appearances. His name was Finglass. Nobody seems to have had any suspicion of his real character until the police, acting on information received, endeavoured to arrest him for the perpetration of a great bank robbery.

Catch him? said Sam, only faintly interested.

No; he escaped and fled the country. But I was asking you what made you settle on Valley Fields as a place of residence. You would seem to have made up your mind very quickly.

Well, the fact is, I happened to catch sight of my next-door neighbours, and it struck me that they would be pleasant people to live near.

Mr Cornelius nodded.

Mr Wrenn is greatly respected by all who know him.

I liked his razor, said Sam.

If you are going to Tilbury House it is possible that you may meet him. He is the editor of Pykes Home Companion.

Is that so? said Sam. Pykes Home Companion, eh?

I take it regularly.

And Mr Wrenns niece. A charming girl, I thought.

I scarcely know her, said Mr Cornelius indifferently. Young women do not interest me.

The proverb about casting pearls before swine occurred to Sam.

I must be going, he said coldly. Speed up that lease, will you? And if any one else blows in and wants to take the house, bat them over the head with the office ruler.

Mr Wrenn and I frequently play a game of chess together, said Mr Cornelius.

Sam was not interested in his senile diversions.

Good morning, he said stiffly, and passed out into Ogilvy Street.


12. Sam is Much Too Sudden 

1
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THE CLOCKS OF London were striking twelve when Sam, entering the Strand, turned to his left and made his way toward Fleet Street to keep his tryst with Lord Tilbury at the offices of the Mammoth Publishing Company.

In the interval which had elapsed since his parting from Mr Cornelius a striking change had taken place in his appearance, for he had paid a visit to that fascinating shop near Covent Garden which displays on its door the legend, Cohen Bros., Ready-Made Clothiers, and is the Mecca of all who prefer to pluck their garments ripe off the bough instead of waiting for them to grow. The kindly brethren had fitted him out with a tweed suit of bold pattern, a shirt of quality, underclothing, socks, a collar, sock suspenders, a handkerchief, a tie pin and a hat with the same swift and unemotional efficiency with which, had he desired it, they would have provided the full costume of an Arctic explorer, a duke about to visit Buckingham Palace, or a big-game hunter bound for Eastern Africa. Nor had they failed him in the matter of new shoes and a whangee. It was, in short, an edition-de-luxe of S. Pynsent Shotter, richly bound and profusely illustrated, that now presented itself to the notice of the public.

The tonic effect of new clothes is recognized by all students of human nature. Sam walked with a springy jauntiness, and his gay bearing, combined with the brightness of his exterior, drew many eyes upon him.

Two of these eyes belonged to a lean and stringy man of mournful countenance who was moving in the opposite direction, away from Londons newspaper land. For a moment they rested upon Sam in a stare that had something of dislike in it, as if their owner resented the intrusion upon his notice of so much cheerfulness. Then they suddenly widened into a stare of horror, and the man stopped, spellbound. A hurrying pedestrian, bumping into him from behind, propelled him forward, and Sam, coming up at four miles an hour, bumped into him in front. The result of the collision was a complicated embrace, from which Sam was extricating himself with apologies when he perceived that this person with whom he had become entangled was no stranger, but an old friend.

Hash! he cried.

There was nothing in Mr Todhunters aspect to indicate pleasure at the encounter. He breathed heavily and spoke no word.

Hash, you old devil! said Sam joyfully.

Mr Todhunter licked his lips uncomfortably. He cast a swift glance over his shoulder as if debating the practicability of a dive into the traffic. He endeavoured, without success, to loosen the grip of Sams hand on his coat sleeve.

What are you wriggling for? asked Sam, becoming aware of this.

Im not wriggling, said Hash. He spoke huskily and in a tone that seemed timidly ingratiating. If the voice of Mr Cornelius had resembled a druid priests, Clarence Todhunters might have been likened to that of the victim on the altar. Im not wriggling, Sam. What would I want to wriggle for?

Where did you spring from, Hash?

Mr Todhunter coughed.

I was just coming from leaving a note for you, Sam, at that place, Tilbury House, where you told me youd be.

Youre a great letter-writer, arent you?

The allusion was not lost upon Mr Todhunter. He gulped and his breathing became almost stertorous.

I want to explain about that, Sam, he said. Explain, if I may use the term, fully. Sam, said Mr Todhunter thickly, what I say and what I always have said is, when theres been a little misunderstanding between pals — pals, if I may use the expression, what have stood together side by side through thick and through thin — pals what have shared and shared alike... He broke off. He was not a man of acute sensibility, but he could see that the phrase, in the circumstances, was an unhappy one. What I say is, Sam, when its like that — well, theres nothing like letting bygones be bygones and, so to speak, burying the dead past. As a man of the world, you bein one and me bein another—

I take it, said Sam, from a certain something in your manner that that moth-eaten whippet of yours did not win his race.

Sam said Mr Todhunter, I will not conceal it from you. I will be frank, open and above board. That whippet did not win.

Your money then — and mine — is now going to support some bookie in the style to which he has been accustomed?

Its gorn, Sam, admitted Mr Todhunter in a death-bed voice. Yes, Sam, its gorn.

Then come and have a drink, said Sam cordially.

A drink?

Or two.

He led the way to a hostelry that lurked coyly among shops and office buildings. Hash followed, marvelling. The first stunned horror had passed, and his mind, such as it was, was wrestling with the insoluble problem of why Sam, with the facts of the whippet disaster plainly before him, was so astoundingly amiable.

The hour being early even for a perpetually thirsty community like that of Fleet Street, the saloon bar into which they made their way was free from the crowds which would have interfered with a quiet chat between old friends. Two men who looked like printers were drinking beer in a corner, while at the counter a haughty barmaid was mixing a cocktail for a solitary reveller in a velours hat. This individual had just made a remark about the weather in a rich and attractive voice, and his intonation was so unmistakably American that Sam glanced at him as he passed; and, glancing, half stopped, arrested by something strangely familiar about the mans face.

It was not a face which any one would be likely to forget if they had seen it before; and the fact that it brought no memories back to him inclined Sam to think that he could never have met this rather striking-looking person, but must have seen him somewhere on the street or in a hotel lobby. He was a handsome, open-faced man of middle age.

Ive seen that fellow before somewhere, he said, as he sat with Hash at a table by the window.

Ave you? said Hash, and there was such a manifest lack of interest in his tone that Sam, surprised at his curtness, awoke to the realization that he had not yet ordered refreshment. He repaired the omission and Hashs drawn face relaxed.

Hash, said Sam, I owe you a lot.

Me? said Hash blankly.

Yes. You remember that photograph I showed you?

The girl — Nimrod?

Yes. Hash, Ive found her, and purely owing to you. If you hadnt taken that money it would never have happened.

Mr Todhunter, though he was far from understanding, endeavoured to assume a simper of modest altruism. He listened attentively while Sam related the events of the night.

And Ive taken the house next door, concluded Sam, and I move in today. So, if you want a shore job, the post of cook in the Shotter household is open. How about it?

A sort of spasm passed across Hashs wooden features.

You want me to come and cook?

Ive got to get a cook somewhere. Can you leave the ship?

Can I leave the ship? Mister, you watch and see how quick I can leave that ruddy ocean-going steam kettle! Ive been wanting a shore job ever since I was cloth-head enough to go to sea.

You surprise me, said Sam. I have always looked on you as one of those tough old sea salts who cant be happy away from deep waters. I thought you sang chanties in your sleep. Well, thats splendid. You had better go straight down to the house and start getting things fixed up. Heres the key. Write the address down — Mon Repos, Burberry Road, Valley Fields.

A sharp crash rang through the room. The man at the bar, who had finished his cocktail and was drinking a whisky and soda, had dropped his glass.

Ere! exclaimed the barmaid, startled, a large hand on the left side of her silken bosom.

The man paid no attention to her cry. He was staring with marked agitation at Sam and his companion.

How do I get there? asked Hash.

By train or bus — theres any number of ways.

And can I go straight into the house?

Yes; Ive taken it from this morning.

Sam hurried out. Hash, pausing to write down the address, became aware that he was being spoken to.

Say, pardon me, said the fine-looking man, who was clutching at his sleeve. Might I have a word with you, brother?

Well? said Hash suspiciously. The last time an American had addressed him as brother it had cost him eleven dollars and seventy-five cents.

Did I understand your pal whos gone out to say that he had rented a house named Mon Repos down in Valley Fields?

Yes, you did. What of it?

The man did not reply. Consternation was writ upon his face, and he passed a hand feebly across his broad forehead. The silence was broken by the cold voice of the barmaid.

Thatll be threepence Ill kindly ask you for, for that glass, said the barmaid. And if, she added with asperity, you ad to pay for the shock you give me, it ud cost you a tenner.

Girlie, replied the man sadly, watching Hash as he shambled through the doorway, you arent the only one thats had a shock.
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While Sam was walking down Fleet Street on his way to Tilbury House, thrilled with the joy of existence and swishing the air jovially with his newly purchased whangee, in Tilbury House itself the proprietor of the Mammoth Publishing Comply was pacing the floor of his private office, his thumbs in the armholes of his waistcoat, his eyes staring bleakly before him.

Lord Tilbury was a short, stout, commanding-looking man, and practically everything he did had in it something of the Napoleonic quality. His demeanour now suggested Napoleon in captivity, striding the deck of the Bellerophon with vultures gnawing at his breast.

So striking was his attitude that his sister, Mrs Frances Hammond, who had called to see him, as was her habit when business took her into the neighbourhood of Tilbury House, paused aghast in the doorway, while the obsequious boy in buttons who was ushering her in frankly lost his nerve and bolted.

Good gracious, Georgie! she cried. Whats the matter?

His Lordship came to a standstill and something faintly resembling relief appeared in his square-cut face. Ever since the days when he had been plain George Pyke, starting in business with a small capital and a large ambition, his sister Frances had always been a rock of support. It might be that her advice would help him cope with the problem which was vexing him now. Sit down, Francie, he said. Thank goodness youve come. Just the person I want to talk to.

Whats wrong?

Im telling you. You remember that when I was in America I met a man named Pynsent?

Yes.

This man Pynsent was the owner of an island off the coast of Maine.

Yes, I know. And you --

An island, continued Lord Tilbury, densely covered with trees. He used it merely as a place of retirement, for the purpose of shooting and fishing; but when he invited me there to spend a week-end I saw its commercial possibilities in an instant.

Yes, you told me. You -- 

I said to myself, proceeded Lord Tilbury, one of whose less engaging peculiarities it was that he never permitted the fact that his audience was familiar with a story to keep him from telling it again. I said to myself, This island, properly developed, could supply all the paper the Mammoth needs and save me thousands a year! It was my intention to buy the place and start paper mills.

Yes, and --

Paper mills, said Lord Tilbury firmly. I made an offer to Pynsent. He shilly-shallied. I increased my offer. Still he would give me no definite answer. Sometimes he seemed willing to sell, and then he would change his mind. And then, when I was compelled to leave and return to England, an idea struck me. He had been talking about his nephew and how he was anxious for him to settle down and do something —

So you offered to take him over here and employ him in the Mammoth, said Mrs Hammond, with a touch of impatience. She loved and revered her brother, but she could not conceal it from herself that he sometimes tended to be prolix. You thought it would put him under an obligation.

Exactly. I imagined I was being shrewd. I supposed that I was introducing into the affair just that little human touch which sometimes makes all the difference. Well, it will be a bitter warning to me never again to be too clever. Half the business deals in this world are ruined by one side or the other trying to be too clever.

But, George, what has happened? What is wrong?

Lord Tilbury resumed his patrol of the carpet.

Im telling you. It was all arranged that he should sail back with me on the Mauretania, but when the vessel left he was nowhere to be found. And then, about the second day out, I received a wireless message saying, Sorry not to be with you. Coming Araminta. Love to all. I could not make head or tail of it.

No, said Mrs Hammond thoughtfully; it is very puzzling. I think it may possibly have meant —

I know what it meant — now. The solution, said Lord Tilbury bitterly, was vouchsafed to me only an hour ago by the boy himself.

Has he arrived then?

Yes, he has arrived. And he travelled on a tramp steamer.

A tramp steamer! But why?

Why? Why? How should I know why? Last night, he informed me, he slept in his clothes.

Slept in his clothes? Why?

How should I know why? Who am I to analyse the motives of a boy who appears to be a perfect imbecile?

But have you seen him?

No. He rang up on the telephone from the office of a house agent in Valley Fields. He has taken a house there and wished to give my name as a reference.

Valley Fields? Why Valley Fields?

Dont keep on saying why, cried Lord Tilbury tempestuously. Havent I told you a dozen times that I dont know why — that I havent the least idea why?

He does seem an eccentric boy.

Eccentric? I feel as if I had allowed myself to be saddled with the guardianship of a dancing dervish. And when I think that if this young idiot gets into any sort of trouble while he is under my charge, Pynsent is sure to hold me responsible, I could kick myself for ever having been fool enough to bring him over here.

You mustnt blame yourself, Georgie.

It isnt a question of blaming myself. Its a question of Pynsent blaming me and getting annoyed and breaking off the deal about the island.

And Lord Tilbury, having removed his thumbs from the armholes of his waistcoat in order the more freely to fling them heavenward, uttered a complicated sound which might be rendered phonetically by the word Cor!, tenser and more dignified than the Coo! of the lower-class Londoner, but expressing much the same meaning.

In the hushed silence which followed, the buzzer on the desk sounded.

Yes? Eh? Oh, send him up. Lord Tilbury laid down the instrument and turned to his sister grimly. Shotter is downstairs, he said. Now you will be able to see him for yourself.

Mrs Hammonds first impression when she saw Sam for herself was that she had been abruptly confronted with something in between a cyclone and a large Newfoundland puppy dressed in bright tweeds. Sams mood of elation had grown steadily all the way down Fleet Street, and he burst into the presence of his future employer as if he had just been let off a chain.

Well, how are you? he cried, seizing Lord Tilburys hand in a grip that drew from him a sharp yelp of protest.

Then, perceiving for the first time the presence of a fair stranger, he moderated his exuberance somewhat and stared politely.

My sister, Mrs Hammond, said Lord Tilbury, straightening his fingers.

Sam bowed. Mrs Hammond bowed.

Perhaps I had better leave you, said Mrs Hammond. You will want to talk together.

Oh, dont go, said Sam hospitably.

I have business in Lombard Street, said Mrs Hammond, discouraging with a cold look what seemed to her, rightly or wrongly, a disposition on the part of this young man to do the honours and behave generally as if he were trying to suggest that Tilbury House was his personal property but that any relative of Lord Tilbury was welcome there. I have to visit my bank.

I shall have to visit mine pretty soon, said Sam, or the wolf will be scratching at the door.

If you are short of funds - began Lord Tilbury.

Oh, Im all right for the present, thanks. I pinched close on fifty pounds from a man this morning.

You did what? said Lord Tilbury blankly.

Pinched fifty pounds. Surprising he should have had so much on him. But lucky — for me.

Did he make any objection to your remarkable behaviour?

He was asleep at the time, and I didnt wake him. I just left a poached egg on his pillow and came away.

Lord Tilbury swallowed convulsively and his eye sought that of Mrs Hammond in a tortured glare.

A poached egg? he whispered.

So that he would find it there when he woke, explained Sam.

Mrs Hammond had abandoned her intention of withdrawing and leaving the two men together for a cosy chat. Georgie, it seemed to her from his expression, needed a womans loving support. Sam appeared to have affected him like some unpleasant drug, causing starting of the eyes and twitching of the muscles.

It is a pity you missed the Mauretania, Mr Shotter, she said. My brother had hoped that you would travel with him so that you could have had a good talk about what you were to do when you joined his staff.

Great pity, said Sam, omitting to point out that it was for that very reason that he had allowed the Mauretania to depart without him. However, its all right. I have found my niche.

You have done what?

I have selected my life work. He pulled out of his pocket a crumpled paper. I would like to attach myself to Pykes Home Companion. I bought a paper on my way here, and it is the goods. You arent reading the serial by any chance, are you — Hearts Aflame, by Cordelia Blair? A winner. I only had time to glance at the current instalment, but it was enough to make me decide to dig up the back numbers at the earliest possible moment. In case you havent read it, it is Leslie Mordykes wedding day, and a veiled woman with a foreign accent has just risen in the body of the church and forbidden the banns. And, said Sam warmly, I dont blame her. It appears that years ago —

Lord Tilbury was making motions of distress, and Mrs Hammond bent solicitously, like one at a sick-bed, to catch his fevered whisper.

My brother, she announced, wishes –

was hoping, corrected Lord Tilbury.

 — was hoping, said Mrs Hammond, accepting the emendation, that you would join the staff of the Daily Record so that you might be under his personal eye.

Sam caught Lord Tilburys personal eye, decided that he had no wish to be under it, and shook his head.

The Home Companion, said Lord Tilbury, coming to life, is a very minor unit of my group of papers.

Though it has a large circulation, said Mrs Hammond loyally.

A very large circulation, of course, said Lord Tilbury; but it offers little scope for a young man in your position anxious to start on a journalistic career. It is not — how shall I put it? — it is not a vital paper, not a paper that really matters.

In comparison with my brothers other papers, said Mrs Hammond.

In comparison with my other papers, of course.

I think you are wrong, said Sam. I cannot imagine a nobler life work for any man than to help produce Pykes Home Companion. Talk about spreading sweetness and light, why, Pykes Home Companion is the paper that wrote the words and music. Listen to this: A.M.B. (Brixton). You ask me for a simple and inexpensive method of curing corns. Get an ordinary swede, or turnip, cut and dig out a hole in the top, fill the hole with common salt and allow to stand till dissolved. Soften the com morning and night with this liquid.

Starting on the reportorial staff of the Daily Record, said Lord Tilbury, you would be in a position —

Just try to realize what that means, proceeded Sam. What it amounts to is that the writer of that paragraph has with a stroke of a pen made the world a better place. He has brightened a home. Possibly he has averted serious trouble between man and wife. A.M.B. gets the ordinary swede, digs out the top, pushes in the salt, and a week later she has ceased to bully her husband and beat the baby and is a ray of sunshine about the house — and all through Pykes Home Companion.

What my brother means - said Mrs Hammond.

Similarly, said Sam, with G.D.H. (Tulse Hill), who wants to know how to improve the flavour of prunes. You or I would say that the flavour of prunes was past praying for, that the only thing to do when cornered by a prune was to set your teeth and get it over with. Not so Pykes —

He means —

— Home Companion. A little vinegar added to stewed prunes, says the writer, greatly improves the flavour. And although it may seem strange, it causes less sugar to be used. What happens? What is the result? G.D.H.s husband comes back tired and hungry after a days work. Prunes for dinner again, I suppose? he says moodily. Yes dear, replies G.D.H., but of a greatly improved flavour. Well, he doesnt believe her, of course. He sits down sullenly. Then, as he deposits the first stone on his plate, a delighted smile comes into his face. By Jove! he cries. The flavour is greatly improved. They still taste like brown paper soaked in machine oil, but a much superior grade of brown paper. How did you manage it? It was not I, dearest, says G.D.H., but Pykes Home Companion. Acting on their advice, I added a little vinegar, with the result that not only is the flavour greatly improved but, strange though it may seem, I used less sugar. Heaven bless Pykes Home Companion! cries the husband. With your permission then, said Sam, I will go straight to Mr Wrenn and inform him that I have come to fight the good fight under his banner. Mr Wrenn, I shall say—

Lord Tilbury was perplexed.

Do you know Wrenn? How do you know Wrenn?

I have not yet had the pleasure of meeting him, but we are next-door neighbours. I have taken the house adjoining his. Mon Repos, Burberry Road, is the address. You can see for yourself how convenient this will be. Not only shall we toil all day in the office to make Pykes Home Companion more and more of a force among the intelligentsia of Great Britain, but in the evenings, as we till our radishes, I shall look over the fence and say, Wrenn, and Wrenn will say, Yes, Shotter? And I shall say, Wrenn, how would it be to run a series on the eradication of pimples in canaries? Shotter, he will reply, dropping his spade in his enthusiasm, this is genius. Twas a lucky day, boy, for the old Home Companion when you came to us. But I am wasting time. I should be about my business. Good-bye, Mrs Hammond. Good-bye, Lord Tilbury. Dont trouble to come with me. I will find my way.

He left the room with the purposeful step of the man of affairs, and Lord Tilbury uttered a sound which was almost a groan.

Insane! he ejaculated. Perfectly insane!

Mrs Hammond, womanlike, was not satisfied with simple explanations.

There is something behind this, George!

And I cant do a thing, moaned His Lordship, chafing, as your strong man will, against the bonds of Fate. I simply must humour this boy, or the first thing I know he will be running off on some idiotic prank and Pynsent will be sending me cables asking why he has left me.

There is something behind this, repeated Mrs Hammond weightily. It stands to reason. Even a boy like this young Shotter would not take a house next door to Mr Wrenn the moment he landed unless he had some motive. George, there is a girl at the bottom of this.

Lord Tilbury underwent a sort of minor convulsion. His eyes bulged and he grasped the arms of his chair.

Good God, Francie! Dont say that! Pynsent took me aside before I left and warned me most emphatically to be careful how I allowed this boy to come in contact with — er — members of the opposite sex.

Girls, said Mrs Hammond.

Yes, girls, said Lord Tilbury, as if pleasantly surprised at this neat way of putting it. He said he had had trouble a year or so ago —

Mr Wrenn must have a daughter, said Mrs Hammond, pursuing her train of thought. Has Mr Wrenn a daughter?

How the devil should I know? demanded His Lordship, not unnaturally irritated. I dont keep in touch with the home life of every man in the building.

Ring him up and ask him.

I wont. I dont want my staff to think Ive gone off my head. Besides, you may be quite wrong.

I shall be extremely surprised if I am, said Mrs Hammond.

Lord Tilbury sat gazing at her pallidly. He knew that Francie had a sixth sense in these matters.
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At about the moment when Sam entered the luxuriously furnished office of the Mammoth Publishing Companys proprietor and chief, in a smaller and less ornate room in the same building Mr Matthew Wrenn, all unconscious of the good fortune about to descend upon him in the shape of the addition to his staff of a live and go-ahead young assistant, was seated at his desk, busily engaged in promoting the best interests of that widely read weekly, Pykes Home Companion. He was, in fact, correcting the proofs of an article — ably written, but too long to quote here — entitled What a Young Girl Can Do in Her Spare Time; Number 3, Bee Keeping.

He was interrupted in this task by the opening of the door, and looking up, was surprised to see his niece, Kay Derrick.

Why, Kay! said Mr Wrenn. She had never visited him at his office so early as this, for Mrs Winnington-Bates expected her serfs to remain on duty till at least four oclock. In her blue eyes, moreover, there was a strange glitter that made him subtly uneasy. Why, Kay, what are you doing here?

Kay sat down on the desk. Having ruffled his grizzled hair with an affectionate hand, she remained for a while in silent meditation.

I hate young men! she observed at length. Why isnt every one nice and old — mean elderly, but frightfully well preserved, like you, darling?

Is anything the matter? asked Mr Wrenn anxiously.

Nothing much. Ive left Mrs Bates.

Im very glad to hear it, my dear. There is no earthly reason why you should have to waste your time slaving –

Youre worse than Claire, said Kay, her eyes ceasing to glitter. You both conspire to coddle me. Im young and strong, and I ought to be earning my living. But, she went on, tapping his head with her finger to emphasize her words, I will not continue in a job which involves being kissed by worms like Claude Bates. No, no, no, sir!

Mr Wrenn raised a shocked and wrathful face.

He kissed you?

Yes. You had an article in the Home Companion last week, uncle, saying what a holy and beautiful thing the first kiss is. Well, Claude Batess wasnt. He hadnt shaved and he was wearing a dressing-gown. Also, he was pallid and greenish, and looked as if he had been out all night. Anything less beautiful and holy I never saw.

He kissed you! What did you do?

I hit him very hard with a book which I was taking to read to Mrs Bates. It was the Rev. Aubrey Jerninghams Is There a Hell? and Ill bet Claude thought there was. Until then I had always rather disliked Mrs Batess taste in literature, which shows how foolish I was. If she had preferred magazines, where would I have been? There was about six hundred pages of Aubrey Jerningham, bound in stiff cloth, and he blacked Claudes eye like a scholar and a gentleman. And at that moment in came Mrs Bates.

Yes? said Mr Wrenn, enthralled.

Well, a boys best friend is his mother. Have you ever seen one of those cowboy films where there is trouble in the barroom? It was like that. Mrs Bates started to dismiss me, but I got in first with my resignation, shooting from the hip, as it were. And then I came away, and here I am.

The fellow should be horsewhipped, said Mr Wrenn, breathing heavily.

He isnt worth bothering about, said Kay.

The riot of emotion into which she had been plunged by the addresses of the unshaven Bates had puzzled her. But now she understood. It was galling to suppose so monstrous a thing, but the explanation was, she felt, that there had been condescension in his embrace. If she had been Miss Derrick of Midways, he would not have summoned up the nerve to kiss her in a million years; but his mothers secretary and companion had no terrors for him. And at the thought a deep thrill of gratitude to the Rev. Aubrey Jerningham passed through Kay. How many a time, wearied by his duties about the parish, must that excellent clergyman have been tempted to scamp his work and shirk the labour of adding that extra couple of thousand words which just make all the difference to literature when considered in the light of a missile.

But he had been strong. He had completed his full six hundred pages and seen to it that his binding had been heavy and hard and sharp about the edges. For a moment, as she sat there, the Rev. Aubrey Jerningham seemed to Kay the one bright spot in a black world.

She was still meditating upon him when there was a hearty smack on the door and Sam came in.

Good morning, good morning, he said cheerily.

And then he saw Kay, and on the instant his eyes widened into a goggling stare, his mouth fell open, his fingers clutched wildly at nothing, and he stood there, gaping.

Kay met his stare with a defiant eye. In her present mood she disliked all young men, and there seemed nothing about this one to entitle him to exemption from her loathing. Rather, indeed, the reverse, for his appearance jarred upon her fastidious taste.

If the Cohen Bros., of Covent Garden, have a fault, it is that they sometimes allow their clients to select clothes that are a shade too prismatic for anyone who is not at the same time purchasing a banjo and a straw hat with a crimson ribbon. Fittings take place in a dimly lit interior, with the result that suits destined to make phlegmatic horses shy in the open street seem in the shop to possess merely a rather pleasing vivacity. One of these Sam had bought, and it had been a blunder on his part. If he had intended to sing comic songs from a punt at Henley Regatta, he would have been suitably, even admirably, attired. But as a private gentleman he was a little on the bright side. He looked, in fact, like a bookmaker who won billiard tournaments, and Kay gazed at him with repulsion.

He, on the other hand, gazed at her with a stunned admiration. That photograph should have prepared him for something notable in the way of feminine beauty; but it seemed to him, as he raked her with eyes like small dinner plates, that it had been a libel, an outrage, a gross caricature. This girl before him was marvellous. Helen of Troy could have been nothing to her. He loved her shining eyes, unaware that they shone with loathing. He worshipped her rose-flushed cheeks, not knowing that they were flushed because he had been staring at her for thirty-three seconds without blinking and she was growing restive beneath his gaze.

Mr Wrenn was the first to speak.

Did you want anything? he asked.

What? said Sam.

Is there anything I can do for you?

Eh?

Mr Wrenn approached the matter from a fresh angle.

This is the office of Pykes Home Companion. I am Mr Wrenn, the editor. Did you wish to see me?

Who? said Sam.

At this point Kay turned to the window, and the withdrawal of her eyes had the effect of releasing Sam from his trance. He became aware that a grey-haired man, whom he dimly remembered having seen on his entry into the room some hours before, was addressing him.

I beg your pardon?

You wished to see me?

Yes, said Sam; yes, yes.

What about? asked Mr Wrenn patiently.

The directness and simplicity of the question seemed to clear Sams head. He recalled now what it was that had brought him Ive come over from America to join the staff of Pykes Home Companion.

What!

Lord Tilbury wants me to.

Lord Tilbury?

Yes; Ive just been seeing him.

But he has said nothing to me about this, Mr Shotter.

No, we only arranged it a moment ago.

Mr Wrenn was a courteous man, and though he was under the impression that the visitor was raving, he did not show it.

Perhaps I had better see Lord Tilbury, he suggested, rising. By the way, my niece, Miss Derrick. Kay, my dear, Mr Shotter.

The departure of the third party and the sudden institution of the intimacies of tête-à-tête had the usual effect of producing a momentary silence. Then Kay moved away from the window and came to the desk.

Did you say you had come from America? she asked, fiddling with Mr Wrenns editorial pencil. She had no desire to know, but she supposed she must engage this person in conversation. — 

From America, yes. Yes, from America.

Is this your first visit to England? asked Kay, stifling a yawn.

Oh, no. I was at school in England.

Really? Where?

At Wrykyn.

Kays attitude of stiff aloofness relaxed. She became interested.

Good gracious! Of course! She looked upon him quite benevolently. A friend of yours was talking to me about you only yesterday — Willoughby Braddock.

Do you know the Bradder? gasped Sam, astounded.

Ive known him all my life.

A most extraordinary sensation flooded over Sam. It was hard to analyse, but its effects were thoroughly definite. At the discovery that this wonderful girl knew the old Bradder and that they could pave the way to a beautiful friendship by talking about the old Bradder, the office of Pykes Home Companion became all at once flooded with brilliant sunshine. Birds twittered from the ceiling, and blended with their notes was the soft music of violins and harps.

You really know the Bradder?

We were children together.

What a splendid chap!

Yes, hes a dear.

What a corker!

Yes!

What an egg!

Yes. Tell me, Mr Shotter, said Kay, wearying of this eulogy, do you remember a boy at your school named Bates?

Sams face darkened. Time had softened the anguish of that moment outside the Angry Cheese, but the sting still remained. Yes, I do.

Willoughby Braddock told me that you once beat Bates with a walking-stick.

Yes.

A large walking-stick?

Yes.

Did you beat him hard?

Yes, as hard as ever I could lay it in.

A little sigh of gratification escaped Kay.

Ah! she said.

In the course of the foregoing conversation the two had been diminishing inch by inch the gap which had separated them at its outset, so that they had come to be standing only a short distance apart; and now, as she heard those beautiful words, Kay looked up into Sams face with a cordial, congratulatory friendliness which caused him to quiver like a smitten blancmange. Then, while he was still reeling, she smiled. And it is at this point that the task of setting down the sequence of events becomes difficult for the historian.

For, briefly, what happened next was that Sam, groping forward in a bemused fashion and gathering her clumsily into his arms, kissed Kay.

4

It might, of course, be possible to lay no stress upon this occurrence — to ignore it and pass on. In kissing, as kissing, there is nothing fundamentally reprehensible. The early Christians used to do it all the time to every one they met. But the historian is too conscious of the raised eyebrows of his audience to attempt this attitude. Some explanation, he realizes, some argument to show why Sam is not to be condemned out of hand, is imperative.

In these circumstances the embarrassing nature of the historians position is readily intelligible. Only a short while back he was inviting the customers to shudder with loathing at the spectacle of Claude Bates kissing this girl, and now, all in a flash, he finds himself faced with the task of endeavouring to palliate the behaviour of Sam Shotter in doing the very same thing.

Well, he must do the best he can. Let us marshal the facts.

In the first place, there stood on Mr Wrenns desk, as on every other editorial desk in Tilbury House, a large framed card bearing the words, Do IT NOW! Who shall say whether this may not subconsciously have influenced the young man?

In the second place, when you have been carrying about a girls photograph in your breast pocket for four months and brooding over it several times a day with a beating heart, it is difficult for you to regard that girl, when you eventually meet her, as a perfect stranger.

And in the third place — and here we approach the very root of the matter — there was the smile.

Girls as pretty as Kay Derrick, especially if their faces are by nature a little grave, should be extremely careful how and when they smile. There was that about Kays face when in repose which, even when she was merely wondering what trimming to put on a hat, gave strangers the impression that here was a pure white soul musing wistfully on lifes sadness. The consequence was that when she smiled it was as if the sun had suddenly shone out through clouds. Her smile seemed to make the world on the instant a sweeter and a better place. Policemen, when she flashed it on them after being told the way somewhere, became of a sudden gayer, happier policemen and sang as they directed the traffic. Beggars, receiving it as a supplement to a small donation, perked up like magic and started to bite the ears of the passers-by with an abandon that made all the difference. And when they saw that smile even babies in their perambulators stopped looking like peevish poached eggs and became almost human.

And it was this smile that she had bestowed upon Sam. And Sam, it will be remembered, had been waiting months and months for it.

We have made out, we fancy, a pretty good case for Samuel Shotter; and it was a pity that some kindly person was not present in Mr Wrenns office at that moment to place these arguments before Kay. For not one of them occurred to her independently. She could see no excuse whatever for Sams conduct. She had wrenched herself from his grasp and moved to the other side of the desk, and across this she now regarded him with a blazing eye. Her fists were clenched and she was breathing quickly. She had the air of a girl who would have given a years pocket money for a copy of the Rev. Aubrey Jerninghams Is There a Hell?

Gone was that delightful spirit of comradeship which, when he had been telling of his boyish dealings with Claude, had made him seem almost a kindred soul. Gone was that soft sensation of gratitude which had come to her on his assurance that he had not risked spoiling that repulsive youth by sparing the rod. All she felt now was that her first impressions of this young man had been right, and that she had been mauled and insulted by a black-hearted bounder whose very clothes should have warned her of his innate despicableness. It seems almost incredible that anyone should think such things of anybody, but it is a fact that in that instant Kay Derrick looked upon Sam as something even lower in the graduated scale of human sub-species than Claude Winnington-Bates.

As for Sam, he was still under the ether.

Nothing is more difficult for both parties concerned than to know what to say immediately after an occurrence like this. An agitated silence was brooding over the room, when the necessity for speech was removed by the re-entry of Mr Wrenn.

Mr Wrenn was not an observant man. Nor was he sensitive to atmosphere. He saw nothing unusual in his nieces aspect, nothing out of the way in Sams. The fact that the air inside the office of Pykes Home Companion was quivering with charged emotion escaped his notice altogether.

He addressed Sam genially.

It is quite all right, Mr Shotter. Lord Tilbury wishes you to start work on the Companion at once.

Sam turned to him with the vague stare of the newly awakened sleep-walker.

It will be nice having you in the office, added Mr Wrenn amiably. I have been short-handed. By the way, Lord Tilbury asked me to send you along to him at once. He is just going out to lunch.

Lunch? said Sam.

He said you were lunching with him.

Oh, yes, said Sam dully.

Mr Wrenn watched him shamble out of the room with a benevolent eye.

Well go and have a bite to eat too, my dear, he said, removing the alpaca coat which it was his custom to wear in the office. Havent had lunch with you since I dont know when. He reached for the hook which held his other coat. I shall like having this young Shotter in the office, he said. He seems a nice young fellow.

He is the most utterly loathsome creature I have ever met, said Kay.

Mr Wrenn, startled, dropped his hat.

Eh? What do you mean?

Just what I say. Hes horrible.

But, my dear girl, you only met him five minutes ago.

I know.

Mr Wrenn stooped for his hat and smoothed it with some agitation.

This is rather awkward, he said.

What is?

Your feeling like that about young Shotter.

I dont see why. I dont suppose I shall ever meet him again.

But you will. I dont see how it can be prevented. Lord Tilbury tells me that this young man has taken a lease of Mon Repos.

Mon Repos! Kay clutched at the desk. You dont mean Mon Repos next door to us?

Yes; and it is so difficult to avoid ones next-door neighbours.

Kays teeth met with a little click.

It can be done, she said.


13. Introducing a Syndicate 
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ACROSS THE WAY from Tilbury House, next door to the massive annex containing the offices of Tiny Folk, Sabbath Jottings, British Girlhood, the Boys Adventure Weekly and others of the more recently established of the Mammoth Publishing Companys periodicals, there stands a ramshackle four-storied building of an almost majestic dinginess which Lord Tilbury, but for certain regulations having to do with ancient lights, would have swallowed up years ago, as he has swallowed the rest of the street.

The first three floors of this building are occupied by firms of the pathetic type which cannot conceivably be supposed to do any business, and yet hang on with dull persistency for decade after decade. Their windows are dirty and forlorn and most of the lettering outside has been worn away, so that on the second floor it would appear that trade is being carried on by the Ja — & Sum — r — Rub — Co., while just above, Messrs Smith, R-bi-s-n & G — , that mystic firm, are dealing in something curtly described as c — . It is not until we reach the fourth and final floor that we find the modern note struck.

Here the writing is not only clear and golden but, when read, stimulating to the imagination. It runs:

THE TILBURY DETECTIVE AGENCY, LTD

J. SHERINGHAM ADAIR, Mgr 

Large and Efficient Staff 

and conjures up visions of a suite of rooms filled with hawkfaced men examining bloodstains through microscopes or poring tensely over the papers connected with the singular affair of the theft of the maharajahs ruby.

On the morning, however, on which Sam Shotter paid his visit to Tilbury House, only one man was sitting in the office of the detective agency. He was a small and weedy individual clad in a suit brighter even than the one which Sam had purchased from the Brothers Cohen. And when it is stated in addition that he wore a waxed moustache and that his handkerchief, which was of coloured silk, filled the air with a noisome perfume, further evidence is scarcely required to convince the reader that he is being introduced to a most undesirable character. Nevertheless, the final damning fact may as well be revealed. It is this — the man was not looking out of the window.

Tilbury Street is very narrow and the fourth-floor windows of this ramshackle building are immediately opposite those of the fourth floor of Tilbury House. Alexander Twist therefore was in a position, if he pleased, to gaze straight into the private sanctum of the proprietor of the Mammoth Publishing Company and obtain the spiritual uplift which could hardly fail to result from the spectacle of that great man at work. Alone of Londons millions of inhabitants, he had it in his power to watch Lord Tilbury pacing up and down, writing at his desk or speaking into the dictaphone who knows what terrific thoughts.

Yet he preferred to sit at a table playing solitaire — and, one is prepared to bet, cheating. One need not, one fancies, say more.

So absorbed was Mr Twist in his foolish game that the fact that some one was knocking on the door did not at first penetrate his senses. It was only when the person outside, growing impatient, rapped the panel with some hard object which might have been the handle of a ladys parasol, that he raised his head with a start. He swept the cards into a drawer, gave his coat a settling tug, rose alertly. The knock sounded like business, and Mr Twist, who was not only J. Sheringham Adair, Mgr., but the large and efficient staff as well, was not the man to be caught unprepared.

Come in, he shouted.

With a quick flick of his hand he scattered a top dressing of important-looking papers about and was bending over these with a thoughtful frown when the door opened.

At the sight of his visitor he relaxed the preoccupied austerity of his demeanour. The newcomer was a girl in the middle twenties, of bold but at the moment rather sullen good looks. She had the bright hazel eyes which seldom go with a meek and contrite heart. Her colouring was vivid, and in the light from the window her hair gleamed with a sheen that was slightly metallic.

Why, hello, Dolly, said Mr Twist.

Hello, said the girl moodily.

Havent seen you for a year, Dolly. Never knew you were this side at all. Take a seat.

The visitor took a seat.

For the love of pop, Chimp, she said, eyeing him with a languid curiosity, where did you get the fungus?

Mr Twist moved in candid circles, and the soubriquet Chimp — short for Chimpanzee, by which he was known not only to his intimates but to police officials in America who would have liked to become more intimate than they were — had been bestowed upon him at an early stage of his career in recognition of a certain simian trend which critics affected to see in the arrangement of his features.

Looks good, dont you think? he said, stroking his moustache fondly. It and money were the only things he loved.

Anything you say. And I suppose, when you know you may be in the coop any moment, you like to have all the hair you can while you can.

Mr Twist felt a little wounded. He did not like badinage about his moustache. He did not like tactless allusions to the coop. And he was puzzled by the unwonted brusqueness of the girls manner. The Dora Gunn he had known had been a cheery soul, quite unlike this tight-lipped, sombre-eyed person now before him.

The girl was looking about her. She seemed perplexed.

Whats all this? she asked, pointing her parasol at the writing on the window.

Mr Twist smiled indulgently, and with a certain pride. He was, he flattered himself, a man of ideas, and this of presenting himself to the world as a private investigator he considered one of his happiest.

Just camouflage, he said. Darned useful to have a label. Keeps people from asking questions.

It wont keep me from asking questions. Thats what Ive come for. Say, can you tell the truth without straining a muscle?

You know me, Dolly.

Yes, thats why I asked. Well, Ive come to get you to tell me something. Nobody listening?

Not a soul.

How about the office-boy?

I havent got an office-boy. Who do you think I am — Pierpont Morgan?

Thus reassured, the girl produced a delicate handkerchief, formerly the property of Harrods Stores and parted from unwittingly by that establishment.

Chimp, she said, brushing away a tear, Im simly miserable.

Chimp Twist was not the man to stand idly by while beauty in distress wept before him. He slid up and was placing an arm about her shoulder, when she jerked away.

You can tie a can to that stuff, she said with womanly dignity. Id like you to know Im married.

Married?

Sure. Day before yesterday — to Soapy Molloy.

Soapy! Mr Twist started. What in the world did you want to marry that slab of Gorgonzola for?

Ill ask you kindly, if you wouldnt mind, said the girl in a cold voice, not to go alluding to my husband as slabs of Gorgonzola.

He is a slab of Gorgonzola.

He is not. Well, anyway, Im hoping hes not. Its what I come here to find out.

Mr Twists mind had returned to the perplexing matter of the marriage.

I dont get this, he said. I saw Soapy a couple of weeks back and he didnt say hed even met you.

He hadnt then. We only run into each other ten days ago. I was walking up the Haymarket and I catch sight of a feller behind me out of the corner of my eye, so I faint on him, see?

Youre still in that line, eh?

Well, its what I do best, isnt it?

Chimp nodded. Dora Molloy — Fainting Dolly to her friends — was unquestionably an artist in her particular branch of industry. It was her practice to swoon in the arms of rich-looking strangers in the public streets and pick their pockets as they bent to render her assistance. It takes all sorts to do the worlds work.

Well then I see it was Soapy, and so we go to lunch and have a nice chat. I always was strong for that boy, and we were both feeling kind of lonesome over here in London, so we fix it up. And now Im simly miserable.

What, inquired Mr Twist, is biting you?

Well, Ill tell you. This is what happened: last night this bird Soapy goes out after supper and doesnt blow in again till four in the morning. Four in the morning, Ill trouble you, and us only married two days. Well, if he thinks a young brides going to stand for that sort of conduct right plumb spang in the middle of what you might call the honeymoon, hes got a second guess due him.

What did you do? asked Mr Twist sympathetically, but with a touch of that rather unctuous complacency which bachelors display at moments like this.

I did plenty. And he tried to alibi himself by pulling a story. That story the grand jury is now going to investigate and investigate good...Chimp, did you ever hear of a man named Finglass?

There was that in Mr Twists manner that seemed to suggest that he was a reluctant witness, but he answered after a brief hesitation.

Sure!

Oh, you did, eh! Well, who was he, then?

He was big, said Chimp, and there was a note of reverence in his voice. One of the very biggest, old Finky was.

How was he big? What did he ever do?

Well, it was before your time and it happened over here, so I guess you may not have heard of it; but he took a couple of million dollars from the New Asiatic Bank.

Mrs Molloy was undeniably impressed. The formidable severity of her manner seemed to waver.

Were you and Soapy mixed up with him?

Sure! We were the best pals he had.

Is he alive?

No; he died in Buenos Aires the other day.

Mrs Molloy bit her lower lip thoughtfully.

Say, its beginning to look to me like that story of Soapys was the goods after all. Listen, Chimp, Id best tell you the whole thing. When I give Soapy the razz for staying out all night like the way he done, he pulled this long spiel about having had a letter from a guy he used to know named Finglass, written on his deathbed, saying that this guy Finglass hadnt been able to get away with the money hed swiped from this New Asiatic Bank on account the bulls being after him, and hed had to leave the whole entire lot of it behind, hidden in some house down in the suburbs somewheres. And he told Soapy where the house was, and Soapy claims that what kep him out so late was hed been searching the house, trying to locate the stuff. And what I want to know is, was he telling the truth or was he off somewhere at one of these here new gilded night-clubs, cutting up with a bunch of janes and doing me wrong?

Again Mr Twist seemed to resent the necessity of acting as a favourable witness for a man he obviously disliked. He struggled with his feelings for a space.

Yes, its true, he said at length.

But listen here. This dont seem to me to gee up. If this guy Finglass wanted Soapy to have the money, why did he wait all this time before telling him about it?

Thought he might find a chance of sneaking back and getting it himself, of course. But he got into trouble in Argentina almost as soon as he hit the place, and they stowed him away in the cooler; and he only got out in time to write the letters and then make his finish.

How do you know all that?

Finky wrote to me too.

Oh, did he? Well, then, heres another thing that dont seem to make sense: when he did finally get round to telling Soapy about this money, why couldnt he let him know where it was? I mean, why didnt he say its under the mat or poked up the chimney or something, stead of leaving him hunt for it like he was playing button, button, wheres the button — or something?

Because, said Mr Twist bitterly, Soapy and me were both pals of his, and he wanted us to share. And to make sure we should get together he told Soapy where the house was and me where the stuff was hidden in the house.

So youve only to pool your info to bring home the bacon? cried Dolly, wide-eyed.

Thats all.

Then why in time havent you done it?

Mr Twist snorted. It is not easy to classify snorts, but this was one which would have been recognized immediately by any expert as the snort despairing, caused by the contemplation of the depths to which human nature can sink.

Because, he said, Soapy, the pig-headed stiff, thinks he can double-cross me and get it alone.

What? Mrs Molloy uttered a cry of wifely pride. Well, isnt that bright of my sweet old pie-face! Id never of thought the dear old boy would have had sense to think up anything like that.

Mr Twist was unable to share her pretty enthusiasm.

A lot its going to get him! he said sourly.

Two million smackers its going to get him, retorted Dolly. Two million smackers nothing! The stuffs hidden in a place where hed never think of looking in two million years.

You cant bluff me, Chimp Twist, said Dolly, gazing at him with the cold disdain of a princess confronted with a boll weevil. If he keeps on looking, it stands to reason —

She broke off. The door opened and a man was entering, a fine, handsome, open-faced man of early middle age. At the sight of this person Chimp Twists eyes narrowed militantly, but Dolly flung herself into his arms with a remorseful cry.

Oh, Soapy, darling! How I misjudged you!

The new-comer had had the air of a man weighed down with the maximum amount of sorrow that a human being can bear. This demonstration, however, seemed to remove something of the burden.

S all right, sweetness, he said, clasping her to his swelling bosom.

Was I mean to my angel-face?

There, there, honey lamb!

Chimp Twist looked sourly upon this nauseating scene of marital reconciliation.

Ah, cut it out! he growled.

Chimps told me everything, baby doll, proceeded Mrs Molloy. I know all about the money, and you just keep right along, precious, hunting for it by yourself. I dont mind how often you stay out nights or how late you stay out.

It was a generous dispensation, for which many husbands would have been grateful, but Soapy Molloy merely smiled a twisted, tortured smile of ineffable sadness.

Its all off, honey bunch, he said, shaking his head. Its cold, petty. Well have to let Chimp in on it after all, sweetie-pie. I came here to put my cards on the table and have a showdown.

A quivering silence fell upon the room. Mrs Molloy was staring at her husband, aghast. As for Chimp, he was completely bewildered. The theory that his old comrade had had a change of heart — that his conscience, putting in some rapid work after getting off to a bad start, had caused him to regret his intention of double-crossing a friend — was too bizarre to be tenable. Soapy Molloy was not the sort of man to have changes of heart. Chimp, in his studies of the motion-picture drama, had once seen a film where a tough egg had been converted by hearing a church organ, but he knew Mr Molloy well enough to be aware that all the organs in all the churches in London might play in his ear simultaneously without causing him to do anything more than grumble at the noise.

The house has been taken, said Soapy despondently.

Taken? What do you mean?

Rented.

Rented? When?

I heard this morning. I was in a saloon down Fleet Street way, and two fellows come in and one of them was telling the other how hed just rented this joint.

Chimp Twist uttered a discordant laugh.

So thats whats come of your darned smooth double-crossing act! he said nastily. Yes, I guess you better had let Chimp in on it. You want a man with brains now, not a guy that never thought up anything smarter than gypping suckers with phony oil stock.

Mr Molloy bowed his head meekly before the blast. His wife was made of sterner stuff.

You talk a lot, dont you? she said coldly.

And I can do a lot, retorted Mr Twist, fingering his waxed moustache. So youd best come clean, Soapy, and have a showdown, like you say. Where is the joint?

Dont you dare tell him before he tells you where the stuff is! cried Mrs Molloy.

Just as you say, said Chimp carelessly. He scribbled a few words on a piece of paper and covered them with his hand. There! Now you write down your end of it and Dolly can read them both out.

Have you really thought up a scheme? asked Mr Molloy humbly.

Ive thought up a dozen.

Mr Molloy wrote in his turn and Dolly picked up the two papers.

In the cistern! she read.

And the rest of it? inquired Mr Twist pressingly.

Mon Repos, Burberry Road, said Mr Molloy.

Ah! said Chimp. And if Id known that a week ago wed have been worth a million dollars apiece by now.

Say, listen, said Dolly, who was pensive and had begun to eye Mr Twist in rather an unpleasant manner. This stuff old Finglass swiped from the bank, what is it?

American bearer securities, sweetie, said her husband, rolling the words round his tongue as if they were vintage port. As good as dollar bills. Whats the dope youve thought up, Chimpie? he asked, deferentially removing a piece of fluff from his allys coat sleeve.

Just a minute! said Dolly sharply. If thats so, how can this stuff be in the cistern? It would have melted or something, being all that time in the water.

Its in a waterproof case, of course, said Chimp.

Oh, it is, is it?

Whats the matter, petty? inquired Mr Molloy. Youre acting strange.

Am I? Well, if you want to know, Im wondering if this guy is putting one over on us. How are we to know hes telling us the right place?

Dolly! said Mr Twist, deeply pained.

Dolly! said Mr Molloy, not so much pained as apprehensive. He had a very modest opinion of his own chances of thinking of any plan for coping with the situation which had arisen, and everything, it seemed to him, depended upon being polite to Chimp Twist, who was admittedly a man of infinite resource and sagacity.

If you think that of me - began Mr Twist.

We dont, Chimpie, we dont, interrupted Mr Molloy hastily. The madam is a little upset. Dont listen to her. What is this scheme of yours, Chimpie?

Perhaps Mrs Molloys estimate of her husbands talents as a strategist resembled his own. At any rate, she choked down certain words that had presented themselves to her militant mind and stood eyeing Chimp inquiringly.

Well, Ill tell you, said Chimp. But first lets get the business end straight. How do we divvy?

Why, fifty-fifty, Chimp, stammered Mr Molloy, stunned at the suggestion implied in his words that any other arrangement could be contemplated. Me and the madam counting as one, of course.

Chimp laughed sardonically.

Fifty-fifty nothing! Im the brains of this concern, and the brains of a concern always get paid highest. Look at Henry Ford! Look at the Archbishop of Canterbury!

Do you mean to say, demanded Dolly, that if Soapy was sitting in with the Archbishop of Canterbury on a plan for skinning a sucker the archbishop wouldnt split Even Stephen?

It isnt like that at all, retorted Mr Twist with spirit. Its more as if Soapy went to the archbishop and asked him to slip him a scheme for skinning a mug.

Well, in that case, said Mr Molloy, I venture to assert that the archbishop would simply say to me. Molloy, hed say —

Dolly wearied of a discussion which seemed to her too academic for the waste of valuable moments.

Sixty-forty, she said brusquely.

Seventy-thirty, emended Chimp.

Sixty-five-thirty-five, said Mr Molloy.

Right! said Chimp. And now Ill tell you what to do. Ill give you five minutes first to see if you can think of it for yourself, and if you cant, Ill ask you not to start beefing because its so simple and not worth the money.

Five minutes concentrated meditation produced no brain wave in Mr Molloy, who, outside his chosen profession of selling valueless oil stock to a trusting public, was not a very gifted man.

Well, then, said Chimp, here you are: You go to that fellow whos taken the joint and ask him to let you buy it off him.

Well, of all the fool propositions! cried Dolly shrilly, and even Mr Molloy came near to sneering.

Not so good, you dont think? continued Chimp, uncrushed. Well, then, listen here to the rest of it. Dolly calls on this fellow first. She acts surprised because her father hasnt arrived yet.

Her what?

Her father. Then she starts in vamping this guy all she can. If she hasnt lost her pep since she last tried that sort of thing, the guy ought to be in pretty good shape for Act Two by the time the curtain rings up. Thats when you blow in, Soapy.

Am I her father? asked Mr Molloy, a little blankly.

Sure, youre her father. Why not?

Mr Molloy, who was a little sensitive about the difference in age between his bride and himself, considered that Chimp was not displaying his usual tact, but muttered something about greying himself up some at the temples.

Then what? asked Dolly.

Then, said Chimp, Soapy does a spiel.

Mr Molloy brightened. He knew himself to be at his best when it came to a spiel.

Soapy says he was born in this joint — ages and ages ago.

What do you mean — ages and ages ago? said Mr Molloy, starting.

Ages and ages ago, repeated Chimp firmly, before he had to emigrate to America and leave the dear old place to be sold. He has loving childhood recollections of the lawn where he played as a kiddy, and worships every brick in the place. All his favourite relations pegged out in the rooms upstairs, and all like that. Well, Im here to say, concluded Chimp emphatically, that if that guy has any sentiment in him, and if Dolly has done the preliminary work properly, hell drop.

There was a tense silence.

Itll work, said Soapy.

It might work, said Dolly, more doubtfully.

It will work, said Soapy. I shall be good. I will have that lobster weeping into his handkerchief inside three minutes.

A lot depends on Dolly, Chimp reminded him.

Dont you worry about that, said the lady stoutly. Ill be good too. But listen here: Ive got to dress this act. This is where I have to have that hat with the bird-of-paradise feather that I see in Regent Street this morning.

How much? inquired the rest of the syndicate in a single breath.

Eighteen guineas.

Eighteen guineas! said Chimp.

Eighteen guineas! said Soapy.

They looked at each other wanly, while Dolly, unheeded, spoke of ships and haporths of tar.

And a new dress, she continued. And new shoes and a new parasol and new gloves and new—

Have a heart, petty, pleaded Mr Molloy. Exercise a little discretion, sweetness.

Dolly was firm.

A girl, she said, cant do herself justice in a tacky lid. You know that. And you know as well as I do that the first thing a gentleman does is to look at a dames hoofs. And as for gloves, I simply beg you to cast an eye on these old things Ive got on now, and ask yourselves —

Oh, all right, all right, said Chimp.

All right, echoed Mr Molloy.

Their faces were set grimly. These men were brave, but they were suffering.


14. The Chirrup 
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MR WRENN LOOKED up from his plate with a sudden start, a wild and febrile glare of horror in his eyes. Old theatre-goers, had any such been present, would have been irresistibly reminded by his demeanour of the late Sir Henry Irving in The Bells.

It was breakfast time at San Rafael; and, as always at this meal, the air was charged with an electric unrest. It is ever thus at breakfast in the suburbs. The spectre of a fleeting train broods over the feast, turning normally placid men into temporary neuropaths. Meeting Mr Wrenn in Fleet Street after lunch, you would have set him down as a very pleasant, quiet, elderly gentleman, rather on the mild side. At breakfast, Bengal tigers could have picked up hints from him.

Zatawittle? he gasped, speaking in the early morning patois of Suburbia, which is the English language filtered through toast and marmalade.

Of course it wasnt a whistle, darling, said Kay soothingly. I keep telling you youve lots of time.

Partially reassured, Mr Wrenn went on with his meal. He finished his toast and reached for his cup.

Wassatie?

Only a quarter-past.

Sure your washrah?

I put it right yesterday.

At this moment there came faintly from afar a sweet musical chiming.

Theres the college clock striking the quarter, said Kay.

Mr Wrenns fever subsided. If it was only a quarter-past he was on velvet. He could linger and chat for a while. He could absolutely dally. He pushed back his chair and lighted a cigarette with the air of a leisured man.

Kay, my dear, he said, Ive been thinking — about this young fellow Shotter.

Kay jumped. By an odd coincidence, she had herself been thinking of Sam at that moment. It annoyed her to think of Sam, but she constantly found herself doing it.

I really think we ought to invite him to dinner one night.

No!

But he seems so anxious to be friendly. Only yesterday he asked me if he could drop round some time and borrow the garden roller. He said he understood that that was always the first move in the suburbs towards establishing good neighbourly relations.

If you ask him to dinner I shall go out.

I cant understand why you dislike him so much.

Well, I just do.

He seems to admire you tremendously.

Does he?

He keeps talking about you — asking what you were like as a child and whether you ever did your hair differently and things of that kind.

Oh!

I rather wish you didnt object to him so much. I should like to see something of him out of office hours. I find him a very pleasant fellow myself, and extremely useful in the office. He has taken that Aunt Ysobel page off my hands. You remember how I used to hate having to write that?

Is that all he does?

Mr Wrenn chuckled.

By no means, he said amusedly.

What are you laughing at?

I was thinking, explained Mr Wrenn, of something that happened yesterday. Cordelia Blair called to see me with one of her usual grievances —

Oh, no! said Kay sympathetically. Her uncle, she knew, was much persecuted by female contributors who called with grievances at the offices of Pykes Home Companion; and of all these gifted creatures, Miss Cordelia Blair was the one he feared most. What was the trouble this time?

Apparently the artist who is illustrating Hearts Aflame had drawn Leslie Mordyke in a lounge suit instead of dress clothes.

Why dont you bite these womens heads off when they come bothering you? You shouldnt be so nice to them.

I cant, my dear, said Mr Wrenn plaintively. I dont know why it is, but the mere sight of a woman novelist who is at all upset seems to take all the heart out of me. I sometimes wish I could edit some paper like Tiny Tots or Our Feathered Chums. I dont suppose indignant children come charging in on Mason or outraged canaries on Mortimer... But I was telling you — When I heard her voice in the outer office, I acquainted this young fellow Shotter briefly with the facts, and he most nobly volunteered to go out and soothe her.

I cant imagine him soothing anyone.

Well, he certainly had the most remarkable effect on Miss Blair. He came back ten minutes later to say that all was well and that she had gone away quite happy.

Did he tell you how he managed it?

No. Another chuckle escaped Mr Wrenn. Kay, it isnt possible — you dont imagine — you dont suppose he could conceivably, on such a very slight acquaintance, have kissed her, do you?

I should think it very probable.

Well, Im bound to own —

Dont laugh in that horrible ghoulish way, uncle!

I cant help it. I could see nothing, you understand, as I was in the inner office; but there were most certainly sounds that suggested —

Mr Wrenn broke off. Again that musical chiming had come faintly to his ears. But this time its effect was the reverse of soothing. He became a thing of furious activity. He ran to and fro, seizing his hat and dropping it, picking it up and dropping his brief case, retrieving the brief case and dropping his stick. By the time he had finally shot out of the front door with his hat on his head, his brief case in his hand and his stick dangling from his arm, it was as if a tornado had passed through the interior of San Rafael, and Kay, having seen him off, went out into the garden to try to recover.

It was a pleasant, sunny morning, and she made for her favourite spot, the shade of the large tree that hung over the edge of the lawn, a noble tree, as spreading as that which once sheltered the Village Blacksmith. Technically, this belonged to Mon Repos, its roots being in the latters domain; but its branches had grown out over the fence, and San Rafael, with that injustice which is so marked a feature of human affairs, got all the benefit of its shade.

Seated under this, with a gentle breeze ruffling her hair, Kay gave herself up to meditation.

She felt worried and upset and in the grip of one of her rare moods of despondency. She had schooled herself to pine as little as possible for the vanished luxury of Midways, but when she did so pine it was always at this time of the day. For although she had adjusted herself with almost complete success to the conditions of life at San Rafael, she had not yet learned to bear up under the suburban breakfast.

At Midways, the meal had been so leisurely, so orderly, so spacious, so redolent of all that is most delightful in the country life of the wealthy; a meal of soft murmurs and rustling papers, of sunshine falling on silver in the summer, of crackling fires in winter; a take-your-time meal; a thing of dignity and comfort. Breakfast at San Rafael was a mere brutish bolting of food, and it jarred upon her afresh each morning.

The breeze continued to play in her hair. Birds hopped upon the grass. Someone down the road was using a lawn mower. Gradually the feeling of having been jolted and shaken by some rude force began to pass from Kay, and she was just reaching the stage where, re-establishing connection with her sense of humour, she would be able to look upon the amusing side of the recent scramble, when from somewhere between earth and heaven there spoke a voice.

Oo-oo! said the voice.

Kay was puzzled. Though no ornithologist, she had become reasonably familiar with the distinctive notes of such of our feathered chums as haunted the garden of San Rafael, and this did not appear to be one of them.

I see you, proceeded the voice lovingly. Hows your pore head, dearie?

The solution of the mystery presented itself at last. Kay raised her eyes and beheld, straddled along a branch almost immediately above her, a lean, stringy man of ruffianly aspect, his naturally unlovely face rendered additionally hideous by an arch and sentimental smile. For a long instant this person goggled at her, and she stared back at him. Then, with a gasp that sounded confusedly apologetic, he scrambled back along the branch like an anthropoid ape, and dropping to earth beyond the fence, galloped blushingly up the garden.

Kay sprang to her feet. She had been feeling soothed, but now a bubbling fury had her in its grip. It was bad enough that outcasts like Sam Shotter should come and camp themselves next door to her. It was bad enough that they should annoy her uncle, a busy man, with foolish questions about what she had been like as a child, and whether she had ever done her hair differently. But when their vile retainers went to the length of climbing trees and chirruping at her out of them, the situation, it seemed to her, passed beyond the limit up to which a spirited girl may reasonably be expected to endure.

She returned to the house, fermenting, and as she reached the hall the front door bell rang.

Technically, when the front door-bell of San Rafael rang, it was Claire Lippetts duty to answer it; but Claire was upstairs making beds. Kay stalked across the hall, and, having turned the handle, found confronting her a young woman of spectacular appearance, clad in gorgeous raiment and surmounted by a bird-of-paradise feathered hat so much too good for her that Kays immediate reaction on beholding it was one of simple and ignoble jealousy. It was the sort of hat she would have liked to be able to afford herself, and its presence on the dyed hair of another cemented the prejudice which that others face and eyes had aroused within her.

Does a guy named Shotter live here? asked the visitor. Then, with the air of one remembering a part and with almost excessive refinement, Could I see Mr Shotter, if you please?

Mr Shotter lives next door, said Kay frostily.

Oh, thank yaw. Thank yaw so much.

Not at all, said Kay.

She shut the door and went into the drawing-room. The feeling of being in a world bounded north, east, south and west by Sam Shotter had thoroughly poisoned her day.

She took pen, ink and paper and wrote viciously for a few moments.

Claire, she called.

Ullo! replied a distant voice.

Im leaving a note on the hall table. Will you take it next door some time?

Right-ho! bellowed the obliging Miss Lippett.


15. Visitors at Mon Repos 
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SAM WAS PREPARING to leave for the office when his visitor arrived. He had, indeed, actually opened the front door.

Mr Shotter?

Yes, said Sam. He was surprised to see Mrs Molloy. He had not expected visitors at so early a period of his tenancy. This, he supposed, must be the suburban equivalent of the county calling on the new-comer. Impressed by the hat, he assumed Dolly to be one of the old aristocracy of Valley Fields. A certain challenging jauntiness in her bearing forbade the suspicion that she was collecting funds for charity. Wont you come in?

Thank yaw. Thank yaw so much. The house agent told me your name.

Cornelius?

Gink with a full set of white whiskers. Say, somebody ought to put that baby wise about Gillettes wonderful invention of the safety razor.

Sam agreed that this might be in the public interest, but he began to revise his views about the old aristocracy.

Im afraid youll find the place in rather a mess, he said apologetically, leading the way to the drawing-room. Ive only just moved in.

The visitor replied that, on the contrary, she thought it cute. I seem to know this joint by heart, she said. Ive heard so much about it from old pop.

I dont think I am acquainted with Mr Popp.

My father, I mean. He used to live here when he was a tiny kiddy.

Really? I should have taken you for an American.

I am American, and dont let any one tell you different.

I wont.

One hundred per cent, thats me.

Sam nodded.

Oh, say can you see by the dawns early light? he said reverently.

What so proudly — I can never remember any more.

No one, Sam reminded her, knows the words but the Argentines...

... And the Portuguese and the Greeks. The lady beamed. Say, dont tell me youre American too!

My mother was.

Why, this is fine! Popll be tickled to death.

Is your father coming here too?

Well, I should say so! You dont think I pay calls on strange gentlemen all by myself, do you? said the lady archly. But listen! If youre American, were sitting pretty, because its only us Americans thats got real sentiment in them. Aint it the truth?

I dont quite understand. Why do you want me to have sentiment?

Popll explain all that when he arrives. Im surprised he hasnt blown in yet. I didnt think Id get here first. She looked about her. It seems funny to think of pop as a little kiddy in this very room.

Your father was English then?

Born in England — born here — born in this very house. Just to think of pop playing all them childish games in this very room!

Sam began to wish that she would stop. Her conversation was beginning to give the place a queer feeling. The room had begun to seem haunted by a peculiar being of middle-aged face and juvenile costume. So much that when she suddenly exclaimed Theres pop! he had a momentary impression that a whiskered elder in Lord Fauntleroy clothes was about to dance out from behind the sofa.

Then he saw that his visitor was looking out of the window, and, following her gaze, noted upon the front steps a gentleman of majestic port.

Ill go and let him in, he said.

Do you live here all alone? asked the lady, and Sam got the idea that she spoke eagerly.

Oh, no. Ive a man. But hes busy somewhere.

I see, she said disappointedly.

The glimpse which Sam had caught of the new arrival through the window had been a sketchy one. It was only as he opened the door that he got a full view of him. And having done so, he was a little startled. It is always disconcerting to see a familiar face where one had expected a strange one. This was the man he had seen in the bar that day when he had met Hash in Fleet Street.

Mr Shotter?

Yes.

It seemed to Sam that the man had aged a good deal since he had seen him last. The fact was that Mr Molloy, in greying himself up at the temples, had rather overdone the treatment. Still, though stricken in years, he looked a genial, kindly, honest soul.

My name is Gunn, Mr Shotter — Thomas G. Gunn.

It had been Mr Molloys intention — for he was an artist and liked to do a thing, as he said, properly — to adopt for this interview the pseudonym of J. Felkin Haggenbakker, that seeming to his critical view the sort of name a sentimental millionaire who had made a fortune in Pittsburgh and was now revisiting the home of his boyhood ought to have. The proposal had been vetoed by Dolly, who protested that she did not intend to spend hours of her time in unnecessary study.

Wont you come in? said Sam.

He stood aside to let his visitor pass, wondering again where it was that he had originally seen the man. He hated to forget a face and personality which should have been unforgettable. He ushered Mr Gunn into the drawing-room, still pondering.

So there you are, pop, said the lady. Say, pop, isnt it dandy? Mr Shotters an American.

Mr Gunns frank eyes lit up with gratification.

Ah! Then you are a man of sentiment, Mr Shotter. You will understand. You will not think it odd that a man should cherish all through his life a wistful yearning for the place where he was born.

Not at all, said Sam politely, and might have reminded his visitor that the feeling, a highly creditable one, was shared by practically all Americas most eminent song writers.

Well, that is how I feel, Mr Shotter, said the other bluffly, and I am not ashamed to confess it. This house is very dear to me. I was born in it.

So Miss Gunn was telling me.

Ah, she has told you? Yes, Mr Shotter, I am a man who has seen men and cities. I have lived in the hovels of the poor, I have risen till, if I may say so, I am welcomed in the palaces of the rich. But never, rich or poor, have I forgotten this old place and the childhood associations which hallow it.

He paused. His voice had trembled and sunk to a whisper in those last words, and now he turned abruptly and looked out of a window. His shoulders heaved significantly for an instant and something like a stifled sob broke the stillness of the room. But when a moment later he swung round he was himself again, the tough, sturdy old J. Felkin Haggenbakker — or, rather, Thomas G, Gunn — who was so highly respected, and perhaps a little feared, at the Rotary Club in Pittsburgh.

Well, I must not bore you, Mr Shotter. You are, no doubt, a busy man. Let me be brief. Mr Shotter, I want this house.

You want what? said Sam, bewildered. He had had no notion that he was going to be swept into the maelstrom of a business transaction.

Yes, sir, I want this house. And let me tell you that money is no object. Ive lots of money. He dismissed money with a gesture. I have my whims and I can pay for them. How much for the house, Mr Shotter?

Sam felt that it behoved him to keep his head. He had not the remotest intention of selling for all the gold in Pittsburgh a house which, in the first place, did not belong to him and, secondly, was next door to Kay Derrick.

Im very sorry - he began.

Mr Gunn checked him with an apologetic lift of the hand.

I was too abrupt, he said. I rushed the thing. A bad habit of mine. When I was prospecting in Nevada, the boys used to call me Hair-Trigger Gunn. I ought to have stated my position more clearly.

Oh, I understand your position.

You realize then that this isnt a house to me; it is a shrine?

Yes yes; but-

It contains, said Mr Gunn with perfect truth, something very precious to me.

Yes; but-

It is my boyhood that is enshrined here — my innocent, happy, halcyon boyhood. I have played games at my mothers knee in this very room. I have read tales from the Scriptures with her here. It was here that my mother, seated at the piano, used to sing-sing-

His voice died away again. He blew his nose and turned once more to the window. But though he was under the impression that he had achieved a highly artistic aposiopesis, he could hardly have selected a more unfortunate word to stammer brokenly. Something resembling an electric thrill ran through Sam. Memory, dormant, had responded to the code word. Sing Sing! He knew now where he had seen this man before. It is the custom of the Welfare League of Americas most famous penitentiary to alleviate the monotony of the convicts lot by giving periodical performances of plays, produced and acted by the personnel of the prison. When the enterprising burglar isnt burgling, in fact, he is probably memorizing the words of some popular lyric for rendition on the next big night.

To one of these performances, some eighteen months back, Sam had been taken by a newspaper friend. The hit of the evening had been this very Thomas G. Gunn, then a mere number, in the role of a senator.

Mr Gunn had resumed his address. He was speaking once more of his mother, and speaking well. But he was not holding his audience. Sam cut in on his eloquence.

Im sorry, he said, but Im afraid this house is not for sale.

But Mr Shotter-

No, said Sam. I have a very special reason for wishing to stay here and I intend to remain. And now Im afraid I must ask you —

Suppose I look in this evening and take the matter up again? pleaded Mr Gunn, finding with some surprise that he had been edged out on to the steps and making a last stand there.

Its no use. Besides, I shant be in this evening. Im dining out.

Will anybody be in? asked Miss Gunn suddenly, breaking a long silence.

Why, yes, said Sam, somewhat surprised, the man who works here. Why?

I was only thinking that if we called he might show us over the place.

Oh! see. Well, good-bye.

But, say now, listen —

Good-bye, said Sam.

He closed the door and made his way to the kitchen. Hash, his chair tilted back against the wall, was smoking a thoughtful pipe.

Who was it, Sam?

Somebody wanting to buy the house. Hash, theres something fishy going on.

Ur?

Do you remember me pointing out a man to you in that bar in Fleet Street?

Yes.

Well, it was the same fellow. And do you remember me saying that I was sure I had seen him before somewhere?

Yes.

Well, Ive remembered where it was. It was in Sing Sing, and he was serving a sentence there.

Mr Todhunters feet came to the floor with a crash.

Theres something darned peculiar about this house, Hash.

I slept in it the night I landed, and there was a fellow creeping around with an electric torch. And now this man, whom I know to be a crook, puts up a fake story to make me let him have it. What do you think, Hash?

Ill tell you what I think, said Mr Todhunter, alarmed. I think Im going straight out to buy a good watchdog.

Its a good idea.

I dont like these bad characters hanging about. I had a cousin in the pawnbroking line what was hit on the ead by a burglar with a antique vase. Thats what happened to him, all through hearing a noise in the night and coming down to see what it was.

But whats at the back of all this? What do you make of it?

Ah, there you have me, said Hash frankly. But that dont alter the fact that Im going to get a dog.

I should. Get something pretty fierce.

Ill get a dog, said Hash solemnly, thatll feed on nails and bite his own mother.


16. Astonishing Statement of Hash Todhunter

1

[image: img199.jpg]

THE DINNER TO which Sam had been bidden that night was at the house of his old friend, Mr Willoughby Braddock, in John Street, Mayfair, and at ten minutes to eight Mr Braddock was fidgeting about the morning-room, interviewing his housekeeper, Mrs Martha Lippett. His guests would be arriving at any moment, and for the last quarter of an hour, a-twitter with the nervousness of an anxious host, he had been popping about the place on a series of tours of inspection, as jumpy, to quote the words of Sleddon, his butler — whom, by leaping suddenly out from the dimly lit dining-room, he had caused to bite his tongue and nearly drop a tray of glasses — as an old hen. The general consensus of opinion below stairs was that Willoughby Braddock, in his capacity of master of the revels, was making a thorough pest of himself.

You are absolutely certain that everything is all right, Mrs Lippett?

Everything is quite all right, Master Willie, replied the housekeeper equably.

This redoubtable woman differed from her daughter Claire in being tall and thin and beaked like an eagle. One of the well-known Bromage family of Marshott-in-the-Dale, she had watched with complacent pride the Bromage nose developing in her sons and daughters, and it had always been a secret grief to her that Claire, her favourite, who inherited so much of her forceful and determined character, should have been the only one of her children to take nasally after the inferior, or Lippett, side of the house. Mr Lippett had been an undistinguished man, hardly fit to mate a Bromage and certainly not worthy to be resembled in appearance by the best of his daughters.

Youre sure there will be enough to eat?

There will be ample to eat.

How about drinks? said Mr Braddock, and was reminded by the word of a grievance which had been rankling within his bosom ever since his last expedition to the dining-room. He pulled down the corners of his white waistcoat, and ran his fingers round the inside of his collar. Mrs Lippett, he said, I — er — I was outside the dining-room just now —

Were you, Master Willie? You must not fuss so. Everything will be quite all right.

— and I overheard you telling Sleddon not to let me have any champagne tonight, said Mr Braddock, reddening at the outrageous recollection.

The housekeeper stiffened.

Yes, I did, Master Willie. And your dear mother, if she were still with us, would have given the very same instructions — after what my daughter Claire told me of what occurred the other night and the disgraceful condition you were in. What your dear mother would have said, I dont know!

Mrs Lippetts conversation during the last twenty years of Willoughby Braddocks life had dealt largely with speculations as to what his dear mother would have said of various ventures undertaken or contemplated by him.

You must fight against the craving, Master Willie. Remember your Uncle George!

Mr Braddock groaned in spirit. One of the things that make these old retainers so hard to bear is that they are so often walking editions of the chroniques scandaleuses of the family. It sometimes seemed to Mr Braddock that he could not move a step in any direction without having the awful example of some erring ancestor flung up against him.

Well, look here, he said, with weak defiance, I want champagne tonight.

You will have cider, Master Willie.

But I hate cider.

Cider is good for you, Master Willie, said Mrs Lippett firmly.

The argument was interrupted by the ringing of the doorbell. The housekeeper left the room, and presently Sleddon, the butler, entered, escorting Lord Tilbury.

Ha, my dear fellow, said Lord Tilbury, bustling in.

He beamed upon his host as genially as the Napoleonic cast of his countenance would permit. He rather liked Willoughby Braddock, as he rather liked all very rich young men.

How are you? said Mr Braddock. Awfully good of you to come at such short notice.

My dear fellow!

He spoke heartily, but he had, as a matter of fact, been a little piqued at being invited to dinner on the morning of the feast. He considered that his eminence entitled him to more formal and reverential treatment. And though he had accepted, having had previous experience of the excellence of Mr Braddocks cook, he felt that something in the nature of an apology was due to him and was glad that it had been made.

I asked you at the last moment, explained Mr Braddock, because I wasnt sure till this morning that Sam Shotter would be able to come. I thought it would be jolly for him, meeting you out of the office, dont you know.

Lord Tilbury inclined his head. He quite saw the force of the argument that it would be jolly for anyone, meeting him.

So you know young Shotter?

Oh, yes. We were at school together.

A peculiar young fellow.

A great lad.

But — er — a little eccentric, dont you think?

Oh, Sam always was a bit of nib, said Mr Braddock. At school there used to be some iron bars across the passage outside our dormitory, the idea being to coop us up during the night, dont you know. Sam used to shin over these and go downstairs to the house-masters study.

With what purpose?

Oh, just to sit.

Lord Tilbury was regarding his host blankly. Not a day passed, he was ruefully reflecting, but he received some further evidence of the light and unstable character of this young man of whom he had so rashly taken charge.

It sounds a perfectly imbecile proceeding to me, he said. Oh, I dont know, you know, said Mr Braddock, for the defence. You see, occasionally there would be a cigar or a plate of biscuits or something left out, and then Sam would scoop them. So it wasnt altogether a waste of time.

Sleddon was entering with a tray.

Cocktail? said Mr Braddock, taking one himself with a defiant glare at his faithful servant, who was trying to keep the tray out of his reach.

No, I thank you, said Lord Tilbury. My doctor has temporarily forbidden me the use of alcoholic beverages. I have been troubled of late with a suspicion of gout.

Tough luck.

No doubt I am better without them. I find cider an excellent substitute... Are you expecting many people here tonight?

A fairish number. I dont think you know any of them — except, of course, old Wrenn.

Wrenn? You mean the editor of my Home Companion?

Yes. He and his niece are coming. She lives with him, you know.

Lord Tilbury started as if a bradawl had been thrust through the cushions of his chair; and for an instant, so powerfully did these words affect him, he had half a mind to bound at the receding Sleddon and, regardless of medicinal warnings, snatch from him that rejected cocktail. A restorative of some kind seemed to him imperative.

The statement by Mr Wrenn, delivered in his office on the morning of Sams arrival, that he possessed no daughter, had had the effect of relieving Lord Tilburys mind completely. Francie, generally so unerring in these matters, had, he decided, wronged Sam in attributing his occupancy of Mon Repos to a desire to be next door to some designing girl. And now it appeared that she had been right all the time.

He was still staring with dismay at his unconscious host when the rest of the dinner guests began to arrive. They made no impression on his dazed mind. Through a sort of mist, he was aware of a young man with a face like a rabbit, another young man with a face like another rabbit, two small, shingled creatures, one blonde, the other dark, who seemed to be either wives or sisters of these young men, and an unattached female whom Mr Braddock addressed as Aunt Julia. His Lordship remained aloof, buried in his thoughts and fraternizing with none of them.

Then Sam appeared, and a few moments later Sleddon announced Mr Wrenn and Miss Derrick; and Lord Tilbury, who had been examining a picture by the window, swung round with a jerk.

In a less prejudiced frame of mind he might have approved of Kay; for, like so many other great men, he had a nice eye for feminine beauty, and she was looking particularly attractive in a gold dress which had survived the wreck of Midways. But now that very beauty merely increased his disapproval and alarm. He looked at her with horror. He glared as the good old father in a film glares at the adventuress from whose clutches he is trying to save his only son.

At this moment, however, something happened that sent hope and comfort through his heart. Sam, who had been seized upon by Aunt Julia and had been talking restively to her for some minutes, now contrived by an adroit piece of side-stepping to remove himself from her sphere of influence. He slid swiftly up to Kay, and Lord Tilbury, who was watching her closely, saw her face freeze. She said a perfunctory word or two, and then, turning away, began to talk with great animation to one of the rabbit-faced young men. And Sam, with rather the manner of one who has bumped into a brick wall in the dark, drifted off and was immediately gathered in again by Aunt Julia.

A delightful sensation of relief poured over Lord Tilbury. In the days of his youth when he had attended subscription dances at the Empress Rooms, West Kensington, he had sometimes seen that look on the faces of his partners when he had happened to tread on their dresses. He knew its significance. Such a look could mean but one thing — that Kay, though living next door to Sam, did not regard him as one of the pleasant features of the neighbourhood. In short, felt Lord Tilbury, if there was anything between these two young people, it was something extremely one-sided; and he went into dinner with a light heart, prepared to enjoy the cooking of Mr Braddocks admirable chef as it should be enjoyed.

When, on sitting at the table, he found that Kay was on his right, he was pleased, for he had now come to entertain a feeling of warm esteem for this excellent and sensible girl. It was his practice never to talk while he ate caviare; but when that had been consumed in a holy silence he turned to her, beaming genially, I understand you live at Valley Fields, Miss Derrick.

Yes.

A charming spot.

Very.

The college grounds are very attractive.

Oh, yes.

Have you visited the picture gallery?

Yes, several times.

Fish arrived — sole meunière. It was Lord Tilburys custom never to talk during the fish course.

My young friend Shotter is, I believe, a near neighbour of yours, he said, when the sole meunière was no more.

He lives next door.

Indeed? Then you see a great deal of him, no doubt?

I never see him.

A most delightful young fellow, said Lord Tilbury sipping cider.

Kay looked at him stonily.

Do you think so? she said.

Lord Tilburys last doubts were removed. He felt that all was for the best in the best of all possible worlds. Like some joyous reveller out of Rabelais, he raised his glass with a lighthearted flourish. He looked as if he were about to start a drinking chorus.

Excellent cider, this, Braddock, he boomed genially. Most excellent.

Willoughby Braddock, who had been eyeing his own supply of that wholesome beverage with sullen dislike, looked at him in pained silence; and Sam, who had been sitting glumly, listening without interest to the prattle of one of the shingled girls, took it upon himself to reply. He was feeling sad and ill used. That incident before dinner had distressed him. Moreover, only a moment ago he had caught Kays eye for an instant across the table, and it had been cold and disdainful. He welcomed the opportunity of spoiling somebodys life, and particularly that of an old ass like Lord Tilbury, who should have been thinking about the hereafter instead of being so infernally hearty.

I read a very interesting thing about cider the other day, he said in a loud, compelling voice that stopped one of the rabbit-faced young men in mid-anecdote as if he had been smitten with an axe. It appears that the farmers down in Devonshire put a dead rat in every barrel-

My dear Shotter!

 — to give it body, went on Sam doggedly. And the curious thing is that when the barrels are opened, the rats are always found to have completely disappeared — which goes to show the power of the juice.

A wordless exclamation proceeded from Lord Tilbury. He lowered his glass. Mr Braddock was looking like one filled with a sudden great resolution.

I read it in Pykes Home Companion, said Sam. So it must be true.

A little water, please, said Lord Tilbury stiffly.

Sleddon, said Mr Braddock in a voice of thunder, give me some champagne.

Sir? quivered the butler. He cast a swift look over his shoulder, as if seeking the moral support of Mrs Lippett. But Mrs Lippett was in the housekeepers room.

Sleddon!

Yes, sir, said the butler meekly.

Sam was feeling completely restored to his usual sunny self.

Talking of Pykes Home Companion, he said, did you take my advice and read that serial of Cordelia Blairs, Lord Tilbury?

I did not, replied His Lordship shortly.

You should. Miss Blair is a very remarkable woman.

Kay raised her eyes.

A great friend of yours, isnt she? she said.

I would hardly say that. Ive met her once.

But you got on very well with her, I heard.

I think I endeared myself to her pretty considerably.

So I understand.

I gave her a plot for a story, said Sam.

One of the rabbit-faced young men said that he could never understand how fellows — or women, for that matter — thought up ideas for stories — or plays, for the matter of that — or, as a matter of fact, any sort of ideas, for that matter.

This, Sam explained, was something that actually happened — to a friend of mine.

The other rabbit-faced young man said that something extremely rummy had once happened to a pal of his. He had forgotten what it was, but it had struck him at the time as distinctly rummy.

This fellow, said Sam, was fishing up in Canada. He lived in a sort of shack.

A what? asked the blonde shingled girl.

A hut. And tacked up on the wall of the shack was a photograph of a girl, torn out of an illustrated weekly paper.

Pretty? asked the dark shingled girl.

You bet she was pretty, said Sam devoutly. Well, this man spent weeks in absolute solitude, with not a soul to talk to — nothing, in fact, to distract his mind from the photograph. The consequence was that he came to look on this girl as — well, you might say an old friend.

Sleddon, said Mr Braddock, more champagne.

Some months later, proceeded Sam, the man came over to England. He met the girl. And still looking on her as an old friend, you understand, he lost his head and, two minutes after, they had met, he kissed her.

Must have been rather a soppy kind of a silly sort of idiot, observed the blonde shingled girl critically.

Perhaps youre right, agreed Sam. Still, thats what happened.

I dont see where the story comes in, said one of the rabbitfaced young men.

Well, naturally, you see, not realizing the true state of affairs, the girl was very sore, said Sam.

The rabbit-faced young men looked at each other and shook their heads. The shingled young women raised their eyebrows pityingly.

No good, said the blonde shingled girl.

Dud, said the dark shingled girl. Whos going to believe nowadays that a girl is such a chump as to mind a mans kissing her?

Everybody kisses everybody nowadays, said one of the rabbit-faced young men profoundly.

Girl was making a fuss about nothing, said the other rabbit-faced young man.

And how does the story end? asked Aunt Julia.

It hasnt ended, said Sam. Not yet.

Sleddon! said Mr Braddock, in a quiet, dangerous voice.
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It is possible, if you are young and active and in an exhilarated frame of mind, to walk from John Street, Mayfair, to Burberry Road, Valley Fields. Sam did so. His frame of mind was extraordinarily exhilarated. It seemed to him, reviewing recent events, that he had detected in Kays eyes for an instant a look that resembled the first dawning of spring after a hard winter; and, though not in the costume for athletic feats, he covered the seven miles that separated him from home at a pace which drew derisive comment from the proletariat all along the route. The Surrey-side Londoner is always intrigued by the spectacle of any one hurrying, and when that person is in dress clothes and a tall hat he expresses himself without reserve.

Sam heard nothing of this ribaldry. Unconscious of the world, he strode along, brushing through Brixton, hurrying through Herne Hill, and presently arrived, warm and happy, at the door of Mon Repos.

He let himself in; and, entering, was aware of a note lying on the hall table.

He opened it absently. The handwriting was strange to him, and feminine:

DEAR MR SHOTTER, — I should be obliged if you would ask your manservant not to chirrup at me out of trees.

Yours truly, 

KAY DERRICK.

He had to read this curt communication twice before he was able to fully grasp its meaning. When he did so a flood of self-pity poured over Sam. He quivered with commiseration for the hardness of his lot. Here he was, doing all that a man could to establish pleasant neighbourly relations with the house next door, and all the while Hash was foiling his every effort by chirruping out of trees from morning till night. It was bitter, bitter.

He was standing there, feeding his surging wrath by a third perusal of the letter, when from the direction of the kitchen there suddenly sounded a long, agonized cry. It was like the wail of a soul in torment; and without stopping to pick up his hat, which he had dropped in the sheer shock of this dreadful sound, he raced down the stairs.

Ullo, said Hash, looking up from an evening paper.

Back?

His placidity amazed Sam. If his ears were any guide, murder had been done in this room only a few seconds before, and here was this iron man reading the racing news without having turned a hair.

What on earth was that?

What was what?

That noise.

Oh, that was Amy, said Hash.

Sams eye was diverted by movement in progress in the shadows behind the table.

A vast shape was rising from the floor, revealing itself as an enormous dog. It finished rising, and having placed its chin upon the table, stood looking at him with dreamy eyes and a wrinkled forehead, like a shortsighted person trying to recall Oh, yes, said Sam, remembering. So you got him?

Her.

What is he — she?

Gawd knows, said Hash simply. It was a problem which he himself had endeavoured idly to solve earlier in the evening. Ive named her after an old aunt of mine. Looks a bit like her.

She must be an attractive woman.

Shes dead.

Perhaps its all for the best, said Sam. He leaned forward and pulled the animals ears in friendly fashion. Amy simpered in a ladylike way, well pleased. Would you say she was a bloodhound, Hash?

I wouldnt say she was anything, not to swear to.

A kind of canine cocktail, said Sam. The sort of thing a Crufts Show judge dreams about when he has a nightmare.

He observed something lying on the floor, and stooping, found that his overtures to the animal had caused Kays note to slip from his fingers. He picked it up and eyed Hash sternly.

Amy, charmed by his recent attentions, snuffled like water going down the waste-pipe of a bath.

Hash! said Sam.

Ullo?

What the devil, demanded Sam forcefully, do you mean by chirruping at Miss Derrick out of trees?

I only said oo-oo, Sam, pleaded Mr Todhunter.

You said what?

Oo-oo!

What on earth did you want to say oo-oo for?

Much voyaging on the high seas had given Hashs cheeks the consistency of teak, but at this point something resembling a blush played about them.

I thought it was the girl.

What girl?

The maid. Clara, er name is.

Well, why should you say oo-oo at her?

Again that faint, fleeting blush coloured Hashs face. Before Sams revolted eyes he suddenly looked coy.

Well, its like this: The ole thing is, were engaged.

What!

Engaged to be married.

Engaged!

Ah! said Mr Todhunter. And once more that repellent smirk rendered his features hideous beyond even Natures liberal specifications concerning them.

Sam sat down. This extraordinary confession had shaken him deeply.

Youre engaged?

Ah!

But I thought you disliked women.

So I do — most of em.

Another aspect of the matter struck Sam. His astonishment deepened.

But how did you manage it so soon?

Soon?

You cant have seen the girl more than about half a dozen times.

Still another mysterious point about this romance presented itself to Sam. He regarded the great lover with frank curiosity.

And what was the attraction? he asked. Thats what I cant understand.

Shes a nice girl, argued Hash.

I dont mean in her; I mean in you. What is there about you that could make this misguided female commit such a rash act? If I were a girl, and you begged me for one little rose from my hair, I wouldnt give it to you.

But-

No, said Sam firmly, its no use arguing; I just wouldnt give it to you. What did she see in you?

Oh, well—

It couldnt have been your looks — well dismiss that right away, of course. It couldnt have been your conversation or your intellect, because you havent any. Then what was it?

Mr Todhunter smirked coyly.

Oh, well, Ive got a way with me, Sam — thats how it is.

A way?

Ah!

What sort of way?

Oh, just a way.

Have you got it with you now?

Naturally I wouldnt ave it with me now, said Hash.

You keep it for special occasions, eh? Well, you havent yet explained how it all happened.

Mr Todhunter coughed.

Well, it was like this, Sam: I see er in the garden, and I says Ullo! and she says Ullo! and then she comes to the fence and then I come to the fence, and she says Ullo! and I says Ullo! and then I kiss her.

Sam gaped.

Didnt she object?

Object? What would she want to object for? No, indeed! It seemed to break what you might call the ice, and after that everything got kind of nice and matey. And then one thing led to another — see what I mean?

An aching sense of the injustice of things afflicted Sam. Well, its very strange, he said.

Whats strange?

I mean, I knew a man — a fellow — who — er — kissed a girl when he had only just met her, and she was furious.

Ah, said Hash, leaping instantly at a plausible solution, but then e was probably a chap with a face like Gawd-elpus and hair growing out of his ears. Naturally, no one wouldnt like aving some one like that kissing em.

Sam went upstairs to bed. Before retiring, he looked at himself in the mirror long and earnestly. He turned his head sideways so that the light shone upon his ears. He was conscious of a strange despondency.

3

Kay lay in bed, thinking. Ever and anon a little chuckle escaped her. She was feeling curiously happy tonight. The world seemed to have become all of a sudden interesting and amusing. An odd, uncontrollable impulse urged her to sing.

She would not in any case have sung for long, for she was a considerate girl, and the recollection would soon have come to her that there were people hard by who were trying to get to sleep. But, as a matter of fact, she sang only a mere bar or two, for even as she began, there came a muffled banging on the wall — a petulant banging. Hash Todhunter loved his Claire, but he was not prepared to put up with this sort of thing. Three doughty buffets he dealt the wall with the heel of a number-eleven shoe.

Kay sang no more. She turned out the light and lay in the darkness, her face set.

Silence fell upon San Rafael and Mon Repos. And then, from somewhere in the recesses of the latter, a strange, bansheelike wailing began. Amy was homesick.


17. Activities of the Dog Amy 
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THE DAY THAT followed Mr Braddocks dinner-party dawned on a world shrouded in wet, white fog. By eight oclock, however, this had thinned to a soft, pearly veil that hung clingingly to the tree-tops and lingered about the grass of the lawn in little spider-webs of moisture. And when Kay Derrick came out into the garden, a quarter of an hour later, the September sun was already beginning to pierce the mist with hints of a wonderful day to come.

It was the sort of morning which should have bred happiness and quiet content, but Kay had woken in a mood of irritated hostility which fine weather could not dispel. What had happened overnight had stung her to a militant resentment, and sleep had not removed this.

Possibly this was because her sleep, like that of everyone else in the neighbourhood, had been disturbed and intermittent. From midnight until two in the morning the dog Amy had given a spirited imitation of ten dogs being torn asunder by red-hot pincers. At two, Hash Todhunter had risen reluctantly from his bed, and arming himself with the number-eleven shoe mentioned in the previous chapter, had reasoned with her. This had produced a brief respite, but by a quarter to three large numbers of dogs were once more being massacred on the premises of Mon Repos, that ill-named house.

At three, Sam went down; and being a young man who liked dogs, and saw their point of view, tried diplomacy. This took the shape of the remains of a leg of mutton and it worked like a charm. Amy finished the leg of mutton and fell into a surfeited slumber, and peace descended on Burberry Road.

Kay paced the gravel path with hard feelings, which were not removed by the appearance a few moments later of Sam, clad in flannels and a sweater. Sam, his back to her, and his face to the sun, began to fling himself about in a forceful and hygienic manner; and Kay, interested in spite of herself, came to the fence to watch him. She was angry with him, for no girl likes to have her singing criticized by bangs upon the wall; but, nevertheless, she could not entirely check a faint feeling of approval as she watched him. A country-bred girl, Kay liked men to be strong and of the open air; and Sam, whatever his moral defects, was a fine physical specimen. He looked fit and hard and sinewy.

Presently, in the course of a complicated movement which involved circular swinging from the waist, his eye fell upon her. He straightened himself and came over to the fence, flushed and tousled and healthy.

Good morning, he said.

Good morning, said Kay coldly. I want to apologize, Mr Shotter. Im afraid my singing disturbed you last night.

Good Lord! said Sam. Was that you? I thought it was the dog.

I stopped directly you banged on the wall.

I didnt bang on any wall. It must have been Hash.

Hash?

Hash Todhunter, the man who cooks for me — and, oh, yes, who chirrups at you out of trees. I got your note and spoke to him about it. He explained that he had mistaken you for your maid, Claire. Its rather a romantic story. Hes engaged to her.

Engaged!

Thats just what I said when he told me, and in just that tone of voice. I was surprised. I gather, however, that Hash is what you would call a quick worker. He tells me he has a way with him. According to his story, he kissed her, and after that everything was nice and matey.

Kay flushed faintly.

Oh! she said.

Yes, said Sam.

There was a silence. The San Rafael kitten, which had been playing in the grass, approached and rubbed a wet head against Kays ankle.

Well, I must be going in, said Kay. Claire is in bed with one of her neuralgic headaches, and I have to cook my uncles breakfast.

Oh no, really? Let me lend you Todhunter.

No, thanks.

Perhaps youre wise. Apart from dry hash, hes a rotten cook.

So is Claire.

Really? What a battle of giants it will be when they start cooking for each other!

Yes.

Kay stooped and tickled the kitten under the ear, then walked quickly towards the house. The kitten, having subjected Sam to a long and critical scrutiny, decided that he promised little entertainment to an active-minded cat and galloped off in pursuit of a leaf. Sam sighed and went in to have a bath.

Some little time later, the back door of Mon Repos opened from within as if urged by some irresistible force, and the dog Amy came out to take the morning air.

Dogs are creatures of swiftly changing moods. Only a few hours, before, Amy, in the grip of a dreadful depression caused by leaving the public-house where she had spent her girlhood — for, in case the fact is of interest to anyone, Hash had bought her for five shillings from the proprietor of the Blue Anchor at Tulse Hill — had been making the night hideous with her lamentations. Like Niobe, she had mourned and would not be comforted. But now, to judge from her manner and a certain jauntiness in her walk, she had completely resigned herself to the life of exile. She scratched the turf and sniffed the shrubs with the air of a lady of property taking a stroll round her estates. And when Hash, who did not easily forgive, flung an egg at her out of the kitchen window so that it burst before her on the gravel, she ate the remains light-heartedly, as one who feels that the day is beginning well.

The only flaw in the scheme of things seemed to her to consist in a lack of society. By nature sociable, she yearned for company, and for some minutes roamed the garden in quest of it. She found a snail under a laurel bush, but snails are reserved creatures, self-centred and occupied with their own affairs, and this one cut Amy dead, retreating into its shell with a frigid aloofness which made anything in the nature of camaraderie out of the question.

She turned to the path, and became interested in the wooden structure that ran along it. Rearing herself up to a majestic height and placing her paws on this, she looked over and immediately experienced all the emotions of stout Cortez when with eagle eyes he stared at the Pacific. It is not, indeed, too much to say that Amy at that moment felt like some watcher of the skies when a new planet swims into his ken; for not only was there a complete new world on the other side of this wooden structure, but on the grass in the middle of it was a fascinating kitten running round in circles after its tail.

Amy had seen enough. She would have preferred another dog to chat with; but failing that, a kitten made an admirable substitute. She adored kittens. At the Blue Anchor there had been seven, all intimate friends of hers, who looked upon her body as a recreation ground and her massive tail as a perpetual object of the chase. With a heave of her powerful hind legs, she hoisted herself over the fence and, descending on the other side like the delivery of half a ton of coal, bounded at the kitten, full of good feeling. And the kitten, after one brief, shocked stare, charged madly at the fence and scrambled up into the branches of the tree from which Hash Todhunter had done his recent chirruping.

Amy came to the foot of the tree and looked up, perplexed. She could make nothing of this. It is not given to dogs any more than to men to see themselves as others see them, and it never occurred to her for an instant that there was in her appearance anything that might be alarming to a high-strung young cat. But a dog cannot have a Bloodhound-Airedale father and a Great Dane-Labrador mother without acquiring a certain physique. The kitten, peering down through the branches, congratulated itself on a narrow escape from death and climbed higher. And at this point Kay came out into the garden.

Hullo, dog, said Kay. What are you doing here?

Amy was glad to see Kay. She was a shortsighted dog and took her for the daughter of the host of the Blue Anchor who had been wont to give her her meals. She left the tree and galloped towards her. And Kay, who had been brought up with dogs from childhood and knew the correct procedure to be observed when meeting a strange one, welcomed her becomingly. Hash, hurrying out on observing Amy leap the fence, found himself a witness of what practically amounted to a feast of reason and a flow of soul. That is to say, Amy was lying restfully on her back with her legs in the air, and Kay was thumping her chest.

I hope the dog is not annoying you, lady, said Hash in his best preux-chevalier manner.

Kay looked up and perceived the man who had chirruped at her from the tree. Having contracted to marry into San Rafael, he had ceased to be an alien and had become something in the nature of one of the family; so she smiled amiably at him, conscious the while of a passing wonder that Claires heart should have been ensnared by one who, whatever his merits, was notably deficient in conventional good looks.

Not at all, thank you, she said. Is he your dog?

She, corrected Hash. Yes, miss.

Shes a nice dog.

Yes, miss, said Hash, but with little heartiness.

I hope she wont frighten my kitten, though. Its out in the garden somewhere. I can hear it mewing.

Amy could hear the mewing too; and, still hopeful that an understanding might be reached, she at once proceeded to the tree and endeavoured to jump to the top of it. In this enterprise she fell short by some fifty feet, but she jumped high enough to send the kitten scrambling into the upper branches.

Oh! cried Kay, appreciating the situation.

Hash also appreciated the situation; and being a man of deeds rather than words, vaulted over the fence and kicked Amy in the lower ribs. Amy, her womanly feelings wounded, shot back into her own garden, where she stood looking plaintively on with her forepaws on the fence. Treatment like this was novel to her, for at the Blue Anchor she had been something of a popular pet; and it seemed to her that she had fallen among tough citizens. She expressed a not unnatural pique by throwing her head back and uttering a loud, moaning cry like an ocean liner in a fog. Hearing which, the kitten, which had been in two minds about risking a descent, climbed higher.

What shall we do? said Kay.

Shut up! bellowed Hash. Not you, miss, he hastened to add with a gallant smirk. I was speaking to the dog. He found a clod of earth and flung it peevishly at Amy, who wrinkled her forehead thoughtfully as it flew by, but made no move. Amys whole attitude now was that of one who has got a front-row seat and means to keep it. The ole thing ere, explained Hash, is that that there cat is scared to come down, bein frightened of this ere dog.

And having cleared up what might have remained a permanent mystery, he plucked a blade of grass and chewed reflectively.

I wonder, said Kay, with an ingratiating smile, if you would mind climbing up and getting her.

Hash stared at her amazedly. Her smile, which was wont to have so much effect on so many people, left him cold. It was the silliest suggestion he had ever heard in his life.

Me? he said, marvelling. You mean me?

Yes.

Climb up this ere tree and fetch that there cat?

Yes.

Lady, said Hash, do you think Im an acrobat or something?

Kay bit her lip. Then, looking over the fence, she observed Sam approaching.

Anything wrong? said Sam.

Kay regarded him with mixed feelings. She had an uneasy foreboding that it might be injudicious to put herself under an obligation to a young man so obviously belonging to the class of those who, given an inch, take an ell. On the other hand, the kitten, mewing piteously, had plainly got itself into a situation from which only skilled assistance could release it. She eyed Sam doubtfully.

Your dog has frightened my kitten up the tree, she said.

A wave of emotion poured over Sam. Only yesterday he had been correcting the proofs of a short story designed for a forthcoming issue of Pykes Home Companion — Celias Airman, by Louise G. Boffin — and he curled his lip with superior masculine scorn at what had seemed to him the naïve sentimentality of its central theme. Celia had quarrelled with her lover, a young wing commander in the air force, and they had become reconciled owing to the latter saving her canary. In a mad moment in which his critical faculties must have been completely blurred, Sam had thought the situation far-fetched; but now he offered up a silent apology to Miss Boffin, realizing that it was from the sheer, stark facts of life that she had drawn her inspiration.

You want her brought down?

Yes, I do.

Leave it to me, said Sam. Leave it absolutely to me — leave the whole thing entirely and completely to me.

Its awfully good of you.

Not at all, said Sam tenderly. There is nothing I wouldnt do for you — nothing. I was saying to myself only just now —

I shouldnt, said Hash heavily. Only go breaking your neck. What we ought to do ere is to stand under the tree and chirrup.

Sam frowned.

You appear to me, Hash, he said with some severity, to think that your mission in life is to chirrup, if you devoted half the time to work that you do to practising your chirruping, Mon Repos would be a better and a sweeter place.

He hoisted himself into the tree and began to climb rapidly. So much progress did he make that when, a few moments later, Kay called to him, he could not distinguish her words. He scrambled down again.

What did you say? he asked.

I only said take care, said Kay.

Oh! said Sam.

He resumed his climb. Hash followed him with a pessimistic eye.

A cousin of mine broke two ribs playing this sort of silly game, he said moodily. Light-haired feller named George Turner. Had a job pruning the ellums on a gentlemans place down Chigwell way. Two ribs he broke, besides a number of contusions.

He was aggrieved to find that Kay was not giving that attention to the story which its drama and human interest deserved.

Two ribs, he repeated in a louder voice. Also cuts, scratches and contusions. Ellums are treacherous things. You think the branches is all right, but lean your weight on em and they snap. Thats an ellum hes climbin now.

Oh, be quiet, said Kay nervously. She was following Sams movements as tensely as ever Celia followed her airmans. It did look horribly dangerous, what he was doing.

The proper thing we ought to have done ere was to have took a blanket and a ladder and a pole and to have held the blanket spread out and climbed the ladder and prodded at that there cat with the pole, same as they do at fires, said Hash, casting an unwarrantable slur on the humane methods of the fire brigade.

Oh, well done! cried Kay.

Sam was now operating in the topmost branches, and the kitten, not being able to retreat farther, had just come within reach of his groping hand. Having regarded him suspiciously for some moments and registered a formal protest against the proceedings by making a noise like an exploding soda-water bottle, it now allowed itself to be picked up and buttoned into his coat.

Splendid! shouted Kay.

What? bellowed Sam, peering down.

I said splendid! roared Kay.

The lady said splendid! yelled Hash, in a voice strengthened by long practice in announcing dinner in the midst of hurricanes. He turned to Kay with a mournful shake of the head, his bearing that of the man who has tried to put a brave face on the matter, but feels the uselessness of affecting further optimism. Its now thats the dangerous part, miss, he said. The coming down, what I mean. I dont say the climbing up of one of these ere ellums is safe — not what you would call safe; but its when youre coming down that the nasty accidents occur. My cousin was coming down when he broke his two ribs and got all them contusions. George Turner his name was — a light-haired feller, and he broke two ribs and had to have seven stitches sewed in him.

Oh! cried Kay.

Ah! said Hash.

He spoke with something of the smug self-satisfaction of the prophet whose predicted disasters come off as per schedule. Half-way down the tree, Sam, like Mr Turner, had found proof of the treachery of ellums. He had rested his weight on a branch which looked solid, felt solid and should have been solid, and it had snapped under him. For one breathless moment he seemed to be about to shoot down like Lucifer, then he snatched another bough and checked his fall.

This time the bough held. It was as if the elm, having played its practical joke and failed, had become discouraged. Hash, with something of the feelings of a spectator in the gallery at a melodrama who sees the big scene fall flat, watched his friend and employer reach the lowest branch and drop safely to the ground. The record of George Turner still remained a mark for other climbers to shoot at.

Kay was not a girl who wept easily, but she felt strangely close to tears. She removed the agitated kitten from Sams coat and put it on the grass, where it immediately made another spirited attempt to climb the tree. Foiled in this, it raced for the coal cellar and disappeared from the social life of San Rafael until late in the afternoon.

Your poor hands! said Kay.

Sam regarded his palms with some surprise. In the excitement of the recent passage he had been unaware of injury.

Its all right, he said. Only skinned a little.

Hash would have none of this airy indifference.

Ah, he said, and the next thing you know youll be getting dirt into em and going down with lockjaw. I had an uncle what got dirt into a cut and, and three days later we were buying our blacks for him.

Oh! gasped Kay.

Two and a half really, said Hash. Because he expired toward evening.

Ill run and get a sponge and a basin, said Kay in agitation.

Thats awfully good of you, said Sam. O woman, he felt, in our hours of ease, uncertain, coy and hard to please; when pain and anguish wring the brow, a ministering angel thou.

And he nearly said as much.

You dont want to do that, miss, said Hash. Much simpler for him to come indoors and put em under the tap.

Perhaps that would be better, agreed Kay.

Sam regarded his practical-minded subordinate with something of the injured loathing which his cooking had occasionally caused to appear on the faces of dainty feeders in the focsle of the Araminta.

This isnt your busy day, Hash, I take it? he said coldly. Pardon?

I said you seem to be taking life pretty easily. Why dont you do a little work sometimes? If you imagine youre a lily of the field, look in the glass and adjust that impression.

Hash drew himself up, wounded.

Im only stayin ere to elp and encourage, he said stiffly. Now that what I might call the peril is over, theres nothing to keep me.

Nothing, agreed Sam cordially.

Ill be going.

You know your way, said Sam. He turned to Kay. Hash is an ass, he said. Put them under the tap, indeed! These hands need careful dressing.

Perhaps they do, Kay agreed.

They most certainly do.

Shall we go in, then?

Without delay, said Sam.

There, said Kay, some ten minutes later. I think that will be all right.

The finest efforts of the most skilful surgeon could not have evoked more enthusiasm from her patient. Sam regarded his bathed and sticking-plastered hands with an admiration that was almost ecstatic.

Youve had training in this sort of thing, he said.

No.

Youve never been a nurse?

Never.

Then, said Sam, it is pure genius. It is just one of those cases of an amazing natural gift. Youve probably saved my life. Oh, yes, you have! Remember what Hash said about lockjaw.

But I thought you thought Hash was an ass.

In many ways, yes, said Sam. But on some points he has a certain rugged common sense. He —

Wont you be awfully late for the office?

For the what? Oh! Well, yes, I suppose I ought to be going there. But Ive got to have breakfast first.

Well, hurry, then. My uncle will be wondering what has become of you.

Yes. What a delightful man your uncle is!

Yes, isnt he! Good-bye.

I dont know when Ive met a man I respected more.

This will be wonderful news for him.

So kind.

Yes.

So patient with me.

I expect he needs to be.

The sort of man its a treat to work with.

If you hurry youll be able to work with him all the sooner.

Yes, said Sam; yes. Er — is there any message I can give him?

No, thanks.

Ah! Well, then look here, said Sam. Would you care to come and have lunch somewhere today?

Kay hesitated. Then her eyes fell on those sticking-plastered hands and she melted. After all, when a young man has been displaying great heroism in her service, a girl must do the decent thing.

I should like to, she said.

The Savoy Grill at 1.30?

All right. Are you going to bring my uncle along?

Sam started.

Why — er — that would be splendid, wouldnt it?

Oh, I forgot. Hes lunching with a man today at the Press Club.

Is he? said Sam. Is he really?

His affection and respect for Mr Matthew Wrenn increased to an almost overwhelming degree. He went back to Mon Repos feeling that it was the presence in the world of men like Matthew Wrenn that gave the lie to pessimism concerning the future of the human race.

Kay, meanwhile, in her role of understudy to Claire Lippett, who had just issued a bulletin to the effect that the neuralgic pains were diminishing and that she hoped to be up and about by midday, proceeded to an energetic dusting of the house. As a rule, she hated this sort of work, but today a strange feeling of gaiety stimulated her. She found herself looking forward to the lunch at the Savoy with something of the eagerness which, as a child, she had felt at the approach of a party. Reluctant to attribute this to the charms of a young man whom less than twenty-four hours ago she had heartily disliked, she decided that it must be the prospect of once more enjoying good cooking in pleasant surroundings that was causing her excitement. Until recently she had taken her midday meal at the home of Mrs Winnington-Bates, and, as with a celebrated chewing-gum, the taste lingered.

She finished her operations in the dining-room and made her way to the drawing-room. Here the photograph of herself on the mantelpiece attracted her attention. She picked it up and stood gazing at it earnestly.

A sharp double rap on the front door broke in on her reflections. It was the postman with the second delivery, and he had rapped because among his letters for San Rafael was one addressed to Kay on which the writer had omitted to place a stamp. Kay paid the twopence and took the letter back with her to the drawing-room, hoping that the interest of its contents would justify the financial outlay.

Inspecting them, she decided that they did. The letter was from Willoughby Braddock; and Mr Braddock, both writing and expressing himself rather badly, desired to know if Kay could see her way to marrying him.


18. Discussion at a Luncheon-Table
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THE LITTLE LOBBY of the Savoy grill-room that opens on to Savoy Court is a restful place for meditation; and Kay, arriving there at twenty minutes past one, was glad that she was early. She needed solitude, and regretted that in another ten minutes Sam would come in and deprive her of it. Ever since she had received his letter she had been pondering deeply on the matter of Willoughby Braddock, but had not yet succeeded in reaching a definite conclusion either in his favour or against him.

In his favour stood the fact that he had been a pleasant factor in her life as far back as she could remember. She had birds-nested with him on spring afternoons, she had played the mild card games of childhood with him on winter evenings, and — as has been stated — she had sat in trees and criticized with incisive power his habit of wearing bed socks. These things count. Marrying Willoughby would undeniably impart a sort of restful continuity to life. On the other hand — 

Hullo!

A young man, entering the lobby, had halted before her. For a moment she supposed that it was Sam, come to bid her to the feast; then, emerging from her thoughts, she looked up and perceived that blot on the body politic, Claude Winnington-Bates.

He was looking down at her with a sort of sheepish impudence, as a man will when he encounters unexpectedly a girl who in the not distant past has blacked his eye with a heavy volume of theological speculation. He was a slim young man, dressed in the height of fashion. His mouth was small and furtive, his eyes flickered with a kind of stupid slyness, and his hair, which mounted his head in a series of ridges and terraces, shone with the unguent affected by the young lads of the town. A messy spectacle.

Hullo, he said. Waiting for someone?

For a brief, wistful instant Kay wished that the years could roll back, making her young enough to be permitted to say some of the things she had said to Willoughby Braddock on that summer morning long ago when the topic of bed socks had come up between them. Being now of an age of discretion, and so debarred from that rich eloquence, she contented herself with looking through him and saying nothing.

The treatment was not effective. Claude sat down on the lounge beside her.

I say, you know, he urged, theres no need to be ratty. I mean to say —

Kay abandoned her policy of silence.

Mr Bates, she said, do you remember a boy who was at school with you named Shotter?

Sam Shotter? said Claude, delighted at her chattiness. Oh, yes, rather. I remember Sam Shotter. Rather a bad show that. I saw him the other night and he was absolutely —

Hes coming here in a minute or two. And if he finds you sitting in this lounge and I explain to him that you have been annoying me, he will probably tear you into little bits. I should go if I were you.

Claude Bates went. Indeed, the verb but feebly expresses the celerity of his movement. One moment he was lolling on the lounge; the next he had ceased to be and the lobby was absolutely free from him. Kay, looking over her shoulder into the grill-room, observed him drop into a chair and mop his forehead with a handkerchief.

She returned to her thoughts.

The advent of Claude had given them a new turn; or, rather, it had brought prominently before her mind what until then had only lurked at the back of it — the matter of Willoughby Braddocks financial status. Willoughby Braddock was a very rich man; the girl who became Mrs Willoughby Braddock would be a very rich woman. She would, that is to say, step automatically into a position in life where the prowling Claude Bateses of the world would cease to be an annoyance. And this was beyond a doubt another point in Mr Braddocks favour.

Willoughby, moreover, was rich in the right way, in the Midways fashion, with the richness that went with old grey-stone houses and old green parks and all the comfortable joy of the English country. He could give her the kind of life she had grown up in and loved. But on the other hand — 

Kay stared thoughtfully before her; and, staring, was aware of Sam hurrying through the swing door.

Im not late, am I? said Sam anxiously.

No, I dont think so.

Then come along. Golly, what a corking day!

He shepherded her solicitously into the grill-room and made for a table by the large window that looks out on to the court. A cloak-room waiter, who had padded silently upon their trail, collected his hat and stick and withdrew with the air of a leopard that has made a good kill.

Nice-looking chap, said Sam, following him with an appreciative eye.

You seem to be approving of everything and everybody this morning.

I am. This is the maddest, merriest day of all the glad New Year, and you can quote me as saying so. Now then, what is it to be?

Having finished his ordering, a task which he approached on a lavish scale, Sam leaned forward and gazed fondly at his guest.

Gosh! he said rapturously. I never thought, when I was sitting in that fishing hut staring at your photograph, that only a month or two later Id be having lunch with you at the Savoy.

Kay was a little startled. Her brief acquaintance with him had taught her that Sam was a man of what might be called direct methods, but she had never expected that he would be quite so direct as this. In his lexicon there appeared to be no such words as reticence and finesse.

What fishing hut was that? she asked, feeling rather like a fireman turning a leaky hose on a briskly burning warehouse full of explosives.

You wouldnt know it. Its the third on the left as you enter Canada.

Are you fond of fishing?

Yes. But we wont talk about that, if you dont mind. Lets stick to the photograph.

You keep talking about a photograph and I dont in the least know what you mean.

The photograph I was speaking of at dinner last night.

Oh, the one your friend found — of some girl.

It wasnt a friend; it was me. And it wasnt some girl; it was you.

Here the waiter intruded, bearing hors doeuvre. Kay lingered over her selection, but the passage of time had not the effect of diverting her host from his chosen topic. Kay began to feel that nothing short of an earthquake would do that, and probably not even an earthquake unless it completely wrecked the grill-room.

I remember the first time I saw that photograph.

I wonder which it was, said Kay casually.

It was-

So long as it wasnt the one of me sitting in a sea shell at the age of two, I dont mind.

It was —

They told me that if I was very good and sat very still, I should see a bird come out of the camera. I dont believe it ever did. And why they let me appear in a costume like that, even at the age of two, I cant imagine.

It was the one of you in a riding-habit, standing by your horse.

Oh, that one?... I think I will take eggs after all.

Eggs? What eggs?

I dont know. Oeufs à la something, werent they?

Wait! said Sam. He spoke as one groping his way through a maze. Somehow or other we seem to have got on to the subject of eggs. I dont want to talk about eggs.

Though Im not positive it was à la something. I believe it was oeufs marseillaises or some other word like that. Anyhow, just call the waiter and say eggs.

Sam called the waiter and said eggs. The waiter appeared not only to understand but to be gratified.

The first time I saw that photograph - he resumed.

I wonder why they call those eggs oeufs marseillaises, said Kay pensively. Do you think its a special sort of egg they have in Marseilles?

I couldnt say. You know, said Sam, Im not really frightfully interested in eggs.

Have you ever been in Marseilles?

Yes, I went there once with the Araminta.

Who is Araminta?

The Araminta. A tramp steamer Ive made one or two trips on.

What fun! Tell me all about your trips on the Araminta.Theres nothing to tell.

Was that where you met the man you call Hash?

Yes. He was the cook, Werent you surprised, said Sam, beginning to see his way, when you heard that he was engaged to Claire?

Yes, said Kay, regretting that she had shown interest in tramp steamers.

It just shows –

I suppose the drawback to going about on small boats like that is the food. Its difficult to get fresh vegetables, I should think — and eggs.

Life isnt all eggs, said Sam desperately.

The head waiter, a paternal man, halted at the table and inquired if everything was to the satisfaction of the lady and gentleman. The lady replied brightly that everything was perfect. The gentleman grunted.

Theyre very nice here, said Kay. They make you feel as if they were fond of you.

If they werent nice to you, said Sam vehemently, they ought to be shot. And Id like to see the fellow who wouldnt be fond of you.

Kay began to have a sense of defeat, not unlike that which comes to a scientific boxer who has held off a rushing opponent for several rounds and feels himself weakening.

The first time I saw that photograph, said Sam, was one night when I had come in tired out after a days fishing.

Talking about fish —

It was pretty dark in the hut, with only an oil lamp on the table, and I didnt notice it at first. Then, when I was having a smoke after dinner, my eye caught something tacked up on the wall. I went across to have a look, and, by Jove, I nearly dropped the lamp!

Why?

Why? Because it was such a shock.

So hideous?

So lovely, so radiant, so beautiful, so marvellous.

I see.

So heavenly, so —

Yes? Theres Claude Bates over at that table.

The effect of these words on her companion was so electrical that it seemed to Kay that she had at last discovered a theme which would take his mind off other and disconcerting topics. Sam turned a dull crimson; his eyes hardened; his jaw protruded; he struggled for speech.

The tick! The blister! The worm! The pest! The hound! The bounder! he cried. Where is he?

He twisted round in his chair, and having located the companion of his boyhood, gazed at the back of his ridged and shining head with a malevolent scowl. Then, taking up a hard and nobbly roll, he poised it lovingly.

You mustnt!

Just this one!

No!

Very well,

Sam threw down the roll with resignation. Kay looked at him in alarm.

I had no idea you disliked him so much as that!

He ought to have his neck broken.

Havent you forgiven him yet for stealing jam sandwiches at school?

It has nothing whatever to do with jam sandwiches. If you really want to know why I loathe and detest the little beast, it is because he had the nerve — the audacity — the insolence — the immortal rind to — to — er - he choked — to kiss you. Blast him! said Sam, wholly forgetting the dictates of all good etiquette books respecting the kind of language suitable in the presence of the other sex.

Kay gasped. It is embarrassing for a girl to find what she had supposed to be her most intimate private affairs suddenly become, to all appearances, public property.

How do you know that? she exclaimed.

Your uncle told me this morning.

He had no business to.

Well, he did. And what it all boils down to, said Sam, is this — will you marry me?

Will I-what?

Marry me.

For a moment Kay stared speechlessly; then, throwing her head back, she gave out a short, sharp scream of laughter which made a luncher at the next table stab himself in the cheek with an oyster fork. The luncher looked at her reproachfully. So did Sam.

You seem amused, he said coldly.

Of course Im amused, said Kay.

Her eyes were sparkling, and that little dimple on her chin which had so excited Sams admiration when seen in photographic reproduction had become a large dimple. Sam tickled her sense of humour. He appealed to her in precisely the same way as the dog Amy had appealed to her in the garden this morning.

I dont see why, said Sam. Theres nothing funny about it. Its monstrous that you should be going about at the mercy of every bounder who takes it into his head to insult you. The idea of a fellow with marcelled hair having the crust to —

He paused. He simply could not mention that awful word again.

— kiss me? said Kay. Well, you did.

That, said Sam with dignity, was different. That was — er — well, in short, different. The fact remains that you need somebody to look after you, to protect you.

And you chivalrously offer to do it? I call that awfully nice of you, but — well, dont you think its rather absurd?

I see nothing absurd in it at all.

How many times have you seen me in your life?

Thousands!

What? Oh, I was forgetting the photograph. But do photographs really count?

Yes.

Mine couldnt have counted much, if the first thing you did was to tell your friend Cordelia Blair about it and say she might use it as a story.

I didnt. I only said that at dinner to — to introduce the subject. As if I would have dreamed of talking about you to anybody! And she isnt a friend of mine.

But you kissed her.

I did not kiss her.

My uncle insists that you did. He says he heard horrible sounds of Bohemian revelry going on in the outer office and then you came in and said the lady was soothed.

Your uncle talks too much, said Sam severely.

Just what I was thinking a little while ago. But still, if he tells you my secrets, its only fair that he should tell me yours. Sam swallowed somewhat convulsively.

If you really want to know what happened, Ill tell you. I did not kiss that ghastly Blair pipsqueak. She kissed me.

What!

She kissed me, repeated Sam doggedly. I had been laying it on pretty thick about how much I admired her work, and suddenly she said Oh, you dear boy! and flung her loathsome arms round my neck. What could I do? I might have uppercut her as she bored in, but, short of that, there wasnt any way of stopping her.

A look of shocked sympathy came into Kays face.

Its monstrous, she said, that you should be going about at the mercy of every female novelist who takes it into her head to insult you. You need somebody to look after you, to protect you-

Sams dignity, never a very durable article, collapsed.

Youre quite right, he said. Well then —

Kay shook her head.

No, Im not going to volunteer. Whatever your friend Cordelia Blair may say in her stories, girls dont marry men theyve only seen twice in their lives.

This is the fourth time youve seen me.

Or even four times.

I knew a man in America who met a girl at a party one night and married her next morning.

And they were divorced the week after, I should think. No, Mr Shotter —

You may call me Sam.

I suppose I ought to after this. No, Sam, I will not marry you. Thanks ever so much for asking me, of course.

Not at all.

I dont know you well enough.

I feel as if I had known you all my life.

Do you?

I feel as if we had been destined for each other from the beginning of time.

Perhaps you were a king in Babylon and I was a Christian slave.

I shouldnt wonder. And what is more, Ill tell you something. When I was in America, before I had ever dreamed of coming over to England, a palmist told me that I was shortly about to take a long journey, at the end of which I should meet a fair girl.

You cant believe what those palmists say.

Ah, but everything else that this one told me was absolutely true.

Yes?

Yes. She said I had a rare spiritual nature and a sterling character and was beloved by all; but that people meeting me for the first time sometimes failed to appreciate me —

I certainly did.

 — because I had such hidden depths.

Oh, was that the reason?

Well, that shows you.

Did she tell you anything else?

Something about bewaring of a dark man, but nothing of importance. Still, I dont call it a bad fifty cents worth.

Did she say that you were going to marry this girl?

She did — explicitly.

Then the idea, as I understand it, is that you want me to marry you so that you wont feel you wasted your fifty cents. Is that it?

Not precisely. You are overlooking the fact that I love you. He looked at her reproachfully. Dont laugh.

Was I laughing?

You were.

Im sorry. I oughtnt to mock a strong mans love, ought I? You oughtnt to mock anybodys love. Loves a very wonderful thing. It even made Hash look almost beautiful for a moment, and thats going some.

When is it going to make you look beautiful?

Hasnt it?

Not yet.

You must be patient.

Ill try to be, and in the meantime let us face this situation.

Do you know what a girl in a Cordelia Blair story would do if she were in my place?

Something darned silly, I expect.

Not at all. She would do something very pretty and touching. She would look at the man and smile tremulously and say, Im sorry, so — so sorry. You have paid me the greatest compliment a man can pay a woman. But it cannot be. So shall we be pals — just real pals?

And he would redden and go to Africa, I suppose?

No. I should think he would just hang about and hope that some day she might change her mind. Girls often do, you know.

She smiled and put out her hand. Sam, with a cold glance at the head waiter, whom he considered to be standing much too near and looking much too paternal, took it. He did more — he squeezed it. And an elderly gentleman of Napoleonic presence, who had been lunching with a Cabinet minister in the main dining-room and was now walking through the court on his way back to his office, saw the proceedings through the large window and halted, spellbound.

For a long instant he stood there, gaping. He saw Kay smile. He saw Sam take her hand. He saw Sam smile. He saw Sam hold her hand. And then it seemed to him that he had seen enough. Abandoning his intention of walking down Fleet Street, he hailed a cab.

Theres Lord Tilbury, said Kay, looking out.

Yes? said Sam. He was not interested in Lord Tilbury.

Going back to work, I suppose. Isnt it about time you were?

Perhaps it is. You wouldnt care to come along and have a chat with your uncle?

I may look in later. Just now I want to go to that messenger-boy office in Northumberland Avenue and send off a note.

Important?

It is, rather, said Kay. Willoughby Braddock wanted me to do something and now I find that I shant be able to.


19. Lord Tilbury Engages an Ally
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ALTHOUGH LORD TILBURY had not seen much of what had passed between Kay and Sam at the luncheon-table, he had seen quite enough; and as he drove back to Tilbury House in his cab he was thinking hard and bitter thoughts of the duplicity of the modern girl. Here, he reflected, was one who, encountered at dinner on a given night, had as good as stated in set terms that she thoroughly disliked Sam Shotter. And on the very next afternoon, there she was, lunching with the same Sam Shotter, smiling at this same Sam Shotter, and allowing this same Shotter to press her hand.

It all looked very black to Lord Tilbury, and the only solution that presented itself to him was that the girls apparent dislike of Sam on the previous night had been caused by a lovers quarrel. He knew all about lovers quarrels, for his papers were full of stories, both short and in serial form, that dealt with nothing else. Oh, woman, woman! about summed up Lord Tilburys view of the affair.

He was, he perceived in an extraordinarily difficult position. As he had explained to his sister Frances on the occasion of Sams first visit to the Mammoth Publishing Company, a certain tactfulness and diplomacy in the handling of that disturbing young man were essential. He had not been able, during his visit to America, to ascertain exactly how Sam stood in the estimation of his uncle. The impression Lord Tilbury had got was that Mr Pynsent was fond of him. If, therefore, any unpleasantness should occur which might lead to a breach between Sam and the Mammoth Publishing Company, Mr Pynsent might be expected to take his nephews side, and this would be disastrous. Any steps, accordingly, which were to be taken in connection with foiling the young mans love affair must be taken subtly and with stealth.

That such steps were necessary it never occurred to Lord Tilbury for an instant to doubt. His only standard when it came to judging his fellow creatures was the money standard, and it would have seemed ridiculous for him to suppose that any charm or moral worth that Kay might possess could neutralize the fact that she had not a penny in the world. He took it for granted that Mr Pynsent would see eye to eye with him in this matter.

In these circumstances the helplessness of his position tormented him. He paced the room in an agony of spirit. The very first move in his campaign must obviously be to keep a watchful eye on Sam and note what progress this deplorable affair of his was having. But Sam was in Valley Fields and he was in London. What he required, felt Lord Tilbury, as he ploughed to and fro over the carpet, his thumbs tucked into the armholes of his waistcoat, his habit when in thought, was an ally. But what ally?

A secret-service man. But what secret-service man? A properly accredited spy, who, introduced by some means into the young mans house, could look, listen and make daily reports on his behaviour.

But what spy?

And then, suddenly, as he continued to perambulate, inspiration came to Lord Tilbury. It seemed to him that the job in hand might have been created to order for young Pilbeam.

Among the numerous publications which had their being in Tilbury House was that popular weekly, Society Spice, a paper devoted to the exploration of the shadier side of London life and edited by one whom the proprietor of the Mammoth had long looked on as the brightest and most promising of his young men — Percy Pilbeam, to wit, as enterprising a human ferret as ever wrote a Things-We-Want-to-Know-Dont-You-Know paragraph. Young Pilbeam would handle this business as it should be handled.

It was the sort of commission which he had undertaken before and carried through with complete success, reflected Lord Tilbury, recalling how only a few months back Percy Pilbeam, in order to obtain material for his paper, had gone for three weeks as valet to one of the smart set — the happy conclusion of the venture being that admirable Country-House Cesspools series which had done so much for the rural circulation of Society Spice.

His hand was on the buzzer to summon this eager young spirit, when a disturbing thought occurred to him, and instead of sending for Percy Pilbeam, he sent for Sam Shotter.

Ah, Shotter, I — ah — Do you happen to know young Pilbeam? said His Lordship.

The editor of Society Spice?

Exactly.

I know him by sight.

You know him by sight, eh? Ah? You know him, eh? Exactly. Quite so. I was only wondering. A charming young fellow. You should cultivate his acquaintance. That is all, Shotter.

Sam, with a passing suspicion that the strain of conducting a great business had been too much for his employer, returned to his work; and Lord Tilbury, walking with bent brows to the window, stood looking out, once more deep in thought.

The fact that Sam was acquainted with Pilbeam was just one of those little accidents which so often upset the brilliantly conceived plans of great generals, and it left His Lordship at something of a loss. Pilbeam was a man he could have trusted in a delicate affair like this, and now that he was ruled out, where else was an adequate agent to be found?

It was at this point in his meditations that his eyes, roving restlessly, were suddenly attracted by a sign on a window immediately opposite:



THE TILBURY DETECTIVE AGENCY, LTD

J. SHERINGHAM ADAIR, Mgr.

Large and Efficient Staff 

Such was the sign, and Lord Tilbury read and re-read it with bulging eyes. It thrilled him like a direct answer to prayer.

A moment later he had seized his hat, and without pausing to wait for the lift, was leaping down the stairs like some chamois of the Alps that bounds from crag to crag. He reached the lobby and, at a rate of speed almost dangerous in a man of his build and sedentary habits, whizzed across the street.
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Although, with the single exception of a woman who had lost her Pekingese dog, there had never yet been a client on the premises of the Tilbury Detective Agency, it was Chimp Twists practice to repair daily to his office and remain there for an hour or two every afternoon. If questioned, he would have replied that he might just as well be there as anywhere; and he felt, moreover, that it looked well for him to be seen going in and out — a theory which was supported by the fact that only a couple of days back the policeman on the beat had touched his helmet to him. To have policemen touching themselves on the helmet instead of him on the shoulder was a novel and agreeable experience to Chimp.

This afternoon he was sitting, as usual, with the solitaire pack laid out on the table before him, but his mind was not on the game. He was musing on Soapy Molloys story of his failure to persuade Sam to evacuate Mon Repos.

To an extent, this failure had complicated matters; and yet there was a bright side. To have walked in and collected the late Edward Finglasss legacy without let or hindrance would have been agreeable, but, on the other hand, it would have involved sharing with Soapy and his bride; and Chimp was by nature one of those men who, when there is money about, instinctively dislike seeing even a portion of it get away from them. It seemed to him that a man of his admitted ingenuity might very well evolve some scheme by which the Molloy family could be successfully excluded from all participation in the treasure.

It only required a little thought, felt Chimp; and he was still thinking when a confused noise without announced the arrival of Lord Tilbury.

The opening of the door was followed by a silence. Lord Tilbury was not built for speed, and the rapidity with which he had crossed the street and mounted four flights of stairs had left him in a condition where he was able only to sink into a chair and pant like a spent seal. As for Chimp, he was too deeply moved to speak. Even when lying back in a chair and saying Woof! Lord Tilbury still retained the unmistakable look of one to whom bank managers grovel, and the sudden apparition of such a man affected him like a miracle. He felt as if he had been fishing idly for minnows and landed a tarpon.

Being, however, a man of resource, he soon recovered himself. Placing a foot on a button beneath the table, he caused a sharp ringing to pervade the office.

Excuse me, he said politely, but with a busy mans curtness, as he took up the telephone. Yes? Yes? Yes, this is the Tilbury Detective Agency... Scotland Yard? Right, Ill hold the wire.

He placed a hand over the transmitter and turned to Lord Tilbury.

Always bothering me, he said.

Woof! said Lord Tilbury.

Mr Twist renewed his attention to the telephone.

Hullo!... Sir John? Good afternoon... Yes... Yes... We are doing our best, Sir John. We are always anxious to oblige headquarters... Yes... Yes... Very well, Sir John. Good-bye.

He replaced the receiver and was at Lord Tilburys disposal.

If the Yard would get rid of their antiquated system and give more scope to men of brains, he said, not bitterly but with a touch of annoyance, they would not always have to be appealing to us to help them out. Did you know that a man cannot be a detective at Scotland Yard unless he is over a certain height?

You surprise me, said Lord Tilbury, who was now feeling better.

Five-foot-nine, I believe it is. Could there be an absurder regulation?

It sounds ridiculous.

And is, said Chimp severely. I am five-foot-seven myself. Wilbraham and Donahue, the best men on my staff, are an inch and a half shorter. You cannot gauge brains by height.

No, indeed, said Lord Tilbury, who was five-feet-six. Look at Napoleon! and Nelson!

Exactly, said Chimp. Battling Nelson. A very good case in point. And Tom Sharkey was a short man too... Well, what was it you wished to consult me about, Mr — I have not your name.

Lord Tilbury hesitated.

I take it that I may rely on your complete discretion, Mr Adair?

Nothing that you tell me in this room will go any farther, said Chimp, with dignity.

I am Lord Tilbury, said His Lordship, looking like a man unveiling a statue of himself.

The proprietor of the joint across the way?

Exactly, said Lord Tilbury a little shortly.

He had expected his name to cause more emotion, and he did not like hearing the Mammoth Publishing Company described as the joint across the way.

He would have been gratified had he known that his companion experienced considerable emotion and that it was only by a strong effort that he had contrived to conceal it. He might have been less pleased if he had been aware that Chimp was confidently expecting him to reveal some disgraceful secret which would act as the foundation for future blackmail. For although, in establishing his detective agency, Chimp Twist had been animated chiefly by the desire to conceal his more important movements, he had never lost sight of the fact that there were possibilities in such an institution.

And what can I do for you, Lord Tilbury? he asked, putting his finger-tips together.

His Lordship bent closer.

I want a man watched.

Once again his companion was barely able to conceal his elation. This sounded exceptionally promising. Though only an imitation private detective, Chimp Twist had a genuine private detectives soul. He could imagine but one reason why men should want men watched.

A boy on the staff of Tilbury House.

Ah! said Chimp, more convinced than ever. Good-looking fellow, I suppose?

Lord Tilbury considered. He had never had occasion to form an opinion of Sams looks.

Yes, he said.

One of these lounge lizards, eh? One of these parlour tarantulas? I know the sort — know em well. One of these slithery young-feller-me-lads with educated feet and shiny hair. And when did the dirty work start?

I beg your pardon?

When did you first suspect this young man of alienating Lady Tilburys affections?

Lady Tilbury? I dont understand you. I am a widower.

Eh? Then whats this fellow done? said Chimp, feeling at sea again.

Lord Tilbury coughed.

I had better tell you the whole position. This boy is the nephew of a business acquaintance of mine in America, with whom I am in the process of conducting some very delicate negotiations. He, the boy, is over here at the moment, working on my staff, and I am, you will understand, practically responsible to his uncle for his behaviour. That is to say, should he do anything of which his uncle might disapprove, the blame will fall on me, and these negotiations — these very delicate negotiations — will undoubtedly be broken off. My American acquaintance is a peculiar man, you understand.

Well?

Well, I have just discovered that the boy is conducting a clandestine love affair with a girl of humble circumstances who resides in the suburbs.

A Tooting tooti-frooti, translated Chimp, nodding. I see.

A what? asked Lord Tilbury, a little blankly.

A belle of Balham — Bertha from Brixton.

She lives at Valley Fields. And this boy Shotter has taken the house next door to her. I beg your pardon?

Nothing, said Chimp in a thick voice.

I thought you spoke.

No. Chimp swallowed feverishly. Did you say Shotter?

Shotter.

Taken a house in Valley Fields?

Yes. In Burberry Road. Mon Repos is the name.

Ah! said Chimp, expelling a deep breath.

You see the position? All that can be done at present is to institute a close watch on the boy. It may be that I have allowed myself to become unduly alarmed. Possibly he does not contemplate so serious a step as marriage with this young woman. Nevertheless, I should be decidedly relieved if I felt that there was someone in his house watching his movements and making daily reports to me.

Ill take the case, said Chimp.

Good. You will put a competent man on it?

I wouldnt trust it to one of my staff, not even Wilbraham or Donahue. Ill take it on myself.

That is very good of you, Mr Adair.

A pleasure, said Chimp.

And now arises a difficult point. How do you propose to make your entry into young Shotters household?

Easy as pie. Odd-job man.

Odd-job man?

They always want odd-job men down in the suburbs. Fellows wholl do the dirty work that the help kicks at. Listen here; you tell this young man that Im a fellow that once worked for you and ask him to engage me as a personal favour. Thatll clinch it. He wont like to refuse the boss — what I mean.

True, said Lord Tilbury. True. But it will necessitate something in the nature of a change of costume, he went on, looking at the others shining tweeds.

Dont you fret about that. Ill dress the part.

And what name would you suggest taking? Not your own, of course?

Ive always called myself Twist before.

Twist? Excellent! Then suppose you come to my office in half an hours time.

Sure!

I am much obliged, Mr Adair.

Not at all, said Chimp handsomely. Not a-tall! Dont mention it. Only too pleased.

Sam, when the summons came for him to go to his employers office, was reading with no small complacency a little thing of his own in the issue of Pykes Home Companion which would be on the bookstalls next morning. It was signed Aunt Ysobel, and it gave some most admirable counsel to Worried (Upper Sydenham) who had noticed of late a growing coldness towards her on the part of her betrothed.

He had just finished reading this, marvelling, as authors will when they see their work in print, at the purity of his style and the soundness of his reasoning, when the telephone rang and he learned that Lord Tilbury desired his presence. He hastened to the holy of holies and found there not only His Lordship but a little man with a waxed moustache, to which he took an instant dislike.

Ah, Shotter, said Lord Tilbury.

There was a pause. Lord Tilbury, one hand resting on the back of his chair, the fingers of the other in the fold of his waistcoat, stood looking like a Victorian uncle being photographed. The little man fingered the waxed moustache. And Sam glanced from Lord Tilbury to the moustache inquiringly and with distaste. He had never seen a moustache he disliked more.

Ah, Shotter, said Lord Tilbury, this is a man named Twist, who was at one time in my employment.

Odd-job man, interpolated the waxed-moustached one.

As odd-job man, said Lord Tilbury.

Ah? said Sam.

He is now out of work.

Sam, looking at Mr Twist, considered that this spoke well for the rugged good sense of the employers of London.

I have nothing to offer him myself, continued Lord Tilbury, so it occurred to me that you might possibly have room for him in your new house.

Me? said Sam.

I should take it as a personal favour to myself if you would engage Twist. I naturally dislike the idea of an old and — er — faithful employee of mine being out of work.

Mr Twists foresight was justified. Put in this way, the request was one that Sam found it difficult to refuse.

Oh, well in that case –

Excellent! No doubt you will find plenty of little things for him to do about your house and garden.

He can wash the dog, said Sam, inspired. The question of the bathing of Amy was rapidly thrusting itself into the forefront of the domestic politics of Mon Repos.

Exactly! And chop wood and run errands and what not.

Theres just one thing, said Sam, who had been eyeing his new assistant with growing aversion. That moustache must come off.

What? cried Chimp, stricken to the core.

Right off at the roots, said Sam sternly. I will not have a thing like that about the place, attracting the moths.

Lord Tilbury sighed. He found this young mans eccentricities increasingly hard to bear. With that sad wistfulness which the Greeks called pathos and the Romans desiderium, he thought of the happy days, only a few weeks back, when he had been a peaceful, care free man, ignorant of Sams very existence. He had had his troubles then, no doubt; but how small and trivial they seemed now.

I suppose Twist will shave off his moustache if you wish it, he said wearily.

Chancing to catch that eminent private investigators eye, he was surprised to note its glazed and despairing expression. The man had the air of one who has received a death sentence.

Shave it? quavered Chimp, fondling the growth tenderly. Shave my moustache?

Shave it, said Sam firmly. Hew it down. Raze it to the soil and sow salt upon the foundations.

Very good, sir, said Chimp lugubriously.

That is settled then, said Lord Tilbury, relieved. So you will enter Mr Shotters employment immediately, Twist.

Chimp nodded a mournful nod.

You will find Twist thoroughly satisfactory, I am sure. He is quiet, sober, respectful and hard-working.

Ah, thats bad, said Sam.

Lord Tilbury heaved another sigh.


20. Trouble in the Syndicate 
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WHEN CHIMP TWIST left Tilbury House he turned westward along the Embankment, for he had an appointment to meet his colleagues of the syndicate at the Lyons tea-shop in Green Street, Leicester Square. The depression which had swept over him on hearing Sams dreadful edict had not lasted long. Men of Mr Twists mode of life are generally resilient. They have to be.

After all, he felt, it would be churlish of him, in the face of this almost supernatural slice of luck, to grumble at the one crumpled rose leaf. Besides, it would only take him about a couple of days to get away with the treasure of Mon Repos, and then he could go into retirement and grow his moustache again. For there is this about moustaches, as about whiskers — though of these Mr Twist, to do him justice, had never been guilty — that, like truth, though crushed to earth, they will rise. A little patience, and his moustache would rise on stepping-stones of its dead self to higher things. Yes, when the fields were white with daisies it would return. Pondering thus, Chimp Twist walked briskly to the end of the Embankment, turned up Northumberland Avenue, and reaching his destination, found Mr and Mrs Molloy waiting for him at a table in a far corner.

It was quiet in the tea-shop at this hour, and the tryst had been arranged with that fact in mind. For this was in all essentials a board meeting of the syndicate, and business men and women do not like to have their talk interrupted by noisy strangers clamorous for food. With the exception of a woman in a black silk dress with bugles who, incredible as it may seem, had ordered cocoa and sparkling limado simultaneously and was washing down a meal of Cambridge sausages and pastry with alternate draughts of both liquids, the place was empty.

Soapy and his bride. Chimp perceived, were looking grave, even gloomy; and in the process of crossing the room he forced his own face into an expression of sympathy with theirs. It would not do, he realized, to allow his joyous excitement to become manifest at what was practically a post-mortem. For the meeting had been convened to sit upon the failure of his recent scheme and he suspected the possibility of a vote of censure. He therefore sat down with a heavy seriousness befitting the occasion, and having ordered a cup of coffee, replied to his companions questioning glances with a sorrowful shake of the head.

Nothing stirring, he said.

You havent doped out another scheme? said Dolly, bending her shapely brows in a frown.

Not yet.

Then, demanded the lady heatedly, where does this sixty-five-thirty-five stuff come in? Thats what Id like to know.

Me, too, said Mr Molloy with spirit. It occurred to Chimp that a little informal discussion must have been indulged in by his colleagues of the board previous to his arrival, for their unanimity was wonderful.

You threw a lot of bull about being the brains of the concern, said Dolly accusingly, and said that, being the brains of the concern, you had ought to be paid highest. And now you blow in and admit that you havent any more ideas than a rabbit.

Not so many, said Mr Molloy, who liked rabbits and had kept them as a child.

Chimp stirred his coffee thoughtfully. He was meditating on what a difference a very brief time can make in the fortunes of man. But for that amazing incursion of Lord Tilbury, he would have been approaching this interview in an extremely less happy frame of mind. For it was plain that the temper of the shareholders was stormy.

Youre quite right, Dolly, he said humbly, quite right. Im not so good as I thought I was.

This handsome admission should have had the effect proverbially attributed to soft words, but it served only to fan the flame.

Then where do you get off with this sixty-five-thirty-five?

I dont, said Chimp. I dont, Dolly. The mans humility was touching. Thats all cold. We split fifty-fifty, thats what we do.

Soft words may fail, but figures never. Dolly uttered a cry that caused the woman in the bugles to spill her cocoa, and Mr Molloy shook as with a palsy.

Now youre talking, said Dolly.

Now, said Mr Molloy, you are talking.

Well, thats that, said Chimp. Now lets get down to it and see what we can do.

I might go to the joint and have another talk with that guy, suggested Mr Molloy.

No sense in that, said Chimp, somewhat perturbed. It did not at all suit his plans to have his old friend roaming about in the neighbourhood of Mon Repos while he was in residence.

I dont know so much, said Mr Molloy thoughtfully. I didnt seem to get going quite good that last time. The fellow had me out on the sidewalk before I could pull a real spiel. If I tried again It wouldnt be any use, said Chimp. This guy Shotter told you himself he had a special reason for staying on.

You dont think hes wise to the stuff being there? said Dolly, alarmed.

No, no, said Chimp. Nothing like that. Theres a dame next door hes kind of stuck on.

How do you know?

Chimp gulped. He felt like a man who discovers himself on the brink of a precipice.

I — I was snooping down there and I saw em, he said. What were you doing down there? asked Dolly suspiciously, lust looking around, Dolly, just looking around.

Oh!

The silence which followed was so embarrassing to a sensitive man that Chimp swallowed his coffee hastily and rose. Going? said Mr Molloy coldly.

Just remembered Ive got a date.

When do we meet again?

No sense in meeting for the next day or two.

Why not?

Well, a fellow wants time to think. Ill give you a ring.

Youll be at your office tomorrow?

Not tomorrow.

Day after?

Maybe not the day after. Im moving around some.

Where?

Oh, all round.

Doing what?

Chimps self-control gave way.

Say, whats eating you? he demanded. Where do you get this stuff of prying and poking into a mans affairs? Cant a fellow have a little privacy sometimes?

Sure! said Mr Molloy. Sure!

Sure! said Mrs Molloy. Sure!

Well, goodbye, said Chimp.

Goodbye, said Mr Molloy.

God bless you, said Mrs Molloy, with a little click of her teeth.

Chimp left the tea-shop. It was not a dignified exit, and he was aware of it with every step that he took. He was also aware of the eyes of his two colleagues boring into his retreating back. Still, what did it matter, argued Chimp Twist, even if that stiff, Soapy, and his wife had suspicions of him? They could not know. And all he needed was a clear day or two and they could suspect all they pleased. Nevertheless, he regretted that unfortunate slip.

The door had hardly closed behind him when Dolly put her suspicions into words.

Soapy!

Yes, petty?

That bird is aiming to double-cross us.

You said it!

I wondered why he switched to that fifty-fifty proposition so smooth. And when he let out that hed been snooping around down there, I knew. Hes got some little game of his own on, thats what hes got. Hes planning to try and scoop that stuff by himself and leave us flat.

The low hound! said Mr Molloy virtuously.

We got to get action, Soapy, or well be left. To think of that little Chimp doing us dirt just goes against my better nature. How would it be if you was to go down tonight and do some more porch climbing? Once you were in you could get the stuff easy. It wouldnt be a case of hunting around same as last time.

Well, sweetie, said Mr Molloy frankly, Ill tell you. Im not so strong for that burgling stuff. Its not my line and I dont like it. Its awful dark and lonesome in that joint at three o clock in the morning. All the time I was there I kep looking over my shoulder, expecting old Finks ghost to sneak up on me and breathe down the back of my neck.

Be a man, honey!

Im a man all right, petty, but Im temperamental.

Well then- said Dolly, and breaking off abruptly, plunged into thought.

Mr Molloy watched her fondly and hopefully. He had a great respect for her womans resourcefulness, and it seemed to him from the occasional gleam in her vivid eyes that something was doing.

Ive got it!

You have?

Yes, sir!

There is none like her, none, Mr Molloys glistening eye seemed to say. Give us an earful, baby, he begged emotionally.

Dolly bent closer and lowered her voice to a whisper. The woman in the bugles, torpid with much limado, was out of earshot, but a waitress was hovering not far away.

Listen! We got to wait till the guy Shotter is out of the house.

But hes got a man. You told me that yourself.

Sure hes got a man, but if youll only listen Ill tell you. We wait till this fellow Shotter is out —

How do we know hes out?

We ask at the front door, of course. Say, listen, Soapy, for the love of Pete dont keep interrupting! We go to the house. You go round to the back door.

Why?

Ill sock you one in a minute, exclaimed Dolly despairingly.

All right, sweetness. Sorry. Didnt mean to butt in. Keep talking. You have the floor.

You go round to the back door and wait, keeping your eye on the front steps where Ill be. I ring the bell and the hired man comes. I say, Is Mr Shotter at home? If he says yes, Ill go in and make some sort of spiel about something. But if hes not, Ill give you the high sign and you slip in at the back door; and then when the man comes down into the kitchen again youre waiting and you bean him one with a sandbag. Then you tie him up and come along to the front door and let me in and we go up and grab that stuff. How about it?

I bean him one? said Mr Molloy doubtfully.

Certnly you bean him one.

I couldnt do it, petty, said Mr Molloy. Ive never beaned any one in my life.

Dolly exhibited the impatience which all wives, from Lady Macbeth downward through the ages, have felt when their schemes appear in danger of being thwarted by the pusillanimity of a husband.

The words, Infirm of purpose, give me the sandbag! seemed to be trembling on her lips.

You poor cake eater! she cried with justifiable vigour. You talk as if it needed a college education to lean a stuffed eelskin on a guys head. Of course you can do it. Youre behind the kitchen door, see? — and he comes in, see? — and you simly bust him one, see? A feller with one arm and no legs could do it. And say, if you want something to brace you up, think of all that money lying in the cistern, just waiting for us to come and dip for it!

Ah! said Mr Molloy, brightening.


21. Aunt Ysobel Points the Way

1
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CLAIRE LIPPETT SAT in the kitchen of San Rafael, reading Pykes Home Companion. It was Mr Wrenns kindly custom to bring back a copy for her each week on the day of publication, thus saving her an outlay of twopence. She was alone in the house, for Kay was up in London doing some shopping, and Mr Wrenn, having come in and handed over the current number, had gone off for a game of chess with his friend, Cornelius.

She was not expecting to be alone long. Muffins lay on the table, all ready to be toasted; a cake which she had made herself stood beside them; and there was also a new tin of anchovy paste — all of which dainties were designed for the delectation of Hash Todhunter, her fiancé, who would shortly be coming to tea.

As a rule, Pykes Home Companion absorbed Claires undivided attention, for she was one of its most devoted supporters; but this evening she found her mind wandering, for there was that upon it which not even Cordelia Blairs Hearts Aflame could conjure away.

Claire was worried.

On the previous day a cloud had fallen on her life, not exactly blotting out the sunshine, but seeming to threaten some such eclipse in the near future. She had taken Hash to John Street for a formal presentation to her mother, and it was on the way home that she had first observed the approach of the cloud.

Hashs manner had seemed to her peculiar. A girl who has just become romantically betrothed to a man does not expect that man, when they are sitting close together on the top of an omnibus, to talk moodily of the unwisdom of hasty marriages.

It pains and surprises her when he mentions friends of his who, plunging hot-headedly into matrimony, spent years of subsequent regret. And when, staring woodenly before him, he bids her look at Samson, Doctor Crippen and other celebrities who were not fortunate in their domestic lives, she feels a certain alarm.

And such had been the trend of Hash Todhunters conversation, coming home from John Street. Claire, recalling the more outstanding of his dicta, felt puzzled and unhappy, and not even the fact that Cordelia Blair had got her hero into a ruined mill with villains lurking on the ground floor and dynamite stored in the basement could enchain her interest. She turned the page listlessly and found herself confronted by Aunt Ysobels Chats With My Girls.

In spite of herself, Claires spirits rose a little. She never failed to read every word that Aunt Ysobel wrote, for she considered that lady a complete guide to all mundane difficulties. Nor was this an unduly flattering opinion, for Aunt Ysobel was indeed like some wise pilot, gently steering the storm-tossed barks of her fellow men and women through the shoals and sunken rocks of the ocean of life. If you wanted to know whether to blow on your tea or allow it to cool of itself in Gods good time, Aunt Ysobel would tell you. If, approaching her on a deeper subject, you desired to ascertain the true significance of the dark young mans offer of flowers, she could tell you that too — even attributing to each individual bloom a hidden and; esoteric meaning which it would have been astonished to find that it possessed.

Should a lady shake hands or bow on parting with a gentleman whom she has met only once? Could a gentleman present a lady with a pound of chocolates without committing himself to anything unduly definite? Must mothers always come along? Did you say Miss Jones — Mr Smith or Mr Smith — Miss Jones, when introducing friends? And arising from this question did Mr Smith on such an occasion say, Pleased to meet you or Happy, Im sure?

Aunt Ysobel was right there every time with the correct answer. And everything she wrote had a universal message.

It was so today. Scarcely had Claire begun to read, when her eye was caught by a paragraph headed Worried (Upper Sydenham).

Cool said Claire.

The passage ran as follows:

WORRIED (Upper Sydenham). You tell me, dear, that the man to whom you are betrothed seems to you to be growing cold, and you ask me what you had better do. Well, dear, there is only one thing you can do, and I give this advice to all my girl friends who come to me with this trouble. You must test this man. You see, he may not really be growing cold; he may merely have some private business worry on his mind which causes him to seem distrait. If you test him you will soon learn the truth. What I suggest may seem to you at first a wee bit unladylike, but try it all the same. Pretend to show a liking for some other gentleman friend of yours. Even flirt with him a teeny-weeny bit.

You will soon discover then if this young man really cares for you still. If he does he will exhibit agitation. He may even go to the length of becoming violent. In the olden days, you know, knights used to joust for the love of their lady. Try Herbert or George, or whatever his name is, out for a week, and see if you can work him up to the jousting stage.

Claire laid down the paper with trembling hands. The thing might have been written for her personal benefit. There was no getting away from Aunt Ysobel. She touched the spot every time.

Of course, there were difficulties. It was all very well for Aunt Ysobel to recommend flirting with some other male member of your circle, but suppose your circle was so restricted that there was no available victim. From the standpoint of dashing male society, Burberry Road was at the moment passing through rather a lean time. The postman was an elderly man who, if he stopped to exchange a word, talked only of his son in Canada. The bakers representative, on the other hand, was a mere boy, and so was the butchers. Besides, she might smile upon these by the hour and Hash would never see her. It was all very complex and she was still pondering upon the problem when a whistle from without announced the arrival of her guest.

The chill of yesterday still hung over Mr Todhunters demeanour. He was not precisely cold, but he was most certainly not warm. He managed somehow to achieve a kind of intermediate temperature. He was rather like a broiled fish that has been lying too long on a plate.

He kissed Claire. That is to say, technically the thing was a kiss. But it was not the kiss of other days.

Whats up? asked Claire, hurt.

Nothings up.

Yes, there is something up.

No, there aint anything up.

Yes, there is.

No, there aint.

Well, then, said Claire, whats up?

These intellectual exchanges seemed to have the effect of cementing Mr Todhunters gloom. He relapsed into a dark silence, and Claire, her chin dangerously elevated, prepared tea.

Tea did not thaw the guest. He ate a muffin, sampled the cake and drank deeply, but he still remained that strange, moody figure who rather reminded Claire of the old earl in Hearts Aflame. But then the old earl had had good reason for looking like a man who has drained the wine of life and is now unwillingly facing the lees, because he had driven his only daughter from his door, and, though mistaken in this view, supposed that she had died of consumption in Australia. (It was really another girl.) But why Hash should look like one who has drained the four-ale of life and found a dead mouse at the bottom of the pewter, Claire did not know, and she quivered with a sense of injury.

However, she was a hostess. (A hostess, dears, must never, never permit her private feelings to get the better of her — Aunt Ysobel.)

Would you like a nice fresh lettuce? she asked. It might be, she felt, that this would just make the difference.

Ah! said Hash. He had a weakness for lettuces.

Ill go down the garden and cut you one.

He did not offer to accompany her, and that in itself was significant. It was with a heart bowed down that Claire took her knife and made her way along the gravel path. So preoccupied was she that she did not cast even a glance over the fence till she was aware suddenly of a strange moaning sound proceeding from the domain of Mon Repos. This excited her curiosity. She stopped, listened, and finally looked.

The garden of Mon Repos presented an animated spectacle. Sam was watering a flower-bed, and not far away the dog Amy, knee-deep in a tub, was being bathed by a small, clean-shaven man who was a stranger to Claire.

Both of them seemed to be having a rough passage. Amy, as is the habit of her species on these occasions, was conveying the impression of being at deaths door and far from resigned. Her mournful eyes stared hopelessly at the sky, her brow was wrinkled with a perplexed sorrow, and at intervals she uttered a stricken wail. On these occasions she in addition shook herself petulantly, and Chimp Twist — for, as Miss Blair would have said, it was he — was always well within range.

Claire stopped, transfixed. She had had no notion that the staff of Mon Repos had been augmented, and it seemed to her that Chimp had been sent from heaven. Here, right on the spot, in daily association with Hash, was the desired male. She smiled dazzlingly upon Chimp.

Hullo, she said.

Hullo, said Chimp.

He spoke moodily, for he was feeling moody. There might be golden rewards at the end of this venture of his, but he perceived already that they would have to be earned. Last night Hash Todhunter had won six shillings from him at stud poker, and Chimp was a thrifty man. Moreover, Hash slept in the top back room, and when not in it, locked the door.

This latter fact may seem to offer little material for gloom on Chimps part, but it was, indeed, the root of all his troubles. In informing Mr and Mrs Molloy that the plunder of the late Edward Finglass was hidden in the cistern of Mon Repos, Chimp Twist had been guilty of subterfuge — pardonable, perhaps, for your man of affairs must take these little business precautions, but nevertheless subterfuge. In the letter which, after carefully memorizing, he had just as carefully destroyed, Mr Finglass had revealed that the proceeds of his flutter with the New Asiatic Bank might be found not in the cistern but rather by anyone who procured a chisel and raised the third board from the window in the top back room. Chimp had not foreseen that this top back room would be occupied by a short-tempered cook who, should he discover people prising up his floor with chisels, would scarcely fail to make himself unpleasant. That was why Mr Twist spoke moodily to Claire, and who shall blame him?

Claire was discouraged. She had cast Chimp for the role of stalking horse and he was going to be it.

Is the doggie having his bath? she asked archly.

I think theyre splitting it about fifty-fifty, said Sam, adding himself to the conversation.

Claire perceived that this was, indeed, so.

Oh, you are wet, she cried. Youll catch cold. Would you like a nice cup of hot tea?

Something approaching gratitude appeared in Chimps mournful face.

Thank you, miss, he said. I would.

Were spoiling you, said Sam.

He sauntered down the garden, plying his hose, and Claire hurried back to her kitchen.

Wheres my nice lettuce? demanded Hash.

Havent got it yet. Ive come in to get a cup of hot tea and a slice of cake for that young man next door. Hes got so wet washing that big dog.

It was some little time before she returned.

Ive been having a talk with that young man, she said. He liked his tea very much.

Did he? said Hash shortly. Ho, did he? Wheres my lettuce?

Claire uttered an exclamation.

There! If I havent gone and forgotten it!

Hash rose, a set look on his face.

Never mind, he said. Never mind.

You arent going?

Yes, I am.

What, already?

Yes, already.

Well, if you must, said Claire. I like Mr Twist, she went on pensively. Hes what I call a perfect gentleman.

Hes what I call a perisher, said Hash sourly.

Nice way hes got of speaking. His Christian names Alexander. Do you call him that or Aleck?

If you care to ear what I call him, replied Hash with frigid politeness, you can come and listen at our kitchen door.

Why, you surely arent jealous! cried Claire, wide-eyed. Who, me? said Hash bitterly.

It was some few minutes later that Sam, watering his garden like a good householder, heard sounds of tumult from within. Turning off his hose, he hastened towards the house and reached it in time to observe the back door open with some violence and his new odd-job man emerge at a high rate of speed. A crockery implement of the kind used in kitchens followed the odd-job man, bursting like a shell against the brick wall which bounded the estate of Mon Repos. The odd-job man himself, heading for the street, disappeared, and Sam, going into the kitchen, found Mr Todhunter fuming.

Little tiff? inquired Sam.

Hash gave vent to a few sailorly oaths.

Hes been flirting with my girl and Ive been telling him off. Sam clicked his tongue.

Boys will be boys, he said. But Hash, didnt I gather from certain words you let fall when you came home last night that your ardour was beginning to wane a trifle?

Ur?

I say, from the way you spoke last night about the folly of hasty marriages, I imagined that you had begun to experience certain regrets. In other words, you gave me the impression of a man who would be glad to be free from sentimental entanglements. Yet here you are positively — yes, by Jove, positively jousting!

What say?

I was quoting from a little thing I dashed off up at the office recently. Have you changed your mind about hasty marriages, then?

Hash frowned perplexedly at the stove. He was not a man who found it easy to put his thoughts into words.

Well, its like this: I saw her mother yesterday.

Ah! That is a treat I have not had.

Do you think girls get like their mothers, Sam?

Sometimes.

Hash shivered.

Well, the ole thing is, when Im away from the girl I get to thinking about her.

Very properly, said Sam. Absence, it has been well said, makes the heart grow fonder.

Thinking of her mother, I mean.

Oh, of her mother?

And then I wish I was well out of it all, you understand. But then again, when Im settin with er with my arm round er little waist —

You are still speaking of the mother?

No, the girl.

Oh, the girl?

And when Im lookin at her and shes lookin at me, its different. Its — well, its what I may call different. Shes got a way of tossing her chin up, Sam, and waggling of er air –

Sam nodded.

I know, he said, I know. They have, havent they? Confirmed hair wagglers, all of them. Well, Hash, if you will listen to the advice of an old lady with girl friends in every part of England — and Scotland, too, for that matter; you will find a communication from Bonnie Lassie (Glasgow) in this very issue — I would say: Risk the mother. And meanwhile, Hash, refrain, if possible, from slaying our odd-job man. He may not be much to look at, but he is uncommonly useful. Never forget that in a few days we may want Amy washed again.

He bestowed an encouraging nod upon his companion and went out into the garden. He was just picking up his hose when a scuffling sound from the other side of the fence attracted his attention. It was followed by a sharp exclamation and he recognized Kays voice.

It was growing dark now, but it was not too dark for Sam to see, if only sketchily, what was in progress in the garden of San Rafael. Shrouded though the whole scene was in an evening mist, he perceived a male figure. He also perceived the figure of Kay. The male figure appeared either to be giving Kay a lesson in jiu-jitsu or else embracing her against her will. From the sound of her voice, he put the latter construction on the affair, and it seemed to him that, in the inspired words of the typewriter, now was the time for all good men to come to the aid of the party.

Sam was a man of action. Several policies were open to him. He could ignore the affair altogether; he could shout reproof at the aggressor from a distance; he could climb the fence and run to the rescue. None of these operations appealed to him. It was his rule in life to act swiftly and to think, if at all, later. In his simple, direct fashion, therefore, he lifted the hose and sent a stream of water shooting at the now closely entangled pair.
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The treatment was instantaneously effective. The male member of the combination, receiving several gallons of the Valley Fields Water Companys best stuff on the side of the head and then distributed at random over his person, seemed to understand with a lightning quickness that something in the nature of reinforcements had arrived. Hastily picking up his hat, which had fallen off, he stood not upon the order of his going, but ran. The darkness closed upon them, and Sam, with a certain smug complacency inevitable in your knight-errant who has borne himself notably well in a difficult situation, turned off the hose and stood waiting while Kay crossed the lawn.

Who was our guest? he asked.

Kay seemed a little shaken. She was breathing quickly.

It was Claude Bates, she said, and her voice quivered.

So did Sams.

Claude Bates! he cried distractedly. If I had known that, I would have chased him all the way back to London, kicking him violently.

I wish you had.

How on earth did that fellow come to be here?

I met him outside Victoria Station. I suppose he got into the train and followed me.

The hound!

I suddenly found him out here in the garden.

The blister!

Do you think somebody will kill him some day? asked Kay wistfully.

I shall have a very poor opinion of the public spirit of the modern Englishman, Sam assured her, if that loathsome leprous growth is permitted to infest London for long. But in the meantime, he said, lowering his voice tenderly, doesnt it occur to you that this thing has been sent for a purpose? Surely it is intended as a proof of the truth of what I was saying at lunch, that you need —

Yes, said Kay; but well talk about that some other time, if you dont mind. I suppose you know youve soaked me to the skin.

You? said Sam incredulously.

Yes, me.

You dont mean Bates?

No, I dont mean Bates. Feel my arm if you dont believe me.

Sam extended a reverent hand.

What an extraordinarily beautiful arm you have, he said. An extraordinarily wet arm.

Yes, you are wet, Sam acknowledged. Well, all I can say is that I am extremely sorry. I acted for the best; impulsively, let us say — mistakenly it may be — but still with the best intentions.

I should hate to be anywhere near when you are doing your worst. Well, things like this, I suppose, must be—

 — after a famous victory. Exactly!

I must run in and change.

Wait! said Sam. We must get this thing straight. You will admit now, I imagine, that you need a strong mans protection?

I dont admit anything of the kind.

You dont?

No.

But surely, with Claude Bateses surging around you on every side, dogging your footsteps, forcing their way into your very garden, you must acknowledge —

I shall catch cold.

Of course! What am I thinking of? You must run in at once.

Yes.

But wait! said Sam. I want to get to the bottom of this. What makes you think that you and I were not designed for each other from the beginning of time? I have been thinking very deeply about the whole thing, and it beats me why you cant see it. To start with, we are so much alike, we have the same tastes —

Have we?

Most certainly. To take a single instance, we both dislike Claude Bates. Then there is your love, which I share, for a life in the country. The birds, the breeze, the trees, the bees — you love them and so do I. It is my one ambition to amass enough money to enable me to buy a farm and settle down. You would like that.

You seem to know a lot about me.

I have my information from your uncle.

Dont you and uncle ever do any work at the office? You seem to spend your whole time talking.

In the process of getting together a paper like Pykes Home Companion, there comes times when a little rest, a little folding of the hands, is essential. Otherwise the machine would break down. On these occasions we chat, and when we chat we naturally talk about you.

Why?

Because there is no other subject in which I am in the least interested. Well, then, returning to what I was saying, we are so much alike —

They say that people should marry their opposites.

Pykes Home Companion has exploded that view. Replying to Anxious (Wigan) in this very issue, Aunt Ysobel says just the contrary.

Ive often wondered who Aunt Ysobel was.

It would be foreign to the policy of Pykes Home Companion to reveal office secrets. You may take it from me that Aunt Ysobel is the goods. She knows. You might say she knows everything.

I wonder if she knows Im getting pneumonia.

Good heavens! I was forgetting. I mustnt keep you standing here for another instant.

No. Good-bye.

Wait! said Sam. While we are on the subject of Aunt Ysobel, I wonder if you have seen her ruling this week in the case of Romeo (Middlesbrough)?

I havent read this weeks number.

Ah! Well, the gist of what she says — I quote from memory — is that there is nothing wrong in a young man taking a girl to the theatre, provided that it is a matinee performance. On the contrary, the girl will consider it a pretty and delicate attention. Now tomorrow will be Saturday, and I have in my possession two seats for the Winter Garden. Will you come?

Does Aunt Ysobel say what the significance is if the girl accepts?

It implies that she is beginning to return — slightly, it may be, but still perceptibly — the gentlemans esteem.

I see. Rather serious. I must think this over.

Certainly. And now, if I may suggest it, you really ought to be going in and changing your dress. You are very wet.

So I am. You seem to know everything — like Aunt Ysobel.

There is a resemblance, perhaps, said Sam.

Hash Todhunter met Sam as he re-entered Mon Repos. Oh, there you are, said Hash. There was some people calling, wanting to see you, a minute ago.

Really? Who?

Well, it was a young female party that come to the door, but I thought I saw a kind of thickset feller hanging about down on the drive.

My old friends, Thomas G. and Miss Gunn, no doubt. A persistent couple. Did they leave any message?

No. She asked if you was in, and when I told her you was around somewhere she said it didnt matter.
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That night. The apartments of Lord Tilbury.

Yes? Yes? This is Lord Tilbury speaking... Ah, is that you, Twist? Have you anything to report?

The young womans cook has just been round with a message. The young woman is going with Mr Shotter to the theatre tomorrow afternoon.

Cor! said Lord Tilbury.

He replaced the receiver. He remained for a moment in the deepest thought. Then, swiftly reaching a decision, he went to the desk and took out a cable form.

The wording of the cable gave him some little trouble. The first version was so condensed that he could not understand it himself. He destroyed the form and decided that this was no time for that economy which is instinctive even to the richest men when writing cables. Taking another form and recklessly dashing the expense, he informed Mr Pynsent that, in spite of the writers almost fatherly care, his nephew Samuel had most unfortunately sneaked off surreptitiously and become entangled with a young woman residing in the suburbs. He desired Mr Pynsent to instruct him in this matter.

The composition satisfied him. It was a good piece of work. He rang for an underling and sent him with it to the cable office.


22. Stormy Times at Mon Repos
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THERE ARE FEW pleasanter things in life than to sit under ones own roof-tree and smoke that first pipe of the morning which so sets the seal on the charms of breakfast. Sam, as he watched Hash clearing away the remains of as goodly a dish of bacon and eggs and as fragrant a pot of coffee as ever man had consumed, felt an uplifted thrill of well-being. It was Saturday morning, and a darned good Saturday morning at that — mild enough to permit of an open window, yet crisp enough to justify a glowing fire.

Hash, said Sam, have you ever felt an almost overwhelming desire to break into song?

No, said Hash, after consideration.

You have never found yourself irresistibly compelled to render some old Provençal chansonnette breathing of love and youth and romance?

No, I aint.

Perhaps its as well. You wouldnt be good at it, and one must consider the neighbours. But I may tell you that I am feeling the urge today. Whats that thing of Brownings that youre always quoting? Ah, yes!

The mornings at seven; The hillsides dew-pearled.

Gods in His Heaven; Alls right with the world.

That is how I feel.

Howd you like this bacon? inquired Hash, picking up a derelict slice and holding it against the light as if it were some rare objet dart.

Sam perceived that his audience was not attuned to the lyrical note.

I am too spiritual to be much of a judge of these things, he said; but as far as I could gather, it seemed all right.

Hapenny a pound cheaper than the last, said Hash with sober triumph.

Indeed? Well, as I was saying, life seems decidedly tolerable today. I am taking Miss Derrick to the theatre this afternoon, so I shall not be back until latish Before I go, therefore, I have something to say to you, Hash. I noticed a disposition on your part yesterday to try to disintegrate our odd-job man. This must not be allowed to grow upon you. When I return this evening I shall expect to find him all in one piece.

Thats all right, Sam, replied Mr Todhunter cordially. All that appened there was that I let myself get what I might call rather asty. I been thinking it over, and Ive got nothing against the feller.

This was true. Sleep, which knits up the ravelled sleeve of care, had done much to soothe the troubled spirit of Hash Todhunter. The healing effect of a nights slumber had been to convince him that he had wronged Claire. He proceeded to get Sams expert views on this.

Suppose it was this way, Sam: Suppose a fellers young lady went and give another feller a cup of hot tea and cut him a slice of cake. That wouldnt ave to mean that she was flirting with im, would it?

Not at all, said Sam warmly. Far from it. I would call it evidence of the kind heart rather than the frivolous mind.

Ah!

I may be dangerously modern, said Sam, but my view — and I give it fearlessly — is that a girl may cut many a slice of cake and still remain a good, sweet, womanly woman.

You see, argued Hash, he was wet.

Who was wet?

This feller Twist. Along of washing the dog. And Clara, she took and give him a nice cup of hot tea and a slice of cake. Upset me at the time, Ill own, but I see where maybe I done er an injustice.

You certainly did, Hash. That girl is always doing that sort of thing out of pure nobility of nature. Why, the first morning I was here she gave me a complete breakfast — eggs, bacon, toast, coffee, marmalade and everything.

No; did she?

You bet she did. Shes a jewel, and youre lucky to get her.

Ah! said Hash with fervour.

He gathered up the tray alertly and bore it downstairs to the kitchen, where Chimp Twist eyed him warily. Although on his return to the house on the previous night Chimp had suffered no injury at Hashs hands, he attributed this solely to the intervention of Sam, who had insisted on a formal reconciliation; and he had just heard the front door bang behind Sam. A nervous man who shrank from personal violence, particularly when it promised to be so one-sided as in his present society, Chimp felt apprehensive. He was reassured by the geniality of his companions manner.

Nice day, said Hash.

Lovely, said Chimp, relieved.

As that dog ad er breakfast?

She was eating a shoe when I saw her last.

Ah, well, maybe thatll do her till dinner-time. Nice dog.

Yes, yes.

Nice weather.

Yes, yes.

If the rain olds off itll be a regular nice day.

It certainly will.

And if it rains, continued Hash, sunnily optimistic, I see by the paper that the farmers need it.

It was a scene which would have rejoiced the heart of Henry Ford or any other confirmed peacemaker; and Chimp, swift, in his canny fashion, to take advantage of his companions miraculous cordiality, put a tentative question:

Sleep well last night?

Like a top.

So did I. Say, said Chimp enthusiastically, thats a swell bed Ive got.

Ah?

Yes, sir, thats one swell bed. And a dandy room too. And I been thinking it over, and it dont seem right that I should have that dandy room and that swell bed, seeing that I came here after you. So what say we exchange?

Change rooms?

Yes, sir; you have my swell big front room and I have your poky little back room.

The one fault which undoes diplomatists more than any other is the temptation to be too elaborate. If it had been merely a case of exchanging rooms, as two medieval monarchs, celebrating a truce, might have exchanged chargers and suits of armour, Hash would probably have consented. He would have thought it silly, but he would have done it by way of a gesture indicating his opinion of the worlds excellence this morning and of his desire to show Mr Twist that he had forgiven him and wished him well. But the way the other put it made it impossible for any man feeling as generous and amiable as he did to become a party to a scheme for turning this charming fellow out of a swell front room and putting him in a poky back one.

Couldnt do it, he said.

I certnly wish you would.

No, said Hash. No; couldnt do it.

Chimp sighed and returned to his solitaire. Hash, full of the milk of human kindness, went out into the garden. It had occurred to him that at about this time of day Claire generally took a breather in the open after the rough work of making the beds. She was strolling up and down the gravel path.

Hullo, she said.

Hullo, said Hash. Nice day.

A considerable proportion of the pathos of life comes from the misunderstandings that arise between male and female through the inability of a man with an untrained voice to convey the emotions underlying his words. Hash supposed that he had spoken in a way that would show Claire that he considered her an angel of light and a credit to her sex. If he was slightly more formal than usual, that was because he was feeling embarrassed at the thought of the injustice he had done her at their last meeting.

Claire, however, noting the formality — for it was customary with him to couch his mornings greeting in some such phrase as Hullo, ugly! or What cheer, face! — attributed it to that growing coldness of which she had recently become aware. Her heart sank. She became provocative.

Hows Mr Twist this morning?

Oh, hes fine.

Not been quarrelling with him, have you?

Who, me? cried Hash, shocked. Why, him and me is the best of friends!

Oh?

We just been having a chat.

About me?

No; about the weather and the dog and how well we slept last night.

Claire scraped at the gravel with the toe of her shoe.

Oh! Well, Ive got to go and wash my dishes, she said. Goo mornin.

2

Hash Todhunter was not a swift-thinking man. Nor was he one of those practical amateurs of the sex who can read volumes in a womans glance and see in a flash exactly what she means when she scrapes arabesques on a gravel path with the toe of her shoe. For some three hours and more, therefore, he remained in a state of perfect content. And then suddenly, while smoking a placid after-lunch pipe, his mood changed and there began to seep into the hinterlands of his mind the idea that in Claires manner at their recent meeting there had been something peculiar.

He brooded over this, and as the lunch which he had cooked and eaten fought what was for the moment a winning battle with his organs of digestion, there crept over him a sombre alarm. Slowly, but with a persistence not to be denied, the jealousy of which sleep had cured him began to return. He blew out a cloud of tobacco smoke and through it stared bleakly at Chimp Twist, who was in a reverie on the other side of the kitchen table.

It came to him, not for the first time, that he did not like Chimps looks. Handsome not even his mother could have called Chimp Twist; and yet there was about him a certain something calculated to inspire uneasiness in an engaged man. He had that expression in his eyes which home wreckers wear in the movies. A human snake, if ever there was one, felt Hash, as his interior mechanism strove vainly to overcome that which he had thrust upon it.

Nor did his recollection of Claires conversation bring any reassurance. So brief had it been that he could remember everything she had said. And it had all been about that black-hearted little object across the table.

Hows Mr Twist this morning? A significant question. Not been quarrelling with him, have you? A fishy remark. And then he had said that they had been having a chat, and she had asked, About me?

So moved was Hash by the recollection of this that he took the pipe out of his mouth and addressed his companion with an abruptness that was almost violent: Hey!

Chimp looked up with a start. He had been pondering whether it might not possibly come within the scope of an odd-job mans duties to put a ladder against the back of the house and climb up it and slap a coat of paint on the window-frame of the top back room. Then when Hash was cooking dinner — 

Hullo? he said, blinking. He was surprised to see that the other, who had been geniality itself during lunch, was regarding him with a cold and suspicious hostility.

Want to ask you something, said Hash.

Spill it, said Chimp, and smiled nervously.

It was an unfortunate thing for him to have done, for he did not look his best when smiling. It seemed to Hash that his smile was furtive and cunning.

Want to know, said Hash, if there are any larks on?

Eh?

You and my young lady next door — theres nothing what you might call between you, is there?

Course not! cried Chimp in agitation.

Well, said Hash weightily, there better hadnt be. See?

He rose, feeling a little better, and, his suspicions being momentarily quietened, he proceeded to the garden, where he chirruped for a while over the fence.

This producing no response, he climbed the fence and peeped in the kitchen window of San Rafael. The kitchen was empty.

Gone for a walk, diagnosed Hash, and felt a sense of injury. If Claire wanted to go for a walk, why hadnt she asked him to come too? He did not like it. It seemed to him that love must have grown cold. He returned to Mon Repos and embarrassed the sensitive Mr Twist by staring at him for twenty minutes almost without a blink.

Claire had not gone for a walk. She had taken the 12.10 train to Victoria and had proceeded thence to Mr Braddocks house in John Street. It was her intention to put the facts before her mother and from that experienced woman to seek advice in this momentous crisis of her life. Her faith in Aunt Ysobel had not weakened, but there is never any harm done by getting the opinion of a second specialist. For Claires uneasiness had been growing ever since that talk with Hash across the fence that morning. His manner had seemed to her peculiar. Nor did her recollection of his conversation bring any reassurance.

Hows Mr Twist this morning? she had asked. And instead of looking like one about to joust, he had replied heartily: Oh, hes fine. A disturbing remark.

And then he had gone on to say that he and Chimp were the best of friends. It was with tight lips and hard eyes that Claire, replying absently to the paternal badinage of Sleddon, the butler, made her way into her mothers presence. Mrs Lippett, consulted, proved uncompromisingly pro-Aunt Ysobel.

Thats what I call a sensible woman, Clara.

Claire, corrected her daughter mechanically.

She knows.

Thats what I think.

Ah, shes suffered, that woman has, said Mrs Lippett. You can see that. Stands to reason she couldnt know so much about life if she hadnt suffered.

Then youd go on testing him? said Claire anxiously.

Test him more and more, said Mrs Lippett. Theres no other way. Youve got to remember, dearie, that your Clarence is a sailor, and sailors has to be handled firm. They say sailors dont care. I say they must be made to care. Thats what I say.

Claire made the return journey on an omnibus.

For purposes of thought there is nothing like a ride on the top of an omnibus. By four oclock, when the vehicle put her down at the corner of Burberry Road, her resolution was as chilled steel and she had got her next move all planned out. She went into the kitchen for a few moments, and coming out into the garden, perceived Hash roaming the lawn of Mon Repos.

Hi! she called, and into her voice managed to project a note of care-free liveliness.

Where you been? inquired Hash.

I been up seeing mother... Is Mr Twist indoors?

What do you want with Mr Twist?

Just wanted to give him this — something I promised him.

This was an envelope, lilac in colour and scent, and Hash, taking it and gazing upon it as he might have gazed upon an adder nestling in his palm, made a disturbing discovery.

Theres something inside this.

Of course there is. If there wasnt, what ud I be giving it him for?

Hashs fingers kneaded the envelope restlessly, What you writing to him about?

Never mind.

Theres something else inside this ere envelope besides a letter. Theres something that sort of crinkles when you squeeze it.

Just a little present I promised to give him.

A monstrous suspicion flamed in Hash Todhunters mind. It seemed inconceivable, and yet — he tore open the envelope and found his suspicion fulfilled. Between his fingers there dangled a lock of tow-coloured hair.

When youve finished opening other peoples letters - said Claire.

She looked at him, hopefully at first, and then with a growing despair. For Hashs face was wooden and expressionless.

Im glad, said Hash huskily at length. I been worried, but now Im not worried. I been worried because I been worrying about you and me not being suited to one another and aving acted asty; but now Im not worried, because I see theres another feller youre fond of, so the worry about what was to be done and everything dont worry me no more. Hes in the kitchen, said Hash in a gentle rumble. Ill give him this and explain ow it come to be opened in error.

Nothing could have exceeded the dignity of his manner, but there are moments when women chafe at masculine dignity.

Arent you going to knock his head off? demanded Claire distractedly.

Me? said Hash, looking as nearly as he could like the picture of Saint Sebastian in the Louvre. Me? Why should I knock the pore fellers ead off? Im glad. Because I been worried, and now Im not worried — see what I mean?

Before Claires horrified eyes and through a world that rocked and danced, he strode towards the kitchen of Mon Repos, bearing the envelope daintily between finger and thumb. He seemed calm and at peace. He looked as if he might be humming.

Inside the kitchen, however, his manner changed. Chimp Twist, glancing up from his solitaire, observed in the doorway, staring down at him, a face that seemed to his excited imagination to have been equipped with searchlights instead of eyes. Beneath these searchlights was a mouth that appeared to be gnashing its teeth. And from this mouth, in a brief interval of gnashing, proceeded dreadful words.

The first that can be printed were the words: Put em up! Mr Twist, rising, slid like an eel to the other side of the table. Whats the matter? he demanded in considerable agitation. Ill show you whats the matter, said Hash, after another verbal interlude which no compositor would be allowed by his union to set up. Come out from behind that table like a man and put your ands up!

Mr Twist rejected this invitation.

Im going to take your ead, continued Hash, sketching out his plans, and Im going to pull it off, and then What he proposed to do after this did not intrigue Chimp. He foiled a sudden dash with an inspired leap.

Come ere, said Hash coaxingly.

His mind clearing a little, he perceived that the root of the trouble, the obstacle which was standing in the way of his aims, was the table. It was a heavy table, but with a sharp heave he tilted it on its side and pushed it toward the stove. Chimp, his first line of defence thus demolished, shot into the open, and Hash was about to make another offensive movement when the dog Amy, who had been out in the garden making a connoisseurs inspection of the dustbin, strolled in and observed with pleasure that a romp was in progress.

Amy was by nature a thoughtful dog. Most of her time, when she was not eating or sleeping, she spent in wandering about with wrinkled forehead, puzzling over the cosmos. But she could unbend. Like so many philosophers, she loved an occasional frolic, and this one appeared to be of exceptional promise.

The next moment Hash, leaping forward, found his movements impeded by what seemed like several yards of dog. It was hard for him to tell without sorting the tangle out whether she was between his legs or leaning on his shoulders. Certainly she was licking his face; but on the other hand, he had just kicked her with a good deal of violence, which seemed to indicate that she was on a lower level.

Get out! cried Hash.

The remark was addressed to Amy, but the advice it contained was so admirable that Chimp Twist acted on it without hesitation. In the swirl of events he had found himself with a clear path to the door, and along this path he shot without delay. And not until he had put the entire length of Burberry Road between him and his apparently insane aggressor did he pause.

Then he mopped his forehead and said Gee!

It seemed to Chimp Twist that a long walk was indicated — a walk so long that by the time he reached Mon Repos again, Sam, his preserver, would have returned and would be on the spot to protect him.

Hash, meanwhile, raged, baffled. He had extricated himself from Amy and had rushed out into the road, but long ere that his victim had disappeared. He went back, to try to find Amy and rebuke her, but Amy had disappeared too. In spite of her general dreaminess, there was sterling common sense in Amy. She knew when and when not to be among those present.

Hash returned to his kitchen and remained there, seething. He had been seething for perhaps a quarter of an hour, when the front door-bell rang. He climbed the stairs gloomily; and such was his disturbed frame of mind that not even the undeniable good looks of the visitor who had rung could soothe him.

Mr Shotter in?

He recognized her now. It was the young party who had called on the previous evening, asking for Sam. And, as on that occasion, he seemed to see through the growing darkness the same sturdy male person hovering about in the shadows.

No, miss, he aint.

Expecting him back soon?

No, miss, I aint. Hes gone to the theatre, to a mat-i-nay.

Ah, said the lady, is that so? And she made a sudden, curious gesture with her parasol.

Sorry, said Hash, melting a little, for her eyes were very bright.

Cant be helped. You all alone here then?

Yes.

Tough luck.

Oh, I dont mind, miss, said Hash, pleased by her sympathy.

Well, I wont be keeping you. Devening.

Evening, miss.

Hash closed the door. Whistling a little, for his visitor had lightened somehow the depression which was gnawing at him, he descended the stairs and entered the kitchen.

Something which appeared at first acquaintance to be the ceiling, the upper part of the house and a ton of bricks thrown in for good measure hit Hash on the head, and he subsided gently on the floor.
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Soapy Molloy came to the front door and opened it. He was a little pale, and he breathed heavily.

All right? said his wife eagerly.

All right.

Tied him up?

With a clothes-line.

How about if he hollers?

Ive put a duster in his mouth.

At-a-boy! said Mrs Molloy. Then lets get action.

They climbed the stairs to where the cistern stood, and Mr Molloy, removing his coat, rolled up his sleeves.

Some minutes passed, and then Mr Molloy, red in the face and wet in the arm, made a remark.

But it must be there! cried his wife.

It isnt.

You havent looked.

Ive looked everywhere. There couldnt be a toothpick in that thing without Id have found it. He expelled a long breath, his face bleak. Know what I think?

What?

That little oil-can, Chimp, has slipped one over on us — told us the wrong place.

The plausibility of this theory was so obvious that Mrs Molloy made no attempt to refute it. She bit her lip in silence.

Then lets you and me get busy and find the right place, she said at length, with the splendid fortitude of a great woman. We know the stuffs in the house somewheres, and we got the place to ourselves.

Its taking a chance, said Mr Molloy doubtfully. Suppose somebody was to come and find us here.

Well, then, all you would do would be to just simply haul off and bust them one, same as you did the hired man.

 M, yes, said Mr Molloy.


23. Soapy Molloys Busy Afternoon
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THE UNWELCOME DISCOVERY of the perfidy of Chimp Twist had been made by Mr Molloy and his bride at about twenty minutes past four. At 4.30 a natty two-seater car drew up at the gate of San Rafael and Willoughby Braddock alighted. Driving aimlessly about the streets of London some forty minutes earlier, and feeling rather at a loose end, it had occurred to him that a pleasant way of passing the evening would be to go down to Valley Fields and get Kay to give him a cup of tea.

Mr Braddock was in a mood of the serenest happiness. And if this seems strange, seeing that only recently he had had a proposal of marriage rejected, it should be explained that he had regretted that hasty proposal within two seconds of dropping the letter in the letter-box. And he had come to the conclusion that, much as he liked Kay, what had induced him to offer her his hand and heart had been the fact that he had had a good deal of champagne at dinner and that its after effects had consisted of a sort of wistful melancholy which had removed for that time his fundamental distaste for matrimony. He did not want matrimony; he wanted adventure. He had not yet entirely abandoned hope that some miracle might occur to remove Mrs Lippett from the scheme of things, and when that happened, he wished to be free.

Yes, felt Willoughby Braddock, everything had turned out extremely well. He pushed open the gate of San Rafael with the debonair flourish of a man without entanglements. As he did so, the front door opened and Mr Wrenn came out.

Oh, hullo, said Mr Braddock. Kay in?

I am afraid not, said Mr Wrenn. She has gone to the theatre. Politeness to a visitor wrestled with the itch to be away. I fear I have an engagement also, for which I am already a little late. I promised Cornelius —

Thats all right. Ill go in next door and have a chat with Sam Shotter.

He has gone to the theatre with Kay.

A wash-out, in short, said Mr Braddock with undiminished cheerfulness. Right-ho! Then Ill pop.

But my dear fellow, you mustnt run away like this, said Mr Wrenn with remorse. Why dont you come in and have a cup of tea and wait for Kay? Claire will bring you some if you ring.

Something in that, agreed Mr Braddock. Sound, very sound.

He spoke a few genial words of farewell and proceeded to the drawing-room, where he rang the bell. Nothing ensuing, he went to the top of the kitchen stairs and called down.

I say! Silence from below. I say! fluted Mr Braddock once more, and now it seemed to him that the silence had been broken by a sound — a rummy sound — a sound that was like somebody sobbing.

He went down the stairs. It was somebody sobbing.

Bunched up on a chair, with her face buried in her arms, that weird girl Clara was crying like the dickens.

I say! said Mr Braddock.

There is this peculiar quality about tears — that they can wash away in a moment the animosity of a lifetime. For years Willoughby Braddock had been on terms of distant hostility with this girl. Even apart from the fact that that affair of the onion had not ceased to rankle in his bosom, there had been other causes of war between them. Mr Braddock still suspected that it was Claire who, when on the occasion of his eighteenth birthday he had called at Midways in a top hat, had flung a stone at that treasured object from the recess of a shrubbery. One of those things, impossible of proof; the outrage had been allowed to become an historic mystery; but Willoughby Braddock had always believed the hidden hand to be Claires, and his attitude towards her from that day had been one of stiff disapproval.

But now, seeing her weeping and broken before him, with all the infernal cheek which he so deprecated swept away on a wave of woe, his heart softened. It has been a matter of much speculation among historians what Wellington would have done if Napoleon had cried at Waterloo.

I say, said Mr Braddock, whats the matter? Anything up? The sound of his voice seemed to penetrate Claires grief. She sat up and looked at him damply.

Oh, Mr Braddock, she moaned. Im so wretched! I am so miserable, Mr Braddock!

There, there! said Willoughby Braddock.

How was I to know?

Know what?

I couldnt tell.

Tell which?

I never had a notion he would act like that.

Who would like what?

Hash.

Youve spoiled the hash? said Mr Braddock, still out of his depth.

My Hash — Clarence. He took it the wrong way.

At last Mr Braddock began to see daylight. She had cooked hash for this Clarence, whoever he might be, and he had swallowed it in so erratic a manner that it had choked him.

Is he dead? he asked in a hushed voice.

A piercing scream rang through the kitchen.

Oh! Oh! Oh!

My dear old soul!

He wouldnt do that, would he?

Do what?

Oh, Mr Braddock, do say he wouldnt do that!

What do you mean by that?

Go and kill himself.

Who?

Hash.

Willoughby Braddock removed the perfectly folded silk handkerchief from his breast pocket and passed it across his forehead.

Look here, he said limply, you couldnt tell me the whole thing from the beginning in a few simple words, could you? He listened with interest as Claire related the events of the day.

Then Clarence is Hash? he said.

Yes.

And Hash is Clarence?

Yes; everyone calls him Hash.

That was what was puzzling me, said Mr Braddock, relieved. That was the snag that I got up against all the time. Now that that is clear, we can begin to examine this thing in a calm and judicial spirit. Lets see if Ive got it straight. You read this stuff in the paper and started testing him — is that right?

Yes. And instead of jousting, he just turned all cold-like and broke off the engagement.

I see. Well, dash it, the things simple. All you want is for some polished man of the world to take the blighter aside and apprise him of the facts. Shall I pop round and see him now?

Claires tear-stained face lit up as if a light had been switched on behind her eyes.

Oh, if only you would!

Of course I will — like a shot.

Oh, you are good! Im sorry I threw that onion at you, Mr Braddock.

Faults on both sides, said Mr Braddock magnanimously. Now you stop crying, like a good girl, and powder your nose and all that, and Ill have the lad round all present and correct in a couple of minutes.

He patted Claires head in a brotherly fashion, and trotted out through the back door.

A few minutes later, Mr and Mrs Molloy, searching feverishly in the drawing-room of Mon Repos, heard a distant tinkle and looked at each other with a wild surmise.

Its the back-door bell, said Dolly.

I told you, said Mr Molloy sombrely. I knew this would happen. Whatll we do?

Mrs Molloy was not the woman to be shaken for long.

Why, go downstairs and answer it, she said. Its probly only a tradesman come with a loaf of bread or something. Hell think youre the help.

And if he doesnt, replied Mr Molloy with some bitterness, I suppose I bust him one with the meat axe. Looks to me as if I shall have to lay out the whole darned population of this blamed place before Im through.

Sweetie mustnt be cross.

Sweeties about fed up, said Mr Molloy sombrely.
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Expecting, when he opened the back door, to see a tradesman with a basket on his arm, Soapy Molloy found no balm to his nervous system in the apparition of a young man of the leisured classes in a faultlessly cut grey suit He gaped at Mr Braddock. Hullo, said Mr Braddock.

Hullo, said Soapy.

Are you Hash? inquired the ambassador.

Pardon?

Is your name Clarence?

In happier circumstances Soapy would have denied the charge indignantly; but now he decided that it was politic to be whatever anyone wished him to be.

Thats me, brother, he said.

Mr Braddock greatly disliked being called brother, but he made no comment.

Well, I just buzzed round, he said, to tell you that everythings all right.

Soapy was far from agreeing with him. He was almost equally far from understanding a word that this inexplicable visitor was saying. He coughed loudly to drown a strangled sound that had proceeded from the gagged and bound Hash, whom he had deposited in a corner by the range.

Thats good, he said.

About the girl, I mean. Clara, you know. I was in the kitchen next door a moment ago, and she was crying and howling and all that because she thought you didnt love her any more.

Too bad, said Mr Molloy.

It seems, went on Mr Braddock, that she read something in a paper, written by some silly ass, which said that she ought to test your affection by pretending to flirt with some other cove. And when she did, you broke off the engagement. And the gist, if you understand me, of what I buzzed round to say is that she loves you and was only fooling when she sent that other bloke the lock of hair.

Ah? said Mr Molloy.

So its all right, isnt it?

Its all right by me, said Mr Molloy, wishing — for it sounded interesting — that he knew what all this was about.

Then thats that, what?

You said it, brother.

Mr Braddock paused. He seemed disappointed at a certain lack of emotion on his companions part.

Shes rather expecting you to dash round right away, you know — fold her in your arms, and all that.

This was a complication which Soapy had not foreseen.

Well, Ill tell you, he said. Ive a lot of work to do around this house and I dont quite see how I can get away. Say, listen, brother, you tell her Ill be round later on in the evening.

All right. Im glad everythings satisfactory. Shes a nice girl really.

None better, said Mr Molloy generously.

I still think she threw a stone at my top hat that day, but dash it, said Mr Braddock warmly, let the dead past bury its dead, what?

Couldnt do a wiser thing, said Mr Molloy.

He closed the door; and having breathed a little stertorously, mounted the stairs.

Who was it? called Dolly.

Some nut babbling about a girl.

Oh? Well, Im having a hunt round in the best bedroom. You go on looking in the drawing-room.

Soapy turned his steps toward the drawing-room, but he did not reach it. For as he was preparing to cross the threshold, the front-door bell rang.

It seemed to Soapy that he was being called upon to endure more than man was ever intended to bear. That, at least, was his view as he dragged his reluctant feet to the door. It was only when he opened it that he realized that he had under-estimated the malevolence of Fate. Standing on the top step was a policeman.

Hell! cried Soapy. And while we blame him for the intemperate ejaculation, we must in fairness admit that the situation seemed to call for some such remark. He stood goggling, a chill like the stroke of an icy finger running down his spine. Evening, sir, said the policeman. Mr Shotter?

Soapys breath returned.

Thats me, he said huskily. The thing, coming so soon after his unrehearsed impersonation of Hash Todhunter, made him feel the sort of dizzy feeling which a small-part actor must experience who has to open a play as Jervis, a footman, and then rush up to his dressing-room, make a complete change and return five minutes later as Lord George Spelvin, one of Lady Hemmingways guests at The Towers.

The policeman fumbled in the recesses of his costume.

Noo resident, sir, I think?

Yes.

Then you will doubtless be glad, said the policemen, shutting his eyes and beginning to speak with great rapidity, as if he were giving evidence in court, of the opportunity to support a charitibulorganization which is not only most deserving in itself but is connected with a body of men to oom you as a nouse older will be the first to admit that you owe the safety of your person and the tranquillity of your home. The police, explained the officer, opening his eyes.

Mr Molloy did not look on the force in quite this light, but he could not hurt the mans feelings by saying so.

This charitibulorganizationtowhichlallude, resumed the constable, shutting his eyes again, is the Policemens Orphanage, for which I have been told off — one of several others — to sell tickets for the annual concert of, to be eld at the Oddfellows All in Ogilvy Street on the coming sixteenth prox. Tickets, which may be purchased in any quantity or number, consist of the five-shilling ticket, the three-shilling ticket, the two-shilling ticket, the one-shilling ticket and the sixpenny ticket. He opened his eyes. May I have the pleasure of selling you and your good lady a couple of the five-shilling?

If I may add such weight as I possess to the request, I should certainly advocate the purchase, Mr Shotter. It is a most excellent and deserving charity.

The speaker was a gentleman in clerical dress who had appeared from nowhere and was standing at the constables side. His voice caused Soapy a certain relief, for when, a moment before, a second dark figure had suddenly manifested itself on the top step, he had feared that the strain of the larger life was causing him to see double.

I take it that I am addressing Mr Shotter? continued the new-comer. He was a hatchet-faced man with penetrating eyes and for one awful moment he had looked to Soapy exactly like Sherlock Holmes. I have just taken up my duties as vicar of this parish, and I am making a little preliminary round of visits so that I may become acquainted with my parishioners. Mr Cornelius, the house agent, very kindly gave me a list of names. May I introduce myself? — the Rev. Aubrey Jerningham.

It has been well said that the world knows little of its greatest men. This name, which would have thrilled Kay Derrick, made no impression upon Soapy Molloy. He was not a great reader; and when he did read, it was something a little lighter and more on the zippy side than Is There a Hell?

How do? he said gruffly.

And ow many of the five-shilling may I sell you and your good lady? inquired the constable. His respect for the cloth had kept him silent through the recent conversation, but now he seemed to imply that business is business.

It is a most excellent charity, said the Rev. Aubrey, edging past Soapy in spite of that sufferers feeble effort to block the way. And I understand that several highly competent performers will appear on the platform. I am right, am I not, officer?

Yes, sir, you are quite right. In the first part of the programme Constable Purvis will render The Oly City — no, Im a liar, Asleep on the Deep; Constable Jukes will render imitations of well-known footlight celebrities oo are familiar to you all; Inspector Oakshott will render conjuring tricks; Constable An excellent evenings entertainment, in fact, said the Rev. Aubrey. I am taking the chair, I may mention.

And the vicar is taking the chair, said the policeman, swift to seize upon this added attraction. So ow many of the five-shilling may I sell you and your good lady, sir?

Soapy, like Chimp, was a thrifty man; and apart from the expense, his whole soul shrank from doing anything even remotely calculated to encourage the force. Nevertheless, he perceived that there was no escape and decided that it remained only to save as much as possible from the wreck.

Gimme one, he said, and the words seemed to be torn from him.

One only? said the constable disappointedly. Ow about your good lady?

Im not married.

Ow about your sister?

I havent a sister.

Then ow about if you appen to meet one of your gentlemen friends at the club and he expresses a wish to come along?

Gimme one! said Soapy.

The policeman gave him one, received the money, returned a few genial words of thanks and withdrew. Soapy, going back into the house, was acutely disturbed to find that the vicar had come too.

A most deserving charity, said the vicar.

Soapy eyed him bleakly. How did one get rid of vicars? Short of employing his brides universal panacea and hauling off and busting him one, Soapy could not imagine.

Have you been a resident of Valley Fields long, Mr Shotter?

No.

I hope we shall see much of each other.

Do you? said Soapy wanly.

The first duty of a clergyman, in my opinion Mr Molloy had no notion of what constituted the first duty of a clergyman, and he was destined never to find out. For at this moment there came from the regions above, the clear musical voice of a woman.

Sweet-ee!

Mr Molloy started violently. So did the Rev. Aubrey Jerningham.

Im in the bedroom, honey bunch. Come right on up.

A dull flush reddened the Rev. Aubreys ascetic face.

I understood you to say that you were not married, Mr Shotter, he said in a metallic voice.

No-er-ah-

He caught the Rev. Aubreys eye. He was looking as Sherlock Holmes might have looked had he discovered Doctor Watson stealing his watch.

No-I-er-ah-

It is not given to every man always to do the right thing in trying circumstances. Mr Molloy may be said at this point definitely to have committed a social blunder. Winking a hideous, distorted wink, he raised the forefinger of his right hand and with a gruesome archness drove it smartly in between his visitors third and fourth ribs.

Oh, well, you know how it is, he said thickly.

The Rev. Aubrey Jerningham quivered from head to heel. He drew himself up and looked at Soapy. The finger had given him considerable physical pain, but it was the spiritual anguish that hurt the more.

I do, indeed, know how it is, he said.

Man of the world, said Soapy, relieved.

I will wish you good evening, Mr Shotter, said the Rev. Aubrey.

The front door banged. Dolly appeared on the landing.

Why dont you come up? she said.

Because Im going to lie down, said Soapy, breathing heavily.

What do you mean?

I want a rest. I need a rest, and Im going to have it. Dolly descended to the hall.

Why, youre looking all in, precious!

All in is right. If I dont ease off for a coupla minutes, youll have to send for an ambulance.

Well, I dont know as I wont take a spell myself. Its kinda dusty work, hunting around. Ill go take a breath of air outside at the back... Was that somebody else calling just now?

Yes, it was.

Gee! These people round these parts dont seem to have any homes of their own, do they? Well, Ill be back in a moment, honey. Theres a sort of greenhouse place by the back door. Quite likely old Finglass may have buried the stuff there.
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The Rev. Aubrey Jerningham crossed the little strip of gravel that served both Mon Repos and San Rafael as a drive and mounted the steps to Mr Wrenns front door. He was still quivering.

Mr Wrenn? he asked of the well-dressed young man who answered the ring.

Mr Braddock shook his head.

This was the second time in the last five minutes that he had been taken for the owner of San Rafael, for while the vicar had worked down Burberry Road from the top, the policeman had started at the bottom and worked up.

Sorry, he said. Mr Wrenns out.

I will come in and wait, said the Rev. Aubrey.

Absolutely, said Mr Braddock.

He led the way to the drawing-room, feeling something of the embarrassment, though in a slighter degree, which this holy man had inspired in Soapy Molloy. He did not know much about vicars, and rather wondered how he was to keep the conversation going.

Offer you a cup of tea?

No, thank you.

Im afraid, said Mr Braddock apologetically, I dont know where they keep the whisky.

I never touch spirits.

Conversation lagged. Willoughby Braddock began to find his companion a little damping. Not matey. Seemed to be brooding on something, or Mr Braddock was very much mistaken.

Youre a clergyman, arent you, and all that? he said, after a pause of some moments.

I am. My name is the Rev. Aubrey Jerningham. I have just taken up my duties as vicar of this parish.

Ah? Jolly spot.

Where every prospect pleases, said the Rev. Aubrey, and only man is vile.

Silence fell once more. Mr Braddock searched in his mind for genial chatter, and found that he was rather short on clerical small talk.

He thought for a moment of asking his visitor why it was that bishops wore those bootlace-looking things on their hats — a problem that had always perplexed him, but decided that the other might take offence at being urged to give away professional secrets.

Hows the choir coming along? he asked.

The choir is quite satisfactory.

Thats good. Organ all right?

Quite, thank you.

Fine! said Mr Braddock, feeling that things were beginning to move. You know, down where I live, in Wiltshire, the local padres always seem to have the deuce of a lot of trouble with their organs. Their church organs, I mean, of course. Im always getting touched for contributions to organ funds. Why is that? Ive often wondered.

The Rev. Aubrey Jerningham forbore to follow him into this field of speculation.

Then you do not live here, Mr-

Braddocks my name — Willoughby Braddock. Oh, no. I dont live here. Just calling. Friend of the family.

Ah? Then you are not acquainted with the — gentleman who lives next door — Mr Shotter?

Oh, yes, I am! Sam Shotter? Hes one of my best pals. Known him for years and years and years.

Indeed? I cannot compliment you upon your choice of associates.

Why, whats wrong with Sam? demanded Mr Braddock.

Only this, Mr Braddock, said the Rev. Aubrey, his suppressed wrath boiling over like a kettle: He is living a life of open sin.

Open which?

Open sin. In the heart of my parish.

I dont get this. How do you mean — open sin?

I have it from this man Shotters own lips that he is a bachelor.

Yes, thats right.

And yet a few minutes ago I called at his house and found that there was a woman residing there.

A woman?

A woman.

But there cant be. Sams not that sort of chap. Did you see her?

I did not wait to see her. I heard her voice.

Ive got it, said Mr Braddock acutely. She must have been a caller; some casual popper-in, you know.

In that case, what would she be doing in his bedroom?

In his bedroom?

In — his — bedroom! I came here to warn Mr Wrenn who, I understand from Mr Cornelius, has a young niece, to be most careful to allow nothing in the shape of neighbourly relations between the two houses. Do you think that Mr Wrenn will be returning shortly?

I couldnt say. But look here, said Mr Braddock, troubled, there must be some mistake.

You do not know where he is, by any chance?

No — yes, I do, though. He said something about going to see Cornelius. I think they play chess together or something. A game, said Mr Braddock, which I have never been able to get the hang of. But then Im not good at those brainy games.

I will go to Mr Corneliuss house, said the Rev. Aubrey, rising.

You dont play mah-jongg, do you? asked Mr Braddock. Now, theres a game that I —

If he is not there, I will return.

Left alone, Willoughby Braddock found that his appetite for tea had deserted him. Claire, grateful for his services, had rather extended herself over the buttered toast, but it had no appeal for him. He lighted a cigarette and went out to fiddle with the machinery of his two-seater, always an assistance to thought.

But even the carburettor, which had one of those fascinating ailments to which carburettors are subject, yielded him no balm. He was thoroughly upset and worried.

He climbed into the car and gave himself up to gloomy meditation, and presently voices down the road announced the return of Kay and Sam.

They were chatting away in the friendliest possible fashion — from where he sat, Willoughby Braddock could hear Kays clear laugh ringing out happily — and it seemed to Mr Braddock, though he was no austerer moralist than the rest of his generation, that things were in a position only to be described as a bit thick. He climbed down and waited on the pavement.

Why, hullo, Willoughby, said Kay. This is fine. Have you just arrived? Come in and have some tea.

Ive had tea, thanks. That girl Clara gave me some, thanks... I say, Sam, could I have a word with you?

Say on, said Sam.

In private, I mean. You dont mind, Kay?

Not a bit. Ill go in and order tea.

Kay disappeared into the house; and Sam, looking at Mr Braddock, observed with some surprise that his face had turned a vivid red and that his eyes were fastened upon him in a reproachful stare.

Whats up? he asked, concerned.

Willoughby Braddock cleared his throat, You know, Sam —

But I dont, said Sam, as he paused.

— you know, Sam, Im not a — nobody would call me a — dash it, now Ive forgotten the word!

Beauty? hazarded Sam.

Its on the tip of my tongue — Puritan. Thats the word I want. Im not a Puritan. Not strait-laced, you know. But, really, honestly, Sam, old man — I mean, dash it all!

Sam stroked his chin thoughtfully.

I still dont quite get it, Bradder, he said. What exactly is the trouble?

Well, I mean on the premises, old boy, absolutely on the premises — is it playing the game? I mean, next door to people who are pals of mine and taking Kay to the theatre and generally going on as if nothing was wrong.

Well, what is wrong? asked Sam patiently.

Well, when it comes to the vicar beetling in and complaining about women in your bedroom What?

He said he heard her.

Heard a woman in my bedroom?

Yes.

He must be crazy. When?

Just now.

This beats me.

Well, that was what he said, anyway. Dashed unpleasant he was about it, too. Oh, and theres another thing, Sam. I wish youd ask that man of yours not to call me brother He-

Great Caesar! said Sam.

He took Willoughby Braddock by the arm and urged him towards the steps. His face wore a purposeful look.

You go in, like a good chap, and talk to Kay, he said. Tell her Ill be in in a minute. Theres something Ive got to look into.

Yes, but listen –

Run along!

But I dont understand.

Push off!

Yielding to superior force, Willoughby Braddock entered San Rafael, walking pensively. And Sam, stepping off the gravel on to the grass, moved with a stealthy tread towards his home. Vague but lively suspicions were filling his mind.

He had reached the foot of the steps and paused to listen, when the evening air was suddenly split by a sharp feminine scream. This was followed by a joyous barking. And this in its turn was followed by the abrupt appearance of a flying figure, racing toward the gate. It was moving swiftly and the light was dim, but Sam had no difficulty in recognizing his old acquaintance Miss Gunn, of Pittsburgh. She fled rapidly through the gate and out into Burberry Road, while Amy, looking in the dusk like a small elephant, gambolled about her, uttering strange canine noises.

Dolly slammed the gate, but gates meant nothing to Amy.

She poured herself over it and the two passed into the darkness.

Sams jaws set grimly. He moved with noiseless steps to the door of Mon Repos and took out his key.


24. Mainly About Trousers
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THE MEETING BETWEEN Amy and Mrs Molloy had taken place owing to the resolve of the latter to search the small conservatory which stood outside the back door. She had told Soapy that she thought the missing bonds might be hidden there. They were not, but Amy was. The conservatory was a favourite sleeping porch of Amys, and thither she had repaired on discovering that her frolicsome overtures to Hash had been taken in the wrong spirit.

Mrs Molloys feelings, on groping about in the dark and suddenly poking her hand into the cavernous mouth of the largest dog she had ever encountered, have perhaps been sufficiently indicated by the description of her subsequent movements. Iron-nerved woman though she was, this was too much for her.

The single scream which she emitted, previous to saving her breath for the race for life, penetrated only faintly to where Mr Molloy sat taking a rest on the sofa in the drawing-room. He heard it, but it had no message for him. He was feeling a little better now, and his ganglions, though not having ceased to vibrate with uncomfortable rapidity, were beginning to simmer down. He decided to give himself another couple of minutes of repose.

It was toward the middle of the second minute that the door opened quietly and Sam came in. He stood looking at the recumbent Mr Molloy for a moment.

Comfortable? he said.

Soapy shot off the sofa with a sort of gurgling whoop. Of all the disturbing events of that afternoon, this one had got more surely in among his nerve centres than any other. He had not heard the door open, and Sams voice had been the first intimation that he was no longer alone.

Im afraid I startled you, said Sam.

The exigencies of a difficult profession had made Soapy Molloy a quick thinker. Frequently in the course of a busy life he had found himself in positions where a split second was all that was allowed him for forming a complete plan of action. His trained mind answered to the present emergency like a machine.

You certainly did startle me, he said bluffly in his best Thomas G. Gunn manner. You startled the daylights out of me. So here you are at last, Mr Shorter.

Yes, here I am.

I have been waiting quite some little time. Im afraid you caught me on the point of going to sleep.

He chuckled, as a man will when the laugh is on him.

I should imagine, said Sam, that it would take a smart man to catch you asleep.

Mr Molloy chuckled again.

Just what the boys used to say of me in Denver City. He paused and looked at Sam a little anxiously. Say, you do remember me, Mr Shorter?

I certainly do.

You remember my calling here the other day to see my old home?

I remember you before that — when you were in Sing Sing. He turned away to light the gas, and Mr Molloy was glad of the interval for thought afforded by this action.

Sing Sing?

Yes.

You were never there.

I went there to see a show in which you took an important part. I forget what your number was.

And what of it?

Eh?

Mr Molloy drew himself up with considerable dignity. What of it? he repeated. What if I was for a brief period — owing to a prejudiced judge and a packed jury — in the place you mention? I decline to have the fact taken as a slur on my character. You are an American, Mr Shotter, and you know that there is unfortunately a dark side to American politics. My fearless efforts on behalf of the party of reform and progress brought me into open hostility with a gang of unscrupulous men, who did not hesitate to have me arrested on a trumped-up charge and All this, said Sam, would go a lot stronger with me if I hadnt found you burgling my house.

It would have been difficult to say whether the expression that swept over Mr Molloys fine face was more largely indignation or amazement.

Burgling your house? Are you insane? I called here in the hope of seeing you, was informed that you were not at home, and was invited by your manservant, a most civil fellow, to await your return. Burgling your house, indeed! If I were, would you have found me lying on the sofa?

Hash let you in?

Such was the magnetic quality of the personality of one who had often sold large blocks of shares in non-existent oil wells to Scotchmen, that Sam was beginning in spite of himself to be doubtful.

If Hash is the name of your manservant, most certainly he let me in. He admitted me by the front door in the perfectly normal and conventional manner customary when gentlemen pay calls.

Where is Hash?

Why ask me?

Sam went to the door. The generous indignation of his visitor had caused him to waver, but it had not altogether convinced him.

Hash! he called.

He appears to be out.

Hash!

Gone for a walk, no doubt.

Hash! shouted Sam.

From the regions below there came an eager answering cry.

Hi! Help!

It had been a long and arduous task for Hash Todhunter to expel from his mouth the duster which Soapy Molloy had rammed into it with such earnest care, but he had accomplished it at last, and his voice sounded to Mr Molloy like a knell. He appears to be in, after all, he said feebly.

Sam had turned and was regarding him fixedly, and Soapy noted with a sinking heart the athletic set of his shoulders and the large muscularity of his hands. Haul off and bust him one! his wifes gentle voice seemed to whisper in his ear; but eyeing Sam, he knew that any such project was but a Utopian dream. Sam had the unmistakable look of one who, if busted, would infallibly bust in return and bust disintegratingly.

You tied him up, I suppose, said Sam, with a menacing calm.

Soapy said nothing. There is a time for words and a time for silence.

Sam looked at him in some perplexity. He had begun to see that he was faced with the rather delicate problem of how to be in two places at the same time. He must, of course, at once go down to the kitchen and release Hash. But if he did that, would not this marauder immediately escape by the front door? And if he took him down with him to the kitchen the probability was that he would escape by the back door. While if he merely left him in this room and locked the door, he would proceed at once to depart by the window.

It was a nice problem, but all problems are capable of solution. Sam solved this one in a spasm of pure inspiration. He pointed a menacing finger at Soapy.

Take off those trousers! he said.

Soapy gaped. The intellectual pressure of the conversation had become too much for him.

Trousers? he faltered.

Trousers. You know perfectly well what trousers are, said Sam, and its no good pretending you dont. Take them off!

Take off my trousers?

Good Lord! said Sam with sudden petulance. Whats the matter with the man? You do it every night, dont you? You do it whenever you take a Turkish bath, dont you? Wheres the difficulty? Peel them off and dont waste time.

But-

Listen! said Sam. If those trousers are not delivered to me f.o.b. inside of thirty seconds, Ill bust you one!

He had them in eighteen.

Now, said Sam, I think youll find it a little difficult to get away. He gathered up the garments, draped them over his arm and went down to the kitchen.
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Love is the master passion. It had come to Hash Todhunter late, but, like measles, the more violently for the delay. A natural inclination to go upstairs and rend his recent aggressor limb from limb faded before the more imperious urge to dash across to San Rafael and see Claire. It was the first thing of which he spoke when Sam, with the aid of a carving knife, had cut his bonds.

I got to see er!

Are you hurt, Hash?

No, e only it me on the ead. I got to see er, Sam.

Claire?

Ah. The pore little angel, crying er ruddy eyes out. The gentleman was saying all about it.

What gentleman?

A gentleman come to the back door and told that perisher all about how the pore little thing was howling and weeping and all, thinking e was me.

Have you had a quarrel with Claire?

We ad words. I got to see er.

You shall. Can you walk?

Of course I can walk. Why shouldnt I walk?

Come along then.

In spite of his assurance, however, Hash found his cramped limbs hard to steer. Sam had to lend an arm, and their progress was slow.

Sam, said Hash, after a pause which had been intended primarily for massage, but which had plainly been accompanied by thought, do you know anything about getting married?

Only that it is an excellent thing to do.

I mean ow quick can a feller get married?

Like a flash, I believe. At any rate, if he goes to a registrars.

Im going to a registrars then. Ive ad enough of these what I might call misunderstandings.

Brave words, Hash! How are your legs?

The legs are all right. Its her mother Im thinking of.

You always seem to be thinking of her mother. Are you quite sure that youve picked the right one of the family?

Hash had halted again, and his face was that of a man whose soul was a battlefield.

Sam, er mother wants to come and live with us when were married.

Well, why not?

Ah, you aint seen er, Sam! Shes got a hooked nose and an eye like one of those animal trainers. Still —

The battle appeared to be resumed once more.

Oh, well! said Hash. He mused for a while. Youve got to look at it all round, you know.

Exactly.

And theres this to think of: she says shell buy a pub for us.

Pubs are pubs, agreed Sam.

Ive always wanted to have a pub of my own.

Then I shouldnt hesitate.

Hash suddenly saw the poetic side of the vision.

Wont my little Clara look a treat, standing behind a bar, serving the drinks and singing out Time gentlemen, please! Cant you see her scraping the froth off the mugs?

He fell into a rapt silence, and said no more while Sam escorted him through the back door of San Rafael and led him into the kitchen.

There, rightly considering that the sacred scene of reunion was not for his eyes, Sam turned away. Gently depositing the nether garments of Mr Molloy on the table, he left them together and made his way to the drawing-room.
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The first thing he heard as he opened the door was Kays voice. I dont care, she was saying. I simply dont believe it.

He went in and discovered that she was addressing her uncle, Mr Wrenn, and the white-bearded Mr Cornelius. They were standing together by the mantelpiece, their attitude the sheepish and browbeaten one of men who have been rash enough to argue with a woman. Mr Wrenn was fiddling with his tie, and Mr Cornelius looked like a druid who is having a little unpleasantness with the widow of the deceased.

Sams entrance was the signal for an awkward silence. Hullo, Mr Wrenn, said Sam. Good evening, Mr Cornelius. Mr Wrenn looked at Mr Cornelius. Mr Cornelius looked at Mr Wrenn.

Say something, said Mr Corneliuss eye to Mr Wrenn. You are her uncle.

You say something, retorted Mr Wrenns eye to Mr Cornelius. You have a white beard.

Im sorry Ive been such a time, said Sam to Kay. I have had a little domestic trouble. I found a gentleman burgling my house.

What?

There had been a lady there, too, but she was leaving as I arrived.

A lady!

Well, let us call her a young female party.

Kay swung round on Mr Wrenn, her eyes gleaming with the light that shines only in the eyes of girls who are entitled to say I told you so! to elderly relatives. Mr Wrenn avoided her gaze. Mr Cornelius plucked at his beard and registered astonishment.

Burgling your house? What for?

Thats whats puzzling me. These two people seem extraordinarily interested in Mon Repos. They called some days ago and wanted to buy the place, and now I find them burgling it.

Good heavens! cried Mr Cornelius. I wonder! Can it be possible?

I shouldnt wonder. It might, said Sam. What?

Do you remember my telling you, Mr Shotter, when you came to me about the lease of the house, that a well-known criminal had once lived there?

Yes.

A man named Finglass. Do you remember Finglass, Wrenn?

No; he must have been before my time.

How long have you been here?

About three years and a half.

Ah, then it was before your time. This man robbed the New Asiatic Bank of something like four-hundred-thousand-pounds worth of securities. He was never caught, and presumably fled the country. You will find the whole story in my history of Valley Fields. Can it be possible that Finglass hid the bonds in Mon Repos and was unable to get back there and remove them?

You said it! cried Sam enthusiastically.

It would account for the anxiety of these people to obtain access to the house.

Why, of course! said Kay.

It sounds extremely likely, said Mr Cornelius. Was the man tall and thin, with a strong cast in the left eye?

No; a square-faced sort of fellow.

Then it would not be Finglass himself. No doubt some other criminal, some associate of his, who had learned from him that the bonds were hidden in the house. I wish I had my history here, said Mr Cornelius. Several pages of it are devoted to Finglass.

Ill tell you what, said Sam. Go and get it.

Shall I?

Yes, do.

Very well. Will you come with me, Wrenn?

Certainly he will, said Sam warmly. Mr Wrenn would like a breath of fresh air.

With considerable satisfaction he heard the front door close on the non-essential members of the party.

What an extraordinary thing! said Kay.

Yes, said Sam, drawing his chair closer. The aspect of the affair that strikes me —

What became of the man?

Hes all right. I left him in the drawing-room.

But hell escape.

Oh, no.

Why not?

Well, he wont.

But all hes got to do is walk out of the door.

Yes, but he wont do it. Sam drew his chair still closer. I was saying that the aspect of the affair that strikes me most forcibly is that now I shall be in a position to marry and do it properly.

Are you thinking of marrying someone?

I think of nothing else. Well, now to look into this. The bank will probably give a ten-per-cent reward for the return of the stuff. Even five per cent would be a nice little sum. That fixes the financial end of the thing. So now —

You seem very certain that you will find this money.

Oh, I shall find it, have no fear. If its there-

Yes, but perhaps it isnt.

I feel sure that it is. So now lets make our plans. We will buy a farm somewhere, dont you think?

I have no objection to your buying a farm.

I said we. We will buy a farm and there settle down and live to a ripe old age on milk, honey and the produce of the soil. You will wear a gingham gown, I shall grow a beard. We will keep dogs, pigeons, cats, sheep, fowls, horses, cows and a tortoise for the garden. Good for the snails, explained Sam. Bad for them, I should think. Are you fond of tortoises?

Arent you?

Not very.

Then, said Sam magnanimously, we will waive the tortoise.

It sounds like a forgotten sport of the past — Waving The Tortoise.

To resume. We decide on the farm. Right! Now where is it to be? You are a Wiltshire girl, so no doubt will prefer that county. I cant offer to buy back Midways for you, Im afraid, unless on second thoughts I decide to stick to the entire proceeds instead of handing them back to the bank — we shall have to talk that over later — but isnt there some old grey-stone, honeysuckle-covered place on the famous Braddock estates?

Good heavens!

Whats the matter?

You said you had left that man in your drawing-room.

Well?

Ive suddenly remembered that I sent Willoughby over to Mon Repos ten minutes ago to find out why you were so long. Hes probably being murdered.

Oh, I shouldnt think so. To go back to what I was saying—

You must go and see at once.

Do you really think its necessary?

Of course it is.

Oh, very well.

Sam rose reluctantly. Life, he felt with considerable peevishness, was one long round of interruptions. He went round to the door of Mon Repos and let himself in with his key. A rumble of voices proceeding from the drawing-room greeted him as he entered. He banged the door, and a moment later Mr Braddock came out, looking a little flustered.

Oh, there you are, Sam! I was just coming round to fetch you.

Anything wrong?

It depends on what you call wrong. Mr Braddock closed the drawing-room door carefully. You know Lord Tilbury?

Of course I know Lord Tilbury.

Well, hes in there, said Willoughby Braddock, jerking an awed thumb toward the drawing-room, and he hasnt got any trousers on.


25. Sam Hears Bad News 
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SAM UTTERED A cry of exceeding bitterness. Nothing is more galling to your strategist than to find that some small, unforeseen accident has occurred and undone all his schemes. The one thing for which he had omitted to allow was the possibility of some trousered caller wandering in during his absence and supplying Mr Molloy with the means of escape.

So hes gone, I suppose? he said morosely.

No, hes still here, said Mr Braddock. In the drawingroom.

The man, I mean.

What man?

The other man.

What other man? asked Mr Braddock, whose exacting afternoon had begun to sap his mental powers.

Oh, never mind, said Sam impatiently. What did Lord Tilbury want, coming down here, confound him?

Came to see you about something, I should think, surmised Mr Braddock.

Didnt he tell you what it was?

No. As a matter of fact, weve been chatting mostly about trousers. You havent got a spare pair in the house by any chance, have you?

Of course I have — upstairs.

Then I wish, said Mr Braddock earnestly, that you would dig them out and give them to the old boy. Hes been trying for the last ten minutes to get me to lend him mine, and it simply cant be done. Ive got to be getting back to town soon to dress for dinner, and you can say what you like, a fellow buzzing along in a two-seater without any trousers on looks conspicuous.

Dam that fool, coming down here at just this time! said Sam, still aggrieved. What exactly happened?

Well, hes a bit on the incoherent side; but as far as I can make it out, that man of yours, the chap who called me brother, seems to have gone completely off his onion. Old Tilbury rang the front door-bell, and there was a bit of a pause, and then this chap opened the door and old Tilbury went in, and then he happened to look at him and saw that he hadnt any trousers on.

That struck him as strange, of course?

Apparently he hadnt much time to think about it, for the bloke immediately held him up with a gun.

He hadnt got a gun.

Well, old Tilbury asserts that he was shoving something against his pocket from inside.

His finger, or a pipe.

No, I say, really! Mr Braddocks voice betrayed the utmost astonishment and admiration. Would that be it? I call that clever.

Well, he hadnt a gun when I caught him or he would have used it on me. What happened then?

How do you mean — caught him?

I found him burgling the house.

Was that chap who called me brother a burglar? cried Mr Braddock, amazed. I thought he was your man.

Well, he wasnt. What happened next?

The bloke proceeded to de-bag old Tilbury. Then shoving on the trousers, he started to leg it. Old Tilbury at this juncture appears to have said Hi! What about me? or words to that effect; upon which the bloke replied, Use your own judgement! and passed into the night. When I came in, old Tilbury was in the drawing-room, wearing the evening paper as a sort of kilt and not looking too dashed pleased with things in general.

Well, come along and see him.

Not me, said Mr Braddock. Ive had ten minutes of him and it has sufficed. Also, Ive got to be buzzing up to town. Im dining out. Besides, its you he wants to see, not me.

I wonder what he wants to see me about.

Must be something important to bring him charging down here. Well, Ill be moving, old boy. Mustnt keep you. Thanks for a very pleasant afternoon.

Willoughby Braddock took his departure; and Sam, having gone to his bedroom and found a pair of grey flannel trousers, returned to the lower regions and went into the drawing-room.

He had not expected to find his visitor in anything approaching a mood of sunniness, but he was unprepared for the red glare of hate and hostility in the eyes which seared their way through him as he entered. It almost seemed as if Lord Tilbury imagined the distressing happenings of the last quarter of an hour to be Sams fault.

So there you are! said Lord Tilbury.

He had been standing with an air of coyness behind the sofa, but now, as he observed the trousers over Sams arm, he swooped forward feverishly and wrenched them from him. He pulled them on, muttering thickly to himself, and this done, drew himself up and glared at his host once more with that same militant expression of loathing.

He seemed keenly alive to the fact that he was not looking his best. Sam was a long-legged man, and in the case of Lord Tilbury, Nature, having equipped him with an out-size in brains, had not bothered much about his lower limbs. The borrowed trousers fell in loose folds about his ankles, brushing the floor. Nor did they harmonize very satisfactorily with the upper portion of a morning suit. Seeing him, Sam could not check a faint smile of appreciation.

Lord Tilbury saw the smile, and it had the effect of increasing his fury to the point where bubbling with rage becomes a sort of frozen calm.

You are amused, he said tensely.

No, no! Just thinking of something.

Cor! said Lord Tilbury.

Sam perceived that a frank and soothing explanation must be his first step. After that, and only after that, could he begin to institute inquiries as to why His Lordship had honoured him with this visit.

That fellow who stole your trousers –

I have no wish to discuss him, said Lord Tilbury with hauteur. The fact that you employ a lunatic manservant causes me no surprise.

He wasnt my manservant. He was a burglar.

A burglar? Roaming at large about the house? Did you know he was here?

Oh, yes. I caught him and made him take his trousers off, and then I went next door to tea.

Lord Tilbury expelled a long breath.

Indeed? You went next door to tea?

Yes.

Leaving this — this criminal —

Well, I knew he couldnt get away. Oh, I had reasoned it all out. Your happening to turn up was just a bit of bad luck. Was there anything you wanted to see me about? asked Sam, feeling that the sooner this interview terminated the pleasanter it would be.

Lord Tilbury puffed out his cheeks and stood smouldering for a moment. In the agitation of the recent occurrences, he had almost forgotten the tragedy which had sent him hurrying down to Mon Repos.

Yes, there was, he said. He sizzled for another brief instant. I may begin by telling you, he said, that your uncle, Mr Pynsent, when he sent you here to join my staff, practically placed me in loco parentis with respect to you.

An excellent idea, said Sam courteously.

An abominable idea! It was an iniquitous thing to demand of a busy man that he should take charge of a person of a character so erratic, so undisciplined, so — er — eccentric as to border closely upon the insane.

Insane? said Sam. He was wounded to the quick by the injustice of these harsh words. From first to last, he could think of no action of his that had not been inspired and guided throughout by the dictates of pure reason. Who, me?

Yes, you! It was a monstrous responsibility to give any man, and I consented to undertake it only because — er —

I know. My uncle told me, said Sam, to help him out. You had some business deal on, and you wanted to keep in with him.

Lord Tilbury showed no gratitude for this kindly prompting. Well, he said bitterly, it may interest you to know that the deal to which you refer has fallen through.

Oh, Im sorry to hear that, said Sam sympathetically. Thats tough luck. Im afraid my uncle is a queer sort of fellow to do business with.

I received a cable from him this afternoon, informing me that he had changed his mind and would be unable to meet me in the matter.

Too bad, said Sam. I really am sorry.

And it is entirely owing to you, you may be pleased to learn. -, Me? Why, what have I done?

I will tell you what you have done. Mr Pynsents cable was in answer to one from me, in which I informed him that you were in the process of becoming entangled with a girl.

What!

You need not trouble to deny it. I saw you with my own eyes lunching together at the Savoy, and I happen to know that this afternoon you took her to the theatre.

You arent — you cant by any chance be referring to Miss Derrick?

Of course I am referring to Miss Derrick.

So stupendous was Sams amazement that anybody could describe what was probably the worlds greatest and most beautiful romance as becoming entangled with a girl that he could only gape.

I cabled to Mr Pynsent, informing him of the circumstances and asking for instructions.

You did what? Sams stupor of astonishment had passed away, whirled to the four winds on a tempestuous rush of homicidal fury. You mean to tell me that you had the — the nerve — the insolence - He gulped. Being a young man usually quick to express his rare bursts of anger in terms of action, he looked longingly at Lord Tilbury, regretting that the latters age and physique disqualified him as a candidate for assault and battery. Do you mean to tell me - He swallowed rapidly. The thought of this awful little man spying upon Kay and smirching her with his loathly innuendoes made mere words inadequate.

I informed Mr Pynsent that you were conducting a clandestine love affair, and asked him what I was to do.

To Sam, like some blessed inspiration, there came a memory of a scene that had occurred in his presence abaft the fiddley of the tramp steamer Araminta when that vessel was two days out of New York. A dreamy able-bodied seaman, thoughts of home or beer having temporarily taken his mind off his job, had chanced to wander backward on to the foot of the bosn while the latter was crossing the deck with a full pot of paint in his hands. And the bosn, recovering his breath, had condensed his feelings into two epithets so elastic and comprehensive that, while they were an exact description of the able-bodied seaman, they applied equally well to Lord Tilbury. Indeed, it seemed to Sam that they might have been invented expressly for Lord Tilburys benefit.

A moment before, he had been deploring the inadequacy of mere words. But these were not mere words. They were verbal dynamite.

You so-and-so! said Sam. You such-and-such!

Sailors are toughened by early training and long usage to bear themselves phlegmatically beneath abuse. Lord Tilbury had had no such advantages. He sprang backward as if he had been scalded by a sudden jet of boiling water.

You pernicious little bounder! said Sam. He strode to the door and flung it open. Get out!

If ever there was an occasion on which a man might excusably have said Sir! this was it; and no doubt, had he been able to speak, this was the word which Lord Tilbury would have used. Nearly a quarter of a century had passed since he had been addressed in this fashion to his face, and the thing staggered him.

Get out! repeated Sam. What the devil, he inquired peevishly, are you doing here, poisoning the air?

Lord Tilbury felt no inclination to embark upon a battle of words in which he appeared to be in opposition to an expert. Dazedly, he flapped out into the hall, the grey flannel trousers swirling about his feet. At the front door, however, it suddenly occurred to him that he had not yet fired the most important shell in his ammunition wagon. He turned at bay.

Wait! he cried. I may add —

No, you maynt, said Sam.

I wish to add —

Keep moving!

I insist on informing you, shouted Lord Tilbury, plucking at the trousers, with a nautical twitch, of this one thing: Your uncle said in his cable that you were to take the next boat back to America.

It had not been Sams intention to permit anything to shake the stern steeliness of his attitude, but this information did it. He stopped midway in an offensive sniff designed to afford a picturesque illustration of his view on the others air-poisoning qualities and gazed at him blankly.

Did he say that?

Yes, he did. Sam scratched his chin thoughtfully. Lord Tilbury began to feel a little better. And, he continued, as I should imagine that a young man of your intellectual attainments has little scope for making a living except by sponging on his rich relatives, I presume that you will accede to his wishes. In case you may still suppose that you are a member of the staff of Tilbury House, I will disabuse you of that view. You are not.

Sam remained silent; and Lord Tilbury, expanding and beginning to realize that there is nothing unpleasant about a battle of words provided that the battling is done in the right quarter, proceeded.

I only engaged you as a favour to your uncle. On your merits you could not have entered Tilbury House as an office-boy. I say, he repeated in a louder voice, that, had there been no question of obliging Mr Pynsent, I would not have engaged you as an office-boy.

Sam came out of his trance.

Are you still here? he said, annoyed.

Yes, I am still here. And let me tell you—

Listen! said Sam. If you arent out of this house in two seconds, Ill take those trousers back.

Every Achilles has his heel. Of all the possible threats that Sam could have used, this was probably the only one to which Lord Tilbury, in his dangerously elevated and hostile frame of mind, would have paid heed. For one moment he stood swelling like a toy balloon, then he slid out and the door banged behind him.

A dark shape loomed up before Lord Tilbury as he stood upon the gravel outside the portal of Mon Repos. Beside this shape there frolicked another and a darker one.

Evening, sir.

Lord Tilbury perceived through the gloom that he was being addressed by a member of the force. He made no reply. He was not in the mood for conversation with policemen.

Bringing your dog back, said the officer genially. Found er roaming about at the top of the street.

It is not my dog, said Lord Tilbury between set teeth, repelling Amy as she endeavoured in her affable way to climb on to his neck.

Not a member of the ousehold, sir? Just a neighbour making a friendly call? I see. Now I wonder, said the policeman, if any of my mates ave approached you on the matter of this concert in aid of a charitubulorganization which is not only most deserving in itself but is connected with a body of men to oom you as a nouse older will —

G-r-r-h! said Lord Tilbury.

He bounded out of the gate. Dimly, as he waddled down Burberry Road, the grey flannel trousers brushing the pavement with a musical swishing sound, there came to him, faint but pursuing, the voice of the indefatigable policeman:

This charitubulorganizationtowhichlallude —

Out of the night, sent from heaven, there came a crawling taxicab. Lord Tilbury poured himself in and sank back on the seat, a spent force.


26. Sam Hears Good News
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KAY CAME OUT into the garden of San Rafael. Darkness had fallen now, and the world was full of the sweet, wet scents of an autumn night. She stood for a moment, sniffing, and a little pang of home-sickness shot through her. The garden smelled just like Midways. This was how she always remembered Midways most vividly, with the shadows cloaking the flower-beds, the trees dripping and the good earth sending up its incense to a starlit sky.

When she shut her eyes she could almost imagine that she was back there. Then somebody began to whistle in the road and a train clanked into the station and the vision faded.

A faint odour of burning tobacco came to her, and on the lawn next door she saw the glow of a pipe.

Sam! she called.

His footsteps crunched on the gravel and he joined her at the fence.

Youre a nice sort of person, arent you? said Kay. Why didnt you come back?

I had one or two things to think about.

Willoughby dashed in for a minute and told me an incoherent story. So the man got away?

Yes.

Poor Lord Tilbury! said Kay, with a sudden silvery little bubble of laughter.

Sam said nothing.

What did he want, by the way?

He came to tell me that he had had a cable from my uncle saying that I was to go back at once.

Oh! said Kay with a little gasp, and there was silence. Go back — to America?

Yes.

At once?

Wednesdays boat, I suppose.

Not this very next Wednesday?

Yes.

There was another silence. The night was as still as if the clock had slipped back and Valley Fields had become the remote country spot of two hundred years ago.

Are you going?

I suppose so.

From far away, out in the darkness, came the faint grunting of a train as it climbed the steep gradient of Sydenham Hill. An odd forlorn feeling swept over Kay.

Yes, I suppose you must, she said. You cant afford to offend your uncle, can you?

Sam moved restlessly, and there was a tiny rasping sound as his hand scraped along the fence.

It isnt that, he said.

But your uncles very rich, isnt he?

What does that matter? Sams voice shook. Lord Tilbury was good enough to inform me that my only way of making a living was to sponge on my uncle, but Im not going to have you thinking it.

But — well, why are you going then?

Sam choked.

Ill tell you why Im going. Simply because I might as well be in New York as anywhere. If there was the slightest hope that by staying on here I could get you to — to marry me - His hand rasped on the fence again. Of course, I know there isnt. I know you dont take me seriously. I havent any illusions about myself. I know just what I amount to in your eyes. Im the fellow who blunders about and trips over himself and is rather amusing when youre in the mood. But I dont count. I dont amount to anything. Kay stirred in the darkness, but she did not speak. You think Im kidding all the time. Well, I just want you to know this — that Im not kidding about the way I feel about you. I used to dream over that photograph before I ever met you. And when I met you I knew one thing for certain, and that was there wasnt going to be any one except you ever. I know you dont care about me and never will. Why should you? What on earth is there about me that could make you? Im just a—

A little ripple of laughter came from the shadows.

Poor old Sam! said Kay.

Yes! There you are — in a nutshell! Poor old Sam!

Im sorry I laughed. But it was so funny to hear you denouncing yourself in that grand way.

Exactly! Funny!

Well, whats wrong with being funny? I like funny people. Id no notion you had such hidden depths, Sam. Though, of course, the palmist said you had, didnt she?

The train had climbed the hill and was now rumbling off into the distance. A smell of burning leaves came floating over the gardens.

I dont blame you for laughing, said Sam. Pray laugh if you wish to.

Kay availed herself of the permission.

Oh, Sam, you are a pompous ass, arent you? Pray laugh if you want to!... Sam!

Well?

Do you really mean that you would stay on in England if I promised to marry you?

Yes.

And offend your rich uncle and get cut off with a dollar or whatever they cut nephews off with in America?

Yes.

Kay reached up at Sams head and gave his hair a little proprietorial tug.

Well, why dont you, Sambo? she said softly.

It seemed to Sam that in some strange way his powers of breathing had become temporarily suspended. A curious dry feeling had invaded his throat. He could hear his heart thumping.

What? he croaked huskily.

I said why — do — you — not, Samivel? whispered Kay, punctuating the words with little tugs.

Sam found himself on the other side of the fence. How he had got there he did not know. Presumably he had scrambled over. A much-abraded shin-bone was to show him later that this theory was the correct one, but at the moment bruised shins had no meaning for him. He stood churning the mould of the flower-bed on which he had alighted, staring at the indistinct whiteness which was Kay.

But look here, said Sam thickly. But look here— A bird stirred in the tree.

But look here—

And then somehow — things were happening mysteriously tonight, and apparently of their own volition — he found that Kay was in his arms. It seemed to him also, though his faculties were greatly clouded, that he was kissing Kay.

But look here— he said thickly. They were now, in some peculiar manner, walking together up the gravel path, and he, unless his senses deceived him, was holding her hand tucked very tightly under his arm. At least, somebody, at whom he seemed to be looking from a long distance, was doing this. This individual, who appeared to be in a confused frame of mind, was holding that hand with a sort of frenzied determination, as he were afraid she might get away from him. But look here, this isnt possible!

What isnt possible?

All this. A girl like you — a wonderful, splendid, marvellous girl like you cant possibly love — the word seemed to hold all the magic of all the magicians, and he repeated it dazedly — love — love — cant possibly love a fellow like me. He paused, finding the wonder of the thing oppressive. It — it doesnt make sense.

Why not?

Well, a fellow — a man — a fellow — oh, I dont know.

Kay chuckled. It came upon Sam with an overwhelming sense of personal loss that she was smiling, and that he could not see that smile. Other future smiles he would see, but not that particular one, and it seemed to him that he would never be able to make up for having missed it.

Would you like to know something, Sam?

What?

Well, if youll listen, Ill explain exactly how I feel. Have you ever had a very exciting book taken away from you just when you were in the middle of it?

No, I dont think so.

Well, I have. It was at Midways, when I was nine. I had borrowed it from the page-boy, who was a great friend of mine, and it was about a man called Cincinnati Kid, who went round most of the time in a mask, with lots of revolvers. I had just got half-way in it when my governess caught me and I was sent to bed and the book was burned. So I never found out what happened in the little room with the steel walls behind the bar at the Blue Gulch Saloon. I didnt get over the disappointment for years. Well, when you told me you were going away, I suddenly realized that this awful thing was on the point of happening to me again, and this time I would never get over it. It suddenly flashed upon me that there was absolutely nothing worthwhile in life except to be with you and watch you and wonder what perfectly mad thing you would be up to next. Would Aunt Ysobel say that that was love?

She would, said Sam with conviction.

Well, its my form of it, anyhow. I just want to be with you for years and years and years, wondering what youre going to do next.

Ill tell you what Im going to do at this moment, said Sam. Im going to kiss you.

Time passed.

Kay, said Sam.

Yes?

Do you know — No, youll laugh.

I promise I wont. What were you going to say?

That photograph of you — the one I found in the fishing hut

What about it?

I kissed it once.

Only once?

No, said Sam stoutly. If you really want the truth, every day; every blessed single day, and several times a day. Now laugh!

No; Im going to laugh at you all the rest of my life, but not tonight. Youre a darling, and I suppose, said Kay thoughtfully, Id better go and tell uncle so, hadnt I, if he has got back?

Tell your uncle?

Well, he likes to know whats going on around him in the home.

But that means that youll have to go in, said Sam appalled.

Only for a minute. I shall just pop my head in at the door and say Oh, uncle, talking of Sam, I love him.

Look here, said Sam earnestly, if you will swear on your word of honour — your sacred word of honour — not be gone more than thirty seconds –

As if I could keep away from you longer than that! said Kay.

Left alone in a bleak world, Sam found his thoughts taking for a while a sombre turn. In the exhilaration of the recent miracle which had altered the whole face of the planet, he had tended somewhat to overlook the fact that for a man about to enter upon the sacred state of matrimony he was a little ill-equipped with the means of supporting a home. His weekly salary was in his pocket and a small sum stood to his credit in Lombard Street bank; but he could not, he realized, be considered an exceptionally good match for the least exacting of girls. Indeed, at the moment, like the gentleman in the song, all he was in a position to offer his bride was a happy disposition and a wild desire to succeed.

These are damping reflections for a young man to whom the keys of heaven have just been given, and they made Sam pensive. But his natural ebullience was not long in coming to the rescue. One turn up and down the garden and he was happy again in the possession of lavish rewards bestowed upon him by beaming bank managers, rejoicing in their hearty City fashion as they saw those missing bonds restored to them after many years. He refused to consider the possibility of failure to unearth the treasure. It must be somewhere in Mon Repos, and if it was in Mon Repos he would find it — even if, in direct contravention of the terms of Clause 8 in his lease, he had to tear the house to pieces.

He strode, full of a great purpose, to the window of the kitchen. A light shone there, and he could hear the rumbling voice of his faithful henchman. He tapped upon the window, and presently the blind shot up and Hashs face appeared. In the background Claire, a little flushed, was smoothing her hair. The window opened.

Whos there? said Hash gruffly.

Only me, Hash. I want a word with you.

Ur?

Listen, Hash. Tear yourself away shortly, and come back to Mon Repos. There is mans work to do there.

Eh?

Weve got to search that house from top to bottom. Ive just found out that its full of bonds.

You dont say!

I do say.

Nasty things, said Hash reflectively. Go off in your ands as likely as not.

At this moment the quiet night was rent by a strident voice:

Sam! Hi, Sam! Come quick!

It was the voice of Willoughby Braddock, and it appeared to proceed from one of the upper rooms of Mon Repos.


27. Spirited Behaviour of Mr Braddock 
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WHEN WILLOUGHBY BRADDOCK, some ten minutes earlier, had parted from Kay and come out on to the gravel walk in front of San Rafael, he was in a condition of mind which it is seldom given to man to achieve until well through the second quart of champagne. So stirred was his soul, so churned up by a whirlwind of powerful emotions, that he could have stepped straight into any hospital as a fever patient and no questions asked.

For the world had become of a sudden amazingly vivid to Willoughby. After a quarter of a century in which absolutely nothing had occurred to ruffle the placid surface of his existence, strange and exhilarating things had begun to happen to him with a startling abruptness.

When he reflected that he had actually stood chatting face to face with a member of the criminal classes, interrupting him in the very act of burgling a house, and on top of that had found Lord Tilbury, a man who was on the committee of his club, violently transformed into a sans-culotte, it seemed to him that life in the true meaning of the word had at last begun.

But it was something that Kay had said that had set the seal on the thrills of this great day. Quite casually she had mentioned that Mrs Lippett proposed, as soon as her daughter Claire was married to Hash Todhunter, to go and live with the young couple. It was as if somebody, strolling with stout Cortez, had jerked his thumb at a sheet of water shining through the trees and observed nonchalantly, By the way, theres the Pacific. It was this, even more than the other events of the afternoon, that had induced in Mr Braddock the strange, yeasty feeling of unreality which was causing him now to stand gulping on the gravel. For years he had felt that only a miracle could rid him of Mrs Lippetts limpet-like devotion, and now that miracle had happened.

He removed his hat and allowed the cool night air to soothe his flaming forehead. He regretted that he had pledged himself to dinner that night at the house of his Aunt Julia. Aunt Julia was no bad sort, as aunts go, but dinner at her house was scarcely likely to provide him with melodrama, and it was melodrama that Mr Braddocks drugged soul now craved, and nothing but melodrama. It irked him to be compelled to leave this suburban maelstrom of swift events and return to London, which could not but seem mild and tame by comparison.

However, he had so pledged himself, and the word of a Braddock was his bond. Moreover, if he were late, Aunt Julia would be shirty to a degree. Reluctantly he started to move towards the two-seater, and had nearly reached it when he congealed again into a motionless statue. For, even as he prepared to open the gates of San Rafael, he beheld slinking in at the gate of Mon Repos a furtive figure.

In his present uplifted frame of mind a figure required to possess only the minimum of furtiveness to excite Willoughby Braddocks suspicions, and this one was well up in what might be called the Class A of furtiveness. It wavered and it crept. It hesitated and it slunk. And as the rays from the street lamp shone momentarily upon its face, Mr Braddock perceived that it was a drawn and anxious face, the face of one who nerves himself to desperate deeds.

And indeed, the other was feeling nervous. He walked warily, like some not too courageous explorer picking his way through a jungle in which he suspects the presence of unpleasant wild beasts. Drawn by the lure of gain to revisit Mon Repos, Chimp Twist was wondering pallidly if each moment might not bring Hash ravening out at him from the shadows.

He passed round the angle of the house, and Willoughby Braddock, reckless of whether or no this postponement of his return to London would make him late for dinner at Aunt Julias and so cause him to be properly ticked off by that punctuality-loving lady, flitted silently after him and was in time to see him peer through the kitchen window. A moment later, his peering seeming to have had a reassuring effect, he had opened the back door and was inside the house.

Willoughby Braddock did not hesitate. The idea of being alone in a small semi-detached house with a desperate criminal who was probably armed to the gills meant nothing to him now. In fact, he rather preferred it. He slid silently through the back door in the fellows wake, and, having removed his shoes, climbed the kitchen stairs. A noise from above told him that he was on the right track. Whatever it was that the furtive bloke was doing, he was doing it upstairs.

As for Chimp Twist, he was now going nicely. The operations which he was conducting were swift and simple. Once he had ascertained by a survey through the kitchen window that his enemy, Hash, was not on the premises, all his nervousness had vanished. Possessing himself of the chisel which he had placed in the drawer of the kitchen table in readiness for just such an emergency, he went briskly upstairs. The light was burning in the hall and also in the drawing-room; but the absence of sounds encouraged him to believe that Sam, like Hash, was out. This proved to be the case, and he went on his way completely reassured. All he wanted was five minutes alone and undisturbed, for the directions contained in Mr Finglasss letter had been specific; and once he had broken through the door of the top back bedroom, he anticipated no difficulty in unearthing the buried treasure. It was, Mr Finglass had definitely stated, a mere matter of lifting a board. Chimp Twist did not sing as he climbed the stairs, for he was a prudent man, but he felt like singing.

A sharp cracking noise came to Willoughby Braddocks ears as he halted snakily on the first landing. It sounded like the breaking open of a door.

And so it was. Chimp, had the conditions been favourable, would have preferred to insinuate himself into Hashs boudoir in a manner involving less noise; but in this enterprise of his, time was of the essence and he had no leisure for niggling at locks with a chisel. Arriving on the threshold, he raised his boot and drove it like a battering-ram.

The doors of suburban villas are not constructed to stand rough treatment. If they fit within an inch or two and do not fall down when the cat rubs against them, the architect, builder and surveyor shake hands and congratulate themselves on a good bit of work. And Chimp, though a small man, had a large foot. The lock yielded before him and the door swung open. He went in and lit the gas. Then he took a rapid survey of his surroundings.

Half-way up the second flight of stairs, Willoughby Braddock stood listening. His face was pink and determined. As far as he was concerned, Aunt Julia might go and boil herself. Dinner or no dinner, he meant to see this thing through.

Chimp wasted no time.

The stuff, his friend, the late Edward Finglass, had written, is in the top back bedroom. Youve only to lift the third board from the window and put your hand in, Chimpie, and there it is. And after this had come a lot of foolish stuff about sharing with Soapy Molloy. A trifle maudlin old Finky had become on his death-bed, it seemed to Chimp.

And, hurried though he was, Chimp Twist had time to indulge in a brief smile as he thought of Soapy Molloy. He also managed to fit in a brief moment of complacent meditation, the trend of which was that when it comes to a showdown brains will tell. He, Chimp Twist, was the guy with the brains, and the result was that in about another half-minute he would be in possession of American bearer securities to the value of two million dollars. Whereas poor old Soapy, who had just about enough intelligence to open his mouth when he wished to eat, would go through life eking out a precarious existence, selling fictitious oil stock to members of the public who were one degree more cloth-headed than himself. There was a moral to be drawn from this, felt Chimp, but his time was too valuable to permit him to stand there drawing it. He gripped his chisel and got to work.

Mr Braddock, peering in at the door with the caution of a Red Indian stalking a relative by marriage with a tomahawk, saw that the intruder had lifted a board and was groping in the cavity. His heart beat like a motor-bicycle. It gave him some little surprise that the fellow did not hear it.

Presumably the fellow was too occupied. Certainly he seemed like a man whose mind was on his job. Having groped for some moments, he now uttered a sound that was half an oath and half a groan, and, as if seized with a frenzy, began tearing up other boards, first one, then another, after that a third. It was as though this business of digging up boards had begun to grip him like some drug. Starting in a modest way with a single board, he had been unable to check the craving, and it now appeared to be his intention to excavate the entire floor.

But he was not allowed to proceed with this work uninterrupted. Possibly this wholesale demolition of bedrooms jarred upon Mr Braddocks sensibilities as a householder. At any rate, he chose this moment to intervene.

I say, look here! he said.

It had been his intention, for he was an enthusiastic reader of sensational fiction and knew the formulae as well as any one, to say Hands up! But the words had slipped from him without his volition. He hastily corrected himself.

I mean, Hands up! he said.

Then, backing to the window, he flung it open and shouted into the night:

Sam! Hi! Sam! Come quick!


28. The Missing Millions
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THOSE CAPTIOUS CRITICS who are always on the alert to catch the historian napping and expose in his relation of events some damaging flaw will no doubt have seized avidly on what appears to be a blunder in the incident just recorded. Where, they will ask, did Willoughby Braddock get the revolver, without which a man may say Hands up! till he is hoarse and achieve no result? For of all the indispensable articles of costume which the well-dressed man must wear if he wishes to go about saying Hands up! to burglars, a revolver is the one which can least easily be omitted.

We have no secrets from posterity. Willoughby Braddock possessed no revolver. But he had four fingers on his right hand, and two of these he was now thrusting earnestly against the inside of his coat pocket. Wax to receive and marble to retain, Willoughby Braddock had not forgotten the ingenious subterfuge by means of which Soapy Molloy had been enabled to intimidate Lord Tilbury, and he employed it now upon Chimp Twist.

You low blister! said Mr Braddock.

Whether this simple device would have been effective with a person of ferocious and hard-boiled temperament, one cannot say; but fortunately Chimp was not of this description. His strength was rather of the head than of the heart. He was a man who shrank timidly from even the appearance of violence; and though he may have had doubts as to the genuineness of Mr Braddocks pistol, he had none concerning the latters physique. Willoughby Braddock was no Hercules, but he was some four inches taller and some sixty pounds heavier than Chimp, and it was not in Mr Twists character to embark upon a rough-and-tumble with such odds against him.

Indeed, Chimp would not lightly have embarked on a rough-and-tumble with any one who was not an infant in arms or a member of the personnel of Singers Troupe of Midgets.

He tottered against the wall and stood there blinking. The sudden materialization of Willoughby Braddock, apparently out of thin air, had given him a violent shock, from which he had not even begun to recover.

You man of wrath! said Mr Braddock.

The footsteps of one leaping from stair to stair made themselves heard. Sam charged in.

Whats up?

Mr Braddock, with pardonable unction, directed his notice to the captive.

Another of the gang, he said. I caught him.

Sam gazed at Chimp and looked away disappointed.

You poor idiot, he said peevishly. Thats my odd-job man.

What?

My odd-job man.

Willoughby Braddock felt for an instant damped. Then his spirits rose again. He knew little of the duties of odd-job men, but whatever they were, this one, he felt, had surely exceeded them.

Well, why was he digging up the floor?

And Sam, glancing down, saw that this was what his eccentric employee had, indeed, been doing; and suspicion blazed up within him.

Whats the game? he demanded, eyeing Chimp.

Exactly, said Mr Braddock. The game — what is it? Chimps nerves had recovered a little of their tone. His agile brain was stirring once more.

You cant do anything, he said. It wasnt breaking and entering. I live here. I know the law.

Never mind about that. What were you up to?

Looking for something, said Chimp sullenly. And it wasnt there.

Chimp gave a short laugh of intense bitterness.

Did you know Finglass? asked Sam keenly.

I thought I did. But I didnt know he was so fond of a joke.

Bradder, said Sam urgently, a crook named Finglass used to live in this house, and he buried a lot of his swag somewhere in it.

Good gosh! exclaimed Mr Braddock. You dont say so!

Did this fellow take anything from under the floor?

You bet your sweet life I didnt, said Chimp with feeling. It wasnt there. You seem to know all about it, so I dont mind telling you that Finky wrote me that the stuff was under the third board from the window in this room. Whether he was off his head or was just stringing me, I dont know. But I do know it isnt there. And now Im going.

Oh, no, you arent, by love! said Mr Braddock.

Oh, let him go, said Sam wearily. Whats the use of keeping him hanging around? He turned to Chimp. His own disappointment was so keen that he could almost sympathize with him. So you think Finglass really got away with the stuff, after all?

Looks like it.

Then why on earth did he write to you?

Chimp shrugged his shoulders.

Off his nut, I guess. He always was a loony sort of bird, outside of business.

You dont think the other chap found the stuff, Sam? suggested Mr Braddock.

Sam shook his head.

I doubt it. Its much more likely it was never here at all. We had a friend of yours here this evening, he said to Chimp. At least, I suppose he was a friend of yours. Thomas G. Gunn he called himself.

I know who you mean — that poor dumb brick, Soapy. He wouldnt have found anything. If it isnt here it isnt anywhere. And now Im going.

Mr Braddock eyed him a little wistfully as he slouched through the doorway. It was galling to see the only burglar he had ever caught walking out as if he had finished paying a friendly call. However, he supposed there was nothing to be done about it. Sam had gone to the window and was leaning out, looking into the night.

I must go and see Kay, he said at length, turning.

I must get up to town, said Mr Braddock. By Jove, I shall be most frightfully late if I dont rush. Im dining with my Aunt Julia.

This is going to be bad news for her.

Oh, no, shell be most awfully interested. Shes a very sporting old party.

What the devil are you talking about?

My Aunt Julia.

Oh? Well, good-bye.

Sam left the room, and Willoughby Braddock, following him at some little distance, for his old friend seemed disinclined for company and conversation, heard the front door bang. He sat down on the stairs and began to put on his shoes, which he had cached on the first landing. While he was engaged in this task, the front door-bell rang. He went down to open it, one shoe off and one shoe on, and found on the steps an aged gentleman with a white beard.

Is Mr Shotter here? asked the aged gentleman.

Just gone round next door. Mr Cornelius, isnt it? I expect youve forgotten me — Willoughby Braddock. I met you for a minute or two when I was staying with Mr Wrenn.

Ah, yes. And how is the world using you, Mr Braddock?

Willoughby was only too glad to tell him. A confidant was precisely what in his exalted frame of mind he most desired.

Everythings absolutely topping, thanks. What with burglars floating in every two minutes and Lord Tilbury getting de-bagged and all that, lifes just about right. And my housekeeper is leaving me.

I am sorry to hear that.

I wasnt. What it means is that now I shall at last be able to buzz off and see life. Have all sorts of adventures, you know. Im frightfully keen on adventure.

You should come and live in Valley Fields, Mr Brad dock. There is always some excitement going on here.

Yes, youre not far wrong. Still, what I meant was more the biffing off on the out-trail stuff. Im going to see the world. Im going to be one of those fellows Kipling writes about. I was talking to a chap of that sort at the club the other day. He said he could remember Uganda when there wasnt a white man there.

I can remember Valley Fields when it had not a single cinema house.

This fellow was once treed by a rhinoceros for six hours.

A similar thing once happened to a Mr Walkinshaw, who lived at Balmoral, in Acacia Road. He came back from London one Saturday afternoon in a new tweed suit, and his dog, failing to recognize him, chased him on to the roof of the summer-house... Well, I must be getting along, Mr Braddock. I promised to read extracts from my history of Valley Fields to Mr Shotter. Perhaps you would care to hear them too.

I should love it, but Ive got to dash off and dine with Aunt Julia.

Some other time perhaps?

Absolutely... By the way, that man I was telling you about. He was as near as a toucher bitten by a shark once.

Nothing to what happens in Valley Fields, said Mr Cornelius patriotically. The occupant of the Firs at the corner of Buffer Street and Myrtle Avenue — a Mr Phillimore — perhaps you have heard of him?

No.

Mr Edwin Phillimore. Connected with the firm of Birkett, Birkett, Birkett, Son, Podmarsh, Podmarsh & Birkett, the solicitors.

What about him?

Last summer, said Mr Cornelius, he was bitten by a guinea-pig-


29. Mr Cornelius Reads His History

1
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IT IS A curious fact, and one frequently noted by philosophers, that every woman in this world cherishes within herself a deep-rooted belief, from which nothing can shake her, that the particular man to whom she has plighted her love is to be held personally blameworthy for practically all of the untoward happenings of life. The vapid and unreflective would call these things accidents, but she knows better. If she arrives at a station at five minutes past nine to catch a train which has already left at nine minutes past five, she knows that it is her Henry who is responsible, just as he was responsible the day before for a shower of rain coming on when she was wearing her new hat.

But there was sterling stuff in Kay Derrick. Although no doubt she felt in her secret heart that the omission of the late Mr Edward Finglass to deposit his ill-gotten gains beneath the floor of the top back bedroom of Mon Repos could somehow have been avoided if Sam had shown a little enterprise and common sense, she uttered no word of reproach. Her reception of the bad news, indeed, when, coming out into the garden, he saw her waiting for him on the lawn of San Rafael and climbed the fence to deliver it, was such as to confirm once and for all his enthusiastic view of her splendid qualities. Where others would have blamed, she sympathized. And not content with mere sympathy, she went on to minimize the disaster with soothing argument.

What does it matter? she said. We have each other.

The mind of man, no less than that of woman, works strangely. When, a few days before, Sam had read that identical sentiment, couched in almost exactly the same words, as part of the speech addressed by Leslie Mordyke to the girl of his choice in the third galley of Cordelia Blairs gripping serial, Hearts Aflame, he had actually gone so far as to write in the margin the words, Silly fool! Now he felt that he had never heard anything not merely so beautiful but so thoroughly sensible, practical and inspired.

Thats right! he cried.

If he had been standing by a table he would have banged it with his fist. Situated as he was, in the middle of a garden, all he could do was to kiss Kay. This he did.

Of course, he said, when the first paroxysm of enthusiasm had passed, theres just this one point to be taken into consideration. Ive lost my job, and I dont know how Im to get another.

Of course youll get another!

Why, so I will! said Sam, astounded by the clearness of her reasoning. The idea that the female intelligence was inferior to the male seemed to him a gross fallacy. How few men could have thought a thing all out in a flash like that.

It may not be a big job, but that will be all the more fun.

So it will.

I always think that people who marry on practically nothing have a wonderful time.

Terrific!

So exciting.

Yes.

I can cook a bit.

I can wash dishes.

If youre poor, you enjoy occasional treats. If youre rich, you just get bored with pleasure.

Bored stiff.

And probably drift apart.

Sam could not follow her there. Loath as he was to disagree with her lightest word, this was going too far.

No, he said firmly, if I had a million I wouldnt drift apart from you.

You might.

No, I couldnt.

Im only saying you might.

But I shouldnt.

Well, anyhow, said Kay, yielding the point, all Im saying is that it will be much more fun being awfully hard up and watching the pennies and going out to the Palais de Dance at Hammersmith on Saturday nights, or if it was my birthday or something, and cooking our own dinner and making my own clothes, than — than - living in a gilded cage, watching love stifle, said Sam, remembering Leslie Mordykes remarks on the subject.

Yes. So honestly, Im very glad it was all a fairy story about that money being in Mon Repos.

So am I. Darned glad.

Id have hated to have it.

So would I.

And I think its jolly, your uncle disinheriting you.

Absolutely corking.

It would have spoiled everything, having a big allowance from him.

Everything.

I mean, we should have missed all the fun were going to have, and we shouldnt have felt so close together and —

Exactly. Do you know, I knew a wretched devil in America who came into about twenty million dollars when his father died, and he went and married a girl with about double that in her own right.

What became of him? asked Kay, shocked.

I dont know. We lost touch. But just imagine that marriage!

Awful!

What possible fun could they have had?

None. What was his name?

Blenkiron, said Sam in a hushed voice. And hers was Poskitt.

For some moments, deeply affected by the tragedy of these two poor bits of human wreckage, they stood in silence. Sam felt near to tears, and he thought Kay was bearing up only with some difficulty.

The door leading into the garden was opened. Light from the house flashed upon them.

Somebodys coming out, said Kay, giving a little start as though she had been awakened from a dream.

Curse them! said Sam. Or, rather, no, he corrected himself. I think its your uncle.

Even at such a moment as this, he could harbour no harsh thought towards any relative of hers.

It was Mr Wrenn. He stood on the steps, peering out.

Kay! he called.

Yes?

Oh, youre there. Is Shorter with you?

Yes.

Could you both come in for a minute? inquired Mr Wrenn, his voice — for he was a man of feeling — conveying a touch of apology. Cornelius is here. He wants to read you that chapter from his history of Valley Fields.

Sam groaned in spirit. On such a night as this young Troilus had climbed the walls of Troy and stood gazing at the Grecian tents where lay Cressida, and he himself had got to go into a stuffy house and listen to a bore with a white beard drooling on about the mouldy past of a London suburb.

Well, yes, I know; but- he began doubtfully.

Kay laid a hand upon his arm.

We cant disappoint the poor old man, she whispered. He would take it to heart so.

Yes, but I mean —

No.

Just as you say, said Sam.

He was going to make a good husband.

Mr Cornelius was in the drawing-room. From under his thick white brows he peered at them, as they entered, with the welcoming eyes of a man who, loving the sound of his own voice, sees a docile audience assembling. He took from the floor a large brown-paper parcel and, having carefully unfastened the string which tied it, revealed a second and lighter wrapping of brown paper. Removing this, he disclosed a layer of newspaper, then another, and finally a formidable typescript bound about with lilac ribbon.

The matter having to do with the man Finglass occurs in Chapter Seven of my book, he said.

Just one chapter? said Sam, with a touch of hope.

That chapter describes the mans first visit to my office, my early impressions of him, his words as nearly as I can remember them, and a few other preliminary details. In Chapter Nine-

Chapter Nine! echoed Sam, aghast. You know, as a matter of fact, there really isnt any need to read all that, because it turns out that Finglass never —

In Chapter Nine, proceeded Mr Cornelius, adjusting a large pair of horn rimmed spectacles, I show him accepted perfectly unsuspiciously by the residents of the suburb, and I have described at some length, because it is important as indicating how completely his outward respectability deceived those with whom he came into contact, a garden party given by Mrs Bellamy-North, of Beau Rivage, in Burberry Road, at which he appeared and spoke a few words on the subject of the forthcoming election for the district council.

We shall love to hear that, said Kay brightly. Her eyes, wandering aside, met Sams. Sam, who had opened his mouth, closed it again.

I remember that day very distinctly, said Mr Cornelius. It was a beautiful afternoon in June, and the garden of Beau Rivage was looking extraordinarily attractive. It was larger, of course, in those days. The house which I call Beau Rivage in my history has since been converted into two semi-detached houses, known as Beau Rivage and Sans Souci. That is a change which has taken place in a great number of cases in this neighbourhood. Five years ago Burberry Road was a more fashionable quarter, and the majority of houses were detached. This house where we are now sitting, for example, and its neighbour, Mon Repos, were a single residence when Edward Finglass came to Valley Fields. Its name was then Mon Repos, and it was only some eighteen months later that San Rafael came into existence as a separate —

He broke off; and breaking off, bit his tongue, for that had occurred which had startled him considerably. One unit in his audience, until that moment apparently as quiet and well-behaved as the other units, had suddenly, to all appearances, gone off his head.

The young man Shotter, uttering a piercing cry, had leaped to his feet and was exhibiting strange emotions.

Whats that? cried Sam. What did you say?

Mr Cornelius regarded him through a mist of tears. His tongue was giving him considerable pain.

Did you say, demanded Sam, that in Finglasss time San Rafael was part of Mon Repos?

Yeh, said Mr Cornelius, rubbing the wound tenderly against the roof of his mouth.

Give me a chisel! bellowed Sam. Wheres a chisel? I want a chisel!
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Bleck my soul! said Mr Cornelius. He spoke a little thickly, for his tongue was still painful. But its anguish was forgotten under the spell of a stronger emotion. Five minutes had passed since Sams remarkable outburst in the drawing-room; and now, with Mr Wrenn and Kay, he was standing in the top back bedroom of San Rafael, watching the young man as he drew up from the chasm in which he had been groping a very yellowed, very dusty package which crackled in his fingers. Bleck my soul! said Mr Cornelius.

Good heavens! said Mr Wrenn.

Sam! cried Kay.

Sam did not hear their voices. With the look of a mother bending over her sleeping babe, he was staring at the parcel.

Two million! said Sam, choking. Two million — count em — two million!

A light of pure avarice shone in his eyes. He looked like a man who had never heard of the unhappy fate of Dwight Blenkiron, of Chicago, Illinois, and Genevieve, his bride, née Poskitt; or who, having heard, did not give a whoop.

Whats ten per cent on two million? asked Sam.

3

Valley Fields lay asleep. Clocks had been wound, cats put out of back doors, front doors bolted and chained. In a thousand homes a thousand good householders were restoring their tissues against the labours of another day. The silver-voiced clock on the big tower over the college struck the hour of two.

But though most of the inhabitants were prudently getting their eight hours and ensuring that schoolgirl complexion, footsteps still made themselves heard in the silence of Burberry Road. They were those of Sam Shotter of Mon Repos, pacing up and down outside the gate of San Rafael. Long since had Mr Wrenn, who slept in the front of that house, begun to wish Sam Shotter in bed or dead; but he was a mild and kindly man, loath to shout winged words out of windows. So Sam paced, unrebuked, until presently other footsteps joined in chorus with his and he perceived that he was no longer alone.

A lantern shone upon him.

Out late, sir, said the sleepless guardian of the peace behind it.

Late? said Sam. Trifles like time meant nothing to him. Is it late?

Just gone two, sir.

Oh? Then perhaps I had better be going to bed.

Suit yourself, sir. Resident here, sir?

Yes.

Then I wonder, said the constable, if I can interest you in a concert which is shortly to take place in aid of a charitubul-organization connected with a body of men to oom you as a nouse older will —

Do you believe in palmists?

No, sir — be the first to admit that you owe the safety of your person and the tranquillity of your ome — the police.

Well, let me tell you this, said Sam warmly. Some time ago a palmist told me that I was shortly about to be married, and I am shortly about to be married.

Wish you luck, sir. Then perhaps I can ave the pleasure of selling you and your good lady to be a couple of tickets for this concert in aid of the Policemens Orphanage. Tickets, which may be ad in any quantity, consist of the five-shilling ticket —

Are you married?

Yes, sir — the three-shilling ticket, the half-crown ticket, the shilling ticket, and the sixpenny ticket.

Its the only life, isnt it? said Sam.

That of the policeman, sir, or the orphan?

Married life.

The constable ruminated.

Well, sir, he replied judicially, its like most things — as its advantages and its disadvantages.

Of course, said Sam, I can see that if two people married without having any money, it might lead to a lot of unhappiness. But if youve plenty of money, nothing can possibly go wrong.

Have you plenty of money, sir?

Pots of it.

In that case, sir, I recommend the five-shilling tickets. Say, one for yourself, one for your good lady to be and — to make up the round sovereign — a couple for any gentlemen friends you may meet at the club oo may desire to be present at what you can take it from me will be a slap-up entertainment, high-class from start to finish. Constable Purvis will render Asleep on the Deep —

Look here, said Sam, suddenly becoming aware that the man was babbling about something, what on earth are you talking about?

Tickets, sir.

But you dont need tickets to get married.

You need tickets to be present at the annual concert in aid of the Policemens Orphanage, and I strongly advocate the purchase of alf a dozen of the five-shilling.

How much are the five-shilling?

Five shillings, sir.

But Ive only got a ten-pound note on me.

Bring you change to your ome tomorrow.

Sam became aware with a shudder of self-loathing that he was allowing this night of nights to be marred by sordid huckstering.

Never mind the change, he said.

Sir?

Keep it all. Im going to be married, he added in explanation.

Keep the ole ten pounds, sir? quavered the stupefied officer, Certainly. Whats ten pounds?

There was a silence.

If everybody was like you, sir, said the constable at length, in a deep, throaty voice, the world would be a better place.

The world couldnt be a better place, said Sam. Good night.

Good night, sir, said the constable reverently.

THE END
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MOST OF THESE stories originally appeared in The Captain. I am indebted to the Editor of that magazine for allowing me to republish. The rest are from the Public School Magazine. The story entitled A Shocking Affair appears in print for the first time. This was one of our failures.

P. G. Wodehouse
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HOW PILLINGSHOT SCORED
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PILLINGSHOT WAS ANNOYED. He was disgusted, mortified; no other word for it. He had no objection, of course, to Mr Mellish saying that his work during the term, and especially his Livy, had been disgraceful. A master has the right to say that sort of thing if he likes. It is one of the perquisites of the position. But when he went on to observe, without a touch of shame, that there would be an examination in the Livy as far as they had gone in it on the following Saturday, Pillingshot felt that he exceeded. It was not playing the game. There were the examinations at the end of term. Those were fair enough. You knew exactly when they were coming, and could make your arrangements accordingly. But to spring an examination on you in the middle of the term out of a blue sky, as it were, was underhand and unsportsmanlike, and would not do at all. Pillingshot wished that he could put his foot down. He would have liked to have stalked up to Mr Mellishs desk, fixed him with a blazing eye, and remarked, Sir, withdraw that remark. Cancel that statement instantly, or — ! or words to that effect.

What he did say was: Oo, si-i-r!!

Yes, said Mr Mellish, not troubling to conceal his triumph at Pillingshots reception of the news, there will be a Livy examination next Saturday. And— (he almost intoned this last observation)— anybody who does not get fifty per cent, Pillingshot, fifty per cent, will be severely punished. Very severely punished, Pillingshot.

After which the lesson had proceeded on its course.

Yes, it is rather low, isnt it? said Pillingshots friend, Parker, as Pillingshot came to the end of a stirring excursus on the rights of the citizen, with special reference to mid-term Livy examinations. Thats the worst of Mellish. He always has you somehow.

But what am I to do? raved Pillingshot.

I should advise you to swot it up before Saturday, said Parker.

Oh, dont be an ass, said Pillingshot, irritably.

What was the good of friends if they could only make idiotic suggestions like that?

He retired, brooding, to his house.

The day was Wednesday. There were only two more days, therefore, in which to prepare a quarter of a book of Livy. It couldnt be done. The thing was not possible.

In the house he met Smythe.

What are you going to do about it? he inquired. Smythe was top of the form, and if he didnt know how to grapple with a crisis of this sort, who could know?

If youll kindly explain, said Smythe, what the dickens you are talking about, I might be able to tell you.

Pillingshot explained, with unwonted politeness, that it meant the Livy examination.

Oh, said Smythe, airily, that! Im just going to skim through it in case Ive forgotten any of it. Then I shall read up the notes carefully. And then, if I have time, I shall have a look at the history of the period. I should advise you to do that, too.

Oh, dont be a goat, said Pillingshot.

And he retired, brooding, as before.

That afternoon he spent industriously, copying out the fourth book of The Aeneid. At the beginning of the week he had had a slight disagreement with M. Gerard, the French master.

Pillingshots views on behaviour and deportment during French lessons did not coincide with those of M. Gerard. Pillingshots idea of a French lesson was something between a pantomime rally and a scrum at football. To him there was something wonderfully entertaining in the process of barging the end man off the edge of the form into space, and upsetting his books over him. M. Gerard, however, had a very undeveloped sense of humour. He warned the humorist twice, and on the thing happening a third time, suggested that he should go into extra lesson on the ensuing Wednesday.

So Pillingshot went, and copied out Virgil.

He emerged from the room of detention at a quarter past four. As he came out into the grounds he espied in the middle distance somebody being carried on a stretcher in the direction of the School House. At the same moment Parker loomed in sight, walking swiftly towards the School shop, his mobile features shining with the rapt expression of one who sees much ginger-beer in the near future.

Hullo, Parker, said Pillingshot, whos the corpse?

What, havent you heard? said Parker. Oh, no, of course, you were in extra. Its young Brown. Hes stunned or something.

How did it happen?

That rotter, Babington, in Dacres. Simply slamming about, you know, getting his eye in before going in, and Brown walked slap into one of his drives. Got him on the side of the head.

Much hurt?

Oh, no, I dont think so. Keep him out of school for about a week.

Lucky beast. Wish somebody would come and hit me on the head. Come and hit me on the head, Parker.

Come and have an ice, said Parker.

Right-ho, said Pillingshot. It was one of his peculiarities, that whatever the hour or the state of the weather, he was always equal to consuming an ice. This was probably due to genius. He had an infinite capacity for taking pains. Scarcely was he outside the promised ice when another misfortune came upon him. Scott, of the First Eleven, entered the shop. Pillingshot liked Scott, but he was not blind to certain flaws in the latters character. For one thing, he was too energetic. For another, he could not keep his energy to himself. He was always making Pillingshot do things. And Pillingshots notion of the ideal life was complete dolce far niente.

Ginger-beer, please, said Scott, with parched lips. He had been bowling at the nets, and the day was hot. Hullo! Pillingshot, you young slacker, why arent you changed? Been bunking half-holiday games? Youd better reform, young man.

Ive been in extra, said Pillingshot, with dignity.

How many times does that make this term? Youre going for the record, arent you? Jolly sporting of you. Bit slow in there, wasnt it? Nother ginger-beer, please.

Just a bit, said Pillingshot.

I thought so. And now youre dying for some excitement. Of course you are. Well, cut over to the House and change, and then come back and field at the nets. The man Yorke is going to bowl me some of his celebrated slow tosh, and Im going to show him exactly how Jessop does it when hes in form.

Scott was the biggest hitter in the School. Mr Yorke was one of the masters. He bowled slow leg-breaks, mostly half-volleys and long hops. Pillingshot had a sort of instinctive idea that fielding out in the deep with Mr Yorke bowling and Scott batting would not contribute largely to the gaiety of his afternoon. Fielding deep at the nets meant that you stood in the middle of the football field, where there was no telling what a ball would do if it came at you along the ground. If you were lucky you escaped without injury. Generally, however, the ball bumped and deprived you of wind or teeth, according to the height to which it rose. He began politely, but firmly, to excuse himself.

Dont talk rot, said Scott, complainingly, you must have some exercise or youll go getting fat. Think what a blow it would be to your family, Pillingshot, if you lost your figure. Buck up. If youre back here in a quarter of an hour you shall have another ice. A large ice, Pillingshot, price sixpence. Think of it.

The word ice, as has been remarked before, touched chords in Pillingshots nature to which he never turned a deaf ear. Within the prescribed quarter of an hour he was back again, changed.

Heres the ice, said Scott, Ive been keeping it warm for you. Shovel it down. I want to be starting for the nets. Quicker, man, quicker! Dont roll it round your tongue as if it was port. Go for it. Finished? Thats right. Come on.

Pillingshot had not finished, but Scott so evidently believed that he had, that it would have been unkind to have mentioned the fact. He followed the smiter to the nets.

If Pillingshot had passed the earlier part of the afternoon in a sedentary fashion, he made up for it now. Scott was in rare form, and Pillingshot noticed with no small interest that, while he invariably hit Mr Yorkes deliveries a quarter of a mile or so, he never hit two balls in succession in the same direction. As soon as the panting fieldsman had sprinted to one side of the football ground and returned the ball, there was a beautiful, musical plonk, and the ball soared to the very opposite quarter of the field. It was a fine exhibition of hitting, but Pillingshot felt that he would have enjoyed it more if he could have watched it from a deck-chair.

Youre coming on as a deep field, young Pillingshot, said Scott, as he took off his pads. Youve got a knack of stopping them with your stomach, which the best first-class fields never have. You ought to give lessons at it. Now well go and have some tea.

If Pillingshot had had a more intimate acquaintance with the classics, he would have observed at this point, Timeo Danaos, and made a last dash for liberty in the direction of the shop. But he was deceived by the specious nature of Scotts remark. Visions rose before his eyes of sitting back in one of Scotts armchairs, watching a fag toasting muffins, which he would eventually dispatch with languid enjoyment. So he followed Scott to his study. The classical parallel to his situation is the well-known case of the oysters. They, too, were eager for the treat.

They had reached the study, and Pillingshot was about to fling himself, with a sigh of relief, into the most comfortable chair, when Scott unmasked his batteries.

Oh, by the way, he said, with a coolness which to Pillingshot appeared simply brazen, Im afraid my fag wont be here today. The young crocks gone and got mumps, or the plague, or something. So would you mind just lighting that stove? Itll be rather warm, but that wont matter. There are some muffins in the cupboard. You might weigh in with them. Youll find the toasting-fork on the wall somewhere. Its hanging up. Got it? Good man. Fire away.

And Scott collected five cushions, two chairs, and a tin of mixed biscuits, and made himself comfortable. Pillingshot, with feelings too deep for words (in the then limited state of his vocabulary), did as he was requested. There was something remarkable about the way Scott could always get people to do things for him. He seemed to take everything for granted. If he had had occasion to hire an assassin to make away with the German Emperor, he would have said, Oh, I say, you might run over to Germany and kill the Kaiser, will you, theres a good chap? Dont be long. And he would have taken a seat and waited, without the least doubt in his mind that the thing would be carried through as desired.

Pillingshot had just finished toasting the muffins, when the door opened, and Venables, of Merevales, came in.

I thought I heard you say something about tea this afternoon, Scott, said Venables. I just looked in on the chance. Good Heavens, man! Fancy muffins at this time of year! Do you happen to know what the thermometer is in the shade?

Take a seat, said Scott. I attribute my entire success in life to the fact that I never find it too hot to eat muffins. Do you know Pillingshot? One of the hottest fieldsmen in the School. At least, he was just now. Hes probably cooled off since then. Venables — Pillingshot, and vice versa. Buck up with the tea, Pillingshot. What, ready? Good man. Now we might almost begin.

Beastly thing that accident of young Browns, wasnt it? said Scott. Chaps oughtnt to go slamming about like that with the field full of fellows. I suppose he wont be right by next Saturday?

Not a chance. Why? Oh, yes, I forgot. He was to have scored for the team at Windybury, wasnt he?

Who are you going to get now?

Venables was captain of the St Austins team. The match next Saturday was at Windybury, on the latters ground.

I havent settled, said Venables. But its easy to get somebody. Scoring isnt one of those things which only one chap in a hundred understands.

Then Pillingshot had an idea — a great, luminous idea.

May I score? he asked, and waited trembling with apprehension lest the request be refused.

All right, said Venables, I dont see any reason why you shouldnt. We have to catch the 8.14 at the station. Dont you go missing it or anything.

Rather not, said Pillingshot. Not much.



On Saturday morning, at exactly 9.15, Mr Mellish distributed the Livy papers. When he arrived at Pillingshots seat and found it empty, an expression passed over his face like unto that of the baffled villain in transpontine melodrama.

Where is Pillingshot? he demanded tragically. Where is he?

Hes gone with the team to Windybury, sir, said Parker, struggling to conceal a large size in grins. Hes going to score.

No, said Mr Mellish sadly to himself, he has scored.


THE ODD TRICK
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THE ATTITUDE OF Philip St H. Harrison, of Merevales House, towards his fellow-man was outwardly one of genial and even sympathetic toleration. Did his form-master intimate that his conduct was not his idea of what Young Englands conduct should be, P. St H. Harrison agreed cheerfully with every word he said, warmly approved his intention of laying the matter before the Headmaster, and accepted his punishment with the air of a waiter booking an order for a chump chop and fried potatoes. But the next day there would be a squeaking desk in the form-room, just to show the master that he had not been forgotten. Or, again, did the captain of his side at football speak rudely to him on the subject of kicking the ball through in the scrum, Harrison would smile gently, and at the earliest opportunity tread heavily on the captains toe. In short, he was a youth who made a practice of taking very good care of himself. Yet he had his failures. The affair of Grahams mackintosh was one of them, and it affords an excellent example of the truth of the proverb that a cobbler should stick to his last. Harrisons forte was diplomacy. When he forsook the arts of the diplomatist for those of the brigand, he naturally went wrong. And the manner of these things was thus.

Tony Graham was a prefect in Merevales, and part of his duties was to look after the dormitory of which Harrison was one of the ornaments. It was a dormitory that required a good deal of keeping in order. Such choice spirits as Braithwaite of the Upper Fourth, and Mace, who was rapidly driving the master of the Lower Fifth into a premature grave, needed a firm hand. Indeed, they generally needed not only a firm hand, but a firm hand grasping a serviceable walking-stick. Add to these Harrison himself, and others of a similar calibre, and it will be seen that Grahams post was no sinecure. It was Harrisons custom to throw off his mask at night with his other garments, and appear in his true character of an abandoned villain, willing to stick at nothing as long as he could do it strictly incog. In this capacity he had come into constant contact with Graham. Even in the dark it is occasionally possible for a prefect to tell where a noise comes from. And if the said prefect has been harassed six days in the week by a noise, and locates it suddenly on the seventh, it is wont to be bad for the producer and patentee of same.

And so it came about that Harrison, enjoying himself one night, after the manner of his kind, was suddenly dropped upon with violence. He had constructed an ingenious machine, consisting of a biscuit tin, some pebbles, and some string. He put the pebbles in the tin, tied the string to it, and placed it under a chest of drawers. Then he took the other end of the string to bed with him, and settled down to make a night of it. At first all went well. Repeated inquiries from Tony failed to produce the author of the disturbance, and when finally the questions ceased, and the prefect appeared to have given the matter up as a bad job, P. St H. Harrison began to feel that under certain circumstances life was worth living. It was while he was in this happy frame of mind that the string, with which he had just produced a triumphant rattle from beneath the chest of drawers, was seized, and the next instant its owner was enjoying the warmest minute of a chequered career. Tony, like Brer Rabbit, had laid low until he was certain of the direction from which the sound proceeded. He had then slipped out of bed, crawled across the floor in a snake-like manner which would have done credit to a Red Indian, found the tin, and traced the string to its owner. Harrison emerged from the encounter feeling sore and unfit for any further recreation. This deed of the night left its impression on Harrison. The account had to be squared somehow, and in a few days his chance came. Merevales were playing a friendly with the School House, and in default of anybody better, Harrison had been pressed into service as umpire. This in itself had annoyed him. Cricket was not in his line — he was not one of your flannelled fools — and of all things in connection with the game he loathed umpiring most.

When, however, Tony came on to bowl at his end, vice Charteris, who had been hit for three fours in an over by Scott, the School slogger, he recognized that even umpiring had its advantages, and resolved to make the most of the situation.

Scott had the bowling, and he lashed out at Tonys first ball in his usual reckless style. There was an audible click, and what the sporting papers call confident appeals came simultaneously from Welch, Merevales captain, who was keeping wicket, and Tony himself. Even Scott seemed to know that his time had come. He moved a step or two away from the wicket, but stopped before going farther to look at the umpire, on the off-chance of a miracle happening to turn his decision in the batsmans favour.

The miracle happened.

Not out, said Harrison.

Awfully curious, he added genially to Tony, how like a bat those bits of grass sound! You have to be jolly smart to know where a noise comes from, dont you!

Tony grunted disgustedly, and walked back again to the beginning of his run.

If ever, in the whole history of cricket, a man was out leg-before-wicket, Scott was so out to Tonys second ball. It was hardly worth appealing for such a certainty. Still, the formality had to be gone through.

How was that? inquired Tony.

Not out. Its an awful pity, dont you think, that they dont bring in that new leg-before rule?

Seems to me, said Tony bitterly, the old rule holds pretty good when a mans legs bang in front.

Rather. But you see the ball didnt pitch straight, and the rule says—

Oh, all right, said Tony.

The next ball Scott hit for four, and the next after that for a couple. The fifth was a yorker, and just grazed the leg stump. The sixth was a beauty. You could see it was going to beat the batsman from the moment it left Tonys hand. Harrison saw it perfectly.

No ball, he shouted. And just as he spoke Scotts off-stump ricocheted towards the wicket-keeper.

Heavens, man, said Tony, fairly roused out of his cricket manners, a very unusual thing for him. Ill swear my foot never went over the crease. Look, theres the mark.

Rather not. Only, you see, it seemed to me you chucked that time. Of course, I know you didnt mean to, and all that sort of thing, but still, the rules—

Tony would probably have liked to have said something very forcible about the rules at this point, but it occurred to him that after all Harrison was only within his rights, and that it was bad form to dispute the umpires decision. Harrison walked off towards square-leg with a holy joy.

But he was too much of an artist to overdo the thing. Tonys next over passed off without interference. Possibly, however, this was because it was a very bad one. After the third over he asked Welch if he could get somebody else to umpire, as he had work to do. Welch heaved a sigh of relief, and agreed readily.

Conscientious sort of chap that umpire of yours, said Scott to Tony, after the match. Scott had made a hundred and four, and was feeling pleased. Considering hes in your House, hes awfully fair.

You mean that we generally swindle, I suppose?

Of course not, you rotter. You know what I mean. But, I say, that catch Welch and you appealed for must have been a near thing. I could have sworn I hit it.

Of course you did. It was clean out. So was the lbw. I say, did you think that ball that bowled you was a chuck? That one in my first over, you know.

Chuck! My dear Tony, you dont mean to say that man pulled you up for chucking? I thought your foot must have gone over the crease.

I believe the chaps mad, said Tony.

Perhaps hes taking it out of you this way for treading on his corns somehow. Have you been milling with this gentle youth lately?

By Jove, said Tony, youre right. I gave him beans only the other night for ragging in the dormitory.

Scott laughed.

Well, he seems to have been getting a bit of his own back today. Lucky the game was only a friendly. Why will you let your angry passions rise, Tony? Youve wrecked your analysis by it, though its improved my average considerably. I dont know if thats any solid satisfaction to you.

It isnt.

You dont say so! Well, so long. If I were you, I should keep an eye on that conscientious umpire.

I will, said Tony. Good-night.

The process of keeping an eye on Harrison brought no results. When he wished to behave himself well, he could. On such occasions Sandford and Merton were literally not in it with him, and the hero of a Sunday-school story would simply have refused to compete. But Nemesis, as the poets tell us, though no sprinter, manages, like the celebrated Maisie, to get right there in time. Give her time, and she will arrive. She arrived in the case of Harrison. One morning, about a fortnight after the House-match incident, Harrison awoke with a new sensation. At first he could not tell what exactly this sensation was, and being too sleepy to discuss nice points of internal emotion with himself, was just turning over with the intention of going to sleep again, when the truth flashed upon him. The sensation he felt was loneliness, and the reason he felt lonely was because he was the only occupant of the dormitory. To right and left and all around were empty beds.

As he mused drowsily on these portents, the distant sound of a bell came to his ears and completed the cure. It was the bell for chapel. He dragged his watch from under his pillow, and looked at it with consternation. Four minutes to seven. And chapel was at seven. Now Harrison had been late for chapel before. It was not the thought of missing the service that worried him. What really was serious was that he had been late so many times before that Merevale had hinted at serious steps to be taken if he were late again, or, at any rate, until a considerable interval of punctuality had elapsed.

That threat had been uttered only yesterday, and here he was in all probability late once more.

There was no time to dress. He sprang out of bed, passed a sponge over his face as a concession to the decencies, and looked round for something to cover his night-shirt, which, however suitable for dormitory use, was, he felt instinctively, scarcely the garment to wear in public.

Fate seemed to fight for him. On one of the pegs in the wall hung a mackintosh, a large, blessed mackintosh. He was inside it in a moment.

Four minutes later he rushed into his place in chapel.

The short service gave him some time for recovering himself. He left the building feeling a new man. His costume, though quaint, would not call for comment. Chapel at St Austins was never a full-dress ceremony. Mackintoshes covering night-shirts were the rule rather than the exception.

But between his costume and that of the rest there was this subtle distinction. They wore their own mackintoshes. He wore somebody elses.

The bulk of the School had split up into sections, each section making for its own House, and Merevales was already in sight, when Harrison felt himself grasped from behind. He turned, to see Graham.

Might I ask, enquired Tony with great politeness, who said you might wear my mackintosh?

Harrison gasped.

I suppose you didnt know it was mine?

No, no, rather not. I didnt know.

And if you had known it was mine, you wouldnt have taken it, I suppose?

Oh no, of course not, said Harrison. Graham seemed to be taking an unexpectedly sensible view of the situation.

Well, said Tony, now that you know that it is mine, suppose you give it up.

Give it up!

Yes; buck up. It looks like rain, and I mustnt catch cold.

But, Graham, Ive only got on—

Spare us these delicate details. Mack up, please, I want it.

Finally, Harrison appearing to be difficult in the matter, Tony took the garment off for him, and went on his way.

Harrison watched him go with mixed feelings. Righteous indignation struggled with the gravest apprehension regarding his own future. If Merevale should see him! Horrible thought. He ran. He had just reached the House, and was congratulating himself on having escaped, when the worst happened. At the private entrance stood Merevale, and with him the Headmaster himself. They both eyed him with considerable interest as he shot in at the boys entrance.

Harrison, said Merevale after breakfast.

Yes, sir?

The Headmaster wishes to see you — again.

Yes, sir, said Harrison.

There was a curious lack of enthusiasm in his voice.


LAFFAIRE UNCLE JOHN
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(A STORY IN Letters)

I

From Richard Venables, of St Austins School, to his brother Archibald Venables, of Kings College, Cambridge:

Dear Archie — I take up my pen to write to you, not as one hoping for an answer, but rather in order that (you notice the Thucydidean construction) I may tell you of an event the most important of those that have gone before. You may or may not have heard far-off echoes of my adventure with Uncle John, who has just come back from the diamond-mines — and looks it. It happened thusly:

Last Wednesday evening I was going through the cricket field to meet Uncle John, at the station, as per esteemed favour from the governor, telling me to. Just as I got on the scene, to my horror, amazement, and disgust, I saw a middle-aged bounder, in loud checks, who, from his looks, might have been anything from a retired pawnbroker to a second-hand butler, sacked from his last place for stealing the sherry, standing in the middle of the field, on the very wicket the Rugborough match is to be played on next Saturday (tomorrow), and digging — digging — Ill trouble you. Excavating great chunks of our best turf with a walking-stick. I was so unnerved, I nearly fainted. Its bad enough being captain of a School team under any circs., as far as putting you off your game goes, but when you see the wicket youve been rolling by day, and dreaming about by night, being mangled by an utter stranger — well! They say a cow is slightly irritated when her calf is taken away from her, but I dont suppose the most maternal cow that ever lived came anywhere near the frenzy that surged up in my bosom at that moment. I flew up to him, foaming at the mouth. My dear sir, I shrieked, are you aware that youre spoiling the best wicket that has ever been prepared since cricket began? He looked at me, in a dazed sort of way, and said, What? I said: How on earth do you think were going to play Rugborough on a ploughed field? I dont follow, mister, he replied. A man who calls you mister is beyond the pale. You are justified in being a little rude to him. So I said: Then you must be either drunk or mad, and I trust its the latter. I believe thats from some book, though I dont remember which. This did seem to wake him up a bit, but before he could frame his opinion in words, up came Biffen, the ground-man, to have a last look at his wicket before retiring for the night. When he saw the holes — they were about a foot deep, and scattered promiscuously, just where two balls out of three pitch — he almost had hysterics. I gently explained the situation to him, and left him to settle with my friend of the check suit. Biffen was just settling down to a sort of Philippic when I went, and I knew that I had left the man in competent hands. Then I went to the station. The train I had been told to meet was the 5.30. By the way, of course, I didnt know in the least what Uncle John was like, not having seen him since I was about one-and-a-half, but I had been told to look out for a tall, rather good-looking man. Well, the 5.30 came in all right, but none of the passengers seemed to answer to the description. The ones who were tall were not good looking, and the only man who was good looking stood five feet nothing in his boots. I did ask him if he was Mr John Dalgliesh; but, his name happening to be Robinson, he could not oblige. I sat out a couple more trains, and then went back to the field. The man had gone, but Biffen was still there. Was you expecting anyone today, sir? he asked, as I came up. Yes. Why? I said. That was im, said Biffen. By skilful questioning, I elicited the whole thing. It seems that the fearsome bargee, in checks, was the governors tall, good-looking man; in other words, Uncle John himself. He had come by the 4.30, I suppose. Anyway, there he was, and I had insulted him badly. Biffen told me that he had asked who I was, and that he (Biffen) had given the information, while he was thinking of something else to say to him about his digging. By the way, I suppose he dug from force of habit. Thought hed find diamonds, perhaps. When Biffen told him this, he said in a nasty voice: Then, when he comes back will you have the goodness to tell him that my name is John Dalgliesh, and that he will hear more of this. And Im uncommonly afraid I shall. The governor bars Uncle John awfully, I know, but he wanted me to be particularly civil to him, because he was to get me a place in some beastly firm when I leave. I havent heard from home yet, but I expect to soon. Still, Id like to know how I could stand and watch him ruining the wicket for our spot match of the season. As it is, it wont be as good as it would have been. The Rugborough slow man will be unplayable if he can find one of these spots. Altogether, its a beastly business. Write soon, though I know you wont — Yours ever, Dick

II

Telegram from Major-General Sir Everard Venables, V.C., K.C.M.G., to his son Richard Venables:

Venables, St Austins. What all this about Uncle John. Says were grossly rude. Write explanation next post — Venables.

III

Letter from Mrs James Anthony (nee Miss Dorothy Venables) to her brother Richard Venables:

Dear Dick — What have you been doing to Uncle John? Jim and I are stopping for a fortnight with father, and have just come in for the whole thing. Uncle John — isnt he a horrible man? — says you were grossly insolent to him when he went down to see you. Do write and tell me all about it. I have heard no details as yet. Father refuses to give them, and gets simply furious when the matter is mentioned. Jim said at dinner last night that a conscientious boy would probably feel bound to be rude to Uncle John. Father said Conscience be—; I forget the rest, but it was awful. Jim says if he gets any worse we shall have to sit on his head, and cut the traces. He is getting so dreadfully horsey. Do write the very minute you get this. I want to know all about it. — Your affectionate sister, Dorothy

IV

PART OF LETTER FROM RICHARD VENABLES, OF ST AUSTINS, TO HIS FATHER

Major-General Sir Everard Venables, V.C., K.C.M.G.:

... So you see it was really his fault. The Emperor of Germany has no right to come and dig holes in our best wicket. Take a parallel case. Suppose some idiot of a fellow (not that Uncle Johns that, of course, but you know what I mean) came and began rooting up your azaleas. Wouldnt you want to say something cutting? I will apologize to Uncle John, if you like; but still, I do think he might have gone somewhere else if he really wanted to dig. So you see, etc., etc.

V

Letter from Richard Venables, of St Austins, to his sister Mrs James Anthony:

Dear Dolly — Thanks awfully for your letter, and thank Jim for his message. Hes a ripper. Im awfully glad you married him and not that rotter, Thompson, who used to hang on so. I hope the most marvellous infant on earth is flourishing. And now about Uncle John. Really, I am jolly glad I did say all that to him. We played Rugborough yesterday, and the wicket was simply vile. They won the toss, and made two hundred and ten. Of course, the wicket was all right at one end, and thats where they made most of their runs. I was wicket-keeping as usual, and I felt awfully ashamed of the beastly pitch when their captain asked me if it was the football-field. Of course, he wouldnt have said that if he hadnt been a pal of mine, but it was probably what the rest of the team thought, only they were too polite to say so. When we came to bat it was worse than ever. I went in first with Welch — thats the fellow who stopped a week at home a few years ago; I dont know whether you remember him. He got out in the first over, caught off a ball that pitched where Uncle John had been prospecting, and jumped up. It was rotten luck, of course, and worse was to follow, for by half-past five we had eight wickets down for just over the hundred, and only young Scott, whos simply a slogger, and another fellow to come in. Well, Scott came in. I had made about sixty then, and was fairly well set — and he started simply mopping up the bowling. He gave a chance every over as regular as clockwork, and it was always missed, and then he would make up for it with two or three tremendous whangs — a safe four every time. It wasnt batting. It was more like golf. Well, this went on for some time, and we began to get hopeful again, having got a hundred and eighty odd. I just kept up my wicket, while Scott hit. Then he got caught, and the last man, a fellow called Moore, came in. Id put him in the team as a bowler, but he could bat a little, too, on occasions, and luckily this was one of them. There were only eleven to win, and I had the bowling. I was feeling awfully fit, and put their slow man clean over the screen twice running, which left us only three to get. Then it was over, and Moore played the fast man in grand style, though he didnt score. Well, I got the bowling again, and half-way through the over I carted a half-volley into the Pav., and that gave us the match. Moore hung on for a bit and made about ten, and then got bowled. We made 223 altogether, of which I had managed to get seventy-eight, not out. It pulls my average up a good bit. Rather decent, isnt it? The fellows rotted about a good deal, and chaired me into the Pav., but it was Scott who won us the match, I think. He made ninety-four. But Uncle John nearly did for us with his beastly walking-stick. On a good wicket we might have made any number. I dont know how the affair will end. Keep me posted up in the governors symptoms, and write again soon. — Your affectionate brother, Dick

PS. — On looking over this letter, I find I have taken it for granted that you know all about the Uncle John affair. Probably you do, but, in case you dont, it was this way. You see, I was going, etc., etc.

VI

From Archibald Venables, of Kings College, Cambridge, to Richard Venables, of St Austins:

Dear Dick — Just a line to thank you for your letter, and to tell you that since I got it I have had a visit from the great Uncle John, too. He is an outsider, if you like. I gave him the best lunch I could in my rooms, and the man started a long lecture on extravagance. He doesnt seem to understand the difference between the Varsity and a private school. He kept on asking leading questions about pocket-money and holidays, and wanted to know if my master allowed me to walk in the streets in that waistcoat — a remark which cut me to the quick, that waistcoat being quite the most posh thing of the sort in Cambridge. He then enquired after my studies; and, finally, when I saw him off at the station, said that he had decided not to tip me, because he was afraid that I was inclined to be extravagant. I was quite kind to him, however, in spite of everything; but I was glad you had spoken to him like a father. The recollection of it soothed me, though it seemed to worry him. He talked a good deal about it. Glad you came off against Rugborough. — Yours ever, A. Venables

VII

From Mr John Dalgliesh to Mr Philip Mortimer, of Penge:

Dear Sir — In reply to your letter of the 18th inst., I shall be happy to recommend your son, Reginald, for the vacant post in the firm of Messrs Van Nugget, Diomonde, and Mynes, African merchants. I have written them to that effect, and you will, doubtless, receive a communication from them shortly. — I am, my dear sir, yours faithfully, J. Dalgliesh

VIII

From Richard Venables, of St Austins, to his father Major-General Sir Everard Venables, V.C., K.C.M.G.:

Dear Father — Uncle John writes, in answer to my apology, to say that no apologies will meet the case; and that he has given his nomination in that rotten City firm of his to a fellow called Mortimer. But rather a decent thing has happened. There is a chap here I know pretty well, who is the son of Lord Marmaduke Twistleton, and it appears that the dook himself was down watching the Rugborough match, and liked my batting. He came and talked to me after the match, and asked me what I was going to do when I left, and I said I wasnt certain, and he said that, if I hadnt anything better on, he could give me a place on his estate up in Scotland, as a sort of land-agent, as he wanted a chap who could play cricket, because he was keen on the game himself, and always had a lot going on in the summer up there. So he says that, if I go up to the Varsity for three years, he can guarantee me the place when I come down, with a jolly good screw and a ripping open-air life, with lots of riding, and so on, which is just what Ive always wanted. So, can I? Its the sort of opportunity that wont occur again, and you know you always said the only reason I couldnt go up to the Varsity was, that it would be a waste of time. But in this case, you see, it wont, because he wants me to go, and guarantees me the place when I come down. Itll be awfully fine, if I may. I hope youll see it. — Your affectionate son, Dick

PS. — I think hes writing to you. He asked your address. I think Uncle Johns a rotter. I sent him a rattling fine apology, and this is how he treats it. But itll be all right if you like this land-agent idea. If you like, you might wire your answer.

IX

Telegram from Major-General Sir Everard Venables, V.C., K.C.M.G., to his son Richard Venables, of St Austins:

Venables, St Austins. Very well. — Venables

X

Extract from Letter from Richard Venables, of St Austins, to his father Major-General Sir Everard Venables, V.C., K.C.M.G.:

... Thanks, awfully — 

Extract from The Austinian of October:

The following O.A.s have gone into residence this year: At Oxford, J. Scrymgeour, Corpus Christi; R. Venables, Trinity; K. Crespigny-Brown, Balliol.

Extract from the Daily Mails account of the Varsity match of the following summer:

... The St Austins freshman, Venables, fully justified his inclusion by scoring a stylish fifty-seven. He hit eight fours, and except for a miss-hit in the slips, at 51, which Smith might possibly have secured had he started sooner, gave nothing like a chance. Venables, it will be remembered, played several good innings for Oxford in the earlier matches, notably, his not out contribution of 103 against Sussex — 


HARRISONS SLIGHT ERROR
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THE ONE OCLOCK down express was just on the point of starting. The engine-driver, with his hand on the lever, whiled away the moments, like the watchman in The Agamemnon, by whistling. The guard endeavoured to talk to three people at once. Porters flitted to and fro, cleaving a path for themselves with trucks of luggage. The Usual Old Lady was asking if she was right for some place nobody had ever heard of. Everybody was saying good-bye to everybody else, and last, but not least, P. St H. Harrison, of St Austins, was strolling at a leisurely pace towards the rear of the train. There was no need for him to hurry. For had not his friend, Mace, promised to keep a corner-seat for him while he went to the refreshment-room to lay in supplies? Undoubtedly he had, and Harrison, as he watched the struggling crowd, congratulated himself that he was not as other men. A corner seat in a carriage full of his own particular friends, with plenty of provisions, and something to read in case he got tired of talking — it would be perfect.

So engrossed was he in these reflections, that he did not notice that from the opposite end of the platform a youth of about his own age was also making for the compartment in question. The first intimation he had of his presence was when the latter, arriving first at the door by a short head, hurled a bag on to the rack, and sank gracefully into the identical corner seat which Harrison had long regarded as his own personal property. And to make matters worse, there was no other vacant seat in the compartment. Harrison was about to protest, when the guard blew his whistle. There was nothing for it but to jump in and argue the matter out en route. Harrison jumped in, to be greeted instantly by a chorus of nine male voices. Outside there! No room! Turn him out! said the chorus. Then the chorus broke up into its component parts, and began to address him one by one.

You rotter, Harrison, said Babington, of Dacres, what do you come barging in here for? Cant you see were five aside already?

Hope youve brought a sardine-opener with you, old chap, said Barrett, the peerless pride of Philpotts, cos we shall jolly well need one when we get to the good old Junct-i-on. Get up into the rack, Harrison, youre stopping the ventilation.

The youth who had commandeered Harrisons seat so neatly took another unpardonable liberty at this point. He grinned. Not the timid, deprecating smile of one who wishes to ingratiate himself with strangers, but a good, six-inch grin right across his face. Harrison turned on him savagely.

Look here, he said, just you get out of that. What do you mean by bagging my seat?

Are you a director of this line? enquired the youth politely. Roars of applause from the interested audience. Harrison began to feel hot and uncomfortable.

Or only the Emperor of Germany? pursued his antagonist.

More applause, during which Harrison dropped his bag of provisions, which were instantly seized and divided on the share and share alike system, among the gratified Austinians.

Look here, none of your cheek, was the shockingly feeble retort which alone occurred to him. The other said nothing. Harrison returned to the attack.

Look here, he said, are you going to get out, or have I got to make you?

Not a word did his opponent utter. To quote the bard: The stripling smiled. To tell the truth, the stripling smiled inanely.

The other occupants of the carriage were far from imitating his reserve. These treacherous friends, realizing that, for those who were themselves comfortably seated, the spectacle of Harrison standing up with aching limbs for a journey of some thirty miles would be both grateful and comforting, espoused the cause of the unknown with all the vigour of which they were capable.

Beastly bully, Harrison, said Barrett. Trying to turn the kid out of his seat! Why cant you leave the chap alone? Dont you move, kid.

Thanks, said the unknown, I wasnt going to.

Now you see what comes of slacking, said Grey. If youd bucked up and got here in time you might have bagged this seat Ive got. By Jove, Harrison, youve no idea how comfortable it is in this corner.

Punctuality, said Babington, is the politeness of princes.

And again the unknown maddened Harrison with a best-on-record grin.

But, I say, you chaps, said he, determined as a last resource to appeal to their better feelings (if any), Mace was keeping this seat for me, while I went to get some grub. Werent you, Mace? He turned to Mace for corroboration. To his surprise, Mace was nowhere to be seen.

His sympathetic school-fellows grasped the full humour of the situation as one man, and gave tongue once more in chorus.

You weed, they yelled joyfully, youve got into the wrong carriage. Mace is next door.

And then, with the sound of unquenchable laughter ringing in his ears, Harrison gave the thing up, and relapsed into a disgusted silence. No single word did he speak until the journey was done, and the carriage emptied itself of its occupants at the Junction. The local train was in readiness to take them on to St Austins, and this time Harrison managed to find a seat without much difficulty. But it was a bitter moment when Mace, meeting him on the platform, addressed him as a rotter, for that he had not come to claim the corner seat which he had been reserving for him. They had had, said Mace, a rattling good time coming down. What sort of a time had Harrison had in his carriage? Harrisons reply was not remarkable for its clearness.

The unknown had also entered the local train. It was plain, therefore, that he was coming to the School as a new boy. Harrison began to wonder if, under these circumstances, something might not be done in the matter by way of levelling up things. He pondered. When St Austins station was reached, and the travellers began to stream up the road towards the College, he discovered that the newcomer was a member of his own House. He was standing close beside him, and heard Babington explaining to him the way to Merevales. Merevale was Harrisons House-master.

It was two minutes after he had found out this fact that the Grand Idea came to Harrison. He saw his way now to a revenge so artistic, so beautifully simple, that it was with some difficulty that he restrained himself from bursting into song. For two pins, he felt, he could have done a cake-walk.

He checked his emotion. He beat it steadily back, and quenched it. When he arrived at Merevales, he went first to the matrons room. Has Venables come back yet? he asked.

Venables was the head of Merevales House, captain of the School cricket, wing three-quarter of the School Fifteen, and a great man altogether.

Yes, said the matron, he came back early this afternoon.

Harrison knew it. Venables always came back early on the last day of the holidays.

He was upstairs a short while ago, continued the matron. He was putting his study tidy.

Harrison knew it. Venables always put his study tidy on the last day of the holidays. He took a keen and perfectly justifiable pride in his study, which was the most luxurious in the House.

Is he there now? asked Harrison.

No. He has gone over to see the Headmaster.

Thanks, said Harrison, it doesnt matter. It wasnt anything important.

He retired triumphant. Things were going excellently well for his scheme.

His next act was to go to the fags room, where, as he had expected, he found his friend of the train. Luck continued to be with him. The unknown was alone.

Hullo! said Harrison.

Hullo! said the fellow-traveller. He had resolved to follow Harrisons lead. If Harrison was bringing war, then war let it be. If, however, his intentions were friendly, he would be friendly too.

I didnt know you were coming to Merevales. Its the best House in the School.

Oh!

Yes, for one thing, everybody except the kids has a study.

What? Not really? Why, I thought we had to keep to this room. One of the chaps told me so.

Trying to green you, probably. You must look out for that sort of thing. Ill show you the way to your study, if you like. Come along upstairs.

Thanks, awfully. Its awfully good of you, said the gratified unknown, and they went upstairs together.

One of the doors which they passed on their way was open, disclosing to view a room which, though bare at present, looked as if it might be made exceedingly comfortable.

Thats my den, said Harrison. It was perhaps lucky that Graham, to whom the room belonged, in fact, as opposed to fiction, did not hear the remark. Graham and Harrison were old and tried foes. This is yours. Harrison pushed open another door at the end of the passage.

His companion stared blankly at the Oriental luxury which met his eye. But, I say, he said, are you sure? This seems to be occupied already.

Oh, no, thats all right, said Harrison, airily. The chap who used to be here left last term. He didnt know he was going to leave till it was too late to pack up all his things, so he left his study as it was. All youve got to do is to cart the things out into the passage and leave them there. The Mokell take em away.

The Moke was the official who combined in a single body the duties of butler and bootboy at Merevales House. Oh, right-ho! said the unknown, and Harrison left him.

Harrisons idea was that when Venables returned and found an absolute stranger placidly engaged in wrecking his carefully-tidied study, he would at once, and without making inquiries, fall upon that absolute stranger and blot him off the face of the earth. Afterwards it might possibly come out that he, Harrison, had been not altogether unconnected with the business, and then, he was fain to admit, there might be trouble. But he was a youth who never took overmuch heed for the morrow. Sufficient unto the day was his motto. And, besides, it was distinctly worth risking. The main point, and the one with which alone the House would concern itself, was that he had completely taken in, scored off, and overwhelmed the youth who had done as much by him in the train, and his reputation as one not to be lightly trifled with would be restored to its former brilliance. Anything that might happen between himself and Venables subsequently would be regarded as a purely private matter between man and man, affecting the main point not at all.

About an hour later a small Merevalian informed Harrison that Venables wished to see him in his study. He went. Experience had taught him that when the Head of the House sent for him, it was as a rule as well to humour his whim and go. He was prepared for a good deal, for he had come to the conclusion that it was impossible for him to preserve his incognito in the matter, but he was certainly not prepared for what he saw.

Venables and the stranger were seated in two armchairs, apparently on the very best of terms with one another. And this, in spite of the fact that these two armchairs were the only furniture left in the study. The rest, as he had noted with a grin before he had knocked at the door, was picturesquely scattered about the passage.

Hullo, Harrison, said Venables, I wanted to see you. There seems to have been a slight mistake somewhere. Did you tell my brother to shift all the furniture out of the study?

Harrison turned a delicate shade of green.

Your — er — brother? he gurgled.

Yes. I ought to have told you my brother was coming to the Coll. this term. I told the Old Man and Merevale and the rest of the authorities. Cant make out why I forgot you. Slipped my mind somehow. However, you seem to have been doing the square thing by him, showing him round and so on. Very good of you.

Harrison smiled feebly. Venables junior grinned. What seemed to Harrison a mystery was how the brothers had managed to arrive at the School at different times. The explanation of which was in reality very simple. The elder Venables had been spending the last week of the holidays with MacArthur, the captain of the St Austins Fifteen, the same being a day boy, suspended within a mile of the School.

But what I cant make out, went on Venables, relentlessly, is this furniture business. To the best of my knowledge I didnt leave suddenly at the end of last term. Ill ask if you like, to make sure, but I fancy youll find youve been mistaken. Must have been thinking of someone else. Anyhow, we thought you must know best, so we lugged all the furniture out into the passage, and now it appears theres been a mistake of sorts, and the stuff ought to be inside all the time. So would you mind putting it back again? Wed help you, only were going out to the shop to get some tea. You might have it done by the time we get back. Thanks, awfully.

Harrison coughed nervously, and rose to a point of order.

I was going out to tea, too, he said.

Im sorry, but I think youll have to scratch the engagement, said Venables.

Harrison made a last effort.

Im fagging for Welch this term, he protested.

It was the rule at St Austins that every fag had the right to refuse to serve two masters. Otherwise there would have been no peace for that down-trodden race.

That, said Venables, ought to be awfully jolly for Welch, dont you know, but as a matter of fact term hasnt begun yet. It doesnt start till tomorrow. Weigh in.

Various feelings began to wage war beneath Harrisons Eton waistcoat. A profound disinclination to undertake the suggested task battled briskly with a feeling that, if he refused the commission, things might — nay, would — happen.

Harrison, said Venables gently, but with meaning, as he hesitated, do you know what it is to wish you had never been born?

And Harrison, with a thoughtful expression on his face, picked up a photograph from the floor, and hung it neatly in its place over the mantelpiece.


BRADSHAWS LITTLE STORY
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THE QUALITIES WHICH in later years rendered Frederick Wackerbath Bradshaw so conspicuous a figure in connection with the now celebrated affair of the European, African, and Asiatic Pork Pie and Ham Sandwich Supply Company frauds, were sufficiently in evidence during his school career to make his masters prophesy gloomily concerning his future. The boy was in every detail the father of the man. There was the same genial unscrupulousness, upon which the judge commented so bitterly during the trial, the same readiness to seize an opportunity and make the most of it, the same brilliance of tactics. Only once during those years can I remember an occasion on which Justice scored a point against him. I can remember it, because I was in a sense responsible for his failure. And he can remember it, I should be inclined to think, for other reasons. Our then Headmaster was a man with a straight eye and a good deal of muscular energy, and it is probable that the talented Frederick, in spite of the passage of years, has a tender recollection of these facts.

It was the eve of the Euripides examination in the Upper Fourth. Euripides is not difficult compared to some other authors, but he does demand a certain amount of preparation. Bradshaw was a youth who did less preparation than anybody I have ever seen, heard of, or read of, partly because he preferred to peruse a novel under the table during prep., but chiefly, I think, because he had reduced cribbing in form to such an exact science that he loved it for its own sake, and would no sooner have come tamely into school with a prepared lesson than a sportsman would shoot a sitting bird. It was not the marks that he cared for. He despised them. What he enjoyed was the refined pleasure of swindling under a masters very eye. At the trial the judge, who had, so ran report, been himself rather badly bitten by the Ham Sandwich Company, put the case briefly and neatly in the words, You appear to revel in villainy for villainys sake, and I am almost certain that I saw the beginnings of a gratified smile on Fredericks expressive face as he heard the remark. The rest of our study — the juniors at St Austins pigged in quartettes — were in a state of considerable mental activity on account of this Euripides examination. There had been House-matches during the preceding fortnight, and House-matches are not a help to study, especially if you are on the very fringe of the cock-house team, as I was. By dint of practising every minute of spare time, I had got the eleventh place for my fielding. And, better still, I had caught two catches in the second innings, one of them a regular gallery affair, and both off the captains bowling. It was magnificent, but it was not Euripides, and I wished now that it had been. Mellish, our form-master, had an unpleasant habit of coming down with both feet, as it were, on members of his form who failed in the book-papers.

We were working, therefore, under forced draught, and it was distinctly annoying to see the wretched Bradshaw lounging in our only armchair with one of Rider Haggards best, seemingly quite unmoved at the prospect of Euripides examinations. For all he appeared to care, Euripides might never have written a line in his life.

Kendal voiced the opinion of the meeting.

Bradshaw, you worm, he said. Arent you going to do any work?

Think not. Whats the good? Cant get up a whole play of Euripides in two hours.

Mellishll give you beans.

Let him.

Youll get a jolly bad report.

Shant get a report at all. I always intercept it before my guardian can get it. He never says anything.

Mellishll probably run you in to the Old Man, said White, the fourth occupant of the study.

Bradshaw turned on us with a wearied air.

Oh, do give us a rest, he said. Here you are just going to do a most important exam., and you sit jawing away as if you were paid for it. Oh, I say, by the way, whos setting the paper tomorrow?

Mellish, of course, said White.

No, he isnt, I said. Shows what a lot you know about it. Mellish is setting the Livy paper.

Then, whos doing this one? asked Bradshaw.

Yorke.

Yorke was the master of the Upper Fifth. He generally set one of the upper fourth book-papers.

Certain? said Bradshaw.

Absolutely.

Thanks. Thats all I wanted to know. By Jove, I advise you chaps to read this. Its grand. Shall I read out this bit about a fight?

No! we shouted virtuously, all together, though we were dying to hear it, and we turned once more to the loathsome inanities of the second chorus. If we had been doing Homer, we should have felt more in touch with Bradshaw. Theres a good deal of similarity, when you come to compare them, between Homer and Haggard. They both deal largely in bloodshed, for instance. As events proved, the Euripides paper, like many things which seem formidable at a distance, was not nearly so bad as I had expected. I did a fair-to-moderate paper, and Kendal and White both seemed satisfied with themselves. Bradshaw confessed without emotion that he had only attempted the last half of the last question, and on being pressed for further information, merely laughed mysteriously, and said vaguely that it would be all right.

It now became plain that he had something up his sleeve. We expressed a unanimous desire to know what it was.

You might tell a chap, I said.

Out with it, Bradshaw, or well lynch you, added Kendal.

Bradshaw, however, was not to be drawn. Much of his success in the paths of crime, both at school and afterwards, was due to his secretive habits. He never permitted accomplices.

On the following Wednesday the marks were read out. Out of a possible hundred I had obtained sixty — which pleased me very much indeed — White, fifty-five, Kendal, sixty-one. The unspeakable Bradshaws net total was four.

Mellish always read out bad marks in a hushed voice, expressive of disgust and horror, but four per cent was too much for him. He shouted it, and the form yelled applause, until Ponsonby came in from the Upper Fifth next door with Mr Yorkes compliments, and would we recollect that his form were trying to do an examination.

When order had been restored, Mellish settled his glasses and glared through them at Bradshaw, who, it may be remarked, had not turned a hair.

Bradshaw, he said, how do you explain this?

It was merely a sighting shot, so to speak. Nobody was ever expected to answer the question. Bradshaw, however, proved himself the exception to the rule.

I can explain, sir, he said, if I may speak to you privately afterwards.

I have seldom seen anyone so astonished as Mellish was at these words. In the whole course of his professional experience, he had never met with a parallel case. It was hard on the poor man not to be allowed to speak his mind about a matter of four per cent in a book-paper, but what could he do? He could not proceed with his denunciation, for if Bradshaws explanation turned out a sufficient excuse, he would have to withdraw it all again, and vast stores of golden eloquence would be wasted. But, then, if he bottled up what he wished to say altogether, it might do him a serious internal injury. At last he hit on a compromise. He said, Very well, Bradshaw, I will hear what you have to say, and then sprang, like the cat in the poem, all claws, upon an unfortunate individual who had scored twenty-nine, and who had been congratulating himself that Bradshaws failings would act as a sort of lightning-conductor to him. Bradshaw worked off his explanation in under five minutes. I tried to stay behind to listen, on the pretext of wanting to tidy up my desk, but was ejected by request. Bradshaw explained that his statement was private.

After a time they came out together like long-lost brothers, Mellish with his hand on Bradshaws shoulder. It was some small comfort to me to remember that Bradshaw had the greatest dislike to this sort of thing.

It was evident that Bradshaw, able exponent of the art of fiction that he was, must have excelled himself on this occasion. I tried to get the story out of him in the study that evening. White and Kendal assisted. We tried persuasion first. That having failed, we tried taunts. Then we tried kindness. Kendal sat on his legs, and I sat on his head, and White twisted his arm. I think that we should have extracted something soon, either his arm from its socket or a full confession, but we were interrupted. The door flew open, and Prater (the same being our House-master, and rather a good sort) appeared.

Now then, now then, he said. Praters manner is always abrupt.

Whats this? I cant have this. I cant have this. Get up at once. Wheres Bradshaw?

I rose gracefully to my feet, thereby disclosing the classic features of the lost one.

The Headmaster wants to see you at once, Bradshaw, at the School House. You others had better find something to do, or you will be getting into trouble.

He and Bradshaw left together, while we speculated on the cause of the summons.

We were not left very long in suspense. In a quarter of an hour Bradshaw returned, walking painfully, and bearing what, to the experts eye, are the unmistakable signs of a touching up, which, being interpreted, is corporal punishment.

Hullo, said White, as he appeared, whats all this?

How many? enquired the statistically-minded Kendal. Youll be thankful for this when youre a man, Bradshaw.

Thats what I always say to myself when Im touched up, added Kendal.

I said nothing, but it was to me that the wounded one addressed himself.

You utter ass, he said, in tones of concentrated venom.

Look here, Bradshaw— I began, protestingly.

Its all through you — you idiot, he snarled. I got twelve.

Twelve isnt so dusty, said White, critically. Most I ever got was six.

But why was it? asked Kendal. Thats what we want to know. What have you been and gone and done?

Its about that Euripides paper, said Bradshaw.

Ah! said Kendal.

Yes, I dont mind telling you about it now. When Mellish had me up after school today, Id got my yarn all ready. There wasnt a flaw in it anywhere as far as I could see. My idea was this. I told him Id been to Yorkes room the day before the exam, to ask him if he had any marks for us. That was all right. Yorke was doing the two Unseen papers, and it was just the sort of thing a fellow would do to go and ask him about the marks.

Well?

Then when I got there he was out, and I looked about for the marks, and on the table I saw the Euripides paper.

By Jove! said Kendal. We began to understand, and to realize that here was a master-mind.

Well, of course, I read it, not knowing what it was, and then, as the only way of not taking an unfair advantage, I did as badly as I could in the exam. That was what I told Mellish. Any beak would have swallowed it.

Well, didnt he?

Mellish did all right, but the rotter couldnt keep it to himself. Went and told the Old Man. The Old Man sent for me. He was as decent as anything at first. That was just his guile. He made me describe exactly where I had seen the paper, and so on. That was rather risky, of course, but I put it as vaguely as I could. When I had finished, he suddenly whipped round, and said, Bradshaw, why are you telling me all these lies? Thats the sort of thing that makes you feel rather a wreck. I was too surprised to say anything.

I can guess the rest, said Kendal. But how on earth did he know it was all lies? Why didnt you stick to your yarn?

And, besides, I put in, where do I come in? I dont see what Ive got to do with it.

Bradshaw eyed me fiercely. Why, the whole thing was your fault, he said. You told me Yorke was setting the paper.

Well, so he did, didnt he?

No, he didnt. The Old Man set it himself, said Bradshaw, gloomily.


A SHOCKING AFFAIR
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THE BRADSHAW WHO appears in the following tale is the same youth who figures as the hero — or villain, label him as you like — of the preceding equally veracious narrative. I mention this because I should not care for you to go away with the idea that a waistcoat marked with the name of Bradshaw must of necessity cover a scheming heart. It may, however, be noticed that a good many members of the Bradshaw family possess a keen and rather sinister sense of the humorous, inherited doubtless from their great ancestor, the dry wag who wrote that monument of quiet drollery, Bradshaws Railway Guide. So with the hero of my story.

Frederick Wackerbath Bradshaw was, as I have pointed out, my contemporary at St Austins. We were in the same House, and together we sported on the green — and elsewhere — and did our best to turn the majority of the staff of masters into confirmed pessimists, they in the meantime endeavouring to do the same by us with every weapon that lay to their hand. And the worst of these weapons were the end-of-term examination papers. Mellish was our form-master, and once a term a demon entered into Mellish. He brooded silently apart from the madding crowd. He wandered through dry places seeking rest, and at intervals he would smile evilly, and jot down a note on the back of an envelope. These notes, collected and printed closely on the vilest paper, made up the examination questions.

Our form read two authors a term, one Latin and one Greek. It was the Greek that we feared most. Mellish had a sort of genius for picking out absolutely untranslatable passages, and desiring us (in print) to render the same with full notes. This term the book had been Thucydides, Book II, with regard to which I may echo the words of a certain critic when called upon to give his candid opinion of a friends first novel, I dare not say what I think about that book.

About a week before the commencement of the examinations, the ordinary night-work used to cease, and we were supposed, during that week, to be steadily going over the old ground and arming ourselves for the approaching struggle. There were, I suppose, people who actually did do this, but for my own part I always used to regard those seven days as a blessed period of rest, set apart specially to enable me to keep abreast of the light fiction of the day. And most of the form, so far as I know, thought the same. It was only on the night before the examination that one began to revise in real earnest. Ones methods on that night resolved themselves into sitting in a chair and wondering where to begin. Just as one came to a decision, it was bedtime.

Bradshaw, I said, as I reached page 103 without having read a line, do you know any likely bits?

Bradshaw looked up from his book. He was attempting to get a general idea of Thucydides style by reading Pickwick.

What? he said.

I obliged with a repetition of my remark.

Likely bits? Oh, you mean for the Thucydides. I dont know. Mellish never sets the bits any decent ordinary individual would set. I should take my chance if I were you.

What are you going to do?

Im going to read Pickwick. Thicksides doesnt come within a mile of it.

I thought so too.

But how about tomorrow?

Oh, I shant be there, he said, as if it were the most ordinary of statements.

Not there! Why, have you been sacked?

This really seemed the only possible explanation. Such an event would not have come as a surprise. It was always a matter for wonder to me why the authorities never sacked Bradshaw, or at the least requested him to leave. Possibly it was another case of the ass and the bundles of hay. They could not make up their minds which special misdemeanour of his to attack first.

No, Ive not been sacked, said Bradshaw.

A light dawned upon me.

Oh, I said, youre going to slumber in. For the benefit of the uninitiated, I may mention that to slumber in is to stay in the House during school on a pretence of illness.

That, replied the man of mystery, with considerable asperity, is exactly the silly rotten kids idea that would come naturally to a complete idiot like you.

As a rule, I resent being called a complete idiot, but this was not the time for asserting ones personal dignity. I had to know what Bradshaws scheme for evading the examination was. Perhaps there might be room for two in it; in which case I should have been exceedingly glad to have lent my moral support to it. I pressed for an explanation.

You may jaw, said Bradshaw at last, as much as you jolly well please, but Im not going to give this away. All youre going to know is that I shant be there tomorrow.

I bet you are, and I bet you do a jolly rank paper too, I said, remembering that the sceptic is sometimes vouchsafed revelations to which the most devout believer may not aspire. It is, for instance, always the young man who scoffs at ghosts that the family spectre chooses as his audience. But it required more than a mere sneer or an empty gibe to pump information out of Bradshaw. He took me up at once.

Whatll you bet? he said.

Now I was prepared to wager imaginary sums to any extent he might have cared to name, but as my actual worldly wealth at that moment consisted of one penny, and my expectations were limited to the shilling pocket-money which I should receive on the following Saturday — half of which was already mortgaged — it behoved me to avoid doing anything rash with my ready money. But, since a refusal would have meant the downfall of my arguments, I was obliged to name a figure. I named an even sixpence. After all, I felt, I must win. By what means, other than illness, could Bradshaw possibly avoid putting in an appearance at the Thucydides examination?

All right, said Bradshaw, an even sixpence. Youll lose.

Slumbering in barred.

Of course.

Real illness barred too, I said. Bradshaw is a man of resource, and has been known to make himself genuinely ill in similar emergencies.

Right you are. Slumbering in and real illness both barred. Anything else youd like to bar?

I thought.

No. Unless— an idea struck me— Youre not going to run away?

Bradshaw scorned to answer the question.

Now youd better buck up with your work, he said, opening his book again. Youve got about as long odds as anyone ever got. But youll lose all the same.

It scarcely seemed possible. And yet — Bradshaw was generally right. If he said he had a scheme for doing — though it was generally for not doing — something, it rarely failed to come off. I thought of my sixpence, my only sixpence, and felt a distinct pang of remorse. After all, only the other day the chaplain had said how wrong it was to bet. By Jove, so he had. Decent man the chaplain. Pity to do anything he would disapprove of. I was on the point of recalling my wager, when before my minds eye rose a vision of Bradshaw rampant and sneering, and myself writhing in my chair a crushed and scored-off wreck. I drew the line at that. I valued my self-respect at more than sixpence. If it had been a shilling now — . So I set my teeth and turned once more to my Thucydides. Bradshaw, having picked up the thread of his story again, emitted hoarse chuckles like minute guns, until I very nearly rose and fell upon him. It is maddening to listen to a person laughing and not to know the joke.

You will be allowed two hours for this paper, said Mellish on the following afternoon, as he returned to his desk after distributing the Thucydides questions. At five minutes to four I shall begin to collect your papers, but those who wish may go on till ten past. Write only on one side of the paper, and put your names in the top right-hand corner. Marks will be given for neatness. Any boy whom I see looking at his neighbours — wheres Bradshaw?

It was already five minutes past the hour. The latest of the late always had the decency to appear at least by three minutes past.

Has anybody seen Bradshaw? repeated Mellish. You, whats-your-name— (I am whats-your-name, very much at your service)  — you are in his House. Have you seen him?

I could have pointed out with some pleasure at this juncture that if Cain expressed indignation at being asked where his brother was, I, by a simple sum in proportion, might with even greater justice feel annoyed at having to locate a person who was no relative of mine at all. Did Mr Mellish expect me to keep an eye on every member of my House? Did Mr Mellish — in short, what did he mean by it?

This was what I thought. I said, No, sir.

This is extraordinary, said Mellish, most extraordinary. Why, the boy was in school this morning.

This was true. The boy had been in school that morning to some purpose, having beaten all records (his own records) in the gentle sport of Mellish-baiting. This evidently occurred to Mellish at the time, for he dropped the subject at once, and told us to begin our papers.

Now I have remarked already that I dare not say what I think of Thucydides, Book II. How then shall I frame my opinion of that examination paper? It was Thucydides, Book II, with the few easy parts left out. It was Thucydides, Book II, with special home-made difficulties added. It was — well, in its way it was a masterpiece. Without going into details — I dislike sensational and realistic writing — I may say that I personally was not one of those who required an extra ten minutes to finish their papers. I finished mine at half-past two, and amused myself for the remaining hour and a half by writing neatly on several sheets of foolscap exactly what I thought of Mr Mellish, and precisely what I hoped would happen to him some day. It was grateful and comforting.

At intervals I wondered what had become of Bradshaw. I was not surprised at his absence. At first I had feared that he would keep his word in that matter. As time went on I knew that he would. At more frequent intervals I wondered how I should enjoy being a bankrupt.

Four oclock came round, and found me so engrossed in putting the finishing touches to my excursus of Mr Mellishs character, that I stayed on in the form-room till ten past. Two other members of the form stayed too, writing with the despairing energy of those who had five minutes to say what they would like to spread over five hours. At last Mellish collected the papers. He seemed a trifle surprised when I gave up my modest three sheets. Brown and Morrison, who had their eye on the form prize, each gave up reams. Brown told me subsequently that he had only had time to do sixteen sheets, and wanted to know whether I had adopted Rutherfords emendation in preference to the old reading in Question II. My prolonged stay had made him regard me as a possible rival.

I dwell upon this part of my story, because it has an important bearing on subsequent events. If I had not waited in the form-room I should not have gone downstairs just behind Mellish. And if I had not gone downstairs just behind Mellish, I should not have been in at the death, that is to say the discovery of Bradshaw, and this story would have been all beginning and middle, and no ending, for I am certain that Bradshaw would never have told me a word. He was a most secretive animal.

I went downstairs, as I say, just behind Mellish. St Austins, you must know, is composed of three blocks of buildings, the senior, the middle, and the junior, joined by cloisters. We left the senior block by the door. To the captious critic this information may seem superfluous, but let me tell him that I have left the block in my time, and entered it, too, though never, it is true, in the company of a master, in other ways. There are windows.

Our procession of two, Mellish leading by a couple of yards, passed through the cloisters, and came to the middle block, where the Masters Common Room is. I had no particular reason for going to that block, but it was all on my way to the House, and I knew that Mellish hated having his footsteps dogged. That Thucydides paper rankled slightly.

In the middle block, at the top of the building, far from the haunts of men, is the Science Museum, containing — so I have heard, I have never been near the place myself — two stuffed rats, a case of mouldering butterflies, and other objects of acute interest. The room has a staircase all to itself, and this was the reason why, directly I heard shouts proceeding from that staircase, I deduced that they came from the Museum. I am like Sherlock Holmes, I dont mind explaining my methods.

Help! shouted the voice. Help!

The voice was Bradshaws.

Mellish was talking to M. Gerard, the French master, at the moment. He had evidently been telling him of Bradshaws non-appearance, for at the sound of his voice they both spun round, and stood looking at the staircase like a couple of pointers.

Help, cried the voice again.

Mellish and Gerard bounded up the stairs. I had never seen a French master run before. It was a pleasant sight. I followed. As we reached the door of the Museum, which was shut, renewed shouts filtered through it. Mellish gave tongue.

Bradshaw!

Yes, sir, from within.

Are you there? This I thought, and still think, quite a superfluous question.

Yes, sir, said Bradshaw.

What are you doing in there, Bradshaw? Why were you not in school this afternoon? Come out at once. This in deep and thrilling tones.

Please, sir, said Bradshaw complainingly, I cant open the door. Now, the immediate effect of telling a person that you are unable to open a door is to make him try his hand at it. Someone observes that there are three things which everyone thinks he can do better than anyone else, namely poking a fire, writing a novel, and opening a door.

Gerard was no exception to the rule.

Cant open the door? he said. Nonsense, nonsense. And, swooping at the handle, he grasped it firmly, and turned it.

At this point he made an attempt, a very spirited attempt, to lower the worlds record for the standing high jump. I have spoken above of the pleasure it gave me to see a French master run. But for good, square enjoyment, warranted free from all injurious chemicals, give me a French master jumping.

My dear Gerard, said the amazed Mellish.

I have received a shock. Dear me, I have received a most terrible shock.

So had I, only of another kind. I really thought I should have expired in my tracks with the effort of keeping my enjoyment strictly to myself. I saw what had happened. The Museum is lit by electric light. To turn it on one has to shoot the bolt of the door, which, like the handle, is made of metal. It is on the killing two birds with one stone principle. You lock yourself in and light yourself up with one movement. It was plain that the current had gone wrong somehow, run amock, as it were. Mellish meanwhile, instead of being warned by Gerards fate, had followed his example, and tried to turn the handle. His jump, though quite a creditable effort, fell short of Gerards by some six inches. I began to feel as if some sort of round game were going on. I hoped that they would not want me to take a hand. I also hoped that the thing would continue for a good while longer. The success of the piece certainly warranted the prolongation of its run. But here I was disappointed. The disturbance had attracted another spectator, Blaize, the science and chemistry master. The matter was hastily explained to him in all its bearings. There was Bradshaw entombed within the Museum, with every prospect of death by starvation, unless he could support life for the next few years on the two stuffed rats and the case of butterflies. The authorities did not see their way to adding a human specimen (youths size) to the treasures in the Museum, so — how was he to be got out?

The scientific mind is equal to every emergency.

Bradshaw, shouted Blaize through the keyhole.

Sir?

Are you there?

I should imagine that Bradshaw was growing tired of this question by this time. Besides, it cast aspersions on the veracity of Gerard and Mellish. Bradshaw, with perfect politeness, hastened to inform the gentleman that he was there.

Have you a piece of paper?

Will an envelope do, sir?

Bless the boy, anything will do so long as it is paper.

Dear me, I thought, is it as bad as all that? Is Blaize, in despair of ever rescuing the unfortunate prisoner, going to ask him to draw up a last dying words document, to be pushed under the door and despatched to his sorrowing guardian?

Put it over your hand, and then shoot back the bolt.

But, sir, the electricity.

Pooh, boy!

The scientific mind is always intolerant of lay ignorance.

Pooh, boy, paper is a non-conductor. You wont get hurt.

Bradshaw apparently acted on his instructions. From the other side of the door came the sharp sound of the bolt as it was shot back, and at the same time the light ceased to shine through the keyhole. A moment later the handle turned, and Bradshaw stepped forth — free!

Dear me, said Mellish. Now I never knew that before, Blaize. Remarkable. But this ought to be seen to. In the meantime, I had better ask the Headmaster to give out that the Museum is closed until further notice, I think.

And closed the Museum has been ever since. That further notice has never been given. And yet nobody seems to feel as if an essential part of their life had ceased to be, so to speak. Curious. Bradshaw, after a short explanation, was allowed to go away without a stain — that is to say, without any additional stain — on his character. We left the authorities discussing the matter, and went downstairs.

Sixpence isnt enough, I said, take this penny. Its all Ive got. You shall have the sixpence on Saturday.

Thanks, said Bradshaw. Was the Thucydides paper pretty warm?

Warmish. But, I say, didnt you get a beastly shock when you locked the door?

I did the week before last, the first time I ever went to the place. This time I was more or less prepared for it. Blaize seems to think that paper dodge a special invention of his own. Hell be taking out a patent for it one of these days. Why, every kid knows that paper doesnt conduct electricity.

I didnt, I said honestly.

You dont know much, said Bradshaw, with equal honesty.

I dont, I replied. Bradshaw, youre a great man, but you missed the best part of it all.

What, the Thucydides paper? asked he with a grin.

No, you missed seeing Gerard jump quite six feet.

Bradshaws face expressed keen disappointment.

No, did he really? Oh, I say, I wish Id seen it.

The moral of which is that the wicked do not always prosper. If Bradshaw had not been in the Museum, he might have seen Gerard jump six feet, which would have made him happy for weeks. On second thoughts, though, that does not work out quite right, for if Bradshaw had not been in the Museum, Gerard would not have jumped at all. No, better put it this way. I was virtuous, and I had the pleasure of witnessing the sight I have referred to. But then there was the Thucydides paper, which Bradshaw missed but which I did not. No. On consideration, the moral of this story shall be withdrawn and submitted to a committee of experts. Perhaps they will be able to say what it is.


THE BABE AND THE DRAGON
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THE ANNUAL INTER-HOUSE football cup at St Austins lay between Dacres, who were the holders, and Merevales, who had been runner-up in the previous year, and had won it altogether three times out of the last five. The cup was something of a tradition in Merevales, but of late Dacres had become serious rivals, and, as has been said before, were the present holders.

This year there was not much to choose between the two teams. Dacres had three of the First Fifteen and two of the Second; Merevales two of the First and four of the Second. St Austins being not altogether a boarding-school, many of the brightest stars of the teams were day boys, and there was, of course, always the chance that one of these would suddenly see the folly of his ways, reform, and become a member of a House.

This frequently happened, and this year it was almost certain to happen again, for no less a celebrity than MacArthur, commonly known as the Babe, had been heard to state that he was negotiating with his parents to that end. Which House he would go to was at present uncertain. He did not know himself, but it would, he said, probably be one of the two favourites for the cup. This lent an added interest to the competition, for the presence of the Babe would almost certainly turn the scale. The Babes nationality was Scots, and, like most Scotsmen, he could play football more than a little. He was the safest, coolest centre three-quarter the School had, or had had for some time. He shone in all branches of the game, but especially in tackling. To see the Babe spring apparently from nowhere, in the middle of an inter-school match, and bring down with violence a man who had passed the back, was an intellectual treat. Both Dacres and Merevales, therefore, yearned for his advent exceedingly. The reasons which finally decided his choice were rather curious. They arose in the following manner:

The Babes sister was at Girton. A certain Miss Florence Beezley was also at Girton. When the Babes sister revisited the ancestral home at the end of the term, she brought Miss Beezley with her to spend a week. What she saw in Miss Beezley was to the Babe a matter for wonder, but she must have liked her, or she would not have gone out of her way to seek her company. Be that as it may, the Babe would have gone a very long way out of his way to avoid her company. He led a fine, healthy, out-of-doors life during that week, and doubtless did himself a lot of good. But times will occur when it is imperative that a man shall be under the family roof. Meal-times, for instance. The Babe could not subsist without food, and he was obliged, Miss Beezley or no Miss Beezley, to present himself on these occasions. This, by the way, was in the Easter holidays, so that there was no school to give him an excuse for absence.

Breakfast was a nightmare, lunch was rather worse, and as for dinner, it was quite unspeakable. Miss Beezley seemed to gather force during the day. It was not the actual presence of the lady that revolted the Babe, for that was passable enough. It was her conversation that killed. She refused to let the Babe alone. She was intensely learned herself, and seemed to take a morbid delight in dissecting his ignorance, and showing everybody the pieces. Also, she persisted in calling him Mr MacArthur in a way that seemed somehow to point out and emphasize his youthfulness. She added it to her remarks as a sort of after-thought or echo.

Do you read Browning, Mr MacArthur? she would say suddenly, having apparently waited carefully until she saw that his mouth was full.

The Babe would swallow convulsively, choke, blush, and finally say — 

No, not much.

Ah! This in a tone of pity not untinged with scorn.

When you say not much, Mr MacArthur, what exactly do you mean? Have you read any of his poems?

Oh, yes, one or two.

Ah! Have you read Pippa Passes?

No, I think not.

Surely you must know, Mr MacArthur, whether you have or not. Have you read Fifine at the Fair?

No.

Have you read Sordello?

No.

What have you read, Mr MacArthur?

Brought to bay in this fashion, he would have to admit that he had read The Pied Piper of Hamelin, and not a syllable more, and Miss Beezley would look at him for a moment and sigh softly. The Babes subsequent share in the conversation, provided the Dragon made no further onslaught, was not large.

One never-to-be-forgotten day, shortly before the end of her visit, a series of horrible accidents resulted in their being left to lunch together alone. The Babe had received no previous warning, and when he was suddenly confronted with this terrible state of affairs he almost swooned. The ladys steady and critical inspection of his style of carving a chicken completed his downfall. His previous experience of carving had been limited to those entertainments which went by the name of study-gorges, where, if you wanted to help a chicken, you took hold of one leg, invited an accomplice to attach himself to the other, and pulled.

But, though unskilful, he was plucky and energetic. He lofted the bird out of the dish on to the tablecloth twice in the first minute. Stifling a mad inclination to call out Fore! or something to that effect, he laughed a hollow, mirthless laugh, and replaced the errant fowl. When a third attack ended in the same way, Miss Beezley asked permission to try what she could do. She tried, and in two minutes the chicken was neatly dismembered. The Babe re-seated himself in an over-wrought state.

Tell me about St Austins, Mr MacArthur, said Miss Beezley, as the Babe was trying to think of something to say — not about the weather. Do you play football?

Yes.

Ah!

A prolonged silence.

Do you— began the Babe at last.

Tell me— began Miss Beezley, simultaneously.

I beg your pardon, said the Babe; you were saying — ?

Not at all, Mr MacArthur. You were saying — ?

I was only going to ask you if you played croquet?

Yes; do you?

No.

Ah!

If this is going to continue, thought the Babe, I shall be reluctantly compelled to commit suicide.

There was another long pause.

Tell me the names of some of the masters at St Austins, Mr MacArthur, said Miss Beezley. She habitually spoke as if she were an examination paper, and her manner might have seemed to some to verge upon the autocratic, but the Babe was too thankful that the question was not on Browning or the higher algebra to notice this. He reeled off a list of names.

... Then theres Merevale — rather a decent sort — and Dacre.

What sort of a man is Mr Dacre?

Rather a rotter, I think.

What is a rotter, Mr MacArthur?

Well, I dont know how to describe it exactly. He doesnt play cricket or anything. Hes generally considered rather a crock.

Really! This is very interesting, Mr MacArthur. And what is a crock? I suppose what it comes to, she added, as the Babe did his best to find a definition, is this, that you yourself dislike him. The Babe admitted the impeachment. Mr Dacre had a finished gift of sarcasm which had made him writhe on several occasions, and sarcastic masters are rarely very popular.

Ah! said Miss Beezley. She made frequent use of that monosyllable. It generally gave the Babe the same sort of feeling as he had been accustomed to experience in the happy days of his childhood when he had been caught stealing jam.

Miss Beezley went at last, and the Babe felt like a convict who has just received a free pardon.

One afternoon in the following term he was playing fives with Charteris, a prefect in Merevales House. Charteris was remarkable from the fact that he edited and published at his own expense an unofficial and highly personal paper, called The Glow Worm, which was a great deal more in demand than the recognized School magazine, The Austinian, and always paid its expenses handsomely.

Charteris had the journalistic taint very badly. He was always the first to get wind of any piece of School news. On this occasion he was in possession of an exclusive item. The Babe was the first person to whom he communicated it.

Have you heard the latest romance in high life, Babe? he observed, as they were leaving the court. But of course you havent. You never do hear anything.

Well? asked the Babe, patiently.

You know Dacre?

I seem to have heard the name somewhere.

Hes going to be married.

Yes. Dont trouble to try and look interested. Youre one of those offensive people who mind their own business and nobody elses. Only I thought Id tell you. Then youll have a remote chance of understanding my quips on the subject in next weeks Glow Worm. You laddies frae the north have to be carefully prepared for the subtler flights of wit.

Thanks, said the Babe, placidly. Good-night.

The Headmaster intercepted the Babe a few days after he was going home after a scratch game of football. MacArthur, said he, you pass Mr Dacres House, do you not, on your way home? Then would you mind asking him from me to take preparation tonight? I find I shall be unable to be there. It was the custom at St Austins for the Head to preside at preparation once a week; but he performed this duty, like the celebrated Irishman, as often as he could avoid it.

The Babe accepted the commission. He was shown into the drawing-room. To his consternation, for he was not a society man, there appeared to be a species of tea-party going on. As the door opened, somebody was just finishing a remark.

... faculty which he displayed in such poems as Sordello, said the voice.

The Babe knew that voice.

He would have fled if he had been able, but the servant was already announcing him. Mr Dacre began to do the honours.

Mr MacArthur and I have met before, said Miss Beezley, for it was she. Curiously enough, the subject which we have just been discussing is one in which he takes, I think, a great interest. I was saying, Mr MacArthur, when you came in, that few of Tennysons works show the poetic faculty which Browning displays in Sordello.

The Babe looked helplessly at Mr Dacre.

I think you are taking MacArthur out of his depth there, said Mr Dacre. Was there something you wanted to see me about, MacArthur?

The Babe delivered his message.

Oh, yes, certainly, said Mr Dacre. Shall you be passing the School House tonight? If so, you might give the Headmaster my compliments, and say I shall be delighted.

The Babe had had no intention of going out of his way to that extent, but the chance of escape offered by the suggestion was too good to be missed. He went.

On his way he called at Merevales, and asked to see Charteris.

Look here, Charteris, he said, you remember telling me that Dacre was going to be married?

Yes.

Well, do you know her name by any chance?

I ken it weel, ma braw Hielander. She is a Miss Beezley.

Great Scott! said the Babe.

Hullo! Why, was your young heart set in that direction? You amaze and pain me, Babe. I think wed better have a story on the subject in The Glow Worm, with you as hero and Dacre as villain. It shall end happily, of course. Ill write it myself.

Youd better, said the Babe, grimly. Oh, I say, Charteris.

Well?

When I come as a boarder, I shall be a House-prefect, shant I, as Im in the Sixth?

Yes.

And prefects have to go to breakfast and supper, and that sort of thing, pretty often with the House-beak, dont they?

Such are the facts of the case.

Thanks. Thats all. Go away and do some work. Good-night.

The cup went to Merevales that year. The Babe played a singularly brilliant game for them.


THE MANOEUVRES OF CHARTERIS
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CHAPTER 1

Might I observe, sir—

You may observe whatever you like, said the referee kindly. Twenty-five.

The rules say—

I have given my decision. Twenty-five! A spot of red appeared on the official cheek. The referee, who had been heckled since the kick-off, was beginning to be annoyed.

The ball went behind without bouncing, and the rules say—

Twenty-FIVE!! shouted the referee. I am perfectly well aware what the rules say. And he blew his whistle with an air of finality. The secretary of the Bargees F.C. subsided reluctantly, and the game was restarted.

The Bargees match was a curious institution. Their real name was the Old Crockfordians. When, a few years before, the St Austins secretary had received a challenge from them, dated from Stapleton, where their secretary happened to reside, he had argued within himself as follows: This sounds all right. Old Crockfordians? Never heard of Crockford. Probably some large private school somewhere. Anyhow, theyre certain to be decent fellows. And he arranged the fixture. It then transpired that Old Crockford was a village, and, from the appearance of the team on the day of battle, the Old Crockfordians seemed to be composed exclusively of the riff-raff of same. They wore green shirts with a bright yellow leopard over the heart, and C.F.C. woven in large letters about the chest. One or two of the outsides played in caps, and the team to a man criticized the referees decisions with point and pungency. Unluckily, the first year saw a weak team of Austinians rather badly beaten, with the result that it became a point of honour to wipe this off the slate before the fixture could be cut out of the card. The next year was also unlucky. The Bargees managed to score a penalty goal in the first half, and won on that. The match resulted in a draw in the following season, and by this time the thing had become an annual event.

Now, however, the School was getting some of its own back. The Bargees had brought down a player of some reputation from the North, and were as strong as ever in the scrum. But St Austins had a great team, and were carrying all before them. Charteris and Graham at half had the ball out to their centres in a way which made Merevale, who looked after the football of the School, feel that life was worth living. And when once it was out, things happened rapidly. MacArthur, the captain of the team, with Thomson as his fellow-centre, and Welch and Bannister on the wings, did what they liked with the Bargees three-quarters. All the School outsides had scored, even the back, who dropped a neat goal. The player from the North had scarcely touched the ball during the whole game, and altogether the Bargees were becoming restless and excited.

The kick-off from the twenty-five line which followed upon the small discussion alluded to above, reached Graham. Under ordinary circumstances he would have kicked, but in a winning game original methods often pay. He dodged a furious sportsman in green and yellow, and went away down the touch-line. He was almost through when he stumbled. He recovered himself, but too late. Before he could pass, someone was on him. Graham was not heavy, and his opponent was muscular. He was swung off his feet, and the next moment the two came down together, Graham underneath. A sharp pain shot through his shoulder.

A doctor emerged from the crowd — there is always a doctor in a crowd — and made an examination.

Anything bad? asked the referee.

Collar-bone, said the doctor. The usual, you know. Rather badly smashed. Nothing dangerous, of course. Be all right in a month or so. Stop his playing. Rather a pity. Much longer before half-time?

No. I was just going to blow the whistle when this happened.

The injured warrior was carried off, and the referee blew his whistle for half-time.

I say, Charteris, said MacArthur, who the deuce am I to put half instead of Graham?

Rogers used to play half in his childhood, I believe. But, I say, did you ever see such a scrag? Cant you protest, or something?

My dear chap, how can I? Its on our own ground. These Bargee beasts are visitors, if you come to think of it. Id like to wring the chaps neck who did it. I didnt spot who it was. Did you see?

Rather. Their secretary. That man with the beard. Ill get Prescott to mark him this half.

Prescott was the hardest tackler in the School. He accepted the commission cheerfully, and promised to do his best by the bearded one.

Charteris certainly gave him every opportunity. When he threw the ball out of touch, he threw it neatly to the criminal with the beard, and Prescott, who stuck to him closer than a brother, had generally tackled him before he knew what had happened. After a time he began to grow thoughtful, and when there was a line-out went and stood among the three-quarters. In this way much of Charteriss righteous retribution miscarried, but once or twice he had the pleasure and privilege of putting in a piece of tackling on his own account. The match ended with the enemy still intact, but considerably shaken. He was also rather annoyed. He spoke to Charteris on the subject as they were leaving the field.

I was watching you, he said, apropos of nothing apparently.

That must have been nice for you, said Charteris.

You wait.

Certainly. Any time youre passing, Im sure—

You aint eard the last of me yet.

Thats something of a blow, said Charteris cheerfully, and they parted.

Charteris, having got into his blazer, ran after Welch and MacArthur, and walked back with them to the House. All three of them were at Merevales.

Poor old Tony, said MacArthur. Where have they taken him to? The House?

Yes, said Welch. I say, Babe, you ought to scratch this match next year. Tell em the cards full up or something.

Oh, I dont know. One expects fairly rough play in this sort of game. After all, we tackle pretty hard ourselves. I know I always try and go my hardest. If the man happens to be brittle, thats his lookout, concluded the bloodthirsty Babe.

My dear man, said Charteris, theres all the difference between a decent tackle and a bally scrag like the one that doubled Tony up. You cant break a chaps collar-bone without trying to.

Well, if you come to think of it, I suppose the man must have been fairly riled. You cant expect a man to be in an angelic temper when his sides been licked by thirty points.

The Babe was one of those thoroughly excellent persons who always try, when possible, to make allowances for everybody.

Well, dash it, said Charteris indignantly, if he had lost his hair he might have drawn the line at falling on Tony like that. It wasnt the tackling part of it that crocked him. The beast simply jumped on him like a Hooligan. Anyhow, I made him sit up a bit before we finished. I gave Prescott the tip to mark him out of touch. Have you ever been collared by Prescott? Its a liberal education. Now, there you are, you see. Take Prescott. Hes never crocked a man seriously in his life. I dont count being winded. Thats absolutely an accident. Well, there you are, then. Prescott weighs thirteen-ten, and hes all muscle, and he goes like a battering-ram. Youll own that. He goes as hard as he jolly well knows how, and yet the worst he has ever done is to lay a man out for a couple of minutes while he gets his wind back. Well, compare him with this Bargee man. The Bargee weighs a stone less and isnt nearly as strong, and yet he smashes Tonys collar-bone. Its all very well, Babe, but you cant get away from it. Prescott tackles fairly and the Bargee scrags.

Yes, said MacArthur, I suppose youre right.

Rather, said Charteris. I wish Id broken his neck.

By the way, said Welch, you were talking to him after the match. What was he saying?

Charteris laughed.

By Jove, Id forgotten; he said I hadnt heard the last of him, and that I was to wait.

What did you say?

Oh, I behaved beautifully. I asked him to be sure and look in any time he was passing, and after a few chatty remarks we parted.

I wonder if he meant anything.

I believe he means to waylay me with a buckled belt. I shant stir out except with the Old Man or some other competent bodyguard. Orrible outrage, shocking death of a St Austins schoolboy. It would look rather well on the posters.

Welch stuck strenuously to the point.

No, but, look here, Charteris, he said seriously, Im not rotting. You see, the man lives in Stapleton, and if he knows anything of School rules—

Which he doesnt probably. Why should he? Well?— If he knows anything of the rules, hell know that Stapletons out of bounds, and he may book you there and run you in to Merevale.

Yes, said MacArthur. I tell you what, youd do well to knock off a few of your expeditions to Stapleton. You know you wouldnt go there once a month if it wasnt out of bounds. Youll be a prefect next term. I should wait till then, if I were you.

My dear chap, what does it matter? The worst that can happen to you for breaking bounds is a couple of hundred lines, and Ive got a capital of four hundred already in stock. Besides, things would be so slow if you always kept in bounds. I always feel like a cross between Dick Turpin and Machiavelli when I go to Stapleton. Its an awfully jolly feeling. Like warm treacle running down your back. Its cheap at two hundred lines.

Youre an awful fool, said Welch, rudely but correctly.

Welch was a youth who treated the affairs of other people rather too seriously. He worried over them. This is not a particularly common trait in the character of either boy or man, but Welch had it highly developed. He could not probably have explained exactly why he was worried, but he undoubtedly was. Welch had a very grave and serious mind. He shared a study with Charteris — for Charteris, though not yet a School-prefect, was part owner of a study — and close observation had convinced him that the latter was not responsible for his actions, and that he wanted somebody to look after him. He had therefore elected himself to the post of a species of modified and unofficial guardian angel to him. The duties were heavy, and the remuneration exceedingly light.

Really, you know, said MacArthur, I dont see what the point of all your lunacy is. I dont know if youre aware of it, but the Old Mans getting jolly sick with you.

I didnt know, said Charteris, but Im very glad to hear it. For hist! I have a ger-rudge against the person. Beneath my ban that mystic man shall suffer, coute que coute, Matilda. He sat upon me — publicly, and the resultant blot on my scutcheon can only be wiped out with blood, or broken rules, he added.

This was true. To listen to Charteris on the subject, one might have thought that he considered the matter rather amusing than otherwise. This, however, was simply due to the fact that he treated everything flippantly in conversation. But, like the parrot, he thought the more. The actual casus belli had been trivial. At least the mere spectator would have considered it trivial. It had happened after this fashion. Charteris was a member of the School corps. The orderly-room of the School corps was in the junior part of the School buildings. Charteris had been to replace his rifle in that shrine of Mars after a mid-day drill, and on coming out into the passage had found himself in the middle of a junior school rag of the conventional type. Somebodys cap had fallen off, and two hastily picked teams were playing football with it (Association rules). Now, Charteris was not a prefect (that, it may be observed in passing, was another source of bitterness in him towards the Powers, for he was fairly high up in the Sixth, and others of his set, Welch, Thomson, and Tony Graham, who were also in the Sixth — the two last below him in form order — had already received their prefects caps). Not being a prefect, it would have been officious in him to have stopped the game. So he was passing on with what Mr Hurry Bungsho Jabberjee, B.A., would have termed a beaming simper of indescribable suavity, when a member of one of the opposing teams, in effecting a G. O. Smithian dribble, cannoned into him. To preserve his balance — this will probably seem a very thin line of defence, but I state but the facts — he grabbed at the disciple of Smith amidst applause, and at that precise moment a new actor appeared on the scene — the Headmaster. Now, of all the things that lay in his province, the Headmaster most disliked to see a senior ragging with a junior. He had a great idea of the dignity of the senior school, and did all that in him lay to see that it was kept up. The greater number of the juniors with whom the senior was found ragging, the more heinous the offence. Circumstantial evidence was dead against Charteris. To all outward appearances he was one of the players in the impromptu football match. The soft and fascinating beams of the simper, to quote Mr Jabberjee once more, had not yet faded from the act. A well-chosen word or two from the Headmagisterial lips put a premature end to the football match, and Charteris was proceeding on his way when the Headmaster called him. He stopped. The Headmaster was angry. So angry, indeed, that he did what in a more lucid interval he would not have done. He hauled a senior over the coals in the hearing of a number of juniors, one of whom (unidentified) giggled loudly. As Charteris had on previous occasions observed, the Old Man, when he did start to take a persons measure, didnt leave out much. The address was not long, but it covered a great deal of ground. The section of it which chiefly rankled in Charteriss mind, and which had continued to rankle ever since, was that in which the use of the word buffoon had occurred. Everybody who has a gift of humour and (very naturally) enjoys exercising it, hates to be called a buffoon. It was Charteriss one weak spot. Every other abusive epithet in the language slid off him without penetrating or causing him the least discomfort. The word buffoon went home, right up to the hilt. And, to borrow from Mr Jabberjee for positively the very last time, he had observed (mentally): Henceforward I will perpetrate heaps of the lowest dregs of vice. He had, in fact, started a perfect bout of breaking rules, simply because they were rules. The injustice of the thing rankled. No one so dislikes being punished unjustly as the person who might have been punished justly on scores of previous occasions, if he had only been found out. To a certain extent, Charteris ran amok. He broke bounds and did little work, and — he was beginning gradually to find this out — got thoroughly tired of it all. Offended dignity, however, still kept him at it, and much as he would have preferred to have resumed a less feverish type of existence, he did not do so.

I have a ger-rudge against the man, he said.

You are an idiot, really, said Welch.

Welch, said Charteris, by way of explanation to MacArthur, is a lad of coarse fibre. He doesnt understand the finer feelings. He cant see that I am doing this simply for the Old Mans good. Spare the rod, spile the choild. Lets go and have a look at Tony when were changed. Hell be in the sick-room if hes anywhere.

All right, said the Babe, as he went into his study. Buck up. Ill toss you for first bath in a second.

Charteris walked on with Welch to their sanctum.

You know, said Welch seriously, stooping to unlace his boots, rotting apart, you really are a most awful ass. I wish I could get you to see it.

Never you mind, ducky, said Charteris, Im all right. Ill look after myself.

Chapter 2

It was about a week after the Bargees match that the rules respecting bounds were made stricter, much to the popular indignation. The penalty for visiting Stapleton without leave was increased from two hundred lines to two extra lessons. The venomous characteristic of extra lesson was that it cut into ones football, for the criminal was turned into a form-room from two till four on half-holidays, and so had to scratch all athletic engagements for the day, unless he chose to go for a solitary run afterwards. In the cricket term the effect of this was not so deadly. It was just possible that you might get an innings somewhere after four oclock, even if only at the nets. But during the football season — it was now February — to be in extra lesson meant a total loss of everything that makes life endurable, and the School protested (to one another, in the privacy of their studies) with no uncertain voice against this barbarous innovation.

The reason for the change had been simple. At the corner of the High Street at Stapleton was a tobacconists shop, and Mr Prater, strolling in one evening to renew his stock of Pioneer, was interested to observe P. St H. Harrison, of Merevales, purchasing a consignment of Girl of my Heart cigarettes (at twopence-halfpenny the packet of twenty, including a coloured picture of Lord Kitchener). Now, Mr Prater was one of the most sportsmanlike of masters. If he had merely met Harrison out of bounds, and it had been possible to have overlooked him, he would have done so. But such a proceeding in the interior of a small shop was impossible. There was nothing to palliate the crime. The tobacconist also kept the wolf from the door, and lured the juvenile population of the neighbourhood to it, by selling various weird brands of sweets, but it was only too obvious that Harrison was not after these. Guilt was in his eye, and the packet of cigarettes in his hand. Also Harrisons House cap was fixed firmly at the back of his head. Mr Prater finished buying his Pioneer, and went out without a word. That night it was announced to Harrison that the Headmaster wished to see him. The Headmaster saw him, though for a certain period of the interview he did not see the Headmaster, having turned his back on him by request. On the following day Stapleton was placed doubly out of bounds.

Tony, who was still in bed, had not heard the news when Charteris came to see him on the evening of the day on which the edict had gone forth.

How are you getting on? asked Charteris.

Oh, fairly well. Its rather slow.

The grub seems all right. Charteris absently reached out for a slice of cake.

Not bad.

And you dont have to do any work.

No.

Well, then, it seems to me youre having a jolly good time. What dont you like about it?

Its so slow, being alone all day.

Makes you appreciate intellectual conversation all the more when you get it. Mine, for instance.

I want something to read.

Ill bring you a Sidgwicks Greek Prose Composition, if you like. Full of racy stories.

Ive read em, thanks.

How about Jebbs Homer? Youd like that. Awfully interesting. Proves that there never was such a man as Homer, you know, and that the Iliad and the Odyssey were produced by evolution. General style, quietly funny. Make you roar.

Dont be an idiot. Im simply starving for something to read. Havent you got anything?

Youve read all mine.

Hasnt Welch got any books?

Not one. He bags mine when he wants to read. Ill tell you what I will do if you like.

What?

Go into Stapleton, and borrow something from Adamson. Adamson was the College doctor.

By Jove, thats not a bad idea.

Its a dashed good idea, which wouldnt have occurred to anybody but a genius. Ive been quite a pal of Adamsons ever since I had the flu. I go to tea with him occasionally, and we talk medical shop. Have you ever tried talking medical shop during tea? Nothing like it for giving you an appetite.

Has he got anything readable?

Rather. Have you ever tried anything of James Payns?

Ive read Terminations, or something, said Tony doubtfully, but hes so obscure.

Dont, said Charteris sadly, please dont. Terminations is by one Henry James, and there is a substantial difference between him and James Payn. Anyhow, if you want a short biography of James Payn, he wrote a hundred books, and theyre all simply ripping, and Adamson has got a good many of them, and Im hoping to borrow a couple — any two will do — and youre going to read them. I know one always bars a book thats recommended to one, but youve got no choice. Youre not going to get anything else till youve finished those two.

All right, said Tony. But Stapletons out of bounds. I suppose Merevalell give you leave to go in.

He wont, said Charteris. I shant ask him. On principle. So long.

On the following afternoon Charteris went into Stapleton. The distance by road was almost exactly one mile. If you went by the fields it was longer, because you probably lost your way.

Dr Adamsons house was in the High Street. Charteris knocked at the door. The servant was sorry, but the doctor was out. Her tone seemed to suggest that, if she had had any say in the matter, he would have remained in. Would Charteris come in and wait? Charteris rather thought he would. He waited for half an hour, and then, as the absent medico did not appear to be coming, took two books from the shelf, wrote a succinct note explaining what he had done, and why he had done it, hoping the doctor would not mind, and went out with his literary trophies into the High Street again.

The time was now close on five oclock. Lock-up was not till a quarter past six — six oclock nominally, but the doors were always left open till a quarter past. It would take him about fifteen minutes to get back, less if he trotted. Obviously, the thing to do here was to spend a thoughtful quarter of an hour or so inspecting the sights of the town. These were ordinarily not numerous, but this particular day happened to be market day, and there was a good deal going on. The High Street was full of farmers, cows, and other animals, the majority of the former well on the road to intoxication. It is, of course, extremely painful to see a man in such a condition, but when such a person is endeavouring to count a perpetually moving drove of pigs, the onlookers pain is sensibly diminished. Charteris strolled along the High Street observing these and other phenomena with an attentive eye. Opposite the Town Hall he was button-holed by a perfect stranger, whom, by his conversation, he soon recognized as the Stapleton character. There is a character in every small country town. He is not a bad character; still less is he a good character. He is just a character pure and simple. This particular man — or rather, this man, for he was anything but particular — apparently took a great fancy to Charteris at first sight. He backed him gently against a wall, and insisted on telling him an interminable anecdote of his shady past, when, it seemed, he had been a super in some travelling company. The plot of the story, as far as Charteris could follow it, dealt with a theatrical tour in Dublin, where some person or persons unknown had, with malice prepense, scattered several pounds of snuff on the stage previous to a performance of Hamlet; and, according to the character, when the ghost of Hamlets father sneezed steadily throughout his great scene, there was not a dry eye in the house. The character had concluded that anecdote, and was half-way through another, when Charteris, looking at his watch, found that it was almost six oclock. He interrupted one of the characters periods by diving past him and moving rapidly down the street. The historian did not seem to object. Charteris looked round and saw that he had button-holed a fresh victim. He was still gazing in one direction and walking in another, when he ran into somebody.

Sorry, said Charteris hastily. Hullo!

It was the secretary of the Old Crockfordians, and, to judge from the scowl on that gentlemans face, the recognition was mutual.

Its you, is it? said the secretary in his polished way.

I believe so, said Charteris.

Out of bounds, observed the man.

Charteris was surprised. This grasp of technical lore on the part of a total outsider was as unexpected as it was gratifying.

What do you know about bounds? said Charteris.

I know you aint allowed to come ere, and youll get it ot from your master for coming.

Ah, but he wont know. I shant tell him, and Im sure you will respect my secret.

Charteris smiled in a winning manner.

Ho! said the man, Ho indeed!

There is something very clinching about the word Ho. It seems definitely to apply the closure to any argument. At least, I have never yet met anyone who could tell me the suitable repartee.

Well, said Charteris affably, dont let me keep you. I must be going on.

Ho! observed the man once more. Ho indeed!

Thats a wonderfully shrewd remark, said Charteris. I can see that, but I wish youd tell me exactly what it means.

Youre out of bounds.

Your mind seems to run in a groove. You cant get off that bounds business. How do you know Stapletons out of bounds?

I have made enquiries, said the man darkly.

By Jove, said Charteris delightedly, this is splendid. Youre a regular sleuth-hound. I dare say youve found out my name and House too?

I may ave, said the man, or I may not ave.

Well, now you mention it, I suppose one of the two contingencies is probable. Well, Im awfully glad to have met you. Good-bye. I must be going.

Youre goin with me.

Arm in arm?

I dont want to ave to take you.

No, said Charteris, I should jolly well advise you not to try. This is my way.

He walked on till he came to the road that led to St Austins. The secretary of the Old Crockfordians stalked beside him with determined stride.

Now, said Charteris, when they were on the road, you mustnt mind if I walk rather fast. Im in a hurry.

Charteriss idea of walking rather fast was to dash off down the road at quarter-mile pace. The move took the man by surprise, but, after a moment, he followed with much panting. It was evident that he was not in training. Charteris began to feel that the walk home might be amusing in its way. After they had raced some three hundred yards he slowed down to a walk again. It was at this point that his companion evinced a desire to do the rest of the journey with a hand on the collar of his coat.

If you touch me, observed Charteris with a surprising knowledge of legal minutiae, itll be a technical assault, and youll get run in; and youll get beans anyway if you try it on.

The man reconsidered matters, and elected not to try it on.

Half a mile from the College Charteris began to walk rather fast again. He was a good half-miler, and his companion was bad at every distance. After a game struggle he dropped to the rear, and finished a hundred yards behind in considerable straits. Charteris shot in at Merevales door with five minutes to spare, and went up to his study to worry Welch by telling him about it.

Welch, you remember the Bargee who scragged Tony? Well, there have been all sorts of fresh developments. Hes just been pacing me all the way from Stapleton.

Stapleton! Have you been to Stapleton? Did Merevale give you leave?

No. I didnt ask him.

You are an idiot. And now this Bargee man will go straight to the Old Man and run you in. I wonder you didnt think of that.

Curious I didnt.

I suppose he saw you come in here?

Rather. He couldnt have had a better view if hed paid for a seat. Half a second; I must just run up with these volumes to Tony.

When he came back he found Welch more serious than ever.

I told you so, said Welch. Youre to go to the Old Man at once. Hes just sent over for you. I say, look here, if its only lines I dont mind doing some of them, if you like.

Charteris was quite touched by this sporting offer.

Its awfully good of you, he said, but it doesnt matter, really. I shall be all right.

Ten minutes later he returned, beaming.

Well, said Welch, whats he given you?

Only his love, to give to you. It was this way. He first asked me if I wasnt perfectly aware that Stapleton was out of bounds. Sir, says I, Ive known it from childhoods earliest hour. Ah, says he to me, did Mr Merevale give you leave to go in this afternoon? No, says I, I never consulted the gent you mention.

Well?

Then he ragged me for ten minutes, and finally told me I must go into extra the next two Saturdays.

I thought so.

Ah, but mark the sequel. When he had finished, I said that I was sorry I had mistaken the rules, but I had thought that a chap was allowed to go into Stapleton if he got leave from a master. But you said that Mr Merevale did not give you leave, said he. Friend of my youth, I replied courteously, you are perfectly correct. As always. Mr Merevale did not give me leave, but, I added suavely, Mr Dacre did. And I came away, chanting hymns of triumph in a mellow baritone, and leaving him in a dead faint on the sofa. And the Bargee, who was present during the conflict, swiftly and silently vanished away, his morale considerably shattered. And that, my gentle Welch, concluded Charteris cheerfully, put me one up. So pass the biscuits, and let us rejoice if we never rejoice again.

Chapter 3

The Easter term was nearing its end. Football, with the exception of the final House-match, which had still to come off, was over, and life was in consequence a trifle less exhilarating than it might have been. In some ways the last few weeks before the Easter holidays are quite pleasant. You can put on running shorts and a blazer and potter about the grounds, feeling strong and athletic, and delude yourself into the notion that you are training for the sports. Ten minutes at the broad jump, five with the weight, a few sprints on the track — it is all very amusing and harmless, but it is apt to become monotonous after a time. And if the weather is at all inclined to be chilly, such an occupation becomes impossible.

Charteris found things particularly dull. He was a fair average runner, but there were others far better at every distance, so that he saw no use in mortifying the flesh with strict training. On the other hand, in view of the fact that the final House-match had yet to be played, and that Merevales was one of the two teams that were going to play it, it behoved him to keep himself at least moderately fit. The genial muffin and the cheery crumpet were still things to be avoided. He thus found himself in a position where, apparently, the few things which it was possible for him to do were barred, and the net result was that he felt slightly dull.

To make matters worse, all the rest of his set were working full time at their various employments, and had no leisure for amusing him. Welch practised hundred-yard sprints daily, and imagined that it would be quite a treat for Charteris to be allowed to time him. So he gave him the stopwatch, saw him safely to the end of the track, and at a given signal dashed off in the approved American style. By the time he reached the tape, dutifully held by two sporting Merevalian juniors, Charteriss attention had generally been attracted elsewhere. What time? Welch would pant. By Jove, Charteris would observe blandly, I forgot to look. About a minute and a quarter, I fancy. At which Welch, who always had a notion that he had done it in ten and a fifth that time, at any rate, would dissemble his joy, and mildly suggest that somebody else should hold the watch. Then there was Jim Thomson, generally a perfect mine of elevating conversation. He was in for the mile and also the half, and refused to talk about anything except those distances, and the best methods for running them in the minimum of time. Charteris began to feel a blue melancholy stealing over him. The Babe, again. He might have helped to while away the long hours, but unfortunately the Babe had been taken very bad with a notion that he was going to win the cross-country run, and when, in addition to this, he was seized with a panic with regard to the prospects of the House team in the final, and began to throw out hints concerning strict training, Charteris regarded him as a person to be avoided. If he fled to the Babe for sympathy now, the Babe would be just as likely as not to suggest that he should come for a ten-mile spin with him, to get him into condition for the final Houser. The very thought of a ten-mile spin made Charteris feel faint. Lastly, there was Tony. But Tonys company was worse than none at all. He went about with his arm in a sling, and declined to be comforted. But for his injury, he would by now have been training hard for the Aldershot Boxing Competition, and the fact that he was now definitely out of it had a very depressing effect upon him. He lounged moodily about the gymnasium, watching Menzies, who was to take his place, sparring with the instructor, and refused consolation. Altogether, Charteris found life a distinct bore.

He was reduced to such straits for amusement, that one Wednesday afternoon, finding himself with nothing else to do, he was working at a burlesque and remarkably scurrilous article on The Staff, by one who has suffered, which he was going to insert in The Glow Worm, an unofficial periodical which he had started for the amusement of the School and his own and his contributors profit. He was just warming to his work, and beginning to enjoy himself, when the door opened without a preliminary knock. Charteris deftly slid a piece of blotting-paper over his MS., for Merevale occasionally entered a study in this manner. And though there was nothing about Merevale himself in the article, it would be better perhaps, thought Charteris, if he did not see it. But it was not Merevale. It was somebody far worse. The Babe.

The Babe was clothed as to his body in football clothes, and as to face, in a look of holy enthusiasm. Charteris knew what that look meant. It meant that the Babe was going to try and drag him out for a run.

Go away, Babe, he said, Im busy.

Why on earth are you slacking in here on this ripping afternoon?

Slacking! said Charteris. I like that. Im doing berrain work, Babe. Im writing an article on masters and their customs, which will cause a profound sensation in the Common Room. At least it would, if they ever saw it, but they wont. Or I hope they wont for their sake and mine. So run away, my precious Babe, and dont disturb your uncle when hes busy.

Rot, said the Babe firmly, you havent taken any exercise for a week.

Charteris replied proudly that he had wound up his watch only last night. The Babe refused to accept the remark as relevant to the matter in hand.

Look here, Alderman, he said, sitting down on the table, and gazing sternly at his victim, its all very well, you know, but the final comes on in a few days, and you know you arent in any too good training.

I am, said Charteris, Im as fit as a prize fighter. Simply full of beans. Feel my ribs.

The Babe declined the offer.

No, but I say, he said plaintively, I wish youd treat it seriously. Its getting jolly serious, really. If Dacres win that cup again this year, thatll make four years running.

Not so, said Charteris, like the mariner of infinite-resource-and-sagacity; not so, but far otherwise. Itll only make three.

Well, threes bad enough.

True, oh king, three is quite bad enough.

Well, then, there you are. Now you see.

Charteris looked puzzled.

Would you mind explaining that remark? he said. Slowly.

But the Babe had got off the table, and was prowling round the room, opening cupboards and boxes.

What are you playing at? enquired Charteris.

Where do you keep your footer things?

What do you want with my footer things, if you dont mind my asking?

Im going to help you put them on, and then youre coming for a run.

Ah, said Charteris.

Yes. Just a gentle spin to keep you in training. Hullo, this looks like them.

He plunged both hands into a box near the window and flung out a mass of football clothes. It reminded Charteris of a terrier digging at a rabbit-hole.

He protested.

Dont, Babe. Treat em tenderly. Youll be spoiling the crease in those bags if you heave em about like that. Im very particular about how I look on the football field. I was always taught to dress myself like a little gentleman, so to speak. Well, now youve seen them, put em away.

Put em on, said the Babe firmly.

You are a beast, Babe. I dont want to go for a run. Im getting too old for violent exercise.

Buck up, said the Babe. We mustnt chuck any chances away. Now that Tony cant play, we shall have to do all we know if we want to win.

I dont see what need there is to get nervous about it. Considering weve got three of the First three-quarter line, and the Second Fifteen back, we ought to do pretty well.

But look at Dacres scrum. Theres Prescott, to start with. Hes worth any two of our men put together. Then theyve got Carter, Smith, and Hemming out of the first, and Reeve-Jones out of the second. And their outsides arent so very bad, if you come to think of it. Bannisters in the first, and the other three-quarters are all good. And theyve got both the second halves. Youll have practically to look after both of them now that Tonys crocked. And Baddeley has come on a lot this term.

Babe, said Charteris, you have reason. I will turn over a new leaf. I will be good. Give me my things and Ill come for a run. Only please dont let it be anything over twenty miles.

Good man, said the gratified Babe. We wont go far, and will take it quite easy.

I tell you what, said Charteris. Do you know a place called Worbury? I thought you wouldnt, probably. Its only a sort of hamlet, two cottages, three public-houses, and a duck-pond, and that sort of thing. I only know it because Welch and I ran there once last year. Its in the Badgwick direction, about three miles by road, mostly along the level. I vote we muffle up fairly well, blazers and sweaters and so on, run to Worbury, tea at one of the cottages, and back in time for lock-up. How does that strike you?

It sounds all right. How about tea though? Are you certain you can get it?

Rather. The Oldest Inhabitant is quite a pal of mine.

Charteriss circle of acquaintances was a standing wonder to the Babe and other Merevalians. He seemed to know everybody in the county.

When once he was fairly started on any business, physical or mental, Charteris generally shaped well. It was the starting that he found the difficulty. Now that he was actually in motion, he was enjoying himself thoroughly. He wondered why on earth he had been so reluctant to come for this run. The knowledge that there were three miles to go, and that he was equal to them, made him feel a new man. He felt fit. And there is nothing like feeling fit for dispelling boredom. He swung along with the Babe at a steady pace.

Theres the cottage, he said, as they turned a bend of the road, and Worbury appeared a couple of hundred yards away. Lets sprint. They sprinted, and arrived at the door of the cottage with scarcely a yard between them, much to the admiration of the Oldest Inhabitant, who was smoking a thoughtful pipe in his front garden. Mrs Oldest Inhabitant came out of the cottage at the sound of voices, and Charteris broached the subject of tea. The menu was sumptuous and varied, and even the Babe, in spite of his devotion to strict training, could scarce forbear to smile happily at the mention of hot cakes.

During the mauvais quart dheure before the meal, Charteris kept up an animated conversation with the Oldest Inhabitant, the Babe joining in from time to time when he could think of anything to say. Charteris appeared to be quite a friend of the family. He enquired after the Oldest Inhabitants rheumatics. It was gratifying to find that they were distinctly better. How had Mrs O. I. been since his last visit? Prarper hearty? Excellent. How was the O. I.s nevvy?

At the mention of his nevvy the O. I. became discursive. He told his audience everything that had happened in connection with the said nevvy for years back. After which he started to describe what he would probably do in the future. Amongst other things, there were going to be some sports at Rutton today week, and his nevvy was going to try and win the cup for what the Oldest Inhabitant vaguely described as a race. He had won it last year. Yes, prarper good runner, his nevvy. Where was Rutton? the Babe wanted to know. About eight miles out of Stapleton, said Charteris, who was well up in local geography. You got there by train. It was the next station.

Mrs O. I. came out to say that tea was ready, and, being drawn into the conversation on the subject of the Rutton sports, produced a programme of the same, which her nevvy had sent them. From this it seemed that the nevvys spot event was the egg and spoon race. An asterisk against his name pointed him out as the last years winner.

Hullo, said Charteris, I see theres a strangers mile. Im a demon at the mile when Im roused. I think I shall go in for it.

He handed the programme back and began his tea.

You know, Babe, he said, as they were going back that evening, I really think I shall go in for that race. It would be a most awful rag. Its the day before the House-match, so itll just get me fit.

Dont be a fool, said the Babe. There would be a fearful row about it if you were found out. Youd get extras for the rest of your life.

Well, the final Houser comes off on a Thursday, so it wont affect that.

Yes, but still—

I shall think about it, said Charteris. You neednt go telling anyone.

If youll take my advice, youll drop it.

Your suggestion has been noted, and will receive due attention, said Charteris. Put on the pace a bit.

They lengthened their stride, and conversation came to an abrupt end.

Chapter 4

I shall go, Babe, said Charteris on the following night.

The Sixth Form had a slack day before them on the morrow, there being a temporary lull in the form-work which occurred about once a week, when there was no composition of any kind to be done. The Sixth did four compositions a week, two Greek and two Latin, and except for these did not bother themselves very much about overnight preparation. The Latin authors which the form were doing were Livy and Virgil, and when either of these were on the next days programme, most of the Sixth considered that they were justified in taking a night off. They relied on their ability to translate both authors at sight and without previous acquaintance. The popular notion that Virgil is hard rarely appeals to a member of a public school. There are two ways of translating Virgil, the conscientious and the other. He prefers the other.

On this particular night, therefore, work was off. Merevale was over at the Great Hall, taking preparation, and the Sixth-Form Merevalians had assembled in Charteriss study to talk about things in general. It was after a pause of some moments, that had followed upon a lively discussion of the Houses prospects in the forthcoming final, that Charteris had spoken.

I shall go, Babe, said he.

Go where? asked Tony, from the depths of a deck-chair.

Babe knows.

The Babe turned to the company and explained.

The lunatics going in for the strangers mile at some sports at Rutton next week. Hell get booked for a cert. He cant see that. I never saw such a man.

Rally round, said Charteris, and reason with me. Ill listen. Tony, what do you think about it?

Tony expressed his opinion tersely, and Charteris thanked him. Welch, who had been reading, now awoke to the fact that a discussion was in progress, and asked for details. The Babe explained once more, and Welch heartily corroborated Tonys remarks. Charteris thanked him too.

You arent really going, are you? asked Welch.

Rather, said Charteris.

The Old Man wont give you leave.

Shant worry the poor man with such trifles.

But its miles out of bounds. Stapleton station is out of bounds to start with. Its against rules to go in a train, and Ruttons even more out of bounds than Stapleton.

And as there are sports there, said Tony, the Old Man is certain to put Rutton specially out of bounds for that day. He always bars a St Austins chap going to a place when theres anything going on there.

I dont care. What have I to do with the Old Mans petty prejudices? Now, let me get at my time-table. Here we are. Now then.

Dont be a fool, said Tony,

Certainly not. Look here, theres a train starts from Stapleton at three. I can catch that all right. Gets to Rutton at three-twenty. Sports begin at three-fifteen. At least, they are supposed to. Over before five, I should think. At least, my race will be, though I must stop to see the Oldest Inhabitants nevvy win the egg and spoon canter. But that ought to come on before the strangers race. Train back at a quarter past five. Arrives at a quarter to six. Lock up six-fifteen. That gives me half an hour to get here from Stapleton. What more do you want? I shall do it easily, and ... the odds against my being booked are about twenty-five to one. At which price if any gent present cares to deposit his money, I am willing to take him. Now Ill treat you to a tune, if youre good.

He went to the cupboard and produced his gramophone. Charteriss musical instruments had at one time been strictly suppressed by the authorities, and, in consequence, he had laid in a considerable stock of them. At last, when he discovered that there was no rule against the use of musical instruments in the House, Merevale had yielded. The stipulation that Charteris should play only before prep. was rigidly observed, except when Merevale was over at the Hall, and the Sixth had no work. On such occasions Charteris felt justified in breaking through the rule. He had a gramophone, a banjo, a penny whistle, and a mouth organ. The banjo, which he played really well, was the most in request, but the gramophone was also popular.

Turn on Whistling Rufus, observed Thomson.

Whistling Rufus was duly turned on, giving way after an encore to Bluebells.

I always weep when I hear this, said Tony.

It is beautiful, isnt it? said Charteris.

Ill be your sweetheart, if you — will be — mine,

All my life, Ill be your valentine.

Bluebells Ive gathered — grrhhrh.

The needle of the gramophone, after the manner of its kind, slipped raspingly over the surface of the wax, and the rest of the ballad was lost.

That, said Charteris, is how I feel with regard to the Old Man. Id be his sweetheart, if hed be mine. But he makes no advances, and the stain on my scutcheon is not yet wiped out. I must say I havent tried gathering bluebells for him yet, nor have I offered my services as a perpetual valentine, but Ive been very kind to him in other ways.

Is he still down on you? asked the Babe.

He hasnt done much lately. Were in a state of truce at present. Did I tell you how I scored about Stapleton?

Youve only told us about a hundred times, said the Babe brutally. I tell you what, though, hell score off you if he finds you going to Rutton.

Lets hope he wont.

He wont, said Welch suddenly.

Why?

Because you wont go. Ill bet you anything you like that you wont go.

That settled Charteris. It was the sort of remark that always acted on him like a tonic. He had been intending to go all the time, but it was this speech of Welchs that definitely clinched the matter. One of his mottoes for everyday use was Let not thyself be scored off by Welch.

Thats all right, he said. Of course I shall go. Whats the next item youd like on this machine?

The day of the sports arrived, and the Babe, meeting Charteris at Merevales gate, made a last attempt to head him off from his purpose.

How are you going to take your things? he asked. You cant carry a bag. The first beak you met would ask questions.

If he had hoped that this would be a crushing argument, he was disappointed.

Charteris patted a bloated coat pocket.

Bags, he said laconically. Vest, he added, doing the same to his other pocket. Shoes, he concluded, you will observe I am carrying in a handy brown paper parcel, and if anybody wants to know whats in it, I shall tell them its acid drops. Sure you wont come, too?

Quite, thanks.

All right. So long then. Be good while Im gone.

And he passed on down the road that led to Stapleton.

The Rutton Recreation Ground presented, as the Stapleton Herald justly remarked in its next weeks issue, a gay and animated appearance. There was a larger crowd than Charteris had expected. He made his way through them, resisting without difficulty the entreaties of a hoarse gentleman in a check suit to have three to two on Enery something for the hundred yards, and came at last to the dressing-tent.

At this point it occurred to him that it would be judicious to find out when his race was to start. It was rather a chilly day, and the less time he spent in the undress uniform of shorts the better. He bought a correct card for twopence, and scanned it. The strangers mile was down for four-fifty. There was no need to change for an hour yet. He wished the authorities could have managed to date the event earlier.

Four-fifty was running it rather fine. The race would be over by about five to five, and it was a walk of some ten minutes to the station, less if he hurried. That would give him ten minutes for recovering from the effects of the race, and changing back into his ordinary clothes again. It would be quick work. But, having come so far, he was not inclined to go back without running in the race. He would never be able to hold his head up again if he did that. He left the dressing-tent, and started on a tour of the field.

The scene was quite different from anything he had ever witnessed before in the way of sports. The sports at St Austins were decorous to a degree. These leaned more to the rollickingly convivial. It was like an ordinary race-meeting, except that men were running instead of horses. Rutton was a quiet little place for the majority of the year, but it woke up on this day, and was evidently out to enjoy itself. The Rural Hooligan was a good deal in evidence, and though he was comparatively quiet just at present, the frequency with which he visited the various refreshment stalls that dotted the ground gave promise of livelier times in the future. Charteris felt that the afternoon would not be dull.

The hour soon passed, and Charteris, having first seen the Oldest Inhabitants nevvy romp home in the egg and spoon event, took himself off to the dressing-tent, and began to get into his running clothes. The bell for his race was just ringing when he left the tent. He trotted over to the starting place.

Apparently there was not a very large field. Two weedy-looking youths of about Charteriss age, dressed in blushing pink, put in an appearance, and a very tall, thin man came up almost immediately afterwards. Charteris had just removed his coat, and was about to get to his place on the line, when another competitor arrived, and, to judge by the applause that greeted his appearance, he was evidently a favourite in the locality. It was with shock that Charteris recognized his old acquaintance, the Bargees secretary.

He was clad in running clothes of a bright orange and a smile of conscious superiority, and when somebody in the crowd called out Go it, Jarge! he accepted the tribute as his due, and waved a condescending hand in the speakers direction.

Some moments elapsed before he recognized Charteris, and the latter had time to decide upon his line of action. If he attempted concealment in any way, the man would recognize that on this occasion, at any rate, he had, to use an adequate if unclassical expression, got the bulge, and then there would be trouble. By brazening things out, however, there was just a chance that he might make him imagine that there was more in the matter than met the eye, and that, in some mysterious way, he had actually obtained leave to visit Rutton that day. After all, the man didnt know very much about School rules, and the recollection of the recent fiasco in which he had taken part would make him think twice about playing the amateur policeman again, especially in connection with Charteris.

So he smiled genially, and expressed a hope that the man enjoyed robust health.

The man replied by glaring in a simple and unaffected manner.

Looked up the Headmaster lately? asked Charteris.

What are you doing here?

Im going to run. Hope you dont mind.

Youre out of bounds.

Thats what you said before. Youd better enquire a bit before you make rash statements. Otherwise, theres no knowing what may happen. Perhaps Mr Dacre has given me leave.

The man said something objurgatory under his breath, but forbore to continue the discussion. He was wondering, as Charteris had expected that he would, whether the latter had really got leave or not. It was a difficult problem.

Whether such a result was due to his mental struggles, or whether it was simply to be attributed to his poor running, is open to question, but the fact remains that the secretary of the Old Crockfordians did not shine in the strangers mile. He came in last but one, vanquishing the pink sportsman by a foot. Charteris, after a hot finish, was beaten on the tape by one of the weedy youths, who exhibited astounding sprinting powers in the last two hundred yards, overhauling Charteris, who had led all the time, in fine style, and scoring what the Stapleton Herald described as a highly popular victory.

As soon as he had recovered his normal stock of wind — which was not immediately — it was borne in upon Charteris that if he wanted to catch the five-fifteen back to Stapleton, he had better be beginning to change. He went to the dressing-tent, and on examining his watch was horrified to find that he had just ten minutes in which to do everything, and the walk to the station, he reflected, was a long five minutes. He literally hurled himself into his clothes, and, disregarding the Bargee, who had entered the tent and seemed to wish to continue the discussion at the point where they had left off, shot off towards the gate nearest the station. He had exactly four minutes and twenty-five seconds in which to complete the journey, and he had just run a mile.

Chapter 5

Fortunately the road was mainly level. On the other hand, he was hampered by an overcoat. After the first hundred yards he took this off, and carried it in an unwieldy parcel. This, he found, answered admirably. Running became easier. He had worked the stiffness out of his legs by this time, and was going well. Three hundred yards from the station it was anybodys race. The exact position of the other competitor, the train, could not be defined. It was at any rate not yet within earshot, which meant that it still had at least a quarter of a mile to go. Charteris considered that he had earned a rest. He slowed down to a walk, but after proceeding at this pace for a few yards, thought that he heard a distant whistle, and dashed on again. Suddenly a raucous bellow of laughter greeted his ears from a spot in front of him, hidden from his sight by a bend in the road.

Somebody slightly tight, thought Charteris, rapidly diagnosing the case. By Jove, if he comes rotting about with me Ill kill him. Having to do anything in a desperate hurry always made Charteriss temper slightly villainous. He turned the corner at a sharp trot, and came upon two youths who seemed to be engaged in the harmless occupation of trying to ride a bicycle. They were of the type which he held in especial aversion, the Rural Hooligan type, and one at least of the two had evidently been present at a recent circulation of the festive bowl. He was wheeling the bicycle about the road in an aimless manner, and looked as if he wondered what was the matter with it that it would not stay in the same place for two consecutive seconds. The other youth was apparently of the Charles-his-friend variety, content to look on and applaud, and generally to play chorus to his companions lead. He was standing at the side of the road, smiling broadly in a way that argued feebleness of mind. Charteris was not quite sure which of the two types he loathed the more. He was inclined to call it a tie.

However, there seemed to be nothing particularly lawless in what they were doing now. If they were content to let him pass without hindrance, he, for his part, was content generously to overlook the insult they offered him in daring to exist, and to maintain a state of truce. But, as he drew nearer, he saw that there was more in this business than the casual spectator might at first have supposed. A second and keener inspection of the reptiles revealed fresh phenomena. In the first place, the bicycle which Hooligan number one was playing with was a ladys bicycle, and a small one at that. Now, up to the age of fourteen and the weight of ten stone, a beginner at cycling often finds it more convenient to learn to ride on a ladys machine than on a gentlemans. The former offers greater facilities for rapid dismounting, a quality not to be despised in the earlier stages of initiation. But, though this is undoubtedly the case, and though Charteris knew that it was so, yet he felt instinctively that there was something wrong here. Hooligans of twenty years and twelve stone do not learn to ride on small ladies machines, or, if they do, it is probably without the permission of the small lady who owns the same. Valuable as his time was, Charteris felt that it behoved him to spend a thoughtful minute or so examining into this affair. He slowed down once again to a walk, and, as he did so, his eye fell upon the character in the drama whose absence had puzzled him, the owner of the bicycle. And from that moment he felt that life would be a hollow mockery if he failed to fall upon those revellers and slay them. She stood by the hedge on the right, a forlorn little figure in grey, and she gazed sadly and helplessly at the manoeuvres that were going on in the middle of the road. Her age Charteris put down at a venture at twelve — a correct guess. Her state of mind he also conjectured. She was letting I dare not wait upon I would, like the late Macbeth, the cat i the adage, and numerous other celebrities. She evidently had plenty of remarks to make on the subject in hand, but refrained from motives of prudence.

Charteris had no such scruples. The feeling of fatigue that had been upon him had vanished, and his temper, which had been growing steadily worse for some twenty minutes, now boiled over gleefully at the prospect of something solid to work itself off upon. Even without a cause Charteris detested the Rural Hooligan. Now that a real, copper-bottomed motive for this dislike had been supplied to him, he felt himself capable of dealing with a whole regiment of the breed. The criminal with the bicycle had just let it fall with a crash to the ground when Charteris went for him low, in the style which the Babe always insisted on seeing in members of the First Fifteen on the football field, and hove him without comment into a damp ditch. Charles his friend uttered a shout of disapproval and rushed into the fray. Charteris gave him the straight left, of the type to which the great John Jackson is reported to have owed so much in the days of the old Prize Ring, and Charles, taking it between the eyes, stopped in a discouraged and discontented manner, and began to rub the place. Whereupon Charteris dashed in, and, to use an expression suitable to the deed, swung his right at the mark. The mark, it may be explained for the benefit of the non-pugilistic, is that portion of the anatomy which lies hid behind the third button of the human waistcoat. It covers — in a most inadequate way — the wind, and even a gentle tap in the locality is apt to produce a fleeting sense of discomfort. A genuine flush hit on the spot, shrewdly administered by a muscular arm with the weight of the body behind it, causes the passive agent in the transaction to wish fervently, as far as he is at the moment physically capable of wishing anything, that he had never been born. Charles his friend collapsed like an empty sack, and Charteris, getting a grip of the outlying portions of his costume, dragged him to the ditch and rolled him in on top of his friend, who had just recovered sufficiently to be thinking about getting out again. The pair of them lay there in a tangled heap. Charteris picked up the bicycle and gave it a cursory examination. The enamel was a good deal scratched, but no material damage had been done. He wheeled it across to its owner.

It isnt much hurt, he said, as they walked on slowly together. Bit scratched, thats all.

Thanks awfully, said the small lady.

Oh, not at all, replied Charteris. I enjoyed it. (He felt he had said the right thing there. Your real hero always enjoys it.) Im sorry those bargees frightened you.

They did rather. But — she added triumphantly after a pause— I didnt cry.

Rather not, said Charteris. You were awfully plucky. I noticed. But hadnt you better ride on? Which way were you going?

I wanted to get to Stapleton.

Oh. Thats simple enough. Youve merely got to go straight on down this road, as straight as ever you can go. But, look here, you know, you shouldnt be out alone like this. It isnt safe. Why did they let you?

The lady avoided his eye. She bent down and inspected the left pedal.

They shouldnt have sent you out alone, said Charteris, why did they?

They — they didnt. I came.

There was a world of meaning in the phrase. Charteris felt that he was in the same case. They had not let him. He had come. Here was a kindred spirit, another revolutionary soul, scorning the fetters of convention and the so-called authority of self-constituted rules, aha! Bureaucrats!

Shake hands, he said, Im in just the same way.

They shook hands gravely.

You know, said the lady, Im awfully sorry I did it now. It was very naughty.

Im not sorry yet, said Charteris, Im rather glad than otherwise. But I expect I shall be sorry before long.

Will you be sent to bed?

I dont think so.

Will you have to learn beastly poetry?

Probably not.

She looked at him curiously, as if to enquire, then if you wont have to learn poetry and you wont get sent to bed, what on earth is there for you to worry about?

She would probably have gone on to investigate the problem further, but at that moment there came the sound of a whistle. Then another, closer this time. Then a faint rumbling, which increased in volume steadily. Charteris looked back. The railway line ran by the side of the road. He could see the smoke of a train through the trees. It was quite close now, and coming closer every minute, and he was still quite a hundred and fifty yards from the station gates.

I say, he cried. Great Scott, here comes my train. I must rush. Good-bye. You keep straight on.

His legs had had time to grow stiff again. For the first few strides running was painful. But his joints soon adapted themselves to the strain, and in ten seconds he was sprinting as fast as he had ever sprinted off the running-track. When he had travelled a quarter of the distance the small cyclist overtook him.

Be quick, she said, its just in sight.

Charteris quickened his stride, and, paced by the bicycle, spun along in fine style. Forty yards from the station the train passed him. He saw it roll into the station. There were still twenty yards to go, exclusive of the stations steps, and he was already running as fast as it lay in him to run. Now there were only ten. Now five. And at last, with a hurried farewell to his companion, he bounded up the steps and on to the platform. At the end of the platform the line took a sharp curve to the left. Round that curve the tail end of the guards van was just disappearing.

Missed it, sir, said the solitary porter, who managed things at Rutton, cheerfully. He spoke as if he was congratulating Charteris on having done something remarkably clever.

Whens the next? panted Charteris.

Eight-thirty, was the porters appalling reply.

For a moment Charteris felt quite ill. No train till eight-thirty! Then was he indeed lost. But it couldnt be true. There must be some sort of a train between now and then.

Are you certain? he said. Surely theres a train before that?

Why, yes, sir, said the porter gleefully, but they be all exprusses. Eight-thirty be the only un what starps at Rootton.

Thanks, said Charteris with marked gloom, I dont think thatll be

much good to me. My aunt, what a hole Im in.



The porter made a sympathetic and interrogative noise at the back of

his throat, as if inviting him to explain everything. But Charteris

felt unequal to conversation. There are moments when one wants to be

alone. He went down the steps again. When he got out into the road, his

small cycling friend had vanished. Charteris was conscious of a feeling

of envy towards her. She was doing the journey comfortably on a

bicycle. He would have to walk it. Walk it! He didnt believe he could.

The strangers mile, followed by the Homeric combat with the two

Hooligans and that ghastly sprint to wind up with, had left him

decidedly unfit for further feats of pedestrianism. And it was eight

miles to Stapleton, if it was a yard, and another mile from Stapleton

to St Austins. Charteris, having once more invoked the name of his

aunt, pulled himself together with an effort, and limped gallantly on

in the direction of Stapleton. But fate, so long hostile to him, at

last relented. A rattle of wheels approached him from behind. A thrill

of hope shot through him at the sound. There was the prospect of a

lift. He stopped, and waited for the dog-cart — it sounded like a

dog-cart — to arrive. Then he uttered a shout of rapture, and began to

wave his arms like a semaphore. The man in the dog-cart was Dr Adamson.

Hullo, Charteris, said the Doctor, pulling up his horse, what are you doing here?

Give me a lift, said Charteris, and Ill tell you. Its a long yarn. Can I get in?

Come along. Plenty of room.

Charteris climbed up, and sank on to the cushioned seat with a sigh of pleasure. What glorious comfort. He had never enjoyed anything more in his life.

Im nearly dead, he said, as the dog-cart went on again. This is how it all happened. You see, it was this way—

And he embarked forthwith upon his narrative.

Chapter 6

By special request the Doctor dropped Charteris within a hundred yards of Merevales door.

Good-night, he said. I dont suppose you will value my advice at all, but you may have it for what it is worth. I recommend you stop this sort of game. Next time something will happen.

By Jove, yes, said Charteris, climbing painfully down from the dog-cart, Ill take that advice. Im a reformed character from this day onwards. This sort of thing isnt good enough. Hullo, theres the bell for lock-up. Good-night, Doctor, and thanks most awfully for the lift. It was frightfully kind of you.

Dont mention it, said Dr Adamson, it is always a privilege to be in your company. When are you coming to tea with me again?

Whenever youll have me. I must get leave, though, this time.

Yes. By the way, hows Graham? It is Graham, isnt it? The fellow who broke his collar-bone?

Oh, hes getting on splendidly. Still in a sling, but its almost well again now. But I must be off. Good-night.

Good-night. Come to tea next Monday.

Right, said Charteris; thanks awfully.

He hobbled in at Merevales gate, and went up to his study. The Babe was in there talking to Welch.

Hullo, said the Babe, heres Charteris.

Whats left of him, said Charteris.

How did it go off?

Dont, please.

Did you win? asked Welch.

No. Second. By a yard. Oh, Lord, I am dead.

Hot race?

Rather. It wasnt that, though. I had to sprint all the way to the station, and missed my train by ten seconds at the end of it all.

Then how did you get here?

That was the one stroke of luck Ive had this afternoon. I started to walk back, and after Id gone about a quarter of a mile, Adamson caught me up in his dog-cart. I suggested that it would be a Christian act on his part to give me a lift, and he did. I shall remember Adamson in my will.

Tell us what happened.

Ill tell thee everything I can, said Charteris. Theres little to relate. I saw an aged, aged man a-sitting on a gate. Where do you want me to begin?

At the beginning. Dont rot.

I was born, began Charteris, of poor but honest parents, who sent me to school at an early age in order that I might acquire a grasp of the Greek and Latin languages, now obsolete. I—

How did you lose? enquired the Babe.

The other man beat me. If he hadnt, I should have won hands down. Oh, I say, guess who I met at Rutton.

Not a beak?

No. Almost as bad, though. The Bargee man who paced me from Stapleton. Man who crocked Tony.

Great Scott! cried the Babe. Did he recognize you?

Rather. We had a very pleasant conversation.

If he reports you, began the Babe.

Whos that?

Charteris looked up. Tony Graham had entered the study.

Hullo, Tony! Adamson told me to remember him to you.

So youve got back?

Charteris confirmed the hasty guess.

But what are you talking about, Babe? said Tony. Whos going to be reported, and whos going to report?

The Babe briefly explained the situation.

If the man, he said, reports Charteris, he may get run in tomorrow, and then we shall have both our halves away against Dacres. Charteris, you are a fool to go rotting about out of bounds like this.

Nay, dry the starting tear, said Charteris cheerfully. In the first place, I shouldnt get kept in on a Thursday anyhow. I should be shoved into extra on Saturday. Also, I shrewdly conveyed to the Bargee the impression that I was at Rutton by special permission.

Hes bound to know that that cant be true, said Tony.

Well, I told him to think it over. You see, he got so badly left last time he tried to compass my downfall, that I shouldnt be a bit surprised if he let the job alone this journey.

Lets hope so, said the Babe gloomily.

Thats right, Babby, remarked Charteris encouragingly, nodding at the pessimist.

You buck up and keep looking on the bright side. Itll be all right. You see if it wont. If theres any running in to be done, I shall do it. I shall be frightfully fit tomorrow after all this dashing about today. I havent an ounce of superfluous flesh on me. Im a fine, strapping specimen of sturdy young English manhood. And Im going to play a very selfish game tomorrow, Babe.

Oh, my dear chap, you mustnt. The Babes face wore an expression of horror. The success of the House-team in the final was very near to his heart. He could not understand anyone jesting on the subject. Charteris respected his anguish, and relieved it speedily.

I was only ragging, he said. Considering that our three-quarter line is our one strong point, Im not likely to keep the ball from it, if I get a chance of getting it out. Make your mind easy, Babe.

The final House-match was always a warmish game. The rivalry between the various Houses was great, and the football cup especially was fought for with immense keenness. Also, the match was the last fixture of the season, and there was a certain feeling in the teams that if they did happen to disable a man or two, it would not matter much. The injured sportsman would not be needed for School-match purposes for another six months. As a result of which philosophical reflection, the tackling was ruled slightly energetic, and the handing-off was done with vigour.

This year, to add a sort of finishing touch, there was just a little ill-feeling between Dacres and Merevales. The cause of it was the Babe. Until the beginning of the term he had been a day boy. Then the news began to circulate that he was going to become a boarder, either at Dacres or at Merevales. He chose the latter, and Dacres felt slightly aggrieved. Some of the less sportsmanlike members of the House had proposed that a protest should be made against his being allowed to play, but, fortunately for the credit of Dacres, Prescott, the captain of the House Fifteen, had put his foot down with an emphatic bang at the suggestion. As he sagely pointed out, there were some things which were bad form, and this was one of them. If the team wanted to express their disapproval, said he, let them do it on the field by tackling their very hardest. He personally was going to do his best, and he advised them to do the same.

The rumour of this bad blood had got about the School in some mysterious manner, and when Swift, Merevales only First Fifteen forward, kicked off up the hill, a large crowd was lining the ropes. It was evident from the outset that it would be a good game.

Dacres were the better side — as a team. They had no really weak spot. But Merevales extraordinarily strong three-quarter line somewhat made up for an inferior scrum. And the fact that the Babe was in the centre was worth much.

At first Dacres pressed. Their pack was unusually heavy for a House-team, and they made full use of it. They took the ball down the field in short rushes till they were in Merevales twenty-five. Then they began to heel, and, if things had been more or less exciting for the Merevalians before, they became doubly so now. The ground was dry, and so was the ball, and the game consequently waxed fast. Time after time the ball went along Dacres three-quarter line, only to end by finding itself hurled, with the wing who was carrying it, into touch. Occasionally the centres, instead of feeding their wings, would try to dodge through themselves. And that was where the Babe came in. He was admittedly the best tackler in the School, but on this occasion he excelled himself. His man never had a chance of getting past. At last a lofty kick into touch over the heads of the spectators gave the players a few seconds rest.

The Babe went up to Charteris.

Look here, he said, its risky, but I think well try having the ball out a bit.

In our own twenty-five? said Charteris.

Wherever we are. I believe it will come off all right. Anyway, well try it. Tell the forwards.

For forwards playing against a pack much heavier than themselves, it is easier to talk about letting the ball out than to do it. The first half dozen times that Merevales scrum tried to heel they were shoved off their feet, and it was on the enemys side that the ball went out. But the seventh attempt succeeded. Out it came, cleanly and speedily. Daintree, who was playing instead of Tony, switched it across to Charteris. Charteris dodged the half who was marking him, and ran. Heeling and passing in ones own twenty-five is like smoking — an excellent practice if indulged in in moderation. On this occasion it answered perfectly. Charteris ran to the half-way line, and handed the ball on to the Babe. The Babe was tackled from behind, and passed to Thomson. Thomson dodged his man, and passed to Welch on the wing. Welch was the fastest sprinter in the School. It was a pleasure — if you did not happen to be one of the opposing side — to see him race down the touch-line. He was off like an arrow. Dacres back made a futile attempt to get at him. Welch could have given the back fifteen yards in a hundred. He ran round him, and, amidst terrific applause from the Merevales-supporting section of the audience, scored between the posts. The Babe took the kick and converted without difficulty. Five minutes afterwards the whistle blew for half-time.

The remainder of the game does not call for detailed description. Dacres pressed nearly the whole of the last half hour, but twice more the ball came out and went down Merevales three-quarter line. Once it was the Babe who scored with a run from his own goal-line, and once Charteris, who got in from half-way, dodging through the whole team. The last ten minutes of the game was marked by a slight excess of energy on both sides. Dacres forwards were in a decidedly bad temper, and fought like tigers to break through, and Merevales played up to them with spirit. The Babe seemed continually to be precipitating himself at the feet of rushing forwards, and Charteris felt as if at least a dozen bones were broken in various portions of his anatomy. The game ended on Merevales line, but they had won the match and the cup by two goals and a try to nothing.

Charteris limped off the field, cheerful but damaged. He ached all over, and there was a large bruise on his left cheek-bone. He and Babe were going to the House, when they were aware that the Headmaster was beckoning to them.

Well, MacArthur, and what was the result of the match?

We won, sir, boomed the Babe. Two goals and a try to nil.

You have hurt your cheek, Charteris?

Yes, sir.

How did you do that?

I got a kick, sir, in one of the rushes.

Ah. I should bathe it, Charteris. Bathe it well. I hope it will not be very painful. Bathe it well in warm water.

He walked on.

You know, said Charteris to the Babe, as they went into the House, the Old Man isnt such a bad sort after all. He has his points, dont you think?

The Babe said that he did.

Im going to reform, you know, continued Charteris confidentially.

Its about time, said the Babe. You can have the bath first if you like. Only buck up.

Charteris boiled himself for ten minutes, and then dragged his weary limbs to his study. It was while he was sitting in a deck-chair eating mixed biscuits, and wondering if he would ever be able to summon up sufficient energy to put on garments of civilization, that somebody knocked at the door.

Yes, shouted Charteris. What is it? Dont come in. Im changing.

The melodious treble of Master Crowinshaw, his fag, made itself heard through the keyhole.

The Head told me to tell you that he wanted to see you at the School House as soon as you can go.

All right, shouted Charteris. Thanks.

Now what, he continued to himself, does the Old Man want to see me for? Perhaps he wants to make certain that Ive bathed my cheek in warm water. Anyhow, I suppose I must go.

A quarter of an hour later he presented himself at the Headmagisterial door. The sedate Parker, the Heads butler, who always filled Charteris with a desire to dig him hard in the ribs just to see what would happen, ushered him into the study.

The Headmaster was reading by the light of a lamp when Charteris came in. He laid down his book, and motioned him to a seat; after which there was an awkward pause.

I have just received, began the Head at last, a most unpleasant communication. Most unpleasant. From whom it comes I do not know. It is, in fact — er — anonymous. I am sorry that I ever read it.

He stopped. Charteris made no comment. He guessed what was coming. He, too, was sorry that the Head had ever read the letter.

The writer says that he saw you, that he actually spoke to you, at the athletic sports at Rutton yesterday. I have called you in to tell me if that is true. The Head fastened an accusing eye on his companion.

It is quite true, sir, said Charteris steadily.

What! said the Head sharply. You were at Rutton?

Yes, sir.

You were perfectly aware, I suppose, that you were breaking the School rules by going there, Charteris? enquired the Head in a cold voice.

Yes, sir. There was another pause.

This is very serious, began the Head. I cannot overlook this. I—

There was a slight scuffle of feet in the passage outside. The door flew open vigorously, and a young lady entered. It was, as Charteris recognized in a minute, his acquaintance of the afternoon, the young lady of the bicycle.

Uncle, she said, have you seen my book anywhere?

Hullo! she broke off as her eye fell on Charteris.

Hullo! said Charteris, affably, not to be outdone in the courtesies.

Did you catch your train?

No. Missed it.

Hullo! whats the matter with your cheek?

I got a kick on it.

Oh, does it hurt?

Not much, thanks.

Here the Head, feeling perhaps a little out of it, put in his oar.

Dorothy, you must not come here now. I am busy. And how, may I ask, do you and Charteris come to be acquainted?

Why, hes him, said Dorothy lucidly.

The Head looked puzzled.

Him. The chap, you know.

It is greatly to the Heads credit that he grasped the meaning of these words. Long study of the classics had quickened his faculty for seeing sense in passages where there was none. The situation dawned upon him.

Do you mean to tell me, Dorothy, that it was Charteris who came to your assistance yesterday?

Dorothy nodded energetically.

He gave the men beans, she said. He did, really, she went on, regardless of the Heads look of horror. He used right and left with considerable effect.

Dorothys brother, a keen follower of the Ring, had been good enough some days before to read her out an extract from an account in The Sportsman of a match at the National Sporting Club, and the account had been much to her liking. She regarded it as a masterpiece of English composition.

Dorothy, said the Headmaster, run away to bed. A suggestion which she treated with scorn, it wanting a clear two hours to her legal bedtime. I must speak to your mother about your deplorable habit of using slang. Dear me, I must certainly speak to her.

And, shamefully unabashed, Dorothy retired.

The Head was silent for a few minutes after she had gone; then he turned to Charteris again.

In consideration of this, Charteris, I shall — er — mitigate slightly the punishment I had intended to give you.

Charteris murmured his gratification.

But, continued the Head sternly, I cannot overlook the offence. I have my duty to consider. You will therefore write me — er — ten lines of Virgil by tomorrow evening, Charteris.

Yes, sir.

Latin and English, said the relentless pedagogue.

Yes, sir.

And, Charteris — I am speaking now — er — unofficially, not as a headmaster, you understand — if in future you would cease to break School rules simply as a matter of principle, for that, I fancy, is what it amounts to, I — er — well, I think we should get on better together. And that is, on my part at least, a consummation — er — devoutly to be wished. Good-night, Charteris.

Good-night, sir.

The Head extended a large hand. Charteris took it, and his departure.

The Headmaster opened his book again, and turned over a new leaf. Charteris at the same moment, walking slowly in the direction of Merevales, was resolving for the future to do the very same thing. And he did.


HOW PAYNE BUCKED UP
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IT WAS WALKINSHAWS affair from the first. Grey, the captain of the St Austins Fifteen, was in the infirmary nursing a bad knee. To him came Charles Augustus Walkinshaw with a scheme. Walkinshaw was football secretary, and in Greys absence acted as captain. Besides these two there were only a couple of last years team left — Reade and Barrett, both of Philpotts House.

Hullo, Grey, hows the knee? said Walkinshaw.

Hows the team getting on? he said.

Well, as far as I can see, said Walkinshaw, we ought to have a rather good season, if youd only hurry up and come back. We beat a jolly hot lot of All Comers yesterday. Smith was playing for them. The Blue, you know. And lots of others. We got a goal and a try to nil.

Good, said Grey. Who did anything for us? Who scored?

I got in once. Payne got the other.

By Jove, did he? What sort of a game is he playing this year?

The moment had come for Walkinshaw to unburden himself to his scheme. He proceeded to do so.

Not up to much, he said. Look here, Grey, Ive got rather an idea. Its my opinion Paynes not bucking up nearly as much as he might. Do you mind if I leave him out of the next game?

Grey stared. The idea was revolutionary.

What! Leave him out? My good man, hell be the next chap to get his colours. Hes a cert. for his cap.

Thats just it. He knows hes a cert., and hes slacking on the strength of it. Now, my idea is that if you slung him out for a match or two, hed buck up extra hard when he came into the team again. Cant I have a shot at it?

Grey weighed the matter. Walkinshaw pressed home his arguments.

You see, it isnt like cricket. At cricket, of course, it might put a chap off awfully to be left out, but I dont see how it can hurt a mans play at footer. Besides, hes beginning to stick on side already.

Is he, by Jove? said Grey. This was the unpardonable sin. Well, Ill tell you what you can do if you like. Get up a scratch game, First Fifteen v. Second, and make him captain of the Second.

Right, said Walkinshaw, and retired beaming.

Walkinshaw, it may be remarked at once, to prevent mistakes, was a well-meaning idiot. There was no doubt about his being well-meaning. Also, there was no doubt about his being an idiot. He was continually getting insane ideas into his head, and being unable to get them out again. This matter of Payne was a good example of his customary methods. He had put his hand on the one really first-class forward St Austins possessed, and proposed to remove him from the team. And yet through it all he was perfectly well-meaning. The fact that personally he rather disliked Payne had, to do him justice, no weight at all with him. He would have done the same by his bosom friend under like circumstances. This is the only excuse that can be offered for him. It was true that Payne regarded himself as a certainty for his colours, as far as anything can be considered certain in this vale of sorrow. But to accuse him of trading on this, and, to use the vernacular, of putting on side, was unjust to a degree.

On the afternoon following this conversation Payne, who was a member of Dacres House, came into his study and banged his books down on the table with much emphasis. This was a sign that he was feeling dissatisfied with the way in which affairs were conducted in the world. Bowden, who was asleep in an armchair — he had been staying in with a cold — woke with a start. Bowden shared Paynes study. He played centre three-quarter for the Second Fifteen.

Hullo! he said.

Payne grunted. Bowden realized that matters had not been going well with him. He attempted to soothe him with conversation, choosing what he thought would be a congenial topic.

Whats on on Saturday? he asked.

Scratch game. First v. Second.

Bowden groaned.

I know those First v. Second games, he said. They turn the Second out to get butchered for thirty-five minutes each way, to improve the Firsts combination. It may be fun for the First, but its not nearly so rollicking for us. Look here, Payne, if you find me with the pill at any time, you can let me down easy, you know. You neednt go bringing off any of your beastly gallery tackles.

I wont, said Payne. To start with, it would be against rules. We happen to be on the same side.

Rot, man; Im not playing for the First. This was the only explanation that occurred to him.

Im playing for the Second.

What! Are you certain?

Ive seen the list. Theyre playing Babington instead of me.

But why? Babingtons no good.

I think they have a sort of idea Im slacking or something. At any rate, Walkinshaw told me that if I bucked up I might get tried again.

Silly goat, said Bowden. What are you going to do?

Im going to take his advice, and buck up.

II

He did. At the beginning of the game the ropes were lined by some thirty spectators, who had come to derive a languid enjoyment from seeing the First pile up a record score. By half-time their numbers had risen to an excited mob of something over three hundred, and the second half of the game was fought out to the accompaniment of a storm of yells and counter yells such as usually only belonged to school-matches. The Second Fifteen, after a poor start, suddenly awoke to the fact that this was not going to be the conventional massacre by any means. The First had scored an unconverted try five minutes after the kick-off, and it was after this that the Second began to get together. The school back bungled the drop out badly, and had to find touch in his own twenty-five, and after that it was anyones game. The scrums were a treat to behold. Payne was a monument of strength. Time after time the Second had the ball out to their three-quarters, and just after half-time Bowden slipped through in the corner. The kick failed, and the two teams, with their scores equal now, settled down grimly to fight the thing out to a finish. But though they remained on their opponents line for most of the rest of the game, the Second did not add to their score, and the match ended in a draw of three points all.

The first intimation Grey received of this came to him late in the evening. He had been reading a novel which, whatever its other merits may have been, was not interesting, and it had sent him to sleep. He awoke to hear a well-known voice observe with some unction: Ah! Myes. Leeches and hot fomentations. This effectually banished sleep. If there were two things in the world that he loathed, they were leeches and hot fomentations, and the School doctor apparently regarded them as a panacea for every kind of bodily ailment, from a fractured skull to a cold in the head. It was this gentleman who had just spoken, but Greys alarm vanished as he perceived that the words had no personal application to himself. The object of the remark was a fellow-sufferer in the next bed but one. Now Grey was certain that when he had fallen asleep there had been nobody in that bed. When, therefore, the medical expert had departed on his fell errand, the quest of leeches and hot fomentations, he sat up and gave tongue.

Whos that in that bed? he asked.

Hullo, Grey, replied a voice. Didnt know you were awake. Ive come to keep you company.

That you, Barrett? Whats up with you?

Collar-bone. Dislocated it or something. Reades over in that corner. He has bust his ankle. Oh, yes, weve been having a nice, cheery afternoon, concluded Barrett bitterly.

Great Scott! How did it happen?

Payne.

Where? In your collar-bone?

Yes. That wasnt what I meant, though. What I was explaining was that Payne got hold of me in the middle of the field, and threw me into touch. After which he fell on me. That was enough for my simple needs. Im not grasping.

How about Reade?

The entire Second scrum collapsed on top of Reade. When we dug him out his ankle was crocked. Mainspring gone, probably. Then they gathered up the pieces and took them gently away. I dont know how it all ended.

Just then Walkinshaw burst into the room. He had a large bruise over one eye, his arm was in a sling, and he limped. But he was in excellent spirits.

I knew I was right, by Jove, he observed to Grey. I knew he could buck up if he liked.

I know it now, said Barrett.

Whos this youre talking about? said Grey.

Payne. Ive never seen anything like the game he played today. He was everywhere. And, by Jove, his tackling!

Dont, said Barrett, wearily.

Its the best match I ever played in, said Walkinshaw, bubbling over with enthusiasm. Do you know, the Second had all the best of the game.

What was the score?

Draw. One try all.

And now I suppose youre satisfied? enquired Barrett. The great scheme for the regeneration of Payne had been confided to him by its proud patentee.

Almost, said Walkinshaw. Well continue the treatment for one more game, and then well have him simply fizzing for the Windybury match. Thats next Saturday. By the way, Im afraid youll hardly be fit again in time for that, Barrett, will you?

I may possibly, said Barrett, coldly, be getting about again in time for the Windybury match of the year after next. This year Im afraid I shall not have the pleasure. And I should strongly advise you, if you dont want to have to put a team of cripples into the field, to discontinue the treatment, as you call it.

Oh, I dont know, said Walkinshaw.

On the following Wednesday evening, at five oclock, something was carried in on a stretcher, and deposited in the bed which lay between Grey and Barrett. Close scrutiny revealed the fact that it was what had once been Charles Augustus Walkinshaw. He was slightly broken up.

Payne? enquired Grey in chilly tones.

Walkinshaw admitted the impeachment.

Grey took a pencil and a piece of paper from the table at his side. If you want to know what Im doing, he said, Im writing out the team for the Windybury match, and Im going to make Payne captain, as the senior Second Fifteen man. And if we win Im jolly well going to give him his cap after the match. If we dont win, itll be the fault of a raving lunatic of the name of Walkinshaw, with his beastly Colney Hatch schemes for reforming slack forwards. You utter rotter!

Fortunately for the future peace of mind of C. A. Walkinshaw, the latter contingency did not occur. The School, in spite of its absentees, contrived to pull the match off by a try to nil. Payne, as was only right and proper, scored the try, making his way through the ranks of the visiting team with the quiet persistence of a steam-roller. After the game he came to tea, by request, at the infirmary, and was straightaway invested by Grey with his First Fifteen colours. On his arrival he surveyed the invalids with interest.

Rough game, footer, he observed at length.

Dont mention it, said Barrett politely. Leeches, he added dreamily. Leeches and hot fomentations. Boiling fomentations. Will somebody kindly murder Walkinshaw!

Why? asked Payne, innocently.


AUTHOR!
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J. S. M. Babington, of Dacres House, was on the horns of a dilemma. Circumstances over which he had had no control had brought him, like another Hercules, to the cross-roads, and had put before him the choice between pleasure and duty, or, rather, between pleasure and what those in authority called duty. Being human, he would have had little difficulty in making his decision, had not the path of pleasure been so hedged about by danger as to make him doubt whether after all the thing could be carried through.

The facts in the case were these. It was the custom of the mathematical set to which J. S. M. Babington belonged, 4B to wit, to relieve the tedium of the daily lesson with a species of round game which was played as follows. As soon as the master had taken his seat, one of the players would execute a manoeuvre calculated to draw attention on himself, such as dropping a book or upsetting the blackboard. Called up to the desk to give explanation, he would embark on an eloquent speech for the defence. This was the cue for the next player to begin. His part consisted in making his way to the desk and testifying to the moral excellence of his companion, and giving in full the reasons why he should be discharged without a stain upon his character. As soon as he had warmed to his work he would be followed by a third player, and so on until the standing room around the desk was completely filled with a great cloud of witnesses. The duration of the game varied, of course, considerably. On some occasions it could be played through with such success, that the master would enter into the spirit of the thing, and do his best to book the names of all offenders at one and the same time, a feat of no inconsiderable difficulty. At other times matters would come to a head more rapidly. In any case, much innocent fun was to be derived from it, and its popularity was great. On the day, however, on which this story opens, a new master had been temporarily loosed into the room in place of the Rev. Septimus Brown, who had been there as long as the oldest inhabitant could remember. The Rev. Septimus was a wrangler, but knew nothing of the ways of the human boy. His successor, Mr Reginald Seymour, was a poor mathematician, but a good master. He had been, moreover, a Cambridge Rugger Blue. This fact alone should have ensured him against the customary pleasantries, for a Blue is a man to be respected. It was not only injudicious, therefore, but positively wrong of Babington to plunge against the blackboard on his way to his place. If he had been a student of Tennyson, he might have remembered that the old order is in the habit of changing and yielding place to the new.

Mr Seymour looked thoughtfully for a moment at the blackboard.

That was rather a crude effort, he said pleasantly to Babington, you lack finesse. Pick it up again, please.

Babington picked it up without protest. Under the rule of the Rev. Septimus this would have been the signal for the rest of the class to leave their places and assist him, but now they seemed to realize that there was a time for everything, and that this was decidedly no time for indoor games.

Thank you, said Mr Seymour, when the board was in its place again. What is your name? Eh, what? I didnt quite hear.

Babington, sir.

Ah. You had better come in tomorrow at two and work out examples three hundred to three-twenty in Hall and Knight. There is really plenty of room to walk in between that desk and the blackboard. It only wants practice.

What was left of Babington then went to his seat. He felt that his reputation as an artistic player of the game had received a shattering blow. Then there was the imposition. This in itself would have troubled him little. To be kept in on a half-holiday is annoying, but it is one of those ills which the flesh is heir to, and your true philosopher can always take his gruel like a man.

But it so happened that by the evening post he had received a letter from a cousin of his, who was a student at Guys, and from all accounts was building up a great reputation in the medical world. From this letter it appeared that by a complicated process of knowing people who knew other people who had influence with the management, he had contrived to obtain two tickets for a morning performance of the new piece that had just been produced at one of the theatres. And if Mr J. S. M. Babington wished to avail himself of the opportunity, would he write by return, and be at Charing Cross Underground bookstall at twenty past two.

Now Babington, though he objected strongly to the drama of ancient Greece, was very fond of that of the present day, and he registered a vow that if the matter could possibly be carried through, it should be. His choice was obvious. He could cut his engagement with Mr Seymour, or he could keep it. The difficulty lay rather in deciding upon one or other of the alternatives. The whole thing turned upon the extent of the penalty in the event of detection.

That was his dilemma. He sought advice.

I should risk it, said his bosom friend Peterson.

I shouldnt advise you to, remarked Jenkins.

Jenkins was equally a bosom friend, and in the matter of wisdom in no way inferior to Peterson.

What would happen, do you think? asked Babington.

Sack, said one authority.

Jaw, and double impot, said another.

The Daily Telegraph, muttered the tempter in a stage aside, calls it the best comedy since Sheridan.

So it does, thought Babington. Ill risk it.

Youll be a fool if you do, croaked the gloomy Jenkins. Youre bound to be caught. But the Ayes had it. Babington wrote off that night accepting the invitation.

It was with feelings of distinct relief that he heard Mr Seymour express to another master his intention of catching the twelve-fifteen train up to town. It meant that he would not be on the scene to see him start on the Hall and Knight. Unless luck were very much against him, Babington might reasonably hope that he would accept the imposition without any questions. He had taken the precaution to get the examples finished overnight, with the help of Peterson and Jenkins, aided by a weird being who actually appeared to like algebra, and turned out ten of the twenty problems in an incredibly short time in exchange for a couple of works of fiction (down) and a tea (at a date). He himself meant to catch the one-thirty, which would bring him to town in good time. Peterson had promised to answer his name at roll-call, a delicate operation, in which long practice had made him, like many others of the junior members of the House, no mean proficient.

It would be pleasant for a conscientious historian to be able to say that the one-thirty broke down just outside Victoria, and that Babington arrived at the theatre at the precise moment when the curtain fell and the gratified audience began to stream out. But truth, though it crush me. The one-thirty was so punctual that one might have thought that it belonged to a line other than the line to which it did belong. From Victoria to Charing Cross is a journey that occupies no considerable time, and Babington found himself at his destination with five minutes to wait. At twenty past his cousin arrived, and they made their way to the theatre. A brief skirmish with a liveried menial in the lobby, and they were in their seats.

Some philosopher, of extraordinary powers of intuition, once informed the world that the best of things come at last to an end. The statement was tested, and is now universally accepted as correct. To apply the general to the particular, the play came to an end amidst uproarious applause, to which Babington contributed an unstinted quotum, about three hours after it had begun.

What do you say to going and grubbing somewhere? asked Babingtons cousin, as they made their way out.

Hullo, theres that man Richards, he continued, before Babington could reply that of all possible actions he considered that of going and grubbing somewhere the most desirable. Fellow I know at Guys, you know, he added, in explanation. Ill get him to join us. Youll like him, I expect.

Richards professed himself delighted, and shook hands with Babington with a fervour which seemed to imply that until he had met him life had been a dreary blank, but that now he could begin to enjoy himself again. I should like to join you, if you dont mind including a friend of mine in the party, said Richards. He was to meet me here. By the way, hes the author of that new piece — The Way of the World.

Why, weve just been there.

Oh, then you will probably like to meet him. Here he is.

As he spoke a man came towards them, and, with a shock that sent all the blood in his body to the very summit of his head, and then to the very extremities of his boots, Babington recognized Mr Seymour. The assurance of the programme that the play was by Walter Walsh was a fraud. Nay worse, a downright and culpable lie. He started with the vague idea of making a rush for safety, but before his paralysed limbs could be induced to work, Mr Seymour had arrived, and he was being introduced (oh, the tragic irony of it) to the man for whose benefit he was at that very moment supposed to be working out examples three hundred to three-twenty in Hall and Knight.

Mr Seymour shook hands, without appearing to recognize him. Babingtons blood began to resume its normal position again, though he felt that this seeming ignorance of his identity might be a mere veneer, a wile of guile, as the bard puts it. He remembered, with a pang, a story in some magazine where a prisoner was subjected to what the light-hearted inquisitors called the torture of hope. He was allowed to escape from prison, and pass guards and sentries apparently without their noticing him. Then, just as he stepped into the open air, the chief inquisitor tapped him gently on the shoulder, and, more in sorrow than in anger, reminded him that it was customary for condemned men to remain inside their cells. Surely this was a similar case. But then the thought came to him that Mr Seymour had only seen him once, and so might possibly have failed to remember him, for there was nothing special about Babingtons features that arrested the eye, and stamped them on the brain for all time. He was rather ordinary than otherwise to look at. At tea, as bad luck would have it, the two sat opposite one another, and Babington trembled. Then the worst happened. Mr Seymour, who had been looking attentively at him for some time, leaned forward and said in a tone evidently devoid of suspicion: Havent we met before somewhere? I seem to remember your face.

Er — no, no, replied Babington. That is, I think not. We may have.

I feel sure we have. What school are you at?

Babingtons soul began to writhe convulsively.

What, what school? Oh, what school? Why, er — Im at — er — Uppingham.

Mr Seymours face assumed a pleased expression.

Uppingham? Really. Why, I know several Uppingham fellows. Do you know Mr Morton? Hes a master at Uppingham, and a great friend of mine.

The room began to dance briskly before Babingtons eyes, but he clutched at a straw, or what he thought was a straw.

Uppingham? Did I say Uppingham? Of course, I mean Rugby, you know, Rugby. Ones always mixing the two up, you know. Isnt one?

Mr Seymour looked at him in amazement. Then he looked at the others as if to ask which of the two was going mad, he or the youth opposite him. Babingtons cousin listened to the wild fictions which issued from his lips in equal amazement. He thought he must be ill. Even Richards had a fleeting impression that it was a little odd that a fellow should forget what school he was at, and mistake the name Rugby for that of Uppingham, or vice versa. Babington became an object of interest.

I say, Jack, said the cousin, youre feeling all right, arent you? I mean, you dont seem to know what youre talking about. If youre going to be ill, say so, and Ill prescribe for you.

Is he at Rugby? asked Mr Seymour.

No, of course hes not. How could he have got from Rugby to London in time for a morning performance? Why, hes at St Austins.

Mr Seymour sat for a moment in silence, taking this in. Then he chuckled. Its all right, he said, hes not ill. We have met before, but under such painful circumstances that Master Babington very thoughtfully dissembled, in order not to remind me of them.

He gave a brief synopsis of what had occurred. The audience, exclusive of Babington, roared with laughter.

I suppose, said the cousin, you wont prosecute, will you? Its really such shocking luck, you know, that you ought to forget youre a master.

Mr Seymour stirred his tea and added another lump of sugar very carefully before replying. Babington watched him in silence, and wished that he would settle the matter quickly, one way or the other.

Fortunately for Babington, said Mr Seymour, and unfortunately for the cause of morality, I am not a master. I was only a stop-gap, and my term of office ceased today at one oclock. Thus the prisoner at the bar gets off on a technical point of law, and I trust it will be a lesson to him. I suppose you had the sense to do the imposition?

Yes, sir, I sat up last night.

Good. Now, if youll take my advice, youll reform, or another day youll come to a bad end. By the way, how did you manage about roll-call today?

I thought that was an awfully good part just at the end of the first act, said Babington.

Mr Seymour smiled. Possibly from gratification.

Well, how did it go off? asked Peterson that night.

Dont, old chap, said Babington, faintly.

I told you so, said Jenkins at a venture.

But when he had heard the whole story he withdrew the remark, and commented on the wholly undeserved good luck some people seemed to enjoy.


THE TABBY TERROR
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THE STRUGGLE BETWEEN Praters cat and Praters cats conscience was short, and ended in the hollowest of victories for the former. The conscience really had no sort of chance from the beginning. It was weak by nature and flabby from long want of exercise, while the cat was in excellent training, and was, moreover, backed up by a strong temptation. It pocketed the stakes, which consisted of most of the contents of a tin of sardines, and left unostentatiously by the window. When Smith came in after football, and found the remains, he was surprised, and even pained. When Montgomery entered soon afterwards, he questioned him on the subject.

I say, have you been having a sort of preliminary canter with the banquet?

No, said Montgomery. Why?

Somebody has, said Smith, exhibiting the empty tin. Doesnt seem to have had such a bad appetite, either.

This reminds me of the story of the great bear, the medium bear, and the little ditto, observed Montgomery, who was apt at an analogy. You may remember that when the great bear found his porridge tampered with, he—

At this point Shawyer entered. He had been bidden to the feast, and was feeling ready for it.

Hullo, tea ready? he asked.

Smith displayed the sardine tin in much the same manner as the conjurer shows a pack of cards when he entreats you to choose one, and remember the number.

You havent finished already, surely? Why, its only just five.

We havent even begun, said Smith. Thats just the difficulty. The question is, who has been on the raid in here?

No human being has done this horrid thing, said Montgomery. He always liked to introduce a Holmes-Watsonian touch into the conversation. In the first place, the door was locked, wasnt it, Smith?

By Jove, so it was. Then how on earth — ?

Through the window, of course. The cat, equally of course. I should like a private word with that cat.

I suppose it must have been.

Of course it was. Apart from the merely circumstantial evidence, which is strong enough to hang it off its own bat, we have absolute proof of its guilt. Just cast your eye over that butter. You follow me, Watson?

The butter was submitted to inspection. In the very centre of it there was a footprint.

I traced his little footprints in the butter, said Montgomery. Now, is that the mark of a human foot?

The jury brought in a unanimous verdict of guilty against the missing animal, and over a sorrowful cup of tea, eked out with bread and jam — butter appeared to be unpopular — discussed the matter in all its bearings. The cat had not been an inmate of Praters House for a very long time, and up till now what depredation it had committed had been confined to the official larder. Now, however, it had evidently got its hand in, and was about to commence operations upon a more extensive scale. The Tabby Terror had begun. Where would it end? The general opinion was that something would have to be done about it. No one seemed to know exactly what to do. Montgomery spoke darkly of bricks, bits of string, and horse-ponds. Smith rolled the word rat-poison luxuriously round his tongue. Shawyer, who was something of an expert on the range, babbled of air-guns.

At tea on the following evening the first really serious engagement of the campaign took place. The cat strolled into the tea-room in the patronizing way characteristic of his kind, but was heavily shelled with lump-sugar, and beat a rapid retreat. That was the signal for the outbreak of serious hostilities. From that moment its paw was against every man, and the tale of the things it stole is too terrible to relate in detail. It scored all along the line. Like Death in the poem, it knocked at the doors of the highest and the lowest alike. Or rather, it did not exactly knock. It came in without knocking. The palace of the prefect and the hovel of the fag suffered equally. Trentham, the head of the House, lost sausages to an incredible amount one evening, and the next day Ripton, of the Lower Third, was robbed of his one ewe lamb in the shape of half a tin of anchovy paste. Panic reigned.

It was after this matter of the sausages that a luminous idea occurred to Trentham. He had been laid up with a slight football accident, and his family, reading between the lines of his written statement that he had got crocked at footer, nothing much, only (rather a nuisance) might do him out of the House-matches, a notification of mortal injuries, and seeming to hear a death-rattle through the words felt rather chippy yesterday, had come down en masse to investigate. En masse, that is to say, with the exception of his father, who said he was too busy, but felt sure it was nothing serious. (Why, when I was a boy, my dear, I used to think nothing of an occasional tumble. Theres nothing the matter with Dick. Why, etc., etc.)

Trenthams sister was his first visitor.

I say, said he, when he had satisfied her on the subject of his health, would you like to do me a good turn?

She intimated that she would be delighted, and asked for details.

Buy the beaks cat, hissed Trentham, in a hoarse whisper.

Dick, it was your leg that you hurt, wasnt it? Not — not your head? she replied. I mean—

No, I really mean it. Why cant you? Its a perfectly simple thing to do.

But what is a beak? And why should I buy its cat?

A beaks a master. Surely you know that. You see, Praters got a cat lately, and the beast strolls in and raids the studies. Got round over half a pound of prime sausages in here the other night, and hes always bagging things everywhere. Youd be doing everyone a kindness if you would take him on. Hell get lynched some day if you dont. Besides, you want a cat for your new house, surely. Keep down the mice, and that sort of thing, you know. This animals a demon for mice. This was a telling argument. Trenthams sister had lately been married, and she certainly had had some idea of investing in a cat to adorn her home. As for beetles, continued the invalid, pushing home his advantage, they simply darent come out of their lairs for fear of him.

If he eats beetles, objected his sister, he cant have a very good coat.

He doesnt eat them. Just squashes them, you know, like a policeman. Hes a decent enough beast as far as looks go.

But if he steals things—

No, dont you see, he only does that here, because the Praters dont interfere with him and dont let us do anything to him. He wont try that sort of thing on with you. If he does, get somebody to hit him over the head with a boot-jack or something. Hell soon drop it then. You might as well, you know. The Housell simply black your boots if you do.

But would Mr Prater let me have the cat?

Try him, anyhow. Pitch it fairly warm, you know. Only cat you ever loved, and that sort of thing.

Very well. Ill try.

Thanks, awfully. And, I say, you might just look in here on your way out and report.

Mrs James Williamson, nee Miss Trentham, made her way dutifully to the Merevales part of the House. Mrs Prater had expressed a hope that she would have some tea before catching her train. With tea it is usual to have milk, and with milk it is usual, if there is a cat in the house, to have feline society. Captain Kettle, which was the name thought suitable to this cat by his godfathers and godmothers, was on hand early. As he stood there pawing the mat impatiently, and mewing in a minor key, Mrs Williamson felt that here was the cat for her. He certainly was good to look upon. His black heart was hidden by a sleek coat of tabby fur, which rendered stroking a luxury. His scheming brain was out of sight in a shapely head.

Oh, what a lovely cat! said Mrs Williamson.

Yes, isnt he, agreed Mrs Prater. We are very proud of him.

Such a beautiful coat!

And such a sweet purr!

He looks so intelligent. Has he any tricks?

Had he any tricks! Why, Mrs Williamson, he could do everything except speak. Captain Kettle, you bad boy, come here and die for your country. Puss, puss.

Captain Kettle came at last reluctantly, died for his country in record time, and flashed back again to the saucer. He had an important appointment. Sorry to appear rude and all that sort of thing, dont you know, but he had to see a cat about a mouse.

Well? said Trentham, when his sister looked in upon him an hour later.

Oh, Dick, its the nicest cat I ever saw. I shall never be happy if I dont get it.

Have you bought it? asked the practical Trentham.

My dear Dick, I couldnt. We couldnt bargain about a cat during tea. Why, I never met Mrs Prater before this afternoon.

No, I suppose not, admitted Trentham, gloomily. Anyhow, look here, if anything turns up to make the beak want to get rid of it, Ill tell him youre dead nuts on it. See?

For a fortnight after this episode matters went on as before. Mrs Williamson departed, thinking regretfully of the cat she had left behind her.

Captain Kettle died for his country with moderate regularity, and on one occasion, when he attempted to extract some milk from the very centre of a fags tea-party, almost died for another reason. Then the end came suddenly.

Trentham had been invited to supper one Sunday by Mr Prater. When he arrived it became apparent to him that the atmosphere was one of subdued gloom. At first he could not understand this, but soon the reason was made clear. Captain Kettle had, in the expressive language of the man in the street, been and gone and done it. He had been left alone that evening in the drawing-room, while the House was at church, and his eye, roaming restlessly about in search of evil to perform, had lighted upon a cage. In that cage was a special sort of canary, in its own line as accomplished an artiste as Captain Kettle himself. It sang with taste and feeling, and made itself generally agreeable in a number of little ways. But to Captain Kettle it was merely a bird. One of the poets sings of an acquaintance of his who was so constituted that a primrose by the rivers brim a simple primrose was to him, and it was nothing more. Just so with Captain Kettle. He was not the cat to make nice distinctions between birds. Like the cat in another poem, he only knew they made him light and salutary meals. So, with the exercise of considerable ingenuity, he extracted that canary from its cage and ate it. He was now in disgrace.

We shall have to get rid of him, said Mr Prater.

Im afraid so, said Mrs Prater.

If you werent thinking of giving him to anyone in particular, sir, said Trentham, my sister would be awfully glad to take him, I know. She was very keen on him when she came to see me.

Thats excellent, said Prater. I was afraid we should have to send him to a home somewhere.

I suppose we cant keep him after all? suggested Mrs Prater.

Trentham waited in suspense.

No, said Prater, decidedly. I think not. So Captain Kettle went, and the House knew him no more, and the Tabby Terror was at an end.


THE PRIZE POEM
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SOME QUARTER OF a century before the period with which this story deals, a certain rich and misanthropic man was seized with a bright idea for perpetuating his memory after death, and at the same time harassing a certain section of mankind. So in his will he set aside a portion of his income to be spent on an annual prize for the best poem submitted by a member of the Sixth Form of St Austins College, on a subject to be selected by the Headmaster. And, he added — one seems to hear him chuckling to himself — every member of the form must compete. Then he died. But the evil that men do lives after them, and each year saw a fresh band of unwilling bards goaded to despair by his bequest. True, there were always one or two who hailed this ready market for their sonnets and odes with joy. But the majority, being barely able to rhyme dove with love, regarded the annual announcement of the subject chosen with feelings of the deepest disgust.

The chains were thrown off after a period of twenty-seven years in this fashion.

Reynolds of the Remove was indirectly the cause of the change. He was in the infirmary, convalescing after an attack of German measles, when he received a visit from Smith, an ornament of the Sixth.

By Jove, remarked that gentleman, gazing enviously round the sick-room, they seem to do you pretty well here.

Yes, not bad, is it? Take a seat. Anything been happening lately?

Nothing much. I suppose you know we beat the M.C.C. by a wicket?

Yes, so I heard. Anything else?

Prize poem, said Smith, without enthusiasm. He was not a poet.

Reynolds became interested at once. If there was one role in which he fancied himself (and, indeed, there were a good many), it was that of a versifier. His great ambition was to see some of his lines in print, and he had contracted the habit of sending them up to various periodicals, with no result, so far, except the arrival of rejected MSS. at meal-times in embarrassingly long envelopes. Which he blushingly concealed with all possible speed.

Whats the subject this year? he asked.

The College — of all idiotic things.

Couldnt have a better subject for an ode. By Jove, I wish I was in the Sixth.

Wish I was in the infirmary, said Smith.

Reynolds was struck with an idea.

Look here, Smith, he said, if you like Ill do you a poem, and you can send it up. If it gets the prize—

Oh, it wont get the prize, Smith put in eagerly. Rogers is a cert. for that.

If it gets the prize, repeated Reynolds, with asperity, youll have to tell the Old Man all about it. Hell probably curse a bit, but that cant be helped. Hows this for a beginning?

Imposing pile, reared up midst pleasant grounds,

The scene of many a battle, lost or won,

At cricket or at football; whose red walls

Full many a sun has kissed ere day is done.

Grand. Couldnt you get in something about the M.C.C. match? You could make cricket rhyme with wicket. Smith sat entranced with his ingenuity, but the other treated so material a suggestion with scorn.

Well, said Smith, I must be off now. Weve got a House-match on. Thanks awfully about the poem.

Left to himself, Reynolds set himself seriously to the composing of an ode that should do him justice. That is to say, he drew up a chair and table to the open window, wrote down the lines he had already composed, and began chewing a pen. After a few minutes he wrote another four lines, crossed them out, and selected a fresh piece of paper. He then copied out his first four lines again. After eating his pen to a stump, he jotted down the two words boys and joys at the end of separate lines. This led him to select a third piece of paper, on which he produced a sort of edition de luxe in his best handwriting, with the title Ode to the College in printed letters at the top. He was admiring the neat effect of this when the door opened suddenly and violently, and Mrs Lee, a lady of advanced years and energetic habits, whose duty it was to minister to the needs of the sick and wounded in the infirmary, entered with his tea. Mrs Lees method of entering a room was in accordance with the advice of the Psalmist, where he says, Fling wide the gates. She flung wide the gate of the sick-room, and the result was that what is commonly called a thorough draught was established. The air was thick with flying papers, and when calm at length succeeded storm, two editions of Ode to the College were lying on the grass outside.

Reynolds attacked the tea without attempting to retrieve his vanished work. Poetry is good, but tea is better. Besides, he argued within himself, he remembered all he had written, and could easily write it out again. So, as far as he was concerned, those three sheets of paper were a closed book.

Later on in the afternoon, Montgomery of the Sixth happened to be passing by the infirmary, when Fate, aided by a sudden gust of wind, blew a piece of paper at him. Great Scott, he observed, as his eye fell on the words Ode to the College. Montgomery, like Smith, was no expert in poetry. He had spent a wretched afternoon trying to hammer out something that would pass muster in the poem competition, but without the least success. There were four lines on the paper. Two more, and it would be a poem, and capable of being entered for the prize as such. The words imposing pile, with which the fragment in his hand began, took his fancy immensely. A poetic afflatus seized him, and in less than three hours he had added the necessary couplet,

How truly sweet it is for such as me

To gaze on thee.

And dashed neat, too, he said, with satisfaction, as he threw the manuscript into his drawer. I dont know whether me shouldnt be I, but theyll have to lump it. Its a poem, anyhow, within the meaning of the act. And he strolled off to a neighbours study to borrow a book.

Two nights afterwards, Morrison, also of the Sixth, was enjoying his usual during prep siesta in his study. A tap at the door roused him. Hastily seizing a lexicon, he assumed the attitude of the seeker after knowledge, and said, Come in. It was not the House-master, but Evans, Morrisons fag, who entered with pride on his face and a piece of paper in his hand.

I say, he began, you remember you told me to hunt up some tags for the poem. Will this do?

Morrison took the paper with a judicial air. On it were the words:

Imposing pile, reared up midst pleasant grounds,

The scene of many a battle, lost or won,

At cricket or at football; whose red walls

Full many a sun has kissed ere day is done.

Thats ripping, as far as it goes, said Morrison. Couldnt be better. Youll find some apples in that box. Better take a few. But look here, with sudden suspicion, I dont believe you made all this up yourself. Did you?

Evans finished selecting his apples before venturing on a reply. Then he blushed, as much as a member of the junior school is capable of blushing.

Well, he said, I didnt exactly. You see, you only told me to get the tags. You didnt say how.

But how did you get hold of this? Whose is it?

Dunno. I found it in the field between the Pavilion and the infirmary.

Oh! well, it doesnt matter much. Theyre just what I wanted, which is the great thing. Thanks. Shut the door, will you? Whereupon Evans retired, the richer by many apples, and Morrison resumed his siesta at the point where he had left off.

Got that poem done yet? said Smith to Reynolds, pouring out a cup of tea for the invalid on the following Sunday.

Two lumps, please. No, not quite.

Great Caesar, man, whenll it be ready, do you think? Its got to go in tomorrow.

Well, Im really frightfully sorry, but I got hold of a grand book. Ever read — ?

Isnt any of it done? asked Smith.

Only the first verse, Im afraid. But, look here, you arent keen on getting the prize. Why not send in only the one verse? It makes a fairly decent poem.

Hum! Think the Old Unll pass it?

Hell have to. Theres nothing in the rules about length. Here it is if you want it.

Thanks. I suppose itll be all right? So long! I must be off.

The Headmaster, known to the world as the Rev. Arthur James Perceval, M.A., and to the School as the Old Un, was sitting at breakfast, stirring his coffee, with a look of marked perplexity upon his dignified face. This was not caused by the coffee, which was excellent, but by a letter which he held in his left hand.

Hum! he said. Then Umph! in a protesting tone, as if someone had pinched him. Finally, he gave vent to a long-drawn Um-m-m, in a deep bass. Most extraordinary. Really, most extraordinary. Exceedingly. Yes. Um. Very. He took a sip of coffee.

My dear, said he, suddenly. Mrs Perceval started violently. She had been sketching out in her mind a little dinner, and wondering whether the cook would be equal to it.

Yes, she said.

My dear, this is a very extraordinary communication. Exceedingly so. Yes, very.

Who is it from?

Mr Perceval shuddered. He was a purist in speech. From whom, you should say. It is from Mr Wells, a great College friend of mine. I — ah — submitted to him for examination the poems sent in for the Sixth Form Prize. He writes in a very flippant style. I must say, very flippant. This is his letter:— Dear Jimmy (really, really, he should remember that we are not so young as we were); dear — ahem — Jimmy. The poems to hand. I have read them, and am writing this from my sick-bed. The doctor tells me I may pull through even yet. There was only one any good at all, that was Rogerss, which, though — er — squiffy (tut!) in parts, was a long way better than any of the others. But the most taking part of the whole programme was afforded by the three comedians, whose efforts I enclose. You will notice that each begins with exactly the same four lines. Of course, I deprecate cribbing, but you really cant help admiring this sort of thing. There is a reckless daring about it which is simply fascinating. A horrible thought — have they been pulling your dignified leg? By the way, do you remember — the rest of the letter is — er — on different matters.

James! How extraordinary!

Um, yes. I am reluctant to suspect — er — collusion, but really here there can be no doubt. No doubt at all. No.

Unless, began Mrs Perceval, tentatively. No doubt at all, my dear, snapped Reverend Jimmy. He did not wish to recall the other possibility, that his dignified leg was being pulled.

Now, for what purpose did I summon you three boys? asked Mr Perceval, of Smith, Montgomery, and Morrison, in his room after morning school that day. He generally began a painful interview with this question. The method had distinct advantages. If the criminal were of a nervous disposition, he would give himself away upon the instant. In any case, it was likely to startle him. For what purpose? repeated the Headmaster, fixing Smith with a glittering eye.

I will tell you, continued Mr Perceval. It was because I desired information, which none but you can supply. How comes it that each of your compositions for the Poetry Prize commences with the same four lines? The three poets looked at one another in speechless astonishment.

Here, he resumed, are the three papers. Compare them. Now, — after the inspection was over— what explanation have you to offer? Smith, are these your lines?

I — er — ah — wrote them, sir.

Dont prevaricate, Smith. Are you the author of those lines?

No, sir.

Ah! Very good. Are you, Montgomery?

No, sir.

Very good. Then you, Morrison, are exonerated from all blame. You have been exceedingly badly treated. The first-fruit of your brain has been — ah — plucked by others, who toiled not neither did they spin. You can go, Morrison.

But, sir—

Well, Morrison?

I didnt write them, sir.

I — ah — dont quite understand you, Morrison. You say that you are indebted to another for these lines?

Yes, sir.

To Smith?

No, sir.

To Montgomery?

No, sir.

Then, Morrison, may I ask to whom you are indebted?

I found them in the field on a piece of paper, sir. He claimed the discovery himself, because he thought that Evans might possibly prefer to remain outside this tangle.

So did I, sir. This from Montgomery. Mr Perceval looked bewildered, as indeed he was.

And did you, Smith, also find this poem on a piece of paper in the field? There was a metallic ring of sarcasm in his voice.

No, sir.

Ah! Then to what circumstance were you indebted for the lines?

I got Reynolds to do them for me, sir.

Montgomery spoke. It was near the infirmary that I found the paper, and Reynolds is in there.

So did I, sir, said Morrison, incoherently.

Then am I to understand, Smith, that to gain the prize you resorted to such underhand means as this?

No, sir, we agreed that there was no danger of my getting the prize. If I had got it, I should have told you everything. Reynolds will tell you that, sir.

Then what object had you in pursuing this deception?

Well, sir, the rules say everyone must send in something, and I cant write poetry at all, and Reynolds likes it, so I asked him to do it.

And Smith waited for the storm to burst. But it did not burst. Far down in Mr Percevals system lurked a quiet sense of humour. The situation penetrated to it. Then he remembered the examiners letter, and it dawned upon him that there are few crueller things than to make a prosaic person write poetry.

You may go, he said, and the three went.

And at the next Board Meeting it was decided, mainly owing to the influence of an exceedingly eloquent speech from the Headmaster, to alter the rules for the Sixth Form Poetry Prize, so that from thence onward no one need compete unless he felt himself filled with the immortal fire.


WORK
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With a pleasure thats emphatic

We retire to our attic

With the satisfying feeling that our duty has been done.



Oh! philosophers may sing

Of the troubles of a king

But of pleasures there are many and of troubles there are none,

And the culminating pleasure

Which we treasure beyond measure

Is the satisfying feeling that our duty has been done.



W. S. Gilbert

Work is supposed to be the centre round which school life revolves — the hub of the school wheel, the lode-star of the schoolboys existence, and a great many other things. You come to school to work, is the formula used by masters when sentencing a victim to the wailing and gnashing of teeth provided by two hours extra tuition on a hot afternoon. In this, I think, they err, and my opinion is backed up by numerous scholars of my acquaintance, who have even gone so far — on occasions when they themselves have been the victims — as to express positive disapproval of the existing state of things. In the dear, dead days (beyond recall), I used often to long to put the case to my form-master in its only fair aspect, but always refrained from motives of policy. Masters are so apt to take offence at the well-meant endeavours of their form to instruct them in the way they should go.

What I should have liked to have done would have been something after this fashion. Entering the sanctum of the Headmaster, I should have motioned him to his seat — if he were seated already, have assured him that to rise was unnecessary. I should then have taken a seat myself, taking care to preserve a calm fixity of demeanour, and finally, with a preliminary cough, I should have embarked upon the following moving address: My dear sir, my dear Reverend Jones or Brown (as the case may be), believe me when I say that your whole system of work is founded on a fallacious dream and reeks of rottenness. No, no, I beg that you will not interrupt me. The real state of the case, if I may say so, is briefly this: a boy goes to school to enjoy himself, and, on arriving, finds to his consternation that a great deal more work is expected of him than he is prepared to do. What course, then, Reverend Jones or Brown, does he take? He proceeds to do as much work as will steer him safely between the, ah — I may say, the Scylla of punishment and the Charybdis of being considered what my, er — fellow-pupils euphoniously term a swot. That, I think, is all this morning. Good day. Pray do not trouble to rise. I will find my way out. I should then have made for the door, locked it, if possible, on the outside, and, rushing to the railway station, have taken a through ticket to Spitzbergen or some other place where Extradition treaties do not hold good.

But twas not mine to play the Tib. Gracchus, to emulate the O. Cromwell. So far from pouring my opinions like so much boiling oil into the ear of my task-master, I was content to play the part of audience while he did the talking, my sole remark being Yesr at fixed intervals.

And yet I knew that I was in the right. My bosom throbbed with the justice of my cause. For why? The ambition of every human new boy is surely to become like J. Essop of the First Eleven, who can hit a ball over two ponds, a wood, and seven villages, rather than to resemble that pale young student, Mill-Stuart, who, though he can speak Sanskrit like a native of Sanskritia, couldnt score a single off a slow long-hop.

And this ambition is a laudable one. For the athlete is the product of nature — a step towards the more perfect type of animal, while the scholar is the outcome of artificiality. What, I ask, does the scholar gain, either morally or physically, or in any other way, by knowing who was tribune of the people in 284 BC or what is the precise difference between the various constructions of cum? It is not as if ignorance of the tribunes identity caused him any mental unrest. In short, what excuse is there for the student? None, shrieks Echo enthusiastically. None whatever.

Our children are being led to ruin by this system. They will become dons and think in Greek. The victim of the craze stops at nothing. He puns in Latin. He quips and quirks in Ionic and Doric. In the worst stages of the disease he will edit Greek plays and say that Merry quite misses the fun of the passage, or that Jebb is mediocre. Think, I beg of you, paterfamilias, and you, mater ditto, what your feelings would be were you to find Henry or Archibald Cuthbert correcting proofs of The Agamemnon, and inventing nasty ones for Mr Sidgwick! Very well then. Be warned.

Our bright-eyed lads are taught insane constructions in Greek and Latin from morning till night, and they come for their holidays, in many cases, without the merest foundation of a batting style. Ask them what a Yorker is, and they will say: A man from York, though I presume you mean a Yorkshireman. They will read Herodotus without a dictionary for pleasure, but ask them to translate the childishly simple sentence: Trott was soon in his timber-yard with a length un that whipped across from the off, and theyll shrink abashed and swear they have not skill at that, as Gilbert says.

The papers sometimes contain humorous forecasts of future education, when cricket and football shall come to their own. They little know the excellence of the thing they mock at. When we get schools that teach nothing but games, then will the sun definitely refuse to set on the roast beef of old England. May it be soon. Some day, mayhap, I shall gather my great-great-grandsons round my knee, and tell them — as one tells tales of Faery — that I can remember the time when Work was considered the be-all and the end-all of a school career. Perchance, when my great-great-grandson John (called John after the famous Jones of that name) has brought home the prize for English Essay on Rugby v. Association, I shall pat his head (gently) and the tears will come to my old eyes as I recall the time when I, too, might have won a prize — for that obsolete subject, Latin Prose — and was only prevented by the superior excellence of my thirty-and-one fellow students, coupled, indeed, with my own inability to conjugate sum.

Such days, I say, may come. But now are the Dark Ages. The only thing that can possibly make Work anything but an unmitigated nuisance is the prospect of a Varsity scholarship, and the thought that, in the event of failure, a Varsity career will be out of the question.

With this thought constantly before him, the student can put a certain amount of enthusiasm into his work, and even go to the length of rising at five oclock o mornings to drink yet deeper of the cup of knowledge. I have done it myself. Varsity means games and yellow waistcoats and Proctors, and that sort of thing. It is worth working for.

But for the unfortunate individual who is barred by circumstances from participating in these joys, what inducement is there to work? Is such a one to leave the school nets in order to stew in a stuffy room over a Thucydides? I trow not.

Chapter one of my great forthcoming work, The Compleat Slacker, contains minute instructions on the art of avoiding preparation from beginning to end of term. Foremost among the words of advice ranks this maxim: Get an official list of the books you are to do, and examine them carefully with a view to seeing what it is possible to do unseen. Thus, if Virgil is among these authors, you can rely on being able to do him with success. People who ought to know better will tell you that Virgil is hard. Such a shallow falsehood needs little comment. A scholar who cannot translate ten lines of The Aeneid between the time he is put on and the time he begins to speak is unworthy of pity or consideration, and if I meet him in the street I shall assuredly cut him. Aeschylus, on the other hand, is a demon, and needs careful watching, though in an emergency you can always say the reading is wrong.

Sometimes the compleat slacker falls into a trap. The saddest case I can remember is that of poor Charles Vanderpoop. He was a bright young lad, and showed some promise of rising to heights as a slacker. He fell in this fashion. One Easter term his form had half-finished a speech of Demosthenes, and the form-master gave them to understand that they would absorb the rest during the forthcoming term. Charles, being naturally anxious to do as little work as possible during the summer months, spent his Easter holidays carefully preparing this speech, so as to have it ready in advance. What was his horror, on returning to School at the appointed date, to find that they were going to throw Demosthenes over altogether, and patronize Plato. Threats, entreaties, prayers — all were accounted nothing by the master who had led him into this morass of troubles. It is believed that the shock destroyed his reason. At any rate, the fact remains that that term (the summer term, mark you) he won two prizes. In the following term he won three. To recapitulate his outrages from that time to the present were a harrowing and unnecessary task. Suffice it that he is now a Regius Professor, and I saw in the papers a short time ago that a lecture of his on The Probable Origin of the Greek Negative, created quite a furore. If this is not Tragedy with a big T, I should like to know what it is.

As an exciting pastime, unseen translation must rank very high. Everyone who has ever tried translating unseen must acknowledge that all other forms of excitement seem but feeble makeshifts after it. I have, in the course of a career of sustained usefulness to the human race, had my share of thrills. I have asked a strong and busy porter, at Paddington, when the Brighton train started. I have gone for the broad-jump record in trying to avoid a motor-car. I have played Spillikins and Ping-Pong. But never again have I felt the excitement that used to wander athwart my moral backbone when I was put on to translate a passage containing a notorious crux and seventeen doubtful readings, with only that innate genius, which is the wonder of the civilized world, to pull me through. And what a glow of pride one feels when it is all over; when one has made a glorious, golden guess at the crux, and trampled the doubtful readings under foot with inspired ease. It is like a day at the seaside.

Work is bad enough, but Examinations are worse, especially the Board Examinations. By doing from ten to twenty minutes prep every night, the compleat slacker could get through most of the term with average success. Then came the Examinations. The dabbler in unseen translations found himself caught as in a snare. Gone was the peaceful security in which he had lulled to rest all the well-meant efforts of his guardian angel to rouse him to a sense of his duties. There, right in front of him, yawned the abyss of Retribution.

Alas! poor slacker. I knew him, Horatio; a fellow of infinite jest, of most excellent fancy. Where be his gibes now? How is he to cope with the fiendish ingenuity of the examiners? How is he to master the contents of a book of Thucydides in a couple of days? It is a fearsome problem. Perhaps he will get up in the small hours and work by candle light from two till eight oclock. In this case he will start his day a mental and physical wreck. Perhaps he will try to work and be led away by the love of light reading.

In any case he will fail to obtain enough marks to satisfy the examiners, though whether examiners ever are satisfied, except by Harry the hero of the school story (Every Lads Library, uniform edition, 2s 6d), is rather a doubtful question.

In such straits, matters resolve themselves into a sort of drama with three characters. We will call our hero Smith.

Scene: a Study

Dramatis Personae:

SMITH

CONSCIENCE

MEPHISTOPHELES

Enter SMITH (down centre)

He seats himself at table and opens a Thucydides.

Enter CONSCIENCE through ceiling (R.), MEPHISTOPHELES through floor (L.).

CONSCIENCE (with a kindly smile): Precisely what I was about to remark, my dear lad. A little Thucydides would be a very good thing. Thucydides, as you doubtless know, was a very famous Athenian historian. Date?

SMITH: Er — um — let me see.

MEPH. (aside): Look in the Introduction and pretend you did it by accident.

SMITH (having done so): 431 B.C. circ.

CONSCIENCE wipes away a tear.

CONSCIENCE: Thucydides made himself a thorough master of the concisest of styles.

MEPH.: And in doing so became infernally obscure. Excuse shop.

SMITH (gloomily): Hum!

MEPH. (sneeringly): Ha!

Long pause.

CONSCIENCE (gently): Do you not think, my dear lad, that you had better begin? Time and tide, as you are aware, wait for no man. And — 

SMITH: Yes?

CONSCIENCE: You have not, I fear, a very firm grasp of the subject. However, if you work hard till eleven — 

SMITH (gloomily): Hum! Three hours!

MEPH. (cheerily): Exactly so. Three hours. A little more if anything. By the way, excuse me asking, but have you prepared the subject thoroughly during the term?

SMITH: My dear sir! Of course!

CONSCIENCE (reprovingly):???!!??!

SMITH: Well, perhaps, not quite so much as I might have done. Such a lot of things to do this term. Cricket, for instance.

MEPH.: Rather. Talking of cricket, you seemed to be shaping rather well last Saturday. I had just run up on business, and someone told me you made eighty not out. Get your century all right?

SMITH (brightening at the recollection): Just a bit — 117 not out. I hit — but perhaps youve heard?

MEPH.: Not at all, not at all. Lets hear all about it.

CONSCIENCE seeks to interpose, but is prevented by MEPH., who eggs SMITH on to talk cricket for over an hour.

CONSCIENCE (at last; in an acid voice): That is a history of the Peloponnesian War by Thucydides on the table in front of you. I thought I would mention it, in case you had forgotten.

SMITH: Great Scott, yes! Here, I say, I must start.

CONSCIENCE: Hear! Hear!

MEPH. (insinuatingly): One moment. Did you say you had prepared this book during the term? Afraid Im a little hard of hearing. Eh, what?

SMITH: Well — er — no, I have not. Have you ever played billiards with a walking-stick and five balls?

MEPH.: Quite so, quite so. I quite understand. Dont you distress yourself, old chap. You obviously cant get through a whole book of Thucydides in under two hours, can you?

CONSCIENCE (severely): He might, by attentive application to study, master a considerable portion of the historians chef doeuvre in that time.

MEPH.: Yes, and find that not one of the passages he had prepared was set in the paper.

CONSCIENCE: At the least, he would, if he were to pursue the course which I have indicated, greatly benefit his mind.

MEPH. gives a short, derisive laugh. Long pause.

MEPH. (looking towards bookshelf): Hullo, youve got a decent lot of books, pommy word you have. Rodney Stone, Vice Versa, Many Cargoes. Ripping. Ever read Many Cargoes?

CONSCIENCE (glancing at his watch): I am sorry, but I must really go now. I will see you some other day.

Exit sorrowfully.

MEPH.: Well, thank goodness hes gone. Never saw such a fearful old bore in my life. Cant think why you let him hang on to you so. We may as well make a night of it now, eh? No use your trying to work at this time of night.

SMITH: Not a bit.

MEPH.: Did you say youd not read Many Cargoes?

SMITH: Never. Only got it today. Good?

MEPH.: Simply ripping. All short stories. Make you yell.

SMITH (with a last effort): But dont you think — 

MEPH.: Oh no. Besides, you can easily get up early tomorrow for the Thucydides.

SMITH: Of course I can. Never thought of that. Heave us Many Cargoes. Thanks.

Begins to read. MEPH. grins fiendishly, and vanishes through floor enveloped in red flame. Sobbing heard from the direction of the ceiling.

Scene closes.

Next morning, of course, he will oversleep himself, and his Thucydides paper will be of such a calibre that that eminent historian will writhe in his grave.


NOTES
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Of all forms of lettered effusiveness, that which exploits the

original work of others and professes to supply us with right

opinions thereanent is the least wanted.



Kenneth Grahame

It has always seemed to me one of the worst flaws in our mistaken social system, that absolutely no distinction is made between the master who forces the human boy to take down notes from dictation and the rest of mankind. I mean that, if in a moment of righteous indignation you rend such a one limb from limb, you will almost certainly be subjected to the utmost rigour of the law, and you will be lucky if you escape a heavy fine of five or ten shillings, exclusive of the costs of the case. Now, this is not right on the face of it. It is even wrong. The law should take into account the extreme provocation which led to the action. Punish if you will the man who travels second-class with a third-class ticket, or who borrows a pencil and forgets to return it; but there are occasions when justice should be tempered with mercy, and this murdering of pedagogues is undoubtedly such an occasion.

It should be remembered, however, that there are two varieties of notes. The printed notes at the end of your Thucydides or Homer are distinctly useful when they aim at acting up to their true vocation, namely, the translating of difficult passages or words. Sometimes, however, the author will insist on airing his scholarship, and instead of translations he supplies parallel passages, which neither interest, elevate, nor amuse the reader. This, of course, is mere vanity. The author, sitting in his comfortable chair with something short within easy reach, recks nothing of the misery he is inflicting on hundreds of people who have done him no harm at all. He turns over the pages of his book of Familiar Quotations with brutal callousness, and for every tricky passage in the work which he is editing, finds and makes a note of three or four even trickier ones from other works. Who has not in his time been brought face to face with a word which defies translation? There are two courses open to you on such an occasion, to look the word up in the lexicon, or in the notes. You, of course, turn up the notes, and find: See line 80. You look up line 80, hoping to see a translation, and there you are told that a rather similar construction occurs in Xenophades Lyrics from a Padded Cell. On this, the craven of spirit will resort to the lexicon, but the man of mettle will close his book with an emphatic bang, and refuse to have anything more to do with it. Of a different sort are the notes which simply translate the difficulty and subside. These are a boon to the scholar. Without them it would be almost impossible to prepare ones work during school, and we should be reduced to the prosaic expedient of working in prep. time. What we want is the commentator who translates mensa as a table without giving a page and a half of notes on the uses of the table in ancient Greece, with an excursus on the habit common in those times of retiring underneath it after dinner, and a list of the passages in Apollonius Rhodius where the word table is mentioned.

These voluminous notes are apt to prove a nuisance in more ways than one. Your average master is generally inordinately fond of them, and will frequently ask some member of the form to read his note on so-and-so out to his fellows. This sometimes leads to curious results, as it is hardly to be expected that the youth called upon will be attending, even if he is awake, which is unlikely. On one occasion an acquaintance of mine, whose name I am not at liberty to divulge, was suddenly aware that he was being addressed, and, on giving the matter his attention, found that it was the form-master asking him to read out his note on Balbus murum aedificavit. My friend is a kind-hearted youth and of an obliging disposition, and would willingly have done what was asked of him, but there were obstacles, first and foremost of which ranked the fact that, taking advantage of his position on the back desk (whither he thought the basilisk eye of Authority could not reach), he had substituted Bab Ballads for the words of Virgil, and was engrossed in the contents of that modern classic. The subsequent explanations lasted several hours. In fact, it is probable that the master does not understand the facts of the case thoroughly even now. It is true that he called him a loathsome, slimy, repulsive toad, but even this seems to fall short of the grandeur of the situation.

Those notes, also, which are, alas! only too common nowadays, that deal with peculiarities of grammar, how supremely repulsive they are! It is impossible to glean any sense from them, as the Editor mixes up Nipperwicks view with Sidgeleys reasoning and Spreckendzedeutscheims surmise with Donnerundblitzendorfs conjecture in a way that seems to argue a thorough unsoundness of mind and morals, a cynical insanity combined with a blatant indecency. He occasionally starts in a reasonable manner by giving one view as (1) and the next as (2). So far everyone is happy and satisfied. The trouble commences when he has occasion to refer back to some former view, when he will say: Thus we see (1) and (14) that, etc. The unlucky student puts a finger on the page to keep the place, and hunts up view one. Having found this, and marked the spot with another finger, he proceeds to look up view fourteen. He places another finger on this, and reads on, as follows: Zmpe, however, maintains that Schrumpff (see 3) is practically insane, that Spleckzh (see 34) is only a little better, and that Rswkg (see 97 a (b) C3) is so far from being right that his views may be dismissed as readily as those of Xkryt (see 5x). At this point brain-fever sets in, the victims last coherent thought being a passionate wish for more fingers. A friend of mine who was the wonder of all who knew him, in that he was known to have scored ten per cent in one of these papers on questions like the above, once divulged to an interviewer the fact that he owed his success to his methods of learning rather than to his ability. On the night before an exam, he would retire to some secret, solitary place, such as the boot-room, and commence learning these notes by heart. This, though a formidable task, was not so bad as the other alternative. The result was that, although in the majority of cases he would put down for one question an answer that would have been right for another, yet occasionally, luck being with him, he would hit the mark. Hence his ten per cent.

Another fruitful source of discomfort is provided by the type of master who lectures on a subject for half an hour, and then, with a bland smile, invites, or rather challenges, his form to write a good, long note on the quintessence of his discourse. For the inexperienced this is an awful moment. They must write something — but what? For the last half hour they have been trying to impress the master with the fact that they belong to the class of people who can always listen best with their eyes closed. Nor poppy, nor mandragora, nor all the drowsy syrups of the world can ever medicine them to that sweet sleep that they have just been enjoying. And now they must write a good, long note. It is in such extremities that your veteran shows up well. He does not betray any discomfort. Not he. He rather enjoys the prospect, in fact, of being permitted to place the masters golden eloquence on paper. So he takes up his pen with alacrity. No need to think what to write. He embarks on an essay concerning the master, showing up all his flaws in a pitiless light, and analysing his thorough worthlessness of character. On so congenial a subject he can, of course, write reams, and as the master seldom, if ever, desires to read the good, long note, he acquires a well-earned reputation for attending in school and being able to express himself readily with his pen. Vivat floreatque.

But all these forms of notes are as nothing compared with the notes that youths even in this our boasted land of freedom are forced to take down from dictation. Of the good, long note your French scholar might well remark: Cest terrible, but justice would compel him to add, as he thought of the dictation note: mais ce nest pas le diable. For these notes from dictation are, especially on a warm day, indubitably le diable.

Such notes are always dictated so rapidly that it is impossible to do anything towards understanding them as you go. You have to write your hardest to keep up. The beauty of this, from one point of view, is that, if you miss a sentence, you have lost the thread of the whole thing, and it is useless to attempt to take it up again at once. The only plan is to wait for some perceptible break in the flow of words, and dash in like lightning. It is much the same sort of thing as boarding a bus when in motion. And so you can take a long rest, provided you are in an obscure part of the room. In passing, I might add that a very pleasing indoor game can be played by asking the master, what came after so-and-so? mentioning a point of the oration some half-hour back. This always provides a respite of a few minutes while he is thinking of some bitter repartee worthy of the occasion, and if repeated several times during an afternoon may cause much innocent merriment.

Of course, the real venom that lurks hid within notes from dictation does not appear until the time for examination arrives. Then you find yourself face to face with sixty or seventy closely and badly written pages of a note-book, all of which must be learnt by heart if you would aspire to the dizzy heights of half-marks. It is useless to tell your examiner that you had no chance of getting up the subject. Why, he will reply, I gave you notes on that very thing myself. You did, sir, you say, as you advance stealthily upon him, but as you dictated those notes at the rate of two hundred words a minute, and as my brain, though large, is not capable of absorbing sixty pages of a note-book in one night, how the suggestively asterisked aposiopesis do you expect me to know them? Ah-h-h! The last word is a war-cry, as you fling yourself bodily on him, and tear him courteously, but firmly, into minute fragments. Experience, which, as we all know, teaches, will in time lead you into adopting some method by which you may evade this taking of notes. A good plan is to occupy yourself with the composition of a journal, an unofficial magazine not intended for the eyes of the profane, but confined rigidly to your own circle of acquaintances. The chief advantage of such a work is that you will continue to write while the notes are being dictated. To throw your pen down with an air of finality and begin reading some congenial work of fiction would be a gallant action, but impolitic. No, writing of some sort is essential, and as it is out of the question to take down the notes, what better substitute than an unofficial journal could be found? To one whose contributions to the School magazine are constantly being cut down to mere skeletons by the hands of censors, there is a rapture otherwise unattainable in a page of really scurrilous items about those in authority. Try it yourselves, my beamish lads. Think of something really bad about somebody. Write it down and gloat over it. Sometimes, indeed, it is of the utmost use in determining your future career. You will probably remember those Titanic articles that appeared at the beginning of the war in The Weekly Luggage-Train, dealing with all the crimes of the War Office — the generals, the soldiers, the enemy — of everybody, in fact, except the editor, staff and office-boy of The W.L.T. Well, the writer of those epoch-making articles confesses that he owes all his skill to his early training, when, a happy lad at his little desk in school, he used to write trenchantly in his note-book on the subject of the authorities. There is an example for you. Of course we can never be like him, but let, oh! let us be as like him as were able to be. A final word to those lost ones who dictate the notes. Why are our ears so constantly assailed with unnecessary explanations of, and opinions on, English literature? Prey upon the Classics if you will. It is a revolting habit, but too common to excite overmuch horror. But surely anybody, presupposing a certain bias towards sanity, can understand the Classics of our own language, with the exception, of course, of Browning. Take Tennyson, for example. How often have we been forced to take down from dictation the miserable maunderings of some commentator on the subject of Maud. A person reads Maud, and either likes it or dislikes it. In any case his opinion is not likely to be influenced by writing down at express speed the opinions of somebody else concerning the methods or objectivity and subjectivity of the author when he produced the work.

Somebody told me a short time ago that Shelley was an example of supreme, divine, superhuman genius. It is the sort of thing Mr Gilberts rapturous maidens might have said: How Botticellian! How Fra Angelican! How perceptively intense and consummately utter! There is really no material difference.


NOW, TALKING ABOUT CRICKET
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IN THE DAYS of yore, when these white hairs were brown — or was it black? At any rate, they were not white — and I was at school, it was always my custom, when Fate obliged me to walk to school with a casual acquaintance, to whom I could not unburden my soul of those profound thoughts which even then occupied my mind, to turn the struggling conversation to the relative merits of cricket and football.

Do you like cricket better than footer? was my formula. Now, though at the time, in order to save fruitless argument, I always agreed with my companion, and praised the game he praised, in the innermost depths of my sub-consciousness, cricket ranked a long way in front of all other forms of sport. I may be wrong. More than once in my career it has been represented to me that I couldnt play cricket for nuts. My captain said as much when I ran him out in the match of the season after he had made forty-nine and looked like stopping. A bowling acquaintance heartily endorsed his opinion on the occasion of my missing three catches off him in one over. This, however, I attribute to prejudice, for the man I missed ultimately reached his century, mainly off the deliveries of my bowling acquaintance. I pointed out to him that, had I accepted any one of the three chances, we should have missed seeing the prettiest century made on the ground that season; but he was one of those bowlers who sacrifice all that is beautiful in the game to mere wickets. A sordid practice.

Later on, the persistence with which my county ignored my claims to inclusion in the team, convinced me that I must leave cricket fame to others. True, I did figure, rather prominently, too, in one county match. It was at the Oval, Surrey v. Middlesex. How well I remember that occasion! Albert Trott was bowling (Bertie we used to call him); I forget who was batting. Suddenly the ball came soaring in my direction. I was not nervous. I put down the sandwich I was eating, rose from my seat, picked the ball up neatly, and returned it with unerring aim to a fieldsman who was waiting for it with becoming deference. Thunders of applause went up from the crowded ring.

That was the highest point I ever reached in practical cricket. But, as the historian says of Mr Winkle, a man may be an excellent sportsman in theory, even if he fail in practice. Thats me. Reader (if any), have you ever played cricket in the passage outside your study with a walking-stick and a ball of paper? Thats the game, my boy, for testing your skill of wrist and eye. A century v. the M.C.C. is well enough in its way, but give me the man who can watch em in a narrow passage, lit only by a flickering gas-jet — one for every hit, four if it reaches the end, and six if it goes downstairs full-pitch, any pace bowling allowed. To make double figures in such a match is to taste life. Only you had better do your tasting when the House-master is out for the evening.

I like to watch the young cricket idea shooting. I refer to the lower games, where next man in umpires with his pads on, his loins girt, and a bat in his hand. Many people have wondered why it is that no budding umpire can officiate unless he holds a bat. For my part, I think there is little foundation for the theory that it is part of a semi-religious rite, on the analogy of the Freemasons special handshake and the like. Nor do I altogether agree with the authorities who allege that man, when standing up, needs something as a prop or support. There is a shadow of reason, I grant, in this supposition, but after years of keen observation I am inclined to think that the umpire keeps his bat by him, firstly, in order that no unlicensed hand shall commandeer it unbeknownst, and secondly, so that he shall be ready to go in directly his predecessor is out. There is an ill-concealed restiveness about his movements, as he watches the batsmen getting set, that betrays an overwrought spirit. Then of a sudden one of them plays a ball on to his pad. s that? asks the bowler, with an overdone carelessness. Clean out. Now Im in, and already he is rushing up the middle of the pitch to take possession. When he gets to the wicket a short argument ensues. Look here, you idiot, I hit it hard. Rot, man, out of the way. !!??! Look here, Smith, are you going to dispute the umpires decision? Chorus of fieldsmen: Get out, Smith, you ass. Youve been given out years ago. Overwhelmed by popular execration, Smith reluctantly departs, registering in the black depths of his soul a resolution to take on the umpireship at once, with a view to gaining an artistic revenge by giving his enemy run out on the earliest possible occasion. There is a primeval insouciance about this sort of thing which is as refreshing to a mind jaded with the stiff formality of professional umpires as a cold shower-bath.

I have made a special study of last-wicket men; they are divided into two classes, the deplorably nervous, or the outrageously confident. The nervous largely outnumber the confident. The launching of a last-wicket man, when there are ten to make to win, or five minutes left to make a draw of a losing game, is fully as impressive a ceremony as the launching of the latest battleship. An interested crowd harasses the poor victim as he is putting on his pads. Feel in a funk? asks some tactless friend. N-n-no, norrabit. Thats right, says the captain encouragingly, bowlings as easy as anything.

This cheers the wretch up a little, until he remembers suddenly that the captain himself was distinctly at sea with the despised trundling, and succumbed to his second ball, about which he obviously had no idea whatever. At this he breaks down utterly, and, if emotional, will sob into his batting glove. He is assisted down the Pavilion steps, and reaches the wickets in a state of collapse. Here, very probably, a reaction will set in. The sight of the crease often comes as a positive relief after the vague terrors experienced in the Pavilion.

The confident last-wicket man, on the other hand, goes forth to battle with a light quip upon his lips. The lot of a last-wicket batsman, with a good eye and a sense of humour, is a very enviable one. The incredulous disgust of the fast bowler, who thinks that at last he may safely try that slow head-ball of his, and finds it lifted genially over the leg-boundary, is well worth seeing. I remember in one school match, the last man, unfortunately on the opposite side, did this three times in one over, ultimately retiring to a fluky catch in the slips with forty-one to his name. Nervousness at cricket is a curious thing. As the author of Willow the King, himself a county cricketer, has said, it is not the fear of getting out that causes funk. It is a sort of intangible je ne sais quoi. I trust I make myself clear. Some batsmen are nervous all through a long innings. With others the feeling disappears with the first boundary.

A young lady — it is, of course, not polite to mention her age to the minute, but it ranged somewhere between eight and ten — was taken to see a cricket match once. After watching the game with interest for some time, she gave out this profound truth: They all attend specially to one man. It would be difficult to sum up the causes of funk more lucidly and concisely. To be an object of interest is sometimes pleasant, but when ten fieldsmen, a bowler, two umpires, and countless spectators are eagerly watching your every movement, the thing becomes embarrassing.

That is why it is, on the whole, preferable to be a cricket spectator rather than a cricket player. No game affords the spectator such unique opportunities of exerting his critical talents. You may have noticed that it is always the reporter who knows most about the game. Everyone, moreover, is at heart a critic, whether he represent the majesty of the Press or not. From the lady of Hoxton, who crushes her friends latest confection with the words, My, wot an at! down to that lowest class of all, the persons who call your attention (in print) to the sinister meaning of everything Clytemnestra says in The Agamemnon, the whole world enjoys expressing an opinion of its own about something.

In football you are vouchsafed fewer chances. Practically all you can do is to shout off-side whenever an opponent scores, which affords but meagre employment for a really critical mind. In cricket, however, nothing can escape you. Everything must be done in full sight of everybody. There the players stand, without refuge, simply inviting criticism.

It is best, however, not to make ones remarks too loud. If you do, you call down upon yourself the attention of others, and are yourself criticized. I remember once, when I was of tender years, watching a school match, and one of the batsmen lifted a ball clean over the Pavilion. This was too much for my sensitive and critical young mind. On the carpet, sir, I shouted sternly, well up in the treble clef, keep em on the carpet. I will draw a veil. Suffice it to say that I became a sport and derision, and was careful for the future to criticize in a whisper. But the reverse by no means crushed me. Even now I take a melancholy pleasure in watching school matches, and saying So-and-So will make quite a fair school-boy bat in time, but he must get rid of that stroke of his on the off, and that shocking leg-hit, and a few of those awful strokes in the slips, but that on the whole, he is by no means lacking in promise. I find it refreshing. If, however, you feel compelled not merely to look on, but to play, as one often does at schools where cricket is compulsory, it is impossible to exaggerate the importance of white boots. The game you play before you get white boots is not cricket, but a weak imitation. The process of initiation is generally this. One plays in shoes for a few years with the most dire result, running away to square leg from fast balls, and so on, till despair seizes the soul. Then an angel in human form, in the very effective disguise of the man at the school boot-shop, hints that, for an absurdly small sum in cash, you may become the sole managing director of a pair of white buckskin boots with real spikes. You try them on. They fit, and the initiation is complete. You no longer run away from fast balls. You turn them neatly off to the boundary. In a word, you begin for the first time to play the game, the whole game, and nothing but the game.

There are misguided people who complain that cricket is becoming a business more than a game, as if that were not the most fortunate thing that could happen. When it ceases to be a mere business and becomes a religious ceremony, it will be a sign that the millennium is at hand. The person who regards cricket as anything less than a business is no fit companion, gentle reader, for the likes of you and me. As long as the game goes in his favour the cloven hoof may not show itself. But give him a good steady spell of leather-hunting, and you will know him for what he is, a mere dilettante, a dabbler, in a word, a worm, who ought never to be allowed to play at all. The worst of this species will sometimes take advantage of the fact that the game in which they happen to be playing is only a scratch game, upon the result of which no very great issues hang, to pollute the air they breathe with verbal, and the ground they stand on with physical, buffooneries. Many a time have I, and many a time have you, if you are what I take you for, shed tears of blood, at the sight of such. Careless returns, overthrows — but enough of a painful subject. Let us pass on.

I have always thought it a better fate for a man to be born a bowler than a bat. A batsman certainly gets a considerable amount of innocent fun by snicking good fast balls just off his wicket to the ropes, and standing stolidly in front against slow leg-breaks. These things are good, and help one to sleep peacefully o nights, and enjoy ones meals. But no batsman can experience that supreme emotion of something attempted, something done, which comes to a bowler when a ball pitches in a hole near points feet, and whips into the leg stump. It is one crowded second of glorious life. Again, the words retired hurt on the score-sheet are far more pleasant to the bowler than the batsman. The groan of a batsman when a loose ball hits him full pitch in the ribs is genuine. But the Awfully-sorry-old-chap-it-slipped of the bowler is not. Half a loaf is better than no bread, as Mr Chamberlain might say, and if he cannot hit the wicket, he is perfectly contented with hitting the man. In my opinion, therefore, the bowlers lot, in spite of billiard table wickets, red marl, and such like inventions of a degenerate age, is the happier one.

And here, glowing with pride of originality at the thought that I have written of cricket without mentioning Alfred Mynn or Fuller Pilch, I heave a reminiscent sigh, blot my MS., and thrust my pen back into its sheath.


THE TOM BROWN QUESTION
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THE MAN IN the corner had been trying to worry me into a conversation for some time. He had asked me if I objected to having the window open. He had said something rather bitter about the War Office, and had hoped I did not object to smoking. Then, finding that I stuck to my book through everything, he made a fresh attack.

I see you are reading Tom Browns Schooldays, he said.

This was a plain and uninteresting statement of fact, and appeared to me to require no answer. I read on.

Fine book, sir.

Very.

I suppose you have heard of the Tom Brown Question?

I shut my book wearily, and said I had not.

It is similar to the Homeric Question. You have heard of that, I suppose?

I knew that there was a discussion about the identity of the author of the Iliad. When at school I had been made to take down notes on the subject until I had grown to loathe the very name of Homer.

You see, went on my companion, the difficulty about Tom Browns Schooldays is this. It is obvious that part one and part two were written by different people. You admit that, I suppose?

I always thought Mr Hughes wrote the whole book.

Dear me, not really? Why, I thought everyone knew that he only wrote the first half. The question is, who wrote the second. I know, but I dont suppose ten other people do. No, sir.

What makes you think he didnt write the second part?

My dear sir, just read it. Read part one carefully, and then read part two. Why, you can see in a minute.

I said I had read the book three times, but had never noticed anything peculiar about it, except that the second half was not nearly so interesting as the first.

Well, just tell me this. Do you think the same man created East and Arthur? Now then.

I admitted that it was difficult to understand such a thing.

There was a time, of course, continued my friend, when everybody thought as you do. The book was published under Hughess name, and it was not until Professor Burkett-Smith wrote his celebrated monograph on the subject that anybody suspected a dual, or rather a composite, authorship. Burkett-Smith, if you remember, based his arguments on two very significant points. The first of these was a comparison between the football match in the first part and the cricket match in the second. After commenting upon the truth of the former description, he went on to criticize the latter. Do you remember that match? You do? Very well. You recall how Tom wins the toss on a plumb wicket?

Yes.

Then with the usual liberality of young hands (I quote from the book) he put the M.C.C. in first. Now, my dear sir, I ask you, would a school captain do that? I am young, says one of Gilberts characters, the Grand Duke, I think, but, he adds, I am not so young as that. Tom may have been young, but would he, could he have been young enough to put his opponents in on a true wicket, when he had won the toss? Would the Tom Brown of part one have done such a thing?

Never, I shouted, with enthusiasm.

But thats nothing to what he does afterwards. He permits, he actually sits there and permits, comic songs and speeches to be made during the luncheon interval. Comic Songs! Do you hear me, sir? COMIC SONGS!! And this when he wanted every minute of time he could get to save the match. Would the Tom Brown of part one have done such a thing?

Never, never. I positively shrieked the words this time.

Burkett-Smith put that point very well. His second argument is founded on a single remark of Toms, or rather—

Or rather, I interrupted, fiercely, or rather of the wretched miserable—

Contemptible, said my friend.

Despicable, scoundrelly, impostor who masquerades as Tom in the second half of the book.

Exactly, said he. Thank you very much. I have often thought the same myself. The remark to which I refer is that which he makes to the master while he is looking on at the M.C.C. match. In passing, sir, might I ask you whether the Tom Brown of part one would have been on speaking terms with such a master?

I shook my head violently. I was too exhausted to speak.

You remember the remark? The master commented on the fact that Arthur is a member of the first eleven. I forget Toms exact words, but the substance of them is this, that, though on his merits Arthur was not worth his place, he thought it would do him such a lot of good being in the team. Do I make myself plain, sir? He — thought — it — would — do — him — such — a — lot — of — good — being — in — the — team!!!

There was a pause. We sat looking at one another, forming silently with our lips the words that still echoed through the carriage.

Burkett-Smith, continued my companion, makes a great deal of that remark. His peroration is a very fine piece of composition. Whether (concludes he) the captain of a school cricket team who could own spontaneously to having been guilty of so horrible, so terrible an act of favouritismical jobbery, who could sit unmoved and see his team being beaten in the most important match of the season (and, indeed, for all that the author tells us it may have been the only match of the season), for no other reason than that he thought a first eleven cap would prove a valuable tonic to an unspeakable personal friend of his, whether, I say, the Tom Brown who acted thus could have been the Tom Brown who headed the revolt of the fags in part one, is a question which, to the present writer, offers no difficulties. I await with confidence the verdict of a free, enlightened, and conscientious public of my fellow-countrymen. Fine piece of writing, that, sir?

Very, I said.

That pamphlet, of course, caused a considerable stir. Opposing parties began to be formed, some maintaining that Burkett-Smith was entirely right, others that he was entirely wrong, while the rest said he might have been more wrong if he had not been so right, but that if he had not been so mistaken he would probably have been a great deal more correct. The great argument put forward by the supporters of what I may call the One Author view, was, that the fight in part two could not have been written by anyone except the author of the fight with Flashman in the school-house hall. And this is the point which has led to all the discussion. Eliminate the Slogger Williams episode, and the whole of the second part stands out clearly as the work of another hand. But there is one thing that seems to have escaped the notice of everybody.

Yes? I said.

He leant forward impressively, and whispered. Only the actual fight is the work of the genuine author. The interference of Arthur has been interpolated!

By Jove! I said. Not really?

Yes. Fact, I assure you. Why, think for a minute. Could a man capable of describing a fight as that fight is described, also be capable of stopping it just as the man the reader has backed all through is winning? It would be brutal. Positively brutal, sir!

Then, how do you explain it?

A year ago I could not have told you. Now I can. For five years I have been unravelling the mystery by the aid of that one clue. Listen. When Mr Hughes had finished part one, he threw down his pen and started to Wales for a holiday. He had been there a week or more, when one day, as he was reclining on the peak of a mountain looking down a deep precipice, he was aware of a body of men approaching him. They were dressed soberly in garments of an inky black. Each had side whiskers, and each wore spectacles. Mr Hughes, I believe? said the leader, as they came up to him.

Your servant, sir, said he.

We have come to speak to you on an important matter, Mr Hughes. We are the committee of the Secret Society For Putting Wholesome Literature Within The Reach Of Every Boy, And Seeing That He Gets It. I, sir, am the president of the S.S.F.P.W.L.W.T.R.O.E.B.A.S.T.H.G.I. He bowed.

Really, sir, I — er — dont think I have the pleasure, began Mr Hughes.

You shall have the pleasure, sir. We have come to speak to you about your book. Our representative has read Part I, and reports unfavourably upon it. It contains no moral. There are scenes of violence, and your hero is far from perfect.

I think you mistake my object, said Mr Hughes; Tom is a boy, not a patent medicine. In other words, he is not supposed to be perfect.

Well, I am not here to bandy words. The second part of your book must be written to suit the rules of our Society. Do you agree, or shall we throw you over that precipice?

Never. I mean, I dont agree.

Then we must write it for you. Remember, sir, that you will be constantly watched, and if you attempt to write that second part yourself— (he paused dramatically). So the second part was written by the committee of the Society. So now you know.

But, said I, how do you account for the fight with Slogger Williams?

The president relented slightly towards the end, and consented to Mr Hughes inserting a chapter of his own, on condition that the Society should finish it. And the Society did. See?

But—

Ticket.

Eh?

Ticket, please, sir.

I looked up. The guard was standing at the open door. My companion had vanished.

Guard, said I, as I handed him my ticket, wheres the gentleman who travelled up with me?

Gentleman, sir? I havent seen nobody.

Not a man in tweeds with red hair? I mean, in tweeds and owning red hair.

No, sir. Youve been alone in the carriage all the way up. Must have dreamed it, sir.

Possibly I did.


The Man Upstairs (1914)
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THERE WERE THREE distinct stages in the evolution of Annette Broughams attitude towards the knocking in the room above. In the beginning it had been merely a vague discomfort. Absorbed in the composition of her waltz, she had heard it almost subconsciously. The second stage set in when it became a physical pain like red-hot pincers wrenching her mind from her music. Finally, with a thrill in indignation, she knew it for what it was — an insult. The unseen brute disliked her playing, and was intimating his views with a boot-heel.

Defiantly, with her foot on the loud pedal, she struck — almost slapped — the keys once more.

Bang! from the room above. Bang! Bang!

Annette rose. Her face was pink, her chin tilted. Her eyes sparkled with the light of battle. She left the room and started to mount the stairs. No spectator, however just, could have helped feeling a pang of pity for the wretched man who stood unconscious of imminent doom, possibly even triumphant, behind the door at which she was on the point of tapping.

Come in! cried the voice, rather a pleasant voice; but what is a pleasant voice if the soul be vile?

Annette went in. The room was a typical Chelsea studio, scantily furnished and lacking a carpet. In the centre was an easel, behind which were visible a pair of trousered legs. A cloud of grey smoke was curling up over the top of the easel.

I beg your pardon, began Annette.

I dont want any models at present, said the Brute. Leave your card on the table.

I am not a model, said Annette, coldly. I merely came—

At this the Brute emerged from his fortifications and, removing his pipe from his mouth, jerked his chair out into the open.

I beg your pardon, he said. Wont you sit down?

How reckless is Nature in the distribution of her gifts! Not only had this black-hearted knocker on floors a pleasant voice, but, in addition, a pleasing exterior. He was slightly dishevelled at the moment, and his hair stood up in a disordered mop; but in spite of these drawbacks, he was quite passably good-looking. Annette admitted this. Though wrathful, she was fair.

I thought it was another model, he explained. Theyve been coming in at the rate of ten an hour ever since I settled here. I didnt object at first, but after about the eightieth child of sunny Italy had shown up it began to get on my nerves.

Annette waited coldly till he had finished.

I am sorry, she said, in a this-is-where-you-get-yours voice, if my playing disturbed you.

One would have thought nobody but an Eskimo wearing his furs and winter under-clothing could have withstood the iciness of her manner; but the Brute did not freeze.

I am sorry, repeated Annette, well below zero, if my playing disturbed you. I live in the room below, and I heard you knocking.

No, no, protested the young man, affably; I like it. Really I do.

Then why knock on the floor? said Annette, turning to go. It is so bad for my ceiling, she said over shoulder. I thought you would not mind my mentioning it. Good afternoon.

No; but one moment. Dont go.

She stopped. He was surveying her with a friendly smile. She noticed most reluctantly that he had a nice smile. His composure began to enrage her more and more. Long ere this he should have been writhing at her feet in the dust, crushed and abject.

You see, he said, Im awfully sorry, but its like this. I love music, but what I mean is, you werent playing a tune. It was just the same bit over and over again.

I was trying to get a phrase, said Annette, with dignity, but less coldly. In spite of herself she was beginning to thaw. There was something singularly attractive about this shock-headed youth.

A phrase?

Of music. For my waltz. I am composing a waltz.

A look of such unqualified admiration overspread the young mans face that the last remnants of the ice-pack melted. For the first time since they had met Annette found herself positively liking this blackguardly floor-smiter.

Can you compose music? he said, impressed.

I have written one or two songs.

It must be great to be able to do things — artistic things, I mean, like composing.

Well, you do, dont you? You paint.

The young man shook his head with a cheerful grin.

I fancy, he said, I should make a pretty good house-painter. I want scope. Canvas seems to cramp me.

It seemed to cause him no discomfort. He appeared rather amused than otherwise.

Let me look.

She crossed over to the easel.

I shouldnt, he warned her. You really want to? Is this not mere recklessness? Very well, then.

To the eye of an experienced critic the picture would certainly have seemed crude. It was a study of a dark-eyed child holding a large black cat. Statisticians estimate that there is no moment during the day when one or more young artists somewhere on the face of the globe are not painting pictures of children holding cats.

I call it Child and Cat, said the young man. Rather a neat title, dont you think? Gives you the main idea of the thing right away. That, he explained, pointing obligingly with the stem of his pipe, is the cat.

Annette belonged to that large section of the public which likes or dislikes a picture according to whether its subject happens to please or displease them. Probably there was not one of the million or so child-and-cat eyesores at present in existence which she would not have liked. Besides, he had been very nice about her music.

I think its splendid, she announced.

The young mans face displayed almost more surprise than joy.

Do you really? he said. Then I can die happy — that is, if youll let me come down and listen to those songs of yours first.

You would only knock on the floor, objected Annette.

Ill never knock on another floor as long as I live, said the ex-brute, reassuringly. I hate knocking on floors. I dont see what people want to knock on floors for, anyway.

Friendships ripen quickly in Chelsea. Within the space of an hour and a quarter Annette had learned that the young mans name was Alan Beverley (for which Family Heraldic affliction she pitied rather than despised him), that he did not depend entirely on his work for a living, having a little money of his own, and that he considered this a fortunate thing. From the very beginning of their talk he pleased her. She found him an absolutely new and original variety of the unsuccessful painter. Unlike Reginald Sellers, who had a studio in the same building, and sometimes dropped in to drink her coffee and pour out his troubles, he did not attribute his non-success to any malice or stupidity on the part of the public. She was so used to hearing Sellers lash the Philistine and hold forth on unappreciated merit that she could hardly believe the miracle when, in answer to a sympathetic bromide on the popular lack of taste in Art, Beverley replied that, as far as he was concerned, the public showed strong good sense. If he had been striving with every nerve to win her esteem, he could not have done it more surely than with that one remark. Though she invariably listened with a sweet patience which encouraged them to continue long after the point at which she had begun in spirit to throw things at them, Annette had no sympathy with men who whined. She herself was a fighter. She hated as much as anyone the sickening blows which Fate hands out to the struggling and ambitious; but she never made them the basis of a monologue act. Often, after a dreary trip round the offices of the music-publishers, she would howl bitterly in secret, and even gnaw her pillow in the watches of the night; but in public her pride kept her unvaryingly bright and cheerful.

Today, for the first time, she revealed something of her woes. There was that about the mop-headed young man which invited confidences. She told him of the stony-heartedness of music-publishers, of the difficulty of getting songs printed unless you paid for them, of their wretched sales.

But those songs youve been playing, said Beverley, theyve been published?

Yes, those three. But they are the only ones.

And didnt they sell?

Hardly at all. You see, a song doesnt sell unless somebody well known sings it. And people promise to sing them, and then dont keep their word. You cant depend on what they say.

Give me their names, said Beverley, and Ill go round tomorrow and shoot the whole lot. But cant you do anything?

Only keep on keeping on.

I wish, he said, that any time youre feeling blue about things you would come up and pour out the poison on me. Its no good bottling it up. Come up and tell me about it, and youll feel ever so much better. Or let me come down. Any time things arent going right just knock on the ceiling.

She laughed.

Dont rub it in, pleaded Beverley. It isnt fair. Theres nobody so sensitive as a reformed floor-knocker. You will come up or let me come down, wont you? Whenever I have that sad, depressed feeling, I go out and kill a policeman. But you wouldnt care for that. So the only thing for you to do is to knock on the ceiling. Then Ill come charging down and see if theres anything I can do to help.

Youll be sorry you ever said this.

I wont, he said stoutly.

If you really mean it, it would be a relief, she admitted. Sometimes Id give all the money Im ever likely to make for someone to shriek my grievances at. I always think it must have been so nice for the people in the old novels, when they used to say: Sit down and I will tell you the story of my life. Mustnt it have been heavenly?

Well, said Beverley, rising, you know where I am if Im wanted. Right up there where the knocking came from.

Knocking? said Annette. I remember no knocking.

Would you mind shaking hands? said Beverley.



A particularly maddening hour with one of her pupils drove her up the very next day. Her pupils were at once her salvation and her despair. They gave her the means of supporting life, but they made life hardly worth supporting. Some of them were learning the piano. Others thought they sang. All had solid ivory skulls. There was about a teaspoonful of grey matter distributed among the entire squad, and the pupil Annette had been teaching that afternoon had come in at the tail-end of the division.

In the studio with Beverley she found Reginald Sellers, standing in a critical attitude before the easel. She was not very fond of him. He was a long, offensive, patronizing person, with a moustache that looked like a smear of charcoal, and a habit of addressing her as Ah, little one!

Beverley looked up.

Have you brought your hatchet, Miss Brougham? If you have, youre just in time to join in the massacre of the innocents. Sellers has been smiting my child and cat hip and thigh. Look at his eye. There! Did you see it flash then? Hes on the warpath again.

My dear Beverley, said Sellers, rather stiffly, I am merely endeavouring to give you my idea of the pictures defects. I am sorry if my criticism has to be a little harsh.

Go right on, said Beverley, cordially. Dont mind me; its all for my good.

Well, in a word, then, it is lifeless. Neither the child nor the cat lives.

He stepped back a pace and made a frame of his hands.

The cat now, he said. It is — how shall I put it? It has no — no — er—

That kind of cat wouldnt, said Beverley. It isnt that breed.

I think its a dear cat, said Annette. She felt her temper, always quick, getting the better of her. She knew just how incompetent Sellers was, and it irritated her beyond endurance to see Beverleys good-humoured acceptance of his patronage.

At any rate, said Beverley, with a grin, you both seem to recognize that it is a cat. Youre solid on that point, and thats something, seeing Im only a beginner.

I know, my dear fellow; I know, said Sellers, graciously. You mustnt let my criticism discourage you. Dont think that your work lacks promise. Far from it. I am sure that in time you will do very well indeed. Quite well.

A cold glitter might have been observed in Annettes eyes.

Mr Sellers, she said, smoothly, had to work very hard himself before he reached his present position. You know his work, of course?

For the first time Beverley seemed somewhat confused.

I — er — why— he began.

Oh, but of course you do, she went on, sweetly. Its in all the magazines.

Beverley looked at the great man with admiration, and saw that he had flushed uncomfortably. He put this down to the modesty of genius.

In the advertisement pages, said Annette. Mr Sellers drew that picture of the Waukeesy Shoe and the Restawhile Settee and the tin of sardines in the Little Gem Sardine advertisement. He is very good at still life.

There was a tense silence. Beverley could almost hear the voice of the referee uttering the count.

Miss Brougham, said Sellers at last, spitting out the words, has confined herself to the purely commercial side of my work. There is another.

Why, of course there is. You sold a landscape for five pounds only eight months ago, didnt you? And another three months before that.

It was enough. Sellers bowed stiffly and stalked from the room.

Beverley picked up a duster and began slowly to sweep the floor with it.

What are you doing? demanded Annette, in a choking voice.

The fragments of the wretched man, whispered Beverley. They must be swept up and decently interred. You certainly have got the punch, Miss Brougham.

He dropped the duster with a startled exclamation, for Annette had suddenly burst into a flood of tears. With her face buried in her hands she sat in her chair and sobbed desperately.

Good Lord! said Beverley, blankly.

Im a cat! Im a beast! I hate myself!

Good Lord! said Beverley, blankly.

Im a pig! Im a fiend!

Good Lord! said Beverley, blankly.

Were all struggling and trying to get on and having hard luck, and instead of doing what I can to help, I go and t-t-taunt him with not being able to sell his pictures! Im not fit to live! Oh!

Good Lord! said Beverley, blankly.

A series of gulping sobs followed, diminishing by degrees into silence. Presently she looked up and smiled, a moist and pathetic smile.

Im sorry, she said, for being so stupid. But he was so horrid and patronizing to you, I couldnt help scratching. I believe Im the worst cat in London.

No, this is, said Beverley, pointing to the canvas. At least, according to the late Sellers. But, I say, tell me, isnt the deceased a great artist, then? He came curveting in here with his chest out and started to slate my masterpiece, so I naturally said, What-ho! Tis a genius! Isnt he?

He cant sell his pictures anywhere. He lives on the little he can get from illustrating advertisements. And I t-taunt—

Please! said Beverley, apprehensively.

She recovered herself with a gulp.

I cant help it, she said, miserably. I rubbed it in. Oh, it was hateful of me! But I was all on edge from teaching one of my awful pupils, and when he started to patronize you—

She blinked.

Poor devil! said Beverley. I never guessed. Good Lord!

Annette rose.

I must go and tell him Im sorry, she said. Hell snub me horribly, but I must.

She went out. Beverley lit a pipe and stood at the window looking thoughtfully down into the street.



It is a good rule in life never to apologize. The right sort of people do not want apologies, and the wrong sort take a mean advantage of them. Sellers belonged to the latter class. When Annette, meek, penitent, with all her claws sheathed, came to him and grovelled, he forgave her with a repulsive magnanimity which in a less subdued mood would have stung her to renewed pugnacity. As it was, she allowed herself to be forgiven, and retired with a dismal conviction that from now on he would be more insufferable than ever.

Her surmise proved absolutely correct. His visits to the newcomers studio began again, and Beverleys picture, now nearing completion, came in for criticism enough to have filled a volume. The good humour with which he received it amazed Annette. She had no proprietary interest in the painting beyond what she acquired from a growing regard for its parent (which disturbed her a good deal when she had time to think of it); but there were moments when only the recollection of her remorse for her previous outbreak kept her from rending the critic. Beverley, however, appeared to have no artistic sensitiveness whatsoever. When Sellers savaged the cat in a manner which should have brought the S.P.C.A. down upon him, Beverley merely beamed. His long-sufferingness was beyond Annettes comprehension.

She began to admire him for it.

To make his position as critic still more impregnable, Sellers was now able to speak as one having authority. After years of floundering, his luck seemed at last to have turned. His pictures, which for months had lain at an agents, careened like crippled battleships, had at length begun to find a market. Within the past two weeks three landscapes and an allegorical painting had sold for good prices; and under the influence of success he expanded like an opening floweret. When Epstein, the agent, wrote to say that the allegory had been purchased by a Glasgow plutocrat of the name of Bates for one hundred and sixty guineas, Sellers views on Philistines and their crass materialism and lack of taste underwent a marked modification. He spoke with some friendliness of the man Bates.

To me, said Beverley, when informed of the event by Annette, the matter has a deeper significance. It proves that Glasgow has at last produced a sober man. No drinker would have dared face that allegory. The whole business is very gratifying.

Beverley himself was progressing slowly in the field of Art. He had finished the Child and Cat, and had taken it to Epstein together with a letter of introduction from Sellers. Sellers habitual attitude now was that of the kindly celebrity who has arrived and wishes to give the youngsters a chance.

Since its departure Beverley had not done much in the way of actual execution. Whenever Annette came to his studio he was either sitting in a chair with his feet on the window-sill, smoking, or in the same attitude listening to Sellers views on art. Sellers being on the upgrade, a man with many pounds to his credit in the bank, had more leisure now. He had given up his advertisement work, and was planning a great canvas — another allegorical work. This left him free to devote a good deal of time to Beverley, and he did so. Beverley sat and smoked through his harangues. He may have been listening, or he may not. Annette listened once or twice, and the experience had the effect of sending her to Beverley, quivering with indignation.

Why do you let him patronize you like that? she demanded. If anybody came and talked to me like that about my music, Id — Id — I dont know what Id do. Yes, even if he were really a great musician.

Dont you consider Sellers a great artist, then, even now?

He seems to be able to sell his pictures, so I suppose they must be good; but nothing could give him the right to patronize you as he does.

My learned friends manner would be intolerable in an emperor to a black-beetle, quoted Beverley. Well, what are we going to do about it?

If only you could sell a picture, too!

Ah! Well, Ive done my part of the contract. Ive delivered the goods. There the thing is at Epsteins. The public cant blame me if it doesnt sell. All theyve got to do is to waltz in in their thousands and fight for it. And, by the way, talking of waltzes—

Oh, its finished, said Annette, dispiritedly. Published too, for that matter.

Published! Whats the matter, then? Why this drooping sadness? Why arent you running around the square, singing like a bird?

Because, said Annette, unfortunately, I had to pay the expenses of publication. It was only five pounds, but the sales havent caught up with that yet. If they ever do, perhaps therell be a new edition.

And will you have to pay for that?

No. The publishers would.

Who are they?

Grusczinsky and Buchterkirch.

Heavens, then what are you worrying about? The things a cert. A man with a name like Grusczinsky could sell a dozen editions by himself. Helped and inspired by Buchterkirch, he will make the waltz the talk of the country. Infants will croon it in their cots.

He didnt seem to think so when I saw him last.

Of course not. He doesnt know his own power. Grusczinskys shrinking diffidence is a by-word in musical circles. He is the genuine Human Violet. You must give him time.

Ill give him anything if hell only sell an edition or two, said Annette.

The outstanding thing was that he did. There seemed no particular reason why the sale of that waltz should not have been as small and as slow as that of any other waltz by an unknown composer. But almost without warning it expanded from a trickle into a flood. Grusczinsky, beaming paternally whenever Annette entered the shop — which was often — announced two new editions in a week. Beverley, his artistic growth still under a watchful eye of Sellers, said he had never had any doubts as to the success of the thing from the moment when a single phrase in it had so carried him away that he had been compelled to stamp his applause enthusiastically on the floor. Even Sellers forgot his own triumphs long enough to allow him to offer affable congratulations. And money came rolling in, smoothing the path of life.

Those were great days. There was a hat ...

Life, in short, was very full and splendid. There was, indeed, but one thing which kept it from being perfect. The usual drawback to success is that it annoys ones friends so; but in Annettes case this drawback was absent. Sellers demeanour towards her was that of an old-established inmate welcoming a novice into the Hall of Fame. Her pupils — worthy souls, though bone-headed — fawned upon her. Beverley seemed more pleased than anyone. Yet it was Beverley who prevented her paradise from being complete. Successful herself, she wanted all her friends to be successful; but Beverley, to her discomfort, remained a cheery failure, and worse, absolutely refused to snub Sellers. It was not as if Sellers advice and comments were disinterested. Beverley was simply the instrument on which he played his songs of triumph. It distressed Annette to such an extent that now, if she went upstairs and heard Sellers voice in the studio, she came down again without knocking.



One afternoon, sitting in her room, she heard the telephone-bell ring.

The telephone was on the stairs, just outside her door. She went out and took up the receiver.

Halloa! said a querulous voice. Is Mr Beverley there?

Annette remembered having heard him go out. She could always tell his footstep.

He is out, she said. Is there any message?

Yes, said the voice, emphatically. Tell him that Rupert Morrison rang up to ask what he was to do with all this great stack of music thats arrived. Does he want it forwarded on to him, or what? The voice was growing high and excited. Evidently Mr Morrison was in a state of nervous tension when a man does not care particularly who hears his troubles so long as he unburdens himself of them to someone.

Music? said Annette.

Music! shrilled Mr Morrison. Stacks and stacks and stacks of it. Is he playing a practical joke on me, or what? he demanded, hysterically. Plainly he had now come to regard Annette as a legitimate confidante. She was listening. That was the main point. He wanted someone — he did not care whom — who would listen. He lends me his rooms, wailed Mr Morrison, so that I can be perfectly quiet and undisturbed while I write my novel, and, first thing I know, this music starts to arrive. How can I be quiet and undisturbed when the floors littered two yards high with great parcels of music, and more coming every day?

Annette clung weakly to the telephone box. Her mind was in a whirl, but she was beginning to see many things.

Are you there? called Mr Morrison.

Yes. What — what firm does the music come from?

Whats that?

Who are the publishers who send the music?

I cant remember. Some long name. Yes, Ive got it. Grusczinsky and someone.

Ill tell Mr Beverley, said Annette, quietly. A great weight seemed to have settled on her head.

Halloa! Halloa! Are you there? came Mr Morrisons voice.

Yes?

And tell him there are some pictures, too.

Pictures?

Four great beastly pictures. The size of elephants. I tell you, there isnt room to move. And—

Annette hung up the receiver.



Mr Beverley, returned from his walk, was racing up the stairs three at a time in his energetic way, when, as he arrived at Annettes door, it opened.

Have you a minute to spare? said Annette.

Of course. Whats the trouble? Have they sold another edition of the waltz?

I have not heard, Mr — Bates.

For once she looked to see the cheerful composure of the man upstairs become ruffled; but he received the blow without agitation.

You know my name? he said.

I know a good deal more than your name. You are a Glasgow millionaire.

Its true, he admitted, but its hereditary. My father was one before me.

And you use your money, said Annette, bitterly, creating fools paradises for your friends, which last, I suppose, until you grow tired of the amusement and destroy them. Doesnt it ever strike you, Mr Bates, that its a little cruel? Do you think Mr Sellers will settle down again cheerfully to hack-work when you stop buying his pictures, and he finds out that — that—

I shant stop, said the young man. If a Glasgow millionaire maynt buy Sellers allegorical pictures, whose allegorical pictures may he buy? Sellers will never find out. Hell go on painting and Ill go on buying, and all will be joy and peace.

Indeed! And what future have you arranged for me?

You? he said, reflectively. I want to marry you.

Annette stiffened from head to foot. He met her blazing eyes with a look of quiet devotion.

Marry me?

I know what you are thinking, he said. Your mind is dwelling on the prospect of living in a house decorated throughout with Sellers allegorical pictures. But it wont be. Well store them in the attic.

She began to speak, but he interrupted her.

Listen! he said. Sit down and I will tell you the story of my life. Well skip the first twenty-eight years and three months, merely mentioning that for the greater part of that time I was looking for somebody just like you. A month and nine days ago I found you. You were crossing the Embankment. I was also on the Embankment. In a taxi. I stopped the taxi, got out, and observed you just stepping into the Charing Cross Underground. I sprang—

This does not interest me, said Annette.

The plot thickens, he assured her. We left our hero springing, I think. Just so. Well, you took the West End train and got off at Sloane Square. So did I. You crossed Sloane Square, turned up Kings Road, and finally arrived here. I followed. I saw a notice up, Studio to Let. I reflected that, having done a little painting in an amateur way, I could pose as an artist all right; so I took the studio. Also the name of Alan Beverley. My own is Bill Bates. I had often wondered what it would feel like to be called by some name like Alan Beverley or Cyril Trevelyan. It was simply the spin of the coin which decided me in favour of the former. Once in, the problem was how to get to know you. When I heard you playing I knew it was all right. I had only to keep knocking on the floor long enough—

Do — you — mean — to — tell — me — Annettes voice trembled do you mean to tell me that you knocked that time simply to make me come up?

That was it. Rather a scheme, dont you think? And now, would you mind telling me how you found out that I had been buying your waltz? Those remarks of yours about fools paradises were not inspired solely by the affairs of Sellers. But it beats me how you did it. I swore Rozinsky, or whatever his name is, to secrecy.

A Mr Morrison, sad Annette, indifferently, rang up on the telephone and asked me to tell you that he was greatly worried by the piles of music which were littering the rooms you lent him.

The young man burst into a roar of laughter.

Poor old Morrison! I forgot all about him. I lent him my rooms at the Albany. Hes writing a novel, and he cant work if the slightest thing goes wrong. It just shows—

Mr Bates!

Yes?

Perhaps you didnt intend to hurt me. I dare say you meant only to be kind. But — but — oh, cant you see how you have humiliated me? You have treated me like a child, giving me a make-believe success just to — just to keep me quiet, I suppose. You—

He was fumbling in his pocket.

May I read you a letter? he said.

A letter?

Quite a short one. It is from Epstein, the picture-dealer. This is what he says. Sir, meaning me, not Dear Bill, mind you — just Sir. I am glad to be able to inform you that I have this morning received an offer of ten guineas for your picture, Child and Cat. Kindly let me know if I am to dispose of it at this price.

Well? said Annette, in a small voice.

I have just been to Epsteins. It seems that the purchaser is a Miss Brown. She gave an address in Bayswater. I called at the address. No Miss Brown lives there, but one of your pupils does. I asked her if she was expecting a parcel for Miss Brown, and she said that she had had your letter and quite understood and would take it in when it arrived.

Annette was hiding her face in her hands.

Go away! she said, faintly.

Mr Bates moved a step nearer.

Do you remember that story of the people on the island who eked out a precarious livelihood by taking in one anothers washing? he asked, casually.

Go away! cried Annette.

Ive always thought, he said, that it must have drawn them very close together — made them feel rather attached to each other. Dont you?

Go away!

I dont want to go away. I want to stay and hear you say youll marry me.

Please go away! I want to think.

She heard him moving towards the door. He stopped, then went on again. The door closed quietly. Presently from the room above came the sound of footsteps — footsteps pacing monotonously to and fro like those of an animal in a cage.

Annette sat listening. There was no break in the footsteps.

Suddenly she got up. In one corner of the room was a long pole used for raising and lowering the window-sash. She took it, and for a moment stood irresolute. Then with a quick movement, she lifted it and stabbed three times at the ceiling.


SOMETHING TO WORRY ABOUT
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A GIRL STOOD on the shingle that fringes Millbourne Bay, gazing at the red roofs of the little village across the water. She was a pretty girl, small and trim. Just now some secret sorrow seemed to be troubling her, for on her forehead were wrinkles and in her eyes a look of wistfulness. She had, in fact, all the distinguishing marks of one who is thinking of her sailor lover.

But she was not. She had no sailor lover. What she was thinking of was that at about this time they would be lighting up the shop-windows in London, and that of all the deadly, depressing spots she had ever visited this village of Millbourne was the deadliest.

The evening shadows deepened. The incoming tide glistened oilily as it rolled over the mud flats. She rose and shivered.

Goo! What a hole! she said, eyeing the unconscious village morosely. What a hole!



This was Sally Prestons first evening in Millbourne. She had arrived by the afternoon train from London — not of her own free will. Left to herself, she would not have come within sixty miles of the place. London supplied all that she demanded from life. She had been born in London; she had lived there ever since — she hoped to die there. She liked fogs, motor-buses, noise, policemen, paper-boys, shops, taxi-cabs, artificial light, stone pavements, houses in long, grey rows, mud, banana-skins, and moving-picture exhibitions. Especially moving-picture exhibitions. It was, indeed, her taste for these that had caused her banishment to Millbourne.

The great public is not yet unanimous on the subject of moving-picture exhibitions. Sally, as I have said, approved of them. Her father, on the other hand, did not. An austere ex-butler, who let lodgings in Ebury Street and preached on Sundays in Hyde Park, he looked askance at the movies. It was his boast that he had never been inside a theatre in his life, and he classed cinema palaces with theatres as wiles of the devil. Sally, suddenly unmasked as an habitual frequenter of these abandoned places, sprang with one bound into prominence as the Bad Girl of the Family. Instant removal from the range of temptation being the only possible plan, it seemed to Mr Preston that a trip to the country was indicated.

He selected Millbourne because he had been butler at the Hall there, and because his sister Jane, who had been a parlour-maid at the Rectory, was now married and living in the village.

Certainly he could not have chosen a more promising reformatory for Sally. Here, if anywhere, might she forget the heady joys of the cinema. Tucked away in the corner of its little bay, which an accommodating island converts into a still lagoon, Millbourne lies dozing. In all sleepy Hampshire there is no sleepier spot. It is a place of calm-eyed men and drowsy dogs. Things crumble away and are not replaced. Tradesmen book orders, and then lose interest and forget to deliver the goods. Only centenarians die, and nobody worries about anything — or did not until Sally came and gave them something to worry about.



Next door to Sallys Aunt Jane, in a cosy little cottage with a wonderful little garden, lived Thomas Kitchener, a large, grave, self-sufficing young man, who, by sheer application to work, had become already, though only twenty-five, second gardener at the Hall. Gardening absorbed him. When he was not working at the Hall he was working at home. On the morning following Sallys arrival, it being a Thursday and his day off, he was crouching in a constrained attitude in his garden, every fibre of his being concentrated on the interment of a plump young bulb. Consequently, when a chunk of mud came sailing over the fence, he did not notice it.

A second, however, compelled attention by bursting like a shell on the back of his neck. He looked up, startled. Nobody was in sight. He was puzzled. It could hardly be raining mud. Yet the alternative theory, that someone in the next garden was throwing it, was hardly less bizarre. The nature of his friendship with Sallys Aunt Jane and old Mr Williams, her husband, was comfortable rather than rollicking. It was inconceivable that they should be flinging clods at him.

As he stood wondering whether he should go to the fence and look over, or simply accept the phenomenon as one of those things which no fellow can understand, there popped up before him the head and shoulders of a girl. Poised in her right hand was a third clod, which, seeing that there was now no need for its services, she allowed to fall to the ground.

Halloa! she said. Good morning.

She was a pretty girl, small and trim. Tom was by way of being the strong, silent man with a career to think of and no time for bothering about girls, but he saw that. There was, moreover, a certain alertness in her expression rarely found in the feminine population of Millbourne, who were apt to be slightly bovine.

What do you think youre messing about at? she said, affably.

Tom was a slow-minded young man, who liked to have his thoughts well under control before he spoke. He was not one of your gay rattlers. Besides, there was something about this girl which confused him to an extraordinary extent. He was conscious of new and strange emotions. He stood staring silently.

Whats your name, anyway?

He could answer that. He did so.

Oh! Mines Sally Preston. Mrs Williams is my aunt. Ive come from London.

Tom had no remarks to make about London.

Have you lived here all your life?

Yes, said Tom.

My goodness! Dont you ever feel fed up? Dont you want a change?

Tom considered the point.

No, he said.

Well, I do. I want one now.

Its a nice place, hazarded Tom.

Its nothing of the sort. Its the beastliest hole in existence. Its absolutely chronic. Perhaps you wonder why Im here. Dont think I wanted to come here. Not me! I was sent. It was like this. She gave him a rapid summary of her troubles. There! Dont you call it a bit thick? she concluded.

Tom considered this point, too.

You must make the best of it, he said, at length.

I wont! Ill make father take me back.

Tom considered this point also. Rarely, if ever, had he been given so many things to think about in one morning.

How? he inquired, at length.

I dont know. Ill find some way. You see if I dont. Ill get away from here jolly quick, I give you my word.

Tom bent low over a rose-bush. His face was hidden, but the brown of his neck seemed to take on a richer hue, and his ears were undeniably crimson. His feet moved restlessly, and from his unseen mouth there proceeded the first gallant speech his lips had ever framed. Merely considered as a speech, it was, perhaps, nothing wonderful; but from Tom it was a miracle of chivalry and polish.

What he said was: I hope not.

And instinct telling him that he had made his supreme effort, and that anything further must be bathos, he turned abruptly and stalked into his cottage, where he drank tea and ate bacon and thought chaotic thoughts. And when his appetite declined to carry him more than half-way through the third rasher, he understood. He was in love.

These strong, silent men who mean to be head-gardeners before they are thirty, and eliminate woman from their lives as a dangerous obstacle to the successful career, pay a heavy penalty when they do fall in love. The average irresponsible young man who has hung about North Street on Saturday nights, walked through the meadows and round by the mill and back home past the creek on Sunday afternoons, taken his seat in the brake for the annual outing, shuffled his way through the polka at the tradesmens ball, and generally seized all legitimate opportunities for sporting with Amaryllis in the shade, has a hundred advantages which your successful careerer lacks. There was hardly a moment during the days which followed when Tom did not regret his neglected education.

For he was not Sallys only victim in Millbourne. That was the trouble. Her beauty was not of that elusive type which steals imperceptibly into the vision of the rare connoisseur. It was sudden and compelling. It hit you. Bright brown eyes beneath a mass of fair hair, a determined little chin, a slim figure — these are disturbing things; and the youths of peaceful Millbourne sat up and took notice as one youth. Throw your mind back to the last musical comedy you saw. Recall the leading ladys song with chorus of young men, all proffering devotion simultaneously in a neat row. Well, that was how the lads of the village comported themselves towards Sally.

Mr and Mrs Williams, till then a highly-esteemed but little-frequented couple, were astonished at the sudden influx of visitors. The cottage became practically a salon. There was not an evening when the little sitting-room looking out on the garden was not packed. It is true that the conversation lacked some of the sparkle generally found in the better class of salon. To be absolutely accurate, there was hardly any conversation. The youths of Melbourne were sturdy and honest. They were the backbone of England. England, in her hour of need, could have called upon them with the comfortable certainty that, unless they happened to be otherwise engaged, they would leap to her aid.

But they did not shine at small-talk. Conversationally they were a spent force after they had asked Mr Williams how his rheumatism was. Thereafter they contented themselves with sitting massively about in corners, glowering at each other. Still, it was all very jolly and sociable, and helped to pass the long evenings. And, as Mrs Williams pointed out, in reply to some rather strong remarks from Mr Williams on the subject of packs of young fools who made it impossible for a man to get a quiet smoke in his own home, it kept them out of the public-houses.

Tom Kitchener, meanwhile, observed the invasion with growing dismay. Shyness barred him from the evening gatherings, and what was going on in that house, with young bloods like Ted Pringle, Albert Parsons, Arthur Brown, and Joe Blossom (to name four of the most assiduous) exercising their fascinations at close range, he did not like to think. Again and again he strove to brace himself up to join the feasts of reason and flows of soul which he knew were taking place nightly around the object of his devotions, but every time he failed. Habit is a terrible thing; it shackles the strongest, and Tom had fallen into the habit of inquiring after Mr Williams rheumatism over the garden fence first thing in the morning.

It was a civil, neighbourly thing to do, but it annihilated the only excuse he could think of for looking in at night. He could not help himself. It was like some frightful scourge — the morphine habit, or something of that sort. Every morning he swore to himself that nothing would induce him to mention the subject of rheumatism, but no sooner had the stricken old gentlemans head appeared above the fence than out it came.

Morning, Mr Williams.

Morning, Tom.

Pause, indicative of a strong man struggling with himself; then:

Hows the rheumatism, Mr Williams?

Better, thankee, Tom.

And there he was, with his guns spiked.

However, he did not give up. He brought to his wooing the same determination which had made him second gardener at the Hall at twenty-five. He was a novice at the game, but instinct told him that a good line of action was to shower gifts. He did so. All he had to shower was vegetables, and he showered them in a way that would have caused the goddess Ceres to be talked about. His garden became a perfect crater, erupting vegetables. Why vegetables? I think I hear some heckler cry. Why not flowers — fresh, fair, fragrant flowers? You can do a lot with flowers. Girls love them. There is poetry in them. And, what is more, there is a recognized language of flowers. Shoot in a rose, or a calceolaria, or an herbaceous border, or something, I gather, and you have made a formal proposal of marriage without any of the trouble of rehearsing a long speech and practising appropriate gestures in front of your bedroom looking-glass. Why, then, did not Thomas Kitchener give Sally Preston flowers? Well, you see, unfortunately, it was now late autumn, and there were no flowers. Nature had temporarily exhausted her floral blessings, and was jogging along with potatoes and artichokes and things. Love is like that. It invariably comes just at the wrong time. A few months before there had been enough roses in Tom Kitcheners garden to win the hearts of a dozen girls. Now there were only vegetables, Twas ever thus.

It was not to be expected that a devotion so practically displayed should escape comment. This was supplied by that shrewd observer, old Mr Williams. He spoke seriously to Tom across the fence on the subject of his passion.

Young Tom, he said, drop it.

Tom muttered unintelligibly. Mr Williams adjusted the top-hat without which he never stirred abroad, even into his garden. He blinked benevolently at Tom.

Youre making up to that young gal of Janes, he proceeded. You cant deceive me. All these ptaties, and what not. I seen your game fast enough. Just you drop it, young Tom.

Why? muttered Tom, rebelliously. A sudden distaste for old Mr Williams blazed within him.

Why? Cos youll only burn your fingers if you dont, thats why. I been watching this young gal of Janes, and I seen what sort of a young gal she be. Shes a flipperty piece, thats what she be. You marry that young gal, Tom, and youll never have no more quiet and happiness. Shed just take and turn the place upsy-down on you. The man as marries that young gal has got to be master in his own home. Hes got to show her whats what. Now, you aint got the devil in you to do that, Tom. Youre what I might call a sort of a sheep. I admires it in you, Tom. I like to see a young man steady and quiet, same as what you be. So thats how it is, you see. Just you drop this foolishness, young Tom, and leave that young gal be, else youll burn your fingers, same as what I say.

And, giving his top-hat a rakish tilt, the old gentleman ambled indoors, satisfied that he had dropped a guarded hint in a pleasant and tactful manner.

It is to be supposed that this interview stung Tom to swift action. Otherwise, one cannot explain why he should not have been just as reticent on the subject nearest his heart when bestowing on Sally the twenty-seventh cabbage as he had been when administering the hundred and sixtieth potato. At any rate, the fact remains that, as that fateful vegetable changed hands across the fence, something resembling a proposal of marriage did actually proceed from him. As a sustained piece of emotional prose it fell short of the highest standard. Most of it was lost at the back of his throat, and what did emerge was mainly inaudible. However, as she distinctly caught the word love twice, and as Tom was shuffling his feet and streaming with perspiration, and looking everywhere at once except at her, Sally grasped the situation. Whereupon, without any visible emotion, she accepted him.

Tom had to ask her to repeat her remark. He could not believe his luck. It is singular how diffident a normally self-confident man can become, once he is in love. When Colonel Milvery, of the Hall, had informed him of his promotion to the post of second gardener, Tom had demanded no encore. He knew his worth. He was perfectly aware that he was a good gardener, and official recognition of the fact left him gratified, but unperturbed. But this affair of Sally was quite another matter. It had revolutionized his standards of value — forced him to consider himself as a man, entirely apart from his skill as a gardener. And until this moment he had had grave doubt as to whether, apart from his skill as a gardener, he amounted to much.

He was overwhelmed. He kissed Sally across the fence humbly. Sally, for her part, seemed very unconcerned about it all. A more critical man than Thomas Kitchener might have said that, to all appearances, the thing rather bored Sally.

Dont tell anybody just yet, she stipulated.

Tom would have given much to be allowed to announce his triumph defiantly to old Mr Williams, to say nothing of making a considerable noise about it in the village; but her wish was law, and he reluctantly agreed.



There are moments in a mans life when, however enthusiastic a gardener he may be, his soul soars above vegetables. Toms shot with a jerk into the animal kingdom. The first present he gave Sally in his capacity of fiance was a dog.

It was a half-grown puppy with long legs and a long tail, belonging to no one species, but generously distributing itself among about six. Sally loved it, and took it with her wherever she went. And on one of these rambles down swooped Constable Cobb, the village policeman, pointing out that, contrary to regulations, the puppy had no collar.

It is possible that a judicious meekness on Sallys part might have averted disaster. Mr Cobb was human, and Sally was looking particularly attractive that morning. Meekness, however, did not come easily to Sally. In a speech which began as argument and ended (Mr Cobb proving solid and unyielding) as pure cheek, she utterly routed the constable. But her victory was only a moral one, for as she turned to go Mr Cobb, dull red and puffing slightly, was already entering particulars of the affair in his note-book, and Sally knew that the last word was with him.

On her way back she met Tom Kitchener. He was looking very tough and strong, and at the sight of him a half-formed idea, which she had regretfully dismissed as impracticable, of assaulting Constable Cobb, returned to her in an amended form. Tom did not know it, but the reason why she smiled so radiantly upon him at that moment was that she had just elected him to the post of hired assassin. While she did not want Constable Cobb actually assassinated, she earnestly desired him to have his helmet smashed down over his eyes; and it seemed to her that Tom was the man to do it.

She poured out her grievance to him and suggested her scheme. She even elaborated it.

Why shouldnt you wait for him one night and throw him into the creek? It isnt deep, and its jolly muddy.

Um! said Tom, doubtfully.

It would just teach him, she pointed out.

But the prospect of undertaking the higher education of the police did not seem to appeal to Tom. In his heart he rather sympathized with Constable Cobb. He saw the policemans point of view. It is all very well to talk, but when you are stationed in a sleepy village where no one ever murders, or robs, or commits arson, or even gets drunk and disorderly in the street, a puppy without a collar is simply a godsend. A man must look out for himself.

He tried to make this side of the question clear to Sally, but failed signally. She took a deplorable view of his attitude.

I might have known youd have been afraid, she said, with a contemptuous jerk of her chin. Good morning.

Tom flushed. He knew he had never been afraid of anything in his life, except her; but nevertheless the accusation stung. And as he was still afraid of her he stammered as he began to deny the charge.

Oh, leave off! said Sally, irritably. Suck a lozenge.

Im not afraid, said Tom, condensing his remarks to their minimum as his only chance of being intelligible.

You are.

Im not. Its just that I—

A nasty gleam came into Sallys eyes. Her manner was haughty.

It doesnt matter. She paused. Ive no doubt Ted Pringle will do what I want.

For all her contempt, she could not keep a touch of uneasiness from her eyes as she prepared to make her next remark. There was a look about Toms set jaw which made her hesitate. But her temper had run away with her, and she went on.

I am sure he will, she said. When we became engaged he said that he would do anything for me.

There are some speeches that are such conversational knockout blows that one can hardly believe that life will ever pick itself up and go on again after them. Yet it does. The dramatist brings down the curtain on such speeches. The novelist blocks his readers path with a zareba of stars. But in life there are no curtains, no stars, nothing final and definite — only ragged pauses and discomfort. There was such a pause now.

What do you mean? said Tom at last. You promised to marry me.

I know I did — and I promised to marry Ted Pringle!

That touch of panic which she could not wholly repress, the panic that comes to everyone when a situation has run away with them like a strange, unmanageable machine, infused a shade too much of the defiant into Sallys manner. She had wished to be cool, even casual, but she was beginning to be afraid. Why, she could not have said. Certainly she did not anticipate violence on Toms part. Perhaps that was it. Perhaps it was just because he was so quiet that she was afraid. She had always looked on him contemptuously as an amiable, transparent lout, and now he was puzzling her. She got an impression of something formidable behind his stolidity, something that made her feel mean and insignificant.

She fought against the feeling, but it gripped her; and, in spite of herself, she found her voice growing shrill and out of control.

I promised to marry Ted Pringle, and I promised to marry Joe Blossom, and I promised to marry Albert Parsons. And I was going to promise to marry Arthur Brown and anybody else who asked me. So now you know! I told you Id make father take me back to London. Well, when he hears that Ive promised to marry four different men, I bet hell have me home by the first train.

She stopped. She had more to say, but she could not say it. She stood looking at him. And he looked at her. His face was grey and his mouth oddly twisted. Silence seemed to fall on the whole universe.

Sally was really afraid now, and she knew it. She was feeling very small and defenceless in an extremely alarming world. She could not have said what it was that had happened to her. She only knew that life had become of a sudden very vivid, and that her ideas as to what was amusing had undergone a striking change. A mans development is a slow and steady process of the years — a womans a thing of an instant. In the silence which followed her words Sally had grown up.

Tom broke the silence.

Is that true? he said.

His voice made her start. He had spoken quietly, but there was a new note in it, strange to her. Just as she could not have said what it was that had happened to her, so now she could not have said what had happened to Tom. He, too, had changed, but how she did not know. Yet the explanation was simple. He also had, in a sense, grown up. He was no longer afraid of her.

He stood thinking. Hours seemed to pass.

Come along! he said, at last, and he began to move off down the road.

Sally followed. The possibility of refusing did not enter her mind.

Where are you going? she asked. It was unbearable, this silence.

He did not answer.

In this fashion, he leading, she following, they went down the road into a lane, and through a gate into a field. They passed into a second field, and as they did so Sallys heart gave a leap. Ted Pringle was there.

Ted Pringle was a big young man, bigger even than Tom Kitchener, and, like Tom, he was of silent habit. He eyed the little procession inquiringly, but spoke no word. There was a pause.

Ted, said Tom, theres been a mistake.

He stepped quickly to Sallys side, and the next moment he had swung her off her feet and kissed her.

To the type of mind that Millbourne breeds, actions speak louder than words, and Ted Pringle, who had gaped, gaped no more. He sprang forward, and Tom, pushing Sally aside, turned to meet him.

I cannot help feeling a little sorry for Ted Pringle. In the light of what happened, I could wish that it were possible to portray him as a hulking brute of evil appearance and worse morals — the sort of person concerning whom one could reflect comfortably that he deserved all he got. I should like to make him an unsympathetic character, over whose downfall the reader would gloat. But honesty compels me to own that Ted was a thoroughly decent young man in every way. He was a good citizen, a dutiful son, and would certainly have made an excellent husband. Furthermore, in the dispute on hand he had right on his side fully as much as Tom. The whole affair was one of those elemental clashings of man and man where the historian cannot sympathize with either side at the expense of the other, but must confine himself to a mere statement of what occurred. And, briefly, what occurred was that Tom, bringing to the fray a pent-up fury which his adversary had had no time to generate, fought Ted to a complete standstill in the space of two minutes and a half.

Sally had watched the proceedings, sick and horrified. She had never seen men fight before, and the terror of it overwhelmed her. Her vanity received no pleasant stimulation from the thought that it was for her sake that this storm had been let loose. For the moment her vanity was dead, stunned by collision with the realities. She found herself watching in a dream. She saw Ted fall, rise, fall again, and lie where he had fallen; and then she was aware that Tom was speaking.

Come along!

She hung back. Ted was lying very still. Gruesome ideas presented themselves. She had just accepted them as truth when Ted wriggled. He wriggled again. Then he sat up suddenly, looked at her with unseeing eyes, and said something in a thick voice. She gave a little sob of relief. It was ghastly, but not so ghastly as what she had been imagining.

Somebody touched her arm. Tom was by her side, grim and formidable. He was wiping blood from his face.

Come along!

She followed him without a word. And presently, behold, in another field, whistling meditatively and regardless of impending ill, Albert Parsons.

In everything that he did Tom was a man of method. He did not depart from his chosen formula.

Albert, he said, theres been a mistake.

And Albert gaped, as Ted had gaped.

Tom kissed Sally with the gravity of one performing a ritual.

The uglinesses of life, as we grow accustomed to them, lose their power to shock, and there is no doubt that Sally looked with a different eye upon this second struggle. She was conscious of a thrill of excitement, very different from the shrinking horror which had seized her before. Her stunned vanity began to tingle into life again. The fight was raging furiously over the trampled turf, and quite suddenly, as she watched, she was aware that her heart was with Tom.

It was no longer two strange brutes fighting in a field. It was her man battling for her sake.

She desired overwhelmingly that he should win, that he should not be hurt, that he should sweep triumphantly over Albert Parsons as he had swept over Ted Pringle.

Unfortunately, it was evident, even to her, that he was being hurt, and that he was very far from sweeping triumphantly over Albert Parsons. He had not allowed himself time to recover from his first battle, and his blows were slow and weary. Albert, moreover, was made of sterner stuff than Ted. Though now a peaceful tender of cows, there had been a time in his hot youth when, travelling with a circus, he had fought, week in, week out, relays of just such rustic warriors as Tom. He knew their methods — their headlong rushes, their swinging blows. They were the merest commonplaces of life to him. He slipped Tom, he side-stepped Tom, he jabbed Tom; he did everything to Tom that a trained boxer can do to a reckless novice, except knock the fight out of him, until presently, through the sheer labour of hitting, he, too, grew weary.

Now, in the days when Albert Parsons had fought whole families of Toms in an evening, he had fought in rounds, with the boss holding the watch, and half-minute rests, and water to refresh him, and all orderly and proper. Today there were no rounds, no rests, no water, and the peaceful tending of cows had caused flesh to grow where there had been only muscle. Toms headlong rushes became less easy to side-step, his swinging blows more difficult than the scientific counter that shot out to check them. As he tired Tom seemed to regain strength. The tide of the battle began to ebb. He clinched, and Tom threw him off. He feinted, and while he was feinting Tom was on him. It was the climax of the battle — the last rally. Down went Albert, and stayed down. Physically, he was not finished; but in his mind a question had framed itself — the question. Was it worth it? — and he was answering, No. There were other girls in the world. No girl was worth all this trouble.

He did not rise.

Come along! said Tom.

He spoke thickly. His breath was coming in gasps. He was a terrible spectacle, but Sally was past the weaker emotions. She was back in the Stone Age, and her only feeling was one of passionate pride. She tried to speak. She struggled to put all she felt into words, but something kept her dumb, and she followed him in silence.

In the lane outside his cottage, down by the creek, Joe Blossom was clipping a hedge. The sound of footsteps made him turn.

He did not recognize Tom till he spoke.

Joe, theres been a mistake, said Tom.

Been a gunpowder explosion, more like, said Joe, a simple, practical man. What you been doin to your face?

Shes going to marry me, Joe.

Joe eyed Sally inquiringly.

Eh? You promised to marry me.

She promised to marry all of us. You, me, Ted Pringle, and Albert Parsons.

Promised — to — marry — all — of — us!

Thats where the mistake was. Shes only going to marry me. I — Ive arranged it with Ted and Albert, and now Ive come to explain to you, Joe.

You promised to marry — !

The colossal nature of Sallys deceit was plainly troubling Joe Blossom. He expelled his breath in a long note of amazement. Then he summed up.

Why youre nothing more nor less than a Joshua!

The years that had passed since Joe had attended the village Sunday-school had weakened his once easy familiarity with the characters of the Old Testament. It is possible that he had somebody else in his mind.

Tom stuck doggedly to his point.

You cant marry her, Joe.

Joe Blossom raised his shears and clipped a protruding branch. The point under discussion seemed to have ceased to interest him.

Who wants to? he said. Good riddance!

They went down the lane. Silence still brooded over them. The words she wanted continued to evade her.

They came to a grassy bank. Tom sat down. He was feeling unutterably tired.

Tom!

He looked up. His mind was working dizzily.

Youre going to marry me, he muttered.

She sat down beside him.

I know, she said. Tom, dear, lay your head on my lap and go to sleep.

If this story proves anything (beyond the advantage of being in good training when you fight), it proves that you cannot get away from the moving pictures even in a place like Millbourne; for as Sally sat there, nursing Tom, it suddenly struck her that this was the very situation with which that Romance of the Middle Ages film ended. You know the one I mean. Sir Percival Ye Something (which has slipped my memory for the moment) goes out after the Holy Grail; meets damsel in distress; overcomes her persecutors; rescues her; gets wounded, and is nursed back to life in her arms. Sally had seen it a dozen times. And every time she had reflected that the days of romance are dead, and that that sort of thing cant happen nowadays.


DEEP WATERS
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HISTORIANS OF THE social life of the later Roman Empire speak of a certain young man of Ariminum, who would jump into rivers and swim in em. When his friends said, You fish! he would answer, Oh, pish! Fish cant swim like me, theyve no vim in em.

Just such another was George Barnert Callender.

On land, in his land clothes, George was a young man who excited little remark. He looked very much like other young men. He was much about the ordinary height. His carriage suggested the possession of an ordinary amount of physical strength. Such was George — on shore. But remove his clothes, drape him in a bathing-suit, and insert him in the water, and instantly, like the gentleman in The Tempest, he suffered a sea-change into something rich and strange. Other men puffed, snorted, and splashed. George passed through the ocean with the silent dignity of a torpedo. Other men swallowed water, here a mouthful, there a pint, anon, maybe, a quart or so, and returned to the shore like foundering derelicts. Georges mouth had all the exclusiveness of a fashionable club. His breast-stroke was a thing to see and wonder at. When he did the crawl, strong men gasped. When he swam on his back, you felt that that was the only possible method of progression.

George came to Marvis Bay at about five oclock one evening in July. Marvis Bay has a well-established reputation as a summer resort, and, while not perhaps in every respect the paradise which the excitable writer of the local guide-book asserts it to be, on the whole it earns its reputation. Its sands are smooth and firm, sloping almost imperceptibly into the ocean. There is surf for those who like it, and smoother water beyond for those whose ideals in bathing are not confined to jumping up and down on a given jelly-fish. At the northern end of the beach there is a long pier. It was to this that George made his way on his arrival.

It was pleasant on the pier. Once you had passed the initial zareba of fruit stands, souvenir stands, ice-cream stands, and the lair of the enthusiast whose aim in life it was to sell you picture post-cards, and had won through to the long walk where the seats were, you were practically alone with Nature. At this hour of the day the place was deserted; George had it to himself. He strolled slowly along. The water glittered under the sun-rays, breaking into a flurry of white foam as it reached the beach. A cool breeze blew. The whole scenic arrangements were a great improvement on the stuffy city he had left. Not that George had come to Marvis Bay with the single aim of finding an antidote to metropolitan stuffiness. There was a more important reason. In three days Marvis Bay was to be the scene of the production of Fates Footballs, a comedy in four acts by G. Barnert Callender. For George, though you would not have suspected it from his exterior, was one of those in whose cerebra the grey matter splashes restlessly about, producing strong curtains and crisp dialogue. The company was due at Marvis Bay on the following evening for the last spasm of rehearsals.

Georges mind, as he paced the pier, was divided between the beauties of Nature and the forthcoming crisis in his affairs in the ratio of one-eighth to the former and seven-eighths to the latter. At the moment when he had left London, thoroughly disgusted with the entire theatrical world in general and the company which was rehearsing Fates Footballs in particular, rehearsals had just reached that stage of brisk delirium when the author toys with his bottle of poison and the stage-manager becomes icily polite. The Footpills — as Arthur Mifflin, the leading juvenile in the great play, insisted upon calling it, much to Georges disapproval — was his first piece. Never before had he been in one of those kitchens where many cooks prepare, and sometimes spoil, the theatrical broth. Consequently the chaos seemed to him unique. Had he been a more experienced dramatist, he would have said to himself, Twas ever thus. As it was, what he said to himself — and others — was more forcible.

He was trying to dismiss the whole thing from his mind — a feat which had hitherto proved beyond his powers — when Fate, in an unusually kindly mood, enabled him to do so in a flash by presenting to his jaundiced gaze what, on consideration, he decided was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. When a mans afraid, shrewdly sings the bard, a beautiful maid is a cheering sight to see. In the present instance the sight acted on George like a tonic. He forgot that the lady to whom an injudicious management had assigned the role of heroine in Fates Footballs invariably — no doubt from the best motives — omitted to give the cynical roue his cue for the big speech in Act III. His mind no longer dwelt on the fact that Arthur Mifflin, an estimable person in private life, and one who had been a friend of his at Cambridge, preferred to deliver the impassioned lines of the great renunciation scene in a manner suggesting a small boy (and a sufferer from nasal catarrh at that) speaking a piece at a Sunday-school treat. The recollection of the hideous depression and gloom which the leading comedian had radiated in great clouds fled from him like some grisly nightmare before the goddess of day. Every cell in his brain was occupied, to the exclusion of all other thoughts, by the girl swimming in the water below.

She swam well. His practised eye saw that. Her strong, easy strokes carried her swiftly over the swell of the waves. He stared, transfixed. He was a well-brought-up young man, and he knew how ill-bred it was to stare; but this was a special occasion. Ordinary rules of conventional etiquette could not apply to a case like this. He stared. More, he gaped. As the girl passed on into the shadow of the pier he leaned farther over the rail, and his neck extended in joints like a telescope.

At this point the girl turned to swim on her back. Her eyes met his. Hers were deep and clear; his, bulging. For what seemed an eternity to George, she continued to look at him. Then, turning over again, she shot past under the pier.

Georges neck was now at its full stretch. No power of will or muscle could add another yard to it. Realizing this, he leaned farther over the rail, and farther still. His hat slid from his hand. He grabbed at it, and, over-balancing, fell with a splash into the water.

Now, in ordinary circumstances, to fall twelve feet into the ocean with all his clothes on would have incommoded George little. He would hardly have noticed it. He would have swum to shore with merely a feeling of amused self-reproach akin to that of the man who absent-mindedly walks into a lamp-post in the street. When, therefore, he came to the surface he prepared without agitation to strike out in his usual bold fashion. At this moment, however, two hands, grasping him beneath the arms, lifted his head still farther from the waves, and a voice in his ear said, Keep still; dont struggle. Theres no danger.

George did not struggle. His brain, working with the cool rapidity of a buzz-saw in an ice-box, had planned a line of action. Few things are more difficult in this world for a young man than the securing of an introduction to the right girl under just the right conditions. When he is looking his best he is presented to her in the midst of a crowd, and is swept away after a rapid hand-shake. When there is no crowd he has toothache, or the sun has just begun to make his nose peel. Thousands of young lives have been saddened in this manner.

How different was Georges case! By this simple accident, he reflected, as, helping the good work along with an occasional surreptitious leg-stroke, he was towed shorewards, there had been formed an acquaintanceship, if nothing more, which could not lightly be broken. A girl who has saved a man from drowning cannot pass him by next day with a formal bow. And what a girl, too! There had been a time, in extreme youth, when his feminine ideal was the sort of girl who has fuzzy, golden hair, and drops things. Indeed in his first year at the University he had said — and written — as much to one of the type, the episode concluding with a strong little drama, in which a wrathful, cheque-signing father had starred, supported by a subdued, misogynistic son. Which things, aided by the march of time, had turned Georges tastes towards the healthy, open-air girl, who did things instead of dropping them.

The pleasantest functions must come to an end sooner or later; and in due season George felt his heels grate on the sand. His preserver loosed her hold. They stood up and faced each other. George began to express his gratitude as best he could — it was not easy to find neat, convincing sentences on the spur of the moment — but she cut him short.

Of course, it was nothing. Nothing at all, she said, brushing the sea-water from her eyes. It was just lucky I happened to be there.

It was splendid, said the infatuated dramatist. It was magnificent. It—

He saw that she was smiling.

Youre very wet, she said.

George glanced down at his soaked clothes. It had been a nice suit once.

Hadnt you better hurry back and change into something dry?

Looking round about him, George perceived that sundry of the inquisitive were swooping down, with speculation in their eyes. It was time to depart.

Have you far to go?

Not far. Im staying at the Beach View Hotel.

Why, so am I. I hope we shall meet again.

We shall, said George confidently.

How did you happen to fall in?

I was — er — I was looking at something in the water.

I thought you were, said the girl, quietly.

George blushed.

I know, he said, it was abominably rude of me to stare like that; but—

You should learn to swim, interrupted the girl. I cant understand why every boy in the country isnt made to learn to swim before hes ten years old. And it isnt a bit difficult, really. I could teach you in a week.

The struggle between George and Georges conscience was brief. The conscience, weak by nature and flabby from long want of exercise, had no sort of chance from the start.

I wish you would, said George. And with those words he realized that he had definitely committed himself to his hypocritical role. Till that moment explanation would have been difficult, but possible. Now it was impossible.

I will, said the girl. Ill start tomorrow if you like. She waded into the water.

Well talk it over at the hotel, she said, hastily. Here comes a crowd of horrid people. Im going to swim out again.

She hurried into deeper water, while George, turning, made his way through a growing throng of goggling spectators. Of the fifteen who got within speaking distance of him, six told him that he was wet. The other nine asked him if he had fallen.



Her name was Vaughan, and she was visiting Marvis Bay in company with an aunt. So much George ascertained from the management of the hotel. Later, after dinner, meeting both ladies on the esplanade, he gleaned further information — to wit, that her first name was Mary, that her aunt was glad to make his acquaintance, liked Marvis Bay but preferred Trouville, and thought it was getting a little chilly and would go indoors.

The elimination of the third factor had a restorative effect upon Georges conversation, which had begun to languish. In feminine society as a rule he was apt to be constrained, but with Mary Vaughan it was different. Within a couple of minutes he was pouring out his troubles. The cue-withholding leading lady, the stick-like Mifflin, the funereal comedian — up they all came, and she, gently sympathetic, was endeavouring, not without success, to prove to him that things were not so bad as they seemed.

Its sure to be all right on the night, she said.

How rare is the combination of beauty and intelligence! George thought he had never heard such a clear-headed, well-expressed remark.

I suppose it will, he said, but they were very bad when I left. Mifflin, for instance. He seems to think Nature intended him for a Napoleon of Advertising. He has a bee in his bonnet about booming the piece. Sits up at nights, when he ought to be sleeping or studying his part, thinking out new schemes for advertising the show. And the comedian. His speciality is drawing me aside and asking me to write in new scenes for him. I couldnt stand it any longer. I just came away and left them to fight it out among themselves.

Im sure you have no need to worry. A play with such a good story is certain to succeed.

George had previously obliged with a brief description of the plot of The Footpills.

Did you like the story? he said, tenderly.

I thought it was fine.

How sympathetic you are! cooed George, glutinously, edging a little closer. Do you know—

Shall we be going back to the hotel? said the girl.



Those noisome creatures, the hired murderers of Fates Footpills, descended upon Marvis Bay early next afternoon, and George, meeting them at the station, in reluctant pursuance of a promise given to Arthur Mifflin, felt moodily that, if only they could make their acting one-half as full of colour as their clothes, the play would be one of the most pronounced successes of modern times. In the forefront gleamed, like the white plumes of Navarre, the light flannel suit of Arthur Mifflin, the woodenest juvenile in captivity.

His woodenness was, however, confined to stage rehearsals. It may be mentioned that, once the run of a piece had begun, he was sufficiently volatile, and in private life he was almost excessively so — a fact which had been noted at an early date by the keen-eyed authorities of his University, the discovery leading to his tearing himself away from Alma Mater by request with some suddenness. He was a long, slender youth, with green eyes, jet-black hair, and a passionate fondness for the sound of his own voice.

Well, here we are, he said, kicking breezily at Georges leg with his cane.

I saw you, said George, coldly, side-stepping.

The whole team, continued Mr Mifflin; all bright, bonny, and trained to the minute.

What happened after I left? George asked. Has anybody begun to act yet? Or are they waiting till the dress-rehearsal?

The rehearsals, admitted Mr Mifflin, handsomely, werent perfect; but you wait. Itll be all right on the night.

George thought he had never heard such a futile, vapid remark.

Besides, said Mr Mifflin, I have an idea which will make the show. Lend me your ear — both ears. You shall have them back. Tell me: what pulls people into a theatre? A good play? Sometimes. But failing that, as in the present case, what? Fine acting by the leading juvenile? We have that, but it is not enough. No, my boy; advertisement is the thing. Look at all these men on the beach. Are they going to roll in of their own free wills to see a play like The Footpills? Not on your life. About the time the curtain rises every man of them will be sitting in his own private corner of the beach—

How many corners do you think the beach has?

Gazing into a girls eyes, singing, Shine on, thou harvest moon, and telling her how his boss is practically dependent on his advice. You know.

I dont, said George, coldly.

Unless, proceeded Mr Mifflin, we advertise. And by advertise, I mean advertise in the right way. We have a Press-agent, but for all the good he does he might be back on the old farm, gathering in the hay. Luckily for us, I am among those present. I have brains, I have resource. Whats that?

I said nothing.

I thought you did. Well, I have an idea which will drag these people like a magnet. I thought it out coming down in the train.

What is it?

Ill tell you later. There are a few details to be worked upon first. Meanwhile, let us trickle to the sea-front and take a sail in one of those boats. I am at my best in a boat. I rather fancy Nature intended me for a Viking.

Matters having been arranged with the financier to whom the boat belonged, they set forth. Mr Mifflin, having remarked, Yo-ho! in a meditative voice, seated himself at the helm, somewhat saddened by his failure to borrow a quid of tobacco from the Ocean Beautys proprietor. For, as he justly observed, without properties and make-up, where were you? George, being skilled in the ways of boats, was in charge of the sheet. The summer day had lost its oppressive heat. The sun no longer beat down on the face of the waters. A fresh breeze had sprung up. George, manipulating the sheet automatically, fell into a reverie. A moment comes in the life of every man when an inward voice whispers to him, This is The One! In Georges case the voice had not whispered; it had shouted. From now onward there could be but one woman in the world for him. From now onwards — The Ocean Beauty gave a sudden plunge. George woke up.

What the deuce are you doing with that tiller? he inquired.

My gentle somnambulist, said Mr Mifflin, aggrieved, I was doing nothing with this tiller. We will now form a commission to inquire into what you were doing with that sheet. Were you asleep?

My fault, said George; I was thinking.

If you must break the habit of a lifetime, said Mr Mifflin, complainingly, I wish you would wait till we get ashore. You nearly upset us.

It shant happen again. They are tricky, these sailing boats — turn over in a second. Whatever you do, dont get her broadside on. Theres more breeze out here than I thought there was.

Mr Mifflin uttered a startled exclamation.

Whats the matter? asked George.

Just like a flash, said Mr Mifflin, complacently. Its always the way with me. Give me time, and the artistic idea is bound to come. Just some little thought, some little, apparently obvious, idea which stamps the man of genius. It beats me why I didnt think of it before. Why, of course, a costume piece with a male star is a hundred times more effective.

What are you talking about?

I see now, continued Mr Mifflin, that there was a flaw in my original plan. My idea was this. We were talking in the train about the bathing down here, and Jane happened to say she could swim some, and it suddenly came to me.

Jane was the leading woman, she who omitted to give cues.

I said to myself, George is a sportsman. He will be delighted to do a little thing like that.

Like to do what?

Why, rescue Jane.

What!

She and you, said Mr Mifflin, were to go in swimming together, while I waited on the sands, holding our bone-headed Press-agent on a leash. About a hundred yards from the shore up go her arms. Piercing scream. Agitated crowds on the beach. What is the matter? What has happened? A touch of cramp. Will she be drowned? No! G. Barnert Callender, author of Fates Footballs, which opens at the Beach Theatre on Monday evening next, at eight-fifteen sharp, will save her. See! He has her. He is bringing her in. She is safe. How pleased her mother will be! And the public, what a bit of luck for them! They will be able to see her act at eight-fifteen sharp on Monday after all. Back you come to the shore. Cheering crowds. Weeping women. Strong situation. I unleash the Press-agent, and off he shoots, in time to get the story into the evening paper. It was a great idea, but I see now there were one or two flaws in it.

You do, do you? said George.

It occurs to me on reflection that after all you wouldnt have agreed to it. A something, I dont know what, which is lacking in your nature, would have made you reject the scheme.

Im glad that occurred to you.

And a far greater flaw was that it was too altruistic. It boomed you and it boomed Jane, but I didnt get a thing out of it. My revised scheme is a thousand times better in every way.

Dont say you have another.

I have. And, added Mr Mifflin, with modest pride, it is a winner. This time I unhesitatingly assert that I have the goods. In about one minute from now you will hear me exclaim, in a clear musical voice, the single word, Jump! That is your cue to leap over the side as quick as you can move, for at that precise moment this spanking craft is going to capsize.

George spun round in his seat. Mr Mifflins face was shining with kindly enthusiasm. The shore was at least two hundred yards away, and that morning he had had his first swimming-lesson.

A movement of the tiller will do it. These accidents are common objects of the seashore. I may mention that I can swim just enough to keep myself afloat; so its up to you. I wouldnt do this for everyone, but, seeing that we were boys together — Are you ready?

Stop! cried George. Dont do it! Listen!

Are you ready?

The Ocean Beauty gave a plunge.

You lunatic! Listen to me. It—

Jump! said Mr Mifflin.

George came to the surface some yards from the overturned boat, and, looking round for Mr Mifflin, discovered that great thinker treading water a few feet away.

Get to work, George, he remarked.

It is not easy to shake ones fist at a man when in deep water, but George managed it.

For twopence, he cried, Id leave you to look after yourself.

You can do better than that, said Mr Mifflin. Ill give you threepence to tow me in. Hurry up. Its cold.

In gloomy silence George gripped him by the elbows. Mr Mifflin looked over his shoulder.

We shall have a good house, he said. The stalls are full already, and the dress-circles filling. Work away, George, youre doing fine. This act is going to be a scream from start to finish.

With pleasant conversation he endeavoured to while away the monotony of the journey; but George made no reply. He was doing some rapid thinking. With ordinary luck, he felt bitterly, all would have been well. He could have gone on splashing vigorously under his teachers care for a week, gradually improving till he emerged into a reasonably proficient swimmer. But now! In an age of miracles he might have explained away his present performance; but how was he to — And then there came to him an idea — simple, as all great ideas are, but magnificent.

He stopped and trod water.

Tired? said Mr Mifflin. Well, take a rest, he added, kindly, take a rest. No need to hurry.

Look here, said George, this piece is going to be recast. Were going to exchange parts. Youre rescuing me. See? Never mind why. I havent time to explain it to you now. Do you understand?

No, said Mr Mifflin.

Ill get behind you and push you; but dont forget, when we get to the shore, that youve done the rescuing.

Mr Mifflin pondered.

Is this wise? he said. It is a strong part, the rescuer, but Im not sure the other wouldnt suit my style better. The silent hand-grip, the catch in the voice. You want a practised actor for that. I dont think youd be up to it, George.

Never mind about me. Thats how its going to be.

Mr Mifflin pondered once more.

No, he said at length, it wouldnt do. You mean well, George, but it would kill the show. Well go on as before.

Will we? said George, unpleasantly. Would you like to know what Im going to do to you, then? Im going to hit you very hard under the jaw, and Im going to take hold of your neck and squeeze it till you lose consciousness, and then Im going to drag you to the beach and tell people I had to hit you because you lost your head and struggled.

Mr Mifflin pondered for the third time.

You are? he said.

I am, said George.

Then, said Mr Mifflin, cordially, say no more. I take your point. My objections are removed. But, he concluded, this is the last time I come bathing with you, George.

Mr Mifflins artistic misgivings as to his colleagues ability to handle so subtle a part as that of rescuee were more than justified on their arrival. A large and interested audience had collected by the time they reached the shore, an audience to which any artist should have been glad to play; but George, forcing his way through, hurried to the hotel without attempting to satisfy them. Not a single silent hand-shake did he bestow on his rescuer. There was no catch in his voice as he made the one remark which he did make — to a man with whiskers who asked him if the boat had upset. As an exhibition of rapid footwork his performance was good. In other respects it was poor.

He had just changed his wet clothes — it seemed to him that he had been doing nothing but change his wet clothes since he had come to Marvis Bay — when Mr Mifflin entered in a bathrobe.

They lent me this downstairs, he explained, while they dried my clothes. They would do anything for me. Im the popular hero. My boy, you made the mistake of your life when you threw up the rescuer part. It has all the fat. I see that now. The rescuer plays the other man off the stage every time. Ive just been interviewed by the fellow on the local newspaper. Hes correspondent to a couple of London papers. The country will ring with this thing. Ive told them all the parts Ive ever played and my favourite breakfast food. Theres a man coming up to take my photograph tomorrow. Footpills stock has gone up with a run. Wait till Monday and see what sort of a house we shall draw. By the way, the reporter fellow said one funny thing. He asked if you werent the same man who was rescued yesterday by a girl. I said of course not — that you had only come down yesterday. But he stuck to it that you were.

He was quite right.

What!

I was.

Mr Mifflin sat down on the bed.

This fellow fell off the pier, and a girl brought him in.

George nodded.

And that was you?

George nodded.

Mr Mifflins eyes opened wide.

Its the heat, he declared, finally. That and the worry of rehearsals. I expect a doctor could give the technical name for it. Its a what-do-you-call-it — an obsession. You often hear of cases. Fellows who are absolutely sane really, but cracked on one particular subject. Some of them think theyre teapots and things. Youve got a craving for being rescued from drowning. What happens, old man? Do you suddenly get the delusion that you cant swim? No, it cant be that, because you were doing all the swimming for the two of us just now. I dont know, though. Maybe you didnt realize that you were swimming?

George finished lacing his shoe and looked up.

Listen, he said; Ill talk slow, so that you can understand. Suppose you fell off a pier, and a girl took a great deal of trouble to get you to the shore, would you say, Much obliged, but you neednt have been so officious. I can swim perfectly well?

Mr Mifflin considered this point. Intelligence began to dawn in his face. There is more in this than meets the eye, he said. Tell me all.

This morning — Georges voice grew dreamy— she gave me a swimming-lesson. She thought it was my first. Dont cackle like that. Theres nothing to laugh at.

Mr Mifflin contradicted this assertion.

There is you, he said, simply. This should be a lesson to you, George. Avoid deceit. In future be simple and straightforward. Take me as your model. You have managed to scrape through this time. Dont risk it again. You are young. There is still time to make a fresh start. It only needs will-power. Meanwhile, lend me something to wear. They are going to take a week drying my clothes.



There was a rehearsal at the Beach Theatre that evening. George attended it in a spirit of resignation and left it in one of elation. Three days had passed since his last sight of the company at work, and in those three days, apparently, the impossible had been achieved. There was a snap and go about the piece now. The leading lady had at length mastered that cue, and gave it out with bell-like clearness. Arthur Mifflin, as if refreshed and braced by his salt-water bath, was infusing a welcome vigour into his part. And even the comedian, George could not help admitting, showed signs of being on the eve of becoming funny. It was with a light heart and a light step that he made his way back to the hotel.

In the veranda were a number of basket-chairs. Only one was occupied. He recognized the occupant.

Ive just come back from a rehearsal, he said, seating himself beside her.

Really?

The whole thing is different, he went on, buoyantly. They know their lines. They act as if they meant it. Arthur Mifflins fine. The comedians improved till you wouldnt know him. Im awfully pleased about it.

Really?

George felt damped.

I thought you might be pleased, too, he said, lamely.

Of course I am glad that things are going well. Your accident this afternoon was lucky, too, in a way, was it not? It will interest people in the play.

You heard about it?

I have been hearing about nothing else.

Curious it happening so soon after—

And so soon before the production of your play. Most curious.

There was a silence. George began to feel uneasy. You could never tell with women, of course. It might be nothing; but it looked uncommonly as if — 

He changed the subject.

How is your aunt this evening, Miss Vaughan?

Quite well, thank you. She went in. She found it a little chilly.

George heartily commended her good sense. A little chilly did not begin to express it. If the girl had been like this all the evening, he wondered her aunt had not caught pneumonia. He tried again.

Will you have time to give me another lesson tomorrow? he said.

She turned on him.

Mr Callender, dont you think this farce has gone on long enough?

Once, in the dear, dead days beyond recall, when but a happy child, George had been smitten unexpectedly by a sportive playmate a bare half-inch below his third waistcoat-button. The resulting emotions were still green in his memory. As he had felt then, so did he feel now.

Miss Vaughan! I dont understand.

Really?

What have I done?

You have forgotten how to swim.

A warm and prickly sensation began to manifest itself in the region of Georges forehead.

Forgotten!

Forgotten. And in a few months. I thought I had seen you before, and today I remembered. It was just about this time last year that I saw you at Hayling Island swimming perfectly wonderfully, and today you are taking lessons. Can you explain it?

A frog-like croak was the best George could do in that line.

She went on.

Business is business, I suppose, and a play has to be advertised somehow. But—

You dont think— croaked George.

I should have thought it rather beneath the dignity of an author; but, of course, you know your own business best. Only I object to being a conspirator. I am sorry for your sake that yesterdays episode attracted so little attention. Today it was much more satisfactory, wasnt it? I am so glad.

There was a massive silence for about a hundred years.

I think Ill go for a short stroll, said George.



Scarcely had he disappeared when the long form of Mr Mifflin emerged from the shadow beyond the veranda.

Could you spare me a moment?

The girl looked up. The man was a stranger. She inclined her head coldly.

My name is Mifflin, said the other, dropping comfortably into the chair which had held the remains of George.

The girl inclined her head again more coldly; but it took more than that to embarrass Mr Mifflin. Dynamite might have done it, but not coldness.

The Mifflin, he explained, crossing his legs. I overheard your conversation just now.

You were listening? said the girl, scornfully.

For all I was worth, said Mr Mifflin. These things are very much a matter of habit. For years I have been playing in pieces where I have had to stand concealed up stage, drinking in the private conversation of other people, and the thing has become a second nature to me. However, leaving that point for a moment, what I wish to say is that I heard you — unknowingly, of course — doing a good man a grave injustice.

Mr Callender could have defended himself if he had wished.

I was not referring to George. The injustice was to myself.

To you?

I was the sole author of this afternoons little drama. I like George, but I cannot permit him to pose in any way as my collaborator. George has old-fashioned ideas. He does not keep abreast of the times. He can write plays, but he needs a man with a big brain to boom them for him. So, far from being entitled to any credit for this afternoons work, he was actually opposed to it.

Then why did he pretend you had saved him? she demanded.

Georges, said Mr Mifflin, is essentially a chivalrous nature. At any crisis demanding a display of the finer feelings he is there with the goods before you can turn round. His friends frequently wrangle warmly as to whether he is most like Bayard, Lancelot, or Happy Hooligan. Some say one, some the other. It seems that yesterday you saved him from a watery grave without giving him time to explain that he could save himself. What could he do? He said to himself, She must never know! and acted accordingly. But let us leave George, and return—

Thank you, Mr Mifflin. There was a break in her laugh. I dont think there is any necessity. I think I understand now. It was very clever of you.

It was more than cleverness, said Mr Mifflin, rising. It was genius.



A white form came to meet George as he re-entered the veranda.

Mr Callender!

He stopped.

Im very sorry I said such horrid things to you just now. I have been talking to Mr Mifflin, and I want to say I think it was ever so nice and thoughtful of you. I understand everything.

George did not, by a good deal; but he understood sufficient for his needs. He shot forward as if some strong hand were behind him with a needle.

Miss Vaughan — Mary — I—

I think I hear aunt calling, said she.



But a benevolent Providence has ordained that aunts cannot call for ever; and it is on record that when George entered his box on the two hundredth night of that great London success, Fates Footballs, he did not enter it alone.


WHEN DOCTORS DISAGREE
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IT IS POSSIBLE that, at about the time at which this story opens, you may have gone into the Hotel Belvoir for a hair-cut. Many people did; for the young man behind the scissors, though of a singularly gloomy countenance, was undoubtedly an artist in his line. He clipped judiciously. He left no ridges. He never talked about the weather. And he allowed you to go away unburdened by any bottle of hair-food.

It is possible, too, that, being there, you decided that you might as well go the whole hog and be manicured at the same time.

It is not unlikely, moreover, that when you had got over the first shock of finding your hands so unexpectedly large and red, you felt disposed to chat with the young lady who looked after that branch of the business. In your genial way you may have permitted a note of gay (but gentlemanly) badinage to creep into your end of the dialogue.

In which case, if you had raised your eyes to the mirror, you would certainly have observed a marked increase of gloom in the demeanour of the young man attending to your apex. He took no official notice of the matter. A quick frown. A tightening of the lips. Nothing more. Jealous as Arthur Welsh was of all who inflicted gay badinage, however gentlemanly, on Maud Peters, he never forgot that he was an artist. Never, even in his blackest moments, had he yielded to the temptation to dig the point of the scissors the merest fraction of an inch into a clients skull.

But Maud, who saw, would understand. And, if the customer was an observant man, he would notice that her replies at that juncture became somewhat absent, her smile a little mechanical.



Jealousy, according to an eminent authority, is the hydra of calamities, the sevenfold death. Arthur Welshs was all that and a bit over. It was a constant shadow on Mauds happiness. No fair-minded girl objects to a certain tinge of jealousy. Kept within proper bounds, it is a compliment; it makes for piquancy; it is the gin in the ginger-beer of devotion. But it should be a condiment, not a fluid.

It was the unfairness of the thing which hurt Maud. Her conscience was clear. She knew girls — several girls — who gave the young men with whom they walked out ample excuse for being perfect Othellos. If she had ever flirted on the open beach with the baritone of the troupe of pierrots, like Jane Oddy, she could have excused Arthurs attitude. If, like Pauline Dicey, she had roller-skated for a solid hour with a black-moustached stranger while her fiance floundered in Mugs Alley she could have understood his frowning disapprovingly. But she was not like Pauline. She scorned the coquetries of Jane. Arthur was the centre of her world, and he knew it. Ever since the rainy evening when he had sheltered her under his umbrella to her Tube station, he had known perfectly well how things were with her. And yet just because, in a strictly business-like way, she was civil to her customers, he must scowl and bite his lip and behave generally as if it had been brought to his notice that he had been nurturing a serpent in his bosom. It was worse than wicked — it was unprofessional.

She remonstrated with him.

It isnt fair, she said, one morning when the rush of customers had ceased and they had the shop to themselves.

Matters had been worse than usual that morning. After days of rain and greyness the weather had turned over a new leaf. The sun glinted among the bottles of Unfailing Lotion in the window, and everything in the world seemed to have relaxed and become cheerful. Unfortunately, everything had included the customers. During the last few days they had taken their seats in moist gloom, and, brooding over the prospect of coming colds in the head, had had little that was pleasant to say to the divinity who was shaping their ends. But today it had been different. Warm and happy, they had bubbled over with gay small-talk.

It isnt fair, she repeated.

Arthur, who was stropping a razor and whistling tunelessly, raised his eyebrows. His manner was frosty.

I fail to understand your meaning, he said.

You know what I mean. Do you think I didnt see you frowning when I was doing that gentlemans nails?

The allusion was to the client who had just left — a jovial individual with a red face, who certainly had made Maud giggle a good deal. And why not? If a gentleman tells really funny stories, what harm is there in giggling? You had to be pleasant to people. If you snubbed customers, what happened? Why, sooner or later, it got round to the boss, and then where were you? Besides, it was not as if the red-faced customer had been rude. Write down on paper what he had said to her, and nobody could object to it. Write down on paper what she had said to him, and you couldnt object to that either. It was just Arthurs silliness.

She tossed her head.

I am gratified, said Arthur, ponderously — in happier moments Maud had admired his gift of language; he read a great deal: encyclopedias and papers and things— I am gratified to find that you had time to bestow a glance on me. You appeared absorbed.

Maud sniffed unhappily. She had meant to be cold and dignified throughout the conversation, but the sense of her wrongs was beginning to be too much for her. A large tear splashed on to her tray of orange-sticks. She wiped it away with the chamois leather.

It isnt fair, she sobbed. It isnt. You know I cant help it if gentlemen talk and joke with me. You know its all in the days work. Im expected to be civil to gentlemen who come in to have their hands done. Silly I should look sitting as if Id swallowed a poker. I do think you might understand, Arthur, you being in the profession yourself.

He coughed.

It isnt so much that you talk to them as that you seem to like—

He stopped. Mauds dignity had melted completely. Her face was buried in her arms. She did not care if a million customers came in, all at the same time.

Maud!

She heard him moving towards her, but she did not look up. The next moment his arms were round her, and he was babbling.

And a customer, pushing open the door unnoticed two minutes later, retired hurriedly to get shaved elsewhere, doubting whether Arthurs mind was on his job.

For a time this little thunderstorm undoubtedly cleared the air. For a day or two Maud was happier than she ever remembered to have been. Arthurs behaviour was unexceptionable. He bought her a wrist-watch — light brown leather, very smart. He gave her some chocolates to eat in the Tube. He entertained her with amazing statistics, culled from the weekly paper which he bought on Tuesdays. He was, in short, the perfect lover. On the second day the red-faced man came in again. Arthur joined in the laughter at his stories. Everything seemed ideal.

It could not last. Gradually things slipped back into the old routine. Maud, looking up from her work, would see the frown and the bitten lip. She began again to feel uncomfortable and self-conscious as she worked. Sometimes their conversation on the way to the Tube was almost formal.

It was useless to say anything. She had a wholesome horror of being one of those women who nagged; and she felt that to complain again would amount to nagging. She tried to put the thing out of her mind, but it insisted on staying there. In a way she understood his feelings. He loved her so much, she supposed, that he hated the idea of her exchanging a single word with another man. This, in the abstract, was gratifying; but in practice it distressed her. She wished she were some sort of foreigner, so that nobody could talk to her. But then they would look at her, and that probably would produce much the same results. It was a hard world for a girl.

And then the strange thing happened. Arthur reformed. One might almost say that he reformed with a jerk. It was a parallel case to those sudden conversions at Welsh revival meetings. On Monday evening he had been at his worst. On the following morning he was a changed man. Not even after the original thunderstorm had he been more docile. Maud could not believe that first. The lip, once bitten, was stretched in a smile. She looked for the frown. It was not there.

Next day it was the same; and the day after that. When a week had gone by, and still the improvement was maintained, Maud felt that she might now look upon it as permanent. A great load seemed to have been taken off her mind. She revised her views on the world. It was a very good world, quite one of the best, with Arthur beaming upon it like a sun.

A number of eminent poets and essayists, in the course of the last few centuries, have recorded, in their several ways, their opinion that one can have too much of a good thing. The truth applies even to such a good thing as absence of jealousy. Little by little Maud began to grow uneasy. It began to come home to her that she preferred the old Arthur, of the scowl and the gnawed lip. Of him she had at least been sure. Whatever discomfort she may have suffered from his spirited imitations of Othello, at any rate they had proved that he loved her. She would have accepted gladly an equal amount of discomfort now in exchange for the same certainty. She could not read this new Arthur. His thoughts were a closed book. Superficially, he was all that she could have wished. He still continued to escort her to the Tube, to buy her occasional presents, to tap, when conversing, the pleasantly sentimental vein. But now these things were not enough. Her heart was troubled. Her thoughts frightened her. The little black imp at the back of her mind kept whispering and whispering, till at last she was forced to listen. Hes tired of you. He doesnt love you any more. Hes tired of you.



It is not everybody who, in times of mental stress, can find ready to hand among his or her personal acquaintances an expert counsellor, prepared at a moments notice to listen with sympathy and advise with tact and skill. Everyones world is full of friends, relatives, and others, who will give advice on any subject that may be presented to them; but there are crises in life which cannot be left to the amateur. It is the aim of a certain widely read class of paper to fill this void.

Of this class Fireside Chat was one of the best-known representatives. In exchange for one penny its five hundred thousand readers received every week a serial story about life in highest circles, a short story packed with heart-interest, articles on the removal of stains and the best method of coping with the cold mutton, anecdotes of Royalty, photographs of peeresses, hints on dress, chats about baby, brief but pointed dialogues between Blogson and Snogson, poems, Great Thoughts from the Dead and Brainy, half-hours in the editors cosy sanctum, a slab of brown paper, and — the journals leading feature — Advice on Matters of the Heart. The weekly contribution of the advice specialist of Fireside Chat, entitled In the Consulting Room, by Dr Cupid, was made up mainly of Answers to Correspondents. He affected the bedside manner of the kind, breezy old physician; and probably gave a good deal of comfort. At any rate, he always seemed to have plenty of cases on his hands.

It was to this expert that Maud took her trouble. She had been a regular reader of the paper for several years; and had, indeed, consulted the great man once before, when he had replied favourably to her query as to whether it would be right for her to accept caramels from Arthur, then almost a stranger. It was only natural that she should go to him now, in an even greater dilemma. The letter was not easy to write, but she finished it at last; and, after an anxious interval, judgement was delivered as follows:

Well, well, well! Bless my soul, what is all this? M. P. writes me:

I am a young lady, and until recently was very, very happy, except that my fiance, though truly loving me, was of a very jealous disposition, though I am sure I gave him no cause. He would scowl when I spoke to any other man, and this used to make me unhappy. But for some time now he has quite changed, and does not seem to mind at all, and though at first this made me feel happy, to think that he had got over his jealousy, I now feel unhappy because I am beginning to be afraid that he no longer cares for me. Do you think this is so, and what ought I to do?

My dear young lady, I should like to be able to reassure you; but it is kindest sometimes, you know, to be candid, however it may hurt. It has been my experience that, when jealousy flies out of the window, indifference comes in at the door. In the old days a knight would joust for the love of a ladye, risking physical injury rather than permit others to rival him in her affections. I think, M. P., that you should endeavour to discover the true state of your fiances feelings. I do not, of course, advocate anything in the shape of unwomanly behaviour, of which I am sure, my dear young lady, you are incapable; but I think that you should certainly try to pique your fiance, to test him. At your next ball, for instance, refuse him a certain number of dances, on the plea that your programme is full. At garden-parties, at-homes, and so on, exhibit pleasure in the society and conversation of other gentlemen, and mark his demeanour as you do so. These little tests should serve either to relieve your apprehensions, provided they are groundless, or to show you the truth. And, after all, if it is the truth, it must be faced, must it not, M. P.?

Before the end of the day Maud knew the whole passage by heart. The more her mind dwelt on it, the more clearly did it seem to express what she had felt but could not put into words. The point about jousting struck her as particularly well taken. She had looked up joust in the dictionary, and it seemed to her that in these few words was contained the kernel of her trouble. In the old days, if any man had attempted to rival him in her affections (outside business hours), Arthur would undoubtedly have jousted — and jousted with the vigour of one who means to make his presence felt. Now, in similar circumstances, he would probably step aside politely, as who should say, After you, my dear Alphonse.

There was no time to lose. An hour after her first perusal of Dr Cupids advice, Maud had begun to act upon it. By the time the first lull in the mornings work had come, and there was a chance for private conversation, she had invented an imaginary young man, a shadowy Lothario, who, being introduced into her home on the previous Sunday by her brother Horace, had carried on in a way you wouldnt believe, paying all manner of compliments.

He said I had such white hands, said Maud.

Arthur nodded, stropping a razor the while. He appeared to be bearing the revelations with complete fortitude. Yet, only a few weeks before, a customers comment on this same whiteness had stirred him to his depths.

And this morning — what do you think? Why, he meets me as bold as you please, and gives me a cake of toilet soap. Like his impudence!

She paused, hopefully.

Always useful, soap, said Arthur, politely sententious.

Lovely it was, went on Maud, dully conscious of failure, but stippling in like an artist the little touches which give atmosphere and verisimilitude to a story. All scented. Horace will tease me about it, I can tell you.

She paused. Surely he must — Why, a sea-anemone would be torn with jealousy at such a tale.

Arthur did not even wince. He was charming about it. Thought it very kind of the young fellow. Didnt blame him for being struck by the whiteness of her hands. Touched on the history of soap, which he happened to have been reading up in the encyclopedia at the free library. And behaved altogether in such a thoroughly gentlemanly fashion that Maud stayed awake half the night, crying.



If Maud had waited another twenty-four hours there would have been no need for her to have taxed her powers of invention, for on the following day there entered the shop and her life a young man who was not imaginary — a Lothario of flesh and blood. He made his entry with that air of having bought most of the neighbouring property which belongs exclusively to minor actors, men of weight on the Stock Exchange, and American professional pugilists.

Mr Skipper Shute belonged to the last-named of the three classes. He had arrived in England two months previously for the purpose of holding a conference at eight-stone four with one Joseph Edwardes, to settle a question of superiority at that weight which had been vexing the sporting public of two countries for over a year. Having successfully out-argued Mr Edwardes, mainly by means of strenuous work in the clinches, he was now on the eve of starting on a lucrative music-hall tour with his celebrated inaudible monologue. As a result of these things he was feeling very, very pleased with the world in general, and with Mr Skipper Shute in particular. And when Mr Shute was pleased with himself his manner was apt to be of the breeziest.

He breezed into the shop, took a seat, and, having cast an experienced eye at Maud, and found her pleasing, extended both hands, and observed, Go the limit, kid.

At any other time Maud might have resented being addressed as kid by a customer, but now she welcomed it. With the exception of a slight thickening of the lobe of one ear, Mr Shute bore no outward signs of his profession. And being, to use his own phrase, a swell dresser, he was really a most presentable young man. Just, in fact, what Maud needed. She saw in him her last hope. If any faint spark of his ancient fire still lingered in Arthur, it was through Mr Shute that it must be fanned.

She smiled upon Mr Shute. She worked on his robust fingers as if it were an artistic treat to be permitted to handle them. So carefully did she toil that she was still busy when Arthur, taking off his apron and putting on his hat, went out for his twenty-minutes lunch, leaving them alone together.

The door had scarcely shut when Mr Shute bent forward.

Say!

He sank his voice to a winning whisper.

You look good to muh, he said, gallantly.

The idea! said Maud, tossing her head.

On the level, Mr Shute assured her.

Maud laid down her orange-sticks.

Dont be silly, she said. There — Ive finished.

Ive not, said Mr Shute. Not by a mile. Say!

Well?

What do you do with your evenings?

I go home.

Sure. But when you dont? Its a poor heart that never rejoices. Dont you ever whoop it up?

Whoop it up?

The mad whirl, explained Mr Shute. Ice-cream soda and buck-wheat cakes, and a happy evening at lovely Luna Park.

I dont know where Luna Park is.

What did they teach you at school? Its out in that direction, said Mr Shute, pointing over his shoulder. You go straight on about three thousand miles till you hit little old New York; then you turn to the right. Say, dont you ever get a little treat? Why not come along to the White City some old evening? This evening?

Mr Welsh is taking me to the White City tonight.

And who is Mr Welsh?

The gentleman who has just gone out.

Is that so? Well, he doesnt look a live one, but maybe its just because hes had bad news today. You never can tell. He rose. Farewell, Evelina, fairest of your sex. We shall meet again; so keep a stout heart.

And, taking up his cane, straw hat, and yellow gloves, Mr Shute departed, leaving Maud to her thoughts.

She was disappointed. She had expected better results. Mr Shute had lowered with ease the record for gay badinage, hitherto held by the red-faced customer; yet to all appearances there had been no change in Arthurs manner. But perhaps he had scowled (or bitten his lip), and she had not noticed it. Apparently he had struck Mr Shute, an unbiased spectator, as gloomy. Perhaps at some moment when her eyes had been on her work — She hoped for the best.

Whatever his feelings may have been during the afternoon, Arthur was undeniably cheerful that evening. He was in excellent spirits. His light-hearted abandon on the Wiggle-Woggle had been noted and commented upon by several lookers-on. Confronted with the Hairy Ainus, he had touched a high level of facetiousness. And now, as he sat with her listening to the band, he was crooning joyously to himself in accompaniment to the music, without, it would appear, a care in the world.

Maud was hurt and anxious. In a mere acquaintance this blithe attitude would have been welcome. It would have helped her to enjoy her evening. But from Arthur at that particular moment she looked for something else. Why was he cheerful? Only a few hours ago she had been — yes, flirting with another man before his very eyes. What right had he to be cheerful? He ought to be heated, full of passionate demands for an explanation — a flushed, throaty thing to be coaxed back into a good temper and then forgiven — all this at great length — for having been in a bad one. Yes, she told herself, she had wanted certainty one way or the other, and here it was. Now she knew. He no longer cared for her.

She trembled.

Cold? said Arthur. Lets walk. Evenings beginning to draw in now. Lum-da-diddley-ah. Thats what I call a good tune. Give me something lively and bright. Dumty-umpty-iddley-ah. Dum tum—

Funny thing— said Maud, deliberately.

Whats a funny thing?

The gentleman in the brown suit whose hands I did this afternoon—

He was, agreed Arthur, brightly. A very funny thing.

Maud frowned. Wit at the expense of Hairy Ainus was one thing — at her own another.

I was about to say, she went on precisely, that it was a funny thing, a coincidence, seeing that I was already engaged, that the gentleman in the brown suit whose hands I did this afternoon should have asked me to come here, to the White City, with him tonight.

For a moment they walked on in silence. To Maud it seemed a hopeful silence. Surely it must be the prelude to an outburst.

Oh! he said, and stopped.

Mauds heart gave a leap. Surely that was the old tone?

A couple of paces, and he spoke again.

I didnt hear him ask you.

His voice was disappointingly level.

He asked me after you had gone out to lunch.

Its a nuisance, said Arthur, cheerily, when things clash like that. But perhaps hell ask you again. Nothing to prevent you coming here twice. Well repays a second visit, I always say. I think—

You shouldnt, said a voice behind him. It hurts the head. Well, kid, being shown a good time?

The possibility of meeting Mr Shute had not occurred to Maud. She had assumed that, being aware that she would be there with another, he would have stayed away. It may, however, be remarked that she did not know Mr Shute. He was not one of your sensitive plants. He smiled pleasantly upon her, looking very dapper in evening dress and a silk hat that, though a size too small for him, shone like a mirror.

Maud hardly knew whether she was glad or sorry to see him. It did not seem to matter much now either way. Nothing seemed to matter much, in fact. Arthurs cheery acceptance of the news that she received invitations from others had been like a blow, leaving her numb and listless.

She made the introductions. The two men eyed each other.

Pleased to meet you, said Mr Shute.

Weather keeps up, said Arthur.

And from that point onward Mr Shute took command.

It is to be assumed that this was not the first time that Mr Shute had made one of a trio in these circumstances, for the swift dexterity with which he lost Arthur was certainly not that of a novice. So smoothly was it done that it was not until she emerged from the Witching Waves, guided by the pugilists slim but formidable right arm, that Maud realized that Arthur had gone.

She gave a little cry of dismay. Secretly she was beginning to be somewhat afraid of Mr Shute. He was showing signs of being about to step out of the role she had assigned to him and attempt something on a larger scale. His manner had that extra touch of warmth which makes all the difference.

Oh! Hes gone! she cried.

Sure, said Mr Shute. Hes got a hurry-call from the Uji Village. The chiefs cousin wants a hair-cut.

We must find him. We must.

Surest thing you know, said Mr Shute. Plenty of time.

We must find him.

Mr Shute regarded her with some displeasure.

Seems to be ace-high with you, that dub, he said.

I dont understand you.

My observation was, explained Mr Shute, coldly, that, judging from appearances, that dough-faced lemon was Willie-boy, the first and only love.

Maud turned on him with flaming cheeks.

Mr Welsh is nothing to me! Nothing! Nothing! she cried.

She walked quickly on.

Then, if theres a vacancy, star-eyes, said the pugilist at her side, holding on a hat which showed a tendency to wobble, count me in. Directly I saw you — see here, whats the idea of this road-work? We arent racing—

Maud slowed down.

Thats better. As I was saying, directly I saw you, I said to myself, Thats the one you need. The original candy kid. The—

His hat lurched drunkenly as he answered the girls increase of speed. He cursed it in a brief aside.

Thats what I said. The original candy kid. So—

He shot out a restraining hand. Arthur! cried Maud. Arthur!

Its not my name breathed Mr Shute, tenderly. Call me Clarence.

Considered as an embrace, it was imperfect. At these moments a silk hat a size too small handicaps a man. The necessity of having to be careful about the nap prevented Mr Shute from doing himself complete justice. But he did enough to induce Arthur Welsh, who, having sighted the missing ones from afar, had been approaching them at a walking pace, to substitute a run for the walk, and arrive just as Maud wrenched herself free.

Mr Shute took off his hat, smoothed it, replaced it with extreme care, and turned his attention to the new-comer.

Arthur! said Maud.

Her heart gave a great leap. There was no mistaking the meaning in the eye that met hers. He cared! He cared!

Arthur!

He took no notice. His face was pale and working. He strode up to Mr Shute.

Well? he said between his teeth.

An eight-stone-four champion of the world has many unusual experiences in his life, but he rarely encounters men who say Well? to him between their teeth. Mr Shute eyed this freak with profound wonder.

Ill teach you to — to kiss young ladies!

Mr Shute removed his hat again and gave it another brush. This gave him the necessary time for reflection.

I dont need it, he said. Ive graduated.

Put them up! hissed Arthur.

Almost a shocked look spread itself over the pugilists face. So might Raphael have looked if requested to draw a pavement-picture.

You arent speaking to ME? he said, incredulously.

Put them up!

Maud, trembling from head to foot, was conscious of one overwhelming emotion. She was terrified — yes. But stronger than the terror was the great wave of elation which swept over her. All her doubts had vanished. At last, after weary weeks of uncertainty, Arthur was about to give the supreme proof. He was going to joust for her.

A couple of passers-by had paused, interested, to watch developments. You could never tell, of course. Many an apparently promising row never got any farther than words. But, glancing at Arthurs face, they certainly felt justified in pausing. Mr Shute spoke.

If it wasnt, he said, carefully, that I dont want trouble with the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, Id—

He broke off, for, to the accompaniment of a shout of approval from the two spectators, Arthur had swung his right fist, and it had taken him smartly on the side of the head.

Compared with the blows Mr Shute was wont to receive in the exercise of his profession, Arthurs was a gentle tap. But there was one circumstance which gave it a deadliness all its own. Achilles had his heel. Mr Shutes vulnerable point was at the other extremity. Instead of countering, he uttered a cry of agony, and clutched wildly with both hands at his hat.

He was too late. It fell to the ground and bounded away, with its proprietor in passionate chase. Arthur snorted and gently chafed his knuckles.

There was a calm about Mr Shutes demeanour as, having given his treasure a final polish and laid it carefully down, he began to advance on his adversary, which was more than ominous. His lips were a thin line of steel. The muscles stood out over his jaw-bones. Crouching in his professional manner, he moved forward softly, like a cat.

And it was at this precise moment, just as the two spectators, reinforced now by eleven other men of sporting tastes, were congratulating themselves on their acumen in having stopped to watch, that Police-Constable Robert Bryce, intruding fourteen stones of bone and muscle between the combatants, addressed to Mr Shute these memorable words: Ullo, ullo! Ullo, ullo, ul-lo!

Mr Shute appealed to his sense of justice.

The mutt knocked me hat off.

And Id do it again, said Arthur, truculently.

Not while Im here you wouldnt, young fellow, said Mr Bryce, with decision. Im surprised at you, he went on, pained. And you look a respectable young chap, too. You pop off.

A shrill voice from the crowd at this point offered the constable all cinematograph rights if he would allow the contest to proceed.

And you pop off, too, all of you, continued Mr Bryce. Blest if I know what kids are coming to nowadays. And as for you, he said, addressing Mr Shute, all youve got to do is to keep that face of yours closed. Thats what youve got to do. Ive got my eye on you, mind, and if I catch you a-follerin of him — he jerked his thumb over his shoulder at Arthurs departing figure— Ill pinch you. Sure as youre alive. He paused. Id have done it already, he added, pensively, if it wasnt me birthday.



Arthur Welsh turned sharply. For some time he had been dimly aware that somebody was calling his name.

Oh, Arthur!

She was breathing quickly. He could see the tears in her eyes.

Ive been running. You walked so fast.

He stared down at her gloomily.

Go away, he said. Ive done with you.

She clutched at his coat.

Arthur, listen — listen! Its all a mistake. I thought you — you didnt care for me any more, and I was miserable, and I wrote to the paper and asked what should I do, and they said I ought to test you and try and make you jealous, and that that would relieve my apprehensions. And I hated it, but I did it, and you didnt seem to care till now. And you know that theres nobody but you.

You — The paper? What? he stammered.

Yes, yes, yes. I wrote to Fireside Chat, and Dr Cupid said that when jealousy flew out of the window indifference came in at the door, and that I must exhibit pleasure in the society of other gentlemen and mark your demeanour. So I — Oh!

Arthur, luckier than Mr Shute, was not hampered by a too small silk hat.

It was a few moments later, as they moved slowly towards the Flip-Flap — which had seemed to both of them a fitting climax for the evenings emotions — that Arthur, fumbling in his waist-coat pocket, produced a small slip of paper.

Whats that? Maud asked.

Read it, said Arthur. Its from Home Moments, in answer to a letter I sent them. And, he added with heat, Id like to have five minutes alone with the chap who wrote it.

And under the electric light Maud read

ANSWERS TO CORRESPONDENTS

By the Heart Specialist

Arthur W. — Jealousy, Arthur W., is not only the most wicked, but the most foolish of passions. Shakespeare says:

It is the green-eyed monster, which doth mock
The meat it feeds on.

You admit that you have frequently caused great distress to the young lady of your affections by your exhibition of this weakness. Exactly. There is nothing a girl dislikes or despises more than jealousy. Be a man, Arthur W. Fight against it. You may find it hard at first, but persevere. Keep a smiling face. If she seems to enjoy talking to other men, show no resentment. Be merry and bright. Believe me, it is the only way.


BY ADVICE OF COUNSEL
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THE TRAVELLER CHAMPED meditatively at his steak. He paid no attention to the altercation which was in progress between the waiter and the man at the other end of the dingy room. The sounds of strife ceased. The waiter came over to the travellers table and stood behind his chair. He was ruffled.

If he meant lamb, he said, querulously, why didnt he say lamb, sos a feller could hear him? I thought he said ham, so I brought ham. Now Lord Percy gets all peevish.

He laughed bitterly. The traveller made no reply.

If people spoke distinct, said the waiter, there wouldnt be half the trouble there is in the world. Not half the trouble there wouldnt be. I shouldnt be here, for one thing. In this restawrong, I mean. A sigh escaped him.

I shouldnt, he said, and thats the truth. I should be getting up when I pleased, eating and drinking all I wanted, and carrying on same as in the good old days. You wouldnt think, to look at me, would you now, that I was once like the lily of the field?

The waiter was a tall, stringy man, who gave the impression of having no spine. In that he drooped, he might have been said to resemble a flower, but in no other respect. He had sandy hair, weak eyes set close together, and a days growth of red stubble on his chin. One could not see him in the lily class.

What I mean to say is, I didnt toil, neither did I spin. Ah, them was happy days! Lying on me back, plenty of tobacco, something cool in a jug—

He sighed once more.

Did you ever know a man of the name of Moore? Jerry Moore?

The traveller applied himself to his steak in silence.

Nice feller. Simple sort of feller. Big. Quiet. Bit deaf in one ear. Straw-coloured hair. Blue eyes. Andsome, rather. Had a ouse just outside of Reigate. Has it still. Money of his own. Left him by his pa. Simple sort of feller. Not much to say for himself. I used to know him well in them days. Used to live with him. Nice feller he was. Big. Bit hard of hearing. Got a sleepy kind of grin, like this — something.

The traveller sipped his beer in thoughtful silence.

I reckon you never met him, said the waiter. Maybe you never knew Gentleman Bailey, either? We always called him that. He was one of these broken-down Eton or Arrer fellers, folks said. We struck up a partnership kind of casual, both being on the tramp together, and after a while we appened to be round about Reigate. And the first house we come to was this Jerry Moores. He come up just as we was sliding to the back door, and grins that sleepy grin. Like this — something. Ullo! he says. Gentleman kind of gives a whoop, and hollers, If it aint my old pal, Jerry Moore! Jack, he says to me, this is my old pal, Mr Jerry Moore, wot I met in appier days down at Ramsgate one summer.

They shakes hands, and Jerry Moore says, Is this a friend of yours, Bailey? looking at me. Gentleman introduces me. We are partners, he says, partners in misfortune. This is my friend, Mr Roach.

Come along in, says Jerry.

So we went in, and he makes us at home. Hes a bachelor, and lives all by himself in this desirable ouse.

Well, I seen pretty quick that Jerry thinks the world of Gentleman. All that evening hes acting as if hes as pleased as Punch to have him there. Couldnt do enough for him. It was a bit of all right, I said to meself. It was, too.

Next day we gets up late and has a good breakfast, and sits on the lawn and smokes. The sun was shining, the little birds was singing, and there wasnt a thing, east, west, north, or south, that looked like work. If I had been asked my address at that moment, on oath, I wouldnt have hesitated a second. I should have answered, No. 1, Easy Street. You see, Jerry Moore was one of these slow, simple fellers, and you could tell in a moment what a lot he thought of Gentleman. Gentleman, you see, had a way with him. Not haughty, he wasnt. More affable, I should call it. He sort of made you feel that all men are born equal, but that it was awful good of him to be talking to you, and that he wouldnt do it for everybody. It went down proper with Jerry Moore. Jerry would sit and listen to him giving his views on things by the hour. By the end of the first day I was having visions of sitting in that garden a white-baked old man, and being laid out, when my time should come, in Jerrys front room.

He paused, his mind evidently in the past, among the cigars and big breakfasts. Presently he took up his tale.

This here Jerry Moore was a simple sort of feller. Deafies are like that. Ever noticed? Not that Jerry was a real deafy. His hearing was a bit off, but he could foller you if you spoke to him nice and clear. Well, I was saying, he was kind of simple. Liked to put in his days pottering about the little garden hed made for himself, looking after his flowers and his fowls, and sit of an evening listening to Gentleman olding forth on Life. He was a philosopher, Gentleman was. And Jerry took everything he said as gospel. He didnt want no proofs. E and the King of Denmark would have been great pals. He just sat by with his big blue eyes getting rounder every minute and lapped it up.

Now youd think a man like that could be counted on, wouldnt you? Would he want anything more? Not he, youd say. Youd be wrong. Believe me, there isnt a man on earth thats fixed and contented but what a woman cant knock his old Paradise into ash with one punch.

It wasnt long before I begin to notice a change in Jerry. He never had been what youd call a champion catch-as-catch-can talker, but now he was silenter than ever. And he got a habit of switching Gentleman off from his theories on Life in general to Woman in particular. This suited Gentleman just right. What he didnt know about Woman wasnt knowledge.

Gentleman was too busy talking to have time to get suspicious, but I wasnt; and one day I draws Gentleman aside and puts it to him straight. Gentleman, I says, Jerry Moore is in love!

Well, this was a nasty knock, of course, for Gentleman. He knew as well as I did what it would mean if Jerry was to lead home a blushing bride through that front door. It would be outside into the cold, hard world for the bachelor friends. Gentleman sees that quick, and his jaw drops. I goes on. All the time, I says, that youre talking away of an evening, Jerrys seeing visions of a little woman sitting in your chair. And you can bet we dont enter into them visions. He may dream of little feet pattering about the house, I says, but they arent ours; and you can ave something on that both ways. Look alive, Gentleman, I says, and think out some plan, or we might as well be padding the hoof now.

Well, Gentleman did what he could. In his evening discourses he started to give it to Woman all he knew. Began to talk about Delilahs and Jezebels and Fools-there-was and the rest of it, and what a mug a feller was to let a female into is cosy home, whod only make him spend his days hooking her up, and his nights wondering how to get back the blankets without waking her. My, he was crisp! Enough to have given Romeo the jumps, youd have thought. But, lor! Its no good talking to them when theyve got it bad.

A few days later we caught him with the goods, talking in the road to a girl in a pink dress.

I couldnt but admit that Jerry had picked one right from the top of the basket. This wasnt one of them languishing sort wot sits about in cosy corners and reads story-books, and dont care whats happening in the home so long as they find out what became of the hero in his duel with the Grand Duke. She was a brown, slim, wiry-looking little thing. You know. Held her chin up and looked you up and down with eyes the colour of Scotch whisky, as much as to say, Well, what about it? You could tell without looking at her, just by the feel of the atmosphere when she was near, that she had as much snap and go in her as Jerry Moore hadnt, which was a good bit. I knew, just as sure as I was standing there on one leg, that this was the sort of girl who would have me and Gentleman out of that house about three seconds after the clergyman had tied the knot.

Jerry says, These are my friends, Miss Tuxton — Mr Bailey and Mr Roach. They are staying with me for a visit. This is Miss Jane Tuxton, he says to us. I was just going to see Miss Tuxton home, he says, sort of wistful. Excellent, says Gentleman. Well come too. And we all goes along. There wasnt much done in the way of conversation. Jerry never was one for pushing out the words; nor was I, when in the presence of the sect; and Miss Jane had her chin in the air, as if she thought me and Gentleman was not needed in any way whatsoever. The only talk before we turned her in at the garden gate was done by Gentleman, who told a pretty long story about a friend of his in Upper Sydenham who had been silly enough to marry, and had had trouble ever since.

That night, after we had went to bed, I said to Gentleman, Gentleman, I says, whats going to be done about this? Weve got about as much chance, if Jerry marries that girl, I says, as a couple of helpless chocolate creams at a school-girls picnic. If, says Gentleman. He aint married her yet. That is a girl of character, Jack. Trust me. Didnt she strike you as a girl who would like a man with a bit of devil in him, a man with some go in him, a you-be-darned kind of man? Does Jerry fill the bill? Hes more like a doormat with Welcome written on it, than anything else.

Well, we seen a good deal of Miss Jane in the next week or so. We keeps Jerry under — whats it the heroine says in the melodrama? Oh, cruel, cruel, S.P. something. Espionage, thats it. We keeps Jerry under espionage, and whenever he goes trickling round after the girl, we goes trickling round after him.

Things is running our way, says Gentleman to me, after one of these meetings. That girl is getting cross with Jerry. She wants Reckless Rudolf, not a man who stands and grins when other men butt in on him and his girl. Mark my words, Jack. Shell get tired of Jerry, and go off and marry a soldier, and well live happy ever after. Think so? I says. Sure of it, said Gentleman.

It was the Sunday after this that Jerry Moore announces to us, wriggling, that he had an engagement to take supper with Jane and her folks. Hed have liked to have slipped away secret, but we was keeping him under espionage too crisp for that, so he has to tell us. Excellent, said Gentleman. It will be a great treat to Jack and myself to meet the family. We will go along with you. So off we all goes, and pushes our boots in sociable fashion under the Tuxton table. I looked at Miss Jane out of the corner of my eye; and, honest, that chin of hers was sticking out a foot, and Jerry didnt dare look at her. Loves young dream, I muses to myself, how swift it fades when a man has the nature and disposition of a lop-eared rabbit!

The Tuxtons was four in number, not counting the parrot, and all male. There was Pa Tuxton, an old feller with a beard and glasses; a fat uncle; a big brother, who worked in a bank and was dressed like Moses in all his glory; and a little brother with a snub nose, that cheeky youd have been surprised. And the parrot in its cage and a fat yellow dog. And theyre all making themselves pleasant to Jerry, the wealthy future son-in-law, something awful. Its How are the fowls, Mr Moore? and A little bit of this pie, Mr Moore; Jane made it, and Jerry sitting there with a feeble grin, saying Yes and No and nothing much more, while Miss Janes eyes are snapping like Fifth of November fireworks. I could feel Jerrys chances going back a mile a minute. I felt as happy as a little child that evening. I sang going back home.

Gentlemans pleased, too. Jack, he says to me when were in bed, this is too easy. In my most sanguinary dreams I hardly hoped for this. No girl of spirits going to love a man who behaves that way to her parents. The way to win the heart of a certain type of girl, he says, beginning on his theories, the type to which Jane Tuxton belongs, is to be rude to her family. Ive got Jane Tuxton sized up and labelled. Her kind wants her folks to dislike her young man. She wants to feel that shes the only one in the family thats got the sense to see the hidden good in Willie. She doesnt want to be one of a crowd hollering out what a nice young man he is. It takes some pluck in a man to stand up to a girls family, and thats what Jane Tuxton is looking for in Jerry. Take it from one who has studied the sect, says Gentleman, from John o Groats to Lands End, and back again.

Next day Jerry Moores looking as if hed only sixpence in the world and had swallowed it. Whats the matter, Jerry? says Gentleman. Jerry heaves a sigh. Bailey, he says, and you, Mr Roach, I expect you both seen how it is with me. I love Miss Jane Tuxton, and you seen for yourselves what transpires. She dont value me, not tuppence. Say not so, says Gentleman, sympathetic. Youre doing fine. If you knew the sect as I do you wouldnt go by mere superficial silences and chin-tiltings. I can read a girls heart, Jerry, he says, patting him on the shoulder, and I tell you youre doing fine. All you want now is a little rapid work, and you win easy. To make the thing a cert, he says, getting up, all you have to do is to make a dead set at her folks. He winks at me. Dont just sit there like you did last night. Show em youve got something in you. You know what folks are: they think themselves the most important things on the map. Well, go to work. Consult them all you know. Every opportunity you get. Theres nothing like consulting a girls folks to put you in good with her. And he pats Jerry on the shoulder again and goes indoors to find his pipe.

Jerry turns to me. Do you think thats really so? he says. I says, I do. He knows all about girls, I reckon, says Jerry. You can go by him every time, I says. Well, well, says Jerry, sort of thoughtful.

The waiter paused. His eye was sad and dreamy. Then he took up the burden of his tale.

First thing that happens is that Gentleman has a sore tooth on the next Sunday, so dont feel like coming along with us. He sits at home, dosing it with whisky, and Jerry and me goes off alone.

So Jerry and me pikes off, and once more we prepares to settle down around the board. I hadnt noticed Jerry particular, but just now I catches sight of his face in the light of the lamp. Ever see one of those fighters when hes sitting in his corner before a fight, waiting for the gong to go? Well, Jerry looks like that; and it surprises me.

I told you about the fat yellow dog that permeated the Tuxtons house, didnt I? The family thought a lot of that dog, though of all the ugly brutes I ever met he was the worst. Sniffing round and growling all the time. Well, this evening he comes up to Jerry just as hes going to sit down, and starts to growl. Old Pa Tuxton looks over his glasses and licks his tongue. Rover! Rover! he says, kind of mild. Naughty Rover; he dont like strangers, Im afraid. Jerry looks at Pa Tuxton, and he looks at the dog, and Im just expecting him to say No or Yes, same as the other night, when he lets out a nasty laugh — one of them bitter laughs. Ho! he says. Ho! dont he? Then perhaps hed better get further away from them. And he ups with his boot and — well, the dog hit the far wall.

Jerry sits down and pulls up his chair. I dont approve, he says, fierce, of folks keeping great, fat, ugly, bad-tempered yellow dogs that are a nuisance to all. I dont like it.

There was a silence you could have scooped out with a spoon. Have you ever had a rabbit turn round on you and growl? Thats how we all felt when Jerry outs with them crisp words. They took our breath away.

While we were getting it back again the parrot, which was in its cage, let out a squawk. Honest, I jumped a foot in my chair.

Jerry gets up very deliberate, and walks over to the parrot. Is this a menagerie? he says. Cant a man have supper in peace without an image like you starting to holler? Go to sleep.

We was all staring at him surprised, especially Uncle Dick Tuxton, whose particular pet the parrot was. Hed brought him home all the way from some foreign parts.

Hello, Billy! says the bird, shrugging his shoulders and puffing himself up. R-r-r-r! R-r-r-r! lo, Billy! lo, lo, lo! R-r WAH!

Jerry gives its cage a bang.

Dont talk back at me, he says, or Ill knock your head off. You think because youve got a green tail youre someone. And he stalks back to his chair and sits glaring at Uncle Dick.

Well, all this wasnt what you might call promoting an easy flow of conversation. Everyones looking at Jerry, specially me, wondering what next, and trying to get their breath, and Jerrys frowning at the cold beef, and theres a sort of awkward pause. Miss Jane is the first to get busy. She bustles about and gets the food served out, and we begins to eat. But still theres not so much conversation that youd notice it. This goes on till we reaches the concluding stages, and then Uncle Dick comes up to the scratch.

How is the fowls, Mr Moore? he says.

Gimme some more pie, says Jerry. What?

Uncle Dick repeats his remark.

Fowls? says Jerry. What do you know about fowls? Your notion of a fowl is an ugly bird with a green tail, a Wellington nose, and — gimme a bit of cheese.

Uncle Dicks fond of the parrot, so he speaks up for him. Pollys always been reckoned a handsome bird, he says.

He wants stuffing, says Jerry.

And Uncle Dick drops out of the talk.

Up comes big brother, Ralph his name was. Hes the bank-clerk and a dude. He gives his cuffs a flick, and starts in to make things jolly all round by telling a story about a man he knows named Wotherspoon. Jerry fixes him with his eye, and, half-way through, interrupts.

That waistcoat of yours is fierce, he says.

Pardon? says Ralph.

That waistcoat of yours, says Jerry. It hurts me eyes. Its like an electric sign.

Why, Jerry, I says, but he just scowls at me and I stops.

Ralph is proud of his clothes, and he isnt going to stand this. He glares at Jerry and Jerry glares at him.

Who do you think you are? says Ralph, breathing hard.

Button up your coat, says Jerry.

Look ere! says Ralph.

Cover it up, I tell you, says Jerry. Do you want to blind me? Pa Tuxton interrupts.

Why, Mr Moore, he begins, sort of soothing; when the small brother, whos been staring at Jerry, chips in. I told you he was cheeky.

He says, Pa, what a funny nose Mr Moores got!

And that did it. Jerry rises, very slow, and leans across the table and clips the kid brother one side of the ear-ole. And then theres a general imbroglio, everyone standing up and the kid hollering and the dog barking.

If youd brought him up better, says Jerry, severe, to Pa Tuxton, this wouldnt ever have happened.

Pa Tuxton gives a sort of howl.

Mr Moore, he yells, what is the meaning of this extraordinary behaviour? You come here and strike me child—

Jerry bangs on the table.

Yes, he says, and Id strike him again. Listen to me, he says. You think just because Im quiet I aint got no spirit. You think all I can do is to sit and smile. You think — Bah! You arent on to the hidden depths in me character. Im one of them still waters that runs deep. Im — Here, you get out of it! Yes, all of you! Except Jane. Jane and me wants this room to have a private talk in. Ive got a lot of things to say to Jane. Are you going?

I turns to the crowd. I was awful disturbed. You mustnt take any notice, I says. He aint well. He aint himself. When just then the parrot cuts with another of them squawks. Jerry jumps at it.

You first, he says, and flings the cage out of the window. Now you, he says to the yellow dog, putting him out through the door. And then he folds his arms and scowls at us, and we all notice suddenly that hes very big. We look at one another, and we begins to edge towards the door. All except Jane, whos staring at Jerry as if hes a ghost.

Mr Moore, says Pa Tuxton, dignified, well leave you. Youre drunk.

Im not drunk, says Jerry. Im in love.

Jane, says Pa Tuxton, come with me, and leave this ruffian to himself.

Jane, says Jerry, stop here, and come and lay your head on my shoulder.

Jane, says Pa Tuxton, do you hear me?

Jane, says Jerry, Im waiting.

She looks from one to the other for a spell, and then she moves to where Jerrys standing.

Ill stop, she says, sort of quiet.

And we drifts out.

The waiter snorted.

I got back home quick as I could, he said, and relates the proceedings to Gentleman. Gentlemans rattled. I dont believe it, he says. Dont stand there and tell me Jerry Moore did them things. Why, it aint in the man. Specially after what I said to him about the way he ought to behave. How could he have done so? Just then in comes Jerry, beaming all over. Boys, he shouts, congratulate me. Its all right. Weve fixed it up. She says she hadnt known me properly before. She says shed always reckoned me a sheep, while all the time I was one of them strong, silent men. He turns to Gentleman—

The man at the other end of the room was calling for his bill.

All right, all right, said the waiter. Coming! He turns to Gentleman, he went on rapidly, and he says, Bailey, I owe it all to you, because if you hadnt told me to insult her folks—

He leaned on the travellers table and fixed him with an eye that pleaded for sympathy.

Ow about that? he said. Isnt that crisp? Insult her folks! Them was his very words. Insult her folks.

The traveller looked at him inquiringly.

Can you beat it? said the waiter.

I dont know what you are saying, said the traveller. If it is important, write it on a slip of paper. I am stone-deaf.


ROUGH-HEW THEM HOW WE WILL
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PAUL BOIELLE WAS a waiter. The word waiter suggests a soft-voiced, deft-handed being, moving swiftly and without noise in an atmosphere of luxury and shaded lamps. At Bredins Parisian Cafe and Restaurant in Soho, where Paul worked, there were none of these things; and Paul himself, though he certainly moved swiftly, was by no means noiseless. His progress through the room resembled in almost equal proportions the finish of a Marathon race, the star-act of a professional juggler, and a monologue by an Earls Court side-showman. Constant acquaintance rendered regular habitues callous to the wonder, but to a stranger the sight of Paul tearing over the difficult between-tables course, his hands loaded with two vast pyramids of dishes, shouting as he went the mystic word, Comingsarecominginamomentsaresteaksareyessarecomingsare! was impressive to a degree. For doing far less exacting feats on the stage music-hall performers were being paid fifty pounds a week. Paul got eighteen shillings.

What a blessing is poverty, properly considered. If Paul had received more than eighteen shillings a week he would not have lived in an attic. He would have luxuriated in a bed-sitting-room on the second floor; and would consequently have missed what was practically a genuine north light. The skylight which went with the attic was so arranged that the room was a studio in miniature, and, as Paul was engaged in his spare moments in painting a great picture, nothing could have been more fortunate; for Paul, like so many of our public men, lived two lives. Off duty, the sprinting, barking juggler of Bredins Parisian Cafe became the quiet follower of Art. Ever since his childhood he had had a passion for drawing and painting. He regretted that Fate had allowed him so little time for such work; but after all, he reflected, all great artists had had their struggles — so why not he? Moreover, they were now nearly at an end. An hour here, an hour there, and every Thursday a whole afternoon, and the great picture was within measurable distance of completion. He had won through. Without models, without leisure, hungry, tired, he had nevertheless triumphed. A few more touches, and the masterpiece would be ready for purchase. And after that all would be plain sailing. Paul could forecast the scene so exactly. The picture would be at the dealers, possibly — one must not be too sanguine — thrust away in some odd corner. The wealthy connoisseur would come in. At first he would not see the masterpiece; other more prominently displayed works would catch his eye. He would turn from them in weary scorn, and then!... Paul wondered how big the cheque would be.

There were reasons why he wanted the money. Looking at him as he cantered over the linoleum at Bredins, you would have said that his mind was on his work. But it was not so. He took and executed orders as automatically as the penny-in-the-slot musical-box in the corner took pennies and produced tunes. His thoughts were of Jeanne Le Brocq, his co-worker at Bredins, and a little cigar shop down Brixton way which he knew was in the market at a reasonable rate. To marry the former and own the latter was Pauls idea of the earthly paradise, and it was the wealthy connoisseur, and he alone, who could open the gates.

Jeanne was a large, slow-moving Norman girl, stolidly handsome. One could picture her in a de Maupassant farmyard. In the clatter and bustle of Bredins Parisian Cafe she appeared out of place, like a cow in a boiler-factory. To Paul, who worshipped her with all the fervour of a little man for a large woman, her deliberate methods seemed all that was beautiful and dignified. To his mind she lent a tone to the vulgar whirlpool of gorging humanity, as if she had been some goddess mixing in a Homeric battle. The whirlpool had other views — and expressed them. One coarse-fibred brute, indeed, once went so far as to address to her the frightful words, Urry up, there, Tottie! Look slippy. It was wrong, of course, for Paul to slip and spill an order of scrambled eggs down the brutes coat-sleeve, but who can blame him?

Among those who did not see eye to eye with Paul in his views on deportment in waitresses was M. Bredin himself, the owner of the Parisian Cafe; and it was this circumstance which first gave Paul the opportunity of declaring the passion which was gnawing him with the fierce fury of a Bredin customer gnawing a tough steak against time during the rush hour. He had long worshipped her from afar, but nothing more intimate than a Good morning, Miss Jeanne, had escaped him, till one day during a slack spell he came upon her in the little passage leading to the kitchen, her face hidden in her apron, her back jerking with sobs.

Business is business. Paul had a message to deliver to the cook respecting two fried, coffee, and one stale. He delivered it and returned. Jeanne was still sobbing.

Ah, Miss Jeanne, cried Paul, stricken, what is the matter? What is it? Why do you weep?

The patron, sobbed Jeanne. He—

My angel, said Paul, he is a pig.

This was perfectly true. No conscientious judge of character could have denied that Paul had hit the bulls eye. Bredin was a pig. He looked like a pig; he ate like a pig; he grunted like a pig. He had the lavish embonpoint of a pig. Also a porcine soul. If you had tied a bit of blue ribbon round his neck you could have won prizes with him at a show.

Pauls eyes flashed with fury. I will slap him in the eye, he roared.

He called me a tortoise.

And kick him in the stomach, added Paul.

Jeannes sobs were running on second speed now. The anguish was diminishing. Paul took advantage of the improved conditions to slide an arm part of the way round her waist. In two minutes he had said as much as the ordinary man could have worked off in ten. All good stuff, too. No padding.

Jeannes face rose from her apron like a full moon. She was too astounded to be angry.

Paul continued to babble. Jeanne looked at him with growing wrath. That she, who received daily the affectionate badinage of gentlemen in bowler hats and check suits, who had once been invited to the White City by a solicitors clerk, should be addressed in this way by a waiter! It was too much. She threw off his hand.

Wretched little man! she cried, stamping angrily.

My angel! protested Paul.

Jeanne uttered a scornful laugh.

You! she said.

There are few more withering remarks than You! spoken in a certain way. Jeanne spoke it in just that way.

Paul wilted.

On eighteen shillings a week, went on Jeanne, satirically, you would support a wife, yes? Why—

Paul recovered himself. He had an opening now, and proceeded to use it.

Listen, he said. At present, yes, it is true, I earn but eighteen shillings a week, but it will not always be so, no. I am not only a waiter. I am also an artist. I have painted a great picture. For a whole year I have worked, and now it is ready. I will sell it, and then, my angel — ?

Jeannes face had lost some of its scorn. She was listening with some respect. A picture? she said, thoughtfully. There is money in pictures.

For the first time Paul was glad that his arm was no longer round her waist. To do justice to the great work he needed both hands for purposes of gesticulation.

There is money in this picture, he said. Oh, it is beautiful. I call it The Awakening. It is a woodland scene. I come back from my work here, hot and tired, and a mere glance at that wood refreshes me. It is so cool, so green. The sun filters in golden splashes through the foliage. On a mossy bank, between two trees, lies a beautiful girl asleep. Above her, bending fondly over her, just about to kiss that flower-like face, is a young man in the dress of a shepherd. At the last moment he has looked over his shoulder to make sure that there is nobody near to see. He is wearing an expression so happy, so proud, that ones heart goes out to him.

Yes, there might be money in that, cried Jeanne.

There is, there is! cried Paul. I shall sell it for many francs to a wealthy connoisseur. And then, my angel—

You are a good little man, said the angel, patronizingly. Perhaps. We will see.

Paul caught her hand and kissed it. She smiled indulgently. Yes, she said. There might be money. These English pay much money for pictures.



It is pretty generally admitted that Geoffrey Chaucer, the eminent poet of the fourteenth century, though obsessed with an almost Rooseveltian passion for the new spelling, was there with the goods when it came to profundity of thought. It was Chaucer who wrote the lines:

The lyfe so short, the craft so long to lerne,
Th assay so hard, so sharpe the conquering.

Which means, broadly, that it is difficult to paint a picture, but a great deal more difficult to sell it.

Across the centuries Paul Boielle shook hands with Geoffrey Chaucer. So sharpe the conquering put his case in a nutshell.

The full story of his wanderings with the masterpiece would read like an Odyssey and be about as long. It shall be condensed.

There was an artist who dined at intervals at Bredins Parisian Cafe, and, as the artistic temperament was too impatient to be suited by Jeannes leisurely methods, it had fallen to Paul to wait upon him. It was to this expert that Paul, emboldened by the geniality of the artists manner, went for information. How did monsieur sell his pictures? Monsieur said he didnt, except once in a blue moon. But when he did? Oh, he took the thing to the dealers. Paul thanked him. A friend of him, he explained, had painted a picture and wished to sell it.

Poor devil! was the artists comment.

Next day, it happening to be a Thursday, Paul started on his travels. He started buoyantly, but by evening he was as a punctured balloon. Every dealer had the same remark to make — to wit, no room.

Have you yet sold the picture? inquired Jeanne, when they met. Not yet, said Paul. But they are delicate matters, these negotiations. I use finesse. I proceed with caution.

He approached the artist again.

With the dealers, he said, my friend has been a little unfortunate. They say they have no room.

I know, said the artist, nodding.

Is there, perhaps, another way?

What sort of a picture is it? inquired the artist.

Paul became enthusiastic.

Ah! monsieur, it is beautiful. It is a woodland scene. A beautiful girl—

Oh! Then he had better try the magazines. They might use it for a cover.

Paul thanked him effusively. On the following Thursday he visited divers art editors. The art editors seemed to be in the same unhappy condition as the dealers. Overstocked! was their cry.

The picture? said Jeanne, on the Friday morning. Is it sold?

Not yet, said Paul, but—

Always but!

My angel!

Bah! said Jeanne, with a toss of her large but shapely head.

By the end of the month Paul was fighting in the last ditch, wandering disconsolately among those who dwell in outer darkness and have grimy thumbs. Seven of these in all he visited on that black Thursday, and each of the seven rubbed the surface of the painting with a grimy thumb, snorted, and dismissed him. Sick and beaten, Paul took the masterpiece back to his skylight room.

All that night he lay awake, thinking. It was a weary bundle of nerves that came to the Parisian Cafe next morning. He was late in arriving, which was good in that it delayed the inevitable question as to the fate of the picture, but bad in every other respect. M. Bredin, squatting behind the cash-desk, grunted fiercely at him; and, worse, Jeanne, who, owing to his absence, had had to be busier than suited her disposition, was distant and haughty. A murky gloom settled upon Paul.

Now it so happened that M. Bredin, when things went well with him, was wont to be filled with a ponderous amiability. It was not often that this took a practical form, though it is on record that in an exuberant moment he once gave a small boy a halfpenny. More frequently it merely led him to soften the porcine austerity of his demeanour. Today, business having been uncommonly good, he felt pleased with the world. He had left his cash-desk and was assailing a bowl of soup at one of the side-tables. Except for a belated luncher at the end of the room the place was empty. It was one of the hours when there was a lull in the proceedings at the Parisian Cafe. Paul was leaning, wrapped in the gloom, against the wall. Jeanne was waiting on the proprietor.

M. Bredin finished his meal and rose. He felt content. All was well with the world. As he lumbered to his desk he passed Jeanne. He stopped. He wheezed a compliment. Then another. Paul, from his place by the wall, watched with jealous fury.

M. Bredin chucked Jeanne under the chin.

As he did so, the belated luncher called Waiter! but Paul was otherwise engaged. His entire nervous system seemed to have been stirred up with a pole. With a hoarse cry he dashed forward. He would destroy this pig who chucked his Jeanne under the chin.

The first intimation M. Bredin had of the declaration of war was the impact of a French roll on his ear. It was one of those nobbly, chunky rolls with sharp corners, almost as deadly as a piece of shrapnel. M. Bredin was incapable of jumping, but he uttered a howl and his vast body quivered like a stricken jelly. A second roll, whizzing by, slapped against the wall. A moment later a cream-bun burst in sticky ruin on the proprietors left eye.

The belated luncher had been anxious to pay his bill and go, but he came swiftly to the conclusion that this was worth stopping on for. He leaned back in his chair and watched. M. Bredin had entrenched himself behind the cash-desk, peering nervously at Paul through the cream, and Paul, pouring forth abuse in his native tongue, was brandishing a chocolate eclair. The situation looked good to the spectator.

It was spoiled by Jeanne, who seized Paul by the arm and shook him, adding her own voice to the babel. It was enough. The eclair fell to the floor. Pauls voice died away. His face took on again its crushed, hunted expression. The voice of M. Bredin, freed from competition, rose shrill and wrathful.

The marksman is getting sacked, mused the onlooker, diagnosing the situation.

He was right. The next moment Paul, limp and depressed, had retired to the kitchen passage, discharged. It was here, after a few minutes, that Jeanne found him.

Fool! Idiot! Imbecile! said Jeanne.

Paul stared at her without speaking.

To throw rolls at the patron. Imbecile!

He— began Paul.

Bah! And what if he did? Must you then attack him like a mad dog? What is it to you?

Paul was conscious of a dull longing for sympathy, a monstrous sense of oppression. Everything was going wrong. Surely Jeanne must be touched by his heroism? But no. She was scolding furiously. Suppose Andromeda had turned and scolded Perseus after he had slain the sea-monster! Paul mopped his forehead with his napkin. The bottom had dropped out of his world.

Jeanne!

Bah! Do not talk to me, idiot of a little man. Almost you lost me my place also. The patron was in two minds. But I coaxed him. A fine thing that would have been, to lose my good place through your foolishness. To throw rolls. My goodness!

She swept back into the room again, leaving Paul still standing by the kitchen door. Something seemed to have snapped inside him. How long he stood there he did not know, but presently from the dining-room came calls of Waiter! and automatically he fell once more into his work, as an actor takes up his part. A stranger would have noticed nothing remarkable in him. He bustled to and fro with undiminished energy.

At the end of the day M. Bredin paid him his eighteen shillings with a grunt, and Paul walked out of the restaurant a masterless man.

He went to his attic and sat down on the bed. Propped up against the wall was the picture. He looked at it with unseeing eyes. He stared dully before him.

Then thoughts came to him with a rush, leaping and dancing in his mind like imps in Hades. He had a curious sense of detachment. He seemed to be watching himself from a great distance.

This was the end. The little imps danced and leaped; and then one separated itself from the crowd, to grow bigger than, the rest, to pirouette more energetically. He rose. His mind was made up. He would kill himself.

He went downstairs and out into the street. He thought hard as he walked. He would kill himself, but how?

His preoccupation was so great that an automobile, rounding a corner, missed him by inches as he crossed the road. The chauffeur shouted angrily at him as he leapt back.

Paul shook his fist at the retreating lights.

Pig! he shouted. Assassin! Scoundrel! Villain! Would you kill me? I will take your number, rascal. I will inform the police. Villain!

A policeman had strolled up and was eyeing him curiously. Paul turned to him, full of his wrongs.

Officer, he cried, I have a complaint. These pigs of chauffeurs! They are reckless. They drive so recklessly. Hence the great number of accidents.

Awful! said the policeman. Pass along, sonny.

Paul walked on, fuming. It was abominable that these chauffeurs — And then an idea came to him. He had found a way.



It was quiet in the Park. He had chosen the Park because it was dark and there would be none to see and interfere. He waited long in the shadow by the roadside. Presently from the darkness there came the distant drone of powerful engines. Lights appeared, like the blazing eyes of a dragon swooping down to devour its prey.

He ran out into the road with a shout.

It was an error, that shout. He had intended it for an inarticulate farewell to his picture, to Jeanne, to life. It was excusable to the driver of the motor that he misinterpreted it. It seemed to him a cry of warning. There was a great jarring of brakes, a scuttering of locked wheels on the dry road, and the car came to a standstill a full yard from where he stood.

What the deuce— said a cool voice from behind the lights.

Paul struck his chest and folded his arms.

I am here, he cried. Destroy me!

Let George do it, said the voice, in a marked American accent. I never murder on a Friday; its unlucky. If its not a rude question, which asylum are you from? Halloa!

The exclamation was one of surprise, for Pauls nerves had finally given way, and he was now in a heap on the road, sobbing.

The man climbed down and came into the light. He was a tall young man with a pleasant, clean-cut face. He stopped and shook Paul.

Quit that, he said. Maybe its not true. And if it is, theres always hope. Cut it out. Whats the matter? All in?

Paul sat up, gulping convulsively. He was thoroughly unstrung. The cold, desperate mood had passed. In its place came the old feeling of desolation. He was a child, aching for sympathy. He wanted to tell his troubles. Punctuating his narrative with many gestures and an occasional gulp, he proceeded to do so. The American listened attentively.

So you cant sell your picture, and youve lost your job, and your girl has shaken you? he said. Pretty bad, but still youve no call to go mingling with automobile wheels. You come along with me to my hotel, and tomorrow well see if we cant fix up something.



There was breakfast at the hotel next morning, a breakfast to put heart into a man. During the meal a messenger dispatched in a cab to Pauls lodgings returned with the canvas. A deferential waiter informed the American that it had been taken with every possible care to his suite.

Good, said the young man. If youre through, well go and have a look at it.

They went upstairs. There was the picture resting against a chair.

Why, I call that fine, said the young man. Its a cracker jack.

Pauls heart gave a sudden leap. Could it be that here was the wealthy connoisseur? He was wealthy, for he drove an automobile and lived in an expensive hotel. He was a connoisseur, for he had said that the picture was a crackerjack.

Monsieur is kind, murmured Paul.

Its a bear-cat, said the young man, admiringly.

Monsieur is flattering, said Paul, dimly perceiving a compliment.

Ive been looking for a picture like that, said the young man, for months.

Pauls eyes rolled heavenwards.

If youll make a few alterations, Ill buy it and ask for more.

Alterations, monsieur?

One or two small ones. He pointed to the stooping figure of the shepherd. Now, you see this prominent citizen. Whats he doing!

He is stooping, said Paul, fervently, to bestow upon his loved one a kiss. And she, sleeping, all unconscious, dreaming of him—

Never mind about her. Fix your mind on him. Willie is the star in this show. You have summed him up accurately. He is stooping. Stooping good. Now, if that fellow was wearing braces and stooped like that, youd say hed burst those braces, wouldnt you?

With a somewhat dazed air Paul said that he thought he would. Till now he had not looked at the figure from just that view-point.

Youd say hed bust them?

Assuredly, monsieur.

No! said the young man, solemnly, tapping him earnestly on the chest. Thats where youre wrong. Not if they were Galloways Tried and Proven. Galloways Tried and Proven will stand any old strain you care to put on them. See small bills. Wear Galloways Tried and Proven, and fate cannot touch you. You can take it from me. Im the companys general manager.

Indeed, monsieur!

And Ill make a proposition to you. Cut out that mossy bank, and make the girl lying in a hammock. Put Willie in shirt-sleeves instead of a bathrobe, and fix him up with a pair of the Tried and Proven, and Ill give you three thousand dollars for that picture and a retaining fee of four thousand a year to work for us and nobody else for any number of years you care to mention. Youve got the goods. Youve got just the touch. That happy look on Willies face, for instance. You can see in a minute why hes so happy. Its because hes wearing the Tried and Proven, and he knows that however far he stoops they wont break. Is that a deal?

Pauls reply left no room for doubt. Seizing the young man firmly round the waist, he kissed him with extreme fervour on both cheeks.

Here, break away! cried the astonished general manager. Thats no way to sign a business contract.



It was at about five minutes after one that afternoon that Constable Thomas Parsons, patrolling his beat, was aware of a man motioning to him from the doorway of Bredins Parisian Cafe and Restaurant. The man looked like a pig. He grunted like a pig. He had the lavish embonpoint of a pig. Constable Parsons suspected that he had a porcine soul. Indeed, the thought flitted across Constable Parsons mind that, if he were to tie a bit of blue ribbon round his neck, he could win prizes with him at a show.

Whats all this? he inquired, halting.

The stout man talked volubly in French. Constable Parsons shook his head.

Talk sense, he advised.

In dere, cried the stout man, pointing behind him into the restaurant, a man, a — how you say? — yes, sacked. An employe whom I yesterday sacked, today he returns. I say to him, Cochon, va!

Whats that?

I say, Peeg, go! How you say? Yes, pop off! I say, Peeg, pop off! But he — no, no; he sits and will not go. Come in, officer, and expel him.

With massive dignity the policeman entered the restaurant. At one of the tables sat Paul, calm and distrait. From across the room Jeanne stared freezingly.

Whats all this? inquired Constable Parsons. Paul looked up.

I too, he admitted, I cannot understand. Figure to yourself, monsieur. I enter this cafe to lunch, and this man here would expel me.

He is an employe whom I — I myself — have but yesterday dismissed, vociferated M. Bredin. He has no money to lunch at my restaurant.

The policeman eyed Paul sternly.

Eh? he said. That so? Youd better come along.

Pauls eyebrows rose.

Before the round eyes of M. Bredin he began to produce from his pockets and to lay upon the table bank-notes and sovereigns. The cloth was covered with them.

He picked up a half-sovereign.

If monsieur, he said to the policeman, would accept this as a slight consolation for the inconvenience which this foolish person here has caused him—

Not half, said Mr Parsons, affably. Look here — he turned to the gaping proprietor— if you go on like this youll be getting yourself into trouble. See? You take care another time.

Paul called for the bill of fare.

It was the inferior person who had succeeded to his place as waiter who attended to his needs during the meal; but when he had lunched it was Jeanne who brought his coffee.

She bent over the table.

You sold your picture, Paul — yes? she whispered. For much money? How glad I am, dear Paul. Now we will—

Paul met her glance coolly.

Will you be so kind, he said, as to bring me also a cigarette, my good girl?


THE MAN WHO DISLIKED CATS

[image: img208.jpg]

IT WAS HAROLD who first made us acquainted, when I was dining one night at the Cafe Britannique, in Soho. It is a peculiarity of the Cafe Britannique that you will always find flies there, even in winter. Snow was falling that night as I turned in at the door, but, glancing about me, I noticed several of the old faces. My old acquaintance, Percy the bluebottle, looking wonderfully fit despite his years, was doing deep breathing exercises on a mutton cutlet, and was too busy to do more than pause for a moment to nod at me; but his cousin, Harold, always active, sighted me and bustled up to do the honours.

He had finished his game of touch-last with my right ear, and was circling slowly in the air while he thought out other ways of entertaining me, when there was a rush of air, a swish of napkin, and no more Harold.

I turned to thank my preserver, whose table adjoined mine. He was a Frenchman, a melancholy-looking man. He had the appearance of one who has searched for the leak in lifes gas-pipe with a lighted candle; of one whom the clenched fist of Fate has smitten beneath the temperamental third waistcoat-button.

He waved my thanks aside. It was a bagatelle, he said. We became friendly. He moved to my table, and we fraternized over our coffee.

Suddenly he became agitated. He kicked at something on the floor. His eyes gleamed angrily.

Ps-s-st! he hissed. Va-ten!

I looked round the corner of the table, and perceived the restaurant cat in dignified retreat.

You do not like cats? I said.

I ate all animals, monsieur. Cats especially. He frowned. He seemed to hesitate.

I will tell you my story, he said. You will sympathize. You have a sympathetic face. It is the story of a mans tragedy. It is the story of a blighted life. It is the story of a woman who would not forgive. It is the story—

Ive got an appointment at eleven, I said.

He nodded absently, drew at his cigarette, and began:



I have conceived my atred of animals, monsieur, many years ago in Paris. Animals are to me a symbol for the lost dreams of youth, for ambitions foiled, for artistic impulses cruelly stifled. You are astonished. You ask why I say these things. I shall tell you.

I am in Paris, young, ardent, artistic. I wish to paint pictures. I ave the genius, the entusiasm. I wish to be disciple of the great Bouguereau. But no. I am dependent for support upon an uncle. He is rich. He is proprietor of the great Hotel Jules Priaulx. My name is also Priaulx. He is not sympathetic. I say, Uncle, I ave the genius, the entusiasm. Permit me to paint. He shakes his head. He say, I will give you position in my hotel, and you shall earn your living. What choice? I weep, but I kill my dreams, and I become cashier at my uncles hotel at a salary of thirty-five francs a week. I, the artist, become a machine for the changing of money at dam bad salary. What would you? What choice? I am dependent. I go to the hotel, and there I learn to ate all animals. Cats especially.

I will tell you the reason. My uncles hotel is fashionable hotel. Rich Americans, rich Maharajahs, rich people of every nation come to my uncles hotel. They come, and with them they have brought their pets. Monsieur, it was the existence of a nightmare. Wherever I have looked there are animals. Listen. There is an Indian prince. He has with him two dromedaries. There is also one other Indian prince. With him is a giraffe. The giraffe drink every day one dozen best champagne to keep his coat good. I, the artist, have my bock, and my coat is not good. There is a guest with a young lion. There is a guest with an alligator. But especially there is a cat. He is fat. His name is Alexander. He belongs to an American woman. She is fat. She exhibits him to me. He is wrapped in a silk and fur creation like an opera cloak. Every day she exhibits him. It is Alexander this and Alexander that, till I ate Alexander very much. I ate all the animals, but especially Alexander.

And so, monsieur, it goes on, day by day, in this hotel that is a Zoological Garden. And every day I ate the animals the more. But especially Alexander.

We artists, monsieur, we are martyrs to our nerves. It became insupportable, this thing. Each day it became more insupportable. At night I dream of all the animals, one by one — the giraffe, the two dromedaries, the young lion, the alligator, and Alexander. Especially Alexander. You have eard of men who cannot endure the society of a cat — how they cry out and jump in the air if a cat is among those present. Hein? Your Lord Roberts? Precisely, monsieur. I have read so much. Listen, then. I am become by degrees almost like im. I do not cry out and jump in the air when I see the cat Alexander, but I grind my teeth and I ate im.

Yes, I am the sleeping volcano, and one morning, monsieur, I have suffered the eruption. It is like this. I shall tell you.

Not only at that time am I the martyr to nerves, but also to toothache. That morning I ave ad the toothache very bad. I ave been in pain the most terrible. I groan as I add up the figures in my book.

As I groan I ear a voice.

Say good morning to M. Priaulx, Alexander. Conceive my emotions, monsieur, when this fat, beastly cat is placed before me upon my desk!

It put the cover upon it. No, that is not the phrase. The lid. It put the lid upon it. All my smothered atred of the animal burst forth. I could no longer conceal my atred.

I rose. I was terrible. I seized im by the tail. I flung him — I did not know where. I did not care. Not then. Afterwards, yes, but not then.

Your Longfellow has a poem. I shot an arrow into the air. It fell to earth, I know not where. And then he has found it. The arrow in the eart of a friend. Am I right? Also was that the tragedy with me. I flung the cat Alexander. My uncle, on whom I am dependent, is passing at the moment. He has received the cat in the middle of his face.

My companion, with the artists instinct for the curtain, paused. He looked round the brightly-lit restaurant. From every side arose the clatter of knife and fork, and the clear, sharp note of those who drank soup. In a distant corner a small waiter with a large voice was calling the cook names through the speaking-tube. It was a cheerful scene, but it brought no cheer to my companion. He sighed heavily and resumed:



I urry over that painful scene. There is blooming row. My uncle is ot-tempered man. The cat is eavy cat. I ave thrown im very hard, for my nerves and my toothache and my atred ave given me the giants strength. Alone is this enough to enrage my ot-tempered uncle. I am there in his hotel, you will understand, as cashier, not as cat-thrower. And now, besides all this, I have insulted valuable patron. She ave left the hotel that day.

There are no doubts in my mind as to the outcome. With certainty I await my conge. And after painful scene I get it. I am to go. At once. He ave assured the angry American woman that I go at once.

He has called me into his private office. Jean, he has said to me, at the end of other things, you are a fool, dolt, no-good imbecile. I give you good place in my hotel, and you spend your time flinging cats. I will ave no more of you. But even now I cannot forget that you are my dear brothers child. I will now give you one thousand francs and never see you again.

I have thanked him, for to me it is wealth. Not before have I ever had one thousand francs of my own.

I go out of the hotel. I go to a cafe and order a bock. I smoke a cigarette. It is necessary that I think out plans. Shall I with my one thousand francs rent a studio in the Quarter and commence my life as artist? No. I have still the genius, the entusiasm, but I have not the training. To train myself to paint pictures I must study long, and even one thousand francs will not last for ever. Then what shall I do? I do not know. I order one other bock, and smoke more cigarettes, but still I do not know.

And then I say to myself, I will go back to my uncle, and plead with him. I will seize favourable opportunity. I will approach him after dinner when he is in good temper. But for that I must be close at hand. I must be — whats your expression?— Johnny-on-the-spot.

My mind is made up. I have my plan.

I have gone back to my uncles hotel, and I have engaged not too expensive bedroom. My uncle does not know. He still is in his private office. I secure my room.

I dine cheaply that night, but I go to theatre and also to supper after the theatre, for have I not my thousand francs? It is late when I reach my bedroom.

I go to bed. I go to sleep.

But I do not sleep long. I am awakened by a voice.

It is a voice that says, Move and I shoot! Move and I shoot! I lie still. I do not move. I am courageous, but I am unarmed.

And the voice says again, Move and I shoot! Is it robbers? Is it some marauder who has made his way to my room to plunder me?

I do not know. Peraps I think yes.

Who are you? I have asked.

There is no answer.

I take my courage in my ands. I leap from my bed. I dash for the door. No pistol has been fire. I have reached the passage, and have shouted for assistance.

Hotel officials run up. Doors open. What is it? voices cry.

There is in my room an armed robber, I assure them.

And then I have found — no, I am mistaken. My door, you will understand, is open. And as I have said these words, a large green parrot comes opping out. My assassin is nothing but a green parrot.

Move and I shoot! it has said to those gathered in the corridor. It then has bitten me in the and and passed on.

I am chagrined, monsieur. But only for a moment. Then I forget my chagrin. For a voice from a door that as opened says with joy, It is my Polly, which I ave this evening lost!

I turn. I gasp for admiration. It is a beautiful lady in a pink dressing-gown which ave spoken these words.

She has looked at me. I ave looked at her. I forget everything but that she is adorable. I forget those who stand by. I forget that the parrot has bitten me in the and. I forget even that I am standing there in pyjamas, with on my feet nothing. I can only gaze at her and worship.

I have found words.

Mademoiselle, I have said, I am rejoiced that I have been the means of restoring to you your bird.

She has thanked me with her eyes, and then with words also. I am bewitched. She is divine. I care not that my feet are cold. I could wish to stand there talking all night.

She has given a cry of dismay.

Your and! It is wounded!

I look at my and. Yes, it is bleeding, where the bird ave bitten it.

Tchut, mademoiselle, I have said. It is a bagatelle.

But no. She is distressed. She is what your poet Scott ave said, a ministering angel thou. She ave torn her andkerchief and is binding up my wound. I am enchanted. Such beauty! Such kindness! Ardly can I resist to fall on my knees before er and declare my passion.

We are twin souls. She has thanked me again. She has scolded the parrot. She has smiled upon me as she retires to her room. It is enough. Nothing is said, but I am a man of sensibility and discernment, and I understand that she will not be offended if I seek to renew our friendship on a more suitable occasion.

The doors shut. The guests have returned to bed, the hotel servants to their duties. And I go back to my room. But not to sleep. It is very late, but I do not sleep. I lie awake and think of er.

You will conceive, Monsieur, with what mixed feelings I descend next morning. On the one and, I must keep the sharp look-out for my uncle, for im I must avoid till he shall have — what do you say in your idiom? Yes, I have it — simmered down and tucked in his shirt. On the other and, I must watch for my lady of the parrot. I count the minutes till we shall meet again.

I avoid my uncle with success, and I see er about the hour of dejeuner. She is talking to old gentleman. I have bowed. She have smiled and motioned me to approach.

Father, she has said, this is the gentleman who caught Polly.

We have shaken hands. He is indulgent papa. He has smiled and thanked me also. We have confided to each other our names. He is English. He owns much land in England. He has been staying in Paris. He is rich. His name is Enderson. He addresses his daughter, and call her Marion. In my eart I also call her Marion. You will perceive that I am, as you say, pretty far gone.

The hour of dejeuner has arrived. I entreat them to be my guests. I can run to it, you understand, for there are still in my pockets plenty of my uncles francs. They consent. I am in eaven.

All is well. Our friendship has progressed with marvellous speed. The old gentleman and I are swiftly the dear old pals. I ave confided to im my dreams of artistic fame, and he has told me ow much he dislikes your Lloyd George. He has mentioned that he and Miss Marion depart for London that day. I am desolate. My face tumbles. He has observed my despair. He has invited me to visit them in London.

Imagine my chagrin. To visit them in London is the one thing I desire to do. But how? I accept gratefully, but I ask myself how it is to be done? I am poor blighter with no profession and nine undred francs. He as taken it for granted that I am wealthy.

What shall I do? I spend the afternoon trying to form a plan. And then I am resolved. I will go to my uncle and say: Uncle, I have the magnificent chance to marry the daughter of wealthy English landowner. Already I ave her gratitude. Soon — for I am young, andsome, debonair — I shall ave her love. Give me one more chance, uncle. Be decent old buck, and put up the money for this affair.

These words I have resolved to say to my uncle.

I go back to the hotel. I enter his private office. I reveal no secret when I say that he is not cordial.

Ten thousand devils! he has cried. What do you here?

I asten to tell him all, and plead with him to be decent old buck. He does not believe.

Who is he? he asks. This English landowner? How did I meet him? And where?

I tell him. He is amazed.

You ad the infernal impudence to take room in my hotel? he has cried.

I am crafty. I am diplomat.

Where else, dear uncle? I say. In all Paris there is no such ome from ome. The cuisine — marvellous! The beds — of rose-leaves! The attendance — superb! If only for one night, I have said to myself, I must stay in this of all hotels.

I ave — what do you say? — touched the spot.

In what you say, he has said, more calmly, there is certainly something. It is a good hotel, this of mine!

The only hotel, I have assured him. The Meurice? Chut! I snap my fingers. The Ritz? Bah! Once again I snap my fingers. In all Paris there is no hotel like this.

He as simmered down. His shirt is tucked in. Tell me again this plan of yours, Jean.

When I leave im we have come to an understanding. It is agreed between us that I am to ave one last chance. He will not spoil this promising ship for the aporth of tar. He will give me money for my purpose. But he has said, as we part, if I fail, his ands shall be washed of me. He cannot now forget that I am his dear brothers child; but if I fail to accomplish the conquest of the divine Miss Marion, he thinks he will be able to.

It is well. A week later I follow the Endersons to London.

For the next few days, monsieur, I am in Paradise. My ost has much nice ouse in Eaton Square. He is rich, popular. There is much society. And I — I have the succes fou. I am young, andsome, debonair. I cannot speak the English very well — not so well as I now speak im — but I manage. I get along. I am intelligent, amiable. Everyone loves me.

No, not everyone. Captain Bassett, he does not love me. And why? Because he loves the charming Miss Marion, and observes that already I am succeeding with her like a ouse on fire. He is ami de famille. He is captain in your Garde Ecossais, and my ost told me e has distinguished himself as soldier pretty much. It may be so. As soldier, peraps. But at conversation he is not so good. He is quite nice fellow, you understand— andsome, yes; distinguished, yes. But he does not sparkle. He has not my verve, my elan. I — how do you say? — I make the rings round him.

But, Chut! At that moment I would have made the rings round the ole British Army. Yes, and also the Corps Diplomatique. For I am inspired. Love as inspired me. I am conqueror.

But I will not weary you, monsieur, with the details of my wooing. You are sympathetic, but I must not weary you. Let us say that I ave in four days or five made progress the most remarkable, and proceed to the tragic end.

Almost could I tell it in four words. In them one would say that it is set forth. There was in London at that time popular a song, a comic, vulgar song of the Alls, The Cat Came Back. You ave eard it? Yes? I eard it myself, and without emotion. It had no sinister warning for me. It did not strike me as omen. Yet, in those four words, monsieur, is my tragedy.

How? I shall tell you. Every word is a sword twisted in my eart, but I shall tell you.

One afternoon we are at tea. All is well. I am vivacious, gay; Miss Marion, charming, gracious. There is present also an aunt, Mr Endersons sister; but er I do not much notice. It is to Marion I speak — both with my lips and also with my eyes.

As we sit, Captain Bassett is announced.

He has entered. We have greeted each other politely but coldly, for we are rivals. There is in his manner also a something which I do not much like — a species of suppressed triumph, of elation.

I am uneasy — but only yet vaguely, you will understand. I have not the foreboding that he is about to speak my death-sentence.

He addresses Miss Marion. There is joy in his voice. Miss Enderson, he has said, I have for you the bally good news. You will remember, isnt it, the cat belonging to the American woman in the hotel at Paris, of which you have spoken to me? Last night at dinner I have been seated beside her. At first I am not certain is it she. Then I say that there cannot be two Mrs Balderstone Rockmettlers in Europe, so I mention to her the cat. And, to cut the long story short, I have ventured to purchase for you as a little present the cat Alexander.

I have uttered a cry of horror, but it is not eard because of Miss Marions cry of joy.

Oh, Captain Bassett, she has said, how very splendid of you! Ever since I first saw him have I loved Alexander. I cannot tell you how grateful I am. But it amazes me that you should have been able to induce her to part with im. In Paris she has refused all my offers.

He has paused, embarrassed.

The fact is, he has said, there is between her and Alexander a certain coolness. He as deceived er, and she loves him no more. Immediately upon arrival in London, he had the misfortune to ave six fine kittens. Owever, out of evil cometh good, and I have thus been able to secure im for you. E is downstairs in a basket!

Miss Marion as rung the bell and commanded for him to be brought instantly.

I will not describe the meeting, monsieur. You are sympathetic. You will understand my feelings. Let us urry on.

Figure yourself, monsieur, to what extent I was now arassed. I am artist. I am a man of nerves. I cannot be gay, brilliant, debonair in the presence of a cat. Yet always the cat is there. It is terrible.

I feel that I am falling behind in the race. Er gratitude has made her the more gracious to Captain Bassett. She smiles upon him. And, like Chanticleer at the sight of the sun, he flaps his wings and crows. He is no longer the silent listener. It is I who have become the silent listener.

I have said to myself that something must be done.

Chance has shown me the way. One afternoon I am by fortune alone in the all. In his cage the parrot Polly is opping. I address him through the bars.

Move and I shoot I he has cried.

The tears have filled my eyes. Ow it has brought the ole scene back to me!

As I weep, I perceive the cat Alexander approaching.

I have formed a plan. I have opened the cage-door and released the parrot. The cat, I think, will attack the parrot of which Miss Enderson is so fond. She will love him no more. He will be expelled.



He paused. I suppose my face must have lost some of its alleged sympathy as he set forth this fiendish plot. Even Percy the bluebottle seemed shocked. He had settled on the sugar-bowl, but at these words he rose in a marked manner and left the table.

You do not approve? he said.

I shrugged my shoulders.

Its no business of mine, I said. But dont you think yourself it was playing it a bit low down? Didnt the thought present itself to you in a shadowy way that it was rather rough on the bird?

It did, monsieur. But what would you? It is necessary to break eggs in order to make an omelette. All is fair, you say, in love and war, and this was both. Moreover, you must understand, I do not dictate his movements to the parrot. He is free agent. I do but open the cage-door. Should he op out and proceed to the floor where is the cat, that is his affair. I shall continue, yes?



Alors! I open the cage-door and disappear discreetly. It is not politic that I remain to witness what shall transpire. It is for me to establish an alibi. I go to the drawing-room, where I remain.

At dinner that night Mr Enderson has laughed.

In the all this afternoon, he has said, I have seen by chance the dickens of a funny occurrence. That parrot of yours, Marion, had escaped once again from its cage and was aving an argument with that cat which Captain Bassett has given to you.

Oh! I hope that Alexander as not hurt poor Polly, of whom I am very fond, she has said.

The affair did not come to blows, has said Mr Enderson. You may trust that bird to take care of himself, my dear. When I came upon the scene the cat was crouching in a corner, with his fur bristling and his back up, while Polly, standing before im, was telling im not to move or he would shoot. Nor did he move, till I ad seized the parrot and replaced him in the cage, when he shot upstairs like a streak of lightning. By sheer force of character that excellent bird ad won the bloodless victory. I drink to im!

You can conceive my emotion as I listen to this tale. I am like the poets mice and men whose best-kid schemes have gone away. I am baffled. I am discouraged. I do not know what I shall do. I must find another plan, but I do not know what.

How shall I remove the cat? Shall I kill im? No, for I might be suspect.

Shall I ire someone to steal im? No, for my accomplice might betray me.

Shall I myself steal im? Ah! that is better. That is a very good plan.

Soon I have it perfected, this plan. Listen, monsieur; it is as follows. It is simple, but it is good. I will await my opportunity. I will remove the cat secretly from the ouse. I will take him to an office of the District Messenger Boys. I will order a messenger to carry him at once to the Cats House, and to request M. le Directeur immediately to destroy him. It is a simple plan, but it is good.

I carry it through without a itch. It is not so difficult to secure the cat. E is asleep in the drawing-room. There is nobody at hand. I have in my bedroom a at-box which I have brought from Paris. I have brought it with me to the drawing-room. I have placed in it the cat. I have escaped from the ouse. The cat has uttered a cry, but none has eard. I have reached the office of the District Messenger Boys. I have anded over the cat in its box. The manager is courteous, sympathetic. A messenger has started in a cab for the Cats House. I have breathed a sigh of relief. I am saved.

That is what I say to myself as I return. My troubles are over, and once more I can be gay, debonair, vivacious with Miss Marion, for no longer will there be present the cat Alexander to arass me.

When I have returned there is commotion in the ouse. I pass on the stairs domestics calling Puss, puss! The butler is chirruping loudly and poking beneath the furniture with a umbrella. All is confusion and agitation.

In the drawing-room is Miss Marion. She is distressed.

Nowhere, she has said, can there be found the cat Alexander of whom I am so fond. Nowhere in the ouse is he, Where can he be? He is lost.

I am gentle, sympathetic. I endeavour to console her. I int to her that am I not sufficient substitute for a beastly cat? She is, however, inconsolable. I must be patient. I must wait my time.

Captain Bassett is announced. He is informed of what has appened. He is distressed. He has the air as if he, too, would endeavour to be gentle, sympathetic. But I am Johnny-on-the-spot. I stay till he as gone.

Next day again it is Puss, puss! Again the butler has explored under the furniture with the umbrella. Again Miss Marion is distressed. Again ave I endeavoured to console.

This time I think I am not so unsuccessful. I am, you understand, young, andsome, sympathetic. In another two ticks I am about to seize er and and declare my passion.

But, before I can do so, Captain Bassett is announced.

I gaze at him as at unsuccessful rival. I am confident. I am conqueror. Ah, I little know! It is in the moments of our highest ope, monsieur, that we are destroyed.

Captain Bassett, he, too, as the air of the conqueror.

He has begun to speak.

Miss Enderson, he has said, I have once more the bally good news. I rather fancy that I ave tracked down the missing Alexander, do you not know?

Miss Marion as cried out with joy. But I am calm, for is not Alexander already yesterday destroyed?

It is like this, he has resumed. I have thought to myself where is lost cat most likely to be? And I have answered, In the Cats House. I go this morning to the Cats House, and there I see a cat which is either lost Alexander or his living image. Exactly is he the same to all appearances as the lost Alexander. But there is, when I try to purchase im, some curious itch which they do not explain. They must ave time, they say, to consider. They cannot at once decide.

Why, what nonsense! Miss Marion ave cried. If the cat is my cat, surely then must they return im to me! Come, she has said, let us all three at once in a taxi-cab go to the Cats House. If the all three of us identify the lost Alexander, then must they return im.

Monsieur, I am uneasy. I have foreboding. But I go. What choice? We go in a taxi-cab to the Cats House.

The directeur is courteous and sympathetic. He has introduced us to the cat, and my eart as turned to water, for it is Alexander. Why has he not been destroyed?

The directeur is speaking. I ear him in a dream.

If you identify im as your cat, miss, he has said, the matter is ended. My esitation when you, sir, approached me this morning on the matter was due to the fact that a messenger was sent with instructions that he be destroyed at once.

Rather rough, wasnt it, that, on the messenger, yes, Captain Bassett has said. He is facetious, you understand, for he is conqueror.

I am silent. I am not facetious. For already I feel — how do you say? — my fowl is cooked.

Not the messenger, sir, the directeur has said. You ave misunderstood me. It was the cat which was to be destroyed as per instructions of the anonymous sender.

Who could have played such a wicked trick? Miss Marion has asked, indignant.

The directeur has stooped, and from behind a table he has brought a at-box.

In this, he has said, the above animal was conveyed. But with it was no accompanying letter. The sender was anonymous.

Peraps, Captain Bassett has said — and still more in a dream I ear him— peraps on the at-box there is some bally name or other, do you not know — what?

I clutch at the table. The room is spinning round and round. I have no stomach — only emptiness.

Why, bless me, the directeur has said, youre quite right, sir. So there is. Funny of me not to have before observed it. There is a name, and also an address. It is the name of Jean Priaulx, and the address is the Hotel Jules Priaulx, Paris.

My companion stopped abruptly. He passed a handkerchief over his forehead. With a quick movement he reached for his glass of liqueur brandy and drained it at a gulp.

Monsieur, he said, you will not wish me to describe the scene? There is no need for me — hein? — to be Zolaesque. You can imagine?

She chucked you? In moments of emotion it is the simplest language that comes to the lips.

He nodded.

And married Captain Bassett?

He nodded again.

And your uncle? I said. How did he take it?

He sighed.

There was once more, he said, blooming row, monsieur.

He washed his hands of you?

Not altogether. He was angry, but he gave me one more chance. I am still is dear brothers child, and he cannot forget it. An acquaintance of his, a man of letters, a M. Paul Sartines, was in need of a secretary. The post was not well paid, but it was permanent. My uncle insist that I take it. What choice? I took it. It is the post which I still old.

He ordered another liqueur brandy and gulped it down.

The name is familiar to you, monsieur? You ave eard of M. Sartines?

I dont think I have. Who is he?

He is a man of letters, a savant. For five years he has been occupied upon a great work. It is with that that I assist him by collecting facts for is use. I ave spent this afternoon in the British Museum collecting facts. Tomorrow I go again. And the next day. And again after that. The book will occupy yet another ten years before it is completed. It is his great work.

It sounds as if it was, I said. Whats it about?

He signalled to the waiter.

Garcon, one other liqueur brandy. The book, monsieur, is a Istory of the Cat in Ancient Egypt.


RUTH IN EXILE

[image: img208.jpg]

THE CLOCK STRUCK five — briskly, as if time were money. Ruth Warden got up from her desk and, having put on her hat, emerged into the outer office where M. Gandinot received visitors. M. Gandinot, the ugliest man in Roville-sur-Mer, presided over the local mont-de-piete, and Ruth served him, from ten to five, as a sort of secretary-clerk. Her duties, if monotonous, were simple. They consisted of sitting, detached and invisible, behind a ground-glass screen, and entering details of loans in a fat book. She was kept busy as a rule, for Roville possesses two casinos, each offering the attraction of petits chevaux, and just round the corner is Monte Carlo. Very brisk was the business done by M. Gandinot, the pawnbroker, and very frequent were the pitying shakes of the head and clicks of the tongue of M. Gandinot, the man; for in his unofficial capacity Ruths employer had a gentle soul, and winced at the evidences of tragedy which presented themselves before his official eyes.

He blinked up at Ruth as she appeared, and Ruth, as she looked at him, was conscious, as usual, of a lightening of the depression which, nowadays, seemed to have settled permanently upon her. The peculiar quality of M. Gandinots extraordinary countenance was that it induced mirth — not mocking laughter, but a kind of smiling happiness. It possessed that indefinable quality which characterizes the Billiken, due, perhaps, to the unquenchable optimism which shone through the irregular features; for M. Gandinot, despite his calling, believed in his fellow-man.

You are going, mademoiselle?

As Ruth was wearing her hat and making for the door, and as she always left at this hour, a purist might have considered the question superfluous; but M. Gandinot was a man who seized every opportunity of practising his English.

You will not wait for the good papa who calls so regularly for you?

I think I wont today, M. Gandinot. I want to get out into the air. I have rather a headache. Will you tell my father I have gone to the Promenade?

M. Gandinot sighed as the door closed behind her. Ruths depression had not escaped his notice. He was sorry for her. And not without cause, for Fate had not dealt too kindly with Ruth.

It would have amazed Mr Eugene Warden, that genial old gentleman, if, on one of those occasions of manly emotion when he was in the habit of observing that he had been nobodys enemy but his own, somebody had hinted that he had spoiled his daughters life. Such a thought had never entered his head. He was one of those delightful, irresponsible, erratic persons whose heads thoughts of this kind do not enter, and who are about as deadly to those whose lives are bound up with theirs as a Upas tree.

In the memory of his oldest acquaintance, Ruths father had never done anything but drift amiably through life. There had been a time when he had done his drifting in London, feeding cheerfully from the hand of a long-suffering brother-in-law. But though blood, as he was wont to remark while negotiating his periodical loans, is thicker than water, a brother-in-laws affection has its limits. A day came when Mr Warden observed with pain that his relative responded less nimbly to the touch. And a little while later the other delivered his ultimatum. Mr Warden was to leave England, and to stay away from England, to behave as if England no longer existed on the map, and a small but sufficient allowance would be made to him. If he declined to do this, not another penny of the speakers money would he receive. He could choose.

He chose. He left England, Ruth with him. They settled in Roville, that haven of the exile who lives upon remittances.

Ruths connexion with the mont-de-piete had come about almost automatically. Very soon after their arrival it became evident that, to a man of Mr Wardens nature, resident a stones-throw distant from two casinos, the small allowance was not likely to go very far. Even if Ruth had not wished to work, circumstances could have compelled her. As it was, she longed for something to occupy her, and, the vacancy at the mont-de-piete occurring, she had snatched at it. There was a certain fitness in her working there. Business transactions with that useful institution had always been conducted by her, it being Mr Wardens theory that Woman can extract in these crises just that extra franc or two which is denied to the mere male. Through constantly going round, running across, stepping over, and popping down to the mont-de-piete she had established almost a legal claim on any post that might be vacant there.

And under M. Gandinots banner she had served ever since.



Five minutes walk took her to the Promenade des Anglais, that apparently endless thoroughfare which is Rovilles pride. The evening was fine and warm. The sun shone gaily on the white-walled houses, the bright Gardens, and the two gleaming casinos. But Ruth walked listlessly, blind to the glitter of it all.

Visitors who go to Roville for a few weeks in the winter are apt to speak of the place, on their return, in a manner that conveys the impression that it is a Paradise on earth, with gambling facilities thrown in. But, then, they are visitors. Their sojourn comes to an end. Ruths did not.

A voice spoke her name. She turned, and saw her father, dapper as ever, standing beside her.

What an evening, my dear! said Mr Warden. What an evening! Smell the sea!

Mr Warden appeared to be in high spirits. He hummed a tune and twirled his cane. He chirruped frequently to Bill, the companion of his walks abroad, a wiry fox-terrier of a demeanour, like his masters, both jaunty and slightly disreputable. An air of gaiety pervaded his bearing.

I called in at the mont-de-piete but you had gone. Gandinot told me you had come here. What an ugly fellow that Gandinot is! But a good sort. I like him. I had a chat with him.

The high spirits were explained. Ruth knew her father. She guessed, correctly, that M. Gandinot, kindest of pawnbrokers, had obliged, in his unofficial capacity, with a trifling loan.

Gandinot ought to go on the stage, went on Mr Warden, pursuing his theme. With that face he would make his fortune. You cant help laughing when you see it. One of these days—

He broke off. Stirring things had begun to occur in the neighbourhood of his ankles, where Bill, the fox-terrier, had encountered an acquaintance, and, to the accompaniment of a loud, gargling noise, was endeavouring to bite his head off. The acquaintance, a gentleman of uncertain breed, equally willing, was chewing Bills paw with the gusto of a gourmet. An Irish terrier, with no personal bias towards either side, was dancing round and attacking each in turn as he came uppermost. And two poodles leaped madly in and out of the melee, barking encouragement.

It takes a better man than Mr Warden to break up a gathering of this kind. The old gentleman was bewildered. He added his voice to the babel, and twice smote Bill grievously with his cane with blows intended for the acquaintance, but beyond that he effected nothing. It seemed probable that the engagement would last till the combatants had consumed each other, after the fashion of the Kilkenny cats, when there suddenly appeared from nowhere a young man in grey.

The world is divided into those who can stop dog-fights and those who cannot. The young man in grey belonged to the former class. Within a minute from his entrance on the scene the poodles and the Irish terrier had vanished; the dog of doubtful breed was moving off up the hill, yelping, with the dispatch of one who remembers an important appointment, and Bill, miraculously calmed, was seated in the centre of the Promenade, licking honourable wounds.

Mr Warden was disposed to effervesce with gratitude. The scene had shaken him, and there had been moments when he had given his ankles up for lost.

Dont mention it, said the young man. I enjoy arbitrating in these little disputes. Dogs seem to like me and trust my judgement. I consider myself as a sort of honorary dog.

Well, I am bound to say, Mr — ?

Vince — George Vince.

My name is Warden. My daughter.

Ruth inclined her head, and was conscious of a pair of very penetrating brown eyes looking eagerly into hers in a manner which she thoroughly resented. She was not used to the other sex meeting her gaze and holding it as if confident of a friendly welcome. She made up her mind in that instant that this was a young man who required suppression.

Ive seen you several times out here since I arrived, Miss Warden, said Mr Vince. Four in all, he added, precisely.

Really? said Ruth.

She looked away. Her attitude seemed to suggest that she had finished with him, and would be obliged if somebody would come and sweep him up.

As they approached the casino restlessness crept into Mr Wardens manner. At the door he stopped and looked at Ruth.

I think, my dear— he said.

Going to have a dash at the petits chevaux? inquired Mr Vince. I was there just now. I have an infallible system.

Mr Warden started like a war-horse at the sound of the trumpet.

Only its infallible the wrong way, went on the young man. Well, I wish you luck. Ill see Miss Warden home.

Please dont trouble, said Ruth, in the haughty manner which had frequently withered unfortunate fellow-exiles in their tracks.

It had no such effect on Mr Vince.

I shall like it, he said.

Ruth set her teeth. She would see whether he would like it.

They left Mr Warden, who shot in at the casino door like a homing rabbit, and walked on in silence, which lasted till Ruth, suddenly becoming aware that her companions eyes were fixed on her face, turned her head, to meet a gaze of complete, not to say loving, admiration. She flushed. She was accustomed to being looked at admiringly, but about this particular look there was a subtle quality that distinguished it from the ordinary — something proprietorial.

Mr Vince appeared to be a young man who wasted no time on conventional conversation-openings.

Do you believe in affinities, Miss Warden? he said,

No, said Ruth.

You will before weve done, said Mr Vince, confidently. Why did you try to snub me just now?

Did I?

You mustnt again. It hurts me. Im a sensitive man. Diffident. Shy. Miss Warden, will you marry me?

Ruth had determined that nothing should shake her from her icy detachment, but this did. She stopped with a gasp, and stared at him.

Mr Vince reassured her.

I dont expect you to say Yes. That was just a beginning — the shot fired across the bows by way of warning. In you, Miss Warden, I have found my affinity. Have you ever considered this matter of affinities? Affinities are the — the — Wait a moment.

He paused, reflecting.

I— began Ruth.

Sh! said the young man, holding up his hand.

Ruths eyes flashed. She was not used to having Sh! said to her by young men, and she resented it.

Ive got it, he declared, with relief. I knew I should, but these good things take time. Affinities are the zero on the roulette-board of life. Just as we select a number on which to stake our money, so do we select a type of girl whom we think we should like to marry. And just as zero pops up instead of the number, so does our affinity come along and upset all our pre-conceived notions of the type of girl we should like to marry.

I— began Ruth again.

The analogy is in the rough at present. I havent had time to condense and polish it. But you see the idea. Take my case, for instance. When I saw you a couple of days ago I knew in an instant that you were my affinity. But for years I had been looking for a woman almost your exact opposite. You are dark. Three days ago I couldnt have imagined myself marrying anyone who was not fair. Your eyes are grey. Three days ago my preference for blue eyes was a by-word. You have a shocking temper. Three days ago—

Mr Vince!

There! said that philosopher, complacently. You stamped. The gentle, blue-eyed blonde whom I was looking for three days ago would have drooped timidly. Three days ago my passion for timid droopers amounted to an obsession.

Ruth did not reply. It was useless to bandy words with one who gave such clear evidence of being something out of the common run of word-bandiers. No verbal attack could crush this extraordinary young man. She walked on, all silence and stony profile, uncomfortably conscious that her companion was in no way abashed by the former and was regarding the latter with that frank admiration which had made itself so obnoxious to her before, until they reached their destination. Mr Vince, meanwhile, chatted cheerfully, and pointed out objects of interest by the wayside.

At the door Ruth permitted herself a word of farewell.

Good-bye, she said.

Till tomorrow evening, said Mr Vince. I shall be coming to dinner.

Mr Warden ambled home, very happy and contented, two hours later, with half a franc in his pocket, this comparative wealth being due to the fact that the minimum stake permitted by the Roville casino is just double that sum. He was sorry not to have won, but his mind was too full of rosy dreams to permit of remorse. It was the estimable old gentlemans dearest wish that his daughter should marry some rich, open-handed man who would keep him in affluence for the remainder of his days, and to that end he was in the habit of introducing to her notice any such that came his way. There was no question of coercing Ruth. He was too tender-hearted for that. Besides he couldnt. Ruth was not the sort of girl who is readily coerced. He contented himself with giving her the opportunity to inspect his exhibits. Roville is a sociable place, and it was not unusual for him to make friends at the casino and to bring them home, when made, for a cigar. Up to the present, he was bound to admit, his efforts had not been particularly successful. Ruth, he reflected sadly, was a curious girl. She did not show her best side to these visitors. There was no encouragement in her manner. She was apt to frighten the unfortunate exhibits. But of this young man Vince he had brighter hopes. He was rich. That was proved by the very handsome way in which he had behaved in the matter of a small loan when, looking in at the casino after parting from Ruth, he had found Mr Warden in sore straits for want of a little capital to back a brand-new system which he had conceived through closely observing the run of the play. He was also obviously attracted by Ruth. And, as he was remarkably presentable — indeed, quite an unusually good-looking young man — there seemed no reason why Ruth should not be equally attracted by him. The world looked good to Mr Warden as he fell asleep that night.

Ruth did not fall asleep so easily. The episode had disturbed her. A new element had entered her life, and one that gave promise of producing strange by-products.

When, on the following evening, Ruth returned from the stroll on the Promenade which she always took after leaving the mont-de-piete, with a feeling of irritation towards things in general, this feeling was not diminished by the sight of Mr Vince, very much at his ease, standing against the mantelpiece of the tiny parlour.

How do you do? he said. By an extraordinary coincidence I happened to be hanging about outside this house just now, when your father came along and invited me in to dinner. Have you ever thought much about coincidences, Miss Warden? To my mind, they may be described as the zero on the roulette-board of life.

He regarded her fondly.

For a shy man, conscious that the girl he loves is inspecting him closely and making up her mind about him, he proceeded, these unexpected meetings are very trying ordeals. You must not form your judgement of me too hastily. You see me now, nervous, embarrassed, tongue-tied. But I am not always like this. Beneath this crust of diffidence there is sterling stuff, Miss Warden. People who know me have spoken of me as a little ray of sun — But here is your father.

Mr Warden was more than usually disappointed with Ruth during dinner. It was the same old story. So far from making herself pleasant to this attractive stranger, she seemed positively to dislike him. She was barely civil to him. With a sigh Mr Warden told himself that he did not understand Ruth, and the rosy dreams he had formed began to fade.

Ruths ideas on the subject of Mr Vince as the days went by were chaotic. Though she told herself that she thoroughly objected to him, he had nevertheless begun to have an undeniable attraction for her. In what this attraction consisted she could not say. When she tried to analyse it, she came to the conclusion that it was due to the fact that he was the only element in her life that made for excitement. Since his advent the days had certainly passed more swiftly for her. The dead level of monotony had been broken. There was a certain fascination in exerting herself to suppress him, which increased daily as each attempt failed.

Mr Vince put this feeling into words for her. He had a maddening habit of discussing the progress of his courtship in the manner of an impartial lecturer.

I am making headway, he observed. The fact that we cannot meet without your endeavouring to plant a temperamental left jab on my spiritual solar plexus encourages me to think that you are beginning at last to understand that we are affinities. To persons of spirit like ourselves the only happy marriage is that which is based on a firm foundation of almost incessant quarrelling. The most beautiful line in English poetry, to my mind, is, We fell out, my wife and I. You would be wretched with a husband who didnt like you to quarrel with him. The position of affairs now is that I have become necessary to you. If I went out of your life now I should leave an aching void. You would still have that beautiful punch of yours, and there would be nobody to exercise it on. You would pine away. From now on matters should, I think, move rapidly. During the course of the next week I shall endeavour to propitiate you with gifts. Here is the first of them.

He took a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it her. It was a pencil-sketch, rough and unfinished, but wonderfully clever. Even Ruth could appreciate that — and she was a prejudiced observer, for the sketch was a caricature of herself. It represented her, drawn up to her full height, with enormous, scornful eyes and curling lips, and the artist had managed to combine an excellent likeness while accentuating everything that was marked in what she knew had come to be her normal expression of scorn and discontent.

I didnt know you were an artist, Mr Vince, she said, handing it back.

A poor amateur. Nothing more. You may keep it.

I have not the slightest wish to keep it.

You havent?

It is not in the least clever, and it is very impertinent of you to show it to me. The drawing is not funny. It is simply rude.

A little more, said Mr Vince, and I shall begin to think you dont like it. Are you fond of chocolates?

Ruth did not answer.

I am sending you some tomorrow.

I shall return them.

Then I shall send some more, and some fruit. Gifts! soliloquized Mr Vince. Gifts! That is the secret. Keep sending gifts. If men would only stick to gifts and quarrelling, there would be fewer bachelors.

On the morrow, as promised, the chocolates arrived, many pounds of them in a lordly box. The bludgeoning of fate had not wholly scotched in Ruth a human weakness for sweets, and it was with a distinct effort that she wrapped the box up again and returned it to the sender. She went off to her work at the mont-de-piete with a glow of satisfaction which comes to those who exhibit an iron will in trying circumstances.

And at the mont-de-piete there occurred a surprising incident.

Surprising incidents, as Mr Vince would have said, are the zero on the roulette-board of life. They pop up disturbingly when least expected, confusing the mind and altering pre-conceived opinions. And this was a very surprising incident indeed.

Ruth, as has been stated, sat during her hours of work behind a ground-glass screen, unseen and unseeing. To her the patrons of the establishment were mere disembodied voices — wheedling voices, pathetic voices, voices that protested, voices that hectored, voices that whined, moaned, broke, appealed to the saints, and in various other ways endeavoured to instil into M. Gandinot more spacious and princely views on the subject of advancing money on property pledged. She was sitting behind her screen this morning, scribbling idly on the blotting-pad, for there had been a lull in the business, when the door opened, and the polite, Bonjour, monsieur, of M. Gandinot announced the arrival of another unfortunate.

And then, shaking her like an electric shock, came a voice that she knew — the pleasant voice of Mr Vince.

The dialogues that took place on the other side of the screen were often protracted and always sordid, but none had seemed to Ruth so interminable, so hideously sordid, as this one.

Round and round its miserable centre — a silver cigarette-case — the dreary argument circled. The young man pleaded; M. Gandinot, adamant in his official role, was immovable.

Ruth could bear it no longer. She pressed her hands over her burning ears, and the voices ceased to trouble her.

And with the silence came thought, and a blaze of understanding that flashed upon her and made all things clear. She understood now why she had closed her ears.

Poverty is an acid which reacts differently on differing natures. It had reduced Mr Eugene Wardens self-respect to a minimum. Ruths it had reared up to an abnormal growth. Her pride had become a weed that ran riot in her soul, darkening it and choking finer emotions. Perhaps it was her fathers naive stratagems for the enmeshing of a wealthy husband that had produced in her at last a morbid antipathy to the idea of playing beggar-maid to any mans King Cophetua. The state of mind is intelligible. The Cophetua legend never has been told from the beggar-maids point of view, and there must have been moments when, if a woman of spirit, she resented that monarchs somewhat condescending attitude, and felt that, secure in his wealth and magnificence, he had taken her grateful acquiescence very much for granted.

This, she saw now, was what had prejudiced her against George Vince. She had assumed that he was rich. He had conveyed the impression of being rich. And she had been on the defensive against him accordingly. Now, for the first time, she seemed to know him. A barrier had been broken down. The royal robes had proved tinsel, and no longer disguised the man she loved.

A touch on her arm aroused her. M. Gandinot was standing by her side. Terms, apparently had been agreed upon and the interview concluded, for in his hand was a silver cigarette-case.

Dreaming, mademoiselle? I could not make you hear. The more I call to you, the more you did not answer. It is necessary to enter this loan.

He recited the details and Ruth entered them in her ledger. This done, M. Gandinot, doffing his official self, sighed.

It is a place of much sorrow, mademoiselle, this office. How he would not take no for an answer, that young man, recently departed. A fellow-countryman of yours, mademoiselle. You would say, What does this young man, so well-dressed, in a mont-de-piete? But I know better, I, Gandinot. You have an expression, you English — I heard it in Paris in a cafe, and inquired its meaning — when you say of a man that he swanks. How many young men have I seen here, admirably dressed — rich, you would say. No, no. The mont-de-piete permits no secrets. To swank, mademoiselle, what is it? To deceive the world, yes. But not the mont-de-piete. Yesterday also, when you had departed, was he here, that young man. Yet here he is once more today. He spends his money quickly, alas! that poor young swanker.

When Ruth returned home that evening she found her father in the sitting-room, smoking a cigarette. He greeted her with effusion, but with some uneasiness — for the old gentleman had nerved himself to a delicate task. He had made up his mind tonight to speak seriously to Ruth on the subject of her unsatisfactory behaviour to Mr Vince. The more he saw of that young man the more positive was he that this was the human gold-mine for which he had been searching all these weary years. Accordingly, he threw away his cigarette, kissed Ruth on the forehead, and began to speak.

It had long been Mr Wardens opinion that, if his daughter had a fault, it was a tendency towards a quite unnecessary and highly inconvenient frankness. She had not that tact which he would have liked a daughter of his to possess. She would not evade, ignore, agree not to see. She was at times painfully blunt.

This happened now. He was warming to his subject when she interrupted him with a question.

What makes you think Mr Vince is rich, father? she asked.

Mr Warden was embarrassed. The subject of Mr Vinces opulence had not entered into his discourse. He had carefully avoided it. The fact that he was thinking of it and that Ruth knew that he was thinking of it, and that he knew that Ruth knew, had nothing to do with the case. The question was not in order, and it embarrassed him.

I — why — I dont — I never said he was rich, my dear. I have no doubt that he has ample—

He is quite poor.

Mr Wardens jaw fell slightly.

Poor? But, my dear, thats absurd! he cried. Why, only this evening—

He broke off abruptly, but it was too late.

Father, youve been borrowing money from him!

Mr Warden drew in his breath, preparatory to an indignant denial, but he altered his mind and remained silent. As a borrower of money he had every quality but one. He had come to look on her perspicacity in this matter as a sort of second sight. It had frequently gone far to spoiling for him the triumph of success.

And he has to pawn things to live! Her voice trembled. He was at the mont-de-piete today. And yesterday too. I heard him. He was arguing with M. Gandinot — haggling—

Her voice broke. She was sobbing helplessly. The memory of it was too raw and vivid.

Mr Warden stood motionless. Many emotions raced through his mind, but chief among them the thought that this revelation had come at a very fortunate time. An exceedingly lucky escape, he felt. He was aware, also, of a certain measure of indignation against this deceitful young man who had fraudulently imitated a gold-mine with what might have been disastrous results.

The door opened and Jeanne, the maid-of-all-work, announced Mr Vince.

He entered the room briskly.

Good evening! he said. I have brought you some more chocolates, Miss Warden, and some fruit. Great Scott! Whats the matter?

He stopped, but only for an instant. The next he had darted across the room, and, before the horrified eyes of Mr Warden, was holding Ruth in his arms. She clung to him.

Bill, the fox-terrier, over whom Mr Vince had happened to stumble, was the first to speak. Almost simultaneously Mr Warden joined in, and there was a striking similarity between the two voices, for Mr Warden, searching for words, emitted as a preliminary to them a sort of passionate yelp.

Mr Vince removed the hand that was patting Ruths shoulder and waved it reassuringly at him.

Its all right, he said.

All right! All right!

Affinities, explained Mr Vince over his shoulder. Two hearts that beat as one. Were going to be married. Whats the matter, dear? Dont you worry; youre all right.

I refuse! shouted Mr Warden. I absolutely refuse.

Mr Vince lowered Ruth gently into a chair and, holding her hand, inspected the fermenting old gentleman gravely.

You refuse? he said. Why, I thought you liked me.

Mr Wardens frenzy had cooled. It had been something foreign to his nature. He regretted it. These things had to be managed with restraint.

My personal likes and dislikes, he said, have nothing to do with the matter, Mr Vince. They are beside the point. I have my daughter to consider. I cannot allow her to marry a man without a penny.

Quite right, said Mr Vince, approvingly. Dont have anything to do with the fellow. If he tries to butt in, send for the police.

Mr Warden hesitated. He had always been a little ashamed of Ruths occupation. But necessity compelled.

Mr Vince, my daughter is employed at the mont-de-piete, and was a witness to all that took place this afternoon.

Mr Vince was genuinely agitated. He looked at Ruth, his face full of concern.

You dont mean to say you have been slaving away in that stuffy — Great Scott! Ill have you out of that quick. You mustnt go there again.

He stooped and kissed her.

Perhaps you had better let me explain, he said. Explanations, I always think, are the zero on the roulette-board of life. Theyre always somewhere about, waiting to pop up. Have you ever heard of Vinces Stores, Mr Warden? Perhaps they are since your time. Well, my father is the proprietor. One of our specialities is childrens toys, but we havent picked a real winner for years, and my father when I last saw him seemed so distressed about it that I said Id see if I couldnt whack out an idea for something. Something on the lines of the Billiken, only better, was what he felt he needed. Im not used to brain work, and after a spell of it I felt I wanted a rest. I came here to recuperate, and the very first morning I got an inspiration. You may have noticed that the manager of the mont-de-piete here isnt strong on conventional good looks. I saw him at the casino, and the thing flashed on me. He thinks his names Gandinot, but it isnt. Its Uncle Zip, the Hump-Curer, the Man who Makes You Smile.

He pressed Ruths hand affectionately.

I lost track of him, and it was only the day before yesterday that I discovered who he was and where he was to be found. Well, you cant go up to a man and ask him to pose as a model for Uncle Zip, the Hump-Curer. The only way to get sittings was to approach him in the way of business. So I collected what property I had and waded in. Thats the whole story. Do I pass?

Mr Wardens frosty demeanour had gradually thawed during this recital, and now the sun of his smile shone out warmly. He gripped Mr Vinces hand with every evidence of esteem, and after that he did what was certainly the best thing, by passing gently from the room. On his face, as he went, was a look such as Moses might have worn on the summit of Pisgah.

It was some twenty minutes later that Ruth made a remark.

I want you to promise me something, she said. Promise that you wont go on with that Uncle Zip drawing. I know it means ever so much money, but it might hurt poor M. Gandinots feelings, and he has been very kind to me.

That settles it, said Mr Vince. Its hard on the children of Great Britain, but say no more. No Uncle Zip for them.

Ruth looked at him, almost with awe.

You really wont go on with it? In spite of all the money you would make? Are you always going to do just what I ask you, no matter what it costs you?

He nodded sadly.

You have sketched out in a few words the whole policy of my married life. I feel an awful fraud. And I had encouraged you to look forward to years of incessant quarrelling. Do you think you can manage without it? Im afraid its going to be shockingly dull for you, said Mr Vince, regretfully.


ARCHIBALDS BENEFIT
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ARCHIBALD MEALING WAS one of those golfers in whom desire outruns performance. Nobody could have been more willing than Archibald. He tried, and tried hard. Every morning before he took his bath he would stand in front of his mirror and practise swings. Every night before he went to bed he would read the golden words of some master on the subject of putting, driving, or approaching. Yet on the links most of his time was spent in retrieving lost balls or replacing America. Whether it was that Archibald pressed too much or pressed too little, whether it was that his club deviated from the dotted line which joined the two points A and B in the illustrated plate of the man making the brassy shot in the Hints on Golf book, or whether it was that he was pursued by some malignant fate, I do not know. Archibald rather favoured the last theory.

The important point is that, in his thirty-first year, after six seasons of untiring effort, Archibald went in for a championship, and won it.

Archibald, mark you, whose golf was a kind of blend of hockey, Swedish drill, and buck-and-wing dancing.

I know the ordeal I must face when I make such a statement. I see clearly before me the solid phalanx of men from Missouri, some urging me to tell it to the King of Denmark, others insisting that I produce my Eskimos. Nevertheless, I do not shrink. I state once more that in his thirty-first year Archibald Mealing went in for a golf championship, and won it.



Archibald belonged to a select little golf club, the members of which lived and worked in New York, but played in Jersey. Men of substance, financially as well as physically, they had combined their superfluous cash and with it purchased a strip of land close to the sea. This land had been drained — to the huge discomfort of a colony of mosquitoes which had come to look on the place as their private property — and converted into links, which had become a sort of refuge for incompetent golfers. The members of the Cape Pleasant Club were easygoing refugees from other and more exacting clubs, men who pottered rather than raced round the links; men, in short, who had grown tired of having to stop their game and stand aside in order to allow perspiring experts to whiz past them. The Cape Pleasant golfers did not make themselves slaves to the game. Their language, when they foozled, was gently regretful rather than sulphurous. The moment in the days play which they enjoyed most was when they were saying: Well, heres luck! in the club-house.

It will, therefore, be readily understood that Archibalds inability to do a hole in single figures did not handicap him at Cape Pleasant as it might have done at St. Andrews. His kindly clubmates took him to their bosoms to a man, and looked on him as a brother. Archibalds was one of those admirable natures which prompt their possessor frequently to remark: These are on me! and his fellow golfers were not slow to appreciate the fact. They all loved Archibald.

Archibald was on the floor of his bedroom one afternoon, picking up the fragments of his mirror — a friend had advised him to practise the Walter J. Travis lofting shot — when the telephone bell rang. He took up the receiver, and was hailed by the comfortable voice of McCay, the club secretary.

Is that Mealing? asked McCay. Say, Archie, Im putting your name down for our championship competition. Thats right, isnt it?

Sure, said Archibald. When does it start?

Next Saturday.

Thats me.

Good for you. Oh, Archie.

Hello?

A man I met today told me you were engaged. Is that a fact?

Sure, murmured Archibald, blushfully.

The wire hummed with McCays congratulations.

Thanks, said Archibald. Thanks, old man. What? Oh, yes. Milsoms her name. By the way, her family have taken a cottage at Cape Pleasant for the summer. Some distance from the links. Yes, very convenient, isnt it? Good-bye.

He hung up the receiver and resumed his task of gathering up the fragments. Now McCay happened to be of a romantic and sentimental nature. He was by profession a chartered accountant, and inclined to be stout; and all rather stout chartered accountants are sentimental. McCay was the sort of man who keeps old ball programmes and bundles of letters tied round with lilac ribbon. At country houses, where they lingered in the porch after dinner to watch the moonlight flooding the quiet garden, it was McCay and his colleague who lingered longest. McCay knew Ella Wheeler Wilcox by heart, and could take Browning without anaesthetics. It is not to be wondered at, therefore, that Archibalds remark about his fiancee coming to live at Cape Pleasant should give him food for thought. It appealed to him.

He reflected on it a good deal during the day, and, running across Sigsbee, a fellow Cape Pleasanter, after dinner that night at the Sybarites Club, he spoke of the matter to him. It so happened that both had dined excellently, and were looking on the world with a sort of cosy benevolence. They were in the mood when men pat small boys on the head and ask them if they mean to be President when they grow up.

I called up Archie Mealing today, said McCay. Did you know he was engaged?

I did hear something about it. Girl of the name of Wilson, or—

Milsom. Shes going to spend the summer at Cape Pleasant, Archie tells me.

Then shell have a chance of seeing him play in the championship competition.

McCay sucked his cigar in silence for a while, watching with dreamy eyes the blue smoke as it curled ceiling-ward. When he spoke his voice was singularly soft.

Do you know, Sigsbee, he said, sipping his Maraschino with a gentle melancholy— do you know, there is something wonderfully pathetic to me in this business. I see the whole thing so clearly. There was a kind of quiver in the poor old chaps voice when he said: She is coming to Cape Pleasant, which told me more than any words could have done. It is a tragedy in its way, Sigsbee. We may smile at it, think it trivial; but it is none the less a tragedy. That warm-hearted, enthusiastic girl, all eagerness to see the man she loves do well — Archie, poor old Archie, all on fire to prove to her that her trust in him is not misplaced, and the end — Disillusionment — Disappointment — Unhappiness.

He ought to keep his eye on the ball, said the more practical Sigsbee.

Quite possibly, continued McCay, he has told her that he will win this championship.

If Archies mutt enough to have told her that, said Sigsbee decidedly, he deserves all he gets. Waiter, two Scotch highballs.

McCay was in no mood to subscribe to this stony-hearted view.

I tell you, he said, Im sorry for Archie! Im sorry for the poor old chap. And Im more than sorry for the girl.

Well, I dont see what we can do, said Sigsbee. We can hardly be expected to foozle on purpose, just to let Archie show off before his girl.

McCay paused in the act of lighting his cigar, as one smitten with a great thought.

Why not? he said. Why not, Sigsbee? Sigsbee, youve hit it.

Eh?

You have! I tell you, Sigsbee, youve solved the whole thing. Archies such a bully good fellow, why not give him a benefit? Why not let him win this championship? You arent going to tell me that you care whether you win a tin medal or not?

Sigsbees benevolence was expanding under the influence of the Scotch highball and his cigar. Little acts of kindness on Archies part, here a cigar, there a lunch, at another time seats for the theatre, began to rise to the surface of his memory like rainbow-coloured bubbles. He wavered.

Yes, but what about the rest of the men? he said. There will be a dozen or more in for the medal.

We can square them, said McCay confidently. We will broach the matter to them at a series of dinners at which we will be joint hosts. They are white men who will be charmed to do a little thing like that for a sport like Archie.

How about Gossett? said Sigsbee.

McCays face clouded. Gossett was an unpopular subject with members of the Cape Pleasant Golf Club. He was the serpent in their Eden. Nobody seemed quite to know how he had got in, but there, unfortunately, he was. Gossett had introduced into Cape Pleasant golf a cheerless atmosphere of the rigour of the game. It was to enable them to avoid just such golfers as Gossett that the Cape Pleasanters had founded their club. Genial courtesy rather than strict attention to the rules had been the leading characteristics of their play till his arrival. Up to that time it had been looked on as rather bad form to exact a penalty. A cheery give-and-take system had prevailed. Then Gossett had come, full of strange rules, and created about the same stir in the community which a hawk would create in a gathering of middle-aged doves.

You cant square Gossett, said Sigsbee.

McCay looked unhappy.

I forgot him, he said. Of course, nothing will stop him trying to win. I wish we could think of something. I would almost as soon see him lose as Archie win. But, after all, he does have off days sometimes.

You need to have a very off day to be as bad as Archie.

They sat and smoked in silence.

Ive got it, said Sigsbee suddenly. Gossett is a fine golfer, but nervous. If we upset his nerves enough, he will go right off his stroke. Couldnt we think of some way?

McCay reached out for his glass.

Yours is a noble nature, Sigsbee, he said.

Oh, no, said the paragon modestly. Have another cigar?



In order that the reader may get the mental half-Nelson on the plot of this narrative which is so essential if a short story is to charm, elevate, and instruct, it is necessary now, for the nonce (but only for the nonce), to inspect Archibalds past life.

Archibald, as he had stated to McCay, was engaged to a Miss Milsom — Miss Margaret Milsom. How few men, dear reader, are engaged to girls with svelte figures, brown hair, and large blue eyes, now sparkling and vivacious, now dreamy and soulful, but always large and blue! How few, I say. You are, dear reader, and so am I, but who else? Archibald was one of the few who happened to be.

He was happy. It is true that Margarets mother was not, as it were, wrapped up in him. She exhibited none of that effervescent joy at his appearance which we like to see in our mothers-in-law elect. On the contrary, she generally cried bitterly whenever she saw him, and at the end of ten minutes was apt to retire sobbing to her room, where she remained in a state of semi-coma till an advanced hour. She was by way of being a confirmed invalid, and something about Archibald seemed to get right in among her nerve centres, reducing them for the time being to a complicated hash. She did not like Archibald. She said she liked big, manly men. Behind his back she not infrequently referred to him as a gaby; sometimes even as that guffin.

She did not do this to Margaret, for Margaret, besides being blue-eyed, was also a shade quick-tempered. Whenever she discussed Archibald, it was with her son Stuyvesant. Stuyvesant Milsom, who thought Archibald a bit of an ass, was always ready to sit and listen to his mother on the subject, it being, however, an understood thing that at the conclusion of the seance she yielded one or two saffron-coloured bills towards his racing debts. For Stuyvesant, having developed a habit of backing horses which either did not start at all or else sat down and thought in the middle of the race, could always do with ten dollars or so. His prices for these interviews worked out, as a rule, at about three cents a word.

In these circumstances it was perhaps natural that Archibald and Margaret should prefer to meet, when they did meet, at some other spot than the Milsom home. It suited them both better that they should arrange a secret tryst on these occasions. Archibald preferred it because being in the same room as Mrs Milsom always made him feel like a murderer with particularly large feet; and Margaret preferred it because, as she told Archibald, these secret meetings lent a touch of poetry to what might otherwise have been a commonplace engagement.

Archibald thought this charming; but at the same time he could not conceal from himself the fact that Margarets passion for the poetic cut, so to speak, both ways. He admired and loved the loftiness of her soul, but, on the other hand, it was a tough job having to live up to it. For Archibald was a very ordinary young man. They had tried to inoculate him with a love of poetry at school, but it had not taken. Until he was thirty he had been satisfied to class all poetry (except that of Mr George Cohan) under the general heading of punk. Then he met Margaret, and the trouble began. On the day he first met her, at a picnic, she had looked so soulful, so aloof from this world, that he had felt instinctively that here was a girl who expected more from a man than a mere statement that the weather was great. It so chanced that he knew just one quotation from the classics, to wit, Tennysons critique of the Island-Valley of Avilion. He knew this because he had had the passage to write out one hundred and fifty times at school, on the occasion of his being caught smoking by one of the faculty who happened to be a passionate admirer of the Idylls of the King.

A remark of Margarets that it was a splendid day for a picnic and that the country looked nice gave him his opportunity.

It reminds me, he said, it reminds me strongly of the Island-Valley of Avilion, where falls not hail, or rain, or any snow, nor ever wind blows loudly; but it lies deep-meadowd, happy, fair, with orchard lawns....

He broke off here to squash a hornet; but Margaret had heard enough. Are you fond of the poets, Mr Mealing? she said, with a far-off look.

Me? said Archibald fervently. Me? Why, I eat em alive!



And that was how all the trouble had started. It had meant unremitting toil for Archibald. He felt that he had set himself a standard from which he must not fall. He bought every new volume of poetry which was praised in the press, and learned the reviews by heart. Every evening he read painfully a portion of the classics. He plodded through the poetry sections of Bartletts Familiar Quotations. Margarets devotion to the various bards was so enthusiastic, and her reading so wide, that there were times when Archibald wondered if he could endure the strain. But he persevered heroically, and so far had not been found wanting. But the strain was fearful.



The early stages of the Cape Pleasant golf tournament need no detailed description. The rules of match play governed the contests, and Archibald disposed of his first three opponents before the twelfth hole. He had been diffident when he teed off with McCay in the first round, but, finding that he defeated the secretary with ease, he met one Butler in the second round with more confidence. Butler, too, he routed; with the result that, by the time he faced Sigsbee in round three, he was practically the conquering hero. Fortune seemed to be beaming upon him with almost insipid sweetness. When he was trapped in the bunker at the seventh hole, Sigsbee became trapped as well. When he sliced at the sixth tee, Sigsbee pulled. And Archibald, striking a brilliant vein, did the next three holes in eleven, nine, and twelve; and, romping home, qualified for the final.

Gossett, that serpent, meanwhile, had beaten each of his three opponents without much difficulty.

The final was fixed for the following Thursday morning. Gossett, who was a broker, had made some frivolous objection about the difficulty of absenting himself from Wall Street, but had been overruled. When Sigsbee pointed out that he could easily defeat Archibald and get to the city by lunch-time if he wished, and that in any case his partner would be looking after things, he allowed himself to be persuaded, though reluctantly. It was a well-known fact that Gossett was in the midst of some rather sizeable deals at that time.

Thursday morning suited Archibald admirably. It had occurred to him that he could bring off a double event. Margaret had arrived at Cape Pleasant on the previous evening, and he had arranged by telephone to meet her at the end of the board-walk, which was about a mile from the links, at one oclock, supply her with lunch, and spend the afternoon with her on the water. If he started his match with Gossett at eleven-thirty, he would have plenty of time to have his game and be at the end of the board-walk at the appointed hour. He had no delusions about the respective merits of Gossett and himself as golfers. He knew that Gossett would win the necessary ten holes off the reel. It was saddening, but it was a scientific fact. There was no avoiding it. One simply had to face it.

Having laid these plans, he caught the train on the Thursday morning with the consoling feeling that, however sadly the morning might begin, it was bound to end well.

The day was fine, the sun warm, but tempered with a light breeze. One or two of the club had come to watch the match, among them Sigsbee.

Sigsbee drew Gossett aside.

You must let me caddie for you, old man, he said. I know your temperament so exactly. I know how little it takes to put you off your stroke. In an ordinary game you might take one of these boys, I know, but on an important occasion like this you must not risk it. A grubby boy, probably with a squint, would almost certainly get on your nerves. He might even make comments on the game, or whistle. But I understand you. You must let me carry your clubs.

Its very good of you, said Gossett.

Not at all, said Sigsbee.



Archibald was now preparing to drive off from the first tee. He did this with great care. Everyone who has seen Archibald Mealing play golf knows that his teeing off is one of the most impressive sights ever witnessed on the links. He tilted his cap over his eyes, waggled his club a little, shifted his feet, waggled his club some more, gazed keenly towards the horizon for a moment, waggled his club again, and finally, with the air of a Strong Man lifting a bar of iron, raised it slowly above his head. Then, bringing it down with a sweep, he drove the ball with a lofty slice some fifty yards. It was rarely that he failed either to slice or pull his ball. His progress from hole to hole was generally a majestic zigzag.

Gossetts drive took him well on the way to the green. He holed out in five. Archibald, mournful but not surprised, made his way to the second tee.

The second hole was shorter. Gossett won it in three. The third he took in six, the fourth in four. Archibald began to feel that he might just as well not be there. He was practically a spectator.

At this point he reached in his pocket for his tobacco-pouch, to console himself with smoke. To his dismay he found it was not there. He had had it in the train, but now it had vanished. This added to his gloom, for the pouch had been given to him by Margaret, and he had always thought it one more proof of the way her nature towered over the natures of other girls that she had not woven a monogram on it in forget-me-nots. This record pouch was missing, and Archibald mourned for the loss.

His sorrows were not alleviated by the fact that Gossett won the fifth and sixth holes.

It was now a quarter past twelve, and Archibald reflected with moody satisfaction that the massacre must soon be over, and that he would then be able to forget it in the society of Margaret.

As Gossett was about to drive off from the seventh tee, a telegraph boy approached the little group.

Mr Gossett, he said.

Gossett lowered his driver, and wheeled round, but Sigsbee had snatched the envelope from the boys hand.

Its all right, old man, he said. Go right ahead. Ill keep it safe for you.

Give it to me, said Gossett anxiously. It may be from the office. Something may have happened to the market. I may be needed.

No, no, said Sigsbee, soothingly. Dont you worry about it. Better not open it. It might have something in it that would put you off your stroke. Wait till the end of the game.

Give it to me. I want to see it.

Sigsbee was firm.

No, he said. Im here to see you win this championship and I wont have you taking any risks. Besides, even if it was important, a few minutes wont make any difference.

Well, at any rate, open it and read it.

It is probably in cipher, said Sigsbee. I wouldnt understand it. Play on, old man. Youve only a few more holes to win.

Gossett turned and addressed his ball again. Then he swung. The club tipped the ball, and it rolled sluggishly for a couple of feet. Archibald approached the tee. Now there were moments when Archibald could drive quite decently. He always applied a considerable amount of muscular force to his efforts. It was in that direction, as a rule, he erred. On this occasion, whether inspired by his rivals failure or merely favoured by chance, he connected with his ball at precisely the right moment. It flew from the tee, straight, hard, and low, struck the ground near the green, bounded on and finally rocked to within a foot of the hole. No such long ball had been driven on the Cape Pleasant links since their foundation.

That it should have taken him three strokes to hole out from this promising position was unfortunate, but not fatal, for Gossett, who seemed suddenly to have fallen off his game, only reached the green in seven. A moment later a murmur of approval signified the fact that Archibald had won his first hole.

Mr Gossett, said a voice.

Those murmuring approval observed that the telegraph boy was once more in their midst. This time he bore two missives. Sigsbee dexterously impounded both.

No, he said with decision. I absolutely refuse to let you look at them till the game is over. I know your temperament.

Gossett gesticulated.

But they must be important. They must come from my office. Where else would I get a stream of telegrams? Something has gone wrong. I am urgently needed.

Sigsbee nodded gravely.

That is what I fear, he said. That is why I cannot risk having you upset. Time enough, Gossett, for bad news after the game. Play on, man, and dismiss it from your mind. Besides, you couldnt get back to New York just yet, in any case. There are no trains. Dismiss the whole thing from your mind and just play your usual, and youre sure to win.

Archibald had driven off during this conversation, but without his previous success. This time he had pulled his ball into some long grass. Gossetts drive was, however, worse; and the subsequent movement of the pair to the hole resembled more than anything else the manoeuvres of two men rolling peanuts with toothpicks as the result of an election bet. Archibald finally took the hole in twelve after Gossett had played his fourteenth.

When Archibald won the next in eleven and the tenth in nine, hope began to flicker feebly in his bosom. But when he won two more holes, bringing the score to like-as-we-lie, it flamed up within him like a beacon.

The ordinary golfer, whose scores per hole seldom exceed those of Colonel Bogey, does not understand the whirl of mixed sensations which the really incompetent performer experiences on the rare occasions when he does strike a winning vein. As stroke follows stroke, and he continues to hold his opponent, a wild exhilaration surges through him, followed by a sort of awe, as if he were doing something wrong, even irreligious. Then all these yeasty emotions subside and are blended into one glorious sensation of grandeur and majesty, as of a giant among pygmies.

By the time that Archibald, putting with the care of one brushing flies off a sleeping Venus, had holed out and won the thirteenth, he was in the full grip of this feeling. And as he walked to the fifteenth tee, after winning the fourteenth, he felt that this was Life, that till now he had been a mere mollusc.

Just at that moment he happened to look at his watch, and the sight was like a douche of cold water. The hands stood at five minutes to one.



Let us pause and ponder on this point for a while. Let us not dismiss it as if it were some mere trivial, everyday difficulty. You, dear reader, play an accurate, scientific game and beat your opponent with ease every time you go the links, and so do I; but Archibald was not like us. This was the first occasion on which he had ever felt that he was playing well enough to give him a chance of defeating a really good man. True, he had beaten McCay, Sigsbee, and Butler in the earlier rounds; but they were ignoble rivals compared with Gossett. To defeat Gossett, however, meant the championship. On the other hand, he was passionately devoted to Margaret Milsom, whom he was due to meet at the end of the board-walk at one sharp. It was now five minutes to one, and the end of the board-walk still a mile away.

The mental struggle was brief but keen. A sharp pang, and his mind was made up. Cost what it might, he must stay on the links. If Margaret broke off the engagement — well, it might be that Time would heal the wound, and that after many years he would find some other girl for whom he might come to care in a wrecked, broken sort of way. But a chance like this could never come again. What is Love compared with holing out before your opponent?

The excitement now had become so intense that a small boy, following with the crowd, swallowed his chewing-gum; for a slight improvement had become noticeable in Gossetts play, and a slight improvement in the play of almost anyone meant that it became vastly superior to Archibalds. At the next hole the improvement was not marked enough to have its full effect, and Archibald contrived to halve. This made him two up and three to play. What the average golfer would consider a commanding lead. But Archibald was no average golfer. A commanding lead for him would have been two up and one to play.

To give the public of his best, your golfer should have his mind cool and intent upon the game. Inasmuch as Gossett was worrying about the telegrams, while Archibald, strive as he might to dismiss it, was haunted by a vision of Margaret standing alone and deserted on the board-walk, play became, as it were, ragged. Fine putting enabled Gossett to do the sixteenth hole in twelve, and when, winning the seventeenth in nine, he brought his score level with Archibalds the match seemed over. But just then — 

Mr Gossett! said a familiar voice.

Once more was the much-enduring telegraph boy among those present.

Tree dis time! he observed.

Gossett sprang, but again the watchful Sigsbee was too swift.

Be brave, Gossett — be brave, he said. This is a crisis in the game. Keep your nerve. Play just as if nothing existed outside the links. To look at these telegrams now would be fatal.

Eye-witnesses of that great encounter will tell the story of the last hole to their dying day. It was one of those Titanic struggles which Time cannot efface from the memory. Archibald was fortunate in getting a good start. He only missed twice before he struck his ball on the tee. Gossett had four strokes ere he achieved the feat. Nor did Archibalds luck desert him in the journey to the green. He was out of the bunker in eleven.

Gossett emerged only after sixteen. Finally, when Archibalds twenty-first stroke sent the ball trickling into the hole, Gossett had played his thirtieth.

The ball had hardly rested on the bottom of the hole before Gossett had begun to tear the telegrams from their envelopes. As he read, his eyes bulged in their sockets.

Not bad news, I hope, said a sympathetic bystander.

Sigsbee took the sheaf of telegrams.

The first ran: Good luck. Hope you win. McCay. The second also ran: Good luck. Hope you win. McCay. So, singularly enough, did the third, fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh.

Great Scott! said Sigsbee. He seems to have been pretty anxious not to run any risk of missing you, Gossett.

As he spoke, Archibald, close beside him, was looking at his watch. The hands stood at a quarter to two.

Margaret and her mother were seated in the parlour when Archibald arrived. Mrs Milsom, who had elicited the fact that Archibald had not kept his appointment, had been saying I told you so for some time, and this had not improved Margarets temper. When, therefore, Archibald, damp and dishevelled, was shown in, the chill in the air nearly gave him frost-bite. Mrs Milsom did her celebrated imitation of the Gorgon, while Margaret, lightly humming an air, picked up a weekly paper and became absorbed in it.

Margaret, let me explain, panted Archibald. Mrs Milsom was understood to remark that she dared say. Margarets attention was riveted by a fashion plate.

Driving in a taximeter to the ferry this morning, resumed Archibald, I had an accident.

This was the result of some rather feverish brain-work on the way from the links to the cottage.

The periodical flopped to the floor.

Oh, Archie, are you hurt?

A few scratches, nothing more; but it made me miss my train.

What train did you catch? asked Mrs Milsom sepulchrally.

The one oclock. I came straight on here from the station.

Why, said Margaret, Stuyvesant was coming home on the one oclock train. Did you see him?

Archibalds jaw dropped slightly.

Er — no, he said.

How curious, said Margaret.

Very curious, said Archibald.

Most curious, said Mrs Milsom.

They were still reflecting on the singularity of this fact when the door opened, and the son of the house entered in person.

Thought I should find you here, Mealing, he said. They gave me this at the station to give to you; you dropped it this morning when you got out of the train.

He handed Archibald the missing pouch.

Thanks, said the latter huskily. When you say this morning, of course you mean this afternoon, but thanks all the same — thanks — thanks.

No, Archibald Mealing, he does not mean this afternoon, said Mrs Milsom. Stuyvesant, speak! From what train did that guf — did Mr Mealing alight when he dropped the tobacco-pouch?



The ten oclock, the fellow told me. Said he would have given it back to him then only he sprinted off in the deuce of a hurry.

Six eyes focused themselves upon Archibald.

Margaret, he said, I will not try to deceive you—

You may try, observed Mrs Milsom, but you will not succeed.

Well, Archibald?

Archibald fingered his collar.

There was no taximeter accident.

Ah! said Mrs Milsom.

The fact is, I have been playing in a golf tournament.

Margaret uttered an exclamation of surprise.

Playing golf!

Archibald bowed his head with manly resignation.

Why didnt you tell me? Why didnt you arrange for us to meet on the links? I should have loved it.

Archibald was amazed.

You take an interest in golf, Margaret? You! I thought you scorned it, considered it an unintellectual game. I thought you considered all games unintellectual.

Why, I play golf myself. Not very well.

Margaret! Why didnt you tell me?

I thought you might not like it. You were so spiritual, so poetic. I feared you would despise me.

Archibald took a step forward. His voice was tense and trembling.

Margaret, he said, this is no time for misunderstandings. We must be open with one another. Our happiness is at stake. Tell me honestly, do you like poetry really?

Margaret hesitated, then answered bravely:

No, Archibald, she said, it is as you suspect. I am not worthy of you. I do not like poetry. Ah, you shudder! You turn away! Your face grows hard and scornful!

I dont! yelled Archibald. It doesnt! It doesnt do anything of the sort! Youve made me another man!

She stared, wild-eyed, astonished.

What! Do you mean that you, too—

I should just say I do. I tell you I hate the beastly stuff. I only pretended to like it because I thought you did. The hours Ive spent learning it up! I wonder Ive not got brain fever.

Archie! Used you to read it up, too? Oh, if Id only known!

And you forgive me — this morning, I mean?

Of course. You couldnt leave a golf tournament. By the way, how did you get on?

Archibald coughed.

Rather well, he said modestly. Pretty decently. In fact, not badly. As a matter of fact, I won the championship.

The championship! whispered Margaret. Of America?

Well, not absolutely of America, said Archibald. But all the same, a championship.

My hero.

You wont be wanting me for a while, I guess? said Stuyvesant nonchalantly. Think Ill smoke a cigarette on the porch.

And sobs from the stairs told that Mrs Milsom was already on her way to her room.


THE MAN, THE MAID, AND THE MIASMA
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ALTHOUGH THIS STORY is concerned principally with the Man and the Maid, the Miasma pervades it to such an extent that I feel justified in putting his name on the bills. Websters Dictionary gives the meaning of the word miasma as an infection floating in the air; a deadly exhalation; and, in the opinion of Mr Robert Ferguson, his late employer, that description, though perhaps a little too flattering, on the whole summed up Master Roland Bean pretty satisfactorily. Until the previous day he had served Mr Ferguson in the capacity of office-boy; but there was that about Master Bean which made it practically impossible for anyone to employ him for long. A syndicate of Galahad, Parsifal, and Marcus Aurelius might have done it, but to an ordinary erring man, conscious of things done which should not have been done, and other things equally numerous left undone, he was too oppressive. One conscience is enough for any man. The employer of Master Bean had to cringe before two. Nobody can last long against an office-boy whose eyes shine with quiet, respectful reproof through gold-rimmed spectacles, whose manner is that of a middle-aged saint, and who obviously knows all the Plod and Punctuality books by heart and orders his life by their precepts. Master Bean was a walking edition of Stepping-Stones to Success, Millionaires who Have Never Smoked, and Young Man, Get up Early. Galahad, Parsifal, and Marcus Aurelius, as I say, might have remained tranquil in his presence, but Robert Ferguson found the contract too large. After one month he had braced himself up and sacked the Punctual Plodder.

Yet now he was sitting in his office, long after the last clerk had left, long after the hour at which he himself was wont to leave, his mind full of his late employee.

Was this remorse? Was he longing for the touch of the vanished hand, the gleam of the departed spectacles? He was not. His mind was full of Master Bean because Master Bean was waiting for him in the outer office; and he lingered on at his desk, after the days work was done, for the same reason. Word had been brought to him earlier in the evening, that Master Roland Bean would like to see him. The answer to that was easy: Tell him Im busy. Master Beans admirably dignified reply was that he understood how great was the pressure of Mr Fergusons work, and that he would wait till he was at liberty. Liberty! Talk of the liberty of the treed possum, but do not use the word in connexion with a man bottled up in an office, with Roland Bean guarding the only exit.

Mr Ferguson kicked the waste-paper basket savagely. The unfairness of the thing hurt him. A sacked office-boy ought to stay sacked. He had no business to come popping up again like Banquos ghost. It was not playing the game.

The reader may wonder what was the trouble — why Mr Ferguson could not stalk out and brusquely dispose of his foe; but then the reader has not employed Master Bean for a month. Mr Ferguson had, and his nerve had broken.

A slight cough penetrated the door between the two offices. Mr Ferguson rose and grabbed his hat. Perhaps a sudden rush — he shot out with the tense concentration of one moving towards the refreshment-room at a station where the train stops three minutes.

Good evening, sir! was the watchers view-hallo.

Ah, Bean, said Mr Ferguson, flitting rapidly, you still here? I thought you had gone. Im afraid I cannot stop now. Some other time—

He was almost through.

I fear, sir, that you will be unable to get out, said Master Bean, sympathetically. The building is locked up.

Men who have been hit by bullets say the first sensation is merely a sort of dull shock. So it was with Mr Ferguson. He stopped in his tracks and stared.

The porter closes the door at seven oclock punctually, sir. It is now nearly twenty minutes after the hour.

Mr Fergusons brain was still in the numbed stage.

Closes the door? he said.

Yes, sir.

Then how are we to get out?

I fear we cannot get out, sir.

Mr Ferguson digested this.

I am no longer in your employment, sir, said Master Bean, respectfully, but I hope that in the circumstances you will permit me to remain here during the night.

During the night!

It would enable me to sleep more comfortably than on the stairs.

But we cant stop here all night, said Mr Ferguson, feebly.

He had anticipated an unpleasant five minutes in Master Beans company. Imagination boggled at the thought of an unpleasant thirteen hours.

He collapsed into a chair.

I called, said Master Bean, shelving the trivial subject of the prospective vigil, in the hope that I might persuade you, sir, to reconsider your decision in regard to my dismissal. I can assure you, sir, that I am extremely anxious to give satisfaction. If you would take me back and inform me how I have fallen short, I would endeavour to improve, I—

We cant stop here all night, interrupted Mr Ferguson, bounding from his chair and beginning to pace the floor.

Without presumption, sir, I feel that if you were to give me another chance I should work to your satisfaction. I should endeavour—

Mr Ferguson stared at him in dumb horror. He had a momentary vision of a sleepless night spent in listening to a nicely-polished speech for the defence. He was seized with a mad desire for flight. He could not leave the building, but he must get away somewhere and think.

He dashed from the room and raced up the dark stairs. And as he arrived at the next floor his eye was caught by a thin pencil of light which proceeded from a door on the left.

No shipwrecked mariner on a desert island could have welcomed the appearance of a sail with greater enthusiasm. He bounded at the door. He knew to whom the room belonged. It was the office of one Blaythwayt; and Blaythwayt was not only an acquaintance, but a sportsman. Quite possibly there might be a pack of cards on Blaythwayts person to help pass the long hours. And if not, at least he would be company and his office a refuge. He flung open the door without going through the formality of knocking. Etiquette is not for the marooned.

I say, Blaythwayt— he began, and stopped abruptly.

The only occupant of the room was a girl.

I beg your pardon, he said, I thought—

He stopped again. His eyes, dazzled with the light, had not seen clearly. They did so now.

You! he cried.

The girl looked at him, first with surprise, then with a cool hostility. There was a long pause. Eighteen months had passed since they had parted, and conversation does not flow easily after eighteen months of silence, especially if the nature of the parting has been bitter and stormy.

He was the first to speak.

What are you doing here? he said.

I thought my doings had ceased to interest you, she said. I am Mr Blaythwayts secretary, I have been here a fortnight. I have wondered if we should meet. I used to see you sometimes in the street.

I never saw you.

No? she said indifferently.

He ran his hand through his hair in a dazed way.

Do you know we are locked in? he said.

He had expected wild surprise and dismay. She merely clicked her tongue in an annoyed manner.

Again! she said. What a nuisance! I was locked in only a week ago.

He looked at her with unwilling respect, the respect of the novice for the veteran. She was nothing to him now, of course. She had passed out of his life. But he could not help remembering that long ago — eighteen months ago — what he had admired most in her had been this same spirit, this game refusal to be disturbed by Fates blows. It braced him up.

He sat down and looked curiously at her.

So you left the stage? he said.

I thought we agreed when we parted not to speak to one another, said she, coldly.

Did we? I thought it was only to meet as strangers.

Its the same thing.

Is it? I often talk to strangers.

What a bore they must think you! she said, hiding one-eighth of a yawn with the tips of two fingers. I suppose, she went on, with faint interest, you talk to them in trains when they are trying to read their paper?

I dont force my conversation on anyone.

Dont you? she said, raising her eyebrows in sweet surprise. Only your company — is that it?

Are you alluding to the present occasion?

Well, you have an office of your own in this building, I believe.

I have.

Then why—

I am at perfect liberty, he said, with dignity, to sit in my friend Blaythwayts office if I choose. I wish to see Mr Blaythwayt.

On business?

He proved that she had established no corner in raised eyebrows.

I fear, he said, that I cannot discuss my affairs with Mr Blaythwayts employees. I must see him personally.

Mr Blaythwayt is not here.

I will wait.

He will not be here for thirteen hours.

Ill wait.

Very well, she burst out; you have brought it on yourself. Youve only yourself to blame. If you had been good and had gone back to your office, I would have brought you down some cake and cocoa.

Cake and cocoa! said he, superciliously.

Yes, cake and cocoa, she snapped. Its all very well for you to turn up your nose at them now, but wait. Youve thirteen hours of this in front of you. I know what it is. Last time I had to spend the night here I couldnt get to sleep for hours, and when I did I dreamed that I was chasing chocolate eclairs round and round Trafalgar Square. And I never caught them either. Long before the night was finished I would have given anything for even a dry biscuit. I made up my mind Id always keep something here in case I ever got locked in again — yes, smile. Youd better while you can.

He was smiling, but wanly. Nobody but a professional fasting man could have looked unmoved into the Inferno she had pictured. Then he rallied.

Cake! he said, scornfully.

She nodded grimly.

Cocoa!

Again that nod, ineffably sinister.

Im afraid I dont care for either, he said.

If you will excuse me, she said, indifferently, I have a little work that I must finish.

She turned to her desk, leaving him to his thoughts. They were not exhilarating. He had maintained a brave front, but inwardly he quailed. Reared in the country, he had developed at an early age a fine, healthy appetite. Once, soon after his arrival in London, he had allowed a dangerous fanatic to persuade him that the secret of health was to go without breakfast.

His lunch that day had cost him eight shillings, and only decent shame had kept the figure as low as that. He knew perfectly well that long ere the dawn of day his whole soul would be crying out for cake, squealing frantically for cocoa. Would it not be better to — no, a thousand times no! Death, but not surrender. His self-respect was at stake. Looking back, he saw that his entire relations with this girl had been a series of battles of will. So far, though he had certainly not won, he had not been defeated. He must not be defeated now.

He crossed his legs and sang a gay air under his breath.

If you wouldnt mind, said the girl, looking up.

I beg your pardon?

Your groaning interrupts my work.

I was not groaning. I was singing.

Oh, Im sorry!

Not at all.

Eight bars rest.

Mr Ferguson, deprived of the solace of song, filled in the time by gazing at the toilers back-hair. It set in motion a train of thought — an express train bound for the Land of Yesterday. It recalled days in the woods, evenings on the lawn. It recalled sunshine — storm. Plenty of storm. Minor tempests that burst from a clear sky, apparently without cause, and the great final tornado. There had been cause enough for that. Why was it, mused Mr Ferguson, that every girl in every country town in every county of England who had ever recited Curfew shall not ring tonight well enough to escape lynching at the hands of a rustic audience was seized with the desire to come to London and go on the stage?

He sighed.

Please dont snort, said a cold voice, from behind the back-hair.

There was a train-wreck in the Land of Yesterday. Mr Ferguson, the only survivor, limped back into the Present.

The Present had little charm, but at least it was better than the cakeless Future. He fixed his thoughts on it. He wondered how Master Bean was passing the time. Probably doing deep-breathing exercises, or reading a pocket Aristotle. The girl pushed back her chair and rose.

She went to a small cupboard in the corner of the room, and from it produced in instalments all that goes to make cake and cocoa. She did not speak. Presently, filling Space, there sprang into being an Odour; and as it reached him Mr Ferguson stiffened in his chair, bracing himself as for a fight to the death. It was more than an odour. It was the soul of the cocoa singing to him. His fingers gripped the arms of the chair. This was the test.

The girl separated a section of cake from the parent body. She caught his eye.

You had better go, she said. If you go now its just possible that I may — but I forgot, you dont like cocoa.

No, said he, resolutely, I dont.

She seemed now in the mood for conversation.

I wonder why you came up here at all, she said.

Theres no reason why you shouldnt know. I came up here because my late office-boy is downstairs.

Why should that send you up?

Youve never met him or you wouldnt ask. Have you ever had to face someone who is simply incarnate Saintliness and Disapproval, who—

Are you forgetting that I was engaged to you for several weeks?

He was too startled to be hurt. The idea of himself as a Roland Bean was too new to be assimilated immediately. It called for meditation.

Was I like that? he said at last, almost humbly.

You know you were. Oh, Im not thinking only about your views on the stage! It was everything. Whatever I did you were there to disapprove like a — like a — like an aunt, she concluded triumphantly. You were too good for anything. If only you would, just once, have done something wrong. I think Id have — But you couldnt. Youre simply perfect.

A man will remain cool and composed under many charges. Hint that his tastes are criminal, and he will shrug his shoulders. But accuse him of goodness, and you rouse the lion.

Mr Fergusons brow darkened.

As a matter of fact, he said, haughtily, I was to have had supper with a chorus-girl this very night.

How very appalling! said she, languidly.

She sipped her cocoa.

I suppose you consider that very terrible? she said.

For a beginner.

She crumbled her cake. Suddenly she looked up.

Who is she? she demanded, fiercely.

I beg your pardon? he said, coming out of a pleasant reverie.

Who is this girl?

She — er — her name — her name is Marie — Marie Templeton.

She seemed to think for a moment.

That dear old lady? she said. I know her quite well.

What!

Mother we used to call her. Have you met her son?

Her son?

A rather nice-looking man. He plays heavy parts on tour. Hes married and has two of the sweetest children. Their grandmother is devoted to them. Hasnt she ever mentioned them to you?

She poured herself out another cup of cocoa. Conversation again languished.

I suppose youre very fond of her? she said at length.

Im devoted to her. He paused. Dear little thing! he added.

She rose and moved to the door. There was a nasty gleam in her eyes.

You arent going? he said.

I shall be back in a moment. Im just going to bring your poor little office-boy up here. He must be missing you.

He sprang up, but she had gone. Leaning over the banisters, he heard a door open below, then a short conversation, and finally footsteps climbing the stairs.

It was pitch dark on the landing. He stepped aside, and they passed without seeing him. Master Bean was discoursing easily on cocoa, the processes whereby it was manufactured, and the remarkable distances which natives of Mexico had covered with it as their only food. The door opened, flooding the landing with light, and Mr Ferguson, stepping from ambush, began to descend the stairs.

The girl came to the banisters.

Mr Ferguson!

He stopped.

Did you want me? he asked.

Are you going back to your office?

I am. I hope you will enjoy Beans society. He has a fund of useful information on all subjects.

He went on. After a while she returned to the room and closed the door.

Mr Ferguson went into his office and sat down.



There was once a person of the name of Simeon Stylites, who took up a position on top of a pillar and stayed there, having no other engagements, for thirty years. Mr Ferguson, who had read Tennysons poem on the subject, had until tonight looked upon this as a pretty good thing. Reading the lines:

...thrice ten years,
Thrice multiplied by superhuman pangs,
In hunger and in thirsts, fevers and colds,
In coughs, aches, stitches, ulcerous throes, and cramps,...
Patient on this tall pillar I have borne.
Rain, wind, frost, heat, hail, damp, and sleet, and snow,

he had gathered roughly, as it were, that Simeon had not been comfortable. He had pitied him. But now, sitting in his office-chair, he began to wonder what the man had made such a fuss about. He suspected him of having had a touch of the white feather in him. It was not as if he had not had food. He talked about hungers and thirsts, but he must have had something to eat, or he could not have stayed the course. Very likely, if the truth were known, there was somebody below who passed him up regular supplies of cake and cocoa.

He began to look on Simeon as an overrated amateur.

Sleep refused to come to him. It got as far as his feet, but no farther. He rose and stamped to restore the circulation.

It was at this point that he definitely condemned Simeon Stylites as a sybaritic fraud.

If this were one of those realistic Zolaesque stories I would describe the crick in the back that — but let us hurry on.

It was about six hours later — he had no watch, but the numbers of aches, stitches, not to mention cramps, that he had experienced could not possibly have been condensed into a shorter period — that his manly spirit snapped. Let us not judge him too harshly. The girl upstairs had broken his heart, ruined his life, and practically compared him to Roland Bean, and his pride should have built up an impassable wall between them, but — she had cake and cocoa. In similar circumstances King Arthur would have grovelled before Guinevere.

He rushed to the door and tore it open. There was a startled exclamation from the darkness outside.

I hope I didnt disturb you, said a meek voice.

Mr Ferguson did not answer. His twitching nostrils were drinking in a familiar aroma.

Were you asleep? May I come in? Ive brought you some cake and cocoa.

He took the rich gifts from her in silence. There are moments in a mans life too sacred for words. The wonder of the thing had struck him dumb. An instant before and he had had but a desperate hope of winning these priceless things from her at the cost of all his dignity and self-respect. He had been prepared to secure them through a shower of biting taunts, a blizzard of razor-like I told you sos. Yet here he was, draining the cup, and still able to hold his head up, look the world in the face, and call himself a man.

His keen eye detected a crumb on his coat-sleeve. This retrieved and consumed, he turned to her, seeking explanation.

She was changed. The battle-gleam had faded from her eyes. She seemed scared and subdued. Her manner was of one craving comfort and protection. That awful boy! she breathed.

Bean? said Mr Ferguson, picking a crumb off the carpet.

Hes frightful.

I thought you might get a little tired of him! What has he been doing?

Talking. I feel battered. Hes like one of those awful encyclopedias that give you a sort of dull leaden feeling in your head directly you open them. Do you know how many tons of water go over Niagara Falls every year?

No.

He does.

I told you he had a fund of useful information. The Purpose and Tenacity books insist on it. Thats how you Catch your Employers Eye. One morning the boss suddenly wants to know how many horsehair sofas there are in Brixton, the number of pins that would reach from London Bridge to Waterloo. You tell him, and he takes you into partnership. Later you become a millionaire. But I havent thanked you for the cocoa. It was fine.

He waited for the retort, but it did not come. A pleased wonderment filled him. Could these things really be thus?

And it isnt only what he says, she went on. I know what you mean about him now. Its his accusing manner.

Ive tried to analyse that manner. I believe its the spectacles.

Its frightful when he looks at you; you think of all the wrong things you have ever done or ever wanted to do.

Does he have that effect on you? he said, excitedly. Why, that exactly describes what I feel.

The affinities looked at one another.

She was the first to speak.

We always did think alike on most things, didnt we? she said.

Of course we did.

He shifted his chair forward.

It was all my fault, he said. I mean, what happened.

It wasnt. It—

Yes, it was. I want to tell you something. I dont know if it will make any difference now, but I should like you to know it. Its this. Ive altered a good deal since I came to London. For the better, I think. Im a pretty poor sort of specimen still, but at least I dont imagine I can measure life with a foot-rule. I dont judge the world any longer by the standards of a country town. London has knocked some of the corners off me. I dont think you would find me the Bean type any longer. I dont disapprove of other people much now. Not as a habit. I find I have enough to do keeping myself up to the mark.

I want to tell you something, too, she said. I expect its too late, but never mind. I want you to hear it. Ive altered, too, since I came to London. I used to think the Universe had been invented just to look on and wave its hat while I did great things. London has put a large piece of cold ice against my head, and the swelling has gone down. Im not the girl with ambitions any longer. I just want to keep employed, and not have too bad a time when the days work is over.

He came across to where she sat.

We said we would meet as strangers, and we do. We never have known each other. Dont you think we had better get acquainted? he said.

There was a respectful tap at the door.

Come in? snapped Mr Ferguson. Well? Behind the gold-rimmed spectacles of Master Bean there shone a softer look than usual, a look rather complacent than disapproving.

I must apologize, sir, for intruding upon you. I am no longer in your employment, but I do hope that in the circumstances you will forgive my entering your private office. Thinking over our situation just now an idea came to me by means of which I fancy we might be enabled to leave the building.

What!

It occurred to me, sir, that by telephoning to the nearest police-station—

Good heavens! cried Mr Ferguson.

Two minutes later he replaced the receiver.

Its all right, he said. Ive made them understand the trouble. Theyre bringing a ladder. I wonder what the time is? It must be about four in the morning.

Master Bean produced a Waterbury watch.

The time, sir, is almost exactly half past ten.

Half past ten! We must have been here longer than three hours. Your watch is wrong.

No, sir, I am very careful to keep it exactly right. I do not wish to run any risk of being unpunctual.

Half past ten! cried Mr Ferguson. Why, were in heaps of time to look in at the Savoy for supper. This is great. Ill phone them to keep a table.

Supper! I thought—

She stopped.

Whats that? Thought what?

Hadnt you an engagement for supper?

He stared at her.

Whatever gave you that idea? Of course not.

I thought you said you were taking Miss Templeton—

Miss Temp — Oh! His face cleared. Oh, there isnt such a person. I invented her. I had to when you accused me of being like our friend the Miasma. Legitimate self-defence.

I do not wish to interrupt you, sir, when you are busy, said Master Bean, but—

Come and see me tomorrow morning, said Mr Ferguson.



Bob, said the girl, as the first threatening mutters from the orchestra heralded an imminent storm of melody, when that boy comes tomorrow, what are going to do?

Call up the police.

No, but you must do something. We shouldnt have been here if it hadnt been for him.

Thats true! He pondered. Ive got it; Ill get him a job with Raikes and Courtenay.

Why Raikes and Courtenay?

Because I have a pull with them. But principally, said Mr Ferguson, with a devilish grin, because they live in Edinburgh, which, as you are doubtless aware, is a long, long way from London.

He bent across the table.

Isnt this like old times? he said. Do you remember the first time I ever ki—

Just then the orchestra broke out.


THE GOOD ANGEL
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ANY MAN UNDER thirty years of age who tells you he is not afraid of an English butler lies. He may not show his fear. Outwardly he may be brave — aggressive even, perhaps to the extent of calling the great man Here! or Hi! But, in his heart, when he meets that, cold, blue, introspective eye, he quakes.

The effect that Keggs, the butler at the Keiths, had on Martin Rossiter was to make him feel as if he had been caught laughing in a cathedral. He fought against the feeling. He asked himself who Keggs was, anyway; and replied defiantly that Keggs was a Menial — and an overfed Menial. But all the while he knew that logic was useless.

When the Keiths had invited him to their country home he had been delighted. They were among his oldest friends. He liked Mr Keith. He liked Mrs Keith. He loved Elsa Keith, and had done so from boyhood.

But things had gone wrong. As he leaned out of his bedroom window at the end of the first week, preparatory to dressing for dinner, he was more than half inclined to make some excuse and get right out of the place next day. The bland dignity of Keggs had taken all the heart out of him.

Nor was it Keggs alone who had driven his thoughts towards flight. Keggs was merely a passive evil, like toothache or a rainy day. What had begun actively to make the place impossible was a perfectly pestilential young man of the name of Barstowe.

The house-party at the Keiths had originally been, from Martins view-point, almost ideal. The rest of the men were of the speechless, moustache-tugging breed. They had come to shoot, and they shot. When they were not shooting they congregated in the billiard-room and devoted their powerful intellects exclusively to snooker-pool, leaving Martin free to talk undisturbed to Elsa. He had been doing this for five days with great contentment when Aubrey Barstowe arrived. Mrs Keith had developed of late leanings towards culture. In her town house a charge of small-shot, fired in any direction on a Thursday afternoon, could not have failed to bring down a poet, a novelist, or a painter. Aubrey Barstowe, author of The Souls Eclipse and other poems, was a constant member of the crowd. A youth of insinuating manners, he had appealed to Mrs Keith from the start; and unfortunately the virus had extended to Elsa. Many a pleasant, sunshiny Thursday afternoon had been poisoned for Martin by the sight of Aubrey and Elsa together on a distant settee, matching temperaments. The rest is too painful. It was a rout. The poet did not shoot, so that when Martin returned of an evening his rival was about five hours of soul-to-soul talk up and only two to play. And those two, the after-dinner hours, which had once been the hours for which Martin had lived, were pure torture.

So engrossed was he with his thoughts that the first intimation he had that he was not alone in the room was a genteel cough. Behind him, holding a small can, was Keggs.

Your ot water, sir, said the butler, austerely but not unkindly.

Keggs was a man — one must use that word, though it seems grossly inadequate — of medium height, pigeon-toed at the base, bulgy half-way up, and bald at the apex. His manner was restrained and dignified, his voice soft and grave.

But it was his eye that quelled Martin. That cold, blue, dukes-have-treated-me-as-an-elder-brother eye.

He fixed it upon him now, as he added, placing the can on the floor. It is Fredericks duty, but tonight I hundertook it.

Martin had no answer. He was dazed. Keggs had spoken with the proud humility of an emperor compelled by misfortune to shine shoes.

Might I have a word with you, sir?

Ye-e-ss, yes, stammered Martin. Wont you take a — I mean, yes, certainly.

It is perhaps a liberty, began Keggs. He paused, and raked Martin with the eye that had rested on dining dukes.

Not at all, said Martin, hurriedly.

I should like, went on Keggs, bowing, to speak to you on a somewhat intimate subject — Miss Elsa.

Martins eyes and mouth opened slowly.

You are going the wrong way to work, if you will allow me to say so, sir.

Martins jaw dropped another inch.

Wha-a—

Women, sir, proceeded Keggs, young ladies — are peculiar. I have had, if I may say so, certain hopportunities of observing their ways. Miss Elsa reminds me in some respects of Lady Angelica Fendall, whom I had the honour of knowing when I was butler to her father, Lord Stockleigh. Her ladyship was hinclined to be romantic. She was fond of poetry, like Miss Elsa. She would sit by the hour, sir, listening to young Mr Knox reading Tennyson, which was no part of his duties, he being employed by his lordship to teach Lord Bertie Latin and Greek and what not. You may have noticed, sir, that young ladies is often took by Tennyson, hespecially in the summertime. Mr Barstowe was reading Tennyson to Miss Elsa in the all when I passed through just now. The Princess, if I am not mistaken.

I dont know what the thing was, groaned Martin. She seemed to be enjoying it.

Lady Angelica was greatly addicted to The Princess. Young Mr Knox was reading portions of that poem to her when his lordship come upon them. Most rashly his lordship made a public hexpose and packed Mr Knox off next day. It was not my place to volunteer advice, but I could have told him what would happen. Two days later her ladyship slips away to London early in the morning, and theyre married at a registry-office. That is why I say that you are going the wrong way to work with Miss Elsa, sir. With certain types of igh spirited young lady hopposition is useless. Now, when Mr Barstowe was reading to Miss Elsa on the occasion to which I ave alluded, you were sitting by, trying to engage her attention. Its not the way, sir. You should leave them alone together. Let her see so much of him, and nobody else but him, that she will grow tired of him. Fondness for poetry, sir, is very much like the whisky abit. You cant cure a man what has got that by hopposition. Now, if you will permit me to offer a word of advice, sir, I say, let Miss Elsa ave all the poetry she wants.

Martin was conscious of one coherent feeling at the conclusion of this address, and that was one of amazed gratitude. A lesser man who had entered his room and begun to discuss his private affairs would have had reason to retire with some speed; but that Keggs should descend from his pedestal and interest himself in such lowly matters was a different thing altogether.

Im very much obliged— he was stammering, when the butler raised a deprecatory hand.

My interest in the matter, he said, smoothly, is not entirely haltruistic. For some years back, in fact, since Miss Elsa came out, we have had a matrimonial sweepstake in the servants hall at each house-party. The names of the gentlemen in the party are placed in a hat and drawn in due course. Should Miss Elsa become engaged to any member of the party, the pool goes to the drawer of his name. Should no engagement occur, the money remains in my charge until the following year, when it is added to the new pool. Hitherto I have ad the misfortune to draw nothing but married gentlemen, but on this occasion I have secured you, sir. And I may tell you, sir, he added, with stately courtesy, that, in the opinion of the servants hall, your chances are ighly fancied, — very ighly. The pool has now reached considerable proportions, and, aving had certain losses on the Turf very recent, I am extremely anxious to win it. So I thought, if I might take the liberty, sir, I would place my knowledge of the sex at your disposal. You will find it sound in every respect. That is all. Thank you, sir.

Martins feelings had undergone a complete revulsion. In the last few minutes the butler had shed his wings and grown horns, cloven feet, and a forked tail. His rage deprived him of words. He could only gurgle.

Dont thank me, sir, said the butler, indulgently. I ask no thanks. We are working together for a common hobject, and any little elp I can provide is given freely.

You old scoundrel! shouted Martin, his wrath prevailing even against that blue eye. You have the insolence to come to me and—

He stopped. The thought of these hounds, these demons, coolly gossiping and speculating below stairs about Elsa, making her the subject of little sporting flutters to relieve the monotony of country life, choked him.

I shall tell Mr Keith, he said.

The butler shook his bald head gravely.

I shouldnt, sir. It is a ighly fantastic story, and I dont think he would believe it.

Then Ill — Oh, get out!

Keggs bowed deferentially.

If you wish it, sir, he said, I will withdraw. If I may make the suggestion, sir, I think you should commence to dress. Dinner will be served in a few minutes. Thank you, sir.

He passed softly out of the room.



It was more as a demonstration of defiance against Keggs than because he really hoped that anything would come of it that Martin approached Elsa next morning after breakfast. Elsa was strolling on the terrace in front of the house with the bard, but Martin broke in on the conference with the dogged determination of a steam-drill.

Coming out with the guns today, Elsa? he said.

She raised her eyes. There was an absent look in them.

The guns? she said. Oh, no; I hate watching men shoot.

You used to like it.

I used to like dolls, she said, impatiently.

Mr Barstowe gave tongue. He was a slim, tall, sickeningly beautiful young man, with large, dark eyes, full of expression.

We develop, he said. The years go by, and we develop. Our souls expand — timidly at first, like little, half-fledged birds stealing out from the—

I dont know that Im so set on shooting today, myself, said Martin. Will you come round the links?

I am going out in the motor with Mr Barstowe, said Elsa.

The motor! cried Mr Barstowe. Ah, Rossiter, that is the very poetry of motion. I never ride in a motor-car without those words of Shakespeares ringing in my mind: Ill put a girdle round about the earth in forty minutes.

I shouldnt give way to that sort of thing if I were you, said Martin. The police are pretty down on road-hogging in these parts.

Mr Barstowe was speaking figuratively, said Elsa, with disdain.

Was he? grunted Martin, whose sorrows were tending to make him every day more like a sulky schoolboy. Im afraid I havent got a poetic soul.

Im afraid you havent, said Elsa.

There was a brief silence. A bird made itself heard in a neighbouring tree.

The moan of doves in immemorial elms, quoted Mr Barstowe, softly.

Only it happens to be a crow in a beech, said Martin, as the bird flew out.

Elsas chin tilted itself in scorn. Martin turned on his heel and walked away.

Its the wrong way, sir; its the wrong way, said a voice. I was hobserving you from a window, sir. Its Lady Angelica over again. Hopposition is useless, believe me, sir.

Martin faced round, flushed and wrathful. The butler went on unmoved: Miss Elsa is going for a ride in the car today, sir.

I know that.

Uncommonly tricky things, these motor-cars. I was saying so to Roberts, the chauffeur, just as soon as I eard Miss Elsa was going out with Mr Barstowe. I said, Roberts, these cars is tricky; break down when youre twenty miles from hanywhere as soon as look at you. Roberts, I said, slipping him a sovereign, ow awful it would be if the car should break down twenty miles from hanywhere today!

Martin stared.

You bribed Roberts to—

Sir! I gave Roberts the sovereign because I am sorry for him. He is a poor man, and has a wife and family to support.

Very well, said Martin, sternly; I shall go and warn Miss Keith.

Warn her, sir!

I shall tell her that you have bribed Roberts to make the car break down so that—

Keggs shook his head.

I fear she would hardly credit the statement, sir. She might even think that you was trying to keep her from going for your own pussonal ends.

I believe you are the devil, said Martin.

I ope you will come to look on me, sir, said Keggs, unctuously, as your good hangel.

Martin shot abominably that day, and, coming home in the evening gloomy and savage, went straight to his room, and did not reappear till dinner-time. Elsa had been taken in by one of the moustache-tuggers. Martin found himself seated on her other side. It was so pleasant to be near her, and to feel that the bard was away at the other end of the table, that for the moment his spirits revived.

Well, how did you like the ride? he asked, with a smile. Did you put that girdle round the world?

She looked at him — once. The next moment he had an uninterrupted view of her shoulder, and heard the sound of her voice as she prattled gaily to the man on her other side.

His heart gave a sudden bound. He understood now. The demon butler had had his wicked way. Good heavens! She had thought he was taunting her! He must explain at once. He — 

Hock or sherry, sir?

He looked up into Keggs expressionless eyes. The butler was wearing his on-duty mask. There was no sign of triumph in his face.

Oh, sherry. I mean hock. No, sherry. Neither.

This was awful. He must put this right.

Elsa, he said.

She was engrossed in her conversation with her neighbour.

From down the table in a sudden lull in the talk came the voice of Mr Barstowe. He seemed to be in the middle of a narrative.

Fortunately, he was saying, I had with me a volume of Shelley, and one of my own little efforts. I had read Miss Keith the whole of the latter and much of the former before the chauffeur announced that it was once more possible—

Elsa, said the wretched man, I had no idea — you dont think—

She turned to him.

I beg your pardon? she said, very sweetly.

I swear I didnt know — I mean, Id forgotten — I mean—

She wrinkled her forehead.

Im really afraid I dont understand.

I mean, about the car breaking down.

The car? Oh, yes. Yes, it broke down. We were delayed quite a little while. Mr Barstowe read me some of his poems. It was perfectly lovely. I was quite sorry when Roberts told us we could go on again. But do you really mean to tell me, Mr Lambert, that you—

And once more the world became all shoulder.

When the men trailed into the presence of the ladies for that brief seance on which etiquette insisted before permitting the stampede to the billiard-room, Elsa was not to be seen.

Elsa? said Mrs Keith in answer to Martins question. She has gone to bed. The poor child has a headache. I am afraid she had a tiring day.

There was an early start for the guns next morning, and as Elsa did not appear at breakfast Martin had to leave without seeing her. His shooting was even worse than it had been on the previous day.

It was not until late in the evening that the party returned to the house. Martin, on the way to his room, met Mrs Keith on the stairs. She appeared somewhat agitated.

Oh, Martin, she said. Im so glad youre back. Have you seen anything of Elsa?

Elsa?

Wasnt she with the guns?

With the guns said Martin, puzzled. No.

I have seen nothing of her all day. Im getting worried. I cant think what can have happened to her. Are you sure she wasnt with the guns?

Absolutely certain. Didnt she come in to lunch?

No. Tom, she said, as Mr Keith came up, Im so worried about Elsa. I havent seen her all day. I thought she must be out with the guns.

Mr Keith was a man who had built up a large fortune mainly by consistently refusing to allow anything to agitate him. He carried this policy into private life.

Wasnt she in at lunch? he asked, placidly.

I tell you I havent seen her all day. She breakfasted in her room—

Late?

Yes. She was tired, poor girl.

If she breakfasted late, said Mr Keith, she wouldnt need any lunch. Shes gone for a stroll somewhere.

Would you put back dinner, do you think? inquired Mrs Keith, anxiously.

I am not good at riddles, said Mr Keith, comfortably, but I can answer that one. I would not put back dinner. I would not put back dinner for the King.

Elsa did not come back for dinner. Nor was hers the only vacant place. Mr Barstowe had also vanished. Even Mr Keiths calm was momentarily ruffled by this discovery. The poet was not a favourite of his — it was only reluctantly that he had consented to his being invited at all; and the presumption being that when two members of a house-party disappear simultaneously they are likely to be spending the time in each others society, he was annoyed. Elsa was not the girl to make a fool of herself, of course, but — He was unwontedly silent at dinner.

Mrs Keiths anxiety displayed itself differently. She was frankly worried, and mentioned it. By the time the fish had been reached conversation at the table had fixed itself definitely on the one topic.

It isnt the car this time, at any rate, said Mr Keith. It hasnt been out today.

I cant understand it, said Mrs Keith for the twentieth time. And that was the farthest point reached in the investigation of the mystery.

By the time dinner was over a spirit of unrest was abroad. The company sat about in uneasy groups. Snooker-pool was, if not forgotten, at any rate shelved. Somebody suggested search-parties, and one or two of the moustache-tuggers wandered rather aimlessly out into the darkness.

Martin was standing in the porch with Mr Keith when Keggs approached. As his eyes lit on him, Martin was conscious of a sudden solidifying of the vague suspicion which had been forming in his mind. And yet that suspicion seemed so wild. How could Keggs, with the worst intentions, have had anything to do with this? He could not forcibly have abducted the missing pair and kept them under lock and key. He could not have stunned them and left them in a ditch. Nevertheless, looking at him standing there in his attitude of deferential dignity, with the light from the open door shining on his bald head, Martin felt perfectly certain that he had in some mysterious fashion engineered the whole thing.

Might I have a word, sir, if you are at leisure?

Well, Keggs?

Miss Elsa, sir.

Yes?

Keggs voice took on a sympathetic softness.

It was not my place, sir, to make any remark while in the dining-room, but I could not elp but hoverhear the conversation. I gathered from remarks that was passed that you was somewhat hat a loss to account for Miss Elsas non-appearance, sir.

Mr Keith laughed shortly.

You gathered that, eh?

Keggs bowed.

I think, sir, that possibly I may be hable to throw light on the matter.

What! cried Mr Keith. Great Scott, man! then why didnt you say so at the time? Where is she?

It was not my place, sir, to henter into the conversation of the dinner-table, said the butler, with a touch of reproof. If I might speak now, sir?

Mr Keith clutched at his forehead.

Heavens above! Do you want a signed permit to tell me where my daughter is? Get on, man, get on!

I think it ighly possible, sir, that Miss Elsa and Mr Barstowe may be on the hisland in the lake, sir. About half a mile from the house was a picturesque strip of water, some fifteen hundred yards in width and a little less in length, in the centre of which stood a small and densely wooded island. It was a favourite haunt of visitors at the house when there was nothing else to engage their attention, but during the past week, with shooting to fill up the days, it had been neglected.

On the island? said Mr Keith. What put that idea into your head?

I appened to be rowing on the lake this morning, sir. I frequently row of a morning, sir, when there are no duties to detain me in the ouse. I find the hexercise hadmirable for the ealth. I walk briskly to the boat-ouse, and—

Yes, yes. I dont want a schedule of your daily exercises. Cut out the athletic reminiscences and come to the point.

As I was rowing on the lake this morning, sir, I appened to see a boat itched up to a tree on the hisland. I think that possibly Miss Elsa and Mr Barstowe might ave taken a row out there. Mr Barstowe would wish to see the hisland, sir, bein romantic.

But you say you saw the boat there this morning?

Yes, sir.

Well, it doesnt take all day to explore a small island. Whats kept them all this while?

It is possible, sir, that the rope might not have eld. Mr Barstowe, if I might say so, sir, is one of those himpetuous literary pussons, and possibly he homitted to see that the knot was hadequately tied. Or — his eye, grave and inscrutable, rested for a moment on Martins— some party might ave come along and huntied it a-puppus.

Untied it on purpose? said Mr Keith. What on earth for?

Keggs shook his head deprecatingly, as one who, realizing his limitations, declines to attempt to probe the hidden sources of human actions.

I thought it right, sir, to let you know, he said.

Right? I should say so. If Elsa has been kept starving all day on that island by that long-haired — Here, come along, Martin.

He dashed off excitedly into the night. Martin remained for a moment gazing fixedly at the butler.

I ope, sir, said Keggs, cordially, that my hinformation will prove of genuine hassistance.

Do you know what I should like to do to you? said Martin slowly.

I think I ear Mr Keith calling you, sir.

I should like to take you by the scruff of your neck and—

There, sir! Didnt you ear im then? Quite distinct it was.

Martin gave up the struggle with a sense of blank futility. What could you do with a man like this? It was like quarrelling with Westminster Abbey.

I should urry, sir, suggested Keggs, respectfully. I think Mr Keith must have met with some haccident.

His surmise proved correct. When Martin came up he found his host seated on the ground in evident pain.

Twisted my ankle in a hole, he explained, briefly. Give me an arm back to the house, theres a good fellow, and then run on down to the lake and see if what Keggs said is true.

Martin did as he was requested — so far, that is to say, as the first half of the commission was concerned. As regarded the second, he took it upon himself to make certain changes. Having seen Mr Keith to his room, he put the fitting-out of the relief ship into the good hands of a group of his fellow guests whom he discovered in the porch. Elsas feelings towards her rescuer might be one of unmixed gratitude; but it might, on the other hand, be one of resentment. He did not wish her to connect him in her mind with the episode in any way whatsoever. Martin had once released a dog from a trap, and the dog had bitten him. He had been on an errand of mercy, but the dog had connected him with his sufferings and acted accordingly. It occurred to Martin that Elsas frame of mind would be uncommonly like that dogs.

The rescue-party set off. Martin lit a cigarette, and waited in the porch.

It seemed a very long time before anything happened, but at last, as he was lighting his fifth cigarette, there came from the darkness the sound of voices. They drew nearer. Someone shouted:

Its all right. Weve found them.

Martin threw away his cigarette and went indoors.



Elsa Keith sat up as her mother came into the room. Two nights and a day had passed since she had taken to her bed.

How are you feeling today, dear?

Has he gone, mother?

Who?

Mr Barstowe?

Yes, dear. He left this morning. He said he had business with his publisher in London.

Then I can get up, said Elsa, thankfully.

I think youre a little hard on poor Mr Barstowe, Elsa. It was just an accident, you know. It was not his fault that the boat slipped away.

It was, it was, it was! cried Elsa, thumping the pillow malignantly. I believe he did it on purpose, so that he could read me his horrid poetry without my having a chance to escape. I believe thats the only way he can get people to listen to it.

But you used to like it, darling. You said he had such a musical voice.

Musical voice! The pillow became a shapeless heap. Mother, it was like a nightmare! If I had seen him again I should have had hysterics. It was awful! If he had been even the least bit upset himself I think I could have borne up. But he enjoyed it! He revelled in it! He said it was like Omar Khayyam in the Wilderness and Shelleys Epipsychidion, whatever that is; and he prattled on and on and read and read till my head began to split. Mother — her voice sank to a whisper— I hit him!

Elsa!

I did! she went on, defiantly. I hit him as hard as I could, and he — he — she broke off into a little gurgle of laughter— he tripped over a bush and fell right down; and I wasnt a bit ashamed. I didnt think it unladylike or anything. I was just as proud as I could be. And it stopped him talking.

But, Elsa, dear! Why?

The sun had just gone down; and it was a lovely sunset, and the sky looked like a great, beautiful slice of underdone beef; and I said so to him, and he said, sniffily, that he was afraid he didnt see the resemblance. And I asked him if he wasnt starving. And he said no, because as a rule all that he needed was a little ripe fruit. And that was when I hit him.

Elsa!

Oh, I know it was awfully wrong, but I just had to. And now Ill get up. It looks lovely out.

Martin had not gone out with the guns that day. Mrs Keith had assured him that there was nothing wrong with Elsa, that she was only tired, but he was anxious, and had remained at home, where bulletins could reach him. As he was returning from a stroll in the grounds he heard his name called, and saw Elsa lying in the hammock under the trees near the terrace.

Why, Martin, why arent you out with the guns? she said.

I wanted to be on the spot so that I could hear how you were.

How nice of you! Why dont you sit down?

May I?

Elsa fluttered the pages of her magazine.

You know, youre a very restful person, Martin. Youre so big and outdoory. How would you like to read to me for a while? I feel so lazy.

Martin took the magazine.

What shall I read? Heres a poem by—

Elsa shuddered.

Oh, please, no, she cried. I couldnt bear it. Ill tell you what I should love — the advertisements. Theres one about sardines. I started it, and it seemed splendid. Its at the back somewhere.

Is this it — Langley and Fieldings sardines?

Thats it.

Martin began to read.

Langley and Fieldings sardines. When you want the daintiest, most delicious sardines, go to your grocer and say, Langley and Fieldings, please! You will then be sure of having the finest Norwegian smoked sardines, packed in the purest olive oil.

Elsa was sitting with her eyes closed and a soft smile of pleasure curving her mouth.

Go on, she said, dreamily.

Nothing nicer. resumed Martin, with an added touch of eloquence as the theme began to develop, for breakfast, lunch, or supper. Probably your grocer stocks them. Ask him. If he does not, write to us. Price fivepence per tin. The best sardines and the best oil!

Isnt it lovely? she murmured.

Her hand, as it swung, touched his. He held it. She opened her eyes.

Dont stop reading, she said. I never heard anything so soothing.

Elsa!

He bent towards her. She smiled at him. Her eyes were dancing.

Elsa, I—

Mr Keith, said a quiet voice, desired me to say—

Martin started away. He glared up furiously. Gazing down upon them stood Keggs. The butlers face was shining with a gentle benevolence.

Mr Keith desired me to say that he would be glad if Miss Elsa would come and sit with him for a while.

Ill come at once, said Elsa, stepping from the hammock.

The butler bowed respectfully and turned away. They stood watching him as he moved across the terrace.

What a saintly old man Keggs looks, said Elsa. Dont you think so? He looks as if he had never even thought of doing anything he shouldnt. I wonder if he ever has?

I wonder! said Martin.

He looks like a stout angel. What were you saying, Martin, when he came up?


POTS OMONEY
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OWEN BENTLEY WAS feeling embarrassed. He looked at Mr Sheppherd, and with difficulty restrained himself from standing on one leg and twiddling his fingers. At one period of his career, before the influence of his uncle Henry had placed him in the London and Suburban Bank, Owen had been an actor. On the strength of a batting average of thirty-three point nought seven for Middlesex, he had been engaged by the astute musical-comedy impresario to whom the idea first occurred that, if you have got to have young men to chant We are merry and gay, tra-la, for this is Bohemia, in the Artists Ball scene, you might just as well have young men whose names are known to the public. He had not been an actor long, for loss of form had put him out of first-class cricket, and the impresario had given his place in the next piece to a googly bowler who had done well in the last Varsity match; but he had been one long enough to experience that sinking sensation which is known as stage-fright. And now, as he began to explain to Mr Sheppherd that he wished for his consent to marry his daughter Audrey, he found himself suffering exactly the same symptoms.

From the very start, from the moment when he revealed the fact that his income, salary and private means included, amounted to less than two hundred pounds, he had realized that this was going to be one of his failures. It was the gruesome Early Victorianness of it all that took the heart out of him. Mr Sheppherd had always reminded him of a heavy father out of a three-volume novel, but, compared with his demeanour as he listened now, his attitude hitherto had been light and whimsical. Until this moment Owen had not imagined that this sort of thing ever happened nowadays outside the comic papers. By the end of the second minute he would not have been surprised to find himself sailing through the air, urged by Mr Sheppherds boot, his transit indicated by a dotted line and a few stars.

Mr Sheppherds manner was inclined to bleakness.

This is most unfortunate, he said. Most unfortunate. I have my daughters happiness to consider. It is my duty as a father. He paused. You say you have no prospects? I should have supposed that your uncle — ? Surely, with his influence — ?

My uncle shot his bolt when he got me into the bank. That finished him, as far as Im concerned. Im not his only nephew, you know. There are about a hundred others, all trailing him like bloodhounds.

Mr Sheppherd coughed the small cough of disapproval. He was feeling more than a little aggrieved.

He had met Owen for the first time at dinner at the house of his uncle Henry, a man of unquestioned substance, whose habit it was to invite each of his eleven nephews to dinner once a year. But Mr Sheppherd did not know this. For all he knew, Owen was in the habit of hobnobbing with the great man every night. He could not say exactly that it was sharp practice on Owens part to accept his invitation to call, and, having called, to continue calling long enough to make the present deplorable situation possible; but he felt that it would have been in better taste for the young man to have effaced himself and behaved more like a bank-clerk and less like an heir.

I am exceedingly sorry for this, Mr Bentley, he said, but you will understand that I cannot — It is, of course, out of the question. It would be best, in the circumstances, I think, if you did not see my daughter again—

Shes waiting in the passage outside, said Owen, simply.

 — after today. Good-bye.

Owen left the room. Audrey was hovering in the neighbourhood of the door. She came quickly up to him, and his spirits rose, as they always did, at the sight of her.

Well? she said.

He shook his head.

No good, he said.

Audrey considered the problem for a moment, and was rewarded with an idea.

Shall I go in and cry?

It wouldnt be of any use.

Tell me what happened.

He said I mustnt see you again.

He didnt mean it.

He thinks he did.

Audrey reflected.

We shall simply have to keep writing, then. And we can talk on the telephone. That isnt seeing each other. Has your bank a telephone?

Yes. But—

Thats all right, then. Ill ring you up every day.

I wish I could make some money, said Owen, thoughtfully. But I seem to be one of those chaps who cant. Nothing I try comes off. Ive never drawn anything except a blank in a sweep. I spent about two pounds on sixpenny postal orders when the Limerick craze was on, and didnt win a thing. Once when I was on tour I worked myself to a shadow, dramatizing a novel. Nothing came of that, either.

What novel?

A thing called White Roses, by a woman named Edith Butler.

Audrey looked up quickly.

I suppose you knew her very well? Were you great friends?

I didnt know her at all. Id never met her. I just happened to buy the thing at a bookstall, and thought it would make a good play. I expect it was pretty bad rot. Anyhow, she never took the trouble to send it back or even to acknowledge receipt.

Perhaps she never got it?

I registered it.

She was a cat, said Audrey, decidedly. Im glad of it, though. If another woman had helped you make a lot of money, I should have died of jealousy.

Routine is death to heroism. For the first few days after his parting with Mr Sheppherd, Owen was in heroic mood, full of vaguely dashing schemes, regarding the world as his oyster, and burning to get at it, sword in hand. But routine, with its ledgers and its copying-ink and its customers, fell like a grey cloud athwart his horizon, blotting out rainbow visions of sudden wealth, dramatically won. Day by day the glow faded and hopelessness grew.

If the glow did not entirely fade it was due to Audrey, who more than fulfilled her promise of ringing him up on the telephone. She rang him up at least once, frequently several times, every day, a fact which was noted and commented upon in a harshly critical spirit by the head of his department, a man with no soul and a strong objection to doing his subordinates work for them.

As a rule, her conversation, though pleasing, was discursive and lacked central motive, but one morning she had genuine news to impart.

Owen — her voice was excited— have you seen the paper today? Then listen. Ill read it out. Are you listening? This is what it says: The Piccadilly Theatre will reopen shortly with a dramatized version of Miss Edith Butlers popular novel, White Roses, prepared by the authoress herself. A strong cast is being engaged, including— And then a lot of names. What are you going to do about it, Owen?

What am I going to do?

Dont you see whats happened? That awful woman has stolen your play. She has waited all these years, hoping you would forget. What are you laughing at?

I wasnt laughing.

Yes, you were. It tickled my ear. Ill ring off if you do it again. You dont believe me. Well, you wait and see if Im not—

Edith Butlers incapable of such a thing.

There was a slight pause at the other end of the wire.

I thought you said you didnt know her, said Audrey, jealously.

I dont — I dont, said Owen, hastily. But Ive read her books. Theyre simply chunks of superfatted sentiment. Shes a sort of literary onion. She compels tears. A woman like that couldnt steal a play if she tried.

You cant judge authors from their books. You must go and see the play when it comes on. Then youll see Im right. Im absolutely certain that woman is trying to swindle you. Dont laugh in that horrid way. Very well, I told you I should ring off, and now Im going to.

At the beginning of the next month Owens annual holiday arrived. The authorities of the London and Suburban Bank were no niggards. They recognized that a man is not a machine. They gave their employees ten days in the year in which to tone up their systems for another twelve months work.

Owen spent his boyhood in the Shropshire village of which his father had been rector, and thither he went when his holiday came round, to the farm of one Dorman. He was glad of the chance to get to Shropshire. There is something about the country there, with its green fields and miniature rivers, that soothes the wounded spirit and forms a pleasant background for sentimental musings.

It was comfortable at the farm. The household consisted of Mr Dorman, an old acquaintance, his ten-year-old son George, and Mr Dormans mother, an aged lady with a considerable local reputation as a wise woman. Rumour had it that the future held no mysteries for her, and it was known that she could cure warts, bruised fingers, and even the botts by means of spells.

Except for these, Owen had fancied that he was alone in the house. It seemed not, however. There was a primeval piano in his sitting-room, and on the second morning it suited his mood to sit down at this and sing Asthore, the fruity pathos of which ballad appealed to him strongly at this time, accompanying himself by an ingenious arrangement in three chords. He had hardly begun, however, when Mr Dorman appeared, somewhat agitated.

If you dont mind, Mr Owen, he said. I forgot to tell you. Theres a litery gent boarding with me in the room above, and he cant bear to be disturbed.

A muffled stamping from the ceiling bore out his words.

Writing a book he is, continued Mr Dorman. He caught young George a clip over the ear-ole yesterday for blowing his trumpet on the stairs. Gave him sixpence afterwards, and said hed skin him if he ever did it again. So, if you dont mind—

Oh, all right, said Owen. Who is he?

Gentleman of the name of Prosser.

Owen could not recollect having come across any work by anyone of that name; but he was not a wide reader; and, whether the man above was a celebrity or not, he was entitled to quiet.

I never heard of him, he said, but thats no reason why I should disturb him. Let him rip. Ill cut out the musical effects in future.

The days passed smoothly by. The literary man remained invisible, though occasionally audible, tramping the floor in the frenzy of composition. Nor, until the last day of his visit, did Owen see old Mrs Dorman.

That she was not unaware of his presence in the house, however, was indicated on the last morning. He was smoking an after-breakfast pipe at the open window and waiting for the dog-cart that was to take him to the station, when George, the son of the house, entered.

George stood in the doorway, grinned, and said:

Farsezjerligranmatellyerforchbythecards?

Eh? said Owen.

The youth repeated the word.

Once again.

On the second repetition light began to creep in. A boyhood spent in the place, added to this ten days stay, had made Owen something of a linguist.

Father says would I like grandma to do what?

Tell yer forchn by ther cards.

Where is she?

Backyarnder.

Owen followed him into the kitchen, where he found Mr Dorman, the farmer, and, seated at the table, fumbling with a pack of cards, an old woman, whom he remembered well.

Mother wants to tell your fortune, said Mr Dorman, in a hoarse aside. She always will tell visitors fortunes. She told Mr Prossers, and he didnt half like it, because she said hed be engaged in two months and married inside the year. He said wild horses wouldnt make him do it.

She can tell me that if she likes. I shant object.

Mother, heres Mr Owen.

I seed him fast enough, said the old woman, briskly. Shuffle, an cut three times.

She then performed mysterious manoeuvres with the cards.

I see pots o money, announced the sibyl.

If she says it, its there right enough, said her son.

She means my bonus, said Owen. But thats only ten pounds. And I lose it if Im late twice more before Christmas.

Itll come sure enough.

Pots, said the old woman, and she was still mumbling the encouraging word when Owen left the kitchen and returned to the sitting-room.

He laughed rather ruefully. At that moment he could have found a use for pots o money.

He walked to the window, and looked out. It was a glorious morning. The heat-mist was dancing over the meadow beyond the brook, and from the farmyard came the liquid charawks of care-free fowls. It seemed wicked to leave these haunts of peace for London on such a day.

An acute melancholy seized him. Absently, he sat down at the piano. The prejudices of literary Mr Prosser had slipped from his mind. Softly at first, then gathering volume as the spirit of the song gripped him, he began to sing Asthore. He became absorbed.

He had just, for the sixth time, won through to Iyam-ah waiting for-er theeee-yass-thorre, and was doing some intricate three-chord work preparatory to starting over again, when a loaf of bread whizzed past his ear. It missed him by an inch, and crashed against a plaster statuette of the Infant Samuel on the top of the piano.

It was a standard loaf, containing eighty per cent of semolina, and it practically wiped the Infant Samuel out of existence. At the same moment, at his back, there sounded a loud, wrathful snort.

He spun round. The door was open, and at the other side of the table was standing a large, black-bearded, shirt-sleeved man, in an attitude rather reminiscent of Ajax defying the lightning. His hands trembled. His beard bristled. His eyes gleamed ferociously beneath enormous eyebrows. As Owen turned, he gave tongue in a voice like the discharge of a broadside.

Stop it!

Owens mind, wrenched too suddenly from the dreamy future to the vivid present, was not yet completely under control. He gaped.

Stop — that — infernal — noise! roared the man.

He shot through the door, banging it after him, and pounded up the stairs.

Owen was annoyed. The artistic temperament was all very well, but there were limits. It was absurd that obscure authors should behave in this way. Prosser! Who on earth was Prosser? Had anyone ever heard of him? No! Yet here he was going about the country clipping small boys over the ear-hole, and flinging loaves of bread at bank-clerks as if he were Henry James or Marie Corelli. Owen reproached himself bitterly for his momentary loss of presence of mind. If he had only kept his head, he could have taken a flying shot at the man with the marmalade-pot. It had been within easy reach. Instead of which, he had merely stood and gaped. Of all sad words of tongue or pen, the saddest are these, It might have been.

His manly regret was interrupted by the entrance of Mr Dorman with the information that the dog-cart was at the door.



Audrey was out of town when Owen arrived in London, but she returned a week later. The sound of her voice through the telephone did much to cure the restlessness from which he had been suffering since the conclusion of his holiday. But the thought that she was so near yet so inaccessible produced in him a meditative melancholy which enveloped him like a cloud that would not lift. His manner became distrait. He lost weight.

If customers were not vaguely pained by his sad, pale face, it was only because the fierce rush of modern commercial life leaves your business man little leisure for observing pallor in bank-clerks. What did pain them was the gentle dreaminess with which he performed his duties. He was in the Inward Bills Department, one of the features of which was the sudden inrush, towards the end of each afternoon, of hatless, energetic young men with leather bags strapped to their left arms, clamouring for mysterious crackling documents, much fastened with pins. Owen had never quite understood what it was that these young men did want, and now his detached mind refused even more emphatically to grapple with the problem. He distributed the documents at random with the air of a preoccupied monarch scattering largess to the mob, and the subsequent chaos had to be handled by a wrathful head of the department in person.

Mans power of endurance is limited. At the end of the second week the overwrought head appealed passionately for relief, and Owen was removed to the Postage Department, where, when he had leisure from answering Audreys telephone calls, he entered the addresses of letters in a large book and took them to the post. He was supposed also to stamp them, but a man in love cannot think of everything, and he was apt at times to overlook this formality.

One morning, receiving from one of the bank messengers the usual intimation that a lady wished to speak to him on the telephone, he went to the box and took up the receiver.

Is that you, Owen? Owen, I went to White Roses last night. Have you been yet?

Not yet.

Then you must go tonight. Owen, Im certain you wrote it. Its perfectly lovely. I cried my eyes out. If you dont go tonight, Ill never speak to you again, even on the telephone. Promise.

Must I?

Yes, you must. Why, suppose it is yours! It may mean a fortune. The stalls were simply packed. Im going to ring up the theatre now and engage a seat for you, and pay for it myself.

No — I say— protested Owen.

Yes, I shall. I cant trust you to go if I dont. And Ill ring up early tomorrow to hear all about it. Good-bye.

Owen left the box somewhat depressed. Life was quite gloomy enough as it was, without going out of ones way to cry ones eyes out over sentimental plays.

His depression was increased by the receipt, on his return to his department, of a message from the manager, stating that he would like to see Mr Bentley in his private room for a moment. Owen never enjoyed these little chats with Authority. Out of office hours, in the circle of his friends, he had no doubt the manager was a delightful and entertaining companion; but in his private room his conversation was less enjoyable.

The manager was seated at his table, thoughtfully regarding the ceiling. His resemblance to a stuffed trout, always striking, was subtly accentuated, and Owen, an expert in these matters, felt that his fears had been well founded — there was trouble in the air. Somebody had been complaining of him, and he was now about, as the phrase went, to be run-in.

A large man, seated with his back to the door, turned as he entered, and Owen recognized the well-remembered features of Mr Prosser, the literary loaf-slinger.

Owen regarded him without resentment. Since returning to London he had taken the trouble of looking up his name in Whos Who and had found that he was not so undistinguished as he had supposed. He was, it appeared, a Regius Professor and the author of some half-dozen works on sociology — a record, Owen felt, that almost justified loaf-slinging and ear-hole clipping in moments of irritation.

The manager started to speak, but the man of letters anticipated him.

Is this the fool? he roared. Young man, I have no wish to be hard on a congenital idiot who is not responsible for his actions, but I must insist on an explanation. I understand that you are in charge of the correspondence in this office. Well, during the last week you have three times sent unstamped letters to my fiancee, Miss Vera Delane, Woodlands, Southbourne, Hants. Whats the matter with you? Do you think she likes paying twopence a time, or what is it?

Owens mind leaped back at the words. They recalled something to him. Then he remembered.

He was conscious of a not unpleasant thrill. He had not known that he was superstitious, but for some reason he had not been able to get those absurd words of Mr Dormans mother out of his mind. And here was another prediction of hers, equally improbable, fulfilled to the letter.

Great Scott! he cried. Are you going to be married?

Mr Prosser and the manager started simultaneously.

Mrs Dorman said you would be, said Owen. Dont you remember?

Mr Prosser looked keenly at him.

Why, Ive seen you before, he said. Youre the young turnip-headed scallywag at the farm.

Thats right, said Owen.

Ive been wanting to meet you again. I thought the whole thing over, and it struck me, said Mr Prosser, handsomely, that I may have seemed a little abrupt at our last meeting.

No, no.

The fact is, I was in the middle of an infernally difficult passage of my book that morning, and when you began—

It was my fault entirely. I quite understand.

Mr Prosser produced a card-case.

We must see more of each other, he said. Come and have a bit of dinner some night. Come tonight.

Im very sorry. I have to go to the theatre tonight.

Then come and have a bit of supper afterwards. Excellent. Meet me at the Savoy at eleven-fifteen. Im glad I didnt hit you with that loaf. Abruptness has been my failing through life. My father was just the same. Eleven-fifteen at the Savoy, then.

The manager, who had been listening with some restlessness to the conversation, now intervened. He was a man with a sense of fitness of things, and he objected to having his private room made the scene of what appeared to be a reunion of old college chums. He hinted as much.

Ha! Prrumph! he observed, disapprovingly. Er — Mr Bentley, that is all. You may return to your work — ahmmm! Kindly be more careful another time in stamping the letters.

Yes, by Jove, said Mr Prosser, suddenly reminded of his wrongs, thats right. Exercise a little ordinary care, you ivory-skulled young son of a gun. Do you think Miss Delane is made of twopences? Keep an eye on him, he urged the manager. These young fellows nowadays want someone standing over them with a knout all the time. Be more careful another time, young man. Eleven-fifteen, remember. Make a note of it, or youll go forgetting that.



The seat Audrey had bought for him at the Piccadilly Theatre proved to be in the centre of the sixth row of stalls — practically a death-trap. Whatever his sufferings might be, escape was impossible. He was securely wedged in.

The cheaper parts of the house were sparsely occupied, but the stalls were full. Owen, disapproving of the whole business, refused to buy a programme, and settled himself in his seat prepared for the worst. He had a vivid recollection of White Roses, the novel, and he did not anticipate any keen enjoyment from it in its dramatized form. He had long ceased to be a member of that large public for which Miss Edith Butler catered. The sentimental adventures of governesses in ducal houses — the heroine of White Roses was a governess — no longer contented his soul.

There is always a curiously dream-like atmosphere about a play founded on a book. One seems to have seen it all before. During the whole of the first act Owen attributed to this his feeling of familiarity with what was going on on the stage. At the beginning of the second act he found himself anticipating events. But it was not till the third act that the truth sank in.

The third was the only act in which, in his dramatization, he had taken any real liberties with the text of the novel. But in this act he had introduced a character who did not appear in the novel — a creature of his own imagination. And now, with bulging eyes, he observed this creature emerge from the wings, and heard him utter lines which he now clearly remembered having written.

Audrey had been right! Serpent Edith Butler had stolen his play.

His mind, during the remainder of the play, was active. By the time the final curtain fell and he passed out into the open air he had perceived some of the difficulties of the case. To prove oneself the author of an original play is hard, but not impossible. Friends to whom one had sketched the plot may come forward as witnesses. One may have preserved rough notes. But a dramatization of a novel is another matter. All dramatizations of any given novel must necessarily be very much alike.

He started to walk along Piccadilly, and had reached Hyde Park Corner before he recollected that he had an engagement to take supper with Mr Prosser at the Savoy Hotel. He hailed a cab.

Youre late, boomed the author of sociological treatises, as he appeared. Youre infernally late. I suppose, in your woollen-headed way, you forgot all about it. Come along. Well just have time for an olive and a glass of something before they turn the lights out.

Owen was still thinking deeply as he began his supper. Surely there was some way by which he could prove his claims. What had he done with the original manuscript? He remembered now. He had burnt it. It had seemed mere useless litter then. Probably, he felt bitterly, the woman Butler had counted on this.

Mr Prosser concluded an animated conversation with a waiter on the subject of the wines of France, leaned forward, and, having helped himself briskly to anchovies, began to talk. He talked loudly and rapidly. Owen, his thoughts far away, hardly listened.

Presently the waiter returned with the selected brand. He filled Owens glass, and Owen drank, and felt better. Finding his glass magically full once more, he emptied it again. And then suddenly he found himself looking across the table at his Host, and feeling a sense of absolute conviction that this was the one man of all others whom he would have selected as a confidant. How kindly, though somewhat misty, his face was! How soothing, if a little indistinct, his voice!

Prosser, he said, you are a man of the world, and I should like your advice. What would you do in a case like this? I go to a theatre to see a play, and what do I find?

He paused, and eyed his host impressively.

Whats that tune theyre playing? said Mr Prosser. You hear it everywhere. One of these Viennese things, I suppose.

Owen was annoyed. He began to doubt whether, after all, Mr Prossers virtues as a confidant were not more apparent than real.

I find, by Jove, he continued, that I wrote the thing myself.

Its not a patch on The Merry Widow, said Mr Prosser.

Owen thumped the table.

I tell you I find I wrote the thing myself.

What thing?

This play Im telling you about. This White Roses thing.

He found that he had at last got his hosts ear. Mr Prosser seemed genuinely interested.

What do you mean?

Owen plunged on with his story. He started from its dim beginning, from the days when he had bought the novel on his journey from Bath to Cheltenham. He described his methods of work, his registering of the package, his suspense, his growing resignation. He sketched the progress of his life. He spoke of Audrey and gave a crisp character-sketch of Mr Sheppherd. He took his hearer right up to the moment when the truth had come home to him.

Towards the end of his narrative the lights went out, and he finished his story in the hotel courtyard. In the cool air he felt revived. The outlines of Mr Prosser became sharp and distinct again.

The sociologist listened admirably. He appeared absorbed, and did not interrupt once.

What makes you so certain that this was your version? he asked, as they passed into the Strand.

Owen told him of the creature of his imagination in Act III.

But you have lost your manuscript?

Yes; I burnt it.

Just what one might have expected you to do, said Mr Prosser, unkindly. Young man, I begin to believe that there may be something in this. You havent got a ghost of a proof that would hold water in a court of law, of course; but still, Im inclined to believe you. For one thing, you havent the intelligence to invent such a story.

Owen thanked him.

In fact, if you can answer me one question I shall be satisfied.

It seemed to Owen that Mr Prosser was tending to get a little above himself. As an intelligent listener he had been of service, but that appeared to be no reason why he should constitute himself a sort of judge and master of the ceremonies.

Thats very good of you, he said; but will Edith Butler be satisfied? Thats more to the point.

I am Edith Butler, said Mr Prosser.

Owen stopped. You?

You need not babble it from the house-tops. You are the only person besides my agent who knows it, and I wouldnt have told you if I could have helped it. It isnt a thing I want known. Great Scott, man, dont goggle at me like a fish! Havent you heard of pseudonyms before?

Yes, but—

Well, never mind. Take it from me that I am Edith Butler. Now listen to me. That manuscript reached me when I was in the country. There was no name on it. That in itself points strongly to the fact that you were its author. It was precisely the chuckle-headed sort of thing you would have done, to put no name on the thing.

I enclosed a letter, anyhow.

There was a letter enclosed. I opened the parcel out of doors. There was a fresh breeze blowing at the time. It caught the letter, and that was the last I saw of it. I had read as far as Dear Madam. But one thing I do remember about it, and that was that it was sent from some hotel in Cheltenham, and I could remember it if I heard it. Now, then?

I can tell it you. It was Wilbrahams. I was stopping there.

You pass, said Mr Prosser. It was Wilbrahams.

Owens heart gave a jump. For a moment he walked on air.

Then do you mean to say that its all right — that you believe—

I do, said Mr Prosser. By the way, he said, the notice of White Roses went up last night.

Owens heart turned to lead.

But — but— he stammered. But tonight the house was packed.

It was. Packed with paper. All the merry dead-heads in London were there. It has been the worst failure this season. And, by George, he cried, with sudden vehemence, serve em right. If I told them once it would fail in England, I told them a hundred times. The London public wont stand that sort of blithering twaddle.

Owen stopped and looked round. A cab was standing across the road. He signalled to it. He felt incapable of walking home. No physical blow could have unmanned him more completely than this hideous disappointment just when, by a miracle, everything seemed to be running his way.

Sooner ride than walk, said Mr Prosser, pushing his head through the open window. Laziness — slackness — thats the curse of the modern young man. Where shall I tell him to drive to?

Owen mentioned his address. It struck him that he had not thanked his host for his hospitality.

It was awfully good of you to give me supper, Mr Prosser, he said. Ive enjoyed it tremendously.

Come again, said Mr Prosser. Im afraid youre disappointed about the play?

Owen forced a smile.

Oh, no, thats all right, he said. It cant be helped.

Mr Prosser half turned, then thrust his head through the window again.

I knew there was something I had forgotten to say, he said. I ought to have told you that the play was produced in America before it came to London. It ran two seasons in New York and one in Chicago, and there are three companies playing it still on the road. Heres my card. Come round and see me tomorrow. I cant tell you the actual figures off-hand, but youll be all right. Youll have pots o money.


OUT OF SCHOOL
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MARK YOU, I am not defending James Datchett. I hold no brief for James. On the contrary, I am very decidedly of the opinion that he should not have done it. I merely say that there were extenuating circumstances. Just that. Ext. circ. Nothing more.

Let us review the matter calmly and judicially, not condemning James off-hand, but rather probing the whole affair to its core, to see if we can confirm my view that it is possible to find excuses for him.

We will begin at the time when the subject of the Colonies first showed a tendency to creep menacingly into the daily chit-chat of his Uncle Frederick.

Jamess Uncle Frederick was always talking more or less about the Colonies, having made a substantial fortune out in Western Australia, but it was only when James came down from Oxford that the thing became really menacing. Up to that time the uncle had merely spoken of the Colonies as Colonies. Now he began to speak of them with sinister reference to his nephew. He starred James. It became a case of Frederick Knott presents James Datchett in The Colonies, and there seemed every prospect that the production would be an early one; for if there was one section of the public which Mr Knott disliked more than another, it was Young Men Who Ought To Be Out Earning Their Livings Instead Of Idling At Home. He expressed his views on the subject with some eloquence whenever he visited his sisters house. Mrs Datchett was a widow, and since her husbands death had been in the habit of accepting every utterance of her brother Frederick as a piece of genuine all-wool wisdom; though, as a matter of fact, Jamess uncle had just about enough brain to make a jay-bird fly crooked, and no more. He had made his money through keeping sheep. And any fool can keep sheep. However, he had this reputation for wisdom, and what he said went. It was not long, therefore, before it was evident that the ranks of the Y.M.W.O.T.B.O.E.T.L.I.O.I.A.H. were about to lose a member.

James, for his part, was all against the Colonies. As a setting for his career, that is to say. He was no Little Englander. He had no earthly objection to Great Britain having Colonies. By all means have Colonies. They could rely on him for moral support. But when it came to legging it out to West Australia to act as a sort of valet to Uncle Fredericks beastly sheep — no. Not for James. For him the literary life. Yes, that was Jamess dream — to have a stab at the literary life. At Oxford he had contributed to the Isis, and since coming down had been endeavouring to do the same to the papers of the Metropolis. He had had no success so far. But some inward voice seemed to tell him — (Read on. Read on. This is no story about the young beginners struggles in London. We do not get within fifty miles of Fleet Street.)

A temporary compromise was effected between the two parties by the securing for James of a post as assistant-master at Harrow House, the private school of one Blatherwick, M.A., the understanding being that if he could hold the job he could remain in England and write, if it pleased him, in his spare time. But if he fell short in any way as a handler of small boys he was to descend a step in the animal kingdom and be matched against the West Australian sheep. There was to be no second chance in the event of failure. From the way Uncle Frederick talked James almost got the idea that he attached a spiritual importance to a connexion with sheep. He seemed to strive with a sort of religious frenzy to convert James to West Australia. So James went to Harrow House with much the same emotions that the Old Guard must have felt on their way up the hill at Waterloo.

Harrow House was a grim mansion on the outskirts of Dover. It is better, of course, to be on the outskirts of Dover than actually in it, but when you have said that you have said everything. Jamess impressions of that portion of his life were made up almost entirely of chalk. Chalk in the school-room, chalk all over the country-side, chalk in the milk. In this universe of chalk he taught bored boys the rudiments of Latin, geography, and arithmetic, and in the evenings, after a stately cup of coffee with Mr Blatherwick in his study, went to his room and wrote stories. The life had the advantage of offering few distractions. Except for Mr Blatherwick and a weird freak who came up from Dover on Tuesdays and Fridays to teach French, he saw nobody.

It was about five weeks from the beginning of term that the river of life at Harrow House became ruffled for the new assistant-master.

I want you to follow me very closely here. As far as the excusing of Jamess conduct is concerned, it is now or never. If I fail at this point to touch you, I have shot my bolt.

Let us marshal the facts.

In the first place it was a perfectly ripping morning.

Moreover he had received at breakfast a letter from the editor of a monthly magazine accepting a short story.

This had never happened to him before.

He was twenty-two.

And, just as he rounded the angle of the house, he came upon Violet, taking the air like himself.

Violet was one of the housemaids, a trim, energetic little person with round blue eyes and a friendly smile. She smiled at James now. James halted.

Good morning, sir, said Violet.

From my list of contributory causes I find that I have omitted one item — viz., that there did not appear to be anybody else about.

James looked meditatively at Violet. Violet looked smilingly at James. The morning was just as ripping as it had been a moment before. James was still twenty-two. And the editors letter had not ceased to crackle in his breast-pocket.

Consequently James stooped, and — in a purely brotherly way — kissed Violet.

This, of course, was wrong. It was no part of Jamess duties as assistant-master at Harrow House to wander about bestowing brotherly kisses on housemaids. On the other hand, there was no great harm done. In the circles in which Violet moved the kiss was equivalent to the hand-shake of loftier society. Everybody who came to the back door kissed Violet. The carrier did; so did the grocer, the baker, the butcher, the gardener, the postman, the policeman, and the fishmonger. They were men of widely differing views on most points. On religion, politics, and the prospects of the entrants for the three oclock race their opinions clashed. But in one respect they were unanimous. Whenever they came to the back door of Harrow House they all kissed Violet.

Ive had a story accepted by the Universal Magazine, said James, casually.

Have you, sir? said Violet.

Its a pretty good magazine. I shall probably do a great deal for it from time to time. The editor seems a decent chap.

Does he, sir?

I shant tie myself up in any way, of course, unless I get very good terms. But I shall certainly let him see a good lot of my stuff. Jolly morning, isnt it?

He strolled on; and Violet, having sniffed the air for a few more minutes with her tip-tilted nose, went indoors to attend to her work.

Five minutes later James, back in the atmosphere of chalk, was writing on the blackboard certain sentences for his class to turn into Latin prose. A somewhat topical note ran through them. As thus:

The uncle of Balbus wished him to tend sheep in the Colonies (Provincia).

Balbus said that England was good enough for him (placeo).

Balbus sent a story (versus) to Maecenas, who replied that he hoped to use it in due course.

His mind floated away from the classroom when a shrill voice brought him back.

Sir, please, sir, what does due course mean?

James reflected. Alter it to immediately, he said.

Balbus is a great man, he wrote on the blackboard.

Two minutes later he was in the office of an important magazine, and there was a look of relief on the editors face, for James had practically promised to do a series of twelve short stories for him.



It has been well observed that when a writer has a story rejected he should send that story to another editor, but that when he has one accepted he should send another story to that editor. Acting on this excellent plan, James, being off duty for an hour after tea, smoked a pipe in his bedroom and settled down to work on a second effort for the Universal.

He was getting on rather well when his flow of ideas was broken by a knock on the door.

Come in, yelled James. (Your author is notoriously irritable.)

The new-comer was Adolf. Adolf was one of that numerous band of Swiss and German youths who come to this country prepared to give their services ridiculously cheap in exchange for the opportunity of learning the English language. Mr Blatherwick held the view that for a private school a male front-door opener was superior to a female, arguing that the parents of prospective pupils would be impressed by the sight of a man in livery. He would have liked something a bit more imposing than Adolf, but the latter was the showiest thing that could be got for the money, so he made the best of it, and engaged him. After all, an astigmatic parent, seeing Adolf in a dim light, might be impressed by him. You never could tell.

Well? said James, glaring.

Anysing vrom dze fillage, sare?

The bulk of Adolfs perquisites consisted of the tips he received for going to the general store down the road for tobacco, stamps, and so on. No. Get out, growled James, turning to his work.

He was surprised to find that Adolf, so far from getting out, came in and shut the door.

Zst! said Adolf, with a finger on his lips.

James stared.

In dze garten zis morning, proceeded his visitor, grinning like a gargoyle, I did zee you giss Violed. Zo!

Jamess heart missed a beat. Considered purely as a situation, his present position was not ideal. He had to work hard, and there was not much money attached to the job. But it was what the situation stood for that counted. It was his little rock of safety in the midst of a surging ocean of West Australian sheep. Once let him lose his grip on it, and there was no chance for him. He would be swept away beyond hope of return.

What do you mean? he said hoarsely.

In dze garten. I you vrom a window did zee. You und Violed. Zo! And Adolf, in the worst taste, gave a realistic imitation of the scene, himself sustaining the role of James.

James said nothing. The whole world seemed to be filled with a vast baa-ing, as of countless flocks.

Lizzun! said Adolf. Berhaps I Herr Blazzervig dell. Berhaps not I do. Zo!

James roused himself. At all costs he must placate this worm. Mr Blatherwick was an austere man. He would not overlook such a crime.

He appealed to the others chivalry.

What about Violet? he said. Surely you dont want to lose the poor girl her job? Theyd be bound to sack her, too.

Adolfs eyes gleamed.

Zo? Lizzun! When I do gom virst here, I myself do to giss Violed vunce vish. But she do push dze zide of my face, and my lof is durned to hate.

James listened attentively to this tabloid tragedy, but made no comment.

Anysing vrom dze fillage, sare?

Adolfs voice was meaning. James produced a half-crown.

Here you are, then. Get me half a dozen stamps and keep the change.

Zdamps? Yes, sare. At vunce.

Jamess last impression of the departing one was of a vast and greasy grin, stretching most of the way across his face.



Adolf, as blackmailer, in which role he now showed himself, differed in some respects from the conventional blackmailer of fiction. It may be that he was doubtful as to how much James would stand, or it may be that his soul as a general rule was above money. At any rate, in actual specie he took very little from his victim. He seemed to wish to be sent to the village oftener than before, but that was all. Half a crown a week would have covered Jamess financial loss.

But he asserted himself in another way. In his most light-hearted moments Adolf never forgot the reason which had brought him to England. He had come to the country to learn the language, and he meant to do it. The difficulty which had always handicapped him hitherto — namely, the poverty of the vocabularies of those in the servants quarters — was now removed. He appointed James tutor-in-chief of the English language to himself, and saw that he entered upon his duties at once.

The first time that he accosted James in the passage outside the classroom, and desired him to explain certain difficult words in a leading article of yesterdays paper, James was pleased. Adolf, he thought, regarded the painful episode as closed. He had accepted the half-crown as the full price of silence, and was now endeavouring to be friendly in order to make amends.

This right-minded conduct gratified James. He felt genially disposed toward Adolf. He read the leading article, and proceeded to give a full and kindly explanation of the hard words. He took trouble over it. He went into the derivations of the words. He touched on certain rather tricky sub-meanings of the same. Adolf went away with any doubts he might have had of Jamess capabilities as a teacher of English definitely scattered. He felt that he had got hold of the right man.

There was a shade less geniality in Jamess manner when the same thing happened on the following morning. But he did not refuse to help the untutored foreigner. The lecture was less exhaustive than that of the previous morning, but we must suppose that it satisfied Adolf, for he came again next day, his faith in his teacher undiminished.

James was trying to write a story. He turned on the student.

Get out! he howled. And take that beastly paper away. Cant you see Im busy? Do you think I can spend all my time teaching you to read? Get out!

Dere some hard vord vos, said Adolf, patiently, of which I gannot dze meaning.

James briefly cursed the hard word.

But, proceeded Adolf, of one vord, of dze vord giss, I dze meaning know. Zo!

James looked at him. There was a pause.

Two minutes later the English lesson was in full swing.



All that James had ever heard or read about the wonderful devotion to study of the modern German young man came home to him during the next two weeks. Our English youth fritters away its time in idleness and pleasure-seeking. The German concentrates. Adolf concentrated like a porous plaster. Every day after breakfast, just when the success of Jamess literary career depended on absolute seclusion, he would come trotting up for his lesson. Jamess writing practically ceased.

This sort of thing cannot last. There is a limit, and Adolf reached it when he attempted to add night-classes to the existing curriculum.

James, as had been said, was in the habit of taking coffee with Mr Blatherwick in his study after seeing the boys into bed. It was while he was on his way to keep this appointment, a fortnight after his first interview with Adolf, that the young student waylaid him with the evening paper.

Something should have warned Adolf that the moment was not well chosen. To begin with, James had a headache, the result of a hard day with the boys. Then that mornings English lesson had caused him to forget entirely an idea which had promised to be the nucleus of an excellent plot. And, lastly, passing through the hall but an instant before, he had met Violet, carrying the coffee and the evening post to the study, and she had given him two long envelopes addressed in his own handwriting. He was brooding over these, preparatory to opening them, at the very moment when Adolf addressed him.

Eggscuse, said Adolf, opening the paper.

Jamess eyes gleamed ominously.

Zere are here, continued Adolf, unseeing, some beyond-gombarison hard vords vich I do nod onderstand. For eggsample—

It was at this point that James kicked him.

Adolf leaped like a stricken chamois.

Vot iss? he cried.

With these long envelopes in his hand James cared for nothing. He kicked Adolf again.

Zo! said the student, having bounded away. He added a few words in his native tongue, and proceeded. Vait! Lizzun! I zay to you, vait! Brezendly, ven I haf dze zilver bolished und my odder dudies zo numerous berformed, I do Herr Blazzervig vil vith von liddle szdory vich you do know go. Zo!

He shot off to his lair.

James turned away and went down the passage to restore his nervous tissues with coffee.

Meanwhile, in the study, leaning against the mantelpiece in moody reflection, Mr Blatherwick was musing sadly on the hardships of the schoolmasters life. The proprietor of Harrow House was a long, grave man, one of the last to hold out against the anti-whisker crusade. He had expressionless hazel eyes, and a general air of being present in body but absent in spirit. Mothers who visited the school to introduce their sons put his vagueness down to activity of mind. That busy brain, they thought, is never at rest. Even while he is talking to us some abstruse point in the classics is occupying his mind.

What was occupying his mind at the present moment was the thoroughly unsatisfactory conduct of his wifes brother, Bertie Baxter. The more tensely he brooded over the salient points in the life-history of his wifes brother, Bertie Baxter, the deeper did the iron become embedded in his soul. Bertie was one of Natures touchers. This is the age of the specialist, Berties speciality was borrowing money. He was a man of almost eerie versatility in this direction. Time could not wither nor custom stale his infinite variety. He could borrow with a breezy bluffness which made the thing practically a hold-up. And anon, when his victim had steeled himself against this method, he could extract another five-pound note from his little hoard with the delicacy of one playing spillikins. Mr Blatherwick had been a gold-mine to him for years. As a rule, the proprietor of Harrow House unbelted without complaint, for Bertie, as every good borrower should, had that knack of making his victim feel during the actual moment of paying over, as if he had just made a rather good investment. But released from the spell of his brother-in-laws personal magnetism, Mr Blatherwick was apt to brood. He was brooding now. Why, he was asking himself morosely, should he be harassed by this Bertie? It was not as if Bertie was penniless. He had a little income of his own. No, it was pure lack of consideration. Who was Bertie that he — 

At this point in his meditations Violet entered with the after-dinner coffee and the evening post.

Mr Blatherwick took the letters. There were two of them, and one he saw, with a rush of indignation, was in the handwriting of his brother-in-law. Mr Blatherwicks blood simmered. So the fellow thought he could borrow by post, did he? Not even trouble to pay a visit, eh? He tore the letter open, and the first thing he saw was a cheque for five pounds.

Mr Blatherwick was astounded. That a letter from his brother-in-law should not contain a request for money was surprising; that it should contain a cheque, even for five pounds, was miraculous.

He opened the second letter. It was short, but full of the finest, noblest sentiments; to wit, that the writer, Charles J. Pickersgill, having heard the school so highly spoken of by his friend, Mr Herbert Baxter, would be glad if Mr Blatherwick could take in his three sons, aged seven, nine, and eleven respectively, at the earliest convenient date.

Mr Blatherwicks first feeling was one of remorse that even in thought he should have been harsh to the golden-hearted Bertie. His next was one of elation.

Violet, meanwhile, stood patiently before him with the coffee. Mr Blatherwick helped himself. His eye fell on Violet.

Violet was a friendly, warm-hearted little thing. She saw that Mr Blatherwick had had good news; and, as the bearer of the letters which had contained it, she felt almost responsible. She smiled kindly up at Mr Blatherwick.

Mr Blatherwicks dreamy hazel eye rested pensively upon her. The major portion of his mind was far away in the future, dealing with visions of a school grown to colossal proportions, and patronized by millionaires. The section of it which still worked in the present was just large enough to enable him to understand that he felt kindly, and even almost grateful, to Violet. Unfortunately it was too small to make him see how wrong it was to kiss her in a vague, fatherly way across the coffee tray just as James Datchett walked into the room.

James paused. Mr Blatherwick coughed. Violet, absolutely unmoved, supplied James with coffee, and bustled out of the room.

She left behind her a somewhat massive silence.

Mr Blatherwick coughed again.

It looks like rain, said James, carelessly.

Ah? said Mr Blatherwick.

Very like rain, said James.

Indeed! said Mr Blatherwick.

A pause.

Pity if it rains, said James.

True, said Mr Blatherwick.

Another pause.

Er — Datchett, said Mr Blatherwick.

Yes, said James.

I — er — feel that perhaps—

James waited attentively.

Have you sugar?

Plenty, thanks, said James.

I shall be sorry if it rains, said Mr Blatherwick.

Conversation languished.

James laid his cup down.

I have some writing to do, he said. I think Ill be going upstairs now.

Er — just so, said Mr Blatherwick, with relief. Just so. An excellent idea.



Er — Datchett, said Mr Blatherwick next day, after breakfast.

Yes? said James.

A feeling of content was over him this morning. The sun had broken through the clouds. One of the long envelopes which he had received on the previous night had turned out, on examination, to contain a letter from the editor accepting the story if he would reconstruct certain passages indicated in the margin.

I have — ah — unfortunately been compelled to dismiss Adolf, said Mr Blatherwick.

Yes? said James. He had missed Adolfs shining morning face.

Yes. After you had left me last night he came to my study with a malicious — er — fabrication respecting yourself which I need not — ah — particularize.

James looked pained. Awful thing it is, this nourishing vipers in ones bosom.

Why, Ive been giving Adolf English lessons nearly every day lately. No sense of gratitude, these foreigners, he said, sadly.

So I was compelled, proceeded Mr Blatherwick, to — in fact, just so.

James nodded sympathetically.

Do you know anything about West Australia? he asked, changing the subject. Its a fine country, I believe. I had thought of going there at one time.

Indeed? said Mr Blatherwick.

But Ive given up the idea now, said James.


THREE FROM DUNSTERVILLE
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ONCE UPON A time there was erected in Longacre Square, New York, a large white statue, labelled Our City, the figure of a woman in Grecian robes holding aloft a shield. Critical citizens objected to it for various reasons, but its real fault was that its symbolism was faulty. The sculptor should have represented New York as a conjuror in evening dress, smiling blandly as he changed a rabbit into a bowl of goldfish. For that, above all else, is New Yorks speciality. It changes.

Between 1 May, when she stepped off the train, and 16 May, when she received Eddy Moores letter containing the information that he had found her a post as stenographer in the office of Joe Rendal, it had changed Mary Hill quite remarkably.

Mary was from Dunsterville, which is in Canada. Emigrations from Dunsterville were rare. It is a somnolent town; and, as a rule, young men born there follow in their fathers footsteps, working on the paternal farm or helping in the paternal store. Occasionally a daring spirit will break away, but seldom farther than Montreal. Two only of the younger generation, Joe Rendal and Eddy Moore, had set out to make their fortunes in New York; and both, despite the gloomy prophecies of the village sages, had prospered.

Mary, third and last emigrant, did not aspire to such heights. All she demanded from New York for the present was that it should pay her a living wage, and to that end, having studied by stealth typewriting and shorthand, she had taken the plunge, thrilling with excitement and the romance of things; and New York had looked at her, raised its eyebrows, and looked away again. If every city has a voice, New Yorks at that moment had said Huh! This had damped Mary. She saw that there were going to be obstacles. For one thing, she had depended so greatly on Eddy Moore, and he had failed her. Three years before, at a church festival, he had stated specifically that he would die for her. Perhaps he was still willing to do that — she had not inquired — but, at any rate, he did not see his way to employing her as a secretary. He had been very nice about it. He had smiled kindly, taken her address, and said he would do what he could, and had then hurried off to meet a man at lunch. But he had not given her a position. And as the days went by and she found no employment, and her little stock of money dwindled, and no word came from Eddy, New York got to work and changed her outlook on things wonderfully. What had seemed romantic became merely frightening. What had been exciting gave her a feeling of dazed helplessness.

But it was not until Eddys letter came that she realized the completeness of the change. On 1 May she would have thanked Eddy politely for his trouble, adding, however, that she would really prefer not to meet poor Joe again. On 16 May she welcomed him as something Heaven-sent. The fact that she was to be employed outweighed a thousand-fold the fact that her employer was to be Joe.

It was not that she disliked Joe. She was sorry for him.

She remembered Joe, a silent, shambling youth, all hands, feet, and shyness, who had spent most of his spare time twisting his fingers and staring adoringly at her from afar. The opinion of those in the social whirl of Dunsterville had been that it was his hopeless passion for her that had made him fly to New York. It would be embarrassing meeting him again. It would require tact to discourage his silent worshipping without wounding him more deeply. She hated hurting people.

But, even at the cost of that, she must accept the post. To refuse meant ignominious retreat to Dunsterville, and from that her pride revolted. She must revisit Dunsterville in triumph or not at all.

Joe Rendals office was in the heart of the financial district, situated about half-way up a building that, to Mary, reared amidst the less impressive architecture of her home-town, seemed to reach nearly to the sky. A proud-looking office-boy, apparently baffled and mortified by the information that she had an appointment, took her name, and she sat down, filled with a fine mixed assortment of emotions, to wait.

For the first time since her arrival in New York she felt almost easy in her mind. New York, with its shoving, jostling, hurrying crowds; a giant fowl-run, full of human fowls scurrying to and fro; clucking, ever on the look-out for some desired morsel, and ever ready to swoop down and snatch it from its temporary possessor, had numbed her. But now she felt a slackening of the strain. New York might be too much for her, but she could cope with Joe.

The haughty boy returned. Mr Rendal was disengaged. She rose and went into an inner room, where a big man was seated at a desk.

It was Joe. There was no doubt about that. But it was not the Joe she remembered, he of the twisted ringers and silent stare. In his case, New York had conjured effectively. He was better-looking, better-dressed, improved in every respect. In the old days one had noticed the hands and feet and deduced the presence of Joe somewhere in the background. Now they were merely adjuncts. It was with a rush of indignation that Mary found herself bucolic and awkward. Awkward with Joe! It was an outrage.

His manner heightened the feeling. If he had given the least sign of embarrassment she might have softened towards him. He showed no embarrassment whatever. He was very much at his ease. He was cheerful. He was even flippant.

Welcome to our beautiful little city, he said.

Mary was filled with a helpless anger. What right had he to ignore the past in this way, to behave as if her presence had never reduced him to pulp?

Wont you sit down? he went on. Its splendid, seeing you again, Mary. Youre looking very well. How long have you been in New York? Eddy tells me you want to be taken on as a secretary. As it happens, there is a vacancy for just that in this office. A big, wide vacancy, left by a lady who departed yesterday in a shower of burning words and hairpins. She said she would never return, and between ourselves, that was the right guess. Would you mind letting me see what you can do? Will you take this letter down?

Certainly there was something compelling about this new Joe. Mary took the pencil and pad which he offered — and she took them meekly. Until this moment she had always been astonished by the reports which filtered through to Dunsterville of his success in the big city. Of course, nobody had ever doubted his perseverance; but it takes something more than perseverance to fight New York fairly and squarely, and win. And Joe had that something. He had force. He was sure of himself.

Read it please, he said, when he had finished dictating. Yes, thats all right. Youll do.

For a moment Mary was on the point of refusing. A mad desire gripped her to assert herself, to make plain her resentment at this revolt of the serf. Then she thought of those scuttling, clucking crowds, and her heart failed her.

Thank you, she said, in a small voice.

As she spoke the door opened.

Well, well, well! said Joe. Here we all are! Come in, Eddy. Mary has just been showing me what she can do.

If time had done much for Joe, it had done more for his fellow-emigrant, Eddy Moore. He had always been good-looking and — according to local standards — presentable. Tall, slim, with dark eyes that made you catch your breath when they looked into yours, and a ready flow of speech, he had been Dunstervilles prize exhibit. And here he was with all his excellence heightened and accentuated by the polish of the city. He had filled out. His clothes were wonderful. And his voice, when he spoke, had just that same musical quality.

So you and Joe have fixed it up? Capital! Shall we all go and lunch somewhere?

Got an appointment, said Joe. Im late already. Be here at two sharp, Mary. He took up his hat and went out.

The effect of Eddys suavity had been to make Mary forget the position in which she now stood to Joe. Eddy had created for the moment quite an old-time atmosphere of good fellowship. She hated Joe for shattering this and reminding her that she was his employee. Her quick flush was not lost on Eddy.

Dear old Joe is a little abrupt sometimes, he said. But—

Hes a pig! said Mary, defiantly.

But you mustnt mind it. New York makes men like that.

It hasnt made you — not to me, at any rate. Oh, Eddy, she cried, impulsively, Im frightened. I wish I had never come here. Youre the only thing in this whole city that isnt hateful.

Poor little girl! he said. Never mind. Let me take you and give you some lunch. Come along.

Eddy was soothing. There was no doubt of that. He stayed her with minced chicken and comforted her with soft shelled crab. His voice was a lullaby, lulling her Joe-harassed nerves to rest.

They discussed the dear old days. A carper might have said that Eddy was the least bit vague on the subject of the dear old days. A carper might have pointed out that the discussion of the dear old days, when you came to analyse it, was practically a monologue on Marys part, punctuated with musical Yes, yess from her companion. But who cares what carpers think? Mary herself had no fault to find. In the roar of New York Dunsterville had suddenly become very dear to her, and she found in Eddy a sympathetic soul to whom she could open her heart.

Do you remember the old school, Eddy, and how you and I used to walk there together, you carrying my dinner-basket and helping me over the fences?

Yes, yes.

And wed gather hickory-nuts and persimmons?

Persimmons, yes, murmured Eddy.

Do you remember the prizes the teacher gave the one who got best marks in the spelling class? And the treats at Christmas, when we all got twelve sticks of striped peppermint candy? And drawing the water out of the well in that old wooden bucket in the winter, and pouring it out in the playground and skating on it when it froze? And wasnt it cold in the winter, too! Do you remember the stove in the school-room? How we used to crowd round it!

The stove, yes, said Eddy, dreamily. Ah, yes, the stove. Yes, yes. Those were the dear old days! Mary leaned her elbows on the table and her chin on her hands, and looked across at him with sparkling eyes.

Oh, Eddy, she said, you dont know how nice it is to meet someone who remembers all about those old times! I felt a hundred million miles from Dunsterville before I saw you, and I was homesick. But now its all different.

Poor little Mary!

Do you remember — ?

He glanced at his watch with some haste.

Its two oclock, he said. I think we should be going.

Marys face fell.

Back to that pig, Joe! I hate him. And Ill show him that I do!

Eddy looked almost alarmed.

I — I shouldnt do that, he said. I dont think I should do that. Its only his manner at first. Youll get to like him better. Hes an awfully good fellow really, Joe. And if you — er — quarrelled with him you might find it hard — what I mean is, its not so easy to pick up jobs in New York, I shouldnt like to think of you, Mary, he added, tenderly, hunting for a job — tired — perhaps hungry—

Marys eyes filled with tears.

How good you are, Eddy! she said. And Im horrid, grumbling when I ought to be thanking you for getting me the place. Ill be nice to him — if I can — as nice as I can.

Thats right. Do try. And we shall be seeing quite a lot of each other. We must often lunch together.

Mary re-entered the office not without some trepidation. Two hours ago it would have seemed absurd to be frightened of Joe, but Eddy had brought it home to her again how completely she was dependent on her former serfs good-will. And he had told her to be back at two sharp, and it was now nearly a quarter past.

The outer office was empty. She went on into the inner room.

She had speculated as she went on Joes probable attitude. She had pictured him as annoyed, even rude. What she was not prepared for was to find him on all fours, grunting and rooting about in a pile of papers. She stopped short.

What are you doing? she gasped.

I cant think what you meant, he said. There must be some mistake. Im not even a passable pig. I couldnt deceive a novice.

He rose and dusted his knees.

Yet you seemed absolutely certain in the restaurant just now. Did you notice that you were sitting near to a sort of jungle of potted palms? I was lunching immediately on the other side of the forest.

Mary drew herself up and fixed him with an eye that shone with rage and scorn.

Eavesdropper! she cried.

Not guilty, he said, cheerfully. I hadnt a notion that you were there till you shouted, That pig Joe, I hate him! and almost directly afterwards I left.

I did not shout.

My dear girl, you cracked a wine-glass at my table. The man I was lunching with jumped clean out of his seat and swallowed his cigar. You ought to be more careful!

Mary bit her lip.

And now, I suppose, you are going to dismiss me?

Dismiss you? Not much. The thing has simply confirmed my high opinion of your qualifications. The ideal secretary must have two qualities: she must be able to sec. and she must think her employer a pig. You fill the bill. Would you mind taking down this letter?



Life was very swift and stimulating for Mary during the early days of her professional career. The inner workings of a busy brokers office are always interesting to the stranger. She had never understood how business men made their money, and she did not understand now; but it did not take her long to see that if they were all like Joe Rendal they earned it. There were days of comparative calm. There were days that were busy. And there were days that packed into the space of a few hours the concentrated essence of a music-hall knock-about sketch, an earthquake, a football scrummage, and the rush-hour on the Tube; when the office was full of shouting men, when strange figures dived in and out and banged doors like characters in an old farce, and Harold, the proud office-boy, lost his air of being on the point of lunching with a duke at the club and perspired like one of the proletariat. On these occasions you could not help admiring Joe, even if you hated him. When a man is doing his own job well, it is impossible not to admire him. And Joe did his job well, superlatively well. He was everywhere. Where others trotted, he sprang. Where others raised their voices, he yelled. Where others were in two places at once, he was in three and moving towards a fourth.

These upheavals had the effect on Mary of making her feel curiously linked to the firm. On ordinary days work was work, but on these occasions of storm and stress it was a fight, and she looked on every member of the little band grouped under the banner of J. Rendal as a brother-in-arms. For Joe, while the battle raged, she would have done anything. Her resentment at being under his orders vanished completely. He was her captain, and she a mere unit in the firing line. It was a privilege to do what she was told. And if the order came sharp and abrupt, that only meant that the fighting was fierce and that she was all the more fortunate in being in a position to be of service.

The reaction would come with the end of the fight. Her private hostilities began when the firms ceased. She became an ordinary individual again, and so did Joe. And to Joe, as an ordinary individual, she objected. There was an indefinable something in his manner which jarred on her. She came to the conclusion that it was principally his insufferable good-humour. If only he would lose his temper with her now and then, she felt he would be bearable. He lost it with others. Why not with her? Because, she told herself bitterly, he wanted to show her that she mattered so little to him that it was not worth while quarrelling with her; because he wanted to put her in the wrong, to be superior. She had a perfect right to hate a man who treated her in that way.

She compared him, to his disadvantage, with Eddy. Eddy, during these days, continued to be more and more of a comfort. It rather surprised her that he found so much time to devote to her. When she had first called on him, on her arrival in the city, he had given her the impression — more, she admitted, by his manner than his words — that she was not wanted. He had shown no disposition to seek her company. But now he seemed always to be on hand. To take her out to lunch appeared to be his chief hobby.

One afternoon Joe commented on it, with that air of suppressing an indulgent smile which Mary found so trying.

I saw you and Eddy at Stephanos just now, he said, between sentences of a letter which he was dictating. Youre seeing a great deal of Eddy, arent you?

Yes, said Mary. Hes very kind. He knows Im lonely. She paused. He hasnt forgotten the old days, she said, defiantly.

Joe nodded.

Good old Eddy! he said.

There was nothing in the words to make Mary fire up, but much in the way they were spoken, and she fired up accordingly.

What do you mean? she cried.

Mean? queried Joe.

Youre hinting at something. If you have anything to say against Eddy, why dont you say it straight out?

Its a good working rule in life never to say anything straight out. Speaking in parables, I will observe that, if America was a monarchy instead of a republic and people here had titles, Eddy would be a certainty for first Earl of Pearl Street.

Dignity fought with curiosity in Mary for a moment. The latter won.

I dont know what you mean! Why Pearl Street?

Go and have a look at it.

Dignity recovered its ground. Mary tossed her head.

We are wasting a great deal of time, she said, coldly. Shall I take down the rest of this letter?

Great idea! said Joe, indulgently. Do.



A policeman, brooding on life in the neighbourhood of City Hall Park and Broadway that evening, awoke with a start from his meditations to find himself being addressed by a young lady. The young lady had large grey eyes and a slim figure. She appealed to the aesthetic taste of the policeman.

Hold to me, lady, he said, with gallant alacrity. Ill see yez acrost.

Thank you, I dont want to cross, she said. Officer!

The policeman rather liked being called Officer.

Maam? he beamed.

Officer, do you know a street called Pearl Street?

I do that, maam.

She hesitated. What sort of street is it?

The policeman searched in his mind for a neat definition.

Darned crooked, miss, he said.

He then proceeded to point the way, but the lady had gone.

It was a bomb in a blue dress that Joe found waiting for him at the office next morning. He surveyed it in silence, then raised his hands over his head.

Dont shoot, he said. Whats the matter?

What right had you to say that about Eddy? You know what I mean — about Pearl Street.

Joe laughed.

Did you take a look at Pearl Street?

Marys anger blazed out.

I didnt think you could be so mean and cowardly, she cried. You ought to be ashamed to talk about people behind their backs, when — when — besides, if hes what you say, how did it happen that you engaged me on his recommendation?

He looked at her for an instant without replying. Id have engaged you, he said, on the recommendation of a syndicate of forgers and three-card-trick men.

He stood fingering a pile of papers on the desk.

Eddy isnt the only person who remembers the old days, Mary, he said slowly.

She looked at him, surprised. There was a note in his voice that she had not heard before. She was conscious of a curious embarrassment and a subtler feeling which she could not analyse. But before she could speak, Harold, the office-boy, entered the room with a card, and the conversation was swept away on a tidal wave of work.



Joe made no attempt to resume it. That morning happened to be one of the earthquake, knock-about-sketch mornings, and conversation, what there was of it, consisted of brief, strenuous remarks of a purely business nature.

But at intervals during the day Mary found herself returning to his words. Their effect on her mind puzzled her. It seemed to her that somehow they caused things to alter their perspective. In some way Joe had become more human. She still refused to believe that Eddy was not all that was chivalrous and noble, but her anger against Joe for his insinuations had given way to a feeling of regret that he should have made them. She ceased to look on him as something wantonly malevolent, a Thersites recklessly slandering his betters. She felt that there must have been a misunderstanding somewhere and was sorry for it.

Thinking it over, she made up her mind that it was for her to remove this misunderstanding. The days which followed strengthened the decision; for the improvement in Joe was steadily maintained. The indefinable something in his manner which had so irritated her had vanished. It had been, when it had existed, so nebulous that words were not needed to eliminate it. Indeed, even now she could not say exactly in what it had consisted. She only knew that the atmosphere had changed. Without a word spoken on either side it seemed that peace had been established between them, and it amazed her what a difference it made. She was soothed and happy, and kindly disposed to all men, and every day felt more strongly the necessity of convincing Joe and Eddy of each others merits, or, rather, of convincing Joe, for Eddy, she admitted, always spoke most generously of the other.

For a week Eddy did not appear at the office. On the eighth day, however, he rang her up on the telephone, and invited her to lunch.

Later in the morning Joe happened to ask her out to lunch.

Im so sorry, said Mary; Ive just promised Eddy. He wants me to meet him at Stephanos, but— She hesitated. Why shouldnt we all lunch together? she went on, impulsively.

She hurried on. This was her opening, but she felt nervous. The subject of Eddy had not come up between them since that memorable conversation a week before, and she was uncertain of her ground.

I wish you liked Eddy, Joe, she said. Hes very fond of you, and it seems such a shame that — I mean — were all from the same old town, and — oh, I know I put it badly, but—

I think you put it very well, said Joe; and if I could like a man to order Id do it to oblige you. But — well, Im not going to keep harping on it. Perhaps youll see through Eddy yourself one of these days.

A sense of the hopelessness of her task oppressed Mary. She put on her hat without replying, and turned to go.

At the door some impulse caused her to glance back, and as she did so she met his eye, and stood staring. He was looking at her as she had so often seen him look three years before in Dunsterville — humbly, appealingly, hungrily.

He took a step forward. A sort of panic seized her. Her fingers were on the door-handle. She turned it, and the next moment was outside.

She walked slowly down the street. She felt shaken. She had believed so thoroughly that his love for her had vanished with his shyness and awkwardness in the struggle for success in New York. His words, his manner — everything had pointed to that. And now — it was as if those three years had not been. Nothing had altered, unless it were — herself.

Had she altered? Her mind was in a whirl. This thing had affected her like some physical shock. The crowds and noises of the street bewildered her. If only she could get away from them and think quietly — 

And then she heard her name spoken, and looked round, to see Eddy.

Glad you could come, he said. Ive something I want to talk to you about. Itll be quiet at Stephanos.

She noticed, almost unconsciously, that he seemed nervous. He was unwontedly silent. She was glad of it. It helped her to think.

He gave the waiter an order, and became silent again, drumming with his fingers on the cloth. He hardly spoke till the meal was over and the coffee was on the table. Then he leant forward.

Mary, he said, weve always been pretty good friends, havent we?

His dark eyes were looking into hers. There was an expression in them that was strange to her. He smiled, but it seemed to Mary that there was effort behind the smile.

Of course we have, Eddy, she said. He touched her hand.

Dear little Mary! he said, softly.

He paused for a moment.

Mary, he went on, you would like to do me a good turn? You would, wouldnt you, Mary?

Why, Eddy, of course!

He touched her hand again. This time, somehow, the action grated on her. Before, it had seemed impulsive, a mere spontaneous evidence of friendship. Now there was a suggestion of artificiality, — of calculation. She drew back a little in her chair. Deep down in her some watchful instinct had sounded an alarm. She was on guard.

He drew in a quick breath.

Its nothing much. Nothing at all. Its only this. I — I — Joe will be writing a letter to a man called Weston on Thursday — Thursday remember. There wont be anything in it — nothing of importance — nothing private — but — I — I want you to mail me a copy of it, Mary. A — a copy of—

She was looking at him open-eyed. Her face was white and shocked.

For goodness sake, he said, irritably, dont look like that. Im not asking you to commit murder. Whats the matter with you? Look here, Mary; youll admit you owe me something, I suppose? Im the only man in New York thats ever done anything for you. Didnt I get you your job? Well, then, its not as if I were asking you to do anything dangerous, or difficult, or—

She tried to speak, but could not. He went on rapidly. He did not look at her. His eyes wandered past her, shifting restlessly.

Look here, he said; Ill be square with you. Youre in New York to make money. Well, you arent going to make it hammering a typewriter. Im giving you your chance. Im going to be square with you. Let me see that letter, and—

His voice died away abruptly. The expression on his face changed. He smiled, and this time the effort was obvious.

Halloa, Joe! he said.

Mary turned. Joe was standing at her side. He looked very large and wholesome and restful.

I dont want to intrude, he said; but I wanted to see you, Eddy, and I thought I should catch you here. I wrote a letter to Jack Weston yesterday — after I got home from the office — and one to you; and somehow I managed to post them in the wrong envelopes. It doesnt matter much, because they both said the same thing.

The same thing?

Yes; I told you I should be writing to you again on Thursday, to tip you something good that I was expecting from old Longwood. Jack Weston has just rung me up on the phone to say that he got a letter that doesnt belong to him. I explained to him and thought Id drop in here and explain to you. Why, whats your hurry, Eddy?

Eddy had risen from his seat.

Im due back at the office, he said, hoarsely.

Busy man! Im having a slack day. Well, good-bye. Ill see Mary back.

Joe seated himself in the vacant chair.

Youre looking tired, he said. Did Eddy talk too much?

Yes, he did ... Joe, you were right.

Ah — Mary! Joe chuckled. Ill tell you something I didnt tell Eddy. It wasnt entirely through carelessness that I posted those letters in the wrong envelopes. In fact, to be absolutely frank, it wasnt through carelessness at all. Theres an old gentleman in Pittsburgh by the name of John Longwood, who occasionally is good enough to inform me of some of his intended doings on the market a day or so before the rest of the world knows them, and Eddy has always shown a strong desire to get early information too. Do you remember my telling you that your predecessor at the office left a little abruptly? There was a reason. I engaged her as a confidential secretary, and she overdid it. She confided in Eddy. From the look on your face as I came in I gathered that he had just been proposing that you should perform a similar act of Christian charity. Had he?

Mary clenched her hands.

Its this awful New York! she cried. Eddy was never like that in Dunsterville.

Dunsterville does not offer quite the same scope, said Joe.

New York changes everything, Mary returned. It has changed Eddy — it has changed you.

He bent towards her and lowered his voice.

Not altogether, he said. Im just the same in one way. Ive tried to pretend I had altered, but its no use. I give it up. Im still just the same poor fool who used to hang round staring at you in Dunsterville.

A waiter was approaching the table with the air, which waiters cultivate, of just happening by chance to be going in that direction. Joe leaned farther forward, speaking quickly.

And for whom, he said, you didnt care a single, solitary snap of your fingers, Mary.

She looked up at him. The waiter hovered, poising for his swoop. Suddenly she smiled.

New York has changed me too, Joe, she said.

Mary! he cried.

Ze pill, sare, observed the waiter.

Joe turned.

Ze what! he exclaimed. Well, Im hanged! Eddys gone off and left me to pay for his lunch! That mans a wonder! When it comes to brain-work, hes in a class by himself. He paused. But I have the luck, he said.


THE TUPPENNY MILLIONAIRE
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IN THE CROWD that strolled on the Promenade des Etrangers, enjoying the morning sunshine, there were some who had come to Roville for their health, others who wished to avoid the rigours of the English spring, and many more who liked the place because it was cheap and close to Monte Carlo.

None of these motives had brought George Albert Balmer. He was there because, three weeks before, Harold Flower had called him a vegetable.

What is it that makes men do perilous deeds? Why does a man go over Niagara Falls in a barrel? Not for his health. Half an hour with a skipping-rope would be equally beneficial to his liver. No; in nine cases out of ten he does it to prove to his friends and relations that he is not the mild, steady-going person they have always thought him. Observe the music-hall acrobat as he prepares to swing from the roof by his eyelids. His gaze sweeps the house. It isnt true, it seems to say. Im not a jelly-fish.

It was so with George Balmer.

In London at the present moment there exist some thousands of respectable, neatly-dressed, mechanical, unenterprising young men, employed at modest salaries by various banks, corporations, stores, shops, and business firms. They are put to work when young, and they stay put. They are mussels. Each has his special place on the rock, and remains glued to it all his life.

To these thousands George Albert Balmer belonged. He differed in no detail from the rest of the great army. He was as respectable, as neatly-dressed, as mechanical, and as unenterprising. His life was bounded, east, west, north, and south, by the Planet Insurance Company, which employed him; and that there were other ways in which a man might fulfil himself than by giving daily imitations behind a counter of a mechanical figure walking in its sleep had never seriously crossed his mind.

On George, at the age of twenty-four, there descended, out of a dear sky, a legacy of a thousand pounds.

Physically, he remained unchanged beneath the shock. No trace of hauteur crept into his bearing. When the head of his department, calling his attention to a technical flaw in his work of the previous afternoon, addressed him as Here, you — young whats-your-confounded-name! he did not point out that this was no way to speak to a gentleman of property. You would have said that the sudden smile of Fortune had failed to unsettle him.

But all the while his mind, knocked head over heels, was lying in a limp heap, wondering what had struck it.

To him, in his dazed state, came Harold Flower. Harold, messenger to the Planet Insurance Company and one of the most assiduous money-borrowers in London, had listened to the office gossip about the legacy as if to the strains of some grand, sweet anthem. He was a bibulous individual of uncertain age, who, in the intervals of creeping about his duties, kept an eye open for possible additions to his staff of creditors. Most of the clerks at the Planet had been laid under contribution by him in their time, for Harold had a way with him that was good for threepence any pay-day, and it seemed to him that things had come to a sorry pass if he could not extract something special from Plutocrat Balmer in his hour of rejoicing.

Throughout the day he shadowed George, and, shortly before closing-time, backed him into a corner, tapped him on the chest, and requested the temporary loan of a sovereign.

In the same breath he told him that he was a gentleman, that a messengers life was practically that of a blanky slave, and that a young man of spirit who wished to add to his already large fortune would have a bit on Giant Gooseberry for the City and Suburban. He then paused for a reply.

Now, all through the day George had been assailed by a steady stream of determined ear-biters. Again and again he had been staked out as an ore-producing claim by men whom it would have been impolitic to rebuff. He was tired of lending, and in a mood to resent unauthorized demands. Harold Flowers struck him as particularly unauthorized. He said so.

It took some little time to convince Mr Flower that he really meant it, but, realizing at last the grim truth, he drew a long breath and spoke.

Ho! he said. Afraid you cant spare it, cant you? A gentleman comes and asks you with tack and civility for a tempy loan of about arf nothing, and all you do is to curse and swear at him. Do you know what I call you — you and your thousand quid? A tuppenny millionaire, thats what I call you. Keep your blooming money. Thats all I ask. Keep it. Much good youll get out of it. I know your sort. Youll never have any pleasure of it. Not you. Youre the careful sort. Youll put it into Consols, you will, and draw your three-hapence a year. Money wasnt meant for your kind. It dont mean nothing to you. You aint got the go in you to appreciate it. A vegetable — thats all you are. A blanky little vegetable. A blanky little gor-blimey vegetable. I seen turnips with more spirit in em that what youve got. And Brussels sprouts. Yes, and parsnips.

It is difficult to walk away with dignity when a man with a hoarse voice and a watery eye is comparing you to your disadvantage with a parsnip, and George did not come anywhere near achieving the feat. But he extricated himself somehow, and went home brooding.

Mr Flowers remarks rankled particularly because it so happened that Consols were the identical investment on which he had decided. His Uncle Robert, with whom he lived as a paying guest, had strongly advocated them. Also they had suggested themselves to him independently.

But Harold Flowers words gave him pause. They made him think. For two weeks and some days he thought, flushing uncomfortably whenever he met that watery but contemptuous eye. And then came the day of his annual vacation, and with it inspiration. He sought out the messenger, whom till now he had carefully avoided.

Er — Flower, he said.

Me lord?

I am taking my holiday tomorrow. Will you forward my letters? I will wire you the address. I have not settled on my hotel yet. I am popping over — he paused— I am popping over, he resumed, carelessly, to Monte.

To who? inquired Mr Flower.

To Monte. Monte Carlo, you know.

Mr Flower blinked twice rapidly, then pulled himself together.

Yus, I dont think! he said.

And that settled it.

The George who strolled that pleasant morning on the Promenade des Strangers differed both externally and internally from the George who had fallen out with Harold Flower in the offices of the Planet Insurance Company. For a day after his arrival he had clung to the garb of middle-class England. On the second he had discovered that this was unpleasantly warm and, worse, conspicuous. At the Casino Municipale that evening he had observed a man wearing an arrangement in bright yellow velvet without attracting attention. The sight had impressed him. Next morning he had emerged from his hotel in a flannel suit so light that it had been unanimously condemned as impossible by his Uncle Robert, his Aunt Louisa, his Cousins Percy, Eva, and Geraldine, and his Aunt Louisas mother, and at a shop in the Rue Lasalle had spent twenty francs on a Homburg hat. And Roville had taken it without blinking.

Internally his alteration had been even more considerable. Roville was not Monte Carlo (in which gay spot he had remained only long enough to send a picture post-card to Harold Flower before retiring down the coast to find something cheaper), but it had been a revelation to him. For the first time in his life he was seeing colour, and it intoxicated him. The silky blueness of the sea was startling. The pure white of the great hotels along the promenade and the Casino Municipale fascinated him. He was dazzled. At the Casino the pillars were crimson and cream, the tables sky-blue and pink. Seated on a green-and-white striped chair he watched a revue, of which from start to finish he understood but one word— out, to wit — absorbed in the doings of a red-moustached gentleman in blue who wrangled in rapid French with a black-moustached gentleman in yellow, while a snow-white commere and a compere in a mauve flannel suit looked on at the brawl.

It was during that evening that there flitted across his mind the first suspicion he had ever had that his Uncle Roberts mental outlook was a little limited.

And now, as he paced the promenade, watching the stir and bustle of the crowd, he definitely condemned his absent relative as a narrow-minded chump.

If the brown boots which he had polished so assiduously in his bedroom that morning with the inside of a banana-skin, and which now gleamed for the first time on his feet, had a fault, it was that they were a shade tight. To promenade with the gay crowd, therefore, for any length of time was injudicious; and George, warned by a red-hot shooting sensation that the moment had arrived for rest, sank down gracefully on a seat, to rise at once on discovering that between him and it was something oblong with sharp corners.

It was a book — a fat new novel. George drew it out and inspected it. There was a name inside — Julia Waveney.

George, from boyhood up, had been raised in that school of thought whose watchword is Findings are keepings, and, having ascertained that there was no address attached to the name, he was on the point, I regret to say, of pouching the volume, which already he looked upon as his own, when a figure detached itself from the crowd, and he found himself gazing into a pair of grey and, to his startled conscience, accusing eyes.

Oh, thank you! I was afraid it was lost.

She was breathing quickly, and there was a slight flush on her face. She took the book from Georges unresisting hand and rewarded him with a smile.

I missed it, and I couldnt think where I could have left it. Then I remembered that I had been sitting here. Thank you so much.

She smiled again, turned, and walked away, leaving George to reckon up all the social solecisms he had contrived to commit in the space of a single moment. He had remained seated, he reminded himself, throughout the interview; one. He had not raised his hat, that fascinating Homburg simply made to be raised with a debonair swish under such conditions; two. Call it three, because he ought to have raised it twice. He had gaped like a fool; four. And, five, he had not uttered a single word of acknowledgement in reply to her thanks.

Five vast bloomers in under a minute! What could she have thought of him? The sun ceased to shine. What sort of an utter outsider could she have considered him? An east wind sprang up. What kind of a Cockney bounder and cad could she have taken him for? The sea turned to an oily grey; and George, rising, strode back in the direction of his hotel in a mood that made him forget that he had brown boots on at all.

His mind was active. Several times since he had come to Roville he had been conscious of a sensation which he could not understand, a vague, yearning sensation, a feeling that, splendid as everything was in this paradise of colour, there was nevertheless something lacking. Now he understood. You had to be in love to get the full flavour of these vivid whites and blues. He was getting it now. His mood of dejection had passed swiftly, to be succeeded by an exhilaration such as he had only felt once in his life before, about half-way through a dinner given to the Planet staff on a princely scale by a retiring general manager.

He was exalted. Nothing seemed impossible to him. He would meet the girl again on the promenade, he told himself, dashingly renew the acquaintance, show her that he was not the gaping idiot he had appeared. His imagination donned its seven-league boots. He saw himself proposing — eloquently — accepted, married, living happily ever after.

It occurred to him that an excellent first move would be to find out where she was staying. He bought a paper and turned to the list of visitors. Miss Waveney. Where was it. He ran his eye down the column.

And then, with a crash, down came his air-castles in hideous ruin.

Hotel Cercle de la Mediterranee. Lord Frederick Weston. The Countess of Southborne and the Hon. Adelaide Liss. Lady Julia Waveney—

He dropped the paper and hobbled on to his hotel. His boots had begun to hurt him again, for he no longer walked on air.



At Roville there are several institutions provided by the municipality for the purpose of enabling visitors temporarily to kill thought. Chief among these is the Casino Municipale, where, for a price, the sorrowful may obtain oblivion by means of the ingenious game of boule. Disappointed lovers at Roville take to boule as in other places they might take to drink. It is a fascinating game. A wooden-faced high priest flicks a red india-rubber ball into a polished oaken bowl, at the bottom of which are holes, each bearing a number up to nine. The ball swings round and round like a planet, slows down, stumbles among the holes, rests for a moment in the one which you have backed, then hops into the next one, and you lose. If ever there was a pastime calculated to place young Adam Cupid in the background, this is it.

To the boule tables that night fled George with his hopeless passion. From the instant when he read the fatal words in the paper he had recognized its hopelessness. All other obstacles he had been prepared to overcome, but a title — no. He had no illusions as to his place in the social scale. The Lady Julias of this world did not marry insurance clerks, even if their late mothers cousin had left them a thousand pounds. That day-dream was definitely ended. It was a thing of the past — all over except the heartache.

By way of a preliminary sip of the waters of Lethe, before beginning the full draught, he placed a franc on number seven and lost. Another franc on six suffered the same fate. He threw a five-franc cart-wheel recklessly on evens. It won.

It was enough. Thrusting his hat on the back of his head and wedging himself firmly against the table, he settled down to make a night of it.

There is nothing like boule for absorbing the mind. It was some time before George became aware that a hand was prodding him in the ribs. He turned, irritated. Immediately behind him, filling the landscape, were two stout Frenchmen. But, even as he searched his brain for words that would convey to them in their native tongue his disapproval of this jostling, he perceived that they, though stout and in a general way offensive, were in this particular respect guiltless. The prodding hand belonged to somebody invisible behind them. It was small and gloved, a womans hand. It held a five-franc piece.

Then in a gap, caused by a movement in the crowd, he saw the face of Lady Julia Waveney.

She smiled at him.

On eight, please, would you mind? he heard her say, and then the crowd shifted again and she disappeared, leaving him holding the coin, his mind in a whirl.

The game of boule demands undivided attention from its devotees. To play with a mind full of other matters is a mistake. This mistake George made. Hardly conscious of what he was doing, he flung the coin on the board. She had asked him to place it on eight, and he thought that he had placed it on eight. That, in reality, blinded by emotion, he had placed it on three was a fact which came home to him neither then nor later.

Consequently, when the ball ceased to roll and a sepulchral voice croaked the news that eight was the winning number, he fixed on the croupier a gaze that began by being joyful and expectant and ended, the croupier remaining entirely unresponsive, by being wrathful.

He leaned towards him.

Monsieur, he said. Moi! Jai jete cinq francs sur huit!

The croupier was a man with a pointed moustache and an air of having seen all the sorrow and wickedness that there had ever been in the world. He twisted the former and permitted a faint smile to deepen the melancholy of the latter, but he did not speak.

George moved to his side. The two stout Frenchmen had strolled off, leaving elbow-room behind them.

He tapped the croupier on the shoulder.

I say, he said. Whats the game? Jai jete cinq francs sur huit, I tell you, moi!

A forgotten idiom from the days of boyhood and French exercises came to him.

Moi qui parle, he added.

Messieurs, faites vos jeux, crooned the croupier, in a detached manner.

To the normal George, as to most Englishmen of his age, the one cardinal rule in life was at all costs to avoid rendering himself conspicuous in public. Than George normal, no violet that ever hid itself in a mossy bank could have had a greater distaste for scenes. But tonight he was not normal. Roville and its colour had wrought a sort of fever in his brain. Boule had increased it. And love had caused it to rage. If this had been entirely his own affair it is probable that the croupiers frigid calm would have quelled him and he would have retired, fermenting but baffled. But it was not his own affair. He was fighting the cause of the only girl in the world. She had trusted him. Could he fail her? No, he was dashed if he could. He would show her what he was made of. His heart swelled within him. A thrill permeated his entire being, starting at his head and running out at his heels. He felt tremendous — a sort of blend of Oliver Cromwell, a Berserk warrior, and Sir Galahad.

Monsieur, he said again. Hi! What about it?

This time the croupier did speak.

Cest fini, he said; and print cannot convey the pensive scorn of his voice. It stung George, in his exalted mood, like a blow. Finished, was it? All right, now he would show them. They had asked for it, and now they should get it. How much did it come to? Five francs the stake had been, and you got seven times your stake. And you got your stake back. He was nearly forgetting that. Forty francs in all, then. Two of those gold what-dyou-callems, in fact. Very well, then.

He leaned forward quickly across the croupier, snatched the lid off the gold tray, and removed two louis.

It is a remarkable fact in life that the scenes which we have rehearsed in our minds never happen as we have pictured them happening. In the present case, for instance, it had been Georges intention to handle the subsequent stages of this little dispute with an easy dignity. He had proposed, the money obtained, to hand it over to its rightful owner, raise his hat, and retire with an air, a gallant champion of the oppressed. It was probably about one-sixteenth of a second after his hand had closed on the coins that he realized in the most vivid manner that these were not the lines on which the incident was to develop, and, with all his heart, he congratulated himself on having discarded those brown boots in favour of a worn but roomy pair of gents Oxfords.

For a moment there was a pause and a silence of utter astonishment, while the minds of those who had witnessed the affair adjusted themselves to the marvel, and then the world became full of starting eyes, yelling throats, and clutching hands. From all over the casino fresh units swarmed like bees to swell the crowd at the centre of things. Promenaders ceased to promenade, waiters to wait. Elderly gentlemen sprang on to tables.

But in that momentary pause George had got off the mark. The table at which he had been standing was the one nearest to the door, and he had been on the door side of it. As the first eyes began to start, the first throats to yell, and the first hands to clutch, he was passing the counter of the money-changer. He charged the swing-door at full speed, and, true to its mission, it swung. He had a vague glimpse from the corner of his eye of the hat-and-cloak counter, and then he was in the square with the cold night breeze blowing on his forehead and the stars winking down from the blue sky.

A paper-seller on the pavement, ever the man of business, stepped forward and offered him the Paris edition of the Daily Mail, and, being in the direct line of transit, shot swiftly into the road and fell into a heap, while George, shaken but going well, turned off to the left, where there seemed to be rather more darkness than anywhere else.

And then the casino disgorged the pursuers.

To George, looking hastily over his shoulder, there seemed a thousand of them. The square rang with their cries. He could not understand them, but gathered that they were uncomplimentary. At any rate, they stimulated a little man in evening dress strolling along the pavement towards him, to become suddenly animated and to leap from side to side with outstretched arms.

Panic makes Harlequin three-quarters of us all. For one who had never played Rugby football George handled the situation well. He drew the defence with a feint to the left, then, swerving to the right, shot past into the friendly darkness. From behind came the ringing of feet and an evergrowing din.

It is one of the few compensations a fugitive pursued by a crowd enjoys that, while he has space for his manoeuvres, those who pursue are hampered by their numbers. In the little regiment that pounded at his heels it is probable that there were many faster runners than George. On the other hand, there were many slower, and in the early stages of the chase these impeded their swifter brethren. At the end of the first half-minute, therefore, George, not sparing himself, had drawn well ahead, and for the first time found leisure for connected thought.

His brain became preternaturally alert, so that when, rounding a corner, he perceived entering the main road from a side-street in front of him a small knot of pedestrians, he did not waver, but was seized with a keen spasm of presence of mind. Without pausing in his stride, he pointed excitedly before him, and at the same moment shouted the words, La! La! Vite! Vite!

His stock of French was small, but it ran to that, and for his purpose it was ample. The French temperament is not stolid. When the French temperament sees a man running rapidly and pointing into the middle distance and hears him shouting, La! La! Vite! Vite! it does not stop to make formal inquiries. It sprints like a mustang. It did so now, with the happy result that a moment later George was racing down the road, the centre and recognized leader of an enthusiastic band of six, which, in the next twenty yards, swelled to eleven.

Five minutes later, in a wine-shop near the harbour, he was sipping the first glass of a bottle of cheap but comforting vin ordinaire while he explained to the interested proprietor, by means of a mixture of English, broken French, and gestures that he had been helping to chase a thief, but had been forced by fatigue to retire prematurely for refreshment. The proprietor gathered, however, that he had every confidence in the zeal of his still active colleagues.

It is convincing evidence of the extent to which love had triumphed over prudence in Georges soul that the advisability of lying hid in his hotel on the following day did not even cross his mind. Immediately after breakfast, or what passed for it at Roville, he set out for the Hotel Cercle de la Mediterranee to hand over the two louis to their owner.

Lady Julia, he was informed on arrival, was out. The porter, politely genial, advised monsieur to seek her on the Promenade des Etrangers.

She was there, on the same seat where she had left the book.

Good morning, he said.

She had not seen him coming, and she started at his voice. The flush was back on her face as she turned to him. There was a look of astonishment in the grey eyes.

He held out the two louis.

I couldnt give them to you last night, he said.

A horrible idea seized him. It had not occurred to him before.

I say, he stammered— I say, I hope you dont think I had run off with your winnings for good! The croupier wouldnt give them up, you know, so I had to grab them and run. They came to exactly two louis. You put on five francs, you know, and you get seven times your stake. I—

An elderly lady seated on the bench, who had loomed from behind a parasol towards the middle of these remarks, broke abruptly into speech.

Who is this young man?

George looked at her, startled. He had hardly been aware of her presence till now. Rapidly he diagnosed her as a mother — or aunt. She looked more like an aunt. Of course, it must seem odd to her, his charging in like this, a perfect stranger, and beginning to chat with her daughter, or niece, or whatever it was. He began to justify himself.

I met your — this young lady — something told him that was not the proper way to put it, but hang it, what else could he say?— at the casino last night.

He stopped. The effect of his words on the elderly lady was remarkable. Her face seemed to turn to stone and become all sharp points. She stared at the girl.

So you were gambling at the casino last night? she said.

She rose from the seat, a frozen statue of displeasure.

I shall return to the hotel. When you have arranged your financial transactions with your — friend, I should like to speak to you. You will find me in my room.

George looked after her dumbly.

The girl spoke, in a curiously strained voice, as if she were speaking to herself.

I dont care, she said. Im glad.

George was concerned.

Im afraid your mother is offended, Lady Julia.

There was a puzzled look in her grey eyes as they met his. Then they lit up. She leaned back in the seat and began to laugh, softly at first, and then with a note that jarred on George. Whatever the humour of the situation — and he had not detected it at present — this mirth, he felt, was unnatural and excessive.

She checked herself at length, and a flush crept over her face.

I dont know why I did that, she said, abruptly. Im sorry. There was nothing funny in what you said. But Im not Lady Julia, and I have no mother. That was Lady Julia who has just gone, and I am nothing more important than her companion.

Her companion!

I had better say her late companion. It will soon be that. I had strict orders, you see, not to go near the casino without her — and I went.

Then — then Ive lost you your job — I mean, your position! If it hadnt been for me she wouldnt have known. I—

You have done me a great service, she said. You have cut the painter for me when I have been trying for months to muster up the courage to cut it for myself. I dont suppose you know what it is to get into a groove and long to get out of it and not have the pluck. My brother has been writing to me for a long time to join him in Canada. And I hadnt the courage, or the energy, or whatever it is that takes people out of grooves. I knew I was wasting my life, but I was fairly happy — at least, not unhappy; so — well, there it was. I suppose women are like that.

And now — ?

And now you have jerked me out of the groove. I shall go out to Bob by the first boat.

He scratched the concrete thoughtfully with his stick.

Its a hard life out there, he said.

But it is a life.

He looked at the strollers on the promenade. They seemed very far away — in another world.

Look here, he said, hoarsely, and stopped. May I sit down? he asked, abruptly. Ive got something to say, and I cant say it when Im looking at you.

He sat down, and fastened his gaze on a yacht that swayed at anchor against the cloudless sky.

Look here, he said. Will you marry me?

He heard her turn quickly, and felt her eyes upon him. He went on doggedly.

I know, he said, we only met yesterday. You probably think Im mad.

I dont think youre mad, she said, quietly. I only think youre too quixotic. Youre sorry for me and you are letting a kind impulse carry you away, as you did last night at the casino. Its like you.

For the first time he turned towards her.

I dont know what you suppose I am, he said, but Ill tell you. Im a clerk in an insurance office. I get a hundred a year and ten days holiday. Did you take me for a millionaire? If I am, Im only a tuppenny one. Somebody left me a thousand pounds a few weeks ago. Thats how I come to be here. Now you know all about me. I dont know anything about you except that I shall never love anybody else. Marry me, and well go to Canada together. You say Ive helped you out of your groove. Well, Ive only one chance of getting out of mine, and thats through you. If you wont help me, I dont care if I get out of it or not. Will you pull me out?

She did not speak. She sat looking out to sea, past the many-coloured crowd.

He watched her face, but her hat shaded her eyes and he could read nothing in it.

And then, suddenly, without quite knowing how it had got there, he found that her hand was in his, and he was clutching it as a drowning man clutches a rope.

He could see her eyes now, and there was a message in them that set his heart racing. A great content filled him. She was so companionable, such a friend. It seemed incredible to him that it was only yesterday that they had met for the first time.

And now, she said, would you mind telling me your name?



The little waves murmured as they rolled lazily up the beach. Somewhere behind the trees in the gardens a band had begun to play. The breeze, blowing in from the blue Mediterranean, was charged with salt and happiness. And from a seat on the promenade, a young man swept the crowd with a defiant gaze.

It isnt true, it seemed to say. Im not a jelly-fish.


AHEAD OF SCHEDULE
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IT WAS TO Wilson, his valet, with whom he frequently chatted in airy fashion before rising of a morning, that Rollo Finch first disclosed his great idea. Wilson was a man of silent habit, and men of silent habit rarely escaped Rollos confidences.

Wilson, he said one morning from the recesses of his bed, as the valet entered with his shaving-water, have you ever been in love?

Yes, sir, said the valet, unperturbed.

One would hardly have expected the answer to be in the affirmative. Like most valets and all chauffeurs, Wilson gave the impression of being above the softer emotions.

What happened? inquired Rollo.

It came to nothing, sir, said Wilson, beginning to strop the razor with no appearance of concern.

Ah! said Rollo. And I bet I know why. You didnt go the right way to work.

No, sir?

Not one fellow in a hundred does. I know. Ive thought it out. Ive been thinking the deuce of a lot about it lately. Its dashed tricky, this making love. Most fellows havent a notion how to work it. No system. No system, Wilson, old scout.

No, sir?

Now, I have a system. And Ill tell it you. It may do you a bit of good next time you feel that impulse. Youre not dead yet. Now, my system is simply to go to it gradually, by degrees. Work by schedule. See what I mean?

Not entirely, sir.

Well, Ill give you the details. First thing, you want to find the girl.

Just so, sir.

Well, when youve found her, what do you do? You just look at her. See what I mean?

Not entirely, sir.

Look at her, my boy. Thats just the start — the foundation. You develop from that. But you keep away. Thats the point. Ive thought this thing out. Mind you, I dont claim absolutely all the credit for the idea myself. Its by way of being based on Christian Science. Absent treatment, and all that. But most of its mine. All the fine work.

Yes, sir?

Yes. Absolutely all the fine work. Heres the thing in a nutshell. You find the girl. Right. Of course, youve got to meet her once, just to establish the connexion. Then you get busy. First week, looks. Just look at her. Second week, letters. Write to her every day. Third week, flowers. Send her some every afternoon. Fourth week, presents with a bit more class about them. Bit of jewellery now and then. See what I mean? Fifth week, — lunches and suppers and things. Sixth week, propose, though you can do it in the fifth week if you see a chance. Youve got to leave that to the fellows judgement. Well, there you are. See what I mean?

Wilson stropped his masters razor thoughtfully.

A trifle elaborate, sir, is it not? he said.

Rollo thumped the counterpane.

I knew youd say that. Thats what nine fellows out of ten would say. Theyd want to rush it. I tell you, Wilson, old scout, you cant rush it.

Wilson brooded awhile, his mind back in the passionate past.

In Market Bumpstead, sir—

What the deuce is Market Bumpstead?

A village, sir, where I lived until I came to London.

Well?

In Market Bumpstead, sir, the prevailing custom was to escort the young lady home from church, buy her some little present — some ribbons, possibly — next day, take her for a walk, and kiss her, sir.

Wilsons voice, as he unfolded these devices of the dashing youth of Market Bumpstead, had taken on an animation quite unsuitable to a conscientious valet. He gave the impression of a man who does not depend on idle rumour for his facts. His eye gleamed unprofessionally for a moment before resuming its habitual expression of quiet introspection.

Rollo shook his head.

That sort of thing might work in a village, he said, but you want something better for London.



Rollo Finch — in the present unsatisfactory state of the law parents may still christen a child Rollo — was a youth to whom Nature had given a cheerful disposition not marred by any superfluity of brain. Everyone liked Rollo — the great majority on sight, the rest as soon as they heard that he would be a millionaire on the death of his Uncle Andrew. There is a subtle something, a sort of nebulous charm, as it were, about young men who will be millionaires on the death of their Uncle Andrew which softens the ruggedest misanthrope.

Rollos mother had been a Miss Galloway, of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, U.S.A.; and Andrew Galloway, the world-famous Braces King, the inventor and proprietor of the inimitable Tried and Proven, was her brother. His braces had penetrated to every corner of the earth. Wherever civilization reigned you would find men wearing Galloways Tried and Proven.

Between Rollo and this human benefactor there had always existed friendly relations, and it was an open secret that, unless his uncle were to marry and supply the world with little Galloways as well as braces, the young man would come into his money.

So Rollo moved on his way through life, popular and happy. Always merry and bright. That was Rollo.

Or nearly always. For there were moments — we all have our greyer moments — when he could have wished that Mr Galloway had been a trifle older or a trifle less robust. The Braces potentate was at present passing, in excellent health, through the Indian summer of life. He was, moreover, as has been stated, by birth and residence a Pittsburgh man. And the tendency of middle-aged Pittsburgh millionaires to marry chorus-girls is notoriously like the homing instinct of pigeons. Something — it may be the smoke — seems to work on them like a charm.

In the case of Andrew Galloway, Nature had been thwarted up till now by the accident of an unfortunate attachment in early life. The facts were not fully known, but it was generally understood that his fiancee had exercised Womans prerogative and changed her mind. Also, that she had done this on the actual wedding-day, causing annoyance to all, and had clinched the matter by eloping to Jersey City with the prospective bridegrooms own coachman. Whatever the facts, there was no doubt about their result. Mr Galloway, having abjured woman utterly, had flung himself with moody energy into the manufacture and propagation of his Tried and Proven Braces, and had found consolation in it ever since. He would be strong, he told himself, like his braces. Hearts might snap beneath a sudden strain. Not so the Tried and Proven. Love might tug and tug again, but never more should the trousers of passion break away from the tough, masterful braces of self-control.

As Mr Galloway had been in this frame of mind for a matter of eleven years, it seemed to Rollo not unreasonable to hope that he might continue in it permanently. He had the very strongest objection to his uncle marrying a chorus-girl; and, as the years went on and the disaster did not happen, his hopes of playing the role of heir till the fall of the curtain grew stronger and stronger. He was one of those young men who must be heirs or nothing. This is the age of the specialist, and years ago Rollo had settled on his career. Even as a boy, hardly capable of connected thought, he had been convinced that his speciality, the one thing he could do really well, was to inherit money. All he wanted was a chance. It would be bitter if Fate should withhold it from him.

He did not object on principle to men marrying chorus-girls. On the contrary, he wanted to marry one himself.

It was this fact which had given that turn to his thoughts which had finally resulted in the schedule.



The first intimation that Wilson had that the schedule was actually to be put into practical operation was when his employer, one Monday evening, requested him to buy a medium-sized bunch of the best red roses and deliver them personally, with a note, to Miss Marguerite Parker at the stage-door of the Duke of Cornwalls Theatre.

Wilson received the order in his customary gravely deferential manner, and was turning to go; but Rollo had more to add.

Flowers, Wilson, he said, significantly.

So I understood you to say, sir. I will see to it at once.

See what I mean? Third week, Wilson.

Indeed, sir?

Rollo remained for a moment in what he would have called thought.

Charming girl, Wilson.

Indeed, sir?

Seen the show?

Not yet, sir.

You should, said Rollo, earnestly. Take my advice, old scout, and see it first chance you get. Its topping. Ive had the same seat in the middle of the front row of the stalls for two weeks.

Indeed, sir?

Looks, Wilson! The good old schedule.

Have you noticed any satisfactory results, sir?

Its working. On Saturday night she looked at me five times. Shes a delightful girl, Wilson. Nice, quiet girl — not the usual sort. I met her first at a lunch at Oddys. Shes the last girl on the O.P. side. Im sure youd like her, Wilson.

I have every confidence in your taste, sir.

Youll see her for yourself this evening. Dont let the fellow at the stage-door put you off. Slip him half a crown or a couple of quid or something, and say you must see her personally. Are you a close observer, Wilson?

I think so, sir.

Because I want you to notice particularly how she takes it. See that she reads the note in your presence. Ive taken a good deal of trouble over that note, Wilson. Its a good note. Well expressed. Watch her face while shes reading it.

Very good, sir. Excuse me, sir.

Eh?

I had almost forgotten to mention it. Mr Galloway rang up on the telephone shortly before you came in.

What! Is he in England?

Mr Galloway was in the habit of taking occasional trips to Great Britain to confer with the general manager of his London branch. Rollo had grown accustomed to receiving no notice of these visits.

He arrived two days ago on the Baltic, sir. He left a message that he was in London for a week, and would be glad if you would dine with him tomorrow at his club.

Rollo nodded. On these occasions it was his practice to hold himself unreservedly at Mr Galloways disposal. The latters invitations were royal commands. Rollo was glad that the visit had happened now. In another two weeks it might have been disastrous to the schedule.

The club to which the Braces King belonged was a richly but gloomily furnished building in Pall Mall, a place of soft carpets, shaded lights, and whispers. Grave, elderly men moved noiselessly to and fro, or sat in meditative silence in deep arm-chairs. Sometimes the visitor felt that he was in a cathedral, sometimes in a Turkish bath; while now and then there was a suggestion of the waiting-room of a more than usually prosperous dentist. It was magnificent, but not exhilarating.

Rollo was shown into the smoking-room, where his uncle received him. There was a good deal of Mr Andrew Galloway. Grief, gnawing at his heart, had not sagged his ample waistcoat, which preceded him as he moved in much the same manner as Birnam Woods preceded the army of Macduff. A well-nourished hand crept round the corner of the edifice and enveloped Rollos in a powerful grip.

Ah, my boy! bellowed Mr Galloway cheerfully. His voice was always loud. Glad youve come.

It would be absurd to say that Rollo looked at his uncle keenly. He was not capable of looking keenly at anyone. But certainly a puzzled expression came into his face. Whether it was the heartiness of the others hand-shake or the unusual cheeriness of his voice, he could not say; but something gave him the impression that a curious change had come over the Braces King. When they had met before during the last few years Mr Galloway had been practically sixteen stone five of blood and iron — one of those stern, soured men. His attitude had been that of one for whom Lifes music had ceased. Had he then inserted another record? His manner conveyed that idea.

Sustained thought always gave Rollo a headache. He ceased to speculate.

Still got the same chef here, uncle? he said. Deuced brainy fellow. I always like dining here.

Here! Mr Galloway surveyed the somnolent occupants of the room with spirited scorn. We arent going to dine in this forsaken old mausoleum. Ive sent in my resignation today. If I find myself wanting this sort of thing at any time, Ill go to Paris and hunt up the Morgue. Bunch of old dead-beats! Bah! Ive engaged a table at Romanos. Thats more in my line. Get your coat, and lets be going.

In the cab Rollo risked the headache. At whatever cost this thing must be pondered over. His uncle prattled gaily throughout the journey. Once he whooped — some weird, forgotten college yell, dragged from the misty depths of the past. It was passing strange. And in this unusual manner the two rolled into the Strand, and drew up at Romanos door.

Mr Galloway was a good trencherman. At a very early date he had realized that a man who wishes to make satisfactory braces must keep his strength up. He wanted a good deal here below, and he wanted it warm and well cooked. It was, therefore, not immediately that his dinner with Rollo became a feast of reason and a flow of soul. Indeed, the two revellers had lighted their cigars before the elder gave forth any remark that was not purely gastronomic.

When he did jerk the conversation up on to a higher plane, he jerked it hard. He sent it shooting into the realms of the soulful with a whiz.

Rollo, he said, blowing a smoke-ring, do you believe in affinities?

Rollo, in the act of sipping a liqueur brandy, lowered his glass in surprise. His head was singing slightly as the result of some rather spirited Bollinger (extra sec), and he wondered if he had heard aright.

Mr Galloway continued, his voice rising as he spoke.

My boy, he said, I feel young tonight for the first time in years. And, hang it, Im not so old! Men have married at twice my age.

Strictly speaking, this was incorrect, unless one counted Methuselah; but perhaps Mr Galloway spoke figuratively.

Three times my age, he proceeded, leaning back and blowing smoke, thereby missing his nephews agitated start. Four times my age. Five times my age. Six—

He pulled himself together in some confusion. A generous wine, that Bollinger. He must be careful.

He coughed.

Are you — you arent — are you— Rollo paused. Are you thinking of getting married, uncle?

Mr Galloways gaze was still on the ceiling.

A great deal of nonsense, he yelled severely, is talked about men lowering themselves by marrying actresses. I was a guest at a supper-party last night at which an actress was present. And a more charming, sensible girl I never wish to meet. Not one of your silly, brainless chits who dont know the difference between lobster Newburg and canvas-back duck, and who prefer sweet champagne to dry. No, sir! Not one of your mincing, affected kind who pretend they never touch anything except a spoonful of cold consomme. No, sir! Good, healthy appetite. Enjoyed her food, and knew why she was enjoying it. I give you my word, my boy, until I met her I didnt know a woman existed who could talk so damned sensibly about a bavaroise au rhum.

He suspended his striking tribute in order to relight his cigar.

She can use a chafing-dish, he resumed, his voice vibrating with emotion. She told me so. She said she could fix chicken so that a man would leave home for it. He paused, momentarily overcome. And Welsh rarebits, he added reverently.

He puffed hard at his cigar.

Yes, he said. Welsh rarebits, too. And because, he shouted wrathfully, because, forsooth, she earns an honest living by singing in the chorus of a comic opera, a whole bunch of snivelling idiots will say I have made a fool of myself. Let them! he bellowed, sitting up and glaring at Rollo. I say, let them! Ill show them that Andrew Galloway is not the man to — to — is not the man— He stopped. Well, anyway, Ill show them, he concluded rather lamely.

Rollo eyed him with fallen jaw. His liqueur had turned to wormwood. He had been fearing this for years. You may drive out Nature with a pitchfork, but she will return. Blood will tell. Once a Pittsburgh millionaire, always a Pittsburgh millionaire. For eleven years his uncle had fought against his natural propensities, with apparent success; but Nature had won in the end. His words could have no other meaning. Andrew Galloway was going to marry a chorus-girl.

Mr Galloway rapped on the table, and ordered another kummel.

Marguerite Parker! he roared dreamily, rolling the words round his tongue, like port.

Marguerite Parker! exclaimed Rollo, bounding in his chair.

His uncle met his eye sternly.

That was the name I said. You seem to know it. Perhaps you have something to say against the lady. Eh? Have you? Have you? I warn you to be careful. What do you know of Miss Parker? Speak!

Er — no, no. Oh, no! I just know the name, thats all. I — I rather think I met her once at lunch. Or it may have been somebody else. I know it was someone.

He plunged at his glass. His uncles gaze relaxed its austerity.

I hope you will meet her many more times at lunch, my boy. I hope you will come to look upon her as a second mother.

This was where Rollo asked if he might have a little more brandy.

When the restorative came he drank it at a gulp; then looked across at his uncle. The great man still mused.

Er — when is it to be? asked Rollo. The wedding, and all that?

Hardly before the Fall, I think. No, not before the Fall. I shall be busy till then. I have taken no steps in the matter yet.

No steps? You mean — ? Havent you — havent you proposed?

I have had no time. Be reasonable, my boy; be reasonable.

Oh! said Rollo.

He breathed a long breath. A suspicion of silver lining had become visible through the clouds.

I doubt, said Mr Galloway, meditatively, if I shall be able to find time till the end of the week. I am very busy. Let me see. Tomorrow? No. Meeting of the shareholders. Thursday? Friday? No. No, it will have to stand over till Saturday. After Saturdays matinee. That will do excellently.



There is a dramatic spectacle to be observed every day in this land of ours, which, though deserving of recognition, no artist has yet pictured on canvas. We allude to the suburban season-ticket holders sudden flash of speed. Everyone must have seen at one time or another a happy, bright-faced season-ticket holder strolling placidly towards the station, humming, perhaps, in his light-heartedness, some gay air. He feels secure. Fate cannot touch him, for he has left himself for once plenty of time to catch that 8.50, for which he has so often sprinted like the gazelle of the prairie. As he strolls, suddenly his eye falls on the church clock. The next moment with a passionate cry he is endeavouring to lower his record for the fifty-yard dash. All the while his watch has been fifteen minutes slow.

In just such a case was Rollo Finch. He had fancied that he had plenty of time. And now, in an instant, the fact was borne in upon him that he must hurry.

For the greater part of the night of his uncles dinner he lay sleepless, vainly endeavouring to find a way out of the difficulty. It was not till early morning that he faced the inevitable. He hated to abandon the schedule. To do so meant changing a well-ordered advance into a forlorn hope. But circumstances compelled it. There are moments when speed alone can save loves season-ticket holder.

On the following afternoon he acted. It was no occasion for stint. He had to condense into one day the carefully considered movements of two weeks, and to the best of his ability he did so. He bought three bouquets, a bracelet, and a gold Billiken with ruby eyes, and sent them to the theatre by messenger-boy. With them went an invitation to supper.

Then, with the feeling that he had done all that was possible, he returned to his flat and waited for the hour.

He dressed with more than usual care that night. Your wise general never throws away a move. He was particular about his tie. As a rule, Wilson selected one for him. But there had been times when Wilson had made mistakes. One could not rely absolutely on Wilsons taste in ties. He did not blame him. Better men than Wilson had gone wrong over an evening tie. But tonight there must be no taking of chances.

Where do we keep our ties, Wilson? he asked.

The closet to the right of the door, sir. The first twelve shallow shelves, counting from the top, sir. They contain a fair selection of our various cravats. Replicas in bulk are to be found in the third nest of drawers in your dressing-room, sir.

I only want one, my good man. Im not a regiment. Ah! I stake all on this one. Not a word, Wilson. No discussion. This is the tie I wear. Whats the time?

Eight minutes to eleven, sir.

I must be off. I shall be late. I shant want you any more tonight. Dont wait for me.

Very good, sir.

Rollo left the room, pale but determined, and hailed a taxi.



It is a pleasant spot, the vestibule of the Carlton Hotel. Glare — glitter — distant music — fair women — brave men. But one can have too much of it, and as the moments pass, and she does not arrive, a chill seems to creep into the atmosphere. We wait on, hoping against hope, and at last, just as waiters and commissionaires are beginning to eye us with suspicion, we face the truth. She is not coming. Then out we crawl into cold, callous Pall Mall, and so home. You have been through it, dear reader, and so have I.

And so, at eleven forty-five that evening, had Rollo. For a full three-quarters of an hour he waited, scanning the face of each new arrival with the anxious scrutiny of a lost dog seeking its master; but at fourteen minutes to twelve the last faint flicker of hope had died away. A girl may be a quarter of an hour late for supper. She may be half an hour late. But there is a limit, and to Rollos mind forty-five minutes passed it. At ten minutes to twelve a uniformed official outside the Carlton signalled to a taxi-cab, and there entered it a young man whose faith in Woman was dead.

Rollo meditated bitterly as he drove home. It was not so much the fact that she had not come that stirred him. Many things may keep a girl from supper. It was the calm way in which she had ignored the invitation. When you send a girl three bouquets, a bracelet, and a gold Billiken with ruby eyes, you do not expect an entire absence of recognition. Even a penny-in-the-slot machine treats you better than that. It may give you hairpins when you want matches but at least it takes some notice of you.

He was still deep in gloomy thought when he inserted his latchkey and opened the door of his flat.

He was roused from his reflections by a laugh from the sitting-room. He started. It was a pleasant laugh, and musical, but it sent Rollo diving, outraged, for the handle of the door. What was a woman doing in his sitting-room at this hour? Was his flat an hotel?

The advent of an unbidden guest rarely fails to produce a certain gene. The sudden appearance of Rollo caused a dead silence.

It was broken by the fall of a chair on the carpet as Wilson rose hurriedly to his feet.

Rollo stood in the doorway, an impressive statue of restrained indignation. He could see the outlying portions of a girl in blue at the further end of the table, but Wilson obscured his vision.

Didnt expect you back, sir, said Wilson.

For the first time in the history of their acquaintance his accustomed calm seemed somewhat ruffled.

So I should think, said Rollo. I believe you, by George!

You had better explain, Jim, said a dispassionate voice from the end of the table.

Wilson stepped aside.

My wife, sir, he said, apologetically, but with pride.

Your wife!

We were married this morning, sir.

The lady nodded cheerfully at Rollo. She was small and slight, with an impudent nose and a mass of brown hair.

Awfully glad to meet you, she said, cracking a walnut.

Rollo gaped.

She looked at him again.

Weve met, havent we? Oh yes, I remember. We met at lunch once. And you sent me some flowers. It was ever so kind of you, she said, beaming.

She cracked another nut. She seemed to consider that the introductions were complete and that formality could now be dispensed with once more. She appeared at peace with all men.

The situation was slipping from Rollos grip. He continued to gape.

Then he remembered his grievance.

I think you might have let me know you werent coming to supper.

Supper?

I sent a note to the theatre this afternoon.

I havent been to the theatre today. They let me off because I was going to be married. Im so sorry. I hope you didnt wait long.

Rollos resentment melted before the friendliness of her smile.

Hardly any time, he said, untruthfully.

If I might explain, sir, said Wilson.

By George! If you can, youll save me from a brainstorm. Cut loose, and dont be afraid youll bore me. You wont.

Mrs Wilson and I are old friends, sir. We come from the same town. In fact—

Rollos face cleared.

By George! Market whats-its-name! Why, of course. Then she—

Just so, sir. If you recollect, you asked me once if I had ever been in love, and I replied in the affirmative.

And it was—

Mrs Wilson and I were engaged to be married before either of us came to London. There was a misunderstanding, which was entirely my—

Jim! It was mine.

No, it was all through my being a fool.

It was not. You know it wasnt!

Rollo intervened.

Well?

And when you sent me with the flowers, sir — well, we talked it over again, and — that was how it came about, sir.

The bride looked up from her walnuts.

You arent angry? she smiled up at Rollo.

Angry? He reflected. Of course, it was only reasonable that he should be a little — well, not exactly angry, but — And then for the first time it came to him that the situation was not entirely without its compensations. Until that moment he had completely forgotten Mr Galloway.

Angry? he said. Great Scott, no! Jolly glad I came back in time to get a bit of the wedding-breakfast. I want it, I can tell you. Im hungry. Here we all are, eh? Lets enjoy ourselves. Wilson, old scout, bustle about and give us your imitation of a bridegroom mixing a B. and S. for the best man. Mrs Wilson, if youll look in at the theatre tomorrow youll find one or two small wedding presents waiting for you. Three bouquets — theyll be a bit withered, Im afraid — a bracelet, and a gold Billiken with ruby eyes. I hope hell bring you luck. Oh, Wilson!

Sir?

Touching this little business — dont answer if its a delicate question, but I should like to know — I suppose you didnt try the schedule. What? More the Market Thingummy method, eh? The one you described to me?

Market Bumpstead, sir? said Wilson. On those lines.

Rollo nodded thoughtfully.

It seems to me, he said, they know a thing or two down in Market Bumpstead.

A very rising little place, sir, assented Wilson.


SIR AGRAVAINE


A TALE OF KING ARTHURS ROUND TABLE
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SOME TIME AGO, when spending a delightful week-end at the ancestral castle of my dear old friend, the Duke of Weatherstonhope (pronounced Wop), I came across an old black-letter MS. It is on this that the story which follows is based.

I have found it necessary to touch the thing up a little here and there, for writers in those days were weak in construction. Their idea of telling a story was to take a long breath and start droning away without any stops or dialogue till the thing was over.

I have also condensed the title. In the original it ran, How it came about that ye good Knight Sir Agravaine ye Dolorous of ye Table Round did fare forth to succour a damsel in distress and after divers journeyings and perils by flood and by field did win her for his bride and right happily did they twain live ever afterwards, by Ambrose ye monk.

It was a pretty snappy title for those days, but we have such a high standard in titles nowadays that I have felt compelled to omit a few yards of it.

We may now proceed to the story.



The great tournament was in full swing. All through the afternoon boiler-plated knights on mettlesome chargers had hurled themselves on each others spears, to the vast contentment of all. Bright eyes shone; handkerchiefs fluttered; musical voices urged chosen champions to knock the cover off their brawny adversaries. The cheap seats had long since become hoarse with emotion. All round the arena rose the cries of itinerant merchants: Iced malvoisie, Score-cards; ye cannot tell the jousters without a score-card. All was revelry and excitement.

A hush fell on the throng. From either end of the arena a mounted knight in armour had entered.

The herald raised his hand.

Ladeezn gemmen! Battling Galahad and Agravaine the Dolorous. Galahad on my right, Agravaine on my left. Squires out of the ring. Time!

A speculator among the crowd offered six to one on Galahad, but found no takers. Nor was the publics caution without reason.

A moment later the two had met in a cloud of dust, and Agravaine, shooting over his horses crupper, had fallen with a metallic clang.

He picked himself up, and limped slowly from the arena. He was not unused to this sort of thing. Indeed, nothing else had happened to him in his whole jousting career.

The truth was that Sir Agravaine the Dolorous was out of his element at King Arthurs court, and he knew it. It was this knowledge that had given him that settled air of melancholy from which he derived his title.

Until I came upon this black-letter MS. I had been under the impression, like, I presume, everybody else, that every Knight of the Round Table was a model of physical strength and beauty. Malory says nothing to suggest the contrary. Nor does Tennyson. But apparently there were exceptions, of whom Sir Agravaine the Dolorous must have been the chief.

There was, it seems, nothing to mitigate this unfortunate mans physical deficiencies. There is a place in the world for the strong, ugly man, and there is a place for the weak, handsome man. But to fall short both in features and in muscle is to stake your all on brain. And in the days of King Arthur you did not find the populace turning out to do homage to brain. It was a drug on the market. Agravaine was a good deal better equipped than his contemporaries with grey matter, but his height in his socks was but five feet four; and his muscles, though he had taken three correspondence courses in physical culture, remained distressingly flaccid. His eyes were pale and mild, his nose snub, and his chin receded sharply from his lower lip, as if Nature, designing him, had had to leave off in a hurry and finish the job anyhow. The upper teeth, protruding, completed the resemblance to a nervous rabbit.

Handicapped in this manner, it is no wonder that he should feel sad and lonely in King Arthurs court. At heart he ached for romance; but romance passed him by. The ladies of the court ignored his existence, while, as for those wandering damsels who came periodically to Camelot to complain of the behaviour of dragons, giants, and the like, and to ask permission of the king to take a knight back with them to fight their cause (just as, nowadays, one goes out and calls a policeman), he simply had no chance. The choice always fell on Lancelot or some other popular favourite.



The tournament was followed by a feast. In those brave days almost everything was followed by a feast. The scene was gay and animated. Fair ladies, brave knights, churls, varlets, squires, scurvy knaves, men-at-arms, malapert rogues — all were merry. All save Agravaine. He sat silent and moody. To the jests of Dagonet he turned a deaf ear. And when his neighbour, Sir Kay, arguing with Sir Percivale on current form, appealed to him to back up his statement that Sir Gawain, though a workman-like middle-weight, lacked the punch, he did not answer, though the subject was one on which he held strong views. He sat on, brooding.

As he sat there, a man-at-arms entered the hall.

Your majesty, he cried, a damsel in distress waits without.

There was a murmur of excitement and interest.

Show her in, said the king, beaming.

The man-at-arms retired. Around the table the knights were struggling into an upright position in their seats and twirling their moustaches. Agravaine alone made no movement. He had been through this sort of thing so often. What were distressed damsels to him? His whole demeanour said, as plainly as if he had spoken the words, Whats the use?

The crowd at the door parted, and through the opening came a figure at the sight of whom the expectant faces of the knights turned pale with consternation. For the new-comer was quite the plainest girl those stately halls had ever seen. Possibly the only plain girl they had ever seen, for no instance is recorded in our authorities of the existence at that period of any such.

The knights gazed at her blankly. Those were the grand old days of chivalry, when a thousand swords would leap from their scabbards to protect defenceless woman, if she were beautiful. The present seemed something in the nature of a special case, and nobody was quite certain as to the correct procedure.

An awkward silence was broken by the king.

Er — yes? he said.

The damsel halted.

Your majesty, she cried, I am in distress. I crave help!

Just so, said the king, uneasily, flashing an apprehensive glance at the rows of perturbed faces before him. Just so. What — er — what is the exact nature of the — ah — trouble? Any assistance these gallant knights can render will, I am sure, be — ah — eagerly rendered.

He looked imploringly at the silent warriors. As a rule, this speech was the signal for roars of applause. But now there was not even a murmur.

I may say enthusiastically, he added.

Not a sound.

Precisely, said the king, ever tactful. And now — you were saying?

I am Yvonne, the daughter of Earl Dorm of the Hills, said the damsel, and my father has sent me to ask protection from a gallant knight against a fiery dragon that ravages the country-side.

A dragon, gentlemen, said the king, aside. It was usually a safe draw. Nothing pleased the knight of that time more than a brisk bout with a dragon. But now the tempting word was received in silence.

Fiery, said the king.

Some more silence.

The king had recourse to the direct appeal. Sir Gawain, this Court would be greatly indebted to you if—

Sir Gawain said he had strained a muscle at the last tournament.

Sir Pelleas.

The kings voice was growing flat with consternation. The situation was unprecedented.

Sir Pelleas said he had an ingrowing toe-nail.

The kings eye rolled in anguish around the table. Suddenly it stopped. It brightened. His look of dismay changed to one of relief.

A knight had risen to his feet. It was Agravaine.

Ah! said the king, drawing a deep breath.

Sir Agravaine gulped. He was feeling more nervous than he had ever felt in his life. Never before had he risen to volunteer his services in a matter of this kind, and his state of mind was that of a small boy about to recite his first piece of poetry.

It was not only the consciousness that every eye, except one of Sir Balins which had been closed in the tournament that afternoon, was upon him. What made him feel like a mild gentleman in a post-office who has asked the lady assistant if she will have time to attend to him soon and has caught her eye, was the fact that he thought he had observed the damsel Yvonne frown as he rose. He groaned in spirit. This damsel, he felt, wanted the proper goods or none at all. She might not be able to get Sir Lancelot or Sir Galahad; but she was not going to be satisfied with a half-portion.

The fact was that Sir Agravaine had fallen in love at first sight. The moment he had caught a glimpse of the damsel Yvonne, he loved her devotedly. To others she seemed plain and unattractive. To him she was a Queen of Beauty. He was amazed at the inexplicable attitude of the knights around him. He had expected them to rise in a body to clamour for the chance of assisting this radiant vision. He could hardly believe, even now, that he was positively the only starter.

This is Sir Agravaine the Dolorous, said the king to the damsel. Will you take him as your champion?

Agravaine held his breath. But all was well. The damsel bowed.

Then, Sir Agravaine, said the king, perhaps you had better have your charger sent round at once. I imagine that the matter is pressing — time and — er — dragons wait for no man.

Ten minutes later Agravaine, still dazed, was jogging along to the hills, with the damsel by his side.

It was some time before either of them spoke. The damsel seemed preoccupied, and Agravaines mind was a welter of confused thoughts, the most prominent of which and the one to which he kept returning being the startling reflection that he, who had pined for romance so long, had got it now in full measure.

A dragon! Fiery withal. Was he absolutely certain that he was capable of handling an argument with a fiery dragon? He would have given much for a little previous experience of this sort of thing. It was too late now, but he wished he had had the forethought to get Merlin to put up a magic prescription for him, rendering him immune to dragon-bites. But did dragons bite? Or did they whack at you with their tails? Or just blow fire?

There were a dozen such points that he would have liked to have settled before starting. It was silly to start out on a venture of this sort without special knowledge. He had half a mind to plead a forgotten engagement and go straight back.

Then he looked at the damsel, and his mind was made up. What did death matter if he could serve her?

He coughed. She came out of her reverie with a start.

This dragon, now? said Agravaine.

For a moment the damsel did not reply. A fearsome worm, Sir Knight, she said at length. It raveneth by day and by night. It breathes fire from its nostrils.

Does it! said Agravaine. Does it! You couldnt give some idea what it looks like, what kind of size it is?

Its body is as thick as ten stout trees, and its head touches the clouds.

Does it! said Agravaine thoughtfully. Does it!

Oh, Sir Knight, I pray you have a care.

I will, said Agravaine. And he had seldom said anything more fervently. The future looked about as bad as it could be. Any hopes he may have entertained that this dragon might turn out to be comparatively small and inoffensive were dissipated. This was plainly no debilitated wreck of a dragon, its growth stunted by excessive-fire-breathing. A body as thick as ten stout trees! He would not even have the melancholy satisfaction of giving the creature indigestion. For all the impression he was likely to make on that vast interior, he might as well be a salted almond.

As they were speaking, a dim mass on the skyline began to take shape.

Behold! said the damsel. My fathers castle. And presently they were riding across the drawbridge and through the great gate, which shut behind them with a clang.

As they dismounted a man came out through a door at the farther end of the courtyard.

Father, said Yvonne, this is the gallant knight Sir Agravaine, who has come to— it seemed to Agravaine that she hesitated for a moment.

To tackle our dragon? said the father. Excellent. Come right in.

Earl Dorm of the Hills, was a small, elderly man, with what Agravaine considered a distinctly furtive air about him. His eyes were too close together, and he was over-lavish with a weak, cunning smile. Even Agravaine, who was in the mood to like the whole family, if possible, for Yvonnes sake, could not help feeling that appearances were against this particular exhibit. He might have a heart of gold beneath the outward aspect of a confidence-trick expert whose hobby was dog-stealing, but there was no doubt that his exterior did not inspire a genial glow of confidence.

Very good of you to come, said the earl.

Its a pleasure, said Agravaine. I have been hearing all about the dragon.

A great scourge, agreed his host. We must have a long talk about it after dinner.

It was the custom in those days in the stately homes of England for the whole strength of the company to take their meals together. The guests sat at the upper table, the ladies in a gallery above them, while the usual drove of men-at-arms, archers, malapert rogues, varlets, scurvy knaves, scullions, and plug-uglies attached to all medieval households, squashed in near the door, wherever they could find room.

The retinue of Earl Dorm was not strong numerically — the household being, to judge from appearances, one that had seen better days; but it struck Agravaine that what it lacked in numbers it made up in toughness. Among all those at the bottom of the room there was not one whom it would have been agreeable to meet alone in a dark alley. Of all those foreheads not one achieved a height of more than one point nought four inches. A sinister collection, indeed, and one which, Agravaine felt, should have been capable of handling without his assistance any dragon that ever came into the world to stimulate the asbestos industry.

He was roused from his reflections by the voice of his host.

I hope you are not tired after your journey, Sir Agravaine? My little girl did not bore you, I trust? We are very quiet folk here. Country mice. But we must try to make your visit interesting.

Agravaine felt that the dragon might be counted upon to do that. He said as much.

Ah, yes, the dragon, said Earl Dorm, I was forgetting the dragon. I want to have a long talk with you about that dragon. Not now. Later on.

His eye caught Agravaines, and he smiled that weak, cunning smile of his. And for the first time the knight was conscious of a curious feeling that all was not square and aboveboard in this castle. A conviction began to steal over him that in some way he was being played with, that some game was afoot which he did not understand, that — in a word — there was dirty work at the cross-roads.

There was a touch of mystery in the atmosphere which made him vaguely uneasy. When a fiery dragon is ravaging the country-side to such an extent that the S.O.S. call has been sent out to the Round Table, a knight has a right to expect the monster to be the main theme of conversation. The tendency on his hosts part was apparently to avoid touching on the subject at all. He was vague and elusive; and the one topic on which an honest man is not vague and elusive is that of fiery dragons. It was not right. It was as if one should phone for the police and engage them, on arrival, in a discussion on the days football results.

A wave of distrust swept over Agravaine. He had heard stories of robber chiefs who lured strangers into their strongholds and then held them prisoners while the public nervously dodged their anxious friends who had formed subscription lists to make up the ransom. Could this be such a case? The man certainly had an evasive manner and a smile which would have justified any jury in returning a verdict without leaving the box. On the other hand, there was Yvonne. His reason revolted against the idea of that sweet girl being a party to any such conspiracy.

No, probably it was only the Earls unfortunate manner. Perhaps he suffered from some muscular weakness of the face which made him smile like that.

Nevertheless, he certainly wished that he had not allowed himself to be deprived of his sword and armour. At the time it had seemed to him that the Earls remark that the latter needed polishing and the former stropping betrayed only a kindly consideration for his guests well-being. Now, it had the aspect of being part of a carefully-constructed plot.

On the other hand — here philosophy came to his rescue — if anybody did mean to start anything, his sword and armour might just as well not be there. Any one of those mammoth low-brows at the door could eat him, armour and all.

He resumed his meal, uneasy but resigned.

Dinner at Earl Dorms was no lunch-counter scuffle. It started early and finished late. It was not till an advanced hour that Agravaine was conducted to his room.

The room which had been allotted to him was high up in the eastern tower. It was a nice room, but to one in Agravaines state of suppressed suspicion a trifle too solidly upholstered. The door was of the thickest oak, studded with iron nails. Iron bars formed a neat pattern across the only window.

Hardly had Agravaine observed these things when the door opened, and before him stood the damsel Yvonne, pale of face and panting for breath.

She leaned against the doorpost and gulped.

Fly! she whispered.

Reader, if you had come to spend the night in the lonely castle of a perfect stranger with a shifty eye and a rogues gallery smile, and on retiring to your room had found the door kick-proof and the window barred, and if, immediately after your discovery of these phenomena, a white-faced young lady had plunged in upon you and urged you to immediate flight, wouldnt that jar you?

It jarred Agravaine.

Eh? he cried.

Fly! Fly, Sir Knight.

Another footstep sounded in the passage. The damsel gave a startled look over her shoulder.

And whats all this?

Earl Dorm appeared in the dim-lit corridor. His voice had a nasty tinkle in it.

Your — your daughter, said Agravaine, hurriedly, was just telling me that breakfast would—

The sentence remained unfinished. A sudden movement of the earls hand, and the great door banged in his face. There came the sound of a bolt shooting into its socket. A key turned in the lock. He was trapped.

Outside, the earl had seized his daughter by the wrist and was administering a paternal cross-examination.

What were you saying to him?

Yvonne did not flinch.

I was bidding him fly.

If he wants to leave this castle, said the earl, grimly, hell have to.

Father, said Yvonne, I cant.

Cant what?

I cant.

His grip on her wrist tightened. From the other side of the door came the muffled sound of blows on the solid oak. Oh? said Earl Dorm. You cant, eh? Well, listen to me. Youve got to. Do you understand? I admit he might be better-looking, but—

Father, I love him.

He released her wrist, and stared at her in the uncertain light.

You love him!

Yes.

Then what — ? Why? Well, I never did understand women, he said at last, and stumped off down the passage.

While this cryptic conversation was in progress, Agravaine, his worst apprehensions realized, was trying to batter down the door. After a few moments, however, he realized the futility of his efforts, and sat down on the bed to think.

At the risk of forfeiting the readers respect, it must be admitted that his first emotion was one of profound relief. If he was locked up like this, it must mean that that dragon story was fictitious, and that all danger was at an end of having to pit his inexperience against a ravening monster who had spent a lifetime devouring knights. He had never liked the prospect, though he had been prepared to go through with it, and to feel that it was definitely cancelled made up for a good deal.

His mind next turned to his immediate future. What were they going to do with him? On this point he felt tolerably comfortable. This imprisonment could mean nothing more than that he would be compelled to disgorge a ransom. This did not trouble him. He was rich, and, now that the situation had been switched to a purely business basis, he felt that he could handle it.

In any case, there was nothing to be gained by sitting up, so he went to bed, like a good philosopher.

The sun was pouring through the barred window when he was awoken by the entrance of a gigantic figure bearing food and drink.

He recognized him as one of the scurvy knaves who had dined at the bottom of the room the night before — a vast, beetle-browed fellow with a squint, a mop of red hair, and a genius for silence. To Agravaines attempts to engage him in conversation he replied only with grunts, and in a short time left the room, closing and locking the door behind him.

He was succeeded at dusk by another of about the same size and ugliness, and with even less conversational elan. This one did not even grunt.

Small-talk, it seemed, was not an art cultivated in any great measure by the lower orders in the employment of Earl Dorm.

The next day passed without incident. In the morning the strabismic plug-ugly with the red hair brought him food and drink, while in the evening the non-grunter did the honours. It was a peaceful life, but tending towards monotony, and Agravaine was soon in the frame of mind which welcomes any break in the daily round.

He was fortunate enough to get it.

He had composed himself for sleep that night, and was just dropping comfortably off, when from the other side of the door he heard the sound of angry voices.

It was enough to arouse him. On the previous night silence had reigned. Evidently something out of the ordinary was taking place.

He listened intently and distinguished words.

Who was it I did see thee coming down the road with?

Who was it thou didst see me coming down the road with?

Aye, who was it I did see thee coming down the road with?

Who dost thou think thou art?

Who do I think that I am?

Aye, who dost thou think thou art?

Agravaine could make nothing of it. As a matter of fact, he was hearing the first genuine cross-talk that had ever occurred in those dim, pre-music-hall days. In years to come dialogue on these lines was to be popular throughout the length and breadth of Great Britain. But till then it had been unknown.

The voices grew angrier. To an initiated listener it would have been plain that in a short while words would be found inadequate and the dagger, that medieval forerunner of the slap-stick, brought into play. But to Agravaine, all inexperienced, it came as a surprise when suddenly with a muffled thud two bodies fell against the door. There was a scuffling noise, some groans, and then silence.

And then with amazement he heard the bolt shoot back and a key grate in the keyhole.

The door swung open. It was dark outside, but Agravaine could distinguish a female form, and, beyond, a shapeless mass which he took correctly to be the remains of the two plug-uglies.

It is I, Yvonne, said a voice.

What is it? What has been happening?

It was I. I set them against each other. They both loved one of the kitchen-maids. I made them jealous. I told Walt privily that she had favoured Dickon, and Dickon privily that she loved Walt. And now—

She glanced at the shapeless heap, and shuddered. Agravaine nodded.

No wedding-bells for her, he said, reverently.

And I dont care. I did it to save you. But come! We are wasting time. Come! I will help you to escape.

A man who has been shut up for two days in a small room is seldom slow off the mark when a chance presents itself of taking exercise. Agravaine followed without a word, and together they crept down the dark staircase until they had reached the main hall. From somewhere in the distance came the rhythmic snores of scurvy knaves getting their eight hours.

Softly Yvonne unbolted a small door, and, passing through it, Agravaine found himself looking up at the stars, while the great walls of the castle towered above him.

Good-bye, said Yvonne.

There was a pause. For the first time Agravaine found himself examining the exact position of affairs. After his sojourn in the guarded room, freedom looked very good to him. But freedom meant parting from Yvonne.

He looked at the sky and he looked at the castle walls, and he took a step back towards the door.

Im not so sure I want to go, he said.

Oh, fly! Fly, Sir Knight! she cried.

You dont understand, said Agravaine. I dont want to seem to be saying anything that might be interpreted as in the least derogatory to your father in any way whatever, but without prejudice, surely he is just a plain, ordinary brigand? I mean its only a question of a ransom? And I dont in the least object—

No, no, no. Her voice trembled. He would ask no ransom.

Dont tell me he kidnaps people just as a hobby!

You dont understand. He — No, I cannot tell you. Fly!

What dont I understand?

She was silent. Then she began to speak rapidly. Very well. I will tell you. Listen. My father had six children, all daughters. We were poor. We had to stay buried in this out-of-the-way spot. We saw no one. It seemed impossible that any of us should ever marry. My father was in despair. Then he said, If we cannot get to town, the town must come to us. So he sent my sister Yseult to Camelot to ask the king to let us have a knight to protect us against a giant with three heads. There was no giant, but she got the knight. It was Sir Sagramore. Perhaps you knew him?

Agravaine nodded. He began to see daylight.

My sister Yseult was very beautiful. After the first day Sir Sagramore forgot all about the giant, and seemed to want to do nothing else except have Yseult show him how to play cats cradle. They were married two months later, and my father sent my sister Elaine to Camelot to ask for a knight to protect us against a wild unicorn.

And who bit? asked Agravaine, deeply interested.

Sir Malibran of Devon. They were married within three weeks, and my father — I cant go on. You understand now.

I understand the main idea, said Agravaine. But in my case—

You were to marry me, said Yvonne. Her voice was quiet and cold, but she was quivering.

Agravaine was conscious of a dull, heavy weight pressing on his heart. He had known his love was hopeless, but even hopelessness is the better for being indefinite. He understood now.

And you naturally want to get rid of me before it can happen, he said. I dont wonder. Im not vain... Well, Ill go. I knew I had no chance. Good-bye.

He turned. She stopped him with a sharp cry.

What do you mean? You cannot wish to stay now? I am saving you.

Saving me! I have loved you since the moment you entered the Hall at Camelot, said Agravaine.

She drew in her breath.

You — you love me!

They looked at each other in the starlight. She held out her hands.

Agravaine!

She drooped towards him, and he gathered her into his arms. For a novice, he did it uncommonly well.

It was about six months later that Agravaine, having ridden into the forest, called upon a Wise Man at his cell.

In those days almost anyone who was not a perfect bonehead could set up as a Wise Man and get away with it. All you had to do was to live in a forest and grow a white beard. This particular Wise Man, for a wonder, had a certain amount of rude sagacity. He listened carefully to what the knight had to say.

It has puzzled me to such an extent, said Agravaine, that I felt that I must consult a specialist. You see me. Take a good look at me. What do you think of my personal appearance? You neednt hesitate. Its worse than that. I am the ugliest man in England.

Would you go as far as that? said the Wise Man, politely.

Farther. And everybody else thinks so. Everybody except my wife. She tells me that I am a model of manly beauty. You know Lancelot? Well, she says I have Lancelot whipped to a custard. What do you make of that? And heres another thing. It is perfectly obvious to me that my wife is one of the most beautiful creatures in existence. I have seen them all, and I tell you that she stands alone. She is literally marooned in Class A, all by herself. Yet she insists that she is plain. What do you make of it?

The Wise Man stroked his beard.

My son, he said, the matter is simple. True love takes no account of looks.

No? said Agravaine.

You two are affinities. Therefore, to you the outward aspect is nothing. Put it like this. Love is a thingummybob who what-dyou-call-its.

Im beginning to see, said Agravaine.

What I meant was this. Love is a wizard greater than Merlin. He plays odd tricks with the eyesight.

Yes, said Agravaine.

Or, put it another way. Love is a sculptor greater than Praxiteles. He takes an unsightly piece of clay and moulds it into a thing divine.

I get you, said Agravaine.

The Wise Man began to warm to his work.

Or shall we say—

I think I must be going, said Agravaine. I promised my wife I would be back early.

We might put it— began the Wise Man perseveringly.

I understand, said Agravaine, hurriedly. I quite see now. Good-bye.

The Wise Man sighed resignedly.

Good-bye, Sir Knight, he said. Good-bye. Pay at ye desk.

And Agravaine rode on his way marvelling.


THE GOAL-KEEPER AND THE PLUTOCRAT
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THE MAIN DIFFICULTY in writing a story is to convey to the reader clearly yet tersely the natures and dispositions of ones leading characters. Brevity, brevity — that is the cry. Perhaps, after all, the play-bill style is the best. In this drama of love, football (Association code), and politics, then, the principals are as follows, in their order of entry:

ISABEL RACKSTRAW (an angel).

THE HON. CLARENCE TRESILLIAN (a Greek god).

LADY RUNNYMEDE (a proud old aristocrat).

MR RACKSTRAW (a multi-millionaire City man and Radical politician).

More about Clarence later. For the moment let him go as a Greek god. There were other sides, too, to Mr Rackstraws character, but for the moment let him go as a multi-millionaire City man and Radical politician. Not that it is satisfactory; it is too mild. The Radical politics of other Radical politicians were as skim-milk to the Radical politics of Radical Politician Rackstraw. Where Mr Lloyd George referred to the House of Lords as blithering backwoodsmen and asinine anachronisms, Mr Rackstraw scorned to be so guarded in his speech. He did not mince his words. His attitude towards a member of the peerage was that of the terrier to the perambulating cat.

It was at a charity bazaar that Isabel and Clarence first met. Isabel was presiding over the Billiken, Teddy-bear, and Fancy Goods stall. There she stood, that slim, radiant girl, bouncing Ardent Youth out of its fathers hard — earned with a smile that alone was nearly worth the money, when she observed, approaching, the handsomest man she had ever seen. It was — this is not one of those mystery stories — it was Clarence Tresillian. Over the heads of the bevy of gilded youths who clustered round the stall their eyes met. A thrill ran through Isabel. She dropped her eyes. The next moment Clarence had made his spring; the gilded youths had shredded away like a mist, and he was leaning towards her, opening negotiations for the purchase of a yellow Teddy-bear at sixteen times its face value.

He returned at intervals during the afternoon. Over the second Teddy-bear they became friendly, over the third intimate. He proposed as she was wrapping up the fourth golliwog, and she gave him her heart and the parcel simultaneously. At six oclock, carrying four Teddy-bears, seven photograph frames, five golliwogs, and a billiken, Clarence went home to tell the news to his parents.

Clarence, when not at the University, lived with his father and mother in Belgrave Square. His mother had been a Miss Trotter, of Chicago, and it was on her dowry that the Runnymedes contrived to make both ends meet. For a noble family they were in somewhat straitened circumstances financially. They lived, simply and without envy of their rich fellow-citizens, on their hundred thousand pounds a year. They asked no more. It enabled them to entertain on a modest scale. Clarence had been able to go to Oxford; his elder brother, Lord Staines, into the Guards. The girls could buy an occasional new frock. On the whole, they were a thoroughly happy, contented English family of the best sort. Mr Trotter, it is true, was something of a drawback. He was a rugged old tainted millionaire of the old school, with a fondness for shirt-sleeves and a tendency to give undue publicity to toothpicks. But he had been made to understand at an early date that the dead-line for him was the farther shore of the Atlantic Ocean, and he now gave little trouble.

Having dressed for dinner, Clarence proceeded to the library, where he found his mother in hysterics and his father in a state of collapse on the sofa. Clarence was too well-bred to make any comment. A true Runnymede, he affected to notice nothing, and, picking up the evening paper, began to read. The announcement of his engagement could be postponed to a more suitable time.

Clarence! whispered a voice from the sofa.

Yes, father?

The silver-haired old man gasped for utterance.

Ive lost my little veto, he said, brokenly, at length.

Where did you see it last? asked Clarence, ever practical.

Its that fellow Rackstraw! cried the old man, in feeble rage. That bounder Rackstraw! Hes the man behind it all. The robber!

Clarence!

It was his mother who spoke. Her voice seemed to rip the air into a million shreds and stamp on them. There are few things more terrible than a Chicago voice raised in excitement or anguish.

Mother?

Never mind your pop and his old veto. He didnt know he had one till the paper said hed lost it. You listen to me. Clarence, we are ruined.

Clarence looked at her inquiringly.

Ruined much? he asked.

Bed-rock, said his mother. If we have sixty thousand dollars a year after this, its all we shall have.

A low howl escaped from the stricken old man on the sofa.

Clarence betrayed no emotion.

Ah, he said, calmly. How did it happen?

Ive just had a cable from Chicago, from your grand-pop. Hes been trying to corner wheat. He always was an impulsive old gazook.

But surely, said Clarence, a dim recollection of something he had heard or read somewhere coming to him, isnt cornering wheat a rather profitable process?

Sure, said his mother. Sure it is. I guess dads try at cornering wheat was about the most profitable thing that ever happened — to the other fellows. It seems like they got busy and clubbed fifty-seven varieties of Hades out of your old grand-pop. Hes got to give up a lot of his expensive habits, and one of them is sending money to us. Thats how it is.

And on top of that, mind you, moaned Lord Runnymede, I lose my little veto. Its bitter — bitter.

Clarence lit a cigarette and drew at it thoughtfully. I dont see how were going to manage on twelve thousand quid a year, he said.

His mother crisply revised his pronouns.

We arent, she said. Youve got to get out and hustle.

Clarence looked at her blankly.

Me?

You.

Work?

Work.

Clarence drew a deep breath.

Work? Well, of course, mind you, fellows do work, he went on, thoughtfully. I was lunching with a man at the Bachelors only yesterday who swore he knew a fellow who had met a man whose cousin worked. But I dont see what I could do, dont you know.

His father raised himself on the sofa.

Havent I given you the education of an English gentleman?

Thats the difficulty, said Clarence.

Cant you do anything? asked his mother.

Well, I can play footer. By Jove, Ill sign on as a pro. Ill take a new name. Ill call myself Jones. I can get signed on in a minute. Any club will jump at me.

This was no idle boast. Since early childhood Clarence had concentrated his energies on becoming a footballer, and was now an exceedingly fine goal-keeper. It was a pleasing sight to see him, poised on one foot in the attitude of a Salome dancer, with one eye on the man with the ball, the other gazing coldly on the rest of the opposition forward line, uncurl abruptly like the main-spring of a watch and stop a hot one. Clarence in goal was the nearest approach to an india-rubber acrobat and society contortionist to be seen off the music-hall stage. He was, in brief, hot stuff. He had the goods.

Scarcely had he uttered these momentous words when the butler entered with the announcement that he was wanted by a lady on the telephone.

It was Isabel, disturbed and fearful.

Oh, Clarence, she cried, my precious angel wonder-child, I dont know how to begin.

Begin just like that, said Clarence, approvingly. Its topping. You cant beat it.

Clarence, a terrible thing has happened. I told papa of our engagement, and he wouldnt hear of it. He c-called you a a p-p-p—

A what?

A pr-pr-pr—

Hes wrong. Im nothing of the sort. He must be thinking of someone else.

A preposterous excrescence on the social cosmos. He doesnt like your father being an earl.

A man may be an earl and still a gentleman, said Clarence, not without a touch of coldness in his voice.

I forgot to tell him that. But I dont think it would make any difference. He says I shall only marry a man who works.

I am going to work, dearest, said Clarence. I am going to work like a horse. Something — I know not what — tells me I shall be rather good at work. And one day when I—

Good-bye, said Isabel, hastily. I hear papa coming.



Clarence, as he had predicted, found no difficulty in obtaining employment. He was signed on at once, under the name of Jones, by Houndsditch Wednesday, the premier metropolitan club, and embarked at once on his new career.

The season during which Clarence Tresillian kept goal for Houndsditch Wednesday is destined to live long in the memory of followers of professional football. Probably never in the history of the game has there been such persistent and widespread mortality among the more distant relatives of office-boys and junior clerks. Statisticians have estimated that if all the grandmothers alone who perished between the months of September and April that season could have been placed end to end, they would have reached from Hyde Park Corner to the outskirts of Manchester. And it was Clarence who was responsible for this holocaust. Previous to the opening of the season sceptics had shaken their heads over the Wednesdays chances in the First League. Other clubs had bought up the best men in the market, leaving only a mixed assortment of inferior Scotsmen, Irishmen, and Northcountrymen to uphold the honour of the London club.

And then, like a meteor, Clarence Tresillian had flashed upon the world of football. In the opening game he had behaved in the goal-mouth like a Chinese cracker, and exhibited an absolutely impassable defence; and from then onward, except for an occasional check, Houndsditch Wednesday had never looked back.

Among the spectators who flocked to the Houndsditch ground to watch Clarence perform there appeared week after week a little, grey, dried-up man, insignificant except for a certain happy choice of language in moments of emotion and an enthusiasm far surpassing that of the ordinary spectator. To the trained eye there are subtle distinctions between football enthusiasts. This man belonged to the comparatively small class of those who have football on the cerebrum.

Fate had made Daniel Rackstraw a millionaire and a Radical, but at heart he was a spectator of football. He never missed a match. His library of football literature was the finest in the country. His football museum had but one equal, that of Mr Jacob Dodson, of Manchester. Between them the two had cornered, at enormous expense, the curio market of the game. It was Rackstraw who had secured the authentic pair of boots in which Bloomer had first played for England; but it was Dodson who possessed the painted india-rubber ball used by Meredith when a boy — probably the first thing except a nurse ever kicked by that talented foot. The two men were friends, as far as rival connoisseurs can be friends; and Mr Dodson, when at leisure, would frequently pay a visit to Mr Rackstraws country house, where he would spend hours gazing wistfully at the Bloomer boots, buoyed up only by the thoughts of the Meredith ball at home.

Isabel saw little of Clarence during the winter months, except from a distance. She contented herself with clipping photographs of him from the sporting papers. Each was a little more unlike him than the last, and this lent variety to the collection. Her father marked her new-born enthusiasm for the game with approval. It had been secretly a great grief to the old gentleman that his only child did not know the difference between a linesman and an inside right, and, more, did not seem to care to know. He felt himself drawn closer to her. An understanding, as pleasant as it was new and strange, began to spring up between parent and child.

As for Clarence, how easy it would be to haul up ones slacks to practically an unlimited extent on the subject of his emotions at this time. One can figure him, after the game is over and the gay throng has dispersed, creeping moodily — but whats the use? Brevity — that is the cry. Brevity. Let us on.

The months sped by; the Cup-ties began, and soon it was evident that the Final must be fought out between Houndsditch Wednesday and Mr Jacob Dodsons pet team, Manchester United. With each match the Wednesday seemed to improve. Clarence was a Gibraltar among goal-keepers.

Those were delirious days for Daniel Rackstraw. Long before the fourth round his voice had dwindled to a husky whisper. Deep lines appeared on his forehead; for it is an awful thing for a football enthusiast to be compelled to applaud, in the very middle of the Cup-ties, purely by means of facial expression. In this time of affliction he found Isabel an ever-increasing comfort to him. Side by side they would sit, and the old mans face would lose its drawn look, and light up, as her clear young soprano pealed out over the din, urging this player to shoot, that to kick some opponent in the face; or describing the referee in no uncertain terms as a reincarnation of the late Mr Dick Turpin.

And now the day of the Final at the Crystal Palace approached, and all England was alert, confident of a record-breaking contest. But alas! How truly does Epictetus observe: We know not what awaiteth us round the corner, and the hand that counteth its chickens ere they be hatched oft-times doth but step on the banana-skin. The prophets who anticipated a struggle keener than any in football history were destined to be proved false.

It was not that their judgement of form was at fault. On the run of the seasons play Houndsditch Wednesday v. Manchester United should have been the two most evenly-matched teams in the history of the game. Forward, the latter held a slight superiority; but this was balanced by the inspired goal-keeping of Clarence Tresillian. Even the keenest supporters of either side were not confident. They argued at length, figuring out the odds with the aid of stubs of pencils and the backs of envelopes, but they were not confident. Out of all those frenzied millions two men alone had no doubts. Mr Daniel Rackstraw said that he did not desire to be unfair to Manchester United. He wished it to be clearly understood that in their own class Manchester United might quite possibly show to considerable advantage. In some rural league, for instance, he did not deny that they might sweep all before them. But when it came to competing with Houndsditch Wednesday — here words failed Mr Rackstraw.

Mr Jacob Dodson, interviewed by the Manchester Weekly Football Boot, stated that his decision, arrived at after a close and careful study of the work of both teams, was that Houndsditch Wednesday had rather less chance in the forthcoming tourney than a stuffed rat in the Battersea Dogs Home. It was his carefully-considered opinion that in a contest with the second eleven of a village Church Lads Brigade, Houndsditch Wednesday might, with an effort (conceding them that slice of luck which so often turns the tide of a game), scrape home. But when it was a question of meeting a team like Manchester United — here Mr Dodson, shrugging his shoulders despairingly, sank back in his chair, and watchful secretaries brought him round with oxygen.

Throughout the whole country nothing but the approaching match was discussed. Wherever civilization reigned, and in portions of Liverpool, one question alone was on every lip: Who would win? Octogenarians mumbled it. Infants lisped it. Tired City men, trampled under foot in the rush for their tram, asked it of the ambulance attendants who carried them to the hospital.

And then, one bright, clear morning, when the birds sang and all Nature seemed fair and gay, Clarence Tresillian developed mumps.

London was in a ferment. I could have wished to go into details, to describe in crisp, burning sentences the panic that swept like a tornado through a million homes. A little encouragement, the slightest softening of the editorial austerity and the thing would have been done. But no. Brevity. That was the cry. Brevity. Let us on.

Houndsditch Wednesday met Manchester United at the Crystal Palace, and for nearly two hours the sweat of agony trickled unceasingly down the corrugated foreheads of the patriots in the stands. The men from Manchester, freed from the fear of Clarence, smiled grim smiles and proceeded to pile up points. It was in vain that the Houndsditch backs and halfbacks skimmed like swallows about the field. They could not keep the score down. From start to finish Houndsditch were a beaten side.

London during that black period was a desert. Gloom gripped the City. In distant Brixton red-eyed wives faced silently-scowling husbands at the evening meal, and the children were sent early to bed. Newsboys called the extras in a whisper.

Few took the tragedy more nearly to heart than Daniel Rackstraw. Leaving the ground with the air of a father mourning over some prodigal son, he encountered Mr Jacob Dodson, of Manchester.

Now, Mr Dodson was perhaps the slightest bit shy on the finer feelings. He should have respected the grief of a fallen foe. He should have abstained from exulting. But he was in too exhilarated a condition to be magnanimous. Sighting Mr Rackstraw, he addressed himself joyously to the task of rubbing the thing in. Mr Rackstraw listened in silent anguish.

If we had had Jones— he said at length.

Thats what they all say, whooped Mr Dodson, Jones! Whos Jones?

If we had had Jones, we should have— He paused. An idea had flashed upon his overwrought mind. Dodson, he said, look here. Wait till Jones is well again, and let us play this thing off again for anything you like a side in my private park.

Mr Dodson reflected.

Youre on, he said. What side bet? A million? Two million? Three?

Mr Rackstraw shook his head scornfully.

A million? Who wants a million? Ill put up my Bloomer boot against your Meredith ball. Does that go?

I should say it did, said Mr Dodson, joyfully. Ive been wanting that boot for years. Its like finding it in ones Christmas stocking.

Very well, said Mr Rackstraw. Then lets get it fixed up.

Honestly, it is but a dogs life, that of the short-story writer. I particularly wished at this point to introduce a description of Mr Rackstraws country house and estate, featuring the private football ground with its fringe of noble trees. It would have served a double purpose, not only charming the lover of nature, but acting as a fine stimulus to the youth of the country, showing them the sort of home they would be able to buy some day if they worked hard and saved their money. But no. You shall have three guesses as to what was the cry. You give it up? It was Brevity — brevity! Let us on.

The two teams arrived at Mr Rackstraws house in time for lunch. Clarence, his features once more reduced to their customary finely-chiselled proportions, alighted from the automobile with a swelling heart. Presently he found an opportunity to slip away and meet Isabel. I will pass lightly over the meeting of the two lovers. I will not describe the dewy softness of their eyes, the catching of their breath, their murmured endearments. I could, mind you. It is at just such descriptions that I am particularly happy. But I have grown discouraged. My spirit is broken. It is enough to say that Clarence had reached a level of emotional eloquence rarely met with among goal-keepers of the First League, when Isabel broke from him with a startled exclamation, and vanished; and, looking over his shoulder, Clarence observed Mr Daniel Rackstraw moving towards him.

It was evident from the millionaires demeanour that he had seen nothing. The look on his face was anxious, but not wrathful. He sighted Clarence, and hurried up to him.

Jones, he said, Ive been looking for you. I want a word with you.

A thousand, if you wish it, said Clarence, courteously.

Now, look here, said Mr Rackstraw. I want to explain to you just what this game means to me. Dont run away with the idea Ive had you fellows down to play an exhibition game just to keep me merry and bright. If Houndsditch wins today, it means that I shall be able to hold up my head again and look my fellow-man in the face, instead of crawling round on my stomach and feeling like a black-beetle under a steam-roller. Do you get that?

I do, replied Clarence.

And not only that, went on the millionaire. Theres more. I have put up my Bloomer boot against Mr Dodsons Meredith ball as a side bet. You understand what that means? It means that either you win or my life is soured for ever. See?

I have got you, said Clarence.

Good. Then what I wanted to say was this. Today is your day for keeping goal as youve never kept goal before. Everything depends on you. With you keeping goal like mother used to make it, Houndsditch are safe. Otherwise they are completely in the bouillon. Its one thing or the other. Its all up to you. Win, and theres four thousand pounds waiting for you above what you share with the others.

Clarence waved his hand deprecatingly.

Mr Rackstraw, he said, keep your dross. I care nothing for money. All I ask of you, proceeded Clarence, is your consent to my engagement to your daughter.

Mr Rackstraw looked sharply at him.

Repeat that, he said. I dont think I quite got it.

All I ask is your consent to my engagement to your daughter.

Young man, said Mr Rackstraw, not without a touch of admiration, I admire cheek. But there is a limit. That limit you have passed so far that youd need to look for it with a telescope.

You refuse your consent?

I never said you werent a clever guesser.

Why?

Mr Rackstraw laughed. One of those nasty, sharp, metallic laughs that hit you like a bullet.

How would you support my daughter?

I was thinking that you would help to some extent.

You were, were you?

I was.

Oh?

Mr Rackstraw emitted another of those laughs.

Well, he said, its off. You can take that as coming from an authoritative source. No wedding-bells for you.

Clarence drew himself up, fire flashing from his eyes and a bitter smile curving his expressive lips.

And no Meredith ball for you! he cried.

Mr Rackstraw started as if some strong hand had plunged an auger into him.

What? he shouted.

Clarence shrugged his superbly-modelled shoulders in silence.

Come, come, said Mr Rackstraw, you wouldnt let a little private difference like that influence you in a really important thing like this football match, would you?

I would.

You would practically blackmail the father of the girl you love?

Every time.

Her white-haired old father?

The colour of his hair would not affect me.

Nothing would move you?

Nothing.

Then, by George, youre just the son-in-law I want. You shall marry Isabel; and Ill take you into partnership in my business this very day. Ive been looking for a good able-bodied bandit like you for years. You make Captain Kidd look like a preliminary three-round bout. My boy, well be the greatest combination, you and I, that the City has ever seen. Shake hands.

For a moment Clarence hesitated. Then his better nature prevailed, and he spoke.

Mr Rackstraw, he said, I cannot deceive you.

That wont matter, said the enthusiastic old man. I bet youll be able to deceive everybody else. I see it in your eye. My boy, well be the greatest—

My name is not Jones.

Nor is mine. What does that matter?

My name is Tresillian. The Hon. Tresillian. I am the younger son of the Earl of Runnymede. To a man of your political views—

Nonsense, nonsense, said Mr Rackstraw. What are political views compared with the chance of getting a goal-keeper like you into the family? I remember Isabel saying something to me about you, but I didnt know who you were then.

I am a preposterous excrescence on the social cosmos, said Clarence, eyeing him doubtfully.

Then Ill be one too, cried Mr Rackstraw. I own Ive set my face against it hitherto, but circumstances alter cases. Ill ring up the Prime Minister on the phone tomorrow, and buy a title myself.

Clarences last scruple was removed. Silently he gripped the old mans hand, outstretched to meet his.

Little remains to be said, but I am going to say it, if it snows. I am at my best in these tender scenes of idyllic domesticity.

Four years have passed. Once more we are in the Rackstraw home. A lady is coming down the stairs, leading by the hand her little son. It is Isabel. The years have dealt lightly with her. She is still the same stately, beautiful creature whom I would have described in detail long ago if I had been given half a chance. At the foot of the stairs the child stops and points at a small, round object in a glass case.

Wah? he says.

That? said Isabel. That is the ball Mr Meredith used to play with when he was a little boy.

She looks at a door on the left of the hall, and puts a finger to her lip.

Hush! she says. We must be quiet. Daddy and grandpa are busy in there cornering wheat.

And softly mother and child go out into the sunlit garden.


IN ALCALA
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IN ALCALA, AS in most of New Yorks apartment houses, the schedule of prices is like a badly rolled cigarette — thick in the middle and thin at both ends. The rooms half-way up are expensive; some of them almost as expensive as if Fashion, instead of being gone for ever, were still lingering. The top rooms are cheap, the ground-floor rooms cheaper still.

Cheapest of all was the hall-bedroom. Its furniture was of the simplest. It consisted of a chair, another chair, a worn carpet, and a folding-bed. The folding-bed had an air of depression and baffled hopes. For years it had been trying to look like a bookcase in the daytime, and now it looked more like a folding-bed than ever. There was also a plain deal table, much stained with ink. At this, night after night, sometimes far into the morning, Rutherford Maxwell would sit and write stories. Now and then it happened that one would be a good story, and find a market.

Rutherford Maxwell was an Englishman, and the younger son of an Englishman; and his lot was the lot of the younger sons all the world over. He was by profession one of the numerous employees of the New Asiatic Bank, which has its branches all over the world. It is a sound, trustworthy institution, and steady-going relatives would assure Rutherford that he was lucky to have got a berth in it. Rutherford did not agree with them. However sound and trustworthy, it was not exactly romantic. Nor did it err on the side of over-lavishness to those who served it. Rutherfords salary was small. So were his prospects — if he remained in the bank. At a very early date he had registered a vow that he would not. And the road that led out of it for him was the uphill road of literature.

He was thankful for small mercies. Fate had not been over-kind up to the present, but at least she had dispatched him to New York, the centre of things, where he would have the chance to try, instead of to some spot off the map. Whether he won or lost, at any rate he was in the ring, and could fight. So every night he sat in Alcala, and wrote. Sometimes he would only try to write, and that was torture.

There is never an hour of the day or night when Alcala is wholly asleep. The middle of the house is a sort of chorus-girl belt, while in the upper rooms there are reporters and other nightbirds. Long after he had gone to bed, Rutherford would hear footsteps passing his door and the sound of voices in the passage. He grew to welcome them. They seemed to connect him with the outer world. But for them he was alone after he had left the office, utterly alone, as it is possible to be only in the heart of a great city. Some nights he would hear scraps of conversations, at rare intervals a name. He used to build up in his mind identities for the owners of the names. One in particular, Peggy, gave him much food for thought. He pictured her as bright and vivacious. This was because she sang sometimes as she passed his door. She had been singing when he first heard her name. Oh, cut it out, Peggy, a girls voice had said. Dont you get enough of that tune at the theatre? He felt that he would like to meet Peggy.

June came, and July, making an oven of New York, bringing close, scorching days and nights when the pen seemed made of lead; and still Rutherford worked on, sipping ice-water, in his shirt-sleeves, and filling the sheets of paper slowly, but with a dogged persistence which the weather could not kill. Despite the heat, he was cheerful. Things were beginning to run his way a little now. A novelette, an airy trifle, conceived in days when the thermometer was lower and it was possible to think, and worked out almost mechanically, had been accepted by a magazine of a higher standing than those which hitherto had shown him hospitality. He began to dream of a holiday in the woods. The holiday spirit was abroad. Alcala was emptying itself. It would not be long before he too would be able to get away.

He was so deep in his thoughts that at first he did not hear the knocking at the door. But it was a sharp, insistent knocking, and forced itself upon his attention. He got up and turned the handle.

Outside in the passage was standing a girl, tall and sleepy-eyed. She wore a picture-hat and a costume the keynote of which was a certain aggressive attractiveness. There was no room for doubt as to which particular brand of scent was her favourite at the moment.

She gazed at Rutherford dully. Like Banquos ghost, she had no speculation in her eyes. Rutherford looked at her inquiringly, somewhat conscious of his shirt-sleeves.

Did you knock? he said, opening, as a man must do, with the inevitable foolish question.

The apparition spoke.

Say, she said, got a cigarette?

Im afraid I havent, said Rutherford, apologetically. Ive been smoking a pipe. Im very sorry.

What? said the apparition.

Im afraid I havent.

Oh! A pause. Say, got a cigarette?

The intellectual pressure of the conversation was beginning to be a little too much for Rutherford. Combined with the heat of the night it made his head swim.

His visitor advanced into the room. Arriving at the table, she began fiddling with its contents. The pen seemed to fascinate her. She picked it up and inspected it closely.

Say, what dyou call this? she said.

Thats a pen, said Rutherford, soothingly. A fountain-pen.

Oh! A pause. Say, got a cigarette?

Rutherford clutched a chair with one hand, and his forehead with the other. He was in sore straits.

At this moment Rescue arrived, not before it was needed. A brisk sound of footsteps in the passage, and there appeared in the doorway a second girl.

What do you think youre doing, Gladys? demanded the new-comer. You mustnt come butting into folks rooms this way. Whos your friend?

My name is Maxwell, began Rutherford eagerly.

What say, Peggy? said the seeker after cigarettes, dropping a sheet of manuscript to the floor.

Rutherford looked at the girl in the doorway with interest. So this was Peggy. She was little, and trim of figure. That was how he had always imagined her. Her dress was simpler than the others. The face beneath the picture-hat was small and well-shaped, the nose delicately tip-tilted, the chin determined, the mouth a little wide and suggesting good-humour. A pair of grey eyes looked steadily into his before transferring themselves to the statuesque being at the table.

Dont monkey with the mans inkwell, Gladys. Come along up to bed.

What? Say, got a cigarette?

Theres plenty upstairs. Come along.

The other went with perfect docility. At the door she paused, and inspected Rutherford with a grave stare.

Good night, boy! she said, with haughty condescension.

Good night! said Rutherford.

Pleased to have met you. Good night.

Good night! said Rutherford.

Good night!

Come along, Gladys, said Peggy, firmly.

Gladys went.

Rutherford sat down and dabbed his forehead with his handkerchief, feeling a little weak. He was not used to visitors.
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He had lit his pipe, and was re-reading his nights work preparatory to turning in, when there was another knock at the door. This time there was no waiting. He was in the state of mind when one hears the smallest noise.

Come in! he cried.

It was Peggy.

Rutherford jumped to his feet.

Wont you— he began, pushing the chair forward.

She seated herself with composure on the table. She no longer wore the picture-hat, and Rutherford, looking at her, came to the conclusion that the change was an improvement.

Thisll do for me, she said. Thought Id just look in. Im sorry about Gladys. She isnt often like that. Its the hot weather.

It is hot, said Rutherford.

Youve noticed it? Bully for you! Back to the bench for Sherlock Holmes. Did Gladys try to shoot herself?

Good heavens, no! Why?

She did once. But I stole her gun, and I suppose she hasnt thought to get another. Shes a good girl really, only she gets like that sometimes in the hot weather. She looked round the room for a moment, then gazed unwinkingly at Rutherford. What did you say your name was? she asked.

Rutherford Maxwell.

Gee! Thats going some, isnt it? Wants amputation, a name like that. I call it mean to give a poor, defenceless kid a cuss-word like — whats it? Rutherford? I got it — to go through the world with. Havent you got something shorter — Tom, or Charles or something?

Im afraid not.

The round, grey eyes fixed him again.

I shall call you George, she decided at last.

Thanks, I wish you would, said Rutherford.

George it is, then. You can call me Peggy. Peggy Nortons my name.

Thanks, I will.

Say, youre English, arent you? she said.

Yes. How did you know?

Youre so strong on the gratitude thing. Its Thanks, thanks, all the time. Not that I mind it, George.

Thanks. Sorry. I should say, Oh, you Peggy!

She looked at him curiously.

How dyou like New York, George?

Fine — tonight.

Been to Coney?

Not yet.

You should. Say, what do you do, George?

What do I do?

Cut it out, George! Dont answer back as though we were a vaudeville team doing a cross-talk act. What do you do? When your boss crowds your envelope on to you Saturdays, whats it for?

Im in a bank.

Like it?

Hate it!

Why dont you quit, then?

Cant afford to. Theres money in being in a bank. Not much, its true, but what there is of it is good.

What are you doing out of bed at this time of night? They dont work you all day, do they?

No; theyd like to, but they dont. I have been writing.

Writing what? Say, you dont mind my putting you on the witness-stand, do you? If you do, say so, and Ill cut out the District Attorney act and talk about the weather.

Not a bit, really, I assure you. Please ask as many questions as you like.

Guess theres no doubt about your being English, George. We dont have time over here to shoot it off like that. If youd have just said Sure! Id have got a line on your meaning. You dont mind me doing school-marm, George, do you? Its all for your good.

Sure, said Rutherford, with a grin.

She smiled approvingly.

Thats better! Youre Little Willie, the Apt Pupil, all right. What were we talking about before we switched off on to the educational rail? I know — about your writing. What were you writing?

A story.

For a paper?

For a magazine.

What! One of the fiction stories about the Gibson hero and the girl whose life he saved, like you read?

Thats the idea.

She looked at him with a new interest.

Gee, George, whod have thought it! Fancy you being one of the high-brows! You ought to hang out a sign. You look just ordinary.

Thanks!

I mean as far as the grey matter goes. I didnt mean you were a bad looker. Youre not. Youve got nice eyes, George.

Thanks.

I like the shape of your nose, too.

I say, thanks!

And your hairs just lovely!

I say, really. Thanks awfully!

She eyed him in silence for a moment. Then she burst out:

You say you dont like the bank?

I certainly dont.

And youd like to strike some paying line of business?

Sure.

Then why dont you make your fortune by hiring yourself out to a museum as the biggest human clam in captivity? Thats what you are. You sit there just saying Thanks, and Bai Jawve, thanks awflly, while a girls telling you nice things about your eyes and hair, and you dont do a thing!

Rutherford threw back his head and roared with laughter.

Im sorry! he said. Slowness is our national failing, you know.

I believe you.

Tell me about yourself. You know all about me, by now. What do you do besides brightening up the dull evenings of poor devils of bank-clerks?

Give you three guesses.

Stage?

Gee! Youre the human sleuth all right, all right! Its a home-run every time when you get your deductive theories unlimbered. Yes, George; the stage it is. Im an actorine — one of the pony ballet in The Island of Girls at the Melody. Seen our show?

Not yet. Ill go tomorrow.

Great! Ill let them know, so that they can have the awning out and the red carpet down. Its a cute little piece.

So Ive heard.

Well, if I see you in front tomorrow, Ill give you half a smile, so that you shant feel you havent got your moneys worth. Good night, George!

Good night, Peggy!

She jumped down from the table. Her eye was caught by the photographs on the mantelpiece. She began to examine them.

Who are these Willies? she said, picking up a group.

That is the football team of my old school. The lout with the sheepish smirk, holding the ball, is myself as I was before the cares of the world soured me.

Her eye wandered along the mantelpiece, and she swooped down on a cabinet photograph of a girl.

And whos this, George? she cried.

He took the photograph from her, and replaced it, with a curious blend of shyness and defiance, in the very centre of the mantelpiece. For a moment he stood looking intently at it, his elbows resting on the imitation marble.

Who is it? asked Peggy. Wake up, George. Whos this?

Rutherford started.

Sorry, he said. I was thinking about something.

I bet you were. You looked like it. Well, who is she?

Eh! Oh, thats a girl.

Peggy laughed satirically.

Thanks awflly, as you would say. Ive got eyes, George.

I noticed that, said Rutherford, smiling. Charming ones, too.

Gee! What would she say if she heard you talking like that!

She came a step nearer, looking up at him. Their eyes met.

She would say, said Rutherford, slowly: I know you love me, and I know I can trust you, and I havent the slightest objection to your telling Miss Norton the truth about her eyes. Miss Norton is a dear, good little sort, one of the best, in fact, and I hope youll be great pals!

There was a silence.

Shed say that, would she? said Peggy, at last.

She would.

Peggy looked at the photograph, and back again at Rutherford.

Youre pretty fond of her, George, I guess, arent you?

I am, said Rutherford, quietly.

George.

Yes?

George, shes a pretty good long way away, isnt she?

She looked up at him with a curious light in her grey eyes. Rutherford met her glance steadily.

Not to me, he said. Shes here now, and all the time.

He stepped away and picked up the sheaf of papers which he had dropped at Peggys entrance. Peggy laughed.

Good night, Georgie boy, she said. I mustnt keep you up any more, or youll be late in the morning. And what would the bank do then? Smash or something, I guess. Good night, Georgie! See you again one of these old evenings.

Good night, Peggy!

The door closed behind her. He heard her footsteps hesitate, stop, and then move quickly on once more.
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He saw much of her after this first visit. Gradually it became an understood thing between them that she should look in on her return from the theatre. He grew to expect her, and to feel restless when she was late. Once she brought the cigarette-loving Gladys with her, but the experiment was not a success. Gladys was languid and rather overpoweringly refined, and conversation became forced. After that, Peggy came alone.

Generally she found him working. His industry amazed her.

Gee, George, she said one night, sitting in her favourite place on the table, from which he had moved a little pile of manuscript to make room for her. Dont you ever let up for a second? Seems to me you write all the time.

Rutherford laughed.

Ill take a rest, he said, when theres a bit more demand for my stuff than there is at present. When Im in the twenty-cents-a-word class Ill write once a month, and spend the rest of my time travelling.

Peggy shook her head.

No travelling for mine, she said. Seems to me its just cussedness that makes people go away from Broadway when theyve got plunks enough to stay there and enjoy themselves.

Do you like Broadway, Peggy?

Do I like Broadway? Does a kid like candy? Why, dont you?

Its all right for the time. Its not my ideal.

Oh, and what particular sort of little old Paradise do you hanker after?

He puffed at his pipe, and looked dreamily at her through the smoke.

Way over in England, Peggy, theres a county called Worcestershire. And somewhere near the edge of that theres a grey house with gables, and theres a lawn and a meadow and a shrubbery, and an orchard and a rose-garden, and a big cedar on the terrace before you get to the rose-garden. And if you climb to the top of that cedar, you can see the river through the apple trees in the orchard. And in the distance there are hills. And—

Of all the rube joints! exclaimed Peggy, in deep disgust. Why, a day of that would be about twenty-three hours and a bit too long for me. Broadway for mine! Put me where I can touch Forty-Second Street without over-balancing, and then you can leave me. I never thought you were such a hayseed, George.

Dont worry, Peggy. Itll be a long time, I expect, before I go there. Ive got to make my fortune first.

Getting anywhere near the John D. class yet?

Ive still some way to go. But things are moving, I think. Do you know, Peggy, you remind me of a little Billiken, sitting on that table?

Thank you, George. I always knew my mouth was rather wide, but I did think I had Billiken to the bad. Do you do that sort of Candid Friend stunt with her? She pointed to the photograph on the mantelpiece. It was the first time since the night when they had met that she had made any allusion to it. By silent agreement the subject had been ruled out between them. By the way, you never told me her name.

Halliday, said Rutherford, shortly.

What else?

Alice.

Dont bite at me, George! Im not hurting you. Tell me about her. Im interested. Does she live in the grey house with the pigs and chickens and all them roses, and the rest of the rube outfit?

No.

Be chummy, George. Whats the matter with you?

Im sorry, Peggy, he said. Im a fool. Its only that it all seems so damned hopeless! Here am I, earning about half a dollar a year, and — Still, its no use kicking, is it? Besides, I may make a home-run with my writing one of these days. Thats what I meant when I said you were a Billiken, Peggy. Do you know, youve brought me luck. Ever since I met you, Ive been doing twice as well. Youre my mascot.

Bully for me! Weve all got our uses in the world, havent we? I wonder if it would help any if I was to kiss you, George?

Dont you do it. One mustnt work a mascot too hard.

She jumped down, and came across the room to where he sat, looking down at him with the round, grey eyes that always reminded him of a kittens.

George!

Yes?

Oh, nothing!

She turned away to the mantelpiece, and stood gazing at the photograph, her back towards him.

George!

Hullo?

Say, what colour eyes has she got?

Grey.

Like mine?

Darker than yours.

Nicer than mine?

Dont you think we might talk about something else?

She swung round, her fists clenched, her face blazing.

I hate you! she cried. I do! I wish Id never seen you! I wish—

She leaned on the mantelpiece, burying her face in her arms, and burst into a passion of sobs. Rutherford leaped up, shocked and helpless. He sprang to her, and placed a hand gently on her shoulder.

Peggy, old girl—

She broke from him.

Dont you touch me! Dont you do it! Gee, I wish Id never seen you!

She ran to the door, darted through, and banged it behind her.

Rutherford remained where he stood, motionless. Then, almost mechanically, he felt in his pocket for matches, and relit his pipe.

Half an hour passed. Then the door opened slowly. Peggy came in. She was pale, and her eyes were red. She smiled — a pathetic little smile.

Peggy!

He took a step towards her.

She held out her hand.

Im sorry, George. I feel mean.

Dear old girl, what rot!

I do. You dont know how mean I feel. Youve been real nice to me, George. Thought Id look in and say I was sorry. Good night, George!

On the following night he waited, but she did not come. The nights went by, and still she did not come. And one morning, reading his paper, he saw that The Island of Girls had gone west to Chicago.

4

Things were not running well for Rutherford. He had had his vacation, a golden fortnight of fresh air and sunshine in the Catskills, and was back in Alcala, trying with poor success, to pick up the threads of his work. But though the Indian Summer had begun, and there was energy in the air, night after night he sat idle in his room; night after night went wearily to bed, oppressed with a dull sense of failure. He could not work. He was restless. His thoughts would not concentrate themselves. Something was wrong; and he knew what it was, though he fought against admitting it to himself. It was the absence of Peggy that had brought about the change. Not till now had he realized to the full how greatly her visits had stimulated him. He had called her laughingly his mascot; but the thing was no joke. It was true. Her absence was robbing him of the power to write.

He was lonely. For the first time since he had come to New York he was really lonely. Solitude had not hurt him till now. In his black moments it had been enough for him to look up at the photograph on the mantelpiece, and instantly he was alone no longer. But now the photograph had lost its magic. It could not hold him. Always his mind would wander back to the little, black-haired ghost that sat on the table, smiling at him, and questioning him with its grey eyes.

And the days went by, unvarying in their monotony. And always the ghost sat on the table, smiling at him.

With the Fall came the reopening of the theatres. One by one the electric signs blazed out along Broadway, spreading the message that the dull days were over, and New York was itself again. At the Melody, where ages ago The Island of Girls had run its light-hearted course, a new musical piece was in rehearsal. Alcala was full once more. The nightly snatches of conversation outside his door had recommenced. He listened for her voice, but he never heard it.

He sat up, waiting, into the small hours, but she did not come. Once he had been trying to write, and had fallen, as usual, to brooding — there was a soft knock at the door. In an instant he had bounded from his chair, and turned the handle. It was one of the reporters from upstairs, who had run out of matches. Rutherford gave him a handful. The reporter went out, wondering what the man had laughed at.

There is balm in Broadway, especially by night. Depression vanishes before the cheerfulness of the great white way when the lights are lit and the human tide is in full flood. Rutherford had developed of late a habit of patrolling the neighbourhood of Forty-Second Street at theatre-time. He found it did him good. There is a gaiety, a bonhomie, in the atmosphere of the New York streets. Rutherford loved to stand on the sidewalk and watch the passers-by, weaving stories round them.

One night his wanderings had brought him to Herald Square. The theatres were just emptying themselves. This was the time he liked best. He drew to one side to watch, and as he moved he saw Peggy.

She was standing at the corner, buttoning a glove. He was by her side in an instant.

Peggy! he cried.

She was looking pale and tired, but the colour came back to her cheeks as she held out her hand. There was no trace of embarrassment in her manner; only a frank pleasure at seeing him again.

Where have you been? he said. I couldnt think what had become of you.

She looked at him curiously.

Did you miss me, George?

Miss you? Of course I did. My works been going all to pieces since you went away.

I only came back last night. Im in the new piece at the Madison. Gee, Im tired, George! Weve been rehearsing all day.

He took her by the arm.

Come along and have some supper. You look worn out. By Jove, Peggy, its good seeing you again! Can you walk as far as Rectors, or shall I carry you?

Guess I can walk that far. But Rectors? Has your rich uncle died and left you a fortune, George?

Dont you worry, Peggy. This is an occasion. I thought I was never going to see you again. Ill buy you the whole hotel, if you like.

Just supperll do, I guess. Youre getting quite the rounder, George.

You bet I am. There are all sorts of sides to my character youve never so much as dreamed of.

They seemed to know Peggy at Rectors. Paul, the head waiter, beamed upon her paternally. One or two men turned and looked after her as she passed. The waiters smiled slight but friendly smiles. Rutherford, intent on her, noticed none of these things.

Despite her protests, he ordered an elaborate and expensive supper. He was particular about the wine. The waiter, who had been doubtful about him, was won over, and went off to execute the order, reflecting that it was never safe to judge a man by his clothes, and that Rutherford was probably one of these eccentric young millionaires who didnt care how they dressed.

Well? said Peggy, when he had finished.

Well? said Rutherford.

Youre looking brown, George.

Ive been away in the Catskills.

Still as strong on the rube proposition as ever?

Yes. But Broadway has its points, too.

Oh, youre beginning to see that? Gee, Im glad to be back. Ive had enough of the Wild West. If anybody ever tries to steer you west of Eleventh Avenue, George, dont you go. Theres nothing doing. How have you been making out at your writing stunt?

Pretty well. But I wanted you. I was lost without my mascot. Ive got a story in this months Wilsons. A long story, and paid accordingly. Thats why Im able to go about giving suppers to great actresses.

I read it on the train, said Peggy. Its dandy. Do you know what you ought to do, George? You ought to turn it into a play. Theres a heap of money in plays.

I know. But who wants a play by an unknown man?

I know who would want Willie in the Wilderness, if you made it into a play, and thats Winfield Knight. Ever seen him?

I saw him in The Outsider. Hes clever.

Hes It, if he gets a part to suit him. If he doesnt, he dont amount to a row of beans. Its just a gamble. This thing hes in now is no good. The part doesnt begin to fit him. In a month hell be squealing for another play, sos you can hear him in Connecticut.

He shall not squeal in vain, said Rutherford. If he wants my work, who am I that I should stand in the way of his simple pleasures? Ill start on the thing tomorrow.

I can help you some too, I guess. I used to know Winfield Knight. I can put you wise on lots of things about him thatll help you work up Willies character sos itll fit him like a glove.

Rutherford raised his glass.

Peggy, he said, youre more than a mascot. You ought to be drawing a big commission on everything I write. It beats me how any of these other fellows ever write anything without you there to help them. I wonder whats the most expensive cigar they keep here? I must have it, whatever it is. Noblesse oblige. We popular playwrights mustnt be seen in public smoking any cheap stuff.



It was Rutherfords artistic temperament which, when they left the restaurant, made him hail a taxi-cab. Taxi-cabs are not for young men drawing infinitesimal salaries in banks, even if those salaries are supplemented at rare intervals by a short story in a magazine. Peggy was for returning to Alcala by car, but Rutherford refused to countenance such an anti-climax.

Peggy nestled into the corner of the cab, with a tired sigh, and there was silence as they moved smoothly up Broadway.

He peered at her in the dim light. She looked very small and wistful and fragile. Suddenly an intense desire surged over him to pick her up and crush her to him. He fought against it. He tried to fix his thoughts on the girl at home, to tell himself that he was a man of honour. His fingers, gripping the edge of the seat, tightened till every muscle of his arm was rigid.

The cab, crossing a rough piece of road, jolted Peggy from her corner. Her hand fell on his.

Peggy! he cried, hoarsely.

Her grey eyes were wet. He could see them glisten. And then his arms were round her, and he was covering her upturned face with kisses.

The cab drew up at the entrance to Alcala. They alighted in silence, and without a word made their way through into the hall. From force of habit, Rutherford glanced at the letter-rack on the wall at the foot of the stairs. There was one letter in his pigeon-hole.

Mechanically he drew it out; and, as his eyes fell on the handwriting, something seemed to snap inside him.

He looked at Peggy, standing on the bottom stair, and back again at the envelope in his hand. His mood was changing with a violence that left him physically weak. He felt dazed, as if he had wakened out of a trance.

With a strong effort he mastered himself. Peggy had mounted a few steps, and was looking back at him over her shoulder. He could read the meaning now in the grey eyes.

Good night, Peggy, he said in a low voice. She turned, facing him, and for a moment neither moved.

Good night! said Rutherford again.

Her lips parted, as if she were about to speak, but she said nothing.

Then she turned again, and began to walk slowly upstairs.

He stood watching her till she had reached the top of the long flight. She did not look back.
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Peggys nightly visits began afresh after this, and the ghost on the table troubled Rutherford no more. His restlessness left him. He began to write with a new vigour and success. In after years he wrote many plays, most of them good, clear-cut pieces of work, but none that came from him with the utter absence of labour which made the writing of Willie in the Wilderness a joy. He wrote easily, without effort. And always Peggy was there, helping, stimulating, encouraging.

Sometimes, when he came in after dinner to settle down to work, he would find a piece of paper on his table covered with her schoolgirl scrawl. It would run somewhat as follows:

He is proud of his arms. They are skinny, but he thinks them the limit. Better put in a shirt-sleeve scene for Willie somewhere.

He thinks he has a beautiful profile. Couldnt you make one of the girls say something about Willie having the goods in that line?

He is crazy about golf.

He is proud of his French accent. Couldnt you make Willie speak a little piece in French?

He being Winfield Knight.



And so, little by little, the character of Willie grew, till it ceased to be the Willie of the magazine story, and became Winfield Knight himself, with improvements. The task began to fascinate Rutherford. It was like planning a pleasant surprise for a child. Hell like that, he would say to himself, as he wrote in some speech enabling Willie to display one of the accomplishments, real or imagined, of the absent actor. Peggy read it, and approved. It was she who suggested the big speech in the second act where Willie described the progress of his love affair in terms of the golf-links. From her, too, came information as to little traits in the mans character which the stranger would not have suspected.

As the play progressed Rutherford was amazed at the completeness of the character he had built. It lived. Willie in the magazine story might have been anyone. He fitted into the story, but you could not see him. He had no real individuality. But Willie in the play! He felt that he would recognize him in the street. There was all the difference between the two that there is between a nameless figure in some cheap picture and a portrait by Sargent. There were times when the story of the play seemed thin to him, and the other characters wooden, but in his blackest moods he was sure of Willie. All the contradictions in the character rang true: the humour, the pathos, the surface vanity covering a real diffidence, the strength and weakness fighting one another.

Youre alive, my son, said Rutherford, admiringly, as he read the sheets. But you dont belong to me.

At last there came the day when the play was finished, when the last line was written, and the last possible alteration made; and later, the day when Rutherford, bearing the brown-paper-covered package under his arm, called at the Players Club to keep an appointment with Winfield Knight.

Almost from the first Rutherford had a feeling that he had met the man before, that he knew him. As their acquaintance progressed — the actor was in an expansive mood, and talked much before coming to business — the feeling grew. Then he understood. This was Willie, and no other. The likeness was extraordinary. Little turns of thought, little expressions — they were all in the play.

The actor paused in a description of how he had almost beaten a champion at golf, and looked at the parcel.

Is that the play? he said.

Yes, said Rutherford. Shall I read it?

Guess Ill just look through it myself. Wheres Act I? Here we are! Have a cigar while youre waiting?

Rutherford settled himself in his chair, and watched the others face. For the first few pages, which contained some tame dialogue between minor characters, it was blank.

Enter Willie, he said. Am I Willie?

I hope so, said Rutherford, with a smile. Its the star part.

Hm.

He went on reading. Rutherford watched him with furtive keenness. There was a line coming at the bottom of the page which he was then reading which ought to hit him, an epigram on golf, a whimsical thought put almost exactly as he had put it himself five minutes back when telling his golf story.

The shot did not miss fire. The chuckle from the actor and the sigh of relief from Rutherford were almost simultaneous. Winfield Knight turned to him.

Thats a dandy line about golf, said he.

Rutherford puffed complacently at his cigar.

Theres lots more of them in the piece, he said.

Bully for you, said the actor. And went on reading.

Three-quarters of an hour passed before he spoke again. Then he looked up.

Its me, he said; its me all the time. I wish Id seen this before I put on the punk Im doing now. This is me from the drive off the tee. Its great! Say, whatll you have?

Rutherford leaned back in his chair, his mind in a whirl. He had arrived at last. His struggles were over. He would not admit of the possibility of the play being a failure. He was a made man. He could go where he pleased, and do as he pleased.

It gave him something of a shock to find how persistently his thoughts refused to remain in England. Try as he might to keep them there, they kept flitting back to Alcala.

6

Willie in the Wilderness was not a failure. It was a triumph. Principally, it is true, a personal triumph for Winfield Knight. Everyone was agreed that he had never had a part that suited him so well. Critics forgave the blunders of the piece for the sake of its principal character. The play was a curiously amateurish thing. It was only later that Rutherford learned craft and caution. When he wrote Willie he was a colt, rambling unchecked through the field of play-writing, ignorant of its pitfalls. But, with all its faults, Willie in the Wilderness was a success. It might, as one critic pointed out, be more of a monologue act for Winfield Knight than a play, but that did not affect Rutherford.

It was late on the opening night when he returned to Alcala. He had tried to get away earlier. He wanted to see Peggy. But Winfield Knight, flushed with success, was in his most expansive mood. He seized upon Rutherford and would not let him go. There was supper, a gay, uproarious supper, at which everybody seemed to be congratulating everybody else. Men he had never met before shook him warmly by the hand. Somebody made a speech, despite the efforts of the rest of the company to prevent him. Rutherford sat there, dazed, out of touch with the mood of the party. He wanted Peggy. He was tired of all this excitement and noise. He had had enough of it. All he asked was to be allowed to slip away quietly and go home. He wanted to think, to try and realize what all this meant to him.

At length the party broke up in one last explosion of handshaking and congratulations; and, eluding Winfield Knight, who proposed to take him off to his club, he started to walk up Broadway.

It was late when he reached Alcala. There was a light in his room. Peggy had waited up to hear the news.

She jumped off the table as he came in.

Well? she cried.

Rutherford sat down and stretched out his legs.

Its a success, he said. A tremendous success!

Peggy clapped her hands.

Bully for you, George! I knew it would be. Tell me all about it. Was Winfield good?

He was the whole piece. There was nothing in it but him. He rose and placed his hands on her shoulders. Peggy, old girl, I dont know what to say. You know as well as I do that its all owing to you that the piece has been a success. If I hadnt had your help—

Peggy laughed.

Oh, beat it, George! she said. Dont you come jollying me. I look like a high-brow playwright, dont I! No; Im real glad youve made a hit, George, but dont start handing out any story about its not being your own. I didnt do a thing.

You did. You did everything.

I didnt. But, say, dont lets start quarrelling. Tell me more about it. How many calls did you take.

He told her all that had happened. When he had finished, there was a silence.

I guess youll be quitting soon, George? said Peggy, at last. Now that youve made a home-run. Youll be going back to that rube joint, with the cows and hens — isnt that it?

Rutherford did not reply. He was staring thoughtfully at the floor. He did not seem to have heard.

I guess that girlll be glad to see you, she went on. Shall you cable tomorrow, George? And then youll get married and go and live in the rube house, and become a regular hayseed and— She broke off suddenly, with a catch in her voice. Gee, she whispered, halt to herself, Ill be sorry when you go, George.

He sprang up.

Peggy!

He seized her by the arm. He heard the quick intake of her breath.

Peggy, listen! He gripped her till she winced with pain. Im not going back. Im never going back. Im a cad, Im a hound! I know I am. But Im not going back. Im going to stay here with you. I want you, Peggy. Do you hear? I want you!

She tried to draw herself away, but he held her.

I love you, Peggy! Peggy, will you be my wife?

There was utter astonishment in her grey eyes. Her face was very white.

Will you, Peggy?

He dropped her arm.

Will you, Peggy?

No! she cried.

He drew back.

No! she cried sharply, as if it hurt her to speak. I wouldnt play you such a mean trick. Im too fond of you, George. Theres never been anybody just like you. Youve been mighty good to me. Ive never met a man who treated me like you. Youre the only real white man thats ever happened to me, and I guess Im not going to play you a low-down trick like spoiling your life. George, I thought you knew. Honest, I thought you knew. How did you think I lived in a swell place like this, if you didnt know? How did you suppose everyone knew me at Rectors? How did you think Id managed to find out so much about Winfield Knight? Cant you guess?

She drew a long breath.

I—

He interrupted her hoarsely.

Is there anyone now, Peggy?

Yes, she said, there is.

You dont love him, Peggy, do you?

Love him? She laughed bitterly. No; I dont love him.

Then come to me, dear, he said.

She shook her head in silence. Rutherford sat down, his chin resting in his hands. She came across to him, and smoothed his hair.

It wouldnt do, George, she said. Honest, it wouldnt do. Listen. When we first met, I — I rather liked you, George, and I was mad at you for being so fond of the other girl and taking no notice of me — not in the way I wanted, and I tried — Gee, I feel mean. It was all my fault. I didnt think it would matter. There didnt seem no chance then of your being able to go back and have the sort of good time you wanted; and I thought youd just stay here and wed be pals and — but now you can go back, its all different. I couldnt keep you. It would be too mean. You see, you dont really want to stop. You think you do, but you dont!

I love you, he muttered.

Youll forget me. Its all just a Broadway dream, George. Think of it like that. Broadways got you now, but you dont really belong. Youre not like me. Its not in your blood, sos you cant get it out. Its the chickens and roses you want really. Just a Broadway dream. Thats what it is. George, when I was a kid, I remember crying and crying for a lump of candy in the window of a store till one of my brothers up and bought it for me just to stop the racket. Gee! For about a minute I was the busiest thing that ever happened, eating away. And then it didnt seem to interest me no more. Broadways like that for you, George. You go back to the girl and the cows and all of it. Itll hurt some, I guess, but I reckon youll be glad you did.

She stooped swiftly, and kissed him on the forehead.

Ill miss you, dear, she said, softly, and was gone.



Rutherford sat on, motionless. Outside, the blackness changed to grey, and the grey to white. He got up. He felt very stiff and cold.

A Broadway dream! he muttered.

He went to the mantelpiece and took up the photograph. He carried it to the window where he could see it better.

A shaft of sunlight pierced the curtains and fell upon it.
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THERES A DIVINITY that shapes our ends. Consider the case of Henry Pifield Rice, detective.

I must explain Henry early, to avoid disappointment. If I simply said he was a detective, and let it go at that, I should be obtaining the readers interest under false pretences. He was really only a sort of detective, a species of sleuth. At Staffords International Investigation Bureau, in the Strand, where he was employed, they did not require him to solve mysteries which had baffled the police. He had never measured a footprint in his life, and what he did not know about bloodstains would have filled a library. The sort of job they gave Henry was to stand outside a restaurant in the rain, and note what time someone inside left it. In short, it is not Pifield Rice, Investigator. No. 1. — The Adventure of the Maharajahs Ruby that I submit to your notice, but the unsensational doings of a quite commonplace young man, variously known to his comrades at the Bureau as Fathead, That blighter whats-his-name, and Here, you!

Henry lived in a boarding-house in Guildford Street. One day a new girl came to the boarding-house, and sat next to Henry at meals. Her name was Alice Weston. She was small and quiet, and rather pretty. They got on splendidly. Their conversation, at first confined to the weather and the moving-pictures, rapidly became more intimate. Henry was surprised to find that she was on the stage, in the chorus. Previous chorus-girls at the boarding-house had been of a more pronounced type — good girls, but noisy, and apt to wear beauty-spots. Alice Weston was different.

Im rehearsing at present, she said. Im going out on tour next month in The Girl From Brighton. What do you do, Mr Rice?

Henry paused for a moment before replying. He knew how sensational he was going to be.

Im a detective.

Usually, when he told girls his profession, squeaks of amazed admiration greeted him. Now he was chagrined to perceive in the brown eyes that met his distinct disapproval.

Whats the matter? he said, a little anxiously, for even at this early stage in their acquaintance he was conscious of a strong desire to win her approval. Dont you like detectives?

I dont know. Somehow I shouldnt have thought you were one.

This restored Henrys equanimity somewhat. Naturally a detective does not want to look like a detective and give the whole thing away right at the start.

I think — you wont be offended?

Go on.

Ive always looked on it as rather a sneaky job.

Sneaky! moaned Henry.

Well, creeping about, spying on people.

Henry was appalled. She had defined his own trade to a nicety. There might be detectives whose work was above this reproach, but he was a confirmed creeper, and he knew it. It wasnt his fault. The boss told him to creep, and he crept. If he declined to creep, he would be sacked instanter. It was hard, and yet he felt the sting of her words, and in his bosom the first seeds of dissatisfaction with his occupation took root.

You might have thought that this frankness on the girls part would have kept Henry from falling in love with her. Certainly the dignified thing would have been to change his seat at table, and take his meals next to someone who appreciated the romance of detective work a little more. But no, he remained where he was, and presently Cupid, who never shoots with a surer aim than through the steam of boarding-house hash, sniped him where he sat.

He proposed to Alice Weston. She refused him.

Its not because Im not fond of you. I think youre the nicest man I ever met. A good deal of assiduous attention had enabled Henry to win this place in her affections. He had worked patiently and well before actually putting his fortune to the test. Id marry you tomorrow if things were different. But Im on the stage, and I mean to stick there. Most of the girls want to get off it, but not me. And one thing Ill never do is marry someone who isnt in the profession. My sister Genevieve did, and look what happened to her. She married a commercial traveller, and take it from me he travelled. She never saw him for more than five minutes in the year, except when he was selling gents hosiery in the same town where she was doing her refined speciality, and then hed just wave his hand and whiz by, and start travelling again. My husband has got to be close by, where I can see him. Im sorry, Henry, but I know Im right.

It seemed final, but Henry did not wholly despair. He was a resolute young man. You have to be to wait outside restaurants in the rain for any length of time.

He had an inspiration. He sought out a dramatic agent.

I want to go on the stage, in musical comedy.

Lets see you dance.

I cant dance.

Sing, said the agent. Stop singing, added the agent, hastily.

You go away and have a nice cup of hot tea, said the agent, soothingly, and youll be as right as anything in the morning.

Henry went away.

A few days later, at the Bureau, his fellow-detective Simmonds hailed him.

Here, you! The boss wants you. Buck up!

Mr Stafford was talking into the telephone. He replaced the receiver as Henry entered.

Oh, Rice, heres a woman wants her husband shadowed while hes on the road. Hes an actor. Im sending you. Go to this address, and get photographs and all particulars. Youll have to catch the eleven oclock train on Friday.

Yes, sir.

Hes in The Girl From Brighton company. They open at Bristol.

It sometimes seemed to Henry as if Fate did it on purpose. If the commission had had to do with any other company, it would have been well enough, for, professionally speaking, it was the most important with which he had ever been entrusted. If he had never met Alice Weston, and heard her views upon detective work, he would have been pleased and flattered. Things being as they were, it was Henrys considered opinion that Fate had slipped one over on him.

In the first place, what torture to be always near her, unable to reveal himself; to watch her while she disported herself in the company of other men. He would be disguised, and she would not recognize him; but he would recognize her, and his sufferings would be dreadful.

In the second place, to have to do his creeping about and spying practically in her presence — 

Still, business was business.

At five minutes to eleven on the morning named he was at the station, a false beard and spectacles shielding his identity from the public eye. If you had asked him he would have said that he was a Scotch business man. As a matter of fact, he looked far more like a motor-car coming through a haystack.

The platform was crowded. Friends of the company had come to see the company off. Henry looked on discreetly from behind a stout porter, whose bulk formed a capital screen. In spite of himself, he was impressed. The stage at close quarters always thrilled him. He recognized celebrities. The fat man in the brown suit was Walter Jelliffe, the comedian and star of the company. He stared keenly at him through the spectacles. Others of the famous were scattered about. He saw Alice. She was talking to a man with a face like a hatchet, and smiling, too, as if she enjoyed it. Behind the matted foliage which he had inflicted on his face, Henrys teeth came together with a snap.

In the weeks that followed, as he dogged The Girl From Brighton company from town to town, it would be difficult to say whether Henry was happy or unhappy. On the one hand, to realize that Alice was so near and yet so inaccessible was a constant source of misery; yet, on the other, he could not but admit that he was having the very dickens of a time, loafing round the country like this.

He was made for this sort of life, he considered. Fate had placed him in a London office, but what he really enjoyed was this unfettered travel. Some gipsy strain in him rendered even the obvious discomforts of theatrical touring agreeable. He liked catching trains; he liked invading strange hotels; above all, he revelled in the artistic pleasure of watching unsuspecting fellow-men as if they were so many ants.

That was really the best part of the whole thing. It was all very well for Alice to talk about creeping and spying, but, if you considered it without bias, there was nothing degrading about it at all. It was an art. It took brains and a genius for disguise to make a man a successful creeper and spyer. You couldnt simply say to yourself, I will creep. If you attempted to do it in your own person, you would be detected instantly. You had to be an adept at masking your personality. You had to be one man at Bristol and another quite different man at Hull — especially if, like Henry, you were of a gregarious disposition, and liked the society of actors.

The stage had always fascinated Henry. To meet even minor members of the profession off the boards gave him a thrill. There was a resting juvenile, of fit-up calibre, at his boarding-house who could always get a shilling out of him simply by talking about how he had jumped in and saved the show at the hamlets which he had visited in the course of his wanderings. And on this Girl From Brighton tour he was in constant touch with men who really amounted to something. Walter Jelliffe had been a celebrity when Henry was going to school; and Sidney Crane, the baritone, and others of the lengthy cast, were all players not unknown in London. Henry courted them assiduously.

It had not been hard to scrape acquaintance with them. The principals of the company always put up at the best hotel, and — his expenses being paid by his employer — so did Henry. It was the easiest thing possible to bridge with a well-timed whisky-and-soda the gulf between non-acquaintance and warm friendship. Walter Jelliffe, in particular, was peculiarly accessible. Every time Henry accosted him — as a different individual, of course — and renewed in a fresh disguise the friendship which he had enjoyed at the last town, Walter Jelliffe met him more than half-way.

It was in the sixth week of the tour that the comedian, promoting him from mere casual acquaintanceship, invited him to come up to his room and smoke a cigar.

Henry was pleased and flattered. Jelliffe was a personage, always surrounded by admirers, and the compliment was consequently of a high order.

He lit his cigar. Among his friends at the Green-Room Club it was unanimously held that Walter Jelliffes cigars brought him within the scope of the law forbidding the carrying of concealed weapons; but Henry would have smoked the gift of such a man if it had been a cabbage-leaf. He puffed away contentedly. He was made up as an old Indian colonel that week, and he complimented his host on the aroma with a fine old-world courtesy.

Walter Jelliffe seemed gratified.

Quite comfortable? he asked.

Quite, I thank you, said Henry, fondling his silver moustache.

Thats right. And now tell me, old man, which of us is it youre trailing?

Henry nearly swallowed his cigar.

What do you mean?

Oh, come, protested Jelliffe; theres no need to keep it up with me. I know youre a detective. The question is, Whos the man youre after? Thats what weve all been wondering all this time.

All! They had all been wondering! It was worse than Henry could have imagined. Till now he had pictured his position with regard to The Girl From Brighton company rather as that of some scientist who, seeing but unseen, keeps a watchful eye on the denizens of a drop of water under his microscope. And they had all detected him — every one of them.

It was a stunning blow. If there was one thing on which Henry prided himself it was the impenetrability of his disguises. He might be slow; he might be on the stupid side; but he could disguise himself. He had a variety of disguises, each designed to befog the public more hopelessly than the last.

Going down the street, you would meet a typical commercial traveller, dapper and alert. Anon, you encountered a heavily bearded Australian. Later, maybe, it was a courteous old retired colonel who stopped you and inquired the way to Trafalgar Square. Still later, a rather flashy individual of the sporting type asked you for a match for his cigar. Would you have suspected for one instant that each of these widely differing personalities was in reality one man?

Certainly you would.

Henry did not know it, but he had achieved in the eyes of the small servant who answered the front-door bell at his boarding-house a well-established reputation as a humorist of the more practical kind. It was his habit to try his disguises on her. He would ring the bell, inquire for the landlady, and when Bella had gone, leap up the stairs to his room. Here he would remove the disguise, resume his normal appearance, and come downstairs again, humming a careless air. Bella, meanwhile, in the kitchen, would be confiding to her ally the cook that Mr Rice had jest come in, lookin sort o funny again.

He sat and gaped at Walter Jelliffe. The comedian regarded him curiously.

You look at least a hundred years old, he said. What are you made up as? A piece of Gorgonzola?

Henry glanced hastily at the mirror. Yes, he did look rather old. He must have overdone some of the lines on his forehead. He looked something between a youngish centenarian and a nonagenarian who had seen a good deal of trouble.

If you knew how you were demoralizing the company, Jelliffe went on, you would drop it. As steady and quiet a lot of boys as ever you met till you came along. Now they do nothing but bet on what disguise youre going to choose for the next town. I dont see why you need to change so often. You were all right as the Scotchman at Bristol. We were all saying how nice you looked. You should have stuck to that. But what do you do at Hull but roll in in a scrubby moustache and a tweed suit, looking rotten. However, all that is beside the point. Its a free country. If you like to spoil your beauty, I suppose theres no law against it. What I want to know is, whos the man? Whose track are you sniffing on, Bill? Youll pardon my calling you Bill. Youre known as Bill the Bloodhound in the company. Whos the man?

Never mind, said Henry.

He was aware, as he made it, that it was not a very able retort, but he was feeling too limp for satisfactory repartee. Criticisms in the Bureau, dealing with his alleged solidity of skull, he did not resent. He attributed them to mans natural desire to chaff his fellow-man. But to be unmasked by the general public in this way was another matter. It struck at the root of all things.

But I do mind, objected Jelliffe. Its most important. A lot of money hangs on it. Weve got a sweepstake on in the company, the holder of the winning name to take the entire receipts. Come on. Who is he?

Henry rose and made for the door. His feelings were too deep for words. Even a minor detective has his professional pride; and the knowledge that his espionage is being made the basis of sweepstakes by his quarry cuts this to the quick.

Here, dont go! Where are you going?

Back to London, said Henry, bitterly. Its a lot of good my staying here now, isnt it?

I should say it was — to me. Dont be in a hurry. Youre thinking that, now we know all about you, your utility as a sleuth has waned to some extent. Is that it?

Well?

Well, why worry? What does it matter to you? You dont get paid by results, do you? Your boss said Trail along. Well, do it, then. I should hate to lose you. I dont suppose you know it, but youve been the best mascot this tour that Ive ever come across. Right from the start weve been playing to enormous business. Id rather kill a black cat than lose you. Drop the disguises, and stay with us. Come behind all you want, and be sociable.

A detective is only human. The less of a detective, the more human he is. Henry was not much of a detective, and his human traits were consequently highly developed. From a boy, he had never been able to resist curiosity. If a crowd collected in the street he always added himself to it, and he would have stopped to gape at a window with Watch this window written on it, if he had been running for his life from wild bulls. He was, and always had been, intensely desirous of some day penetrating behind the scenes of a theatre.

And there was another thing. At last, if he accepted this invitation, he would be able to see and speak to Alice Weston, and interfere with the manoeuvres of the hatchet-faced man, on whom he had brooded with suspicion and jealousy since that first morning at the station. To see Alice! Perhaps, with eloquence, to talk her out of that ridiculous resolve of hers!

Why, theres something in that, he said.

Rather! Well, thats settled. And now, touching that sweep, who is it?

I cant tell you that. You see, so far as that goes, Im just where I was before. I can still watch — whoever it is Im watching.

Dash it, so you can. I didnt think of that, said Jelliffe, who possessed a sensitive conscience. Purely between ourselves, it isnt me, is it?

Henry eyed him inscrutably. He could look inscrutable at times.

Ah! he said, and left quickly, with the feeling that, however poorly he had shown up during the actual interview, his exit had been good. He might have been a failure in the matter of disguise, but nobody could have put more quiet sinister-ness into that Ah! It did much to soothe him and ensure a peaceful nights rest.

On the following night, for the first time in his life, Henry found himself behind the scenes of a theatre, and instantly began to experience all the complex emotions which come to the layman in that situation. That is to say, he felt like a cat which has strayed into a strange hostile back-yard. He was in a new world, inhabited by weird creatures, who flitted about in an eerie semi-darkness, like brightly coloured animals in a cavern.

The Girl From Brighton was one of those exotic productions specially designed for the Tired Business Man. It relied for a large measure of its success on the size and appearance of its chorus, and on their constant change of costume. Henry, as a consequence, was the centre of a kaleidoscopic whirl of feminine loveliness, dressed to represent such varying flora and fauna as rabbits, Parisian students, colleens, Dutch peasants, and daffodils. Musical comedy is the Irish stew of the drama. Anything may be put into it, with the certainty that it will improve the general effect.

He scanned the throng for a sight of Alice. Often as he had seen the piece in the course of its six weeks wandering in the wilderness he had never succeeded in recognizing her from the front of the house. Quite possibly, he thought, she might be on the stage already, hidden in a rose-tree or some other shrub, ready at the signal to burst forth upon the audience in short skirts; for in The Girl From Brighton almost anything could turn suddenly into a chorus-girl.

Then he saw her, among the daffodils. She was not a particularly convincing daffodil, but she looked good to Henry. With wabbling knees he butted his way through the crowd and seized her hand enthusiastically.

Why, Henry! Where did you come from?

I am glad to see you!

How did you get here?

I am glad to see you!

At this point the stage-manager, bellowing from the prompt-box, urged Henry to desist. It is one of the mysteries of behind-the-scenes acoustics that a whisper from any minor member of the company can be heard all over the house, while the stage-manager can burst himself without annoying the audience.

Henry, awed by authority, relapsed into silence. From the unseen stage came the sound of someone singing a song about the moon. June was also mentioned. He recognized the song as one that had always bored him. He disliked the woman who was singing it — a Miss Clarice Weaver, who played the heroine of the piece to Sidney Cranes hero.

In his opinion he was not alone. Miss Weaver was not popular in the company. She had secured the role rather as a testimony of personal esteem from the management than because of any innate ability. She sang badly, acted indifferently, and was uncertain what to do with her hands. All these things might have been forgiven her, but she supplemented them by the crime known in stage circles as throwing her weight about. That is to say, she was hard to please, and, when not pleased, apt to say so in no uncertain voice. To his personal friends Walter Jelliffe had frequently confided that, though not a rich man, he was in the market with a substantial reward for anyone who was man enough to drop a ton of iron on Miss Weaver.

Tonight the song annoyed Henry more than usual, for he knew that very soon the daffodils were due on the stage to clinch the verisimilitude of the scene by dancing the tango with the rabbits. He endeavoured to make the most of the time at his disposal.

I am glad to see you! he said.

Sh-h! said the stage-manager.

Henry was discouraged. Romeo could not have made love under these conditions. And then, just when he was pulling himself together to begin again, she was torn from him by the exigencies of the play.

He wandered moodily off into the dusty semi-darkness. He avoided the prompt-box, whence he could have caught a glimpse of her, being loath to meet the stage-manager just at present.

Walter Jelliffe came up to him, as he sat on a box and brooded on life.

A little less of the double forte, old man, he said. Miss Weaver has been kicking about the noise on the side. She wanted you thrown out, but I said you were my mascot, and I would die sooner than part with you. But I should go easy on the chest-notes, I think, all the same.

Henry nodded moodily. He was depressed. He had the feeling, which comes so easily to the intruder behind the scenes, that nobody loved him.

The piece proceeded. From the front of the house roars of laughter indicated the presence on the stage of Walter Jelliffe, while now and then a lethargic silence suggested that Miss Clarice Weaver was in action. From time to time the empty space about him filled with girls dressed in accordance with the exuberant fancy of the producer of the piece. When this happened, Henry would leap from his seat and endeavour to locate Alice; but always, just as he thought he had done so, the hidden orchestra would burst into melody and the chorus would be called to the front.

It was not till late in the second act that he found an opportunity for further speech.

The plot of The Girl From Brighton had by then reached a critical stage. The situation was as follows: The hero, having been disinherited by his wealthy and titled father for falling in love with the heroine, a poor shop-girl, has disguised himself (by wearing a different coloured necktie) and has come in pursuit of her to a well-known seaside resort, where, having disguised herself by changing her dress, she is serving as a waitress in the Rotunda, on the Esplanade. The family butler, disguised as a Bath-chair man, has followed the hero, and the wealthy and titled father, disguised as an Italian opera-singer, has come to the place for a reason which, though extremely sound, for the moment eludes the memory. Anyhow, he is there, and they all meet on the Esplanade. Each recognizes the other, but thinks he himself is unrecognized. Exeunt all, hurriedly, leaving the heroine alone on the stage.

It is a crisis in the heroines life. She meets it bravely. She sings a song entitled My Honolulu Queen, with chorus of Japanese girls and Bulgarian officers.

Alice was one of the Japanese girls.

She was standing a little apart from the other Japanese girls. Henry was on her with a bound. Now was his time. He felt keyed up, full of persuasive words. In the interval which had elapsed since their last conversation yeasty emotions had been playing the dickens with his self-control. It is practically impossible for a novice, suddenly introduced behind the scenes of a musical comedy, not to fall in love with somebody; and, if he is already in love, his fervour is increased to a dangerous point.

Henry felt that it was now or never. He forgot that it was perfectly possible — indeed, the reasonable course — to wait till the performance was over, and renew his appeal to Alice to marry him on the way back to her hotel. He had the feeling that he had got just about a quarter of a minute. Quick action! That was Henrys slogan.

He seized her hand.

Alice!

Sh-h! hissed the stage-manager.

Listen! I love you. Im crazy about you. What does it matter whether Im on the stage or not? I love you.

Stop that row there!

Wont you marry me?

She looked at him. It seemed to him that she hesitated.

Cut it out! bellowed the stage-manager, and Henry cut it out.

And at this moment, when his whole fate hung in the balance, there came from the stage that devastating high note which is the sign that the solo is over and that the chorus are now about to mobilize. As if drawn by some magnetic power, she suddenly receded from him, and went on to the stage.

A man in Henrys position and frame of mind is not responsible for his actions. He saw nothing but her; he was blind to the fact that important manoeuvres were in progress. All he understood was that she was going from him, and that he must stop her and get this thing settled.

He clutched at her. She was out of range, and getting farther away every instant.

He sprang forward.

The advice that should be given to every young man starting life is — if you happen to be behind the scenes at a theatre, never spring forward. The whole architecture of the place is designed to undo those who so spring. Hours before, the stage-carpenters have laid their traps, and in the semi-darkness you cannot but fall into them.

The trap into which Henry fell was a raised board. It was not a very highly-raised board. It was not so deep as a well, nor so wide as a church-door, but twas enough — it served. Stubbing it squarely with his toe, Henry shot forward, all arms and legs.

It is the instinct of Man, in such a situation, to grab at the nearest support. Henry grabbed at the Hotel Superba, the pride of the Esplanade. It was a thin wooden edifice, and it supported him for perhaps a tenth of a second. Then he staggered with it into the limelight, tripped over a Bulgarian officer who was inflating himself for a deep note, and finally fell in a complicated heap as exactly in the centre of the stage as if he had been a star of years standing.

It went well; there was no question of that. Previous audiences had always been rather cold towards this particular song, but this one got on its feet and yelled for more. From all over the house came rapturous demands that Henry should go back and do it again.

But Henry was giving no encores. He rose to his feet, a little stunned, and automatically began to dust his clothes. The orchestra, unnerved by this unrehearsed infusion of new business, had stopped playing. Bulgarian officers and Japanese girls alike seemed unequal to the situation. They stood about, waiting for the next thing to break loose. From somewhere far away came faintly the voice of the stage-manager inventing new words, new combinations of words, and new throat noises.

And then Henry, massaging a stricken elbow, was aware of Miss Weaver at his side. Looking up, he caught Miss Weavers eye.

A familiar stage-direction of melodrama reads, Exit cautious through gap in hedge. It was Henrys first appearance on any stage, but he did it like a veteran.

My dear fellow, said Walter Jelliffe. The hour was midnight, and he was sitting in Henrys bedroom at the hotel. Leaving the theatre, Henry had gone to bed almost instinctively. Bed seemed the only haven for him. My dear fellow, dont apologize. You have put me under lasting obligations. In the first place, with your unerring sense of the stage, you saw just the spot where the piece needed livening up, and you livened it up. That was good; but far better was it that you also sent our Miss Weaver into violent hysterics, from which she emerged to hand in her notice. She leaves us tomorrow.

Henry was appalled at the extent of the disaster for which he was responsible.

What will you do?

Do! Why, its what we have all been praying for — a miracle which should eject Miss Weaver. It needed a genius like you to come to bring it off. Sidney Cranes wife can play the part without rehearsal. She understudied it all last season in London. Crane has just been speaking to her on the phone, and she is catching the night express.

Henry sat up in bed.

What!

Whats the trouble now?

Sidney Cranes wife?

What about her?

A bleakness fell upon Henrys soul.

She was the woman who was employing me. Now I shall be taken off the job and have to go back to London.

You dont mean that it was really Cranes wife?

Jelliffe was regarding him with a kind of awe.

Laddie, he said, in a hushed voice, you almost scare me. There seems to be no limit to your powers as a mascot. You fill the house every night, you get rid of the Weaver woman, and now you tell me this. I drew Crane in the sweep, and I would have taken twopence for my chance of winning it.

I shall get a telegram from my boss tomorrow recalling me.

Dont go. Stick with me. Join the troupe.

Henry stared.

What do you mean? I cant sing or act.

Jelliffes voice thrilled with earnestness.

My boy, I can go down the Strand and pick up a hundred fellows who can sing and act. I dont want them. I turn them away. But a seventh son of a seventh son like you, a human horseshoe like you, a king of mascots like you — they dont make them nowadays. Theyve lost the pattern. If you like to come with me Ill give you a contract for any number of years you suggest. I need you in my business. He rose. Think it over, laddie, and let me know tomorrow. Look here upon this picture, and on that. As a sleuth you are poor. You couldnt detect a bass-drum in a telephone-booth. You have no future. You are merely among those present. But as a mascot — my boy, youre the only thing in sight. You cant help succeeding on the stage. You dont have to know how to act. Look at the dozens of good actors who are out of jobs. Why? Unlucky. No other reason. With your luck and a little experience youll be a star before you know youve begun. Think it over, and let me know in the morning.

Before Henrys eyes there rose a sudden vision of Alice: Alice no longer unattainable; Alice walking on his arm down the aisle; Alice mending his socks; Alice with her heavenly hands fingering his salary envelope.

Dont go, he said. Dont go. Ill let you know now.



The scene is the Strand, hard by Bedford Street; the time, that restful hour of the afternoon when they of the gnarled faces and the bright clothing gather together in groups to tell each other how good they are.

Hark! A voice.

Rather! Courtneidge and the Guvnor keep on trying to get me, but I turn them down every time. No, I said to Malone only yesterday, not for me! Im going with old Wally Jelliffe, the same as usual, and there isnt the money in the Mint thatll get me away. Malone got all worked up. He—

It is the voice of Pifield Rice, actor.


EXTRICATING YOUNG GUSSIE

[image: img208.jpg]

SHE SPRANG IT on me before breakfast. There in seven words you have a complete character sketch of my Aunt Agatha. I could go on indefinitely about brutality and lack of consideration. I merely say that she routed me out of bed to listen to her painful story somewhere in the small hours. It cant have been half past eleven when Jeeves, my man, woke me out of the dreamless and broke the news:

Mrs Gregson to see you, sir.

I thought she must be walking in her sleep, but I crawled out of bed and got into a dressing-gown. I knew Aunt Agatha well enough to know that, if she had come to see me, she was going to see me. Thats the sort of woman she is.

She was sitting bolt upright in a chair, staring into space. When I came in she looked at me in that darn critical way that always makes me feel as if I had gelatine where my spine ought to be. Aunt Agatha is one of those strong-minded women. I should think Queen Elizabeth must have been something like her. She bosses her husband, Spencer Gregson, a battered little chappie on the Stock Exchange. She bosses my cousin, Gussie Mannering-Phipps. She bosses her sister-in-law, Gussies mother. And, worst of all, she bosses me. She has an eye like a man-eating fish, and she has got moral suasion down to a fine point.

I dare say there are fellows in the world — men of blood and iron, dont you know, and all that sort of thing — whom she couldnt intimidate; but if youre a chappie like me, fond of a quiet life, you simply curl into a ball when you see her coming, and hope for the best. My experience is that when Aunt Agatha wants you to do a thing you do it, or else you find yourself wondering why those fellows in the olden days made such a fuss when they had trouble with the Spanish Inquisition.

Halloa, Aunt Agatha! I said

Bertie, she said, you look a sight. You look perfectly dissipated.

I was feeling like a badly wrapped brown-paper parcel. Im never at my best in the early morning. I said so.

Early morning! I had breakfast three hours ago, and have been walking in the park ever since, trying to compose my thoughts.

If I ever breakfasted at half past eight I should walk on the Embankment, trying to end it all in a watery grave.

I am extremely worried, Bertie. That is why I have come to you.

And then I saw she was going to start something, and I bleated weakly to Jeeves to bring me tea. But she had begun before I could get it.

What are your immediate plans, Bertie?

Well, I rather thought of tottering out for a bite of lunch later on, and then possibly staggering round to the club, and after that, if I felt strong enough, I might trickle off to Walton Heath for a round of golf.

I am not interested in your totterings and tricklings. I mean, have you any important engagements in the next week or so?

I scented danger.

Rather, I said. Heaps! Millions! Booked solid!

What are they?

I — er — well, I dont quite know.

I thought as much. You have no engagements. Very well, then, I want you to start immediately for America.

America!

Do not lose sight of the fact that all this was taking place on an empty stomach, shortly after the rising of the lark.

Yes, America. I suppose even you have heard of America?

But why America?

Because that is where your Cousin Gussie is. He is in New York, and I cant get at him.

Whats Gussie been doing?

Gussie is making a perfect idiot of himself.

To one who knew young Gussie as well as I did, the words opened up a wide field for speculation.

In what way?

He has lost his head over a creature.

On past performances this rang true. Ever since he arrived at mans estate Gussie had been losing his head over creatures. Hes that sort of chap. But, as the creatures never seemed to lose their heads over him, it had never amounted to much.

I imagine you know perfectly well why Gussie went to America, Bertie. You know how wickedly extravagant your Uncle Cuthbert was.

She alluded to Gussies governor, the late head of the family, and I am bound to say she spoke the truth. Nobody was fonder of old Uncle Cuthbert than I was, but everybody knows that, where money was concerned, he was the most complete chump in the annals of the nation. He had an expensive thirst. He never backed a horse that didnt get housemaids knee in the middle of the race. He had a system of beating the bank at Monte Carlo which used to make the administration hang out the bunting and ring the joy-bells when he was sighted in the offing. Take him for all in all, dear old Uncle Cuthbert was as willing a spender as ever called the family lawyer a bloodsucking vampire because he wouldnt let Uncle Cuthbert cut down the timber to raise another thousand.

He left your Aunt Julia very little money for a woman in her position. Beechwood requires a great deal of keeping up, and poor dear Spencer, though he does his best to help, has not unlimited resources. It was clearly understood why Gussie went to America. He is not clever, but he is very good-looking, and, though he has no title, the Mannering-Phippses are one of the best and oldest families in England. He had some excellent letters of introduction, and when he wrote home to say that he had met the most charming and beautiful girl in the world I felt quite happy. He continued to rave about her for several mails, and then this morning a letter has come from him in which he says, quite casually as a sort of afterthought, that he knows we are broadminded enough not to think any the worse of her because she is on the vaudeville stage.

Oh, I say!

It was like a thunderbolt. The girls name, it seems, is Ray Denison, and according to Gussie she does something which he describes as a single on the big time. What this degraded performance may be I have not the least notion. As a further recommendation he states that she lifted them out of their seats at Mosensteins last week. Who she may be, and how or why, and who or what Mr Mosenstein may be, I cannot tell you.

By jove, I said, its like a sort of thingummybob, isnt it? A sort of fate, what?

I fail to understand you.

Well, Aunt Julia, you know, dont you know? Heredity, and so forth. Whats bred in the bone will come out in the wash, and all that kind of thing, you know.

Dont be absurd, Bertie.

That was all very well, but it was a coincidence for all that. Nobody ever mentions it, and the family have been trying to forget it for twenty-five years, but its a known fact that my Aunt Julia, Gussies mother, was a vaudeville artist once, and a very good one, too, Im told. She was playing in pantomime at Drury Lane when Uncle Cuthbert saw her first. It was before my time, of course, and long before I was old enough to take notice the family had made the best of it, and Aunt Agatha had pulled up her socks and put in a lot of educative work, and with a microscope you couldnt tell Aunt Julia from a genuine dyed-in-the-wool aristocrat. Women adapt themselves so quickly!

I have a pal who married Daisy Trimble of the Gaiety, and when I meet her now I feel like walking out of her presence backwards. But there the thing was, and you couldnt get away from it. Gussie had vaudeville blood in him, and it looked as if he were reverting to type, or whatever they call it.

By Jove, I said, for I am interested in this heredity stuff, perhaps the thing is going to be a regular family tradition, like you read about in books — a sort of Curse of the Mannering-Phippses, as it were. Perhaps each head of the familys going to marry into vaudeville for ever and ever. Unto the what-dyou-call-it generation, dont you know?

Please do not be quite idiotic, Bertie. There is one head of the family who is certainly not going to do it, and that is Gussie. And you are going to America to stop him.

Yes, but why me?

Why you? You are too vexing, Bertie. Have you no sort of feeling for the family? You are too lazy to try to be a credit to yourself, but at least you can exert yourself to prevent Gussies disgracing us. You are going to America because you are Gussies cousin, because you have always been his closest friend, because you are the only one of the family who has absolutely nothing to occupy his time except golf and night clubs.

I play a lot of auction.

And as you say, idiotic gambling in low dens. If you require another reason, you are going because I ask you as a personal favour.

What she meant was that, if I refused, she would exert the full bent of her natural genius to make life a Hades for me. She held me with her glittering eye. I have never met anyone who can give a better imitation of the Ancient Mariner.

So you will start at once, wont you, Bertie?

I didnt hesitate.

Rather! I said. Of course I will

Jeeves came in with the tea.

Jeeves, I said, we start for America on Saturday.

Very good, sir, he said; which suit will you wear?

New York is a large city conveniently situated on the edge of America, so that you step off the liner right on to it without an effort. You cant lose your way. You go out of a barn and down some stairs, and there you are, right in among it. The only possible objection any reasonable chappie could find to the place is that they loose you into it from the boat at such an ungodly hour.

I left Jeeves to get my baggage safely past an aggregation of suspicious-minded pirates who were digging for buried treasures among my new shirts, and drove to Gussies hotel, where I requested the squad of gentlemanly clerks behind the desk to produce him.

Thats where I got my first shock. He wasnt there. I pleaded with them to think again, and they thought again, but it was no good. No Augustus Mannering-Phipps on the premises.

I admit I was hard hit. There I was alone in a strange city and no signs of Gussie. What was the next step? I am never one of the master minds in the early morning; the old bean doesnt somehow seem to get into its stride till pretty late in the p.m.s, and I couldnt think what to do. However, some instinct took me through a door at the back of the lobby, and I found myself in a large room with an enormous picture stretching across the whole of one wall, and under the picture a counter, and behind the counter divers chappies in white, serving drinks. They have barmen, dont you know, in New York, not barmaids. Rum idea!

I put myself unreservedly into the hands of one of the white chappies. He was a friendly soul, and I told him the whole state of affairs. I asked him what he thought would meet the case.

He said that in a situation of that sort he usually prescribed a lightning whizzer, an invention of his own. He said this was what rabbits trained on when they were matched against grizzly bears, and there was only one instance on record of the bear having lasted three rounds. So I tried a couple, and, by Jove! the man was perfectly right. As I drained the second a great load seemed to fall from my heart, and I went out in quite a braced way to have a look at the city.

I was surprised to find the streets quite full. People were bustling along as if it were some reasonable hour and not the grey dawn. In the tramcars they were absolutely standing on each others necks. Going to business or something, I take it. Wonderful johnnies!

The odd part of it was that after the first shock of seeing all this frightful energy the thing didnt seem so strange. Ive spoken to fellows since who have been to New York, and they tell me they found it just the same. Apparently theres something in the air, either the ozone or the phosphates or something, which makes you sit up and take notice. A kind of zip, as it were. A sort of bally freedom, if you know what I mean, that gets into your blood and bucks you up, and makes you feel that — 

Gods in His Heaven:

Alls right with the world,

and you dont care if youve got odd socks on. I cant express it better than by saying that the thought uppermost in my mind, as I walked about the place they call Times Square, was that there were three thousand miles of deep water between me and my Aunt Agatha.

Its a funny thing about looking for things. If you hunt for a needle in a haystack you dont find it. If you dont give a darn whether you ever see the needle or not it runs into you the first time you lean against the stack. By the time I had strolled up and down once or twice, seeing the sights and letting the white chappies corrective permeate my system, I was feeling that I wouldnt care if Gussie and I never met again, and Im dashed if I didnt suddenly catch sight of the old lad, as large as life, just turning in at a doorway down the street.

I called after him, but he didnt hear me, so I legged it in pursuit and caught him going into an office on the first floor. The name on the door was Abe Riesbitter, Vaudeville Agent, and from the other side of the door came the sound of many voices.

He turned and stared at me.

Bertie! What on earth are you doing? Where have you sprung from? When did you arrive?

Landed this morning. I went round to your hotel, but they said you werent there. They had never heard of you.

Ive changed my name. I call myself George Wilson.

Why on earth?

Well, you try calling yourself Augustus Mannering-Phipps over here, and see how it strikes you. You feel a perfect ass. I dont know what it is about America, but the broad fact is that its not a place where you can call yourself Augustus Mannering-Phipps. And theres another reason. Ill tell you later. Bertie, Ive fallen in love with the dearest girl in the world.

The poor old nut looked at me in such a deuced cat-like way, standing with his mouth open, waiting to be congratulated, that I simply hadnt the heart to tell him that I knew all about that already, and had come over to the country for the express purpose of laying him a stymie.

So I congratulated him.

Thanks awfully, old man, he said. Its a bit premature, but I fancy its going to be all right. Come along in here, and Ill tell you about it.

What do you want in this place? It looks a rummy spot.

Oh, thats part of the story. Ill tell you the whole thing.

We opened the door marked Waiting Room. I never saw such a crowded place in my life. The room was packed till the walls bulged.

Gussie explained.

Pros, he said, music-hall artistes, you know, waiting to see old Abe Riesbitter. This is September the first, vaudevilles opening day. The early fall, said Gussie, who is a bit of a poet in his way, is vaudevilles springtime. All over the country, as August wanes, sparkling comediennes burst into bloom, the sap stirs in the veins of tramp cyclists, and last years contortionists, waking from their summer sleep, tie themselves tentatively into knots. What I mean is, this is the beginning of the new season, and everybodys out hunting for bookings.

But what do you want here?

Oh, Ive just got to see Abe about something. If you see a fat man with about fifty-seven chins come out of that door there grab him, for thatll be Abe. Hes one of those fellows who advertise each step up they take in the world by growing another chin. Im told that way back in the nineties he only had two. If you do grab Abe, remember that he knows me as George Wilson.

You said that you were going to explain that George Wilson business to me, Gussie, old man.

Well, its this way—

At this juncture dear old Gussie broke off short, rose from his seat, and sprang with indescribable vim at an extraordinarily stout chappie who had suddenly appeared. There was the deuce of a rush for him, but Gussie had got away to a good start, and the rest of the singers, dancers, jugglers, acrobats, and refined sketch teams seemed to recognize that he had won the trick, for they ebbed back into their places again, and Gussie and I went into the inner room.

Mr Riesbitter lit a cigar, and looked at us solemnly over his zareba of chins.

Now, let me tell ya something, he said to Gussie. You lizzun t me.

Gussie registered respectful attention. Mr Riesbitter mused for a moment and shelled the cuspidor with indirect fire over the edge of the desk.

Lizzun t me, he said again. I seen you rehearse, as I promised Miss Denison I would. You aint bad for an amateur. You gotta lot to learn, but its in you. What it comes to is that I can fix you up in the four-a-day, if youll take thirty-five per. I cant do better than that, and I wouldnt have done that if the little lady hadnt of kep after me. Take it or leave it. What do you say?

Ill take it, said Gussie, huskily. Thank you.

In the passage outside, Gussie gurgled with joy and slapped me on the back. Bertie, old man, its all right. Im the happiest man in New York.

Now what?

Well, you see, as I was telling you when Abe came in, Rays father used to be in the profession. He was before our time, but I remember hearing about him — Joe Danby. He used to be well known in London before he came over to America. Well, hes a fine old boy, but as obstinate as a mule, and he didnt like the idea of Ray marrying me because I wasnt in the profession. Wouldnt hear of it. Well, you remember at Oxford I could always sing a song pretty well; so Ray got hold of old Riesbitter and made him promise to come and hear me rehearse and get me bookings if he liked my work. She stands high with him. She coached me for weeks, the darling. And now, as you heard him say, hes booked me in the small time at thirty-five dollars a week.

I steadied myself against the wall. The effects of the restoratives supplied by my pal at the hotel bar were beginning to work off, and I felt a little weak. Through a sort of mist I seemed to have a vision of Aunt Agatha hearing that the head of the Mannering-Phippses was about to appear on the vaudeville stage. Aunt Agathas worship of the family name amounts to an obsession. The Mannering-Phippses were an old-established clan when William the Conqueror was a small boy going round with bare legs and a catapult. For centuries they have called kings by their first names and helped dukes with their weekly rent; and theres practically nothing a Mannering-Phipps can do that doesnt blot his escutcheon. So what Aunt Agatha would say — beyond saying that it was all my fault — when she learned the horrid news, it was beyond me to imagine.

Come back to the hotel, Gussie, I said. Theres a sportsman there who mixes things he calls lightning whizzers. Something tells me I need one now. And excuse me for one minute, Gussie. I want to send a cable.

It was clear to me by now that Aunt Agatha had picked the wrong man for this job of disentangling Gussie from the clutches of the American vaudeville profession. What I needed was reinforcements. For a moment I thought of cabling Aunt Agatha to come over, but reason told me that this would be overdoing it. I wanted assistance, but not so badly as that. I hit what seemed to me the happy mean. I cabled to Gussies mother and made it urgent.

What were you cabling about? asked Gussie, later.

Oh just to say I had arrived safely, and all that sort of tosh, I answered.



Gussie opened his vaudeville career on the following Monday at a rummy sort of place uptown where they had moving pictures some of the time and, in between, one or two vaudeville acts. It had taken a lot of careful handling to bring him up to scratch. He seemed to take my sympathy and assistance for granted, and I couldnt let him down. My only hope, which grew as I listened to him rehearsing, was that he would be such a frightful frost at his first appearance that he would never dare to perform again; and, as that would automatically squash the marriage, it seemed best to me to let the thing go on.

He wasnt taking any chances. On the Saturday and Sunday we practically lived in a beastly little music-room at the offices of the publishers whose songs he proposed to use. A little chappie with a hooked nose sucked a cigarette and played the piano all day. Nothing could tire that lad. He seemed to take a personal interest in the thing.

Gussie would cleat his throat and begin:

Theres a great big choo-choo waiting at the deepo.

THE CHAPPIE (playing chords): Is that so? Whats it waiting for?

GUSSIE (rather rattled at the interruption): Waiting for me.

THE CHAPPIE (surprised): For you?

GUSSIE (sticking to it): Waiting for me-e-ee!

THE CHAPPIE (sceptically): You dont say!

GUSSIE: For Im off to Tennessee.

THE CHAPPIE (conceding a point): Now, I live at Yonkers.

He did this all through the song. At first poor old Gussie asked him to stop, but the chappie said, No, it was always done. It helped to get pep into the thing. He appealed to me whether the thing didnt want a bit of pep, and I said it wanted all the pep it could get. And the chappie said to Gussie, There you are! So Gussie had to stand it.

The other song that he intended to sing was one of those moon songs. He told me in a hushed voice that he was using it because it was one of the songs that the girl Ray sang when lifting them out of their seats at Mosensteins and elsewhere. The fact seemed to give it sacred associations for him.

You will scarcely believe me, but the management expected Gussie to show up and start performing at one oclock in the afternoon. I told him they couldnt be serious, as they must know that he would be rolling out for a bit of lunch at that hour, but Gussie said this was the usual thing in the four-a-day, and he didnt suppose he would ever get any lunch again until he landed on the big time. I was just condoling with him, when I found that he was taking it for granted that I should be there at one oclock, too. My idea had been that I should look in at night, when — if he survived — he would be coming up for the fourth time; but Ive never deserted a pal in distress, so I said good-bye to the little lunch Id been planning at a rather decent tavern Id discovered on Fifth Avenue, and trailed along. They were showing pictures when I reached my seat. It was one of those Western films, where the cowboy jumps on his horse and rides across country at a hundred and fifty miles an hour to escape the sheriff, not knowing, poor chump! that he might just as well stay where he is, the sheriff having a horse of his own which can do three hundred miles an hour without coughing. I was just going to close my eyes and try to forget till they put Gussies name up when I discovered that I was sitting next to a deucedly pretty girl.

No, let me be honest. When I went in I had seen that there was a deucedly pretty girl sitting in that particular seat, so I had taken the next one. What happened now was that I began, as it were, to drink her in. I wished they would turn the lights up so that I could see her better. She was rather small, with great big eyes and a ripping smile. It was a shame to let all that run to seed, so to speak, in semi-darkness.

Suddenly the lights did go up, and the orchestra began to play a tune which, though I havent much of an ear for music, seemed somehow familiar. The next instant out pranced old Gussie from the wings in a purple frock-coat and a brown top-hat, grinned feebly at the audience, tripped over his feet, blushed, and began to sing the Tennessee song.

It was rotten. The poor nut had got stage fright so badly that it practically eliminated his voice. He sounded like some far-off echo of the past yodelling through a woollen blanket.

For the first time since I had heard that he was about to go into vaudeville I felt a faint hope creeping over me. I was sorry for the wretched chap, of course, but there was no denying that the thing had its bright side. No management on earth would go on paying thirty-five dollars a week for this sort of performance. This was going to be Gussies first and only. He would have to leave the profession. The old boy would say, Unhand my daughter. And, with decent luck, I saw myself leading Gussie on to the next England-bound liner and handing him over intact to Aunt Agatha.

He got through the song somehow and limped off amidst roars of silence from the audience. There was a brief respite, then out he came again.

He sang this time as if nobody loved him. As a song, it was not a very pathetic song, being all about coons spooning in June under the moon, and so on and so forth, but Gussie handled it in such a sad, crushed way that there was genuine anguish in every line. By the time he reached the refrain I was nearly in tears. It seemed such a rotten sort of world with all that kind of thing going on in it.

He started the refrain, and then the most frightful thing happened. The girl next to me got up in her seat, chucked her head back, and began to sing too. I say too, but it wasnt really too, because her first note stopped Gussie dead, as if he had been pole-axed.

I never felt so bally conspicuous in my life. I huddled down in my seat and wished I could turn my collar up. Everybody seemed to be looking at me.

In the midst of my agony I caught sight of Gussie. A complete change had taken place in the old lad. He was looking most frightfully bucked. I must say the girl was singing most awfully well, and it seemed to act on Gussie like a tonic. When she came to the end of the refrain, he took it up, and they sang it together, and the end of it was that he went off the popular hero. The audience yelled for more, and were only quieted when they turned down the lights and put on a film.

When I had recovered I tottered round to see Gussie. I found him sitting on a box behind the stage, looking like one who had seen visions.

Isnt she a wonder, Bertie? he said, devoutly. I hadnt a notion she was going to be there. Shes playing at the Auditorium this week, and she can only just have had time to get back to her matinee. She risked being late, just to come and see me through. Shes my good angel, Bertie. She saved me. If she hadnt helped me out I dont know what would have happened. I was so nervous I didnt know what I was doing. Now that Ive got through the first show I shall be all right.

I was glad I had sent that cable to his mother. I was going to need her. The thing had got beyond me.



During the next week I saw a lot of old Gussie, and was introduced to the girl. I also met her father, a formidable old boy with quick eyebrows and a sort of determined expression. On the following Wednesday Aunt Julia arrived. Mrs Mannering-Phipps, my aunt Julia, is, I think, the most dignified person I know. She lacks Aunt Agathas punch, but in a quiet way she has always contrived to make me feel, from boyhood up, that I was a poor worm. Not that she harries me like Aunt Agatha. The difference between the two is that Aunt Agatha conveys the impression that she considers me personally responsible for all the sin and sorrow in the world, while Aunt Julias manner seems to suggest that I am more to be pitied than censured.

If it wasnt that the thing was a matter of historical fact, I should be inclined to believe that Aunt Julia had never been on the vaudeville stage. She is like a stage duchess.

She always seems to me to be in a perpetual state of being about to desire the butler to instruct the head footman to serve lunch in the blue-room overlooking the west terrace. She exudes dignity. Yet, twenty-five years ago, so Ive been told by old boys who were lads about town in those days, she was knocking them cold at the Tivoli in a double act called Fun in a Tea-Shop, in which she wore tights and sang a song with a chorus that began, Rumpty-tiddley-umpty-ay.

There are some things a chappies mind absolutely refuses to picture, and Aunt Julia singing Rumpty-tiddley-umpty-ay is one of them.

She got straight to the point within five minutes of our meeting.

What is this about Gussie? Why did you cable for me, Bertie?

Its rather a long story, I said, and complicated. If you dont mind, Ill let you have it in a series of motion pictures. Suppose we look in at the Auditorium for a few minutes.

The girl, Ray, had been re-engaged for a second week at the Auditorium, owing to the big success of her first week. Her act consisted of three songs. She did herself well in the matter of costume and scenery. She had a ripping voice. She looked most awfully pretty; and altogether the act was, broadly speaking, a pippin.

Aunt Julia didnt speak till we were in our seats. Then she gave a sort of sigh.

Its twenty-five years since I was in a music-hall!

She didnt say any more, but sat there with her eyes glued on the stage.

After about half an hour the johnnies who work the card-index system at the side of the stage put up the name of Ray Denison, and there was a good deal of applause.

Watch this act, Aunt Julia, I said.

She didnt seem to hear me.

Twenty-five years! What did you say, Bertie?

Watch this act and tell me what you think of it.

Who is it? Ray. Oh!

Exhibit A, I said. The girl Gussies engaged to.

The girl did her act, and the house rose at her. They didnt want to let her go. She had to come back again and again. When she had finally disappeared I turned to Aunt Julia.

Well? I said.

I like her work. Shes an artist.

We will now, if you dont mind, step a goodish way uptown.

And we took the subway to where Gussie, the human film, was earning his thirty-five per. As luck would have it, we hadnt been in the place ten minutes when out he came.

Exhibit B, I said. Gussie.

I dont quite know what I had expected her to do, but I certainly didnt expect her to sit there without a word. She did not move a muscle, but just stared at Gussie as he drooled on about the moon. I was sorry for the woman, for it must have been a shock to her to see her only son in a mauve frockcoat and a brown top-hat, but I thought it best to let her get a strangle-hold on the intricacies of the situation as quickly as possible. If I had tried to explain the affair without the aid of illustrations I should have talked all day and left her muddled up as to who was going to marry whom, and why.

I was astonished at the improvement in dear old Gussie. He had got back his voice and was putting the stuff over well. It reminded me of the night at Oxford when, then but a lad of eighteen, he sang Lets All Go Down the Strand after a bump supper, standing the while up to his knees in the college fountain. He was putting just the same zip into the thing now.

When he had gone off Aunt Julia sat perfectly still for a long time, and then she turned to me. Her eyes shone queerly.

What does this mean, Bertie?

She spoke quite quietly, but her voice shook a bit.

Gussie went into the business, I said, because the girls father wouldnt let him marry her unless he did. If you feel up to it perhaps you wouldnt mind tottering round to One Hundred and Thirty-third Street and having a chat with him. Hes an old boy with eyebrows, and hes Exhibit C on my list. When Ive put you in touch with him I rather fancy my share of the business is concluded, and its up to you.

The Danbys lived in one of those big apartments uptown which look as if they cost the earth and really cost about half as much as a hall-room down in the forties. We were shown into the sitting-room, and presently old Danby came in.

Good afternoon, Mr Danby, I began.

I had got as far as that when there was a kind of gasping cry at my elbow.

Joe! cried Aunt Julia, and staggered against the sofa.

For a moment old Danby stared at her, and then his mouth fell open and his eyebrows shot up like rockets.

Julie!

And then they had got hold of each others hands and were shaking them till I wondered their arms didnt come unscrewed.

Im not equal to this sort of thing at such short notice. The change in Aunt Julia made me feel quite dizzy. She had shed her grande-dame manner completely, and was blushing and smiling. I dont like to say such things of any aunt of mine, or I would go further and put it on record that she was giggling. And old Danby, who usually looked like a cross between a Roman emperor and Napoleon Bonaparte in a bad temper, was behaving like a small boy.

Joe!

Julie!

Dear old Joe! Fancy meeting you again!

Wherever have you come from, Julie?

Well, I didnt know what it was all about, but I felt a bit out of it. I butted in:

Aunt Julia wants to have a talk with you, Mr Danby.

I knew you in a second, Joe!

Its twenty-five years since I saw you, kid, and you dont look a day older.

Oh, Joe! Im an old woman!

What are you doing over here? I suppose — old Danbys cheerfulness waned a trifle— I suppose your husband is with you?

My husband died a long, long while ago, Joe.

Old Danby shook his head.

You never ought to have married out of the profession, Julie. Im not saying a word against the late — I cant remember his name; never could — but you shouldnt have done it, an artist like you. Shall I ever forget the way you used to knock them with Rumpty-tiddley-umpty-ay?

Ah! how wonderful you were in that act, Joe. Aunt Julia sighed. Do you remember the back-fall you used to do down the steps? I always have said that you did the best back-fall in the profession.

I couldnt do it now!

Do you remember how we put it across at the Canterbury, Joe? Think of it! The Canterburys a moving-picture house now, and the old Mogul runs French revues.

Im glad Im not there to see them.

Joe, tell me, why did you leave England?

Well, I — I wanted a change. No Ill tell you the truth, kid. I wanted you, Julie. You went off and married that — whatever that stage-door johnnys name was — and it broke me all up.

Aunt Julia was staring at him. She is what they call a well-preserved woman. Its easy to see that, twenty-five years ago, she must have been something quite extraordinary to look at. Even now shes almost beautiful. She has very large brown eyes, a mass of soft grey hair, and the complexion of a girl of seventeen.

Joe, you arent going to tell me you were fond of me yourself!

Of course I was fond of you. Why did I let you have all the fat in Fun in a Tea-Shop? Why did I hang about upstage while you sang Rumpty-tiddley-umpty-ay? Do you remember my giving you a bag of buns when we were on the road at Bristol?

Yes, but—

Do you remember my giving you the ham sandwiches at Portsmouth?

Joe!

Do you remember my giving you a seed-cake at Birmingham? What did you think all that meant, if not that I loved you? Why, I was working up by degrees to telling you straight out when you suddenly went off and married that cane-sucking dude. Thats why I wouldnt let my daughter marry this young chap, Wilson, unless he went into the profession. Shes an artist—

She certainly is, Joe.

Youve seen her? Where?

At the Auditorium just now. But, Joe, you mustnt stand in the way of her marrying the man shes in love with. Hes an artist, too.

In the small time.

You were in the small time once, Joe. You mustnt look down on him because hes a beginner. I know you feel that your daughter is marrying beneath her, but—

How on earth do you know anything about young Wilson?

Hes my son.

Your son?

Yes, Joe. And Ive just been watching him work. Oh, Joe, you cant think how proud I was of him! Hes got it in him. Its fate. Hes my son and hes in the profession! Joe, you dont know what Ive been through for his sake. They made a lady of me. I never worked so hard in my life as I did to become a real lady. They kept telling me I had got to put it across, no matter what it cost, so that he wouldnt be ashamed of me. The study was something terrible. I had to watch myself every minute for years, and I never knew when I might fluff my lines or fall down on some bit of business. But I did it, because I didnt want him to be ashamed of me, though all the time I was just aching to be back where I belonged.

Old Danby made a jump at her, and took her by the shoulders.

Come back where you belong, Julie! he cried. Your husbands dead, your sons a pro. Come back! Its twenty-five years ago, but I havent changed. I want you still. Ive always wanted you. Youve got to come back, kid, where you belong.

Aunt Julia gave a sort of gulp and looked at him.

Joe! she said in a kind of whisper.

Youre here, kid, said Old Danby, huskily. Youve come back.... Twenty-five years!... Youve come back and youre going to stay!

She pitched forward into his arms, and he caught her.

Oh, Joe! Joe! Joe! she said. Hold me. Dont let me go. Take care of me.

And I edged for the door and slipped from the room. I felt weak. The old bean will stand a certain amount, but this was too much. I groped my way out into the street and wailed for a taxi.

Gussie called on me at the hotel that night. He curveted into the room as if he had bought it and the rest of the city.

Bertie, he said, I feel as if I were dreaming.

I wish I could feel like that, old top, I said, and I took another glance at a cable that had arrived half an hour ago from Aunt Agatha. I had been looking at it at intervals ever since.

Ray and I got back to her flat this evening. Who do you think was there? The mater! She was sitting hand in hand with old Danby.

Yes?

He was sitting hand in hand with her.

Really?

They are going to be married.

Exactly.

Ray and I are going to be married.

I suppose so.

Bertie, old man, I feel immense. I look round me, and everything seems to be absolutely corking. The change in the mater is marvellous. She is twenty-five years younger. She and old Danby are talking of reviving Fun in a Tea-Shop, and going out on the road with it.

I got up.

Gussie, old top, I said, leave me for a while. I would be alone. I think Ive got brain fever or something.

Sorry, old man; perhaps New York doesnt agree with you. When do you expect to go back to England?

I looked again at Aunt Agathas cable.

With luck, I said, in about ten years.

When he was gone I took up the cable and read it again.

What is happening? it read. Shall I come over?

I sucked a pencil for a while, and then I wrote the reply.

It was not an easy cable to word, but I managed it.

No, I wrote, stay where you are. Profession overcrowded.


WILTONS HOLIDAY
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WHEN JACK WILTON first came to Marois Bay, none of us dreamed that he was a man with a hidden sorrow in his life. There was something about the man which made the idea absurd, or would have made it absurd if he himself had not been the authority for the story. He looked so thoroughly pleased with life and with himself. He was one of those men whom you instinctively label in your mind as strong. He was so healthy, so fit, and had such a confident, yet sympathetic, look about him that you felt directly you saw him that here was the one person you would have selected as the recipient of that hard-luck story of yours. You felt that his kindly strength would have been something to lean on.

As a matter of fact, it was by trying to lean on it that Spencer Clay got hold of the facts of the case; and when young Clay got hold of anything, Marois Bay at large had it hot and fresh a few hours later; for Spencer was one of those slack-jawed youths who are constitutionally incapable of preserving a secret.

Within two hours, then, of Clays chat with Wilton, everyone in the place knew that, jolly and hearty as the new-comer might seem, there was that gnawing at his heart which made his outward cheeriness simply heroic.

Clay, it seems, who is the worst specimen of self-pitier, had gone to Wilton, in whom, as a new-comer, he naturally saw a fine fresh repository for his tales of woe, and had opened with a long yarn of some misfortune or other. I forget which it was; it might have been any one of a dozen or so which he had constantly in stock, and it is immaterial which it was. The point is that, having heard him out very politely and patiently, Wilton came back at him with a story which silenced even Clay. Spencer was equal to most things, but even he could not go on whining about how he had foozled his putting and been snubbed at the bridge-table, or whatever it was that he was pitying himself about just then, when a man was telling him the story of a wrecked life.

He told me not to let it go any further, said Clay to everyone he met, but of course it doesnt matter telling you. It is a thing he doesnt like to have known. He told me because he said there was something about me that seemed to extract confidences — a kind of strength, he said. You wouldnt think it to look at him, but his life is an absolute blank. Absolutely ruined, dont you know. He told me the whole thing so simply and frankly that it broke me all up. It seems that he was engaged to be married a few years ago, and on the wedding morning — absolutely on the wedding morning — the girl was taken suddenly ill, and—

And died?

And died. Died in his arms. Absolutely in his arms, old top.

What a terrible thing!

Absolutely. Hes never got over it. You wont let it go any further, will you old man?

And off sped Spencer, to tell the tale to someone else.



Everyone was terribly sorry for Wilton. He was such a good fellow, such a sportsman, and, above all, so young, that one hated the thought that, laugh as he might, beneath his laughter there lay the pain of that awful memory. He seemed so happy, too. It was only in moments of confidence, in those heart-to-heart talks when men reveal their deeper feelings, that he ever gave a hint that all was not well with him. As, for example, when Ellerton, who is always in love with someone, backed him into a corner one evening and began to tell him the story of his latest affair, he had hardly begun when such a look of pain came over Wiltons face that he ceased instantly. He said afterwards that the sudden realization of the horrible break he was making hit him like a bullet, and the manner in which he turned the conversation practically without pausing from love to a discussion of the best method of getting out of the bunker at the seventh hole was, in the circumstances, a triumph of tact.

Marois Bay is a quiet place even in the summer, and the Wilton tragedy was naturally the subject of much talk. It is a sobering thing to get a glimpse of the underlying sadness of life like that, and there was a disposition at first on the part of the community to behave in his presence in a manner reminiscent of pall-bearers at a funeral. But things soon adjusted themselves. He was outwardly so cheerful that it seemed ridiculous for the rest of us to step softly and speak with hushed voices. After all, when you came to examine it, the thing was his affair, and it was for him to dictate the lines on which it should be treated. If he elected to hide his pain under a bright smile and a laugh like that of a hyena with a more than usually keen sense of humour, our line was obviously to follow his lead.

We did so; and by degrees the fact that his life was permanently blighted became almost a legend. At the back of our minds we were aware of it, but it did not obtrude itself into the affairs of every day. It was only when someone, forgetting, as Ellerton had done, tried to enlist his sympathy for some misfortune of his own that the look of pain in his eyes and the sudden tightening of his lips reminded us that he still remembered.

Matters had been at this stage for perhaps two weeks when Mary Campbell arrived.

Sex attraction is so purely a question of the taste of the individual that the wise man never argues about it. He accepts its vagaries as part of the human mystery, and leaves it at that. To me there was no charm whatever about Mary Campbell. It may have been that, at the moment, I was in love with Grace Bates, Heloise Miller, and Clarice Wembley — for at Marois Bay, in the summer, a man who is worth his salt is more than equal to three love affairs simultaneously — but anyway, she left me cold. Not one thrill could she awake in me. She was small and, to my mind, insignificant. Some men said that she had fine eyes. They seemed to me just ordinary eyes. And her hair was just ordinary hair. In fact, ordinary was the word that described her.

But from the first it was plain that she seemed wonderful with Wilton, which was all the more remarkable, seeing that he was the one man of us all who could have got any girl in Marois Bay that he wanted. When a man is six foot high, is a combination of Hercules and Apollo, and plays tennis, golf, and the banjo with almost superhuman vim, his path with the girls of a summer seaside resort is pretty smooth. But, when you add to all these things a tragedy like Wiltons, he can only be described as having a walk-over.

Girls love a tragedy. At least, most girls do. It makes a man interesting to them. Grace Bates was always going on about how interesting Wilton was. So was Heloise Miller. So was Clarice Wembley. But it was not until Mary Campbell came that he displayed any real enthusiasm at all for the feminine element of Marois Bay. We put it down to the fact that he could not forget, but the real reason, I now know, was that he considered that girls were a nuisance on the links and in the tennis-court. I suppose a plus two golfer and a Wildingesque tennis-player, such as Wilton was, does feel like that. Personally, I think that girls add to the fun of the thing. But then, my handicap is twelve, and, though I have been playing tennis for many years, I doubt if I have got my first serve — the fast one — over the net more than half a dozen times.

But Mary Campbell overcame Wiltons prejudices in twenty-four hours. He seemed to feel lonely on the links without her, and he positively egged her to be his partner in the doubles. What Mary thought of him we did not know. She was one of those inscrutable girls.

And so things went on. If it had not been that I knew Wiltons story, I should have classed the thing as one of those summer love-affairs to which the Marois Bay air is so peculiarly conducive. The only reason why anyone comes away from a summer at Marois Bay unbetrothed is because there are so many girls that he falls in love with that his holiday is up before he can, so to speak, concentrate.

But in Wiltons case this was out of the question. A man does not get over the sort of blow he had had, not, at any rate, for many years: and we had gathered that his tragedy was comparatively recent.

I doubt if I was ever more astonished in my life than the night when he confided in me. Why he should have chosen me as a confidant I cannot say. I am inclined to think that I happened to be alone with him at the psychological moment when a man must confide in somebody or burst; and Wilton chose the lesser evil.

I was strolling along the shore after dinner, smoking a cigar and thinking of Grace Bates, Heloise Miller, and Clarice Wembley, when I happened upon him. It was a beautiful night, and we sat down and drank it in for a while. The first intimation I had that all was not well with him was when he suddenly emitted a hollow groan.

The next moment he had begun to confide.

Im in the deuce of a hole, he said. What would you do in my position?

Yes? I said.

I proposed to Mary Campbell this evening.

Congratulations.

Thanks. She refused me.

Refused you!

Yes — because of Amy.

It seemed to me that the narrative required footnotes.

Who is Amy? I said.

Amy is the girl—

Which girl?

The girl who died, you know. Mary had got hold of the whole story. In fact, it was the tremendous sympathy she showed that encouraged me to propose. If it hadnt been for that, I shouldnt have had the nerve. Im not fit to black her shoes.

Odd, the poor opinion a man always has — when he is in love — of his personal attractions. There were times when I thought of Grace Bates, Heloise Miller, and Clarice Wembley, when I felt like one of the beasts that perish. But then, Im nothing to write home about, whereas the smallest gleam of intelligence should have told Wilton that he was a kind of Ouida guardsman.

This evening I managed somehow to do it. She was tremendously nice about it — said she was very fond of me and all that — but it was quite out of the question because of Amy.

I dont follow this. What did she mean?

Its perfectly clear, if you bear in mind that Mary is the most sensitive, spiritual, highly strung girl that ever drew breath, said Wilton, a little coldly. Her position is this: she feels that, because of Amy, she can never have my love completely; between us there would always be Amys memory. It would be the same as if she married a widower.

Well, widowers marry.

They dont marry girls like Mary.

I couldnt help feeling that this was a bit of luck for the widowers; but I didnt say so. One has always got to remember that opinions differ about girls. One mans peach, so to speak, is another mans poison. I have met men who didnt like Grace Bates, men who, if Heloise Miller or Clarice Wembley had given them their photographs, would have used them to cut the pages of a novel.

Amy stands between us, said Wilton.

I breathed a sympathetic snort. I couldnt think of anything noticeably suitable to say.

Stands between us, repeated Wilton. And the damn silly part of the whole thing is that there isnt any Amy. I invented her.

You — what!

Invented her. Made her up. No, Im not mad. I had a reason. Let me see, you come from London, dont you?

Yes.

Then you havent any friends. Its different with me. I live in a small country town, and everyones my friend. I dont know what it is about me, but for some reason, ever since I can remember, Ive been looked on as the strong man of my town, the man whos all right. Am I making myself clear?

Not quite.

Well, what I am trying to get at is this. Either because Im a strong sort of fellow to look at, and have obviously never been sick in my life, or because I cant help looking pretty cheerful, the whole of Bridley-in-the-Wold seems to take it for granted that I cant possibly have any troubles of my own, and that I am consequently fair game for anyone who has any sort of worry. I have the sympathetic manner, and they come to me to be cheered up. If a fellows in love, he makes a bee-line for me, and tells me all about it. If anyone has had a bereavement, I am the rock on which he leans for support. Well, Im a patient sort of man, and, as far as Bridley-in-the-Wold is concerned, I am willing to play the part. But a strong man does need an occasional holiday, and I made up my mind that I would get it. Directly I got here I saw that the same old game was going to start. Spencer Clay swooped down on me at once. Im as big a draw with the Spencer Clay type of maudlin idiot as catnip is with a cat. Well, I could stand it at home, but I was hanged if I was going to have my holiday spoiled. So I invented Amy. Now do you see?

Certainly I see. And I perceive something else which you appear to have overlooked. If Amy doesnt exist — or, rather, never did exist — she cannot stand between you and Miss Campbell. Tell her what you have told me, and all will be well.

He shook his head.

You dont know Mary. She would never forgive me. You dont know what sympathy, what angelic sympathy, she has poured out on me about Amy. I cant possibly tell her the whole thing was a fraud. It would make her feel so foolish.

You must risk it. At the worst, you lose nothing.

He brightened a little.

No, thats true, he said. Ive half a mind to do it.

Make it a whole mind, I said, and you win out.

I was wrong. Sometimes I am. The trouble was, apparently, that I didnt know Mary. I am sure Grace Bates, Heloise Miller, or Clarice Wembley would not have acted as she did. They might have been a trifle stunned at first, but they would soon have come round, and all would have been joy. But with Mary, no. What took place at the interview I do not know; but it was swiftly perceived by Marois Bay that the Wilton-Campbell alliance was off. They no longer walked together, golfed together, and played tennis on the same side of the net. They did not even speak to each other.



The rest of the story I can speak of only from hearsay. How it became public property, I do not know. But there was a confiding strain in Wilton, and I imagine he confided in someone, who confided in someone else. At any rate, it is recorded in Marois Bays unwritten archives, from which I now extract it.



For some days after the breaking-off of diplomatic relations, Wilton seemed too pulverized to resume the offensive. He mooned about the links by himself, playing a shocking game, and generally comported himself like a man who has looked for the escape of gas with a lighted candle. In affairs of love the strongest men generally behave with the most spineless lack of resolution. Wilton weighed thirteen stone, and his muscles were like steel cables; but he could not have shown less pluck in this crisis in his life if he had been a poached egg. It was pitiful to see him.

Mary, in these days, simply couldnt see that he was on the earth. She looked round him, above him, and through him, but never at him; which was rotten from Wiltons point of view, for he had developed a sort of wistful expression — I am convinced that he practised it before the mirror after his bath — which should have worked wonders, if only he could have got action with it. But she avoided his eye as if he had been a creditor whom she was trying to slide past on the street.

She irritated me. To let the breach widen in this way was absurd. Wilton, when I said as much to him, said that it was due to her wonderful sensitiveness and highly strungness, and that it was just one more proof to him of the loftiness of her soul and her shrinking horror of any form of deceit. In fact, he gave me the impression that, though the affair was rending his vitals, he took a mournful pleasure in contemplating her perfection.

Now one afternoon Wilton took his misery for a long walk along the seashore. He tramped over the sand for some considerable time, and finally pulled up in a little cove, backed by high cliffs and dotted with rocks. The shore around Marois Bay is full of them.

By this time the afternoon sun had begun to be too warm for comfort, and it struck Wilton that he could be a great deal more comfortable nursing his wounded heart with his back against one of the rocks than tramping any farther over the sand. Most of the Marois Bay scenery is simply made as a setting for the nursing of a wounded heart. The cliffs are a sombre indigo, sinister and forbidding; and even on the finest days the sea has a curious sullen look. You have only to get away from the crowd near the bathing-machines and reach one of these small coves and get your book against a rock and your pipe well alight, and you can simply wallow in misery. I have done it myself. The day when Heloise Miller went golfing with Teddy Bingley I spent the whole afternoon in one of these retreats. It is true that, after twenty minutes of contemplating the breakers, I fell asleep; but that is bound to happen.

It happened to Wilton. For perhaps half an hour he brooded, and then his pipe fell from his mouth and he dropped off into a peaceful slumber. And time went by.

It was a touch of cramp that finally woke him. He jumped up with a yell, and stood there massaging his calf. And he had hardly got rid of the pain, when a startled exclamation broke the primeval stillness; and there, on the other side of the rock, was Mary Campbell.

Now, if Wilton had had any inductive reasoning in his composition at all, he would have been tremendously elated. A girl does not creep out to a distant cove at Marois Bay unless she is unhappy; and if Mary Campbell was unhappy she must be unhappy about him; and if she was unhappy about him all he had to do was to show a bit of determination and get the whole thing straightened out. But Wilton, whom grief had reduced to the mental level of an oyster, did not reason this out; and the sight of her deprived him of practically all his faculties, including speech. He just stood there and yammered.

Did you follow me here, Mr Wilton? said Mary, very coldly.

He shook his head. Eventually he managed to say that he had come there by chance, and had fallen asleep under the rock. As this was exactly what Mary had done, she could not reasonably complain. So that concluded the conversation for the time being. She walked away in the direction of Marois Bay without another word, and presently he lost sight of her round a bend in the cliffs.

His position now was exceedingly unpleasant. If she had such a distaste for his presence, common decency made it imperative that he should give her a good start on the homeward journey. He could not tramp along a couple of yards in the rear all the way. So he had to remain where he was till she had got well off the mark. And as he was wearing a thin flannel suit, and the sun had gone in, and a chilly breeze had sprung up, his mental troubles were practically swamped in physical discomfort.

Just as he had decided that he could now make a move, he was surprised to see her coming back.

Wilton really was elated at this. The construction he put on it was that she had relented and was coming back to fling her arms round his neck. He was just bracing himself for the clash, when he caught her eye, and it was as cold and unfriendly as the sea.

I must go round the other way, she said. The water has come up too far on that side.

And she walked past him to the other end of the cove.

The prospect of another wait chilled Wilton to the marrow. The wind had now grown simply freezing, and it came through his thin suit and roamed about all over him in a manner that caused him exquisite discomfort. He began to jump to keep himself warm.

He was leaping heavenwards for the hundredth time, when, chancing to glance to one side, he perceived Mary again returning. By this time his physical misery had so completely overcome the softer emotions in his bosom that his only feeling now was one of thorough irritation. It was not fair, he felt, that she should jockey at the start in this way and keep him hanging about here catching cold. He looked at her, when she came within range, quite balefully.

It is impossible, she said, to get round that way either.

One grows so accustomed in this world to everything going smoothly, that the idea of actual danger had not yet come home to her. From where she stood in the middle of the cove, the sea looked so distant that the fact that it had closed the only ways of getting out was at the moment merely annoying. She felt much the same as she would have felt if she had arrived at a station to catch a train and had been told that the train was not running.

She therefore seated herself on a rock, and contemplated the ocean. Wilton walked up and down. Neither showed any disposition to exercise that gift of speech which places Man in a class of his own, above the ox, the ass, the common wart-hog, and the rest of the lower animals. It was only when a wave swished over the base of her rock that Mary broke the silence.

The tide is coming in she faltered.

She looked at the sea with such altered feelings that it seemed a different sea altogether.

There was plenty of it to look at. It filled the entire mouth of the little bay, swirling up the sand and lashing among the rocks in a fashion which made one thought stand out above all the others in her mind — the recollection that she could not swim.

Mr Wilton!

Wilton bowed coldly.

Mr Wilton, the tide. Its coming IN.

Wilton glanced superciliously at the sea.

So, he said, I perceive.

But what shall we do?

Wilton shrugged his shoulders. He was feeling at war with Nature and Humanity combined. The wind had shifted a few points to the east, and was exploring his anatomy with the skill of a qualified surgeon.

We shall drown, cried Miss Campbell. We shall drown. We shall drown. We shall drown.

All Wiltons resentment left him. Until he heard that pitiful wail his only thoughts had been for himself.

Mary! he said, with a wealth of tenderness in his voice.

She came to him as a little child comes to its mother, and he put his arm around her.

Oh, Jack!

My darling!

Im frightened!

My precious!

It is in moments of peril, when the chill breath of fear blows upon our souls, clearing them of pettiness, that we find ourselves.

She looked about her wildly.

Could we climb the cliffs?

I doubt it.

If we called for help—

We could do that.

They raised their voices, but the only answer was the crashing of the waves and the cry of the sea-birds. The water was swirling at their feet, and they drew back to the shelter of the cliffs. There they stood in silence, watching.

Mary, said Wilton in a low voice, tell me one thing.

Yes, Jack?

Have you forgiven me?

Forgiven you! How can you ask at a moment like this? I love you with all my heart and soul.

He kissed her, and a strange look of peace came over his face.

I am happy.

I, too.

A fleck of foam touched her face, and she shivered.

It was worth it, he said quietly. If all misunderstandings are cleared away and nothing can come between us again, it is a small price to pay — unpleasant as it will be when it comes.

Perhaps — perhaps it will not be very unpleasant. They say that drowning is an easy death.

I didnt mean drowning, dearest. I meant a cold in the head.

A cold in the head!

He nodded gravely.

I dont see how it can be avoided. You know how chilly it gets these late summer nights. It will be a long time before we can get away.

She laughed a shrill, unnatural laugh.

You are talking like this to keep my courage up. You know in your heart that there is no hope for us. Nothing can save us now. The water will come creeping — creeping—

Let it creep! It cant get past that rock there.

What do you mean?

It cant. The tide doesnt come up any farther. I know, because I was caught here last week.

For a moment she looked at him without speaking. Then she uttered a cry in which relief, surprise, and indignation were so nicely blended that it would have been impossible to say which predominated.

He was eyeing the approaching waters with an indulgent smile.

Why didnt you tell me? she cried.

I did tell you.

You know what I mean. Why did you let me go on thinking we were in danger, when—

We were in danger. We shall probably get pneumonia.

Isch!

There! Youre sneezing already.

I am not sneezing. That was an exclamation of disgust.

It sounded like a sneeze. It must have been, for youve every reason to sneeze, but why you should utter exclamations of disgust I cannot imagine.

Im disgusted with you — with your meanness. You deliberately tricked me into saying—

Saying—

She was silent.

What you said was that you loved me with all your heart and soul. You cant get away from that, and its good enough for me.

Well, its not true any longer.

Yes, it is, said Wilton, comfortably; bless it.

It is not. Im going right away now, and I shall never speak to you again.

She moved away from him, and prepared to sit down.

Theres a jelly-fish just where youre going to sit, said Wilton.

I dont care.

It will. I speak from experience, as one on whom you have sat so often.

Im not amused.

Have patience. I can be funnier than that.

Please dont talk to me.

Very well.

She seated herself with her back to him. Dignity demanded reprisals, so he seated himself with his back to her; and the futile ocean raged towards them, and the wind grew chillier every minute.

Time passed. Darkness fell. The little bay became a black cavern, dotted here and there with white, where the breeze whipped the surface of the water.

Wilton sighed. It was lonely sitting there all by himself. How much jollier it would have been if — 

A hand touched his shoulder, and a voice spoke — meekly.

Jack, dear, it — its awfully cold. Dont you think if we were to — snuggle up—

He reached out and folded her in an embrace which would have aroused the professional enthusiasm of Hackenschmidt and drawn guttural congratulations from Zbysco. She creaked, but did not crack, beneath the strain.

Thats much nicer, she said, softly. Jack, I dont think the tides started even to think of going down yet.

I hope not, said Wilton.


THE MIXER
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I. HE MEETS a Shy Gentleman

Looking back, I always consider that my career as a dog proper really started when I was bought for the sum of half a crown by the Shy Man. That event marked the end of my puppyhood. The knowledge that I was worth actual cash to somebody filled me with a sense of new responsibilities. It sobered me. Besides, it was only after that half-crown changed hands that I went out into the great world; and, however interesting life may be in an East End public-house, it is only when you go out into the world that you really broaden your mind and begin to see things.

Within its limitations, my life had been singularly full and vivid. I was born, as I say, in a public-house in the East End, and, however lacking a public-house may be in refinement and the true culture, it certainly provides plenty of excitement. Before I was six weeks old I had upset three policemen by getting between their legs when they came round to the side-door, thinking they had heard suspicious noises; and I can still recall the interesting sensation of being chased seventeen times round the yard with a broom-handle after a well-planned and completely successful raid on the larder. These and other happenings of a like nature soothed for the moment but could not cure the restlessness which has always been so marked a trait in my character. I have always been restless, unable to settle down in one place and anxious to get on to the next thing. This may be due to a gipsy strain in my ancestry — one of my uncles travelled with a circus — or it may be the Artistic Temperament, acquired from a grandfather who, before dying of a surfeit of paste in the property-room of the Bristol Coliseum, which he was visiting in the course of a professional tour, had an established reputation on the music-hall stage as one of Professor Ponds Performing Poodles.

I owe the fullness and variety of my life to this restlessness of mine, for I have repeatedly left comfortable homes in order to follow some perfect stranger who looked as if he were on his way to somewhere interesting. Sometimes I think I must have cat blood in me.

The Shy Man came into our yard one afternoon in April, while I was sleeping with mother in the sun on an old sweater which we had borrowed from Fred, one of the barmen. I heard mother growl, but I didnt take any notice. Mother is what they call a good watch-dog, and she growls at everybody except master. At first, when she used to do it, I would get up and bark my head off, but not now. Lifes too short to bark at everybody who comes into our yard. It is behind the public-house, and they keep empty bottles and things there, so people are always coming and going.

Besides, I was tired. I had had a very busy morning, helping the men bring in a lot of cases of beer, and running into the saloon to talk to Fred and generally looking after things. So I was just dozing off again, when I heard a voice say, Well, hes ugly enough! Then I knew that they were talking about me.

I have never disguised it from myself, and nobody has ever disguised it from me, that I am not a handsome dog. Even mother never thought me beautiful. She was no Gladys Cooper herself, but she never hesitated to criticize my appearance. In fact, I have yet to meet anyone who did. The first thing strangers say about me is, What an ugly dog!

I dont know what I am. I have a bulldog kind of a face, but the rest of me is terrier. I have a long tail which sticks straight up in the air. My hair is wiry. My eyes are brown. I am jet black, with a white chest. I once overheard Fred saying that I was a Gorgonzola cheese-hound, and I have generally found Fred reliable in his statements.

When I found that I was under discussion, I opened my eyes. Master was standing there, looking down at me, and by his side the man who had just said I was ugly enough. The man was a thin man, about the age of a barman and smaller than a policeman. He had patched brown shoes and black trousers.

But hes got a sweet nature, said master.

This was true, luckily for me. Mother always said, A dog without influence or private means, if he is to make his way in the world, must have either good looks or amiability. But, according to her, I overdid it. A dog, she used to say, can have a good heart, without chumming with every Tom, Dick, and Harry he meets. Your behaviour is sometimes quite un-doglike. Mother prided herself on being a one-man dog. She kept herself to herself, and wouldnt kiss anybody except master — not even Fred.

Now, Im a mixer. I cant help it. Its my nature. I like men. I like the taste of their boots, the smell of their legs, and the sound of their voices. It may be weak of me, but a man has only to speak to me and a sort of thrill goes right down my spine and sets my tail wagging.

I wagged it now. The man looked at me rather distantly. He didnt pat me. I suspected — what I afterwards found to be the case — that he was shy, so I jumped up at him to put him at his ease. Mother growled again. I felt that she did not approve.

Why, hes took quite a fancy to you already, said master.

The man didnt say a word. He seemed to be brooding on something. He was one of those silent men. He reminded me of Joe, the old dog down the street at the grocers shop, who lies at the door all day, blinking and not speaking to anybody.

Master began to talk about me. It surprised me, the way he praised me. I hadnt a suspicion he admired me so much. From what he said you would have thought I had won prizes and ribbons at the Crystal Palace. But the man didnt seem to be impressed. He kept on saying nothing.

When master had finished telling him what a wonderful dog I was till I blushed, the man spoke.

Less of it, he said. Half a crown is my bid, and if he was an angel from on high you couldnt get another hapenny out of me. What about it?

A thrill went down my spine and out at my tail, for of course I saw now what was happening. The man wanted to buy me and take me away. I looked at master hopefully.

Hes more like a son to me than a dog, said master, sort of wistful.

Its his face that makes you feel that way, said the man, unsympathetically. If you had a son thats just how he would look. Half a crown is my offer, and Im in a hurry.

All right, said master, with a sigh, though its giving him away, a valuable dog like that. Wheres your half-crown?

The man got a bit of rope and tied it round my neck.

I could hear mother barking advice and telling me to be a credit to the family, but I was too excited to listen.

Good-bye, mother, I said. Good-bye, master. Good-bye, Fred. Good-bye everybody. Im off to see life. The Shy Man has bought me for half a crown. Wow!

I kept running round in circles and shouting, till the man gave me a kick and told me to stop it.

So I did.

I dont know where we went, but it was a long way. I had never been off our street before in my life and I didnt know the whole world was half as big as that. We walked on and on, and the man jerked at my rope whenever I wanted to stop and look at anything. He wouldnt even let me pass the time of the day with dogs we met.

When we had gone about a hundred miles and were just going to turn in at a dark doorway, a policeman suddenly stopped the man. I could feel by the way the man pulled at my rope and tried to hurry on that he didnt want to speak to the policeman. The more I saw of the man the more I saw how shy he was.

Hi! said the policeman, and we had to stop.

Ive got a message for you, old pal, said the policeman. Its from the Board of Health. They told me to tell you you needed a change of air. See?

All right! said the man.

And take it as soon as you like. Else youll find youll get it given you. See?

I looked at the man with a good deal of respect. He was evidently someone very important, if they worried so about his health.

Im going down to the country tonight, said the man.

The policeman seemed pleased.

Thats a bit of luck for the country, he said. Dont go changing your mind.

And we walked on, and went in at the dark doorway, and climbed about a million stairs and went into a room that smelt of rats. The man sat down and swore a little, and I sat and looked at him.

Presently I couldnt keep it in any longer.

Do we live here? I said. Is it true were going to the country? Wasnt that policeman a good sort? Dont you like policemen? I knew lots of policemen at the public-house. Are there any other dogs here? What is there for dinner? Whats in that cupboard? When are you going to take me out for another run? May I go out and see if I can find a cat?

Stop that yelping, he said.

When we go to the country, where shall we live? Are you going to be a caretaker at a house? Freds father is a caretaker at a big house in Kent. Ive heard Fred talk about it. You didnt meet Fred when you came to the public-house, did you? You would like Fred. I like Fred. Mother likes Fred. We all like Fred.

I was going on to tell him a lot more about Fred, who had always been one of my warmest friends, when he suddenly got hold of a stick and walloped me with it.

You keep quiet when youre told, he said.

He really was the shyest man I had ever met. It seemed to hurt him to be spoken to. However, he was the boss, and I had to humour him, so I didnt say any more.

We went down to the country that night, just as the man had told the policeman we would. I was all worked up, for I had heard so much about the country from Fred that I had always wanted to go there. Fred used to go off on a motor-bicycle sometimes to spend the night with his father in Kent, and once he brought back a squirrel with him, which I thought was for me to eat, but mother said no. The first thing a dog has to learn, mother used often to say, is that the whole world wasnt created for him to eat.

It was quite dark when we got to the country, but the man seemed to know where to go. He pulled at my rope, and we began to walk along a road with no people in it at all. We walked on and on, but it was all so new to me that I forgot how tired I was. I could feel my mind broadening with every step I took.

Every now and then we would pass a very big house, which looked as if it was empty, but I knew that there was a caretaker inside, because of Freds father. These big houses belong to very rich people, but they dont want to live in them till the summer, so they put in caretakers, and the caretakers have a dog to keep off burglars. I wondered if that was what I had been brought here for.

Are you going to be a caretaker? I asked the man.

Shut up, he said.

So I shut up.

After we had been walking a long time, we came to a cottage. A man came out. My man seemed to know him, for he called him Bill. I was quite surprised to see the man was not at all shy with Bill. They seemed very friendly.

Is that him? said Bill, looking at me.

Bought him this afternoon, said the man.

Well, said Bill, hes ugly enough. He looks fierce. If you want a dog, hes the sort of dog you want. But what do you want one for? It seems to me its a lot of trouble to take, when theres no need of any trouble at all. Why not do what Ive always wanted to do? Whats wrong with just fixing the dog, same as its always done, and walking in and helping yourself?

Ill tell you whats wrong, said the man. To start with, you cant get at the dog to fix him except by day, when they let him out. At night hes shut up inside the house. And suppose you do fix him during the day what happens then? Either the bloke gets another before night, or else he sits up all night with a gun. It isnt like as if these blokes was ordinary blokes. Theyre down here to look after the house. Thats their job, and they dont take any chances.

It was the longest speech I had ever heard the man make, and it seemed to impress Bill. He was quite humble.

I didnt think of that, he said. Wed best start in to train this tyke at once.

Mother often used to say, when I went on about wanting to go out into the world and see life, Youll be sorry when you do. The world isnt all bones and liver. And I hadnt been living with the man and Bill in their cottage long before I found out how right she was.

It was the mans shyness that made all the trouble. It seemed as if he hated to be taken notice of.

It started on my very first night at the cottage. I had fallen asleep in the kitchen, tired out after all the excitement of the day and the long walks I had had, when something woke me with a start. It was somebody scratching at the window, trying to get in.

Well, I ask you, I ask any dog, what would you have done in my place? Ever since I was old enough to listen, mother had told me over and over again what I must do in a case like this. It is the A B C of a dogs education. If you are in a room and you hear anyone trying to get in, mother used to say, bark. It may be someone who has business there, or it may not. Bark first, and inquire afterwards. Dogs were made to be heard and not seen.

I lifted my head and yelled. I have a good, deep voice, due to a hound strain in my pedigree, and at the public-house, when there was a full moon, I have often had people leaning out of the windows and saying things all down the street. I took a deep breath and let it go.

Man! I shouted. Bill! Man! Come quick! Heres a burglar getting in!

Then somebody struck a light, and it was the man himself. He had come in through the window.

He picked up a stick, and he walloped me. I couldnt understand it. I couldnt see where I had done the wrong thing. But he was the boss, so there was nothing to be said.

If youll believe me, that same thing happened every night. Every single night! And sometimes twice or three times before morning. And every time I would bark my loudest and the man would strike a light and wallop me. The thing was baffling. I couldnt possibly have mistaken what mother had said to me. She said it too often for that. Bark! Bark! Bark! It was the main plank of her whole system of education. And yet, here I was, getting walloped every night for doing it.

I thought it out till my head ached, and finally I got it right. I began to see that mothers outlook was narrow. No doubt, living with a man like master at the public-house, a man without a trace of shyness in his composition, barking was all right. But circumstances alter cases. I belonged to a man who was a mass of nerves, who got the jumps if you spoke to him. What I had to do was to forget the training I had had from mother, sound as it no doubt was as a general thing, and to adapt myself to the needs of the particular man who had happened to buy me. I had tried mothers way, and all it had brought me was walloping, so now I would think for myself.

So next night, when I heard the window go, I lay there without a word, though it went against all my better feelings. I didnt even growl. Someone came in and moved about in the dark, with a lantern, but, though I smelt that it was the man, I didnt ask him a single question. And presently the man lit a light and came over to me and gave me a pat, which was a thing he had never done before.

Good dog! he said. Now you can have this.

And he let me lick out the saucepan in which the dinner had been cooked.

After that, we got on fine. Whenever I heard anyone at the window I just kept curled up and took no notice, and every time I got a bone or something good. It was easy, once you had got the hang of things.

It was about a week after that the man took me out one morning, and we walked a long way till we turned in at some big gates and went along a very smooth road till we came to a great house, standing all by itself in the middle of a whole lot of country. There was a big lawn in front of it, and all round there were fields and trees, and at the back a great wood.

The man rang a bell, and the door opened, and an old man came out.

Well? he said, not very cordially.

I thought you might want to buy a good watch-dog, said the man.

Well, thats queer, your saying that, said the caretaker. Its a coincidence. Thats exactly what I do want to buy. I was just thinking of going along and trying to get one. My old dog picked up something this morning that he oughtnt to have, and hes dead, poor feller.

Poor feller, said the man. Found an old bone with phosphorus on it, I guess.

What do you want for this one?

Five shillings.

Is he a good watch-dog?

Hes a grand watch-dog.

He looks fierce enough.

Ah!

So the caretaker gave the man his five shillings, and the man went off and left me.

At first the newness of everything and the unaccustomed smells and getting to know the caretaker, who was a nice old man, prevented my missing the man, but as the day went on and I began to realize that he had gone and would never come back, I got very depressed. I pattered all over the house, whining. It was a most interesting house, bigger than I thought a house could possibly be, but it couldnt cheer me up. You may think it strange that I should pine for the man, after all the wallopings he had given me, and it is odd, when you come to think of it. But dogs are dogs, and they are built like that. By the time it was evening I was thoroughly miserable. I found a shoe and an old clothes-brush in one of the rooms, but could eat nothing. I just sat and moped.

Its a funny thing, but it seems as if it always happened that just when you are feeling most miserable, something nice happens. As I sat there, there came from outside the sound of a motor-bicycle, and somebody shouted.

It was dear old Fred, my old pal Fred, the best old boy that ever stepped. I recognized his voice in a second, and I was scratching at the door before the old man had time to get up out of his chair.

Well, well, well! That was a pleasant surprise! I ran five times round the lawn without stopping, and then I came back and jumped up at him.

What are you doing down here, Fred? I said. Is this caretaker your father? Have you seen the rabbits in the wood? How long are you going to stop? Hows mother? I like the country. Have you come all the way from the public-house? Im living here now. Your father gave five shillings for me. Thats twice as much as I was worth when I saw you last.

Why, its young Nigger! That was what they called me at the saloon. What are you doing here? Where did you get this dog, father?

A man sold him to me this morning. Poor old Bob got poisoned. This one ought to be just as good a watch-dog. He barks loud enough.

He should be. His mother is the best watch-dog in London. This cheese-hound used to belong to the boss. Funny him getting down here.

We went into the house and had supper. And after supper we sat and talked. Fred was only down for the night, he said, because the boss wanted him back next day.

And Id sooner have my job, than yours, dad, he said. Of all the lonely places! I wonder you arent scared of burglars.

Ive my shot-gun, and theres the dog. I might be scared if it wasnt for him, but he kind of gives me confidence. Old Bob was the same. Dogs are a comfort in the country.

Get many tramps here?

Ive only seen one in two months, and thats the feller who sold me the dog here.

As they were talking about the man, I asked Fred if he knew him. They might have met at the public-house, when the man was buying me from the boss.

You would like him, I said. I wish you could have met.

They both looked at me.

Whats he growling at? asked Fred. Think he heard something?

The old man laughed.

He wasnt growling. He was talking in his sleep. Youre nervous, Fred. It comes of living in the city.

Well, I am. I like this place in the daytime, but it gives me the pip at night. Its so quiet. How you can stand it here all the time, I cant understand. Two nights of it would have me seeing things.

His father laughed.

If you feel like that, Fred, you had better take the gun to bed with you. I shall be quite happy without it.

I will, said Fred. Ill take six if youve got them.

And after that they went upstairs. I had a basket in the hall, which had belonged to Bob, the dog who had got poisoned. It was a comfortable basket, but I was so excited at having met Fred again that I couldnt sleep. Besides, there was a smell of mice somewhere, and I had to move around, trying to place it.

I was just sniffing at a place in the wall, when I heard a scratching noise. At first I thought it was the mice working in a different place, but, when I listened, I found that the sound came from the window. Somebody was doing something to it from outside.

If it had been mother, she would have lifted the roof off right there, and so should I, if it hadnt been for what the man had taught me. I didnt think it possible that this could be the man come back, for he had gone away and said nothing about ever seeing me again. But I didnt bark. I stopped where I was and listened. And presently the window came open, and somebody began to climb in.

I gave a good sniff, and I knew it was the man.

I was so delighted that for a moment I nearly forgot myself and shouted with joy, but I remembered in time how shy he was, and stopped myself. But I ran to him and jumped up quite quietly, and he told me to lie down. I was disappointed that he didnt seem more pleased to see me. I lay down.

It was very dark, but he had brought a lantern with him, and I could see him moving about the room, picking things up and putting them in a bag which he had brought with him. Every now and then he would stop and listen, and then he would start moving round again. He was very quick about it, but very quiet. It was plain that he didnt want Fred or his father to come down and find him.

I kept thinking about this peculiarity of his while I watched him. I suppose, being chummy myself, I find it hard to understand that everybody else in the world isnt chummy too. Of course, my experience at the public-house had taught me that men are just as different from each other as dogs. If I chewed masters shoe, for instance, he used to kick me; but if I chewed Freds, Fred would tickle me under the ear. And, similarly, some men are shy and some men are mixers. I quite appreciated that, but I couldnt help feeling that the man carried shyness to a point where it became morbid. And he didnt give himself a chance to cure himself of it. That was the point. Imagine a man hating to meet people so much that he never visited their houses till the middle of the night, when they were in bed and asleep. It was silly. Shyness has always been something so outside my nature that I suppose I have never really been able to look at it sympathetically. I have always held the view that you can get over it if you make an effort. The trouble with the man was that he wouldnt make an effort. He went out of his way to avoid meeting people.

I was fond of the man. He was the sort of person you never get to know very well, but we had been together for quite a while, and I wouldnt have been a dog if I hadnt got attached to him.

As I sat and watched him creep about the room, it suddenly came to me that here was a chance of doing him a real good turn in spite of himself. Fred was upstairs, and Fred, as I knew by experience, was the easiest man to get along with in the world. Nobody could be shy with Fred. I felt that if only I could bring him and the man together, they would get along splendidly, and it would teach the man not to be silly and avoid people. It would help to give him the confidence which he needed. I had seen him with Bill, and I knew that he could be perfectly natural and easy when he liked.

It was true that the man might object at first, but after a while he would see that I had acted simply for his good, and would be grateful.

The difficulty was, how to get Fred down without scaring the man. I knew that if I shouted he wouldnt wait, but would be out of the window and away before Fred could get there. What I had to do was to go to Freds room, explain the whole situation quietly to him, and ask him to come down and make himself pleasant.

The man was far too busy to pay any attention to me. He was kneeling in a corner with his back to me, putting something in his bag. I seized the opportunity to steal softly from the room.

Freds door was shut, and I could hear him snoring. I scratched gently, and then harder, till I heard the snores stop. He got out of bed and opened the door.

Dont make a noise, I whispered. Come on downstairs. I want you to meet a friend of mine.

At first he was quite peevish.

Whats the idea, he said, coming and spoiling a mans beauty-sleep? Get out.

He actually started to go back into the room.

No, honestly, Fred, I said, Im not fooling you. There is a man downstairs. He got in through the window. I want you to meet him. Hes very shy, and I think it will do him good to have a chat with you.

What are you whining about? Fred began, and then he broke off suddenly and listened. We could both hear the mans footsteps as he moved about.

Fred jumped back into the room. He came out, carrying something. He didnt say any more but started to go downstairs, very quiet, and I went after him.

There was the man, still putting things in his bag. I was just going to introduce Fred, when Fred, the silly ass, gave a great yell.

I could have bitten him.

What did you want to do that for, you chump? I said I told you he was shy. Now youve scared him.

He certainly had. The man was out of the window quicker than you would have believed possible. He just flew out. I called after him that it was only Fred and me, but at that moment a gun went off with a tremendous bang, so he couldnt have heard me.

I was pretty sick about it. The whole thing had gone wrong. Fred seemed to have lost his head entirely. He was behaving like a perfect ass. Naturally the man had been frightened with him carrying on in that way. I jumped out of the window to see if I could find the man and explain, but he was gone. Fred jumped out after me, and nearly squashed me.

It was pitch dark out there. I couldnt see a thing. But I knew the man could not have gone far, or I should have heard him. I started to sniff round on the chance of picking up his trail. It wasnt long before I struck it.

Freds father had come down now, and they were running about. The old man had a light. I followed the trail, and it ended at a large cedar-tree, not far from the house. I stood underneath it and looked up, but of course I could not see anything.

Are you up there? I shouted. Theres nothing to be scared at. It was only Fred. Hes an old pal of mine. He works at the place where you bought me. His gun went off by accident. He wont hurt you.

There wasnt a sound. I began to think I must have made a mistake.

Hes got away, I heard Fred say to his father, and just as he said it I caught a faint sound of someone moving in the branches above me.

No he hasnt! I shouted. Hes up this tree.

I believe the dogs found him, dad!

Yes, hes up here. Come along and meet him.

Fred came to the foot of the tree.

You up there, he said, come along down.

Not a sound from the tree.

Its all right, I explained, he is up there, but hes very shy. Ask him again.

All right, said Fred. Stay there if you want to. But Im going to shoot off this gun into the branches just for fun.

And then the man started to come down. As soon as he touched the ground I jumped up at him.

This is fine! I said Heres my friend Fred. Youll like him.

But it wasnt any good. They didnt get along together at all. They hardly spoke. The man went into the house, and Fred went after him, carrying his gun. And when they got into the house it was just the same. The man sat in one chair, and Fred sat in another, and after a long time some men came in a motor-car, and the man went away with them. He didnt say good-bye to me.

When he had gone, Fred and his father made a great fuss of me. I couldnt understand it. Men are so odd. The man wasnt a bit pleased that I had brought him and Fred together, but Fred seemed as if he couldnt do enough for me for having introduced him to the man. However, Freds father produced some cold ham — my favourite dish — and gave me quite a lot of it, so I stopped worrying over the thing. As mother used to say, Dont bother your head about what doesnt concern you. The only thing a dog need concern himself with is the bill-of-fare. Eat your bun, and dont make yourself busy about other peoples affairs. Mothers was in some ways a narrow outlook, but she had a great fund of sterling common sense.

II. He Moves in Society

It was one of those things which are really nobodys fault. It was not the chauffeurs fault, and it was not mine. I was having a friendly turn-up with a pal of mine on the side-walk; he ran across the road; I ran after him; and the car came round the corner and hit me. It must have been going pretty slow, or I should have been killed. As it was, I just had the breath knocked out of me. You know how you feel when the butcher catches you just as you are edging out of the shop with a bit of meat. It was like that.

I wasnt taking much interest in things for awhile, but when I did I found that I was the centre of a group of three — the chauffeur, a small boy, and the small boys nurse.

The small boy was very well-dressed, and looked delicate. He was crying.

Poor doggie, he said, poor doggie.

It wasnt my fault, Master Peter, said the chauffeur respectfully. He run out into the road before I seen him.

Thats right, I put in, for I didnt want to get the man into trouble.

Oh, hes not dead, said the small boy. He barked.

He growled, said the nurse. Come away, Master Peter. He might bite you.

Women are trying sometimes. It is almost as if they deliberately misunderstood.

I wont come away. Im going to take him home with me and send for the doctor to come and see him. Hes going to be my dog.

This sounded all right. Goodness knows I am no snob, and can rough it when required, but I do like comfort when it comes my way, and it seemed to me that this was where I got it. And I liked the boy. He was the right sort.

The nurse, a very unpleasant woman, had to make objections.

Master Peter! You cant take him home, a great, rough, fierce, common dog! What would your mother say?

Im going to take him home, repeated the child, with a determination which I heartily admired, and hes going to be my dog. I shall call him Fido.

Theres always a catch in these good things. Fido is a name I particularly detest. All dogs do. There was a dog called that that I knew once, and he used to get awfully sick when we shouted it out after him in the street. No doubt there have been respectable dogs called Fido, but to my mind it is a name like Aubrey or Clarence. You may be able to live it down, but you start handicapped. However, one must take the rough with the smooth, and I was prepared to yield the point.

If you wait, Master Peter, your father will buy you a beautiful, lovely dog....

I dont want a beautiful, lovely dog. I want this dog.

The slur did not wound me. I have no illusions about my looks. Mine is an honest, but not a beautiful, face.

Its no use talking, said the chauffeur, grinning. He means to have him. Shove him in, and lets be getting back, or theyll be thinking His Nibs has been kidnapped.

So I was carried to the car. I could have walked, but I had an idea that I had better not. I had made my hit as a crippled dog, and a crippled dog I intended to remain till things got more settled down.

The chauffeur started the car off again. What with the shock I had had and the luxury of riding in a motor-car, I was a little distrait, and I could not say how far we went. But it must have been miles and miles, for it seemed a long time afterwards that we stopped at the biggest house I have ever seen. There were smooth lawns and flower-beds, and men in overalls, and fountains and trees, and, away to the right, kennels with about a million dogs in them, all pushing their noses through the bars and shouting. They all wanted to know who I was and what prizes I had won, and then I realized that I was moving in high society.

I let the small boy pick me up and carry me into the house, though it was all he could do, poor kid, for I was some weight. He staggered up the steps and along a great hall, and then let me flop on the carpet of the most beautiful room you ever saw. The carpet was a yard thick.

There was a woman sitting in a chair, and as soon as she saw me she gave a shriek.

I told Master Peter you would not be pleased, mlady, said the nurse, who seemed to have taken a positive dislike to me, but he would bring the nasty brute home.

Hes not a nasty brute, mother. Hes my dog, and his names Fido. John ran over him in the car, and I brought him home to live with us. I love him.

This seemed to make an impression. Peters mother looked as if she were weakening.

But, Peter, dear, I dont know what your father will say. Hes so particular about dogs. All his dogs are prize-winners, pedigree dogs. This is such a mongrel.

A nasty, rough, ugly, common dog, mlady, said the nurse, sticking her oar in in an absolutely uncalled-for way.

Just then a man came into the room.

What on earth? he said, catching sight of me.

Its a dog Peter has brought home. He says he wants to keep him.

Im going to keep him, corrected Peter firmly.

I do like a child that knows his own mind. I was getting fonder of Peter every minute. I reached up and licked his hand.

See! He knows hes my dog, dont you, Fido? He licked me.

But, Peter, he looks so fierce. This, unfortunately, is true. I do look fierce. It is rather a misfortune for a perfectly peaceful dog. Im sure its not safe your having him.

Hes my dog, and his names Fido. I am going to tell cook to give him a bone.

His mother looked at his father, who gave rather a nasty laugh.

My dear Helen, he said, ever since Peter was born, ten years ago, he has not asked for a single thing, to the best of my recollection, which he has not got. Let us be consistent. I dont approve of this caricature of a dog, but if Peter wants him, I suppose he must have him.

Very well. But the first sign of viciousness he shows, he shall be shot. He makes me nervous.

So they left it at that, and I went off with Peter to get my bone.

After lunch, he took me to the kennels to introduce me to the other dogs. I had to go, but I knew it would not be pleasant, and it wasnt. Any dog will tell you what these prize-ribbon dogs are like. Their heads are so swelled they have to go into their kennels backwards.

It was just as I had expected. There were mastiffs, terriers, poodles, spaniels, bulldogs, sheepdogs, and every other kind of dog you can imagine, all prize-winners at a hundred shows, and every single dog in the place just shoved his head back and laughed himself sick. I never felt so small in my life, and I was glad when it was over and Peter took me off to the stables.

I was just feeling that I never wanted to see another dog in my life, when a terrier ran out, shouting. As soon as he saw me, he came up inquiringly, walking very stiff-legged, as terriers do when they see a stranger.

Well, I said, and what particular sort of a prize-winner are you? Tell me all about the ribbons they gave you at the Crystal Palace, and lets get it over.

He laughed in a way that did me good.

Guess again! he said. Did you take me for one of the nuts in the kennels? My names Jack, and I belong to one of the grooms.

What! I cried. You arent Champion Bowlegs Royal or anything of that sort! Im glad to meet you.

So we rubbed noses as friendly as you please. It was a treat meeting one of ones own sort. I had had enough of those high-toned dogs who look at you as if you were something the garbage-man had forgotten to take away.

So youve been talking to the swells, have you? said Jack.

He would take me, I said, pointing to Peter.

Oh, youre his latest, are you? Then youre all right — while it lasts.

How do you mean, while it lasts?

Well, Ill tell you what happened to me. Young Peter took a great fancy to me once. Couldnt do enough for me for a while. Then he got tired of me, and out I went. You see, the trouble is that while hes a perfectly good kid, he has always had everything he wanted since he was born, and he gets tired of things pretty easy. It was a toy railway that finished me. Directly he got that, I might not have been on the earth. It was lucky for me that Dick, my present old man, happened to want a dog to keep down the rats, or goodness knows what might not have happened to me. They arent keen on dogs here unless theyve pulled down enough blue ribbons to sink a ship, and mongrels like you and me — no offence — dont last long. I expect you noticed that the grown-ups didnt exactly cheer when you arrived?

They werent chummy.

Well take it from me, your only chance is to make them chummy. If you do something to please them, they might let you stay on, even though Peter was tired of you.

What sort of thing?

Thats for you to think out. I couldnt find one. I might tell you to save Peter from drowning. You dont need a pedigree to do that. But you cant drag the kid to the lake and push him in. Thats the trouble. A dog gets so few opportunities. But, take it from me, if you dont do something within two weeks to make yourself solid with the adults, you can make your will. In two weeks Peter will have forgotten all about you. Its not his fault. Its the way he has been brought up. His father has all the money on earth, and Peters the only child. You cant blame him. All I say is, look out for yourself. Well, Im glad to have met you. Drop in again when you can. I can give you some good ratting, and I have a bone or two put away. So long.



It worried me badly what Jack had said. I couldnt get it out of my mind. If it hadnt been for that, I should have had a great time, for Peter certainly made a lot of fuss of me. He treated me as if I were the only friend he had.

And, in a way, I was. When you are the only son of a man who has all the money in the world, it seems that you arent allowed to be like an ordinary kid. They coop you up, as if you were something precious that would be contaminated by contact with other children. In all the time that I was at the house I never met another child. Peter had everything in the world, except someone of his own age to go round with; and that made him different from any of the kids I had known.

He liked talking to me. I was the only person round who really understood him. He would talk by the hour and I would listen with my tongue hanging out and nod now and then.

It was worth listening to, what he used to tell me. He told me the most surprising things. I didnt know, for instance, that there were any Red Indians in England but he said there was a chief named Big Cloud who lived in the rhododendron bushes by the lake. I never found him, though I went carefully through them one day. He also said that there were pirates on the island in the lake. I never saw them either.

What he liked telling me about best was the city of gold and precious stones which you came to if you walked far enough through the woods at the back of the stables. He was always meaning to go off there some day, and, from the way he described it, I didnt blame him. It was certainly a pretty good city. It was just right for dogs, too, he said, having bones and liver and sweet cakes there and everything else a dog could want. It used to make my mouth water to listen to him.

We were never apart. I was with him all day, and I slept on the mat in his room at night. But all the time I couldnt get out of my mind what Jack had said. I nearly did once, for it seemed to me that I was so necessary to Peter that nothing could separate us; but just as I was feeling safe his father gave him a toy aeroplane, which flew when you wound it up. The day he got it, I might not have been on the earth. I trailed along, but he hadnt a word to say to me.

Well, something went wrong with the aeroplane the second day, and it wouldnt fly, and then I was in solid again; but I had done some hard thinking and I knew just where I stood. I was the newest toy, thats what I was, and something newer might come along at any moment, and then it would be the finish for me. The only thing for me was to do something to impress the adults, just as Jack had said.

Goodness knows I tried. But everything I did turned out wrong. There seemed to be a fate about it. One morning, for example, I was trotting round the house early, and I met a fellow I could have sworn was a burglar. He wasnt one of the family, and he wasnt one of the servants, and he was hanging round the house in a most suspicious way. I chased him up a tree, and it wasnt till the family came down to breakfast, two hours later, that I found that he was a guest who had arrived overnight, and had come out early to enjoy the freshness of the morning and the sun shining on the lake, he being that sort of man. That didnt help me much.

Next, I got in wrong with the boss, Peters father. I dont know why. I met him out in the park with another man, both carrying bundles of sticks and looking very serious and earnest. Just as I reached him, the boss lifted one of the sticks and hit a small white ball with it. He had never seemed to want to play with me before, and I took it as a great compliment. I raced after the ball, which he had hit quite a long way, picked it up in my mouth, and brought it back to him. I laid it at his feet, and smiled up at him.

Hit it again, I said.

He wasnt pleased at all. He said all sorts of things and tried to kick me, and that night, when he thought I was not listening, I heard him telling his wife that I was a pest and would have to be got rid of. That made me think.

And then I put the lid on it. With the best intentions in the world I got myself into such a mess that I thought the end had come.

It happened one afternoon in the drawing-room. There were visitors that day — women; and women seem fatal to me. I was in the background, trying not to be seen, for, though I had been brought in by Peter, the family never liked my coming into the drawing-room. I was hoping for a piece of cake and not paying much attention to the conversation, which was all about somebody called Toto, whom I had not met. Peters mother said Toto was a sweet little darling, he was; and one of the visitors said Toto had not been at all himself that day and she was quite worried. And a good lot more about how all that Toto would ever take for dinner was a little white meat of chicken, chopped up fine. It was not very interesting, and I had allowed my attention to wander.

And just then, peeping round the corner of my chair to see if there were any signs of cake, what should I see but a great beastly brute of a rat. It was standing right beside the visitor, drinking milk out of a saucer, if you please!

I may have my faults, but procrastination in the presence of rats is not one of them. I didnt hesitate for a second. Here was my chance. If there is one thing women hate, it is a rat. Mother always used to say, If you want to succeed in life, please the women. They are the real bosses. The men dont count. By eliminating this rodent I should earn the gratitude and esteem of Peters mother, and, if I did that, it did not matter what Peters father thought of me.

I sprang.

The rat hadnt a chance to get away. I was right on to him. I got hold of his neck, gave him a couple of shakes, and chucked him across the room. Then I ran across to finish him off.

Just as I reached him, he sat up and barked at me. I was never so taken aback in my life. I pulled up short and stared at him.

Im sure I beg your pardon, sir, I said apologetically. I thought you were a rat.

And then everything broke loose. Somebody got me by the collar, somebody else hit me on the head with a parasol, and somebody else kicked me in the ribs. Everybody talked and shouted at the same time.

Poor darling Toto! cried the visitor, snatching up the little animal. Did the great savage brute try to murder you!

So absolutely unprovoked!

He just flew at the poor little thing!

It was no good my trying to explain. Any dog in my place would have made the same mistake. The creature was a toy-dog of one of those extraordinary breeds — a prize-winner and champion, and so on, of course, and worth his weight in gold. I would have done better to bite the visitor than Toto. That much I gathered from the general run of the conversation, and then, having discovered that the door was shut, I edged under the sofa. I was embarrassed.

That settles it! said Peters mother. The dog is not safe. He must be shot.

Peter gave a yell at this, but for once he didnt swing the voting an inch.

Be quiet, Peter, said his mother. It is not safe for you to have such a dog. He may be mad.

Women are very unreasonable.

Toto, of course, wouldnt say a word to explain how the mistake arose. He was sitting on the visitors lap, shrieking about what he would have done to me if they hadnt separated us.

Somebody felt cautiously under the sofa. I recognized the shoes of Weeks, the butler. I suppose they had rung for him to come and take me, and I could see that he wasnt half liking it. I was sorry for Weeks, who was a friend of mine, so I licked his hand, and that seemed to cheer him up a whole lot.

I have him now, madam, I heard him say.

Take him to the stables and tie him up, Weeks, and tell one of the men to bring his gun and shoot him. He is not safe.

A few minutes later I was in an empty stall, tied up to the manger.

It was all over. It had been pleasant while it lasted, but I had reached the end of my tether now. I dont think I was frightened, but a sense of pathos stole over me. I had meant so well. It seemed as if good intentions went for nothing in this world. I had tried so hard to please everybody, and this was the result — tied up in a dark stable, waiting for the end.

The shadows lengthened in the stable-yard, and still nobody came. I began to wonder if they had forgotten me, and presently, in spite of myself, a faint hope began to spring up inside me that this might mean that I was not to be shot after all. Perhaps Toto at the eleventh hour had explained everything.

And then footsteps sounded outside, and the hope died away. I shut my eyes.

Somebody put his arms round my neck, and my nose touched a warm cheek. I opened my eyes. It was not the man with the gun come to shoot me. It was Peter. He was breathing very hard, and he had been crying.

Quiet! he whispered.

He began to untie the rope.

You must keep quite quiet, or they will hear us, and then we shall be stopped. Im going to take you into the woods, and well walk and walk until we come to the city I told you about thats all gold and diamonds, and well live there for the rest of our lives, and no one will be able to hurt us. But you must keep very quiet.

He went to the stable-gate and looked out. Then he gave a little whistle to me to come after him. And we started out to find the city.

The woods were a long way away, down a hill of long grass and across a stream; and we went very carefully, keeping in the shadows and running across the open spaces. And every now and then we would stop and look back, but there was nobody to be seen. The sun was setting, and everything was very cool and quiet.

Presently we came to the stream and crossed it by a little wooden bridge, and then we were in the woods, where nobody could see us.

I had never been in the woods before, and everything was very new and exciting to me. There were squirrels and rabbits and birds, more than I had ever seen in my life, and little things that buzzed and flew and tickled my ears. I wanted to rush about and look at everything, but Peter called to me, and I came to heel. He knew where we were going, and I didnt, so I let him lead.

We went very slowly. The wood got thicker and thicker the farther we got into it. There were bushes that were difficult to push through, and long branches, covered with thorns, that reached out at you and tore at you when you tried to get away. And soon it was quite dark, so dark that I could see nothing, not even Peter, though he was so close. We went slower and slower, and the darkness was full of queer noises. From time to time Peter would stop, and I would run to him and put my nose in his hand. At first he patted me, but after a while he did not pat me any more, but just gave me his hand to lick, as if it was too much for him to lift it. I think he was getting very tired. He was quite a small boy and not strong, and we had walked a long way.

It seemed to be getting darker and darker. I could hear the sound of Peters footsteps, and they seemed to drag as he forced his way through the bushes. And then, quite suddenly, he sat down without any warning, and when I ran up I heard him crying.

I suppose there are lots of dogs who would have known exactly the right thing to do, but I could not think of anything except to put my nose against his cheek and whine. He put his arm round my neck, and for a long time we stayed like that, saying nothing. It seemed to comfort him, for after a time he stopped crying.

I did not bother him by asking about the wonderful city where we were going, for he was so tired. But I could not help wondering if we were near it. There was not a sign of any city, nothing but darkness and odd noises and the wind singing in the trees. Curious little animals, such as I had never smelt before, came creeping out of the bushes to look at us. I would have chased them, but Peters arm was round my neck and I could not leave him. But when something that smelt like a rabbit came so near that I could have reached out a paw and touched it, I turned my head and snapped; and then they all scurried back into the bushes and there were no more noises.

There was a long silence. Then Peter gave a great gulp.

Im not frightened, he said. Im not!

I shoved my head closer against his chest. There was another silence for a long time.

Im going to pretend we have been captured by brigands, said Peter at last. Are you listening? There were three of them, great big men with beards, and they crept up behind me and snatched me up and took me out here to their lair. This is their lair. One was called Dick, the others names were Ted and Alfred. They took hold of me and brought me all the way through the wood till we got here, and then they went off, meaning to come back soon. And while they were away, you missed me and tracked me through the woods till you found me here. And then the brigands came back, and they didnt know you were here, and you kept quite quiet till Dick was quite near, and then you jumped out and bit him and he ran away. And then you bit Ted and you bit Alfred, and they ran away too. And so we were left all alone, and I was quite safe because you were here to look after me. And then — And then—

His voice died away, and the arm that was round my neck went limp, and I could hear by his breathing that he was asleep. His head was resting on my back, but I didnt move. I wriggled a little closer to make him as comfortable as I could, and then I went to sleep myself.

I didnt sleep very well. I had funny dreams all the time, thinking these little animals were creeping up close enough out of the bushes for me to get a snap at them without disturbing Peter.

If I woke once, I woke a dozen times, but there was never anything there. The wind sang in the trees and the bushes rustled, and far away in the distance the frogs were calling.

And then I woke once more with the feeling that this time something really was coming through the bushes. I lifted my head as far as I could, and listened. For a little while nothing happened, and then, straight in front of me, I saw lights. And there was a sound of trampling in the undergrowth.

It was no time to think about not waking Peter. This was something definite, something that had to be attended to quick. I was up with a jump, yelling. Peter rolled off my back and woke up, and he sat there listening, while I stood with my front paws on him and shouted at the men. I was bristling all over. I didnt know who they were or what they wanted, but the way I looked at it was that anything could happen in those woods at that time of night, and, if anybody was coming along to start something, he had got to reckon with me.

Somebody called, Peter! Are you there, Peter?

There was a crashing in the bushes, the lights came nearer and nearer, and then somebody said Here he is! and there was a lot of shouting. I stood where I was, ready to spring if necessary, for I was taking no chances.

Who are you? I shouted. What do you want? A light flashed in my eyes.

Why, its that dog!

Somebody came into the light, and I saw it was the boss. He was looking very anxious and scared, and he scooped Peter up off the ground and hugged him tight.

Peter was only half awake. He looked up at the boss drowsily, and began to talk about brigands, and Dick and Ted and Alfred, the same as he had said to me. There wasnt a sound till he had finished. Then the boss spoke.

Kidnappers! I thought as much. And the dog drove them away!

For the first time in our acquaintance he actually patted me.

Good old man! he said.

Hes my dog, said Peter sleepily, and he isnt to be shot.

He certainly isnt, my boy, said the boss. From now on hes the honoured guest. He shall wear a gold collar and order what he wants for dinner. And now lets be getting home. Its time you were in bed.



Mother used to say, If youre a good dog, you will be happy. If youre not, you wont, but it seems to me that in this world it is all a matter of luck. When I did everything I could to please people, they wanted to shoot me; and when I did nothing except run away, they brought me back and treated me better than the most valuable prize-winner in the kennels. It was puzzling at first, but one day I heard the boss talking to a friend who had come down from the city.

The friend looked at me and said, What an ugly mongrel! Why on earth do you have him about? I thought you were so particular about your dogs?

And the boss replied, He may be a mongrel, but he can have anything he wants in this house. Didnt you hear how he saved Peter from being kidnapped?

And out it all came about the brigands.

The kid called them brigands, said the boss. I suppose thats how it would strike a child of that age. But he kept mentioning the name Dick, and that put the police on the scent. It seems theres a kidnapper well known to the police all over the country as Dick the Snatcher. It was almost certainly that scoundrel and his gang. How they spirited the child away, goodness knows, but they managed it, and the dog tracked them and scared them off. We found him and Peter together in the woods. It was a narrow escape, and we have to thank this animal here for it.

What could I say? It was no more use trying to put them right than it had been when I mistook Toto for a rat. Peter had gone to sleep that night pretending about the brigands to pass the time, and when he awoke he still believed in them. He was that sort of child. There was nothing that I could do about it.

Round the corner, as the boss was speaking, I saw the kennel-man coming with a plate in his hand. It smelt fine, and he was headed straight for me.

He put the plate down before me. It was liver, which I love.

Yes, went on the boss, if it hadnt been for him, Peter would have been kidnapped and scared half to death, and I should be poorer, I suppose, by whatever the scoundrels had chosen to hold me up for.

I am an honest dog, and hate to obtain credit under false pretences, but — liver is liver. I let it go at that.


CROWNED HEADS
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KATIE HAD NEVER been more surprised in her life than when the serious young man with the brown eyes and the Charles Dana Gibson profile spirited her away from his friend and Genevieve. Till that moment she had looked on herself as playing a sort of villager and retainer part to the brown-eyed young mans hero and Genevieves heroine. She knew she was not pretty, though somebody (unidentified) had once said that she had nice eyes; whereas Genevieve was notoriously a beauty, incessantly pestered, so report had it, by musical comedy managers to go on the stage.

Genevieve was tall and blonde, a destroyer of masculine peace of mind. She said harf and rahther, and might easily have been taken for an English duchess instead of a cloak-model at Maceys. You would have said, in short, that, in the matter of personable young men, Genevieve would have swept the board. Yet, here was this one deliberately selecting her, Katie, for his companion. It was almost a miracle.

He had managed it with the utmost dexterity at the merry-go-round. With winning politeness he had assisted Genevieve on her wooden steed, and then, as the machinery began to work, had grasped Katies arm and led her at a rapid walk out into the sunlight. Katies last glimpse of Genevieve had been the sight of her amazed and offended face as it whizzed round the corner, while the steam melodeon drowned protests with a spirited plunge into Alexanders Ragtime Band.

Katie felt shy. This young man was a perfect stranger. It was true she had had a formal introduction to him, but only from Genevieve, who had scraped acquaintance with him exactly two minutes previously. It had happened on the ferry-boat on the way to Palisades Park. Genevieves bright eye, roving among the throng on the lower deck, had singled out this young man and his companion as suitable cavaliers for the expedition. The young man pleased her, and his friend, with the broken nose and the face like a good-natured bulldog, was obviously suitable for Katie.

Etiquette is not rigid on New York ferry-boats. Without fuss or delay she proceeded to make their acquaintance — to Katies concern, for she could never get used to Genevieves short way with strangers. The quiet life she had led had made her almost prudish, and there were times when Genevieves conduct shocked her. Of course, she knew there was no harm in Genevieve. As the latter herself had once put it, The feller that tries to get gay with me is going to get a call-down thatll make him holler for his winter overcoat. But all the same she could not approve. And the net result of her disapproval was to make her shy and silent as she walked by this young mans side.

The young man seemed to divine her thoughts.

Say, Im on the level, he observed. You want to get that. Right on the square. See?

Oh, yes, said Katie, relieved but yet embarrassed. It was awkward to have ones thoughts read like this.

You aint like your friend. Dont think I dont see that.

Genevieves a sweet girl, said Katie, loyally.

A darned sight too sweet. Somebody ought to tell her mother.

Why did you speak to her if you did not like her?

Wanted to get to know you, said the young man simply.

They walked on in silence. Katies heart was beating with a rapidity that forbade speech. Nothing like this very direct young man had ever happened to her before. She had grown so accustomed to regarding herself as something too insignificant and unattractive for the notice of the lordly male that she was overwhelmed. She had a vague feeling that there was a mistake somewhere. It surely could not be she who was proving so alluring to this fairy prince. The novelty of the situation frightened her.

Come here often? asked her companion.

Ive never been here before.

Often go to Coney?

Ive never been.

He regarded her with astonishment.

Youve never been to Coney Island! Why, you dont know what this sort of thing is till youve taken in Coney. This place isnt on the map with Coney. Do you mean to say youve never seen Luna Park, or Dreamland, or Steeplechase, or the diving ducks? Havent you had a look at the Mardi Gras stunts? Why, Coney during Mardi Gras is the greatest thing on earth. Its a knockout. Just about a million boys and girls having the best time that ever was. Say, I guess you dont go out much, do you?

Not much.

If its not a rude question, what do you do? I been trying to place you all along. Now I reckon your friend works in a store, dont she?

Yes. Shes a cloak-model. She has a lovely figure, hasnt she?

Didnt notice it. I guess so, if shes what you say. Its what they pay her for, aint it? Do you work in a store, too?

Not exactly. I keep a little shop.

All by yourself?

I do all the work now. It was my fathers shop, but hes dead. It began by being my grandfathers. He started it. But hes so old now that, of course, he cant work any longer, so I look after things.

Say, youre a wonder! What sort of a shop?

Its only a little second-hand bookshop. There really isnt much to do.

Where is it?

Sixth Avenue. Near Washington Square.

What name?

Bennett.

Thats your name, then?

Yes.

Anything besides Bennett?

My names Kate.

The young man nodded.

Id make a pretty good district attorney, he said, disarming possible resentment at this cross-examination. I guess youre wondering if Im ever going to stop asking you questions. Well, what would you like to do?

Dont you think we ought to go back and find your friend and Genevieve? They will be wondering where we are.

Let em, said the young man briefly. Ive had all I want of Jenny.

I cant understand why you dont like her.

I like you. Shall we have some ice-cream, or would you rather go on the Scenic Railway?

Katie decided on the more peaceful pleasure. They resumed their walk, socially licking two cones. Out of the corner of her eyes Katie cast swift glances at her friends face. He was a very grave young man. There was something important as well as handsome about him. Once, as they made their way through the crowds, she saw a couple of boys look almost reverently at him. She wondered who he could be, but was too shy to inquire. She had got over her nervousness to a great extent, but there were still limits to what she felt herself equal to saying. It did not strike her that it was only fair that she should ask a few questions in return for those which he had put. She had always repressed herself, and she did so now. She was content to be with him without finding out his name and history.

He supplied the former just before he finally consented to let her go.

They were standing looking over the river. The sun had spent its force, and it was cool and pleasant in the breeze which was coming up the Hudson. Katie was conscious of a vague feeling that was almost melancholy. It had been a lovely afternoon, and she was sorry that it was over.

The young man shuffled his feet on the loose stones.

Im mighty glad I met you, he said. Say, Im coming to see you. On Sixth Avenue. Dont mind, do you?

He did not wait for a reply.

Bradys my name. Ted Brady, Glencoe Athletic Club, he paused. Im on the level, he added, and paused again. I like you a whole lot. Theres your friend, Genevieve. Better go after her, hadnt you? Good-bye. And he was gone, walking swiftly through the crowd about the bandstand.

Katie went back to Genevieve, and Genevieve was simply horrid. Cold and haughty, a beautiful iceberg of dudgeon, she refused to speak a single word during the whole long journey back to Sixth Avenue. And Katie, whose tender heart would at other times have been tortured by this hostility, leant back in her seat, and was happy. Her mind was far away from Genevieves frozen gloom, living over again the wonderful happenings of the afternoon.

Yes, it had been a wonderful afternoon, but trouble was waiting for her in Sixth Avenue. Trouble was never absent for very long from Katies unselfish life. Arriving at the little bookshop, she found Mr Murdoch, the glazier, preparing for departure. Mr Murdoch came in on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays to play draughts with her grandfather, who was paralysed from the waist, and unable to leave the house except when Katie took him for his outing in Washington Square each morning in his bath-chair.

Mr Murdoch welcomed Katie with joy.

I was wondering whenever you would come back, Katie. Im afraid the old mans a little upset.

Not ill?

Not ill. Upset. And it was my fault, too. Thinking hed be interested, I read him a piece from the paper where I seen about these English Suffragettes, and he just went up in the air. I guess hell be all right now youve come back. I was a fool to read it, I reckon. I kind of forgot for the moment.

Please dont worry yourself about it, Mr Murdoch. Hell be all right soon. Ill go to him.

In the inner room the old man was sitting. His face was flushed, and he gesticulated from time to time.

I wont have it, he cried as Katie entered. I tell you I wont have it. If Parliament cant do anything, Ill send Parliament about its business.

Here I am, grandpapa, said Katie quickly. Ive had the greatest time. It was lovely up there. I—

I tell you its got to stop. Ive spoken about it before. I wont have it.

I expect theyre doing their best. Its your being so far away that makes it hard for them. But I do think you might write them a very sharp letter.

I will. I will. Get out the paper. Are you ready? He stopped, and looked piteously at Katie. I dont know what to say. I dont know how to begin.

Katie scribbled a few lines.

How would this do? His Majesty informs his Government that he is greatly surprised and indignant that no notice has been taken of his previous communications. If this goes on, he will be reluctantly compelled to put the matter in other hands.

She read it glibly as she had written it. The formula had been a favourite one of her late father, when roused to fall upon offending patrons of the bookshop.

The old man beamed. His resentment was gone. He was soothed and happy.

Thatll wake em up, he said. I wont have these goings on while Im king, and if they dont like it, they know what to do. Youre a good girl, Katie.

He chuckled.

I beat Lord Murdoch five games to nothing, he said.

It was now nearly two years since the morning when old Matthew Bennett had announced to an audience consisting of Katie and a smoky blue cat, which had wandered in from Washington Square to take pot-luck, that he was the King of England.

This was a long time for any one delusion of the old mans to last. Usually they came and went with a rapidity which made it hard for Katie, for all her tact, to keep abreast of them. She was not likely to forget the time when he went to bed President Roosevelt and woke up the Prophet Elijah. It was the only occasion in all the years they had passed together when she had felt like giving way and indulging in the fit of hysterics which most girls of her age would have had as a matter of course.

She had handled that crisis, and she handled the present one with equal smoothness. When her grandfather made his announcement, which he did rather as one stating a generally recognized fact than as if the information were in any way sensational, she neither screamed nor swooned, nor did she rush to the neighbours for advice. She merely gave the old man his breakfast, not forgetting to set aside a suitable portion for the smoky cat, and then went round to notify Mr Murdoch of what had happened.

Mr Murdoch, excellent man, received the news without any fuss or excitement at all, and promised to look in on Schwartz, the stout saloon-keeper, who was Mr Bennetts companion and antagonist at draughts on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays, and, as he expressed it, put him wise.

Life ran comfortably in the new groove. Old Mr Bennett continued to play draughts and pore over his second-hand classics. Every morning he took his outing in Washington Square where, from his invalids chair, he surveyed somnolent Italians and roller-skating children with his old air of kindly approval. Katie, whom circumstances had taught to be thankful for small mercies, was perfectly happy in the shadow of the throne. She liked her work; she liked looking after her grandfather; and now that Ted Brady had come into her life, she really began to look on herself as an exceptionally lucky girl, a spoilt favourite of Fortune.

For Ted Brady had called, as he said he would, and from the very first he had made plain in his grave, direct way the objects of his visits. There was no subtlety about Ted, no finesse. He was as frank as a music-hall love song.

On his first visit, having handed Katie a large bunch of roses with the stolidity of a messenger boy handing over a parcel, he had proceeded, by way of establishing his bona fides, to tell her all about himself. He supplied the facts in no settled order, just as they happened to occur to him in the long silences with which his speech was punctuated. Small facts jostled large facts. He spoke of his morals and his fox-terrier in the same breath.

Im on the level. Ask anyone who knows me. Theyll tell you that. Say, I got the cutest little dog you ever seen. Do you like dogs? Ive never been a fellow thats got himself mixed up with girls. I dont like em as a general thing. A fellows got too much to do keeping himself in training, if his club expects him to do things. I belong to the Glencoe Athletic. I ran the hundred yards dash in evens last sports there was. They expect me to do it at the Glencoe, so Ive never got myself mixed up with girls. Till I seen you that afternoon I reckon Id hardly looked at a girl, honest. They didnt seem to kind of make any hit with me. And then I seen you, and I says to myself, Thats the one. It sort of came over me in a flash. I fell for you directly I seen you. And Im on the level. Dont forget that.

And more in the same strain, leaning on the counter and looking into Katies eyes with a devotion that added emphasis to his measured speech.

Next day he came again, and kissed her respectfully but firmly, making a sort of shuffling dive across the counter. Breaking away, he fumbled in his pocket and produced a ring, which he proceeded to place on her finger with the serious air which accompanied all his actions.

That looks pretty good to me, he said, as he stepped back and eyed it.

It struck Katie, when he had gone, how differently different men did things. Genevieve had often related stories of men who had proposed to her, and according to Genevieve, they always got excited and emotional, and sometimes cried. Ted Brady had fitted her with the ring more like a glovers assistant than anything else, and he had hardly spoken a word from beginning to end. He had seemed to take her acquiescence for granted. And yet there had been nothing flat or disappointing about the proceedings. She had been thrilled throughout. It is to be supposed that Mr Brady had the force of character which does not require the aid of speech.

It was not till she took the news of her engagement to old Mr Bennett that it was borne in upon Katie that Fate did not intend to be so wholly benevolent to her as she supposed.

That her grandfather could offer any opposition had not occurred to her as a possibility. She took his approval for granted. Never, as long as she could remember, had he been anything but kind to her. And the only possible objections to marriage from a grandfathers point of view — badness of character, insufficient means, or inferiority of social position — were in this case gloriously absent.

She could not see how anyone, however hypercritical, could find a flaw in Ted. His character was spotless. He was comfortably off. And so far from being in any way inferior socially, it was he who condescended. For Ted, she had discovered from conversation with Mr Murdoch, the glazier, was no ordinary young man. He was a celebrity. So much so that for a moment, when told the news of the engagement, Mr Murdoch, startled out of his usual tact, had exhibited frank surprise that the great Ted Brady should not have aimed higher.

Youre sure youve got the name right, Katie? he had said. Its really Ted Brady? No mistake about the first name? Well-built, good-looking young chap with brown eyes? Well, this beats me. Not, he went on hurriedly, that any young fellow mightnt think himself lucky to get a wife like you, Katie, but Ted Brady! Why, there isnt a girl in this part of the town, or in Harlem or the Bronx, for that matter, who wouldnt give her eyes to be in your place. Why, Ted Brady is the big noise. Hes the star of the Glencoe.

He told me he belonged to the Glencoe Athletic.

Dont you believe it. It belongs to him. Why, the way that boy runs and jumps is the real limit. Theres only Billy Burton, of the Irish-American, that can touch him. Youve certainly got the pick of the bunch, Katie.

He stared at her admiringly, as if for the first time realizing her true worth. For Mr Murdoch was a great patron of sport.

With these facts in her possession Katie had approached the interview with her grandfather with a good deal of confidence.

The old man listened to her recital of Mr Bradys qualities in silence. Then he shook his head.

It cant be, Katie. I couldnt have it.

Grandpapa!

Youre forgetting, my dear.

Forgetting?

Who ever heard of such a thing? The grand-daughter of the King of England marrying a commoner! It wouldnt do at all.

Consternation, surprise, and misery kept Katie dumb. She had learned in a hard school to be prepared for sudden blows from the hand of fate, but this one was so entirely unforeseen that it found her unprepared, and she was crushed by it. She knew her grandfathers obstinacy too well to argue against the decision.

Oh, no, not at all, he repeated. Oh, no, it wouldnt do.

Katie said nothing; she was beyond speech. She stood there wide-eyed and silent among the ruins of her little air-castle. The old man patted her hand affectionately. He was pleased at her docility. It was the right attitude, becoming in one of her high rank.

I am very sorry, my dear, but — oh, no! oh, no! oh, no— His voice trailed away into an unintelligible mutter. He was a very old man, and he was not always able to concentrate his thoughts on a subject for any length of time.

So little did Ted Brady realize at first the true complexity of the situation that he was inclined, when he heard of the news, to treat the crisis in the jaunty, dashing, love-laughs-at-locksmith fashion so popular with young men of spirit when thwarted in their loves by the interference of parents and guardians.

It took Katie some time to convince him that, just because he had the licence in his pocket, he could not snatch her up on his saddle-bow and carry her off to the nearest clergyman after the manner of young Lochinvar.

In the first flush of his resentment at restraint he saw no reason why he should differentiate between old Mr Bennett and the conventional banns-forbidding father of the novelettes with which he was accustomed to sweeten his hours of idleness. To him, till Katie explained the intricacies of the position, Mr Bennett was simply the proud millionaire who would not hear of his daughter marrying the artist.

But, Ted, dear, you dont understand, Katie said. We simply couldnt do that. Theres no one but me to look after him, poor old man. How could I run away like that and get married? What would become of him?

You wouldnt be away long, urged Mr Brady, a man of many parts, but not a rapid thinker. The minister would have us fixed up inside of half an hour. Then wed look in at Mouquins for a steak and fried, just to make a sort of wedding breakfast. And then back wed come, hand-in-hand, and say, Well, here we are. Now what?

He would never forgive me.

That, said Ted judicially, would be up to him.

It would kill him. Dont you see, we know that its all nonsense, this idea of his; but he really thinks he is the king, and hes so old that the shock of my disobeying him would be too much. Honest, Ted, dear, I couldnt.

Gloom unutterable darkened Ted Bradys always serious countenance. The difficulties of the situation were beginning to come home to him.

Maybe if I went and saw him— he suggested at last.

You could, said Katie doubtfully.

Ted tightened his belt with an air of determination, and bit resolutely on the chewing-gum which was his inseparable companion.

I will, he said.

Youll be nice to him, Ted?

He nodded. He was the man of action, not words.

It was perhaps ten minutes before he came out of the inner room in which Mr Bennett passed his days. When he did, there was no light of jubilation on his face. His brow was darker than ever.

Katie looked at him anxiously. He returned the look with a sombre shake of the head.

Nothing doing, he said shortly. He paused. Unless, he added, you count it anything that hes made me an earl.

In the next two weeks several brains busied themselves with the situation. Genevieve, reconciled to Katie after a decent interval of wounded dignity, said she supposed there was a way out, if one could only think of it, but it certainly got past her. The only approach to a plan of action was suggested by the broken-nosed individual who had been Teds companion that day at Palisades Park, a gentleman of some eminence in the boxing world, who rejoiced in the name of the Tennessee Bear-Cat.

What they ought to do, in the Bear-Cats opinion, was to get the old man out into Washington Square one morning. He of Tennessee would then sasshay up in a flip manner and make a break. Ted, waiting close by, would resent his insolence. There would be words, followed by blows.

See what I mean? pursued the Bear-Cat. Theres you and me mixing it. Ill square the cop on the beat to leave us be; hes a friend of mine. Pretty soon you land me one on the plexus, and I take th count. Then theres you hauling me up by th collar to the old gentleman, and me saying I quits and apologizing. See what I mean?

The whole, presumably, to conclude with warm expressions of gratitude and esteem from Mr Bennett, and an instant withdrawal of the veto.

Ted himself approved of the scheme. He said it was a cracker-jaw, and he wondered how one so notoriously ivory-skulled as the other could have had such an idea. The Bear-Cat said modestly that he had em sometimes. And it is probable that all would have been well, had it not been necessary to tell the plan to Katie, who was horrified at the very idea, spoke warmly of the danger to her grandfathers nervous system, and said she did not think the Bear-Cat could be a nice friend for Ted. And matters relapsed into their old state of hopelessness.

And then, one day, Katie forced herself to tell Ted that she thought it would be better if they did not see each other for a time. She said that these meetings were only a source of pain to both of them. It would really be better if he did not come round for — well, quite some time.

It had not been easy for her to say it. The decision was the outcome of many wakeful nights. She had asked herself the question whether it was fair for her to keep Ted chained to her in this hopeless fashion, when, left to himself and away from her, he might so easily find some other girl to make him happy.

So Ted went, reluctantly, and the little shop on Sixth Avenue knew him no more. And Katie spent her time looking after old Mr Bennett (who had completely forgotten the affair by now, and sometimes wondered why Katie was not so cheerful as she had been), and — for, though unselfish, she was human — hating those unknown girls whom in her minds eye she could see clustering round Ted, smiling at him, making much of him, and driving the bare recollection of her out of his mind.

The summer passed. July came and went, making New York an oven. August followed, and one wondered why one had complained of Julys tepid advances.

It was on the evening of September the eleventh that Katie, having closed the little shop, sat in the dusk on the steps, as many thousands of her fellow-townsmen and townswomen were doing, turning her face to the first breeze which New York had known for two months. The hot spell had broken abruptly that afternoon, and the city was drinking in the coolness as a flower drinks water.

From round the corner, where the yellow cross of the Judson Hotel shone down on Washington Square, came the shouts of children, and the strains, mellowed by distance, of the indefatigable barrel-organ which had played the same tunes in the same place since the spring.

Katie closed her eyes, and listened. It was very peaceful this evening, so peaceful that for an instant she forgot even to think of Ted. And it was just during this instant that she heard his voice.

That you, kid?

He was standing before her, his hands in his pockets, one foot on the pavement, the other in the road; and if he was agitated, his voice did not show it.

Ted!

Thats me. Can I see the old man for a minute, Katie?

This time it did seem to her that she could detect a slight ring of excitement.

Its no use, Ted. Honest.

No harm in going in and passing the time of day, is there? Ive got something I want to say to him.

What?

Tell you later, maybe. Is he in his room?

He stepped past her, and went in. As he went, he caught her arm and pressed it, but he did not stop. She saw him go into the inner room and heard through the door as he closed it behind him, the murmur of voices. And almost immediately, it seemed to her, her name was called. It was her grandfathers voice which called, high and excited. The door opened, and Ted appeared.

Come here a minute, Katie, will you? he said. Youre wanted.

The old man was leaning forward in his chair. He was in a state of extraordinary excitement. He quivered and jumped. Ted, standing by the wall, looked as stolid as ever; but his eyes glittered.

Katie, cried the old man, this is a most remarkable piece of news. This gentleman has just been telling me — extraordinary. He—

He broke off, and looked at Ted, as he had looked at Katie when he had tried to write the letter to the Parliament of England.

Teds eye, as it met Katies, was almost defiant.

I want to marry you, he said.

Yes, yes, broke in Mr Bennett, impatiently, but—

And Im a king.

Yes, yes, thats it, thats it, Katie. This gentleman is a king.

Once more Teds eye met Katies, and this time there was an imploring look in it.

Thats right, he said, slowly. Ive just been telling your grandfather Im the King of Coney Island.

Thats it. Of Coney Island.

So theres no objection now to us getting married, kid — Your Royal Highness. Its a royal alliance, see?

A royal alliance, echoed Mr Bennett.

Out in the street, Ted held Katies hand, and grinned a little sheepishly.

Youre mighty quiet, kid, he said. It looks as if it dont make much of a hit with you, the notion of being married to me.

Oh, Ted! But—

He squeezed her hand.

I know what youre thinking. I guess it was raw work pulling a tale like that on the old man. I hated to do it, but gee! when a fellows up against it like I was, hes apt to grab most any chance that comes along. Why, say, kid, it kind of looked to me as if it was sort of meant. Coming just now, like it did, just when it was wanted, and just when it didnt seem possible it could happen. Why, a week ago I was nigh on two hundred votes behind Billy Burton. The Irish-American put him up, and everybody thought hed be King at the Mardi Gras. And then suddenly they came pouring in for me, till at the finish I had Billy looking like a regular has-been.

Its funny the way the voting jumps about every year in this Coney election. It was just Providence, and it didnt seem right to let it go by. So I went in to the old man, and told him. Say, I tell you I was just sweating when I got ready to hand it to him. It was an outside chance hed remember all about what the Mardi Gras at Coney was, and just what being a king at it amounted to. Then I remembered you telling me youd never been to Coney, so I figured your grandfather wouldnt be what youd call well fixed in his information about it, so I took the chance.

I tried him out first. I tried him with Brooklyn. Why, say, from the way he took it, hed either never heard of the place, or else hed forgotten what it was. I guess he dont remember much, poor old fellow. Then I mentioned Yonkers. He asked me what Yonkers were. Then I reckoned it was safe to bring on Coney, and he fell for it right away. I felt mean, but it had to be done.

He caught her up, and swung her into the air with a perfectly impassive face. Then, having kissed her, he lowered her gently to the ground again. The action seemed to have relieved his feelings, for when he spoke again it was plain that his conscience no longer troubled him.

And say, he said, come to think of it, I dont see where theres so much call for me to feel mean. Im not so far short of being a regular king. Coneys just as big as some of those kingdoms you read about on the other side; and, from what you see in the papers about the goings-on there, it looks to me that, having a whole week on the throne like Im going to have, amounts to a pretty steady job as kings go.


AT GEISENHEIMERS
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AS I WALKED to Geisenheimers that night I was feeling blue and restless, tired of New York, tired of dancing, tired of everything. Broadway was full of people hurrying to the theatres. Cars rattled by. All the electric lights in the world were blazing down on the Great White Way. And it all seemed stale and dreary to me.

Geisenheimers was full as usual. All the tables were occupied, and there were several couples already on the dancing-floor in the centre. The band was playing Michigan:

I want to go back, I want to go back

To the place where I was born.

Far away from harm

With a milk-pail on my arm.

I suppose the fellow who wrote that would have called for the police if anyone had ever really tried to get him on to a farm, but he has certainly put something into the tune which makes you think he meant what he said. Its a homesick tune, that.

I was just looking round for an empty table, when a man jumped up and came towards me, registering joy as if I had been his long-lost sister.

He was from the country. I could see that. It was written all over him, from his face to his shoes.

He came up with his hand out, beaming.

Why, Miss Roxborough!

Why not? I said.

Dont you remember me?

I didnt.

My name is Ferris.

Its a nice name, but it means nothing in my young life.

I was introduced to you last time I came here. We danced together.

This seemed to bear the stamp of truth. If he was introduced to me, he probably danced with me. Its what Im at Geisenheimers for.

When was it?

A year ago last April.

You cant beat these rural charmers. They think New York is folded up and put away in camphor when they leave, and only taken out again when they pay their next visit. The notion that anything could possibly have happened since he was last in our midst to blur the memory of that happy evening had not occurred to Mr Ferris. I suppose he was so accustomed to dating things from when I was in New York that he thought everybody else must do the same.

Why, sure, I remember you, I said. Algernon Clarence, isnt it?

Not Algernon Clarence. My names Charlie.

My mistake. And whats the great scheme, Mr Ferris? Do you want to dance with me again?

He did. So we started. Mine not to reason why, mine but to do and die, as the poem says. If an elephant had come into Geisenheimers and asked me to dance Id have had to do it. And Im not saying that Mr Ferris wasnt the next thing to it. He was one of those earnest, persevering dancers — the kind that have taken twelve correspondence lessons.

I guess I was about due that night to meet someone from the country. There still come days in the spring when the country seems to get a stranglehold on me and start in pulling. This particular day had been one of them. I got up in the morning and looked out of the window, and the breeze just wrapped me round and began whispering about pigs and chickens. And when I went out on Fifth Avenue there seemed to be flowers everywhere. I headed for the Park, and there was the grass all green, and the trees coming out, and a sort of something in the air — why, say, if there hadnt have been a big policeman keeping an eye on me, Id have flung myself down and bitten chunks out of the turf.

And as soon as I got to Geisenheimers they played that Michigan thing.

Why, Charlie from Squeedunks entrance couldnt have been better worked up if hed been a star in a Broadway show. The stage was just waiting for him.

But somebodys always taking the joy out of life. I ought to have remembered that the most metropolitan thing in the metropolis is a rustic whos putting in a week there. We werent thinking on the same plane, Charlie and me. The way I had been feeling all day, what I wanted to talk about was last seasons crops. The subject he fancied was this seasons chorus-girls. Our souls didnt touch by a mile and a half.

This is the life! he said.

Theres always a point when that sort of man says that.

I suppose you come here quite a lot? he said.

Pretty often.

I didnt tell him that I came there every night, and that I came because I was paid for it. If youre a professional dancer at Geisenheimers, you arent supposed to advertise the fact. The management thinks that if you did it might send the public away thinking too hard when they saw you win the Great Contest for the Love-r-ly Silver Cup which they offer later in the evening. Say, that Love-r-ly Cups a joke. I win it on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, and Mabel Francis wins it on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays. Its all perfectly fair and square, of course. Its purely a matter of merit who wins the Love-r-ly Cup. Anybody could win it. Only somehow they dont. And the coincidence of the fact that Mabel and I always do has kind of got on the managements nerves, and they dont like us to tell people were employed there. They prefer us to blush unseen.

Its a great place, said Mr Ferris, and New Yorks a great place. Id like to live in New York.

The loss is ours. Why dont you?

Some city! But dads dead now, and Ive got the drugstore, you know.

He spoke as if I ought to remember reading about it in the papers.

And Im making good with it, whats more. Ive got push and ideas. Say, I got married since I saw you last.

You did, did you? I said. Then what are you doing, may I ask, dancing on Broadway like a gay bachelor? I suppose you have left your wife at Hicks Corners, singing Where is my wandering boy tonight?

Not Hicks Corners. Ashley, Maine. Thats where I live. My wife comes from Rodney.... Pardon me, Im afraid I stepped on your foot.

My fault, I said; I lost step. Well, I wonder you arent ashamed even to think of your wife, when youve left her all alone out there while you come whooping it up in New York. Havent you got any conscience?

But I havent left her. Shes here.

In New York?

In this restaurant. Thats her up there.

I looked up at the balcony. There was a face hanging over the red plush rail. It looked to me as if it had some hidden sorrow. Id noticed it before, when we were dancing around, and I had wondered what the trouble was. Now I began to see.

Why arent you dancing with her and giving her a good time, then? I said.

Oh, shes having a good time.

She doesnt look it. She looks as if she would like to be down here, treading the measure.

She doesnt dance much.

Dont you have dances at Ashley?

Its different at home. She dances well enough for Ashley, but — well, this isnt Ashley.

I see. But youre not like that?

He gave a kind of smirk.

Oh, Ive been in New York before.

I could have bitten him, the sawn-off little rube! It made me mad. He was ashamed to dance in public with his wife — didnt think her good enough for him. So he had dumped her in a chair, given her a lemonade, and told her to be good, and then gone off to have a good time. They could have had me arrested for what I was thinking just then.

The band began to play something else.

This is the life! said Mr Ferris. Lets do it again.

Let somebody else do it, I said. Im tired. Ill introduce you to some friends of mine.

So I took him off, and whisked him on to some girls I knew at one of the tables.

Shake hands with my friend Mr Ferris, I said. He wants to show you the latest steps. He does most of them on your feet.

I could have betted on Charlie, the Debonair Pride of Ashley. Guess what he said? He said, This is the life!

And I left him, and went up to the balcony.

She was leaning with her elbows on the red plush, looking down on the dancing-floor. They had just started another tune, and hubby was moving around with one of the girls Id introduced him to. She didnt have to prove to me that she came from the country. I knew it. She was a little bit of a thing, old-fashioned looking. She was dressed in grey, with white muslin collar and cuffs, and her hair done simple. She had a black hat.

I kind of hovered for awhile. It isnt the best thing I do, being shy; as a general thing Im more or less there with the nerve; but somehow I sort of hesitated to charge in.

Then I braced up, and made for the vacant chair.

Ill sit here, if you dont mind, I said.

She turned in a startled way. I could see she was wondering who I was, and what right I had there, but wasnt certain whether it might not be city etiquette for strangers to come and dump themselves down and start chatting. Ive just been dancing with your husband, I said, to ease things along.

I saw you.

She fixed me with a pair of big brown eyes. I took one look at them, and then I had to tell myself that it might be pleasant, and a relief to my feelings, to take something solid and heavy and drop it over the rail on to hubby, but the management wouldnt like it. That was how I felt about him just then. The poor kid was doing everything with those eyes except crying. She looked like a dog thats been kicked.

She looked away, and fiddled with the string of the electric light. There was a hatpin lying on the table. She picked it up, and began to dig at the red plush.

Ah, come on sis, I said; tell me all about it.

I dont know what you mean.

You cant fool me. Tell me your troubles.

I dont know you.

You dont have to know a person to tell her your troubles. I sometimes tell mine to the cat that camps out on the wall opposite my room. What did you want to leave the country for, with summer coming on?

She didnt answer, but I could see it coming, so I sat still and waited. And presently she seemed to make up her mind that, even if it was no business of mine, it would be a relief to talk about it.

Were on our honeymoon. Charlie wanted to come to New York. I didnt want to, but he was set on it. Hes been here before.

So he told me.

Hes wild about New York.

But youre not.

I hate it.

Why?

She dug away at the red plush with the hatpin, picking out little bits and dropping them over the edge. I could see she was bracing herself to put me wise to the whole trouble. Theres a time comes when things arent going right, and youve had all you can stand, when you have got to tell somebody about it, no matter who it is.

I hate New York, she said getting it out at last with a rush. Im scared of it. It — it isnt fair Charlie bringing me here. I didnt want to come. I knew what would happen. I felt it all along.

What do you think will happen, then?

She must have picked away at least an inch of the red plush before she answered. Its lucky Jimmy, the balcony waiter, didnt see her; it would have broken his heart; hes as proud of that red plush as if he had paid for it himself.

When I first went to live at Rodney, she said, two years ago — we moved there from Illinois — there was a man there named Tyson — Jack Tyson. He lived all alone and didnt seem to want to know anyone. I couldnt understand it till somebody told me all about him. I can understand it now. Jack Tyson married a Rodney girl, and they came to New York for their honeymoon, just like us. And when they got there I guess she got to comparing him with the fellows she saw, and comparing the city with Rodney, and when she got home she just couldnt settle down.

Well?

After they had been back in Rodney for a little while she ran away. Back to the city, I guess.

I suppose he got a divorce?

No, he didnt. He still thinks she may come back to him.

He still thinks she will come back? I said. After she has been away three years!

Yes. He keeps her things just the same as she left them when she went away, everything just the same.

But isnt he angry with her for what she did? If I was a man and a girl treated me that way, Id be apt to murder her if she tried to show up again.

He wouldnt. Nor would I, if — if anything like that happened to me; Id wait and wait, and go on hoping all the time. And Id go down to the station to meet the train every afternoon, just like Jack Tyson.

Something splashed on the tablecloth. It made me jump.

For goodness sake, I said, whats your trouble? Brace up. I know its a sad story, but its not your funeral.

It is. It is. The same things going to happen to me.

Take a hold on yourself. Dont cry like that.

I cant help it. Oh! I knew it would happen. Its happening right now. Look — look at him.

I glanced over the rail, and I saw what she meant. There was her Charlie, dancing about all over the floor as if he had just discovered that he hadnt lived till then. I saw him say something to the girl he was dancing with. I wasnt near enough to hear it, but I bet it was This is the life! If I had been his wife, in the same position as this kid, I guess Id have felt as bad as she did, for if ever a man exhibited all the symptoms of incurable Newyorkitis, it was this Charlie Ferris.

Im not like these New York girls, she choked. I cant be smart. I dont want to be. I just want to live at home and be happy. I knew it would happen if we came to the city. He doesnt think me good enough for him. He looks down on me.

Pull yourself together.

And I do love him so!

Goodness knows what I should have said if I could have thought of anything to say. But just then the music stopped, and somebody on the floor below began to speak.

Ladeez n gemmen, he said, there will now take place our great Numbah Contest. This gen-u-ine sporting contest—

It was Izzy Baermann making his nightly speech, introducing the Love-r-ly Cup; and it meant that, for me, duty called. From where I sat I could see Izzy looking about the room, and I knew he was looking for me. Its the managements nightmare that one of these evenings Mabel or I wont show up, and somebody else will get away with the Love-r-ly Cup.

Sorry Ive got to go, I said. I have to be in this.

And then suddenly I had the great idea. It came to me like a flash, I looked at her, crying there, and I looked over the rail at Charlie the Boy Wonder, and I knew that this was where I got a stranglehold on my place in the Hall of Fame, along with the great thinkers of the age.

Come on, I said. Come along. Stop crying and powder your nose and get a move on. Youre going to dance this.

But Charlie doesnt want to dance with me.

It may have escaped your notice, I said, but your Charlie is not the only man in New York, or even in this restaurant. Im going to dance with Charlie myself, and Ill introduce you to someone who can go through the movements. Listen!

The lady of each couple — this was Izzy, getting it off his diaphragm— will receive a ticket containing a num-bah. The dance will then proceed, and the num-bahs will be eliminated one by one, those called out by the judge kindly returning to their seats as their num-bah is called. The num-bah finally remaining is the winning num-bah. The contest is a genuine sporting contest, decided purely by the skill of the holders of the various num-bahs. (Izzy stopped blushing at the age of six.) Will ladies now kindly step forward and receive their num-bahs. The winner, the holder of the num-bah left on the floor when the other num-bahs have been eliminated (I could see Izzy getting more and more uneasy, wondering where on earth Id got to), will receive this Love-r-ly Silver Cup, presented by the management. Ladies will now kindly step forward and receive their num-bahs.

I turned to Mrs Charlie. There, I said, dont you want to win a Love-r-ly Silver Cup?

But I couldnt.

You never know your luck.

But it isnt luck. Didnt you hear him say its a contest decided purely by skill?

Well, try your skill, then. I felt as if I could have shaken her. For goodness sake, I said, show a little grit. Arent you going to stir a finger to keep your Charlie? Suppose you win, think what it will mean. He will look up to you for the rest of your life. When he starts talking about New York, all you will have to say is, New York? Ah, yes, that was the town I won that Love-r-ly Silver Cup in, was it not? and hell drop as if you had hit him behind the ear with a sandbag. Pull yourself together and try.

I saw those brown eyes of hers flash, and she said, Ill try.

Good for you, I said. Now you get those tears dried, and fix yourself up, and Ill go down and get the tickets.

Izzy was mighty relieved when I bore down on him.

Gee! he said, I thought you had run away, or was sick or something. Heres your ticket.

I want two, Izzy. Ones for a friend of mine. And I say, Izzy, Id take it as a personal favour if you would let her stop on the floor as one of the last two couples. Theres a reason. Shes a kid from the country, and she wants to make a hit.

Sure, thatll be all right. Here are the tickets. Yours is thirty-six, hers is ten. He lowered his voice. Dont go mixing them.

I went back to the balcony. On the way I got hold of Charlie.

Were dancing this together, I said.

He grinned all across his face.

I found Mrs Charlie looking as if she had never shed a tear in her life. She certainly had pluck, that kid.

Come on, I said. Stick to your ticket like wax and watch your step.

I guess youve seen these sporting contests at Geisenheimers. Or, if you havent seen them at Geisenheimers, youve seen them somewhere else. Theyre all the same.

When we began, the floor was so crowded that there was hardly elbow-room. Dont tell me there arent any optimists nowadays. Everyone was looking as if they were wondering whether to have the Love-r-ly Cup in the sitting-room or the bedroom. You never saw such a hopeful gang in your life.

Presently Izzy gave tongue. The management expects him to be humorous on these occasions, so he did his best.

Num-bahs, seven, eleven, and twenty-one will kindly rejoin their sorrowing friends.

This gave us a little more elbow-room, and the band started again.

A few minutes later, Izzy once more: Num-bahs thirteen, sixteen, and seventeen — good-bye.

Off we went again.

Num-bah twelve, we hate to part with you, but — back to your table!

A plump girl in a red hat, who had been dancing with a kind smile, as if she were doing it to amuse the children, left the floor.

Num-bahs six, fifteen, and twenty, thumbs down!

And pretty soon the only couples left were Charlie and me, Mrs Charlie and the fellow Id introduced her to, and a bald-headed man and a girl in a white hat. He was one of your stick-at-it performers. He had been dancing all the evening. I had noticed him from the balcony. He looked like a hard-boiled egg from up there.

He was a trier all right, that fellow, and had things been otherwise, so to speak, Id have been glad to see him win. But it was not to be. Ah, no!

Num-bah nineteen, youre getting all flushed. Take a rest.

So there it was, a straight contest between me and Charlie and Mrs Charlie and her man. Every nerve in my system was tingling with suspense and excitement, was it not? It was not.

Charlie, as Ive already hinted, was not a dancer who took much of his attention off his feet while in action. He was there to do his durnedest, not to inspect objects of interest by the wayside. The correspondence college hed attended doesnt guarantee to teach you to do two things at once. It wont bind itself to teach you to look round the room while youre dancing. So Charlie hadnt the least suspicion of the state of the drama. He was breathing heavily down my neck in a determined sort of way, with his eyes glued to the floor. All he knew was that the competition had thinned out a bit, and the honour of Ashley, Maine, was in his hands.

You know how the public begins to sit up and take notice when these dance-contests have been narrowed down to two couples. There are evenings when I quite forget myself, when Im one of the last two left in, and get all excited. Theres a sort of hum in the air, and, as you go round the room, people at the tables start applauding. Why, if you didnt know about the inner workings of the thing, youd be all of a twitter.

It didnt take my practised ear long to discover that it wasnt me and Charlie that the great public was cheering for. We would go round the floor without getting a hand, and every time Mrs Charlie and her guy got to a corner there was a noise like election night. She sure had made a hit.

I took a look at her across the floor, and I didnt wonder. She was a different kid from what shed been upstairs. I never saw anybody look so happy and pleased with herself. Her eyes were like lamps, and her cheeks all pink, and she was going at it like a champion. I knew what had made a hit with the people. It was the look of her. She made you think of fresh milk and new-laid eggs and birds singing. To see her was like getting away to the country in August. Its funny about people who live in the city. They chuck out their chests, and talk about little old New York being good enough for them, and theres a street in heaven they call Broadway, and all the rest of it; but it seems to me that what they really live for is that three weeks in the summer when they get away into the country. I knew exactly why they were cheering so hard for Mrs Charlie. She made them think of their holidays which were coming along, when they would go and board at the farm and drink out of the old oaken bucket, and call the cows by their first names.

Gee! I felt just like that myself. All day the country had been tugging at me, and now it tugged worse than ever.

I could have smelled the new-mown hay if it wasnt that when youre in Geisenheimers you have to smell Geisenheimers, because it leaves no chance for competition.

Keep working, I said to Charlie. It looks to me as if we are going back in the betting.

Uh, huh! he says, too busy to blink.

Do some of those fancy steps of yours. We need them in our business.

And the way that boy worked — it was astonishing!

Out of the corner of my eye I could see Izzy Baermann, and he wasnt looking happy. He was nerving himself for one of those quick referees decisions — the sort you make and then duck under the ropes, and run five miles, to avoid the incensed populace. It was this kind of thing happening every now and then that prevented his job being perfect. Mabel Francis told me that one night when Izzy declared her the winner of the great sporting contest, it was such raw work that she thought thered have been a riot. It looked pretty much as if he was afraid the same thing was going to happen now. There wasnt a doubt which of us two couples was the one that the customers wanted to see win that Love-r-ly Silver Cup. It was a walk-over for Mrs Charlie, and Charlie and I were simply among those present.

But Izzy had his duty to do, and drew a salary for doing it, so he moistened his lips, looked round to see that his strategic railways werent blocked, swallowed twice, and said in a husky voice:

Num-bah ten, please re-tiah!

I stopped at once.

Come along, said I to Charlie. Thats our exit cue.

And we walked off the floor amidst applause.

Well, says Charlie, taking out his handkerchief and attending to his brow, which was like the village blacksmiths, we didnt do so bad, did we? We didnt do so bad, I guess! We—

And he looked up at the balcony, expecting to see the dear little wife, draped over the rail, worshipping him; when, just as his eye is moving up, it gets caught by the sight of her a whole heap lower down than he had expected — on the floor, in fact.

She wasnt doing much in the worshipping line just at that moment. She was too busy.

It was a regular triumphal progress for the kid. She and her partner were doing one or two rounds now for exhibition purposes, like the winning couple always do at Geisenheimers, and the room was fairly rising at them. Youd have thought from the way they were clapping that they had been betting all their spare cash on her.

Charlie gets her well focused, then he lets his jaw drop, till he pretty near bumped it against the floor.

But — but — but— he begins.

I know, I said. It begins to look as if she could dance well enough for the city after all. It begins to look as if she had sort of put one over on somebody, dont it? It begins to look as if it were a pity you didnt think of dancing with her yourself.

I — I — I—

You come along and have a nice cold drink, I said, and youll soon pick up.

He tottered after me to a table, looking as if he had been hit by a street-car. He had got his.

I was so busy looking after Charlie, flapping the towel and working on him with the oxygen, that, if youll believe me, it wasnt for quite a time that I thought of glancing around to see how the thing had struck Izzy Baermann.

If you can imagine a fond father whose only son has hit him with a brick, jumped on his stomach, and then gone off with all his money, you have a pretty good notion of how poor old Izzy looked. He was staring at me across the room, and talking to himself and jerking his hands about. Whether he thought he was talking to me, or whether he was rehearsing the scene where he broke it to the boss that a mere stranger had got away with his Love-r-ly Silver Cup, I dont know. Whichever it was, he was being mighty eloquent.

I gave him a nod, as much as to say that it would all come right in the future, and then I turned to Charlie again. He was beginning to pick up.

She won the cup! he said in a dazed voice, looking at me as if I could do something about it.

You bet she did!

But — well, what do you know about that?

I saw that the moment had come to put it straight to him. Ill tell you what I know about it, I said. If you take my advice, youll hustle that kid straight back to Ashley — or wherever it is that you said you poison the natives by making up the wrong prescriptions — before she gets New York into her system. When I was talking to her upstairs, she was telling me about a fellow in her village who got it in the neck just the same as youre apt to do.

He started. She was telling you about Jack Tyson?

That was his name — Jack Tyson. He lost his wife through letting her have too much New York. Dont you think its funny she should have mentioned him if she hadnt had some idea that she might act just the same as his wife did?

He turned quite green.

You dont think she would do that?

Well, if youd heard her — She couldnt talk of anything except this Tyson, and what his wife did to him. She talked of it sort of sad, kind of regretful, as if she was sorry, but felt that it had to be. I could see she had been thinking about it a whole lot.

Charlie stiffened in his seat, and then began to melt with pure fright. He took up his empty glass with a shaking hand and drank a long drink out of it. It didnt take much observation to see that he had had the jolt he wanted, and was going to be a whole heap less jaunty and metropolitan from now on. In fact, the way he looked, I should say he had finished with metropolitan jauntiness for the rest of his life.

Ill take her home tomorrow, he said. But — will she come?

Thats up to you. If you can persuade her — Here she is now. I should start at once.

Mrs Charlie, carrying the cup, came to the table. I was wondering what would be the first thing she would say. If it had been Charlie, of course hed have said, This is the life! but I looked for something snappier from her. If I had been in her place there were at least ten things I could have thought of to say, each nastier than the other.

She sat down and put the cup on the table. Then she gave the cup a long look. Then she drew a deep breath. Then she looked at Charlie.

Oh, Charlie, dear, she said, I do wish Id been dancing with you!

Well, Im not sure that that wasnt just as good as anything I would have said. Charlie got right off the mark. After what I had told him, he wasnt wasting any time.

Darling, he said, humbly, youre a wonder! What will they say about this at home? He did pause here for a moment, for it took nerve to say it; but then he went right on. Mary, how would it be if we went home right away — first train tomorrow, and showed it to them?

Oh, Charlie! she said.

His face lit up as if somebody had pulled a switch.

You will? You dont want to stop on? You arent wild about New York?

If there was a train, she said, Id start tonight. But I thought you loved the city so, Charlie?

He gave a kind of shiver. I never want to see it again in my life! he said.

Youll excuse me, I said, getting up, I think theres a friend of mine wants to speak to me.

And I crossed over to where Izzy had been standing for the last five minutes, making signals to me with his eyebrows.

You couldnt have called Izzy coherent at first. He certainly had trouble with his vocal chords, poor fellow. There was one of those African explorer men used to come to Geisenheimers a lot when he was home from roaming the trackless desert, and he used to tell me about tribes he had met who didnt use real words at all, but talked to one another in clicks and gurgles. He imitated some of their chatter one night to amuse me, and, believe me, Izzy Baermann started talking the same language now. Only he didnt do it to amuse me.

He was like one of those gramophone records when its getting into its stride.

Be calm, Isadore, I said. Something is troubling you. Tell me all about it.

He clicked some more, and then he got it out.

Say, are you crazy? What did you do it for? Didnt I tell you as plain as I could; didnt I say it twenty times, when you came for the tickets, that yours was thirty-six?

Didnt you say my friends was thirty-six?

Are you deaf? I said hers was ten.

Then, I said handsomely, say no more. The mistake was mine. It begins to look as if I must have got them mixed.

He did a few Swedish exercises.

Say no more? Thats good! Thats great! Youve got nerve. Ill say that.

It was a lucky mistake, Izzy. It saved your life. The people would have lynched you if you had given me the cup. They were solid for her.

Whats the boss going to say when I tell him?

Never mind what the boss will say. Havent you any romance in your system, Izzy? Look at those two sitting there with their heads together. Isnt it worth a silver cup to have made them happy for life? They are on their honeymoon, Isadore. Tell the boss exactly how it happened, and say that I thought it was up to Geisenheimers to give them a wedding-present.

He clicked for a spell.

Ah! he said. Ah! now youve done it! Now youve given yourself away! You did it on purpose. You mixed those tickets on purpose. I thought as much. Say, who do you think you are, doing this sort of thing? Dont you know that professional dancers are three for ten cents? I could go out right now and whistle, and get a dozen girls for your job. The bossll sack you just one minute after I tell him.

No, he wont, Izzy, because Im going to resign.

Youd better!

Thats what I think. Im sick of this place, Izzy. Im sick of dancing. Im sick of New York. Im sick of everything. Im going back to the country. I thought I had got the pigs and chickens clear out of my system, but I hadnt. Ive suspected it for a long, long time, and tonight I know it. Tell the boss, with my love, that Im sorry, but it had to be done. And if he wants to talk back, he must do it by letter: Mrs John Tyson, Rodney, Maine, is the address.


THE MAKING OF MACS

[image: img208.jpg]

MACS RESTAURANT — nobody calls it MacFarlands — is a mystery. It is off the beaten track. It is not smart. It does not advertise. It provides nothing nearer to an orchestra than a solitary piano, yet, with all these things against it, it is a success. In theatrical circles especially it holds a position which might turn the white lights of many a supper-palace green with envy.

This is mysterious. You do not expect Soho to compete with and even eclipse Piccadilly in this way. And when Soho does so compete, there is generally romance of some kind somewhere in the background.

Somebody happened to mention to me casually that Henry, the old waiter, had been at Macs since its foundation.

Me? said Henry, questioned during a slack spell in the afternoon. Rather!

Then can you tell me what it was that first gave the place the impetus which started it on its upward course? What causes should you say were responsible for its phenomenal prosperity? What—

What gave it a leg-up? Is that what youre trying to get at?

Exactly. What gave it a leg-up? Can you tell me?

Me? said Henry. Rather!

And he told me this chapter from the unwritten history of the London whose day begins when Natures finishes.



Old Mr MacFarland (said Henry) started the place fifteen years ago. He was a widower with one son and what you might call half a daughter. Thats to say, he had adopted her. Katie was her name, and she was the child of a dead friend of his. The sons name was Andy. A little freckled nipper he was when I first knew him — one of those silent kids that dont say much and have as much obstinacy in them as if they were mules. Manys the time, in them days, Ive clumped him on the head and told him to do something; and he didnt run yelling to his pa, same as most kids would have done, but just said nothing and went on not doing whatever it was I had told him to do. That was the sort of disposition Andy had, and it grew on him. Why, when he came back from Oxford College the time the old man sent for him — what Im going to tell you about soon — he had a jaw on him like the ram of a battleship. Katie was the kid for my money. I liked Katie. We all liked Katie.

Old MacFarland started out with two big advantages. One was Jules, and the other was me. Jules came from Paris, and he was the greatest cook you ever seen. And me — well, I was just come from ten years as waiter at the Guelph, and I wont conceal it from you that I gave the place a tone. I gave Soho something to think about over its chop, believe me. It was a come-down in the world for me, maybe, after the Guelph, but what I said to myself was that, when you get a tip in Soho, it may be only tuppence, but you keep it; whereas at the Guelph about ninety-nine hundredths of it goes to helping to maintain some blooming head waiter in the style to which he has been accustomed. It was through my kind of harping on that fact that me and the Guelph parted company. The head waiter complained to the management the day I called him a fat-headed vampire.

Well, what with me and what with Jules, MacFarlands — it wasnt Macs in them days — began to get a move on. Old MacFarland, who knew a good man when he saw one and always treated me more like a brother than anything else, used to say to me, Henry, if this keeps up, Ill be able to send the boy to Oxford College; until one day he changed it to, Henry, Im going to send the boy to Oxford College; and next year, sure enough, off he went.

Katie was sixteen then, and she had just been given the cashier job, as a treat. She wanted to do something to help the old man, so he put her on a high chair behind a wire cage with a hole in it, and she gave the customers their change. And let me tell you, mister, that a man that wasnt satisfied after hed had me serve him a dinner cooked by Jules and then had a chat with Katie through the wire cage would have groused at Paradise. For she was pretty, was Katie, and getting prettier every day. I spoke to the boss about it. I said it was putting temptation in the girls way to set her up there right in the public eye, as it were. And he told me to hop it. So I hopped it.

Katie was wild about dancing. Nobody knew it till later, but all this while, it turned out, she was attending regular one of them schools. That was where she went to in the afternoons, when we all thought she was visiting girl friends. It all come out after, but she fooled us then. Girls are like monkeys when it comes to artfulness. She called me Uncle Bill, because she said the name Henry always reminded her of cold mutton. If it had been young Andy that had said it Id have clumped him one; but he never said anything like that. Come to think of it, he never said anything much at all. He just thought a heap without opening his face.

So young Andy went off to college, and I said to him, Now then, you young devil, you be a credit to us, or Ill fetch you a clip when you come home. And Katie said, Oh, Andy, I shall miss you. And Andy didnt say nothing to me, and he didnt say nothing to Katie, but he gave her a look, and later in the day I found her crying, and she said shed got toothache, and I went round the corner to the chemists and brought her something for it.

It was in the middle of Andys second year at college that the old man had the stroke which put him out of business. He went down under it as if hed been hit with an axe, and the doctor tells him hell never be able to leave his bed again.

So they sent for Andy, and he quit his college, and come back to London to look after the restaurant.

I was sorry for the kid. I told him so in a fatherly kind of way. And he just looked at me and says, Thanks very much, Henry.

What must be must be, I says. Maybe, its all for the best. Maybe its better youre here than in among all those young devils in your Oxford school what might be leading you astray.

If you would think less of me and more of your work, Henry, he says, perhaps that gentleman over there wouldnt have to shout sixteen times for the waiter.

Which, on looking into it, I found to be the case, and he went away without giving me no tip, which shows what you lose in a hard world by being sympathetic.

Im bound to say that young Andy showed us all jolly quick that he hadnt come home just to be an ornament about the place. There was exactly one boss in the restaurant, and it was him. It come a little hard at first to have to be respectful to a kid whose head you had spent many a happy hour clumping for his own good in the past; but he pretty soon showed me I could do it if I tried, and I done it. As for Jules and the two young fellers that had been taken on to help me owing to increase of business, they would jump through hoops and roll over if he just looked at them. He was a boy who liked his own way, was Andy, and, believe me, at MacFarlands Restaurant he got it.

And then, when things had settled down into a steady jog, Katie took the bit in her teeth.

She done it quite quiet and unexpected one afternoon when there was only me and her and Andy in the place. And I dont think either of them knew I was there, for I was taking an easy on a chair at the back, reading an evening paper.

She said, kind of quiet, Oh, Andy.

Yes, darling, he said.

And that was the first I knew that there was anything between them.

Andy, Ive something to tell you.

What is it?

She kind of hesitated.

Andy, dear, I shant be able to help any more in the restaurant.

He looked at her, sort of surprised.

What do you mean?

Im — Im going on the stage.

I put down my paper. What do you mean? Did I listen? Of course I listened. What do you take me for?

From where I sat I could see young Andys face, and I didnt need any more to tell me there was going to be trouble. That jaw of his was right out. I forgot to tell you that the old man had died, poor old feller, maybe six months before, so that now Andy was the real boss instead of just acting boss; and whats more, in the nature of things, he was, in a manner of speaking, Katies guardian, with power to tell her what she could do and what she couldnt. And I felt that Katie wasnt going to have any smooth passage with this stage business which she was giving him. Andy didnt hold with the stage — not with any girl he was fond of being on it anyway. And when Andy didnt like a thing he said so.

He said so now.

You arent going to do anything of the sort.

Dont be horrid about it, Andy dear. Ive got a big chance. Why should you be horrid about it?

Im not going to argue about it. You dont go.

But its such a big chance. And Ive been working for it for years.

How do you mean working for it?

And then it came out about this dancing-school shed been attending regular.

When shed finished telling him about it, he just shoved out his jaw another inch.

You arent going on the stage.

But its such a chance. I saw Mr Mandelbaum yesterday, and he saw me dance, and he was very pleased, and said he would give me a solo dance to do in this new piece hes putting on.

You arent going on the stage.

What I always say is, you cant beat tact. If youre smooth and tactful you can get folks to do anything you want; but if you just shove your jaw out at them, and order them about, why, then they get their backs up and sauce you. I knew Katie well enough to know that she would do anything for Andy, if he asked her properly; but she wasnt going to stand this sort of thing. But you couldnt drive that into the head of a feller like young Andy with a steam-hammer.

She flared up, quick, as if she couldnt hold herself in no longer.

I certainly am, she said.

You know what it means?

What does it mean?

The end of — everything.

She kind of blinked as if hed hit her, then she chucks her chin up.

Very well, she says. Good-bye.

Good-bye, says Andy, the pig-headed young mule; and she walks out one way and he walks out another.



I dont follow the drama much as a general rule, but seeing that it was now, so to speak, in the family, I did keep an eye open for the newspaper notices of The Rose Girl, which was the name of the piece which Mr Mandelbaum was letting Katie do a solo dance in; and while some of them cussed the play considerable, they all gave Katie a nice word. One feller said that she was like cold water on the morning after, which is high praise coming from a newspaper man.

There wasnt a doubt about it. She was a success. You see, she was something new, and London always sits up and takes notice when you give it that.

There were pictures of her in the papers, and one evening paper had a piece about How I Preserve My Youth signed by her. I cut it out and showed it to Andy.

He gave it a look. Then he gave me a look, and I didnt like his eye.

Well? he says.

Pardon, I says.

What about it? he says.

I dont know, I says.

Get back to your work, he says.

So I got back.

It was that same night that the queer thing happened.

We didnt do much in the supper line at MacFarlands as a rule in them days, but we kept open, of course, in case Soho should take it into its head to treat itself to a welsh rabbit before going to bed; so all hands was on deck, ready for the call if it should come, at half past eleven that night; but we werent what you might term sanguine.

Well, just on the half-hour, up drives a taxicab, and in comes a party of four. There was a nut, another nut, a girl, and another girl. And the second girl was Katie.

Hallo, Uncle Bill! she says.

Good evening, madam, I says dignified, being on duty.

Oh, stop it, Uncle Bill, she says. Say Hallo! to a pal, and smile prettily, or Ill tell them about the time you went to the White City.

Well, theres some bygones that are best left bygones, and the night at the White City what she was alluding to was one of them. I still maintain, as I always shall maintain, that the constable had no right to — but, there, its a story that wouldnt interest you. And, anyway, I was glad to see Katie again, so I give her a smile.

Not so much of it, I says. Not so much of it. Im glad to see you, Katie.

Three cheers! Jimmy, I want to introduce you to my friend, Uncle Bill. Ted, this is Uncle Bill. Violet, this is Uncle Bill.

It wasnt my place to fetch her one on the side of the head, but Id of liked to have; for she was acting like shed never used to act when I knew her — all tough and bold. Then it come to me that she was nervous. And natural, too, seeing young Andy might pop out any moment.

And sure enough out he popped from the back room at that very instant. Katie looked at him, and he looked at Katie, and I seen his face get kind of hard; but he didnt say a word. And presently he went out again.

I heard Katie breathe sort of deep.

Hes looking well, Uncle Bill, aint he? she says to me, very soft.

Pretty fair, I says. Well, kid, I been reading the pieces in the papers. Youve knocked em.

Ah, dont Bill, she says, as if Id hurt her. And me meaning only to say the civil thing. Girls are rum.

When the party had paid their bill and give me a tip which made me think I was back at the Guelph again — only there werent any Dick Turpin of a head waiter standing by for his share — they hopped it. But Katie hung back and had a word with me.

He was looking well, wasnt he, Uncle Bill?

Rather!

Does — does he ever speak of me?

I aint heard him.

I suppose hes still pretty angry with me, isnt he, Uncle Bill? Youre sure youve never heard him speak of me?

So, to cheer her up, I tells her about the piece in the paper I showed him; but it didnt seem to cheer her up any. And she goes out.

The very next night in she come again for supper, but with different nuts and different girls. There was six of them this time, counting her. And theyd hardly sat down at their table, when in come the fellers she had called Jimmy and Ted with two girls. And they sat eating of their suppers and chaffing one another across the floor, all as pleasant and sociable as you please.

I say, Katie, I heard one of the nuts say, you were right. Hes worth the price of admission.

I dont know who they meant, but they all laughed. And every now and again Id hear them praising the food, which I dont wonder at, for Jules had certainly done himself proud. All artistic temperament, these Frenchmen are. The moment I told him we had company, so to speak, he blossomed like a flower does when you put it in water.

Ah, see, at last! he says, trying to grab me and kiss me. Our fame has gone abroad in the world which amuses himself, aint it? For a good supper connexion I have always prayed, and he has arrived.

Well, it did begin to look as if he was right. Ten high-class supper-folk in an evening was pretty hot stuff for MacFarlands. Im bound to say I got excited myself. I cant deny that I missed the Guelph at times.

On the fifth night, when the place was fairly packed and looked for all the world like Oddys or Romanos, and me and the two young fellers helping me was working double tides, I suddenly understood, and I went up to Katie and, bending over her very respectful with a bottle, I whispers, Hot stuff, kid. This is a jolly fine boom youre working for the old place. And by the way she smiled back at me, I seen I had guessed right.

Andy was hanging round, keeping an eye on things, as he always done, and I says to him, when I was passing, Shes doing us proud, bucking up the old place, aint she? And he says, Get on with your work. And I got on.

Katie hung back at the door, when she was on her way out, and had a word with me.

Has he said anything about me, Uncle Bill?

Not a word, I says.

And she goes out.

Youve probably noticed about London, mister, that a flock of sheep isnt in it with the nuts, the way they all troop on each others heels to supper-places. One month theyre all going to one place, next month to another. Someone in the push starts the cry that hes found a new place, and off they all go to try it. The trouble with most of the places is that once theyve got the custom they think its going to keep on coming and all theyve got to do is to lean back and watch it come. Popularity comes in at the door, and good food and good service flies out at the window. We wasnt going to have any of that at MacFarlands. Even if it hadnt been that Andy would have come down like half a ton of bricks on the first sign of slackness, Jules and me both of us had our professional reputations to keep up. I didnt give myself no airs when I seen things coming our way. I worked all the harder, and I seen to it that the four young fellers under me — there was four now — didnt lose no time fetching of the orders.

The consequence was that the difference between us and most popular restaurants was that we kept our popularity. We fed them well, and we served them well; and once the thing had started rolling it didnt stop. Soho isnt so very far away from the centre of things, when you come to look at it, and they didnt mind the extra step, seeing that there was something good at the end of it. So we got our popularity, and we kept our popularity; and weve got it to this day. Thats how MacFarlands came to be what it is, mister.



With the air of one who has told a well-rounded tale, Henry ceased, and observed that it was wonderful the way Mr Woodward, of Chelsea, preserved his skill in spite of his advanced years.

I stared at him.

But, heavens, man! I cried, you surely dont think youve finished? What about Katie and Andy? What happened to them? Did they ever come together again?

Oh, ah, said Henry, I was forgetting!

And he resumed.



As time went on, I begin to get pretty fed up with young Andy. He was making a fortune as fast as any feller could out of the sudden boom in the supper-custom, and he knowing perfectly well that if it hadnt of been for Katie there wouldnt of been any supper-custom at all; and youd of thought that anyone claiming to be a human being would have had the gratitood to forgive and forget and go over and say a civil word to Katie when she come in. But no, he just hung round looking black at all of them; and one night he goes and fairly does it.

The place was full that night, and Katie was there, and the piano going, and everybody enjoying themselves, when the young feller at the piano struck up the tune what Katie danced to in the show. Catchy tune it was. Lum-tum-tum, tiddle-iddle-um. Something like that it went. Well, the young feller struck up with it, and everybody begin clapping and hammering on the tables and hollering to Katie to get up and dance; which she done, in an open space in the middle, and she hadnt hardly started when along come young Andy.

He goes up to her, all jaw, and I seen something that wanted dusting on the table next to em, so I went up and began dusting it, so by good luck I happened to hear the whole thing.

He says to her, very quiet, You cant do that here. What do you think this place is?

And she says to him, Oh, Andy!

Im very much obliged to you, he says, for all the trouble you seem to be taking, but it isnt necessary. MacFarlands got on very well before your well-meant efforts to turn it into a bear-garden.

And him coining the money from the supper-custom! Sometimes I think gratitoods a thing of the past and this world not fit for a self-respecting rattlesnake to live in.

Andy! she says.

Thats all. We neednt argue about it. If you want to come here and have supper, I cant stop you. But Im not going to have the place turned into a night-club.

I dont know when Ive heard anything like it. If it hadnt of been that I hadnt of got the nerve, Id have give him a look.

Katie didnt say another word, but just went back to her table.

But the episode, as they say, wasnt conclooded. As soon as the party she was with seen that she was through dancing, they begin to kick up a row; and one young nut with about an inch and a quarter of forehead and the same amount of chin kicked it up especial.

No, I say! I say, you know! he hollered. Thats too bad, you know. Encore! Dont stop. Encore!

Andy goes up to him.

I must ask you, please, not to make so much noise, he says, quite respectful. You are disturbing people.

Disturbing be damned! Why shouldnt she—

One moment. You can make all the noise you please out in the street, but as long as you stay in here youll be quiet. Do you understand?

Up jumps the nut. Hed had quite enough to drink. I know, because Id been serving him.

Who the devil are you? he says.

Sit down, says Andy.

And the young feller took a smack at him. And the next moment Andy had him by the collar and was chucking him out in a way that would have done credit to a real professional down Whitechapel way. He dumped him on the pavement as neat as you please.

That broke up the party.

You can never tell with restaurants. What kills one makes another. Ive no doubt that if we had chucked out a good customer from the Guelph that would have been the end of the place. But it only seemed to do MacFarlands good. I guess it gave just that touch to the place which made the nuts think that this was real Bohemia. Come to think of it, it does give a kind of charm to a place, if you feel that at any moment the feller at the next table to you may be gathered up by the slack of his trousers and slung into the street.

Anyhow, thats the way our supper-custom seemed to look at it; and after that you had to book a table in advance if you wanted to eat with us. They fairly flocked to the place.

But Katie didnt. She didnt flock. She stayed away. And no wonder, after Andy behaving so bad. Id of spoke to him about it, only he wasnt the kind of feller you do speak to about things.

One day I says to him to cheer him up, What price this restaurant now, Mr Andy?

Curse the restaurant, he says.

And him with all that supper-custom! Its a rum world!

Mister, have you ever had a real shock — something that came out of nowhere and just knocked you flat? I have, and Im going to tell you about it.

When a man gets to be my age, and has a job of work which keeps him busy till its time for him to go to bed, he gets into the habit of not doing much worrying about anything that aint shoved right under his nose. Thats why, about now, Katie had kind of slipped my mind. It wasnt that I wasnt fond of the kid, but Id got so much to think about, what with having four young fellers under me and things being in such a rush at the restaurant that, if I thought of her at all, I just took it for granted that she was getting along all right, and didnt bother. To be sure we hadnt seen nothing of her at MacFarlands since the night when Andy bounced her pal with the small size in foreheads, but that didnt worry me. If Id been her, Id have stopped away the same as she done, seeing that young Andy still had his hump. I took it for granted, as Im telling you, that she was all right, and that the reason we didnt see nothing of her was that she was taking her patronage elsewhere.

And then, one evening, which happened to be my evening off, I got a letter, and for ten minutes after I read it I was knocked flat.

You get to believe in fate when you get to be my age, and fate certainly had taken a hand in this game. If it hadnt of been my evening off, dont you see, I wouldnt have got home till one oclock or past that in the morning, being on duty. Whereas, seeing it was my evening off, I was back at half past eight.

I was living at the same boarding-house in Bloomsbury what Id lived at for the past ten years, and when I got there I find her letter shoved half under my door.

I can tell you every word of it. This is how it went:

Darling Uncle Bill,



Dont be too sorry when you read this. It is nobodys fault,

but I am just tired of everything, and I want to end it all. You

have been such a dear to me always that I want you to be good to

me now. I should not like Andy to know the truth, so I want you

to make it seem as if it had happened naturally. You will do this

for me, wont you? It will be quite easy. By the time you get this,

it will be one, and it will all be over, and you can just come up

and open the window and let the gas out and then everyone will

think I just died naturally. It will be quite easy. I am leaving

the door unlocked so that you can get in. I am in the room just

above yours. I took it yesterday, so as to be near you. Good-bye,

Uncle Bill. You will do it for me, wont you? I dont want Andy to

know what it really was.



KATIE

That was it, mister, and I tell you it floored me. And then it come to me, kind of as a new idea, that Id best do something pretty soon, and up the stairs I went quick.

There she was, on the bed, with her eyes closed, and the gas just beginning to get bad.

As I come in, she jumped up, and stood staring at me. I went to the tap, and turned the flow off, and then I gives her a look.

Now then, I says.

How did you get here?

Never mind how I got here. What have you got to say for yourself?

She just began to cry, same as she used to when she was a kid and someone had hurt her.

Here, I says, lets get along out of here, and go where theres some air to breathe. Dont you take on so. You come along out and tell me all about it.

She started to walk to where I was, and suddenly I seen she was limping. So I gave her a hand down to my room, and set her on a chair.

Now then, I says again.

Dont be angry with me, Uncle Bill, she says.

And she looks at me so pitiful that I goes up to her and puts my arm round her and pats her on the back.

Dont you worry, dearie, I says, nobody aint going to be angry with you. But, for goodness sake, I says, tell a man why in the name of goodness you ever took and acted so foolish.

I wanted to end it all.

But why?

She burst out a-crying again, like a kid.

Didnt you read about it in the paper, Uncle Bill?

Read about what in the paper?

My accident. I broke my ankle at rehearsal ever so long ago, practising my new dance. The doctors say it will never be right again. I shall never be able to dance any more. I shall always limp. I shant even be able to walk properly. And when I thought of that ... and Andy ... and everything ... I....

I got on to my feet.

Well, well, well, I says. Well, well, well! I dont know as I blame you. But dont you do it. Its a mugs game. Look here, if I leave you alone for half an hour, you wont go trying it on again? Promise.

Very well, Uncle Bill. Where are you going?

Oh, just out. Ill be back soon. You sit there and rest yourself.

It didnt take me ten minutes to get to the restaurant in a cab. I found Andy in the back room.

Whats the matter, Henry? he says.

Take a look at this, I says.

Theres always this risk, mister, in being the Andy type of feller what must have his own way and goes straight ahead and has it; and that is that when trouble does come to him, it comes with a rush. It sometimes seems to me that in this life weve all got to have trouble sooner or later, and some of us gets it bit by bit, spread out thin, so to speak, and a few of us gets it in a lump — biff! And that was what happened to Andy, and what I knew was going to happen when I showed him that letter. I nearly says to him, Brace up, young feller, because this is where you get it.

I dont often go to the theatre, but when I do I like one of those plays with some ginger in them which the papers generally cuss. The papers say that real human beings dont carry on in that way. Take it from me, mister, they do. I seen a feller on the stage read a letter once which didnt just suit him; and he gasped and rolled his eyes and tried to say something and couldnt, and had to get a hold on a chair to keep him from falling. There was a piece in the paper saying that this was all wrong, and that he wouldnt of done them things in real life. Believe me, the paper was wrong. There wasnt a thing that feller did that Andy didnt do when he read that letter.

God! he says. Is she ... She isnt.... Were you in time? he says.

And he looks at me, and I seen that he had got it in the neck, right enough.

If you mean is she dead, I says, no, she aint dead.

Thank God!

Not yet, I says.

And the next moment we was out of that room and in the cab and moving quick.

He was never much of a talker, wasnt Andy, and he didnt chat in that cab. He didnt say a word till we was going up the stairs.

Where? he says.

Here, I says.

And I opens the door.

Katie was standing looking out of the window. She turned as the door opened, and then she saw Andy. Her lips parted, as if she was going to say something, but she didnt say nothing. And Andy, he didnt say nothing, neither. He just looked, and she just looked.

And then he sort of stumbles across the room, and goes down on his knees, and gets his arms around her.

Oh, my kid he says.



And I seen I wasnt wanted, so I shut the door, and I hopped it. I went and saw the last half of a music-hall. But, I dont know, it didnt kind of have no fascination for me. Youve got to give your mind to it to appreciate good music-hall turns.


ONE TOUCH OF NATURE

[image: img208.jpg]

THE FEELINGS OF Mr J. Wilmot Birdsey, as he stood wedged in the crowd that moved inch by inch towards the gates of the Chelsea Football Ground, rather resembled those of a starving man who has just been given a meal but realizes that he is not likely to get another for many days. He was full and happy. He bubbled over with the joy of living and a warm affection for his fellow-man. At the back of his mind there lurked the black shadow of future privations, but for the moment he did not allow it to disturb him. On this maddest, merriest day of all the glad New Year he was content to revel in the present and allow the future to take care of itself.

Mr Birdsey had been doing something which he had not done since he left New York five years ago. He had been watching a game of baseball.

New York lost a great baseball fan when Hugo Percy de Wynter Framlinghame, sixth Earl of Carricksteed, married Mae Elinor, only daughter of Mr and Mrs J. Wilmot Birdsey of East Seventy-Third Street; for scarcely had that internationally important event taken place when Mrs Birdsey, announcing that for the future the home would be in England as near as possible to dear Mae and dear Hugo, scooped J. Wilmot out of his comfortable morris chair as if he had been a clam, corked him up in a swift taxicab, and decanted him into a Deck B stateroom on the Olympic. And there he was, an exile.

Mr Birdsey submitted to the worst bit of kidnapping since the days of the old press gang with that delightful amiability which made him so popular among his fellows and such a cypher in his home. At an early date in his married life his position had been clearly defined beyond possibility of mistake. It was his business to make money, and, when called upon, to jump through hoops and sham dead at the bidding of his wife and daughter Mae. These duties he had been performing conscientiously for a matter of twenty years.

It was only occasionally that his humble role jarred upon him, for he loved his wife and idolized his daughter. The international alliance had been one of these occasions. He had no objection to Hugo Percy, sixth Earl of Carricksteed. The crushing blow had been the sentence of exile. He loved baseball with a love passing the love of women, and the prospect of never seeing a game again in his life appalled him.

And then, one morning, like a voice from another world, had come the news that the White Sox and the Giants were to give an exhibition in London at the Chelsea Football Ground. He had counted the days like a child before Christmas.

There had been obstacles to overcome before he could attend the game, but he had overcome them, and had been seated in the front row when the two teams lined up before King George.

And now he was moving slowly from the ground with the rest of the spectators. Fate had been very good to him. It had given him a great game, even unto two home-runs. But its crowning benevolence had been to allot the seats on either side of him to two men of his own mettle, two god-like beings who knew every move on the board, and howled like wolves when they did not see eye to eye with the umpire. Long before the ninth innings he was feeling towards them the affection of a shipwrecked mariner who meets a couple of boyhoods chums on a desert island.

As he shouldered his way towards the gate he was aware of these two men, one on either side of him. He looked at them fondly, trying to make up his mind which of them he liked best. It was sad to think that they must soon go out of his life again for ever.

He came to a sudden resolution. He would postpone the parting. He would ask them to dinner. Over the best that the Savoy Hotel could provide they would fight the afternoons battle over again. He did not know who they were or anything about them, but what did that matter? They were brother-fans. That was enough for him.

The man on his right was young, clean-shaven, and of a somewhat vulturine cast of countenance. His face was cold and impassive now, almost forbiddingly so; but only half an hour before it had been a battle-field of conflicting emotions, and his hat still showed the dent where he had banged it against the edge of his seat on the occasion of Mr Dalys home-run. A worthy guest!

The man on Mr Birdseys left belonged to another species of fan. Though there had been times during the game when he had howled, for the most part he had watched in silence so hungrily tense that a less experienced observer than Mr Birdsey might have attributed his immobility to boredom. But one glance at his set jaw and gleaming eyes told him that here also was a man and a brother.

This mans eyes were still gleaming, and under their curiously deep tan his bearded cheeks were pale. He was staring straight in front of him with an unseeing gaze.

Mr Birdsey tapped the young man on the shoulder.

Some game! he said.

The young man looked at him and smiled.

You bet, he said.

I havent seen a ball-game in five years.

The last one I saw was two years ago next June.

Come and have some dinner at my hotel and talk it over, said Mr Birdsey impulsively.

Sure! said the young man.

Mr Birdsey turned and tapped the shoulder of the man on his left.

The result was a little unexpected. The man gave a start that was almost a leap, and the pallor of his face became a sickly white. His eyes, as he swung round, met Mr Birdseys for an instant before they dropped, and there was panic fear in them. His breath whistled softly through clenched teeth.

Mr Birdsey was taken aback. The cordiality of the clean-shaven young man had not prepared him for the possibility of such a reception. He felt chilled. He was on the point of apologizing with some murmur about a mistake, when the man reassured him by smiling. It was rather a painful smile, but it was enough for Mr Birdsey. This man might be of a nervous temperament, but his heart was in the right place.

He, too, smiled. He was a small, stout, red-faced little man, and he possessed a smile that rarely failed to set strangers at their ease. Many strenuous years on the New York Stock Exchange had not destroyed a certain childlike amiability in Mr Birdsey, and it shone out when he smiled at you.

Im afraid I startled you, he said soothingly. I wanted to ask you if you would let a perfect stranger, who also happens to be an exile, offer you dinner tonight.

The man winced. Exile?

An exiled fan. Dont you feel that the Polo Grounds are a good long way away? This gentleman is joining me. I have a suite at the Savoy Hotel, and I thought we might all have a quiet little dinner there and talk about the game. I havent seen a ball-game in five years.

Nor have I.

Then you must come. You really must. We fans ought to stick to one another in a strange land. Do come.

Thank you, said the bearded man; I will.

When three men, all strangers, sit down to dinner together, conversation, even if they happen to have a mutual passion for baseball, is apt to be for a while a little difficult. The first fine frenzy in which Mr Birdsey had issued his invitations had begun to ebb by the time the soup was served, and he was conscious of a feeling of embarrassment.

There was some subtle hitch in the orderly progress of affairs. He sensed it in the air. Both of his guests were disposed to silence, and the clean-shaven young man had developed a trick of staring at the man with the beard, which was obviously distressing that sensitive person.

Wine, murmured Mr Birdsey to the waiter. Wine, wine!

He spoke with the earnestness of a general calling up his reserves for the grand attack. The success of this little dinner mattered enormously to him. There were circumstances which were going to make it an oasis in his life. He wanted it to be an occasion to which, in grey days to come, he could look back and be consoled. He could not let it be a failure.

He was about to speak when the young man anticipated him. Leaning forward, he addressed the bearded man, who was crumbling bread with an absent look in his eyes.

Surely we have met before? he said. Im sure I remember your face.

The effect of these words on the other was as curious as the effect of Mr Birdseys tap on the shoulder had been. He looked up like a hunted animal.

He shook his head without speaking.

Curious, said the young man. I could have sworn to it, and I am positive that it was somewhere in New York. Do you come from New York?

Yes.

It seems to me, said Mr Birdsey, that we ought to introduce ourselves. Funny it didnt strike any of us before. My name is Birdsey, J. Wilmot Birdsey. I come from New York.

My name is Waterall, said the young man. I come from New York.

The bearded man hesitated.

My name is Johnson. I — used to live in New York.

Where do you live now, Mr Johnson? asked Waterall.

The bearded man hesitated again. Algiers, he said.

Mr Birdsey was inspired to help matters along with small-talk.

Algiers, he said. I have never been there, but I understand that it is quite a place. Are you in business there, Mr Johnson?

I live there for my health.

Have you been there some time? inquired Waterall.

Five years.

Then it must have been in New York that I saw you, for I have never been to Algiers, and Im certain I have seen you somewhere. Im afraid you will think me a bore for sticking to the point like this, but the fact is, the one thing I pride myself on is my memory for faces. Its a hobby of mine. If I think I remember a face, and cant place it, I worry myself into insomnia. Its partly sheer vanity, and partly because in my job a good memory for faces is a mighty fine asset. It has helped me a hundred times.

Mr Birdsey was an intelligent man, and he could see that Wateralls table-talk was for some reason getting upon Johnsons nerves. Like a good host, he endeavoured to cut in and make things smooth.

Ive heard great accounts of Algiers, he said helpfully. A friend of mine was there in his yacht last year. It must be a delightful spot.

Its a hell on earth, snapped Johnson, and slew the conversation on the spot.

Through a grim silence an angel in human form fluttered in — a waiter bearing a bottle. The pop of the cork was more than music to Mr Birdseys ears. It was the booming of the guns of the relieving army.

The first glass, as first glasses will, thawed the bearded man, to the extent of inducing him to try and pick up the fragments of the conversation which he had shattered.

I am afraid you will have thought me abrupt, Mr Birdsey, he said awkwardly; but then you havent lived in Algiers for five years, and I have.

Mr Birdsey chirruped sympathetically.

I liked it at first. It looked mighty good to me. But five years of it, and nothing else to look forward to till you die....

He stopped, and emptied his glass. Mr Birdsey was still perturbed. True, conversation was proceeding in a sort of way, but it had taken a distinctly gloomy turn. Slightly flushed with the excellent champagne which he had selected for this important dinner, he endeavoured to lighten it.

I wonder, he said, which of us three fans had the greatest difficulty in getting to the bleachers today. I guess none of us found it too easy.

The young man shook his head.

Dont count on me to contribute a romantic story to this Arabian Nights Entertainment. My difficulty would have been to stop away. My names Waterall, and Im the London correspondent of the New York Chronicle. I had to be there this afternoon in the way of business.

Mr Birdsey giggled self-consciously, but not without a certain impish pride.

The laugh will be on me when you hear my confession. My daughter married an English earl, and my wife brought me over here to mix with his crowd. There was a big dinner-party tonight, at which the whole gang were to be present, and it was as much as my life was worth to side-step it. But when you get the Giants and the White Sox playing ball within fifty miles of you — Well, I packed a grip and sneaked out the back way, and got to the station and caught the fast train to London. And what is going on back there at this moment I dont like to think. About now, said Mr Birdsey, looking at his watch, I guess theyll be pronging the hors doeuvres and gazing at the empty chair. It was a shame to do it, but, for the love of Mike, what else could I have done?

He looked at the bearded man.

Did you have any adventures, Mr Johnson?

No. I — I just came.

The young man Waterall leaned forward. His manner was quiet, but his eyes were glittering.

Wasnt that enough of an adventure for you? he said.

Their eyes met across the table. Seated between them, Mr Birdsey looked from one to the other, vaguely disturbed. Something was happening, a drama was going on, and he had not the key to it.

Johnsons face was pale, and the tablecloth crumpled into a crooked ridge under his fingers, but his voice was steady as he replied:

I dont understand.

Will you understand if I give you your right name, Mr Benyon?

Whats all this? said Mr Birdsey feebly.

Waterall turned to him, the vulturine cast of his face more noticeable than ever. Mr Birdsey was conscious of a sudden distaste for this young man.

Its quite simple, Mr Birdsey. If you have not been entertaining angels unawares, you have at least been giving a dinner to a celebrity. I told you I was sure I had seen this gentleman before. I have just remembered where, and when. This is Mr John Benyon, and I last saw him five years ago when I was a reporter in New York, and covered his trial.

His trial?

He robbed the New Asiatic Bank of a hundred thousand dollars, jumped his bail, and was never heard of again.

For the love of Mike!

Mr Birdsey stared at his guest with eyes that grew momently wider. He was amazed to find that deep down in him there was an unmistakable feeling of elation. He had made up his mind, when he left home that morning, that this was to be a day of days. Well, nobody could call this an anti-climax.

So thats why you have been living in Algiers?

Benyon did not reply. Outside, the Strand traffic sent a faint murmur into the warm, comfortable room.

Waterall spoke. What on earth induced you, Benyon, to run the risk of coming to London, where every second man you meet is a New Yorker, I cant understand. The chances were two to one that you would be recognized. You made a pretty big splash with that little affair of yours five years ago.

Benyon raised his head. His hands were trembling.

Ill tell you, he said with a kind of savage force, which hurt kindly little Mr Birdsey like a blow. It was because I was a dead man, and saw a chance of coming to life for a day; because I was sick of the damned tomb Ive been living in for five centuries; because Ive been aching for New York ever since Ive left it — and here was a chance of being back there for a few hours. I knew there was a risk. I took a chance on it. Well?

Mr Birdseys heart was almost too full for words. He had found him at last, the Super-Fan, the man who would go through fire and water for a sight of a game of baseball. Till that moment he had been regarding himself as the nearest approach to that dizzy eminence. He had braved great perils to see this game. Even in this moment his mind would not wholly detach itself from speculation as to what his wife would say to him when he slunk back into the fold. But what had he risked compared with this man Benyon? Mr Birdsey glowed. He could not restrain his sympathy and admiration. True, the man was a criminal. He had robbed a bank of a hundred thousand dollars. But, after all, what was that? They would probably have wasted the money in foolishness. And, anyway, a bank which couldnt take care of its money deserved to lose it.

Mr Birdsey felt almost a righteous glow of indignation against the New Asiatic Bank.

He broke the silence which had followed Benyons words with a peculiarly immoral remark:

Well, its lucky its only us thats recognized you, he said.

Waterall stared. Are you proposing that we should hush this thing up, Mr Birdsey? he said coldly.

Oh, well—

Waterall rose and went to the telephone.

What are you going to do?

Call up Scotland Yard, of course. What did you think?

Undoubtedly the young man was doing his duty as a citizen, yet it is to be recorded that Mr Birdsey eyed him with unmixed horror.

You cant! You mustnt! he cried.

I certainly shall.

But — but — this fellow came all that way to see the ball-game.

It seemed incredible to Mr Birdsey that this aspect of the affair should not be the one to strike everybody to the exclusion of all other aspects.

You cant give him up. Its too raw.

Hes a convicted criminal.

Hes a fan. Why, say, hes the fan.

Waterall shrugged his shoulders, and walked to the telephone. Benyon spoke.

One moment.

Waterall turned, and found himself looking into the muzzle of a small pistol. He laughed.

I expected that. Wave it about all you want.

Benyon rested his shaking hand on the edge of the table.

Ill shoot if you move.

You wont. You havent the nerve. Theres nothing to you. Youre just a cheap crook, and thats all. You wouldnt find the nerve to pull that trigger in a million years.

He took off the receiver.

Give me Scotland Yard, he said.

He had turned his back to Benyon. Benyon sat motionless. Then, with a thud, the pistol fell to the ground. The next moment Benyon had broken down. His face was buried in his arms, and he was a wreck of a man, sobbing like a hurt child.

Mr Birdsey was profoundly distressed. He sat tingling and helpless. This was a nightmare.

Wateralls level voice spoke at the telephone.

Is this Scotland Yard? I am Waterall, of the New York Chronicle. Is Inspector Jarvis there? Ask him to come to the phone.... Is that you, Jarvis? This is Waterall. Im speaking from the Savoy, Mr Birdseys rooms. Birdsey. Listen, Jarvis. Theres a man here thats wanted by the American police. Send someone here and get him. Benyon. Robbed the New Asiatic Bank in New York. Yes, youve a warrant out for him, five years old.... All right.

He hung up the receiver. Benyon sprang to his feet. He stood, shaking, a pitiable sight. Mr Birdsey had risen with him. They stood looking at Waterall.

You — skunk! said Mr Birdsey.

Im an American citizen, said Waterall, and I happen to have some idea of a citizens duties. What is more, Im a newspaper man, and I have some idea of my duty to my paper. Call me what you like, you wont alter that.

Mr Birdsey snorted.

Youre suffering from ingrowing sentimentality, Mr Birdsey. Thats whats the matter with you. Just because this man has escaped justice for five years, you think he ought to be considered quit of the whole thing.

But — but—

I dont.

He took out his cigarette case. He was feeling a great deal more strung-up and nervous than he would have had the others suspect. He had had a moment of very swift thinking before he had decided to treat that ugly little pistol in a spirit of contempt. Its production had given him a decided shock, and now he was suffering from reaction. As a consequence, because his nerves were strained, he lit his cigarette very languidly, very carefully, and with an offensive superiority which was to Mr Birdsey the last straw.

These things are matters of an instant. Only an infinitesimal fraction of time elapsed between the spectacle of Mr Birdsey, indignant but inactive, and Mr Birdsey berserk, seeing red, frankly and undisguisedly running amok. The transformation took place in the space of time required for the lighting of a match.

Even as the match gave out its flame, Mr Birdsey sprang.

Aeons before, when the young blood ran swiftly in his veins and life was all before him, Mr Birdsey had played football. Once a footballer, always a potential footballer, even to the grave. Time had removed the flying tackle as a factor in Mr Birdseys life. Wrath brought it back. He dived at young Mr Wateralls neatly trousered legs as he had dived at other legs, less neatly trousered, thirty years ago. They crashed to the floor together; and with the crash came Mr Birdseys shout:

Run! Run, you fool! Run!

And, even as he clung to his man, breathless, bruised, feeling as if all the world had dissolved in one vast explosion of dynamite, the door opened, banged to, and feet fled down the passage.

Mr Birdsey disentangled himself, and rose painfully. The shock had brought him to himself. He was no longer berserk. He was a middle-aged gentleman of high respectability who had been behaving in a very peculiar way.

Waterall, flushed and dishevelled, glared at him speechlessly. He gulped. Are you crazy?

Mr Birdsey tested gingerly the mechanism of a leg which lay under suspicion of being broken. Relieved, he put his foot to the ground again. He shook his head at Waterall. He was slightly crumpled, but he achieved a manner of dignified reproof.

You shouldnt have done it, young man. It was raw work. Oh, yes, I know all about that duty-of-a-citizen stuff. It doesnt go. There are exceptions to every rule, and this was one of them. When a man risks his liberty to come and root at a ball-game, youve got to hand it to him. He isnt a crook. Hes a fan. And we exiled fans have got to stick together.

Waterall was quivering with fury, disappointment, and the peculiar unpleasantness of being treated by an elderly gentleman like a sack of coals. He stammered with rage.

You damned old fool, do you realize what youve done? The police will be here in another minute.

Let them come.

But what am I to say to them? What explanation can I give? What story can I tell them? Cant you see what a hole youve put me in?

Something seemed to click inside Mr Birdseys soul. It was the berserk mood vanishing and reason leaping back on to her throne. He was able now to think calmly, and what he thought about filled him with a sudden gloom.

Young man, he said, dont worry yourself. Youve got a cinch. Youve only got to hand a story to the police. Any old tale will do for them. Im the man with the really difficult job — Ive got to square myself with my wife!


BLACK FOR LUCK
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HE WAS BLACK, but comely. Obviously in reduced circumstances, he had nevertheless contrived to retain a certain smartness, a certain air — what the French call the tournure. Nor had poverty killed in him the aristocrats instinct of personal cleanliness; for even as Elizabeth caught sight of him he began to wash himself.

At the sound of her step he looked up. He did not move, but there was suspicion in his attitude. The muscles of his back contracted, his eyes glowed like yellow lamps against black velvet, his tail switched a little, warningly.

Elizabeth looked at him. He looked at Elizabeth. There was a pause, while he summed her up. Then he stalked towards her, and, suddenly lowering his head, drove it vigorously against her dress. He permitted her to pick him up and carry him into the hall-way, where Francis, the janitor, stood.

Francis, said Elizabeth, does this cat belong to anyone here?

No, miss. That cats a stray, that cat is. I been trying to locate that cats owner for days.

Francis spent his time trying to locate things. It was the one recreation of his eventless life. Sometimes it was a noise, sometimes a lost letter, sometimes a piece of ice which had gone astray in the dumb-waiter — whatever it was, Francis tried to locate it.

Has he been round here long, then?

I seen him snooping about a considerable time.

I shall keep him.

Black cats bring luck, said Francis sententiously.

I certainly shant object to that, said Elizabeth. She was feeling that morning that a little luck would be a pleasing novelty. Things had not been going very well with her of late. It was not so much that the usual proportion of her manuscripts had come back with editorial compliments from the magazine to which they had been sent — she accepted that as part of the game; what she did consider scurvy treatment at the hands of fate was the fact that her own pet magazine, the one to which she had been accustomed to fly for refuge, almost sure of a welcome — when coldly treated by all the others — had suddenly expired with a low gurgle for want of public support. It was like losing a kind and open-handed relative, and it made the addition of a black cat to the household almost a necessity.

In her flat, the door closed, she watched her new ally with some anxiety. He had behaved admirably on the journey upstairs, but she would not have been surprised, though it would have pained her, if he had now proceeded to try to escape through the ceiling. Cats were so emotional. However, he remained calm, and, after padding silently about the room for awhile, raised his head and uttered a crooning cry.

Thats right, said Elizabeth, cordially. If you dont see what you want, ask for it. The place is yours.

She went to the ice-box, and produced milk and sardines. There was nothing finicky or affected about her guest. He was a good trencherman, and he did not care who knew it. He concentrated himself on the restoration of his tissues with the purposeful air of one whose last meal is a dim memory. Elizabeth, brooding over him like a Providence, wrinkled her forehead in thought.

Joseph, she said at last, brightening; thats your name. Now settle down, and start being a mascot.

Joseph settled down amazingly. By the end of the second day he was conveying the impression that he was the real owner of the apartment, and that it was due to his good nature that Elizabeth was allowed the run of the place. Like most of his species, he was an autocrat. He waited a day to ascertain which was Elizabeths favourite chair, then appropriated it for his own. If Elizabeth closed a door while he was in a room, he wanted it opened so that he might go out; if she closed it while he was outside, he wanted it opened so that he might come in; if she left it open, he fussed about the draught. But the best of us have our faults, and Elizabeth adored him in spite of his.

It was astonishing what a difference he made in her life. She was a friendly soul, and until Josephs arrival she had had to depend for company mainly on the footsteps of the man in the flat across the way. Moreover, the building was an old one, and it creaked at night. There was a loose board in the passage which made burglar noises in the dark behind you when you stepped on it on the way to bed; and there were funny scratching sounds which made you jump and hold your breath. Joseph soon put a stop to all that. With Joseph around, a loose board became a loose board, nothing more, and a scratching noise just a plain scratching noise.

And then one afternoon he disappeared.

Having searched the flat without finding him, Elizabeth went to the window, with the intention of making a birds-eye survey of the street. She was not hopeful, for she had just come from the street, and there had been no sign of him then.

Outside the window was a broad ledge, running the width of the building. It terminated on the left, in a shallow balcony belonging to the flat whose front door faced hers — the flat of the young man whose footsteps she sometimes heard. She knew he was a young man, because Francis had told her so. His name, James Renshaw Boyd, she had learned from the same source.

On this shallow balcony, licking his fur with the tip of a crimson tongue and generally behaving as if he were in his own backyard, sat Joseph.

Jo-seph! cried Elizabeth — surprise, joy, and reproach combining to give her voice an almost melodramatic quiver.

He looked at her coldly. Worse, he looked at her as if she had been an utter stranger. Bulging with her meat and drink, he cut her dead; and, having done so, turned and walked into the next flat.

Elizabeth was a girl of spirit. Joseph might look at her as if she were a saucerful of tainted milk, but he was her cat, and she meant to get him back. She went out and rang the bell of Mr James Renshaw Boyds flat.

The door was opened by a shirt-sleeved young man. He was by no means an unsightly young man. Indeed, of his type — the rough-haired, clean-shaven, square-jawed type — he was a distinctly good-looking young man. Even though she was regarding him at the moment purely in the light of a machine for returning strayed cats, Elizabeth noticed that.

She smiled upon him. It was not the fault of this nice-looking young man that his sitting-room window was open; or that Joseph was an ungrateful little beast who should have no fish that night.

Would you mind letting me have my cat, please? she said pleasantly. He has gone into your sitting-room through the window.

He looked faintly surprised.

Your cat?

My black cat, Joseph. He is in your sitting-room.

Im afraid you have come to the wrong place. Ive just left my sitting-room, and the only cat there is my black cat, Reginald.

But I saw Joseph go in only a minute ago.

That was Reginald.

For the first time, as one who examining a fair shrub abruptly discovers that it is a stinging-nettle, Elizabeth realized the truth. This was no innocent young man who stood before her, but the blackest criminal known to criminologists — a stealer of other peoples cats. Her manner shot down to zero.

May I ask how long you have had your Reginald?

Since four oclock this afternoon.

Did he come in through the window?

Why, yes. Now you mention it, he did.

I must ask you to be good enough to give me back my cat, said Elizabeth, icily.

He regarded her defensively.

Assuming, he said, purely for the purposes of academic argument, that your Joseph is my Reginald, couldnt we come to an agreement of some sort? Let me buy you another cat. A dozen cats.

I dont want a dozen cats. I want Joseph.

Fine, fat, soft cats, he went on persuasively. Lovely, affectionate Persians and Angoras, and—

Of course, if you intend to steal Joseph—

These are harsh words. Any lawyer will tell you that there are special statutes regarding cats. To retain a stray cat is not a tort or a misdemeanour. In the celebrated test-case of Wiggins v. Bluebody it was established—

Will you please give me back my cat?

She stood facing him, her chin in the air and her eyes shining, and the young man suddenly fell a victim to conscience.

Look here, he said, Ill throw myself on your mercy. I admit the cat is your cat, and that I have no right to it, and that I am just a common sneak-thief. But consider. I had just come back from the first rehearsal of my first play; and as I walked in at the door that cat walked in at the window. Im as superstitious as a coon, and I felt that to give him up would be equivalent to killing the play before ever it was produced. I know it will sound absurd to you. You have no idiotic superstitions. You are sane and practical. But, in the circumstances, if you could see your way to waiving your rights—

Before the wistfulness of his eye Elizabeth capitulated. She felt quite overcome by the revulsion of feeling which swept through her. How she had misjudged him! She had taken him for an ordinary soulless purloiner of cats, a snapper-up of cats at random and without reason; and all the time he had been reluctantly compelled to the act by this deep and praiseworthy motive. All the unselfishness and love of sacrifice innate in good women stirred within her.

Why, of course you mustnt let him go! It would mean awful bad luck.

But how about you—

Never mind about me. Think of all the people who are dependent on your play being a success.

The young man blinked.

This is overwhelming, he said.

I had no notion why you wanted him. He was nothing to me — at least, nothing much — that is to say — well, I suppose I was rather fond of him — but he was not — not—

Vital?

Thats just the word I wanted. He was just company, you know.

Havent you many friends?

I havent any friends.

You havent any friends! That settles it. You must take him back.

I couldnt think of it.

Of course you must take him back at once.

I really couldnt.

You must.

I wont.

But, good gracious, how do you suppose I should feel, knowing that you were all alone and that I had sneaked your — your ewe lamb, as it were?

And how do you suppose I should feel if your play failed simply for lack of a black cat?

He started, and ran his fingers through his rough hair in an overwrought manner.

Solomon couldnt have solved this problem, he said. How would it be — it seems the only possible way out — if you were to retain a sort of managerial right in him? Couldnt you sometimes step across and chat with him — and me, incidentally — over here? Im very nearly as lonesome as you are. Chicago is my home. I hardly know a soul in New York.

Her solitary life in the big city had forced upon Elizabeth the ability to form instantaneous judgements on the men she met. She flashed a glance at the young man and decided in his favour.

Its very kind of you, she said. I should love to. I want to hear all about your play. I write myself, you know, in a very small way, so a successful playwright is Someone to me.

I wish I were a successful playwright.

Well, you are having the first play you have ever written produced on Broadway. Thats pretty wonderful.

M — yes, said the young man. It seemed to Elizabeth that he spoke doubtfully, and this modesty consolidated the favourable impression she had formed.



The gods are just. For every ill which they inflict they also supply a compensation. It seems good to them that individuals in big cities shall be lonely, but they have so arranged that, if one of these individuals does at last contrive to seek out and form a friendship with another, that friendship shall grow more swiftly than the tepid acquaintanceships of those on whom the icy touch of loneliness has never fallen. Within a week Elizabeth was feeling that she had known this James Renshaw Boyd all her life.

And yet there was a tantalizing incompleteness about his personal reminiscences. Elizabeth was one of those persons who like to begin a friendship with a full statement of their position, their previous life, and the causes which led up to their being in this particular spot at this particular time. At their next meeting, before he had had time to say much on his own account, she had told him of her life in the small Canadian town where she had passed the early part of her life; of the rich and unexpected aunt who had sent her to college for no particular reason that anyone could ascertain except that she enjoyed being unexpected; of the legacy from this same aunt, far smaller than might have been hoped for, but sufficient to send a grateful Elizabeth to New York, to try her luck there; of editors, magazines, manuscripts refused or accepted, plots for stories; of life in general, as lived down where the Arch spans Fifth Avenue and the lighted cross of the Judson shines by night on Washington Square.

Ceasing eventually, she waited for him to begin; and he did not begin — not, that is to say, in the sense the word conveyed to Elizabeth. He spoke briefly of college, still more briefly of Chicago — which city he appeared to regard with a distaste that made Lots attitude towards the Cities of the Plain almost kindly by comparison. Then, as if he had fulfilled the demands of the most exacting inquisitor in the matter of personal reminiscence, he began to speak of the play.

The only facts concerning him to which Elizabeth could really have sworn with a clear conscience at the end of the second week of their acquaintance were that he was very poor, and that this play meant everything to him.

The statement that it meant everything to him insinuated itself so frequently into his conversation that it weighed on Elizabeths mind like a burden, and by degrees she found herself giving the play place of honour in her thoughts over and above her own little ventures. With this stupendous thing hanging in the balance, it seemed almost wicked of her to devote a moment to wondering whether the editor of an evening paper, who had half promised to give her the entrancing post of Adviser to the Lovelorn on his journal, would fulfil that half-promise.

At an early stage in their friendship the young man had told her the plot of the piece; and if he had not unfortunately forgotten several important episodes and had to leap back to them across a gulf of one or two acts, and if he had referred to his characters by name instead of by such descriptions as the fellow whos in love with the girl — not whats-his-name but the other chap — she would no doubt have got that mental half-Nelson on it which is such a help towards the proper understanding of a four-act comedy. As it was, his precis had left her a little vague; but she said it was perfectly splendid, and he said did she really think so. And she said yes, she did, and they were both happy.

Rehearsals seemed to prey on his spirits a good deal. He attended them with the pathetic regularity of the young dramatist, but they appeared to bring him little balm. Elizabeth generally found him steeped in gloom, and then she would postpone the recital, to which she had been looking forward, of whatever little triumph she might have happened to win, and devote herself to the task of cheering him up. If women were wonderful in no other way, they would be wonderful for their genius for listening to shop instead of talking it.

Elizabeth was feeling more than a little proud of the way in which her judgement of this young man was being justified. Life in Bohemian New York had left her decidedly wary of strange young men, not formally introduced; her faith in human nature had had to undergo much straining. Wolves in sheeps clothing were common objects of the wayside in her unprotected life; and perhaps her chief reason for appreciating this friendship was the feeling of safety which it gave her.

Their relations, she told herself, were so splendidly unsentimental. There was no need for that silent defensiveness which had come to seem almost an inevitable accompaniment to dealings with the opposite sex. James Boyd, she felt, she could trust; and it was wonderful how soothing the reflexion was.

And that was why, when the thing happened, it so shocked and frightened her.

It had been one of their quiet evenings. Of late they had fallen into the habit of sitting for long periods together without speaking. But it had differed from other quiet evenings through the fact that Elizabeths silence hid a slight but well-defined feeling of injury. Usually she sat happy with her thoughts, but tonight she was ruffled. She had a grievance.

That afternoon the editor of the evening paper, whose angelic status not even a bald head and an absence of wings and harp could conceal, had definitely informed her that the man who had conducted the column hitherto having resigned, the post of Heloise Milton, official adviser to readers troubled with affairs of the heart, was hers; and he looked to her to justify the daring experiment of letting a woman handle so responsible a job. Imagine how Napoleon felt after Austerlitz, picture Colonel Goethale contemplating the last spadeful of dirt from the Panama Canal, try to visualize a suburban householder who sees a flower emerging from the soil in which he has inserted a packet of guaranteed seeds, and you will have some faint conception how Elizabeth felt as those golden words proceeded from that editors lips. For the moment Ambition was sated. The years, rolling by, might perchance open out other vistas; but for the moment she was content.

Into James Boyds apartment she had walked, stepping on fleecy clouds of rapture, to tell him the great news.

She told him the great news.

He said, Ah!

There are many ways of saying Ah! You can put joy, amazement, rapture into it; you can also make it sound as if it were a reply to a remark on the weather. James Boyd made it sound just like that. His hair was rumpled, his brow contracted, and his manner absent. The impression he gave Elizabeth was that he had barely heard her. The next moment he was deep in a recital of the misdemeanours of the actors now rehearsing for his four-act comedy. The star had done this, the leading woman that, the juvenile something else. For the first time Elizabeth listened unsympathetically.

The time came when speech failed James Boyd, and he sat back in his chair, brooding. Elizabeth, cross and wounded, sat in hers, nursing Joseph. And so, in a dim light, time flowed by.

Just how it happened she never knew. One moment, peace; the next chaos. One moment stillness; the next, Joseph hurtling through the air, all claws and expletives, and herself caught in a clasp which shook the breath from her.

One can dimly reconstruct Jamess train of thought. He is in despair; things are going badly at the theatre, and life has lost its savour. His eye, as he sits, is caught by Elizabeths profile. It is a pretty — above all, a soothing — profile. An almost painful sentimentality sweeps over James Boyd. There she sits, his only friend in this cruel city. If you argue that there is no necessity to spring at your only friend and nearly choke her, you argue soundly; the point is well taken. But James Boyd was beyond the reach of sound argument. Much rehearsing had frayed his nerves to ribbons. One may say that he was not responsible for his actions.

That is the case for James. Elizabeth, naturally, was not in a position to take a wide and understanding view of it. All she knew was that James had played her false, abused her trust in him. For a moment, such was the shock of the surprise, she was not conscious of indignation — or, indeed, of any sensation except the purely physical one of semi-strangulation. Then, flushed, and more bitterly angry than she could ever have imagined herself capable of being, she began to struggle. She tore herself away from him. Coming on top of her grievance, this thing filled her with a sudden, very vivid hatred of James. At the back of her anger, feeding it, was the humiliating thought that it was all her own fault, that by her presence there she had invited this.

She groped her way to the door. Something was writhing and struggling inside her, blinding her eyes, and robbing her of speech. She was only conscious of a desire to be alone, to be back and safe in her own home. She was aware that he was speaking, but the words did not reach her. She found the door, and pulled it open. She felt a hand on her arm, but she shook it off. And then she was back behind her own door, alone and at liberty to contemplate at leisure the ruins of that little temple of friendship which she had built up so carefully and in which she had been so happy.

The broad fact that she would never forgive him was for a while her only coherent thought. To this succeeded the determination that she would never forgive herself. And having thus placed beyond the pale the only two friends she had in New York, she was free to devote herself without hindrance to the task of feeling thoroughly lonely and wretched.

The shadows deepened. Across the street a sort of bubbling explosion, followed by a jerky glare that shot athwart the room, announced the lighting of the big arc-lamp on the opposite side-walk. She resented it, being in the mood for undiluted gloom; but she had not the energy to pull down the shade and shut it out. She sat where she was, thinking thoughts that hurt.

The door of the apartment opposite opened. There was a single ring at her bell. She did not answer it. There came another. She sat where she was, motionless. The door closed again.



The days dragged by. Elizabeth lost count of time. Each day had its duties, which ended when you went to bed; that was all she knew — except that life had become very grey and very lonely, far lonelier even than in the time when James Boyd was nothing to her but an occasional sound of footsteps.

Of James she saw nothing. It is not difficult to avoid anyone in New York, even when you live just across the way.



It was Elizabeths first act each morning, immediately on awaking, to open her front door and gather in whatever lay outside it. Sometimes there would be mail; and always, unless Francis, as he sometimes did, got mixed and absent-minded, the morning milk and the morning paper.

One morning, some two weeks after that evening of which she tried not to think, Elizabeth, opening the door, found immediately outside it a folded scrap of paper. She unfolded it.

I am just off to the theatre. Wont you wish me luck? I feel sure

it is going to be a hit. Joseph is purring like a dynamo. — J.R.B.

In the early morning the brain works sluggishly. For an instant Elizabeth stood looking at the words uncomprehendingly; then, with a leaping of the heart, their meaning came home to her. He must have left this at her door on the previous night. The play had been produced! And somewhere in the folded interior of the morning paper at her feet must be the opinion of One in Authority concerning it!

Dramatic criticisms have this peculiarity, that if you are looking for them, they burrow and hide like rabbits. They dodge behind murders; they duck behind baseball scores; they lie up snugly behind the Wall Street news. It was a full minute before Elizabeth found what she sought, and the first words she read smote her like a blow.

In that vein of delightful facetiousness which so endears him to all followers and perpetrators of the drama, the One in Authority rent and tore James Boyds play. He knocked James Boyds play down, and kicked it; he jumped on it with large feet; he poured cold water on it, and chopped it into little bits. He merrily disembowelled James Boyds play.

Elizabeth quivered from head to foot. She caught at the door-post to steady herself. In a flash all her resentment had gone, wiped away and annihilated like a mist before the sun. She loved him, and she knew now that she had always loved him.

It took her two seconds to realize that the One in Authority was a miserable incompetent, incapable of recognizing merit when it was displayed before him. It took her five minutes to dress. It took her a minute to run downstairs and out to the news-stand on the corner of the street. Here, with a lavishness which charmed and exhilarated the proprietor, she bought all the other papers which he could supply.

Moments of tragedy are best described briefly. Each of the papers noticed the play, and each of them damned it with uncompromising heartiness. The criticisms varied only in tone. One cursed with relish and gusto; another with a certain pity; a third with a kind of wounded superiority, as of one compelled against his will to speak of something unspeakable; but the meaning of all was the same. James Boyds play was a hideous failure.

Back to the house sped Elizabeth, leaving the organs of a free people to be gathered up, smoothed, and replaced on the stand by the now more than ever charmed proprietor. Up the stairs she sped, and arriving breathlessly at Jamess door rang the bell.

Heavy footsteps came down the passage; crushed, disheartened footsteps; footsteps that sent a chill to Elizabeths heart. The door opened. James Boyd stood before her, heavy-eyed and haggard. In his eyes was despair, and on his chin the blue growth of beard of the man from whom the mailed fist of Fate has smitten the energy to perform his morning shave.

Behind him, littering the floor, were the morning papers; and at the sight of them Elizabeth broke down.

Oh, Jimmy, darling! she cried; and the next moment she was in his arms, and for a space time stood still.

How long afterwards it was she never knew; but eventually James Boyd spoke.

If youll marry me, he said hoarsely, I dont care a hang.

Jimmy, darling! said Elizabeth, of course I will.

Past them, as they stood there, a black streak shot silently, and disappeared out of the door. Joseph was leaving the sinking ship.

Let him go, the fraud, said Elizabeth bitterly. I shall never believe in black cats again.

But James was not of this opinion.

Joseph has brought me all the luck I need.

But the play meant everything to you.

It did then.

Elizabeth hesitated.

Jimmy, dear, its all right, you know. I know you will make a fortune out of your next play, and Ive heaps for us both to live on till you make good. We can manage splendidly on my salary from the Evening Chronicle.

What! Have you got a job on a New York paper?

Yes, I told you about it. I am doing Heloise Milton. Why, whats the matter?

He groaned hollowly.

And I was thinking that you would come back to Chicago with me!

But I will. Of course I will. What did you think I meant to do?

What! Give up a real job in New York! He blinked. This isnt really happening. Im dreaming.

But, Jimmy, are you sure you can get work in Chicago? Wouldnt it be better to stay on here, where all the managers are, and—

He shook his head.

I think its time I told you about myself, he said. Am I sure I can get work in Chicago? I am, worse luck. Darling, have you in your more material moments ever toyed with a Boyds Premier Breakfast-Sausage or kept body and soul together with a slice off a Boyds Excelsior Home-Cured Ham? My father makes them, and the tragedy of my life is that he wants me to help him at it. This was my position. I loathed the family business as much as dad loved it. I had a notion — a fool notion, as it has turned out — that I could make good in the literary line. Ive scribbled in a sort of way ever since I was in college. When the time came for me to join the firm, I put it to dad straight. I said, Give me a chance, one good, square chance, to see if the divine fire is really there, or if somebody has just turned on the alarm as a practical joke. And we made a bargain. I had written this play, and we made it a test-case. We fixed it up that dad should put up the money to give it a Broadway production. If it succeeded, all right; Im the young Gus Thomas, and may go ahead in the literary game. If its a fizzle, off goes my coat, and I abandon pipe-dreams of literary triumphs and start in as the guy who put the Co. in Boyd & Co. Well, events have proved that I am the guy, and now Im going to keep my part of the bargain just as squarely as dad kept his. I know quite well that if I refused to play fair and chose to stick on here in New York and try again, dad would go on staking me. Thats the sort of man he is. But I wouldnt do it for a million Broadway successes. Ive had my chance, and Ive foozled; and now Im going back to make him happy by being a real live member of the firm. And the queer thing about it is that last night I hated the idea, and this morning, now that Ive got you, I almost look forward to it.

He gave a little shiver.

And yet — I dont know. Theres something rather gruesome still to my near-artist soul in living in luxury on murdered piggies. Have you ever seen them persuading a pig to play the stellar role in a Boyd Premier Breakfast-Sausage? Its pretty ghastly. They string them up by their hind legs, and — b-r-r-r-r!

Never mind, said Elizabeth soothingly. Perhaps they dont mind it really.

Well, I dont know, said James Boyd, doubtfully. Ive watched them at it, and Im bound to say they didnt seem any too well pleased.

Try not to think of it.

Very well, said James dutifully.

There came a sudden shout from the floor above, and on the heels of it a shock-haired youth in pyjamas burst into the apartment.

Now what? said James. By the way, Miss Herrold, my fiancee; Mr Briggs — Paul Axworthy Briggs, sometimes known as the Boy Novelist. Whats troubling you, Paul?

Mr Briggs was stammering with excitement.

Jimmy, cried the Boy Novelist, what do you think has happened! A black cat has just come into my apartment. I heard him mewing outside the door, and opened it, and he streaked in. And I started my new novel last night! Say, you do believe this thing of black cats bringing luck, dont you?

Luck! My lad, grapple that cat to your soul with hoops of steel. Hes the greatest little luck-bringer in New York. He was boarding with me till this morning.

Then — by Jove! I nearly forgot to ask — your play was a hit? I havent seen the papers yet

Well, when you see them, dont read the notices. It was the worst frost Broadway has seen since Columbuss time.

But — I dont understand.

Dont worry. You dont have to. Go back and fill that cat with fish, or shell be leaving you. I suppose you left the door open?

My God! said the Boy Novelist, paling, and dashed for the door.

Do you think Joseph will bring him luck? said Elizabeth, thoughtfully.

It depends what sort of luck you mean. Joseph seems to work in devious ways. If I know Josephs methods, Briggss new novel will be rejected by every publisher in the city; and then, when he is sitting in his apartment, wondering which of his razors to end himself with, there will be a ring at the bell, and in will come the most beautiful girl in the world, and then — well, then, take it from me, he will be all right.

He wont mind about the novel?

Not in the least.

Not even if it means that he will have to go away and kill pigs and things.

About the pig business, dear. Ive noticed a slight tendency in you to let yourself get rather morbid about it. I know they string them up by the hind-legs, and all that sort of thing; but you must remember that a pig looks at these things from a different standpoint. My belief is that the pigs like it. Try not to think of it.

Very well, said Elizabeth, dutifully.


THE ROMANCE OF AN UGLY POLICEMAN

[image: img208.jpg]

CROSSING THE THAMES by Chelsea Bridge, the wanderer through London finds himself in pleasant Battersea. Rounding the Park, where the female of the species wanders with its young by the ornamental water where the wild-fowl are, he comes upon a vast road. One side of this is given up to Nature, the other to Intellect. On the right, green trees stretch into the middle distance; on the left, endless blocks of residential flats. It is Battersea Park Road, the home of the cliff-dwellers.

Police-constable Plimmers beat embraced the first quarter of a mile of the cliffs. It was his duty to pace in the measured fashion of the London policeman along the front of them, turn to the right, turn to the left, and come back along the road which ran behind them. In this way he was enabled to keep the kings peace over no fewer than four blocks of mansions.

It did not require a deal of keeping. Battersea may have its tough citizens, but they do not live in Battersea Park Road. Battersea Park Roads speciality is Brain, not Crime. Authors, musicians, newspaper men, actors, and artists are the inhabitants of these mansions. A child could control them. They assault and batter nothing but pianos; they steal nothing but ideas; they murder nobody except Chopin and Beethoven. Not through these shall an ambitious young constable achieve promotion.

At this conclusion Edward Plimmer arrived within forty-eight hours of his installation. He recognized the flats for what they were — just so many layers of big-brained blamelessness. And there was not even the chance of a burglary. No burglar wastes his time burgling authors. Constable Plimmer reconciled his mind to the fact that his term in Battersea must be looked on as something in the nature of a vacation.

He was not altogether sorry. At first, indeed, he found the new atmosphere soothing. His last beat had been in the heart of tempestuous Whitechapel, where his arms had ached from the incessant hauling of wiry inebriates to the station, and his shins had revolted at the kicks showered upon them by haughty spirits impatient of restraint. Also, one Saturday night, three friends of a gentleman whom he was trying to induce not to murder his wife had so wrought upon him that, when he came out of hospital, his already homely appearance was further marred by a nose which resembled the gnarled root of a tree. All these things had taken from the charm of Whitechapel, and the cloistral peace of Battersea Park Road was grateful and comforting.

And just when the unbroken calm had begun to lose its attraction and dreams of action were once more troubling him, a new interest entered his life; and with its coming he ceased to wish to be removed from Battersea. He fell in love.

It happened at the back of York Mansions. Anything that ever happened, happened there; for it is at the back of these blocks of flats that the real life is. At the front you never see anything, except an occasional tousle-headed young man smoking a pipe; but at the back, where the cooks come out to parley with the tradesmen, there is at certain hours of the day quite a respectable activity. Pointed dialogues about yesterdays eggs and the toughness of Saturdays meat are conducted fortissimo between cheerful youths in the road and satirical young women in print dresses, who come out of their kitchen doors on to little balconies. The whole thing has a pleasing Romeo and Juliet touch. Romeo rattles up in his cart. Sixty-four! he cries. Sixty-fower, sixty-fower, sixty-fow— The kitchen door opens, and Juliet emerges. She eyes Romeo without any great show of affection. Are you Perkins and Blissett? she inquires coldly. Romeo admits it. Two of them yesterdays eggs was bad. Romeo protests. He defends his eggs. They were fresh from the hen; he stood over her while she laid them. Juliet listens frigidly. I dont think, she says. Well, half of sugar, one marmalade, and two of breakfast bacon, she adds, and ends the argument. There is a rattling as of a steamer weighing anchor; the goods go up in the tradesmans lift; Juliet collects them, and exits, banging the door. The little drama is over.

Such is life at the back of York Mansions — a busy, throbbing thing.

The peace of afternoon had fallen upon the world one day towards the end of Constable Plimmers second week of the simple life, when his attention was attracted by a whistle. It was followed by a musical Hi!

Constable Plimmer looked up. On the kitchen balcony of a second-floor flat a girl was standing. As he took her in with a slow and exhaustive gaze, he was aware of strange thrills. There was something about this girl which excited Constable Plimmer. I do not say that she was a beauty; I do not claim that you or I would have raved about her; I merely say that Constable Plimmer thought she was All Right.

Miss? he said.

Got the time about you? said the girl. All the clocks have stopped.

The time, said Constable Plimmer, consulting his watch, wants exactly ten minutes to four.

Thanks.

Not at all, miss.

The girl was inclined for conversation. It was that gracious hour of the day when you have cleared lunch and havent got to think of dinner yet, and have a bit of time to draw a breath or two. She leaned over the balcony and smiled pleasantly.

If you want to know the time, ask a pleeceman, she said. You been on this beat long?

Just short of two weeks, miss.

I been here three days.

I hope you like it, miss.

So-so. The milkmans a nice boy.

Constable Plimmer did not reply. He was busy silently hating the milkman. He knew him — one of those good-looking blighters; one of those oiled and curled perishers; one of those blooming fascinators who go about the world making things hard for ugly, honest men with loving hearts. Oh, yes, he knew the milkman.

Hes a rare one with his jokes, said the girl.

Constable Plimmer went on not replying. He was perfectly aware that the milkman was a rare one with his jokes. He had heard him. The way girls fell for anyone with the gift of the gab — that was what embittered Constable Plimmer.

He— she giggled. He calls me Little Pansy-Face.

If youll excuse me, miss, said Constable Plimmer coldly, Ill have to be getting along on my beat.

Little Pansy-Face! And you couldnt arrest him for it! What a world! Constable Plimmer paced upon his way, a blue-clad volcano.

It is a terrible thing to be obsessed by a milkman. To Constable Plimmers disordered imagination it seemed that, dating from this interview, the world became one solid milkman. Wherever he went, he seemed to run into this milkman. If he was in the front road, this milkman — Alf Brooks, it appeared, was his loathsome name — came rattling past with his jingling cans as if he were Apollo driving his chariot. If he was round at the back, there was Alf, his damned tenor doing duets with the balconies. And all this in defiance of the known law of natural history that milkmen do not come out after five in the morning. This irritated Constable Plimmer. You talk of a man going home with the milk when you mean that he sneaks in in the small hours of the morning. If all milkmen were like Alf Brooks the phrase was meaningless.

He brooded. The unfairness of Fate was souring him. A man expects trouble in his affairs of the heart from soldiers and sailors, and to be cut out by even a postman is to fall before a worthy foe; but milkmen — no! Only grocers assistants and telegraph-boys were intended by Providence to fear milkmen.

Yet here was Alf Brooks, contrary to all rules, the established pet of the mansions. Bright eyes shone from balconies when his Milk — oo — oo sounded. Golden voices giggled delightedly at his bellowed chaff. And Ellen Brown, whom he called Little Pansy-Face, was definitely in love with him.

They were keeping company. They were walking out. This crushing truth Edward Plimmer learned from Ellen herself.

She had slipped out to mail a letter at the pillar-box on the corner, and she reached it just as the policeman arrived there in the course of his patrol.

Nervousness impelled Constable Plimmer to be arch.

Ullo, ullo, ullo, he said. Posting love-letters?

What, me? This is to the Police Commissioner, telling him youre no good.

Ill give it to him. Him and me are taking supper tonight.

Nature had never intended Constable Plimmer to be playful. He was at his worst when he rollicked. He snatched at the letter with what was meant to be a debonair gaiety, and only succeeded in looking like an angry gorilla. The girl uttered a startled squeak.

The letter was addressed to Mr A. Brooks.

Playfulness, after this, was at a discount. The girl was frightened and angry, and he was scowling with mingled jealousy and dismay.

Ho! he said. Ho! Mr A. Brooks!

Ellen Brown was a nice girl, but she had a temper, and there were moments when her manners lacked rather noticeably the repose which stamps the caste of Vere de Vere.

Well, what about it? she cried. Cant one write to the young gentleman ones keeping company with, without having to get permission from every— She paused to marshal her forces from the assault. Without having to get permission from every great, ugly, red-faced copper with big feet and a broken nose in London?

Constable Plimmers wrath faded into a dull unhappiness. Yes, she was right. That was the correct description. That was how an impartial Scotland Yard would be compelled to describe him, if ever he got lost. Missing. A great, ugly, red-faced copper with big feet and a broken nose. They would never find him otherwise.

Perhaps you object to my walking out with Alf? Perhaps youve got something against him? I suppose youre jealous!

She threw in the last suggestion entirely in a sporting spirit. She loved battle, and she had a feeling that this one was going to finish far too quickly. To prolong it, she gave him this opening. There were a dozen ways in which he might answer, each more insulting than the last; and then, when he had finished, she could begin again. These little encounters, she held, sharpened the wits, stimulated the circulation, and kept one out in the open air.

Yes, said Constable Plimmer.

It was the one reply she was not expecting. For direct abuse, for sarcasm, for dignity, for almost any speech beginning, What! Jealous of you. Why— she was prepared. But this was incredible. It disabled her, as the wild thrust of an unskilled fencer will disable a master of the rapier. She searched in her mind and found that she had nothing to say.

There was a tense moment in which she found him, looking her in the eyes, strangely less ugly than she had supposed, and then he was gone, rolling along on his beat with that air which all policemen must achieve, of having no feelings at all, and — as long as it behaves itself — no interest in the human race.

Ellen posted her letter. She dropped it into the box thoughtfully, and thoughtfully returned to the flat. She looked over her shoulder, but Constable Plimmer was out of sight.

Peaceful Battersea began to vex Constable Plimmer. To a man crossed in love, action is the one anodyne; and Battersea gave no scope for action. He dreamed now of the old Whitechapel days as a man dreams of the joys of his childhood. He reflected bitterly that a fellow never knows when he is well off in this world. Any one of those myriad drunk and disorderlies would have been as balm to him now. He was like a man who has run through a fortune and in poverty eats the bread of regret. Amazedly he recollected that in those happy days he had grumbled at his lot. He remembered confiding to a friend in the station-house, as he rubbed with liniment the spot on his right shin where the well-shod foot of a joyous costermonger had got home, that this sort of thing — meaning militant costermongers — was a bit too thick. A bit too thick! Why, he would pay one to kick him now. And as for the three loyal friends of the would-be wife-murderer who had broken his nose, if he saw them coming round the corner he would welcome them as brothers.

And Battersea Park Road dozed on — calm, intellectual, law-abiding.

A friend of his told him that there had once been a murder in one of these flats. He did not believe it. If any of these white-corpuscled clams ever swatted a fly, it was much as they could do. The thing was ridiculous on the face of it. If they were capable of murder, they would have murdered Alf Brooks.

He stood in the road, and looked up at the placid buildings resentfully.

Grr-rr-rr! he growled, and kicked the side-walk.

And, even as he spoke, on the balcony of a second-floor flat there appeared a woman, an elderly, sharp-faced woman, who waved her arms and screamed, Policeman! Officer! Come up here! Come up here at once!

Up the stone stairs went Constable Plimmer at the run. His mind was alert and questioning. Murder? Hardly murder, perhaps. If it had been that, the woman would have said so. She did not look the sort of woman who would be reticent about a thing like that. Well, anyway, it was something; and Edward Plimmer had been long enough in Battersea to be thankful for small favours. An intoxicated husband would be better than nothing. At least he would be something that a fellow could get his hands on to and throw about a bit.

The sharp-faced woman was waiting for him at the door. He followed her into the flat.

What is it, maam?

Theft! Our cook has been stealing!

She seemed sufficiently excited about it, but Constable Plimmer felt only depression and disappointment. A stout admirer of the sex, he hated arresting women. Moreover, to a man in the mood to tackle anarchists with bombs, to be confronted with petty theft is galling. But duty was duty. He produced his notebook.

She is in her room. I locked her in. I know she has taken my brooch. We have missed money. You must search her.

Cant do that, maam. Female searcher at the station.

Well, you can search her box.

A little, bald, nervous man in spectacles appeared as if out of a trap. As a matter of fact, he had been there all the time, standing by the bookcase; but he was one of those men you do not notice till they move and speak.

Er — Jane.

Well, Henry?

The little man seemed to swallow something.

I — I think that you may possibly be wronging Ellen. It is just possible, as regards the money— He smiled in a ghastly manner and turned to the policeman. Er — officer, I ought to tell you that my wife — ah — holds the purse-strings of our little home; and it is just possible that in an absent-minded moment I may have—

Do you mean to tell me, Henry, that you have been taking my money?

My dear, it is just possible that in the abs—

How often?

He wavered perceptibly. Conscience was beginning to lose its grip.

Oh, not often.

How often? More than once?

Conscience had shot its bolt. The little man gave up the Struggle.

No, no, not more than once. Certainly not more than once.

You ought not to have done it at all. We will talk about that later. It doesnt alter the fact that Ellen is a thief. I have missed money half a dozen times. Besides that, theres the brooch. Step this way, officer.

Constable Plimmer stepped that way — his face a mask. He knew who was waiting for them behind the locked door at the end of the passage. But it was his duty to look as if he were stuffed, and he did so.



She was sitting on her bed, dressed for the street. It was her afternoon out, the sharp-faced woman had informed Constable Plimmer, attributing the fact that she had discovered the loss of the brooch in time to stop her a direct interposition of Providence. She was pale, and there was a hunted look in her eyes.

You wicked girl, where is my brooch?

She held it out without a word. She had been holding it in her hand.

You see, officer!

I wasnt stealing of it. I adnt but borrowed it. I was going to put it back.

Stuff and nonsense! Borrow it, indeed! What for?

I — I wanted to look nice.

The woman gave a short laugh. Constable Plimmers face was a mere block of wood, expressionless.

And what about the money Ive been missing? I suppose youll say you only borrowed that?

I never took no money.

Well, its gone, and money doesnt go by itself. Take her to the police-station, officer.

Constable Plimmer raised heavy eyes.

You make a charge, maam?

Bless the man! Of course I make a charge. What did you think I asked you to step in for?

Will you come along, miss? said Constable Plimmer.



Out in the street the sun shone gaily down on peaceful Battersea. It was the hour when children walk abroad with their nurses; and from the green depths of the Park came the sound of happy voices. A cat stretched itself in the sunshine and eyed the two as they passed with lazy content.

They walked in silence. Constable Plimmer was a man with a rigid sense of what was and what was not fitting behaviour in a policeman on duty: he aimed always at a machine-like impersonality. There were times when it came hard, but he did his best. He strode on, his chin up and his eyes averted. And beside him — 

Well, she was not crying. That was something.

Round the corner, beautiful in light flannel, gay at both ends with a new straw hat and the yellowest shoes in South-West London, scented, curled, a prince among young men, stood Alf Brooks. He was feeling piqued. When he said three oclock, he meant three oclock. It was now three-fifteen, and she had not appeared. Alf Brooks swore an impatient oath, and the thought crossed his mind, as it had sometimes crossed it before, that Ellen Brown was not the only girl in the world.

Give her another five min—

Ellen Brown, with escort, at that moment turned the corner.

Rage was the first emotion which the spectacle aroused in Alf Brooks. Girls who kept a fellow waiting about while they fooled around with policemen were no girls for him. They could understand once and for all that he was a man who could pick and choose.

And then an electric shock set the world dancing mistily before his eyes. This policeman was wearing his belt; he was on duty. And Ellens face was not the face of a girl strolling with the Force for pleasure.

His heart stopped, and then began to race. His cheeks flushed a dusky crimson. His jaw fell, and a prickly warmth glowed in the parts about his spine.

Goo!

His fingers sought his collar.

Crumbs!

He was hot all over.

Goo Lor! Shes been pinched!

He tugged at his collar. It was choking him.

Alf Brooks did not show up well in the first real crisis which life had forced upon him. That must be admitted. Later, when it was over, and he had leisure for self-examination, he admitted it to himself. But even then he excused himself by asking Space in a blustering manner what else he could ha done. And if the question did not bring much balm to his soul at the first time of asking, it proved wonderfully soothing on constant repetition. He repeated it at intervals for the next two days, and by the end of that time his cure was complete. On the third morning his Milk — oo — oo had regained its customary carefree ring, and he was feeling that he had acted in difficult circumstances in the only possible manner.

Consider. He was Alf Brooks, well known and respected in the neighbourhood; a singer in the choir on Sundays; owner of a milk-walk in the most fashionable part of Battersea; to all practical purposes a public man. Was he to recognize, in broad daylight and in open street, a girl who walked with a policeman because she had to, a malefactor, a girl who had been pinched?

Ellen, Constable Plimmer woodenly at her side, came towards him. She was ten yards off — seven — five — three — Alf Brooks tilted his hat over his eyes and walked past her, unseeing, a stranger.

He hurried on. He was conscious of a curious feeling that somebody was just going to kick him, but he dared not look round.



Constable Plimmer eyed the middle distance with an earnest gaze. His face was redder than ever. Beneath his blue tunic strange emotions were at work. Something seemed to be filling his throat. He tried to swallow it.

He stopped in his stride. The girl glanced up at him in a kind of dull, questioning way. Their eyes met for the first time that afternoon, and it seemed to Constable Plimmer that whatever it was that was interfering with the inside of his throat had grown larger, and more unmanageable.

There was the misery of the stricken animal in her gaze. He had seen women look like that in Whitechapel. The woman to whom, indirectly, he owed his broken nose had looked like that. As his hand had fallen on the collar of the man who was kicking her to death, he had seen her eyes. They were Ellens eyes, as she stood there now — tortured, crushed, yet uncomplaining.

Constable Plimmer looked at Ellen, and Ellen looked at Constable Plimmer. Down the street some children were playing with a dog. In one of the flats a woman began to sing.

Hop it, said Constable Plimmer.

He spoke gruffly. He found speech difficult.

The girl started.

What say?

Hop it. Get along. Run away.

What do you mean?

Constable Plimmer scowled. His face was scarlet. His jaw protruded like a granite break-water.

Go on, he growled. Hop it. Tell him it was all a joke. Ill explain at the station.

Understanding seemed to come to her slowly.

Do you mean Im to go?

Yes.

What do you mean? You arent going to take me to the station?

No.

She stared at him. Then, suddenly, she broke down,

He wouldnt look at me. He was ashamed of me. He pretended not to see me.

She leaned against the wall, her back shaking.

Well, run after him, and tell him it was all—

No, no, no.

Constable Plimmer looked morosely at the side-walk. He kicked it.

She turned. Her eyes were red, but she was no longer crying. Her chin had a brave tilt.

I couldnt — not after what he did. Lets go along. I — I dont care.

She looked at him curiously.

Were you really going to have let me go?

Constable Plimmer nodded. He was aware of her eyes searching his face, but he did not meet them.

Why?

He did not answer.

What would have happened to you, if you had have done?

Constable Plimmers scowl was of the stuff of which nightmares are made. He kicked the unoffending side-walk with an increased viciousness.

Dismissed the Force, he said curtly.

And sent to prison, too, I shouldnt wonder.

Maybe.

He heard her draw a deep breath, and silence fell upon them again. The dog down the road had stopped barking. The woman in the flat had stopped singing. They were curiously alone.

Would you have done all that for me? she said.

Yes.

Why?

Because I dont think you ever did it. Stole that money, I mean. Nor the brooch, neither.

Was that all?

What do you mean — all?

Was that the only reason?

He swung round on her, almost threateningly.

No, he said hoarsely. No, it wasnt, and you know it wasnt. Well, if you want it, you can have it. It was because I love you. There! Now Ive said it, and now you can go on and laugh at me as much as you want.

Im not laughing, she said soberly.

You think Im a fool!

No, I dont.

Im nothing to you. Hes the fellow youre stuck on.

She gave a little shudder.

No.

What do you mean?

Ive changed. She paused. I think I shall have changed more by the time I come out.

Come out?

Come out of prison.

Youre not going to prison.

Yes, I am.

I wont take you.

Yes, you will. Think Im going to let you get yourself in trouble like that, to get me out of a fix? Not much.

You hop it, like a good girl.

Not me.

He stood looking at her like a puzzled bear.

They cant eat me.

Theyll cut off all of your hair.

Dyou like my hair?

Yes.

Well, itll grow again.

Dont stand talking. Hop it.

I wont. Wheres the station?

Next street.

Well, come along, then.



The blue glass lamp of the police-station came into sight, and for an instant she stopped. Then she was walking on again, her chin tilted. But her voice shook a little as she spoke.

Nearly there. Next stop, Battersea. All change! I say, mister — I dont know your name.

Plimmers my name, miss. Edward Plimmer.

I wonder if — I mean itll be pretty lonely where Im going — I wonder if — What I mean is, it would be rather a lark, when I come out, if I was to find a pal waiting for me to say Hallo.

Constable Plimmer braced his ample feet against the stones, and turned purple.

Miss, he said, Ill be there, if I have to sit up all night. The first thing youll see when they open the doors is a great, ugly, red-faced copper with big feet and a broken nose. And if youll say Hallo to him when he says Hallo to you, hell be as pleased as Punch and as proud as a duke. And, miss — he clenched his hands till the nails hurt the leathern flesh— and, miss, theres just one thing more Id like to say. Youll be having a good deal of time to yourself for awhile; youll be able to do a good bit of thinking without anyone to disturb you; and what Id like you to give your mind to, if you dont object, is just to think whether you cant forget that narrow-chested, God-forsaken blighter who treated you so mean, and get half-way fond of someone who knows jolly well youre the only girl there is.

She looked past him at the lamp which hung, blue and forbidding, over the station door.

How longll I get? she said. What will they give me? Thirty days?

He nodded.

It wont take me as long as that, she said. I say, what do people call you? — people who are fond of you, I mean? — Eddie or Ted?


A SEA OF TROUBLES
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MR MEGGSS MIND was made up. He was going to commit suicide.

There had been moments, in the interval which had elapsed between the first inception of the idea and his present state of fixed determination, when he had wavered. In these moments he had debated, with Hamlet, the question whether it was nobler in the mind to suffer, or to take arms against a sea of troubles and by opposing end them. But all that was over now. He was resolved.

Mr Meggss point, the main plank, as it were, in his suicidal platform, was that with him it was beside the question whether or not it was nobler to suffer in the mind. The mind hardly entered into it at all. What he had to decide was whether it was worth while putting up any longer with the perfectly infernal pain in his stomach. For Mr Meggs was a martyr to indigestion. As he was also devoted to the pleasures of the table, life had become for him one long battle, in which, whatever happened, he always got the worst of it.

He was sick of it. He looked back down the vista of the years, and found therein no hope for the future. One after the other all the patent medicines in creation had failed him. Smiths Supreme Digestive Pellets — he had given them a more than fair trial. Blenkinsops Liquid Life-Giver — he had drunk enough of it to float a ship. Perkinss Premier Pain-Preventer, strongly recommended by the sword-swallowing lady at Barnum and Baileys — he had wallowed in it. And so on down the list. His interior organism had simply sneered at the lot of them.

Death, where is thy sting? thought Mr Meggs, and forthwith began to make his preparations.

Those who have studied the matter say that the tendency to commit suicide is greatest among those who have passed their fifty-fifth year, and that the rate is twice as great for unoccupied males as for occupied males. Unhappy Mr Meggs, accordingly, got it, so to speak, with both barrels. He was fifty-six, and he was perhaps the most unoccupied adult to be found in the length and breadth of the United Kingdom. He toiled not, neither did he spin. Twenty years before, an unexpected legacy had placed him in a position to indulge a natural taste for idleness to the utmost. He was at that time, as regards his professional life, a clerk in a rather obscure shipping firm. Out of office hours he had a mild fondness for letters, which took the form of meaning to read right through the hundred best books one day, but actually contenting himself with the daily paper and an occasional magazine.

Such was Mr Meggs at thirty-six. The necessity for working for a living and a salary too small to permit of self-indulgence among the more expensive and deleterious dishes on the bill of fare had up to that time kept his digestion within reasonable bounds. Sometimes he had twinges; more often he had none.

Then came the legacy, and with it Mr Meggs let himself go. He left London and retired to his native village, where, with a French cook and a series of secretaries to whom he dictated at long intervals occasional paragraphs of a book on British Butterflies on which he imagined himself to be at work, he passed the next twenty years. He could afford to do himself well, and he did himself extremely well. Nobody urged him to take exercise, so he took no exercise. Nobody warned him of the perils of lobster and welsh rabbits to a man of sedentary habits, for it was nobodys business to warn him. On the contrary, people rather encouraged the lobster side of his character, for he was a hospitable soul and liked to have his friends dine with him. The result was that Nature, as is her wont, laid for him, and got him. It seemed to Mr Meggs that he woke one morning to find himself a chronic dyspeptic. That was one of the hardships of his position, to his mind. The thing seemed to hit him suddenly out of a blue sky. One moment, all appeared to be peace and joy; the next, a lively and irritable wild-cat with red-hot claws seemed somehow to have introduced itself into his interior.

So Mr Meggs decided to end it.

In this crisis of his life the old methodical habits of his youth returned to him. A man cannot be a clerk in even an obscure firm of shippers for a great length of time without acquiring system, and Mr Meggs made his preparations calmly and with a forethought worthy of a better cause.

And so we find him, one glorious June morning, seated at his desk, ready for the end.

Outside, the sun beat down upon the orderly streets of the village. Dogs dozed in the warm dust. Men who had to work went about their toil moistly, their minds far away in shady public-houses.

But Mr Meggs, in his study, was cool both in mind and body.

Before him, on the desk, lay six little slips of paper. They were bank-notes, and they represented, with the exception of a few pounds, his entire worldly wealth. Beside them were six letters, six envelopes, and six postage stamps. Mr Meggs surveyed them calmly.

He would not have admitted it, but he had had a lot of fun writing those letters. The deliberation as to who should be his heirs had occupied him pleasantly for several days, and, indeed, had taken his mind off his internal pains at times so thoroughly that he had frequently surprised himself in an almost cheerful mood. Yes, he would have denied it, but it had been great sport sitting in his arm-chair, thinking whom he should pick out from Englands teeming millions to make happy with his money. All sorts of schemes had passed through his mind. He had a sense of power which the mere possession of the money had never given him. He began to understand why millionaires make freak wills. At one time he had toyed with the idea of selecting someone at random from the London Directory and bestowing on him all he had to bequeath. He had only abandoned the scheme when it occurred to him that he himself would not be in a position to witness the recipients stunned delight. And what was the good of starting a thing like that, if you were not to be in at the finish?

Sentiment succeeded whimsicality. His old friends of the office — those were the men to benefit. What good fellows they had been! Some were dead, but he still kept intermittently in touch with half a dozen of them. And — an important point — he knew their present addresses.

This point was important, because Mr Meggs had decided not to leave a will, but to send the money direct to the beneficiaries. He knew what wills were. Even in quite straightforward circumstances they often made trouble. There had been some slight complication about his own legacy twenty years ago. Somebody had contested the will, and before the thing was satisfactorily settled the lawyers had got away with about twenty per cent of the whole. No, no wills. If he made one, and then killed himself, it might be upset on a plea of insanity. He knew of no relative who might consider himself entitled to the money, but there was the chance that some remote cousin existed; and then the comrades of his youth might fail to collect after all.

He declined to run the risk. Quietly and by degrees he had sold out the stocks and shares in which his fortune was invested, and deposited the money in his London bank. Six piles of large notes, dividing the total into six equal parts; six letters couched in a strain of reminiscent pathos and manly resignation; six envelopes, legibly addressed; six postage-stamps; and that part of his preparations was complete. He licked the stamps and placed them on the envelopes; took the notes and inserted them in the letters; folded the letters and thrust them into the envelopes; sealed the envelopes; and unlocking the drawer of his desk produced a small, black, ugly-looking bottle.

He opened the bottle and poured the contents into a medicine-glass.

It had not been without considerable thought that Mr Meggs had decided upon the method of his suicide. The knife, the pistol, the rope — they had all presented their charms to him. He had further examined the merits of drowning and of leaping to destruction from a height.

There were flaws in each. Either they were painful, or else they were messy. Mr Meggs had a tidy soul, and he revolted from the thought of spoiling his figure, as he would most certainly do if he drowned himself; or the carpet, as he would if he used the pistol; or the pavement — and possibly some innocent pedestrian, as must infallibly occur should he leap off the Monument. The knife was out of the question. Instinct told him that it would hurt like the very dickens.

No; poison was the thing. Easy to take, quick to work, and on the whole rather agreeable than otherwise.

Mr Meggs hid the glass behind the inkpot and rang the bell.

Has Miss Pillenger arrived? he inquired of the servant.

She has just come, sir.

Tell her that I am waiting for her here.

Jane Pillenger was an institution. Her official position was that of private secretary and typist to Mr Meggs. That is to say, on the rare occasions when Mr Meggss conscience overcame his indolence to the extent of forcing him to resume work on his British Butterflies, it was to Miss Pillenger that he addressed the few rambling and incoherent remarks which constituted his idea of a regular hard, slogging spell of literary composition. When he sank back in his chair, speechless and exhausted like a Marathon runner who has started his sprint a mile or two too soon, it was Miss Pillengers task to unscramble her shorthand notes, type them neatly, and place them in their special drawer in the desk.

Miss Pillenger was a wary spinster of austere views, uncertain age, and a deep-rooted suspicion of men — a suspicion which, to do an abused sex justice, they had done nothing to foster. Men had always been almost coldly correct in their dealings with Miss Pillenger. In her twenty years of experience as a typist and secretary she had never had to refuse with scorn and indignation so much as a box of chocolates from any of her employers. Nevertheless, she continued to be icily on her guard. The clenched fist of her dignity was always drawn back, ready to swing on the first male who dared to step beyond the bounds of professional civility.

Such was Miss Pillenger. She was the last of a long line of unprotected English girlhood which had been compelled by straitened circumstances to listen for hire to the appallingly dreary nonsense which Mr Meggs had to impart on the subject of British Butterflies. Girls had come, and girls had gone, blondes, ex-blondes, brunettes, ex-brunettes, near-blondes, near-brunettes; they had come buoyant, full of hope and life, tempted by the lavish salary which Mr Meggs had found himself after a while compelled to pay; and they had dropped off, one after another, like exhausted bivalves, unable to endure the crushing boredom of life in the village which had given Mr Meggs to the world. For Mr Meggss home-town was no City of Pleasure. Remove the Vicars magic-lantern and the try-your-weight machine opposite the post office, and you practically eliminated the temptations to tread the primrose path. The only young men in the place were silent, gaping youths, at whom lunacy commissioners looked sharply and suspiciously when they met. The tango was unknown, and the one-step. The only form of dance extant — and that only at the rarest intervals — was a sort of polka not unlike the movements of a slightly inebriated boxing kangaroo. Mr Meggss secretaries and typists gave the town one startled, horrified glance, and stampeded for London like frightened ponies.

Not so Miss Pillenger. She remained. She was a business woman, and it was enough for her that she received a good salary. For five pounds a week she would have undertaken a post as secretary and typist to a Polar Expedition. For six years she had been with Mr Meggs, and doubtless she looked forward to being with him at least six years more.

Perhaps it was the pathos of this thought which touched Mr Meggs, as she sailed, notebook in hand, through the doorway of the study. Here, he told himself, was a confiding girl, all unconscious of impending doom, relying on him as a daughter relies on her father. He was glad that he had not forgotten Miss Pillenger when he was making his preparations.

He had certainly not forgotten Miss Pillenger. On his desk beside the letters lay a little pile of notes, amounting in all to five hundred pounds — her legacy.

Miss Pillenger was always business-like. She sat down in her chair, opened her notebook, moistened her pencil, and waited expectantly for Mr Meggs to clear his throat and begin work on the butterflies. She was surprised when, instead of frowning, as was his invariable practice when bracing himself for composition, he bestowed upon her a sweet, slow smile.

All that was maidenly and defensive in Miss Pillenger leaped to arms under that smile. It ran in and out among her nerve-centres. It had been long in arriving, this moment of crisis, but here it undoubtedly was at last. After twenty years an employer was going to court disaster by trying to flirt with her.

Mr Meggs went on smiling. You cannot classify smiles. Nothing lends itself so much to a variety of interpretations as a smile. Mr Meggs thought he was smiling the sad, tender smile of a man who, knowing himself to be on the brink of the tomb, bids farewell to a faithful employee. Miss Pillengers view was that he was smiling like an abandoned old rip who ought to have been ashamed of himself.

No, Miss Pillenger, said Mr Meggs, I shall not work this morning. I shall want you, if you will be so good, to post these six letters for me.

Miss Pillenger took the letters. Mr Meggs surveyed her tenderly.

Miss Pillenger, you have been with me a long time now. Six years, is it not? Six years. Well, well. I dont think I have ever made you a little present, have I?

You give me a good salary.

Yes, but I want to give you something more. Six years is a long time. I have come to regard you with a different feeling from that which the ordinary employer feels for his secretary. You and I have worked together for six long years. Surely I may be permitted to give you some token of my appreciation of your fidelity. He took the pile of notes. These are for you, Miss Pillenger.

He rose and handed them to her. He eyed her for a moment with all the sentimentality of a man whose digestion has been out of order for over two decades. The pathos of the situation swept him away. He bent over Miss Pillenger, and kissed her on the forehead.

Smiles excepted, there is nothing so hard to classify as a kiss. Mr Meggss notion was that he kissed Miss Pillenger much as some great general, wounded unto death, might have kissed his mother, his sister, or some particularly sympathetic aunt; Miss Pillengers view, differing substantially from this, may be outlined in her own words.

Ah! she cried, as, dealing Mr Meggss conveniently placed jaw a blow which, had it landed an inch lower down, might have knocked him out, she sprang to her feet. How dare you! Ive been waiting for this Mr Meggs. I have seen it in your eye. I have expected it. Let me tell you that I am not at all the sort of girl with whom it is safe to behave like that. I can protect myself. I am only a working-girl—

Mr Meggs, who had fallen back against the desk as a stricken pugilist falls on the ropes, pulled himself together to protest.

Miss Pillenger, he cried, aghast, you misunderstand me. I had no intention—

Misunderstand you? Bah! I am only a working-girl—

Nothing was farther from my mind—

Indeed! Nothing was farther from your mind! You give me money, you shower your vile kisses on me, but nothing was farther from your mind than the obvious interpretation of such behaviour! Before coming to Mr Meggs, Miss Pillenger had been secretary to an Indiana novelist. She had learned style from the master. Now that you have gone too far, you are frightened at what you have done. You well may be, Mr Meggs. I am only a working-girl—

Miss Pillenger, I implore you—

Silence! I am only a working-girl—

A wave of mad fury swept over Mr Meggs. The shock of the blow and still more of the frightful ingratitude of this horrible woman nearly made him foam at the mouth.

Dont keep on saying youre only a working-girl, he bellowed. Youll drive me mad. Go. Go away from me. Get out. Go anywhere, but leave me alone!

Miss Pillenger was not entirely sorry to obey the request. Mr Meggss sudden fury had startled and frightened her. So long as she could end the scene victorious, she was anxious to withdraw.

Yes, I will go, she said, with dignity, as she opened the door. Now that you have revealed yourself in your true colours, Mr Meggs, this house is no fit place for a wor—

She caught her employers eye, and vanished hastily.

Mr Meggs paced the room in a ferment. He had been shaken to his core by the scene. He boiled with indignation. That his kind thoughts should have been so misinterpreted — it was too much. Of all ungrateful worlds, this world was the most — 

He stopped suddenly in his stride, partly because his shin had struck a chair, partly because an idea had struck his mind.

Hopping madly, he added one more parallel between himself and Hamlet by soliloquizing aloud.

Ill be hanged if I commit suicide, he yelled.

And as he spoke the words a curious peace fell on him, as on a man who has awakened from a nightmare. He sat down at the desk. What an idiot he had been ever to contemplate self-destruction. What could have induced him to do it? By his own hand to remove himself, merely in order that a pack of ungrateful brutes might wallow in his money — it was the scheme of a perfect fool.

He wouldnt commit suicide. Not if he knew it. He would stick on and laugh at them. And if he did have an occasional pain inside, what of that? Napoleon had them, and look at him. He would be blowed if he committed suicide.

With the fire of a new resolve lighting up his eyes, he turned to seize the six letters and rifle them of their contents.

They were gone.

It took Mr Meggs perhaps thirty seconds to recollect where they had gone to, and then it all came back to him. He had given them to the demon Pillenger, and, if he did not overtake her and get them back, she would mail them.

Of all the mixed thoughts which seethed in Mr Meggss mind at that moment, easily the most prominent was the reflection that from his front door to the post office was a walk of less than five minutes.



Miss Pillenger walked down the sleepy street in the June sunshine, boiling, as Mr Meggs had done, with indignation. She, too, had been shaken to the core. It was her intention to fulfil her duty by posting the letters which had been entrusted to her, and then to quit for ever the service of one who, for six years a model employer, had at last forgotten himself and showed his true nature.

Her meditations were interrupted by a hoarse shout in her rear; and, turning, she perceived the model employer running rapidly towards her. His face was scarlet, his eyes wild, and he wore no hat.

Miss Pillengers mind worked swiftly. She took in the situation in a flash. Unrequited, guilty love had sapped Mr Meggss reason, and she was to be the victim of his fury. She had read of scores of similar cases in the newspapers. How little she had ever imagined that she would be the heroine of one of these dramas of passion.

She looked for one brief instant up and down the street. Nobody was in sight. With a loud cry she began to run.

Stop!

It was the fierce voice of her pursuer. Miss Pillenger increased to third speed. As she did so, she had a vision of headlines.

Stop! roared Mr Meggs.

UNREQUITED PASSION MADE THIS MAN MURDERER, thought Miss Pillenger.

Stop!

CRAZED WITH LOVE HE SLAYS BEAUTIFUL BLONDE, flashed out in letters of crimson on the back of Miss Pillengers mind.

Stop!

SPURNED, HE STABS HER THRICE.

To touch the ground at intervals of twenty yards or so — that was the ideal she strove after. She addressed herself to it with all the strength of her powerful mind.

In London, New York, Paris, and other cities where life is brisk, the spectacle of a hatless gentleman with a purple face pursuing his secretary through the streets at a rapid gallop would, of course, have excited little, if any, remark. But in Mr Meggss home-town events were of rarer occurrence. The last milestone in the history of his native place had been the visit, two years before, of Bingleys Stupendous Circus, which had paraded along the main street on its way to the next town, while zealous members of its staff visited the back premises of the houses and removed all the washing from the lines. Since then deep peace had reigned.

Gradually, therefore, as the chase warmed up, citizens of all shapes and sizes began to assemble. Miss Pillengers screams and the general appearance of Mr Meggs gave food for thought. Having brooded over the situation, they decided at length to take a hand, with the result that as Mr Meggss grasp fell upon Miss Pillenger the grasp of several of his fellow-townsmen fell upon him.

Save me! said Miss Pillenger.

Mr Meggs pointed speechlessly to the letters, which she still grasped in her right hand. He had taken practically no exercise for twenty years, and the pace had told upon him.

Constable Gooch, guardian of the towns welfare, tightened his hold on Mr Meggss arm, and desired explanations.

He — he was going to murder me, said Miss Pillenger.

Kill him, advised an austere bystander.

What do you mean you were going to murder the lady? inquired Constable Gooch.

Mr Meggs found speech.

I — I — I — I only wanted those letters.

What for?

Theyre mine.

You charge her with stealing em?

He gave them me to post with his own hands, cried Miss Pillenger.

I know I did, but I want them back.

By this time the constable, though age had to some extent dimmed his sight, had recognized beneath the perspiration, features which, though they were distorted, were nevertheless those of one whom he respected as a leading citizen.

Why, Mr Meggs! he said.

This identification by one in authority calmed, if it a little disappointed, the crowd. What it was they did not know, but, it was apparently not a murder, and they began to drift off.

Why dont you give Mr Meggs his letters when he asks you, maam? said the constable.

Miss Pillenger drew herself up haughtily.

Here are your letters, Mr Meggs, I hope we shall never meet again.

Mr Meggs nodded. That was his view, too.

All things work together for good. The following morning Mr Meggs awoke from a dreamless sleep with a feeling that some curious change had taken place in him. He was abominably stiff, and to move his limbs was pain, but down in the centre of his being there was a novel sensation of lightness. He could have declared that he was happy.

Wincing, he dragged himself out of bed and limped to the window. He threw it open. It was a perfect morning. A cool breeze smote his face, bringing with it pleasant scents and the soothing sound of Gods creatures beginning a new day.

An astounding thought struck him.

Why, I feel well!

Then another.

It must be the exercise I took yesterday. By George, Ill do it regularly.

He drank in the air luxuriously. Inside him, the wild-cat gave him a sudden claw, but it was a half-hearted effort, the effort of one who knows that he is beaten. Mr Meggs was so absorbed in his thoughts that he did not even notice it.

London, he was saying to himself. One of these physical culture places.... Comparatively young man.... Put myself in their hands.... Mild, regular exercise....

He limped to the bathroom.


THE MAN WITH TWO LEFT FEET

[image: img208.jpg]

STUDENTS OF THE folk-lore of the United States of America are no doubt familiar with the quaint old story of Clarence MacFadden. Clarence MacFadden, it seems, was wishful to dance, but his feet wasnt gaited that way. So he sought a professor and asked him his price, and said he was willing to pay. The professor (the legend goes on) looked down with alarm at his feet and marked their enormous expanse; and he tacked on a five to his regular price for teaching MacFadden to dance.

I have often been struck by the close similarity between the case of Clarence and that of Henry Wallace Mills. One difference alone presents itself. It would seem to have been mere vanity and ambition that stimulated the former; whereas the motive force which drove Henry Mills to defy Nature and attempt dancing was the purer one of love. He did it to please his wife. Had he never gone to Ye Bonnie Briar-Bush Farm, that popular holiday resort, and there met Minnie Hill, he would doubtless have continued to spend in peaceful reading the hours not given over to work at the New York bank at which he was employed as paying-cashier. For Henry was a voracious reader. His idea of a pleasant evening was to get back to his little flat, take off his coat, put on his slippers, light a pipe, and go on from the point where he had left off the night before in his perusal of the BIS-CAL volume of the Encyclopaedia Britannica — making notes as he read in a stout notebook. He read the BIS-CAL volume because, after many days, he had finished the A-AND, AND-AUS, and the AUS-BIS. There was something admirable — and yet a little horrible — about Henrys method of study. He went after Learning with the cold and dispassionate relentlessness of a stoat pursuing a rabbit. The ordinary man who is paying instalments on the Encyclopaedia Britannica is apt to get over-excited and to skip impatiently to Volume XXVIII (VET-ZYM) to see how it all comes out in the end. Not so Henry. His was not a frivolous mind. He intended to read the Encyclopaedia through, and he was not going to spoil his pleasure by peeping ahead.

It would seem to be an inexorable law of Nature that no man shall shine at both ends. If he has a high forehead and a thirst for wisdom, his fox-trotting (if any) shall be as the staggerings of the drunken; while, if he is a good dancer, he is nearly always petrified from the ears upward. No better examples of this law could have been found than Henry Mills and his fellow-cashier, Sidney Mercer. In New York banks paying-cashiers, like bears, tigers, lions, and other fauna, are always shut up in a cage in pairs, and are consequently dependent on each other for entertainment and social intercourse when business is slack. Henry Mills and Sidney simply could not find a subject in common. Sidney knew absolutely nothing of even such elementary things as Abana, Aberration, Abraham, or Acrogenae; while Henry, on his side, was scarcely aware that there had been any developments in the dance since the polka. It was a relief to Henry when Sidney threw up his job to join the chorus of a musical comedy, and was succeeded by a man who, though full of limitations, could at least converse intelligently on Bowls.

Such, then, was Henry Wallace Mills. He was in the middle thirties, temperate, studious, a moderate smoker, and — one would have said — a bachelor of the bachelors, armour-plated against Cupids well-meant but obsolete artillery. Sometimes Sidney Mercers successor in the tellers cage, a sentimental young man, would broach the topic of Woman and Marriage. He would ask Henry if he ever intended to get married. On such occasions Henry would look at him in a manner which was a blend of scorn, amusement, and indignation; and would reply with a single word:

Me!

It was the way he said it that impressed you.

But Henry had yet to experience the unmanning atmosphere of a lonely summer resort. He had only just reached the position in the bank where he was permitted to take his annual vacation in the summer. Hitherto he had always been released from his cage during the winter months, and had spent his ten days of freedom at his flat, with a book in his hand and his feet on the radiator. But the summer after Sidney Mercers departure they unleashed him in August.

It was meltingly warm in the city. Something in Henry cried out for the country. For a month before the beginning of his vacation he devoted much of the time that should have been given to the Encyclopaedia Britannica in reading summer-resort literature. He decided at length upon Ye Bonnie Briar-Bush Farm because the advertisements spoke so well of it.

Ye Bonnie Briar-Bush Farm was a rather battered frame building many miles from anywhere. Its attractions included a Lovers Leap, a Grotto, golf-links — a five-hole course where the enthusiast found unusual hazards in the shape of a number of goats tethered at intervals between the holes — and a silvery lake, only portions of which were used as a dumping-ground for tin cans and wooden boxes. It was all new and strange to Henry and caused him an odd exhilaration. Something of gaiety and reckless abandon began to creep into his veins. He had a curious feeling that in these romantic surroundings some adventure ought to happen to him.

At this juncture Minnie Hill arrived. She was a small, slim girl, thinner and paler than she should have been, with large eyes that seemed to Henry pathetic and stirred his chivalry. He began to think a good deal about Minnie Hill.

And then one evening he met her on the shores of the silvery lake. He was standing there, slapping at things that looked like mosquitoes, but could not have been, for the advertisements expressly stated that none were ever found in the neighbourhood of Ye Bonnie Briar-Bush Farm, when along she came. She walked slowly, as if she were tired. A strange thrill, half of pity, half of something else, ran through Henry. He looked at her. She looked at him.

Good evening, he said.

They were the first words he had spoken to her. She never contributed to the dialogue of the dining-room, and he had been too shy to seek her out in the open.

She said Good evening, too, tying the score. And there was silence for a moment.

Commiseration overcame Henrys shyness.

Youre looking tired, he said.

I feel tired. She paused. I overdid it in the city.

It?

Dancing.

Oh, dancing. Did you dance much?

Yes; a great deal.

Ah!

A promising, even a dashing start. But how to continue? For the first time Henry regretted the steady determination of his methods with the Encyclopaedia. How pleasant if he could have been in a position to talk easily of Dancing. Then memory reminded him that, though he had not yet got up to Dancing, it was only a few weeks before that he had been reading of the Ballet.

I dont dance myself, he said, but I am fond of reading about it. Did you know that the word ballet incorporated three distinct modern words, ballet, ball, and ballad, and that ballet-dancing was originally accompanied by singing?

It hit her. It had her weak. She looked at him with awe in her eyes. One might almost say that she gaped at Henry.

I hardly know anything, she said.

The first descriptive ballet seen in London, England, said Henry, quietly, was The Tavern Bilkers, which was played at Drury Lane in — in seventeen — something.

Was it?

And the earliest modern ballet on record was that given by — by someone to celebrate the marriage of the Duke of Milan in 1489.

There was no doubt or hesitation about the date this time. It was grappled to his memory by hoops of steel owing to the singular coincidence of it being also his telephone number. He gave it out with a roll, and the girls eyes widened.

What an awful lot you know!

Oh, no, said Henry, modestly. I read a great deal.

It must be splendid to know a lot, she said, wistfully. Ive never had time for reading. Ive always wanted to. I think youre wonderful!

Henrys soul was expanding like a flower and purring like a well-tickled cat. Never in his life had he been admired by a woman. The sensation was intoxicating.

Silence fell upon them. They started to walk back to the farm, warned by the distant ringing of a bell that supper was about to materialize. It was not a musical bell, but distance and the magic of this unusual moment lent it charm. The sun was setting. It threw a crimson carpet across the silvery lake. The air was very still. The creatures, unclassified by science, who might have been mistaken for mosquitoes had their presence been possible at Ye Bonnie Briar-Bush Farm, were biting harder than ever. But Henry heeded them not. He did not even slap at them. They drank their fill of his blood and went away to put their friends on to this good thing; but for Henry they did not exist. Strange things were happening to him. And, lying awake that night in bed, he recognized the truth. He was in love.

After that, for the remainder of his stay, they were always together. They walked in the woods, they sat by the silvery lake. He poured out the treasures of his learning for her, and she looked at him with reverent eyes, uttering from time to time a soft Yes or a musical Gee!

In due season Henry went back to New York.

Youre dead wrong about love, Mills, said his sentimental fellow-cashier, shortly after his return. You ought to get married.

Im going to, replied Henry, briskly. Week tomorrow.

Which stunned the other so thoroughly that he gave a customer who entered at that moment fifteen dollars for a ten-dollar cheque, and had to do some excited telephoning after the bank had closed.

Henrys first year as a married man was the happiest of his life. He had always heard this period described as the most perilous of matrimony. He had braced himself for clashings of tastes, painful adjustments of character, sudden and unavoidable quarrels. Nothing of the kind happened. From the very beginning they settled down in perfect harmony. She merged with his life as smoothly as one river joins another. He did not even have to alter his habits. Every morning he had his breakfast at eight, smoked a cigarette, and walked to the Underground. At five he left the bank, and at six he arrived home, for it was his practice to walk the first two miles of the way, breathing deeply and regularly. Then dinner. Then the quiet evening. Sometimes the moving-pictures, but generally the quiet evening, he reading the Encyclopaedia — aloud now — Minnie darning his socks, but never ceasing to listen.

Each day brought the same sense of grateful amazement that he should be so wonderfully happy, so extraordinarily peaceful. Everything was as perfect as it could be. Minnie was looking a different girl. She had lost her drawn look. She was filling out.

Sometimes he would suspend his reading for a moment, and look across at her. At first he would see only her soft hair, as she bent over her sewing. Then, wondering at the silence, she would look up, and he would meet her big eyes. And then Henry would gurgle with happiness, and demand of himself, silently:

Can you beat it!

It was the anniversary of their wedding. They celebrated it in fitting style. They dined at a crowded and exhilarating Italian restaurant on a street off Seventh Avenue, where red wine was included in the bill, and excitable people, probably extremely clever, sat round at small tables and talked all together at the top of their voices. After dinner they saw a musical comedy. And then — the great event of the night — they went on to supper at a glittering restaurant near Times Square.

There was something about supper at an expensive restaurant which had always appealed to Henrys imagination. Earnest devourer as he was of the solids of literature, he had tasted from time to time its lighter face — those novels which begin with the hero supping in the midst of the glittering throng and having his attention attracted to a distinguished-looking elderly man with a grey imperial who is entering with a girl so strikingly beautiful that the revellers turn, as she passes, to look after her. And then, as he sits and smokes, a waiter comes up to the hero and, with a soft Pardon, msieu! hands him a note.

The atmosphere of Geisenheimers suggested all that sort of thing to Henry. They had finished supper, and he was smoking a cigar — his second that day. He leaned back in his chair and surveyed the scene. He felt braced up, adventurous. He had that feeling, which comes to all quiet men who like to sit at home and read, that this was the sort of atmosphere in which he really belonged. The brightness of it all — the dazzling lights, the music, the hubbub, in which the deep-throated gurgle of the wine-agent surprised while drinking soup blended with the shriller note of the chorus-girl calling to her mate — these things got Henry. He was thirty-six next birthday, but he felt a youngish twenty-one.

A voice spoke at his side. Henry looked up, to perceive Sidney Mercer.

The passage of a year, which had turned Henry into a married man, had turned Sidney Mercer into something so magnificent that the spectacle for a moment deprived Henry of speech. Faultless evening dress clung with loving closeness to Sidneys lissom form. Gleaming shoes of perfect patent leather covered his feet. His light hair was brushed back into a smooth sleekness on which the electric lights shone like stars on some beautiful pool. His practically chinless face beamed amiably over a spotless collar.

Henry wore blue serge.

What are you doing here, Henry, old top? said the vision. I didnt know you ever came among the bright lights.

His eyes wandered off to Minnie. There was admiration in them, for Minnie was looking her prettiest.

Wife, said Henry, recovering speech. And to Minnie: Mr Mercer. Old friend.

So youre married? Wish you luck. Hows the bank?

Henry said the bank was doing as well as could be expected.

You still on the stage?

Mr Mercer shook his head importantly.

Got better job. Professional dancer at this show. Rolling in money. Why arent you dancing?

The words struck a jarring note. The lights and the music until that moment had had a subtle psychological effect on Henry, enabling him to hypnotize himself into a feeling that it was not inability to dance that kept him in his seat, but that he had had so much of that sort of thing that he really preferred to sit quietly and look on for a change. Sidneys question changed all that. It made him face the truth.

I dont dance.

For the love of Mike! I bet Mrs Mills does. Would you care for a turn, Mrs Mills?

No, thank you, really.

But remorse was now at work on Henry. He perceived that he had been standing in the way of Minnies pleasure. Of course she wanted to dance. All women did. She was only refusing for his sake.

Nonsense, Min. Go to it.

Minnie looked doubtful.

Of course you must dance, Min. I shall be all right. Ill sit here and smoke.

The next moment Minnie and Sidney were treading the complicated measure; and simultaneously Henry ceased to be a youngish twenty-one and was even conscious of a fleeting doubt as to whether he was really only thirty-five.

Boil the whole question of old age down, and what it amounts to is that a man is young as long as he can dance without getting lumbago, and, if he cannot dance, he is never young at all. This was the truth that forced itself upon Henry Wallace Mills, as he sat watching his wife moving over the floor in the arms of Sidney Mercer. Even he could see that Minnie danced well. He thrilled at the sight of her gracefulness; and for the first time since his marriage he became introspective. It had never struck him before how much younger Minnie was than himself. When she had signed the paper at the City Hall on the occasion of the purchase of the marriage licence, she had given her age, he remembered now, as twenty-six. It had made no impression on him at the time. Now, however, he perceived clearly that between twenty-six and thirty-five there was a gap of nine years; and a chill sensation came upon him of being old and stodgy. How dull it must be for poor little Minnie to be cooped up night after night with such an old fogy? Other men took their wives out and gave them a good time, dancing half the night with them. All he could do was to sit at home and read Minnie dull stuff from the Encyclopaedia. What a life for the poor child! Suddenly, he felt acutely jealous of the rubber-jointed Sidney Mercer, a man whom hitherto he had always heartily despised.

The music stopped. They came back to the table, Minnie with a pink glow on her face that made her younger than ever; Sidney, the insufferable ass, grinning and smirking and pretending to be eighteen. They looked like a couple of children — Henry, catching sight of himself in a mirror, was surprised to find that his hair was not white.

Half an hour later, in the cab going home, Minnie, half asleep, was aroused by a sudden stiffening of the arm that encircled her waist and a sudden snort close to her ear.

It was Henry Wallace Mills resolving that he would learn to dance.

Being of a literary turn of mind and also economical, Henrys first step towards his new ambition was to buy a fifty-cent book entitled The ABC of Modern Dancing, by Tango. It would, he felt — not without reason — be simpler and less expensive if he should learn the steps by the aid of this treatise than by the more customary method of taking lessons. But quite early in the proceedings he was faced by complications. In the first place, it was his intention to keep what he was doing a secret from Minnie, in order to be able to give her a pleasant surprise on her birthday, which would be coming round in a few weeks. In the second place, The ABC of Modern Dancing proved on investigation far more complex than its title suggested.

These two facts were the ruin of the literary method, for, while it was possible to study the text and the plates at the bank, the home was the only place in which he could attempt to put the instructions into practice. You cannot move the right foot along dotted line A B and bring the left foot round curve C D in a paying-cashiers cage in a bank, nor, if you are at all sensitive to public opinion, on the pavement going home. And while he was trying to do it in the parlour of the flat one night when he imagined that Minnie was in the kitchen cooking supper, she came in unexpectedly to ask how he wanted the steak cooked. He explained that he had had a sudden touch of cramp, but the incident shook his nerve.

After this he decided that he must have lessons.

Complications did not cease with this resolve. Indeed, they became more acute. It was not that there was any difficulty about finding an instructor. The papers were full of their advertisements. He selected a Mme Gavarni because she lived in a convenient spot. Her house was in a side street, with a station within easy reach. The real problem was when to find time for the lessons. His life was run on such a regular schedule that he could hardly alter so important a moment in it as the hour of his arrival home without exciting comment. Only deceit could provide a solution.

Min, dear, he said at breakfast.

Yes, Henry?

Henry turned mauve. He had never lied to her before.

Im not getting enough exercise.

Why you look so well.

I get a kind of heavy feeling sometimes. I think Ill put on another mile or so to my walk on my way home. So — so Ill be back a little later in future.

Very well, dear.

It made him feel like a particularly low type of criminal, but, by abandoning his walk, he was now in a position to devote an hour a day to the lessons; and Mme Gavarni had said that that would be ample.

Sure, Bill, she had said. She was a breezy old lady with a military moustache and an unconventional manner with her clientele. You come to me an hour a day, and, if you havent two left feet, well make you the pet of society in a month.

Is that so?

It sure is. I never had a failure yet with a pupe, except one. And that wasnt my fault.

Had he two left feet?

Hadnt any feet at all. Fell off of a roof after the second lesson, and had to have em cut off him. At that, I could have learned him to tango with wooden legs, only he got kind of discouraged. Well, see you Monday, Bill. Be good.

And the kindly old soul, retrieving her chewing gum from the panel of the door where she had placed it to facilitate conversation, dismissed him.

And now began what, in later years, Henry unhesitatingly considered the most miserable period of his existence. There may be times when a man who is past his first youth feels more unhappy and ridiculous than when he is taking a course of lessons in the modern dance, but it is not easy to think of them. Physically, his new experience caused Henry acute pain. Muscles whose existence he had never suspected came into being for — apparently — the sole purpose of aching. Mentally he suffered even more.

This was partly due to the peculiar method of instruction in vogue at Mme Gavarnis, and partly to the fact that, when it came to the actual lessons, a sudden niece was produced from a back room to give them. She was a blonde young lady with laughing blue eyes, and Henry never clasped her trim waist without feeling a black-hearted traitor to his absent Minnie. Conscience racked him. Add to this the sensation of being a strange, jointless creature with abnormally large hands and feet, and the fact that it was Mme Gavarnis custom to stand in a corner of the room during the hour of tuition, chewing gum and making comments, and it is not surprising that Henry became wan and thin.

Mme Gavarni had the trying habit of endeavouring to stimulate Henry by frequently comparing his performance and progress with that of a cripple whom she claimed to have taught at some previous time.

She and the niece would have spirited arguments in his presence as to whether or not the cripple had one-stepped better after his third lesson than Henry after his fifth. The niece said no. As well, perhaps, but not better. Mme Gavarni said that the niece was forgetting the way the cripple had slid his feet. The niece said yes, that was so, maybe she was. Henry said nothing. He merely perspired.

He made progress slowly. This could not be blamed upon his instructress, however. She did all that one woman could to speed him up. Sometimes she would even pursue him into the street in order to show him on the side-walk a means of doing away with some of his numerous errors of technique, the elimination of which would help to make him definitely the cripples superior. The misery of embracing her indoors was as nothing to the misery of embracing her on the sidewalk.

Nevertheless, having paid for his course of lessons in advance, and being a determined man, he did make progress. One day, to his surprise, he found his feet going through the motions without any definite exercise of will-power on his part — almost as if they were endowed with an intelligence of their own. It was the turning-point. It filled him with a singular pride such as he had not felt since his first rise of salary at the bank.

Mme Gavarni was moved to dignified praise.

Some speed, kid! she observed. Some speed!

Henry blushed modestly. It was the accolade.

Every day, as his skill at the dance became more manifest, Henry found occasion to bless the moment when he had decided to take lessons. He shuddered sometimes at the narrowness of his escape from disaster. Every day now it became more apparent to him, as he watched Minnie, that she was chafing at the monotony of her life. That fatal supper had wrecked the peace of their little home. Or perhaps it had merely precipitated the wreck. Sooner or later, he told himself, she was bound to have wearied of the dullness of her lot. At any rate, dating from shortly after that disturbing night, a lack of ease and spontaneity seemed to creep into their relations. A blight settled on the home.

Little by little Minnie and he were growing almost formal towards each other. She had lost her taste for being read to in the evenings and had developed a habit of pleading a headache and going early to bed. Sometimes, catching her eye when she was not expecting it, he surprised an enigmatic look in it. It was a look, however, which he was able to read. It meant that she was bored.

It might have been expected that this state of affairs would have distressed Henry. It gave him, on the contrary, a pleasurable thrill. It made him feel that it had been worth it, going through the torments of learning to dance. The more bored she was now the greater her delight when he revealed himself dramatically. If she had been contented with the life which he could offer her as a non-dancer, what was the sense of losing weight and money in order to learn the steps? He enjoyed the silent, uneasy evenings which had supplanted those cheery ones of the first year of their marriage. The more uncomfortable they were now, the more they would appreciate their happiness later on. Henry belonged to the large circle of human beings who consider that there is acuter pleasure in being suddenly cured of toothache than in never having toothache at all.

He merely chuckled inwardly, therefore, when, on the morning of her birthday, having presented her with a purse which he knew she had long coveted, he found himself thanked in a perfunctory and mechanical way.

Im glad you like it, he said.

Minnie looked at the purse without enthusiasm.

Its just what I wanted, she said, listlessly.

Well, I must be going. Ill get the tickets for the theatre while Im in town.

Minnie hesitated for a moment.

I dont believe I want to go to the theatre much tonight, Henry.

Nonsense. We must have a party on your birthday. Well go to the theatre and then well have supper at Geisenheimers again. I may be working after hours at the bank today, so I guess I wont come home. Ill meet you at that Italian place at six.

Very well. Youll miss your walk, then?

Yes. It doesnt matter for once.

No. Youre still going on with your walks, then?

Oh, yes, yes.

Three miles every day?

Never miss it. It keeps me well.

Yes.

Good-bye, darling.

Good-bye.

Yes, there was a distinct chill in the atmosphere. Thank goodness, thought Henry, as he walked to the station, it would be different tomorrow morning. He had rather the feeling of a young knight who has done perilous deeds in secret for his lady, and is about at last to receive credit for them.

Geisenheimers was as brilliant and noisy as it had been before when Henry reached it that night, escorting a reluctant Minnie. After a silent dinner and a theatrical performance during which neither had exchanged more than a word between the acts, she had wished to abandon the idea of supper and go home. But a squad of police could not have kept Henry from Geisenheimers. His hour had come. He had thought of this moment for weeks, and he visualized every detail of his big scene. At first they would sit at their table in silent discomfort. Then Sidney Mercer would come up, as before, to ask Minnie to dance. And then — then — Henry would rise and, abandoning all concealment, exclaim grandly: No! I am going to dance with my wife! Stunned amazement of Minnie, followed by wild joy. Utter rout and discomfiture of that pin-head, Mercer. And then, when they returned to their table, he breathing easily and regularly as a trained dancer in perfect condition should, she tottering a little with the sudden rapture of it all, they would sit with their heads close together and start a new life. That was the scenario which Henry had drafted.

It worked out — up to a certain point — as smoothly as ever it had done in his dreams. The only hitch which he had feared — to wit, the non-appearance of Sidney Mercer, did not occur. It would spoil the scene a little, he had felt, if Sidney Mercer did not present himself to play the role of foil; but he need have had no fears on this point. Sidney had the gift, not uncommon in the chinless, smooth-baked type of man, of being able to see a pretty girl come into the restaurant even when his back was towards the door. They had hardly seated themselves when he was beside their table bleating greetings.

Why, Henry! Always here!

Wifes birthday.

Many happy returns of the day, Mrs Mills. Weve just time for one turn before the waiter comes with your order. Come along.

The band was staggering into a fresh tune, a tune that Henry knew well. Many a time had Mme Gavarni hammered it out of an aged and unwilling piano in order that he might dance with her blue-eyed niece. He rose.

No! he exclaimed grandly. I am going to dance with my wife!

He had not under-estimated the sensation which he had looked forward to causing. Minnie looked at him with round eyes. Sidney Mercer was obviously startled.

I thought you couldnt dance.

You never can tell, said Henry, lightly. It looks easy enough. Anyway, Ill try.

Henry! cried Minnie, as he clasped her.

He had supposed that she would say something like that, but hardly in that kind of voice. There is a way of saying Henry! which conveys surprised admiration and remorseful devotion; but she had not said it in that way. There had been a note of horror in her voice. Henrys was a simple mind, and the obvious solution, that Minnie thought that he had drunk too much red wine at the Italian restaurant, did not occur to him.

He was, indeed, at the moment too busy to analyse vocal inflections. They were on the floor now, and it was beginning to creep upon him like a chill wind that the scenario which he had mapped out was subject to unforeseen alterations.

At first all had been well. They had been almost alone on the floor, and he had begun moving his feet along dotted line A B with the smooth vim which had characterized the last few of his course of lessons. And then, as if by magic, he was in the midst of a crowd — a mad, jigging crowd that seemed to have no sense of direction, no ability whatever to keep out of his way. For a moment the tuition of weeks stood by him. Then, a shock, a stifled cry from Minnie, and the first collision had occurred. And with that all the knowledge which he had so painfully acquired passed from Henrys mind, leaving it an agitated blank. This was a situation for which his slidings round an empty room had not prepared him. Stage-fright at its worst came upon him. Somebody charged him in the back and asked querulously where he thought he was going. As he turned with a half-formed notion of apologizing, somebody else rammed him from the other side. He had a momentary feeling as if he were going down the Niagara Rapids in a barrel, and then he was lying on the floor with Minnie on top of him. Somebody tripped over his head.

He sat up. Somebody helped him to his feet. He was aware of Sidney Mercer at his side.

Do it again, said Sidney, all grin and sleek immaculateness. It went down big, but lots of them didnt see it.

The place was full of demon laughter.



Min! said Henry.

They were in the parlour of their little flat. Her back was towards him, and he could not see her face. She did not answer. She preserved the silence which she had maintained since they had left the restaurant. Not once during the journey home had she spoken.

The clock on the mantelpiece ticked on. Outside an Elevated train rumbled by. Voices came from the street.

Min, Im sorry.

Silence.

I thought I could do it. Oh, Lord! Misery was in every note of Henrys voice. Ive been taking lessons every day since that night we went to that place first. Its no good — I guess its like the old woman said. Ive got two left feet, and its no use my ever trying to do it. I kept it secret from you, what I was doing. I wanted it to be a wonderful surprise for you on your birthday. I knew how sick and tired you were getting of being married to a man who never took you out, because he couldnt dance. I thought it was up to me to learn, and give you a good time, like other mens wives. I—

Henry!

She had turned, and with a dull amazement he saw that her whole face had altered. Her eyes were shining with a radiant happiness.

Henry! Was that why you went to that house — to take dancing lessons?

He stared at her without speaking. She came to him, laughing.

So that was why you pretended you were still doing your walks?

You knew!

I saw you come out of that house. I was just going to the station at the end of the street, and I saw you. There was a girl with you, a girl with yellow hair. You hugged her!

Henry licked his dry lips.

Min, he said huskily. You wont believe it, but she was trying to teach me the Jelly Roll.

She held him by the lapels of his coat.

Of course I believe it. I understand it all now. I thought at the time that you were just saying good-bye to her! Oh, Henry, why ever didnt you tell me what you were doing? Oh, yes, I know you wanted it to be a surprise for me on my birthday, but you must have seen there was something wrong. You must have seen that I thought something. Surely you noticed how Ive been these last weeks?

I thought it was just that you were finding it dull.

Dull! Here, with you!

It was after you danced that night with Sidney Mercer. I thought the whole thing out. Youre so much younger than I, Min. It didnt seem right for you to have to spend your life being read to by a fellow like me.

But I loved it!

You had to dance. Every girl has to. Women cant do without it.

This one can. Henry, listen! You remember how ill and worn out I was when you met me first at that farm? Do you know why it was? It was because I had been slaving away for years at one of those places where you go in and pay five cents to dance with the lady instructresses. I was a lady instructress. Henry! Just think what I went through! Every day having to drag a million heavy men with large feet round a big room. I tell you, you are a professional compared with some of them! They trod on my feet and leaned their two hundred pounds on me and nearly killed me. Now perhaps you can understand why Im not crazy about dancing! Believe me, Henry, the kindest thing you can do to me is to tell me I must never dance again.

You — you— he gulped. Do you really mean that you can — can stand the sort of life were living here? You really dont find it dull?

Dull!

She ran to the bookshelf, and came back with a large volume.

Read to me, Henry, dear. Read me something now. It seems ages and ages since you used to. Read me something out of the Encyclopaedia!

Henry was looking at the book in his hand. In the midst of a joy that almost overwhelmed him, his orderly mind was conscious of something wrong.

But this is the MED-MUM volume, darling.

Is it? Well, thatll be all right. Read me all about Mum.

But were only in the CAL-CHA— He wavered. Oh, well — I he went on, recklessly. I dont care. Do you?

No. Sit down here, dear, and Ill sit on the floor.

Henry cleared his throat.

Milicz, or Militsch (d. 1374), Bohemian divine, was the most influential among those preachers and writers in Moravia and Bohemia who, during the fourteenth century, in a certain sense paved the way for the reforming activity of Huss.

He looked down. Minnies soft hair was resting against his knee. He put out a hand and stroked it. She turned and looked up, and he met her big eyes.

Can you beat it? said Henry, silently, to himself.


My Man Jeeves (1919)
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Jeeves and Wooster, Wodehouses most famous characters, debuted in a short story entitled Extricating Young Gussie which was first published in the Saturday Evening Post on 18 September 1915 and in the UKs The Strand Magazine the following January. Whilst that story would later appear in The Man with Two Left Feet, a 1917 collection of Wodehouses short fiction, the collection My Man Jeeves was the very first short story collection devoted to Jeeves and Wooster. Half of the eight short stories in this volume feature Reggie Pepper, an early prototype for Wooster.

The book was first published in May 1919 by George Newnes in the UK and never saw book publication in the USA. However, all of the eight stories had appeared in the Saturday Evening Post, Colliers or the Pictorial Review between 1912 and 1916. The stories appeared in The Strand Magazine in the UK at various times from 1911 through to 1917.

All of the tales are set in New York and the characters include the usual Wodehousian collection of amiable young clots, chorus girls, vulpine aunts and choleric millionaires, alongside pithy buffoonery, hilarious misunderstandings and aristocratic slapstick.

Cleverly handled and well written in a series of amusing episodes by a noted English humorist, wrote one American critic, whilst another offered the more generic, but perfectly true: Something light, funny and good at brightening the mood.

A number of these stories were adapted for the 1960s BBC TV series The World of Wooster, which starred Dennis Price as Jeeves and Ian Carmichael as Wooster, although sadly only one or two episodes from this show survive.
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Ian Carmichael (left) as Bertie Wooster and Dennis Price as Jeeves in the popular 1960s television series


LEAVE IT TO JEEVES
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JEEVES — MY man, you know — is really a most extraordinary chap. So capable. Honestly, I shouldnt know what to do without him. On broader lines hes like those chappies who sit peering sadly over the marble battlements at the Pennsylvania Station in the place marked Inquiries. You know the Johnnies I mean. You go up to them and say: Whens the next train for Melonsquashville, Tennessee? and they reply, without stopping to think, Two-forty-three, track ten, change at San Francisco. And theyre right every time. Well, Jeeves gives you just the same impression of omniscience.

As an instance of what I mean, I remember meeting Monty Byng in Bond Street one morning, looking the last word in a grey check suit, and I felt I should never be happy till I had one like it. I dug the address of the tailors out of him, and had them working on the thing inside the hour.

Jeeves, I said that evening. Im getting a check suit like that one of Mr. Byngs.

Injudicious, sir, he said firmly. It will not become you.

What absolute rot! Its the soundest thing Ive struck for years.

Unsuitable for you, sir.

Well, the long and the short of it was that the confounded thing came home, and I put it on, and when I caught sight of myself in the glass I nearly swooned. Jeeves was perfectly right. I looked a cross between a music-hall comedian and a cheap bookie. Yet Monty had looked fine in absolutely the same stuff. These things are just Lifes mysteries, and thats all there is to it.

But it isnt only that Jeevess judgment about clothes is infallible, though, of course, thats really the main thing. The man knows everything. There was the matter of that tip on the Lincolnshire. I forget now how I got it, but it had the aspect of being the real, red-hot tabasco.

Jeeves, I said, for Im fond of the man, and like to do him a good turn when I can, if you want to make a bit of money have something on Wonderchild for the Lincolnshire.

He shook his head.

Id rather not, sir.

But its the straight goods. Im going to put my shirt on him.

I do not recommend it, sir. The animal is not intended to win. Second place is what the stable is after.

Perfect piffle, I thought, of course. How the deuce could Jeeves know anything about it? Still, you know what happened. Wonderchild led till he was breathing on the wire, and then Banana Fritter came along and nosed him out. I went straight home and rang for Jeeves.

After this, I said, not another step for me without your advice. From now on consider yourself the brains of the establishment.

Very good, sir. I shall endeavour to give satisfaction.

And he has, by Jove! Im a bit short on brain myself; the old bean would appear to have been constructed more for ornament than for use, dont you know; but give me five minutes to talk the thing over with Jeeves, and Im game to advise any one about anything. And thats why, when Bruce Corcoran came to me with his troubles, my first act was to ring the bell and put it up to the lad with the bulging forehead.

Leave it to Jeeves, I said.

I first got to know Corky when I came to New York. He was a pal of my cousin Gussie, who was in with a lot of people down Washington Square way. I dont know if I ever told you about it, but the reason why I left England was because I was sent over by my Aunt Agatha to try to stop young Gussie marrying a girl on the vaudeville stage, and I got the whole thing so mixed up that I decided that it would be a sound scheme for me to stop on in America for a bit instead of going back and having long cosy chats about the thing with aunt. So I sent Jeeves out to find a decent apartment, and settled down for a bit of exile. Im bound to say that New Yorks a topping place to be exiled in. Everybody was awfully good to me, and there seemed to be plenty of things going on, and Im a wealthy bird, so everything was fine. Chappies introduced me to other chappies, and so on and so forth, and it wasnt long before I knew squads of the right sort, some who rolled in dollars in houses up by the Park, and others who lived with the gas turned down mostly around Washington Square — artists and writers and so forth. Brainy coves.

Corky was one of the artists. A portrait-painter, he called himself, but he hadnt painted any portraits. He was sitting on the side-lines with a blanket over his shoulders, waiting for a chance to get into the game. You see, the catch about portrait-painting — Ive looked into the thing a bit — is that you cant start painting portraits till people come along and ask you to, and they wont come and ask you to until youve painted a lot first. This makes it kind of difficult for a chappie. Corky managed to get along by drawing an occasional picture for the comic papers — he had rather a gift for funny stuff when he got a good idea — and doing bedsteads and chairs and things for the advertisements. His principal source of income, however, was derived from biting the ear of a rich uncle — one Alexander Worple, who was in the jute business. Im a bit foggy as to what jute is, but its apparently something the populace is pretty keen on, for Mr. Worple had made quite an indecently large stack out of it.

Now, a great many fellows think that having a rich uncle is a pretty soft snap: but, according to Corky, such is not the case. Corkys uncle was a robust sort of cove, who looked like living for ever. He was fifty-one, and it seemed as if he might go to par. It was not this, however, that distressed poor old Corky, for he was not bigoted and had no objection to the man going on living. What Corky kicked at was the way the above Worple used to harry him.

Corkys uncle, you see, didnt want him to be an artist. He didnt think he had any talent in that direction. He was always urging him to chuck Art and go into the jute business and start at the bottom and work his way up. Jute had apparently become a sort of obsession with him. He seemed to attach almost a spiritual importance to it. And what Corky said was that, while he didnt know what they did at the bottom of the jute business, instinct told him that it was something too beastly for words. Corky, moreover, believed in his future as an artist. Some day, he said, he was going to make a hit. Meanwhile, by using the utmost tact and persuasiveness, he was inducing his uncle to cough up very grudgingly a small quarterly allowance.

He wouldnt have got this if his uncle hadnt had a hobby. Mr. Worple was peculiar in this respect. As a rule, from what Ive observed, the American captain of industry doesnt do anything out of business hours. When he has put the cat out and locked up the office for the night, he just relapses into a state of coma from which he emerges only to start being a captain of industry again. But Mr. Worple in his spare time was what is known as an ornithologist. He had written a book called American Birds, and was writing another, to be called More American Birds. When he had finished that, the presumption was that he would begin a third, and keep on till the supply of American birds gave out. Corky used to go to him about once every three months and let him talk about American birds. Apparently you could do what you liked with old Worple if you gave him his head first on his pet subject, so these little chats used to make Corkys allowance all right for the time being. But it was pretty rotten for the poor chap. There was the frightful suspense, you see, and, apart from that, birds, except when broiled and in the society of a cold bottle, bored him stiff.

To complete the character-study of Mr. Worple, he was a man of extremely uncertain temper, and his general tendency was to think that Corky was a poor chump and that whatever step he took in any direction on his own account, was just another proof of his innate idiocy. I should imagine Jeeves feels very much the same about me.

So when Corky trickled into my apartment one afternoon, shooing a girl in front of him, and said, Bertie, I want you to meet my fiancée, Miss Singer, the aspect of the matter which hit me first was precisely the one which he had come to consult me about. The very first words I spoke were, Corky, how about your uncle?

The poor chap gave one of those mirthless laughs. He was looking anxious and worried, like a man who has done the murder all right but cant think what the deuce to do with the body.

Were so scared, Mr. Wooster, said the girl. We were hoping that you might suggest a way of breaking it to him.

Muriel Singer was one of those very quiet, appealing girls who have a way of looking at you with their big eyes as if they thought you were the greatest thing on earth and wondered that you hadnt got on to it yet yourself. She sat there in a sort of shrinking way, looking at me as if she were saying to herself, Oh, I do hope this great strong man isnt going to hurt me. She gave a fellow a protective kind of feeling, made him want to stroke her hand and say, There, there, little one! or words to that effect. She made me feel that there was nothing I wouldnt do for her. She was rather like one of those innocent-tasting American drinks which creep imperceptibly into your system so that, before you know what youre doing, youre starting out to reform the world by force if necessary and pausing on your way to tell the large man in the corner that, if he looks at you like that, you will knock his head off. What I mean is, she made me feel alert and dashing, like a jolly old knight-errant or something of that kind. I felt that I was with her in this thing to the limit.

I dont see why your uncle shouldnt be most awfully bucked, I said to Corky. He will think Miss Singer the ideal wife for you.

Corky declined to cheer up.

You dont know him. Even if he did like Muriel he wouldnt admit it. Thats the sort of pig-headed guy he is. It would be a matter of principle with him to kick. All he would consider would be that I had gone and taken an important step without asking his advice, and he would raise Cain automatically. Hes always done it.

I strained the old bean to meet this emergency.

You want to work it so that he makes Miss Singers acquaintance without knowing that you know her. Then you come along — —

But how can I work it that way?

I saw his point. That was the catch.

Theres only one thing to do, I said.

Whats that?

Leave it to Jeeves.

And I rang the bell.

Sir? said Jeeves, kind of manifesting himself. One of the rummy things about Jeeves is that, unless you watch like a hawk, you very seldom see him come into a room. Hes like one of those weird chappies in India who dissolve themselves into thin air and nip through space in a sort of disembodied way and assemble the parts again just where they want them. Ive got a cousin whos what they call a Theosophist, and he says hes often nearly worked the thing himself, but couldnt quite bring it off, probably owing to having fed in his boyhood on the flesh of animals slain in anger and pie.

The moment I saw the man standing there, registering respectful attention, a weight seemed to roll off my mind. I felt like a lost child who spots his father in the offing. There was something about him that gave me confidence.

Jeeves is a tallish man, with one of those dark, shrewd faces. His eye gleams with the light of pure intelligence.

Jeeves, we want your advice.

Very good, sir.

I boiled down Corkys painful case into a few well-chosen words.

So you see what it amount to, Jeeves. We want you to suggest some way by which Mr. Worple can make Miss Singers acquaintance without getting on to the fact that Mr. Corcoran already knows her. Understand?

Perfectly, sir.

Well, try to think of something.

I have thought of something already, sir.

You have!

The scheme I would suggest cannot fail of success, but it has what may seem to you a drawback, sir, in that it requires a certain financial outlay.

He means, I translated to Corky, that he has got a pippin of an idea, but its going to cost a bit.

Naturally the poor chaps face dropped, for this seemed to dish the whole thing. But I was still under the influence of the girls melting gaze, and I saw that this was where I started in as a knight-errant.

You can count on me for all that sort of thing, Corky, I said. Only too glad. Carry on, Jeeves.

I would suggest, sir, that Mr. Corcoran take advantage of Mr. Worples attachment to ornithology.

How on earth did you know that he was fond of birds?

It is the way these New York apartments are constructed, sir. Quite unlike our London houses. The partitions between the rooms are of the flimsiest nature. With no wish to overhear, I have sometimes heard Mr. Corcoran expressing himself with a generous strength on the subject I have mentioned.

Oh! Well?

Why should not the young lady write a small volume, to be entitled — let us say — The Childrens Book of American Birds, and dedicate it to Mr. Worple! A limited edition could be published at your expense, sir, and a great deal of the book would, of course, be given over to eulogistic remarks concerning Mr. Worples own larger treatise on the same subject. I should recommend the dispatching of a presentation copy to Mr. Worple, immediately on publication, accompanied by a letter in which the young lady asks to be allowed to make the acquaintance of one to whom she owes so much. This would, I fancy, produce the desired result, but as I say, the expense involved would be considerable.

I felt like the proprietor of a performing dog on the vaudeville stage when the tyke has just pulled off his trick without a hitch. I had betted on Jeeves all along, and I had known that he wouldnt let me down. It beats me sometimes why a man with his genius is satisfied to hang around pressing my clothes and what-not. If I had half Jeevess brain, I should have a stab at being Prime Minister or something.

Jeeves, I said, that is absolutely ripping! One of your very best efforts.

Thank you, sir.

The girl made an objection.

But Im sure I couldnt write a book about anything. I cant even write good letters.

Muriels talents, said Corky, with a little cough lie more in the direction of the drama, Bertie. I didnt mention it before, but one of our reasons for being a trifle nervous as to how Uncle Alexander will receive the news is that Muriel is in the chorus of that show Choose your Exit at the Manhattan. Its absurdly unreasonable, but we both feel that that fact might increase Uncle Alexanders natural tendency to kick like a steer.

I saw what he meant. Goodness knows there was fuss enough in our family when I tried to marry into musical comedy a few years ago. And the recollection of my Aunt Agathas attitude in the matter of Gussie and the vaudeville girl was still fresh in my mind. I dont know why it is — one of these psychology sharps could explain it, I suppose — but uncles and aunts, as a class, are always dead against the drama, legitimate or otherwise. They dont seem able to stick it at any price.

But Jeeves had a solution, of course.

I fancy it would be a simple matter, sir, to find some impecunious author who would be glad to do the actual composition of the volume for a small fee. It is only necessary that the young ladys name should appear on the title page.

Thats true, said Corky. Sam Patterson would do it for a hundred dollars. He writes a novelette, three short stories, and ten thousand words of a serial for one of the all-fiction magazines under different names every month. A little thing like this would be nothing to him. Ill get after him right away.

Fine!

Will that be all, sir? said Jeeves. Very good, sir. Thank you, sir.

I always used to think that publishers had to be devilish intelligent fellows, loaded down with the grey matter; but Ive got their number now. All a publisher has to do is to write cheques at intervals, while a lot of deserving and industrious chappies rally round and do the real work. I know, because Ive been one myself. I simply sat tight in the old apartment with a fountain-pen, and in due season a topping, shiny book came along.

I happened to be down at Corkys place when the first copies of The Childrens Book of American Birds bobbed up. Muriel Singer was there, and we were talking of things in general when there was a bang at the door and the parcel was delivered.

It was certainly some book. It had a red cover with a fowl of some species on it, and underneath the girls name in gold letters. I opened a copy at random.

Often of a spring morning, it said at the top of page twenty-one, as you wander through the fields, you will hear the sweet-toned, carelessly flowing warble of the purple finch linnet. When you are older you must read all about him in Mr. Alexander Worples wonderful book — American Birds.

You see. A boost for the uncle right away. And only a few pages later there he was in the limelight again in connection with the yellow-billed cuckoo. It was great stuff. The more I read, the more I admired the chap who had written it and Jeevess genius in putting us on to the wheeze. I didnt see how the uncle could fail to drop. You cant call a chap the worlds greatest authority on the yellow-billed cuckoo without rousing a certain disposition towards chumminess in him.

Its a cert! I said.

An absolute cinch! said Corky.

And a day or two later he meandered up the Avenue to my apartment to tell me that all was well. The uncle had written Muriel a letter so dripping with the milk of human kindness that if he hadnt known Mr. Worples handwriting Corky would have refused to believe him the author of it. Any time it suited Miss Singer to call, said the uncle, he would be delighted to make her acquaintance.

Shortly after this I had to go out of town. Divers sound sportsmen had invited me to pay visits to their country places, and it wasnt for several months that I settled down in the city again. I had been wondering a lot, of course, about Corky, whether it all turned out right, and so forth, and my first evening in New York, happening to pop into a quiet sort of little restaurant which I go to when I dont feel inclined for the bright lights, I found Muriel Singer there, sitting by herself at a table near the door. Corky, I took it, was out telephoning. I went up and passed the time of day.

Well, well, well, what? I said.

Why, Mr. Wooster! How do you do?

Corky around?

I beg your pardon?

Youre waiting for Corky, arent you?

Oh, I didnt understand. No, Im not waiting for him.

It seemed to me that there was a sort of something in her voice, a kind of thingummy, you know.

I say, you havent had a row with Corky, have you?

A row?

A spat, dont you know — little misunderstanding — faults on both sides — er — and all that sort of thing.

Why, whatever makes you think that?

Oh, well, as it were, what? What I mean is — I thought you usually dined with him before you went to the theatre.

Ive left the stage now.

Suddenly the whole thing dawned on me. I had forgotten what a long time I had been away.

Why, of course, I see now! Youre married!

Yes.

How perfectly topping! I wish you all kinds of happiness.

Thank you, so much. Oh Alexander, she said, looking past me, this is a friend of mine — Mr. Wooster.

I spun round. A chappie with a lot of stiff grey hair and a red sort of healthy face was standing there. Rather a formidable Johnnie, he looked, though quite peaceful at the moment.

I want you to meet my husband, Mr. Wooster. Mr. Wooster is a friend of Bruces, Alexander.

The old boy grasped my hand warmly, and that was all that kept me from hitting the floor in a heap. The place was rocking. Absolutely.

So you know my nephew, Mr. Wooster, I heard him say. I wish you would try to knock a little sense into him and make him quit this playing at painting. But I have an idea that he is steadying down. I noticed it first that night he came to dinner with us, my dear, to be introduced to you. He seemed altogether quieter and more serious. Something seemed to have sobered him. Perhaps you will give us the pleasure of your company at dinner to-night, Mr. Wooster? Or have you dined?

I said I had. What I needed then was air, not dinner. I felt that I wanted to get into the open and think this thing out.

When I reached my apartment I heard Jeeves moving about in his lair. I called him.

Jeeves, I said, now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of the party. A stiff b.-and-s. first of all, and then Ive a bit of news for you.

He came back with a tray and a long glass.

Better have one yourself, Jeeves. Youll need it.

Later on, perhaps, thank you, sir.

All right. Please yourself. But youre going to get a shock. You remember my friend, Mr. Corcoran?

Yes, sir.

And the girl who was to slide gracefully into his uncles esteem by writing the book on birds?

Perfectly, sir.

Well, shes slid. Shes married the uncle.

He took it without blinking. You cant rattle Jeeves.

That was always a development to be feared, sir.

You dont mean to tell me that you were expecting it?

It crossed my mind as a possibility.

Did it, by Jove! Well, I think, you might have warned us!

I hardly liked to take the liberty, sir.

Of course, as I saw after I had had a bite to eat and was in a calmer frame of mind, what had happened wasnt my fault, if you come down to it. I couldnt be expected to foresee that the scheme, in itself a cracker-jack, would skid into the ditch as it had done; but all the same Im bound to admit that I didnt relish the idea of meeting Corky again until time, the great healer, had been able to get in a bit of soothing work. I cut Washington Square out absolutely for the next few months. I gave it the complete miss-in-baulk. And then, just when I was beginning to think I might safely pop down in that direction and gather up the dropped threads, so to speak, time, instead of working the healing wheeze, went and pulled the most awful bone and put the lid on it. Opening the paper one morning, I read that Mrs. Alexander Worple had presented her husband with a son and heir.

I was so darned sorry for poor old Corky that I hadnt the heart to touch my breakfast. I told Jeeves to drink it himself. I was bowled over. Absolutely. It was the limit.

I hardly knew what to do. I wanted, of course, to rush down to Washington Square and grip the poor blighter silently by the hand; and then, thinking it over, I hadnt the nerve. Absent treatment seemed the touch. I gave it him in waves.

But after a month or so I began to hesitate again. It struck me that it was playing it a bit low-down on the poor chap, avoiding him like this just when he probably wanted his pals to surge round him most. I pictured him sitting in his lonely studio with no company but his bitter thoughts, and the pathos of it got me to such an extent that I bounded straight into a taxi and told the driver to go all out for the studio.

I rushed in, and there was Corky, hunched up at the easel, painting away, while on the model throne sat a severe-looking female of middle age, holding a baby.

A fellow has to be ready for that sort of thing.

Oh, ah! I said, and started to back out.

Corky looked over his shoulder.

Halloa, Bertie. Dont go. Were just finishing for the day. That will be all this afternoon, he said to the nurse, who got up with the baby and decanted it into a perambulator which was standing in the fairway.

At the same hour to-morrow, Mr. Corcoran?

Yes, please.

Good afternoon.

Good afternoon.

Corky stood there, looking at the door, and then he turned to me and began to get it off his chest. Fortunately, he seemed to take it for granted that I knew all about what had happened, so it wasnt as awkward as it might have been.

Its my uncles idea, he said. Muriel doesnt know about it yet. The portraits to be a surprise for her on her birthday. The nurse takes the kid out ostensibly to get a breather, and they beat it down here. If you want an instance of the irony of fate, Bertie, get acquainted with this. Heres the first commission I have ever had to paint a portrait, and the sitter is that human poached egg that has butted in and bounced me out of my inheritance. Can you beat it! I call it rubbing the thing in to expect me to spend my afternoons gazing into the ugly face of a little brat who to all intents and purposes has hit me behind the ear with a blackjack and swiped all I possess. I cant refuse to paint the portrait because if I did my uncle would stop my allowance; yet every time I look up and catch that kids vacant eye, I suffer agonies. I tell you, Bertie, sometimes when he gives me a patronizing glance and then turns away and is sick, as if it revolted him to look at me, I come within an ace of occupying the entire front page of the evening papers as the latest murder sensation. There are moments when I can almost see the headlines: Promising Young Artist Beans Baby With Axe.

I patted his shoulder silently. My sympathy for the poor old scout was too deep for words.

I kept away from the studio for some time after that, because it didnt seem right to me to intrude on the poor chappies sorrow. Besides, Im bound to say that nurse intimidated me. She reminded me so infernally of Aunt Agatha. She was the same gimlet-eyed type.

But one afternoon Corky called me on the phone.

Bertie.

Halloa?

Are you doing anything this afternoon?

Nothing special.

You couldnt come down here, could you?

Whats the trouble? Anything up?

Ive finished the portrait.

Good boy! Stout work!

Yes. His voice sounded rather doubtful. The fact is, Bertie, it doesnt look quite right to me. Theres something about it — My uncles coming in half an hour to inspect it, and — I dont know why it is, but I kind of feel Id like your moral support!

I began to see that I was letting myself in for something. The sympathetic co-operation of Jeeves seemed to me to be indicated.

You think hell cut up rough?

He may.

I threw my mind back to the red-faced chappie I had met at the restaurant, and tried to picture him cutting up rough. It was only too easy. I spoke to Corky firmly on the telephone.

Ill come, I said.

Good!

But only if I may bring Jeeves!

Why Jeeves? Whats Jeeves got to do with it? Who wants Jeeves? Jeeves is the fool who suggested the scheme that has led — —

Listen, Corky, old top! If you think I am going to face that uncle of yours without Jeevess support, youre mistaken. Id sooner go into a den of wild beasts and bite a lion on the back of the neck.

Oh, all right, said Corky. Not cordially, but he said it; so I rang for Jeeves, and explained the situation.

Very good, sir, said Jeeves.

Thats the sort of chap he is. You cant rattle him.

We found Corky near the door, looking at the picture, with one hand up in a defensive sort of way, as if he thought it might swing on him.

Stand right where you are, Bertie, he said, without moving. Now, tell me honestly, how does it strike you?

The light from the big window fell right on the picture. I took a good look at it. Then I shifted a bit nearer and took another look. Then I went back to where I had been at first, because it hadnt seemed quite so bad from there.

Well? said Corky, anxiously.

I hesitated a bit.

Of course, old man, I only saw the kid once, and then only for a moment, but — but it was an ugly sort of kid, wasnt it, if I remember rightly?

As ugly as that?

I looked again, and honesty compelled me to be frank.

I dont see how it could have been, old chap.

Poor old Corky ran his fingers through his hair in a temperamental sort of way. He groaned.

Youre right quite, Bertie. Somethings gone wrong with the darned thing. My private impression is that, without knowing it, Ive worked that stunt that Sargent and those fellows pull — painting the soul of the sitter. Ive got through the mere outward appearance, and have put the childs soul on canvas.

But could a child of that age have a soul like that? I dont see how he could have managed it in the time. What do you think, Jeeves?

I doubt it, sir.

It — it sorts of leers at you, doesnt it?

Youve noticed that, too? said Corky.

I dont see how one could help noticing.

All I tried to do was to give the little brute a cheerful expression. But, as it worked out, he looks positively dissipated.

Just what I was going to suggest, old man. He looks as if he were in the middle of a colossal spree, and enjoying every minute of it. Dont you think so, Jeeves?

He has a decidedly inebriated air, sir.

Corky was starting to say something when the door opened, and the uncle came in.

For about three seconds all was joy, jollity, and goodwill. The old boy shook hands with me, slapped Corky on the back, said that he didnt think he had ever seen such a fine day, and whacked his leg with his stick. Jeeves had projected himself into the background, and he didnt notice him.

Well, Bruce, my boy; so the portrait is really finished, is it — really finished? Well, bring it out. Lets have a look at it. This will be a wonderful surprise for your aunt. Where is it? Lets — —

And then he got it — suddenly, when he wasnt set for the punch; and he rocked back on his heels.

Oosh! he exclaimed. And for perhaps a minute there was one of the scaliest silences Ive ever run up against.

Is this a practical joke? he said at last, in a way that set about sixteen draughts cutting through the room at once.

I thought it was up to me to rally round old Corky.

You want to stand a bit farther away from it, I said.

Youre perfectly right! he snorted. I do! I want to stand so far away from it that I cant see the thing with a telescope! He turned on Corky like an untamed tiger of the jungle who has just located a chunk of meat. And this — this — is what you have been wasting your time and my money for all these years! A painter! I wouldnt let you paint a house of mine! I gave you this commission, thinking that you were a competent worker, and this — this — this extract from a comic coloured supplement is the result! He swung towards the door, lashing his tail and growling to himself. This ends it! If you wish to continue this foolery of pretending to be an artist because you want an excuse for idleness, please yourself. But let me tell you this. Unless you report at my office on Monday morning, prepared to abandon all this idiocy and start in at the bottom of the business to work your way up, as you should have done half a dozen years ago, not another cent — not another cent — not another — Boosh!

Then the door closed, and he was no longer with us. And I crawled out of the bombproof shelter.

Corky, old top! I whispered faintly.

Corky was standing staring at the picture. His face was set. There was a hunted look in his eye.

Well, that finishes it! he muttered brokenly.

What are you going to do?

Do? What can I do? I cant stick on here if he cuts off supplies. You heard what he said. I shall have to go to the office on Monday.

I couldnt think of a thing to say. I knew exactly how he felt about the office. I dont know when Ive been so infernally uncomfortable. It was like hanging round trying to make conversation to a pal whos just been sentenced to twenty years in quod.

And then a soothing voice broke the silence.

If I might make a suggestion, sir!

It was Jeeves. He had slid from the shadows and was gazing gravely at the picture. Upon my word, I cant give you a better idea of the shattering effect of Corkys uncle Alexander when in action than by saying that he had absolutely made me forget for the moment that Jeeves was there.

I wonder if I have ever happened to mention to you, sir, a Mr. Digby Thistleton, with whom I was once in service? Perhaps you have met him? He was a financier. He is now Lord Bridgnorth. It was a favourite saying of his that there is always a way. The first time I heard him use the expression was after the failure of a patent depilatory which he promoted.

Jeeves, I said, what on earth are you talking about?

I mentioned Mr. Thistleton, sir, because his was in some respects a parallel case to the present one. His depilatory failed, but he did not despair. He put it on the market again under the name of Hair-o, guaranteed to produce a full crop of hair in a few months. It was advertised, if you remember, sir, by a humorous picture of a billiard-ball, before and after taking, and made such a substantial fortune that Mr. Thistleton was soon afterwards elevated to the peerage for services to his Party. It seems to me that, if Mr. Corcoran looks into the matter, he will find, like Mr. Thistleton, that there is always a way. Mr. Worple himself suggested the solution of the difficulty. In the heat of the moment he compared the portrait to an extract from a coloured comic supplement. I consider the suggestion a very valuable one, sir. Mr. Corcorans portrait may not have pleased Mr. Worple as a likeness of his only child, but I have no doubt that editors would gladly consider it as a foundation for a series of humorous drawings. If Mr. Corcoran will allow me to make the suggestion, his talent has always been for the humorous. There is something about this picture — something bold and vigorous, which arrests the attention. I feel sure it would be highly popular.

Corky was glaring at the picture, and making a sort of dry, sucking noise with his mouth. He seemed completely overwrought.

And then suddenly he began to laugh in a wild way.

Corky, old man! I said, massaging him tenderly. I feared the poor blighter was hysterical.

He began to stagger about all over the floor.

Hes right! The mans absolutely right! Jeeves, youre a life-saver! Youve hit on the greatest idea of the age! Report at the office on Monday! Start at the bottom of the business! Ill buy the business if I feel like it. I know the man who runs the comic section of the Sunday Star. Hell eat this thing. He was telling me only the other day how hard it was to get a good new series. Hell give me anything I ask for a real winner like this. Ive got a gold-mine. Wheres my hat? Ive got an income for life! Wheres that confounded hat? Lend me a fiver, Bertie. I want to take a taxi down to Park Row!

Jeeves smiled paternally. Or, rather, he had a kind of paternal muscular spasm about the mouth, which is the nearest he ever gets to smiling.

If I might make the suggestion, Mr. Corcoran — for a title of the series which you have in mind— The Adventures of Baby Blobbs.

Corky and I looked at the picture, then at each other in an awed way. Jeeves was right. There could be no other title.

Jeeves, I said. It was a few weeks later, and I had just finished looking at the comic section of the Sunday Star. Im an optimist. I always have been. The older I get, the more I agree with Shakespeare and those poet Johnnies about it always being darkest before the dawn and theres a silver lining and what you lose on the swings you make up on the roundabouts. Look at Mr. Corcoran, for instance. There was a fellow, one would have said, clear up to the eyebrows in the soup. To all appearances he had got it right in the neck. Yet look at him now. Have you seen these pictures?

I took the liberty of glancing at them before bringing them to you, sir. Extremely diverting.

They have made a big hit, you know.

I anticipated it, sir.

I leaned back against the pillows.

You know, Jeeves, youre a genius. You ought to be drawing a commission on these things.

I have nothing to complain of in that respect, sir. Mr. Corcoran has been most generous. I am putting out the brown suit, sir.

No, I think Ill wear the blue with the faint red stripe.

Not the blue with the faint red stripe, sir.

But I rather fancy myself in it.

Not the blue with the faint red stripe, sir.

Oh, all right, have it your own way.

Very good, sir. Thank you, sir.

Of course, I know its as bad as being henpecked; but then Jeeves is always right. Youve got to consider that, you know. What?


JEEVES AND THE UNBIDDEN GUEST
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IM NOT ABSOLUTELY certain of my facts, but I rather fancy its Shakespeare — or, if not, its some equally brainy lad — who says that its always just when a chappie is feeling particularly top-hole, and more than usually braced with things in general that Fate sneaks up behind him with a bit of lead piping. Theres no doubt the mans right. Its absolutely that way with me. Take, for instance, the fairly rummy matter of Lady Malvern and her son Wilmot. A moment before they turned up, I was just thinking how thoroughly all right everything was.

It was one of those topping mornings, and I had just climbed out from under the cold shower, feeling like a two-year-old. As a matter of fact, I was especially bucked just then because the day before I had asserted myself with Jeeves — absolutely asserted myself, dont you know. You see, the way things had been going on I was rapidly becoming a dashed serf. The man had jolly well oppressed me. I didnt so much mind when he made me give up one of my new suits, because, Jeevess judgment about suits is sound. But I as near as a toucher rebelled when he wouldnt let me wear a pair of cloth-topped boots which I loved like a couple of brothers. And when he tried to tread on me like a worm in the matter of a hat, I jolly well put my foot down and showed him who was who. Its a long story, and I havent time to tell you now, but the point is that he wanted me to wear the Longacre — as worn by John Drew — when I had set my heart on the Country Gentleman — as worn by another famous actor chappie — and the end of the matter was that, after a rather painful scene, I bought the Country Gentleman. So thats how things stood on this particular morning, and I was feeling kind of manly and independent.

Well, I was in the bathroom, wondering what there was going to be for breakfast while I massaged the good old spine with a rough towel and sang slightly, when there was a tap at the door. I stopped singing and opened the door an inch.

What ho without there!

Lady Malvern wishes to see you, sir, said Jeeves.

Eh?

Lady Malvern, sir. She is waiting in the sitting-room.

Pull yourself together, Jeeves, my man, I said, rather severely, for I bar practical jokes before breakfast. You know perfectly well theres no one waiting for me in the sitting-room. How could there be when its barely ten oclock yet?

I gathered from her ladyship, sir, that she had landed from an ocean liner at an early hour this morning.

This made the thing a bit more plausible. I remembered that when I had arrived in America about a year before, the proceedings had begun at some ghastly hour like six, and that I had been shot out on to a foreign shore considerably before eight.

Who the deuce is Lady Malvern, Jeeves?

Her ladyship did not confide in me, sir.

Is she alone?

Her ladyship is accompanied by a Lord Pershore, sir. I fancy that his lordship would be her ladyships son.

Oh, well, put out rich raiment of sorts, and Ill be dressing.

Our heather-mixture lounge is in readiness, sir.

Then lead me to it.

While I was dressing I kept trying to think who on earth Lady Malvern could be. It wasnt till I had climbed through the top of my shirt and was reaching out for the studs that I remembered.

Ive placed her, Jeeves. Shes a pal of my Aunt Agatha.

Indeed, sir?

Yes. I met her at lunch one Sunday before I left London. A very vicious specimen. Writes books. She wrote a book on social conditions in India when she came back from the Durbar.

Yes, sir? Pardon me, sir, but not that tie!

Eh?

Not that tie with the heather-mixture lounge, sir!

It was a shock to me. I thought I had quelled the fellow. It was rather a solemn moment. What I mean is, if I weakened now, all my good work the night before would be thrown away. I braced myself.

Whats wrong with this tie? Ive seen you give it a nasty look before. Speak out like a man! Whats the matter with it?

Too ornate, sir.

Nonsense! A cheerful pink. Nothing more.

Unsuitable, sir.

Jeeves, this is the tie I wear!

Very good, sir.

Dashed unpleasant. I could see that the man was wounded. But I was firm. I tied the tie, got into the coat and waistcoat, and went into the sitting-room.

Halloa! Halloa! Halloa! I said. What?

Ah! How do you do, Mr. Wooster? You have never met my son, Wilmot, I think? Motty, darling, this is Mr. Wooster.

Lady Malvern was a hearty, happy, healthy, overpowering sort of dashed female, not so very tall but making up for it by measuring about six feet from the O.P. to the Prompt Side. She fitted into my biggest arm-chair as if it had been built round her by someone who knew they were wearing arm-chairs tight about the hips that season. She had bright, bulging eyes and a lot of yellow hair, and when she spoke she showed about fifty-seven front teeth. She was one of those women who kind of numb a fellows faculties. She made me feel as if I were ten years old and had been brought into the drawing-room in my Sunday clothes to say how-dyou-do. Altogether by no means the sort of thing a chappie would wish to find in his sitting-room before breakfast.

Motty, the son, was about twenty-three, tall and thin and meek-looking. He had the same yellow hair as his mother, but he wore it plastered down and parted in the middle. His eyes bulged, too, but they werent bright. They were a dull grey with pink rims. His chin gave up the struggle about half-way down, and he didnt appear to have any eyelashes. A mild, furtive, sheepish sort of blighter, in short.

Awfully glad to see you, I said. So youve popped over, eh? Making a long stay in America?

About a month. Your aunt gave me your address and told me to be sure and call on you.

I was glad to hear this, as it showed that Aunt Agatha was beginning to come round a bit. There had been some unpleasantness a year before, when she had sent me over to New York to disentangle my Cousin Gussie from the clutches of a girl on the music-hall stage. When I tell you that by the time I had finished my operations, Gussie had not only married the girl but had gone on the stage himself, and was doing well, youll understand that Aunt Agatha was upset to no small extent. I simply hadnt dared go back and face her, and it was a relief to find that time had healed the wound and all that sort of thing enough to make her tell her pals to look me up. What I mean is, much as I liked America, I didnt want to have England barred to me for the rest of my natural; and, believe me, England is a jolly sight too small for anyone to live in with Aunt Agatha, if shes really on the warpath. So I braced on hearing these kind words and smiled genially on the assemblage.

Your aunt said that you would do anything that was in your power to be of assistance to us.

Rather? Oh, rather! Absolutely!

Thank you so much. I want you to put dear Motty up for a little while.

I didnt get this for a moment.

Put him up? For my clubs?

No, no! Darling Motty is essentially a home bird. Arent you, Motty darling?

Motty, who was sucking the knob of his stick, uncorked himself.

Yes, mother, he said, and corked himself up again.

I should not like him to belong to clubs. I mean put him up here. Have him to live with you while I am away.

These frightful words trickled out of her like honey. The woman simply didnt seem to understand the ghastly nature of her proposal. I gave Motty the swift east-to-west. He was sitting with his mouth nuzzling the stick, blinking at the wall. The thought of having this planted on me for an indefinite period appalled me. Absolutely appalled me, dont you know. I was just starting to say that the shot wasnt on the board at any price, and that the first sign Motty gave of trying to nestle into my little home I would yell for the police, when she went on, rolling placidly over me, as it were.

There was something about this woman that sapped a chappies will-power.

I am leaving New York by the midday train, as I have to pay a visit to Sing-Sing prison. I am extremely interested in prison conditions in America. After that I work my way gradually across to the coast, visiting the points of interest on the journey. You see, Mr. Wooster, I am in America principally on business. No doubt you read my book, India and the Indians? My publishers are anxious for me to write a companion volume on the United States. I shall not be able to spend more than a month in the country, as I have to get back for the season, but a month should be ample. I was less than a month in India, and my dear friend Sir Roger Cremorne wrote his America from Within after a stay of only two weeks. I should love to take dear Motty with me, but the poor boy gets so sick when he travels by train. I shall have to pick him up on my return.

From where I sat I could see Jeeves in the dining-room, laying the breakfast-table. I wished I could have had a minute with him alone. I felt certain that he would have been able to think of some way of putting a stop to this woman.

It will be such a relief to know that Motty is safe with you, Mr. Wooster. I know what the temptations of a great city are. Hitherto dear Motty has been sheltered from them. He has lived quietly with me in the country. I know that you will look after him carefully, Mr. Wooster. He will give very little trouble. She talked about the poor blighter as if he wasnt there. Not that Motty seemed to mind. He had stopped chewing his walking-stick and was sitting there with his mouth open. He is a vegetarian and a teetotaller and is devoted to reading. Give him a nice book and he will be quite contented. She got up. Thank you so much, Mr. Wooster! I dont know what I should have done without your help. Come, Motty! We have just time to see a few of the sights before my train goes. But I shall have to rely on you for most of my information about New York, darling. Be sure to keep your eyes open and take notes of your impressions! It will be such a help. Good-bye, Mr. Wooster. I will send Motty back early in the afternoon.

They went out, and I howled for Jeeves.

Jeeves! What about it?

Sir?

Whats to be done? You heard it all, didnt you? You were in the dining-room most of the time. That pill is coming to stay here.

Pill, sir?

The excrescence.

I beg your pardon, sir?

I looked at Jeeves sharply. This sort of thing wasnt like him. It was as if he were deliberately trying to give me the pip. Then I understood. The man was really upset about that tie. He was trying to get his own back.

Lord Pershore will be staying here from to-night, Jeeves, I said coldly.

Very good, sir. Breakfast is ready, sir.

I could have sobbed into the bacon and eggs. That there wasnt any sympathy to be got out of Jeeves was what put the lid on it. For a moment I almost weakened and told him to destroy the hat and tie if he didnt like them, but I pulled myself together again. I was dashed if I was going to let Jeeves treat me like a bally one-man chain-gang!

But, what with brooding on Jeeves and brooding on Motty, I was in a pretty reduced sort of state. The more I examined the situation, the more blighted it became. There was nothing I could do. If I slung Motty out, he would report to his mother, and she would pass it on to Aunt Agatha, and I didnt like to think what would happen then. Sooner or later, I should be wanting to go back to England, and I didnt want to get there and find Aunt Agatha waiting on the quay for me with a stuffed eelskin. There was absolutely nothing for it but to put the fellow up and make the best of it.

About midday Mottys luggage arrived, and soon afterward a large parcel of what I took to be nice books. I brightened up a little when I saw it. It was one of those massive parcels and looked as if it had enough in it to keep the chappie busy for a year. I felt a trifle more cheerful, and I got my Country Gentleman hat and stuck it on my head, and gave the pink tie a twist, and reeled out to take a bite of lunch with one or two of the lads at a neighbouring hostelry; and what with excellent browsing and sluicing and cheery conversation and what-not, the afternoon passed quite happily. By dinner-time I had almost forgotten blighted Mottys existence.

I dined at the club and looked in at a show afterward, and it wasnt till fairly late that I got back to the flat. There were no signs of Motty, and I took it that he had gone to bed.

It seemed rummy to me, though, that the parcel of nice books was still there with the string and paper on it. It looked as if Motty, after seeing mother off at the station, had decided to call it a day.

Jeeves came in with the nightly whisky-and-soda. I could tell by the chappies manner that he was still upset.

Lord Pershore gone to bed, Jeeves? I asked, with reserved hauteur and what-not.

No, sir. His lordship has not yet returned.

Not returned? What do you mean?

His lordship came in shortly after six-thirty, and, having dressed, went out again.

At this moment there was a noise outside the front door, a sort of scrabbling noise, as if somebody were trying to paw his way through the woodwork. Then a sort of thud.

Better go and see what that is, Jeeves.

Very good, sir.

He went out and came back again.

If you would not mind stepping this way, sir, I think we might be able to carry him in.

Carry him in?

His lordship is lying on the mat, sir.

I went to the front door. The man was right. There was Motty huddled up outside on the floor. He was moaning a bit.

Hes had some sort of dashed fit, I said. I took another look. Jeeves! Someones been feeding him meat!

Sir?

Hes a vegetarian, you know. He must have been digging into a steak or something. Call up a doctor!

I hardly think it will be necessary, sir. If you would take his lordships legs, while I — —

Great Scot, Jeeves! You dont think — he cant be — —

I am inclined to think so, sir.

And, by Jove, he was right! Once on the right track, you couldnt mistake it. Motty was under the surface.

It was the deuce of a shock.

You never can tell, Jeeves!

Very seldom, sir.

Remove the eye of authority and where are you?

Precisely, sir.

Where is my wandering boy to-night and all that sort of thing, what?

It would seem so, sir.

Well, we had better bring him in, eh?

Yes, sir.

So we lugged him in, and Jeeves put him to bed, and I lit a cigarette and sat down to think the thing over. I had a kind of foreboding. It seemed to me that I had let myself in for something pretty rocky.

Next morning, after I had sucked down a thoughtful cup of tea, I went into Mottys room to investigate. I expected to find the fellow a wreck, but there he was, sitting up in bed, quite chirpy, reading Gingery stories.

What ho! I said.

What ho! said Motty.

What ho! What ho!

What ho! What ho! What ho!

After that it seemed rather difficult to go on with the conversation.

How are you feeling this morning? I asked.

Topping! replied Motty, blithely and with abandon. I say, you know, that fellow of yours — Jeeves, you know — is a corker. I had a most frightful headache when I woke up, and he brought me a sort of rummy dark drink, and it put me right again at once. Said it was his own invention. I must see more of that lad. He seems to me distinctly one of the ones!

I couldnt believe that this was the same blighter who had sat and sucked his stick the day before.

You ate something that disagreed with you last night, didnt you? I said, by way of giving him a chance to slide out of it if he wanted to. But he wouldnt have it, at any price.

No! he replied firmly. I didnt do anything of the kind. I drank too much! Much too much. Lots and lots too much! And, whats more, Im going to do it again! Im going to do it every night. If ever you see me sober, old top, he said, with a kind of holy exaltation, tap me on the shoulder and say, Tut! Tut! and Ill apologize and remedy the defect.

But I say, you know, what about me?

What about you?

Well, Im so to speak, as it were, kind of responsible for you. What I mean to say is, if you go doing this sort of thing Im apt to get in the soup somewhat.

I cant help your troubles, said Motty firmly. Listen to me, old thing: this is the first time in my life that Ive had a real chance to yield to the temptations of a great city. Whats the use of a great city having temptations if fellows dont yield to them? Makes it so bally discouraging for a great city. Besides, mother told me to keep my eyes open and collect impressions.

I sat on the edge of the bed. I felt dizzy.

I know just how you feel, old dear, said Motty consolingly. And, if my principles would permit it, I would simmer down for your sake. But duty first! This is the first time Ive been let out alone, and I mean to make the most of it. Were only young once. Why interfere with lifes morning? Young man, rejoice in thy youth! Tra-la! What ho!

Put like that, it did seem reasonable.

All my bally life, dear boy, Motty went on, Ive been cooped up in the ancestral home at Much Middlefold, in Shropshire, and till youve been cooped up in Much Middlefold you dont know what cooping is! The only time we get any excitement is when one of the choir-boys is caught sucking chocolate during the sermon. When that happens, we talk about it for days. Ive got about a month of New York, and I mean to store up a few happy memories for the long winter evenings. This is my only chance to collect a past, and Im going to do it. Now tell me, old sport, as man to man, how does one get in touch with that very decent chappie Jeeves? Does one ring a bell or shout a bit? I should like to discuss the subject of a good stiff b.-and-s. with him!



I had had a sort of vague idea, dont you know, that if I stuck close to Motty and went about the place with him, I might act as a bit of a damper on the gaiety. What I mean is, I thought that if, when he was being the life and soul of the party, he were to catch my reproving eye he might ease up a trifle on the revelry. So the next night I took him along to supper with me. It was the last time. Im a quiet, peaceful sort of chappie who has lived all his life in London, and I cant stand the pace these swift sportsmen from the rural districts set. What I mean to say is this, Im all for rational enjoyment and so forth, but I think a chappie makes himself conspicuous when he throws soft-boiled eggs at the electric fan. And decent mirth and all that sort of thing are all right, but I do bar dancing on tables and having to dash all over the place dodging waiters, managers, and chuckers-out, just when you want to sit still and digest.

Directly I managed to tear myself away that night and get home, I made up my mind that this was jolly well the last time that I went about with Motty. The only time I met him late at night after that was once when I passed the door of a fairly low-down sort of restaurant and had to step aside to dodge him as he sailed through the air en route for the opposite pavement, with a muscular sort of looking chappie peering out after him with a kind of gloomy satisfaction.

In a way, I couldnt help sympathizing with the fellow. He had about four weeks to have the good time that ought to have been spread over about ten years, and I didnt wonder at his wanting to be pretty busy. I should have been just the same in his place. Still, there was no denying that it was a bit thick. If it hadnt been for the thought of Lady Malvern and Aunt Agatha in the background, I should have regarded Mottys rapid work with an indulgent smile. But I couldnt get rid of the feeling that, sooner or later, I was the lad who was scheduled to get it behind the ear. And what with brooding on this prospect, and sitting up in the old flat waiting for the familiar footstep, and putting it to bed when it got there, and stealing into the sick-chamber next morning to contemplate the wreckage, I was beginning to lose weight. Absolutely becoming the good old shadow, I give you my honest word. Starting at sudden noises and what-not.

And no sympathy from Jeeves. That was what cut me to the quick. The man was still thoroughly pipped about the hat and tie, and simply wouldnt rally round. One morning I wanted comforting so much that I sank the pride of the Woosters and appealed to the fellow direct.

Jeeves, I said, this is getting a bit thick!

Sir? Business and cold respectfulness.

You know what I mean. This lad seems to have chucked all the principles of a well-spent boyhood. He has got it up his nose!

Yes, sir.

Well, I shall get blamed, dont you know. You know what my Aunt Agatha is!

Yes, sir.

Very well, then.

I waited a moment, but he wouldnt unbend.

Jeeves, I said, havent you any scheme up your sleeve for coping with this blighter?

No, sir.

And he shimmered off to his lair. Obstinate devil! So dashed absurd, dont you know. It wasnt as if there was anything wrong with that Country Gentleman hat. It was a remarkably priceless effort, and much admired by the lads. But, just because he preferred the Longacre, he left me flat.

It was shortly after this that young Motty got the idea of bringing pals back in the small hours to continue the gay revels in the home. This was where I began to crack under the strain. You see, the part of town where I was living wasnt the right place for that sort of thing. I knew lots of chappies down Washington Square way who started the evening at about 2 a.m. — artists and writers and what-not, who frolicked considerably till checked by the arrival of the morning milk. That was all right. They like that sort of thing down there. The neighbours cant get to sleep unless theres someone dancing Hawaiian dances over their heads. But on Fifty-seventh Street the atmosphere wasnt right, and when Motty turned up at three in the morning with a collection of hearty lads, who only stopped singing their college song when they started singing The Old Oaken Bucket, there was a marked peevishness among the old settlers in the flats. The management was extremely terse over the telephone at breakfast-time, and took a lot of soothing.

The next night I came home early, after a lonely dinner at a place which Id chosen because there didnt seem any chance of meeting Motty there. The sitting-room was quite dark, and I was just moving to switch on the light, when there was a sort of explosion and something collared hold of my trouser-leg. Living with Motty had reduced me to such an extent that I was simply unable to cope with this thing. I jumped backward with a loud yell of anguish, and tumbled out into the hall just as Jeeves came out of his den to see what the matter was.

Did you call, sir?

Jeeves! Theres something in there that grabs you by the leg!

That would be Rollo, sir.

Eh?

I would have warned you of his presence, but I did not hear you come in. His temper is a little uncertain at present, as he has not yet settled down.

Who the deuce is Rollo?

His lordships bull-terrier, sir. His lordship won him in a raffle, and tied him to the leg of the table. If you will allow me, sir, I will go in and switch on the light.

There really is nobody like Jeeves. He walked straight into the sitting-room, the biggest feat since Daniel and the lions den, without a quiver. Whats more, his magnetism or whatever they call it was such that the dashed animal, instead of pinning him by the leg, calmed down as if he had had a bromide, and rolled over on his back with all his paws in the air. If Jeeves had been his rich uncle he couldnt have been more chummy. Yet directly he caught sight of me again, he got all worked up and seemed to have only one idea in life — to start chewing me where he had left off.

Rollo is not used to you yet, sir, said Jeeves, regarding the bally quadruped in an admiring sort of way. He is an excellent watchdog.

I dont want a watchdog to keep me out of my rooms.

No, sir.

Well, what am I to do?

No doubt in time the animal will learn to discriminate, sir. He will learn to distinguish your peculiar scent.

What do you mean — my peculiar scent? Correct the impression that I intend to hang about in the hall while life slips by, in the hope that one of these days that dashed animal will decide that I smell all right. I thought for a bit. Jeeves!

Sir?

Im going away — to-morrow morning by the first train. I shall go and stop with Mr. Todd in the country.

Do you wish me to accompany you, sir?

No.

Very good, sir.

I dont know when I shall be back. Forward my letters.

Yes, sir.



As a matter of fact, I was back within the week. Rocky Todd, the pal I went to stay with, is a rummy sort of a chap who lives all alone in the wilds of Long Island, and likes it; but a little of that sort of thing goes a long way with me. Dear old Rocky is one of the best, but after a few days in his cottage in the woods, miles away from anywhere, New York, even with Motty on the premises, began to look pretty good to me. The days down on Long Island have forty-eight hours in them; you cant get to sleep at night because of the bellowing of the crickets; and you have to walk two miles for a drink and six for an evening paper. I thanked Rocky for his kind hospitality, and caught the only train they have down in those parts. It landed me in New York about dinner-time. I went straight to the old flat. Jeeves came out of his lair. I looked round cautiously for Rollo.

Wheres that dog, Jeeves? Have you got him tied up?

The animal is no longer here, sir. His lordship gave him to the porter, who sold him. His lordship took a prejudice against the animal on account of being bitten by him in the calf of the leg.

I dont think Ive ever been so bucked by a bit of news. I felt I had misjudged Rollo. Evidently, when you got to know him better, he had a lot of intelligence in him.

Ripping! I said. Is Lord Pershore in, Jeeves?

No, sir.

Do you expect him back to dinner?

No, sir.

Where is he?

In prison, sir.

Have you ever trodden on a rake and had the handle jump up and hit you? Thats how I felt then.

In prison!

Yes, sir.

You dont mean — in prison?

Yes, sir.

I lowered myself into a chair.

Why? I said.

He assaulted a constable, sir.

Lord Pershore assaulted a constable!

Yes, sir.

I digested this.

But, Jeeves, I say! This is frightful!

Sir?

What will Lady Malvern say when she finds out?

I do not fancy that her ladyship will find out, sir.

But shell come back and want to know where he is.

I rather fancy, sir, that his lordships bit of time will have run out by then.

But supposing it hasnt?

In that event, sir, it may be judicious to prevaricate a little.

How?

If I might make the suggestion, sir, I should inform her ladyship that his lordship has left for a short visit to Boston.

Why Boston?

Very interesting and respectable centre, sir.

Jeeves, I believe youve hit it.

I fancy so, sir.

Why, this is really the best thing that could have happened. If this hadnt turned up to prevent him, young Motty would have been in a sanatorium by the time Lady Malvern got back.

Exactly, sir.

The more I looked at it in that way, the sounder this prison wheeze seemed to me. There was no doubt in the world that prison was just what the doctor ordered for Motty. It was the only thing that could have pulled him up. I was sorry for the poor blighter, but, after all, I reflected, a chappie who had lived all his life with Lady Malvern, in a small village in the interior of Shropshire, wouldnt have much to kick at in a prison. Altogether, I began to feel absolutely braced again. Life became like what the poet Johnnie says — one grand, sweet song. Things went on so comfortably and peacefully for a couple of weeks that I give you my word that Id almost forgotten such a person as Motty existed. The only flaw in the scheme of things was that Jeeves was still pained and distant. It wasnt anything he said or did, mind you, but there was a rummy something about him all the time. Once when I was tying the pink tie I caught sight of him in the looking-glass. There was a kind of grieved look in his eye.

And then Lady Malvern came back, a good bit ahead of schedule. I hadnt been expecting her for days. Id forgotten how time had been slipping along. She turned up one morning while I was still in bed sipping tea and thinking of this and that. Jeeves flowed in with the announcement that he had just loosed her into the sitting-room. I draped a few garments round me and went in.

There she was, sitting in the same arm-chair, looking as massive as ever. The only difference was that she didnt uncover the teeth, as she had done the first time.

Good morning, I said. So youve got back, what?

I have got back.

There was something sort of bleak about her tone, rather as if she had swallowed an east wind. This I took to be due to the fact that she probably hadnt breakfasted. Its only after a bit of breakfast that Im able to regard the world with that sunny cheeriness which makes a fellow the universal favourite. Im never much of a lad till Ive engulfed an egg or two and a beaker of coffee.

I suppose you havent breakfasted?

I have not yet breakfasted.

Wont you have an egg or something? Or a sausage or something? Or something?

No, thank you.

She spoke as if she belonged to an anti-sausage society or a league for the suppression of eggs. There was a bit of a silence.

I called on you last night, she said, but you were out.

Awfully sorry! Had a pleasant trip?

Extremely, thank you.

See everything? Niagra Falls, Yellowstone Park, and the jolly old Grand Canyon, and what-not?

I saw a great deal.

There was another slightly frappé silence. Jeeves floated silently into the dining-room and began to lay the breakfast-table.

I hope Wilmot was not in your way, Mr. Wooster?

I had been wondering when she was going to mention Motty.

Rather not! Great pals! Hit it off splendidly.

You were his constant companion, then?

Absolutely! We were always together. Saw all the sights, dont you know. Wed take in the Museum of Art in the morning, and have a bit of lunch at some good vegetarian place, and then toddle along to a sacred concert in the afternoon, and home to an early dinner. We usually played dominoes after dinner. And then the early bed and the refreshing sleep. We had a great time. I was awfully sorry when he went away to Boston.

Oh! Wilmot is in Boston?

Yes. I ought to have let you know, but of course we didnt know where you were. You were dodging all over the place like a snipe — I mean, dont you know, dodging all over the place, and we couldnt get at you. Yes, Motty went off to Boston.

Youre sure he went to Boston?

Oh, absolutely. I called out to Jeeves, who was now messing about in the next room with forks and so forth: Jeeves, Lord Pershore didnt change his mind about going to Boston, did he?

No, sir.

I thought I was right. Yes, Motty went to Boston.

Then how do you account, Mr. Wooster, for the fact that when I went yesterday afternoon to Blackwells Island prison, to secure material for my book, I saw poor, dear Wilmot there, dressed in a striped suit, seated beside a pile of stones with a hammer in his hands?

I tried to think of something to say, but nothing came. A chappie has to be a lot broader about the forehead than I am to handle a jolt like this. I strained the old bean till it creaked, but between the collar and the hair parting nothing stirred. I was dumb. Which was lucky, because I wouldnt have had a chance to get any persiflage out of my system. Lady Malvern collared the conversation. She had been bottling it up, and now it came out with a rush:

So this is how you have looked after my poor, dear boy, Mr. Wooster! So this is how you have abused my trust! I left him in your charge, thinking that I could rely on you to shield him from evil. He came to you innocent, unversed in the ways of the world, confiding, unused to the temptations of a large city, and you led him astray!

I hadnt any remarks to make. All I could think of was the picture of Aunt Agatha drinking all this in and reaching out to sharpen the hatchet against my return.

You deliberately — —

Far away in the misty distance a soft voice spoke:

If I might explain, your ladyship.

Jeeves had projected himself in from the dining-room and materialized on the rug. Lady Malvern tried to freeze him with a look, but you cant do that sort of thing to Jeeves. He is look-proof.

I fancy, your ladyship, that you have misunderstood Mr. Wooster, and that he may have given you the impression that he was in New York when his lordship — was removed. When Mr. Wooster informed your ladyship that his lordship had gone to Boston, he was relying on the version I had given him of his lordships movements. Mr. Wooster was away, visiting a friend in the country, at the time, and knew nothing of the matter till your ladyship informed him.

Lady Malvern gave a kind of grunt. It didnt rattle Jeeves.

I feared Mr. Wooster might be disturbed if he knew the truth, as he is so attached to his lordship and has taken such pains to look after him, so I took the liberty of telling him that his lordship had gone away for a visit. It might have been hard for Mr. Wooster to believe that his lordship had gone to prison voluntarily and from the best motives, but your ladyship, knowing him better, will readily understand.

What! Lady Malvern goggled at him. Did you say that Lord Pershore went to prison voluntarily?

If I might explain, your ladyship. I think that your ladyships parting words made a deep impression on his lordship. I have frequently heard him speak to Mr. Wooster of his desire to do something to follow your ladyships instructions and collect material for your ladyships book on America. Mr. Wooster will bear me out when I say that his lordship was frequently extremely depressed at the thought that he was doing so little to help.

Absolutely, by Jove! Quite pipped about it! I said.

The idea of making a personal examination into the prison system of the country — from within — occurred to his lordship very suddenly one night. He embraced it eagerly. There was no restraining him.

Lady Malvern looked at Jeeves, then at me, then at Jeeves again. I could see her struggling with the thing.

Surely, your ladyship, said Jeeves, it is more reasonable to suppose that a gentleman of his lordships character went to prison of his own volition than that he committed some breach of the law which necessitated his arrest?

Lady Malvern blinked. Then she got up.

Mr. Wooster, she said, I apologize. I have done you an injustice. I should have known Wilmot better. I should have had more faith in his pure, fine spirit.

Absolutely! I said.

Your breakfast is ready, sir, said Jeeves.

I sat down and dallied in a dazed sort of way with a poached egg.

Jeeves, I said, you are certainly a life-saver!

Thank you, sir.

Nothing would have convinced my Aunt Agatha that I hadnt lured that blighter into riotous living.

I fancy you are right, sir.

I champed my egg for a bit. I was most awfully moved, dont you know, by the way Jeeves had rallied round. Something seemed to tell me that this was an occasion that called for rich rewards. For a moment I hesitated. Then I made up my mind.

Jeeves!

Sir?

That pink tie!

Yes, sir?

Burn it!

Thank you, sir.

And, Jeeves!

Yes, sir?

Take a taxi and get me that Longacre hat, as worn by John Drew!

Thank you very much, sir.

I felt most awfully braced. I felt as if the clouds had rolled away and all was as it used to be. I felt like one of those chappies in the novels who calls off the fight with his wife in the last chapter and decides to forget and forgive. I felt I wanted to do all sorts of other things to show Jeeves that I appreciated him.

Jeeves, I said, it isnt enough. Is there anything else you would like?

Yes, sir. If I may make the suggestion — fifty dollars.

Fifty dollars?

It will enable me to pay a debt of honour, sir. I owe it to his lordship.

You owe Lord Pershore fifty dollars?

Yes, sir. I happened to meet him in the street the night his lordship was arrested. I had been thinking a good deal about the most suitable method of inducing him to abandon his mode of living, sir. His lordship was a little over-excited at the time and I fancy that he mistook me for a friend of his. At any rate when I took the liberty of wagering him fifty dollars that he would not punch a passing policeman in the eye, he accepted the bet very cordially and won it.

I produced my pocket-book and counted out a hundred.

Take this, Jeeves, I said; fifty isnt enough. Do you know, Jeeves, youre — well, you absolutely stand alone!

I endeavour to give satisfaction, sir, said Jeeves.


JEEVES AND THE HARD-BOILED EGG
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SOMETIMES OF A morning, as Ive sat in bed sucking down the early cup of tea and watched my man Jeeves flitting about the room and putting out the raiment for the day, Ive wondered what the deuce I should do if the fellow ever took it into his head to leave me. Its not so bad now Im in New York, but in London the anxiety was frightful. There used to be all sorts of attempts on the part of low blighters to sneak him away from me. Young Reggie Foljambe to my certain knowledge offered him double what I was giving him, and Alistair Bingham-Reeves, whos got a valet who had been known to press his trousers sideways, used to look at him, when he came to see me, with a kind of glittering hungry eye which disturbed me deucedly. Bally pirates!

The thing, you see, is that Jeeves is so dashed competent. You can spot it even in the way he shoves studs into a shirt.

I rely on him absolutely in every crisis, and he never lets me down. And, whats more, he can always be counted on to extend himself on behalf of any pal of mine who happens to be to all appearances knee-deep in the bouillon. Take the rather rummy case, for instance, of dear old Bicky and his uncle, the hard-boiled egg.

It happened after I had been in America for a few months. I got back to the flat latish one night, and when Jeeves brought me the final drink he said:

Mr. Bickersteth called to see you this evening, sir, while you were out.

Oh? I said.

Twice, sir. He appeared a trifle agitated.

What, pipped?

He gave that impression, sir.

I sipped the whisky. I was sorry if Bicky was in trouble, but, as a matter of fact, I was rather glad to have something I could discuss freely with Jeeves just then, because things had been a bit strained between us for some time, and it had been rather difficult to hit on anything to talk about that wasnt apt to take a personal turn. You see, I had decided — rightly or wrongly — to grow a moustache and this had cut Jeeves to the quick. He couldnt stick the thing at any price, and I had been living ever since in an atmosphere of bally disapproval till I was getting jolly well fed up with it. What I mean is, while theres no doubt that in certain matters of dress Jeevess judgment is absolutely sound and should be followed, it seemed to me that it was getting a bit too thick if he was going to edit my face as well as my costume. No one can call me an unreasonable chappie, and manys the time Ive given in like a lamb when Jeeves has voted against one of my pet suits or ties; but when it comes to a valets staking out a claim on your upper lip youve simply got to have a bit of the good old bulldog pluck and defy the blighter.

He said that he would call again later, sir.

Something must be up, Jeeves.

Yes, sir.

I gave the moustache a thoughtful twirl. It seemed to hurt Jeeves a good deal, so I chucked it.

I see by the paper, sir, that Mr. Bickersteths uncle is arriving on the Carmantic.

Yes?

His Grace the Duke of Chiswick, sir.

This was news to me, that Bickys uncle was a duke. Rum, how little one knows about ones pals! I had met Bicky for the first time at a species of beano or jamboree down in Washington Square, not long after my arrival in New York. I suppose I was a bit homesick at the time, and I rather took to Bicky when I found that he was an Englishman and had, in fact, been up at Oxford with me. Besides, he was a frightful chump, so we naturally drifted together; and while we were taking a quiet snort in a corner that wasnt all cluttered up with artists and sculptors and what-not, he furthermore endeared himself to me by a most extraordinarily gifted imitation of a bull-terrier chasing a cat up a tree. But, though we had subsequently become extremely pally, all I really knew about him was that he was generally hard up, and had an uncle who relieved the strain a bit from time to time by sending him monthly remittances.

If the Duke of Chiswick is his uncle, I said, why hasnt he a title? Why isnt he Lord What-Not?

Mr. Bickersteth is the son of his graces late sister, sir, who married Captain Rollo Bickersteth of the Coldstream Guards.

Jeeves knows everything.

Is Mr. Bickersteths father dead, too?

Yes, sir.

Leave any money?

No, sir.

I began to understand why poor old Bicky was always more or less on the rocks. To the casual and irreflective observer, if you know what I mean, it may sound a pretty good wheeze having a duke for an uncle, but the trouble about old Chiswick was that, though an extremely wealthy old buster, owning half London and about five counties up north, he was notoriously the most prudent spender in England. He was what American chappies would call a hard-boiled egg. If Bickys people hadnt left him anything and he depended on what he could prise out of the old duke, he was in a pretty bad way. Not that that explained why he was hunting me like this, because he was a chap who never borrowed money. He said he wanted to keep his pals, so never bit any ones ear on principle.

At this juncture the door bell rang. Jeeves floated out to answer it.

Yes, sir. Mr. Wooster has just returned, I heard him say. And Bicky came trickling in, looking pretty sorry for himself.

Halloa, Bicky! I said. Jeeves told me you had been trying to get me. Jeeves, bring another glass, and let the revels commence. Whats the trouble, Bicky?

Im in a hole, Bertie. I want your advice.

Say on, old lad!

My uncles turning up to-morrow, Bertie.

So Jeeves told me.

The Duke of Chiswick, you know.

So Jeeves told me.

Bicky seemed a bit surprised.

Jeeves seems to know everything.

Rather rummily, thats exactly what I was thinking just now myself.

Well, I wish, said Bicky gloomily, that he knew a way to get me out of the hole Im in.

Jeeves shimmered in with the glass, and stuck it competently on the table.

Mr. Bickersteth is in a bit of a hole, Jeeves, I said, and wants you to rally round.

Very good, sir.

Bicky looked a bit doubtful.

Well, of course, you know, Bertie, this thing is by way of being a bit private and all that.

I shouldnt worry about that, old top. I bet Jeeves knows all about it already. Dont you, Jeeves?

Yes, sir.

Eh! said Bicky, rattled.

I am open to correction, sir, but is not your dilemma due to the fact that you are at a loss to explain to his grace why you are in New York instead of in Colorado?

Bicky rocked like a jelly in a high wind.

How the deuce do you know anything about it?

I chanced to meet his graces butler before we left England. He informed me that he happened to overhear his grace speaking to you on the matter, sir, as he passed the library door.

Bicky gave a hollow sort of laugh.

Well, as everybody seems to know all about it, theres no need to try to keep it dark. The old boy turfed me out, Bertie, because he said I was a brainless nincompoop. The idea was that he would give me a remittance on condition that I dashed out to some blighted locality of the name of Colorado and learned farming or ranching, or whatever they call it, at some bally ranch or farm or whatever its called. I didnt fancy the idea a bit. I should have had to ride horses and pursue cows, and so forth. I hate horses. They bite at you. I was all against the scheme. At the same time, dont you know, I had to have that remittance.

I get you absolutely, dear boy.

Well, when I got to New York it looked a decent sort of place to me, so I thought it would be a pretty sound notion to stop here. So I cabled to my uncle telling him that I had dropped into a good business wheeze in the city and wanted to chuck the ranch idea. He wrote back that it was all right, and here Ive been ever since. He thinks Im doing well at something or other over here. I never dreamed, dont you know, that he would ever come out here. What on earth am I to do?

Jeeves, I said, what on earth is Mr. Bickersteth to do?

You see, said Bicky, I had a wireless from him to say that he was coming to stay with me — to save hotel bills, I suppose. Ive always given him the impression that I was living in pretty good style. I cant have him to stay at my boarding-house.

Thought of anything, Jeeves? I said.

To what extent, sir, if the question is not a delicate one, are you prepared to assist Mr. Bickersteth?

Ill do anything I can for you, of course, Bicky, old man.

Then, if I might make the suggestion, sir, you might lend Mr. Bickersteth — —

No, by Jove! said Bicky firmly. I never have touched you, Bertie, and Im not going to start now. I may be a chump, but its my boast that I dont owe a penny to a single soul — not counting tradesmen, of course.

I was about to suggest, sir, that you might lend Mr. Bickersteth this flat. Mr. Bickersteth could give his grace the impression that he was the owner of it. With your permission I could convey the notion that I was in Mr. Bickersteths employment, and not in yours. You would be residing here temporarily as Mr. Bickersteths guest. His grace would occupy the second spare bedroom. I fancy that you would find this answer satisfactorily, sir.

Bicky had stopped rocking himself and was staring at Jeeves in an awed sort of way.

I would advocate the dispatching of a wireless message to his grace on board the vessel, notifying him of the change of address. Mr. Bickersteth could meet his grace at the dock and proceed directly here. Will that meet the situation, sir?

Absolutely.

Thank you, sir.

Bicky followed him with his eye till the door closed.

How does he do it, Bertie? he said. Ill tell you what I think it is. I believe its something to do with the shape of his head. Have you ever noticed his head, Bertie, old man? It sort of sticks out at the back!



I hopped out of bed early next morning, so as to be among those present when the old boy should arrive. I knew from experience that these ocean liners fetch up at the dock at a deucedly ungodly hour. It wasnt much after nine by the time Id dressed and had my morning tea and was leaning out of the window, watching the street for Bicky and his uncle. It was one of those jolly, peaceful mornings that make a chappie wish hed got a soul or something, and I was just brooding on life in general when I became aware of the dickens of a spate in progress down below. A taxi had driven up, and an old boy in a top hat had got out and was kicking up a frightful row about the fare. As far as I could make out, he was trying to get the cab chappie to switch from New York to London prices, and the cab chappie had apparently never heard of London before, and didnt seem to think a lot of it now. The old boy said that in London the trip would have set him back eightpence; and the cabby said he should worry. I called to Jeeves.

The duke has arrived, Jeeves.

Yes, sir?

Thatll be him at the door now.

Jeeves made a long arm and opened the front door, and the old boy crawled in, looking licked to a splinter.

How do you do, sir? I said, bustling up and being the ray of sunshine. Your nephew went down to the dock to meet you, but you must have missed him. My names Wooster, dont you know. Great pal of Bickys, and all that sort of thing. Im staying with him, you know. Would you like a cup of tea? Jeeves, bring a cup of tea.

Old Chiswick had sunk into an arm-chair and was looking about the room.

Does this luxurious flat belong to my nephew Francis?

Absolutely.

It must be terribly expensive.

Pretty well, of course. Everything costs a lot over here, you know.

He moaned. Jeeves filtered in with the tea. Old Chiswick took a stab at it to restore his tissues, and nodded.

A terrible country, Mr. Wooster! A terrible country! Nearly eight shillings for a short cab-drive! Iniquitous! He took another look round the room. It seemed to fascinate him. Have you any idea how much my nephew pays for this flat, Mr. Wooster?

About two hundred dollars a month, I believe.

What! Forty pounds a month!

I began to see that, unless I made the thing a bit more plausible, the scheme might turn out a frost. I could guess what the old boy was thinking. He was trying to square all this prosperity with what he knew of poor old Bicky. And one had to admit that it took a lot of squaring, for dear old Bicky, though a stout fellow and absolutely unrivalled as an imitator of bull-terriers and cats, was in many ways one of the most pronounced fatheads that ever pulled on a suit of gents underwear.

I suppose it seems rummy to you, I said, but the fact is New York often bucks chappies up and makes them show a flash of speed that you wouldnt have imagined them capable of. It sort of develops them. Something in the air, dont you know. I imagine that Bicky in the past, when you knew him, may have been something of a chump, but its quite different now. Devilish efficient sort of chappie, and looked on in commercial circles as quite the nib!

I am amazed! What is the nature of my nephews business, Mr. Wooster?

Oh, just business, dont you know. The same sort of thing Carnegie and Rockefeller and all these coves do, you know. I slid for the door. Awfully sorry to leave you, but Ive got to meet some of the lads elsewhere.

Coming out of the lift I met Bicky bustling in from the street.

Halloa, Bertie! I missed him. Has he turned up?

Hes upstairs now, having some tea.

What does he think of it all?

Hes absolutely rattled.

Ripping! Ill be toddling up, then. Toodle-oo, Bertie, old man. See you later.

Pip-pip, Bicky, dear boy.

He trotted off, full of merriment and good cheer, and I went off to the club to sit in the window and watch the traffic coming up one way and going down the other.

It was latish in the evening when I looked in at the flat to dress for dinner.

Wheres everybody, Jeeves? I said, finding no little feet pattering about the place. Gone out?

His grace desired to see some of the sights of the city, sir. Mr. Bickersteth is acting as his escort. I fancy their immediate objective was Grants Tomb.

I suppose Mr. Bickersteth is a bit braced at the way things are going — what?

Sir?

I say, I take it that Mr. Bickersteth is tolerably full of beans.

Not altogether, sir.

Whats his trouble now?

The scheme which I took the liberty of suggesting to Mr. Bickersteth and yourself has, unfortunately, not answered entirely satisfactorily, sir.

Surely the duke believes that Mr. Bickersteth is doing well in business, and all that sort of thing?

Exactly, sir. With the result that he has decided to cancel Mr. Bickersteths monthly allowance, on the ground that, as Mr. Bickersteth is doing so well on his own account, he no longer requires pecuniary assistance.

Great Scot, Jeeves! This is awful.

Somewhat disturbing, sir.

I never expected anything like this!

I confess I scarcely anticipated the contingency myself, sir.

I suppose it bowled the poor blighter over absolutely?

Mr. Bickersteth appeared somewhat taken aback, sir.

My heart bled for Bicky.

We must do something, Jeeves.

Yes, sir.

Can you think of anything?

Not at the moment, sir.

There must be something we can do.

It was a maxim of one of my former employers, sir — as I believe I mentioned to you once before — the present Lord Bridgnorth, that there is always a way. I remember his lordship using the expression on the occasion — he was then a business gentleman and had not yet received his title — when a patent hair-restorer which he chanced to be promoting failed to attract the public. He put it on the market under another name as a depilatory, and amassed a substantial fortune. I have generally found his lordships aphorism based on sound foundations. No doubt we shall be able to discover some solution of Mr. Bickersteths difficulty, sir.

Well, have a stab at it, Jeeves!

I will spare no pains, sir.

I went and dressed sadly. It will show you pretty well how pipped I was when I tell you that I near as a toucher put on a white tie with a dinner-jacket. I sallied out for a bit of food more to pass the time than because I wanted it. It seemed brutal to be wading into the bill of fare with poor old Bicky headed for the breadline.

When I got back old Chiswick had gone to bed, but Bicky was there, hunched up in an arm-chair, brooding pretty tensely, with a cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth and a more or less glassy stare in his eyes. He had the aspect of one who had been soaked with what the newspaper chappies call some blunt instrument.

This is a bit thick, old thing — what! I said.

He picked up his glass and drained it feverishly, overlooking the fact that it hadnt anything in it.

Im done, Bertie! he said.

He had another go at the glass. It didnt seem to do him any good.

If only this had happened a week later, Bertie! My next months money was due to roll in on Saturday. I could have worked a wheeze Ive been reading about in the magazine advertisements. It seems that you can make a dashed amount of money if you can only collect a few dollars and start a chicken-farm. Jolly sound scheme, Bertie! Say you buy a hen — call it one hen for the sake of argument. It lays an egg every day of the week. You sell the eggs seven for twenty-five cents. Keep of hen costs nothing. Profit practically twenty-five cents on every seven eggs. Or look at it another way: Suppose you have a dozen eggs. Each of the hens has a dozen chickens. The chickens grow up and have more chickens. Why, in no time youd have the place covered knee-deep in hens, all laying eggs, at twenty-five cents for every seven. Youd make a fortune. Jolly life, too, keeping hens! He had begun to get quite worked up at the thought of it, but he slopped back in his chair at this juncture with a good deal of gloom. But, of course, its no good, he said, because I havent the cash.

Youve only to say the word, you know, Bicky, old top.

Thanks awfully, Bertie, but Im not going to sponge on you.

Thats always the way in this world. The chappies youd like to lend money to wont let you, whereas the chappies you dont want to lend it to will do everything except actually stand you on your head and lift the specie out of your pockets. As a lad who has always rolled tolerably free in the right stuff, Ive had lots of experience of the second class. Manys the time, back in London, Ive hurried along Piccadilly and felt the hot breath of the toucher on the back of my neck and heard his sharp, excited yapping as he closed in on me. Ive simply spent my life scattering largesse to blighters I didnt care a hang for; yet here was I now, dripping doubloons and pieces of eight and longing to hand them over, and Bicky, poor fish, absolutely on his uppers, not taking any at any price.

Well, theres only one hope, then.

Whats that?

Jeeves.

Sir?

There was Jeeves, standing behind me, full of zeal. In this matter of shimmering into rooms the chappie is rummy to a degree. Youre sitting in the old arm-chair, thinking of this and that, and then suddenly you look up, and there he is. He moves from point to point with as little uproar as a jelly fish. The thing startled poor old Bicky considerably. He rose from his seat like a rocketing pheasant. Im used to Jeeves now, but often in the days when he first came to me Ive bitten my tongue freely on finding him unexpectedly in my midst.

Did you call, sir?

Oh, there you are, Jeeves!

Precisely, sir.

Jeeves, Mr. Bickersteth is still up the pole. Any ideas?

Why, yes, sir. Since we had our recent conversation I fancy I have found what may prove a solution. I do not wish to appear to be taking a liberty, sir, but I think that we have overlooked his graces potentialities as a source of revenue.

Bicky laughed, what I have sometimes seen described as a hollow, mocking laugh, a sort of bitter cackle from the back of the throat, rather like a gargle.

I do not allude, sir, explained Jeeves, to the possibility of inducing his grace to part with money. I am taking the liberty of regarding his grace in the light of an at present — if I may say so — useless property, which is capable of being developed.

Bicky looked at me in a helpless kind of way. Im bound to say I didnt get it myself.

Couldnt you make it a bit easier, Jeeves!

In a nutshell, sir, what I mean is this: His grace is, in a sense, a prominent personage. The inhabitants of this country, as no doubt you are aware, sir, are peculiarly addicted to shaking hands with prominent personages. It occurred to me that Mr. Bickersteth or yourself might know of persons who would be willing to pay a small fee — let us say two dollars or three — for the privilege of an introduction, including handshake, to his grace.

Bicky didnt seem to think much of it.

Do you mean to say that anyone would be mug enough to part with solid cash just to shake hands with my uncle?

I have an aunt, sir, who paid five shillings to a young fellow for bringing a moving-picture actor to tea at her house one Sunday. It gave her social standing among the neighbours.

Bicky wavered.

If you think it could be done — —

I feel convinced of it, sir.

What do you think, Bertie?

Im for it, old boy, absolutely. A very brainy wheeze.

Thank you, sir. Will there be anything further? Good night, sir.

And he floated out, leaving us to discuss details.

Until we started this business of floating old Chiswick as a money-making proposition I had never realized what a perfectly foul time those Stock Exchange chappies must have when the public isnt biting freely. Nowadays I read that bit they put in the financial reports about The market opened quietly with a sympathetic eye, for, by Jove, it certainly opened quietly for us! Youd hardly believe how difficult it was to interest the public and make them take a flutter on the old boy. By the end of the week the only name we had on our list was a delicatessen-store keeper down in Bickys part of the town, and as he wanted us to take it out in sliced ham instead of cash that didnt help much. There was a gleam of light when the brother of Bickys pawnbroker offered ten dollars, money down, for an introduction to old Chiswick, but the deal fell through, owing to its turning out that the chap was an anarchist and intended to kick the old boy instead of shaking hands with him. At that, it took me the deuce of a time to persuade Bicky not to grab the cash and let things take their course. He seemed to regard the pawnbrokers brother rather as a sportsman and benefactor of his species than otherwise.

The whole thing, Im inclined to think, would have been off if it hadnt been for Jeeves. There is no doubt that Jeeves is in a class of his own. In the matter of brain and resource I dont think I have ever met a chappie so supremely like mother made. He trickled into my room one morning with a good old cup of tea, and intimated that there was something doing.

Might I speak to you with regard to that matter of his grace, sir?

Its all off. Weve decided to chuck it.

Sir?

It wont work. We cant get anybody to come.

I fancy I can arrange that aspect of the matter, sir.

Do you mean to say youve managed to get anybody?

Yes, sir. Eighty-seven gentlemen from Birdsburg, sir.

I sat up in bed and spilt the tea.

Birdsburg?

Birdsburg, Missouri, sir.

How did you get them?

I happened last night, sir, as you had intimated that you would be absent from home, to attend a theatrical performance, and entered into conversation between the acts with the occupant of the adjoining seat. I had observed that he was wearing a somewhat ornate decoration in his buttonhole, sir — a large blue button with the words Boost for Birdsburg upon it in red letters, scarcely a judicious addition to a gentlemans evening costume. To my surprise I noticed that the auditorium was full of persons similarly decorated. I ventured to inquire the explanation, and was informed that these gentlemen, forming a party of eighty-seven, are a convention from a town of the name if Birdsburg, in the State of Missouri. Their visit, I gathered, was purely of a social and pleasurable nature, and my informant spoke at some length of the entertainments arranged for their stay in the city. It was when he related with a considerable amount of satisfaction and pride, that a deputation of their number had been introduced to and had shaken hands with a well-known prizefighter, that it occurred to me to broach the subject of his grace. To make a long story short, sir, I have arranged, subject to your approval, that the entire convention shall be presented to his grace to-morrow afternoon.

I was amazed. This chappie was a Napoleon.

Eighty-seven, Jeeves. At how much a head?

I was obliged to agree to a reduction for quantity, sir. The terms finally arrived at were one hundred and fifty dollars for the party.

I thought a bit.

Payable in advance?

No, sir. I endeavoured to obtain payment in advance, but was not successful.

Well, any way, when we get it Ill make it up to five hundred. Bickyll never know. Do you suspect Mr. Bickersteth would suspect anything, Jeeves, if I made it up to five hundred?

I fancy not, sir. Mr. Bickersteth is an agreeable gentleman, but not bright.

All right, then. After breakfast run down to the bank and get me some money.

Yes, sir.

You know, youre a bit of a marvel, Jeeves.

Thank you, sir.

Right-o!

Very good, sir.

When I took dear old Bicky aside in the course of the morning and told him what had happened he nearly broke down. He tottered into the sitting-room and buttonholed old Chiswick, who was reading the comic section of the morning paper with a kind of grim resolution.

Uncle, he said, are you doing anything special to-morrow afternoon? I mean to say, Ive asked a few of my pals in to meet you, dont you know.

The old boy cocked a speculative eye at him.

There will be no reporters among them?

Reporters? Rather not! Why?

I refuse to be badgered by reporters. There were a number of adhesive young men who endeavoured to elicit from me my views on America while the boat was approaching the dock. I will not be subjected to this persecution again.

Thatll be absolutely all right, uncle. There wont be a newspaper-man in the place.

In that case I shall be glad to make the acquaintance of your friends.

Youll shake hands with them and so forth?

I shall naturally order my behaviour according to the accepted rules of civilized intercourse.

Bicky thanked him heartily and came off to lunch with me at the club, where he babbled freely of hens, incubators, and other rotten things.

After mature consideration we had decided to unleash the Birdsburg contingent on the old boy ten at a time. Jeeves brought his theatre pal round to see us, and we arranged the whole thing with him. A very decent chappie, but rather inclined to collar the conversation and turn it in the direction of his home-towns new water-supply system. We settled that, as an hour was about all he would be likely to stand, each gang should consider itself entitled to seven minutes of the dukes society by Jeevess stop-watch, and that when their time was up Jeeves should slide into the room and cough meaningly. Then we parted with what I believe are called mutual expressions of goodwill, the Birdsburg chappie extending a cordial invitation to us all to pop out some day and take a look at the new water-supply system, for which we thanked him.

Next day the deputation rolled in. The first shift consisted of the cove we had met and nine others almost exactly like him in every respect. They all looked deuced keen and businesslike, as if from youth up they had been working in the office and catching the bosss eye and what-not. They shook hands with the old boy with a good deal of apparent satisfaction — all except one chappie, who seemed to be brooding about something — and then they stood off and became chatty.

What message have you for Birdsburg, Duke? asked our pal.

The old boy seemed a bit rattled.

I have never been to Birdsburg.

The chappie seemed pained.

You should pay it a visit, he said. The most rapidly-growing city in the country. Boost for Birdsburg!

Boost for Birdsburg! said the other chappies reverently.

The chappie who had been brooding suddenly gave tongue.

Say!

He was a stout sort of well-fed cove with one of those determined chins and a cold eye.

The assemblage looked at him.

As a matter of business, said the chappie— mind you, Im not questioning anybodys good faith, but, as a matter of strict business — I think this gentleman here ought to put himself on record before witnesses as stating that he really is a duke.

What do you mean, sir? cried the old boy, getting purple.

No offence, simply business. Im not saying anything, mind you, but theres one thing that seems kind of funny to me. This gentleman here says his names Mr. Bickersteth, as I understand it. Well, if youre the Duke of Chiswick, why isnt he Lord Percy Something? Ive read English novels, and I know all about it.

This is monstrous!

Now dont get hot under the collar. Im only asking. Ive a right to know. Youre going to take our money, so its only fair that we should see that we get our moneys worth.

The water-supply cove chipped in:

Youre quite right, Simms. I overlooked that when making the agreement. You see, gentlemen, as business men weve a right to reasonable guarantees of good faith. We are paying Mr. Bickersteth here a hundred and fifty dollars for this reception, and we naturally want to know — —

Old Chiswick gave Bicky a searching look; then he turned to the water-supply chappie. He was frightfully calm.

I can assure you that I know nothing of this, he said, quite politely. I should be grateful if you would explain.

Well, we arranged with Mr. Bickersteth that eighty-seven citizens of Birdsburg should have the privilege of meeting and shaking hands with you for a financial consideration mutually arranged, and what my friend Simms here means — and Im with him — is that we have only Mr. Bickersteths word for it — and he is a stranger to us — that you are the Duke of Chiswick at all.

Old Chiswick gulped.

Allow me to assure you, sir, he said, in a rummy kind of voice, that I am the Duke of Chiswick.

Then thats all right, said the chappie heartily. That was all we wanted to know. Let the thing go on.

I am sorry to say, said old Chiswick, that it cannot go on. I am feeling a little tired. I fear I must ask to be excused.

But there are seventy-seven of the boys waiting round the corner at this moment, Duke, to be introduced to you.

I fear I must disappoint them.

But in that case the deal would have to be off.

That is a matter for you and my nephew to discuss.

The chappie seemed troubled.

You really wont meet the rest of them?

No!

Well, then, I guess well be going.

They went out, and there was a pretty solid silence. Then old Chiswick turned to Bicky:

Well?

Bicky didnt seem to have anything to say.

Was it true what that man said?

Yes, uncle.

What do you mean by playing this trick?

Bicky seemed pretty well knocked out, so I put in a word.

I think youd better explain the whole thing, Bicky, old top.

Bickys Adams-apple jumped about a bit; then he started:

You see, you had cut off my allowance, uncle, and I wanted a bit of money to start a chicken farm. I mean to say its an absolute cert if you once get a bit of capital. You buy a hen, and it lays an egg every day of the week, and you sell the eggs, say, seven for twenty-five cents.

Keep of hens cost nothing. Profit practically — —

What is all this nonsense about hens? You led me to suppose you were a substantial business man.

Old Bicky rather exaggerated, sir, I said, helping the chappie out. The fact is, the poor old lad is absolutely dependent on that remittance of yours, and when you cut it off, dont you know, he was pretty solidly in the soup, and had to think of some way of closing in on a bit of the ready pretty quick. Thats why we thought of this handshaking scheme.

Old Chiswick foamed at the mouth.

So you have lied to me! You have deliberately deceived me as to your financial status!

Poor old Bicky didnt want to go to that ranch, I explained. He doesnt like cows and horses, but he rather thinks he would be hot stuff among the hens. All he wants is a bit of capital. Dont you think it would be rather a wheeze if you were to — —

After what has happened? After this — this deceit and foolery? Not a penny!

But — —

Not a penny!

There was a respectful cough in the background.

If I might make a suggestion, sir?

Jeeves was standing on the horizon, looking devilish brainy.

Go ahead, Jeeves! I said.

I would merely suggest, sir, that if Mr. Bickersteth is in need of a little ready money, and is at a loss to obtain it elsewhere, he might secure the sum he requires by describing the occurrences of this afternoon for the Sunday issue of one of the more spirited and enterprising newspapers.

By Jove! I said.

By George! said Bicky.

Great heavens! said old Chiswick.

Very good, sir, said Jeeves.

Bicky turned to old Chiswick with a gleaming eye.

Jeeves is right. Ill do it! The Chronicle would jump at it. They eat that sort of stuff.

Old Chiswick gave a kind of moaning howl.

I absolutely forbid you, Francis, to do this thing!

Thats all very well, said Bicky, wonderfully braced, but if I cant get the money any other way — —

Wait! Er — wait, my boy! You are so impetuous! We might arrange something.

I wont go to that bally ranch.

No, no! No, no, my boy! I would not suggest it. I would not for a moment suggest it. I — I think — —

He seemed to have a bit of a struggle with himself. I — I think that, on the whole, it would be best if you returned with me to England. I — I might — in fact, I think I see my way to doing — to — I might be able to utilize your services in some secretarial position.

I shouldnt mind that.

I should not be able to offer you a salary, but, as you know, in English political life the unpaid secretary is a recognized figure — —

The only figure Ill recognize, said Bicky firmly, is five hundred quid a year, paid quarterly.

My dear boy!

Absolutely!

But your recompense, my dear Francis, would consist in the unrivalled opportunities you would have, as my secretary, to gain experience, to accustom yourself to the intricacies of political life, to — in fact, you would be in an exceedingly advantageous position.

Five hundred a year! said Bicky, rolling it round his tongue. Why, that would be nothing to what I could make if I started a chicken farm. It stands to reason. Suppose you have a dozen hens. Each of the hens has a dozen chickens. After a bit the chickens grow up and have a dozen chickens each themselves, and then they all start laying eggs! Theres a fortune in it. You can get anything you like for eggs in America. Chappies keep them on ice for years and years, and dont sell them till they fetch about a dollar a whirl. You dont think Im going to chuck a future like this for anything under five hundred o goblins a year — what?

A look of anguish passed over old Chiswicks face, then he seemed to be resigned to it. Very well, my boy, he said.

What-o! said Bicky. All right, then.

Jeeves, I said. Bicky had taken the old boy off to dinner to celebrate, and we were alone. Jeeves, this has been one of your best efforts.

Thank you, sir.

It beats me how you do it.

Yes, sir.

The only trouble is you havent got much out of it — what!

I fancy Mr. Bickersteth intends — I judge from his remarks — to signify his appreciation of anything I have been fortunate enough to do to assist him, at some later date when he is in a more favourable position to do so.

It isnt enough, Jeeves!

Sir?

It was a wrench, but I felt it was the only possible thing to be done.

Bring my shaving things.

A gleam of hope shone in the chappies eye, mixed with doubt.

You mean, sir?

And shave off my moustache.

There was a moments silence. I could see the fellow was deeply moved.

Thank you very much indeed, sir, he said, in a low voice, and popped off.


ABSENT TREATMENT
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I WANT TO tell you all about dear old Bobbie Cardew. Its a most interesting story. I cant put in any literary style and all that; but I dont have to, dont you know, because it goes on its Moral Lesson. If youre a man you mustnt miss it, because itll be a warning to you; and if youre a woman you wont want to, because its all about how a girl made a man feel pretty well fed up with things.

If youre a recent acquaintance of Bobbies, youll probably be surprised to hear that there was a time when he was more remarkable for the weakness of his memory than anything else. Dozens of fellows, who have only met Bobbie since the change took place, have been surprised when I told them that. Yet its true. Believe me.

In the days when I first knew him Bobbie Cardew was about the most pronounced young rotter inside the four-mile radius. People have called me a silly ass, but I was never in the same class with Bobbie. When it came to being a silly ass, he was a plus-four man, while my handicap was about six. Why, if I wanted him to dine with me, I used to post him a letter at the beginning of the week, and then the day before send him a telegram and a phone-call on the day itself, and — half an hour before the time wed fixed — a messenger in a taxi, whose business it was to see that he got in and that the chauffeur had the address all correct. By doing this I generally managed to get him, unless he had left town before my messenger arrived.

The funny thing was that he wasnt altogether a fool in other ways. Deep down in him there was a kind of stratum of sense. I had known him, once or twice, show an almost human intelligence. But to reach that stratum, mind you, you needed dynamite.

At least, thats what I thought. But there was another way which hadnt occurred to me. Marriage, I mean. Marriage, the dynamite of the soul; that was what hit Bobbie. He married. Have you ever seen a bull-pup chasing a bee? The pup sees the bee. It looks good to him. But he still doesnt know whats at the end of it till he gets there. It was like that with Bobbie. He fell in love, got married — with a sort of whoop, as if it were the greatest fun in the world — and then began to find out things.

She wasnt the sort of girl you would have expected Bobbie to rave about. And yet, I dont know. What I mean is, she worked for her living; and to a fellow who has never done a hands turn in his life theres undoubtedly a sort of fascination, a kind of romance, about a girl who works for her living.

Her name was Anthony. Mary Anthony. She was about five feet six; she had a ton and a half of red-gold hair, grey eyes, and one of those determined chins. She was a hospital nurse. When Bobbie smashed himself up at polo, she was told off by the authorities to smooth his brow and rally round with cooling unguents and all that; and the old boy hadnt been up and about again for more than a week before they popped off to the registrars and fixed it up. Quite the romance.

Bobbie broke the news to me at the club one evening, and next day he introduced me to her. I admired her. Ive never worked myself — my names Pepper, by the way. Almost forgot to mention it. Reggie Pepper. My uncle Edward was Pepper, Wells, and Co., the Colliery people. He left me a sizable chunk of bullion — I say Ive never worked myself, but I admire any one who earns a living under difficulties, especially a girl. And this girl had had a rather unusually tough time of it, being an orphan and all that, and having had to do everything off her own bat for years.

Mary and I got along together splendidly. We dont now, but well come to that later. Im speaking of the past. She seemed to think Bobbie the greatest thing on earth, judging by the way she looked at him when she thought I wasnt noticing. And Bobbie seemed to think the same about her. So that I came to the conclusion that, if only dear old Bobbie didnt forget to go to the wedding, they had a sporting chance of being quite happy.

Well, lets brisk up a bit here, and jump a year. The story doesnt really start till then.

They took a flat and settled down. I was in and out of the place quite a good deal. I kept my eyes open, and everything seemed to me to be running along as smoothly as you could want. If this was marriage, I thought, I couldnt see why fellows were so frightened of it. There were a lot of worse things that could happen to a man.

But we now come to the incident of the quiet Dinner, and its just here that loves young dream hits a snag, and things begin to occur.

I happened to meet Bobbie in Piccadilly, and he asked me to come back to dinner at the flat. And, like a fool, instead of bolting and putting myself under police protection, I went.

When we got to the flat, there was Mrs. Bobbie looking — well, I tell you, it staggered me. Her gold hair was all piled up in waves and crinkles and things, with a what-d-you-call-it of diamonds in it. And she was wearing the most perfectly ripping dress. I couldnt begin to describe it. I can only say it was the limit. It struck me that if this was how she was in the habit of looking every night when they were dining quietly at home together, it was no wonder that Bobbie liked domesticity.

Heres old Reggie, dear, said Bobbie. Ive brought him home to have a bit of dinner. Ill phone down to the kitchen and ask them to send it up now — what?

She stared at him as if she had never seen him before. Then she turned scarlet. Then she turned as white as a sheet. Then she gave a little laugh. It was most interesting to watch. Made me wish I was up a tree about eight hundred miles away. Then she recovered herself.

I am so glad you were able to come, Mr. Pepper, she said, smiling at me.

And after that she was all right. At least, you would have said so. She talked a lot at dinner, and chaffed Bobbie, and played us ragtime on the piano afterwards, as if she hadnt a care in the world. Quite a jolly little party it was — not. Im no lynx-eyed sleuth, and all that sort of thing, but I had seen her face at the beginning, and I knew that she was working the whole time and working hard, to keep herself in hand, and that she would have given that diamond whats-its-name in her hair and everything else she possessed to have one good scream — just one. Ive sat through some pretty thick evenings in my time, but that one had the rest beaten in a canter. At the very earliest moment I grabbed my hat and got away.

Having seen what I did, I wasnt particularly surprised to meet Bobbie at the club next day looking about as merry and bright as a lonely gum-drop at an Eskimo tea-party.

He started in straightway. He seemed glad to have someone to talk to about it.

Do you know how long Ive been married? he said.

I didnt exactly.

About a year, isnt it?

Not about a year, he said sadly. Exactly a year — yesterday!

Then I understood. I saw light — a regular flash of light.

Yesterday was —— ?

The anniversary of the wedding. Id arranged to take Mary to the Savoy, and on to Covent Garden. She particularly wanted to hear Caruso. I had the ticket for the box in my pocket. Do you know, all through dinner I had a kind of rummy idea that there was something Id forgotten, but I couldnt think what?

Till your wife mentioned it?

He nodded —— 

She — mentioned it, he said thoughtfully.

I didnt ask for details. Women with hair and chins like Marys may be angels most of the time, but, when they take off their wings for a bit, they arent half-hearted about it.

To be absolutely frank, old top, said poor old Bobbie, in a broken sort of way, my stocks pretty low at home.

There didnt seem much to be done. I just lit a cigarette and sat there. He didnt want to talk. Presently he went out. I stood at the window of our upper smoking-room, which looks out on to Piccadilly, and watched him. He walked slowly along for a few yards, stopped, then walked on again, and finally turned into a jewellers. Which was an instance of what I meant when I said that deep down in him there was a certain stratum of sense.



It was from now on that I began to be really interested in this problem of Bobbies married life. Of course, ones always mildly interested in ones friends marriages, hoping theyll turn out well and all that; but this was different. The average man isnt like Bobbie, and the average girl isnt like Mary. It was that old business of the immovable mass and the irresistible force. There was Bobbie, ambling gently through life, a dear old chap in a hundred ways, but undoubtedly a chump of the first water.

And there was Mary, determined that he shouldnt be a chump. And Nature, mind you, on Bobbies side. When Nature makes a chump like dear old Bobbie, shes proud of him, and doesnt want her handiwork disturbed. She gives him a sort of natural armour to protect him against outside interference. And that armour is shortness of memory. Shortness of memory keeps a man a chump, when, but for it, he might cease to be one. Take my case, for instance. Im a chump. Well, if I had remembered half the things people have tried to teach me during my life, my size in hats would be about number nine. But I didnt. I forgot them. And it was just the same with Bobbie.

For about a week, perhaps a bit more, the recollection of that quiet little domestic evening bucked him up like a tonic. Elephants, I read somewhere, are champions at the memory business, but they were fools to Bobbie during that week. But, bless you, the shock wasnt nearly big enough. It had dinted the armour, but it hadnt made a hole in it. Pretty soon he was back at the old game.

It was pathetic, dont you know. The poor girl loved him, and she was frightened. It was the thin edge of the wedge, you see, and she knew it. A man who forgets what day he was married, when hes been married one year, will forget, at about the end of the fourth, that hes married at all. If she meant to get him in hand at all, she had got to do it now, before he began to drift away.

I saw that clearly enough, and I tried to make Bobbie see it, when he was by way of pouring out his troubles to me one afternoon. I cant remember what it was that he had forgotten the day before, but it was something she had asked him to bring home for her — it may have been a book.

Its such a little thing to make a fuss about, said Bobbie. And she knows that its simply because Ive got such an infernal memory about everything. I cant remember anything. Never could.

He talked on for a while, and, just as he was going, he pulled out a couple of sovereigns.

Oh, by the way, he said.

Whats this for? I asked, though I knew.

I owe it you.

Hows that? I said.

Why, that bet on Tuesday. In the billiard-room. Murray and Brown were playing a hundred up, and I gave you two to one that Brown would win, and Murray beat him by twenty odd.

So you do remember some things? I said.

He got quite excited. Said that if I thought he was the sort of rotter who forgot to pay when he lost a bet, it was pretty rotten of me after knowing him all these years, and a lot more like that.

Subside, laddie, I said.

Then I spoke to him like a father.

What youve got to do, my old college chum, I said, is to pull yourself together, and jolly quick, too. As things are shaping, youre due for a nasty knock before you know whats hit you. Youve got to make an effort. Dont say you cant. This two quid business shows that, even if your memory is rocky, you can remember some things. What youve got to do is to see that wedding anniversaries and so on are included in the list. It may be a brainstrain, but you cant get out of it.

I suppose youre right, said Bobbie. But it beats me why she thinks such a lot of these rotten little dates. Whats it matter if I forgot what day we were married on or what day she was born on or what day the cat had the measles? She knows I love her just as much as if I were a memorizing freak at the halls.

Thats not enough for a woman, I said. They want to be shown. Bear that in mind, and youre all right. Forget it, and therell be trouble.

He chewed the knob of his stick.

Women are frightfully rummy, he said gloomily.

You should have thought of that before you married one, I said.



I dont see that I could have done any more. I had put the whole thing in a nutshell for him. You would have thought hed have seen the point, and that it would have made him brace up and get a hold on himself. But no. Off he went again in the same old way. I gave up arguing with him. I had a good deal of time on my hands, but not enough to amount to anything when it was a question of reforming dear old Bobbie by argument. If you see a man asking for trouble, and insisting on getting it, the only thing to do is to stand by and wait till it comes to him. After that you may get a chance. But till then theres nothing to be done. But I thought a lot about him.

Bobbie didnt get into the soup all at once. Weeks went by, and months, and still nothing happened. Now and then hed come into the club with a kind of cloud on his shining morning face, and Id know that there had been doings in the home; but it wasnt till well on in the spring that he got the thunderbolt just where he had been asking for it — in the thorax.

I was smoking a quiet cigarette one morning in the window looking out over Piccadilly, and watching the buses and motors going up one way and down the other — most interesting it is; I often do it — when in rushed Bobbie, with his eyes bulging and his face the colour of an oyster, waving a piece of paper in his hand.

Reggie, he said. Reggie, old top, shes gone!

Gone! I said. Who?

Mary, of course! Gone! Left me! Gone!

Where? I said.

Silly question? Perhaps youre right. Anyhow, dear old Bobbie nearly foamed at the mouth.

Where? How should I know where? Here, read this.

He pushed the paper into my hand. It was a letter.

Go on, said Bobbie. Read it.

So I did. It certainly was quite a letter. There was not much of it, but it was all to the point. This is what it said:

MY DEAR BOBBIE, — I am going away. When you care enough about me to remember to wish me many happy returns on my birthday, I will come back. My address will be Box 341, London Morning News.

I read it twice, then I said, Well, why dont you?

Why dont I what?

Why dont you wish her many happy returns? It doesnt seem much to ask.

But she says on her birthday.

Well, when is her birthday?

Cant you understand? said Bobbie. Ive forgotten.

Forgotten! I said.

Yes, said Bobbie. Forgotten.

How do you mean, forgotten? I said. Forgotten whether its the twentieth or the twenty-first, or what? How near do you get to it?

I know it came somewhere between the first of January and the thirty-first of December. Thats how near I get to it.

Think.

Think? Whats the use of saying Think? Think I havent thought? Ive been knocking sparks out of my brain ever since I opened that letter.

And you cant remember?

No.

I rang the bell and ordered restoratives.

Well, Bobbie, I said, its a pretty hard case to spring on an untrained amateur like me. Suppose someone had come to Sherlock Holmes and said, Mr. Holmes, heres a case for you. When is my wifes birthday? Wouldnt that have given Sherlock a jolt? However, I know enough about the game to understand that a fellow cant shoot off his deductive theories unless you start him with a clue, so rouse yourself out of that pop-eyed trance and come across with two or three. For instance, cant you remember the last time she had a birthday? What sort of weather was it? That might fix the month.

Bobbie shook his head.

It was just ordinary weather, as near as I can recollect.

Warm?

Warmish.

Or cold?

Well, fairly cold, perhaps. I cant remember.

I ordered two more of the same. They seemed indicated in the Young Detectives Manual. Youre a great help, Bobbie, I said. An invaluable assistant. One of those indispensable adjuncts without which no home is complete.

Bobbie seemed to be thinking.

Ive got it, he said suddenly. Look here. I gave her a present on her last birthday. All we have to do is to go to the shop, hunt up the date when it was bought, and the things done.

Absolutely. What did you give her?

He sagged.

I cant remember, he said.

Getting ideas is like golf. Some days youre right off, others its as easy as falling off a log. I dont suppose dear old Bobbie had ever had two ideas in the same morning before in his life; but now he did it without an effort. He just loosed another dry Martini into the undergrowth, and before you could turn round it had flushed quite a brain-wave.

Do you know those little books called When were you Born? Theres one for each month. They tell you your character, your talents, your strong points, and your weak points at fourpence halfpenny a go. Bobbies idea was to buy the whole twelve, and go through them till we found out which month hit off Marys character. That would give us the month, and narrow it down a whole lot.

A pretty hot idea for a non-thinker like dear old Bobbie. We sallied out at once. He took half and I took half, and we settled down to work. As I say, it sounded good. But when we came to go into the thing, we saw that there was a flaw. There was plenty of information all right, but there wasnt a single month that didnt have something that exactly hit off Mary. For instance, in the December book it said, December people are apt to keep their own secrets. They are extensive travellers. Well, Mary had certainly kept her secret, and she had travelled quite extensively enough for Bobbies needs. Then, October people were born with original ideas and loved moving. You couldnt have summed up Marys little jaunt more neatly. February people had wonderful memories — Marys speciality.

We took a bit of a rest, then had another go at the thing.

Bobbie was all for May, because the book said that women born in that month were inclined to be capricious, which is always a barrier to a happy married life; but I plumped for February, because February women are unusually determined to have their own way, are very earnest, and expect a full return in their companion or mates. Which he owned was about as like Mary as anything could be.

In the end he tore the books up, stamped on them, burnt them, and went home.

It was wonderful what a change the next few days made in dear old Bobbie. Have you ever seen that picture, The Souls Awakening? It represents a flapper of sorts gazing in a startled sort of way into the middle distance with a look in her eyes that seems to say, Surely that is Georges step I hear on the mat! Can this be love? Well, Bobbie had a souls awakening too. I dont suppose he had ever troubled to think in his life before — not really think. But now he was wearing his brain to the bone. It was painful in a way, of course, to see a fellow human being so thoroughly in the soup, but I felt strongly that it was all for the best. I could see as plainly as possible that all these brainstorms were improving Bobbie out of knowledge. When it was all over he might possibly become a rotter again of a sort, but it would only be a pale reflection of the rotter he had been. It bore out the idea I had always had that what he needed was a real good jolt.

I saw a great deal of him these days. I was his best friend, and he came to me for sympathy. I gave it him, too, with both hands, but I never failed to hand him the Moral Lesson when I had him weak.

One day he came to me as I was sitting in the club, and I could see that he had had an idea. He looked happier than he had done in weeks.

Reggie, he said, Im on the trail. This time Im convinced that I shall pull it off. Ive remembered something of vital importance.

Yes? I said.

I remember distinctly, he said, that on Marys last birthday we went together to the Coliseum. How does that hit you?

Its a fine bit of memorizing, I said; but how does it help?

Why, they change the programme every week there.

Ah! I said. Now you are talking.

And the week we went one of the turns was Professor Some Ones Terpsichorean Cats. I recollect them distinctly. Now, are we narrowing it down, or arent we? Reggie, Im going round to the Coliseum this minute, and Im going to dig the date of those Terpsichorean Cats out of them, if I have to use a crowbar.

So that got him within six days; for the management treated us like brothers; brought out the archives, and ran agile fingers over the pages till they treed the cats in the middle of May.

I told you it was May, said Bobbie. Maybe youll listen to me another time.

If youve any sense, I said, there wont be another time.

And Bobbie said that there wouldnt.

Once you get your memory on the run, it parts as if it enjoyed doing it. I had just got off to sleep that night when my telephone-bell rang. It was Bobbie, of course. He didnt apologize.

Reggie, he said, Ive got it now for certain. Its just come to me. We saw those Terpsichorean Cats at a matinee, old man.

Yes? I said.

Well, dont you see that that brings it down to two days? It must have been either Wednesday the seventh or Saturday the tenth.

Yes, I said, if they didnt have daily matinees at the Coliseum.

I heard him give a sort of howl.

Bobbie, I said. My feet were freezing, but I was fond of him.

Well?

Ive remembered something too. Its this. The day you went to the Coliseum I lunched with you both at the Ritz. You had forgotten to bring any money with you, so you wrote a cheque.

But Im always writing cheques.

You are. But this was for a tenner, and made out to the hotel. Hunt up your cheque-book and see how many cheques for ten pounds payable to the Ritz Hotel you wrote out between May the fifth and May the tenth.

He gave a kind of gulp.

Reggie, he said, youre a genius. Ive always said so. I believe youve got it. Hold the line.

Presently he came back again.

Halloa! he said.

Im here, I said.

It was the eighth. Reggie, old man, I — —

Topping, I said. Good night.

It was working along into the small hours now, but I thought I might as well make a night of it and finish the thing up, so I rang up an hotel near the Strand.

Put me through to Mrs. Cardew, I said.

Its late, said the man at the other end.

And getting later every minute, I said. Buck along, laddie.

I waited patiently. I had missed my beauty-sleep, and my feet had frozen hard, but I was past regrets.

What is the matter? said Marys voice.

My feet are cold, I said. But I didnt call you up to tell you that particularly. Ive just been chatting with Bobbie, Mrs. Cardew.

Oh! is that Mr. Pepper?

Yes. Hes remembered it, Mrs. Cardew.

She gave a sort of scream. Ive often thought how interesting it must be to be one of those Exchange girls. The things they must hear, dont you know. Bobbies howl and gulp and Mrs. Bobbies scream and all about my feet and all that. Most interesting it must be.

Hes remembered it! she gasped. Did you tell him?

No.

Well, I hadnt.

Mr. Pepper.

Yes?

Was he — has he been — was he very worried?

I chuckled. This was where I was billed to be the life and soul of the party.

Worried! He was about the most worried man between here and Edinburgh. He has been worrying as if he was paid to do it by the nation. He has started out to worry after breakfast, and — —

Oh, well, you can never tell with women. My idea was that we should pass the rest of the night slapping each other on the back across the wire, and telling each other what bally brainy conspirators we were, dont you know, and all that. But Id got just as far as this, when she bit at me. Absolutely! I heard the snap. And then she said Oh! in that choked kind of way. And when a woman says Oh! like that, it means all the bad words shed love to say if she only knew them.

And then she began.

What brutes men are! What horrid brutes! How you could stand by and see poor dear Bobbie worrying himself into a fever, when a word from you would have put everything right, I cant — —

But — —

And you call yourself his friend! His friend! (Metallic laugh, most unpleasant.) It shows how one can be deceived. I used to think you a kind-hearted man.

But, I say, when I suggested the thing, you thought it perfectly — —

I thought it hateful, abominable.

But you said it was absolutely top — —

I said nothing of the kind. And if I did, I didnt mean it. I dont wish to be unjust, Mr. Pepper, but I must say that to me there seems to be something positively fiendish in a man who can go out of his way to separate a husband from his wife, simply in order to amuse himself by gloating over his agony — —

But —— !

When one single word would have — —

But you made me promise not to — — I bleated.

And if I did, do you suppose I didnt expect you to have the sense to break your promise?

I had finished. I had no further observations to make. I hung up the receiver, and crawled into bed.



I still see Bobbie when he comes to the club, but I do not visit the old homestead. He is friendly, but he stops short of issuing invitations. I ran across Mary at the Academy last week, and her eyes went through me like a couple of bullets through a pat of butter. And as they came out the other side, and I limped off to piece myself together again, there occurred to me the simple epitaph which, when I am no more, I intend to have inscribed on my tombstone. It was this: He was a man who acted from the best motives. There is one born every minute.


HELPING FREDDIE
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I DONT WANT to bore you, dont you know, and all that sort of rot, but I must tell you about dear old Freddie Meadowes. Im not a flier at literary style, and all that, but Ill get some writer chappie to give the thing a wash and brush up when Ive finished, so thatll be all right.

Dear old Freddie, dont you know, has been a dear old pal of mine for years and years; so when I went into the club one morning and found him sitting alone in a dark corner, staring glassily at nothing, and generally looking like the last rose of summer, you can understand I was quite disturbed about it. As a rule, the old rotter is the life and soul of our set. Quite the little lump of fun, and all that sort of thing.

Jimmy Pinkerton was with me at the time. Jimmys a fellow who writes plays — a deuced brainy sort of fellow — and between us we set to work to question the poor pop-eyed chappie, until finally we got at what the matter was.

As we might have guessed, it was a girl. He had had a quarrel with Angela West, the girl he was engaged to, and she had broken off the engagement. What the row had been about he didnt say, but apparently she was pretty well fed up. She wouldnt let him come near her, refused to talk on the phone, and sent back his letters unopened.

I was sorry for poor old Freddie. I knew what it felt like. I was once in love myself with a girl called Elizabeth Shoolbred, and the fact that she couldnt stand me at any price will be recorded in my autobiography. I knew the thing for Freddie.

Change of scene is what you want, old scout, I said. Come with me to Marvis Bay. Ive taken a cottage there. Jimmys coming down on the twenty-fourth. Well be a cosy party.

Hes absolutely right, said Jimmy. Change of scenes the thing. I knew a man. Girl refused him. Man went abroad. Two months later girl wired him, Come back. Muriel. Man started to write out a reply; suddenly found that he couldnt remember girls surname; so never answered at all.

But Freddie wouldnt be comforted. He just went on looking as if he had swallowed his last sixpence. However, I got him to promise to come to Marvis Bay with me. He said he might as well be there as anywhere.

Do you know Marvis Bay? Its in Dorsetshire. It isnt what youd call a fiercely exciting spot, but it has its good points. You spend the day there bathing and sitting on the sands, and in the evening you stroll out on the shore with the gnats. At nine oclock you rub ointment on the wounds and go to bed.

It seemed to suit poor old Freddie. Once the moon was up and the breeze sighing in the trees, you couldnt drag him from that beach with a rope. He became quite a popular pet with the gnats. Theyd hang round waiting for him to come out, and would give perfectly good strollers the miss-in-baulk just so as to be in good condition for him.

Yes, it was a peaceful sort of life, but by the end of the first week I began to wish that Jimmy Pinkerton had arranged to come down earlier: for as a companion Freddie, poor old chap, wasnt anything to write home to mother about. When he wasnt chewing a pipe and scowling at the carpet, he was sitting at the piano, playing The Rosary with one finger. He couldnt play anything except The Rosary, and he couldnt play much of that. Somewhere round about the third bar a fuse would blow out, and hed have to start all over again.

He was playing it as usual one morning when I came in from bathing.

Reggie, he said, in a hollow voice, looking up, Ive seen her.

Seen her? I said. What, Miss West?

I was down at the post office, getting the letters, and we met in the doorway. She cut me!

He started The Rosary again, and side-slipped in the second bar.

Reggie, he said, you ought never to have brought me here. I must go away.

Go away? I said. Dont talk such rot. This is the best thing that could have happened. This is where you come out strong.

She cut me.

Never mind. Be a sportsman. Have another dash at her.

She looked clean through me!

Of course she did. But dont mind that. Put this thing in my hands. Ill see you through. Now, what you want, I said, is to place her under some obligation to you. What you want is to get her timidly thanking you. What you want — —

But whats she going to thank me timidly for?

I thought for a moment.

Look out for a chance and save her from drowning, I said.

I cant swim, said Freddie.

That was Freddie all over, dont you know. A dear old chap in a thousand ways, but no help to a fellow, if you know what I mean.

He cranked up the piano once more and I sprinted for the open.

I strolled out on to the sands and began to think this thing over. There was no doubt that the brain-work had got to be done by me. Dear old Freddie had his strong qualities. He was top-hole at polo, and in happier days Ive heard him give an imitation of cats fighting in a backyard that would have surprised you. But apart from that he wasnt a man of enterprise.

Well, dont you know, I was rounding some rocks, with my brain whirring like a dynamo, when I caught sight of a blue dress, and, by Jove, it was the girl. I had never met her, but Freddie had sixteen photographs of her sprinkled round his bedroom, and I knew I couldnt be mistaken. She was sitting on the sand, helping a small, fat child build a castle. On a chair close by was an elderly lady reading a novel. I heard the girl call her aunt. So, doing the Sherlock Holmes business, I deduced that the fat child was her cousin. It struck me that if Freddie had been there he would probably have tried to work up some sentiment about the kid on the strength of it. Personally I couldnt manage it. I dont think I ever saw a child who made me feel less sentimental. He was one of those round, bulging kids.

After he had finished the castle he seemed to get bored with life, and began to whimper. The girl took him off to where a fellow was selling sweets at a stall. And I walked on.

Now, fellows, if you ask them, will tell you that Im a chump. Well, I dont mind. I admit it. I am a chump. All the Peppers have been chumps. But what I do say is that every now and then, when youd least expect it, I get a pretty hot brain-wave; and thats what happened now. I doubt if the idea that came to me then would have occurred to a single one of any dozen of the brainiest chappies you care to name.

It came to me on my return journey. I was walking back along the shore, when I saw the fat kid meditatively smacking a jelly-fish with a spade. The girl wasnt with him. In fact, there didnt seem to be any one in sight. I was just going to pass on when I got the brain-wave. I thought the whole thing out in a flash, dont you know. From what I had seen of the two, the girl was evidently fond of this kid, and, anyhow, he was her cousin, so what I said to myself was this: If I kidnap this young heavy-weight for the moment, and if, when the girl has got frightfully anxious about where he can have got to, dear old Freddie suddenly appears leading the infant by the hand and telling a story to the effect that he has found him wandering at large about the country and practically saved his life, why, the girls gratitude is bound to make her chuck hostilities and be friends again. So I gathered in the kid and made off with him. All the way home I pictured that scene of reconciliation. I could see it so vividly, dont you know, that, by George, it gave me quite a choky feeling in my throat.

Freddie, dear old chap, was rather slow at getting on to the fine points of the idea. When I appeared, carrying the kid, and dumped him down in our sitting-room, he didnt absolutely effervesce with joy, if you know what I mean. The kid had started to bellow by this time, and poor old Freddie seemed to find it rather trying.

Stop it! he said. Do you think nobodys got any troubles except you? What the deuce is all this, Reggie?

The kid came back at him with a yell that made the window rattle. I raced to the kitchen and fetched a jar of honey. It was the right stuff. The kid stopped bellowing and began to smear his face with the stuff.

Well? said Freddie, when silence had set in. I explained the idea. After a while it began to strike him.

Youre not such a fool as you look, sometimes, Reggie, he said handsomely. Im bound to say this seems pretty good.

And he disentangled the kid from the honey-jar and took him out, to scour the beach for Angela.

I dont know when Ive felt so happy. I was so fond of dear old Freddie that to know that he was soon going to be his old bright self again made me feel as if somebody had left me about a million pounds. I was leaning back in a chair on the veranda, smoking peacefully, when down the road I saw the old boy returning, and, by George, the kid was still with him. And Freddie looked as if he hadnt a friend in the world.

Hello! I said. Couldnt you find her?

Yes, I found her, he replied, with one of those bitter, hollow laughs.

Well, then —— ?

Freddie sank into a chair and groaned.

This isnt her cousin, you idiot! he said.

Hes no relation at all. Hes just a kid she happened to meet on the beach. She had never seen him before in her life.

What! Who is he, then?

I dont know. Oh, Lord, Ive had a time! Thank goodness youll probably spend the next few years of your life in Dartmoor for kidnapping. Thats my only consolation. Ill come and jeer at you through the bars.

Tell me all, old boy, I said.

It took him a good long time to tell the story, for he broke off in the middle of nearly every sentence to call me names, but I gathered gradually what had happened. She had listened like an iceberg while he told the story he had prepared, and then — well, she didnt actually call him a liar, but she gave him to understand in a general sort of way that if he and Dr. Cook ever happened to meet, and started swapping stories, it would be about the biggest duel on record. And then he had crawled away with the kid, licked to a splinter.

And mind, this is your affair, he concluded. Im not mixed up in it at all. If you want to escape your sentence, youd better go and find the kids parents and return him before the police come for you.



By Jove, you know, till I started to tramp the place with this infernal kid, I never had a notion it would have been so deuced difficult to restore a child to its anxious parents. Its a mystery to me how kidnappers ever get caught. I searched Marvis Bay like a bloodhound, but nobody came forward to claim the infant. Youd have thought, from the lack of interest in him, that he was stopping there all by himself in a cottage of his own. It wasnt till, by an inspiration, I thought to ask the sweet-stall man that I found out that his name was Medwin, and that his parents lived at a place called Ocean Rest, in Beach Road.

I shot off there like an arrow and knocked at the door. Nobody answered. I knocked again. I could hear movements inside, but nobody came. I was just going to get to work on that knocker in such a way that the idea would filter through into these peoples heads that I wasnt standing there just for the fun of the thing, when a voice from somewhere above shouted, Hi!

I looked up and saw a round, pink face, with grey whiskers east and west of it, staring down from an upper window.

Hi! it shouted again.

What the deuce do you mean by Hi? I said.

You cant come in, said the face. Hello, is that Tootles?

My name is not Tootles, and I dont want to come in, I said. Are you Mr. Medwin? Ive brought back your son.

I see him. Peep-bo, Tootles! Dadda can see oo!

The face disappeared with a jerk. I could hear voices. The face reappeared.

Hi!

I churned the gravel madly.

Do you live here? said the face.

Im staying here for a few weeks.

Whats your name?

Pepper. But — —

Pepper? Any relation to Edward Pepper, the colliery owner?

My uncle. But — —

I used to know him well. Dear old Edward Pepper! I wish I was with him now.

I wish you were, I said.

He beamed down at me.

This is most fortunate, he said. We were wondering what we were to do with Tootles. You see, we have the mumps here. My daughter Bootles has just developed mumps. Tootles must not be exposed to the risk of infection. We could not think what we were to do with him. It was most fortunate your finding him. He strayed from his nurse. I would hesitate to trust him to the care of a stranger, but you are different. Any nephew of Edward Peppers has my implicit confidence. You must take Tootles to your house. It will be an ideal arrangement. I have written to my brother in London to come and fetch him. He may be here in a few days.

May!

He is a busy man, of course; but he should certainly be here within a week. Till then Tootles can stop with you. It is an excellent plan. Very much obliged to you. Your wife will like Tootles.

I havent got a wife, I yelled; but the window had closed with a bang, as if the man with the whiskers had found a germ trying to escape, dont you know, and had headed it off just in time.

I breathed a deep breath and wiped my forehead.

The window flew up again.

Hi!

A package weighing about a ton hit me on the head and burst like a bomb.

Did you catch it? said the face, reappearing. Dear me, you missed it! Never mind. You can get it at the grocers. Ask for Baileys Granulated Breakfast Chips. Tootles takes them for breakfast with a little milk. Be certain to get Baileys.

My spirit was broken, if you know what I mean. I accepted the situation. Taking Tootles by the hand, I walked slowly away. Napoleons retreat from Moscow was a picnic by the side of it.

As we turned up the road we met Freddies Angela.

The sight of her had a marked effect on the kid Tootles. He pointed at her and said, Wah!

The girl stopped and smiled. I loosed the kid, and he ran to her.

Well, baby? she said, bending down to him. So father found you again, did he? Your little son and I made friends on the beach this morning, she said to me.

This was the limit. Coming on top of that interview with the whiskered lunatic it so utterly unnerved me, dont you know, that she had nodded good-bye and was half-way down the road before I caught up with my breath enough to deny the charge of being the infants father.

I hadnt expected dear old Freddie to sing with joy when he found out what had happened, but I did think he might have shown a little more manly fortitude. He leaped up, glared at the kid, and clutched his head. He didnt speak for a long time, but, on the other hand, when he began he did not leave off for a long time. He was quite emotional, dear old boy. It beat me where he could have picked up such expressions.

Well, he said, when he had finished, say something! Heavens! man, why dont you say something?

You dont give me a chance, old top, I said soothingly.

What are you going to do about it?

What can we do about it?

We cant spend our time acting as nurses to this — this exhibit.

He got up.

Im going back to London, he said.

Freddie! I cried. Freddie, old man! My voice shook. Would you desert a pal at a time like this?

I would. This is your business, and youve got to manage it.

Freddie, I said, youve got to stand by me. You must. Do you realize that this child has to be undressed, and bathed, and dressed again? You wouldnt leave me to do all that single-handed? Freddie, old scout, we were at school together. Your mother likes me. You owe me a tenner.

He sat down again.

Oh, well, he said resignedly.

Besides, old top, I said, I did it all for your sake, dont you know?

He looked at me in a curious way.

Reggie, he said, in a strained voice, one moment. Ill stand a good deal, but I wont stand for being expected to be grateful.

Looking back at it, I see that what saved me from Colney Hatch in that crisis was my bright idea of buying up most of the contents of the local sweet-shop. By serving out sweets to the kid practically incessantly we managed to get through the rest of that day pretty satisfactorily. At eight oclock he fell asleep in a chair, and, having undressed him by unbuttoning every button in sight and, where there were no buttons, pulling till something gave, we carried him up to bed.

Freddie stood looking at the pile of clothes on the floor and I knew what he was thinking. To get the kid undressed had been simple — a mere matter of muscle. But how were we to get him into his clothes again? I stirred the pile with my foot. There was a long linen arrangement which might have been anything. Also a strip of pink flannel which was like nothing on earth. We looked at each other and smiled wanly.

But in the morning I remembered that there were children at the next bungalow but one. We went there before breakfast and borrowed their nurse. Women are wonderful, by George they are! She had that kid dressed and looking fit for anything in about eight minutes. I showered wealth on her, and she promised to come in morning and evening. I sat down to breakfast almost cheerful again. It was the first bit of silver lining there had been to the cloud up to date.

And after all, I said, theres lots to be said for having a child about the house, if you know what I mean. Kind of cosy and domestic — what!

Just then the kid upset the milk over Freddies trousers, and when he had come back after changing his clothes he began to talk about what a much-maligned man King Herod was. The more he saw of Tootles, he said, the less he wondered at those impulsive views of his on infanticide.

Two days later Jimmy Pinkerton came down. Jimmy took one look at the kid, who happened to be howling at the moment, and picked up his portmanteau.

For me, he said, the hotel. I cant write dialogue with that sort of thing going on. Whose work is this? Which of you adopted this little treasure?

I told him about Mr. Medwin and the mumps. Jimmy seemed interested.

I might work this up for the stage, he said. It wouldnt make a bad situation for act two of a farce.

Farce! snarled poor old Freddie.

Rather. Curtain of act one on hero, a well-meaning, half-baked sort of idiot just like — that is to say, a well-meaning, half-baked sort of idiot, kidnapping the child. Second act, his adventures with it. Ill rough it out to-night. Come along and show me the hotel, Reggie.

As we went I told him the rest of the story — the Angela part. He laid down his portmanteau and looked at me like an owl through his glasses.

What! he said. Why, hang it, this is a play, ready-made. Its the old Tiny Hand business. Always safe stuff. Parted lovers. Lisping child. Reconciliation over the little cradle. Its big. Child, centre. Girl L.C.; Freddie, up stage, by the piano. Can Freddie play the piano?

He can play a little of The Rosary with one finger.

Jimmy shook his head.

No; we shall have to cut out the soft music. But the rests all right. Look here. He squatted in the sand. This stone is the girl. This bit of seaweeds the child. This nutshell is Freddie. Dialogue leading up to childs line. Child speaks like, Boofer lady, does oo love dadda? Business of outstretched hands. Hold picture for a moment. Freddie crosses L., takes girls hand. Business of swallowing lump in throat. Then big speech. Ah, Marie, or whatever her name is — Jane — Agnes — Angela? Very well. Ah, Angela, has not this gone on too long? A little child rebukes us! Angela! And so on. Freddie must work up his own part. Im just giving you the general outline. And we must get a good line for the child. Boofer lady, does oo love dadda? isnt definite enough. We want something more — ah! Kiss Freddie, thats it. Short, crisp, and has the punch.

But, Jimmy, old top, I said, the only objection is, dont you know, that theres no way of getting the girl to the cottage. She cuts Freddie. She wouldnt come within a mile of him.

Jimmy frowned.

Thats awkward, he said. Well, we shall have to make it an exterior set instead of an interior. We can easily corner her on the beach somewhere, when were ready. Meanwhile, we must get the kid letter-perfect. First rehearsal for lines and business eleven sharp to-morrow.

Poor old Freddie was in such a gloomy state of mind that we decided not to tell him the idea till we had finished coaching the kid. He wasnt in the mood to have a thing like that hanging over him. So we concentrated on Tootles. And pretty early in the proceedings we saw that the only way to get Tootles worked up to the spirit of the thing was to introduce sweets of some sort as a sub-motive, so to speak.

The chief difficulty, said Jimmy Pinkerton at the end of the first rehearsal, is to establish a connection in the kids mind between his line and the sweets. Once he has grasped the basic fact that those two words, clearly spoken, result automatically in acid-drops, we have got a success.

Ive often thought, dont you know, how interesting it must be to be one of those animal-trainer Johnnies: to stimulate the dawning intelligence, and that sort of thing. Well, this was every bit as exciting. Some days success seemed to be staring us in the eye, and the kid got the line out as if hed been an old professional. And then hed go all to pieces again. And time was flying.

We must hurry up, Jimmy, I said. The kids uncle may arrive any day now and take him away.

And we havent an understudy, said Jimmy. Theres something in that. We must work! My goodness, that kids a bad study. Ive known deaf-mutes who would have learned the part quicker.

I will say this for the kid, though: he was a trier. Failure didnt discourage him. Whenever there was any kind of sweet near he had a dash at his line, and kept on saying something till he got what he was after. His only fault was his uncertainty. Personally, I would have been prepared to risk it, and start the performance at the first opportunity, but Jimmy said no.

Were not nearly ready, said Jimmy. To-day, for instance, he said Kick Freddie. Thats not going to win any girls heart. And she might do it, too. No; we must postpone production awhile yet.

But, by George, we didnt. The curtain went up the very next afternoon.

It was nobodys fault — certainly not mine. It was just Fate. Freddie had settled down at the piano, and I was leading the kid out of the house to exercise it, when, just as wed got out to the veranda, along came the girl Angela on her way to the beach. The kid set up his usual yell at the sight of her, and she stopped at the foot of the steps.

Hello, baby! she said. Good morning, she said to me. May I come up?

She didnt wait for an answer. She just came. She seemed to be that sort of girl. She came up on the veranda and started fussing over the kid. And six feet away, mind you, Freddie smiting the piano in the sitting-room. It was a dash disturbing situation, dont you know. At any minute Freddie might take it into his head to come out on to the veranda, and we hadnt even begun to rehearse him in his part.

I tried to break up the scene.

We were just going down to the beach, I said.

Yes? said the girl. She listened for a moment. So youre having your piano tuned? she said. My aunt has been trying to find a tuner for ours. Do you mind if I go in and tell this man to come on to us when hes finished here?

Er — not yet! I said. Not yet, if you dont mind. He cant bear to be disturbed when hes working. Its the artistic temperament. Ill tell him later.

Very well, she said, getting up to go. Ask him to call at Pine Bungalow. West is the name. Oh, he seems to have stopped. I suppose he will be out in a minute now. Ill wait.

Dont you think — shouldnt we be going on to the beach? I said.

She had started talking to the kid and didnt hear. She was feeling in her pocket for something.

The beach, I babbled.

See what Ive brought for you, baby, she said. And, by George, dont you know, she held up in front of the kids bulging eyes a chunk of toffee about the size of the Automobile Club.

That finished it. We had just been having a long rehearsal, and the kid was all worked up in his part. He got it right first time.

Kiss Fweddie! he shouted.

And the front door opened, and Freddie came out on to the veranda, for all the world as if he had been taking a cue.

He looked at the girl, and the girl looked at him. I looked at the ground, and the kid looked at the toffee.

Kiss Fweddie! he yelled. Kiss Fweddie!

The girl was still holding up the toffee, and the kid did what Jimmy Pinkerton would have called business of outstretched hands towards it.

Kiss Fweddie! he shrieked.

What does this mean? said the girl, turning to me.

Youd better give it to him, dont you know, I said. Hell go on till you do.

She gave the kid his toffee, and he subsided. Poor old Freddie still stood there gaping, without a word.

What does it mean? said the girl again. Her face was pink, and her eyes were sparkling in the sort of way, dont you know, that makes a fellow feel as if he hadnt any bones in him, if you know what I mean. Did you ever tread on your partners dress at a dance and tear it, and see her smile at you like an angel and say: Please dont apologize. Its nothing, and then suddenly meet her clear blue eyes and feel as if you had stepped on the teeth of a rake and had the handle jump up and hit you in the face? Well, thats how Freddies Angela looked.

Well? she said, and her teeth gave a little click.

I gulped. Then I said it was nothing. Then I said it was nothing much. Then I said, Oh, well, it was this way. And, after a few brief remarks about Jimmy Pinkerton, I told her all about it. And all the while Idiot Freddie stood there gaping, without a word.

And the girl didnt speak, either. She just stood listening.

And then she began to laugh. I never heard a girl laugh so much. She leaned against the side of the veranda and shrieked. And all the while Freddie, the Worlds Champion Chump, stood there, saying nothing.

Well I sidled towards the steps. I had said all I had to say, and it seemed to me that about here the stage-direction exit was written in my part. I gave poor old Freddie up in despair. If only he had said a word, it might have been all right. But there he stood, speechless. What can a fellow do with a fellow like that?

Just out of sight of the house I met Jimmy Pinkerton.

Hello, Reggie! he said. I was just coming to you. Wheres the kid? We must have a big rehearsal to-day.

No good, I said sadly. Its all over. The things finished. Poor dear old Freddie has made an ass of himself and killed the whole show.

Tell me, said Jimmy.

I told him.

Fluffed in his lines, did he? said Jimmy, nodding thoughtfully. Its always the way with these amateurs. We must go back at once. Things look bad, but it may not be too late, he said as we started. Even now a few well-chosen words from a man of the world, and — —

Great Scot! I cried. Look!

In front of the cottage stood six children, a nurse, and the fellow from the grocers staring. From the windows of the houses opposite projected about four hundred heads of both sexes, staring. Down the road came galloping five more children, a dog, three men, and a boy, about to stare. And on our porch, as unconscious of the spectators as if they had been alone in the Sahara, stood Freddie and Angela, clasped in each others arms.



Dear old Freddie may have been fluffy in his lines, but, by George, his business had certainly gone with a bang!


RALLYING ROUND OLD GEORGE
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I THINK ONE of the rummiest affairs I was ever mixed up with, in the course of a lifetime devoted to butting into other peoples business, was that affair of George Lattaker at Monte Carlo. I wouldnt bore you, dont you know, for the world, but I think you ought to hear about it.

We had come to Monte Carlo on the yacht Circe, belonging to an old sportsman of the name of Marshall. Among those present were myself, my man Voules, a Mrs. Vanderley, her daughter Stella, Mrs. Vanderleys maid Pilbeam and George.

George was a dear old pal of mine. In fact, it was I who had worked him into the party. You see, George was due to meet his Uncle Augustus, who was scheduled, George having just reached his twenty-fifth birthday, to hand over to him a legacy left by one of Georges aunts, for which he had been trustee. The aunt had died when George was quite a kid. It was a date that George had been looking forward to; for, though he had a sort of income — an income, after-all, is only an income, whereas a chunk of o goblins is a pile. Georges uncle was in Monte Carlo, and had written George that he would come to London and unbelt; but it struck me that a far better plan was for George to go to his uncle at Monte Carlo instead. Kill two birds with one stone, dont you know. Fix up his affairs and have a pleasant holiday simultaneously. So George had tagged along, and at the time when the trouble started we were anchored in Monaco Harbour, and Uncle Augustus was due next day.



Looking back, I may say that, so far as I was mixed up in it, the thing began at seven oclock in the morning, when I was aroused from a dreamless sleep by the dickens of a scrap in progress outside my state-room door. The chief ingredients were a female voice that sobbed and said: Oh, Harold! and a male voice raised in anger, as they say, which after considerable difficulty, I identified as Vouless. I hardly recognized it. In his official capacity Voules talks exactly like youd expect a statue to talk, if it could. In private, however, he evidently relaxed to some extent, and to have that sort of thing going on in my midst at that hour was too much for me.

Voules! I yelled.

Spion Kop ceased with a jerk. There was silence, then sobs diminishing in the distance, and finally a tap at the door. Voules entered with that impressive, my-lord-the-carriage-waits look which is what I pay him for. You wouldnt have believed he had a drop of any sort of emotion in him.

Voules, I said, are you under the delusion that Im going to be Queen of the May? Youve called me early all right. Its only just seven.

I understood you to summon me, sir.

I summoned you to find out why you were making that infernal noise outside.

I owe you an apology, sir. I am afraid that in the heat of the moment I raised my voice.

Its a wonder you didnt raise the roof. Who was that with you?

Miss Pilbeam, sir; Mrs. Vanderleys maid.

What was all the trouble about?

I was breaking our engagement, sir.

I couldnt help gaping. Somehow one didnt associate Voules with engagements. Then it struck me that Id no right to butt in on his secret sorrows, so I switched the conversation.

I think Ill get up, I said.

Yes, sir.

I cant wait to breakfast with the rest. Can you get me some right away?

Yes, sir.

So I had a solitary breakfast and went up on deck to smoke. It was a lovely morning. Blue sea, gleaming Casino, cloudless sky, and all the rest of the hippodrome. Presently the others began to trickle up. Stella Vanderley was one of the first. I thought she looked a bit pale and tired. She said she hadnt slept well. That accounted for it. Unless you get your eight hours, where are you?

Seen George? I asked.

I couldnt help thinking the name seemed to freeze her a bit. Which was queer, because all the voyage she and George had been particularly close pals. In fact, at any moment I expected George to come to me and slip his little hand in mine, and whisper: Ive done it, old scout; she loves muh!

I have not seen Mr. Lattaker, she said.

I didnt pursue the subject. Georges stock was apparently low that a.m.

The next item in the days programme occurred a few minutes later when the morning papers arrived.

Mrs. Vanderley opened hers and gave a scream.

The poor, dear Prince! she said.

What a shocking thing! said old Marshall.

I knew him in Vienna, said Mrs. Vanderley. He waltzed divinely.

Then I got at mine and saw what they were talking about. The paper was full of it. It seemed that late the night before His Serene Highness the Prince of Saxburg-Leignitz (I always wonder why they call these chaps Serene) had been murderously assaulted in a dark street on his way back from the Casino to his yacht. Apparently he had developed the habit of going about without an escort, and some rough-neck, taking advantage of this, had laid for him and slugged him with considerable vim. The Prince had been found lying pretty well beaten up and insensible in the street by a passing pedestrian, and had been taken back to his yacht, where he still lay unconscious.

This is going to do somebody no good, I said. What do you get for slugging a Serene Highness? I wonder if theyll catch the fellow?

Later, read old Marshall, the pedestrian who discovered His Serene Highness proves to have been Mr. Denman Sturgis, the eminent private investigator. Mr. Sturgis has offered his services to the police, and is understood to be in possession of a most important clue. Thats the fellow who had charge of that kidnapping case in Chicago. If anyone can catch the man, he can.

About five minutes later, just as the rest of them were going to move off to breakfast, a boat hailed us and came alongside. A tall, thin man came up the gangway. He looked round the group, and fixed on old Marshall as the probable owner of the yacht.

Good morning, he said. I believe you have a Mr. Lattaker on board — Mr. George Lattaker?

Yes, said Marshall. Hes down below. Want to see him? Whom shall I say?

He would not know my name. I should like to see him for a moment on somewhat urgent business.

Take a seat. Hell be up in a moment. Reggie, my boy, go and hurry him up.

I went down to Georges state-room.

George, old man! I shouted.

No answer. I opened the door and went in. The room was empty. Whats more, the bunk hadnt been slept in. I dont know when Ive been more surprised. I went on deck.

He isnt there, I said.

Not there! said old Marshall. Where is he, then? Perhaps hes gone for a stroll ashore. But hell be back soon for breakfast. Youd better wait for him. Have you breakfasted? No? Then will you join us?

The man said he would, and just then the gong went and they trooped down, leaving me alone on deck.

I sat smoking and thinking, and then smoking a bit more, when I thought I heard somebody call my name in a sort of hoarse whisper. I looked over my shoulder, and, by Jove, there at the top of the gangway in evening dress, dusty to the eyebrows and without a hat, was dear old George.

Great Scot! I cried.

Sh! he whispered. Anyone about?

Theyre all down at breakfast.

He gave a sigh of relief, sank into my chair, and closed his eyes. I regarded him with pity. The poor old boy looked a wreck.

I say! I said, touching him on the shoulder.

He leaped out of the chair with a smothered yell.

Did you do that? What did you do it for? Whats the sense of it? How do you suppose you can ever make yourself popular if you go about touching people on the shoulder? My nerves are sticking a yard out of my body this morning, Reggie!

Yes, old boy?

I did a murder last night.

What?

Its the sort of thing that might happen to anybody. Directly Stella Vanderley broke off our engagement I — —

Broke off your engagement? How long were you engaged?

About two minutes. It may have been less. I hadnt a stop-watch. I proposed to her at ten last night in the saloon. She accepted me. I was just going to kiss her when we heard someone coming. I went out. Coming along the corridor was that infernal whats-her-name — Mrs. Vanderleys maid — Pilbeam. Have you ever been accepted by the girl you love, Reggie?

Never. Ive been refused dozens — —

Then you wont understand how I felt. I was off my head with joy. I hardly knew what I was doing. I just felt I had to kiss the nearest thing handy. I couldnt wait. It might have been the ships cat. It wasnt. It was Pilbeam.

You kissed her?

I kissed her. And just at that moment the door of the saloon opened and out came Stella.

Great Scott!

Exactly what I said. It flashed across me that to Stella, dear girl, not knowing the circumstances, the thing might seem a little odd. It did. She broke off the engagement, and I got out the dinghy and rowed off. I was mad. I didnt care what became of me. I simply wanted to forget. I went ashore. I — Its just on the cards that I may have drowned my sorrows a bit. Anyhow, I dont remember a thing, except that I can recollect having the deuce of a scrap with somebody in a dark street and somebody falling, and myself falling, and myself legging it for all I was worth. I woke up this morning in the Casino gardens. Ive lost my hat.

I dived for the paper.

Read, I said. Its all there.

He read.

Good heavens! he said.

You didnt do a thing to His Serene Nibs, did you?

Reggie, this is awful.

Cheer up. They say hell recover.

That doesnt matter.

It does to him.

He read the paper again.

It says theyve a clue.

They always say that.

But — My hat!

Eh?

My hat. I must have dropped it during the scrap. This man, Denman Sturgis, must have found it. It had my name in it!

George, I said, you mustnt waste time. Oh!

He jumped a foot in the air.

Dont do it! he said, irritably. Dont bark like that. Whats the matter?

The man!

What man?

A tall, thin man with an eye like a gimlet. He arrived just before you did. Hes down in the saloon now, having breakfast. He said he wanted to see you on business, and wouldnt give his name. I didnt like the look of him from the first. Its this fellow Sturgis. It must be.

No!

I feel it. Im sure of it.

Had he a hat?

Of course he had a hat.

Fool! I mean mine. Was he carrying a hat?

By Jove, he was carrying a parcel. George, old scout, you must get a move on. You must light out if you want to spend the rest of your life out of prison. Slugging a Serene Highness is lèse-majesté. Its worse than hitting a policeman. You havent got a moment to waste.

But I havent any money. Reggie, old man, lend me a tenner or something. I must get over the frontier into Italy at once. Ill wire my uncle to meet me in — —

Look out, I cried; theres someone coming!

He dived out of sight just as Voules came up the companion-way, carrying a letter on a tray.

Whats the matter! I said. What do you want?

I beg your pardon, sir. I thought I heard Mr. Lattakers voice. A letter has arrived for him.

He isnt here.

No, sir. Shall I remove the letter?

No; give it to me. Ill give it to him when he comes.

Very good, sir.

Oh, Voules! Are they all still at breakfast? The gentleman who came to see Mr. Lattaker? Still hard at it?

He is at present occupied with a kippered herring, sir.

Ah! Thats all, Voules.

Thank you, sir.

He retired. I called to George, and he came out.

Who was it?

Only Voules. He brought a letter for you. Theyre all at breakfast still. The sleuths eating kippers.

Thatll hold him for a bit. Full of bones. He began to read his letter. He gave a kind of grunt of surprise at the first paragraph.

Well, Im hanged! he said, as he finished.

Reggie, this is a queer thing.

Whats that?

He handed me the letter, and directly I started in on it I saw why he had grunted. This is how it ran:

My dear George — I shall be seeing you to-morrow, I hope; but I think it is better, before we meet, to prepare you for a curious situation that has arisen in connection with the legacy which your father inherited from your Aunt Emily, and which you are expecting me, as trustee, to hand over to you, now that you have reached your twenty-fifth birthday. You have doubtless heard your father speak of your twin-brother Alfred, who was lost or kidnapped — which, was never ascertained — when you were both babies. When no news was received of him for so many years, it was supposed that he was dead. Yesterday, however, I received a letter purporting that he had been living all this time in Buenos Ayres as the adopted son of a wealthy South American, and has only recently discovered his identity. He states that he is on his way to meet me, and will arrive any day now. Of course, like other claimants, he may prove to be an impostor, but meanwhile his intervention will, I fear, cause a certain delay before I can hand over your money to you. It will be necessary to go into a thorough examination of credentials, etc., and this will take some time. But I will go fully into the matter with you when we meet. — Your affectionate uncle,

AUGUSTUS ARBUTT.

I read it through twice, and the second time I had one of those ideas I do sometimes get, though admittedly a chump of the premier class. I have seldom had such a thoroughly corking brain-wave.

Why, old top, I said, this lets you out.

Lets me out of half the darned money, if thats what you mean. If this chaps not an imposter — and theres no earthly reason to suppose he is, though Ive never heard my father say a word about him — we shall have to split the money. Aunt Emilys will left the money to my father, or, failing him, his offspring. I thought that meant me, but apparently there are a crowd of us. I call it rotten work, springing unexpected offspring on a fellow at the eleventh hour like this.

Why, you chump, I said, its going to save you. This lets you out of your spectacular dash across the frontier. All youve got to do is to stay here and be your brother Alfred. It came to me in a flash.

He looked at me in a kind of dazed way.

You ought to be in some sort of a home, Reggie.

Ass! I cried. Dont you understand? Have you ever heard of twin-brothers who werent exactly alike? Whos to say you arent Alfred if you swear you are? Your uncle will be there to back you up that you have a brother Alfred.

And Alfred will be there to call me a liar.

He wont. Its not as if you had to keep it up for the rest of your life. Its only for an hour or two, till we can get this detective off the yacht. We sail for England to-morrow morning.

At last the thing seemed to sink into him. His face brightened.

Why, I really do believe it would work, he said.

Of course it would work. If they want proof, show them your mole. Ill swear George hadnt one.

And as Alfred I should get a chance of talking to Stella and making things all right for George. Reggie, old top, youre a genius.

No, no.

You are.

Well, its only sometimes. I cant keep it up.

And just then there was a gentle cough behind us. We spun round.

What the devil are you doing here, Voules, I said.

I beg your pardon, sir. I have heard all.

I looked at George. George looked at me.

Voules is all right, I said. Decent Voules! Voules wouldnt give us away, would you, Voules?

Yes, sir.

You would?

Yes, sir.

But, Voules, old man, I said, be sensible. What would you gain by it?

Financially, sir, nothing.

Whereas, by keeping quiet — I tapped him on the chest— by holding your tongue, Voules, by saying nothing about it to anybody, Voules, old fellow, you might gain a considerable sum.

Am I to understand, sir, that, because you are rich and I am poor, you think that you can buy my self-respect?

Oh, come! I said.

How much? said Voules.

So we switched to terms. You wouldnt believe the way the man haggled. Youd have thought a decent, faithful servant would have been delighted to oblige one in a little matter like that for a fiver. But not Voules. By no means. It was a hundred down, and the promise of another hundred when we had got safely away, before he was satisfied. But we fixed it up at last, and poor old George got down to his state-room and changed his clothes.

Hed hardly gone when the breakfast-party came on deck.

Did you meet him? I asked.

Meet whom? said old Marshall.

Georges twin-brother Alfred.

I didnt know George had a brother.

Nor did he till yesterday. Its a long story. He was kidnapped in infancy, and everyone thought he was dead. George had a letter from his uncle about him yesterday. I shouldnt wonder if thats where George has gone, to see his uncle and find out about it. In the meantime, Alfred has arrived. Hes down in Georges state-room now, having a brush-up. Itll amaze you, the likeness between them. Youll think it is George at first. Look! Here he comes.

And up came George, brushed and clean, in an ordinary yachting suit.

They were rattled. There was no doubt about that. They stood looking at him, as if they thought there was a catch somewhere, but werent quite certain where it was. I introduced him, and still they looked doubtful.

Mr. Pepper tells me my brother is not on board, said George.

Its an amazing likeness, said old Marshall.

Is my brother like me? asked George amiably.

No one could tell you apart, I said.

I suppose twins always are alike, said George. But if it ever came to a question of identification, there would be one way of distinguishing us. Do you know George well, Mr. Pepper?

Hes a dear old pal of mine.

Youve been swimming with him perhaps?

Every day last August.

Well, then, you would have noticed it if he had had a mole like this on the back of his neck, wouldnt you? He turned his back and stooped and showed the mole. His collar hid it at ordinary times. I had seen it often when we were bathing together.

Has George a mole like that? he asked.

No, I said. Oh, no.

You would have noticed it if he had?

Yes, I said. Oh, yes.

Im glad of that, said George. It would be a nuisance not to be able to prove ones own identity.

That seemed to satisfy them all. They couldnt get away from it. It seemed to me that from now on the thing was a walk-over. And I think George felt the same, for, when old Marshall asked him if he had had breakfast, he said he had not, went below, and pitched in as if he hadnt a care in the world.

Everything went right till lunch-time. George sat in the shade on the foredeck talking to Stella most of the time. When the gong went and the rest had started to go below, he drew me back. He was beaming.

Its all right, he said. What did I tell you?

What did you tell me?

Why, about Stella. Didnt I say that Alfred would fix things for George? I told her she looked worried, and got her to tell me what the trouble was. And then — —

You must have shown a flash of speed if you got her to confide in you after knowing you for about two hours.

Perhaps I did, said George modestly, I had no notion, till I became him, what a persuasive sort of chap my brother Alfred was. Anyway, she told me all about it, and I started in to show her that George was a pretty good sort of fellow on the whole, who oughtnt to be turned down for what was evidently merely temporary insanity. She saw my point.

And its all right?

Absolutely, if only we can produce George. How much longer does that infernal sleuth intend to stay here? He seems to have taken root.

I fancy he thinks that youre bound to come back sooner or later, and is waiting for you.

Hes an absolute nuisance, said George.

We were moving towards the companion way, to go below for lunch, when a boat hailed us. We went to the side and looked over.

Its my uncle, said George.

A stout man came up the gangway.

Halloa, George! he said. Get my letter?

I think you are mistaking me for my brother, said George. My name is Alfred Lattaker.

Whats that?

I am Georges brother Alfred. Are you my Uncle Augustus?

The stout man stared at him.

Youre very like George, he said.

So everyone tells me.

And youre really Alfred?

I am.

Id like to talk business with you for a moment.

He cocked his eye at me. I sidled off and went below.

At the foot of the companion-steps I met Voules.

I beg your pardon, sir, said Voules. If it would be convenient I should be glad to have the afternoon off.

Im bound to say I rather liked his manner. Absolutely normal. Not a trace of the fellow-conspirator about it. I gave him the afternoon off.

I had lunch — George didnt show up — and as I was going out I was waylaid by the girl Pilbeam. She had been crying.

I beg your pardon, sir, but did Mr. Voules ask you for the afternoon?

I didnt see what business if was of hers, but she seemed all worked up about it, so I told her.

Yes, I have given him the afternoon off.

She broke down — absolutely collapsed. Devilish unpleasant it was. Im hopeless in a situation like this. After Id said, There, there! which didnt seem to help much, I hadnt any remarks to make.

He s-said he was going to the tables to gamble away all his savings and then shoot himself, because he had nothing left to live for.

I suddenly remembered the scrap in the small hours outside my state-room door. I hate mysteries. I meant to get to the bottom of this. I couldnt have a really first-class valet like Voules going about the place shooting himself up. Evidently the girl Pilbeam was at the bottom of the thing. I questioned her. She sobbed.

I questioned her more. I was firm. And eventually she yielded up the facts. Voules had seen George kiss her the night before; that was the trouble.

Things began to piece themselves together. I went up to interview George. There was going to be another job for persuasive Alfred. Vouless mind had got to be eased as Stellas had been. I couldnt afford to lose a fellow with his genius for preserving a trouser-crease.

I found George on the foredeck. What is it Shakespeare or somebody says about some fellows face being sicklied oer with the pale cast of care? Georges was like that. He looked green.

Finished with your uncle? I said.

He grinned a ghostly grin.

There isnt any uncle, he said. There isnt any Alfred. And there isnt any money.

Explain yourself, old top, I said.

It wont take long. The old crook has spent every penny of the trust money. Hes been at it for years, ever since I was a kid. When the time came to cough up, and I was due to see that he did it, he went to the tables in the hope of a run of luck, and lost the last remnant of the stuff. He had to find a way of holding me for a while and postponing the squaring of accounts while he got away, and he invented this twin-brother business. He knew I should find out sooner or later, but meanwhile he would be able to get off to South America, which he has done. Hes on his way now.

You let him go?

What could I do? I cant afford to make a fuss with that man Sturgis around. I cant prove theres no Alfred when my only chance of avoiding prison is to be Alfred.

Well, youve made things right for yourself with Stella Vanderley, anyway, I said, to cheer him up.

Whats the good of that now? Ive hardly any money and no prospects. How can I marry her?

I pondered.

It looks to me, old top, I said at last, as if things were in a bit of a mess.

Youve guessed it, said poor old George.

I spent the afternoon musing on Life. If you come to think of it, what a queer thing Life is! So unlike anything else, dont you know, if you see what I mean. At any moment you may be strolling peacefully along, and all the time Lifes waiting around the corner to fetch you one. You cant tell when you may be going to get it. Its all dashed puzzling. Here was poor old George, as well-meaning a fellow as ever stepped, getting swatted all over the ring by the hand of Fate. Why? Thats what I asked myself. Just Life, dont you know. Thats all there was about it.

It was close on six oclock when our third visitor of the day arrived. We were sitting on the afterdeck in the cool of the evening — old Marshall, Denman Sturgis, Mrs. Vanderley, Stella, George, and I — when he came up. We had been talking of George, and old Marshall was suggesting the advisability of sending out search-parties. He was worried. So was Stella Vanderley. So, for that matter, were George and I, only not for the same reason.

We were just arguing the thing out when the visitor appeared. He was a well-built, stiff sort of fellow. He spoke with a German accent.

Mr. Marshall? he said. I am Count Fritz von Cöslin, equerry to His Serene Highness — he clicked his heels together and saluted— the Prince of Saxburg-Leignitz.

Mrs. Vanderley jumped up.

Why, Count, she said, what ages since we met in Vienna! You remember?

Could I ever forget? And the charming Miss Stella, she is well, I suppose not?

Stella, you remember Count Fritz?

Stella shook hands with him.

And how is the poor, dear Prince? asked Mrs. Vanderley. What a terrible thing to have happened!

I rejoice to say that my high-born master is better. He has regained consciousness and is sitting up and taking nourishment.

Thats good, said old Marshall.

In a spoon only, sighed the Count. Mr. Marshall, with your permission I should like a word with Mr. Sturgis.

Mr. Who?

The gimlet-eyed sportsman came forward.

I am Denman Sturgis, at your service.

The deuce you are! What are you doing here?

Mr. Sturgis, explained the Count, graciously volunteered his services — —

I know. But whats he doing here?

I am waiting for Mr. George Lattaker, Mr. Marshall.

Eh?

You have not found him? asked the Count anxiously.

Not yet, Count; but I hope to do so shortly. I know what he looks like now. This gentleman is his twin-brother. They are doubles.

You are sure this gentleman is not Mr. George Lattaker?

George put his foot down firmly on the suggestion.

Dont go mixing me up with my brother, he said. I am Alfred. You can tell me by my mole.

He exhibited the mole. He was taking no risks.

The Count clicked his tongue regretfully.

I am sorry, he said.

George didnt offer to console him,

Dont worry, said Sturgis. He wont escape me. I shall find him.

Do, Mr. Sturgis, do. And quickly. Find swiftly that noble young man.

What? shouted George.

That noble young man, George Lattaker, who, at the risk of his life, saved my high-born master from the assassin.

George sat down suddenly.

I dont understand, he said feebly.

We were wrong, Mr. Sturgis, went on the Count. We leaped to the conclusion — was it not so? — that the owner of the hat you found was also the assailant of my high-born master. We were wrong. I have heard the story from His Serene Highnesss own lips. He was passing down a dark street when a ruffian in a mask sprang out upon him. Doubtless he had been followed from the Casino, where he had been winning heavily. My high-born master was taken by surprise. He was felled. But before he lost consciousness he perceived a young man in evening dress, wearing the hat you found, running swiftly towards him. The hero engaged the assassin in combat, and my high-born master remembers no more. His Serene Highness asks repeatedly, Where is my brave preserver? His gratitude is princely. He seeks for this young man to reward him. Ah, you should be proud of your brother, sir!

Thanks, said George limply.

And you, Mr. Sturgis, you must redouble your efforts. You must search the land; you must scour the sea to find George Lattaker.

He neednt take all that trouble, said a voice from the gangway.

It was Voules. His face was flushed, his hat was on the back of his head, and he was smoking a fat cigar.

Ill tell you where to find George Lattaker! he shouted.

He glared at George, who was staring at him.

Yes, look at me, he yelled. Look at me. You wont be the first this afternoon whos stared at the mysterious stranger who won for two hours without a break. Ill be even with you now, Mr. Blooming Lattaker. Ill learn you to break a poor mans heart. Mr. Marshall and gents, this morning I was on deck, and I overeard im plotting to put up a game on you. Theyd spotted that gent there as a detective, and they arranged that blooming Lattaker was to pass himself off as his own twin-brother. And if you wanted proof, blooming Pepper tells him to show them his mole and hed swear George hadnt one. Those were his very words. That man there is George Lattaker, Hesquire, and let him deny it if he can.

George got up.

I havent the least desire to deny it, Voules.

Mr. Voules, if you please.

Its true, said George, turning to the Count. The fact is, I had rather a foggy recollection of what happened last night. I only remembered knocking some one down, and, like you, I jumped to the conclusion that I must have assaulted His Serene Highness.

Then you are really George Lattaker? asked the Count.

I am.

Ere, what does all this mean? demanded Voules.

Merely that I saved the life of His Serene Highness the Prince of Saxburg-Leignitz, Mr. Voules.

Its a swindle! began Voules, when there was a sudden rush and the girl Pilbeam cannoned into the crowd, sending me into old Marshalls chair, and flung herself into the arms of Voules.

Oh, Harold! she cried. I thought you were dead. I thought youd shot yourself.

He sort of braced himself together to fling her off, and then he seemed to think better of it and fell into the clinch.

It was all dashed romantic, dont you know, but there are limits.

Voules, youre sacked, I said.

Who cares? he said. Think I was going to stop on now Im a gentleman of property? Come along, Emma, my dear. Give a months notice and get your at, and Ill take you to dinner at Ciros.

And you, Mr. Lattaker, said the Count, may I conduct you to the presence of my high-born master? He wishes to show his gratitude to his preserver.

You may, said George. May I have my hat, Mr. Sturgis?

Theres just one bit more. After dinner that night I came up for a smoke, and, strolling on to the foredeck, almost bumped into George and Stella. They seemed to be having an argument.

Im not sure, she was saying, that I believe that a man can be so happy that he wants to kiss the nearest thing in sight, as you put it.

Dont you? said George. Well, as it happens, Im feeling just that way now.

I coughed and he turned round.

Halloa, Reggie! he said.

Halloa, George! I said. Lovely night.

Beautiful, said Stella.

The moon, I said.

Ripping, said George.

Lovely, said Stella.

And look at the reflection of the stars on the — —

George caught my eye. Pop off, he said.

I popped.


DOING CLARENCE A BIT OF GOOD
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HAVE YOU EVER thought about — and, when I say thought about, I mean really carefully considered the question of — the coolness, the cheek, or, if you prefer it, the gall with which Woman, as a sex, fairly bursts? I have, by Jove! But then Ive had it thrust on my notice, by George, in a way I should imagine has happened to pretty few fellows. And the limit was reached by that business of the Yeardsley Venus.

To make you understand the full what-dyou-call-it of the situation, I shall have to explain just how matters stood between Mrs. Yeardsley and myself.

When I first knew her she was Elizabeth Shoolbred. Old Worcestershire family; pots of money; pretty as a picture. Her brother Bill was at Oxford with me.

I loved Elizabeth Shoolbred. I loved her, dont you know. And there was a time, for about a week, when we were engaged to be married. But just as I was beginning to take a serious view of life and study furniture catalogues and feel pretty solemn when the restaurant orchestra played The Wedding Glide, Im hanged if she didnt break it off, and a month later she was married to a fellow of the name of Yeardsley — Clarence Yeardsley, an artist.

What with golf, and billiards, and a bit of racing, and fellows at the club rallying round and kind of taking me out of myself, as it were, I got over it, and came to look on the affair as a closed page in the book of my life, if you know what I mean. It didnt seem likely to me that we should meet again, as she and Clarence had settled down in the country somewhere and never came to London, and Im bound to own that, by the time I got her letter, the wound had pretty well healed, and I was to a certain extent sitting up and taking nourishment. In fact, to be absolutely honest, I was jolly thankful the thing had ended as it had done.

This letter Im telling you about arrived one morning out of a blue sky, as it were. It ran like this:

MY DEAR OLD REGGIE, — What ages it seems since I saw anything of you. How are you? We have settled down here in the most perfect old house, with a lovely garden, in the middle of delightful country. Couldnt you run down here for a few days? Clarence and I would be so glad to see you. Bill is here, and is most anxious to meet you again. He was speaking of you only this morning. Do come. Wire your train, and I will send the car to meet you.

— Yours most sincerely,
ELIZABETH YEARDSLEY.

P.S. — We can give you new milk and fresh eggs. Think of that!

P.P.S. — Bill says our billiard-table is one of the best he has ever played on.

P.P.S.S. — We are only half a mile from a golf course. Bill says it is better than St. Andrews.

P.P.S.S.S. — You must come!

Well, a fellow comes down to breakfast one morning, with a bit of a head on, and finds a letter like that from a girl who might quite easily have blighted his life! It rattled me rather, I must confess.

However, that bit about the golf settled me. I knew Bill knew what he was talking about, and, if he said the course was so topping, it must be something special. So I went.

Old Bill met me at the station with the car. I hadnt come across him for some months, and I was glad to see him again. And he apparently was glad to see me.

Thank goodness youve come, he said, as we drove off. I was just about at my last grip.

Whats the trouble, old scout? I asked.

If I had the artistic whats-its-name, he went on, if the mere mention of pictures didnt give me the pip, I dare say it wouldnt be so bad. As it is, its rotten!

Pictures?

Pictures. Nothing else is mentioned in this household. Clarence is an artist. So is his father. And you know yourself what Elizabeth is like when one gives her her head?

I remembered then — it hadnt come back to me before — that most of my time with Elizabeth had been spent in picture-galleries. During the period when I had let her do just what she wanted to do with me, I had had to follow her like a dog through gallery after gallery, though pictures are poison to me, just as they are to old Bill. Somehow it had never struck me that she would still be going on in this way after marrying an artist. I should have thought that by this time the mere sight of a picture would have fed her up. Not so, however, according to old Bill.

They talk pictures at every meal, he said. I tell you, it makes a chap feel out of it. How long are you down for?

A few days.

Take my tip, and let me send you a wire from London. I go there to-morrow. I promised to play against the Scottish. The idea was that I was to come back after the match. But you couldnt get me back with a lasso.

I tried to point out the silver lining.

But, Bill, old scout, your sister says theres a most corking links near here.

He turned and stared at me, and nearly ran us into the bank.

You dont mean honestly she said that?

She said you said it was better than St. Andrews.

So I did. Was that all she said I said?

Well, wasnt it enough?

She didnt happen to mention that I added the words, I dont think?

No, she forgot to tell me that.

Its the worst course in Great Britain.

I felt rather stunned, dont you know. Whether its a bad habit to have got into or not, I cant say, but I simply cant do without my daily allowance of golf when Im not in London.

I took another whirl at the silver lining.

Well have to take it out in billiards, I said. Im glad the tables good.

It depends what you call good. Its half-size, and theres a seven-inch cut just out of baulk where Clarences cue slipped. Elizabeth has mended it with pink silk. Very smart and dressy it looks, but it doesnt improve the thing as a billiard-table.

But she said you said — —

Must have been pulling your leg.

We turned in at the drive gates of a good-sized house standing well back from the road. It looked black and sinister in the dusk, and I couldnt help feeling, you know, like one of those Johnnies you read about in stories who are lured to lonely houses for rummy purposes and hear a shriek just as they get there. Elizabeth knew me well enough to know that a specially good golf course was a safe draw to me. And she had deliberately played on her knowledge. What was the game? That was what I wanted to know. And then a sudden thought struck me which brought me out in a cold perspiration. She had some girl down here and was going to have a stab at marrying me off. Ive often heard that young married women are all over that sort of thing. Certainly she had said there was nobody at the house but Clarence and herself and Bill and Clarences father, but a woman who could take the name of St. Andrews in vain as she had done wouldnt be likely to stick at a trifle.

Bill, old scout, I said, there arent any frightful girls or any rot of that sort stopping here, are there?

Wish there were, he said. No such luck.

As we pulled up at the front door, it opened, and a womans figure appeared.

Have you got him, Bill? she said, which in my present frame of mind struck me as a jolly creepy way of putting it. The sort of thing Lady Macbeth might have said to Macbeth, dont you know.

Do you mean me? I said.

She came down into the light. It was Elizabeth, looking just the same as in the old days.

Is that you, Reggie? Im so glad you were able to come. I was afraid you might have forgotten all about it. You know what you are. Come along in and have some tea.



Have you ever been turned down by a girl who afterwards married and then been introduced to her husband? If so youll understand how I felt when Clarence burst on me. You know the feeling. First of all, when you hear about the marriage, you say to yourself, I wonder what hes like. Then you meet him, and think, There must be some mistake. She cant have preferred this to me! Thats what I thought, when I set eyes on Clarence.

He was a little thin, nervous-looking chappie of about thirty-five. His hair was getting grey at the temples and straggly on top. He wore pince-nez, and he had a drooping moustache. Im no Bombardier Wells myself, but in front of Clarence I felt quite a nut. And Elizabeth, mind you, is one of those tall, splendid girls who look like princesses. Honestly, I believe women do it out of pure cussedness.

How do you do, Mr. Pepper? Hark! Can you hear a mewing cat? said Clarence. All in one breath, dont you know.

Eh? I said.

A mewing cat. I feel sure I hear a mewing cat. Listen!

While we were listening the door opened, and a white-haired old gentleman came in. He was built on the same lines as Clarence, but was an earlier model. I took him correctly, to be Mr. Yeardsley, senior. Elizabeth introduced us.

Father, said Clarence, did you meet a mewing cat outside? I feel positive I heard a cat mewing.

No, said the father, shaking his head; no mewing cat.

I cant bear mewing cats, said Clarence. A mewing cat gets on my nerves!

A mewing cat is so trying, said Elizabeth.

I dislike mewing cats, said old Mr. Yeardsley.

That was all about mewing cats for the moment. They seemed to think they had covered the ground satisfactorily, and they went back to pictures.

We talked pictures steadily till it was time to dress for dinner. At least, they did. I just sort of sat around. Presently the subject of picture-robberies came up. Somebody mentioned the Monna Lisa, and then I happened to remember seeing something in the evening paper, as I was coming down in the train, about some fellow somewhere having had a valuable painting pinched by burglars the night before. It was the first time I had had a chance of breaking into the conversation with any effect, and I meant to make the most of it. The paper was in the pocket of my overcoat in the hall. I went and fetched it.

Here it is, I said. A Romney belonging to Sir Bellamy Palmer — —

They all shouted What! exactly at the same time, like a chorus. Elizabeth grabbed the paper.

Let me look! Yes. Late last night burglars entered the residence of Sir Bellamy Palmer, Dryden Park, Midford, Hants — —

Why, thats near here, I said. I passed through Midford — —

Dryden Park is only two miles from this house, said Elizabeth. I noticed her eyes were sparkling.

Only two miles! she said. It might have been us! It might have been the Venus!

Old Mr. Yeardsley bounded in his chair.

The Venus! he cried.

They all seemed wonderfully excited. My little contribution to the evenings chat had made quite a hit.

Why I didnt notice it before I dont know, but it was not till Elizabeth showed it to me after dinner that I had my first look at the Yeardsley Venus. When she led me up to it, and switched on the light, it seemed impossible that I could have sat right through dinner without noticing it. But then, at meals, my attention is pretty well riveted on the foodstuffs. Anyway, it was not till Elizabeth showed it to me that I was aware of its existence.

She and I were alone in the drawing-room after dinner. Old Yeardsley was writing letters in the morning-room, while Bill and Clarence were rollicking on the half-size billiard table with the pink silk tapestry effects. All, in fact, was joy, jollity, and song, so to speak, when Elizabeth, who had been sitting wrapped in thought for a bit, bent towards me and said, Reggie.

And the moment she said it I knew something was going to happen. You know that pre-what-dyou-call-it you get sometimes? Well, I got it then.

What-o? I said nervously.

Reggie, she said, I want to ask a great favour of you.

Yes?

She stooped down and put a log on the fire, and went on, with her back to me:

Do you remember, Reggie, once saying you would do anything in the world for me?

There! Thats what I meant when I said that about the cheek of Woman as a sex. What I mean is, after what had happened, youd have thought she would have preferred to let the dead past bury its dead, and all that sort of thing, what?

Mind you, I had said I would do anything in the world for her. I admit that. But it was a distinctly pre-Clarence remark. He hadnt appeared on the scene then, and it stands to reason that a fellow who may have been a perfect knight-errant to a girl when he was engaged to her, doesnt feel nearly so keen on spreading himself in that direction when she has given him the miss-in-baulk, and gone and married a man who reason and instinct both tell him is a decided blighter.

I couldnt think of anything to say but Oh, yes.

Theres something you can do for me now, which will make me everlastingly grateful.

Yes, I said.

Do you know, Reggie, she said suddenly, that only a few months ago Clarence was very fond of cats?

Eh! Well, he still seems — er — interested in them, what?

Now they get on his nerves. Everything gets on his nerves.

Some fellows swear by that stuff you see advertised all over the — —

No, that wouldnt help him. He doesnt need to take anything. He wants to get rid of something.

I dont quite follow. Get rid of something?

The Venus, said Elizabeth.

She looked up and caught my bulging eye.

You saw the Venus, she said.

Not that I remember.

Well, come into the dining-room.

We went into the dining-room, and she switched on the lights.

There, she said.

On the wall close to the door — that may have been why I hadnt noticed it before; I had sat with my back to it — was a large oil-painting. It was what youd call a classical picture, I suppose. What I mean is — well, you know what I mean. All I can say is that its funny I hadnt noticed it.

Is that the Venus? I said.

She nodded.

How would you like to have to look at that every time you sat down to a meal?

Well, I dont know. I dont think it would affect me much. Id worry through all right.

She jerked her head impatiently.

But youre not an artist, she said. Clarence is.

And then I began to see daylight. What exactly was the trouble I didnt understand, but it was evidently something to do with the good old Artistic Temperament, and I could believe anything about that. It explains everything. Its like the Unwritten Law, dont you know, which you plead in America if youve done anything they want to send you to chokey for and you dont want to go. What I mean is, if youre absolutely off your rocker, but dont find it convenient to be scooped into the luny-bin, you simply explain that, when you said you were a teapot, it was just your Artistic Temperament, and they apologize and go away. So I stood by to hear just how the A.T. had affected Clarence, the Cats Friend, ready for anything.

And, believe me, it had hit Clarence badly.

It was this way. It seemed that old Yeardsley was an amateur artist and that this Venus was his masterpiece. He said so, and he ought to have known. Well, when Clarence married, he had given it to him, as a wedding present, and had hung it where it stood with his own hands. All right so far, what? But mark the sequel. Temperamental Clarence, being a professional artist and consequently some streets ahead of the dad at the game, saw flaws in the Venus. He couldnt stand it at any price. He didnt like the drawing. He didnt like the expression of the face. He didnt like the colouring. In fact, it made him feel quite ill to look at it. Yet, being devoted to his father and wanting to do anything rather than give him pain, he had not been able to bring himself to store the thing in the cellar, and the strain of confronting the picture three times a day had begun to tell on him to such an extent that Elizabeth felt something had to be done.

Now you see, she said.

In a way, I said. But dont you think its making rather heavy weather over a trifle?

Oh, cant you understand? Look! Her voice dropped as if she was in church, and she switched on another light. It shone on the picture next to old Yeardsleys. There! she said. Clarence painted that!

She looked at me expectantly, as if she were waiting for me to swoon, or yell, or something. I took a steady look at Clarences effort. It was another Classical picture. It seemed to me very much like the other one.

Some sort of art criticism was evidently expected of me, so I made a dash at it.

Er— Venus? I said.

Mark you, Sherlock Holmes would have made the same mistake. On the evidence, I mean.

No. Jocund Spring, she snapped. She switched off the light. I see you dont understand even now. You never had any taste about pictures. When we used to go to the galleries together, you would far rather have been at your club.

This was so absolutely true, that I had no remark to make. She came up to me, and put her hand on my arm.

Im sorry, Reggie. I didnt mean to be cross. Only I do want to make you understand that Clarence is suffering. Suppose — suppose — well, let us take the case of a great musician. Suppose a great musician had to sit and listen to a cheap vulgar tune — the same tune — day after day, day after day, wouldnt you expect his nerves to break! Well, its just like that with Clarence. Now you see?

Yes, but — —

But what? Surely Ive put it plainly enough?

Yes. But what I mean is, where do I come in? What do you want me to do?

I want you to steal the Venus.

I looked at her.

You want me to —— ?

Steal it. Reggie! Her eyes were shining with excitement. Dont you see? Its Providence. When I asked you to come here, I had just got the idea. I knew I could rely on you. And then by a miracle this robbery of the Romney takes place at a house not two miles away. It removes the last chance of the poor old man suspecting anything and having his feelings hurt. Why, its the most wonderful compliment to him. Think! One night thieves steal a splendid Romney; the next the same gang take his Venus. It will be the proudest moment of his life. Do it to-night, Reggie. Ill give you a sharp knife. You simply cut the canvas out of the frame, and its done.

But one moment, I said. Id be delighted to be of any use to you, but in a purely family affair like this, wouldnt it be better — in fact, how about tackling old Bill on the subject?

I have asked Bill already. Yesterday. He refused.

But if Im caught?

You cant be. All you have to do is to take the picture, open one of the windows, leave it open, and go back to your room.

It sounded simple enough.

And as to the picture itself — when Ive got it?

Burn it. Ill see that you have a good fire in your room.

But — —

She looked at me. She always did have the most wonderful eyes.

Reggie, she said; nothing more. Just Reggie.

She looked at me.

Well, after all, if you see what I mean — The days that are no more, dont you know. Auld Lang Syne, and all that sort of thing. You follow me?

All right, I said. Ill do it.

I dont know if you happen to be one of those Johnnies who are steeped in crime, and so forth, and think nothing of pinching diamond necklaces. If youre not, youll understand that I felt a lot less keen on the job Id taken on when I sat in my room, waiting to get busy, than I had done when I promised to tackle it in the dining-room. On paper it all seemed easy enough, but I couldnt help feeling there was a catch somewhere, and Ive never known time pass slower. The kick-off was scheduled for one oclock in the morning, when the household might be expected to be pretty sound asleep, but at a quarter to I couldnt stand it any longer. I lit the lantern I had taken from Bills bicycle, took a grip of my knife, and slunk downstairs.

The first thing I did on getting to the dining-room was to open the window. I had half a mind to smash it, so as to give an extra bit of local colour to the affair, but decided not to on account of the noise. I had put my lantern on the table, and was just reaching out for it, when something happened. What it was for the moment I couldnt have said. It might have been an explosion of some sort or an earthquake. Some solid object caught me a frightful whack on the chin. Sparks and things occurred inside my head and the next thing I remember is feeling something wet and cold splash into my face, and hearing a voice that sounded like old Bills say, Feeling better now?

I sat up. The lights were on, and I was on the floor, with old Bill kneeling beside me with a soda siphon.

What happened? I said.

Im awfully sorry, old man, he said. I hadnt a notion it was you. I came in here, and saw a lantern on the table, and the window open and a chap with a knife in his hand, so I didnt stop to make inquiries. I just let go at his jaw for all I was worth. What on earth do you think youre doing? Were you walking in your sleep?

It was Elizabeth, I said. Why, you know all about it. She said she had told you.

You dont mean — —

The picture. You refused to take it on, so she asked me.

Reggie, old man, he said. Ill never believe what they say about repentance again. Its a fools trick and upsets everything. If I hadnt repented, and thought it was rather rough on Elizabeth not to do a little thing like that for her, and come down here to do it after all, you wouldnt have stopped that sleep-producer with your chin. Im sorry.

Me, too, I said, giving my head another shake to make certain it was still on.

Are you feeling better now?

Better than I was. But thats not saying much.

Would you like some more soda-water? No? Well, how about getting this job finished and going to bed? And lets be quick about it too. You made a noise like a ton of bricks when you went down just now, and its on the cards some of the servants may have heard. Toss you who carves.

Heads.

Tails it is, he said, uncovering the coin. Up you get. Ill hold the light. Dont spike yourself on that sword of yours.

It was as easy a job as Elizabeth had said. Just four quick cuts, and the thing came out of its frame like an oyster. I rolled it up. Old Bill had put the lantern on the floor and was at the sideboard, collecting whisky, soda, and glasses.

Weve got a long evening before us, he said. You cant burn a picture of that size in one chunk. Youd set the chimney on fire. Lets do the thing comfortably. Clarence cant grudge us the stuff. Weve done him a bit of good this trip. To-morrowll be the maddest, merriest day of Clarences glad New Year. On we go.

We went up to my room, and sat smoking and yarning away and sipping our drinks, and every now and then cutting a slice off the picture and shoving it in the fire till it was all gone. And what with the cosiness of it and the cheerful blaze, and the comfortable feeling of doing good by stealth, I dont know when Ive had a jollier time since the days when we used to brew in my study at school.

We had just put the last slice on when Bill sat up suddenly, and gripped my arm.

I heard something, he said.

I listened, and, by Jove, I heard something, too. My room was just over the dining-room, and the sound came up to us quite distinctly. Stealthy footsteps, by George! And then a chair falling over.

Theres somebody in the dining-room, I whispered.

Theres a certain type of chap who takes a pleasure in positively chivvying trouble. Old Bills like that. If I had been alone, it would have taken me about three seconds to persuade myself that I hadnt really heard anything after all. Im a peaceful sort of cove, and believe in living and letting live, and so forth. To old Bill, however, a visit from burglars was pure jam. He was out of his chair in one jump.

Come on, he said. Bring the poker.

I brought the tongs as well. I felt like it. Old Bill collared the knife. We crept downstairs.

Well fling the door open and make a rush, said Bill.

Supposing they shoot, old scout?

Burglars never shoot, said Bill.

Which was comforting provided the burglars knew it.

Old Bill took a grip of the handle, turned it quickly, and in he went. And then we pulled up sharp, staring.

The room was in darkness except for a feeble splash of light at the near end. Standing on a chair in front of Clarences Jocund Spring, holding a candle in one hand and reaching up with a knife in the other, was old Mr. Yeardsley, in bedroom slippers and a grey dressing-gown. He had made a final cut just as we rushed in. Turning at the sound, he stopped, and he and the chair and the candle and the picture came down in a heap together. The candle went out.

What on earth? said Bill.

I felt the same. I picked up the candle and lit it, and then a most fearful thing happened. The old man picked himself up, and suddenly collapsed into a chair and began to cry like a child. Of course, I could see it was only the Artistic Temperament, but still, believe me, it was devilish unpleasant. I looked at old Bill. Old Bill looked at me. We shut the door quick, and after that we didnt know what to do. I saw Bill look at the sideboard, and I knew what he was looking for. But we had taken the siphon upstairs, and his ideas of first-aid stopped short at squirting soda-water. We just waited, and presently old Yeardsley switched off, sat up, and began talking with a rush.

Clarence, my boy, I was tempted. It was that burglary at Dryden Park. It tempted me. It made it all so simple. I knew you would put it down to the same gang, Clarence, my boy. I — —

It seemed to dawn upon him at this point that Clarence was not among those present.

Clarence? he said hesitatingly.

Hes in bed, I said.

In bed! Then he doesnt know? Even now — Young men, I throw myself on your mercy. Dont be hard on me. Listen. He grabbed at Bill, who sidestepped. I can explain everything — everything.

He gave a gulp.

You are not artists, you two young men, but I will try to make you understand, make you realise what this picture means to me. I was two years painting it. It is my child. I watched it grow. I loved it. It was part of my life. Nothing would have induced me to sell it. And then Clarence married, and in a mad moment I gave my treasure to him. You cannot understand, you two young men, what agonies I suffered. The thing was done. It was irrevocable. I saw how Clarence valued the picture. I knew that I could never bring myself to ask him for it back. And yet I was lost without it. What could I do? Till this evening I could see no hope. Then came this story of the theft of the Romney from a house quite close to this, and I saw my way. Clarence would never suspect. He would put the robbery down to the same band of criminals who stole the Romney. Once the idea had come, I could not drive it out. I fought against it, but to no avail. At last I yielded, and crept down here to carry out my plan. You found me. He grabbed again, at me this time, and got me by the arm. He had a grip like a lobster. Young man, he said, you would not betray me? You would not tell Clarence?

I was feeling most frightfully sorry for the poor old chap by this time, dont you know, but I thought it would be kindest to give it him straight instead of breaking it by degrees.

I wont say a word to Clarence, Mr. Yeardsley, I said. I quite understand your feelings. The Artistic Temperament, and all that sort of thing. I mean — what? I know. But Im afraid — Well, look!

I went to the door and switched on the electric light, and there, staring him in the face, were the two empty frames. He stood goggling at them in silence. Then he gave a sort of wheezy grunt.

The gang! The burglars! They have been here, and they have taken Clarences picture! He paused. It might have been mine! My Venus! he whispered It was getting most fearfully painful, you know, but he had to know the truth.

Im awfully sorry, you know, I said. But it was.

He started, poor old chap.

Eh? What do you mean?

They did take your Venus.

But I have it here.

I shook my head.

Thats Clarences Jocund Spring, I said.

He jumped at it and straightened it out.

What! What are you talking about? Do you think I dont know my own picture — my child — my Venus. See! My own signature in the corner. Can you read, boy? Look: Matthew Yeardsley. This is my picture!

And — well, by Jove, it was, dont you know!



Well, we got him off to bed, him and his infernal Venus, and we settled down to take a steady look at the position of affairs. Bill said it was my fault for getting hold of the wrong picture, and I said it was Bills fault for fetching me such a crack on the jaw that I couldnt be expected to see what I was getting hold of, and then there was a pretty massive silence for a bit.

Reggie, said Bill at last, how exactly do you feel about facing Clarence and Elizabeth at breakfast?

Old scout, I said. I was thinking much the same myself.

Reggie, said Bill, I happen to know theres a milk-train leaving Midford at three-fifteen. It isnt what youd call a flier. It gets to London at about half-past nine. Well — er — in the circumstances, how about it?


THE AUNT AND THE SLUGGARD
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NOW THAT ITS all over, I may as well admit that there was a time during the rather funny affair of Rockmetteller Todd when I thought that Jeeves was going to let me down. The man had the appearance of being baffled.

Jeeves is my man, you know. Officially he pulls in his weekly wages for pressing my clothes and all that sort of thing; but actually hes more like what the poet Johnnie called some bird of his acquaintance who was apt to rally round him in times of need — a guide, dont you know; philosopher, if I remember rightly, and — I rather fancy — friend. I rely on him at every turn.

So naturally, when Rocky Todd told me about his aunt, I didnt hesitate. Jeeves was in on the thing from the start.

The affair of Rocky Todd broke loose early one morning of spring. I was in bed, restoring the good old tissues with about nine hours of the dreamless, when the door flew open and somebody prodded me in the lower ribs and began to shake the bedclothes. After blinking a bit and generally pulling myself together, I located Rocky, and my first impression was that it was some horrid dream.

Rocky, you see, lived down on Long Island somewhere, miles away from New York; and not only that, but he had told me himself more than once that he never got up before twelve, and seldom earlier than one. Constitutionally the laziest young devil in America, he had hit on a walk in life which enabled him to go the limit in that direction. He was a poet. At least, he wrote poems when he did anything; but most of his time, as far as I could make out, he spent in a sort of trance. He told me once that he could sit on a fence, watching a worm and wondering what on earth it was up to, for hours at a stretch.

He had his scheme of life worked out to a fine point. About once a month he would take three days writing a few poems; the other three hundred and twenty-nine days of the year he rested. I didnt know there was enough money in poetry to support a chappie, even in the way in which Rocky lived; but it seems that, if you stick to exhortations to young men to lead the strenuous life and dont shove in any rhymes, American editors fight for the stuff. Rocky showed me one of his things once. It began:



	
Be!





	
Be!





	
The past is dead.





	
To-morrow is not born.





	
Be to-day!





	
To-day!





	
Be with every nerve,





	
With every muscle,





	
With every drop of your red blood!





	
Be!






It was printed opposite the frontispiece of a magazine with a sort of scroll round it, and a picture in the middle of a fairly-nude chappie, with bulging muscles, giving the rising sun the glad eye. Rocky said they gave him a hundred dollars for it, and he stayed in bed till four in the afternoon for over a month.

As regarded the future he was pretty solid, owing to the fact that he had a moneyed aunt tucked away somewhere in Illinois; and, as he had been named Rockmetteller after her, and was her only nephew, his position was pretty sound. He told me that when he did come into the money he meant to do no work at all, except perhaps an occasional poem recommending the young man with life opening out before him, with all its splendid possibilities, to light a pipe and shove his feet upon the mantelpiece.

And this was the man who was prodding me in the ribs in the grey dawn!

Read this, Bertie! I could just see that he was waving a letter or something equally foul in my face. Wake up and read this!

I cant read before Ive had my morning tea and a cigarette. I groped for the bell.

Jeeves came in looking as fresh as a dewy violet. Its a mystery to me how he does it.

Tea, Jeeves.

Very good, sir.

He flowed silently out of the room — he always gives you the impression of being some liquid substance when he moves; and I found that Rocky was surging round with his beastly letter again.

What is it? I said. What on earths the matter?

Read it!

I cant. I havent had my tea.

Well, listen then.

Whos it from?

My aunt.

At this point I fell asleep again. I woke to hear him saying:

So what on earth am I to do?

Jeeves trickled in with the tray, like some silent stream meandering over its mossy bed; and I saw daylight.

Read it again, Rocky, old top, I said. I want Jeeves to hear it. Mr. Todds aunt has written him a rather rummy letter, Jeeves, and we want your advice.

Very good, sir.

He stood in the middle of the room, registering devotion to the cause, and Rocky started again:

MY DEAR ROCKMETTELLER. — I have been thinking things over for a long while, and I have come to the conclusion that I have been very thoughtless to wait so long before doing what I have made up my mind to do now.

What do you make of that, Jeeves?

It seems a little obscure at present, sir, but no doubt it becomes cleared at a later point in the communication.

It becomes as clear as mud! said Rocky.

Proceed, old scout, I said, champing my bread and butter.

You know how all my life I have longed to visit New York and see for myself the wonderful gay life of which I have read so much. I fear that now it will be impossible for me to fulfil my dream. I am old and worn out. I seem to have no strength left in me.

Sad, Jeeves, what?

Extremely, sir.

Sad nothing! said Rocky. Its sheer laziness. I went to see her last Christmas and she was bursting with health. Her doctor told me himself that there was nothing wrong with her whatever. But she will insist that shes a hopeless invalid, so he has to agree with her. Shes got a fixed idea that the trip to New York would kill her; so, though its been her ambition all her life to come here, she stays where she is.

Rather like the chappie whose heart was in the Highlands a-chasing of the deer, Jeeves?

The cases are in some respects parallel, sir.

Carry on, Rocky, dear boy.

So I have decided that, if I cannot enjoy all the marvels of the city myself, I can at least enjoy them through you. I suddenly thought of this yesterday after reading a beautiful poem in the Sunday paper about a young man who had longed all his life for a certain thing and won it in the end only when he was too old to enjoy it. It was very sad, and it touched me.

A thing, interpolated Rocky bitterly, that Ive not been able to do in ten years.

As you know, you will have my money when I am gone; but until now I have never been able to see my way to giving you an allowance. I have now decided to do so — on one condition. I have written to a firm of lawyers in New York, giving them instructions to pay you quite a substantial sum each month. My one condition is that you live in New York and enjoy yourself as I have always wished to do. I want you to be my representative, to spend this money for me as I should do myself. I want you to plunge into the gay, prismatic life of New York. I want you to be the life and soul of brilliant supper parties.

Above all, I want you — indeed, I insist on this — to write me letters at least once a week giving me a full description of all you are doing and all that is going on in the city, so that I may enjoy at second-hand what my wretched health prevents my enjoying for myself. Remember that I shall expect full details, and that no detail is too trivial to interest. — Your affectionate Aunt,

ISABEL ROCKMETTELLER.

What about it? said Rocky.

What about it? I said.

Yes. What on earth am I going to do?

It was only then that I really got on to the extremely rummy attitude of the chappie, in view of the fact that a quite unexpected mess of the right stuff had suddenly descended on him from a blue sky. To my mind it was an occasion for the beaming smile and the joyous whoop; yet here the man was, looking and talking as if Fate had swung on his solar plexus. It amazed me.

Arent you bucked? I said.

Bucked!

If I were in your place I should be frightfully braced. I consider this pretty soft for you.

He gave a kind of yelp, stared at me for a moment, and then began to talk of New York in a way that reminded me of Jimmy Mundy, the reformer chappie. Jimmy had just come to New York on a hit-the-trail campaign, and I had popped in at the Garden a couple of days before, for half an hour or so, to hear him. He had certainly told New York some pretty straight things about itself, having apparently taken a dislike to the place, but, by Jove, you know, dear old Rocky made him look like a publicity agent for the old metrop.!

Pretty soft! he cried. To have to come and live in New York! To have to leave my little cottage and take a stuffy, smelly, over-heated hole of an apartment in this Heaven-forsaken, festering Gehenna. To have to mix night after night with a mob who think that life is a sort of St. Vituss dance, and imagine that theyre having a good time because theyre making enough noise for six and drinking too much for ten. I loathe New York, Bertie. I wouldnt come near the place if I hadnt got to see editors occasionally. Theres a blight on it. Its got moral delirium tremens. Its the limit. The very thought of staying more than a day in it makes me sick. And you call this thing pretty soft for me!

I felt rather like Lots friends must have done when they dropped in for a quiet chat and their genial host began to criticise the Cities of the Plain. I had no idea old Rocky could be so eloquent.

It would kill me to have to live in New York, he went on. To have to share the air with six million people! To have to wear stiff collars and decent clothes all the time! To — — He started. Good Lord! I suppose I should have to dress for dinner in the evenings. What a ghastly notion!

I was shocked, absolutely shocked.

My dear chap! I said reproachfully.

Do you dress for dinner every night, Bertie?

Jeeves, I said coldly. The man was still standing like a statue by the door. How many suits of evening clothes have I?

We have three suits full of evening dress, sir; two dinner jackets — —

Three.

For practical purposes two only, sir. If you remember we cannot wear the third. We have also seven white waistcoats.

And shirts?

Four dozen, sir.

And white ties?

The first two shallow shelves in the chest of drawers are completely filled with our white ties, sir.

I turned to Rocky.

You see?

The chappie writhed like an electric fan.

I wont do it! I cant do it! Ill be hanged if Ill do it! How on earth can I dress up like that? Do you realize that most days I dont get out of my pyjamas till five in the afternoon, and then I just put on an old sweater?

I saw Jeeves wince, poor chap! This sort of revelation shocked his finest feelings.

Then, what are you going to do about it? I said.

Thats what I want to know.

You might write and explain to your aunt.

I might — if I wanted her to get round to her lawyers in two rapid leaps and cut me out of her will.

I saw his point.

What do you suggest, Jeeves? I said.

Jeeves cleared his throat respectfully.

The crux of the matter would appear to be, sir, that Mr. Todd is obliged by the conditions under which the money is delivered into his possession to write Miss Rockmetteller long and detailed letters relating to his movements, and the only method by which this can be accomplished, if Mr. Todd adheres to his expressed intention of remaining in the country, is for Mr. Todd to induce some second party to gather the actual experiences which Miss Rockmetteller wishes reported to her, and to convey these to him in the shape of a careful report, on which it would be possible for him, with the aid of his imagination, to base the suggested correspondence.

Having got which off the old diaphragm, Jeeves was silent. Rocky looked at me in a helpless sort of way. He hasnt been brought up on Jeeves as I have, and he isnt on to his curves.

Could he put it a little clearer, Bertie? he said. I thought at the start it was going to make sense, but it kind of flickered. Whats the idea?

My dear old man, perfectly simple. I knew we could stand on Jeeves. All youve got to do is to get somebody to go round the town for you and take a few notes, and then you work the notes up into letters. Thats it, isnt it, Jeeves?

Precisely, sir.

The light of hope gleamed in Rockys eyes. He looked at Jeeves in a startled way, dazed by the mans vast intellect.

But who would do it? he said. It would have to be a pretty smart sort of man, a man who would notice things.

Jeeves! I said. Let Jeeves do it.

But would he?

You would do it, wouldnt you, Jeeves?

For the first time in our long connection I observed Jeeves almost smile. The corner of his mouth curved quite a quarter of an inch, and for a moment his eye ceased to look like a meditative fishs.

I should be delighted to oblige, sir. As a matter of fact, I have already visited some of New Yorks places of interest on my evening out, and it would be most enjoyable to make a practice of the pursuit.

Fine! I know exactly what your aunt wants to hear about, Rocky. She wants an earful of cabaret stuff. The place you ought to go to first, Jeeves, is Reigelheimers. Its on Forty-second Street. Anybody will show you the way.

Jeeves shook his head.

Pardon me, sir. People are no longer going to Reigelheimers. The place at the moment is Frolics on the Roof.

You see? I said to Rocky. Leave it to Jeeves. He knows.

It isnt often that you find an entire group of your fellow-humans happy in this world; but our little circle was certainly an example of the fact that it can be done. We were all full of beans. Everything went absolutely right from the start.

Jeeves was happy, partly because he loves to exercise his giant brain, and partly because he was having a corking time among the bright lights. I saw him one night at the Midnight Revels. He was sitting at a table on the edge of the dancing floor, doing himself remarkably well with a fat cigar and a bottle of the best. Id never imagined he could look so nearly human. His face wore an expression of austere benevolence, and he was making notes in a small book.

As for the rest of us, I was feeling pretty good, because I was fond of old Rocky and glad to be able to do him a good turn. Rocky was perfectly contented, because he was still able to sit on fences in his pyjamas and watch worms. And, as for the aunt, she seemed tickled to death. She was getting Broadway at pretty long range, but it seemed to be hitting her just right. I read one of her letters to Rocky, and it was full of life.

But then Rockys letters, based on Jeevess notes, were enough to buck anybody up. It was rummy when you came to think of it. There was I, loving the life, while the mere mention of it gave Rocky a tired feeling; yet here is a letter I wrote to a pal of mine in London:

DEAR FREDDIE, — Well, here I am in New York. Its not a bad place. Im not having a bad time. Everythings pretty all right. The cabarets arent bad. Dont know when I shall be back. Hows everybody? Cheer-o! — Yours,

BERTIE.

PS. — Seen old Ted lately?

Not that I cared about Ted; but if I hadnt dragged him in I couldnt have got the confounded thing on to the second page.

Now heres old Rocky on exactly the same subject:

DEAREST AUNT ISABEL, — How can I ever thank you enough for giving me the opportunity to live in this astounding city! New York seems more wonderful every day.

Fifth Avenue is at its best, of course, just now. The dresses are magnificent!

Wads of stuff about the dresses. I didnt know Jeeves was such an authority.

I was out with some of the crowd at the Midnight Revels the other night. We took in a show first, after a little dinner at a new place on Forty-third Street. We were quite a gay party. Georgie Cohan looked in about midnight and got off a good one about Willie Collier. Fred Stone could only stay a minute, but Doug. Fairbanks did all sorts of stunts and made us roar. Diamond Jim Brady was there, as usual, and Laurette Taylor showed up with a party. The show at the Revels is quite good. I am enclosing a programme.

Last night a few of us went round to Frolics on the Roof — —

And so on and so forth, yards of it. I suppose its the artistic temperament or something. What I mean is, its easier for a chappie whos used to writing poems and that sort of tosh to put a bit of a punch into a letter than it is for a chappie like me. Anyway, theres no doubt that Rockys correspondence was hot stuff. I called Jeeves in and congratulated him.

Jeeves, youre a wonder!

Thank you, sir.

How you notice everything at these places beats me. I couldnt tell you a thing about them, except that Ive had a good time.

Its just a knack, sir.

Well, Mr. Todds letters ought to brace Miss Rockmetteller all right, what?

Undoubtedly, sir, agreed Jeeves.

And, by Jove, they did! They certainly did, by George! What I mean to say is, I was sitting in the apartment one afternoon, about a month after the thing had started, smoking a cigarette and resting the old bean, when the door opened and the voice of Jeeves burst the silence like a bomb.

It wasnt that he spoke loud. He has one of those soft, soothing voices that slide through the atmosphere like the note of a far-off sheep. It was what he said made me leap like a young gazelle.

Miss Rockmetteller!

And in came a large, solid female.

The situation floored me. Im not denying it. Hamlet must have felt much as I did when his fathers ghost bobbed up in the fairway. Id come to look on Rockys aunt as such a permanency at her own home that it didnt seem possible that she could really be here in New York. I stared at her. Then I looked at Jeeves. He was standing there in an attitude of dignified detachment, the chump, when, if ever he should have been rallying round the young master, it was now.

Rockys aunt looked less like an invalid than any one Ive ever seen, except my Aunt Agatha. She had a good deal of Aunt Agatha about her, as a matter of fact. She looked as if she might be deucedly dangerous if put upon; and something seemed to tell me that she would certainly regard herself as put upon if she ever found out the game which poor old Rocky had been pulling on her.

Good afternoon, I managed to say.

How do you do? she said. Mr. Cohan?

Er — no.

Mr. Fred Stone?

Not absolutely. As a matter of fact, my names Wooster — Bertie Wooster.

She seemed disappointed. The fine old name of Wooster appeared to mean nothing in her life.

Isnt Rockmetteller home? she said. Where is he?

She had me with the first shot. I couldnt think of anything to say. I couldnt tell her that Rocky was down in the country, watching worms.

There was the faintest flutter of sound in the background. It was the respectful cough with which Jeeves announces that he is about to speak without having been spoken to.

If you remember, sir, Mr. Todd went out in the automobile with a party in the afternoon.

So he did, Jeeves; so he did, I said, looking at my watch. Did he say when he would be back?

He gave me to understand, sir, that he would be somewhat late in returning.

He vanished; and the aunt took the chair which Id forgotten to offer her. She looked at me in rather a rummy way. It was a nasty look. It made me feel as if I were something the dog had brought in and intended to bury later on, when he had time. My own Aunt Agatha, back in England, has looked at me in exactly the same way many a time, and it never fails to make my spine curl.

You seem very much at home here, young man. Are you a great friend of Rockmettellers?

Oh, yes, rather!

She frowned as if she had expected better things of old Rocky.

Well, you need to be, she said, the way you treat his flat as your own!

I give you my word, this quite unforeseen slam simply robbed me of the power of speech. Id been looking on myself in the light of the dashing host, and suddenly to be treated as an intruder jarred me. It wasnt, mark you, as if she had spoken in a way to suggest that she considered my presence in the place as an ordinary social call. She obviously looked on me as a cross between a burglar and the plumbers man come to fix the leak in the bathroom. It hurt her — my being there.

At this juncture, with the conversation showing every sign of being about to die in awful agonies, an idea came to me. Tea — the good old stand-by.

Would you care for a cup of tea? I said.

Tea?

She spoke as if she had never heard of the stuff.

Nothing like a cup after a journey, I said. Bucks you up! Puts a bit of zip into you. What I mean is, restores you, and so on, dont you know. Ill go and tell Jeeves.

I tottered down the passage to Jeevess lair. The man was reading the evening paper as if he hadnt a care in the world.

Jeeves, I said, we want some tea.

Very good, sir.

I say, Jeeves, this is a bit thick, what?

I wanted sympathy, dont you know — sympathy and kindness. The old nerve centres had had the deuce of a shock.

Shes got the idea this place belongs to Mr. Todd. What on earth put that into her head?

Jeeves filled the kettle with a restrained dignity.

No doubt because of Mr. Todds letters, sir, he said. It was my suggestion, sir, if you remember, that they should be addressed from this apartment in order that Mr. Todd should appear to possess a good central residence in the city.

I remembered. We had thought it a brainy scheme at the time.

Well, its bally awkward, you know, Jeeves. She looks on me as an intruder. By Jove! I suppose she thinks Im someone who hangs about here, touching Mr. Todd for free meals and borrowing his shirts.

Yes, sir.

Its pretty rotten, you know.

Most disturbing, sir.

And theres another thing: What are we to do about Mr. Todd? Weve got to get him up here as soon as ever we can. When you have brought the tea you had better go out and send him a telegram, telling him to come up by the next train.

I have already done so, sir. I took the liberty of writing the message and dispatching it by the lift attendant.

By Jove, you think of everything, Jeeves!

Thank you, sir. A little buttered toast with the tea? Just so, sir. Thank you.

I went back to the sitting-room. She hadnt moved an inch. She was still bolt upright on the edge of her chair, gripping her umbrella like a hammer-thrower. She gave me another of those looks as I came in. There was no doubt about it; for some reason she had taken a dislike to me. I suppose because I wasnt George M. Cohan. It was a bit hard on a chap.

This is a surprise, what? I said, after about five minutes restful silence, trying to crank the conversation up again.

What is a surprise?

Your coming here, dont you know, and so on.

She raised her eyebrows and drank me in a bit more through her glasses.

Why is it surprising that I should visit my only nephew? she said.

Put like that, of course, it did seem reasonable.

Oh, rather, I said. Of course! Certainly. What I mean is — —

Jeeves projected himself into the room with the tea. I was jolly glad to see him. Theres nothing like having a bit of business arranged for one when one isnt certain of ones lines. With the teapot to fool about with I felt happier.

Tea, tea, tea — what? What? I said.

It wasnt what I had meant to say. My idea had been to be a good deal more formal, and so on. Still, it covered the situation. I poured her out a cup. She sipped it and put the cup down with a shudder.

Do you mean to say, young man, she said frostily, that you expect me to drink this stuff?

Rather! Bucks you up, you know.

What do you mean by the expression Bucks you up?

Well, makes you full of beans, you know. Makes you fizz.

I dont understand a word you say. Youre English, arent you?

I admitted it. She didnt say a word. And somehow she did it in a way that made it worse than if she had spoken for hours. Somehow it was brought home to me that she didnt like Englishmen, and that if she had had to meet an Englishman, I was the one shed have chosen last.

Conversation languished again after that.

Then I tried again. I was becoming more convinced every moment that you cant make a real lively salon with a couple of people, especially if one of them lets it go a word at a time.

Are you comfortable at your hotel? I said.

At which hotel?

The hotel youre staying at.

I am not staying at an hotel.

Stopping with friends — what?

I am naturally stopping with my nephew.

I didnt get it for the moment; then it hit me.

What! Here? I gurgled.

Certainly! Where else should I go?

The full horror of the situation rolled over me like a wave. I couldnt see what on earth I was to do. I couldnt explain that this wasnt Rockys flat without giving the poor old chap away hopelessly, because she would then ask me where he did live, and then he would be right in the soup. I was trying to induce the old bean to recover from the shock and produce some results when she spoke again.

Will you kindly tell my nephews man-servant to prepare my room? I wish to lie down.

Your nephews man-servant?

The man you call Jeeves. If Rockmetteller has gone for an automobile ride, there is no need for you to wait for him. He will naturally wish to be alone with me when he returns.

I found myself tottering out of the room. The thing was too much for me. I crept into Jeevess den.

Jeeves! I whispered.

Sir?

Mix me a b.-and-s., Jeeves. I feel weak.

Very good, sir.

This is getting thicker every minute, Jeeves.

Sir?

She thinks youre Mr. Todds man. She thinks the whole place is his, and everything in it. I dont see what youre to do, except stay on and keep it up. We cant say anything or shell get on to the whole thing, and I dont want to let Mr. Todd down. By the way, Jeeves, she wants you to prepare her bed.

He looked wounded.

It is hardly my place, sir — —

I know — I know. But do it as a personal favour to me. If you come to that, its hardly my place to be flung out of the flat like this and have to go to an hotel, what?

Is it your intention to go to an hotel, sir? What will you do for clothes?

Good Lord! I hadnt thought of that. Can you put a few things in a bag when she isnt looking, and sneak them down to me at the St. Aurea?

I will endeavour to do so, sir.

Well, I dont think theres anything more, is there? Tell Mr. Todd where I am when he gets here.

Very good, sir.

I looked round the place. The moment of parting had come. I felt sad. The whole thing reminded me of one of those melodramas where they drive chappies out of the old homestead into the snow.

Good-bye, Jeeves, I said.

Good-bye, sir.

And I staggered out.



You know, I rather think I agree with those poet-and-philosopher Johnnies who insist that a fellow ought to be devilish pleased if he has a bit of trouble. All that stuff about being refined by suffering, you know. Suffering does give a chap a sort of broader and more sympathetic outlook. It helps you to understand other peoples misfortunes if youve been through the same thing yourself.

As I stood in my lonely bedroom at the hotel, trying to tie my white tie myself, it struck me for the first time that there must be whole squads of chappies in the world who had to get along without a man to look after them. Id always thought of Jeeves as a kind of natural phenomenon; but, by Jove! of course, when you come to think of it, there must be quite a lot of fellows who have to press their own clothes themselves and havent got anybody to bring them tea in the morning, and so on. It was rather a solemn thought, dont you know. I mean to say, ever since then Ive been able to appreciate the frightful privations the poor have to stick.

I got dressed somehow. Jeeves hadnt forgotten a thing in his packing. Everything was there, down to the final stud. Im not sure this didnt make me feel worse. It kind of deepened the pathos. It was like what somebody or other wrote about the touch of a vanished hand.

I had a bit of dinner somewhere and went to a show of some kind; but nothing seemed to make any difference. I simply hadnt the heart to go on to supper anywhere. I just sucked down a whisky-and-soda in the hotel smoking-room and went straight up to bed. I dont know when Ive felt so rotten. Somehow I found myself moving about the room softly, as if there had been a death in the family. If I had anybody to talk to I should have talked in a whisper; in fact, when the telephone-bell rang I answered in such a sad, hushed voice that the fellow at the other end of the wire said Halloa! five times, thinking he hadnt got me.

It was Rocky. The poor old scout was deeply agitated.

Bertie! Is that you, Bertie! Oh, gosh? Im having a time!

Where are you speaking from?

The Midnight Revels. Weve been here an hour, and I think were a fixture for the night. Ive told Aunt Isabel Ive gone out to call up a friend to join us. Shes glued to a chair, with this-is-the-life written all over her, taking it in through the pores. She loves it, and Im nearly crazy.

Tell me all, old top, I said.

A little more of this, he said, and I shall sneak quietly off to the river and end it all. Do you mean to say you go through this sort of thing every night, Bertie, and enjoy it? Its simply infernal! I was just snatching a wink of sleep behind the bill of fare just now when about a million yelling girls swooped down, with toy balloons. There are two orchestras here, each trying to see if it cant play louder than the other. Im a mental and physical wreck. When your telegram arrived I was just lying down for a quiet pipe, with a sense of absolute peace stealing over me. I had to get dressed and sprint two miles to catch the train. It nearly gave me heart-failure; and on top of that I almost got brain fever inventing lies to tell Aunt Isabel. And then I had to cram myself into these confounded evening clothes of yours.

I gave a sharp wail of agony. It hadnt struck me till then that Rocky was depending on my wardrobe to see him through.

Youll ruin them!

I hope so, said Rocky, in the most unpleasant way. His troubles seemed to have had the worst effect on his character. I should like to get back at them somehow; theyve given me a bad enough time. Theyre about three sizes too small, and somethings apt to give at any moment. I wish to goodness it would, and give me a chance to breathe. I havent breathed since half-past seven. Thank Heaven, Jeeves managed to get out and buy me a collar that fitted, or I should be a strangled corpse by now! It was touch and go till the stud broke. Bertie, this is pure Hades! Aunt Isabel keeps on urging me to dance. How on earth can I dance when I dont know a soul to dance with? And how the deuce could I, even if I knew every girl in the place? Its taking big chances even to move in these trousers. I had to tell her Ive hurt my ankle. She keeps asking me when Cohan and Stone are going to turn up; and its simply a question of time before she discovers that Stone is sitting two tables away. Somethings got to be done, Bertie! Youve got to think up some way of getting me out of this mess. It was you who got me into it.

Me! What do you mean?

Well, Jeeves, then. Its all the same. It was you who suggested leaving it to Jeeves. It was those letters I wrote from his notes that did the mischief. I made them too good! My aunts just been telling me about it. She says she had resigned herself to ending her life where she was, and then my letters began to arrive, describing the joys of New York; and they stimulated her to such an extent that she pulled herself together and made the trip. She seems to think shes had some miraculous kind of faith cure. I tell you I cant stand it, Bertie! Its got to end!

Cant Jeeves think of anything?

No. He just hangs round saying: Most disturbing, sir! A fat lot of help that is!

Well, old lad, I said, after all, its far worse for me than it is for you. Youve got a comfortable home and Jeeves. And youre saving a lot of money.

Saving money? What do you mean — saving money?

Why, the allowance your aunt was giving you. I suppose shes paying all the expenses now, isnt she?

Certainly she is; but shes stopped the allowance. She wrote the lawyers to-night. She says that, now shes in New York, there is no necessity for it to go on, as we shall always be together, and its simpler for her to look after that end of it. I tell you, Bertie, Ive examined the darned cloud with a microscope, and if its got a silver lining its some little dissembler!

But, Rocky, old top, its too bally awful! Youve no notion of what Im going through in this beastly hotel, without Jeeves. I must get back to the flat.

Dont come near the flat.

But its my own flat.

I cant help that. Aunt Isabel doesnt like you. She asked me what you did for a living. And when I told her you didnt do anything she said she thought as much, and that you were a typical specimen of a useless and decaying aristocracy. So if you think you have made a hit, forget it. Now I must be going back, or shell be coming out here after me. Good-bye.



Next morning Jeeves came round. It was all so home-like when he floated noiselessly into the room that I nearly broke down.

Good morning, sir, he said. I have brought a few more of your personal belongings.

He began to unstrap the suit-case he was carrying.

Did you have any trouble sneaking them away?

It was not easy, sir. I had to watch my chance. Miss Rockmetteller is a remarkably alert lady.

You know, Jeeves, say what you like — this is a bit thick, isnt it?

The situation is certainly one that has never before come under my notice, sir. I have brought the heather-mixture suit, as the climatic conditions are congenial. To-morrow, if not prevented, I will endeavour to add the brown lounge with the faint green twill.

It cant go on — this sort of thing — Jeeves.

We must hope for the best, sir.

Cant you think of anything to do?

I have been giving the matter considerable thought, sir, but so far without success. I am placing three silk shirts — the dove-coloured, the light blue, and the mauve — in the first long drawer, sir.

You dont mean to say you cant think of anything, Jeeves?

For the moment, sir, no. You will find a dozen handkerchiefs and the tan socks in the upper drawer on the left. He strapped the suit-case and put it on a chair. A curious lady, Miss Rockmetteller, sir.

You understate it, Jeeves.

He gazed meditatively out of the window.

In many ways, sir, Miss Rockmetteller reminds me of an aunt of mine who resides in the south-east portion of London. Their temperaments are much alike. My aunt has the same taste for the pleasures of the great city. It is a passion with her to ride in hansom cabs, sir. Whenever the family take their eyes off her she escapes from the house and spends the day riding about in cabs. On several occasions she has broken into the childrens savings bank to secure the means to enable her to gratify this desire.

I love to have these little chats with you about your female relatives, Jeeves, I said coldly, for I felt that the man had let me down, and I was fed up with him. But I dont see what all this has got to do with my trouble.

I beg your pardon, sir. I am leaving a small assortment of neckties on the mantelpiece, sir, for you to select according to your preference. I should recommend the blue with the red domino pattern, sir.

Then he streamed imperceptibly toward the door and flowed silently out.



Ive often heard that chappies, after some great shock or loss, have a habit, after theyve been on the floor for a while wondering what hit them, of picking themselves up and piecing themselves together, and sort of taking a whirl at beginning a new life. Time, the great healer, and Nature, adjusting itself, and so on and so forth. Theres a lot in it. I know, because in my own case, after a day or two of what you might call prostration, I began to recover. The frightful loss of Jeeves made any thought of pleasure more or less a mockery, but at least I found that I was able to have a dash at enjoying life again. What I mean is, I was braced up to the extent of going round the cabarets once more, so as to try to forget, if only for the moment.

New Yorks a small place when it comes to the part of it that wakes up just as the rest is going to bed, and it wasnt long before my tracks began to cross old Rockys. I saw him once at Peales, and again at Frolics on the roof. There wasnt anybody with him either time except the aunt, and, though he was trying to look as if he had struck the ideal life, it wasnt difficult for me, knowing the circumstances, to see that beneath the mask the poor chap was suffering. My heart bled for the fellow. At least, what there was of it that wasnt bleeding for myself bled for him. He had the air of one who was about to crack under the strain.

It seemed to me that the aunt was looking slightly upset also. I took it that she was beginning to wonder when the celebrities were going to surge round, and what had suddenly become of all those wild, careless spirits Rocky used to mix with in his letters. I didnt blame her. I had only read a couple of his letters, but they certainly gave the impression that poor old Rocky was by way of being the hub of New York night life, and that, if by any chance he failed to show up at a cabaret, the management said: Whats the use? and put up the shutters.

The next two nights I didnt come across them, but the night after that I was sitting by myself at the Maison Pierre when somebody tapped me on the shoulder-blade, and I found Rocky standing beside me, with a sort of mixed expression of wistfulness and apoplexy on his face. How the chappie had contrived to wear my evening clothes so many times without disaster was a mystery to me. He confided later that early in the proceedings he had slit the waistcoat up the back and that that had helped a bit.

For a moment I had the idea that he had managed to get away from his aunt for the evening; but, looking past him, I saw that she was in again. She was at a table over by the wall, looking at me as if I were something the management ought to be complained to about.

Bertie, old scout, said Rocky, in a quiet, sort of crushed voice, weve always been pals, havent we? I mean, you know Id do you a good turn if you asked me?

My dear old lad, I said. The man had moved me.

Then, for Heavens sake, come over and sit at our table for the rest of the evening.

Well, you know, there are limits to the sacred claims of friendship.

My dear chap, I said, you know Id do anything in reason; but — —

You must come, Bertie. Youve got to. Somethings got to be done to divert her mind. Shes brooding about something. Shes been like that for the last two days. I think shes beginning to suspect. She cant understand why we never seem to meet anyone I know at these joints. A few nights ago I happened to run into two newspaper men I used to know fairly well. That kept me going for a while. I introduced them to Aunt Isabel as David Belasco and Jim Corbett, and it went well. But the effect has worn off now, and shes beginning to wonder again. Somethings got to be done, or she will find out everything, and if she does Id take a nickel for my chance of getting a cent from her later on. So, for the love of Mike, come across to our table and help things along.

I went along. One has to rally round a pal in distress. Aunt Isabel was sitting bolt upright, as usual. It certainly did seem as if she had lost a bit of the zest with which she had started out to explore Broadway. She looked as if she had been thinking a good deal about rather unpleasant things.

Youve met Bertie Wooster, Aunt Isabel? said Rocky.

I have.

There was something in her eye that seemed to say:

Out of a city of six million people, why did you pick on me?

Take a seat, Bertie. Whatll you have? said Rocky.

And so the merry party began. It was one of those jolly, happy, bread-crumbling parties where you cough twice before you speak, and then decide not to say it after all. After we had had an hour of this wild dissipation, Aunt Isabel said she wanted to go home. In the light of what Rocky had been telling me, this struck me as sinister. I had gathered that at the beginning of her visit she had had to be dragged home with ropes.

It must have hit Rocky the same way, for he gave me a pleading look.

Youll come along, wont you, Bertie, and have a drink at the flat?

I had a feeling that this wasnt in the contract, but there wasnt anything to be done. It seemed brutal to leave the poor chap alone with the woman, so I went along.

Right from the start, from the moment we stepped into the taxi, the feeling began to grow that something was about to break loose. A massive silence prevailed in the corner where the aunt sat, and, though Rocky, balancing himself on the little seat in front, did his best to supply dialogue, we werent a chatty party.

I had a glimpse of Jeeves as we went into the flat, sitting in his lair, and I wished I could have called to him to rally round. Something told me that I was about to need him.

The stuff was on the table in the sitting-room. Rocky took up the decanter.

Say when, Bertie.

Stop! barked the aunt, and he dropped it.

I caught Rockys eye as he stooped to pick up the ruins. It was the eye of one who sees it coming.

Leave it there, Rockmetteller! said Aunt Isabel; and Rocky left it there.

The time has come to speak, she said. I cannot stand idly by and see a young man going to perdition!

Poor old Rocky gave a sort of gurgle, a kind of sound rather like the whisky had made running out of the decanter on to my carpet.

Eh? he said, blinking.

The aunt proceeded.

The fault, she said, was mine. I had not then seen the light. But now my eyes are open. I see the hideous mistake I have made. I shudder at the thought of the wrong I did you, Rockmetteller, by urging you into contact with this wicked city.

I saw Rocky grope feebly for the table. His fingers touched it, and a look of relief came into the poor chappies face. I understood his feelings.

But when I wrote you that letter, Rockmetteller, instructing you to go to the city and live its life, I had not had the privilege of hearing Mr. Mundy speak on the subject of New York.

Jimmy Mundy! I cried.

You know how it is sometimes when everything seems all mixed up and you suddenly get a clue. When she mentioned Jimmy Mundy I began to understand more or less what had happened. Id seen it happen before. I remember, back in England, the man I had before Jeeves sneaked off to a meeting on his evening out and came back and denounced me in front of a crowd of chappies I was giving a bit of supper to as a moral leper.

The aunt gave me a withering up and down.

Yes; Jimmy Mundy! she said. I am surprised at a man of your stamp having heard of him. There is no music, there are no drunken, dancing men, no shameless, flaunting women at his meetings; so for you they would have no attraction. But for others, less dead in sin, he has his message. He has come to save New York from itself; to force it — in his picturesque phrase — to hit the trail. It was three days ago, Rockmetteller, that I first heard him. It was an accident that took me to his meeting. How often in this life a mere accident may shape our whole future!

You had been called away by that telephone message from Mr. Belasco; so you could not take me to the Hippodrome, as we had arranged. I asked your man-servant, Jeeves, to take me there. The man has very little intelligence. He seems to have misunderstood me. I am thankful that he did. He took me to what I subsequently learned was Madison Square Garden, where Mr. Mundy is holding his meetings. He escorted me to a seat and then left me. And it was not till the meeting had begun that I discovered the mistake which had been made. My seat was in the middle of a row. I could not leave without inconveniencing a great many people, so I remained.

She gulped.

Rockmetteller, I have never been so thankful for anything else. Mr. Mundy was wonderful! He was like some prophet of old, scourging the sins of the people. He leaped about in a frenzy of inspiration till I feared he would do himself an injury. Sometimes he expressed himself in a somewhat odd manner, but every word carried conviction. He showed me New York in its true colours. He showed me the vanity and wickedness of sitting in gilded haunts of vice, eating lobster when decent people should be in bed.

He said that the tango and the fox-trot were devices of the devil to drag people down into the Bottomless Pit. He said that there was more sin in ten minutes with a negro banjo orchestra than in all the ancient revels of Nineveh and Babylon. And when he stood on one leg and pointed right at where I was sitting and shouted, This means you! I could have sunk through the floor. I came away a changed woman. Surely you must have noticed the change in me, Rockmetteller? You must have seen that I was no longer the careless, thoughtless person who had urged you to dance in those places of wickedness?

Rocky was holding on to the table as if it was his only friend.

Y-yes, he stammered; I — I thought something was wrong.

Wrong? Something was right! Everything was right! Rockmetteller, it is not too late for you to be saved. You have only sipped of the evil cup. You have not drained it. It will be hard at first, but you will find that you can do it if you fight with a stout heart against the glamour and fascination of this dreadful city. Wont you, for my sake, try, Rockmetteller? Wont you go back to the country to-morrow and begin the struggle? Little by little, if you use your will — —

I cant help thinking it must have been that word will that roused dear old Rocky like a trumpet call. It must have brought home to him the realisation that a miracle had come off and saved him from being cut out of Aunt Isabels. At any rate, as she said it he perked up, let go of the table, and faced her with gleaming eyes.

Do you want me to go back to the country, Aunt Isabel?

Yes.

Not to live in the country?

Yes, Rockmetteller.

Stay in the country all the time, do you mean? Never come to New York?

Yes, Rockmetteller; I mean just that. It is the only way. Only there can you be safe from temptation. Will you do it, Rockmetteller? Will you — for my sake?

Rocky grabbed the table again. He seemed to draw a lot of encouragement from that table.

I will! he said.



Jeeves, I said. It was next day, and I was back in the old flat, lying in the old arm-chair, with my feet upon the good old table. I had just come from seeing dear old Rocky off to his country cottage, and an hour before he had seen his aunt off to whatever hamlet it was that she was the curse of; so we were alone at last. Jeeves, theres no place like home — what?

Very true, sir.

The jolly old roof-tree, and all that sort of thing — what?

Precisely, sir.

I lit another cigarette.

Jeeves.

Sir?

Do you know, at one point in the business I really thought you were baffled.

Indeed, sir?

When did you get the idea of taking Miss Rockmetteller to the meeting? It was pure genius!

Thank you, sir. It came to me a little suddenly, one morning when I was thinking of my aunt, sir.

Your aunt? The hansom cab one?

Yes, sir. I recollected that, whenever we observed one of her attacks coming on, we used to send for the clergyman of the parish. We always found that if he talked to her a while of higher things it diverted her mind from hansom cabs. It occurred to me that the same treatment might prove efficacious in the case of Miss Rockmetteller.

I was stunned by the mans resource.

Its brain, I said; pure brain! What do you do to get like that, Jeeves? I believe you must eat a lot of fish, or something. Do you eat a lot of fish, Jeeves?

No, sir.

Oh, well, then, its just a gift, I take it; and if you arent born that way theres no use worrying.

Precisely, sir, said Jeeves. If I might make the suggestion, sir, I should not continue to wear your present tie. The green shade gives you a slightly bilious air. I should strongly advocate the blue with the red domino pattern instead, sir.

All right, Jeeves. I said humbly. You know!

THE END


The Clicking of Cuthbert (1922)
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This collection of ten short stories, all with a golfing theme, was first published on the 3 February 1922 by Herbert Jenkins in the United Kingdom, though all the stories had previously appeared in The Strand Magazine between October 1919 and November 1921. Publication in America happened on 28 May 1924 under the title Golf Without Tears, though as with the UK publication, the stories had previously appeared in a variety of magazines. All, but the last story are narrated by the Oldest Member, who has long since given up golf, but once he starts talking and telling his stories, he cant be stopped. The Oldest Member would go on to narrate twenty-seven short stories between 1922 and 1929.

The stories adhere to the usual Wodehouse formula of love and hi jinks; the right sort of young man is pining for a girl, problems ensue, but he gets the girl in the end anyway.

The Observer commented that: The multitudinous humors of the links have never been exploited with higher spirits or more ingenious resource than in Mr. Wodehouses chronicles... Another critic noted that, No one can resist the appeal of his delicious humor and his exquisite use of English, but the book is primarily for golfers...

At the age of ninety-one, to help promote A Golf Omnibus, a somewhat wider selection of his golf stories, Wodehouse recalled, I may have managed to get a few rays of sunshine into my golf stories. If so this is due to the fact that while I was writing them I won my first and only trophy...I was never much of a golfer...but how I loved the game!

A series of short films based on Wodehouses golf stories were produced in 1924, the first of which was The Clicking of Cuthbert, starring E. Ashley Marvin as the Oldest Member. Six films were produced in total, three of which were based on stories in this book.
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THIS BOOK MARKS an epoch in my literary career. It is written in blood. It is the outpouring of a soul as deeply seared by Fates unkindness as the fairway on the dog-leg hole of the second nine was ever seared by my iron. It is the work of a very nearly desperate man, an eighteen-handicap man who has got to look extremely slippy if he doesnt want to find himself in the twenties again.

As a writer of light fiction, I have always till now been handicapped by the fact that my disposition was cheerful, my heart intact, and my life unsoured. Handicapped, I say, because the public likes to feel that a writer of farcical stories is piquantly miserable in his private life, and that, if he turns out anything amusing, he does it simply in order to obtain relief from the almost insupportable weight of an existence which he has long since realized to be a wash-out. Well, today I am just like that.

Two years ago, I admit, I was a shallow farceur. My work lacked depth. I wrote flippantly simply because I was having a thoroughly good time. Then I took up golf, and now I can smile through the tears and laugh, like Figaro, that I may not weep, and generally hold my head up and feel that I am entitled to respect.

If you find anything in this volume that amuses you, kindly bear in mind that it was probably written on my return home after losing three balls in the gorse or breaking the head off a favourite driver: and, with a murmured Brave fellow! Brave fellow! recall the story of the clown jesting while his child lay dying at home. That is all. Thank you for your sympathy. It means more to me than I can say. Do you think that if I tried the square stance for a bit.... But, after all, this cannot interest you. Leave me to my misery.

POSTSCRIPT. — In the second chapter I allude to Stout Cortez staring at the Pacific. Shortly after the appearance of this narrative in serial form in America, I received an anonymous letter containing the words, You big stiff, it wasnt Cortez, it was Balboa. This, I believe, is historically accurate. On the other hand, if Cortez was good enough for Keats, he is good enough for me. Besides, even if it was Balboa, the Pacific was open for being stared at about that time, and I see no reason why Cortez should not have had a look at it as well.

P. G. WODEHOUSE.


The Clicking of Cuthbert
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THE YOUNG MAN came into the smoking-room of the clubhouse, and flung his bag with a clatter on the floor. He sank moodily into an arm-chair and pressed the bell.

Waiter!

Sir?

The young man pointed at the bag with every evidence of distaste.

You may have these clubs, he said. Take them away. If you dont want them yourself, give them to one of the caddies.

Across the room the Oldest Member gazed at him with a grave sadness through the smoke of his pipe. His eye was deep and dreamy — the eye of a man who, as the poet says, has seen Golf steadily and seen it whole.

You are giving up golf? he said.

He was not altogether unprepared for such an attitude on the young mans part: for from his eyrie on the terrace above the ninth green he had observed him start out on the afternoons round and had seen him lose a couple of balls in the lake at the second hole after taking seven strokes at the first.

Yes! cried the young man fiercely. For ever, dammit! Footling game! Blanked infernal fat-headed silly ass of a game! Nothing but a waste of time.

The Sage winced.

Dont say that, my boy.

But I do say it. What earthly good is golf? Life is stern and life is earnest. We live in a practical age. All round us we see foreign competition making itself unpleasant. And we spend our time playing golf! What do we get out of it? Is golf any use? Thats what Im asking you. Can you name me a single case where devotion to this pestilential pastime has done a man any practical good?

The Sage smiled gently.

I could name a thousand.

One will do.

I will select, said the Sage, from the innumerable memories that rush to my mind, the story of Cuthbert Banks.

Never heard of him.

Be of good cheer, said the Oldest Member. You are going to hear of him now.



It was in the picturesque little settlement of Wood Hills (said the Oldest Member) that the incidents occurred which I am about to relate. Even if you have never been in Wood Hills, that suburban paradise is probably familiar to you by name. Situated at a convenient distance from the city, it combines in a notable manner the advantages of town life with the pleasant surroundings and healthful air of the country. Its inhabitants live in commodious houses, standing in their own grounds, and enjoy so many luxuries — such as gravel soil, main drainage, electric light, telephone, baths (h. and c.), and companys own water, that you might be pardoned for imagining life to be so ideal for them that no possible improvement could be added to their lot. Mrs. Willoughby Smethurst was under no such delusion. What Wood Hills needed to make it perfect, she realized, was Culture. Material comforts are all very well, but, if the summum bonum is to be achieved, the Soul also demands a look in, and it was Mrs. Smethursts unfaltering resolve that never while she had her strength should the Soul be handed the losers end. It was her intention to make Wood Hills a centre of all that was most cultivated and refined, and, golly! how she had succeeded. Under her presidency the Wood Hills Literary and Debating Society had tripled its membership.

But there is always a fly in the ointment, a caterpillar in the salad. The local golf club, an institution to which Mrs. Smethurst strongly objected, had also tripled its membership; and the division of the community into two rival camps, the Golfers and the Cultured, had become more marked than ever. This division, always acute, had attained now to the dimensions of a Schism. The rival sects treated one another with a cold hostility.

Unfortunate episodes came to widen the breach. Mrs. Smethursts house adjoined the links, standing to the right of the fourth tee: and, as the Literary Society was in the habit of entertaining visiting lecturers, many a golfer had foozled his drive owing to sudden loud outbursts of applause coinciding with his down-swing. And not long before this story opens a sliced ball, whizzing in at the open window, had come within an ace of incapacitating Raymond Parsloe Devine, the rising young novelist (who rose at that moment a clear foot and a half) from any further exercise of his art. Two inches, indeed, to the right and Raymond must inevitably have handed in his dinner-pail.

To make matters worse, a ring at the front-door bell followed almost immediately, and the maid ushered in a young man of pleasing appearance in a sweater and baggy knickerbockers who apologetically but firmly insisted on playing his ball where it lay, and, what with the shock of the lecturers narrow escape and the spectacle of the intruder standing on the table and working away with a niblick, the afternoons session had to be classed as a complete frost. Mr. Devines determination, from which no argument could swerve him, to deliver the rest of his lecture in the coal-cellar gave the meeting a jolt from which it never recovered.

I have dwelt upon this incident, because it was the means of introducing Cuthbert Banks to Mrs. Smethursts niece, Adeline. As Cuthbert, for it was he who had so nearly reduced the muster-roll of rising novelists by one, hopped down from the table after his stroke, he was suddenly aware that a beautiful girl was looking at him intently. As a matter of fact, everyone in the room was looking at him intently, none more so than Raymond Parsloe Devine, but none of the others were beautiful girls. Long as the members of Wood Hills Literary Society were on brain, they were short on looks, and, to Cuthberts excited eye, Adeline Smethurst stood out like a jewel in a pile of coke.

He had never seen her before, for she had only arrived at her aunts house on the previous day, but he was perfectly certain that life, even when lived in the midst of gravel soil, main drainage, and companys own water, was going to be a pretty poor affair if he did not see her again. Yes, Cuthbert was in love: and it is interesting to record, as showing the effect of the tender emotion on a mans game, that twenty minutes after he had met Adeline he did the short eleventh in one, and as near as a toucher got a three on the four-hundred-yard twelfth.

I will skip lightly over the intermediate stages of Cuthberts courtship and come to the moment when — at the annual ball in aid of the local Cottage Hospital, the only occasion during the year on which the lion, so to speak, lay down with the lamb, and the Golfers and the Cultured met on terms of easy comradeship, their differences temporarily laid aside — he proposed to Adeline and was badly stymied.

That fair, soulful girl could not see him with a spy-glass.

Mr. Banks, she said, I will speak frankly.

Charge right ahead, assented Cuthbert.

Deeply sensible as I am of — —

I know. Of the honour and the compliment and all that. But, passing lightly over all that guff, what seems to be the trouble? I love you to distraction — —

Love is not everything.

Youre wrong, said Cuthbert, earnestly. Youre right off it. Love — — And he was about to dilate on the theme when she interrupted him.

I am a girl of ambition.

And very nice, too, said Cuthbert.

I am a girl of ambition, repeated Adeline, and I realize that the fulfilment of my ambitions must come through my husband. I am very ordinary myself — —

What! cried Cuthbert. You ordinary? Why, you are a pearl among women, the queen of your sex. You cant have been looking in a glass lately. You stand alone. Simply alone. You make the rest look like battered repaints.

Well, said Adeline, softening a trifle, I believe I am fairly good-looking — —

Anybody who was content to call you fairly good-looking would describe the Taj Mahal as a pretty nifty tomb.

But that is not the point. What I mean is, if I marry a nonentity I shall be a nonentity myself for ever. And I would sooner die than be a nonentity.

And, if I follow your reasoning, you think that that lets me out?

Well, really, Mr. Banks, have you done anything, or are you likely ever to do anything worth while?

Cuthbert hesitated.

Its true, he said, I didnt finish in the first ten in the Open, and I was knocked out in the semi-final of the Amateur, but I won the French Open last year.

The — what?

The French Open Championship. Golf, you know.

Golf! You waste all your time playing golf. I admire a man who is more spiritual, more intellectual.

A pang of jealousy rent Cuthberts bosom.

Like Whats-his-name Devine? he said, sullenly.

Mr. Devine, replied Adeline, blushing faintly, is going to be a great man. Already he has achieved much. The critics say that he is more Russian than any other young English writer.

And is that good?

Of course its good.

I should have thought the wheeze would be to be more English than any other young English writer.

Nonsense! Who wants an English writer to be English? Youve got to be Russian or Spanish or something to be a real success. The mantle of the great Russians has descended on Mr. Devine.

From what Ive heard of Russians, I should hate to have that happen to me.

There is no danger of that, said Adeline scornfully.

Oh! Well, let me tell you that there is a lot more in me than you think.

That might easily be so.

You think Im not spiritual and intellectual, said Cuthbert, deeply moved. Very well. Tomorrow I join the Literary Society.

Even as he spoke the words his leg was itching to kick himself for being such a chump, but the sudden expression of pleasure on Adelines face soothed him; and he went home that night with the feeling that he had taken on something rather attractive. It was only in the cold, grey light of the morning that he realized what he had let himself in for.

I do not know if you have had any experience of suburban literary societies, but the one that flourished under the eye of Mrs. Willoughby Smethurst at Wood Hills was rather more so than the average. With my feeble powers of narrative, I cannot hope to make clear to you all that Cuthbert Banks endured in the next few weeks. And, even if I could, I doubt if I should do so. It is all very well to excite pity and terror, as Aristotle recommends, but there are limits. In the ancient Greek tragedies it was an ironclad rule that all the real rough stuff should take place off-stage, and I shall follow this admirable principle. It will suffice if I say merely that J. Cuthbert Banks had a thin time. After attending eleven debates and fourteen lectures on vers libre Poetry, the Seventeenth-Century Essayists, the Neo-Scandinavian Movement in Portuguese Literature, and other subjects of a similar nature, he grew so enfeebled that, on the rare occasions when he had time for a visit to the links, he had to take a full iron for his mashie shots.

It was not simply the oppressive nature of the debates and lectures that sapped his vitality. What really got right in amongst him was the torture of seeing Adelines adoration of Raymond Parsloe Devine. The man seemed to have made the deepest possible impression upon her plastic emotions. When he spoke, she leaned forward with parted lips and looked at him. When he was not speaking — which was seldom — she leaned back and looked at him. And when he happened to take the next seat to her, she leaned sideways and looked at him. One glance at Mr. Devine would have been more than enough for Cuthbert; but Adeline found him a spectacle that never palled. She could not have gazed at him with a more rapturous intensity if she had been a small child and he a saucer of ice-cream. All this Cuthbert had to witness while still endeavouring to retain the possession of his faculties sufficiently to enable him to duck and back away if somebody suddenly asked him what he thought of the sombre realism of Vladimir Brusiloff. It is little wonder that he tossed in bed, picking at the coverlet, through sleepless nights, and had to have all his waistcoats taken in three inches to keep them from sagging.

This Vladimir Brusiloff to whom I have referred was the famous Russian novelist, and, owing to the fact of his being in the country on a lecturing tour at the moment, there had been something of a boom in his works. The Wood Hills Literary Society had been studying them for weeks, and never since his first entrance into intellectual circles had Cuthbert Banks come nearer to throwing in the towel. Vladimir specialized in grey studies of hopeless misery, where nothing happened till page three hundred and eighty, when the moujik decided to commit suicide. It was tough going for a man whose deepest reading hitherto had been Vardon on the Push-Shot, and there can be no greater proof of the magic of love than the fact that Cuthbert stuck it without a cry. But the strain was terrible and I am inclined to think that he must have cracked, had it not been for the daily reports in the papers of the internecine strife which was proceeding so briskly in Russia. Cuthbert was an optimist at heart, and it seemed to him that, at the rate at which the inhabitants of that interesting country were murdering one another, the supply of Russian novelists must eventually give out.

One morning, as he tottered down the road for the short walk which was now almost the only exercise to which he was equal, Cuthbert met Adeline. A spasm of anguish flitted through all his nerve-centres as he saw that she was accompanied by Raymond Parsloe Devine.

Good morning, Mr. Banks, said Adeline.

Good morning, said Cuthbert hollowly.

Such good news about Vladimir Brusiloff.

Dead? said Cuthbert, with a touch of hope.

Dead? Of course not. Why should he be? No, Aunt Emily met his manager after his lecture at Queens Hall yesterday, and he has promised that Mr. Brusiloff shall come to her next Wednesday reception.

Oh, ah! said Cuthbert, dully.

I dont know how she managed it. I think she must have told him that Mr. Devine would be there to meet him.

But you said he was coming, argued Cuthbert.

I shall be very glad, said Raymond Devine, of the opportunity of meeting Brusiloff.

Im sure, said Adeline, he will be very glad of the opportunity of meeting you.

Possibly, said Mr. Devine. Possibly. Competent critics have said that my work closely resembles that of the great Russian Masters.

Your psychology is so deep.

Yes, yes.

And your atmosphere.

Quite.

Cuthbert in a perfect agony of spirit prepared to withdraw from this love-feast. The sun was shining brightly, but the world was black to him. Birds sang in the tree-tops, but he did not hear them. He might have been a moujik for all the pleasure he found in life.

You will be there, Mr. Banks? said Adeline, as he turned away.

Oh, all right, said Cuthbert.

When Cuthbert had entered the drawing-room on the following Wednesday and had taken his usual place in a distant corner where, while able to feast his gaze on Adeline, he had a sporting chance of being overlooked or mistaken for a piece of furniture, he perceived the great Russian thinker seated in the midst of a circle of admiring females. Raymond Parsloe Devine had not yet arrived.

His first glance at the novelist surprised Cuthbert. Doubtless with the best motives, Vladimir Brusiloff had permitted his face to become almost entirely concealed behind a dense zareba of hair, but his eyes were visible through the undergrowth, and it seemed to Cuthbert that there was an expression in them not unlike that of a cat in a strange backyard surrounded by small boys. The man looked forlorn and hopeless, and Cuthbert wondered whether he had had bad news from home.

This was not the case. The latest news which Vladimir Brusiloff had had from Russia had been particularly cheering. Three of his principal creditors had perished in the last massacre of the bourgeoisie, and a man whom he owed for five years for a samovar and a pair of overshoes had fled the country, and had not been heard of since. It was not bad news from home that was depressing Vladimir. What was wrong with him was the fact that this was the eighty-second suburban literary reception he had been compelled to attend since he had landed in the country on his lecturing tour, and he was sick to death of it. When his agent had first suggested the trip, he had signed on the dotted line without an instants hesitation. Worked out in roubles, the fees offered had seemed just about right. But now, as he peered through the brushwood at the faces round him, and realized that eight out of ten of those present had manuscripts of some sort concealed on their persons, and were only waiting for an opportunity to whip them out and start reading, he wished that he had stayed at his quiet home in Nijni-Novgorod, where the worst thing that could happen to a fellow was a brace of bombs coming in through the window and mixing themselves up with his breakfast egg.

At this point in his meditations he was aware that his hostess was looming up before him with a pale young man in horn-rimmed spectacles at her side. There was in Mrs. Smethursts demeanour something of the unction of the master-of-ceremonies at the big fight who introduces the earnest gentleman who wishes to challenge the winner.

Oh, Mr. Brusiloff, said Mrs. Smethurst, I do so want you to meet Mr. Raymond Parsloe Devine, whose work I expect you know. He is one of our younger novelists.

The distinguished visitor peered in a wary and defensive manner through the shrubbery, but did not speak. Inwardly he was thinking how exactly like Mr. Devine was to the eighty-one other younger novelists to whom he had been introduced at various hamlets throughout the country. Raymond Parsloe Devine bowed courteously, while Cuthbert, wedged into his corner, glowered at him.

The critics, said Mr. Devine, have been kind enough to say that my poor efforts contain a good deal of the Russian spirit. I owe much to the great Russians. I have been greatly influenced by Sovietski.

Down in the forest something stirred. It was Vladimir Brusiloffs mouth opening, as he prepared to speak. He was not a man who prattled readily, especially in a foreign tongue. He gave the impression that each word was excavated from his interior by some up-to-date process of mining. He glared bleakly at Mr. Devine, and allowed three words to drop out of him.

Sovietski no good!

He paused for a moment, set the machinery working again, and delivered five more at the pithead.

I spit me of Sovietski!

There was a painful sensation. The lot of a popular idol is in many ways an enviable one, but it has the drawback of uncertainty. Here today and gone tomorrow. Until this moment Raymond Parsloe Devines stock had stood at something considerably over par in Wood Hills intellectual circles, but now there was a rapid slump. Hitherto he had been greatly admired for being influenced by Sovietski, but it appeared now that this was not a good thing to be. It was evidently a rotten thing to be. The law could not touch you for being influenced by Sovietski, but there is an ethical as well as a legal code, and this it was obvious that Raymond Parsloe Devine had transgressed. Women drew away from him slightly, holding their skirts. Men looked at him censoriously. Adeline Smethurst started violently, and dropped a tea-cup. And Cuthbert Banks, doing his popular imitation of a sardine in his corner, felt for the first time that life held something of sunshine.

Raymond Parsloe Devine was plainly shaken, but he made an adroit attempt to recover his lost prestige.

When I say I have been influenced by Sovietski, I mean, of course, that I was once under his spell. A young writer commits many follies. I have long since passed through that phase. The false glamour of Sovietski has ceased to dazzle me. I now belong whole-heartedly to the school of Nastikoff.

There was a reaction. People nodded at one another sympathetically. After all, we cannot expect old heads on young shoulders, and a lapse at the outset of ones career should not be held against one who has eventually seen the light.

Nastikoff no good, said Vladimir Brusiloff, coldly. He paused, listening to the machinery.

Nastikoff worse than Sovietski.

He paused again.

I spit me of Nastikoff! he said.

This time there was no doubt about it. The bottom had dropped out of the market, and Raymond Parsloe Devine Preferred were down in the cellar with no takers. It was clear to the entire assembled company that they had been all wrong about Raymond Parsloe Devine. They had allowed him to play on their innocence and sell them a pup. They had taken him at his own valuation, and had been cheated into admiring him as a man who amounted to something, and all the while he had belonged to the school of Nastikoff. You never can tell. Mrs. Smethursts guests were well-bred, and there was consequently no violent demonstration, but you could see by their faces what they felt. Those nearest Raymond Parsloe jostled to get further away. Mrs. Smethurst eyed him stonily through a raised lorgnette. One or two low hisses were heard, and over at the other end of the room somebody opened the window in a marked manner.

Raymond Parsloe Devine hesitated for a moment, then, realizing his situation, turned and slunk to the door. There was an audible sigh of relief as it closed behind him.

Vladimir Brusiloff proceeded to sum up.

No novelists any good except me. Sovietski — yah! Nastikoff — bah! I spit me of zem all. No novelists anywhere any good except me. P. G. Wodehouse and Tolstoi not bad. Not good, but not bad. No novelists any good except me.

And, having uttered this dictum, he removed a slab of cake from a near-by plate, steered it through the jungle, and began to champ.

It is too much to say that there was a dead silence. There could never be that in any room in which Vladimir Brusiloff was eating cake. But certainly what you might call the general chit-chat was pretty well down and out. Nobody liked to be the first to speak. The members of the Wood Hills Literary Society looked at one another timidly. Cuthbert, for his part, gazed at Adeline; and Adeline gazed into space. It was plain that the girl was deeply stirred. Her eyes were opened wide, a faint flush crimsoned her cheeks, and her breath was coming quickly.

Adelines mind was in a whirl. She felt as if she had been walking gaily along a pleasant path and had stopped suddenly on the very brink of a precipice. It would be idle to deny that Raymond Parsloe Devine had attracted her extraordinarily. She had taken him at his own valuation as an extremely hot potato, and her hero-worship had gradually been turning into love. And now her hero had been shown to have feet of clay. It was hard, I consider, on Raymond Parsloe Devine, but that is how it goes in this world. You get a following as a celebrity, and then you run up against another bigger celebrity and your admirers desert you. One could moralize on this at considerable length, but better not, perhaps. Enough to say that the glamour of Raymond Devine ceased abruptly in that moment for Adeline, and her most coherent thought at this juncture was the resolve, as soon as she got up to her room, to burn the three signed photographs he had sent her and to give the autographed presentation set of his books to the grocers boy.

Mrs. Smethurst, meanwhile, having rallied somewhat, was endeavouring to set the feast of reason and flow of soul going again.

And how do you like England, Mr. Brusiloff? she asked.

The celebrity paused in the act of lowering another segment of cake.

Dam good, he replied, cordially.

I suppose you have travelled all over the country by this time?

You said it, agreed the Thinker.

Have you met many of our great public men?

Yais — Yais — Quite a few of the nibs — Lloyid Gorge, I meet him. But — — Beneath the matting a discontented expression came into his face, and his voice took on a peevish note. But I not meet your real great men — your Arbmishel, your Arreevadon — I not meet them. Thats what gives me the pipovitch. Have you ever met Arbmishel and Arreevadon?

A strained, anguished look came into Mrs. Smethursts face and was reflected in the faces of the other members of the circle. The eminent Russian had sprung two entirely new ones on them, and they felt that their ignorance was about to be exposed. What would Vladimir Brusiloff think of the Wood Hills Literary Society? The reputation of the Wood Hills Literary Society was at stake, trembling in the balance, and coming up for the third time. In dumb agony Mrs. Smethurst rolled her eyes about the room searching for someone capable of coming to the rescue. She drew blank.

And then, from a distant corner, there sounded a deprecating, cough, and those nearest Cuthbert Banks saw that he had stopped twisting his right foot round his left ankle and his left foot round his right ankle and was sitting up with a light of almost human intelligence in his eyes.

Er — — said Cuthbert, blushing as every eye in the room seemed to fix itself on him, I think he means Abe Mitchell and Harry Vardon.

Abe Mitchell and Harry Vardon? repeated Mrs. Smethurst, blankly. I never heard of — —

Yais! Yais! Most! Very! shouted Vladimir Brusiloff, enthusiastically. Arbmishel and Arreevadon. You know them, yes, what, no, perhaps?

Ive played with Abe Mitchell often, and I was partnered with Harry Vardon in last years Open.

The great Russian uttered a cry that shook the chandelier.

You play in ze Open? Why, he demanded reproachfully of Mrs. Smethurst, was I not been introducted to this young man who play in opens?

Well, really, faltered Mrs. Smethurst. Well, the fact is, Mr. Brusiloff — —

She broke off. She was unequal to the task of explaining, without hurting anyones feelings, that she had always regarded Cuthbert as a piece of cheese and a blot on the landscape.

Introduct me! thundered the Celebrity.

Why, certainly, certainly, of course. This is Mr. —— .

She looked appealingly at Cuthbert.

Banks, prompted Cuthbert.

Banks! cried Vladimir Brusiloff. Not Cootaboot Banks?

Is your name Cootaboot? asked Mrs. Smethurst, faintly.

Well, its Cuthbert.

Yais! Yais! Cootaboot! There was a rush and swirl, as the effervescent Muscovite burst his way through the throng and rushed to where Cuthbert sat. He stood for a moment eyeing him excitedly, then, stooping swiftly, kissed him on both cheeks before Cuthbert could get his guard up. My dear young man, I saw you win ze French Open. Great! Great! Grand! Superb! Hot stuff, and you can say I said so! Will you permit one who is but eighteen at Nijni-Novgorod to salute you once more?

And he kissed Cuthbert again. Then, brushing aside one or two intellectuals who were in the way, he dragged up a chair and sat down.

You are a great man! he said.

Oh, no, said Cuthbert modestly.

Yais! Great. Most! Very! The way you lay your approach-putts dead from anywhere!

Oh, I dont know.

Mr. Brusiloff drew his chair closer.

Let me tell you one vairy funny story about putting. It was one day I play at Nijni-Novgorod with the pro. against Lenin and Trotsky, and Trotsky had a two-inch putt for the hole. But, just as he addresses the ball, someone in the crowd he tries to assassinate Lenin with a rewolwer — you know that is our great national sport, trying to assassinate Lenin with rewolwers — and the bang puts Trotsky off his stroke and he goes five yards past the hole, and then Lenin, who is rather shaken, you understand, he misses again himself, and we win the hole and match and I clean up three hundred and ninety-six thousand roubles, or fifteen shillings in your money. Some gameovitch! And now let me tell you one other vairy funny story — —

Desultory conversation had begun in murmurs over the rest of the room, as the Wood Hills intellectuals politely endeavoured to conceal the fact that they realized that they were about as much out of it at this re-union of twin souls as cats at a dog-show. From time to time they started as Vladimir Brusiloffs laugh boomed out. Perhaps it was a consolation to them to know that he was enjoying himself.

As for Adeline, how shall I describe her emotions? She was stunned. Before her very eyes the stone which the builders had rejected had become the main thing, the hundred-to-one shot had walked away with the race. A rush of tender admiration for Cuthbert Banks flooded her heart. She saw that she had been all wrong. Cuthbert, whom she had always treated with a patronizing superiority, was really a man to be looked up to and worshipped. A deep, dreamy sigh shook Adelines fragile form.

Half an hour later Vladimir and Cuthbert Banks rose.

Goot-a-bye, Mrs. Smet-thirst, said the Celebrity. Zank you for a most charming visit. My friend Cootaboot and me we go now to shoot a few holes. You will lend me clobs, friend Cootaboot?

Any you want.

The niblicksky is what I use most. Goot-a-bye, Mrs. Smet-thirst.

They were moving to the door, when Cuthbert felt a light touch on his arm. Adeline was looking up at him tenderly.

May I come, too, and walk round with you?

Cuthberts bosom heaved.

Oh, he said, with a tremor in his voice, that you would walk round with me for life!

Her eyes met his.

Perhaps, she whispered, softly, it could be arranged.



And so, (concluded the Oldest Member), you see that golf can be of the greatest practical assistance to a man in Lifes struggle. Raymond Parsloe Devine, who was no player, had to move out of the neighbourhood immediately, and is now, I believe, writing scenarios out in California for the Flicker Film Company. Adeline is married to Cuthbert, and it was only his earnest pleading which prevented her from having their eldest son christened Abe Mitchell Ribbed-Faced Mashie Banks, for she is now as keen a devotee of the great game as her husband. Those who know them say that theirs is a union so devoted, so — —



The Sage broke off abruptly, for the young man had rushed to the door and out into the passage. Through the open door he could hear him crying passionately to the waiter to bring back his clubs.


A Woman is only a Woman

[image: img214.jpg]

ON A FINE day in the spring, summer, or early autumn, there are few spots more delightful than the terrace in front of our Golf Club. It is a vantage-point peculiarly fitted to the man of philosophic mind: for from it may be seen that varied, never-ending pageant, which men call Golf, in a number of its aspects. To your right, on the first tee, stand the cheery optimists who are about to make their opening drive, happily conscious that even a topped shot will trickle a measurable distance down the steep hill. Away in the valley, directly in front of you, is the lake hole, where these same optimists will be converted to pessimism by the wet splash of a new ball. At your side is the ninth green, with its sinuous undulations which have so often wrecked the returning traveller in sight of home. And at various points within your line of vision are the third tee, the sixth tee, and the sinister bunkers about the eighth green — none of them lacking in food for the reflective mind.

It is on this terrace that the Oldest Member sits, watching the younger generation knocking at the divot. His gaze wanders from Jimmy Fothergills two-hundred-and-twenty-yard drive down the hill to the silver drops that flash up in the sun, as young Freddie Woosleys mashie-shot drops weakly into the waters of the lake. Returning, it rests upon Peter Willard, large and tall, and James Todd, small and slender, as they struggle up the fair-way of the ninth.



Love (says the Oldest Member) is an emotion which your true golfer should always treat with suspicion. Do not misunderstand me. I am not saying that love is a bad thing, only that it is an unknown quantity. I have known cases where marriage improved a mans game, and other cases where it seemed to put him right off his stroke. There seems to be no fixed rule. But what I do say is that a golfer should be cautious. He should not be led away by the first pretty face. I will tell you a story that illustrates the point. It is the story of those two men who have just got on to the ninth green — Peter Willard and James Todd.

There is about great friendships between man and man (said the Oldest Member) a certain inevitability that can only be compared with the age-old association of ham and eggs. No one can say when it was that these two wholesome and palatable food-stuffs first came together, nor what was the mutual magnetism that brought their deathless partnership about. One simply feels that it is one of the things that must be so. Similarly with men. Who can trace to its first beginnings the love of Damon for Pythias, of David for Jonathan, of Swan for Edgar? Who can explain what it was about Crosse that first attracted Blackwell? We simply say, These men are friends, and leave it at that.

In the case of Peter Willard and James Todd, one may hazard the guess that the first link in the chain that bound them together was the fact that they took up golf within a few days of each other, and contrived, as time went on, to develop such equal form at the game that the most expert critics are still baffled in their efforts to decide which is the worse player. I have heard the point argued a hundred times without any conclusion being reached. Supporters of Peter claim that his driving off the tee entitles him to an unchallenged pre-eminence among the worlds most hopeless foozlers — only to be discomfited later when the advocates of James show, by means of diagrams, that no one has ever surpassed their man in absolute incompetence with the spoon. It is one of those problems where debate is futile.

Few things draw two men together more surely than a mutual inability to master golf, coupled with an intense and ever-increasing love for the game. At the end of the first few months, when a series of costly experiments had convinced both Peter and James that there was not a tottering grey-beard nor a toddling infant in the neighbourhood whose downfall they could encompass, the two became inseparable. It was pleasanter, they found, to play together, and go neck and neck round the eighteen holes, than to take on some lissome youngster who could spatter them all over the course with one old ball and a cut-down cleek stolen from his father; or some spavined elder who not only rubbed it into them, but was apt, between strokes, to bore them with personal reminiscences of the Crimean War. So they began to play together early and late. In the small hours before breakfast, long ere the first faint piping of the waking caddie made itself heard from the caddie-shed, they were half-way through their opening round. And at close of day, when bats wheeled against the steely sky and the pros had stolen home to rest, you might see them in the deepening dusk, going through the concluding exercises of their final spasm. After dark, they visited each others houses and read golf books.

If you have gathered from what I have said that Peter Willard and James Todd were fond of golf, I am satisfied. That is the impression I intended to convey. They were real golfers, for real golf is a thing of the spirit, not of mere mechanical excellence of stroke.

It must not be thought, however, that they devoted too much of their time and their thoughts to golf — assuming, indeed, that such a thing is possible. Each was connected with a business in the metropolis; and often, before he left for the links, Peter would go to the trouble and expense of ringing up the office to say he would not be coming in that day; while I myself have heard James — and this not once, but frequently — say, while lunching in the club-house, that he had half a mind to get Gracechurch Street on the phone and ask how things were going. They were, in fact, the type of men of whom England is proudest — the back-bone of a great country, toilers in the mart, untired businessmen, keen red-blooded men of affairs. If they played a little golf besides, who shall blame them?

So they went on, day by day, happy and contented. And then the Woman came into their lives, like the Serpent in the Links of Eden, and perhaps for the first time they realized that they were not one entity — not one single, indivisible Something that made for topped drives and short putts — but two individuals, in whose breasts Nature had implanted other desires than the simple ambition some day to do the dog-leg hole on the second nine in under double figures. My friends tell me that, when I am relating a story, my language is inclined at times a little to obscure my meaning; but, if you understand from what I have been saying that James Todd and Peter Willard both fell in love with the same woman — all right, let us carry on. That is precisely what I was driving at.

I have not the pleasure of an intimate acquaintance with Grace Forrester. I have seen her in the distance, watering the flowers in her garden, and on these occasions her stance struck me as graceful. And once, at a picnic, I observed her killing wasps with a teaspoon, and was impressed by the freedom of the wrist-action of her back-swing. Beyond this, I can say little. But she must have been attractive, for there can be no doubt of the earnestness with which both Peter and James fell in love with her. I doubt if either slept a wink the night of the dance at which it was their privilege first to meet her.

The next afternoon, happening to encounter Peter in the bunker near the eleventh green, James said:

That was a nice girl, that Miss Whats-her-name.

And Peter, pausing for a moment from his trench-digging, replied:

Yes.

And then James, with a pang, knew that he had a rival, for he had not mentioned Miss Forresters name, and yet Peter had divined that it was to her that he had referred.

Love is a fever which, so to speak, drives off without wasting time on the address. On the very next morning after the conversation which I have related, James Todd rang Peter Willard up on the phone and cancelled their golf engagements for the day, on the plea of a sprained wrist. Peter, acknowledging the cancellation, stated that he himself had been on the point of ringing James up to say that he would be unable to play owing to a slight headache. They met at tea-time at Miss Forresters house. James asked how Peters headache was, and Peter said it was a little better. Peter inquired after Jamess sprained wrist, and was told it seemed on the mend. Miss Forrester dispensed tea and conversation to both impartially.

They walked home together. After an awkward silence of twenty minutes, James said:

There is something about the atmosphere — the aura, shall I say? — that emanates from a good woman that makes a man feel that life has a new, a different meaning.

Peter replied:

Yes.

When they reached Jamess door, James said:

I wont ask you in tonight, old man. You want to go home and rest and cure that headache.

Yes, said Peter.

There was another silence. Peter was thinking that, only a couple of days before, James had told him that he had a copy of Sandy MacBeans How to Become a Scratch Man Your First Season by Studying Photographs coming by parcel-post from town, and they had arranged to read it aloud together. By now, thought Peter, it must be lying on his friends table. The thought saddened him. And James, guessing what was in Peters mind, was saddened too. But he did not waver. He was in no mood to read MacBeans masterpiece that night. In the twenty minutes of silence after leaving Miss Forrester he had realized that Grace rhymes with face, and he wanted to sit alone in his study and write poetry. The two men parted with a distant nod. I beg your pardon? Yes, you are right. Two distant nods. It was always a failing of mine to count the score erroneously.

It is not my purpose to weary you by a minute recital of the happenings of each day that went by. On the surface, the lives of these two men seemed unchanged. They still played golf together, and during the round achieved towards each other a manner that, superficially, retained all its ancient cheeriness and affection. If — I should say — when, James topped his drive, Peter never failed to say Hard luck! And when — or, rather, if Peter managed not to top his, James invariably said Great! But things were not the same, and they knew it.

It so happened, as it sometimes will on these occasions, for Fate is a dramatist who gets his best effects with a small cast, that Peter Willard and James Todd were the only visible aspirants for the hand of Miss Forrester. Right at the beginning young Freddie Woosley had seemed attracted by the girl, and had called once or twice with flowers and chocolates, but Freddies affections never centred themselves on one object for more than a few days, and he had dropped out after the first week. From that time on it became clear to all of us that, if Grace Forrester intended to marry anyone in the place, it would be either James or Peter; and a good deal of interest was taken in the matter by the local sportsmen. So little was known of the form of the two men, neither having figured as principal in a love-affair before, that even money was the best you could get, and the market was sluggish. I think my own flutter of twelve golf-balls, taken up by Percival Brown, was the most substantial of any of the wagers. I selected James as the winner. Why, I can hardly say, unless that he had an aunt who contributed occasional stories to the Womans Sphere. These things sometimes weigh with a girl. On the other hand, George Lucas, who had half-a-dozen of ginger-ale on Peter, based his calculations on the fact that James wore knickerbockers on the links, and that no girl could possibly love a man with calves like that. In short, you see, we really had nothing to go on.

Nor had James and Peter. The girl seemed to like them both equally. They never saw her except in each others company. And it was not until one day when Grace Forrester was knitting a sweater that there seemed a chance of getting a clue to her hidden feelings.

When the news began to spread through the place that Grace was knitting this sweater there was a big sensation. The thing seemed to us practically to amount to a declaration.

That was the view that James Todd and Peter Willard took of it, and they used to call on Grace, watch her knitting, and come away with their heads full of complicated calculations. The whole thing hung on one point — to wit, what size the sweater was going to be. If it was large, then it must be for Peter; if small, then James was the lucky man. Neither dared to make open inquiries, but it began to seem almost impossible to find out the truth without them. No masculine eye can reckon up purls and plains and estimate the size of chest which the garment is destined to cover. Moreover, with amateur knitters there must always be allowed a margin for involuntary error. There were many cases during the war where our girls sent sweaters to their sweethearts which would have induced strangulation in their young brothers. The amateur sweater of those days was, in fact, practically tantamount to German propaganda.

Peter and James were accordingly baffled. One evening the sweater would look small, and James would come away jubilant; the next it would have swollen over a vast area, and Peter would walk home singing. The suspense of the two men can readily be imagined. On the one hand, they wanted to know their fate; on the other, they fully realized that whoever the sweater was for would have to wear it. And, as it was a vivid pink and would probably not fit by a mile, their hearts quailed at the prospect.

In all affairs of human tension there must come a breaking point. It came one night as the two men were walking home.

Peter, said James, stopping in mid-stride. He mopped his forehead. His manner had been feverish all the evening.

Yes? said Peter.

I cant stand this any longer. I havent had a good nights rest for weeks. We must find out definitely which of us is to have that sweater.

Lets go back and ask her, said Peter.

So they turned back and rang the bell and went into the house and presented themselves before Miss Forrester.

Lovely evening, said James, to break the ice.

Superb, said Peter.

Delightful, said Miss Forrester, looking a little surprised at finding the troupe playing a return date without having booked it in advance.

To settle a bet, said James, will you please tell us who — I should say, whom — you are knitting that sweater for?

It is not a sweater, replied Miss Forrester, with a womanly candour that well became her. It is a sock. And it is for my cousin Juliets youngest son, Willie.

Good night, said James.

Good night, said Peter.

Good night, said Grace Forrester.

It was during the long hours of the night, when ideas so often come to wakeful men, that James was struck by an admirable solution of his and Peters difficulty. It seemed to him that, were one or the other to leave Woodhaven, the survivor would find himself in a position to conduct his wooing as wooing should be conducted. Hitherto, as I have indicated, neither had allowed the other to be more than a few minutes alone with the girl. They watched each other like hawks. When James called, Peter called. When Peter dropped in, James invariably popped round. The thing had resolved itself into a stalemate.

The idea which now came to James was that he and Peter should settle their rivalry by an eighteen-hole match on the links. He thought very highly of the idea before he finally went to sleep, and in the morning the scheme looked just as good to him as it had done overnight.

James was breakfasting next morning, preparatory to going round to disclose his plan to Peter, when Peter walked in, looking happier than he had done for days.

Morning, said James.

Morning, said Peter.

Peter sat down and toyed absently with a slice of bacon.

Ive got an idea, he said.

One isnt many, said James, bringing his knife down with a jerk-shot on a fried egg. What is your idea?

Got it last night as I was lying awake. It struck me that, if either of us was to clear out of this place, the other would have a fair chance. You know what I mean — with Her. At present weve got each other stymied. Now, how would it be, said Peter, abstractedly spreading marmalade on his bacon, if we were to play an eighteen-hole match, the loser to leg out of the neighbourhood and stay away long enough to give the winner the chance to find out exactly how things stood?

James started so violently that he struck himself in the left eye with his fork.

Thats exactly the idea I got last night, too.

Then its a go?

Its the only thing to do.

There was silence for a moment. Both men were thinking. Remember, they were friends. For years they had shared each others sorrows, joys, and golf-balls, and sliced into the same bunkers.

Presently Peter said:

I shall miss you.

What do you mean, miss me?

When youre gone. Woodhaven wont seem the same place. But of course youll soon be able to come back. I shant waste any time proposing.

Leave me your address, said James, and Ill send you a wire when you can return. You wont be offended if I dont ask you to be best man at the wedding? In the circumstances it might be painful to you.

Peter sighed dreamily.

Well have the sitting-room done in blue. Her eyes are blue.

Remember, said James, there will always be a knife and fork for you at our little nest. Grace is not the woman to want me to drop my bachelor friends.

Touching this match, said Peter. Strict Royal and Ancient rules, of course?

Certainly.

I mean to say — no offence, old man — but no grounding niblicks in bunkers.

Precisely. And, without hinting at anything personal, the ball shall be considered holed-out only when it is in the hole, not when it stops on the edge.

Undoubtedly. And — you know I dont want to hurt your feelings — missing the ball counts as a stroke, not as a practice-swing.

Exactly. And — youll forgive me if I mention it — a player whose ball has fallen in the rough, may not pull up all the bushes within a radius of three feet.

In fact, strict rules.

Strict rules.

They shook hands without more words. And presently Peter walked out, and James, with a guilty look over his shoulder, took down Sandy MacBeans great work from the bookshelf and began to study the photograph of the short approach-shot showing Mr. MacBean swinging from Point A, through dotted line B-C, to Point D, his head the while remaining rigid at the spot marked with a cross. He felt a little guiltily that he had stolen a march on his friend, and that the contest was as good as over.



I cannot recall a lovelier summer day than that on which the great Todd-Willard eighteen-hole match took place. It had rained during the night, and now the sun shone down from a clear blue sky on to turf that glistened more greenly than the young grass of early spring. Butterflies flitted to and fro; birds sang merrily. In short, all Nature smiled. And it is to be doubted if Nature ever had a better excuse for smiling — or even laughing outright; for matches like that between James Todd and Peter Willard do not occur every day.

Whether it was that love had keyed them up, or whether hours of study of Braids Advanced Golf and the Badminton Book had produced a belated effect, I cannot say; but both started off quite reasonably well. Our first hole, as you can see, is a bogey four, and James was dead on the pin in seven, leaving Peter, who had twice hit the United Kingdom with his mashie in mistake for the ball, a difficult putt for the half. Only one thing could happen when you left Peter a difficult putt; and James advanced to the lake hole one up, Peter, as he followed, trying to console himself with the thought that many of the best golfers prefer to lose the first hole and save themselves for a strong finish.

Peter and James had played over the lake hole so often that they had become accustomed to it, and had grown into the habit of sinking a ball or two as a preliminary formality with much the same stoicism displayed by those kings in ancient and superstitious times who used to fling jewellery into the sea to propitiate it before they took a voyage. But today, by one of those miracles without which golf would not be golf, each of them got over with his first shot — and not only over, but dead on the pin. Our pro. himself could not have done better.

I think it was at this point that the two men began to go to pieces. They were in an excited frame of mind, and this thing unmanned them. You will no doubt recall Keatss poem about stout Cortez staring with eagle eyes at the Pacific while all his men gazed at each other with a wild surmise, silent upon a peak in Darien. Precisely so did Peter Willard and James Todd stare with eagle eyes at the second lake hole, and gaze at each other with a wild surmise, silent upon a tee in Woodhaven. They had dreamed of such a happening so often and woke to find the vision false, that at first they could not believe that the thing had actually occurred.

I got over! whispered James, in an awed voice.

So did I! muttered Peter.

In one!

With my very first!

They walked in silence round the edge of the lake, and holed out. One putt was enough for each, and they halved the hole with a two. Peters previous record was eight, and James had once done a seven. There are times when strong men lose their self-control, and this was one of them. They reached the third tee in a daze, and it was here that mortification began to set in.

The third hole is another bogey four, up the hill and past the tree that serves as a direction-post, the hole itself being out of sight. On his day, James had often done it in ten and Peter in nine; but now they were unnerved. James, who had the honour, shook visibly as he addressed his ball. Three times he swung and only connected with the ozone; the fourth time he topped badly. The discs had been set back a little way, and James had the mournful distinction of breaking a record for the course by playing his fifth shot from the tee. It was a low, raking brassey-shot, which carried a heap of stones twenty feet to the right and finished in a furrow. Peter, meanwhile, had popped up a lofty ball which came to rest behind a stone.

It was now that the rigid rules governing this contest began to take their toll. Had they been playing an ordinary friendly round, each would have teed up on some convenient hillock and probably been past the tree with their second, for James would, in ordinary circumstances, have taken his drive back and regarded the strokes he had made as a little preliminary practice to get him into midseason form. But today it was war to the niblick, and neither man asked nor expected quarter. Peters seventh shot dislodged the stone, leaving him a clear field, and James, with his eleventh, extricated himself from the furrow. Fifty feet from the tree James was eighteen, Peter twelve; but then the latter, as every golfer does at times, suddenly went right off his game. He hit the tree four times, then hooked into the sand-bunkers to the left of the hole. James, who had been playing a game that was steady without being brilliant, was on the green in twenty-six, Peter taking twenty-seven. Poor putting lost James the hole. Peter was down in thirty-three, but the pace was too hot for James. He missed a two-foot putt for the half, and they went to the fourth tee all square.

The fourth hole follows the curve of the road, on the other side of which are picturesque woods. It presents no difficulties to the expert, but it has pitfalls for the novice. The dashing player stands for a slice, while the more cautious are satisfied if they can clear the bunker that spans the fairway and lay their ball well out to the left, whence an iron shot will take them to the green. Peter and James combined the two policies. Peter aimed to the left and got a slice, and James, also aiming to the left, topped into the bunker. Peter, realizing from experience the futility of searching for his ball in the woods, drove a second, which also disappeared into the jungle, as did his third. By the time he had joined James in the bunker he had played his sixth.

It is the glorious uncertainty of golf that makes it the game it is. The fact that James and Peter, lying side by side in the same bunker, had played respectively one and six shots, might have induced an unthinking observer to fancy the chances of the former. And no doubt, had he not taken seven strokes to extricate himself from the pit, while his opponent, by some act of God, contrived to get out in two, Jamess chances might have been extremely rosy. As it was, the two men staggered out on to the fairway again with a score of eight apiece. Once past the bunker and round the bend of the road, the hole becomes simple. A judicious use of the cleek put Peter on the green in fourteen, while James, with a Braid iron, reached it in twelve. Peter was down in seventeen, and James contrived to halve. It was only as he was leaving the hole that the latter discovered that he had been putting with his niblick, which cannot have failed to exercise a prejudicial effect on his game. These little incidents are bound to happen when one is in a nervous and highly-strung condition.

The fifth and sixth holes produced no unusual features. Peter won the fifth in eleven, and James the sixth in ten. The short seventh they halved in nine. The eighth, always a tricky hole, they took no liberties with, James, sinking a long putt with his twenty-third, just managing to halve. A ding-dong race up the hill for the ninth found James first at the pin, and they finished the first nine with James one up.

As they left the green James looked a little furtively at his companion.

You might be strolling on to the tenth, he said. I want to get a few balls at the shop. And my mashie wants fixing up. I shant be long.

Ill come with you, said Peter.

Dont bother, said James. You go on and hold our place at the tee.

I regret to say that James was lying. His mashie was in excellent repair, and he still had a dozen balls in his bag, it being his prudent practice always to start out with eighteen. No! What he had said was mere subterfuge. He wanted to go to his locker and snatch a few minutes with Sandy MacBeans How to Become a Scratch Man. He felt sure that one more glance at the photograph of Mr. MacBean driving would give him the mastery of the stroke and so enable him to win the match. In this I think he was a little sanguine. The difficulty about Sandy MacBeans method of tuition was that he laid great stress on the fact that the ball should be directly in a line with a point exactly in the centre of the back of the players neck; and so far Jamess efforts to keep his eye on the ball and on the back of his neck simultaneously had produced no satisfactory results.



It seemed to James, when he joined Peter on the tenth tee, that the latters manner was strange. He was pale. There was a curious look in his eye.

James, old man, he said.

Yes? said James.

While you were away I have been thinking. James, old man, do you really love this girl?

James stared. A spasm of pain twisted Peters face.

Suppose, he said in a low voice, she were not all you — we — think she is!

What do you mean?

Nothing, nothing.

Miss Forrester is an angel.

Yes, yes. Quite so.

I know what it is, said James, passionately. Youre trying to put me off my stroke. You know that the least thing makes me lose my form.

No, no!

You hope that you can take my mind off the game and make me go to pieces, and then youll win the match.

On the contrary, said Peter. I intend to forfeit the match.

James reeled.

What!

I give up.

But — but — — James shook with emotion. His voice quavered. Ah! he cried. I see now: I understand! You are doing this for me because I am your pal. Peter, this is noble! This is the sort of thing you read about in books. Ive seen it in the movies. But I cant accept the sacrifice.

You must!

No, no!

I insist!

Do you mean this?

I give her up, James, old man. I — I hope you will be happy.

But I dont know what to say. How can I thank you?

Dont thank me.

But, Peter, do you fully realize what you are doing? True, I am one up, but there are nine holes to go, and I am not right on my game today. You might easily beat me. Have you forgotten that I once took forty-seven at the dog-leg hole? This may be one of my bad days. Do you understand that if you insist on giving up I shall go to Miss Forrester tonight and propose to her?

I understand.

And yet you stick to it that you are through?

I do. And, by the way, theres no need for you to wait till tonight. I saw Miss Forrester just now outside the tennis court. Shes alone.

James turned crimson.

Then I think perhaps — —

Youd better go to her at once.

I will. James extended his hand. Peter, old man, I shall never forget this.

Thats all right.

What are you going to do?

Now, do you mean? Oh, I shall potter round the second nine. If you want me, youll find me somewhere about.

Youll come to the wedding, Peter? said James, wistfully.

Of course, said Peter. Good luck.

He spoke cheerily, but, when the other had turned to go, he stood looking after him thoughtfully. Then he sighed a heavy sigh.



James approached Miss Forrester with a beating heart. She made a charming picture as she stood there in the sunlight, one hand on her hip, the other swaying a tennis racket.

How do you do? said James.

How are you, Mr. Todd? Have you been playing golf?

Yes.

With Mr. Willard?

Yes. We were having a match.

Golf, said Grace Forrester, seems to make men very rude. Mr. Willard left me without a word in the middle of our conversation.

James was astonished.

Were you talking to Peter?

Yes. Just now. I cant understand what was the matter with him. He just turned on his heel and swung off.

You oughtnt to turn on your heel when you swing, said James; only on the ball of the foot.

I beg your pardon?

Nothing, nothing. I wasnt thinking. The fact is, Ive something on my mind. So has Peter. You mustnt think too hardly of him. We have been playing an important match, and it must have got on his nerves. You didnt happen by any chance to be watching us?

No.

Ah! I wish you had seen me at the lake-hole. I did it one under par.

Was your father playing?

You dont understand. I mean I did it in one better than even the finest player is supposed to do it. Its a mashie-shot, you know. You mustnt play too light, or you fall in the lake; and you mustnt play it too hard, or you go past the hole into the woods. It requires the nicest delicacy and judgment, such as I gave it. You might have to wait a year before seeing anyone do it in two again. I doubt if the pro. often does it in two. Now, directly we came to this hole today, I made up my mind that there was going to be no mistake. The great secret of any shot at golf is ease, elegance, and the ability to relax. The majority of men, you will find, think it important that their address should be good.

How snobbish! What does it matter where a man lives?

You dont absolutely follow me. I refer to the waggle and the stance before you make the stroke. Most players seem to fix in their minds the appearance of the angles which are presented by the position of the arms, legs, and club shaft, and it is largely the desire to retain these angles which results in their moving their heads and stiffening their muscles so that there is no freedom in the swing. There is only one point which vitally affects the stroke, and the only reason why that should be kept constant is that you are enabled to see your ball clearly. That is the pivotal point marked at the base of the neck, and a line drawn from this point to the ball should be at right angles to the line of flight.

James paused for a moment for air, and as he paused Miss Forrester spoke.

This is all gibberish to me, she said.

Gibberish! gasped James. I am quoting verbatim from one of the best authorities on golf.

Miss Forrester swung her tennis racket irritably.

Golf, she said, bores me pallid. I think it is the silliest game ever invented!

The trouble about telling a story is that words are so feeble a means of depicting the supreme moments of life. That is where the artist has the advantage over the historian. Were I an artist, I should show James at this point falling backwards with his feet together and his eyes shut, with a semi-circular dotted line marking the progress of his flight and a few stars above his head to indicate moral collapse. There are no words that can adequately describe the sheer, black horror that froze the blood in his veins as this frightful speech smote his ears.

He had never inquired into Miss Forresters religious views before, but he had always assumed that they were sound. And now here she was polluting the golden summer air with the most hideous blasphemy. It would be incorrect to say that Jamess love was turned to hate. He did not hate Grace. The repulsion he felt was deeper than mere hate. What he felt was not altogether loathing and not wholly pity. It was a blend of the two.

There was a tense silence. The listening world stood still. Then, without a word, James Todd turned and tottered away.



Peter was working moodily in the twelfth bunker when his friend arrived. He looked up with a start. Then, seeing that the other was alone, he came forward hesitatingly.

Am I to congratulate you?

James breathed a deep breath.

You are! he said. On an escape!

She refused you?

She didnt get the chance. Old man, have you ever sent one right up the edge of that bunker in front of the seventh and just not gone in?

Very rarely.

I did once. It was my second shot, from a good lie, with the light iron, and I followed well through and thought I had gone just too far, and, when I walked up, there was my ball on the edge of the bunker, nicely teed up on a chunk of grass, so that I was able to lay it dead with my mashie-niblick, holing out in six. Well, what I mean to say is, I feel now as I felt then — as if some unseen power had withheld me in time from some frightful disaster.

I know just how you feel, said Peter, gravely.

Peter, old man, that girl said golf bored her pallid. She said she thought it was the silliest game ever invented. He paused to mark the effect of his words. Peter merely smiled a faint, wan smile. You dont seem revolted, said James.

I am revolted, but not surprised. You see, she said the same thing to me only a few minutes before.

She did!

It amounted to the same thing. I had just been telling her how I did the lake-hole today in two, and she said that in her opinion golf was a game for children with water on the brain who werent athletic enough to play Animal Grab.

The two men shivered in sympathy.

There must be insanity in the family, said James at last.

That, said Peter, is the charitable explanation.

We were fortunate to find it out in time.

We were!

We mustnt run a risk like that again.

Never again!

I think we had better take up golf really seriously. It will keep us out of mischief.

Youre quite right. We ought to do our four rounds a day regularly.

In spring, summer, and autumn. And in winter it would be rash not to practise most of the day at one of those indoor schools.

We ought to be safe that way.

Peter, old man, said James, Ive been meaning to speak to you about it for some time. Ive got Sandy MacBeans new book, and I think you ought to read it. It is full of helpful hints.

James!

Peter!

Silently the two men clasped hands. James Todd and Peter Willard were themselves again.



And so (said the Oldest Member) we come back to our original starting-point — to wit, that, while there is nothing to be said definitely against love, your golfer should be extremely careful how he indulges in it. It may improve his game or it may not. But, if he finds that there is any danger that it may not — if the object of his affections is not the kind of girl who will listen to him with cheerful sympathy through the long evenings, while he tells her, illustrating stance and grip and swing with the kitchen poker, each detail of the days round — then, I say unhesitatingly, he had better leave it alone. Love has had a lot of press-agenting from the oldest times; but there are higher, nobler things than love. A woman is only a woman, but a hefty drive is a slosh.


A Mixed Threesome
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IT WAS THE holiday season, and during the holidays the Greens Committees have decided that the payment of twenty guineas shall entitle fathers of families not only to infest the course themselves, but also to decant their nearest and dearest upon it in whatever quantity they please. All over the links, in consequence, happy, laughing groups of children had broken out like a rash. A wan-faced adult, who had been held up for ten minutes while a drove of issue quarrelled over whether little Claude had taken two hundred or two hundred and twenty approach shots to reach the ninth green sank into a seat beside the Oldest Member.

What luck? inquired the Sage.

None to speak of, returned the other, moodily. I thought I had bagged a small boy in a Lord Fauntleroy suit on the sixth, but he ducked. These children make me tired. They should be bowling their hoops in the road. Golf is a game for grownups. How can a fellow play, with a platoon of progeny blocking him at every hole?

The Oldest Member shook his head. He could not subscribe to these sentiments.

No doubt (said the Oldest Member) the summer golf-child is, from the point of view of the player who likes to get round the course in a single afternoon, something of a trial; but, personally, I confess, it pleases me to see my fellow human beings — and into this category golf-children, though at the moment you may not be broad-minded enough to admit it, undoubtedly fall — taking to the noblest of games at an early age. Golf, like measles, should be caught young, for, if postponed to riper years, the results may be serious. Let me tell you the story of Mortimer Sturgis, which illustrates what I mean rather aptly.

Mortimer Sturgis, when I first knew him, was a care-free man of thirty-eight, of amiable character and independent means, which he increased from time to time by judicious ventures on the Stock Exchange. Although he had never played golf, his had not been altogether an ill-spent life. He swung a creditable racket at tennis, was always ready to contribute a baritone solo to charity concerts, and gave freely to the poor. He was what you might call a golden-mean man, good-hearted rather than magnetic, with no serious vices and no heroic virtues. For a hobby, he had taken up the collecting of porcelain vases, and he was engaged to Betty Weston, a charming girl of twenty-five, a lifelong friend of mine.

I like Mortimer. Everybody liked him. But, at the same time, I was a little surprised that a girl like Betty should have become engaged to him. As I said before, he was not magnetic; and magnetism, I thought, was the chief quality she would have demanded in a man. Betty was one of those ardent, vivid girls, with an intense capacity for hero-worship, and I would have supposed that something more in the nature of a plumed knight or a corsair of the deep would have been her ideal. But, of course, if there is a branch of modern industry where the demand is greater than the supply, it is the manufacture of knights and corsairs; and nowadays a girl, however flaming her aspirations, has to take the best she can get. I must admit that Betty seemed perfectly content with Mortimer.

Such, then, was the state of affairs when Eddie Denton arrived, and the trouble began.

I was escorting Betty home one evening after a tea-party at which we had been fellow-guests, when, walking down the road, we happened to espy Mortimer. He broke into a run when he saw us, and galloped up, waving a piece of paper in his hand. He was plainly excited, a thing which was unusual in this well-balanced man. His broad, good-humoured face was working violently.

Good news! he cried. Good news! Dear old Eddies back!

Oh, how nice for you, dear! said Betty. Eddie Denton is Mortimers best friend, she explained to me. He has told me so much about him. I have been looking forward to his coming home. Mortie thinks the world of him.

So will you, when you know him, cried Mortimer. Dear old Eddie! Hes a wonder! The best fellow on earth! We were at school and the Varsity together. Theres nobody like Eddie! He landed yesterday. Just home from Central Africa. Hes an explorer, you know, he said to me. Spends all his time in places where its death for a white man to go.

An explorer! I heard Betty breathe, as if to herself. I was not so impressed, I fear, as she was. Explorers, as a matter of fact, leave me a trifle cold. It has always seemed to me that the difficulties of their life are greatly exaggerated — generally by themselves. In a large country like Africa, for instance, I should imagine that it was almost impossible for a man not to get somewhere if he goes on long enough. Give me the fellow who can plunge into the bowels of the earth at Piccadilly Circus and find the right Tube train with nothing but a lot of misleading signs to guide him. However, we are not all constituted alike in this world, and it was apparent from the flush on her cheek and the light in her eyes that Betty admired explorers.

I wired to him at once, went on Mortimer, and insisted on his coming down here. Its two years since I saw him. You dont know how I have looked forward, dear, to you and Eddie meeting. He is just your sort. I know how romantic you are and keen on adventure and all that. Well, you should hear Eddie tell the story of how he brought down the bull bongo with his last cartridge after all the pongos, or native bearers, had fled into the dongo, or undergrowth.

I should love to! whispered Betty, her eyes glowing. I suppose to an impressionable girl these things really are of absorbing interest. For myself, bongos intrigue me even less than pongos, while dongos frankly bore me. When do you expect him?

He will get my wire tonight. Im hoping we shall see the dear old fellow tomorrow afternoon some time. How surprised old Eddie will be to hear that Im engaged. Hes such a confirmed bachelor himself. He told me once that he considered the wisest thing ever said by human tongue was the Swahili proverb— Whoso taketh a woman into his kraal depositeth himself straightway in the wongo. Wongo, he tells me, is a sort of broth composed of herbs and meat-bones, corresponding to our soup. You must get Eddie to give it you in the original Swahili. It sounds even better.

I saw the girls eyes flash, and there came into her face that peculiar set expression which married men know. It passed in an instant, but not before it had given me material for thought which lasted me all the way to my house and into the silent watches of the night. I was fond of Mortimer Sturgis, and I could see trouble ahead for him as plainly as though I had been a palmist reading his hand at two guineas a visit. There are other proverbs fully as wise as the one which Mortimer had translated from the Swahili, and one of the wisest is that quaint old East London saying, handed down from one generation of costermongers to another, and whispered at midnight in the wigwams of the whelk-seller! Never introduce your donah to a pal. In those seven words is contained the wisdom of the ages. I could read the future so plainly. What but one thing could happen after Mortimer had influenced Bettys imagination with his stories of his friends romantic career, and added the finishing touch by advertising him as a woman-hater? He might just as well have asked for his ring back at once. My heart bled for Mortimer.

* * *

I happened to call at his house on the second evening of the explorers visit, and already the mischief had been done.

Denton was one of those lean, hard-bitten men with smouldering eyes and a brick-red complexion. He looked what he was, the man of action and enterprise. He had the wiry frame and strong jaw without which no explorer is complete, and Mortimer, beside him, seemed but a poor, soft product of our hot-house civilization. Mortimer, I forgot to say, wore glasses; and, if there is one time more than another when a man should not wear glasses, it is while a strong-faced, keen-eyed wanderer in the wilds is telling a beautiful girl the story of his adventures.

For this was what Denton was doing. My arrival seemed to have interrupted him in the middle of narrative. He shook my hand in a strong, silent sort of way, and resumed:

Well, the natives seemed fairly friendly, so I decided to stay the night.

I made a mental note never to seem fairly friendly to an explorer. If you do, he always decides to stay the night.

In the morning they took me down to the river. At this point it widens into a kongo, or pool, and it was here, they told me, that the crocodile mostly lived, subsisting on the native oxen — the short-horned jongos — which, swept away by the current while crossing the ford above, were carried down on the longos, or rapids. It was not, however, till the second evening that I managed to catch sight of his ugly snout above the surface. I waited around, and on the third day I saw him suddenly come out of the water and heave his whole length on to a sandbank in mid-stream and go to sleep in the sun. He was certainly a monster — fully thirty — you have never been in Central Africa, have you, Miss Weston? No? You ought to go there! — fully fifty feet from tip to tail. There he lay, glistening. I shall never forget the sight.

He broke off to light a cigarette. I heard Betty draw in her breath sharply. Mortimer was beaming through his glasses with the air of the owner of a dog which is astonishing a drawing-room with its clever tricks.

And what did you do then, Mr. Denton? asked Betty, breathlessly.

Yes, what did you do then, old chap? said Mortimer.

Denton blew out the match and dropped it on the ash-tray.

Eh? Oh, he said, carelessly, I swam across and shot him.

Swam across and shot him!

Yes. It seemed to me that the chance was too good to be missed. Of course, I might have had a pot at him from the bank, but the chances were I wouldnt have hit him in a vital place. So I swam across to the sandbank, put the muzzle of my gun in his mouth, and pulled the trigger. I have rarely seen a crocodile so taken aback.

But how dreadfully dangerous!

Oh, danger! Eddie Denton laughed lightly. One drops into the habit of taking a few risks out there, you know. Talking of danger, the time when things really did look a little nasty was when the wounded gongo cornered me in a narrow tongo and I only had a pocket-knife with everything in it broken except the corkscrew and the thing for taking stones out of horses hoofs. It was like this — —

I could bear no more. I am a tender-hearted man, and I made some excuse and got away. From the expression on the girls face I could see that it was only a question of days before she gave her heart to this romantic newcomer.



As a matter of fact, it was on the following afternoon that she called on me and told me that the worst had happened. I had known her from a child, you understand, and she always confided her troubles to me.

I want your advice, she began. Im so wretched!

She burst into tears. I could see the poor girl was in a highly nervous condition, so I did my best to calm her by describing how I had once done the long hole in four. My friends tell me that there is no finer soporific, and it seemed as though they may be right, for presently, just as I had reached the point where I laid my approach-putt dead from a distance of fifteen feet, she became quieter. She dried her eyes, yawned once or twice, and looked at me bravely.

I love Eddie Denton! she said.

I feared as much. When did you feel this coming on?

It crashed on me like a thunderbolt last night after dinner. We were walking in the garden, and he was just telling me how he had been bitten by a poisonous zongo, when I seemed to go all giddy. When I came to myself I was in Eddies arms. His face was pressed against mine, and he was gargling.

Gargling?

I thought so at first. But he reassured me. He was merely speaking in one of the lesser-known dialects of the Walla-Walla natives of Eastern Uganda, into which he always drops in moments of great emotion. He soon recovered sufficiently to give me a rough translation, and then I knew that he loved me. He kissed me. I kissed him. We kissed each other.

And where was Mortimer all this while?

Indoors, cataloguing his collection of vases.

For a moment, I confess, I was inclined to abandon Mortimers cause. A man, I felt, who could stay indoors cataloguing vases while his fiancee wandered in the moonlight with explorers deserved all that was coming to him. I overcame the feeling.

Have you told him?

Of course not.

You dont think it might be of interest to him?

How can I tell him? It would break his heart. I am awfully fond of Mortimer. So is Eddie. We would both die rather than do anything to hurt him. Eddie is the soul of honour. He agrees with me that Mortimer must never know.

Then you arent going to break off your engagement?

I couldnt. Eddie feels the same. He says that, unless something can be done, he will say good-bye to me and creep far, far away to some distant desert, and there, in the great stillness, broken only by the cry of the prowling yongo, try to forget.

When you say unless something can be done, what do you mean? What can be done?

I thought you might have something to suggest. Dont you think it possible that somehow Mortimer might take it into his head to break the engagement himself?

Absurd! He loves you devotedly.

Im afraid so. Only the other day I dropped one of his best vases, and he just smiled and said it didnt matter.

I can give you even better proof than that. This morning Mortimer came to me and asked me to give him secret lessons in golf.

Golf! But he despises golf.

Exactly. But he is going to learn it for your sake.

But why secret lessons?

Because he wants to keep it a surprise for your birthday. Now can you doubt his love?

I am not worthy of him! she whispered.

The words gave me an idea.

Suppose, I said, we could convince Mortimer of that!

I dont understand.

Suppose, for instance, he could be made to believe that you were, let us say, a dipsomaniac.

She shook her head. He knows that already.

What!

Yes; I told him I sometimes walked in my sleep.

I mean a secret drinker.

Nothing will induce me to pretend to be a secret drinker.

Then a drug-fiend? I suggested, hopefully.

I hate medicine.

I have it! I said. A kleptomaniac.

What is that?

A person who steals things.

Oh, thats horrid.

Not at all. Its a perfectly ladylike thing to do. You dont know you do it.

But, if I dont know I do it, how do I know I do it?

I beg your pardon?

I mean, how can I tell Mortimer I do it if I dont know?

You dont tell him. I will tell him. I will inform him tomorrow that you called on me this afternoon and stole my watch and — I glanced about the room— my silver matchbox.

Id rather have that little vinaigrette.

You dont get either. I merely say you stole it. What will happen?

Mortimer will hit you with a cleek.

Not at all. I am an old man. My white hairs protect me. What he will do is to insist on confronting me with you and asking you to deny the foul charge.

And then?

Then you admit it and release him from his engagement.

She sat for a while in silence. I could see that my words had made an impression.

I think its a splendid idea. Thank you very much. She rose and moved to the door. I knew you would suggest something wonderful. She hesitated. You dont think it would make it sound more plausible if I really took the vinaigrette? she added, a little wistfully.

It would spoil everything, I replied, firmly, as I reached for the vinaigrette and locked it carefully in my desk.

She was silent for a moment, and her glance fell on the carpet. That, however, did not worry me. It was nailed down.

Well, good-bye, she said.

Au revoir, I replied. I am meeting Mortimer at six-thirty tomorrow. You may expect us round at your house at about eight.



Mortimer was punctual at the tryst next morning. When I reached the tenth tee he was already there. We exchanged a brief greeting and I handed him a driver, outlined the essentials of grip and swing, and bade him go to it.

It seems a simple game, he said, as he took his stance. Youre sure its fair to have the ball sitting up on top of a young sand-hill like this?

Perfectly fair.

I mean, I dont want to be coddled because Im a beginner.

The ball is always teed up for the drive, I assured him.

Oh, well, if you say so. But it seems to me to take all the element of sport out of the game. Where do I hit it?

Oh, straight ahead.

But isnt it dangerous? I mean, suppose I smash a window in that house over there?

He indicated a charming bijou residence some five hundred yards down the fairway.

In that case, I replied, the owner comes out in his pyjamas and offers you the choice between some nuts and a cigar.

He seemed reassured, and began to address the ball. Then he paused again.

Isnt there something you say before you start? he asked. Five, or something?

You may say Fore! if it makes you feel any easier. But it isnt necessary.

If I am going to learn this silly game, said Mortimer, firmly, I am going to learn it right. Fore!

I watched him curiously. I never put a club into the hand of a beginner without something of the feeling of the sculptor who surveys a mass of shapeless clay. I experience the emotions of a creator. Here, I say to myself, is a semi-sentient being into whose soulless carcass I am breathing life. A moment before, he was, though technically living, a mere clod. A moment hence he will be a golfer.

While I was still occupied with these meditations Mortimer swung at the ball. The club, whizzing down, brushed the surface of the rubber sphere, toppling it off the tee and propelling it six inches with a slight slice on it.

Damnation! said Mortimer, unravelling himself.

I nodded approvingly. His drive had not been anything to write to the golfing journals about, but he was picking up the technique of the game.

What happened then?

I told him in a word.

Your stance was wrong, and your grip was wrong, and you moved your head, and swayed your body, and took your eye off the ball, and pressed, and forgot to use your wrists, and swung back too fast, and let the hands get ahead of the club, and lost your balance, and omitted to pivot on the ball of the left foot, and bent your right knee.

He was silent for a moment.

There is more in this pastime, he said, than the casual observer would suspect.

I have noticed, and I suppose other people have noticed, that in the golf education of every man there is a definite point at which he may be said to have crossed the dividing line — the Rubicon, as it were — that separates the golfer from the non-golfer. This moment comes immediately after his first good drive. In the ninety minutes in which I instructed Mortimer Sturgis that morning in the rudiments of the game, he made every variety of drive known to science; but it was not till we were about to leave that he made a good one.

A moment before he had surveyed his blistered hands with sombre disgust.

Its no good, he said. I shall never learn this beast of a game. And I dont want to either. Its only fit for lunatics. Wheres the sense in it? Hitting a rotten little ball with a stick! If I want exercise, Ill take a stick and go and rattle it along the railings. Theres something in that! Well, lets be getting along. No good wasting the whole morning out here.

Try one more drive, and then well go.

All right. If you like. No sense in it, though.

He teed up the ball, took a careless stance, and flicked moodily. There was a sharp crack, the ball shot off the tee, flew a hundred yards in a dead straight line never ten feet above the ground, soared another seventy yards in a graceful arc, struck the turf, rolled, and came to rest within easy mashie distance of the green.

Splendid! I cried.

The man seemed stunned.

How did that happen?

I told him very simply.

Your stance was right, and your grip was right, and you kept your head still, and didnt sway your body, and never took your eye off the ball, and slowed back, and let the arms come well through, and rolled the wrists, and let the club-head lead, and kept your balance, and pivoted on the ball of the left foot, and didnt duck the right knee.

I see, he said. Yes, I thought that must be it.

Now lets go home.

Wait a minute. I just want to remember what I did while its fresh in my mind. Let me see, this was the way I stood. Or was it more like this? No, like this. He turned to me, beaming. What a great idea it was, my taking up golf! Its all nonsense what you read in the comic papers about people foozling all over the place and breaking clubs and all that. Youve only to exercise a little reasonable care. And what a corking game it is! Nothing like it in the world! I wonder if Betty is up yet. I must go round and show her how I did that drive. A perfect swing, with every ounce of weight, wrist, and muscle behind it. I meant to keep it a secret from the dear girl till I had really learned, but of course I have learned now. Lets go round and rout her out.

He had given me my cue. I put my hand on his shoulder and spoke sorrowfully.

Mortimer, my boy, I fear I have bad news for you.

Slow; back — keep the head —— Whats that? Bad news?

About Betty.

About Betty? What about her? Dont sway the body — keep the eye on the — —

Prepare yourself for a shock, my boy. Yesterday afternoon Betty called to see me. When she had gone I found that she had stolen my silver matchbox.

Stolen your matchbox?

Stolen my matchbox.

Oh, well, I dare say there were faults on both sides, said Mortimer. Tell me if I sway my body this time.

You dont grasp what I have said! Do you realize that Betty, the girl you are going to marry, is a kleptomaniac?

A kleptomaniac!

That is the only possible explanation. Think what this means, my boy. Think how you will feel every time your wife says she is going out to do a little shopping! Think of yourself, left alone at home, watching the clock, saying to yourself, Now she is lifting a pair of silk stockings! Now she is hiding gloves in her umbrella! Just about this moment she is getting away with a pearl necklace!

Would she do that?

She would! She could not help herself. Or, rather, she could not refrain from helping herself. How about it, my boy?

It only draws us closer together, he said.

I was touched, I own. My scheme had failed, but it had proved Mortimer Sturgis to be of pure gold. He stood gazing down the fairway, wrapped in thought.

By the way, he said, meditatively, I wonder if the dear girl ever goes to any of those sales — those auction-sales, you know, where youre allowed to inspect the things the day before? They often have some pretty decent vases.

He broke off and fell into a reverie.



From this point onward Mortimer Sturgis proved the truth of what I said to you about the perils of taking up golf at an advanced age. A lifetime of observing my fellow-creatures has convinced me that Nature intended us all to be golfers. In every human being the germ of golf is implanted at birth, and suppression causes it to grow and grow till — it may be at forty, fifty, sixty — it suddenly bursts its bonds and sweeps over the victim like a tidal wave. The wise man, who begins to play in childhood, is enabled to let the poison exude gradually from his system, with no harmful results. But a man like Mortimer Sturgis, with thirty-eight golfless years behind him, is swept off his feet. He is carried away. He loses all sense of proportion. He is like the fly that happens to be sitting on the wall of the dam just when the crack comes.

Mortimer Sturgis gave himself up without a struggle to an orgy of golf such as I have never witnessed in any man. Within two days of that first lesson he had accumulated a collection of clubs large enough to have enabled him to open a shop; and he went on buying them at the rate of two and three a day. On Sundays, when it was impossible to buy clubs, he was like a lost spirit. True, he would do his regular four rounds on the day of rest, but he never felt happy. The thought, as he sliced into the rough, that the patent wooden-faced cleek which he intended to purchase next morning might have made all the difference, completely spoiled his enjoyment.

I remember him calling me up on the telephone at three oclock one morning to tell me that he had solved the problem of putting. He intended in future, he said, to use a croquet mallet, and he wondered that no one had ever thought of it before. The sound of his broken groan when I informed him that croquet mallets were against the rules haunted me for days.

His golf library kept pace with his collection of clubs. He bought all the standard works, subscribed to all the golfing papers, and, when he came across a paragraph in a magazine to the effect that Mr. Hutchings, an ex-amateur champion, did not begin to play till he was past forty, and that his opponent in the final, Mr. S. H. Fry, had never held a club till his thirty-fifth year, he had it engraved on vellum and framed and hung up beside his shaving-mirror.



And Betty, meanwhile? She, poor child, stared down the years into a bleak future, in which she saw herself parted for ever from the man she loved, and the golf-widow of another for whom — even when he won a medal for lowest net at a weekly handicap with a score of a hundred and three minus twenty-four — she could feel nothing warmer than respect. Those were dreary days for Betty. We three — she and I and Eddie Denton — often talked over Mortimers strange obsession. Denton said that, except that Mortimer had not come out in pink spots, his symptoms were almost identical with those of the dreaded mongo-mongo, the scourge of the West African hinterland. Poor Denton! He had already booked his passage for Africa, and spent hours looking in the atlas for good deserts.

In every fever of human affairs there comes at last the crisis. We may emerge from it healed or we may plunge into still deeper depths of soul-sickness; but always the crisis comes. I was privileged to be present when it came in the affairs of Mortimer Sturgis and Betty Weston.

I had gone into the club-house one afternoon at an hour when it is usually empty, and the first thing I saw, as I entered the main room, which looks out on the ninth green, was Mortimer. He was grovelling on the floor, and I confess that, when I caught sight of him, my heart stood still. I feared that his reason, sapped by dissipation, had given way. I knew that for weeks, day in and day out, the niblick had hardly ever been out of his hand, and no constitution can stand that.

He looked up as he heard my footstep.

Hallo, he said. Can you see a ball anywhere?

A ball? I backed away, reaching for the door-handle. My dear boy, I said, soothingly, you have made a mistake. Quite a natural mistake. One anybody would have made. But, as a matter of fact, this is the club-house. The links are outside there. Why not come away with me very quietly and let us see if we cant find some balls on the links? If you will wait here a moment, I will call up Doctor Smithson. He was telling me only this morning that he wanted a good spell of ball-hunting to put him in shape. You dont mind if he joins us?

It was a Silver King with my initials on it, Mortimer went on, not heeding me. I got on the ninth green in eleven with a nice mashie-niblick, but my approach-putt was a little too strong. It came in through that window.

I perceived for the first time that one of the windows facing the course was broken, and my relief was great. I went down on my knees and helped him in his search. We ran the ball to earth finally inside the piano.

Whats the local rule? inquired Mortimer. Must I play it where it lies, or may I tee up and lose a stroke? If I have to play it where it lies, I suppose a niblick would be the club?

It was at this moment that Betty came in. One glance at her pale, set face told me that there was to be a scene, and I would have retired, but that she was between me and the door.

Hallo, dear, said Mortimer, greeting her with a friendly waggle of his niblick. Im bunkered in the piano. My approach-putt was a little strong, and I over-ran the green.

Mortimer, said the girl, tensely, I want to ask you one question.

Yes, dear? I wish, darling, you could have seen my drive at the eighth just now. It was a pip!

Betty looked at him steadily.

Are we engaged, she said, or are we not?

Engaged? Oh, to be married? Why, of course. I tried the open stance for a change, and — —

This morning you promised to take me for a ride. You never appeared. Where were you?

Just playing golf.

Golf! Im sick of the very name!

A spasm shook Mortimer.

You mustnt let people hear you saying things like that! he said. I somehow felt, the moment I began my up-swing, that everything was going to be all right. I — —

Ill give you one more chance. Will you take me for a drive in your car this evening?

I cant.

Why not? What are you doing?

Just playing golf!

Im tired of being neglected like this! cried Betty, stamping her foot. Poor girl, I saw her point of view. It was bad enough for her being engaged to the wrong man, without having him treat her as a mere acquaintance. Her conscience fighting with her love for Eddie Denton had kept her true to Mortimer, and Mortimer accepted the sacrifice with an absent-minded carelessness which would have been galling to any girl. We might just as well not be engaged at all. You never take me anywhere.

I asked you to come with me to watch the Open Championship.

Why dont you ever take me to dances?

I cant dance.

You could learn.

But Im not sure if dancing is a good thing for a fellows game. You never hear of any first-class pro. dancing. James Braid doesnt dance.

Well, my minds made up. Mortimer, you must choose between golf and me.

But, darling, I went round in a hundred and one yesterday. You cant expect a fellow to give up golf when hes at the top of his game.

Very well. I have nothing more to say. Our engagement is at an end.

Dont throw me over, Betty, pleaded Mortimer, and there was that in his voice which cut me to the heart. Youll make me so miserable. And, when Im miserable, I always slice my approach shots.

Betty Weston drew herself up. Her face was hard.

Here is your ring! she said, and swept from the room.



For a moment after she had gone Mortimer remained very still, looking at the glistening circle in his hand. I stole across the room and patted his shoulder.

Bear up, my boy, bear up! I said.

He looked at me piteously.

Stymied! he muttered.

Be brave!

He went on, speaking as if to himself.

I had pictured — ah, how often I had pictured! — our little home! Hers and mine. She sewing in her arm-chair, I practising putts on the hearth-rug — — He choked. While in the corner, little Harry Vardon Sturgis played with little J. H. Taylor Sturgis. And round the room — reading, busy with their childish tasks — little George Duncan Sturgis, Abe Mitchell Sturgis, Harold Hilton Sturgis, Edward Ray Sturgis, Horace Hutchinson Sturgis, and little James Braid Sturgis.

My boy! My boy! I cried.

Whats the matter?

Werent you giving yourself rather a large family?

He shook his head moodily.

Was I? he said, dully. I dont know. Whats bogey?

There was a silence.

And yet — — he said, at last, in a low voice. He paused. An odd, bright look had come into his eyes. He seemed suddenly to be himself again, the old, happy Mortimer Sturgis I had known so well. And yet, he said, who knows? Perhaps it is all for the best. They might all have turned out tennis-players! He raised his niblick again, his face aglow. Playing thirteen! he said. I think the game here would be to chip out through the door and work round the club-house to the green, dont you?



Little remains to be told. Betty and Eddie have been happily married for years. Mortimers handicap is now down to eighteen, and he is improving all the time. He was not present at the wedding, being unavoidably detained by a medal tournament; but, if you turn up the files and look at the list of presents, which were both numerous and costly, you will see — somewhere in the middle of the column, the words:

STURGIS, J. MORTIMER.

Two dozen Silver King Golf-balls and one patent Sturgis

Aluminium Self-Adjusting, Self-Compensating Putting-Cleek.


Sundered Hearts

[image: img214.jpg]

IN THE SMOKING-ROOM of the club-house a cheerful fire was burning, and the Oldest Member glanced from time to time out of the window into the gathering dusk. Snow was falling lightly on the links. From where he sat, the Oldest Member had a good view of the ninth green; and presently, out of the greyness of the December evening, there appeared over the brow of the hill a golf-ball. It trickled across the green, and stopped within a yard of the hole. The Oldest Member nodded approvingly. A good approach-shot.

A young man in a tweed suit clambered on to the green, holed out with easy confidence, and, shouldering his bag, made his way to the club-house. A few moments later he entered the smoking-room, and uttered an exclamation of rapture at the sight of the fire.

Im frozen stiff!

He rang for a waiter and ordered a hot drink. The Oldest Member gave a gracious assent to the suggestion that he should join him.

I like playing in winter, said the young man. You get the course to yourself, for the world is full of slackers who only turn out when the weather suits them. I cannot understand where they get the nerve to call themselves golfers.

Not everyone is as keen as you are, my boy, said the Sage, dipping gratefully into his hot drink. If they were, the world would be a better place, and we should hear less of all this modern unrest.

I am pretty keen, admitted the young man.

I have only encountered one man whom I could describe as keener. I allude to Mortimer Sturgis.

The fellow who took up golf at thirty-eight and let the girl he was engaged to marry go off with someone else because he hadnt the time to combine golf with courtship? I remember. You were telling me about him the other day.

There is a sequel to that story, if you would care to hear it, said the Oldest Member.

You have the honour, said the young man. Go ahead!



Some people (began the Oldest Member) considered that Mortimer Sturgis was too wrapped up in golf, and blamed him for it. I could never see eye to eye with them. In the days of King Arthur nobody thought the worse of a young knight if he suspended all his social and business engagements in favour of a search for the Holy Grail. In the Middle Ages a man could devote his whole life to the Crusades, and the public fawned upon him. Why, then, blame the man of today for a zealous attention to the modern equivalent, the Quest of Scratch! Mortimer Sturgis never became a scratch player, but he did eventually get his handicap down to nine, and I honour him for it.

The story which I am about to tell begins in what might be called the middle period of Sturgiss career. He had reached the stage when his handicap was a wobbly twelve; and, as you are no doubt aware, it is then that a man really begins to golf in the true sense of the word. Mortimers fondness for the game until then had been merely tepid compared with what it became now. He had played a little before, but now he really buckled to and got down to it. It was at this point, too, that he began once more to entertain thoughts of marriage. A profound statistician in this one department, he had discovered that practically all the finest exponents of the art are married men; and the thought that there might be something in the holy state which improved a mans game, and that he was missing a good thing, troubled him a great deal. Moreover, the paternal instinct had awakened in him. As he justly pointed out, whether marriage improved your game or not, it was to Old Tom Morriss marriage that the existence of young Tommy Morris, winner of the British Open Championship four times in succession, could be directly traced. In fact, at the age of forty-two, Mortimer Sturgis was in just the frame of mind to take some nice girl aside and ask her to become a step-mother to his eleven drivers, his baffy, his twenty-eight putters, and the rest of the ninety-four clubs which he had accumulated in the course of his golfing career. The sole stipulation, of course, which he made when dreaming his daydreams was that the future Mrs. Sturgis must be a golfer. I can still recall the horror in his face when one girl, admirable in other respects, said that she had never heard of Harry Vardon, and didnt he mean Dolly Vardon? She has since proved an excellent wife and mother, but Mortimer Sturgis never spoke to her again.

With the coming of January, it was Mortimers practice to leave England and go to the South of France, where there was sunshine and crisp dry turf. He pursued his usual custom this year. With his suit-case and his ninety-four clubs he went off to Saint Brule, staying as he always did at the Hotel Superbe, where they knew him, and treated with an amiable tolerance his habit of practising chip-shots in his bedroom. On the first evening, after breaking a statuette of the Infant Samuel in Prayer, he dressed and went down to dinner. And the first thing he saw was Her.

Mortimer Sturgis, as you know, had been engaged before, but Betty Weston had never inspired the tumultuous rush of emotion which the mere sight of this girl had set loose in him. He told me later that just to watch her holing out her soup gave him a sort of feeling you get when your drive collides with a rock in the middle of a tangle of rough and kicks back into the middle of the fairway. If golf had come late in life to Mortimer Sturgis, love came later still, and just as the golf, attacking him in middle life, had been some golf, so was the love considerable love. Mortimer finished his dinner in a trance, which is the best way to do it at some hotels, and then scoured the place for someone who would introduce him. He found such a person eventually and the meeting took place.



She was a small and rather fragile-looking girl, with big blue eyes and a cloud of golden hair. She had a sweet expression, and her left wrist was in a sling. She looked up at Mortimer as if she had at last found something that amounted to something. I am inclined to think it was a case of love at first sight on both sides.

Fine weather were having, said Mortimer, who was a capital conversationalist.

Yes, said the girl.

I like fine weather.

So do I.

Theres something about fine weather!

Yes.

Its — its — well, fine weathers so much finer than weather that isnt fine, said Mortimer.

He looked at the girl a little anxiously, fearing he might be taking her out of her depth, but she seemed to have followed his train of thought perfectly.

Yes, isnt it? she said. Its so — so fine.

Thats just what I meant, said Mortimer. So fine. Youve just hit it.

He was charmed. The combination of beauty with intelligence is so rare.

I see youve hurt your wrist, he went on, pointing to the sling.

Yes. I strained it a little playing in the championship.

The championship? Mortimer was interested. Its awfully rude of me, he said, apologetically, but I didnt catch your name just now.

My name is Somerset.

Mortimer had been bending forward solicitously. He overbalanced and nearly fell off his chair. The shock had been stunning. Even before he had met and spoken to her, he had told himself that he loved this girl with the stored-up love of a lifetime. And she was Mary Somerset! The hotel lobby danced before Mortimers eyes.

The name will, of course, be familiar to you. In the early rounds of the Ladies Open Golf Championship of that year nobody had paid much attention to Mary Somerset. She had survived her first two matches, but her opponents had been nonentities like herself. And then, in the third round, she had met and defeated the champion. From that point on, her name was on everybodys lips. She became favourite. And she justified the public confidence by sailing into the final and winning easily. And here she was, talking to him like an ordinary person, and, if he could read the message in her eyes, not altogether indifferent to his charms, if you could call them that.

Golly! said Mortimer, awed.



Their friendship ripened rapidly, as friendships do in the South of France. In that favoured clime, you find the girl and Nature does the rest. On the second morning of their acquaintance Mortimer invited her to walk round the links with him and watch him play. He did it a little diffidently, for his golf was not of the calibre that would be likely to extort admiration from a champion. On the other hand, one should never let slip the opportunity of acquiring wrinkles on the game, and he thought that Miss Somerset, if she watched one or two of his shots, might tell him just what he ought to do. And sure enough, the opening arrived on the fourth hole, where Mortimer, after a drive which surprised even himself, found his ball in a nasty cuppy lie.

He turned to the girl.

What ought I to do here? he asked.

Miss Somerset looked at the ball. She seemed to be weighing the matter in her mind.

Give it a good hard knock, she said.

Mortimer knew what she meant. She was advocating a full iron. The only trouble was that, when he tried anything more ambitious than a half-swing, except off the tee, he almost invariably topped. However, he could not fail this wonderful girl, so he swung well back and took a chance. His enterprise was rewarded. The ball flew out of the indentation in the turf as cleanly as though John Henry Taylor had been behind it, and rolled, looking neither to left nor to right, straight for the pin. A few moments later Mortimer Sturgis had holed out one under bogey, and it was only the fear that, having known him for so short a time, she might be startled and refuse him that kept him from proposing then and there. This exhibition of golfing generalship on her part had removed his last doubts. He knew that, if he lived for ever, there could be no other girl in the world for him. With her at his side, what might he not do? He might get his handicap down to six — to three — to scratch — to plus something! Good heavens, why, even the Amateur Championship was not outside the range of possibility. Mortimer Sturgis shook his putter solemnly in the air, and vowed a silent vow that he would win this pearl among women.

Now, when a man feels like that, it is impossible to restrain him long. For a week Mortimer Sturgiss soul sizzled within him: then he could contain himself no longer. One night, at one of the informal dances at the hotel, he drew the girl out on to the moonlit terrace.

Miss Somerset — — he began, stuttering with emotion like an imperfectly-corked bottle of ginger-beer. Miss Somerset — may I call you Mary?

The girl looked at him with eyes that shone softly in the dim light.

Mary? she repeated. Why, of course, if you like — —

If I like! cried Mortimer. Dont you know that it is my dearest wish? Dont you know that I would rather be permitted to call you Mary than do the first hole at Muirfield in two? Oh, Mary, how I have longed for this moment! I love you! I love you! Ever since I met you I have known that you were the one girl in this vast world whom I would die to win! Mary, will you be mine? Shall we go round together? Will you fix up a match with me on the links of life which shall end only when the Grim Reaper lays us both a stymie?

She drooped towards him.

Mortimer! she murmured.

He held out his arms, then drew back. His face had grown suddenly tense, and there were lines of pain about his mouth.

Wait! he said, in a strained voice. Mary, I love you dearly, and because I love you so dearly I cannot let you trust your sweet life to me blindly. I have a confession to make, I am not — I have not always been — he paused— a good man, he said, in a low voice.

She started indignantly.

How can you say that? You are the best, the kindest, the bravest man I have ever met! Who but a good man would have risked his life to save me from drowning?

Drowning? Mortimers voice seemed perplexed. You? What do you mean?

Have you forgotten the time when I fell in the sea last week, and you jumped in with all your clothes on — —

Of course, yes, said Mortimer. I remember now. It was the day I did the long seventh in five. I got off a good tee-shot straight down the fairway, took a baffy for my second, and —— But that is not the point. It is sweet and generous of you to think so highly of what was the merest commonplace act of ordinary politeness, but I must repeat, that judged by the standards of your snowy purity, I am not a good man. I do not come to you clean and spotless as a young girl should expect her husband to come to her. Once, playing in a foursome, my ball fell in some long grass. Nobody was near me. We had no caddies, and the others were on the fairway. God knows — — His voice shook. God knows I struggled against the temptation. But I fell. I kicked the ball on to a little bare mound, from which it was an easy task with a nice half-mashie to reach the green for a snappy seven. Mary, there have been times when, going round by myself, I have allowed myself ten-foot putts on three holes in succession, simply in order to be able to say I had done the course in under a hundred. Ah! you shrink from me! You are disgusted!

Im not disgusted! And I dont shrink! I only shivered because it is rather cold.

Then you can love me in spite of my past?

Mortimer!

She fell into his arms.

My dearest, he said presently, what a happy life ours will be. That is, if you do not find that you have made a mistake.

A mistake! she cried, scornfully.

Well, my handicap is twelve, you know, and not so darned twelve at that. There are days when I play my second from the fairway of the next hole but one, days when I couldnt putt into a coal-hole with Welcome! written over it. And you are a Ladies Open Champion. Still, if you think its all right —— . Oh, Mary, you little know how I have dreamed of some day marrying a really first-class golfer! Yes, that was my vision — of walking up the aisle with some sweet plus two girl on my arm. You shivered again. You are catching cold.

It is a little cold, said the girl. She spoke in a small voice.

Let me take you in, sweetheart, said Mortimer. Ill just put you in a comfortable chair with a nice cup of coffee, and then I think I really must come out again and tramp about and think how perfectly splendid everything is.



They were married a few weeks later, very quietly, in the little village church of Saint Brule. The secretary of the local golf-club acted as best man for Mortimer, and a girl from the hotel was the only bridesmaid. The whole business was rather a disappointment to Mortimer, who had planned out a somewhat florid ceremony at St. Georges, Hanover Square, with the Vicar of Tooting (a scratch player excellent at short approach shots) officiating, and The Voice That Breathed Oer St. Andrews boomed from the organ. He had even had the idea of copying the military wedding and escorting his bride out of the church under an arch of crossed cleeks. But she would have none of this pomp. She insisted on a quiet wedding, and for the honeymoon trip preferred a tour through Italy. Mortimer, who had wanted to go to Scotland to visit the birthplace of James Braid, yielded amiably, for he loved her dearly. But he did not think much of Italy. In Rome, the great monuments of the past left him cold. Of the Temple of Vespasian, all he thought was that it would be a devil of a place to be bunkered behind. The Colosseum aroused a faint spark of interest in him, as he speculated whether Abe Mitchell would use a full brassey to carry it. In Florence, the view over the Tuscan Hills from the Torre Rosa, Fiesole, over which his bride waxed enthusiastic, seemed to him merely a nasty bit of rough which would take a deal of getting out of.

And so, in the fullness of time, they came home to Mortimers cosy little house adjoining the links.



Mortimer was so busy polishing his ninety-four clubs on the evening of their arrival that he failed to notice that his wife was preoccupied. A less busy man would have perceived at a glance that she was distinctly nervous. She started at sudden noises, and once, when he tried the newest of his mashie-niblicks and broke one of the drawing-room windows, she screamed sharply. In short her manner was strange, and, if Edgar Allen Poe had put her into The Fall Of the House of Usher, she would have fitted it like the paper on the wall. She had the air of one waiting tensely for the approach of some imminent doom. Mortimer, humming gaily to himself as he sand-papered the blade of his twenty-second putter, observed none of this. He was thinking of the morrows play.

Your wrists quite well again now, darling, isnt it? he said.

Yes. Yes, quite well.

Fine! said Mortimer. Well breakfast early — say at half-past seven — and then well be able to get in a couple of rounds before lunch. A couple more in the afternoon will about see us through. One doesnt want to over-golf oneself the first day. He swung the putter joyfully. How had we better play do you think? We might start with you giving me a half.

She did not speak. She was very pale. She clutched the arm of her chair tightly till the knuckles showed white under the skin.

To anybody but Mortimer her nervousness would have been even more obvious on the following morning, as they reached the first tee. Her eyes were dull and heavy, and she started when a grasshopper chirruped. But Mortimer was too occupied with thinking how jolly it was having the course to themselves to notice anything.

He scooped some sand out of the box, and took a ball out of her bag. His wedding present to her had been a brand-new golf-bag, six dozen balls, and a full set of the most expensive clubs, all born in Scotland.

Do you like a high tee? he asked.

Oh, no, she replied, coming with a start out of her thoughts. Doctors say its indigestible.

Mortimer laughed merrily.

Deuced good! he chuckled. Is that your own or did you read it in a comic paper? There you are! He placed the ball on a little hill of sand, and got up. Now lets see some of that championship form of yours!

She burst into tears.

My darling!

Mortimer ran to her and put his arms round her. She tried weakly to push him away.

My angel! What is it?

She sobbed brokenly. Then, with an effort, she spoke.

Mortimer, I have deceived you!

Deceived me?

I have never played golf in my life! I dont even know how to hold the caddie!

Mortimers heart stood still. This sounded like the gibberings of an unbalanced mind, and no man likes his wife to begin gibbering immediately after the honeymoon.

My precious! You are not yourself!

I am! Thats the whole trouble! Im myself and not the girl you thought I was!

Mortimer stared at her, puzzled. He was thinking that it was a little difficult and that, to work it out properly, he would need a pencil and a bit of paper.

My name is not Mary!

But you said it was.

I didnt. You asked if you could call me Mary, and I said you might, because I loved you too much to deny your smallest whim. I was going on to say that it wasnt my name, but you interrupted me.

Not Mary! The horrid truth was coming home to Mortimer. You were not Mary Somerset?

Mary is my cousin. My name is Mabel.

But you said you had sprained your wrist playing in the championship.

So I had. The mallet slipped in my hand.

The mallet! Mortimer clutched at his forehead. You didnt say the mallet?

Yes, Mortimer! The mallet!

A faint blush of shame mantled her cheek, and into her blue eyes there came a look of pain, but she faced him bravely.

I am the Ladies Open Croquet Champion! she whispered.

Mortimer Sturgis cried aloud, a cry that was like the shriek of some wounded animal.

Croquet! He gulped, and stared at her with unseeing eyes. He was no prude, but he had those decent prejudices of which no self-respecting man can wholly rid himself, however broad-minded he may try to be. Croquet!

There was a long silence. The light breeze sang in the pines above them. The grasshoppers chirrupped at their feet.

She began to speak again in a low, monotonous voice.

I blame myself! I should have told you before, while there was yet time for you to withdraw. I should have confessed this to you that night on the terrace in the moonlight. But you swept me off my feet, and I was in your arms before I realized what you would think of me. It was only then that I understood what my supposed skill at golf meant to you, and then it was too late. I loved you too much to let you go! I could not bear the thought of you recoiling from me. Oh, I was mad — mad! I knew that I could not keep up the deception for ever, that you must find me out in time. But I had a wild hope that by then we should be so close to one another that you might find it in your heart to forgive. But I was wrong. I see it now. There are some things that no man can forgive. Some things, she repeated, dully, which no man can forgive.

She turned away. Mortimer awoke from his trance.

Stop! he cried. Dont go!

I must go.

I want to talk this over.

She shook her head sadly and started to walk slowly across the sunlit grass. Mortimer watched her, his brain in a whirl of chaotic thoughts. She disappeared through the trees.

Mortimer sat down on the tee-box, and buried his face in his hands. For a time he could think of nothing but the cruel blow he had received. This was the end of those rainbow visions of himself and her going through life side by side, she lovingly criticizing his stance and his back-swing, he learning wisdom from her. A croquet-player! He was married to a woman who hit coloured balls through hoops. Mortimer Sturgis writhed in torment. A strong mans agony.

The mood passed. How long it had lasted, he did not know. But suddenly, as he sat there, he became once more aware of the glow of the sunshine and the singing of the birds. It was as if a shadow had lifted. Hope and optimism crept into his heart.

He loved her. He loved her still. She was part of him, and nothing that she could do had power to alter that. She had deceived him, yes. But why had she deceived him? Because she loved him so much that she could not bear to lose him. Dash it all, it was a bit of a compliment.

And, after all, poor girl, was it her fault? Was it not rather the fault of her upbringing? Probably she had been taught to play croquet when a mere child, hardly able to distinguish right from wrong. No steps had been taken to eradicate the virus from her system, and the thing had become chronic. Could she be blamed? Was she not more to be pitied than censured?

Mortimer rose to his feet, his heart swelling with generous forgiveness. The black horror had passed from him. The future seemed once more bright. It was not too late. She was still young, many years younger than he himself had been when he took up golf, and surely, if she put herself into the hands of a good specialist and practised every day, she might still hope to become a fair player. He reached the house and ran in, calling her name.

No answer came. He sped from room to room, but all were empty.

She had gone. The house was there. The furniture was there. The canary sang in its cage, the cook in the kitchen. The pictures still hung on the walls. But she had gone. Everything was at home except his wife.

Finally, propped up against the cup he had once won in a handicap competition, he saw a letter. With a sinking heart he tore open the envelope.

It was a pathetic, a tragic letter, the letter of a woman endeavouring to express all the anguish of a torn heart with one of those fountain-pens which suspend the flow of ink about twice in every three words. The gist of it was that she felt she had wronged him; that, though he might forgive, he could never forget; and that she was going away, away out into the world alone.

Mortimer sank into a chair, and stared blankly before him. She had scratched the match.



I am not a married man myself, so have had no experience of how it feels to have ones wife whizz off silently into the unknown; but I should imagine that it must be something like taking a full swing with a brassey and missing the ball. Something, I take it, of the same sense of mingled shock, chagrin, and the feeling that nobody loves one, which attacks a man in such circumstances, must come to the bereaved husband. And one can readily understand how terribly the incident must have shaken Mortimer Sturgis. I was away at the time, but I am told by those who saw him that his game went all to pieces.

He had never shown much indication of becoming anything in the nature of a first-class golfer, but he had managed to acquire one or two decent shots. His work with the light iron was not at all bad, and he was a fairly steady putter. But now, under the shadow of this tragedy, he dropped right back to the form of his earliest period. It was a pitiful sight to see this gaunt, haggard man with the look of dumb anguish behind his spectacles taking as many as three shots sometimes to get past the ladies tee. His slice, of which he had almost cured himself, returned with such virulence that in the list of ordinary hazards he had now to include the tee-box. And, when he was not slicing, he was pulling. I have heard that he was known, when driving at the sixth, to get bunkered in his own caddie, who had taken up his position directly behind him. As for the deep sand-trap in front of the seventh green, he spent so much of his time in it that there was some informal talk among the members of the committee of charging him a small weekly rent.

A man of comfortable independent means, he lived during these days on next to nothing. Golf-balls cost him a certain amount, but the bulk of his income he spent in efforts to discover his wifes whereabouts. He advertised in all the papers. He employed private detectives. He even, much as it revolted his finer instincts, took to travelling about the country, watching croquet matches. But she was never among the players. I am not sure that he did not find a melancholy comfort in this, for it seemed to show that, whatever his wife might be and whatever she might be doing, she had not gone right under.

Summer passed. Autumn came and went. Winter arrived. The days grew bleak and chill, and an early fall of snow, heavier than had been known at that time of the year for a long while, put an end to golf. Mortimer spent his days indoors, staring gloomily through the window at the white mantle that covered the earth.

It was Christmas Eve.



The young man shifted uneasily on his seat. His face was long and sombre.

All this is very depressing, he said.

These soul tragedies, agreed the Oldest Member, are never very cheery.

Look here, said the young man, firmly, tell me one thing frankly, as man to man. Did Mortimer find her dead in the snow, covered except for her face, on which still lingered that faint, sweet smile which he remembered so well? Because, if he did, Im going home.

No, no, protested the Oldest Member. Nothing of that kind.

Youre sure? You arent going to spring it on me suddenly?

No, no!

The young man breathed a relieved sigh.

It was your saying that about the white mantle covering the earth that made me suspicious.

The Sage resumed.



It was Christmas Eve. All day the snow had been falling, and now it lay thick and deep over the countryside. Mortimer Sturgis, his frugal dinner concluded — what with losing his wife and not being able to get any golf, he had little appetite these days — was sitting in his drawing-room, moodily polishing the blade of his jigger. Soon wearying of this once congenial task, he laid down the club and went to the front door to see if there was any chance of a thaw. But no. It was freezing. The snow, as he tested it with his shoe, crackled crisply. The sky above was black and full of cold stars. It seemed to Mortimer that the sooner he packed up and went to the South of France, the better. He was just about to close the door, when suddenly he thought he heard his own name called.

Mortimer!

Had he been mistaken? The voice had sounded faint and far away.

Mortimer!

He thrilled from head to foot. This time there could be no mistake. It was the voice he knew so well, his wifes voice, and it had come from somewhere down near the garden-gate. It is difficult to judge distance where sounds are concerned, but Mortimer estimated that the voice had spoken about a short mashie-niblick and an easy putt from where he stood.

The next moment he was racing down the snow-covered path. And then his heart stood still. What was that dark something on the ground just inside the gate? He leaped towards it. He passed his hands over it. It was a human body. Quivering, he struck a match. It went out. He struck another. That went out, too. He struck a third, and it burnt with a steady flame; and, stooping, he saw that it was his wife who lay there, cold and stiff. Her eyes were closed, and on her face still lingered that faint, sweet smile which he remembered so well.



The young man rose with a set face. He reached for his golf-bag.

I call that a dirty trick, he said, after you promised— The Sage waved him back to his seat.

Have no fear! She had only fainted.

You said she was cold.

Wouldnt you be cold if you were lying in the snow?

And stiff.

Mrs. Sturgis was stiff because the train-service was bad, it being the holiday-season, and she had had to walk all the way from the junction, a distance of eight miles. Sit down and allow me to proceed.



Tenderly, reverently Mortimer Sturgis picked her up and began to bear her into the house. Half-way there, his foot slipped on a piece of ice and he fell heavily, barking his shin and shooting his lovely burden out on to the snow.

The fall brought her to. She opened her eyes.

Mortimer, darling! she said.

Mortimer had just been going to say something else, but he checked himself.

Are you alive? he asked.

Yes, she replied.

Thank God! said Mortimer, scooping some of the snow out of the back of his collar.

Together they went into the house, and into the drawing-room. Wife gazed at husband, husband at wife. There was a silence.

Rotten weather! said Mortimer.

Yes, isnt it!

The spell was broken. They fell into each others arms. And presently they were sitting side by side on the sofa, holding hands, just as if that awful parting had been but a dream.

It was Mortimer who made the first reference to it.

I say, you know, he said, you oughtnt to have nipped away like that!

I thought you hated me!

Hated you! I love you better than life itself! I would sooner have smashed my pet driver than have had you leave me!

She thrilled at the words.

Darling!

Mortimer fondled her hand.

I was just coming back to tell you that I loved you still. I was going to suggest that you took lessons from some good professional. And I found you gone!

I wasnt worthy of you, Mortimer!

My angel! He pressed his lips to her hair, and spoke solemnly. All this has taught me a lesson, dearest. I knew all along, and I know it more than ever now, that it is you — you that I want. Just you! I dont care if you dont play golf. I dont care — — He hesitated, then went on manfully. I dont care even if you play croquet, so long as you are with me!

For a moment her face showed rapture that made it almost angelic. She uttered a low moan of ecstasy. She kissed him. Then she rose.

Mortimer, look!

What at?

Me. Just look!

The jigger which he had been polishing lay on a chair close by. She took it up. From the bowl of golf-balls on the mantelpiece she selected a brand new one. She placed it on the carpet. She addressed it. Then, with a merry cry of Fore! she drove it hard and straight through the glass of the china-cupboard.

Good God! cried Mortimer, astounded. It had been a bird of a shot.

She turned to him, her whole face alight with that beautiful smile.

When I left you, Mortie, she said, I had but one aim in life, somehow to make myself worthy of you. I saw your advertisements in the papers, and I longed to answer them, but I was not ready. All this long, weary while I have been in the village of Auchtermuchtie, in Scotland, studying under Tamms McMickle.

Not the Tamms McMickle who finished fourth in the Open Championship of 1911, and had the best ball in the foursome in 1912 with Jock McHaggis, Andy McHeather, and Sandy McHoots!

Yes, Mortimer, the very same. Oh, it was difficult at first. I missed my mallet, and long to steady the ball with my foot and use the toe of the club. Wherever there was a direction post I aimed at it automatically. But I conquered my weakness. I practised steadily. And now Mr. McMickle says my handicap would be a good twenty-four on any links. She smiled apologetically. Of course, that doesnt sound much to you! You were a twelve when I left you, and now I suppose you are down to eight or something.

Mortimer shook his head.

Alas, no! he replied, gravely. My game went right off for some reason or other, and Im twenty-four, too.

For some reason or other! She uttered a cry. Oh, I know what the reason was! How can I ever forgive myself! I have ruined your game!

The brightness came back to Mortimers eyes. He embraced her fondly.

Do not reproach yourself, dearest, he murmured. It is the best thing that could have happened. From now on, we start level, two hearts that beat as one, two drivers that drive as one. I could not wish it otherwise. By George! Its just like that thing of Tennysons.

He recited the lines softly:

My bride,

My wife, my life. Oh, we will walk the links

Yoked in all exercise of noble end,

And so thro those dark bunkers off the course

That no man knows. Indeed, I love thee: come,

Yield thyself up: our handicaps are one;

Accomplish thou my manhood and thyself;

Lay thy sweet hands in mine and trust to me.

She laid her hands in his.

And now, Mortie, darling, she said, I want to tell you all about how I did the long twelfth at Auchtermuchtie in one under bogey.


The Salvation of George Mackintosh

[image: img214.jpg]

THE YOUNG MAN came into the club-house. There was a frown on his usually cheerful face, and he ordered a ginger-ale in the sort of voice which an ancient Greek would have used when asking the executioner to bring on the hemlock.

Sunk in the recesses of his favourite settee the Oldest Member had watched him with silent sympathy.

How did you get on? he inquired.

He beat me.

The Oldest Member nodded his venerable head.

You have had a trying time, if I am not mistaken. I feared as much when I saw you go out with Pobsley. How many a young man have I seen go out with Herbert Pobsley exulting in his youth, and crawl back at eventide looking like a toad under the harrow! He talked?

All the time, confound it! Put me right off my stroke.

The Oldest Member sighed.

The talking golfer is undeniably the most pronounced pest of our complex modern civilization, he said, and the most difficult to deal with. It is a melancholy thought that the noblest of games should have produced such a scourge. I have frequently marked Herbert Pobsley in action. As the crackling of thorns under a pot.... He is almost as bad as poor George Mackintosh in his worst period. Did I ever tell you about George Mackintosh?

I dont think so.

His, said the Sage, is the only case of golfing garrulity I have ever known where a permanent cure was affected. If you would care to hear about it —— ?



George Mackintosh (said the Oldest Member), when I first knew him, was one of the most admirable young fellows I have ever met. A handsome, well-set-up man, with no vices except a tendency to use the mashie for shots which should have been made with the light iron. And as for his positive virtues, they were too numerous to mention. He never swayed his body, moved his head, or pressed. He was always ready to utter a tactful grunt when his opponent foozled. And when he himself achieved a glaring fluke, his self-reproachful click of the tongue was music to his adversarys bruised soul. But of all his virtues the one that most endeared him to me and to all thinking men was the fact that, from the start of a round to the finish, he never spoke a word except when absolutely compelled to do so by the exigencies of the game. And it was this man who subsequently, for a black period which lives in the memory of all his contemporaries, was known as Gabby George and became a shade less popular than the germ of Spanish Influenza. Truly, corruptio optimi pessima!

One of the things that sadden a man as he grows older and reviews his life is the reflection that his most devastating deeds were generally the ones which he did with the best motives. The thought is disheartening. I can honestly say that, when George Mackintosh came to me and told me his troubles, my sole desire was to ameliorate his lot. That I might be starting on the downward path a man whom I liked and respected never once occurred to me.

One night after dinner when George Mackintosh came in, I could see at once that there was something on his mind, but what this could be I was at a loss to imagine, for I had been playing with him myself all the afternoon, and he had done an eighty-one and a seventy-nine. And, as I had not left the links till dusk was beginning to fall, it was practically impossible that he could have gone out again and done badly. The idea of financial trouble seemed equally out of the question. George had a good job with the old-established legal firm of Peabody, Peabody, Peabody, Peabody, Cootes, Toots, and Peabody. The third alternative, that he might be in love, I rejected at once. In all the time I had known him I had never seen a sign that George Mackintosh gave a thought to the opposite sex.

Yet this, bizarre as it seemed, was the true solution. Scarcely had he seated himself and lit a cigar when he blurted out his confession.

What would you do in a case like this? he said.

Like what?

Well — — He choked, and a rich blush permeated his surface. Well, it seems a silly thing to say and all that, but Im in love with Miss Tennant, you know!

You are in love with Celia Tennant?

Of course I am. Ive got eyes, havent I? Who else is there that any sane man could possibly be in love with? That, he went on, moodily, is the whole trouble. Theres a field of about twenty-nine, and I should think my place in the betting is about thirty-three to one.

I cannot agree with you there, I said. You have every advantage, it appears to me. You are young, amiable, good-looking, comfortably off, scratch — —

But I cant talk, confound it! he burst out. And how is a man to get anywhere at this sort of game without talking?

You are talking perfectly fluently now.

Yes, to you. But put me in front of Celia Tennant, and I simply make a sort of gurgling noise like a sheep with the botts. It kills my chances stone dead. You know these other men. I can give Claude Mainwaring a third and beat him. I can give Eustace Brinkley a stroke a hole and simply trample on his corpse. But when it comes to talking to a girl, Im not in their class.

You must not be diffident.

But I am diffident. Whats the good of saying I mustnt be diffident when Im the man who wrote the words and music, when Diffidence is my middle name and my telegraphic address? I cant help being diffident.

Surely you could overcome it?

But how? It was in the hope that you might be able to suggest something that I came round tonight.

And this was where I did the fatal thing. It happened that, just before I took up Braid on the Push-Shot, I had been dipping into the current number of a magazine, and one of the advertisements, I chanced to remember, might have been framed with a special eye to Georges unfortunate case. It was that one, which I have no doubt you have seen, which treats of How to Become a Convincing Talker. I picked up this magazine now and handed it to George.

He studied it for a few minutes in thoughtful silence. He looked at the picture of the Man who had taken the course being fawned upon by lovely women, while the man who had let this opportunity slip stood outside the group gazing with a wistful envy.

They never do that to me, said George.

Do what, my boy?

Cluster round, clinging cooingly.

I gather from the letterpress that they will if you write for the booklet.

You think there is really something in it?

I see no reason why eloquence should not be taught by mail. One seems to be able to acquire every other desirable quality in that manner nowadays.

I might try it. After all, its not expensive. Theres no doubt about it, he murmured, returning to his perusal, that fellow does look popular. Of course, the evening dress may have something to do with it.

Not at all. The other man, you will notice, is also wearing evening dress, and yet he is merely among those on the outskirts. It is simply a question of writing for the booklet.

Sent post free.

Sent, as you say, post free.

Ive a good mind to try it.

I see no reason why you should not.

I will, by Duncan! He tore the page out of the magazine and put it in his pocket. Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill give this thing a trial for a week or two, and at the end of that time Ill go to the boss and see how he reacts when I ask for a rise of salary. If he crawls, itll show theres something in this. If he flings me out, it will prove the things no good.

We left it at that, and I am bound to say — owing, no doubt, to my not having written for the booklet of the Memory Training Course advertised on the adjoining page of the magazine — the matter slipped from my mind. When, therefore, a few weeks later, I received a telegram from young Mackintosh which ran:

Worked like magic,

I confess I was intensely puzzled. It was only a quarter of an hour before George himself arrived that I solved the problem of its meaning.

So the boss crawled? I said, as he came in.

He gave a light, confident laugh. I had not seen him, as I say, for some time, and I was struck by the alteration in his appearance. In what exactly this alteration consisted I could not at first have said; but gradually it began to impress itself on me that his eye was brighter, his jaw squarer, his carriage a trifle more upright than it had been. But it was his eye that struck me most forcibly. The George Mackintosh I had known had had a pleasing gaze, but, though frank and agreeable, it had never been more dynamic than a fried egg. This new George had an eye that was a combination of a gimlet and a searchlight. Coleridges Ancient Mariner, I imagine, must have been somewhat similarly equipped. The Ancient Mariner stopped a wedding guest on his way to a wedding; George Mackintosh gave me the impression that he could have stopped the Cornish Riviera express on its way to Penzance. Self-confidence — aye, and more than self-confidence — a sort of sinful, overbearing swank seemed to exude from his very pores.

Crawled? he said. Well, he didnt actually lick my boots, because I saw him coming and side-stepped; but he did everything short of that. I hadnt been talking an hour when — —

An hour! I gasped. Did you talk for an hour?

Certainly. You wouldnt have had me be abrupt, would you? I went into his private office and found him alone. I think at first he would have been just as well pleased if I had retired. In fact, he said as much. But I soon adjusted that outlook. I took a seat and a cigarette, and then I started to sketch out for him the history of my connection with the firm. He began to wilt before the end of the first ten minutes. At the quarter of an hour mark he was looking at me like a lost dog thats just found its owner. By the half-hour he was making little bleating noises and massaging my coat-sleeve. And when, after perhaps an hour and a half, I came to my peroration and suggested a rise, he choked back a sob, gave me double what I had asked, and invited me to dine at his club next Tuesday. Im a little sorry now I cut the thing so short. A few minutes more, and I fancy he would have given me his sock-suspenders and made over his life-insurance in my favour.

Well, I said, as soon as I could speak, for I was finding my young friend a trifle overpowering, this is most satisfactory.

So-so, said George. Not un-so-so. A man wants an addition to his income when he is going to get married.

Ah! I said. That, of course, will be the real test.

What do you mean?

Why, when you propose to Celia Tennant. You remember you were saying when we spoke of this before—

Oh, that! said George, carelessly. Ive arranged all that.

What!

Oh, yes. On my way up from the station. I looked in on Celia about an hour ago, and its all settled.

Amazing!

Well, I dont know. I just put the thing to her, and she seemed to see it.

I congratulate you. So now, like Alexander, you have no more worlds to conquer.

Well, I dont know so much about that, said George. The way it looks to me is that Im just starting. This eloquence is a thing that rather grows on one. You didnt hear about my after-dinner speech at the anniversary banquet of the firm, I suppose? My dear fellow, a riot! A positive stampede. Had em laughing and then crying and then laughing again and then crying once more till six of em had to be led out and the rest down with hiccoughs. Napkins waving ... three tables broken ... waiters in hysterics. I tell you, I played on them as on a stringed instrument....

Can you play on a stringed instrument?

As it happens, no. But as I would have played on a stringed instrument if I could play on a stringed instrument. Wonderful sense of power it gives you. I mean to go in pretty largely for that sort of thing in future.

You must not let it interfere with your golf.

He gave a laugh which turned my blood cold.

Golf! he said. After all, what is golf? Just pushing a small ball into a hole. A child could do it. Indeed, children have done it with great success. I see an infant of fourteen has just won some sort of championship. Could that stripling convulse a roomful of banqueters? I think not! To sway your fellow-men with a word, to hold them with a gesture ... that is the real salt of life. I dont suppose I shall play much more golf now. Im making arrangements for a lecturing-tour, and Im booked up for fifteen lunches already.

Those were his words. A man who had once done the lake-hole in one. A man whom the committee were grooming for the amateur championship. I am no weakling, but I confess they sent a chill shiver down my spine.



George Mackintosh did not, I am glad to say, carry out his mad project to the letter. He did not altogether sever himself from golf. He was still to be seen occasionally on the links. But now — and I know of nothing more tragic that can befall a man — he found himself gradually shunned, he who in the days of his sanity had been besieged with more offers of games than he could manage to accept. Men simply would not stand his incessant flow of talk. One by one they dropped off, until the only person he could find to go round with him was old Major Moseby, whose hearing completely petered out as long ago as the year 98. And, of course, Celia Tennant would play with him occasionally; but it seemed to me that even she, greatly as no doubt she loved him, was beginning to crack under the strain.

So surely had I read the pallor of her face and the wild look of dumb agony in her eyes that I was not surprised when, as I sat one morning in my garden reading Ray on Taking Turf, my man announced her name. I had been half expecting her to come to me for advice and consolation, for I had known her ever since she was a child. It was I who had given her her first driver and taught her infant lips to lisp Fore! It is not easy to lisp the word Fore! but I had taught her to do it, and this constituted a bond between us which had been strengthened rather than weakened by the passage of time.

She sat down on the grass beside my chair, and looked up at my face in silent pain. We had known each other so long that I know that it was not my face that pained her, but rather some unspoken malaise of the soul. I waited for her to speak, and suddenly she burst out impetuously as though she could hold back her sorrow no longer.

Oh, I cant stand it! I cant stand it!

You mean...? I said, though I knew only too well.

This horrible obsession of poor Georges, she cried passionately. I dont think he has stopped talking once since we have been engaged.

He is chatty, I agreed. Has he told you the story about the Irishman?

Half a dozen times. And the one about the Swede oftener than that. But I would not mind an occasional anecdote. Women have to learn to bear anecdotes from the men they love. It is the curse of Eve. It is his incessant easy flow of chatter on all topics that is undermining even my devotion.

But surely, when he proposed to you, he must have given you an inkling of the truth. He only hinted at it when he spoke to me, but I gather that he was eloquent.

When he proposed, said Celia dreamily, he was wonderful. He spoke for twenty minutes without stopping. He said I was the essence of his every hope, the tree on which the fruit of his life grew; his Present, his Future, his Past ... oh, and all that sort of thing. If he would only confine his conversation now to remarks of a similar nature, I could listen to him all day long. But he doesnt. He talks politics and statistics and philosophy and ... oh, and everything. He makes my head ache.

And your heart also, I fear, I said gravely.

I love him! she replied simply. In spite of everything, I love him dearly. But what to do? What to do? I have an awful fear that when we are getting married instead of answering I will, he will go into the pulpit and deliver an address on Marriage Ceremonies of All Ages. The world to him is a vast lecture-platform. He looks on life as one long after-dinner, with himself as the principal speaker of the evening. It is breaking my heart. I see him shunned by his former friends. Shunned! They run a mile when they see him coming. The mere sound of his voice outside the club-house is enough to send brave men diving for safety beneath the sofas. Can you wonder that I am in despair? What have I to live for?

There is always golf.

Yes, there is always golf, she whispered bravely.

Come and have a round this afternoon.

I had promised to go for a walk ... She shuddered, then pulled herself together. ... for a walk with George.

I hesitated for a moment.

Bring him along, I said, and patted her hand. It may be that together we shall find an opportunity of reasoning with him.

She shook her head.

You cant reason with George. He never stops talking long enough to give you time.

Nevertheless, there is no harm in trying. I have an idea that this malady of his is not permanent and incurable. The very violence with which the germ of loquacity has attacked him gives me hope. You must remember that before this seizure he was rather a noticeably silent man. Sometimes I think that it is just Natures way of restoring the average, and that soon the fever may burn itself out. Or it may be that a sudden shock ... At any rate, have courage.

I will try to be brave.

Capital! At half-past two on the first tee, then.

You will have to give me a stroke on the third, ninth, twelfth, fifteenth, sixteenth and eighteenth, she said, with a quaver in her voice. My golf has fallen off rather lately.

I patted her hand again.

I understand, I said gently. I understand.



The steady drone of a baritone voice as I alighted from my car and approached the first tee told me that George had not forgotten the tryst. He was sitting on the stone seat under the chestnut-tree, speaking a few well-chosen words on the Labour Movement.

To what conclusion, then, do we come? he was saying. We come to the foregone and inevitable conclusion that....

Good afternoon, George, I said.

He nodded briefly, but without verbal salutation. He seemed to regard my remark as he would have regarded the unmannerly heckling of some one at the back of the hall. He proceeded evenly with his speech, and was still talking when Celia addressed her ball and drove off. Her drive, coinciding with a sharp rhetorical question from George, wavered in mid-air, and the ball trickled off into the rough half-way down the hill. I can see the poor girls tortured face even now. But she breathed no word of reproach. Such is the miracle of womens love.

Where you went wrong there, said George, breaking off his remarks on Labour, was that you have not studied the dynamics of golf sufficiently. You did not pivot properly. You allowed your left heel to point down the course when you were at the top of your swing. This makes for instability and loss of distance. The fundamental law of the dynamics of golf is that the left foot shall be solidly on the ground at the moment of impact. If you allow your heel to point down the course, it is almost impossible to bring it back in time to make the foot a solid fulcrum.

I drove, and managed to clear the rough and reach the fairway. But it was not one of my best drives. George Mackintosh, I confess, had unnerved me. The feeling he gave me resembled the self-conscious panic which I used to experience in my childhood when informed that there was One Awful Eye that watched my every movement and saw my every act. It was only the fact that poor Celia appeared even more affected by his espionage that enabled me to win the first hole in seven.

On the way to the second tee George discoursed on the beauties of Nature, pointing out at considerable length how exquisitely the silver glitter of the lake harmonized with the vivid emerald turf near the hole and the duller green of the rough beyond it. As Celia teed up her ball, he directed her attention to the golden glory of the sand-pit to the left of the flag. It was not the spirit in which to approach the lake-hole, and I was not surprised when the unfortunate girls ball fell with a sickening plop half-way across the water.

Where you went wrong there, said George, was that you made the stroke a sudden heave instead of a smooth, snappy flick of the wrists. Pressing is always bad, but with the mashie — —

I think I will give you this hole, said Celia to me, for my shot had cleared the water and was lying on the edge of the green. I wish I hadnt used a new ball.

The price of golf-balls, said George, as we started to round the lake, is a matter to which economists should give some attention. I am credibly informed that rubber at the present time is exceptionally cheap. Yet we see no decrease in the price of golf-balls, which, as I need scarcely inform you, are rubber-cored. Why should this be so? You will say that the wages of skilled labour have gone up. True. But — —

One moment, George, while I drive, I said. For we had now arrived at the third tee.

A curious thing, concentration, said George, and why certain phenomena should prevent us from focusing our attention —— This brings me to the vexed question of sleep. Why is it that we are able to sleep through some vast convulsion of Nature when a dripping tap is enough to keep us awake? I am told that there were people who slumbered peacefully through the San Francisco earthquake, merely stirring drowsily from time to time to tell an imaginary person to leave it on the mat. Yet these same people — —

Celias drive bounded into the deep ravine which yawns some fifty yards from the tee. A low moan escaped her.

Where you went wrong there — — said George.

I know, said Celia. I lifted my head.

I had never heard her speak so abruptly before. Her manner, in a girl less noticeably pretty, might almost have been called snappish. George, however, did not appear to have noticed anything amiss. He filled his pipe and followed her into the ravine.

Remarkable, he said, how fundamental a principle of golf is this keeping the head still. You will hear professionals tell their pupils to keep their eye on the ball. Keeping the eye on the ball is only a secondary matter. What they really mean is that the head should be kept rigid, as otherwise it is impossible to — —

His voice died away. I had sliced my drive into the woods on the right, and after playing another had gone off to try to find my ball, leaving Celia and George in the ravine behind me. My last glimpse of them showed me that her ball had fallen into a stone-studded cavity in the side of the hill, and she was drawing her niblick from her bag as I passed out of sight. Georges voice, blurred by distance to a monotonous murmur, followed me until I was out of earshot.

I was just about to give up the hunt for my ball in despair, when I heard Celias voice calling to me from the edge of the undergrowth. There was a sharp note in it which startled me.

I came out, trailing a portion of some unknown shrub which had twined itself about my ankle.

Yes? I said, picking twigs out of my hair.

I want your advice, said Celia.

Certainly. What is the trouble? By the way, I said, looking round, where is your fiance?

I have no fiance, she said, in a dull, hard voice.

You have broken off the engagement?

Not exactly. And yet — well, I suppose it amounts to that.

I dont quite understand.

Well, the fact is, said Celia, in a burst of girlish frankness, I rather think Ive killed George.

Killed him, eh?

It was a solution that had not occurred to me, but now that it was presented for my inspection I could see its merits. In these days of national effort, when we are all working together to try to make our beloved land fit for heroes to live in, it was astonishing that nobody before had thought of a simple, obvious thing like killing George Mackintosh. George Mackintosh was undoubtedly better dead, but it had taken a womans intuition to see it.

I killed him with my niblick, said Celia.

I nodded. If the thing was to be done at all, it was unquestionably a niblick shot.

I had just made my eleventh attempt to get out of that ravine, the girl went on, with George talking all the time about the recent excavations in Egypt, when suddenly — you know what it is when something seems to snap — —

I had the experience with my shoe-lace only this morning.

Yes, it was like that. Sharp — sudden — happening all in a moment. I suppose I must have said something, for George stopped talking about Egypt and said that he was reminded by a remark of the last speakers of a certain Irishman — —

I pressed her hand.

Dont go on if it hurts you, I said, gently.

Well, there is very little more to tell. He bent his head to light his pipe, and well — the temptation was too much for me. Thats all.

You were quite right.

You really think so?

I certainly do. A rather similar action, under far less provocation, once made Jael the wife of Heber the most popular woman in Israel.

I wish I could think so too, she murmured. At the moment, you know, I was conscious of nothing but an awful elation. But — but — oh, he was such a darling before he got this dreadful affliction. I cant help thinking of G-George as he used to be.

She burst into a torrent of sobs.

Would you care for me to view the remains? I said.

Perhaps it would be as well.

She led me silently into the ravine. George Mackintosh was lying on his back where he had fallen.

There! said Celia.

And, as she spoke, George Mackintosh gave a kind of snorting groan and sat up. Celia uttered a sharp shriek and sank on her knees before him. George blinked once or twice and looked about him dazedly.

Save the women and children! he cried. I can swim.

Oh, George! said Celia.

Feeling a little better? I asked.

A little. How many people were hurt?

Hurt?

When the express ran into us. He cast another glance around him. Why, how did I get here?

You were here all the time, I said.

Do you mean after the roof fell in or before?

Celia was crying quietly down the back of his neck.

Oh, George! she said, again.

He groped out feebly for her hand and patted it.

Brave little woman! he said. Brave little woman! She stuck by me all through. Tell me — I am strong enough to bear it — what caused the explosion?

It seemed to me a case where much unpleasant explanation might be avoided by the exercise of a little tact.

Well, some say one thing and some another, I said. Whether it was a spark from a cigarette — —

Celia interrupted me. The woman in her made her revolt against this well-intentioned subterfuge.

I hit you, George!

Hit me? he repeated, curiously. What with? The Eiffel Tower?

With my niblick.

You hit me with your niblick? But why?

She hesitated. Then she faced him bravely.

Because you wouldnt stop talking.

He gaped.

Me! he said. I wouldnt stop talking! But I hardly talk at all. Im noted for it.

Celias eyes met mine in agonized inquiry. But I saw what had happened. The blow, the sudden shock, had operated on Georges brain-cells in such a way as to effect a complete cure. I have not the technical knowledge to be able to explain it, but the facts were plain.

Lately, my dear fellow, I assured him, you have dropped into the habit of talking rather a good deal. Ever since we started out this afternoon you have kept up an incessant flow of conversation!

Me! On the links! It isnt possible.

It is only too true, I fear. And that is why this brave girl hit you with her niblick. You started to tell her a funny story just as she was making her eleventh shot to get her ball out of this ravine, and she took what she considered the necessary steps.

Can you ever forgive me, George? cried Celia.

George Mackintosh stared at me. Then a crimson blush mantled his face.

So I did! Its all beginning to come back to me. Oh, heavens!

Can you forgive me, George? cried Celia again.

He took her hand in his.

Forgive you? he muttered. Can you forgive me? Me — a tee-talker, a green-gabbler, a prattler on the links, the lowest form of life known to science! I am unclean, unclean!

Its only a little mud, dearest, said Celia, looking at the sleeve of his coat. It will brush off when its dry.

How can you link your lot with a man who talks when people are making their shots?

You will never do it again.

But I have done it. And you stuck to me all through! Oh, Celia!

I loved you, George!

The man seemed to swell with a sudden emotion. His eye lit up, and he thrust one hand into the breast of his coat while he raised the other in a sweeping gesture. For an instant he appeared on the verge of a flood of eloquence. And then, as if he had been made sharply aware of what it was that he intended to do, he suddenly sagged. The gleam died out of his eyes. He lowered his hand.

Well, I must say that was rather decent of you, he said.

A lame speech, but one that brought an infinite joy to both his hearers. For it showed that George Mackintosh was cured beyond possibility of relapse.

Yes, I must say you are rather a corker, he added.

George! cried Celia.

I said nothing, but I clasped his hand; and then, taking my clubs, I retired. When I looked round she was still in his arms. I left them there, alone together in the great silence.



And so (concluded the Oldest Member) you see that a cure is possible, though it needs a womans gentle hand to bring it about. And how few women are capable of doing what Celia Tennant did. Apart from the difficulty of summoning up the necessary resolution, an act like hers requires a straight eye and a pair of strong and supple wrists. It seems to me that for the ordinary talking golfer there is no hope. And the race seems to be getting more numerous every day. Yet the finest golfers are always the least loquacious. It is related of the illustrious Sandy McHoots that when, on the occasion of his winning the British Open Championship, he was interviewed by reporters from the leading daily papers as to his views on Tariff Reform, Bimetallism, the Trial by Jury System, and the Modern Craze for Dancing, all they could extract from him was the single word Mphm! Having uttered which, he shouldered his bag and went home to tea. A great man. I wish there were more like him.


Ordeal By Golf

[image: img214.jpg]

A PLEASANT BREEZE played among the trees on the terrace outside the Marvis Bay Golf and Country Club. It ruffled the leaves and cooled the forehead of the Oldest Member, who, as was his custom of a Saturday afternoon, sat in the shade on a rocking-chair, observing the younger generation as it hooked and sliced in the valley below. The eye of the Oldest Member was thoughtful and reflective. When it looked into yours you saw in it that perfect peace, that peace beyond understanding, which comes at its maximum only to the man who has given up golf.

The Oldest Member has not played golf since the rubber-cored ball superseded the old dignified gutty. But as a spectator and philosopher he still finds pleasure in the pastime. He is watching it now with keen interest. His gaze, passing from the lemonade which he is sucking through a straw, rests upon the Saturday foursome which is struggling raggedly up the hill to the ninth green. Like all Saturday foursomes, it is in difficulties. One of the patients is zigzagging about the fairway like a liner pursued by submarines. Two others seem to be digging for buried treasure, unless — it is too far off to be certain — they are killing snakes. The remaining cripple, who has just foozled a mashie-shot, is blaming his caddie. His voice, as he upbraids the innocent child for breathing during his up-swing, comes clearly up the hill.

The Oldest Member sighs. His lemonade gives a sympathetic gurgle. He puts it down on the table.



How few men, says the Oldest Member, possess the proper golfing temperament! How few indeed, judging by the sights I see here on Saturday afternoons, possess any qualification at all for golf except a pair of baggy knickerbockers and enough money to enable them to pay for the drinks at the end of the round. The ideal golfer never loses his temper. When I played, I never lost my temper. Sometimes, it is true, I may, after missing a shot, have broken my club across my knees; but I did it in a calm and judicial spirit, because the club was obviously no good and I was going to get another one anyway. To lose ones temper at golf is foolish. It gets you nothing, not even relief. Imitate the spirit of Marcus Aurelius. Whatever may befall thee, says that great man in his Meditations, it was preordained for thee from everlasting. Nothing happens to anybody which he is not fitted by nature to bear. I like to think that this noble thought came to him after he had sliced a couple of new balls into the woods, and that he jotted it down on the back of his score-card. For there can be no doubt that the man was a golfer, and a bad golfer at that. Nobody who had not had a short putt stop on the edge of the hole could possibly have written the words: That which makes the man no worse than he was makes life no worse. It has no power to harm, without or within. Yes, Marcus Aurelius undoubtedly played golf, and all the evidence seems to indicate that he rarely went round in under a hundred and twenty. The niblick was his club.

Speaking of Marcus Aurelius and the golfing temperament recalls to my mind the case of young Mitchell Holmes. Mitchell, when I knew him first, was a promising young man with a future before him in the Paterson Dyeing and Refining Company, of which my old friend, Alexander Paterson, was the president. He had many engaging qualities — among them an unquestioned ability to imitate a bulldog quarrelling with a Pekingese in a way which had to be heard to be believed. It was a gift which made him much in demand at social gatherings in the neighbourhood, marking him off from other young men who could only almost play the mandolin or recite bits of Gunga Din; and no doubt it was this talent of his which first sowed the seeds of love in the heart of Millicent Boyd. Women are essentially hero-worshippers, and when a warm-hearted girl like Millicent has heard a personable young man imitating a bulldog and a Pekingese to the applause of a crowded drawing-room, and has been able to detect the exact point at which the Pekingese leaves off and the bulldog begins, she can never feel quite the same to other men. In short, Mitchell and Millicent were engaged, and were only waiting to be married till the former could bite the Dyeing and Refining Companys ear for a bit of extra salary.

Mitchell Holmes had only one fault. He lost his temper when playing golf. He seldom played a round without becoming piqued, peeved, or — in many cases — chagrined. The caddies on our links, it was said, could always worst other small boys in verbal argument by calling them some of the things they had heard Mitchell call his ball on discovering it in a cuppy lie. He had a great gift of language, and he used it unsparingly. I will admit that there was some excuse for the man. He had the makings of a brilliant golfer, but a combination of bad luck and inconsistent play invariably robbed him of the fruits of his skill. He was the sort of player who does the first two holes in one under bogey and then takes an eleven at the third. The least thing upset him on the links. He missed short putts because of the uproar of the butterflies in the adjoining meadows.

It seemed hardly likely that this one kink in an otherwise admirable character would ever seriously affect his working or professional life, but it did. One evening, as I was sitting in my garden, Alexander Paterson was announced. A glance at his face told me that he had come to ask my advice. Rightly or wrongly, he regarded me as one capable of giving advice. It was I who had changed the whole current of his life by counselling him to leave the wood in his bag and take a driving-iron off the tee; and in one or two other matters, like the choice of a putter (so much more important than the choice of a wife), I had been of assistance to him.

Alexander sat down and fanned himself with his hat, for the evening was warm. Perplexity was written upon his fine face.

I dont know what to do, he said.

Keep the head still — slow back — dont press, I said, gravely. There is no better rule for a happy and successful life.

Its nothing to do with golf this time, he said. Its about the treasurership of my company. Old Smithers retires next week, and Ive got to find a man to fill his place.

That should be easy. You have simply to select the most deserving from among your other employees.

But which is the most deserving? Thats the point. There are two men who are capable of holding the job quite adequately. But then I realize how little I know of their real characters. It is the treasurership, you understand, which has to be filled. Now, a man who was quite good at another job might easily get wrong ideas into his head when he became a treasurer. He would have the handling of large sums of money. In other words, a man who in ordinary circumstances had never been conscious of any desire to visit the more distant portions of South America might feel the urge, so to speak, shortly after he became a treasurer. That is my difficulty. Of course, one always takes a sporting chance with any treasurer; but how am I to find out which of these two men would give me the more reasonable opportunity of keeping some of my money?

I did not hesitate a moment. I held strong views on the subject of character-testing.

The only way, I said to Alexander, of really finding out a mans true character is to play golf with him. In no other walk of life does the cloven hoof so quickly display itself. I employed a lawyer for years, until one day I saw him kick his ball out of a heel-mark. I removed my business from his charge next morning. He has not yet run off with any trust-funds, but there is a nasty gleam in his eye, and I am convinced that it is only a question of time. Golf, my dear fellow, is the infallible test. The man who can go into a patch of rough alone, with the knowledge that only God is watching him, and play his ball where it lies, is the man who will serve you faithfully and well. The man who can smile bravely when his putt is diverted by one of those beastly wormcasts is pure gold right through. But the man who is hasty, unbalanced, and violent on the links will display the same qualities in the wider field of everyday life. You dont want an unbalanced treasurer do you?

Not if his books are likely to catch the complaint.

They are sure to. Statisticians estimate that the average of crime among good golfers is lower than in any class of the community except possibly bishops. Since Willie Park won the first championship at Prestwick in the year 1860 there has, I believe, been no instance of an Open Champion spending a day in prison. Whereas the bad golfers — and by bad I do not mean incompetent, but black-souled — the men who fail to count a stroke when they miss the globe; the men who never replace a divot; the men who talk while their opponent is driving; and the men who let their angry passions rise — these are in and out of Wormwood Scrubbs all the time. They find it hardly worth while to get their hair cut in their brief intervals of liberty.

Alexander was visibly impressed.

That sounds sensible, by George! he said.

It is sensible.

Ill do it! Honestly, I cant see any other way of deciding between Holmes and Dixon.

I started.

Holmes? Not Mitchell Holmes?

Yes. Of course you must know him? He lives here, I believe.

And by Dixon do you mean Rupert Dixon?

Thats the man. Another neighbour of yours.

I confess that my heart sank. It was as if my ball had fallen into the pit which my niblick had digged. I wished heartily that I had thought of waiting to ascertain the names of the two rivals before offering my scheme. I was extremely fond of Mitchell Holmes and of the girl to whom he was engaged to be married. Indeed, it was I who had sketched out a few rough notes for the lad to use when proposing; and results had shown that he had put my stuff across well. And I had listened many a time with a sympathetic ear to his hopes in the matter of securing a rise of salary which would enable him to get married. Somehow, when Alexander was talking, it had not occurred to me that young Holmes might be in the running for so important an office as the treasurership. I had ruined the boys chances. Ordeal by golf was the one test which he could not possibly undergo with success. Only a miracle could keep him from losing his temper, and I had expressly warned Alexander against such a man.

When I thought of his rival my heart sank still more. Rupert Dixon was rather an unpleasant young man, but the worst of his enemies could not accuse him of not possessing the golfing temperament. From the drive off the tee to the holing of the final putt he was uniformly suave.



When Alexander had gone, I sat in thought for some time. I was faced with a problem. Strictly speaking, no doubt, I had no right to take sides; and, though secrecy had not been enjoined upon me in so many words, I was very well aware that Alexander was under the impression that I would keep the thing under my hat and not reveal to either party the test that awaited him. Each candidate was, of course, to remain ignorant that he was taking part in anything but a friendly game.

But when I thought of the young couple whose future depended on this ordeal, I hesitated no longer. I put on my hat and went round to Miss Boyds house, where I knew that Mitchell was to be found at this hour.

The young couple were out in the porch, looking at the moon. They greeted me heartily, but their heartiness had rather a tinny sound, and I could see that on the whole they regarded me as one of those things which should not happen. But when I told my story their attitude changed. They began to look on me in the pleasanter light of a guardian, philosopher, and friend.

Wherever did Mr. Paterson get such a silly idea? said Miss Boyd, indignantly. I had — from the best motives — concealed the source of the scheme. Its ridiculous!

Oh, I dont know, said Mitchell. The old boys crazy about golf. Its just the sort of scheme he would cook up. Well, it dishes me!

Oh, come! I said.

Its no good saying Oh, come! You know perfectly well that Im a frank, outspoken golfer. When my ball goes off nor-nor-east when I want it to go due west I cant help expressing an opinion about it. It is a curious phenomenon which calls for comment, and I give it. Similarly, when I top my drive, I have to go on record as saying that I did not do it intentionally. And its just these trifles, as far as I can make out, that are going to decide the thing.

Couldnt you learn to control yourself on the links, Mitchell, darling? asked Millicent. After all, golf is only a game!

Mitchells eyes met mine, and I have no doubt that mine showed just the same look of horror which I saw in his. Women say these things without thinking. It does not mean that there is any kink in their character. They simply dont realize what they are saying.

Hush! said Mitchell, huskily, patting her hand and overcoming his emotion with a strong effort. Hush, dearest!



Two or three days later I met Millicent coming from the post-office. There was a new light of happiness in her eyes, and her face was glowing.

Such a splendid thing has happened, she said. After Mitchell left that night I happened to be glancing through a magazine, and I came across a wonderful advertisement. It began by saying that all the great men in history owed their success to being able to control themselves, and that Napoleon wouldnt have amounted to anything if he had not curbed his fiery nature, and then it said that we can all be like Napoleon if we fill in the accompanying blank order-form for Professor Orlando Rollitts wonderful book, Are You Your Own Master? absolutely free for five days and then seven shillings, but you must write at once because the demand is enormous and pretty soon it may be too late. I wrote at once, and luckily I was in time, because Professor Rollitt did have a copy left, and its just arrived. Ive been looking through it, and it seems splendid.

She held out a small volume. I glanced at it. There was a frontispiece showing a signed photograph of Professor Orlando Rollitt controlling himself in spite of having long white whiskers, and then some reading matter, printed between wide margins. One look at the book told me the professors methods. To be brief, he had simply swiped Marcus Aureliuss best stuff, the copyright having expired some two thousand years ago, and was retailing it as his own. I did not mention this to Millicent. It was no affair of mine. Presumably, however obscure the necessity, Professor Rollitt had to live.

Im going to start Mitchell on it today. Dont you think this is good? Thou seest how few be the things which if a man has at his command his life flows gently on and is divine. I think it will be wonderful if Mitchells life flows gently on and is divine for seven shillings, dont you?



At the club-house that evening I encountered Rupert Dixon. He was emerging from a shower-bath, and looked as pleased with himself as usual.

Just been going round with old Paterson, he said. He was asking after you. Hes gone back to town in his car.

I was thrilled. So the test had begun!

How did you come out? I asked.

Rupert Dixon smirked. A smirking man, wrapped in a bath towel, with a wisp of wet hair over one eye, is a repellent sight.

Oh, pretty well. I won by six and five. In spite of having poisonous luck.

I felt a gleam of hope at these last words.

Oh, you had bad luck?

The worst. I over-shot the green at the third with the best brassey-shot Ive ever made in my life — and thats saying a lot — and lost my ball in the rough beyond it.

And I suppose you let yourself go, eh?

Let myself go?

I take it that you made some sort of demonstration?

Oh, no. Losing your temper doesnt get you anywhere at golf. It only spoils your next shot.

I went away heavy-hearted. Dixon had plainly come through the ordeal as well as any man could have done. I expected to hear every day that the vacant treasurership had been filled, and that Mitchell had not even been called upon to play his test round. I suppose, however, that Alexander Paterson felt that it would be unfair to the other competitor not to give him his chance, for the next I heard of the matter was when Mitchell Holmes rang me up on the Friday and asked me if I would accompany him round the links next day in the match he was playing with Alexander, and give him my moral support.

I shall need it, he said. I dont mind telling you Im pretty nervous. I wish I had had longer to get the stranglehold on that Are You Your Own Master? stuff. I can see, of course, that it is the real tabasco from start to finish, and absolutely as mother makes it, but the trouble is Ive only had a few days to soak it into my system. Its like trying to patch up a motor car with string. You never know when the thing will break down. Heaven knows what will happen if I sink a ball at the water-hole. And something seems to tell me I am going to do it.

There was a silence for a moment.

Do you believe in dreams? asked Mitchell.

Believe in what?

Dreams.

What about them?

I said, Do you believe in dreams? Because last night I dreamed that I was playing in the final of the Open Championship, and I got into the rough, and there was a cow there, and the cow looked at me in a sad sort of way and said, Why dont you use the two-V grip instead of the interlocking? At the time it seemed an odd sort of thing to happen, but Ive been thinking it over and I wonder if there isnt something in it. These things must be sent to us for a purpose.

You cant change your grip on the day of an important match.

I suppose not. The fact is, Im a bit jumpy, or I wouldnt have mentioned it. Oh, well! See you tomorrow at two.



The day was bright and sunny, but a tricky cross-wind was blowing when I reached the club-house. Alexander Paterson was there, practising swings on the first tee; and almost immediately Mitchell Holmes arrived, accompanied by Millicent.

Perhaps, said Alexander, we had better be getting under way. Shall I take the honour?

Certainly, said Mitchell.

Alexander teed up his ball.

Alexander Paterson has always been a careful rather than a dashing player. It is his custom, a sort of ritual, to take two measured practice-swings before addressing the ball, even on the putting-green. When he does address the ball he shuffles his feet for a moment or two, then pauses, and scans the horizon in a suspicious sort of way, as if he had been expecting it to play some sort of a trick on him when he was not looking. A careful inspection seems to convince him of the horizons bona fides, and he turns his attention to the ball again. He shuffles his feet once more, then raises his club. He waggles the club smartly over the ball three times, then lays it behind the globule. At this point he suddenly peers at the horizon again, in the apparent hope of catching it off its guard. This done, he raises his club very slowly, brings it back very slowly till it almost touches the ball, raises it again, brings it down again, raises it once more, and brings it down for the third time. He then stands motionless, wrapped in thought, like some Indian fakir contemplating the infinite. Then he raises his club again and replaces it behind the ball. Finally he quivers all over, swings very slowly back, and drives the ball for about a hundred and fifty yards in a dead straight line.

It is a method of procedure which proves sometimes a little exasperating to the highly strung, and I watched Mitchells face anxiously to see how he was taking his first introduction to it. The unhappy lad had blenched visibly. He turned to me with the air of one in pain.

Does he always do that? he whispered.

Always, I replied.

Then Im done for! No human being could play golf against a one-ring circus like that without blowing up!

I said nothing. It was, I feared, only too true. Well-poised as I am, I had long since been compelled to give up playing with Alexander Paterson, much as I esteemed him. It was a choice between that and resigning from the Baptist Church.

At this moment Millicent spoke. There was an open book in her hand. I recognized it as the life-work of Professor Rollitt.

Think on this doctrine, she said, in her soft, modulated voice, that to be patient is a branch of justice, and that men sin without intending it.

Mitchell nodded briefly, and walked to the tee with a firm step.

Before you drive, darling, said Millicent, remember this. Let no act be done at haphazard, nor otherwise than according to the finished rules that govern its kind.

The next moment Mitchells ball was shooting through the air, to come to rest two hundred yards down the course. It was a magnificent drive. He had followed the counsel of Marcus Aurelius to the letter.

An admirable iron-shot put him in reasonable proximity to the pin, and he holed out in one under bogey with one of the nicest putts I have ever beheld. And when at the next hole, the dangerous water-hole, his ball soared over the pond and lay safe, giving him bogey for the hole, I began for the first time to breathe freely. Every golfer has his day, and this was plainly Mitchells. He was playing faultless golf. If he could continue in this vein, his unfortunate failing would have no chance to show itself.

The third hole is long and tricky. You drive over a ravine — or possibly into it. In the latter event you breathe a prayer and call for your niblick. But, once over the ravine, there is nothing to disturb the equanimity. Bogey is five, and a good drive, followed by a brassey-shot, will put you within easy mashie-distance of the green.

Mitchell cleared the ravine by a hundred and twenty yards. He strolled back to me, and watched Alexander go through his ritual with an indulgent smile. I knew just how he was feeling. Never does the world seem so sweet and fair and the foibles of our fellow human beings so little irritating as when we have just swatted the pill right on the spot.

I cant see why he does it, said Mitchell, eyeing Alexander with a toleration that almost amounted to affection. If I did all those Swedish exercises before I drove, I should forget what I had come out for and go home. Alexander concluded the movements, and landed a bare three yards on the other side of the ravine. Hes what you would call a steady performer, isnt he? Never varies!

Mitchell won the hole comfortably. There was a jauntiness about his stance on the fourth tee which made me a little uneasy. Over-confidence at golf is almost as bad as timidity.

My apprehensions were justified. Mitchell topped his ball. It rolled twenty yards into the rough, and nestled under a dock-leaf. His mouth opened, then closed with a snap. He came over to where Millicent and I were standing.

I didnt say it! he said. What on earth happened then?

Search mens governing principles, said Millicent, and consider the wise, what they shun and what they cleave to.

Exactly, I said. You swayed your body.

And now Ive got to go and look for that infernal ball.

Never mind, darling, said Millicent. Nothing has such power to broaden the mind as the ability to investigate systematically and truly all that comes under thy observation in life.

Besides, I said, youre three up.

I shant be after this hole.

He was right. Alexander won it in five, one above bogey, and regained the honour.

Mitchell was a trifle shaken. His play no longer had its first careless vigour. He lost the next hole, halved the sixth, lost the short seventh, and then, rallying, halved the eighth.

The ninth hole, like so many on our links, can be a perfectly simple four, although the rolling nature of the green makes bogey always a somewhat doubtful feat; but, on the other hand, if you foozle your drive, you can easily achieve double figures. The tee is on the farther side of the pond, beyond the bridge, where the water narrows almost to the dimensions of a brook. You drive across this water and over a tangle of trees and under-growth on the other bank. The distance to the fairway cannot be more than sixty yards, for the hazard is purely a mental one, and yet how many fair hopes have been wrecked there!

Alexander cleared the obstacles comfortably with his customary short, straight drive, and Mitchell advanced to the tee.

I think the loss of the honour had been preying on his mind. He seemed nervous. His up-swing was shaky, and he swayed back perceptibly. He made a lunge at the ball, sliced it, and it struck a tree on the other side of the water and fell in the long grass. We crossed the bridge to look for it; and it was here that the effect of Professor Rollitt began definitely to wane.

Why on earth dont they mow this darned stuff? demanded Mitchell, querulously, as he beat about the grass with his niblick.

You have to have rough on a course, I ventured.

Whatever happens at all, said Millicent, happens as it should. Thou wilt find this true if thou shouldst watch narrowly.

Thats all very well, said Mitchell, watching narrowly in a clump of weeds but seeming unconvinced. I believe the Greens Committee run this bally club purely in the interests of the caddies. I believe they encourage lost balls, and go halves with the little beasts when they find them and sell them!

Millicent and I exchanged glances. There were tears in her eyes.

Oh, Mitchell! Remember Napoleon!

Napoleon! Whats Napoleon got to do with it? Napoleon never was expected to drive through a primeval forest. Besides, what did Napoleon ever do? Where did Napoleon get off, swanking round as if he amounted to something? Poor fish! All he ever did was to get hammered at Waterloo!

Alexander rejoined us. He had walked on to where his ball lay.

Cant find it, eh? Nasty bit of rough, this!

No, I cant find it. But tomorrow some miserable, chinless, half-witted reptile of a caddie with pop eyes and eight hundred and thirty-seven pimples will find it, and will sell it to someone for sixpence! No, it was a brand-new ball. Hell probably get a shilling for it. Thatll be sixpence for himself and sixpence for the Greens Committee. No wonder theyre buying cars quicker than the makers can supply them. No wonder you see their wives going about in mink coats and pearl necklaces. Oh, dash it! Ill drop another!

In that case, Alexander pointed out, you will, of course, under the rules governing match-play, lose the hole.

All right, then. Ill give up the hole.

Then that, I think, makes me one up on the first nine, said Alexander. Excellent! A very pleasant, even game.

Pleasant! On second thoughts I dont believe the Greens Committee let the wretched caddies get any of the loot. They hang round behind trees till the deals concluded, and then sneak out and choke it out of them!

I saw Alexander raise his eyebrows. He walked up the hill to the next tee with me.

Rather a quick-tempered young fellow, Holmes! he said, thoughtfully. I should never have suspected it. It just shows how little one can know of a man, only meeting him in business hours.

I tried to defend the poor lad.

He has an excellent heart, Alexander. But the fact is — we are such old friends that I know you will forgive my mentioning it — your style of play gets, I fancy, a little on his nerves.

My style of play? Whats wrong with my style of play?

Nothing is actually wrong with it, but to a young and ardent spirit there is apt to be something a trifle upsetting in being, compelled to watch a man play quite so slowly as you do. Come now, Alexander, as one friend to another, is it necessary to take two practice-swings before you putt?

Dear, dear! said Alexander. You really mean to say that that upsets him? Well, Im afraid I am too old to change my methods now.

I had nothing more to say.

As we reached the tenth tee, I saw that we were in for a few minutes wait. Suddenly I felt a hand on my arm. Millicent was standing beside me, dejection written on her face. Alexander and young Mitchell were some distance away from us.

Mitchell doesnt want me to come round the rest of the way with him, she said, despondently. He says I make him nervous.

I shook my head.

Thats bad! I was looking on you as a steadying influence.

I thought I was, too. But Mitchell says no. He says my being there keeps him from concentrating.

Then perhaps it would be better for you to remain in the club-house till we return. There is, I fear, dirty work ahead.

A choking sob escaped the unhappy girl.

Im afraid so. There is an apple tree near the thirteenth hole, and Mitchells caddie is sure to start eating apples. I am thinking of what Mitchell will do when he hears the crunching when he is addressing his ball.

That is true.

Our only hope, she said, holding out Professor Rollitts book, is this. Will you please read him extracts when you see him getting nervous? We went through the book last night and marked all the passages in blue pencil which might prove helpful. You will see notes against them in the margin, showing when each is supposed to be used.

It was a small favour to ask. I took the book and gripped her hand silently. Then I joined Alexander and Mitchell on the tenth tee. Mitchell was still continuing his speculations regarding the Greens Committee.

The hole after this one, he said, used to be a short hole. There was no chance of losing a ball. Then, one day, the wife of one of the Greens Committee happened to mention that the baby needed new shoes, so now theyve tacked on another hundred and fifty yards to it. You have to drive over the brow of a hill, and if you slice an eighth of an inch you get into a sort of No Mans Land, full of rocks and bushes and crevices and old pots and pans. The Greens Committee practically live there in the summer. You see them prowling round in groups, encouraging each other with merry cries as they fill their sacks. Well, Im going to fool them today. Im going to drive an old ball which is just hanging together by a thread. Itll come to pieces when they pick it up!

Golf, however, is a curious game — a game of fluctuations. One might have supposed that Mitchell, in such a frame of mind, would have continued to come to grief. But at the beginning of the second nine he once more found his form. A perfect drive put him in position to reach the tenth green with an iron-shot, and, though the ball was several yards from the hole, he laid it dead with his approach-putt and holed his second for a bogey four. Alexander could only achieve a five, so that they were all square again.

The eleventh, the subject of Mitchells recent criticism, is certainly a tricky hole, and it is true that a slice does land the player in grave difficulties. Today, however, both men kept their drives straight, and found no difficulty in securing fours.

A little more of this, said Mitchell, beaming, and the Greens Committee will have to give up piracy and go back to work.

The twelfth is a long, dog-leg hole, bogey five. Alexander plugged steadily round the bend, holing out in six, and Mitchell, whose second shot had landed him in some long grass, was obliged to use his niblick. He contrived, however, to halve the hole with a nicely-judged mashie-shot to the edge of the green.

Alexander won the thirteenth. It is a three hundred and sixty yard hole, free from bunkers. It took Alexander three strokes to reach the green, but his third laid the ball dead; while Mitchell, who was on in two, required three putts.

That reminds me, said Alexander, chattily, of a story I heard. Friend calls out to a beginner, How are you getting on, old man? and the beginner says, Splendidly. I just made three perfect putts on the last green!

Mitchell did not appear amused. I watched his face anxiously. He had made no remark, but the missed putt which would have saved the hole had been very short, and I feared the worst. There was a brooding look in his eye as we walked to the fourteenth tee.

There are few more picturesque spots in the whole of the countryside than the neighbourhood of the fourteenth tee. It is a sight to charm the nature-lovers heart.

But, if golf has a defect, it is that it prevents a man being a whole-hearted lover of nature. Where the layman sees waving grass and romantic tangles of undergrowth, your golfer beholds nothing but a nasty patch of rough from which he must divert his ball. The cry of the birds, wheeling against the sky, is to the golfer merely something that may put him off his putt. As a spectator, I am fond of the ravine at the bottom of the slope. It pleases the eye. But, as a golfer, I have frequently found it the very devil.

The last hole had given Alexander the honour again. He drove even more deliberately than before. For quite half a minute he stood over his ball, pawing at it with his driving-iron like a cat investigating a tortoise. Finally he despatched it to one of the few safe spots on the hillside. The drive from this tee has to be carefully calculated, for, if it be too straight, it will catch the slope and roll down into the ravine.

Mitchell addressed his ball. He swung up, and then, from immediately behind him came a sudden sharp crunching sound. I looked quickly in the direction whence it came. Mitchells caddie, with a glassy look in his eyes, was gnawing a large apple. And even as I breathed a silent prayer, down came the driver, and the ball, with a terrible slice on it, hit the side of the hill and bounded into the ravine.

There was a pause — a pause in which the world stood still. Mitchell dropped his club and turned. His face was working horribly.

Mitchell! I cried. My boy! Reflect! Be calm!

Calm! Whats the use of being calm when people are chewing apples in thousands all round you? What is this, anyway — a golf match or a pleasant days outing for the children of the poor? Apples! Go on, my boy, take another bite. Take several. Enjoy yourself! Never mind if it seems to cause me a fleeting annoyance. Go on with your lunch! You probably had a light breakfast, eh, and are feeling a little peckish, yes? If you will wait here, I will run to the clubhouse and get you a sandwich and a bottle of ginger-ale. Make yourself quite at home, you lovable little fellow! Sit down and have a good time!

I turned the pages of Professor Rollitts book feverishly. I could not find a passage that had been marked in blue pencil to meet this emergency. I selected one at random.

Mitchell, I said, one moment. How much time he gains who does not look to see what his neighbour says or does, but only at what he does himself, to make it just and holy.

Well, look what Ive done myself! Im somewhere down at the bottom of that dashed ravine, and itll take me a dozen strokes to get out. Do you call that just and holy? Here, give me that book for a moment!

He snatched the little volume out of my hands. For an instant he looked at it with a curious expression of loathing, then he placed it gently on the ground and jumped on it a few times. Then he hit it with his driver. Finally, as if feeling that the time for half measures had passed, he took a little run and kicked it strongly into the long grass.

He turned to Alexander, who had been an impassive spectator of the scene.

Im through! he said. I concede the match. Good-bye. Youll find me in the bay!

Going swimming?

No. Drowning myself.

A gentle smile broke out over my old friends usually grave face. He patted Mitchells shoulder affectionately.

Dont do that, my boy, he said. I was hoping you would stick around the office awhile as treasurer of the company.

Mitchell tottered. He grasped my arm for support. Everything was very still. Nothing broke the stillness but the humming of the bees, the murmur of the distant wavelets, and the sound of Mitchells caddie going on with his apple.

What! cried Mitchell.

The position, said Alexander, will be falling vacant very shortly, as no doubt you know. It is yours, if you care to accept it.

You mean — you mean — youre going to give me the job?

You have interpreted me exactly.

Mitchell gulped. So did his caddie. One from a spiritual, the other from a physical cause.

If you dont mind excusing me, said Mitchell, huskily, I think Ill be popping back to the club-house. Someone I want to see.

He disappeared through the trees, running strongly. I turned to Alexander.

What does this mean? I asked. I am delighted, but what becomes of the test?

My old friend smiled gently.

The test, he replied, has been eminently satisfactory. Circumstances, perhaps, have compelled me to modify the original idea of it, but nevertheless it has been a completely successful test. Since we started out, I have been doing a good deal of thinking, and I have come to the conclusion that what the Paterson Dyeing and Refining Company really needs is a treasurer whom I can beat at golf. And I have discovered the ideal man. Why, he went on, a look of holy enthusiasm on his fine old face, do you realize that I can always lick the stuffing out of that boy, good player as he is, simply by taking a little trouble? I can make him get the wind up every time, simply by taking one or two extra practice-swings! That is the sort of man I need for a responsible post in my office.

But what about Rupert Dixon? I asked.

He gave a gesture of distaste.

I wouldnt trust that man. Why, when I played with him, everything went wrong, and he just smiled and didnt say a word. A man who can do that is not the man to trust with the control of large sums of money. It wouldnt be safe. Why, the fellow isnt honest! He cant be. He paused for a moment. Besides, he added, thoughtfully, he beat me by six and five. Whats the good of a treasurer who beats the boss by six and five?


The Long Hole
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THE YOUNG MAN, as he sat filling his pipe in the club-house smoking-room, was inclined to be bitter.

If theres one thing that gives me a pain squarely in the centre of the gizzard, he burst out, breaking a silence that had lasted for some minutes, its a golf-lawyer. They oughtnt to be allowed on the links.

The Oldest Member, who had been meditatively putting himself outside a cup of tea and a slice of seed-cake, raised his white eyebrows.

The Law, he said, is an honourable profession. Why should its practitioners be restrained from indulgence in the game of games?

I dont mean actual lawyers, said the young man, his acerbity mellowing a trifle under the influence of tobacco. I mean the blighters whose best club is the book of rules. You know the sort of excrescences. Every time you think youve won a hole, they dig out Rule eight hundred and fifty-three, section two, sub-section four, to prove that youve disqualified yourself by having an ingrowing toe-nail. Well, take my case. The young mans voice was high and plaintive. I go out with that man Hemmingway to play an ordinary friendly round — nothing depending on it except a measly ball — and on the seventh he pulls me up and claims the hole simply because I happened to drop my niblick in the bunker. Oh, well, a ticks a tick, and theres nothing more to say, I suppose.

The Sage shook his head.

Rules are rules, my boy, and must be kept. It is odd that you should have brought up this subject, for only a moment before you came in I was thinking of a somewhat curious match which ultimately turned upon a question of the rule-book. It is true that, as far as the actual prize was concerned, it made little difference. But perhaps I had better tell you the whole story from the beginning.

The young man shifted uneasily in his chair.

Well, you know, Ive had a pretty rotten time this afternoon already — —

I will call my story, said the Sage, tranquilly, The Long Hole, for it involved the playing of what I am inclined to think must be the longest hole in the history of golf. In its beginnings the story may remind you of one I once told you about Peter Willard and James Todd, but you will find that it develops in quite a different manner. Ralph Bingham....

I half promised to go and see a man — —

But I will begin at the beginning, said the Sage. I see that you are all impatience to hear the full details.



Ralph Bingham and Arthur Jukes (said the Oldest Member) had never been friends — their rivalry was too keen to admit of that — but it was not till Amanda Trivett came to stay here that a smouldering distaste for each other burst out into the flames of actual enmity. It is ever so. One of the poets, whose name I cannot recall, has a passage, which I am unable at the moment to remember, in one of his works, which for the time being has slipped my mind, which hits off admirably this age-old situation. The gist of his remarks is that lovely woman rarely fails to start something. In the weeks that followed her arrival, being in the same room with the two men was like dropping in on a reunion of Capulets and Montagues.

You see, Ralph and Arthur were so exactly equal in their skill on the links that life for them had for some time past resolved itself into a silent, bitter struggle in which first one, then the other, gained some slight advantage. If Ralph won the May medal by a stroke, Arthur would be one ahead in the June competition, only to be nosed out again in July. It was a state of affairs which, had they been men of a more generous stamp, would have bred a mutual respect, esteem, and even love. But I am sorry to say that, apart from their golf, which was in a class of its own as far as this neighbourhood was concerned, Ralph Bingham and Arthur Jukes were a sorry pair — and yet, mark you, far from lacking in mere superficial good looks. They were handsome fellows, both of them, and well aware of the fact; and when Amanda Trivett came to stay they simply straightened their ties, twirled their moustaches, and expected her to do the rest.

But there they were disappointed. Perfectly friendly though she was to both of them, the lovelight was conspicuously absent from her beautiful eyes. And it was not long before each had come independently to a solution of this mystery. It was plain to them that the whole trouble lay in the fact that each neutralized the others attractions. Arthur felt that, if he could only have a clear field, all would be over except the sending out of the wedding invitations; and Ralph was of the opinion that, if he could just call on the girl one evening without finding the place all littered up with Arthur, his natural charms would swiftly bring home the bacon. And, indeed, it was true that they had no rivals except themselves. It happened at the moment that Woodhaven was very short of eligible bachelors. We marry young in this delightful spot, and all the likely men were already paired off. It seemed that, if Amanda Trivett intended to get married, she would have to select either Ralph Bingham or Arthur Jukes. A dreadful choice.



It had not occurred to me at the outset that my position in the affair would be anything closer than that of a detached and mildly interested spectator. Yet it was to me that Ralph came in his hour of need. When I returned home one evening, I found that my man had brought him in and laid him on the mat in my sitting-room.

I offered him a chair and a cigar, and he came to the point with commendable rapidity.

Leigh, he said, directly he had lighted his cigar, is too small for Arthur Jukes and myself.

Ah, you have been talking it over and decided to move? I said, delighted. I think you are perfectly right. Leigh is over-built. Men like you and Jukes need a lot of space. Where do you think of going?

Im not going.

But I thought you said — —

What I meant was that the time has come when one of us must leave.

Oh, only one of you? It was something, of course, but I confess I was disappointed, and I think my disappointment must have shown in my voice; for he looked at me, surprised.

Surely you wouldnt mind Jukes going? he said.

Why, certainly not. He really is going, is he?

A look of saturnine determination came into Ralphs face.

He is. He thinks he isnt, but he is.

I failed to understand him, and said so. He looked cautiously about the room, as if to reassure himself that he could not be overheard.

I suppose youve noticed, he said, the disgusting way that man Jukes has been hanging round Miss Trivett, boring her to death?

I have seen them together sometimes.

I love Amanda Trivett! said Ralph.

Poor girl! I sighed.

I beg your pardon?

Poor girl! I said. I mean, to have Arthur Jukes hanging round her.

Thats just what I think, said Ralph Bingham. And thats why were going to play this match.

What match?

This match weve decided to play. I want you to act as one of the judges, to go along with Jukes and see that he doesnt play any of his tricks. You know what he is! And in a vital match like this — —

How much are you playing for?

The whole world!

I beg your pardon?

The whole world. It amounts to that. The loser is to leave Leigh for good, and the winner stays on and marries Amanda Trivett. We have arranged all the details. Rupert Bailey will accompany me, acting as the other judge.

And you want me to go round with Jukes?

Not round, said Ralph Bingham. Along.

What is the distinction?

We are not going to play a round. Only one hole.

Sudden death, eh?

Not so very sudden. Its a longish hole. We start on the first tee here and hole out in the town in the doorway of the Majestic Hotel in Royal Square. A distance, I imagine, of about sixteen miles.

I was revolted. About that time a perfect epidemic of freak matches had broken out in the club, and I had strongly opposed them from the start. George Willis had begun it by playing a medal round with the pro., Georges first nine against the pro.s complete eighteen. After that came the contest between Herbert Widgeon and Montague Brown, the latter, a twenty-four handicap man, being entitled to shout Boo! three times during the round at moments selected by himself. There had been many more of these degrading travesties on the sacred game, and I had writhed to see them. Playing freak golf-matches is to my mind like ragging a great classical melody. But of the whole collection this one, considering the sentimental interest and the magnitude of the stakes, seemed to me the most terrible. My face, I imagine, betrayed my disgust, for Bingham attempted extenuation.

Its the only way, he said. You know how Jukes and I are on the links. We are as level as two men can be. This, of course is due to his extraordinary luck. Everybody knows that he is the worlds champion fluker. I, on the other hand, invariably have the worst luck. The consequence is that in an ordinary round it is always a toss-up which of us wins. The test we propose will eliminate luck. After sixteen miles of give-and-take play, I am certain — that is to say, the better man is certain to be ahead. That is what I meant when I said that Arthur Jukes would shortly be leaving Leigh. Well, may I take it that you will consent to act as one of the judges?

I considered. After all, the match was likely to be historic, and one always feels tempted to hand ones name down to posterity.

Very well, I said.

Excellent. You will have to keep a sharp eye on Jukes, I need scarcely remind you. You will, of course, carry a book of the rules in your pocket and refer to them when you wish to refresh your memory. We start at daybreak, for, if we put it off till later, the course at the other end might be somewhat congested when we reached it. We want to avoid publicity as far as possible. If I took a full iron and hit a policeman, it would excite a remark.

It would. I can tell you the exact remark which it would excite.

We will take bicycles with us, to minimize the fatigue of covering the distance. Well, I am glad that we have your co-operation. At daybreak tomorrow on the first tee, and dont forget to bring your rule-book.



The atmosphere brooding over the first tee when I reached it on the following morning, somewhat resembled that of a duelling-ground in the days when these affairs were sealed with rapiers or pistols. Rupert Bailey, an old friend of mine, was the only cheerful member of the party. I am never at my best in the early morning, and the two rivals glared at each other with silent sneers. I had never supposed till that moment that men ever really sneered at one another outside the movies, but these two were indisputably doing so. They were in the mood when men say Pshaw!

They tossed for the honour, and Arthur Jukes, having won, drove off with a fine ball that landed well down the course. Ralph Bingham, having teed up, turned to Rupert Bailey.

Go down on to the fairway of the seventeenth, he said. I want you to mark my ball.

Rupert stared.

The seventeenth!

I am going to take that direction, said Ralph, pointing over the trees.

But that will land your second or third shot in the lake.

I have provided for that. I have a fiat-bottomed boat moored close by the sixteenth green. I shall use a mashie-niblick and chip my ball aboard, row across to the other side, chip it ashore, and carry on. I propose to go across country as far as Woodfield. I think it will save me a stroke or two.

I gasped. I had never before realized the mans devilish cunning. His tactics gave him a flying start. Arthur, who had driven straight down the course, had as his objective the high road, which adjoins the waste ground beyond the first green. Once there, he would play the orthodox game by driving his ball along till he reached the bridge. While Arthur was winding along the high road, Ralph would have cut off practically two sides of a triangle. And it was hopeless for Arthur to imitate his enemys tactics now. From where his ball lay he would have to cross a wide tract of marsh in order to reach the seventeenth fairway — an impossible feat. And, even if it had been feasible, he had no boat to take him across the water.

He uttered a violent protest. He was an unpleasant young man, almost — it seems absurd to say so, but almost as unpleasant as Ralph Bingham; yet at the moment I am bound to say I sympathized with him.

What are you doing? he demanded. You cant play fast and loose with the rules like that.

To what rule do you refer? said Ralph, coldly.

Well, that bally boat of yours is a hazard, isnt it? And you cant row a hazard about all over the place.

Why not?

The simple question seemed to take Arthur Jukes aback.

Why not? he repeated. Why not? Well, you cant. Thats why.

There is nothing in the rules, said Ralph Bingham, against moving a hazard. If a hazard can be moved without disturbing the ball, you are at liberty, I gather, to move it wherever you please. Besides, what is all this about moving hazards? I have a perfect right to go for a morning row, havent I? If I were to ask my doctor, he would probably actually recommend it. I am going to row my boat across the sound. If it happens to have my ball on board, that is not my affair. I shall not disturb my ball, and I shall play it from where it lies. Am I right in saying that the rules enact that the ball shall be played from where it lies?

We admitted that it was.

Very well, then, said Ralph Bingham. Dont let us waste any more time. We will wait for you at Woodfield.

He addressed his ball, and drove a beauty over the trees. It flashed out of sight in the direction of the seventeenth tee. Arthur and I made our way down the hill to play our second.



It is a curious trait of the human mind that, however little personal interest one may have in the result, it is impossible to prevent oneself taking sides in any event of a competitive nature. I had embarked on this affair in a purely neutral spirit, not caring which of the two won and only sorry that both could not lose. Yet, as the morning wore on, I found myself almost unconsciously becoming distinctly pro-Jukes. I did not like the man. I objected to his face, his manners, and the colour of his tie. Yet there was something in the dogged way in which he struggled against adversity which touched me and won my grudging support. Many men, I felt, having been so outmanoeuvred at the start, would have given up the contest in despair; but Arthur Jukes, for all his defects, had the soul of a true golfer. He declined to give up. In grim silence he hacked his ball through the rough till he reached the high road; and then, having played twenty-seven, set himself resolutely to propel it on its long journey.

It was a lovely morning, and, as I bicycled along, keeping a fatherly eye on Arthurs activities, I realized for the first time in my life the full meaning of that exquisite phrase of Coleridge:

Clothing the palpable and familiar

With golden exhalations of the dawn,

for in the pellucid air everything seemed weirdly beautiful, even Arthur Jukes heather-mixture knickerbockers, of which hitherto I had never approved. The sun gleamed on their seat, as he bent to make his shots, in a cheerful and almost a poetic way. The birds were singing gaily in the hedgerows, and such was my uplifted state that I, too, burst into song, until Arthur petulantly desired me to refrain, on the plea that, though he yielded to no man in his enjoyment of farmyard imitations in their proper place, I put him off his stroke. And so we passed through Bayside in silence and started to cover that long stretch of road which ends in the railway bridge and the gentle descent into Woodfield.

Arthur was not doing badly. He was at least keeping them straight. And in the circumstances straightness was to be preferred to distance. Soon after leaving Little Hadley he had become ambitious and had used his brassey with disastrous results, slicing his fifty-third into the rough on the right of the road. It had taken him ten with the niblick to get back on to the car tracks, and this had taught him prudence.

He was now using his putter for every shot, and, except when he got trapped in the cross-lines at the top of the hill just before reaching Bayside, he had been in no serious difficulties. He was playing a nice easy game, getting the full face of the putter on to each shot.

At the top of the slope that drops down into Woodfield High Street he paused.

I think I might try my brassey again here, he said. I have a nice lie.

Is it wise? I said.

He looked down the hill.

What I was thinking, he said, was that with it I might wing that man Bingham. I see he is standing right out in the middle of the fairway.

I followed his gaze. It was perfectly true. Ralph Bingham was leaning on his bicycle in the roadway, smoking a cigarette. Even at this distance one could detect the mans disgustingly complacent expression. Rupert Bailey was sitting with his back against the door of the Woodfield Garage, looking rather used up. He was a man who liked to keep himself clean and tidy, and it was plain that the cross-country trip had done him no good. He seemed to be scraping mud off his face. I learned later that he had had the misfortune to fall into a ditch just beyond Bayside.

No, said Arthur. On second thoughts, the safe game is the one to play. Ill stick to the putter.

We dropped down the hill, and presently came up with the opposition. I had not been mistaken in thinking that Ralph Bingham looked complacent. The man was smirking.

Playing three hundred and ninety-six, he said, as we drew near. How are you?

I consulted my score-card.

We have played a snappy seven hundred and eleven. I said.

Ralph exulted openly. Rupert Bailey made no comment. He was too busy with the alluvial deposits on his person.

Perhaps you would like to give up the match? said Ralph to Arthur.

Tchah! said Arthur.

Might just as well.

Pah! said Arthur.

You cant win now.

Pshaw! said Arthur.

I am aware that Arthurs dialogue might have been brighter, but he had been through a trying time.

Rupert Bailey sidled up to me.

Im going home, he said.

Nonsense! I replied. You are in an official capacity. You must stick to your post. Besides, what could be nicer than a pleasant morning ramble?

Pleasant morning ramble my number nine foot! he replied, peevishly. I want to get back to civilization and set an excavating party with pickaxes to work on me.

You take too gloomy a view of the matter. You are a little dusty. Nothing more.

And its not only the being buried alive that I mind. I cannot stick Ralph Bingham much longer.

You have found him trying?

Trying! Why, after I had fallen into that ditch and was coming up for the third time, all the man did was simply to call to me to admire an infernal iron shot he had just made. No sympathy, mind you! Wrapped up in himself. Why dont you make your man give up the match? He cant win.

I refuse to admit it. Much may happen between here and Royal Square.

I have seldom known a prophecy more swiftly fulfilled. At this moment the doors of the Woodfield Garage opened and a small car rolled out with a grimy young man in a sweater at the wheel. He brought the machine out into the road, and alighted and went back into the garage, where we heard him shouting unintelligibly to someone in the rear premises. The car remained puffing and panting against the kerb.

Engaged in conversation with Rupert Bailey, I was paying little attention to this evidence of an awakening world, when suddenly I heard a hoarse, triumphant cry from Arthur Jukes, and, turned, I perceived his ball dropping neatly into the cars interior. Arthur himself, brandishing a niblick, was dancing about in the fairway.

Now what about your moving hazards? he cried.

At this moment the man in the sweater returned, carrying a spanner. Arthur Jukes sprang towards him.

Ill give you five pounds to drive me to Royal Square, he said.

I do not know what the sweater-clad young mans engagements for the morning had been originally, but nothing could have been more obliging than the ready way in which he consented to revise them at a moments notice. I dare say you have noticed that the sturdy peasantry of our beloved land respond to an offer of five pounds as to a bugle-call.

Youre on, said the youth.

Good! said Arthur Jukes.

You think youre darned clever, said Ralph Bingham.

I know it, said Arthur.

Well, then, said Ralph, perhaps you will tell us how you propose to get the ball out of the car when you reach Royal Square?

Certainly, replied Arthur. You will observe on the side of the vehicle a convenient handle which, when turned, opens the door. The door thus opened, I shall chip my ball out!

I see, said Ralph. Yes, I never thought of that.

There was something in the way the man spoke that I did not like. His mildness seemed to me suspicious. He had the air of a man who has something up his sleeve. I was still musing on this when Arthur called to me impatiently to get in. I did so, and we drove off. Arthur was in great spirits. He had ascertained from the young man at the wheel that there was no chance of the opposition being able to hire another car at the garage. This machine was his own property, and the only other one at present in the shop was suffering from complicated trouble of the oiling-system and would not be able to be moved for at least another day.

I, however, shook my head when he pointed out the advantages of his position. I was still wondering about Ralph.

I dont like it, I said.

Dont like what?

Ralph Binghams manner.

Of course not, said Arthur. Nobody does. There have been complaints on all sides.

I mean, when you told him how you intended to get the ball out of the car.

What was the matter with him?

He was too — ha!

How do you mean he was too — ha?

I have it!

What?

I see the trap he was laying for you. It has just dawned on me. No wonder he didnt object to your opening the door and chipping the ball out. By doing so you would forfeit the match.

Nonsense! Why?

Because, I said, it is against the rules to tamper with a hazard. If you had got into a sand-bunker, would you smooth away the sand? If you had put your shot under a tree, could your caddie hold up the branches to give you a clear shot? Obviously you would disqualify yourself if you touched that door.

Arthurs jaw dropped.

What! Then how the deuce am I to get it out?

That, I said, gravely, is a question between you and your Maker.

It was here that Arthur Jukes forfeited the sympathy which I had begun to feel for him. A crafty, sinister look came into his eyes.

Listen! he said. Itll take them an hour to catch up with us. Suppose, during that time, that door happened to open accidentally, as it were, and close again? You wouldnt think it necessary to mention the fact, eh? You would be a good fellow and keep your mouth shut, yes? You might even see your way to go so far as to back me up in a statement to the effect that I hooked it out with my —— ?

I was revolted.

I am a golfer, I said, coldly, and I obey the rules.

Yes, but — —

Those rules were drawn up by — — — I bared my head reverently— by the Committee of the Royal and Ancient at St. Andrews. I have always respected them, and I shall not deviate on this occasion from the policy of a lifetime.

Arthur Jukes relapsed into a moody silence. He broke it once, crossing the West Street Bridge, to observe that he would like to know if I called myself a friend of his — a question which I was able to answer with a whole-hearted negative. After that he did not speak till the car drew up in front of the Majestic Hotel in Royal Square.

Early as the hour was, a certain bustle and animation already prevailed in that centre of the city, and the spectacle of a man in a golf-coat and plus-four knickerbockers hacking with a niblick at the floor of a car was not long in collecting a crowd of some dimensions. Three messenger-boys, four typists, and a gentleman in full evening-dress, who obviously possessed or was friendly with someone who possessed a large cellar, formed the nucleus of it; and they were joined about the time when Arthur addressed the ball in order to play his nine hundred and fifteenth by six news-boys, eleven charladies, and perhaps a dozen assorted loafers, all speculating with the liveliest interest as to which particular asylum had had the honour of sheltering Arthur before he had contrived to elude the vigilance of his custodians.

Arthur had prepared for some such contingency. He suspended his activities with the niblick, and drew from his pocket a large poster, which he proceeded to hang over the side of the car. It read:

COME

TO

McCLURG AND MACDONALD,

18, WEST STREET,

FOR

ALL GOLFING SUPPLIES.

His knowledge of psychology had not misled him. Directly they gathered that he was advertising something, the crowd declined to look at it; they melted away, and Arthur returned to his work in solitude.

He was taking a well-earned rest after playing his eleven hundred and fifth, a nice niblick shot with lots of wrist behind it, when out of Bridle Street there trickled a weary-looking golf-ball, followed in the order named by Ralph Bingham, resolute but going a trifle at the knees, and Rupert Bailey on a bicycle. The latter, on whose face and limbs the mud had dried, made an arresting spectacle.

What are you playing? I inquired.

Eleven hundred, said Rupert. We got into a casual dog.

A casual dog?

Yes, just before the bridge. We were coming along nicely, when a stray dog grabbed our nine hundred and ninety-eighth and took it nearly back to Woodfield, and we had to start all over again. How are you getting on?

We have just played our eleven hundred and fifth. A nice even game. I looked at Ralphs ball, which was lying close to the kerb. You are farther from the hole, I think. Your shot, Bingham.

Rupert Bailey suggested breakfast. He was a man who was altogether too fond of creature comforts. He had not the true golfing spirit.

Breakfast! I exclaimed.

Breakfast, said Rupert, firmly. If you dont know what it is, I can teach you in half a minute. You play it with a pot of coffee, a knife and fork, and about a hundred-weight of scrambled eggs. Try it. Its a pastime that grows on you.

I was surprised when Ralph Bingham supported the suggestion. He was so near holing out that I should have supposed that nothing would have kept him from finishing the match. But he agreed heartily.

Breakfast, he said, is an excellent idea. You go along in. Ill follow in a moment. I want to buy a paper.

We went into the hotel, and a few minutes later he joined us. Now that we were actually at the table, I confess that the idea of breakfast was by no means repugnant to me. The keen air and the exercise had given me an appetite, and it was some little time before I was able to assure the waiter definitely that he could cease bringing orders of scrambled eggs. The others having finished also, I suggested a move. I was anxious to get the match over and be free to go home.

We filed out of the hotel, Arthur Jukes leading. When I had passed through the swing-doors, I found him gazing perplexedly up and down the street.

What is the matter? I asked.

Its gone!

What has gone?

The car!

Oh, the car? said Ralph Bingham. Thats all right. Didnt I tell you about that? I bought it just now and engaged the driver as my chauffeur, Ive been meaning to buy a car for a long time. A man ought to have a car.

Where is it? said Arthur, blankly. The man seemed dazed.

I couldnt tell you to a mile or two, replied Ralph. I told the man to drive to Glasgow. Why? Had you any message for him?

But my ball was inside it!

Now that, said Ralph, is really unfortunate! Do you mean to tell me you hadnt managed to get it out yet? Yes, that is a little awkward for you. Im afraid it means that you lose the match.

Lose the match?

Certainly. The rules are perfectly definite on that point. A period of five minutes is allowed for each stroke. The player who fails to make his stroke within that time loses the hole. Unfortunate, but there it is!

Arthur Jukes sank down on the path and buried his face in his hands. He had the appearance of a broken man. Once more, I am bound to say, I felt a certain pity for him. He had certainly struggled gamely, and it was hard to be beaten like this on the post.

Playing eleven hundred and one, said Ralph Bingham, in his odiously self-satisfied voice, as he addressed his ball. He laughed jovially. A messenger-boy had paused close by and was watching the proceedings gravely. Ralph Bingham patted him on the head.

Well, sonny, he said, what club would you use here?

I claim the match! cried Arthur Jukes, springing up. Ralph Bingham regarded him coldly.

I beg your pardon?

I claim the match! repeated Arthur Jukes. The rules say that a player who asks advice from any person other than his caddie shall lose the hole.

This is absurd! said Ralph, but I noticed that he had turned pale.

I appeal to the judges.

We sustain the appeal, I said, after a brief consultation with Rupert Bailey. The rule is perfectly clear.

But you had lost the match already by not playing within five minutes, said Ralph, vehemently.

It was not my turn to play. You were farther from the pin.

Well, play now. Go on! Lets see you make your shot.

There is no necessity, said Arthur, frigidly. Why should I play when you have already disqualified yourself?

I claim a draw!

I deny the claim.

I appeal to the judges.

Very well. We will leave it to the judges.

I consulted with Rupert Bailey. It seemed to me that Arthur Jukes was entitled to the verdict. Rupert, who, though an amiable and delightful companion, had always been one of Natures fat-heads, could not see it. We had to go back to our principals and announce that we had been unable to agree.

This is ridiculous, said Ralph Bingham. We ought to have had a third judge.

At this moment, who should come out of the hotel but Amanda Trivett! A veritable goddess from the machine.

It seems to me, I said, that you would both be well advised to leave the decision to Miss Trivett. You could have no better referee.

Im game, said Arthur Jukes.

Suits me, said Ralph Bingham.

Why, whatever are you all doing here with your golf-clubs? asked the girl, wonderingly.

These two gentlemen, I explained, have been playing a match, and a point has arisen on which the judges do not find themselves in agreement. We need an unbiased outside opinion, and we should like to put it up to you. The facts are as follows:...

Amanda Trivett listened attentively, but, when I had finished, she shook her head.

Im afraid I dont know enough about the game to be able to decide a question like that, she said.

Then we must consult St. Andrews, said Rupert Bailey.

Ill tell you who might know, said Amanda Trivett, after a moments thought.

Who is that? I asked.

My fiance. He has just come back from a golfing holiday. Thats why Im in town this morning. Ive been to meet him. He is very good at golf. He won a medal at Little-Mudbury-in-the-Wold the day before he left.

There was a tense silence. I had the delicacy not to look at Ralph or Arthur. Then the silence was broken by a sharp crack. Ralph Bingham had broken his mashie-niblick across his knee. From the direction where Arthur Jukes was standing there came a muffled gulp.

Shall I ask him? said Amanda Trivett.

Dont bother, said Ralph Bingham.

It doesnt matter, said Arthur Jukes.


The Heel of Achilles
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ON THE YOUNG mans face, as he sat sipping his ginger-ale in the club-house smoking-room, there was a look of disillusionment. Never again! he said.

The Oldest Member glanced up from his paper.

You are proposing to give up golf once more? he queried.

Not golf. Betting on golf. The Young Man frowned. Ive just been let down badly. Wouldnt you have thought I had a good thing, laying seven to one on McTavish against Robinson?

Undoubtedly, said the Sage. The odds, indeed, generous as they are, scarcely indicate the formers superiority. Do you mean to tell me that the thing came unstitched?

Robinson won in a walk, after being three down at the turn.

Strange! What happened?

Why, they looked in at the bar to have a refresher before starting for the tenth, said the young man, his voice quivering, and McTavish suddenly discovered that there was a hole in his trouser-pocket and sixpence had dropped out. He worried so frightfully about it that on the second nine he couldnt do a thing right. Went completely off his game and didnt win a hole.

The Sage shook his head gravely.

If this is really going to be a lesson to you, my boy, never to bet on the result of a golf-match, it will be a blessing in disguise. There is no such thing as a certainty in golf. I wonder if I ever told you a rather curious episode in the career of Vincent Jopp?

The Vincent Jopp? The American multi-millionaire?

The same. You never knew he once came within an ace of winning the American Amateur Championship, did you?

I never heard of his playing golf.

He played for one season. After that he gave it up and has not touched a club since. Ring the bell and get me a small lime-juice, and I will tell you all.



It was long before your time (said the Oldest Member) that the events which I am about to relate took place. I had just come down from Cambridge, and was feeling particularly pleased with myself because I had secured the job of private and confidential secretary to Vincent Jopp, then a man in the early thirties, busy in laying the foundations of his present remarkable fortune. He engaged me, and took me with him to Chicago.

Jopp was, I think, the most extraordinary personality I have encountered in a long and many-sided life. He was admirably equipped for success in finance, having the steely eye and square jaw without which it is hopeless for a man to enter that line of business. He possessed also an overwhelming confidence in himself, and the ability to switch a cigar from one corner of his mouth to the other without wiggling his ears, which, as you know, is the stamp of the true Monarch of the Money Market. He was the nearest approach to the financier on the films, the fellow who makes his jaw-muscles jump when he is telephoning, that I have ever seen.

Like all successful men, he was a man of method. He kept a pad on his desk on which he would scribble down his appointments, and it was my duty on entering the office each morning to take this pad and type its contents neatly in a loose-leaved ledger. Usually, of course, these entries referred to business appointments and deals which he was contemplating, but one day I was interested to note, against the date May 3rd, the entry:

Propose to Amelia

I was interested, as I say, but not surprised. Though a man of steel and iron, there was nothing of the celibate about Vincent Jopp. He was one of those men who marry early and often. On three separate occasions before I joined his service he had jumped off the dock, to scramble back to shore again later by means of the Divorce Court lifebelt. Scattered here and there about the country there were three ex-Mrs. Jopps, drawing their monthly envelope, and now, it seemed, he contemplated the addition of a fourth to the platoon.

I was not surprised, I say, at this resolve of his. What did seem a little remarkable to me was the thorough way in which he had thought the thing out. This iron-willed man recked nothing of possible obstacles. Under the date of June 1st was the entry:

Marry Amelia;

while in March of the following year he had arranged to have his first-born christened Thomas Reginald. Later on, the short-coating of Thomas Reginald was arranged for, and there was a note about sending him to school. Many hard things have been said of Vincent Jopp, but nobody has ever accused him of not being a man who looked ahead.

On the morning of May 4th Jopp came into the office, looking, I fancied, a little thoughtful. He sat for some moments staring before him with his brow a trifle furrowed; then he seemed to come to himself. He rapped his desk.

Hi! You! he said. It was thus that he habitually addressed me.

Mr. Jopp? I replied.

Whats golf?

I had at that time just succeeded in getting my handicap down into single figures, and I welcomed the opportunity of dilating on the noblest of pastimes. But I had barely begun my eulogy when he stopped me.

Its a game, is it?

I suppose you could call it that, I said, but it is an offhand way of describing the holiest — —

How do you play it?

Pretty well, I said. At the beginning of the season I didnt seem able to keep em straight at all, but lately Ive been doing fine. Getting better every day. Whether it was that I was moving my head or gripping too tightly with the right hand — —

Keep the reminiscences for your grandchildren during the long winter evenings, he interrupted, abruptly, as was his habit. What I want to know is what a fellow does when he plays golf. Tell me in as few words as you can just what its all about.

You hit a ball with a stick till it falls into a hole.

Easy! he snapped. Take dictation.

I produced my pad.

May the fifth, take up golf. Whats an Amateur Championship?

It is the annual competition to decide which is the best player among the amateurs. There is also a Professional Championship, and an Open event.

Oh, there are golf professionals, are there? What do they do?

They teach golf.

Which is the best of them?

Sandy McHoots won both British and American Open events last year.

Wire him to come here at once.

But McHoots is in Inverlochty, in Scotland.

Never mind. Get him; tell him to name his own terms. When is the Amateur Championship?

I think it is on September the twelfth this year.

All right, take dictation. September twelfth win Amateur Championship.

I stared at him in amazement, but he was not looking at me.

Got that? he said. September thir — Oh, I was forgetting! Add September twelfth, corner wheat. September thirteenth, marry Amelia.

Marry Amelia, I echoed, moistening my pencil.

Where do you play this — whats-its-name — golf?

There are clubs all over the country. I belong to the Wissahicky Glen.

That a good place?

Very good.

Arrange today for my becoming a member.



Sandy McHoots arrived in due course, and was shown into the private office.

Mr. McHoots? said Vincent Jopp.

Mphm! said the Open Champion.

I have sent for you, Mr. McHoots, because I hear that you are the greatest living exponent of this game of golf.

Aye, said the champion, cordially. I am that.

I wish you to teach me the game. I am already somewhat behind schedule owing to the delay incident upon your long journey, so let us start at once. Name a few of the most important points in connection with the game. My secretary will make notes of them, and I will memorize them. In this way we shall save time. Now, what is the most important thing to remember when playing golf?

Keep your heid still.

A simple task.

Na sae simple as it soonds.

Nonsense! said Vincent Jopp, curtly. If I decide to keep my head still, I shall keep it still. What next?

Keep yer ee on the ba.

It shall be attended to. And the next?

Dinna press.

I wont. And to resume.

Mr. McHoots ran through a dozen of the basic rules, and I took them down in shorthand. Vincent Jopp studied the list.

Very good. Easier than I had supposed. On the first tee at Wissahicky Glen at eleven sharp tomorrow, Mr. McHoots. Hi! You!

Sir? I said.

Go out and buy me a set of clubs, a red jacket, a cloth cap, a pair of spiked shoes, and a ball.

One ball?

Certainly. What need is there of more?

It sometimes happens, I explained, that a player who is learning the game fails to hit his ball straight, and then he often loses it in the rough at the side of the fairway.

Absurd! said Vincent Jopp. If I set out to drive my ball straight, I shall drive it straight. Good morning, Mr. McHoots. You will excuse me now. I am busy cornering Woven Textiles.



Golf is in its essence a simple game. You laugh in a sharp, bitter, barking manner when I say this, but nevertheless it is true. Where the average man goes wrong is in making the game difficult for himself. Observe the non-player, the man who walks round with you for the sake of the fresh air. He will hole out with a single care-free flick of his umbrella the twenty-foot putt over which you would ponder and hesitate for a full minute before sending it right off the line. Put a driver in his hands and he pastes the ball into the next county without a thought. It is only when he takes to the game in earnest that he becomes self-conscious and anxious, and tops his shots even as you and I. A man who could retain through his golfing career the almost scornful confidence of the non-player would be unbeatable. Fortunately such an attitude of mind is beyond the scope of human nature.

It was not, however, beyond the scope of Vincent Jopp, the superman. Vincent Jopp, was, I am inclined to think, the only golfer who ever approached the game in a spirit of Pure Reason. I have read of men who, never having swum in their lives, studied a text-book on their way down to the swimming bath, mastered its contents, and dived in and won the big race. In just such a spirit did Vincent Jopp start to play golf. He committed McHootss hints to memory, and then went out on the links and put them into practice. He came to the tee with a clear picture in his mind of what he had to do, and he did it. He was not intimidated, like the average novice, by the thought that if he pulled in his hands he would slice, or if he gripped too tightly with the right he would pull. Pulling in the hands was an error, so he did not pull in his hands. Gripping too tightly was a defect, so he did not grip too tightly. With that weird concentration which had served him so well in business he did precisely what he had set out to do — no less and no more. Golf with Vincent Jopp was an exact science.

The annals of the game are studded with the names of those who have made rapid progress in their first season. Colonel Quill, we read in our Vardon, took up golf at the age of fifty-six, and by devising an ingenious machine consisting of a fishing-line and a sawn-down bedpost was enabled to keep his head so still that he became a scratch player before the end of the year. But no one, I imagine, except Vincent Jopp, has ever achieved scratch on his first morning on the links.

The main difference, we are told, between the amateur and the professional golfer is the fact that the latter is always aiming at the pin, while the former has in his mind a vague picture of getting somewhere reasonably near it. Vincent Jopp invariably went for the pin. He tried to hole out from anywhere inside two hundred and twenty yards. The only occasion on which I ever heard him express any chagrin or disappointment was during the afternoon round on his first day out, when from the tee on the two hundred and eighty yard seventh he laid his ball within six inches of the hole.

A marvellous shot! I cried, genuinely stirred.

Too much to the right, said Vincent Jopp, frowning.

He went on from triumph to triumph. He won the monthly medal in May, June, July, August, and September. Towards the end of May he was heard to complain that Wissahicky Glen was not a sporting course. The Greens Committee sat up night after night trying to adjust his handicap so as to give other members an outside chance against him. The golf experts of the daily papers wrote columns about his play. And it was pretty generally considered throughout the country that it would be a pure formality for anyone else to enter against him in the Amateur Championship — an opinion which was borne out when he got through into the final without losing a hole. A safe man to have betted on, you would have said. But mark the sequel.



The American Amateur Championship was held that year in Detroit. I had accompanied my employer there; for, though engaged on this nerve-wearing contest, he refused to allow his business to be interfered with. As he had indicated in his schedule, he was busy at the time cornering wheat; and it was my task to combine the duties of caddy and secretary. Each day I accompanied him round the links with my note-book and his bag of clubs, and the progress of his various matches was somewhat complicated by the arrival of a stream of telegraph-boys bearing important messages. He would read these between the strokes and dictate replies to me, never, however, taking more than the five minutes allowed by the rules for an interval between strokes. I am inclined to think that it was this that put the finishing touch on his opponents discomfiture. It is not soothing for a nervous man to have the game hung up on the green while his adversary dictates to his caddy a letter beginning Yours of the 11th inst. received and contents noted. In reply would state — — This sort of thing puts a man off his game.

I was resting in the lobby of our hotel after a strenuous days work, when I found that I was being paged. I answered the summons, and was informed that a lady wished to see me. Her card bore the name Miss Amelia Merridew. Amelia! The name seemed familiar. Then I remembered. Amelia was the name of the girl Vincent Jopp intended to marry, the fourth of the long line of Mrs. Jopps. I hurried to present myself, and found a tall, slim girl, who was plainly labouring under a considerable agitation.

Miss Merridew? I said.

Yes, she murmured. My name will be strange to you.

Am I right, I queried, in supposing that you are the lady to whom Mr. Jopp — —

I am! I am! she replied. And, oh, what shall I do?

Kindly give me particulars, I said, taking out my pad from force of habit.

She hesitated a moment, as if afraid to speak.

You are caddying for Mr. Jopp in the Final tomorrow? she said at last.

I am.

Then could you — would you mind — would it be giving you too much trouble if I asked you to shout Boo! at him when he is making his stroke, if he looks like winning?

I was perplexed.

I dont understand.

I see that I must tell you all. I am sure you will treat what I say as absolutely confidential.

Certainly.

I am provisionally engaged to Mr. Jopp.

Provisionally?

She gulped.

Let me tell you my story. Mr. Jopp asked me to marry him, and I would rather do anything on earth than marry him. But how could I say No! with those awful eyes of his boring me through? I knew that if I said No, he would argue me out of it in two minutes. I had an idea. I gathered that he had never played golf, so I told him that I would marry him if he won the Amateur Championship this year. And now I find that he has been a golfer all along, and, what is more, a plus man! It isnt fair!

He was not a golfer when you made that condition, I said. He took up the game on the following day.

Impossible! How could he have become as good as he is in this short time?

Because he is Vincent Jopp! In his lexicon there is no such word as impossible.

She shuddered.

What a man! But I cant marry him, she cried. I want to marry somebody else. Oh, wont you help me? Do shout Boo! at him when he is starting his down-swing!

I shook my head.

It would take more than a single boo to put Vincent Jopp off his stroke.

But wont you try it?

I cannot. My duty is to my employer.

Oh, do!

No, no. Duty is duty, and paramount with me. Besides, I have a bet on him to win.

The stricken girl uttered a faint moan, and tottered away.



I was in our suite shortly after dinner that night, going over some of the notes I had made that day, when the telephone rang. Jopp was out at the time, taking a short stroll with his after-dinner cigar. I unhooked the receiver, and a female voice spoke.

Is that Mr. Jopp?

Mr. Jopps secretary speaking. Mr. Jopp is out.

Oh, its nothing important. Will you say that Mrs. Luella Mainprice Jopp called up to wish him luck? I shall be on the course tomorrow to see him win the final.

I returned to my notes. Soon afterwards the telephone rang again.

Vincent, dear?

Mr. Jopps secretary speaking.

Oh, will you say that Mrs. Jane Jukes Jopp called up to wish him luck? I shall be there tomorrow to see him play.

I resumed my work. I had hardly started when the telephone rang for the third time.

Mr. Jopp?

Mr. Jopps secretary speaking.

This is Mrs. Agnes Parsons Jopp. I just called up to wish him luck. I shall be looking on tomorrow.

I shifted my work nearer to the telephone-table so as to be ready for the next call. I had heard that Vincent Jopp had only been married three times, but you never knew.

Presently Jopp came in.

Anybody called up? he asked.

Nobody on business. An assortment of your wives were on the wire wishing you luck. They asked me to say that they will be on the course tomorrow.

For a moment it seemed to me that the mans iron repose was shaken.

Luella? he asked.

She was the first.

Jane?

And Jane.

And Agnes?

Agnes, I said, is right.

Hm! said Vincent Jopp. And for the first time since I had known him I thought that he was ill at ease.



The day of the final dawned bright and clear. At least, I was not awake at the time to see, but I suppose it did; for at nine oclock, when I came down to breakfast, the sun was shining brightly. The first eighteen holes were to be played before lunch, starting at eleven. Until twenty minutes before the hour Vincent Jopp kept me busy taking dictation, partly on matters connected with his wheat deal and partly on a signed article dealing with the Final, entitled How I Won. At eleven sharp we were out on the first tee.

Jopps opponent was a nice-looking young man, but obviously nervous. He giggled in a distraught sort of way as he shook hands with my employer.

Well, may the best man win, he said.

I have arranged to do so, replied Jopp, curtly, and started to address his ball.

There was a large crowd at the tee, and, as Jopp started his down-swing, from somewhere on the outskirts of this crowd there came suddenly a musical Boo! It rang out in the clear morning air like a bugle.

I had been right in my estimate of Vincent Jopp. His forceful stroke never wavered. The head of his club struck the ball, despatching it a good two hundred yards down the middle of the fairway. As we left the tee I saw Amelia Merridew being led away with bowed head by two members of the Greens Committee. Poor girl! My heart bled for her. And yet, after all, Fate had been kind in removing her from the scene, even in custody, for she could hardly have borne to watch the proceedings. Vincent Jopp made rings round his antagonist. Hole after hole he won in his remorseless, machine-like way, until when lunch-time came at the end of the eighteenth he was ten up. All the other holes had been halved.

It was after lunch, as we made our way to the first tee, that the advance-guard of the Mrs. Jopps appeared in the person of Luella Mainprice Jopp, a kittenish little woman with blond hair and a Pekingese dog. I remembered reading in the papers that she had divorced my employer for persistent and aggravated mental cruelty, calling witnesses to bear out her statement that he had said he did not like her in pink, and that on two separate occasions had insisted on her dog eating the leg of a chicken instead of the breast; but Time, the great healer, seemed to have removed all bitterness, and she greeted him affectionately.

Wassums going to win great big championship against nasty rough strong man? she said.

Such, said Vincent Jopp, is my intention. It was kind of you, Luella, to trouble to come and watch me. I wonder if you know Mrs. Agnes Parsons Jopp? he said, courteously, indicating a kind-looking, motherly woman who had just come up. How are you, Agnes?

If you had asked me that question this morning, Vincent, replied Mrs. Agnes Parsons Jopp, I should have been obliged to say that I felt far from well. I had an odd throbbing feeling in the left elbow, and I am sure my temperature was above the normal. But this afternoon I am a little better. How are you, Vincent?

Although she had, as I recalled from the reports of the case, been compelled some years earlier to request the Court to sever her marital relations with Vincent Jopp on the ground of calculated and inhuman brutality, in that he had callously refused, in spite of her pleadings, to take old Dr. Bennetts Tonic Swamp-Juice three times a day, her voice, as she spoke, was kind and even anxious. Badly as this man had treated her — and I remember hearing that several of the jury had been unable to restrain their tears when she was in the witness-box giving her evidence — there still seemed to linger some remnants of the old affection.

I am quite well, thank you, Agnes, said Vincent Jopp.

Are you wearing your liver-pad?

A frown flitted across my employers strong face.

I am not wearing my liver-pad, he replied, brusquely.

Oh, Vincent, how rash of you!

He was about to speak, when a sudden exclamation from his rear checked him. A genial-looking woman in a sports coat was standing there, eyeing him with a sort of humorous horror.

Well, Jane, he said.

I gathered that this was Mrs. Jane Jukes Jopp, the wife who had divorced him for systematic and ingrowing fiendishness on the ground that he had repeatedly outraged her feelings by wearing a white waistcoat with a dinner-jacket. She continued to look at him dumbly, and then uttered a sort of strangled, hysterical laugh.

Those legs! she cried. Those legs!

Vincent Jopp flushed darkly. Even the strongest and most silent of us have our weaknesses, and my employers was the rooted idea that he looked well in knickerbockers. It was not my place to try to dissuade him, but there was no doubt that they did not suit him. Nature, in bestowing upon him a massive head and a jutting chin, had forgotten to finish him off at the other end. Vincent Jopps legs were skinny.

You poor dear man! went on Mrs. Jane Jukes Jopp. What practical joker ever lured you into appearing in public in knickerbockers?

I dont object to the knickerbockers, said Mrs. Agnes Parsons Jopp, but when he foolishly comes out in quite a strong east wind without his liver-pad — —

Little Tinky-Ting dont need no liver-pad, he dont, said Mrs. Luella Mainprice Jopp, addressing the animal in her arms, because he was his muzzers pet, he was.

I was standing quite near to Vincent Jopp, and at this moment I saw a bead of perspiration spring out on his forehead, and into his steely eyes there came a positively hunted look. I could understand and sympathize. Napoleon himself would have wilted if he had found himself in the midst of a trio of females, one talking baby-talk, another fussing about his health, and the third making derogatory observations on his lower limbs. Vincent Jopp was becoming unstrung.

May as well be starting, shall we?

It was Jopps opponent who spoke. There was a strange, set look on his face — the look of a man whose back is against the wall. Ten down on the mornings round, he had drawn on his reserves of courage and was determined to meet the inevitable bravely.

Vincent Jopp nodded absently, then turned to me.

Keep those women away from me, he whispered tensely. Theyll put me off my stroke!

Put you off your stroke! I exclaimed, incredulously.

Yes, me! How the deuce can I concentrate, with people babbling about liver-pads, and — and knickerbockers all round me? Keep them away!

He started to address his ball, and there was a weak uncertainty in the way he did it that prepared me for what was to come. His club rose, wavered, fell; and the ball, badly topped, trickled two feet and sank into a cuppy lie.

Is that good or bad? inquired Mrs. Luella Mainprice Jopp.

A sort of desperate hope gleamed in the eye of the other competitor in the final. He swung with renewed vigour. His ball sang through the air, and lay within chip-shot distance of the green.

At the very least, said Mrs. Agnes Parsons Jopp, I hope, Vincent, that you are wearing flannel next your skin.

I heard Jopp give a stifled groan as he took his spoon from the bag. He made a gallant effort to retrieve the lost ground, but the ball struck a stone and bounded away into the long grass to the side of the green. His opponent won the hole.

We moved to the second tee.

Now, that young man, said Mrs. Jane Jukes Jopp, indicating her late husbands blushing antagonist, is quite right to wear knickerbockers. He can carry them off. But a glance in the mirror must have shown you that you — —

Im sure youre feverish, Vincent, said Mrs. Agnes Parsons Jopp, solicitously. You are quite flushed. There is a wild gleam in your eyes.

Muzzers pet got little buttons of eyes, that dont never have no wild gleam in zem because hes muzzers own darling, he was! said Mrs. Luella Mainprice Jopp.

A hollow groan escaped Vincent Jopps ashen lips.

I need not recount the play hole by hole, I think. There are some subjects that are too painful. It was pitiful to watch Vincent Jopp in his downfall. By the end of the first nine his lead had been reduced to one, and his antagonist, rendered a new man by success, was playing magnificent golf. On the next hole he drew level. Then with a superhuman effort Jopp contrived to halve the eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth. It seemed as though his iron will might still assert itself, but on the fourteenth the end came.

He had driven a superb ball, outdistancing his opponent by a full fifty yards. The latter played a good second to within a few feet of the green. And then, as Vincent Jopp was shaping for his stroke, Luella Mainprice gave tongue.

Vincent!

Well?

Vincent, that other man — bad man — not playing fair. When your back was turned just now, he gave his ball a great bang. I was watching him.

At any rate, said Mrs. Agnes Parsons Jopp, I do hope, when the game is over, Vincent, that you will remember to cool slowly.

Flesho! cried Mrs. Jane Jukes Jopp triumphantly. Ive been trying to remember the name all the afternoon. I saw about it in one of the papers. The advertisements speak most highly of it. You take it before breakfast and again before retiring, and they guarantee it to produce firm, healthy flesh on the most sparsely-covered limbs in next to no time. Now, will you remember to get a bottle tonight? It comes in two sizes, the five-shilling (or large size) and the smaller at half-a-crown. G. K. Chesterton writes that he used it regularly for years.

Vincent Jopp uttered a quavering moan, and his hand, as he took the mashie from his bag, was trembling like an aspen.

Ten minutes later, he was on his way back to the club-house, a beaten man.



And so (concluded the Oldest Member) you see that in golf there is no such thing as a soft snap. You can never be certain of the finest player. Anything may happen to the greatest expert at any stage of the game. In a recent competition George Duncan took eleven shots over a hole which eighteen-handicap men generally do in five. No! Back horses or go down to Throgmorton Street and try to take it away from the Rothschilds, and I will applaud you as a shrewd and cautious financier. But to bet at golf is pure gambling.


The Rough Stuff

[image: img214.jpg]

INTO THE BASKING warmth of the day there had crept, with the approach of evening, that heartening crispness which heralds the advent of autumn. Already, in the valley by the ninth tee, some of the trees had begun to try on strange colours, in tentative experiment against the coming of natures annual fancy dress ball, when the soberest tree casts off its workaday suit of green and plunges into a riot of reds and yellows. On the terrace in front of the club-house an occasional withered leaf fluttered down on the table where the Oldest Member sat, sipping a thoughtful seltzer and lemon and listening with courteous gravity to a young man in a sweater and golf breeches who occupied the neighbouring chair.

She is a dear girl, said the young man a little moodily, a dear girl in every respect. But somehow — I dont know — when I see her playing golf I cant help thinking that womans place is in the home.

The Oldest Member inclined his frosted head.

You think, he said, that lovely woman loses in queenly dignity when she fails to slam the ball squarely on the meat?

I dont mind her missing the pill, said the young man. But I think her attitude toward the game is too light-hearted.

Perhaps it cloaks a deeper feeling. One of the noblest women I ever knew used to laugh merrily when she foozled a short putt. It was only later, when I learned that in the privacy of her home she would weep bitterly and bite holes in the sofa cushions, that I realized that she did but wear the mask. Continue to encourage your fiancee to play the game, my boy. Much happiness will reward you. I could tell you a story — —

A young woman of singular beauty and rather statuesque appearance came out of the club-house carrying a baby swaddled in flannel. As she drew near the table she said to the baby:

Chicketty wicketty wicketty wipsey pop!

In other respects her intelligence appeared to be above the ordinary.

Isnt he a darling! she said, addressing the Oldest Member.

The Sage cast a meditative eye upon the infant. Except to the eye of love, it looked like a skinned poached egg.

Unquestionably so, he replied.

Dont you think he looks more like his father every day?

For a brief instant the Oldest Member seemed to hesitate.

Assuredly! he said. Is your husband out on the links today?

Not today. He had to see Wilberforce off on the train to Scotland.

Your brother is going to Scotland?

Yes. Ramsden has such a high opinion of the schools up there. I did say that Scotland was a long way off, and he said yes, that had occurred to him, but that we must make sacrifices for Willies good. He was very brave and cheerful about it. Well, I mustnt stay. Theres quite a nip in the air, and Rammikins will get a nasty cold in his precious little button of a nose if I dont walk him about. Say Bye-bye to the gentleman, Rammy!

The Oldest Member watched her go thoughtfully.

There is a nip in the air, he said, and, unlike our late acquaintance in the flannel, I am not in my first youth. Come with me, I want to show you something.

He led the way into the club-house, and paused before the wall of the smoking-room. This was decorated from top to bottom with bold caricatures of members of the club.

These, he said, are the work of a young newspaper artist who belongs here. A clever fellow. He has caught the expressions of these men wonderfully. His only failure, indeed, is that picture of myself. He regarded it with distaste, and a touch of asperity crept into his manner. I dont know why the committee lets it stay there, he said, irritably. It isnt a bit like. He recovered himself. But all the others are excellent, excellent, though I believe many of the subjects are under the erroneous impression that they bear no resemblance to the originals. Here is the picture I wished to show you. That is Ramsden Waters, the husband of the lady who has just left us.

The portrait which he indicated was that of a man in the early thirties. Pale saffron hair surmounted a receding forehead. Pale blue eyes looked out over a mouth which wore a pale, weak smile, from the centre of which protruded two teeth of a rabbit-like character.

Golly! What a map! exclaimed the young man at his side.

Precisely! said the Oldest Member. You now understand my momentary hesitation in agreeing with Mrs. Waters that the baby was like its father. I was torn by conflicting emotions. On the one hand, politeness demanded that I confirm any statement made by a lady. Common humanity, on the other hand, made it repugnant to me to knock an innocent child. Yes, that is Ramsden Waters. Sit down and take the weight off your feet, and I will tell you about him. The story illustrates a favourite theory of mine, that it is an excellent thing that women should be encouraged to take up golf. There are, I admit, certain drawbacks attendant on their presence on the links. I shall not readily forget the occasion on which a low, raking drive of mine at the eleventh struck the ladies tee box squarely and came back and stunned my caddie, causing me to lose stroke and distance. Nevertheless, I hold that the advantages outnumber the drawbacks. Golf humanizes women, humbles their haughty natures, tends, in short, to knock out of their systems a certain modicum of that superciliousness, that swank, which makes wooing a tough proposition for the diffident male. You may have found this yourself?

Well, as a matter of fact, admitted the young man, now I come to think of it I have noticed that Genevieve has shown me a bit more respect since she took up the game. When I drive 230 yards after she had taken six sloshes to cover fifty, I sometimes think that a new light comes into her eyes.

Exactly, said the Sage.



From earliest youth (said the Oldest Member) Ramsden Waters had always been of a shrinking nature. He seemed permanently scared. Possibly his nurse had frightened him with tales of horror in his babyhood. If so, she must have been the Edgar Allan Poe of her sex, for, by the time he reached mens estate, Ramsden Waters had about as much ferocity and self-assertion as a blanc mange. Even with other men he was noticeably timid, and with women he comported himself in a manner that roused their immediate scorn and antagonism. He was one of those men who fall over their feet and start apologizing for themselves the moment they see a woman. His idea of conversing with a girl was to perspire and tie himself into knots, making the while a strange gurgling sound like the language of some primitive tribe. If ever a remark of any coherence emerged from his tangled vocal cords it dealt with the weather, and he immediately apologized and qualified it. To such a man women are merciless, and it speedily became an article of faith with the feminine population of this locality that Ramsden Waters was an unfortunate incident and did not belong. Finally, after struggling for a time to keep up a connection in social circles, he gave it up and became a sort of hermit.

I think that caricature I just showed you weighed rather heavily on the poor fellow. Just as he was nerving himself to make another attempt to enter society, he would catch sight of it and say to himself, What hope is there for a man with a face like that? These caricaturists are too ready to wound people simply in order to raise a laugh. Personally I am broad-minded enough to smile at that portrait of myself. It has given me great enjoyment, though why the committee permits it to — But then, of course, it isnt a bit like, whereas that of Ramsden Waters not only gave the mans exact appearance, very little exaggerated, but laid bare his very soul. That portrait is the portrait of a chump, and such Ramsden Waters undeniably was.

By the end of the first year in the neighbourhood, Ramsden, as I say, had become practically a hermit. He lived all by himself in a house near the fifteenth green, seeing nobody, going nowhere. His only solace was golf. His late father had given him an excellent education, and, even as early as his seventeenth year, I believe, he was going round difficult courses in par. Yet even this admirable gift, which might have done him social service, was rendered negligible by the fact that he was too shy and shrinking to play often with other men. As a rule, he confined himself to golfing by himself in the mornings and late evenings when the links were more or less deserted. Yes, in his twenty-ninth year, Ramsden Waters had sunk to the depth of becoming a secret golfer.

One lovely morning in summer, a scented morning of green and blue and gold, when the birds sang in the trees and the air had that limpid clearness which makes the first hole look about 100 yards long instead of 345, Ramsden Waters, alone as ever, stood on the first tee addressing his ball. For a space he waggled masterfully, then, drawing his club back with a crisp swish, brought it down. And, as he did so, a voice behind him cried:

Bing!

Ramsdens driver wabbled at the last moment. The ball flopped weakly among the trees on the right of the course. Ramsden turned to perceive, standing close beside him, a small fat boy in a sailor suit. There was a pause.

Rotten! said the boy austerely.

Ramsden gulped. And then suddenly he saw that the boy was not alone. About a medium approach-putt distance, moving gracefully and languidly towards him, was a girl of such pronounced beauty that Ramsden Waterss heart looped the loop twice in rapid succession. It was the first time that he had seen Eunice Bray, and, like most men who saw her for the first time, he experienced the sensations of one in an express lift at the tenth floor going down who has left the majority of his internal organs up on the twenty-second. He felt a dazed emptiness. The world swam before his eyes.

You yourself saw Eunice just now: and, though you are in a sense immune, being engaged to a charming girl of your own, I noticed that you unconsciously braced yourself up and tried to look twice as handsome as nature ever intended you to. You smirked and, if you had a moustache, you would have twiddled it. You can imagine, then, the effect which this vision of loveliness had on lonely, diffident Ramsden Waters. It got right in amongst him.

Im afraid my little brother spoiled your stroke, said Eunice. She did not speak at all apologetically, but rather as a goddess might have spoken to a swineherd.

Ramsden yammered noiselessly. As always in the presence of the opposite sex, and more than ever now, his vocal cords appeared to have tied themselves in a knot which would have baffled a sailor and might have perplexed Houdini. He could not even gargle.

He is very fond of watching golf, said the girl.

She took the boy by the hand, and was about to lead him off, when Ramsden miraculously recovered speech.

Would he like to come round with me? he croaked. How he had managed to acquire the nerve to make the suggestion he could never understand. I suppose that in certain supreme moments a sort of desperate recklessness descends on nervous men.

How very kind of you! said the girl indifferently. But Im afraid — —

I want to go! shrilled the boy. I want to go!

Fond as Eunice Bray was of her little brother, I imagine that the prospect of having him taken off her hands on a fine summer morning, when all nature urged her to sit in the shade on the terrace and read a book, was not unwelcome.

It would be very kind of you if you would let him, said Eunice. He wasnt able to go to the circus last week, and it was a great disappointment; this will do instead.

She turned toward the terrace, and Ramsden, his head buzzing, tottered into the jungle to find his ball, followed by the boy.

I have never been able to extract full particulars of that mornings round from Ramsden. If you speak of it to him, he will wince and change the subject. Yet he seems to have had the presence of mind to pump Wilberforce as to the details of his home life, and by the end of the round he had learned that Eunice and her brother had just come to visit an aunt who lived in the neighbourhood. Their house was not far from the links; Eunice was not engaged to be married; and the aunt made a hobby of collecting dry seaweed, which she pressed and pasted in an album. One sometimes thinks that aunts live entirely for pleasure.

At the end of the round Ramsden staggered on to the terrace, tripping over his feet, and handed Wilberforce back in good condition. Eunice, who had just reached the chapter where the hero decides to give up all for love, thanked him perfunctorily without looking up from her book; and so ended the first spasm of Ramsden Waterss life romance.



There are few things more tragic than the desire of the moth for the star; and it is a curious fact that the spectacle of a star almost invariably fills the most sensible moth with thoughts above his station. No doubt, if Ramsden Waters had stuck around and waited long enough there might have come his way in the fullness of time some nice, homely girl with a squint and a good disposition who would have been about his form. In his modest day dreams he had aspired to nothing higher. But the sight of Eunice Bray seemed to have knocked all the sense out of the man. He must have known that he stood no chance of becoming anything to her other than a handy means of getting rid of little Wilberforce now and again. Why, the very instant that Eunice appeared in the place, every eligible bachelor for miles around her tossed his head with a loud, snorting sound, and galloped madly in her direction. Dashing young devils they were, handsome, well-knit fellows with the figures of Greek gods and the faces of movie heroes. Any one of them could have named his own price from the advertisers of collars. They were the sort of young men you see standing grandly beside the full-page picture of the seven-seater Magnifico car in the magazines. And it was against this field that Ramsden Waters, the man with the unshuffled face, dared to pit his feeble personality. One weeps.

Something of the magnitude of the task he had undertaken must have come home to Ramsden at a very early point in the proceedings. At Eunices home, at the hour when women receive callers, he was from the start a mere unconsidered unit in the mob scene. While his rivals clustered thickly about the girl, he was invariably somewhere on the outskirts listening limply to the aunt. I imagine that seldom has any young man had such golden opportunities of learning all about dried seaweed. Indeed, by the end of the month Ramsden Waters could not have known more about seaweed if he had been a deep sea fish. And yet he was not happy. He was in a position, if he had been at a dinner party and things had got a bit slow, to have held the table spellbound with the first hand information about dried seaweed, straight from the stable; yet nevertheless he chafed. His soul writhed and sickened within him. He lost weight and went right off his approach shots. I confess that my heart bled for the man.

His only consolation was that nobody else, not even the fellows who worked their way right through the jam and got seats in the front row where they could glare into her eyes and hang on her lips and all that sort of thing, seemed to be making any better progress.

And so matters went on till one day Eunice decided to take up golf. Her motive for doing this was, I believe, simply because Kitty Manders, who had won a small silver cup at a monthly handicap, receiving thirty-six, was always dragging the conversation round to this trophy, and if there was one firm article in Eunice Brays simple creed it was that she would be hanged if she let Kitty, who was by way of being a rival on a small scale, put anything over on her. I do not defend Eunice, but women are women, and I doubt if any of them really take up golf in that holy, quest-of-the-grail spirit which animates men. I have known girls to become golfers as an excuse for wearing pink jumpers, and one at least who did it because she had read in the beauty hints in the evening paper that it made you lissome. Girls will be girls.

Her first lessons Eunice received from the professional, but after that she saved money by distributing herself among her hordes of admirers, who were only too willing to give up good matches to devote themselves to her tuition. By degrees she acquired a fair skill and a confidence in her game which was not altogether borne out by results. From Ramsden Waters she did not demand a lesson. For one thing it never occurred to her that so poor-spirited a man could be of any use at the game, and for another Ramsden was always busy tooling round with little Wilberforce.

Yet it was with Ramsden that she was paired in the first competition for which she entered, the annual mixed foursomes. And it was on the same evening that the list of the draw went up on the notice board that Ramsden proposed.

The mind of a man in love works in strange ways. To you and to me there would seem to be no reason why the fact that Eunices name and his own had been drawn out of a hat together should so impress Ramsden, but he looked on it as an act of God. It seemed to him to draw them close together, to set up a sort of spiritual affinity. In a word, it acted on the poor fellow like a tonic, and that very night he went around to her house, and having, after a long and extremely interesting conversation with her aunt, contrived to get her alone, coughed eleven times in a strangled sort of way, and suggested that the wedding bells should ring out.

Eunice was more startled than angry.

Of course, Im tremendously complimented, Mr. — — She had to pause to recall the name. Mr. — —

Waters, said Ramsden, humbly.

Of course, yes. Mr. Waters. As I say, its a great compliment — —

Not at all!

A great compliment — —

No, no! murmured Ramsden obsequiously.

I wish you wouldnt interrupt! snapped Eunice with irritation. No girl likes to have to keep going back and trying over her speeches. Its a great compliment, but it is quite impossible.

Just as you say, of course, agreed Ramsden.

What, demanded Eunice, have you to offer me? I dont mean money. I mean something more spiritual. What is there in you, Mr. Walter — —

Waters.

Mr. Waters. What is there in you that would repay a girl for giving up the priceless boon of freedom?

I know a lot about dried seaweed, suggested Ramsden hopefully.

Eunice shook her head.

No, she said, it is quite impossible. You have paid me the greatest compliment a man can pay a woman, Mr. Waterson — —

Waters, said Ramsden. Ill write it down for you.

Please dont trouble. I am afraid we shall never meet again — —

But we are partners in the mixed foursomes tomorrow.

Oh, yes, so we are! said Eunice. Well, mind you play up. I want to win a cup more than anything on earth.

Ah! said Ramsden, if only I could win what I want to win more than anything else on earth! You, I mean, he added, to make his meaning clear. If I could win you — — His tongue tied itself in a bow knot round his uvula, and he could say no more. He moved slowly to the door, paused with his fingers on the handle for one last look over his shoulder, and walked silently into the cupboard where Eunices aunt kept her collection of dried seaweed.

His second start was favoured with greater luck, and he found himself out in the hall, and presently in the cool air of the night, with the stars shining down on him. Had those silent stars ever shone down on a more broken-hearted man? Had the cool air of the night ever fanned a more fevered brow? Ah, yes! Or, rather, ah no!

There was not a very large entry for the mixed foursomes competition. In my experience there seldom is. Men are as a rule idealists, and wish to keep their illusions regarding women intact, and it is difficult for the most broad-minded man to preserve a chivalrous veneration for the sex after a woman has repeatedly sliced into the rough and left him a difficult recovery. Women, too — I am not speaking of the occasional champions, but of the average woman, the one with the handicap of 33, who plays in high-heeled shoes — are apt to giggle when they foozle out of a perfect lie, and this makes for misogyny. Only eight couples assembled on the tenth tee (where our foursomes matches start) on the morning after Ramsden Waters had proposed to Eunice. Six of these were negligible, consisting of males of average skill and young women who played golf because it kept them out in the fresh air. Looking over the field, Ramsden felt that the only serious rivalry was to be feared from Marcella Bingley and her colleague, a 16-handicap youth named George Perkins, with whom they were paired for the opening round. George was a pretty indifferent performer, but Marcella, a weather-beaten female with bobbed hair and the wrists of a welterweight pugilist, had once appeared in the womens open championship and swung a nasty iron.

Ramsden watched her drive a nice, clean shot down the middle of the fairway, and spoke earnestly to Eunice. His heart was in this competition, for, though the first prize in the mixed foursomes does not perhaps entitle the winners to a place in the hall of fame, Ramsden had the soul of the true golfer. And the true golfer wants to win whenever he starts, whether he is playing in a friendly round or in the open championship.

What weve got to do is to play steadily, he said. Dont try any fancy shots. Go for safety. Miss Bingley is a tough proposition, but George Perkins is sure to foozle a few, and if we play safe weve got em cold. The others dont count.

You notice something odd about this speech. Something in it strikes you as curious. Precisely. It affected Eunice Bray in the same fashion. In the first place, it contains forty-four words, some of them of two syllables, others of even greater length. In the second place, it was spoken crisply, almost commandingly, without any of that hesitation and stammering which usually characterized Ramsden Waterss utterances. Eunice was puzzled. She was also faintly resentful. True, there was not a word in what he had said that was calculated to bring the blush of shame to the cheek of modesty; nevertheless, she felt vaguely that Ramsden Waters had exceeded the limits. She had been prepared for a gurgling Ramsden Waters, a Ramsden Waters who fell over his large feet and perspired; but here was a Ramsden Waters who addressed her not merely as an equal, but with more than a touch of superiority. She eyed him coldly, but he had turned to speak to little Wilberforce, who was to accompany them on the round.

And you, my lad, said Ramsden curtly, you kindly remember that this is a competition, and keep your merry flow of conversation as much as possible to yourself. Youve got a bad habit of breaking into small talk when a mans addressing the ball.

If you think that my brother will be in the way — — began Eunice coldly.

Oh, I dont mind him coming round, said Ramsden, if he keeps quiet.

Eunice gasped. She had not played enough golf to understand how that noblest of games changes a mans whole nature when on the links. She was thinking of something crushing to say to him, when he advanced to the tee to drive off.

He drove a perfect ball, hard and low with a lot of roll. Even Eunice was impressed.

Good shot, partner! she said.

Ramsden was apparently unaware that she had spoken. He was gazing down the fairway with his club over his left shoulder in an attitude almost identical with that of Sandy McBean in the plate labelled The Drive — Correct Finish, to face page twenty-four of his monumental work, How to Become a Scratch Player Your First Season by Studying Photographs. Eunice bit her lip. She was piqued. She felt as if she had patted the head of a pet lamb, and the lamb had turned and bitten her in the finger.

I said, Good shot, partner! she repeated coldly.

Yes, said Ramsden, but dont talk. It prevents one concentrating. He turned to Wilberforce. And dont let me have to tell you that again! he said.

Wilberforce has been like a mouse!

That is what I complain of, said Ramsden. Mice make a beastly scratching sound, and thats what he was doing when I drove that ball.

He was only playing with the sand in the tee box.

Well, if he does it again, I shall be reluctantly compelled to take steps.

They walked in silence to where the ball had stopped. It was nicely perched up on the grass, and to have plunked it on to the green with an iron should have been for any reasonable golfer the work of a moment. Eunice, however, only succeeded in slicing it feebly into the rough.

Ramsden reached for his niblick and plunged into the bushes. And, presently, as if it had been shot up by some convulsion of nature, the ball, accompanied on the early stages of its journey by about a pound of mixed mud, grass, and pebbles, soared through the air and fell on the green. But the mischief had been done. Miss Bingley, putting forcefully, put the opposition ball down for a four and won the hole.

Eunice now began to play better, and, as Ramsden was on the top of his game, a ding-dong race ensued for the remainder of the first nine holes. The Bingley-Perkins combination, owing to some inspired work by the female of the species, managed to keep their lead up to the tricky ravine hole, but there George Perkins, as might have been expected of him, deposited the ball right in among the rocks, and Ramsden and Eunice drew level. The next four holes were halved and they reached the club-house with no advantage to either side. Here there was a pause while Miss Bingley went to the professionals shop to have a tack put into the leather of her mashie, which had worked loose. George Perkins and little Wilberforce, who believed in keeping up their strength, melted silently away in the direction of the refreshment bar, and Ramsden and Eunice were alone.



The pique which Eunice had felt at the beginning of the game had vanished by now. She was feeling extremely pleased with her performance on the last few holes, and would have been glad to go into the matter fully. Also, she was conscious of a feeling not perhaps of respect so much as condescending tolerance towards Ramsden. He might be a pretty minus quantity in a drawing-room or at a dance, but in a bunker or out in the open with a cleek, Eunice felt, youd be surprised. She was just about to address him in a spirit of kindliness, when he spoke.

Better keep your brassey in the bag on the next nine, he said. Stick to the iron. The great thing is to keep em straight!

Eunice gasped. Indeed, had she been of a less remarkable beauty one would have said that she snorted. The sky turned black, and all her amiability was swept away in a flood of fury. The blood left her face and surged back in a rush of crimson. You are engaged to be married and I take it that there exists between you and your fiancee the utmost love and trust and understanding; but would you have the nerve, could you summon up the cold, callous gall to tell your Genevieve that she wasnt capable of using her wooden clubs? I think not. Yet this was what Ramsden Waters had told Eunice, and the delicately nurtured girl staggered before the coarse insult. Her refined, sensitive nature was all churned up.

Ever since she had made her first drive at golf, she had prided herself on her use of the wood. Her brother and her brassey were the only things she loved. And here was this man deliberately.... Eunice choked.

Mr. Waters!

Before they could have further speech George Perkins and little Wilberforce ambled in a bloated way out of the clubhouse.

Ive had three ginger ales, observed the boy. Where do we go from here?

Our honour, said Ramsden. Shoot!

Eunice took out her driver without a word. Her little figure was tense with emotion. She swung vigorously, and pulled the ball far out on to the fairway of the ninth hole.

Even off the tee, said Ramsden, you had better use an iron. You must keep em straight.

Their eyes met. Hers were glittering with the fury of a woman scorned. His were cold and hard. And, suddenly, as she looked at his awful, pale, set golf face, something seemed to snap in Eunice. A strange sensation of weakness and humility swept over her. So might the cave woman have felt when, with her back against a cliff and unable to dodge, she watched her suitor take his club in the interlocking grip, and, after a preliminary waggle, start his back swing.

The fact was that, all her life, Eunice had been accustomed to the homage of men. From the time she had put her hair up every man she had met had grovelled before her, and she had acquired a mental attitude toward the other sex which was a blend of indifference and contempt. For the cringing specimens who curled up and died all over the hearthrug if she spoke a cold word to them she had nothing but scorn. She dreamed wistfully of those brusque cavemen of whom she read in the novels which she took out of the village circulating library. The female novelist who was at that time her favourite always supplied with each chunk of wholesome and invigorating fiction one beetle-browed hero with a grouch and a scowl, who rode wild horses over the countryside till they foamed at the mouth, and treated women like dirt. That, Eunice had thought yearningly, as she talked to youths whose spines turned to gelatine at one glance from her bright eyes, was the sort of man she wanted to meet and never seemed to come across.

Of all the men whose acquaintance she had made recently she had despised Ramsden Waters most. Where others had grovelled he had tied himself into knots. Where others had gazed at her like sheep he had goggled at her like a kicked spaniel. She had only permitted him to hang round because he seemed so fond of little Wilberforce. And here he was, ordering her about and piercing her with gimlet eyes, for all the world as if he were Claude Delamere, in the thirty-second chapter of The Man of Chilled Steel, the one where Claude drags Lady Matilda around the smoking-room by her hair because she gave the rose from her bouquet to the Italian count.

She was half-cowed, half-resentful.

Mr Winklethorpe told me I was very good with the wooden clubs, she said defiantly.

Hes a great kidder, said Ramsden.

He went down the hill to where his ball lay. Eunice proceeded direct for the green. Much as she told herself that she hated this man, she never questioned his ability to get there with his next shot.

George Perkins, who had long since forfeited any confidence which his partner might have reposed in him, had topped his drive, leaving Miss Bingley a difficult second out of a sandy ditch. The hole was halved.

The match went on. Ramsden won the short hole, laying his ball dead with a perfect iron shot, but at the next, the long dog-leg hole, Miss Bingley regained the honour. They came to the last all square.

As the match had started on the tenth tee, the last hole to be negotiated was, of course, what in the ordinary run of human affairs is the ninth, possibly the trickiest on the course. As you know, it is necessary to carry with ones initial wallop that combination of stream and lake into which so many well meant drives have flopped. This done, the player proceeds up the face of a steep slope, to find himself ultimately on a green which looks like the sea in the storm scene of a melodrama. It heaves and undulates, and is altogether a nasty thing to have happen to one at the end of a gruelling match. But it is the first shot, the drive, which is the real test, for the water and the trees form a mental hazard of unquestionable toughness.

George Perkins, as he addressed his ball for the vital stroke, manifestly wabbled. He was scared to the depths of his craven soul. He tried to pray, but all he could remember was the hymn for those in peril on the deep, into which category, he feared, his ball would shortly fall. Breathing a few bars of this, he swung. There was a musical click, and the ball, singing over the water like a bird, breasted the hill like a homing aeroplane and fell in the centre of the fairway within easy distance of the plateau green.

Nice work, partner, said Miss Bingley, speaking for the first and last time in the course of the proceedings.

George unravelled himself with a modest simper. He felt like a gambler who has placed his all on a number at roulette and sees the white ball tumble into the correct compartment.

Eunice moved to the tee. In the course of the last eight holes the girls haughty soul had been rudely harrowed. She had foozled two drives and three approach shots and had missed a short putt on the last green but three. She had that consciousness of sin which afflicts the golfer off his game, that curious self-loathing which humbles the proudest. Her knees felt weak and all nature seemed to bellow at her that this was where she was going to blow up with a loud report.

Even as her driver rose above her shoulder she was acutely aware that she was making eighteen out of the twenty-three errors which complicate the drive at golf. She knew that her head had swayed like some beautiful flower in a stiff breeze. The heel of her left foot was pointing down the course. Her grip had shifted, and her wrists felt like sticks of boiled asparagus. As the club began to descend she perceived that she had underestimated the total of her errors. And when the ball, badly topped, bounded down the slope and entered the muddy water like a timid diver on a cold morning she realized that she had a full hand. There are twenty-three things which it is possible to do wrong in the drive, and she had done them all.

Silently Ramsden Waters made a tee and placed thereon a new ball. He was a golfer who rarely despaired, but he was playing three, and his opponents ball would undoubtedly be on the green, possibly even dead, in two. Nevertheless, perhaps, by a supreme drive, and one or two miracles later on, the game might be saved. He concentrated his whole soul on the ball.

I need scarcely tell you that Ramsden Waters pressed....

Swish came the driver. The ball, fanned by the wind, rocked a little on the tee, then settled down in its original position. Ramsden Waters, usually the most careful of players, had missed the globe.

For a moment there was a silence — a silence which Ramsden had to strive with an effort almost physically painful not to break. Rich oaths surged to his lips, and blistering maledictions crashed against the back of his clenched teeth.

The silence was broken by little Wilberforce.

One can only gather that there lurks in the supposedly innocuous amber of ginger ale an elevating something which the temperance reformers have overlooked. Wilberforce Bray had, if you remember, tucked away no fewer than three in the spot where they would do most good. One presumes that the child, with all that stuff surging about inside him, had become thoroughly above himself. He uttered a merry laugh.

Never hit it! said little Wilberforce.

He was kneeling beside the tee box as he spoke, and now, as one who has seen all that there is to be seen and turns, sated, to other amusements, he moved round and began to play with the sand. The spectacle of his alluring trouser seat was one which a stronger man would have found it hard to resist. To Ramsden Waters it had the aspect of a formal invitation. For one moment his number II golf shoe, as supplied to all the leading professionals, wavered in mid-air, then crashed home.

Eunice screamed.

How dare you kick my brother!

Ramsden faced her, stern and pale.

Madam, he said, in similar circumstances I would have kicked the Archangel Gabriel!

Then, stooping to his ball, he picked it up.

The match is yours, he said to Miss Bingley, who, having paid no attention at all to the drama which had just concluded, was practising short chip shots with her mashie-niblick.

He bowed coldly to Eunice, cast one look of sombre satisfaction at little Wilberforce, who was painfully extricating himself from a bed of nettles into which he had rolled, and strode off. He crossed the bridge over the water and stalked up the hill.

Eunice watched him go, spellbound. Her momentary spurt of wrath at the kicking of her brother had died away, and she wished she had thought of doing it herself.

How splendid he looked, she felt, as she watched Ramsden striding up to the club-house — just like Carruthers Mordyke after he had flung Ermyntrude Vanstone from him in chapter forty-one of Gray Eyes That Gleam. Her whole soul went out to him. This was the sort of man she wanted as a partner in life. How grandly he would teach her to play golf. It had sickened her when her former instructors, prefacing their criticism with glutinous praise, had mildly suggested that some people found it a good thing to keep the head still when driving and that though her methods were splendid it might be worth trying. They had spoken of her keeping her eye on the ball as if she were doing the ball a favour. What she wanted was a great, strong, rough brute of a fellow who would tell her not to move her damned head; a rugged Viking of a chap who, if she did not keep her eye on the ball, would black it for her. And Ramsden Waters was such a one. He might not look like a Viking, but after all it is the soul that counts and, as this afternoons experience had taught her, Ramsden Waters had a soul that seemed to combine in equal proportions the outstanding characteristics of Nero, a wildcat, and the second mate of a tramp steamer.



That night Ramsden Walters sat in his study, a prey to the gloomiest emotions. The gold had died out of him by now, and he was reproaching himself bitterly for having ruined for ever his chance of winning the only girl he had ever loved. How could she forgive him for his brutality? How could she overlook treatment which would have caused comment in the stokehold of a cattle ship? He groaned and tried to forget his sorrows by forcing himself to read.

But the choicest thoughts of the greatest writers had no power to grip him. He tried Vardon On the Swing, and the words swam before his eyes. He turned to Taylor On the Chip Shot, and the masters pure style seemed laboured and involved. He found solace neither in Braid On the Pivot nor in Duncan On the Divot. He was just about to give it up and go to bed though it was only nine oclock, when the telephone bell rang.

Hello!

Is that you, Mr. Waters? This is Eunice Bray. The receiver shook in Ramsdens hand. Ive just remembered. Werent we talking about something last night? Didnt you ask me to marry you or something? I know it was something.

Ramsden gulped three times.

I did, he replied hollowly.

We didnt settle anything, did we?

Eh?

I say, we sort of left it kind of open.

Yuk!

Well, would it bore you awfully, said Eunices soft voice, to come round now and go on talking it over?

Ramsden tottered.

We shall be quite alone, said Eunice. Little Wilberforce has gone to bed with a headache.

Ramsden paused a moment to disentangle his tongue from the back of his neck.

Ill be right over! he said huskily.


The Coming of Gowf

PROLOGUE

[image: img214.jpg]

AFTER WE HAD sent in our card and waited for a few hours in the marbled ante-room, a bell rang and the major-domo, parting the priceless curtains, ushered us in to where the editor sat writing at his desk. We advanced on all fours, knocking our head reverently on the Aubusson carpet.

Well? he said at length, laying down his jewelled pen.

We just looked in, we said, humbly, to ask if it would be all right if we sent you an historical story.

The public does not want historical stories, he said, frowning coldly.

Ah, but the public hasnt seen one of ours! we replied.

The editor placed a cigarette in a holder presented to him by a reigning monarch, and lit it with a match from a golden box, the gift of the millionaire president of the Amalgamated League of Working Plumbers.

What this magazine requires, he said, is red-blooded, one-hundred-per-cent dynamic stuff, palpitating with warm human interest and containing a strong, poignant love-motive.

That, we replied, is us all over, Mabel.

What I need at the moment, however, is a golf story.

By a singular coincidence, ours is a golf story.

Ha! say you so? said the editor, a flicker of interest passing over his finely-chiselled features. Then you may let me see it.

He kicked us in the face, and we withdrew.


THE STORY
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ON THE BROAD terrace outside his palace, overlooking the fair expanse of the Royal gardens, King Merolchazzar of Oom stood leaning on the low parapet, his chin in his hand and a frown on his noble face. The day was fine, and a light breeze bore up to him from the garden below a fragrant scent of flowers. But, for all the pleasure it seemed to give him, it might have been bone-fertilizer.

The fact is, King Merolchazzar was in love, and his suit was not prospering. Enough to upset any man.

Royal love affairs in those days were conducted on the correspondence system. A monarch, hearing good reports of a neighbouring princess, would despatch messengers with gifts to her Court, beseeching an interview. The Princess would name a date, and a formal meeting would take place; after which everything usually buzzed along pretty smoothly. But in the case of King Merolchazzars courtship of the Princess of the Outer Isles there had been a regrettable hitch. She had acknowledged the gifts, saying that they were just what she had wanted and how had he guessed, and had added that, as regarded a meeting, she would let him know later. Since that day no word had come from her, and a gloomy spirit prevailed in the capital. At the Courtiers Club, the meeting-place of the aristocracy of Oom, five to one in pazazas was freely offered against Merolchazzars chances, but found no takers; while in the taverns of the common people, where less conservative odds were always to be had, you could get a snappy hundred to eight. For in good sooth, writes a chronicler of the time on a half-brick and a couple of paving-stones which have survived to this day, it did indeed begin to appear as though our beloved monarch, the son of the sun and the nephew of the moon, had been handed the bitter fruit of the citron.

The quaint old idiom is almost untranslatable, but one sees what he means.



As the King stood sombrely surveying the garden, his attention was attracted by a small, bearded man with bushy eyebrows and a face like a walnut, who stood not far away on a gravelled path flanked by rose bushes. For some minutes he eyed this man in silence, then he called to the Grand Vizier, who was standing in the little group of courtiers and officials at the other end of the terrace. The bearded man, apparently unconscious of the Royal scrutiny, had placed a rounded stone on the gravel, and was standing beside it making curious passes over it with his hoe. It was this singular behaviour that had attracted the Kings attention. Superficially it seemed silly, and yet Merolchazzar had a curious feeling that there was a deep, even a holy, meaning behind the action.

Who, he inquired, is that?

He is one of your Majestys gardeners, replied the Vizier.

I dont remember seeing him before. Who is he?

The Vizier was a kind-hearted man, and he hesitated for a moment.

It seems a hard thing to say of anyone, your Majesty, he replied, but he is a Scotsman. One of your Majestys invincible admirals recently made a raid on the inhospitable coast of that country at a spot known to the natives as Snandrews and brought away this man.

What does he think hes doing? asked the King, as the bearded one slowly raised the hoe above his right shoulder, slightly bending the left knee as he did so.

It is some species of savage religious ceremony, your Majesty. According to the admiral, the dunes by the seashore where he landed were covered with a multitude of men behaving just as this man is doing. They had sticks in their hands and they struck with these at small round objects. And every now and again — —

Fo-o-ore! called a gruff voice from below.

And every now and again, went on the Vizier, they would utter the strange melancholy cry which you have just heard. It is a species of chant.

The Vizier broke off. The hoe had descended on the stone, and the stone, rising in a graceful arc, had sailed through the air and fallen within a foot of where the King stood.

Hi! exclaimed the Vizier.

The man looked up.

You mustnt do that! You nearly hit his serene graciousness the King!

Mphm! said the bearded man, nonchalantly, and began to wave his hoe mystically over another stone.

Into the Kings careworn face there had crept a look of interest, almost of excitement.

What god does he hope to propitiate by these rites? he asked.

The deity, I learn from your Majestys admiral is called Gowf.

Gowf? Gowf? King Merolchazzar ran over in his mind the muster-roll of the gods of Oom. There were sixty-seven of them, but Gowf was not of their number. It is a strange religion, he murmured. A strange religion, indeed. But, by Belus, distinctly attractive. I have an idea that Oom could do with a religion like that. It has a zip to it. A sort of fascination, if you know what I mean. It looks to me extraordinarily like what the Court physician ordered. I will talk to this fellow and learn more of these holy ceremonies.

And, followed by the Vizier, the King made his way into the garden. The Vizier was now in a state of some apprehension. He was exercised in his mind as to the effect which the embracing of a new religion by the King might have on the formidable Church party. It would be certain to cause displeasure among the priesthood; and in those days it was a ticklish business to offend the priesthood, even for a monarch. And, if Merolchazzar had a fault, it was a tendency to be a little tactless in his dealings with that powerful body. Only a few mornings back the High Priest of Hec had taken the Vizier aside to complain about the quality of the meat which the King had been using lately for his sacrifices. He might be a child in worldly matters, said the High Priest, but if the King supposed that he did not know the difference between home-grown domestic and frozen imported foreign, it was time his Majesty was disabused of the idea. If, on top of this little unpleasantness, King Merolchazzar were to become an adherent of this new Gowf, the Vizier did not know what might not happen.

The King stood beside the bearded foreigner, watching him closely. The second stone soared neatly on to the terrace. Merolchazzar uttered an excited cry. His eyes were glowing, and he breathed quickly.

It doesnt look difficult, he muttered.

Hoos! said the bearded man.

I believe I could do it, went on the King, feverishly. By the eight green gods of the mountain, I believe I could! By the holy fire that burns night and day before the altar of Belus, Im sure I could! By Hec, Im going to do it now! Gimme that hoe!

Toots! said the bearded man.

It seemed to the King that the fellow spoke derisively, and his blood boiled angrily. He seized the hoe and raised it above his shoulder, bracing himself solidly on widely-parted feet. His pose was an exact reproduction of the one in which the Court sculptor had depicted him when working on the life-size statue (Our Athletic King) which stood in the principal square of the city; but it did not impress the stranger. He uttered a discordant laugh.

Ye puir gonuph! he cried, whitkin o a staunce is that?

The King was hurt. Hitherto the attitude had been generally admired.

Its the way I always stand when killing lions, he said. In killing lions, he added, quoting from the well-known treatise of Nimrod, the recognized text-book on the sport, the weight at the top of the swing should be evenly balanced on both feet.

Ah, weel, yere no killing lions the noo. Yere gowfing.

A sudden humility descended upon the King. He felt, as so many men were to feel in similar circumstances in ages to come, as though he were a child looking eagerly for guidance to an all-wise master — a child, moreover, handicapped by water on the brain, feet three sizes too large for him, and hands consisting mainly of thumbs.

O thou of noble ancestors and agreeable disposition! he said, humbly. Teach me the true way.

Use the interlocking grup and keep the staunce a wee bit open and slow back, and dinna press or sway the heid and keep yer ee on the ba.

My which on the what? said the King, bewildered.

I fancy, your Majesty, hazarded the Vizier, that he is respectfully suggesting that your serene graciousness should deign to keep your eye on the ball.

Oh, ah! said the King.

The first golf lesson ever seen in the kingdom of Oom had begun.



Up on the terrace, meanwhile, in the little group of courtiers and officials, a whispered consultation was in progress. Officially, the Kings unfortunate love affair was supposed to be a strict secret. But you know how it is. These things get about. The Grand Vizier tells the Lord High Chamberlain; the Lord High Chamberlain whispers it in confidence to the Supreme Hereditary Custodian of the Royal Pet Dog; the Supreme Hereditary Custodian hands it on to the Exalted Overseer of the Kings Wardrobe on the understanding that it is to go no farther; and, before you know where you are, the varlets and scurvy knaves are gossiping about it in the kitchens, and the Society journalists have started to carve it out on bricks for the next issue of Palace Prattlings.

The long and short of it is, said the Exalted Overseer of the Kings Wardrobe, we must cheer him up.

There was a murmur of approval. In those days of easy executions it was no light matter that a monarch should be a prey to gloom.

But how? queried the Lord High Chamberlain.

I know, said the Supreme Hereditary Custodian of the Royal Pet Dog. Try him with the minstrels.

Here! Why us? protested the leader of the minstrels.

Dont be silly! said the Lord High Chamberlain. Its for your good just as much as ours. He was asking only last night why he never got any music nowadays. He told me to find out whether you supposed he paid you simply to eat and sleep, because if so he knew what to do about it.

Oh, in that case! The leader of the minstrels started nervously. Collecting his assistants and tip-toeing down the garden, he took up his stand a few feet in Merolchazzars rear, just as that much-enduring monarch, after twenty-five futile attempts, was once more addressing his stone.

Lyric writers in those days had not reached the supreme pitch of excellence which has been produced by modern musical comedy. The art was in its infancy then, and the best the minstrels could do was this — and they did it just as Merolchazzar, raising the hoe with painful care, reached the top of his swing and started down:

Oh, tune the string and let us sing

Our godlike, great, and glorious King!

Hes a bear! Hes a bear! Hes a bear!

There were sixteen more verses, touching on their rulers prowess in the realms of sport and war, but they were not destined to be sung on that circuit. King Merolchazzar jumped like a stung bullock, lifted his head, and missed the globe for the twenty-sixth time. He spun round on the minstrels, who were working pluckily through their song of praise:

Oh, may his triumphs never cease!

He has the strength of ten!

First in war, first in peace,

First in the hearts of his countrymen.

Get out! roared the King.

Your Majesty? quavered the leader of the minstrels.

Make a noise like an egg and beat it! (Again one finds the chroniclers idiom impossible to reproduce in modern speech, and must be content with a literal translation.) By the bones of my ancestors, its a little hard! By the beard of the sacred goat, its tough! What in the name of Belus and Hec do you mean, you yowling misfits, by starting that sort of stuff when a mans swinging? I was just shaping to hit it right that time when you butted in, you — —

The minstrels melted away. The bearded man patted the fermenting monarch paternally on the shoulder.

Ma mannie, he said, ye may no be a gowfer yet, but hoots! yere learning the language fine!

King Merolchazzars fury died away. He simpered modestly at these words of commendation, the first his bearded preceptor had uttered. With exemplary patience he turned to address the stone for the twenty-seventh time.

That night it was all over the city that the King had gone crazy over a new religion, and the orthodox shook their heads.



We of the present day, living in the midst of a million marvels of a complex civilization, have learned to adjust ourselves to conditions and to take for granted phenomena which in an earlier and less advanced age would have caused the profoundest excitement and even alarm. We accept without comment the telephone, the automobile, and the wireless telegraph, and we are unmoved by the spectacle of our fellow human beings in the grip of the first stages of golf fever. Far otherwise was it with the courtiers and officials about the Palace of Oom. The obsession of the King was the sole topic of conversation.

Every day now, starting forth at dawn and returning only with the falling of darkness, Merolchazzar was out on the Linx, as the outdoor temple of the new god was called. In a luxurious house adjoining this expanse the bearded Scotsman had been installed, and there he could be found at almost any hour of the day fashioning out of holy wood the weird implements indispensable to the new religion. As a recognition of his services, the King had bestowed upon him a large pension, innumerable kaddiz or slaves, and the title of Promoter of the Kings Happiness, which for the sake of convenience was generally shortened to The Pro.

At present, Oom being a conservative country, the worship of the new god had not attracted the public in great numbers. In fact, except for the Grand Vizier, who, always a faithful follower of his sovereigns fortunes, had taken to Gowf from the start, the courtiers held aloof to a man. But the Vizier had thrown himself into the new worship with such vigour and earnestness that it was not long before he won from the King the title of Supreme Splendiferous Maintainer of the Twenty-Four Handicap Except on Windy Days when It Goes Up to Thirty — a title which in ordinary conversation was usually abbreviated to The Dub.

All these new titles, it should be said, were, so far as the courtiers were concerned, a fruitful source of discontent. There were black looks and mutinous whispers. The laws of precedence were being disturbed, and the courtiers did not like it. It jars a man who for years has had his social position all cut and dried — a man, to take an instance at random, who, as Second Deputy Shiner of the Royal Hunting Boots, knows that his place is just below the Keeper of the Eel-Hounds and just above the Second Tenor of the Corps of Minstrels — it jars him, we say, to find suddenly that he has got to go down a step in favour of the Hereditary Bearer of the Kings Baffy.

But it was from the priesthood that the real, serious opposition was to be expected. And the priests of the sixty-seven gods of Oom were up in arms. As the white-bearded High Priest of Hec, who by virtue of his office was generally regarded as leader of the guild, remarked in a glowing speech at an extraordinary meeting of the Priests Equity Association, he had always set his face against the principle of the Closed Shop hitherto, but there were moments when every thinking man had to admit that enough was sufficient, and it was his opinion that such a moment had now arrived. The cheers which greeted the words showed how correctly he had voiced popular sentiment.



Of all those who had listened to the High Priests speech, none had listened more intently than the Kings half-brother, Ascobaruch. A sinister, disappointed man, this Ascobaruch, with mean eyes and a crafty smile. All his life he had been consumed with ambition, and until now it had looked as though he must go to his grave with this ambition unfulfilled. All his life he had wanted to be King of Oom, and now he began to see daylight. He was sufficiently versed in Court intrigues to be aware that the priests were the party that really counted, the source from which all successful revolutions sprang. And of all the priests the one that mattered most was the venerable High Priest of Hec.

It was to this prelate, therefore, that Ascobaruch made his way at the close of the proceedings. The meeting had dispersed after passing a unanimous vote of censure on King Merolchazzar, and the High Priest was refreshing himself in the vestry — for the meeting had taken place in the Temple of Hec — with a small milk and honey.

Some speech! began Ascobaruch in his unpleasant, crafty way. None knew better than he the art of appealing to human vanity.

The High Priest was plainly gratified.

Oh, I dont know, he said, modestly.

Yessir! said Ascobaruch. Considerable oration! What I can never understand is how you think up all these things to say. I couldnt do it if you paid me. The other night I had to propose the Visitors at the Old Alumni dinner of Oom University, and my mind seemed to go all blank. But you just stand up and the words come fluttering out of you like bees out of a barn. I simply cannot understand it. The thing gets past me.

Oh, its just a knack.

A divine gift, I should call it.

Perhaps youre right, said the High Priest, finishing his milk and honey. He was wondering why he had never realized before what a capital fellow Ascobaruch was.

Of course, went on Ascobaruch, you had an excellent subject. I mean to say, inspiring and all that. Why, by Hec, even I — though, of course, I couldnt have approached your level — even I could have done something with a subject like that. I mean, going off and worshipping a new god no one has ever heard of. I tell you, my blood fairly boiled. Nobody has a greater respect and esteem for Merolchazzar than I have, but I mean to say, what! Not right, I mean, going off worshipping gods no one has ever heard of! Im a peaceable man, and Ive made it a rule never to mix in politics, but if you happened to say to me as we were sitting here, just as one reasonable man to another — if you happened to say, Ascobaruch, I think its time that definite steps were taken, I should reply frankly, My dear old High Priest, I absolutely agree with you, and Im with you all the way. You might even go so far as to suggest that the only way out of the muddle was to assassinate Merolchazzar and start with a clean slate.

The High Priest stroked his beard thoughtfully.

I am bound to say I never thought of going quite so far as that.

Merely a suggestion, of course, said Ascobaruch. Take it or leave it. I shant be offended. If you know a superior excavation, go to it. But as a sensible man — and Ive always maintained that you are the most sensible man in the country — you must see that it would be a solution. Merolchazzar has been a pretty good king, of course. No one denies that. A fair general, no doubt, and a plus-man at lion-hunting. But, after all — look at it fairly — is life all battles and lion-hunting? Isnt there a deeper side? Wouldnt it be better for the country to have some good orthodox fellow who has worshipped Hec all his life, and could be relied on to maintain the old beliefs — wouldnt the fact that a man like that was on the throne be likely to lead to more general prosperity? There are dozens of men of that kind simply waiting to be asked. Let us say, purely for purposes of argument, that you approached me. I should reply, Unworthy though I know myself to be of such an honour, I can tell you this. If you put me on the throne, you can bet your bottom pazaza that theres one thing that wont suffer, and that is the worship of Hec! Thats the way I feel about it.

The High Priest pondered.

O thou of unshuffled features but amiable disposition! he said, thy discourse soundeth good to me. Could it be done?

Could it! Ascobaruch uttered a hideous laugh. Could it! Arouse me in the night-watches and ask me! Question me on the matter, having stopped me for that purpose on the public highway! What I would suggest — Im not dictating, mind you; merely trying to help you out — what I would suggest is that you took that long, sharp knife of yours, the one you use for the sacrifices, and toddled out to the Linx — youre sure to find the King there; and just when hes raising that sacrilegious stick of his over his shoulder — —

O man of infinite wisdom, cried the High Priest, warmly, verily hast them spoken a fullness of the mouth!

Is it a wager? said Ascobaruch.

It is a wager! said the High Priest.

Thats that, then, said Ascobaruch. Now, I dont want to be mixed up in any unpleasantness, so what I think Ill do while what you might call the preliminaries are being arranged is to go and take a little trip abroad somewhere. The Middle Lakes are pleasant at this time of year. When I come back, its possible that all the formalities will have been completed, yes?

Rely on me, by Hec! said the High Priest grimly, as he fingered his weapon.



The High Priest was as good as his word. Early on the morrow he made his way to the Linx, and found the King holing-out on the second green. Merolchazzar was in high good humour.

Greetings, O venerable one! he cried, jovially. Hadst thou come a moment sooner, them wouldst have seen me lay my ball dead — aye, dead as mutton, with the sweetest little half-mashie-niblick chip-shot ever seen outside the sacred domain of Snandrew, on whom — he bared his head reverently— be peace! In one under bogey did I do the hole — yea, and that despite the fact that, slicing my drive, I became ensnared in yonder undergrowth.

The High Priest had not the advantage of understanding one word of what the King was talking about, but he gathered with satisfaction that Merolchazzar was pleased and wholly without suspicion. He clasped an unseen hand more firmly about the handle of his knife, and accompanied the monarch to the next altar. Merolchazzar stooped, and placed a small round white object on a little mound of sand. In spite of his austere views, the High Priest, always a keen student of ritual, became interested.

Why does your Majesty do that?

I tee it up that it may fly the fairer. If I did not, then would it be apt to run along the ground like a beetle instead of soaring like a bird, and mayhap, for thou seest how rough and tangled is the grass before us, I should have to use a niblick for my second.

The High Priest groped for his meaning.

It is a ceremony to propitiate the god and bring good luck?

You might call it that.

The High Priest shook his head.

I may be old-fashioned, he said, but I should have thought that, to propitiate a god, it would have been better to have sacrificed one of these kaddiz on his altar.

I confess, replied the King, thoughtfully, that I have often felt that it would be a relief to ones feelings to sacrifice one or two kaddiz, but The Pro for some reason or other has set his face against it. He swung at the ball, and sent it forcefully down the fairway. By Abe, the son of Mitchell, he cried, shading his eyes, a bird of a drive! How truly is it written in the book of the prophet Vadun, The left hand applieth the force, the right doth but guide. Grip not, therefore, too closely with the right hand! Yesterday I was pulling all the time.

The High Priest frowned.

It is written in the sacred book of Hec, your Majesty, Thou shalt not follow after strange gods.

Take thou this stick, O venerable one, said the King, paying no attention to the remark, and have a shot thyself. True, thou art well stricken in years, but many a man has so wrought that he was able to give his grandchildren a stroke a hole. It is never too late to begin.

The High Priest shrank back, horrified. The King frowned.

It is our Royal wish, he said, coldly.

The High Priest was forced to comply. Had they been alone, it is possible that he might have risked all on one swift stroke with his knife, but by this time a group of kaddiz had drifted up, and were watching the proceedings with that supercilious detachment so characteristic of them. He took the stick and arranged his limbs as the King directed.

Now, said Merolchazzar, slow back and keep your ee on the ba!



A month later, Ascobaruch returned from his trip. He had received no word from the High Priest announcing the success of the revolution, but there might be many reasons for that. It was with unruffled contentment that he bade his charioteer drive him to the palace. He was glad to get back, for after all a holiday is hardly a holiday if you have left your business affairs unsettled.

As he drove, the chariot passed a fair open space, on the outskirts of the city. A sudden chill froze the serenity of Ascobaruchs mood. He prodded the charioteer sharply in the small of the back.

What is that? he demanded, catching his breath.

All over the green expanse could be seen men in strange robes, moving to and fro in couples and bearing in their hands mystic wands. Some searched restlessly in the bushes, others were walking briskly in the direction of small red flags. A sickening foreboding of disaster fell upon Ascobaruch.

The charioteer seemed surprised at the question.

Yons the muneecipal linx, he replied.

The what?

The muneecipal linx.

Tell me, fellow, why do you talk that way?

Whitway?

Why, like that. The way youre talking.

Hoots, mon! said the charioteer. His Majesty King Merolchazzar — may his handicap decrease! — hae passit a law that a his soobjects shall do it. Aiblins, tis the language spoken by The Pro, on whom be peace! Mphm!

Ascobaruch sat back limply, his head swimming. The chariot drove on, till now it took the road adjoining the royal Linx. A wall lined a portion of this road, and suddenly, from behind this wall, there rent the air a great shout of laughter.

Pull up! cried Ascobaruch to the charioteer.

He had recognized that laugh. It was the laugh of Merolchazzar.

Ascobaruch crept to the wall and cautiously poked his head over it. The sight he saw drove the blood from his face and left him white and haggard.

The King and the Grand Vizier were playing a foursome against the Pro and the High Priest of Hec, and the Vizier had just laid the High Priest a dead stymie.

Ascobaruch tottered to the chariot.

Take me back, he muttered, pallidly. Ive forgotten something!



And so golf came to Oom, and with it prosperity unequalled in the whole history of the land. Everybody was happy. There was no more unemployment. Crime ceased. The chronicler repeatedly refers to it in his memoirs as the Golden Age. And yet there remained one man on whom complete felicity had not descended. It was all right while he was actually on the Linx, but there were blank, dreary stretches of the night when King Merolchazzar lay sleepless on his couch and mourned that he had nobody to love him.

Of course, his subjects loved him in a way. A new statue had been erected in the palace square, showing him in the act of getting out of casual water. The minstrels had composed a whole cycle of up-to-date songs, commemorating his prowess with the mashie. His handicap was down to twelve. But these things are not all. A golfer needs a loving wife, to whom he can describe the days play through the long evenings. And this was just where Merolchazzars life was empty. No word had come from the Princess of the Outer Isles, and, as he refused to be put off with just-as-good substitutes, he remained a lonely man.

But one morning, in the early hours of a summer day, as he lay sleeping after a disturbed night, Merolchazzar was awakened by the eager hand of the Lord High Chamberlain, shaking his shoulder.

Now what? said the King.

Hoots, your Majesty! Glorious news! The Princess of the Outer Isles waits without — I mean wioot!

The King sprang from his couch.

A messenger from the Princess at last!

Nay, sire, the Princess herself — that is to say, said the Lord Chamberlain, who was an old man and had found it hard to accustom himself to the new tongue at his age, her ain sel! And believe me, or rather, mind ahm telling ye, went on the honest man, joyfully, for he had been deeply exercised by his monarchs troubles, her Highness is the easiest thing to look at these eyes hae ever seen. And you can say I said it!

She is beautiful?

Your majesty, she is, in the best and deepest sense of the word, a pippin!

King Merolchazzar was groping wildly for his robes.

Tell her to wait! he cried. Go and amuse her. Ask her riddles! Tell her anecdotes! Dont let her go. Say Ill be down in a moment. Where in the name of Zoroaster is our imperial mesh-knit underwear?



A fair and pleasing sight was the Princess of the Outer Isles as she stood on the terrace in the clear sunshine of the summer morning, looking over the Kings gardens. With her delicate little nose she sniffed the fragrance of the flowers. Her blue eyes roamed over the rose bushes, and the breeze ruffled the golden curls about her temples. Presently a sound behind her caused her to turn, and she perceived a godlike man hurrying across the terrace pulling up a sock. And at the sight of him the Princesss heart sang within her like the birds down in the garden.

Hope I havent kept you waiting, said Merolchazzar, apologetically. He, too, was conscious of a strange, wild exhilaration. Truly was this maiden, as his Chamberlain had said, noticeably easy on the eyes. Her beauty was as water in the desert, as fire on a frosty night, as diamonds, rubies, pearls, sapphires, and amethysts.

Oh, no! said the princess, Ive been enjoying myself. How passing beautiful are thy gardens, O King!

My gardens may be passing beautiful, said Merolchazzar, earnestly, but they arent half so passing beautiful as thy eyes. I have dreamed of thee by night and by day, and I will tell the world I was nowhere near it! My sluggish fancy came not within a hundred and fifty-seven miles of the reality. Now let the sun dim his face and the moon hide herself abashed. Now let the flowers bend their heads and the gazelle of the mountains confess itself a cripple. Princess, your slave!

And King Merolchazzar, with that easy grace so characteristic of Royalty, took her hand in his and kissed it.

As he did so, he gave a start of surprise.

By Hec! he exclaimed. What hast thou been doing to thyself? Thy hand is all over little rough places inside. Has some malignant wizard laid a spell upon thee, or what is it?

The Princess blushed.

If I make that clear to thee, she said, I shall also make clear why it was that I sent thee no message all this long while. My time was so occupied, verily I did not seem to have a moment. The fact is, these sorenesses are due to a strange, new religion to which I and my subjects have but recently become converted. And O that I might make thee also of the true faith! Tis a wondrous tale, my lord. Some two moons back there was brought to my Court by wandering pirates a captive of an uncouth race who dwell in the north. And this man has taught us — —

King Merolchazzar uttered a loud cry.

By Tom, the son of Morris! Can this truly be so? What is thy handicap?

The Princess stared at him, wide-eyed.

Truly this is a miracle! Art thou also a worshipper of the great Gowf?

Am I! cried the King. Am I! He broke off. Listen!

From the minstrels room high up in the palace there came the sound of singing. The minstrels were practising a new paean of praise — words by the Grand Vizier, music by the High Priest of Hec — which they were to render at the next full moon at the banquet of the worshippers of Gowf. The words came clear and distinct through the still air:

Oh, praises let us utter

To our most glorious King!

It fairly makes you stutter

To see him start his swing!

Success attend his putter!

And luck be with his drive!

And may he do each hole in two,

Although the bogeys five!

The voices died away. There was a silence.

If I hadnt missed a two-foot putt, Id have done the long fifteenth in four yesterday, said the King.

I won the Ladies Open Championship of the Outer Isles last week, said the Princess.

They looked into each others eyes for a long moment. And then, hand in hand, they walked slowly into the palace.

EPILOGUE

Well? we said, anxiously.

I like it, said the editor.

Good egg! we murmured.

The editor pressed a bell, a single ruby set in a fold of the tapestry upon the wall. The major-domo appeared.

Give this man a purse of gold, said the editor, and throw him out.

THE END
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LADDIE, SAID STANLEY Featherstonehaugh Ukridge, that much-enduring man, helping himself to my tobacco and slipping the pouch absently into his pocket, listen to me, you son of Belial.

What? I said, retrieving the pouch.

Do you want to make an enormous fortune?

I do.

Then write my biography. Bung it down on paper, and well split the proceeds. Ive been making a pretty close study of your stuff lately, old horse, and its all wrong. The trouble with you is that you dont plumb the well-springs of human nature and all that. You just think up some rotten yarn about some-dam-thing-or-other and shove it down. Now, if you tackled my life, youd have something worth writing about. Pots of money in it, my boy — English serial rights and American serial rights and book rights, and dramatic rights and movie rights — well, you can take it from me that, at a conservative estimate, we should clean up at least fifty thousand pounds apiece.

As much as that?

Fully that. And listen, laddie, Ill tell you what. Youre a good chap and weve been pals for years, so Ill let you have my share of the English serial rights for a hundred pounds down.

What makes you think Ive got a hundred pounds?

Well, then, Ill make it my share of the English and American serial rights for fifty.

Your collars come off its stud.

How about my complete share of the whole dashed outfit for twenty-five?

Not for me, thanks.

Then Ill tell you what, old horse, said Ukridge, inspired. Just lend me half a crown to be going on with.

* * *

If the leading incidents of S. F. Ukridges disreputable career are to be given to the public — and not, as some might suggest, decently hushed up — I suppose I am the man to write them. Ukridge and I have been intimate since the days of school. Together we sported on the green, and when he was expelled no one missed him more than I. An unfortunate business, this expulsion. Ukridges generous spirit, ever ill-attuned to school rules, caused him eventually to break the solemnest of them all by sneaking out at night to try his skill at the coco-nut-shies of the local village fair; and his foresight in putting on scarlet whiskers and a false nose for the expedition was completely neutralised by the fact that he absent-mindedly wore his school cap throughout the entire proceedings. He left the next morning, regretted by all.

After this there was a hiatus of some years in our friendship. I was at Cambridge, absorbing culture, and Ukridge, as far as I could gather from his rare letters and the reports of mutual acquaintances, flitting about the world like a snipe. Somebody met him in New York, just off a cattle-ship. Somebody else saw him in Buenos Ayres. Somebody, again, spoke sadly of having been pounced on by him at Monte Carlo and touched for a fiver. It was not until I settled down in London that he came back into my life. We met in Piccadilly one day, and resumed our relations where they had been broken off. Old associations are strong, and the fact that he was about my build and so could wear my socks and shirts drew us very close together.

Then he disappeared again, and it was a month or more before I got news of him.

It was George Tupper who brought the news. George was head of the school in my last year, and he has fulfilled exactly the impeccable promise of those early days. He is in the Foreign Office, doing well and much respected. He has an earnest, pulpy heart and takes other peoples troubles very seriously. Often he had mourned to me like a father over Ukridges erratic progress through life, and now, as he spoke, he seemed to be filled with a solemn joy, as over a reformed prodigal.

Have you heard about Ukridge? said George Tupper. He has settled down at last. Gone to live with an aunt of his who owns one of those big houses on Wimbledon Common. A very rich woman. I am delighted. It will be the making of the old chap.

I suppose he was right in a way, but to me this tame subsidence into companionship with a rich aunt in Wimbledon seemed somehow an indecent, almost a tragic, end to a colourful career like that of S. F. Ukridge. And when I met the man a week later my heart grew heavier still.

It was in Oxford Street at the hour when women come up from the suburbs to shop; and he was standing among the dogs and commissionaires outside Selfridges. His arms were full of parcels, his face was set in a mask of wan discomfort, and he was so beautifully dressed that for an instant I did not recognise him. Everything which the Correct Man wears was assembled on his person, from the silk hat to the patent-leather boots; and, as he confided to me in the first minute, he was suffering the tortures of the damned. The boots pinched him, the hat hurt his forehead, and the collar was worse than the hat and boots combined.

She makes me wear them, he said, moodily, jerking his head towards the interior of the store and uttering a sharp howl as the movement caused the collar to gouge his neck.

Still, I said, trying to turn his mind to happier things, you must be having a great time. George Tupper tells me that your aunt is rich. I suppose youre living off the fat of the land.

The browsing and sluicing are good, admitted Ukridge. But its a wearing life, laddie. A wearing life, old horse.

Why dont you come and see me sometimes?

Im not allowed out at night.

Well, shall I come and see you?

A look of poignant alarm shot out from under the silk hat.

Dont dream of it, laddie, said Ukridge, earnestly. Dont dream of it. Youre a good chap — my best pal and all that sort of thing — but the fact is, my standing in the homes none too solid even now, and one sight of you would knock my prestige into hash. Aunt Julia would think you worldly.

Im not worldly.

Well, you look worldly. You wear a squash hat and a soft collar. If you dont mind my suggesting it, old horse, I think, if I were you, Id pop off now before she comes out. Good-bye, laddie.

Ichabod! I murmured sadly to myself as I passed on down Oxford Street. Ichabod!

I should have had more faith. I should have known my Ukridge better. I should have realised that a London suburb could no more imprison that great man permanently than Elba did Napoleon.

One afternoon, as I let myself into the house in Ebury Street of which I rented at that time the bedroom and sitting-room on the first floor, I came upon Bowles, my landlord, standing in listening attitude at the foot of the stairs.

Good afternoon, sir, said Bowles. A gentleman is waiting to see you. I fancy I heard him calling me a moment ago.

Who is he?

A Mr. Ukridge, sir. He — —

A vast voice boomed out from above.

Bowles, old horse!

Bowles, like all other proprietors of furnished apartments in the south-western district of London, was an ex-butler, and about him, as about all ex-butlers, there clung like a garment an aura of dignified superiority which had never failed to crush my spirit. He was a man of portly aspect, with a bald head and prominent eyes of a lightish green — eyes that seemed to weigh me dispassionately and find me wanting. Hm! they seemed to say. Young — very young. And not at all what I have been accustomed to in the best places. To hear this dignitary addressed — and in a shout at that — as old horse affected me with much the same sense of imminent chaos as would afflict a devout young curate if he saw his bishop slapped on the back. The shock, therefore, when he responded not merely mildly but with what almost amounted to camaraderie was numbing.

Sir? cooed Bowles.

Bring me six bones and a corkscrew.

Very good, sir.

Bowles retired, and I bounded upstairs and flung open the door of my sitting-room.

Great Scott! I said, blankly.

The place was a sea of Pekingese dogs. Later investigation reduced their numbers to six, but in that first moment there seemed to be hundreds. Goggling eyes met mine wherever I looked. The room was a forest of waving tails. With his back against the mantelpiece, smoking placidly, stood Ukridge.

Hallo, laddie! he said, with a genial wave of the hand, as if to make me free of the place. Youre just in time. Ive got to dash off and catch a train in a quarter of an hour. Stop it, you mutts! he bellowed, and the six Pekingese, who had been barking steadily since my arrival, stopped in mid-yap, and were still. Ukridges personality seemed to exercise a magnetism over the animal kingdom, from ex-butlers to Pekes, which bordered on the uncanny. Im off to Sheeps Cray, in Kent. Taken a cottage there.

Are you going to live there?

Yes.

But what about your aunt?

Oh, Ive left her. Life is stern and life is earnest, and if I mean to make a fortune Ive got to bustle about and not stay cooped up in a place like Wimbledon.

Something in that.

Besides which, she told me the very sight of me made her sick and she never wanted to see me again.

I might have guessed, directly I saw him, that some upheaval had taken place. The sumptuous raiment which had made him such a treat to the eye at our last meeting was gone, and he was back in his pre-Wimbledon costume, which was, as the advertisements say, distinctively individual. Over grey flannel trousers, a golf coat, and a brown sweater he wore like a royal robe a bright yellow mackintosh. His collar had broken free from its stud and showed a couple of inches of bare neck. His hair was disordered, and his masterful nose was topped by a pair of steel-rimmed pince-nez cunningly attached to his flapping ears with ginger-beer wire. His whole appearance spelled revolt.

Bowles manifested himself with a plateful of bones.

Thats right. Chuck em down on the floor.

Very good, sir.

I like that fellow, said Ukridge, as the door closed. We had a dashed interesting talk before you came in. Did you know he had a cousin on the music-halls?

He hasnt confided in me much.

Hes promised me an introduction to him later on. May be useful to be in touch with a man who knows the ropes. You see, laddie, Ive hit on the most amazing scheme. He swept his arm round dramatically, overturning a plaster cast of the Infant Samuel at Prayer. All right, all right, you can mend it with glue or something, and, anyway, youre probably better without it. Yessir, Ive hit on a great scheme. The idea of a thousand years.

Whats that?

Im going to train dogs.

Train dogs?

For the music-hall stage. Dog acts, you know. Performing dogs. Pots of money in it. I start in a modest way with these six. When Ive taught em a few tricks, I sell them to a fellow in the profession for a large sum and buy twelve more. I train those, sell em for a large sum, and with the money buy twenty-four more. I train those — —

Here, wait a minute. My head was beginning to swim. I had a vision of England paved with Pekingese dogs, all doing tricks. How do you know youll be able to sell them?

Of course I shall. The demands enormous. Supply cant cope with it. At a conservative estimate I should think I ought to scoop in four or five thousand pounds the first year. That, of course, is before the business really starts to expand.

I see.

When I get going properly, with a dozen assistants under me and an organised establishment, I shall begin to touch the big money. What Im aiming at is a sort of Dogs College out in the country somewhere. Big place with a lot of ground. Regular classes and a set curriculum. Large staff, each member of it with so many dogs under his care, me looking on and superintending. Why, once the thing starts moving itll run itself, and all I shall have to do will be to sit back and endorse the cheques. It isnt as if I would have to confine my operations to England. The demand for performing dogs is universal throughout the civilised world. America wants performing dogs. Australia wants performing dogs. Africa could do with a few, Ive no doubt. My aim, laddie, is gradually to get a monopoly of the trade. I want everybody who needs a performing dog of any description to come automatically to me. And Ill tell you what, laddie. If you like to put up a bit of capital, Ill let you in on the ground floor.

No, thanks.

All right. Have it your own way. Only dont forget that there was a fellow who put nine hundred dollars into the Ford Car business when it was starting and he collected a cool forty million. I say, is that clock right? Great Scott! Ill be missing my train. Help me mobilise these dashed animals.

Five minutes later, accompanied by the six Pekingese and bearing about him a pound of my tobacco, three pairs of my socks, and the remains of a bottle of whisky, Ukridge departed in a taxi-cab for Charing Cross Station to begin his life-work.

Perhaps six weeks passed, six quiet Ukridgeless weeks, and then one morning I received an agitated telegram. Indeed, it was not so much a telegram as a cry of anguish. In every word of it there breathed the tortured spirit of a great man who has battled in vain against overwhelming odds. It was the sort of telegram which Job might have sent off after a lengthy session with Bildad the Shuhite: — 

Come here immediately, laddie. Life and death matter, old horse. Desperate situation. Dont fail me.

It stirred me like a bugle, I caught the next train.

The White Cottage, Sheeps Cray — destined, presumably, to become in future years an historic spot and a Mecca for dog-loving pilgrims — was a small and battered building standing near the main road to London at some distance from the village. I found it without difficulty, for Ukridge seemed to have achieved a certain celebrity in the neighbourhood; but to effect an entry was a harder task. I rapped for a full minute without result, then shouted; and I was about to conclude that Ukridge was not at home when the door suddenly opened. As I was just giving a final bang at the moment, I entered the house in a manner reminiscent of one of the Ballet Russe practising a new and difficult step.

Sorry, old horse, said Ukridge. Wouldnt have kept you waiting if Id known who it was. Thought you were Gooch, the grocer — goods supplied to the value of six pounds three and a penny.

I see.

He keeps hounding me for his beastly money, said Ukridge, bitterly, as he led the way into the sitting-room. Its a little hard. Upon my Sam its a little hard. I come down here to inaugurate a vast business and do the natives a bit of good by establishing a growing industry in their midst, and the first thing you know they turn round and bite the hand that was going to feed them. Ive been hampered and rattled by these blood-suckers ever since I got here. A little trust, a little sympathy, a little of the good old give-and-take spirit — that was all I asked. And what happened? They wanted a bit on account! Kept bothering me for a bit on account, Ill trouble you, just when I needed all my thoughts and all my energy and every ounce of concentration at my command for my extraordinarily difficult and delicate work. I couldnt give them a bit on account. Later on, if they had only exercised reasonable patience, I would no doubt have been in a position to settle their infernal bills fifty times over. But the time was not ripe. I reasoned with the men. I said, Here am I, a busy man, trying hard to educate six Pekingese dogs for the music-hall stage, and you come distracting my attention and impairing my efficiency by babbling about a bit on account. It isnt the pull-together spirit, I said. It isnt the spirit that wins to wealth. These narrow petty-cash ideas can never make for success. But no, they couldnt see it. They started calling here at all hours and waylaying me in the public highways till life became an absolute curse. And now what do you think has happened?

What?

The dogs.

Got distemper?

No. Worse. My landlords pinched them as security for his infernal rent! Sneaked the stock. Tied up the assets. Crippled the business at the very outset. Have you ever in your life heard of anything so dastardly? I know I agreed to pay the damned rent weekly and Im about six weeks behind, but, my gosh! surely a man with a huge enterprise on his hands isnt supposed to have to worry about these trifles when hes occupied with the most delicate —— Well, I put all that to old Nickerson, but a fat lot of good it did. So then I wired to you.

Ah! I said, and there was a brief and pregnant pause.

I thought, said Ukridge, meditatively, that you might be able to suggest somebody I could touch.

He spoke in a detached and almost casual way, but his eye was gleaming at me significantly, and I avoided it with a sense of guilt. My finances at the moment were in their customary unsettled condition — rather more so, in fact, than usual, owing to unsatisfactory speculations at Kempton Park on the previous Saturday; and it seemed to me that, if ever there was a time for passing the buck, this was it. I mused tensely. It was an occasion for quick thinking.

George Tupper! I cried, on the crest of a brain-wave.

George Tupper? echoed Ukridge, radiantly, his gloom melting like fog before the sun. The very man, by Gad! Its a most amazing thing, but I never thought of him. George Tupper, of course! Big-hearted George, the old school-chum. Hell do it like a shot and wont miss the money. These Foreign Office blokes have always got a spare tenner or two tucked away in the old sock. They pinch it out of the public funds. Rush back to town, laddie, with all speed, get hold of Tuppy, lush him up, and bite his ear for twenty quid. Now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of the party.

I had been convinced that George Tupper would not fail us, nor did he. He parted without a murmur — even with enthusiasm. The consignment was one that might have been made to order for him. As a boy, George used to write sentimental poetry for the school magazine, and now he is the sort of man who is always starting subscription lists and getting up memorials and presentations. He listened to my story with the serious official air which these Foreign Office fellows put on when they are deciding whether to declare war on Switzerland or send a firm note to San Marino, and was reaching for his cheque-book before I had been speaking two minutes. Ukridges sad case seemed to move him deeply.

Too bad, said George. So he is training dogs, is he? Well, it seems very unfair that, if he has at last settled down to real work, he should be hampered by financial difficulties at the outset. We ought to do something practical for him. After all, a loan of twenty pounds cannot relieve the situation permanently.

I think youre a bit optimistic if youre looking on it as a loan.

What Ukridge needs is capital.

He thinks that, too. So does Gooch, the grocer.

Capital, repeated George Tupper, firmly, as if he were reasoning with the plenipotentiary of some Great Power. Every venture requires capital at first. He frowned thoughtfully. Where can we obtain capital for Ukridge?

Rob a bank.

George Tuppers face cleared.

I have it! he said. I will go straight over to Wimbledon to-night and approach his aunt.

Arent you forgetting that Ukridge is about as popular with her as a cold welsh rabbit?

There may be a temporary estrangement, but if I tell her the facts and impress upon her that Ukridge is really making a genuine effort to earn a living — —

Well, try it if you like. But she will probably set the parrot on to you.

It will have to be done diplomatically, of course. It might be as well if you did not tell Ukridge what I propose to do. I do not wish to arouse hopes which may not be fulfilled.

A blaze of yellow on the platform of Sheeps Cray Station next morning informed me that Ukridge had come to meet my train. The sun poured down from a cloudless sky, but it took more than sunshine to make Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge discard his mackintosh. He looked like an animated blob of mustard.

When the train rolled in, he was standing in solitary grandeur trying to light his pipe, but as I got out I perceived that he had been joined by a sad-looking man, who, from the rapid and earnest manner in which he talked and the vehemence of his gesticulations, appeared to be ventilating some theme on which he felt deeply. Ukridge was looking warm and harassed, and, as I approached, I could hear his voice booming in reply.

My dear sir, my dear old horse, do be reasonable, do try to cultivate the big, broad flexible outlook — —

He saw me and broke away — not unwillingly; and, gripping my arm, drew me off along the platform. The sad-looking man followed irresolutely.

Have you got the stuff, laddie? enquired Ukridge, in a tense whisper. Have you got it?

Yes, here it is.

Put it back, put it back! moaned Ukridge in agony, as I felt in my pocket. Do you know who that was I was talking to? Gooch, the grocer!

Goods supplied to the value of six pounds three and a penny?

Absolutely!

Well, nows your chance. Fling him a purse of gold. Thatll make him look silly.

My dear old horse, I cant afford to go about the place squandering my cash simply in order to make grocers look silly. That money is earmarked for Nickerson, my landlord.

Oh! I say, I think the six pounds three and a penny bird is following us.

Then for goodness sake, laddie, lets get a move on! If that man knew we had twenty quid on us, our lives wouldnt be safe. Hed make one spring.

He hurried me out of the station and led the way up a shady lane that wound off through the fields, slinking furtively like one that on a lonesome road doth walk in fear and dread, and having once looked back walks on and turns no more his head, because he knows a frightful fiend doth close behind him tread. As a matter of fact, the frightful fiend had given up the pursuit after the first few steps, and a moment later I drew this fact to Ukridges attention, for it was not the sort of day on which to break walking records unnecessarily.

He halted, relieved, and mopped his spacious brow with a handkerchief which I recognised as having once been my property.

Thank goodness weve shaken him off, he said. Not a bad chap in his way, I believe — a good husband and father, Im told, and sings in the church choir. But no vision. Thats what he lacks, old horse — vision. He cant understand that all vast industrial enterprises have been built up on a system of liberal and cheerful credit. Wont realise that credit is the life-blood of commerce. Without credit commerce has no elasticity. And if commerce has no elasticity what dam good is it?

I dont know.

Nor does anybody else. Well, now that hes gone, you can give me that money. Did old Tuppy cough up cheerfully?

Blithely.

I knew it, said Ukridge, deeply moved, I knew it. A good fellow. One of the best. Ive always liked Tuppy. A man you can rely on. Some day, when I get going on a big scale, he shall have this back a thousandfold. Im glad you brought small notes.

Why?

I want to scatter em about on the table in front of this Nickerson blighter.

Is this where he lives?

We had come to a red-roofed house, set back from the road amidst trees. Ukridge wielded the knocker forcefully.

Tell Mr. Nickerson, he said to the maid, that Mr. Ukridge has called and would like a word.

About the demeanour of the man who presently entered the room into which we had been shown there was that subtle but well-marked something which stamps your creditor all the world over. Mr. Nickerson was a man of medium height, almost completely surrounded by whiskers, and through the shrubbery he gazed at Ukridge with frozen eyes, shooting out waves of deleterious animal magnetism. You could see at a glance that he was not fond of Ukridge. Take him for all in all, Mr. Nickerson looked like one of the less amiable prophets of the Old Testament about to interview the captive monarch of the Amalekites.

Well? he said, and I have never heard the word spoken in a more forbidding manner.

Ive come about the rent.

Ah! said Mr. Nickerson, guardedly.

To pay it, said Ukridge.

To pay it! ejaculated Mr. Nickerson, incredulously.

Here! said Ukridge, and with a superb gesture flung money on the table.

I understood now why the massive-minded man had wanted small notes. They made a brave display. There was a light breeze blowing in through the open window, and so musical a rustling did it set up as it played about the heaped-up wealth that Mr. Nickersons austerity seemed to vanish like breath off a razor-blade. For a moment a dazed look came into his eyes and he swayed slightly; then, as he started to gather up the money, he took on the benevolent air of a bishop blessing pilgrims. As far as Mr. Nickerson was concerned, the sun was up.

Why, thank you, Mr. Ukridge, Im sure, he said. Thank you very much. No hard feelings, I trust?

Not on my side, old horse, responded Ukridge, affably. Business is business.

Exactly.

Well, I may as well take those dogs now, said Ukridge, helping himself to a cigar from a box which he had just discovered on the mantelpiece and putting a couple more in his pocket in the friendliest way. The sooner theyre back with me, the better. Theyve lost a days education as it is.

Why, certainly, Mr. Ukridge; certainly. They are in the shed at the bottom of the garden. I will get them for you at once.

He retreated through the door, babbling ingratiatingly.

Amazing how fond these blokes are of money, sighed Ukridge. Its a thing I dont like to see. Sordid, I call it. That blighters eyes were gleaming, positively gleaming, laddie, as he scooped up the stuff. Good cigars these, he added, pocketing three more.

There was a faltering footstep outside, and Mr. Nickerson re-entered the room. The man appeared to have something on his mind. A glassy look was in his whisker-bordered eyes, and his mouth, though it was not easy to see it through the jungle, seemed to me to be sagging mournfully. He resembled a minor prophet who has been hit behind the ear with a stuffed eel-skin.

Mr. Ukridge!

Hallo?

The — the little dogs!

Well?

The little dogs!

What about them?

They have gone!

Gone?

Run away!

Run away? How the devil could they run away?

There seems to have been a loose board at the back of the shed. The little dogs must have wriggled through. There is no trace of them to be found.

Ukridge flung up his arms despairingly. He swelled like a captive balloon. His pince-nez rocked on his nose, his mackintosh flapped menacingly, and his collar sprang off its stud. He brought his fist down with a crash on the table.

Upon my Sam!

I am extremely sorry — —

Upon my Sam! cried Ukridge. Its hard. Its pretty hard. I come down here to inaugurate a great business, which would eventually have brought trade and prosperity to the whole neighbourhood, and I have hardly had time to turn round and attend to the preliminary details of the enterprise when this man comes and sneaks my dogs. And now he tells me with a light laugh — —

Mr. Ukridge, I assure you — —

Tells me with a light laugh that theyve gone. Gone! Gone where? Why, dash it, they may be all over the county. A fat chance Ive got of ever seeing them again. Six valuable Pekingese, already educated practically to the stage where they could have been sold at an enormous profit — —

Mr. Nickerson was fumbling guiltily, and now he produced from his pocket a crumpled wad of notes, which he thrust agitatedly upon Ukridge, who waved them away with loathing.

This gentleman, boomed Ukridge, indicating me with a sweeping gesture, happens to be a lawyer. It is extremely lucky that he chanced to come down to-day to pay me a visit. Have you followed the proceedings closely?

I said I had followed them very closely.

Is it your opinion that an action will lie?

I said it seemed highly probable, and this expert ruling appeared to put the final touch on Mr. Nickersons collapse. Almost tearfully he urged the notes on Ukridge.

Whats this? said Ukridge, loftily.

I — I thought, Mr. Ukridge, that, if it were agreeable to you, you might consent to take your money back, and — and consider the episode closed.

Ukridge turned to me with raised eyebrows.

Ha! he cried. Ha, ha!

Ha, ha! I chorused, dutifully.

He thinks that he can close the episode by giving me my money back. Isnt that rich?

Fruity, I agreed.

Those dogs were worth hundreds of pounds, and he thinks he can square me with a rotten twenty. Would you have believed it if you hadnt heard it with your own ears, old horse?

Never!

Ill tell you what Ill do, said Ukridge, after thought. Ill take this money. Mr. Nickerson thanked him. And there are one or two trifling accounts which want settling with some of the local tradesmen. You will square those — —

Certainly, Mr. Ukridge, certainly.

And after that — well, Ill have to think it over. If I decide to institute proceedings my lawyer will communicate with you in due course.

And we left the wretched man, cowering despicably behind his whiskers.

It seemed to me, as we passed down the tree-shaded lane and out into the white glare of the road, that Ukridge was bearing himself in his hour of disaster with a rather admirable fortitude. His stock-in-trade, the life-blood of his enterprise, was scattered all over Kent, probably never to return, and all that he had to show on the other side of the balance-sheet was the cancelling of a few weeks back rent and the paying-off of Gooch, the grocer, and his friends. It was a situation which might well have crushed the spirit of an ordinary man, but Ukridge seemed by no means dejected. Jaunty, rather. His eyes shone behind their pince-nez and he whistled a rollicking air. When presently he began to sing, I felt that it was time to create a diversion.

What are you going to do? I asked.

Who, me? said Ukridge, buoyantly. Oh, Im coming back to town on the next train. You dont mind hoofing it to the next station, do you? Its only five miles. It might be a trifle risky to start from Sheeps Cray.

Why risky?

Because of the dogs, of course.

Dogs?

Ukridge hummed a gay strain.

Oh, yes. I forgot to tell you about that. Ive got em.

What?

Yes. I went out late last night and pinched them out of the shed. He chuckled amusedly. Perfectly simple. Only needed a clear, level head. I borrowed a dead cat and tied a string to it, legged it to old Nickersons garden after dark, dug a board out of the back of the shed, and shoved my head down and chirruped. The dogs came trickling out, and I hared off, towing old Colonel Cat on his string. Great run while it lasted, laddie. Hounds picked up the scent right away and started off in a bunch at fifty miles an hour. Cat and I doing a steady fifty-five. Thought every minute old Nickerson would hear and start blazing away with a gun, but nothing happened. I led the pack across country for a run of twenty minutes without a check, parked the dogs in my sitting-room, and so to bed. Took it out of me, by gosh! Not so young as I was.

I was silent for a moment, conscious of a feeling almost of reverence. This man was undoubtedly spacious. There had always been something about Ukridge that dulled the moral sense.

Well, I said at length, youve certainly got vision.

Yes? said Ukridge, gratified.

And the big, broad, flexible outlook.

Got to, laddie, nowadays. The foundation of a successful business career.

And whats the next move?

We were drawing near to the White Cottage. It stood and broiled in the sunlight, and I hoped that there might be something cool to drink inside it. The window of the sitting-room was open, and through it came the yapping of Pekingese.

Oh, I shall find another cottage somewhere else, said Ukridge, eyeing his little home with a certain sentimentality. That wont be hard. Lots of cottages all over the place. And then I shall buckle down to serious work. Youll be astounded at the progress Ive made already. In a minute Ill show you what those dogs can do.

They can bark all right.

Yes. They seem excited about something. You know, laddie, Ive had a great idea. When I saw you at your rooms my scheme was to specialise in performing dogs for the music-halls — what you might call professional dogs. But Ive been thinking it over, and now I dont see why I shouldnt go in for developing amateur talent as well. Say you have a dog — Fido, the household pet — and you think it would brighten the home if he could do a few tricks from time to time. Well, youre a busy man, you havent the time to give up to teaching him. So you just tie a label to his collar and ship him off for a month to the Ukridge Dog College, and back he comes, thoroughly educated. No trouble, no worry, easy terms. Upon my Sam, Im not sure there isnt more money in the amateur branch than in the professional. I dont see why eventually dog owners shouldnt send their dogs to me as a regular thing, just as they send their sons to Eton and Winchester. My golly! this ideas beginning to develop. Ill tell you what — how would it be to issue special collars to all dogs which have graduated from my college? Something distinctive which everybody would recognise. See what I mean? Sort of badge of honour. Fellow with a dog entitled to wear the Ukridge collar would be in a position to look down on the bloke whose dog hadnt got one. Gradually it would get so that anybody in a decent social position would be ashamed to be seen out with a non-Ukridge dog. The thing would become a landslide. Dogs would pour in from all corners of the country. More work than I could handle. Have to start branches. The schemes colossal. Millions in it, my boy! Millions! He paused with his fingers on the handle of the front door. Of course, he went on, just at present its no good blinking the fact that Im hampered and handicapped by lack of funds and can only approach the thing on a small scale. What it amounts to, laddie, is that somehow or other Ive got to get capital.

It seemed the moment to spring the glad news.

I promised him I wouldnt mention it, I said, for fear it might lead to disappointment, but as a matter of fact George Tupper is trying to raise some capital for you. I left him last night starting out to get it.

George Tupper! — Ukridges eyes dimmed with a not unmanly emotion— George Tupper! By Gad, that fellow is the salt of the earth. Good, loyal fellow! A true friend. A man you can rely on. Upon my Sam, if there were more fellows about like old Tuppy, there wouldnt be all this modern pessimism and unrest. Did he seem to have any idea where he could raise a bit of capital for me?

Yes. He went round to tell your aunt about your coming down here to train those Pekes, and —— Whats the matter?

A fearful change had come over Ukridges jubilant front. His eyes bulged, his jaw sagged. With the addition of a few feet of grey whiskers he would have looked exactly like the recent Mr. Nickerson.

My aunt? he mumbled, swaying on the door-handle.

Yes. Whats the matter? He thought, if he told her all about it, she might relent and rally round.

The sigh of a gallant fighter at the end of his strength forced its way up from Ukridges mackintosh-covered bosom.

Of all the dashed, infernal, officious, meddling, muddling, fat-headed, interfering asses, he said, wanly, George Tupper is the worst.

What do you mean?

The man oughtnt to be at large. Hes a public menace.

But — —

Those dogs belong to my aunt. I pinched them when she chucked me out!

Inside the cottage the Pekingese were still yapping industriously.

Upon my Sam, said Ukridge, its a little hard.

I think he would have said more, but at this point a voice spoke with a sudden and awful abruptness from the interior of the cottage. It was a womans voice, a quiet, steely voice, a voice, it seemed to me, that suggested cold eyes, a beaky nose, and hair like gun-metal.

Stanley!

That was all it said, but it was enough. Ukridges eye met mine in a wild surmise. He seemed to shrink into his mackintosh like a snail surprised while eating lettuce.

Stanley!

Yes, Aunt Julia? quavered Ukridge.

Come here. I wish to speak to you.

Yes, Aunt Julia.

I sidled out into the road. Inside the cottage the yapping of the Pekingese had become quite hysterical. I found myself trotting, and then — though it was a warm day — running quite rapidly. I could have stayed if I had wanted to, but somehow I did not want to. Something seemed to tell me that on this holy domestic scene I should be an intruder.

What it was that gave me that impression I do not know — probably vision or the big, broad, flexible outlook.


UKRIDGES ACCIDENT SYNDICATE
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HALF A MINUTE, laddie, said Ukridge. And, gripping my arm, he brought me to a halt on the outskirts of the little crowd which had collected about the church door.

It was a crowd such as may be seen any morning during the London mating-season outside any of the churches which nestle in the quiet squares between Hyde Park and the Kings Road, Chelsea.

It consisted of five women of cooklike aspect, four nurse-maids, half a dozen men of the non-producing class who had torn themselves away for the moment from their normal task of propping up the wall of the Bunch of Grapes public-house on the corner, a costermonger with a barrow of vegetables, divers small boys, eleven dogs, and two or three purposeful-looking young fellows with cameras slung over their shoulders. It was plain that a wedding was in progress — and, arguing from the presence of the camera-men and the line of smart motor-cars along the kerb, a fairly fashionable wedding. What was not plain — to me — was why Ukridge, sternest of bachelors, had desired to add himself to the spectators.

What, I enquired, is the thought behind this? Why are we interrupting our walk to attend the obsequies of some perfect stranger?

Ukridge did not reply for a moment. He seemed plunged in thought. Then he uttered a hollow, mirthless laugh — a dreadful sound like the last gargle of a dying moose.

Perfect stranger, my number eleven foot! he responded, in his coarse way. Do you know who it is whos getting hitched up in there?

Who?

Teddy Weeks.

Teddy Weeks? Teddy Weeks? Good Lord! I exclaimed. Not really?

And five years rolled away.

It was at Barolinis Italian restaurant in Beak Street that Ukridge evolved his great scheme. Barolinis was a favourite resort of our little group of earnest strugglers in the days when the philanthropic restaurateurs of Soho used to supply four courses and coffee for a shilling and sixpence; and there were present that night, besides Ukridge and myself, the following men-about-town: Teddy Weeks, the actor, fresh from a six-weeks tour with the Number Three Only a Shop-Girl Company; Victor Beamish, the artist, the man who drew that picture of the O-So-Eesi Piano-Player in the advertisement pages of the Piccadilly Magazine; Bertram Fox, author of Ashes of Remorse, and other unproduced motion-picture scenarios; and Robert Dunhill, who, being employed at a salary of eighty pounds per annum by the New Asiatic Bank, represented the sober, hard-headed commercial element. As usual, Teddy Weeks had collared the conversation, and was telling us once again how good he was and how hardly treated by a malignant fate.

There is no need to describe Teddy Weeks. Under another and a more euphonious name he has long since made his personal appearance dreadfully familiar to all who read the illustrated weekly papers. He was then, as now, a sickeningly handsome young man, possessing precisely the same melting eyes, mobile mouth, and corrugated hair so esteemed by the theatre-going public to-day. And yet, at this period of his career he was wasting himself on minor touring companies of the kind which open at Barrow-in-Furness and jump to Bootle for the second half of the week. He attributed this, as Ukridge was so apt to attribute his own difficulties, to lack of capital.

I have everything, he said, querulously, emphasising his remarks with a coffee-spoon. Looks, talent, personality, a beautiful speaking-voice — everything. All I need is a chance. And I cant get that because I have no clothes fit to wear. These managers are all the same, they never look below the surface, they never bother to find out if a man has genius. All they go by are his clothes. If I could afford to buy a couple of suits from a Cork Street tailor, if I could have my boots made to order by Moykoff instead of getting them ready-made and second-hand at Moses Brothers, if I could once contrive to own a decent hat, a really good pair of spats, and a gold cigarette-case, all at the same time, I could walk into any managers office in London and sign up for a West-end production to-morrow.

It was at this point that Freddie Lunt came in. Freddie, like Robert Dunhill, was a financial magnate in the making and an assiduous frequenter of Barolinis; and it suddenly occurred to us that a considerable time had passed since we had last seen him in the place. We enquired the reason for this aloofness.

Ive been in bed, said Freddie, for over a fortnight.

The statement incurred Ukridges stern disapproval. That great man made a practice of never rising before noon, and on one occasion, when a carelessly-thrown match had burned a hole in his only pair of trousers, had gone so far as to remain between the sheets for forty-eight hours; but sloth on so majestic a scale as this shocked him.

Lazy young devil, he commented severely. Letting the golden hours of youth slip by like that when you ought to have been bustling about and making a name for yourself.

Freddie protested himself wronged by the imputation.

I had an accident, he explained. Fell off my bicycle and sprained an ankle.

Tough luck, was our verdict.

Oh, I dont know, said Freddie. It wasnt bad fun getting a rest. And of course there was the fiver.

What fiver?

I got a fiver from the Weekly Cyclist for getting my ankle sprained.

You — what? cried Ukridge, profoundly stirred — as ever — by a tale of easy money. Do you mean to sit there and tell me that some dashed paper paid you five quid simply because you sprained your ankle? Pull yourself together, old horse. Things like that dont happen.

Its quite true.

Can you show me the fiver?

No; because if I did you would try to borrow it.

Ukridge ignored this slur in dignified silence.

Would they pay a fiver to anyone who sprained his ankle? he asked, sticking to the main point.

Yes. If he was a subscriber.

I knew there was a catch in it, said Ukridge, moodily.

Lots of weekly papers are starting this wheeze, proceeded Freddie. You pay a years subscription and that entitles you to accident insurance.

We were interested. This was in the days before every daily paper in London was competing madly against its rivals in the matter of insurance and offering princely bribes to the citizens to make a fortune by breaking their necks. Nowadays papers are paying as high as two thousand pounds for a genuine corpse and five pounds a week for a mere dislocated spine; but at that time the idea was new and it had an attractive appeal.

How many of these rags are doing this? asked Ukridge. You could tell from the gleam in his eyes that that great brain was whirring like a dynamo. As many as ten?

Yes, I should think so. Quite ten.

Then a fellow who subscribed to them all and then sprained his ankle would get fifty quid? said Ukridge, reasoning acutely.

More if the injury was more serious, said Freddie, the expert. They have a regular tariff. So much for a broken arm, so much for a broken leg, and so forth.

Ukridges collar leaped off its stud and his pince-nez wobbled drunkenly as he turned to us.

How much money can you blokes raise? he demanded.

What do you want it for? asked Robert Dunhill, with a bankers caution.

My dear old horse, cant you see? Why, my gosh, Ive got the idea of the century. Upon my Sam, this is the giltest-edged scheme that was ever hatched. Well get together enough money and take out a years subscription for every one of these dashed papers.

Whats the good of that? said Dunhill, coldly unenthusiastic.

They train bank clerks to stifle emotion, so that they will be able to refuse overdrafts when they become managers. The odds are we should none of us have an accident of any kind, and then the money would be chucked away.

Good heavens, ass, snorted Ukridge, you dont suppose Im suggesting that we should leave it to chance, do you? Listen! Heres the scheme. We take out subscriptions for all these papers, then we draw lots, and the fellow who gets the fatal card or whatever it is goes out and breaks his leg and draws the loot, and we split it up between us and live on it in luxury. It ought to run into hundreds of pounds.

A long silence followed. Then Dunhill spoke again. His was a solid rather than a nimble mind.

Suppose he couldnt break his leg?

My gosh! cried Ukridge, exasperated. Here we are in the twentieth century, with every resource of modern civilisation at our disposal, with opportunities for getting our legs broken opening about us on every side — and you ask a silly question like that! Of course he could break his leg. Any ass can break a leg. Its a little hard! Were all infernally broke — personally, unless Freddie can lend me a bit of that fiver till Saturday, Im going to have a difficult job pulling through. We all need money like the dickens, and yet, when I point out this marvellous scheme for collecting a bit, instead of fawning on me for my ready intelligence you sit and make objections. It isnt the right spirit. It isnt the spirit that wins.

If youre as hard up as that, objected Dunhill, how are you going to put in your share of the pool?

A pained, almost a stunned, look came into Ukridges eyes. He gazed at Dunhill through his lop-sided pince-nez as one who speculates as to whether his hearing has deceived him.

Me? he cried. Me? I like that! Upon my Sam, thats rich! Why, damme, if theres any justice in the world, if theres a spark of decency and good feeling in your bally bosoms, I should think you would let me in free for suggesting the idea. Its a little hard! I supply the brains and you want me to cough up cash as well. My gosh, I didnt expect this. This hurts me, by George! If anybody had told me that an old pal would — —

Oh, all right, said Robert Dunhill. All right, all right, all right. But Ill tell you one thing. If you draw the lot itll be the happiest day of my life.

I shant, said Ukridge. Something tells me that I shant.

Nor did he. When, in a solemn silence broken only by the sound of a distant waiter quarrelling with the cook down a speaking-tube, we had completed the drawing, the man of destiny was Teddy Weeks.

I suppose that even in the springtime of Youth, when broken limbs seems a lighter matter than they become later in life, it can never be an unmixedly agreeable thing to have to go out into the public highways and try to make an accident happen to one. In such circumstances the reflection that you are thereby benefiting your friends brings but slight balm. To Teddy Weeks it appeared to bring no balm at all. That he was experiencing a certain disinclination to sacrifice himself for the public good became more and more evident as the days went by and found him still intact. Ukridge, when he called upon me to discuss the matter, was visibly perturbed. He sank into a chair beside the table at which I was beginning my modest morning meal, and, having drunk half my coffee, sighed deeply.

Upon my Sam, he moaned, its a little disheartening. I strain my brain to think up schemes for getting us all a bit of money just at the moment when we are all needing it most, and when I hit on what is probably the simplest and yet ripest notion of our time, this blighter Weeks goes and lets me down by shirking his plain duty. Its just my luck that a fellow like that should have drawn the lot. And the worst of it is, laddie, that, now weve started with him, weve got to keep on. We cant possibly raise enough money to pay yearly subscriptions for anybody else. Its Weeks or nobody.

I suppose we must give him time.

Thats what he says, grunted Ukridge, morosely, helping himself to toast. He says he doesnt know how to start about it. To listen to him, youd think that going and having a trifling accident was the sort of delicate and intricate job that required years of study and special preparation. Why, a child of six could do it on his head at five minutes notice. The mans so infernally particular. You make helpful suggestions, and instead of accepting them in a broad, reasonable spirit of co-operation he comes back at you every time with some frivolous objection. Hes so dashed fastidious. When we were out last night, we came on a couple of navvies scrapping. Good hefty fellows, either of them capable of putting him in hospital for a month. I told him to jump in and start separating them, and he said no; it was a private dispute which was none of his business, and he didnt feel justified in interfering. Finicky, I call it. I tell you, laddie, this blighter is a broken reed. He has got cold feet. We did wrong to let him into the drawing at all. We might have known that a fellow like that would never give results. No conscience. No sense of esprit de corps. No notion of putting himself out to the most trifling extent for the benefit of the community. Havent you any more marmalade, laddie?

I have not.

Then Ill be going, said Ukridge, moodily. I suppose, he added, pausing at the door, you couldnt lend me five bob?

How did you guess?

Then Ill tell you what, said Ukridge, ever fair and reasonable; you can stand me dinner to-night. He seemed cheered up for the moment by this happy compromise, but gloom descended on him again. His face clouded. When I think, he said, of all the money thats locked up in that poor faint-hearted fish, just waiting to be released, I could sob. Sob, laddie, like a little child. I never liked that man — he has a bad eye and waves his hair. Never trust a man who waves his hair, old horse.

Ukridges pessimism was not confined to himself. By the end of a fortnight, nothing having happened to Teddy Weeks worse than a slight cold which he shook off in a couple of days, the general consensus of opinion among his apprehensive colleagues in the Syndicate was that the situation had become desperate. There were no signs whatever of any return on the vast capital which we had laid out, and meanwhile meals had to be bought, landladies paid, and a reasonable supply of tobacco acquired. It was a melancholy task in these circumstances to read ones paper of a morning.

All over the inhabited globe, so the well-informed sheet gave one to understand, every kind of accident was happening every day to practically everybody in existence except Teddy Weeks. Farmers in Minnesota were getting mixed up with reaping-machines, peasants in India were being bisected by crocodiles; iron girders from skyscrapers were falling hourly on the heads of citizens in every town from Philadelphia to San Francisco; and the only people who were not down with ptomaine poisoning were those who had walked over cliffs, driven motors into walls, tripped over manholes, or assumed on too slight evidence that the gun was not loaded. In a crippled world, it seemed, Teddy Weeks walked alone, whole and glowing with health. It was one of those grim, ironical, hopeless, grey, despairful situations which the Russian novelists love to write about, and I could not find it in me to blame Ukridge for taking direct action in this crisis. My only regret was that bad luck caused so excellent a plan to miscarry.

My first intimation that he had been trying to hurry matters on came when he and I were walking along the Kings Road one evening, and he drew me into Markham Square, a dismal backwater where he had once had rooms.

Whats the idea? I asked, for I disliked the place.

Teddy Weeks lives here, said Ukridge. In my old rooms. I could not see that this lent any fascination to the place. Every day and in every way I was feeling sorrier and sorrier that I had been foolish enough to put money which I could ill spare into a venture which had all the earmarks of a wash-out, and my sentiments towards Teddy Weeks were cold and hostile.

I want to enquire after him.

Enquire after him? Why?

Well, the fact is, laddie, I have an idea that he has been bitten by a dog.

What makes you think that?

Oh, I dont know, said Ukridge, dreamily. Ive just got the idea. You know how one gets ideas.

The mere contemplation of this beautiful event was so inspiring that for awhile it held me silent. In each of the ten journals in which we had invested dog-bites were specifically recommended as things which every subscriber ought to have. They came about half-way up the list of lucrative accidents, inferior to a broken rib or a fractured fibula, but better value than an ingrowing toe-nail. I was gloating happily over the picture conjured up by Ukridges words when an exclamation brought me back with a start to the realities of life. A revolting sight met my eyes. Down the street came ambling the familiar figure of Teddy Weeks, and one glance at his elegant person was enough to tell us that our hopes had been built on sand. Not even a toy Pomeranian had chewed this man.

Hallo, you fellows! said Teddy Weeks.

Hallo! we responded, dully.

Cant stop, said Teddy Weeks. Ive got to fetch a doctor.

A doctor?

Yes. Poor Victor Beamish. Hes been bitten by a dog.

Ukridge and I exchanged weary glances. It seemed as if Fate was going out of its way to have sport with us. What was the good of a dog biting Victor Beamish? What was the good of a hundred dogs biting Victor Beamish? A dog-bitten Victor Beamish had no market value whatever.

You know that fierce brute that belongs to my landlady, said Teddy Weeks. The one that always dashes out into the area and barks at people who come to the front door. I remembered. A large mongrel with wild eyes and flashing fangs, badly in need of a haircut. I had encountered it once in the street, when visiting Ukridge, and only the presence of the latter, who knew it well and to whom all dogs were as brothers, had saved me from the doom of Victor Beamish. Somehow or other he got into my bedroom this evening. He was waiting there when I came home. I had brought Beamish back with me, and the animal pinned him by the leg the moment I opened the door.

Why didnt he pin you? asked Ukridge, aggrieved.

What I cant make out, said Teddy Weeks, is how on earth the brute came to be in my room. Somebody must have put him there. The whole thing is very mysterious.

Why didnt he pin you? demanded Ukridge again.

Oh, I managed to climb on to the top of the wardrobe while he was biting Beamish, said Teddy Weeks. And then the landlady came and took him away. But I cant stop here talking. I must go and get that doctor.

We gazed after him in silence as he tripped down the street. We noted the careful manner in which he paused at the corner to eye the traffic before crossing the road, the wary way in which he drew back to allow a truck to rattle past.

You heard that? said Ukridge, tensely. He climbed on to the top of the wardrobe!

Yes.

And you saw the way he dodged that excellent truck?

Yes.

Somethings got to be done, said Ukridge, firmly. The man has got to be awakened to a sense of his responsibilities.

Next day a deputation waited on Teddy Weeks.

Ukridge was our spokesman, and he came to the point with admirable directness.

How about it? asked Ukridge.

How about what? replied Teddy Weeks, nervously, avoiding his accusing eye.

When do we get action?

Oh, you mean that accident business?

Yes.

Ive been thinking about that, said Teddy Weeks.

Ukridge drew the mackintosh which he wore indoors and out of doors and in all weathers more closely around him. There was in the action something suggestive of a member of the Roman Senate about to denounce an enemy of the State. In just such a manner must Cicero have swished his toga as he took a deep breath preparatory to assailing Clodius. He toyed for a moment with the ginger-beer wire which held his pince-nez in place, and endeavoured without success to button his collar at the back. In moments of emotion Ukridges collar always took on a sort of temperamental jumpiness which no stud could restrain.

And about time you were thinking about it, he boomed, sternly.

We shifted appreciatively in our seats, all except Victor Beamish, who had declined a chair and was standing by the mantelpiece. Upon my Sam, its about time you were thinking about it. Do you realise that weve invested an enormous sum of money in you on the distinct understanding that we could rely on you to do your duty and get immediate results? Are we to be forced to the conclusion that you are so yellow and few in the pod as to want to evade your honourable obligations? We thought better of you, Weeks. Upon my Sam, we thought better of you. We took you for a two-fisted, enterprising, big-souled, one hundred-per-cent. he-man who would stand by his friends to the finish.

Yes, but — —

Any bloke with a sense of loyalty and an appreciation of what it meant to the rest of us would have rushed out and found some means of fulfilling his duty long ago. You dont even grasp at the opportunities that come your way. Only yesterday I saw you draw back when a single step into the road would have had a truck bumping into you.

Well, its not so easy to let a truck bump into you.

Nonsense. It only requires a little ordinary resolution. Use your imagination, man. Try to think that a child has fallen down in the street — a little golden-haired child, said Ukridge, deeply affected. And a dashed great cab or something comes rolling up. The kids mother is standing on the pavement, helpless, her hands clasped in agony. Dammit, she cries, will no one save my darling? Yes, by George, you shout, I will. And out you jump and the things over in half a second. I dont know what youre making such a fuss about.

Yes, but — — said Teddy Weeks.

Im told, whats more, it isnt a bit painful. A sort of dull shock, thats all.

Who told you that?

I forget. Someone.

Well, you can tell him from me that hes an ass, said Teddy Weeks, with asperity.

All right. If you object to being run over by a truck there are lots of other ways. But, upon my Sam, its pretty hopeless suggesting them. You seem to have no enterprise at all. Yesterday, after I went to all the trouble to put a dog in your room, a dog which would have done all the work for you — all that you had to do was stand still and let him use his own judgment — what happened? You climbed on to — —

Victor Beamish interrupted, speaking in a voice husky with emotion.

Was it you who put that damned dog in the room?

Eh? said Ukridge. Why, yes. But we can have a good talk about all that later on, he proceeded, hastily. The point at the moment is how the dickens were going to persuade this poor worm to collect our insurance money for us. Why, damme, I should have thought you would have — —

All I can say — — began Victor Beamish, heatedly.

Yes, yes, said Ukridge; some other time. Must stick to business now, laddie. I was saying, he resumed, that I should have thought you would have been as keen as mustard to put the job through for your own sake. Youre always beefing that you havent any clothes to impress managers with. Think of all you can buy with your share of the swag once you have summoned up a little ordinary determination and seen the thing through. Think of the suits, the boots, the hats, the spats. Youre always talking about your dashed career, and how all you need to land you in a West-end production is good clothes. Well, heres your chance to get them.

His eloquence was not wasted. A wistful look came into Teddy Weekss eye, such a look as must have come into the eye of Moses on the summit of Pisgah. He breathed heavily. You could see that the man was mentally walking along Cork Street, weighing the merits of one famous tailor against another.

Ill tell you what Ill do, he said, suddenly. Its no use asking me to put this thing through in cold blood. I simply cant do it. I havent the nerve. But if you fellows will give me a dinner to-night with lots of champagne I think it will key me up to it.

A heavy silence fell upon the room. Champagne! The word was like a knell.

How on earth are we going to afford champagne? said Victor Beamish.

Well, there it is, said Teddy Weeks. Take it or leave it.

Gentlemen, said Ukridge, it would seem that the company requires more capital. How about it, old horses? Lets get together in a frank, business-like cards-on-the-table spirit, and see what can be done. I can raise ten bob.

What! cried the entire assembled company, amazed. How?

Ill pawn a banjo.

You havent got a banjo.

No, but George Tupper has, and I know where he keeps it.

Started in this spirited way, the subscriptions came pouring in. I contributed a cigarette-case, Bertram Fox thought his landlady would let him owe for another week, Robert Dunhill had an uncle in Kensington who, he fancied, if tactfully approached, would be good for a quid, and Victor Beamish said that if the advertisement-manager of the O-So-Eesi Piano-Player was churlish enough to refuse an advance of five shillings against future work he misjudged him sadly. Within a few minutes, in short, the Lightning Drive had produced the impressive total of two pounds six shillings, and we asked Teddy Weeks if he thought that he could get adequately keyed up within the limits of that sum.

Ill try, said Teddy Weeks.

So, not unmindful of the fact that that excellent hostelry supplied champagne at eight shillings the quart bottle, we fixed the meeting for seven oclock at Barolinis.

Considered as a social affair, Teddy Weekss keying-up dinner was not a success. Almost from the start I think we all found it trying. It was not so much the fact that he was drinking deeply of Barolinis eight-shilling champagne while we, from lack of funds, were compelled to confine ourselves to meaner beverages; what really marred the pleasantness of the function was the extraordinary effect the stuff had on Teddy. What was actually in the champagne supplied to Barolini and purveyed by him to the public, such as were reckless enough to drink it, at eight shillings the bottle remains a secret between its maker and his Maker; but three glasses of it were enough to convert Teddy Weeks from a mild and rather oily young man into a truculent swashbuckler.

He quarrelled with us all. With the soup he was tilting at Victor Beamishs theories of Art; the fish found him ridiculing Bertram Foxs views on the future of the motion-picture; and by the time the leg of chicken with dandelion salad arrived — or, as some held, string salad — opinions varied on this point — the hell-brew had so wrought on him that he had begun to lecture Ukridge on his mis-spent life and was urging him in accents audible across the street to go out and get a job and thus acquire sufficient self-respect to enable him to look himself in the face in a mirror without wincing. Not, added Teddy Weeks with what we all thought uncalled-for offensiveness, that any amount of self-respect was likely to do that. Having said which, he called imperiously for another eight bobs-worth.

We gazed at one another wanly. However excellent the end towards which all this was tending, there was no denying that it was hard to bear. But policy kept us silent. We recognised that this was Teddy Weekss evening and that he must be humoured. Victor Beamish said meekly that Teddy had cleared up a lot of points which had been troubling him for a long time. Bertram Fox agreed that there was much in what Teddy had said about the future of the close-up. And even Ukridge, though his haughty soul was seared to its foundations by the latters personal remarks, promised to take his homily to heart and act upon it at the earliest possible moment.

Youd better! said Teddy Weeks, belligerently, biting off the end of one of Barolinis best cigars. And theres another thing — dont let me hear of your coming and sneaking peoples socks again.

Very well, laddie, said Ukridge, humbly.

If there is one person in the world that I despise, said Teddy, bending a red-eyed gaze on the offender, its a snock-seeker — a seek-snocker — a — well, you know what I mean.

We hastened to assure him that we knew what he meant and he relapsed into a lengthy stupor, from which he emerged three-quarters of an hour later to announce that he didnt know what we intended to do, but that he was going. We said that we were going too, and we paid the bill and did so.

Teddy Weekss indignation on discovering us gathered about him upon the pavement outside the restaurant was intense, and he expressed it freely. Among other things, he said — which was not true — that he had a reputation to keep up in Soho.

Its all right, Teddy, old horse, said Ukridge, soothingly. We just thought you would like to have all your old pals round you when you did it.

Did it? Did what?

Why, had the accident.

Teddy Weeks glared at him truculently. Then his mood seemed to change abruptly, and he burst into a loud and hearty laugh.

Well, of all the silly ideas! he cried, amusedly. Im not going to have an accident. You dont suppose I ever seriously intended to have an accident, do you? It was just my fun. Then, with another sudden change of mood, he seemed to become a victim to an acute unhappiness. He stroked Ukridges arm affectionately, and a tear rolled down his cheek. Just my fun, he repeated. You dont mind my fun, do you? he asked, pleadingly. You like my fun, dont you? All my fun. Never meant to have an accident at all. Just wanted dinner. The gay humour of it all overcame his sorrow once more. Funniest thing ever heard, he said cordially. Didnt want accident, wanted dinner. Dinner daxident, danner dixident, he added, driving home his point. Well, good night all, he said, cheerily. And, stepping off the kerb on to a banana-skin, was instantly knocked ten feet by a passing lorry.

Two ribs and an arm, said the doctor five minutes later, superintending the removal proceedings. Gently with that stretcher.

It was two weeks before we were informed by the authorities of Charing Cross Hospital that the patient was in a condition to receive visitors. A whip-round secured the price of a basket of fruit, and Ukridge and I were deputed by the shareholders to deliver it with their compliments and kind enquiries.

Hallo! we said in a hushed, bedside manner when finally admitted to his presence.

Sit down, gentlemen, replied the invalid.

I must confess even in that first moment to having experienced a slight feeling of surprise. It was not like Teddy Weeks to call us gentlemen. Ukridge, however, seemed to notice nothing amiss.

Well, well, well, he said, buoyantly. And how are you, laddie? Weve brought you a few fragments of fruit.

I am getting along capitally, replied Teddy Weeks, still in that odd precise way which had made his opening words strike me as curious. And I should like to say that in my opinion England has reason to be proud of the alertness and enterprise of her great journals. The excellence of their reading-matter, the ingenuity of their various competitions, and, above all, the go-ahead spirit which has resulted in this accident insurance scheme are beyond praise. Have you got that down? he enquired.

Ukridge and I looked at each other. We had been told that Teddy was practically normal again, but this sounded like delirium.

Have we got that down, old horse? asked Ukridge, gently.

Teddy Weeks seemed surprised.

Arent you reporters?

How do you mean, reporters?

I thought you had come from one of these weekly papers that have been paying me insurance money, to interview me, said Teddy Weeks.

Ukridge and I exchanged another glance. An uneasy glance this time. I think that already a grim foreboding had begun to cast its shadow over us.

Surely you remember me, Teddy, old horse? said Ukridge, anxiously.

Teddy Weeks knit his brow, concentrating painfully.

Why, of course, he said at last. Youre Ukridge, arent you?

Thats right. Ukridge.

Of course. Ukridge.

Yes. Ukridge. Funny your forgetting me!

Yes, said Teddy Weeks. Its the effect of the shock I got when that thing bowled me over. I must have been struck on the head, I suppose. It has had the effect of rendering my memory rather uncertain. The doctors here are very interested. They say it is a most unusual case. I can remember some things perfectly, but in some ways my memory is a complete blank.

Oh, but I say, old horse, quavered Ukridge. I suppose you havent forgotten about that insurance, have you?

Oh, no, I remember that.

Ukridge breathed a relieved sigh.

I was a subscriber to a number of weekly papers, went on Teddy Weeks. They are paying me insurance money now.

Yes, yes, old horse, cried Ukridge. But what I mean is you remember the Syndicate, dont you?

Teddy Weeks raised his eyebrows.

Syndicate? What Syndicate?

Why, when we all got together and put up the money to pay for the subscriptions to these papers and drew lots, to choose which of us should go out and have an accident and collect the money. And you drew it, dont you remember?

Utter astonishment, and a shocked astonishment at that, spread itself over Teddy Weekss countenance. The man seemed outraged.

I certainly remember nothing of the kind, he said, severely. I cannot imagine myself for a moment consenting to become a party to what from your own account would appear to have been a criminal conspiracy to obtain money under false pretences from a number of weekly papers.

But, laddie — —

However, said Teddy Weeks, if there is any truth in this story, no doubt you have documentary evidence to support it.

Ukridge looked at me. I looked at Ukridge. There was a long silence.

Shift-ho, old horse? said Ukridge, sadly. No use staying on here.

No, I replied, with equal gloom. May as well go.

Glad to have seen you, said Teddy Weeks, and thanks for the fruit.

The next time I saw the man he was coming out of a managers office in the Haymarket. He had on a new Homburg hat of a delicate pearl grey, spats to match, and a new blue flannel suit, beautifully cut, with an invisible red twill. He was looking jubilant, and; as I passed him, he drew from his pocket a gold cigarette-case.

It was shortly after that, if you remember, that he made a big hit as the juvenile lead in that piece at the Apollo and started on his sensational career as a matinee idol.

Inside the church the organ had swelled into the familiar music of the Wedding March. A verger came out and opened the doors. The five cooks ceased their reminiscences of other and smarter weddings at which they had participated. The camera-men unshipped their cameras. The costermonger moved his barrow of vegetables a pace forward. A dishevelled and unshaven man at my side uttered a disapproving growl.

Idle rich! said the dishevelled man.

Out of the church came a beauteous being, leading attached to his arm another being, somewhat less beauteous.

There was no denying the spectacular effect of Teddy Weeks. He was handsomer than ever. His sleek hair, gorgeously waved, shone in the sun, his eyes were large and bright; his lissome frame, garbed in faultless morning-coat and trousers, was that of an Apollo. But his bride gave the impression that Teddy had married money. They paused in the doorway, and the camera-men became active and fussy.

Have you got a shilling, laddie? said Ukridge in a low, level voice.

Why do you want a shilling?

Old horse, said Ukridge, tensely, it is of the utmost vital importance that I have a shilling here and now.

I passed it over. Ukridge turned to the dishevelled man, and I perceived that he held in his hand a large rich tomato of juicy and over-ripe appearance.

Would you like to earn a bob? Ukridge said.

Would I! replied the dishevelled man.

Ukridge sank his voice to a hoarse whisper.

The camera-men had finished their preparations. Teddy Weeks, his head thrown back in that gallant way which has endeared him to so many female hearts, was exhibiting his celebrated teeth. The cooks, in undertones, were making adverse comments on the appearance of the bride.

Now, please, said one of the camera-men.

Over the heads of the crowd, well and truly aimed, whizzed a large juicy tomato. It burst like a shell full between Teddy Weekss expressive eyes, obliterating them in scarlet ruin. It spattered Teddy Weekss collar, it dripped on Teddy Weekss morning-coat. And the dishevelled man turned abruptly and raced off down the street.

Ukridge grasped my arm. There was a look of deep content in his eyes.

Shift-ho? said Ukridge.

Arm-in-arm, we strolled off in the pleasant June sunshine.


THE DÉBUT OF BATTLING BILLSON
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IT BECOMES INCREASINGLY difficult, I have found, as time goes by, to recall the exact circumstances in which one first became acquainted with this man or that; for as a general thing I lay no claim to the possession of one of those hair-trigger memories which come from subscribing to the correspondence courses advertised in the magazines. And yet I can state without doubt or hesitation that the individual afterwards known as Battling Billson entered my life at half-past four on the afternoon of Saturday, September the tenth, two days after my twenty-seventh birthday. For there was that about my first sight of him which has caused the event to remain photographically lined on the tablets of my mind when a yesterday has faded from its page. Not only was our meeting dramatic and even startling, but it had in it something of the quality of the last straw, the final sling or arrow of outrageous Fortune. It seemed to put the lid on the sadness of life.

Everything had been going steadily wrong with me for more than a week. I had been away, paying a duty visit to uncongenial relatives in the country, and it had rained and rained and rained. There had been family prayers before breakfast and bezique after dinner. On the journey back to London my carriage had been full of babies, the train had stopped everywhere, and I had had nothing to eat but a bag of buns. And when finally I let myself into my lodgings in Ebury Street and sought the soothing haven of my sitting-room, the first thing I saw on opening the door was this enormous red-headed man lying on the sofa.

He made no move as I came in, for he was asleep; and I can best convey the instantaneous impression I got of his formidable physique by saying that I had no desire to wake him. The sofa was a small one, and he overflowed it in every direction. He had a broken nose, and his jaw was the jaw of a Wild West motion-picture star registering Determination. One hand was under his head; the other, hanging down to the floor, looked like a strayed ham congealed into stone. What he was doing in my sitting-room I did not know; but, passionately as I wished to know, I preferred not to seek first-hand information. There was something about him that seemed to suggest that he might be one of those men who are rather cross when they first wake up. I crept out and stole softly downstairs to make enquiries of Bowles, my landlord.

Sir? said Bowles, in his fruity ex-butler way, popping up from the depths accompanied by a rich smell of finnan haddie.

Theres someone in my room, I whispered.

That would be Mr. Ukridge, sir.

It wouldnt be anything of the kind, I replied, with asperity. I seldom had the courage to contradict Bowles, but this statement was so wildly inaccurate that I could not let it pass. Its a huge red-headed man.

Mr. Ukridges friend, sir. He joined Mr. Ukridge here yesterday.

How do you mean, joined Mr. Ukridge here yesterday?

Mr. Ukridge came to occupy your rooms in your absence, sir, on the night after your departure. I assumed that he had your approval. He said, if I remember correctly, that it would be all right.

For some reason or other which I had never been able to explain, Bowless attitude towards Ukridge from their first meeting had been that of an indulgent father towards a favourite son. He gave the impression now of congratulating me on having such a friend to rally round and sneak into my rooms when I went away.

Would there be anything further, sir? enquired Bowles, with a wistful half-glance over his shoulder. He seemed reluctant to tear himself away for long from the finnan haddie.

No, I said. Er — no. When do you expect Mr. Ukridge back?

Mr. Ukridge informed me that he would return for dinner, sir. Unless he has altered his plans, he is now at a matinée performance at the Gaiety Theatre.

The audience was just beginning to leave when I reached the Gaiety. I waited in the Strand, and presently was rewarded by the sight of a yellow mackintosh working its way through the crowd.

Hallo, laddie! said Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge, genially. When did you get back? I say, I want you to remember this tune, so that you can remind me of it to-morrow, when Ill be sure to have forgotten it. This is how it goes. He poised himself flat-footedly in the surging tide of pedestrians and, shutting his eyes and raising his chin, began to yodel in a loud and dismal tenor. Tumty-tumty-tumty-tum, tum tum tum, he concluded. And now, old horse, you may lead me across the street to the Coal Hole for a short snifter. What sort of a time have you had?

Never mind what sort of a time Ive had. Whos the fellow youve dumped down in my rooms?

Red-haired man?

Good Lord! Surely even you wouldnt inflict more than one on me?

Ukridge looked at me a little pained.

I dont like this tone, he said, leading me down the steps of the Coal Hole. Upon my Sam, your manner wounds me, old horse. I little thought that you would object to your best friend laying his head on your pillow.

I dont mind your head. At least I do, but I suppose Ive got to put up with it. But when it comes to your taking in lodgers — —

Order two tawny ports, laddie, said Ukridge, and Ill explain all about that. I had an idea all along that you would want to know. Its like this, he proceeded, when the tawny ports had arrived. That blokes going to make my everlasting fortune.

Well, cant he do it somewhere else except in my sitting-room?

You know me, old horse, said Ukridge, sipping luxuriously. Keen, alert, far-sighted. Brain never still. Always getting ideas — bing — like a flash. The other day I was in a pub down Chelsea way having a bit of bread and cheese, and a fellow came in smothered with jewels. Smothered, I give you my word. Rings on his fingers and a tie-pin you could have lit your cigar at. I made enquiries and found that he was Tod Binghams manager.

Whos Tod Bingham?

My dear old son, you must have heard of Tod Bingham. The new middle-weight champion. Beat Alf Palmer for the belt a couple of weeks ago. And this bloke, as opulent-looking a bloke as ever I saw, was his manager. I suppose he gets about fifty per cent. of everything Tod makes, and you know the sort of purses they give for big fights nowadays. And then theres music-hall tours and the movies and all that. Well, I see no reason why, putting the thing at the lowest figures, I shouldnt scoop in thousands. I got the idea two seconds after they told me who this fellow was. And what made the thing seem almost as if it was meant to be was the coincidence that I should have heard only that morning that the Hyacinth was in.

The man seemed to me to be rambling. In my reduced and afflicted state his cryptic method of narrative irritated me.

I dont know what youre talking about, I said. Whats the Hyacinth? In where?

Pull yourself together, old horse, said Ukridge, with the air of one endeavouring to be patient with a half-witted child. You remember the Hyacinth, the tramp steamer I took that trip on a couple of years ago. Manys the time Ive told you all about the Hyacinth. She docked in the Port of London the night before I met this opulent bloke, and I had been meaning to go down next day and have a chat with the lads. The fellow you found in your rooms is one of the trimmers. As decent a bird as ever you met. Not much conversation, but a heart of gold. And it came across me like a thunderbolt the moment they told me who the jewelled cove was that, if I could only induce this man Billson to take up scrapping seriously, with me as his manager, my fortune was made. Billson is the man who invented fighting.

He looks it.

Splendid chap — youll like him.

I bet I shall. I made up my mind to like him the moment I saw him.

Never picks a quarrel, you understand — in fact, used to need the deuce of a lot of provocation before he would give of his best; but once he started — golly! Ive seen that man clean out a bar at Marseilles in a way that fascinated you. A bar filled to overflowing with A.B.s and firemen, mind you, and all capable of felling oxen with a blow. Six of them there were, and they kept swatting Billson with all the vim and heartiness at their disposal, but he just let them bounce off, and went on with the business in hand. The mans a champion, laddie, nothing less. You couldnt hurt him with a hatchet, and every time he hits anyone all the undertakers in the place jump up and make bids for the body. And the amazing bit of luck is that he was looking for a job ashore. It appears hes fallen in love with one of the barmaids at the Crown in Kennington. Not, said Ukridge, so that all misapprehension should be avoided, the one with the squint. The other one. Flossie. The girl with yellow hair.

I dont know the barmaids at the Crown in Kennington, I said.

Nice girls, said Ukridge, paternally. So it was all right, you see. Our interests were identical. Good old Billson isnt what youd call a very intelligent chap, but I managed to make him understand after an hour or so, and we drew up the contract. Im to get fifty per cent. of everything in consideration of managing him, fixing up fights, and looking after him generally.

And looking after him includes tucking him up on my sofa and singing him to sleep?

Again that pained look came into Ukridges face. He gazed at me as if I had disappointed him.

You keep harping on that, laddie, and it isnt the right spirit. Anyone would think that we had polluted your damned room.

Well, you must admit that having this coming champion of yours in the home is going to make things a bit crowded.

Dont worry about that, my dear old man, said Ukridge, reassuringly. We move to the White Hart at Barnes to-morrow, to start training. Ive got Billson an engagement in one of the preliminaries down at Wonderland two weeks from to-night.

No; really? I said, impressed by this enterprise. How did you manage it?

I just took him along and showed him to the management. They jumped at him. You see, the old boys appearance rather speaks for itself. Thank goodness, all this happened just when I had a few quid tucked away. By the greatest good luck I ran into George Tupper at the very moment when he had had word that they were going to make him an under-secretary or something — I cant remember the details, but its something they give these Foreign Office blokes when they show a bit of class — and Tuppy parted with a tenner without a murmur. Seemed sort of dazed. I believe now I could have had twenty if Id had the presence of mind to ask for it. Still, said Ukridge, with a manly resignation which did him credit, it cant be helped now, and ten will see me through. The only thing thats worrying me at the moment is what to call Billson.

Yes, I should be careful what I called a man like that.

I mean, what name is he to fight under?

Why not his own?

His parents, confound them, said Ukridge, moodily, christened him Wilberforce. I ask you, can you see the crowd at Wonderland having Wilberforce Billson introduced to them?

Willie Billson, I suggested. Rather snappy.

Ukridge considered the proposal seriously, with knit brows, as becomes a manager.

Too frivolous, he decided at length. Might be all right for a bantam, but — no, I dont like it. I was thinking of something like Hurricane Hicks or Rock-Crusher Riggs.

Dont do it, I urged, or youll kill his career right from the start. You never find a real champion with one of these fancy names. Bob Fitzsimmons, Jack Johnson, James J. Corbett, James J. Jeffries — —

James J. Billson?

Rotten.

You dont think, said Ukridge, almost with timidity, that Wildcat Wix might do?

No fighter with an adjective in front of his name ever boxed in anything except a three-round preliminary.

How about Battling Billson?

I patted him on the shoulder.

Go no farther, I said. The thing is settled. Battling Billson is the name.

Laddie, said Ukridge in a hushed voice, reaching across the table and grasping my hand, this is genius. Sheer genius. Order another couple of tawny ports, old man.

I did so, and we drank deep to the Battlers success.

My formal introduction to my godchild took place on our return to Ebury Street, and — great as had been my respect for the man before — it left me with a heightened appreciation of the potentialities for triumph awaiting him in his selected profession. He was awake by this time and moving ponderously about the sitting-room, and he looked even more impressive standing than he had appeared when lying down. At our first meeting, moreover, his eyes had been closed in sleep; they were now open, green in colour, and of a peculiarly metallic glint which caused them, as we shook hands, to seem to be exploring my person for good spots to hit. What was probably intended to be the smile that wins appeared to me a grim and sardonic twist of the lip. Take him for all in all, I had never met a man so calculated to convert the most truculent swashbuckler to pacifism at a glance; and when I recalled Ukridges story of the little unpleasantness at Marseilles and realised that a mere handful of half a dozen able-bodied seamen had had the temerity to engage this fellow in personal conflict, it gave me a thrill of patriotic pride. There must be good stuff in the British Merchant Marine, I felt. Hearts of oak.

Dinner, which followed the introduction, revealed the Battler rather as a capable trencherman than as a sparkling conversationalist. His long reach enabled him to grab salt, potatoes, pepper, and other necessaries without the necessity of asking for them; and on other topics he seemed to possess no views which he deemed worthy of exploitation. A strong, silent man.

That there was a softer side to his character was, however, made clear to me when, after smoking one of my cigars and talking for awhile of this and that, Ukridge went out on one of those mysterious errands of his which were always summoning him at all hours and left my guest and myself alone together. After a bare half-hours silence, broken only by the soothing gurgle of his pipe, the coming champion cocked an intimidating eye at me and spoke.

You ever been in love, mister?

I was thrilled and flattered. Something in my appearance, I told myself, some nebulous something that showed me a man of sentiment and sympathy, had appealed to this man, and he was about to pour out his heart in intimate confession. I said yes, I had been in love many times. I went on to speak of love as a noble emotion of which no man need be ashamed. I spoke at length and with fervour.

R! said Battling Billson.

Then, as if aware that he had been chattering in an undignified manner to a comparative stranger, he withdrew into the silence again and did not emerge till it was time to go to bed, when he said Good night, mister, and disappeared. It was disappointing. Significant, perhaps, the conversation had been, but I had been rather hoping for something which could have been built up into a human document, entitled The Soul of the Abysmal Brute, and sold to some editor for that real money which was always so badly needed in the home.

Ukridge and his protégé left next morning for Barnes, and, as that riverside resort was somewhat off my beat, I saw no more of the Battler until the fateful night at Wonderland. From time to time Ukridge would drop in at my rooms to purloin cigars and socks, and on these occasions he always spoke with the greatest confidence of his mans prospects. At first, it seemed, there had been a little difficulty owing to the others rooted idea that plug tobacco was an indispensable adjunct to training: but towards the end of the first week the arguments of wisdom had prevailed and he had consented to abandon smoking until after his début. By this concession the issue seemed to Ukridge to have been sealed as a certainty, and he was in sunny mood as he borrowed the money from me to pay our fares to the Underground station at which the pilgrim alights who wishes to visit that Mecca of East-end boxing, Wonderland.

The Battler had preceded us, and when we arrived was in the dressing-room, stripped to a breath-taking semi-nudity. I had not supposed that it was possible for a man to be larger than was Mr. Billson when arrayed for the street, but in trunks and boxing shoes he looked like his big brother. Muscles resembling the hawsers of an Atlantic liner coiled down his arms and rippled along his massive shoulders. He seemed to dwarf altogether the by no means flimsy athlete who passed out of the room as we came in.

Thats the bloke, announced Mr. Billson, jerking his red head after this person.

We understood him to imply that the other was his opponent, and the spirit of confidence which had animated us waxed considerably. Where six of the pick of the Merchant Marine had failed, this stripling could scarcely hope to succeed.

I been talkin to im, said Battling Billson.

I took this unwonted garrulity to be due to a slight nervousness natural at such a moment.

Es ad a lot of trouble, that bloke, said the Battler.

The obvious reply was that he was now going to have a lot more, but before either of us could make it a hoarse voice announced that Squiffy and the Toff had completed their three-round bout and that the stage now waited for our nominee. We hurried to our seats. The necessity of taking a look at our man in his dressing-room had deprived us of the pleasure of witnessing the passage of arms between Squiffy and the Toff, but I gathered that it must have been lively and full of entertainment, for the audience seemed in excellent humour. All those who were not too busy eating jellied eels were babbling happily or whistling between their fingers to friends in distant parts of the hall. As Mr. Billson climbed into the ring in all the glory of his red hair and jumping muscles, the babble rose to a roar. It was plain that Wonderland had stamped our Battler with its approval on sight.

The audiences which support Wonderland are not disdainful of science. Neat footwork wins their commendation, and a skilful ducking of the head is greeted with knowing applause. But what they esteem most highly is the punch. And one sight of Battling Billson seemed to tell them that here was the Punch personified. They sent the fighters off to a howl of ecstasy, and settled back in their seats to enjoy the pure pleasure of seeing two of their fellow-men hitting each other very hard and often.

The howl died away.

I looked at Ukridge with concern. Was this the hero of Marseilles, the man who cleaned out bar-rooms and on whom undertakers fawned? Diffident was the only word to describe our Battlers behaviour in that opening round. He pawed lightly at his antagonist. He embraced him like a brother. He shuffled about the ring, innocuous.

Whats the matter with him? I asked.

He always starts slow, said Ukridge, but his concern was manifest. He fumbled nervously at the buttons of his mackintosh. The referee was warning Battling Billson, He was speaking to him like a disappointed father. In the cheaper and baser parts of the house enraged citizens were whistling Comrades. Everywhere a chill had fallen on the house. That first fine fresh enthusiasm had died away, and the sounding of the gong for the end of the round was greeted with censorious cat-calls. As Mr. Billson lurched back to his corner, frank unfriendliness was displayed on all sides.

With the opening of the second round considerably more spirit was introduced into the affair. The same strange torpidity still held our Battler in its grip, but his opponent was another man. During round one he had seemed a little nervous and apprehensive. He had behaved as if he considered it prudent not to stir Mr. Billson. But now this distaste for direct action had left him. There was jauntiness in his demeanour as he moved to the centre of the ring; and, having reached it, he uncoiled a long left and smote Mr. Billson forcefully on the nose. Twice he smote him, and twice Mr. Billson blinked like one who has had bad news from home. The man who had had a lot of trouble leaned sideways and brought his right fist squarely against the Battlers ear.

All was forgotten and forgiven. A moment before the audience had been solidly anti-Billson. Now they were as unanimously pro. For these blows, while they appeared to have affected him not at all physically, seemed to have awakened Mr. Billsons better feelings as if somebody had turned on a tap. They had aroused in Mr. Billsons soul that zest for combat which had been so sadly to seek in round one. For an instant after the receipt of that buffet on the ear the Battler stood motionless on his flat feet, apparently in deep thought. Then, with the air of one who has suddenly remembered an important appointment, he plunged forward. Like an animated windmill he cast himself upon the bloke of troubles. He knocked him here, he bounced him there. He committed mayhem upon his person. He did everything to him that a man can do who is hampered with boxing-gloves, until presently the troubled one was leaning heavily against the ropes, his head hanging dazedly, his whole attitude that of a man who would just as soon let the matter drop. It only remained for the Battler to drive home the final punch, and a hundred enthusiasts, rising to their feet, were pointing out to him desirable locations for it.

But once more that strange diffidence had descended upon our representative. While every other man in the building seemed to know the correct procedure and was sketching it out in nervous English, Mr. Billson appeared the victim of doubt. He looked uncertainly at his opponent and enquiringly at the referee.

The referee, obviously a man of blunted sensibilities, was unresponsive. Do It Now was plainly his slogan. He was a business man, and he wanted his patrons to get good value for their money. He was urging Mr. Billson to make a thorough job of it. And finally Mr. Billson approached his man and drew back his right arm. Having done this, he looked over his shoulder once more at the referee.

It was a fatal blunder. The man who had had a lot of trouble may have been in poor shape, but, like most of his profession, he retained, despite his recent misadventures, a reserve store of energy. Even as Mr. Billson turned his head, he reached down to the floor with his gloved right hand, then, with a final effort, brought it up in a majestic sweep against the angle of the others jaw. And then, as the fickle audience, with swift change of sympathy, cheered him on, he buried his left in Mr. Billsons stomach on the exact spot where the well-dressed man wears the third button of his waistcoat.

Of all human experiences this of being smitten in this precise locality is the least agreeable. Battling Billson drooped like a stricken flower, settled slowly down, and spread himself out. He lay peacefully on his back with outstretched arms like a man floating in smooth water. His days work was done.

A wailing cry rose above the din of excited patrons of sport endeavouring to explain to their neighbours how it had all happened. It was the voice of Ukridge mourning over his dead.

At half-past eleven that night, as I was preparing for bed, a drooping figure entered my room. I mixed a silent, sympathetic Scotch and soda, and for awhile no word was spoken.

How is the poor fellow? I asked at length.

Hes all right, said Ukridge, listlessly. I left him eating fish and chips at a coffee-stall.

Bad luck his getting pipped on the post like that.

Bad luck! boomed Ukridge, throwing off his lethargy with a vigour that spoke of mental anguish. What do you mean, bad luck? It was just dam bone-headedness. Upon my Sam, its a little hard. I invest vast sums in this man, I support him in luxury for two weeks, asking nothing of him in return except to sail in and knock somebodys head off, which he could have done in two minutes if he had liked, and he lets me down purely and simply because the other fellow told him that he had been up all night looking after his wife who had burned her hand at the jam factory. Inferanal sentimentalism!

Does him credit, I argued.

Bah!

Kind hearts, I urged, are more than coronets.

Who the devil wants a pugilist to have a kind heart? Whats the use of this man Billson being able to knock out an elephant if hes afflicted with this damned maudlin mushiness? Who ever heard of a mushy pugilist? Its the wrong spirit. It doesnt make for success.

Its a handicap, of course, I admitted.

What guarantee have I, demanded Ukridge, that if I go to enormous trouble and expense getting him another match, he wont turn aside and brush away a silent tear in the first round because hes heard that the blighters wife has got an ingrowing toenail?

You could match him only against bachelors.

Yes, and the first bachelor he met would draw him into a corner and tell him his aunt was down with whooping-cough, and the chump would heave a sigh and stick his chin out to be walloped. A fellows got no business to have red hair if he isnt going to live up to it. And yet, said Ukridge, wistfully, Ive seen that man — it was in a dance-hall at Naples — Ive seen him take on at least eleven Italians simultaneously. But then, one of them had stuck a knife about three inches into his leg. He seems to need something like that to give him ambition.

I dont see how you are going to arrange to have him knifed just before each fight.

No, said Ukridge, mournfully.

What are you going to do about his future? Have you any plans?

Nothing definite. My aunt was looking for a companion to attend to her correspondence and take care of the canary last time I saw her. I might try to get the job for him.

And with a horrid, mirthless laugh Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge borrowed five shillings and passed out into the night.

I did not see Ukridge for the next few days, but I had news of him from our mutual friend George Tupper, whom I met prancing in uplifted mood down Whitehall.

I say, said George Tupper without preamble, and with a sort of dazed fervour, theyve given me an under-secretaryship.

I pressed his hand. I would have slapped him on the back, but one does not slap the backs of eminent Foreign Office officials in Whitehall in broad daylight, even if one has been at school with them.

Congratulations, I said. There is no one whom I would more gladly see under-secretarying. I heard rumours of this from Ukridge.

Oh, yes, I remember I told him it might be coming off. Good old Ukridge! I met him just now and told him the news, and he was delighted.

How much did he touch you for?

Eh? Oh, only five pounds. Till Saturday. He expects to have a lot of money by then.

Did you ever know the time when Ukridge didnt expect to have a lot of money?

I want you and Ukridge to come and have a bit of dinner with me to celebrate. How would Wednesday suit you?

Splendidly.

Seven-thirty at the Regent Grill, then. Will you tell Ukridge?

I dont know where hes got to. I havent seen him for nearly a week. Did he tell you where he was?

Out at some place at Barnes. What was the name of it?

The White Hart?

Thats it.

Tell me, I said, how did he seem? Cheerful?

Very. Why?

The last time I saw him he was thinking of giving up the struggle. He had had reverses.

I proceeded to the White Hart immediately after lunch. The fact that Ukridge was still at that hostelry and had regained his usual sunny outlook on life seemed to point to the fact that the clouds enveloping the future of Mr. Billson had cleared away, and that the latters hat was still in the ring. That this was so was made clear to me directly I arrived. Enquiring for my old friend, I was directed to an upper room, from which, as I approached, there came a peculiar thudding noise. It was caused, as I perceived on opening the door, by Mr. Billson. Clad in flannel trousers and a sweater, he was earnestly pounding a large leather object suspended from a wooden platform. His manager, seated on a soap-box in a corner, regarded him the while with affectionate proprietorship.

Hallo, old horse! said Ukridge, rising as I entered. Glad to see you.

The din of Mr. Billsons bag-punching, from which my arrival had not caused him to desist, was such as to render conversation difficult. We moved to the quieter retreat of the bar downstairs, where I informed Ukridge of the under-secretarys invitation.

Ill be there, said Ukridge. Theres one thing about good old Billson, you can trust him not to break training if you take your eye off him. And, of course, he realises that this is a big thing. Itll be the making of him.

Your aunt is considering engaging him, then?

My aunt? What on earth are you talking about? Collect yourself, laddie.

When you left me you were going to try to get him the job of looking after your aunts canary.

Oh, I was feeling rather sore then. Thats all over. I had an earnest talk with the poor zimp, and he means business from now on. And so he ought to, dash it, with a magnificent opportunity like this.

Like what?

Were on to a big thing now, laddie, the dickens of a big thing.

I hope youve made sure the other mans a bachelor. Who is he?

Tod Bingham.

Tod Bingham? I groped in my memory. You dont mean the middle-weight champion?

Thats the fellow.

You dont expect me to believe that youve got a match on with a champion already?

It isnt exactly a match. Its like this. Tod Bingham is going round the East-end halls offering two hundred quid to anyone wholl stay four rounds with him. Advertisement stuff. Good old Billson is going to unleash himself at the Shoreditch Empire next Saturday.

Do you think hell be able to stay four rounds?

Stay four rounds! cried Ukridge. Why, he could stay four rounds with a fellow armed with a Gatling-gun and a couple of pickaxes. That moneys as good as in our pockets, laddie. And once were through with this job, there isnt a boxing-place in England that wont jump at us. I dont mind telling you in confidence, old horse, that in a year from now I expect to be pulling in hundreds a week. Clean up a bit here first, you know, and then pop over to America and make an enormous fortune. Damme, I shant know how to spend the money!

Why not buy some socks? Im running a bit short of them.

Now, laddie, laddie, said Ukridge, reprovingly, need we strike a jarring note? Is this the moment to fling your beastly socks in an old friends face? A broader-minded spirit is what I would like to see.

I was ten minutes late in arriving at the Regent Grill on the Wednesday of George Tuppers invitation, and the spectacle of George in person standing bare-headed at the Piccadilly entrance filled me with guilty remorse. George was the best fellow in the world, but the atmosphere of the Foreign Office had increased the tendency he had always had from boyhood to a sort of precise fussiness, and it upset him if his affairs did not run exactly on schedule. The thought that my unpunctuality should have marred this great evening sent me hurrying towards him full of apologies.

Oh, there you are, said George Tupper. I say, its too bad — —

Im awfully sorry. My watch — —

Ukridge! cried George Tupper, and I perceived that it was not I who had caused his concern.

Isnt he coming? I asked, amazed. The idea of Ukridge evading a free meal was one of those that seem to make the solid foundations of the world rock.

Hes come. And hes brought a girl with him!

A girl!

In pink, with yellow hair, wailed George Tupper. What am I to do?

I pondered the point.

Its a weird thing for even Ukridge to have done, I said, but I suppose youll have to give her dinner.

But the place is full of people I know, and this girls so — so spectacular.

I felt for him deeply, but I could see no way out of it.

You dont think I could say I had been taken ill?

It would hurt Ukridges feelings.

I should enjoy hurting Ukridges feelings, curse him! said George Tupper, fervently.

And it would be an awful slam for the girl, whoever she is.

George Tupper sighed. His was a chivalrous nature. He drew himself up as if bracing himself for a dreadful ordeal.

Oh, well, I suppose theres nothing to do, he said. Come along. I left them drinking cocktails in the lounge.

George had not erred in describing Ukridges addition to the festivities as spectacular. Flamboyant would have been a suitable word. As she preceded us down the long dining-room, her arm linked in George Tuppers — she seemed to have taken a liking to George — I had ample opportunity for studying her, from her patent-leather shoes to the mass of golden hair beneath her picture-hat. She had a loud, clear voice, and she was telling George Tupper the rather intimate details of an internal complaint which had recently troubled an aunt of hers. If George had been the family physician, she could not have been franker; and I could see a dull glow spreading over his shapely ears.

Perhaps Ukridge saw it, too, for he seemed to experience a slight twinge of conscience.

I have an idea, laddie, he whispered, that old Tuppy is a trifle peeved at my bringing Flossie along. If you get a chance, you might just murmur to him that it was military necessity.

Who is she? I asked.

I told you about her. Flossie, the barmaid at the Crown in Kennington. Billsons fiancée.

I looked at him in amazement.

Do you mean to tell me that youre courting death by flirting with Battling Billsons girl?

My dear old man, nothing like that, said Ukridge, shocked. The whole thing is, Ive got a particular favour to ask of her — rather a rummy request — and it was no good springing it on her in cold blood. There had to be a certain amount of champagne in advance, and my funds wont run to champagne. Im taking her on to the Alhambra after dinner. Ill look you up to-night and tell you all about it.

We then proceeded to dine. It was not one of the pleasantest meals of my experience. The future Mrs. Billson prattled agreeably throughout, and Ukridge assisted her in keeping the conversation alive; but the shattered demeanour of George Tupper would have taken the sparkle out of any banquet. From time to time he pulled himself together and endeavoured to play the host, but for the most part he maintained a pale and brooding silence; and it was a relief when Ukridge and his companion rose to leave.

Well! — — began George Tupper in a strangled voice, as they moved away down the aisle.

I lit a cigar and sat back dutifully to listen.

Ukridge arrived in my rooms at midnight, his eyes gleaming through their pince-nez with a strange light. His manner was exuberant.

Its all right, he said.

Im glad you think so.

Did you explain to Tuppy?

I didnt get a chance. He was talking too hard.

About me?

Yes. He said everything Ive always felt about you, only far, far better than I could ever have put it.

Ukridges face clouded for a moment, but cheerfulness returned.

Oh, well, it cant be helped. Hell simmer down in a day or two. It had to be done, laddie. Life and death matter. And its all right. Read this.

I took the letter he handed me. It was written in a scrawly hand.

Whats this?

Read it, laddie. I think it will meet the case. I read.

Wilberforce.

Who on earths Wilberforce?

I told you that was Billsons name.

Oh, yes.

I returned to the letter.

Wilberforce, — 

I take my pen in hand to tell you that I can never be yours. You will no doubt be surprised to hear that I love another and a better man, so that it can never be. He loves me, and he is a better man than you.

Hoping this finds you in the pink as it leaves me at present,

Yours faithfully,

Florence Burns.

I told her to keep it snappy, said Ukridge.

Well, shes certainly done it, I replied, handing back the letter. Im sorry. From the little I saw of her, I thought her a nice girl — for Billson. Do you happen to know the other mans address? Because it would be a kindly act to send him a post card advising him to leave England for a year or two.

The Shoreditch Empire will find him this week.

What!

The other man is Tod Bingham.

Tod Bingham! The drama of the situation moved me. Do you mean to say that Tod Bingham is in love with Battling Billsons girl?

No. Hes never seen her!

What do you mean?

Ukridge sat down creakingly on the sofa. He slapped my knee with sudden and uncomfortable violence.

Laddie, said Ukridge, I will tell you all. Yesterday afternoon I found old Billson reading a copy of the Daily Sportsman. He isnt much of a reader as a rule, so I was rather interested to know what had gripped him. And do you know what it was, old horse?

I do not.

It was an article about Tod Bingham. One of those damned sentimental blurbs they print about pugilists nowadays, saying what a good chap he was in private life and how he always sent a telegram to his old mother after each fight and gave her half the purse. Damme, there ought to be a censorship of the Press. These blighters dont mind what they print. I dont suppose Tod Bingham has got an old mother, and if he has Ill bet he doesnt give her a bob. There were tears in that chump Billsons eyes as he showed me the article. Salt tears, laddie! Must be a nice feller! he said. Well, I ask you! I mean to say, its a bit thick when the man youve been pouring out money for and watching over like a baby sister starts getting sorry for a champion three days before hes due to fight him. A champion, mark you! It was bad enough his getting mushy about that fellow at Wonderland, but when it came to being soft-hearted over Tod Bingham something had to be done. Well, you know me. Brain like a buzz-saw. I saw the only way of counteracting this pernicious stuff was to get him so mad with Tod Bingham that he would forget all about his old mother, so I suddenly thought: Why not get Flossie to pretend that Bingham had cut him out with her? Well, its not the sort of thing you can ask a girl to do without preparing the ground a bit, so I brought her along to Tuppys dinner. It was a master-stroke, laddie. Theres nothing softens the delicately-nurtured like a good dinner, and theres no denying that old Tuppy did us well. She agreed the moment I put the thing to her, and sat down and wrote that letter without a blink. I think she thinks its all a jolly practical joke. Shes a light-hearted girl.

Must be.

Itll give poor old Billson a bit of a jar for the time being, I suppose, but itll make him spread himself on Saturday night, and hell be perfectly happy on Sunday morning when she tells him she didnt mean it and he realises that hes got a hundred quid of Tod Binghams in his trousers pocket.

I thought you said it was two hundred quid that Bingham was offering.

I get a hundred, said Ukridge, dreamily.

The only flaw is, the letter doesnt give the other mans name. How is Billson to know its Tod Bingham?

Why, damme, laddie, do use your intelligence. Billson isnt going to sit and yawn when he gets that letter. Hell buzz straight down to Kennington and ask Flossie.

And then she will give the whole thing away.

No, she wont. I slipped her a couple of quid to promise she wouldnt. And that reminds me, old man, it has left me a bit short, so if you could possibly manage — —

Good night, I said.

But, laddie — —

And God bless you, I added, firmly.

The Shoreditch Empire is a roomy house, but it was crowded to the doors when I reached it on the Saturday night. In normal circumstances I suppose there would always have been a large audience on a Saturday, and this evening the lure of Tod Binghams personal appearance had drawn more than capacity. In return for my shilling I was accorded the privilege of standing against the wall at the back, a position from which I could not see a great deal of the performance.

From the occasional flashes which I got of the stage between the heads of my neighbours, however, and from the generally restless and impatient attitude of the audience I gathered that I was not missing much. The programme of the Shoreditch Empire that week was essentially a one-man affair. The patrons had the air of suffering the preliminary acts as unavoidable obstacles that stand between them and the head-liner. It was Tod Bingham whom they had come to see, and they were not cordial to the unfortunate serio-comics, tramp cyclists, jugglers, acrobats, and ballad singers who intruded themselves during the earlier part of the evening. The cheer that arose as the curtain fell on a dramatic sketch came from the heart, for the next number on the programme was that of the star.

A stout man in evening dress with a red handkerchief worn ambassadorially athwart his shirt-front stepped out from the wings.

Ladies and gentlemen!

Ush! cried the audience.

Ladies and gentlemen!

A Voice: Good ole Tod! (Cheese it!)

Ladies and gentlemen, said the ambassador for the third time. He scanned the house apprehensively. Deeply regret have unfortunate disappointment to announce. Tod Bingham unfortunately unable to appear before you to-night.

A howl like the howl of wolves balked of their prey or of an amphitheatre full of Roman citizens on receipt of the news that the supply of lions had run out greeted these words. We stared at each other with a wild surmise. Could this thing be, or was it not too thick for human belief?

Wots the matter with im? demanded the gallery, hoarsely.

Yus, wots the matter with im? echoed we of the better element on the lower floor.

The ambassador sidled uneasily towards the prompt entrance. He seemed aware that he was not a popular favourite.

E as ad an unfortunate accident, he declared, nervousness beginning to sweep away his aitches wholesale. On is way ere to this all e was unfortunately run into by a truck, sustaining bruises and contusions which render im unfortunately unable to appear before you to-night. I beg to announce that is place will be taken by Professor Devine, who will render is marvellous imitations of various birds and familiar animals. Ladies and gentlemen, concluded the ambassador, stepping nimbly off the stage, I thank you one and all.

The curtain rose and a dapper individual with a waxed moustache skipped on.

Ladies and gentlemen, my first imitation will be of that well-known songster, the common thrust — better known to some of you peraps as the throstle. And in connection with my performance I wish to state that I ave nothing whatsoever in my mouth. The effects which I produce — —

I withdrew, and two-thirds of the audience started to do the same. From behind us, dying away as the doors closed, came the plaintive note of the common thrush feebly competing with that other and sterner bird which haunts those places of entertainment where audiences are critical and swift to take offence.

Out in the street a knot of Shoreditchs younger set were hanging on the lips of an excited orator in a battered hat and trousers which had been made for a larger man. Some stirring tale which he was telling held them spell-bound. Words came raggedly through the noise of the traffic.

 —— like this. Then e its im another like that. Then they start — on the side of the jor — —

Pass along, there, interrupted an official voice. Come on, there, pass along.

The crowd thinned and resolved itself into its elements. I found myself moving down the street in company with the wearer of the battered hat. Though we had not been formally introduced, he seemed to consider me a suitable recipient for his tale. He enrolled me at once as a nucleus for a fresh audience.

E comes up, this bloke does, just as Tod is goin in at the stage-door — —

Tod? I queried.

Tod Bingham. E comes up just as es goin in at the stage-door, and e says Ere! and Tod says Yus? and this bloke e says Put em up! and Tod says Put wot up? and this bloke says Yer ands, and Tod says Wot, me? — sort of surprised. An the next minute theyre fightin all over the shop.

But surely Tod Bingham was run over by a truck?

The man in the battered hat surveyed me with the mingled scorn and resentment which the devout bestow on those of heretical views.

Truck! E wasnt run over by no truck. Wot mikes yer fink e was run over by a truck? Wot ud e be doin bein run over by a truck? E ad it put across im by this red-eaded bloke, same as Im tellin yer.

A great light shone upon me.

Red-headed? I cried.

Yus.

A big man?

Yus.

And he put it across Tod Bingham?

Put it across im proper. Ad to go ome in a keb, Tod did. Funny a bloke that could fight like that bloke could fight adnt the sense to go and do it on the stige and get some money for it. Thats wot I think.

Across the street an arc-lamp shed its cold rays. And into its glare there strode a man draped in a yellow mackintosh. The light gleamed on his pince-nez and lent a gruesome pallor to his set face. It was Ukridge retreating from Moscow.

Others, I said, are thinking the same.

And I hurried across the road to administer what feeble consolation I might. There are moments when a fellow needs a friend.


FIRST AID FOR DORA
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NEVER IN THE course of a long and intimate acquaintance having been shown any evidence to the contrary, I had always looked on Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge, my boyhood chum, as a man ruggedly indifferent to the appeal of the opposite sex. I had assumed that, like so many financial giants, he had no time for dalliance with women — other and deeper matters, I supposed, keeping that great brain permanently occupied. It was a surprise, therefore, when, passing down Shaftesbury Avenue one Wednesday afternoon in June at the hour when matinée audiences were leaving the theatres, I came upon him assisting a girl in a white dress to mount an omnibus.

As far as this simple ceremony could be rendered impressive, Ukridge made it so. His manner was a blend of courtliness and devotion; and if his mackintosh had been a shade less yellow and his hat a trifle less disreputable, he would have looked just like Sir Walter Ralegh.

The bus moved on, Ukridge waved, and I proceeded to make enquiries. I felt that I was an interested party. There had been a distinctly object-matrimony look about the back of his neck, it seemed to me; and the prospect of having to support a Mrs. Ukridge and keep a flock of little Ukridges in socks and shirts perturbed me.

Who was that? I asked.

Oh, hallo, laddie! said Ukridge, turning. Where did you spring from? If you had come a moment earlier, Id have introduced you to Dora. The bus was lumbering out of sight into Piccadilly Circus, and the white figure on top turned and gave a final wave. That was Dora Mason, said Ukridge, having flapped a large hand in reply. Shes my aunts secretary-companion. I used to see a bit of her from time to time when I was living at Wimbledon. Old Tuppy gave me a couple of seats for that show at the Apollo, so I thought it would be a kindly act to ask her along. Im sorry for that girl. Sorry for her, old horse.

Whats the matter with her?

Hers is a grey life. She has few pleasures. Its an act of charity to give her a little treat now and then. Think of it! Nothing to do all day but brush the Pekingese and type out my aunts rotten novels.

Does your aunt write novels?

The worlds worst, laddie, the worlds worst. Shes been steeped to the gills in literature ever since I can remember. Theyve just made her president of the Pen and Ink Club. As a matter of fact, it was her novels that did me in when I lived with her. She used to send me to bed with the beastly things and ask me questions about them at breakfast. Absolutely without exaggeration, laddie, at breakfast. It was a dogs life, and Im glad its over. Flesh and blood couldnt stand the strain. Well, knowing my aunt, I dont mind telling you that my heart bleeds for poor little Dora. I know what a foul time she has, and I feel a better, finer man for having given her this passing gleam of sunshine. I wish I could have done more for her.

Well, you might have stood her tea after the theatre.

Not within the sphere of practical politics, laddie. Unless you can sneak out without paying, which is dashed difficult to do with these cashiers watching the door like weasels, tea even at an A B C shop punches the pocket-book pretty hard, and at the moment Im down to the scrapings. But Ill tell you what, I dont mind joining you in a cup, if you were thinking of it.

I wasnt.

Come, come! A little more of the good old spirit of hospitality, old horse.

Why do you wear that beastly mackintosh in mid-summer?

Dont evade the point, laddie. I can see at a glance that you need tea. Youre looking pale and fagged.

Doctors say that tea is bad for the nerves.

Yes, possibly theres something in that. Then Ill tell you what, said Ukridge, never too proud to yield a point, well make it a whisky-and-soda instead. Come along over to the Criterion.

It was a few days after this that the Derby was run, and a horse of the name of Gunga Din finished third. This did not interest the great bulk of the intelligentsia to any marked extent, the animal having started at a hundred to three, but it meant much to me, for I had drawn his name in the sweepstake at my club. After a monotonous series of blanks stretching back to the first year of my membership, this seemed to me the outstanding event of the century, and I celebrated my triumph by an informal dinner to a few friends. It was some small consolation to me later to remember that I had wanted to include Ukridge in the party, but failed to get hold of him. Dark hours were to follow, but at least Ukridge did not go through them bursting with my meat.

There is no form of spiritual exaltation so poignant as that which comes from winning even a third prize in a sweepstake. So tremendous was the moral uplift that, when eleven oclock arrived, it seemed silly to sit talking in a club and still sillier to go to bed. I suggested spaciously that we should all go off and dress and resume the revels at my expense half an hour later at Marios, where, it being an extension night, there would be music and dancing till three. We scattered in cabs to our various homes.

How seldom in this life do we receive any premonition of impending disaster. I hummed a gay air as I entered the house in Ebury Street where I lodged, and not even the usually quelling sight of Bowles, my landlord, in the hall as I came in could quench my bonhomie. Generally a meeting with Bowles had the effect on me which the interior of a cathedral has on the devout, but to-night I was superior to this weakness.

Ah, Bowles, I cried, chummily, only just stopping myself from adding Honest fellow! Hallo, Bowles! I say, Bowles, I drew Gunga Din in the club sweep.

Indeed, sir?

Yes. He came in third, you know.

So I see by the evening paper, sir. I congratulate you.

Thank you, Bowles, thank you.

Mr. Ukridge called earlier in the evening, sir, said Bowles.

Did he? Sorry I was out. I was trying to get hold of him. Did he want anything in particular?

Your dress-clothes, sir.

My dress-clothes, eh? I laughed genially. Extraordinary fellow! You never know — — A ghastly thought smote me like a blow. A cold wind seemed to blow through the hall. He didnt get them, did he? I quavered.

Why, yes, sir.

Got my dress-clothes? I muttered thickly, clutching for support at the hat-stand.

He said it would be all right, sir, said Bowles, with that sickening tolerance which he always exhibited for all that Ukridge said or did. One of the leading mysteries of my life was my landlords amazing attitude towards this hell-hound. He fawned on the man. A splendid fellow like myself had to go about in a state of hushed reverence towards Bowles, while a human blot like Ukridge could bellow at him over the banisters without the slightest rebuke. It was one of those things which make one laugh cynically when people talk about the equality of man.

He got my dress-clothes? I mumbled.

Mr. Ukridge said that he knew you would be glad to let him have them, as you would not be requiring them to-night.

But I do require them, damn it! I shouted, lost to all proper feeling. Never before had I let fall an oath in Bowless presence. Im giving half a dozen men supper at Marios in a quarter of an hour.

Bowles clicked his tongue sympathetically.

What am I going to do?

Perhaps if you would allow me to lend you mine, sir?

Yours?

I have a very nice suit. It was given to me by his lordship the late Earl of Oxted, in whose employment I was for many years. I fancy it would do very well on you, sir. His lordship was about your height, though perhaps a little slenderer. Shall I fetch it, sir? I have it in a trunk downstairs.

The obligations of hospitality are sacred. In fifteen minutes time six jovial men would be assembling at Marios, and what would they do, lacking a host? I nodded feebly.

Its very kind of you, I managed to say.

Not at all, sir. It is a pleasure.

If he was speaking the truth, I was glad of it. It is nice to think that the affair brought pleasure to someone.

That the late Earl of Oxted had indeed been a somewhat slenderer man than myself became manifest to me from the first pulling on of the trousers. Hitherto I had always admired the slim, small-boned type of aristocrat, but it was not long before I was wishing that Bowles had been in the employment of someone who had gone in a little more heartily for starchy foods. And I regretted, moreover, that the fashion of wearing a velvet collar on an evening coat, if it had to come in at all, had not lasted a few years longer. Dim as the light in my bedroom was, it was strong enough to make me wince as I looked in the mirror.

And I was aware of a curious odour.

Isnt this room a trifle stuffy, Bowles?

No, sir. I think not.

Dont you notice an odd smell?

No, sir. But I have a somewhat heavy cold. If you are ready, sir, I will call a cab.

Moth-balls! That was the scent I had detected. It swept upon me like a wave in the cab. It accompanied me like a fog all the way to Marios, and burst out in its full fragrance when I entered the place and removed my overcoat. The cloak-room waiter sniffed in a startled way as he gave me my check, one or two people standing near hastened to remove themselves from my immediate neighbourhood, and my friends, when I joined them, expressed themselves with friend-like candour. With a solid unanimity they told me frankly that it was only the fact that I was paying for the supper that enabled them to tolerate my presence.

The leper-like feeling induced by this uncharitable attitude caused me after the conclusion of the meal to withdraw to the balcony to smoke in solitude. My guests were dancing merrily, but such pleasures were not for me. Besides, my velvet collar had already excited ribald comment, and I am a sensitive man. Crouched in a lonely corner of the balcony, surrounded by the outcasts who were not allowed on the lower floor because they were not dressed, I chewed a cigar and watched the revels with a jaundiced eye. The space reserved for dancing was crowded and couples either revolved warily or ruthlessly bumped a passage for themselves, using their partners as battering-rams. Prominent among the ruthless bumpers was a big man who was giving a realistic imitation of a steam-plough. He danced strongly and energetically, and when he struck the line, something had to give.

From the very first something about this man had seemed familiar; but owing to his peculiar crouching manner of dancing, which he seemed to have modelled on the ring-style of Mr. James J. Jeffries, it was not immediately that I was able to see his face. But presently, as the music stopped and he straightened himself to clap his hands for an encore, his foul features were revealed to me.

It was Ukridge. Ukridge, confound him, with my dress-clothes fitting him so perfectly and with such unwrinkled smoothness that he might have stepped straight out of one of Ouidas novels. Until that moment I had never fully realized the meaning of the expression faultless evening dress. With a passionate cry I leaped from my seat, and, accompanied by a rich smell of camphor, bounded for the stairs. Like Hamlet on a less impressive occasion, I wanted to slay this man when he was full of bread, with all his crimes, broad-blown, as flush as May, at drinking, swearing, or about some act that had no relish of salvation in it.

But, laddie, said Ukridge, backed into a corner of the lobby apart from the throng, be reasonable.

I cleansed my bosom of a good deal of that perilous stuff that weighs upon the heart.

How could I guess that you would want the things? Look at it from my position, old horse. I knew you, laddie, a good true friend who would be delighted to lend a pal his dress-clothes any time when he didnt need them himself, and as you werent there when I called, I couldnt ask you, so I naturally simply borrowed them. It was all just one of those little misunderstandings which cant be helped. And, as it luckily turns out, you had a spare suit, so everything was all right, after all.

You dont think this poisonous fancy dress is mine, do you?

Isnt it? said Ukridge, astonished.

It belongs to Bowles. He lent it to me.

And most extraordinarily well you look in it, laddie, said Ukridge. Upon my Sam, you look like a duke or something.

And smell like a second-hand clothes-store.

Nonsense, my dear old son, nonsense. A mere faint suggestion of some rather pleasant antiseptic. Nothing more. I like it. Its invigorating. Honestly, old man, its really remarkable what an air that suit gives you. Distinguished. Thats the word I was searching for. You look distinguished. All the girls are saying so. When you came in just now to speak to me, I heard one of them whisper Who is it? That shows you.

More likely What is it?

Ha, ha! bellowed Ukridge, seeking to cajole me with sycophantic mirth. Dashed good! Deuced good! Not Who is it? but What is it? It beats me how you think of these things. Golly, if I had a brain like yours —— But now, old son, if you dont mind, I really must be getting back to poor little Dora. Shell be wondering what has become of me.

The significance of these words had the effect of making me forget my just wrath for a moment.

Are you here with that girl you took to the theatre the other afternoon?

Yes. I happened to win a trifle on the Derby, so I thought it would be the decent thing to ask her out for an evenings pleasure. Hers is a grey life.

It must be, seeing you so much.

A little personal, old horse, said Ukridge reprovingly. A trifle bitter. But I know you dont mean it. Yours is a heart of gold really. If Ive said that once, Ive said it a hundred times. Always saying it. Rugged exterior but heart of gold. My very words. Well, good-bye for the present, laddie. Ill look in to-morrow and return these things. Im sorry there was any misunderstanding about them, but it makes up for everything, doesnt it, to feel that youve helped brighten life for a poor little downtrodden thing who has few pleasures.

Just one last word, I said. One final remark.

Yes?

Im sitting in that corner of the balcony over there, I said. I mention the fact so that you can look out for yourself. If you come dancing underneath there, I shall drop a plate on you. And if it kills you, so much the better. Im a poor downtrodden little thing, and I have few pleasures.

Owing to a mawkish respect for the conventions, for which I reproach myself, I did not actually perform this service to humanity. With the exception of throwing a roll at him — which missed him but most fortunately hit the member of my supper-party who had sniffed with the most noticeable offensiveness at my camphorated costume — I took no punitive measures against Ukridge that night. But his demeanour, when he called at my rooms next day, could not have been more crushed if I had dropped a pound of lead on him. He strode into my sitting-room with the sombre tread of the man who in a conflict with Fate has received the losers end. I had been passing in my mind a number of good snappy things to say to him, but his appearance touched me to such an extent that I held them in. To abuse this man would have been like dancing on a tomb.

For Heavens sake whats the matter? I asked. You look like a toad under the harrow.

He sat down creakingly, and lit one of my cigars.

Poor little Dora!

What about her?

Shes got the push!

The push? From your aunts, do you mean?

Yes.

What for?

Ukridge sighed heavily.

Most unfortunate business, old horse, and largely my fault. I thought the whole thing was perfectly safe. You see, my aunt goes to bed at half-past ten every night, so it seemed to me that if Dora slipped out at eleven and left a window open behind her she could sneak back all right when we got home from Marios. But what happened? Some dashed officious ass, said Ukridge, with honest wrath, went and locked the damned window. I dont know who it was. I suspect the butler. He has a nasty habit of going round the place late at night and shutting things. Upon my Sam, its a little hard! If only people would leave things alone and not go snooping about — —

What happened?

Why, it was the scullery window which wed left open, and when we got back at four oclock this morning the infernal thing was shut as tight as an egg. Things looked pretty rocky, but Dora remembered that her bedroom window was always open, so we bucked up again for a bit. Her rooms on the second floor, but I knew where there was a ladder, so I went and got it, and she was just hopping up as merry as dammit when somebody flashed a great beastly lantern on us, and there was a policeman, wanting to know what the game was. The whole trouble with the police force of London, laddie, the thing that makes them a hissing and a byword, is that theyre snoopers to a man. Zeal, I suppose they call it. Why they cant attend to their own affairs is more than I can understand. Dozens of murders going on all the time, probably, all over Wimbledon, and all this bloke would do was stand and wiggle his infernal lantern and ask what the game was. Wouldnt be satisfied with a plain statement that it was all right. Insisted on rousing the house to have us identified.

Ukridge paused, a reminiscent look of pain on his expressive face.

And then? I said.

We were, said Ukridge, briefly.

What?

Identified. By my aunt. In a dressing-gown and a revolver. And the long and the short of it is, old man, that poor little Dora has got the sack.

I could not find it in my heart to blame his aunt for what he evidently considered a high-handed and tyrannical outrage. If I were a maiden lady of regular views, I should relieve myself of the services of any secretary-companion who returned to roost only a few short hours in advance of the milk. But, as Ukridge plainly desired sympathy rather than an austere pronouncement on the relations of employer and employed, I threw him a couple of tuts, which seemed to soothe him a little. He turned to the practical side of the matter.

Whats to be done?

I dont see what you can do.

But I must do something. Ive lost the poor little thing her job, and I must try to get it back. Its a rotten sort of job, but its her bread and butter. Do you think George Tupper would biff round and have a chat with my aunt, if I asked him?

I suppose he would. Hes the best-hearted man in the world. But I doubt if hell be able to do much.

Nonsense, laddie, said Ukridge, his unconquerable optimism rising bravely from the depths. I have the utmost confidence in old Tuppy. A man in a million. And hes such a dashed respectable sort of bloke that he might have her jumping through hoops and shamming dead before she knew what was happening to her. You never know. Yes, Ill try old Tuppy. Ill go and see him now.

I should.

Just lend me a trifle for a cab, old son, and I shall be able to get to the Foreign Office before one oclock. I mean to say, even if nothing comes of it, I shall be able to get a lunch out of him. And I need refreshment, laddie, need it sorely. The whole business has shaken me very much.

It was three days after this that, stirred by a pleasant scent of bacon and coffee, I hurried my dressing and, proceeding to my sitting-room, found that Ukridge had dropped in to take breakfast with me, as was often his companionable practice. He seemed thoroughly cheerful again, and was plying knife and fork briskly like the good trencherman he was.

Morning, old horse, he said agreeably.

Good morning.

Devilish good bacon, this. As good as Ive ever bitten. Bowles is cooking you some more.

Thats nice. Ill have a cup of coffee, if you dont mind me making myself at home while Im waiting. I started to open the letters by my plate, and became aware that my guest was eyeing me with a stare of intense penetration through his pince-nez, which were all crooked as usual. Whats the matter?

Matter?

Why, I said, are you looking at me like a fish with lung-trouble?

Was I? He took a sip of coffee with an overdone carelessness. Matter of fact, old son, I was rather interested. I see youve had a letter from my aunt.

What?

I had picked up the last envelope. It was addressed in a strong female hand, strange to me. I now tore it open. It was even as Ukridge had said. Dated the previous day and headed Heath House, Wimbledon Common, the letter ran as follows: — 

Dear Sir, — I shall be happy to see you if you will call at this address the day after to-morrow (Friday) at four-thirty. — Yours faithfully, Julia Ukridge.

I could make nothing of this. My morning mail, whether pleasant or the reverse, whether bringing a bill from a tradesman or a cheque from an editor, had had till now the uniform quality of being plain, straightforward, and easy to understand; but this communication baffled me. How Ukridges aunt had become aware of my existence, and why a call from me should ameliorate her lot, were problems beyond my unravelling, and I brooded over it as an Egyptologist might over some newly-discovered hieroglyphic.

What does she say? enquired Ukridge.

She wants me to call at half-past four to-morrow afternoon.

Splendid! cried Ukridge. I knew she would bite.

What on earth are you talking about?

Ukridge reached across the table and patted me affectionately on the shoulder. The movement involved the upsetting of a full cup of coffee, but I suppose he meant well. He sank back again in his chair and adjusted his pince-nez in order to get a better view of me. I seemed to fill him with honest joy, and he suddenly burst into a spirited eulogy, rather like some minstrel of old delivering an ex-tempore boost of his chieftain and employer.

Laddie, said Ukridge, if theres one thing about you that Ive always admired its your readiness to help a pal. One of the most admirable qualities a bloke can possess, and nobody has it to a greater extent than you. Youre practically unique in that way. Ive had men come up to me and ask me about you. What sort of a chap is he? they say. One of the very best, I reply. A fellow you can rely on. A man who would die rather than let you down. A bloke who would go through fire and water to do a pal a good turn. A bird with a heart of gold and a nature as true as steel.

Yes, Im a splendid fellow, I agreed, slightly perplexed by this panegyric. Get on.

I am getting on, old horse, said Ukridge with faint reproach. What Im trying to say is that I knew you would be delighted to tackle this little job for me. It wasnt necessary to ask you. I knew.

A grim foreboding of an awful doom crept over me, as it had done so often before in my association with Ukridge.

Will you kindly tell me what damned thing youve let me in for now?

Ukridge deprecated my warmth with a wave of his fork. He spoke soothingly and with a winning persuasiveness. He practically cooed.

Its nothing, laddie. Practically nothing. Just a simple little act of kindness which you will thank me for putting in your way. Its like this. As I ought to have foreseen from the first, that ass Tuppy proved a broken reed. In that matter of Dora, you know. Got no result whatever. He went to see my aunt the day before yesterday, and asked her to take Dora on again, and she gave him the miss-in-balk. Im not surprised. I never had any confidence in Tuppy. It was a mistake ever sending him. Its no good trying frontal attack in a delicate business like this. What you need is strategy. You want to think what is the enemys weak side and then attack from that angle. Now, what is my aunts weak side, laddie? Her weak side, what is it? Now think. Reflect, old horse.

From the sound of her voice, the only time I ever got near her, I should say she hadnt one.

Thats where you make your error, old son. Butter her up about her beastly novels, and a child could eat out of her hand. When Tuppy let me down I just lit a pipe and had a good think. And then suddenly I got it. I went to a pal of mine, a thorough sportsman — you dont know him. I must introduce you some day — and he wrote my aunt a letter from you, asking if you could come and interview her for Womans Sphere. Its a weekly paper, which I happen to know she takes in regularly. Now, listen, laddie. Dont interrupt for a moment. I want you to get the devilish shrewdness of this. You go and interview her, and shes all over you. Tickled to death. Of course, youll have to do a good deal of Young Disciple stuff, but you wont mind that. After youve soft-soaped her till shes purring like a dynamo, you get up to go. Well, you say, this has been the proudest occasion of my life, meeting one whose work I have so long admired. And she says, The pleasure is mine, old horse. And you slop over each other a bit more. Then you say sort of casually, as if it had just occurred to you, Oh, by the way, I believe my cousin — or sister —— No, better make it cousin — I believe my cousin, Miss Dora Mason, is your secretary, isnt she? She isnt any such dam thing, replies my aunt. I sacked her three days ago. Thats your cue, laddie. Your face falls, you register concern, youre frightfully cut up. You start in to ask her to let Dora come back. And youre such pals by this time that she can refuse you nothing. And there you are! My dear old son, you can take it from me that if you only keep your head and do the Young Disciple stuff properly the thing cant fail. Its an iron-clad scheme. There isnt a flaw in it.

There is one.

I think youre wrong. Ive gone over the thing very carefully. What is it?

The flaw is that Im not going anywhere near your infernal aunt. So you can trot back to your forger chum and tell him hes wasted a good sheet of letter-paper.

A pair of pince-nez tinkled into a plate. Two pained eyes blinked at me across the table. Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge was wounded to the quick.

You dont mean to say youre backing out? he said, in a low, quivering voice.

I never was in.

Laddie, said Ukridge, weightily, resting an elbow on his last slice of bacon, I want to ask you one question. Just one simple question. Have you ever let me down? Has there been one occasion in our long friendship when I have relied upon you and been deceived? Not one!

Everythings got to have a beginning. Im starting now.

But think of her. Dora! Poor little Dora. Think of poor little Dora.

If this business teaches her to keep away from you, it will be a blessing in the end.

But, laddie — —

I suppose there is some fatal weakness in my character, or else the brand of bacon which Bowles cooked possessed a peculiarly mellowing quality. All I know is that, after being adamant for a good ten minutes, I finished breakfast committed to a task from which my soul revolted. After all, as Ukridge said, it was rough on the girl. Chivalry is chivalry. We must strive to lend a helping hand as we go through this world of ours, and all that sort of thing. Four oclock on the following afternoon found me entering a cab and giving the driver the address of Heath House, Wimbledon Common.

My emotions on entering Heath House were such as I would have felt had I been keeping a tryst with a dentist who by some strange freak happened also to be a duke. From the moment when a butler of super-Bowles dignity opened the door and, after regarding me with ill-concealed dislike, started to conduct me down a long hall, I was in the grip of both fear and humility. Heath House is one of the stately homes of Wimbledon; how beautiful they stand, as the poet says: and after the humble drabness of Ebury Street it frankly overawed me. Its keynote was an extreme neatness which seemed to sneer at my squashy collar and reproach my baggy trouser-leg. The farther I penetrated over the polished floor, the more vividly was it brought home to me that I was one of the submerged tenth and could have done with a hair-cut. I had not been aware when I left home that my hair was unusually long, but now I seemed to be festooned by a matted and offensive growth. A patch on my left shoe which had had a rather comfortable look in Ebury Street stood out like a blot on the landscape. No, I was not at my ease; and when I reflected that in a few moments I was to meet Ukridges aunt, that legendary figure, face to face, a sort of wistful admiration filled me for the beauty of the nature of one who would go through all this to help a girl he had never even met. There was no doubt about it — the facts spoke for themselves — I was one of the finest fellows I had ever known. Nevertheless, there was no getting away from it, my trousers did bag at the knee.

Mr. Corcoran, announced the butler, opening the drawing-room door. He spoke with just that intonation of voice that seemed to disclaim all responsibility. If I had an appointment, he intimated, it was his duty, however repulsive, to show me in; but, that done, he disociated himself entirely from the whole affair.

There were two women and six Pekingese dogs in the room. The Pekes I had met before, during their brief undergraduate days at Ukridges dog college, but they did not appear to recognise me. The occasion when they had lunched at my expense seemed to have passed from their minds. One by one they came up, sniffed, and then moved away as if my bouquet had disappointed them. They gave the impression that they saw eye to eye with the butler in his estimate of the young visitor. I was left to face the two women.

Of these — reading from right to left — one was a tall, angular, hawk-faced female with a stony eye. The other, to whom I gave but a passing glance at the moment, was small, and so it seemed to me, pleasant-looking. She had bright hair faintly powdered with grey, and mild eyes of a china blue. She reminded me of the better class of cat. I took her to be some casual caller who had looked in for a cup of tea. It was the hawk on whom I riveted my attention. She was looking at me with a piercing and unpleasant stare, and I thought how exactly she resembled the picture I had formed of her in my mind from Ukridges conversation.

Miss Ukridge? I said, sliding on a rug towards her and feeling like some novice whose manager, against his personal wishes, has fixed him up with a match with the heavyweight champion.

I am Miss Ukridge, said the other woman. Miss Watterson, Mr. Corcoran.

It was a shock, but, the moment of surprise over, I began to feel something approaching mental comfort for the first time since I had entered this house of slippery rugs and supercilious butlers. Somehow I had got the impression from Ukridge that his aunt was a sort of stage aunt, all stiff satin and raised eyebrows. This half-portion with the mild blue eyes I felt that I could tackle. It passed my comprehension why Ukridge should ever have found her intimidating.

I hope you will not mind if we have our little talk before Miss Watterson, she said with a charming smile. She has come to arrange the details of the Pen and Ink Club dance which we are giving shortly. She will keep quite quiet and not interrupt. You dont mind?

Not at all, not at all, I said in my attractive way. It is not exaggerating to say that at this moment I felt debonair. Not at all, not at all. Oh, not at all.

Wont you sit down?

Thank you, thank you.

The hawk moved over to the window, leaving us to ourselves.

Now we are quite cosy, said Ukridges aunt.

Yes, yes, I agreed. Dash it, I liked this woman.

Tell me, Mr. Corcoran, said Ukridges aunt, are you on the staff of Womans Sphere? It is one of my favourite papers. I read it every week.

The outside staff.

What do you mean by the outside staff?

Well, I dont actually work in the office, but the editor gives me occasional jobs.

I see. Who is the editor now?

I began to feel slightly less debonair. She was just making conversation, of course, to put me at my ease, but I wished she would stop asking me these questions. I searched desperately in my mind for a name — any name — but as usual on these occasions every name in the English language had passed from me.

Of course. I remember now, said Ukridges aunt, to my profound relief. Its Mr. Jevons, isnt it? I met him one night at dinner.

Jevons, I burbled. Thats right. Jevons.

A tall man with a light moustache.

Well, fairly tall, I said, judicially.

And he sent you here to interview me?

Yes.

Well, which of my novels do you wish me to talk about?

I relaxed with a delightful sense of relief. I felt on solid ground at last. And then it suddenly came to me that Ukridge in his woollen-headed way had omitted to mention the name of a single one of this womans books.

Er — oh, all of them, I said hurriedly.

I see. My general literary work.

Exactly, I said. My feeling towards her now was one of positive affection.

She leaned back in her chair with her finger-tips together, a pretty look of meditation on her face.

Do you think it would interest the readers of Womans Sphere to know which novel of mine is my own favourite?

I am sure it would.

Of course, said Ukridges aunt, it is not easy for an author to answer a question like that. You see, one has moods in which first one book and then another appeals to one.

Quite, I replied. Quite.

Which of my books do you like best, Mr. Corcoran?

There swept over me the trapped feeling one gets in nightmares. From six baskets the six Pekingese stared at me unwinkingly.

Er — oh, all of them, I heard a croaking voice reply. My voice, presumably, though I did not recognise it.

How delightful! said Ukridges aunt. Now, I really do call that delightful. One or two of the critics have said that my work was uneven. It is so nice to meet someone who doesnt agree with them. Personally, I think my favourite is The Heart of Adelaide.

I nodded my approval of this sound choice. The muscles which had humped themselves stiffly on my back began to crawl back into place again. I found it possible to breathe.

Yes, I said, frowning thoughtfully, I suppose The Heart of Adelaide is the best thing you have written. It has such human appeal, I added, playing it safe.

Have you read it, Mr. Corcoran?

Oh yes.

And you really enjoyed it?

Tremendously.

You dont think it is a fair criticism to say that it is a little broad in parts?

Most unfair. I began to see my way. I do not know why, but I had been assuming that her novels must be the sort you find in seaside libraries. Evidently they belonged to the other class of female novels, the sort which libraries ban. Of course, I said, it is written honestly, fearlessly, and shows life as it is. But broad? No, no!

That scene in the conservatory?

Best thing in the book, I said stoutly.

A pleased smile played about her mouth. Ukridge had been right. Praise her work, and a child could eat out of her hand. I found myself wishing that I had really read the thing, so that I could have gone into more detail and made her still happier.

Im so glad you like it, she said. Really, it is most encouraging.

Oh, no, I murmured modestly.

Oh, but it is. Because I have only just started to write it, you see. I finished chapter one this morning.

She was still smiling so engagingly that for a moment the full horror of these words did not penetrate my consciousness.

The Heart of Adelaide is my next novel. The scene in the conservatory, which you like so much, comes towards the middle of it. I was not expecting to reach it till about the end of next month. How odd that you should know all about it!

I had got it now all right, and it was like sitting down on the empty space where there should have been a chair. Somehow the fact that she was so pleasant about it all served to deepen my discomfiture. In the course of an active life I have frequently felt a fool, but never such a fool as I felt then. The fearful woman had been playing with me, leading me on, watching me entangle myself like a fly on fly-paper. And suddenly I perceived that I had erred in thinking of her eyes as mild. A hard gleam had come into them. They were like a couple of blue gimlets. She looked like a cat that had caught a mouse, and it was revealed to me in one sickening age-long instant why Ukridge went in fear of her. There was that about her which would have intimidated the Sheik.

It seems so odd, too, she tinkled on, that you should have come to interview me for Womans Sphere. Because they published an interview with me only the week before last. I thought it so strange that I rang up my friend Miss Watterson, who is the editress, and asked her if there had not been some mistake. And she said she had never heard of you. Have you ever heard of Mr. Corcoran, Muriel?

Never, said the hawk, fixing me with a revolted eye.

How strange! said Ukridges aunt. But then the whole thing is so strange. Oh, must you go, Mr. Corcoran?

My mind was in a slightly chaotic condition, but on that one point it was crystal-clear. Yes, I must go. Through the door if I could find it — failing that, through the window. And anybody who tried to stop me would do well to have a care.

You will remember me to Mr. Jevons when you see him, wont you? said Ukridges aunt.

I was fumbling at the handle.

And, Mr. Corcoran. She was still smiling amiably, but there had come into her voice a note like that which it had had on a certain memorable occasion when summoning Ukridge to his doom from the unseen interior of his Sheeps Cray Cottage. Will you please tell my nephew Stanley that I should be glad if he would send no more of his friends to see me. Good afternoon.

I suppose that at some point in the proceedings my hostess must have rung a bell, for out in the passage I found my old chum, the butler. With the uncanny telepathy of his species he appeared aware that I was leaving under what might be called a cloud, for his manner had taken on a warder-like grimness. His hand looked as if it was itching to grasp me by the shoulder, and when we reached the front door he eyed the pavement wistfully, as if thinking what splendid spot it would be for me to hit with a thud.

Nice day, I said, with the feverish instinct to babble which comes to strong men in their agony.

He scorned to reply, and as I tottered down the sunlit street I was conscious of his gaze following me.

A very vicious specimen, I could fancy him saying. And mainly due to my prudence and foresight that he hasnt got away with the spoons.

It was a warm afternoon, but to such an extent had the recent happenings churned up my emotions that I walked the whole way back to Ebury Street with a rapidity which caused more languid pedestrians to regard me with a pitying contempt. Reaching my sitting-room in an advanced state of solubility and fatigue, I found Ukridge stretched upon the sofa.

Hallo, laddie! said Ukridge, reaching out a hand for the cooling drink that lay on the floor beside him. I was wondering when you would show up. I wanted to tell you that it wont be necessary for you to go and see my aunt after all. It appears that Dora has a hundred quid tucked away in a bank, and shes been offered a partnership by a woman she knows who runs one of these typewriting places. I advised her to close with it. So shes all right.

He quaffed deeply of the bowl and breathed a contented sigh. There was a silence.

When did you hear of this? I asked at length.

Yesterday afternoon, said Ukridge. I meant to pop round and tell you, but somehow it slipped my mind.


THE RETURN OF BATTLING BILLSON
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IT WAS A most embarrassing moment, one of those moments which plant lines on the face and turn the hair a distinguished grey at the temples. I looked at the barman. The barman looked at me. The assembled company looked at us both impartially.

Ho! said the barman.

I am very quick. I could see at once that he was not in sympathy with me. He was a large, profuse man, and his eye as it met mine conveyed the impression that he regarded me as a bad dream come true. His mobile lips curved slightly, showing a gold tooth; and the muscles of his brawny arms, which were strong as iron bands, twitched a little.

Ho! he said.

The circumstances which had brought me into my present painful position were as follows. In writing those stories for the popular magazines which at that time were causing so many editors so much regret, I was accustomed, like one of my brother-authors, to take all mankind for my province. Thus, one day I would be dealing with dukes in their castles, the next I would turn right round and start tackling the submerged tenth in their slums. Versatile. At the moment I happened to be engaged upon a rather poignant little thing about a girl called Liz, who worked in a fried-fish shop in the Ratcliff Highway, and I had accordingly gone down there to collect local colour. For whatever Posterity may say of James Corcoran, it can never say that he shrank from inconvenience where his Art was concerned.

The Ratcliff Highway is an interesting thoroughfare, but on a warm day it breeds thirst. After wandering about for an hour or so, therefore, I entered the Prince of Wales public-house, called for a pint of beer, drained it at a draught, reached in my pocket for coin, and found emptiness. I was in a position to add to my notes on the East End of London one to the effect that pocket-pickery flourishes there as a fine art.

Im awfully sorry, I said, smiling an apologetic smile and endeavouring to put a debonair winsomeness into my voice. I find Ive got no money.

It was at this point that the barman said Ho! and moved out into the open through a trick door in the counter.

I think my pocket must have been picked, I said.

Oh, do you? said the barman.

He gave me the idea of being rather a soured man. Years of association with unscrupulous citizens who tried to get drinks for nothing had robbed him of that fine fresh young enthusiasm with which he had started out on his career of barmanship.

I had better leave my name and address, I suggested.

Who, enquired the barman, coldly, wants your blinking name and address?

These practical men go straight to the heart of a thing. He had put his finger on the very hub of the matter. Who did want my blinking name and address? No one.

I will send — — I was proceeding, when things began to happen suddenly. An obviously expert hand gripped me by the back of the neck, another closed upon the seat of my trousers, there was a rush of air, and I was rolling across the pavement in the direction of a wet and unsavoury gutter. The barman, gigantic against the dirty white front of the public-house, surveyed me grimly.

I think that, if he had confined himself to mere looks — however offensive — I would have gone no farther into the matter. After all, the man had right on his side. How could he be expected to see into my soul and note its snowy purity? But, as I picked myself up, he could not resist the temptation to improve the occasion.

Thats what comes of tryin to snitch drinks, he said, with what seemed to me insufferable priggishness.

Those harsh words stung me to the quick. I burned with generous wrath. I flung myself on that barman. The futility of attacking such a Colossus never occurred to me. I forgot entirely that he could put me out of action with one hand.

A moment later, however, he had reminded me of this fact. Even as I made my onslaught an enormous fist came from nowhere and crashed into the side of my head. I sat down again.

Ullo!

I was aware, dimly, that someone was speaking to me, someone who was not the barman. That athlete had already dismissed me as a spent force and returned to his professional duties. I looked up and got a sort of general impression of bigness and blue serge, and then I was lifted lightly to my feet.

My head had begun to clear now, and I was able to look more steadily at my sympathiser. And, as I looked, the feeling came to me that I had seen him before somewhere. That red hair, those glinting eyes, that impressive bulk — it was my old friend Wilberforce Billson and no other — Battling Billson, the coming champion, whom I had last seen fighting at Wonderland under the personal management of Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge.

Did e it yer? enquired Mr. Billson.

There was only one answer to this. Disordered though my faculties were, I was clear upon this point. I said, Yes, he did hit me.

R! said Mr. Billson, and immediately passed into the hostelry.

It was not at once that I understood the significance of this move. The interpretation I placed upon his abrupt departure was that, having wearied of my society, he had decided to go and have some refreshment. Only when the sound of raised voices from within came pouring through the door did I begin to suspect that in attributing to it such callousness I might have wronged that golden nature. With the sudden reappearance of the barman — who shot out as if impelled by some imperious force and did a sort of backwards fox-trot across the pavement — suspicion became certainty.

The barman, as becomes a man plying his trade in the Ratcliff Highway, was made of stern stuff. He was no poltroon. As soon as he had managed to stop himself from pirouetting, he dabbed at his right cheek-bone in a delicate manner, soliloquised for a moment, and then dashed back into the bar. And it was after the door had swung to again behind him that the proceedings may have been said formally to have begun.

What precisely was going on inside that bar I was still too enfeebled to go and see. It sounded like an earthquake, and no meagre earthquake at that. All the glassware in the world seemed to be smashing simultaneously, the populations of several cities were shouting in unison, and I could almost fancy that I saw the walls of the building shake and heave. And then somebody blew a police-whistle.

There is a magic about the sound of a police-whistle. It acts like oil on the most troubled waters. This one brought about an instant lull in the tumult. Glasses ceased to break, voices were hushed, and a moment later out came Mr. Billson, standing not upon the order of his going. His nose was bleeding a little and there was the scenario of a black eye forming on his face, but otherwise there seemed nothing much the matter with him. He cast a wary look up and down the street and sprinted for the nearest corner. And I, shaking off the dreamy after-effects of my encounter with the barman, sprinted in his wake. I was glowing with gratitude and admiration. I wanted to catch this man up and thank him formally. I wanted to assure him of my undying esteem. Moreover, I wanted to borrow sixpence from him. The realisation that he was the only man in the whole wide East End of London who was likely to lend me the money to save me having to walk back to Ebury Street gave me a rare burst of speed.

It was not easy to overtake him, for the sound of my pursuing feet evidently suggested to Mr. Billson that the hunt was up, and he made good going. Eventually, however, when in addition to running I began to emit a plaintive Mr. Billson! I say, Mr. Billson! at every second stride, he seemed to gather that he was among friends.

Oh, its you, is it? he said, halting.

He was plainly relieved. He produced a murky pipe and lit it. I delivered my speech of thanks. Having heard me out, he removed his pipe and put into a few short words the moral of the whole affair.

Nobody dont dot no pals of mine not when Im around, said Mr. Billson.

It was awfully good of you to trouble, I said with feeling.

No trouble, said Mr. Billson.

You must have hit that barman pretty hard. He came out at about forty miles an hour.

I dotted him, agreed Mr. Billson.

Im afraid he has hurt your eye, I said, sympathetically.

Him! said Mr. Billson, expectorating with scorn. That wasnt him. That was his pals. Six or seven of em there was.

And did you dot them too? I cried, amazed at the prowess of this wonder-man.

R! said Mr. Billson. He smoked awhile. But I dotted im most, he proceeded. He looked at me with honest warmth, his chivalrous heart plainly stirred to its depths. The idea, he said, disgustedly, of a —— — — is size — he defined the barman crisply and, as far as I could judge after so brief an acquaintanceship, accurately— goin and dottin a little —— —— like you!

The sentiment was so admirable that I could not take exception to its phraseology. Nor did I rebel at being called little. To a man of Mr. Billsons mould I supposed most people looked little.

Well, Im very much obliged, I said.

Mr. Billson smoked in silence.

Have you been back long? I asked, for something to say. Outstanding as were his other merits, he was not good at keeping a conversation alive.

Back? said Mr. Billson.

Back in London. Ukridge told me that you had gone to sea again.

Say, mister, exclaimed Mr. Billson, for the first time seeming to show real interest in my remarks, you seen im lately?

Ukridge? Oh, yes, I see him nearly every day.

I been tryin to find im.

I can give you his address, I said. And I wrote it down on the back of an envelope. Then, having shaken his hand, I thanked him once more for his courteous assistance and borrowed my fare back to Civilisation on the Underground, and we parted with mutual expressions of good will.

The next step in the march of events was what I shall call the Episode of the Inexplicable Female. It occurred two days later. Returning shortly after lunch to my rooms in Ebury Street, I was met in the hall by Mrs. Bowles, my landlords wife. I greeted her a trifle nervously, for, like her husband, she always exercised a rather oppressive effect on me. She lacked Bowless ambassadorial dignity, but made up for it by a manner so peculiarly sepulchral that strong men quailed before her pale gaze. Scotch by birth, she had an eye that looked as if it was for ever searching for astral bodies wrapped in winding-sheets — this, I believe, being a favourite indoor sport among certain sets in North Britain.

Sir, said Mrs. Bowles, there is a body in your sitting-room.

A body! I am bound to say that this Phillips-Oppenheim-like opening to the conversation gave me something of a shock. Then I remembered her nationality. Oh, you mean a man?

A woman, corrected Mrs. Bowles. A body in a pink hat.

I was conscious of a feeling of guilt. In this pure and modest house, female bodies in pink hats seemed to require explanation. I felt that the correct thing to do would have been to call upon Heaven to witness that this woman was nothing to me, nothing.

I was to give you this letter, sir.

I took it and opened the envelope with a sigh. I had recognised the handwriting of Ukridge, and for the hundredth time in our close acquaintanceship there smote me like a blow the sad suspicion that this man had once more gone and wished upon me some frightful thing.

My dear old Horse, — 

Its not often I ask you to do anything for me...

I laughed hollowly.

My dear old Horse, — 

Its not often I ask you to do anything for me, laddie, but I beg and implore you to rally round now and show yourself the true friend I know you are. The one thing Ive always said about you, Corky my boy, is that youre a real pal who never lets a fellow down.

The bearer of this — a delightful woman, youll like her — is Flossies mother. Shes up for the day by excursion from the North, and it is absolutely vital that she be lushed up and seen off at Euston at six-forty-five. I cant look after her myself, as unfortunately Im laid up with a sprained ankle. Otherwise I wouldnt trouble you.

This is a life and death matter, old man, and Im relying on you. I cant possibly tell you how important it is that this old bird should be suitably entertained. The gravest issues hang on it. So shove on your hat and go to it, laddie, and blessings will reward you. Tell you all the details when we meet.

Yours ever,

S. F. Ukridge.

P.S. — I will defray all expenses later.

Those last words did wring a faint, melancholy smile from me, but apart from them this hideous document seemed to me to be entirely free from comic relief. I looked at my watch and found that it was barely two-thirty. This female, therefore, was on my hands for a solid four hours and a quarter. I breathed maledictions — futile, of course, for it was a peculiar characteristic of the demon Ukridge on these occasions that, unless one were strong-minded enough to disregard his frenzied pleadings altogether (a thing which was nearly always beyond me), he gave one no chance of escape. He sprang his foul schemes on one at the very last moment, leaving no opportunity for a graceful refusal.

I proceeded slowly up the stairs to my sitting-room. It would have been a distinct advantage, I felt, if I had known who on earth this Flossie was of whom he wrote with such airy familiarity. The name, though Ukridge plainly expected it to touch a chord in me, left me entirely unresponsive. As far as I was aware, there was no Flossie of any description in my life. I thought back through the years. Long-forgotten Janes and Kates and Muriels and Elizabeths rose from the murky depths of my memory as I stirred it, but no Flossie. It occurred to me as I opened the door that, if Ukridge was expecting pleasant reminiscences of Flossie to form a tender bond between me and her mother, he was building on sandy soil.

The first impression I got on entering the room was that Mrs. Bowles possessed the true reporters gift for picking out the detail that really mattered. One could have said many things about Flossies mother, as, for instance, that she was stout, cheerful, and far more tightly laced than a doctor would have considered judicious; but what stood out above all the others was the fact that she was wearing a pink hat. It was the largest, gayest, most exuberantly ornate specimen of head-wear that I had ever seen, and the prospect of spending four hours and a quarter in its society added the last touch to my already poignant gloom. The only gleam of sunshine that lightened my darkness was the reflection that, if we went to a picture-palace, she would have to remove it.

Er — how do you do? I said, pausing in the doorway.

Ow do you do? said a voice from under the hat. Say Ow-do-you-do? to the gentleman, Cecil.

I perceived a small, shiny boy by the window. Ukridge, realising with the true artists instinct that the secret of all successful prose is the knowledge of what to omit, had not mentioned him in his letter; and, as he turned reluctantly to go through the necessary civilities, it seemed to me that the burden was more than I could bear. He was a rat-faced, sinister-looking boy, and he gazed at me with a frigid distaste which reminded me of the barman at the Prince of Wales public-house in Ratcliff Highway.

I brought Cecil along, said Flossies (and presumably Cecils) mother, after the stripling, having growled a cautious greeting, obviously with the mental reservation that it committed him to nothing, had returned to the window, because I thought it would be nice for im to say he had seen London.

Quite, quite, I replied, while Cecil, at the window, gazed darkly out at London as if he did not think much of it.

Mr. Ukridge said you would trot us round.

Delighted, delighted, I quavered, looking at the hat and looking swiftly away again. I think we had better go to a picture-palace, dont you?

Naw! said Cecil. And there was that in his manner which suggested that when he said Naw! it was final.

Cecil wants to see the sights, explained his mother. We can see all the pictures back at home. Es been lookin forward to seein the sights of London. Itll be an education for im, like, to see all the sights.

Westminster Abbey? I suggested. After all, what could be better for the lads growing mind than to inspect the memorials of the great past and, if disposed, pick out a suitable site for his own burial at some later date? Also, I had a fleeting notion, which a moments reflection exploded before it could bring me much comfort, that women removed their hats in Westminster Abbey.

Naw! said Cecil.

E wants to see the murders, explained Flossies mother.

She spoke as if it were the most reasonable of boyish desires, but it sounded to me impracticable. Homicides do not publish formal programmes of their intended activities. I had no notion what murders were scheduled for to-day.

E always reads up all the murders in the Sunday paper, went on the parent, throwing light on the matter.

Oh, I understand, I said. Then Madame Tussauds is the spot he wants. Theyve got all the murderers.

Naw! said Cecil.

Its the places e wants to see, said Flossies mother, amiably tolerant of my density. The places where all them murders was committed. Es clipped out the addresses and e wants to be able to tell is friends when he gets back that es seen em.

A profound relief surged over me.

Why, we can do the whole thing in a cab, I cried. We can stay in a cab from start to finish. No need to leave the cab at all.

Or a bus?

Not a bus, I said firmly. I was quite decided on a cab — one with blinds that would pull down, if possible.

Ave it your own way, said Flossies mother, agreeably. Speaking as far as Im personally concerned, Im shaw theres nothing I would rather prefer than a nice ride in a keb. Jear what the gentleman says, Cecil? Youre goin to ride in a keb.

Urgh! said Cecil, as if he would believe it when he saw it. A sceptical boy.

It was not an afternoon to which I look back as among the happiest I have spent. For one thing, the expedition far exceeded my hasty estimates in the matter of expense. Why it should be so I cannot say, but all the best murders appear to take place in remote spots like Stepney and Canning Town, and cab-fares to these places run into money. Then, again, Cecils was not one of those personalities which become more attractive with familiarity. I should say at a venture that those who liked him best were those who saw the least of him. And, finally, there was a monotony about the entire proceedings which soon began to afflict my nerves. The cab would draw up outside some mouldering house in some desolate street miles from civilisation, Cecil would thrust his unpleasant head out of the window and drink the place in for a few moments of silent ecstasy, and then he would deliver his lecture. He had evidently read well and thoughtfully. He had all the information.

The Canning Town Orror, he would announce.

Yes, dearie? His mother cast a fond glance at him and a proud one at me. In this very ouse, was it?

In this very ouse, said Cecil, with the gloomy importance of a confirmed bore about to hold forth on his favourite subject. Jimes Potter is nime was. E was found at seven in the morning underneaf the kitchen sink wiv is froat cut from ear to ear. It was the landladys brother done it. They anged im at Pentonville.

Some more data from the childs inexhaustible store, and then on to the next historic site.

The Bing Street Orror!

In this very ouse, dearie?

In this very ouse. Body was found in the cellar in an advanced stige of dee-cawm-po-sition wiv its ead bashed in, prezoomably by some blunt instrument.

At six-forty-six, ignoring the pink hat which protruded from the window of a third-class compartment and the stout hand that waved a rollicking farewell, I turned from the train with a pale, set face, and, passing down the platform of Euston Station, told a cabman to take me with all speed to Ukridges lodgings in Arundel Street, Leicester Square. There had never, so far as I knew, been a murder in Arundel Street, but I was strongly of opinion that that time was ripe. Cecils society and conversation had done much to neutralise the effects of a gentle upbringing, and I toyed almost luxuriously with the thought of supplying him with an Arundel Street Horror for his next visit to the Metropolis.

Aha, laddie, said Ukridge, as I entered. Come in, old horse. Glad to see you. Been wondering when you would turn up.

He was in bed, but that did not remove the suspicion which had been growing in me all the afternoon that he was a low malingerer. I refused to believe for a moment in that sprained ankle of his. My view was that he had had the advantage of a first look at Flossies mother and her engaging child and had shrewdly passed them on to me.

Ive been reading your book, old man, said Ukridge, breaking a pregnant silence with an overdone carelessness. He brandished winningly the only novel I had ever written, and I can offer no better proof of the black hostility of my soul than the statement that even this did not soften me. Its immense, laddie. No other word for it. Immense. Damme, Ive been crying like a child.

It is supposed to be a humorous novel, I pointed out, coldly.

Crying with laughter, explained Ukridge, hurriedly.

I eyed him with loathing.

Where do you keep your blunt instruments? I asked.

My what?

Your blunt instrument. I want a blunt instrument. Give me a blunt instrument. My God! Dont tell me you have no blunt instrument.

Only a safety-razor.

I sat down wearily on the bed.

Hi! Mind my ankle!

Your ankle! I laughed a hideous laugh, the sort of laugh the landladys brother might have emitted before beginning operations on James Potter. A lot there is the matter with your ankle.

Sprained it yesterday, old man. Nothing serious, said Ukridge, reassuringly. Just enough to lay me up for a couple of days.

Yes, till that ghastly female and her blighted boy had got well away.

Pained astonishment was written all over Ukridges face.

You dont mean to say you didnt like her? Why, I thought you two would be all over each other.

And I suppose you thought that Cecil and I would be twin souls?

Cecil? said Ukridge, doubtfully. Well, to tell you the truth, old man, Im not saying that Cecil doesnt take a bit of knowing. Hes the sort of boy you have to be patient with and bring out, if you understand what I mean. I think he grows on you.

If he ever tries to grow on me, Ill have him amputated.

Well, putting all that on one side, said Ukridge, how did things go off?

I described the afternoons activities in a few tense words.

Well, Im sorry, old horse, said Ukridge, when I had finished. I cant say more than that, can I? Im sorry. I give you my solemn word I didnt know what I was letting you in for. But it was a life and death matter. There was no other way out. Flossie insisted on it. Wouldnt budge an inch.

In my anguish I had forgotten all about the impenetrable mystery of Flossie.

Who the devil is Flossie? I asked.

What! Flossie? You dont know who Flossie is? My dear old man, collect yourself. You must remember Flossie. The barmaid at the Crown in Kennington. The girl Battling Billson is engaged to. Surely you havent forgotten Flossie? Why, she was saying only yesterday that you had nice eyes.

Memory awoke. I felt ashamed that I could ever have forgotten a girl so bounding and spectacular.

Of course! The blister you brought with you that night George Tupper gave us dinner at the Regent Grill. By the way, has George ever forgiven you for that?

There is still a little coldness, admitted Ukridge, ruefully. Im bound to say old Tuppy seems to be letting the thing rankle a bit. The fact of the matter is, old horse, Tuppy has his limitations. He isnt a real friend like you. Delightful fellow, but lacks vision. Cant understand that there are certain occasions when it is simply imperative that a mans pals rally round him. Now you — —

Well, Ill tell you one thing. I am hoping that what I went through this afternoon really was for some good cause. I should be sorry, now that I am in a cooler frame of mind, to have to strangle you where you lie. Would you mind telling me exactly what was the idea behind all this?

Its like this, laddie. Good old Billson blew in to see me the other day.

I met him down in the East End and he asked for your address.

Yes, he told me.

Whats going on? Are you still managing him?

Yes. Thats what he wanted to see me about. Apparently the contract has another year to run and he cant fix up anything without my O.K. And hes just had an offer to fight a bloke called Alf Todd at the Universal.

Thats a step up from Wonderland, I said, for I had a solid respect for this Mecca of the boxing world. How much is he getting this time?

Two hundred quid.

Two hundred quid! But thats a lot for practically an unknown man.

Unknown man? said Ukridge, hurt. What do you mean, unknown man? If you ask my opinion, I should say the whole pugilistic world is seething with excitement about old Billson. Literally seething. Didnt he slosh the middleweight champion?

Yes, in a rough-and-tumble in a back alley. And nobody saw him do it.

Well, these things get about.

But two hundred pounds!

A fleabite, laddie, a fleabite. You can take it from me that we shall be asking a lot more than a measly couple of hundred for our services pretty soon. Thousands, thousands! Still, Im not saying it wont be something to be going on with. Well, as I say, old Billson came to me and said he had had this offer, and how about it? And when I realised that I was in halves, I jolly soon gave him my blessing and told him to go as far as he liked. So you can imagine how I felt when Flossie put her foot down like this.

Like what? About ten minutes ago when you started talking, you seemed to be on the point of explaining about Flossie. How does she come to be mixed up with the thing? What did she do?

Only wanted to stop the whole business, laddie, that was all. Just put the kybosh on the entire works. Said he mustnt fight!

Mustnt fight?

That was what she said. Just in that airy, careless way, as if the most stupendous issues didnt hang on his fighting as he had never fought before. Said — if youll believe me, laddie; I shant blame you if you dont — that she didnt want his looks spoiled. Ukridge gazed at me with lifted eyebrows while he let this evidence of feminine perverseness sink in. His looks, old man! You got the word correctly? His looks! She didnt want his looks spoiled. Why, damme, he hasnt got any looks. There isnt any possible manner in which you could treat that mans face without improving it. I argued with her by the hour, but no, she couldnt see it. Avoid women, laddie, they have no intelligence.

Well, Ill promise to avoid Flossies mother, if thatll satisfy you. How does she come into the thing?

Now, theres a woman in a million, my boy. She saved the situation. She came along at the eleventh hour and snatched your old friend out of the soup. It seems she has a habit of popping up to London at intervals, and Flossie, while she loves and respects her, finds that from ten minutes to a quarter of an hour of the old dear gives her the pip to such an extent that shes a nervous wreck for days.

I felt my heart warm to the future Mrs. Billson. Despite Ukridges slurs, a girl, it seemed to me, of the soundest intelligence.

So when Flossie told me — with tears in her eyes, poor girl — that mother was due to-day, I had the inspiration of a lifetime. Said I would take her off her hands from start to finish if she would agree to let Billson fight at the Universal. Well, it shows you what family affection is, laddie; she jumped at it. I dont mind telling you she broke down completely and kissed me on both cheeks. The rest, old horse, you know.

Yes. The rest I do know.

Never, said Ukridge, solemnly, never, old son, till the sands of the desert grow cold, shall I forget how you have stood by me this day!

Oh, all right. I expect in about a week from now you will be landing me with something equally foul.

Now, laddie — —

When does this fight come off?

A week from to-night. Im relying on you to be at my side. Tense nervous strain, old man; shall want a pal to see me through.

I wouldnt miss it for worlds. Ill give you dinner before we go there, shall I?

Spoken like a true friend, said Ukridge, warmly. And on the following night I will stand you the banquet of your life. A banquet which will ring down the ages. For, mark you, laddie, I shall be in funds. In funds, my boy.

Yes, if Billson wins. What does he get if he loses?

Loses? He wont lose. How the deuce can he lose? Im surprised at you talking in that silly way when youve seen him only a few days ago. Didnt he strike you as being pretty fit when you saw him?

Yes, by Jove, he certainly did.

Well, then! Why, it looks to me as if the sea air had made him tougher than ever. Ive only just got my fingers straightened out after shaking hands with him. He could win the heavyweight championship of the world to-morrow without taking his pipe out of his mouth. Alf Todd, said Ukridge, soaring to an impressive burst of imagery, has about as much chance as a one-armed blind man in a dark room trying to shove a pound of melted butter into a wildcats left ear with a red-hot needle.

Although I knew several of the members, for one reason or another I had never been inside the Universal Sporting Club, and the atmosphere of the place when we arrived on the night of the fight impressed me a good deal. It was vastly different from Wonderland, the East End home of pugilism where I had witnessed the Battler make his début. There, a certain laxness in the matter of costume had been the prevailing note; here, white shirt-fronts gleamed on every side. Wonderland, moreover, had been noisy. Patrons of sport had so far forgotten themselves as to whistle through their fingers and shout badinage at distant friends. At the Universal one might have been in church. In fact, the longer I sat, the more ecclesiastical did the atmosphere seem to become. When we arrived, two acolytes in the bantam class were going devoutly through the ritual under the eye of the presiding minister, while a large congregation looked on in hushed silence. As we took our seats, this portion of the service came to an end and the priest announced that Nippy Coggs was the winner. A reverent murmur arose for an instant from the worshippers, Nippy Coggs disappeared into the vestry, and after a pause of a few minutes I perceived the familiar form of Battling Billson coming up the aisle.

There was no doubt about it, the Battler did look good. His muscles seemed more cable-like than ever, and a recent hair-cut had given a knobby, bristly appearance to his head which put him even more definitely than before in the class of those with whom the sensible man would not lightly quarrel. Mr. Todd, his antagonist, who followed him a moment later, was no beauty — the almost complete absence of any division between his front hair and his eyebrows would alone have prevented him being that — but he lacked a certain je-ne-sais-quoi which the Battler pre-eminently possessed. From the first instant of his appearance in the public eye our man was a warm favourite. There was a pleased flutter in the pews as he took his seat, and I could hear whispered voices offering substantial bets on him.

Six-round bout, announced the padre. Battling Billson (Bermondsey) versus Alf Todd (Marylebone). Gentlemen will kindly stop smoking.

The congregation relit their cigars and the fight began.

Bearing in mind how vitally Ukridges fortunes were bound up in his protégés success to-night, I was relieved to observe that Mr. Todd opened the proceedings in a manner that seemed to offer little scope for any display of Battling Billsons fatal kind-heartedness. I had not forgotten how at Wonderland our Battler, with the fight in hand, had allowed victory to be snatched from him purely through a sentimental distaste for being rough with his adversary, a man who had had a lot of trouble and had touched Mr. Billsons heart thereby. Such a disaster was unlikely to occur to-night. It was difficult to see how anyone in the same ring with him could possibly be sorry for Alf Todd. A tender pity was the last thing his behaviour was calculated to rouse in the bosom of an opponent. Directly the gong sounded, he tucked away what little forehead Nature had given him beneath his fringe, breathed loudly through his nose, and galloped into the fray. He seemed to hold no bigoted views as to which hand it was best to employ as a medium of attack. Right or left, it was all one to Alf. And if he could not hit Mr. Billson with his hands, he was perfectly willing, so long as the eye of authority was not too keenly vigilant, to butt him with his head. Broad-minded — that was Alf Todd.

Wilberforce Billson, veteran of a hundred fights on a hundred scattered water-fronts, was not backward in joining the revels. In him Mr. Todd found a worthy and a willing playmate. As Ukridge informed me in a hoarse whisper while the vicar was reproaching Alf for placing an elbow where no elbow should have been, this sort of thing was as meat and drink to Wilberforce. It was just the kind of warfare he had been used to all his life, and precisely the sort most calculated to make him give of his best — a dictum which was strikingly endorsed a moment later, when, after some heated exchanges in which, generous donor though he was, he had received more than he had bestowed, Mr. Todd was compelled to slither back and do a bit of fancy side-stepping. The round came to an end with the Battler distinctly leading on points, and so spirited had it been that applause broke out in various parts of the edifice.

The second round followed the same general lines as the first. The fact that up to now he had been foiled in his attempts to resolve Battling Billson into his component parts had had no damping effect on Alf Todds ardour. He was still the same active, energetic soul, never sparing himself in his efforts to make the party go. There was a wholehearted abandon in his rushes which reminded one of a short-tempered gorilla trying to get at its keeper. Occasionally some extra warmth on the part of his antagonist would compel him to retire momentarily into a clinch, but he always came out of it as ready as ever to resume the argument. Nevertheless, at the end of round two he was still a shade behind. Round three added further points to the Battlers score, and at the end of round four Alf Todd had lost so much ground that the most liberal odds were required to induce speculators to venture their cash on his chances.

And then the fifth round began, and those who a minute before had taken odds of three to one on the Battler and openly proclaimed the money as good as in their pockets, stiffened in their seats or bent forward with pale and anxious faces. A few brief moments back it had seemed to them incredible that this sure thing could come unstitched. There was only this round and the next to go — a mere six minutes of conflict; and Mr. Billson was so far ahead on points that nothing but the accident of his being knocked out could lose him the decision. And you had only to look at Wilberforce Billson to realise the absurdity of his being knocked out. Even I, who had seen him go through the process at Wonderland, refused to consider the possibility. If ever there was a man in the pink, it was Wilberforce Billson.

But in boxing there is always the thousandth chance. As he came out of his corner for round five, it suddenly became plain that things were not well with our man. Some chance blow in that last melee of round four must have found a vital spot, for he was obviously in bad shape. Incredible as it seemed, Battling Billson was groggy. He shuffled rather than stepped; he blinked in a manner damping to his supporters; he was clearly finding increasing difficulty in foiling the boisterous attentions of Mr. Todd. Sibilant whispers arose; Ukridge clutched my arm in an agonised grip; voices were offering to bet on Alf; and in the Battlers corner, their heads peering through the ropes, those members of the minor clergy who had been told off to second our man were wan with apprehension.

Mr. Todd, for his part, was a new man. He had retired to his corner at the end of the preceding round with the moody step of one who sees failure looming ahead. Im always chasing rainbows, Mr. Todds eye had seemed to say as it rested gloomily on the resined floor. Another dream shattered! And he had come out for round five with the sullen weariness of the man who has been helping to amuse the kiddies at a childrens party and has had enough of it. Ordinary politeness rendered it necessary for him to see this uncongenial business through to the end, but his heart was no longer in it.

And then, instead of the steel and india-rubber warrior who had smitten him so sorely at their last meeting, he found this sagging wreck. For an instant sheer surprise seemed to shackle Mr. Todds limbs, then he adjusted himself to the new conditions. It was as if somebody had grafted monkey-glands on to Alfred Todd. He leaped at Battling Billson, and Ukridges grip on my arm became more painful than ever.

A sudden silence fell upon the house. It was a tense, expectant silence, for affairs had reached a crisis. Against the ropes near his corner the Battler was leaning, heedless of the well-meant counsel of his seconds, and Alf Todd, with his fringe now almost obscuring his eyes, was feinting for an opening. There is a tide in the affairs of men which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune; and Alf Todd plainly realised this. He fiddled for an instant with his hands, as if he were trying to mesmerise Mr. Billson, then plunged forward.

A great shout went up. The congregation appeared to have lost all sense of what place this was that they were in. They were jumping up and down in their seats and bellowing deplorably. For the crisis had been averted. Somehow or other Wilberforce Billson had contrived to escape from that corner, and now he was out in the middle of the ring, respited.

And yet he did not seem pleased. His usually expressionless face was contorted with pain and displeasure. For the first time in the entire proceedings he appeared genuinely moved. Watching him closely, I could see his lips moving, perhaps in prayer. And as Mr. Todd, bounding from the ropes, advanced upon him, he licked those lips. He licked them in a sinister meaning way, and his right hand dropped slowly down below his knee.

Alf Todd came on. He came jauntily and in the manner of one moving to a feast or festival. This was the end of a perfect day, and he knew it. He eyed Battling Billson as if the latter had been a pot of beer. But for the fact that he came of a restrained and unemotional race, he would doubtless have burst into song. He shot out his left and it landed on Mr. Billsons nose. Nothing happened. He drew back his right and poised it almost lovingly for a moment. It was during this moment that Battling Billson came to life.

To Alf Todd it must have seemed like a resurrection. For the last two minutes he had been testing in every way known to science his theory that this man before him no longer possessed the shadow of a punch, and the theory had seemed proven up to the hilt. Yet here he was now behaving like an unleashed whirlwind. A disquieting experience. The ropes collided with the small of Alf Todds back. Something else collided with his chin. He endeavoured to withdraw, but a pulpy glove took him on the odd fungoid growth which he was accustomed laughingly to call his ear. Another glove impinged upon his jaw. And there the matter ended for Alf Todd.

Battling Billson is the winner, intoned the vicar.

Wow! shouted the congregation.

Whew! breathed Ukridge in my ear.

It had been a near thing, but the old firm had pulled through at the finish.

Ukridge bounded off to the dressing-room to give his Battler a managers blessing; and presently, the next fight proving something of an anti-climax after all the fevered stress of its predecessor, I left the building and went home. I was smoking a last pipe before going to bed when a violent ring at the front-door bell broke in on my meditations. It was followed by the voice of Ukridge in the hall.

I was a little surprised. I had not been expecting to see Ukridge again to-night. His intention when we parted at the Universal had been to reward Mr. Billson with a bit of supper; and, as the Battler had a coy distaste for the taverns of the West End, this involved a journey to the far East, where in congenial surroundings the coming champion would drink a good deal of beer and eat more hard-boiled eggs than you would have believed possible. The fact that the host was now thundering up my stairs seemed to indicate that the feast had fallen through. And the fact that the feast had fallen through suggested that something had gone wrong.

Give me a drink, old horse, said Ukridge, bursting into the room.

What on earths the matter?

Nothing, old horse, nothing. Im a ruined man, thats all.

He leaped feverishly at the decanter and siphon which Bowles had placed upon the table. I watched him with concern. This could be no ordinary tragedy that had changed him thus from the ebullient creature of joy who had left me at the Universal. A thought flashed through my mind that Battling Billson must have been disqualified — to be rejected a moment later, when I remembered that fighters are not disqualified as an after-thought half an hour after the fight. But what else could have brought about this anguish? If ever there was an occasion for solemn rejoicing, now would have seemed to be the time.

Whats the matter? I asked again.

Matter? Ill tell you whats the matter, moaned Ukridge. He splashed seltzer into his glass. He reminded me of King Lear. Do you know how much I get out of that fight to-night? Ten quid! Just ten rotten contemptible sovereigns! Thats whats the matter.

I dont understand.

The purse was thirty pounds. Twenty for the winner. My share is ten. Ten, Ill trouble you! What in the name of everything infernal is the good of ten quid?

But you said Billson told you — —

Yes, I know I did. Two hundred was what he told me he was to get. And the weak-minded, furtive, under-handed son of Belial didnt explain that he was to get it for losing!

Losing?

Yes. He was to get it for losing. Some fellows who wanted a chance to do some heavy betting persuaded him to sell the fight.

But he didnt sell the fight.

I know that, dammit. Thats the whole trouble. And do you know why he didnt? Ill tell you. Just as he was all ready to let himself be knocked out in that fifth round, the other bloke happened to tread on his ingrowing toe-nail, and that made him so mad that he forgot about everything else and sailed in and hammered the stuffing out of him. I ask you, laddie! I appeal to you as a reasonable man. Have you ever in your life heard of such a footling, idiotic, woollen-headed proceeding? Throwing away a fortune, an absolute dashed fortune, purely to gratify a momentary whim! Hurling away wealth beyond the dreams of avarice simply because a bloke stamped on his ingrowing toe-nail. His ingrowing toe-nail! Ukridge laughed raspingly. What right has a boxer to have an ingrowing toe-nail? And if he has an ingrowing toe-nail, surely — my gosh! — he can stand a little trifling discomfort for half a minute. The fact of the matter is, old horse, boxers arent what they were. Degenerate, laddie, absolutely degenerate. No heart. No courage. No self-respect. No vision. The old bulldog breed has disappeared entirely.

And with a moody nod Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge passed out into the night.


UKRIDGE SEES HER THROUGH
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THE GIRL FROM the typewriting and stenographic bureau had a quiet but speaking eye. At first it had registered nothing but enthusiasm and the desire to please. But now, rising from that formidable notebook, it met mine with a look of exasperated bewilderment. There was an expression of strained sweetness on her face, as of a good woman unjustly put upon. I could read what was in her mind as clearly as if she had been impolite enough to shout it. She thought me a fool. And as this made the thing unanimous, for I had been feeling exactly the same myself for the last quarter of an hour, I decided that the painful exhibition must now terminate.

It was Ukridge who had let me in for the thing. He had fired my imagination with tales of authors who were able to turn out five thousand words a day by dictating their stuff to a stenographer instead of writing it; and though I felt at the time that he was merely trying to drum up trade for the typewriting bureau in which his young friend Dora Mason was now a partner, the lure of the idea had gripped me. Like all writers, I had a sturdy distaste for solid work, and this seemed to offer a pleasant way out, turning literary composition into a jolly tête-à-tête chat. It was only when those gleaming eyes looked eagerly into mine and that twitching pencil poised itself to record the lightest of my golden thoughts that I discovered what I was up against. For fifteen minutes I had been experiencing all the complex emotions of a nervous man who, suddenly called upon to make a public speech, realises too late that his brain has been withdrawn and replaced by a cheap cauliflower substitute: and I was through.

Im sorry, I said, but Im afraid its not much use going on. I dont seem able to manage it.

Now that I had come frankly out into the open and admitted my idiocy, the girls expression softened. She closed her notebook forgivingly.

Lots of people cant, she said. Its just a knack.

Everything seems to go out of my head.

Ive often thought it must be very difficult to dictate.

Two minds with but a single thought, in fact. Her sweet reasonableness, combined with the relief that the thing was over, induced in me a desire to babble. One has the same feeling when the dentist lets one out of his chair.

Youre from the Norfolk Street Agency, arent you? I said. A silly question, seeing that I had expressly rung them up on the telephone and asked them to send somebody round; but I was still feeling the effects of the ether.

Yes.

Thats in Norfolk Street, isnt it? I mean, I went on hurriedly, I wonder if you know a Miss Mason there? Miss Dora Mason.

She seemed surprised.

My name is Dora Mason, she said.

I was surprised, too. I had not supposed that partners in typewriting businesses stooped to going out on these errands. And I was conscious of a return of my former embarrassment, feeling — quite unreasonably, for I had only seen her once in my life, and then from a distance — that I ought to have remembered her.

We were short-handed at the office, she explained, so I came along. But how do you know my name?

I am a great friend of Ukridges.

Why, of course! I was wondering why your name was so familiar. Ive heard him talk so much about you.

And after that we really did settle down to the cosy tête-à-tête of which I had had visions. She was a nice girl, the only noticeable flaw in her character being an absurd respect for Ukridges intelligence and abilities. I, who had known that foe of the human race from boyhood up and was still writhing beneath the memory of the night when he had sneaked my dress clothes, could have corrected her estimate of him, but it seemed unkind to shatter her girlish dreams.

He was wonderful about this type-writing business, she said. It was such a splendid opportunity, and but for Mr. Ukridge I should have had to let it slip. You see, they were asking two hundred pounds for the partnership, and I only had a hundred. And Mr. Ukridge insisted on putting up the rest of the money. You see — I dont know if he told you — he insisted that he ought to do something because he says he lost me the position I had with his aunt. It wasnt his fault at all, really, but he kept saying that if I hadnt gone to that dance with him I shouldnt have got back late and been dismissed. So — —

She was a rapid talker, and it was only now that I was able to comment on the amazing statement which she had made in the opening portion of her speech. So stunning had been the effect of those few words on me that I had hardly heard her subsequent remarks.

Did you say that Ukridge insisted on finding the rest? I gasped.

Yes. Wasnt it nice of him?

He gave you a hundred pounds? Ukridge!

Guaranteed it, said Miss Mason. I arranged to pay a hundred pounds down and the rest in sixty days.

But suppose the rest is not paid in sixty days?

Well, then Im afraid I should lose my hundred. But it will be, of course. Mr. Ukridge told me to have no anxiety about that at all. Well, good-bye, Mr. Corcoran. I must be going now. Im sorry we didnt get better results with the dictating. I should think it must be very difficult to do till you get used to it.

Her cheerful smile as she went out struck me as one of the most pathetic sights I had ever seen. Poor child, bustling off so brightly when her whole future rested on Ukridges ability to raise a hundred pounds! I presumed that he was relying on one of those Utopian schemes of his which were to bring him in thousands— at a conservative estimate, laddie! — and not for the first time in a friendship of years the reflection came to me that Ukridge ought to be in some sort of a home. A capital fellow in many respects, but not a man lightly to be allowed at large.

I was pursuing this train of thought when the banging of the front door, followed by a pounding of footsteps on the stairs and a confused noise without, announced his arrival.

I say, laddie, said Ukridge, entering the room, as was his habit, like a north-easterly gale, was that Dora Mason I saw going down the street? It looked like her back. Has she been here?

Yes. I asked her agency to send someone to take dictation, and she came.

Ukridge reached out for the tobacco jar, filled his pipe, replenished his pouch, sank comfortably on to the sofa, adjusted the cushions, and bestowed an approving glance upon me.

Corky, my boy, said Ukridge, what I like about you and the reason why I always maintain that you will be a great man one of these days is that you have Vision. You have the big, broad, flexible outlook. Youre not too proud to take advice. I say to you, Dictate your stuff, itll pay you, and, damme, you go straight off and do it. No arguing or shilly-shallying. You just go and do it. Its the spirit that wins to success. I like to see it. Dictating will add thousands a year to your income. I say it advisedly, laddie — thousands. And if you continue leading a steady and sober life and save your pennies, youll be amazed at the way your capital will pile up. Money at five per cent. compound interest doubles itself every fourteen years. By the time youre forty — —

It seemed churlish to strike a jarring note after all these compliments, but it had to be done.

Never mind about whats going to happen to me when Im forty, I said. What I want to know is what is all this I hear about you guaranteeing Miss Mason a hundred quid?

Ah, she told you? Yes, said Ukridge, airily, I guaranteed it. Matter of conscience, old son. Man of honour, no alternative. You see, theres no getting away from it, it was my fault that she was sacked by my aunt. Got to see her through, laddie, got to see her through.

I goggled at the man.

Look here, I said, lets get this thing straight. A couple of days ago you touched me for five shillings and said it would save your life.

It did, old man, it did.

And now youre talking of scattering hundred quids about the place as if you were Rothschild. Do you smoke it or inject it with a hypodermic needle?

There was pain in Ukridges eyes as he sat up and gazed at me through the smoke.

I dont like this tone, laddie, he said, reproachfully. Upon my Sam, it wounds me. It sounds as if you had lost faith in me, in my vision.

Oh, I know youve got vision. And the big, broad, flexible outlook. Also snap, ginger, enterprise, and ears that stick out at right angles like the sails of a windmill. But that doesnt help me to understand where on earth you expect to get a hundred quid.

Ukridge smiled tolerantly.

You dont suppose I would have guaranteed the money for poor little Dora unless I knew where to lay my hands on it, do you? If you ask me, Have I got the stuff at this precise moment? I candidly reply, No, I havent. But its fluttering on the horizon, laddie, fluttering on the horizon. I can hear the beating of its wings.

Is Battling Billson going to fight someone and make your fortune again?

Ukridge winced, and the look of pain flitted across his face once more.

Dont mention that mans name to me, old horse, he begged. Every time I think of him everything seems to go all black. No, the thing I have on hand now is a real solid business proposition. Gilt-edged, you might call it. I ran into a bloke the other day whom I used to know out in Canada.

I didnt know you had ever been in Canada, I interrupted.

Of course Ive been in Canada. Go over there and ask the first fellow you meet if I was ever in Canada. Canada! I should say I had been in Canada. Why, when I left Canada, I was seen off on the steamer by a couple of policemen. Well, I ran into this bloke in Piccadilly. He was wandering up and down and looking rather lost. Couldnt make out what the deuce he was doing over here, because, when I knew him, he hadnt a cent. Well, it seems that he got fed up with Canada and went over to America to try and make his fortune. And, by Jove, he did, first crack out of the box. Bought a bit of land about the size of a pocket-handkerchief in Texas or Oklahoma or somewhere, and one morning, when he was hoeing the soil or planting turnips or something, out buzzed a whacking great oil-well. Apparently that sort of things happening every day out there. If I could get a bit of capital together, Im dashed if I wouldnt go to Texas myself. Great open spaces where men are men, laddie — suit me down to the ground. Well, we got talking, and he said that he intended to settle in England. Came from London as a kid, but couldnt stick it at any price now because they had altered it so much. I told him the thing for him to do was to buy a house in the country with a decent bit of shooting, and he said, Well, how do you buy a house in the country with a decent bit of shooting? and I said, Leave it entirely in my hands, old horse. Ill see youre treated right. So he told me to go ahead, and I went to Farmingdons, the house-agent blokes in Cavendish Square. Had a chat with the manager. Very decent old bird with moth-eaten whiskers. I said Id got a millionaire looking for a house in the country. Find him one, laddie, I said, and we split the commish. He said Right-o, and any day now I expect to hear that hes dug up something suitable. Well, you can see for yourself what thats going to mean. These house-agent fellows take it as a personal affront if a client gets away from them with anything except a collar-stud and the clothes he stands up in, and Im in halves. Reason it out, my boy, reason it out.

Youre sure this man really has money?

Crawling with it, laddie. Hasnt found out yet theres anything smaller than a five-pound note in circulation. He took me to lunch, and when he tipped the waiter the man burst into tears and kissed him on both cheeks.

I am bound to admit that I felt easier in my mind, for it really did seem as though the fortunes of Miss Mason rested on firm ground. I had never supposed that Ukridge could be associated with so sound a scheme, and I said so. In fact, I rather overdid my approval, for it encouraged him to borrow another five shillings; and before he left we were in treaty over a further deal which was to entail my advancing him half a sovereign in one solid payment. Business breeds business.

For the next ten days I saw nothing of Ukridge. As he was in the habit of making these periodical disappearances, I did not worry unduly as to the whereabouts of my wandering boy, but I was conscious from time to time of a mild wonder as to what had become of him. The mystery was solved one night when I was walking through Pall Mall on my way home after a late session with an actor acquaintance who was going into vaudeville, and to whom I hoped, — mistakenly, as it turned out — to sell a one-act play.

I say night, but it was nearly two in the morning. The streets were black and deserted, silence was everywhere, and all London slept except Ukridge and a friend of his whom I came upon standing outside Hardys fishing tackle shop. That is to say, Ukridge was standing outside the shop. His friend was sitting on the pavement with his back against a lamp-post.

As far as I could see in the uncertain light, he was a man of middle age, rugged of aspect and grizzled about the temples. I was able to inspect his temples because — doubtless from the best motives — he was wearing his hat on his left foot. He was correctly clad in dress clothes, but his appearance was a little marred by a splash of mud across his shirt-front and the fact that at some point earlier in the evening he had either thrown away or been deprived of his tie. He gazed fixedly at the hat with a poached-egg-like stare. He was the only man I had ever seen who was smoking two cigars at the same time.

Ukridge greeted me with the warmth of a beleaguered garrison welcoming the relieving army.

My dear old horse! Just the man I wanted! he cried, as if he had picked me out of a number of competing applicants. You can give me a hand with Hank, laddie.

Is this Hank! I enquired, glancing at the recumbent sportsman, who had now closed his eyes as if the spectacle of the hat had begun to pall.

Yes. Hank Philbrick. This is the bloke I was telling you about, the fellow who wants the house.

He doesnt seem to want any house. He looks quite satisfied with the great open spaces.

Poor old Hanks a bit under the weather, explained Ukridge, regarding his stricken friend with tolerant sympathy. It takes him this way. The fact is, old man, its a mistake for these blokes to come into money. They overdo things. The only thing Hank ever got to drink for the first fifty years of his life was water, with buttermilk as a treat on his birthday, and hes trying to make up for lost time. Hes only just discovered that there are such things as liqueurs in the world, and hes making them rather a hobby. Says theyre such a pretty colour. It wouldnt be so bad if he stuck to one at a time, but he likes making experiments. Mixes them, laddie. Orders the whole lot and blends them in a tankard. Well, I mean to say, said Ukridge reasonably, you cant take more than five or six tankards of mixed benedictine, chartreuse, kummel, crème de menthe, and old brandy without feeling the strain a bit. Especially if you stoke up on champagne and burgundy.

A strong shudder ran through me at the thought. I gazed at the human cellar on the pavement with a feeling bordering on awe.

Does he really?

Every night for the last two weeks. Ive been with him most of the time. Im the only pal hes got in London, and he likes to have me round.

What plans have you for his future? His immediate future, I mean. Do we remove him somewhere or is he going to spend the night out here under the quiet stars?

I thought, if you would lend a hand, old man, we could get him to the Carlton. Hes staying there.

He wont be long, if he comes in in this state.

Bless you, my dear old man, they dont mind. He tipped the night-porter twenty quid yesterday and asked me if I thought it was enough. Lend a hand, laddie. Lets go.

I lent a hand, and we went.

The effect which that nocturnal encounter had upon me was to cement the impression that in acting as agent for Mr. Philbrick in the purchase of a house Ukridge was on to a good thing. What little I had seen of Hank had convinced me that he was not the man to be finicky about price. He would pay whatever they asked him without hesitation. Ukridge would undoubtedly make enough out of his share of the commission to pay off Dora Masons hundred without feeling it. Indeed, for the first time in his life he would probably be in possession of that bit of capital of which he was accustomed to speak so wistfully. I ceased, therefore, to worry about Miss Masons future and concentrated myself on my own troubles.

They would probably have seemed to anyone else minor troubles, but nevertheless they were big enough to depress me. Two days after my meeting with Ukridge and Mr. Philbrick in Pall Mall I had received rather a disturbing letter.

There was a Society paper for which at that time I did occasional work and wished to do more; and the editor of this paper had sent me a ticket for the forthcoming dance of the Pen and Ink Club, with instructions to let him have a column and a half of bright descriptive matter. It was only after I had digested the pleasant reflection that here was a bit of badly needed cash dropping on me out of a clear sky that I realised why the words Pen and Ink Club seemed to have a familiar ring. It was the club of which Ukridges aunt Julia was the popular and energetic president, and the thought of a second meeting with that uncomfortable woman filled me with a deep gloom. I had not forgotten — and probably would never forget — my encounter with her in her drawing-room at Wimbledon.

I was not in a financial position, however, to refuse editors their whims, so the thing had to be gone through; but the prospect damped me, and I was still brooding on it when a violent ring at the front-door bell broke in on my meditations. It was followed by the booming of Ukridges voice enquiring if I were in. A moment later he had burst into the room. His eyes were wild, his pince-nez at an angle of forty-five, and his collar separated from its stud by a gap of several inches. His whole appearance clearly indicated some blow of fate, and I was not surprised when his first words revealed an aching heart.

Hank Philbrick, said Ukridge without preamble, is a son of Belial, a leper, and a worm.

Whats happened now?

Hes let me down, the weak-minded Tishbite! Doesnt want that house in the country after all. My gosh, if Hank Philbrick is the sort of man Canada is producing nowadays, Heaven help the British Empire.

I shelved my petty troubles. They seemed insignificant beside this majestic tragedy.

What made him change his mind? I asked.

The wobbling, vacillating hell-hound! I always had a feeling that there was something wrong with that man. He had a nasty, shifty eye. Youll bear me out, laddie, in that? Havent I spoken to you a hundred times about his shifty eye?

Certainly. Why did he change his mind?

Didnt I always say he wasnt to be trusted?

Repeatedly. What made him change his mind?

Ukridge laughed with a sharp bitterness that nearly cracked the window-pane. His collar leaped like a live thing. Ukridges collar was always a sort of thermometer that registered the warmth of his feelings. Sometimes, when his temperature was normal, it would remain attached to its stud for minutes at a time; but the slightest touch of fever sent it jumping up, and the more he was moved the higher it jumped.

When I knew Hank out in Canada, he said, he had the constitution of an ox. Ostriches took his correspondence course in digestion. But directly he comes into a bit of money —— Laddie, said Ukridge earnestly, when Im a rich man, I want you to stand at my elbow and watch me very carefully. The moment you see signs of degeneration speak a warning word. Dont let me coddle myself. Dont let me get fussy about my health. Where was I? Oh yes. Directly this man comes into a bit of money he gets the idea that hes a sort of fragile, delicate flower.

I shouldnt have thought so from what you were telling me the other night.

What happened the other night was the cause of all the trouble. Naturally he woke up with a bit of a head.

I can quite believe it.

Yes, but my gosh, whats a head! In the old days he would have gone and worked it off by taking a dose of pain-killer and chopping down half-a-dozen trees. But now what happens? Having all this money, he wouldnt take a simple remedy like that. No, sir! He went to one of those Harley Street sharks who charge a couple of guineas for saying Well, how are we this morning? A fatal move, laddie. Naturally, the shark was all over him. Tapped him here and prodded him there, said he was run down, and finally told him he ought to spend six months in a dry, sunny climate. Recommended Egypt. Egypt, Ill trouble you, for a bloke who lived fifty years thinking that it was a town in Illinois. Well, the long and the short of it is that hes gone off for six months, doesnt want a place in England, and I hope he gets bitten by a crocodile. And the lease all drawn out and ready to sign. Upon my Sam, its a little hard. Sometimes I wonder whether its worth while going on struggling.

A sombre silence fell upon us. Ukridge, sunk in gloomy reverie, fumbled absently at his collar stud. I smoked with a heavy heart.

What will your friend Dora do now? I said at length.

Thats whats worrying me, said Ukridge, lugubriously. Ive been trying to think of some other way of raising that hundred, but at the moment I dont mind confessing I am baffled. I can see no daylight.

Nor could I. His chance of raising a hundred pounds by any means short of breaking into the Mint seemed slight indeed.

Odd the way things happen, I said. I gave him the editors letter. Look at that.

Whats this?

Hes sending me to do an article on the Pen and Ink Club dance. If only I had never been to see your aunt — —

And made such a mess of it.

I didnt make a mess of it. It just happened that — —

All right, laddie, all right, said Ukridge, tonelessly. Dont lets split straws. The fact remains, whether its your fault or not, the thing was a complete frost. What were you saying?

I was saying that, if only I had never been to your aunt, I could have met her in a perfectly natural way at this dance.

Done Young Disciple stuff, said Ukridge, seizing on the idea. Rubbed in the fact that you could do her a bit of good by boosting her in the paper.

And asked her to re-engage Miss Mason as her secretary.

Ukridge fiddled with the letter.

You dont think even now — —

I was sorry for him and sorrier for Dora Mason, but on this point I was firm.

No, I dont.

But consider, laddie, urged Ukridge. At this dance she may well be in malleable mood. The lights, the music, the laughter, the jollity.

No, I said. It cant be done. I cant back out of going to the affair, because if I did Id never get any more work to do for this paper. But Ill tell you one thing. I mean to keep quite clear of your aunt. Thats final. I dream of her in the night sometimes and wake up screaming. And in any case it wouldnt be any use my tackling her. She wouldnt listen to me. Its too late. You werent there that afternoon at Wimbledon, but you can take it from me that Im not one of her circle of friends.

Thats the way it always happens, sighed Ukridge. Everything comes too late. Well, Ill be popping off. Lot of heavy thinking to do, laddie. Lot of heavy thinking.

And he left without borrowing even a cigar, a sure sign that his resilient spirit was crushed beyond recuperation.

The dance of the Pen and Ink Club was held, like so many functions of its kind, at the Lotus Rooms, Knightsbridge, that barrack-like building which seems to exist only for these sad affairs. The Pen and Ink evidently went in for quality in its membership rather than quantity; and the band, when I arrived, was giving out the peculiarly tinny sound which bands always produce in very large rooms that are only one-sixth part full. The air was chilly and desolate and a general melancholy seemed to prevail. The few couples dancing on the broad acres of floor appeared sombre and introspective, as if they were meditating on the body upstairs and realizing that all flesh is as grass. Around the room on those gilt chairs which are only seen in subscription-dance halls weird beings were talking in undertones, probably about the trend of Scandinavian literature. In fact, the only bright spot on the whole gloomy business was that it occurred before the era of tortoiseshell-rimmed spectacles.

That curious grey hopelessness which always afflicts me when I am confronted with literary people in the bulk was not lightened by the reflection that at any moment I might encounter Miss Julia Ukridge. I moved warily about the room, keenly alert, like a cat that has wandered into a strange alley and sees in every shadow the potential hurler of a half-brick. I could envisage nothing but awkwardness and embarrassment springing from such a meeting. The lesson which I had drawn from my previous encounter with her was that happiness for me lay in keeping as far away from Miss Julia Ukridge as possible.

Excuse me!

My precautions had been in vain. She had sneaked up on me from behind.

Good evening, I said.

It is never any good rehearsing these scenes in advance. They always turn out so differently. I had been assuming, when I slunk into this hall, that if I met this woman I should feel the same shrinking sense of guilt and inferiority which had proved so disintegrating at Wimbledon. I had omitted to make allowances for the fact that that painful episode had taken place on her own ground, and that right from the start my conscience had been far from clear. To-night the conditions were different.

Are you a member of the Pen and Ink Club? said Ukridges aunt, frostily.

Her stony blue eyes were fixed on me with an expression that was not exactly loathing, but rather a cold and critical contempt. So might a fastidious cook look at a black-beetle in her kitchen.

No, I replied, I am not.

I felt bold and hostile. This woman gave me a pain in the neck, and I endeavoured to express as much in the language of the eyes.

Then will you please tell me what you are doing here? This is a private dance.

One has ones moments. I felt much as I presume Battling Billson must have felt in his recent fight with Alf Todd, when he perceived his antagonist advancing upon him wide-open, inviting the knock-out punch.

The editor of Society sent me a ticket. He wanted an article written about it.

If I was feeling like Mr. Billson, Ukridges aunt must have felt very like Mr. Todd. I could see that she was shaken. In a flash I had changed from a black-beetle to a god-like creature, able, if conciliated, to do a bit of that log-rolling which is so dear to the heart of the female novelist. And she had not conciliated me. Of all sad words of tongue or pen, the saddest are these: It might have been. It is too much to say that her jaw fell, but certainly the agony of this black moment caused her lips to part in a sort of twisted despair. But there was good stuff in this woman. She rallied gamely.

A Press ticket, she murmured.

A Press ticket, I echoed.

May I see it?

Certainly.

Thank you.

Not at all.

She passed on.

I resumed my inspection of the dancers with a lighter heart. In my present uplifted mood they did not appear so bad as they had a few minutes back. Some of them, quite a few of them, looked almost human. The floor was fuller now, and whether owing to my imagination or not, the atmosphere seemed to have taken on a certain cheeriness. The old suggestion of a funeral still lingered, but now it was possible to think of it as a less formal, rather jollier funeral. I began to be glad that I had come.

Excuse me!

I had thought that I was finished with this sort of thing for the evening, and I turned with a little impatience. It was a refined tenor voice that had addressed me, and it was a refined tenor-looking man whom I saw. He was young and fattish, with a Jovian coiffure and pince-nez attached to a black cord.

Pardon me, said this young man, but are you a member of the Pen and Ink Club?

My momentary annoyance vanished, for it suddenly occurred to me that, looked at in the proper light, it was really extremely flattering, this staunch refusal on the part of these people to entertain the belief that I could be one of them. No doubt, I felt, they were taking up the position of the proprietor of a certain night-club, who, when sued for defamation of character by a young lady to whom he had refused admittance on the ground that she was not a fit person to associate with his members, explained to the court that he had meant it as a compliment.

No, thank Heaven! I replied.

Then what — —

Press ticket, I explained.

Press ticket? What paper?

Society .

There was nothing of the Julia Ukridge spirit in this young man, no ingrained pride which kept him aloof and outwardly indifferent. He beamed like the rising sun. He grasped my arm and kneaded it. He gambolled about me like a young lamb in the springtime.

My dear fellow! he exclaimed, exuberantly, and clutched my arm more firmly, lest even now I might elude him. My dear fellow, I really must apologise. I would not have questioned you, but there are some persons present who were not invited. I met a man only a moment ago who said that he had bought a ticket. Some absurd mistake. There were no tickets for sale. I was about to question him further, but he disappeared into the crowd and I have not seen him since. This is a quite private dance, open only to members of the club. Come with me, my dear fellow, and I will give you a few particulars which you may find of use for your article.

He led me resolutely into a small room off the floor, closed the door to prevent escape, and, on the principle on which you rub a cats paws with butter to induce it to settle down in a new home, began to fuss about with whisky and cigarettes.

Do, do sit down.

I sat down.

First, about this club. The Pen and Ink Club is the only really exclusive organisation of its kind in London. We pride ourselves on the fact. We are to the literary world what Brookss and the Carlton are to the social. Members are elected solely by invitation. Election, in short, you understand, is in the nature of an accolade. We have exactly one hundred members, and we include only those writers who in our opinion possess vision.

And the big, broad, flexible outlook?

I beg your pardon?

Nothing.

The names of most of those here to-night must be very familiar to you.

I know Miss Ukridge, the president, I said.

A faint, almost imperceptible shadow passed over the stout young mans face. He removed his pince-nez and polished them with a touch of disfavour. There was a rather flat note in his voice.

Ah, yes, he said, Julia Ukridge. A dear soul, but between ourselves, strictly between ourselves, not a great deal of help in an executive capacity.

No!

No. In confidence, I do all the work. I am the clubs secretary. My name, by the way, is Charlton Prout. You may know it?

He eyed me wistfully, and I felt that something ought to be done about him. He was much too sleek, and he had no right to do his hair like that.

Of course, I said. I have read all your books.

Really?

A Shriek in the Night. Who Killed Jasper Bossom? — all of them.

He stiffened austerely.

You must be confusing me with some other — ah — writer, he said. My work is on somewhat different lines. The reviewers usually describe the sort of thing I do as Pastels in Prose. My best-liked book, I believe, is Grey Myrtles. Dunstables brought it out last year. It was exceedingly well received. And I do a good deal of critical work for the better class of review. He paused. If you think it would interest your readers, he said, with a deprecating wave of the hand, I will send you a photograph. Possibly your editor would like to use it.

I bet he would.

A photograph somehow seems to — as it were — set off an article of this kind.

That, I replied, cordially, is what it doesnt do nothing else but.

And you wont forget Grey Myrtles. Well, if you have finished your cigarette, we might be returning to the ballroom. These people rather rely on me to keep things going, you know.

A burst of music greeted us as he opened the door, and even in that first moment I had an odd feeling that it sounded different. That tinny sound had gone from it. And as we debouched from behind a potted palm and came in sight of the floor, I realised why.

The floor was full. It was crammed, jammed, and overflowing. Where couples had moved as single spies, they were now in battalions. The place was alive with noise and laughter. These people might, as my companion had said, be relying on him to keep things going, but they seemed to have been getting along uncommonly well in his absence. I paused and surveyed the mob in astonishment. I could not make the mans figures balance.

I thought you said the Pen and Ink Club had only a hundred members.

The secretary was fumbling for his glasses. He had an almost Ukridge-like knack of dropping his pince-nez in moments of emotion.

It — it has, he stammered.

Well, reading from left to right, I make it nearer seven hundred.

I cannot understand it.

Perhaps they have been having a new election and letting in some writers without vision, I suggested.

I was aware of Miss Ukridge bearing down upon us, bristling.

Mr. Prout!

The talented young author of Grey Myrtles leaped convulsively.

Yes, Miss Ukridge?

Who are all these people?

I — I dont know, said the talented young man.

You dont know! Its your business to know. You are the secretary of the club. I suggest that you find out as quickly as possible who they are and what they imagine they are doing here.

The goaded secretary had something of the air of a man leading a forlorn hope, and his ears had turned bright pink, but he went at it bravely. A serene-looking man with a light moustache and a made-up tie was passing, and he sprang upon him like a stoutish leopard.

Excuse me, sir.

Eh?

Will you kindly — would you mind — pardon me if I ask — —

What are you doing here? demanded Miss Ukridge, curtly, cutting in on his flounderings with a masterful impatience. How do you come to be at this dance?

The man seemed surprised.

Who, me? he said. I came with the rest of em.

What do you mean, the rest of them?

The members of the Warners Stores Social and Outing Club.

But this is the dance of the Pen and Ink Club, bleated Mr. Prout.

Some mistake, said the other, confidently. Its a bloomer of some kind. Here, he added, beckoning to a portly gentleman of middle age who was bustling by, youd better have a talk with our hon. sec. Hell know. Mr. Biggs, this gentleman seems to think theres been some mistake about this dance.

Mr. Biggs stopped, looked, and listened. Seen at close range, he had a forceful, determined air. I liked his looks.

May I introduce Mr. Charlton Prout? I said. Author of Grey Myrtles. Mr. Prout, I went on, as this seemed to make little or no sensation, is the secretary of the Pen and Ink Club.

Im the secretary of the Warners Stores Social and Outing Club, said Mr. Biggs.

The two secretaries eyed each other warily, like two dogs.

But what are you doing here? moaned Mr. Prout, in a voice like the wind in the tree-tops. This is a private dance.

Nothing of the kind, said Mr. Biggs, resolutely. I personally bought tickets for all my members.

But there were no tickets for sale. The dance was for the exclusive — —

Its perfectly evident that you have come to the wrong hall or chosen the wrong evening, snapped Miss Ukridge, abruptly superseding Mr. Prout in the supreme command. I did not blame her for feeling a little impatient. The secretary was handling the campaign very feebly.

The man behind the Warners Stores Social and Outing Club cocked a polite but belligerent eye at this new enemy. I liked his looks more than ever. This was a man who would fight it out on these lines if it took all the summer.

I have not the honour of this ladys acquaintance, he said, smoothly, but with a gradually reddening eye. The Biggses, that eye seemed to say, were loath to war upon women, but if the women asked for it they could be men of iron, ruthless. Might I ask who this lady is?

This is our president.

Happy to meet you, maam.

Miss Ukridge, added Mr. Prout, completing the introduction.

The name appeared to strike a chord in Mr. Biggs. He bent forward and a gleam of triumph came into his eyes.

Ukridge, did you say?

Miss Julia Ukridge.

Then its all right, said Mr. Biggs, briskly. Theres been no mistake. I bought our tickets from a gentleman named Ukridge. I got seven hundred at five bob apiece, reduction for taking a quantity and ten per cent. discount for cash. If Mr. Ukridge acted contrary to instructions, its too late to remedy the matter now. You should have made it clear to him what you wanted him to do before he went and did it.

And with this extremely sound sentiment the honorary secretary of the Warners Stores Social and Outing Club turned on the heel of his shining dancing-pump and was gone. And I, too, sauntered away. There seemed nothing to keep me. As I went, I looked over my shoulder. The author of Grey Myrtles appeared to be entering upon the opening stages of what promised to be a painful tête-à-tête. My heart bled for him. If ever a man was blameless Mr. Prout was, but the president of the Pen and Ink Club was not the woman to allow a trifle like that to stand in her way.

Oh, it just came to me, laddie, said Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge modestly, interviewed later by our representative. You know me. One moment mind a blank, then — bing! — some dashed colossal idea. It was your showing me that ticket for the dance that set me thinking. And I happened to meet a bloke in a pub who worked in Warners Stores. Nice fellow, with a fair amount of pimples. Told me their Social and Outing Club was working up for its semi-annual beano. One thing led to another, I got him to introduce me to the hon. sec., and we came to terms. I liked the man, laddie. Great treat to meet a bloke with a good, level business head. We settled the details in no time. Well, I dont mind telling you, Corky my boy, that at last for the first time in many years I begin to see my way clear. Ive got a bit of capital now. After sending poor little Dora her hundred, I shall have at least fifty quid left over. Fifty quid! My dear old son, you may take it from me that theres no limit — absolutely no limit — to what I can accomplish with fifty ogoblins in my kick. From now on I see my way clear. My feet are on solid ground. The world, laddie, is my oyster. Nothing can stop me from making a colossal fortune. Im not exaggerating, old horse — a colossal fortune. Why, by a year from now I calculate, at a conservative estimate — —

Our representative then withdrew.


NO WEDDING BELLS FOR HIM
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TO UKRIDGE, AS might be expected from one of his sunny optimism, the whole affair has long since come to present itself in the light of yet another proof of the way in which all things in this world of ours work together for good. In it, from start to finish, he sees the finger of Providence; and, when marshalling evidence to support his theory that a means of escape from the most formidable perils will always be vouchsafed to the righteous and deserving, this is the episode which he advances as Exhibit A.

The thing may be said to have had its beginning in the Haymarket one afternoon towards the middle of the summer. We had been lunching at my expense at the Pall Mall Restaurant, and as we came out a large and shiny car drew up beside the kerb, and the chauffeur, alighting, opened the bonnet and began to fiddle about in its interior with a pair of pliers. Had I been alone, a casual glance in passing would have contented me, but for Ukridge the spectacle of somebody else working always had an irresistible fascination, and, gripping my arm, he steered me up to assist him in giving the toiler moral support. About two minutes after he had started to breathe earnestly on the mans neck, the latter, seeming to become aware that what was tickling his back hair was not some wandering June zephyr, looked up with a certain petulance.

Ere! he said, protestingly. Then his annoyance gave place to something which — for a chauffeur — approached cordiality. Ullo! he observed.

Why, hallo, Frederick, said Ukridge. Didnt recognise you. Is this the new car?

Ah, nodded the chauffeur.

Pal of mine, explained Ukridge to me in a brief aside. Met him in a pub. London was congested with pals whom Ukridge had met in pubs. Whats the trouble?

Missing, said Frederick the chauffeur. Soon ave her right.

His confidence in his skill was not misplaced. After a short interval he straightened himself, closed the bonnet, and wiped his hands.

Nice day, he said.

Terrific, agreed Ukridge. Where are you off to?

Got to go to Addington. Pick up the guvnor, playin golf there. He seemed to hesitate for a moment, then the mellowing influence of the summer sunshine asserted itself. Like a ride as far as East Croydon? Get a train back from there.

It was a handsome offer, and one which neither Ukridge nor myself felt disposed to decline. We climbed in, Frederick trod on the self-starter, and off we bowled, two gentlemen of fashion taking their afternoon airing. Speaking for myself, I felt tranquil and debonair, and I have no reason to suppose that Ukridge was otherwise. The deplorable incident which now occurred was thus rendered doubly distressing. We had stopped at the foot of the street to allow the north-bound traffic to pass, when our pleasant after-luncheon torpidity was shattered by a sudden and violent shout.

Hi!

That the shouter was addressing us there was no room for doubt. He was standing on the pavement not four feet away, glaring unmistakably into our costly tonneau — a stout, bearded man of middle age, unsuitably clad, considering the weather and the sartorial prejudices of Society, in a frock-coat and a bowler hat. Hi! You! he bellowed, to the scandal of all good passers-by.

Frederick the chauffeur, after one swift glance of god-like disdain out of the corner of his left eye, had ceased to interest himself in this undignified exhibition on the part of one of the lower orders, but I was surprised to observe that Ukridge was betraying all the discomposure of some wild thing taken in a trap. His face had turned crimson and assumed a bulbous expression, and he was staring straight ahead of him with a piteous effort to ignore what manifestly would not be ignored.

Id like a word with you, boomed the bearded one.

And then matters proceeded with a good deal of rapidity. The traffic had begun to move on now, and as we moved with it, travelling with increasing speed, the man appeared to realise that if twere done twere well twere done quickly. He executed a cumbersome leap and landed on our running-board; and Ukridge, coming suddenly to life, put out a large flat hand and pushed. The intruder dropped off, and the last I saw of him he was standing in the middle of the road, shaking his fist, in imminent danger of being run over by a number three omnibus.

Gosh! sighed Ukridge, with some feverishness.

What was it all about? I enquired.

Bloke I owe a bit of money to, explained Ukridge, tersely.

Ah! I said, feeling that all had been made clear. I had never before actually seen one of Ukridges creditors in action, but he had frequently given me to understand that they lurked all over London like leopards in the jungle, waiting to spring on him. There were certain streets down which he would never walk for fear of what might befall.

Been trailing me like a bloodhound for two years, said Ukridge. Keeps bobbing up when I dont expect him and turning my hair white to the roots.

I was willing to hear more, and even hinted as much, but he relapsed into a moody silence. We were moving at a brisk clip into Clapham Common when the second of the incidents occurred which were to make this drive linger in the memory. Just as we came in sight of the Common, a fool of a girl loomed up right before our front wheels. She had been crossing the road, and now, after the manner of her species, she lost her head. She was a large, silly-looking girl, and she darted to and fro like a lunatic hen; and as Ukridge and I rose simultaneously from our seats, clutching each other in agony, she tripped over her feet and fell. But Frederick, master of his craft, had the situation well in hand. He made an inspired swerve, and when we stopped a moment later, the girl was picking herself up, dusty, but still in one piece.

These happenings affect different men in different ways. In Fredericks cold grey eye as he looked over his shoulder and backed the car there was only the weary scorn of a superman for the never-ending follies of a woollen-headed proletariat. I, on the other hand, had reacted in a gust of nervous profanity. And Ukridge, I perceived as I grew calmer, the affair had touched on his chivalrous side. All the time we were backing he was mumbling to himself, and he was out of the car, bleating apologies, almost before we had stopped.

Awfully sorry. Might have killed you. Cant forgive myself.

The girl treated the affair in still another way. She giggled. And somehow that brainless laugh afflicted me more than anything that had gone before. It was not her fault, I suppose. This untimely mirth was merely due to disordered nerves. But I had taken a prejudice against her at first sight.

I do hope, babbled Ukridge, you arent hurt? Do tell me you arent hurt.

The girl giggled again. And she was at least twelve pounds too heavy to be a giggler. I wanted to pass on and forget her.

No, reely, thanks.

But shaken, what?

I did come down a fair old bang, chuckled this repellent female.

I thought so. I was afraid so. Shaken. Ganglions vibrating. You must let me drive you home.

Oh, it doesnt matter.

I insist. Positively I insist!

Ere! said Frederick the chauffeur, in a low, compelling voice.

Eh?

Got to get on to Addington.

Yes, yes, yes, said Ukridge, with testy impatience, quite the seigneur resenting interference from an underling. But theres plenty of time to drive this lady home. Cant you see shes shaken? Where can I take you?

Its only just round the corner in the next street. Balbriggan the name of the house is.

Balbriggan, Frederick, in the next street, said Ukridge, in a tone that brooked no argument.

I suppose the spectacle of the daughter of the house rolling up to the front door in a Daimler is unusual in Peabody Road, Clapham Common. At any rate, we had hardly drawn up when Balbriggan began to exude its occupants in platoons. Father, mother, three small sisters, and a brace of brothers were on the steps in the first ten seconds. They surged down the garden path in a solid mass.

Ukridge was at his most spacious. Quickly establishing himself on the footing of a friend of the family, he took charge of the whole affair. Introductions sped to and fro, and in a few moving words he explained the situation, while I remained mute and insignificant in my corner and Frederick the chauffeur stared at his oil-gauge with a fathomless eye.

Couldnt have forgiven myself, Mr. Price, if anything had happened to Miss Price. Fortunately my chauffeur is an excellent driver and swerved just in time. You showed great presence of mind, Frederick, said Ukridge, handsomely, great presence of mind.

Frederick continued to gaze aloofly at his oil-gauge.

What a lovely car, Mr. Ukridge! said the mother of the family.

Yes? said Ukridge, airily. Yes, quite a good old machine.

Can you drive yourself? asked the smaller of the two small brothers, reverently.

Oh, yes. Yes. But I generally use Frederick for town work.

Would you and your friend care to come in for a cup of tea? said Mrs. Price.

I could see Ukridge hesitate. He had only recently finished an excellent lunch, but there was that about the offer of a free meal which never failed to touch a chord in him. At this point, however, Frederick spoke.

Ere! said Frederick.

Eh?

Got to get on to Addington, said Frederick, firmly.

Ukridge started as one waked from a dream. I really believe he had succeeded in persuading himself that the car belonged to him.

Of course, yes. I was forgetting. I have to be at Addington almost immediately. Promised to pick up some golfing friends. Some other time, eh?

Any time youre in the neighbourhood, Mr. Ukridge, said Mr. Price, beaming upon the popular pet.

Thanks, thanks.

Tell me, Mr. Ukridge, said Mrs. Price. Ive been wondering ever since you told me your name. Its such an unusual one. Are you any relation to the Miss Ukridge who writes books?

My aunt, beamed Ukridge.

No, really? I do love her stories so. Tell me — —

Frederick, whom I could not sufficiently admire, here broke off what promised to be a lengthy literary discussion by treading on the self-starter, and we drove off in a flurry of good wishes and invitations. I rather fancy I heard Ukridge, as he leaned over the back of the car, promising to bring his aunt round to Sunday supper some time. He resumed his seat as we turned the corner and at once began to moralise.

Always sow the good seed, laddie. Absolutely nothing to beat the good seed. Never lose the chance of establishing yourself. It is the secret of a successful life. Just a few genial words, you see, and here I am with a place I can always pop into for a bite when funds are low.

I was shocked at his sordid outlook, and said so. He rebuked me out of his larger wisdom.

Its all very well to take that attitude, Corky my boy, but do you realise that a family like that has cold beef, baked potatoes, pickles, salad, blanc-mange, and some sort of cheese every Sunday night after Divine service? There are moments in a mans life, laddie, when a spot of cold beef with blanc-mange to follow means more than words can tell.

It was about a week later that I happened to go to the British Museum to gather material for one of those brightly informative articles of mine which appeared from time to time in the weekly papers. I was wandering through the place, accumulating data, when I came upon Ukridge with a small boy attached to each hand. He seemed a trifle weary, and he welcomed me with something of the gratification of the shipwrecked mariner who sights a sail.

Run along and improve your bally minds, you kids, he said to the children. Youll find me here when youve finished.

All right, Uncle Stanley, chorused the children.

Uncle Stanley? I said, accusingly.

He winced a little. I had to give him credit for that.

Those are the Price kids. From Clapham.

I remember them.

Im taking them out for the day. Must repay hospitality, Corky my boy.

Then you have really been inflicting yourself on those unfortunate people?

I have looked in from time to time, said Ukridge, with dignity.

Its just over a week since you met them. How often have you looked in?

Couple of times, perhaps. Maybe three.

To meals?

There was a bit of browsing going on, admitted Ukridge.

And now youre Uncle Stanley!

Fine, warm-hearted people, said Ukridge, and it seemed to me that he spoke with a touch of defiance. Made me one of the family right from the beginning. Of course, it cuts both ways. This afternoon, for instance, I got landed with those kids. But, all in all, taking the rough with the smooth, it has worked out distinctly on the right side of the ledger. I own Im not over keen on the hymns after Sunday supper, but the supper, laddie, is undeniable. As good a bit of cold beef, said Ukridge, dreamily, as I ever chewed.

Greedy brute, I said, censoriously.

Must keep body and soul together, old man. Of course, there are one or two things about the business that are a bit embarrassing. For instance, somehow or other they seem to have got the idea that that car we turned up in that day belongs to me, and the kids are always pestering me to take them for a ride. Fortunately Ive managed to square Frederick, and he thinks he can arrange for a spin or two during the next few days. And then Mrs. Price keeps asking me to bring my aunt round for a cup of tea and a chat, and I havent the heart to tell her that my aunt absolutely and finally disowned me the day after that business of the dance.

You didnt tell me that.

Didnt I? Oh, yes. I got a letter from her saying that as far as she was concerned I had ceased to exist. I thought it showed a nasty, narrow spirit, but I cant say I was altogether surprised. Still, it makes it awkward when Mrs. Price wants to get matey with her. Ive had to tell her that my aunt is a chronic invalid and never goes out, being practically bedridden. I find all this a bit wearing, laddie.

I suppose so.

You see, said Ukridge, I dislike subterfuge.

There seemed no possibility of his beating this, so I left the man and resumed my researches.

After this I was out of town for a few weeks, taking my annual vacation. When I got back to Ebury Street, Bowles, my landlord, after complimenting me in a stately way on my sunburned appearance, informed me that George Tupper had called several times while I was away.

Appeared remarkably anxious to see you, sir.

I was surprised at this. George Tupper was always glad — or seemed to be glad — to see an old school friend when I called upon him, but he rarely sought me out in my home.

Did he say what he wanted?

No, sir. He left no message. He merely enquired as to the probable date of your return and expressed a desire that you would visit him as soon as convenient.

Id better go and see him now.

It might be advisable, sir.

I found George Tupper at the Foreign Office, surrounded by important-looking papers.

Here you are at last! cried George, resentfully, it seemed to me. I thought you were never coming back.

I had a splendid time, thanks very much for asking, I replied. Got the roses back to my cheeks.

George, who seemed far from his usual tranquil self, briefly cursed my cheeks and their roses.

Look here, he said, urgently, somethings got to be done. Have you seen Ukridge yet?

Not yet. I thought I would look him up this evening.

Youd better. Do you know what has happened? That poor ass has gone and got himself engaged to be married to a girl at Clapham!

What?

Engaged! Girl at Clapham! Clapham Common, added George Tupper, as if in his opinion that made the matter even worse.

Youre joking!

Im not joking, said George peevishly. Do I look as if I were joking? I met him in Battersea Park with her, and he introduced me. She reminded me, said George Tupper, shivering slightly, for that fearful evening had seared his soul deeply, of that ghastly female in pink he brought with him the night I gave you two dinner at the Regent Grill — the one who talked at the top of her voice all the time about her aunts stomach-trouble.

Here I think he did Miss Price an injustice. She had struck me during our brief acquaintance as something of a blister, but I had never quite classed her with Battling Billsons Flossie.

Well, what do you want me to do? I asked, not, I think, unreasonably.

Youve got to think of some way of getting him out of it. I cant do anything. Im busy all day.

So am I busy.

Busy my left foot! said George Tupper, who in moments of strong emotion was apt to relapse into the phraseology of school days and express himself in a very un-Foreign Official manner. About once a week you work up energy enough to write a rotten article for some rag of a paper on Should Curates Kiss? or some silly subject, and the rest of the time you loaf about with Ukridge. Its obviously your job to disentangle the poor idiot.

But how do you know he wants to be disentangled? It seems to me youre jumping pretty readily to conclusions. Its all very well for you bloodless officials to sneer at the holy passion, but its love, as I sometimes say, that makes the world go round. Ukridge probably feels that until now he never realised what true happiness could mean.

Does he? snorted George Tupper. Well, he didnt look it when I met him. He looked like — well, do you remember when he went in for the heavyweights at school and that chap in Seymours house hit him in the wind in the first round? Thats how he looked when he was introducing the girl to me.

I am bound to say the comparison impressed me. It is odd how these little incidents of ones boyhood linger in the memory. Across the years I could see Ukridge now, half doubled up, one gloved hand caressing his diaphragm, a stunned and horrified bewilderment in his eyes. If his bearing as an engaged man had reminded George Tupper of that occasion, it certainly did seem as if the time had come for his friends to rally round him.

You seem to have taken on the job of acting as a sort of unofficial keeper to the man, said George. Youll have to help him now.

Well, Ill go and see him.

The whole thing is too absurd, said George Tupper. How can Ukridge get married to anyone! He hasnt a bob in the world.

Ill point that out to him. Hes probably overlooked it.

It was my custom when I visited Ukridge at his lodgings to stand underneath his window and bellow his name — upon which, if at home and receiving, he would lean out and drop me down his latchkey, thus avoiding troubling his landlady to come up from the basement to open the door. A very judicious proceeding, for his relations with that autocrat were usually in a somewhat strained condition. I bellowed now, and his head popped out.

Hallo, laddie!

It seemed to me, even at this long range, that there was something peculiar about his face, but it was not till I had climbed the stairs to his room that I was able to be certain. I then perceived that he had somehow managed to acquire a black eye, which, though past its first bloom, was still of an extraordinary richness.

Great Scott! I cried, staring at this decoration. How and when?

Ukridge drew at his pipe moodily.

Its a long story, he said. Do you remember some people named Price at Clapham — —

You arent going to tell me your fiancée has biffed you in the eye already?

Have you heard? said Ukridge, surprised. Who told you I was engaged?

George Tupper. Ive just been seeing him.

Oh, well, that saves a lot of explanation. Laddie, said Ukridge, solemnly, let this be a warning to you. Never — —

I wanted facts, not moralisings.

How did you get the eye? I interrupted.

Ukridge blew out a cloud of smoke and his other eye glowed sombrely.

That was Ernie Finch, he said, in a cold voice.

Who is Ernie Finch? Ive never heard of him.

Hes a sort of friend of the family, and as far as I can make out was going rather strong as regards Mabel till I came along. When we got engaged he was away, and no one apparently thought it worth while to tell him about it, and he came along one night and found me kissing her good-bye in the front garden. Observe how these things work out, Corky. The sight of him coming along suddenly gave Mabel a start, and she screamed; the fact that she screamed gave this man Finch a totally wrong angle on the situation; and this caused him, blast him, to rush up, yank off my glasses with one hand, and hit me with the other right in the eye. And before I could get at him the family were roused by Mabels screeches and came out and separated us and explained that I was engaged to Mabel. Of course, when he heard that, the man apologised. And I wish you could have seen the beastly smirk he gave when he was doing it. Then there was a bit of a row and old Price forbade him the house. A fat lot of good that was? Ive had to stay indoors ever since waiting for the colour-scheme to dim a bit.

Of course, I urged, one cant help being sorry for the chap in a way.

I can, said Ukridge, emphatically. Ive reached the conclusion that there is not room in this world for Ernie Finch and myself, and Im living in the hope of meeting him one of these nights down in a dark alley.

You sneaked his girl, I pointed out.

I dont want his beastly girl, said Ukridge, with ungallant heat.

Then you really do want to get out of this thing?

Of course I want to get out of it.

But, if you feel like that, how on earth did you ever let it happen?

I simply couldnt tell you, old horse, said Ukridge, frankly. Its all a horrid blur. The whole affair was the most ghastly shock to me. It came absolutely out of a blue sky. I had never so much as suspected the possibility of such a thing. All I know is that we found ourselves alone in the drawing-room after Sunday supper, and all of a sudden the room became full of Prices of every description babbling blessings. And there I was!

But you must have given them something to go on.

I was holding her hand. I admit that.

Ah!

Well, my gosh, I dont see why there should have been such a fuss about that. What does a bit of hand-holding amount to? The whole thing, Corky, my boy, boils down to the question, Is any man safe? Its got so nowadays, said Ukridge, with a strong sense of injury, that youve only to throw a girl a kindly word, and the next thing you know youre in the Lord Warden Hotel at Dover, picking the rice out of your hair.

Well, you must own that you were asking for it. You rolled up in a new Daimler and put on enough dog for half a dozen millionaires. And you took the family for rides, didnt you?

Perhaps a couple of times.

And talked about your aunt, I expect, and how rich she was?

I may have touched on my aunt occasionally.

Well, naturally these people thought you were sent from heaven. The wealthy son-in-law. Ukridge projected himself from the depths sufficiently to muster up the beginnings of a faint smile of gratification at the description. Then his troubles swept him back again. All youve got to do, if you want to get out of it, is to confess to them that you havent a bob.

But, laddie, thats the difficulty. Its a most unfortunate thing, but, as it happens, I am on the eve of making an immense fortune, and Im afraid I hinted as much to them from time to time.

What do you mean?

Since I saw you last Ive put all my money in a bookmakers business.

How do you mean — all your money? Where did you get any money?

You havent forgotten the fifty quid I made selling tickets for my aunts dance? And then I collected a bit more here and there out of some judicious bets. So there it is. The firm is in a small way at present, but with the world full of mugs shoving and jostling one another to back losers, the thing is a potential goldmine, and Im a sleeping partner. Its no good my trying to make these people believe Im hard up. They would simply laugh in my face and rush off and start breach-of-promise actions. Upon my Sam, its a little hard! Just when I have my foot firmly planted on the ladder of success, this has to happen. He brooded in silence for awhile. Theres just one scheme that occurred to me, he said at length. Would you have any objection to writing an anonymous letter?

Whats the idea?

I was just thinking that, if you were to write them an anonymous letter, accusing me of all sorts of things —— Might say I was married already.

Not a bit of good.

Perhaps youre right, said Ukridge, gloomily, and after a few minutes more of thoughtful silence I left him. I was standing on the front steps when I heard him clattering down the stairs.

Corky, old man!

Hallo?

I think Ive got it, said Ukridge, joining me on the steps. Came to me in a flash a second ago. How would it be if someone were to go down to Clapham and pretend to be a detective making enquiries about me? Dashed sinister and mysterious, you know. A good deal of meaning nods and shakes of the head. Give the impression that I was wanted for something or other. You get the idea? You would ask a lot of questions and take notes in a book — —

How do you mean — I would?

Ukridge looked at me in pained surprise.

Surely, old horse, you wouldnt object to doing a trifling service like this for an old friend?

I would, strongly. And in any case, what would be the use of my going? Theyve seen me.

Yes, but they wouldnt recognise you. Yours, said Ukridge, ingratiatingly, is an ordinary, meaningless sort of face. Or one of those theatrical costumier people would fit you out with a disguise — —

No! I said, firmly. Im willing to do anything in reason to help you out of this mess, but I refuse to wear false whiskers for you or anyone.

All right then, said Ukridge, despondently; in that case, theres nothing to be — —

At this moment he disappeared. It was so swiftly done that he seemed to have been snatched up to heaven. Only the searching odour of his powerful tobacco lingered to remind me that he had once been at my side, and only the slam of the front door told me where he had gone. I looked about, puzzled to account for this abrupt departure, and as I did so heard galloping footsteps and perceived a stout, bearded gentleman of middle age, clad in a frock-coat and a bowler hat. He was one of those men who, once seen, are not readily forgotten; and I recognised him at once. It was the creditor, the bloke Ukridge owed a bit of money to, the man who had tried to board our car in the Haymarket. Halting on the pavement below me, he removed the hat and dabbed at his forehead with a large coloured silk handkerchief.

Was that Mr. Smallweed you were talking to? he demanded, gustily. He was obviously touched in the wind.

No, I replied, civilly. No. Not Mr. Smallweed.

Youre lying to me, young man! cried the creditor, his voice rising in a too-familiar shout. And at the words, as if they had been some magic spell, the street seemed suddenly to wake from slumber. It seethed with human life. Maids popped out of windows, areas disgorged landladies, the very stones seemed to belch forth excited spectators. I found myself the centre of attraction — and, for some reason which was beyond me, cast for the rôle of the villain of the drama. What I had actually done to the poor old man, nobody appeared to know; but the school of thought which held that I had picked his pocket and brutally assaulted him had the largest number of adherents, and there was a good deal of informal talk of lynching me. Fortunately a young man in a blue flannel suit, who had been one of the earliest arrivals on the scene, constituted himself a peacemaker.

Come along, o man, he said, soothingly, his arm weaving itself into that of the fermenting creditor. You dont want to make yourself conspicuous, do you?

In there! roared the creditor, pointing at the door.

The crowd seemed to recognise that there had been an error in its diagnosis. The prevalent opinion now was that I had kidnapped the mans daughter and was holding her prisoner behind that sinister door. The movement in favour of lynching me became almost universal.

Now, now! said the young man, whom I was beginning to like more every minute.

Ill kick the door in!

Now, now! You dont want to go doing anything silly or foolish, pleaded the peacemaker. Therell be a policeman along before you know where you are, and youll look foolish if he finds you kicking up a silly row.

I must say that, if I had been in the bearded ones place and had had right so indisputably on my side, this argument would not have influenced me greatly, but I suppose respectable citizens with a reputation to lose have different views on the importance of colliding with the police, however right they may be. The creditors violence began to ebb. He hesitated. He was plainly trying to approach the matter in the light of pure reason.

You know where the fellow lives, argued the young man. See what I mean? Meantersay, you can come and find him whenever you like.

This, too, sounded thin to me. But it appeared to convince the injured man. He allowed himself to be led away, and presently, the star having left the stage, the drama ceased to attract. The audience melted away. Windows closed, areas emptied themselves, and presently the street was given over once more to the cat lunching in the gutter and the coster hymning his Brussels sprouts.

A hoarse voice spoke through the letter-box.

Has he gone, laddie?

I put my mouth to the slit, and we talked together like Pyramus and Thisbe.

Yes.

Youre sure?

Certain.

He isnt lurking round the corner somewhere, waiting to pop out?

No. Hes gone.

The door opened and an embittered Ukridge emerged.

Its a little hard! he said, querulously. You would scarcely credit it, Corky, but all that fuss was about a measly one pound two and threepence for a rotten little clockwork man that broke the first time I wound it up. Absolutely the first time, old man! Its not as if it had been a tandem bicycle, an enlarging camera, a Kodak, and a magic lantern.

I could not follow him.

Why should a clockwork man be a tandem bicycle and the rest of it?

Its like this, said Ukridge. There was a bicycle and photograph shop down near where I lived a couple of years ago, and I happened to see a tandem bicycle there which I rather liked the look of. So I ordered it provisionally from this cove. Absolutely provisionally, you understand. Also an enlarging camera, a Kodak, and a magic lantern. The goods were to be delivered when I had made up my mind about them. Well, after about a week the fellow asks if there are any further particulars I want to learn before definitely buying the muck. I say I am considering the matter, and in the meantime will he be good enough to let me have that little clockwork man in his window which walks when wound up?

Well?

Well, damme, said Ukridge, aggrieved, it didnt walk. It broke the first time I tried to wind it. Then a few weeks went by and this bloke started to make himself dashed unpleasant. Wanted me to pay him money! I reasoned with the blighter. I said: Now look here, my man, need we say any more about this? Really, I think youve come out of the thing extremely well. Which, I said, would you rather be owed for? A clockwork man, or a tandem bicycle, an enlarging camera, a Kodak, and a magic lantern? Youd think that would have been simple enough for the meanest intellect, but no, he continued to make a fuss, until finally I had to move out of the neighbourhood. Fortunately, I had given him a false name — —

Why?

Just an ordinary business precaution, explained Ukridge.

I see.

I looked on the matter as closed. But ever since then he has been bounding out at me when I least expect him. Once, by gad, he nearly nailed me in the middle of the Strand, and I had to leg it like a hare up Burleigh Street and through Covent Garden. Id have been collared to a certainty, only he tripped over a basket of potatoes. Its persecution, damme, thats what it is — persecution!

Why dont you pay the man? I suggested.

Corky, old horse, said Ukridge, with evident disapproval of these reckless fiscal methods, talk sense. How can I pay the man? Apart from the fact that at this stage of my career it would be madness to start flinging money right and left, theres the principle of the thing!

The immediate result of this disturbing episode was that Ukridge, packing his belongings in a small suit-case and reluctantly disgorging a weeks rent in lieu of notice, softly and silently vanished away from his own lodgings and came to dwell in mine, to the acute gratification of Bowles, who greeted his arrival with a solemn joy and brooded over him at dinner the first night like a father over a long-lost son. I had often given him sanctuary before in his hour of need, and he settled down with the easy smoothness of an old campaigner. He was good enough to describe my little place as a home from home, and said that he had half a mind to stay on and end his declining years there.

I cannot say that this suggestion gave me the rapturous pleasure it seemed to give Bowles, who nearly dropped the potato dish in his emotion; but still I must say that on the whole the man was not an exacting guest. His practice of never rising before lunch-time ensured me those mornings of undisturbed solitude which are so necessary to the young writer if he is to give Interesting Bits of his best; and if I had work to do in the evenings he was always ready to toddle downstairs and smoke a pipe with Bowles, whom he seemed to find as congenial a companion as Bowles found him. His only defect, indeed, was the habit he had developed of looking in on me in my bedroom at all hours of the night to discuss some new scheme designed to relieve him of his honourable obligations to Miss Mabel Price, of Balbriggan, Peabody Road, Clapham Common. My outspoken remarks on this behaviour checked him for forty-eight hours, but at three oclock on the Sunday morning that ended the first week of his visit light flashing out above my head told me that he was in again.

I think, laddie, I heard a satisfied voice remark, as a heavy weight descended on my toes, I think, laddie, that at last I have hit the bulls-eye and rung the bell. Hats off to Bowles, without whom I would never have got the idea. It was only when he told me the plot of that story he is reading that I began to see daylight. Listen, old man, said Ukridge, settling himself more comfortably on my feet, and tell me if you dont think I am on to a good thing. About a couple of days before Lord Claude Tremaine was to marry Angela Bracebridge, the most beautiful girl in London — —

What the devil are you talking about? And do you know what the time is?

Never mind the time, Corky my boy. To-morrow is the day of rest and you can sleep on till an advanced hour. I was telling you the plot of this Primrose Novelette thing that Bowles is reading.

You havent woken me up at three in the morning to tell me the plot of a rotten novelette!

You havent been listening, old man, said Ukridge, with gentle reproach. I was saying that it was this plot that gave me my big idea. To cut it fairly short, as you seem in a strange mood, this Lord Claude bloke, having had a rummy pain in his left side, went to see a doctor a couple of days before the wedding, and the doc. gave him the start of his young life by telling him that he had only six months to live. Theres a lot more of it, of course, and in the end it turns out that the fool of a doctor was all wrong; but what Im driving at is that this development absolutely put the bee on the wedding. Everybody sympathised with Claude and said it was out of the question that he could dream of getting married. So it suddenly occurred to me, laddie, that here was the scheme of a lifetime. Im going to supper at Balbriggan to-morrow, and what I want you to do is simply to — —

You can stop right there, I said, with emotion. I know what you want me to do. You want me to come along with you, disguised in a top-hat and a stethoscope, and explain to these people that I am a Harley Street specialist, and have been sounding you and have discovered that you are in the last stages of heart-disease.

Nothing of the kind, old man, nothing of the kind. I wouldnt dream of asking you to do anything like that.

Yes, you would, if you had happened to think of it.

Well, as a matter of fact, since you mention it, said Ukridge, thoughtfully, it wouldnt be a bad scheme. But if you dont feel like taking it on — —

I dont.

Well, then, all I want you to do is to come to Balbriggan at about nine. Supper will be over by then. No sense, said Ukridge, thoughtfully, in missing supper. Come to Balbriggan at about nine, ask for me, and tell me in front of the gang that my aunt is dangerously ill.

Whats the sense in that?

You arent showing that clear, keen intelligence of which I have often spoken so highly, Corky. Dont you see? The news is a terrible shock to me. It bowls me over. I clutch at my heart — —

Theyll see through it in a second.

I ask for water — —

Ah, thats a convincing touch. Thatll make them realise you arent yourself.

And after awhile we leave. In fact, we leave as quickly as we jolly well can. You see what happens? I have established the fact that my heart is weak, and in a few days I write and say Ive been looked over and the wedding must unfortunately be off because — —

Damned silly idea!

Corky my boy, said Ukridge gravely, to a man as up against it as I am no idea is silly that looks as if it might work. Dont you think this will work?

Well, it might, of course, I admitted.

Then I shall have a dash at it. I can rely on you to do your part?

How am I supposed to know that your aunt is ill?

Perfectly simple. They phoned from her house, and you are the only person who knows where Im spending the evening.

And will you swear that this is really all you want me to do?

Absolutely all.

No getting me there and letting me in for something foul?

My dear old man!

All right, I said. I feel in my bones that somethings going to go wrong, but I suppose Ive got to do it.

Spoken like a true friend, said Ukridge.

At nine oclock on the following evening I stood on the steps of Balbriggan waiting for my ring at the bell to be answered. Cats prowled furtively in the purple dusk, and from behind a lighted window on the ground floor of the house came the tinkle of a piano and the sound of voices raised in one of the more mournful types of hymn. I recognised Ukridges above the rest. He was expressing with a vigour which nearly cracked the glass a desire to be as a little child washed clean of sin, and it somehow seemed to deepen my already substantial gloom. Long experience of Ukridges ingenious schemes had given me a fatalistic feeling with regard to them. With whatever fair prospects I started out to co-operate with him on these occasions, I almost invariably found myself entangled sooner or later in some nightmare imbroglio.

The door opened. A maid appeared.

Is Mr. Ukridge here?

Yes, sir.

Could I see him for a moment?

I followed her into the drawing-room.

Gentleman to see Mr. Ukridge, please, said the maid, and left me to do my stuff.

I was aware of a peculiar feeling. It was a sort of dry-mouthed panic, and I suddenly recognised it as the same helpless stage-fright which I had experienced years before on the occasion when, the old place presumably being short of talent, I had been picked on to sing a solo at the annual concert at school. I gazed upon the roomful of Prices, and words failed me. Near the bookshelf against the wall was a stuffed seagull of blackguardly aspect, suspended with outstretched wings by a piece of string. It had a gaping gamboge beak and its eye was bright and sardonic. I found myself gazing at it in a hypnotised manner. It seemed to see through me at a glance.

It was Ukridge who came to the rescue. Incredibly at his ease in this frightful room, he advanced to welcome me, resplendent in a morning-coat, patent-leather shoes, and tie, all of which I recognised as my property. As always when he looted my wardrobe, he exuded wealth and respectability.

Want to see me, laddie?

His eye met mine meaningly, and I found speech. We had rehearsed this little scene with a good deal of care over the luncheon-table, and the dialogue began to come back to me. I was able to ignore the seagull and proceed.

Im afraid I have serious news, old man, I said, in a hushed voice.

Serious news? said Ukridge, trying to turn pale.

Serious news!

I had warned him during rehearsals that this was going to sound uncommonly like a vaudeville cross-talk act of the Argumentative College Chums type, but he had ruled out the objection as far-fetched. Nevertheless, that is just what it did sound like, and I found myself blushing warmly.

What is it? demanded Ukridge, emotionally, clutching me by the arm in a grip like the bite of a horse.

Ouch! I cried. Your aunt!

My aunt?

They telephoned from the house just now, I proceeded, warming to my work, to say that she had had a relapse. Her condition is very serious. They want you there at once. Even now it may be too late.

Water! said Ukridge, staggering back and clawing at his waistcoat — or rather at my waistcoat, which I had foolishly omitted to lock up. Water!

It was well done. Even I, much as I wished that he would stop wrenching one of my best ties all out of shape, was obliged to admit that. I suppose it was his lifelong training in staggering under the blows of Fate that made him so convincing. The Price family seemed to be shaken to its foundations. There was no water in the room, but a horde of juvenile Prices immediately rushed off in quest of some, and meanwhile the rest of the family gathered about the stricken man, solicitous and sympathetic.

My aunt! Ill! moaned Ukridge.

I shouldnt worry, o man, said a voice at the door.

So sneering and altogether unpleasant was this voice that for a moment I almost thought that it must have been the sea-gull that had spoken. Then, turning, I perceived a young man in a blue flannel suit. A young man whom I had seen before. It was the Peacemaker, the fellow who had soothed and led away the infuriated bloke to whom Ukridge owed a bit of money.

I shouldnt worry, he said again, and looked malevolently upon Ukridge. His advent caused a sensation. Mr. Price, who had been kneading Ukridges shoulder with a strong mans silent sympathy, towered as majestically as his five feet six would permit him.

Mr. Finch, he said, may I enquire what you are doing in my house?

All right, all right — —

I thought I told you — —

All right, all right, repeated Ernie Finch, who appeared to be a young man of character. Ive only come to expose an impostor.

Impostor!

Him! said young Mr. Finch, pointing a scornful finger at Ukridge.

I think Ukridge was about to speak, but he seemed to change his mind. As for me, I had edged out of the centre of things, and was looking on as inconspicuously as I could from behind a red plush sofa. I wished to dissociate myself entirely from the proceedings.

Ernie Finch, said Mrs. Price, swelling, what do you mean?

The young man seemed in no way discouraged by the general atmosphere of hostility. He twirled his small moustache and smiled a frosty smile.

I mean, he said, feeling in his pocket and producing an envelope, that this fellow here hasnt got an aunt. Or, if he has, she isnt Miss Julia Ukridge, the well-known and wealthy novelist. I had my suspicions about this gentleman right from the first, I may as well tell you, and ever since he came to this house Ive been going round making a few enquiries about him. The first thing I did was to write his aunt — the lady he says is his aunt — making out I wanted her nephews address, me being an old school chum of his. Heres what she writes back — you can see it for yourselves if you want to: Miss Ukridge acknowledges receipt of Mr. Finchs letter, and in reply wishes to state that she has no nephew. No nephew! Thats plain enough, isnt it? He raised a hand to check comment. And heres another thing, he proceeded. That motor-car hes been swanking about in. It doesnt belong to him at all. It belongs to a man named Fillimore. I noted the number and made investigations. This fellows name isnt Ukridge at all. Its Smallweed. Hes a penniless impostor whos been pulling all your legs from the moment he came into the house; and if you let Mabel marry him youll be making the biggest bloomer of your lives!

There was an awestruck silence. Price looked upon Price in dumb consternation.

I dont believe you, said the master of the house at length, but he spoke without conviction.

Then, perhaps, retorted Ernie Finch, youll believe this gentleman. Come in, Mr. Grindlay.

Bearded, frock-coated, and sinister beyond words, the Creditor stalked into the room.

You tell em, said Ernie Finch.

The Creditor appeared more than willing. He fixed Ukridge with a glittering eye, and his bosom heaved with pent-up emotion.

Sorry to intrude on a family on Sunday evening, he said, but this young man told me I should find Mr. Smallweed here, so I came along. Ive been hunting for him high and low for two years and more about a matter of one pound two and threepence for goods supplied.

He owes you money? faltered Mr. Price.

He bilked me, said the Creditor, precisely.

Is this true? said Mr. Price, turning to Ukridge.

Ukridge had risen and seemed to be wondering whether it was possible to sidle unobserved from the room. At this question he halted, and a weak smile played about his lips.

Well — — said Ukridge.

The head of the family pursued his examination no further. His mind appeared to be made up. He had weighed the evidence and reached a decision. His eyes flashed. He raised a hand and pointed to the door.

Leave my house! he thundered.

Right-o! said Ukridge, mildly.

And never enter it again!

Right-o! said Ukridge.

Mr. Price turned to his daughter.

Mabel, he said, this engagement of yours is broken. Broken, do you understand? I forbid you ever to see this scoundrel again. You hear me?

All right, pa, said Miss Price, speaking for the first and last time. She seemed to be of a docile and equable disposition. I fancied I caught a not-displeased glance on its way to Ernie Finch.

And now, sir, cried Mr. Price, go!

Right-o! said Ukridge.

But here the Creditor struck a business note.

And what, he enquired, about my one pound two and threepence?

It seemed for a moment that matters were about to become difficult. But Ukridge, ever ready-witted, found the solution.

Have you got one pound two and threepence on you, old man? he said to me.

And with my usual bad luck I had.

We walked together down Peabody Road. Already Ukridges momentary discomfiture had passed.

It just shows, laddie, he said, exuberantly, that one should never despair. However black the outlook, old horse, never, never despair. That scheme of mine might or might not have worked — one cannot tell. But, instead of having to go to all the bother of subterfuge, to which I always object, here we have a nice, clean-cut solution of the thing without any trouble at all. He mused happily for a moment. I never thought, he said, that the time would come when I would feel a gush of kindly feeling towards Ernie Finch; but, upon my Sam, laddie, if he were here now, I would embrace the fellow. Clasp him to my bosom, dash it! He fell once more into a reverie. Amazing, old horse, he proceeded, how things work out. Many a time Ive been on the very point of paying that blighter Grindlay his money, merely to be rid of the annoyance of having him always popping up, but every time something seemed to stop me. I cant tell you what it was — a sort of feeling. Almost as if one had a guardian angel at ones elbow guiding one. My gosh, just think where I would have been if I had yielded to the impulse. It was Grindlay blowing in that turned the scale. By gad, Corky my boy, this is the happiest moment of my life.

It might be the happiest of mine, I said, churlishly, if I thought I should ever see that one pound two and threepence again.

Now, laddie, laddie, protested Ukridge, these are not the words of a friend. Dont mar a moment of unalloyed gladness. Dont you worry, youll get your money back. A thousandfold!

When?

One of these days, said Ukridge, buoyantly. One of these days.


THE LONG ARM OF LOONEY COOTE
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GIVEN PRIVATE MEANS sufficiently large to pad them against the moulding buffets of Life, it is extraordinary how little men change in after years from the boys they once were. There was a youth in my house at school named Coote. J. G. Coote. And he was popularly known as Looney on account of the vain and foolish superstitions which seemed to rule his every action. Boys are hard-headed, practical persons, and they have small tolerance for the view-point of one who declines to join in a quiet smoke behind the gymnasium not through any moral scruples — which, to do him justice, he would have scorned — but purely on the ground that he had seen a magpie that morning. This was what J. G. Coote did, and it was the first occasion on which I remember him being addressed as Looney.

But, once given, the nickname stuck; and this in spite of the fact — seeing that we were caught half-way through the first cigarette and forcefully dealt with by a muscular head master — that that magpie of his would appear to have known a thing or two. For five happy years, till we parted to go to our respective universities, I never called Coote anything but Looney; and it was as Looney that I greeted him when we happened upon each other one afternoon at Sandown, shortly after the conclusion of the three oclock race.

Did you do anything on that one? I asked, after we had exchanged salutations.

I went down, replied Looney, in the subdued but not heart-broken manner of the plutocrat who can afford to do these things. I had a tenner on My Valet.

On My Valet! I cried, aghast at this inexplicable patronage of an animal which, even in the preliminary saunter round the paddock, had shown symptoms of lethargy and fatigue, not to mention a disposition to trip over his feet. Whatever made you do that?

Yes, I suppose he never had a chance, agreed Coote, but a week ago my man Spencer broke his leg, and I thought it might be an omen.

And then I knew that, for all his moustache and added weight, he was still the old Looney of my boyhood.

Is that the principle on which you always bet? I enquired.

Well, youd be surprised how often it works. The day my aunt was shut up in the private asylum I collected five hundred quid by backing Crazy Jane for the Jubilee Cup. Have a cigarette?

Thanks.

Oh, my Lord!

Now what?

My pocket has been picked, faltered Looney Coote, withdrawing a trembling hand. I had a note-case with nearly a hundred quid, and its gone!

The next moment I was astounded to observe a faint, resigned smile on the mans face.

Well, that makes two, he murmured, as if to himself.

Two what?

Two misfortunes. These things always go in threes, you know. Whenever anything rotten happens, I simply brace myself up for the other two things. Well, theres only one more to come this time, thank goodness.

What was the first one?

I told you my man Spencer broke his leg.

I should have thought that would have ranked as one of Spencers three misfortunes. How do you come in?

Why, my dear fellow, Ive been having the devil of a time since he dropped out. The ass they sent me from the agency as a substitute is no good at all. Look at that! He extended a shapely leg. Do you call that a crease?

From the humble standpoint of my own bagginess, I should have called it an excellent crease, but he seemed thoroughly dissatisfied with it, so there was nothing to do but tell him to set his teeth and bear it like a man, and presently, the bell having rung for the three-thirty race, we parted.

Oh, by the way, said Looney, as he left me, are you going to be at the old Wrykinian dinner next week?

Yes, Im coming. So is Ukridge.

Ukridge? Good Lord, I havent seen old Ukridge for years.

Well, he will be there. And I expect hell touch you for a temporary loan. That will make your third misfortune.

Ukridges decision to attend the annual dinner of the Old Boys of the school at which he and I had been — in a manner of speaking — educated had come as a surprise to me; for, though the meal was likely to be well-cooked and sustaining, the tickets cost half a sovereign apiece, and it was required of the celebrants that they wear evening-dress. And, while Ukridge sometimes possessed ten shillings which he had acquired by pawning a dress-suit, or a dress-suit which he had hired for ten shillings, it was unusual for him to have the two things together. Still, he was as good as his word, and on the night of the banquet turned up at my lodgings for a preliminary bracer faultlessly clad and ready for the feast.

Tactlessly, perhaps, I asked him what bank he had been robbing.

I thought you told me a week ago that money was tight, I said.

It was tighter, said Ukridge, than these damned trousers. Never buy ready-made dress-clothes, Corky, my boy. Theyre always unsatisfactory. But all thats over now. I have turned the corner, old man. Last Saturday we cleaned up to an extraordinary extent at Sandown.

We?

The firm. I told you I had become a sleeping-partner in a bookies business.

For Heavens sake! You dont mean to say that it is really making money?

Making money? My dear old lad, how could it help making money? I told you from the first the thing was a gold-mine. Affluence stares me in the eyeball. The day before yesterday I bought half-a-dozen shirts. Thatll show you!

How much have you made?

In some ways, said Ukridge, sentimentally, I regret this prosperity. I mean to say, those old careless impecunious days were not so bad. Not so bad, Corky, old boy, eh? Life had a tang then. It was swift, vivid, interesting. And theres always the danger that one may allow oneself to grow slack and enervated with wealth. Still, it has its compensations. Yes, on the whole I am not sorry to have made my pile.

How much have you made? I asked again, impressed by this time. The fact of Ukridge buying shirts for himself instead of purloining mine suggested an almost Monte Cristo-like opulence.

Fifteen quid, said Ukridge. Fifteen golden sovereigns, my boy! And out of one weeks racing! And you must remember that the thing is going on all the year round. Month by month, week by week, we shall expand, we shall unfold, we shall develop. It wouldnt be a bad scheme, old man, to drop a judicious word here and there among the lads at this dinner to-night, advising them to lodge their commissions with us. Isaac OBrien is the name of the firm, 3 Blue Street, St. Jamess. Telegraphic address, Ikobee, London. and our representative attends all the recognised meetings. But dont mention my connection with the firm. I dont want it generally known, as it might impair my social standing. And now, laddie, if we dont want to be late for this binge, we had better be starting.

Ukridge, as I have recorded elsewhere, had left school under something of a cloud. Not to put too fine a point on it, he had been expelled for breaking out at night to attend the local fair, and it was only after many years of cold exclusion that he had been admitted to the pure-minded membership of the Old Boys Society.

Nevertheless, in the matter of patriotism he yielded to no one.

During our drive to the restaurant where the dinner was to be held he grew more and more sentimental about the dear old school, and by the time the meal was over and the speeches began he was in the mood when men shed tears and invite people, to avoid whom in calmer moments they would duck down side-streets, to go on long walking tours with them. He wandered from table to table with a large cigar in his mouth, now exchanging reminiscences, anon advising contemporaries who had won high positions in the Church to place their bets with Isaac OBrien, of 3 Blue Street, St. Jamess — a sound and trustworthy firm, telegraphic address Ikobee, London.

The speeches at these dinners always opened with a long and statistical harangue from the President, who, furtively consulting his paper of notes, announced the various distinctions gained by Old Boys during the past year. On this occasion, accordingly, he began by mentioning that A. B. Bodger (Good old Bodger! — from Ukridge) had been awarded the Mutt-Spivis Gold Medal for Geological Research at Oxford University — that C. D. Codger had been appointed to the sub-junior deanery of Westchester Cathedral — (Thats the stuff, Codger, old horse!) — that as a reward for his services in connection with the building of the new waterworks at Strelsau J. J. Swodger had received from the Government of Ruritania the Order of the Silver Trowel, third class (with crossed pickaxes).

By the way, said the President, concluding, before I finish there is one more thing I would like to say. An old boy, B. V. Lawlor, is standing for Parliament next week at Redbridge. If any of you would care to go down and lend him a hand, I know he would be glad of your help.

He resumed his seat, and the leather-lunged toastmaster behind him emitted a raucous My Lord, Mr. President, and gentlemen, pray silence for Mr. H. K. Hodger, who will propose the health of The Visitors. H. K. Hodger rose with the purposeful expression only to be seen on the face of one who has been reminded by the remarks of the last speaker of the story of the two Irishmen; and the company, cosily replete, settled down to give him an indulgent attention.

Not so Ukridge. He was staring emotionally across the table at his old friend Lawlor. The seating arrangements at these dinners were usually designed to bring contemporaries together at the same table, and the future member for Redbridge was one of our platoon.

Boko, old horse, demanded Ukridge, is this true?

A handsome but rather prominent nose had led his little playmates to bestow this affectionate sobriquet upon the coming M.P. It was one of those boyish handicaps which are never lived down, but I would not have thought of addressing B. V. Lawlor in this fashion myself, for, though he was a man of my own age, the years had made him extremely dignified. Ukridge, however, was above any such weakness. He gave out the offensive word in a vinous bellow of such a calibre as to cause H. K. Hodger to trip over a begorra and lose the drift of his story.

Sh! said the President, bending a reproving gaze at our table.

Sh! said B. V. Lawlor, contorting his smooth face.

Yes, but is it? persisted Ukridge.

Of course it is, whispered Lawlor. Be quiet!

Then, damme, shouted Ukridge, rely on me, young Boko. I shall be at your side. I shall spare no efforts to pull you through. You can count on me to — —

Really! Please! At that table down there, said the President, rising, while H. K. Hodger, who had got as far as Then, faith and begob, its me thatll be afther — — paused in a pained manner and plucked at the table-cloth.

Ukridge subsided. But his offer of assistance was no passing whim, to be lightly forgotten in the slumbers of the night. I was still in bed a few mornings later when he burst in, equipped for travel to the last button and carrying a seedy suit-case.

Just off, laddie, just off!

Fine! I said. Good-bye.

Corky, my boy, boomed Ukridge, sitting creakingly on the bed and poisoning the air with his noisome tobacco, I feel happy this morning. Stimulated. And why? Because I am doing an altruistic action. We busy men of affairs, Corky, are too apt to exclude altruism from our lives. We are too prone to say What is there in it for me? and, if there proves on investigation to be nothing in it for us, to give it the miss-in-balk. That is why this business makes me so confoundedly happy. At considerable expense and inconvenience I am going down to Redbridge to-day, and what is there in it for me? Nothing. Nothing, my boy, except the pure delight of helping an old schoolfellow over a tough spot. If I can do anything, however little, to bring young Boko in at the right end of the poll, that will be enough reward for me. I am going to do my bit, Corky, and it may be that my bit will turn out to be just the trifle that brings home the bacon. I shall go down there and talk — —

I bet you will.

I dont know much about politics, its true, but I can bone up enough to get by. Invective ought to meet the case, and Im pretty good at invective. I know the sort of thing. You accuse the rival candidate of every low act under the sun, without giving him quite enough to start a libel action on. Now, what I want you to do, Corky, old horse — —

Oh heavens! I moaned at these familiar words.

 —— is just to polish up this election song of mine. I sat up half the night writing it, but I can see it limps in spots. You can put it right in half an hour. Polish it up, laddie, and forward without fail to the Bull Hotel, Redbridge, this afternoon. It may just be the means of shoving Boko past the post by a nose.

He clattered out hurriedly; and, sleep being now impossible, I picked up the sheet of paper he had left and read the verses.

They were well meant, but that let them out. Ukridge was no poet or he would never have attempted to rhyme Lawlor with before us.

A rather neat phrase happening to occur to me at the breakfast table, coincident with the reflection that possibly Ukridge was right and it did behove his old schoolfellows to rally round the candidate, I spent the morning turning out a new ballad. Having finished this by noon, I despatched it to the Bull Hotel, and went off to lunch with something of that feeling of satisfaction which, as Ukridge had pointed out, does come to altruists. I was strolling down Piccadilly, enjoying an after-luncheon smoke, when I ran into Looney Coote.

On Looneys amiable face there was a mingled expression of chagrin and satisfaction.

Its happened, he said.

What?

The third misfortune. I told you it would.

Whats the trouble now? Has Spencer broken his other leg?

My car has been stolen.

A decent sympathy would no doubt have become me, but from earliest years I had always found it difficult to resist the temptation to be airy and jocose when dealing with Looney Coote. The man was so indecently rich that he had no right to have troubles.

Oh, well, I said, you can easily get another. Fords cost practically nothing nowadays.

It wasnt a Ford, bleated Looney, outraged. It was a brand-new Winchester-Murphy. I paid fifteen hundred pounds for it only a month ago, and now its gone.

Where did you see it last?

I didnt see it last. My chauffeur brought it round to my rooms this morning, and, instead of staying with it as he should have done till I was ready, went off round the corner for a cup of coffee, so he says! And when he came back it had vanished.

The coffee?

The car, you ass. The car had disappeared. It had been stolen.

I suppose you have notified the police?

Im on my way to Scotland Yard now. It just occurred to me. Have you any idea what the procedure is? Its the first time Ive been mixed up with this sort of thing.

You give them the number of the car, and they send out word to police-stations all over the country to look out for it.

I see, said Looney Coote, brightening. That sounds rather promising, what? I mean, it looks as if someone would be bound to spot it sooner or later.

Yes, I said. Of course, the first thing a thief would do would be to take off the number-plate and substitute a false one.

Oh, Great Scott! Not really?

And after that he would paint the car a different colour.

Oh, I say!

Still, the police generally manage to find them in the end. Years hence they will come on it in an old barn with the tonneau stoved in and the engines taken out. Then they will hand it back to you and claim the reward. But, as a matter of fact, what you ought to be praying is that you may never get it back. Then the thing would be a real misfortune. If you get it back as good as new in the next couple of days, it wont be a misfortune at all, and you will have number three hanging over your head again, just as before. And who knows what that third misfortune may be? In a way, youre tempting Providence by applying to Scotland Yard.

Yes, said Looney Coote, doubtfully. All the same, I think I will, dont you know. I mean to say, after all, a fifteen-hundred-quid Winchester-Murphy is a fifteen-hundred-quid Winchester-Murphy, if you come right down to it, what?

Showing that even in the most superstitious there may be grains of hard, practical common sense lurking somewhere.

It had not been my intention originally to take any part in the by-election in the Redbridge division beyond writing three verses of a hymn in praise of Boko Lawlor and sending him a congratulatory wire if he won. But two things combined to make me change my mind. The first was the fact that it occurred to me — always the keen young journalist — that there might be a couple of guineas of Interesting Bits money in it (How a Modern Election is Fought: Humours of the Poll); the second, that, ever since his departure Ukridge had been sending me a constant stream of telegrams so stimulating that eventually they lit the spark.

I append specimens: — 

Going strong. Made three speeches yesterday. Election song a sensation. Come on down. — Ukridge.

Boko locally regarded as walk-over. Made four speeches yesterday. Election song a breeze. Come on down. — Ukridge.

Victory in sight. Spoke practically all yesterday. Election song a riot. Children croon it in cots. Come on down. — Ukridge.

I leave it to any young author to say whether a man with one solitary political lyric to his credit could have resisted this. With the exception of a single music-hall song (Mother, Shes Pinching My Leg, tried out by Tim Sims, the Koy Komic, at the Peebles Hippodrome, and discarded, in response to a popular appeal, after one performance), no written words of mine had ever passed human lips. Naturally, it gave me a certain thrill to imagine the enlightened electorate of Redbridge — at any rate, the right-thinking portion of it — bellowing in its thousands those noble lines: — 

No foreign foes insidious hate

Our country shall oerwhelm

So long as Englands ship of state

Has LAWLOR at the helm.

Whether I was technically correct in describing as guiding the ship of state a man who would probably spend his entire Parliamentary career in total silence, voting meekly as the Whip directed, I had not stopped to enquire. All I knew was that it sounded well, and I wanted to hear it. In addition to which, there was the opportunity, never likely to occur again, of seeing Ukridge make an ass of himself before a large audience.

I went to Redbridge.

The first thing I saw on leaving the station was a very large poster exhibiting Boko Lawlors expressive features, bearing the legend: — 

Lawlor

for

Redbridge.

This was all right, but immediately beside it, evidently placed there by the hand of an enemy, was a still larger caricature of this poster which stressed my old friends prominent nose in a manner that seemed to me to go beyond the limits of a fair debate. To this was appended the words: — 

Do You

Want

THIS

For a Member?

To which, if I had been a hesitating voter of the constituency, I would certainly have replied No! for there was something about that grossly elongated nose that convicted the man beyond hope of appeal of every undesirable quality a Member of Parliament can possess. You could see at a glance that here was one who, if elected, would do his underhand best to cut down the Navy, tax the poor mans food, and strike a series of blows at the very root of the home. And, as if this were not enough, a few yards farther on was a placard covering almost the entire side of a house, which said in simple, straightforward black letters a foot high: — 

Down With

Boko,

The Human Gargoyle.

How my poor old contemporary, after passing a week in the constant society of these slurs on his personal appearance, could endure to look himself in the face in his shaving-mirror of a morning was more than I could see. I commented on this to Ukridge, who had met me at the station in a luxurious car.

Oh, thats nothing, said Ukridge, huskily. The first thing I had noticed about him was that his vocal cords had been putting in overtime since our last meeting. Just the usual give-and-take of an election. When we get round this next corner youll see the poster weve got out to tickle up the other bloke. Its a pippin.

I did, and it was indeed a pippin. After one glance at it as we rolled by, I could not but feel that the electors of Redbridge were in an uncommonly awkward position, having to choose between Boko, as exhibited in the street we had just passed, and this horror now before me. Mr. Herbert Huxtable, the opposition candidate, seemed to run as generously to ears as his adversary did to nose, and the artist had not overlooked this feature. Indeed, except for a mean, narrow face with close-set eyes and a murderers mouth, Mr. Huxtable appeared to be all ears. They drooped and flapped about him like carpet-bags, and I averted my gaze, appalled.

Do you mean to say youre allowed to do this sort of thing? I asked, incredulously.

My dear old horse, its expected of you. Its a mere formality. The other side would feel awkward and disappointed if you didnt.

And how did they find out about Lawlor being called Boko? I enquired, for the point had puzzled me. In a way, you might say that it was the only thing you could possibly call him, but the explanation hardly satisfied me.

That, admitted Ukridge, was largely my fault. I was a bit carried away the first time I addressed the multitude, and I happened to allude to the old chap by his nickname. Of course, the opposition took it up at once. Boko was a little sore about it for a while.

I can see how he might be.

But thats all over now, said Ukridge, buoyantly. Were the greatest pals. He relies on me at every turn. Yesterday he admitted to me in so many words that if he gets in itll be owing to my help as much as anything. The fact is, laddie, Ive made rather a hit with the manyheaded. They seem to like to hear me speak.

Fond of a laugh, eh?

Now, laddie, said Ukridge, reprovingly, this is not the right tone. You must curb that spirit of levity while youre down here. This is a dashed serious business, Corky, old man, and the sooner you realise it the better. If you have come here to gibe and to mock — —

I came to hear my election song sung. When do they sing it?

Oh, practically all the time. Incessantly, you might say.

In their baths?

Most of the voters here dont take baths. Youll gather that when we reach Biscuit Row.

Whats Biscuit Row?

Its the quarter of the town where the blokes live who work in Fitch and Weymans biscuit factory, laddie. Its what you might call, said Ukridge, importantly, the doubtful element of the place. All the rest of the town is nice and clean-cut, theyre either solid for Boko or nuts on Huxtable — but these biscuit blokes are wobbly. Thats why we have to canvass them so carefully.

Oh, youre going canvassing, are you?

We are, corrected Ukridge.

Not me!

Corky, said Ukridge, firmly, pull yourself together. It was principally to assist me in canvassing these biscuit blighters that I got you down here. Wheres your patriotism, laddie? Dont you want old Boko to get into Parliament, or what is it? We must strain every nerve. We must set our hands to the plough. The job youve got to tackle is the baby-kissing — —

I wont kiss their infernal babies!

You will, old horse, unless you mean to spend the rest of your life cursing yourself vainly when it is too late that poor old Boko got pipped on the tape purely on account of your poltroonery. Consider, old man! Have some vision! Be an altruist! It may be that your efforts will prove the deciding factor in this desperately close-run race.

What do you mean, desperately close-run race? You said in your wire that it was a walk-over for Boko.

That was just to fool the telegraph-bloke, whom I suspect of being in the enemy camp. As a matter of fact, between ourselves, its touch and go. A trifle either way will do the business now.

Why dont you kiss these beastly babies?

Theres something about me that scares em, laddie. Ive tried it once or twice, but only alienated several valuable voters by frightening their offspring into a nervous collapse. I think its my glasses they dont like. But you — now, you, said Ukridge, with revolting fulsomeness, are an ideal baby-kisser. The first time I ever saw you, I said: There goes one of Natures baby-kissers. Directly I started to canvass these people and realised what I was up against, I thought of you. Corkys the man, I said to myself; the fellow we want is old Corky. Good-looking. And not merely good-looking but kind-looking. Theyll take to you, laddie. Yours is a face a baby can trust — —

Now, listen!

And it wont last long. Just a couple of streets and were through. So stiffen your backbone, laddie, and go at it like a man. Boko is going to entertain you with a magnificent banquet at his hotel to-night. I happen to know there will be champagne. Keep your mind fixed on that and the thing will seem easy.

The whole question of canvassing is one which I would like some time to go into at length. I consider it to be an altogether abominable practice. An Englishmans home is his castle, and it seems to me intolerable that, just as you have got into shirt-sleeves and settled down to a soothing pipe, total strangers should be permitted to force their way in and bother you with their nauseous flattery and their impertinent curiosity as to which way you mean to vote. And, while I prefer not to speak at length of my experiences in Biscuit Row, I must say this much, that practically every resident of that dingy quarter appeared to see eye to eye with me in this matter. I have never encountered a body of men who were consistently less chummy. They looked at me with lowering brows, they answered my limping civilities with gruff monosyllables, they snatched their babies away from me and hid them, yelling, in distant parts of the house. Altogether a most discouraging experience, I should have said, and one which seemed to indicate that, as far as Biscuit Row was concerned, Boko Lawlor would score a blank at the poll.

Ukridge scoffed at this gloomy theory.

My dear old horse, he cried, exuberantly, as the door of the last house slammed behind us and I revealed to him the inferences I had drawn, you mustnt mind that. Its just their way. They treat everybody the same. Why, one of Huxtables fellows got his hat smashed in at that very house weve just left. I consider the outlook highly promising, laddie.

And so, to my surprise, did the candidate himself. When we had finished dinner that night and were talking over our cigars, while Ukridge slumbered noisily in an easy chair, Boko Lawlor spoke with a husky confidence of his prospects.

And, curiously enough, said Boko, endorsing what until then I had looked on as mere idle swank on Ukridges part, the fellow who will have really helped me more than anybody else, if I get in, is old Ukridge. He borders, perhaps, a trifle too closely on the libellous in his speeches, but he certainly has the knack of talking to an audience. In the past week he has made himself quite a prominent figure in Redbridge. In fact, Im bound to say it has made me a little nervous at times, this prominence of his. I know what an erratic fellow he is, and if he were to become the centre of some horrible scandal it would mean defeat for a certainty.

How do you mean, scandal?

I sometimes conjure up a dreadful vision, said Boko Lawlor, with a slight shudder, of one of his creditors suddenly rising in the audience and denouncing him for not having paid for a pair of trousers or something.

He cast an apprehensive eye at the sleeping figure.

Youre all right if he keeps on wearing that suit, I said, soothingly, because it happens to be one he sneaked from me. I have been wondering why it was so familiar.

Well, anyhow, said Boko, with determined optimism, I suppose, if anything like that was going to happen, it would have happened before. He has been addressing meetings all the week, and nothing has occurred. Im going to let him open the ball at our last rally to-morrow night. He has a way of warming up the audience. Youll come to that, of course?

If I am to see Ukridge warming up an audience, nothing shall keep me away.

Ill see that you get a seat on the platform. It will be the biggest affair we have had. The polling takes place on the next day, and this will be our last chance of swaying the doubters.

I didnt know doubters ever came to these meetings. I thought the audience was always solid for the speakers.

It may be so in some constituencies, said Boko, moodily, but it certainly isnt at Redbridge.

The monster meeting in support of Boko Lawlors candidature was held at that popular eyesore, the Associated Mechanics Hall. As I sat among the elect on the platform, waiting for the proceedings to commence, there came up to me a mixed scent of dust, clothes, orange-peel, chalk, wood, plaster, pomade, and Associated Mechanics — the whole forming a mixture which, I began to see, was likely to prove too rich for me. I changed my seat in order to bring myself next to a small but promising-looking door, through which it would be possible, if necessary, to withdraw without being noticed.

The principle on which chairmen at these meetings are selected is perhaps too familiar to require recording here at length, but in case some of my readers are not acquainted with the workings of political machines, I may say that no one under the age of eighty-five is eligible and the preference is given to those with adenoids. For Boko Lawlor the authorities had extended themselves and picked a champion of his class. In addition to adenoids, the Right Hon. the Marquess of Cricklewood had — or seemed to have — a potato of the maximum size and hotness in his mouth, and he had learned his elocution in one of those correspondence schools which teach it by mail. I caught his first sentence — that he would only detain us a moment — but for fifteen minutes after that he baffled me completely. That he was still speaking I could tell by the way his Adams apple wiggled, but what he was saying I could not even guess. And presently, the door at my side offering its silent invitation, I slid softly through and closed it behind me.

Except for the fact that I was now out of sight of the chairman, I did not seem to have bettered my position greatly. The scenic effects of the hall had not been alluring, but there was nothing much more enlivening to look at here. I found myself in a stone-flagged corridor with walls of an unhealthy green, ending in a flight of stairs. I was just about to proceed towards these in a casual spirit of exploration, when footsteps made themselves heard, and in another moment a helmet loomed into view, followed by a red face, a blue uniform, and large, stout boots — making in all one constable, who proceeded along the corridor towards me with a measured step as if pacing a beat. I thought his face looked stern and disapproving, and attributed it to the fact that I had just lighted a cigarette — presumably in a place where smoking was not encouraged. I dropped the cigarette and placed a guilty heel on it — an action which I regretted the next moment, when the constable himself produced one from the recesses of his tunic and asked me for a match.

Not allowed to smoke on duty, he said, affably, but theres no harm in a puff.

I saw now that what I had taken for a stern and disapproving look was merely the official mask. I agreed that no possible harm could come of a puff.

Meeting started? enquired the officer, jerking his head towards the door.

Yes. The chairman was making a few remarks when I came out.

Ah! Better give it time to warm up, he said, cryptically. And there was a restful silence for some minutes, while the scent of a cigarette of small price competed with the other odours of the corridor.

Presently, however, the stillness was interrupted. From the unseen hall came the faint clapping of hands, and then a burst of melody. I started. It was impossible to distinguish the words, but surely there was no mistaking that virile rhythm: — 

Tum tumty tumty tumty tum,

Tum tumty tumty tum,

Tum tumty tumty tumty tum,

Tum TUMTY tumty tum.

It was! It must be! I glowed all over with modest pride.

Thats mine, I said, with attempted nonchalance.

Ur? queried the constable, who had fallen into a reverie.

That thing theyre singing. Mine. My election song.

It seemed to me that the officer regarded me strangely. It may have been admiration, but it looked more like disappointment and disfavour.

You on this Lawlors side? he demanded, heavily.

Yes. I wrote his election song. Theyre singing it now.

Im opposed to im in toto and root and branch, said the constable, emphatically, I dont like is views — subversive, thats what I call em. Subversive.

There seemed nothing to say to this. This divergence of opinion was unfortunate, but there it was. After all, there was no reason why political differences should have to interfere with what had all the appearance of being the dawning of a beautiful friendship. Pass over it lightly, that was the tactful course. I endeavoured to steer the conversation gently back to less debatable grounds.

This is my first visit to Redbridge, I said, chattily.

Ur? said the constable, but I could see that he was not interested. He finished his cigarette with three rapid puffs and stamped it out. And as he did so a strange, purposeful tenseness seemed to come over him. His boiled-fish eyes seemed to say that the time of dalliance was now ended and constabulary duty was to be done. Is that the way to the platform, mister? he asked, indicating my door with a jerk of the helmet.

I cannot say why it was, but at this moment a sudden foreboding swept over me.

Why do you want to go on the platform? I asked, apprehensively.

There was no doubt about the disfavour with which he regarded me now. So frigid was his glance that I backed against the door in some alarm.

Never you mind, he said, severely, why I want to go on that platform. If you really want to know, he continued, with that slight inconsistency which marks great minds, Im goin there to arrest a feller.

It was perhaps a little uncomplimentary to Ukridge that I should so instantly have leaped to the certainty that, if anybody on a platform on which he sat was in danger of arrest, he must be the man. There were at least twenty other earnest supporters of Boko grouped behind the chairman beyond that door, but it never even occurred to me as a possibility that it could be one of these on whom the hand of the law proposed to descend. And a moment later my instinct was proved to be unerring. The singing had ceased, and now a stentorian voice had begun to fill all space. It spoke, was interrupted by a roar of laughter, and began to speak again.

Thats im, said the constable, briefly.

There must be some mistake, I said. That is my friend, Mr. Ukridge.

I dont know is name and I dont care about is name, said the constable, sternly. But if es the big feller with glasses thats stayin at the Bull, thats the man Im after. He may be a ighly umorous and diverting orator, said the constable, bitterly, as another happy burst of laughter greeted what was presumably a further sally at the expense of the side which enjoyed his support, but, be that as it may, es got to come along with me to the station and explain how e appens to be in possession of a stolen car that theres been an enquiry sent out from eadquarters about.

My heart turned to water. A light had flashed upon me.

Car? I quavered.

Car, said the constable.

Was it a gentleman named Coote who lodged the complaint about his car being stolen? Because — —

I dont — —

Because, if so, there has been a mistake. Mr. Ukridge is a personal friend of Mr. Coote, and — —

I dont know whose name it iss cars been stolen, said the constable, elliptically. All I know is, theres been an enquiry sent out, and this fellers got it.

At this point something hard dug into the small of my back as I pressed against the door. I stole a hand round behind me, and my fingers closed upon a key. The policeman was stooping to retrieve a dropped notebook. I turned the key softly and pocketed it.

If you would kindly not object to standing back a bit and giving a feller a chance to get at that door, said the policeman, straightening himself. He conducted experiments with the handle. Ere, its locked!

Is it? I said. Is it?

Ow did you get out through this door if its locked?

It wasnt locked when I came through.

He eyed me with dull suspicion for a moment, then knocked imperatively with a large red knuckle.

Shush! Shush! came a scandalised whisper through the keyhole.

Never you mind about Shush! Shush! said the constable, with asperity. You open this door, thats what you do. And he substituted for the knuckle a leg-of-mutton-like fist. The sound of his banging boomed through the corridor like distant thunder.

Really, you know, I protested, youre disturbing the meeting.

I want to disturb the meeting, replied this strong but not silent man, casting a cold look over his shoulder. And the next instant, to prove that he was as ready with deeds as with words, he backed a foot or two, lifted a huge and weighty foot, and kicked.

For all ordinary purposes the builder of the Associated Mechanics Hall had done his work adequately, but he had never suspected that an emergency might arise which would bring his doors into competition with a policemans foot. Any lesser maltreatment the lock might have withstood, but against this it was powerless. With a sharp sound like the cry of one registering a formal protest the door gave way. It swung back, showing a vista of startled faces beyond. Whether or not the noise had reached the audience in the body of the hall I did not know, but it had certainly impressed the little group on the platform. I had a swift glimpse of forms hurrying to the centre of the disturbance, of the chairman gaping like a surprised sheep, of Ukridge glowering; and then the constable blocked out my view as he marched forward over the debris.

A moment later there was no doubt as to whether the audience was interested. A confused uproar broke out in every corner of the hall, and, hurrying on to the platform, I perceived that the hand of the Law had fallen. It was grasping Ukridges shoulder in a weighty grip in the sight of all men.

There was just one instant before the tumult reached its height in which it was possible for the constable to speak with a chance of making himself heard. He seized his opportunity adroitly. He threw back his head and bellowed as if he were giving evidence before a deaf magistrate.

Es — stolen — a — mo — tor — car! Im a-r-resting— im — for— avin — sto — len — a — norter-mobile!  he vociferated in accents audible to all. And then, with the sudden swiftness of one practised in the art of spiriting felons away from the midst of their friends, he was gone, and Ukridge with him.

There followed a long moment of bewildered amazement. Nothing like this had ever happened before at political meetings at Redbridge, and the audience seemed doubtful how to act. The first person to whom intelligence returned was a grim-looking little man in the third row, who had forced himself into prominence during the chairmans speech with some determined heckling. He bounded out of his chair and stood on it.

Men of Redbridge! he shouted.

Siddown! roared the audience automatically.

Men of Redbridge, repeated the little man, in a voice out of all proportion to his inches, are you going to trust — do you mean to support — is it your intention to place your affairs in the hands of one who employs criminals — —

Siddown! recommended many voices, but there were many others that shouted Ear, Ear!

 —— who employs criminals to speak on his platform? Men of Redbridge, I — —

Here someone grasped the little mans collar and brought him to the floor. Somebody else hit the collar-grasper over the head with an umbrella. A third party broke the umbrella and smote its owner on the nose. And after that the action may be said to have become general. Everybody seemed to be fighting everybody else, and at the back of the hall a group of serious thinkers, in whom I seemed to recognise the denizens of Biscuit Row, had begun to dismember the chairs and throw them at random. It was when the first rush was made for the platform that the meeting definitely broke up. The chairman headed the stampede for my little door, moving well for a man of his years, and he was closely followed by the rest of the elect. I came somewhere midway in the procession, outstripped by the leaders, but well up in the field. The last I saw of the monster meeting in aid of Boko Lawlors candidature was Bokos drawn and agonised face as he barked his shin on an overturned table in his efforts to reach the exit in three strides.

The next morning dawned bright and fair, and the sun, as we speeded back to London, smiled graciously in through the windows of our third-class compartment. But it awoke no answering smile on Ukridges face. He sat in his corner scowling ponderously out at the green countryside. He seemed in no way thankful that his prison-life was over, and he gave me no formal thanks for the swiftness and intelligence with which I had obtained his release.

A five-shilling telegram to Looney Coote had been the means of effecting this. Shortly after breakfast Ukridge had come to my hotel, a free man, with the information that Looney had wired the police of Redbridge directions to unbar the prison cell. But liberty he appeared to consider a small thing compared with his wrongs, and now he sat in the train, thinking, thinking, thinking.

I was not surprised when his first act on reaching Paddington was to climb into a cab and request the driver to convey him immediately to Looney Cootes address.

Personally, though I was considerate enough not to say so, I was pro-Coote. If Ukridge wished to go about sneaking his friends cars without a word of explanation, it seemed to me that he did so at his own risk. I could not see how Looney Coote could be expected to know by some form of telepathy that his vanished Winchester-Murphy had fallen into the hands of an old schoolfellow. But Ukridge, to judge by his stony stare and tightened lips, not to mention the fact that his collar had jumped off its stud and he had made no attempt to adjust it, thought differently. He sat in the cab, brooding silently, and when we reached our destination and were shown into Looneys luxurious sitting-room, he gave one long, deep sigh, like that of a fighter who hears the gong go for round one.

Looney fluttered out of the adjoining room in pyjamas and a flowered dressing-gown. He was evidently a late riser.

Oh, here you are! he said, pleased. I say, old man, Im awfully glad its all right.

All right! An overwrought snort escaped Ukridge. His bosom swelled beneath his mackintosh. All right!

Im frightfully sorry there was any trouble.

Ukridge struggled for utterance.

Do you know I spent the night on a beastly plank bed, he said, huskily.

No, really? I say!

Do you know that this morning I was washed by the authorities?

I say, no!

And you say its all right!

He had plainly reached the point where he proposed to deliver a lengthy address of a nature calculated to cause alarm and despondency in Looney Coote, for he raised a clenched fist, shook it passionately, and swallowed once or twice. But before he could embark on what would certainly have been an oration worth listening to, his host anticipated him.

I dont see that it was my fault, bleated Looney Coote, voicing my own sentiments.

You dont see that it was your fault! stuttered Ukridge.

Listen, old man, I urged, pacifically. I didnt like to say so before, because you didnt seem in the mood for it, but what else could the poor chap have done? You took his car without a word of explanation — —

What?

 —— and naturally he thought it had been stolen and had word sent out to the police-stations to look out for whoever had got it. As a matter of fact, it was I who advised him to.

Ukridge was staring bleakly at Looney.

Without a word of explanation! he echoed. What about my letter, the long and carefully-written letter I sent you explaining the whole thing?

Letter?

Yes!

I got no letter, said Looney Coote.

Ukridge laughed malevolently.

Youre going to pretend it went wrong in the post, eh? Thin, very thin. I am certain that letter was posted. I remember placing it in my pocket for that purpose. It is not there now, and I have been wearing this suit ever since I left London. See. These are all the contents of my — —

His voice trailed off as he gazed at the envelope in his hand. There was a long silence. Ukridges jaw dropped slowly.

Now, how the deuce did that happen? he murmured.

I am bound to say that Looney Coote in this difficult moment displayed a nice magnanimity which I could never have shown. He merely nodded sympathetically.

Im always doing that sort of thing myself, he said. Never can remember to post letters. Well, now that thats all explained, have a drink, old man, and lets forget about it.

The gleam in Ukridges eye showed that the invitation was a welcome one, but the battered relics of his conscience kept him from abandoning the subject under discussion as his host had urged.

But upon my Sam, Looney, old horse, he stammered, I — well, dash it, I dont know what to say. I mean — —

Looney Coote was fumbling in the sideboard for the materials for a friendly carouse.

Dont say another word, old man, not another word, he pleaded. Its the sort of thing that might have happened to anyone. And, as a matter of fact, the whole affair has done me a bit of good. Dashed lucky it has turned out for me. You see, it came as a sort of omen. There was an absolute outsider running in the third race at Kempton Park the day after the car went called Stolen Goods, and somehow it seemed to me that the thing had been sent for a purpose. I crammed on thirty quid at twenty-five to one. The people round about laughed when they saw me back this poor, broken-down-looking moke, and, dash it, the animal simply romped home! I collected a parcel!

We clamoured our congratulations on this happy ending. Ukridge was especially exuberant.

Yes, said Looney Coote, I won seven hundred and fifty quid. Just like that! I put it on with that new fellow you were telling me about at the O. W. dinner, old man — that chap Isaac OBrien. It sent him absolutely broke and hes had to go out of business. Hes only paid me six hundred quid so far, but says he has some sort of a sleeping partner or something who may be able to raise the balance.


THE EXIT OF BATTLING BILLSON
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THE THEATRE ROYAL, Llunindnno, is in the middle of the principal thoroughfare of that repellent town, and immediately opposite its grubby main entrance there is a lamp-post. Under this lamp-post, as I approached, a man was standing. He was a large man, and his air was that of one who has recently passed through some trying experience. There was dust on his person, and he had lost his hat. At the sound of my footsteps he turned, and the rays of the lamp revealed the familiar features of my old friend Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge.

Great Scot! I ejaculated. What are you doing here?

There was no possibility of hallucination. It was the man himself in the flesh. And what Ukridge, a free agent, could be doing in Llunindnno was more than I could imagine. Situated, as its name implies, in Wales, it is a dark, dingy, dishevelled spot, inhabited by tough and sinister men with suspicious eyes and three-day beards; and to me, after a mere forty minutes sojourn in the place, it was incredible that anyone should be there except on compulsion.

Ukridge gaped at me incredulously.

Corky, old horse! he said, this is, upon my Sam, without exception the most amazing event in the worlds history. The last bloke I expected to see.

Same here. Is anything the matter? I asked, eyeing his bedraggled appearance.

Matter? I should say something was the matter! snorted Ukridge, astonishment giving way to righteous indignation. They chucked me out!

Chucked you out? Who? Where from?

This infernal theatre, laddie. After taking my good money, dash it! At least, I got it on my face, but that has nothing to do with the principle of the thing. Corky, my boy, dont you ever go about this world seeking for justice, because theres no such thing under the broad vault of heaven. I had just gone out for a breather after the first act, and when I came back I found some fiend in human shape had pinched my seat. And just because I tried to lift the fellow out by the ears, a dozen hired assassins swooped down and shot me out. Me, Ill trouble you! The injured party! Upon my Sam, he said, heatedly, with a longing look at the closed door, Ive a dashed good mind to — —

I shouldnt, I said, soothingly. After all, what does it matter? Its just one of those things that are bound to happen from time to time. The man of affairs passes them off with a light laugh.

Yes, but — —

Come and have a drink.

The suggestion made him waver. The light of battle died down in his eyes. He stood for a moment in thought.

You wouldnt bung a brick through the window? he queried, doubtfully.

No, no!

Perhaps youre right.

He linked his arm in mine and we crossed the road to where the lights of a public-house shone like heartening beacons. The crisis was over.

Corky, said Ukridge, warily laying down his mug of beer on the counter a few moments later, lest emotion should cause him to spill any of its precious contents, I cant get over, I simply cannot get over the astounding fact of your being in this blighted town.

I explained my position. My presence in Llunindnno was due to the fact that the paper which occasionally made use of my services as a special writer had sent me to compose a fuller and more scholarly report than its local correspondent seemed capable of concocting of the activities of one Evan Jones, the latest of those revivalists who periodically convulse the emotions of the Welsh mining population. His last and biggest meeting was to take place next morning at eleven oclock.

But what are you doing here? I asked.

What am I doing here? said Ukridge. Who, me? Why, where else would you expect me to be? Havent you heard?

Heard what?

Havent you seen the posters?

What posters? I only arrived an hour ago.

My dear old horse! Then naturally you arent abreast of local affairs. He drained his mug, breathed contentedly, and led me out into the street. Look!

He was pointing at a poster, boldly lettered in red and black, which decorated the side-wall of the Bon Ton Millinery Emporium. The street-lighting system of Llunindnno is defective, but I was able to read what it said: — 

ODDFELLOWS HALL

Special Ten-Round Contest.

LLOYD THOMAS

(Llunindnno)

vs.

BATTLING BILLSON

(Bermondsey).

Comes off to-morrow night, said Ukridge. And I dont mind telling you, laddie, that I expect to make a colossal fortune.

Are you still managing the Battler? I said, surprised at this dogged perseverance. I should have thought that after your last two experiences you would have had about enough of it.

Oh, he means business this time! Ive been talking to him like a father.

How much does he get?

Twenty quid.

Twenty quid? Well, where does the colossal fortune come in? Your share will only be a tenner.

No, my boy. You havent got on to my devilish shrewdness. Im not in on the purse at all this time. Im the management.

The management?

Well, part of it. You remember Isaac OBrien, the bookie I was partner with till that chump Looney Coote smashed the business? Izzy Previn is his real name. Weve gone shares in this thing. Izzy came down a week ago, hired the hall, and looked after the advertising and so on; and I arrived with good old Billson this afternoon. Were giving him twenty quid, and the other fellows getting another twenty; and all the rest of the cash Izzy and I split on a fifty-fifty basis. Affluence, laddie! Thats what it means. Affluence beyond the dreams of a Monte Cristo. Owing to this Jones fellow the place is crowded, and every sportsman for miles around will be there to-morrow at five bob a head, cheaper seats two-and-six, and standing-room one shilling. Add lemonade and fried fish privileges, and you have a proposition almost without parallel in the annals of commerce. I couldnt be more on velvet if they gave me a sack and a shovel and let me loose in the Mint.

I congratulated him in suitable terms.

How is the Battler? I asked.

Trained to an ounce. Come and see him to-morrow morning.

I cant come in the morning. Ive got to go to this Jones meeting.

Oh, yes. Well, make it early in the afternoon, then. Dont come later than three, because he will be resting. Were at Number Seven, Caerleon Street. Ask for the Cap and Feathers public-house, and turn sharp to the left.

I was in a curiously uplifted mood on the following afternoon as I set out to pay my respects to Mr. Billson. This was the first time I had had occasion to attend one of these revival meetings, and the effect it had had on me was to make me feel as if I had been imbibing large quantities of champagne to the accompaniment of a very loud orchestra. Even before the revivalist rose to speak, the proceedings had had an effervescent quality singularly unsettling to the sober mind, for the vast gathering had begun to sing hymns directly they took their seats; and while the opinion I had formed of the inhabitants of Llunindnno was not high, there was no denying their vocal powers. There is something about a Welsh voice when raised in song that no other voice seems to possess — a creepy, heart-searching quality that gets right into a mans inner consciousness and stirs it up with a pole. And on top of this had come Evan Joness address.

It did not take me long to understand why this man had gone through the country-side like a flame. He had magnetism, intense earnestness, and the voice of a prophet crying in the wilderness. His fiery eyes seemed to single out each individual in the hall, and every time he paused sighings and wailings went up like the smoke of a furnace. And then, after speaking for what I discovered with amazement on consulting my watch was considerably over an hour, he stopped. And I blinked like an aroused somnambulist, shook myself to make sure I was still there, and came away. And now, as I walked in search of the Cap and Feathers, I was, as I say, oddly exhilarated: and I was strolling along in a sort of trance when a sudden uproar jerked me from my thoughts. I looked about me, and saw the sign of the Cap and Feathers suspended over a building across the street.

It was a dubious-looking hostelry in a dubious neighbourhood: and the sounds proceeding from its interior were not reassuring to a peace-loving pedestrian. There was a good deal of shouting going on and much smashing of glass; and, as I stood there, the door flew open and a familiar figure emerged rather hastily. A moment later there appeared in the doorway a woman.

She was a small woman, but she carried the largest and most intimidating mop I had ever seen. It dripped dirty water as she brandished it; and the man, glancing apprehensively over his shoulder, proceeded rapidly on his way.

Hallo, Mr. Billson! I said, as he shot by me.

It was not, perhaps, the best-chosen moment for endeavouring to engage him in light conversation. He showed no disposition whatever to linger. He vanished round the corner, and the woman, with a few winged words, gave her mop a victorious flourish and re-entered the public-house. I walked on, and a little later a huge figure stepped cautiously out of an alleyway and fell into step at my side.

Didnt recognise you, mister, said Mr. Billson, apologetically.

You seemed in rather a hurry, I agreed.

R! said Mr. Billson, and a thoughtful silence descended upon him for a space.

Who, I asked, tactlessly, perhaps, was your lady friend?

Mr. Billson looked a trifle sheepish. Unnecessarily, in my opinion. Even heroes may legitimately quail before a mop wielded by an angry woman.

She come out of a back room, he said, with embarrassment. Started makin a fuss when she saw what Id done. So I come away. You cant dot a woman, argued Mr. Billson, chivalrously.

Certainly not, I agreed. But what was the trouble?

I been doin good, said Mr. Billson, virtuously.

Doing good?

Spillin their beers.

Whose beers?

All of their beers. I went in and there was a lot of sinful fellers drinkin beers. So I spilled em. All of em. Walked round and spilled all of them beers, one after the other. Not arf surprised them pore sinners wasnt, said Mr. Billson, with what sounded to me not unlike a worldly chuckle.

I can readily imagine it.

Huh?

I say I bet they were.

R! said Mr. Billson. He frowned. Beer, he proceeded, with cold austerity, aint right. Sinful, thats what beer is. It stingeth like a serpent and biteth like a ruddy adder.

My mouth watered a little. Beer like that was what I had been scouring the country for for years. I thought it imprudent, however, to say so. For some reason which I could not fathom, my companion, once as fond of his half-pint as the next man, seemed to have conceived a puritanical hostility to the beverage. I decided to change the subject.

Im looking forward to seeing you fight to-night, I said.

He eyed me woodenly.

Me?

Yes. At the Oddfellows Hall, you know.

He shook his head.

I aint fighting at no Oddfellows Hall, he replied. Not at no Oddfellows Hall nor nowhere else Im not fighting, not to-night nor no night. He pondered stolidly, and then, as if coming to the conclusion that his last sentence could be improved by the addition of a negative, added No!

And having said this, he suddenly stopped and stiffened like a pointing dog; and, looking up to see what interesting object by the wayside had attracted his notice, I perceived that we were standing beneath another public-house sign, that of the Blue Boar. Its windows were hospitably open, and through them came a musical clinking of glasses. Mr. Billson licked his lips with a quiet relish.

Scuse me, mister, he said, and left me abruptly.

My one thought now was to reach Ukridge as quickly as possible, in order to acquaint him with these sinister developments. For I was startled. More, I was alarmed and uneasy. In one of the star performers at a special ten-round contest, scheduled to take place that evening, Mr. Billsons attitude seemed to me peculiar, not to say disquieting. So, even though a sudden crash and uproar from the interior of the Blue Boar called invitingly to me to linger, I hurried on, and neither stopped, looked, nor listened until I stood on the steps of Number Seven Caerleon Street. And eventually, after my prolonged ringing and knocking had finally induced a female of advanced years to come up and open the door, I found Ukridge lying on a horse-hair sofa in the far corner of the sitting-room.

I unloaded my grave news. It was wasting time to try to break it gently.

Ive just seen Billson, I said, and he seems to be in rather a strange mood. In fact, Im sorry to say, old man, he rather gave me the impression — —

That he wasnt going to fight to-night? said Ukridge, with a strange calm. Quite correct. He isnt. Hes just been in here to tell me so. What I like about the man is his consideration for all concerned. He doesnt want to upset anybodys arrangements.

But whats the trouble? Is he kicking about only getting twenty pounds?

No. He thinks fightings sinful!

What?

Nothing more nor less, Corky, my boy. Like chumps, we took our eyes off him for half a second this morning, and he sneaked off to that revival meeting. Went out shortly after a light and wholesome breakfast for what he called a bit of a mooch round, and came in half an hour ago a changed man. Full of loving-kindness, curse him. Nasty shifty gleam in his eye. Told us he thought fighting sinful and it was all off, and then buzzed out to spread the Word.

I was shaken to the core. Wilberforce Billson, the peerless but temperamental Battler, had never been an ideal pugilist to manage, but hitherto he had drawn the line at anything like this. Other little problems which he might have brought up for his manager to solve might have been overcome by patience and tact; but not this one. The psychology of Mr. Billson was as an open book to me. He possessed one of those single-track minds, capable of accommodating but one idea at a time, and he had the tenacity of the simple soul. Argument would leave him unshaken. On that bone-like head Reason would beat in vain. And, these things being so, I was at a loss to account for Ukridges extraordinary calm. His fortitude in the hour of ruin amazed me.

His next remark, however, offered an explanation.

Were putting on a substitute, he said.

I was relieved.

Oh, youve got a substitute? Thats a bit of luck. Where did you find him?

As a matter of fact, laddie, Ive decided to go on myself.

What! You!

Only way out, my boy. No other solution.

I stared at the man. Years of the closest acquaintance with S. F. Ukridge had rendered me almost surprise-proof at anything he might do, but this was too much.

Do you mean to tell me that you seriously intend to go out there to-night and appear in the ring? I cried.

Perfectly straightforward business-like proposition, old man, said Ukridge, stoutly. Im in excellent shape. I sparred with Billson every day while he was training.

Yes, but — —

The fact is, laddie, you dont realise my potentialities. Recently, its true, Ive allowed myself to become slack and what you might call enervated, but, damme, when I was on that trip in that tramp-steamer, scarcely a week used to go by without my having a good earnest scrap with somebody. Nothing barred, said Ukridge, musing lovingly on the care-free past, except biting and bottles.

Yes, but, hang it — a professional pugilist!

Well, to be absolutely accurate, laddie, said Ukridge, suddenly dropping the heroic manner and becoming confidential, the things going to be fixed. Izzy Previn has seen the bloke Thomass manager, and has arranged a gentlemans agreement. The manager, a Class A blood-sucker, insists on us giving his man another twenty pounds after the fight, but that cant be helped. In return, the Thomas bloke consents to play light for three rounds, at the end of which period, laddie, he will tap me on the side of the head and I shall go down and out, a popular loser. Whats more, Im allowed to hit him hard — once — just so long as it isnt on the nose. So you see, a little tact, a little diplomacy, and the whole thing fixed up as satisfactorily as anyone could wish.

But suppose the audience demands its money back when they find theyre going to see a substitute?

My dear old horse, protested Ukridge, surely you dont imagine that a man with a business head like mine overlooked that? Naturally, Im going to fight as Battling Billson. Nobody knows him in this town. Im a good big chap, just as much a heavy-weight as he is. No, laddie, pick how you will you cant pick a flaw in this.

Why maynt you hit him on the nose?

I dont know. People have these strange whims. And now, Corky, my boy, I think you had better leave me. I ought to relax.

The Oddfellows Hall was certainly filling up nicely when I arrived that night. Indeed, it seemed as though Llunindnnos devotees of sport would cram it to the roof. I took my place in the line before the pay-window, and, having completed the business end of the transaction, went in and enquired my way to the dressing-rooms. And presently, after wandering through divers passages, I came upon Ukridge, clad for the ring and swathed in his familiar yellow mackintosh.

Youre going to have a wonderful house, I said. The populace is rolling up in shoals.

He received the information with a strange lack of enthusiasm. I looked at him in concern, and was disquieted by his forlorn appearance. That face, which had beamed so triumphantly at our last meeting, was pale and set. Those eyes, which normally shone with the flame of an unquenchable optimism, seemed dull and careworn. And even as I looked at him he seemed to rouse himself from a stupor and, reaching out for his shirt, which hung on a near-by peg, proceeded to pull it over his head.

Whats the matter? I asked.

His head popped out of the shirt, and he eyed me wanly.

Im off, he announced, briefly.

Off? How do you mean, off? I tried to soothe what I took to be an eleventh-hour attack of stage-fright. Youll be all right.

Ukridge laughed hollowly.

Once the gong goes, youll forget the crowd.

It isnt the crowd, said Ukridge, in a pale voice, climbing into his trousers. Corky, old man, he went on, earnestly, if ever you feel your angry passions rising to the point where you want to swat a stranger in a public place, restrain yourself. Theres nothing in it. This bloke Thomas was in here a moment ago with his manager to settle the final details. Hes the fellow I had the trouble with at the theatre last night!

The man you pulled out of the seat by his ears? I gasped.

Ukridge nodded.

Recognised me at once, confound him, and it was all his manager, a thoroughly decent cove whom I liked, could do to prevent him getting at me there and then.

Good Lord! I said, aghast at this grim development, yet thinking how thoroughly characteristic it was of Ukridge, when he had a whole townful of people to quarrel with, to pick the one professional pugilist.

At this moment, when Ukridge was lacing his left shoe, the door opened and a man came in.

The new-comer was stout, dark, and beady-eyed, and from his manner of easy comradeship and the fact that when he spoke he supplemented words with the language of the waving palm, I deduced that this must be Mr. Izzy Previn, recently trading as Isaac OBrien. He was cheeriness itself.

Vell, he said, with ill-timed exuberance, howth the boy?

The boy cast a sour look at him.

The house, proceeded Mr. Previn, with an almost lyrical enthusiasm, is abtholutely full. Crammed, jammed, and packed. Theyre hanging from the roof by their eyelids. Itth goin to be a knock-out.

The expression, considering the circumstances, could hardly have been less happily chosen. Ukridge winced painfully, then spoke in no uncertain voice.

Im not going to fight!

Mr. Previns exuberance fell from him like a garment. His cigar dropped from his mouth, and his beady eyes glittered with sudden consternation.

What do you mean?

Rather an unfortunate thing has happened, I explained. It seems that this man Thomas is a fellow Ukridge had trouble with at the theatre last night.

What do you mean, Ukridge? broke in Mr. Previn. This is Battling Billson.

Ive told Corky all about it, said Ukridge over his shoulder as he laced his right shoe. Old pal of mine.

Oh! said Mr. Previn, relieved. Of course, if Mr. Corky is a friend of yours and quite understands that all this is quite private among ourselves and dont want talking about outside, all right. But what were you thayin? I cant make head or tail of it. How do you mean, youre not goin to fight? Of course youre goin to fight.

Thomas was in here just now, I said. Ukridge and he had a row at the theatre last night, and naturally Ukridge is afraid he will go back on the agreement.

Nonthense, said Mr. Previn, and his manner was that of one soothing a refractory child. He wont go back on the agreement. He promised hed play light and he will play light. Gave me his word as a gentleman.

He isnt a gentleman, Ukridge pointed out, moodily.

But lithen!

Im going to get out of here as quick as I dashed well can!

Conthider! pleaded Mr. Previn, clawing great chunks out of the air.

Ukridge began to button his collar.

Reflect! moaned Mr. Previn. Theres that lovely audience all sitting out there, jammed like thardines, waiting for the thing to start. Do you expect me to go and tell em there aint goin to be no fight? Im thurprised at you, said Mr. Previn, trying an appeal to his pride. Wheres your manly spirit? A big, husky feller like you, thats done all sorts of scrappin in your time — —

Not, Ukridge pointed out coldly, with any damned professional pugilists whove got a grievance against me.

He wont hurt you.

He wont get the chance.

Youll be as safe and cosy in that ring with him as if you was playing ball with your little thister.

Ukridge said he hadnt got a little sister.

But think! implored Mr. Previn, flapping like a seal. Think of the money! Do you realise well have to return it all, every penny of it?

A spasm of pain passed over Ukridges face, but he continued buttoning his collar.

And not only that, said Mr. Previn, but, if you ask me, theyll be so mad when they hear there aint goin to be no fight, theyll lynch me.

Ukridge seemed to regard this possibility with calm.

And you, too, added Mr. Previn.

Ukridge started. It was a plausible theory, and one that had not occurred to him before. He paused irresolutely. And at this moment a man came hurrying in.

Whats the matter? he demanded, fussily. Thomas has been in the ring for five minutes. Isnt your man ready?

In one half tick, said Mr. Previn. He turned meaningly to Ukridge. Thats right, aint it? Youll be ready in half a tick?

Ukridge nodded wanly. In silence he shed shirt, trousers, shoes, and collar, parting from them as if they were old friends whom he never expected to see again. One wistful glance he cast at his mackintosh, lying forlornly across a chair; and then, with more than a suggestion of a funeral procession, we started down the corridor that led to the main hall. The hum of many voices came to us; there was a sudden blaze of light, and we were there.

I must say for the sport-loving citizens of Llunindnno that they appeared to be fair-minded men. Stranger in their midst though he was, they gave Ukridge an excellent reception as he climbed into the ring; and for a moment, such is the tonic effect of applause on a large scale, his depression seemed to lift. A faint, gratified smile played about his drawn mouth, and I think it would have developed into a bashful grin, had he not at this instant caught sight of the redoubtable Mr. Thomas towering massively across the way. I saw him blink, as one who, thinking absently of this and that, walks suddenly into a lamp-post; and his look of unhappiness returned.

My heart bled for him. If the offer of my little savings in the bank could have transported him there and then to the safety of his London lodgings, I would have made it unreservedly. Mr. Previn had disappeared, leaving me standing at the ring-side, and as nobody seemed to object I remained there, thus getting an excellent view of the mass of bone and sinew that made up Lloyd Thomas. And there was certainly plenty of him to see.

Mr. Thomas was, I should imagine, one of those men who do not look their most formidable in mufti — for otherwise I could not conceive how even the fact that he had stolen his seat could have led Ukridge to lay the hand of violence upon him. In the exiguous costume of the ring he looked a person from whom the sensible man would suffer almost any affront with meekness. He was about six feet in height, and wherever a man could bulge with muscle he bulged. For a moment my anxiety for Ukridge was tinged with a wistful regret that I should never see this sinewy citizen in action with Mr. Billson. It would, I mused, have been a battle worth coming even to Llunindnno to see.

The referee, meanwhile, had been introducing the principals in the curt, impressive fashion of referees. He now retired, and with a strange foreboding note a gong sounded on the farther side of the ring. The seconds scuttled under the ropes. The man Thomas, struggling — it seemed to me — with powerful emotions, came ponderously out of his corner.

In these reminiscences of a vivid and varied career, it is as a profound thinker that I have for the most part had occasion to portray Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge. I was now to be reminded that he also had it in him to be a doer. Even as Mr. Thomas shuffled towards him, his left fist shot out and thudded against the others ribs. In short, in a delicate and difficult situation, Ukridge was comporting himself with an adequacy that surprised me. However great might have been his reluctance to embark on this contest, once in he was doing well.

And then, half-way through the first round, the truth dawned upon me. Injured though Mr. Thomas had been, the gentlemans agreement still held. The word of a Thomas was as good as his bond. Poignant though his dislike of Ukridge might be, nevertheless, having pledged himself to mildness and self-restraint for the first three rounds, he intended to abide by the contract. Probably, in the interval between his visit to Ukridges dressing-room and his appearance in the ring, his manager had been talking earnestly to him. At any rate, whether it was managerial authority or his own sheer nobility of character that influenced him, the fact remains that he treated Ukridge with a quite remarkable forbearance, and the latter reached his corner at the end of round one practically intact.

And it was this that undid him. No sooner had the gong sounded for round two than out he pranced from his corner, thoroughly above himself. He bounded at Mr. Thomas like a Dervish.

I could read his thoughts as if he had spoken them. Nothing could be clearer than that he had altogether failed to grasp the true position of affairs. Instead of recognising his adversarys forbearance for what it was and being decently grateful for it, he was filled with a sinful pride. Here, he told himself, was a man who had a solid grievance against him — and, dash it, the fellow couldnt hurt him a bit. What the whole thing boiled down to, he felt, was that he, Ukridge, was better than he had suspected, a man to be reckoned with, and one who could show a distinguished gathering of patrons of sport something worth looking at. The consequence was that, where any sensible person would have grasped the situation at once and endeavoured to show his appreciation by toying with Mr. Thomas in gingerly fashion, whispering soothing compliments into his ear during the clinches, and generally trying to lay the foundations of a beautiful friendship against the moment when the gentlemans agreement should lapse, Ukridge committed the one unforgivable act. There was a brief moment of fiddling and feinting in the centre of the ring, then a sharp smacking sound, a startled yelp, and Mr. Thomas, with gradually reddening eye, leaning against the ropes and muttering to himself in Welsh.

Ukridge had hit him on the nose.

Once more I must pay a tribute to the fair-mindedness of the sportsmen of Llunindnno. The stricken man was one of them — possibly Llunindnnos favourite son — yet nothing could have exceeded the heartiness with which they greeted the visitors achievement. A shout went up as if Ukridge had done each individual present a personal favour. It continued as he advanced buoyantly upon his antagonist, and — to show how entirely Llunindnno audiences render themselves impartial and free from any personal bias — it became redoubled as Mr. Thomas, swinging a fist like a ham, knocked Ukridge flat on his back. Whatever happened, so long as it was sufficiently violent, seemed to be all right with that broad-minded audience.

Ukridge heaved himself laboriously to one knee. His sensibilities had been ruffled by this unexpected blow, about fifteen times as hard as the others he had received since the beginning of the affray, but he was a man of mettle and determination. However humbly he might quail before a threatening landlady, or however nimbly he might glide down a side-street at the sight of an approaching creditor, there was nothing wrong with his fighting heart when it came to a straight issue between man and man, untinged by the financial element. He struggled painfully to his feet, while Mr. Thomas, now definitely abandoning the gentlemans agreement, hovered about him with ready fists, only restrained by the fact that one of Ukridges gloves still touched the floor.

It was at this tensest of moments that a voice spoke in my ear. Alf a mo, mister!

A hand pushed me gently aside. Something large obscured the lights. And Wilberforce Billson, squeezing under the ropes, clambered into the ring.

For the purposes of the historian it was a good thing that for the first few moments after this astounding occurrence a dazed silence held the audience in its grip. Otherwise, it might have been difficult to probe motives and explain underlying causes. I think the spectators were either too surprised to shout, or else they entertained for a few brief seconds the idea that Mr. Billson was the forerunner of a posse of plain-clothes police about to raid the place. At any rate, for a space they were silent, and he was enabled to say his say.

Fightin, bellowed Mr. Billson, aint right!

There was an uneasy rustle in the audience. The voice of the referee came thinly, saying, Here! Hi!

Sinful, explained Mr. Billson, in a voice like a foghorn.

His oration was interrupted by Mr. Thomas, who was endeavouring to get round him and attack Ukridge. The Battler pushed him gently back.

Gents, he roared, I, too, have been a man of voylence! I ave struck men in anger. R, yes! But I ave seen the light. Oh, my brothers — —

The rest of his remarks were lost. With a startling suddenness the frozen silence melted. In every part of the hall indignant seatholders were rising to state their views.

But it is doubtful whether, even if he had been granted a continuance of their attention, Mr. Billson would have spoken to much greater length; for at this moment Lloyd Thomas, who had been gnawing at the strings of his gloves with the air of a man who is able to stand just so much and whose limit has been exceeded, now suddenly shed these obstacles to the freer expression of self, and advancing bare-handed, smote Mr. Billson violently on the jaw.

Mr. Billson turned. He was pained, one could see that, but more spiritually than physically. For a moment he seemed uncertain how to proceed. Then he turned the other cheek.

The fermenting Mr. Thomas smote that, too.

There was no vacillation or uncertainty now about Wilberforce Billson. He plainly considered that he had done all that could reasonably be expected of any pacifist. A man has only two cheeks. He flung up a mast-like arm, to block a third blow, countered with an accuracy and spirit which sent his aggressor reeling to the ropes; and then, swiftly removing his coat, went into action with the unregenerate zeal that had made him the petted hero of a hundred water-fronts. And I, tenderly scooping Ukridge up as he dropped from the ring, hurried him away along the corridor to his dressing-room. I would have given much to remain and witness a mix-up which, if the police did not interfere, promised to be the battle of the ages, but the claims of friendship are paramount.

Ten minutes later, however, when Ukridge, washed, clothed, and restored as near to the normal as a man may be who has received the full weight of a Lloyd Thomas on a vital spot, was reaching for his mackintosh, there filtered through the intervening doors and passageways a sudden roar so compelling that my sporting spirit declined to ignore it.

Back in a minute, old man, I said.

And, urged by that ever-swelling roar, I cantered back to the hall.

In the interval during which I had been ministering to my stricken friend a certain decorum seemed to have been restored to the proceedings. The conflict had lost its first riotous abandon. Upholders of the decencies of debate had induced Mr. Thomas to resume his gloves, and a pair had also been thrust upon the Battler. Moreover, it was apparent that the etiquette of the tourney now governed the conflict, for rounds had been introduced, and one had just finished as I came in view of the ring. Mr. Billson was leaning back in a chair in one corner undergoing treatment by his seconds, and in the opposite corner loomed Mr. Thomas; and one sight of the two men was enough to tell me what had caused that sudden tremendous outburst of enthusiasm among the patriots of Llunindnno. In the last stages of the round which had just concluded the native son must have forged ahead in no uncertain manner. Perhaps some chance blow had found its way through the Battlers guard, laying him open and defenceless to the final attack. For his attitude, as he sagged in his corner, was that of one whose moments are numbered. His eyes were closed, his mouth hung open, and exhaustion was writ large upon him. Mr. Thomas, on the contrary, leaned forward with hands on knees, wearing an impatient look, as if this formality of a rest between rounds irked his imperious spirit.

The gong sounded and he sprang from his seat.

Laddie! breathed an anguished voice, and a hand clutched my arm.

I was dimly aware of Ukridge standing beside me. I shook him off. This was no moment for conversation. My whole attention was concentrated on what was happening in the ring.

I say, laddie!

Matters in there had reached that tense stage when audiences lose their self-control — when strong men stand on seats and weak men cry Siddown! The air was full of that electrical thrill that precedes the knock-out.

And the next moment it came. But it was not Lloyd Thomas who delivered it. From some mysterious reservoir of vitality Wilberforce Billson, the pride of Bermondsey, who an instant before had been reeling under his antagonists blows like a stricken hulk before a hurricane, produced that one last punch that wins battles. Up it came, whizzing straight to its mark, a stupendous, miraculous upper-cut which caught Mr. Thomas on the angle of the jaw just as he lurched forward to complete his task. It was the last word. Anything milder Llunindnnos favourite son might have borne with fortitude, for his was a teak-like frame impervious to most things short of dynamite; but this was final. It left no avenue for argument or evasion. Lloyd Thomas spun round once in a complete circle, dropped his hands, and sank slowly to the ground.

There was one wild shout from the audience, and then a solemn hush fell. And in this hush Ukridges voice spoke once more in my ear.

I say, laddie, that blighter Previn has bolted with every penny of the receipts!

The little sitting-room of Number Seven Caerleon Street was very quiet and gave the impression of being dark. This was because there is so much of Ukridge and he takes Fates blows so hardly that when anything goes wrong his gloom seems to fill a room like a fog. For some minutes after our return from the Oddfellows Hall a gruesome silence had prevailed. Ukridge had exhausted his vocabulary on the subject of Mr. Previn; and as for me, the disaster seemed so tremendous as to render words of sympathy a mere mockery.

And theres another thing Ive just remembered, said Ukridge, hollowly, stirring on his sofa.

Whats that? I enquired, in a bedside voice.

The bloke Thomas. He was to have got another twenty pounds.

Hell hardly claim it, surely?

Hell claim it all right, said Ukridge, moodily. Except, by Jove, he went on, a sudden note of optimism in his voice, that he doesnt know where I am. I was forgetting that. Lucky we legged it away from the hall before he could grab me.

You dont think that Previn, when he was making the arrangements with Thomass manager, may have mentioned where you were staying?

Not likely. Why should he? What reason would he have?

Gentleman to see you, sir, crooned the aged female at the door.

The gentleman walked in. It was the man who had come to the dressing-room to announce that Thomas was in the ring; and though on that occasion we had not been formally introduced I did not need Ukridges faint groan to tell me who he was.

Mr. Previn? he said. He was a brisk man, direct in manner and speech.

Hes not here, said Ukridge.

Youll do. Youre his partner. Ive come for that twenty pounds.

There was a painful silence.

Its gone, said Ukridge.

Whats gone?

The money, dash it. And Previn, too. Hes bolted. A hard look came into the others eyes. Dim as the light was, it was strong enough to show his expression, and that expression was not an agreeable one.

That wont do, he said, in a metallic voice.

Now, my dear old horse — —

Its no good trying anything like that on me. I want my money, or Im going to call a policeman. Now, then!

But, laddie, be reasonable.

Made a mistake in not getting it in advance. But nowll do. Out with it!

But I keep telling you Previns bolted!

Hes certainly bolted, I put in, trying to be helpful.

Thats right, mister, said a voice at the door. I met im sneakin away.

It was Wilberforce Billson. He stood in the doorway diffidently, as one not sure of his welcome. His whole bearing was apologetic. He had a nasty bruise on his left cheek and one of his eyes was closed, but he bore no other signs of his recent conflict.

Ukridge was gazing upon him with bulging eyes.

You met him! he moaned. You actually met him?

R, said Mr. Billson. When I was comin to the all. I seen im puttin all that money into a liddle bag, and then e urried off.

Good lord! I cried. Didnt you suspect what he was up to?

R, agreed Mr. Billson. I always knew e was a wrong un.

Then why, you poor woollen-headed fish, bellowed Ukridge, exploding, why on earth didnt you stop him?

I never thought of that, admitted Mr. Billson, apologetically.

Ukridge laughed a hideous laugh.

I just pushed im in the face, proceeded Mr. Billson, and took the liddle bag away from im.

He placed on the table a small weather-worn suitcase that jingled musically as he moved it; then, with the air of one who dismisses some triviality from his mind, moved to the door.

Scuse me, gents, said Battling Billson, deprecatingly. Cant stop. Ive got to go and spread the light.


UKRIDGE ROUNDS A NASTY CORNER
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THE LATE SIR Rupert Lakenheath, K.C.M.G., C.B., M.V.O., was one of those men at whom their countries point with pride. Until his retirement on a pension in the year 1906, he had been Governor of various insanitary outposts of the British Empire situated around the equator, and as such had won respect and esteem from all. A kindly editor of my acquaintance secured for me the job of assisting the widow of this great administrator to prepare his memoirs for publication; and on a certain summer afternoon I had just finished arraying myself suitably for my first call on her at her residence in Thurloe Square, South Kensington, when there was a knock at the door, and Bowles, my landlord, entered, bearing gifts.

These consisted of a bottle with a staring label and a large cardboard hat-box. I gazed at them blankly, for they held no message for me.

Bowles, in his ambassadorial manner, condescended to explain.

Mr. Ukridge, he said, with the ring of paternal affection in his voice which always crept into it when speaking of that menace to civilisation, called a moment ago, sir, and desired me to hand you these.

Having now approached the table on which he had placed the objects, I was enabled to solve the mystery of the bottle. It was one of those, fat, bulging bottles, and it bore across its diaphragm in red letters the single word PEPPO. Beneath this, in black letters, ran the legend, It Bucks You Up. I had not seen Ukridge for more than two weeks, but at our last meeting, I remembered, he had spoken of some foul patent medicine of which he had somehow secured the agency. This, apparently, was it.

But whats in the hat-box? I asked.

I could not say, sir, replied Bowles.

At this point the hat-box, which had hitherto not spoken, uttered a crisp, sailorly oath, and followed it up by singing the opening bars of Annie Laurie. It then relapsed into its former moody silence.

A few doses of Peppo would, no doubt, have enabled me to endure this remarkable happening with fortitude and phlegm. Not having taken that specific, the thing had a devastating effect upon my nervous centres. I bounded back and upset a chair, while Bowles, his dignity laid aside, leaped silently towards the ceiling. It was the first time I had ever seen him lay off the mask, and even in that trying moment I could not help being gratified by the spectacle. It gave me one of those thrills that come once in a lifetime.

For Gords sake! ejaculated Bowles.

Have a nut, observed the hat-box, hospitably. Have a nut.

Bowless panic subsided.

Its a bird, sir. A parrot!

What the deuce does Ukridge mean, I cried, becoming the outraged householder, by cluttering up my rooms with his beastly parrots? Id like that man to know — —

The mention of Ukridges name seemed to act on Bowles like a soothing draught. He recovered his poise.

I have no doubt, sir, he said, a touch of coldness in his voice that rebuked my outburst, that Mr. Ukridge has good reasons for depositing the bird in our custody. I fancy he must wish you to take charge of it for him.

He may wish it — — I was beginning, when my eye fell on the clock. If I did not want to alienate my employer by keeping her waiting, I must be on my way immediately.

Put that hat-box in the other room, Bowles, I said. And I suppose you had better give the bird something to eat.

Very good, sir. You may leave the matter in my hands with complete confidence.

The drawing-room into which I was shown on arriving at Thurloe Square was filled with many mementoes of the late Sir Ruperts gubernatorial career. In addition the room contained a small and bewilderingly pretty girl in a blue dress, who smiled upon me pleasantly.

My aunt will be down in a moment, she said, and for a few moments we exchanged commonplaces. Then the door opened and Lady Lakenheath appeared.

The widow of the Administrator was tall, angular, and thin, with a sun-tanned face of a cast so determined as to make it seem a tenable theory that in the years previous to 1906 she had done at least her share of the administrating. Her whole appearance was that of a woman designed by Nature to instil law and order into the bosoms of boisterous cannibal kings. She surveyed me with an appraising glance, and then, as if reconciled to the fact that, poor specimen though I might be, I was probably as good as anything else that could be got for the money, received me into the fold by pressing the bell and ordering tea.

Tea had arrived, and I was trying to combine bright dialogue with the difficult feat of balancing my cup on the smallest saucer I had ever seen, when my hostess, happening to glance out of window into the street below, uttered something midway between a sigh and a click of the tongue.

Oh, dear! That extraordinary man again!

The girl in the blue dress, who had declined tea and was sewing in a distant corner, bent a little closer over her work.

Millie! said the administratress, plaintively, as if desiring sympathy in her trouble.

Yes, Aunt Elizabeth?

That man is calling again!

There was a short but perceptible pause. A delicate pink appeared in the girls cheeks.

Yes, Aunt Elizabeth? she said.

Mr. Ukridge, announced the maid at the door.

It seemed to me that if this sort of thing was to continue, if existence was to become a mere series of shocks and surprises, Peppo would have to be installed as an essential factor in my life. I stared speechlessly at Ukridge as he breezed in with the unmistakable air of sunny confidence which a man shows on familiar ground. Even if I had not had Lady Lakenheaths words as evidence, his manner would have been enough to tell me that he was a frequent visitor in her drawing-room; and how he had come to be on calling terms with a lady so pre-eminently respectable it was beyond me to imagine. I awoke from my stupor to find that we were being introduced, and that Ukridge, for some reason clear, no doubt, to his own tortuous mind but inexplicable to me, was treating me as a complete stranger. He nodded courteously but distantly, and I, falling in with his unspoken wishes, nodded back. Plainly relieved, he turned to Lady Lakenheath and plunged forthwith into the talk of intimacy.

Ive got good news for you, he said. News about Leonard.

The alteration in our hostesss manner at these words was remarkable. Her somewhat forbidding manner softened in an instant to quite a tremulous fluttering. Gone was the hauteur which had caused her but a moment back to allude to him as that extraordinary man. She pressed tea upon him, and scones.

Oh, Mr. Ukridge! she cried.

I dont want to rouse false hopes and all that sort of thing, laddie — I mean, Lady Lakenheath, but, upon my Sam, I really believe I am on the track. I have been making the most assiduous enquiries.

How very kind of you!

No, no, said Ukridge, modestly.

I have been so worried, said Lady Lakenheath, that I have scarcely been able to rest.

Too bad!

Last night I had a return of my wretched malaria.

At these words, as if he had been given a cue, Ukridge reached under his chair and produced from his hat, like some conjurer, a bottle that was own brother to the one he had left in my rooms. Even from where I sat I could read those magic words of cheer on its flaunting label.

Then Ive got the very stuff for you, he boomed. This is what you want. Glowing reports on all sides. Two doses, and cripples fling away their crutches and join the Beauty Chorus.

I am scarcely a cripple, Mr. Ukridge, said Lady Lakenheath, with a return of her earlier bleakness.

No, no! Good heavens, no! But you cant go wrong by taking Peppo.

Peppo? said Lady Lakenheath, doubtfully.

It bucks you up.

You think it might do me good? asked the sufferer, wavering. There was a glitter in her eye that betrayed the hypochondriac, the woman who will try anything once.

Cant fail.

Well, it is most kind and thoughtful of you to have brought it. What with worrying over Leonard — —

I know, I know, murmured Ukridge, in a positively bedside manner.

It seems so strange, said Lady Lakenheath, that, after I had advertised in all the papers, someone did not find him.

Perhaps someone did find him! said Ukridge, darkly.

You think he must have been stolen?

I am convinced of it. A beautiful parrot like Leonard, able to talk in six languages — —

And sing, murmured Lady Lakenheath.

 —— and sing, added Ukridge, is worth a lot of money. But dont you worry, old — er — dont you worry. If the investigations which I am conducting now are successful, you will have Leonard back safe and sound to-morrow.

To-morrow?

Absolutely to-morrow. Now tell me all about your malaria.

I felt that the time had come for me to leave. It was not merely that the conversation had taken a purely medical turn and that I was practically excluded from it; what was really driving me away was the imperative necessity of getting out in the open somewhere and thinking. My brain was whirling. The world seemed to have become suddenly full of significant and disturbing parrots. I seized my hat and rose. My hostess was able to take only an absent-minded interest in my departure. The last thing I saw as the door closed was Ukridges look of big-hearted tenderness as he leaned forward so as not to miss a syllable of his companions clinical revelations. He was not actually patting Lady Lakenheaths hand and telling her to be a brave little woman, but short of that he appeared to be doing everything a man could do to show her that, rugged though his exterior might be, his heart was in the right place and aching for her troubles.

I walked back to my rooms. I walked slowly and pensively, bumping into lamp-posts and pedestrians. It was a relief, when I finally reached Ebury Street, to find Ukridge smoking on my sofa. I was resolved that before he left he should explain what this was all about, if I had to wrench the truth from him.

Hallo, laddie! he said. Upon my Sam, Corky, old horse, did you ever in your puff hear of anything so astounding as our meeting like that? Hope you didnt mind my pretending not to know you. The fact is my position in that house —— What the dickens were you doing there, by the way?

Im helping Lady Lakenheath prepare her husbands memoirs.

Of course, yes. I remember hearing her say she was going to rope in someone. But what a dashed extraordinary thing it should be you! However, where was I? Oh, yes. My position in the house, Corky, is so delicate that I simply didnt dare risk entering into any entangling alliances. What I mean to say is, if we had rushed into each others arms, and you had been established in the old ladys eyes as a friend of mine, and then one of these days you had happened to make a bloomer of some kind — as you well might, laddie — and got heaved into the street on your left ear — well, you see where I would be. I should be involved in your downfall. And I solemnly assure you, laddie, that my whole existence is staked on keeping in with that female. I must get her consent!

Her what?

Her consent. To the marriage.

The marriage?

Ukridge blew a cloud of smoke, and gazed through it sentimentally at the ceiling.

Isnt she a perfect angel? he breathed, softly.

Do you mean Lady Lakenheath? I asked, bewildered.

Fool! No, Millie.

Millie? The girl in blue?

Ukridge sighed dreamily.

She was wearing that blue dress when I first met her, Corky. And a hat with thingummies. It was on the Underground. I gave her my seat, and, as I hung over her, suspended by a strap, I fell in love absolutely in a flash. I give you my honest word, laddie, I fell in love with her for all eternity between Sloane Square and South Kensington stations. She got out at South Kensington. So did I. I followed her to the house, rang the bell, got the maid to show me in, and, once I was in, put up a yarn about being misdirected and coming to the wrong address and all that sort of thing. I think they thought I was looney or trying to sell life insurance or something, but I didnt mind that. A few days later I called, and after that I hung about, keeping an eye on their movements, met em everywhere they went, and bowed and passed a word and generally made my presence felt, and — well, to cut a long story short, old horse, were engaged. I happened to find out that Millie was in the habit of taking the dog for a run in Kensington Gardens every morning at eleven, and after that things began to move. It took a bit of doing, of course, getting up so early, but I was on the spot every day and we talked and bunged sticks for the dog, and — well, as I say, were engaged. She is the most amazing, wonderful girl, laddie, that you ever encountered in your life.

I had listened to this recital dumbly. The thing was too cataclysmal for my mind. It overwhelmed me.

But — — I began.

But, said Ukridge, the news has yet to be broken to the old lady, and I am striving with every nerve in my body, with every fibre of my brain, old horse, to get in right with her. That is why I brought her that Peppo. Not much, you may say, but every little helps. Shows zeal. Nothing like zeal. But, of course, what Im really relying on is the parrot. Thats my ace of trumps.

I passed a hand over my corrugated forehead.

The parrot! I said, feebly. Explain about the parrot. Ukridge eyed me with honest astonishment.

Do you mean to tell me you havent got on to that? A man of your intelligence! Corky, you amaze me. Why, I pinched it, of course. Or, rather, Millie and I pinched it together. Millie — a girl in a million, laddie! — put the bird in a string-bag one night when her aunt was dining out and lowered it to me out of the drawing-room window. And Ive been keeping it in the background till the moment was ripe for the spectacular return. Wouldnt have done to take it back at once. Bad strategy. Wiser to hold it in reserve for a few days and show zeal and work up the interest. Millie and I are building on the old ladys being so supremely bucked at having the bird restored to her that there will be nothing she wont be willing to do for me.

But what do you want to dump the thing in my rooms for? I demanded, reminded of my grievance. I never got such a shock as when that damned hat-box began to back-chat at me.

Im sorry, old man, but it had to be. I could never tell that the old lady might not take it into her head to come round to my rooms about something. Id thrown out — mistakenly, I realise now — an occasional suggestion about tea there some afternoon. So I had to park the bird with you. Ill take it away to-morrow.

Youll take it away to-night!

Not to-night, old man, pleaded Ukridge. First thing to-morrow. You wont find it any trouble. Just throw it a word or two every now and then and give it a bit of bread dipped in tea or something, and you wont have to worry about it at all. And Ill be round by noon at the latest to take it away. May Heaven reward you, laddie, for the way you have stood by me this day!

For a man like myself, who finds at least eight hours of sleep essential if that schoolgirl complexion is to be preserved, it was unfortunate that Leonard the parrot should have proved to be a bird of high-strung temperament, easily upset. The experiences which he had undergone since leaving home had, I was to discover, jarred his nervous system. He was reasonably tranquil during the hours preceding bedtime, and had started his beauty-sleep before I myself turned in; but at two in the morning something in the nature of a nightmare must have attacked him, for I was wrenched from slumber by the sound of a hoarse soliloquy in what I took to be some native dialect. This lasted without a break till two-fifteen, when he made a noise like a steam-riveter for some moments; after which, apparently soothed, he fell asleep again. I dropped off at about three, and at three-thirty was awakened by the strains of a deep-sea chanty. From then on our periods of sleep never seemed to coincide. It was a wearing night, and before I went out after breakfast I left imperative instructions with Bowles for Ukridge, on arrival, to be informed that, if anything went wrong with his plans for removing my guest that day, the mortality statistics among parrots would take an up-curve. Returning to my rooms in the evening, I was pleased to see that this manifesto had been taken to heart. The hat-box was gone, and about six oclock Ukridge appeared, so beaming and effervescent that I understood what had happened before he spoke. Corky, my boy, he said, vehemently, this is the maddest, merriest day of all the glad New Year, and you can quote me as saying so!

Lady Lakenheath has given her consent?

Not merely given it, but bestowed it blithely, jubilantly.

It beats me, I said.

What beats you? demanded Ukridge, sensitive to the jarring note.

Well, I dont want to cast any aspersions, but I should have thought the first thing she would have done would be to make searching enquiries about your financial position.

My financial position? Whats wrong with my financial position? Ive got considerably over fifty quid in the bank, and Im on the eve of making an enormous fortune out of this Peppo stuff.

And that satisfied Lady Lakenheath? I said, incredulously.

Ukridge hesitated for a moment.

Well, to be absolutely frank, laddie, he admitted, I have an idea that she rather supposes that in the matter of financing the venture my aunt will rally round and keep things going till I am on my feet.

Your aunt! But your aunt has finally and definitely disowned you.

Yes. To be perfectly accurate, she has. But the old lady doesnt know that. In fact, I rather made a point of keeping it from her. You see, I found it necessary, as things turned out, to play my aunt as my ace of trumps.

You told me the parrot was your ace of trumps.

I know I did. But these things slip up at the last moment. She seethed with gratitude about the bird, but when I seized the opportunity to ask her for her blessing I was shocked to see that she put her ears back and jibbed. Got that nasty steely look in her eyes and began to talk about clandestine meetings and things being kept from her. It was an occasion for the swiftest thinking, laddie. I got an inspiration. I played up my aunt. It worked like magic. It seems the old lady has long been an admirer of her novels, and has always wanted to meet her. She went down and out for the full count the moment I introduced my aunt into the conversation, and I have had no trouble with her since.

Have you thought what is going to happen when they do meet? I cant see your aunt delivering a striking testimonial to your merits.

Thats all right. The fact of the matter is, luck has stood by me in the most amazing way all through. It happens that my aunt is out of town. Shes down at her cottage in Sussex finishing a novel, and on Saturday she sails for America on a lecturing tour.

How did you find that out?

Another bit of luck. I ran into her new secretary, a bloke named Wassick, at the Savage smoker last Saturday. Theres no chance of their meeting. When my aunts finishing a novel, she wont read letters or telegrams, so its no good the old lady trying to get a communication through to her. Its Wednesday now, she sails on Saturday, she will be away six months — why, damme, by the time she hears of the thing I shall be an old married man.

It had been arranged between my employer and myself during the preliminary negotiations that I should give up my afternoons to the memoirs and that the most convenient plan would be for me to present myself at Thurloe Square daily at three oclock. I had just settled myself on the following day in the ground-floor study when the girl Millie came in, carrying papers.

My aunt asked me to give you these, she said. They are Uncle Ruperts letters home for the year 1889.

I looked at her with interest and something bordering on awe. This was the girl who had actually committed herself to the appalling task of going through life as Mrs. Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge — and, what is more, seemed to like the prospect. Of such stuff are heroines made.

Thank you, I said, putting the papers on the desk. By the way, may I — I hope you will —— What I mean is, Ukridge told me all about it. I hope you will be very happy.

Her face fit up. She really was the most delightful girl to look at I had ever met. I could not blame Ukridge for falling in love with her.

Thank you very much, she said. She sat in the huge arm-chair, looking very small. Stanley has been telling me what friends you and he are. He is devoted to you.

Great chap! I said, heartily. I would have said anything which I thought would please her. She exercised a spell, this girl. We were at school together.

I know. He is always talking about it. She looked at me with round eyes exactly like a Persian kittens. I suppose you will be his best man? She bubbled with happy laughter. At one time I was awfully afraid there wouldnt be any need for a best man. Do you think it was very wrong of us to steal Aunt Elizabeths parrot?

Wrong? I said, stoutly. Not a bit of it. What an idea!

She was terribly worried, argued the girl.

Best thing in the world, I assured her. Too much peace of mind leads to premature old age.

All the same, I have never felt so wicked and ashamed of myself. And I know Stanley felt just like that, too.

I bet he did! I agreed, effusively. Such was the magic of this Dresden china child that even her preposterous suggestion that Ukridge possessed a conscience could not shake me.

Hes so wonderful and chivalrous and considerate.

The very words I should have used myself!

Why, to show you what a beautiful nature he has, hes gone out now with my aunt to help her do her shopping.

You dont say so!

Just to try to make it up to her, you see, for the anxiety we caused her.

Its noble! Thats what it is. Absolutely noble!

And if theres one thing in the world he loathes it is carrying parcels.

The man, I exclaimed, with fanatical enthusiasm, is a perfect Sir Galahad!

Isnt he? Why, only the other day — —

She was interrupted. Outside, the front door slammed. There came a pounding of large feet in the passage. The door of the study flew open, and Sir Galahad himself charged in, his arms full of parcels.

Corky! he began. Then, perceiving his future wife, who had risen from the chair in alarm, he gazed at her with a wild pity in his eyes, as one who has bad news to spring. Millie, old girl, he said, feverishly, were in the soup!

The girl clutched the table.

Oh, Stanley, darling!

There is just one hope. It occurred to me as I was — —

You dont mean that Aunt Elizabeth has changed her mind?

She hasnt yet. But, said Ukridge, grimly, shes pretty soon going to, unless we move with the utmost despatch.

But what has happened?

Ukridge shed the parcels. The action seemed to make him calmer.

We had just come out of Harrods, he said, and I was about to leg it home with these parcels, when she sprang it on me! Right out of a blue sky!

What, Stanley, dear? Sprang what?

This ghastly thing. This frightful news that she proposes to attend the dinner of the Pen and Ink Club on Friday night. I saw her talking to a pug-nosed female we met in the fruit, vegetable, birds, and pet dogs department, but I never guessed what they were talking about. She was inviting the old lady to that infernal dinner!

But, Stanley, why shouldnt Aunt Elizabeth go to the Pen and Ink Club dinner?

Because my aunt is coming up to town on Friday specially to speak at that dinner, and your aunt is going to make a point of introducing herself and having a long chat about me.

We gazed at one another silently. There was no disguising the gravity of the news. Like the coming together of two uncongenial chemicals, this meeting of aunt with aunt must inevitably produce an explosion. And in that explosion would perish the hopes and dreams of two loving hearts.

Oh, Stanley! What can we do?

If the question had been directed at me, I should have been hard put to it to answer; but Ukridge, that man of resource, though he might be down, was never out.

There is just one scheme. It occurred to me as I was sprinting along the Brompton Road. Laddie, he proceeded, laying a heavy hand on my shoulder, it involves your co-operation.

Oh, how splendid! cried Millie.

It was not quite the comment I would have made myself. She proceeded to explain.

Mr. Corcoran is so clever. Im sure, if its anything that can be done, he will do it.

This ruled me out as a potential resister. Ukridge I might have been able to withstand, but so potently had this girls spell worked upon me that in her hands I was as wax.

Ukridge sat down on the desk, and spoke with a tenseness befitting the occasion.

Its rummy in this life, laddie, he began in moralising vein, how the rottenest times a fellow goes through may often do him a bit of good in the end. I dont suppose I have ever enjoyed any period of my existence less than those months I spent at my aunts house in Wimbledon. But mark the sequel, old horse! It was while going through that ghastly experience that I gained a knowledge of her habits which is going to save us now. You remember Dora Mason?

Who is Dora Mason? enquired Millie, quickly.

A plain, elderly sort of female who used to be my aunts secretary, replied Ukridge, with equal promptness.

Personally, I remembered Miss Mason as a rather unusually pretty and attractive girl, but I felt that it would be injudicious to say so. I contented myself with making a mental note to the effect that Ukridge, whatever his drawbacks as a husband, had at any rate that ready tact which is so helpful in the home.

Miss Mason, he proceeded, speaking, I thought, in a manner a shade more careful and measured, used to talk to me about her job from time to time. I was sorry for the poor old thing, you understand, because hers was a grey life, and I made rather a point of trying to cheer her up now and then.

How like you, dear!

It was not I who spoke — it was Millie. She regarded her betrothed with shining and admiring eyes, and I could see that she was thinking that my description of him as a modern Galahad was altogether too tame.

And one of the things she told me, continued Ukridge, was that my aunt, though shes always speaking at these bally dinners, cant say a word unless she has her speech written for her and memorises it. Miss Mason swore solemnly to me that she had written every word my aunt had spoken in public in the last two years. You begin to get on to the scheme, laddie? The long and the short of it is that we must get hold of that speech shes going to deliver at the Pen and Ink Club binge. We must intercept it, old horse, before it can reach her. We shall thus spike her guns. Collar that speech, Corky, old man, before she can get her hooks on it, and you can take it from me that shell find she has a headache on Friday night and cant appear.

There stole over me that sickening conviction that comes to those in peril that I was for it.

But it may be too late, I faltered, with a last feeble effort at self-preservation. She may have the speech already.

Not a chance. I know what shes like when shes finishing one of these beastly books. No distractions of any sort are permitted. Wassick, the secretary bloke, will have had instructions to send the thing to her by registered post to arrive Friday morning, so that she can study it in the train. Now, listen carefully, laddie, for I have thought this thing out to the last detail. My aunt is at her cottage at Market Deeping, in Sussex. I dont know how the trains go, but theres sure to be one thatll get me to Market Deeping to-night. Directly I arrive I shall send a wire to Wassick — signed Ukridge, said the schemer. I have a perfect right to sign telegrams Ukridge, he added, virtuously, in which I tell him to hand the speech over to a gentleman who will call for it, as arrangements have been made for him to take it down to the cottage. All you have to do is to call at my aunts house, see Wassick — a splendid fellow, and just the sort of chump who wont suspect a thing — get the manuscript, and biff off. Once round the corner, you dump it in the nearest garbage-box, and all is well.

Isnt he wonderful, Mr. Corcoran? cried Millie.

I can rely on you, Corky? You will not let me down over your end of the business?

You will do this for us, Mr. Corcoran, wont you? pleaded Millie.

I gave one look at her. Her Persian kitten eyes beamed into mine — gaily, trustfully, confidently. I gulped.

All right, I said, huskily.

A leaden premonition of impending doom weighed me down next morning as I got into the cab which was to take me to Heath House, Wimbledon Common. I tried to correct this shuddering panic, by telling myself that it was simply due to my recollection of what I had suffered at my previous visit to the place, but it refused to leave me. A black devil of apprehension sat on my shoulder all the way, and as I rang the front-door bell it seemed to me that this imp emitted a chuckle more sinister than any that had gone before. And suddenly as I waited there I understood.

No wonder the imp had chuckled! Like a flash I perceived where the fatal flaw in this enterprise lay. It was just like Ukridge, poor impetuous, woollen-headed ass, not to have spotted it; but that I myself should have overlooked it was bitter indeed. The simple fact which had escaped our joint attention was this — that, as I had visited the house before, the butler would recognise me. I might succeed in purloining the speech, but it would be reported to the Woman Up Top that the mysterious visitor who had called for the manuscript was none other than the loathly Mr. Corcoran of hideous memory — and what would happen then? Prosecution? Jail? Social ruin?

I was on the very point of retreating down the steps when the door was flung open, and there swept over me the most exquisite relief I have ever known.

It was a new butler who stood before me.

Well?

He did not actually speak the word, but he had a pair of those expressive, beetling eyebrows, and they said it for him. A most forbidding man, fully as grim and austere as his predecessor.

I wish to see Mr. Wassick, I said, firmly.

The butlers manner betrayed no cordiality, but he evidently saw that I was not to be trifled with. He led the way down that familiar hall, and presently I was in the drawing-room, being inspected once more by the six Pekingese, who, as on that other occasion, left their baskets, smelt me, registered disappointment, and made for their baskets again.

What name shall I say, sir?

I was not to be had like that.

Mr. Wassick is expecting me, I replied, coldly.

Very good, sir.

I strolled buoyantly about the room, inspecting this object and that. I hummed lightly. I spoke kindly to the Pekes.

Hallo, you Pekes! I said.

I sauntered over to the mantelpiece, over which was a mirror. I was gazing at myself and thinking that it was not such a bad sort of face — not handsome, perhaps, but with a sort of something about it — when of a sudden the mirror reflected something else.

That something was the figure of that popular novelist and well-known after-dinner speaker, Miss Julia Ukridge. Good-morning, she said.

It is curious how often the gods who make sport of us poor humans defeat their own ends by overdoing the thing. Any contretemps less awful than this, however slightly less awful, would undoubtedly have left me as limp as a sheet of carbon paper, rattled and stammering, in prime condition to be made sport of. But as it was I found myself strangely cool. I had a subconscious feeling that there would be a reaction later, and that the next time I looked in a mirror I should find my hair strangely whitened, but for the moment I was unnaturally composed, and my brain buzzed like a circular-saw in an ice-box.

How do you do? I heard myself say. My voice seemed to come from a long distance, but it was steady and even pleasing in timbre.

You wished to see me, Mr. Corcoran?

Yes.

Then why, enquired Miss Ukridge, softly, did you ask for my secretary?

There was that same acid sub-tinkle in her voice which had been there at our previous battle in the same ring. But that odd alertness stood by me well.

I understood that you were out of town, I said.

Who told you that?

They were saying so at the Savage Club the other night. This seemed to hold her.

Why did you wish to see me? she asked, baffled by my ready intelligence.

I hoped to get a few facts concerning your proposed lecture tour in America.

How did you know that I was about to lecture in America? I raised my eyebrows. This was childish.

They were saying so at the Savage Club, I replied. Baffled again.

I had an idea, Mr. Corcoran, she said, with a nasty gleam in her blue eyes, that you might be the person alluded to in my nephew Stanleys telegram.

Telegram?

Yes. I altered my plans and returned to London last night instead of waiting till this evening, and I had scarcely arrived when a telegram came, signed Ukridge, from the village where I had been staying. It instructed my secretary to hand over to a gentleman who would call this morning the draft of the speech which I am to deliver at the dinner of the Pen and Ink Club. I assume the thing to have been some obscure practical joke on the part of my nephew, Stanley. And I also assumed, Mr. Corcoran, that you must be the gentleman alluded to.

I could parry this sort of stuff all day.

What an odd idea! I said.

You think it odd? Then why did you tell my butler that my secretary was expecting you?

It was the worst one yet, but I blocked it.

The man must have misunderstood me. He seemed, I added, loftily, an unintelligent sort of fellow.

Our eyes met in silent conflict for a brief instant, but all was well. Julia Ukridge was a civilised woman, and this handicapped her in the contest. For people may say what they like about the artificialities of modern civilisation and hold its hypocrisies up to scorn, but there is no denying that it has one outstanding merit. Whatever its defects, civilisation prevents a gently-bred lady of high standing in the literary world from calling a man a liar and punching him on the nose, however convinced she may be that he deserves it. Miss Ukridges hands twitched, her lips tightened, and her eyes gleamed bluely — but she restrained herself. She shrugged her shoulders.

What do you wish to know about my lecture tour? she said.

It was the white flag.

Ukridge and I had arranged to dine together at the Regent Grill Room that night and celebrate the happy ending of his troubles. I was first at the tryst, and my heart bled for my poor friend as I noted the care-free way in which he ambled up the aisle to our table. I broke the bad news as gently as I could, and the man sagged like a filleted fish. It was not a cheery meal. I extended myself as host, plying him with rich foods and spirited young wines, but he would not be comforted. The only remark he contributed to the conversation, outside of scattered monosyllables, occurred as the waiter retired with the cigar-box.

Whats the time, Corky, old man?

I looked at my watch.

Just on half-past nine.

About now, said Ukridge, dully, my aunt is starting to give the old lady an earful!

Lady Lakenheath was never, even at the best of times, what I should call a sparkling woman, but it seemed to me, as I sat with her at tea on the following afternoon, that her manner was more sombre than usual. She had all the earmarks of a woman who has had disturbing news. She looked, in fact, exactly like a woman who has been told by the aunt of the man who is endeavouring to marry into her respectable family the true character of that individual.

It was not easy in the circumstances to keep the ball rolling on the subject of the Mgomo-Mgomos, but I was struggling bravely, when the last thing happened which I should have predicted.

Mr. Ukridge, announced the maid.

That Ukridge should be here at all was astounding; but that he should bustle in, as he did, with that same air of being the household pet which had marked his demeanour at our first meeting in this drawing-room, soared into the very empyrean of the inexplicable. So acutely was I affected by the spectacle of this man, whom I had left on the previous night a broken hulk, behaving with the ebullience of an honoured member of the family, that I did what I had been on the verge of doing every time I had partaken of Lady Lakenheaths hospitality — upset my tea.

I wonder, said Ukridge, plunging into speech with the same old breezy abruptness, if this stuff would be any good, Aunt Elizabeth.

I had got my cup balanced again as he started speaking, but at the sound of this affectionate address over it went again. Only a juggler of long experience could have manipulated Lady Lakenheaths miniature cups and saucers successfuly under the stress of emotions such as I was experiencing.

What is it, Stanley? asked Lady Lakenheath, with a flicker of interest.

They were bending their heads over a bottle which Ukridge had pulled out of his pocket.

Its some new stuff, Aunt Elizabeth. Just put on the market. Said to be excellent for parrots. Might be worth trying.

It is exceedingly thoughtful of you, Stanley, to have brought it, said Lady Lakenheath, warmly. And I shall certainly try the effect of a dose if Leonard has another seizure. Fortunately, he seems almost himself again this afternoon.

Splendid!

My parrot, said Lady Lakenheath, including me in the conversation, had a most peculiar attack last night. I cannot account for it. His health has always been so particularly good. I was dressing for dinner at the time, and so was not present at the outset of the seizure, but my niece, who was an eye-witness of what occurred, tells me he behaved in a most unusual way. Quite suddenly, it appears, he started to sing very excitedly; then, after awhile, he stopped in the middle of a bar and appeared to be suffering. My niece, who is a most warm-hearted girl, was naturally exceedingly alarmed. She ran to fetch me, and when I came down poor Leonard was leaning against the side of his cage in an attitude of complete exhaustion, and all he would say was, Have a nut! He repeated this several times in a low voice, and then closed his eyes and tumbled off his perch. I was up half the night with him, but now he seems mercifully to have turned the corner. This afternoon he is almost his old bright self again, and has been talking in Swahili, always a sign that he is feeling cheerful.

I murmured my condolences and congratulations.

It was particularly unfortunate, observed Ukridge, sympathetically, that the thing should have happened last night, because it prevented Aunt Elizabeth going to the Pen and Ink Club dinner.

What! Fortunately I had set down my cup by this time.

Yes, said Lady Lakenheath, regretfully. And I had been so looking forward to meeting Stanleys aunt there. Miss Julia Ukridge, the novelist. I have been an admirer of hers for many years. But, with Leonard in this terrible state, naturally I could not stir from the house. His claims were paramount. I shall have to wait till Miss Ukridge returns from America.

Next April, murmured Ukridge, softly.

I think, if you will excuse me now, Mr. Corcoran, I will just run up and see how Leonard is.

The door closed.

Laddie, said Ukridge, solemnly, doesnt this just show — —

I gazed at him accusingly.

Did you poison that parrot?

Me? Poison the parrot? Of course I didnt poison the parrot. The whole thing was due to an act of mistaken kindness carried out in a spirit of the purest altruism. And, as I was saying, doesnt it just show that no little act of kindness, however trivial, is ever wasted in the great scheme of things? One might have supposed that when I brought the old lady that bottle of Peppo the thing would have begun and ended there with a few conventional words of thanks. But mark, laddie, how all things work together for good. Millie, who, between ourselves, is absolutely a girl in a million, happened to think the bird was looking a bit off colour last night, and with a kindly anxiety to do him a bit of good, gave him a slice of bread soaked in Peppo. Thought it might brace him up. Now, what they put in that stuff, old man, I dont know, but the fact remains that the bird almost instantly became perfectly pie-eyed. You have heard the old ladys account of the affair, but, believe me, she doesnt know one half of it. Millie informs me that Leonards behaviour had to be seen to be believed. When the old lady came down he was practically in a drunken stupor, and all to-day he has been suffering from a shocking head. If hes really sitting up and taking notice again, it simply means that he has worked off one of the finest hangovers of the age. Let this be a lesson to you, laddie, never to let a day go by without its act of kindness. Whats the time, old horse?

Getting on for five.

Ukridge seemed to muse for a moment, and a happy smile irradiated his face.

About now, he said, complacently, my aunt is out in the Channel somewhere. And I see by the morning paper that there is a nasty gale blowing up from the southeast!

THE END
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NOW, TOUCHING THIS business of old Jeeves – my man, you know – how do we stand? Lots of people think Im much too dependent on him. My Aunt Agatha, in fact, has even gone so far as to call him my keeper. Well, what I say is: Why not? The mans a genius. From the collar upward he stands alone. I gave up trying to run my own affairs within a week of his coming to me. That was about half a dozen years ago, directly after the rather rummy business of Florence Craye, my Uncle Willoughbys book, and Edwin, the Boy Scout.

The thing really began when I got back to Easeby, my uncles place in Shropshire. I was spending a week or so there, as I generally did in the summer; and I had had to break my visit to come back to London to get a new valet. I had found Meadowes, the fellow I had taken to Easeby with me, sneaking my silk socks, a thing no bloke of spirit could stick at any price. It transpiring, moreover, that he had looted a lot of other things here and there about the place, I was reluctantly compelled to hand the misguided blighter the mitten and go to London to ask the registry office to dig up another specimen for my approval. They sent me Jeeves.

I shall always remember the morning he came. It so happened that the night before I had been present at a rather cheery little supper, and I was feeling pretty rocky. On top of this I was trying to read a book Florence Craye had given me. She had been one of the house-party at Easeby, and two or three days before I left we had got engaged. I was due back at the end of the week, and I knew she would expect me to have finished the book by then. You see, she was particularly keen on boosting me up a bit nearer her own plane of intellect. She was a girl with a wonderful profile, but steeped to the gills in serious purpose. I cant give you a better idea of the way things stood than by telling you that the book shed given me to read was called Types of Ethical Theory, and that when I opened it at random I struck a page beginning: –

The postulate or common understanding involved in speech is certainly co-extensive, in the obligation it carries, with the social organism of which language is the instrument, and the ends of which it is an effort to subserve.

All perfectly true, no doubt; but not the sort of thing to spring on a lad with a morning head.

I was doing my best to skim through this bright little volume when the bell rang. I crawled off the sofa and opened the door. A kind of darkish sort of respectful Johnnie stood without.

I was sent by the agency, sir, he said. I was given to understand that you required a valet.

Id have preferred an undertaker; but I told him to stagger in, and he floated noiselessly through the doorway like a healing zephyr. That impressed me from the start. Meadowes had had flat feet and used to clump. This fellow didnt seem to have any feet at all. He just streamed in. He had a grave, sympathetic face, as if he, too, knew what it was to sup with the lads.

Excuse me, sir, he said gently.

Then he seemed to flicker, and wasnt there any longer. I heard him moving about in the kitchen, and presently he came back with a glass on a tray.

If you would drink this, sir, he said, with a kind of bedside manner, rather like the royal doctor shooting the bracer into the sick prince. It is a little preparation of my own invention. It is the Worcester Sauce that gives it its colour. The raw egg makes it nutritious. The red pepper gives it its bite. Gentlemen have told me they have found it extremely invigorating after a late evening.

I would have clutched at anything that looked like a life-line that morning. I swallowed the stuff. For a moment I felt as if somebody had touched off a bomb inside the old bean and was strolling down my throat with a lighted torch, and then everything seemed suddenly to get all right. The sun shone in through the window; birds twittered in the tree-tops; and, generally speaking, hope dawned once more.

Youre engaged! I said, as soon as I could say anything.

I perceived clearly that this cove was one of the worlds workers, the sort no home should be without.

Thank you, sir. My name is Jeeves.

You can start in at once?

Immediately, sir.

Because Im due down at Easeby, in Shropshire, the day after to-morrow.

Very good, sir. He looked past me at the mantelpiece. That is an excellent likeness of Lady Florence Craye, sir. It is two years since I saw her ladyship. I was at one time in Lord Worplesdons employment. I tendered my resignation because I could not see eye to eye with his lordship in his desire to dine in dress trousers, a flannel shirt, and a shooting coat.

He couldnt tell me anything I didnt know about the old boys eccentricity. This Lord Worplesdon was Florences father. He was the old buster who, a few years later, came down to breakfast one morning, lifted the first cover he saw, said Eggs! Eggs! Eggs! Damn all eggs! in an overwrought sort of voice, and instantly legged it for France, never to return to the bosom of his family. This, mind you, being a bit of luck for the bosom of the family, for old Worplesdon had the worst temper in the county.

I had known the family ever since I was a kid, and from boyhood up this old boy had put the fear of death into me. Time, the great healer, could never remove from my memory the occasion when he found me – then a stripling of fifteen – smoking one of his special cigars in the stables. He got after me with a hunting-crop just at the moment when I was beginning to realise that what I wanted most on earth was solitude and repose, and chased me more than a mile across difficult country. If there was a flaw, so to speak, in the pure joy of being engaged to Florence, it was the fact that she rather took after her father, and one was never certain when she might erupt. She had a wonderful profile, though.

Lady Florence and I are engaged, Jeeves, I said.

Indeed, sir?

You know, there was a kind of rummy something about his manner. Perfectly all right and all that, but not what youd call chirpy. It somehow gave me the impression that he wasnt keen on Florence. Well, of course, it wasnt my business. I supposed that while he had been valeting old Worplesdon she must have trodden on his toes in some way. Florence was a dear girl, and, seen sideways, most awfully good-looking; but if she had a fault it was a tendency to be a bit imperious with the domestic staff.

At this point in the proceedings there was another ring at the front door. Jeeves shimmered out and came back with a telegram. I opened it. It ran:

Return immediately. Extremely urgent. Catch first train. Florence.

Rum! I said.

Sir?

Oh, nothing!

It shows how little I knew Jeeves in those days that I didnt go a bit deeper into the matter with him. Nowadays I would never dream of reading a rummy communication without asking him what he thought of it. And this one was devilish odd. What I mean is, Florence knew I was going back to Easeby the day after to-morrow, anyway; so why the hurry call? Something must have happened, of course; but I couldnt see what on earth it could be.

Jeeves, I said, we shall be going down to Easeby this afternoon. Can you manage it?

Certainly, sir.

You can get your packing done and all that?

Without any difficulty, sir. Which suit will you wear for the journey?

This one.

I had on a rather sprightly young check that morning, to which I was a good deal attached; I fancied it, in fact, more than a little. It was perhaps rather sudden till you got used to it, but, nevertheless, an extremely sound effort, which many lads at the club and elsewhere had admired unrestrainedly.

Very good, sir.

Again there was that kind of rummy something in his manner. It was the way he said it, dont you know. He didnt like the suit. I pulled myself together to assert myself. Something seemed to tell me that, unless I was jolly careful and nipped this lad in the bud, he would be starting to boss me. He had the aspect of a distinctly resolute blighter.

Well, I wasnt going to have any of that sort of thing, by Jove! Id seen so many cases of fellows who had become perfect slaves to their valets. I remember poor old Aubrey Fothergill telling me – with absolute tears in his eyes, poor chap! – one night at the club, that he had been compelled to give up a favourite pair of brown shoes simply because Meekyn, his man, disapproved of them. You have to keep these fellows in their place, dont you know. You have to work the good old iron-hand-in-the-velvet-glove wheeze. If you give them a whats-its-name, they take a thingummy.

Dont you like this suit, Jeeves? I said coldly.

Oh, yes, sir.

Well, what dont you like about it?

It is a very nice suit, sir.

Well, whats wrong with it? Out with it, dash it!

If I might make the suggestion, sir, a simple brown or blue, with a hint of some quiet twill—

What absolute rot!

Very good, sir.

Perfectly blithering, my dear man!

As you say, sir.

I felt as if I had stepped on the place where the last stair ought to have been, but wasnt. I felt defiant, if you know what I mean, and there didnt seem anything to defy.

All right, then, I said.

Yes, sir.

And then he went away to collect his kit, while I started in again on Types of Ethical Theory and took a stab at a chapter headed Idiopsychological Ethics.

Most of the way down in the train that afternoon, I was wondering what could be up at the other end. I simply couldnt see what could have happened. Easeby wasnt one of those country houses you read about in the society novels, where young girls are lured on to play baccarat and then skinned to the bone of their jewellery, and so on. The house-party I had left had consisted entirely of law-abiding birds like myself.

Besides, my uncle wouldnt have let anything of that kind go on in his house. He was a rather stiff, precise sort of old boy, who liked a quiet life. He was just finishing a history of the family or something, which he had been working on for the last year, and didnt stir much from the library. He was rather a good instance of what they say about its being a good scheme for a fellow to sow his wild oats. Id been told that in his youth Uncle Willoughby had been a bit of a rounder. You would never have thought it to look at him now.

When I got to the house, Oakshott, the butler, told me that Florence was in her room, watching her maid pack. Apparently there was a dance on at a house about twenty miles away that night, and she was motoring over with some of the Easeby lot and would be away some nights. Oakshott said she had told him to tell her the moment I arrived; so I trickled into the smoking-room and waited, and presently in she came. A glance showed me that she was perturbed, and even peeved. Her eyes had a goggly look, and altogether she appeared considerably pipped.

Darling! I said, and attempted the good old embrace; but she side-stepped like a bantam weight.

Dont!

Whats the matter?

Everythings the matter! Bertie, you remember asking me, when you left, to make myself pleasant to your uncle?

Yes.

The idea being, of course, that as at that time I was more or less dependent on Uncle Willoughby I couldnt very well marry without his approval. And though I knew he wouldnt have any objection to Florence, having known her father since they were at Oxford together, I hadnt wanted to take any chances; so I had told her to make an effort to fascinate the old boy.

You told me it would please him particularly if I asked him to read me some of his history of the family.

Wasnt he pleased?

He was delighted. He finished writing the thing yesterday afternoon, and read me nearly all of it last night. I have never had such a shock in my life. The book is an outrage. It is impossible. It is horrible!

But, dash it, the family werent so bad as all that.

It is not a history of the family at all. Your uncle has written his reminiscences! He calls them Recollections of a Long Life!

I began to understand. As I say, Uncle Willoughby had been somewhat on the tabasco side as a young man, and it began to look as if he might have turned out something pretty fruity if he had started recollecting his long life.

If half of what he has written is true, said Florence, your uncles youth must have been perfectly appalling. The moment we began to read he plunged straight into a most scandalous story of how he and my father were thrown out of a music-hall in 1887!

Why?

I decline to tell you why.

It must have been something pretty bad. It took a lot to make them chuck people out of music-halls in 1887.

Your uncle specifically states that father had drunk a quart and a half of champagne before beginning the evening, she went on. The book is full of stories like that. There is a dreadful one about Lord Emsworth.

Lord Emsworth? Not the one we know? Not the one at Blandings?

A most respectable old Johnnie, dont you know. Doesnt do a thing nowadays but dig in the garden with a spud.

The very same. That is what makes the book so unspeakable. It is full of stories about people one knows who are the essence of propriety to-day, but who seem to have behaved, when they were in London in the eighties, in a manner that would not have been tolerated in the focsle of a whaler. Your uncle seems to remember everything disgraceful that happened to anybody when he was in his early twenties. There is a story about Sir Stanley Gervase-Gervase at Rosherville Gardens which is ghastly in its perfection of detail. It seems that Sir Stanley – but I cant tell you!

Have a dash!

No!

Oh, well, I shouldnt worry. No publisher will print the book if its as bad as all that.

On the contrary, your uncle told me that all negotiations are settled with Riggs and Ballinger, and hes sending off the manuscript to-morrow for immediate publication. They make a special thing of that sort of book. They published Lady Carnabys Memories of Eighty Interesting Years.

I read em!

Well, then, when I tell you that Lady Carnabys Memories are simply not to be compared with your uncles Recollections, you will understand my state of mind. And father appears in nearly every story in the book! I am horrified at the things he did when he was a young man!

Whats to be done?

The manuscript must be intercepted before it reaches Riggs and Ballinger, and destroyed!

I sat up.

This sounded rather sporting.

How are you going to do it? I inquired.

How can I do it? Didnt I tell you the parcel goes off tomorrow? I am going to the Murgatroyds dance to-night and shall not be back till Monday. You must do it. That is why I telegraphed to you.

What!

She gave me a look.

Do you mean to say you refuse to help me, Bertie?

No; but – I say!

Its quite simple.

But even if I — What I mean is — Of course, anything I can do – but – if you know what I mean—

You say you want to marry me, Bertie?

Yes, of course; but still—

For a moment she looked exactly like her old father.

I will never marry you if those Recollections are published.

But, Florence, old thing!

I mean it. You may look on it as a test, Bertie. If you have the resource and courage to carry this thing through, I will take it as evidence that you are not the vapid and shiftless person most people think you. If you fail, I shall know that your Aunt Agatha was right when she called you a spineless invertebrate and advised me strongly not to marry you. It will be perfectly simple for you to intercept the manuscript, Bertie. It only requires a little resolution.

But suppose Uncle Willoughby catches me at it? Hed cut me off with a bob.

If you care more for your uncles money than for me—

No, no! Rather not!

Very well, then. The parcel containing the manuscript will, of course, be placed on the hall table to-morrow for Oakshott to take to the village with the letters. All you have to do is to take it away and destroy it. Then your uncle will think it has been lost in the post.

It sounded thin to me.

Hasnt he got a copy of it?

No; it has not been typed. He is sending the manuscript just as he wrote it.

But he could write it over again.

As if he would have the energy!

But—

If you are going to do nothing but make absurd objections, Bertie—

I was only pointing things out.

Well, dont! Once and for all, will you do me this quite simple act of kindness?

The way she put it gave me an idea.

Why not get Edwin to do it? Keep it in the family, kind of, dont you know. Besides, it would be a boon to the kid.

A jolly bright idea it seemed to me. Edwin was her young brother, who was spending his holidays at Easeby. He was a ferret-faced kid, whom I had disliked since birth. As a matter of fact, talking of Recollections and Memories, it was young blighted Edwin who, nine years before, had led his father to where I was smoking his cigar and caused all the unpleasantness. He was fourteen now and had just joined the Boy Scouts. He was one of those thorough kids, and took his responsibilities pretty seriously. He was always in a sort of fever because he was dropping behind schedule with his daily acts of kindness. However hard he tried, hed fall behind; and then you would find him prowling about the house, setting such a clip to try and catch up with himself that Easeby was rapidly becoming a perfect hell for man and beast.

The idea didnt seem to strike Florence.

I shall do nothing of the kind, Bertie. I wonder you cant appreciate the compliment I am paying you – trusting you like this.

Oh, I see that all right, but what I mean is, Edwin would do it so much better than I would. These Boy Scouts are up to all sorts of dodges. They spoor, dont you know, and take cover and creep about, and what not.

Bertie, will you or will you not do this perfectly trivial thing for me? If not, say so now, and let us end this farce of pretending that you care a snap of the fingers for me.

Dear old soul, I love you devotedly!

Then will you or will you not—

Oh, all right, I said. All right! All right! All right!

And then I tottered forth to think it over. I met Jeeves in the passage just outside.

I beg your pardon, sir. I was endeavouring to find you.

Whats the matter?

I felt that I should tell you, sir, that somebody has been putting black polish on our brown walking shoes.

What! Who? Why?

I could not say, sir.

Can anything be done with them?

Nothing, sir.

Damn!

Very good, sir.

Ive often wondered since then how these murderer fellows manage to keep in shape while theyre contemplating their next effort. I had a much simpler sort of job on hand, and the thought of it rattled me to such an extent in the night watches that I was a perfect wreck next day. Dark circles under the eyes – I give you my word! I had to call on Jeeves to rally round with one of those life-savers of his.

From breakfast on I felt like a bag-snatcher at a railway station. I had to hang about waiting for the parcel to be put on the hall table, and it wasnt put. Uncle Willoughby was a fixture in the library, adding the finishing touches to the great work, I supposed, and the more I thought the thing over the less I liked it. The chances against my pulling it off seemed about three to two, and the thought of what would happen if I didnt gave me cold shivers down the spine. Uncle Willoughby was a pretty mild sort of old boy, as a rule, but Ive known him to cut up rough, and, by Jove, he was scheduled to extend himself if he caught me trying to get away with his life work.

It wasnt till nearly four that he toddled out of the library with the parcel under his arm, put it on the table, and toddled off again. I was hiding a bit to the south-east at the moment, behind a suit of armour. I bounded out and legged it for the table. Then I nipped upstairs to hide the swag. I charged in like a mustang and nearly stubbed my toe on young blighted Edwin, the Boy Scout. He was standing at the chest of drawers, confound him, messing about with my ties.

Hallo! he said.

What are you doing here?

Im tidying your room. Its my last Saturdays act of kindness.

Last Saturdays.

Im five days behind. I was six till last night, but I polished your shoes.

Was it you—

Yes. Did you see them? I just happened to think of it. I was in here, looking round. Mr Berkeley had this room while you were away. He left this morning. I thought perhaps he might have left something in it that I could have sent on. Ive often done acts of kindness that way.

You must be a comfort to one and all!

It became more and more apparent to me that this infernal kid must somehow be turned out eftsoons or right speedily. I had hidden the parcel behind my back, and I didnt think he had seen it; but I wanted to get at that chest of drawers quick, before anyone else came along.

I shouldnt bother about tidying the room, I said.

I like tidying it. Its not a bit of trouble – really.

But its quite tidy now.

Not so tidy as I shall make it.

This was getting perfectly rotten. I didnt want to murder the kid, and yet there didnt seem any other way of shifting him. I pressed down the mental accelerator. The old lemon throbbed fiercely. I got an idea.

Theres something much kinder than that which you could do, I said. You see that box of cigars? Take it down to the smoking-room and snip off the ends for me. That would save me no end of trouble. Stagger along, laddie.

He seemed a bit doubtful; but he staggered. I shoved the parcel into a drawer, locked it, trousered the key, and felt better. I might be a chump, but, dash it, I could out-general a mere kid with a face like a ferret. I went downstairs again. Just as I was passing the smoking-room door out curveted Edwin. It seemed to me that if he wanted to do a real act of kindness he would commit suicide.

Im snipping them, he said.

Snip on! Snip on!

Do you like them snipped much, or only a bit?

Medium.

All right. Ill be getting on, then.

I should.

And we parted.

Fellows who know all about that sort of thing – detectives, and so on – will tell you that the most difficult thing in the world is to get rid of the body. I remember, as a kid, having to learn by heart a poem about a bird by the name of Eugene Aram, who had the deuce of a job in this respect. All I can recall of the actual poetry is the bit that goes:

Tum-tum, tum-tum, tum-tumty-tum,

I slew him, tum-tum tum!

But I recollect that the poor blighter spent much of his valuable time dumping the corpse into ponds and burying it, and what not, only to have it pop out at him again. It was about an hour after I had shoved the parcel into the drawer when I realised that I had let myself in for just the same sort of thing.

Florence had talked in an airy sort of way about destroying the manuscript; but when one came down to it, how the deuce can a chap destroy a great chunky mass of paper in somebody elses house in the middle of summer? I couldnt ask to have a fire in my bedroom, with the thermometer in the eighties. And if I didnt burn the thing, how else could I get rid of it? Fellows on the battle-field eat dispatches to keep them from falling into the hands of the enemy, but it would have taken me a year to eat Uncle Willoughbys Recollections.

Im bound to say the problem absolutely baffled me. The only thing seemed to be to leave the parcel in the drawer and hope for the best.

I dont know whether you have ever experienced it, but its a dashed unpleasant thing having a crime on ones conscience. Towards the end of the day the mere sight of the drawer began to depress me. I found myself getting all on edge; and once when Uncle Willoughby trickled silently into the smoking-room when I was alone there and spoke to me before I knew he was there, I broke the record for the sitting high jump.

I was wondering all the time when Uncle Willoughby would sit up and take notice. I didnt think he would have time to suspect that anything had gone wrong till Saturday morning, when he would be expecting, of course, to get the acknowledgment of the manuscript from the publishers. But early on Friday evening he came out of the library as I was passing and asked me to step in. He was looking considerably rattled.

Bertie, he said – he always spoke in a precise sort of pompous kind of way – an exceedingly disturbing thing has happened. As you know, I dispatched the manuscript of my book to Messrs. Riggs and Ballinger, the publishers, yesterday afternoon. It should have reached them by the first post this morning. Why I should have been uneasy I cannot say, but my mind was not altogether at rest respecting the safety of the parcel. I therefore telephoned to Messrs. Riggs and Ballinger a few moments back to make inquiries. To my consternation they informed me that they were not yet in receipt of my manuscript.

Very rum!

I recollect distinctly placing it myself on the hall table in good time to be taken to the village. But here is a sinister thing. I have spoken to Oakshott, who took the rest of the letters to the post office, and he cannot recall seeing it there. He is, indeed, unswerving in his assertions that when he went to the hall to collect the letters there was no parcel among them.

Sounds funny!

Bertie, shall I tell you what I suspect?

Whats that?

The suspicion will no doubt sound to you incredible, but it alone seems to fit the facts as we know them. I incline to the belief that the parcel has been stolen.

Oh, I say! Surely not!

Wait! Hear me out. Though I have said nothing to you before, or to anyone else, concerning the matter, the fact remains that during the past few weeks a number of objects – some valuable, others not – have disappeared in this house. The conclusion to which one is irresistibly impelled is that we have a kleptomaniac in our midst. It is a peculiarity of kleptomania, as you are no doubt aware, that the subject is unable to differentiate between the intrinsic values of objects. He will purloin an old coat as readily as a diamond ring, or a tobacco pipe costing but a few shillings with the same eagerness as a purse of gold. The fact that this manuscript of mine could be of no possible value to any outside person convinces me that—

But, uncle, one moment; I know all about those things that were stolen. It was Meadowes, my man, who pinched them. I caught him snaffling my silk socks. Right in the act, by Jove!

He was tremendously impressed.

You amaze me, Bertie! Send for the man at once and question him.

But he isnt here. You see, directly I found that he was a sock-sneaker I gave him the boot. Thats why I went to London – to get a new man.

Then, if the man Meadowes is no longer in the house it could not be he who purloined my manuscript. The whole thing is inexplicable.

After which we brooded for a bit. Uncle Willoughby pottered about the room, registering baffledness, while I sat sucking at a cigarette, feeling rather like a chappie Id once read about in a book, who murdered another cove and hid the body under the dining-room table, and then had to be the life and soul of a dinner party, with it there all the time. My guilty secret oppressed me to such an extent that after a while I couldnt stick it any longer. I lit another cigarette and started for a stroll in the grounds, by way of cooling off.

It was one of those still evenings you get in the summer, when you can hear a snail clear its throat a mile away. The sun was sinking over the hills and the gnats were fooling about all over the place, and everything smelled rather topping – what with the falling dew and so on – and I was just beginning to feel a little soothed by the peace of it all when suddenly I heard my name spoken.

Its about Bertie.

It was the loathsome voice of young blighted Edwin! For a moment I couldnt locate it. Then I realised that it came from the library. My stroll had taken me within a few yards of the open window.

I had often wondered how those Johnnies in books did it – I mean the fellows with whom it was the work of a moment to do about a dozen things that ought to have taken them about ten minutes. But, as a matter of fact, it was the work of a moment with me to chuck away my cigarette, swear a bit, leap about ten yards, dive into a bush that stood near the library window, and stand there with my ears flapping. I was as certain as Ive ever been of anything that all sorts of rotten things were in the offing.

About Bertie? I heard Uncle Willoughby say.

About Bertie and your parcel. I heard you talking to him just now. I believe hes got it.

When I tell you that just as I heard these frightful words a fairly substantial beetle of sorts dropped from the bush down the back of my neck, and I couldnt even stir to squash the same, you will understand that I felt pretty rotten. Everything seemed against me.

What do you mean, boy? I was discussing the disappearance of my manuscript with Bertie only a moment back, and he professed himself as perplexed by the mystery as myself.

Well, I was in his room yesterday afternoon, doing him an act of kindness, and he came in with a parcel. I could see it, though he tried to keep it behind his back. And then he asked me to go to the smoking-room and snip some cigars for him; and about two minutes afterwards he came down – and he wasnt carrying anything. So it must be in his room.

I understand they deliberately teach these dashed Boy Scouts to cultivate their powers of observation and deduction and what not. Devilish thoughtless and inconsiderate of them, I call it. Look at the trouble it causes.

It sounds incredible, said Uncle Willoughby, thereby bucking me up a trifle.

Shall I go and look in his room? asked young blighted Edwin. Im sure the parcels there.

But what could be his motive for perpetrating this extraordinary theft?

Perhaps hes a – what you said just now.

A kleptomaniac? Impossible!

It might have been Bertie who took all those things from the very start, suggested the little brute hopefully. He may be like Raffles.

Raffles?

Hes a chap in a book who went about pinching things.

I cannot believe that Bertie would – ah – go about pinching things.

Well, Im sure hes got the parcel. Ill tell you what you might do. You might say that Mr Berkeley wired that he had left something here. He had Berties room, you know. You might say you wanted to look for it.

That would be possible. I—

I didnt wait to hear any more. Things were getting too hot. I sneaked softly out of my bush and raced for the front door. I sprinted up to my room and made for the drawer where I had put the parcel. And then I found I hadnt the key. It wasnt for the deuce of a time that I recollected I had shifted it to my evening trousers the night before and must have forgotten to take it out again.

Where the dickens were my evening things? I had looked all over the place before I remembered that Jeeves must have taken them away to brush. To leap at the bell and ring it was, with me, the work of a moment. I had just rung it when there was a footstep outside, and in came Uncle Willoughby.

Oh, Bertie, he said, without a blush, I have – ah – received a telegram from Berkeley, who occupied this room in your absence, asking me to forward him his – er – his cigarette-case, which, it would appear, he inadvertently omitted to take with him when he left the house. I cannot find it downstairs; and it has, therefore, occurred to me that he may have left it in this room. I will – er – just take a look round.

It was one of the most disgusting spectacles Ive ever seen – this white-haired old man, who should have been thinking of the hereafter, standing there lying like an actor.

I havent seen it anywhere, I said.

Nevertheless, I will search. I must – ah – spare no effort.

I should have seen it if it had been here – what?

It may have escaped your notice. It is – er – possibly in one of the drawers.

He began to nose about. He pulled out drawer after drawer, pottering round like an old bloodhound, and babbling from time to time about Berkeley and his cigarette-case in a way that struck me as perfectly ghastly. I just stood there, losing weight every moment.

Then he came to the drawer where the parcel was

This appears to be locked, he said, rattling the handle.

Yes; I shouldnt bother about that one. It – its – er – locked, and all that sort of thing.

You have not the key?

A soft, respectful voice spoke behind me.

I fancy, sir, that this must be the key you require. It was in the pocket of your evening trousers.

It was Jeeves. He had shimmered in, carrying my evening things, and was standing there holding out the key. I could have massacred the man.

Thank you, said my uncle.

Not at all, sir.

The next moment Uncle Willoughby had opened the drawer. I shut my eyes.

No, said Uncle Willoughby, there is nothing here. The drawer is empty. Thank you, Bertie. I hope I have not disturbed you. I fancy – er – Berkeley must have taken his case with him after all.

When he had gone I shut the door carefully. Then I turned to Jeeves. The man was putting my evening things out on a chair.

Er – Jeeves!

Sir?

Oh, nothing.

It was deuced difficult to know how to begin.

Er – Jeeves!

Sir?

Did you — Was there — Have you by chance—

I removed the parcel this morning, sir.

Oh – ah – why?

I considered it more prudent, sir.

I mused for a while.

Of course, I suppose all this seems tolerably rummy to you, Jeeves?

Not at all, sir. I chanced to overhear you and Lady Florence speaking of the matter the other evening, sir.

Did you, by Jove?

Yes, sir.

Well – er – Jeeves, I think that, on the whole, if you were to – as it were – freeze on to that parcel until we get back to London—

Exactly, sir.

And then we might – er – so to speak – chuck it away somewhere – what?

Precisely, sir.

Ill leave it in your hands.

Entirely, sir.

You know, Jeeves, youre by way of being rather a topper.

I endeavour to give satisfaction, sir.

One in a million, by Jove!

It is very kind of you to say so, sir.

Well, thats about all, then, I think.

Very good, sir.

Florence came back on Monday. I didnt see her till we were all having tea in the hall. It wasnt till the crowd had cleared away a bit that we got a chance of having a word together.

Well, Bertie? she said.

Its all right.

You have destroyed the manuscript?

Not exactly; but—

What do you mean?

I mean I havent absolutely—

Bertie, your manner is furtive!

Its all right. Its this way—

And I was just going to explain how things stood when out of the library came leaping Uncle Willoughby, looking as braced as a two-year-old. The old boy was a changed man.

A most remarkable thing, Bertie! I have just been speaking with Mr Riggs on the telephone, and he tells me he received my manuscript by the first post this morning. I cannot imagine what can have caused the delay. Our postal facilities are extremely inadequate in the rural districts. I shall write to head-quarters about it. It is insufferable if valuable parcels are to be delayed in this fashion.

I happened to be looking at Florences profile at the moment, and at this juncture she swung round and gave me a look that went right through me like a knife. Uncle Willoughby meandered back to the library, and there was a silence that you could have dug bits out of with a spoon.

I cant understand it, I said at last. I cant understand it, by Jove!

I can. I can understand it perfectly, Bertie. Your heart failed you. Rather than risk off ending your uncle you—

No, no! Absolutely!

You preferred to lose me rather than risk losing the money. Perhaps you did not think I meant what I said. I meant every word. Our engagement is ended.

But – I say!

Not another word!

But, Florence, old thing!

I do not wish to hear any more. I see now that your Aunt Agatha was perfectly right. I consider that I have had a very lucky escape. There was a time when I thought that, with patience, you might be moulded into something worth while. I see now that you are impossible!

And she popped off, leaving me to pick up the pieces. When I had collected the débris to some extent I went to my room and rang for Jeeves. He came in looking as if nothing had happened or was ever going to happen. He was the calmest thing in captivity.

Jeeves! I yelled. Jeeves, that parcel has arrived in London!

Yes, sir?

Did you send it?

Yes, sir. I acted for the best, sir. I think that both you and Lady Florence overestimated the danger of people being offended at being mentioned in Sir Willoughbys Recollections. It has been my experience, sir, that the normal person enjoys seeing his or her name in print, irrespective of what is said about them. I have an aunt, sir, who a few years ago was a martyr to swollen limbs. She tried Walkinshaws Supreme Ointment and obtained considerable relief – so much so that she sent them an unsolicited testimonial. Her pride at seeing her photograph in the daily papers in connection with descriptions of her lower limbs before taking, which were nothing less than revolting, was so intense that it led me to believe that publicity, of whatever sort, is what nearly everybody desires. Moreover, if you have ever studied psychology, sir, you will know that respectable old gentlemen are by no means averse to having it advertised that they were extremely wild in their youth. I have an uncle—

I cursed his aunts and his uncles and him and all the rest of the family.

Do you know that Lady Florence has broken off her engagement with me?

Indeed, sir?

Not a bit of sympathy! I might have been telling him it was a fine day.

Youre sacked!

Very good, sir.

He coughed gently.

As I am no longer in your employment, sir, I can speak freely without appearing to take a liberty. In my opinion you and Lady Florence were quite unsuitably matched. Her ladyship is of a highly determined and arbitrary temperament, quite opposed to your own. I was in Lord Worplesdons service for nearly a year, during which time I had ample opportunities of studying her ladyship. The opinion of the servants hall was far from favourable to her. Her ladyships temper caused a good deal of adverse comment among us. It was at times quite impossible. You would not have been happy, sir!

Get out!

I think you would also have found her educational methods a little trying, sir. I have glanced at the book her ladyship gave you – it has been lying on your table since our arrival – and it is, in my opinion, quite unsuitable. You would not have enjoyed it. And I have it from her ladyships own maid, who happened to overhear a conversation between her ladyship and one of the gentlemen staying here – Mr Maxwell, who is employed in an editorial capacity by one of the reviews – that it was her intention to start you almost immediately upon Nietzsche. You would not enjoy Nietzsche, sir. He is fundamentally unsound.

Get out!

Very good, sir.

Its rummy how sleeping on a thing often makes you feel quite different about it. Its happened to me over and over again. Somehow or other, when I woke next morning the old heart didnt feel half so broken as it had done. It was a perfectly topping day, and there was something about the way the sun came in at the window and the row the birds were kicking up in the ivy that made me half wonder whether Jeeves wasnt right. After all, though she had a wonderful profile, was it such a catch being engaged to Florence Craye as the casual observer might imagine? Wasnt there something in what Jeeves had said about her character? I began to realise that my ideal wife was something quite different, something a lot more clinging and drooping and prattling, and what not.

I had got as far as this in thinking the thing out when that Types of Ethical Theory caught my eye. I opened it, and I give you my honest word this was what hit me:

Of the two antithetic terms in the Greek philosophy one only was real and self-subsisting; and that one was Ideal Thought as opposed to that which it has to penetrate and mould. The other, corresponding to our Nature, was in itself phenomenal, unreal, without any permanent footing, having no predicates that held true for two moments together; in short, redeemed from negation only by including indwelling realities appearing through.

Well – I mean to say – what? And Nietzsche, from all accounts, a lot worse than that!

Jeeves, I said, when he came in with my morning tea, Ive been thinking it over. Youre engaged again.

Thank you, sir.

I sucked down a cheerful mouthful. A great respect for this blokes judgment began to soak through me.

Oh, Jeeves, I said; about that check suit.

Yes, sir?

Is it really a frost?

A trifle too bizarre, sir, in my opinion.

But lots of fellows have asked me who my tailor is.

Doubtless in order to avoid him, sir.

Hes supposed to be one of the best men in London.

I am saying nothing against his moral character, sir.

I hesitated a bit. I had a feeling that I was passing into this chappies clutches, and that if I gave in now I should become just like poor old Aubrey Fothergill, unable to call my soul my own. On the other hand, this was obviously a cove of rare intelligence, and it would be a comfort in a lot of ways to have him doing the thinking for me. I made up my mind.

All right, Jeeves, I said. You know! Give the bally thing away to somebody!

He looked down at me like a father gazing tenderly at the wayward child.

Thank you, sir. I gave it to the under-gardener last night. A little more tea, sir?


THE ARTISTIC CAREER OF CORKY
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YOU WILL NOTICE, as you flit through these reminiscences of mine, that from time to time the scene of action is laid in and around the city of New York; and it is just possible that this may occasion the puzzled look and the start of surprise. What, it is possible that you may ask yourselves, is Bertram doing so far from his beloved native land?

Well, its a fairly longish story; but, reefing it down a bit and turning it for the nonce into a two-reeler, what happened was that my Aunt Agatha on one occasion sent me over to America to try to stop young Gussie, my cousin, marrying a girl on the vaudeville stage, and I got the whole thing so mixed up that I decided it would be a sound scheme to stop on in New York for a bit instead of going back and having long, cosy chats with her about the affair.

So I sent Jeeves out to find a decent flat, and settled down for a spell of exile.

Im bound to say New Yorks a most sprightly place to be exiled in. Everybody was awfully good to me, and there seemed to be plenty of things going on so, take it for all in all, I didnt undergo any frightful hardships. Blokes introduced me to other blokes, and so on and so forth, and it wasnt long before I knew squads of the right sort, some who rolled in the stuff in houses up by the Park, and others who lived with the gas turned down mostly around Washington Square – artists and writers and so forth. Brainy coves.

Corky, the bird I am about to treat of, was one of the artists. A portrait-painter, he called himself, but as a matter of fact his score up to date had been nil. You see, the catch about portrait-painting – Ive looked into the thing a bit – is that you cant start painting portraits till people come along and ask you to, and they wont come and ask you to until youve painted a lot first. This makes it kind of difficult, not to say tough, for the ambitious youngster.

Corky managed to get along by drawing an occasional picture for the comic papers – he had rather a gift for funny stuff when he got a good idea – and doing bedsteads and chairs and things for the advertisements. His principal source of income, however, was derived from biting the ear of a rich uncle – one Alexander Worple, who was in the jute business. Im a bit foggy as to what jute is, but its apparently something the populace is pretty keen on, for Mr Worple had made quite an indecently large stack out of it.

Now, a great many fellows think that having a rich uncle is a pretty soft snap; but, according to Corky, such is not the case. Corkys uncle was a robust sort of cove, who looked like living for ever. He was fifty-one, and it seemed as if he might go to par. It was not this, however, that distressed poor Corky, for he was not bigoted and had no objection to the man going on living. What Corky kicked at was the way the above Worple used to harry him.

Corkys uncle, you see, didnt want him to be an artist. He didnt think he had any talent in that direction. He was always urging him to chuck Art and go into the jute business and start at the bottom and work his way up. And what Corky said was that, while he didnt know what they did at the bottom of a jute business, instinct told him that it was something too beastly for words. Corky, moreover, believed in his future as an artist. Some day, he said, he was going to make a hit. Meanwhile, by using the utmost tact and persuasiveness, he was inducing his uncle to cough up very grudgingly a small quarterly allowance.

He wouldnt have got this if his uncle hadnt had a hobby. Mr Worple was peculiar in this respect. As a rule, from what Ive observed, the American captain of industry doesnt do anything out of business hours. When he has put the cat out and locked up the office for the night, he just relapses into a state of coma from which he emerges only to start being a captain of industry again. But Mr Worple in his spare time was what is known as an ornithologist. He had written a book called American Birds, and was writing another, to be called More American Birds. When he had finished that, the presumption was that he would begin a third, and keep on till the supply of American birds gave out. Corky used to go to him about once every three months and let him talk about American birds. Apparently you could do what you liked with old Worple if you gave him his head first on his pet subject, so these little chats used to make Corkys allowance all right for the time being. But it was pretty rotten for the poor chap. There was the frightful suspense, you see, and, apart from that, birds, except when broiled and in the society of a cold bottle, bored him stiff.

To complete the character-study of Mr Worple, he was a man of extremely uncertain temper, and his general tendency was to think that Corky was a poor chump and that whatever step he took in any direction on his own account was just another proof of his innate idiocy. I should imagine Jeeves feels very much the same about me.

So when Corky trickled into my apartment one afternoon, shooing a girl in front of him, and said, Bertie, I want you to meet my fiancée, Miss Singer, the aspect of the matter which hit me first was precisely the one which he had come to consult me about. The very first words I spoke were, Corky how about your uncle?

The poor chap gave one of those mirthless laughs. He was looking anxious and worried, like a man who has done the murder all right but cant think what the deuce to do with the body.

Were so scared, Mr Wooster, said the girl. We were hoping that you might suggest a way of breaking it to him.

Muriel Singer was one of those very quiet, appealing girls who have a way of looking at you with their big eyes as if they thought you were the greatest thing on earth and wondered that you hadnt got on to it yet yourself. She sat there in a sort of shrinking way, looking at me as if she were saying to herself, Oh, I do hope this great strong man isnt going to hurt me. She gave a fellow a protective kind of feeling, made him want to stroke her hand and say, There, there, little one! or words to that effect. She made me feel that there was nothing I wouldnt do for her. She was rather like one of those innocent-tasting American drinks which creep imperceptibly into your system so that, before you know what youre doing, youre starting out to reform the world by force if necessary and pausing on your way to tell the large man in the corner that, if he looks at you like that, you will knock his head off. What I mean is, she made me feel alert and dashing, like a knight-errant or something of that kind. I felt that I was with her in this thing to the limit.

I dont see why your uncle shouldnt be most awfully bucked, I said to Corky. He will think Miss Singer the ideal wife for you.

Corky declined to cheer up.

You dont know him. Even if he did like Muriel, he wouldnt admit it. Thats the sort of pig-headed ass he is. It would be a matter of principle with him to kick. All he would consider would be that I had gone and taken an important step without asking his advice, and he would raise Cain automatically. Hes always done it.

I strained the old bean to meet this emergency.

You want to work it so that he makes Miss Singers acquaintance without knowing that you know her. Then you come along—

But how can I work it that way?

I saw his point. That was the catch.

Theres only one thing to do, I said.

Whats that?

Leave it to Jeeves.

And I rang the bell.

Sir? said Jeeves, kind of manifesting himself. One of the rummy things about Jeeves is that, unless you watch like a hawk, you very seldom see him come into a room. Hes like one of those weird birds in India who dissolve themselves into thin air and nip through space in a sort of disembodied way and assemble the parts again just where they want them. Ive got a cousin whos what they call a Theosophist, and he says hes often nearly worked the thing himself, but couldnt quite bring it off, probably owing to having fed in his boyhood on the flesh of animals slain in anger and pie.

The moment I saw the man standing there, registering respectful attention, a weight seemed to roll off my mind. I felt like a lost child who spots his father in the offing.

Jeeves, I said, we want your advice.

Very good, sir.

I boiled down Corkys painful case into a few well-chosen words.

So you see what it amounts to, Jeeves. We want you to suggest some way by which Mr Worple can make Miss Singers acquaintance without getting on to the fact that Mr Corcoran already knows her. Understand?

Perfectly, sir.

Well, try to think of something.

I have thought of something already, sir.

You have!

The scheme I would suggest cannot fail of success, but it has what may seem to you a drawback, sir, in that it requires a certain financial outlay.

He means, I translated to Corky, that he has got a pippin of an idea, but its going to cost a bit.

Naturally the poor chaps face dropped, for this seemed to dish the whole thing. But I was still under the influence of the girls melting gaze, and I saw that this was where I started in as the knight-errant.

You can count on me for all that sort of thing, Corky, I said. Only too glad. Carry on, Jeeves.

I would suggest, sir, that Mr Corcoran take advantage of Mr Worples attachment to ornithology.

How on earth did you know that he was fond of birds?

It is the way these New York apartments are constructed, sir. Quite unlike our London houses. The partitions between the rooms are of the flimsiest nature. With no wish to overhear, I have sometimes heard Mr Corcoran expressing himself with a generous strength on the subject I have mentioned.

Oh! Well?

Why should not the young lady write a small volume, to be entitled – let us say – The Childrens Book of American Birds and dedicate it to Mr Worple? A limited edition could be published at your expense, sir, and a great deal of the book would, of course, be given over to eulogistic remarks concerning Mr Worples own larger treatise on the same subject. I should recommend the dispatching of a presentation copy to Mr Worple, immediately on publication, accompanied by a letter in which the young lady asks to be allowed to make the acquaintance of one to whom she owes so much. This would, I fancy, produce the desired result, but as I say, the expense involved would be considerable.

I felt like the proprietor of a performing dog on the vaudeville stage when the tyke has just pulled off his trick without a hitch. I had betted on Jeeves all along, and I had known that he wouldnt let me down. It beats me sometimes why a man with his genius is satisfied to hang around pressing my clothes and what not. If I had half Jeevess brain I should have a stab at being Prime Minister or something.

Jeeves, I said, that is absolutely ripping! One of your very best efforts.

Thank you, sir.

The girl made an objection.

But Im sure I couldnt write a book about anything. I cant even write good letters.

Muriels talents, said Corky, with a little cough, lie more in the direction of the drama, Bertie. I didnt mention it before, but one of our reasons for being a trifle nervous as to how Uncle Alexander will receive the news is that Muriel is in the chorus of that show Choose your Exit at the Manhattan. Its absurdly unreasonable, but we both feel that that fact might increase Uncle Alexanders natural tendency to kick like a steer.

I saw what he meant. I dont know why it is – one of these psychology sharps could explain it, I suppose, – but uncles and aunts, as a class, are always dead against the drama, legitimate or otherwise. They dont seem able to stick it at any price.

But Jeeves had a solution, of course.

I fancy it would be a simple matter, sir, to find some impecunious author who would be glad to do the actual composition of the volume for a small fee. It is only necessary that the young ladys name should appear on the title page.

Thats true, said Corky. Sam Patterson would do it for a hundred dollars. He writes a novelette, three short stories, and ten thousand words of a serial for one of the all-fiction magazines under different names every month. A little thing like this would be nothing to him. Ill get after him right away.

Fine!

Will that be all, sir? said Jeeves. Very good, sir. Thank you, sir.

I always used to think that publishers had to be devilish intelligent fellows, loaded down with the grey matter; but Ive got their number now. All a publisher has to do is to write cheques at intervals, while a lot of deserving and industrious chappies rally round and do the real work. I know, because Ive been one myself. I simply sat tight in the old flat with a fountain-pen, and in due season a topping, shiny book came along.

I happened to be down at Corkys place when the first copies of The Childrens Book of American Birds bobbed up. Muriel Singer was there, and we were talking of things in general when there was a bang at the door and the parcel was delivered.

It was certainly some book. It had a red cover with a fowl of some species on it, and underneath the girls name in gold letters. I opened a copy at random.

Often of a spring morning, it said at the top of page twenty-one, as you wander through the fields, you will hear the sweet-toned, carelessly-flowing warble of the purple finch linnet. When you are older you must read all about him in Mr Alexander Worples wonderful book, American Birds.

You see. A boost for the uncle right away. And only a few pages later there he was in the limelight again in connection with the yellow-billed cuckoo. It was great stuff. The more I read, the more I admired the chap who had written it and Jeevess genius in putting us on to the wheeze. I didnt see how the uncle could fail to drop. You cant call a chap the worlds greatest authority on the yellow-billed cuckoo without rousing a certain disposition towards chumminess in him.

Its a cert! I said.

An absolute cinch! said Corky.

And a day or two later he meandered up the Avenue to my flat to tell me that all was well. The uncle had written Muriel a letter so dripping with the milk of human kindness that if he hadnt known Mr Worples handwriting Corky would have refused to believe him the author of it. Any time it suited Miss Singer to call, said the uncle, he would be delighted to make her acquaintance.

Shortly after this I had to go out of town. Divers sound sportsmen had invited me to pay visits to their country places, and it wasnt for several months that I settled down in the city again. I had been wondering a lot, of course, about Corky, whether it all turned out right, and so forth, and my first evening in New York, happening to pop into a quiet sort of little restaurant which I go to when I dont feel inclined for the bright lights, I found Muriel Singer there, sitting by herself at a table near the door. Corky, I took it, was out telephoning. I went up and passed the time of day.

Well, well, well, what? I said.

Why, Mr Wooster! How do you do?

Corky around?

I beg your pardon?

Youre waiting for Corky, arent you?

Oh, I didnt understand. No, Im not waiting for him.

It seemed to me that there was a sort of something in her voice, a kind of thingummy, you know.

I say, you havent had a row with Corky, have you?

A row?

A spat, dont you know – little misunderstanding – faults on both sides – er – and all that sort of thing.

Why, whatever makes you think that?

Oh, well, as it were, what? What I mean is – I thought you usually dined with him before you went to the theatre.

Ive left the stage now.

Suddenly the whole thing dawned on me. I had forgotten what a long time I had been away.

Why, of course, I see now! Youre married!

Yes.

How perfectly topping! I wish you all kinds of happiness.

Thank you so much. Oh, Alexander, she said, looking past me, this is a friend of mine – Mr Wooster.

I spun round. A bloke with a lot of stiff grey hair and a red sort of healthy face was standing there. Rather a formidable Johnnie, he looked, though peaceful at the moment.

I want you to meet my husband, Mr Wooster. Mr Wooster is a friend of Bruces, Alexander.

The old boy grasped my hand warmly, and that was all that kept me from hitting the floor in a heap. The place was rocking. Absolutely.

So you know my nephew, Mr Wooster? I heard him say. I wish you would try to knock a little sense into him and make him quit this playing at painting. But I have an idea that he is steadying down. I noticed it first that night he came to dinner with us, my dear, to be introduced to you. He seemed altogether quieter and more serious. Something seemed to have sobered him. Perhaps you will give us the pleasure of your company at dinner to-night, Mr Wooster? Or have you dined?

I said I had. What I needed then was air, not dinner. I felt that I wanted to get into the open and think this thing out.

When I reached my flat I heard Jeeves moving about in his lair. I called him.

Jeeves, I said, now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of the party. A stiff b.-and-s. first of all, and then Ive a bit of news for you.

He came back with a tray and a long glass.

Better have one yourself, Jeeves. Youll need it.

Later on, perhaps, thank you, sir.

All right. Please yourself. But youre going to get a shock. You remember my friend, Mr Corcoran?

Yes, sir.

And the girl who was to slide gracefully into his uncles esteem by writing the book on birds?

Perfectly, sir.

Well, shes slid. Shes married the uncle.

He took it without blinking, You cant rattle Jeeves.

That was always a development to be feared, sir.

You dont mean to tell me that you were expecting it?

It crossed my mind as a possibility.

Did it, by Jove! Well, I think you might have warned us!

I hardly liked to take the liberty, sir.

Of course, as I saw after I had had a bite to eat and was in a calmer frame of mind, what had happened wasnt my fault, if you came down to it. I couldnt be expected to foresee that the scheme, in itself a cracker-jack, would skid into the ditch as it had done; but all the same Im bound to admit that I didnt relish the idea of meeting Corky again until time, the great healer, had been able to get in a bit of soothing work. I cut Washington Square out absolutely for the next few months. I gave it the complete miss-in-baulk. And then, just when I was beginning to think I might safely pop down in that direction and gather up the dropped threads, so to speak, time, instead of working the healing wheeze, went and pulled the most awful bone and put the lid on it. Opening the paper one morning, I read that Mrs. Alexander Worple had presented her husband with a son and heir.

I was so dashed sorry for poor old Corky that I hadnt the heart to touch my breakfast. I was bowled over. Absolutely. It was the limit.

I hardly knew what to do. I wanted, of course, to rush down to Washington Square and grip the poor blighter silently by the hand; and then, thinking it over, I hadnt the nerve. Absent treatment seemed the touch. I gave it him in waves.

But after a month or so I began to hesitate again. It struck me that it was playing it a bit low-down on the poor chap, avoiding him like this just when he probably wanted his pals to surge round him most. I pictured him sitting in his lonely studio with no company but his bitter thoughts, and the pathos of it got me to such an extent that I bounded straight into a taxi and told the driver to go all out for the studio.

I rushed in, and there was Corky, hunched up at the easel, painting away, while on the model throne sat a severe-looking female of middle age, holding a baby.

A fellow has to be ready for that sort of thing.

Oh, ah! I said, and started to back out.

Corky looked over his shoulder.

Hallo, Bertie. Dont go. Were just finishing for the day. That will be all this afternoon, he said to the nurse, who got up with the baby and decanted it into a perambulator which was standing in the fairway.

At the same hour to-morrow, Mr Corcoran?

Yes, please.

Good afternoon.

Good afternoon.

Corky stood there, looking at the door, and then he turned to me and began to get it off his chest. Fortunately, he seemed to take it for granted that I knew all about what had happened, so it wasnt as awkward as it might have been.

Its my uncles idea, he said. Muriel doesnt know about it yet. The portraits to be a surprise for her on her birthday. The nurse takes the kid out ostensibly to get a breather, and they beat it down here. If you want an instance of the irony of fate, Bertie, get acquainted with this. Heres the first commission I have ever had to paint a portrait, and the sitter is that human poached egg that has butted in and bounced me out of my inheritance. Can you beat it! I call it rubbing the thing in to expect me to spend my afternoons gazing into the ugly face of a little brat who to all intents and purposes has hit me behind the ear with a black-jack and swiped all I possess. I cant refuse to paint the portrait, because if I did my uncle would stop my allowance; yet every time I look up and catch that kids vacant eye, I suffer agonies. I tell you, Bertie, sometimes when he gives me a patronising glance and then turns away and is sick, as if it revolted him to look at me, I come within an ace of occupying the entire front page of the evening papers as the latest murder sensation. There are moments when I can almost see the headlines: Promising Young Artist Beans Baby With Axe.

I patted his shoulder silently. My sympathy for the poor old scout was too deep for words.

I kept away from the studio for some time after that, because it didnt seem right to me to intrude on the poor chappies sorrow. Besides, Im bound to say that nurse intimidated me. She reminded me so infernally of Aunt Agatha. She was the same gimlet-eyed type.

But one afternoon Corky called me on the phone.

Bertie!

Hallo?

Are you doing anything this afternoon?

Nothing special.

You couldnt come down here, could you?

Whats the trouble? Anything up?

Ive finished the portrait.

Good boy! Stout work!

Yes. His voice sounded rather doubtful. The fact is, Bertie, it doesnt look quite right to me. Theres something about it — My uncles coming in half an hour to inspect it, and – I dont know why it is, but I kind of feel Id like your moral support!

I began to see that I was letting myself in for something. The sympathetic co-operation of Jeeves seemed to me to be indicated.

You think hell cut up rough?

He may.

I threw my mind back to the red-faced chappie I had met at the restaurant, and tried to picture him cutting up rough. It was only too easy. I spoke to Corky firmly on the telephone.

Ill come, I said.

Good!

But only if I may bring Jeeves.

Why Jeeves? Whats Jeeves got to do with it? Who wants Jeeves? Jeeves is the fool who suggested the scheme that has led—

Listen, Corky, old top! If you think I am going to face that uncle of yours without Jeevess support, youre mistaken. Id sooner go into a den of wild beasts and bite a lion on the back of the neck.

Oh, all right, said Corky. Not cordially, but he said it; so I rang for Jeeves, and explained the situation.

Very good, sir, said Jeeves.

We found Corky near the door, looking at the picture with one hand up in a defensive sort of way, as if he thought it might swing on him.

Stand right where you are, Bertie, he said, without moving. Now, tell me honestly, how does it strike you?

The light from the big window fell right on the picture. I took a good look at it. Then I shifted a bit nearer and took another look. Then I went back to where I had been at first, because it hadnt seemed quite so bad from there.

Well? said Corky anxiously.

I hesitated a bit.

Of course, old man, I only saw the kid once, and then only for a moment, but – but it was an ugly sort of kid, wasnt it, if I remember rightly?

As ugly as that?

I looked again, and honesty compelled me to be frank.

I dont see how it could have been, old chap.

Poor old Corky ran his fingers through his hair in a temperamental sort of way. He groaned.

Youre quite right, Bertie. Somethings gone wrong with the darned thing. My private impression is that, without knowing it, Ive worked that stunt that Sargent used to pull – painting the soul of the sitter. Ive got through the mere outward appearance, and have put the childs soul on canvas.

But could a child of that age have a soul like that? I dont see how he could have managed it in the time. What do you think, Jeeves?

I doubt it, sir.

It – it sort of leers at you, doesnt it?

Youve noticed that, too? said Corky.

I dont see how one could help noticing.

All I tried to do was to give the little brute a cheerful expression. But, as it has worked out, he looks positively dissipated.

Just what I was going to suggest, old man. He looks as if he were in the middle of a colossal spree, and enjoying every minute of it. Dont you think so, Jeeves?

He has a decidedly inebriated air, sir.

Corky was starting to say something, when the door opened and the uncle came in.

For about three seconds all was joy, jollity, and good will. The old boy shook hands with me, slapped Corky on the back, said he didnt think he had ever seen such a fine day, and whacked his leg with his stick. Jeeves had projected himself into the background, and he didnt notice him.

Well, Bruce, my boy; so the portrait is really finished, is it – really finished? Well, bring it out. Lets have a look at it. This will be a wonderful surprise for your aunt. Where is it? Lets—

And then he got it – suddenly, when he wasnt set for the punch; and he rocked back on his heels.

Oosh! he exclaimed. And for perhaps a minute there was one of the scaliest silences Ive ever run up against.

Is this a practical joke? he said at last, in a way that set about sixteen draughts cutting through the room at once.

I thought it was up to me to rally round old Corky.

You want to stand a bit farther away from it, I said.

Youre perfectly right! he snorted. I do! I want to stand so far away from it that I cant see the thing with a telescope! He turned on Corky like an untamed tiger of the jungle who has just located a chunk of meat. And this – this – is what you have been wasting your time and my money for all these years! A painter! I wouldnt let you paint a house of mine. I gave you this commission, thinking that you were a competent worker, and this – this – this extract from a comic supplement is the result! He swung towards the door, lashing his tail and growling to himself. This ends it. If you wish to continue this foolery of pretending to be an artist because you want an excuse for idleness, please yourself. But let me tell you this. Unless you report at my office on Monday morning, prepared to abandon all this idiocy and start in at the bottom of the business to work your way up, as you should have done half a dozen years ago, not another cent – not another cent – not another — Boosh!

Then the door closed and he was no longer with us. And I crawled out of the bomb-proof shelter.

Corky, old top! I whispered faintly.

Corky was standing starting at the picture. His face was set. There was a hunted look in his eye.

Well, that finishes it! he muttered brokenly.

What are you going to do?

Do? What can I do? I cant stick on here if he cuts off supplies. You heard what he said. I shall have to go to the office on Monday.

I couldnt think of a thing to say. I knew exactly how he felt about the office. I dont know when Ive been so infernally uncomfortable. It was like hanging round trying to make conversation to a pal whos just been sentenced to twenty years in quod.

And then a soothing voice broke the silence.

If I might make a suggestion, sir!

It was Jeeves. He had slid from the shadows and was gazing gravely at the picture. Upon my word, I cant give you a better idea of the shattering effect of Corkys Uncle Alexander when in action than by saying that he had absolutely made me forget for the moment that Jeeves was there.

I wonder if I have ever happened to mention to you, sir, a Mr Digby Thistleton, with whom I was once in service? Perhaps you have met him? He was a financier. He is now Lord Bridgworth. It was a favourite saying of his that there is always a way. The first time I heard him use the expression was after the failure of a patent depilatory which he promoted.

Jeeves, I said, what on earth are you talking about?

I mentioned Mr Thistleton, sir, because his was in some respects a parallel case to the present one. His depilatory failed, but he did not despair. He put it on the market again under the name of Hair-o, guaranteed to produce a full crop of hair in a few months. It was advertised, if you remember, sir, by a humorous picture of a billiard ball, before and after taking, and made such a substantial fortune that Mr Thistleton was soon afterwards elevated to the peerage for services to his Party. It seems to me that, if Mr Corcoran looks into the matter, he will find, like Mr Thistleton, that there is always a way. Mr Worple himself suggested the solution of the difficulty. In the heat of the moment he compared the portrait to an extract from a coloured comic supplement. I consider the suggestion a very valuable one, sir. Mr Corcorans portrait may not have pleased Mr Worple as a likeness of his only child, but I have no doubt that editors would gladly consider it as a foundation for a series of humorous drawings. If Mr Corcoran will allow me to make the suggestion, his talent has always been for the humorous. There is something about this picture – something bold and vigorous, which arrests the attention. I feel sure it would be highly popular.

Corky was glaring at the picture, and making a sort of dry, sucking noise with his mouth. He seemed completely overwrought.

And then suddenly he began to laugh in a wild way.

Corky, old man! I said, massaging him tenderly. I feared the poor blighter was hysterical.

He began to stagger about all over the floor.

Hes right! The mans absolutely right! Jeeves, youre a life-saver. Youve hit on the greatest idea of the age. Report at the office on Monday! Start at the bottom of the business! Ill buy the business if I feel like it. I know the man who runs the comic section of the Sunday Star. Hell eat this thing. He was telling me only the other day how hard it was to get a good new series. Hell give me anything I ask for a real winner like this. Ive got a goldmine. Wheres my hat? Ive got an income for life! Wheres that confounded hat? Lend me a five, Bertie. I want to take a taxi down to Park Row!

Jeeves smiled paternally. Or, rather, he had a kind of paternal muscular spasm about the mouth, which is the nearest he ever gets to smiling.

If I might make the suggestion, Mr Corcoran – for a title of the series which you have in mind – The Adventures of Baby Blobbs.

Corky and I looked at the picture, then at each other in an awed way. Jeeves was right. There could be no other title.

Jeeves, I said. It was a few weeks later, and I had just finished looking at the comic section of the Sunday Star. Im an optimist. I always have been. The older I get, the more I agree with Shakespeare and those poet Johnnies about it always being darkest before the dawn and theres a silver lining and what you lose on the swings you make up on the roundabouts. Look at Mr Corcoran, for instance. There was a fellow, one would have said, clear up to the eyebrows in the soup. To all appearances he had got it right in the neck. Yet look at him now. Have you seen these pictures?

I took the liberty of glancing at them before bringing them to you, sir. Extremely diverting.

They have made a big hit, you know.

I anticipated it, sir.

I leaned back against the pillows.

You know, Jeeves, youre a genius. You ought to be drawing a commission on these things.

I have nothing to complain of in that respect, sir, Mr Corcoran has been most generous. I am putting out the brown suit, sir.

No, I think Ill wear the blue with the faint red stripe.

Not the blue with the faint red stripe, sir.

But I rather fancy myself in it.

Not the blue with the faint red stripe, sir.

Oh, all right, have it your own way.

Very good, sir. Thank you, sir.


JEEVES AND THE UNBIDDEN GUEST
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IM NOT ABSOLUTELY certain of my facts, but I rather fancy its Shakespeare – or, if not, its some equally brainy bird – who says that its always just when a fellow is feeling particularly braced with things in general that Fate sneaks up behind him with the bit of lead piping. And what Im driving at is that the man is perfectly right. Take, for instance, the business of Lady Malvern and her son Wilmot. That was one of the scaliest affairs I was ever mixed up with, and a moment before they came into my life I was just thinking how thoroughly all right everything was.

I was still in New York when the thing started, and it was about the time of year when New York is at its best. It was one of those topping mornings, and I had just climbed out from under the cold shower, feeling like a million dollars. As a matter of fact, what was bucking me up more than anything was the fact that the day before I had asserted myself with Jeeves – absolutely asserted myself, dont you know. You see, the way things had been going on I was rapidly becoming a dashed serf. The man had jolly well oppressed me. I didnt so much mind when he made me give up one of my new suits, because Jeevess judgment about suits is sound and can generally be relied upon.

But I as near as a toucher rebelled when he wouldnt let me wear a pair of cloth-topped boots which I loved like a couple of brothers. And, finally, when he tried to tread on me like a worm in the matter of a hat, I put the Wooster foot down and showed him in no uncertain manner who was who.

Its a long story, and I havent time to tell you now, but the nub of the thing was that he wanted me to wear the White House Wonder – as worn by President Coolidge – when I had set my heart on the Broadway Special, much patronised by the Younger Set; and the end of the matter was that, after a rather painful scene, I bought the Broadway Special. So thats how things were on this particular morning, and I was feeling pretty manly and independent.

Well, I was in the bathroom, wondering what there was going to be for breakfast while I massaged the spine with a rough towel and sang slightly, when there was a tap at the door. I stopped singing and opened the door an inch.

What ho, without there! I said.

Lady Malvern has called, sir.

Eh?

Lady Malvern, sir. She is waiting in the sitting-room.

Pull yourself together, Jeeves, my man, I said rather severely, for I bar practical jokes before breakfast. You know perfectly well theres no one waiting for me in the sitting-room. How could there be when its barely ten oclock yet?

I gathered from her ladyship, sir, that she had landed from an ocean liner at an early hour this morning.

This made the thing a bit more plausible. I remembered that when I had arrived in America about a year before, the proceedings had begun at some ghastly hour like six, and that I had been shot out on to a foreign shore considerably before eight.

Who the deuce is Lady Malvern, Jeeves?

Her ladyship did not confide in me, sir.

Is she alone?

Her ladyship is accompanied by a Lord Pershore, sir. I fancy that his lordship would be her ladyships son.

Oh, well, put out rich raiment of sorts, and Ill be dressing.

Our heather-mixture lounge is in readiness, sir.

Then lead me to it.

While I was dressing I kept trying to think who on earth Lady Malvern could be. It wasnt till I had climbed through the top of my shirt and was reaching out for the studs that I remembered.

Ive placed her, Jeeves. Shes a pal of my Aunt Agatha.

Indeed, sir?

Yes. I met her at lunch one Sunday before I left London. A very vicious specimen. Writes books. She wrote a book on social conditions in India when she came back from the Durbar.

Yes, sir? Pardon me, sir, but not that tie.

Eh?

Not that tie with the heather-mixture lounge, sir.

It was a shock to me. I thought I had quelled the fellow. It was rather a solemn moment. What I mean is, if I weakened now, all my good work the night before would be thrown away. I braced myself.

Whats wrong with this tie? Ive seen you give it a nasty look before. Speak out like a man! Whats the matter with it?

Too ornate, sir.

Nonsense! A cheerful pink. Nothing more.

Unsuitable, sir.

Jeeves, this is the tie I wear!

Very good, sir.

Dashed unpleasant. I could see that the man was wounded. But I was firm. I tied the tie, got into the coat and waistcoat, and went into the sitting-room.

Hullo-ullo-ullo! I said. What?

Ah! How do you do, Mr Wooster? You have never met my son Wilmot, I think? Motty, darling, this is Mr Wooster.

Lady Malvern was a hearty, happy, healthy, over-powering sort of dashed female, not so very tall but making up for it by measuring about six feet from the O. P. to the Prompt Side. She fitted into my biggest arm-chair as if it had been built round her by someone who knew they were wearing arm-chairs tight about the hips that season. She had bright, bulging eyes and a lot of yellow hair, and when she spoke she showed about fifty-seven front teeth. She was one of those women who kind of numb a fellows faculties. She made me feel as if I were ten years old and had been brought into the drawing-room in my Sunday clothes to say how-dyou-do. Altogether by no means the sort of thing a chappie would wish to find in his sitting-room before breakfast.

Motty, the son, was about twenty-three, tall and thin and meek-looking. He had the same yellow hair as his mother, but he wore it plastered down and parted in the middle. His eyes bulged, too, but they werent bright. They were a dull grey with pink rims. His chin gave up the struggle about half-way down, and he didnt appear to have any eyelashes. A mild, furtive, sheepish sort of blighter, in short.

Awfully glad to see you, I said, though this was far from the case, for already I was beginning to have a sort of feeling that dirty work was threatening in the offing. So youve popped over, eh? Making a long stay in America?

About a month. Your aunt gave me your address and told me to be sure to call on you.

I was glad to hear this, for it seemed to indicate that Aunt Agatha was beginning to come round a bit. As I believe I told you before, there had been some slight unpleasantness between us, arising from the occasion when she had sent me over to New York to disentangle my cousin Gussie from the clutches of a girl on the music-hall stage. When I tell you that by the time I had finished my operations Gussie had not only married the girl but had gone on the Halls himself and was doing well, youll understand that relations were a trifle strained between aunt and nephew.

I simply hadnt dared go back and face her, and it was a relief to find that time had healed the wound enough to make her tell her pals to call on me. What I mean is, much as I liked America, I didnt want to have England barred to me for the rest of my natural; and, believe me, England is a jolly sight too small for anyone to live in with Aunt Agatha, if shes really on the warpath. So I was braced at hearing these words and smiled genially on the assemblage.

Your aunt said that you would do anything that was in your power to be of assistance to us.

Rather! Oh, rather. Absolutely.

Thank you so much. I want you to put dear Motty up for a little while.

I didnt get this for a moment.

Put him up? For my clubs?

No, no! Darling Motty is essentially a home bird. Arent you, Motty, darling?

Motty, who was sucking the knob of his stick, uncorked himself.

Yes, mother, he said, and corked himself up again.

I should not like him to belong to clubs. I mean put him up here. Have him to live with you while I am away.

These frightful words trickled out of her like honey. The woman simply didnt seem to understand the ghastly nature of her proposal. I gave Motty the swift east-to-west. He was sitting with his mouth nuzzling the stick, blinking at the wall. The thought of having this planted on me for an indefinite period appalled me. Absolutely appalled me, dont you know. I was just starting to say that the shot wasnt on the board at any price, and that the first sign Motty gave of trying to nestle into my little home I would yell for the police, when she went on, rolling placidly over me, as it were.

There was something about this woman that sapped ones will-power.

I am leaving New York by the midday train, as I have to pay a visit to Sing-Sing prison. I am extremely interested in prison conditions in America. After that I work my way gradually across to the coast, visiting the points of interest on the journey. You see, Mr Wooster, I am in America principally on business. No doubt you read my book, India and the Indians? My publishers are anxious for me to write a companion volume on the United States. I shall not be able to spend more than a month in the country, as I have to get back for the season, but a month should be ample. I was less than a month in India, and my dear friend Sir Roger Cremorne wrote his America from Within after a stay of only two weeks. I should love to take dear Motty with me, but the poor boy gets so sick when he travels by train. I shall have to pick him up on my return.

From where I sat I could see Jeeves in the dining-room, laying the breakfast table. I wished I could have had a minute with him alone. I felt certain that he would have been able to think of some way of putting a stop to this woman.

It will be such a relief to know that Motty is safe with you, Mr Wooster. I know what the temptations of a great city are. Hitherto dear Motty has been sheltered from them. He has lived quietly with me in the country. I know that you will look after him carefully, Mr Wooster. He will give very little trouble. She talked about the poor blighter as if he wasnt there. Not that Motty seemed to mind. He had stopped chewing his walking-stick and was sitting there with his mouth open. He is a vegetarian and a teetotaller and is devoted to reading. Give him a nice book and he will be quite contented. She got up. Thank you so much, Mr Wooster. I dont know what I should have done without your help. Come, Motty. We have just time to see a few of the sights before my train goes. But I shall have to rely on you for most of my information about New York, darling. Be sure to keep your eyes open and take notes of your impressions. It will be such a help. Good-bye, Mr Wooster. I will send Motty back early in the afternoon.

They went out, and I howled for Jeeves.

Jeeves!

Sir?

Whats to be done? You heard it all, didnt you? You were in the dining-room most of the time. That pill is coming to stay here.

Pill, sir?

The excrescence.

I beg your pardon, sir?

I looked at Jeeves sharply. This sort of thing wasnt like him. Then I understood. The man was really upset about that tie. He was trying to get his own back.

Lord Pershore will be staying here from to-night, Jeeves, I said coldly.

Very good, sir. Breakfast is ready, sir.

I could have sobbed into the bacon and eggs. That there wasnt any sympathy to be got out of Jeeves was what put the lid on it. For a moment I almost weakened and told him to destroy the hat and tie if he didnt like them, but I pulled myself together again. I was dashed if I was going to let Jeeves treat me like a bally one-man chain-gang.

But, what with brooding on Jeeves and brooding on Motty, I was in a pretty reduced sort of state. The more I examined the situation, the more blighted it became. There was nothing I could do. If I slung Motty out, he would report to his mother, and she would pass it on to Aunt Agatha, and I didnt like to think what would happen then. Sooner or later I should be wanting to go back to England, and I didnt want to get there and find Aunt Agatha waiting on the quay for me with a stuffed eelskin. There was absolutely nothing for it but to put the fellow up and make the best of it.

About midday Mottys luggage arrived, and soon afterward a large parcel of what I took to be nice books. I brightened up a little when I saw it. It was one of those massive parcels and looked as if it had enough in it to keep him busy for a year. I felt a trifle more cheerful, and I got my Broadway Special and stuck it on my head, and gave the pink tie a twist, and reeled out to take a bite of lunch with one or two of the lads at a neighbouring hostelry; and what with excellent browsing and sluicing and cheery conversation and what-not, the afternoon passed quite happily. By dinner-time I had almost forgotten Mottys existence.

I dined at the club and looked in at a show afterward, and it wasnt till fairly late that I got back to the flat. There were no signs of Motty, and I took it that he had gone to bed.

It seemed rummy to me, though, that the parcel of nice books was still there with the string and paper on it. It looked as if Motty, after seeing mother off at the station, had decided to call it a day.

Jeeves came in with the nightly whisky-and-soda. I could tell by the chappies manner that he was still upset.

Lord Pershore gone to bed, Jeeves? I asked, with reserved hauteur and what-not.

No sir. His lordship has not yet returned.

Not returned? What do you mean?

His lordship came in shortly after six-thirty, and, having dressed, went out again.

At this moment there was a noise outside the front door, a sort of scrabbling noise, as if somebody were trying to paw his way through the woodwork. Then a sort of thud.

Better go and see what that is, Jeeves.

Very good, sir.

He went out and came back again.

If you would not mind stepping this way, sir, I think we might be able to carry him in.

Carry him in?

His lordship is lying on the mat, sir.

I went to the front door. The man was right. There was Motty huddled up outside on the floor. He was moaning a bit.

Hes had some sort of dashed fit, I said. I took another look. Jeeves! Someones been feeding him meat!

Sir?

Hes a vegetarian, you know. He must have been digging into a steak or something. Call up a doctor!

I hardly think it will be necessary, sir. If you would take his lordships legs, while I—

Great Scott, Jeeves! You dont think – he cant be—

I am inclined to think so, sir.

And, by Jove, he was right! Once on the right track, you couldnt mistake it. Motty was under the surface. Completely sozzled.

It was the deuce of a shock.

You never can tell, Jeeves!

Very seldom, sir.

Remove the eye of authority and where are you?

Precisely, sir.

Where is my wandering boy to-night and all that sort of thing, what?

It would seem so, sir.

Well, we had better bring him in, eh?

Yes, sir.

So we lugged him in, and Jeeves put him to bed, and I lit a cigarette and sat down to think the thing over. I had a kind of foreboding. It seemed to me that I had let myself in for something pretty rocky.

Next morning, after I had sucked down a thoughtful cup of tea, I went into Mottys room to investigate. I expected to find the fellow a wreck, but there he was, sitting up in bed, quite chirpy, reading Gingery Stories.

What ho! I said.

What ho! said Motty.

What ho! What ho!

What ho! What ho! What ho!

After that it seemed rather difficult to go on with the conversation.

How are you feeling this morning? I asked.

Topping! replied Motty, blithely and with abandon. I say, you know, that fellow of yours – Jeeves, you know – is a corker. I had a most frightful headache when I woke up, and he brought me a sort of rummy dark drink, and it put me right again at once. Said it was his own invention. I must see more of that lad. He seems to me distinctly one of the ones.

I couldnt believe that this was the same blighter who had sat and sucked his stick the day before.

You ate something that disagreed with you last night, didnt you? I said, by way of giving him a chance to slide out of it if he wanted to. But he wouldnt have it at any price.

No! he replied firmly. I didnt do anything of the kind. I drank too much. Much too much. Lots and lots too much. And, whats more, Im going to do it again. Im going to do it every night. If ever you see me sober, old top, he said, with a kind of holy exaltation, tap me on the shoulder and say, Tut! Tut! and Ill apologise and remedy the defect.

But I say, you know, what about me?

What about you?

Well, Im, so to speak, as it were, kind of responsible for you. What I mean to say is, if you go doing this sort of thing Im apt to get in the soup somewhat.

I cant help your troubles, said Motty firmly. Listen to me, old thing: this is the first time in my life that Ive had a real chance to yield to the temptations of a great city. Whats the use of a great city having temptations if fellows dont yield to them? Makes it so bally discouraging for the great city. Besides, mother told me to keep my eyes open and collect impressions.

I sat on the edge of the bed. I felt dizzy.

I know just how you feel, old dear, said Motty consolingly. And, if my principles would permit it, I would simmer down for your sake. But duty first! This is the first time Ive been let out alone, and I mean to make the most of it. Were only young once. Why interfere with lifes morning? Young man, rejoice in thy youth! Tra-la! What ho!

Put like that, it did seem reasonable.

All my bally life, dear boy, Motty went on, Ive been cooped up in the ancestral home at Much Middlefold, in Shropshire, and till youve been cooped up in Much Middlefold you dont know what cooping is. The only time we get any excitement is when one of the choir-boys is caught sucking chocolate during the sermon. When that happens, we talk about it for days. Ive got about a month of New York, and I mean to store up a few happy memories for the long winter evenings. This is my only chance to collect a past, and Im going to do it. Now tell me, old sport, as man to man, how does one get in touch with that very decent bird Jeeves? Does one ring a bell or shout a bit? I should like to discuss the subject of a good stiff b.-and-s. with him.

I had had a sort of vague idea, dont you know, that if I stuck close to Motty and went about the place with him, I might act as a bit of a damper on the gaiety. What I mean is, I thought that if, when he was being the life and soul of the party, he were to catch my reproving eye he might ease up a trifle on the revelry. So the next night I took him along to supper with me. It was the last time. Im a quiet, peaceful sort of bloke who has lived all his life in London, and I cant stand the pace these swift sportsmen from the rural districts set. What I mean to say is, Im all for rational enjoyment and so forth, but I think a chappie makes himself conspicuous when he throws soft-boiled eggs at the electric fan. And decent mirth and all that sort of thing are all right, but I do bar dancing on tables and having to dash all over the place dodging waiters, managers, and chuckers-out, just when you want to sit still and digest.

Directly I managed to tear myself away that night and get home, I made up my mind that this was jolly well the last time that I went about with Motty. The only time I met him late at night after that was once when I passed the door of a fairly low-down sort of restaurant and had to step aside to dodge him as he sailed through the air en route for the opposite pavement, with a muscular sort of looking fellow peering out after him with a kind of gloomy satisfaction.

In a way, I couldnt help sympathising with the chap. He had about four weeks to have the good time that ought to have been spread over about ten years, and I didnt wonder at his wanting to be pretty busy. I should have been just the same in his place. Still, there was no denying that it was a bit thick. If it hadnt been for the thought of Lady Malvern and Aunt Agatha in the background, I should have regarded Mottys rapid work with an indulgent smile. But I couldnt get rid of the feeling that, sooner or later, I was the lad who was scheduled to get it behind the ear. And what with brooding on this prospect, and sitting up in the old flat waiting for the familiar footstep, and putting it to bed when it got there, and stealing into the sick-chamber next morning to contemplate the wreckage, I was beginning to lose weight. Absolutely becoming the good old shadow, I give you my honest word. Starting at sudden noises and what-not.

And no sympathy from Jeeves. That was what cut me to the quick. The man was still thoroughly pipped about the hat and tie, and simply wouldnt rally round. One morning I wanted comforting so much that I sank the pride of the Woosters and appealed to the fellow direct.

Jeeves, I said, this is getting a bit thick!

Sir?

You know what I mean. This lad seems to have chucked all the principles of a well-spent boyhood. He has got it up his nose!

Yes, sir.

Well, I shall get blamed, dont you know. You know what my Aunt Agatha is.

Yes, sir.

Very well, then.

I waited a moment, but he wouldnt unbend.

Jeeves, I said, havent you any scheme up your sleeve for coping with this blighter?

No, sir.

And he shimmered off to his lair. Obstinate devil! So dashed absurd, dont you know. It wasnt as if there was anything wrong with that Broadway Special hat. It was a remarkably priceless effort, and much admired by the lads. But, just because he preferred the White House Wonder, he left me flat.

It was shortly after this that young Motty got the idea of bringing pals back in the small hours to continue the gay revels in the home. This was where I began to crack under the strain. You see, the part of town where I was living wasnt the right place for that sort of thing. I knew lots of chappies down Washington Square way who started the evening at about two a.m. – artists and writers and so forth who frolicked considerably till checked by the arrival of the morning milk. That was all right. They like that sort of thing down there. The neighbours cant get to sleep unless theres someone dancing Hawaiian dances over their heads. But on Fifty-seventh Street the atmosphere wasnt right, and when Motty turned up at three in the morning with a collection of hearty lads, who only stopped singing their college song when they started singing The Old Oaken Bucket, there was a marked peevishness among the old settlers in the flats. The management was extremely terse over the telephone at breakfast-time, and took a lot of soothing.

The next night I came home early, after a lonely dinner at a place which Id chosen because there didnt seem any chance of meeting Motty there. The sitting-room was quite dark, and I was just moving to switch on the light, when there was a sort of explosion and something collared hold of my trouser-leg. Living with Motty had reduced me to such an extent that I was simply unable to cope with this thing. I jumped backward with a loud yell of anguish, and tumbled out into the hall just as Jeeves came out of his den to see what the matter was.

Did you call, sir?

Jeeves! Theres something in there that grabs you by the leg!

That would be Rollo, sir.

Eh?

I would have warned you of his presence, but I did not hear you come in. His temper is a little uncertain at present, as he has not yet settled down.

Who the deuce is Rollo?

His lordships bull-terrier, sir. His lordship won him in a raffle, and tied him to the leg of the table. If you will allow me, sir, I will go in and switch on the light.

There really is nobody like Jeeves. He walked straight into the sitting-room, the biggest feat since Daniel and the lions den, without a quiver. Whats more, his magnetism or whatever they call it was such that the dashed animal, instead of pinning him by the leg, calmed down as if he had had a bromide, and rolled over on his back with all his paws in the air. If Jeeves had been his rich uncle he couldnt have been more chummy. Yet directly he caught sight of me again, he got all worked up and seemed to have only one idea in life – to start chewing me where he had left off.

Rollo is not used to you yet, sir, said Jeeves, regarding the bally quadruped in an admiring sort of way. He is an excellent watchdog.

I dont want a watchdog to keep me out of my rooms.

No, sir.

Well, what am I to do?

No doubt in time the animal will learn to discriminate, sir. He will learn to distinguish your peculiar scent.

What do you mean – my peculiar scent? Correct the impression that I intend to hang about in the hall while life slips by, in the hope that one of these days that dashed animal will decide that I smell all right. I thought for a bit. Jeeves!

Sir?

Im going away – to-morrow morning by the first train. I shall go and stop with Mr Todd in the country.

Do you wish me to accompany you, sir?

No.

Very good, sir.

I dont know when I shall be back. Forward my letters.

Yes, sir.

As a matter of fact, I was back within the week. Rocky Todd, the pal I went to stay with, is a rummy sort of a chap who lives all alone in the wilds of Long Island, and likes it; but a little of that sort of thing goes a long way with me. Dear old Rocky is one of the best, but after a few days in his cottage in the woods, miles away from anywhere, New York, even with Motty on the premises, began to look pretty good to me. The days down on Long Island have forty-eight hours in them; you cant get to sleep at night because of the bellowing of the crickets; and you have to walk two miles for a drink and six for an evening paper. I thanked Rocky for his kind hospitality, and caught the only train they have down in those parts. It landed me in New York about dinner-time. I went straight to the old flat. Jeeves came out of his lair. I looked round cautiously for Rollo.

Wheres that dog, Jeeves? Have you got him tied up?

The animal is no longer here, sir. His lordship gave him to the porter, who sold him. His lordship took a prejudice against the animal on account of being bitten by him in the calf of the leg.

I dont think Ive ever been so bucked by a bit of news. I felt I had misjudged Rollo. Evidently, when you got to know him better, he had a lot of good in him.

Fine! I said. Is Lord Pershore in, Jeeves?

No, sir.

Do you expect him back to dinner?

No, sir.

Where is he?

In prison, sir.

In prison!

Yes, sir.

You dont mean – in prison?

Yes, sir.

I lowered myself into a chair.

Why? I said.

He assaulted a constable, sir.

Lord Pershore assaulted a constable!

Yes, sir.

I digested this.

But, Jeeves, I say! This is frightful!

Sir?

What will Lady Malvern say when she finds out?

I do not fancy that her ladyship will find out, sir.

But shell come back and want to know where he is.

I rather fancy, sir, that his lordships bit of time will have run out by then.

But supposing it hasnt?

In that event, sir, it may be judicious to prevaricate a little.

How?

If I might make the suggestion, sir, I should inform her ladyship that his lordship has left for a short visit to Boston.

Why Boston?

Very interesting and respectable centre, sir.

Jeeves, I believe youve hit it.

I fancy so, sir.

Why, this is really the best thing that could have happened. If this hadnt turned up to prevent him, young Motty would have been in a sanatorium by the time Lady Malvern got back.

Exactly, sir.

The more I looked at it in that way, the sounder this prison wheeze seemed to me. There was no doubt in the world that prison was just what the doctor ordered for Motty. It was the only thing that could have pulled him up. I was sorry for the poor blighter, but after all, I reflected, a fellow who had lived all his life with Lady Malvern, in a small village in the interior of Shropshire, wouldnt have much to kick at in a prison. Altogether, I began to feel absolutely braced again. Life became like what the poet johnnie says – one grand, sweet song. Things went on so comfortably and peacefully for a couple of weeks that I give you my word that Id almost forgotten such a person as Motty existed. The only flaw in the scheme of things was that Jeeves was still pained and distant. It wasnt anything he said, or did, mind you, but there was a rummy something about him all the time. Once when I was tying the pink tie I caught sight of him in the looking-glass. There was a kind of grieved look in his eye.

And then Lady Malvern came back, a good bit ahead of schedule. I hadnt been expecting her for days. Id forgotten how time had been slipping along. She turned up one morning while I was still in bed sipping tea and thinking of this and that. Jeeves flowed in with the announcement that he had just loosed her into the sitting-room. I draped a few garments round me and went in.

There she was, sitting in the same arm-chair, looking as massive as ever. The only difference was that she didnt uncover the teeth as she had done the first time.

Good morning, I said. So youve got back, what?

I have got back.

There was something sort of bleak about her tone, rather as if she had swallowed an east wind. This I took to be due to the fact that she probably hadnt breakfasted. Its only after a bit of breakfast that Im able to regard the world with that sunny cheeriness which makes a fellow the universal favourite. Im never much of a lad till Ive engulfed an egg or two and a beaker of coffee.

I suppose you havent breakfasted?

I have not yet breakfasted.

Wont you have an egg or something? Or a sausage or something? Or something?

No, thank you.

She spoke as if she belonged to an anti-sausage society or a league for the suppression of eggs. There was a bit of a silence.

I called on you last night, she said, but you were out.

Awfully sorry. Had a pleasant trip?

Extremely, thank you.

See everything? Niagara Falls, Yellowstone Park, and the jolly old Grand Canyon, and what-not?

I saw a great deal.

There was another slightly frappé silence. Jeeves floated silently into the dining-room and began to lay the breakfast-table.

I hope Wilmot was not in your way, Mr Wooster?

I had been wondering when she was going to mention Motty.

Rather not! Great pals. Hit it off splendidly.

You were his constant companion, then?

Absolutely. We were always together. Saw all the sights, dont you know. Wed take in the Museum of Art in the morning, and have a bit of lunch at some good vegetarian place, and then toddle along to a sacred concert in the afternoon, and home to an early dinner. We usually played dominoes after dinner. And then the early bed and the refreshing sleep. We had a great time. I was awfully sorry when he went away to Boston.

Oh! Wilmot is in Boston?

Yes. I ought to have let you know, but of course we didnt know where you were. You were dodging all over the place like a snipe – I mean, dont you know, dodging all over the place, and we couldnt get at you. Yes, Motty went off to Boston.

Youre sure he went to Boston?

Oh, absolutely. I called out to Jeeves, who was now messing about in the next room with forks and so forth: Jeeves, Lord Pershore didnt change his mind about going to Boston, did he?

No, sir.

I thought I was right. Yes, Motty went to Boston.

Then how do you account, Mr Wooster, for the fact that when I went yesterday afternoon to Blackwells Island prison, to secure material for my book, I saw poor, dear Wilmot there, dressed in a striped suit, seated beside a pile of stones with a hammer in his hands?

I tried to think of something to say, but nothing came. A fellow has to be a lot broader about the forehead than I am to handle a jolt like this. I strained the old bean till it creaked, but between the collar and the hair parting nothing stirred. I was dumb. Which was lucky, because I wouldnt have had a chance to get any persiflage out of my system. Lady Malvern collared the conversation. She had been bottling it up, and now it came out with a rush.

So this is how you have looked after my poor, dear boy, Mr Wooster! So this is how you have abused my trust! I left him in your charge, thinking that I could rely on you to shield him from evil. He came to you innocent, unversed in the ways of the world, confiding, unused to the temptations of a large city, and you led him astray!

I hadnt any remarks to make. All I could think of was the picture of Aunt Agatha drinking all this in and reaching out to sharpen the hatchet against my return.

You deliberately—

Far away in the misty distance a soft voice spoke.

If I might explain, your ladyship.

Jeeves had projected himself in from the dining-room and materialised on the rug. Lady Malvern tried to freeze him with a look, but you cant do that sort of thing to Jeeves. He is look-proof.

I fancy, your ladyship, that you may have misunderstood Mr Wooster, and that he may have given you the impression that he was in New York when his lordship was – removed. When Mr Wooster informed your ladyship that his lordship had gone to Boston, he was relying on the version I had given him of his lordships movements. Mr Wooster was away, visiting a friend in the country, at the time, and knew nothing of the matter till your ladyship informed him.

Lady Malvern gave a kind of grunt. It didnt rattle Jeeves.

I feared Mr Wooster might be disturbed if he knew the truth, as he is so attached to his lordship and has taken such pains to look after him, so I took the liberty of telling him that his lordship had gone away for a visit. It might have been hard for Mr Wooster to believe that his lordship had gone to prison voluntarily and from the best motives, but your ladyship, knowing him better, will readily understand.

What! Lady Malvern goggled at him. Did you say that Lord Pershore went to prison voluntarily?

If I might explain, your ladyship. I think that your ladyships parting words made a deep impression on his lordship. I have frequently heard him speak to Mr Wooster of his desire to do something to follow your ladyships instructions and collect material for your ladyships book on America. Mr Wooster will bear me out when I say that his lordship was frequently extremely depressed at the thought that he was doing so little to help.

Absolutely, by Jove! Quite pipped about it! I said.

The idea of making a personal examination into the prison system of the country – from within – occurred to his lordship very suddenly one night. He embraced it eagerly. There was no restraining him.

Lady Malvern looked at Jeeves, then at me, then at Jeeves again. I could see her struggling with the thing.

Surely, your ladyship, said Jeeves, it is more reasonable to suppose that a gentleman of his lordships character went to prison of his own volition than that he committed some breach of the law which necessitated his arrest?

Lady Malvern blinked. Then she got up.

Mr Wooster, she said, I apologise. I have done you an injustice. I should have known Wilmot better. I should have had more faith in his pure, fine spirit.

Absolutely! I said.

Your breakfast is ready, sir, said Jeeves.

I sat down and dallied in a dazed sort of way with a poached egg.

Jeeves, I said, you are certainly a life-saver.

Thank you, sir.

Nothing would have convinced my Aunt Agatha, that I hadnt lured that blighter into riotous living.

I fancy you are right, sir.

I champed my egg for a bit. I was most awfully moved, dont you know, by the way Jeeves had rallied round. Something seemed to tell me that this was an occasion that called for rich rewards. For a moment I hesitated. Then I made up my mind.

Jeeves!

Sir?

That pink tie.

Yes, sir?

Burn it.

Thank you, sir.

And, Jeeves.

Yes, sir?

Take a taxi and get me that White House Wonder hat, as worn by President Coolidge.

Thank you very much, sir.

I felt most awfully braced. I felt as if the clouds had rolled away and all was as it used to be. I felt like one of those chappies in the novels who calls off the fight with his wife in the last chapter and decides to forget and forgive. I felt I wanted to do all sorts of other things to show Jeeves that I appreciated him.

Jeeves, I said, it isnt enough. Is there anything else you would like?

Yes, sir. If I may make the suggestion – fifty dollars.

Fifty dollars?

It will enable me to pay a debt of honour, sir. I owe it to his lordship.

You owe Lord Pershore fifty dollars?

Yes, sir. I happened to meet him in the street the night his lordship was arrested. I had been thinking a good deal about the most suitable method of inducing him to abandon his mode of living, sir. His lordship was a little over-excited at the time, and I fancy that he mistook me for a friend of his. At any rate, when I took the liberty of wagering him fifty dollars that he would not punch a passing policeman in the eye, he accepted the bet very cordially and won it.

I produced my pocket-book and counted out a hundred.

Take this, Jeeves, I said; fifty isnt enough. Do you know, Jeeves, youre – well, you absolutely stand alone!

I endeavour to give satisfaction, sir, said Jeeves.


JEEVES AND THE HARD-BOILED EGG
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SOMETIMES OF A morning, as Ive sat in bed sucking down the early cup of tea and watched Jeeves flitting about the room and putting out the raiment for the day, Ive wondered what the deuce I should do if the fellow ever took it into his head to leave me. Its not so bad when Im in New York, but in London the anxiety is frightful. There used to be all sorts of attempts on the part of low blighters to sneak him away from me. Young Reggie Foljambe to my certain knowledge offered him double what I was giving him, and Alistair Bingham-Reeves, whos got a valet who had been known to press his trousers sideways, used to look at him, when he came to see me, with a kind of glittering, hungry eye which disturbed me deucedly. Bally pirates!

The thing, you see, is that Jeeves is so dashed competent. You can spot it even in the way he shoves studs into a shirt.

I rely on him absolutely in every crisis, and he never lets me down. And, whats more, he can always be counted on to extend himself on behalf of any pal of mine who happens to be to all appearances knee-deep in the bouillon. Take the rather rummy case, for instance, of dear old Bicky and his uncle, the hard-boiled egg.

It happened after I had been in America for a few months. I got back to the flat latish one night, and when Jeeves brought me the final drink he said:

Mr Bickersteth called to see you this evening, sir, while you were out.

Oh? I said.

Twice, sir. He appeared a trifle agitated.

What, pipped?

He gave that impression, sir.

I sipped the whisky. I was sorry if Bicky was in trouble, but, as a matter of fact, I was rather glad to have something I could discuss freely with Jeeves just then, because things had been a bit strained between us for some time, and it had been rather difficult to hit on anything to talk about that wasnt apt to take a personal turn. You see, I had decided – rightly or wrongly – to grow a moustache, and this had cut Jeeves to the quick. He couldnt stick the thing at any price, and I had been living ever since in an atmosphere of bally disapproval till I was getting jolly well fed up with it. What I mean is, while theres no doubt that in certain matters of dress Jeevess judgment is absolutely sound and should be followed, it seemed to me that it was getting a bit too thick if he was going to edit my face as well as my costume. No one can call me an unreasonable chappie, and manys the time Ive given in like a lamb when Jeeves has voted against one of my pet suits or ties; but when it comes to a valets staking out a claim on your upper lip youve simply got to have a bit of the good old bulldog pluck and defy the blighter.

He said that he would call again later, sir.

Something must be up, Jeeves.

Yes, sir.

I gave the moustache a thoughtful twirl. It seemed to hurt Jeeves a good deal, so I chucked it.

I see by the paper, sir, that Mr Bickersteths uncle is arriving on the Carmantic.

Yes?

His Grace the Duke of Chiswick, sir.

This was news to me, that Bickys uncle was a duke. Rum, how little one knows about ones pals. I had met Bicky for the first time at a species of beano or jamboree down in Washington Square, not long after my arrival in New York. I suppose I was a bit homesick at the time, and I rather took to Bicky when I found that he was an Englishman and had, in fact, been up at Oxford with me. Besides, he was a frightful chump, so we naturally drifted together; and while we were taking a quiet snort in a corner that wasnt all cluttered up with artists and sculptors, he furthermore endeared himself to me by a most extraordinarily gifted imitation of a bull-terrier chasing a cat up a tree. But, though we had subsequently become extremely pally, all I really knew about him was that he was generally hard up, and had an uncle who relieved the strain a bit from time to time by sending him monthly remittances.

If the Duke of Chiswick is his uncle, I said, why hasnt he a title? Why isnt he Lord What-Not?

Mr Bickersteth is the son of His Graces late sister, sir, who married Captain Rollo Bickersteth of the Coldstream Guards.

Jeeves knows everything.

Is Mr Bickersteths father dead too?

Yes, sir.

Leave any money?

No, sir.

I began to understand why poor old Bicky was always more or less on the rocks. To the casual and irreflective observer it may sound a pretty good wheeze having a duke for an uncle, but the trouble about old Chiswick was that, though an extremely wealthy old buster, owning half London and about five counties up north, he was notoriously the most prudent spender in England. He was what Americans call a hard-boiled egg. If Bickys people hadnt left him anything and he depended on what he could prise out of the old duke, he was in a pretty bad way. Not that that explained why he was hunting me like this, because he was a chap who never borrowed money. He said he wanted to keep his pals, so never bit anyones ear on principle.

At this juncture the door-bell rang. Jeeves floated out to answer it.

Yes, sir. Mr Wooster has just returned, I heard him say. And Bicky came beetling in, looking pretty sorry for himself.

Hallo, Bicky, I said. Jeeves told me you had been trying to get me. Whats the trouble, Bicky?

Im in a hole, Bertie. I want your advice.

Say on, old lad.

My uncles turning up to-morrow, Bertie.

So Jeeves told me.

The Duke of Chiswick, you know.

So Jeeves told me.

Bicky seemed a bit surprised.

Jeeves seems to know everything.

Rather rummily, thats exactly what I was thinking just now myself.

Well, I wish, said Bicky, gloomily that he knew a way to get me out of the hole Im in.

Mr Bickersteth is in a hole, Jeeves, I said, and wants you to rally round.

Very good, sir.

Bicky looked a bit doubtful.

Well, of course, you know, Bertie, this thing is by way of being a bit private and all that.

I shouldnt worry about that, old top. I bet Jeeves knows all about it already. Dont you, Jeeves?

Yes, sir.

Eh? said Bicky, rattled.

I am open to correction, sir, but is not your dilemma due to the fact that you are at a loss to explain to His Grace why you are in New York instead of in Colorado?

Bicky rocked like a jelly in a high wind.

How the deuce do you know anything about it?

I chanced to meet His Graces butler before we left England. He informed me that he happened to overhear His Grace speaking to you on the matter, sir, as he passed the library door.

Bicky gave a hollow sort of laugh.

Well, as everybody seems to know all about it, theres no need to try to keep it dark. The old boy turfed me out, Bertie, because he said I was a brainless nincompoop. The idea was that he would give me a remittance on condition that I dashed out to some blighted locality of the name of Colorado and learned farming or ranching, or whatever they call it, at some bally ranch or farm, or whatever its called. I didnt fancy the idea a bit. I should have had to ride horses and pursue cows, and so forth. At the same time, dont you know, I had to have that remittance.

I get you absolutely, old thing.

Well, when I got to New York it looked a decent sort of place to me, so I thought it would be a pretty sound notion to stop here. So I cabled to my uncle telling him that I had dropped into a good business wheeze in the city and wanted to chuck the ranch idea. He wrote back that it was all right, and here Ive been ever since. He thinks Im doing well at something or other over here. I never dreamed, dont you know, that he would ever come out here. What on earth am I to do?

Jeeves, I said, what on earth is Mr Bickersteth to do?

You see, said Bicky, I had a wireless from him to say that he was coming to stay with me – to save hotel bills, I suppose. Ive always given him the impression that I was living in pretty good style. I cant have him to stay at my boarding-house.

Thought of anything, Jeeves? I said.

To what extent, sir, if the question is not a delicate one, are you prepared to assist Mr Bickersteth?

Ill do anything I can for you, of course, Bicky, old man.

Then, if I might make the suggestion, sir, you might lend Mr Bickersteth—

No, by Jove! said Bicky firmly. I never have touched you, Bertie, and Im not going to start now. I may be a chump, but its my boast that I dont owe a penny to a single soul – not counting tradesmen, of course.

I was about to suggest, sir, that you might lend Mr Bickersteth this flat. Mr Bickersteth could give His Grace the impression that he was the owner of it. With your permission I could convey the notion that I was in Mr Bickersteths employment and not in yours. You would be residing here temporarily as Mr Bickersteths guest. His Grace would occupy the second spare bedroom. I fancy that you would find this answer satisfactorily, sir.

Bicky had stopped rocking himself and was staring at Jeeves in an awed sort of way.

I would advocate the dispatching of a wireless message to His Grace on board the vessel, notifying him of the change of address. Mr Bickersteth could meet His Grace at the dock and proceed directly here. Will that meet the situation, sir?

Absolutely.

Thank you, sir.

Bicky followed him with his eye till the door closed.

How does he do it, Bertie? he said. Ill tell you what I think it is. I believe its something to do with the shape of his head. Have you ever noticed his head, Bertie, old man? It sort of sticks out at the back!

I hopped out of bed pretty early next morning, so as to be among those present when the old boy should arrive. I knew from experience that these ocean liners fetch up at the dock at a deucedly ungodly hour. It wasnt much after nine by the time Id dressed and had my morning tea and was leaning out of the window, watching the street for Bicky and his uncle. It was one of those jolly, peaceful mornings that make a chappie wish hed got a soul or something, and I was just brooding on life in general when I became aware of the dickens of a spat in progress down below. A taxi had driven up, and an old boy in a top hat had got out and was kicking up a frightful row about the fare. As far as I could make out, he was trying to get the cabby to switch from New York to London prices, and the cabby had apparently never heard of London before, and didnt seem to think a lot of it now. The old boy said that in London the trip would have set him back a shilling; and the cabby said he should worry. I called to Jeeves.

The duke has arrived, Jeeves.

Yes, sir?

Thatll be him at the door now.

Jeeves made a long arm and opened the front door, and the old boy crawled in.

How do you do, sir? I said, bustling up and being the ray of sunshine. Your nephew went down to the dock to meet you, but you must have missed him. My names Wooster, dont you know. Great pal of Bickys, and all that sort of thing. Im staying with him, you know. Would you like a cup of tea? Jeeves, bring a cup of tea.

Old Chiswick had sunk into an arm-chair and was looking about the room.

Does this luxurious flat belong to my nephew Francis?

Absolutely.

It must be terribly expensive.

Pretty well, of course. Everything costs a lot over here, you know.

He moaned. Jeeves filtered in with the tea. Old Chiswick took a stab at it to restore his tissues, and nodded.

A terrible country, Mr Wooster! A terrible country. Nearly eight shillings for a short cab-drive. Iniquitous! He took another look round the room. It seemed to fascinate him. Have you any idea how much my nephew pays for this flat, Mr Wooster?

About two hundred dollars a month, I believe.

What! Forty pounds a month!

I began to see that, unless I made the thing a bit more plausible, the scheme might turn out a frost. I could guess what the old boy was thinking. He was trying to square all this prosperity with what he knew of poor old Bicky. And one had to admit that it took a lot of squaring, for dear old Bicky, though a stout fellow and absolutely unrivalled as an imitator of bull-terriers and cats, was in many ways one of the most pronounced fatheads that ever pulled on a suit of gents underwear.

I suppose it seems rummy to you, I said, but the fact is New York often bucks fellows up and makes them show a flash of speed that you wouldnt have imagined them capable of. It sort of develops them. Something in the air, dont you know. I imagine that Bicky in the past, when you knew him, may have been something of a chump, but its quite different now. Devilish efficient sort of bird, and looked on in commercial circles as quite the nib!

I am amazed! What is the nature of my nephews business, Mr Wooster?

Oh, just business, dont you know. The same sort of thing Rockefeller and all these coves do, you know. I slid for the door. Awfully sorry to leave you, but Ive got to meet some of the lads elsewhere.

Coming out of the lift I met Bicky bustling in from the street.

Hallo, Bertie. I missed him. Has he turned up?

Hes upstairs now, having some tea.

What does he think of it all?

Hes absolutely rattled.

Ripping! Ill be toddling up, then. Toodle-oo, Bertie, old man. See you later.

Pip-pip, Bicky, dear boy.

He trotted off, full of merriment and good cheer, and I went off to the club to sit in the window and watch the traffic coming up one way and going down the other.

It was latish in the evening when I looked in at the flat to dress for dinner.

Wheres everybody, Jeeves? I said, finding no little feet pattering about the place. Gone out?

His Grace desired to see some of the sights of the city, sir. Mr Bickersteth is acting as his escort. I fancy their immediate objective was Grants Tomb.

I suppose Mr Bickersteth is a bit bucked at the way things are going – what?

Sir?

I say, I take it that Mr Bickersteth is tolerably full of beans.

Not altogether, sir.

Whats his trouble now?

The scheme which I took the liberty of suggesting to Mr Bickersteth and yourself has, unfortunately, not answered entirely satisfactorily, sir.

Surely the duke believes that Mr Bickersteth is doing well in business, and all that sort of thing?

Exactly, sir. With the result that he has decided to cancel Mr Bickersteths monthly allowance, on the ground that, as Mr Bickersteth is doing so well on his own account, he no longer requires pecuniary assistance.

Great Scott, Jeeves! This is awful!

Somewhat disturbing, sir.

I never expected anything like this!

I confess I scarcely anticipated the contingency myself, sir.

I suppose it bowled the poor blighter over absolutely?

Mr Bickersteth appeared somewhat taken aback, sir.

My heart bled for Bicky.

We must do something, Jeeves.

Yes, sir.

Can you think of anything?

Not at the moment, sir.

There must be something we can do.

It was a maxim of one of my former employers, sir – as I believe I mentioned to you once before – the present Lord Bridgworth, that there is always a way. No doubt we shall be able to discover some solution of Mr Bickersteths difficulty, sir.

Well, have a stab at it, Jeeves.

I will spare no pains, sir.

I went and dressed sadly. It will show you pretty well how pipped I was when I tell you that I as near as a toucher put on a white tie with a dinner-jacket. I sallied out for a bit of food, more to pass the time than because I wanted it. It seemed brutal to be wading into the bill of fare with poor old Bicky headed for the breadline.

When I got back old Chiswick had gone to bed, but Bicky was there, hunched up in an arm-chair, brooding pretty tensely, with a cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth and a more or less glassy stare in his eyes.

This is a bit thick, old thing – what! I said.

He picked up his glass and drained it feverishly, overlooking the fact that it hadnt anything in it.

Im done, Bertie! he said.

He had another go at the glass. It didnt seem to do him any good.

If only this had happened a week later, Bertie! My next months money was due to roll in on Saturday. I could have worked a wheeze Ive been reading about in the magazine advertisements. It seems that you can make a dashed amount of money if you can only collect a few dollars and start a chicken-farm. Jolly life, too, keeping hens! He had begun to get quite worked up at the thought of it, but he slopped back in his chair at this juncture with a good deal of gloom. But, of course, its no good, he said, because I havent the cash.

Youve only to say the word, you know, Bicky, old top.

Thanks awfully, Bertie, but Im not going to sponge on you.

Thats always the way in this world. The chappies youd like to lend money to wont let you, whereas the chappies you dont want to lend it to will do everything except actually stand you on your head and lift the specie out of your pockets. As a lad who has always rolled tolerably freely in the right stuff, Ive had lots of experience of the second class. Manys the time, back in London, Ive hurried along Piccadilly and felt the hot breath of the toucher on the back of my neck and heard his sharp, excited yapping as he closed in on me. Ive simply spent my life scattering largesse to blighters I didnt care a hang for; yet here was I now, dripping doubloons and pieces of eight and longing to hand them over, and Bicky, poor fish, absolutely on his uppers, not taking any at any price.

Well, theres only one hope then.

Whats that?

Jeeves.

Sir?

There was Jeeves, standing behind me, full of zeal. In this matter of shimmering into rooms the man is rummy to a degree. Youre sitting in the old arm-chair thinking of this and that, and then suddenly you look up, and there he is. He moves from point to point with as little uproar as a jelly-fish. The thing startled poor old Bicky considerably. He rose from his seat like a rocketing pheasant. Im used to Jeeves now, but often in the days when he first came to me Ive bitten my tongue freely on finding him unexpectedly in my midst.

Did you call, sir?

Oh, there you are, Jeeves!

Precisely, sir.

Any ideas, Jeeves?

Why, yes, sir. Since we had our recent conversation I fancy I have found what may prove a solution. I do not wish to appear to be taking a liberty, sir, but I think that we have overlooked His Graces potentialities as a source of revenue.

Bicky laughed what I have sometimes seen described as a hollow, mocking laugh, a sort of bitter cackle from the back of the throat, rather like a gargle.

I do not allude, sir, explained, Jeeves, to the possibility of inducing His Grace to part with money. I am taking the liberty of regarding His Grace in the light of an at present – if I may say so – useless property, which is capable of being developed.

Bicky looked at me in a helpless kind of way. Im bound to say I didnt get it myself.

Couldnt you make it a bit easier, Jeeves?

In a nutshell, sir, what I mean is this. His Grace is, in a sense, a prominent personage. The inhabitants of this country, as no doubt you are aware, sir, are peculiarly addicted to shaking hands with prominent personages. It occurred to me that Mr Bickersteth or yourself might know of persons who would be willing to pay a small fee – let us say two dollars or three – for the privilege of an introduction, including handshake, to His Grace.

Bicky didnt seem to think much of it.

Do you mean to say that anyone would be mug enough to part with solid cash just to shake hands with my uncle?

I have an aunt, sir, who paid five shillings to a young fellow for bringing a moving-picture actor to tea at her house one Sunday. It gave her social standing among the neighbours.

Bicky wavered.

If you think it could be done—

I feel convinced of it, sir.

What do you think, Bertie?

Im for it, old boy, absolutely. A very brainy wheeze.

Thank you, sir. Will there be anything further? Good night, sir.

And he flitted out, leaving us to discuss details.

Until we started this business of floating old Chiswick as a money-making proposition I had never realised what a perfectly foul time those Stock Exchange fellows must have when the public isnt biting freely. Nowadays I read that bit they put in the financial reports about The market opened quietly with a sympathetic eye, for, by Jove, it certainly opened quietly for us. Youd hardly believe how difficult it was to interest the public and make them take a flutter on the old boy. By the end of a week the only name we had on our list was a delicatessen-store keeper down in Bickys part of the town, and as he wanted us to take it out in sliced ham instead of cash that didnt help much. There was a gleam of light when the brother of Bickys pawnbroker offered ten dollars, money down, for an introduction to old Chiswick, but the deal fell through, owing to its turning out that the chap was an anarchist and intended to kick the old boy instead of shaking hands with him. At that, it took me the deuce of a time to persuade Bicky not to grab the cash and let things take their course. He seemed to regard the pawnbrokers brother rather as a sportsman and benefactor of his species than otherwise.

The whole thing, Im inclined to think, would have been off if it hadnt been for Jeeves. There is no doubt that Jeeves is in a class of his own. In the matter of brain and resource I dont think I have ever met a chappie so supremely like mother made. He trickled into my room one morning with the good old cup of tea, and intimated that there was something doing.

Might I speak to you with regard to that matter of His Grace, sir?

Its all off. Weve decided to chuck it.

Sir?

It wont work. We cant get anybody to come.

I fancy I can arrange that aspect of the matter, sir.

Do you mean to say youve managed to get anybody?

Yes, sir. Eighty-seven gentlemen from Birdsburg, sir.

I sat up in bed and spilt the tea.

Birdsburg?

Birdsburg, Missouri, sir.

How did you get them?

I happened last night, sir, as you had intimated that you would be absent from home, to attend a theatrical performance, and entered into conversation between the acts with the occupant of the adjoining seat. I had observed that he was wearing a somewhat ornate decoration in his buttonhole, sir – a large blue button with the words Boost for Birdsburg upon it in red letters, scarcely a judicious addition to a gentlemans evening costume. To my surprise I noticed that the auditorium was full of persons similarly decorated. I ventured to inquire the explanation, and was informed that these gentlemen, forming a party of eighty-seven, are a convention from a town of the name of Birdsburg in the State of Missouri. Their visit, I gathered, was purely of a social and pleasurable nature, and my informant spoke at some length of the entertainments arranged for their stay in the city. It was when he related with a considerable amount of satisfaction and pride that a deputation of their number had been introduced to and had shaken hands with a well-known prize-fighter that it occurred to me to broach the subject of His Grace. To make a long story short, sir, I have arranged, subject to your approval, that the entire convention shall be presented to His Grace to-morrow afternoon.

I was amazed.

Eighty-seven, Jeeves! At how much a head?

I was obliged to agree to a reduction for quantity, sir. The terms finally arrived at were one hundred and fifty dollars for the party.

I thought a bit.

Payable in advance?

No, sir. I endeavoured to obtain payment in advance, but was not successful.

Well, anyway, when we get it Ill make it up to five hundred. Bickyll never know. Do you suppose Mr Bickersteth would suspect anything, Jeeves, if I made it up to five hundred?

I fancy not, sir. Mr Bickersteth is an agreeable gentleman, but not bright.

All right, then. After breakfast run down to the bank and get me some money.

Yes, sir.

You know, youre a bit of a marvel, Jeeves.

Thank you, sir.

Right ho!

Very good, sir.

When I took dear old Bicky aside in the course of the morning and told him what had happened he nearly broke down. He tottered into the sitting-room and buttonholed old Chiswick, who was reading the comic section of the morning paper with a kind of grim resolution.

Uncle, he said, are you doing anything special to-morrow afternoon? I mean to say, Ive asked a few of my pals in to meet you, dont you know.

The old boy cocked a speculative eye at him.

There will be no reporters among them?

Reporters? Rather not. Why?

I refuse to be badgered by reporters. There were a number of adhesive young men who endeavoured to elicit from me my views on America while the boat was approaching the dock. I will not be subjected to this persecution again.

Thatll be absolutely all right, uncle. There wont be a newspaper man in the place.

In that case I shall be glad to make the acquaintance of your friends.

Youll shake hands with them, and so forth?

I shall naturally order my behaviour according to the accepted rules of civilised intercourse.

Bicky thanked him heartily and came off to lunch with me at the club, where he babbled freely of hens, incubators, and other rotten things.

After mature consideration we had decided to unleash the Birdsburg contingent on the old boy ten at a time. Jeeves brought his theatre pal round to see us, and we arranged the whole thing with him. A very decent chappie, but rather inclined to collar the conversation and turn it in the direction of his home-towns new water-supply system. We settled that, as an hour was about all he would be likely to stand, each gang should consider itself entitled to seven minutes of the dukes society by Jeevess stop-watch, and that when their time was up Jeeves should slide into the room and cough meaningly. Then we parted with what I believe are called mutual expressions of good-will, the Birdsburg chappie extending a cordial invitation to us all to pop out some day and take a look at the new water-supply system, for which we thanked him.

Next day the deputation rolled in. The first shift consisted of the cove we had met and nine others almost exactly like him in every respect. They all looked deuced keen and businesslike, as if from youth up they had been working in the office and catching the bosss eye and what not. They shook hands with the old boy with a good deal of apparent satisfaction – all except one chappie, who seemed to be brooding about something – and then they stood off and became chatty.

What message have you for Birdsburg, duke? asked our pal.

The old boy seemed a bit rattled.

I have never been to Birdsburg.

The chappie seemed pained.

You should pay it a visit, he said. The most rapidly-growing city in the country. Boost for Birdsburg!

Boost for Birdsburg! said the other chappies reverently.

The chappie who had been brooding suddenly gave tongue.

Say!

He was a stout sort of well-fed cove with one of those determined chins and a cold eye.

The assemblage looked at him.

As a matter of business, said the chappie – mind you, Im not questioning anybodys good faith, but, as a matter of strict business – I think this gentleman here ought to put himself on record before witnesses as stating that he really is a duke.

What do you mean, sir? cried the old boy, getting purple.

No offence, simply business. Im not saying anything, mind you, but theres one thing that seems kind of funny to me. This gentleman here says his names Mr Bickersteth, as I understand it. Well, if youre the Duke of Chiswick, why isnt he Lord Percy Something? Ive read English novels, and I know all about it.

This is monstrous!

Now dont get hot under the collar. Im only asking. Ive a right to know. Youre going to take our money, so its only fair that we should see that we get our moneys worth.

The water-supply cove chipped in:

Youre quite right, Simms. I overlooked that when making the agreement. You see, gentlemen, as business men weve a right to reasonable guarantees of good faith. We are paying Mr Bickersteth here a hundred and fifty dollars for this reception, and we naturally want to know—

Old Chiswick gave Bicky a searching look; then he turned to the water-supply chappie. He was frightfully calm.

I can assure you that I know nothing of this, he said quite politely. I should be grateful if you would explain.

Well, we arranged with Mr Bickersteth that eighty-seven citizens of Birdsburg should have the privilege of meeting and shaking hands with you for a financial consideration mutually arranged, and what my friend Simms here means – and Im with him – is that we have only Mr Bickersteths word for it – and he is a stranger to us – that you are the Duke of Chiswick at all.

Old Chiswick gulped.

Allow me to assure you, sir, he said in a rummy kind of voice, that I am the Duke of Chiswick.

Then thats all right, said the chappie heartily. That was all we wanted to know. Let the thing go on.

I am sorry to say, said old Chiswick, that it cannot go on. I am feeling a little tired. I fear I must ask to be excused.

But there are seventy-seven of the boys waiting round the corner at this moment, duke, to be introduced to you.

I fear I must disappoint them.

But in that case the deal would have to be off.

That is a matter for you and my nephew to discuss.

The chappie seemed troubled.

You really wont meet the rest of them?

No!

Well, then, I guess well be going.

They went out, and there was a pretty solid silence. Then old Chiswick turned to Bicky:

Well?

Bicky didnt seem to have anything to say.

Was it true what that man said?

Yes, uncle.

What do you mean by playing this trick?

Bicky seemed pretty well knocked out, so I put in a word:

I think youd better explain the whole thing, Bicky, old top.

Bickys adams-apple jumped about a bit; then he started.

You see, you had cut off my allowance, uncle, and I wanted a bit of money to start a chicken farm. I mean to say its an absolute cert if you once get a bit of capital. You buy a hen, and it lays an egg every day of the week, and you sell the eggs, say, seven for twenty-five cents. Keep of hen costs nothing. Profit practically—

What is all this nonsense about hens? You led me to suppose you were a substantial business man.

Old Bicky rather exaggerated, sir, I said, helping the chappie out. The fact is, the poor old lad is absolutely dependent on that remittance of yours, and when you cut it off, dont you know, he was pretty solidly in the soup, and had to think of some way of closing in on a bit of the ready pretty quick. Thats why we thought of this hand-shaking scheme.

Old Chiswick foamed at the mouth.

So you have lied to me! You have deliberately deceived me as to your financial status!

Poor old Bicky didnt want to go to that ranch, I explained. He doesnt like cows and horses, but he rather thinks he would be hot stuff among the hens. All he wants is a bit of capital. Dont you think it would be rather a wheeze if you were to—

After what has happened? After this – this deceit and foolery? Not a penny!

But—

Not a penny!

There was a respectful cough in the background.

If I might make a suggestion, sir?

Jeeves was standing on the horizon, looking devilish brainy.

Go ahead, Jeeves! I said.

I would merely suggest, sir, that if Mr Bickersteth is in need of a little ready money, and is at a loss to obtain it elsewhere, he might secure the sum he requires by describing the occurrences of this afternoon for the Sunday issue of one of the more spirited and enterprising newspapers.

By Jove! I said.

By George! said Bicky.

Great heavens! said old Chiswick.

Very good, sir, said Jeeves.

Bicky turned to old Chiswick with a gleaming eye.

Jeeves is right! Ill do it! The Chronicle would jump at it. They eat that sort of stuff.

Old Chiswick gave a kind of moaning howl.

I absolutely forbid you, Francis, to do this thing!

Thats all very well, said Bicky, wonderfully braced, but if I cant get the money any other way—

Wait! Er – wait, my boy! You are so impetuous! We might arrange something.

I wont go to that bally ranch.

No, no! No, no, my boy! I would not suggest it. I would not for a moment suggest it. I – I think— He seemed to have a bit of a struggle with himself. I – I think that, on the whole, it would be best if you returned with me to England. I – I might – in fact, I think I see my way to doing – to – I might be able to utilise your services in some secretarial position.

I shouldnt mind that.

I should not be able to offer you a salary, but, as you know, in English political life the unpaid secretary is a recognised figure—

The only figure Ill recognise, said Bicky firmly, is five hundred quid a year, paid quarterly.

My dear boy!

Absolutely!

But your recompense, my dear Francis, would consist in the unrivalled opportunities you would have, as my secretary, to gain experience, to accustom yourself to the intricacies of political life, to – in fact, you would be in an exceedingly advantageous position.

Five hundred a year! said Bicky, rolling it round his tongue. Why, that would be nothing to what I could make if I started a chicken farm. It stands to reason. Suppose you have a dozen hens. Each of the hens has a dozen chickens. After a bit the chickens grow up and have a dozen chickens each themselves, and then they all start laying eggs! Theres a fortune in it. You can get anything you like for eggs in America. Fellows keep them on ice for years and years, and dont sell them till they fetch about a dollar a whirl. You dont think Im going to chuck a future like this for anything under five hundred o goblins a year – what?

A look of anguish passed over old Chiswicks face, then he seemed to be resigned to it. Very well, my boy, he said.

What ho! said Bicky. All right, then

Jeeves, I said. Bicky had taken the old boy off to dinner to celebrate, and we were alone. Jeeves, this has been one of your best efforts.

Thank you, sir.

It beats me how you do it.

Yes, sir?

The only trouble is you havent got much out of it yourself.

I fancy Mr Bickersteth intends – I judge from his remarks – to signify his appreciation of anything I have been fortunate enough to do to assist him, at some later date when he is in a more favourable position to do so.

It isnt enough, Jeeves!

Sir?

It was a wrench, but I felt it was the only possible thing to be done.

Bring my shaving things.

A gleam of hope shone in the mans eye, mixed with doubt.

You mean, sir?

And shave off my moustache.

There was a moments silence. I could see the fellow was deeply moved.

Thank you very much indeed, sir, he said, in a low voice.


THE AUNT AND THE SLUGGARD
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NOW THAT ITS all over, I may as well admit that there was a time during the affair of Rockmetteller Todd when I thought that Jeeves was going to let me down. Silly of me, of course, knowing him as I do, but that is what I thought. It seemed to me that the man had the appearance of being baffled.

The Rocky Todd business broke loose early one morning in spring. I was in bed, restoring the physique with my usual nine hours of the dreamless, when the door flew open and somebody prodded me in the lower ribs and began to shake the bedclothes in an unpleasant manner. And after blinking a bit and generally pulling myself together, I located Rocky, and my first impression was that it must be some horrid dream.

Rocky, you see, lived down on Long Island somewhere, miles away from New York; and not only that, but he had told me himself more than once that he never got up before twelve, and seldom earlier than one. Constitutionally the laziest young devil in America, he had hit on a walk in life which enabled him to go the limit in that direction. He was a poet. At least, he wrote poems when he did anything; but most of his time, as far as I could make out, he spent in a sort of trance. He told me once that he could sit on a fence, watching a worm and wondering what on earth it was up to, for hours at a stretch.

He had his scheme of life worked out to a fine point. About once a month he would take three days writing a few poems; the other three hundred and twenty-nine days of the year he rested. I didnt know there was enough money in poetry to support a chappie, even in the way in which Rocky lived; but it seems that, if you stick to exhortations to young men to lead the strenuous life and dont shove in any rhymes, American editors fight for the stuff. Rocky showed me one of his things once. It began:

Be!

Be!

The past is dead,

To-morrow is not born.

Be to-day!

To-day!

Be with every nerve,

With every fibre,

With every drop of your red blood!

Be!

Be!

There were three more verses, and the thing was printed opposite the frontispiece of a magazine with a sort of scroll round it, and a picture in the middle of a fairly nude chappie with bulging muscles giving the rising sun the glad eye. Rocky said they gave him a hundred dollars for it, and he stayed in bed till four in the afternoon for over a month.

As regarded the future he was pretty solid, owing to the fact that he had a moneyed aunt tucked away somewhere in Illinois. Its a curious thing how many of my pals seem to have aunts and uncles who are their main source of supply. There is Bicky, for one with his uncle the Duke of Chiswick; Corky, who, until things went wrong, looked to Alexander Worple, the bird specialist, for sustenance. And I shall be telling you a story shortly of a dear old friend of mine, Oliver Sipperley, who had an aunt in Yorkshire. These things cannot be mere coincidence. They must be meant. What Im driving at is that Providence seems to look after the chumps of this world; and, personally, Im all for it. I suppose the fact is that, having been snootered from infancy upwards by my own aunts, I like to see that it is possible for these relatives to have a better and a softer side.

However, this is more or less of a side-track. Coming back to Rocky, what I was saying was that he had this aunt in Illinois; and, as he had been named Rockmetteller after her (which in itself, you might say, entitled him to substantial compensation) and was her only nephew, his position looked pretty sound. He told me that when he did come into the money he meant to do no work at all, except perhaps an occasional poem recommending the young man with life opening out before him with all its splendid possibilities to light a pipe and shove his feet up on the mantelpiece

And this was the man who was prodding me in the ribs in the grey dawn!

Read this, Bertie! babbled old Rocky.

I could just see that he was waving a letter or something equally foul in my face. Wake up and read this!

I cant read before Ive had my morning tea and a cigarette. I groped for the bell.

Jeeves came in, looking as fresh as a dewy violet. Its a mystery to me how he does it.

Tea, Jeeves.

Very good, sir.

I found that Rocky was surging round with his beastly letter again.

What is it? I said. What on earths the matter?

Read it!

I cant. I havent had my tea.

Well, listen then.

Whos it from?

My aunt.

At this point I fell asleep again. I woke to hear him saying:

So what on earth am I to do?

Jeeves flowed in with the tray, like some silent stream meandering over its mossy bed; and I saw daylight.

Read it again, Rocky, old top, I said. I want Jeeves to hear it. Mr Todds aunt has written him a rather rummy letter, Jeeves, and we want your advice.

Very good, sir.

He stood in the middle of the room, registering devotion to the cause, and Rocky started again:

My dear Rockmetteller,

I have been thinking things over for a long while, and I have come to the conclusion that I have been very thoughtless to wait so long before doing what I have made up my mind to do now.

What do you make of that, Jeeves?

It seems a little obscure at present, sir, but no doubt it becomes clearer at a later point in the communication.

Proceed, old scout, I said, champing my bread and butter.

You know how all my life I have longed to visit New York and see for myself the wonderful gay life of which I have read so much. I fear that now it will be impossible for me to fulfil my dream. I am old and worn out. I seem to have no strength left in me.

Sad, Jeeves, what?

Extremely, sir.

Sad nothing! said Rocky. Its sheer laziness. I went to see her last Christmas and she was bursting with health. Her doctor told me himself that there was nothing wrong with her whatever. But she will insist that shes a hopeless invalid, so he has to agree with her. Shes got a fixed idea that the trip to New York would kill her; so, though its been her ambition all her life to come here, she stays where she is.

Rather like the chappie whose heart was in the Highlands a-chasing of the deer, Jeeves?

The cases are in some respects parallel, sir.

Carry on, Rocky, dear boy.

So I have decided that, if I cannot enjoy all the marvels of the city myself, I can at least enjoy them through you. I suddenly thought of this yesterday after reading a beautiful poem in the Sunday paper about a young man who had longed all his life for a certain thing and won it in the end only when he was too old to enjoy it. It was very sad, and it touched me.

A thing, interpolated Rocky bitterly, that Ive not been able to do in ten years.

As you know, you will have my money when I am gone; but until now I have never been able to see my way to giving you an allowance. I have now decided to do so – on one condition. I have written to a firm of lawyers in New York, giving them instructions to pay you quite a substantial sum each month. My one condition is that you live in New York and enjoy yourself as I have always wished to do. I want you to be my representative, to spend this money for me as I should do myself. I want you to plunge into the gay, prismatic life of New York. I want you to be the life and soul of brilliant supper parties.

Above all, I want you – indeed, I insist on this – to write me letters at least once a week, giving me a full description of all you are doing and all that is going on in the city, so that I may enjoy at second-hand what my wretched health prevents my enjoying for myself. Remember that I shall expect full details, and that no detail is too trivial to interest

Your affectionate Aunt,

Isabel Rockmetteller.

What about it? said Rocky.

What about it? I said.

Yes. What on earth am I going to do?

It was only then that I really got on to the extremely rummy attitude of the chappie, in view of the fact that a quite unexpected mess of good cash had suddenly descended on him from a blue sky. To my mind it was an occasion for the beaming smile and the joyous whoop; yet here the man was, looking and talking as if Fate had swung on his solar plexus. It amazed me.

Arent you bucked? I said.

Bucked!

If I were in your place I should be frightfully braced. I consider this pretty soft for you.

He gave a kind of yelp, stared at me for a moment, and then began to talk of New York in a way that reminded me of Jimmy Mundy, the reformer bloke. Jimmy had just come to New York on a hit-the-trail campaign, and I had popped in at Madison Square Garden a couple of days before, for half an hour or so, to hear him. He had certainly told New York some pretty straight things about itself, having apparently taken a dislike to the place, but, by Jove, you know, dear old Rocky made him look like a publicity agent for the old metrop!

Pretty soft! he cried. To have to come and live in New York! To have to leave my little cottage and take a stuffy, smelly, overheated hole of an apartment in this Heaven-forsaken, festering Gehenna. To have to mix night after night with a mob who think that life is a sort of St. Vituss dance, and imagine that theyre having a good time because theyre making enough noise for six and drinking too much for ten. I loathe New York, Bertie. I wouldnt come near the place if I hadnt got to see editors occasionally. Theres a blight on it. Its got moral delirium tremens. Its the limit. The very thought of staying more than a day in it makes me sick. And you call this thing pretty soft for me!

I felt rather like Lots friends must have done when they dropped in for a quiet chat and their genial host began to criticise the Cities of the Plain. I had no idea old Rocky could be so eloquent.

It would kill me to have to live in New York, he went on. To have to share the air with six million people! To have to wear stiff collars and decent clothes all the time! To— He started. Good Lord! I suppose I should have to dress for dinner in the evenings. What a ghastly notion!

I was shocked, absolutely shocked.

My dear chap! I said, reproachfully.

Do you dress for dinner every night, Bertie?

Jeeves, I said coldly. How many suits of evening clothes have we?

We have three suits full of evening dress, sir; two dinner jackets—

Three.

For practical purposes two only, sir. If you remember, we cannot wear the third. We have also seven white waistcoats.

And shirts?

Four dozen, sir.

And white ties?

The first two shallow shelves in the chest of drawers are completely filled with our white ties, sir.

I turned to Rocky.

You see?

The chappie writhed like an electric fan.

I wont do it! I cant do it! Ill be hanged if Ill do it! How on earth can I dress up like that? Do you realise that most days I dont get out of my pyjamas till five in the afternoon, and then I just put on an old sweater?

I saw Jeeves wince, poor chap. This sort of revelation shocked his finest feelings.

Then, what are you going to do about it? I said.

Thats what I want to know.

You might write and explain to your aunt.

I might – if I wanted her to get round to her lawyers in two rapid leaps and cut me out of her will.

I saw his point.

What do you suggest, Jeeves? I said.

Jeeves cleared his throat respectfully.

The crux of the matter would appear to be, sir, that Mr Todd is obliged by the conditions under which the money is delivered into his possession to write Miss Rockmetteller long and detailed letters relating to his movements, and the only method by which this can be accomplished, if Mr Todd adheres to his expressed intention of remaining in the country, is for Mr Todd to induce some second party to gather the actual experiences which Miss Rockmetteller wishes reported to her, and to convey these to him in the shape of a careful report, on which it would be possible for him, with the aid of his imagination, to base the suggested correspondence.

Having got which off the old diaphragm, Jeeves was silent. Rocky looked at me in a helpless sort of way. He hasnt been brought up on Jeeves as I have, and he isnt on to his curves.

Could he put it a little clearer, Bertie? he said. I thought at the start it was going to make sense, but it kind of flickered. Whats the idea?

My dear old man, perfectly simple. I knew we could stand on Jeeves. All youve got to do is to get somebody to go round the town for you and take a few notes, and then you work the notes up into letters. Thats it, isnt it, Jeeves?

Precisely, sir.

The light of hope gleamed in Rockys eyes. He looked at Jeeves in a startled way, dazed by the mans vast intellect.

But who would do it? he said. It would have to be a pretty smart sort of man, a man who would notice things.

Jeeves! I said. Let Jeeves do it.

But would he?

You would do it, wouldnt you, Jeeves?

For the first time in our long connection I observed Jeeves almost smile. The corner of his mouth curved quite a quarter of an inch, and for a moment his eye ceased to look like a meditative fishs.

I should be delighted to oblige, sir. As a matter of fact, I have already visited some of New Yorks places of interest on my evening out, and it would be most enjoyable to make a practice of the pursuit.

Fine! I know exactly what your aunt wants to hear about, Rocky. She wants an earful of cabaret stuff. The place you ought to go to first, Jeeves, is Reigelheimers. Its on Forty-second Street. Anybody will show you the way.

Jeeves shook his head.

Pardon me, sir. People are no longer going to Reigelheimers. The place at the moment is Frolics on the Roof.

You see? I said to Rocky. Leave it to Jeeves. He knows.

It isnt often that you find an entire group of your fellow-humans happy in this world; but our little circle was certainly an example of the fact that it can be done. We were all full of beans. Everything went absolutely right from the start.

Jeeves was happy, partly because he loves to exercise his giant brain, and partly because he was having a corking time among the bright lights. I saw him one night at the Midnight Revels. He was sitting at a table on the edge of the dancing floor, doing himself remarkably well with a fat cigar. His face wore an expression of austere benevolence, and he was making notes in a small book.

As for the rest of us, I was feeling pretty good, because I was fond of old Rocky and glad to be able to do him a good turn. Rocky was perfectly contented, because he was still able to sit on fences in his pyjamas and watch worms. And, as for the aunt, she seemed tickled to death. She was getting Broadway at pretty long range, but it seemed to be hitting her just right. I read one of her letters to Rocky, and it was full of life.

But then Rockys letters, based on Jeevess notes, were enough to buck anybody up. It was rummy when you came to think of it. There was I, loving the life, while the mere mention of it gave Rocky a tired feeling; yet here is a letter I wrote home to a pal of mine in London:

Dear Freddie, –

Well, here I am in New York. Its not a bad place. Im not having a bad time. Everythings not bad. The cabarets arent bad. Dont know when I shall be back. Hows everybody? Cheerio! –

Yours,

Bertie.

P.S. – Seen old Ted lately?

Not that I cared about old Ted; but if I hadnt dragged him in I couldnt have got the confounded thing on to the second page.

Now heres old Rocky on exactly the same subject:

Dearest Aunt Isabel, –

How can I ever thank you enough for giving me the opportunity to live in this astounding city! New York seems more wonderful every day.

Fifth Avenue is at its best, of course, just now. The dresses are magnificent!

Wads of stuff about the dresses. I didnt know Jeeves was such an authority.

I was out with some of the crowd at the Midnight Revels the other night. We took in a show first, after a little dinner at a new place on Forty-third Street. We were quite a gay party. Georgie Cohan looked in about midnight and got off a good story about Willie Collier. Fred Stone could only stay a minute, but Doug Fairbanks did all sorts of stunts and made us roar. Ed Wynn was there, and Laurette Taylor showed up with a party. The show at the Revels is quite good. I am enclosing a programme.

Last night a few of us went round to Frolics on the Roof — 

And so on and so forth, yards of it. I suppose its the artistic temperament or something. What I mean is, its easier for a chappie whos used to writing poems and that sort of tosh to put a bit of a punch into a letter than it is for a fellow like me. Anyway, theres no doubt that Rockys correspondence was hot stuff. I called Jeeves in and congratulated him.

Jeeves, youre a wonder!

Thank you, sir.

How you notice everything at these places beats me. I couldnt tell you a thing about them, except that Ive had a good time.

Its just a knack, sir.

Well, Mr Todds letters ought to brace Miss Rockmetteller all right, what?

Undoubtedly, sir, agreed Jeeves.

And, by Jove, they did! They certainly did, by George! What I mean to say is, I was sitting in the apartment one afternoon, about a month after the thing had started, smoking a cigarette and resting the old bean, when the door opened and the voice of Jeeves burst the silence like a bomb.

It wasnt that he spoke loud. He has one of those soft, soothing voices that slide through the atmosphere like the note of a far-off sheep. It was what he said that made me leap like a young gazelle.

Miss Rockmetteller!

And in came a large, solid female.

The situation floored me. Im not denying it. Hamlet must have felt much as I did when his fathers ghost bobbed up in the fairway. Id come to look on Rockys aunt as such a permanency at her own home that it didnt seem possible that she could really be here in New York. I stared at her. Then I looked at Jeeves. He was standing there in an attitude of dignified detachment, the chump, when, if ever he should have been rallying round the young master, it was now.

Rockys aunt looked less like an invalid than anyone Ive ever seen, except my Aunt Agatha. She had a good deal of Aunt Agatha about her, as a matter of fact. She looked as if she might be deucedly dangerous if put upon; and something seemed to tell me that she would certainly regard herself as put upon if she ever found out the game which poor old Rocky had been pulling on her.

Good afternoon, I managed to say.

How do you do? she said. Mr Cohan?

Er – no.

Mr Fred Stone?

Not absolutely. As a matter of fact, my names Wooster – Bertie Wooster.

She seemed disappointed. The fine old name of Wooster appeared to mean nothing in her life.

Isnt Rockmetteller home? she said. Where is he?

She had me with the first shot. I couldnt think of anything to say. I couldnt tell her that Rocky was down in the country, watching worms.

There was the faintest flutter of sound in the background. It was the respectful cough with which Jeeves announces that he is about to speak without having been spoken to.

If you remember, sir, Mr Todd went out in the automobile with a party earlier in the afternoon.

So he did, Jeeves; so he did, I said, looking at my watch. Did he say when he would be back?

He gave me to understand, sir, that he would be somewhat late in returning.

He vanished; and the aunt took the chair which Id forgotten to offer her. She looked at me in rather a rummy way. It was a nasty look. It made me feel as if I were something the dog had brought in and intended to bury later on, when he had time. My own Aunt Agatha, back in England, has looked at me in exactly the same way many a time, and it never fails to make my spine curl.

You seem very much at home here, young man. Are you a great friend of Rockmettellers?

Oh, yes, rather!

She frowned as if she had expected better things of old Rocky.

Well, you need to be, she said, the way you treat his flat as your own!

I give you my word, this quite unforeseen slam simply robbed me of the power of speech. Id been looking on myself in the light of the dashing host, and suddenly to be treated as an intruder jarred me. It wasnt, mark you, as if she had spoken in a way to suggest that she considered my presence in the place as an ordinary social call. She obviously looked on me as a cross between a burglar and the plumbers man come to fix the leak in the bathroom. It hurt her – my being there.

At this juncture, with the conversation showing every sign of being about to die in awful agonies, an idea came to me. Tea – the good old stand-by.

Would you care for a cup of tea? I said.

Tea?

She spoke as if she had never heard of the stuff.

Nothing like a cup after a journey, I said. Bucks you up! Puts a bit of zip into you. What I mean is, restores you, and so on, dont you know. Ill go and tell Jeeves.

I tottered down the passage to Jeevess lair. The man was reading the evening paper as if he hadnt a care in the world.

Jeeves, I said, we want some tea.

Very good, sir.

I say, Jeeves, this is a bit thick, what?

I wanted sympathy, dont you know – sympathy and kindness. The old nerve centres had had the deuce of a shock.

Shes got the idea this place belongs to Mr Todd. What on earth put that into her head?

Jeeves filled the kettle with a restrained dignity.

No doubt because of Mr Todds letters, sir, he said. It was my suggestion, sir, if you remember, that they should be addressed from this apartment in order that Mr Todd should appear to possess a good central residence in the city.

I remembered. We had thought it a brainy scheme at the time.

Well, its dashed awkward, you know, Jeeves. She looks on me as an intruder. By Jove! I suppose she thinks Im someone who hangs about here, touching Mr Todd for free meals and borrowing his shirts.

Extremely probable, sir.

Its pretty rotten, you know.

Most disturbing, sir.

And theres another thing: What are we to do about Mr Todd? Weve got to get him up here as soon as ever we can. When you have brought the tea you had better go out and send him a telegram, telling him to come up by the next train.

I have already done so, sir. I took the liberty of writing the message and dispatching it by the lift attendant.

By Jove, you think of everything, Jeeves!

Thank you, sir. A little buttered toast with the tea? Just so, sir. Thank you.

I went back to the sitting-room. She hadnt moved an inch. She was still bolt upright on the edge of her chair, gripping her umbrella like a hammer-thrower. She gave me another of those looks as I came in. There was no doubt about it; for some reason she had taken a dislike to me. I suppose because I wasnt George M. Cohan. It was a bit hard on a chap.

This is a surprise, what? I said, after about five minutes restful silence, trying to crank the conversation up again.

What is a surprise?

Your coming here, dont you know, and so on.

She raised her eyebrows and drank me in a bit more through her glasses.

Why is it surprising that I should visit my only nephew? she said.

Oh, rather, I said. Of course! Certainly. What I mean is—

Jeeves projected himself into the room with the tea. I was jolly glad to see him. Theres nothing like having a bit of business arranged for one when one isnt certain of ones lines. With the teapot to fool about with I felt happier.

Tea, tea, tea – what? What? I said.

It wasnt what I had meant to say. My idea had been to be a good deal more formal, and so on. Still, it covered the situation. I poured her out a cup. She sipped it and put the cup down with a shudder.

Do you mean to say, young man, she said, frostily, that you expect me to drink this stuff?

Rather! Bucks you up, you know.

What do you mean by the expression Bucks you up?

Well, makes you full of beans, you know. Makes you fizz.

I dont understand a word you say. Youre English, arent you?

I admitted it. She didnt say a word. And she did it in a way that made it worse than if she had spoken for hours. Somehow it was brought home to me that she didnt like Englishmen, and that if she had had to meet an Englishman I was the one shed have chosen last.

Conversation languished once more after that.

Then I tried again. I was becoming more convinced every moment that you cant make a real lively salon with a couple of people, especially if one of them lets it go a word at a time.

Are you comfortable at your hotel? I said.

At which hotel?

The hotel youre staying at.

I am not staying at an hotel.

Stopping with friends – what?

I am naturally stopping with my nephew.

I didnt get it for the moment; then it hit me.

What! Here? I gurgled.

Certainly! Where else should I go?

The full horror of the situation rolled over me like a wave. I couldnt see what on earth I was to do. I couldnt explain that this wasnt Rockys flat without giving the poor old chap away hopelessly, because she would then ask me where he did live, and then he would be right in the soup. I was trying to recover from the shock when she spoke again.

Will you kindly tell my nephews manservant to prepare my room? I wish to lie down.

Your nephews manservant?

The man you call Jeeves. If Rockmetteller has gone for an automobile ride there is no need for you to wait for him. He will naturally wish to be alone with me when he returns.

I found myself tottering out of the room. The thing was too much for me. I crept into Jeevess den.

Jeeves! I whispered.

Sir?

Mix me a b.-and-s., Jeeves. I feel weak.

Very good, sir.

This is getting thicker every minute, Jeeves.

Sir?

She thinks youre Mr Todds man. She thinks the whole place is his, and everything in it. I dont see what youre to do, except stay on and keep it up. We cant say anything or shell get on to the whole thing, and I dont want to let Mr Todd down. By the way, Jeeves, she wants you to prepare her bed.

He looked wounded.

It is hardly my place, sir—

I know – I know. But do it as a personal favour to me. If you come to that, its hardly my place to be flung out of the flat like this and have to go to an hotel, what?

Is it your intention to go to an hotel, sir? What will you do for clothes?

Good Lord! I hadnt thought of that. Can you put a few things in a bag when she isnt looking, and sneak them down to me at the St. Aurea?

I will endeavour to do so, sir.

Well, I dont think theres anything more, is there? Tell Mr Todd where I am when he gets here.

Very good, sir.

I looked round the place. The moment of parting had come. I felt sad. The whole thing reminded me of one of those melodramas where they drive chappies out of the old homestead into the snow.

Good-bye, Jeeves, I said.

Good-bye, sir.

And I staggered out.

You know, I rather think I agree with those poet-and-philosopher Johnnies who insist that a fellow ought to be devilish pleased if he has a bit of trouble. All that stuff about being refined by suffering, you know. Suffering does give a chap a sort of broader and more sympathetic outlook. It helps you to understand other peoples misfortunes if youve been through the same thing yourself.

As I stood in my lonely bedroom at the hotel, trying to tie my white tie myself, it struck me for the first time that there must be whole squads of chappies in the world who had to get along without a man to look after them. Id always thought of Jeeves as a kind of natural phenomenon; but, by Jove! of course, when you come to think of it, there must be quite a lot of fellows who have to press their own clothes themselves, and havent got anybody to bring them tea in the morning, and so on. It was rather a solemn thought, dont you know. I mean to say, ever since then Ive been able to appreciate the frightful privations the poor have to stick.

I got dressed somehow. Jeeves hadnt forgotten a thing in his packing. Everything was there, down to the final stud. Im not sure this didnt make me feel worse. It kind of deepened the pathos. It was like what somebody or other wrote about the touch of a vanished hand.

I had a bit of dinner somewhere and went to a show of some kind; but nothing seemed to make any difference. I simply hadnt the heart to go on to supper anywhere. I just went straight up to bed. I dont know when Ive felt so rotten. Somehow I found myself moving about the room softly, as if there had been a death in the family. If I had had anybody to talk to I should have talked in a whisper; in fact, when the telephone-bell rang I answered in such a sad, hushed voice that the fellow at the other end of the wire said Hallo! five times, thinking he hadnt got me.

It was Rocky. The poor old scout was deeply agitated.

Bertie! Is that you, Bertie? Oh, gosh! Im having a time!

Where are you speaking from?

The Midnight Revels. Weve been here an hour, and I think were a fixture for the night. Ive told Aunt Isabel Ive gone out to call up a friend to join us. Shes glued to a chair, with this-is-the-life written all over her, taking it in through the pores. She loves it, and Im nearly crazy.

Tell me all, old top, I said.

A little more of this, he said, and I shall sneak quietly off to the river and end it all. Do you mean to say you go through this sort of thing every night, Bertie, and enjoy it? Its simply infernal! I was just snatching a wink of sleep behind the bill of fare just now when about a million yelling girls swooped down, with toy balloons. There are two orchestras here, each trying to see if it cant play louder than the other. Im a mental and physical wreck. When your telegram arrived I was just lying down for a quiet pipe, with a sense of absolute peace stealing over me. I had to get dressed and sprint two miles to catch the train. It nearly gave me heart-failure; and on top of that I almost got brain fever inventing lies to tell Aunt Isabel. And then I had to cram myself into these confounded evening clothes of yours.

I gave a sharp wail of agony. It hadnt struck me till then that Rocky was depending on my wardrobe to see him through.

Youll ruin them!

I hope so, said Rocky in the most unpleasant way. His troubles seemed to have had the worst effect on his character. I should like to get back at them somehow; theyve given me a bad enough time. Theyre about three sizes too small, and somethings apt to give at any moment. I wish to goodness it would, and give me a chance to breathe. I havent breathed since half-past seven. Thank heaven, Jeeves managed to get out and buy me a collar that fitted, or I should be a strangled corpse by now! It was touch and go till the stud broke. Bertie, this is pure Hades! Aunt Isabel keeps on urging me to dance. How on earth can I dance when I dont know a soul to dance with? And how the deuce could I, even if I knew every girl in the place? Its taking big chances even to move in these trousers. I had to tell her Ive hurt my ankle. She keeps asking me when Cohan and Stone are going to turn up; and its simply a question of time before she discovers that Stone is sitting two tables away. Somethings got to be done, Bertie! Youve got to think up some way of getting me out of this mess. It was you who got me into it.

Me! What do you mean?

Well, Jeeves, then. Its all the same. It was you who suggested leaving it to Jeeves. It was those letters I wrote from his notes that did the mischief. I made them too good. My aunts just been telling me about it. She says she had resigned herself to ending her life where she was, and then my letters began to arrive, describing the joys of New York; and they stimulated her to such an extent that she pulled herself together and made the trip. She seems to think shes had some miraculous kind of faith cure. I tell you I cant stand it, Bertie! Its got to end!

Cant Jeeves think of anything?

No. He just hangs round, saying: Most disturbing, sir! A fat lot of help that is!

Well, old lad, I said, after all, its far worse for me than it is for you. Youve got a comfortable home and Jeeves. And youre saving a lot of money.

Saving money? What do you mean – saving money?

Why, the allowance your aunt was giving you. I suppose shes paying all the expenses now, isnt she?

Certainly she is; but shes stopped the allowance. She wrote the lawyers to-night. She says that, now shes in New York, there is no necessity for it to go on, as we shall always be together, and its simpler for her to look after that end of it. I tell you, Bertie, Ive examined the darned cloud with a miscroscope, and if its got a silver lining its some little dissembler!

But, Rocky, old top, its too bally awful! Youve no notion of what Im going through in this beastly hotel, without Jeeves. I must get back to the flat.

Dont come near the flat!

But its my own flat.

I cant help that. Aunt Isabel doesnt like you. She asked me what you did for a living. And when I told her you didnt do anything she said she thought as much, and that you were a typical specimen of a useless and decaying aristocracy. So if you think you have made a hit, forget it. Now I must be going back, or shell be coming out here after me. Good-bye.

Next morning Jeeves came round. It was all so home-like when he floated noiselessly into the room that I nearly broke down.

Good morning, sir, he said. I have brought a few more of your personal belongings.

He began to unstrap the suit-case he was carrying.

Did you have any trouble sneaking them away?

It was not easy, sir. I had to watch my chance. Miss Rockmetteller is a remarkably alert lady.

You know, Jeeves, say what you like – this is a bit thick, isnt it?

The situation is certainly one that has never before come under my notice, sir. I have brought the heather-mixture suit, as the climatic conditions are congenial. To-morrow, if not prevented, I will endeavour to add the brown lounge with the faint green twill.

It cant go on – this sort of thing – Jeeves.

We must hope for the best, sir.

Cant you think of anything to do?

I have been giving the matter considerable thought, sir, but so far without success. I am placing three silk shirts – the dove-coloured, the light blue, and the mauve – in the first long drawer, sir.

You dont mean to say you cant think of anything Jeeves?

For the moment, sir, no. You will find a dozen handkerchiefs and the tan socks in the upper drawer on the left. He strapped the suit-case and put it on a chair. A curious lady, Miss Rockmetteller, sir.

You understate it, Jeeves.

He gazed meditatively out of the window.

In many ways, sir, Miss Rockmetteller reminds me of an aunt of mine who resides in the south-east portion of London. Their temperaments are much alike. My aunt has the same taste for the pleasures of the great city. It is a passion with her to ride in taxi-cabs, sir. Whenever the family take their eyes off her she escapes from the house and spends the day riding about in cabs. On several occasions she has broken into the childrens savings bank to secure the means to enable her to gratify this desire.

I love to have these little chats with you about your female relatives, Jeeves, I said coldly, for I felt that the man had let me down, and I was fed up with him. But I dont see what all this has got to do with my trouble.

I beg your pardon, sir. I am leaving a small assortment of our neckties on the mantelpiece, sir for you to select according to your preference. I should recommend the blue with the red domino pattern, sir.

Then he streamed imperceptibly toward the door and flowed silently out.

Ive often heard that fellows after some great shock or loss, have a habit, after theyve been on the floor for a while wondering what hit them, of picking themselves up and piecing themselves together, and sort of taking a whirl at beginning a new life. Time, the great healer, and Nature adjusting itself and so on and so forth. Theres a lot in it. I know, because in my own case, after a day or two of what you might call prostration, I began to recover. The frightful loss of Jeeves made any thought of pleasure more or less a mockery, but at least I found that I was able to have a dash at enjoying life again. What I mean is, I braced up to the extent of going round the cabarets once more, so as to try to forget, if only for the moment.

New Yorks a small place when it comes to the part of it that wakes up just as the rest is going to bed, and it wasnt long before my tracks began to cross old Rockys. I saw him once at Peales, and again at Frolics on the Roof. There wasnt anybody with him either time except the aunt, and, though he was trying to look as if he had struck the ideal life, it wasnt difficult for me, knowing the circumstances, to see that beneath the mask the poor chap was suffering. My heart bled for the fellow. At least, what there was of it that wasnt bleeding for myself bled for him. He had the air of one who was about to crack under the strain.

It seemed to me that the aunt was looking slightly upset also. I took it that she was beginning to wonder when the celebrities were going to surge round, and what had suddenly become of all those wild, careless spirits Rocky used to mix with in his letters. I didnt blame her. I had only read a couple of his letters, but they certainly gave the impression that poor old Rocky was by way of being the hub of New York night life, and that, if by any chance he failed to show up at a cabaret, the management said, Whats the use? and put up the shutters.

The next two nights I didnt come across them, but the night after that I was sitting by myself at the Maison Pierre when somebody tapped me on the shoulder-blade, and I found Rocky standing beside me, with a sort of mixed expression of wistfulness and apoplexy on his face. How the man had contrived to wear my evening clothes so many times without disaster was a mystery to me. He confided later that early in the proceedings he had slit the waist-coat up the back and that that had helped a lot.

For a moment I had the idea that he had managed to get away from his aunt for the evening; but, looking past him, I saw that she was in again. She was at a table over by the wall, looking at me as if I were something the management ought to be complained to about.

Bertie, old scout, said Rocky, in a quiet, sort of crushed voice, weve always been pals, havent we? I mean, you know Id do you a good turn if you asked me.

My dear old lad, I said. The man had moved me.

Then, for Heavens sake, come over and sit at our table for the rest of the evening.

Well, you know, there are limits to the sacred claims of friendship.

My dear chap, I said, you know Id do anything in reason; but—

You must come, Bertie. Youve got to. Somethings got to be done to divert her mind. Shes brooding about something. Shes been like that for the last two days. I think shes beginning to suspect. She cant understand why we never seem to meet anyone I know at these joints. A few nights ago I happened to run into two newspaper men I used to know fairly well. That kept me going for a while. I introduced them to Aunt Isabel as David Belasco and Jim Corbett, and it went well. But the effect has worn off now, and shes beginning to wonder again. Somethings got to be done, or she will find out everything, and if she does Id take a nickel for my chance of getting a cent from her later on. So, for the love of Mike, come across to our table and help things along.

I went along. One has to rally round a pal in distress. Aunt Isabel was sitting bolt upright, as usual. It certainly did seem as if she had lost a bit of the zest with which she had started out to explore Broadway. She looked as if she had been thinking a good deal about rather unpleasant things.

Youve met Bertie Wooster, Aunt Isabel? said Rocky.

I have.

Take a seat, Bertie, said Rocky.

And so the merry party began. It was one of those jolly, happy, bread-crumbling parties where you cough twice before you speak, and then decide not to say it after all. After we had had an hour of this wild dissipation, Aunt Isabel said she wanted to go home. In the light of what Rocky had been telling me, this struck me as sinister. I had gathered that at the beginning of her visit she had had to be dragged home with ropes.

It must have hit Rocky the same way, for he gave me a pleading look.

Youll come along, wont you, Bertie, and have a drink at the flat?

I had a feeling that this wasnt in the contract, but there wasnt anything to be done. It seemed brutal to leave the poor chap alone with the woman, so I went along.

Right from the start, from the moment we stepped into the taxi, the feeling began to grow that something was about to break loose. A massive silence prevailed in the corner where the aunt sat, and, though Rocky, balancing himself on the little seat in front, did his best to supply dialogue, we werent a chatty party.

I had a glimpse of Jeeves as we went into the flat, sitting in his lair, and I wished I could have called to him to rally round. Something told me that I was about to need him.

The stuff was on the table in the sitting-room. Rocky took up the decanter.

Say when, Bertie.

Stop! barked the aunt, and he dropped it.

I caught Rockys eye as he stooped to pick up the ruins. It was the eye of one who sees it coming.

Leave it there, Rockmetteller! said Aunt Isabel; and Rocky left it there.

The time has come to speak, she said. I cannot stand idly by and see a young man going to perdition!

Poor old Rocky gave a sort of gurgle, a kind of sound rather like the whisky had made running out of the decanter on to my carpet.

Eh? he said, blinking.

The aunt proceeded.

The fault, she said, was mine. I had not then seen the light. But now my eyes are open. I see the hideous mistake I have made. I shudder at the thought of the wrong I did you, Rockmetteller, by urging you into contact with this wicked city.

I saw Rocky grope feebly for the table. His fingers touched it, and a look of relief came into the poor chappies face. I understood his feelings.

But when I wrote you that letter, Rockmetteller, instructing you to go to the city and live its life, I had not had the privilege of hearing Mr Mundy speak on the subject of New York.

Jimmy Mundy! I cried.

You know how it is sometimes when everything seems all mixed up and you suddenly get a clue. When she mentioned Jimmy Mundy I began to understand more or less what had happened. Id seen it happen before. I remember, back in England, the man I had before Jeeves sneaked off to a meeting on his evening out and came back and denounced me in front of a crowd of chappies I was giving a bit of supper to as a useless blot on the fabric of Society.

The aunt gave me a withering up and down.

Yes; Jimmy Mundy! she said. I am surprised at a man of your stamp having heard of him. There is no music, there are no drunken, dancing men, no shameless, flaunting women at his meetings; so for you they would have no attraction. But for others, less dead in sin, he has his message. He has come to save New York from itself; to force it – in his picturesque phrase – to hit the trail. It was three days ago, Rockmetteller, that I first heard him. It was an accident that took me to his meeting. How often in this life a mere accident may shape our whole future!

You had been called away by that telephone message from Mr Belasco; so you could not take me to the Hippodrome, as we had arranged. I asked your man-servant, Jeeves, to take me there. The man has very little intelligence. He seems to have misunderstood me. I am thankful that he did. He took me to what I subsequently learned was Madison Square Garden, where Mr Mundy is holding his meetings. He escorted me to a seat and then left me. And it was not till the meeting had begun that I discovered the mistake which had been made. My seat was in the middle of a row. I could not leave without inconveniencing a great many people, so I remained.

She gulped.

Rockmetteller, I have never been so thankful for anything else. Mr Mundy was wonderful! He was like some prophet of old, scourging the sins of the people. He leaped about in a frenzy of inspiration till I feared he would do himself an injury. Sometimes he expressed himself in a somewhat odd manner, but every word carried conviction. He showed me New York in its true colours. He showed me the vanity and wickedness of sitting in gilded haunts of vice, eating lobster when decent people should be in bed.

He said that the tango and the fox-trot were devices of the devil to drag people down into the Bottomless Pit. He said that there was more sin in ten minutes with a negro banjo orchestra than in all the ancient revels of Nineveh and Babylon. And when he stood on one leg and pointed right at where I was sitting and shouted This means you! I could have sunk through the floor. I came away a changed woman. Surely you must have noticed the change in me, Rockmetteller? You must have seen that I was no longer the careless, thoughtless person who had urged you to dance in those places of wickedness?

Rocky was holding on to the table as if it was his only friend.

Y-yes, he stammered; I – I thought something was wrong.

Wrong? Something was right! Everything was right! Rockmetteller, it is not too late for you to be saved. You have only sipped of the evil cup. You have not drained it. It will be hard at first, but you will find that you can do it if you fight with a stout heart against the glamour and fascination of this dreadful city. Wont you, for my sake, try, Rockmetteller? Wont you go to the country to-morrow and begin the struggle? Little by little, if you use your will—

I cant help thinking it must have been that word will that roused dear old Rocky like a trumpet call. It must have brought home to him the realisation that a miracle had come off and saved him from being cut out of Aunt Isabels. At any rate, as she said it he perked up, let go of the table, and faced her with gleaming eyes.

Do you want me to go to the country, Aunt Isabel?

Yes.

To live in the country?

Yes, Rockmetteller.

Stay in the country all the time? Never come to New York?

Yes, Rockmetteller; I mean just that. It is the only way. Only there can you be safe from temptation. Will you do it, Rockmetteller? Will you – for my sake?

Rocky grabbed the table again. He seemed to draw a lot of encouragement from that table.

I will! he said.

Jeeves, I said. It was next day, and I was back in the old flat, lying in the old arm-chair, with my feet upon the good old table. I had just come from seeing dear old Rocky off to his country cottage, and an hour before he had seen his aunt off to whatever hamlet it was that she was the curse of; so we were alone at last. Jeeves, theres no place like home – what?

Very true, sir.

The jolly old roof-tree, and all that sort of thing – what?

Precisely, sir.

I lit another cigarette.

Jeeves.

Sir?

Do you know, at one point in the business I really thought you were baffled.

Indeed, sir?

When did you get the idea of taking Miss Rockmetteller to the meeting? It was pure genius!

Thank you, sir. It came to me a little suddenly, one morning when I was thinking of my aunt, sir.

Your aunt? The hansom cab one?

Yes, sir. I recollected that, whenever we observed one of her attacks coming on, we used to send for the clergyman of the parish. We always found that if he talked to her a while of higher things it diverted her mind from hansom cabs. It occurred to me that the same treatment might prove efficacious in the case of Miss Rockmetteller.

I was stunned by the mans resource.

Its brain, I said; pure brain! What do you do to get like that, Jeeves? I believe you must eat a lot of fish, or something. Do you eat a lot of fish, Jeeves?

No, sir.

Oh, well, then, its just a gift, I take it; and if you arent born that way theres no use worrying.

Precisely, sir, said Jeeves. If I might make the suggestion, sir, I should not continue to wear your present tie. The green shade gives you a slightly bilious air. I should strongly advocate the blue with the red domino pattern instead, sir.

All right, Jeeves, I said humbly. You know!


THE RUMMY AFFAIR OF OLD BIFFY
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JEEVES, I SAID, emerging from the old tub, rally round.

Yes, sir.

I beamed on the man with no little geniality. I was putting in a week or two in Paris at the moment, and theres something about Paris that always makes me feel fairly full of espièglerie and joie de vivre.

Lay out our gents medium-smart raiment, suitable for Bohemian revels, I said. I am lunching with an artist bloke on the other side of the river.

Very good, sir.

And if anybody calls for me, Jeeves, say that I shall be back towards the quiet evenfall.

Yes, sir. Mr Biffen rang up on the telephone while you were in your bath.

Mr Biffen? Good heavens!

Amazing how ones always running across fellows in foreign cities – coves, I mean, whom you havent seen for ages and would have betted werent anywhere in the neighbourhood. Paris was the last place where I should have expected to find old Biffy popping up. There was a time when he and I had been lads about town together, lunching and dining together practically every day; but some eighteen months back his old godmother had died and left him that place in Herefordshire, and he had retired there to wear gaiters and prod cows in the ribs and generally be the country gentleman and landed proprietor. Since then I had hardly seen him.

Old Biffy in Paris? Whats he doing here?

He did not confide in me, sir, said Jeeves – a trifle frostily, I thought. It sounded somehow as if he didnt like Biffy. And yet they had always been matey enough in the old days.

Wheres he staying?

At the Hotel Avenida, Rue du Colisée, sir. He informed me that he was about to take a walk and would call this afternoon.

Well, if he comes when Im out, tell him to wait. And now, Jeeves, mes gants, mon chapeau, et le whangee de monsieur. I must be popping.

It was such a corking day and I had so much time in hand that near the Sorbonne I stopped my cab, deciding to walk the rest of the way. And I had hardly gone three steps and a half when there on the pavement before me stood old Biffy in person. If I had completed the last step I should have rammed him.

Biffy! I cried. Well, well, well!

He peered at me in a blinking kind of way, rather like one of his Herefordshire cows prodded unexpectedly while lunching.

Bertie! he gurgled, in a devout sort of tone. Thank God! He clutched my arm. Dont leave me, Bertie. Im lost.

What do you mean, lost?

I came out for a walk and suddenly discovered after a mile or two that I didnt know where on earth I was. Ive been wandering round in circles for hours.

Why didnt you ask the way?

I cant speak a word of French.

Well, why didnt you call a taxi?

I suddenly discovered Id left all my money at my hotel.

You could have taken a cab and paid it when you got to the hotel.

Yes, but I suddenly discovered, dash it, that Id forgotten its name.

And there in a nutshell you have Charles Edward Biffen. As vague and woollen-headed a blighter as ever bit a sandwich. Goodness knows – and my Aunt Agatha will bear me out in this – Im no mastermind myself; but compared with Biffy Im one of the great thinkers of all time.

Id give a shilling, said Biffy wistfully, to know the name of that hotel.

You can owe it me. Hotel Avenida, Rue du Colisée.

Bertie! This is uncanny. How the deuce did you know?

That was the address you left with Jeeves this morning.

So it was. I had forgotten.

Well, come along and have a drink, and then Ill put you in a cab and send you home. Im engaged for lunch, but Ive plenty of time.

We drifted to one of the eleven cafés which jostled each other along the street and I ordered restoratives.

What on earth are you doing in Paris? I asked.

Bertie, old man, said Biffy solemnly, I came here to try and forget.

Well, youve certainly succeeded.

You dont understand. The fact is, Bertie, old lad, my heart is broken. Ill tell you the whole story.

No, I say! I protested. But he was off.

Last year, said Biffy, I buzzed over to Canada to do a bit of salmon fishing.

I ordered another. If this was going to be a fish-story, I needed stimulants.

On the liner going to New York I met a girl. Biffy made a sort of curious gulping noise not unlike a bulldog trying to swallow half a cutlet in a hurry so as to be ready for the other half. Bertie, old man, I cant describe her. I simply cant describe her.

This was all to the good.

She was wonderful! We used to walk on the boat-deck after dinner. She was on the stage. At least, sort of.

How do you mean, sort of?

Well, she had posed for artists and been a mannequin in a big dressmakers and all that sort of thing, dont you know. Anyway, she had saved up a few pounds and was on her way to see if she could get a job in New York. She told me all about herself. Her father ran a milk-walk in Clapham. Or it may have been Crickle-wood. At least, it was either a milk-walk or a boot-shop.

Easily confused.

What Im trying to make you understand, said Biffy, is that she came of good, sturdy, respectable middle-class stock. Nothing flashy about her. The sort of wife any man might have been proud of.

Well, whose wife was she?

Nobodys. Thats the whole point of the story. I wanted her to be mine, and I lost her.

Had a quarrel, you mean?

No, I dont mean we had a quarrel. I mean I literally lost her. The last I ever saw of her was in the Customs sheds at New York. We were behind a pile of trunks, and I had just asked her to be my wife, and she had just said she would and everything was perfectly splendid, when a most offensive blighter in a peaked cap came up to talk about some cigarettes which he had found at the bottom of my trunk and which I had forgotten to declare. It was getting pretty late by then, for we hadnt docked till about ten-thirty, so I told Mabel to go on to her hotel and I would come round next day and take her to lunch. And since then I havent set eyes on her.

You mean she wasnt at the hotel?

Probably she was. But—

You dont mean you never turned up?

Bertie, old man, said Biffy, in an overwrought kind of way, for Heavens sake dont keep trying to tell me what I mean and what I dont mean! Let me tell this my own way, or I shall get all mixed up and have to go back to the beginning.

Tell it your own way, I said hastily.

Well, then, to put it in a word, Bertie, I forgot the name of the hotel. By the time Id done half an hours heavy explaining about those cigarettes my mind was a blank. I had an idea I had written the name down somewhere, but I couldnt have done, for it wasnt on any of the papers in my pocket. No, it was no good. She was gone.

Why didnt you make inquiries?

Well, the fact is, Bertie, I had forgotten her name.

Oh, no, dash it! I said. This seemed a bit too thick even for Biffy. How could you forget her name? Besides, you told it me a moment ago. Muriel or something.

Mabel, corrected Biffy coldly. It was her surname Id forgotten. So I gave it up and went to Canada.

But half a second, I said. You must have told her your name. I mean, if you couldnt trace her, she could trace you.

Exactly. Thats what makes it all seem so infernally hopeless. She knows my name and where I live and everything, but I havent heard a word from her. I suppose, when I didnt turn up at the hotel, she took it that that was my way of hinting delicately that I had changed my mind and wanted to call the thing off.

I suppose so, I said. There didnt seem anything else to suppose. Well, the only thing to do is to whizz around and try to heal the wound, what? How about dinner to-night, winding up at the Abbaye or one of those places?

Biffy shook his head

It wouldnt be any good. Ive tried it. Besides, Im leaving on the four oclock train. I have a dinner engagement to-morrow with a man whos nibbling at that house of mine in Herefordshire.

Oh, are you trying to sell that place? I thought you liked it.

I did. But the idea of going on living in that great, lonely barn of a house after what has happened appals me, Bertie. So when Sir Roderick Glossop came along—

Sir Roderick Glossop! You dont mean the loony-doctor?

The great nerve specialist, yes. Why, do you know him?

It was a warm day, but I shivered.

I was engaged to his daughter for a week or two, I said, in a hushed voice. The memory of that narrow squeak always made me feel faint.

Has he a daughter? said Biffy absently.

He has. Let me tell you all about—

Not just now, old man, said Biffy, getting up. I ought to be going back to my hotel to see about my packing.

Which, after I had listened to his story, struck me as pretty low-down. However, the longer you live, the more you realise that the good old sporting spirit of give-and-take has practically died out in our midst. So I boosted him into a cab and went off to lunch.

It cant have been more than ten days after this that I received a nasty shock while getting outside my morning tea and toast. The English papers had arrived, and Jeeves was just drifting out of the room after depositing The Times by my bed-side, when, as I idly turned the pages in search of the sporting section, a paragraph leaped out and hit me squarely in the eyeball.

As follows:-

FORTHCOMING MARRIAGES

MR C. E. BIFFEN AND MISS GLOSSOP

The engagement is announced between Charles Edward, only son of the late Mr E. C. Biffen, and Mrs. Biffen, of 11, Penslow Square, Mayfair, and Honoria Jane Louise, only daughter of Sir Roderick and Lady Glossop, of 6b, Harley Street, W.

Great Scott! I exclaimed.

Sir? said Jeeves, turning at the door.

Jeeves, you remember Miss Glossop?

Very vividly, sir.

Shes engaged to Mr Biffen!

Indeed, sir? said Jeeves. And, with not another word, he slid out. The blighters calm amazed and shocked me. It seemed to indicate that there must be a horrible streak of callousness in him. I mean to say, it wasnt as if he didnt know Honoria Glossop.

I read the paragraph again. A peculiar feeling it gave me. I dont know if you have ever experienced the sensation of seeing the announcement of the engagement of a pal of yours to a girl whom you were only saved from marrying yourself by the skin of your teeth. It induces a sort of – well, its difficult to describe it exactly; but I should imagine a fellow would feel much the same if he happened to be strolling through the jungle with a boyhood chum and met a tigress or a jaguar, or what not, and managed to shin up a tree and looked down and saw the friend of his youth vanishing into the undergrowth in the animals slavering jaws. A sort of profound, prayerful relief, if you know what I mean, blended at the same time with a pang of pity. What Im driving at is that, thankful as I was that I hadnt had to marry Honoria myself, I was sorry to see a real good chap like old Biffy copping it. I sucked down a spot of tea and began to brood over the business.

Of course, there are probably fellows in the world – tough, hardy blokes with strong chins and glittering eyes – who could get engaged to this Glossop menace and like it but I knew perfectly well that Biffy was not one of them. Honoria, you see, is one of those robust, dynamic girls with the muscles of a welter-weight and a laugh like a squadron of cavalry charging over a tin bridge. A beastly thing to have to face over the breakfast table. Brainy, moreover. The sort of girl who reduces you to pulp with sixteen sets of tennis and a few rounds of golf and then comes down to dinner as fresh as a daisy, expecting you to take an intelligent interest in Freud. If I had been engaged to her another week, her old father would have had one more patient on his books; and Biffy is much the same quiet sort of peaceful, inoffensive bird as me. I was shocked, I tell you, shocked.

And, as I was saying, the thing that shocked me most was Jeevess frightful lack of proper emotion. The man happening to float in at this juncture, I gave him one more chance to show some human sympathy.

You got the name correctly, didnt you, Jeeves? I said. Mr Biffen is going to marry Honoria Glossop, the daughter of the old boy with the egg-like head and the eyebrows.

Yes, sir. Which suit would you wish me to lay out this morning?

And this, mark you, from the man who, when I was engaged to the Glossop, strained every fibre in his brain to extricate me. It beat me. I couldnt understand it.

The blue with the red twill, I said coldly. My manner was marked, and I meant him to see that he had disappointed me sorely.

About a week later I went back to London, and scarcely had I got settled in the old flat when Biffy blew in. One glance was enough to tell me that the poisoned wound had begun to fester. The man did not look bright. No, there was no getting away from it, not bright. He had that kind of stunned, glassy expression which I used to see on my own face in the shaving-mirror during my brief engagement to the Glossop pestilence. However, if you dont want to be one of the What is Wrong With This Picture brigade, you must observe the conventions, so I shook his hand as warmly as I could.

Well, well, old man, I said. Congratulations.

Thanks, said Biffy wanly, and there was rather a weighty silence.

Bertie, said Biffy, after the silence had lasted about three minutes.

Hallo?

Is it really true—

What?

Oh, nothing, said Biffy, and conversation languished again. After about a minute and a half he came to the surface once more.

Bertie.

Still here, old thing. What is it?

I say, Bertie, is it really true that you were once engaged to Honoria?

It is.

Biffy coughed.

How did you get out – I mean, what was the nature of the tragedy that prevented the marriage?

Jeeves worked it. He thought out the entire scheme.

I think, before I go, said Biffy thoughtfully, Ill just step into the kitchen and have a word with Jeeves.

I felt that the situation called for complete candour.

Biffy, old egg, I said, as man to man, do you want to oil out of this thing?

Bertie, old cork, said Biffy earnestly, as one friend to another, I do.

Then why the dickens did you ever get into it?

I dont know. Why did you?

I – well, it sort of happened.

And it sort of happened with me. You know how it is when your hearts broken. A kind of lethargy comes over you. You get absent-minded and cease to exercise proper precautions, and the first thing you know youre for it. I dont know how it happened, old man, but there it is. And what I want you to tell me is, whats the procedure?

You mean, how does a fellow edge out?

Exactly. I dont want to hurt anybodys feelings, Bertie, but I cant go through with this thing. The shot is not on the board. For about a day and a half I thought it might be all right, but now — You remember that laugh of hers?

I do.

Well, theres that, and then all this business of never letting a fellow alone – improving his mind and so forth—

I know. I know.

Very well, then. What do you recommend? What did you mean when you said that Jeeves worked a scheme?

Well, you see, old Sir Roderick, whos a loony-doctor and nothing but a loony-doctor, however much you may call him a nerve specialist, discovered that there was a modicum of insanity in my family. Nothing serious. Just one of my uncles. Used to keep rabbits in his bedroom. And the old boy came to lunch here to give me the once-over, and Jeeves arranged matters so that he went away firmly convinced that I was off my onion.

I see, said Biffy thoughtfully. The trouble is there isnt any insanity in my family.

None?

It seemed to me almost incredible that a fellow could be such a perfect chump as dear old Biffy without a bit of assistance.

Not a loony on the list, he said gloomily. Its just like my luck. The old boys coming to lunch with me to-morrow, no doubt to test me as he did you. And I never felt saner in my life.

I thought for a moment. The idea of meeting Sir Roderick again gave me a cold shivery feeling; but when there is a chance of helping a pal we Woosters have no thought of self.

Look here, Biffy, I said, Ill tell you what. Ill roll up for that lunch. It may easily happen that when he finds you are a pal of mine he will forbid the banns right away and no more questions asked.

Something in that, said Biffy, brightening. Awfully sporting of you, Bertie.

Oh, not at all, I said. And meanwhile Ill consult Jeeves. Put the whole thing up to him and ask his advice. Hes never failed me yet.

Biffy pushed off, a good deal braced, and I went into the kitchen.

Jeeves, I said, I want your help once more. Ive just been having a painful interview with Mr Biffen.

Indeed, sir?

Its like this, I said, and told him the whole thing.

It was rummy, but I could feel him freezing from the start. As a rule, when I call Jeeves into conference on one of these little problems, hes all sympathy and bright ideas; but not to-day.

I fear, sir, he said, when I had finished, it is hardly my place to intervene in a private matter affecting—

Oh, come!

No, sir. It would be taking a liberty.

Jeeves, I said, tackling the blighter squarely, what have you got against old Biffy?

I, sir?

Yes, you.

I assure you, sir!

Oh, well, if you dont want to chip in and save a fellow-creature, I suppose I cant make you. But let me tell you this. I am now going back to the sitting-room, and I am going to put in some very tense thinking. Youll look pretty silly when I come and tell you that Ive got Mr Biffen out of the soup without your assistance. Extremely silly youll look.

Yes, sir. Shall I bring you a whisky-and-soda, sir?

No. Coffee! Strong and black. And if anybody wants to see me, tell em that Im busy and cant be disturbed.

An hour later I rang the bell.

Jeeves, I said with hauteur.

Yes, sir?

Kindly ring Mr Biffen up on the phone and say that Mr Wooster presents his compliments and that he has got it.

I was feeling more than a little pleased with myself next morning as I strolled round to Biffys. As a rule the bright ideas you get overnight have a trick of not seeming quite so frightfully fruity when you examine them by the light of day; but this one looked as good at breakfast as it had done before dinner. I examined it narrowly from every angle, and I didnt see how it could fail.

A few days before, my Aunt Emilys son Harold had celebrated his sixth birthday; and, being up against the necessity of weighing in with a present of some kind, I had happened to see in a shop in the Strand a rather sprightly little gadget, well calculated in my opinion to amuse the child and endear him to one and all. It was a bunch of flowers in a sort of holder ending in an ingenious bulb attachment which, when pressed, shot about a pint and a half of pure spring water into the face of anyone who was ass enough to sniff at it. It seemed to me just the thing to please the growing mind of a kid of six, and I had rolled round with it.

But when I got to the house I found Harold sitting in the midst of a mass of gifts so luxurious and costly that I simply hadnt the crust to contribute a thing that had set me back a mere elevenpence-hapenny; so with rare presence of mind – for we Woosters can think quick on occasion – I wrenched my Uncle Jamess card off a toy aeroplane, substituted my own, and trousered the squirt, which I took away with me. It had been lying around in my flat ever since, and it seemed to me that the time had come to send it into action.

Well? said Biffy anxiously, as I curveted into his sitting-room.

The poor old bird was looking pretty green about the gills. I recognised the symptoms. I had felt much the same myself when waiting for Sir Roderick to turn up and lunch with me. How the deuce people who have anything wrong with their nerves can bring themselves to chat with that man, I cant imagine; and yet he has the largest practice in London. Scarcely a day passes without his having to sit on somebodys head and ring for the attendant to bring the strait-waistcoat: and his outlook on life has become so jaundiced through constant association with coves who are picking straws out of their hair that I was convinced that Biffy had merely got to press the bulb and nature would do the rest.

So I patted him on the shoulder and said: Its all right, old man!

What does Jeeves suggest? asked Biffy eagerly.

Jeeves doesnt suggest anything.

But you said it was all right.

Jeeves isnt the only thinker in the Wooster home, my lad. I have taken over your little problem, and I can tell you at once that I have the situation well in hand.

You? said Biffy.

His tone was far from flattering. It suggested a lack of faith in my abilities, and my view was that an ounce of demonstration would be worth a ton of explanation. I shoved the bouquet at him.

Are you fond of flowers, Biffy? I said.

Eh?

Smell these.

Biffy extended the old beak in a careworn sort of way, and I pressed the bulb as per printed instructions on the label.

I do like getting my moneys-worth. Elevenpence-hapenny the thing had cost me, and it would have been cheap at double. The advertisement on the outside of the box had said that its effects were indescribably ludicrous, and I can testify that it was no over-statement. Poor old Biffy leaped three feet in the air and smashed a small table.

There! I said.

The old egg was a trifle incoherent at first, but he found words fairly soon and began to express himself with a good deal of warmth.

Calm yourself, laddie, I said, as he paused for breath. It was no mere jest to pass an idle hour. It was a demonstration. Take this, Biffy, with an old friends blessing, refill the bulb, shove it into Sir Rodericks face, press firmly, and leave the rest to him. Ill guarantee that in something under three seconds the idea will have dawned on him that you are not required in his family.

Biffy stared at me.

Are you suggesting that I squirt Sir Roderick?

Absolutely. Squirt him good. Squirt as you have never squirted before.

But—

He was still yammering at me in a feverish sort of way when there was a ring at the front-door bell.

Good Lord! cried Biffy, quivering like a jelly. There he is. Talk to him while I go and change my shirt.

I had just time to refill the bulb and shove it beside Biffys plate, when the door opened and Sir Roderick came in. I was picking up the fallen table at the moment, and he started talking brightly to my back.

Good afternoon. I trust I am not — Mr Wooster!

Im bound to say I was not feeling entirely at my ease. There is something about the man that is calculated to strike terror into the stoutest heart. If ever there was a bloke at the very mention of whose name it would be excusable for people to tremble like aspens, that bloke is Sir Roderick Glossop. He has an enormous bald head, all the hair which ought to be on it seeming to have run into his eyebrows, and his eyes go through you like a couple of Death Rays.

How are you, how are you, how are you? I said, overcoming a slight desire to leap backwards out of the window. Long time since we met, what?

Nevertheless, I remember you most distinctly, Mr Wooster.

Thats fine, I said. Old Biffy asked me to come and join you in mangling a bit of lunch.

He waggled the eyebrows at me.

Are you a friend of Charles Biffen?

Oh, rather. Been friends for years and years.

He drew in his breath sharply, and I could see that Biffys stock had dropped several points. His eye fell on the floor, which was strewn with things that had tumbled off the upset table.

Have you had an accident? he said.

Nothing serious, I explained. Old Biffy had some sort of fit or seizure just now and knocked over the table.

A fit!

Or seizure.

Is he subject to fits?

I was about to answer, when Biffy hurried in. He had forgotten to brush his hair, which gave him a wild look, and I saw the old boy direct a keen glance at him. It seemed to me that what you might call the preliminary spade-work had been most satisfactorily attended to and that the success of the good old bulb could be in no doubt whatever.

Biffys man came in with the nose-bags and we sat down to lunch.

It looked at first as though the meal was going to be one of those complete frosts which occur from time to time in the career of a constant luncher-out. Biffy, a very C-3 host, contributed nothing to the feast of reason and flow of soul beyond an occasional hiccup, and every time I started to pull a nifty, Sir Roderick swung round on me with such a piercing stare that it stopped me in my tracks. Fortunately, however, the second course consisted of a chicken fricassee of such outstanding excellence that the old boy, after wolfing a plateful, handed up his dinner-pail for a second instalment and became almost genial.

I am here this afternoon, Charles, he said, with what practically amounted to bonhomie, on what I might describe as a mission. Yes, a mission. This is most excellent chicken.

Glad you like it, mumbled old Biffy.

Singularly toothsome, said Sir Roderick, pronging another half ounce. Yes, as I was saying, a mission. You young fellows nowadays are, I know, content to live in the centre of the most wonderful metropolis the world has seen, blind and indifferent to its many marvels. I should be prepared – were I a betting man, which I am not – to wager a considerable sum that you have never in your life visited even so historic a spot as Westminster Abbey. Am I right?

Biffy gurgled something about always having meant to.

Nor the Tower of London?

No, nor the Tower of London.

And there exists at this very moment, not twenty minutes by cab from Hyde Park Corner, the most supremely absorbing and educational collection of objects, both animate and inanimate, gathered from the four corners of the Empire, that has ever been assembled in Englands history. I allude to the British Empire Exhibition now situated at Wembley.

A fellow told me one about Wembley yesterday, I said, to help on the cheery flow of conversation. Stop me if youve heard it before. Chap goes up to deaf chap outside the exhibition and says, Is this Wembley? Hey? says deaf chap. Is this Wembley? says chap. Hey? says deaf chap. Is this Wembley? says chap. No, Thursday, says deaf chap. Ha, ha, I mean, what?

The merry laughter froze on my lips. Sir Roderick sort of just waggled an eyebrow in my direction and I saw that it was back to the basket for Bertram. I never met a man who had such a knack of making a fellow feel like a waste-product.

Have you yet paid a visit to Wembley, Charles? he asked. No? Precisely as I suspected. Well, that is the mission on which I am here this afternoon. Honoria wishes me to take you to Wembley. She says it will broaden your mind, in which view I am at one with her. We will start immediately after luncheon.

Biffy cast an imploring look at me.

Youll come too, Bertie?

There was such agony in his eyes that I only hesitated for a second. A pal is a pal. Besides, I felt that, if only the bulb fulfilled the high expectations I had formed of it, the merry expedition would be cancelled in no uncertain manner.

Oh, rather, I said.

We must not trespass on Mr Woosters good nature, said Sir Roderick, looking pretty puff-faced.

Oh, thats all right, I said. Ive been meaning to go to the good old exhibish for a long time. Ill slip home and change my clothes and pick you up here in my car.

There was a silence. Biffy seemed too relieved at the thought of not having to spend the afternoon alone with Sir Roderick to be capable of speech, and Sir Roderick was registering silent disapproval. And then he caught sight of the bouquet by Biffys plate.

Ah, flowers, he said. Sweet peas, if I am not in error. A charming plant, pleasing alike to the eye and the nose.

I caught Biffys eye across the table. It was bulging, and a strange light shone in it.

Are you fond of flowers, Sir Roderick? he croaked.

Extremely.

Smell these.

Sir Roderick dipped his head and sniffed. Biffys fingers closed slowly over the bulb. I shut my eyes and clutched the table.

Very pleasant, I heard Sir Roderick say. Very pleasant indeed.

I opened my eyes, and there was Biffy leaning back in his chair with a ghastly look, and the bouquet on the cloth beside him. I realised what had happened. In that supreme crisis of his life, with his whole happiness depending on a mere pressure of the fingers, Biffy, the poor spineless fish, had lost his nerve. My closely-reasoned scheme had gone phut.

Jeeves was fooling about with the geraniums in the sitting-room window-box when I got home.

They make a very nice display, sir, he said, cocking a paternal eye at the things.

Dont talk to me about flowers, I said. Jeeves, I know now how a general feels when he plans out some great scientific movement and his troops let him down at the eleventh hour.

Indeed, sir?

Yes, I said, and told him what had happened.

He listened thoughtfully.

A somewhat vacillating and changeable young gentleman, Mr Biffen, was his comment when I had finished. Would you be requiring me for the remainder of the afternoon, sir?

No. Im going to Wembley. I just came back to change and get the car. Produce some fairly durable garments which can stand getting squashed by the many-headed, Jeeves, and then phone to the garage.

Very good, sir. The grey cheviot lounge will, I fancy, be suitable. Would it be too much if I asked you to give me a seat in the car, sir? I had thought of going to Wembley myself this afternoon.

Eh? Oh, all right.

Thank you very much, sir.

I got dressed, and we drove round to Biffys flat. Biffy and Sir Roderick got in at the back and Jeeves climbed into the front seat next to me. Biffy looked so ill-attuned to an afternoons pleasure that my heart bled for the blighter and I made one last attempt to appeal to Jeevess better feelings.

I must say, Jeeves, I said, Im dashed disappointed in you.

I am sorry to hear that, sir.

Well, I am. Dashed disappointed. I do think you might rally round. Did you see Mr Biffens face?

Yes, sir.

Well, then.

If you will pardon my saying so, sir, Mr Biffen has surely only himself to thank if he has entered upon matrimonial obligations which do not please him.

Youre talking absolute rot, Jeeves. You know as well as I do that Honoria Glossop is an Act of God. You might just as well blame a fellow for getting run over by a truck.

Yes, sir.

Absolutely yes. Besides, the poor ass wasnt in a condition to resist. He told me all about it. He had lost the only girl he had ever loved, and you know what a mans like when that happens to him.

How was that, sir?

Apparently he fell in love with some girl on the boat going over to New York, and they parted at the Customs sheds, arranging to meet next day at her hotel. Well, you know what Biffys like. He forgets his own name half the time. He never made a note of the address, and it passed clean out of his mind. He went about in a sort of trance, and suddenly woke up to find that he was engaged to Honoria Glossop.

I did not know of this, sir.

I dont suppose anybody knows of it except me. He told me when I was in Paris.

I should have supposed it would have been feasible to make inquiries, sir.

Thats what I said. But he had forgotten her name.

That sounds remarkable, sir.

I said that, too. But its a fact. All he remembered was that her Christian name was Mabel. Well, you cant go scouring New York for a girl named Mabel, what?

I appreciate the difficulty, sir.

Well, there it is, then.

I see. sir.

We had got into a mob of vehicles outside the Exhibition by this time, and, some tricky driving being indicated, I had to suspend the conversation. We parked ourselves eventually and went in. Jeeves drifted away, and Sir Roderick took charge of the expedition. He headed for the Palace of Industry, with Biffy and myself trailing behind.

Well, you know, I have never been much of a lad for exhibitions. The citizenry in the mass always rather puts me off, and after I have been shuffling along with the multitude for a quarter of an hour or so I feel as if I were walking on hot bricks. About this particular binge, too, there seemed to me a lack of what you might call human interest. I mean to say, millions of people, no doubt, are so constituted that they scream with joy and excitement at the spectacle of a stuffed porcupine-fish or a glass jar of seeds from Western Australia – but not Bertram. No; if you will take the word of one who would not deceive you, not Bertram. By the time we had tottered out of the Gold Coast village and were working towards the Palace of Machinery, everything pointed to my shortly executing a quiet sneak in the direction of that rather jolly Planters Bar in the West Indian section. Sir Roderick had whizzed us past this at a high rate of speed, it touching no chord in him; but I had been able to observe that there was a sprightly sportsman behind the counter mixing things out of bottles and stirring them up with a stick in long glasses that seemed to have ice in them, and the urge came upon me to see more of this man. I was about to drop away from the main body and become a straggler, when something pawed at my coat-sleeve. It was Biffy, and he had the air of one who has had about sufficient.

There are certain moments in life when words are not needed. I looked at Biffy, Biffy looked at me. A perfect understanding linked our two souls.

?

!

Three minutes later we had joined the Planters.

I have never been in the West Indies, but I am in a position to state that in certain of the fundamentals of life they are streets ahead of our European civilisation. The man behind the counter, as kindly a bloke as I ever wish to meet, seemed to guess our requirements the moment we hove in view. Scarcely had our elbows touched the wood before he was leaping to and fro, bringing down a new bottle with each leap. A planter, apparently, does not consider he has had a drink unless it contains at least seven ingredients, and Im not saying, mind you, that he isnt right. The man behind the bar told us the things were called Green Swizzles; and, if ever I marry and have a son, Green Swizzle Wooster is the name that will go down on the register, in memory of the day his fathers life was saved at Wembley.

After the third, Biffy breathed a contented sigh.

Where do you think Sir Roderick is? he said.

Biffy, old thing, I replied frankly, Im not worrying.

Bertie, old bird, said Biffy, nor am I.

He sighed again, and broke a long silence by asking the man for a straw.

Bertie, he said, Ive just remembered something rather rummy. You know Jeeves?

I said I knew Jeeves.

Well, a rather rummy incident occurred as we were going into this place. Old Jeeves sidled up to me and said something rather rummy. Youll never guess what it was.

No. I dont believe I ever shall.

Jeeves said, proceeded Biffy earnestly, and I am quoting his very words – Jeeves said, Mr Biffen – addressing me, you understand—

I understand.

Mr Biffen, he said, I strongly advise you to visit the—

The what? I asked as he paused.

Bertie, old man, said Biffy, deeply concerned, Ive absolutely forgotten!

I stared at the man.

What I cant understand, I said, is how you manage to run that Herefordshire place of yours for a day. How on earth do you remember to milk the cows and give the pigs their dinner?

Oh, thats all right. There are divers blokes about the place – hirelings and menials, you know – who look after all that.

Ah! I said. Well, that being so, let us have one more Green Swizzle, and then hey for the Amusement Park.

When I indulged in those few rather bitter words about exhibitions, it must be distinctly understood that I was not alluding to what you might call the more earthy portion of these curious places. I yield to no man in my approval of those institutions where on payment of a shilling you are permitted to slide down a slippery run-way sitting on a mat. I love the Jiggle-Joggle, and I am prepared to take on all and sundry at Skee Ball for money, stamps, or Brazil nuts.

But, joyous reveller as I am on these occasions, I was simply not in it with old Biffy. Whether it was the Green Swizzles or merely the relief of being parted from Sir Roderick, I dont know, but Biffy flung himself into the pastimes of the proletariat with a zest that was almost frightening. I could hardly drag him away from the Whip, and as for the Switchback, he looked like spending the rest of his life on it. I managed to remove him at last, and he was wandering through the crowd at my side with gleaming eyes, hesitating between having his fortune told and taking a whirl at the Wheel of Joy, when he suddenly grabbed my arm and uttered a sharp animal cry.

Bertie!

Now what?

He was pointing at a large sign over a building.

Look! Palace of Beauty!

I tried to choke him off. I was getting a bit weary by this time. Not so young as I was.

You dont want to go in there, I said. A fellow at the club was telling me about that. Its only a lot of girls. You dont want to see a lot of girls.

I do want to see a lot of girls, said Biffy firmly. Dozens of girls, and the more unlike Honoria they are, the better. Besides, Ive suddenly remembered that thats the place Jeeves told me to be sure and visit. It all comes back to me. Mr Biffen, he said, I strongly advise you to visit the Palace of Beauty. Now, what the man was driving at or what his motive was, I dont know; but I ask you, Bertie, is it wise, is it safe, is it judicious ever to ignore Jeevess lightest word? We enter by the door on the left.

I dont know if you know this Palace of Beauty place? Its a sort of aquarium full of the delicately-nurtured instead of fishes. You go in, and there is a kind of cage with a female goggling out at you through a sheet of plate glass. Shes dressed in some weird kind of costume, and over the cage is written Helen of Troy. You pass on to the next, and theres another one doing jiu-jitsu with a snake. Sub-title, Cleopatra. You get the idea – Famous Women Through the Ages and all that. I cant say it fascinated me to any great extent. I maintain that lovely woman loses a lot of her charm if you have to stare at her in a tank. Moreover, it gave me a rummy sort of feeling of having wandered into the wrong bedroom at a country house, and I was flying past at a fair rate of speed, anxious to get it over, when Biffy suddenly went off his rocker.

At least, it looked like that. He let out a piercing yell, grabbed my arm with a sudden clutch that felt like the bite of a crocodile, and stood there gibbering.

Wuk! ejaculated Biffy, or words to that general import.

A large and interested crowd had gathered round. I think they thought the girls were going to be fed or something. But Biffy paid no attention to them. He was pointing in a loony manner at one of the cages. I forget which it was, but the female inside wore a ruff, so it may have been Queen Elizabeth or Boadicea or someone of that period. She was rather a nice-looking girl, and she was staring at Biffy in much the same pop-eyed way as he was staring at her.

Mabel! yelled Biffy, going off in my ear like a bomb.

I cant say I was feeling my chirpiest. Drama is all very well, but I hate getting mixed up in it in a public spot; and I had not realised before how dashed public this spot was. The crowd seemed to have doubled itself in the last five seconds, and, while most of them had their eye on Biffy, quite a goodish few were looking at me as if they thought I was an important principal in the scene and might be expected at any moment to give of my best in the way of wholesome entertainment for the masses.

Biffy was jumping about like a lamb in the spring-time – and, what is more, a feeble-minded lamb.

Bertie! Its her! Its she! He looked about him wildly. Where the deuce is the stage-door? he cried. Wheres the manager? I want to see the house-manager immediately.

And then he suddenly bounded forward and began hammering on the glass with his stick.

I say, old lad! I began, but he shook me off.

These fellows who live in the country are apt to go in for fairly sizable clubs instead of the light canes which your well-dressed man about town considers suitable for metropolitan use; and down in Herefordshire, apparently, something in the nature of a knobkerrie is de rigueur. Biffys first slosh smashed the glass all to a hash. Three more cleared the way for him to go into the cage without cutting himself. And, before the crowd had time to realise what a wonderful bobs-worth it was getting in exchange for its entrance-fee, he was inside, engaging the girl in earnest conversation. And at the same moment two large policemen rolled up.

You cant make policemen take the romantic view. Not a tear did these two blighters stop to brush away. They were inside the cage and out of it and marching Biffy through the crowd before you had time to blink. I hurried after them, to do what I could in the way of soothing Biffys last moments, and the poor old lad turned a glowing face in my direction.

Chiswick, 60873, he bellowed in a voice charged with emotion. Write it down, Bertie, or I shall forget it. Chiswick, 60873. Her telephone number.

And then he disappeared, accompanied by about eleven thousand sightseers, and a voice spoke at my elbow.

Mr Wooster! What – what – what is the meaning of this?

Sir Roderick, with bigger eyebrows than ever, was standing at my side.

Its all right, I said. Poor old Biffys only gone off his crumpet.

He tottered.

What?

Had a sort of fit or seizure, you know.

Another! Sir Roderick drew a deep breath. And this is the man I was about to allow my daughter to marry! I heard him mutter.

I tapped him in a kindly spirit on the shoulder. It took some doing, mark you, but I did it.

If I were you, I said, I should call that off. Scratch the fixture. Wash it out absolutely, is my advice.

He gave me a nasty look.

I do not require your advice, Mr Wooster! I had already arrived independently at the decision of which you speak. Mr Wooster, you are a friend of this man – a fact which should in itself have been sufficient warning to me. You will – unlike myself – be seeing him again. Kindly inform him, when you do see him, that he may consider his engagement at an end.

Right ho, I said, and hurried off after the crowd. It seemed to me that a little bailing-out might be in order.

It was about an hour later that I shoved my way out to where I had parked the car. Jeeves was sitting in the front seat, brooding over the cosmos. He rose courteously as I approached.

You are leaving, sir?

I am.

And Sir Roderick, sir?

Not coming. I am revealing no secrets, Jeeves, when I inform you that he and I have parted brass rags. Not on speaking terms now.

Indeed, sir? And Mr Biffen? Will you wait for him?

No. Hes in prison.

Really, sir?

Yes. I tried to bail him out, but they decided on second thoughts to coop him up for the night.

What was his offence, sir?

You remember that girl of his I was telling you about? He found her in a tank at the Palace of Beauty and went after her by the quickest route, which was via a plate-glass window. He was then scooped up and borne off in irons by the constabulary. I gazed sideways at him. It is difficult to bring off a penetrating glance out of the corner of your eye, but I managed it. Jeeves, I said, there is more in this than the casual observer would suppose. You told Mr Biffen to go to the Palace of Beauty. Did you know the girl would be there?

Yes, sir.

This was most remarkable and rummy to a degree.

Dash it, do you know everything?

Oh, no, sir, said Jeeves with an indulgent smile. Humouring the young master.

Well, how did you know that?

I happen to be acquainted with the future Mrs Biffen, sir.

I see. Then you knew all about that business in New York?

Yes, sir. And it was for that reason that I was not altogether favourably disposed towards Mr Biffen when you were first kind enough to suggest that I might be able to offer some slight assistance. I mistakenly supposed that he had been trifling with the girls affections, sir. But when you told me the true facts of the case I appreciated the injustice I had done to Mr Biffen and endeavoured to make amends.

Well, he certainly owes you a lot. Hes crazy about her.

That is very gratifying, sir.

And she ought to be pretty grateful to you, too. Old Biffys got fifteen thousand a year, not to mention more cows, pigs, hens, and ducks than he knows what to do with. A dashed useful bird to have in any family.

Yes, sir.

Tell me, Jeeves, I said, how did you happen to know the girl in the first place?

Jeeves looked dreamily out into the traffic.

She is my niece, sir. If I might make the suggestion, sir, I should not jerk the steering-wheel with quite such suddenness. We very nearly collided with that omnibus.


WITHOUT THE OPTION
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THE EVIDENCE WAS all in. The machinery of the law had worked without a hitch. And the beak, having adjusted a pair of pince-nez which looked as though they were going to do a nose dive any moment, coughed like a pained sheep and slipped us the bad news. The prisoner, Wooster, he said – and who can paint the shame and agony of Bertram at hearing himself so described? – will pay a fine of five pounds.

Oh, rather! I said. Absolutely! Like a shot!

I was dashed glad to get the thing settled at such a reasonable figure. I gazed across what they call the sea of faces till I picked up Jeeves, sitting at the back. Stout fellow, he had come to see the young master through his hour of trial.

I say, Jeeves, I sang out, have you got a fiver? Im a bit short.

Silence! bellowed some officious blighter.

Its all right, I said; just arranging the financial details. Got the stuff, Jeeves?

Yes, sir.

Good egg!

Are you a friend of the prisoner? asked the beak.

I am in Mr Woosters employment, Your Worship, in the capacity of gentlemans personal gentleman.

Then pay the fine to the clerk.

Very good, Your Worship.

The beak gave a coldish nod in my direction, as much as to say that they might now strike the fetters from my wrists; and having hitched up the pince-nez once more, proceeded to hand poor old Sippy one of the nastiest looks ever seen in Bosher Street Police Court.

The case of the prisoner Leon Trotzky – which, he said, giving Sippy the eye again, I am strongly inclined to think an assumed and fictitious name – is more serious. He has been convicted of a wanton and violent assault upon the police. The evidence of the officer has proved that the prisoner struck him in the abdomen, causing severe internal pain, and in other ways interfered with him in the execution of his duties. I am aware that on the night following the annual aquatic contest between the Universities of Oxford and Cambridge a certain licence is traditionally granted by the authorities, but aggravated acts of ruffianly hooliganism like that of the prisoner Trotzky cannot be overlooked or palliated. He will serve a sentence of thirty days in the Second Division without the option of a fine.

No, I say – here – hi – dash it all! protested poor old Sippy.

Silence! bellowed the officious blighter.

Next case, said the beak. And that was that.

The whole affair was most unfortunate. Memory is a trifle blurred; but as far as I can piece together the facts, what happened was more or less this:

Abstemious cove though I am as a general thing, there is one night in the year when, putting all other engagements aside, I am rather apt to let myself go a bit and renew my lost youth, as it were. The night to which I allude is the one following the annual aquatic contest between the Universities of Oxford and Cambridge; or, putting it another way, Boat-Race Night. Then, if ever, you will see Bertram under the influence. And on this occasion. I freely admit, I had been doing myself rather juicily, with the result that when I ran into old Sippy opposite the Empire I was in quite fairly bonhomous mood. This being so, it cut me to the quick to perceive that Sippy, generally the brightest of revellers, was far from being his usual sunny self. He had the air of a man with a secret sorrow.

Bertie, he said as we strolled along toward Piccadilly Circus, the heart bowed down by weight of woe to weakest hope will cling. Sippy is by way of being an author, though mainly dependent for the necessaries of life on subsidies from an old aunt who lives in the country, and his conversation often takes a literary turn. But the trouble is that I have no hope to cling to, weak or otherwise. I am up against it, Bertie.

In what way, laddie?

Ive got to go to-morrow and spend three weeks with some absolutely dud – I will go further – some positively scaly friends of my Aunt Vera. She has fixed the thing up, and may a nephews curse blister every bulb in her garden.

Who are these hounds of hell? I asked.

Some people named Pringle. I havent seen them since I was ten, but I remember them at that time striking me as Englands premier warts.

Tough luck. No wonder youve lost your morale.

The world, said Sippy, is very grey. How can I shake off this awful depression?

It was then that I got one of those bright ideas one does get round about 11.30 on Boat-Race night.

What you want, old man, I said, is a policemans helmet.

Do I, Bertie?

If I were you, Id just step straight across the street and get that one over there.

But theres a policeman inside it. You can see him distinctly.

What does that matter? I said. I simply couldnt follow his reasoning.

Sippy stood for a moment in thought.

I believe youre absolutely right, he said at last. Funny I never thought of it before. You really recommend me to get that helmet?

I do, indeed.

Then I will, said Sippy, brightening up in the most remarkable manner.

So there you have the posish, and you can see why, as I left the dock a free man, remorse gnawed at my vitals. In his twenty-fifth year, with life opening out before him and all that sort of thing, Oliver Randolph Sipperley had become a jailbird, and it was all my fault. It was I who had dragged that fine spirit down into the mire, so to speak, and the question now arose, What could I do to atone?

Obviously the first move must be to get in touch with Sippy and see if he had any last messages and what not. I pushed about a bit, making inquiries, and presently found myself in a little dark room with whitewashed walls and a wooden bench. Sippy was sitting on the bench with his head in his hands.

How are you, old lad? I asked in a hushed, bedside voice.

Im a ruined man, said Sippy, looking like a poached egg.

Oh, come, I said, its not so bad as all that. I mean to say, you had the swift intelligence to give a false name. There wont be anything about you in the papers.

Im not worrying about the papers. Whats bothering me is, how can I go and spend three weeks with the Pringles, starting to-day, when Ive got to sit in a prison cell with a ball and chain on my ankle?

But you said you didnt want to go.

It isnt a question of wanting, fathead. Ive got to go. If I dont my aunt will find out where I am. And if she finds out that I am doing thirty days, without the option, in the lowest dungeon beneath the castle moat – well, where shall I get off?

I saw his point.

This is not a thing we can settle for ourselves, I said gravely. We must put our trust in a higher power. Jeeves is the man we must consult.

And having collected a few of the necessary data, I shook his hand, patted him on the back and tooled off home to Jeeves.

Jeeves, I said, when I had climbed outside the pick-me-up which he had thoughtfully prepared against my coming, Ive got something to tell you; something important; something that vitally affects one whom you have always regarded with – one whom you have always looked upon – one whom you have – well, to cut a long story short, as Im not feeling quite myself – Mr Sipperley.

Yes, sir?

Jeeves, Mr Souperley is in the sip.

Sir?

I mean, Mr Sipperley is in the soup.

Indeed, sir?

And all owing to me. It was I who, in a moment of mistaken kindness, wishing only to cheer him up and give him something to occupy his mind, recommended him to pinch that policemans helmet.

Is that so, sir?

Do you mind not intoning the responses, Jeeves? I said. This is a most complicated story for a man with a headache to have to tell, and if you interrupt youll make me lose the thread. As a favour to me, therefore, dont do it. Just nod every now and then to show that youre following me.

I closed my eyes and marshalled the facts.

To start with then, Jeeves, you may or may not know that Mr Sipperley is practically dependent on his Aunt Vera.

Would that be Miss Sipperley of the Paddock, Beckley-on-the-Moor, in Yorkshire, sir?

Yes. Dont tell me you know her!

Not personally, sir. But I have a cousin residing in the village who has some slight acquaintance with Miss Sipperley. He has described her to me as an imperious and quick-tempered old lady. ... But I beg your pardon, sir, I should have nodded.

Quite right, you should have nodded. Yes, Jeeves, you should have nodded. But its too late now.

I nodded myself. I hadnt had my eight hours the night before, and what you might call a lethargy was showing a tendency to steal over me from time to time.

Yes, sir? said Jeeves.

Oh – ah – yes, I said, giving myself a bit of a hitch up. Where had I got to?

You were saying that Mr Sipperley is practically dependent upon Miss Sipperley, sir.

Was I?

You were, sir.

Youre perfectly right; so I was. Well, then, you can readily understand, Jeeves, that he has got to take jolly good care to keep in with her. You get that?

Jeeves nodded.

Now mark this closely: The other day she wrote to old Sippy, telling him to come down and sing at her village concert. It was equivalent to a royal command, if you see what I mean, so Sippy couldnt refuse in so many words. But he had sung at her village concert once before and had got the bird in no uncertain manner, so he wasnt playing any return dates. You follow so far, Jeeves?

Jeeves nodded.

So what did he do, Jeeves? He did what seemed to him at the moment a rather brainy thing. He told her that, though he would have been delighted to sing at her village concert, by a most unfortunate chance an editor had commissioned him to write a series of articles on the colleges of Cambridge and he was obliged to pop down there at once and would be away for quite three weeks. All clear up to now?

Jeeves inclined the coco-nut.

Whereupon, Jeeves, Miss Sipperley wrote back, saying that she quite realised that work must come before pleasure – pleasure being her loose way of describing the act of singing songs at the Beckley-on-the-Moor concert and getting the laugh from the local toughs; but that, if he was going to Cambridge, he must certainly stay with her friends, the Pringles, at their house just outside the town. And she dropped them a line telling them to expect him on the twenty-eighth, and they dropped another line saying right ho, and the thing was settled. And now Mr Sipperley is in the jug, and what will be the ultimate outcome or upshot? Jeeves, it is a problem worthy of your great intellect. I rely on you.

I will do my best to justify your confidence, sir.

Carry on, then. And meanwhile pull down the blinds and bring a couple more cushions and heave that small chair this way so that I can put my feet up, and then go away and brood and let me hear from you in – say, a couple of hours, or maybe three. And if anybody calls and wants to see me, inform them that I am dead.

Dead, sir?

Dead. You wont be so far wrong.

It must have been well toward evening when I woke up with a crick in my neck but otherwise somewhat refreshed. I pressed the bell.

I looked in twice, sir, said Jeeves, but on each occasion you were asleep and I did not like to disturb you.

The right spirit, Jeeves.... Well?

I have been giving close thought to the little problem which you indicated, sir, and I can see only one solution.

One is enough. What do you suggest?

That you go to Cambridge in Mr Sipperleys place, sir.

I stared at the man. Certainly I was feeling a good deal better than I had been a few hours before; but I was far from being in a fit condition to have rot like this talked to me.

Jeeves, I said sternly, pull yourself together. This is mere babble from the sickbed.

I fear I can suggest no other plan of action, sir, which will extricate Mr Sipperley from his dilemma.

But think! Reflect! Why, even I, in spite of having had a disturbed night and a most painful morning with the minions of the law, can see that the scheme is a loony one. To put the finger on only one leak in the thing, it isnt me these people want to see; its Mr Sipperley. They dont know me from Adam.

So much the better, sir. For what I am suggesting is that you go to Cambridge, affecting actually to be Mr Sipperley.

This was too much.

Jeeves, I said, and Im not half sure there werent tears in my eyes, surely you can see for yourself that this is pure banana-oil. It is not like you to come into the presence of a sick man and gibber.

I think the plan I have suggested would be practicable, sir. While you were sleeping, I was able to have a few words with Mr Sipperley, and he informed me that Professor and Mrs. Pringle have not set eyes upon him since he was a lad of ten.

No, thats true. He told me that. But even so, they would be sure to ask him questions about my aunt – or rather his aunt. Where would I be then?

Mr Sipperley was kind enough to give me a few facts respecting Miss Sipperley, sir, which I jotted down. With these, added to what my cousin has told me of the ladys habits, I think you would be in a position to answer any ordinary question.

There is something dashed insidious about Jeeves. Time and again since we first came together he has stunned me with some apparently drivelling suggestion or scheme or ruse or plan of campaign, and after about five minutes has convinced me that it is not only sound but fruity. It took nearly a quarter of an hour to reason me into this particular one, it being considerably the weirdest to date; but he did it. I was holding out pretty firmly, when he suddenly clinched the thing.

I would certainly suggest, sir, he said, that you left London as soon as possible and remained hid for some little time in some retreat where you would not be likely to be found.

Eh? Why?

During the last hour Mrs Spencer has been on the telephone three times, sir, endeavouring to get into communication with you.

Aunt Agatha! I cried, paling beneath my tan.

Yes, sir. I gathered from her remarks that she had been reading in the evening paper a report of this mornings proceedings in the police court.

I hopped from the chair like a jack rabbit of the prairie. If Aunt Agatha was out with her hatchet, a move was most certainly indicated.

Jeeves, I said, this is a time for deeds, not words. Pack – and that right speedily.

I have packed, sir.

Find out when there is a train for Cambridge.

There is one in forty minutes, sir.

Call a taxi.

A taxi is at the door, sir.

Good! I said. Then lead me to it.

The Maison Pringle was quite a bit of a way out of Cambridge, a mile or two down the Trumpington Road; and when I arrived everybody was dressing for dinner. So it wasnt till I had shoved on the evening raiment and got down to the drawing-room that I met the gang.

Hullo-ullo! I said, taking a deep breath and floating in.

I tried to speak in a clear and ringing voice, but I wasnt feeling my chirpiest. It is always a nervous job for a diffident and unassuming bloke to visit a strange house for the first time; and it doesnt make the thing any better when he goes there pretending to be another fellow. I was conscious of a rather pronounced sinking feeling, which the appearance of the Pringles did nothing to allay.

Sippy had described them as Englands premier warts, and it looked to me as if he might be about right. Professor Pringle was a thinnish, baldish, dyspeptic-lookingish cove with an eye like a haddock, while Mrs Pringles aspect was that of one who had had bad news round about the year 1900 and never really got over it. And I was just staggering under the impact of these two when I was introduced to a couple of ancient females with shawls all over them.

No doubt you remember my mother? said Professor Pringle mournfully, indicating Exhibit A.

Oh – ah! I said, achieving a bit of a beam.

And my aunt, sighed the Prof, as if things were getting worse and worse.

Well, well, well! I said shooting another beam in the direction of Exhibit B.

They were saying only this morning that they remembered you, groaned the Prof, abandoning all hope.

There was a pause. The whole strength of the company gazed at me like a family group out of one of Edgar Allan Poes less cheery yarns, and I felt my joie de vivre dying at the roots.

I remember Oliver, said Exhibit A. She heaved a sigh. He was such a pretty child. What a pity! What a pity!

Tactful, of course, and calculated to put the guest completely at his ease.

I remember Oliver, said Exhibit B, looking at me in much the same way as the Bosher Street beak had looked at Sippy before putting on the black cap. Nasty little boy! He teased my cat.

Aunt Janes memory is wonderful, considering that she will be eighty-seven next birthday, whispered Mrs Pringle with mournful pride.

What did you say? asked the Exhibit suspiciously.

I said your memory was wonderful.

Ah! The dear old creature gave me another glare. I could see that no beautiful friendship was to be looked for by Bertram in this quarter. He chased my Tibby all over the garden, shooting arrows at her from a bow.

At this moment a cat strolled out from under the sofa and made for me with its tail up. Cats always do take to me, which made it all the sadder that I should be saddled with Sippys criminal record. I stooped to tickle it under the ear, such being my invariable policy, and the Exhibit uttered a piercing cry.

Stop him! Stop him!

She leaped forward, moving uncommonly well for one of her years, and having scooped up the cat, stood eyeing me with bitter defiance, as if daring me to start anything. Most unpleasant.

I like cats, I said feebly.

It didnt go. The sympathy of the audience was not with me. And conversation was at what you might call a low ebb, when the door opened and a girl came in.

My daughter Heloise, said the prof moodily, as if he hated to admit it.

I turned to mitt the female, and stood there with my hand out, gaping. I cant remember when Ive had such a nasty shock.

I suppose everybody has had the experience of suddenly meeting somebody who reminded them frightfully of some fearful person. I mean to say, by way of an example, once when I was golfing in Scotland I saw a woman come into the hotel who was the living image of my Aunt Agatha. Probably a very decent sort, if I had only waited to see, but I didnt wait. I legged it that evening, utterly unable to stand the spectacle. And on another occasion I was driven out of a thoroughly festive night club because the head waiter reminded me of my Uncle Percy.

Well, Heloise Pringle, in the most ghastly way, resembled Honoria Glossop.

I think I may have told you before about this Glossop scourge. She was the daughter of Sir Roderick Glossop, the loony doctor, and I had been engaged to her for about three weeks, much against my wishes, when the old boy most fortunately got the idea that I was off my rocker and put the bee on the proceedings. Since then the mere thought of her had been enough to make me start out of my sleep with a loud cry. And this girl was exactly like her.

Er – how are you? I said.

How do you do?

Her voice put the lid on it. It might have been Honoria herself talking. Honoria Glossop has a voice like a lion tamer making some authoritative announcement to one of the troupe, and so had this girl. I backed away convulsively and sprang into the air as my foot stubbed itself against something squashy. A sharp yowl rent the air, followed by an indignant cry, and I turned to see Aunt Jane, on all fours, trying to put things right with the cat, which had gone to earth under the sofa. She gave me a look, and I could see that her worst fears had been realised.

At this juncture dinner was announced – not before I was ready for it.

Jeeves, I said, when I got him alone that night I am no faint-heart, but I am inclined to think that this binge is going to prove a shade above the odds.

You are not enjoying your visit, sir?

I am not, Jeeves. Have you seen Miss Pringle?

Yes, sir, from a distance.

The best way to see her. Did you observe her keenly?

Yes, sir.

Did she remind you of anybody?

She appeared to me to bear a remarkable likeness to her cousin, Miss Glossop, sir.

Her cousin! You dont mean to say shes Honoria Glossops cousin!

Yes, sir. Mrs Pringle was a Miss Blatherwick – the younger of two sisters, the elder of whom married Sir Roderick Glossop.

Great Scott! That accounts for the resemblance.

Yes, sir.

And what a resemblance, Jeeves! She even talks like Miss Glossop.

Indeed, sir? I have not yet heard Miss Pringle speak.

You have missed little. And what it amounts to, Jeeves, is that, though nothing will induce me to let old Sippy down, I can see that this visit is going to try me high. At a pinch, I could stand the prof and wife. I could even make the effort of a lifetime and bear up against Aunt Jane. But to expect a man to mix daily with the girl Heloise – and to do it, what is more, on lemonade, which is all there was to drink at dinner – is to ask too much of him. What shall I do, Jeeves?

I think that you should avoid Miss Pringles society as much as possible.

The same great thought had occurred to me, I said.

It is all very well, though, to talk airily about avoiding a females society; but when you are living in the same house with her, and she doesnt want to avoid you, it takes a bit of doing. It is a peculiar thing in life that the people you most particularly want to edge away from always seem to cluster round like a poultice. I hadnt been twenty-four hours in the place before I perceived that I was going to see a lot of this pestilence.

She was one of those girls youre always meeting on the stairs and in passages. I couldnt go into a room without seeing her drift in a minute later. And if I walked in the garden she was sure to leap out at me from a laurel bush or the onion bed or something. By about the tenth day I had begun to feel absolutely haunted.

Jeeves, I said, I have begun to feel absolutely haunted.

Sir?

This woman dogs me. I never seem to get a moment to myself. Old Sippy was supposed to come here to make a study of the Cambridge colleges, and she took me round about fifty-seven this morning. This afternoon I went to sit in the garden, and she popped up through a trap and was in my midst. This evening she cornered me in the morning-room. Its getting so that, when I have a bath, I wouldnt be a bit surprised to find her nestling in the soap dish.

Extremely trying, sir.

Dashed so. Have you any remedy to suggest?

Not at the moment, sir. Miss Pringle does appear to be distinctly interested in you, sir. She was asking me questions this morning respecting your mode of life in London.

What?

Yes, sir.

I stared at the man in horror. A ghastly thought had struck me. I quivered like an aspen.

At lunch that day a curious thing had happened. We had just finished mangling the cutlets and I was sitting back in my chair, taking a bit of an easy before being allotted my slab of boiled pudding, when, happening to look up, I caught the girl Heloises eye fixed on me in what seemed to me a rather rummy manner. I didnt think much about it at the time, because boiled pudding is a thing you have to give your undivided attention to if you want to do yourself justice; but now, recalling the episode in the light of Jeevess words, the full sinister meaning of the thing seemed to come home to me.

Even at the moment, something about that look had struck me as oddly familiar, and now I suddenly saw why. It had been the identical look which I had observed in the eye of Honoria Glossop in the days immediately preceding our engagement – the look of a tigress that has marked down its prey.

Jeeves, do you know what I think?

Sir?

I gulped slightly.

Jeeves, I said, listen attentively. I dont want to give the impression that I consider myself one of those deadly coves who exercise an irresistible fascination over one and all and cant meet a girl without wrecking her peace of mind in the first half-minute. As a matter of fact, its rather the other way with me, for girls on entering my presence are mostly inclined to give me the raised eyebrow and the twitching upper lip. Nobody, therefore, can say that I am a man whos likely to take alarm unnecessarily. You admit that, dont you?

Yes, sir.

Nevertheless, Jeeves, it is a known scientific fact that there is a particular style of female that does seem strangely attracted to the sort of fellow I am.

Very true, sir.

I mean to say, I know perfectly well that Ive got, roughly speaking, half the amount of brain a normal bloke ought to possess. And when a girl comes along who has about twice the regular allowance, she too often makes a bee line for me with the love light in her eyes. I dont know how to account for it, but it is so.

It may be Natures provision for maintaining the balance of the species, sir.

Very possibly. Anyway, it has happened to me over and over again. It was what happened in the case of Honoria Glossop. She was notoriously one of the brainiest women of her year at Girton, and she just gathered me in like a bull pup swallowing a piece of steak.

Miss Pringle, I am informed, sir, was an even more brilliant scholar than Miss Glossop.

Well, there you are! Jeeves, she looks at me.

Yes, sir?

I keep meeting her on the stairs and in passages.

Indeed, sir?

She recommends me books to read, to improve my mind.

Highly suggestive, sir.

And at breakfast this morning, when I was eating a sausage, she told me I shouldnt, as modern medical science held that a four-inch sausage contained as many germs as a dead rat. The maternal touch, you understand; fussing over my health.

I think we may regard that, sir, as practically conclusive.

I sank into a chair, thoroughly pipped.

Whats to be done, Jeeves?

We must think, sir.

You think. I havent the machinery.

I will most certainly devote my very best attention to the matter, sir, and will endeavour to give satisfaction.

Well, that was something. But I was ill at ease. Yes, there is no getting away from it, Bertram was ill at ease.

Next morning we visited sixty-three more Cambridge colleges, and after lunch I said I was going to my room to lie down. After staying there for half an hour to give the coast time to clear, I shoved a book and smoking materials in my pocket, and climbing out of a window, shinned down a convenient water-pipe into the garden. My objective was the summer-house, where it seemed to me that a man might put in a quiet hour or so without interruption.

It was extremely jolly in the garden. The sun was shining, the crocuses were all to the mustard and there wasnt a sign of Heloise Pringle anywhere. The cat was fooling about on the lawn, so I chirruped to it and it gave a low gargle and came trotting up. I had just got it in my arms and was scratching it under the ear when there was a loud shriek from above, and there was Aunt Jane half out of the window. Dashed disturbing.

Oh, right ho, I said.

I dropped the cat, which galloped off into the bushes, and dismissing the idea of bunging a brick at the aged relative, went on my way, heading for the shrubbery. Once safely hidden there, I worked round till I got to the summer-house. And, believe me, I had hardly got my first cigarette nicely under way when a shadow fell on my book and there was young Sticketh-Closer-Than-a-Brother in person.

So there you are, she said.

She seated herself by my side, and with a sort of gruesome playfulness jerked the gasper out of the holder and heaved it through the door.

Youre always smoking, she said, a lot too much like a lovingly chiding young bride for my comfort. I wish you wouldnt. Its so bad for you. And you ought not to be sitting out here without your light overcoat. You want someone to look after you.

Ive got Jeeves.

She frowned a bit.

I dont like him, she said.

Eh? Why not?

I dont know. I wish you would get rid of him.

My flesh absolutely crept. And Ill tell you why. One of the first things Honoria Glossop had done after we had become engaged was to tell me she didnt like Jeeves and wanted him shot out. The realisation that this girl resembled Honoria not only in body but in blackness of soul made me go all faint.

What are you reading?

She picked up my book and frowned again. The thing was one I had brought down from the old flat in London, to glance at in the train – a fairly zippy effort in the detective line called The Trail of Blood. She turned the pages with a nasty sneer.

I cant understand you liking nonsense of this— She stopped suddenly. Good gracious!

Whats the matter?

Do you know Bertie Wooster?

And then I saw that my name was scrawled right across the title page, and my heart did three back somersaults.

Oh – er – well – that is to say – well, slightly.

He must be a perfect horror. Im surprised that you can make a friend of him. Apart from anything else, the man is practically an imbecile. He was engaged to my Cousin Honoria at one time, and it was broken off because he was next door to insane. You should hear my Uncle Roderick talk about him!

I wasnt keen.

Do you see much of him?

A goodish bit.

I saw in the paper the other day that he was fined for making a disgraceful disturbance in the street.

Yes, I saw that.

She gazed at me in a foul, motherly way.

He cant be a good influence for you, she said. I do wish you would drop him. Will you?

Well— I began. And at this point old Cuthbert, the cat, having presumably found it a bit slow by himself in the bushes, wandered in with a matey expression on his face and jumped on my lap. I welcomed him with a good deal of cordiality. Though but a cat, he did make a sort of third at this party; and he afforded a good excuse for changing the conversation.

Jolly birds, cats, I said.

She wasnt having any.

Will you drop Bertie Wooster? she said, absolutely ignoring the cat motif.

It would be so difficult.

Nonsense! It only needs a little will power. The man surely cant be so interesting a companion as all that. Uncle Roderick says he is an invertebrate waster.

I could have mentioned a few things that I thought Uncle Roderick was, but my lips were sealed, so to speak.

You have changed a great deal since we last met, said the Pringle disease reproachfully. She bent forward and began to scratch the cat under the other ear. Do you remember, when we were children together, you used to say that you would do anything for me?

Did I?

I remember once you cried because I was cross and wouldnt let you kiss me.

I didnt believe it at the time, and I dont believe it now. Sippy is in many ways a good deal of a chump, but surely even at the age of ten he cannot have been such a priceless ass as that. I think the girl was lying, but that didnt make the position of affairs any better. I edged away a couple of inches and sat staring before me, the old brow beginning to get slightly bedewed.

And then suddenly – well, you know how it is, I mean. I suppose everyone has had that ghastly feeling at one time or another of being urged by some overwhelming force to do some absolutely blithering act. You get it every now and then when youre in a crowded theatre, and something seems to be egging you on to shout Fire! and see what happens. Or youre talking to someone and all at once you feel, Now, suppose I suddenly biffed this bird in the eye!

Well, what Im driving at is this, at this juncture, with her shoulder squashing against mine and her back hair tickling my nose, a perfectly loony impulse came sweeping over me to kiss her.

No, really? I croaked.

Have you forgotten?

She lifted the old onion and her eyes looked straight into mine. I could feel myself skidding. I shut my eyes. And then from the doorway there spoke the most beautiful voice I had ever heard in my life:

Give me that cat!

I opened my eyes. There was good old Aunt Jane, that queen of her sex, standing before me, glaring at me as if I were a vivisectionist and she had surprised me in the middle of an experiment. How this pearl among women had tracked me down I dont know, but there she stood, bless her dear, intelligent old soul, like the rescue party in the last reel of a motion picture.

I didnt wait. The spell was broken and I legged it. As I went, I heard that lovely voice again.

He shot arrows at my Tibby from a bow, said this most deserving and excellent octogenarian.

For the next few days all was peace. I saw comparatively little of Heloise. I found the strategic value of that water-pipe outside my window beyond praise. I seldom left the house now by any other route. It seemed to me that, if only the luck held like this, I might after all be able to stick this visit out for the full term of the sentence.

But meanwhile, as they say in the movies — 

The whole family appeared to be present and correct as I came down to the drawing-room a couple of nights later. The Prof, Mrs Prof, the two Exhibits and the girl Heloise were scattered about at intervals. The cat slept on the rug, the canary in its cage. There was nothing, in short, to indicate that this was not just one of our ordinary evenings.

Well, well, well! I said cheerily. Hullo-ullo-ullo!

I always like to make something in the nature of an entrance speech, it seeming to me to lend a chummy tone to the proceedings.

The girl Heloise looked at me reproachfully.

Where have you been all day? she asked.

I went to my room after lunch.

You werent there at five.

No. After putting in a spell of work on the good old colleges I went for a stroll. Fellow must have exercise if he means to keep fit.

Mens sana in corpore sano, observed the Prof.

I shouldnt wonder, I said cordially.

At this point, when everything was going as sweet as a nut and I was feeling on top of my form, Mrs Pringle suddenly soaked me on the base of the skull with a sandbag. Not actually, I dont mean. No, no. I speak figuratively, as it were.

Roderick is very late, she said.

You may think it strange that the sound of that name should have sloshed into my nerve centres like a half-brick. But, take it from me, to a man who has had any dealings with Sir Roderick Glossop there is only one Roderick in the world – and that is one too many.

Roderick? I gurgled.

My brother-in-law, Sir Roderick Glossop, comes to Cambridge to-night, said the Prof. He lectures at St. Lukes tomorrow. He is coming here to dinner.

And while I stood there, feeling like the hero when he discovers that he is trapped in the den of the Secret Nine, the door opened.

Sir Roderick Glossop, announced the maid or some such person, and in he came.

One of the things that get this old crumb so generally disliked among the better element of the community is the fact that he has a head like the dome of St. Pauls and eyebrows that want bobbing or shingling to reduce them to anything like reasonable size. It is a nasty experience to see this bald and bushy bloke advancing on you when you havent prepared the strategic railways in your rear.

As he came into the room I backed behind a sofa and commended my soul to God. I didnt need to have my hand read to know that trouble was coming to me through a dark man.

He didnt spot me at first. He shook hands with the Prof and wife, kissed Heloise and waggled his head at the Exhibits.

I fear I am somewhat late, he said. A slight accident on the road, affecting what my chauffeur termed the—

And then he saw me lurking on the outskirts and gave a startled grunt, as if I hurt him a good deal internally.

This— began the Prof, waving in my direction.

I am already acquainted with Mr Wooster.

This, went on the Prof, is Miss Sipperleys nephew, Oliver. You remember Miss Sipperley?

What do you mean? barked Sir Roderick. Having had so much to do with loonies has given him a rather sharp and authoritative manner on occasion. This is that wretched young man, Bertram Wooster. What is all this nonsense about Olivers and Sipperleys?

The Prof was eyeing me with some natural surprise. So were the others. I beamed a bit weakly.

Well, as a matter of fact— I said.

The Prof was wrestling with the situation. You could hear his brain buzzing.

He said he was Oliver Sipperley, he moaned.

Come here! bellowed Sir Roderick. Am I to understand that you have inflicted yourself on this household under the pretence of being the nephew of an old friend?

It seemed a pretty accurate description of the facts.

Well – er – yes, I said.

Sir Roderick shot an eye at me. It entered the body somewhere about the top stud, roamed around inside for a bit and went out at the back.

Insane! Quite insane, as I knew from the first moment I saw him.

What did he say? asked Aunt Jane.

Roderick says this young man is insane, roared the Prof.

Ah! said Aunt Jane, nodding. I thought so. He climbs down water-pipes.

Does what?

Ive seen him – ah, many a time!

Sir Roderick snorted violently.

He ought to be under proper restraint. It is abominable that a person in his mental condition should be permitted to roam the world at large. The next stage may quite easily be homicidal.

It seemed to me that, even at the expense of giving old Sippy away, I must be cleared of this frightful charge. After all, Sippys number was up anyway.

Let me explain, I said. Sippy asked me to come here.

What do you mean?

He couldnt come himself, because he was jugged for biffing a cop on Boat-Race Night.

Well, it wasnt easy to make them get the hang of the story, and even when Id done it it didnt seem to make them any chummier towards me. A certain coldness about expresses it, and when dinner was announced I counted myself out and pushed off rapidly to my room. I could have done with a bit of dinner, but the atmosphere didnt seem just right.

Jeeves, I said, having shot in and pressed the bell, were sunk.

Sir?

Hells foundations are quivering and the game is up.

He listened attentively.

The contingency was one always to have been anticipated as a possibility, sir. It only remains to take the obvious step.

Whats that?

Go and see Miss Sipperley, sir.

What on earth for?

I think it would be judicious to apprise her of the facts yourself, sir, instead of allowing her to hear of them through the medium of a letter from Professor Pringle. That is to say, if you are still anxious to do all in your power to assist Mr Sipperley.

I cant let Sippy down. If you think its any good—

We can but try it, sir. I have an idea, sir, that we may find Miss Sipperley disposed to look leniently upon Mr Sipperleys misdemeanour.

What makes you think that?

It is just a feeling that I have, sir.

Well, if you think it would be worth trying — How do we get there?

The distance is about a hundred and fifty miles, sir. Our best plan would be to hire a car.

Get it at once, I said.

The idea of being a hundred and fifty miles away from Heloise Pringle, not to mention Aunt Jane and Sir Roderick Glossop, sounded about as good to me as anything I had ever heard.

The Paddock, Beckley-on-the-Moor, was about a couple of parasangs from the village, and I set out for it next morning, after partaking of a hearty breakfast at the local inn, practically without a tremor. I suppose when a fellow has been through it as I had in the last two weeks his system becomes hardened. After all, I felt, whatever this aunt of Sippys might be like, she wasnt Sir Roderick Glossop, so I was that much on velvet from the start.

The Paddock was one of those medium-sized houses with a goodish bit of very tidy garden and a carefully rolled gravel drive curving past a shrubbery that looked as if it had just come back from the dry cleaner – the sort of house you take one look at and say to yourself, Somebodys aunt lives there. I pushed up on the drive, and as I turned the bend I observed in the middle distance a woman messing about by a flower-bed with a trowel in her hand. If this wasnt the female I was after, I was very much mistaken, so I halted, cleared the throat and gave tongue.

Miss Sipperley?

She had had her back to me, and at the sound of my voice she executed a sort of leap or bound, not unlike a barefoot dancer who steps on a tin-tack half-way through the Vision of Salome. She came to earth and goggled at me in a rather goofy manner. A large, stout female with a reddish face.

Hope I didnt startle you, I said.

Who are you?

My names Wooster. Im a pal of your nephew, Oliver.

Her breathing had become more regular.

Oh? she said. When I heard your voice I thought you were someone else.

No, thats who I am. I came up here to tell you about Oliver.

What about him?

I hesitated. Now that we were approaching what you might call the nub, or crux, of the situation, a good deal of my breezy confidence seemed to have slipped from me.

Well, its rather a painful tale, I must warn you.

Oliver isnt ill? He hasnt had an accident?

She spoke anxiously, and I was pleased at this evidence of human feeling. I decided to shoot the works with no more delay.

Oh, no, he isnt ill, I said; and as regards having accidents, it depends on what you call an accident. Hes in chokey.

In what?

In prison.

In prison!

It was entirely my fault. We were strolling along on Boat-Race Night and I advised him to pinch a policemans helmet.

I dont understand.

Well, he seemed depressed, dont you know; and rightly or wrongly, I thought it might cheer him up if he stepped across the street and collared a policemans helmet. He thought it a good idea, too, so he started doing it, and the man made a fuss and Oliver sloshed him.

Sloshed him?

Biffed him – smote him a blow – in the stomach.

My nephew Oliver hit a policeman in the stomach?

Absolutely in the stomach. And next morning the beak sent him to the bastille for thirty days without the option.

I was looking at her a bit anxiously all this while to see how she was taking the thing, and at this moment her face seemed suddenly to split in half. For an instant she appeared to be all mouth, and then she was staggering about the grass, shouting with laughter and waving the trowel madly.

It seemed to me a bit of luck for her that Sir Roderick Glossop wasnt on the spot. He would have been sitting on her head and calling for the strait-waistcoat in the first half-minute.

You arent annoyed? I said.

Annoyed? She chuckled happily. Ive never heard such a splendid thing in my life.

I was pleased and relieved. I had hoped the news wouldnt upset her too much, but I had never expected it to go with such a roar as this.

Im proud of him, she said.

Thats fine.

If every young man in England went about hitting policemen in the stomach, it would be a better country to live in.

I couldnt follow her reasoning, but everything seemed to be all right; so after a few more cheery words I said good-bye and legged it.

Jeeves, I said when I got back to the inn, everythings fine. But I am far from understanding why.

What actually occurred when you met Miss Sipperley, sir?

I told her Sippy was in the jug for assaulting the police. Upon which she burst into hearty laughter, waved her trowel in a pleased manner and said she was proud of him.

I think I can explain her apparently eccentric behaviour, sir. I am informed that Miss Sipperley has had a good deal of annoyance at the hands of the local constable during the past two weeks. This has doubtless resulted in a prejudice on her part against the force as a whole.

Really? How was that?

The constable has been somewhat over-zealous in the performance of his duties, sir. On no fewer than three occasions in the last ten days he has served summonses upon Miss Sipperley – for exceeding the speed limit in her car; for allowing her dog to appear in public without a collar; and for failing to abate a smoky chimney. Being in the nature of an autocrat, if I may use the term, in the village, Miss Sipperley has been accustomed to do these things in the past with impunity, and the constables unexpected zeal has made her somewhat ill-disposed to policemen as a class and consequently disposed to look upon such assaults as Mr Sipperleys in a kindly and broad-minded spirit.

I saw his point.

What an amazing bit of luck, Jeeves!

Yes, sir.

Where did you hear all this?

My informant was the constable himself, sir. He is my cousin.

I gaped at the man. I saw, so to speak, all.

Good Lord, Jeeves! You didnt bribe him?

Oh, no, sir. But it was his birthday last week, and I gave him a little present. I have always been fond of Egbert, sir.

How much?

A matter of five pounds, sir.

I felt in my pocket.

Here you are, I said. And another fiver for luck.

Thank you very much, sir.

Jeeves, I said, you move in a mysterious way your wonders to perform. You dont mind if I sing a bit, do you?

Not at all, sir, said Jeeves.


FIXING IT FOR FREDDIE
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JEEVES, I SAID looking in on him one afternoon on my return from the club, I dont want to interrupt you.

No, sir?

But I would like a word with you.

Yes, sir?

He had been packing a few of the Wooster necessaries in the old kit-bag against our approaching visit to the seaside, and he now rose and stood bursting with courteous zeal.

Jeeves, I said, a somewhat disturbing situation has arisen with regard to a pal of mine.

Indeed, sir?

You know Mr Bullivant?

Yes, sir.

Well, I slid into the Drones this morning for a bite of lunch, and found him in a dark corner of the smoking-room looking like the last rose of summer. Naturally I was surprised. You know what a bright lad he is as a rule. The life and soul of every gathering he attends.

Yes, sir.

Quite the little lump of fun, in fact.

Precisely, sir.

Well, I made inquiries, and he told me that he had had a quarrel with the girl hes engaged to. You knew he was engaged to Miss Elizabeth Vickers?

Yes, sir. I recall reading the announcement in the Morning Post.

Well, he isnt any longer. What the row was about he didnt say, but the broad facts, Jeeves, are that she has scratched the fixture. She wont let him come near her, refuses to talk on the phone, and sends back his letters unopened.

Extremely trying, sir.

We ought to do something, Jeeves. But what?

It is somewhat difficult to make a suggestion, sir.

Well, what Im going to do for a start is to take him down to Marvis Bay with me. I know these birds who have been handed their hat by the girl of their dreams, Jeeves. What they want is complete change of scene.

There is much in what you say, sir.

Yes. Change of scene is the thing. I heard of a man. Girl refused him. Man went abroad. Two months later girl wired him Come back, Muriel. Man started to write out a reply; suddenly found that he couldnt remember girls surname; so never answered at all, and lived happily ever after. It may well be, Jeeves, that after Freddie Bullivant has had a few weeks of Marvis Bay he will get completely over it.

Very possibly, sir.

And, if not, it is quite likely that, refreshed by sea air and good simple food, you will get a brain-wave and think up some scheme for bringing these two misguided blighters together again.

I will do my best, sir.

I knew it, Jeeves, I knew it. Dont forget to put in plenty of socks.

No, sir.

Also of tennis shirts not a few.

Very good, sir.

I left him to his packing, and a couple of days later we started off for Marvis Bay, where I had taken a cottage for July and August.

I dont know if you know Marvis Bay? Its in Dorsetshire; and, while not what you would call a fiercely exciting spot, has many good points. You spend the day there bathing and sitting on the sands, and in the evening you stroll out on the shore with the mosquitoes. At nine p.m. you rub ointment on the wounds and go to bed. It was a simple, healthy life, and it seemed to suit poor old Freddie absolutely. Once the moon was up and the breeze sighing in the trees, you couldnt drag him from that beach with ropes. He became quite a popular pet with the mosquitoes. They would hang round waiting for him to come out, and would give a miss to perfectly good strollers just so as to be in good condition for him.

It was during the day that I found Freddie, poor old chap, a trifle heavy as a guest. I suppose you cant blame a bloke whose heart is broken, but it required a good deal of fortitude to bear up against this gloom-crushed exhibit during the early days of our little holiday. When he wasnt chewing a pipe and scowling at the carpet, he was sitting at the piano, playing The Rosary with one finger. He couldnt play anything except The Rosary, and he couldnt play much of that. However firmly and confidently he started off, somewhere around the third bar a fuse would blow out and he would have to start all over again.

He was playing it as usual one morning when I came in from bathing: and it seemed to me that he was extracting more hideous melancholy from it even than usual. Nor had my senses deceived me.

Bertie, he said in a hollow voice, skidding on the fourth crotchet from the left as you enter the second bar and producing a distressing sound like the death-rattle of a sand-eel, Ive seen her!

Seen her? I said. What, Elizabeth Vickers? How do you mean, youve seen her? She isnt down here.

Yes, she is. I suppose shes staying with relations or something. I was down at the post office, seeing if there were any letters, and we met in the doorway.

What happened?

She cut me dead.

He started The Rosary again, and stubbed his finger on a semi-quaver.

Bertie, he said, you ought never to have brought me here. I must go away.

Go away? Dont talk such rot. This is the best thing that could have happened. Its a most amazing bit of luck, her being down here. This is where you come out strong.

She cut me.

Never mind. Be a sportsman. Have another dash at her.

She looked clean through me.

Well, dont mind that. Stick at it. Now, having got her down here, what you want, I said, is to place her under some obligation to you. What you want is to get her timidly thanking you. What you want—

Whats she going to thank me timidly for?

I thought for a while. Undoubtedly he had put his finger on the nub of the problem. For some moments I was at a loss, not to say nonplussed. Then I saw the way.

What you want, I said, is to look out for a chance and save her from drowning.

I cant swim.

That was Freddie Bullivant all over. A dear old chap in a thousand ways, but no help to a fellow, if you know what I mean.

He cranked up the piano once more, and I legged it for the open.

I strolled out on the beach and began to think this thing over. I would have liked to consult Jeeves, of course, but Jeeves had disappeared for the morning. There was no doubt that it was hopeless expecting Freddie to do anything for himself in this crisis. Im not saying that dear old Freddie hasnt got his strong qualities. He is good at polo, and I have heard him spoken of as a coming man at snooker-pool. But apart from this you couldnt call him a man of enterprise.

Well, I was rounding some rocks, thinking pretty tensely, when I caught sight of a blue dress, and there was the girl in person. I had never met her, but Freddie had sixteen photographs of her sprinkled round his bedroom, and I knew I couldnt be mistaken. She was sitting on the sand, helping a small, fat child to build a castle. On a chair close by was an elderly female reading a novel. I heard the girl call her aunt. So, getting the reasoning faculties to work, I deduced that the fat child must be her cousin. It struck me that if Freddie had been there he would probably have tried to work up some sentiment about the kid on the strength of it. I couldnt manage this. I dont think I ever saw a kid who made me feel less sentimental. He was one of those round, bulging kids.

After he had finished his castle he seemed to get bored with life and began to cry. The girl, who seemed to read him like a book, took him off to where a fellow was selling sweets at a stall. And I walked on.

Now, those who know me, if you ask them, will tell you that Im a chump. My Aunt Agatha would testify to this effect. So would my Uncle Percy and many more of my nearest and – if you like to use the expression – dearest. Well, I dont mind. I admit it. I am a chump. But what I do say – and I should like to lay the greatest possible stress on this – is that every now and then, just when the populace has given up hope that I will ever show any real human intelligence – I get what it is idle to pretend is not an inspiration. And thats what happened now. I doubt if the idea that came to me at this juncture would have occurred to a single one of any dozen of the largest-brained blokes in history. Napoleon might have got it, but Ill bet Darwin and Shakespeare and Thomas Hardy wouldnt have thought of it in a thousand years.

It came to me on my return journey. I was walking back along the shore, exercising the old bean fiercely, when I saw the fat child meditatively smacking a jelly-fish with a spade. The girl wasnt with him. The aunt wasnt with him. In fact, there wasnt anybody else in sight. And the solution of the whole trouble between Freddie and his Elizabeth suddenly came to me in a flash.

From what I had seen of the two, the girl was evidently fond of this kid: and, anyhow, he was her cousin, so what I said to myself was this: If I kidnap this young heavyweight for a brief space of time: and if, when the girl has got frightfully anxious about where he can have got to, dear old Freddie suddenly appears leading the infant by the hand and telling a story to the effect that he found him wandering at large about the country and practically saved his life, the girls gratitude is bound to make her chuck hostilities and be friends again.

So I gathered up the kid and made off with him.

Freddie, dear old chap, was rather slow at first in getting on to the fine points of the idea. When I appeared at the cottage, carrying the child, and dumped him down in the sitting-room, he showed no joy whatever. The child had started to bellow by this time, not thinking much of the thing, and Freddie seemed to find it rather trying.

What the devils all this? he asked, regarding the little visitor with a good deal of loathing.

The kid loosed off a yell that made the windows rattle, and I saw that this was a time for strategy. I raced to the kitchen and fetched a pot of honey. It was the right idea. The kid stopped bellowing and began to smear his face with the stuff.

Well? said Freddie, when silence had set in.

I explained the scheme. After a while it began to strike him. The careworn look faded from his face, and for the first time since his arrival at Marvis Bay he smiled almost happily.

Theres something in this, Bertie.

Its the goods.

I think it will work, said Freddie.

And, disentangling the child from the honey, he led him out.

I expect Elizabeth will be on the beach somewhere, he said.

What you might call a quiet happiness suffused me, if thats the word I want. I was very fond of old Freddie, and it was jolly to think that he was shortly about to click once more. I was leaning back in a chair on the veranda, smoking a peaceful cigarette, when down the road I saw the old boy returning, and, by George, the kid was still with him.

Hallo! I said. Couldnt you find her?

I then perceived that Freddie was looking as if he had been kicked in the stomach.

Yes, I found her, he replied, with one of those bitter, mirthless laughs you read about.

Well, then — ?

He sank into a chair and groaned.

This isnt her cousin, you idiot, he said. Hes no relation at all – just a kid she met on the beach. She had never seen him before in her life.

But she was helping him build a sand-castle.

I dont care. Hes a perfect stranger.

It seemed to me that, if the modern girl goes about building sand-castles with kids she has only known for five minutes and probably without a proper introduction at that, then all that has been written about her is perfectly true. Brazen is the word that seems to meet the case.

I said as much to Freddie, but he wasnt listening.

Well, who is this ghastly child, then? I said.

I dont know. O Lord, Ive had a time! Thank goodness you will probably spend the next few years of your life in Dartmoor for kidnapping. Thats my only consolation. Ill come and jeer at you through the bars on visiting days.

Tell me all, old man, I said.

He told me all. It took him a good long time to do it, for he broke off in the middle of nearly every sentence to call me names, but I gradually gathered what had happened. The girl Elizabeth had listened like an iceberg while he worked off the story he had prepared, and then – well, she didnt actually call him a liar in so many words, but she gave him to understand in a general sort of way that he was a worm and an outcast. And then he crawled off with the kid, licked to a splinter.

And mind, he concluded, this is your affair. Im not mixed up in it at all. If you want to escape your sentence – or anyway get a portion of it remitted – youd better go and find the childs parents and return him before the police come for you.

Who are his parents?

I dont know.

Where do they live?

I dont know.

The kid didnt seem to know, either. A thoroughly vapid and uninformed infant. I got out of him the fact that he had a father, but that was as far as he went. It didnt seem ever to have occurred to him, chatting of an evening with the old man, to ask him his name and address. So, after a wasted ten minutes, out we went into the great world, more or less what you might call at random.

I give you my word that, until I started to tramp the place with this child, I never had a notion that it was such a difficult job restoring a son to his parents. How kidnappers ever get caught is a mystery to me. I searched Marvis Bay like a bloodhound, but nobody came forward to claim the infant. You would have thought, from the lack of interest in him, that he was stopping there all by himself in a cottage of his own. It wasnt till, by another inspiration, I thought to ask the sweet-stall man that I got on the track. The sweet-stall man, who seemed to have seen a lot of him, said that the childs name was Kegworthy, and that his parents lived at a place called Ocean Rest.

It then remained to find Ocean Rest. And eventually, after visiting Ocean View, Ocean Prospect, Ocean Breeze, Ocean Cottage, Ocean Bungalow, Ocean Nook and Ocean Homestead, I trailed it down.

I knocked at the door. Nobody answered. I knocked again. I could hear movements inside, but nobody appeared. I was just going to get to work with that knocker in such a way that it would filter through these peoples heads that I wasnt standing there just for the fun of the thing, when a voice from somewhere above shouted Hi!

I looked up and saw a round, pink face, with grey whiskers east and west of it, staring down at me from an upper window.

Hi! it shouted again. You cant come in.

I dont want to come in.

Because — Oh, is that Tootles?

My name is not Tootles. Are you Mr Kegworthy? Ive brought back your son.

I see him. Peep-bo, Tootles, Dadda can see oo.

The face disappeared with a jerk. I could hear voices. The face reappeared.

Hi!

I churned the gravel madly. This blighter was giving me the pip.

Do you live here? asked the face.

I have taken a cottage here for a few weeks.

Whats your name?

Wooster.

Fancy that! Do you spell it W-o-r-c-e-s-t-e-r or W-o-o-s-t-e-r?

W-o-o—

I ask because I once knew a Miss Wooster, spelled W-o-o—

I had had about enough of this spelling-bee.

Will you open the door and take this child in?

I mustnt open the door. This Miss Wooster that I knew married a man named Spenser. Was she any relation?

She is my Aunt Agatha, I replied, and I spoke with a good deal of bitterness, trying to suggest by my manner that he was exactly the sort of man, in my opinion, who would know my Aunt Agatha.

He beamed down at me.

This is most fortunate. We were wondering what to do with Tootles. You see, we have mumps here. My daughter Bootles has just developed mumps. Tootles must not be exposed to the risk of infection. We could not think what to do with him. It was most fortunate, your finding the dear child. He strayed from his nurse. I would hesitate to trust him to a stranger, but you are different. Any nephew of Mrs Spensers has my complete confidence. You must take Tootles into your house. It will be an ideal arrangement. I have written to my brother in London to come and fetch him. He may be here in a few days.

May!

He is a busy man, of course; but he should certainly be here within a week. Till then Tootles can stop with you. It is an excellent plan. Very much obliged to you. Your wife will like Tootles.

I havent got a wife! I yelled; but the window had closed with a bang, as if the man with the whiskers had found a germ trying to escape and had headed it off just in time.

I breathed a deep breath and wiped the old forehead.

The window flew up again.

Hi!

A package weighing about a ton hit me on the head and burst like a bomb.

Did you catch it? said the face, reappearing. Dear me, you missed it. Never mind. You can get it at the grocers. Ask for Baileys Granulated Breakfast Chips. Tootles takes them for breakfast with a little milk. Not cream. Milk. Be sure to get Baileys.

Yes, but—

The face disappeared, and the window was banged down again. I lingered a while, but nothing else happened, so, taking Tootles by the hand, I walked slowly away.

And as we turned up the road we met Freddies Elizabeth.

Well, baby? she said, sighting the kid. So daddy found you again, did he? Your little son and I made great friends on the beach this morning, she said to me.

This was the limit. Coming on top of that interview with the whiskered lunatic, it so utterly unnerved me that she had nodded good-bye and was half-way down the road before I caught up with my breath enough to deny the charge of being the infants father.

I hadnt expected Freddie to sing with joy when he saw me looming up with child complete, but I did think he might have showed a little more manly fortitude, a little more of the old British bull-dog spirit. He leaped up when we came in, glared at the kid and clutched his head. He didnt speak for a long time; but, to make up for it, when he began he did not leave off for a long time.

Well, he said, when he had finished the body of his remarks, say something! Heavens, man, why dont you say something?

If youll give me a chance, I will, I said, and shot the bad news.

What are you going to do about it? he asked. And it would be idle to deny that his manner was peevish.

What can we do about it?

We? What do you mean, we? Im not going to spend my time taking turns as a nursemaid to this excrescence. Im going back to London.

Freddie! I cried. Freddie, old man! My voice shook. Would you desert a pal at a time like this?

Yes, I would,

Freddie, I said, youve got to stand by me. You must. Do you realise that this child has to be undressed, and bathed, and dressed again? You wouldnt leave me to do all that single-handed?

Jeeves can help you.

No, sir, said Jeeves, who had just rolled in with lunch; I must, I fear, disassociate myself completely from the matter. He spoke respectfully but firmly. I have had little or no experience with children.

Nows the time to start, I urged.

No, sir; I am sorry to say that I cannot involve myself in any way.

Then you must stand by me, Freddie.

I wont.

You must. Reflect, old man! We have been pals for years. Your mother likes me.

No, she doesnt.

Well, anyway, we were at school together and you owe me a tenner.

Oh, well, he said in a resigned sort of voice.

Besides, old thing, I said, I did it all for your sake, you know.

He looked at me in a curious way, and breathed rather hard for some moments.

Bertie, he said, one moment. I will stand a good deal, but I will not stand being expected to be grateful.

Looking back at it, I can see that what saved me from Colney Hatch in this crisis was my bright idea in buying up most of the contents of the local sweetshop. By serving out sweets to the kid practically incessantly we managed to get through the rest of that day pretty satisfactorily. At eight oclock he fell asleep in a chair; and, having undressed him by unbuttoning every button in sight and, where there were no buttons, pulling till something gave, we carried him up to bed.

Freddie stood looking at the pile of clothes on the floor with a sort of careworn wrinkle between his eyes, and I knew what he was thinking. To get the kid undressed had been simple – a mere matter of muscle. But how were we to get him into his clothes again? I stirred the heap with my foot. There was a long linen arrangement which might have been anything. Also a strip of pink flannel which was like nothing on earth. All most unpleasant.

But in the morning I remembered that there were children in the next bungalow but one, and I went there before breakfast and borrowed their nurse. Women are wonderful, by Jove they are! This nurse had all the spare parts assembled and in the right places in about eight minutes, and there was the kid dressed and looking fit to go to a garden party at Buckingham Palace. I showered wealth upon her, and she promised to come in morning and evening. I sat down to breakfast almost cheerful again. It was the first bit of silver lining that had presented itself to date.

And, after all, I said, theres lots to be argued in favour of having a child about the place, if you know what I mean. Kind of cosy and domestic, what?

Just then the kid upset the milk over Freddies trousers, and when he had come back after changing he lacked sparkle.

It was shortly after breakfast that Jeeves asked if he could have a word in my ear.

Now, though in the anguish of recent events I had rather tended to forget what had been the original idea in bringing Freddie down to this place, I hadnt forgotten it altogether; and Im bound to say that, as the days went by, I had found myself a little disappointed in Jeeves. The scheme had been, if you recall, that he should refresh himself with sea-air and simple food and, having thus got his brain into prime working order, evolve some means of bringing Freddie and his Elizabeth together again.

And what had happened? The man had eaten well and he had slept well, but not a step did he appear to have taken towards bringing about the happy ending. The only move that had been made in that direction had been made by me, alone and unaided; and, though I freely admit that it had turned out a good deal of a bloomer, still the fact remains that I had shown zeal and enterprise. Consequently I received him with a bit of hauteur when he blew in. Slightly cold. A trifle frosty.

Yes, Jeeves? I said. You wished to speak to me?

Yes, sir.

Say on, Jeeves, I said.

Thank you, sir. What I desired to say, sir, was this: I attended a performance at the local cinema last night.

I raised the eyebrows. I was surprised at the man.

With life in the home so frightfully tense and the young master up against it to such a fearful extent, I disapproved of him coming toddling in and prattling about his amusements.

I hope you enjoyed yourself, I said in rather a nasty manner.

Yes, sir, thank you. The management was presenting a super-super-film in seven reels, dealing with life in the wilder and more feverish strata of New York Society, featuring Bertha Blevitch, Orlando Murphy and Baby Bobbie. I found it most entertaining, sir.

Thats good, I said. And if you have a nice time this morning on the sands with your spade and bucket, you will come and tell me all about it, wont you? I have so little on my mind just now that its a treat to hear all about your happy holiday.

Satirical, if you see what I mean. Sarcastic. Almost bitter, as a matter of fact, if you come right down to it.

The title of the film was Tiny Hands, sir. And the father and mother of the character played by Baby Bobbie had unfortunately drifted apart—

Too bad, I said.

Although at heart they loved each other still, sir.

Did they really? Im glad you told me that.

And so matters went on, sir, till came a day when—

Jeeves, I said, fixing him with a dashed unpleasant eye, what the dickens do you think youre talking about? Do you suppose that, with this infernal child landed on me and the peace of the home practically shattered into a million bits, I want to hear—

I beg your pardon, sir. I would not have mentioned this cinema performance were it not for the fact that it gave me an idea, sir.

An idea!

An idea that will, I fancy, sir, prove of value in straightening out the matrimonial future of Mr Bullivant. To which end, if you recollect, sir, you desired me to—

I snorted with remorse.

Jeeves, I said, I wronged you.

Not at all, sir.

Yes, I did. I wronged you. I had a notion that you had given yourself up entirely to the pleasures of the seaside and had chucked that business altogether. I might have known better. Tell me all, Jeeves.

He bowed in a gratified manner. I beamed. And, while we didnt actually fall on each others necks, we gave each other to understand that all was well once more.

In this super-super-film, Tiny Hands, sir, said Jeeves, the parents of the child had, as I say, drifted apart.

Drifted apart, I said, nodding. Right! And then?

Came a day, sir, when their little child brought them together again.

How?

If I remember rightly, sir, he said, Dadda, doesnt oo love mummie no more?

And then?

They exhibited a good deal of emotion. There was what I believe is termed a cut-back, showing scenes from their courtship and early married life and some glimpses of Lovers Through the Ages, and the picture concluded with a close-up of the pair in an embrace, with the child looking on with natural gratification and an organ playing Hearts and Flowers in the distance.

Proceed, Jeeves, I said. You interest me strangely. I begin to grasp the idea. You mean — ?

I mean, sir, that, with this young gentleman on the premises, it might be possible to arrange a dénouement of a somewhat similar nature in regard to Mr Bullivant and Miss Vickers.

Arent you overlooking the fact that this kid is no relation of Mr Bullivant or Miss Vickers?

Even with that handicap, sir, I fancy that good results might ensue. I think that, if it were possible to bring Mr Bullivant and Miss Vickers together for a short space of time in the presence of the child, sir, and if the child were to say something of a touching nature—

I follow you absolutely, Jeeves, I cried with enthusiasm. Its big. This is the way I see it. We lay the scene in this room. Child, centre. Girl, l.c. Freddie up stage, playing the piano. No, that wont do. He can only play a little of The Rosary with one finger, so well have to cut out the soft music. But the rests all right. Look here, I said. This inkpot is Miss Vickers. This mug with A Present from Marvis Bay on it is the child. This penwiper is Mr Bullivant. Start with dialogue leading up to childs line. Child speaks line, let us say, Boofer lady, does oo love dadda? Business of outstretched hands. Hold picture for a moment. Freddie crosses 1. takes girls hand. Business of swallowing lump in throat. Then big speech: Ah, Elizabeth, has not this misunderstanding of ours gone on too long? See! A little child rebukes us! And so on. Im just giving you the general outline. Freddie must work up his own part. And we must get a good line for the child. Boofer lady, does oo love dadda? isnt definite enough. We want something more—

If I might make the suggestion, sir — ?

Yes?

I would advocate the words Kiss Freddie! It is short, readily memorised, and has what I believe is technically termed the punch.

Genius, Jeeves!

Thank you very much, sir.

Kiss Freddie! it is, then. But, I say, Jeeves, how the deuce are we to get them together in here? Miss Vickers cuts Mr Bullivant. She wouldnt come within a mile of him.

It is awkward, sir.

It doesnt matter. We shall have to make it an exterior set instead of an interior. We can easily corner her on the beach somewhere, when were ready. Meanwhile, we must get the kid word-perfect.

Yes, sir.

Right! First rehearsal for lines and business at eleven sharp to-morrow morning.

Poor old Freddie was in such a gloomy frame of mind that I decided not to tell him the idea till we had finished coaching the child. He wasnt in the mood to have a thing like that hanging over him. So we concentrated on Tootles. And pretty early in the proceedings we saw that the only way to get Tootles worked up to the spirit of the thing was to introduce sweets of some sort as a sub-motive, so to speak.

The chief difficulty, sir, said Jeeves, at the end of the first rehearsal, is, as I envisage it, to establish in the young gentlemans mind a connection between the words we desire him to say and the refreshment.

Exactly, I said. Once the blighter has grasped the basic fact that those two words, clearly spoken, result automatically in chocolate nougat, we have got a success.

Ive often thought how interesting it must be to be one of those animal-trainer blokes – to stimulate the dawning intelligence and all that. Well, this was every bit as exciting Some days success seemed to be staring us in the eyeball, and the kid got out the line as if he had been an old professional. And then he would go all to pieces again. And time was flying.

We must hurry up, Jeeves, I said. The kids uncle may arrive any day now and take him away.

Exactly, sir.

And we have no understudy.

Very true, sir.

We must work! I must say this child is a bit discouraging at times. I should have thought a deaf-mute would have learned his part by now.

I will say this for the kid, though: he was a trier. Failure didnt damp him. Whenever there was any kind of sweet in sight he had a dash at his line, and kept saying something till he had got what he was after. His chief fault was his uncertainty. Personally, I would have been prepared to risk opening in the act and was ready to start the public performance at the first opportunity, but Jeeves said no.

I would not advocate undue haste, sir, he said. As long as the young gentlemans memory refuses to act with any certainty, we are running grave risks of failure. To-day, if you recollect, sir, he said Kick Freddie! That is not a speech to win a young ladys heart, sir.

No. And she might do it, too. Youre right. We must postpone production.

But, by Jove, we didnt! The curtain went up the very next afternoon.

It was nobodys fault – certainly not mine. It was just fate. Jeeves was out, and I was alone in the house with Freddie and the child. Freddie had just settled down at the piano, and I was leading the kid out of the place for a bit of exercise, when, just as wed got on to the veranda, along came the girl Elizabeth on her way to the beach. And at the sight of her the kid set up a matey yell, and she stopped at the foot of the steps.

Hallo, baby, she said. Good morning, she said to me. May I come up?

She didnt wait for an answer. She just hopped on to the veranda. She seemed to be that sort of girl. She started fussing over the child. And six feet away, mind you, Freddie smiting the piano in the sitting-room. It was a dashed disturbing situation, take it from Bertram. At any minute Freddie might take it into his head to come out on the veranda, and I hadnt even begun to rehearse him in his part.

I tried to break up the scene.

We were just going down to the beach, I said.

Yes? said the girl. She listened for a moment. So youre having your piano tuned? she said. My aunt has been trying to find a tuner for ours. Do you mind if I go in and tell this man to come on to us when he has finished here?

I mopped the brow.

Er – I shouldnt go in just now, I said. Not just now, while hes working, if you dont mind. These fellows cant bear to be disturbed when theyre at work. Its the artistic temperament. Ill tell him later.

Very well. Ask him to call at Pine Bungalow. Vickers is the name. ... Oh, he seems to have stopped. I suppose he will be out in a minute now. Ill wait.

Dont you think – shouldnt you be getting on to the beach? I said.

She had started talking to the kid and didnt hear. She was feeling in her bag for something.

The beach, I babbled.

See what Ive got for you, baby, said the girl. I thought I might meet you somewhere, so I bought some of your favourite sweets.

And, by Jove, she held up in front of the kids bulging eyes a chunk of toffee about the size of the Albert Memorial!

That finished it. We had just been having a long rehearsal, and the kid was all worked up in his part. He got it right first time.

Kiss Fweddie! he shouted.

And the French windows opened and Freddie came out on to the veranda, for all the world as if he had been taking a cue.

Kiss Fweddie! shrieked the child.

Freddie looked at the girl, and the girl looked at him. I looked at the ground, and the kid looked at the toffee.

Kiss Fweddie! he yelled. Kiss Fweddie!

What does this mean? said the girl, turning on me.

Youd better give it him, I said. Hell go on till you do, you know.

She gave the kid the toffee and he subsided. Freddie, poor ass, still stood there gaping, without a word.

What does it mean? said the girl again. Her face was pink, and her eyes were sparkling in the sort of way, dont you know, that makes a fellow feel as if he hadnt any bones in him, if you know what I mean. Yes, Bertram felt filleted. Did you ever tread on your partners dress at a dance – Im speaking now of the days when women wore dresses long enough to be trodden on – and hear it rip and see her smile at you like an angel and say, Please dont apologise. Its nothing, and then suddenly meet her clear blue eyes and feel as if you had stepped on the teeth of a rake and had the handle jump up and hit you in the face? Well, thats how Freddies Elizabeth looked.

Well? she said, and her teeth gave a little click.

I gulped. Then I said it was nothing. Then I said it was nothing much. Then I said, Oh, well, it was this way. And I told her all about it. And all the while Idiot Freddie stood there gaping, without a word. Not one solitary yip had he let out of himself from the start.

And the girl didnt speak, either. She just stood listening.

And then she began to laugh. I never heard a girl laugh so much. She leaned against the side of the veranda and shrieked. And all the while Freddie, the Worlds Champion Dumb Brick, standing there, saying nothing.

Well, I finished my story and sidled to the steps. I had said all I had to say, and it seemed to me that about here the stage-direction exit cautiously was written in my part. I gave poor old Freddie up in despair. If only he had said a word it might have been all right. But there he stood, speechless.

Just out of sight of the house I met Jeeves, returning from his stroll.

Jeeves, I said, all is over. The things finished. Poor dear old Freddie has made a complete ass of himself and killed the whole show.

Indeed, sir? What has actually happened?

I told him.

He fluffed in his lines, I concluded. Just stood there saying nothing, when if ever there was a time for eloquence, this was it. He ... Great Scott! Look!

We had come back within view of the cottage, and there in front of it stood six children, a nurse, two loafers, another nurse, and the fellow from the grocers. They were all staring. Down the road came galloping five more children, a dog, three men and a boy, all about to stare. And on our porch, as unconscious of the spectators as if they had been alone in the Sahara, stood Freddie and his Elizabeth, clasped in each others arms.

Great Scott! I said.

It would appear, sir, said Jeeves, that everything has concluded most satisfactorily, after all.

Yes. Dear old Freddie may have been fluffy in his lines, I said, but his business certainly seems to have gone with a bang.

Very true, sir, said Jeeves.


CLUSTERING ROUND YOUNG BINGO
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I BLOTTED THE last page of my manuscript and sank back, feeling more or less of a spent force. After incredible sweat of the old brow the thing seemed to be in pretty fair shape, and I was just reading it through and debating whether to bung in another paragraph at the end, when there was a tap at the door and Jeeves appeared.

Mrs Travers, sir, on the telephone.

Oh? I said. Preoccupied, dont you know.

Yes, sir. She presents her compliments and would be glad to know what progress you have made with the article which you are writing for her.

Jeeves, can I mention mens knee-length under-clothing in a womans paper?

No, sir.

Then tell her its finished.

Very good, sir.

And, Jeeves, when youre through, come back. I want you to cast your eye over this effort and give it the O.K.

My Aunt Dahlia, who runs a womans paper called Miladys Boudoir, had recently backed me into a corner and made me promise to write her a few authoritative words for her Husbands and Brothers page on What the Well-Dressed Man is Wearing. I believe in encouraging aunts, when deserving; and, as there are many worse eggs than her knocking about the metrop. I had consented blithely. But I give you my honest word that if I had had the foggiest notion of what I was letting myself in for, not even a nephews devotion would have kept me from giving her the raspberry. A deuce of a job it had been, taxing the physique to the utmost. I dont wonder now that all these author blokes have bald heads and faces like birds who have suffered.

Jeeves, I said, when he came back, you dont read a paper called Miladys Boudoir by any chance, do you?

No, sir. The periodical has not come to my notice.

Well, spring sixpence on it next week, because this article will appear in it. Wooster on the well-dressed man, dont you know.

Indeed, sir?

Yes, indeed, Jeeves. Ive rather extended myself over this little bijou. Theres a bit about socks that I think you will like.

He took the manuscript, brooded over it, and smiled a gentle, approving smile.

The sock passage is quite in the proper vein, sir, he said.

Well expressed, what?

Extremely, sir.

I watched him narrowly as he read on, and, as I was expecting, what you might call the love-light suddenly died out of his eyes. I braced myself for an unpleasant scene.

Come to the bit about soft silk shirts for evening wear? I asked carelessly.

Yes, sir, said Jeeves, in a low, cold voice, as if he had been bitten in the leg by a personal friend. And if I may be pardoned for saying so—

You dont like it?

No, sir. I do not. Soft silk shirts with evening costume are not worn, sir.

Jeeves, I said, looking the blighter diametrically in the centre of the eyeball, theyre dashed well going to be. I may as well tell you now that I have ordered a dozen of those shirtings from Peabody and Simms, and its no good looking like that, because I am jolly well adamant.

If I might—

No, Jeeves, I said, raising my hand, argument is useless. Nobody has a greater respect than I have for your judgment in socks, in ties, and – I will go farther – in spats; but when it comes to evening shirts your nerve seems to fail you. You have no vision. You are prejudiced and reactionary. Hidebound is the word that suggests itself. It may interest you to learn that when I was at Le Touquet the Prince of Wales buzzed into the Casino one night with soft silk shirt complete.

His Royal Highness, sir, may permit himself a certain licence which in your own case—

No, Jeeves, I said firmly, its no use. When we Woosters are adamant, we are – well, adamant, if you know what I mean.

Very good, sir.

I could see the man was wounded, and, of course, the whole episode had been extremely jarring and unpleasant; but these things have to be gone through. Is one a serf or isnt one? Thats what it all boils down to. Having made my point, I changed the subject.

Well, thats that, I said, We now approach another topic. Do you know any housemaids, Jeeves?

Housemaids, sir?

Come, come, Jeeves, you know what housemaids are.

Are you requiring a housemaid, sir?

No, but Mr Little is. I met him at the club a couple of days ago, and he told me that Mrs Little is offering rich rewards to anybody who will find her one guaranteed to go light on the china.

Indeed, sir?

Yes. The one now in office apparently runs through the objets dart like a typhoon, simoon, or sirocco. So if you know any—

I know a great many, sir. Some intimately, others mere acquaintances.

Well, start digging round among the old pals. And now the hat, the stick, and other necessaries. I must be getting along and handing in this article.

The offices of Miladys Boudoir were in one of those rummy streets in the Covent Garden neighbourhood; and I had just got to the door, after wading through a deep top-dressing of old cabbages and tomatoes, when who should come out but Mrs Little. She greeted me with the warmth due to the old family friend, in spite of the fact that I hadnt been round to the house for a goodish while.

Whatever are you doing in these parts, Bertie? I thought you never came east of Leicester Square.

Ive come to deliver an article of sorts which my Aunt Dahlia asked me to write. She edits a species of journal up those stairs. Miladys Boudoir.

What a coincidence! I have just promised to write an article for her, too.

Dont you do it, I said earnestly. Youve simply no notion what a ghastly labour — Oh, but, of course, I was forgetting. Youre used to it, what?

Silly of me to have talked like that. Young Bingo Little, if you remember, had married the famous female novelist, Rosie M. Banks, author of some of the most pronounced and widely-read tripe ever put on the market. Naturally a mere article would be pie for her.

No, I dont think it will give me much trouble, she said. Your aunt has suggested a most delightful subject.

Thats good. By the way, I spoke to my man Jeeves about getting you a housemaid. He knows all the hummers.

Thank you so much. Oh, are you doing anything to-morrow night?

Not a thing.

Then do come and dine with us. Your aunt is coming, and hopes to bring your uncle. I am looking forward to meeting him.

Thanks. Delighted.

I meant it, too. The Little household may be weak on housemaids, but it is right there when it comes to cooks. Somewhere or other some time ago Bingos missus managed to dig up a Frenchman of the most extraordinary vim and skill. A most amazing Johnnie who dishes a wicked ragoût. Old Bingo has put on at least ten pounds in weight since this fellow Anatole arrived in the home.

At eight, then.

Right. Thanks ever so much.

She popped off, and I went upstairs to hand in my copy, as we boys of the Press call it. I found Aunt Dahlia immersed to the gills in papers of all descriptions.

I am not much of a lad for my relatives as a general thing, but Ive always been very pally with Aunt Dahlia. She married my Uncle Thomas – between ourselves a bit of a squirt – the year Bluebottle won the Cambridgeshire; and they hadnt got half-way down the aisle before I was saying to myself, That woman is much too good for the old bird. Aunt Dahlia is a large, genial soul, the sort you see in dozens on the hunting-field. As a matter of fact, until she married Uncle Thomas, she put in most of her time on horseback; but he wont live in the country, so nowadays she expends her energy on this paper of hers.

She came to the surface as I entered, and flung a cheery book at my head.

Hullo, Bertie! I say, have you really finished that article?

To the last comma.

Good boy! My gosh, Ill bet its rotten.

On the contrary, it is extremely hot stuff, and most of it approved by Jeeves, whats more. The bit about soft silk shirts got in amongst him a trifle; but you can take it from me, Aunt Dahlia, that they are the latest yodel and will be much seen at first nights and other occasions where Society assembles.

Your man Jeeves, said Aunt Dahlia, flinging the article into a basket and skewering a few loose pieces of paper on a sort of meat-hook, is a wash-out, and you can tell him I said so.

Oh, come, I said. He may not be sound on shirtings—

Im not referring to that. As long as a week ago I asked him to get me a cook, and he hasnt found one yet.

Great Scott! Is Jeeves a domestic employment agency? Mrs Little wants him to find her a housemaid. I met her outside. She tells me shes doing something for you.

Yes, thank goodness. Im relying on it to bump the circulation up a bit. I cant read her stuff myself, but women love it. Her name on the cover will mean a lot. And we need it.

Paper not doing well?

Its doing all right really, but its got to be a slow job building up a circulation.

I suppose so.

I can get Tom to see that in his lucid moments, said Aunt Dahlia, skewering a few more papers. But just at present the poor fathead has got one of his pessimistic spells. Its entirely due to that mechanic who calls herself a cook. A few more of her alleged dinners, and Tom will refuse to go on paying the printers bills.

You dont mean that!

I do mean it. There was what she called a ris de veau à la financière last night which made him talk for three-quarters of an hour about good money going to waste and nothing to show for it.

I quite understood, and I was dashed sorry for her. My Uncle Thomas is a cove who made a colossal pile of money out in the East, but in doing so put his digestion on the blink. This has made him a tricky proposition to handle. Many a time Ive lunched with him and found him perfectly chirpy up to the fish, only to have him turn blue on me well before the cheese.

Who was that lad they used to try to make me read at Oxford? Ship – Shop – Schopenhauer. Thats the name. A grouch of the most pronounced description. Well, Uncle Thomas, when his gastric juices have been giving him the elbow, can make Schopenhauer look like Pollyanna. And the worst of it is, from Aunt Dahlias point of view, that on these occasions he always seems to think hes on the brink of ruin and wants to start to economise.

Pretty tough, I said. Well, anyway, hell get one good dinner to-morrow night at the Littles.

Can you guarantee that, Bertie? asked Aunt Dahlia earnestly. I simply darent risk unleashing him on anything at all wonky.

Theyve got a marvellous cook. I havent been round there for some time, but unless hes lost his form of two months ago Uncle Thomas is going to have the treat of a lifetime.

Itll only make it all the worse for him, coming back to our steak-incinerator, said Aunt Dahlia, a bit on the Schopenhauer side herself.

The little nest where Bingo and his bride had settled themselves was up in St. Johns Wood; one of those rather jolly houses with a bit of garden. When I got there on the following night, I found that I was the last to weigh in. Aunt Dahlia was chatting with Rosie in a corner, while Uncle Thomas, standing by the mantelpiece with Bingo, sucked down a cocktail in a frowning, suspicious sort of manner, rather like a chappie having a short snort before dining with the Borgias: as if he were saying to himself that, even if this particular cocktail wasnt poisoned, he was bound to cop it later on.

Well, I hadnt expected anything in the nature of beaming joie de vivre from Uncle Thomas, so I didnt pay much attention to him. What did surprise me was the extraordinary gloom of young Bingo. You may say what you like against Bingo, but nobody has ever found him a depressing host. Why, many a time in the days of his bachelorhood Ive known him to start throwing bread before the soup course. Yet now he and Uncle Thomas were a pair. He looked haggard and careworn, like a Borgia who has suddenly remembered that he has forgotten to shove cyanide in the consommé, and the dinner-gong due any moment.

And the mystery wasnt helped at all by the one remark he made to me before conversation became general. As he poured out my cocktail, he suddenly bent forward.

Bertie, he whispered, in a nasty, feverish manner, I want to see you. Life and death matter. Be in to-morrow morning.

That was all. Immediately after that the starting-gun went and we toddled down to the festive. And from that moment, Im bound to say, in the superior interest of the proceedings he rather faded out of my mind. For good old Anatole, braced presumably by the fact of there being guests, had absolutely surpassed himself.

I am not a man who speaks hastily in these matters. I weigh my words. And I say again that Anatole had surpassed himself. It was as good a dinner as I have ever absorbed, and it revived Uncle Thomas like a watered flower. As we sat down he was saying some things about the Government which they wouldnt have cared to hear. With the consommé pâté dItalie he said but what could you expect nowadays? With the paupiettes de sole à la princesse he admitted rather decently that the Government couldnt be held responsible for the rotten weather, anyway. And shortly after the caneton Aylesbury à la broche he was practically giving the lads the benefit of his whole-hearted support.

And all the time young Bingo looking like an owl with a secret sorrow. Rummy!

I thought about it a good deal as I walked home, and I was hoping he wouldnt roll round with his hard-luck story too early in the morning. He had the air of one who intends to charge in at about six-thirty.

Jeeves was waiting up for me when I got back.

A pleasant dinner, sir? he said.

Magnificent, Jeeves.

I am glad to hear that, sir. Mr George Travers rang up on the telephone shortly after you had left. He was extremely desirous that you should join him at Harrogate, sir. He leaves for that town by an early train to-morrow.

My Uncle George is a festive old bird who has made a habit for years of doing himself a dashed sight too well, with the result that hes always got Harrogate or Buxton hanging over him like the sword of whats-his-name. And he hates going there alone.

It cant be done, I said. Uncle George is bad enough in London, and I wasnt going to let myself be cooped up with him in one of these cure-places.

He was extremely urgent, sir.

No, Jeeves, I said firmly. I am always anxious to oblige, but Uncle George – no, no! I mean to say, what?

Very good, sir, said Jeeves.

It was a pleasure to hear the way he said it. Docile the man was becoming, absolutely docile. It just showed that I had been right in putting my foot down about those shirts.

When Bingo showed up next morning I had had breakfast and was all ready for him. Jeeves shot him into the presence, and he sat down on the bed.

Good morning, Bertie, said young Bingo.

Good morning, old thing, I replied courteously.

Dont go, Jeeves, said young Bingo hollowly. Wait.

Sir?

Remain. Stay. Cluster round. I shall need you.

Very good, sir.

Bingo lit a cigarette and frowned bleakly at the wallpaper.

Bertie, he said, the most frightful calamity has occurred. Unless something is done, and done right speedily, my social prestige is doomed, my self-respect will be obliterated, my name will be mud, and I shall not dare to show my face in the West End of London again.

My aunt! I cried, deeply impressed.

Exactly, said young Bingo, with a hollow laugh. You have put it in a nutshell. The whole trouble is due to your blasted aunt.

Which blasted aunt? Specify, old thing. I have so many.

Mrs Travers. The one who runs that infernal paper.

Oh, no, dash it, old man, I protested. Shes the only decent aunt Ive got. Jeeves, you will bear me out in this?

Such has always been my impression, I must confess, sir.

Well, get rid of it, then, said young Bingo. The woman is a menace to society, a home-wrecker, and a pest. Do you know whats shes done? Shes got Rosie to write an article for that rag of hers.

I know that.

Yes, but you dont know what its about.

No. She only told me Aunt Dahlia had given her a splendid idea for the thing.

Its about me!

You?

Yes, me! Me! And do you know what its called? It is called How I Keep the Love of My Husband-Baby.

My what?

Husband-baby!

Whats a husband-baby?

I am, apparently, said young Bingo, with much bitterness. I am also, according to this article, a lot of other things which I have too much sense of decency to repeat even to an old friend. This beastly composition, in short, is one of those things they call human interest stories; one of those intimate revelations of married life over which the female public loves to gloat; all about Rosie and me and what she does when I come home cross, and so on. I tell you, Bertie, I am still blushing all over at the recollection of something she says in paragraph two.

What?

I decline to tell you. But you can take it from me that its the edge. Nobody could be fonder of Rosie than I am, but – dear, sensible girl as she is in ordinary life – the moment she gets in front of a dictating-machine she becomes absolutely maudlin. Bertie, that article must not appear!

But—

If it does I shall have to resign from my clubs, grow a beard, and become a hermit. I shall not be able to face the world.

Arent you pitching it a bit strong, old lad? I said. Jeeves, dont you think hes pitching it a bit strong?

Well, sir—

I am pitching it feebly, said young Bingo earnestly. You havent heard the thing. I have. Rosie shoved the cylinder on the dictating-machine last night before dinner, and it was grisly to hear the instrument croaking out those awful sentences. If that article appears I shall be kidded to death by every pal Ive got. Bertie, he said, his voice sinking to a hoarse whisper, you have about as much imagination as a warthog, but surely even you can picture to yourself what Jimmy Bowles and Tuppy Rogers, to name only two, will say when they see me referred to in print as half god, half prattling, mischievous child?

I jolly well could.

She doesnt say that? I gasped.

She certainly does. And when I tell you that I selected that particular quotation because its about the only one I can stand hearing spoken, you will realise what Im up against.

I picked at the coverlet. I had been a pal of Bingos for many years, and we Woosters stand by our pals.

Jeeves, I said, you have heard?

Yes, sir.

The position is serious.

Yes, sir.

We must cluster round.

Yes, sir.

Does anything suggest itself to you?

Yes, sir.

What! You dont really mean that?

Yes, sir.

Bingo, I said, the sun is still shining. Something suggests itself to Jeeves.

Jeeves, said young Bingo in a quivering voice, if you see me through this fearful crisis, ask of me what you will even unto half my kingdom.

The matter, said Jeeves, fits in very nicely, sir, with another mission which was entrusted to me this morning.

What do you mean?

Mrs Travers rang me up on the telephone shortly before I brought you your tea, sir, and was most urgent that I should endeavour to persuade Mr Littles cook to leave Mr Littles service and join her staff. It appears that Mr Travers was fascinated by the mans ability, sir, and talked far into the night of his astonishing gifts.

Young Bingo uttered a frightful cry of agony.

What! Is that – that buzzard trying to pinch our cook?

Yes, sir.

After eating our bread and salt, dammit?

I fear, sir, sighed Jeeves, that when it comes to a matter of cooks, ladies have but a rudimentary sense of morality.

Half a second, Bingo, I said, as the fellow seemed about to plunge into something of an oration. How does this fit in with the other thing, Jeeves?

Well, sir, it has been my experience that no lady can ever forgive another lady for taking a really good cook away from her. I am convinced that, if I am able to accomplish the mission which Mrs Travers entrusted to me, an instant breach of cordial relations must inevitably ensue. Mrs Little will, I feel certain, be so aggrieved with Mrs Travers that she will decline to contribute to her paper. We shall therefore not only bring happiness to Mr Travers, but also suppress the article. Thus killing two birds with one stone, if I may use the expression, sir.

Certainly you may use the expression, Jeeves, I said cordially. And I may add that in my opinion this is one of your best and ripest.

Yes, but I say, you know, bleated young Bingo. I mean to say – old Anatole, I mean – what Im driving at is that hes a cook in a million.

You poor chump, if he wasnt there would be no point in the scheme.

Yes, but what I mean – I shall miss him, you know. Miss him fearfully.

Good heavens! I cried. Dont tell me that you are thinking of your tummy in a crisis like this?

Bingo sighed heavily.

Oh, all right, he said. I suppose its a case of the surgeons knife. All right, Jeeves, you may carry on. Yes, carry on, Jeeves. Yes, yes, Jeeves, carry on. Ill look in to-morrow morning and hear what you have to report.

And with bowed head young Bingo biffed off.

He was bright and early next morning. In fact, he turned up at such an indecent hour that Jeeves very properly refused to allow him to break in on my slumbers.

By the time I was awake and receiving, he and Jeeves had had a heart-to-heart chat in the kitchen; and when Bingo eventually crept into my room I could see by the look on his face that something had gone wrong.

Its all off, he said, slumping down on the bed.

Off?

Yes; that cook-pinching business. Jeeves tells me he saw Anatole last night, and Anatole refused to leave.

But surely Aunt Dahlia had the sense to offer him more than he was getting with you?

The sky was the limit, as far as she was concerned. Nevertheless, he refused to skid. It seems hes in love with our parlourmaid.

But you havent got a parlourmaid.

We have got a parlourmaid.

Ive never seen her. A sort of bloke who looked like a provincial undertaker waited at table the night before last.

That was the local greengrocer, who comes to help out when desired. The parlourmaid is away on her holiday – or was till last night. She returned about ten minutes before Jeeves made his call, and Anatole, I take it, was in such a state of elation and devotion and what-not on seeing her again that the contents of the Mint wouldnt have bribed him to part from her.

But look here, Bingo, I said, this is all rot. I see the solution right off. Im surprised that a bloke of Jeevess mentality overlooked it. Aunt Dahlia must engage the parlourmaid as well as Anatole. Then they wont be parted.

I thought of that, too. Naturally.

I bet you didnt.

I certainly did.

Well, whats wrong with the scheme?

It cant be worked. If your aunt engaged our parlourmaid she would have to sack her own, wouldnt she?

Well?

Well, if she sacks her parlourmaid, it will mean that the chauffeur will quit. Hes in love with her.

With my aunt?

No, with the parlourmaid. And apparently hes the only chauffeur your uncle has ever found who drives carefully enough for him.

I gave it up. I had never imagined before that life below stairs was so frightfully mixed up with what these coves call the sex complex. The personnel of domestic staffs seemed to pair off like characters in a musical comedy.

Oh! I said. Well, that being so, we do seem to be more or less stymied. That article will have to appear after all, what?

No, it wont.

Has Jeeves thought of another scheme?

No, but I have. Bingo bent forward and patted my knee affectionately. Look here, Bertie, he said, you and I were at school together. Youll admit that?

Yes, but—

And youre a fellow who never lets a pal down. Thats well known, isnt it?

Yes, but listen—

Youll cluster round. Of course you will. As if, said Bingo with a scornful laugh, I ever doubted it! You wont let an old school-friend down in his hour of need. Not you. Not Bertie Wooster. No, no!

Yes, but just one moment. What is this scheme of yours?

Bingo massaged my shoulder soothingly.

Its something right in your line, Bertie, old man; something thatll come as easy as pie to you. As a matter of fact, youve done very much the same thing before – that time you were telling me about when you pinched your uncles Memoirs at Easeby. I suddenly remembered that, and it gave me the idea. Its—

Here! Listen!

Its all settled, Bertie. Nothing for you to worry about. Nothing whatever. I see now that we made a big mistake in ever trying to tackle this job in Jeevess silly, roundabout way. Much better to charge straight ahead without any of that finesse and fooling about. And so—

Yes, but listen—

And so this afternoon Im going to take Rosie to a matinée. I shall leave the window of her study open, and when we have got well away you will climb in, pinch the cylinder and pop off again. Its absurdly simple—

Yes, but half a second—

I know what you are going to say, said Bingo, raising his hand. How are you to find the cylinder? Thats what is bothering you, isnt it? Well, it will be quite easy. Not a chance of a mistake. The thing is in the top left-hand drawer of the desk, and the drawer will be left unlocked because Rosies stenographer is to come round at four oclock and type the article.

Now listen, Bingo, I said. Im frightfully sorry for you and all that, but I must firmly draw the line at burglary.

But, dash it, Im only asking you to do what you did at Easeby.

No, you arent. I was staying at Easeby. It was simply a case of having to lift a parcel off the hall table. I hadnt got to break into a house. Im sorry, but I simply will not break into your beastly house on any consideration whatever.

He gazed at me, astonished and hurt.

Is this Bertie Wooster speaking? he said in a low voice.

Yes, it is!

But, Bertie, he said gently, we agreed that you were at school with me.

I dont care.

At school, Bertie. The dear old school.

I dont care. I will not—

Bertie!

I will not—

Bertie!

No!

Bertie!

Oh, all right, I said.

There, said young Bingo, patting me on the shoulder, spoke the true Bertram Wooster!

I dont know if it has ever occurred to you, but to the thoughtful cove there is something dashed reassuring in all the reports of burglaries you read in the papers. I mean, if youre keen on Great Britain maintaining her prestige and all that. I mean, there cant be much wrong with the morale of a country whose sons go in to such a large extent for housebreaking, because you can take it from me that the job requires a nerve of the most cast-iron description. I suppose I was walking up and down in front of that house for half an hour before I could bring myself to dash in at the front gate and slide round to the side where the study window was. And even then I stood for about ten minutes cowering against the wall and listening for police-whistles.

Eventually, however, I braced myself up and got to business. The study was on the ground floor and the window was nice and large, and, what is more, wide open. I got the old knee over the sill, gave a jerk which took an inch of skin off my ankle, and hopped down into the room. And there I was, if you follow me.

I stood for a moment, listening. Everything seemed to be all right. I was apparently alone in the world.

In fact, I was so much alone that the atmosphere seemed positively creepy. You know how it is on these occasions. There was a clock on the mantelpiece that ticked in a slow, shocked sort of way that was dashed unpleasant. And over the clock a large portrait stared at me with a good deal of dislike and suspicion. It was a portrait of somebodys grandfather. Whether he was Rosies or Bingos I didnt know, but he was certainly a grandfather. In fact, I wouldnt be prepared to swear that he wasnt a great-grandfather. He was a big, stout old buffer in a high collar that seemed to hurt his neck, for he had drawn his chin back a goodish way and was looking down his nose as much as to say, You made me put this dam thing on!

Well, it was only a step to the desk, and nothing between me and it but a brown shaggy rug; so I avoided grandfathers eye and, summoning up the good old bulldog courage of the Woosters, moved forward and started to navigate the rug. And I had hardly taken a step when the south-east corner of it suddenly detached itself from the rest and sat up with a snuffle.

Well, I mean to say, to bear yourself fittingly in the face of an occurrence of this sort you want to be one of those strong, silent, phlegmatic birds who are ready for anything. This type of bloke, I imagine, would simply have cocked an eye at the rug, said to himself, Ah, a Pekingese dog, and quite a good one, too! and started at once to make cordial overtures to the animal in order to win its sympathy and moral support. I suppose I must be one of the neurotic younger generation you read about in the papers nowadays, because it was pretty plain within half a second that I wasnt strong and I wasnt phlegmatic. This wouldnt have mattered so much, but I wasnt silent either. In the emotion of the moment I let out a sort of sharp yowl and leaped about four feet in a north-westerly direction. And there was a crash that sounded as though somebody had touched off a bomb.

What a female novelist wants with an occasional table in her study containing a vase, two framed photographs, a saucer, a lacquer box, and a jar of potpourri, I dont know; but that was what Bingos Rosie had, and I caught it squarely with my right hip and knocked it endways. It seemed to me for a moment as if the whole world had dissolved into a kind of cataract of glass and china. A few years ago, when I legged it to America to elude my Aunt Agatha, who was out with her hatchet, I remember going to Niagara and listening to the Falls. They made much the same sort of row, but not so loud.

And at the same instant the dog began to bark.

It was a small dog – the sort of animal from which you would have expected a noise like a squeaking slate-pencil; but it was simply baying. It had retired into a corner, and was leaning against the wall with bulging eyes; and every two seconds it chucked its head back in a kind of pained way and let out another terrific bellow.

Well, I know when Im licked. I was sorry for Bingo and regretted the necessity of having to let him down; but the time had come, I felt, to shift. Outside for Bertram! was the slogan, and I took a running leap at the window and scrambled through.

And there on the path, as if they had been waiting for me by appointment, stood a policeman and a parlourmaid.

It was an embarrassing moment.

Oh – er – there you are! I said. And there was what you might call a contemplative silence for a moment.

I told you I heard something, said the parlourmaid.

The policeman was regarding me in a boiled way.

Whats all this? he asked.

I smiled in a sort of saint-like manner.

Its a little hard to explain, I said.

Yes, it is! said the policeman.

I was just – er – just having a look round, you know. Old friend of the family, you understand.

How did you get in?

Through the window. Being an old friend of the family, if you follow me.

Old friend of the family, are you?

Oh, very. Very. Very old. Oh, a very old friend of the family.

Ive never seen him before, said the parlourmaid.

I looked at the girl with positive loathing. How she could have inspired affection in anyone, even a French cook, beat me. Not that she was a bad-looking girl, mind you. Not at all. On another and happier occasion I might even have thought her rather pretty. But now she seemed one of the most unpleasant females I had ever encountered.

No, I said. You have never seen me before. But Im an old friend of the family.

Then why didnt you ring at the front door?

I didnt want to give any trouble.

Its no trouble answering front doors, that being what youre paid for, said the parlourmaid virtuously. Ive never seen him before in my life, she added, perfectly gratuitously. A horrid girl.

Well, look here, I said, with an inspiration, the undertaker knows me.

What undertaker?

The cove who was waiting at table when I dined here the night before last.

Did the undertaker wait at table on the sixteenth instant? asked the policeman.

Of course he didnt, said the parlourmaid.

Well, he looked like — By Jove, no. I remember now. He was the greengrocer.

On the sixteenth instant, said the policeman – pompous ass! – did the greengrocer — ?

Yes, he did, if you want to know, said the parlourmaid. She seemed disappointed and baffled, like a tigress that sees its prey being sneaked away from it. Then she brightened. But this fellow could easily have found that out by asking round about.

A perfectly poisonous girl.

Whats your name? asked the policeman.

Well, I say, do you mind awfully if I dont give my name, because—

Suit yourself. Youll have to tell it to the magistrate.

Oh, no, I say, dash it!

I think youd better come along.

But I say, really, you know, I am an old friend of the family. Why, by Jove, now I remember, theres a photograph of me in the drawing-room. Well, I mean, that shows you!

If there is, said the policeman.

Ive never seen it, said the parlourmaid.

I absolutely hated this girl.

You would have seen it if you had done your dusting more conscientiously, I said severely. And I meant it to sting, by Jove!

It is not a parlourmaids place to dust the drawing-room, she sniffed haughtily.

No, I said bitterly. It seems to be a parlourmaids place to lurk about and hang about and – er – waste her time fooling about in the garden with policeman who ought to be busy about their duties elsewhere.

Its a parlourmaids place to open the front door to visitors. Them that dont come in through windows.

I perceived that I was getting the losers end of the thing. I tried to be conciliatory.

My dear old parlourmaid, I said, dont let us descend to vulgar wrangling. All Im driving at is that there is a photograph of me in the drawing-room, cared for and dusted by whom I know not; and this photograph will, I think, prove to you that I am an old friend of the family. I fancy so, officer?

If its there, said the man in a grudging way.

Oh, its there all right. Oh, yes, its there.

Well, well go to the drawing-room and see.

Spoken like a man, my dear old policeman, I said.

The drawing-room was on the first floor, and the photograph was on the table by the fire-place. Only, if you understand me, it wasnt. What I mean is there was the fire-place, and there was the table by the fire-place, but, by Jove, not a sign of any photograph of me whatsoever. A photograph of Bingo, yes. A photograph of Bingos uncle, Lord Bittlesham, right. A photograph of Mrs Bingo, three-quarter face, with a tender smile on her lips, all present and correct. But of anything resembling Bertram Wooster, not a trace.

Ho! said the policeman.

But, dash it, it was there the night before last.

Ho! he said again. Ho! Ho! As if he were starting a drinking-chorus in a comic opera, confound him.

Then I got what amounted to the brain-wave of a lifetime.

Who dusts these things? I said, turning on the parlourmaid.

I dont.

I didnt say you did. I said who did.

Mary. The housemaid, of course.

Exactly. As I suspected. As I foresaw. Mary, officer, is notoriously the worst smasher in London. There have been complaints about her on all sides. You see what has happened? The wretched girl has broken the glass of my photograph and, not being willing to come forward and admit it in an honest, manly way, has taken the thing off and concealed it somewhere.

Ho! said the policeman, still working through the drinking-chorus.

Well, ask her. Go down and ask her.

You go down and ask her, said the policeman to the parlourmaid. If its going to make him any happier.

The parlourmaid left the room, casting a pestilential glance at me over her shoulder as she went. Im not sure she didnt say Ho! too. And then there was a bit of a lull. The policeman took up a position with a large beefy back against the door, and I wandered to and fro and hither and yonder.

What are you playing at? demanded the policeman.

Just looking round. They may have moved the thing.

Ho!

And then there was another bit of a lull. And suddenly I found myself by the window, and, by Jove, it was six inches open at the bottom. And the world beyond looked so bright and sunny and — Well, I dont claim that I am a particularly swift thinker, but once more something seemed to whisper Outside for Bertram! I slid my fingers nonchalantly under the sash, gave a hefty heave, and up she came. And the next moment I was in a laurel bush, feeling like the cross which marks the spot where the accident occurred.

A large red face appeared in the window. I got up and skipped lightly to the gate.

Hi! shouted the policeman.

Ho! I replied, and went forth, moving well.

This, I said to myself, as I hailed a passing cab and sank back on the cushions, is the last time I try to do anything for young Bingo!

These sentiments I expressed in no guarded language to Jeeves when I was back in the old flat with my feet on the mantelpiece, pushing down a soothing whisky-and.

Never again, Jeeves! I said. Never again!

Well, sir—

No, never again!

Well, sir—

What do you mean, Well, sir? What are you driving at?

Well, sir, Mr Little is an extremely persistent young gentleman, and yours, if I may say so, sir, is a yielding and obliging nature—

You dont think that young Bingo would have the immortal rind to try to get me into some other foul enterprise?

I should say that it was more than probable, sir.

I removed the dogs swiftly from the mantelpiece, and jumped up, all of a twitter.

Jeeves, what would you advise?

Well, sir, I think a little change of scene would be judicious.

Do a bolt?

Precisely, sir. If I might suggest it, sir, why not change your mind and join Mr George Travers at Harrogate?

Oh, I say, Jeeves!

You would be out of what I might describe as the danger zone there, sir.

Perhaps youre right, Jeeves, I said thoughtfully. Yes, possibly youre right. How far is Harrogate from London?

Two hundred and six miles, sir.

Yes, I think youre right. Is there a train this afternoon?

Yes, sir. You could catch it quite easily.

All right, then. Bung a few necessaries in a bag.

I have already done so, sir.

Ho! I said.

Its a rummy thing, but when you come down to it Jeeves is always right. He had tried to cheer me up at the station by saying that I would not find Harrogate unpleasant, and, by Jove, he was perfectly correct. What I had overlooked, when examining the project, was the fact that I should be in the middle of a bevy of blokes who were taking the cure and I shouldnt be taking it myself. Youve no notion what a dashed cosy, satisfying feeling that gives a fellow.

I mean to say, there was old Uncle George, for instance. The medicine-man, having given him the once-over, had ordered him to abstain from all alcoholic liquids, and in addition to tool down the hill to the Royal Pump-Room each morning at eight-thirty and imbibe twelve ounces of warm crescent saline and magnesia. It doesnt sound much, put that way, but I gather from contemporary accounts that its practically equivalent to getting outside a couple of little old last years eggs beaten up in sea-water. And the thought of Uncle George, who had oppressed me sorely in my childhood, sucking down that stuff and having to hop out of bed at eight-fifteen to do so was extremely grateful and comforting of a morning.

At four in the afternoon he would toddle down the hill again and repeat the process, and at night we would dine together and I would loll back in my chair, sipping my wine, and listen to him telling me what the stuff had tasted like. In many ways the ideal existence.

I generally managed to fit it in with my engagements to go down and watch him tackle his afternoon dose, for we Woosters are as fond of a laugh as anyone. And it was while I was enjoying the performance in the middle of the second week that I heard my name spoken. And there was Aunt Dahlia.

Hallo! I said. What are you doing here?

I came down yesterday with Tom.

Is Tom taking the cure? asked Uncle George, looking up hopefully from the hell-brew.

Yes.

Are you taking the cure?

Yes.

Ah! said Uncle George, looking happier than I had seen him for days. He swallowed the last drops, and then, the programme calling for a brisk walk before his massage, left us.

I shouldnt have thought you would have been able to get away from the paper, I said. I say, I went on, struck by a pleasing idea. It hasnt bust up, has it?

Bust up? I should say not. A pal of mine is looking after it for me while Im here. Its right on its feet now. Tom has given me a couple of thousand and says theres more if I want it, and Ive been able to buy the serial rights of Lady Bablockhythes Frank Recollections of a Long Life. The hottest stuff, Bertie. Certain to double the circulation and send half the best-known people in London into hysterics for a year.

Oh! I said. Then youre pretty well fixed, what? I mean, what with the Frank Recollections and that article of Mrs Littles.

Aunt Dahlia was drinking something that smelled like a leak in the gas-pipe, and I thought for a moment that it was that that made her twist up her face. But I was wrong.

Dont mention that woman to me, Bertie! she said. One of the worst.

But I thought you were rather pally.

No longer. Will you credit it that she positively refuses to let me have that article—

What!

 – purely and simply on account of some fancied grievance she thinks she has against me because her cook left her and came to me.

I couldnt follow this at all.

Anatole left her? I said. But what about the parlourmaid?

Pull yourself together, Bertie. Youre babbling. What do you mean?

Why, I understood—

Ill bet you never understood anything in your life. She laid down her empty glass. Well, thats done! she said with relief. Thank goodness, Ill be able to watch Tom drinking his in a few minutes. Its the only thing that enables me to bear up. Poor old chap, he does hate it so! But I cheer him by telling him its going to put him in shape for Anatoles cooking. And that, Bertie, is something worth going into training for. A master of his art, that man. Sometimes Im not altogether surprised that Mrs Little made such a fuss when he went. But, really, you know, she ought not to mix sentiment with business. She has no right to refuse to let me have that article just because of a private difference. Well, she jolly well cant use it anywhere else, because it was my idea and I have witnesses to prove it. If she tries to sell it to another paper, Ill sue her. And, talking of sewers, its high time Tom was here to drink his sulphur-water.

But look here—

Oh, by the way, Bertie, said Aunt Dahlia, I withdraw any harsh expressions I may have used about your man Jeeves. A most capable feller!

Jeeves?

Yes; he attended to the negotiations. And very well he did it, too. And he hasnt lost by it, you can bet. I saw to that. Im grateful to him. Why, if Tom gives up a couple of thousand now, practically without a murmur, the imagination reels at what hell do with Anatole cooking regularly for him. Hell be signing cheques in his sleep.

I got up. Aunt Dahlia pleaded with me to stick around and watch Uncle Tom in action, claiming it to be a sight nobody should miss, but I couldnt wait. I rushed up the hill, left a farewell note for Uncle George, and caught the next train for London.

Jeeves, I said, when I had washed off the stains of travel, tell me frankly all about it. Be as frank as Lady Bablockhythe.

Sir?

Never mind, if youve not heard of her. Tell me how you worked this binge. The last I heard was that Anatole loved that parlourmaid – goodness knows why! – so much that he refused to leave her. Well, then?

I was somewhat baffled for a while, I must confess. sir. Then I was materially assisted by a fortunate discovery.

What was that?

I chanced to be chatting with Mrs Traverss housemaid, sir, and, remembering that Mrs Little was anxious to obtain a domestic of that description, I asked her if she would consent to leave Mrs Travers and go at an advanced wage to Mrs Little. To this she assented, and I saw Mrs Little and arranged the matter.

Well? What was the fortunate discovery?

That the girl, in a previous situation some little time back, had been a colleague of Anatole, sir. And Anatole, as is the too frequent practice of these Frenchmen, had made love to her. In fact, they were, so I understood it, sir, formally affianced until Anatole disappeared one morning, leaving no address, and passed out of the poor girls life. You will readily appreciate that this discovery simplified matters considerably. The girl no longer had any affection for Anatole, but the prospect of being under the same roof with two young persons, both of whom he had led to assume—

Great Scott! Yes, I see! It was rather like putting in a ferret to start a rabbit.

The principle was much the same, sir. Anatole was out of the house and in Mrs Traverss service within half an hour of the receipt of the information that the young person was about to arrive. A volatile man, sir. Like so many of these Frenchmen.

Jeeves, I said, this is genius of a high order.

It is very good of you to say so, sir.

What did Mr Little say about it?

He appeared gratified, sir.

To go into sordid figures, did he—

Yes, sir. Twenty pounds. Having been fortunate in his selections at Hurst Park on the previous Saturday.

My aunt told me that she—

Yes, sir. Most generous. Twenty-five pounds.

Good Lord, Jeeves! Youve been coining the stuff!

I have added appreciably to my savings, yes, sir. Mrs Little was good enough to present me with ten pounds for finding her such a satisfactory housemaid. And then there was Mr Travers—

Uncle Thomas?

Yes, sir. He also behaved most handsomely, quite independently of Mrs Travers. Another twenty-five pounds. And Mr George Travers—

Dont tell me that Uncle George gave you something, too! What on earth for?

Well, really, sir, I do not quite understand myself. But I received a cheque for ten pounds from him. He seemed to be under the impression that I had been in some way responsible for your joining him at Harrogate, sir.

I gaped at the fellow.

Well, everybody seems to be doing it, I said, so I suppose I had better make the thing unanimous. Heres a fiver.

Why, thank you, sir. This is extremely—

It wont seem much compared with these vast sums youve been acquiring.

Oh, I assure you, sir.

And I dont know why Im giving it to you.

No, sir.

Still, there it is.

Thank you very much, sir.

I got up.

Its pretty late, I said, but I think Ill dress and go out and have a bite somewhere. I feel like having a whirl of some kind after two weeks at Harrogate.

Yes, sir. I will unpack your clothes.

Oh, Jeeves, I said, did Peabody and Simms send those soft silk shirts?

Yes, sir. I sent them back.

Sent them back!

Yes, sir.

I eyed him for a moment. But I mean to say. I mean, whats the use?

Oh, all right, I said. Then lay out one of the gents stiff-bosomed.

Very good, sir, said Jeeves.


BERTIE CHANGES HIS MIND
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IT HAS HAPPENED so frequently in the past few years that young fellows starting in my profession have come to me for a word of advice, that I have found it convenient now to condense my system into a brief formula. Resource and Tact – that is my motto. Tact, of course, has always been with me a sine qua non; while as for resource. I think I may say that I have usually contrived to show a certain modicum of what I might call finesse in handling those little contretemps which inevitably arise from time to time in the daily life of a gentlemans personal gentleman. I am reminded, by way of an instance, of the Episode of the School for Young Ladies near Brighton – an affair which, I think, may be said to have commenced one evening at the moment when I brought Mr Wooster his whisky and siphon and he addressed me with such remarkable petulance.

Not a little moody Mr Wooster had been for some days – far from his usual bright self. This I had attributed to the natural reaction from a slight attack of influenza from which he had been suffering; and, of course, took no notice, merely performing my duties as usual, until on the evening of which I speak he exhibited this remarkable petulance when I brought him his whisky and siphon.

Oh, dash it, Jeeves! he said, manifestly overwrought. I wish at least youd put it on another table for a change.

Sir? I said.

Every night, dash it all, proceeded Mr Wooster morosely, you come in at exactly the same old time with the same old tray and put it on the same old table. Im fed up, I tell you. Its the bally monotony of it that makes it all seem so frightfully bally.

I confess that his words filled me with a certain apprehension. I had heard gentlemen in whose employment I have been speak in very much the same way before, and it had almost invariably meant that they were contemplating matrimony. It disturbed me, therefore, I am free to admit, when Mr Wooster addressed me in this fashion. I had no desire to sever a connection so pleasant in every respect as his and mine had been, and my experience is that when the wife comes in at the front door the valet of bachelor days goes out at the back.

Its not your fault, of course, went on Mr Wooster, regaining a certain degree of composure. Im not blaming you. But, by Jove, I mean, you must acknowledge – I mean to say, Ive been thinking pretty deeply these last few days, Jeeves, and Ive come to the conclusion mine is an empty life. Im lonely, Jeeves.

You have a great many friends, sir.

Whats the good of friends?

Emerson, I reminded him, says a friend may well be reckoned the masterpiece of Nature, sir.

Well, you can tell Emerson from me next time you see him that hes an ass.

Very good, sir.

What I want — Jeeves, have you seen that play called I-forget-its-dashed-name?

No, sir.

Its on at the What-dyou-call-it. I went last night. The heros a chap whos buzzing along, you know, quite merry and bright, and suddenly a kid turns up and says shes his daughter. Left over from act one, you know – absolutely the first hed heard of it. Well, of course, theres a bit of a fuss and they say to him, What ho? and he says, Well, what about it? and they say, Well, what about it? and he says, Oh, all right, then, if thats the way you feel! and he takes the kid and goes off with her out into the world together, you know. Well, what Im driving at, Jeeves, is that I envied that chappie. Most awfully jolly little girl, you know, clinging to him trustingly and what-not. Something to look after, if you know what I mean. Jeeves, I wish I had a daughter. I wonder what the procedure is?

Marriage is, I believe, considered the preliminary step, sir.

No, I mean about adopting a kid. You can adopt kids, you know, Jeeves. But what I want to know is how you start about it.

The process, I should imagine, would be highly complicated and laborious, sir. It would cut into your spare time.

Well, Ill tell you what I could do, then. My sister will be back from India next week with her three little girls. Ill give up this flat and take a house and have them all to live with me. By Jove, Jeeves, I think thats rather a scheme, what? Prattle of childish voices, eh? Little feet pattering hither and thither, yes?

I concealed my perturbation, but the effort to preserve my sang-froid tested my powers to the utmost. The course of action outlined by Mr Wooster meant the finish of our cosy bachelor establishment if it came into being as a practical proposition; and no doubt some men in my place would at this juncture have voiced their disapproval. I avoided this blunder.

If you will pardon my saying so, sir, I suggested, I think you are not quite yourself after your influenza. If I might express the opinion, what you require is a few days by the sea. Brighton is very handy, sir.

Are you suggesting that Im talking through my hat?

By no means, sir. I merely advocate a short stay at Brighton as a physical recuperative.

Mr Wooster considered.

Well, Im not sure youre not right, he said at length. I am feeling more or less of an onion. You might shove a few things in a suit-case and drive me down in the car to-morrow.

Very good, sir.

And when we get back Ill be in the pink and ready to tackle this pattering-feet wheeze.

Exactly, sir.

Well, it was a respite, and I welcomed it. But I began to see that a crisis had arisen which would require adroit handling. Rarely had I observed Mr Wooster more set on a thing. Indeed, I could recall no such exhibition of determination on his part since the time when he had insisted, against my frank disapproval, on wearing purple socks. However, I had coped successfully with that outbreak, and I was by no means unsanguine that I should eventually be able to bring the present affair to a happy issue. Employers are like horses. They require managing. Some gentlemens personal gentlemen have the knack of managing them, some have not. I, I am happy to say, have no cause for complaint.

For myself, I found our stay at Brighton highly enjoyable, and should have been willing to extend it, but Mr Wooster, still restless, wearied of the place by the end of two days, and on the third afternoon he instructed me to pack up and bring the car round to the hotel. We started back along the London road at about five of a fine summers day, and had travelled perhaps two miles when I perceived in the road before us a young lady, gesticulating with no little animation. I applied the brake and brought the vehicle to a standstill.

What, inquired Mr Wooster, waking from a reverie, is the big thought at the back of this, Jeeves?

I observed a young lady endeavouring to attract our attention with signals a little way down the road, sir, I explained. She is now making her way towards us.

Mr Wooster peered.

I see her. I expect she wants a lift, Jeeves.

That was the interpretation which I placed upon her actions, sir.

A jolly-looking kid, said Mr Wooster. I wonder what shes doing, biffing about the high road.

She has the air to me, sir, of one who has been absenting herself without leave from her school, sir.

Hullo-ullo-ullo! said Mr Wooster, as the child reached us. Do you want a lift?

Oh, I say, can you? said the child, with marked pleasure.

Where do you want to go?

Theres a turning to the left about a mile farther on. If youll put me down there, Ill walk the rest of the way. I say, thanks awfully. Ive got a nail in my shoe.

She climbed in at the back. A red-haired young person with a snub nose and an extremely large grin. Her age, I should imagine, would be about twelve. She let down one of the spare seats, and knelt on it to facilitate conversation.

Im going to get into a frightful row, she began. Miss Tomlinson will be perfectly furious.

No, really? said Mr Wooster.

Its a half-holiday, you know, and I sneaked away to Brighton, because I wanted to go on the pier and put pennies in the slot-machines. I thought I could get back in time so that nobody would notice Id gone, but I got this nail in my shoe, and now therell be a fearful row. Oh, well, she said, with a philosophy which, I confess, I admired, it cant be helped. Whats your car? A Sunbeam, isnt it? Weve got a Wolseley at home.

Mr Wooster was visibly perturbed. As I have indicated, he was at this time in a highly malleable frame of mind, tender-hearted to a degree where the young of the female sex was concerned. Her sad case touched him deeply.

Oh, I say, this is rather rotten, he observed. Isnt there anything to be done? I say, Jeeves, dont you think something could be done?

It was not my place to make the suggestion, sir, I replied, but, as you yourself have brought the matter up, I fancy the trouble is susceptible of adjustment. I think it would be a legitimate subterfuge were you to inform the young ladys school-mistress that you are an old friend of the young ladys father. In this case you could inform Miss Tomlinson that you had been passing the school and had seen the young lady at the gate and taken her for a drive. Miss Tomlinsons chagrin would no doubt in these circumstances be sensibly diminished if not altogether dispersed.

Well, you are a sportsman! observed the young person, with considerable enthusiasm. And she proceeded to kiss me – in connection with which I have only to say that I was sorry she had just been devouring some sticky species of sweetmeat.

Jeeves, youve hit it! said Mr Wooster. A sound, even fruity, scheme. I say, I suppose Id better know your name and all that, if Im a friend of your fathers.

My names Peggy Mainwaring, thanks awfully, said the young person. And my fathers Professor Mainwaring. Hes written a lot of books. Youll be expected to know that.

Author of the well-known series of philosophical treatises, sir, I ventured to interject. They have a great vogue, though, if the young lady will pardon my saying so, many of the Professors opinions strike me personally as somewhat empirical. Shall I drive on to the school, sir?

Yes, carry on. I say, Jeeves, its a rummy thing. Do you know, Ive never been inside a girls school in my life.

Indeed, sir?

Ought to be a dashed interesting experience, Jeeves, what?

I fancy that you may find it so, sir, I said.

We drove on a matter of half a mile down a lane, and, directed by the young person, I turned in at the gates of a house of imposing dimensions, bringing the car to a halt at the front door. Mr Wooster and the child entered, and presently a parlourmaid came out.

Youre to take the car round to the stables, please, she said.

Ah! I said. Then everything is satisfactory, eh? Where has Mr Wooster gone?

Miss Peggy has taken him off to meet her friends. And cook says she hopes youll step round to the kitchen later and have a cup of tea.

Inform her that I shall be delighted. Before I take the car to the stables, would it be possible for me to have a word with Miss Tomlinson?

A moment later I was following her into the drawing-room.

Handsome but strong-minded – that was how I summed up Miss Tomlinson at first glance. In some ways she recalled to my mind Mr Woosters Aunt Agatha. She had the same penetrating gaze and that indefinable air of being reluctant to stand any nonsense.

I fear I am possibly taking a liberty, madam, I began, but I am hoping that you will allow me to say a word with respect to my employer. I fancy I am correct in supposing that Mr Wooster did not tell you a great deal about himself?

He told me nothing about himself, except that he was a friend of Professor Mainwaring.

He did not inform you, then, that he was the Mr Wooster?

The Mr Wooster?

Bertram Wooster, madam.

I will say for Mr Wooster that, mentally negligible though he no doubt is, he has a name that suggests almost infinite possibilities. He sounds, if I may elucidate my meaning, like Someone – especially if you have just been informed that he is an intimate friend of so eminent a man as Professor Mainwaring. You might not, no doubt, be able to say off-hand whether he was Bertram Wooster the novelist, or Bertram Wooster the founder of a new school of thought; but you would have an uneasy feeling that you were exposing your ignorance if you did not give the impression of familiarity with the name. Miss Tomlinson, as I had rather foreseen, nodded brightly.

Oh, Bertram Wooster! she said.

He is an extremely retiring gentleman, madam, and would be the last to suggest it himself, but, knowing him as I do, I am sure that he would take it as a graceful compliment if you were to ask him to address the young ladies. He is an excellent extempore speaker.

A very good idea, said Miss Tomlinson decidedly. I am very much obliged to you for suggesting it. I will certainly ask him to talk to the girls.

And should he make a pretence – through modesty – of not wishing—

I shall insist.

Thank you, madam. I am obliged. You will not mention my share in the matter? Mr Wooster might think that I had exceeded my duties.

I drove round to the stables and halted the car in the yard. As I got out, I looked at it somewhat intently. It was a good car, and appeared to be in excellent condition, but somehow I seemed to feel that something was going to go wrong with it – something serious – something that would not be able to be put right again for at least a couple of hours.

One gets these presentiments.

It may have been some half-hour later that Mr Wooster came into the stable-yard as I was leaning against the car enjoying a quiet cigarette.

No, dont chuck it away, Jeeves, he said, as I withdrew the cigarette from my mouth. As a matter of fact, Ive come to touch you for a smoke. Got one to spare?

Only gaspers, I fear, sir.

Theyll do, responded Mr Wooster, with no little eagerness. I observed that his manner was a trifle fatigued and his eye somewhat wild. Its a rummy thing, Jeeves, I seem to have lost my cigarette-case. Cant find it anywhere.

I am sorry to hear that, sir. It is not in the car.

No? Must have dropped it somewhere, then. He drew at his gasper with relish. Jolly creatures, small girls, Jeeves, he remarked, after a pause.

Extremely so, sir.

Of course, I can imagine some fellows finding them a bit exhausting in – er—

En masse, sir?

Thats the word. A bit exhausting en masse.

I must confess, sir, that that is how they used to strike me. In my younger days, at the outset of my career, sir, I was at one time page-boy in a school for young ladies.

No, really? I never knew that before. I say, Jeeves – er – did the – er – dear little souls giggle much in your day?

Practically without cessation, sir.

Makes a fellow feel a bit of an ass, what? I shouldnt wonder if they usednt to stare at you from time to time, too, eh?

At the school where I was employed, sir, the young ladies had a regular game which they were accustomed to play when a male visitor arrived. They would stare fixedly at him and giggle, and there was a small prize for the one who made him blush first.

Oh no, I say, Jeeves, not really?

Yes, sir. They derived great enjoyment from the pastime.

Id no idea small girls were such demons.

More deadly than the male, sir.

Mr Wooster passed a handkerchief over his brow.

Well, were going to have tea in a few minutes, Jeeves. I expect I shall feel better after tea.

We will hope so, sir.

But I was by no means sanguine.

I had an agreeable tea in the kitchen. The buttered toast was good and the maids nice girls, though with little conversation. The parlourmaid, who joined us towards the end of the meal, after performing her duties in the school dining-room, reported that Mr Wooster was sticking it pluckily, but seemed feverish. I went back to the stable-yard, and I was just giving the car another look over when the young Mainwaring child appeared.

Oh, I say, she said, will you give this to Mr Wooster when you see him? She held out Mr Woosters cigarette-case. He must have dropped it somewhere. I say, she proceeded, its an awful lark. Hes going to give a lecture to the school.

Indeed, miss?

We love it when there are lectures. We sit and stare at the poor dears, and try to make them dry up. There was a man last term who got hiccoughs. Do you think Mr Wooster will get hiccoughs?

We can but hope for the best, miss.

It would be such a lark, wouldnt it?

Highly enjoyable, miss.

Well, I must be getting back. I want to get a front seat.

And she scampered off. An engaging child. Full of spirits.

She had hardly gone when there was an agitated noise, and round the corner came Mr Wooster. Perturbed. Deeply so.

Jeeves!

Sir?

Start the car!

Sir?

Im off!

Sir?

Mr Wooster danced a few steps.

Dont stand there saying sir? I tell you Im off. Bally off! Theres not a moment to waste. The situations desperate. Dash it, Jeeves, do you know whats happened? The Tomlinson female has just sprung it on me that Im expected to make a speech to the girls! Got to stand up there in front of the whole dashed collection and talk! I can just see myself! Get that car going, Jeeves, dash it all. A little speed, a little speed!

Impossible, I fear, sir. The car is out of order.

Mr Wooster gaped at me. Very glassily he gaped.

Out of order!

Yes, sir. Something is wrong. Trivial, perhaps, but possibly a matter of some little time to repair. Mr Wooster, being one of those easygoing young gentlemen who will drive a car but never take the trouble to study its mechanism, I felt justified in becoming technical. I think it is the differential gear, sir. Either that or the exhaust.

I am fond of Mr Wooster, and I admit I came very near to melting as I looked at his face. He was staring at me in a sort of dumb despair that would have touched anybody.

Then Im sunk! Or – a slight gleam of hope flickered across his drawn features – do you think I could sneak out and leg it across country, Jeeves?

Too late, I fear, sir. I indicated with a slight gesture the approaching figure of Miss Tomlinson, who was advancing with a serene determination in his immediate rear.

Ah, there you are, Mr Wooster.

He smiled a sickly smile.

Yes – er – here I am!

We are all waiting for you in the large schoolroom.

But, I say, look here, said Mr Wooster, I – I dont know a bit what to talk about.

Why, anything, Mr Wooster. Anything that comes into your head. Be bright, said Miss Tomlinson. Bright and amusing.

Oh, bright and amusing?

Possibly tell them a few entertaining stories. But, at the same time, do not neglect the graver note. Remember that my girls are on the threshold of life, and will be eager to hear something brave and helpful and stimulating – something which they can remember in after years. But, of course, you know the sort of thing, Mr Wooster. Come. The young people are waiting.

I have spoken earlier of resource and the part it plays in the life of a gentlemans personal gentleman. It is a quality peculiarly necessary if one is to share in scenes not primarily designed for ones co-operation. So much that is interesting in life goes on apart behind closed doors that your gentlemans gentleman, if he is not to remain hopelessly behind the march of events, should exercise his wits in order to enable himself to be – if not a spectator – at least an auditor when there is anything of interest toward. I deprecate as vulgar and undignified the practice of listening at keyholes, but without lowering myself to that, I have generally contrived to find a way.

In the present case it was simple. The large schoolroom was situated on the ground floor, with commodious French windows, which, as the weather was clement, remained open throughout the proceedings. By stationing myself behind a pillar on the porch or verandah which adjoined the room, I was enabled to see and hear all. It was an experience which I should be sorry to have missed. Mr Wooster, I may say at once, indubitably excelled himself.

Mr Wooster is a young gentleman with practically every desirable quality except one. I do not mean brains, for in an employer brains are not desirable. The quality to which I allude is hard to define, but perhaps I might call it the gift of dealing with the Unusual Situation. In the presence of the Unusual, Mr Wooster is too prone to smile weakly and allow his eyes to protrude. He lacks Presence. I have often wished that I had the power to bestow upon him some of the savoir-faire of a former employer of mine, Mr Montague-Todd, the well-known financier, now in the second year of his sentence. I have known men call upon Mr Todd with the express intention of horsewhipping him and go away half an hour later laughing heartily and smoking one of his cigars. To Mr Todd it would have been childs play to speak a few impromptu words to a schoolroom full of young ladies; in fact, before he had finished, he would probably have induced them to invest all their pocket-money in one of his numerous companies; but to Mr Wooster it was plainly an ordeal of the worst description. He gave one look at the young ladies, who were all staring at him in an extremely unwinking manner, then blinked and started to pick feebly at his coat-sleeve. His aspect reminded me of that of a bashful young man who, persuaded against his better judgment to go on the platform and assist a conjurer in his entertainment, suddenly discovers that rabbits and hardboiled eggs are being taken out of the top of his head.

The proceedings opened with a short but graceful speech of introduction from Miss Tomlinson.

Girls, said Miss Tomlinson, some of you have already met Mr Wooster – Mr Bertram Wooster, and you all, I hope, know him by reputation. Here, I regret to say, Mr Wooster gave a hideous, gurgling laugh and, catching Miss Tomlinsons eye, turned a bright scarlet. Miss Tomlinson resumed: He has very kindly consented to say a few words to you before he leaves, and I am sure that you will all give him your very earnest attention. Now, please.

She gave a spacious gesture with her right hand as she said the last two words, and Mr Wooster, apparently under the impression that they were addressed to him, cleared his throat and began to speak. But it appeared that her remark was directed to the young ladies, and was in the nature of a cue or signal, for she had no sooner spoken them than the whole school rose to its feet in a body and burst into a species of chant, of which I am glad to say I can remember the words, though the tune eludes me. The words ran as follows: –

Many greetings to you!
Many greetings to you!
Many greetings, dear stranger,
Many greetings,
Many greetings,
Many greetings to you!
Many greetings to you!
To you!

Considerable latitude of choice was given to the singers in the matter of key, and there was little of what I might call co-operative effort. Each child went on till she had reached the end, then stopped and waited for the stragglers to come up. It was an unusual performance, and I, personally, found it extremely exhilarating. It seemed to smite Mr Wooster, however, like a blow. He recoiled a couple of steps and flung up an arm defensively. Then the uproar died away, and an air of expectancy fell upon the room. Miss Tomlinson directed a brightly authoritative gaze upon Mr Wooster, and he blinked, gulped once or twice, and tottered forward.

Well, you know— he said.

Then it seemed to strike him that this opening lacked the proper formal dignity.

Ladies—

A silvery peal of laughter from the front row stopped him again.

Girls! said Miss Tomlinson. She spoke in a low, soft voice, but the effect was immediate. Perfect stillness instantly descended upon all present. I am bound to say that, brief as my acquaintance with Miss Tomlinson had been, I could recall few women I had admired more. She had grip.

I fancy that Miss Tomlinson had gauged Mr Woosters oratorical capabilities pretty correctly by this time, and had come to the conclusion that little in the way of a stirring address was to be expected from him.

Perhaps, she said, as it is getting late, and he has not very much time to spare, Mr Wooster will just give you some little word of advice which may be helpful to you in after-life, and then we will sing the school song and disperse to our evening lessons.

She looked at Mr Wooster. He passed a finger round the inside of his collar.

Advice? After-life? What? Well, I dont know—

Just some brief word of counsel, Mr Wooster, said Miss Tomlinson firmly.

Oh, well — Well, yes — Well— It was painful to see Mr Woosters brain endeavouring to work. Well, Ill tell you something thats often done me a bit of good, and its a thing not many people know. My old Uncle Henry gave me the tip when I first came to London. Never forget, my boy, he said, that, if you stand outside Romanos in the Strand, you can see the clock on the wall of the Law Courts down in Fleet Street. Most people who dont know dont believe its possible, because there are a couple of churches in the middle of the road, and you would think they would be in the way. But you can, and its worth knowing. You can win a lot of money betting on it with fellows who havent found it out. And, by Jove, he was perfectly right, and its a thing to remember. Many a quid have I—

Miss Tomlinson gave a hard, dry cough, and he stopped in the middle of a sentence.

Perhaps it will be better, Mr Wooster, she said, in a cold, even voice, if you were to tell my girls some little story. What you say is, no doubt, extremely interesting, but perhaps a little—

Oh, ah, yes, said Mr Wooster. Story? Story? He appeared completely distraught, poor young gentleman. I wonder if youve heard the one about the stockbroker and the chorus-girl?

We will now sing the school song, said Miss Tomlinson, rising like an iceberg.

I decided not to remain for the singing of the school song. It seemed probable to me that Mr Wooster would shortly be requiring the car, so I made my way back to the stable-yard, to be in readiness.

I had not long to wait. In a very few moments he appeared, tottering. Mr Woosters is not one of those inscrutable faces which it is impossible to read. On the contrary, it is a limpid pool in which is mirrored each passing emotion. I could read it now like a book, and his first words were very much on the lines I had anticipated.

Jeeves, he said hoarsely, is that damned car mended yet?

Just this moment, sir. I have been working on it assiduously.

Then, for heavens sake, lets go!

But I understood that you were to address the young ladies, sir.

Oh, Ive done that! responded Mr Wooster, blinking twice with extraordinary rapidity. Yes, Ive done that.

It was a success, I hope, sir?

Oh, yes. Oh, yes. Most extraordinarily successful. Went like a breeze. But – er – I think I may as well be going. No use outstaying ones welcome, what?

Assuredly not, sir.

I had climbed into my seat and was about to start the engine, when voices made themselves heard; and at the first sound of them Mr Wooster sprang with almost incredible nimbleness into the tonneau, and when I glanced round he was on the floor covering himself with a rug. The last I saw of him was a pleading eye.

Have you seen Mr Wooster, my man?

Miss Tomlinson had entered the stable-yard, accompanied by a lady of, I should say, judging from her accent, French origin.

No, madam.

The French lady uttered some exclamation in her native tongue.

Is anything wrong, madam? I inquired.

Miss Tomlinson in normal mood was, I should be disposed to imagine, a lady who would not readily confide her troubles to the ear of a gentlemans gentleman, however sympathetic his aspect. That she did so now was sufficient indication of the depth to which she was stirred.

Yes, there is! Mademoiselle has just found several of the girls smoking cigarettes in the shrubbery. When questioned, they stated that Mr Wooster had given them the horrid things. She turned. He must be in the garden somewhere, or in the house. I think the man is out of his senses. Come, mademoiselle!

It must have been about a minute later that Mr Wooster poked his head out of the rug like a tortoise.

Jeeves!

Sir?

Get a move on! Start her up! Get going and keep going!

I applied my foot to the self-starter.

It would perhaps be safest to drive carefully until we are out of the school grounds, sir, I said. I might run over one of the young ladies, sir.

Well, whats the objection to that? demanded Mr Wooster with extraordinary bitterness.

Or even Miss Tomlinson, sir.

Dont! said Mr Wooster wistfully You make my mouth water!

Jeeves, said Mr Wooster, when I brought him his whisky and siphon one night about a week later, this is dashed jolly.

Sir?

Jolly. Cosy and pleasant, you know. I mean, looking at the clock and wondering if youre going to be late with the good old drinks, and then you coming in with the tray always exactly on time, never a minute late, and shoving it down on the table and biffing off, and the next night coming in and shoving it down and biffing off, and the next night – I mean, gives you a sort of safe, restful feeling. Soothing! Thats the word. Soothing!

Yes, sir. Oh, by the way, sir—

Well?

Have you succeeded in finding a suitable house yet, sir?

House? What do you mean, house?

I understood, sir, that it was your intention to give up the flat and take a house of sufficient size to enable you to have your sister, Mrs Scholfield, and her three young ladies to live with you.

Mr Wooster shuddered strongly.

Thats off, Jeeves, he said.

Very good, sir, I replied.
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Wodehouse in 1903, during his early years as a short story writer for numerous periodicals


ABSENT MINDED BRIDEGROOMS (1900)

First published in Tit-Bits, November 1900
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AT IPSWICH RECENTLY, says a London contemporary, a marriage was about to take place when it was discovered that the bridegroom was not present. Nobody had seen or heard anything of him, and the greatest confusion reigned until, some twenty minutes after the hour appointed for the service, his brother appeared on a bicycle, with the news that the missing gentleman was too busy to come, but would present himself at church on the following day.

When the wedding party reassembled at the time mentioned the bridegroom was present, but this time the bride had absented herself. A search was instituted, and she was found at her home, arrayed in wedding dress, but evidently determined to pay her fiance back in his own coin. She yielded, however, at last, and this eccentric pair were successfully united.

Most men are apt to be nervous on the last evening of their bachelor life, and a man living in a town near Bristol was no exception. So agitated, indeed, was he that he had to take a powerful opiate before he could get to sleep.

The draught proved instantly successful, and he was soon asleep. But, unfortunately, in his nervousness he had mixed so strong a dose that, when the appointed hour arrived, he was still in a deep stupor. Nor did he awake until late in the following afternoon, when he found everybody in the greatest consternation, thinking that he was in a cataleptic trance, from which he would never awake. Luckily for all concerned the drug left no bad effects, and the marriage was celebrated at the earliest possible moment.

A ludicrous case occurred recently where both bride and bridegroom missed the wedding. On the wedding morning the bridegroom received a letter from the bride informing him that she had changed her mind and had married a more favored rival at a registry office that morning. Curiously enough, the bridegroom had himself sent a letter the night before begging her to release him from his engagement, as he was certain that they could never be really happy together.

Cases of either the man or the woman saying No when the marriage service requires them to say Yes, though rare, have been known to happen. Several years ago a man lost his intended wife in this way owing to his irritable temper. On the marriage day he had been the victim of a number of small accidents, and, thinking himself alone, he had indulged in some strong language, which the lady happened to overhear, and thinking that life with a man of such bad temper would be most unpleasant, caused a unique sensation by saying No instead of Yes, and walking out of the church. Nor could all the arguments of the bridegroom induce her to relent.


A FAMILY DOCTOR TELLS THIS STORY (1901)

First published in The Weekly Telegraph, March 1901
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THE MONOTONY OF a doctors existence is very often relieved by the remarkable requests of some of those in his charge. A few weeks ago a leading doctor of Sydney received a letter which was type-written and bore no signature, in which the writer inquired what his terms would be for poisoning a lady. If he was willing to carry out the poisoning, the letter directed him to advertise in a certain paper for a dog-cart, naming the payment he would require. The doctor did as he was requested, and received another letter saying that the lady would call on him at noon the next day. He immediately put the matter into the hands of the police. The writer of the anonymous letter turned out to be the husband of the lady in question, who had repented of his marriage and desired to be freed from it. A clerk in a city firm noted for their extreme strictness towards their employes and their vigilant guard against malingerers, called on a doctor in Croydon the other day to beg him to sign a medical certificate that he was suffering from an infectious disease, as he particularly wished to be present at the Varsity cricket match. Needless to say the doctor was unable to accede to this astonishing request, and the clerk was obliged to depart unsatisfied. The doctor, whose sense of the ludicrous had been greatly tickled by the interview, took the trouble to make inquiries at the office after the match had been played, and was told that Mr. —— had just returned to his work, having been granted leave of absence in order to attend the funeral of his grandmother. He kept the clerks secret, and the latter was never detected by his employers. — P. G. W.


WHEN PAPA SWORE IN HINDUSTANI (1901)

First published in Answers, August 24, 1901
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SYLVIA!

Yes, PAPA.

That infernal dog of yours — —

Oh, papa!

Yes, that infernal dog of yours has been at my carnations again!

Colonel Reynolds, V.C., glared sternly across the table at Miss Sylvia Reynolds, and Miss Sylvia Reynolds looked in a deprecatory manner back at Colonel Reynolds, V.C.; while the dog in question — a foppish pug — happening to meet the colonels eye in transit, crawled unostentatiously under the sideboard, and began to wrestle with a bad conscience.

Oh, naughty Tommy! said Miss Reynolds mildly, in the direction of the sideboard.

Yes, my dear, assented the colonel; and if you could convey to him the information that if he does it once more — yes, just once more! — I shall shoot him on the spot you would be doing him a kindness. And the colonel bit a large crescent out of his toast, with all the energy and conviction of a man who has thoroughly made up his mind. At six oclock this morning, continued he, in a voice of gentle melancholy, I happened to look out of my bedroom window, and saw him. He had then destroyed two of my best plants, and was commencing on a third, with every appearance of self-satisfaction. I threw two large brushes and a boot at him.

Oh, papa! They didnt hit him?

No, my dear, they did not. The brushes missed him by several yards, and the boot smashed a fourth carnation. However, I was so fortunate as to attract his attention, and he left off.

I cant think what makes him do it. I suppose its bones. Hes got bones buried all over the garden.

Well, if he does it again, youll find that there will be a few more bones buried in the garden! said the colonel grimly; and he subsided into his paper.

Sylvia loved the dog partly for its own sake, but principally for that of the giver, one Reginald Dallas, whom it had struck at an early period of their acquaintance that he and Miss Sylvia Reynolds were made for one another. On communicating this discovery to Sylvia herself he had found that her views upon the subject were identical with his own; and all would have gone well had it not been for a melancholy accident.

One day while out shooting with the colonel, with whom he was doing his best to ingratiate himself, with a view to obtaining his consent to the match, he had allowed his sporting instincts to carry him away to such a degree that, in sporting parlance, he wiped his eye badly. Now, the colonel prided himself with justice on his powers as a shot; but on this particular day he had a touch of liver, which resulted in his shooting over the birds, and under the birds, and on each side of the birds, but very rarely at the birds. Dallas being in especially good form, it was found, when the bag came to be counted, that, while he had shot seventy brace, the colonel had only managed to secure five and a half!

His bad marksmanship destroyed the last remnant of his temper. He swore for half an hour in Hindustani, and for another half-hour in English. After that he felt better. And when, at the end of dinner, Sylvia came to him with the absurd request that she might marry Mr. Reginald Dallas he did not have a fit, but merely signified in fairly moderate terms his entire and absolute refusal to think of such a thing.

This had happened a month before, and the pug, which had changed hands in the earlier days of the friendship, still remained, at the imminent risk of its life, to soothe Sylvia and madden her father.

It was generally felt that the way to find favour in the eyes of Sylvia — which were a charming blue, and well worth finding favour in — was to show an intelligent and affectionate interest in her dog. This was so up to a certain point; but no farther, for the mournful recollection of Mr. Dallas prevented her from meeting their advances in quite the spirit they could have wished.

However, they persevered, and scarcely a week went by in which Thomas was not rescued from an artfully arranged horrible fate by somebody.

But all their energy was in reality wasted, for Sylvia remembered her faithful Reggie, who corresponded vigorously every day, and refused to be put off with worthless imitations. The lovesick swains, however, could not be expected to know of this, and the rescuing of Tommy proceeded briskly, now one, now another, playing the rtle of hero.

The very day after the conversation above recorded had taken place a terrible tragedy occurred.

The colonel, returning from a poor days shooting, observed through the mist that was beginning to rise a small form busily engaged in excavating in the precious carnation-bed. Slipping in a cartridge, he fired; and the skill which had deserted him during the day came back to him. There was a yelp; then silence. And Sylvia, rushing out from the house, found the luckless Thomas breathing his last on a heap of uprooted carnations.

The news was not long in spreading. The cook told the postman, and the postman thoughtfully handed it on to the servants at the rest of the houses on his round. By noon it was public property; and in the afternoon, at various times from two to five, nineteen young men were struck, quite independently of one another, with a brilliant idea.

The results of this idea were apparent on the following day.

Is this all? asked the colonel of the servant, as she brought in a couple of letters at breakfast-time.

Theres a hamper for Miss Sylvia, sir.

A hamper, is there? Well, bring it in.

If you please, sir, theres several of them.

What? Several? How many are there?

Nineteen, sir, said Mary, restraining with some difficulty an inclination to giggle.

Eh? What? Nineteen? Nonsense! Where are they?

Weve put them in the coachhouse for the present, sir. And if you please, sir, cook says she thinks theres something alive in them.

Something alive?

Yes, sir. And John says he thinks its dogs, sir!

The colonel uttered a sound that was almost a bark, and, followed by Sylvia, rushed to the coachhouse. There, sure enough, as far as the eye could reach, were the hampers; and, as they looked, a sound proceeded from one of them that was unmistakably the plaintive note of a dog that has been shut up, and is getting tired of it.

Instantly the other eighteen hampers joined in, until the whole coachhouse rang with the noise.

The colonel subsided against a wall, and began to express himself softly in Hindustani.

Poor dears! said Sylvia. How stuffy they must be feeling!

She ran to the house, and returned with a basin of water.

Poor dears! she said again. Youll soon have something to drink.

She knelt down by the nearest hamper, and cut the cord that fastened it. A pug jumped out like a jack-in-the-box, and rushed to the water. Sylvia continued her work of mercy, and by the time the colonel had recovered sufficiently to be able to express his views in English, eighteen more pugs had joined their companion.

Get out, you brute! shouted the colonel, as a dog insinuated itself between his legs. Sylvia, put them back again this minute! You had no business to let them out. Put them back!

But I cant, papa. I cant catch them.

She looked helplessly from him to the seething mass of dogs, and back again.

Wheres my gun? began the colonel.

Papa, dont! You couldnt be so cruel! They arent doing any harm, poor things!

If I knew who sent them — —

Perhaps theres something to show. Yes; heres a visiting-card in this hamper.

Whose is it? bellowed the colonel through the din.

J. DArcy Henderson, The Firs, read Sylvia, at the top of her voice.

Young blackguard! bawled the colonel.

I expect theres one in each of the hampers. Yes; heres another. W. K. Ross, The Elms.

The colonel came across, and began to examine the hampers with his own hand. Each hamper contained a visiting-card, and each card bore the name of a neighbour. The colonel returned to the breakfast-room, and laid the nineteen cards out in a row on the table.

Hm! he said, at last. Mr. Reginald Dallas does not seem to be represented.

Sylvia said nothing.

No; he seems not to be represented. I did not give him credit for so much sense. Then he dropped the subject, and breakfast proceeded in silence.

A young gentleman met the colonel on his walk that morning.

Morning, colonel! said he.

Good-morning! said the colonel grimly.

Er — colonel, I — er — suppose Miss Reynolds got that dog all right?

To which dog do you refer?

It was a pug, you know. It ought to have arrived by this time.

Yes. I am inclined to think it has. Had it any special characteristics?

No, I dont think so. Just an ordinary pug.

Well, young man, if you will go to my coachhouse, you will find nineteen ordinary pugs; and if you would kindly select your beast, and shoot it, I should be much obliged.

Nineteen? said the other, in astonishment. Why, are you setting up as a dog-fancier in your old age, colonel?

This was too much for the colonel. He exploded.

Old age! Confound your impudence! Dog-fancier! No, sir! I have not become a dog-fancier in what you are pleased to call my old age! But while there is no law to prevent a lot of dashed young puppies like yourself, sir — like yourself — sending your confounded pug-dogs to my daughter, who ought to have known better than to have let them out of their dashed hampers, I have no defence.

Dog-fancier! Gad! Unless those dogs are removed by this time to-morrow, sir, they will go straight to the Battersea Home, where I devoutly trust they will poison them. Here are the cards of the other gentlemen who were kind enough to think that I might wish to set up for a dog-fancier in my old age. Perhaps you will kindly return them to their owners, and tell them what I have just said. And he strode off, leaving the young man in a species of trance.

Sylvia! said the colonel, on arriving home.

Yes, papa.

Do you still want to marry that Dallas fellow? Now, for Heavens sake, dont start crying! Goodness knows Ive been worried enough this morning without that. Please answer a plain question in a fairly sane manner. Do you, or do you not?

Of course I do, papa.

Then you may. Hes the furthest from being a fool of any of the young puppies who live about here, and he knows one end of a gun from the other. Ill write to him now.

Dear Dallas (wrote the colonel),— I find, on consideration,

that you are the only sensible person in the neighbourhood. I hope

you will come to lunch to-day. And if you still want to marry

my daughter, you may.

To which Dallas replied by return of messenger:

Thanks for both invitations. I will.

An hour later he arrived in person, and the course of true love pulled itself together, and began to run smooth again.


THE LANGUAGE OF FLOWERS (1901)

First published in To-Day, October 1901
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TO THE LITERATURE of the streets a small volume has recently been added, which at first sight induces the purchaser to think the charge of a penny an excessive one. This feeling, however, disappears after a thoughtful perusal of the work in question.

It is a comprehensive dictionary of flowers, containing also a preface which is a prose poem, thirty lines of verse from the pen of an anonymous writer, and full information as to how neuralgia, tic, rheumatism, toothache, and gout may be cured simultaneously at the extremely moderate cost of one and threepence. Few will be found so grasping as to demand more for their penny.

Each blossom, says the writer of the preface, has its odour, its mission, its message. The violet will never cease to speak of humility, or the marigold of vulgar jealousy. (A little hard, this, on the marigold.) And their odours! Who can forget the delicacy of the violets breath, the sweet perfume of the rose, or the pleasant scented lavender. Oh! the measure of sweetness that comes from the silent children of the sod to the speaking and thinking ones of earth! Like the hero of one of Mr. Quiller-Couchs poems, the writer certainly has a neat poetic vein when he is fairly started.

A few more preliminary remarks on the subject of the arrangement of flowers, and the reader is brought to the vocabulary itself. From this it is an easy task, especially if one is a member of the class referred to as the speaking and thinking ones of earth, to weave romantic situations. It is, for instance, the mauvais quart dheure preceding dinner. Our hero has been told off to take down the heroine, with whom he has for many a long month been secretly in love. He, being of an intensely shy nature, feels himself unequal to the task of framing his opinions in words. She being the very soul of maidenly reserve, cannot bring herself to lend him the helping hand he so sorely needs. He remarks that the weather is fine, especially for the time of year. She agrees. Then there is an awkward silence. This is where a knowledge of the language of flowers is of such vital importance. Assuming that the hero has brought with him a basketful of assorted blossoms, he commences by selecting an arbutus — not a whole tree, presumably, though our author says nothing on the subject, but a portion of one. This he presents to the lady, thereby indicating to her, if she is also a speaking and thinking one of earth, Thee only do I love. Though naturally taken aback somewhat by this sudden declaration of passion, she follows suit according to her mood. She may select a double China aster, I partake of your sentiments, or perhaps, if she wishes to keep him a little longer in suspense, she substitutes a single China aster, that flower expressing the cold but eminently proper words, I will think of it.

This urges the hero on to further efforts. He thinks for a while. Then he presents her with a Dianthus. Make haste is the exact meaning of the Dianthus. To such a floral remark a floral snub is the only reply. She withers him with a Dipladenia Crassinoda, You are too bold. His observations then become sharp and abrupt, after the fashion of Mr. Alfred Jingle. He produces in rapid succession a parti-coloured daisy, a damask rose, an eschscholtzia, and a jonquil. In effect he says: Beauty! Brilliant complexion! Do not refuse me! I desire a return of affection!

She wavers and exhibits a marjoram, to show that she is blushing. His eloquence now gets the best of him in impassioned entreaties. He bends down, and begins to pull flower after flower from the basket. Having obtained as many as he requires, he arranges them before her in the following order. Hortensia. (You are cold.) Purple hyacinth. (I admit my imperfections.) Henbane. (And I am sorry for them.) Green locust tree. (My love will last beyond the grave.) Moving plant. (Observe my agitation.) Pine-apple. (You are perfect!) Pink. (And I know that I am taking a great liberty), but Christmas Rose. (Put me out of my misery.) White Rose. (I am on the whole quite worthy of you), for Wheat stalk, white mullen, and variegated tulip. (I am rich, good-natured, and have beautiful eyes.) Reversed vine. (No, I do not drink.) In a word stephanotis, and oxlip. (Will you accompany me to the East. Speak out!)

The effect of this speech is instantaneous. A red tulip, or in other words a declaration of love follows, and the two proceed to dinner — the gong having just sounded — an engaged couple.

Other uses for the language of flowers readily present themselves. Biting sarcasm may be employed by presenting an unwelcome guest with a reversed sweet pea, which signifies Dont go. Delicate satire could be effected by a judge presenting a criminal after sentence with a sweet-scented tussilago, which, being interpreted, means Justice shall be done you, a charming present for a gentleman shortly to embark on a ten years visit, sweetened by toil and simple fare, at Portland or Dartmoor.

Soon, too, the sight may be familiar in London of an army of rejected contributors blocking the streets opposite the various editorial offices, each wearing in his button-hole a simple red primrose, the sign of unpatronised merit. Undoubtedly, the language of flowers has many uses.


THE STRANGE DISAPPEARANCE OF MR BUXTON-SMYTHE (1901)

First published in Public School Magazine, December 1901
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IN LOOKING OVER the notes I have made from time to time of the cases unravelled by the peculiar methods of my friend, Mr. Burdock Rose, I find mention of what I have called The Disappearance of Mr. Buxton-Smythe. It is a curious case. This Buxton-Smythe was a schoolmaster — but I will begin at the beginning.

It was in our old Grocer Square days, before my marriage. We had finished breakfast and were sitting smoking at the window.

Look at that man there, Wotsing, said my friend, suddenly.

Where? Which one? I replied. I see so many men. Do you mean the elderly sergeant of marines, who retired, as far as I can judge from a hasty glance, in the summer of eighty-six, or the stockbroker, who seems to me unable to make up his mind whether to invest in Eries or South Africans, and who, I am sorry to say, sat up last night past his usual hour drinking black coffee while trying to decide on the best course, or—

At this point Rose interrupted. I had noticed lately that my success in studying his methods had not been altogether to his taste. His disapproval had been especially marked during the last week, notably on the occasion when the King of Fiji had called to consult him, and I had solved the case from my armchair before he could speak, thereby losing him a handsome fee.

Wotsing, he said, quietly.

Rose?

In a household of two I am inclined to think that one detective is ample, a pair excessive. I apologised. After all, he had the prior claim in the matter of deductions.

The man I mean, said he, is the schoolmaster in the frockcoat.

A year before I should have exclaimed My dear Rose! How — ? but now I merely endorsed his opinion.

I see the man you mean. He is a Fifth Form Master, I should be inclined to say.

Sixth, said Rose, sharply.

Well, the point will not be long in doubt. I deduced from his movements that he was coming here. That, if I mistake not, is his knock.

That my surmise was correct was proved a moment later by the landlady, who ushered in a tall, good-looking man in a frockcoat with the curt but lucid observation, Mr. Theopilus Wright.

Sit down, Mr. Wright, said Rose, genially. That basket-chair will be your fancy, I think. I trust you left your form in good health?

Very good, thank you. But how — ?

Tut, tut, my dear sir, these are trifles. Wotsing, how did I know that Mr. Wright was a schoolmaster?

Why, I said, with a laugh, when we see a man with a—

Yes, yes, interrupted Rose, quickly, that was how it was done, of course. You are a Sixth Form Master, Mr. Wright, I think?

No, Mr. Rose; I take the Fifth.

When Rose asked me at this point why I smiled, I said that I was thinking of something.

It was, however, about the Sixth Form Master that I came to consult you. My school, Mr. Rose, is St. Asterisks.

Wotsing, said Rose, without moving from his position (closed eyes and touching finger-tips), look up St. Asterisks in my scrap-book.

I replied that as Rose was himself able to reach the book without rising whereas I should be obliged to get up and come round the table, the best and wisest course would be for him to get it himself. He did so.

The information concerning St. Asterisks was wedged in between a statement (extracted from Useful Bits) to the effect that Mr. Joseph Chamberlain never eats mushrooms, and a letter to the Daily Telegraph on the question Are Hairpins Hygienic?

Ha! said Rose, Hm! St. Asterisks, I see, is the school which lost a Sixth Form Master in 1884.

Quite so; that brings me to my point. Our present Sixth Form Master, Mr. Buxton-Smythe, has also disappeared.

How old was he?

About twenty-four. He had just come down from Oxford.

Young for a Sixth Form Master, I imagine.

Very much so; but a fine scholar.

Ah! What colour was his hair?

Brown.

Ah, yes, quite so, quite so. So I had expected. Well, let me hear the particulars.

They may be given very shortly, said our visitor. Buxton-Smythe was seen to enter his form room at two oclock last Tuesday. He was never seen to come out.

What do the form say on the subject?

Nothing, except that they do not know where he is. Their manner, I may add, seems to me suspicious.

I could see from Roses eyes that the case interested him.

Proceed, he said.

The Head Master is, of course, prostrated with grief. He fainted on hearing the news, and is now on a sofa in the library gradually recovering. The junior school masters are feeding him with gruel from a spoon. Somebody advised me, as senior surviving master, to ask you to look into the case.

I shall be very happy to do so. Wotsing, can you leave your practice for a couple of days?

My what? — Oh, yes, I remember. Why, my dear Rose, I have no practice now. I found I had no time to spare from observing your methods. I will accompany you with pleasure. To St. Asterisks?

Precisely. To St. Asterisks. By the way, Mr. Wright, was the first disappearance at the school ever cleared up?

Well, no, admitted our visitor, with some reluctance, not absolutely. The name of that master was Wotherspoon. I believe it is almost certain that the boys of his House murdered him and concealed the body. You see he was in the habit of reciting extracts from Shakespeare to them on Saturday nights, and attendance was compulsory. Well, he disappeared one day, and a month afterwards some workmen digging in the grounds came upon a mouldering skeleton. You see the inference?

Perfectly. I suppose there was nothing of that sort in this case?

Oh, no. Poor Buxton-Smythe was a most inoffensive man.

Very good. Well, Mr. Wright, this appears to be a very pretty little problem. I always shut the windows and doors and smoke a pound of shag over cases of this sort. Wotsing generally goes out to see a friend of his about a canary. Perhaps you would care to join him? Then good morning. Expect me at St. Asterisks to-morrow at one.

* * *

It is a case that presents many attractive points, Wotsing, said Rose, as we left the form room on the following day. Did you observe anything just now? Have you formed any theory?

I replied that I never formed theories. I found that they were fatal, for one involuntarily attempted to twist facts to suit theories instead of theories to suit facts.

Very sensible, said he. By the way, Wotsing, didnt I make a remark very like that to you once?

Did you? I dont remember. Very possibly, I replied, off-handedly.

Of course, he continued, after a pause, one thing is obvious. Mr. Theopilus Wright has made away with Buxton-Smythe. The question is, how?

My dear Rose!

My dear Wotsing, it is surely perfectly plain. Do you ask for motive? Ambition. The chance of getting the vacant place. Clues? Millions of them. To begin with—

One moment, Rose. You remember that Sixth Form boy I attended this morning?

Yes.

He was suffering from indigestion. He had eaten something that had disagreed with him. Now, Sixth Form boys do not eat sweets or green apples or buns or anything else of that sort. A chance question put me on the right track, and by dint of severe examination, aided by remorse and indigestion, I extracted the truth. He had eaten a considerable portion of the late Buxton-Smythe raw! No, I went on, seeing his look of amazement, I am not romancing. I have his written confession in my pocket. He told me the whole story. Buxton-Smythe appears to have been a perfectly harmless man, but with one flaw in his character. He set essays. Now, there are many ways of setting essays. Buxton-Smythes was the worst. His subjects ran in series of six. The facts in connection with his death are briefly as follows: On the first Monday of term he gave out as his subject David. This suited the form very well, for they knew nothing of the flaw in their masters character, which, as I said, made him set series of six. They showed up excellent essays on David. Davids character was the next subject. The form were not so pleased at this, but there was, so far, little inclination to take justice into their own hands. Davids character and its influence upon his people on the third week altered this frame of mind for the worse. There were ominous growls and whispers. Anybody might have been expected to notice this, but Buxton-Smythe was either incredibly dense or outrageously rash. Of course, he was an enthusiast, which may explain it. But the fact remains that on the fourth Monday, whether from innocence or sheer bravado, he announced, as the weeks essay subject, Davids character, and its influence upon himself. Upon this portion of the proceedings my informant does not dwell. He merely states baldly that the form rose as one man from their seats, tore him to pieces, and ate him. You remember, when we were examining the form room, that I directed your attention to a shirt-stud and a spot of blood on the floor by the masters desk, but you said it was only red ink, and that you had dropped the stud yourself. As a matter of fact, they were Buxton-Smythe. The local coroner sat on them before they went to Woking, and brought in what I considered a very sensible verdict of suicide. He said that a master who could act as Buxton-Smythe had done had, to all intents and purposes, committed suicide. He added a rider to the effect that the form had behaved in a most conscientious and praiseworthy manner. I am sorry to interfere with any little deduction you may have made, Rose, but those are the true facts.

Rose said nothing. I think he was a little disappointed.

He did not speak again until we had reached our lodgings and were retiring for the night. Then he put his head in at my door.

Wotsing, he said, I suppose I shall see very little of you when youre married?

Not quite so much as you do now, Rose, I fear.

He was silent for a moment. Then a soft smile lit up his sharp features.

Im glad youre going to be married, Wotsing, said he, pensively.


MR. HALKETTS ROMANCE (1902)

First published in The Free Lance, January 1902
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MR. G. R. Halkett, the present editor of the Pall Mall Magazine, is an artist-journalist. He has had a curiously romantic career. His story reads like the motif of some novel. All the materials of emotional fiction are there — the struggling young artist, the millionaires beautiful daughter, the stern father. It was at Manchester that it happened. Mr. Halkett was at that time doing his best to get a footing on the ladder of success with his brush. The brush was mightier than the pen in those days. Commissions were few and very far between, but one day Fortune smiled upon him. A very wealthy merchant prince of the town brought his daughter to the studio to have her portrait painted. The young couple fell violently in love with one another, and in spite of the vigorous opposition of the young ladys father, were married.

* * *

Stern Father.

The father thereupon acted as a father — in a novel — is expected to act. He refused to see his daughter, and cut himself off altogether from her. This, however, did not discourage Mr. Halkett. He worked with redoubled energy at his profession, and slowly but surely made a name for himself. But the culminating point of the story is still to come. The interdict of the father did not extend to his grandchildren, and so it came about that they were sent on a visit to him. The experienced novel reader can guess the rest. The children came, were seen, and conquered. A complete reconciliation took place, and the merchant prince makes no secret of his intention of leaving them at his death his fortune.


THE ADVENTURE OF THE SPLIT INFINITIVE (1902)

First published in Public School Magazine, March 1902
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WE SPRANG INTO the night-mail. It was in the old Grocer Square days, when springing into night mails came all in the days work to us.

We had the carriage to ourselves. A glance had shown Rose that the guard of the train had at one period of his life been a cannibal, and, thinking it a pity to conceal the fact, he had mentioned it to him casually, at the same time expressing a desire for an empty carriage. The guard was kindness itself. He bundled two Bishops, an elderly professor, and three prize fighters out of a compartment in record time, and motioned us to be seated.

The train sped on its way.

A curious case, Wotsing, said Rose, at last.

Which is that? I asked.

This St. Asterisks murder.

Buxton-Smythe, do you mean? I — I mean we solved that long ago.

No, no, said Rose, irritably. Somehow the mention of that case always irritates him. This is a different thing altogether. Wotsing — he broke off suddenly— why did you shave in cold water this morning?

I didnt. Why did you drink only one lemon squash when you went out this afternoon?

My dear Wotsing, how — ?

Tut, tut. I cannot explain these little things, Rose. What is this about St. Asterisks?

Rose drew from his pocket a newspaper cutting. I will not read this to you, he said, the style is really too painful. Not that there is not some excuse for the reporter in the present case. He was suffering from ear-ache when he wrote, and, from his curious partiality for quotations from Juvenal, I should judge that he had only recently recovered from an attack of gout. The gist of what he says is this. Smith, the School porter at St. Asterisks, going his rounds last Friday morning, discovered — to his horror — that a ghastly crime had been committed in the Sixth Form-room. The victim was an infinitive. It has been split, probably, Smith asserts, by some blunt weapon such as a bad pen. The body was on a scrap of paper, and several drops of ink on the paper, together with a general crumpled appearance, showed that the victim had not succumbed without a struggle. Smith, with an intelligence which some of these Scotland yard bunglers would do well to imitate, left everything exactly as he had found it.

Anyone suspected? I asked.

I was coming to that. One of the Form, Vanderpoop by name, under whose desk the corpse was discovered, has already been arrested.

Did he make any statement?

Well, he hit the policeman under the jaw, if that could be called making a statement. He is now in the local police-station awaiting trial. Popular opinion is, I should say, strongly against him.

That I should think is in itself almost enough to clear him. Popular opinion is always wrong.

Well, well, we shall see, said Rose. At any rate the problem is one that presents many attractive features.

And, I interrupted, it has saved me from a black re-action.

Rose glared at me. He had been meaning to say that himself.



Chapter II.

Well, here we are again, said I, as we stepped into the Form-room on the following day. This Form-room, Rose, has been the scene of some exiting episodes. Where is the corpse?

Smith, the porter, produced it, and left the room. Instantly Rose dropped on all fours, whipped out a microscope, and, in short, commenced his usual operations. I made my investigations more quietly.

At last Rose got up.

Wotsing, he said, the case is plain. Vanderpoop did it.

Did you see the local paper this morning, Rose?

No.

Ah. If you had, you would have read that Vanderpoop has been released without a stain on his character.

Fools, fools! Oh, these Scotland Yard—

But he proved an alibi, a most convincing alibi. The murder must have been committed some time on Thursday. That, I think, is plain. Vanderpoop was in the Infirmary on Wednesday and Thursday. But, Rose,—

Well?

I have discovered the real man.

Rose gasped with astonishment.

And he is — ?

The Head Master, Sir, said Smith, suddenly opening the door.

Good morning, Sir, I said as he entered. Pray take a chair. Ah, but there are no chairs. Take a desk.

He sat down on the window-sill, a curiously mournful figure. A day before he had been stout. Now he was thin.

I got your note, Dr. Wotsing, he said, in a low voice. But who is this? He pointed to Rose, who was still on all fours.

That, I replied, is my friend Mr. Burdock Rose. You can speak as freely before him as you would before me. Indeed, strictly speaking, he is supposed to be bossing this show on his own account. But proceed, Sir, I beg.

I got your note, repeated the Head Master. How you found out all you have found out, I do not know.

My system. Perfectly simple. Yes, you were saying — ?

You are right in every detail, Dr. Wotsing. I and no other, split that infinitive. Pity the sorrows of a poor old man. He looked as if he were about to collapse.

If you are thinking of fainting, I said, I will do my best to revive you with ink. There is no water. But, take the advice of a medical man, Sir, and dont. He did not.

You might explain, I said.

I will, said he. Born of rich but honest parents, Dr. Wotsing, I was sent at an early age to a Public School.

Excuse my interrupting, I said, courteously, but if you could cut it fairly short I should be very much obliged. I have a train to catch. Condense your ideas.

Very well. Public School. Latin. Greek. Greek. Latin. No English. English no good. University. Latin. Greek. Greek. Latin. English no good. So here I am. You take me?

I understand you to say that your English education was neglected in favour of Latin and Greek. Am I right?

Absolutely on the bulls-eye.

Sir, I said, I acquit you of all blame. You are more sinned against than sinning. Run away and reform.

He ran away, and I hope, reformed.

I really am glad you are going to be married, Wotsing, said Rose to me on the way back to town. When is it to be?

In another month.

And the first thing he did on getting out of the train was to buy a calendar. He keeps it in his desk, and every day he erases a date, and smiles.


WELCHS MILE RECORD (1902)

First published in The Captain, November 1902
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HOW LONG THE feud between Welch and his house-master Merevale had been going on is uncertain. Probably it had started from a remark that Merevale made about Welch after the final house-match of the previous summer, when, owing principally to his mismanagement of the bowling — he was captain of Merevales — Perkins had won by a wicket. Merevale was a quick-tempered man with a rather rich vein of sarcasm in him, and his comment on Welchs performance was pungent and personal. He delivered it as the latter was coming up the pavilion steps after the match. The pavilion was, as was usual on the final house-match day, packed with lookers-on, all of whom heard the remark, and the majority of whom laughed audibly. Nobody could be expected actually to enjoy this sort of thing, but anybody else but Welch would have forgotten the incident next day. Welch, however, was one of those people who, though they look as if they were morally pachydermatous, really feel everything. He hated being laughed at. The result was that he nursed his grievance against Merevale until it became a sort of second nature to him to be at daggers drawn. That was the flaw in Welchs character, a character in other ways distinctly up to the average. He was inclined to sulk in these sort of emergencies.

It was now nearing the end of the Easter term, and the air was thick with sports and rumours of sports. Welch was a fine runner. The mile was his distance, though, like most milers, he also dabbled in the half. He had the easy springy stride which marks the runner with a future as distinguished from the runner who does great things at school but nothing afterwards.

The interest of a school in its sports is generally rather in the prospective times than in the actual struggle for first place. It usually happens that one runner is first favourite, while the rest enter principally for the look of the thing and the chance of second prize. It was so with the mile. Given anything but the worst of bad luck, a sprained ankle or a fall, for instance, Welch could not help winning it. It only remained to see whether he would do a record. The record for the mile at St. Austins was an exceptionally good one — four forty-four and a fifth. Mitchell-Jones, afterwards president of the O.U.A.C., and winner of many and various desirable trophies on the track, was responsible for it. He had done it in his last year at school, ten years before, and nobody had come near it since. A respectable four fifty-eight or nine was the average time. Last year Drake of Dacres house, with Thomson of Merevales a foot behind, had covered the distance, amidst tremendous enthusiasm, in four minutes and forty-eight seconds. It was generally felt that this had reached the high water-mark. Then rumours began to be spread abroad about Welchs form. Two of the junior school had timed him surreptitiously before breakfast one morning, and he had done his mile in four forty-seven without turning a hair. In ordinary football clothes, too, not running clothes at all! The school allowed the usual discount necessary in dealing with junior school statements, and resolved to keep its eye on Welch. He ran a mile three times a week, always before breakfast. On the third day after the two juniors had made their report, several seniors, sportsmen in whose eyes sport ranked before sleep, got up early with reliable watches, and strolled about until Welch appeared. A little group formed at the scratch to see him off, several enthusiasts pacing him for the last lap. Three stop-watches of unimpeachable reputation agreed on four forty-five as the time. As there was still a week before the sports it seemed almost certain that he would be able to rub off the last remaining second of Mitchell-Joness time, and so hand his name down to eternal fame as the holder of the St. Austins mile record. The school was excited. Welch went to bed early on the night before the sports. He felt he owed it to the school to take no risks. For the past week Ellimans had flowed like water, pastry had been regarded with an aversion that amounted to loathing, and Merevale had even gone to the length of allowing him toast instead of bread, a great concession. Welch thought this a very graceful act on Merevales part. He fell asleep that night wondering vaguely if he had not better make advances in the matter of the feud, and place matters once more on a peace footing.

He had been asleep four hours or more when he woke with a start. Somebody had entered his cubicle, and was shaking him by the shoulder. A hastily-formed impression that this was the advance guard of another dormitory making a midnight raid was dispelled by the rasping sound of a match on its box. Then it flared suddenly, and when his eyes had become accustomed to the light he saw that it was Merevale. Merevale, in pyjamas and a Balliol blazer, with a look on his face so ghastly that it woke Welch far more effectively than the shaking had done.
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Welch, whispered Mr. Merevale, as the match gave a dying flicker.

Yes, sir.

Get some clothes on. Get your running clothes on. Dont make a noise. I dont want the rest of the dormitory to wake. Then come to my study. And be quick. Dont make a noise.

He stole silently out again. Welch heard him open the door which separated his private house from the boys half. Then he began to dress in a dazed way, wondering all the time what was going to happen. It must be something important, or Merevale would hardly have dragged him out of bed like this at one oclock. He had looked pretty bad, thought Welch. Why? And why running clothes? And why — a hundred things. Well, he would soon know.

He was not sorry to be out of the room and in the passage. There is always something very unpleasant and eerie in the sound of other people breathing heavily in the dark when one is awake oneself. Queer little moans and grunts and sighs were uttered from time to time as he groped for his running things and put them on. It was very cold, too. Altogether a most unpleasant situation. Why, why, why, he asked himself again.

Suddenly somebody began to talk in his sleep. The sound acted on Welch like an electric shock. He was surprised to find how near he had been to falling asleep again. He was quite awake now, and he made his way stealthily to Mr. Merevales study.

Merevale was waiting there for him. There was a candle burning on the table. It cast an indistinct light, and made the house-masters face look worse than ever.

Welch, said he, listen to me. Sit down. Now, in the first place, are you quite awake?

This was exactly the question Welch had been asking of himself. Could he be awake?

Yes, sir, he said.

Quite awake? Then listen to me. Welch, I am going to ask you to do rather a big thing. Do you know where Doctor Adamson lives?

Adamson was the doctor who ministered to St. Austins when it was sick or when it thought it was. He lived in the village, and from St. Austins to the village is just a mile by road. The road is well laid, and as nearly level as a road can be.

Yes, sir, said Welch. He began to understand dimly.

You could find the house in the dark? Good. Then listen. I want you to run your very hardest to Adamsons and give him this note. Tell him to come at once. Its important. Very important.

Welchs face became one large mark of interrogation. Mr. Merevale explained.

Marjorie is very ill. Diphtheria, we think.

Welch was on his feet in a moment at that. Marjorie was Merevales ten-year-old daughter. The house worshipped her to a man, and with reason, for the Mere Kid, as she was called, was a patriot and sportswoman to her small finger-tips, and wore out vast supplies of gloves annually in applauding the doings of her house in the cricket and football fields.

Your bicycle, sir? he said.

Punctured yesterday. Not another in the house. Welch was silent.

Can you do it in time? In another quarter of an hour it may be too late.

Welch did what every other member of the house would have done. He held out his hand for the note.
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Its just twenty-five past, said Merevale, as he let him out of the front door. Can you get there by half-past?

Easily, sir, said Welch, and started.

Doctor Adamson was returning from a night visit to a patient, when, just as he reached the door of his house, he pulled up in blank astonishment. Down the road to the left, from the direction of St. Austins, a white figure was running at an extraordinary pace. The doctors professional ear recognised the heavy breathing of a fine trained runner who has all but run himself out. For a moment he was profoundly puzzled.

Training! At this time of night! Cant be. By jove, hes making for my house. Must be something wrong.

Here, he shouted, this way. I am Doctor Adamson, if you are after me.

Welch wheeled round in the direction of the voice, and staggered up to the dogcart. Note, he gasped, Merevale. He was terribly tired in spite of his training. Time? he gasped.

The doctor whipped out his watch.

The exact time is eighteen seconds to the half-hour. Half-past one practically. Now, lets see what its all about.

He frowned as he read Merevales letter. Diphtheria. Hm. Thinks its diphtheria. Cant be anything else by the symptoms. Jump up, young man. We must hurry.

But Welch could not move. He lay by the side of the road and panted. The doctor was a powerful man. He sprang down, and lifted him in his arms. It took him two minutes to carry him into the house and place him on a sofa. Then he returned to the dogcart. He gathered up the reins again and turned the horses head towards St. Austins.

Merevale was standing at the front door.

That you, doctor? he said. Thank God you were in. Come on quickly, man. Shes worse.

How about the horse? asked the doctor. He wont improve the flower beds if he gets on to them.

Never mind the flower beds. Let the beast roll in them if he wants to. This way.

Doctor Adamson rose from his inspection of the patient, and turned to Merevale with a smile. I think it will be all right, he said, I am in time by exactly five minutes.

* * *

I must be going back to my other patient now, said the doctor an hour afterwards.

Your other patient?

The runner.

Oh, Welch.

Welch is his name, is it? I used to know some Welches in Somersetshire. Wonder if it is the same family. I suppose you realise what you owe to him?

Yes, by jove, said Mr. Merevale. If you will give me a lift, doctor, Ill come back with you now and see him.

Welch did not break the record on sports day, as he was too knocked up to run at all, and the race went to Roberts, of Dacres house, in the very mediocre time of five one. But he has the satisfaction of knowing that in his run that night he must have been a clear second inside Mitchell-Joness historic time, making all allowances. The occasion is also kept green in his memory by a silver cup, the exact double of the school mile cup, which Merevale presented to him as a memento of the occasion.

Welch did better times after he left school, but, as he very justly observes, that was the best mile he ever did, or was ever likely to do.

And Merevale is of much the same opinion.


THE PUGILIST IN FICTION (1903)

First published in Sandows Magazine, April 1903
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THERE ARE TWO novels in the library of pugilistic fiction which stand alone, Dr. Conan Doyles Rodney Stone and Bernard Shaws Cashel Byrons Profession. In most books the hero is a pugilist because he is a hero. In these two he is a hero because he is a pugilist. Probably everybody who takes an interest in sport has read Rodney Stone, and has revelled in the fight between Berks and Boy Jim in the coachhouse, and the great battle on Crawley Downs between the smith and the West-countryman. He has waited in suspense with Sir Charles Tregellis when the last minutes are flying past, and still his man has not put in an appearance; and a thrill has run through him as the crowd swirls and eddies, and an old black hat flickers up from their midst, and falls in the centre of the ring. It is a great scene, that. However often one may have read the book, and however much one may be prepared for the surprise, that magnificent climax comes as fresh as ever. Rodney Stone is an epic of the ring.

Cashel Byrons Profession is perhaps less well-known. Mr. Shaw has chosen for his hero the best type of professional pugilist, a gentleman born, clever at few things, but as straight as a die, and possessing a genius for fighting. In his preface the author makes a few remarks on the subject of pugilistic genius. By genius he means something higher than mere skill. Many boxers are skillful, but not one in a thousand possesses that peculiar gift, amounting almost to divination, which enables him to foretell his opponents actions, and reduce the art of timing to a second nature. Jem Belcher is the best instance of genius in the history of the ring. Mace was a genius. So was Sayers. So perhaps were John Jackson and Mendoza. But Belcher was the greatest of them all, and possibly it is Belcher who has been the authors model for Cashel Byron. And I should be inclined to say that Mr. Shaw had heard of the Tipton Slasher when he created William Paradise, his heros opponent.

Cashel runs away from school, and goes to Melbourne, where he meets Ned Skene, the retired champion of the world. This is the beginning of his career in the ring. He retires in the end unbeaten. Cashel Byrons Profession differs from Rodney Stone in two important particulars. In the first place, there is far less actual description in Mr. Shaws book. Conan Doyle loves to follow a fight from start to finish, round by round, omitting details that might offend, and emphasizing only the finer features of the battle. Bernard Shaw treats the subject in a less partisan spirit, while of straightforward description there is only one passage, the glove-fight between Cashel and William Paradise at the Agricultural Hall. In the second place, Cashel Byrons Profession is full of that quaint humour for which its author is celebrated. In Rodney Stone the hero, Boy Jim, is evidently an object of admiration to his literary parent, but Mr. Shaw gives one the impression of laughing in his sleeve at Cashel Byron. This, however, may be purely a matter of style.

Nobody can help liking Cashel Byron. His frank self-confidence would win over the keenest opponent of the manly art. His speech at the soiree in chapter six shows him at his best. He sees a picture of St. George alighting from his horse to fight an enemy on foot, and it offends his professional eye. Theres a posture for a man to fight in! he says. His weight isnt resting on his legs; one touch of a childs finger would upset him. You can all see hes as weak and nervous as a cat, and that he doesnt know how to fight. And why does he give you that idea? Just because hes all strain and stretch; because he isnt at his ease; because he carries the weight of his body as awkwardly as one of the ladies here would carry a hod of bricks. If the painter of that picture had known his business, he would never have sent his man up to the scratch in such a figure and condition as that. As the artist himself was among the audience, this address naturally created something of a sensation. It is Cashel, too, who observes that a champion is a lonely man, and who was afraid of nothing except burglars, big dogs, doctors, dentists, and street-crossings. When an accident through any of these occurred, he would read the report of it very seriously to Lydia, and preserved the newspaper for quite two days as a document in favour of his favourite assertion that the only place a man was safe in was the prize-ring. On another occasion he rises at a dinner party, during dinner, in order to show one of the guests, an eminent bishop, how to break a burglars back in the act of grappling with him.

And yet, in spite of the fact that in Cashel Byrons Profession he presents the best drawn pugilist in fiction, Mr. Shaw, in the preface to the book, expresses a hope that the effect of the story may be to eliminate from modern fiction the element of what he calls romantic fisticuffs. Perish the thought! Many novels are only worth reading for the scene where the hero, with a half smile on his handsome face, shows what he really can do, and to quote Mr. Shaws own words in their original blank verse: — 

Ducking to the left,
Cross-counters like a hundredweight of bricks.

That is an extract from The Admirable Bashville, a dramatic and shameless burlesque of his own novel by Mr. Shaw himself. The following passage testifies to his merits as a romantic bard: — 

No time was lost
In getting to the business of the day,
The Dutchman led at once and seemed to land
On Byrons dice-box; but the seamans reach,
Too short for execution at long shots,
Did not get fairly home upon the ivory,
And Byron had the best of the exchange.

These two books, as I have said, stand alone. But the name of the novels in which pugilism plays a part is legion. Charles Dickens himself drew a boxer in Dombey and Son, but a poor, weak-kneed caricature of his class he was. The Chicken was his name. The great Henry Pearce was also called the Chicken. But there the resemblance stops. Dickenss Chicken cannot by any stretch of imagination be taken to represent his profession as a whole. Some few of the scum of the boxing world may have been like him, but not many, while the best, and even the average pugilist, was a different man altogether.

Kenelm Chillingly represents the art in Bulwer Lyttons works, but his science is not that of the present time, and it is doubtful if he could have stood up for long before a boxer of to-day. Personally, I would back the Public School middle-weight champion (to exclude professionals altogether) of this or any other year against him to the fullest extent of my attenuated purse. There is a certain blow yclept the funny punch, which would, I fancy, upset Kenelm badly.

With Rodney Stone must, of course, be classed the short story The Master of Croxley, a fine specimen of Conan Doyles descriptive style in matters of the ring. In the novel, strength and dogged endurance in the person of Jack Harrison triumph over science as exemplified by Crab Wilson; but in the short story, the Master — a tough, hard-hitting fighter of the old school — falls before the quickness of the young doctor, Montgomery, who brings off a dramatic knock-out blow in the nick of time.

There is an excellent fight in The Witchs Head, by Rider Haggard, between one Jeremy Jones and a Boer giant called Van Zyl. Jeremys only hope is to avoid the Dutchmans blows, that gentleman being able to tap a large hole in the wooden panel of a wagon with the utmost ease. He therefore confines himself to long-range fighting. But in the end the Dutchman closes with him, and attempts to strangle him. Jeremy, however, remembering an old wrestling trick, tries it, with the result that Van Zyl flies over his shoulder and cripples himself for life, and all is joy and peace.

Two of Mr. Jacobss best short stories, The Peacemaker and The Bully of the Cavendish, deal with fighting. In the latter mention is made of a certain Sinker Pitt, a professor of the art, who when in need of practice used to improve on the conventional ball-punching by going the round of the public-houses dressed as a Methodist clergyman and insulting hot-tempered sailor-men. A prizefighter also appears in A Harbour of Refuge, no less a celebrity than the Battersea Bruiser, eulogistically described by his commanding officer as a man who could be champion of England, if he would only take the trouble to train. And yet the Bruiser, instead of being flattered, offers to put sich a ed on im that when he wants to blow his nose hell have to get a glass to see where to go to. Such is human gratitude.

To conclude, Mr. Bernard Shaw 


THE IDLE KING (1903)

First published in The Sunday Magazine, May 1903
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THERE WAS ONCE a King of Aldebaran, and he was probably the very idlest man in the world. He would sit on his throne and do nothing from morning till night. And then he would go to bed, and the next day it would be just the same. He did nothing but sit still. And he was not even nice to look at. It was not quite his fault that he was so lazy. His people would never let him do anything for himself. Sometimes he would say, It is a fine day. I will make a law. And then the Vizier would come bustling up, murmuring, Excuse me, your Majesty, one moment. And he would call Parliament together and take the law out of the Kings hands and make it for him. And sometimes the King would say, It is a fine day. I will go a-hunting. And then the Lord Chief Huntsman would jump on his horse, shouting, Dont you trouble yourself, your Majesty. Allow me. And then he would blow his horn, and ride off, and not come back for the whole day. And the King began to grow very tired of doing nothing. He could not enjoy his meals or the sunshine, or his dogs, or cats, or anything. So one day when the Vizier was busy making a law which he had specially wanted to make himself, and the Lord Chief Huntsman had gone off with his hawk and his hound to save his Majesty the trouble of hunting, he took off his crown and his beautiful clothes, dressed himself up in a very old suit and a very old cap, and started out by the back door of the Palace to see the world.

It was nearly his tea-time when he had started, and he soon began to grow hungry. It was about this time that the Lord Chief Butler always brought him a pot of tea (which, of course, he was never allowed to pour out for himself, though he wanted to dreadfully), and a plate of hot buttered toast, and little cakes with chocolate on them. So he went to the nearest cottage, and knocked at the door. It was quite a treat for him to knock at a door all by himself. Generally the Lord Chief Footman did it for him.

Come in, said a voice. And mind the step.

The King went in. Round the table were seated the cottager, his wife, and his children.

Please, I want some tea, said the King.

You will have to work for it, said the cottager.

What is work, please? Is it what everybody else does for me?

Its not what everybody else does for me, at any rate, said the cottager, with a jolly laugh, and thank goodness they dont. What I should do if everybody did my work for me, I do not know. I should be so dull that I should have no appetite for tea. Whereas now, he added, taking a huge bite out of a piece of bread-and-jam, my appetite is exceedingly good, thanks very much, and so forth.

And swallowing his bread-and-jam, he sang the following verse, to which the whole family beat time with their teaspoons.

Oh, I think a mans crazy whos idle and lazy,
I pity the people who shirk.
Its a pound to a shilling, youll smile if youre willing
To work! work! work!

If you dont see the beauty of doing your duty,
Your happiness stops with a jerk. 
So I counsel you, dunce, to start learning at once,
And work! work! work!

It was rather a pretty song.

That sounds very sensible indeed, said the King, when he had finished. I should like to begin now, if I may. What shall I do?

In yonder yard, replied the cottager, is some wood. Chop it. Will somebody kindly be good enough to oblige me by passing the jam?

So the King went out into the yard, and though he did not know very much about chopping wood (for the Lord Chief Woodman always did that for him), he somehow managed to finish it in time. And then be went back, and settled down to a really good tea.

Well, he said thoughtfully, as he finished the jam, there is no denying it. This work is a wonderful thing. I have never enjoyed my tea so much in all my life. Thank you very much.

Not at all, said the polite cottager. I beg you will not mention it.

He opened the door, and the King went out again upon his travels.

He wandered some miles, until night began to come on, and he began to think about finding somewhere to sleep. At last he came to a castle, and rang the visitors bell.

Could you please tell me, he said, as the servant opened the door, if I might sleep here for the night? I have come a long way, and I am tired.

The servant said he would make inquiries within. He went through a door at the side of the hall, and soon came back with his masters compliments, and he could certainly sleep there if he was willing to do some work in return.

It certainly is a most wonderful thing, this work, thought the King. When I remember how little of it there was in my palace, and see what a great deal there is everywhere else, it surprises me. I will certainly do the work he wants me to, he added aloud.

Thats right, said the footman. Come to think of it, theres nothing like work.

And fixing his eyes dreamily on the ceiling, he sang the following verse:

Oh, work it is a gentle thing,
Beloved from pole to pole. 
It suits the fancy of a king — 

Ah, interrupted his Majesty, youre right there.

And, went on the footman,

It satisfies his soul. 

In idleness, though sweet at first,
Dull care is apt to lurk. 
But happier he, it seems to me,
Who spends his time in work. 

It was rather a nice song.

Excellent! said the King. Now show me the work, and I will do it.

The footman led the way to a cellar, and there were two heaps of great stones, and beside them lay a hammer.

There, he said. If you could kindly make it convenient to break those stones up small, we should esteem it a personal favour, and in the meantime I will be getting your room ready. Ill make you a nice cup of bread-and-milk to eat in bed. Thats the hammer by the stones. You grasp it firmly in the two hands by the handle — thats this end here — and hit a stone with it. And by a curious process which it would take too long to explain, the stone will break into smaller stones. You then hit each of the smaller stones in the same manner, and in time you will find that the heap has become a lot of very small stones indeed. Then you come upstairs. Good-bye.

The King knew nothing whatever about breaking stones, for the Lord Chief Road-mender always did the work of that kind in the palace, but he set to, and in quite a short time all the stones were broken up so small that he could hardly see them. Then he put his hammer down, and went upstairs. And there, as the footman had promised, was the bread-and-milk steaming at the side of the bed on a chair. He enjoyed it more than he would have believed it possible that any one could enjoy bread-and-milk.

Really, he said to himself, its a wonderful thing. Here am I, the King of Aldebaran, who usually find myself unable to eat anything more than a little wing of chicken, enjoying my bread-and-milk like a baby. It is really a fine invention, is work! When I get back to my palace, I must practise it more. Now Ill go to sleep. He went to sleep at once. He had never slept so well in his life before.

And when he got up in the morning he felt so well that he danced twice round his room before coming down to breakfast. To earn his breakfast he had to pump water from a well. It was quite a new experience. At the palace the Lord Chief Ostler had always done it for him. He quite enjoyed it, and when he had finished he enjoyed his breakfast still more.

After breakfast he thanked his host kindly, and went away.

After stopping to wish the cottager, whom he found working in his garden, good morning, he made his way back to the palace.

The Vizier and the other courtiers welcomed him joyfully. They thought he had been lost.

Well, said the Vizier, when he had heard the story of the Kings adventures, if your Majesty had thought of mentioning that your Majesty intended to take a walk, the Lord Chief Tramp might have taken it instead, and saved your Majesty the trouble.

Then Im very glad I didnt mention the fact, said the King. In future I intend to do everything I possibly can for myself. You do your work, and Ill do mine.

Your Majesty is surely joking, said the startled Vizier. No King of Aldebaran has ever worked.

This King of Aldebaran is going to. And he is going to begin at once. Bring me the Law Book.

Cannot I — — began the Vizier.

Bring me the Law Book, repeated the King. In future I mean to make all the laws myself. And this is the first of them.

And in a beautifully clear voice he sang the following verse:

You may do whatever sort of work you please.
You may do whatever task youre most inclined to. 
You may do it on the earth or on the seas.
You may do it in the air, if youve a mind to. 
You may choose to work at sums or plough your lands.
You may choose an ordin-ary or a rum thing. 
You may do it with your head or with your hands.
But every one in future must do something!

And they did. And they all in consequence lived very happily ever afterward.


JACKSONS EXTRA (1904)

First published in The Royal Magazine, June 1904
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THE RIPTON MATCH was fixed for July the second, on the Ripton ground.

Wrykyn was more anxious than usual to beat Ripton this year. Wrykyn played five schools at football, and four at cricket, and at both games a victory over Ripton would have made up for two defeats in other games.

Every public school which keeps the same fixtures on its card year after year sooner or later comes to regard a particular match as the match to be won. Sometimes this is because the other school has gained a long run of victories, or it may be because neither can get far ahead in its score of wins, but wins and loses every other year.

This was the case with Wrykyn and Ripton.

Last year Ripton had won by eleven runs. In the year before that Wrykyn had pulled it off by two wickets. Three years back the match had ended in a draw. And so on, back to the Flood.

Wrykyn had another reason for wanting to win this year. A victory over Ripton would make the season a record one, for each of the other three schools had been defeated, and also the M.C.C. and old Wrykinians. Wrykyn had never won both these games and all its school-matches too. Twice it had beaten the schools and the old boys, only to fall before what was very nearly a county team sent down by the M.C.C. That is the drawback to a successful season. The more matches a school wins the stronger is the team sent against it from Lords.

This year, however, the match had come on early, before the strength of the school team had got abroad, and Wrykyn, having dismissed the visitors before lunch for ninety-seven, had spent a very pleasant afternoon running up three hundred for six wickets.

It was in this match that Jackson, of Spences, had shown the first sign of what he was going to do during the season. He made a hundred and eighteen without giving a chance. A week later he scored fifty-four against the Emeriti; and after that his career, with the exception of two innings of three and nought respectively, had been a series of triumphs. Wrykyn rubbed its hands, and wondered what would happen at Ripton. Now Jackson, apart from his cricket, did not shine in school. He was one of those cheerful idiots without one atom of prudence in his whole composition.

If he were bored by anything he could not resist from showing the fact. He would instantly proceed to amuse himself in some other way. Form-work always bored him, and he was, as a result, the originator of a number of ingenious methods of passing the time.

Fortunately for him, Mr. Spence — who was the master of his form as well as of his house — was the master who looked after the school cricket. So, where other masters would have set him extra lessons on half-holidays, Mr. Spence, not wishing to deprive the team of its best man, used to give him lines to write. Jackson would write them in preparation the same evening, and all would be joy and peace.

But, unhappily, the staff was not entirely composed of masters like Mr. Spence.

There were others.

And by far the worst of these others was Mr. Dexter.

It was not often that Jackson saw Mr. Dexter, being neither in his house nor his form. But he did so once. And this is what happened:

The Ripton match was fixed, as I have stated, for July 2nd. On the afternoon of June 30th, Henfrey, of Days, who was captain of cricket, met Jackson on his way to the nets.

Oh, I say, Henfrey, remarked Jackson, as if he were saying nothing out of the common, I shant be able to play on Saturday.

Dont be more of an ass than you can help, pleaded Henfrey. Go and get your pads on.

Im not rotting. Im in extra. 

[image: img225.jpg]

If you had told Henfrey that the Bank of England had smashed he would have said: Oh!

If you had told him that the country was on the brink of war he would have replied: Really! After you with the paper. But tell him on the eve of the Ripton match that his best batsman was in extra lesson, and you really did interest him.

What! he shouted.

Sorry, said Jackson.

Whos put you in?

Dexter.

What for?

Ragging in French.

Idiot you are to go and rag!

What else can you do in French? asked Jackson.

Go on, said Henfrey, with forced calm; you may as well tell me all about it.

And Jackson did.

For some reason or other, he began, old Gaudinois couldnt turn up to-day — got brain fag or something.

M. Gaudinois was the master to whom the Upper Fifth, Jacksons form, was accustomed to go for their bi-weekly French lesson.

Well? said Henfrey.

So Im hanged if the Old Man didnt go and send Dexter to take the Upper Fifth French. Bit low, dont you know, sending a man like that. You know what Dexter is. Hes down on you for every single thing you do. Its like eight hours at the seaside to him if he catches you at anything. I do bar a man like that. I dont mind a man being strict; but Dexter doesnt play the game.

Well, buck up! said Henfrey impatiently; dont be all night. I know all about Dexter. What happened?

The injured youth resumed, in the injured tone of one who feels that he has been shamefully used.

This was the burden of his story:

From his earliest years he had been in the habit of regarding French lessons as two hours specially set apart in each week for pure amusement. His conduct in the form-room was perfect compared with what he did in French.

And it didnt occur to me, somehow, said he, that one couldnt rag with Dexter as one can with Gaudinois. I always thought it my right, so to speak, to rag. But the other chaps in the form lay low when they saw Dexter, and chucked rotting for the afternoon. Thats why he spotted me, I suppose.

This was indeed the case. Their exemplary behaviour had formed a background for Jackson. His conduct, which in a disorderly room might have passed without notice, became now so apparent that, exactly a quarter of an hour after his entrance, he was sent out of the room, and spent the rest of afternoon school in the passage.

So far all was well. It was no novelty for him to be sent out of that room. Indeed, he had come to look upon being sent out as the legitimate end to his afternoons amusement, and, as a rule, he kept a book in his pocket to read in the passage. A humble apology to M. Gaudinois at four oclock always set him free.

But with Mr. Dexter it was different. Apologies were useless. He attempted one, but got by it nothing but a severe snub. It now became clear that the matter was serious.

One of Mr. Dexters peculiarities was that, while he nearly always sent a boy whom he had fallen foul of into extra lesson — which meant spending from two to four oclock on the next half-holiday doing punishment work in a form-room — he never told him of his fate. With a refinement of cruelty, he liked to let him linger on in the hope that his sins had been forgotten until, on the afternoon before the fatal half-holiday, the porter copied the names of the victims out of the extra-lesson book and posted them up outside the school shop.

Jackson, therefore, though Mr. Dexter had not said a word to him about it, was pretty sure that he was a certainty for the black list on the following Saturday, and would thus be unable to go with the team to Ripton.

Henfrey, having heard the story, waxed bitter and personal on the subject of lunatics who made idiots of themselves in school and lost Ripton matches by being in extra on the day on which they were played.

He was concluding his bright and instructive remarks on Jacksons character when OHara, of Dexters, another member of the eleven, came up.

Hwhats the matter? enquired he.

OHara, as his name may suggest, was an Irish boy. In the matter of wildness he resembled Jackson, but with this difference that, while the latter sometimes got into trouble, he never did. He had a marvellous way of getting out of scrapes and quite a reputation for helping other people out of them.

Five years constant guerilla warfare with Dexter, who regarded his house as a warder might a gang of convicts, and treated them accordingly, had rendered him a youth of infinite resource. Henfrey went away to bat at the nets, leaving Jackson to tell his tale over again to OHara. So you see how it is, he concluded: hes said nothing about it yet, but I know he means to stick me down for extra. 

Dexter always does, said OHara. I know the man. Theres no getting away from him if you give him an opening. I suppose you tried apologising?

Yes. No good — rot, I call it. Gaudinois always takes an apology.

Well, Ill try and think of something. Theres bound to be some way out of it. Ive got out of much tighter places.

Jackson departed with an easier mind. He felt that his affairs were in the hands of an expert.

After he had had his innings at the nets OHara strolled off to the porters lodge. He wished to see whether Jacksons fears had been realised. The porter offered no objection to his inspecting the extra-lesson book. Old Bates was always ready to oblige the genial OHara.

OHara turned the pages till he came to the heading Saturday, July 2nd. One of the first items was Jackson: gross misbehaviour. R. Dexter. He thanked Bates, closed the book, then walked thoughtfully back to his house.

Well? asked Jackson when they met next morning.

Has Dexter said anything about it yet? said OHara.

Not a word. But that doesnt mean anything.

It means a lot. I think Ive got it now.

Good man! What is it?

I cant tell you. I wish I could. Yed be amused. But the whole point of it is that ye can say, if they ask afterwards, that ye knew nothing about it at all. But anyhow, go with the team to-morrow.

But, if my names up for extra?

Thats all right. Never mind that.

But, I say, you know (simply to cut extra lesson was a feat more daring than even he had ever dreamed of), therell be a ghastly row.

Ive allowed for that. What youve got to do is to keep clear of Dexter to-day and go to Ripton to-morrow. I give ye my word twill be all right.

Jackson breathed heavily, struggled with his timidity, and gave his decision.

Right! he said. Ill go.

Good! said OHara. Now, theres one other thing. How much will ye give not to be in extra to-morrow? Oh, its not for me, ye know, its necessary expenses. Will ye give half-a-crown?

Half-a-crown! Rather! Like a bird!

Hand it over, then.

You might tell me what its all about, complained Jackson as he produced the coin. I bar mysteries.

But OHara would not say a word. Tombs were talkative compared with him.

That afternoon the extra-lesson list went up, with Jacksons name on it; and at 8.30 the following morning the Wrykyn team, Jackson amongst them, started for Ripton.

When Wrykyn played away from home two telegrams were always sent to the school, one at the luncheon interval, the other when the match was over. The first of these telegrams read as follows:

Ripton, one-six-eight for five. Lunch.

A hundred and sixty-eight for five wickets! It was a good start. The Wrykyn team would have to do all they knew, the school felt, when their turn came to bat.

At seven oclock Mr. Dexter, returning to his house for dinner, looked in at the school shop to buy some fives-balls. Fives was his one relaxation.

As he waited to be served his eyes were attracted by two telegrams fixed to the woodwork over the counter. The first was the one that had been sent at the luncheon interval.

The other was the one that had caused such a sensation in Wrykyn. And it created a considerable sensation in the mind of Mr. Dexter. The sensation was a blend of anger, surprise, and incredulity.

This was the telegram:

Ripton 219. Wrykyn 221 for 2. Trevor 52; Henfrey 20; Jackson 103 not; OHara 41 not.

Only that, and nothing more!

Mr. Dexter, having made sure, by a second perusal, that he was not mistaken, went straight off to the headmaster.

I sent Jackson into extra lesson this afternoon, and he did not go. That was the gist of a rather lengthy speech.

But, Mr. Dexter, said the Head, surely you are mistaken. Jackson was in the extra lesson to-day — I saw him.

Jackson in the cricket team?

I was referring to a younger boy, W. P. Jackson, who is in your house. Was he not the boy you sent into the extra lesson?

Mr. Dexters face darkened. Like the celebrated M.P., he smelt a rat; he saw it floating in the air.

This is a trick, he said. I will see Jackson.

He saw Jackson — W. P. Jackson, that is to say; aged fourteen; ordinary fag; no special characteristics.

What is this I hear, Jackson? he said.

Jackson gaped.

You were in extra lesson this afternoon?

Yes, sir.

Who told you to go?

Please, sir, I saw my name on the list.

But you knew you had done nothing to deserve this.

Please, sir, I thought I might have done.
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This was so true — the average fag at Wrykyn did do a good many things for which he might well have received extra lesson — that Mr. Dexter was baffled for the moment. But he suspected there was more in this than met the eye, and he was resolved to find out who was the power behind Jackson.

Did anybody tell you that you were in extra? he asked.

Please, sir, OHara.

A gleam of triumph appeared in the masters eye. The aroma of the rat increased. OHara and he were ancient enemies.

Tell OHara I wish to see him.

Yes, sir.

Exit W. P. Jackson, and, later, enter OHara.

OHara, why did you tell Jackson that he was in the extra lesson this afternoon?

I saw his name on the list, sir.

And, may I ask, OHara, if it is your custom to inform every boy on these occasions?

No, sir, said OHara stolidly.

Then why did you tell Jackson?

I happened to meet him in the house, and mentioned it casually — in a joking way, added OHara.

Oh, in a joking way?

Silence for two minutes.

You may go, OHara, said Dexter finally. You will hear more of this.

OHara made no comment; but Mr. Dexter was wrong — he heard no more of the matter. It dawned on the housemaster by degrees that he had no case. A second conversation with the Head strengthened this view.

I have been speaking to Jackson, said the Head, and he says that you did not tell him to go into detention.

But, added Mr. Dexter, his name was on the list for extra lesson.

I have examined the list, and I find that you omitted to insert any initials before Jacksons name. You wrote Jackson, and nothing more. That explains this somewhat ludicrous situation, I think, said the Head. If no particular Jackson is specified it is naturally the Jackson with the guiltier conscience who accepts the punishment. It is a curious miscarriage of justice; but I do not see that there is anything to be done.

And that was the end of the affair.

It was an accident, of course — a very curious — and lucky — accident.

And, of course, it was simply a guilty conscience that induced the younger Jackson to go into extra lesson that Saturday. However, it would be interesting to know how it came about that that worthy, who was notoriously penniless on the Thursday, was able to spend exactly half-a-crown at the school shop on the Friday.


HOMŒOPATHIC TREATMENT (1904)

First published in The Royal Magazine, August 1904
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IN MOST OF the houses of Wrykyn boys who had been at the school two years, and who were consequently in a sort of transition stage between fags and human beings, shared studies in couples. The fags pigged in a body in a common room of their own.

This rule was pleasant enough, provided you got a study-companion of tastes and habits similar to your own. But it often happened that, once in your study, an apparently perfect individual developed some deadly trait, such as a dislike for brewing or a taste for æsthetic furniture, and then life on the two-in-a-study system became troubled.

Liss and Buxton shared study eight at Applebys. For some time all went well. They had much in common with one another. It is true that they were not in the same form, which is what usually cements alliances of this sort, Liss being in the Upper Fourth and Buxton in the Lower Fifth.

But otherwise the understanding seemed perfect. Both did a moderate amount of work, and both were perfectly willing to stop at a moments notice, in order to play stump cricket or soccer in the passage. Liss collected stamps; so did Buxton. Buxton owned a Dr. Giless crib to the play of Euripides, which the Upper Fourth were translating that term. Liss replied with a Bohns Livy, Book One. Livy, Book One, was what the Lower Fifth were murdering. In short, all Nature may be said to have been at first one vast substantial smile.

An ideal state of things, but one that was not destined to last.

Liss came back from school one afternoon, entered his study, and threw his books down on the table. Then he sniffed in a startled manner. The first sniff proving unsatisfactory, he encored himself. He was embarking on a third, when Buxton came in. It seemed to Liss that the aroma became stronger on his entry.

Why, I believe its you! he cried.

Whats up now? asked Buxton.

Beastly smell somewhere. I was trying to find where it came from.

Oh, that! said Buxton, thats all right. Its only some stuff Ive got on my handkerchief. The man at the shop called it Simpkins Idle Moments. Dont you like it?

Liss flung open the window, and leaned out as far as he could with safety, breathing hard.

Its not bad when you get used to it, said Buxton. Liss, having fortified himself with a stock of fresh air, wriggled back into the study and directed an indignant glance at his friend.

Its beastly, he said. Its the sort of stuff an office-boy out for Bank Holiday uses.

Oh, no, said Buxton deprecatingly, think its rather pleasant myself.

But what do you want to do it for? inquired Liss. You make me sick.

Sorry for that. The man I want it to do that to is Day.

Mr. Day was the master of the Lower Fifth.

The fact is, proceeded Buxton, in the manner of the man who says to the hero of the melodrama, sit down, and I will tell ye the story of me life, Ive been having rather a row with Day. He shoved me into extra last Wednesday for doing practically nothing. It wasnt my fault that the bit of paper hit him; I was aiming at Smith, and he strolled into the zone of fire just as I shot. I told him I was sorry, too. Well, anyway, he jammed me in extra and yesterday he slanged me about my Latin prose before the whole form, so I thought this was getting a bit too thick, so I thought something had got to be done. So I thought it over a good time, and at last I thought it would be a sound idea if I came into the form-room with some scent on me. Day bars scent awfully, you know.

So do I, said Liss coldly.

Calls it clarified fat, continued Buxton, and that kind of thing, and says using its a filthy and effete habit only worthy of a degenerate sybarite!

So it is, said Liss.

Well, it acted splendidly. I sat tight, you know, waiting for developments. I could see him getting restive, and peering round the room over his spectacles, and then he spotted me. I dont know how.

He glared at me for a second; then he said, Buxton.

 Yes, sir, I said.

He beckoned me solemnly and I went up. When I got to his desk he took me by the tip of the ear and examined me.
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 Boy, he said, what — what is this abomination on your handkerchief?

 Simpkins Idle Moments, sir, I said.

The chaps yelled.

 A scent, I presume?

 Yes, sir.

 And will you kindly inform me, Buxton, for what reason you have adopted this clarified fat?

I told him it was for the good of my health. I said doctors recommended it.

 Boy, he said, your story leaves me sceptical. I do not credit it. Go to your seat. Pah! Throw open the door and all the windows. Buxton, translate from Ille tamen— and do not dare to enter this room in such a state to-morrow.

I went on to translate, and got ploughed, of course. He gave me the lesson to write out.

Serve you jolly well right, said Liss.

I dont think it would be safe, said Buxton, to try him again with Simpkins after what he said.

I should think not, said Liss.

So, continued Buxton triumphantly, Im going to appear to-morrow in — (here, regardless of his friends look of disgust, he drew a small bottle from his pocket and examined the label) — in Riggless Rose of the Hills. Thatll make him sit up. And, curiously enough, doctors say its very nearly as good for you as Simpkins would be.

When the somewhat searching perfume of Riggless masterpiece reached Mr. Day on the following morning, he stiffened in his chair.

Boy! he shouted. With the natural result that all the form except Buxton looked up. Buxton was apparently too busy with his work to spare a moment.

Come here, Buxton, added Mr. Day.

Buxton advanced to the desk with the firm step that tells of an easy conscience.

In spite of what I said to you yesterday, you have The Audacity, began Mr. Day, speaking in capitals, to Come Here Again in this DISGUSTING State.

Si-i-r!! interjected Buxton, moaning with righteous indignation.

Well, boy?

I dont see what Ive done, sir.

You-Dont-See-What-Youve-Done? Did I not tell you yesterday that I would not have you enter my form-room with Simpkins — er — I forget the precise name of that abomination — on your handkerchief?

Oh, but, sir, said Buxton, in the pleased tone of one who sees exactly where he and a bosom friend have misunderstood one another, and sees also his way to put matters right, This isnt Simpkins Idle Moments. Its Riggless Rose of the Hills. 

Mr. Day raved. What did it matter whether the abomination he affected were manufactured by Riggles, or Diggles, or Biggles, or Robinson? WHAT did it matter what name its degraded patentee had applied to it? The point was that it was scent, and-he-would-not-have-scent in his form-room. So-kindly-remember-that-once-and-for-all-and-go-to-your-seat-and-dont-let-me-have-to-speak-to-you-again.

Buxton protested. Was he a slave? That was what Buxton would like to know. He was sure that there was no school rule against the use of scent as a precaution against germs. He didnt want germs. He was certain that his mother would not like it if he had germs. It was a shame that you were sent to schools where you were made to have germs.

The situation was at a deadlock. Much as he disliked scent, Mr. Day was obliged to admit to himself that the law was not on his side. He was a serious man without a spark of humour in his composition, and with a tremendous enthusiasm for fairness, and he did not wish to do anything tyrannical. If the boy really was afraid of germs, he had no right to prevent him doing his best to stave them off.

He gave up the struggle in despair. Buxton walked back to his seat, and two days later entered the form-room with a cold which not only made it necessary for him to use eucalyptus, but also to speak unintelligibly through his nose. Mr. Day spent the morning with his handkerchief to his face, a pathetic figure which would have softened the heart of a less vengeful person than Buxton.

Public opinion was divided on the subject of Buxtons manœuvres. The Lower Fifth, glad of anything to relieve the tedium of school-time, hailed him as a public benefactor. Liss openly complained that life was not worth living, and that he might just as well spend his time in a scent-factory. Greenwood, the prefect of Buxtons dormitory, took a stronger line.

Having observed without preamble that he was not going to be asphyxiated for the amusement of Buxton or anyone like him, he attached himself to the scruff of that youths neck, and kicked him several times with much vigour and enthusiasm. He said, that if Buxton came into the dormitory like that again, he would have much pleasure in wringing his neck and chucking him out of the window.
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In this delicate position, Buxton acted in statesmanlike fashion. Scented as before during the day, he left his handkerchief in the study on retiring to rest. So that, with the exception of Mr. Day and Liss, everyone was satisfied.

Liss brooded darkly over his injuries. At last, struck with an idea, he went across to the Infirmary to see Vickery. Vickery, a noted man of resource, was an Applebyite member of the Upper Fourth, and he had been down for a week or two with influenza. He was now convalescent, and visitors were admitted at stated intervals.

I say, Vickery, began Liss, taking a seat.

Hullo!

When are you coming back to the house?

Oh, soon. Next Monday, I believe.

Well, look here. And Liss set forth his grievance. Vickery was amused.

Its all very well to laugh, said Liss, complainingly, but its beastly for me. I say, what I really wanted to see you for was to ask if youd mind swopping studies for a bit. (Vickery owned study three, one of the smaller rooms, only capable of accommodating one resident.) You see, pursued Liss hurriedly, in order to forestall argument, it wouldnt be the same for you. I dont suppose you can smell a thing after the flu, can you?

It would have to be pretty strong to worry me, agreed Vickery.

Then will you? said Liss. Youll find Buxton a good enough sort of chap when he isnt playing rotten games of this sort. And hes got Giless crib to the Medea. 

This was Lisss ace of trumps, and it settled the matter. Vickery agreed to the exchange instantly, and gave his consent to the immediate removal of his goods and chattels from study three and the substitution of those of Liss. Liss went over to the house and spent the evening shifting furniture, retiring to his dormitory grubby, but jubilant, at lights-out.

On the following Monday, Vickery was restored to Applebys, with a doctors certificate stating that he was cured.

Buxton welcomed him with open arms, explained the state of the game to him, and assured him that he was an improvement upon Liss.

You dont mind this scent business, do you? he said. Rather not, said Vickery, I love scent. I use it myself.

Good man, said Buxton.

But he altered his opinion next day.

Great Cæsar, he cried, as he came into the study after a pleasant afternoon with Mr. Day. He rushed to the window, and opened it. Vickery surveyed him with amused surprise.

Whats up? he asked.

Cant you smell it, you ass? said Buxton, wildly.

Smell it? repeated Vickery. A light seemed to dawn upon him. Oh, he said, you mean the stuff Ive got on my handkerchief. Dont you like it? Doctors say its awfully good for keeping off germs.

Buxton, in a voice rendered nasal by a handkerchief pressed tightly over his face, replied that he did not. He hung out of the window again. Vickery grinned broadly, but became solemn as his companion turned round.

Well, I didnt think you would have minded, he said, in a reproachful voice, I thought you rather liked scent.

Scent! Do you call it a scent! What on earth is the muck?

Its only sulphuretted hydrogen. The doctor recommended it, to keep off any bad effects after the flu. I cant smell it much, but it seems rather decent. You wouldnt like some, would you?

Look here, said Buxton, how long is this going on?

I couldnt say exactly, till Im quite fit again. Two or three weeks, probably.

Weeks! Did you say weeks?

Yes. Not longer, I shouldnt think. A month at the outside. Hullo, you arent off?

Buxton left the room, and went down the passage to number three.

Get out, said Liss briefly. I dont want this study — —

Then would you mind swopping with me? put in Buxton eagerly. I dont think I shall quite hit it off with Vickery. Hes much more a pal of yours than mine.

Oh, hang it, said Liss, I cant always be changing about. Ive got all my things fixed up here. Its too much fag to move them again.

Ill do that. You neednt worry about it. Ill shift your things into number eight to-night, if youll swop. Will you?

All right, said Liss, dont go breaking any of my pictures.

Rather not, said Buxton. Thanks awfully. And, I say, you can keep that Giles, if you like.

Thanks, said Liss, itll come in useful.

What made Buxton clear out like that? he asked Vickery, as they brewed their first pot of tea after the exchange. Did you have a row?

No. It was only that he didnt like the particular brand of scent I used.

Lisss jaw dropped.

Great Scott, he said, you dont use scent, too, do you?

Only when Buxtons there, said Vickery. He related the story briefly.

I thought it would be better for us two together than having to share the study with Buxton, he concluded; so I laid in a little scent, as he was so fond of it. I chucked it away yesterday.

What a ripping idea, said Liss. I hope it made him feel jolly ill. Anyway, it paid him back for the time he gave me.

Yes, scent per scent, murmured Vickery; and, the last round of toast being now ready, and the kettle boiling over, study number eight proceeded to keep the wolf from the door.


BLENKINSOPS BENEFIT (1904)

First published in The Captain, August 1904
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IT WAS WHILE playing cricket that I saw Blenkinsop — for the first time for seven years. I was on tour with the Weary Willies (that eminent club!), and a combination of circumstances had brought us to a village in Somersetshire which you will not find on the map. Our captain, a mere child in the art of tossing — which requires long and constant practice before a man can become really proficient at it — called Heads when it was perfectly obvious that the coin was going to come down tails, and, the wicket being good, our opponents selfishly elected to take first knock.

One of the first pair was Blenkinsop. I did not recognise him at first, but when he shaped to face my first ball — I was on at one end — his identity became certain. No two human beings in this vale of sorrow could stand like that. Blenkinsops batting attitude had once been the joy of his peers at Beckford, and the despair of the professional who looked after the junior cricket. He had much of the easy abandon of a cat in a strange garret — right leg well away from the bat, to facilitate flight towards the umpire in the event of a speedy yorker on the toes, left knee bent, body curved in a graceful arc over the handle of the bat. It was Blenkinsop all the way.

For old times sake I sent him down a long hop to leg. Any ordinary person would have put it joyfully out of the county. Blenkinsop was no ordinary person. He steered it very gently away for a single, and trotted up to my end.

Hullo, Blenkinsop, I said.

Hullo!

The progress of the game was interrupted for a few minutes, while he shook hands.

Fancy seeing you! he said; Great Scott, why, its years since we met. Nearly ten. By Jove. I am glad to see you. Come round to my place after the match. Im curate here, you know, and getting on splendidly.

The batsman at the other end, who had been standing for some time in batting attitude, patiently waiting for the next ball, now gave the thing up, sat down with a resigned expression, and began to talk to the wicket-keeper. Mid-on lay down and apparently went to sleep, and short slip retired to the pavilion for one more gin and gingerbeer. These phenomena had not the slightest effect on Blenkinsop.

What are you doing now? he continued. Have you seen any old Beckfordians lately? Do you remember —— ?

Here mid-off asked the umpire to wake him if necessary, and lay down like his colleague on the leg-side. The voice of the Weary Willies captain, a slightly irascible person, made itself heard from the deep field, full of recriminations and enquiries. I thought I had better go on bowling, and did so. The next ball took a wicket, a fact which the batsman attributed audibly to the awful suspense in which he had been kept for the last five minutes, and I had leisure for some more Blenkinsopic conversation.

It was at this point that he asked me if I remembered his benefit.

Do you remember Perkyn that night? he said.

I did. Blenkinsops benefit stands out in my mind as the cheeriest memory of my school career. And there were some stirring episodes in that career. The affair of Mr. Stoker and the dog (which is another story) had caused me no little enjoyment. The episode of Tudway and the superannuated apple (I must tell you about that some time) had been not unamusing. But Blenkinsops benefit, in my humble opinion, defied competition.

The juniors of Jephsons house were always rather a clannish lot. In my time we formed quite a close corporation. We walked together, and brewed together. We were most of us in the same form. I think now that they ought to have paid the master who took that form something extra, for his lot was certainly not cast in a pleasant place. There was Benson, for instance, a perfect prince of raggers, whose methods baffled detection, and Nicholas, second only to Benson. Perkyn, too, and Inge, and, indeed, all of us — we were all full of spirits.

Of this corporation Blenkinsop was a distinguished member. He had not the brilliance of a Benson, or the fertility of invention in the matter of excuses which characterised Inge, but he did his best, and showed clearly that he meant well. And there was no doubt that he was very popular with the rest of us.

It was with consternation, therefore, that we received the news one afternoon that at the end of term he was to leave us.

It appeared that Blenkinsop was to go for a couple of years to France, then to Germany for another year. Finally, if he survived this sentence, he would go up to Oxford, and become a clergyman. The idea of Blenkinsop as a clergyman had a marked effect on the company.

But, look here, man, said Benson, you cant leave. Its rot. Why, whos to umpire in the junior house-match next term if you go? We shall probably have to have Jephson!

This was an awful thought. The sustained success of Jephsons house junior team was largely due — and we recognised it — to the really magnificent umpiring of Blenkinsop. Blenkinsops was one of those beautifully emotional natures which cannot turn a deaf ear to an appeal for l.b.w. in the mouth of a friend. Alas! such natures are rare indeed, and Jephsons was distinctly not one of them. There was once an umpire who claimed proudly that he never forgot which side he was umpiring for. Jephson was the exact antithesis of that conscientious sportsman.

Besides, said Inge, youre so young. Whats the good of leaving when youre not fifteen yet? Why, if you stopped on, you might get your First.

The idea of Blenkinsop figuring in the first eleven — unless they smuggled him in as an umpire — had the good effect of restoring the company to cheerfulness, and the conversation turned to less gloomy topics.

It was some days after this that I received a note in school. The bottom part of it had been freshly smeared with ink for the convenience of the reader, but I was up to this conventional pleasantry, and handled the letter with caution. It was short, and ran as follows:

Dear Sir, — Your presence is earnestly requested at a meeting of the Blenkinsop Benefit Society this evening at six sharp over the Gym.

We are, dear Sir,

Yours, &c.,

James Benson,

(Hon. Sec. B.B.Soc.)

P.S. — Dont tell Blenkinsop about it as we want to keep it dark. Answer, R.S.V.P., if you please.

I replied that I would be there, and of the style and nature of the Blenkinsop Benefit Society I was soon made aware.

All our set, with the exception of Blenkinsop, had assembled at the gymnasium. Benson addressed the meeting.

You see, he said, its awful rot about old Blenk leaving, and all that sort of thing, so I thought we might do something to testify — er — that is to — er — —

To testify to our esteem? I suggested.

Thats the idea, said Benson, gratefully,  — testify to our esteem.

Nicholas wanted to know what was the exact meaning of the expression.

Why, give him a send-off, of course, you idiot, said Benson.

Then why dont you say so?

I think, continued Benson, ignoring the interruption, we ought to have a regular bust-up in his honour. Well put that to the vote. That this meeting approves of the proposal to give Blenkinsop a send-off. Ayes to the right, noes to the left.

Everybody stood still, and Benson announced that the motion had been carried nem. con.

Well, the next thing, he went on, is the tin. How are we going to manage about that?

Hang it all, Inge protested, you surely arent going to give him a set of silver tea-things, or anything of that sort?

No, what I was thinking of was a dormitory supper!

Unrestrained applause on the part of the audience.

But we arent all in Blenks dorm., said Smith.

Doesnt matter. You can buck out of your dorm. when the prefects asleep. Admission on presentation of a visiting-card.

That sounds all right. What time is the thing coming off?

Wed better have it the last Saturday of term. Thats a fortnight from to-morrow.

No, I mean what time?

Oh, about five oclock I should think. Thatll be early enough.

Oh yes, rather.

It will be a scene of unrestrained revelry, observed Benson, prophetically — a remark which elicited another objection, this time from Inge.

How about Norris? he asked.

Norris was the prefect who presided with an uncomfortably firm hand over the destinies of Blenkinsops dormitory.

I thought of that, he said, ages ago. Norris people have just taken a house near Horton for the holidays, and he has got leave to spend the last week-end of term there. I was standing close by when he asked the Old Man.

But they may shove some one else in instead of him, said Inge.

They wont. Or even if they do, itll only be Mainwaring, or somebody like that, who wont mind what we get up to so long as we dont make too much row about it. And, I say, theres one thing we must remember. We must lie awfully low for the next fortnight, at any rate, in the dorm. The less we rag the less likely it is that anybody will be put into the dorm. when Norris is away. If they think that we can get on all right by ourselves, theyll let us. See?

We saw.

Thats all right, then. Now, about the money again. How much can we raise?

Money, as they say on Change, was rather tight. Towards the end of term ones purse is never very heavy. There are so many things that one must buy; those luxuries, as somebody says, which are so much more necessary than necessities — buns at the quarter to eleven interval, potted meat for tea, and so on. However, in cash and promises of cash we managed to scrape together about six shillings, which Benson, who in addition to acting as secretary had modestly assumed the treasurership of the society, thought might almost be enough. And it was resolved that every member should write home and attempt, by specially representing himself on the verge of starvation, and compiling an excursus on the type of food we got at Jephsons as a rule, to extract money from the parental coffers. This, said Benson, might or might not come off. If it did, we should have a Simple Beano (I quote his own classic expression). If not — well, we should have to get along as best we could with what we had already. A true philosopher, Benson.

Then somebody — Lucas, that was the man — made a brilliant suggestion.

Look here, he said, if Norris is going to be away two nights, why not have two busts instead of one? Have the supper on the second night, and something in the assault-at-arms line on the first. We might get up a boxing comp., or something.

Here Lucas, a passionate devotee of the Ring, shaped at an imaginary opponent, and delivered the left hook at the jaw with what would, in all probability, have been immense precision.

Ripping, said Benson. Thats what well do. Only we mustnt have anything thatll make too much row. Well, thats all, I think. We might draw up some programmes in the meantime, and dont you chaps forget to write to your people. Say grub will do if they cant send money. Only money preferred, of course.

Of course, we echoed as one man, and the meeting broke up.



II.

HE next fortnight was dull. Very dull. Benson insisted on the members of the society lying low, with a strictness worthy of Norris. The consequence was that we behaved in form, and gave up stump cricket in the junior day-room, and in many other ways deprived ourselves of much (more or less) innocent pleasure. The only one of us who declined to alter his mode of life was Blenkinsop. He could not understand it at all, and Benson refused to allow us to explain. He said it would be much better to spring the great news suddenly on the favoured youth than to let him know beforehand what honours the future had in store for him. So Blenkinsop continued to be disorderly in a lonely, dazed sort of way, and complained bitterly at intervals that the glory had departed from Jephsons junior day-room.

I say, he said to me one morning, what on earth is the matter with you chaps? Why didnt any of you back me up in math. this morning?

Oh, I dont know, I said, one doesnt always feel in form for ragging, somehow. A revolutionary sentiment, which made Blenkinsop open his eyes and wonder what the world was coming to.

Meanwhile the preparations for the festivities went on apace. Inge managed to extract five shillings from an uncle, and an aunt of mine sent me one and six. After adding these and other subscriptions to the fund, Benson was able to announce officially that not only would there be enough for a Simple Beano, but it would also be possible to offer prizes in the preliminary assault-at-arms on the first night. Enthusiasm ran high at the news.

About a week before the date of the performance, the programmes were circulated. I still have one in my possession, very dirty and dog-eared, but still readable. It would be trespassing on the kindness of the reader to quote it in extenso. Suffice it to say that nearly every branch of sport was represented, from boxing to ping-pong, and that an elaborate menu of the banquet was embodied in it. This last was a distinct work of art, and a credit to Bensons imaginative talents. It concluded with apt quotations from the works of Mr. W. S. Gilbert, a particular protégé of Bensons, such as:

Gentlemen, will you allow us to offer you a magnificent banquet?

Cut the satisfying sandwich, broach the exhilarating Marsala, and let us rejoice today if we never rejoice again.

Tell me, major, are you fond of toffee?

To-day he is not well.

There were a good many more.

The spot event, so to speak, of the banquet would, according to the programme, be a case of pineapples — none of your tinned imitations, but real! Perkyns brother from the West Indies was sending them over. Perkyn had just received a letter from him, informing him that the case would arrive next week. Keen anxiety was felt as to whether it would come in time. The moment had now arrived when all should be revealed to Blenkinsop. Benson did it in a touching speech, in which he dwelt so long and fondly on the departing ones sterling qualities, now as a ragger, now as an umpire, that that youth almost broke down. And when Benson reminded us how, against Leicesters last year, he had given their two best men out l.b.w. and caught at the wicket in the first over, and so won us the match in the most handsome style, there was not a dry eye in the house.

Its awfully good of you chaps, observed Blenkinsop, on being called on to reply, and I tell you what.

What? we asked.

Theyre having a house sing-song on Saturday evening, and as our dorm.s the largest, theyre going to hold it there. If we have luck they may leave the piano in the room till the next morning, and if anybody can play, we might have a bit of a rag.

Roars of applause, during which Nicholas owned up to being able to play some waltz tunes. This news plunged the meeting into a tremendous state of enthusiasm. Everybody liked waltz tunes, a few knew how to dance, and all were very certain that they were going to dance, whether they knew how to or not. It was agreed that the assault-at-arms, which would be over by — say — half-past six, should conclude with a grand concert. Could Nicholas play anything else? Rather. All sorts of things. Inge knew a comic song or two. I could play the bones. It was evident that the proceedings would not fall flat for lack of musical talent. The only thing was — would the piano be left? While we were still in doubt on this important point the case of pineapples arrived. It was a good, large case. We decided not to open it till the night.

The day came. The concert went off splendidly. We were always more or less in form at these sing-songs, and on this occasion I suppose we made as much noise as any dozen juniors of our weight and age in the kingdom could have done. It was an idiosyncracy of ours to make noise. We were of opinion that every one who wished to leave the world a brighter and happier place for his presence in it should adopt some speciality, and make himself a thorough master of it. Our speciality was noise. Bensons prohibition of ragging was felt not to apply to an end of term dormitory concert. To prevent us enjoying ourselves at that would have been to have struck a deadly blow at the inalienable rights of the citizen. Such a blow we were determined to prevent, and Benson, seeing the force of our arguments, was wise enough to allow us to take our own way. We took it.

And the piano was left after all. Jephson and the prefects did think of moving it, but they decided not to.

It was about seven the next morning before proceedings recommenced. At that hour I awoke, with a hastily-formed impression that I was drowning, to find Nicholas, with every appearance of keen enjoyment, squeezing water into my mouth from a large and evidently very full sponge.

Buck up, he said, encouragingly, were two hours late as it is.

Why, whats the time?

Seven. And we ought to have begun at five. Come and help me get these chaps up.

I seized my sponge, plunged it into the jug, and in less than two minutes the dormitory was awake.

Once begun, affairs marched rapidly. We cleared a space by moving the beds back along the walls, and opened the entertainment with a little football under Association rules. I am happy to say that I led my side to victory in a style that would have done credit to a captain of England. Three times in the first moiety did I put the sponge-bag under the chest of drawers, and twice after half-time did it hurtle from my toe and crash against the door. I have seldom played a finer game. We won by five goals to one, and the one was a fluke.

Lucas got the boxing, and the ping-pong — played on the floor with a tennis-ball and hair-brushes, a cricket-bag acting as a net — fell to Blenkinsop, a popular victory. In fact, everything went splendidly, until at seven-fifty, the purely athletic portion of the entertainment being over, we began on the music. That was fatal. Chapel at Beckford is at eight on Sunday mornings, and such were the ensnaring qualities of Nicholas playing — with the soft pedal down to minimise the volume of sound — that the bell rang while we were still at it, as if we had had the whole of the day before us. We stopped, and stared at one another blankly.

I didnt know it was half so late, said Inge.

Benson rose to the occasion as usual.

Well, he said, theres one thing pretty certain, we cant get to chapel in time. Were bound to be too late to get in. So I votes we dont try to. We cant get into any worse row than were in at present. Forge ahead with the music, Nick.

He turned to Inge with a brilliant smile.

My dance, I think, he said.

A couple of seconds later the ball was in progress once more. As I have had occasion to remark before, a true philosopher, Benson.



III.

INES, said Inge, as we left Jephsons presence after a painful interview some two hours later, are the beastliest nuisance ever invented. And they dont do you any good, either. They only spoil your handwriting, and then you get more lines because they say they cant read your work.

Jephson, always the soul of generosity, had given us three hundred lines apiece for our mornings manœuvres. If we so much as breathed during the remainder of the term, he had hinted, he should make a point of enlisting the crude but effective aid of the flagellum.

I think we would all have preferred such a course on this occasion. Jephsons canes — the brown one particularly — stung like adders, but he rarely gave you more than six, and though a touching-up is undoubtedly painful while it lasts (and a little longer, perhaps), it is soon over. Whereas with lines — but the subject is too melancholy.

Inge had come particularly badly out of the business. The rest of us had received our sentence with quiet resignation. Inge, on the other hand, had perceived a chance of scoring off the Bench. Please, sir, he asked, can I do mine out of Homer?

I shall be disappointed if you do not, Inge, replied Jephson, politely. With the accents, of course. Accents! thought Inge, whats the man driving at? Then in a flash he saw his hideous mistake. He had meant to say Horace, not Homer. Horace, sensible man, foreseeing that in some future century lines would be invented, turned out a certain quantity of his work in verses with about half a dozen syllables in them, a boon to the line writer. Homer, on the other hand, not only wrote in Greek, but wrote the longest possible lines he could. Three hundred lines of Homer are equivalent to about double the number of Vergil, the man one usually goes to for lines.

I meant Horace, sir, said Inge, hastily.

Jephson waved aside the suggestion.

Homer will do equally well, Inge, he said, and the interview terminated.

Benson took a more cheerful view of things. This may have been due to his dauntless spirit, or possibly the reflection that he had in his desk some eight hundred lines, written in odd moments and stocked against such a day as this, may have comforted him. He looked on the bright side.

After all, he said, we havent got it nearly as hot as I thought we should have done. And theres no doubt that were giving Blenk a ripping good send-off.

There we admitted that he was right.

All the same, he continued, perhaps under the circumstances we ought to run as few risks as possible till the end of term. If were late for chapel again therell be no end of a row. So I think, instead of having the supper at five to-morrow morning, wed better have it at twelve to-night. Jephson will have finished his rounds by then, and there wont be any danger if we dont make a row. What do you chaps say?

We were unanimously of the opinion that the sooner we got at the provisions the better. Our mouths had been watering for days.

So at the eerie hour mentioned, when churchyards yawn and graves give up their dead, we yawned and gave ourselves up to the pleasures of the palate.

Banquets are always pleasant things, says an authority, consisting as they do mostly of eating and drinking; but the specially nice thing about a banquet is that it comes when somethings over, and to-morrow seems a long way off, and theres nothing more to worry about. Gazing upon the varied refreshments, we forgot the lines of to-day, and had no thought for what might happen when the remnants of the feast were discovered littering the floor on the morrow.

Benson had certainly laid out the Blenkinsop Benefit Society funds well in his capacity of treasurer. Without going into full details, I may touch lightly upon such items as sardines and chocolates éclairs, buns and potted turkey, consumed in the order given.

The pièce de resistance was the case of pineapples. It was a thrilling moment when Benson, with the rapt air of a high priest at some mystic ceremony, prised open the lid with a pair of scissors belonging to the absent Norris. There was an alarmingly loud crack as the lid came in half, but the noise had apparently not been heard outside the dormitory, for no Jephson broke in upon our revels.

A short struggle with the other half of the lid, in which Norris scissors suffered severely (Benson said thoughtfully that if we bent them back again he might not notice anything was wrong), and the way to the fruit was clear. There were six of the pineapples, beauties, all of them, and there were just a dozen of us. A rapid calculation revealed the fact that we should each get half of one. We shared them righteously, one to every two beds, and two to the four visitors from the other dormitories.

I was just dividing mine with Nicholas, when a curious thing happened.

Perkyn, who slept across the way, suddenly sprang up with a wild shriek, rushed to his jug, and plunged his left arm into it. It was now about twelve-thirty.

Look here, young Perkyn! said Benson, savagely.

Ow! ! cried Perkyn.

Shut up, you ass; do you want to wake the house?

Im bitten! shrilled Perkyn.

Youre what? cried Inge.

Bitten. OW! ! !

He danced painfully, still keeping his arm deep in the jug.

Perhaps its only imagination, suggested dear old Blenkinsop in his good, hopeful way.

Perkyn suspended his Terpsichorean exhibition to throw a piece of soap at the speaker.

The discussion might, and probably would, have been prolonged indefinitely, but for an interruption which switched our attention off Perkyn and his real or imaginary bites in a flash.

Great Scott, you chaps, cried Lucas, look out. Theres a centipede! Look out, Nick, its coming towards you!

And sure enough, there, on the floor, simply sprinting for Nicholas bed in a purposeful manner that seemed to say that, having done with Perkyn, it considered the time had come for the second course, was a genuine centipede. It was three feet long — no, I am allowing myself to be carried away in the enthusiasm of the moment. I scorn to palter with the truth. Subsequent inspection proved that it was only two and a half inches long. But still, even two and a half inches of centipede is quite enough for one dormitory, especially if one has neither shoe nor sock to protect ones feet. The most grasping person will admit this.

I dont think I have ever moved quicker than I did then. I jumped up in bed. My soap was reposing in its place. As the centipede passed over a patch of moonlight on the floor, I let fly. It was a superb shot.

Smack it went less than an inch in front of the beasts nose. The happy result was that it slewed round, and scuttled, still with the same purposeful air, in the direction of Inge.

Inge was out of bed and on the floor — a position fraught with peril. He gave it a nail-brush at three yards range, and missed. He tried with the second barrel, a sponge, and missed again. The centipede was but a yard from him when he leaped on to Blenkinsops bed, and at the same moment Blenkinsop, that calm strategist, enveloped the reptile from above in a blanket.

It was the turning-point of the battle.

Up till now the centipede had ranged where it listed, a thing of fear. Now we had it in a corner, and proposed, wind and weather permitting, to show it exactly who was who, and precisely what was what.

Each armed with a trusty slipper, we surrounded the blanket, and waited for the enemy to show up. The minutes passed without a sign of it. Apparently the reptile found it warm and comfortable under the blanket, and meant to stay there.

Now then, said Lucas, in the language of the man on the touch-line, have it out there, Beckford. And it was rather like a football match. I felt just as if I was playing half behind a pack that wouldnt heel. The suspense was something shocking.

Look here, said Inge, after five minutes, Im going to switch the blanket off, and then you chaps go in hard with your slippers. Ready? Now then.

For intense excitement the next minute beat anything I have ever experienced or wish to experience. We forgot what time it was and how vital it was to keep quiet, and egged each other on with shrill shouts. Perkyn, still with his arm in the jug, danced wildly, and impressed on us the necessity of bucking up.
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Off went the blanket. Ten slippers rose into the air. Then whack! down they came, and from the centre of the inferno out scuttled the centipede, calm and unmoved as ever. Excitement ran higher.

Beck-ford! !

Coming out your side, Nick.

Get to it, get to it.

Look out your end, Inge.

Coming over.

Ten slippers crashed down again, and even as they crashed an icy voice spoke from the door.

What is the meaning of this noise?

We jumped up from where the late centipede lay flattened on the boards. At the door stood Jephson. He was simply but tastefully clad in pyjamas and a dressing-gown, and didnt look a bit pleased at being woke up at one in the morning.

Please, sir, said Inge, a centipede.

A what?

Inge pointed to the corpse.

Where did it come from ?

A case of pineapples, sir, admitted Inge, reluctantly.

Jephson raised his candle and inspected the débris of the feast in silence.

Has anybody been stung? he asked at last.

I have, sir, said Perkyn.

Then dress and go across to Dr. Fletchers. Dr. Fletcher was the school doctor. He lived about a hundred yards from Jephsons.

And I should like to see you all in my study to-morrow, he concluded, directly after breakfast.

* * *

And after all, said Benson, philosophically, on the following day, when Mr. Jephson had done with us, Id rather get touched up than more lines. And I think we may say we gave Blenk a fairly decent send-off.

And the Blenkinsop Society, having admitted that his statements were justified, adjourned for light refreshments.


AN AFTERNOON DIP (1904)

First published in Pearsons Magazine, September 1904
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IT WAS THE hottest day on record. The day on which the celebrated American engine-driver was obliged to sit inside his furnace in order to keep cool must have been warm; but it could not have been warmer than this. The thermometer had been going up steadily for hours. It had been high at the end of morning school. During the dinner-hour it had risen. Lying under the trees you could see a sort of dancing haze over the cricket-field, as if the earth were smoking. And now at three oclock it was worse than ever.

The Upper Fifth struggled painfully across the cloisters, keeping as much as possible in what little shade was thrown by the pillars. They were due at M. Gautiers room at the top of the middle block for their French lesson. From under the trees at the other side of the cricket-field came the raucous voice of the school sergeant, who was engaged in putting a junior form through its drill. Somehow the sound seemed to intensify the heat.

In the middle block it was cool. But the Upper Fifth had got so warm by the time they reached it, that they barely noticed the difference. They lurched into M. Gautiers room and sank languidly into their places, where they sat, looking as if all they wanted was to be left alone. Surely the man wasnt going to be brute enough to try and do any work that afternoon? Given absolute peace and full permission to doze, they might, they felt, just manage to scrape through till four oclock. Otherwise they could not answer for the consequences.

But the French master, a brown, dried-up little man, who looked as if he had spent a lifetime in the tropics, was sternly determined to waste no time.

Dictée! he said, crisply.

The form looked stupefied. Not dictation, with the thermometer at a hundred and eighty, or thereabouts, in the shade! It was an outrage. He must be joking. He couldnt expect a chap to write on a day like that. They took up their pens in disgust. Ten minutes dictation reduced the Upper Fifth to pulp. The leisurely translation of Erckmann-Chatrians LInvasion, which followed, came as a boon and a blessing, except to the unfortunates who had to stand up and translate. The rest of the form leaned back comfortably in their seats, and composed themselves for slumber.

Jackson, who sat next to the open door, was better off than the others. All the windows of the form-room were open, and he got the benefit of the cooling breeze thus created. But even with this advantage it was sufficiently baking. The voice of the sergeant sounded faintly from without, but now it not only made the air seem warmer, but suggested somehow how cool it must be under those trees, or, better still, in the pond.

One of the features of Locksley School grounds was the pond. It was an idyllic spot, and the thought of it was maddening on an afternoon like this. This pond stood in the middle of a thick clump of trees at the pavilion end of the cricket-field. Its waters, though not deep — about four feet in the middle — were clear as crystal, owing to the fact that a stream ran through it to the river which divided the school from the town.

It would be very pleasant, thought Jackson, to be in the pond. Locksley, as a rule, bathed in the river; but somehow even the rivers attractions paled at this moment before those of the pond.

To put a finishing touch on the thing, his next-door neighbour asked him at this point if he was coming to the river after school.

Jacksons mind was made up. At all costs he must go and have a bathe in the pond immediately. If he were expelled for it on his return he must nevertheless go. His position next to the door favoured the scheme. All that it was necessary to do was to seize his opportunity.

He confided his intention to his neighbour, who, appropriately, threw cold water on it.

Youll be an ass if you do, was his criticism.

Well, Im going to, said Jackson. Im simply boiled. If I dont get cool soon I shall have a fit or something. I wish youd shunt up more to the end of the form directly Ive gone. Ten to one Gautier wont spot that theres anyone away.

All right. But I shouldnt advise you to.

Jackson made no reply. His eyes were on the master.

His opportunity soon came. M. Gautier put Firmin on to translate. Firmin sat at the opposite end of the room, so that the master turned his back on Jackson. It speedily became evident that M. Gautier would not have much attention to spare for the rest of the form. All his available stock must be lavished on Firmin, who was making perhaps as complete a hash of LInvasion as mortal had ever done. M. Gautiers moustache bristled with horror. His manner and speech began to resemble those of a tragedian in his big scene.

Ah! no, no, my boy, no, no!

Firmin looked up from his book in mild astonishment, as if he could hardly believe that he was wrong. Then, with the air of one who is always anxious to comply with even the most unreasonable request, he gave out another rendering of the sentence. M. Gautier writhed, dashed a hand across his brow, and spun round in his direction again.
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Simultaneously Jackson shot silently out of the door, and began to creep downstairs. On the first landing he waited to see if there was going to be any hue and cry. If M. Gautier had discovered his absence, it would not be too late to return and smooth things over with some excuse.

Ah! No, no, Fir-r-min, my boy! No, no! from the class-room.

Jackson concluded that all was well. He continued his descent.

It was very pleasant out of doors, pleasanter perhaps because the pleasure was a stolen one. There was a world of difference between the look of the grounds now and their appearance twenty-five minutes ago. The thought of the pond lent a beauty even to the gravel.

From the middle block to the pond was a distance of about two hundred yards across very open country. He must look to it that no one saw him making for the pond. He wished he had had to approach it from the opposite side; for behind the pond, some dozen yards from the edge of the clump in which it stood, there began a deep belt of shrubbery, which ran all the way to the end of the grounds. It was separated from the high road by a wooden fence of moderate height.

This shrubbery, trackless to the uninitiated, had no secrets for Jackson. When a fag he had ranged through it from end to end with a delightful sense of secrecy and Robin-Hood-cum-Fenimore-Coopers-Indian daredevilry; and, though he had not entered it since time had brought discretion and a place in the XI., he was confident that he still knew it through and through.

But, since this ideal approach was out of the question, he must risk the open way. After all, everybody was in school, so that there was no one to see him. The sergeant and his junior drillers had moved, in the execution of some intricate and probably brilliant manœuvre, to the football ground at the other side of the shrubbery. He could hear the sergeant urging them on to glory or death in a voice that sounded faint and metallic, as of one speaking in a gramophone.

He made his dash. All went well. He arrived at the clump streaming but jubilant, and stood panting by the edge of the pond. How cool the water looked, and how clear! He remembered reading somewhere, or being told by someone, that it was very bad for you to go into the water in a state of perspiration. You ought to cool down first. Or was it that, if you were in a state of perspiration, it was very bad for you to cool down before going to the water? He could not remember. Both seemed probable. By way of settling the matter he flung himself out of his clothes, and slid into the pond.

Jackson had had some comfortable dips in his time. He could remember occasions when the river had been remarkably pleasant. The first bathe in Cove Reservoir, too, after the arrival of the School Corps at Aldershot Camp — that had had its points. But for absolute and solid luxury this stolen wallow in the pond beat everything he had ever dreamed of. The only drawback was that, being stolen, it was not a bath which it would be advisable to prolong beyond a certain time. The longer he stayed away, the more likely was M. Gautier to notice his absence.

He tore himself reluctantly from the water and began to dress. Having no towel, he did not stop to dry himself. And it was fortunate for him that he did not.

He had reached a sort of half-way stage in his toilet — that is to say, the lower half of him was clothed, but he had still to don his shirt and coat — when he noticed, with horror, that somebody was coming towards the clump, and that person was Mr. Knight, the master of the Lower Fifth.

Each form on the classical side at Locksley spent the last hour of afternoon school on two days in the week with its French master, and the regular master of the form was consequently off duty. The French days of the Upper and Lower Fifth coincided. The master of the Upper Fifth had taken himself off at three oclock to the masters garden at the back of the junior block. Mr. Knight had done the same, but at half-past three had suddenly been seized with the notion of trying the pond clump as a resting-place. It seemed to him that it would be so much cooler than the masters garden. So he gathered up his novel and deck-chair, and sallied forth.
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For a moment Jackson was paralysed. The danger was so near, Mr. Knight being only a few yards from the clump when he saw him, that it seemed hopeless to try and escape. Then he recollected the shrubbery, and determined to make a dash for safety. At the same time it flashed across his mind that Mr. Knight was short-sighted. At least, he wore spectacles. Possibly he might not recognise him, for he would only get a back-view, and once on board the lugger — once in the shrubbery, and the situation was saved.

The result of these reflections was that the master, on entering the near side of the clump, was astonished to catch sight of a figure flitting rapidly away from the other side. The figure was clad as to its nether limbs in the grey flannels which nearly all the school wore during the hot weather. It was the upper half that struck Mr. Knight as peculiar. A canvas shirt enveloped the head, and beneath this he caught a glimpse of bare back. Over his arm the runner carried a blue flannel coat. Even as Mr. Knight looked, the figure disappeared into the shrubbery. Extraordinary! said Mr. Knight to himself. Most extraordinary!

He trotted round the pond and out of the clump. The excitement of the chase, instinct in the mildest of human beings, banished from his mind his desire for a comfortable seat in a cool spot. He went out into the sunshine, and hurried to the edge of the shrubbery.

Here he paused.

It was a little difficult to know what was the best thing to do next. He did not feel equal to probing the shrubbery in search of the fugitive. It was very thick, and he was disposed to think that there were insects in it, things with wings what stings. Wasps, even. No. The course to pursue here was to parley with the boy. He was certain on reflection that it was a boy, though he had not recognised him. Yes, a parley was the thing.

But how to begin was the question. No manual of polite conversation ever dealt with the problem, What to say to semi-naked strangers hidden in shrubberies. He resolved to try a happy blend of command and statement of fact. Come out directly, he cried. I can see you.

Liar! murmured Jackson happily, wriggling into his shirt behind a bush.

Come out, boy!

Jackson, clothed now and in his right mind, did not hear the observation. He was half-way towards the fence, threading his way through the bushes with the ease of old acquaintanceship. At the fence he stopped, and peered round a bush to see how Mr. Knight was faring. That gentleman had his back turned, and seemed to be still engaged in addressing the shrubbery. Jackson was over the fence and in the road in a couple of seconds.

It was a long way round by the road, but he re-entered the middle block in safety just as the quarter-to struck from the clock-tower. He trotted upstairs to M. Gautiers room, and there he received his second shock of the afternoon. The door was shut.

There are moments when the gamest man feels that there is nothing left to do but to throw up the sponge, Fate being too strong for him. That was how Jackson felt when he looked at the door which shut him out from the class-room. Anxious as he had been three-quarters of an hour before to get out, he was still more anxious now to get in.

I hope I have made it more or less clear that Jackson was a youth of some little resource. He proved himself so in this crisis.

He knocked at the door, and opened it. M. Gautier glared at him from the desk. He did not seem to have enjoyed the last three-quarters of an hour. Firmins translation on a hot afternoon was enough to drive any man distracted, especially an excitable man like the French master.
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Please, sir, said Jackson humbly, may I come in now?

M. Gautier continued to glare, as if he were trying, without much success, to recall the earlier portion of the lesson. When had he sent Jackson out of the room, and why? His mind was a blank upon the matter.

I will be very quiet, sir, urged Jackson. Royce, his next-door neighbour, caught on to the points of the idea with rapidity.

Please, sir, he said, it was really my fault. I think it would be only fair if you allowed Jackson to come in and sent me out instead.

He rose as he spoke. M. Gautier looked bewildered. Then a solution of the problem occurred to him. Of course. The hot weather. Brain-fag, and so on. He must have sent Jackson out of the room, and forgotten all about it; but it would never do to show that he had forgotten.

Yes, come in, my boy, come in, he said.

Jackson came in.

* * *

Really, said Mr. Knight, for the third time that night, over a quiet pipe with Mr. Ferguson in the latters study, it was the most extraordinary thing. The boy went into the shrubbery. Of that I am positive. But I am equally positive that he never came out. It was an amazing thing — quite amazing. I waited and watched for nearly an hour, and I am certain that he did not come out.

Then, said Mr. Ferguson earnestly, he must be there still. Probably he was attacked with heat apoplexy and fell in his tracks. All you have to do is to see who has not returned to his house to-night, and the missing boy is your friend. You had better begin to make the round of the houses now.

But Mr. Knight did not move. His chair was comfortable, and his zeal for detective work decidedly abated.

Nevertheless, he said, it was a most extraordinary thing. Most. And I am certain he did not come out of the shrubbery.

NEW ENDING TO THIS STORY

From Greyfriars Holiday Annual 1925

Jackson was rather anxious for the next few days. He knew that Mr. Knight was still puzzled about the extraordinary sight he had seen by the pool, and Jackson feared that he might mention it in the presence of M. Gautier.

Had he done so, it was quite likely that M. Gautier would have brought his mind to bear upon a certain member of the Upper Fifth he was instructing that afternoon, who had timidly requested to be allowed to rejoin the class.

Fortunately for Jackson, M. Gautier was of a somewhat reticent and timid disposition in the presence of his colleagues. Seldom did he converse with them. And it is certain that he would never have confessed — not even in his most talkative moments — that the heat had dealt him a scurvy trick. M. Gautier was particularly proud of his memory. Had he done so it is extremely probable that Mr. Knight would have solved his problem. And having done so would, doubtless, have preferred to let the mystery remain a mystery.

Mr. Knight was a sensitive little person and disliked very much having trouble with the boys, consequently he decided to let the matter drop and fortunately for Jackson, at any rate, the whole affair died a natural death.


THE REFORMATION OF STUDY SIXTEEN (1904)

First published in The Royal Magazine, November 1904
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WHAT THEY WANT, of course, said Clowes, is exercise.

They get out of that with their beastly doctors certificates, said Trevor. Thats the worst of this place. Any slacker who wants to shirk games goes to some rotten doctor in the holidays, swears hes got a weak heart or something, and you cant get at him. You have to sit and look on while he lounges about doing nothing, when he might be playing for the house. I bet Bellwood and Davies would both make good enough forwards if one could only get them on to the field. Theyre heavy enough.

I dont wonder, considering the amount they eat and the little exercise they take. I should say there was about twice as much of Bellwood as there ought to be. And hes the sort of chap you dont want more of thans absolutely necessary.

Study Sixteen was under discussion, not for the first time. Bellwood and Davies, its joint occupants, had been a thorn in Trevors side ever since he had become captain of football. It was bad enough that two such loafers should belong to the school. That they should be in his own house was almost more than he could bear.

It was his aim to make Donaldsons the keenest and most efficient house at Wrykyn, and in this he had succeeded to a great extent. They had won the cricket cup, and were favourites for the football cup. Everyone in Donaldsons was keen except Bellwood and Davies. They, sheltered behind doctors certificates, took life in their own slack way, and refused to exhibit any interest whatever in the doings of the house.

Its a rummy thing about that study, said Clowes, its always been like that. I believe anybody whos a slacker or a bad lot goes there naturally; wouldnt be happy anywhere else. Do you remember, when we first came to the house, Blencoe and Jones had it? They got sacked at the end of my first term. After that it was Grant and Pollock. They didnt get sacked, but they ought to have been. Now its these two. Lets hope theyll keep up the tradition and get turfed out at their earliest convenience!

It makes me so sick, said Trevor poking the fire viciously, to think of two heavy chaps like that being wasted. They might make all the difference to the House second. We want weight in the scrum.

In addition to the inter-house challenge cup there was a cup to be competed for by the second fifteens of the houses. Donaldsons had a good chance of this, but were handicapped by a small pack of forwards. Seymours, their only remaining rival, were big and weighty. Clowes got up and stretched himself.

Well, he said, I dont think youll get much help from Bellwood and pard. They remind me of the man who slept well and ate well but who, when he saw a job of work, was all of a tremble. They wont do a stroke if they can help it, and I dont see how you can get them in the teeth of their certificates. Well, I must go and work. I like to do a Greek book unseen if possible, but the Agamemnon is too tricky. I shall have to prepare it. By the way, have you got a copy to spare? I left mine over at school.

Im afraid Ive only got one, and I shall be wanting that. You can have it if youll give it up at half-past nine sharp.

No, its all right, thanks. Ill borrow one from Dixon. Hes sure to have one. I believe hes got every Greek play ever written.

Clowes went off to Dixons study. Dixon was a mild, spectacled youth who did an astonishing amount of work, and was about as much of a hermit as anyone can be in a public-school house. He was nervous and anxious to oblige when he was not too deep in his own thoughts to understand what your request was.

Hullo, said Clowes, as he entered Dixons room, this door seems pretty wobbly. What have you been doing to it?

He moved it to and fro by way of illustration.

It was very rickety indeed. It was, in fact, almost off its hinges.

Im afraid it is a little, assented Dixon. The fact is, fellows have been running against it, and I think that has made it a little shaky.

Running against it! said Clowes. What did you do?

I — er — well, the fact is, I didnt do anything. You see it was an accident. They told me themselves that it was.

It only happened once then? Must have taken a good strong chap to rush a door almost off its hinges at one shot.

No. They stumbled against it rather often.

Stumbled is good, said Clowes. I suppose they didnt say how they came to stumble?

Oh, yes, they did. They tripped.

And you mean to say you believed that?

I couldnt very well doubt their word, expostulated Dixon.

Clowes smiled pityingly.

I didnt want to hurt their feelings, Dixon went on.

Clowes smiled again.

Who are the sensitive trippers? he asked.

Well, l dont know that I ought to say, but I suppose it will be all right. They were Davies and Bellwood.

So I should have thought, said Clowes. How do you find that sort of thing affects your work?

Well, the fact is, said Dixon eagerly, I do find it a little hard to concentrate myself when I am continually interrupted by bangs on the door.

So should I. I think youd get on better if you didnt study Bellwoods feelings so much. Do you mind if I borrow this Agamemnon for a couple of hours? Ive left mine over at the school, and weve got a beastly hard chorus to prepare for tomorrow.

Oh, certainly, do, said Dixon. Splendid play, isnt it?

Not bad. I prefer Charlies Aunt myself. Matter of taste, though. Thanks. Ill return it before I go to bed.

And he went back to his own study.

It was in the afternoons, after school, that Bellwood and his companion Davies found time hang so heavily on their hands. To lounge in ones study and about the passages was pleasant for a while, but it was apt to pall in time, and then it was difficult to know how to fill in the hours.

On the afternoon following Clowess conversation with Dixon, Bellwood found things particularly slow. In ordinary circumstances he and Davies would have been at the school shop eating a heavy, crumpety tea. But today an unfortunate passage of arms with his form-master had led to that youths detention after school; and he was not yet out. Bellwood was one of those people who do not like to tea alone.

Besides, it was Daviess turn to pay; and to go and have a meal at his own expense would have been so much dead loss.

So Bellwood haunted the house, feeling very much out of humour.

After wandering up and down the passage a few times and reading all the notices on the house notice board, it occurred to him that the half hour before the return of Davies might be well spent by ragging Dixon. It was for the purpose of keeping their betters from becoming dull, that people like Dixon were put into the world; and Dixon would in all probability be working — which would add a spice to the amusement.

He collected half-a-dozen football boots from the senior day-room. The rule of the house being that football boots were not to be brought into that room, there was always a generous supply there. Then he lounged off to Dixons study.

The door, as he had expected, was closed. He took a boot and flung it with accurate aim at one of the panels. There was a loud bang, and he grinned as he heard a chair pushed back inside the study and somebody jump up. That was all right, then. Dixon was at home.

He was stooping to pick up another missile, when the door opened. It was only when the second boot got home on the shin of the person who stood in the doorway, that he recognised in that person not Dixon, but Trevor. It was just here that he wished he had tried some other form of amusement that afternoon.

And, indeed, the situation was about as unpleasant as it could be. Even in moments of calm Trevor was a cause of uneasiness to Bellwood. And here he was unmistakably angry. It so happened that Bellwoods boot had found its billet on the exact spot on which a muscular forward from Trinity College, Cambridge, had kicked Trevor in the match of the previous Saturday.

Oh, I say, sorry, gasped Bellwood.

What the blazes are you playing at? asked Trevor.

Im frightfully sorry, said the demoralised Bellwood; I thought you were Dixon.

And why should you fling boots at Dixon?

Bellwood, not feeling equal to the explanation that it was the mission in life of people like Dixon to have football boots thrown at them, remained silent; and Trevor, having summed up Bellwoods character in an address in which the words skunk, worm, and disgrace to the house, occurred with what seemed, to the recipient of the terms, unnecessary frequency, dragged him into the study, produced a stick, and taught him in two minutes more about the folly of throwing football boots at other peoples doors than he would have learned in a month of verbal tuition.
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Bellwood slunk away down the passage, and half-way to his own study met Davies, released from the form room and full of his grievances.

To judge from his remarks, Davies did not think highly of Mr. Grey, his form-master. Mr. Grey in his opinion, was a person of the manners-none-and-customs-horrid type. He had a jolly good mind, had Davies, to go to the Headmaster about it.

In a word, Davies was savage. Bellwood, eyeing his wrathful friend, was struck with an idea. Trevors stick had stung like an adder.

Beastly shame, he agreed, as Davies paused for breath. It was jolly slow for me, too. Ive been putting in the time having a lark with old Dixon. I cant get him to come out, though Ive been flinging boots. And his door wont open. I believe hes locked it.

Has he, by Jove! muttered Davies, well soon see about that. Stand out of the way.

He retired a few paces, and charged towards the door. Bellwood took cover in study twelve, the owner of which happened to be out, and listened.

He heard the scuffle of Davies feet as he dashed down the passage. Then there was a crash as if the house had fallen. He peeped out. Davies rush had taken the crazy door off its hinges, and he had gone with it into the study. He had a fleeting view of an infuriated Trevor springing from the ruins. Then, with Daviess howl of anguish ringing in his ears, he closed the door of study twelve softly, and sat down to wait till the storm should have passed by.

At the end of a couple of minutes somebody limped past the door. The remnants of Davies, he guessed. He gave him a few moments in which to settle down. Then he followed, and found him in a dishevelled state in their study.

Hullo, he said artlessly, whats up? What happened? Did you get the door open?

Davies glared suspiciously, scenting sarcasm, but Bellwoods look of astonishment disarmed him.

Where did you go to? he enquired.

Oh, I strolled off. What happened?

Davies sat down, only to spring up again with a cry of pain. Bellwood recognised the symptoms, and felt better.

I took the beastly door clean off its hinges. Id no idea the thing was so wobbly.

Well, we ragged it a bit the other night, you remember. It was a little rocky then. Was Dixon sick?

Dixon! Why, Dixon wasnt in there at all. It was Trevor — of all people! What the dickens was he doing there, I should like to know?

Bellwoods look of amazement could not have been improved upon.

Trevor! he exclaimed. Are you sure?

Am I sure! Oh, you — ! words failed Davies.

But what was he doing there?

Thats what I should like to know.

It was really quite simple. Clowes had told the head of the house of Dixons painful case, and suggested that if he wished to catch Bellwood and his friend on the hop, as he phrased it, an excellent idea would be to change studies secretly with Dixon. This Trevor had done, with instant and satisfactory results. The ambush had trapped its victims on the first afternoon.

Study Sixteen continued to brood over its misfortunes.

Beastly low trick changing studies like that, said Davies querulously.

Beastly, agreed Bellwood.

That worm Dixon must have been in it. He probably suggested it to Trevor. And now hell be grinning over it.

This suspicion was quite unfounded. Dixon had probably never grinned in his life.

I tell you what, said Bellwood suddenly, if theyve changed studies, Dixon must be in Trevors den now. Hes always in the house at this time. He starts swotting directly after school. Whats the matter with going and routing him out and ragging him now? He wants it taken out of him for letting us down like that. Come on.

Well heave books at him, said Davies with enthusiasm.

And the punitive expedition started.

Trevors study was in the next passage. They advanced stealthily to the door and listened. Somebody coughed inside the room. That was Dixon. They recognised the cough.

Now, whispered Davies, when I count three!

Bellwood nodded, and shifted a Hall and Knights algebra from his left hand to his right.

One, two, three.

He turned the handle sharply, and flung open the door. At the same moment Bellwood discharged his algebra. It was a snapshot, but Dixon, sitting at the table outlined against the window, made a fine mark.

Oh, I say! cried Dixon, as the corner of the projectile took him on the ear.

Go on, shouted Davies from behind the door, as Bellwood paused with Victor Hugos Quatrevingt-treize poised. Sling it in!
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But Bellwood did not throw. The book dropped heavily to the floor. Just as his first shot found its mark he had caught sight of Trevor, seated in a deck-chair by the window, reading a novel.

Finding Dixons study somewhat uncomfortable after Davies had removed the door, he had taken his book to his own den, where he could read in peace (so he thought) without disturbing Dixons work.

This third attack was the last straw. The matter had become too serious for summary treatment. He must think out a punishment that would fit the crime.

It flashed upon him almost immediately.

Look here, he said, this is getting a bit too thick. You two chaps think you can do just as you like in the house. Youre going to find that you cant. Youre no good to Donaldsons. You shirk games. You do nothing but eat like pigs and make bally nuisances of yourselves. So you can just choose. Im going out for a run in a few minutes. You can either come too, and get into training and play for the house second against Seymours, or you can take a touching-up in front of the whole house after tea.

Davies and Bellwood looked blankly at one another. Could these things be? For three years they had grown up together like two daisies of the field: they had toiled not, neither had they spun. For three years the only form of exercise they had known had been the daily walk to the school shop. And here was Trevor offering them, as the sole alternative to a house licking, a beastly, violent run. And Trevor was celebrated for the length of his runs when he trained, and also for the rapidity of the same. The thing was impossible. It couldnt be done at any price. Davies bethought him of the excuse which had stood by him so well for the past three years. This was just one of those emergencies for which it had been especially designed. But even as he spoke he could not help feeling that Trevor was not in just the proper frame of mind for medical gossip.

But, said Davies, our doctors certificates. We arent allowed to play footer.

Doctors certificates! Rot! Youd better burn them. Well, are you coming for the run?

Bellwood clutched at a straw.

But weve no footer clothes, he said.

Youd better borrow some, then. If you arent back in this study, changed, by half-past five, youll get beans. Now get out.

At ten minutes past five a tentative knock sounded on the door. Trevor opened it. There stood the owners of study sixteen garbed in borrowed football shirts and shorts.

Of the details of that run no record remains. The trio started off in a south-easterly direction, along the road which led to Little Poolbury. From this it may be deduced that the spin was not a short one. Whenever Trevor had chosen this direction for one of his training runs on previous occasions he had worked round through Little Poolbury to Much Wenham by road, then across difficult country (ploughed fields, brooks, and the like) to Burlingham, and then back to the school along the high road, the whole distance being between four and five miles. There is no reason for supposing him to have chosen another route on this occasion.

At any rate, as six struck from the college clock, a procession of three turned the corner of the road which ran past the school. Bellwood headed the procession. He was purple, moist, and muddy, and he breathed in heavy gasps. A yard behind him came Davies in a similar condition, if anything, a shade worse. At the tail of the procession came Trevor, who looked as fresh as when he had started. He wore a pleasant smile. They passed in at Donaldsons gate, and were lost to view.
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Study sixteen was subdued that night, but ate an enormous tea, and looked ninety per cent. fitter than it had done for years.

And in the last paragraph of the one hundred and eighteenth page of the eleventh volume of the Wrykinian, you will find these words to be written:— Inter-House Cup (Second Fifteens), Final. Donaldsons v. Seymours — This match was played on Saturday, March 10th, and resulted in a win for the former, after a good game by one goal and two tries to a penalty goal. For the winners Kershaw played well at half, and Smith in the centre. The pick of the forwards were Bellwood and Davies. The latters try was a clever piece of play. For Seymours . . . But thats all.


THE CRICKETER IN WINTER (1904)

First published in Land and Water Illustrated, November 1904
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THIS HAS BEEN called a remedial age, an age of keys for all manner of locks, but how few have been the attempts, up to the present, to solve the great unemployed problem — what is a cricketer to do in winter? It is becoming more serious every year. And if, as is almost certain to be the case, the recovery of the Ashes leads to an increased zeal for the game, there is no knowing what will happen in 1905 or 1906.

People who like to dismiss the profoundest sociological questions after a moments thought will probably say that the cricketer can amuse himself in winter with football, or even hockey. They do not understand the cricketers mind. He is not to be put off with the This is just as good, sir, against which manufacturers of patent foods and soaps so strenuously warn their clients. Football is very well in its way. An excellent game. But, after all, only a game. What he wants is cricket.

Hitherto his chief solace has been Wisden. And, as far as a mere book can fill the void, Wisden meets the case. There is a rare pleasure in looking up the scores of matches, and poring over the photographs of the five players of the season on the front page. But even this palls after a time. It is good as far as it goes, but it does not go far enough. Something more strenuous is required. So the cricketer takes his bat from the bag and oils it pensively, or practises drives, draws, and cuts in front of a pier-glass, to the detriment of his bedroom furniture. Later on, if it is not too wet, he may play stump-cricket in the back garden with a walking-stick and a tennis-ball. There has recently been made a more ambitious attempt to provide the cricketer with employment by boarding over the swimming-bath at the St. Brides Institute, erecting thereon two nets, and laying down cocoa-nut matting. The floor is long enough to allow the bowler a run of a few yards, and the result is as near to success as any makeshift can be. Net practice is the prose of cricket. Indoor net practice is very lame and halting prose indeed. It was not to be expected that these nets would be perfect. There were bound to be drawbacks. But as at present there seem to be more drawbacks than are absolutely unavoidable, I will proceed to a brief indictment.

Imprimis, the light. What there is of it is excellent, but there is not enough. For any game but cricket the place would deserve to be described as brilliantly lighted. But to play cricket with any comfort one needs more. A few more globes towards the middle of the building would be an improvement. At present the light is perhaps the trickiest in which the game has ever been played. There is a sense of unreality about the whole performance. It is like playing cricket in a dream, which becomes a nightmare when, as occasionally happens even on the best-behaved matting, the bowler finds a spot. Standing at the batting end one sees the bowler run to the mark and deliver. Then the ball totally disappears. Another second and it is visible again, but it is now so close that the batsman is obliged to play for it, so to speak, all anyhow. This may be good training for matches on gloomy days, but it is harassing for the nerves.

Another queer effect of the light is felt by the bowler. Just as the ball disappears on leaving the bowlers hand, so does it vanish directly the batsman has hit it. For more than half a second after the batsman has made his stroke, there is entire uncertainty as to the direction the ball has taken. Perhaps it flies off towards point or the slips. Occasionally it comes humming back down the pitch, and the little knot of bowlers scatter and allow it to crash against the back wall. Some day somebody is going to be mortally wounded by a hot return. But it will be a glorious death. Here lies a cricketer. He died while doing his duty. The pioneer always has a poor time.

My next grumble is one that may be laid to heart. It has to do with the bowlers. Owing to the fact that two dozen cricket balls were destroyed in the first week, battered to pieces by the hard wicket, it has been found necessary to substitute composition balls; and, as everybody knows, the amount of stuff it is possible to get on with a composition ball on a matting pitch is prodigious. It therefore behoves the bowler to bowl with a certain amount of self-repression. He should try to remember that he is not playing in a match, and should eschew those fast short balls on the off, which whip in and pulverise the unfortunate batsman before he knows what has happened to him. Pitch em up is the golden rule in the composition-cum-matting game.

Thirdly, the wicket. At present it is black against a white background. It would show up better if it were white against a black background. The effect of the white wall at the batsmans end is too dazzling.

Fourthly and lastly, it cannot be necessary to keep the temperature at such a height. Pleasant as the change is after the rawness of the atmosphere outside, it speedily becomes oppressive, especially after a bowler has sent down an over or two of his fastest. Cricket loses its charm when played in a hothouse.

But in every other way the conditions are perfect. The wicket is as true as possible, and the ball rarely rises to more than half the height of the stumps. Of the two wickets the one next to the entrance is considerably the better, as the manner in which the lights are arranged makes it easier to get an accurate sight of the ball there than on the further pitch, where the batsman has to stand with his back to the light. Also there is a spot on the latter pitch off which the ball springs — and stings — like a snake.

If the cricketer wearies of his Wisden on his return home after a visit to the St. Brides Institute, he may extract some amusement from a game which is a blend of Dr. Graces Indoor Cricket and another similar game. A cardboard barrier is placed round the table. The wickets are on a wooden pitch covered with green baize. There are fieldmen on concave tin stands. If the ball goes into one of these stands and stays there, the batsman is out. The bowling is done with a wooden marble and an iron spring. The excitement of playing a big innings is tremendous, but as a rule the bowler has the upper hand. In such ways may the cricketer pass his winter, and feel that his time, though not spent wholly as he could wish, has nevertheless not been altogether wasted.

P. G. Wodehouse.


THE AUTOGRAPH HUNTER (1905)

First published in Pearsons, February 1905
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DUNSTABLE HAD HIS reasons for wishing to obtain Mr. Montagu Watsons autograph, but admiration for that gentlemans novels was not one of them.

It was nothing to him that critics considered Mr. Watson one of the most remarkable figures in English literature since Scott. If you had told him of this, he would merely have wondered in his coarse, material way how much Mr. Watson gave the critics for saying so. To the reviewer of the Weekly Booklover the great mans latest effort, The Soul of Anthony Carrington (Popgood and Grooly: 6s.), seemed a work that speaks eloquently in every line of a genius that time cannot wither nor custom stale. To Dunstable, who got it out of the school library, where it had been placed at the request of a literary prefect, and read the first eleven pages, it seemed rot, and he said as much to the librarian on returning it.

Yet he was very anxious to get the novelists autograph. The fact was that Mr. Day, his house-master, a man whose private life was in other ways unstained by vicious habits, collected autographs. Also Mr. Day had behaved in a square manner towards Dunstable on several occasions in the past, and Dunstable, always ready to punish bad behaviour in a master, was equally anxious to reward and foster any good trait which he might exhibit.

On the occasion of the announcement that Mr. Watson had taken the big white house near Chesterton, a couple of miles from the school, Mr. Day had expressed in Dunstables hearing a wish that he could add that celebritys signature to his collection. Dunstable had instantly determined to play the part of a benevolent Providence. He would get the autograph and present it to the house-master, as who should say, see what comes of being good. It would be pleasant to observe the innocent joy of the recipient, his child-like triumph, and his amazement at the donors ingenuity in securing the treasure. A touching scene — well worth the trouble involved in the quest.

And there would be trouble. For Mr. Montagu Watson was notoriously a foe to the autograph-hunter. His curt, type-written replies (signed by a secretary) had damped the ardour of scores of brave men and — more or less — fair women. A genuine Montagu Watson was a prize in the autograph market.

Dunstable was a man of action. When Mark, the boot-boy at Days, carried his burden of letters to the post that evening there nestled among them one addressed to M. Watson, Esq., The White House, Chesterton. Looking at it casually, few of his friends would have recognised Dunstables handwriting. For it had seemed good to that man of guile to adopt for the occasion the rôle of a backward youth of twelve years old. He thought tender years might touch Mr. Watsons heart.

This was the letter:

Dear Sir, — I am only a littel boy, but I think your books ripping. I often wonder how you think of it all. Will you please send me your ortograf? I like your books very much. I have named my white rabit Montagu after you. I punched Jones II. in the eye to-day becos he didnt like your books. I have spent the only penny I have on the stampe for this letter which I might have spent on tuck. I want to be like Maltby in The Soul of Anthony Carrington when I grow up.

Your sincere reader,

P. A. Dunstable.

It was a little unfortunate, perhaps, that he selected Maltby as his ideal character. That gentleman was considered by critics a masterly portrait of the cynical roué. But it was the only name he remembered.

Hot stuff! said Dunstable to himself, as he closed the envelope.

Little beast! said Mr. Watson to himself as he opened it. It arrived by the morning post, and he never felt really himself till after breakfast.

[image: img241.jpg] 

Here, Morrison, he said to his secretary, later in the morning; just answer this, will you? The usual thing — thanks and most deeply grateful, y know.

Next day the following was included in Dunstables correspondence:

Mr. Montagu Watson presents his compliments to Mr. P. A. Dunstable, and begs to thank him for all the kind things he says about his work in his letter of the 18th inst., for which he is deeply grateful.

Foiled! said Dunstable, and went off to Seymours to see his friend Linton.

Got any notepaper? he asked.

Heaps, said Linton. Why? Want some?

Then get out a piece. I want to dictate a letter.

Linton stared.

Whats up? Hurt your hand?

Dunstable explained.

Day collects autographs, you know, and he wants Montagu Watsons badly. Pining away, and all that sort of thing. Wont smile until he gets it. I had a shot at it yesterday, and got this.

Linton inspected the document.

So I cant send up another myself, you see.

Why worry?

Oh, Id like to put Day one up. Hes not been bad this term. Come on.

All right. Let her rip.

Dunstable let her rip.

Dear Sir, — I cannot refrain from writing to tell you what an inestimable comfort your novels have been to me during years of sore tribulation and distress —— 

Look here, interrupted Linton with decision at this point. If you think Im going to shove my name at the end of this rot, youre making the mistake of a lifetime.

Of course not. Youre a widow who has lost two sons in South Africa. Well think of a good name afterwards. Ready?

Ever since my darling Charles Herbert and Percy Lionel were taken from me in that dreadful war, I have turned for consolation to the pages of The Soul of Anthony Carrington and — —

What, another? asked Linton.

Theres one called Pancakes. 

Sure? Sounds rummy.

Thats all right. You have to get a queer title nowadays if you want to sell a book.

Go on, then. Jam it down.

 — and Pancakes. I hate to bother you, but if you could send me your autograph I should be more grateful than words can say. Yours admiringly.

Whats a good name? How would Dorothy Maynard do?

You want something more aristocratic. What price Hilda Foulke-Ponsonby?

Dunstable made no objection, and Linton signed the letter with a flourish.

They installed Mrs. Foulke-Ponsonby at Spikings in the High Street. It was not a very likely address for a lady whose blood was presumably of the bluest, but they could think of none except that obliging stationer who would take in letters for them.

There was a letter for Mrs. Foulke-Ponsonby next day. Whatever his other defects as a correspondent, Mr. Watson was at least prompt with his responses.

Mr. Montagu Watson presented his compliments, and was deeply grateful for all the kind things Mrs. Foulke-Ponsonby had said about his work in her letter of the 19th inst. He was, however, afraid that he scarcely deserved them. Her opportunities of deriving consolation from The Soul of Anthony Carrington had been limited by the fact that that book had only been published ten days before: while, as for Pancakes, to which she had referred in such flattering terms, he feared that another author must have the credit of any refreshment her bereaved spirit might have extracted from that volume, for he had written no work of such a name. His own Pan Wakes would, he hoped, administer an equal quantity of balm.

Mr. Secretary Morrison had slept badly on the night before he wrote this letter, and had expended some venom upon its composition.

Sold again! said Dunstable.

Youd better chuck it now. Its no good, said Linton.

Ill have another shot. Then Ill try and think of something else.

Two days later Mr. Morrison replied to Mr. Edgar Habbesham-Morley, of 3a, Green Street, Park Lane, to the effect that Mr. Montagu Watson was deeply grateful for all the kind things, etc. — 3a, Green Street was Dunstables home address.

At this juncture the Watson-Dunstable correspondence ceases, and the relations become more personal.

On the afternoon of the twenty-third of the month, Mr. Watson, taking a meditative stroll through the wood which formed part of his property, was infuriated by the sight of a boy.

He was not a man who was fond of boys even in their proper place, and the sight of one in the middle of his wood, prancing lightly about among the nesting pheasants, stirred his never too placid mind to its depths.

He shouted.

The apparition paused.

Here! Hi! you boy!

Sir? said the stripling, with a winning smile, lifting his cap with the air of a DOrsay.

What business have you in my wood?

Not business, corrected the visitor, pleasure.

Come here! shrilled the novelist.

The stranger receded coyly.

Mr. Watson advanced at the double.

His quarry dodged behind a tree.

For five minutes the great man devoted his powerful mind solely to the task of catching his visitor.
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The latter, however, proved as elusive as the point of a half-formed epigram, and at the end of the five minutes he was no longer within sight.

Mr. Watson went off and addressed his keeper in terms which made that worthy envious for a week.

Its eddication, he said subsequently to a friend at the Cowslip Inn. You and me couldnt talk like that. It wants eddication.

For the next few days the keepers existence was enlivened by visits from what appeared to be a most enthusiastic birds-nester. By no other theory could he account for it. Only a boy with a collection to support would run such risks.

To the keepers mind the human boy up to the age of twenty or so had no object in life except to collect eggs. After twenty, of course, he took to poaching. This was a boy of about seventeen.

On the fifth day he caught him, and conducted him into the presence of Mr. Montagu Watson.

Mr. Watson was brief and to the point. He recognised his visitor as the boy for whose benefit he had made himself stiff for two days.

The keeper added further damaging facts.
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Bin here every day, he as, sir, for the last week. Well, I says to myself, supposition is hell come once too often. Hell come once too often, I says. And then, I says, Ill cotch him. And I cotched him.

The keepers narrative style had something of the classic simplicity of Julius Cæsars.

Mr. Watson bit his pen.

What you boys come for I cant understand, he said irritably. Youre from the school, of course?

Yes, said the captive.

Well, I shall report you to your house-master. What is your name?

Dunstable.

Your house?

Days.

Very good. That is all.

Dunstable retired.

His next appearance in public life was in Mr. Days study. Mr. Day had sent for him after preparation. He held a letter in his hand, and he looked annoyed.

Come in, Dunstable. I have just received a letter complaining of you. It seems that you have been trespassing.

Yes, sir.

I am surprised, Dunstable, that a sensible boy like you should have done such a foolish thing. It seems so objectless. You know how greatly the head master dislikes any sort of friction between the school and the neighbours, and yet you deliberately trespass in Mr. Watsons wood.

Im very sorry, sir.

I have had a most indignant letter from him — you may see what he says. You do not deny it?

Dunstable ran his eye over the straggling, untidy sentences.

No, sir. Its quite true.

In that case I shall have to punish you severely. You will write me out the Greek numerals ten times, and show them up to me on Tuesday.

Yes, sir.

That will do.

At the door Dunstable paused.

Well, Dunstable? said Mr. Day.

Er — Im glad youve got his autograph after all, sir, he said.

Then he closed the door.

As he was going to bed that night, Dunstable met the house-master on the stairs.

Dunstable, said Mr. Day.

Yes, sir.

On second thoughts, it would be better if, instead of the Greek numerals ten times, you wrote me the first ode of the first book of Horace. The numerals would be a little long, perhaps.
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A CORNER IN LINES (1905)

First published in Pearsons, January 1905

[image: img245.jpg]

[image: img246.png]

Of all the useless and irritating things in this world, lines are probably the most useless and the most irritating. In fact, I only know of two people who ever got any good out of them. Dunstable, of Days, was one, Linton, of Seymours, the other. For a portion of one winter term they flourished on lines. The more there were set, the better they liked it. They would have been disappointed if masters had given up the habit of doling them out.

Dunstable was a youth of ideas. He saw far more possibilities in the routine of life at Locksley than did the majority of his contemporaries, and every now and then he made use of these possibilities in a way that caused a considerable sensation in the school.

In the ordinary way of school work, however, he was not particularly brilliant, and suffered in consequence. His chief foe was his form-master, Mr. Langridge. The feud between them had begun on Dunstables arrival in the form two terms before, and had continued ever since. The balance of points lay with the master. The staff has ways of scoring which the school has not. This story really begins with the last day but one of the summer term. It happened that Dunstables people were going to make their annual migration to Scotland on that day, and the Headmaster, approached on the subject both by letter and in person, saw no reason why — the examinations being over — Dunstable should not leave Locksley a day before the end of term.

He called Dunstable to his study one night after preparation.

Your father has written to me, Dunstable, he said, to ask that you may be allowed to go home on Wednesday instead of Thursday. I think that, under the special circumstances, there will be no objection to this. You had better see that the matron packs your boxes.

Yes, sir, said Dunstable. Good business, he added to himself, as he left the room.

When he got back to his own den, he began to ponder over the matter, to see if something could not be made out of it. That was Dunstables way. He never let anything drop until he had made certain that he had exhausted all its possibilities.

Just before he went to bed he had evolved a neat little scheme for scoring off Mr. Langridge. The knowledge of his plans was confined to himself and the Headmaster. His form-master would imagine that he was going to stay on till the last day of term. Therefore, if he misbehaved himself in form, Mr. Langridge would set him lines in blissful ignorance of the fact that he would not be there next day to show them up. At the beginning of the following term, moreover, he would not be in Mr. Langridges form, for he was certain of his move up.

He acted accordingly.

He spent the earlier part of Wednesday morning in breaches of the peace. Mr. Langridge, instead of pulling him up, put him on to translate; Dunstable went on to translate. As he had not prepared the lesson and was not an adept at construing unseen, his performance was poor.

After a minute and a half, the form-master wearied.

Have you looked at this, Dunstable? he asked.

There was a time-honoured answer to this question.

Yes, sir, he said.

Public-school ethics do not demand that you should reply truthfully to the spirit of a question. The letter of it is all that requires attention. Dunstable had looked at the lesson. He was looking at it then. Masters should practise exactness of speech. A certain form at Harrow were in the habit of walking across a copy of a Latin author before morning-school. They could then say with truth that they had been over it. This is not an isolated case.

Go on, said Mr. Langridge.

Dunstable smiled as he did so.

Mr. Langridge was annoyed.

What are you laughing at? What do you mean by it? Stand up. You will write out the lesson in Latin and English, and show it up to me by four this afternoon. I know what you are thinking. You imagine that because this is the end of the term you can do as you please, but you will find yourself mistaken. Mind — by four oclock.

At four oclock Dunstable was enjoying an excellent tea in Green Street, Park Lane, and telling his mother that he had had a most enjoyable term, marred by no unpleasantness whatever. His holidays were sweetened by the thought of Mr. Langridges baffled wrath on discovering the true inwardness of the recent episode.

* * *

When he returned to Locksley at the beginning of the winter term, he was at once made aware that that episode was not to be considered closed. On the first evening, Mr. Day, his housemaster, sent for him.
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Well, Dunstable, he said, where is that imposition?

Dunstable affected ignorance.

Please, sir, you set me no imposition.

No, Dunstable, no. Mr. Day peered at him gravely through his spectacles. I set you no imposition; but Mr. Langridge did.

Dunstable imitated that eminent tactician, Brer Rabbit. He lay low and said nuffin.

Surely, continued Mr. Day, in tones of mild reproach, you did not think that you could take Mr. Langridge in?

Dunstable rather thought he had taken Mr. Langridge in; but he made no reply.

Well, said Mr. Day. I must set you some punishment. I shall give the butler instructions to hand you a note from me at three oclock to-morrow. (The next day was a half-holiday.) In that note you will find indicated what I wish you to write out.

Why this comic-opera secret-society business, Dunstable wondered. Then it dawned upon him. Mr. Day wished to break up his half-holiday thoroughly.

That afternoon Dunstable retired in disgust to his study to brood over his wrongs; to him entered Charles, his friend, one C. J. Linton, to wit, of Seymours, a very hearty sportsman.

Good, said Linton. Didnt think I should find you in. Thought you might have gone off somewhere as its such a ripping day. Tell you what well do. Scull a mile or two up the river and have tea somewhere.

I should like to awfully, said Dunstable, but Im afraid I cant.

And he explained Mr. Days ingenious scheme for preventing him from straying that afternoon.

Rot, isnt it, he said.

Beastly. Wouldnt have thought old Day had it in him. But Ill tell you what, he said. Do the impot now, and then youll be able to start at three sharp, and we shall get in a good time on the river. Day always sets the same thing. Ive known scores of chaps get impots from him, and they all had to do the Greek numerals. Hes mad on the Greek numerals. Never does anything else. Youll be as safe as anything if you do them. Buck up, Ill help.

They accordingly sat down there and then. By three oclock an imposing array of sheets of foolscap covered with badly-written Greek lay on the study table.

That ought to be enough, said Linton, laying down his pen. He cant set you more than weve done, I should think.

Rummy how alike our writing looks, said Dunstable, collecting the sheets and examining them. You can hardly tell which is which even when you know. Well, there goes three. My watch is slow, as it always is. Ill go and get that note.

Two minutes later he returned, full of abusive references to Mr. Day. The crafty pedagogue appeared to have foreseen Dunstables attempt to circumvent him by doing the Greek numerals on the chance of his setting them. The imposition he had set in his note was ten pages of irregular verbs, and they were to be shown up in his study before five oclock. Lintons programme for the afternoon was out of the question now. But he loyally gave up any other plans which he might have formed in order to help Dunstable with his irregular verbs. Dunstable was too disgusted with fate to be properly grateful.

And the worst of it is, he said, as they adjourned for tea at half-past four, having deposited the verbs on Mr. Days table, that all those numerals will be wasted now.

I should keep them, though, said Linton. They may come in useful. You never know.

* * *

Towards the end of the second week of term Fate, by way of compensation, allowed Dunstable a distinct stroke of luck. Mr. Forman, the master of his new form, set him a hundred lines of Virgil, and told him to show them up next day. To Dunstables delight, the next day passed without mention of them; and when the day after that went by, and still nothing was said, he came to the conclusion that Mr. Forman had forgotten all about them.

Which was indeed the case. Mr. Forman was engaged in editing a new edition of the Bacchae, and was apt to be absent-minded in consequence. So Dunstable, with a glad smile, hove the lines into a cupboard in his study to keep company with the Greek numerals which he had done for Mr. Day, and went out to play fives with Linton.

Linton, curiously enough, had also had a stroke of luck in a rather similar way. He told Dunstable about it as they strolled back to the houses after their game.

Bit of luck this afternoon, he said. You remember Appleby setting me a hundred-and-fifty the day before yesterday? Well, I showed them up to-day, and he looked through them and chucked them into the waste-paper basket under his desk. I thought at the time I hadnt seen him muck them up at all with his pencil, which is his usual game, so after he had gone at the end of school I nipped to the basket and fished them out. They were as good as new, so I saved them up in case I get any more.

Dunstable hastened to tell of his own good fortune. Linton was impressed by the coincidence.

I tell you what, he said, we score either way. Because if we never get any more lines — —

Dunstable laughed.

Yes, I know, Linton went on, were bound to. But even supposing we dont, what weve got in stock neednt be wasted.

I dont see that, said Dunstable. Going to have em bound in cloth and published? or were you thinking of framing them?

Why, dont you see? Sell them, of course. There are dozens of chaps in the school who would be glad of a few hundred lines cheap.

It wouldnt work. Theyd be spotted.

Rot. Its been done before, and nobody said anything. A chap in Seymours who left last Easter sold all his stock lines by auction on the last day of term. They were Virgil mostly and Greek numerals. They sold like hot cakes. There were about five hundred of them altogether. And I happen to know that every word of them has been given up and passed all right.

Well, I shall keep mine, said Dunstable. I am sure to want all the lines in stock that I can get. I used to think Langridge was fairly bad in the way of impots, but Forman takes the biscuit easily. It seems to be a sort of hobby of his. You cant stop him.

But it was not until the middle of preparation that the great idea flashed upon Dunstables mind.

It was the simplicity of the thing that took his breath away. That and its possibilities. This was the idea. Why not start a Lines Trust in the school? An agency for supplying lines at moderate rates to all who desired them? There did not seem to be a single flaw in the scheme. He and Linton between them could turn out enough material in a week to give the Trust a good working capital. And as for the risk of detection when customers came to show up the goods supplied to them, that was very slight. As has been pointed out before, there was practically one handwriting common to the whole school when it came to writing lines. It resembled the movements of a fly that had fallen into an ink-pot, and subsequently taken a little brisk exercise on a sheet of foolscap by way of restoring the circulation. Then, again, the attitude of the master to whom the lines were shown was not likely to be critical. So that everything seemed in favour of Dunstables scheme.

Linton, to whom he confided it, was inclined to scoff at first, but when he had had the beauties of the idea explained to him at length, became an enthusiastic supporter of the scheme.

But, he objected, itll take up all our time. Is it worth it? We cant spend every afternoon sweating away at impots for other people.

Its all right, said Dunstable, Ive thought of that. We shall need to pitch in pretty hard for about a week or ten days. That will give us a good big stock, and after that if we turn out a hundred each every day it will be all right. A hundreds not much fag if you spread them over a day.

Linton admitted that this was sound, and the Locksley Lines Supplying Trust, Ltd., set to work in earnest.

It must not be supposed that the Agency left a great deal to chance. The writing of lines in advance may seem a very speculative business; but both Dunstable and Linton had had a wide experience of Locksley masters, and the methods of the same when roused, and they were thus enabled to reduce the element of chance to a minimum. They knew, for example, that Mr. Days favourite imposition was the Greek numerals, and that in nine cases out of ten that would be what the youth who had dealings with him would need to ask for from the Lines Trust. Mr. Appleby, on the other hand, invariably set Virgil. The oldest inhabitant had never known him to depart from this custom. For the French masters extracts from the works of Victor Hugo would probably pass muster.

A week from the date of the above conversation, everyone in the school, with the exception of the prefects and the sixth form, found in his desk on arriving at his form-room a printed slip of paper. (Spiking, the stationer in the High Street, had printed it.) It was nothing less than the prospectus of the new Trust. It set forth in glowing terms the advantages offered by the agency. Dunstable had written it — he had a certain amount of skill with his pen — and Linton had suggested subtle and captivating additions. The whole presented rather a striking appearance.
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The document was headed with the name of the Trust in large letters. Under this came a number of scare headlines such as:

SEE WHAT YOU SAVE!

NO MORE WORRY!

PEACE, PERFECT PEACE!

Why Do Lines When We Do Them
For You?

Then came the real prospectus:

The Locksley Lines Supplying Trust, Ltd. has been instituted to meet the growing demand for lines and other impositions. While there are masters at our public schools there will always be lines. At Locksley the crop of masters has always flourished — and still flourishes — very rankly, and the demand for lines has greatly taxed the powers of those to whom has been assigned the task of supplying them.

It is for the purpose of affording relief to these that the Lines Trust has been formed. It is proposed that all orders for lines shall be supplied out of our vast stock. Our charges are moderate, and vary between threepence and sixpence per hundred lines. The higher charge is made for Greek impositions, which, for obvious reasons, entail a greater degree of labour on our large and efficient staff of writers.

All orders, which will be promptly executed, should be forwarded to Mr. P. A. Dunstable, 6 College Grounds, Locksley, or to Mr. C. J. Linton, 10 College Grounds, Locksley. Payment must be inclosed with order, or the latter will not be executed. Under no conditions will notes of hand or cheques be accepted as legal tender. There is no trust about us except the name.

Come in your thousands. We have lines for all. If the Trusts stock of lines were to be placed end to end it would reach part of the way to London. You pay the threepence. We do the rest.

Then a blank space, after which came a few unsolicited testimonials:

 Lower Fifth writes: I was set two hundred lines of Virgil on Saturday last at one oclock. Having laid in a supply from your agency I was enabled to show them up at five minutes past one. The master who gave me the commission was unable to restrain his admiration at the rapidity and neatness of my work. You may make what use of this you please.

 Dexters House writes: Please send me one hundred (100) lines from Aeneid, Book Two. Mr. Dexter was so delighted with the last I showed him that he has asked me to do some more.

 Enthusiast writes: Thank you for your Greek numerals. Day took them without blinking. So beautifully were they executed that I can hardly believe even now that I did not write them myself. 

* * *

There could be no doubt about the popularity of the Trust. It caught on instantly.

Nothing else was discussed in the form-rooms at the quarter to eleven interval, and in the houses after lunch it was the sole topic of conversation. Dunstable and Linton were bombarded with questions and witticisms of the near personal sort. To the latter they replied with directness, to the former evasively.

Whats it all about? someone would ask, fluttering the leaflet before Dunstables unmoved face.

You should read it carefully, Dunstable would reply. Its all there.

But what are you playing at?

We tried to make it clear to the meanest intelligence. Sorry you cant understand it.

While at the same time Linton, in his form-room, would be explaining to excited inquirers that he was sorry, but it was impossible to reply to their query as to who was running the Trust. He was not at liberty to reveal business secrets. Suffice it that there the lines were, waiting to be bought, and he was there to sell them. So that if anybody cared to lay in a stock, large or small, according to taste, would he kindly walk up and deposit the necessary coin?

But here the public showed an unaccountable disinclination to deal. It was gratifying to have acquaintances coming up and saying admiringly: You are an ass, you know, as if they were paying the highest of compliments — as, indeed, they probably imagined that they were. All this was magnificent, but it was not business. Dunstable and Linton felt that the whole attitude of the public towards the new enterprise was wrong. Locksley seemed to regard the Trust as a huge joke, and its prospectus as a literary jeu desprit.

In fact, it looked very much as if — from a purely commercial point of view — the great Lines Supplying Trust was going to be what is known in theatrical circles as a frost.

For two whole days the public refused to bite, and Dunstable and Linton, turning over the stacks of lines in their studies, thought gloomily that this world is no place for original enterprise.

Then things began to move.

It was quite an accident that started them. Jackson, of Dexters, was teaing with Linton, and, as was his habit, was giving him a condensed history of his life since he last saw him. In the course of this he touched on a small encounter with M. Gaudinois which had occurred that afternoon.

So I got two pages of Quatre-Vingt Treize to write, he concluded, for doing practically nothing.

All Jacksons impositions, according to him, were given him for doing practically nothing. Now and then he got them for doing literally nothing — when he ought to have been doing form-work.

Done em? asked Linton.

Not yet; no, replied Jackson. More tea, please.

What you want to do, then, said Linton, is to apply to the Locksley Lines Supplying Trust. Thats what you must do.

You neednt rot a chap on a painful subject, protested Jackson.

I wasnt rotting, said Linton. Why dont you apply to the Lines Trust?

Then do you mean to say that there really is such a thing? Jackson said incredulously. Why I thought it was all a rag.

I know you did. Its the rotten sort of thing you would think. Rag, by Jove! Look at this. Now do you understand that this is a genuine concern?

He got up and went to the cupboard which filled the space between the stove and the bookshelf. From this resting-place he extracted a great pile of manuscript and dumped it down on the table with a bang which caused a good deal of Jacksons tea to spring from its native cup on to its owners trousers.

When youve finished, protested Jackson, mopping himself with a handkerchief that had seen better days.

Sorry. But look at these. What did you say your impot was? Oh, I remember. Here you are. Two pages of Quatre-Vingt Treize. I dont know which two pages, but I suppose any will do.

Jackson was amazed.

Great Scott! what a wad of stuff! When did you do it all?

Oh, at odd times. Dunstables got just as much over at Days. So you see the Trust is a jolly big show. Here are your two pages. That looks just like your scrawl, doesnt it? These would be fourpence in the ordinary way, but you can have em for nothing this time.

Oh, I say, said Jackson gratefully, thats awfully good of you.

After that the Locksley Lines Supplying Trust, Ltd. went ahead with a rush. The brilliant success which attended its first specimen — M. Gaudinois took Jacksons imposition without a murmur — promoted confidence in the public, and they rushed to buy. Orders poured in from all the houses, and by the middle of the term the organisers of the scheme were able to divide a substantial sum.

How are you getting on round your way? asked Linton of Dunstable at the end of the sixth week of term.

Ripping. Selling like hot cakes.

So are mine, said Linton. Ive almost come to the end of my stock. I ought to have written some more, but Ive been a bit slack lately.

Yes, buck up. We must keep a lot in hand.

I say, did you hear that about Merrett in our house? asked Linton.

What about him?

Why, he tried to start a rival show. Wrote a prospectus and everything. But it didnt catch on a bit. The only chap who bought any of his lines was young Shoeblossom. He wanted a couple of hundred for Appleby. Appleby was on to them like bricks. Spotted Shoeblossom hadnt written them, and asked who had. He wouldnt say, so he got them doubled. Everyone in the house is jolly sick with Merrett. They think he ought to have owned up.

Did that smash up Merretts show? Is he going to turn out any more?

Rather not. Whod buy em?

It would have been better for the Lines Supplying Trust if Merrett had not received this crushing blow and had been allowed to carry on a rival business on legitimate lines. Locksley was conservative in its habits, and would probably have continued to support the old firm.

As it was, the baffled Merrett, a youth of vindictive nature, brooded over his defeat, and presently hit upon a scheme whereby things might be levelled up.

One afternoon, shortly before lock-up, Dunstable was surprised by the advent of Linton to his study in a bruised and dishevelled condition. One of his expressive eyes was closed and blackened. He also wore what is known in ring circles as a thick ear.

What on earths up? inquired Dunstable, amazed at these phenomena. Have you been scrapping?

Yes — Merrett — I won. What are you up to — writing lines? You may as well save yourself the trouble. They wont be any good.

Dunstable stared.

The Trusts bust, said Linton.

He never wasted words in moments of emotion.

What!

 Bust was what I said. That beast Merrett gave the show away.

What did he do? Surely he didnt tell a master?

Well, he did the next thing to it. He hauled out that prospectus, and started reading it in form. I watched him do it. He kept it under the desk and made a foul row, laughing over it. Appleby couldnt help spotting him. Of course, he told him to bring him what he was reading. Up went Merrett with the prospectus.

Was Appleby sick?

I dont believe he was, really. At least, he laughed when he read the thing. But he hauled me up after school and gave me a long jaw, and made me take all the lines Id got to his house. He burnt them. I had it out with Merrett just now. He swears he didnt mean to get the thing spotted, but I knew he did.

Where did you scrag him!

In the dormitory. He chucked it after the third round.

There was a knock at the door.

Come in, shouted Dunstable.

Buxton appeared, a member of Applebys house.

Oh, Dunstable, Appleby wants to see you.

All right, said Dunstable wearily.

Mr. Appleby was in facetious mood. He chaffed Dunstable genially about his prospectus, and admitted that it had amused him. Dunstable smiled without enjoyment. It was a good thing, perhaps, that Mr. Appleby saw the humorous rather than the lawless side of the Trust; but all the quips in the world could not save that institution from ruin.

Presently Mr. Applebys manner changed. I am a funny dog, I know, he seemed to say; but duty is duty, and must be done.

How many lines have you at your house, Dunstable? he asked.

About eight hundred, sir.

Then you had better write me eight hundred lines, and show them up to me in this room at — shall we say at ten minutes to five? It is now a quarter to, so that you will have plenty of time.

Dunstable went, and returned five minutes later, bearing an armful of manuscript.

I dont think I shall need to count them, said Mr. Appleby. Kindly take them in batches of ten sheets, and tear them in half, Dunstable.
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Yes, sir.

The last sheet fluttered in two sections into the surfeited waste-paper basket.

Its an awful waste, sir, said Dunstable regretfully.

Mr. Appleby beamed.

We must, however, he said, always endeavour to look on the bright side, Dunstable. The writing of these eight hundred lines will have given you a fine grip of the rhythm of Virgil, the splendid prose of Victor Hugo, and the unstudied majesty of the Greek Numerals. Good-night, Dunstable.

Good-night, sir, said the President of the Locksley Lines Supplying Trust, Ltd.


RUTHLESS REGINALD (1905)

First published in The Captain, April 1905
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I.

THERE was not a great deal of Master Reginald Rankin, of Seymours — he weighed seven stone three — but his acquaintances objected very strongly to all that there was. Reginald, indeed, did not court popularity. He had not that winsome, debonnair manner which characterises the Social Pet. He was small and ugly. His eyes, which were green, wore a chronic look of suspicion and secretiveness. In fact, the superficial observer, who judged only by appearances, would have summed him up without further trouble as a little brute.

The superficial observer would have been quite right. He was.

Reginalds hobby was Revenge. I hope the printer will not fail to use a capital R for that word. A small letter might send the reader away with the impression that the Revenges of Reginald were of the same hasty, unscientific kind as those affected by the average boy. If the average boy is kicked on the shin by an enemy, he kicks back, and goes on his way rejoicing, and the episode is closed. Not so Reginald. One of his most treasured possessions was a small leather-covered diary of the sort ones aunt gives one at Christmas. In this he entered the important events of each day, and, unlike most people, he did not grow tired of it on January the third, and leave the rest of the year blank. He went conscientiously through the whole three hundred and sixty-five days; and, read as a consecutive story, it was not uninteresting. Thus, if one had been privileged to probe its mysteries, one would have found on March the sixth the following entry: — 

Got up. Washed. Said my prayers.

(The last two statements rest on the unsupported word of the author. Neither feat produced any noticeable result.)

Continuing: — 

After breakfast Smith said I was a little beast, and smacked my head. Got turned in Livy. Templar gave me the lesson to write out.

The next entry of interest is March the eighth, where we see Mr. Templar rewarded for his trouble: Ragged a lot in form.

All this while Nemesis has been hovering over the too truthful Smith. The incident of Mr. Templar has been a parenthesis. Honour, as far as Smith is concerned, remains unsatisfied. A whole week elapses before our hero gets his own back. All that while one imagines him dogging his victims footsteps remorselessly. At last, on March the thirteenth, this item leaps to the eye:

Got up. Washed. Said my prayers. Hid Smiths boots, and he was late for school and got two hundred lines. Beef for dinner, and some muck that looked like plum pudding. Wrote home for money. Said my prayers. Went to bed.

Exit Smith, properly punished.

With which excursus on the manners and customs of the ruthless one, we can begin our story.



Rankin fagged for Rigby, of the Sixth. In this he was fortunate; for Rigby, as a rule, when he was not wrestling with some obstinate set of Iambics or Elegiacs, was of a placid nature, and rarely fell foul of those who fagged for him. And when he did, he merely relieved his feelings with sarcasm, the same passing over Rankins head so completely that he generally imagined that he was being complimented. Yet even Rigby got into Rankins black book.

It happened in this way.

The architect who had built Mr. Seymours house was a man with a quiet, but strongly marked, sense of humour. The place was full of quaint surprises. One of his original effects was to cause the partition wall between Rigbys study and the one adjoining it to stop short of the ceiling by a couple of feet. How he hoped to benefit his fellow-man by this is not known. Probably, he reflected that the used-up air of one study would be enabled to escape into the other, and vice versâ, a healthy and incessant ventilation being thus secured. At any rate, there the opening was, and it had never been filled up.

When Rigby got his study he lodged a complaint. Two chatty persons, named Dent and Hammond, dwelt next door, and when three consecutive nights work had been spoiled by the conversation which flowed over the wall in an unceasing stream, he flung down his Liddell and Scott and bounded off to the house-master. Since when the next-door study had been empty.

But even then his troubles had not ceased altogether. Time sometimes hung heavy on the hands of the Senior Day-room, and when this happened it was the custom with the gay sparks who led the revels in that den of disorder to adjourn to the vacant study (having first ascertained that Rigby was at home and hard at work) and make weird noises there. When the goaded worker finally plunged in to investigate with a stick, he found the room bare and empty, while the sound of receding footsteps in the distance told him that the revellers, much refreshed, were returning to their own quarters. These little things irritated Rigby.

Now it chanced one evening that Linton and Menzies, of the Senior Day-room, prowling the passages in search of adventure, came upon Rankin near Rigbys door.

Hullo, said Linton, lost anything?

No, replied Rankin, edging away suspiciously.

You look as if you were looking for something. Do you want to find Rigby?

No, said Rankin, essaying a flanking movement.

Dont you be an ass, said Menzies kindly. You must want to see Rigby. Youre fagging for him, and if you dont go to him youll get into trouble. Im sure he wants you now. Come on.

The procession passed into the empty study. From the other side of the wall heavy breathing could be heard. The sound of a great soul struggling with a line that would not come out.

Let go, you cads! shrilled Reginald.

Stop that beastly row there! shouted Rigby from the other study. Is that you, Rankin? Come here. I want you.

I told you so, whispered Menzies. Come along. Better go by the short cut.

He grabbed Rankin by the knees.

Saves time, agreed Linton, attaching himself to Rankins shoulders. One, two, three — go!
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Do you hear, Rankin? said Rigby.

Come here.

And Reginald came.

What followed was distinctly a miscarriage of justice. When Rigby had picked up — in the following order — himself, his table, his chair, his books, his pen, and his ink-pot, and mopped up the last drop of ink on his waistcoat with his last sheet of blotting-paper, he proceeded to fall upon the much-enduring Reginald with the stick which he took with him to church on Sundays. Long before the interview concluded, Reginald had reason to regret that it had not been left behind in the pew on the previous Sabbath.

In the case of another hero in similar circumstances we read that Corporal punishment produced the worst effect upon Eric. He burned, not with grief and remorse, but with rage and passion. Or words to that effect. Just so with our Reginald. His symptoms were identical. In his diary for that day the following entry appears: — 

Got up. Washed. Said my prayers. After school two cads, Linton and Menzies, heaved me over the partition wall bang on to Rigbys table, and Rigby licked me when it wasnt my fault at all. He is a beast. Said my prayers. Went to bed.

After preparation that night Linton and Menzies, talking it over, came to the conclusion that the sequel to the affair must be a confession. They had little sympathy with Rankin, but the code of etiquette at Wrykyn demanded that he who got another into trouble should own up, and take all that was going in the matter of consequences. So Linton and Menzies went to Rigbys study. Rigby was immersed in some work which was apparently disturbing him a little. His hair was rumpled, and he was turning over the pages of his lexicon with feverish rapidity.

Get out, he said, when the pair made their appearance. What do you want?

Its only about this afternoon, said Linton.

What about this afternoon? said Rigby, putting in a spell of rapid finger-work with the pages of the lexicon. What does — oh, its all right, Ive got it. Well, go on. Dont be all night.

About Rankin, said Menzies, gently, as one explaining to a lunatic.

Pushing him over, you know, said Linton.

We did it, said Menzies.

Did what? said Rigby, from the depths of the lexicon.

Shoved him over the wall, said Menzies patiently.

Yes? said Rigby, in an absent tone of voice. I wonder what — oh, here it is. Now, what do you chaps want? If you cant come to the point and talk sense, get out. Cant you see Im busy?

We thought you ought to know that it was us who shoved Rankin over the wall on to your — — He stopped. Rigbys head was bent over the lexicon.

Good-night, Rigby, said Menzies.

Good-night, said Rigby.

And the pair departed. They had done their best. It was not their fault if the man refused to listen to their chivalrous explanations.

Rigby worked on till the gas went out suddenly, as was its habit. Then he went to bed, and in the small hours the purport of Menzies visit dawned upon him, and he realised that for all practical purposes he had been the Beetle-Browed Bully that afternoon, ill-treating the innocent small boy without cause or excuse. His was a genial nature, when not roused, and he resolved to make it all right with Rankin on the following morning.

After breakfast, accordingly, he summoned him to his study, made what was, in the circumstances — from prefect to fag — a handsome apology, and then dismissed the matter from his mind in favour of the second book of Thucydides, satisfied that the Entente Cordiale was sealed.

II.

But in the black depths of Reginalds soul the desire for Vengeance still remained. Apologies are good enough in their way, but there are some things which cannot be wiped out by apologies. Reginald was not yet able to sit down with any comfort.

A lesser injury might have been repaid by the burning of toast or the over-boiling of an egg, but for a special case such as this Reginald scorned these obvious modes of retaliation as inadequate. This was an occasion for really drastic measures. Rigby thus escaped punishment for a season. And then, while the avenger was halting irresolutely between the various modes of retribution open to him, Fate, by the medium of a mild illness, removed his intended victim to the secure retreat of the Infirmary. Reginald felt as those Homeric warriors must have felt who, when they had, after great trouble, succeeded in rattling an opponent, had the mortification of seeing him rescued by some local god of unsportsmanlike nature, and conveyed to a place of safety in a special cloud.

One afternoon, however, he received a message from the invalid. Rigby wanted to see him at the Infirmary. It was important, said the message.

Reginald went to the Infirmary, where he found his foe lying on a sofa, reading an old volume of Punch. There was a pleasant fire blazing in the grate, and the whole aspect of the room, with its air of snugness and luxury, deepened his sense of injury. Not only had Rigby been permitted to evade his rightful punishment, but he was, in addition, being Pampered.

Come in, Rankin, said the sufferer. Look here, Ive got something for you to do. My uncle and aunt are coming down to-morrow, and theyll want to see my study after theyve looked me up here. So you might do the honours. And theres another thing. On the second shelf of my book-case youll find a crib to the Agamemnon. Youd better cart that away and hide it till theyve gone. My uncles a bishop, and he has views of his own on cribs. Thinks theyre deceitful. See? Youll know the book. Its blue, and its one of Bohns series. Dont forget. And mind the studys tidy. Thanks. Shut the door.

Reginald shut the door gently. A sudden thought had come,

like a full-blown rose, 
Flushing his brow.

He meant to make that study very tidy. If ever there was a tidy study on the face of the earth, this tidy study was going to be that tidy study. But with respect to details he intended to exercise a certain license.

There lived in the town of Wrykyn one J. Mereweather Cooke, a day-boy. Having been associated with him in dark deeds, Reginald had formed an alliance with him. Cookes father was a sporting doctor. To the maison Cooke Reginald therefore made his way after leaving the Infirmary.

I want to borrow some books, he said. Can you bag any of your paters?

What sort of books?

Oh, anything. Lets have a look, and Ill choose.

He chose.

III.

This was the letter.

The Station Hotel, Wrykyn.

My Dear George (Rigbys name was George), — I am both grieved and disappointed. I have no wish to be unduly harsh with you at a time when you are laid up, but my duty compels me to speak out.

It seems incredible, I know, but I regret to say that my dear Georges impression after reading so far was that his uncle had been lunching.

He read on.

[image: img252.jpg]

That you were not wholly free from the failings of boyhood I was aware. I knew you to be in a measure deficient in reverence for your elders, and thoughtless. But I did not dream that you were also deceitful. My visit to your study to-day convinces me that I was wrong. Escorted to the room by a small lad, who was throughout most polite, I found on your shelves such an array of Dr. Bohns English Translations of the Classics as I could not have believed (but for ocular evidence) to have existed at one of our public schools. Nor is that all. Seeing me glancing at these volumes, the small boy to whom I have alluded uttered an irrepressible cry of mental distress. Oh, he said, piteously, please do not look at those. He told me to hide them, and said he would beat me if I did not. I have underlined those words, George. That you should so corrupt the mind of one of your juniors (to whom you ought to set a good example) is bad; but that you should force him with blows to carry out an act offensive to his conscience is worse, far worse. This petty tyranny did not, however, avail you, for I observed the books. In addition to these deceitful aids to study, I regret to say that I noticed other evidences of a perverted taste not often to be found in one so young. Of a dozen or more yellow-covered novels (so-called) I can recall the titles of but two, Jenny, the Girl Jockey, by Hawley Gould, and A Tale of the Stableyard, by Nat Smart. That you might have no more money to waste on such trash, I decided to give the sovereign with which I had intended to present you, to the small lad of whom I have made mention. I shall hope to see you when you return home for your holidays. Meanwhile,

I am, your uncle,

Peter Peckham.

Ten minutes later Rigby, having pondered deeply over the matter, and traced his misfortunes to the right source, asked the Infirmary matron if she would be good enough to send for Rankin, as he had something very particular and important that he wished to say to him.

The reply came back, per messenger.

Master Reginald Rankin presented his compliments to Mr. Rigby, and very much regretted that one of those unfortunate previous engagements rendered it impossible for him to accept his kind invitation to come and listen to something very particular and important.

Two days after breaking-up day Rigby came out of hospital.



When the school re-assembled on the last night of the holidays, Rigby smiled a glad smile, and sought out the Seymours matron.

Oh, has Rankin come back yet? he asked winningly. Ive got something rather particular and important to say to him.

Rankin? said the matron. Oh, Rankin. No, hes left the house. His parents have come to live in the town, and he is a day-boy now.

Oh, said Rigby.

And he moved away disappointedly, feeling that some considerable time would probably have to elapse before he got square with Master Reginald Rankin.


TOM, DICK, AND HARRY (1905)

First published in Grand, June 1905
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THIS STORY WILL interest and amuse all cricketers, and while from the male point of view it may serve as a good illustration of the fickleness of woman and the impossibility of forecasting what course she will take, the fair sex will find in it an equally shining proof of the colossal vanity of man.

Its like this.

Tom Ellison sat down on the bed, and paused.

Whack it out, said Dick Henley encouragingly.

Were all friends here, and the passwords Portland. Whats the matter?

I hate talking to a man when hes shaving. I dont want to have you cutting your head off.

Dont worry about me. This is a safety razor. And, anyhow, whats the excitement? Going to make my flesh creep?

Tom Ellison kicked uncomfortably at the chair he was trying to balance on one leg.

Its so hard to explain.

Have a dash at it.

Well, look here, Dick, weve always been pals. What?

Of course we have.

We went to the Empire last Boatrace night together — —

And got chucked out simultaneously.

In fact, weve always been pals. What?

Of course we have.

Then, whenever there was a rag on, and a bonner in the quad, you always knew you could help yourself to my chairs.

You had the run of mine.

Weve shared each others baccy.

And whisky.

In short, weve always been pals. What?

Of course we have.

Then, said Tom Ellison, what are you trying to cut me out for?

Cut you out?

You know what I mean. What do you think I came here for? To play cricket? Rot! Id much rather have gone on tour with the Authentics. I came here to propose to Dolly Burn.

Dick Henley frowned.

I wish youd speak of her as Miss Burn, he said austerely.

There you are, you see, said Tom with sombre triumph; you oughtnt to have noticed a thing like that. It oughtnt to matter to you what I call her. I always think of her as Dolly.

Youve no right to.

I shall have soon.

Ill bet you wont.

How much?

Ten to one in anything.

Done, said Tom. I mean, he added hastily, dont be a fool. There are some things one cant bet on. As you ought to have known, he said primly.

Now, look here, said Dick, this thing has got to be settled. You say Im trying to cut you out. I like that! We may fairly describe that as rich. As if my love were the same sort of passing fancy that yours is. You know you fall in love, as you call it, with every girl you meet.

I dont.

Very well. If the subject is painful we wont discuss it. Still, how about that girl you used to rave about last summer? Ethel Something?

Tom blushed.

A mere platonic friendship. We both collected autographs. And, if it comes to that, how about Dora Thingummy? You had enough to say about her last winter.

Dick reddened.

We were on good terms. Nothing more. She always sliced with her brassy. So did I. It formed a sort of bond.

There was a pause.

After all, resumed Dick, I dont see the point of all this. Why rake up the past? You arent writing my life.

You started raking.

Well, to drop that, what do you propose to do about this? Youre a good chap, Tom, when you arent making an ass of yourself; but Im hanged if Im going to have you interfering between me and Dolly.

Miss Burn.

Another pause.

Look here, said Dick. Cards on the table. Ive loved her since last Commem.

So have I.

We went up the Char together in a Canader. Alone.

She also did the trip with me. No chaperone.

Twice with me.

Same here.

She gave me a couple of dances at the Oriel ball.

So she did me. She said my dancing was so much better than the average young mans.

She told me I must have had a great deal of practice at waltzing.

In the matter of photographs, said Tom, she gave me one.

Me, too.

Do you mean also or a brace? inquired Tom anxiously.

Also, confessed Dick with reluctance.

Signed?

Rather!

A third pause.

I tell you what it is, said Tom; we must agree on something, or we shall both get left. All were doing now is to confuse the poor girl. She evidently likes us both the same. What I mean is, were both so alike that she cant possibly make a choice unless one of us chucks it. You dont feel like chucking it, Dick. What?

You neednt be more of an idiot than you can help.

I only asked. So we are evidently both determined to stick to it. We shall have to toss, then, to settle which is to back out and give the other man a show.

Toss! shouted Dick. For Dolly! Never!

But we must do something. You wont back out like a sensible man. We must settle it somehow.

Its all right, said Dick. Ive got it. We both seem to have come here and let ourselves in for this rotten little village match, on a wicket which will probably be all holes and hillocks, simply for Dollys sake. So its only right that we should let the match decide this thing for us. It wont be so cold-blooded as tossing. See?

You mean —— ?

Whichever of us makes the bigger score today wins. The loser has to keep absolutely off the grass. Not so much as a look or a remark about the weather. Then, of course, after the winner has had his innings, if he hasnt brought the thing off, and she has chucked him, the loser can have a look in. But not a moment before. Understand?

All right.

Itll give an interest to a rotten match, said Dick.

Tom rose to a point of order.

Theres one objection. You, being a stodgy sort of bat, and having a habit of sitting on the splice, always get put in first. Im a hitter, so they generally shove me in about fourth wicket. In this sort of match the man who goes in fourth wicket is likely to be not out half a dozen at the end of the innings. Nobody stays in more than three balls. Whereas you, going in first, will have time for a decent knock before the rot starts. Follow?

I dont want to take any advantage of you, said Dick condescendingly. I shant need it. Well see Drew after breakfast and get him to put us both in first.

The Rev. Henry Drew, cricketing curate, was the captain of the side.

Consulted on the matter after breakfast, the Rev. Henry looked grave. He was taking this match very seriously, and held decided views on the subject of managing his team.

The point is, my dear Ellison, he said, that I want the bowling broken a bit before you go in. Then your free, aggressive style would have a better chance. I was thinking of putting you in fourth wicket. Would not that suit you?

I thought so. Tell him, Dick.

Look here, Drew, said Dick; youll regard what Im going to say as said under seal of the confessional and that sort of thing, wont you?

I shall, of course, respect any confidence you impart to me, my dear Henley. What is this dreadful secret?

Dick explained.

So you see, he concluded, its absolutely necessary that we should start fair.

The Rev. Henry looked as disturbed as if he had suddenly detected symptoms of Pelagianism in a member of his Sunday-school class.

Is such a contest quite —— ? Is it not a little — um? he said.

Not at all, said Dick, hastening to justify himself and friend. We must settle the thing somehow, and neither of us will back out. If we didnt do this we should have to toss.

Heaven forbid! said the curate, shocked.

Well, is it a deal? Will you put us in first?

Very well.

Thanks, said Tom.

Good of you, said Dick.

Dont mention it, said Harry.



There are two sorts of country cricket. There is the variety you get at a country-house, where the wicket is prepared with a care as meticulous as that in fashion on any county ground; where red marl and such-like aids to smoothness have been injected into the turf all through the winter; and where the out-fielding is good and the boundaries spacious. And there is the village match, where cows are apt to stroll on to the pitch before the innings and cover-point stands up to his neck in a furze-bush.

The game which was to decide the fate of Tom and Dick belonged to the latter variety. A pitch had been mown in the middle of a meadow (kindly lent by Farmer Rollitt on condition that he should be allowed to umpire, and his eldest son Ted put on to bowl first). The team consisted of certain horny-handed sons of toil, with terrific golf-shots in the direction of square-leg, and the enemys ranks were composed of the same material. Tom and Dick, in ordinary circumstances, would have gone in to bat in such a match with a feeling of lofty disdain, as befitting experts from the civilised world, come to teach the rustic mind what was what.

But on the present occasion the thought of all that depended on their bats induced a state of nerves which would have done credit to a test match.

Would you mind taking first b-b-ball, old man? said Tom.

All r-right, said Dick. He had been on the point of making the request himself, but it would not do to let Tom see that he was nervous.

He took guard from Farmer Rollitt, and settled himself into position to face the first delivery.

Whether it is due to the pure air of the country or to daily manual toil is not known, but the fact remains that bowlers in village matches, whatever their other shortcomings, seldom fall short in the matter of speed. The present trundler, having swung his arm round like a flail, bounded to the crease and sent down a ball which hummed in the air. It pitched halfway between the wickets in a slight hollow caused by the foot of a cow and shot. Dick reached blindly forward, and the next moment his off-stump was out of the ground.

A howl of approval went up from the supporters of the enemy, lying under the trees.

Tom sat down, limp with joy. Dick out for a duck! What incredible good fortune! He began to frame in his mind epigrammatic sentences for use in the scene which would so shortly take place between Miss Dolly Burn and himself. The next man came in and played flukily but successfully through the rest of the over. Just a single, said Tom to himself as he faced the bowler at the other end. Just one solitary single. Miss Burn — may I call you Dolly? Do you remember that moonlight night? On the Char? In my Canadian canoe? We two?

S THAT? shrieked bowler and wicket-keeper as one man.

Tom looked blankly at them. He had not gone within a mile and a half of the ball, he was certain. And yet — there was the umpire with his hand raised, as if he were the Pope bestowing a blessing.

He walked quickly back to the trees, flung off his pads, and began to smoke furiously.

Well? said a voice.

Dick was standing before him, grinning like a gargoyle.

Of all the absolutely delirious decisions — — began Tom.

Oh, yes, said Dick rudely, I know all about that. Why, I could hear the click from where I was sitting. The point is, whats to be done now? We shall have to settle it on the second innings.

If there is one.

Oh, therell be a second innings all right. Theres another man out. On a wicket like this we shall all be out in an hour, and well have the other side out in another hour, and then well start again on this business. I shall play a big game next innings. It was only that infernal ball shooting that did me.

And I, said Tom; if the umpire has got over his fit of delirium tremens, or been removed to Colney Hatch, shall almost certainly make a century.

It was four oclock by the time Tom and Dick went to the wickets for the second time. Their side had been headed by their opponents by a dozen on the first innings — 68 to 56.

A splendid spirit of confidence animated the two batsmen. The umpire who had effected Toms downfall in the first innings had since received a hard drive in the small of the back as he turned coyly away to avoid the ball, and was now being massaged by strong men in the taproom of the village inn. It was the sort of occurrence, said Tom, which proved once and for all the existence of an all-seeing, benevolent Providence.

As for Dick, he had smoothed out a few of the more important mountain-ranges which marred the smoothness of the wicket, and was feeling that all was right with the world.

The pair started well. The demon bowler of the enemy, having been fjted considerably under the trees by enthusiastic admirers during the innings of his side, was a little incoherent in his deliveries. Four full-pitches did he send down to Dick in his first over, and Dick had placed 16 to his credit before Tom, who had had to look on anxiously, had opened his account. Dick was a slow scorer as a rule, but he knew a full-pitch to leg when he saw one.

From his place at the other crease Tom could see Miss Burn and her mother sitting under the trees, watching the game.

The sight nerved him. By the time he had played through his first over he had reduced Dicks lead by half. An oyster would have hit out in such circumstances, and Tom was always an aggressive batsman. By the end of the third over the scores were level. Each had made 20.

Enthusiasm ran high amongst the spectators, or such of them as were natives of the village. Such a stand for the first wicket had not been seen in all the matches ever played in the neighbourhood. When Tom, with a nice straight drive (which should have been a 4, but was stopped by a cow and turned into a single), brought up the century, small boys burst buttons and octogenarians wept like babes.

The bowling was collared. The demon had long since retired grumbling to the deep field. Weird trundlers, with actions like nothing else on earth, had been tried, had fired their ringing shot, and passed. One individual had gone on with lobs, to the acute delight of everybody except the fieldsmen who had to retrieve the balls and the above-mentioned cow. And still Tom and Dick stayed in and smote, while in the west the sun slowly sank.

The Rev. Henry looked anxious. It was magnificent, but it must not be overdone. A little more and they would not have time to get the foe out for the second time. In which case the latter would win on the first innings. And this thought was as gall to him.

He walked out and addressed the rival captain.

I think, said he, we will close our innings.

Tom and Dick made two bee-lines for the scorer and waited palpitatingly for the verdict.

Whats my score? panted Tom.

Fifty-fower, sur.

And mine? gasped Dick.

Fifty-fower, too, sur.



You see, my dear fellows, said the Rev. Henry when they had finished — and his voice was like unto oil that is poured into a wound— we had to win this match, and if you had gone on batting we should not have had time to get them out. As it is, we shall have to hurry.

But, hang it — — said Tom.

But, look here — — said Dick.

Yes?

What on earth are we to do? said Tom.

Were in precisely the same hole as we were before, said Dick.

We dont know how to manage it.

Were absolutely bunkered.

Our competition, you see.

About Miss Burn, dont you know.

Which is to propose first?

We cant settle it.

The Rev. Henry smiled a faint, saintly smile and raised a protesting hand.

My advice, he said, is that both of you should refrain from proposing.

What? said Dick.

Wha-at? said Tom.

You see, purred the Rev. Henry, you are both very young fellows. Probably you do not know your own minds. You take these things too seri — —

Now, look here, said Tom.

None of that rot, said Dick.

I shall propose tonight.

I shall propose this evening.

I shouldnt, said the Rev. Henry. The fact is — —

Well?

Well?

I didnt tell you before, for fear it should put you off your game; but Miss Burn is engaged already, and has been for three days.

The two rivals started.

Engaged! cried Tom.

Whom to? hissed Dick.

Me, murmured Harry.


BETWEEN THE INNINGS (1905)

First published in The Novel Magazine, July 1905
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SHOWING HOW A rainfall was important to a highly respectable cricket team, and considerably more so to two interesting young people.

IT seemed to be the general opinion that the country wanted rain. Meaning by the country the half-dozen of us who were gathered together in the billiard-room at Heath Hall smoking, playing pool, and talking cricket shop, with particular reference to the match which would come to an end on the following day.

It was, indeed, a most solemn and important occasion. This was the last night but one of the Hall cricket-week, and, so far, success had crowned the efforts of the Hall team as never before.

The Zingari had come and gone, routed — a five-wickets affair. The Band of Brothers had headed us on the first innings, but failed in the next, and we had come through for the second time with half our wickets in hand. We were now in the middle of the Incogniti match, and our one aim in life was to win this and set up a Hall week record. Never before had the Hall been able to score more than a couple of victories in the three matches.

The best week up to the present had occurred six years before, when Ronald Heath was captain of the Oxford team, and Jack Heath half-way up the list of the same. Then we had won two and drawn the third favourably.

What made this seasons week such a triumph was the fact that, on paper, we were not so strong as usual. Jack was in India playing polo instead of cricket, and Ronald was obliged to confine his efforts to umpiring, having strained a muscle in a county match of the previous week. We should have missed them more had it not been for the unusually fine form in which young Tommy Heath, the third of the brothers, happened to find himself at this crisis.

Tommy had captained Winchester that season and scored a century against Eton; but even that had not prepared us for his feats during this week. He had followed up two brilliant innings in the earlier games with a masterly eighty-four in the match now in progress, which match was now in such a position that it might be said to be anybodys game. We had batted first. Wicket hard and true.

The Hall ground is small, and scoring is generally fast there. Starting at a quarter to eleven, we had made two hundred and ten by lunch-time for six wickets. By three oclock we were all out for two hundred and fifty.

It was not a large score for the ground. Having lived all my life at my fathers rectory across the Park, I could remember many Hall weeks, including at least three when the side that had won the toss had nearly succeeded in putting four hundred on the board before going the way of all batting sides. But two hundred and fifty proved good enough in the present case. The Incogs had replied with two hundred and twenty-three. In an hour and a half of the second innings we had put up a hundred and thirty for seven wickets by the time stumps were drawn for the day.

Wherefore we prayed for rain. A steady downpour in the night, and the wicket would play easy for the first hour on the morrow, during which period our last three men might be expected to put on at least another fifty. Which, if the sun came out, as it probably would, ought to be enough, we thought, to give us a winning lead.

Dalgliesh flung up the window and peered earnestly out into the night.

It looks like rain, he said. Theres thunder hanging about somewhere.

Yellow to play, said Felstone, moving round the table after chalking his cue— dot vos me. No good. I dont think pools my forte. Hullo! Lightning.

He joined Dalgliesh at the window. Summer lightning flickered across the dark opening. It was oppressively hot. Too hot to last. The rain was bound to come soon. But it might delay its advent for another twenty-four hours, by which time, like most late-comers in this world, it would find its services not required and even unpopular.

Give us three hours good, steady, soaking downpour, said Dalgliesh meditatively, and we shall have those Incogs by the short hairs. We shall then call upon our Mr. Peter Baynes to give his celebrated imitation of Braund.

On a nice, sticky pitch, I replied, being the Peter Baynes alluded to and the slow bowler of the Hall team, with a hot sun drying it up while you look at it, Ill see what I can do for you. But if the wickets going to be the mixture of concrete and granite it was this afternoon, gallery performances are off and I shall take to golf.

For the Hall ground on a day such as we had just had was enough to break the heart of any slow bowler, who likes assistance from the pitch when he embarks upon his duties. The combination of good wicket and short boundaries had done neither myself nor my analysis any good that afternoon.

Did your father read the prayer for rain last Sunday? asked Melhuish in his solemn way.

Yes, I said, he did.

Good! said Melhuish, We shall need it.

The door opened as he spoke, and Wentworth Flood came in. Flood was a man I cordially disliked, and I have reason to believe that my feelings were shared by at least a good working majority of those present. How he came to be tame cat in a house the very atmosphere of which breathed sport, I had never been able to understand. I take it, however, that women, however many sons they may have playing in first-class cricket, and however interested they may be in the game, cherish a secret liking for a man who can always be relied on to make himself useful in the drawing-room instead of seeking his pleasure out-of-doors.

Wentworth Flood dressed well, looked neat, never broke things, handled tea-cups admirably, played a number of card-games with more than average skill, acted if there were theatricals, and was always ready to play an accompaniment on the mandoline; so, I suppose, Lady Heath saw reasons for having him about the house which we did not.

He was a small man, with an almost irritating lack of anything wrong in his personal appearance. His hair was parted exactly in the middle. His tie was tied with a nicety which almost suggested the made-up article. His voice was ever soft, gentle, and low, which, though it may be an excellent thing in a woman, is not such an endearing quality in man.

Been playing bridge, Flood? asked Dalgliesh, breaking one of those awkward pauses which occur when the uncongenial spirit breaks in upon the social gathering.

No, said Flood precisely. I have not been playing bridge. I have been playing the mandoline.

There did not seem much that could be said by way of comment on this. Somehow the mention of mandolines in the middle of the profound and serious discussion of a cricket match struck us as almost blasphemous. Dalgliesh snorted, and Manners, whose turn it was to play, nearly cut the cloth. Otherwise there was no attempt at criticism.

Tommy Heath tells me we shall win the cricket match to-morrow, said Flood, after a silence lasting for the space of two strokes of the cue.

So we shall, said Dalgliesh, if it rains.

But I thought you could not play cricket in the rain?

No, but rain occasionally stops, and then the wicket gets soft, said Manners.

And then Baynes leaves off those half-volleys which worry Sir Johns nesting pheasants, said Dalgliesh, and gets some work on the ball.

But why should it matter if the ground is soft? inquired Flood.

Because, I said, a merciful Providence, watching over slow bowlers, has ordained that batsmen make fewer runs on a soft pitch, and get out quicker. Thats why.

Flood looked thoughtful, and I noticed that he went to the window, and stood for some time gazing at the sky. At the moment I wondered why, and what possible interest he could take in the weather. A drawing-room is just as pleasant on a wet as on a dry day.

It was at eleven oclock, when I left the billiard-room to begin my homeward journey, that I found out his reason. In the hall I met Tommy Heath. He looked worried and rather pale.

Going already? he said, Its quite early. Come for a bit of a stroll with me first. Ive got something I want to tell you.

We walked slowly round to the back of the house, and came to an anchor on a garden-seat that stood against the wall, facing the Park.

Well? I said.

Tommy and I had been to different schools, and I was some years his senior, but we had known one another since his sailor-suit days; and we generally told each other things.

Tommy lit a cigarette, an act which would possibly have disturbed his headmaster if he had seen it.

Im in rather a hole, he said.

Whats up now? I asked.

Its that man Flood. Hope hes not a friend of yours, by the way?

Not in the very least, I said. Dont let that worry you. What has Flood been doing to you?

Well, it was like this. Hed been trying to be funny the whole evening, and then he started shooting off his confounded epigrams about cricket. Im hanged if I can remember how it all came about, but we met on the stairs going to the drawing-room, and he began chipping the Hall team. Beastly bad form, considering I was captain. I couldnt think of anything much to say, dont you know, but I had to say something, so I said: Well, I bet you ten to one the Hall wins to-morrow, whatever you think of the team. 

What happened then? That wouldnt squash him.

It didnt, said Tommy briefly. The man took me up like a shot, Ten to one? he said. I believe hes a Jew. He looked just like one. Ten to one? In what? Shall we say fivers? 

I sat up.

You dont mean to say you were idiot enough to make it fivers? I said.

Not so loud, man, said Tommy, I dont want everyone to hear. Yes, I was. I dont know why I did it. I must have been cracked. But, somehow, looking at him standing there, and knowing that I should feel scored off if I backed out, I said, yes, fivers if he liked. Do you know, the man actually planked it down in a beastly little pocket-book, and asked me to initial it. So, there you are. Thats the situation. And if we dont win to-morrow Im in for rather a pleasant thing.

But, Tommy, I gasped, this is absurd! You havent got fifty pounds in the world. Suppose we lose to-morrow? And we probably shall if it dont rain to-night. What will you do?

Oh, its simple enough. I shall go to the governor. Ive got a couple of hundred quid in the bank, but I cant draw without his leave. Hell want to know why Im asking for a big sum like that. I shall tell him its for a bet.

And then what? I said.

And then hell give me the fifty pounds, and not let me go to the Varsity. Ever since he had to pay up for Ronalds Oxford debts — he ran them up a bit, as you probably remember — hes told us plainly that the first sign we show of not being able to take care of money scratches us as far as the Varsitys concerned. Jack had to be awfully careful when he went up. Thats whatll happen.

I was silent. I knew that he had set his heart on going up to Oxford and adding a third to the family list of cricket Blues. And I knew that Sir John, rigid as steel in matters of this sort, would keep his word.

You cant back out? I said at length. Flood surely must know that ten to one was simply a way of speaking. He cant imagine that you were really offering him odds.

Of course he didnt, said Tommy bitterly. Floods not a fool. Hes the other thing. But, all the same, I cant get out of it now. Im not going to give a man like Flood the whip-hand of me, even if I lose my chance of a Blue through it. Theres only one way out. We must win to-morrow.

I wish we could water that wicket, I said. If only that infernal concrete turf would get a soaking I could make the ball do a bit. As it is, Im helpless.

I made my way across the Park in a very gloomy frame of mind. It was warmer than ever. The sky was inky black, except when a flash of summer lightning lit it up. I knew every inch of the Park, or I might not have been able to find my way.

My nearest path lay across the cricket-field. When I got to the pitch where we had been playing that afternoon I stopped. But for the white creases, which showed faintly through the darkness, I should have passed by without seeing it. I stooped, and pressed a finger into the turf. It was dry as tinder. On such a wicket, with a whole day in which to make the runs, the Incogniti could hardly help winning, even if our tail were to wag more energetically than the most sanguine among us hoped.

Poor Tommys chances of a Blue seemed small. Somehow, perhaps on account of the excitement of the day or the electricity with which the thunder-clouds filled the air, I felt disinclined for bed. The church clock struck half-past eleven. I sat down by the side of the pitch and lit my pipe. It was pleasant, if a little eerie, out there in the middle of the Park. I sat on where I was long after my pipe had gone out, listening dreamily to the thousand and one faint noises of a summer night.

I think I must have been falling asleep, when suddenly a new sound came to my ears, and I was broad awake in a moment. It was none of those thousand and one noises which are all unaccountable yet not startling. It was the soft tread of a human foot on the turf, and a heavy breathing, as of one working hard. I could just see a dim figure coming slowly towards me. A few yards away it halted, and I heard a thud, as it set down its burden on the ground.

It was the noise that followed the thud that made me dart forward so rapidly. It was the unmistakable sloppy splash of water forced out of the spout of a can. I realised the situation at once. Somebody had come to water the wicket.

I am glad to say that I abandoned the notion that it was Tommy a clear three seconds before I became aware of the criminals real identity. I felt instinctively that it would take a deal more than the thought of his bet to make him sink to such depths.

Oh! gasped a frightened voice. Whos that?

I recognised the voice. The intruder was the youngest of the four Heaths; Tommys sister Ella.

Ella! I cried. What on earth —— ?

I heard her draw a long breath of relief.

Oh, is that you, Peter? How you frightened me!

What are you doing out here at this time of night?

It was so hot, I couldnt sleep. I — —

And what is that can for? I inquired coolly.

I dont care! she said defiantly. I meant to do it, and I would have done it if you hadnt caught me. Dont glare at me like that, Peter. I dont care a bit. I heard every word you and poor old Tommy were saying. You didnt know my bedroom window was over that seat. I heard you say that you wished you could water the pitch. Its no use looking shocked, Peter, because Im not sorry. Not a bit.

The main points of the affair had found their way to my understanding by now. I was conscious of a curious, dazed feeling. It was like a vivid dream.

But, Ella, I said at last, its impossible. You cant have understood. Dont you see what a frightful thing —— It isnt as if you knew nothing about cricket. You know as well as I do what it means to doctor the pitch between the innings.

I dont care! she repeated. I would do anything to save Tommy from that beast, Mr. Flood.

As if Tommy wouldnt rather lose his Blue a hundred times sooner than be saved like that.

There was a pause.

Peter.

Well?

You know — you know you said youd do anything for me?

I may state here — briefly — that, like the great majority of the youth of the neighbourhood, I was head over ears in love with Tommys sister Ella. The occasion to which she referred had been a painful one for me. We had been sitting out the eighth waltz in the conservatory on the night of the Hunt Ball. To put the thing in a nutshell, I had proposed with all the clumsy energy of an enthusiastic novice, and had been rejected.

You know you did.

I said nothing.

There was a very long pause.

Peter! said a still small voice.

Yes? I said.

Dont you think — just one canful?

I am ashamed to say that for a single moment I wavered. I verily believe that Mr. Apted of the Oval would have thought seriously about ruining one of his masterpieces if the request had come to him in such a form. But I rallied myself.

Let me just sketch for you, I said, in the calm, dispassionate voice of a professor lecturing on astrology or some kindred subject, what would be the result of that canful. We should probably win the match. Tommy would win his bet, and go to Oxford. Every single man in the Incogniti team would see that the wicket had been tampered with, and every single man would be too polite to say a word about it. But, little by little the story would get about, and after that I should imagine that the teams which come here during the Hall week would have previous engagements for a few years. When Tommy went away to play in matches, people would ask one another if he was one of the Heaths of that place where they water the wicket when it suits their fancy. And then — —

Peter, stop!

I stopped.

Would you mind carrying that can to the stable-yard, please?

I took up the can.

Good-night! I said.

Come back. Listen! I — Im very grateful to you, Peter. Youve saved me from disgracing the family. Im very, very grateful to you!

I murmured inarticulately. Then I started, for something wet had fallen upon my hand. From every side came a faint patter, growing in volume with each succeeding second. A warm rivulet trickled between my collar and my neck.

By George! I cried, heres the rain!

And, indeed, the downpour had began in earnest. We were standing in a vast shower-bath.

You must go in at once! I said. Youll be catching cold.

Peter!

I stopped.

You will bowl your best to-morrow, wont you?

That is my present intention, I said.

There was a pause, broken by the swishing of the rain on to the turf.

Peter, I — you know — sometimes — I dont always say what — what I mean.

Another pause.

If you save Tommy to-morrow, Ill — —

Will you? I said eagerly.

Ill see, said Ella, and vanished into the darkness in the direction of the Hall.

* * *

At three-fifty on the following afternoon Mr. Wentworth Flood lost five pounds, which annoyed him. At precisely the same moment I won something of a greater value, which pleased me very much.


THE POLITENESS OF PRINCES (1905)

First published in The Captain, May 1905
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THE PAINFUL CASE of G. Montgomery Chapple, bachelor, of Seymours house, Wrykyn. Let us examine and ponder over it.

It has been well said that this is the age of the specialist. Everybody, if they wish to leave the world a better and happier place for their stay in it, should endeavour to adopt some speciality and make it their own. Chapples speciality was being late for breakfast. He was late not once or twice, but every day. Sometimes he would scramble in about the time of the second cup of coffee, buttoning his waistcoat as he sidled to his place. Generally he would arrive just as the rest of the house were filing out; when, having lurked hidden until Mr. Seymour was out of the way, he would enter into private treaty with Herbert, the factotum, who had influence with the cook, for Something Hot and maybe a fresh brew of coffee. For there was nothing of the amateur late-breakfaster about Chapple. Your amateur slinks in with blushes deepening the naturally healthy hue of his face, and, bolting a piece of dry bread and gulping down a cup of cold coffee, dashes out again, filled more with good resolutions for the future than with food. Not so Chapple. He liked his meals. He wanted a good deal here below, and wanted it hot and fresh. Conscience had but a poor time when it tried to bully Chapple. He had it weak in the first round.

But there was one more powerful than Conscience — Mr. Seymour. He had marked the constant lateness of our hero, and disapproved of it.

Thus it happened that Chapple, having finished an excellent breakfast one morning some twenty minutes after everybody else, was informed as he sat in the junior day-room trying, with the help of an illustrated article in a boys paper, to construct a handy model steam-engine out of a reel of cotton and an old note-book — for his was in many ways a giant brain — that Mr. Seymour would like to have a friendly chat with him in his study. Laying aside his handy model steam-engine, he went off to the housemasters study.

You were late for breakfast to-day, said Mr. Seymour, in the horrid, abrupt way housemasters have.

Why, yes, sir, said Chapple, pleasantly.

And the day before.

Yes, sir.

And the day before that.

Chapple did not deny it. He stood on one foot and smiled a propitiating smile. So far Mr. Seymour was entitled to demand a cigar or cocoanut every time.

The housemaster walked to the window, looked out, returned to the mantelpiece, and shifted the position of a china vase two and a quarter inches to the left. Chapple, by way of spirited repartee, stood on the other leg and curled the disengaged foot round his ankle. The conversation was getting quite intellectual.

You will write out — —

Sir, please, sir — — interrupted Chapple in an I-represent-the defendant-mlud tone of voice.

Well?

Its awfully hard to hear the bell from where I sleep, sir.

Owing to the increased numbers of the house this term Chapple had been removed from his dormitory proper to a small room some distance away.

Nonsense. The bell can be heard perfectly well all over the house.

There was reason in what he said. Herbert, who woke the house of a morning, did so by ringing a bell. It was a big bell, and he enjoyed ringing it. Few sleepers, however sound, could dream on peacefully through Herberts morning solo. After five seconds of it they would turn over uneasily. After seven they would sit up. At the end of the first quarter of a minute they would be out of bed, and you would be wondering where they picked up such expressions.

Chapple murmured wordlessly in reply. He realised that his defence was a thin one. Mr. Seymour followed up his advantage.

You will write a hundred lines of Vergil, he said, and if you are late again to-morrow I shall double them.

Chapple retired.

This, he felt, was a crisis. He had been pursuing his career of unpunctuality so long that he had never quite realised that a time might come when the authorities would drop on him. For a moment he felt that it was impossible, that he could not meet Mr. Seymours wishes in the matter; but the bull-dog pluck of the true Englishman caused him to reconsider this. He would at least have a dash at it.

Ill tell you what to do, said his friend, Brodie, when consulted on the point over a quiet pot of tea that afternoon. You ought to sleep without so many things on the bed. How many blankets do you use, for instance?

I dont know, said Chapple. As many as they shove on.

It had never occurred to him to reckon up the amount of his bedclothes before retiring to rest.

Well, you take my tip, said Brodie, and only sleep with one on. Then the coldll wake you in the morning, and youll get up because itll be more comfortable than staying in bed.

[image: img254.jpg]This scientific plan might have worked. In fact, to a certain extent it did work. It woke Chapple in the morning, as Brodie had predicted; but it woke him at the wrong hour. It is no good springing out of bed when there are still three hours to breakfast. When Chapple woke at five the next morning, after a series of dreams, the scenes of which were laid mainly in the Arctic regions, he first sneezed, then he piled upon the bed everything he could find, including his boots, and then went to sleep again. The genial warmth oozed through his form, and continued to ooze until he woke once more, this time at eight-fifteen. Breakfast being at eight, it occurred to him that his position with Mr. Seymour was not improved. While he was devoting a few moments profound meditation to this point the genial warmth got in its fell work once again. When he next woke, the bell was ringing for school. He lowered the worlds record for rapid dressing, and was just in time to accompany the tail of the procession into the form-room.

You were late again this morning, said Mr. Seymour, after dinner.

Yes, sir. I overslebbed myselb, sir, replied Chapple, who was suffering from a cold in the head.

Two hundred lines.

Yes, sir.

Things had now become serious. It was no good going to Brodie again for counsel. Brodie had done for himself, proved himself a fraud, an idiot. In fine, a rotter. He must try somebody else. Happy thought. Spenlow. It was a cold day, when Spenlow got left behind. He would know what to do. There was a chap for you, if you liked! Young, mind you, but what a brain! Colossal!

What I should do, said Spenlow, is this. I should put my watch on half an hour.

What ud be the good of that?

Why, dont you see? Youd wake up and find it was ten to eight, say, by your watch, so youd shove on the pace dressing, and nip downstairs, and then find that youd really got tons of time. What price that?

But I should remember Id put my watch on, objected Chapple.

Oh, no, probably not. Youd be half asleep, and youd shoot out of bed before you remembered, and thats all youd want. Its the getting out of bed thats so difficult. If you were once out, you wouldnt want to get back again.

Oh, shouldnt I? said Chapple.

Well, you might want to, but youd have the sense not to do it.

Its not a bad idea, said Chapple. Thanks.

That night he took his Waterbury, prised open the face with a pocket-knife as if he were opening an oyster, put the minute hand on exactly half an hour, and retired to bed satisfied. There was going to be no nonsense about it this time.

I am sorry to disappoint the reader, but facts are facts, and I must not tamper with them. It is, therefore, my duty to state, however reluctantly, that Chapple was not in time for breakfast on the following morning. He woke at seven oclock, when the hands of the watch pointed to seven-thirty. Primed with virtuous resolutions, he was just about to leap from his couch, when his memory began to work, and he recollected that he had still an hour. Punctuality, he felt, was an excellent thing, a noble virtue, in fact, but it was no good overdoing it. He could give himself at least another half hour. So he dozed off. He woke again with something of a start. He seemed to feel that he had been asleep for a considerable time. But no. A glance at the watch showed the hands pointing to twenty-five to eight. Twenty-five minutes more. He had a good long doze this time. Then, feeling that now he really must be getting up, he looked once more at the watch, and rubbed his eyes. It was still twenty-five to eight.

The fact was that, in the exhilaration of putting the hands on, he had forgotten that other and even more important operation, winding up. The watch had stopped.

There are few more disturbing sensations than that of suddenly discovering that one has no means of telling the time. This is especially so when one has to be in a certain place by a certain hour. It gives the discoverer a weird, lost feeling, as if he had stopped dead while all the rest of the world had moved on at the usual rate. It is a sensation not unlike that of the man who arrives on the platform of a railway station just in time to see the tail-end of his train disappear.

Until that morning the worlds record for dressing (set up the day before) had been five minutes, twenty-three and a fifth seconds. He lowered this by two seconds, and went downstairs.

The house was empty. In the passage that led to the dining-room he looked at the clock, and his heart turned a somersault. It was five minutes past nine. Not only was he late for breakfast, but late for school, too. Never before had he brought off the double event.
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There was a little unpleasantness in his form room when he stole in at seven minutes past the hour. Mr. Dexter, his form-master, never a jolly sort of man to have dealings with, was rather bitter on the subject.

You are incorrigibly lazy and unpunctual, said Mr. Dexter, towards the end of the address. You will do me a hundred lines.

Oo-o-o, sir-r, said Chapple. But he felt at the time that it was not much of a repartee. After dinner there was the usual interview with Mr. Seymour.

You were late again this morning, he said.

Yes, sir, said Chapple.

Two hundred lines.

Yes, sir.

The thing was becoming monotonous.

Chapple pulled himself together. This must stop. He had said that several times previously, but now he meant it. Nor poppy, nor mandragora, nor all the drowsy syrups of the world should make him oversleep himself again. This time he would try a combination of schemes.

Before he went to bed that night he put his watch on half an hour, wound it up, and placed it on a chair at his bedside. Then he seized his rug and all the blankets except one, and tore them off. Then he piled them in an untidy heap in the most distant corner of the room. He meant to put temptation out of his reach. There should be no genial warmth on this occasion.

Nor was there. He woke at six feeling as if he were one solid chunk of ice. He put up with it in a torpid sort of way till seven. Then he could stand it no longer. It would not be pleasant getting up and going downstairs to the cheerless junior day-room, but it was the only thing to do. He knew that if he once wrapped himself in the blankets which stared at him invitingly from the opposite corner of the room, he was lost. So he crawled out of bed, shivering, washed unenthusiastically, and he proceeded to put on his clothes.

Downstairs it was more unpleasant than one would have believed possible. The day-room was in its usual state of disorder. The fire was not lit. There was a vague smell of apples. Life was very, very grey. There seemed no brightness in it at all.

He sat down at the table and began once more the task of constructing a handy model steam-engine, but he speedily realised, what he had suspected before, that the instructions were the work of a dangerous madman. What was the good of going on living when gibbering lunatics were allowed to write for weekly papers?

About this time his gloom was deepened by the discovery that a tin labelled mixed biscuits, which he had noticed in Brodies locker, was empty.

He thought he would go for a stroll. It would be beastly, of course, but not so beastly as sitting in the junior day-room.

It is just here that the tragedy begins to deepen.

Passing out of Seymours gate he met Brooke, of Applebys. Brooke wore an earnest, thoughtful expression.

Hullo, Brooke, said Chapple, where are you off to?

It seemed that Brooke was off to the carpenters shop. Hence the earnest, thoughtful expression. His mind was wrestling with certain pieces of wood which he proposed to fashion into photograph frames. There was always a steady demand in the school for photograph frames, and the gifted were in the habit of turning here and there an honest penny by means of them.

The artist soul is not always unfavourable to a gallery. Brooke said he didnt mind if Chapple came along, only he wasnt to go rotting about or anything. So Chapple went along.

Arrived at the carpenters shop, Brooke was soon absorbed in his labours. Chapple watched him for a time with the interest of a brother-worker, for had he not tried to construct handy model steam-engines in his day? Indeed, yes. After a while, however, the rôle of spectator began to pall. He wanted to do something. Wandering round the room he found a chisel, and upon the instant, in direct contravention of the treaty respecting rotting, he sat down and started carving his name on a smooth deal board which looked as if nobody wanted it. The pair worked on in silence, broken only by an occasional hard breath as the toil grew exciting. Chapples tongue was out and performing mystic evolutions as he carved the letters. He felt inspired.

He was beginning the A when he was brought to earth again by the voice of Brooke.

You are an idiot, said Brooke, complainingly. Thats my board, and now youve spoilt it.

Spoilt it! Chapple liked that! Spoilt it, if you please, when he had done a beautiful piece of carving on it!

Well, it cant be helped now, said Brooke, philosophically. I suppose its not your fault youre such an ass. Anyhow, come on now. Its struck eight.
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Its what? gasped Chapple.

Struck eight. But it doesnt matter. Appleby never minds one being a bit late for breakfast.

Oh, said Chapple. Oh, doesnt he!



Go into Seymours at eight sharp any morning and look down the table, and you will see the face of G. M. Chapple — obscured every now and then, perhaps, by a coffee cup or a slice of bread and marmalade. He has not been late for three weeks. The spare room is now occupied by Postlethwaite, of the Upper Fourth, whose place in Miltons dormitory has been taken by Chapple. Milton is the head of the house, and stands alone among the house prefects for the strenuousness of his methods in dealing with his dormitory. Nothing in this world is certain, but it is highly improbable that Chapple will be late again. There are swagger-sticks.


SHIELDS AND THE CRICKET CUP (1905)

First published in The Captain, June 1905

[image: img257.jpg]

THE HOUSE CRICKET cup at Wrykyn has found itself on some strange mantelpieces in its time. New talent has a way of cropping up in the house matches. Tail-end men hit up fifties, and bowlers who have never taken a wicket before except at the nets go on fifth change, and dismiss first eleven experts with deliveries that bounce twice and shoot. So that nobody is greatly surprised in the ordinary run of things if the cup does not go to the favourites, or even to the second or third favourites. But one likes to draw the line. And Wrykyn drew it at Shields. And yet, as we shall proceed to show, Shields once won the cup, and that, too, in a year when Donaldsons had four first eleven men and Dexters three.

Shields occupied a unique position at the School. It was an absolutely inconspicuous house. There were other houses that were slack or wild or both, but the worst of these did something. Shields never did anything. It never seemed to want to do anything. This may have been due in some degree to Mr. Shields. As the housemaster is, so the house is. He was the most inconspicuous master on the staff. He taught a minute form in the junior school, where earnest infants wrestled with somebodys handy book of easy Latin sentences, and depraved infants threw cunningly compounded ink-balls at one another and the ceiling. After school he would range the countryside with a pickle-bottle in search of polly woggles and other big game, which he subsequently transferred to slides and examined through a microscope till an advanced hour of the night. The curious part of the matter was that his house was never riotous. Perhaps he was looked on as a non-combatant, one whom it would be unfair and unsporting to rag. At any rate, a weird calm reigned over the place; and this spirit seemed to permeate the public lives of the Shieldsites. They said nothing much and they did nothing much and they were very inoffensive. As a rule, one hardly knew they were there.

Into this abode of lotus-eaters came Clephane, a day boy, owing to the departure of his parents for India. Clephane wanted to go to Donaldsons. In fact, he said so. His expressions, indeed, when he found that the whole thing had been settled, and that he was to spend his last term at school at a house which had never turned out so much as a member of the Gym. Six, bordered on the unfilial. It appeared that his father had met Mr. Shields at dinner in the town — a fact to which he seemed to attach a mystic importance. Clephanes criticism of this attitude of mind was of such a nature as to lead his father to address him as Archibald instead of Archie.

However, the thing was done, and Clephane showed his good sense by realising this and turning his energetic mind to the discovery of the best way of making life at Shields endurable. Fortune favoured him by sending to the house another day boy, one Mansfield. Clephane had not known him intimately before, though they were both members of the second eleven; but at Shields they instantly formed an alliance. And in due season — or a little later — the house matches began. Henfrey, of Days, the Wrykyn cricket captain, met Clephane at the nets when the drawing for opponents had been done.

Just the man I wanted to see, said Henfrey. I suppose youre captain of Shields lot, Clephane? Well, youre going to scratch as usual, I suppose?

For the last five seasons that lamentable house had failed to put a team into the field. Youd better, said Henfrey, we havent overmuch time as it is. That match with Pagets team has thrown us out a lot. We ought to have started the house matches a week ago.

Scratch! said Clephane. Dont you wish we would! My good chap, were going to get the cup.

You neednt be a funny ass, said Henfrey in his complaining voice, we really are awfully pushed. As it is we shall have to settle the opening rounds on the first innings. Thats to say, we can only give em a day each; if they dont finish, the winner of the first innings wins. You might as well scratch.

I cant help your troubles. By rotten mismanagement you have got the house-matches crowded up into the last ten days of term, and you come and expect me to sell a fine side like Shields to get you out of the consequences of your reckless act. My word, Henfrey, youve sunk pretty low. Nice young fellow Henfrey was at one time, but seems to have got among bad companions. Quite changed now. Avoid him as much as I can. Leave me, Henfrey, I would be alone.

But you cant raise a team.

Raise a team! Do you happen to know that half the house is biting itself with agony because we cant find room for all? Shields gives stump-cricket soirées in his study after prep. One every time you hit the ball, two into the bowl of gold-fish, and out if you smash the microscope.

Well, said Henfrey viciously, if you want to go through the farce of playing one round and making idiots of yourselves, youll have to wait a bit. Youve got a bye in the first round.

Clephane told the news to Mansfield after tea. Ive been and let the house in for a rollicking time, he said, abstracting the copy of Latin verses which his friend was doing, and sitting on them to ensure undivided attention to his words. Wanting to score off old Henfrey — I have few pleasures — I told him that Shields was not going to scratch. So we are booked to play in the second round of the housers. We drew a bye for the first. It would be an awful rag if we could do something. We must raise a team of some sort. Henfrey would score so if we didnt. Whos there, dyou think, that can play?

Mansfield considered the question thoughtfully. They all play, I suppose, he said slowly, if you can call it playing. What I mean to say is, crickets compulsory here, so I suppose theyve all had an innings or two at one time or another in the eightieth game or so. But if you want record-breakers, I shouldnt trust to Shields too much.

Not a bit. So long as we put a full team into the field, thats all I care about. Ive often wondered what its like to go in first and bowl unchanged the whole time.

Youll do that all right, said Mansfield. I should think Shields bowling ran to slow grubs, to judge from the look of em. Youd better go and see Wilkins about raising the team. As head of the house, he probably considers himself captain of cricket.

Wilkins, however, took a far more modest view of his position. The notion of leading a happy band of cricketers from Shields into the field had, it seemed, small attractions for him. But he went so far as to get a house list, and help choose a really representative team. And as details about historic teams are always welcome, we may say that the averages ranged from 3.005 to 8.14. This last was Wilkins own and was, as he would have been the first to admit, substantially helped by a contribution of nineteen in a single innings in the fifth game.

So the team was selected, and Clephane turned out after school next day to give them a little fielding-practice. To his surprise the fielding was not so outrageous as might have been expected. All the simpler catches were held, and one or two of the harder as well. Given this form on the day of their appearance in public, and Henfrey might be disappointed when he came to watch and smile sarcastically. A batting fiasco is not one half so ridiculous as maniac fielding.

In the meantime the first round of the house matches had been played off, and it would be as well to describe at this point the positions of the rival houses and their prospects. In the first place, there were only four teams really in the running for the cup, Days (headed by the redoubtable Henfrey), Spences, who had Jackson, that season a head and shoulders above the other batsmen in the first eleven — he had just wound up the school season with an average of 51.3, Donaldsons, and Dexters. All the other house teams were mainly tail.

Now, in the first round the powerful quartette had been diminished by the fact that Donaldsons had drawn Dexters, and had lost to them by a couple of wickets.

For the second round Shields drew Applebys, a poor team. Space on the Wrykyn field being a consideration, with three house matches to be played off at the same time, Clephanes men fought their first battle on rugged ground in an obscure corner. As the captain of cricket ordered these matters, Henfrey had naturally selected the best bit of turf for Days v. Dexters. That section of the ground which was sacred to the school second-eleven matches was allotted to Spences v. the School House. The idle public divided its attention between the two big games, and paid no attention to the death struggle in progress at the far end of the field. Whereby it missed a deal of quiet fun.

I say death struggle advisedly. Clephane had won his second-eleven cap as a fast bowler. He had failed to get into the first eleven because he was considered too erratic. Put these two facts together, and you will suspect that dark deeds were wrought on the men of Appleby in that lonely corner of the Wrykyn meadow.

The pitch was not a good one. As a sample of the groundmans art it was sketchy and amateurish; it lacked finish. Clephane won the toss, took a hasty glance at the corrugated turf, and decided to bat first. The wicket was hardly likely to improve with use.
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Then Clephane walked across to the School shop for a vanilla ice. He said he could get more devil, as it were, into his bowling after a vanilla ice. He had a couple.

When he bowled his first ball it was easy to see that there was truth in the report of the causes of his inclusion in the second eleven and exclusion from the first. The batsman observed somewhat weakly, Here, I say! and backed towards square leg. The ball soared over the wicket-keeps head and went to the boundary. The bowler grinned pleasantly, and said he was just getting his arm in.

The second ball landed full-pitch on the batsmans right thigh. The third was another full pitch, this time on the top of the middle stump, which it smashed. With profound satisfaction the batsman hobbled to the trees, and sat down. Let somebody else have a shot, he said kindly.

Applebys made twenty-eight that innings.

Their defeat by an innings and fifty-three runs they attributed subsequently to the fact that only seven of the team could be induced to go to the wickets in the second venture.

So youve managed to win a match, grunted Henfrey, I should like to have been there.

You might just as well have been, said Clephane, from what they tell me.

At which Henfrey became abusive, for he had achieved an egg that afternoon, and missed a catch; which things soured him, though Days had polished off Dexters handsomely.

Well, he said at length, youre in the semi-final now, of all weird places. Youd better play Spences next. When can you play?

Henfrey, said Clephane, I have a bright, open, boyish countenance, but I was not born yesterday. You want to get a dangerous rival out of the way without trouble, so you set Shields to smash up Spences. No, Henfrey. I do not intend to be your catspaw. We will draw lots who is to play which. Here comes Jackson. Well toss odd man out.

And when the coins fell there were two tails and one head; and the head belonged to the coin of Clephane.

So, you see, he said to Henfrey, Shields is in the final. No wonder you wanted us to scratch.

I should like this story to end with a vivid description of a tight finish. Considering that Days beat Spences, and consequently met Shields in the final, that would certainly be the most artistic ending. Henfrey batting — Clephane bowling — one to tie, two to win, one wicket to fall. Up goes the ball! Will the lad catch it!! He fumbles it. It falls. All is over. But look! With a supreme effort — and so on.

The real conclusion was a little sensational in its way, but not nearly so exciting as that.

The match between Days and Shields opened in a conventional enough manner. Days batted first, and made two hundred and fifty. Henfrey carried his bat for seventy-six, and there were some thirties. For Shields Clephane and Mansfield made their usual first-wicket stand, and the rest brought the total up to ninety-eight. At this point Henfrey introduced a variation on custom. The match was a three days match. In fact, owing to the speed with which the other games had been played, it could, if necessary, last four days. The follow-on was, therefore, a matter for the discretion of the side which led. Henfrey and his team saw no reason why they should not have another pleasant spell of batting before dismissing their opponents for the second time and acquiring the cup. So in they went again, and made another two hundred and fifty odd, Shields being left with four hundred and twelve to make to win.

On the morning after Days second innings, a fag from Days brought Clephane a message from Henfrey. Henfrey was apparently in bed. He would be glad if Clephane would go and see him in the dinner-hour. The interview lasted fifteen minutes. Then Clephane burst out of the house, and dashed across to Shields in search of Mansfield.

I say, have you heard? he shouted.

Whats up?

Why, every man in Days team, bar two kids, is in bed. Ill. Do you mean to say you havent heard? They thought theyd got that house cup safe, so all the team except the two kids, fags, you know, had a feed in honour of it in Henfreys study. Some ass went and bought a bad rabbit pie, and now theyre laid up. Not badly, but they wont be out for a day or two.

But what about the match?

Oh, thatll go on. I made a point of that. They can play subs.

Mansfield looked thoughtful.

But I say, he said, it isnt very sporting, is it? Oughtnt we to wait or something?

Sporting! My dear chap, a case like this mustnt be judged by ordinary standards. We cant spoil the giant rag of the century because it isnt quite sporting. Think what it means — Shields getting the cup! Itll keep the school laughing for terms. What do you want to spoil peoples pleasure for?

Oh, all right, said Mansfield.

Besides, think of the moral effect itll have on the house. It may turn it into the blood house of Wrykyn. Shields himself may get quite sportive. We mustnt miss the chance.

The news having got about the school, Clephane and Mansfield opened their second innings to the somewhat embarrassed trundling of Masters Royce and Tibbit, of the Junior School, before a substantial and appreciative audience.

Both played carefully at first, but soon getting the measure of the bowling (which was not deep) began to hit out, and runs came quickly. At fifty, Tibbit, understudying Henfrey as captain of the side, summoned to his young friend Todby from short leg, and instructed him to have a go at the top end.
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It was here that Clephane courteously interfered. Substitutes, he pointed out, were allowed, by the laws of cricket, only to field, not to bowl. He must, therefore, request friend Todby to return to his former sphere of utility, where, he added politely, he was a perfect demon.

But, blow it, said Master Tibbit, who (alas!) was addicted to the use of strong language, Royce and I cant bowl the whole blessed time.

Youll have to, Im afraid, said Clephane with the kindly air of a doctor soothing a refractory patient. Of course, you can take a spell at grubs whenever you like.

Oh, darn! said Master Tibbit.

Shortly afterwards Clephane made his century.



The match ended late on the following afternoon in a victory for Shields by nine wickets, and the scene at the School Shop when Royce and Tibbit arrived to drown their sorrows and moisten their dry throats with ginger beer is said by eye-witnesses to have been something quite out of the common run.

The score sheet of the match is also a little unusual. Clephanes three hundred and one (not out) is described in the Wrykinian as a masterly exhibition of sound yet aggressive batting. How Henfrey described it we have never heard.


AN AFFAIR OF BOATS (1905)

First published in The Captain, July 1905
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THIS STORY DEALS with an earlier phase of the career of the ruthless Rankin, before he left Seymours. The events narrated covered a period of some weeks, and the beginning and the end of it were divided by the Easter holidays.

Shoeblossom began it. J. R. Leather-Twigg, of Seymours, frequently did begin trouble. It happened in this way. Towards the end of the Easter term there were sports. Not only the school sports, but also form sports. For the last three weeks of term you could not move in any direction on the school grounds without being warned off because you were in the track of some miserable race that was being or was going to be run. The sky was obscured by people high-jumping. Every now and then you walked within range of some putter of the shot, and narrowly escaped taking the same in the small of the back. Avoiding this danger, you were seized upon to hold the tape for the heats of the Lower Second Modern hundred yards or the Eighth Engineers half-mile. In fact, the only really safe place was the school shop. Even there you ran the risk of meeting some one who would place a bare foot beside your plate, and ask you whether you would put Ellimans on it or not. It was a stirring, hustling time, and for one who was not an athlete it was a little boring.

Shoeblossom found it more than a little boring. He had never run a race in his life. And he hoped he never should. If he wanted exercise, he went into Seymours senior dayroom, and upset the table. Rankin, on the other hand, was an enthusiast. The beauty of these form sports was twofold. In the first place, the events were all handicaps; and such was the insignificance and general weediness of the diarist that he hoped to be limit man in every race for which he entered. In the second place, the prizes were in cash. Solid. None of your pen-knives and flasks and leather ink-pots, but hard coin. Every one in the form subscribed a certain sum; the form master gave of his plenty a further ten shillings; and the nett result was divided up as prizes. Theoretically, you were supposed to buy with the money you won a suitable trophy. On the other hand, nobody stood over you to see that you did it; and, as a rule, the money went into the school treasury across the counter of the Shop.

Reginald loved cash. He had never had enough of it. The more he got, the more he wanted. So he put his name down for all the races and half the other events, and started to train.

It was, I believe, an agreeable sight to see Reginald training. Before you saw him at it you thought that twenty yards was too much to give any body in the hundred. After you had feasted your eyes on the spectacle for a few minutes, you thought what a shame it was not giving him more.

Shoeblossom watched him one morning, and wished somebody had told him of it earlier. People are so thoughtless. Here was this gorgeous feast of comic relief going on day after day, and until now he had missed it. He saw it every morning after that, and it never staled. He was fascinated. He brought Barry and Drummond to watch. And Reginald, oblivious of everything, toiled on.

Shoeblossom was one of those youths who are never really happy unless they are promoting some demoniacal rag. He felt that he must base a rag on Reginalds passion for training, or life would be hollow. So he conceived a deadly snare for the athlete.

What you want to do, he said to him sympathetically one night, as they were undressing in their dormitory, is to rub yourself with stuff at nights. It keeps the muscles from getting stiff.
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Ive got some stuff thats better than that, said Shoeblossom. Its called capsicum vaseline. Its hot stuff.

Whats it do? inquired Reginald, examining the saucer which Shoeblossom held up for his inspection.

Sends a gentle glow all over you, and makes you supple. Youd better have some on to-night.

All right, said the deluded athlete.

They rubbed it on then and there. Capsicum vaseline, according to the printed label on each packet, is a tincture of the finest red pepper taken on to vaseline. It is generally used as a substitute for mustard-plaster, over which it has this advantage, that, though a powerful counter-irritant, it does not blister the skin.

About five minutes after the dastard Shoeblossom had helped his friend to rub this specific well in, a sharp howl broke from his victim.

Stop that noise, said Mill, the prefect of the dormitory.

Oo! said Reginald.

Dont be an ass, whispered Shoeblossom. Whats up?

Im burning.

Youre all right, said Shoeblossom consolingly. Thats the gentle glow.

Gentle glow!

Stop — that — noise! said Mill again. Here, whos that going out? Come back.

The lights were out by this time, and he could just detect through the darkness a small figure racing out of the door. The next moment distant sounds of running water came from the bath-room. Reginald was taking a cold tub.

Mill shook the bath-room door, but it was locked.

Come out of that, you little beast, he hissed.

Ow, said the little beast, Oo.

Vigorous sounds of splashing from within. Mill retired baffled.

By the time the cooling-off process was complete, both Mill and Shoeblossom were sleeping like angels. With even his passion for retaliation quenched, Reginald clambered into bed, and on the following morning got up early, being wishful to keep out of Mills way as far as possible. But he was not in such a hurry to leave the room that he forgot to abstract Shoeblossoms studs — a feat which led to the humourist being late for breakfast and getting a hundred lines in lieu of porridge. But Reginald did not consider this Revenge. It was simply an earnest of more to come, a little on account, as it were. Nor, when he positively won the second prize in the Form quarter-mile did Shoeblossoms statement that it was all due to the capsicum vaseline, and that he, Shoeblossom, ought to have a commission on the prize, soothe him. If ever a look spoke, Reginalds look at that moment said, Aha! a time will come, and then —— !

The Easter term ended without event; and he came back at the conclusion of the holidays full of stern resolve. The entry in his diary:

Got up. Washed. Said my prayers. Trained. That beast Leather-Twigg rubbed some stuff on to me which burnt like anything and hurt awfully,

still lacked a corresponding entry on the credit side.



Early in the summer term, the weather being fine, it being a Saturday, and, finally, it being the day of the School v. Regiment match, Shoeblossom, who had no soul for cricket, slid softly away in the direction of the town. He meant to have a long afternoon on the river. Wrykyn is on the Severn, which, in parts, is a very jolly river, affording much pleasure to the not over-energetic oarsman. Shoeblossom was perhaps the laziest oarsman in existence. He hated rowing. If he could have got to the spot he wished to reach in a steam-launch, he would have done it. Having no launch, he was obliged to set to and pull.

His destination was a small, wooded island up-stream. It was not known to many of the school, as most Wrykinians got aboard at the School boat-house, which was further down-stream past the town, and went the other way. Owing to various regrettable encounters between Wrykyn fags and the young bloods of the town, which had in one instance culminated immediately opposite the Mayors house in a naval battle of a kind that made Trafalgar seem like the effort of a band of amateurs, rules and regulations had been issued by the Head Master to the effect that the school must keep to its own waters. On the occasion referred to, three boats had been sunk, and ten fags from Dexters and the School House had returned dripping to their quarters. Shoeblossom was therefore out of bounds. But did his dauntless spirit reck of that? No, indeed it did not.

Half an hours rowing brought him to the island. He pulled in, tied up his Argo to the branch of a willow, and disembarked. Then he proceeded to haul from the seat, in the following order, a vast bag of cherries, a bottle of ginger-beer, sixpennyworth of plain chocolate, a copy of Many Cargoes, and, by way of a variant, a shilling paper-covered volume entitled The Montresors of the Grange. This done, he placed them under a tree, and started on a round tour of the island to see if the scenery and the local flora and fauna generally had altered at all since his last visit — a year ago now.

The island was oval in shape, and about seventy yards long by twenty wide. It was densely wooded, and the vegetation might have been described as rank. The stinging-nettles in places, for instance, had to be felt to be realised. Also there were brambles. But apart from these disadvantages, it was as romantic, satisfactory an island as you could wish to find, and Shoeblossom, who had a romantic nature, was fond of it. He liked to fancy that he owned it.

The distance from the island to the banks on either side was in each case from ten to fifteen yards. The water was deep, and ran strongly. Not that Shoeblossom minded that. Like most Wrykinians, he could swim well. As at Eton, before going on the river you had to pass an examination in swimming.

Having reached the upper end of the island, Shoeblossom worked his way back along the coast, as it were, to the spot where he had left his books and provisions, which he proceeded to carry inland. Being out of bounds, it was necessary that he should not be seen by passing boats or by strollers on the bank. One never knew when a master might not take it into his head to scull up-stream instead of down, and petty discussions with masters on the subject of bounds revolted Shoeblossom. He disappeared, therefore, into the interior, whence presently came a musical pop, as the ginger-beer bottle was broached.

Now, while Shoeblossom was making the tour of the island, he had been observed, though he did not know it. There was another member of Seymours who had no soul for cricket. To wit, Reginald Rankin. And Reginald, wearying of the monotony of the lower and lawful part of the river — which he knew by heart — and caring as little as did Shoeblossom for the prejudices of the Head Master respecting bounds, had hired a boat at the town landing-stage and set off up-stream to spend a happy afternoon.

He was rounding a bend in the river when, looking over his shoulder, he caught sight of the island and of Shoeblossom disappearing into the jungle. His first impulse was to turn back. The earth was barely big enough to hold the two of them since the vaseline incident. The island would be a great deal too small. Then he reflected that so far the river had been pretty dull, and that once past this island he might come on some pleasant spot where he could moor his vessel, and read, and brood over his wrongs.

So he sculled slowly and painfully up on the right of the island; and, when he had gone a little way, he came upon Shoeblossoms boat tied to its willow. And something seemed to whisper to him,

Cut her adrift.

He gazed at the island. No sign of Shoeblossom. Somewhere within the recesses of the bushes that wanderer lurked; but he was not in sight.

Very cautiously Reginald paddled in till he could reach the rope. The knot was loosely tied and it was an easy task to undo it. He did not wish to cut it. Shoeblossom must be led to believe that accident, not design, was at the bottom of his misfortunes. He did not send the captured boat spinning down stream, as had been his intention at first. It would be better, he reflected, simply to borrow it for a time, and restore it when it was certain that Shoeblossom had missed roll-call. It was now half-past two all but a few minutes, and roll-call was at four. To be in time, Shoeblossom would have to start for home at a quarter past three. He himself had arranged that little matter of roll-call. The master on duty had to call four hundred names in something under seven minutes, and, so long as a name was answered, never made particular inquiries as to who had answered it. So Reginald had arranged that Renford, of Seymours, should perform that kind office. Renford liked watching cricket, and would be on the ground the whole afternoon.

So he tied the boat on to the stern of his own, and continued his pull up-stream. He was prepared at any moment to be accosted in abusive terms by the bereaved proprietor, but no wail of anguish cleft the air, and he got out of sight round another bend in safety. Here he moored his boat, and, howbeit a trifle blistered about the hands from rowing, felt on the whole satisfied with life.

Shoeblossom, meanwhile, was too absorbed in his book to pay attention to anything else. The march of time did not trouble him. Curiously enough, he, too, had arranged the question of roll-call in precisely the same way. His understudy was Barry, who, though reviling him as unpatriotic for not watching the school match, nevertheless consented to answer his name. So on the subject of roll-call Shoeblossoms mind was at rest.

It was only when he had finished The Montresors of the Grange, and also the cherries, and had begun to find the ground a little hard as a couch, that he fancied another stroll would do him good.

He then discovered the flight of his boat.

If Reginald could have seen him at that moment, he would have felt that his toil had not been in vain.

It was certainly a staggerer. He stood at the waters edge breathing heavily.

It occurred to him that the boat might have drifted in again, and be stuck lower down the island. As he made his way in that direction, the sound of oars striking the water made him dive into the bushes once more.

Somebody was coming up-stream.

He listened. Voices made themselves heard.

Oh, Rupert, what a pretty island!

Not bad. Shall we land?

Hope and anxiety in this query. Rupert had been rowing against the stream, and wanted a rest.

Oh, lets.

Sounds of boat crushing through a willow-branch.

Look out for your dress, Effie. Im going to ship oars. Now, wheres that painter? Right ho.

They passed within a couple of yards of Shoeblossom. Effie stopped and looked round her.

Its splendid, she said.

She was a handsome girl, with lovely hair, and she made a pretty picture standing with her profile towards him; but nevertheless Shoeblossom wished she would move on. He wished very much that she would move on.

She did at last.

Im going to explore, she said, and walked away, followed by the attentive Rupert.

Shoeblossom was sorry for them, but it had to be. After all, they had only to shout, and some one was bound to hear them. They didnt want the thing half so much as he did. Besides, they ought to be glad of a good excuse for over-staying their time on the island together by an hour or two.

In short. . . .



Exactly one hour and a half after this event Reginald thought that the time had come to restore Shoeblossoms boat. He got out the sculls, and drifted lazily down to the island.

He was fastening the painter noiselessly to a tree when a large hand suddenly swooped down from nowhere on his neck, and a voice observed, apparently from between somebodys teeth:
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Now, you young brute, what — do — you — mean — by — it?

Rankin gasped helplessly.

The young man shook him with some violence. Things had been happening on the island. Tempers were not so angelic as they had been earlier in the afternoon. Effie had been stating icily that it was Ruperts fault, and that had not brightened Rupert up.

What the — what do you mean, you little beast, by collaring our boat! And having the infernal cheek to bring it back and tie it up, too! What you want — —

People who insist on telling us what we want are always a nuisance. So Reginald found in this case. So far from being what he wanted, it was particularly painful and unpleasant.

Now, said the young man, more calmly, having got that off to the right address, we can talk business. I see youre at the School. Seymours, I notice. Dont look surprised. Im an O.W. myself. And I know the rules about the school and this part of the river. Your name is — —

He removed Reginalds cap, looked at the interior, and replaced it.

 — Rankin. Thanks. Ill drop a line to Mr. Seymour to-night. One oughtnt to keep a funny joke like this to ones self. Good-bye.

And perhaps the bitterest part of it all, reflected Reginald, after his interview with Mr. Seymour, on the following day, was that he did not know the mans name or where he lived. It was monstrous that such a criminal should go scot free, but there was nothing to be done.

He could not even poison the wedding-cake. As for Shoeblossom, he lived happily ever after.


THE WIRE-PULLERS (1905)

First published in The Strand Magazine, July 1905
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IT IS A splendid thing to be seventeen and have ones hair up and feel that one cannot be kissed indiscriminately any more by sticky boys and horrid old gentlemen who knew you when you were that high, my dear, or who nursed you on their knees when you were a baby. When I came down to dinner for the first time in a long frock and with my hair in a bun there was a terrific sensation. Father said, My dear Joan! and gasped. The butler looked volumes of respectful admiration. The tweeny, whom I met on the stairs, giggled like an idiot. Bob, my brother, who is a beast, rolled on the floor and pretended to faint. Altogether it was an event. Mr. Garnet, who writes novels and things and happened to be stopping with us for the cricket, asked me to tell him exactly how it felt to have ones hair up for the first time. He said it would be of the utmost value to him to know, as it would afford him a lurid insight into the feminine mind.

I said: I feel as if I were listening to beautiful music played very softly on a summer night, and eating heaps of strawberries with plenty of cream.

He said, Ah!

But somehow I was not satisfied. The dream of my life was to spend the winter in town, as soon as I had put my hair up, and go to dances and theatres and things, and regularly come out properly, instead of lingering on in this out-of-the-way place (which is ducky in the spring and summer, but awful in the winter), with nobody to be looked at by except relations and father and the curate and village doctors, and that sort of people.

We knew lots of nice people in town who would have given me a splendid time; but father was always too lazy to go. He hates London really. What he likes is to be out of doors all day and every day all the year round with his gun or rod. And he loves cricket, too. So do I. That is to say, I like watching it. But you cant watch cricket in the winter.

It really wasnt fair of father to keep me stowed away in a place like Much Middlefold now that I was grown up. I spoke to him about it after dinner.

I said, Father, dear, you are going to take me to town this winter, arent you?

He shied. It is the only word to express it.

Er — well, my dear — well, well see, well see.

Poor old father, he does hate London so. It always brings on his rheumatism or something, and he spends most of his time there, I believe, when he is really obliged to go up on business, mooning about Kensington Gardens, trying to make believe its really the country. But there are times when one feels that other peoples objections must give way. When a girl is pretty (I believe I am) and has nice frocks (I know I have), it is perfectly criminal not to let her go and show them in town. And I love dancing. I want to go to dances every night. And in Much Middlefold we have only the hunt ball, and perhaps, if were lucky, two or three other dances. And you generally have to drive ten miles to them.

So I was firm.

I said, Father, dear, why cant we settle it now, and then you could write and get a house in good time?

He jibbed this time. He sat in his chair and said nothing.

Will you, father?

But the expense — —

You can let the Manor.

And the land; I ought to be looking after it.

Oh, but the tenant man who takes the house will do that. Wont you write to-night, father, dear? Ill write if youll tell me what to say. Then you neednt bother to move.

Here an idea seemed to strike him. I noticed with regret that his face brightened.

Ill tell you what, my dear, he said; we will make a bargain.

Yes, I said. I knew something horrid was coming.

If I make fifty in the match on Monday, we will celebrate the event by spending the winter in town, much as I shall dislike it. Those wet pavements always bring on my rheumatism; dont know why. Wet grass never does.

And if you dont make fifty, father?

Why, then, he replied, cheerfully, well stay at home and enjoy ourselves.

The match that was to be played on Monday was against Sir Edward Caves team. Sir Edward was a nasty little man who had made a great deal of money somehow or other and been knighted for it. He always got together a house-party to play cricket, and it was our great match. Sir Edward was not popular in the county, but he took a great deal of trouble with the cricket, and everybody was glad to play in his park or watch their friends playing.

Father always played for Much Middlefold in this match. He had been very good in his time, and I heard once that, if only the captain had not had so many personal friends for whom he wanted places in the team, father would have played for Oxford against Cambridge in his last year. But, of course, he was getting a little old now for cricket, and the Castle Cave match was the only one in which he played.

He had made twenty-five last year against Sir Edward Caves team, and everybody had said how well he played, so I thought he might easily do better this year and make double that score.

And if you make fifty you really will take me to town? Youll promise faithfully?

Foi de gentilhomme! The word of a Romney, my dear Joan; and, mind, if I do not make fifty the subject must be dropped for the present year of grace. Next year the discussion may be re-opened; but for this winter there must be no further attempt at coaxing. You know that I am as clay in your hands, young woman, and you must not take an unfair advantage of my weakness.

I promised.

And you really will try, father, to make fifty?

I can promise you that, my dear. It would take more than the thought of the horrors of London to make me get out on purpose.

So the thing was settled.

I went to see Bob about it before going to bed. Bob is a Freshman at Magdalen, so, naturally, he is much more conceited than any three men have any right to be. I suppress him when I can, but lately, in the excitement of putting my hair up, I had forgotten to give him much attention, and he had had a bad relapse.

I found him in the billiard-room with Mr. Garnet. He was sprawling over the table, trying to reach his ball without the rest, and looking ridiculous. I waited till he had made his stroke and missed the red ball, which he ought to have pocketed easily.

Then I said, Bob!

He said, Well, what?

I think he must have been losing, for he was in a very bad temper.

I want to speak to you.

Go ahead, then.

I looked at Mr. Garnet. He understood at once.

Im just going to run upstairs for a second, Romney, he said. I want my pipe. Cigarettes are bad for the soul. I shant be long.

He disappeared. Well? said Bob.

Father says that if he makes fifty on Monday against the Cave hell take me to London for the winter.

Bob lit another cigarette and threw the match out of the window.

You neednt hurry to pack, he said.

Dont you think father will make fifty?

He hasnt an earthly.

He made twenty-five last year.

Yes; but this year the Cave men have got a new pro. I dont suppose you have ever heard of him, but his names Simpson — Billy Simpson. He played for Sussex all last season, and was eleventh in the first-class bowling averages. The governor may have been the dickens of a bat in his day, but Ill bet he doesnt stand up to Billy for many overs. As for getting fifty — —

Words failed him. I felt like a cat. I could have scratched somebody — anybody; I did not care whom. No wonder father had made the bargain so cheerfully. He knew he could only lose by a miracle.

Oh, Bob! I said. My despair must have been tremendous, for it touched even Bob. He said, Buck up!

I said, I wont buck up. I think everybodys horrid.

Look here, said Bob, anxiously — I could see by his face that he thought I was going to cry— look here, chuck playing the giddy goat and going into hysterics and that sort of thing, and Ill give you a straight tip.

Well?

This man Simpson — I have it on the highest authority — is in love with your maid — whats her name?

Saunders?

Saunders. At present its a close thing between him and a chap in the village. So far its anybodys race. Billy leads at present, because its summer and hes a celebrity in the cricket season. But he must pull it off before the winter or hell be pipped, because the other Johnny plays footer and is a little tin god in these parts directly footer begins. Why dont you get Saunders to square Billy and make him bowl the governor same tosh which he can whack about?

Bob, I cried, youre an angel, and Im going to kiss you!

Here, I say! protested Bob. Break away!

While I was kissing him Mr. Garnet came back.

They never do that to me, I heard him murmur, plaintively.

I spoke to Saunders while she was brushing my hair.

I said, Saunders!

Yes, miss.

Er — oh, nothing.

Yes, miss.

There was a pause.

Saunders! I said.
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Yes, miss.

Do you know Simpson, the cricket professional at Castle Cave?

Yes, miss.

Her face, reflected in the glass in front of me, grew pinker. It is always rather pink.

He is very fond of you, isnt he?

He says so, miss.

She simpered — visibly.

He would do anything for you, wouldnt he?

He says so, miss. Then, in a burst of confidence, He said so in poetry once, miss.

We paused again.

Saunders! I said.

Yes, miss.

Would you like that almost new hat of mine? The blue chiffon one with the pink roses?

She beamed. I believe her mouth watered.

Oh, yes, miss.

Then I set out my dark scheme. I explained to her, having first shown her how necessary it was to keep it all quite secret, that a visit to town that winter depended principally on whether Mr. Simpson bowled well or badly in the match on Monday. She held Simpson in the hollow of her hand. Therefore she must prevail upon him to bowl father a sufficient quantity of easy balls to allow him to make fifty runs. In return for these services he would win Saunderss favour, and Saunders would win the hat she coveted and also a trip to London.

Saunders quite saw it.

She said, Yes, miss.

You must make him bowl badly, I said.

Ill do what I can, miss. And I do really think that Mr. Simpson will act as I tells him to.

Once more she simpered.

Father came back in very good spirits from practising at the village nets next day.

I was almost in my old form, my dear, he said. I was watching them all the way. Why, I am beginning to think I shall make that fifty after all.

I said, So am I, father, dear.



Saunders had stirring news on the following night. It seemed that Mr. Simpson was in an awkward position.

Sir Edward, miss, said Saunders, who always behaves very handsome, Mr. Simpson says, has offered to give him a ten-pound note if he bowls so well that nobody of the Middlefold side makes fifty against Castle Cave.

Here was a blow. I could not imagine any love being proof against such a bribe. London seemed to get farther away as I listened.

And what does Simpson — —

Well, Mr. Simpson and me, miss, we talked it over, and I said, Oh, if you prefer Sir Edwards old money to a loving heart, I said, why, then, I said, all is over between us, I said, and theres others I could mention who worships the ground I tread on, and wouldnt refuse me nothing, I said. And Mr. Simpson, he said ten pounds was a lot of money and wasnt to be found growing on every bush. So I just tossed my head and left him, miss; but I shall be seeing him to-morrow, and then we shall find out if he still thinks the same.

The next bulletin of Mr. Simpsons state of mind was favourable. After a day of suspense Saunders was able to inform me that all was well.

I walked out with Mr. Harry Biggs, miss, and Mr. Simpson he met us and he looked so black, and when I saw him again he said hed do it, he said. Ho, he is jealous of me, miss.

Mr. Harry Biggs, I supposed, was the footballer rival.

I slept well that night and dreamed that I was dancing with Saunders at a house in Belgrave Square, while Mr. Simpson, who looked exactly like Bob, stood in a corner and stared at us.



It was a beautiful day on the Monday. I wore my pink sprigged muslin with a pink sash and the pink chiffon hat Aunt Edith sent from Paris. Fortunately, the sun was quite hot, so I was able to have my pink parasol up the whole time, and words cant express its tremendous duckiness.

The Cave team were practising when we arrived, and lots of people had come. The Cave man, who was wearing a new Panama, met us at the gate.

Ah, Sir William, he said, fussing up to father, youre looking well. Come to knock our bowling about, eh? How do you do, Miss Joan? Were getting quite the young lady now, Sir William, eh? quite the young lady.

How do you do, Sir Edward? I said in my number four manner, the distant but gently tolerant. (It wants practice, but I can do it quite well now.)

I hear you have a new professional this year, said father. Which is he?

Ah, yes, yes; Simpson. You have probably seen his name in the papers. He did well for Sussex last season. There he is, standing by the tent. That tall young fellow.

I eyed Mr. Simpson with interest. He was a nice-looking young man, but gloomy. He was like a man with a secret sorrow. And I dont wonder. I suppose a bowler hates to have to bowl badly on purpose. And there was the ten pounds, too. But he must have thought it worth while, or he wouldnt have done it. I could not help wondering what was Saunderss particular attraction. Perhaps I dont see her at her best, reflected over my head in the looking-glass.
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Much Middlefold won the toss, and father and another man went in to bat. I was awfully excited. I was afraid, when it actually came to the point, Mr. Simpsons blood would be up to such an extent that he would forget all about Saunderss attractiveness. The other man took the first ball. I could see that he was very much afraid of Mr. Simpson. He looked quite green. He made a huge swipe at the ball and missed it, but it didnt hit the wickets. Then he hit one right into Sir Edwards hands, and Sir Edward let it fall and puffed out his cheeks as if he was annoyed, as I suppose he was. And then Mr. Simpson bowled very fast, and knocked two of the stumps out of the ground.

It isnt playing the game, dont you know, I heard one of our side say, bringing a man like Billy Simpson into a country cricket match. He was sitting on the grass not far from me with his pads on. He looked very unhappy. I suppose he was going in to bat soon. Hes too good, dont you know. We shall all be out in half an hour. It spoils all the fun of the thing. They wouldnt like it if we got a lot of first-class pros to come and bat for us. Tell you what — its a beastly shame!

The next man missed his first ball; it went past the wicket-keeper. They ran one run, so that now father had to bat against Mr. Simpson.

If old Romney doesnt do something, said the man who thought Mr. Simpson too good for country cricket, were in the cart. He used to be a rattling bat in his time, and he might stop the rot.

He did. I was watching Mr. Simpson very carefully, but I couldnt see that he bowled any differently to father. Still, he must have done, because father hit the ball right into the tent, close to where I was sitting. And the next ball, which was the last of the over, he hit to the boundary again. Everybody clapped hard, and the man sitting on the grass near me said that, if he could keep it up, he would knock Billy off his length, and then theyd have to have a change.

And then, said he, well have them on toast.

The match went on in a jerky sort of way. That is to say, father continued to score as if the bowling was the easiest be had ever seen, and the others simply went to the wickets and were instantly destroyed by Mr. Simpson.
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The fact is, said the young man near me, cryptically, were all rabbits, and old Romney is the only man on the side who could hit a football. He had himself been in, and been bowled second ball.

The last man was now at the wickets, and it was getting frightfully exciting, for father had made forty-eight. The whole score was only ninety-three. Everybody hoped that the last man would stop in long enough to let father make his fifty — especially myself.

I was in such a state of suspense that I dug quite a trench with my parasol. I felt as if I were going to faint.

The other bowler, not Mr. Simpson, was bowling. Father was batting, and he had the whole six balls to make his two runs off.

This bowler had not taken any wickets so far, and I could see that he meant to get father, which would be better than bowling any number of the rabbits, as the young man called them. And father, knowing that he was near his fifty, but not knowing quite how near, was playing very carefully. So it was not till the fifth ball of the over that he managed to make anything, and then it was only one. So now he had made forty-nine. And then that horrid, beastly idiot of a last man went and spooned up the easiest catch, and Sir Edward Cave, of all men, caught it.

I went into a deserted corner and bellowed.



Oh, but it was all right after all, because father said that forty-nine not out against one of the best bowlers in England was enough for his simple needs, and that, so far as our bargain was concerned, it should count as fifty.



So I am going to town for the winter, and Mr. Simpson has got his ten-pound note, and will marry Saunders, I suppose, if he hurries and manages it before the football season comes; and father is as pleased as possible with his forty-nine, because he says it restores his faith in himself and relieves him of a haunting fear that he was becoming a veteran; and the entire servants hall is moaning with envy at Saunderss blue chiffon hat with pink roses.


THE LAST PLACE (1905)

First published in The Captain, August 1905
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ONCE, ON AN average, in every four years, there comes to most public schools such a season of athletic prosperity that many who would, in ordinary years, have been certain of places in the first eleven or fifteen have to be content with second caps. This happened at Wrykyn in the year when Trevor was captain of football and Henfrey captain of cricket. The fifteen won all their school matches and most of the club games, and, which only happened at very rare intervals, beat Ripton twice. The cricket team did, if anything, better. All the four schools they played went down before them. The M.C.C., who brought a poor team, were positively massacred; and the O.W.s were beaten, though including in their ranks three county men, one of whom had been in the last English eleven to Australia.

It may be imagined, therefore, that there was some competition for places in the team. There were eight old colours, which left only three caps for the twenty odd second- and third-eleven men who wanted them.

At the beginning of the summer term it was found that Strachan had not returned, and news came that he was ill at home with scarlet fever. Strachan, who played back for the school fifteen, was a reckless, hard-hitting bat and a useful field. He had got one of the last places in the team of the previous year, and was the eighth of the eight old colours mentioned above. Henfrey bore his loss philosophically enough, having such magnificent material to his hand with which to fill the vacant place, wrote him a letter of sympathy, telling him to come back as soon as he could, and in the list for the first school match, against the Emeriti, included Ellison and Selwicke, both of Donaldsons.

In an ordinary season both of them would have been high up in the team on their form of that year. Three years later they were playing for Oxford together. They were good, stylish bats, curiously alike in method, and they fielded beautifully, Ellison at third man, Selwicke at cover. Out of the cricket-field they were inseparable. Wrykinians as a class were rather inclined to hunt in couples, but Selwicke and Ellison lowered all records. For years, since the days when they had been fags, they had walked to school together, sat next to one another in form, gone for afternoon strolls together on Sundays, boated together, and prepared their work together. They were now in the Sixth together, and house prefects. They did not share one study, but they were so constantly in each others dens that it amounted to that. In the holidays, it was believed, they visited each others homes. The school knew curiously little of them except the fact that they were good at games. It was said that they were good sorts, but the firm was so self-sufficient that it did not recognise the necessity of knowing anybody outside it. They were very quiet, and not even Trevor or Clowes, who had gone up the school with them and been in the same house for five years, could remember an occasion on which they had let themselves go, and plunged into any public escapade. There were single hermits at Wrykyn, though not many, fellows who seemed to know nobody and to want to know nobody, but the Ellison-Selwicke combination was the only case of a firm of hermits.

The match against the Emeriti resulted in a fairly easy win for the school. Ellison and Selwicke were at the wickets together towards the middle of the innings, and scored respectively twenty-nine and thirty-one. Ellison caught a couple of catches at third man, Selwicke held a nice one at cover. Each came out of the ordeal, therefore, with credit, and, as might have been expected, with equal credit. One could not imagine either of the two making a century to the others duck. One expected a neat twenty or thirty from both. Clowes and Trevor talked the match over that night after tea. Both were certain to be in the eleven at the end of the season. Trevor was an old colour, and, after Jackson and Henfrey, perhaps the best bat on the side. Clowes, though not a great bat, was sure of his place as wicket-keeper.

What did you think of Ellisons innings? asked Clowes.

Good, said Trevor.

And what did you think of Selwickes?

Good, said Trevor again.

Not much to choose between them, was there? And there never will be, either. You see. As long as Henfrey goes on playing them theyll each make exactly the same number of runs in exactly the same sort of way, and theyll each field exactly as well as the other. I tell you what, Trevor, and that is that theres brain-fag waiting for our popular and energetic skipper. He can put it off, but hes got to have it. What would you do in his place? I should cry, I think.

But there are three places, said Trevor.

Nothing escapes you, said Clowes admiringly. On the other hand, in my modest way I had already bagged one of the said three for myself. At any rate, if they dont have me — and I shall bring an action if they try to turn me out — that wont affect Ellison and pard. Because theyve got to have a wicket-keeper, and, if its not me, itll be Dunstable or some one in the third.

Yes, youre right there.

Im always right, said Clowes. They call me Archibald the All Right, for I am infallible. Then theres Milton. He must get one of the vacant places for his bowling. You must have a fast bowler in the team. And if Milton didnt get in, which he will, that, again, wouldnt let in Ellison or Selwicke. Theyd give the place to some other bowler. Clephane, perhaps; only hes too erratic. So, however you look at it, theres only one place for the two of them. And, I tell you what, if this doesnt smash up the firm, I shall be surprised. I could imagine David quarrelling with Jonathan if they both wanted the same place in a cricket team.

I hope it wont, said Trevor. I rather like seeing two chaps pals like that. They dont interfere with anybody, and they give the house a leg-up whenever they can.

The house was Trevors hobby.

So do I hope it wont, said Clowes. Who said they hoped it would? I used to be sick with them at one time, but it amuses me now. Still, itll be interesting watching the effect of this on them. If anybody came between me and that cap for which I hope shortly to write to Devereux, I should feel it my painful duty to blot him off the face of the globe. I should feel that he wasnt wanted, that he didnt fit into the general scheme of utility. And I bet thats what Ellison and Selwicke ll be feeling before long. You watch em. And, in the meanwhile, lest we become rusty in the noble language of old Greece, make a long arm and hoik down yon Prometheus Vinctus, and lets do a little work for a change. For slackness, said Clowes, opening his Bohns English translation, I cant abear.

Clowes was right. Slowly but surely the rivalry began to have its effect on Selwicke and Ellison. There was something almost ludicrous in the way they kept together in their cricket performances. Against the Gentlemen of the County Ellison made twenty-five. Selwicke replied with twenty-four. In the first of the school matches Selwicke had made nine and Ellison ten, when Henfrey declared the innings closed. Without inflicting upon the reader their full scores in every match, it may be said that three-quarters of the way through the term there were not a dozen runs between them. They had played in every match, and neither had failed nor yet achieved a big success. Useful twenties and thirties stood to their names in the score sheets of every match.

Henfrey was not disturbed. As far as he was concerned, all was well. He had not to decide on the final composition of his team till after the return match against Ripton, three weeks away. And, meanwhile, he had two absolutely reliable men to go in sixth or seventh and knock up a nice little score as a background to the scintillations of Jackson, Trevor, OHara, or himself earlier in the innings. He was not going to worry himself yet about which of the two must have his cap. Sufficient unto the day — he felt. He gave Milton his colours after the M.C.C. match, and Clowes his after the game against the old Wrykinians. But the last place remained open; and Selwicke and Ellison grew more silent than ever. They avoided one another now. It had started in a small way, by Ellison omitting to come to his friends study to work, but it grew till sometimes they barely spoke half a dozen times to one another in the day. Like the heroes of Mr. Gilberts Etiquette,

At first they didnt quarrel very  openly, Ive heard.
They nodded when they met, and now and then exchanged a word.
The word grew rare, and rarer still the nodding of the head,
And when they meet each other now, they cut each other dead.

It was a pity. But when two dogs want the same bone, there is always unpleasantness.

What did I tell you? said Clowes to Trevor.

Fools — they are, growled Trevor. Whats it matter, when you come to think of it! In another five years nobodyll remember they were at the school.

Its all very well to say that, said Clowes, and thank you very much for the moral reflection, but I should like to see you if somebody tried to bag your place in the first.

A fortnight before the Ripton match the situation was further complicated by the reappearance of Strachan, who turned up at the school thin but cheerful. There was one match before the game which would settle the team for good and all, for, as in the case of the fifteen, it was a school tradition that the eleven which played against Ripton in the return match should be the official Wrykvn eleven. This last remaining fixture before Ripton was against the Incogniti, and took place a week after Strachans return. All through that week the ex-invalid had been practising hard at the nets, and it was certain that he would play against the Incogs. The excitement in the school was great now that it seemed that Henfrey must make his choice between the two rivals. Selwicke and Ellison went about looking gaunt and anxious.

And after all the choice was not made. When the list went up on the Friday morning the school, crowding round the notice-board, saw that the two names still figured on the list. Strachans was there also. Examination revealed that OHara was not playing. And presently authoritative information came (through the fags of the house) that OHara had bruised his right hand, and that, in order to ensure its being serviceable against Ripton, he intended to rest it for a few days.

There must have been a bigger gathering at that Incogs. match than at any other match on the school grounds for years. Not even the Ripton matches had aroused such interest. There was a sporting flavour about this long-drawn-out duel between the Damon and Pythias of Donaldsons which appealed to the school.

By five oclock the match was in a most exciting state. The Incogs. had batted first. They had brought down a sound side, with a Middlesex man who had scored a double century against Essex during the previous week, in command, and quite a number of well-known players in the ranks. The Incogniti did not intend to make the mistake the M.C.C. had made. They recognised that the Wrykyn team this year was an uncommonly good one. Starting on a good wicket, the earlier batsmen had helped themselves freely off the school bowling. At lunch time a hundred and forty was on the board, and only three wickets were down. But lunch had had its effect on the eye of the visiting team. Milton, in the course of a couple of very destructive overs immediately after the start, had disposed of three men, including a dangerously adhesive gentleman who had made seventy before the interval. After this the game settled down. The tail wagged comfortably, and the total score when Clowes whipped the last mans bails off at a moment when that impulsive player had gone out of his ground to the extent of a couple of yards in order to hit one of Allardyces slows into the pavilion, was two hundred and eighty-one.

The Wrykyn ground was made for fast scoring. The turf was hard and dry, and the ball travelled beautifully, like a red streak along the green. The school went in at three oclock confidently. Eighty an hour is quick work, but on just such a day as this, in the Masters Match, runs had come at the rate of ninety an hour and more. Wrykyn never played for a draw, and to-day they meant to win, even if it entailed the taking of risks.

And so at five oclock it came about that, with four wickets down, the school had one hundred and sixty-three runs to its name. So far the rate of scoring had been exactly right. Some good men had gone in the amassing of those hundred and sixty-three runs. Henfrey was out: l.b.w. 31. Worse still, Jackson was out: clean bowled 54. Trevor had knocked up a beautiful seventy before being caught in the slips; but Strachan, after scratching about miserably for a few minutes, had been yorked for six. Allardyce was in at one end. At the other was Clowes. Neither had scored.

For some overs the scoring was slow. Then Clowes got the fast bowler away for a couple of fours. Off the next ball he was caught at third man.

Ellison came in. He played the last ball of the over, but half-way through the next Allardyces leg stump was knocked askew by a lovely length-ball from the slow bowler. The score was now one hundred and seventy-nine, and six wickets were down.

Selwicke was the next man. There was a stir of excitement round the ropes as he walked down the pavilion steps. The school clapped encouragingly. The interest was twofold. Would Wrykyn save the match? And would Selwicke do better than Ellison, or vice versâ?

Selwicke took guard amidst a profound silence, and played the remaining balls of the over carefully. Both he and Ellison were always slow starters.

Soon it began to be apparent that they had played themselves in. The rot was stopped. Selwicke hit the fast bowler twice past cover, scoring seven by the strokes. Ellison took eight off the slow bowler. Two hundred went up on the board. Ellison had made eleven, Selwicke ten.

Selwicke glanced the fast bowler to the boundary. It looked as if the two were going to knock off the runs. The opinion of the school was that each would make forty not out and that Henfrey would get brain fever.

But the very next ball the gruesome thing happened. It was a short, fast ball. Selwicke got well over it and cut it crisply to third man. Third man just reached it. For a moment Ellison thought he had let it pass him.

Come on, he shouted. Then in the same breath, in an agonised yell, No, go back, go back.
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But Selwicke was already half-way up the pitch. Back came the ball, and off went the bails. The wicket-keeper looked a query at the umpire. The umpires hand went up, and Selwicke, white as a sheet, turned sharply off to the pavilion. There was a dead silence all round the ground.

Hard lines, sir, said the wicket-keeper consolingly. Selwicke made no reply.

Ellison stood where he was, as if he had been frozen. There seemed to be lead in his chest. The sun seemed to have gone in, and a chill wind to have begun to blow. He walked down the pitch, and tapped a worn spot mechanically with his bat. He felt as if he were in a dream. He could feel vaguely that somebody had just committed the most stupendous act of folly on record, and he seemed to know the fellow, and be sorry for him. The suddenness of the thing had stunned him.

Man in! said somebody.

He looked up, and saw Milton walking to the crease. His first impulse was to get himself out, to knock his wicket down, as a sort of atonement. But he realised in time that he must do his best to win the match for the school. But he longed to hear the rattle of the stumps behind him. If only they would get him out before he could make any more!

But somehow no bowling he had ever played had seemed so absurdly easy. How could a fellow be expected to get out against such stuff! Soon he began to feel a sort of dull fury at the feebleness of it. He hit out viciously. There were roars from the school on the ropes. The incident of the run-out was forgotten in this brilliant display of hitting. Every over the ball skimmed along the turf and flew under the ropes. Its your fault, Ellison kept saying to himself; you shouldnt bowl such muck. And yet the bowling was fully as good as it had been during the earlier part of the innings, and Milton, at the other end, was in considerable trouble whenever he had to face it.

Two hundred and fifty went up. Another over from the slow man, and two hundred and sixty succeeded it. There was a brief consultation among the authorities. Then the field spread out like a fan. Ellison laughed savagely to himself. What was the good of lobs?

The lob-bowlers name was Saintsbury. If you look at the analysis of that match in the Wrykinian you will find:

Wickets. Runs. Maidens. Overs. 

0  24 0  1 . Saintsbury, E. J. 

Ellison hit every single ball full-pitch over the boundary, and the Incogniti helped to chair him into the pavilion.



The mans a lunatic! said Henfrey, some hours later that evening, as he read the letter Ellisons fag had brought him.

Dear Henfrey [it ran], — It is very good of you to offer me my colours for the first, but Im afraid I cannot accept them. I would much rather you played Selwicke against Ripton. He was quite set when I ran him out, and but for my folly would have made a century.

Yours faithfully,

G. B. Ellison.

Hes off his dot, said Henfrey. Of course, he feels raw about that run out; but Selwicke couldnt play an innings like that if he tried all the summer. And yet Selwickes a jolly good bat. I wish — but it cant be helped.

It was to be proved, however, that it could. As Henfrey was going to his dormitory that night, he was stopped by Strachan. Strachan was very calm and business-like.

Made out the list for Ripton yet, Henfrey?

Not written it yet. But of course Ellison gets the place. Chap who can make an eighty-three like that —— !

Half a second, said Strachan. I just wanted to speak to you about that. Put in Ellison, of course. And put in Selwicke, too. Im not going to play.

Not going to play!

In spite of himself Henfrey could not help feeling pleased. He had not even thought of such a solution of his difficulty, but it was the very best possible. Poor old Strachan was dead out of form. Selwicke was worth two of him at present.

No, said Strachan, I thought Id make this afternoons game a test, and I found Id lost all my hitting powers. No nerve either. So Im no good. Be all right next year, I suppose. So count me out. See?

Well, if you really — — said Henfrey.

Thats all right, said Strachan. Good night.

One minute. I see how well manage it. Youll keep your cap, of course. Itll be quite in order, you know, as youve been ill. Not placed. Therell be twelve caps instead of eleven this year.

All right. So long as you get Ellison and Selwicke in, I dont care what you do. Good-night.

Good-night. I say, Strachan.

Hullo ?

Er — youre a good chap, said Henfrey gratefully.

. . . .

Next day it was noticed by the observant that the firm of Selwicke and Ellison was once more doing business at the old stand.
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AN INTERNATIONAL AFFAIR (1905)

First published in The Captain, September 1905
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I.

THE whole thing may be said to have begun when Mr. Oliver Ring of New York, changing cars, as he called it, at Wrykyn on his way to London, had to wait an hour for his train. He put in that hour by strolling about the town and seeing the sights, which were not numerous. Wrykyn, except on Market Day, was wont to be wrapped in a primæval calm which very nearly brought tears to the strenuous eyes of the man from Manhattan. He had always been told that England was a slow country, and his visit, now in its third week, had confirmed this opinion: but even in England he had not looked to find such a lotus-eating place as Wrykyn. He looked at the shop windows. They resembled the shop windows of every other country town in England. There was no dash, no initiative about them. They did not leap to the eye and arrest the pedestrians progress. They ordered these things, thought Mr. Ring, better in the States. And then something seemed to whisper to him that here was the place to set up a branch of Rings Come-One Come-All Up-to-date Stores. During his stroll he had gathered certain pieces of information. To wit, that Wrykyn was where the county families for ten miles round did their shopping, that the population of the town was larger than would appear at first sight to a casual observer, and, finally, that there was a school of six hundred boys only a mile away. Nothing could be better. Within a month he would take to himself the entire trade of the neighbourhood.

Its a cinch, murmured Mr. Ring with a glad smile, as he boarded his train, a lead-pipe cinch.

Everybody who has moved about the world at all knows Rings Come-one Come-all Up-to-date Stores. The main office is in New York. Broadway, to be exact, on the left as you go down, just before you get to Park Row, where the newspapers come from. There is another office in Chicago. Others in St. Louis, St. Paul, and across the seas in London, Paris, Berlin, and, in short, everywhere. The peculiar advantage about Rings Stores is that you can get anything you happen to want there, from a motor to a macaroon, and rather cheaper than you could get it anywhere else. England had up to the present been ill-supplied with these handy paradises, the one in Piccadilly being the only extant specimen. But now Mr. Ring in person had crossed the Atlantic on a tour of inspection, and things were shortly to be so brisk that you would be able to hear them whizz.

So an army of workmen invaded Wrykyn. A trio of decrepit houses in the High Street were pulled down with a run, and from the ruins there began to rise like a Phœnix the striking building which was to be the Wrykyn Branch of Rings Come-one Come-all Up-to-date Stores.

The sensation among the tradesmen caused by the invasion was, as may be imagined, immense and painful. The thing was a public disaster. It resembled the advent of a fox in a fowl-run. For years the tradesmen of Wrykyn had jogged along in their comfortable way, each making his little profits, with no thought of competition or modern hustle. And now the enemy was at their doors. Many were the gloomy looks cast at the gaudy building as it grew like a mushroom. It was finished with incredible speed, and then advertisements began to flood the local papers. A special sheaf of bills was despatched to the school.

Dunstable got hold of one, and read it with interest. Then he went in search of his friend Linton to find out what he thought of it.

Linton was at work in the laboratory. He was an enthusiastic, but unskilful, chemist. The only thing he could do with any real certainty was to make oxygen. But he had ambitions beyond that feat, and was continually experimenting in a reckless way which made the chemistry master look wan and uneasy. He was bending over a complicated mixture of tubes, acids, and Bunsen burners when Dunstable found him. It was after school, so that the laboratory was empty, but for them.

Dont mind me, said Dunstable, taking a seat on the table.

Look out, man, dont jog. Sit tight, and Ill broaden your mind for you. I take this bit of litmus paper, and dip it into this bilge, and if Ive done it right, itll turn blue.

Then I bet it doesnt, said Dunstable.

The paper turned red.

Hades, said Linton calmly. Well, Im not going to sweat at it any more. Lets go down to Cooks.

Cooks is the one school institution which nobody forgets who has been to Wrykyn. It is a little confectioners shop in the High Street. Its exterior is somewhat forbidding, and the uninitiated would probably shudder and pass on, wondering how on earth such a place could find a public daring enough to support it by eating its wares. But the school went there in flocks. Tea at Cooks was the alternative to a study tea. There was a large room at the back of the shop, and here oceans of hot tea and tons of toast were consumed. The staff of Cooks consisted of Mr. Cook, late sergeant in a line regiment, six foot three, disposition amiable, left leg cut off above the knee by a spirited Fuzzy in the last Soudan war; Mrs. Cook, wife of the above, disposition similar, and possessing the useful gift of being able to listen to five people at one and the same time; and an invisible menial, or menials, who made toast in some nether region at a perfectly dizzy rate of speed. Such was Cooks.

Talking of Cooks, said Dunstable, producing his pamphlet, have you seen this? Itll be a bit of a knock-out for them, I should think.

Linton took the paper, and began to read. Dunstable roamed curiously about the laboratory, examining things.

What are these little crystal sort of bits of stuff? he asked, coming to a standstill before a large jar and opening it. They look good to eat. Shall I try one?

Dont you be an idiot, said the expert, looking up. What have you got hold of? Great Scott, no, dont eat that stuff.

Why not? Is it poison?

No. But it would make you sick as a cat. Its Sal Ammoniac.

Sal how much?

Ammoniac. Youd be awfully bad.

All right, then, I wont. Well, what do you think of that thing? Itll be rough on Cooks, wont it? You see they advertise a special public-school tea, as they call it. It sounds jolly good. I dont know what buckwheat cakes are, but they ought to be decent. I suppose now everybodyll chuck Cooks and go there. Its a beastly shame, considering that Cooks has been a sort of school shop so long. And they really depend on the school. At least, one never sees anybody else going there. Well, I shall stick to Cooks. I dont want any of your beastly Yankee invaders. Support home industries. Be a patriot. The band then played God Save the King, and the meeting dispersed. But, seriously, man, I am rather sick about this. The Cooks are such awfully good sorts, and this is bound to make them lose a tremendous lot. The schools simply crawling with chaps whod do anything to get a good tea cheaper than theyre getting now. Theyll simply scrum in to this new place.
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Well, I dont see what we can do, said Linton, except keep on going to Cooks ourselves. Lets be going now, by the way. Well get as many chaps as we can to promise to stick to them. But we cant prevent the rest going where they like. Come on.

The atmosphere at Cooks that evening was heavily charged with gloom. Ex-Sergeant Cook, usually a treasury of jest and anecdote, was silent and thoughtful. Mrs. Cook bustled about with her customary vigour, but she too was disinclined for conversation. The place was ominously empty. A quartette of school house juniors in one corner and a solitary prefect from Donaldsons completed the sum of the customers. Nobody seemed to want to talk a great deal. There was something in the air which

said as plain as whisper in the ear,
The place is haunted. 

and so it was. Haunted by the spectre of that hideous, new, glaring red-brick building down the street, which had opened its doors to the public on the previous afternoon.

Look there, said Dunstable, as they came out. He pointed along the street. The doors of the new establishment were congested. A crowd, made up of members of various houses, was pushing to get past another crowd which was trying to get out. The public-school tea at one shilling appeared to have proved attractive.
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Look at em, said Dunstable. Sordid beasts! All they care about is filling themselves. There goes that man Merrett. Rand-Brown with him. Here come four more. Come on. It makes me sick.

I wish it would make them sick, said Linton.

Perhaps it will. . . . By George!

He started.

Whats up? said Linton.

Oh, nothing. I was only thinking of something.

They walked on without further conversation. Dunstables brain was working fast. He had an idea, and was busy developing it.



The manager of the Wrykyn Branch of Rings Come-one Come-all Stores stood at the entrance to his shop on the following afternoon spitting with energy and precision on to the pavement — he was a free-born American citizen — and eyeing the High Street as a monarch might gaze at his kingdom. He had just completed a highly satisfactory report to headquarters, and was feeling contented with the universe, and the way in which it was managed. Even in the short time since the opening of the store he had managed to wake up the sluggish Britishers as if they had had an electric shock.

We, he observed epigrammatically to a passing cat, which had stopped on its way to look at him, are it.

As he spoke he perceived a youth coming towards him down the street. He wore a cap of divers colours, from which the manager argued that he belonged to the school. Evidently a devotee of the advertised public-school shillingsworth, and one who, as urged by the small bills, had come early to avoid the rush.

Step right in, mister, he said, moving aside from the doorway. And what can I do for you?

Are you the manager of this place? asked Dunstable — for the youth was that strategist, and no other.

On the bulls eye first time, replied the manager with easy courtesy. Will you take a cigar or a cocoa-nut?

Can I have a bit of a talk with you, if you arent busy?

Sure. Step right in.

Now, sir, said the manager, whats your little trouble?

Its about this public-school tea business, said Dunstable. Its rather a shame, you see. Before you came bargeing in, everybody used to go to Cooks.

And now, interrupted the manager, they come to us. Correct, sir. We are the main stem. And why not?

Cooks such a good sort.

I should like to know him, said the manager politely.

You see, said Dunstable, it doesnt so much matter about the other things you sell; but Cooks simply relies on giving fellows tea in the afternoon — —

One moment, sir, said the man from the States. Let me remind you of a little rule which will be useful to you when you butt into the big, cold world. That is, never let sentiment interfere with business. See? Either Rings Stores or your friend has got to be on top, and, if I know anything, its going to be We. We! And Im afraid thats all I can do for you, unless youve that hungry feeling, and want to sample our public-school tea at twenty-five cents.

No, thanks, said Dunstable. Here come some chaps, though, who look as if they might.

He stepped aside as half a dozen School House juniors raced up.

For one day only, said the manager to Dunstable, you may partake free, if you care to. You have mans most priceless possession, Cool Cheek. And Cool Cheek, when recognised, should not go unrewarded. Step in.

No thanks, said Dunstable. Youll find me at Cooks if you want me.



Kindness, said he to himself, as Mrs. Cook served him in the depressed way which had now become habitual with her, kindness having failed, we must try severity.

II.

Those who knew and liked Dunstable were both pained and disgusted at his behaviour during the ensuing three days. He suddenly exhibited a weird fondness for some of Wrykyns least deserving inmates. He walked over to school with Merrett, of Seymours, and Ruthven, of Donaldsons, both notorious outsiders. When Linton wanted him to come and play fives after school, he declined on the ground that he was teaing with Chadwick, of Applebys. Now in the matter of absolute outsiderishness Chadwick, of Applebys, was to Merrett, of Seymours, as captain is to subaltern. Linton was horrified, and said so.

What do you want to do it for? he asked. Whats the point of it? You cant like those chaps.

Awfully good sorts when you get to know them, said Dunstable.

Youve been some time finding it out.

I know. Chadwicks an acquired taste. By the way, Im giving a tea on Thursday. Will you come?

Whos going to be there? inquired Linton warily.

Well, Chadwick for one; and Merrett and Ruthven and three other chaps.

Then, said Linton with some warmth, I think youll have to do without me. I believe youre mad.

And he went off in disgust to the fives-courts.

When on the following Thursday Dunstable walked into Rings Stores with his five guests, and demanded six public-school teas, the manager was perhaps justified in allowing a triumphant smile to wander across his face. It was a signal victory for him.

No free list to-day, sir, he said. Entirely suspended.

Never mind, said Dunstable, Im good for six shillings.

Free list? said Merrett, as the manager retired, I didnt know there was one.

There isnt. Only he and I palled up so much the other day that he offered me a tea for nothing.

Didnt you take it?

No. I went to Cooks.

Rotten hole, Cooks. Im never going there again, said Chadwick. You take my tip, Dun., old chap, and come here.

Dun, old chap, smiled amiably.

I dont know, he said, looking up from the tea-pot, into which he had been pouring water; you can be certain of the food at Cooks.

What do you mean? So you can here.

Oh, said Dunstable, I didnt know. Ive never had tea here before. But Ive often heard that American food upsets one sometimes.

By this time, the tea having stood long enough, he poured out, and the meal began.

Merrett and his friends were hearty feeders, and conversation languished for some time. Then Chadwick leaned back in his chair, and breathed heavily.

You couldnt get stuff like that at Cooks, he said.

I suppose it is a bit different, said Dunstable. Have any of you . . . noticed something queer . . . ?

Merrett stared at Ruthven. Ruthven stared at Merrett.

I . . . . said Merrett.

Dyou know. . . . said Ruthven.

Chadwicks face was a delicate green.
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I believe, said Dunstable, the stuff . . . was . . . poisoned. I. . . .



Drink this, said the school doctor, briskly, bending over Dunstables bed with a medicine-glass in his hand, and be ashamed of yourself. The fact is youve over-eaten yourself. Nothing more and nothing less. Why cant you boys be content to feed moderately?

I dont think I ate much, sir, protested Dunstable. It must have been what I ate. I went to that new American place.

So you went there, too? Why, Ive just come from attending a bilious boy in Mr. Seymours house. He said he had been at the American place, too.

Was that Merrett, sir? He was one of the party. We were all bad. We cant all have eaten too much.

The doctor looked thoughtful.

Hm. Curious. Very curious. Do you remember what you had?

I had some things the man called buckwheat cakes, with some stuff he said was maple syrup.

Bah. American trash. The doctor was a staunch Briton, conservative in his views both on politics and on food. Why cant you boys eat good English food? I must tell the headmaster of this. I havent time to look after the school if all the boys are going to poison themselves. You lie still and try to go to sleep, and youll be right enough in no time.

But Dunstable did not go to sleep. He stayed awake to interview Linton, who came to pay him a visit.

Well, said Linton, looking down at the sufferer with an expression that was a delicate blend of pity and contempt, youve made a nice sort of ass of yourself, havent you! I dont know if its any consolation to you, but Merretts just as bad as you are. And I hear the others are, too. So now you see what comes of going to Rings instead of Cooks.

And now, said Dunstable, if youve quite finished, you can listen to me for a bit. . . .

So now you know, he concluded.

Lintons face beamed with astonishment and admiration.

Well, Im hanged, he said. Youre a marvel. But how did you know it wouldnt poison you?

I relied on you. You said it wasnt poison when I asked you in the lab. My faith in you is touching.

But why did you take any yourself?

Sort of idea of diverting suspicion. But the thing isnt finished yet. Listen.

Linton left the dormitory five minutes later with a look of a young disciple engaged on some holy mission.

III.

You think the food is unwholesome, then? said the headmaster after dinner that night.

Unwholesome! said the school doctor. It must be deadly. It must be positively lethal. Here we have six ordinary, strong, healthy boys struck down at one fell swoop as if there were a pestilence raging. Why — —

One moment, said the headmaster. Come in.

A small figure appeared in the doorway.

Please, sir, said the figure in the strained voice of one speaking a piece which he has committed to memory. Mr. Seymour says please would you mind letting the doctor come to his house at once because Linton is ill.

What! exclaimed the doctor. Whats the matter with him?

Please, sir, I believe its buckwheat cakes.

What! And heres another of them!

A second small figure had appeared in the doorway.

Sir, please, sir, said the newcomer, Mr. Bradfield says may the doctor — —

And what boy is it this time?

Please, sir, its Brown. He went to Rings Stores — —

The headmaster rose.

Perhaps you had better go at once, Oakes, he said. This is becoming serious. That place is a positive menace to the community. I shall put it out of bounds tomorrow morning.

And when Dunstable and Linton, pale but cheerful, made their way — slowly, as befitted convalescents — to Cooks two days afterwards, they had to sit on the counter. All the other seats were occupied.


THE DESERTER (1905)

First published in The Royal Magazine, August 1905
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JACKSON, OF SPENCES house, Wrykyn, was a great and many-sided man. He was at the head of the Wrykyn averages in a season when the team contained six members who subsequently, when years had rolled by, played for their Varsities at Lords. He was the only Wrykinian who ever got three centuries in first-eleven matches and five extra lessons in the same term. He was the only Wrykinian who ever got a double century in a house match and four hundred lines in the same week.

The fact was that Jackson on the cricket-field was a different person from Jackson off it. On the field he was a genius. Off it he was not.

The consequence was that life for him was apt to be a little feverish, and he made it more so by a confirmed recklessness and love of adventure, which qualities, though they may have made us Englishmen what we are, are somewhat unpopular among the authorities at a public school.

It was the hour of the evening meal; and Jackson, returning to his house after a long afternoon at the nets, found on his plate when he entered the dining-room a letter, which he saw by the writing was from one Neville-Smith. This sportsman had been in the Wrykyn eleven, and had left at the end of the previous summer for Cambridge. He had been at Spences while at school, and he and Jackson were close allies.

Jackson sawed off a foot or so of the loaf in front of him, bit a semi-circular section out of it, and turned his attention to the letter, with a view to ascertaining what Neville-Smith had got to say for himself.

It was a letter of some import. Neville-Smith, it seemed, home for the long vacation, was getting up a match between his village and the one next to it on the map. That is to say — for there is nothing like accuracy — between Bray Lench and Chalfont St. Peters.

To the uninitiated it will seem, perhaps, that this was not exactly a Test match. But mark! Round about Chalfont St. Peters there lived certain of the nobility and gentry. These had sons. And many of the sons knew how to play cricket. There would, to use the imagery of Jacksons correspondent, be no flies on the Chalfont St. Peters eleven.

It behoved Neville-Smith to collect a hot side in order to beat them. The local curate was an old Blue, a bowler; and Neville-Smith himself had got his cap at Wrykyn as a bowler. So there would be nothing wrong with Bray Lench as far as that department of the game was concerned.

It was batsmen that Neville-Smith wanted.

He had two Kings men staying with him who had done well for the college, and he could get a few more moderate performers. But he wanted a touch of Class to set off the side, so would Jackson come down and play?

The match was fixed for the following Wednesday. Now, there was no school-match on that day; but Jackson knew very well that it was impossible to hope for leave to go and play in a village game twenty miles away. There would be nothing wrong or dangerous in it, but it would be unusual, and to the Wrykyn authorities everything unusual was anathema.

Jackson, however, determined not to refuse the invitation offhand. He would sleep on it in case there might be some way of accepting it which was not apparent to the casual observer. He had not found one by the morning. All he got by sleeping on it was a nightmare, in which he dreamed that he was just scoring heavily at Bray Lench when the opposition wicket-keeper suddenly turned into the Headmaster, and denounced him in full field.

But going over to school he met OHara, of Dexters. And, as OHara had frequently made useful suggestions in crises, he showed him Neville-Smiths letter, and intimated that all contributions in the way of counsel would be thankfully received.

OHara read the letter through, and turned back to the first page to read it again.

Yere all right, he said, handing it back.

Why? How? said Jackson.

Yere in the corps?

Whats that got to do with it?

Why, look at the address on the letter. Bray something or other, station Ealesbury. Theres a field day at Ealesbury on Wednesday.

Great Scott! So there is. And I was thinking of cutting it. But, half a second. I dont quite see how it works out. I get to Ealesbury with the corps all right sometime in the morning, I suppose — about half-past eleven. Then what happens?

Do ye know the country round there? Find your way all right to Neville-Smiths?

Oh, yes.

Thats all you want then. Youll easily find a chance of falling out and cutting away. Then you nip off, have your match, and meet the corps at the station. Youll have to take your chance of being spotted.

Oh, thatll be all right, said Jackson. Theres always such a dickens of a crush and confusion at the station after a field day getting the chaps into the train that I shant be noticed. Thanks awfully, OHara. Ill write to Smith to-night. Hell have to lend me some things to play in, but I suppose hell be able to manage that.

If only I were in the corps, said OHara, Id come too.

See what you miss, said Jackson.

An answer to Neville-Smiths letter left Wrykyn that evening. It set forth fully the difficulties and perils which must be encountered by flood and field, laid stress, however, on the fact that the master who acted as lieutenant in the school corps was astigmatic, and might be relied on not to notice a defection from the ranks, and strictly enjoined the recipient to render all possible help to the scheme. Above all, to meet the train at Ealesbury.

When the corps detrained on the following Wednesday they found waiting outside the station two other school corps, a detachment of the local volunteers, and Neville-Smith, wearing flannels and sitting in a neat dog-cart.

Were playing in our field, said Neville-Smith to Jackson in the interval which took place between the departure of the train and the forming of the corps into a workable unit of the attacking force. I got your letter. Ive got some things for you to wear. Isnt it a ripping day? Therell be tea in the afternoon. Its a big match. Everybodys coming.

Jackson grinned expansively. The word tea always stirred chords within his bosom.

Weve only got ten men at present, continued Neville-Smith. The curates promised to rout out another, though. Oh, by the way, youll go down on the score-sheet as Johnson. T. W. Johnson. Dont forget. And Ive told my people youre a college friend of mine, and youre just breaking your journey to London to play in the match.

Great Scott! said Jackson plaintively. I cant remember all that. Say it again. Where did I start the journey Ive broken?

At this moment the excited voice of the Wrykyn sergeant-major was heard.

Cumny — shun! Farm-farrs-s-you-were-smartly-now-at-the-word-of-command-farm-farrs-kick-arch, said the sergeant-major.

Jackson dived into his place, and the column moved off.

I say, said Neville-Smith, as Jackson left him, Ill follow you in the cart till you leave the road. Fall out as soon as you can, and youll find me waiting for you.

It appeared that the army of which the Wrykyn corps formed a part was to trek across country in the direction of Chalfont St. Peters, which, for reasons of their own, the opposing force had occupied, and was resolved to hold. Chalfont St. Peters lay between Ealesbury and Bray Lench.

For half a mile the corps advanced down the road in fours, followed by Neville-Smith, or, to be sensational, Dogged by a Dog-cart! Then they turned through a gate into a wide gorse-covered common.

Jackson was in the rear-rank four, so that when he sat down and observed Ow! in a melancholy voice, he did not excite a great deal of attention.

Something in my boot, he explained, beginning to unlace his foot-gear.

Jackson sat where he was till the column had passed out of sound and sight. Then he made his way cautiously into the road. At the same moment a vigorous fusillade began in the woods at the far end of the common. The corps were in action.

So theyve got something to occupy their minds, said Jackson, trotting down the road. Now, wheres Smith got to?

Neville-Smith was waiting a hundred yards from the gate. Hop in, he said. Give us the rifle. Shove it against the seat. Good man, getting away so soon. We shall just be in time for the start. Now, then, Pickford, he added encouragingly to the pony, bustle about, and show what youre made of.

I say, said Jackson; about this uniform: I mustnt be seen. We cant go in the front way. What shall we do?

Thats all right, said Neville-Smith, I thought of that. Reach behind you, and youll find a long dust-coat. I brought it on purpose; and theres a Kings straw there, too. Put em on, and nobodyll spot your uniform. Shove your hat in the pocket of the coat.
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Youre a genius, said Jackson joyfully, as he wriggled into the coat. You think of everything. Youre a sort of — whats the mans name?

How should I know? said Neville-Smith. I tell you what youll be like if you spring about in this cart, and that is a man with a broken neck. Youll be tumbling out if you arent careful.

A drive of five miles through pleasant lanes brought them to the lodge gates of the Neville-Smith residence, and through the trees to the left Jackson caught an occasional cheering glimpse of white flannels, and heard the sound of bat meeting ball, as the two teams knocked about before the game.

Neville-Smith drove round to the back of the house, and they made their way to his bedroom by mysterious back stairs.

Having arrived at the room, Neville-Smith produced flannels and boots, and Jackson was soon out of his uniform, which had long since begun to be hot and uncomfortable, and arrayed in garments more suitable to the boiling day. He was lacing his last boot, when there was a grating of wheels on the drive outside.

Neville-Smith looked out.

Its the curate, he said. Good, hes brought a man with him all right. Now the sides complete. Come on.

* * *

The sun was still shining gloriously, and it may be said at once that Jackson enjoyed his afternoon. It was an ideal day for cricket; the wicket was not terribly bad, and a gentle breeze tempered the heat sufficiently to make run-getting a pleasing occupation. Bray Lench won the toss, and Jackson accompanied Neville-Smith to the wickets. The bowling was of the sort usual at country-house cricket matches.

There was a long fast bowler and a short slow bowler. The fast bowler had four men in the slips, took a run of twenty yards, and sent down three full pitches to leg in his first three balls. Jackson, praising his luck, steered each of the trio to the extreme limit of the ground, to the marked discomfort of certain pheasants that were nesting in that neighbourhood.

With the slow bowler, who spent several minutes in arranging his field, and several more in sending down preliminary balls to the wicket-keeper, and then gave Jackson an innocuous long hop wide of the off-stump, he also took tea. The applause from the tent was soft and decorous, but frequent. Jackson had made a century off good bowling a week before, and was inclined to take liberties with the deliveries of Chalfont St. Peters.

Neville-Smith ran himself out, but Jackson, partnered by the curate, continued to worry the nesting pheasants. The eighth wicket fell with the score at sixty-one. By the exercise of immense care the last two men continued to stay in for a few overs, until Jackson had compiled eighty-three; then they succumbed, leaving Jackson not out with a very pretty innings to his credit.

He felt, as he walked back to the tent, that this was life as it should be lived. He had enjoyed his afternoon.

On Chalfont St. Peters going in to bat, the demon curate, the ex-Blue, performed prodigies with the ball. Jackson held a nice catch on the boundary; and wickets began to fall rapidly. A stand half-way through the innings caused some trouble, but once more Jackson held a lofty drive, and the one dangerous batsman of the enemy left with fifty-two to his credit.

It was now late in the afternoon, and Jackson, who, in his usual casual way, had hitherto not given the matter a thought, began to wonder when and how he was to rejoin his wandering fellow-Wrykinians. As far as he could remember from previous field-days, the train by which the corps returned was a late one. But it would not do to run the thing too fine. He would have to leave the field shortly.

* * *

Just as the Chalfont St. Peters innings came to an end, a good twenty-five runs behind the Bray Lench total, there was borne on the breeze the noise of battle. The combatants were working round in the direction of the Neville-Smiths territory.

Jackson was eating a soothing ice apart from the crowd when a scrap of conversation between a new arrival and his hostess reached him.

. . . . Yes, isnt it? Awfully exciting. Its a sham fight. And there are ever so many boys in blue waiting in that wood over there. We saw them. Its an ambush, somebody said. And the other boys will march into the wood, and these boys will pounce out, and then the other boys will have lost. At least, Captain Mainwaring said so. Ill get him to explain. He does it so well, you know. He was in South Africa, you know. Captain Main-waring. Mr. Neville-Smith wants to know . . . .

Five minutes later Jackson was in Neville-Smiths room, doing a rapid change of costume.

* * *

You always say that Jackson is such a fool off the cricket-field, said Mr. Templar, the lieutenant of the Wrykyn corps to another member of the staff in the common-room on the following day, when they were donning their gowns before prayers, but you should have been with us yesterday. I tell you that boy can use his brains.

Incredulous murmur from colleague.

Yes, he can. He thinks for himself; and acts, too. It was the smartest bit of scouting Ive ever seen, continued Mr. Templar enthusiastically, for his heart was bound up with the corps. But for him we should have been wiped out.
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It was like this. We were advancing. Main body of enemy here where this inkpot is. We were coming along here. This pen-holder shows our route. Well, just where Ive put this box of nibs was a wood, and in it were hiding a large force of the enemy. We were just going to plump straight into the ambush when up comes Jackson, salutes, and gives the information of the whereabouts of the trap. How he got it without being captured I cant think. They were hidden completely. He must have stalked them like an Indian.

The curious thing is that he is not one of our regular scouts. In fact, I cant remember sending him to scout at all. I must have done it, and forgotten. Anyhow, being prepared for the ambush, we moved up carefully, outflanked them, and captured every one of them. There were about two hundred. Of course, after that it was a walk over. I tell you that boy is not such a fool as he looks.

Hang it, Templar, protested his colleague, I never went so far as to accuse him of being that.


KID BRADY, LIGHT-WEIGHT (1905)

First published in Pearsons, September 1905
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IT HAD BEGUN to snow. The policeman who was looking after Chinatown muttered an Irish oath which lost itself in his huge blonde moustache, and quickened his pace, wishing that he were off duty. Chinamen flitted to and fro in their furtive way, or stood gesticulating in groups at the corners. It was growing dusk.

The boy turned out of Pell Street in the aimless way common to those who are conscious of having many hours before them and no obvious means of passing them. He was a trim-built little fellow, but thinner than he should have been. That was because his meals were irregular, and not large even when he got them. A man in a shop had given him half a loaf that morning, which was a stroke of luck; but that had long since gone the way of all loaves. He was feeling hungry again now. That was why he lounged into Mott Street and stationed himself before the shop of Yen Lo. Somehow he never felt so hungry when he looked at the food in the window. Chinamen have quaint tastes in the matter of feeding. Yen Los window was full of the gruesome carcasses of pigs. There were also certain fishes, pickled. Years had passed since they swam into the net. The smell of them was like the smell of the lion-house in Central Park, but more emphatic. The boy felt as he looked at them that there might be worse things than hunger.

A kick roused him from his reflections, not the powerful kick of an enemy, but the affectionate kick of a friend, the equivalent of a tap on the shoulder. He looked around to find the tall policeman towering over him.
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Well, sonny, whats doin?

Nothin doin.

Go to that man I told you wanted an office boy?

Yep.

Wasnt he wantin any of you?

The boy shook his head mournfully. The tall policeman had been very good to him. Ever since they had struck up their queer friendship a month before, he had been fertile in suggestions for the boys advancement. Every time they met he had some new proposal which was to put him on the high road to fortune and a brownstone house on Fifth Avenue. Somebody was wanting an office boy, or perhaps a boy to run errands; a hotel needed a new bell-boy. There was no end to his well-meant suggestions. But nothing ever came of them. The places were always filled by the time the boy applied for them, and he was beginning to feel that he should never find one. He lived — somehow — from day to day. It had been difficult at first, when the death of his parents had flung him on his own resources, to wring a living out of the iron city. But he had managed it. The charity of the poor to one another is as wonderful in New York as in other big cities.

His history was of a common kind; he was English by birth, but his father, who had suffered from the popular superstition that America is a country where dollar bills grow on trees, had sold the small Devon farm to emigrate to the United States. He had found, like a great many others, that the United States did not particularly want him. And now he was dead, and his wife too; and the boy was alone.

The policeman strolled off, and the boy, having temporarily quelled his hunger by means of the scent of the pickled fish, moved on into the Bowery.

As he turned the corner he blundered into a man who was walking swiftly along the street, muffled in a huge overcoat.

Now then, ye young devil, said a deep voice not unkindly.

The man recovered his balance and was about to walk on, when he caught sight of the boy more distinctly and paused in astonishment. His costume was certainly not in keeping with the season. Winter and summer he wore nothing but a red shirt and a pair of very old breeches, though he sometimes, as at the present moment, added a still older pair of shoes to his equipment.

Yere cold? boomed the man from the depths of his great-coat.

The boy supposed, on reflection, that he was; but he had not noticed it particularly until now. He was used to his costume. But now that it was brought home to him by a direct question, he realized that his vague feeling of discomfort was due to that cause.

Yep, he said.

Why dont ye go home?

Havent got a home, replied the boy shortly.

The man regarded him with a compassionate stare.

Here, he said.

He unbuttoned his coat, produced a coin from his pocket, and passed on at a swinging walk.

The boy examined the coin. It was a half-dollar. He stood looking at it, almost dazed. He had never handled specie in the bulk before.

As he stood there his eye was caught by something small and black on the ground. It was a pocket-book; and as he picked it up he saw that it was stuffed with greenbacks. As long as there had been anybody to do it, the boy had been well brought up, and remnants of what he had been taught remained with him. He had a rigid code of honesty, and not for a moment did it occur to him to appropriate this treasure that had apparently fallen from the skies for his own special benefit. He must find the big man in the overcoat and return the pocket-book. As a preliminary step, he would consult his friend the policeman. Meanwhile, being passing rich with half-a-dollar in his pocket, he would fill himself as full as one might for fifteen cents, and put by the remainder for the morrow.

Officer OGorman took charge of the pocket-book next morning, and commended the boys sagacity in entrusting it to an able and intelligent officer.

Oill take ut to the station, he said, and when weve found who it belongs to, ye climb in sharp, sonny, and get the reward. Why—

He broke off with an exclamation of surprise. Mike Mulroon! he said. Bedad, now if thats not remarkable! Yere in luck, sonny. I was just goin to tell ye to scuttle to Mike Mulroons to ask for the Boy Wanted which hes put on his door, an here yere introducin yerself to him without my knowin it. See, heres his name in the pocket-book. Ye run round to his gymnasium, sonny, an give him the long green an tell him youre the boy hes been advertisin for. Ye know Mikes gymnasium?

The boy nodded. Mike Mulroon, toughest of middle-weight boxers in his day, which was now past, had set up a gymnasium on retiring from active work, and now devoted his time to teaching the noble art and training fighters for their battles. Every boy in the Bowery knew Mike by reputation, and secretly longed to follow in his footsteps. It was an unexampled piece of good luck that he should be able to present himself with such an excellent argument in his favor as the returned pocket-book, just when Mike was wanting a boy for his gymnasium. He started to run, but, recollecting that he was a monied man, stopped after he had reached the Bowery, and sprang on a car, where he had the perfect joy of putting the conductor to utter rout by presenting him with his fare. The conductor was a man who had little faith in human nature as represented by the youth of the Bowery, and he judged people by their exteriors. He thought the boy was stealing a ride, and said so.

You had better be careful, me man, said the boy haughtily, as he paid over the five cents.

Mulroons gymnasium was in Sixteenth Street. The boy charged in like a thunderbolt, to find the stalwart Michael engaged in sparring with a gilded youth who looked as if he had been in the habit of sitting up late.

The round came to an end, and Mike looked around.

Well, he said, an what can I do for you?
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Please, Mr. Mulroon, said the boy rapidly, in the manner of one speaking a piece, you dropped this last night when you gave me half-a-dollar and I picked it up, and Mr. OGorman says its got your name in it so it must be yours, so Ive brought it and there aint any missing. And Mr. OGorman says you want a boy here, and will I do?

Bai Jove! said the gilded youth, who had once spent a summer in London, and wished people to know it, Bai Jove, smart boy that, really smart! Mike Mulroon took the pocket-book in silence. The exhibition of honesty in one who was young enough to know worse had quite overpowered him.

Im much obliged to you, he said at length.

And can I be the boy wanted?

What can you do?

Anything.

Well, you cant want more than that, Mulroon, eh? said the gilded one, and hes honest, bai Jove. Here, kid, help me out of these bally pudding-cases, and Ill give you a dollar.

Thus did the boy enter upon his duties at Mike Mulroons gymnasium.

At first these were not extensive, nor was his pay; but both were greatly to his taste. He speedily fell into the ways of the gymnasium, and after a few weeks Mike began to feel that he could not get on without him. By the combination of an agile brain and a strict attention to business the boy made himself indispensable, and between Mike and himself there sprang up a friendship which was destined to last. Mike had all the Irishmans fondness for children, and as for the boy he worshipped the ex-champion as only a boy can worship a man whose muscle has won him fame. There were scores of boys in the Bowery who would have boasted of it for weeks if the ex-champion of the middle-weight had spoken a couple of words to them. To be with him all day on the footing of an honored assistant was almost too much happiness.

In this way he passed the next four years of his life, drinking with his every breath the exhilarating atmosphere of the ring. It was small wonder that his ambitions were limited to the only profession of which he knew the ins and outs. He understood vaguely that there were in the world soldiers, and politicians, and artists, and that other boys had their eyes set on these professions as a goal; but for himself, his tastes lay in another direction. He wanted to be a fighting-man. There had been a feverish time, after a visit to Weber and Fields theater, in the days before that famous partnership was dissolved, when he had wished to go on the stage. But learning from Mike that it was quite the fashionable thing for a first-class pugilist to take to the boards, his ambitions had veered around again to the ring, where they remained.

It was when he was sixteen, two years after his introduction to the gymnasium on Sixteenth Street, that his prospects of realizing his ambition began to grow brighter. Until then, greatly as he desired to do so, he had not been able to bring himself to ask Mike to take him in hand and educate his fists. He had to content himself with watching the tuition of others, and imitating the blows as best he could from memory.

But one day he arrived at the gymnasium in a state that commanded the attention even of the usually unobservant Mulroon. One of his eyes was closed, and his face wore a generally damaged expression.

Youve been fightin, kid, said Mike, proud of his penetration.

Yes, said the boy. During his two years at the gymnasium he had observed the speech of the gentlemen who came there, and had pruned his own of the little growth of dialect which had grown on him.

Did ye win?

No.

There was a pause.

I cant fight, said the boy despairingly; I dont know how. Couldnt you teach me, Mike?

Tache ye! said Mike. If yeve got it in yer, Ill make a champeen of ye. But Ill wait till yeve got two eyes to see by.

And the boy retired, hugely delighted, to put raw steak on his injuries.

From this time his progress may be said to have been fairly steady and continuous. He was a pupil of the sort that Mike loved best, quick and active, willing to learn, and with no shadow of fear of punishment. From being Boy Wanted, he was promoted to the post of assistant instructor. When more than ordinarily enervated youths came to the gymnasium to be built up, preparatory to plunging once more into a whirl of cotillons and late suppers, they were turned over to the Kid, as more suited to their powers than the massive Mike. And occasionally when some fighter came to train with Mike for a battle, the Kid was allowed to act as one of the sparring-partners. So he acquired speed and knowledge, and learned by experience the difference that lies between the amateur and the professional.

It was two days after his eighteenth birthday that, arriving a little late at the gymnasium, he found Mike in conversation with a tall, wiry-looking young negro.

Here, Kid, said Mike, as he sighted him, come here. Yeve read of Mr. Van Courtlandts unknown which is to fight Eddie Brock next month? This is the lad — only its a secret, so ye mustnt tell — Joe Johnson, colored champeen of Brooklyn at the light-weight limit. Yell be one of his sparrin-partners.

The Kid shook hands with the stranger. Being British-born, he had none of the Americans inherited dislike of the coon, but there was something in the Brooklyn mans face which he did not fancy. His early life in the street had given him the habit of summing up the men he met at a glance.

Training work began that day, and with it a feud between the Kid and the colored man. In his first bout the former after being severely handled — for the Brooklyn champion was evidently not one of those boxers who play light in a training-bout — succeeded in planting a jab with his left on the mark, always a weak spot with negro fighters, which put an abrupt end to the encounter.

Johnson, as he rose to his feet again, shot a venomous glance at his antagonist. From that day onward every bout between the two was a pitched battle. Mike, unobservant as ever, did not notice any particular malice on the part of his man, but merely saw what he took to be a promising vigor. At the end of each days training the Kid ached as if he had been through a stiff fight in the roped ring. Incidentally he, too, began to train. It was evident to him that only fine condition could enable him to hold his own. Thus it came about that two men were getting into shape under Mikes care.

And as events turned out, this was fortunate. This match between Eddie Brock and an unknown was one that was exciting considerable interest in sporting circles. Brock was a rising light-weight, and was supposed to have claims to the championship. This fight would decide his merit. Nothing remains secret for very long in New York, and it was generally understood, though unofficially, that the colored boxer, Johnson, was to be his opponent. Johnson was known to be a clever, resolute fighter, and it was thought that if Brock could obtain the decision over him, his backers would be justified in trying to arrange a match for him with Jimmy Garvis the Californian, the light-weight champion of America. A good deal of money would be won and lost over the present contest.

About a week before the fight, the Kid, walking home after his days work, met officer OGorman. Four years had had no effect on their friendship.

An how is yer unknown? inquired OGorman, after they had exchanged greetings.

Oh, fine, said the Kid. Well inside the weight, and strong. He loosened a tooth for me to-day. Mike tells me not to give it away that the coons the man whos to fight Brock; but, there, whats the use? Everybody knows.

Officer OGorman tapped him mysteriously on the chest and lowered his voice.

An Ill tell ye somethin which everybody doesnt know, he growled through his moustache.

The Kid looked interrogative.

An that is that ere Joe Johnson wont win, said the policeman.

Well, Ive not seen Eddie fight, said the Kid, but hell have to be a warm proposition to put it over Johnson.

Hell not win, proceeded OGorman, bekase he manes not to win.

What?

The policeman nodded.

Sure. We cops get next to the game easier than most. We hear things. Theres bin framing-propositions made to him. Hes bin paid to lose, an its up to him to do ut. Hes buncoed ye, Kid.

How do you know? cried the Kid. How did you hear?

Officer OGorman displayed a coy reticence.

Mustnt tell pro-fessional secrets, he said. But you may stand on me. On the wor-rud of a mimber of the city police. So dont ye go puttin yere long green on the wrong man, Kid, he concluded, paternally.

The Kid was a man of action. He was early at the gymnasium next day. The colored representative of Brooklyn was alone in the room, punching the bag with bare fists in a meditative manner. He did not look up when the door opened.

The Kid came straight to the point. He was not fulsomely polite.

You black beast! he said, so youve been playing double.

The colored mans reply was swift and direct. He wheeled around on the Kid, and his thick lips parted in a grin of rage. The next moment he sprang in like a flash with both arms working like flails.

The Kid side-stepped to avoid the furious rush, and put in a left hook which brought his man up sharp. The black rushed again, landing heavily on the Kids ear. It was the last blow he delivered. As he came in to follow up his advantage, the Kid spied an opening. His right shot across, and Mike Mulroon, opening the door at that moment, was just in time to see the colored champion collapse in a heap like an empty sack.
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What the — Kid, is ut crazy ye are?

The Kid wrenched himself free.

Let me go, Mike, he cried angrily.

But what in the worruld do ye mane by knockin our man about just before his fight?

Yes, bai Jove, said another voice, which the Kid remembered, it certainly requires explanation. Im Mr. Van Courtlandt, my lad. What do you mean by man-handling my nominee like this?

The Kid faced him.

Youve been buncoed, sir, he said excitedly. Johnson never meant to win. Hes been got at. I was telling him that I knew, and he rushed at me.

And how do you know?

For the first time the Kid realized that his evidence was, to say the least, thin.

But he had not to produce it. As he stood wondering how to begin, the prostrate negro suddenly rose and rushed through the door, banging it behind him. He had come to during the conversation and had remained where he lay, waiting for events to develop themselves. Apparently in his opinion they were not developing themselves satisfactorily, and he thought it best to quit a scene which promised neither profit nor pleasure.

Mr. Van Courtlandt stared after him blankly.

There, sir! said the Kid in triumph, dont that show it?

It does, admitted Mr. Van Courtlandt pensively, it does. But, he added, it does not show me how I am to find a boy who really will beat Master Eddie.

Try the Kid, son, try the Kid. Ye neednt fear hell not do his best. An hes as good a lad with his hands as yell need to see.

Well, said Mr. Van Courtlandt, he was certainly good enough for the lamented Master Johnson. Then may I rely on your services?

Proud, sir, said the Kid.

An Ill bet, put in Mike, six to four with any man in four-spot wafers that my Kid gets the decoration.

And as was subsequently proved in fifteen rounds and part of a sixteenth, he could not have made a sounder investment.


HOW KID BRADY BROKE TRAINING (1905)

First published in Pearsons, November 1905
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HEAR WHAT MR. Robert Fitzsimmons says, heavy-weight champion of the world until the star of Jim Jeffries rose and eclipsed him: If I were preparing a man for an important fight, he states, I would allow him to read the daily papers after breakfast for an hour. Mike Mulroon held the same view. In the first week of his training he gave the Kid the Sunday edition of the Manhattan Daily to read. And the Kid read it. And that was how all the trouble began.



The Kid slipped his left glove neatly over Peter Salts guard and into that gentlemans earnest, serious face. Peter Salt, who had the twofold reputation of being a persevering middle-weight and the most silent man connected with the Ring, had come to White Plains to take some of the burden of the Kids training off Mikes shoulders.

He took the blow without emotion, and swung around his right for the Kids ribs. But the Kid, as quick on his feet as a kitten, had side-stepped out of danger before the blow arrived. Once more his left shot past Peters guard, as he ducked out of the corner of the gymnasium, into which the determined rushes and extra weight of the silent one had forced him. Out in the middle of the floor Peter was helpless. The Kid was in and out and in again with that wonderful straight left of his, and the others heavy returns wasted themselves on air. Time, said Mike Mulroon from his place by the window. Kid, yere in rare shape to-day.

That upper-cut of Peters is goin to put me out of business one of these times, said the light-weight modestly.

Peter said nothing. He was engaged in delivering scientific hooks at the punching-bag, by way of rest and relaxation between the rounds.



A year had passed and a great many stirring things had happened since the Kid had made his first appearance in the roped ring. He was now a person of importance. His victory over such a noted man of his hands as Eddie Brock had given him a reputation, which he had maintained and increased. Mike had proceeded with caution in his arrangements with regard to the Kids professional career. There were many, after his fight with Brock, who considered that the new man should have been matched at once with Jimmy Garvis, the champion. Mike, however, preferred to feel his way. A championship fight is a big thing for a novice to undertake. The Kid had certainly shown splendid form against Eddie Brock, but it needs more than one trial to prove a man a world-beater.

He took advantage of the fact that Jimmy Garvis was on a tour through the States with a theatrical company, to arrange a match with Wallis, the Denver light-weight.

The great Jimmy had beaten Wallis in eight rounds. It took the Kid seven.

When the champion returned from his tour, flushed with the applause of the multitude and bursting with pleasantly-earned dollars, he found that his title was urgently required of him by a young gentleman of New York, whose very name he did not remember ever to have heard. Jimmys manager, a business-like young man, who chewed gum, talked the thing over with Mike, while the champion, in a fur-lined coat, sat on two chairs and smoked a cigar a size smaller than his walking-stick.
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If this Brady person of whom Mike spoke meant business, said the manager, and if the purse was of that bulk which we like to see in purses, and if he was not required to scale less than a hundred and forty pounds at the ring-side, his man would be only too charmed to accommodate him. He referred to his principal.

Does it go, Jimmy? he asked.

Su-u-ure, drawled the great man amiably, reaching out with his foot for a third chair. And the thing was settled.

From the very beginning of his training, the Kid had done all that man could to meet Mike half-way. He was desperately in earnest about this fight. He realized that it meant everything to him. Once let him win the championship, and he was a made man. If he lost it again a year later, he would at least have been at the top of the tree for a while. Even an ex-champion commands respect.

But he did not mean to lose if he could once win it. His heart was in his profession. Like most pugilists he was something of a philosopher. He was of opinion that it was a better thing to seek fortune in a twenty-foot ring than to work for wages in a shop. The moral aspect of the trade did not trouble him. He felt no more enmity toward Jimmy Garvis than Jimmy felt toward him. He took it for granted that the other man objected to hard blows as little as he did himself.

He threw himself into his work with a single mind. Peter Salt had instructions to hit as hard as he liked — or could — and the Kid took the stiffest punches with an imperturbable cheerfulness which promised well for his coolness in the hour of battle. In a word, everything was running as smoothly as possible until that copy of the Manhattan Daily fell into his hands.



It was at nine fifteen, precisely, on Sunday morning that he read the article which was the cause of his undoing. He had risen at eight as usual, and had gone through a dumb-bell exercise with one pound bells, a couple of rounds with Peter Salt, a salt-water sponging, and an energetic rubbing-down. After that he had made a simple but pleasant breakfast of oatmeal, eggs and a chop. He was now basking in the sun on the low veranda of the Wheatsheaf Hotel with his Sunday paper in his hand, wondering lazily what Jimmy Garvis was doing with himself at this hour by the sad sea waves at Atlantic City.

After a while he dismissed Jimmy from his thoughts, and turned his attention to the paper.

He chuckled over the colored comicalities of the humorous supplement, skipped an indignant article about a gas bill, gazed with interest at a misty photograph of himself on the sporting page, and finally began to read a column of the magazine section headed Is Steak a Mistake? to which was appended as a sub-title Eat more Fruit, say Doctors.

He read idly at first, but soon his face grew serious and his attention became riveted. It was a specious little bit of writing, the work, evidently, of a clever man. The author, building up his case with considerable skill, and marshalling his points with excellent judgment, set out to show that the habit of eating meat was ruinous to the constitution. He instanced the Japanese, who attained to great strength on a diet of rice. He peppered his article with the names of various vegetarian athletes. Most of his arguments were old, but the Kid had never heard them before, and they electrified him. Instead of getting into condition, he felt he had been lowering his constitution and throwing away his chances of success by eating meat every day. And twice a day! It was not an hour since he had taken a great chop. The recollection chilled him. He read on.

It seemed that the writer, while deprecating meat, was not satisfied with mere vegetarianism. He went further. He advocated a diet consisting exclusively of fruit. He urged that what was natural must be the best. Cooking, he said, was unnatural, and therefore wrong. Mans natural diet was fruit, and nothing but fruit. It is the opinion of the medical men who lead the new thought that the man who feeds exclusively on fruit is healthier, happier, stronger, and has far greater powers of endurance than the ordinary man.

Powers of endurance, murmured the Kid to himself, thinking of Jimmy Garviss famous rushes. He would need all the powers of endurance at his disposal to stave them off. Could fruit be the secret of victory?

It purifies the blood, continued the writer, and clears the eyes. The old idea of building up strength on beefsteak is out of date. Fruit is a thousand times better. I cannot close this article more suitably than by transcribing the recipe for health given by Mr. Alexander Pontey, the famous fruitarian. Begin, he says, gradually. Eat a pound of Brazil nuts, some almonds and raisins, and six or seven bananas for breakfast; more bananas, half a dozen apples, and a fruit pudding midday; with a milk pudding and as many apples, pears, and raisins at night as you can eat. You can drop the puddings as you get on. In those words are contained the secret of Perfect Health.

The paper fluttered to the ground.

Gee! whispered the Kid, astounded.

It was at the moment that Mike Mulroon came out into the veranda.

Mike, said the Kid, youre not trainin me right.

Mike looked shocked and horrified.

What! he shouted.

Youre giving me meat, and Ive no use for meat. It isnt right. I ought to be taking fruit.

Mike stared.

Fruit? he repeated in a dazed manner.

The Kid put the paper into his hand, and indicated the important article. Mike sat down and began to plow slowly through it. He was not a rapid reader; on the other hand, he did not skip, and when he returned the paper to the Kid he had read every word of the column.

Well? said the Kid. So you see.

Mike was perplexed. He said nothing.

You see, continued the Kid earnestly, Ive been wasting strength all the time instead of putting it on. And Im getting slower instead of quicker.

This roused Mike to protest.

Youre quick enough, he said. Whatever yare, yere quick.

I should be quicker still, retorted the Kid, ignoring the compliment, if Id the right feed. But its only the first week, an theres plenty of time to change it. Heres what Ill have. Pound of Brazil nuts. And almonds and raisins. And some bananas. Thatll be breakfast. Ill cut out this bit, an keep it, so we shant forget what Im to have.

Mikes bewildered eye, roaming to and fro, lit on Peter Salt seated in the room behind the veranda with a paper.

Peter, he called.

Peter looked up, and came out to him.

Peter, he said, heres the Kid says he wants to give up mate of all description, and train on fruit.

Peter looked thoughtfully at the Kid, and shook his head.

Shouldnt, he said.

You dont understand, cried the Kid, and Mike, he dont understand. Its what doctors say. Heres this man Pontey — Alexander Pontey. The famous fruit — fruitarian they call him. That means hes no farmer. He knows his business. Hes a dead sporty mug, and listen what he says.

And once more he read out the recipe for health. You see. Thats a man who knows. Hes to the good. Hes no farmer. What he says goes. Dont eat meat, he says, but fruit, and youll beat the world.

Peter Salt lit a cigar and grunted. To those who knew him well all his grunts had their special meanings. This one, being translated signified My dear, good young friend, you may be a clever fighter, but here you are talking straight through the center of your hat.

Mike interpreted it correctly, and, encouraged by support, endeavored to overcome the Kid by argument.

This Pontey, he said —— 

Alexander Pontey, added the Kid, dwelling on the name reverently.

Whats he done? demanded Mike.

Hes a famous fruitarian, said the Kid, warily, on his defence.

Yes, but whats he done, Kid? Heres me. Ive trained bhoy after bhoy for fights on good mate, an Ive fought meself — eighteen battles — on mate. An all my bhoys, bar wan or two, have got the decision, an I won thirteen of me battles. And on what, mind ye? On mate. An whats your fruit gazebo done? Is he a champeen? Nit! Has he trained champeens? Not wan. Show me one bhoy thats won a fight on fruit, and Ill show ye twilve thats done it on mate. Now, Kid, what do ye say to that?

He slapped his leg triumphantly as he delivered this coup de grâce. But the Kid, who had slipped many a knock-out punch in the ring, did so now in argument.

Ah, he said, but youre forgetting, Mike, that the others, the ones your men beat, were trained on meat, too.

For five minutes, while Peter Salt sat unmoved in his seat, blowing smoke rings, and gazing absently across the square at the gymnasium opposite, Mike wrangled with the Kid. But he was fighting a losing fight. He could not recover from that counter with which his opponent had replied to his best argument. At the end of five minutes he sat back, and mopped his forehead.

Well, he said despairingly, if you must, you must.

For, being an experienced trainer, he knew that a man getting into condition for a fight must be led, not driven. And after all, there was just a chance that the unorthodox method on which the Kid had set his heart might do him good. One of the best trainers who ever trod New York pavements has put it on record that there are no rules for training a man. Individuals and their physical needs vary as widely as do the seasons. What sets one man up would break another down. Apples and bananas, which would have reduced Mike himself to a wreck in a week, might turn the Kid into a world-beater.

But it was with a marked lack of enthusiasm that he went out that afternoon to make his purchases. The energetic citizen from whom he bought the Brazil nuts was left with the impression that he had either suffered some sad bereavement, or that he had begun to feel gloomy respecting the chances of his man in the fight with Jimmy Garvis. After much thought he favored the latter reason, and proceeded to back the Californian heavily. And Mike, with the bag of nuts in his hand, went back to the hotel to prepare the Kids lunch.



For the first two days the new system answered, to all appearances, admirably. The Kid was such a whole-hearted convert to fruitarianism that the diet worked on the faith-cure system. He hypnotized himself into believing that he was gaining strength and quickness, and on the evening of the second day, put in a left-right on Peter Salts jaw with such emphasis that the latter himself became a temporary and unwilling fruitarian, and dined off oranges and apples, chopped small. But on the third day came the reaction. He lost weight, not healthily and by slow degrees, as a man in training should, but with a rush.

At this rate, said Peter Salt, startled by the figures into a whirl of eloquence, there wont be enough of you left on the day to go into the ring.

And Mike, lifting up his voice, cursed the man who invented Brazil nuts.



The Kid was sitting on the veranda on the afternoon of the fourth day, brooding over his loss of form, and wondering whether perhaps Mikes old-fashioned, out-of-date diet was not, after all, as good as any other, when there entered to him, from the road, a young man in a light flannel suit. On the back of the young mans head was a Panama, and in addition to these articles of clothing he wore that indescribable air of jaunty self-confidence which is the peculiar property of the New York newspaper young man. It is a curiously compelling air. The most reticent man becomes confidential beneath its influence. Trust magnates, fascinated by it, babble forth their most shady secrets.

Mr. Brady, I believe, said the young man.

Sure, said the Kid.

The young man drew up a chair, sat down, and tilted his hat over his eyes.

Weve met before, he said, though you dont remember me. But dont apologize. We cant all be celebrities. I interviewed you after your fight with Eddie Brock. Garths my name. Tom Garth. Im on the Manhattan Daily.

Sure, said the Kid. I remember you now. Have a cigar?

If you guess again, said Mr. Garth, youll be wrong. Well, he continued, throwing away the match, youve been doing great things since our last merry meeting. Ive got two dollars on it that youll stop Jimmy in a dozen rounds. Remember that, when you get into the ring, and let it inspire you. How are you getting on here?

Bully, said the Kid.

No difficulty in getting down to the weight?

Dead easy.

Mike Mulroon came out on the veranda, and was introduced.

Looks pretty fit, said Garth, jerking his head at the Kid.

Mike grunted disconsolately.

Now, Ive come here, said Garth, professionally. Our sporting editor wants a story about you for to-morrow, Mr. Brady. It will appear in company with alleged comic pictures of you by our artist, but these are things which must be borne patiently. We all have our troubles. I should be glad if you would answer a few questions. Peter Salt is sparring with you, isnt he?

Yes.

Hes a good man. Saw him smother Martin Morse in a couple of rounds once in San Francisco.

The conversation turned on Peters ring exploits.

Now about yourself, said Mr. Garth. Once more into the breach, dear friends, once more. What do you feed on? Thats what the public wants to know. What do you eat?

Fruit, said the Kid.

Fruit! snapped Mike.

Yes?

Mike stared stonily before him.

What else? asked Garth.

Nothing, said the Kid, only fruit.

What! said Garth. Nothing?

The Kid shook his head. The interviewers eyes opened.

Well, he said at length. I dont want to set my opinion up against yours, and you probably know best whats good for you, still — fruit! Well, itll be the first time a man has won a championship on that, Ill bet.

Mike glanced at him with awakening hope. Here was a newspaper man, and so likely to be handy in an argument, backing up his own opinion on the great fruit topic.

The Kid, he said, will have it that fruit is what a bhoy should train on, an hes killing himself with it.

So I should think. Whoever heard of training on fruit!

The Kid produced his trump card, and prepared to play it.

Youre wrong. It purifies the blood, an makes you strong. Dr. Pontey says so.

Mr. Garth sat up.

Dr. which? he said.

Dr. Alexander Pontey. Its all wrote here. Read it.

Tom Garth took the newspaper cutting, and burst into a roar of laughter. The Kid eyed him with grave disapproval.

Do you mean to tell me that youve been converted to fruitarianism by that article? You dropped meat simply on the strength of that?

Sure, said the puzzled Kid.

Tom Garth rose to his feet.

Now, look here, he said, before I say a word I must ask you to promise not to hit me. I enjoy life, and have no wish to be hustled out of it prematurely. Will you promise not to let your angry passions arise?

The Kid looked at Mike, and Mike looked at the Kid. They were not feeling equal to the intellectual pressure of the conversation.

What— began the Kid.

Promise, said Garth, go on, promise!

I promise, said Mike.

Me, too, said the Kid. Its not up to me to start in jolting people.

Then, said Garth, listen. I wrote that article, and its meant to be funny.
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What!

But so subtle and delicate is my humor that apparently the thing is misleading. Our magazine editor wanted something light last Sunday, so I did that. And you thought it was serious! Why there isnt a word of sense in the thing. Youll remember you promised not to hit me, wont you.

The Kid clutched at his last straw.

But Dr. Pontey — —

There isnt such a man. I got him out of a book. I tell you the whole things absurd from start to finish. Read it again, and you must see. And youve been living on fruit on the strength of it! Oh, Lord! Its lucky I turned up in time, or youd have gone into the ring a wreck — if you hadnt died before. But why on earth didnt you ask a doctor, if you thought of changing your diet?

Mike had been standing open-mouthed during this speech, and now he essayed a comment. But the thought of those wasted days in which the Kid had been going back, instead of forward in his training, proved too much for him; his jaws snapped like a trap, and he strode off without a word.



At seven that evening the ranks of the fruitarians lost a proselyte.


HOW KID BRADY WON THE CHAMPIONSHIP (1906)

First published in Pearsons, January 1906

[image: img284.jpg]

CLANCYS SALOON IN the Bowery is not far from the one made famous by Bishop Potter, but it differs largely in character from its neighbor. It is looked on with suspicion by the police, who consider it, in the vernacular, a pool-joint. In other words, a great deal of gambling goes on there. Indeed, the attentions of the Force are so marked that Clancy, who is something of a humorist, has often thought of exhibiting in his window the notice, Please wipe your boots before raiding. There is nothing much known against Clancy himself. The quarrel the police have with him has to do chiefly with the company he keeps, for his patrons include some of the most finished scoundrels in New York.

Some days before the date fixed for the Kids fight with Jimmy Garvis for the championship, three of the saloons older customers sat at a little table near the bar. Like everybody else in the city they were discussing the coming battle.

Say, Kids gone up in de betting, said one of the three.

How?

Sure. Six to four.

The two speakers were typical products of the Bowery at its worst. There is nothing innately vicious about the Bowery atmosphere, hundreds work and live honestly in that noisy quarter; but it is apt to produce citizens who are of no extreme value to the community.

The third of the trio was higher in the social scale. He had a certain air of refinement. He looked as if he was accustomed to move in a somewhat loftier sphere of life. He was, as a matter of fact, something of a celebrity in his own line. Until recently he had been making a good income by card-sharping on Atlantic liners. His face was familiar in the smoke-room of many a strasse hotel. It was to prevent its becoming too familiar that he was now taking a brief holiday on shore. His occupation was thus to a great extent gone, for it is only on liners that that child-like trust which the poker player so admires in his fellow-man is to be found. Players in New York were keener, and the resultant gains smaller. The best holiday being a change of occupation, he had temporarily abandoned cards, and was now endeavoring to make both ends meet by means of the Higher Finance. He had betted heavily against Kid Brady, and he meant to insure himself against loss.

So much the better for us, he said. I wish I could find some rub whod give me a hundred to four. The bigger the odds are, the more we win. We cant lose. The man who had spoken first looked cautiously around, and was reassured to find that nobody was within earshot.

Say, he whispered, whats doing? I aint next to de game.

It is perfectly simple. Brady is not going to fight.

On your way! Whats to keep him?

I thought I had made that clear. If you must be told again, listen now. I happen to know that the Kid will be in Carson City at least two days before the fight. He is to stop at Pauleys. Mike Mulroon will be with him, and Peter Salt. They have engaged rooms. We must go, too, take rooms at the same hotel, kidnap him, and keep him till after the fight.

But, say — —

Yes, yes, said the other impatiently, youre going to say that it cant be done. It can be done. It will be difficult, but it only requires care. I know the number of the Kids room. It is seventy-three, on the second floor. Mulroon and Salt are sleeping in seventy-four, across the passage. I have been there and talked to the hotel clerk. Two other rooms in the same passage are vacant. I telegraphed for them today. Now, listen. On the night before the fight the Kid will go to bed early. Mulroon and Salt will see him to bed, and then go down-town or to the smoking-room. That will be our time. We let him get to sleep, go to his room — —

 Twill be locked, sure.

That wont keep us long. We get in, chloroform him, and carry him down the passage to one of our rooms. There we tie him up and keep him, and one of you will stay in the room and guard him. Lock the door, and dont let any one come in. I will tell them that youre ill, and not to be disturbed.

But if de Kid doesnt fight, objected one of his companions, all de bets ll be off.

I shall look after that. You can make your minds easy about the bets.

Put us wise, mister.

Not yet. You shall know when we get to Pauleys. Not till then. Im taking no risks.



It was Peter Salt who had insisted that the Kid should stay at Pauleys on the night before the fight. There was a grain of superstition in Peter, and his belief in the luck of Pauleys amounted to a craze. Certainly past events justified it. The house had never sent a loser into the ring. Jack ONeil had stopped there on the night before he beat Smith, the Australian middle-weight. Frank Willard had used it as his headquarters on three separate occasions, and each time he had won. It had not been a difficult matter to persuade Mike Mulroon that a couple of nights at Pauleys spelt victory.

So thither the Kid went with his guardians, and from the day he arrived the hotel began to do double business. The bar-room was crowded every night with sportsmen who hoped to see the Kid and judge of his form before placing their money. But Mike, whom habit had made wary in these matters, kept his man close, started on the daily walk from the back of the house, and did the necessary sparring in a private room behind locked doors. His spare time he spent in receiving interviewers from all cities — for all the leading journals had their men on the spot — and informing them that the Kid had never felt better in his life, but was seeing no visitors. So the newspaper men had to go away content with that, and wire highly imaginative and worked up articles to their editors on: What Mulroon Thinks.

Jimmy Garvis, in the meantime, housed at the Hotel Splendid, two blocks down the street, made no secret of his intention of putting it all over his opponent, as he phrased it. Public opinion wavered. But the betting continued six to four on Brady until the morning of the last day of waiting. Nobody appeared to know what had changed it. No new reports had come in as to the mens form. But at mid-day even money was being offered and taken, and in the evening Mulroon, repairing to the bar after seeing his man to bed, found people, who certainly looked perfectly sane and sober, offering ten to six against the Kid. And other people, equally sensible to all appearances, were fighting shy of taking the odds.

Mike had the courage of his convictions. He had seen Jimmy Garvis fight, and he had seen the Kid fight, and he had never been so convinced of anything in his life as of the superiority of the latter. For skill there was no comparison. The champion was a willing fighter and had no objection to taking whatever his man liked to give him, provided he could put in something of his own in exchange. He was all pluck and muscle. But the Kid was there with the goods when it came to science. Unless one of the champions fierce swings came home on a vital spot, his man must win.

His Irish blood was up. He joined the gathering at the bar, and took every offer that was made. His confidence led others to follow his example, and gradually the odds were reduced. By that time the finances of Mike were in a perilous position. His liabilities, if the Kid were to lose, would sweep away the savings of a busy life. For a moment he thought of hedging. Then he set his jaw and turned away. It was an insult to himself to think a man he had trained and watched over could be beaten so contemptibly. He believed in the Kid, and he would back his belief to his last dollar. But he was mopping his forehead as he left the bar at midnight to take a last look at his man. He turned the handle of Room 73 softly, and peeped in.

Sleepin like a baby, he murmured, and went off to bed, content.

It was not until the following evening that he began to have apprehensions. During the day the Kid had remained in bed, dozing. He was well below the weight agreed upon in the articles of the battle, so that it would not matter if he was to put on a couple of pounds before he entered the ring. In fact, Mike generally liked his men to begin their fight a shade on the heavy side. He had seen too many fail through being over finely drawn.

But when the time approached for the contest, for the first time he could not restrain a doubt. Somehow the Kid did not look that picture of all that was fit and well which he had presented to a small, but select and admiring audience on the previous evening. There did not seem so much of him. He was, moreover, taciturn. He did not speak a word from the time he rose from his bed. To Mikes occasional questions he replied with grunts. Peter Salt himself could not have been less conversational. This, however, did not trouble Mike to any great extent. The Kid had always relapsed into a more or less unbroken silence on the day of a fight, and Mike had respected the eccentricity of genius and refrained from bothering him with talk.

But the matter of his weight was more serious. Instead of having put on a couple of pounds, he had lost five. And when a boxer suddenly loses weight at the end of a course of training, it is ominous.

Looking at him, too, Mike could not resist a feeling that there was something missing, something more than a few pounds. A man in perfect training seems to diffuse an atmosphere of electricity from within. There is an indefinable something about him which tells the practised eye that he is exactly fit, that physically nothing more can be done to improve him. Yesterday the Kid had worn this air. To-day he had lost it. He did not look unhealthy, but he certainly did not look as if he had been training for a month.

These things Mikes mind perceived dimly, but sufficiently clearly to make him feel gloomy and ill at ease.

Hwhat is ut? he said to Peter Salt, as he had said on another occasion when the waywardness of the Kids mood had caused him discomfort. Do ye see anything, Peter? Is the lad well?

Peter Salt shrugged his shoulders. He, too, had noticed the alteration.

He looks, he said slowly, as if hed been doped.

Mike started. The thing was incredible. Yet cases had been known where a pugilist had been drugged on the eve of a contest.

Peter, it cant be! My heavy hand on the man that did it.

Doctor, said Peter briefly.

Mike saw his point. A doctor would examine the men before they entered the ring. If drugs had been administered, he could not fail to detect them.

Half an hour later his fears were dispelled. The doctor passed the Kid without hesitation. He looked very keenly at him, however, and after the examination he did a thing which would have disturbed Mike Mulroon not a little if he had seen it. He sought out a sporting friend, and unostentatiously betted twenty dollars with him, giving the odds, that Jimmy Garvis would retain the championship. If a man in that condition can put it over Jimmy, Ill eat my stethoscope, he said to himself. What on earth can Mulroon have been doing to him? Why, the boys not trained worth a cent!

The hall was filling rapidly now. All sorts and conditions of men were shuffling their way past the knees of those already seated, and establishing themselves in their places; men in evening dress, looking prosperous and comfortably excited; men in blue jerseys, smoking villainous cigars and shouting greetings to distant friends in strange dialects. Here and there an impassive black face showed up among the white. At one side of the ring was the reporters table. Keen-faced, weary-eyed young men sat here, nibbling pencils and drawing idly in note-books. The atmosphere was charged with smoke.

A man in evening dress clambered with an effort into the ring, to be greeted with a round of applause and cries for silence.

Gentlemen, he shouted, I must ask you kindly to stop smoking.

The effect of this request on the audience was not remarkable. A few conscience-stricken sportsmen threw down their cigars hastily and ground the lighted ends under foot, but the majority continued to smoke, though for the most part in a furtive manner behind a protecting hand. The referee, having got his request off his mind, did not seem to care about pressing the point. He made a signal to some one invisible in the passage that led to the dressing-rooms, and the next moment a roar of welcome sent the smoke-cloud swirling, as the champion, clad in a long blue bath-robe, ducked under the ropes, and seated himself with a bow and a grin in the farther corner. And the roar greeted the Kid, in a pink bath-robe. Each pugilist was attended by three companions, burly and jersey-clad. Mike Mulroon and Peter Salt, in the Kids corner, came in for a special cheer on their own account.

The referee climbed into the ring again. Dead silence reigned in all parts of the building. Gentlemen, this is a fight between Jimmy Garvis of California — a wave of the hand toward the farther corner, a shout of applause from the audience, and a gratified bow from Mr. Garvis— and Kid Brady of New York — another wave of the hand, and renewed cheering— for the light-weight championship of the United States. The fight is for— He paused. I must wait, he said in a pained voice, until those gentlemen at the door are quiet.

For what seemed to be a bye-battle on a small scale had suddenly begun at the entrance to the hall. Two doorkeepers were struggling with a third man, and a group had gathered around to watch.

Silence! Order! Bounce him! roared the justly indignant hall.

From the center of the struggling group a voice made itself heard.

Mike! it cried. Mike! Mike Mulroon!

Mulroon literally sprang into the air. He stood gasping.

Go and tell your friend, Mr. Mulroon, said the referee severely, to be quiet, or he must leave the hall. He is interrupting the proceedings.

There was a crash. One of the doorkeepers flew back against the wood panel. A small, compact figure darted past him and flung himself into the ring.

Friend! shouted Mike Mulroon. But, friend! By the Powers, tis the Kid himself!
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The noise was deafening. Everybody in the building was standing, everybody was shouting. The man in the pink bath-robe made a dive under the ropes, but Mike was too quick for him. He seized him in a grip of steel. Two policemen, stationed at the ring-side, closed in on the captive, and hustled him out of the hall. The referee stood in the middle of the ring, sawing the air with his hands in a fruitless appeal for silence. Beside him stood the Kid, panting and disheveled, but himself beyond the shadow of a doubt. The howls died away.

Gentlemen, said the referee rapidly, in the whole course of my ring experience I have never met a case like this. Some one has been playing it on us. There has been foul play. If you want to know who the man I introduced to you just now really is, you had better read your newspaper for the next few days, when he will be up in court. I can tell you who he is not. He is not Kid Brady. This is Kid Brady.
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Applause.

Gentlemen, under the circumstances I must crave your kind indulgence. The championship fight will be postponed for half an hour, to enable Brady to put on his fighting clothes. During the intermission Tom Allen will spar with Joe Watson. Gentlemen, I thank you most sincerely.



The Kids story did not take long to tell. He had wakened, he said, with a bad taste in his mouth, to find himself in a strange room, with a gag between his teeth and ropes around his hands and ankles. After several hours labor he had loosened these, and taking advantage of the fact that his warder, wearying probably of his charge, and thinking that he could trust the ropes to guard the prisoner, had left the room, he had freed himself, broken the lock, and escaped. That was all he knew.

The rest came out at the trial. It seemed that the Kids double was an out-of-work actor who had consorted with the baser kind of sporting man, and had thus fallen in with the astute card-sharper who patronized Clancys Saloon in the Bowery. The latter had seen the possibilities that lay in his resemblance to the Kid. With a little make-up, such as the actor knew well how to apply, their best friends could hardly tell them apart. His scheme was simplicity itself. The double would appear in the ring as the Kid, be summarily despatched by the unsuspecting Mr. Garvis, and thus win for the confederate the extensive bets he had made. But for the Kids unexpected reappearance, nothing could have prevented the success of the plan.

As for the fight — if you read the sporting pages in the papers you will know all about that. There were columns describing how Jimmy Garvis, going in to hit from the first sound of the gong, had the best of the opening rounds, nearly put his opponent out in the fifth, and ended the sixth with a distinct balance of points in his favor; how he seemed to weaken in the seventh and eighth; and, finally, how in the second minute of the ninth, the Kid, pulling himself together, sent in a blow with his right which made him light-weight champion of America. For the details, picturesque as only an American journalist can make them, the reader is referred to these official reports.


HOW KID BRADY ASSISTED A DAMSEL IN DISTRESS (1906)

First published in Pearsons, March 1906
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THE KIDS FIRST act after becoming champion was to open a saloon on East Fourteenth Street. His second was to buy an automobile. There are three stages in the career of the successful American pugilist. He begins obscurely, fighting hard with the rank and file of the profession and endeavoring, in the intervals of active work, to induce friendly newspaper men to put photographs of him in defiant and scientific attitudes into their papers, together with eulogies on past deeds and glowing prophecies respecting future matches. Then, having begun to make a name, he starts a saloon, and, finally — the last test of prosperity — he buys an automobile (which he refers to as his bubble) and begins thoroughly to enjoy life.

One evening, some months after his fight with Jimmy Garvin — who was now shrieking challenges at him in the evening papers in the hope of obtaining a return match — the Kid was in his saloon, leaning against the counter with the air of careless majesty which is a characteristic of the successful fighter, and watching the austere barmen serve the customers who poured in. He was proud of his saloon, and with some justice, for it was orderly, well-appointed, and well patronized. The prize-fighters saloons of New York are by no means the noisy, sordid dens which those who do not know them imagine them to be. They are as clean as pins, and as decorous as A.B.C. shops. Nobody had a word to say against Kid Bradys saloon, if we except Mrs. Carrie Nation, who, according to the papers, had bought a new hatchet and announced her intention of paying the Kid a professional visit in the near future.

But the champion light-weight of America was not the man to let a trifle like this worry him, and as he leaned on his counter he felt at peace with mankind, even with Jimmy Garvin. It was, he felt, purely the etiquette of the profession that had led that gentleman to describe him in a letter to a sporting weekly as a skunk. It was a mere conventional pleasantry, and showed no animus on the part of the defeated one.

To him while in this enviable frame of mind there entered a boy.

A letter for you, Mr. Brady, said the boy, with respect.

The Kid extended a hand for the missive. The messenger meanwhile stood eyeing him with intense reverence. It was not his luck to come frequently to such close quarters with the famous light-weight, and already, by handing him the letter, he had done enough to make himself a marked boy in his set. If he could but lure the great man into a conversation, however brief, his reputation would be made. The Kid examined the note curiously before opening it. His correspondence was not large, and what there was of it was not written, as was this letter, on the gold-stamped paper of the Hotel Universal. Also, it was delicately scented, and the scent was not tobacco.

He opened it, and glanced first at the signature. Catherine Beaumont. A lady! Here were mysteries and marvels!

Dear Mr. Darrell, it began.

Now, one of the Kids minor weaknesses was that he liked to be addressed as Mr. Darrell. Kid Brady was merely his professional pseudonym. His real name was Edward Darrell, and socially he liked to be called by it. Persons who endeavored to win his regard by addressing him publicly as Kid would have done far better to have called him Mr. Darrell.

The letter itself was a little unusual:

I have heard so much about you from my brother James, whom you taught to box last year, that I feel no diffidence in writing to you. I am in dreadful trouble. I need a strong mans help immediately. My brother is in San Francisco. I have no friend in New York. Do please call at once at this hotel. I shall remain indoors for the rest of the evening.

Catherine Beaumont.

P.S. — The boy will carry an answer.

P.P.S. — It is a matter of the utmost importance.



The Kids comment was brief but emphatic.

Gee! he said.

Any answer to de letter, Mr. Brady? inquired the messenger by way of a conversational opening.

You go back, sonny, and say how Im comin at once. Now see if you can make the hotel in two jumps.

The boy darted off, storing these golden words in his mind, to be retailed later to an admiring circle of his peers.

As for the Kid, he went up-stairs and put on his best clothes. This was a special occasion. The somewhat emphatic tweed suit which he affected as a rule, must give way to something more nearly resembling what the Four Hundred wore when they paid calls. He selected a dark serge, hovered a few moments over a batch of neckties, and, deciding finally in favor of a dark green, thrust a smart pin into it, and made his way to the Hotel Universal.

He remembered James Beaumont well — a man of some standing in New York society, who had come to his gymnasium to work off the effect of a strenuous course of dinners at Sherrys and Delmonicos. One of the evening papers had caricatured him in an imaginary contest with the Kid, who was then just beginning to achieve fame.

Miss Beaumonts suite was at the top of the hotel. Deposited by the elevator opposite the door, he knocked and entered a neat sitting-room.

Seated in a chair at the farther end of the room was his correspondent. In his own circle of society the Kid was by way of being something of a ladies man. A fighter is always popular with the other sex. He was what is called in the vernacular a strong josher. In other words, he always had plenty to say for himself. But here was a lady of another sort. To judge from a first glance, she was the sort of lady whose portrait was in all the papers when she went to the Horse Show. He got a blurred impression of a beautiful face and an exquisite dress, and then he lost his head.

Mr. Darrell? Please sit down.

The Kid sat down, dimly realizing that he ought to have done something which he had left undone. Later it occurred to him that the lady had offered her hand, and he had not taken it.

It was so kind of you to come so promptly.

Yes, Miss, said the Kid.

But I was sure you would. My brother spoke so highly of you.

Yes, Miss.
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I am in great trouble, Mr. Darrell.

Yes, Miss.

Here it suddenly struck the Kid that he must pull himself together. He was rattled. His remarks, he felt, lacked variety and brilliance.

Im sure, he said, with an effort, Im sure — anything I can do — —

He lost the thread of his discourse, and came to an abrupt stop. A drop of perspiration splashed on his wrist.

Fortunately the mind of woman is conducted with an eye to these emergencies. Miss Beaumont was tactful. It was plain that the Kid was in a parlous state, and that it would be brutal to look for conversation from him for some time to come. He sat there on the edge of his chair, fingering his hat in an overwrought manner, and gazing earnestly at the carpet. His hostess put him at his ease. For the space of three minutes, she delivered a monologue on a variety of unimportant topics in a sweet rippling voice which acted magically on the Kids disturbed nerves. At the beginning of the fourth minute he surprised himself by volunteering a statement. It was not very profound nor very original, but it was a statement, and he began to feel confidence slowly returning. Before the fourth minute had elapsed he was himself again.

I can explain in a very few words, Mr. Darrell, just what it is that I want you to do for me, if you will be so kind.

Five minutes before the Kids head had swum at the idea of this gorgeous being condescending to be under an obligation to him, but now he positively waved his hand deprecatingly, just as he had seen the star do at Dalys, when the leading lady had insisted that he had a noble soul.

It is very kind of you, Mr. Darrell. I am sure a man in your position must be extremely busy. What I want is this: Tomorrow morning I start from the Central Station to join my brother in San Francisco. I want you to be there to look after me.

The Kid politely placed his bubble at the ladys disposal. She thanked him, but declined.

I must not put you to any more trouble than I can possibly help, she said. It will be quite enough if you meet me on the platform at half-past eleven. My train leaves at twenty-five minutes to twelve.

Ill be there, miss, said the Kid.

There was a pause. It was now the lady who gazed at the carpet, and looked embarrassed. The Kid was wondering whether the interview was at an end, and whether he was supposed at this point to make a graceful exit, when Miss Beaumont, blushing in an effective manner, hesitated, and finally spoke.

I think I must tell you everything, Mr. Darrell, she said. It will explain what you are probably thinking is extremely curious behavior on my part.

With incredible dexterity the Kid once more brought off the deprecating wave.

I do not like to speak of it, but I must. Briefly then, I need your protection. I am sure you will respect my confidence, if I tell you why?

Sure, miss, protested the Kid.

Miss Beaumont proceeded.

Last summer, she said, when I was staying with friends at Newport, I met a gentleman whose name I will not mention. If I did you would recognize it, for he is the son of one of the wealthiest men in the city. We were thrown a great deal in each others way, and the end of it was that he — he asked me to marry him.

The Kid murmured sympathetically.

I thought that I was fond of him, continued Miss Beaumont, and I accepted him. We were engaged secretly. But before either of us could tell our parents, I found out what sort of a man he really was, and I broke off the engagement. He was very violent, and frightened me very much. I am afraid that he is in the habit of drinking a great deal more than is good for him. I did not find that out in time to prevent our engagement, but it was that made me put an end to it. As I said, he was very violent, and refused to accept his dismissal. Fortunately, the house party broke up almost immediately afterward, and I have seen no more of him.

This morning, however, I received a letter from him. By some means or other, he had got to hear that I was passing through New York and intended to leave by the train I mentioned. In his letter, he says that he is determined to meet me at the station, to resume, he says, the discussion we left unfinished at Newport. Now, I must go by that train, for certain reasons which do not matter, and I dare not meet him alone. For a long time I was at my wits end. I could not think what to do. You see, though my brother has many friends in the city, I am seldom here and have but a few, and they are away just now. And I could not confide in them on such a delicate matter. There is not one of them I could trust not to talk. Now you, Mr. Darrell—

She smiled, and in her smile pathos, compliment, and entreaty were subtly mingled.

Ill be as silent, said the Kid, as — as Peter Salt, and I couldnt be more than that. But give me his name, he added fervently. Ill give him a jolt thatll settle him for fair. Im no corker at the game of talk, miss, but when its the other thing, Im there with the goods.

But above all there must be no scene, except as a last resource. If people heard of it, I think I should die.

The Kid nodded adherence to this sentiment.

You must talk to him. All I want is that you come to the station and stay near me in case he — the gentleman I mentioned — is violent.

I will, said the Kid. Ill stop him gettin gay.

He may try to detain me, or, worse still, accompany me on my journey. At all costs, even if you have to employ force, you must prevent that, Mr. Darrell.

You may leave it, said the Kid definitely, to me, miss.

But, unless you are compelled, anything like a scene—

I see, miss.

Then, good-by. And thank you ever so much. I am more grateful—

Proud to be of any service, miss, said the blushing pugilist.



The Kid was on the platform with commendable punctuality the next morning. Eleven was striking as he turned into the station. He waited till the door opened to admit people to the platform from which the San Francisco train started, and walked up and down like a sentinel, secure in the knowledge that, at any rate, he was first in the field.

Thinking over the matter in the watches of the night, he had come to the conclusion that, as there was every probability of a fracas before twenty-four minutes to twelve, it might be necessary for him, however pure and chivalrous his motives in assaulting a perfect stranger, to vanish without giving explanations and without being recognized. The callous Law which governs assaults and batteries takes no account of Chivalry. It had not failed to occur to him that his position, after the train had borne off his only witness to the excellence of his motive in committing the assault, might be a little equivocal. It might be necessary to trust to rapid flight. For this reason, his bubble waited at the entrance to the station in charge of a boy. Also he had invested a quarter of a dollar in a false mustache. It was becoming, and proved a very effective disguise.

Half an hour passed without the appearance of Miss Beaumont. The Kid had not expected her to arrive too early. He amused himself in the interim by scanning the passengers as they came up, and endeavoring to detect his man. The half-hour had just struck when a heavily-veiled figure passed him.

Here I am, miss, he said.

She started, and dropped a small bag which she carried.

Its all right, miss. Its me, Darrell. Is he here?

She had recognized him now, and he saw her smile as she caught sight of the mustache.

The man in brown, she whispered, and entered the train.

The Kid was surprised. He had noticed the man in brown. He had been on the platform almost as long as himself, and he, too, had patrolled it in sentinel fashion. But not for a moment had the Kid imagined that this could be his man. Anything more unlike the dissipated young society man — a type which had become familiar to him during his years at Mike Mulroons — he had never seen. Like all boxers, the Kid judged of a mans condition by the whites of his eyes. An habitual drinkers eyes are not easy to mistake. The whites of this mans eyes were clear and healthy. He had a strong, keen face.

But there was no doubt that he was the right man, for as Miss Beaumont entered the car, he caught sight of her and darted across the now almost empty platform in her direction.

The Kid had taken up his stand opposite the steps, and when the man arrived he found the entrance blocked.

Excuse me, said the man, abruptly, but not impolitely.

The Kid did not move.

For the first time the man seemed to scent the partisan.

Stand aside, you! he cried.

A rush of steam issued from the funnel of the engine. Belated passengers dashed wildly for seats.

The mouth of the man in brown set like a steel-trap.

Let me pass! he hissed. I shall not speak again.

All aboard! All aboard! shouted the conductor. Step lively there! Step lively!

The man in brown rapped out a furious oath.
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Out of my way! he shouted.

The Kid spoke for the first time.

To the woods! said the Kid.

Interested faces appeared at the windows of the train.

The Kid stood before the steps of the car in stolid silence.

Suddenly the man darted forward and seized the Kid by the shoulders. The next instant he was lying full length on the asphalt. The Kid was a hard hitter, and righteous indignation had added force to his arm. It would be a quarter of an hour before his enemy could recover from such a blow, on a spot where even a tap is enough to stun.

Even as he fell, the train steamed out of the station.

This, thought the Kid, as running figures began to approach from the end of the platform, is where I leave for the tall timber!



Customers at the Kids saloon during the ensuing week wondered what made the champion so gloomy and disinclined for casual conversation. He seemed to have something on his mind, and once, when Officer Kelly of the police force strode into the bar, he was noticed by the observant to turn a clear shade paler. When Kelly retired after drinking a modest Würzburger, his countenance resumed its normal hue, and he began to talk rapidly, almost incoherently.

The cause of this strange demeanor was a certain sensation of which the papers had made the most during the week. The Manhattan Daily had started it, and the other papers had followed in its wake.

It had been heralded by head-lines:

OUTWITTED

BY A WOMAN

Gem-Grabber Grace Grant Gets Away.

DUNN STUNNED

Detective Dunn Tells How He Was Felled

By An Accomplice.

STILL AT LARGE

Interview with Detective Dunn

He Was a Tall, Burly Man.

That was how the Manhattan Daily opened fire.

Having broken it gently, as it were, in this fashion, it went on to describe how Detective Dunn, of the metropolitan force, having received information that Grace Grant, the heroine of the latest New York jewel robbery, was about to make an attempt to leave for California by the morning express, had gone to the station to arrest her. There, however, when on the point of effecting a capture, he had been severely attacked by an accomplice and stunned. The accomplice, said the writer, was being searched for by the police; and it relieved the Kid a little to find that the injured detective described him as a tall, burly man with a long black mustache. His own stature was small, his figure, though sturdy, far from massive, and his long black mustache had gone for ever.

But he passed an unhappy week.

Eight days later a considerate cyclone destroyed most of a small town out West, and Detective Dunn and his troubles ceased to interest the public.


SIGNS AND PORTENTS (1906)

First published in Stage and Sport, May 1906
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OF ALL THE men who ever worried the captain of a touring team into an early grave, that maniac Sanderson is the worst. To be sheep-dog to a side on tour is bad enough in ordinary circumstances.

Under no conditions does the innate folly of man show up so luridly. You write half-a-dozen post-cards telling a man what train to catch at Waterloo, and you find later that he went and waited patiently for an hour and a quarter at Victoria. Or he forgets his cricket bag, or his aunt dies the day before you start, and there is no time to get a substitute — for him, not for his aunt. And when you have got the whole team to their destination, you must watch them like a hawk. Sharples, our fast bowler, will insist on sitting up to weird hours on the night before an important match, smoking strong tobacco and drinking whisky and soda; with the natural result that his pace on the next day lasts for a couple of overs, and then fizzles out, and he continues with slow medium. I have to hound the man to bed regularly, and superintend his undressing in person. After which I go and argue with Grake, our slow man, to prevent him experimenting with his latest head ball. He is always inventing a new ball, and it is a safe four to the batsman every time. Against Sidmouth, last year, they made 23 off him in two overs.

He explained that he was luring the batsmen on and making them over-confident, and that in another over or two they would get themselves out. My hair is turning grey at the temples.

But the worst of them all is the man Sanderson.

He is one of the most beautiful bats in England. When he gets set, all you have to do is to lie back and applaud. He has strokes through the slips which words cannot describe. And his off-drive has to be seen to be appreciated. And he spoils it all by his wretched nerves. I have met nervous batsmen in the course of my career, men who turned a pale green when they had to go to the wickets, but they were recklessly confident compared with Sanderson. One would think that when a man had played for his county and made innumerable runs in club matches, he would begin to have the rudiments of a faith in himself; but not so Sanderson. If he played against a kindergarten he would palpitate.

He has brought the thing to a positive craze. He believes in omens. He has mascots and other futile aids to run-getting. He cannot begin to think of making a score, he says, unless he has his Zingari cap, his Rugby house-scarf, the bat with which he made fifty-seven for the county against the Australians, and some wretched mascot in his trouser-pocket. The mascots vary. At one time it was a midget photograph. But she married a stockbroker, and the photograph gave place to a bullet extracted from the shoulder of a man who got it at Spion Kop. When he joined us in the year of which I am writing he showed me a miniature Golliwog. It had been given to him, he explained, in romantic circumstances, and was morally certain to bring about a century on any wicket. In spite of this, however, I did not notice any increase of confidence in his batting. He had got out in his first over against Sidmouth, clean bowled by a ball which was simply made to be put past cover in his inimitable way; and the thought that this might happen again in the match with Seaton, which was to be played on the morrow, was taking years off my life.

I was awakened early on the morning of the match by a bang on my door and a fumbling at the handle. Enter the man Sanderson in pyjamas and a dressing-gown.

You awake, James?

I am now, I said.

Something awful has happened.

I sat up in bed.

That blackguard Sharples hasnt been smoking? But he couldnt, Ive got his pipe.

Sharples is all right as far as I know; in fact, I heard him snoring as I passed his door.

Then whats the matter?

My Golliwogs gone!

I made a long arm and possessed myself of a slipper. A man who can wake you up in the early morning simply because he cant find a Golliwog is not the sort of man at whom one should hesitate to throw slippers. It took him on the funny-bone. My second missile smashed the looking glass.

Sanderson gazed at the ruin, and blenched visibly.

That settles it, he said gloomily, Im safe for an egg now; there was just a chance before that I might scratch up a few, even without my Golliwog; but one cant stand up against a lost mascot and a broken looking-glass on the morning of an important match. Youve done it, dear feller, this time. Done it completely. Its a round un for me to-day.

I pleaded with him, I appealed to his manhood, to his patriotism, I conjured him by everything which I imagined he held sacred to pull himself together. He only sat there looking like some dishevelled bird, and refused to be comforted.

It was a lovely morning — the sort of morning on which to win the toss and stay at the wicket all day.

Unfortunately, I lost the toss. It was then that I congratulated myself on having looked after my bowlers. Here was Sharples, bright-eyed and rosy, looking fit to bowl through the whole innings. Here was Grake, subdued with much argument, wearing the peaceful air of one who has never so much as heard of a head-ball in his life.

I looked round for Sanderson, and saw him staring in a sort of cold horror at one of the umpires, who was standing by the pavilion steps waiting for his colleague to join him.

I went up to him and hit him on the back.

Hurry up, Sanderson, I said. Whats the matter now?

Look!

I inspected the object of his scrutiny. The umpire was not a thing of æsthetic beauty, but there was nothing essentially repulsive in his appearance. He wore whiskers, and was wall-eyed; otherwise there was little to find fault with in him.

Dear feller, said Sanderson, clutching my arm, its all over now; do you see that man?

The umpire? Whats the matter with him?

Youll hardly believe me, but thats the very man who was umpiring in a match in Somersetshire last year, in which I took specs. Its an omen. Youd better put me in last to-day, dear feller, I shant make a run.

If anyone knows what is the proper treatment for a man of this kind, I should be glad if they would tell me.

Its probably not the same man, I said, and if it is, what does it matter, the umpire has got nothing to do with your making runs?

Its awfully kind of you, dear feller, to try and console me, but its no use. That umpire on top of that looking-glass settles it.

We spent the early part of the afternoon outing them for two hundred and fifty, then went in. I took Sanderson with me to the wickets. He had on his Zingari cap and his Rugby house scarf, and carried the bat with which he had made 57 against the Australians. Also the Golliwog was in his pocket, that mascot presented to him in romantic circumstances. The only thing that militated against a large score was the sinister umpire, who was standing by the wickets waiting to give the batsman guard.

Sanderson gurgled something inarticulate. I conjectured rightly that he was asking me to take first ball. I did so, and made a single off it.

Sanderson trotted across the pitch with a wan expression on his face.

He took guard, and glanced round him with a parade of noting how the field was placed. As a matter of fact, I am prepared to give odds that he saw nothing.

What happened next I consider a direct intervention of Providence. The bowler, a medium pace man with a nice off-break, bowled, and Sanderson let go at it blindly. It was a purely speculative stroke. I am certain he did not see the ball. He hit out with all his strength at random. The ball came humming back down the pitch, a foot from the ground. I sprang to one side to avoid it, and heard a sudden sharp howl from behind me. When I turned I saw the umpire in a heap on the ground. With one hand he held his ankle.

Fieldmen came up from all sides, and formed an interested group, while short-slip, who happened to be a doctor, felt the injured limb with professional gravity. Finally he delivered his verdict. The ankle was not broken, but very badly bruised, and ought to be rested. They must get a new umpire. I caught Sandersons eye. The rest of his face was a mask, on every line of which was written remorse. But his eyes gleamed with a new light.

Dont you see, dear feller, he whispered, this smashes up the omen. Turns it round completely. Its a century now, old man, and nothing less.

And when the new umpire arrived, he proceeded without delay or preamble to cut the next three balls like forked lightning past third man to the boundary.

It was seven oclock when we won, and Sanderson made his century off the last ball bowled. After taking off his pads, he went off to make inquiries after the injured umpire. As he went he fingered the Golliwog very tenderly.



* * *

One of these days Sanderson will have to give up towing with the Weary Willies. They will not be able to spare him from the Colney Hatch team.


HOW KID BRADY JOINED THE PRESS (1906)

First published in Pearsons, May 1906
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THE LANE WAS not wide and the Kids automobile, which had broken down after the manner of automobiles, blocked a generous two-thirds of it. The greater part of the Kid was out of sight, underneath the machine. The hottest sun that had shone on the State of New York that summer was slowly roasting a pair of brown boots and the lower portion of two flannel-clad legs, which protruded from beneath the wheels. The Kid hated this phase of automobilism, but he went through it conscientiously.

The sound of horses hoofs mingled with the amateur engineers murmured imprecations. They slowed down to a walk as they neared the derelict, and finally halted.

Is there any one in charge of that smoke-wagon? inquired a voice politely. Saved! he added, I see boots. Shop!

The Kid began to wriggle out from his place of retirement.

If you can spare me a moment of your valuable time, continued the horseman, I wish you would ease off that bubble a point or two to the left. At present its taking up most of the road, and this intelligent animal refuses to pass.

The Kid stood up and inhaled the fresh air.

Why its the Kid! I had a sort of idea Id seen that bubble before. Just the very man I wanted to meet.

He jumped down from his horse, and approached the Kid with outstretched hand.

Ive been looking for you everywhere. They told me you were in the village. I want a soul-to-soul talk with you when youre through with your tinkering. By the way, you may not remember me. Garth. Tom Garth. I interviewed you for the Manhattan Daily when you came to New York after winning the championship. You were in bed. Remember? You got outside your breakfast, while I sat on the chest of drawers and asked you questions. It would have made a good subject for a historical painting. Now do you remember? Dont mind me. We can talk when youve finished. I dont understand bubbles, or Id help you. As it is, the sun is hot. I have a cigar-case somewhere, and if you look closely youll see me do my popular imitation of a hard-worked young journalist taking a much-needed rest.

Not be long, responded the Kid, crawling into retreat once more, while Mr. Garth, whistling the Mosquitos Parade under his breath, sat down by the roadside and felt for his cigars.

Ten minutes elapsed before the Kid, damp and red as to the face, emerged, wiping his hands.

Done it, he said complacently.

Then sit down and have one of these. Its much too hot for the strenuous life. However — Well, Kid, it brings back my vanished youth meeting you like this. Been assaulting the police lately? Whats up now? I wish you wouldnt spring about like that. Its too hot.

The Kid continued to gaze at his loquacious companion, in consternation. The lurid episode of Detective Dunn and the female jewel-robber, in whose cause he had displayed so much mistaken chivalry, had begun to fade from his mind, but this sudden, apparently irrelevant, question brought it surging back in all its pristine freshness. How much did the man know?

Mr. Tom Garth stretched himself lazily on the grass and blew a scientific smoke-ring. He was a long, thin young man, with a dark, clever face, and a humorous mouth. He appeared wholly unconcerned at the disturbance he had caused. What — what — how? Whos been telling you? gasped the Kid.

Its all right, replied Garth. Sit down. It was a shame to spring it on you like that. My passion for the dramatics quite a disease. You neednt worry. Were all friends here. Nobody but myself knows a word about it. Your cigars out!

The Kid subsided to the grass again.

How did you know? he asked.

I recognized you on the platform that day. It was a decent disguise, all the same. I recognized you by your build, and the way you put that shot in at the jaw. Poor old Dunn! Not much need to count ten there. He was out for twenty minutes, and even then he wasnt what youd call chirpy. Ive been wanting to see you ever since, to ask you what the deuce you were at. Youre a law-abiding person, I know. Why this sudden outburst of devilry?

It was with a certain hesitation and confusion that the Kid explained the machinations of the insidious Miss Grant. He had been badly buncoed, and there was not much pleasure to be derived from saying so.

Garth chuckled incessantly throughout the tale. Smart girl, that. Deserved to get away. Im glad she did. Now Ill tell you where I come in. Bear in mind, from this point, a certain proverb you may have heard — one good turn deserves another. I shall come back to it shortly. Well, this was how it was. I know Dunn. He told me he was expecting to make an important arrest at the station. I hovered around to scoop it for my paper. But mark the sequel: I didnt get the scoop I wanted, but I got another twice as good. Have you ever seen an editor smile? You should have seen Taylors face split in half when I cake-walked into the office with my story. As you know, I put them off the scent by describing you as a burly man. Dunn would have it that his assailant was a fellow about your own build, Kid, but I assured him that he was wrong, and that the jolting he had got had sent his memory off the rails. So that made it all right for you. And the moral of that, as I said before, is, that one good turn deserves another.

Anything I can do— began the Kid fervently.

Good. I knew you had a noble heart, Kid.

 Ive heard of hearts unkind, kind deeds 
With coldness still returning; 
Alas; the gratitude of men 
Hath oftener left me mourning.

As one Wordsworth observed. I dont suppose you know him. He held the championship belt for poetry at one time. But he wasnt referring to you. When it comes to gratitude, youre there with the goods. And now Ill tell you what you can do to help me. Its a long story, and I think Ill light another weed before I begin.

Im listening, said the Kid encouragingly.

Garth lit his cigar, threw the match at the horse, which was still making a hearty meal, and resumed:

They have an unholy custom in newspaper offices of New York, he said, of dispensing, during the hot weather, with the services of a certain number of their employees. Or, if you want that sentence translated, they bounce about one in every five of the reporters on the papers. There is no animus about it. They hint that you are a splendid fellow, and what the paper will do without you they dont know, but, all the same, would you mind taking a holiday? Thanks, very much. When the summers over, and people begin to come back to town they take you on again. But in the meanwhile you are at a loose end. Thats my case. The Manhattan Daily dont want me till the cold weather.

Its a burnin shame! broke out the sympathetic pugilist.

Dry the starting tear, said Garth. I dont mind, as far as Im concerned. In fact, Im very glad. Being thrifty by nature and habit, I have plenty of money to keep me going till I resume my job. And the holiday is welcome for many reasons, principally because it will give me time to carry out a certain scheme. Whatever you do, try and keep awake now, for this is where you come in.

The Kid expressed himself all attention.

I shall now bore you with a little biography. Its painful, but necessary. I was born of poor but honest parents, who sent me to school at an early age, where I met a certain Lord Worfield!

A lord! echoed the interested Kid.

A lord, said Garth. We were friends at school, and when we went to Oxford we continued friends. In fact, we are still friends. I came out to the States; he stayed at home. Well, Worfield arrived in New York just before I left the paper. He was rolling in money, and showed a pleasant anxiety to get rid of it. After he had seen all the theaters and got tired of all the restaurants, he found — with horror — that he still possessed more than would be good for two men. It was then that he was struck with a bright idea. I hope youre listening. Have another cigar. This was his idea: A thoughtful study of our New York papers had left him with the impression that there was no law of libel in the land; or, if there was, that you couldnt say anything about a person bad enough to make a jury give damages. Having got this notion firmly into his head, he came to me. Tom, he said — just like that— why shouldnt we start a paper thats not only libellous in spots, but all through? The greater the truth the greater the libel. Lets start a weekly that tells the unvarnished truth about all these New York beauties — in Wall Street, and so on. It will sell like hot cakes. And it will be the best rag since Oxford. You shall be editor, and Ill finance the thing. Very well, I said, if youre dying to burn money. But, I added, we shall want somebody to protect us from infuriated callers. Somebody to sit at the door and throw them down-stairs as they arrive. And, I said, I know the very man — Kid Brady. So there you are, Kid. Will you come in? Handsome pay, and pleasant work. Ill get you fit for your next fight. Join the staff of Candor as fighting-editor, and combine business with pleasure.

How? said the Kid. Im not next to the game yet.

Its perfectly simple. We want you to be around during office hours to see that strong and angry gentlemen dont come worrying me. I shant have time to attend to them myself. You will sit in your little rabbit-hutch at the top of the stairs, and when any one calls and asks to see the editor, you will tell him that the editor is not in. If he tries to get past you, it will be up to you to see that he gets the rapid bounce. Dont be violent with them. Simply assist them gently in the direction of the street.

There was a silence while the idea filtered through into the Kids brain. Then he rose to a point of order.

Whats going to be doing when they recognize me? he asked. Id like to help you, Mr. Garth, but I darent risk getting into trouble with the cops. You see, a fighting-mans got to be more careful than most. He dont get let off too easy when he comes into court for hitting people.

Thats all right, my dear Kid, said Garth with much cheerfulness, dont worry yourself. In the first place, you musnt hit em. I explained that. We dont want New York to be full of Trust Magnates with black eyes. Then a man with your talent for disguise need never be recognized. You shall dress for the part. Doesnt that stir your young blood? Well get you up as an elderly and respectable partner with a neat gray mustache. Any more objections? He is silent. Ergo, he is convinced. Excellent. All the arrangements are now complete. We shall leave for New York to-night. If you like you can run me down in your bubble. The first number of Candor has been ready this many a day. Now that the staff is complete, we can begin. Approach me, Bucephalus, if you have finished your meal. Whoa! And now, Kid, he added from the saddle, get into the bubble, and well go back to the hotel and drink success to the paper.



The Kid had been in some queer situations in the course of his short life, but he was inclined to give the palm to the one in which he now found himself. Every afternoon, Wednesdays and Saturdays excepted, he repaired to his post at the top of the first flight of stairs in the building in which Candor rented its offices. Here he sat entrenched behind a wooden barrier, fingering his gray mustache uneasily — the fear that it would come off never left him — and interviewing gentlemen who objected to hearing the truth about themselves. These were of all sorts. On the second day after the appearance of the first number, a tall, somber man in a long fawn-colored dust-coat called. The Kid recognized him from photographs as a celebrated romantic actor.

I wish to see your editor, said the great man with ominous calm.

Editor not in, replied the Kid glibly.

You are sure that he is not in?

Sure.

The better for him, retorted the other darkly. Can you remember a message, my man?

Sure.

Then give your editor, when he arrives, the compliments of Mr. Bodkin, Mr. Aubrey Bodkin of the National Theater, and tell him that Mr. Bodkin does not lightly forget.
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They were not all so pacific. Arriving one afternoon a little late, the editor of Candor had to stand aside on the stairs to allow a procession of two to pass him. The procession was headed by a stout, red-faced gentleman in business suit who moved reluctantly. The rear was brought up by the Kid. He was grasping the visitor by the elbows, and appeared to be supplying the motive force.

I knew that Wall Street people would be a success, said Garth to himself with a grin as he watched them disappear.

Candor created a considerable sensation from its very first number. Theoretically, New York is empty during the summer; but in practice there are still a few inhabitants. These read the new weekly almost to a man. Its victims bought it from curiosity and against their better judgment. Their friends read it eagerly, amused and interested to find that the truth about the victims had at last become known.

The progress of the paper was like that of a forest fire. Contemporaries in Chicago and St. Louis quoted tit-bits from it in their Sunday editions. Astute firms sent in orders for advertisements. Founded to enable Lord Worfield to dispose of his surplus cash with the maximum of amusement to himself, it rapidly began to assume the proportions of a great investment. The expenses were small, the profits large. On the appearance of the eighth number, an attempt was made, by unknown persons, in the absence of the staff, to wreck the office. Garth edited number nine from behind a door with three panels splintered. Number eleven saw his salary doubled, also the Kids. The Kid had now got well into the swing of his duties, and was enjoying journalism immensely.

One afternoon Garth was writing a trenchant leader, when he was interrupted by a knock at the door.

Come in! he cried. Hullo, Kid, whats the matter?

Theres somebody wants to see you, said the gray-mustached one.

Tell him Im not in.

Its a lady, said the Kid with a blushful grin.

Garth clicked with his tongue doubtfully.

Well, he said at last, show her in. I didnt bargain for this. I wonder what she wants. We havent had a word about any woman in the paper. There is a line, Kid, and we draw it. Show her in, then. But keep an eye on the stairs and see that no one else gets through.

The Kid reappeared a moment later, ushering in the visitor.

Garth placed a chair for her. She was the type of an American girl who seems to radiate brightness.
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Are you the editor of Candor? she inquired.

I am, said Garth. Is there anything — ?

Yes, she replied decidedly, there is. I want you to read this. Im Julie Weyder, and Cornelius Weyder is my father.

I dont need to read the article, said Garth, I think I know the one you mean. It is called What we think of Mr. Cornelius Weyder, is it not?

 Number one. Thats it.

Exactly. Number one. Hm. I dont mind admitting to you, Miss Weyder, that this slightly complicates matters. When I — when my contributor wrote that article, he did not take into account the fact that even Copper Kings have those who love them. The consequence was that — er — that, in fact, he rather let himself go.

He did, responded the lady, grimly.

He looked compassionately at her.

I really do not see what I can do.

Miss Weyder stamped a minute foot upon the floor.

Do! You dont see what you can do? Why print a piece next week saying the thing isnt true.

I cannot do that, Miss Weyder. I am afraid it is quite true.

Well, they ought not to have said it. And I dont believe its true. And, anyhow, you can deny it in the paper.

I am afraid that would scarcely be possible, Miss Weyder. You forget my position as regards the paper. I am a paid servant. If I do not perform my work as my proprietor wishes, I am not doing my duty. My proprietor wishes Candor to be run on certain clearly defined lines, and I must do it, however greatly against my will.

But you can stop them from printing any more of it. This is number one. How many more are there?

It is a series of six, replied Garth.

Six! But you must stop them.

I am afraid it is impossible. Unless, he added to himself, Worfield will stop the infernal things.

Then youre very, very cruel, said Miss Weyder, her eyes filling with tears.

There was an awkward pause, during which Tom Garth felt more uncomfortable than he remembered ever to have felt before; and then a merciful interruption relieved the tension. The door-handle turned, and Lord Worfield entered.

All three spoke at once.

Hullo, Tom! said Lord Worfield.

Hullo, Jimmy! said Garth, with fervent gratitude.

Jimmy! said Miss Weyder, springing to her feet.

Why, Julie, said Lord Worfield, I didnt see you. What are you doing here? I was just coming to tell Tom about you. Have you introduced yourselves? This Is Tom Garth, Julie. We were at school and Oxford together. Tom, this is Miss Julie Weyder, who has promised to be my wife. We have been engaged since yesterday evening. I was coming to tell you.

 Gratulate you, old man, murmured Tom.

Jimmy, cant you do anything? Who is it who owns this paper? Because they have been printing things about father, and its to be a series of six, and Mr. Garth says he has no power to stop it, unless he gets his proprietors leave. Do you know the proprietor? Cant you speak to him? Look! She held out a copy of Candor. Lord Worfield ran his eye through the article.

Bitter, was his comment.

Smiths stuff is always that, said Garth eyeing him steadily, he thinks the proprietor likes it.

So he does, said Lord Worfield hastily, so he does, old chap. Only this is different. You see — I mean — that is to say — What I mean to say is, Mr. Weyder being a friend of mine — No, thats not it. I dont know what Im saying. I didnt know anything about this series. Oh, lord!

He edged close to Tom.

For heavens sake, old chap, he entreated in a hot whisper, dont give me away.

Miss Weyder, said Tom, courteously, with your permission, I will change my mind. I will brave my proprietors wrath and suppress the remaining five articles on my own responsibility.

The sun broke through the clouds. Miss Weyder dimpled charmingly, Lord Worfields long face cleared, and he heaved a sigh of relief, which he instantly changed into a cough.

Then, thats all right, he began.

What is that noise? inquired Julie.

From the direction of the stairs came the well-known sound of the Kid informing a caller that the editor was not in. Lord Worfield, who was nearest the door, looked out. Then he shut the door with what seemed unnecessary rapidity and decision. His face was pale. From the stairs the sound of shuffling feet made itself heard.

What is it? Do let me look, said Julie.

No, no, its nothing, said Lord Worfield, with a ghastly grin. Its only that ass of a porter. He often does a sort of dance to keep himself warm.

Miss Weyder stared.

To keep himself warm! In a New York summer! I must look. The man must be mad.

Thats just what he is. Just what he is. A little eccentric, that is to say. Tom only engaged him out of charity, because hes old and has a widow and six small children. I mean a wife. Thats all.

The shuffling feet died away. Silence reigned on the stairs.

Well, said Julie, I must be going. No, you are not to see me home, Jimmy. Good-by, Mr. Garth, and thank you so much. I hope your proprietor will not be very angry with you.

I dont think he will, Miss Weyder, said Tom. Good-by.

The door closed behind her.

My lord! said Worfield, wiping his forehead with his handkerchief.

Well, Jimmy, said Tom Garth, so youre hooked at last. No more Candor for you after this, I suppose? Candor generally ceases with marriage.

Lord Worfield breathed heavily.

The narrowest squeak I ever had, he said, or want to have. Yes, the papers dead. Do you know who that was that the Kid was showing out just now? Mr. Weyder. Julies father. My lord, what a shave! If shed seen — ! Look here, Tom, Im awfully sorry to have to put a stopper on the show just when its beginning to go well, and after all the trouble youve taken; but I simply darent. If it came out. —— You dont know old Weyder. It wouldnt take much to make him withdraw his consent.

He isnt impressed by the title?

Not a bit. And he an American father!

I dont know what the worlds coming to, said Tom. A man with his dangerous ideas ought not to be at large. Exit Candor, then. In life it was beautiful, and in death — R. I. P.

Im sorry, Tom. Are you — I mean, does this make it at all awkward for you?

Dont name it, old man. Thats all right. I shall enjoy a holiday, and the Daily will take me on again when the cold weather begins. Slay the rag with an easy conscience. Youll be ruining nobody.



A Trust Magnate met a Wheat King in Wall Street a week later.

Its dead, said the magnate.

Whats dead?

That filthy rag, Candor.

Yes, so I see. These papers never last. Good at first, but fall off.

Mere flash in the pan, said the magnate. Do we lunch?



Kid, said Tom Garth, as they sat together in the private room in the latters saloon, there never was a good thing on this earth which a woman couldnt smash up in one round, if she started in on it.

What mighty ills have not been done by woman!
Who wast betrayed the Capitol? — A woman! 
Who lost Mark Antony the world? — A woman!
Who was the cause of a long ten-years war, 
And laid at last old Troy in ashes? — Woman!

Thats poetry, Kid, one Thomas Otway wrote it.

He knew his business, said the light-weight champion of the United States.


PLAYING THE GAME (1906)

First published in Pearsons Magazine, May 1906
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OH, WOMAN, WOMAN!

As somebody once said. I forget who.

Woman, always noted for serpentine snakiness, is perhaps more snakily serpentine at the age when her hair is wavering on the point of going up, and her skirts hesitating on the brink of going down than at any other moment in her career. It is then most of all that she will bear watching. Take, for example, Scotts sister. Which brings me to my story.

* * *

Charteris first made the acquaintance of Scotts sister when Scott asked him home to spend the last week of the Easter holidays with him. They were in different houses at Locksley, Scott being a member of the School House, while Charteris was in Merevales; but as they were both in the first eleven they saw a good deal of one another. In addition, Charteris frequently put in an evening in the winter and Easter terms at those teas which Scott gave in his study, where the guests did all the work, and the host the greater part of the feeding. So that it came as no surprise when he received the invitation.

He hesitated about accepting it. He was a wary youth, and knew that scores of school friendships have died an untimely death owing to one of the pair spending part of the holidays at the others home. Something nearly always happens to disturb the harmony. Most people are different in the home circle, and the alteration is generally for the worse. However, things being a little dull at home with illness in the house, and Scotts letter mentioning that there was a big lawn with a cricket net, where they could get into form for next term, he decided to risk it.

The shades of night were beginning to fall when the train brought Charteris to his destination.

Looking up and down the platform he could see no signs of his host. Former instances of his casualness, for which quality Scott was notorious, floated across his mind. It would be just like him to forget that his guest was to arrive that day.

The platform gradually emptied of the few passengers who had alighted. He walked out of the station, hoping to find a cab which would convey him to Scotts house.

I say, said a voice, as he paused outside and looked round about him.

Through the gathering dusk he could see the dim outline of a dog-cart.

Hullo, he said.

Are you Charteris?

Somebodys been telling you, said he in an aggrieved voice. His spirits had risen with a bound at the prospect of getting to his destination at last.

Jump in, then. I thought you couldnt have come. I was just going to drive off.

Dont talk of it, said Charteris.

Billy couldnt come to meet you. He had to get the net down. You mustnt leave it up all night. The gardeners boy is a perfect idiot and always gets it tangled up. So he sent me. Have this rug. Is the box all right? Then gee up, Peter. Good night, Mr. Brown.

Good night, miss, said the station-master affably. Charteris examined her out of the corner of his eyes. As far as he could see through the darkness she was pretty. Her hair was in the transition stage between mane and bun. It hung over her shoulders, but it was tied round with a ribbon. He had got thus far with his inspection when she broke the silence.

I hope youll like our wicket, she said. Its slow, as theres a good deal of moss on the lawn, but it plays pretty true. Billy smashed a bedroom window yesterday.

He would, said Charteris. The School House man was the biggest hitter at Locksley.

What do you think of Billy as a bat? asked the lady turning to face him.

He can hit, said Charteris.

But his defence isnt any good at all, is it? And hes nervous before he gets started. And a man who goes in for a forcing game oughtnt to be that, ought he?

I didnt know he was nervous. Hes not got that reputation at school. I should have thought that if there was one chap who went in without caring a bit about the bowling, it was Scott.

It surprised him in a vague sort of way that a girl should have such a firm and sensible grasp on the important problems of life. He had taken his sister to Lords one summer to watch the Gentlemen v. Players match, and she had asked him if the light screens were there to keep the wind off the players. He had not felt really well since.

Oh, no, said the girl. Hes as jumpy as a cat. Hes often told me that it all depends on the first ball. If he can hit that, hes all right. If he doesnt hes nervous till he gets out or slogs a four. You remember his seventy-one against the M.C.C. last year. He managed to get Trott round past mid-on for three the first ball. After that he was as right as anything. Against Haileybury, too, when he made fifty-four. He didnt see his first ball at all. He simply slogged blindly, and got it by a fluke, and sent it clean into the pavilion.

Did you see those games? inquired Charteris, amazed.

No. Oh, now wish I had. But I make Billy promise faithfully when he goes back to school that hell write me a full account of every match. And he does it, too, though those are about the only letters he does write. He hates writing letters. But hes awfully good about mine. I love cricket. Billy says Im not half a bad bat. Here we are.

The dog-cart swung into a long drive, at the end of which a few lighted windows broke the blackness. A dog barked inside the house as they drove up, and rushed out as the door opened and Scotts drawl made itself heard.

That you, Charteris?

It looks like me, doesnt it? said Charteris, jumping down.

How many times has Molly spilt you on the way here? inquired Scott.

I drove jolly well, protested his sister with indignation. Didnt I?

Ripping, said Charteris.

Its very decent of you to hush it up, said Scott. Come along in and brush some of the mud off.

* * *

Charteris woke abruptly on the following morning at twenty-three minutes and eight seconds past seven. What woke him was a cricket ball. It hummed through the open window, crashed against the opposite wall — an inch lower and an engraving of The Fallowfield Hunt would have needed extensive alterations and repairs — and, after circling round the room, came to a standstill under the chest of drawers. Charteris hopped out of bed and retrieved it.

I say, said a penetrating voice from the regions of the drive.

Charteris put on a blazer and looked out. Scotts sister was standing below. She held a bat in her hand. In the offing lurked a shirt-sleeved youth whom he took to be the gardeners boy. He was grinning sheepishly. Across the lawn stood the net and wickets.

Hullo, are you awake? inquired Molly.

More or less, said Charteris.

Did you see a ball come in just now?

I thought I noticed something of the sort. Is this it?
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She dropped the bat, and caught the descending ball neatly. Charteris looked on with approval.

Im sorry if it disturbed you, said Miss Scott.

Not at all, said Charteris. Jolly good way of calling people in the morning. You ought to take out a patent. Did you hit it?

Yes.

Rather a pull, said Charteris judicially.

I know — I cant help pulling. It runs in the family. Billy will do it, too. Are you coming out?

Ten minutes, said Charteris. Shall I do some bowling for you?

The lady expressed surprise.

Can you bowl? she said.

Trumble isnt in it, replied Charteris. Its an education to watch my off-break.

They never put you on in first matches.

That, said Charteris, is because they dont know a good thing when they see one.

All right, then. Dont be long.

Well, said Molly half-an-hour later, as the gong sounded for breakfast and they walked round to the door, I think your bowlings jolly good, and I dont know why they dont give you a chance for the first. Still, you couldnt get Billy out, I dont think.

Billy! said Charteris. As a matter of fact, Billy is a gift to me. He cant stand up against my stuff. When he sees my slow hanging ball coming he generally chucks down his bat, hides his face in his hands, and bursts into tears.

Ill tell him that.

I shouldnt, said Charteris. Dont rub it into the poor chap. We all have these skeletons in our cupboards.

Molly regarded him seriously.

Do you know, she said, I believe youre very conceited?

Ive been told so, replied Charteris complacently, by some of the best judges.

The dining-room was empty when they arrived. The Scott family was limited to Molly, her brother, and Mrs. Scott, who was a semi-invalid and generally breakfasted in bed. Colonel Scott had been dead some years.

Molly made the tea in a business-like manner, and Charteris was half-way through his second cup when his host strolled in. Scott had been known to come down in time for the beginning of breakfast, but he did not spoil a good thing by doing it too often.

Slacker, said Charteris, weve been up and out for an hour.

What do you think of the wicket?

Very good. Miss Scott — —

You can call me Molly if you like, interrupted that lady, biting a section out of a healthy slab of bread and butter.

Thanks, said Charteris. Molly has got that stroke of yours to the on. She pretty nearly knocked a corner off the house with it once.

Molly is always imitating her elders and betters, replied her brother. At a picnic last summer — —
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Billy, stop! Youre not to.

Now, I cant do the dashing host, and make the home bright and lively, said Scott complainingly, if you go interrupting my best stories. Molly went to a picnic — grown-up affair — last summer. Wanted to be taken for about ten years older than she is.

Be quiet, Billy.

The story became jerky from this point, for the heroine was holding the narrator by the shoulders from behind, and doing her best to shake him.

So, continued Scott, she turned up the collar of her jacket, and shoved — shoved her hair underneath it. See? Looked as if it was up instead of down her back. Palled up with another girl. Other girl began talking about dances and things. Oh, said Molly, I havent been out a great deal lately. After a bit it got so hot that Molly had to take off her jacket, and down came the hair. Why, said the other girl, youre only a child after all! 

And Scott, who had been present at the massacre, howled with brotherly laughter at the recollection.

Molly looked across at Charteris with flaming cheeks. Charteriss face was grave and composed. This, he felt, was not the place to exhibit a sense of humour.

I dont see the joke, said Charteris. I think the other girl was a beast.

Charteris found a note on his dressing-table when he went to his room that night.

It was a model of epistolary terseness. Thanks awfully for not laughing, it ran.

Charteris went back to Locksley at the end of the Easter holidays fit both in body and mind. In the first card match, against the local regiment, he compiled a faultless eighty-six. The wretched Scott, coming to the crease second wicket down outwardly confident but inwardly palpitating, had his usual wild swing at his first ball, and was yorked.

A long letter from Molly arrived in the course of the next week. Apparently Scott sent her details of all the matches, not only of those in which he himself had figured to advantage. One sentence in the letter amused Charteris. Im sorry I called you conceited about your bowling. I asked Billy after you had gone, and he said he was more afraid of you till he got set than of anyone else in the school. This was news to Charteris. Like many people who bat well he had always treated his bowling as a huge joke. He bowled for the house first change, but then Merevales were not strong in that department. Batting was their speciality. It had never occurred to him that anyone could really be afraid of his strange deliveries. And Scott of all people, who invariably hit him off after three overs! It was good news, however, for the School House was Merevales chief rival in the House matches, and Scott was the School House star performer. If there was a chance of his being too much for Scott, then Merevales should win the cup.

The House matches at Locksley were played on the knocking out system. And this year a great stroke of luck befell Merevales. The only other house with any pretensions to the cup, Dacres, drew the School House for their first match. The School House won, Scott making 102 in an hour. And it was now evident that the cup lay between Merevales and the School House. These two easily disposed of their opponents and qualified for the final.

There was much discussion in the school on the merits of the two teams. The general impression was that Merevales would fail for want of bowling. Scott, it was thought, ought to have a day out against the inferior bowling of Merevales. If he got out early, anything might happen, for Merevales had the strongest batting side in the school.

Then it was that Charteris went to Venables, the captain of Merevales, on the evening before the match.

Look here, Venables, he said. Ill start by saying Im not ragging, or you might have your doubts. I want you to put me on to-morrow when Scott comes in. Whoevers bowling, take him off, and give me an over. I shall only want one. If I cant get him in that, I shant get him at all.

Have you developed a new ball? inquired Venables. It was Charteriss habit to announce every other day that he had developed a new ball. He was always burlesquing his bowling.

Dont rag, said Charteris earnestly. Im quite serious. I mean it. I happen to know that Scotts in a funk for his first over, and that my rotten stuff worries him till he gets set. You might give me a shot. It cant do any harm.

You really arent pulling my leg?

I swear Im not. Of course, its a million to one that I shant get him out, but its quite true that he doesnt like my bowling.

I dont wonder, said Venables. Its uncanny stuff. All right.

Thanks, said Charteris.

* * *

We now come to that portion of the story which more particularly illustrates the truth of the profound remarks, with which it began, on the serpentine snakiness of woman. Coming down to breakfast on the day of the match, Charteris saw a letter by the side of his plate. It was from Molly.

Their correspondence had become, since her first letter, quite voluminous. Writing to Molly was like talking to a sympathetic listener. No detail of a match or of school gossip was too small to interest her; and when, as he had been doing frequently that term, he made a fifty or even a century, there was no need for him to slur modestly over the feat; he was expected to describe it vividly from beginning to end.

The bulk of the letter was not unusual. It was in the postscript that, like most feminine letter-writers, she had embodied her most important words. Charteris re-read them several times before the colossal awfulness of them dawned upon him.

This was the postscript:

Now I want you to do me a favour. I wish you would. Poor old Billy is quite cut up about his luck this season. You know how badly he has done in matches. That century against Dacres is the only really good thing hes done at all. Cant you give him an easy ball when the School House play you? I dont mean to hit, but just so that he doesnt get out. He told me that he hated your bowling, and he is so nervous in his first over. Do! It is such hard lines on him making ducks, and Im awfully fond of him. So you will, wont you? P.P.S. — If you do, you shall have that photograph you wanted. The proofs have just come back, and they are very good. I like the one best where Ive got my hair sort of done up.

Charteris did not join the usual after-breakfast gathering of house-prefects in Venables study that morning. He sat in his own den, and pondered. At a quarter to nine he might have been overheard to murmur a remark.

And that, he murmured, is the girl I thought really understood the finer points of cricket!

* * *


It is a pity that the Problem Story has ceased to be fashionable. I should have preferred this narrative to have ended at the above point. As it is, I must add two quotations — one from the school magazine, the other from a letter from Miss Molly Scott to Charteris. Place aux dames. Here is the extract from the letter :

I am sending the photograph. I hope you will like it.

And here is the quotation from the magazine:

W. c Welch, b Charteris 2. L. Scott, b Charteris 0;


HOW KID BRADY FOUGHT FOR HIS EYES (1906)

First published in Pearsons, July 1906
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THE KID SAT in the spring sunlight on the low veranda of the Wheatsheaf Hotel at Green Plains, reading lazily through a copy of a New York evening paper, which had just come in. The tenth page was half filled with sketches of a humorous nature. He caught sight of his own name, and glanced at them; they were flattering in motive, but candid in detail. They caricatured the Kid, but represented him in the act of performing great feats. One of them pictured certain typical inhabitants of Green Plains coming down from a mountain hut, leading cows and pigs, which, according to the legend beneath, they purposed to wager on the Kids success in his next fight. In another sketch, Peter Salt was represented flying through the air on receiving one of the champions scientific drives.

Up at Green Plains, said the paper, there is a man who will own the whole town if he wins his next fight. His name is Kid Brady, and to the inhabitants of that noble joint there is not a bigger man in the world. He went up there the other day to train for his fight with Jimmy Garvis, which takes place at Philadelphia on the 14th; and now every man, woman, and child for miles around talks about him. Between whiles the Kid takes photographs with his nice new snap-shotter. As views of representatives of American beauty, his photographs of Mike Mulroon and Peter Salt have Burr Intosh beat to a standstill every time.

In short, the Kid was on active service again, and glad to be there. His old opponent, Jimmy Garvis, had been very busy of late. He had fought two fights, and won both with ease; and the public began to talk about a return match with the Kid. The champion was delighted to meet them half way.

So Jimmy Garvis threw down his glove, and the Kid picked it up with alacrity. The two met in the most friendly fashion at dinner at a sporting restaurant, and signed the articles. A play or pay match, either party not putting in an appearance in the ring to forfeit his money, and the loser to get a proportion of the purse. Having settled these weighty matters, the pair shook hands, and parted, Jimmy Garvis to Atlantic City, the Kid to his favorite Green Plains.

He loved to train at Green Plains. The writer of the newspaper report had added picturesque touches here and there, but in the main his statements were correct. Green Plains was fond and proud of the Kid, and was backing his chances at Philadelphia with more than it could afford to lose with any comfort. Whenever the Kid walked abroad in the village, groups of gray-bearded, slouch-hatted farmers rallied around to inquire after his health. Later, they usually retired to drink it.

They were certainly justified in risking their belongings on the champions chances. The Kid had one very important advantage over a great many of his rivals. He did not drink. In or out of training, he touched no alcohol of any description. On one occasion a hearty person, who had come all the way from Denver to see him, burst into his saloon with a cheery Whats yours, Mr. Brady? The Kid had ordered a lithia water, and the man from Denver was nearly a fortnight getting over the shock of it. Jimmy Garvis, on the other hand, was in the habit of running loose when not in training. Fur coats and cigars a foot long were Jimmys simple pleasures, together with divers small bottles. The consequence was that he needed stricter handling than the Kid when a fight was in preparation. The Kids training was merely a development of his everyday life.

Mike Mulroon was charmed with his mans progress. As he explained volubly to Peter Salt every evening when the Kid had gone to bed, the boy trained himself. He never showed signs of even wanting to do the things which he ought not to do. He abandoned smoking without a murmur. He took Peter Salts hardest blows with unruffled cheerfulness. He never lost his appetite. Twelve miles go-as-you-please along the country roads never wearied him. His conversation, though there was not much of it — he was never garrulous when training had once begun seriously — was bright. He never lay awake at nights. And now, two days before the battle, he was down to the prescribed weight, and as full of life as a kitten. What was not steel was india-rubber.

Kid, said Mike Mulroon, as he rubbed him down after his brine bath, yer a fool. An archangel couldnt have trained better. Faith, afther yeve put Jimmy to sleep, yell have to give an exhibition spar, or the people will be afther complainin that they have not had the worth of their money. It wont go into a second round.

And even Peter Salt had been moved from his wonted silence, and had congratulated the Kid in measured speech.

The Kid dropped the paper beside his chair, and looked around about him. The grass-grown square was empty. The veranda was empty. A sudden desire came over him to talk to some one. Mike and Peter had gone for a stroll through the town. There was nobody near. But as he looked down the road, he was aware of a man walking in the direction of the hotel. His eyes lit up as he perceived that the man carried a camera. The Kid had only recently been bitten by the craze for taking photographs, and he was at the stage where the victims chief pleasure is to foregather with another victim, and talk camera to him.

The man paused opposite the veranda, and fanned himself with his handkerchief. When he removed his hat, the Kid saw that he had gray hair.

Good afternoon, said the man.

Afternoon, said the Kid.

Can you tell me where I can find Mr. Brady?

My name.

Then may I ask you, said the man with a friendly smile, if you would mind sitting there while I take a photograph of you?

Sure, replied the Kid. I take photographs.

So I saw in the papers. I must show you my camera when I have taken you. Its a new make. Now! Thank you, thank you. Poof! This is warm weather, sir, for the time of year. The Kid agreed. The man entered the veranda and drew a chair up beside the champions. The next moment their heads were close together, inspecting the camera, which was of a new make.
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The Kid noticed that his friend kept shooting sharp glances at him from time to time, as he explained the mechanism of his camera. Frequently he would catch his eye, and on such occasions he always detected something searching in his gaze, as though he were trying to read some secret there. It might have been a mere mannerism, but it embarrassed the Kid. The man with the camera quickly showed that there was method in what he did. He turned to the Kid with some abruptness.

You will excuse me, sir, he said, but are you aware that there is something decidedly wrong with your eyes?

The Kid stared.

My eyes? he repeated. Whats the matter with them?

If you want the technical term, said the man, its amblyopia.

Whats that? said the Kid.

It is an affection of the eyes. In your case very pronounced. I wonder you have not noticed it yourself.

My eyes are the best ever. I can see anything.

That, I fear, signifies nothing. There is such a thing as seeing too well. Do your eyes get tired easily?

Never.

Headaches ever?

Not one. Not when Im in training, he added.

The man caught him up at once.

Ah, then you do have them when youre out of training? How often?

Twice a year, hazarded the Kid.

The man shook his head.

Bad, he muttered, bad. I think I see now. You smoke when not in training?

Sure.

But knock it off when you have a fight on hand?

Sure.

Now I understand. You have tobacco amblyopia.

I dont know how much you smoke; but a man with your eyes ought never to have smoked at all. I am surprised that you have had no trouble with them before this. I attribute it to the fact that you are continually leaving off smoking for long periods at a time. That has acted as a check on the disease.

But what is it? Cant it be cured?

That I cannot tell you from a cursory examination. I should say with care, yes. But I cannot say for certain unless I test your eyes carefully. Have you ever been to an oculist?

Never.

You should have gone. Well, fortunately, I am an oculist by profession myself. You may have heard my name? Theodore Shaw, of Boston. No?

Well, well, it shows one how purely local a reputation of my kind is. If you wish it, I will examine your eyes, Mr. Brady. I cannot do it very thoroughly, of course; but it may enable me to give you some advice which will be valuable to you. Shall we go into the hotel?

What followed was Greek to the Kid. In a little room at the back of the hotel Mr. Shaw put him through a series of what seemed to him meaningless maneuvers, asked him a good many apparently irrelevant questions, held a candle before his eyes, shook his head a great many times, and finally led him out into the sunlight once more.

Well? queried the Kid anxiously.

The disease, said the man slowly, as one who weighs his words, has not gone too far. It can be cured. But you must be careful. Very careful. No more smoking, I need hardly say.

Not another cigar, said the Kid fervently, if Teddy Roosevelt offered it me himself.

You must take great care not to strain the eyes.

You bet I will.

And there is another thing. And I am afraid, added the man, that this puts you in a very difficult position.

Yes, said the Kid.

It is this. In their present condition any blow, even the slightest, would have a very injurious effect on your eyes.

The Kids jaw fell. He looked blankly at the speaker.

Yes, he went on, a tap would injure them. A really severe blow would almost certainly destroy your eyesight altogether. I understand that in a few days you are to fight the ex-champion at Philadelphia. Well, I can only say that it will be suicidal for you to attempt any such thing. I am sincerely sorry for you; but it is necessary that you should know the truth before it is too late. It was providential that I happened to come here this afternoon.

The Kid sat staring across the square with unseeing eyes. He hardly heard what was being said to him. A drummer drove past in his cart, and shouted a cheerful greeting to him. He returned it mechanically. There seemed to be a weight on his brain which deprived him of the power of thinking.

He became aware that his companion was bidding him good-by. He caught some remark about a train. He stood up, and shook hands, scarcely knowing what he did.

And if you will take my advice, the stranger concluded, you will make arrangements at once for withdrawing from this fight. It is a large sum to forfeit; but what is it in comparison with sight?

But if I dont fight... the bets! Theyre bettin on me everywhere. If I quit, every one who has bet on me will lose their money.

That is true. But even that is surely not worth considering. Think of it. Think what blindness means! At your age! Well, I must go. Good-by again. I shall leave you to think it over.

And the last the Kid saw of the man from Boston was the tail of his coat disappearing rapidly around the comer of the square, as he hurried off to the station.

The Kid sat on, thinking. His brain was clearer now, and he could weigh matters better. On the one hand, there was blindness. He shut his eyes, and tried to realize what this meant. Everlasting darkness. And all because he had done what every other man he had ever met had done. It was hard. Mike would be back soon. He would tell him everything, and the fight would be canceled. But the thought of Mike brought back to him the reverse side of the picture. Play or pay. Fight or forfeit. Mike, he knew, had betted heavily on him, as he always did. He could not sell him. And the thousands who had done the same. He could not sell them. There were farmers at Green Plains who had wagered their savings on him. It was his duty to go through with his contract. He could not draw back now. And yet —— 

Fumbling in his pocket, his fingers came in contact with a coin. An idea struck him, and he drew it out. Play or pay? Sudden death —— 

The coin spun up in the eye of the sun, and rolled across the white, dusty road. It was a nickel. If it fell with the V uppermost — no, with the head — no, the V — He wavered, undecided. Then he pulled himself together. The V it should be. If the head was underneath, he would fight.

His heart was beating fast, as he stepped into the road.

Half way across he came upon it, almost buried in the dust.

It was the V.



Mike, said the Kid next day, I think I wont put the gloves on with Peter. Ive had enough sparring. Ill take it out with the bag.

Very well, Kid, said Mulroon. Yere a quare boy with yer fancies. But yer down to the weight, so it dont matter.



A volley of shouts came from all corners of the hall as the ex-champions right glove neatly passed the Kids guard, and left an angry red mark on his side. There was a brief rally, and the fighters clinched.

Get a move on, Jimmy, cried a voice from near the door, its all your own.

Clever, Kid; box clever! This in the accent of New York.

Silence there during the rounds.

Break away, said the referee curtly, walking between the two men. Their arms relaxed their hold, and they stepped back a pace. The Kid had a swift sight of his antagonists flushed face as he dashed in in his hurricane style. His left flashed out, and met empty air; he was conscious of a great, but curiously vague, shock. Something seemed to snap at the back of his head.

A face appeared beside him, working violently. He recognized it as Mike Mulroons. He wondered idly why there should be no more of Mike but a head and shoulders. Then it struck him that he was lying on the stage. His eye was caught by a movement in the air above him. A man in evening dress was standing by his side, sawing rhythmically with his right arm. There was a great deal of noise. He heard his own name shouted. Some one was telling him to get up. Mike again. Why did Mike want him to get up? He felt very comfortable where he was; though something made it difficult for him to think coherently. Somebody was counting. He could just hear him through the din— Seven... Eight. Then he realized.

The next moment the roar of the audience changed to a crescendo. The Kid was up again. Staggering, but on his feet. Hope still remained.

Jimmy Garvis, waiting with every muscle tense on the other side of the ring, sprang forward like a tiger to complete the work his cross-counter had begun. Instinct told the Kid to slip, and he was in the middle of the ring, with his opponent turning back to press him again. Another slip. This time he was by the ropes.

As his opponent rushed, there came from behind him the penetrating sound of a gong, and the applause broke out again. The third round was over.

Wheres your three to two now? said the Californian by the door triumphantly to his neighbor. The other, whose home was New York, did not reply. He was beginning to wish, like many others present that night, that he had kept his dollars safely in his pocket instead of wagering them on the champion. The Kid was filling his supporters with consternation. From the first round he had fought like a novice. All the dash and fire which had won him the championship were missing. His attitude was strained and awkward. His leads were hesitating, ineffective. If he had not been Kid Brady, whose gameness it was absurd to question, one would have said that he was afraid. And so he was. For the first time in his life, the Kid knew what fear meant. He was sick with the terror of receiving his opponents hurricane swings in his eyes. All his thoughts were concentrated on saving them. And so far he had been successful. But like a cold hand on his heart the thought haunted him that it could not last. Sooner or later the fatal blow must get through.

It happened before the fourth round had been in progress for thirty seconds. Jimmy Garvis feinted, drew the Kids counter, and got home heavily. The Kid staggered back on the ropes, with lights dancing before his eyes. Another second, and they had cleared. But the mischief was done.

And now there came over him a complete revulsion of feeling. The worst had happened. The suspense was over. He was conscious of no sensation other than of icy rage. He forgot that he was boxing for a prize. His opponent seemed to him inhuman, some relentless devil maliciously intent on destroying him. There was a moments pause, while the two sparred for an opening; and then the Kid went in with a vicious fury which made this fight a topic of conversation for years afterward in the smoking-rooms of Philadelphia and New York. There was no staying such an onslaught. Twice the ex-champion fell, to rise gallant, but weak, to renew the contest. He reeled across the ring like a rudderless derelict. Every one was standing up now. It was plain that the end must come soon.

For the third time the Californian went to the floor. The Kid, standing over him, was forced back to the farther side of the ring. The referees hand rose and fell. A dead silence had gripped the spectators, and the referees voice sounded thin and clear as he counted out the ten seconds of grace.

Six... Seven.

Jimmy Garvis struggled to his knees. His gloved hand wandered out and clutched the ropes.

Eight... Nine.

The hand relaxed, and he sank to the boards again.

Ten, said the referee, and waved his arm toward the Kid.

Take me away, Mike, said the Kid. I must see an oculist.



Brady, said the oculist. Not Kid Brady, the champion?

Im Kid Brady. Look at my eyes. Is there any hope?

While there is beefsteak, said the oculist solemnly, there is always hope. But it is certainly a very fine black eye. Youve come to the wrong man, my boy. You should have gone to a butcher.

Will I go blind?

The oculist looked at him curiously, and patted him on the shoulder.

Youre unstrung, my boy. I dont wonder, if youve come straight from a championship fight. Sit down and rest a while. It will soon pass off.

Ive got tobacco am — amblyopia, said the Kid, and Im going blind. He said a hard blow would do it.

He. Who is he? And what do you know of amblyopia? But Ill look at your eyes, if that will set your mind at rest. Now. He rose, and turned on an electric light. Sit down. Now look straight here where I am pointing. Thats right. Dont move.

A light flashed into the Kids eyes. The oculist was examining them through a small glass. Twice the light flashed, and then the oculist laid down the glass.

Amblyopia! he said. Youve no more got amblyopia — he looked around him for a suitable simile— than the table, he added.

How on earth do you get these ideas into your head? My dear boy, dont do that! Bear up.

For under the strain of the fight and the fright and the relief of it all the Kids nerves had given away suddenly and completely, and he was sobbing like a child.

Drink this, said the oculist briefly. The Kid broke through his principles, and felt the better for it.

Now, let me hear all about this. Who has been telling you that your eyes were wrong?

Dr. Shaw.

And who in the name of all the saints you have never heard of is Dr. Shaw?

Dr. Theodore Shaw, of Boston. A famous oculist.

Famous, is he? said the other drily. He fumbled among the books on the table, and produced a red-backed volume. Just glance through the Ss in this book, and if you find your friend Shaw there Ill give you as many dollars as you won to-night.

Its not there, said the Kid, having searched.

So I imagined. That book contains the names of all the oculists, known and unknown, in the country. You would think a famous man like Dr. Theodore Shaw, of Boston, would be there, wouldnt you?

The Kid looked dazed.

But —— ? he began.

My dear boy, said the oculist, I dont know very much about the modern ring, but I do know that people bet on fights. And when people bet, there are apt to be shady tricks. If you cannot see now that this was a low dodge to induce you to give up the fight, you are blinder even than Dr. Theodore Shaw prophesied that you would be.

Then the Kid saw.

His voice trembled when next he spoke.

If I could find him — — he said, clenching his fists and breathing heavily.

There was once, said the oculist sententiously, an optimistic gentleman who tried to find a needle in a haystack. He did not succeed.


THE PRO (1906)

First published in The Strand Magazine, August 1906
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I BELIEVE THIS story to be fictitious. It was told me by a man, a perfect stranger, whose eye gleamed with untruthfulness. He told it to me in the knowledge that I would be unable to take any steps towards verifying his statements, for I had already informed him that I was only resting in the village for a few hours, and intended to do another twenty miles on my bicycle before nightfall.

My own belief is that the man was a novelist, and that he told me as a true story what was really nothing but the plot of his next romance. Before using, in fact, he tried it, as the saying is, upon the dog. If this was the case, he will now be sorry that he spoke. The entire contents of this magazine are protected by copyright, and if he attempts to produce the story now there will be trouble.

I had stopped in the course of my bicycle tour to lunch at a village, the name of which I never learnt. After lunch, I wandered out with my pipe till I came to a field where cricket was being played. A tall, thin man was bowling very slowly to a huge rustic, and the latter, in spite of spirited efforts, was failing altogether to hit the ball. The last ball of the over took his leg stump. And it was during the pause between his exit and the entrance of his successor that the untruthful man came and sat beside me.
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Cricketer? he asked.

Yes, I said.

Fine game.

I agreed. He lit his pipe.

Know who that is? he inquired, nodding towards the tall bowler.

I explained that I was a stranger, merely passing through his beautiful little village. It seemed to me that the statement relieved him.

Thats Fendall.

I dont think I know, I said.

I was forgetting. You would probably know him better as Gray. Though he got his blue as Fendall. You must remember Gray? Bowled for Middlesex one year.

I thought I recalled the name. After some searchings of the brain, I placed the man. His disappearance from first-class cricket had caused something of a sensation at the time. After one brilliant year, which landed him second in the bowling averages, he had forsaken the game.

So thats Gray! I said.

I had always had an idea that he was a much shorter man. But up to the present I had had no cause to doubt my companions word. Reflection came later. Thinking it over, I dont believe the man was Gray at all. However —— 

His, said my friend, is a rather curious story. If you think it wouldnt bore — —

Bang it out, I said agreeably.

And he proceeded to bang as follows:

* * *

Desmond Fendall proposed to Alice Bond during the luncheon interval of the third day of the Varsity match in the little balcony at the top of Lords pavilion. He had taken her up there ostensibly to enable her to obtain a birds-eye view of the ground, which, he said, with perfect justice, presented a quaint and beautiful appearance when seen from above during the after-luncheon promenade. His real reason for selecting this spot was that he knew it would be empty at that time. And Miss Bond, who saw through his scheme with the keen penetration which is the property of the modern young lady, had agreed with a readiness which should have encouraged him, if he had been cool enough to observe it.

Jolly, isnt it? he said, as they reached the balcony and surveyed the kaleidoscope beneath.

Offly cunning, agreed Miss Bond. She was from New York, where the duchesses come from. Her father, Mr. Paul Bond, was a power on Wall Street. By means of a series of big deals, each perceptibly shadier than the last, he had amassed a very large fortune. He was now reaping the reward of wickedness, for his wife and daughter, stimulated by the figures in his pass-book, had shanghaied the poor man, and landed him at the Hotel Cecil before he knew what was happening to him. After which they went out and did a little shopping.

A dinner at the house of a mutual friend had made them acquainted with Fendall. And Fendall had done the rest. Skipping the intermediate pages of their love-story, we find ourselves on the little balcony of Lords pavilion, with Alice leaning over the balustrade, wondering why the man does not go at it bravely, and Fendall breathing on her brown back hair, conscious only of feeling a most awful idiot, dont you know.

After a long silence, Fendall spoke. I say, he said. By Jove, I love you! I mean — What?

Mr. Fendall!

Its a fact, continued that wreck, miserably. I know — not worthy — ordinary sort of chap like me — what I mean is, will you be my wife — Alice?

Why, of course I will, silly, said the lady briskly. Lets go and fix it up with Pop.

Fendall folded her in his arms, to the great contentment of some scores of observers on the turf below, who, having noticed Desmonds blazer, were scanning the balcony with field-glasses to see which of the Oxford team it contained.

An acute newspaper-man, with his finger on the public pulse, wired an account of the incident to his journal, which came out that evening with the following headlines:

The Lady at Lords. 
Tender Interlude at Varsity Match. 
Did She Accept Him? 
Amorous Oxonian Pops in Pavilion.

No names, however, were mentioned.

And now, said Alice, lets go and find Pop. You havent met him yet, have you? Well, you go and hunt through the crowd till you strike a man who looks as if he had no friend on earth but a yellow dog, and had lost the dog, and thatll be Poppa. He dont enjoy cricket, Pop dont.

Before seeing your — er — Pop, said Desmond, I should like to have a word with mine. It would be as well just to find out how I stand with him. I mean, your father will want to know how I propose to support you, and so on; and I havent a penny except what my father allows me. So I think Ill call on Mr. Bond to-morrow. And, in the meantime, I dont think I should say anything to him if I were you. Let it be our secret, darling.

Once more the sun flashed on a hundred up-turned field-glasses. Then the bell rang for the clearing of the ground, and Desmond had to get ready to go out and bowl.

He went home that night in an uplifted state of mind. The relief of having won Alice made him bowl as he had seldom bowled before. The wicket had crumbled a little at the other end, and he made the ball leap from the pitch like a live thing. His luck was thoroughly in that day. Men took catches off his bowling which on any other day they would have dropped without shame. Nothing could go wrong. When the Cambridge hitter showed signs of knocking him off his length, deep mid-on, doubling himself backwards over the pavilion rails, caught him with two finger-tips of the left hand. And when the Light Blue captain settled down to play for a draw, the Oxford wicket-keep, wriggling round the stumps with the earnestness of a Boneless Wonder, brought off a marvellous catch a quarter of the way down the pitch. He finished up his afternoons work by clean bowling the last two men with successive balls.

Oxford won with a hundred runs to spare, and Desmond had to bow his acknowledgements from the window of the dressing-room.

Desmond lived with his parents in Ovington Square, S.W., that genteel haven from the storm of modern hustle. His father was a man of no profession and considerable fortune. As he drove home that evening, his head fizzing with the days doings, Desmond felt that he could count on obtaining from him an addition to his allowance which would enable him to approach Mr. Paul Bond in a practical manner. He never had denied him anything, and there seemed no reason why he should begin now.

Coming down to the drawing-room after dressing for dinner, he found Mr. Fendall there alone.

Your mother has gone to bed, Desmond, said his father. She was not feeling well.

Oh, Im awfully sorry. Anything much the matter?

A temporary headache. Nothing more. Come, let us go in, my boy. I have something to say to you of no small importance. Mr. Fendall always spoke in this cultured way — this was due to Blood. The Fendalls had come over by the same boat as the Conqueror.

I was glad to read of your success this afternoon, Desmond. I see the paper says that you mixed them up well, and frequently had the opposition strikers scratching like rabbits. I am not sufficiently abreast of the English of this generation to gather the precise meaning of the remarks, but they sound complimentary.

Oh, they only mean that I rattled them with googlies rather, explained Desmond.

I see, said Mr. Fendall.

What was it you wanted to speak to me about, father?

It was this, my boy. You are a Fendall, and will consequently bear the blow with fortitude, so I will not endeavour to lessen it with soothing words. Briefly, we are ruined.

As his father had said, Desmond was a Fendall.

Yes? he said. Hows that?

Some months ago I was induced to put the bulk of my fortune into a speculation. I was informed that it would be a profitable speculation. And so it was.

But I thought you said — —

But not to me. It was profitable to the other man. I lost everything.

Everything!

Well, Mr. Fendall waved a depreciatory hand, I speak in a loose sense when I say everything. We shall have possibly a bare thousand or two thousand a year. Not more. For myself I care little. I can bear a life of poverty, I fancy. Your mother is also reconciled to the prospect of penury. It is with regard to you, my boy, that we are exercised. I fear it will be a shock to you, Desmond, but it must be faced. I shall be able to continue your allowance, but I am afraid you will have to look about for some profession as a means of earning a living. We Fendalls have rarely had to do such a thing in the past, but necessity compels. I believe there are many quite passable professions. I will leave you to select one at your leisure.

All right, said Desmond. By the way, father, what was the speculation you went into?

It was connected with a mine. A good mine, but incomplete. It had no gold in it.

Who was the man who let you in for it?

He was an American. From what I gather, an excellent man of business. He is a Mr. Paul Bond, of New York.

(At this point my companion paused dramatically, and I could see him placing a mental row of stars below that last sentence. After a moments silence, during which I relit my pipe, he resumed his narrative).

Desmonds feelings, said he, when he heard this dramatic piece of news may be imagined. The day is warm, and you might go to sleep if I turned this story into an analysis of the emotions of those concerned. With your leave, therefore, we will stick to the purely narrative aspect of the tale. Whatever emotions he had, he did not show them. He was a Fendall and the Fendalls did not show emotion. He contented himself with asking his father to pass the walnuts, which that gentleman obligingly did. The conversation then turned with well-bred ease to the current piece at His Majestys Theatre.

After dinner Desmond withdrew to his room, and set himself to think things over. The Fendalls were not much of a family for thinking — Blood was their long suit, not Brains — and the problem of what he was to do in the immediate and the more distant future kept him up long past his usual bedtime.

At last, after carefully weighing every other alternative, he decided to write to Alice explaining that he was now hardly in a position to offer himself as an eligible suitor, owing to the unfortunate accident of his fathers speculation.

He did not mention who was responsible for the fact that the speculation had proved unfortunate. Alice was a pure-minded girl, and her parents had always carefully kept from her the secrets of her fathers Wall Street life. To tell her all would have been to give her great pain, and this Desmond vowed he would never do. He concluded his letter by saying he would release her from her engagement if she wished it, but that he hoped she would not; and that if she were willing to wait for him he would work for her with all the accumulated energy of generations of ancestors who had never done a hands-turn. Having read this over and corrected, with the aid of a dictionary, one or two spelling mistakes which had crept into the text, he went out and posted it at the pillar-box at the top of the square. It was just in time for the three oclock collection.

Thinking that he had exercised his brain sufficiently for one night he postponed the choice of a career till the morrow, and turned in.

Well, my boy, said Mr. Fendall at breakfast next morning, as he began to assail his rasher, and what have you decided to do? In what particular profession are you going to amass laurels to adorn the family name?

The fact is, I havent quite settled yet, father. Can you suggest anything?

Mr. Fendall thoughtfully smalmed a section of his bacon with mustard.

If you were not handicapped by a public school and University education, he said, I could suggest many professions. But I fear that your up-bringing has hardly fitted you for them. There is the Church, of course.

Couldnt preach for nuts, said Desmond.

Finance again. There is much money to be made in that branch of modern life. Here Mr. Fendall sighed reminiscently. But there, too, you are handicapped.

I tell you what I shall do, father, said Desmond suddenly. Im going to be a pro.

A — ? You said, what?

A pro. Professional cricketer. Middlesex ll take me on like a shot. At least, theyve always wanted me to play for them so far. Its the only thing Im fitted for. Thank goodness I was decently educated at a good public school. Think what a hole I should be in if I hadnt been taught to bowl and field properly.

But, Desmond, the family name! Can a Fendall become a professional cricketer?

I shall adopt a thingummy.

What is a thingummy?

You know what I mean. Nom de plume, isnt it? An alias, dont you know.

Ah, said his father, relieved. Then the outlook is not so grey.

Gray! said Desmond. Thatll be top-hole. Quite a good name to play under.

So D. Fendall, Esq., the Dark Blue, dropped out of first-class cricket: and in their match against Surrey, in the second week of July, the Middlesex Committee gave a trial to a new professional, called Gray. After he had taken eight Surrey wickets in the second innings and won the game for his side, Gray received an offer for the lucrative post of sub-deputy-under-acting-assistant-vice-secretary of the Blankshire C.C., always on the look-out for promising young men (from other counties). But he preferred to play as a professional for Middlesex.

(Here my informant paused with the remark that talking always did make him thirsty. He told me the rest of the story over a cooling tankard outside the village inn.)

We now, he said, leave Desmond Fendall for a space, and return to Miss Alice Bond.

The Bonds had left London at the end of the season, and the beginning of August found them established in a house in the country. While in town Mr. Bond, with his usual astuteness, had gathered in as an ally that eminent member of the unemployed, Lord Teddy Trimble. In exchange for a comfortable home Lord Teddy had given his services, and succeeded in taking the Bonds to a great many houses which, but for him, would have been closed to them.

In a strange country, said Mr. Bond, you must have a friendly native to do the wise guide act.

And, for a consideration, Lord Teddy had agreed to take up this rôle. He was now in the country with them.

Look here, Mr. Bond was saying to him one lovely morning in the first week of August, lets get this square. At present you have me guessing. I dont care for myself. My own societys good enough for me. But my wife and Alice have got that hankering to mix with the Upper Ten, so, I suppose, theyve got to do it. See here. You corralled Lord This and Lady Whats-her-name and Sir Everard Whatever-they-called-him when we were in London. And you did it without straining yourself. Now whats the matter with these country guys that you cant put the hypnotic eye on to them, too? Here have we been here a fortnight and well —— You can see for yourself. The front steps aint worn through by the haughty and exclusive feet of titled visitors, are they now? Whats it all mean? Havent you got a pull in this ward, or what is it?

Its a little difficult to explain, Mr. Bond, replied Lord Teddy. You see, in London people are — shall we say, more friendly? More sensible is perhaps the word. They realise that a man has not to be born in a place to be a pleasant companion. But in the country the English county family is unique. You have nothing like it on your side, I believe. Everybody round here has stuck in the same place since the Stone Age, and they cant see that a man isnt necessarily a pariah because he has only just come among them. They like to wait a few dozen years and keep an eye on him. If he seems all right at the end of that time they call, one by one, very cautiously. If an angel came to settle here they would wait and watch him to see if he hadnt got his wings from Clarksons. It is hard on Mrs. Bond and Miss Alice, but I really do not see what can be done.

But, great Roosevelt! you dont mean to say weve got to stay in this desert all alone till the cows come home! Why — —

Through the half-open door came the sound of a piano. Miss Bond was singing in the drawing-room.

Give my regards to Broadway!

Second line inaudible.

Please remember me to Forty-second street, and — —

Mr. Bond went to the door and shut it. I cant stand it, he said. It makes me home-sick. See here, Trimble, either we rope in these exclusive guys quick, or I go straight back to old New York. Which is it to be?

This remark stimulated the brain of Lord Teddy to a painful activity. If Mr. Bond left England his occupation would be gone; and he had not the slightest desire to give up so snug a situation. Besides, he half thought of marrying Miss Alice Bond.
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I have it, he said. What you must do is to get up a cricket-week.

Whats a cricket-week?

Why, get together a houseful of men and play matches with the people round here. Its the only way. Fortunately this is a cricket neighbourhood. Theyll come and play with anyone if they think hes likely to give them a good game on a good wicket. Then, if you beat them, theyll come again next year.

I shant be here next year, said Mr. Bond, firmly.

Well, anyhow, itll break the ice, and thats what you want. The great thing is to win, though. If we dont we might as well not have played. We have got to justify our existence.

It was pretty to see the way Lord Teddy identified his interests with those of his host.

Give me a free hand, he continued, and Ill get together a decent lot. Itll be rather short notice, so I may not be able to make the team as strong as it might be. Then Ill arrange a match for them. Old Ellershaw, of the Priory, has his week on in a few days. Hell be ready enough to put on an extra match. Ill see about getting the field into order. It used to be a cricket-ground last year, Ive heard, so there should be no difficulty. Oh, and theres another thing. We shall want someone to bowl.

Bowl? Ah, I take you. You mean to pitch.

If you prefer it. We must have down a pro.

Mr. Bond took up the days paper.

Lets have the best thats to be got, said he. Heres the list of averages. Write to the man at the top. Offer him his own price.

Who is it? asked his lordship.

His names Gray, said Mr. Bond.

(My companion paused again to insert another row of mental stars. After a pull at his mug, he proceeded.)

You will be saying to yourself, he resumed, that Middlesex would never have let off their best bowler to go and play in a country match. But it happened that the county, which, as you know, has a small fixture-card, was without a match in the earlier half of the week for which Gray had been invited, and he was consequently enabled to accept.

Had I not promised to refrain from describing Desmonds emotions, I should say his heart leaped when he read Lord Teddys letter. For weeks he had been chafing at his inforced separation from Alice, and here, at last, was his chance of seeing her. He wrote two letters that night, one to Lord Teddy, accepting his invitation, the other to Alice, informing her of what had happened, and begging her to treat him with a statuesque calm when witnesses were present, as it would get the M.C.C. a bad name if a professional sent down by them were observed to embrace or be embraced by the daughter of the house.

Lord Teddy, spending Mr. Bonds money lavishly on telegrams, got together the rest of his team, and arranged the match with Mr. Ellershaw.

Theyre rather a scratch lot, he told Mr. Bond. The best of the men I asked couldnt come. But with Gray to bowl, we should worry through all right.

In due season the match-day arrived.

See here, said Mr. Bond to Desmond in the morning. It occurs to me that if youre such a champion at this game it wont do for you to play under your own name, or we shall have the other side hollering that it isnt fair.

Very well, sir. Ill play as Fendall.

Say, why do you choose that name, young man?

The name occurred to me, said Desmond.

Queer. I knew a man named Fendall. One of your real first family men. Just the sort of man Mrs. Bond would have been crazy to know. But — well, I guess this dont interest you, young fellow. Call yourself Fendall, if it makes you feel good.

You are very kind, said Desmond.

Lord Teddy, who was captaining the side, won the toss, and decided to bat. The wicket looked good, and there seemed a chance of a big total. But it soon became evident that there were all the salient points of a whited sepulchre about that wicket. On the surface it was good and true, but it had a treacherous heart. Little patches began to appear on it.

Balls which should have come along stump-high, sprang up, hit the batsman on the fingers, and found a resting-place in the slips hands. Three men fell in this way in rapid succession. The next two, seeing that the wicket was playing tricks, attempted to force the game, and were caught in the long-field.

Desmond, watching the ball with the care bred of a couple of seasons of first-class cricket, stayed at one end, while the rest of the team walked to and from the other crease. When the last wicket fell, he had made forty-one, and was not out. The total was one hundred and twenty-three.

The visiting side put up fifteen for the loss of one wicket, and then the luncheon interval arrived.

After luncheon Alice and Desmond met by appointment in a secluded spot near the house.

Were it not for the fact that I have pledged myself to abstain from emotional analysis, I could put in some fine descriptive work at this point. When one remembers that the two had not seen each other for a weary stretch of weeks, one will readily understand that they —— However, suffice it to say that they were in the middle of a conversation of peculiar interest when Desmond from the corner of his eye observed Mr. Paul Bond approaching.

Get behind that tree, he said, quick. Here comes your father. Alice vanished.

From his manner, Mr. Bond appeared to have seen nothing.

Well, young man, he said, from what I hear this games in an interesting state.

Very interesting, said Desmond.

I want a word with you in your capacity of champion pitcher on our team. See here, now. You seem a fairly discreet young man, so I guess I dont mind telling you why I want to win this game so particular. My wife has a fancy to mingle with these county families, and it seems that the quickest way to do it is to beat them at cricket. So its up to you to pitch your level best after the intermission, and if we win Ill put another ten pounds on top of what Im paying you. See?

It was here that Desmond Fendall got his Bright Idea. The Fendalls were not given to getting ideas as a rule, which makes it all the more remarkable.

Mr. Bond, he said, I do not want money.

Then you ought to exhibit yourself in vaudeville, said the other. Youre a freak.

When I say that, I mean I want something more than money.

Yes?

And that is — your daughter.

Mr. Bond exhibited an almost Fendallian sang froid.

You dont want much, young man, do you? he said.

We love one another.

I didnt know youd met.

We have been engaged since the beginning of July.

Im getting some nice new friends in the old country, sure I am. Young man, I appreciate Gall, but it wont do. You must not scratch in that alkali patch.

Very well, said Desmond. Then we shant win this match.

For the first time Mr. Bond betrayed some consternation.

Young man, this begins to resemble a hold-up.

He reflected.

How would you propose to support my daughter?

I was thinking that you would come in there.

Oh, you were thinking that, were you?

You see, Mr. Bond, but for you, I should be well off. You — well, we wont say swindled — you deprived my father of his fortune by means of a business artifice, so its only fair that some of it should come back into the family.

What! Was old man Fendall your father?

He was. Indeed, he still is.
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So you see, Poppa, said Miss Bond, coming out from behind her tree, if its all true (and I believe every word Desmond says), you ought to pay him back. Desmond told me the whole thing, only he didnt mention your name, and I think you were offly wicked.

But, added Desmond magnanimously, it is not too late for forgiveness. Be a sportsman, Mr. Bond. Hand us back what you got from my father, with your blessing. Why, he said, warming up as he proceeded, if you could see that poor old man, once accustomed to every luxury, steeped now in poverty, even you would be touched. You left him a bare two thousand a year, Mr. Bond.

The financier started.

No, no, dont say that. He hasnt only got two thousand! Great Tammany Hall! I didnt figure to make the man a beggar.

It is only too true, said Desmond. And remember what you were saying to me only this morning, what a help my father would be to you in society, and how pleased Mrs. Bond would be to know him.

The financier wavered.

Come along, Pop, said his daughter briskly. Its got to be done, so do it smiling. Pass out that blessing, and lets all be happy.

For a moment the man from Wall Street hesitated. Then in a low but distinct voice he said, I consent.

* * *

That was the story. As I said before, I believe the man to have been a wilful perverter of the truth. He had an untruthful eye.


A DIVISION OF SPOIL (1906)

First published in The Captain, September 1906
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MERRETT JUNIOR SAID he wished he had a banjo. He went further. He said he wished Merrett senior would give him one.

Do you know what banjos cost, Theodore? inquired Merrett senior, who was in the City, and knew with a certain exactitude the value of money.

They were walking home from an afternoon concert when Merrett junior made his request. At the concert a man in a frock-coat and a yellow tie, a man, that is to say, entirely without claim to the respect of a right-thinking public, had dealt so dexterously with an instrument of the kind in question that Theodores vague yearnings for fame had swollen within him and crystallised. Hitherto he had wished to distinguish himself, without settling on any specific channel for his talents. He wanted to sit in an atmosphere of envy and congratulation, but he did not go so far as to say exactly how he proposed to do it. The concert weeds rendering of Dixie, closely followed by The Mosquitoes Parade, had decided the matter. He would learn the banjo and play it to awed audiences when he got back to school. If a man in a frock-coat and yellow tie — bright yellow — could do it as well as that, how much better after earnest practice, couldnt he do it? The general consensus of opinion at Seymours house, Wrykyn, of which house and school Merrett was a member, up to the present, was that he was a bit of an ass. His banjo would remove this impression.

The only objections were that he had not a banjo, and that his father, though a man of wealth, was not taking to the idea of giving him one with that jovial eagerness which ought to be the leading trait in a parents character.

Do you know what these things cost, my boy? asked Mr. Merrett, returning to his original suit.

Yes. I know a place where you can get one for a quid. Were just coming to it now. Look there!

They stopped before a pawnbrokers. In the window was an undeniable banjo, and the price, marked on a card in fair, round letters, was one pound.

Well? said Mr. Merrett, rattled.

Shall I go in and order it?

Certainly not, certainly not. I shall give the matter a great deal more thought than I have had time to do up to the present before I buy you this instrument. Palmam qui meruit ferat, my boy. You must earn it, Theodore, you must earn it.

Theodores reply was spoken under his breath, and escaped notice.

And so home.

On the following morning Merrett juniors school report arrived. His father read it over his second cup of coffee. Coffee is supposed to have a soothing effect on the system. If this is so, we can only suppose that this was one of the beverages off-days. It seemed from this document that his form-work was poor. Lacks energy and concentration, wrote his form-master nastily, without which qualities his undeniable talents avail him little.

This report is disgraceful, said his father. I see that the average age of boys in your form is fifteen. You are sixteen and a half. Your French, I note, is weak. How is that, when only last Summer you spent a fortnight with your Aunt Elizabeth at St. Malo?

Theodore muttered something wordless through a jungle of toast and marmalade, and was asked not to speak with his mouth full.

The Serious Talk which was the sequel to the battle at breakfast ended in a sort of informal treaty. All was to be forgiven if Theodore should show a marked improvement during the forthcoming term. Meanwhile, for the remainder of the holidays, he would spend his mornings reading Greek and Latin authors on alternate days in order to give his Undeniable Talents a fair show. In the evenings, when he returned from business, Mr. Merrett would examine him on the days portion (with the help, though he did not mention this detail, of a Dr. Giles crib).

In this strenuous fashion the holidays drew to a close. By the time his boxes were packed, locked, and corded, and placed in the hall in readiness for the cab on the last afternoon, what Theodore did not know about the first three hundred lines of Euripides Medea and the first two books of Horaces Odes was not knowledge. As for Merrett senior, he was beginning quite to enjoy those classics, and his opinion of Dr. Giles as an author was of the highest. On Theodore, on the other hand, the thought of those wasted mornings bore heavy. His air in the cab was one of gloom.

His father noted this melancholy, and not unnaturally set it down to grief at leaving the ancestral home. He was touched. When not impressed with the idea of doing his duty as a parent, Mr. Merrett was not a hard-hearted father. After all, he reflected, the boy had worked well for the last fortnight. He deserved some reward. (What the boy would have done if he had had a word to say in the matter, he did not ask himself.)

Theodore, my boy, he said, as they got out at the station, I have come to a decision. Some time ago you mentioned a desire for a banjo.

Sudden alertness on the part of Merrett junior.

You shall have it.

Oh, thanks awfully.

If you bring back a prize with you at the beginning of the summer holidays.
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Return of dejected expression to the face of Theodore. What was the good of making a condition like that? What earthly chance had he of landing a prize? As regarded the form prize, he was in the position of a distant relative of a peer with a number of healthy lives between himself and the title. That trophy would fall to one of half a dozen or more Frightful Swots who were going up the school at a perfectly indecent pace. He had often felt that there ought to be some sort of a speed limit for this type of person.

He felt it again as the train moved on its way. The form prize was out of the question. Mathematics? He barred mathematics. Never had liked them. Couldnt do a sum for nuts unless he consulted the Answers at the end of the book first. French? Ah, now what about French? What was the matter with that?

Two minutes later Theodore had decided to win the French prize.



It was Theos misfortune that in the same form as himself there happened to be one Tilbury. Now, Tilbury also wanted the French prize, and he meant to get it. The other members of the form had not the slightest desire even to see it. It happened therefore, that while thirty of the Lower Fifth entirely overlooked Merretts manœuvres, his thirty-first rival regarded them with the deepest suspicion and discontent. He confided his woes to Linton, that Lower Fifth ornament, during the interval one day. Linton was a cheery individual who rather led the Lower Fifth life and thought. He was promising at all games, and worked hard in form, — making up for this expenditure of effort by creating disturbances whenever possible.

I say, Linton, I call it a bit thick, said Tilbury.

What is? asked Linton.

That bounder, Merrett, explained Tilbury. Hes given up full marks in French six times running.

Why shouldnt he? Amuses him, and doesnt hurt any one else.

But theres the prize.

You dont mean to tell me that you want it! I wouldnt have it as a gift. If youre so keen, your best dodge is to give up full marks, too.

Thanks. Thats a jolly good idea, said Tilbury. I will.

(I do not defend Lintons moral outlook. I merely record it.)

The system on which French was conducted at Wrykyn needs a little explanation. Etiquette did not demand honesty from you save in the examinations. At the end of the hour every one corrected his neighbours slip, and handed it back to him. The marks were then given up to M. Gandinois. Most people gave up something near full marks. It pleased M. Gandinois, and hurt nobody else. At the end of term the terms marks were added to examination marks, and the winner got away with the prize. With Merrett, therefore, giving up full marks every time, it will be seen that Tilburys grievance was well-founded. Tilbury had not that wealth of imagination which is so necessary to success in French. He was in the habit of giving up only about 75 per cent. In the exams., of course, everybody played fair.

This was a curious point of French etiquette at Wrykyn. Cribbing might run riot during the term. In fact, the better you did it, the more of a sportsman you were considered. But by unwritten law it ceased absolutely as soon as the examination began. It had frequently puzzled M. Gandinois, the disastrous falling-off in the standard. Boys who had scored 95 per cent. throughout the term on questions of grammar, would amass totals of fifteen and twenty-one in the time of crisis. He put it down to brain-fag.

So Tilbury went his way, and proceeded to adopt a system of Retaliation. As for Merrett, he went on from strength to strength. Looking at his marks, the casual observer would have said that here was that rare prodigy, the English boy who was brilliant at French.

And in due course the end of the term came, bringing with it the examinations.



Tilbury came up to Linton as the Lower Fifth streamed out of the room, and foamed with indignation. His hands revolved in the air.

Oh, chuck it, said Linton; you arent a semaphore. Whats up?

Its that bounder, Merrett.

Whats he been doing to you?

He was swindling. He swindled all the time. I saw him. I was watching him.

Linton looked serious.

Are you certain? he said.

Absolutely. I was watching him. I saw him. He had a book under the desk. Old Gandinois couldnt see him because the top of his desk was in the light, but I could. I was watching him. And now hell get the prize.

Dont you worry. He hasnt got it yet, said Linton. Look here, did any one else see him?

I dont know. Firmin might have done. He was sitting near him.

All right. Ill ask Firmin. And dont go gassing about it till you hear from me, or youll go getting into trouble. See!

Tilbury saw.

Linton consulted Firmin. Firmin supported Tilbury.

Yes, hed certainly got a book under the desk. Rather rot, I call it, even in French. Not that one wants the prize, of course, he added hastily, lest he should be misjudged.

Of course not. Still — —

In an exam. — — said Firmin.

Its not quite — —

The game, is it?

Better not say anything to anybody, Firmin. Ill look after this.

That night Merrett wrote to his father. He was, he said, in excellent health, and hoped his father was the same. He added that he had hopes of bringing back the French prize.

And when at the prize-giving, two days later, the headmaster read out, without excitement (for he was beginning to get a little tired of the business), French prize, Lower Fifth, — T. Merrett, these hopes would have appeared to the majority of people to have been realised. As Merrett walked down the hall with his handsomely bound copy of Les Misérables in his hand, he saw himself, as in a vision, playing Lumberin Luke to enthusiastic audiences.



The Lower Fifth had assembled in force in their form-room to collect their books when Merrett arrived. Linton was standing by the masters desk. He seemed to be waiting for something.

Hullo, Merrett, he said. Is that the prize? Lets have a look.

Possessing himself of the gleaming volume, he cleared a space for himself among the ink pots and papers on the desk, and sat down. Merrett noticed that a certain hush of expectancy had fallen on the room.

Look here, Merrett, said Linton, turning over the leaves of the book, you probably dont know it, but you were seen cribbing the exam. What about that?

Fat lot of right youve got to talk about cribbing, said Merrett.

We all crib during the term, so its all right. But its an understood thing that we dont do it during exams. So you dont seem to have much claim to this rotten book, do you?

Give it back.

Wait a second. Youll get your share all right. This is going to be done perfectly fairly. Now, some forms would have touched you up for this, wouldnt they, you chaps?

Rather, said the form.
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But we arent going to. You ought to be grateful. Only, as weve all got just as much right to the prize as you, were going to divide it.

I say— said a voice of protest. Tilbury had come out second in the French order, and he had not looked for this Communistic arrangement.

Dry up, said Linton. And if you come any nearer, Merrett, youll get it hot. Follow? There are five hundred and sixteen pages of this book. How much is that each, some one?

A pause.

Thirteen, exactly, said Firmin.

Thanks. Heres your lot, Firmin, said Linton. Dont mind them being a bit torn, do you?

Not a bit, said Firmin. Thanks.

You can have the cover, Merrett, said Linton, when he had handed every one his portion of the prize. Come in useful as an ornament for your mantelpiece at home.

But Theodore never troubled to exhibit his share of the spoil in that way. And he still wants a banjo.


HOW KID BRADY TOOK A SEA VOYAGE (1907)

First published in Pearsons, March 1907

[image: img305.jpg]

HIS FIRST IMPRESSION was that he had been knocked out and was slowly recovering from the effect of the blow — all the symptoms were there — the dull, dazed feeling at the back of the head, the sickness, and the curious sense of being separated by a great gulf from the things of this world. He opened his eyes, half expecting to see the dismayed face of Mike Mulroon bending over him. He found himself looking at what appeared to be a wooden ceiling less than a foot above his head. And as he looked the whole of his world seemed to give a violent lurch, righting itself a moment later only to repeat the performance with a greater emphasis, and the feeling of nausea which had lain hitherto vaguely at the back of his consciousness grew suddenly till all other emotions faded before it, and he realized at last that he was in a ship and out at sea.

Then memory came back to him. He had gone to San Francisco to box at the Mechanics Pavilion. A heavy-weight of fame had fallen on lean days, and a monster benefit had been organized by his admirers. The Kid had sparred three rounds with an English middle-weight who had crossed the Atlantic in search of international laurels. After going through this exhibition to the great gratification of the audience, he had changed his clothes and started out to see a little of the town. A polite stranger, who had scraped acquaintance with him in a cigar store, had offered his services as a guide. The Kid had accepted them. The stranger seemed a pleasant sort of man, cheerful and anxious to make himself agreeable; and they had got on very well together until a sudden and powerful blow on the head had made the Kid unable to appreciate the society of any man, however cheerful. Between this incident and his awakening on board the ship there was a hiatus. What had happened to him during that period and how long that period might have been he did not know.

As a matter of fact, things had fallen out after this fashion: The blow which had put the light-weight champion of America out of business had been administered — by means of a sand-bag — by a bosom friend of the cheerful stranger. Thereafter the Kid, chloroformed by way of preventing all accidents, had been put on board a boat and rowed out to the ship on which he now was.

As he stood clutching at the side of his bunk, and wishing faintly that he could die more quickly than he seemed to be doing, there appeared, framed in the hatchway above him, a head and shoulders.

Hello, sonny, said the visitor.

The Kid made no reply. He was in no fit condition for small talk.

Got over it, then? said the other, who was apparently determined to make conversation. Crimes! You were mighty snug, you bet you were. Wish Id had half of what put you to sleep, sonny. Some boys gets all the luck thats coming to them.

The Kid clutched his support in silence. At that moment the head and shoulders were removed from the hatchway, leaving a square of gray, cloudy sky, and from above another voice made itself heard. Where the devils that young mongler that came aboard last night?

A murmur from the owner of the head and shoulders.

Down below, is he? Fancies hes a passenger perhaps? Wants his cup of tea took him, I shouldnt wonder. Here, let me come. Another head and shoulders appeared in the hatchway. The new-comer, to judge from the half of him which was visible, seemed to be muscular — his shoulders were broad and heavy, and bad-tempered — his eyes spoke eloquently as he glared down at the Kid.

After a brief inspection he proceeded to supplement the language of the eyes with the spoken word.

His opening remarks consisted mainly of oaths. The Kid, his eyes glued firmly on the opposite wall, made no reply. He was but dimly aware that he was being addressed. He was acutely conscious of feeling very ill. Everything else, including the angry man, who was now climbing down the ladder, was unreal and unsubstantial.

Now, then, said the man, stepping off the last rung; get a move on you, you young mongler. Get busy. On deck with you! You arent on Telegraph Hill now, and dont you forget it.

The Kid spoke for the first time.

In — a — minute, he groaned.

And simultaneously things began to happen. Dazed and helpless, he found himself in an incredibly short space of time roughly but skilfully kicked up the ladder and on the deck, where a knot of men had collected in an unostentatious manner to observe his arrival. On the appearance of the Kids aggressor, the group broke up with the unanimity of a chorus in an opera, and began to work energetically at anything that came to hand. The Kid lay where he had fallen, to receive a second measure of kicks. The pain dissipated the clouds that were over his mind and even achieved a momentary triumph over the seasickness. He staggered to his feet and put his hands up.

Talking back, are you? said his persecutor. If its fight you want — —

The Kid was too weak to ward off his bull rush. A smashing blow on the chest sent him across the deck.

And now, said the other, two minutes later; you get busy and help the cook. Thats what youre fit for. Cooky!

Sir? said a polite voice.

None of your damned airs, cooky! Take this man and give him something to do. You get in there sharp, or Ill have a word or two with you. Ill show you whos mate on this ship.

With all the fight knocked out of him, the Kid went meekly across to the galley. Take a seat, said the cook. Youll feel better soon. Rough man, the mate. Here, take these potatoes and begin peeling em. Youd better seem to be doing something useful, in case he looks in.

The rough handling he had received had not dulled the Kids senses so much that he could not recognize the voice as that of a gentleman. Through all the complicated and unpleasant sensations from which he was suffering at the moment he was conscious of a certain surprise at finding such a man in such a place. There was something in the voice which reminded him of Tom Garth and Lord Worfield.

If you will allow me to give you a word of advice, continued the cook, as the Kid sat down and began upon the potatoes, I should recommend you to lie low while youre on this ship. It is what they call a hell ship, in these parts, which means that the officers give the men hell whenever they see a chance. I noticed just now that you showed fight. I shouldnt do that again. There is nothing our genial Snow dislikes so much. I have seen him handle men far worse than he handled you because they would show fight. Much better take what he gives you philosophically. And if you work hard, youll miss a lot of it. Hes a brute; but he mostly confines his attentions to the shirkers. By Jove, I really beg your pardon. Ive been preaching a regular sermon. Sorry if Ive bored you. How do those potatoes progress?

The Kid was staring into vacancy.

Ill lay for him, he said between his teeth.

My dear man, dont be an idiot. Cant you see that all the cards are against you? You cant call a policeman here. There arent any police on the May Moon. I wish there were. We could do with a few. You take my tip, and lie low.

He kicked me, muttered the Kid, half to himself. Ive got it in against him, and hes going to get it good.

Look here, said the cook, do be sensible. I know you must feel rather raw about it, but do be reasonable. Im sorry for you, and I shouldnt care to see you get into any more trouble. You obviously cant fight the man.

Why not? asked the Kid, looking up quickly. Would he use a gun?

No, said the cook, I dont suppose hed use a gun, but hed use his hands. Youd have a fair enough fight, if I know him; but where would you be? Youd be giving away at least three stone. It wont do. Be sensible. And, for goodness sake, hurry up with those potatoes, or there wont be any dinner for anybody.

The Kid relapsed into silence again.

His seasickness wore off. The following day was calmer, as far as the ocean was concerned. As regarded the mate, heavy weather was still the order of the day. With his companions in the forecastle he got on amicably. In a rough way they seemed sorry for him, though it was plain that they regarded him as a fool for having allowed himself to be shanghaied. It was only Snow, the mate, who rendered life unhappy. The other officers of the ship, including the captain, seemed from what he saw of them to be mild in comparison. The captain, in particular, was reputed to be a white man. But he was apt to concentrate his attention on the handling of the vessel. The driving of the crew he left almost entirely to Snow.

During the days in which he was occupied in getting his sea-legs the Kid made the further acquaintance of the refined Cooky, and learned many things from him. He learned the technicalities of the new little world in which he found himself, why people did what they did with various ropes, what was meant by forrard, which side of the vessel was port and which starboard. Few ships can have included in their crew so complete a land-lubber as the Kid. He was a lost sheep in the wilderness. He was a stranger among a people speaking strange tongues. It was hopeless to think of making a sailor of him by blows or explanations; and there fell to him, in consequence, the menial tasks which somebody has got to do, even on board ship. At the end of a couple of days, he found himself, fit and well once more, with a sort of roving commission to make himself generally useful. His duties were varied and extensive, and nobody seemed able to fix any definite limit to them. He waited on the captain and the mates in the cabin, scrubbed the decks, kept an occasional watch, and on one occasion did able-bodied seaman Lefty Rawson an excellent turn by keeping him below when he wished to go on deck.

Mr. Rawson contrived, on coming aboard, to bring with him a square bottle of the strongest whisky he could purchase in the whole length of the San Francisco waterside; on the second day out he drank this, neat, in a series of long and exhaustive gulps, immediately after which he expressed a desire to go on deck and ascertain — by means of personal research — the exact color of the mates interior. It was as he reached the foot of the companion ladder that the Kid intervened.

The subsequent proceedings took place on the forecastle floor, to the great gratification of able-bodied seaman Jake Burt, who surveyed the scene from his bunk, and offered between the puffs of his pipe shrewd advice to the combatants. The fight was not lengthy. Mr. Rawson, directing his entire attention to strangling the Kid, left that expert free to hook him with both hands on the point of the jaw, and presently Leftys head fell back on the boards with a crack, and the Kid went up-stairs to attend to his other duties.

The incident did him a great deal of good in forecastle circles. Restored to sense and sobriety once more, Mr. Rawson was gratitude itself. He offered, moreover, first-hand evidence of the Kids powers in a rough and tumble.

Sure its little I remember, he said handsomely that night, me bein, as you may say, not meself, what with the whisky and the pleasurable excitement of it all; but I will say this, that Ive not been handled so neatly since I miscalled Long Jack Harvey a liar in Sweets rathskeller in New Orleans.... And him a boy! he added, gazing fondly at the Kid.

Mr. Burt also gave his testimony.

As good as a play, it was, said he happily. There was me in me bunk, and me friend Lefty on the floor yellin to beat the band and me brave boy on top of him feelin for his jaw left and right, as if it was all a stage play and me having paid for a front seat in the orchestra chairs. Its me that ud wish to see him go through the performance with the mate doing me friend Leftys part.

And me, too, said one of the other men. The Kid sprang to his feet and banged the table with his fist. This sudden gust of popularity had swept away the wall of sullen resignation which he had built up as a protection against the company into which he had been forced. His eyes shone. For the moment he was in much the same condition as Lefty Rawson had been earlier in the day.

And so you shall, he cried; Im laying for him. He kicked me, the — —

There was a cheer, half encouraging, half ironical, from the other occupants of the forecastle. He was proceeding, when a quiet voice at his elbow stopped him.

Chuck it, my dear man, chuck it, said the interrupter.

It was Cooky, calm and well-bred as ever, and as he looked at him the Kids bombast died away. It occurred to him that he was making a fool of himself. Anyway, I will, he concluded weakly. The cook went on smoking in silence.

The Kid found an opportunity next day of speaking to the friendly Burt, whom he had recognized as the man who had been the first on board to speak to him.

Whos Cooky? replied Burt to his question. Sure theres many of us would like to know that. Hes the great mystery, is Cooky. You can see hes not one of the boys, not one of us. Hes a Britisher is Cooky, and an educated man, too. Thats what Cooky is. And what hes doing roasting meat for sailor-men is more than I can tell you, me son. Gone wild, likely, and had to skip from home. Like many another young bhoy who didnt know what was good for him. Dad, I was a farmers boy in the old country meself once. Whist, heres the mate!

Snow had come up as they were talking. He glared at the Kid. Much had to be done, in his opinion, before the latters education as a unit of the company of the May Moon could be considered complete; and he was always on the look-out for a chance to further this education.

You lazy young hound, he said, twisting him around by his shoulder and kicking him toward the galley, go and help the cook. Get busy now, before I set about you.

The Kid made no resistance. He added mentally another mark to the mates account. Things were working up for the storm; but the moment was not yet.

The cook was in the galley, whistling plaintively to himself.

See here, said the Kid, when he had got to work; I want to ask you something.

Yes?

When you came on this ship, what did that mate do to you?

Much the same as he has been doing to you.

What! kicked you?

Frequently.

And what did you do?

I did nothing.

And why doesnt he do it now?

He gets tired of it, I suppose. I believe the man feels it a sort of holy duty to make every new hands life a hell to him for the first few days, just as a sort of formal welcome aboard, making him free of the ship, as it were. After that the new man gets to be one of the many, and only comes in for the amount of handling that every one gets.

But you dont, said the Kid. What did you do to get quit of him?

The cook chuckled.

Mine was rather an exceptional case. On the third day out on my first voyage he got annoyed with me — I forget why — and kicked me so energetically that I was laid up for four days, unable to move. As there was nobody else on board who knew the first word about cooking, the ships company lived for those four days on half-raw meat and biscuits. They all got very bad inside, and I believe there was nearly a mutiny. Since then he has left me alone. He would like to jump on me, but hes scared; letting I dare not wait upon I would.  But Im afraid you cant expect such an exemption. Your best plan is to lie low. Youll be all right soon. Lie low.

And be kicked?

And, if you must, be kicked.

Youll see, said the Kid. Next time he touches me — —

The cook looked bored. Like most Englishmen of good birth and a public-school education, he had a strong objection to the type of person who utters wild threats which he cannot possibly carry into effect.

Youre not Mr. James J. Jeffries, by any chance? he inquired.

The Kid, missing the irony, was merely surprised at this ignorance on the part of one who in other respects was intelligent beyond the ordinary.

Jims a heavy-weight, he said.

You talk big enough to be one, retorted the other. Perhaps youre Jimmy Garvis, then?

Jimmy! said the Kid with scorn; I can whip Jimmy all right, every time.

He was not usually prone to flap his wings over a defeated rival, but the cooks words had touched a tender spot.

You — what? said the cook, dropping a plate. You whipped Jimmy Garvis? Then who the deuce are you?

Bradys my fighting name, Kid Brady. But my real names Darrell.

Kid Brady!

The cook swayed with laughter.

We mustnt keep this to ourselves, he said; Ill tell the boys to-night.

In the forecastle that night the Kid listened, blushing, to Mr. Burts stately speech of welcome. The crew of the May Moon, according to Mr. Burt, were proud to be in the same room with such a mighty man of his hands.

Didnt I tell ye, said Mr. Lefty Lawson, when he had finished, that this was no orrdinary boy. He handled me beautiful. Beautiful!

Mr. Brady, said the cook, in his quiet voice, if you purpose to interview the mate at any time, as you suggested, you will carry with you the good wishes of this meeting. We have all suffered.

It seemed to the Kid that the moment had come, that there was nothing to be gained by delay. He had grown used to the motion of the ship by this time, and the sea air made him feel particularly ready for work. He had been in good condition before leaving San Francisco, and now he felt fit to fight for his title of Champion of America. He kept a watchful eye on the mate as he went about his duties. It was for Snow to give the signal for combat. He must not be the aggressor. The rules of discipline on board the May Moon were curious, but rigid. If a man attacked his superior officer, it was mutiny, and he suffered for it. But if the officer attacked him, he was at liberty to defend himself, always provided that he considered the game worth the candle. In this case rank was waived for the moment, the pair met as man to man, fought the thing out, and, when satisfied, resumed their respective positions. The captain was supposed to be officially ignorant of the episode.

It was a curious custom and might not have suited another ship, but on the May Moon it had existed since the vessels launching. As a rule, especially since Snow had come into power, the crew were content to take matters quietly instead of giving battle. The mates of the May Moon had always been men of thews, and a fight would seldom have been satisfactory to the aggrieved seamen. Legend spoke of a certain Billy Priest, who in the dim past had fought a mate and knocked him clean over the side of the ship, subsequently diving after him and saving his life. But Billy Priest had passed beyond the ken of man and left no successor. There had not been a genuine fight on the May Moon for half a dozen voyages.

The Kid watched the mate, and the crew watched the Kid. There was a quiet over the ship which might have struck an observer as ominous. Men found themselves talking in whispers. There was trouble in the air.

It broke on the second day after the meeting in the forecastle, quite suddenly. The Kid was carrying a bowl of potatoes to the galley. The ship was moving at three-quarter speed over a calm sea. Just as he reached the galley the vessel heeled, slightly, but enough to make him stumble. As he recovered himself a stream of potatoes jumped across the deck. He stooped to pick them up, and was struck while in that position by a massive boot. He looked up.

The mate was standing over him.

The Kid rose with a grin. He was conscious of that curiously tense, happy feeling which always came to him when the gong gave him the signal to leave his corner. And on this occasion it was supplemented by a definite thrill of anger. In the ring he missed this exhilarating thrill.

Clumsy young devil, said the mate; pick em up. Get busy. Pick em up.

The world seemed to pause for a moment. All movement appeared suddenly suspended. Forward a knot of men were standing silent spectators. Cooky had come out of his galley with a dish in his hand, and was watching the Kid with a suspicion of a smile. The Kids eyes were fixed on the mates face.

Then in a flash the latters expression changed. Comprehension came into his eyes, and his mouth curled in a sneer.

Its that, is it? he said softly. You — young — —

And then the spell was broken, everything was activity once more, and the battle had begun.

To the spectators the mates rush seemed as swift as it was savage; but a man who has fought and beaten the best light-weights in the ring has his own ideas of speed. To the Kid there was something ludicrously clumsy in the onslaught of this bull of a man. He had sidestepped and hooked thrice to the body before his adversarys blow had well exhausted itself. The mate did not turn easily on the slippery deck, and the Kids right was home on his ear before he had faced around. He shook his head furiously, and charged forward again. The straightest left in America stopped him as completely as if he had met a bullet. Never in his life had the Kid hit so quick and hard. The thought of all that he had suffered from this man lashed him to a cold viciousness. Even now he was aching from that kick he had received among the potatoes. Four times his left went out like a stone from a sling, and a hum of applause rose from the knot of men by the forecastle as the mate, staggering under the third blow, reeled and went down beneath the fourth. The Kid drew back and waited. He was cooler than he had ever been before in a fight. He felt that he could go on all day. He was giving away fifty pounds and three inches of height. It seemed nothing to him.

The mate was no quitter. He was up again in a couple of seconds, and boring in as before. Blow after blow went home; but he came up for more, and forced the Kid toward the side. Here space was less, and weight would begin to tell. The Kid saw this, and knew that he must end the business soon or be cornered. Twice he swung his right to the other mans jaw, but Snows iron muscle saved him from going out. The Kid shot in his right once more. The mates head went back with a jerk, and the Kid sidestepped. As he did so he trod on one of the potatoes he had spilt. His ankle half turned under him, and he fell. He was up again and in position in a moment, but there was no danger. Snow was lying on his face, one arm outstretched, the other doubled beneath him. The last blow had completed the work of the other two. His man was down and out.
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A shout went up from the group by the forecastle. The Kid found his right hand being shaken.

Exit Goliath, said the quiet voice of Cooky. Come and have a wash and brush-up, David, my son!



The Kid was lookout man that night. A fine day had been succeeded by stars and a clear sky. The water looked oily, almost solid. The Kid was not sentimental by nature, but a feeling of deep content possessed him as he watched. It was worth being shanghaied to get such a night as this on the open seas.

Into the ray of a lantern, there loomed a huge shadow.

Is that the boy from San Francisco?

The Kid recognized the voice of the mate, and kept a wary eye on him.

Yes, sir, he said.

The mate lit his pipe, and puffed in silence for some minutes.

Not so darned poor, said the mate at length, jerking the stem of his pipe toward the star-powdered sea.

Fine, agreed the Kid.

There was another long silence.

See here, growled the mate, sucking furiously at his pipe at intervals, as if what he was saying was difficult to say; see here, its up to me to say just this.... I dont — in a manner of speaking.... do any darned climbing down as a general thing. But Im a man that knows when hes met a tougher proposition than himself.

He removed his pipe and tapped it against the side of the ship.

And its up to me to say youre it. I never thought a boy could put me out of business. But youve done it, and thats all there is about it.

He paused again.

Dont know what you are when youre ashore, but what I says this. You ought to be a fighter. Take it up. Youd make money at it. Thats what I say.

Well, I have, said the Kid with a grin.

What, you a fighter?

Thats it.

Yes?

I fight at the light-weight limit, said the Kid simply, and Im the Champion of the States.

Kid Brady!

Thats me.

The huge form of the mate lurched into the light. His voice when he spoke had an animation which it had lacked before. Say, this is the best thing Ive heard this trip! See here, its no pie to be put to sleep by a boy not big enough to look over the side of a ship; but a light-weight champeens a thing that might happen to any one. See, here, Mister Brady, you and mes got to be friends, sure. Im rough in my ways, but Im a man what recognizes talent. Im proud to meet you, Mister Brady. Shake.

He extended a hand.

Why, sure, said the Kid, taking it.


PERSONALLY CONDUCTED (1907)

First published in Cassells Magazine, July 1907
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I SHOULD LIKE to start by saying that all this happened two days after my sixteenth birthday, when my hair was still down, so that I hadnt anything to live up to, and it didnt matter what I did — or not much, at any rate. Thats how it was.

It all began at breakfast on the Saturday. We were going to play Anfield that afternoon. Anfield is a town a few miles off, and the match is one of the best that Much Middlefold plays. So that I wasnt surprised that father was annoyed when he got the curates letter. He opened it at breakfast, just after I had come down. I was pouring out the coffee when I heard him snort in the way he always does when anything goes wrong.

I said, Whats the matter, father dear?

Heres a nice thing, he said, waving the letter. Morning of match — most important match — team not any too strong — wanting everyone we can possibly get, and heres Parminter writing to say that he cant play!

Cant play?

Mr. Parminter was our best bowler. He had nearly got his blue at Cambridge. Father once told me that the Vicar advertised for a curate, and said that theology didnt matter, but he must have a good break from the off; and I thought it was true till I happened to find an old number of Punch with the same thing in. But, anyhow, Mr. Parminter had got a break from the off. Whenever we won a match it was nearly always through his bowling. He bowled very fast. A man we know once said that there was much too much devil in his bowling, considering that he was a clergyman.

Why cant he play? I asked.

The wretched man, said father, was at the school treat yesterday, and fell out of the swing and sprained his right wrist. Would have let me know last night, he says, but thought it might be better in the morning. Finds it impossible to move his arm without considerable pain; is dictating this letter to his housekeeper, and hopes that I shall be able to fill his place without difficulty, even at such short notice. Fill his place, indeed! And I hear that Anfield are strong in batting this year, though weak in bowling.

What are you going to do?

I suppose we must play young Hardy. Hes quite incompetent, but he is the only one. Unless you can think of anybody else, Joan?

I thought.

No, I said, I cant, father.

And it was not till the end of breakfast that I did. And even then I wasnt sure that he would be able to play. The person I thought of was my cousin — or, rather, hes only a sort of cousin, about twice removed. His name was Alan Gethryn, and he was at school at Beckford, which is quite near to us, if you bicycle. He had sometimes been to stay with us on Visiting Sundays. I knew he was good, because he had taken a lot of wickets for the Beckford team in matches. So I suggested him.

Father brightened up.

Thats an uncommonly good idea, Joan, he said. Beckford always have a pretty useful sort of side — they coach em well there — and if Alans in the team he ought to be a decent player.

Hes in the team all right, I said. He was top of the bowling averages last year.

This is excellent. I wonder if we could get him.

And I could easily bike over and ask him, father, I added. Shall I? And if he can play, I could wire to you, so that you would know in time. If he cant play, you can always get Hardy.

Father said, Very well, so I got my bicycle, and, after sending off a wire telling Alan to meet me outside the school-gates during the quarter of an hour interval in the morning I went off. I got to the school at twenty to eleven, and rode up and down outside, and presently Alan strolled out.

Hullo! he said.

I say, Alan, I said, would you like a game this afternoon for Much Middlefold?

A what? he said.
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A game. Father sent me over to ask you if youd play. Mr. Parminter has sprained his wrist, so we want a bowler. Itll be an awfully jolly match, and you could have tea with us, and get back afterwards.

He looked thoughtful.

Difficulty is, you see, the corps are going off on a field-day this afternoon, and I shall be in charge here. Got to take roll-call, and so on.

Whens roll-call?

Four.

Oh, I say. Then you cant come?

Wait. Lets think this thing over. Reece would take roll-call all right if I asked him, so that disposes of that. It would be out of bounds, of course, going to your place, but I dont see whos to know. So there goes that, too. I could change here and bike over. There wouldnt be any difficulty about that. And I happen to know that Leicester is going to be out of the way all the afternoon. So its all right. I shall be able to come.

Oh, good! I said. Whos Leicester?

My house-master. Under ordinary circs hed be at roll-call while I ticked off the names, and Id have to hand the list to him then. But he was telling us this morning at breakfast that he was going to spend the afternoon looking at an old church somewhere. Hes keen on antiquities, you know, and brass-rubbing, and all that sort of thing. So he wont be on hand. All Ive got to do is to get back here by about six or half-past and give him the list then.

After lunch Alan came.

Ah, Alan, my boy, said father. Glad you were able to turn up. Had lunch? Thats right. Ive got to go down to meet these Anfield fellows. You come on later. We dont start till two-thirty. You know your way down to the ground, dont you? See you there.

He went out of the room, carrying his cricket-bag, and returned almost at once.

Pretty nearly forgotten it, by gad! he said. I say, Joan, theres something I want you to do for me. It wont make you miss more than an over or two of the game. I met a man at the Burley-Greys some time back, and we got talking about antiquities — seems hes keen about them — so I gave him a general invitation to come over here and let me show him over our church. He has rather unfortunately chosen to-day for his visit. I had his letter at breakfast, only this Parminter business put it out of my mind. I wish you would just show him the way to the church when he comes, Joan. He will arrive here at about three on his bicycle. Just explain that I cant possibly get away. You neednt stay with him, of course. Simply take him to the church, and leave him. He wont want conversation. He is going to rub brass, or some such thing. I dont know what he means — it doesnt sound a very amusing way of spending a fine summers afternoon — but that is what he said. Just tell him there will be tea here at about half-past four if he cares to turn up for it. But I should not think he would.

I looked at Alan in a perfect panic. It could not be a coincidence.

What is his name, father? I asked.

Father actually had to think before he could tell me. I could have told him at once.

Leinster? Leicester — thats it. Leicester. Mrs. Burley-Grey introduced him to me.

Father went out again, and Alan and I were alone. I waited till I heard the front door shut.

This, Alan said, wants thinking out. Ginger-beer may help. He poured some into a glass and drank it, but it didnt seem to act. He offered no suggestion.

Oh, do say something, Alan, I said. What are we going to do? Will you go back?

And leave your father in the cart? Not much. Im a fixture for the afternoon if the place was crawling with Leicesters. Am I down-hearted? No! . . . On the other hand, its rather a brick, this happening. The thing we want to do is to keep him off the field altogether, if possible, at any rate as long as we can. I dont see why he shouldnt be perfectly happy rubbing brass all the afternoon. Why not leave him there and risk it?

I couldnt. We must think of something better.

Well, you have a shot. Im getting a headache. Ill tell you one thing Ill do. Ill ask your father if he wins the toss to put them in first, as I have to leave early. Thatll help a bit. Hullo, its twenty past! I shall have to rush. I leave you in charge of this thing. Knock him on the head and tie him up. Lock him in the church and bag the keys.

I saw him to the door, and watched him bike off in the direction of the field. Then I went back to the dining-room to think it all over.

There was a ring at the front door about three oclock, and I thought it was bound to be Mr. Leicester. A bicycle was against the pillar at the front of the steps, and a thin, elderly man was standing on the top one, leaning down and picking trouser-clips off himself. He stood up when I opened the door, and looked at me inquiringly through a pair of gold-rimmed glasses. He had a very mild, kind face, rather like a sheep.

Oh, are you Mr. Leicester? I said. Because fathers very sorry hes had to go off to the match — were playing Anfield to-day — and Im going to show you to the church.

I shall be very much obliged, if it would not be giving you too much trouble. I fear I have called at an inconvenient time.

He had, of course, but I couldnt say so.

I said, politely, Not at all.

We put his bicycle in the stables and set off across the fields to the church, about half a mile away.

Mr. Leicester didnt talk much while we were walking. I think he didnt quite know what to say to me. And I was wondering so much what I was to do to keep him from meeting Alan that I didnt talk much either.

When we got in sight of the church he brightened up.

How very beautiful! he said, standing quite still and pointing, like a dog when it smells a bird. How picturesque! That grey stone has a delightfully soothing effect against the green of the trees, with the white road winding behind it. How truly picturesque!

I said, Yes, isnt it top-hole!

He said, I beg your pardon?

I said, Not at all.

And we went on.

As soon as we got inside he pointed again. I saw that he was looking at the old brass tablet at the end of the aisle, the one that was put there by the widow of a man who died in Edward III.s time. He put a large piece of paper, which he had been carrying, on it, and knelt down and began to scratch at it with something black. I locked the door, and came and sat in a pew near, and watched him. He scratched and scratched away, and I sat and sat till I heard the clock strike four. I almost wished I had gone and left him, for I was dying to see the match, and I was pretty sure that he would have stopped there.

At about a quarter past four it suddenly occurred to me that there wasnt any need for me to go on sitting there, because the door was locked and I had the key, so he couldnt get out without my knowing. So I got up and began to explore. I had never been anywhere in the church except in our pew, and in the vestry, at a christening, so there was lots to see. I wandered about, and at last I saw a little door with some steps behind it. I went up and up, till I found myself looking into a great sort of loft place full of ropes, which I knew must be the belfry. The steps went on round the corner. I started off again, and came to a trap-door. I pulled this down, and there I was on the roof of the tower, with the loveliest view in front of me you ever saw.

I could see the cricket-field, with little specks of white on it. If I had had some glasses I could have watched the match beautifully.

I sat there looking at the view till I heard a scraping on the steps, and Mr. Leicesters head bobbed up through the trap-door. He beamed at me, panting rather hard, and then pulled himself up.

Ah! the roof! he said. What a delightful view! I suppose that is the cricket-field, with the little white figures beyond the stream. How delightfully cool the breeze is up here! Really, one is almost sorry to have to descend into the heat below.

I didnt like this. It sounded as if he were going.

Why not stop up here? I said.

It would certainly be pleasant. But I should like to see your father before I return to Beckford. I must thank him for the great treat he has given me this afternoon in allowing me the privilege of seeing this beautiful old church.

I said, in a hurry, Oh, it doesnt matter about father, really. I mean, of course, he may be batting or anything. Hell probably be very busy.

I should like very much to see him bat, said Mr. Leicester benevolently.

Arent you going on doing the brass? I asked.

I think not to-day — not to-day. I find the continuous stooping a little trying for the back, and I have obtained a very satisfactory impression. I think that we had better be going down, if you have no objection.

So I dropped the keys over the parapet, and they fell with a rattle on the gravel path. It was a desperate measure, as they say in the books, but I couldnt think of anything else.
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What was that? asked Mr. Leicester.

Oh, I say, I said, Im awfully sorry. Ive dropped the keys!

We had better go down and recover them.

But dont you see? We cant get out. The doors locked.

Mr. Leicesters mouth opened feebly.

We must sit here and wait for someone to come and let us out. The worst of it is everybodys at the match. Still, we cant stay here for ever, because when father finds I dont come in to dinner—

Dinner! In to dinner! My dear young lady, it is imperative that I should be back at Beckford at half-past six!

Im awfully sorry, I said, but unless somebody comes along—

Is there no other way out? he asked.

Im afraid not, I said. It was careless of me to drop them.

Pray, pray do not distress yourself. These accidents happen to everyone.

I have always thought it awfully nice of him not to be angry, because he might easily have been. I know I should have been if somebody had kept me locked in a place when I wanted to get out.

We sat and waited there for about another quarter of an hour. It was jolly awkward. I didnt know what to say. It was no good talking about the view, because he was too worried by the thought of not being able to get back in time to care much about anything else.

I really think, he said at last, that we had better shout for assistance.

It is all very well to make up your mind to shout for assistance, but it isnt easy to think what to shout. We both began at the same time. He cried, Help! I shouted Hi!

We didnt make very much noise really, because he had a weak voice and I didnt shout my loudest, as I was afraid of making myself hoarse. But it sounded quite loud in the stillness.

I fear it is hopeless, said Mr. Leicester. The neighbourhood appears completely deserted. But just then, as I was hoping that it was all right and that we shouldnt be let out till Alan had got safely home, I heard somebody shuffling along in the road, and singing. It was like the bit in The White Company, where theyre on the burning tower and cant get down and hear the archers singing the Song of the Bow in the distance. Only they were pleased, and I wasnt.

Mr. Leicester jumped up and leaned over the side and shouted quite loud. The singing stopped.

 Ullo! ullo! said a voice, and the gate clicked. I looked over Mr. Leicesters shoulder, and saw a tramp standing below, shading his eyes with his hand.

My good man, said Mr. Leicester, I should be very much obliged if you would let us out.

Wots the little gime? said the man.

We are locked in, and cannot get out. You will find the key a little to your left, lying on the gravel path. Take it and unlock the door.

The tramp was a man of business.

Wot do I make outer this? he wanted to know.

I will give you a shilling, said Mr. Leicester.

 Arf a dollar, guvnor, arf a dollar. Liberty, the bloomin eritage of the bloomin Briton, thets wot Im going to give yer. Its cheap at arf a dollar.

Very well, said Mr. Leicester.

We went down the steps, and presently we heard the key in the lock and the door opened.

I wasted as much time as possible walking home, and we did not get to the field till about half-past five. I was faint for want of tea. Father and Thoms, the son of the vicars gardener, were batting. Just as we came on to the ground father hit a beautiful four to leg. I raced on ahead of Mr. Leicester to warn Alan. I found him in the pavilion — at least, we call it a pavilion; its really only a sort of shed. There are two floors. On the top one the scorer sits, but not often anybody else. Alan was there, with his pads on.
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Hullo! he said, what a time youve been. What have you been doing? Wheres Leicester?

I told him all about it in a whisper, so that the scorer shouldnt hear. He seemed to think it funny, but he remembered to thank me. If he hadnt, after all I had been through, I dont know what I should have done.

Wheres he now? he asked.

He would come here with me. Hes somewhere on the ground.

Thats rather awkward. Half a second! Ill go down and spy out the land.

He went down the ladder, but came up again almost at once. He shut down the trap-door very quietly, and came and sat at the back of the room.

That was a close thing, he said, grinning. Hes sitting on a bench down there, watching the game. I nearly charged into him.

What are you going to do?

Sit tight. Thats the programme at present. I say, though, this is about the tightest place Ive ever been in. Im in next! Bit awkward, isnt it? If either Thoms or your pater gets out, Im pipped; I must go down. But perhaps he wont stop.

He will, I said miserably. Hes waiting to see father, to thank him for asking him to come to the church.

Alan grinned again. I really believe he enjoyed it.

Well, I dont see that we can do anything. Its just possible that your pater may knock off the runs. Hes playing a ripping game.

Its the other man Im worried about, said Alan. Hes a rabbit from the old original hutch. Look at him scratching away at the fast man.

I looked at him and wondered why they could not get him out. Every ball seemed to go just above or just to one side of the wicket. Then it was the end of the over, and father had the bowling. The first ball was a full-pitch, and he hit it right into the shed. We could hear it bumping against things down below.

Well hit, sir, said Alan. Lets hope thats killed Leicester.

Somebody threw the ball back. The bowler bowled again, and father drove it over his head. They got three for it.

Oh, dont run odd numbers, said Alan. Now the rabbits got the bowling, and hell be shattered to a certainty.

Every ball looked as if it was going to bowl that wretched Thoms. The first two hopped over his wicket. The next was to leg, and he swiped at it but missed. The last of the over was a half volley. He mowed at it, and it hit the top of his bat and up it went into the air, the easiest catch for point you ever saw.

Alan got up with a resigned expression, and began to take off his blazer.

He cant miss that, he said. The young hero will now walk with a firm step to his doom.

Point was standing with his hands behind his back and a smile on his face, waiting for the ball to come down. It came, and he — missed it. I was quite sorry for him, especially as all the village boys shouted and jeered. (They will do it. We cant get them not to.)

I shouldnt have thought, said Alan, sitting down again, that a man could drop a sitter like that if hed been paid for it. Now it ought to be all right.

What are you going to do about getting back? I asked. If you both start at the same time hes sure to see you.

Thats true. Id forgotten that. This business seems to develop difficulties while you wait. Wheres his bike?

In the stables.

Mines just round behind the pav. So I shall get a sort of start. Cant you keep him hanging about a bit, till Ive got well off?

Ill try.

A ripping idea suddenly occurred to me. I got up.

Where are you off to? asked Alan.

The stables, I said. Good-bye. I shant see you again before you go. Thanks awfully for playing.

Thanks for the game. Jolly good game. Theres another four. Only six to win now.

I went down the ladder and ran across the ground. When I got to the gate I heard tremendous yelling from the village boys, and I saw them all going back to the pavilion, so I knew that we had won.

After I had been to the stables, I went back to the field, and met father and Mr. Leicester coming to our house. They had just passed the lodge gates.

Well, Joan, said father, we won, you see, thanks to—

I said, quickly: Thanks to you, father dear. Didnt he bat well, Mr. Leicester.

Exceedingly vigorously, said Mr. Leicester. Exceedingly vigorously. But I must really hurry away. We left the bicycle in the stables, did we not?

But when we got to the stables we found the back tyre absolutely flat.

Mr. Leicesters face lengthened.

How very unfortunate, he said.

Great nuisance, said father.

I said, What an awful pity!

Particularly, said Mr. Leicester, as I omitted to bring my repairing outfit with me. It was a deplorable oversight.

Oh, thats all right, said father. My daughter has whatever you will want. Run along and get the things, Joan.

It was about ten minutes before I got back. I found them looking at the bicycle in silence. I put down the repairing stuff. Then I said, You know, it may not be a puncture, after all. Perhaps the valve has worked loose. Mine sometimes does.

I hardly think, said Mr. Leicester, that that can be the —— why, yes, you are perfectly right: it is quite loose. I wonder how that can have happened?

I said, I wonder.


LIVING AMONG GHOSTS (1908)

First published in Ideas, June 1908
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R. ELLIOTT ODONNELL is the Sherlock Holmes of the ghost world. He is no web-footed rube or pin-head, but a real husky spook-spotter from Spectreville. Where ordinary men suspect the presence of ghosts, rather fancy there might be a ghost or two about if we only knew how to put them up, and wouldnt be surprised, you know, if there wasnt a ghost of some sort about here somewhere, Mr. ODonnell, with a quiet smile, goes straight to where the spectre is hiding, and has it out by the scruff of the neck in about two seconds by stop-watch.

He delivered a lecture on the subject not long ago at the Eustace Miles Restaurant, and you could hear the audiences blood curdling. Mr. ODonnell is the finest possible corrective to anything in the shape of a heat wave. He makes you shiver on the warmest day.

London, he says, is full of ghosts. They throng the Strand and Oxford-street, while in Euston it is practically standing-room only. As for Berkeley-square! We can only say that if any of our readers are thinking of taking lodgings there, they had better change their minds. You literally cannot throw a half-brick in Berkeley-square without sending it through a ghost. The rattle of chains is practically incessant, and the eerie groans drown the motor-buses. Mr. ODonnell adds that there are spectres in Deans Yard, Jermyn-street, Berners-street, Newman-street, Bryanston-square, and along the river. He also knows where to find phantom ships, a headless dog (an awkward nut for the muzzling authorities to tackle), the ghosts of a priest and a nun, and of phantom pigs one or two. No street, you see. He is not going to have people saying, Well, I do think Mr. ODonnell might have hunted up another ghost or two for us.

He is all against niggardliness. He provides a large stock, to suit all tastes. It is quite possible that a phantom ship might leave one man cold. He would argue that for months the London Council steamboats on the river ran for the benefit of invisible passengers, and that from a phantom passenger to a phantom ship is but a small step.

For such a man Mr. ODonnell provides the headless pig. We defy the most cold-blooded person not to be a little moved by the sight of a headless pig. For ourselves, the sight of a pig ferreting about in a trough with its neck would suffice. We would say to Mr. ODonnell, Take away your priests and nuns, my lad. We do not need them. We have had sufficient.

The less sensational type of ghost is interesting as a study. People who do not know many spectres are not aware how rigid are the class distinctions that exist among them.

A Jermyn-street ghost, for instance, would not like to be seen speaking to a ghost belonging to the vague locality designated by Mr. ODonnell as along the river. One can picture the meeting: — 

River Ghost (from Wapping, let us suppose, or Limehouse): Wayo, matey, whos going to stand a pint?

Jermyn-street Ghost (putting up his eyeglass): Dash it all, I mean to say, you know, what? I mean, who is the fellah?

River Ghost:  Ere, dont be orty; dont be prard. Im a ghost jest like yourself. Be matey, old dear, were both goin the same way.

Jermyn-street Ghost: The fellahs a beastly boundah! I mustnt stand heah speaking to the wottah in the public streets. A fellah simply must dwaw the line. Walks through River Ghost, and exit.

River Ghost, with a W. W. Jacobs expletive, lurches into the bar of the Wraith and Winding-Sheet.

Scene closes.

Precedence among ghosts is simply but clearly defined. The lowest class of all are the ghosts who do nothing, who are simply ghosts and leave it at that. In the old days it was enough for a spectre merely to be spectral. He had just to appear and vanish, and perhaps appear again to take a call, but no more was expected of him. But with the march of progress the standard has been raised. Some sort of speciality is demanded nowadays, at any rate by a London audience. In the provinces the old appearing-disappearing ghost can sometimes find a public still; but in the more sophisticated metropolis such primitive performances would be laughed at. A ghost, like a music-hall performer, must put some originality of method and treatment into his turn if he wishes to get a hold on the London public. Thus, returning to the matter of precedence the most looked-up-to ghost is the ghost with the most taking speciality, and so on, down, as we say, to the mere ruck, who are content just to be ghosts and nothing more, and pick up a precarious livelihood by touring the smalls.

As with other public favourites, it is the art which conceals art that makes a ghost famous. Take one of the Berkeley-square spectres, for instance. His methods are as far removed from those of the conventional chain-rattling ghost as are those of Mr. Harry Lauder or Mr. George Bastow from the old-fashioned red-nosed comedian of the halls. There is no fuss about him, no striving after effect. He simply frightens everyone who keeps in a certain room to death. And he does not stop to pick daisies, either. The audience is dead within the space of half a second.

In 1880, a major, not the galloping major, but another, said he would put an end to all the nonsense. (It was rash of him to say that. He must have known that in ghost stories it is always the man who talks in that sort of style who finds himself absolutely in the soup, right up to his neck in the consommé before the end of the tale). Well, the major said he didnt care for ghosts, demme if he did. He went to the haunted room. In the dead of night a shot was heard. The major was found in bed, a smoking revolver in his hand, and his number up. Theres artistic finish for you. The ghost simply came, did his turn, and vanished.

Other eminent ghosts favour the more knockabout style. They are the Fred Karnos of the spectral world. As, for example, another Berkeley-square spook, working in a house further down the road. Two sailors once slept in this house. At midnight a heavy foot was heard ascending the staircase. They thought it was a policeman, the noise evidently having been made by some large object.

Suddenly there came a bang at the door, and in bounded a shapeless creature, which rolled about the room in the approved Karno style. One sailor died on the spot, the other became a raving lunatic, and now goes about imaging that he is an incomplete Limerick trying to find its last line. A little boisterous, perhaps, this type of ghost; yet undoubtedly effective.

A representative of Ideas called upon Mr. ODonnell shortly after his lecture at his charming little pied-à-terre, The Moated Grange, Shiverly-on-the-Wold. Mr. ODonnell was out lunching with a sporting vampire in the neighbouring churchyard at the moment, but our representative was courteously entertained by his astral body. He was just inspecting the incubator for hatching out young ghosts when the eminent spectre-specialist returned.

I love my ghosts, he said. Many people are unreasonably prejudiced against them. They shriek or faint when they see them, and this naturally creates a coolness which it is hard to overcome. No one is more sensitive than your ghost, and a constant succession of shrieking and fainting human beings reduces his delicately-attuned nerves to a complicated hash. Yet no one is more suave, more courteous, in a word more of a thorough gentleman than a ghost.

My ghost friends would consider it the greatest solecism to groan in my presence. They do all they can to set one at ones ease. Once a skeleton borrowed a mackintosh to sit in while we talked.

They are charming fellows when you know them, and I hope to induce more people to make personal friends of them. And now, he concluded, rising, I fear I must ask you to excuse me. I have to take the luminous dog for a run.


LADIES AND GENTLEMEN V. PLAYERS (1908)

First published in The Windsor Magazine, August 1908
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QUITE WITHOUT MEANING it, I really won the Gentlemen v. Players match the summer I was eighteen. They dont say anything about me in the reports, but all the time I was really the thingummy — the iron hand behind the velvet glove, or something. Thats not it, but its something of that sort. What I mean is, if it hadnt been for me, the Gentlemen would never have won. My cousin Bill admits this, and he made a century, so he ought to know.

I cut the report of the match out of the Telegraph. The part where I come into it begins like this: ...After lunch, however, a complete change came over the game. A change frequently comes over a game of cricket after lunch; but it is usually to the disadvantage of the batting side. In this case, however, the reverse happened. Up to the interval the Gentlemen, who had gone in to make three hundred and fourteen in the fourth innings of the match, had succeeded in compiling one hundred and ten, losing in the process the valuable wickets of Fry, Jackson, Spooner, and MacLaren. As N. A. Knox, who had been sent in first on the previous evening to play out the twenty minutes that remained before the drawing of stumps, had succumbed to a combination of fading light and one of Hirsts swervers in the last over on Friday, the Gentlemen, with five wickets in hand, were faced with the task of notching two hundred and four runs in order to secure the victory. At lunch-time the position seemed hopeless. Two hundred and four is not a large score as scores go nowadays; but against this had to be placed the fact that Batkins, the Sussex professional, who had been drafted into the team at the eleventh hour, was scoring the proverbial success which attends eleventh-hour choices. From the Press Box, indeed, his bowling during the half-dozen overs before lunch appeared literally unplayable. The ball with which he dismissed MacLaren must have come back three inches. The wicket, too, was giving him just that assistance which a fast bowler needs, and he would have been a courageous man who would have asserted that the Gentlemen might even yet make a game of it. Immediately upon the re-start, however, the fortunes of the game veered completely round. Batkins deliveries were wild and inaccurate, and the two batsmen, Riddell and James Douglas, speedily took advantage of this slice of luck. So much at home did they become that, scoring at a rapid rate, they remained together till the match was won, the Oxonian making the winning hit shortly before a quarter to six. The crowd, which was one of the largest we have ever seen at a Gentlemen v. Players match, cheered this wonderful performance to the echo. Douglas, the alteration in whose scholastic duties enabled him for the first time to turn out for the Gentlemen, made a number of lovely strokes in the course of his eighty-one. But even his performance was eclipsed by Riddells great century. Without giving the semblance of a chance, he hit freely all round the wicket, two huge straight drives off successive balls from Batkins landing among the members seats. When next our cousins from down under pay us a visit, we shall be surprised if Riddell does not show them...

The rest is all about what Bill will do when he plays against Australia. Riddell is Bill. He is Aunt Ediths son. He is at New College, Oxford. Father says he is the best bat Oxford have had since he was up. But if you had seen him at lunch that day, you would never have dreamed of his making a century, or even double figures.

If you read what I wrote once about a thing that happened at our cricket week, you will remember who Batkins is. He came down to play for Sir Edward Caves place against Much Middlefold last year, and got everybody out except father, who made forty-nine not out. And he didnt get father out because I got my maid Saunders, whom he was in love with, to get him to bowl easy to father so that he could make fifty. He didnt make fifty, because the last man got out before he could; but it was all right. Anyhow, thats who Batkins was.

Perhaps you think that I tried the same thing again, and got Saunders to ask him to bowl easy to my cousin Bill in the Gentlemen v. Players match. But I didnt. I dont suppose he would have bowled badly in a big match like that for anyone, even Saunders. Besides, he and Saunders werent on speaking terms at the time.

And thats really how the whole thing happened.

I really come into the story one night just before I was going to bed. Saunders was doing my hair. I was rather sleepy, and I was half dozing, when suddenly I heard a sort of curious sound behind me — a kind of mixture of a sniff and a gulp. I looked in the glass, and there was the reflection of Saunders with a sort of stuffed look about the face. Just then she looked up, and our eyes met in the glass. Hers were all reddy.
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Yes, miss.

Whats the matter?

Matter, miss? Nothing, miss.

Why are you crying?

She stiffened up and tried to look dignified. I wish she hadnt, because she was holding a good deal of my hair at the time, and she pulled it — hard.

Crying, miss! I wouldnt demean myself — no, I wouldnt.

So I didnt say anything more for a bit, and she went on brushing my hair.

After about half a minute there was another gulp. I turned round.

Look here, Saunders, I said, you might as well tell me. Youll hurt yourself if you dont. What is up?

(Because Saunders had always looked after me, long before I had my hair up — when I had it right down, not even tied half-way with a black ribbon. So we were rather friends.)

You might say. I wont tell a soul.

Then there was rather a ghark. A ghark is anything that makes you feel horrid and uncomfortable. It was a word invented by some girls I know, the Moncktons, and it supplied a long-felt want. It is a ghark if you ask somebody how somebody else is, and it turns out that they hate them or that theyre dead. If you hurt anybodys feelings by accident, it is a ghark. This was one, because Saunders suddenly gave up all attempt at keeping it in, and absolutely howled. I sat there, not knowing what to do, and feeling wretched.

After a bit she got better, and then she told me what was the matter. She had had a quarrel with Mr. Batkins, and all was over, and he had gone off, and she had not seen him since.

I didnt know, miss, hed take on so about me talking to Mr. Harry Biggs when we met in the village. But he says: Ellen, he says, I must ask you to choose between that — then he called him names, miss— and me. William, I says to him, I wont ave such language from no man, I wont, I says, not even if he is my fiancé, I says. So he says: Promise me you wont speak to him again. So I says: I wont, and dont you expect it. Wont what? he says, wont speak? No, I says, wont promise. Ho! he says, so this is the end, is it? Alls over, is it? So I says: Yes, William Batkins, I says, all is over; and heres your ring what you gave me, and the photograph of yourself in a locket. And very ugly it is, I says; and dont you come anging round me again, I says. And so he rushed out and never came back.

She broke down once more at the thought of it.

This was the worst ghark I had ever had; because I couldnt think how I could make the thing better.

Why dont you write to him? I asked.

I wouldnt demean myself, miss. And I dont know his address.

He plays for a county, so I suppose a letter addressed care of the county ground would reach him. I remember being told which county, but Ive forgotten it. Do you know?

No, miss. He told me it was a first-class one, but I dont remember which it was.

Well, Ill look at the paper to-morrow, and see. He is sure to be playing.

But though I looked all through the cricket page, I could not find him.

That was Wednesday. On Thursday, my brother Bob arrived from London, bringing with him a friend of his, a Mr. Townend, who said he was an artist, but I had never seen any of his pictures. He explained this at dinner. He said that he spent the winter thinking out schemes for big canvases, and in the summer he was too busy playing cricket to be able to get to work on them.

I say, weve been up at Lords to-day, he said. He was a long, pleasant-looking young man, with a large smile and unbrushed hair. Good game, rather. Er — um — Gentlemenll have all their work cut out to win, I think.

Ah! said father. Gentlemen v. Players, eh? My young nephew Willie is playing. Been doing well for Oxford this season — W. B. Riddell.

Oh, I say, really? Good field. Players batted first. Fiery wicket, but itll wear well, I think. Er — um — Johnny Knox was making them get up at the nursery end rather, but Tyldesley seems to be managing em all right. Made fifty when we left. Looked liked stopping. By the way, friend of yours was playing for the pros — Billy Batkins, the Sussex man. Bob was telling me that you knocked the cover off him down here last summer.

Father beamed.

Oh! he said. Good deal of luck in it, of course. I managed to make a few.

Forty-nine not out, I said, and a splendid innings, too.

Oh, I say, really? said Mr. Townend, stretching out a long, thin hand in the direction of the strawberries. Takes some doing, that. You know, they only put him into the team at the last moment. But if anyones going to win the match for them, itll be he. Just suit him, the wicket ought to, on the last day.

Regular Day of Judgment for the Gentlemen, said Bob. Somebody ought to run up to town and hold Bills hand while he bats, to encourage him.

I said: Father, maynt I go up to London to-morrow? You know Aunt Edith said only the other day that she wished you would let me. And I should like to see Bill bat.

Father looked disturbed. Any sudden proposal confuses him. And I could see that he was afraid that if I went, he might have to go too. And he hates London.

I didnt say anything more just then; but after dinner, when Bob and Mr. Townend were playing billiards, I went to his study and asked him again.
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I should love to go, I said, sitting on the arm of his chair. Theres really no need for you to come, if you dont want to. Saunders could go with me.

Its uncommonly short notice for your aunt, my dear, said father doubtfully.

She wont mind. Shes always got tons of room. And she said come whenever I liked. And Bill would be awfully pleased, wouldnt he?

Only make him nervous.

I said: Oh, no. Hed like it. Well, may I?

I kissed father on the top of the head, and he said I might.

So next day up I went with Saunders, feeling like a successful general.

* * *

I got there just before dinner. I found my cousin Bill rather depressed. He had come back from Lords, where the Gentlemen had been getting the worst of it. The Players had made three hundred and thirty something, and the Gentlemen had made two hundred and twenty-three. Then the Players had gone in again and made two hundred and six, which wasnt good, Bill said, but left the Gentlemen more than three hundred behind.

And we lost one wicket to-night, he said, for nine: and the pitch is getting beastly. We shall never get the runs.

How many did you make, Bill?

Ten. Run out. And I particularly wanted to get a few. Just like my luck.

I asked Aunt Edith afterwards why Bill had been so keen on making runs in this match more than any other, and she said it was because it was the biggest match he had ever played in. But Bill told me the real reason before breakfast the next morning. He was engaged, and she had come to watch him play.

And I made a measly ten! said Bill. If I dont do something this innings, I shall never be able to look her in the face again. And I know she thinks a lot of my batting. She told me so. Its probably been an eye-opener for her.

Poor old Bill! I said. Perhaps youll do better to-day.

I feel as if I should never make a run again, he said.

But he did.

* * *

I thought it all over that night. Of course, the difficult part was how to let Mr. Batkins know that Saunders wanted everything to be forgiven and forgotten. Because he would be out in the field all the time.

I said to Bill: Youll be seeing Mr. Batkins, the bowler, to-morrow, wont you?

He said: Yes, worse luck, I shall.

Then, look here, Bill, I said, will you do me a favour? I want to speak to him particularly. Can I, do you think? Can you make him come and talk to me?

You can take a man from the pavilion, said Bill, but you cant make him talk. What do you want him for?

Its private.

Youre not after his autograph, are you?

Of course Im not. Why should I want his autograph?

Some kids would give their eyes for it. They shoot in picture-postcards to all the leading pros, and make them sign em.

I said nothing, but I did not like Bill hinting that I was a kid; because Im not. Ive had my hair up more than a year now.

I said: Well, I dont, anyhow. I simply want to speak to him.

Shy bird, Batkins. Probably if he hears that theres a lady waiting to see him, hell lock himself in the changing-room and refuse to come out. Still, Ill have a try. During the lunch interval would be best — just before they go on to the field.

Then I arranged it with Saunders.

I said: I shall be seeing Mr. Batkins tomorrow, Saunders. If you like, Ill give him a note from you, and wait for an answer.

Oh, miss! said Saunders.

Then you can say what you like about wanting to make it up, without the ghark of doing it to his face. And if its all right, which its certain to be, Ill tell him to come round to Sloane Street after the match, and have some supper, and itll all be ripping. Im sure Aunt Edith wont mind.

Then there was another ghark. Saunders broke down again and got quite hysterical, and said I was too good to her, and she wouldnt demean herself, and she didnt know what to write, and she was sure she would never speak to him again, were it ever so, and shed go and get the note ready now, and heaps of other things. And when she was better, she went downstairs to write to Mr. Batkins.

I believe she found it very difficult to make up the letter, because I didnt see her again that night, and she only gave it to me when we came home for lunch next day. We had decided to take Bill home in the motor to lunch, unless he had gone in in the morning and was not out, when he wouldnt have time.

We sat in the seat to the right of the pavilion. The girl Bill was engaged to was there, with her mother, and I was introduced to her. She was very anxious that Bill should make a lot of runs. She was a very nice girl. I only wished I could use my influence with Mr. Batkins, as I had done before, to make him bowl badly. But he did just the opposite. They put him on after about half an hour, and everybody said he was bowling splendidly. It got rather dull, because the batsmen didnt seem able to make any runs, and they wouldnt hit out. I thought our matches at home were much more interesting. Everybody tries to hit there.

Bill was in the pavilion all the morning; but when the umpires took the bails off, he came out to us, and we all went back in the motor. Bill was more gloomy than I had ever seen him.

Its a little hard, he said. Just when Hirst happens to have an off-day — he was bowling tosh this morning — and the wicket doesnt suit Rhodes, and one thinks one really has got a chance of taking a few, this man Batkins starts and bowls about fifty per cent. above his proper form. Did you see that ball that got MacLaren? It was the sort of beastly thing you get in nightmares. Fast as an express and coming in half a foot. If Batkins doesnt get off his length after lunch, were cooked. And hes a teetotaller, too!

I tried to cheer him up by talking about the girl he was engaged to, but it only made him worse.

And its in front of a girl like that, he said, who believes in a chap, too, mind you, that Im probably going to make a beastly exhibition of myself. That ball of Billy Batkinsll get me five times out of six. And the sixth time, too.

Saunders gave me the letter as I was going out. I reminded Bill that he had promised to get hold of Mr. Batkins for me.

Id forgotten, he said. All right. When we get to the ground, come along with me.

So we left Aunt Edith in the covered seats and walked round to behind the pavilion.

Wait here a second, said Bill. Ill send him out. Youll have to hurry up with whatever youre going to say to him, because the Players will be taking the field in about three minutes.

I waited there, prodding the asphalt with my parasol, and presently Mr. Batkins appeared, blushing violently and looking very embarrassed.

Did you want to see me, miss? he said. I said Yes, feeling rather gharked and not knowing how to begin.

Youre Mr. Batkins, arent you? I said at last. It was rather silly, because he couldnt very well be anybody else.

You played against us last summer, I said, for Sir Edward Cave, at Much Middlefold.

He started. I suppose the name made him think of Saunders.

The bell began ringing in the pavilion. He shuffled his feet. The spikes made a horrid noise on the asphalt, like a squeaking slate-pencil.

Was there anything? he said. I shall have to be going out in a minute to bowl. He pronounced it as if it rhymed with fowl.

So I saw there was no time to waste, and I plunged straight into the thing.

I said: You know Saunders doesnt really care a bit for Mr. Harry Biggs. She told me so.

He turned crimson. He had been rather red before, but nothing to this.

Me and Ellen, miss — — he began.

Oh, I know, I said. She has told me all about it. Shes awfully miserable, Mr. Batkins. And she would have written long before, to make it up, only she didnt know your address. Ive got a letter from her here, which — —

He simply grabbed the letter and tore it open. I wish I knew what was in it. He read it again and again, breathing very hard, and really looking almost as if he were going to cry.

Can I tell Saunders its all right? I said.

He wouldnt answer for an age. He kept on reading the letter. Then he said: Oh, yes, miss, very fervently. He was what Bob calls absolutely rattled. I suppose he must have been fretting awfully all the time, really, only he wouldnt write and tell Saunders so, but let concealment, like a worm i the bud, feed on his damask cheek.

(I used to know the whole bit once, to say by heart. I learned it when I did lessons, before I put my hair up. But Ive forgotten all but that one piece now.)

And youll come to supper to-night? Youve got the address on the letter. Its on the right-hand side of Sloane Street, as you go down.

Oh, yes, miss. Thank you, miss.

And off he dashed in a great hurry, because the Players were just going out into the field.

* * *
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So thats why Batkins deliveries were wild and inaccurate after lunch. Poor man, he was so flurried by the whole thing that he could hardly bowl at all. The bowler at the other end got a man caught in his first over, and then Bill went in. And Bill hit him in all directions. It was a lovely innings. I dont think I enjoyed one more, not even fathers forty-nine not out against the Cave men. They took poor Mr. Batkins off after a time, but Bill was set by then, and they couldnt get him out. He went on and on, till at last he got his century and won the match. And everybody rushed across the ground from the cheap seats, and stood by the pavilion railings, yelling. And Bill had to lean out of a window and bow.

* * *

I withdraw what I said about friend Batkins being a teetoaller, said Bill after dinner that night to me. No man could have bowled as rottenly as he did after lunch, on lemonade. It was the sort of stuff you get in a village game, very fast and beautifully inaccurate.

Then I told him how it had happened, and he owned that his suspicions were unjust. We were in the drawing-room at the time. The drawing-room is just over the kitchen. Bill stretched out his hands, palms downwards, and looked at the floor.

Bless you, my children! he said.

* * *

Bill is really an awfully good sort. When I was leaving Aunt Ediths, he came up and gave me a mysterious paper parcel. I opened it, and inside was a jewellers cardboard box. And inside that, in cotton wool, was the duckiest little golden bat.

A presentation bat, he explained, because you made a century for Gentlemen v. Players.


THE GUARDIAN (1908)

First published in Short Stories Magazine, August 1908
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IN HIS SUNDAY suit (with ten shillings in specie in the right-hand trouser pocket) and a brand-new bowler hat, the youngest of the Shearnes, Thomas Beauchamp Algernon, was being launched by the combined strength of the family on his public-school career. It was a solemn moment. The landscape was dotted with relatives — here a small sister, awed, by the occasion, into refraining from insult; there an aunt vaguely admonitory. Well, Tom, said Mr. Shearne, you ll soon be off now. You re sure to like Eckleton. Remember to cultivate your bowling. Everyone can bat nowadays. And play forward, not outside. The outsides get most of the fun, certainly, but then if you re a forward, you ve got eight chances of getting into a team.

All right, father.

Oh, and work hard. This by way of an afterthought.

All right, father.

And, Tom, said Mrs. Shearne, you are sure to be comfortable at school, because I asked Mrs. Davy to write to her sister, Mrs. Spencer, who has a son at Eckleton, and tell her to tell him to look after you when you get there. He is in Mr. Dencrofts house, which is next door to Mr. Blackburns, so you will be quite close to one another. Mind you write directly you get there.

All right, mother.

And look here, Tom. His eldest brother stepped to the front and spoke earnestly. Look here, dont you forget what I ve been telling you?

All right.

You ll be right enough if you dont go sticking on side. Dont forget that, however much of a blood you may have been at that rotten little private school of yours, you re not one at Eckleton.

All right.

You look clean, which is the great thing. There s nothing much wrong with you except cheek. You ve got enough of that to float a ship. Keep it under.

All right. Keep your hair on.

There you go, said the expert, with gloomy triumph. If you say that sort of thing at Eckleton, you ll get jolly well sat on, by Jove!

Bai Jove, old chap! murmured the younger brother, we re devils in the Forty-twoth!

The other, whose chief sorrow in life was that he could not get the smaller members of the family to look with proper awe on the fact that he had just passed into Sandhurst, gazed wistfully at the speaker, but, realizing that there was a locked door between them, tried no active measures.

Well, anyhow, he said, you ll soon get it knocked out of you, that s one comfort. Look here, if you do get scrapping with anybody, dont forget all I ve taught you. And I should go on boxing there if I were you, so as to go down to Aldershot some day. You ought to make a fairly decent featherweight if you practise.

All right.

Let s know when Eckletons playing Haileybury, and I ll come and look you up. I want to see that match.

All right.

Good bye.

Good bye, Tom.

Good bye, Tom, dear.

Chorus of aunts and other supers: Good bye, Tom.

Tom (comprehensively): G bye.

The train left the station.



Kennedy, the head of Dencrofts, said that when he wanted his study turned into a beastly furnace, he would take care to let Spencer know. He pointed out that just because it was his habit to warm the study during the winter months, there was no reason why Spencer should light the gas-stove on an afternoon in the summer term when the thermometer was in the eighties. Spencer thought he might want some muffins cooked for tea, did he? Kennedy earnestly advised Spencer to give up thinking, as nature had not equipped him for the strain. Thinking necessitated mental effort, and Spencer, in Kennedys opinion, had no mind, but rubbed along on a cheap substitute of mud and putty.

More chatty remarks were exchanged, and then Spencer tore himself away from the pleasant interview, and went downstairs to the junior study, where he remarked to his friend Phipps that life was getting a bit thick.

What s up now? inquired Phipps.

Everything. We ve just had a week of term, and I ve been in extra once already for doing practically nothing, and I ve got a hundred lines, and Kennedy s been slanging me for lighting the stove. How was I to know he did nt want it lit? Wish I was fagging for somebody else.

All the while you re jawing, said Phipps, there s a letter for you on the mantelpiece, staring at you?

So there is. Hullo!

What s up? Hullo! is that a postal order? How much for?

Five bob. I say, who s Shearne?

New kid in Blackburns. Why?

Great Scott! I remember now. They told me to look after him. I have nt seen him yet. And listen to this: Mrs. Shearne has sent me the enclosed to give to you. Her son writes to say that he is very happy and getting on very well, so she is sure you must have been looking after him. Why, I dont know the kid by sight. I clean forgot all about him.

Well, you d better go and see him now, just to say you ve done it.

Spencer perpended.

Beastly nuisance having a new kid hanging on to you. He s probably a frightful rotter.

Well, anyway, you ought to, said Phipps, who possessed the scenario of a conscience.

I cant.

All right, dont, then. But you ought to send back that postal order.

Look here, Phipps, said Spencer plaintively, you need nt be an idiot, you know.

And the trivial matter of Thomas B. A. Shearne was shelved.



Thomas, as he had stated in his letter to his mother, was exceedingly happy at Eckleton, and getting on very nicely indeed. It is true that there had been one or two small unpleasantnesses at first, but those were over now, and he had settled down completely. The little troubles alluded to above had begun on his second day at Blackburns. Thomas, as the reader may have gathered from his glimpse of him at the station, was not a diffident youth. He was quite prepared for anything Fate might have up its sleeve for him, and he entered the junior day-room at Blackburns ready for emergencies. On the first day nothing happened. One or two people asked him his name, but none inquired what his father was — a question which, he had understood from books of school life, was invariably put to the new boy. He was thus prevented from replying coolly, with his eyes fixed on his questioners. A gentleman. What s yours? and this, of course, had been a disappointment. But he reconciled himself to it, and on the whole enjoyed his first day at Eckleton.

On the second there occurred an episode.

Thomas had inherited from his mother a pleasant, rather meek cast of countenance. He had pink cheeks and golden hair — almost indecently golden in one who was not a choir-boy.

Now, if you are going to look like a Ministering Child or a Little Willie, the Sunbeam of the Home, when you go to a public school, you must take the consequences. As Thomas sat by the window of the junior day-room reading a magazine, and deeply interested in it, there fell upon his face such a rapt, angelic expression that the sight of it, silhouetted against the window, roused Master P. Burge, his fellow-Blackburnite, as if it had been a trumpet-blast. To seize a Bradley Arnolds Latin Prose Exercises and hurl it across the room was with Master Burge the work of a moment. It struck Thomas on the ear. He jumped, and turned some shades pinker. Then he put down his magazine, picked up the Bradley Arnold, and sat on it. After which he resumed his magazine.

The acute interest of the junior day-room, always fond of a break in the monotony of things, induced Burge to go further into the matter.

You with the face! said Burge rudely.

Thomas looked up.

What the dickens are you doing with my book? Pass it back!

Oh, is this yours? said Thomas. Here you are.

He walked toward him, carrying the book. At two yards range he fired it in. It hit Burge with some force in the waistcoat, and there was a pause while he collected his wind.

Then the thing may be said to have begun.

Yes, said Burge, interrogated on the point five minutes later, he had had enough.

Good, said Thomas pleasantly. Want a handkerchief?

That evening he wrote to his mother and, thanking her for kind inquiries, stated that he was not being bullied. He added, also in answer to inquiries, that he had not been tossed in a blanket, and that — so far — no Hulking Senior (with scowl) had let him down from the dormitory window after midnight by a sheet, in order that he might procure gin from the local public-house. As far as he could gather, the seniors were mostly teetotallers. Yes, he had seen Spencer several times. He did not add that he had seen him from a distance.

I m so glad I asked Mrs. Davy to get her nephew to look after Tom, said Mrs. Shearne, concluding the reading of the epistle at breakfast. It makes such a difference to a new boy having somebody to protect him at first.

Only drawback is, said his eldest brother gloomily, wont get cheek knocked out of him. Tom s kid who ought get s head smacked regly. Be no holding him.

And he helped himself to marmalade, of which delicacy his mouth was full, with a sort of magnificent despondency.

By the end of the first fortnight of his school career, Thomas Beauchamp Algernon had overcome all the little ruggednesses which relieve the path of the new boy from monotony. He had been taken in by a primæval sell which the junior day-room invariably sprang on the newcomer. But as he had sat on the head of the engineer of the same for the space of ten minutes, despite the latters complaints of pain and forecasts of what he would do when he got up, the laugh had not been completely against him. He had received the honorable distinction of extra lesson for ragging in French. He had been touched up by the prefect of his dormitory for creating a disturbance in the small hours. In fact, he had gone through all the usual preliminaries, and become a full-blown Eckletonian.

His letters home were so cheerful at this point that a second postal order relieved the dwindling fortune of Spencer. And it was this, coupled with the remonstrances of Phipps, that induced the Dencroftian to break through his icy reserve.

Look here, Spencer, said Phipps, his conscience thoroughly stirred by this second windfall, it s all rot. You must either send back that postal order, or go and see the chap. Besides, he s quite a decent kid. We re in the same game at cricket. He s rather a good bowler. I m getting to know him quite well. I ve got a jolly sight more right to those postal orders than you have.

But he s an awful ass to look at, pleaded Spencer.

What s wrong with him? Does nt look nearly such a goat as you, said Phipps, with the refreshing directness of youth.

He s got yellow hair, argued Spencer.

Why should nt he have?

He looks like a sort of young Sunday-school kid.

Well, he jolly well is nt, then, because I happen to know that he s had scraps with some of the fellows in his house, and simply mopped them?

Well, all right, then, said Spencer reluctantly.

The historic meeting took place outside the school shop at the quarter to eleven interval next morning. Thomas was leaning against the wall, eating a bun. Spencer approached him with half a jam sandwich in his hand. There was an awkward pause.

Hullo! said Spencer at last.

Hullo! said Thomas.

Spencer finished his sandwich and brushed the crumbs off his trousers. Thomas continued operations on the bun with the concentrated expression of a lunching python.

I believe your people know my people? said Spencer.

We have some awfully swell friends, said Thomas.

Spencer chewed this thoughtfully awhile.

Beastly cheek, he said at last.

Sorry, said Thomas, not looking it.

Spencer produced a bag of gelatines.

Have one? he asked.

What s wrong with em?

All right, dont.

He selected a gelatine and consumed it.

Ever had your head smacked? he inquired courteously.

A slightly strained look came into Thomass blue eyes.

Not often, he replied politely. Why?

Oh, I dont know, said Spencer. I was only wondering.

Oh!

Look here, said Spencer, my mater told me to look after you.

Well, you can look after me now if you want to, because I m going.

And Thomas dissolved the meeting by walking off in the direction of the junior block.

That kid, said Spencer to his immortal soul, wants his head smacked badly.

At lunch Phipps had questions to ask.

Saw you talking to Shearne in the interval, he said. What were you talking about?

Oh, nothing in particular.

What did you think of him?

Little idiot.

Ask him to tea this afternoon?

No.

You must. Dash it all, you must do something for him. You ve had ten bob out of his people.

Spencer made no reply.

Going to the school shop that afternoon, he found Thomas seated there with Phipps, behind a pot of tea. As a rule, he and Phipps tead together, and he resented this desertion.

Come on, said Phipps. We were waiting for you.

Pining away, added Thomas unnecessarily.

Spencer frowned austerely.

Come and look after me, urged Thomas. Spencer sat down in silence. For a minute no sound could be heard but the champing of Thomass jaws as he dealt with a slab of gingerbread.

Buck up, said Phipps uneasily.

Give me, said Thomas, just one loving look.

Spencer ignored the request. The silence became tense once more.

Coming to the house net, Phipps? asked Spencer.

We were going to the baths. Why dont you come?

All right, said Spencer.

Doctors tell us that we should allow one hour to elapse between taking food and bathing, but the rule was not rigidly adhered to at Eckleton. The three proceeded straight from the tea-table to the baths.

The place was rather empty when they arrived. It was a little earlier than the majority of Eckletonians bathed. The bath filled up as lock-up drew near. With the exception of a couple of infants splashing about in the shallow end, and a stout youth who dived in from the spring-board, scrambled out, and dived in again, each time flatter than the last, they had the place to themselves.

What s it like, Gorrick? inquired Phipps of the stout youth, who had just appeared above the surface again, blowing like a whale. The question was rendered necessary by the fact that many years before the boiler at the Eckleton baths had burst, and had never been repaired, with the consequence that the temperature of the water was apt to vary. That is to say, most days it was colder than others.

Simply boiling, said the man of weight, climbing out. I say, did I go in all right then?

Not bad, said Phipps.

Bit flat, added Thomas critically.

Gorrick blinked severely at the speaker. A head-waiter at a fashionable restaurant is cordial in his manner compared with a boy who has been at a public school a year, when addressed familiarly by a new boy. After reflecting on the outrage for a moment, he dived in again.

Worse than ever, said Truthful Thomas.

Look here! said Gorrick.

Oh, come on, exclaimed Phipps, and led Thomas away.

That kid, said Gorrick to Spencer, wants his head smacked, badly.

That s just what I say, agreed Spencer, with the eagerness of a great mind which has found another that thinks alike with itself.

Spencer was the first of the trio ready to enter the water. His movements were wary and deliberate. There was nothing of the professional diver about Spencer. First he stood on the edge and rubbed his arms, regarding the green water beneath with suspicion and dislike. Then, crouching down, he inserted three toes of his left foot, drew them back sharply, and said Oo! Then he stood up again. His next move was to slap his chest and dance a few steps, after which he put his right foot into the water, again remarked Oo! and resumed Position I.

Thought you said it was warm, he shouted to Gorrick.

So it is; hot as anything. Come on in.

And Spencer came on in. Not because he wanted to — for, by rights, there were some twelve more movements to be gone through before he should finally creep in at the shallow end — because a cold hand, placed suddenly on the small of his back, urged him forward. Down he went, with the water fizzing and bubbling all over and all round him. He swallowed a good deal of it, but there was still plenty left; and what there was was colder than one would have believed possible.

He came to the surface after what seemed to him a quarter of an hour, and struck out for the side. When he got out, Phipps and Thomas had just got in. Gorrick was standing at the end of the cocoanut matting which formed a pathway to the spring-board. Gorrick was blue, but determined.

I say! Did I go in all right then? inquired Gorrick.

How the dickens do I know? said Spencer, stung to fresh wrath by the inanity of the question.

Spencer did, said Thomas, appearing in the water below them and holding on to the rail.

Look here! cried Spencer; did you shove me in then?

Me! Shove! Thomass voice expressed horror and pain. Why, you dived in. Jolly good one, too. Reminded me of the diving elephants at the Hippodrome.

And he swam off.

That kid, said Gorrick, gazing after him, wants his head smacked.

Badly, agreed Spencer. Look here! did he shove me in? Did you see him?

I was doing my dive. But it must have been him. Phipps never rags in the bath.

Spencer grunted — an expressive grunt — and, creeping down the steps, entered the water again.

It was Spencers ambition to swim ten lengths of the bath. He was not a young Channel swimmer, and ten lengths represented a very respectable distance to him. He proceeded now to attempt to lower his record. It was not often that he got the bath so much to himself. Usually there was barely standing-room in the water, and long-distance swimming was impossible. But now, with a clear field, he should, he thought, be able to complete the desired distance.

He was beginning the fifth length before interruption came. Just as he reached halfway, a reproachful voice at his side said Oh, Percy, you ll tire yourself! and a hand on the top of his head propelled him firmly towards the bottom.

Every schoolboy, as Honble. Macaulay would have put it, knows the sensation of being ducked. It is always unpleasant — sometimes more, sometimes less. The present case belonged to the former class. There was just room inside Spencer for another half-pint of water. He swallowed it. When he came to the surface, he swam to the side without a word and climbed out. It was the last straw. Honor could now be satisfied only with gore.

He hung about outside the baths till Phipps and Thomas appeared, then, with a steadfast expression on his face, he walked up to the latter and kicked him.

Thomas seemed surprised, but not alarmed. His eyes grew a little rounder, and the pink on his cheeks deepened. He looked like a choir-boy in a bad temper.

Hullo! What s up, you ass, Spencer? inquired Phipps.

Spencer said nothing.

Where shall we go? asked Thomas.

Oh, chuck it! said Phipps the peacemaker.

Spencer and Thomas were eyeing each other warily.

You chaps are nt going to fight? said Phipps.

The notion seemed to distress him.

Unless he cares to take a kicking, said Spencer suavely.

Not to-day, I think, thanks, replied Thomas without heat.

Then, look here! said Phipps briskly, I know a ripping little place just off the Ledby Road. It is nt five minutes walk, and theres no chance of being booked there. Rot if someone was to come and stop it half-way through. It s in a field; thick hedges. No one can see. And I tell you what — I ll keep time. I ve got a watch. Two minutes round, and half a minute in between, and I m the referee; so, if anybody fouls the other chap, I ll stop the fight. See? Come on!

Of the details of that conflict we have no very clear record. Phipps is enthusiastic, but vague. He speaks in eulogistic terms of a corker which Spencer brought off in the second round, and, again, of a tremendous biff which Thomas appears to have consummated in the fourth. But of the more subtle points of the fighting he is content merely to state comprehensively that they were top-hole. As to the result, it would seem that, in the capacity of referee, he declared the affair a draw at the end of the seventh round; and, later, in his capacity of second to both parties, helped his principals home by back and secret ways, one on each arm.

The next items to which the chronicler would call the attention of the reader are two letters.



The first was from Mrs. Shearne to Spencer, and ran as follows — 



My dear Spencer  —  I am writing to you direct, instead of through your aunt, because I want to thank you so much for looking after my boy so well. I know what a hard time a new boy has at a public school if he has got nobody to take care of him at first. I heard from Tom this morning. He seems so happy, and so fond of you. He says you are an awfully decent chap and the only chap who has stood up to him at all. I suppose he means for him. I hope you will come and spend part of your holidays with us. (Catch me! said Spencer.)

Yours sincerely,
Isabel Shearne. 

P. S. — I hope you will manage to buy something nice with the enclosed.



The enclosed was yet another postal order for five shillings. As somebody wisely observed, a womans P.S. is always the most important part of her letter.

That kid, murmured Spencer between swollen lips, has got cheek enough for eighteen! Awfully decent chap! 

He proceeded to compose a letter in reply, and for dignity combined with lucidity it may stand as a model to young writers.

 5, College Grounds, Eckleton.

Mr. C. F. Spencer begs to present his compliments to Mrs. Shearne, and returns the postal order, because he does nt see why he should have it. He notes your remarks re my being a decent chap in your favor of the 13th prox., but cannot see where it quite comes in, as the only thing I ve done to Mrs. Shearnes son is to fight seven rounds with him in a field, W. G. Phipps refereeing. It was a draw. I got a black eye and rather a whack in the mouth, but gave him beans also, particularly in the wind, which I learned to do from reading Rodney Stone — the bit where Bob Whittaker beats the Eyetalian Gondoleery Cove. Hoping that this will be taken in the spirit which is meant,

I remain,
Yours sincerely,
C. F. Spencer.

One enclosure.



He sent this off after prep., and retired to bed full of spiritual pride.

On the following morning, going to the shop during the interval, he came upon Thomas negotiating a hot bun.

Hullo! said Thomas.

As was generally the case after he had had a fair and spirited turn-up with a fellow human being, Thomas had begun to feel that he loved his late adversary as a brother. A wholesome respect, which had hitherto been wanting, formed part of his opinion of him.

Hullo! said Spencer, pausing.

I say, said Thomas.

What s up?

I say, I dont believe we shook hands, did we?

I dont remember doing it.

They shook hands. Spencer began to feel that there were points about Thomas, after all.

I say, said Thomas.

Hullo?

I m sorry about in the bath, you know. I did nt know you minded being ducked.

Oh, all right! said Spencer awkwardly.

Eight bars rest.

I say, said Thomas.

Hullo!

Doing anything this afternoon?

Nothing special. Why?

Come and have tea?

All right. Thanks.

I ll wait for you outside the house.

All right.

It was just here that Spencer regretted that he had sent back that five-shilling postal order. Five good shillings.

Simply chucked away.

Oh, Life, Life!



But they were not, after all. On his plate at breakfast next day Spencer found a letter. This was the letter — 



Messrs. J. K. Shearne (father of T. B. A. Shearne) and P. W. Shearne (brother of same) beg to acknowledge receipt of Mr. C. F. Spencers esteemed communication of yesterdays date, and in reply desire to inform Mr. Spencer of their hearty approval of his attentions to Mr. T. B. A. Shearnes wind. It is their opinion that the above, a nice boy but inclined to cheek, badly needs treatment on these lines occasionally. They therefore beg to return the postal order, together with another for a like sum, and trust that this act will meet with Mr. Spencers approval.

(Signed) J. K. Shearne, 
P. W. Shearne.

Two enclosures.



Of course, what s up really, said Spencer to himself, after reading this, is that the whole familys jolly well cracked.

His eye fell on the postal order.

Still —— ! he said.

That evening he entertained Phipps and Thomas B. A. Shearne lavishly at tea.


THE KIND-HEARTED EDITOR (1908)

First published in The Throne and Country, December 1908
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I.

MR. THEODORE POPJOY edited the Mayfair Gazette. Joseph Kyrke knew a man at Oxford whose cousin had once been introduced to Mr. Popjoys brother at a garden-party. When, therefore, the genial but unruly Joseph had come down from the University at the request of the authorities, with whom he had fallen out on a matter not wholly unconnected with orgies in the Quad on the occasion of his College boat reaching the head of the river, he applied to this influential friend for an introduction to the great man; for he had determined to be a writer. It was not so much any lofty ideal that he had in this direction that swayed his choice, as the fact that there was no preliminary examination. He disliked preliminary examinations. He obtained his letter of introduction, which performed its complex journey without a mistake, and, thus armed, called at the offices of The Mayfair.

A person in uniform, who sat behind a little window at the top of the stairs, and who seemed to dislike Joseph at first sight, regarded him with suspicion, and said that Mr. Popjoy was engaged. One of the first things the young author learns in his profession is that when an editor is not out at lunch — most editors lunch from eleven in the morning till six in the evening (when they go home to dinner) — he is always engaged.

Ill wait, said Joseph, and lit a cigarette.

It was the cigarette that did it. The uniformed official capitulated. He went so far as to take Josephs card in, and a few minutes later he was in the editorial sanctum, seated in what, if it was not the editorial chair, was at any rate quite near it and just as uncomfortable.

Ah, said Mr. Popjoy, Mr. Kyrke?

The same, said Joseph affably.

So you wish to become a journalist, Mr. Kyrke? Have you, may I ask, any special aptitude for writing?

Joseph explained that he could make a living at anything he cared to turn his hand to — an aunt of his had told him so — but that he fancied he could do rather better at writing than at anything else.

Hm, said Mr. Popjoy. Ha!

There was a silence. Joseph tapped cheerfully at his boot with the ferule of his cane, Mr. Popjoy the while looking wretched, as if he wished his visitor would go. As indeed he did.

Of course, he said, dismally, at last, the great thing in journalism is to get a footing. To get a footing.

Joseph explained at some length that he had thoroughly grasped that fact, that a footing was just what he wanted, that he had no desire whatever to experience the sordid struggles of the average beginner, and that it was just here, in fact, that Mr. Popjoy was to come in. Were there any vacancies on the staff? Dramatic criticism was what he would like, but he was prepared to write middle articles until that post was vacant.

The fact is, replied Mr. Popjoy, that our staff is at present full. I would do anything in my power to oblige the friend of a man whose cousin has met my brother at a garden-party, but there are no vacancies, I fear. Of course, anything you like to send in will receive my fullest consideration.

But Joseph had been had that way before. He suggested that for a merely nominal salary he was prepared to come in and do odd jobs till a vacancy occurred. Mr. Popjoy rose.

Can you tell me the time? he said.

Just eleven, said Joseph.

Then it is high time that I went out and had a little lunch. Come with me to my club, and over a comfortable chop and Worcester I will tell you a story. It is not a long story, and it will prove to you more than anything I can say the impracticability of what you suggest. Come.

Joseph came.

Now, said Mr. Popjoy, as, the meal concluded, he called for coffee and cigarettes, Dont look round suddenly. Count thirty slowly, and then turn and look at the man sitting at the table immediately behind you. You see him? That is my old friend Alexander Tudway, the editor of the Piccadilly Weekly. It is with him that the story deals which I am about to narrate to you. Observe him well. What do you notice about him?

He has white hair.

True. Too true. A comparatively young man. Younger than myself, but with white hair. Proceed.

He wears a worried look.

A very worried look. Anything further?

His brow is wrinkled, and his eye is wild and haggard.

You are right. And if you add that his form is bowed and meagre, and that he is, in fine, a complete wreck, you will have summed up the Alexander Tudway of to-day. He was not always as you see him. Once no blither editor paced down Fleet Street than Alexander Tudway. Listen, then, to the history of that unfortunate man.

And, blowing a thoughtful ring from his cigarette, Mr. Popjoy began.

II.

When I first knew Alexander Tudway, he said, both of us had yet to earn our first trophy in the world of literature. I earned mine — the fact is not material, but it may prove of service to one, who, like you, is beginning the literary life — by obtaining the first prize in an all-in-spring-poem-tourney in the Monthly Songster. I was thus fairly launched on my journalistic career before my friend Tudway had started. But it was not long before he sent a short story up to the Cosy Corner. It was accepted, and paid for at the rate of five shillings a page. Tudway sent more. He heard they wanted more. He became a regular contributor. Encouraged by this he despatched his manuscripts right and left, and before long found his work welcomed by the editors of some of the best magazines in London.

Excuse me, interrupted Joseph, but this is not a story about there being no royal road to success in journalism, and honest hard work being the only thing to succeed, is it? Because I was going to say — Yes?

Tudway, in short, continued the editor, arrived. He made his name. His work was good, and was recognised as such. His market value rose with his increasing popularity. But in the midst of his triumph he continued to keep a warm place in his heart for the Cosy Corner. He was a very modest young man, and attributed his success less to the merit of his work than to the fact that the Cosy Corner had given him a start. And he always determined that if ever he became an editor he would be as kind an editor as he of the Cosy Corner, and would make it his first business to encourage budding talent, and give the Young Author a start. Youre not going to sleep are you?

Oh, no, said Joseph, I can always listen better with my eyes shut. You were saying — ?

Soon after this the editorship of the Piccadilly Weekly fell vacant, and it was offered to Tudway, who accepted it. And from that moment his troubles began. One of the first contributions sent in to him was a story. Its author was a Mr. Aubrey Jerningham. It was not a good story. Any other editor would have sent it back after reading the first two pages. But Tudway said No. I will read this story again. Six times if necessary. There may be a germ of good in it, which, carefully treated, will repay my trouble, and turn what is in its present form undoubtedly a poor effort into a story of enthralling interest. So he re-read the story over a pipe in his rooms. There did not seem much in it when he had finished it for the second time, but he said to himself, I must be fair. I must not be hasty. I will read it once more. And at the third reading he began to see how the story might be made interesting. He wrote off to Aubrey Jerningham, saying that he was willing to print his story The Vengeance of Jasper Murgatroyd, if he had no objection to his making a few alterations in it here and there. Aubrey Jerningham said he had not the slightest objection, and begged to enclose another little thing, The Heart of Delilah Brown. Then Tudway took The Vengeance of Jasper Murgatroyd, cut out the first thousand words, wrote in fifteen hundred of his own, put the end of the story in the middle and the middle at the end, altered the murder to a croquet-party, made Jasper the hero instead of the villain, and sent it to the printer. He then turned his attention to The Heart of Delilah Brown. He turned her from an actress into a district visitor with an innocent taste for fun, converted the suicide into a wedding, and added about two thousand words of his own in the scene between Delilah and the curate. And when Aubrey Jerningham wrote to say that he had expected a little more than twenty pounds apiece for two long stories, he added ten pounds with an apology.

The Piccadilly Weekly printed so much work by authors of established merit that the young writer did not send many of his things there. The consequence was, that during the first fortnight Tudway found no other budding talent to encourage, except that of Aubrey Jerningham. But as regarded Jerningham he felt that he had done his duty.

In the course of the following week Mr. Jerningham wrote again. He enclosed a third story, The Ordeal of Percy Pilkington, and also a tale entitled The Lovers Well. This, he wrote, was from the pen of his brother Samuel, and, as Mr. Tudway had been so kind with regard to his own work, he hoped that a similar leniency might be extended towards what had struck him — after reading the first page — as a story which the world would not willingly let die. And he remained his sincerely, Aubrey Jerningham.

It took Tudway a whole weeks unintermittent toil to lick The Ordeal into shape, and then he started to read The Lovers Well. It was worse than anything of Aubreys, but, as he told me afterwards, he had not the heart to reject a first story. He wrote it up, and printed it.

Well, to cut a long story short — as we editors are frequently obliged to do — the Piccadilly Weekly soon became quite a family affair, a Jerningham family affair. Aubrey and Samuel were both prolific contributors. Samuels wife sent in military stories, Aubreys Tales for the Tots. Their cousin George was drawn into it, and wrote society dialogue. At the end of Tudways first year as editor no fewer than seven Jerninghams were contributing regularly, and the amount of extra work he had to put in was appalling. You may wonder why his proprietor did not object. But you must remember that the Jerningham stories as printed were mainly Tudway, and Tudway was in quite the first flight of authors. Indeed, his proprietor congratulated him on discovering such a bevy of geniuses. Imitators of your work, Tudway, he would say. Their style is singularly like yours in parts. But they could have no better model, my dear Tudway, no better model! And Tudway would thank him with a ghastly grin.

We now come to Tudway — the last phase.

In the spring of the second year of his editorship we find him showing a last flickering sign of spirit. A contribution arrived from a Mr. Lucas Undershaw. It was a sentimental story, entitled Gracies Hero, and it was so bad that even Tudway was roused. Without giving himself time to pause — for he knew his fatal tender-heartedness — he hurled the M.S. to the office-boy and told him to send it back with a rejection-form. The office-boy did so, grinning. A youth of malevolent disposition, he loved this part of his duties, and had been growing wan and dispirited of late owing to the lack of opportunities vouchsafed to him in that direction.

Tudway breathed more freely. He had asserted himself. He had shown what he could do when roused; that, though lenient, he could still be firm.

But mark the sequel.

One morning, just as he was settling down to work, a card was brought in to him. The name on it was Miss Rachel Jerningham. The office-boy said he had told the lady (a) that the editor was engaged, (b) that he was out at lunch, but she had insisted on remaining. Tudway was beginning to feel that he could get on without any more Jerninghams, but his chivalrous nature would not allow him to be discourteous to a lady, so he told the boy to show her in.

And in she came, an elderly and unattractive lady of uncertain age.

 Pray be seated, madam, said Tudway. Can I be of any service to you? You are related to Mr. Aubrey Jerningham?

 His aunt. Oh, Mr. Tudway, how could you, how could you be so heartless?

 I beg your pardon — I dont quite — I think — some mistake—

 Oh, no — no — no mistake. How could you be so cruel as to reject my little story, Mr. Tudway? Oh!

 Your story, madam?

 My story. In me you see none other than the unfortunate Lucas Undershaw, the author of Gracies Hero. Oh, Mr. Tudway! And whipping out a pocket-handkerchief, the lady burst into a flood of tears.

Tudways dilemma was now painful. He could not print Gracies Hero. No amount of doctoring would make any impression on that masterpiece of inept writing. On the other hand he must soothe his visitor somehow. Then he remembered that in romances the kind-hearted editor, confronted with a similar situation, always offered his heart where he could not give his columns, the affair ending in St. Georges, Hanover Square. Must he follow editorial etiquette? He had no desire to marry. Indeed, the prospect appalled him. No. He would be firm.

Just then his visitors heels began to drum upon the floor. He waited no longer. Two minutes later he was an engaged man.

Little more remains to be told. Tudway is still editor of the Piccadilly. He supports by his own exertions the entire family of Jerninghams, who are most prolific contributors. His wife writes a story every month, and it is the strain of making these efforts readable that has turned his hair to the colour it now is. He is now, as you see, haggard, prematurely old, and bent. And all because he let his determination to be kind to the Young Author get the better of his judgment. I believe you are asleep, he broke off complainingly, as a slight snore proceeded from Josephs shapely nose.

Asleep, said Joseph, starting. Of course not. You were just going to tell me a story about a friend of yours, werent you? Please go on. I am all attention.


WHAT DO THEY ALL DO? (1909)

First published in Van Norden, July 1909
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AN ENGLISH WRITERS IMPRESSIONS AND QUERIES AFTER WITNESSING NEW YORK RUSH-HOUR — ASKS WHAT THESE CASUAL, CARELESS MILLIONS DO

Foreword. — Who, coming into any great city for the first time, or who, after a long absence from the turmoil of a metropolis, has not asked himself the question, What do they all do — these hurrying millions? Who has not been impressed with the extraordinary activity of the city that throngs during the hours in which the people go to or hasten away from work? — Editor.

Jam them in, ram them in,
People still a-coming!
Slam them in, cram them in,
Keep the thing a-humming.
Millionaires and carpenters,
Office boys, stenographers,
Workingmen and fakirs,
Doctors, undertakers,
Brokers, musicians,
Writers, politicians,
Clergymen and plumbers,
Entry clerks and drummers,
Pack them in, whack them in,
People still a-coming!

From Grenville Kleisers Humorous Hits.

WHEN the giant in Mr. H. G. Wells Food of the Gods came to London and saw the crowds hurrying to and fro in the streets, he asked, Whats it all for? He might have said, What do they all do? That is the mystery of every great city. What do these hurrying millions do? How are they employed? How can any city, however vast, find work for them all?

The thought occurs to every stranger in every large city, but it is in New York that the problem is most vivid. There is no rush-hour in London as there is in New York. In London there are times during the day when the Tube, the suburban trains, and the omnibuses are always full, but there is no solid avalanche of humanity such as is to be seen every day at Brooklyn Bridge and the Subway stations at Fourteenth Street, the Grand Central station, and one or two other points.

London stops work gradually. New York stops with a jerk.

Standing on the corner of East Fourteenth Street at almost any time between five and six in the evening, you will see an endless stream of men and women moving swiftly towards you. It means the workers of New York are bound for home. Every unit in that stream is going up or down town, and is impatient of a seconds delay. It is a race, with seats in the uptown express as prizes for the swiftest, straps for the runners-up, and the privilege of being crushed and trodden on in the rear of the car as a sort of consolation prize for the last to arrive. To the casual spectator there does not seem a great deal to choose between the three modes of traveling. But possibly the man who secures a seat feels a certain glow of honest pride, as the victor in an athletic contest.

Along the subway platform runs a stout iron rail. At intervals along the rail, on the further side, are stationed policemen and guards. The crowd surges on to the platform, pressing against the rail. Presently the policemen step forward and throw back a few feet of the rail. Like water breaking a dam, the crowd pours through the opening. Meanwhile the passengers leaving the train are pouring though another opening a yard or so lower down. And this may be said to be the beginning of the game.

It is a game which at first sight appears to be played without rules. A sort of Titanic shove-as-shove-can. Men and women jostle each other indiscriminately. There is a total absence of irritation and ill-feeling. The seat-seeker feels no more annoyance with the rival through whose body he is apparently trying to push a hole than does the pioneer with the tough piece of undergrowth which he is cutting away. Both are obstructions and must be removed, but there is no animus. A sharp elbow in the ribs is painful, but it is the fortune of war. To receive the full weight of a fellow-struggler on ones foot is unpleasant, but not to be resented. Perfect good humor prevails.

But the game has its rules, despite appearances. The seats are all occupied now, and one man, determined at least to secure a strap, ignores Subway etiquette and endeavors to pass in through the lower opening, sacred to those going out. The move succeeds. He makes the perilous passage. But Nemesis is waiting on the other side. The tall, blue-clad policeman, his face calm, and wearing a look of abstract speculation, his jaws moving rhythmically as he chews his gum, steps to meet him, seizes him by the shoulders, and forces him back. He is not annoyed, but duty is duty. The trespasser, passionately obsessed with his dream of securing a strap, tries again. This time Nemesis loses a little of his abstracted air, infuses a little personal feeling into the matter. The trespasser, scientifically gripped, is whirled out of the forbidden area, as if he had been shot from a gun. His hat falls off and is trodden on. He retires from the contest. Next time he will play fair.
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By now the vanguard of the in-going crowd has filled the cars, and the uninitiated would say that the train was ready for its journey. No, the packing process has only just begun. Up to this point it has been left to the amateur. So far the crowd has packed itself. It is here that the expert begins to display his skill. The policemen take an active hand in the packing. The guards all along the train are working strenuously. Pile em on, Willie, cries one earnest laborer. And Willie piles. So do Sam and Jim, not to mention Ted and Jack and Michael. All down the platform men and women are being wedged into the apparently solid mass of humanity on the cars. There always seems room for one more. Pile em on, Willie!

At last even the guards are satisfied. With one final effort they pull to the gates. A shout to the conductor, and the train moves off.

And unless the eye deceives, the crowd left on the platform is just as dense as it was before a soul entered that human sardine box.

What do they all do? Where do they all find work? Are there enough offices in the world to provide employment for this vast mass of men and women?

Vast mass? They are only a section of New Yorks workers. These are merely the dwellers uptown. What of the rush-hour at Brooklyn Bridge, at the South Ferry, on the elevated? It is a wonderful sight to see the never-ending mass of men and women winding its way like a black serpent through Park Row during the rush-hour and streaming over the Brooklyn Bridge. It is a quieter, more leisurely crowd, this, than that of the Subway. In its day it was active enough, but recent additions to Brooklyn rapid transit have relieved the pressure. As a spectacle it is impressive still, but it lacks the militant character which makes the Subway crowd unique. There is more room. There are more outlets. It is not a question of Give me a strap or give me death.
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But, as a crowd, as a parade, it is perhaps even more striking than the gathering in the Subway. Where do they all come from? Who can possibly employ this almost countless throng? How did they come to select their various jobs in life? What do they all do?

Into the offices of a popular magazine, for instance, there come from day to day men and women with unique stories of fact and adventure from all quarters of the globe. In walks an ex-Chief of Police from the Congo, an American Consul from Zanzibar, home on vacation; an adventurer who has been buying furs from the Siberian natives at a price which, he is prepared to demonstrate, maybe, shall make the New York customer turn pale with a desire to possess; a surveyor from the Northwest of Australia, or from New Guinea, with tales of mining camps and lumber areas where even as yet the white man does not dwell — all men with of note in their particular sphere; men who do big things in a big but undemonstrative way. These are among the many with whom we bump elbows on the pavement, and who from the wilds of undeveloped lands enter momentarily and casually into the great struggle of the New York Subway or the Brooklyn Elevated. Is it not true that we know not whom we pass in the street or by whom we stand on ferryboat or platform? Some unknown Milton, mayhap, some undiscovered genius in one sphere or another.

One thing the visitor from abroad is ready to say all New Yorkers, if not all Americans, do; and that is they put up with more inconveniences in everyday life than any other people in the world. Jump onto a trolley bus, and before you have gone ten blocks, the driver will have done his best to jerk the very life out of you. The same on the Elevated and on the Subway. I asked a German engineer the other day how he accounted for this, and he asserted very positively that it was the unfortunate habit of most of the big traction companies to put men in charge of electrically-driven cars before they (the drivers) were properly trained; that is, the drivers here are recognized as efficient on reaching a standard of knowledge which in Europe would not be considered efficient. 
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There must be something in that, because one of the first things to be remarked by an American when he goes to Europe for the first time, is that in London, Paris and Berlin, especially, he does not have to hold on to straps and door handles to keep himself at the proper perpendicular, or if he be seated, does not have to sway his body in order to cope with the jerks and starts of shockingly-driven conveyances.

Truly, these New Yorkers are a long-suffering and good-natured crowd. They bump you in the street as they negotiate even the broadest pavements, but they expect to be bumped in return, and they move on. How is it, however, that so many of them are to be found in the streets at all times of the day and night, when most of us believe that ordinary office hours keep the average employee within doors for the greater part of his or her time? Be sure it is not difficult to find a crowd at any time during the night if there is anything doing in New York. Mr. Bryan, during his last campaign, addressed a meeting in City Hall Park at three oclock in the morning, and there was just as big a crowd attending the meeting then as there had been at any daytime gathering at the same place and they were just as enthusiastic. Where do they all come from? What do they do?


IN ALCALA (1909)

First published in Peoples Magazine, November 1909
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ABOUT ALCALA, AS about many other of New Yorks apartment houses, there is something a little pathetic. It resembles a decayed gentleman struggling to keep up appearances, but playing a beaten game. Alcala does not admit defeat. It is generally full, and many of its inmates pay high rents. But, nevertheless, it has failed in its object. It came into the world to be a haunt of fashion, and it is not. Fashion looked on Alcala in its early days, found it good, stayed a while, then passed in her own capricious way to other houses, newer, larger, more worthy of her patronage. A motley horde swept in and filled the vacant rooms.

The schedule of prices at Alcala is like a badly rolled cigarette, thick in the middle and thin at both ends. The rooms halfway up are expensive, some of them almost as expensive, as if Fashion, instead of being gone forever, were still lingering. The top rooms are cheap, and the ground-floor rooms cheaper still.

Cheapest of all was Rutherford Maxwells hall bedroom. Its furniture was of the simplest. It consisted of a chair, another chair, a worn carpet, and a folding bed. The folding bed had an air of depression and baffled hopes. For years it had been trying to look like a bookcase in the daytime, and now it looked more like a folding bed than ever. There was also a plain deal table, much stained with ink. At this, night after night, sometimes far into the morning, its tenant would sit and write stories. Now and then it happened that one would be a good story and find a market.

Rutherford Maxwell was an Englishman, and the younger son of an Englishman; and his lot was the lot of the younger sons all the world over. He was by profession one of the numerous employees of the New Arctic Bank, a sound, trustworthy institution, with branches all over the world; and steady-going relations would assure Rutherford that he was lucky to have a berth in it. Rutherford did not agree with them. However sound and trustworthy, it was not exactly romantic. Nor did it err on the side of over-lavishness to those who served it. Rutherfords salary was small. So were his prospects — if he remained in the bank. At a very early date he had registered a vow that he would not. And the road that led out of it for him was the uphill road of literature.

He was thankful for small mercies. Fate had not been over kind up to the present, but at last she had dispatched him to New York, the centre of things, where he would have the chance to try, instead of to some spot off the map. Whether he won or lost, at any rate he was in the ring, and could fight. So every night he sat in Alcala, and wrote. Sometimes he would only try to write, and that was torture.

There is never an hour of the day or night when Alcala is wholly asleep. The middle of the house is a sort of chorus-girl belt, while in the upper rooms there are reporters and other night birds. Long after he had gone to bed Rutherford would hear footsteps passing his door and the sound of voices in the passage. He grew to welcome them. They seemed to connect him with the outer world. But for them he was alone after he had left the office, utterly alone, as it is possible to be only in the heart of a great city. Some nights he would hear scraps of conversation, and at rare intervals a name.

He used to build up in his mind identities for the owners of the names. One in particular, Peggy, gave him much food for thought. He pictured her as bright and vivacious. This was because she sang sometimes as she passed his door. She had been singing when he first heard her name. Oh, cut it out, Peggy, a girls voice had said. Dont you get enough of that tune at the theatre? He felt that he would like to meet Peggy.

June came, and July, making an oven of New York, bringing close, scorching days and nights, when the pen seemed made of lead; and still Rutherford worked on, sipping ice water, in his shirt sleeves, and filling the sheets of paper slowly, but with a dogged persistence which the weather could not kill. Despite the heat he was cheerful. Things were beginning to run his way a little now. A novelette, an airy trifle, conceived in days when the thermometer was lower and it was possible to think, and worked out almost mechanically, had been accepted by a magazine of a higher standard than those which hitherto had shown him hospitality. He began to dream of a holiday in the woods. The holiday spirit was abroad. Alcala was emptying itself. It would not be long before he, too, would be able to get away.

He was so deep in his thoughts that at first he did not hear the knocking at the door. But it was a constant knocking, and forced itself upon his attention. He rose and turned the handle.

Outside in the passage was a girl, tall and sleepy-eyed. She wore a picture hat and a costume the keynote of which was a certain aggressive attractiveness. There was no room for doubt as to which particular brand of scent was her favorite at the moment.

She gazed at Rutherfold dully. Like Banquos ghost, she had no speculation in her eyes. Rutherford looked at her inquiringly, somewhat conscious of his shirt sleeves.

Did you knock? he said, opening, as a man must do, with the inevitable foolish question.

The apparition spoke.

Say, she said, got a cigarette?

Im afraid I havent, said Rutherford apologetically. Ive been smoking a pipe. Im very sorry.

What? said the apparition.

Im afraid I havent.

Oh! A pause. Say, got a cigarette?

The intellectual pressure of the conversation was beginning to be a little too much for Rutherford. Combined with the heat, it made his head swim.

His visitor advanced into the room. Arriving at the table, she began fiddling with the things upon it. The pen seemed to fascinate her. She picked it up, and inspected it closely.

Say, what dyou call this? she said.

Thats a pen, said Rutherford soothingly. A fountain pen.

Oh! A pause. Say, got a cigarette?

Rutherford clutched a chair with one hand and his forehead with the other. He was in sore straits.

At this moment rescue arrived, not before it was needed. A brisk sound of footsteps in the passage, and there appeared in the doorway a second girl.

What do you think youre doing, Gladys? demanded the newcomer. You mustnt come butting into folks rooms this way. Whos your friend?

My name is Maxwell, began Rutherford eagerly.

What say, Peggy? said the seeker after cigarettes, dropping a sheet of manuscript to the floor.

Rutherford looked with interest at the girl in the doorway. So this was Peggy. She was little and trim of figure. That was how he had always imagined her. Her dress was simpler than the others. The face beneath the picture hat was small and well-shaped, the nose delicately tiptilted, the chin determined, the mouth a little wide and suggesting good humor. A pair of gray eyes looked steadily into his before transferring themselves to the statuesque being at the table.

Dont monkey with the mans inkwell, Gladys. Come along up to bed.

What? Say, got a cigarette?

Theres plenty upstairs. Come along.

The other went with perfect docility. At the door, she paused, and inspected Rutherford with a grave stare.

Good night, boy, she said, with haughty condescension.

Good night, said Rutherford.

Pleased to have met you. Good night.

Come along, Gladys, commanded Peggy firmly.

Gladys went.

Rutherford sat down and dabbed at his forehead with his handkerchief, feeling a little weak. He was not used to visitors.

II.

He had lit his pipe, and was rereading his nights work, preparatory to turning in, when there was another knock at the door. This time there was no waiting. He was in the state of mind when one hears the smallest noise.

Come! he cried.

It was Peggy.

Rutherford jumped to his feet.

Wont you — — he began, pushing the chair forward.

She seated herself with composure on the table. She no longer wore the picture hat, and Rutherford, looking at her, came to the conclusion that the change was an improvement.

Thisll do for me, she said. Thought Id just look in. Im sorry about Gladys. She isnt often like that. Its the hot weather.

It is hot, assented Rutherford.

Youve noticed it? Bully for you! Back to the bench for Sherlock Holmes! Did Gladys try to shoot herself?

Good heavens, no! Why?

She did once. But I stole her gun, and I suppose she hasnt thought to get her another. Shes a good girl, really, only she gets like that sometimes in the hot weather.

She looked round the room for a moment, then gazed unwinkingly at Rutherford.

What did you say your name was? she asked.

Rutherford Maxwell.

Gee! Thats going some, isnt it! Wants amputation, a name like that. I call it mean to give a poor, defenseless kid a cuss word like — whats it? Rutherford? Havent you got something else some shorter — Tom, or Charles, or something?

Im afraid not.

The round, gray eyes fixed him again.

I shall call you George, she decided at last.

Thanks; I wish you would, said Rutherford.

George it is, then. You can call me Peggy. Peggy Nortons my name.

Thanks, I will.

Say, youre English, arent you?

Yes. How did you know?

Youre so strong on the gratitude thing. Its thanks, thanks, all the time. Not that I mind it, George.

Thanks. Sorry — I should say Oh, you Peggy! 

She looked at him curiously.

How dyou like New York, George?

Fine — to-night.

Been to Coney?

Not yet.

You should. Say, what do you do, George?

What do I do?

Cut it out, George. Dont answer back as though we were a vaudeville team doing a cross-talk act. What do you do? When your boss crowds your envelope on to you, Saturdays, whats it for?

Im in a bank.

Like it?

Hate it.

Why dont you quit, then?

Cant afford to. Theres money in being in a bank. Not much, its true, but what there is of it is good.

What are you doing out of bed at this time of night? They dont work you all day, do they?

No. Theyd like to, but they dont. I have been writing.

Writing what? Say, you dont mind my putting you on the stand like this, do you? If you do, say so, and Ill cut out the district-attorney act and talk about the weather.

Not a bit, really, I assure you. Please ask as many questions as you like.

Guess theres no doubt about your being English, George. We dont have time over here to shoot it off like that. If youd have just said Sure! Id have got a line on your meanings. You dont mind me doing schoolmarm, George, do you? Its all for your good.

Sure, said Rutherford, with a grin.

She smiled approvingly.

Thats better! Youre little Willie, the apt pupil, all right. What were we talking about before we switched off onto the educational rail? I know, about your writing. What were you writing?

A story.

For a paper?

For a magazine.

What, one of the fiction stories about the Gibson hero and the girl whose life he saved, like you read?

Thats the idea.

She looked at him with a new interest.

Gee! George, whod have thought it! Fancy you being one of the high-brows! You ought to hang out a sign. You look just ordinary.

Thanks.

I mean as far as the gray matter goes. I didnt mean you were a bad looker. Youre not. Youve got nice eyes, George.

Thanks.

I like the shape of your nose, too.

I say, thanks!

And your hairs just lovely.

I say, really! Thanks awfully!

She eyed him in silence for a moment. Then she burst out:

You say you dont like the bank?

I certainly dont.

And youd like to strike some paying line of business?

Sure.

Then why dont you make your fortune by giving yourself out to a museum as the biggest human clam in captivity? Thats what you are. You sit there, just saying thanks and Bi Jawve, thanks, awfully, while a girls telling you nice things about your eyes and hair, and you dont do a thing!

Rutherford threw back his head, and roared with laughter.

Im sorry, he said. Slowness is our national failing, you know.

I believe you.

Tell me about yourself. You know all about me by now. What do you do besides brightening up the dull evenings of poor devils of bank clerks?

Give you three guesses.

Stage?

Gee! Youre the human sleuth, all right, all right. Its a home run every time when you get your deductive theories unlimbered. Yes, George, the stage it is. Im an actorine, one of the pony ballet in The Island of Girls, at the Melody. Seen our show?

Not yet. Ill go to-morrow.

Great! Ill let them know, so that they can have the awning out and the red carpet down. Its a cute little piece.

So Ive heard.

Well, if I see you in front to-morrow, Ill give you half a smile, so that you shant feel you havent got your moneys worth. Good night, George.

Good night, Peggy.

She jumped down from the table. Her eye was caught by the photographs on the mantelpiece. She began to examine them.

Who are these Willies? she said, picking up a group.

That is the football team of my old school. The lout with the sheepish smirk, holding the ball, is myself as I was before the cares of the world soured me.

Her eyes wandered along the mantelpiece, and she swooped down on a cabinet photograph of a girl.

And whos this, George? she said.

He took the photograph from her, and replaced it, with a curious blend of shyness and defiance, in the very centre of the mantelpiece. For a moment he stood looking intently at it, his elbows resting on the imitation marble.

Whos it? asked Peggy. Wake up, George. Whos this?

Rutherford started.

Sorry, he said. I was thinking about something.

I bet you were. You looked like it. Well, who is she?

Eh? Oh, thats a girl.

Peggy laughed sarcastically.

Thanks, awfully, as you would say. Ive got eyes, George.

I noticed that, said Rutherford, smiling. Charming ones, too.

Gee! What would she say if she heard you talking like that?

She came a step nearer, looking up at him. Their eyes met.

She would say, said Rutherford slowly:  Dickie — she calls me Dickie, you know; she doesnt like Rutherford any more than you do. Shed say: Dickie, I know you love me, and I know I can trust you, and I havent the slightest objection to your telling Miss Norton the truth about her eyes. Miss Norton is a dear, good little sort; one of the best, in fact, and I hope youll be great pals! 

There was a silence.

Shed say that, would she? said Peggy, at last.

She would.

Peggy looked at the photograph and back again at Rutherford.

Youre pretty fond of her, George, I guess, arent you?

I am, said Rutherford quietly.

There was another silence, a long one.

George.

Yes?

George, shes a pretty good long way away, isnt she?

She looked up at him with a curious light in her gray eyes. Rutherford met her glance steadily.

Not to me, he said. Shes here now, and all the time.

He stepped away, and picked up the sheaf of papers which he had dropped at Peggys entrance. Peggy laughed.

Good night, George, boy, she said. I mustnt keep you up any more, or youd be late in the morning. And what would the bank do, then? Smash, or something, I guess. Good night, Georgie. See you again, one of these old evenings.

Good night, Peggy.

The door closed behind her. He heard her footsteps hesitate, stop, and then move quickly on once more.

III.

He saw much of her after this first visit. Gradually, it became an understood thing between them that she should look in on her return from the theatre. He grew to expect her, and to feel restless when she was late. Once she brought the cigarette-loving Gladys with her, but the experiment was not a success. Gladys was languid, and rather overpoweringly refined, and conversation became forced. After that Peggy came alone.

Generally, she found him working. His industry amazed her.

Gee! George, she said one night, sitting in her favorite place on the table, from which he had moved a little pile of manuscripts to make room for her, dont you ever let up for a second? Seems to me you write all the time.

Rutherford laughed.

Ill take a rest, he said, when theres a bit more demand for my stuff than there is at present. When Im in the twenty-cent-a-word class Ill write once a month and spend the rest of my time traveling.

Peggy shook her head.

No traveling for mine, she said. Seems to me its just cussedness that makes people go away from Broadway when theyve got plunks enough to stay there and enjoy themselves.

Do you like Broadway, Peggy?

Do I like Broadway! Does a kid like candy? Why, dont you?

Its all right for the time. Its not my ideal.

Oh, and what particular sort of little old paradise do you hanker after?

He puffed at his pipe, and looked dreamily at her through the smoke.

Way over in England, Peggy, theres a county called Worcestershire. And somewhere near the edge of that theres a gray house, with gables; and theres a lawn and a meadow and a shrubbery and an orchard and a rose garden and a big cedar on the terrace before you get to the rose garden. And if you climb to the top of that cedar, you can see the river through the apple trees in the orchard. And in the distance there are the hills. And — —

Of all the rube joints! exclaimed Peggy, in deep disgust. Why, a day of that would be about twenty-three hours and a bit too long for me. Broadway for mine! Put me where I can touch Forty-second Street, without overbalancing, and then you can leave me. I never thought you were such a hayseed, George.

Dont worry, Peggy. Itll be a long time, I expect, before I go there. Ive got to make my fortune first.

Getting anywhere near the John D. class yet?

Ive still some way to go. But things are moving, I think. Do you know, Peggy, you remind me of a little Billiken, sitting on that table.

Thank you, George. I always knew my mouth was rather wide, but I did think I had Billiken to the bad. Do you do that sort of candid-friend stunt with her? She pointed to the photograph on the mantelpiece. It was the first time since the night when they had met that she had made any allusion to it. By silent agreement the subject had been ruled out between them. By the way, you never told me her name.

Halliday, said Rutherford slowly.

What else?

Alice.

Dont bite at me, George. Im not hurting you. Tell me about her. Im interested. Does she live in the gray house, with the pigs and chickens, and all them roses, and the rest of the rube outfit?

No.

Be chummy, George. Whats the matter with you?

Im sorry, Peggy, he said. Im a fool. Its only that it all seems so damned hopeless. Here am I, earning about half a dollar a year, and —— Still, its no use kicking, is it? Besides, I may make a home run with my writing one of these days. Thats what I meant when I said you were a Billiken, Peggy. Do you know, youve brought me luck. Ever since I met you Ive been doing twice as well. Youre my mascot.

Bully for me! Weve all got our uses in the world, havent we? I wonder if it would help any if I was to kiss you, George?

Dont you do it! One mustnt work a mascot too hard.

She jumped down, and came across the room to where he sat, looking down at him with the round, gray eyes that always reminded him of a kittens.

George.

Yes?

Oh, nothing.

She turned away to the mantelpiece, and stood gazing at the photograph, her back toward him.

George.

Hello.

Say, what color eyes has she got?

Gray.

Like mine?

Darker than yours.

Nicer than mine?

Dont you think we might talk about something else?

She swung round, her fists clinched, her face blazing.

Damn you and your blasted English haw-haw! she cried. I hate you! I do. I wish Id never seen you! I wish — — She leaned on the mantelpiece, burying her face in her arms, and burst into a passion of sobs.

Rutherford leaped up, shocked and helpless. He sprang to her, and placed a hand gently on her shoulder.

Peggy, old girl — —

She broke from him.

Dont you touch me! Dont you do it! Gee! I wish Id never seen you!

She ran to the door, darted through, and banged it behind her.

Rutherford remained where he stood, motionless. For a full minute he did not move. Then, almost mechanically, he felt in his pocket for matches, and relit his pipe.

Half an hour passed. Then the door opened slowly. Peggy came in. She was pale, and her eyes were red. She smiled, a pathetic little smile.

Peggy!

He took a step toward her.

She held out her hand.

Im sorry, George; I feel mean.

Dear old girl, what rot!

I do. You dont know how mean I feel. Youve been real nice to me, George. Thought Id look in and say I was sorry. Good night, George.

He bent over her hand, and kissed it, and the next moment she was gone.

On the following night he waited, but she did not come. The nights went by, but still she did not come. And, one morning, reading his paper, he saw that The Island of Girls had gone West to Chicago.

IV.

Things were not running well for Rutherford. He had had his vacation, a golden fortnight of fresh air and sunshine in the Catskills, and was back in Alcala, trying, with poor success, to pick up the threads of his work. But, though the Indian summer had begun, and there was energy in the air, night after night he sat idle in his room, night after night went wearily to bed, oppressed with a dull sense of failure. He could not work. He was restless. His thoughts would not concentrate themselves.

Something was wrong; and he knew what it was, though he fought against admitting it to himself. It was the absence of Peggy that had brought about the change. Not till now had he realized to the full how greatly her visits had stimulated him. He had called her laughingly his mascot; but the thing was no joke. It was true. Her absence was robbing him of the power to write. It was absurd, he tried to tell himself. A little chorus girl, uneducated, living in another world from himself. He fought against the idea. But he could not kill it.

He was lonely. For the first time since he had come to New York he was really lonely. Solitude had not hurt him till now. In his black moments it had been enough for him to look up at the photograph on the mantelpiece, and he had been alone no longer. But now — the photograph had lost its magic. It could not hold him. Always his mind would wander back to the little black-haired ghost that sat on the table, smiling at him, and questioning him with its gray eyes.

And the days went by, unvarying in their monotony. And always the ghost sat on the table, smiling at him.

With the fall came the reopening of the theatres. One by one the electric signs blazed out along Broadway, spreading the message that the dull days were over, and New York was itself again. At the Melody, where, ages ago, The Island of Girls had run its light-hearted course, a new musical piece was in rehearsal. Alcala was full once more. The nightly snatches of conversation outside his door had recommenced. He listened for her voice, but he never heard it. He sat up, waiting, into the small hours; but she did not come. Once — he had been trying to write, and had fallen, as usual, to brooding — there was a soft knock at the door. In an instant he had bounded from his chair and turned the handle. It was one of the reporters from upstairs, who had run out of matches. Rutherford gave him a handful. The reporter went out, wondering what the man had laughed at.

There is balm in Broadway, especially by night. Depression vanishes before the cheerfulness of the great white way when the lights are lit and the human tide is in full flood. Rutherford had developed of late a habit of patrolling the neighborhood of Forty-second Street at theatre time. He found it did him good. There is a gayety, a bonhomie in the atmosphere of the New York streets, which acts like a charm on a man who has been used to dour, unfriendly London. Rutherford loved to stand on the sidewalk, and watch the passers-by, weaving stories round them.

One night his wanderings had brought him to Herald Square. The theatres were just emptying themselves. This was the time he liked best. He drew to one side to watch, and as he moved he saw Peggy.

She was standing at the corner, buttoning a glove. He was by her side in an instant.

Peggy! he cried.

She was looking pale and tired, but the color came back to her cheeks as she held out her hand. There was no trace of embarrassment in her manner, only a frank pleasure at seeing him again.

Where have you been? he said. I couldnt think what had become of you.

She looked at him curiously.

Did you miss me, George?

Miss you? Of course I did! My works been going all to pieces since you went away.

I only came back last night. Im in the new piece at the Madison. Gee! Im tired, George. Weve been rehearsing all day.

He took her by the arm.

Come along and have some supper. You look worn out. By Jove, Peggy, its good, seeing you again. Can you walk as far as Rectors, or shall I carry you?

Guess I can walk that far. But Rectors? Has your rich uncle died and left you a fortune, George?

Dont you worry, Peggy. This is an occasion. I thought I was never going to see you again. Ill buy you the whole hotel, if you like.

Just supperll do, I guess. Youre getting quite the rounder, George.

You bet I am. There are all sorts of sides to my character youve never so much as dreamed of.

They seemed to know Peggy at Rectors. Paul beamed upon her paternally. One or two men turned, and looked after her as she passed. The waiters smiled slight, but friendly, smiles. Rutherford, intent on her, noticed none of these things.

Despite her protests, he ordered an elaborate and expensive supper. He was particular about the wine. The waiter, who had been doubtful about him, was won over, and went off to execute the order, reflecting that it was never safe to judge a man by his clothes, and that Rutherford was probably one of these eccentric young millionaires who didnt care how they dressed.

Well? said Peggy, when he had finished.

Well? echoed Rutherford.

Youre looking brown, George.

Ive been away in the Catskills.

Still as strong on the rube proposition as ever?

Yes. But Broadway has its points, too.

Oh, youre beginning to see that? Gee! Im glad to be back. Ive had enough of the wild West. If anybody ever tries to steer you west of Eleventh Avenue, George, dont you go. Theres nothing doing. How have you been making out at your writing stunt?

Pretty well, but I wanted you. I was lost without my mascot. Ive got a story in this months Wilsons. A long story, and paid accordingly. Thats why Im able to go about giving suppers to great actresses.

I read it on the train, said Peggy. Its dandy. Do you know what you ought to do, George? You ought to turn it into a play. Theres a heap of money in plays.

I know. But who wants a play by an unknown man?

I know who would want Willie in the Wilderness if you made it into a play; and thats Winfield Knight. Ever see him?

I saw him in The Outsider. Hes clever.

Hes it, if he gets a part to suit him. If he doesnt he dont amount to a row of beans. Its just a gamble. This thing hes in now is no good. The part doesnt begin to fit him. In a month hell be squealing for another play sos you can hear him in Connecticut.

He shall not squeal in vain, said Rutherford. If he wants my work, who am I that I should stand in the way of his simple pleasures? Ill start on the thing to-morrow.

I can help you some, too, I guess. I used to know Winfield Knight. I can put you wise on lots of things about him thatll help you work up Willies character sos itll fit him like a glove.

Rutherford raised his glass.

Peggy, he said, youre more than a mascot. You ought to be drawing a big commission on everything I write. It beats me how any of these other fellows ever write anything without you there to help them. I wonder whats the most expensive cigar they keep here? I must have it, whatever it is. Noblesse oblige. We popular playwrights mustnt be seen in public smoking any cheap stuff.

It was Rutherfords artistic temperament which, when they left the restaurant, made him hail a taxicab. Taxicabs are not for young men drawing infinitesimal salaries in banks, even if those salaries are supplemented at rare intervals by a short story in a magazine. Peggy was for returning to Alcala by car; but Rutherford refused to countenance such an anticlimax. Just as the mild man, as he casts off his mildness for a space, becomes for the time being a swashbuckler, and goes about seeking truculently for causes of offense, so does the impecunious man, playing at being rich, look round him for fresh excuses for spending money.

Peggy nestled into the corner of the cab with a tired sigh, and there was silence as they moved smoothly up Broadway.

He peered at her in the dim light. She looked very small and wistful and fragile. Suddenly, an intense desire surged over him to pick her up and crush her to him. He fought against it. He tried to fix his thoughts on the girl at home, to tell himself that he was a man of honor. His fingers, gripping the edge of the seat, tightened, till every muscle of his arm was rigid.

The cab, crossing a rough piece of road, jolted Peggy from her corner. Her hand fell on his.

Peggy! he cried hoarsely.

Her gray eyes were wet. He could see them glisten. And then his arms were round her, and he was covering her upturned face with kisses.



The cab drew up at the entrance to Alcala. They alighted in silence, and without a word made their way through into the hall. From force of habit Rutherford glanced at the letter rack on the wall at the foot of the stairs. There was one letter in his pigeonhole. Mechanically, he drew it out; and, as his eyes fell on the handwriting, something seemed to snap inside him.

He looked at Peggy, standing on the bottom stair, and back again at the envelope in his hand. His mood was changing with the violence that left him physically weak. He felt dazed, as if he had wakened out of a trance.

With a strong effort, he mastered himself. Peggy had mounted a few steps, and was looking back at him over her shoulder. He could read the meaning now in the gray eyes.

Good night, Peggy, he said, in a low voice.

She turned, facing him, and for a moment neither moved.

Good night, said Rutherford again.

Her lips parted, as if she were about to speak, but she said nothing.

Then she turned again, and began to walk slowly upstairs.

He stood watching her till she had reached the top of the long flight. She did not look back.

V.

The devil has many weapons in his armory for the undoing of man where woman is concerned, and the greatest of these is propinquity. Absence may make the heart grow fonder; but, in the case of a man, it generally, as the song says, makes it grow fonder of some one else. Photography has made great strides, but the time has still to come when a photograph can hold its own against flesh and blood.

Peggys nightly visits began afresh, and the ghost on the table troubled Rutherford no more. His restlessness left him. He began to write with a new vigor and success. In after years he wrote many plays, most of them good, clear-cut pieces of work, but none that came from him with the utter absence of labor which made the writing of Willie in the Wilderness a joy. He wrote easily, without effort. And always Peggy was there, helping, stimulating, encouraging.

Sometimes when he came in after dinner to settle down to work he would find a piece of paper on his table covered with her schoolgirl scrawl. It would run somewhat as follows:

He is proud of his arms. They are skinny, but he thinks them the limit. Better put in a short-sleeves scene for Willie somewhere.
He thinks he has a beautiful profile. Couldnt you make one of the girls say something about  Willie having the goods in that line?
He is crazy about golf.  
He is proud of his French accent. Couldnt you make  Willie speak a little piece in French?

He being Winfield Knight.

And so, little by little, the character of Willie grew till it ceased to be the Willie of the magazine story, and became Winfield Knight himself, with improvements. The task began to fascinate Rutherford. It was like planning a pleasant surprise for a child. Hell like that, he would say to himself, as he wrote in some speech enabling Willie to display one of the accomplishments, real or imagined, of the absent actor. Peggy read it, and approved. It was she who suggested the big speech in the second act, where Willie described the progress of his love affair in terms of the links. From her, too, came information as to little traits in the mans character which the stranger would not have suspected.

As the play progressed, he was amazed at the completeness of the character he had built. It lived. Willie in the magazine story might have been any one. He fitted into the story, but you could not see him. He had no real individuality. But Willie in the play — he felt that he would recognize him in the street. There was all the difference between the two that there is between a nameless figure in some cheap picture and a portrait by Sargent. There were times when the story of the play seemed thin to him and the other characters wooden, but in his blackest moods he was sure of Willie. All the contradictions in the character rang true. The humor, the pathos, the surface vanity covering a real diffidence, the strength and weakness fighting one another.

Youre alive, my son, said Rutherford admiringly, as he read the sheet. But you dont belong to me.

At last there came the day when the play was finished, when the last line was written, and the last possible alteration made; and, later, the day when Rutherford, bearing the brown-paper-covered package under his arm, called at the Players Club to keep an appointment with Winfield Knight.

Almost from the first Rutherford had a feeling that he had met the man before, that he knew him. As their acquaintance progressed the feeling grew. Then he understood. This was Willie, and no other. Little turns of thought, little expressions — they were all in the play.

The actor paused in a description of how he had almost beaten a champion at golf, and looked at the parcel.

Is that the play? he said.

Yes, said Rutherford. Shall I read it?

Guess Ill just look through it myself. Wheres act one? Here we are. Have a cigar while youre waiting.

Rutherford settled himself in his chair, and watched the others face. For the first few pages, which contained some tame dialogue between minor characters, it was blank.

Enter Willie, he said. Am I Willie?

I hope so, said Rutherford, with a smile. Its the star part.

Hm!

He went on reading. Rutherford watched him with furtive keenness. There was a line coming at the bottom of the page which he was then reading which ought to hit him; an epigram on golf, a whimsical thought put almost exactly as he had put it himself when telling his golf story.

The shot did not miss fire. The chuckle from the actor and the sigh of relief from Rutherford were almost simultaneous.

Winfield Knight turned to him.

Thats a dandy line about golf, said he.

Rutherford puffed at his cigar.

Theres lots more of them in the piece, he said.

Bully for you! said the actor, and went on reading.

Nearly an hour passed before he spoke again. Then he looked up.

Its me, he said. Its me, all the time. I wish Id seen this before I put on the punk Im doing now. This is me from the drive off the tee. Its great. Say, whatll you have?

Rutherford leaned back in his chair, his mind in a whirl. He had arrived at last. His struggles were over. He would not admit of the possibility of the play being a failure. He was a made man. He could go where he pleased, and do as he pleased.

It gave him something of a shock to find how persistently his thoughts refused to remain in England. Try as he might to keep them there, they kept flitting back to Alcala.

VI.

Willie in the Wilderness was not a failure. It was a triumph. Principally, it is true, a personal triumph for Winfield Knight. Every one was agreed that he had never had a part that suited him so well. Critics forgave the blunders of the piece for the sake of the principal character. The play was a curiously amateurish thing. It was only later that Rutherford learned craft and caution. When he wrote Willie he was a colt, rambling unchecked through the field of playwriting, ignorant of its pitfalls. But, with all its faults, Willie in the Wilderness was a success. It might, as one critic pointed out, be more of a monologue act for Winfield Knight than a play; but that did not affect Rutherford.

It was late on the opening night when he returned to Alcala. He had tried to get away earlier. He wanted to see Peggy. But Winfield Knight, flushed with success, was in his most expansive mood. He seized upon Rutherford, and would not let him go. There was supper — a gay, uproarious supper — at which everybody seemed to be congratulating everybody else. Men he had never met before shook him warmly by the hand. Somebody made a speech, despite the efforts of the rest of the company to prevent him. Rutherford sat there, dazed, out of touch with the mood of the party. He wanted Peggy. He was tired of all this excitement and noise. He had had enough of it all. All he asked was to be allowed to slip away quietly and go home. He wanted to think, to try and realize what all this meant to him.

At length the party broke up in one last explosion of handshaking and congratulations; and, eluding Winfield Knight, who proposed to take him off to his club, he started to walk up Broadway.

It was late when he reached Alcala. There was a light in his room. Peggy had waited up to hear the news.

She jumped off the table as he came in.

Well? she cried.

Rutherford sat down, and stretched out his legs.

Its a success, he said. A tremendous success.

Peggy clapped her hands.

Bully for you, George! I knew it would be. Tell me all about it. Was Winfield good?

He was the whole piece. There was nothing in it but he. He rose, and placed his hands on her shoulders. Peggy, old girl, I dont know what to say. You know as well as I do that its all owing to you that the piece has been a success. If I hadnt had your help — —

Peggy laughed.

Oh, beat it, George, said she. Dont you come jollying me. I look like a high-brow playwright, dont I? No, Im real glad youve made a hit, George, but dont start handing out any story about it not being your own. I didnt do a thing.

You did. You did everything.

I didnt. But, say, dont lets start quarreling. Tell me more about it. How many calls did you take?

He told her all that had happened. When he had finished, there was a silence.

I guess youll be quitting soon, George, said Peggy, at last. Now that youve made a home run. Youll be going back to that rube joint, with the cows and hens; isnt that it?

Rutherford did not reply. He was staring thoughtfully at the floor. He did not seem to have heard.

I guess that girlll be glad some to see you, she went on. Shall you cable to-morrow, George? And then youll get married, and go and live in the rube house, and become a regular hayseed, and — — She broke off suddenly, with a catch in her voice. Gee! she whispered, half to herself. Ill be sorry when you go, George.

He sprang up.

Peggy!

He seized her by the arm. He heard the quick intake of her breath. He gripped her till she winced with the pain.

Peggy, listen! Im not going back. Im never going back. Im a cad, Im a hound. I know I am. But Im not going back. Im going to stay here with you. I want you, Peggy. Do you hear? I want you.

She tried to draw herself away, but he held her.

I love you, Peggy. Peggy, will you be my wife?

There was utter astonishment in her gray eyes.

Your wife?

Her face was very white.

Will you, Peggy?

Youre hurting me.

He dropped her arm.

Will you, Peggy?

No! she cried.

He drew back.

No! she cried sharply, as if it hurt her to speak. I wouldnt play you such a mean trick. Im too fond of you, George. Theres never been anybody just like you. Youve been mighty good to me. Ive never met a man who treated me like you. Youre the only real white man thats ever happened to me, and I guess Im not going to play you a low-down trick like spoiling your life. George, I thought you knew. Honest, I thought you knew. How did you think I lived in a swell place like this, if you didnt know? How did you suppose every one knew me at Rectors? How did you think Id managed to find out so much about Winfield Knight?

She drew a long breath, then hurried on.

I was with Winfield Knight a year. Thats how I know him. And he wasnt the first. Nor the last. I — —

He interrupted her hoarsely.

Is there any one now, Peggy?

Yes, she said, there is.

You dont love him, Peggy, do you?

Love him? She laughed bitterly. No, I dont love him.

Then come to me, dear, he said simply.

She shook her head in silence. Rutherford sat down, his chin resting in his hands. She came across to him, and smoothed his hair.

It wouldnt do, George, she said. Honest, it wouldnt do. Listen. When we first met, I — I rather liked you, George, and I was mad with you for being so fond of the other girl, and taking no notice of me — not in the way I wanted, and I tried. Gee, I feel mean! It was all my fault. I didnt think it would matter. There didnt seem no chance then of your being able to go back and have the sort of good time you wanted; and I thought youd just stay here, and wed be pals, and —— But now you can go back, its all different. I couldnt keep you. It would be too mean. You see, you dont really want to stop. You think you do, but you dont.

I love you, he insisted.

Youll forget me. Its all just a Broadway dream, George. Think of it like that. Broadways got you now, but you dont really belong. Youre not like me. Its not in your blood sos you cant get it out. Its the chickens and roses you want really. Just a Broadway dream. Thats what it is. George, when I was a kid I remember crying and crying for a lump of candy in the window of a store till one of my brothers up and bought it for me, just to stop the racket. Gee! For about a minute I was the busiest thing that ever happened. And then it didnt seem to interest me no more. Broadways like that for you, George. You go back to the girl and the cows and all of it. Itll hurt some, I guess, but I reckon youll be glad you did.

She stooped swiftly, and kissed him on the forehead.

Ill miss you, dear, she said softly, and was gone.

Rutherford sat on, motionless. Outside, the blackness changed to gray, and the gray to white. He got up. He felt very stiff and cold.

A Broadway dream! he muttered.

He went to the mantelpiece, and took up the photograph. He carried it to the window, where he could see it better. A shaft of sunlight pierced the curtains and fell upon it.


STONE AND THE WEED (1910)

First published in The Captain, May 1910
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I

IT was about four oclock on a mellow afternoon in early April. The sun was shining brightly, birds sang, and rabbits sported in the undergrowth. Everything, so to speak, in the garden was lovely. At a point some four miles from Sedleigh School, in the direction of Lower Borlock, the scenic arrangements were particularly fine. The sun seemed to shine more brightly; rather more birds were singing; there was a slightly more animated look about the increased number of rabbits that sported in the undergrowth. It was a spot where every prospect pleased, and only man was vile.

Man was represented by W. J. Stone, of Outwoods. He was sitting on a rustic stile, enjoying the sun, listening to the birds, and observing the rabbits, but — more particularly — smoking. He had not come to that lovely, lonely spot because it was lovely. He had come because it was lonely. Here, of all places, four miles from the school, a man might enjoy his after-luncheon cigarette in peace. It was a pity that there was no faithful friend on hand to watch him enjoy it. It takes two to smoke properly at school — one to smoke, the other to stand by and remark with unwilling admiration, I say, you are an ass, you know! He could have wished that Robinson, also of Outwoods, had been at his side. But Robinson had his duties elsewhere. Robinson had to be at roll-call to answer his name — and Stones.

So Stone sat on his stile alone, and thought of life, drawing meditatively at his cigarette. He congratulated himself on having chosen not only the ideal spot, but also the ideal time. There was a match on to-day, School v. Town, and all the masters who were not playing golf would be on the touch-line. Sedleigh, as Mr. Downing, the games-master, liked to say, was above all a keen school; and its keenness extended to the staff.

It seemed to Stone that nothing could undo him. But Nemesis was lumbering round the corner, in the person, the stout person, of one Collard, the school sergeant.

The stile on which Stone sat had just one disadvantage. It was a little far back from the road, so that he could not see pedestrians until they came immediately opposite to him. Also there was a broad strip of turf between the hedge and the road. Also, again, Sergeant Collard suffered from tender feet. Therefore the Sergeant, journeying to the Lower Borlock railway station, walked not on the road but on the turf. Consequently his footsteps were noiseless, with the result — now we come to the point — that he came into view of the stile, Stone, and the cigarette while all three were in conjunction. Stone was, indeed, in the very act of expelling a cloud of smoke.

Stone did what he could. He flung the cigarette into the field behind him, and looked at the sergeant with innocent pleasure, as one meeting a friend unexpectedly in distant parts.

The sergeant halted.

Oo-oo-oo, yes! he observed.

He generally opened conversation in this way.

Lovely afternoon, Sergeant, said Stone. Ripping, this sun is.

The Sergeant eyed him sternly.

And the birds, said Stone.

Oo-oo-yes, you young monkey! said Sergeant Collard.

And the rabbits, said Stone.

The Sergeant continued to eye him with his basilisk stare.

It so happened that Stone was not one of his favourites. Indeed, between Stone and himself there had long been raging guerilla warfare of a somewhat poignant kind. It was Stone who, to the great contentment of the school, had bestowed upon him the nickname of Boots. And he considered it derogatory to the dignity of an ex-sergeant of his Majestys army to be addressed as Boots by ribald boys.

It was not, therefore, with pain that he realised that duty compelled him to report to Mr. Outwood that he had discovered Stone smoking on a stile four miles from the school in the direction of Lower Borlock. Pleasure, rather.

Oo-oo-oo yes! he said. Smoking, eh?

Stone stared.

Smoking? he cried. Me?

Smoking. Contrary to school regulations, as is well known. Young monkey!

Boots, said Stone, youre delirious.

The Sergeant turned a richer purple at the hated name.

Never you mind my boots, he said crisply. I shouldnt like to be in yours when I tells Mr. Outwood how you was smoking contrary to school regulations.

Youre going to tell him that?

I am going to tell him that.

Wheres your evidence?

Hevidence! Didnt I cop yer at it?

Cop me at it! said Stone, amazed. If you did, why arent I smoking now? Dash it! he moaned, its a bit thick. I come here, miles from the school, simply to get away from you and have a little peace, and Im blowed if you dont follow me. And not only that, you accuse me, absolutely without evidence, of smoking. I call it rough on a chap.

I seen yer throw the cigarette away. There it is behind you.

And you mean to say, demanded Stone, that just because I happen by the merest fluke to be sitting on a stile within a dozen yards of a cigarette which may have been there goodness knows how long — —

Ho! May it? Then why is it alight now?

Stone looked behind him. A thin spiral of smoke was indeed curling up from the grass.

Whats that, then? asked Sergeant Collard, pointing.

Stone gave the smoke a careful inspection.

It looks to me, he said, like a prairie fire. Probably caused by spontaneous combustion owing to the heat of the day.

Ho! said the Sergeant. It looks to me like a cigarette thrown away by some young monkey because he was copped in the act of smoking it.

As a matter of fact, said Stone carelessly, I remember now. It is a cigarette. A man stopped here just now to ask the time. I recollect now he threw away his cigarette. So thats how it was, you see. Now you see how silly it is to jump at conclusions, dont you, sergeant?

Ho!

By the way, sergeant, said Stone, Ive been meaning to buy your son Ernie some sweets for days. Suppose you take this, and — —

He fumbled in his pocket.

Sergeant Collard snorted ruthlessly.

Attempted bribery! he boomed. Thereby haggravatin the offence. Mr. Outwood shall ear of that, too.

Stone gave the thing up.

Oh, get out, Boots, he said moodily. Youre a blot on the landscape.

For some moments after the sergeant had trudged off, Stone sat on the stile, pondering. It was uncommonly awkward. There was no blinking that fact. Corporal punishment, worse luck, was rarely administered at Sedleigh, the headmaster objecting to it on principle. He would not have minded that. It only lasted a few moments, and when it was over, there you were with a clean slate. The punishment for smoking would be either lines to a colossal amount or else detention on three or more half-holidays. To these penalties he objected strongly.

He climbed down from the stile, and started to walk towards the school. Life was very grey. The sun still shone, the birds still sang, the rabbits still sported in the undergrowth, but Stone recked of none of these things. He was plunged in gloomy thoughts.

Now, I could haul up my slacks with considerable vim on the subject of Stones thoughts; I could work the whole thing up into a fine psychological study, rather in the Henry James style; but it would only be cut out by the editor, so whats the use? Let us, therefore, imagine Stone plunged in gloomy thoughts for about three minutes, or four, and then — make it five — at the end of five minutes hearing the droning sound.

At first the sound was simply like the note of some distant bee (or wasp). Then it came nearer, and Stone knew it for what it was, the noise of a powerful motor-car.

It gave him no idea at first beyond the very sensible one of getting out of the road. He got out of the road, and presently the car shot past — a big, red car with one occupant.

Stone watched it disappearing down the road, and was starting once more on his walk when he observed the machine slow down, stop, and begin to back towards him. In a few moments the motorist, coming within hailing distance, hailed.

I say! he shouted.

Hullo? said Stone.
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The car drew level with him. The driver leaned out.

I say, he said, can you tell me the way to Limpstone?

Youre going just in the wrong direction, said Stone. Youre coming away from it.

The driver made disparaging comments on the rustic intelligence.

An old fossil in a smock told me this was the way a quarter of an hour ago.

You ought to have turned at the bend in the road, where the sign-post says To Sedleigh — oh!

He gasped. An idea had come to him.

I say, he added tentatively, I suppose you couldnt — what I mean is, if you would let me hop into the car, I could show you the way. Im going to Sedleigh, and its straight on from there to Limpstone.

Hop on, said the driver, briefly. Youre the man Ive been wanting to meet.

Same here, said Stone, hopping.

The car moved off.

What sort of a road is it from here? said the motorist, as they turned down the bend.

Quite good.

Then sit tight. Im going to let her rip. Im all behind time already.

He opened the throttle. The next few minutes were almost too exhilarating to Stones thinking. The car touched the road here and there, but for the most part it seemed to skim through the air like an aeroplane. Every now and then it would turn a corner on the rim of one wheel. At an early point in the proceedings Stone lost his breath. He had to hold on to his cap to keep from losing that too. It was with a feeling of profound relief that he observed the school buildings approaching as if on wings.

Hi! he shouted in his companions ear. Stop! The car gradually lessened its speed.

This is Sedleigh, said Stone. Will you put me down here? Thanks awfully for the lift. You go straight on now till you get into the London road. You turn down to the right for Limpstone.

Thanks, said the motorist briefly. Good-bye.

Good-bye.

II

From the school grounds, as Stone turned towards them, came an intermittent bellowing, rather suggestive of a deinosaurus in pain. This was the school (we are above all a keen school) stimulating the fifteen in its battle with the Town. Just as Stone went in at the gate the bellowing changed to a howl, which grew in volume till it died away in a patter of clapping. Stone knew what that meant. Somebody had scored for the school.

He mingled with the crowd on the touch-line, and found Robinson.

Hullo! said Robinson. Are you back?

Quick, tell me all thats happened, said Stone; who was that who scored just now?

Hammond. Jolly good run. Got the ball from a scrum in our twenty-five and nipped clean through. The back almost had him, but he swerved.

Stones lips moved. He wore an air of concentration.

Hammond — our twenty-five — back — swerve, he murmured. Is that the only score?

So far.

Anything else happened?

The Town nearly got over with a forward rush in the first five minutes. That big chap with red hair started it.

Whos been doing anything for us?

Hammonds been good all through. Hassall nearly dropped a goal.

Any of the forwards do anything?

Williams pretty hot in the loose.

Thanks.

A few minutes later the whistle blew for No-side, leaving the School winners by a try to nil. Stone joined the crowd that moved towards the houses. His gaze wandered to and fro. At last he discovered the man he was looking for — Mr. Downing.

He trotted up.

Jolly good game, sir, he said.

Mr. Downing was in affable mood. The School had won against a heavier team, and the winning try had been scored by a boy in his house. He beamed upon Stone.

Excellent, Stone, excellent, he said. The team played a good, keen game all through.

Fine run of Hammonds, sir.

Very fine. Quite brilliant.

Stone dipped into the coffers of his memory and produced Hassall.

Good shot at a dropped goal, that one of Hassalls, wasnt it, sir?

Very good indeed. It was the only thing to do, and it nearly succeeded.

It was an awfully good game altogether, said Stone. I thought they were over in the first five minutes when that red-haired forward started that rush.

Mr. Downing agreed that it had been a very near thing. Stone, after a casual mention of Williams good work in the loose, went off to his house.

Just before tea, as he expected, he was summoned to Mr. Outwoods study. It was quite a small party. Sergeant Collard was there, looking stout and important, but no other representatives of the Sedleigh Smart Set were present.

Mr. Outwood, that mild-mannered archæologist, peered at Stone over his pince-nez. He looked troubled.

Stone, he said.

Sir? said Stone.

Er — —

Yes, sir?

Perhaps, sergeant, said Mr. Outwood, it would be better if you told your story again.

Oo-oo-oo yes, sir, responded the man of war, amiably. In arf a minute, sir.

He proceeded to relate how he had found Stone seated on a stile near Lower Borlock, smoking.

Leastways, concluded the sergeant,  ed flung away the cigaroot prompt hon seein me. Young monkey! But I spotted im, sir. Prompt.

Stones face during this recital was a study in injured astonishment.

I think the sergeant must be mistaken, sir, he said with unction. Smoking is against school rules, and is bad for you, too.

Mistook! boomed the sergeant. Me! Why, I seen you with my own eyes. Yes, and talked to you, too.

Talked to me?

Yes, talked to you. Young monkey!

What time was it?

Yes, what time, sergeant? interpolated Mr. Outwood. That is important. I caught sight of a boy who I am nearly sure was Stone, though I had no reason to impress the fact on my memory, immediately after the conclusion of the football match. That would be shortly after four.

And fortunately, sir, said Stone smoothly, I happened to meet Mr. Downing just as the match finished. You can ask him, if you like, sir. We talked a lot about the match. I remember, now I come to think of it, that we talked about how nearly the Town scored in the first five minutes.

In the first five minutes! shouted the sergeant. Oo-oo-oo yer, you young monkey; I seen you with my own eyes sitting on that stile at four prompt. Id just looked at my watch.

Mr. Outwood was plainly puzzled.

Didnt you have sun-stroke once when you were serving in India, sergeant? asked Stone with friendly interest. I seem to remember hearing you tell some of the chaps that you had.

I ad sun-stroke, yes, admitted the sergeant. But I adnt this afternoon when I saw you a-sittin and smokin on that stile, he said doggedly.

Stone looked appealingly at Mr. Outwood. The housemaster, in his motherly way, began to reason with the invalid.

But really, sergeant, I think — Surely. You follow me? This stile you speak of as having been near Lower Borlock. That village is quite four miles from the school. I know from personal experience. There is a church there, portions of which date back to pre-Norman times. I have frequently bicycled to it.

Of course, if I had been there and had had my bicycle, sir, said Stone, as one who insists on being reasonable, I might have got back in time for the finish of the game; but my bicycle is being mended. Had the fellow you thought you saw, sergeant, a bicycle?

I didnt see no bicycle.

Then I think you will agree, sergeant, said Mr. Outwood, soothingly, that the whole thing must have been a mistake. The effects of sun-stroke frequently reappear in after-life, I believe, and — —

I saw im on that stile a-smokin, persisted the seer of visions.

You fancied you did, said Mr. Outwood. Probably you were thinking of Stone at the moment — —

Hes always thinking of me, sir, said Stone with an affectionate glance at the perspiring warrior.

That is how it all happened, beamed Mr. Outwood. You see, sergeant, Stone could not possibly have covered the distance in the time on foot, so that — —

He was interrupted by a knock at the door. One of the maids entered.

Might I speak to you for a moment, sir?

Certainly, Jane. Excuse me one instant.

[image: img321.jpg]

He went out. There were sounds of a murmured conversation in the passage. During the interval Sergeant Collard and Stone eyed one another in silence, the Sergeant with something of the Gorgon in his gaze, Stone all cheery friendliness. Presently Mr. Outwood came back.

Certainly, Jane, he said over his shoulder. Show him in here.

Stone was wondering who him referred to, when there came from outside the sound of ponderous footsteps, and into the room walked a policeman, who, having apparently recognised an acquaintance in Sergeant Collard, nodded to him, and stood at ease, breathing heavily.

Yes, constable? said Mr. Outwood. What is it that I can do for you?

The policeman cleared his throat.

Its like this, sir, he said.

Fixing an absolutely expressionless eye on an engraving that hung over the mantelpiece, he began to speak in what was evidently the manner he reserved for giving evidence before magistrates.

On the afternoon of the — I mean this afternoon, at five minutes after four oclock, I was on the road between Lower Borlock and Sedleigh, when I heard a sound, and round the corner came dashing a nortermobile.

I beg your pardon, constable?

A nortermobile, your worsh — sir. A red one, sir, exceeding of the speed limit by a matter of eighty miles a hower. Why, he went on, dropping the official manner and speaking with a touch of human heat, if I adnt looked precious slippy it ud have knocked me into hash. It was all hover so quick and such a shock I ad, that cop his number was more than I could do. He was off in a flash. The only thing I saw was that there was a young gent sittin beside the shovoor with a red and blue striped cap. One of the young gents from the school, as likely as not, I thinks. And, makin inquiries, I finds that the young gents in your house wears red and blue striped caps, sir.

Yes, yes; that is so, constable.

Why, said the policeman, for the first time seeing Stone, same colours as this young gent ere as on his tie. And blow me if I dont think that was the very young gent — —

He looked at Stone. Mr. Outwood looked at Stone. Sergeant Collard looked at Stone. Stone looked at the carpet.

The silence was broken by the voice of the man of war, raised in a psalm of triumph.

Sunstroke! Oo-oo-oo. Yes! Sunstroke? Ho! Young monk — —

Mr. Outwood was still looking at Stone with eyes from which the scales had fallen.

Well, Stone? he said.


THE MATRIMONIAL SWEEPSTAKES (1910)

First published in Cosmopolitan, February 1910
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ANY MAN UNDER thirty years of age who tells you he is not afraid of an English butler lies. Carpers may cavil at this statement. Possibly cavilers may carp. I seem to hear them at it. All around me, I repeat, I seem to hear the angry murmur of carpers caviling and cavilers carping. Nevertheless, it is true. He may not show his fear. Outwardly he may be brave, aggressive even, perhaps to the extent of calling the great man Say! But in his heart, when he meets that cold, blue, introspective eye, he quakes.

The effect that Keggs, the butler at the Keiths, had on Marvin Rossiter was to make him feel as if he had been caught laughing in a cathedral. He fought against the feeling. He asked himself who Keggs was, anyway; and replied defiantly that Keggs was a menial, and an overfed menial. But all the while he knew that logic was useless.

When the Keiths invited him to their country house he had been delighted. They were among his oldest friends. He liked Mr. Keith. He liked Mrs. Keith. He loved Elsa Keith, and had from boyhood up. If ever there was a visit that had promised well, this visit was that visit.

But things had gone wrong. As he leaned out of his bedroom window, at the end of the first week, preparatory to dressing for dinner, he was more than half inclined to make some excuse and get right out of the place next day. The house was full of English servants. The footmen he could have endured, but the bland dignity of Keggs had taken all the heart out of him. Marvin was accustomed to think himself as good as the next man, but under Keggss eye his self-respect left him and his back-bone became a mere streak of jelly. But it was not Keggs alone who had driven his thoughts toward flight. Keggs was merely a passive evil, like toothache or a rainy day. What had begun actively to make the place impossible was a perfectly pestilential young man of the name of Barstowe.

The house-party at the Keiths had originally been, from Marvins point of view, almost ideal. The rest of the men were of the speechless, mustache-tugging breed. They had come to shoot, and they shot. They did no wooing on the side. When they were not shooting they congregated in the billiard-room and devoted their powerful intellects exclusively to snooker-pool, leaving Marvin free to talk undisturbed to Elsa. He had been doing this for five days, with great contentment, when Aubrey Barstowe arrived. Mrs. Keith had of late developed leanings toward culture. In her town house on a Thursday afternoon a charge of small shot, fired in any direction, could not have failed to bring down a poet, a novelist, or a painter. Aubrey Barstowe, author of The Souls Eclipse and other poems, was a constant member of the Thursday bread-line. A youth of insinuating manners, he had appealed to Mrs. Keith from the start, and unfortunately the virus had extended to Elsa. Many a pleasant, sunshiny Thursday afternoon had been poisoned for Marvin by the sight of Aubrey and Elsa together on a distant settee, matching temperaments. And here he was again, just as things were beginning to go well, as large as life and twice as temperamental.

The rest is too painful. It was a rout. The poet did not shoot, so that, when Marvin returned of an evening, his rival was about five hours of soul-to-soul talk up and only two to play. And those two, the after-dinner hours, which had once been the hours for which Marvin had lived, were pure torture. When its a choice between playing snooker-pool and being treated as a piece of furniture by the girl you love, whats the use?

So engrossed was he with his thoughts that the first intimation he had that he was not alone in the room was a genteel cough. Behind him, holding a small can, was Keggs.

Your ot water, sir, said the butler austerely, but not unkindly.

Keggs was a man — one must use that word, though it seems grossly inadequate — of medium height, pigeontoed at the base, bulgy halfway up, and bald at the apex. He had a restrained dignity, and his voice was soft and grave. But it was his eye that quelled Marvin — that cold, blue, dukes-have-treated-me-as-an-elder-brother eye.

He fixed it upon Marvin now, as he added, placing the can on the floor, It is Fredericks duty, but to-night I hundertook it.

Marvin had no answer. He was dazed. Keggs had spoken with the proud humility of an emperor compelled by misfortune to shine shoes.

Might I ave a word with you, sir?

Ye-e-ss, stammered Marvin. Wont you take a — I mean, yes, certainly.

It is perhaps a liberty — — began Keggs. He paused, and raked Marvin with the eye that had rested on dining dukes.

Not at all, said Marvin hurriedly.

I should like, went on Keggs, bowing, to speak to you on a somewhat hintimate subject — Miss Elsa.

Marvins eyes and mouth opened slowly.

You are going the wrong way to work, if you will allow me to say so, sir.

Marvins jaw dropped another inch. Wha-a-?

Women, sir, proceeded Keggs  — young ladies — are peculiar. I ave ad, if I may say so, certain hopportunities of observing their ways. Miss Elsa reminds me in some respects of Lady Angelica Fendall, whom I ad the honor of knowing when I was butler to er father, Lord Stockleigh. Er ladyship was hinclined to be romantic. She was fond of poetry, like Miss Elsa. She would sit by the hour, sir, listening to young Mr. Knox reading Tennyson, which was no part of is duties, e being employed by is lordship to teach Lord Bertie Latin and Greek and what not. You may ave noticed, sir, that young ladies is often took by Tennyson, hespecially in the summer time. Mr. Barstowe was reading Tennyson to Miss Elsa in the all when I passed through just now; The Princess, if Im not mistaken.
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I dont know what the thing was, groaned Marvin. It made a hit with her.

Lady Angelica was greatly haddicted to The Princess. Young Mr. Knox was reading portions of that poem to er when is lordship come upon them. Most rashly is lordship made a public hexposé and packed Mr. Knox off next day. It was not my place to volunteer hadvice, but I could ave told im what would appen. Two days later er ladyship slips away to London early in the morning, and theyre married at a registry office. That is why I say that you are going the wrong way to work with Miss Elsa, sir. With certain types of igh-spirited young ladies hopposition is useless. Now when Mr. Barstowe was reading to Miss Elsa on the hoccasion to which I ave halluded, you were sitting by, trying to engage her hattention. Its not the way, sir. You should leave them alone together. Let er see so much of im, and nobody else but im, that she will grow tired of im. Fondness for poetry, sir, is very much like the whiskey abit. You cant cure a man what as got that by hopposition. When I was butler to Lord Emsworth, sir, is heir, the Honorable Claude Havant, most unfortunately became haddicted to the abit. The doctors didnt stop is whiskey. They orders im more. E ad it in is tea of a morning, and in is shaving-mug, sir, and e took is bath in whiskey and water, and there was whiskey in is deviled kidney at breakfast, and on is pocket-andkerchiefs, and everywhere, sir. And about a month later there was a orrible scandal at the Bachelors Club through Mr. John pretty near killing a waiter; it transpired that the hinjured man had brought Mr. John a whiskey and soda hinstead of the barley-water what e ad ordered. Now, if you will permit me to offer a word of hadvice, sir, I say let Miss Elsa ave all the poetry she wants. Dont let her ave no rest.

Marvin was conscious of but one coherent feeling at the conclusion of this address, and that was one of amazed gratitude. A lesser man who had entered his room and begun to discuss his private affairs would have had reason to retire with some speed; but that Keggs should descend from his pedestal and interest himself in such lowly matters was a different thing altogether.

Im very much obliged — — he was stammering, when the butler raised a deprecatory hand.

My interest in the matter, he said smoothly, is not entirely haltruistic. For some years back, in fact since Miss Elsa was a débutante, we ave ad a matrimonial sweepstakes in the servants all at each ouse-party. The names of the gentlemen in the party are placed in an at and drawn in due course. Should Miss Elsa become engaged to any member of the party, the pool goes to the drawer of is name. Should no engagement hoccur the money remains in my charge until the following year, when it is hadded to the new pool. Of course, Miss Elsa might haccept some gentleman in town, whose name is not on the list of starters. In that case the money would be returned to the depositors. It is merely a little sporting flutter to relieve the hintense monotony of country life. Itherto I ave ad the misfortune to draw nothing but married gentlemen, but on this hoccasion I ave secured you, sir. And I may tell you, sir, he added with stately courtesy, that in the hopinion of the servants all your chances are ighly fancied, very ighly. The pool as now reached considerable proportions, and, aving ad certain losses on the turf very recent, I am hextremely anxious to win it. So I thought, if I might take the liberty, sir, I would place my knowledge of the sex at your disposal. You will find it sound in hevery respect. That is all. Thank you, sir.

Marvins feelings had undergone a complete revulsion. In the last few minutes the butler had shed his wings and grown horns, cloven feet, and a forked tail. His rage deprived him of words. He could only gurgle.

Dont thank me, sir, said the butler indulgently. I ask no thanks. We are working together for a common hobject, and any little elp I can provide is given freely.

You old scoundrel! shouted Marvin, his wrath prevailing even against that blue eye. You have the gall to come to me and — — He stopped. The thought of these hounds, these demons, coolly gossiping and speculating below stairs about Elsa, making her the subject of little sporting flutters to relieve the monotony of country life, choked him.

I shall tell Mr. Keith, he said.

The butler shook his bald head gravely. I shouldnt, sir. It is a ighly fantastic story, and I dont think he would believe it.

Then Ill — oh, get out! He dropped into a chair and wiped his forehead.

Keggs bowed deferentially. If you wish it, sir, he said, I will withdraw. If I may make the suggestion, sir, I think you should commence to dress. Dinner will be served in a few minutes. Thank you, sir.

He passed softly out of the room.

It was more as a demonstration of defiance against Keggs than because he really hoped that anything would come of it that Marvin approached Elsa next morning after breakfast. Elsa was strolling with the bard on the terrace in front of the house, but Marvin broke in on the conference with the dogged determination of a wedge of footballers.

Coming out with the guns to-day, Elsa? he said.
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You used to like it.

I used to like dolls, she said impatiently.

Mr. Barstowe gave tongue. He was a slim, tall, sickeningly beautiful young man, with large dark eyes full of expression. We develop, he said. The years go by and we develop. Our souls expand — timidly, at first, like little, half-fledged birds, stealing out from the — —

I dont know that Im so set on shooting to-day, myself, said Marvin. Will you come round the links?

Im going out in the automobile with Mr. Barstowe, said Elsa.

The automobile! cried Mr. Barstowe. Ah, Marvin, that is the very poetry of motion. I never ride in an automobile without those words of Shakespeares ringing in my mind, Ill put a girdle round about the earth in forty minutes. 

I shouldnt give way to that sort of thing if I were you, said Marvin. The police are pretty sore on joy-riding in these parts.

Mr. Barstowe was speaking figuratively, said Elsa, with disdain.

Was he? grunted Marvin, whose sorrows were tending to make him every day more like a sulky schoolboy. Im afraid I havent the poetic soul.

Im afraid you havent, said Elsa.

There was a brief silence. A bird made itself heard in a neighboring tree.

 The moan of doves in immemorial elms,  quoted Mr. Barstowe softly.

Only it happens to be a rain-crow in a sycamore, said Marvin, as the bird flew out.

Elsas chin tilted itself in scorn. Marvin turned on his heel and walked back to the house.

Its the wrong way, sir, its the wrong way, said a voice. I was hobserving you from a window, sir. Its Lady Angelica over again. Hopposition is useless, believe me, sir.

Marvin faced round, flushed and wrathful. The butler went on, unmoved.

Miss Elsa is going for a ride in the hautomobile to-day, sir.

I know that.

Uncommonly tricky things, these hautomobiles. I was saying so to Roberts, the chauffeur, just as soon as I eard Miss Elsa was going out with Mr. Barstowe. I said: Roberts, these hautomobiles is tricky. Break down when youre twenty miles from hanywhere as soon as look at you. Roberts, I said, slipping him a ten-dollar bill,  ow awful it would be if the car should break down twenty miles from hanywhere to-day! 

Marvin stared. You bribed Roberts to — —

Sir! I gave Roberts the ten dollars because Im sorry for him. He is a poor man, and as a wife and family to support.

Very well, said Marvin sternly, I shall go and warn Miss Keith.

Warn er, sir!

I shall tell her that you have bribed Roberts to make the car break down so that — —

Keggs shook his head. I fear she would ardly credit the statement, sir. She might even think that you were trying to keep er from going for your own personal ends. Young ladies, continued Keggs, with sorrow, are frequently like that. They mean no arm, but they are prone to place herroneous constructions on haltruistic hacts. I should let well alone, sir, I reelly should.

I believe youre the devil, said Marvin.

I ope you will come to look on me, sir, said Keggs unctuously, as your good hangel.



Marvin shot abominably that day, and, coming home in the evening gloomy and savage, went straight to his room and did not reappear till dinner-time. Elsa had been taken in by one of the mustache-tuggers. Marvin found himself seated at her other side. It was so pleasant to be near her and to feel that the bard was away at the other end of the table that, for the moment, his spirits revived. There had been a certain amount of coldness, it was true, about their parting that morning, but he would make that all right. He would be bright and cheery. He would show by his manner that all was forgotten and forgiven.

Well, how did you like the joy-ride? he asked with a smile. Did you put that girdle round the world?

She looked at him — once. The next moment he had an uninterrupted view of her shoulder, and heard the sound of her voice as she prattled gaily to the man on her other side. His heart gave a sudden bound. He understood now. That demon butler had had his wicked way. Good heavens, she had thought he was taunting her! He must explain at once. He — 

Hock or sherry, sir?

He looked up into Keggss expressionless eyes. The butler was wearing his on-duty mask. There was no sign of triumph in his face.

What? said Marvin dizzily.

Hock or sherry, sir?

Oh, sherry. I mean hock. No, sherry. Neither.

This was awful. He must put it right.

Elsa, he said.

She was engrossed in her conversation with her neighbor.

From down the table, in a sudden lull in the talk, came the voice of Mr. Barstowe. He seemed to be in the middle of a narrative. Fortunately, he was saying, I had with me a volume of Shelley and one of my own little efforts. I had read Miss Keith the whole of the latter and much of the former before the chauffeur announced that it was once more possible — —

Elsa, said the wretched man, I had no idea — You dont think — —

She turned to him. I beg your pardon? she said very sweetly.

I swear I didnt know — I mean, Id forgotten — I mean — —

She wrinkled her forehead. Im really afraid I dont understand.

I mean, about the automobile breaking down.

The automobile? Oh, yes. Yes, it broke down. We were delayed quite a little while. Mr. Barstowe read me some of his poems. It was perfectly lovely. I was quite sorry when Roberts told us we could go on again. But do you really mean to tell me, Mr. Lambert, that you — — And once more the world became all shoulder.

When the men trailed into the presence of the ladies for that brief séance on which etiquette insisted before permitting the stampede to the billiard-room, Elsa was not to be seen.

Elsa? said Mrs. Keith, in answer to Marvins question. She has gone to bed. The poor child has a headache. Im afraid she had a tiring day.

There was an early start for the guns next morning, and, as Elsa did not appear at breakfast, Marvin had to leave without seeing her. His shooting was even worse than it had been on the previous day.

It was not till late in the evening that the party returned to the house. Marvin, on his way to his room, met Mrs. Keith on the stairs. She appeared somewhat agitated.

Oh, Marvin, she said, Im so glad youre back. Have you seen anything of Elsa?

Elsa?

Wasnt she with the guns?

With the guns? said Marvin, puzzled. No.

I have seen nothing of her all day. Im getting worried. I cant think what can have happened to her. Are you sure she wasnt with the guns?

Absolutely certain. Didnt she come in to lunch?

No. Tom, she said, as Mr. Keith came up, Im so worried about Elsa. I havent seen her all day. I thought she must be out with the guns.

Mr. Keith was a man who had built up a large fortune in Wall Street mainly by consistently refusing to allow anything to agitate him. He carried this policy into private life. Wasnt she in at lunch? he asked placidly.

I tell you I havent seen her all day. She breakfasted in her room.

Late?

Yes. She was tired, poor girl.

If she breakfasted late, said Mr. Keith, she wouldnt need any lunch. Shes gone for a stroll somewhere, and forgotten the time.

Would you put back dinner, do you think? inquired Mrs. Keith anxiously.

I am not good at riddles, said Mr. Keith comfortably, but I can answer that one. I would not put back dinner. I would not put back dinner for the president. We can find a better use for it than that, eh, Marvin?

I think youre heartless, said Mrs. Keith.

If I have no heart, that leaves all the greater vacuum to be filled. If Elsa doesnt come back for dinner shes no daughter of mine.

Elsa did not come back for dinner. Nor was hers the only vacant place. Mr. Barstowe had also vanished. Even Mr. Keiths calm was momentarily ruffled by this discovery. The poet was not a favorite of his, and it was only reluctantly that he had consented to his being invited at all; and, the presumption being that when two members of a house-party disappear simultaneously they are likely to be spending the time in each others company, he was annoyed. Elsa was not the girl to make a fool of herself, of course, but — He was unwontedly silent at dinner.

Mrs. Keiths anxiety displayed itself differently. She was frankly worried, and mentioned it. By the time the fish had been reached, conversation at the table had fixed itself definitely on the one topic.

It isnt the automobile this time, at any rate, said Mr. Keith. It hasnt been out to-day.

One of the mustache-tuggers got the first inspiration he had had in thirty-seven years. They couldnt have gone far without it, he said brilliantly, and subsided once more into obscurity.

Why, thats true, said Mr. Keith. I never thought of that.

It suddenly came to me, said the inspired one, modestly crumbling bread.

Why, they must be somewhere quite near.

They might have gone for a long walk, suggested another of the mustache-tuggers, anxious to break into the gray-matter class in the others wake. His claims to inclusion were rejected by the experts.

Barstowe couldnt do a long walk, said Mr. Keith, shaking his head.

The upstart accepted his exposure meekly, and made no further attempt to soar.

I cant understand it, said Mrs. Keith for the twentieth time. And that was the farthest point reached in the investigation of the mystery.

By the time dinner was over, a spirit of unrest was abroad. The company sat about in uneasy groups. Snooker-pool was, if not forgotten, at any rate shelved. Somebody suggested search-parties, and one or two mustache-pullers wandered rather aimlessly out into the darkness.

Marvin was standing in the porch with Mr. Keith when Keggs approached. As his eyes lit on the butler Marvin was conscious of a sudden solidifying of the vague suspicion which had been forming in his mind. And yet that suspicion seemed so wild. How could Keggs, with the worst intentions, have had anything to do with this? He could not forcibly have abducted the missing pair and kept them under lock and key. He could not have stunned them and left them in a ditch. Nevertheless, looking at him standing there in his attitude of deferential dignity, with the light from the open door shining on his bald head, Marvin felt perfectly certain that he had in some mysterious fashion engineered the whole thing.

Might I ave a word, sir, if you are at leisure?

Well, Keggs? responded Mr. Keith.

Miss Elsa, sir?

Yes?

Keggss voice took on a sympathetic softness. It was not my place, sir, to make any remark while in the dining-room, but I could not elp but hoverear the conversation. I gathered from remarks that was passed that you was somewhat at a loss to account for Miss Elsas nonhappearance to-night, sir.

Mr. Keith laughed shortly. You gathered that, eh? Sherlock Holmes has nothing on you at the deduction business.

Keggs bowed. I think, sir, that possibly I may be hable to throw light on the matter.

What! cried Mr. Keith. Great Scott, man, then why didnt you say so at the time? Where is she?

It was not my place, sir, to henter into the conversation of the dinner-table, said the butler, with a touch of reproof. If I might speak now, sir?

Mr. Keith clutched at his forehead. Heavens above! Do you want a signed permit to tell me where my daughter is? Get on, man, get on!

I think it ighly possible, sir, that Miss Elsa and Mr. Barstowe may be on the hisland in the lake, sir.

About half a mile from the house was a picturesque strip of water, fifteen hundred yards in length and a little less in width, in the center of which stood a small and densely wooded island. It was a favorite haunt of visitors at the house when there was nothing else to engage their attention, but during the past week, with shooting to fill up the days, it had been neglected.

On the island? said Mr. Keith. What put that idea into your head?

I appened to be rowing on the lake this morning, sir, replied Keggs simply.

Rowing on the lake! Mr. Keith could hardly have displayed more surprise if the butler had said he had been turning somersaults.

I frequently row of a morning, sir, when there are no duties to detain me in the ouse. I find the hexercise hadmirable for the ealth. I walk briskly to the boat-ouse, and — —

Yes, yes. I dont want a schedule of your daily exercises. Cut out the reminiscences of the training-camp and come to the point.

As I was rowing on the lake this morning, sir, I appened to see a boat itched up to a tree on the hisland. I think that possibly Miss Elsa and Mr. Barstowe might ave taken a row out there. Mr. Barstowe would wish to see the hisland, sir — bein romantic.

But you say you saw the boat there this morning?

Yes, sir.

Well, it doesnt take all day to explore a picayune island. Whats kept them all this time?

It is possible, sir, that the rope might not ave eld. Mr. Barstowe, if I might say so, sir, is one of these himpetuous literary pussons, and possibly e homitted to see that the knot was hadequately tied. Or, his eyes, grave and inscrutable, rested for a moment on Marvins, some party might ave come along and huntied it a-puppus.

Untied it on purpose? said Mr. Keith. What on earth for?

Keggs shook his head deprecatingly, as one who, realizing his limitations, declines to attempt to probe the hidden sources of human actions. I thought it right, sir, to let you know, he said.

Right? I should say so. If Elsa has been kept starving all day on that island by that long-haired — Here, come along, Marvin. Mr. Keith turned and dashed off excitedly into the night.

Marvin remained for a moment, gazing fixedly at the butler.

I ope, sir, said Keggs cordially, that my hinformation will prove of genuine hassistance to you.

Do you know what I would like to do to you? said Marvin slowly.

I think I ear Mr. Keith calling you, sir.

I would like to take you by the scruff of your neck, and — —

There, sir! Didnt you ear im then? Quite distinct it was.

Marvin gave up the struggle with a sense of blank futility. What could you do with a man like this? It was like quarreling with Niagara Falls.

I should urry, sir, suggested Keggs respectfully.  I think Mr. Keith must ave met with some haccident. E will be needing you.

His surmise proved correct. When Marvin came up, he found his host seated on the ground in evident pain.

Twisted my ankle in a hole, Mr. Keith explained briefly. Give me an arm to the house, theres a good fellow, and then run on down to the lake, and see if what that pompous ass said is true.

Marvin did as requested — as far, that is to say, as the first half of the commission was concerned. As regarded the second, he took it upon himself to make certain changes. Having seen Mr. Keith to his room, he put the fitting-out of the relief-ship into the hands of a group of his fellow guests. Elsas feeling toward her rescuer might be one of unmixed gratitude. But it might, on the other hand, be one of resentment. He did not wish her to connect him in her mind with the episode in any way whatsoever. Marvin had once released a dog from a trap, and the dog had bitten him. He had been on an errand of mercy, but the dog had connected him with his sufferings, and acted accordingly. It occurred to Marvin that Elsas frame of mind would be uncommonly like that dogs.

The rescue-party set off. Marvin lit a cigarette, and waited in the porch. It seemed a very long time before anything happened, but at last, as he was lighting his fifth cigarette, there came from the darkness the sound of voices. They drew nearer. Some one shouted:

Its all right. Weve found them.

Marvin threw away his cigarette and went indoors.



Elsa Keith sat up as her mother came into the room. Two nights and a day had passed since she had taken to her bed.

How are you feeling to-day, dear?

Has he gone, mother?

Who?

Mr. Barstowe.

Yes, dear. He left this morning. He said he had business in New York.

Then I can get up, said Elsa thankfully.

I think youre a little hard on poor Mr. Barstowe, Elsa. It was just an accident, you know. It was not his fault that the boat slipped away.

It was, it was, it was! cried Elsa, thumping the pillow malignantly. I believe he did it on purpose, so that he could read me his horrid poetry without my having a chance to escape. I believe thats the only way he can get people to listen to it.

But you used to like it, darling. You said he had such a musical voice.

[image: img325.jpg]Musical voice! The pillow became a shapeless heap. Mother, it was like a nightmare! If I had seen him again, I should have had hysterics. It was awful. If he had been even the least bit upset himself I think I could have borne up. But he enjoyed it! He reveled in it! He said it was like Omar Khayyam in the wilderness and Shelleys Epipsychidion — whatever that is — and he prattled on and on and read and read and read till my head began to split. Mother — her voice sank to a whisper— I hit him!

Elsa!

I did! she went on defiantly. I hit him as hard as I could, and he — he — she broke off into a little gurgle of laughter— he tripped over a bush, and fell right down. And I wasnt a bit ashamed. I didnt think it unladylike, or anything. I was just as proud as I could be. And it stopped him talking!

But, Elsa dear! Why?

The sun had just gone down, and it was a lovely sunset, and the sky looked like a great beautiful slice of rare beef, and I said so to him, and he said — sniffily — that he was afraid he didnt see the resemblance. And I asked him if he wasnt starving. And he said no, because as a rule all that he needed was a little ripe fruit. And that was when I hit him.

Elsa!

Oh, I know it was awfully wrong, but I just had to. And now Ill get up. It looks lovely out.

Marvin had not gone out with the guns that day. Mrs. Keith had assured him that there was nothing wrong with Elsa, that she was only tired; but he was anxious, and remained at home where bulletins could reach him. As he was returning from a stroll in the grounds he heard his name called, and saw Elsa lying in the hammock under the trees near the terrace.

Why, Marvin, why arent you out with the guns? she said.

I wanted to be on the spot so that I could hear how you were.

How nice of you! Why dont you sit down?

May I?

Elsa fluttered the pages of her magazine. You know, youre a very restful person, Marvin. Youre so big and outdoory. How would you like to read to me for a while? I feel so lazy.

Marvin took the magazine. What shall I read? Heres a poem by — —

Elsa shuddered. Oh, please, no! she cried. I couldnt bear it. Ill tell you what I should love — the advertisements. Theres one about baked beans. I started it, and it seemed splendid. Its at the back somewhere.

Is this it — Langley and Fieldings Baked Beans?

Thats it.

Marvin began to read.  Our beans are the best. We buy Michigan beans because they are the best. The choicest part of the crop is picked by hand, to give us only the whitest, the plumpest, the fullest grown. One must bake beans as we bake them, else they are not mealy, not digestible. They must be baked in live steam, else the top beans scorch before the others are even half baked. 

Elsa was sitting with eyes closed and a soft smile of pleasure curving her mouth.

Go on, she said dreamily.

 Beans,  resumed Marvin, with an added touch of eloquence as the theme began to develop,  must be baked without breaking, else they are not nutty. They must be baked with tomato sauce. Our tomatoes are ripened on the vines. The juce fairly sparkles. That is why Langley and Fieldings Baked Beans have that superlative zest, that flavor, that blend. 

Isnt it lovely! she murmured. Her hand, as it swung, touched his. He held it. She opened her eyes. Dont stop reading, she said. I never heard anything so soothing.

Elsa!

He bent toward her. She smiled at him. Her eyes were dancing.

Elsa, I — —

Mr. Keith, said a quiet voice, desired me to say — —

Marvin started away. He glared up furiously. Gazing down upon them stood Keggs. The butlers face was shining with a gentle benevolence.

Mr. Keith desired me to say that e would be glad if Miss Elsa would come and sit with im for a while.

Ill come at once, said Elsa, stepping from the hammock.

The butler bowed respectfully and turned away. They stood watching him as he moved across the terrace.

What a saintly old man Keggs looks, said Elsa. Dont you think so? He looks as if he had never even thought of doing anything he shouldnt. I wonder if he ever has?

I wonder! said Marvin.

He looks like a stout angel. What were you saying, Marvin, when he came up?
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MISUNDERSTOOD (1910)

First published in Nashs, May 1910
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THE PROFESSION OF Mr. James (Spider) Buffin was pocket-picking. His hobby was revenge. James had no objection to letting the sun go down on his wrath. Indeed, it was after dark that he corrected his numerous enemies most satisfactorily. It was on a dark night, while he was settling a small score against one Kelly, a mere acquaintance, that he first fell foul of Constable Keating, whose beat took him through the regions which James most frequented.

James, having laid for Mr. Kelly, met him in a murky side-street down Clerkenwell way, and attended to his needs with a sand-bag.

It was here that Constable Keating first came prominently into his life. Just as James, with the satisfying feeling that his duty had been done, was preparing to depart, Officer Keating, who had been a distant spectator of the affair, charged up and seized him.

It was intolerable that he should interfere in a purely private falling-out between one gentleman and another, but there was nothing to be done. The policeman weighed close upon fourteen stone, and could have eaten Mr. Buffin. The latter, inwardly seething, went quietly, and in due season was stowed away at the Governments expense for the space of sixty days.

Physically, there is no doubt that his detention did him good. The regular hours and the substitution of bread and water for his wonted diet improved his health thirty per cent. It was mentally that he suffered. His was one of those just-as-good cheap-substitute minds, incapable of harbouring more than one idea at a time, and during those sixty days of quiet seclusion it was filled with an ever-growing resentment against Officer Keating. Every day, as he moved about his appointed tasks, he brooded on his wrongs. Every night was to him but the end of another day that kept him from settling down to the serious business of Revenge. To be haled to prison for correcting a private enemy with a sand-bag — that was what stung. In the privacy of his cell he dwelt unceasingly on the necessity for revenge. The thing began to take on to him the aspect almost of a Holy Mission, a sort of Crusade.

* * *

The days slipped by, bringing winter to Clerkenwell, and with it Mr. Buffin. He returned to his old haunts one Friday night, thin but in excellent condition. One of the first acquaintances he met was Officer Keating. The policeman, who had a good memory for faces, recognised him, and stopped.

So youre out, young feller? he said genially. When not in the active discharge of his professional duties the policeman was a kindly man. He bore Mr. Buffin no grudge.

Um, said Mr. Buffin.

Feeling fine, eh?

Um.

Goin round to see some of the chaps and pass them the time of day, I shouldnt wonder?

Um.

Well, you keep clear of that lot down in Frith Street, young feller. Theyre no good. And if you get mixed up with them, first thing you know, youll be in trouble again. And you want to keep out of that now.

Um.

If you never get into trouble, said the policeman sententiously, youll never have to get out of it.

Um, said Mr. Buffin. If he had a fault as a conversationalist, it was a certain tendency to monotony, a certain lack of sparkle and variety in his small-talk.

Constable Keating, with a dignified but friendly wave of the hand, as one should say, You have our leave to depart, went on his way; while Mr. Buffin, raging, shuffled off in the opposite direction, thinking as hard as his limited mental equipment would allow him.

His thoughts, which were many and confused, finally composed themselves into some order. He arrived at a definite conclusion, which was that if the great settlement was to be carried through successfully it must be done when the policeman was off duty. Till then he had pictured himself catching Officer Keating in an unguarded moment on his beat. This, he now saw, was out of the question. On his beat the policeman had no unguarded moments. There was a quiet alertness in his poise, a danger-signal in itself.

There was only one thing for Mr. Buffin to do. Greatly as it would go against the grain, he must foregather with the man, win his confidence, put himself in a position where he would be able to find out what he did with himself when off duty.

The policeman offered no obstacle to the move. A supreme self-confidence was his leading characteristic. Few London policemen are diffident, and Mr. Keating was no exception. It never occurred to him that there could be an ulterior motive behind Mr. Buffins advances. He regarded Mr. Buffin much as one regards a dog which one has had to chastise. One does not expect the dog to lie in wait and bite. Officer Keating did not expect Mr. Buffin to lie in wait and bite.

So every day, as he strolled on his beat, there sidled up to him the meagre form of Spider Buffin. Every day there greeted him the Spiders Good-morning, Mr. Keating, till the sight of Officer Keating walking solidly along the pavement with Spider Buffin shuffling along at his side, listening with rapt interest to his views on Life and his hints on Deportment, became a familiar spectacle in Clerkenwell.

* * *

Mr. Buffin played his part well. In fact, too well. It was on the seventh day that, sidling along in the direction of his favourite place of refreshment, he found himself tapped on the shoulder. At the same moment an arm, linking itself in his, brought him gently to a halt. Beside him were standing two of the most eminent of the great Frith Street Gang, Otto the Sausage and Rabbit Butler. It was the finger of the Rabbit that had tapped his shoulder. The arm tucked in his was the arm of Otto the Sausage.

Hi, Spider, said Mr. Butler, Sid wants to see you a minute.

The Spiders legs felt boneless. There was nothing in the words to alarm a man, but his practised ear had seemed to detect a certain unpleasant dryness in the speakers tone. Sid Marks, the all-powerful leader of the Frith Street Gang, was a youth whose company the Spider had always avoided with some care.

The great Sid, seated in state at a neighbouring hostelry, fixed his visitor with a cold and questioning eye. Mr. Buffin looked nervous and interrogative. Mr. Marks spoke.

Your pal Keating pinched Porky Binns this mornin, said Sid.

The Spiders heart turned to water.

You and that slop, observed Sid dreamily, have been bloomin thick these days.

Mr. Buffin did not affect to misunderstand. Sid Marks was looking at him in that nasty way. Otto the Sausage was looking at him in that nasty way. Rabbit Butler was looking at him in that nasty way. This was an occasion where manly frankness was the quality most to be aimed at. To be misunderstood in the circles in which Mr. Buffin moved meant something more than the mere risk of being treated with cold displeasure.

He began to explain with feverish eagerness.

Strike me, Sid, he stammered, it aint like that. Its all right. Blimey, you dont fink Im a nark?

Mr. Marks chewed a straw in silence.

Im layin for him, Sid, babbled Mr. Buffin. Thats true. Strike me if it aint. Im just tryin to find out where he goes when hes off duty. He pinched me, so Im layin for him.

Mr. Marks perpended. Rabbit Butler respectfully gave it as his opinion that it would be well to put Mr. Buffin through it. There was nothing like being on the safe side. By putting Mr. Buffin through it, argued Rabbit Butler, they would stand to win either way. If he had smitched to Officer Keating about Porky Binns he would deserve it. If he had not — well, it would prevent him doing so on some future occasion. Play for safety, was Mr. Butlers advice, seconded by Otto the Sausage. Mr. Buffin, pale to the lips, thought he had never met two more unpleasant persons.

The Great Sid, having chewed his straw for a while in silence, delivered judgment. The prisoner should have the benefit of the doubt this time. His story, however unplausible, might possibly be true. Officer Keating undoubtedly had pinched him. That was in his favour.

You can hop it this time, he said, but if you ever do start smitchin, Spider, yer knows whatll happen.

Mr. Buffin withdrew, quaking.

Matters had now come to a head. Unless he very speedily gave proof of his pure and noble intentions, life would become extremely unsafe for him. He must act at once. The thought of what would happen should another of the Frith Streeters be pinched before he, Mr. Buffin, could prove himself innocent of the crime of friendliness with Officer Keating, turned him cold.

Fate played into his hands. On the very next morning Mr. Keating, all unsuspecting, asked him to go to his home with a message for his wife.

Tell her, said Mr. Keating, a newspaper gent has given me seats for the play to-night, and Ill be home at a quarter to seven.

Mr. Buffin felt as Cromwell must have felt at Dunbar when the Scots left their stronghold on the hills and came down to the open plain.

The winter had set in with some severity that year, and Mr. Buffins toes, as he stood in the shadows close to the entrance of the villa where Officer Keating lived when off duty, were soon thoroughly frozen. He did not dare to stamp his feet, for at any moment now the victim might arrive. And when the victim weighs fourteen stone, against the high priests eight and a half, it behooves the latter to be circumspect, if the sacrifice is to be anything like a success. So Mr. Buffin waited and froze in silence. It was a painful process, and he added it to the black score which already stood against Officer Keating. Never had his thirst for revenge been more tormenting. It is doubtful if a strictly logical and impartial judge would have held Mr. Keating to blame for the fact that Sid Marks suspicions (and all that those suspicions entailed) had fallen upon Mr. Buffin; but the Spider did so. He felt fiercely resentful against the policeman for placing him in such an unpleasant and dangerous position. As his thoughts ran on the matter, he twisted his fingers tighter round his stick.

As he did so there came from down the road the brisk tramp of feet and a cheerful whistling of The Wearing of the Green. It is a lugubrious song as a rule, but, as rendered by Officer Keating returning home with theatre tickets, it had all the joyousness of a march-tune.

Every muscle in Mr. Buffins body stiffened. He gripped his stick and waited. The road was deserted. In another moment....

And then, from nowhere, dark indistinct forms darted out like rats. The whistling stopped in the middle of a bar. A deep-chested oath rang out, and then a confused medley of sound, the rasping of feet, a growling almost canine, a sharp yelp, gasps, and over all the vast voice of Officer Keating threatening slaughter.

For a moment Mr. Buffin stood incapable of motion. The thing had been so sudden, so unexpected. And then, as he realised what was happening, there swept over him in a wave a sense of intolerable injustice. It is not easy to describe his emotions, but they resembled most nearly those of an inventor whose patent has been infringed, or an author whose idea has been stolen. For weeks — and weeks that had seemed like years — he had marked down Officer Keating for his prey. For weeks he had tortured a mind all unused to thinking into providing him with schemes for accomplishing his end. He had outraged his nature by being civil to a policeman. He had risked his life by incurring the suspicions of Sid Marks. He had bought a stick. And he had waited in the cold till his face was blue and his feet blocks of ice. And now ... now ... after all this ... a crowd of irresponsible strangers, with no rights in the man whatsoever probably, if the truth were known, filled with mere ignoble desire for his small change, had dared to rush in and jump his claim before his very eyes.

With one passionate cry, Mr. Buffin, forgetting his frozen feet, lifted his stick, and galloped down the road to protect his property....

Thats the stuff, said a voice. Pour some more into him, Jerry.

Mr. Buffin opened his eyes. A familiar taste was in his mouth. Somebody of liberal ideas seemed to be pouring whisky down his throat. Could this be Heaven? He raised his head, and a sharp pain shot through it. And with the pain came recollection. He remembered now, dimly, as if it had all happened in another life, the mad rush down the road, the momentary pause in the conflict, and then its noisy renewal on a more impressive scale. He remembered striking out left and right with his stick. He remembered the cries of the wounded, the pain of his frozen feet, and finally the crash of something hard and heavy on his head.

He sat up, and found himself the centre of a little crowd. There was Officer Keating, dishevelled but intact; three other policemen, one of whom was kneeling by his side with a small bottle in his hand; and, in the grip of the two were standing two youths.

One was Otto the Sausage; the other was Rabbit Butler.

The kneeling policeman was proffering the bottle once more. Mr. Buffin snatched at it. He felt that it was just what at that moment he needed most.

* * *

He did what he could. The magistrate asked for his evidence. He said he had none. He said he thought there must be some mistake. With a twisted smile in the direction of the prisoners, he said that he did not remember having seen either of them at the combat. He didnt believe they were there at all. He didnt believe they were capable of such a thing. If there was one man who was less likely to assault a policeman than Otto the Sausage, it was Rabbit Butler. The Bench reminded him that both these innocents had actually been discovered in Officer Keatings grasp. Mr. Buffin smiled a harassed smile, and wiped a drop of perspiration from his brow.

Officer Keating was enthusiastic. He described the affair from start to finish. But for Mr. Buffin he would have been killed. But for Mr. Buffin there would have been no prisoners in court that day. The world was full of men with more or less golden hearts, but there was only one Mr. Buffin. Might he shake hands with Mr. Buffin?

The magistrate ruled that he might. More, he would shake hands with him himself. Summoning Mr. Buffin behind his desk, he proceeded to do so. If there were more men like Mr. Buffin, London would be a better place. It was the occasional discovery in our midst of ethereal natures like that of Mr. Buffin which made one so confident for the future of the race.

The paragon shuffled out. It was bright and sunny in the street, but in Mr. Buffins heart there was no sunlight. He was not a quick thinker, but he had come quite swiftly to the conclusion that London was no longer the place for him. Sid Marks had been in court chewing a straw and listening with grave attention to the evidence, and for one moment Mr. Buffin had happened to catch his eye. No medical testimony as to the unhealthiness of London could have moved him more.

Once round the corner, he ran. It hurt his head to run, but there were things behind him that could hurt his head more than running.

* * *

At the entrance to the Tube he stopped. To leave the locality he must have money. He felt in his pockets. Slowly, one by one, he pulled forth his little valuables. His knife ... his revolver ... the magistrates gold watch ... He inspected them sadly. They must all go.

He went into a pawnbrokers shop at the corner of the street. A few moments later, with money in his pockets, he dived into the Tube.


LOVE ME, LOVE MY DOG (THE WATCH DOG) (1910)

First published in The Strand Magazine, August 1910
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AFTER FIVE MINUTES of silent and intense thought, John Barton gave out the statement that the moonlight on the terrace was pretty. Aline Ellison said, Yes, very pretty.

But, I say, by Jove, said the voice behind them, you should see some of the moonlight effects on the Mediterranean, Barton. You really should. They would appeal to you. There is nothing like them, is there, Miss Ellison?

Homicidal feelings surged up within Johns bosom. This was the fourth time that day that Lord Bertie Fendall had interrupted just as he got Aline alone. It was maddening. Man, in his dealings with the more attractive of the opposite sex, is either a buzzer or a thinker. John was a thinker. In ordinary circumstances a tolerable conversationalist, he became, when in the presence of Aline Ellison, a thinker of the most pronounced type, practically incapable of speech. What he wanted was time. He was not one of your rapid wooers, who meet a girl at dinner on Monday, give her their photograph on Tuesday morning, and propose on Tuesday afternoon. It took him a long while to get really started. He was luggage, not express. But he had perseverance, and, provided the line was kept clear, was bound to get somewhere in the end.

The advent of Lord Bertie had blocked the line. From the moment when Mr. Keith, their host, had returned from London bringing with him the son and heir of the Earl of Stockleigh, Johns manœuvres had received a check. Until then he had had Aline to himself, and all that had troubled him had been his inability to speak. He had gone dumbly round the links with her, rowed her silently on the lake, and sat by in mute admiration while she played waltz tunes after dinner. It had not been unmixed happiness, but at least there had been no competition. But in Lord Bertie he had a rival, and a rival who was a buzzer. Lord Bertie had the gift of conversation, and a course of travel had provided him with material for small-talk. Aline, her father being rich and her mother a sort of female Ulysses, had gone over much of the ground which Lord Bertie had covered; and the animation with which she exchanged views of European travel with him made John moist with agony. John was no fool, but he had never penetrated farther into the heart of the Continent than Paris; and in conversations dealing with the view from the summit of the Jungfrau, or the paintings of obscure Dagoes in Florentine picture-galleries, this handicapped him.
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On the present occasion he accepted defeat with moody resignation. His opportunity had gone. The conversation was now dealing with Monte Carlo, and Lord Bertie had plainly come to stay. His high-pitched voice rattled on and on. Aline seemed absorbed.

With a muttered excuse John turned into the house. It was hard. To-morrow he was leaving for London owing to the sudden illness of his partner. True, he would be coming back in a week or so, but in that time the worst would probably have happened. He went to bed so dispirited that, stubbing his toe against a chair in the dark, he merely sighed.



As he paced the terrace after breakfast, waiting for the motor, Keggs, the Keiths butler, approached.

At the beginning of his visit Keggs had inspired John with an awe amounting at times to positive discomfort. John was a big, broad-shouldered young man, and his hands and feet were built to scale. But no hands and feet outside of a freak museum could have been one half as large as his seemed to be in the earlier days of his acquaintanceship with Keggs. He had suffered terribly under the butlers dignified gaze, until one morning the latter, with the air of a high priest conferring with an underling on some point of ritual, had asked him whether, in his opinion, he would be doing rightly in putting his shirt on Mumblin Mose in a forthcoming handicap, as he had been advised to do by a metropolitan friend who claimed to be in the confidence of the trainer. John, recovering from the shock, answered in the affirmative; and a long and stately exchange of ideas on the subject of Current Form ensued. At dinner, a few days later, the butler, leaning over John to help him to sherry, murmured softly: — 

Romped ome, sir, thanking you, sir, and from that moment had intimated by his manner that John might consider himself promoted to the rank of an equal and a friend.

Excuse me, sir, said the butler, but Frederick, who as charge of your packing, desired me to ask you what arrangements you wished made with regard to the dog, sir.

The animal in question was a beautiful bulldog, Reuben by name. John had brought him to the country at the special request of Aline, who had met him in London and fallen an instant victim to his rugged charms.

The dog? he said. Oh, yes. Tell Frederick to put his leash on. Where is he?

Frederick, sir?

No, Reuben.

Gruffling at is lordship, sir, said Keggs, tranquilly, as if he were naming some customary and recognized occupation for bulldogs.

Gruffling at —— ? What!

 Is Lordship, sir, ave climbed a tree, and Reuben is at the foot, gruffling at im, very fierce.

John stared.

 Is lordship, sir, continued Keggs,  as always been uncommon afraid of dogs, from boyood up. I ad the honour to be employed has butler some years ago by is father, Lord Stockleigh, and was enabled at that time to observe Lord Erberts extreme aversion for animals of that description. Is huneasiness in the presence of even er ladyships toy Pomeranian was ighly marked and much commented on in the servants all.

So you had met Lord Herbert before?

I was butler at the Castle a matter of six years, sir.

Well, said John, with some reluctance, I suppose we must get him out of that tree. Fancy being afraid of old Reuben! Why, he wouldnt hurt a fly.

 E ave took an uncommon dislike to is lordship, sir, said Keggs.

Wheres the tree?

At the lower hend of the terrace, sir. Beyond the nood statoo, sir.

John ran in the direction indicated, his steps guided by an intermittent sound as of one gargling. Presently he came in view of the tree. At the foot, with his legs well spread and his massive head raised, stood Reuben. From a branch some little distance above the ground peered down the agitated face of Lord Bertie Fendall. His lordships aristocratic pallor was intensified. He looked almost green.
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I say, he called, as John appeared, do for Heavens sake take that beastly dog away. Ive been up here the dickens of a time. It isnt safe with that animal about. Hes a bally menace.

Reuben glancing over his shoulder recognized his master, and, having no tail to speak of, wagged his body in a welcoming way. He looked up at Lord Bertie, and back again at John. As clearly as if he had spoken the words his eye said, Come along, John. You and I are friends. Be a sportsman and pull him down out of that.

Take the brute away! cried his lordship.

Hes quite good-natured, really. He doesnt mean anything. He wont hurt you.

He wont get the bally chance, replied Lord Bertie, with acerbity. Take him away.

John stooped and grasped the dogs collar.

Come on, Reuben, you old fool, he said. We shall be missing that train.

The motor was already at the door when he got back. Mr. Keith was there, and Aline.

Too bad, Barton, said Mr. Keith, your having to break your visit like this. Youll come back, though? How soon, do you think?

Inside of two weeks, I hope, said John. Hammond has had these influenza attacks before. They never last long. Have you seen Reubens leash anywhere?

Aline Ellison uttered a cry of anguish.

Oh, you arent taking Reuben, Mr. Barton! You cant! You mustnt! Mr. Keith, dont let him. Come to auntie, Reuben, darling. Mr. Barton, if you take my precious Reuben away Ill never speak to you again.

John looked at her, and gulped.

He cleared his throat.

What he wanted to say was: Miss Ellison, your lightest wish is law. I love you — not with the weak two-by-four imitation of affection such as may be offered to you by certain knock-kneed members of the Peerage, but with a great, broad, deep, throbbing love such as the world has never known. Take Reuben. You have my heart, my soul; shall I deny you a dog? Take Reuben. And when you look upon him, think, if but for a moment, of one who, though far away, is thinking, thinking always of you. Miss Ellison, good-bye!

What he said was: Er, I — —

And that, mind you, was pretty good going for John.

Oh, thank you! cried Aline. Thank you so much, Mr. Barton. Its perfectly sweet of you, and Ill take such care of him. I wont let him out of my sight for a minute.

... said John, brightly.

Mathematicians among my readers do not need to be informed that ... is the algebraical sign representing a blend of wheeze, croak, and hiccough.

And the motor rolled off.



It was about an hour later that Lord Bertie Fendall, finding Aline seated under the shade of the trees, came to a halt beside her.

Barton went off in the car just now, didnt he? he inquired, casually.

Yes, said Aline.

Lord Bertie drew a deep breath of relief. At last he could walk abroad without the feeling that at any moment that infernal dog might charge out at him from round the next corner. With a light heart he dropped into a chair beside Aline, and began to buzz.

Do you know, Miss Ellison — —

A short cough immediately behind him made him look round. His voice trailed off. His eyeglass fell with a jerk and bounded on the end of its cord. He sprang to his feet.
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Oh, there you are, Reuben, said Aline. Here, come here. What have you been doing to your nose? Its all muddy. Arent you fond of dogs, Lord Herbert? I love them.

Eh? I beg your pardon? said his lordship, revolving warily on his own axis, as the animal lumbered past him. Oh, yes. Yes. That is to say — oh, yes. Very.

Aline was removing the mud from Reubens nose with the corner of her pocket-handkerchief.

Dont you think you can generally tell a mans character by whether dogs take to him or not? They have such wonderful instinct.

Wonderful, agreed his lordship, meeting Reubens rolling eye and looking hastily away.

Mr. Barton was going to take Reuben with him, but that would have been silly for such a short while, wouldnt it?

Yes. Oh, yes, said Lord Bertie. I suppose, he went on, he will spend most of his time in the stables and so on, dont you know? Not in the house, I mean, dont you know, what?

The idea! cried Aline, indignantly. Reubens not a stable dog. Im never going to let him out of my sight.

No? said Lord Bertie a little feverishly. No? Oh, no. Quite so.

There! said Aline, giving Reuben a push. Now youre tidy. What were you saying, Lord Herbert?

Reuben moved a step forward, and wheezed slightly.

Excuse me, Miss Ellison, said his lordship. Ive just recollected an important — theres a good old boy! — an important letter I meant to have written. Excuse me!

The announcement of his proposed departure may have been somewhat abrupt, but at any rate no fault could be found with his manner of leaving. It was ceremonious in the extreme. He moved out of her presence backwards, as if she had been royalty.

Aline saw him depart with a slightly aggrieved feeling. She had been in the mood for company. For some reason which she could not define she was conscious of quite a sensation of loneliness. It was absurd to think that Johns departure could have caused this. And yet somehow it did leave a blank. Perhaps it was because he was so big and silent. You grew used to his being there just as you grew used to the scenery, and you missed him when he was gone. That was all. If Nelsons column were removed, one would feel lonely in Trafalgar Square.

Lord Bertie, meanwhile, having reached the smoking-room, where he proposed to brood over the situation with the assistance of a series of cigarettes, found Keggs there, arranging the morning papers on a side-table. He flung himself into an arm-chair, and, with a scowl at the butlers back, struck a match.

I ope your lordship is suffering no ill effects from the adventure? said Keggs, finishing the disposal of the papers.

What? said Lord Bertie, coldly. He disliked Keggs.

I was alluding to your lordships encounter with the dog Reuben this morning.

Lord Bertie started.

What do you mean?

I observed that your lordship ad climbed a tree to elude the animal.

You saw it?

Keggs bowed.

Then why the devil, you silly old idiot, demanded his lordship explosively, didnt you come and take the brute away?

It had been the practice in the old days, both of Lord Bertie and of his father, to address the butler in moments of agitation with a certain aristocratic vigour.

I ardly liked to interfere, your lordship, beyond informing Mr. Barton. The animal being is.

Lord Bertie flung his cigarette out of the window, and kicked a foot-stool. Keggs regarded these evidences of an overwrought soul sympathetically.

I can appreciate your lordships hemotion, he said, knowin ow haverse to dogs your lordship as always been. It seems only yesterday, he continued, reminiscently, that your lordship, then a boy at Heton, ome for the olidays, handed me a package of Rough on Rats, and instructed me to poison er ladyship your mothers toy Pomeranian with it.

Lord Bertie started for the second time since he had entered the room. He screwed his eyeglass firmly into his eye, and looked keenly at the butler. Keggss face was expressionless. Lord Bertie coughed. He looked round at the door. It was closed.

You didnt do it, he said.

The onorarium which your lordship offered, said the butler, deprecatingly, was only six postage-stamps and a arf share in a white rat. I did not consider it hadequate in view of the undoubted riskiness of the proposed act.

Youd have done it if I had offered more?

That, your lordship, it is impossible to say after this lapse of time.

The Earl of Stockleigh had at one time had the idea of attaching his son and heir to the Diplomatic Service. Lord Berties next speech may supply some clue to his lordships reasons for abandoning that scheme.

Keggs, he said, leaning forward, what will you take to poison that dashed dog, Reuben?

The butler raised a hand in pained protest.

Your lordship, really!

Ten pounds.

Your lordship!

Twenty.

Keggs seemed to waver.

Ill give you twenty-five, said his lordship.

Before the butler could reply, the door opened and Mr. Keith entered.

The morning papers, sir, said Keggs deferentially, and passed out of the room.



It was a few days later that he presented himself again before Lord Bertie. His lordship was in low spirits. He was not in love with Aline — he would have considered it rather bad form to be in love with anyone — but he found her possessed of attractions and wealth sufficient to qualify her for an alliance with a Stockleigh; and he had concentrated his mind, so far as it was capable of being concentrated on anything, upon bringing the alliance about. And up to a point everything had seemed to progress admirably. Then Reuben had come to the fore and wrecked the campaign. How could a fellow keep up an easy flow of conversation with one eye on a bally savage bulldog all the time? And the brute never left her. Wherever she went he went, lumbering along like a cart-horse with a nasty look out of the corner of his eye whenever a fellow came up and tried to say a word. The whole bally situation, decided his lordship, was getting dashed impossible, and if something didnt happen to change it he would get out of the place and go off to Paris.

Might I ave a word, your lordship? said Keggs.

Well?

I ave been thinking over your lordships offer — —

Yes? said Lord Bertie, eagerly.

The method of eliminating the animal which your lordship indicated would ardly do, I fear. Awkward questions would be asked, and a public hexposé would inevitably ensue. If your lordship would permit me to make an alternative suggestion?

Well?

I was reading a article in the newspaper, your lordship, on ow sparrows and such is painted up to represent bullfinches, canaries, and so on, and I says to myself, Why not? 

Why not what? demanded his lordship, irritably.

Why not substitoot for Reuben another dog painted to appear identically similar?

His lordship looked fixedly at him.

Do you know what you are, Keggs? he said. A blithering idiot.

Your lordship always ad a spirited manner of speech, said Keggs, deprecatingly.

You and your sparrows and canaries and bullfinches! Do you think Reubens a bally bird?

I see no flaw in the idea, your lordship. Orses and such is frequently treated that way. I was talking that matter over with Roberts, the chauffeur — —

What! And how many more people have you discussed my affairs with?

Only Roberts, your lordship. It was unavoidable. Roberts being the owner of a dog which could be painted up to be the living spit of Reuben, your lordship.

What!

For a hadequate onorarium, your lordship.

Lord Berties manner became excited.

Where is he? No, not Roberts. I dont want to see Roberts. This dog, I mean.

At Robertss cottage, your lordship. E is a great favourite with the children.

Is he, by Jove? Good-tempered animal, eh?

Extremely so, your lordship.

Show him to me, then. There might be something in this.

Keggs coughed.

And the onorarium, your lordship?

Oh, that. Oh, Ill remember Roberts all right.

I was not thinking exclusively of Roberts, your lordship.

Oh, Ill remember you, too.

Thank you, your lordship. About ow extensively, your lordship?

Ill see that you get a couple of pounds apiece. Thatll be all right.

I fear, said Keggs, shaking his head, hit could ardly be done hat the price. In a hearlier conversation your lordship mentioned twenty-five. That, owever, was for the comparatively simple task of poisoning the animal. The substitootion would be more expensive, owing to the nature of the process. I was thinking of a undred, your lordship.

Dont be a fool, Keggs.

I fear Roberts could not be induced to do it for less, the process being expensive.

A hundred! No, its dashed absurd. I wont do it.

Very good, your lordship.

Here stop. Dont go. Look here, Ill give you fifty.

I fear it could not be done, your lordship.

Sixty guineas. Seven —— . Here, dont go. Oh, very well then, a hundred.

I thank you, your lordship. If your lordship will be at the bend in the road in alf an hours time the animal will be there.

Lord Bertie was a little early at the tryst, but he had not been waiting long when a party of three turned the corner. One of the party was Keggs. The second he recognized as Roberts the chauffeur, a wooden-faced man who wore a permanent air of melancholy. The third, who waddled along at the end of a rope, was a dingy white bulldog.
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The party came to a halt before him. Roberts touched his hat, and eyed the dog sadly. The dog sniffed at his lordship with apparent amiability. Keggs did the honours.

The animal, your lordship.

Lord Bertie put up his glass and inspected the exhibit.

Eh?

The animal I mentioned, your lordship.

That? said Lord Bertie. Why, dash it all, that bally milk-coloured brute isnt like Reuben.

Not at present, your lordship. But your lordship is forgetting the process. In two days Roberts will be able to treat that hanimal so that Reubens own mother would be deceived.

Lord Bertie looked with interest at the artist. No, really? Is that a fact?

Roberts, an economist in speech, looked up, touched his hat again in a furtive manner, and fixed his eyes once more on the dog.

Well, he seems friendly all right, said Lord Bertie, as the animal endeavoured to lick his hand.

He as the most placid disposition, Keggs assured him. A great improvement on Reuben, your lordship. Well worth the undred.

Hope fought with scepticism in Lord Berties mind during the days that followed. There were moments when the thing seemed possible, and moments when it seemed absurd. Of course, Keggs was a silly old fool, but, on the other hand, there were possibilities about Roberts. The chauffeur had struck his lordship as a capable-looking sort of man. And, after all, there were cases on record of horses being painted and substituted for others, so why not bulldogs?

It was absolutely necessary that some step be taken shortly. His jerky manner and abrupt retreats were getting on Alines nerves. He could see that.

Look here, Keggs, he said, on the third morning. I cant wait much longer. If you dont bring on that dog soon, the whole things off.

We ave already effected the change, your lordship. The delay as been due to the fact that Roberts wished to make an especial good job of it.

And has he?

That I will leave your lordship to decide. The hanimal is now asleep on the terrace.

He led the way to where a brown heap lay in the sunshine. His lordship followed with some diffidence.

An extraordinary likeness, your lordship.

Lord Bertie put up his eyeglass.

By Jove, I should say it was. Do you mean to tell me —— ?

If your lordship will step forward and prod the animal, your lordship will be convinced by the amiability — —

Prod him yourself, said Lord Bertie.

Keggs did so. The slumberer raised his head dreamily, and rolled over again. Lord Bertie was satisfied. He came forward and took a prod. With Reuben this would have led to a scene of extreme activity. The excellent substitute merely flopped back on his side again.

By Jove! its wonderful, he said.

And if your lordship appens to have a cheque-book handy?

Youre in a bally hurry, said Lord Bertie, complainingly.

Its Roberts, your lordship, sighed Keggs.  E is a poor man, and e as a wife and children.

After lunch Aline was plaintive.

I cant make out, she said, what is the matter with Reuben. He doesnt seem to care for me any more. He wont come when I call. He wants to sleep all the time.

Oh, hell soon get used — I mean, added Lord Bertie, hastily, hell soon get over it. I expect he has been in the sun too much, dont you know?

The substitutes lethargy continued during the rest of that day, but on the following morning after breakfast Lord Bertie observed him rolling along the terrace behind Aline. Presently the two settled themselves under the big sycamore tree, and his lordship sallied forth.

And how is Reuben this morning? he inquired, brightly.

Hes not very well, poor old thing, said Aline. He was rather sick in the night.

No, by Jove; really?

I think he must have eaten something that disagreed with him. Thats why he was so quiet yesterday.

Lord Bertie glanced sympathetically at the brown mass on the ground. How wary one should be of judging by looks. To all appearances that dog there was Reuben, his foe. But beneath that Reuben-like exterior beat the gentle heart of the milk-coloured substitute, with whom he was on terms of easy friendship.

Poor old fellow! he said.

He bent down and gave the animals ear a playful tweak....

It was a simple action, an action from which one would hardly have expected anything in the nature of interesting by-products — yet it undoubtedly produced them. What exactly occurred Lord Bertie could not have said. There was a sort of explosion. The sleeping dog seemed to uncurl like a released watch-spring, and the air became full of a curious blend of sniff and snarl. An eminent general has said that the science of war lies in knowing when to fall back. Something, some instinct, seemed to tell Lord Bertie that the moment was ripe for falling back, and he did so over a chair.
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He rose, with a scraped shin, to find Aline holding the dogs collar with both hands, her face flushed with the combination of wrath and muscular effort.

What did you do that for? she demanded fiercely. I told you he was ill.

I — I — I — — stammered his lordship.

The thing had been so sudden. The animal had gone off like a bomb.

I — I — —

Run! she panted. I cant hold him. Run! Run!

Lord Bertie cast one look at the bristling animal, and decided that her advice was good and should be followed.

He had reached the road before he slowed to a walk. Then, feeling safe, he was about to light a cigarette, when the match fell from his fingers and he stood gaping.

Round the bend of the road, from the direction of Roberts cottage, there had appeared a large bulldog of a dingy-white colour.



Keggs, swathed in a green baize apron, was meditatively polishing Mr. Keiths silver in his own private pantry, humming an air as he worked, when Frederick, the footman, came to him. Frederick was a supercilious young man, with long legs and a receding chin.

Polishing the silver, old top? he inquired, genially.

In answer to your question, Frederick, replied Keggs, with dignity, I ham polishing the silver.

Frederick, in his opinion, needed to be kept in his place.

His nibs is asking for you, said Frederick.

You allude to — —

Bertie, said Frederick, definitely.

If, said Keggs, Lord Erbert Fendall desires to see me, I will go to im at once.

Another bit of luck for Erbert, said Frederick, cordially.  Es in the smoking-room.

Your lordship wished to see me?

Lord Bertie, who was rubbing his shin reflectively with his back to the door, wheeled, and glared balefully at the saintly figure before him.

You bally old swindler! he cried.

Your lordship!

Do you know I could have you sent to prison for obtaining money under false pretences?

Your lordship!

Dont stand there pretending not to know what I mean.

If your lordship would explain, I ave no doubt — —

Explain! By Jove, Ill explain, if thats what you want. What do you mean by doping Reuben and palming him off on me as another dog? Is that plain enough?

The words is intelligible, conceded Keggs, but the accusation is overwhelming.

You bally old rogue!

Your lordship, said Keggs, soothingly,  as been deceived, has I predicted, by the reely extraordinary likeness. Roberts as undoubtedly eclipsed imself.

Do you mean to tell me that dog is the one you showed me in the road? Then how do you account for this? I saw that milk-coloured brute of Robertss out walking only a moment ago.

Roberts as two, your lordship.

What?

The himage of one another, your lordship.

What?

Twins, your lordship, added the butler, softly.

Lord Bertie upset a chair.

Your lordship, said Keggs, if I may say so, as always from boyood up been a little too asty at jumping to conclusions. If your lordship will recollect, it was your lordships asty assertion as a boy that you ad seen me occupied in purloining is lordship your fathers port wine that led to my losing the excellent situation, which I might be still oldin, of butler at Stockleigh Castle.

Lord Bertie stared.

Eh? What? So that —— ? I see! he said. By Jove, I see it all. Youve been trying to get a bit of your own back. What?

Your lordship! I ave done nothing. Appily I can prove it.

Prove it?

The butler bowed.

The resemblance between the two animals is extraordinary, but not absolutely complete. Reuben as a full set of teeth, but Robertss dog as the last tooth but one at the back missing.

He paused.

If your lordship, he added with the dignity that makes a good man, wronged, so impressive, wishes to disprove my assertions, the modus hoperandi is puffectly simple. All your lordship as to do is to open the animals mouth and submit is back teeth to a pussonal hinspection.



John Barton alighted from the motor, and, in answer to Keggss respectful inquiry, replied that he was quite well.

Where is everybody? he asked.

Mr. Keith is out walking, sir. Is lordship as left. Miss — —

Left!

 Is lordship was compelled to leave a few days back, sir, avin business in Paris.

Ah! Returning soon, I suppose?

On that point, sir, is lordship seemed somewhat uncertain.

How is Reuben?

Reuben ave enjoyed good ealth, sir. E is down by the lake, I fancy, sir, at the present moment, with Miss Ellison.

I think I might as well go and see him, said John, awkwardly.

I fancy e would appreciate it, sir.

John turned away. The lake was some distance from the house. The nearer he got to it the more acute did his nervousness become. Once or twice after he had caught the gleam of Alines white dress through the trees he almost stopped, then forced himself on in a sort of desperation.

Aline was standing at the waters edge encouraging Reuben to growl at a duck. Both suspended operations and turned to greet him, Reuben effusively, Aline with the rather absent composure which always deprived him of the power of speech.

Ive taken great care of Reuben, Mr. Barton, she said.

Something neat and epigrammatic should have proceeded from John. It did not.

Id like to have you all for my own, wouldnt I, Reuben? she went on, bending over the snuffling dog, and kissing him fondly in the groove between his eyes.

It was a simple action, but it had a remarkable effect on John. Something inside him seemed suddenly to snap. In a moment he had become very cool and immensely determined. Conversation is a safety-valve. Deprive a man of the use of it for a long enough time, and he is liable to explode at any moment. It is the general idea that the cave-mans first advance to the lady of his choice was a blow on the head with his club. This is not the case. He used the club because, after hanging round for a month or so trying to think of something to say, it seemed to him the only way of disclosing his affection. John was a lineal descendant of the cave-man. He could not use a club, for he had none. But he did the next best thing. Stooping swiftly, he seized Aline round the waist, picked her up, and kissed her.

She stood staring at him, her lips parted, her eyes slowly widening till they seemed to absorb the whole of her face. Reuben, with the air of a dramatic critic at an opening performance, sat down and awaited developments.

A minute before, John would have wilted beneath that stare. But now the spirit of the cave-man was strong in him. He seized her hands, and pulled her slowly towards him.

Youre going to have us both, he said.


PILLINGSHOT, DETECTIVE (1910)

First published in The Captain, September 1910
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LIFE AT ST. Austins was rendered somewhat hollow and burdensome for Pillingshot by the fact that he fagged for Scott. Not that Scott was the Beetle-Browed Bully in any way. Far from it. He showed a kindly interest in Pillingshots welfare, and sometimes even did his Latin verses for him. But the noblest natures have flaws, and Scotts was no exception. He was by way of being a humorist, and Pillingshot, with his rather serious outlook on life, was puzzled and inconvenienced by this.

It was through this defect in Scotts character that Pillingshot first became a detective.

He was toasting muffins at the study fire one evening, while Scott, seated on two chairs and five cushions, read Sherlock Holmes, when the Prefect laid down his book and fixed him with an earnest eye.

Do you know, Pillingshot, he said, youve got a bright, intelligent face. I shouldnt wonder if you werent rather clever. Why do you hide your light under a bushel?

Pillingshot grunted.

We must find some way of advertising you. Why dont you go in for a Junior Scholarship?

Too old, said Pillingshot with satisfaction.

Senior, then?

Too young.

I believe by sitting up all night and swotting—

Here, I say! said Pillingshot, alarmed.

Youve got no enterprise, said Scott sadly. What are those? Muffins? Well, well, I suppose I had better try and peck a bit.

He ate four in rapid succession, and resumed his scrutiny of Pillingshots countenance.

The great thing, he said, is to find out your special line. Till then we are working in the dark. Perhaps its music? Singing? Sing me a bar or two.

Pillingshot wriggled uncomfortably.

Left your music at home? said Scott. Never mind, then. Perhaps its all for the best. What are those? Still muffins? Hand me another. After all, one must keep ones strength up. You can have one if you like.

Pillingshots face brightened. He became more affable. He chatted.

Theres rather a row on downstairs, he said. In the junior day-room.

There always is, said Scott. If it grows too loud, I shall get in amongst them with a swagger-stick. I attribute half my success at bringing off late-cuts to the practice I have had in the junior day-room. It keeps the wrist supple.

I dont mean that sort of row. Its about Evans.

What about Evans?

Hes lost a sovereign.

Silly young ass.

Pillingshot furtively helped himself to another muffin.

He thinks some ones taken it, he said.

What! Stolen it?

Pillingshot nodded.

What makes him think that?

He doesnt see how else it could have gone.

Oh, I dont — By Jove!

Scott sat up with some excitement.

Ive got it, he said. I knew we should hit on it sooner or later. Heres a field for your genius. You shall be a detective. Pillingshot, I hand this case over to you. I employ you.

Pillingshot gaped.

I feel certain thats your line. Ive often noticed you walking over to school, looking exactly like a blood-hound. Get to work. As a start youd better fetch Evans up here and question him.

But, look here—

Buck up, man, buck up. Dont you know that every moment is precious?

Evans, a small, stout youth, was not disposed to be reticent. The gist of his rambling statement was as follows. Rich uncle. Impecunious nephew. Visit of former to latter. Handsome tip, one sovereign. Impecunious nephew pouches sovereign, and it vanishes.

And I call it beastly rot, concluded Evans volubly. And if I could find the cad whos pinched it, Id jolly well—

Less of it, said Scott. Now, then, Pillingshot, Ill begin this thing, just to start you off. What makes you think the quid has been stolen, Evans?

Because I jolly well know it has.

What you jolly well know isnt evidence. We must thresh this thing out. To begin with, where did you last see it?

When I put it in my pocket.

Good. Make a note of that, Pillingshot. Wheres your notebook? Not got one? Here you are then. You can tear out the first few pages, the ones Ive written on. Ready? Carry on, Evans. When?

When what?

When did you put it in your pocket?

Yesterday afternoon.

What time?

About five.

Same pair of bags youre wearing now?

No, my cricket bags. I was playing at the nets when my uncle came.

Ah! Cricket bags? Put it down, Pillingshot. Thats a clue. Work on it. Where are they?

Theyve gone to the wash.

About time, too. I noticed them. How do you know the quid didnt go to the wash as well?

I turned both the pockets inside out.

Any hole in the pocket?

No.

Well, when did you take off the bags? Did you sleep in them?

I wore em till bed-time, and then shoved them on a chair by the side of the bed. It wasnt till next morning that I remembered the quid was in them—

But it wasnt, objected Scott.

I thought it was. It ought to have been.

He thought it was. Thats a clue, young Pillingshot. Work on it. Well?

Well, when I went to take the quid out of my cricket bags, it wasnt there.

What time was that?

Half-past seven this morning.

What time did you go to bed?

Ten.

Then the theft occurred between the hours of ten and seven-thirty. Mind you, Im giving you a jolly good leg-up, young Pillingshot. But as its your first case I dont mind. Thatll be all from you, Evans. Pop off.

Evans disappeared. Scott turned to the detective.

Well, young Pillingshot, he said, what do you make of it?

I dont know.

What steps do you propose to take?

I dont know.

Youre a lot of use, arent you? As a start, youd better examine the scene of the robbery, I should say.

Pillingshot reluctantly left the room.

Well? said Scott, when he returned. Any clues?

No.

You thoroughly examined the scene of the robbery?

I looked under the bed.

Under the bed? Whats the good of that? Did you go over every inch of the strip of carpet leading to the chair with a magnifying-glass?

Hadnt got a magnifying-glass.

Then youd better buck up and get one, if youre going to be a detective. Do you think Sherlock Holmes ever moved a step without his? Not much. Well, anyhow. Did you find any foot-prints or tobacco-ash?

There was a jolly lot of dust about.

Did you preserve a sample?

No.

My word, youve a lot to learn. Now, weighing the evidence, does anything strike you?

No.

Youre a bright sort of sleuth-hound, arent you! It seems to me Im doing all the work on this case. Ill have to give you another leg-up. Considering the time when the quid disappeared, I should say that somebody in the dormitory must have collared it. How many fellows are there in Evans dormitory?

I dont know.

Cut along and find out.

The detective reluctantly trudged off once more.

Well? said Scott, on his return.

Seven, said Pillingshot. Counting Evans.

We neednt count Evans. If hes ass enough to steal his own quids, he deserves to lose them. Who are the other six?

Theres Trent. Hes prefect.

The Napoleon of Crime. Watch his every move. Yes?

Simms.

A dangerous man. Sinister to the core.

And Green, Berkeley, Hanson, and Daubeny.

Every one of them well known to the police. Why, the place is a perfect Thieves Kitchen. Look here, we must act swiftly, young Pillingshot. This is a black business. Well take them in alphabetical order. Run and fetch Berkeley.

Berkeley, interrupted in a game of Halma, came unwillingly.

Now then, Pillingshot, put your questions, said Scott. This is a black business, Berkeley. Young Evans has lost a sovereign—

If you think Ive taken his beastly quid — ! said Berkeley warmly.

Make a note that, on being questioned, the man Berkeley exhibited suspicious emotion. Go on. Jam it down.

Pillingshot reluctantly entered the statement under Berkeleys indignant gaze.

Now then, carry on.

You know, its all rot, protested Pillingshot. I never said Berkeley had anything to do with it.

Never mind. Ask him what his movements were on the night of the — what was yesterday? — on the night of the sixteenth of July.

Pillingshot put the question nervously.

I was in bed, of course, you silly ass.

Were you asleep? inquired Scott.

Of course I was.

Then how do you know what you were doing? Pillingshot, make a note of the fact that the man Berkeleys statement was confused and contradictory. Its a clue. Work on it. Whos next? Daubeny. Berkeley, send Daubeny up here.

All right, Pillingshot, you wait, was Berkeleys exit speech.

Daubeny, when examined, exhibited the same suspicious emotion that Berkeley had shown; and Hanson, Simms, and Green behaved in a precisely similar manner.

This, said Scott, somewhat complicates the case. We must have further clues. Youd better pop off now, Pillingshot. Ive got a Latin Prose to do. Bring me reports of your progress daily, and dont overlook the importance of trifles. Why, in Silver Blaze it was a burnt match that first put Holmes on the scent.

Entering the junior day-room with some apprehension, the sleuth-hound found an excited gathering of suspects waiting to interview him.

One sentiment animated the meeting. Each of the five wanted to know what Pillingshot meant by it.

Whats the row? queried interested spectators, rallying round.

That cad Pillingshots been accusing us of bagging Evans quid.

Whats Scott got to do with it? inquired one of the spectators.

Pillingshot explained his position.

All the same, said Daubeny, you neednt have dragged us into it.

I couldnt help it. He made me.

Awful ass, Scott, admitted Green.

Pillingshot welcomed this sign that the focus of popular indignation was being shifted.

Shoving himself into other peoples business, grumbled Pillingshot.

Trying to be funny, Berkeley summed up.

Rotten at cricket, too.

Cant play a yorker for nuts.

See him drop that sitter on Saturday?

So that was all right. As far as the junior day-room was concerned, Pillingshot felt himself vindicated.

But his employer was less easily satisfied. Pillingshot had hoped that by the next day he would have forgotten the subject. But, when he went into the study to get tea ready, up it came again.

Any clues yet, Pillingshot?

Pillingshot had to admit that there were none.

Hullo, this wont do. You must bustle about. You must get your nose to the trail. Have you cross-examined Trent yet? No? Well, there you are, then. Nip off and do it now.

But, I say, Scott! Hes a prefect!

In the dictionary of crime, said Scott sententiously, there is no such word as prefect. All are alike. Go and take down Trents statement.

To tax a prefect with having stolen a sovereign was a task at which Pillingshots imagination boggled. He went to Trents study in a sort of dream.

A hoarse roar answered his feeble tap. There was no doubt about Trent being in. Inspection revealed the fact that the prefect was working and evidently ill-attuned to conversation. He wore a haggard look and his eye, as it caught that of the collector of statements, was dangerous.

Well? said Trent, scowling murderously.

Pillingshots legs felt perfectly boneless.

Well? said Trent.

Pillingshot yammered.

Well?

The roar shook the window, and Pillingshots presence of mind deserted him altogether.

Have you bagged a sovereign? he asked.

There was an awful silence, during which the detective, his limbs suddenly becoming active again, banged the door, and shot off down the passage.

He re-entered Scotts study at the double.

Well? said Scott. What did he say?

Nothing.

Get out your note-book, and put down, under the heading Trent: Suspicious silence. A very bad lot, Trent. Keep him under constant espionage. Its a clue. Work on it.

Pillingshot made a note of the silence, but later on, when he and the prefect met in the dormitory, felt inclined to erase it. For silence was the last epithet one would have applied to Trent on that occasion. As he crawled painfully into bed Pillingshot became more than ever convinced that the path of the amateur detective was a thorny one.

This conviction deepened next day.

Scotts help was possibly well meant, but it was certainly inconvenient. His theories were of the brilliant, dashing order, and Pillingshot could never be certain who and in what rank of life the next suspect would be. He spent that afternoon shadowing the Greaser (the combination of boot-boy and butler who did the odd jobs about the school house), and in the evening seemed likely to be about to move in the very highest circles. This was when Scott remarked in a dreamy voice, You know, Im told the old man has been spending a good lot of money lately — .

To which the burden of Pillingshots reply was that he would do anything in reason, but he was blowed if he was going to cross-examine the head-master.

It seems to me, said Scott sadly, that you dont want to find that sovereign. Dont you like Evans, or what is it?

It was on the following morning, after breakfast, that the close observer might have noticed a change in the detectives demeanour. He no longer looked as if he were weighed down by a secret sorrow. His manner was even jaunty.

Scott noticed it.

Whats up? he inquired. Got a clue?

Pillingshot nodded.

What is it? Lets have a look.

Sh — h — h! said Pillingshot mysteriously.

Scotts interest was aroused. When his fag was making tea in the afternoon, he questioned him again.

Out with it, he said. Whats the point of all this silent mystery business?

Sherlock Holmes never gave anything away.

Out with it.

Walls have ears, said Pillingshot.

So have you, replied Scott crisply, and Ill smite them in half a second.

Pillingshot sighed resignedly, and produced an envelope. From this he poured some dried mud.

Here, steady on with my table-cloth, said Scott. Whats this?

Mud.

What about it?

Where do you think it came from?

How should I know? Road, I suppose.

Pillingshot smiled faintly.

Eighteen different kinds of mud about here, he said patronisingly. This is flower-bed mud from the house front-garden.

Well? What about it?

Sh — h — h! said Pillingshot, and glided out of the room.

* * *

Well? asked Scott next day. Clues pouring in all right?

Rather.

What? Got another?

Pillingshot walked silently to the door and flung it open. He looked up and down the passage. Then he closed the door and returned to the table, where he took from his waistcoat-pocket a used match.

Scott turned it over inquiringly.

Whats the idea of this?

A clue, said Pillingshot. See anything queer about it? See that rummy brown stain on it?

Yes.

Blood! snorted Pillingshot.

Whats the good of blood? Theres been no murder.

Pillingshot looked serious.

I never thought of that.

You must think of everything. The worst mistake a detective can make is to get switched off on to another track while hes working on a case. This match is a clue to something else. You cant work on it.

I suppose not, said Pillingshot.

Dont be discouraged. Youre doing fine.

I know, said Pillingshot. I shall find that quid all right.

Nothing like sticking to it.

Pillingshot shuffled, then rose to a point of order.

Ive been reading those Sherlock Holmes stories, he said, and Sherlock Holmes always got a fee if he brought a thing off. I think I ought to, too.

Mercenary young brute.

It has been a beastly sweat.

Done you good. Supplied you with a serious interest in life. Well, I expect Evans will give you something — a jewelled snuff-box or something — if you pull the thing off.

I dont.

Well, hell buy you a tea or something.

He wont. Hes not going to break the quid. Hes saving up for a camera.

Well, what are you going to do about it?

Pillingshot kicked the leg of the table.

You put me on to the case, he said casually.

What! If you think Im going to squander — —

I think you ought to let me off fagging for the rest of the term.

Scott reflected.

Theres something in that. All right.

Thanks.

Dont mention it. You havent found the quid yet.

I know where it is.

Where?

Ah!

Fool, said Scott.

* * *

After breakfast next day Scott was seated in his study when Pillingshot entered.

Here you are, said Pillingshot.

He unclasped his right hand and exhibited a sovereign. Scott inspected it.

Is this the one? he said.

Yes, said Pillingshot.

How do you know?

It is. Ive sifted all the evidence.

Who had bagged it?

I dont want to mention names.

Oh, all right. As he didnt spend any of it, it doesnt much matter. Not that its much catch having a thief roaming at large about the house. Anyhow, what put you on to him? How did you get on the track? Youre a jolly smart kid, young Pillingshot. How did you work it?

I have my methods, said Pillingshot with dignity.

Buck up. I shall have to be going over to school in a second.

I hardly like to tell you.

Tell me! Dash it all, I put you on to the case. Im your employer.

You wont touch me up if I tell you?

I will if you dont.

But not if I do?

No.

And how about the fee?

Thats all right. Go on.

All right then. Well, I thought the whole thing over, and I couldnt make anything out of it at first, because it didnt seem likely that Trent or any of the other fellows in the dormitory had taken it; and then suddenly something Evans told me the day before yesterday made it all clear.

What was that?

He said that the matron had just given him back his quid, which one of the housemaids had found on the floor by his bed. It had dropped out of his pocket that first night.

Scott eyed him fixedly. Pillingshot coyly evaded his gaze.

That was it, was it? said Scott.

Pillingshot nodded.

It was a clue, he said. I worked on it.

THE END


PILLINGSHOTS PAPER (1911)

First published in The Captain, February 1911
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I.

SCOTT, of the School House, had an active mind. He disliked monotony in his life. He had to be kept merry and bright; and he seemed to look on the rest of the community more as a collection of entertainers than anything else.

Consequently it was not long before Pillingshot, revelling in the unaccustomed leisure which his successful quest of Evans sovereign had won for him, found himself once more set to work. It is true that Scott had promised to let him off fagging for the rest of the term; but, then, Scotts ideas of what constituted fagging differed substantially from those held by Pillingshot. Only a week after the sovereign incident, for example, Scott had invited his ex-fag to tea. The tea was all right when it was ready; but it was Pillingshot who got it ready, Scotts new fag having apparently been given an afternoon off for some reason. It was Pillingshot who toasted the muffins, boiled the water, cut the bread, spread the butter, mixed the tea, and poured out. It was Scott who lay in a deck-chair with his feet on the window-sill and remarked that after all these picnic meals werent half bad fun, and that one didnt really need a fag at all, because one could do the work just as well ones self. It was Scott, too, who, after the meal, asked Pillingshot to take a note for him over to Merevales house, and, on his way back, to look in at Gubbys in the High Street and order a fresh tin of mixed biscuits. It is true that Scott made these requests as one boyhoods friend to another in a Dick-old-man-stand-by-me manner; but that did not alter the fact that Merevales was a quarter of a mile from the School House, and Gubbys in the High Street a little over a mile from Merevales. This sort of thing might not be fagging, but it was an excellent imitation of it.

As a result, Pillingshot had avoided Scott. He was not harsh with him in his mind. He still liked him. But he kept at a distance. It was not till Scotts fag arrived in the junior dayroom with a message that Scott would like to see him that he had any dealings with him at all.

Oh, dash, said Pillingshot, who was busily engaged on a peculiarly futile bit of fret-sawing, and resented being interrupted. What does he want?
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I dont know. He just said ask you to come up.

Despite his previous experience, Pillingshot could not help being a little gratified. It was not every junior who was asked to come up by first eleven men. Scott might have his faults, yes, but this chumminess was certainly complimentary.

Oh, all right, he said.

He found Scott in his deck-chair, reading a magazine.

Hullo, young Pillingshot, said Scott. Sit down. I want to have a talk with you. Did you write this story?

What?

Theres a story in this magazine by a chap named Pillingshot. Not a bad story. I thought it must be by you.

No, said Pillingshot.

Scott turned the pages.

Listen to this.  Ah, Percy, she said sadly, but where now shall I find rest? He held out his hands. Here, Muriel, here in my heart.  Surely thats you, young Pillingshot? No? I made certain it was. It seemed just your style. Some relation, anyhow?

Not that I know of. I never heard of him. May be a cousin or something.

Must be. The Pillingshot family simply drips with literary talent; directly I saw you, I knew that you could write.

Ive never done any.

Never mind. Its all there. Im going to give you your chance. Im going to start a paper, young Pillingshot, and you shall edit it.

What!

Do you know why people start papers? To fill obvious voids. You hunt about till you find an obvious void, and then you start your paper. Ive been keeping my eyes open lately, and, as far as I can see, theres no paper in existence that devotes itself solely to attacking Henrys. So Im going to start one.

Between Henrys House and the School House there had existed for some time a feud of varying intensity. How it had started, no one quite knew; but it was a good long time since the two houses had been on speaking terms. Occasionally, when they met in the ranks of the various teams, the feudists would sink their private feelings temporarily for the good of the school; but except on those occasions, the hatchet was never buried.

I would have started it sooner, continued Scott. If ever there was an obvious void, this is it. But I couldnt find the right editor. I had to have some one who was not only crammed to the brim with brain, but who wouldnt mind taking a risk or two in the good cause. The Editor of The Rapier — thats what Im going to call it — must combine the courage of the lion with the wisdom of the what-dyou-call it. Thats why I thought of you. You see, its not only that Henrys will probably try to lynch you. Theres Rudd, too. Hes pretty certain to cut up rough.

There was truth in this. Rudd, the Head of the School House, was a serious-minded individual, who preferred peace to picturesqueness in his surroundings. He objected to the feud with Henrys, and had been known to smite the bellicose of his house hip and thigh for assaulting Henryites. And when Rudd smote, he smote as if he meant it, not as one playfully tapping. He was a man of muscle, in the Gym six and Secretary of Football.

I say! said Pillingshot, alarmed.

I knew youd like the idea, said Scott. Sit down at that table, and well hammer out a few rough ideas for number one.

But, I say, Scott, how about Rudd?

Oh, never mind Rudd. The chances are he wont see the paper. He lives in a world of his own, above all that kind of thing.

Yes, but — —

Buck along, old chap, said Scott. Youll find paper and pens there. Dont upset the ink. Ready? Now, to start off with, we shall want a well-written character-sketch of somebody in Henrys. Lets see. Greyson. Yes, hell do to begin with. Ill dictate you a few things to say about Greyson.

It was a remarkable phenomenon, the ease with which Scott could get people to do things for him. Pillingshot was as wax in his hands. He sat down at the table, and took up the pen.

II.

The first number of The Rapier certainly made a sensation. The idea of an unofficial newspaper was not new at St. Austins. For some terms a publication entitled The Glow-Worm had been appearing, edited, though only a select few knew it, by Charteris, of Merevales. But The Rapier differed in many respects from The Glow-Worm. In the first place it was presented free, not sold. Secondly, it was many degrees more scurrilous. The Glow-Worm was bright, but it was not militant. It simply aimed at being a readable version of the dull Austinian, the official organ of the school. It chronicled school events in a snappy way, but it never libelled any one. The Rapier never did anything else. The fact that Henrys house was not popular in the school, for one of those mysterious reasons which make houses unpopular, helped to increase the favourable warmth of the new papers reception. In the eleven oclock interval on the day of publication, nearly every one in and around the school shop had his jelly-graphed copy. Henrys raved, to a man. And Pillingshot, overhearing Greysons comments on the character-sketch, for the first time found his fears blended with a certain complacency. It was no small thing to be associated with such an epoch-making event, whatever the risks.

Scotts prediction that Rudd would not see the new paper was not borne out by the facts. The head of the house may have lived in a world of his own, above the common things of life, but when two hundred odd people round you are discussing a thing, it is not easy to avoid it. On the afternoon of the day of publication, Rudd entered Scotts study, a copy of The Rapier in his hand.

I say, Scott, he said. Seen this?

Rudd was a solid, grave youth, who always looked a little mournful. The look of care on his face now was more marked than ever.

Whats that? said Scott. The Rapier? I did glance at it. It seemed to me to supply a long-felt want. Fill an obvious void, if you know what I mean.

I dont like it.

Scott stared.

Dont like it? Whats wrong with it?

Rudd sat down.

Of course its been got up by somebody in this house, he said.

What makes you think that?

Well, you know weve got this row on with Henrys?

Row? Henrys? Scotts face cleared. Of course, yes. he said, I remember. I did hear something about some row.

Thisll make it worse.

Not a bit of it, said Scott. By showing Henrys exhibits how they appear to the casual outside observer, the paper will lead them to reform. Once they have reformed, we shall have no objection to them. The row will cease automatically.

Thats all very well — — began Rudd.

I should think it was.

All the same, this thing will have to be stopped.

Stopped!

Yes. Its causing no end of disturbance already. Ive stopped two fights already between our kids and Henrys.

Why, werent we winning? queried Scott, interested.

So I mean to find out who is running this rotten paper and stop it.

Scott sat up.

I know the man for you, he said. Mind you, I dont agree with you about this business. I think it serves a useful end. Still, youre a good chap, and Id like to do you a turn. So Ill put Pillingshot on to the case.

Whos Pillingshot?

Gracious, dont you know Pillingshot? The Human Bloodhound. Better known as the Boy Detective of Hangmans Gulch. Ill send for him.

Pillingshot, torn once again from his fretwork, appeared reluctantly. He wore a somewhat battered air. One of his eyes was closed.

Hullo, young Pillingshot, said Scott. What have you been playing at?

Some of those Henrys louts — —

There you are, said Rudd, pointing the moral. I told you so, Scott. Was it about this new paper? he said to Pillingshot.

Pillingshot nodded.

Thats just why I sent for you, Pillingshot, said Scott. This is a black business. Like your eye. By the way, do you know Rudd? You may speak as freely before him as you would before me. Now — —
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Rudd interrupted.

Its nothing to rot about, he said. Its a jolly serious business.

Whos rotting? said Scott. You mustnt judge Pillingshot by appearances. Hes chock full of the finest inductive reasoning. Im going to put this case into your hands, Pillingshot. Whos running The Rapier? Thats what youve got to find out. Thats all. Run away and look for clues.

I wish you wouldnt fool about so, Scott, said Rudd seriously, when the door had closed. I dont want the kids in the house to feel its all no end of a rag, this Rapier business.

My dear chap, Im not fooling about. Honestly, theres not another fellow in the house more likely to be able to spot our man than Pillingshot. You cant go hunting about to find him. It wouldnt do. Whereas a kid like Pillingshot, being in the thick of things and having no position to keep up, can find out all sorts of things.

Theres something in that, admitted Rudd.

Of course there is. You leave this case to Pillingshot. Hell see you through.

Rudd retired. Two minutes later Pilingshots fret-sawing was once more interrupted by a summons to his employers presence.

Come along, young Pillingshot, said Scott, setting himself comfortably in his chair. This is no time for slacking. We must work. We must perspire. Having disarmed any suspicions which Rudd may have had, we can now get on to the business again. Sit down and lets start roughing out number two.

But, I say —— !

Theres the pen, said Scott, reaching out for another cushion, just by your hand. If you want more paper, theres some in the drawer.

III.

How long The Rapier would have flourished if it had been allowed an uninterrupted run is uncertain. Probably not very long, for Scotts was the sort of mind which soon gets bored with a thing, especially if a counter-attraction presents itself.

In Scotts case the counter-attraction was football. He was an established cricketer, a veteran of two years standing in the first eleven, but at football he had yet to rise above third fifteen colours. This season, however, there seemed an excellent chance of his securing one of the numerous vacancies in the first. All the forwards of the previous year, except Rudd, had left, and only four remained of last seasons second fifteen pack; so that Scott, who had ranked in the first three of the third, practised daily with the elect, and hoped for the best. He had played for the first fifteen in two matches, and, as both had been won with some ease, there seemed no reason why he should not be given a place in the first school match, against Daleby.

It is probable, therefore, that The Rapier might have lost its powers of attraction to him after a while.

As a matter of fact, however, he was not given the opportunity of getting tired of it. With the appearance of its third number, fate abruptly stopped it.

The second number, while not creating the same sensation as the first, had been well received by the school, the character-sketch — this of Hammond, of Henrys — being admitted to be particularly happy. Everybody, outside Henrys, seemed anxious for the appearance of number three; and Scott, pleased with this public demand, proceeded to work his staff overtime in order to produce the next number during the same week. It was finished by tea-time on the Thursday.

Now, it so happened that Pillingshot was looking forward to an easy evenings work during preparation that Thursday. The form of which he was an ornament was doing Livy on the following day; and Pillingshot never prepared Livy. All great men have their peculiarities. Lord Roberts disliked cats. Doctor Johnson used to tap every post he passed in the street. Pillingshot never prepared Livy.

Consequently, to lift an advance copy of the third number from the pile on the table was with him the work of a moment. He had all the affection for The Rapier in its jelly-graphed form that other authors have for proof-sheets. To read a novel during preparation was too risky; but no master would suspect the slim Rapier of being unconnected with school work.

He took the thing into prep., therefore, and spent a very pleasant half-hour over it. Scott had certainly excelled himself. Pilingshot grinned expansively as he read.

It was these grins that undid him, and, in the end, caused the bright little journal to expire just as it had thoroughly gripped its public. Almost immediately opposite him, at the next table, sat Beale, one of the junior members of Henrys house — the very junior member, in fact, who had so maltreated the young journalists eye on the appearance of The Rapiers first number. Beale was in Pillingshots form, and shared that youths prejudice against preparing Livy. Having omitted to provide himself with any form of light literature, he was compelled, after playing paper-cricket till he wearied of the sport, to fill in the time by looking about the room and observing and brooding upon his neighbours.

After a few moments, his gaze, circling like a hawk, descended upon Pillingshot. This was due partly to the fact of the latters position — he could look at him without turning in his seat — but principally to the fact that Pillingshot, to judge by his face, was evidently on to a good thing. Whatever his defects as a member of the social cosmos, Pillingshot seemed to Beale in one respect deserving of envy: he was not bored. For the space of thirty-five minutes, Beale gazed tensely at Pillingshot.

At the end of that period came the three minutes interval which divided the two halves of evening preparation. During the interval, it was the custom of the workers to stroll about the room, chatting with friends and acquaintances, till the voice of the master from the dais — preparation took place in the Great Hall — recalled them to their seats. Pillingshot was a confirmed stroller. He was always the first to leave his seat and the last to return to it.

On the present occasion, the signal to relax having been given, he sped to the further end of the hall, where he fell into earnest talk with a group of School House juniors. This was Beales opportunity. He had seen Pillingshot slip whatever it was that he had been reading under the sheet of blotting-paper. He darted round his table, and, unobserved, commandeered the thing.
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It was not immediately that he realised the full value of his capture. In his hurried flight, he had not had time to examine it. He had merely seen that it was not, as he had fancied, a halfpenny comic weekly. Not till the interval was over did he attempt a perusal.

When he did, his first feeling was one of keen disappointment. After all the trouble it was only that rotten rag, The Rapier. Then, suddenly, a certain unfamiliarity in the reading matter struck him. He had read the second number of the paper with unwilling thoroughness; and this was all different. Then he saw in the top right-hand corner the words Number Three; and realised for the first time the magnitude of his discovery. Ever since the new paper had started, the brains of Henrys had been exercised as to the identity of the man behind it. The evidence supported the theory that somebody in the School House was running it, but beyond that point, the investigators had not gone.

But now, argued Beale, a hot scent had been struck. If Pillingshot was in a position to get hold of advance copies of the journal, then he must also be in a position to give information as to the journals source. He did not suspect Pillingshot, for whose mental powers he entertained a vast contempt, of being the author; but he was certain that he must know who the author was.

After school on the following afternoon, Rudd called on Scott. Scott was not altogether unprepared for the visit. It followed naturally on the one paid him the previous night by Pillingshot. He had surmised that Rudd, on reflection, would suspect his hand in this matter.

He welcomed the head of the house warmly. Come in, Rudd, he said. How well you were running at the footer-practice just now. Like a mustang.

Rudd sat down, turning a deaf ear to this flattery.

I say, Scott.

Well?

I want to have a word with you.

Say on. This study is open for having words in at about this hour.

Its about this Rapier thing.

A bright little sheet. I read it regularly.

Do you write it? Thats more to the point.

Write it! What on earth makes you think that?

Rudds manner became portentous.

Ill tell you what makes me think it. That kid Pillingshot was found reading an advance number of the thing in prep. last night. A kid in Henrys collared the paper — —

So Henrys is a hot-bed of theft, too, is it? sighed Scott. Well, well, I must make a note of that for the next number.

Rudd jumped at the admission.

So it is you? he cried.

I see no reason to hide the fact. Im proud of it. Im the only public-spirited man in the school, bar young Pillingshot, of course. For years the slackness of public opinion has allowed Henrys to flourish unchecked in our midst. But I have altered all that. No, no, he went on deprecatingly, as Rudd started to speak. I want no thanks. I have only tried to do my duty.

Rudd got up.

You may have meant well, he said. I dont say the thing wasnt funny. But Im jolly glad its stopped.

Scotts eyebrows rose.

Stopped? he said. I dont understand. You dont imagine it has stopped, do you?

What! cried Rudd, pausing on his way to the door, surely you arent going on with it?

My dear chap, its just turned the corner. You novices dont understand these things. We of the old Fleet Street gang, brought up from our youth in the newspaper business, take them more seriously. Do you realise what it means to found a paper — the expense, the months of brain-fag, the worry? He reached behind him, and produced the jelly-graph machine. Look at our expensive plant. You cant expect us to abandon that simply to humour some casual whim of yours. It isnt reasonable.

Rudd was silent for a moment. He seemed to be thinking. When he spoke, his manner was rather ominously quiet.

You mean that? he said.

Rather. Of course, Id like to oblige you — —

Keeps you pretty busy, this sort of thing, I suppose?

The brain-work is practically incessant.

Rudd nodded.

I thought so. It must be.

He paused.

When does the next number come out?

To-morrow. Its all ready now.

Too late to shove in a short notice?

Wont it stand over for Number Four?

No. Its topical.

Whats it about?

Rudd went to the table, and scribbled a few words on a sheet of paper.

Ill read it to you. Owing to the pressure of his journalistic work, J. G. Scott will be unable to play for the first fifteen against Daleby. Could you put that in?

There was a long silence.

Rudd spoke.

Its official, he said. I was talking to Stopford this morning — Stopford was captain of football at St. Austins— and hes going to give up the captaincy so as to be able to put in more work. Hes trying for a schol. at Cambridge, you know, at the end of the term. So Im captain now. Youll see it on the notice-board to-morrow. I thought Id let you know it in advance.

Thanks, said Scott, meditatively. Thanks.

Rudd moved to the door.

Well, so long, he said.

Half a minute, said Scott. On second thoughts Im not sure that the sedentary life of the journalist is quite in my line. After all, footers much healthier, isnt it? Sit down and have some tea. We ought to lick Daleby this year, dont you think?


EDUCATING AUBREY (1911)

First published in The London Magazine, May 1911
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AUBREY MICKLEYS MEDITATIONS, as he travelled to Wrykyn to begin his career as a member of a public school, would have revealed, if investigated, a certain amount of confusion. A public school was something altogether outside his ken. He had never, though he was within a month of his fifteenth birthday, been even to a private school, his education to date having been entrusted to a series of governesses, merging imperceptibly into a series of tutors. The last but one of the latter series, in conversation with a friend shortly after the expiration of his term of office, had delivered judgment on his late charge in the following words:

Of all the little beasts, of all the little hounds I ever met, that Mickley kid is the worst. Not that its altogether his fault. Its his fool of a mother. If hes sent to a public school quick, theres just a chance that he may get turned into something almost human. But its got to be done at once, before she spoils him past repair.

Which sentiments, by a roundabout route, had reached the ears of Mrs. Mickleys brother, George; and brother George, who occasionally stayed a week or so with his sister and was a man of observation, came to the conclusion that this exactly summed up his own views on his nephew. The result was an interview, tearful on the part of Mrs Mickley, purple-faced on that of brother George. Mrs. Mickley said George was unjust to Aubrey. George replied that that was only because words could not do justice to him. Mrs. Mickley mentioned that George was forgetting that Aubrey was his only nephew, the only child of his only sister. George said it was precisely because he remembered that that he was taking steps; for he was tired of being the only uncle of a booby, a milksop — Georges vocabulary was a little behind the times — a sneak, a greedy little pig, and a snob. The meeting had then broken up in confusion; but letters had been exchanged, like desultory artillery fire after a battle, and finally the progressive element in the family had carried its point; and Aubrey found himself in the corner of a first-class carriage on his way to Wrykyn and the unknown.

In the main his musings were gloomy. He had not asked to be sent to school. He had sulked for two days when the news was broken to him. He disliked the idea of school. At home you knew where you were. There was an inexhaustible supply of tutors in the world. If you didnt like one, you complained to your mother, and he was sent back to the shop. Then, in the few days which were bound to elapse before another could be sent on approval, you had a bit of a holiday to yourself. He doubted very much whether this excellent system obtained at a public school.

Then there was the question of food. Rumours had reached him of a certain Spartan element in the public-school cuisine. At home he had always had more than enough of anything he had cared to ask for. A hinted preference for charlotte russe had meant that there would be charlotte russe, not that there might be. He doubted whether at Wrykyn there even might be.

Take it for all in all, this idea of going to school did not appeal to him.

Two things buoyed him up. First, the home authorities had pledged themselves to keep him adequately supplied with hampers — Uncle George, who had put his foot down on the altogether excessive sum which his sister wished to bestow as pocket-money, had been unable to prevent this — and a regular flow of hampers does much to ameliorate the greyest existence. Secondly, Jack Pearse was at Wrykyn, and in Wests house, too, the house at which he himself had been entered.

He hoped for much from Jack Pearse, not on the strength of long acquaintanceship, for they had never met, but owing to the latters somewhat unusual relations with his, Aubreys, Uncle George.

There is no doubt that, on several counts, Aubreys Uncle George deserves our sympathy, consideration and respect. In the first place, he disliked and despised Aubrey. That in itself prejudices one in his favour. In the second place, he had exploited Jack Pearse.

Without his help, Jack would probably have followed in his fathers footsteps and become a gamekeeper on Uncle Georges estate in Shropshire. There is nothing vivid and revolutionary in the conditions of life in those parts, and the odds on a Shropshire gamekeepers son becoming in the fulness of time a Shropshire gamekeeper are large. The world is far away, and the noise of it seldom reaches the quiet meadows by the banks of the Severn, unsettling the minds of budding gamekeepers and turning their thoughts to larger things. But for the fact that by a mere accident Uncle George had been struck by Jacks infantile intelligence and had decided to develop it, Jack might never have got further south than Wolverhampton. As it was, he had reached Wrykyn, and was flourishing there with great success. He was now seventeen, high up in the Engineering Sixth, a useful bowler and one of the best and most energetic forwards the school had had for half-a-dozen seasons.

It was on this man of mettle that Aubrey was relying to introduce him to Wrykyn as he should be introduced. To others he might be unknown, but Jack Pearse would reverence him. By degrees, as the train raced on towards his destination, Jack Pearse had taken on in his eyes an attitude of humble devotion which would have been almost excessive in an old family retainer in melodrama.

* * *

Meanwhile, at Wests, the object of his meditations was also thinking of him, though hardly as humbly or devotionally as he should have done. Jack Pearse, who had received instructions from Uncle George before leaving, had taken an early train to school in order to see Fry, the head of Wests, as soon as possible. He was now having tea with him in his study. Fry was a large, stout, placid individual, with a broad, good-natured face. Everybody liked him, but his best friend would not have denied that he was quite incompetent to be head of a house. Fortunately for the peace of mind of Mr. West, his post was practically a sinecure, for the house had never been in a better state. Houses pass through phases, and Wests, six years ago one of the worst in the school, was running along now on oiled wheels.

Theres a kid called Mickley coming here this term, said Pearse. I know his uncle. Do you mind if he fags for me?

I dont mind anything, said Fry placidly and with truth. What sort of a kid is he?

Ive never met him, said Pearse guardedly. Uncle George had spoken his mind with freedom on the subject of Aubrey, but it would be rough luck to prejudice Fry against him from the start. His uncles an awfully good sort. The best sort Ive ever met. An absolute ripper!

Pity it isnt the uncle instead of the kid thats coming here. By the way, did you know that Stanworth was coming to Wests this term? Hes up in Baxters old study now. Shall I ask him down here?

Stanworth! Great Scott, that blighter!

Oh, I dont mind Stanworth, said Fry comfortably. Hes not a bad sort.

I cant stand the man.

Hell be a lot of help at cricket, argued Fry.

This was true. Whatever his other defects, there was no doubt that next term Stanworth would be the best bat in the school. He was one of those tall, languid youths who seem to take to batting naturally. Batting was his one form of athletic expression. He did not play football, and even on the cricket-field rarely ran except between the wickets. He was one of Natures points, born to stand in an attitude of limp grace and watch cover or third-man sprinting in pursuit of an agile ball. As to his other qualities, he was old for his years, brilliantly clever at Classics, and what theatrical advertisements call a good dresser. In addition to being in the first eleven, he was a school prefect.

Hes an amusing chap, Stanworth, continued Fry. He was making me laugh just now about a Frenchman he saw at the Casino at Nice. His people have taken a villa at Nice for a bit; thats why hes coming here. This Frenchman chap was gambling at the tables, and thought he had put five francs on something, whereas really it was on something else, or something like that. I cant quite remember how it went. Anyhow, I know he thought hed won when hed really lost. But you get him to tell it you. Youll laugh.

Ill save it up for a rainy day, said Pearse, without enthusiasm. It sounds screamingly funny. I cant make out what you see in the man. He makes me sick.

Oh, I dont know, said Fry.

II.

Aubreys first impressions of Wrykyn need not be recounted, especially as, at the end of the first quarter of an hour, they were one and all engulfed, swamped, avalanched and tidal-waved by the cataclysmal information that he would have to fag — and fag, at that, for Jack Pearse. Just as a man might feel who, arrayed in his best, and walking rapidly along Piccadilly on his way to lunch with a duke, should cannon into a lamppost, so did Aubrey feel at the first shock of the news.

Pearse found him in the matrons room, being treated with a certain motherly familiarity, perhaps, but still quite tolerably respectfully, and slapped the information into him like a charge of round-shot.

Are you Mickley? he said. My names Pearse. I know your uncle. (Know your uncle! Great feudal system!) Youll be fagging for me this term.

Fagging? said Aubrey. The word conveyed nothing to him.

And it was at this point, when Pearse began to explain the precise nature and meaning of the word fagging, that the avalanche-cum-tidal-wave started on its course.

To Pearse his dumb stupefaction seemed merely the decent shyness of a new boy, strange to his surroundings. He approved of it. It seemed to him that Uncle George must have been wrong in his diagnosis. This kid was not the terror his uncle had imagined him.

Its all right, he said. It isnt anything to spoil your sleep. And, anyhow, you havent got to start at once. You dont have to fag here your first week. Whose dormitory are you in?

Stanworths, said the matron, replying, vice Aubrey, incapacitated. The one that was Baxters, last term. He will be a house prefect, of course, being a school prefect.

Isnt there any room in mine? asked Pearse.

Aubrey found speech.

I prefer Stanworths, he said haughtily. He did not know what exactly Stanworths might be, but it was imperative that this person be put in his place.

* * *

On the whole, Aubrey did not find his first week at Wrykyn unpleasant. It was a Wrykyn tradition that things should be made as easy as possible for a new boy until he might be expected to have grown accustomed to the place; and in Wests house in particular there was very little to grumble at. The food suffered by comparison with his mothers generous menus, but it was eatable, there was plenty of it, and the school shop was very handy. Work was a nuisance, but apparently inevitable, and he resigned himself to it.

He liked being in Stanworths dormitory. Stanworth struck him as an excellent sort of fellow. He was the only member of the house who seemed really to enjoy listening to his, Aubreys, conversation. Twice in the first week Aubrey took tea with him in his study. His view of the matter was that he and Stanworth were kindred souls. Stanworths, as confided to his friend Benger, a day-boy, differed slightly from this.

Wests is a pretty slow sort of hole, he said, but at any rate Ive found one genuine freak in it. Do you know a new kid named Mickley, a little fat brute who looks as if he was bursting out of his clothes? This is apparently the first time hes been to any sort of school, and his views on things in general are worth hearing. I can sit and listen to him by the hour.
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He looked helplessly at Stanworth.

Dont you want to? said Stanworth. Youd better write him a note. Put it nicely. Say that you have a previous engagement, and add that you will be delighted if he will drop in and join us here.

It struck Aubrey as an excellent idea, all but the last part.

But I dont want him here, he said.

No? Well, just say youve got a previous engagement.

Jack Pearses feelings, when Aubreys civil but rather distant note was brought to him, were mixed. The bearer was Hopwood, Stanworths fag and, making his deductions from this fact, he suspected the hand of Stanworth in the matter. Even Aubrey would not have been such a fool, after a weeks experience of school and its ways, as to write the note, unless he had gathered, from someone who might be supposed to know, that it would be all right. He was furious with Stanworth. He did not suppose that his fellow prefect had deliberately urged Aubrey to serious revolt. He imagined, correctly, that he had done it merely to amuse himself, and he objected strongly to Stanworth amusing himself at his expense. If any of the other house prefects had done it, he would have laughed; but he disliked Stanworth, and a joke is the last thing one wants to share with a person one dislikes.

His distaste for Stanworth had grown with closer acquaintance. As a day-boy, the other had come but seldom into immediate contact with him; but fellow house prefects cross one anothers paths frequently. He would have found it difficult to say exactly why he objected to Stanworth. To himself he put it vaguely that the others side annoyed him. But he knew that it was more than that. What was really the trouble, though he could not analyse it, was that Stanworth was an individual in a community, an alien, an unassimilated unit. In other words, though he wore a Wests tie, he was at heart still a day-boy. He did not belong to Wests. Jack, who had been a member of the house for nearly five years, was filled with the house spirit. Wests mattered a great deal to him. It did not matter in the least to Stanworth.

He thought the thing over as he prepared tea for himself. He must keep his head. To lose his temper would constitute an unmistakable score to Stanworth.

Having finished tea, and judging that his fag-to-be had probably finished his, he went upstairs to the other study. Aubrey was still there. He looked replete and contented.

Hallo, Pearse, said Stanworth. Pity you didnt come earlier. Weve finished.

Ive had tea, thanks, said Pearse. Come along to my study, Mickley, for a minute, will you?

Aubrey looked at Stanworth for guidance, but Stanworth merely beamed.

Sorry you have to be going, Mickley, he said. Look in any time you like.

What do you want? said Aubrey, when he and Jack Pearse were outside.

Just a chat, said Pearse. Im seeing nothing of you.

He led the way to the study. The remains of his solitary tea were on the table.

You might just wash those up first, he said. Theres a tin basin over in the corner. You can fill it in the bathroom. Buck along!

Aubrey hesitated. He was on the point of refusing, but the absence of Stanworth robbed him of the necessary courage.

He compromised.

I dont see why Ive got to, he said.

Got to! said Pearse. Dont say that. It ought to be a pleasure. Charge along. You know where the bathroom is.
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You mustnt let Stanworth rot you, said Pearse, as the water splashed over the plates.

The idea that Stanworth could treat him with anything but sympathetic respect offended Aubrey. He grunted.

You must look out for that, continued Jack. Fellows will, if you give them a chance. A safe rule for you is to do just what I tell you. If I tell you do a thing and somebody else tells you not to, you go ahead and do it, and refer him to me.

I dont see why—

You dont have to. Yours is not to reason why, yours but to do — or die.

He picked up a swagger-stick, toyed with it for a moment, and laid it down. A thrill of dismay shot through Aubrey. He had not realised this factor in the situation. He addressed himself to his work with a thoughtful energy.

Finished? said Pearse. Thats right. You can pop off now. I shall want tea tomorrow after school — for two. Frys coming. Dont forget.

III.

By the end of the third week of term Jack Pearse was feeling discouraged. Things were going against him. That Aubrey now looked on fagging as another of the unavoidable evils of public-school life, and went through with it without further attempt at resistance, mattered little, for in every other respect he was unchanged; and the problem of how his improvement was to be effected worried Pearse.

If it had not been for Uncle George, he would have dismissed it from his mind, for there was nothing in the least attractive in the prospect of being a combination of nurse and policeman to a small boy. But he knew that Uncle George felt very strongly on the subject of Aubrey, and the older he grew and the more clearly he saw the possibilities which his backer had opened to him by sending him to Wrykyn, the deeper became his sense of obligation. The only possible way in which he could repay him at present was by reforming Aubrey; and he certainly had not made much progress in that direction.

There seemed so little that he could do. He had so small a control over his charges movements. If Aubrey, when not fagging, had spent his time, like other juniors, in the junior dayroom, his mind would have been easy. The atmosphere of a junior dayroom in a public school is essentially bracing, and characters like Aubreys seldom fail to derive benefit from it. But Aubrey avoided the junior dayroom. As far as Pearse could see, he appeared to have the free run of Stanworths study. At any rate, he was nearly always to be found there of an afternoon.

It irritated Jack, this incessant intrusion of Stanworth into his affairs. He objected to him. Stanworth refused to be assimilated into the house. His friends were all day-boys. He held day-boy tea-parties nearly every afternoon. To Pearse, with his boarder outlook on life, he seemed to cheapen the house. Your genuine boarder resents strangers in his house almost as keenly as the Constantinople dog used to resent strange dogs in his street. It was maddening to meet grinning day-boys wandering about the house as if they had bought it. He had no objection to day-boys in their proper place, but that place was not the interior of Wests. And Stanworths friends were such wasters, too, the louts!
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Why the dickens are you always up there? he growled. Why cant you stay in the junior dayroom like other kids?

And more to the same effect.

Aubrey listened in silence, and duly handed it all on to Stanworth.

Stanworth was not likely to miss such a chance. It was, as the Americans say, pie to him. On the following afternoon he knocked at Pearses door. Oh, please, Pearse, he said timidly, may Mickley come to my study this evening?

Pearse glared.

Would you mind very much? I thought Id better come and ask you.

In other words, said Jack, hot about the ears, I suppose you mean that Id better mind my own business?

I shouldnt have put it in that way, said Stanworth smoothly. But still, as you have suggested it — —

Oh, all right, said Jack. I know its a score to you; you neednt go on. But if you cant see what rotten bad form it is for a prefect always having a kid fooling about in his study — —

Whats the objection? This kids a freak. He amuses me!

The objection is, snapped Jack, that hes already got side enough for ten, and if you encourage him he will probably in time get almost as bad as you. Goodbye! Run along to your beastly day-boys.

Which outburst, however satisfying to the feelings, did not, as he saw perfectly clearly, advance him in the slightest degree towards the accomplishment of his object. With the difference that he and Stanworth, instead of exchanging an occasional word when they met, now maintained a frigid silence, the situation was unaltered.

* * *

It was the easy-going Fry who first revealed to him an unsuspected joint in Stanworths armour. Fry, plainly with something on his mind, settled himself in one of Pearses deck-chairs one evening when Wests, with the exception of the prefects, were over at the Great Hall, doing prep., and talked jerkily for a while of house football prospects.

I say, he said at last, what ought I to do, do you think, in a case like this?

Like what?

Well, its this way. I was up in Stanworths study just now, and hes got one of those what-dyou-call-it things. You know.

Lucid as this statement was, Pearse asked for further particulars.

One of those gambling things, said Fry. A sort of board with holes and numbers, and you roll a ball.

Roulette?

No; its not roulette. Its a different sort of game. Stanworth got it at Nice. Its a sort of small model of the game they play at the Casino there. You roll an indiarubber ball, and it falls into one of the holes.

Well?

Well, I mean, what ought I to do? Of course, hes got no right to have a thing like that in the house. West would be frightfully sick. Thered be an awful row.

Does he use it?

Thats what I cant make out. You know what Stanworth is. He puts you off. I asked him that, and he said that nobody in the house except me had ever seen it. That sounds all right, dont you think?

Probably he plays with that day-boy crew hes always having in. I dont see that you can do anything.

I dont either. It isnt as if he played with chaps in the house.

If he does, you can jump on him.

Fry looked doubtful.

I dont know — even then. You see, hes a school prefect, and all that. Its beastly awkward. Still, I suppose itll be all right.

He wandered out of the study; and Pearse, who was in the middle of a Latin Prose, dismissed the thing from his mind. He disliked thinking of Stanworth.

He had completely forgotten the conversation, when, about a week later, having a note to send across to the School House, and having failed to find Aubrey in the junior dayroom, he went in search of him to Stanworths study. He was rather pleased at having a legitimate excuse for routing him out from that secure retreat.

He was wearing carpet slippers, and his feet made no noise. He knocked sharply, and went in.

He had never been inside this study since it had become Stanworths, and he was surprised at the luxury of it. He had always known that Stanworth had a good deal of money, but he was not prepared for the display of wealth that met his eye.

He did not look at the ornaments long, however. He found the occupants of the room more interesting. There were four of them — Stanworth himself, two day-boys (whom he only knew by sight), and Aubrey. They were gathered round a small table in the middle of the room, and on the table was a curious apparatus that puzzled him for a moment, and then sent his mind back like a flash to his conversation with Fry. It consisted of a polished, cuplike piece of wood, in the bottom of which was a circle of holes, each with a number opposite it, and a strip of green baize, divided into numbered sections. There was money lying about this green baize, a half-crown, a shilling, and some coppers. A small red ball was bumping slowly round the circle of holes.

His entry effectually diverted attention from the game. All four players faced sharply round.

Stanworth was the first to recover himself.

And what can we do for our Mr. Pearse? he said.

Whats all this? demanded Pearse.

Stanworth smiled, the supercilious smile that was the cause of a good deal of his unpopularity.

Do you remember a little talk we had the other day on the subject of minding ones own business? he said.

This is my business!

How do you make that out?

Because youve lugged this kid Mickley into it. I promised his people that Id keep an eye on him in this place, and Im not going to have him rooked by the first bounder thats cad enough to take his money off him!

Stanworth rolled the ball gently to and fro with his forefinger.

And what do you propose to do about it? he said.

The question brought Jack up with a jerk. What did he propose to do about it? It suddenly occurred to him that he did not know.

Going to tell West?

No; he was not going to tell West. Etiquette is rigid at school, and a house prefect has to have a contempt for it before he reports a matter to the housemaster on his own account. Etiquette demanded that he should consider his part done when he had told Fry. And he could see Fry handling the situation. There would be an unofficial protest to Stanworth, a lazy I-say-old-chap-you-know, and Fry would doze off again, thankful that the business was over. To Pearse, in his militant state of mind, this did not seem the ideal method.

Or are you going to give me a good, hard knock?

Jacks eyes gleamed joyfully. An idea had come to him.

The first thing Im going to do is to ask your two moth-eaten friends to toddle! he said. This is purely a house affair. We dont want outsiders mixed up in it.

He looked from one day-boy to the other and back again, and opened the door. For a moment they hesitated, but not longer. The fact presented itself to their minds that while Stanworth was a school prefect, and, as such, sacrosanct, and not to be smitten by inferiors, they were nothing of the kind. They had no intention of brawling with Pearse. As he had very sensibly put it, it was a house affair. They were not needed. They would withdraw.

They withdrew.

Jack closed the door gently behind them.

Now! he said.

There was a serviceable walking-stick in the corner, one of those sticks with a heavy knob for a handle. He picked it up, and gave it a half-swing. His eye moved about the room till it rested on a bulbous china vase. He raised the stick, and brought it down with a crash.

Stanworth sprang forward, with a howl of wrath and dismay.

Get back! said Jack. Youre in the way!

What the deuce do you think youre playing at?

Jack raised the stick again.

Indoor hockey, he said. Societys latest craze. Some people, he continued thoughtfully, think its bad luck to break a looking-glass. I wonder!
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There was a second crash, louder than the first.

Stanworth had seized his wrist, and was trying to wrench the stick from his hand. Jacks left came into play, and Stanworth fell back against the table.

Jack looked at him reproachfully.

I told you you were in the way, he said, smashing a photograph-glass.

Im a school-prefect! cried Stanworth. Ill have you up before a prefects meeting!

Do! Another vase burst into a shower of china. And tell em all the facts. Itll keep them merry and bright. The Easter terms always pretty dull.

Two minutes later Jack looked round him with satisfaction.

Thatll do for the present, he said. Thanks for the loan of the stick. Mickley, come down to my study. I want a short talk with you. No; better take this note over to the School House first. Theres no answer. Come to my study when you get back.

The distance between Wests and the School House was not large, but Aubrey managed to put in a good deal of hard thinking while covering it. There had been a remarkable upheaval in his mind. Primitive things had been happening, and he was readjusting his views. A sudden humility competed for first place among his emotions, with an equally sudden respect for Jack Pearse. For the first time he realised that he was in a world where antecedents, however aristocratic, are as nothing beside present performances; where muscles were more than coronets, and a simple swagger-stick than Norman blood.

He entered Jacks study, walking mincingly, like Agag.

Come in! said Jack. Now, then, what about it? This is where you make your big decision, my blue-eyed boy. We have here a handy swagger-stick. Shall it be ten of the premier quality with this, or will you listen to a small scheme I have mapped out? This is the scheme: that you stop behaving like a young blighter, and settle down to be a credit to the house and yourself. Youd be a pretty decent weight even without the fat, and theres no reason, if you work hard, why you shouldnt play in the house second scrum in the house matches at the end of the term. Itll mean sweating. Youll have to learn the game, and youll have to train. Well, which is it to be?

He switched the swagger-stick meditatively in the air.

I believe they shove whalebone, or something, in these things, he said pensively. Awfully supple they are!

* * *

Towards the middle of March — Uncle George had forbidden her to do it earlier — Mrs. Mickley paid her first visit to the school, and bore Aubrey off to tea in the town.

My poor darling, she said sympathetically, you look positively starved! Never mind, the holidays will soon be here. Now, shall we begin with muffins, my pet? And then you would like some of those nice cream cakes in the win — —

A look slightly wistful, but in the main of horror and repulsion, spread itself over Aubreys face.

I think Id like some of those oatmeal biscuits, he said austerely.

Oatmeal biscuits!

Or a rusk or two. Im in training. Im playing for the house second against Seymours on Saturday. And Jack Pearse says if we buck up like we did against Days last week, we shall simply knock the stuffing out of them!


THE BEST SAUCE (1911)

First published in The Strand Magazine, July 1911
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EVE HENDRIE SAT up in bed. For two hours she had been trying to get to sleep, but without success. Never in her life had she felt more wakeful.

There were two reasons for this. Her mind was disturbed, and she was very hungry. Neither sensation was novel to her. Since first she had become paid companion to Mrs. Rastall-Retford there had hardly been a moment when she had not been hungry. Some time before Mrs. Rastall-Retfords doctor had recommended to that lady a Spartan diet, and in this Eve, as companion, had unwillingly to share. It was not pleasant for either of them, but at least Mrs. Rastall-Retford had the knowledge that she had earned it by years of honest self-indulgence. Eve had not that consolation.

Meagre fare, moreover, had the effect of accentuating Mrs. Rastall-Retfords always rather pronounced irritability. She was a massive lady, with a prominent forehead, some half-dozen chins, and a manner towards those in her employment which would have been resented in a second mate by the crew of a Western ocean tramp. Even at her best she was no ray of sunshine about the house. And since the beginning of the self-denying ordinance she had been at her worst.

But it was not depression induced by her employer that was disturbing Eve. That was a permanent evil. What was agitating her so extremely to-night was the unexpected arrival of Peter Rayner.

It was Eves practice to tell herself several times a day that she had no sentiment for Peter Rayner but dislike. She did not attempt to defend her attitude logically, but nevertheless she clung to it, and to-night, when he entered the drawing-room, she had endeavoured to convey by her manner that it was only with the greatest difficulty that she remembered him at all, and that, having accomplished that feat, she now intended to forget him again immediately. And he had grinned a cheerful, affectionate grin, and beamed on her without a break till bedtime.

Before coming as companion to Mrs. Rastall-Retford Eve had been governess to Hildebrand, aged six, the son of a Mrs. Elphinstone. It had been, on the whole, a comfortable situation. She had not liked Mrs. Elphinstone, but Hildebrand had been docile, and altogether life was quite smooth and pleasant until Mrs. Elphinstones brother came for a visit. Peter Rayner was that brother.

There is a type of man who makes love with the secrecy and sheepish reserve of a cowboy shooting up a Wild West saloon. To this class Peter belonged. He fell in love with Eve at sight, and if, at the end of the first day, there was anyone in the house who was not aware of it, it was only Hildebrand, aged six. And even Hildebrand must have had his suspicions.

Mrs. Elphinstone was among the first to become aware of it. For two days, frostily silent and gimlet-like as to the eye, she observed Peters hurricane wooing from afar; then she acted. Peter she sent to London, pacifying him with an invitation to return to the house in the following week. This done, she proceeded to eliminate Eve. In the course of the parting interview she expressed herself perhaps a little less guardedly than was either just or considerate; and Eve, flushed and at war with the whole race of Rayners, departed that afternoon to seek a situation elsewhere. She had found it at the house of Mrs. Rastall-Retford.

And now this evening, as she sat in the drawing-room playing the piano to her employer, in had walked the latters son, a tall, nervous young man, perpetually clearing his throat and fiddling with a pair of gold-rimmed glasses, with the announcement that he had brought his friend, Mr. Rayner, to spend a few days in the old home.

Eve could still see the look on Peters face as, having shaken hands with his hostess, he turned to her. It was the look of the cowboy who, his weary ride over, sees through the dusk the friendly gleam of the saloon windows, and with a happy sigh reaches for his revolver. There could be no two meanings to that look. It said, as clearly as if he had shouted it, that this was no accidental meeting; that he had tracked her down and proposed to resume matters at the point where they had left off.

Eve was indignant. It was abominable that he should pursue her in this way. She sat thinking how abominable it was for five minutes; and then it suddenly struck her that she was hungrier than ever. She had forgotten her material troubles for the moment. It seemed to her now that she was quite faint with hunger.

A cuckoo clock outside the door struck one. And, as it did so, it came to Eve that on the sideboard in the dining-room there were biscuits.

A moment later she was creeping softly down the stairs.

* * *

It was dark and ghostly on the stairs. The house was full of noises. She was glad when she reached the dining-room. It would be pleasant to switch on the light. She pushed open the door, and uttered a cry. The light was already switched on, and at the table, his back to her, was a man.

There was no time for flight. He must have heard the door open. In another moment he would turn and spring.

She spoke tremulously.

Dont — dont move. Im pointing a pistol at you.

The man did not move.

Foolish child! he said, indulgently. Suppose it went off!

She uttered an exclamation of surprise.

You! What are you doing here, Mr. Rayner?

She moved into the room, and her relief changed swiftly into indignation. On the table were half a chicken, a loaf, some cold potatoes, and a bottle of beer.

Im eating, thank goodness! said Peter, helping himself to a cold potato. I had begun to think I never should again.

Eating!

Eating. I know a man of sensibility and refinement ought to shrink from raiding his hostesss larder in the small hours, but hungers death to the finer feelings. Its the solar plexus punch which puts ones better self down and out for the count of ten. I am a large and healthy young man, and, believe me, I need this little snack. I need it badly. May I cut you a slice of chicken?

She could hardly bear to look at it, but pride gave her strength.

No, she snapped.

Youre sure? Poor little thing; I know youre half starved.

Eve stamped.

How dare you speak to me like that, Mr. Rayner?

He drank bottled beer thoughtfully.

What made you come down? I suppose you heard a noise and thought it was burglars? he said.

Yes, said Eve, thankfully accepting the idea. At all costs she must conceal the biscuit motive.

That was very plucky of you. Wont you sit down?

No, Im going back to bed.

Not just yet. Ive several things to talk to you about. Sit down. Thats right. Now cover up your poor little pink ankles, or youll be catching — —

She started up.

Mr. Rayner!

Sit down.

She looked at him defiantly, then, wondering at herself for doing it, sat down.

Now, said Peter, what do you mean by it? What do you mean by dashing off from my sisters house without leaving a word for me as to where you were going? You knew I loved you.

Good night, Mr. Rayner.

Sit down. Youve given me a great deal of trouble. Do you know it cost me a sovereign in tips to find out your address? I couldnt get it out of my sister, and I had to apply to the butler. Ive a good mind to knock it off your first weeks pin-money.

I shall not stay here listening — —

You knew perfectly well I wanted to marry you. But you fly off without a word and bury yourself in this benighted place with a gorgon who nags and bullies you — —

A nice way to speak of your hostess, said Eve, scornfully.

A very soothing way. I dont think I ever took such a dislike to a woman at first sight before. And when she started to bullyrag you, it was all I could do — But it wont last long now. You must come away at once. Well be married after Christmas, and in the meantime you can go and live with my sister — —

Eve listened speechlessly. She had so much to say that the difficulty of selection rendered her dumb.

When can you start? I mean, do you have to give a months notice or anything?

Eve got up with a short laugh.

Good night, Mr. Rayner, she said. You have been very amusing, but I am getting tired.

Im glad its all settled, said Peter. Good night.

Eve stopped. She could not go tamely away without saying a single one of the things that crowded in her mind.

Do you imagine, she said, that I intend to marry you? Do you suppose, for one moment — —

Rather! said Peter. You shall have a splendid time from now on, to make up for all youve gone through. Im going to be awfully good to you, Eve. You shant ever have any more worries, poor old thing. He looked at her affectionately. I wonder why it is that large men always fall in love with little women. There are you, a fragile, fairy-like, ethereal wisp of a little creature; and here am I — —

A great, big, greedy pig! burst out Eve, who thinks about nothing but eating and drinking.

I wasnt going to have put it quite like that, said Peter, thoughtfully.

I hate a greedy man, said Eve, between her teeth.

I have a healthy appetite, protested Peter. Nothing more. It runs in the family. At the time of the Civil War the Rayner of the period, who was King Charless right-hand man, would frequently eat despatches to prevent them falling into the hands of the enemy. He was noted for it.

Eve reached the door and turned.

I despise you, she said.

Good night, said Peter, tenderly. To-morrow morning well go for a walk.

His prediction proved absolutely correct. He was smoking a cigarette after breakfast when Eve came to him. Her face was pink and mutinous, but there was a gleam in her eye.

Are you ready to come out, Mr. Rayner? she said. Mrs. Rastall-Retford says Im to take you to see the view from the golf links.

Youll like that, said Peter.

I shall not like it, snapped Eve. But Mrs. Rastall-Retford is paying me a salary to do what she tells me, and I have to earn it.

Conversation during the walk consisted mainly of a monologue on the part of Peter. It was a crisp and exhilarating morning, and he appeared to be feeling a universal benevolence towards all created things. He even softened slightly on the subject of Mrs. Rastall-Retford, and advanced the theory that her peculiar manner might be due to her having been ill-treated as a child.

Eve listened in silence. It was not till they were nearing home on their return journey that she spoke.

Mr. Rayner, she said.

Yes? said Peter.

I was talking to Mrs. Rastall-Retford after breakfast, said Eve, and
I told her something about you.

My conscience is clear.

Oh, nothing bad. Some people would say it was very much to your credit. She looked away across the fields. I told her you were a vegetarian, she added, carelessly.

There was a long silence. Then Peter spoke three words, straight from the heart.

You little devil!

Eve turned and looked at him, her eyes sparkling wickedly.

You see! she said. Now perhaps you will go.

Without you? said Peter, stoutly. Never!

In London you will be able to eat all day — anything you like. You will be able to creep about your club gnawing cold chicken all night. But if you stay here — —

You have got a wrong idea of the London clubmans life, said Peter. If I crept about my club gnawing cold chicken I should have the committee after me. No, I shall stay here and look after you. After all, what is food?

Ill tell you what yours will be, if you like. Or would you rather wait and let it be a surprise? Well, for lunch you will have some boiled potatoes and cabbage and a sweet — a sort of light soufflé thing. And for dinner — —

Yes, but one moment, said Peter. If Im a vegetarian, how did you account for my taking all the chicken I could get at dinner last night, and looking as if I wanted more?

Oh, that was your considerateness. You didnt want to give trouble, even if you had to sacrifice your principles. But its all right now. You are going to have your vegetables.

Peter drew a deep breath — the breath of the man who braces himself up and thanks whatever gods there be for his unconquerable soul.

I dont care, he said. A book of verses underneath the bough, a jug of wine, and thou — —

Oh, and I forgot, interrupted Eve. I told her you were a teetotaller as well.

There was another silence, longer than the first.

The best train, said Eve, at last, is the ten-fifty.

He looked at her inquiringly.

The best train?

For London.

What makes you think that I am interested in trains to London?

Eve bit her lip.

Mr. Rayner, she said, after a pause, do you remember at lunch one day at Mrs. Elphinstones refusing parsnips? You said that, so far as you were concerned, parsnips were first by a mile, and that prussic acid and strychnine also ran.

Well? said Peter.

Oh, nothing, said Eve. Only I made a stupid mistake. I told the cook you were devoted to parsnips. Im sorry.

Peter looked at her gravely. Im putting up with a lot for your sake, he said.

You neednt. Why dont you go away?

And leave you chained to the rock, Andromeda? Not for Perseus! Ive only been here one night, but Ive seen enough to know that Ive got to take you away from this place. Honestly, its killing you. I was watching you last night. Youre scared if that infernal old woman starts to open her mouth. Shes crushing the life out of you. Im going to stay on here till you say youll marry me, or till they throw me out.

There are parsnips for dinner to-night, said Eve, softly.

I shall get to like them. They are an acquired taste, I expect. Perhaps I am, too. Perhaps I am the human parsnip, and you will have to learn to love me.

You are the human burr, said Eve, shortly. I shouldnt have thought it possible for a man to behave as you are doing.

* * *

In spite of herself, there were moments during the next few days when Eve felt twinges of remorse. It was only by telling herself that he had no right to have followed her to this house, and that he was at perfect liberty to leave whenever he wished, that she could harden her heart again. And even this reflection was not entirely satisfactory, for it made her feel how fond he must be of her to endure these evils for her sake.

And there was no doubt about there being evils. It was a dreary house in which to spend winter days. There were no books that one could possibly read. The nearest railway station was five miles away. There was not even a dog to talk to. Generally it rained. Though Eve saw little of Peter, except at meals and in the drawing-room after dinner — for Mrs. Rastall-Retford spent most of the day in her own sitting-room and required Eve to be at her side — she could picture his sufferings, and, try as she would, she could not keep herself from softening a little. Her pride was weakening. Constant attendance on her employer was beginning to have a bad effect on her nerves. Association in a subordinate capacity with Mrs. Rastall-Retford did not encourage a proud and spirited outlook on life.

Her imagination had not exaggerated Peters sufferings. Many people consider that Dante has spoken the last word on the post-mortem housing of the criminal classes. Peter, after the first week of his visit, could have given him a few new ideas.

* * *

It is unpleasant to be half starved. It is unpleasant to be cooped up in a country-house in winter with nothing to do. It is unpleasant to have to sit at meals and listen to the only girl you have ever really loved being bullyragged by an old lady with six chins. And all these unpleasantnesses were occurring to Peter simultaneously. It is highly creditable to him that the last should completely have outweighed the others.

He was generally alone. Mr. Rastall-Retford, who would have been better than nothing as a companion, was a man who enjoyed solitude. He was a confirmed vanisher. He would be present at one moment, the next he would have glided silently away. And, even on the rare occasions when he decided not to vanish, he seldom did much more than clear his throat nervously and juggle with his pince-nez.

Peter, in his boyhood, had been thrilled once by a narrative of a man who got stuck in the Sargasso Sea. It seemed to him now that the monotony of the Sargasso Sea had been greatly exaggerated.

Nemesis was certainly giving Peter his due. He had wormed his way into the Rastall-Retford home-circle by grossly deceitful means. The moment he heard that Eve had gone to live with Mrs. Rastall-Retford, and had ascertained that the Rastall-Retford with whom he had been at Cambridge and whom he still met occasionally at his club when he did not see him first, was this ladys son, he had set himself to court young Mr. Rastall-Retford. He had cornered him at the club and begun to talk about the dear old Varsity days, ignoring the embarrassment of the latter, whose only clear recollection of the dear old Varsity days as linking Peter and himself was of a certain bump-supper night, when sundry of the festive, led and inspired by Peter, had completely wrecked his rooms and shaved off half a growing moustache. He conveyed to young Mr. Rastall-Retford the impression that, in the dear old Varsity days, they had shared each others joys and sorrows, and, generally, had made Damon and Pythias look like a pair of cross-talk knockabouts at one of the rowdier music-halls. Not to invite so old a friend to stay at his home, if he ever happened to be down that way, would, he hinted, be grossly churlish. Mr. Rastall-Retford, impressed, issued the invitation. And now Peter was being punished for his deceit. Nemesis may not be an Alfred Shrubb, but give her time and she gets there.

* * *

It was towards the middle of the second week of his visit that Eve, coming into the drawing-room before dinner, found Peter standing in front of the fire. They had not been alone together for several days.

Well? said he.

Eve went to the fire and warmed her hands.

Well? she said, dispiritedly.

She was feeling nervous and ill. Mrs. Rastall-Retford had been in one of her more truculent moods all day, and for the first time Eve had the sensation of being thoroughly beaten. She dreaded the long hours to bedtime. The thought that there might be bridge after dinner made her feel physically ill. She felt she could not struggle through a bridge night.

On the occasions when she was in one of her dangerous moods, Mrs. Rastall-Retford sometimes chose rest as a cure, sometimes relaxation. Rest meant that she retired to her room immediately after dinner, and expended her venom on her maid; relaxation meant bridge, and bridge seemed to bring out all her worst points. They played the game for counters at her house, and there had been occasions in Eves experience when the loss of a hundred or so of these useful little adjuncts to Fun in the Home had lashed her almost into a frenzy. She was one of those bridge players who keep up a running quarrel with Fate during the game, and when she was not abusing Fate she was generally reproaching her partner. Eve was always her partner; and to-night she devoutly hoped that her employer would elect to rest. She always played badly with Mrs. Rastall-Retford, through sheer nervousness. Once she had revoked, and there had been a terrible moment and much subsequent recrimination.

Peter looked at her curiously.

Youre pale to-night, he said.

I have a headache.

Hm! How is our hostess? Fair? Or stormy?

As I was passing her door I heard her bullying her maid, so I suppose stormy.

That means a bad time for you? he said, sympathetically.

I suppose so. If we play bridge. But she may go to bed directly after dinner.

She tried to keep her voice level, but he detected the break.

Eve, he said, quickly, wont you let me take you away from here?
Youve no business in this sort of game. Youre not tough enough.
Youve got to be loved and made a fuss of and — —

She laughed shakily.

Perhaps you can give me the address of some lady who wants a companion to love and make a fuss of?

I can give you the address of a man.

She rested an arm on the mantelpiece and stood looking into the blaze, without replying.

Before he could speak again there was a step outside the door, and Mrs.
Rastall-Retford rustled into the room.

Eve had not misread the storm-signals. Her employers mood was still as it had been earlier in the day. Dinner passed in almost complete silence. Mrs. Rastall-Retford sat brooding dumbly. Her eye was cold and menacing, and Peter, working his way through his vegetables, shuddered for Eve. He had understood her allusion to bridge, having been privileged several times during his stay to see his hostess play that game, and he hoped that there would be no bridge to-night.

And this was unselfish of him, for bridge meant sandwiches. Punctually at nine oclock on bridge nights the butler would deposit on a side-table a plate of chicken sandwiches and (in deference to Peters vegetarian views) a smaller plate of cheese sandwiches. At the close of play Mrs. Rastall-Retford would take one sandwich from each plate, drink a thimbleful of weak whisky and water, and retire.

Peter could always do with a sandwich or two these days. But he was prepared to abandon them joyfully if his hostess would waive bridge for this particular evening.

It was not to be. In the drawing-room Mrs. Rastall-Retford came out of her trance and called imperiously for the cards. Peter, when he saw his hand after the first deal, had a presentiment that if all his hands were to be as good as this, the evening was going to be a trying one. On the other occasions when they had played he had found it an extremely difficult task, even with moderate cards, to bring it about that his hostess should always win the odd rubber, for he was an excellent player, and, like most good players, had an artistic conscience which made it painful to him to play a deliberately bad game, even from the best motives. If all his hands were going to be as strong as this first one he saw that there was disaster ahead. He could not help winning.

Mrs. Rastall-Retford, who had dealt the first hand, made a most improper diamond declaration. Her son unfilially doubled, and, Eve having chicane — a tragedy which her partner evidently seemed to consider could have been avoided by the exercise of ordinary common sense — Peter and his partner, despite Peters best efforts, won the game handsomely.

The son of the house dealt the next hand. Eve sorted her cards listlessly. She was feeling curiously tired. Her brain seemed dulled.

This hand, as the first had done, went all in favour of the two men. Mr. Rastall-Retford won five tricks in succession, and, judging from the glitter in his mild eye, was evidently going to win as many more as he possibly could. Mrs. Rastall-Retford glowered silently. There was electricity in the air.

The son of the house led a club. Eve played a card mechanically.

Have you no clubs, Miss Hendrie?

Eve started, and looked at her hand.

No, she said.

Mrs. Rastall-Retford grunted suspiciously.

Not long ago, in Westport, Connecticut, U.S.A., a young man named Harold Sperry, a telephone worker, was boring a hole in the wall of a house with a view to passing a wire through it. He whistled joyously as he worked. He did not know that he had selected for purposes of perforation the exact spot where there lay, nestling in the brickwork, a large leaden water-pipe. The first intimation he had of that fact was when a jet of water suddenly knocked him fifteen feet into a rosebush.

As Harold felt then, so did Eve now, when, examining her hand once more to make certain that she had no clubs, she discovered the ace of that ilk peeping coyly out from behind the seven of spades.

Her face turned quite white. It is never pleasant to revoke at bridge, but to Eve just then it seemed a disaster beyond words. She looked across at her partner. Her imagination pictured the scene there would be ere long, unless —— 

It happens every now and then that the human brain shows in a crisis an unwonted flash of speed. Eves did at this juncture. To her in her trouble there came a sudden idea.

She looked round the table. Mr. Rastall-Retford, having taken the last trick, had gathered it up in the introspective manner of one planning big coups, and was brooding tensely, with knit brows. His mother was frowning over her cards. She was unobserved.

She seized the opportunity. She rose from her seat, moved quickly to the side-table, and, turning her back, slipped the fatal card dexterously into the interior of a cheese sandwich.

Mrs. Rastall-Retford, absorbed, did not notice for an instant. Then she gave tongue.

What are you doing, Miss Hendrie?

Eve was breathing quickly.

I — I thought that Mr. Rayner might like a sandwich.

She was at his elbow with the plate. It trembled in her hand.

A sandwich! Kindly do not be so officious, Miss Hendrie. The idea — in the middle of a hand — — Her voice died away in a resentful mumble.

Peter started. He had been allowing his thoughts to wander. He looked from the sandwich to Eve and then at the sandwich again. He was puzzled. This had the aspect of being an olive-branch — could it be? Could she be meaning —— ? Or was it a subtle insult? Who could say? At any rate it was a sandwich, and he seized it, without prejudice.

I hope at least you have had the sense to remember that Mr. Rayner is a vegetarian, Miss Hendrie, said Mrs. Rastall-Retford. That is not a chicken sandwich?

No, said Eve; it is not a chicken sandwich.

Peter beamed gratefully. He raised the olive-branch, and bit into it with the energy of a starving man. And as he did so he caught Eves eye.

Miss Hendrie! cried Mrs. Rastall-Retford.

Eve started violently.

Miss Hendrie, will you be good enough to play? The king of clubs to beat. I cant think whats the matter with you to-night.

Im very sorry, said Eve, and put down the nine of spades.

Mrs. Rastall-Retford glared.

This is absurd, she cried. You must have the ace of clubs. If you have not got it, who has? Look through your hand again. Is it there?

No.

Then where can it be?

Where can it be? echoed Peter, taking another bite.

Why — why, said Eve, crimson, I — I — have only five cards. I ought to have six.

Five? said Mrs. Rastall-Retford Nonsense! Count again. Have you dropped it on the floor?

Mr. Rastall-Retford stooped and looked under the table.

It is not on the floor, he said. I suppose it must have been missing from the pack before I dealt.

Mrs. Rastall-Retford threw down her cards and rose ponderously. It offended her vaguely that there seemed to be nobody to blame. I shall go to bed, she said.

* * *

Peter stood before the fire and surveyed Eve as she sat on the sofa. They were alone in the room, Mr. Rastall-Retford having drifted silently away in the wake of his mother. Suddenly Eve began to laugh helplessly.

He shook his head at her.

This is considerably sharper than a serpents tooth, he said. You should be fawning gratefully upon me, not laughing. Do you suppose King Charles laughed at my ancestor when he ate the despatches? However, for the first time since I have been in this house I feel as if I had had a square meal.

Eve became suddenly serious. The smile left her face.

Mr. Rayner, please dont think Im ungrateful. I couldnt help laughing, but I cant tell you how grateful I am. You dont know what it would have been like if she had found out that I had revoked. I did it once before, and she kept on about it for days and days. It was awful. She shivered. I think you must be right, and my nerves are going.

He nodded.

So are you — to-morrow, by the first train. I wonder how soon we can get married. Do you know anything about special licenses?

She looked at him curiously.

Youre very obstinate, she said.

Firm, he corrected. Firm. Could you pack to-night, do you think, and be ready for that ten-fifty to-morrow morning?

She began to trace an intricate pattern on the floor with the point of her shoe.

I cant imagine why you are fond of me! she said. Ive been very horrid to you.

Nonsense. Youve been all thats sweet and womanly.

And I want to tell you why, she went on. Your — your sister — —

Ah, I thought as much!

She — she saw that you seemed to be getting fond of me, and she — —

She would!

Said some rather horrid things that — hurt, said Eve, in a low voice.

Peter crossed over to where she sat and took her hand.

Dont you worry about her, he said. Shes not a bad sort really, but about once every six months she needs a brotherly talking-to, or she gets above herself. One is about due during the next few days.

He stroke her hand.

Fasting, he said, thoughtfully, clears and stimulates the brain. I fancy I shall be able to think out some rather special things to say to her this time.


DISENTANGLING OLD DUGGIE (1912)

First published in Colliers Weekly, March 1912
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DOESNT SOME POET or philosopher fellow say that its when our intentions are best that we always make the worst breaks? I cant put my hand on the passage, but youll find it in Shakespeare or somewhere, Im pretty certain.

At any rate, its always that way with me. And the affair of Douglas Craye is a case in point.

I had dined with Duggie (a dear old pal of mine) one night at his club, and as he was seeing me out he said: Reggie, old top — my names Reggie Pepper— Reggie, old top, Im rather worried.

Are you, Duggie, old pal? I said.

Yes, Reggie, old fellow, he said, I am. Its like this. The Booles have asked me down to their place for the week-end, and I dont know whether to go or not. You see, they have early breakfast, and besides that theres a frightful risk of music after dinner. On the other hand, young Roderick Boole thinks he can play piquet.

I should go, I said.

But Im not sure Rodericks going to be there this time.

It was a problem, and I didnt wonder poor old Dug had looked pale and tired at dinner.

Then I had the idea which really started all the trouble.

Why dont you consult a palmist? I said.

That sounds a good idea, said Duggie.

Go and see Dorothea in Forty-second Street. Shes a wonder. Shell settle it for you in a second. Shell see from your lines that you are thinking of making a journey, and shell either tell you to get a move on, which will mean that Roderick will be there, or else to keep away because she sees disaster.

You seem to be next to the game all right.

Ive been to a good many of them. Youll like Dorothea.

What did you say her name was — Dorothea? What do I do? Do I just walk in? Shant I feel a fearful chump? How much do I give her?

Five bucks. Youd better write and make a date.

All right, said Duggie. But I know I shall look a frightful fool.

About a week later I ran into him between the acts at the Knickerbocker. The old boy was beaming.

Reggie, he said, you did me the best turn anyones ever done me, sending me to Mrs. Darrell.

Mrs. Darrell?

You know. Dorothea. Her real names Darrell. Shes a widow. Her husband was in some regiment, and left her without a penny. Its a frightfully pathetic story. Havent time to tell you now. My boy, shes a marvel. She had hardly looked at my hand, when she said: You will prosper in any venture you undertake. And next day, by George, I went down to the Booles and separated young Roderick from seventy dollars. Shes a wonderful woman. Did you ever see just that shade of hair?

I didnt notice her hair.

He gaped at me in a sort of petrified astonishment.

You — didnt — notice — her — hair! he gasped.

I cant fix the dates exactly, but it must have been about three weeks after this that I got a telegram:

Call Madison Avenue immediately — Florence Craye.

She neednt have signed her name. I should have known who it was from by the wording. Ever since I was a kid, Duggies sister Florence has oppressed me to the most fearful extent. Not that Im the only one. Her brothers live in terror of her, I know. Especially Edwin. Hes never been able to get away from her and its absolutely broken his spirit. Hes a mild, hopeless sort of chump who spends all his time at home — they live near Philadelphia — and has never been known to come to New York. Hes writing a history of the family, or something, I believe.

You see, events have conspired, so to speak, to let Florence do pretty much as she likes with them. Originally there was old man Craye, Duggies father, who made a fortune out of the Soup Trust; Duggies elder brother Edwin; Florence; and Duggie. Mrs. Craye has been dead some years. Then came the smash. It happened through the old man. Most people, if you ask them, will tell you that he ought to be in Bloomingdale; and Im not sure theyre not right. At any rate, one morning he came down to breakfast, lifted the first cover on the sideboard, said in a sort of despairing way, Eggs! Eggs! Eggs! Curse all eggs! and walked out of the room. Nobody thought much of it till about an hour afterward, when they found that he had packed a grip, left the house, and caught the train to New York. Next day they got a letter from him, saying that he was off to Europe, never to return, and that all communications were to be addressed to his lawyers. And from that day on none of them had seen him. He wrote occasionally, generally from Paris; and that was all.

Well, directly news of this got about, down swooped a series of aunts to grab the helm. They didnt stay long. Florence had them out, one after the other, in no time. If any lingering doubt remained in their minds, dont you know, as to who was going to be boss at home, it wasnt her fault. Since then she has run the show.

I went to Madison Avenue. It was one of the aunts houses. There was no sign of the aunt when I called — she had probably climbed a tree and pulled it up after her — but Florence was there.

She is a tall woman with what, I believe, is called a presence. Her eyes are bright and black, and have a way of getting right inside you, dont you know, and running up and down your spine. She has a deep voice. She is about ten years older than Duggies brother Edwin, who is six years older than Duggie.

Good afternoon, she said. Sit down.

I poured myself into a chair.

Reginald, she said, what is this I hear about Douglas?

I said I didnt know.

He says that you introduced him.

Eh?

To this woman — this Mrs. Darrell.

Mrs. Darrell?

My memorys pretty rocky, and the name conveyed nothing to me.

She pulled out a letter.

Yes, she said, Mrs. Dorothy Darrell.

Great Scott! Dorothea!

Her eyes resumed their spine drill.

Who is she?

Only a palmist.

Only a palmist! Her voice absolutely boomed. Well, my brother Douglas is engaged to be married to her.

Many happy returns of the day, I said.

I dont know why I said it. It wasnt what I meant to say. Im not sure I meant to say anything.

She glared at me. By this time I was pure jelly. I simply flowed about the chair.

You are facetious, Reginald, she said.

No, no, no, I shouted. It slipped out. I wouldnt be facetious for worlds.

I am glad. It is no laughing matter. Have you any suggestions?

Suggestions?

You dont imagine it can be allowed to go on? The engagement must be broken, of course. But how?

Why dont you tell him he mustnt?

I shall naturally express my strong disapproval, but it may not be effective. When out of the reach of my personal influence, my wretched brother is self-willed to a degree.

I saw what she meant. Good old Duggie wasnt going to have those eyes patrolling his spine if he knew it. He meant to keep away and conduct this business by letter. There was going to be no personal interview with sister, if he had to dodge about America like a snipe.

We sat for a long time without speaking. Then I became rather subtle. I had a brain-wave and saw my way to making things right for Dug and at the same time squaring myself with Florence. After all, I thought, the old boy couldnt keep away from home for the rest of his life. He would have to go there sooner or later. And my scheme made it pleasant and easy for him.

Ill tell you what I should do if I were you, I said. Im not sure I didnt read some book or see some play somewhere or other where they tried it on, and it worked all right. Fellow got engaged to a girl, and the family didnt like it, but, instead of kicking, they pretended to be tickled to pieces, and had the fellow and the girl down to visit them. And then, after the fellow had seen the girl with the home circle as a background, dont you know, he came to the conclusion that it wouldnt do, and broke off the engagement.

It seemed to strike her.

I hardly expected so sensible a suggestion from you, Reginald, she said. It is a very good plan. It shows that you really have a definite substratum of intelligence; and it is all the more deplorable that you should idle your way through the world as you do, when you might be performing some really useful work.

That was Florence all over. Even when she patted you on the head, she had to do it with her knuckles.

I will invite them down next week, she went on. You had better come, too.

Its awfully kind of you, but the fact is — —

Next Wednesday. Take the three-forty-seven.

I met Duggie next day. He was looking happy, but puzzled, like a man who has found a dime on the street and is wondering if theres a string tied to it. I congratulated him on his engagement.

Reggie, he said, a queer thing has happened. I feel as if Id trodden on the last step when it wasnt there. Ive just had a letter from my sister Florence asking me to bring Dorothy home on Wednesday. Florence doesnt seem to object to the idea of the engagement at all; and Id expected that Id have to call out the police reserves when she heard of it. I believe theres a catch somewhere.

I tapped him on the breastbone.

There is, Dug, I said, and Ill tell you what it is. I saw her yesterday, and I can put you next to the game. She thinks that if you see Mrs. Darrell mingling with the home circle, youll see flaws in her which you dont see when you dont see her mingling with the home circle, dont you see? Do you see now?

He laughed — heroically, dont you know.

Im afraid shell be disappointed. Love like mine is not dependent on environment.

Which wasnt bad, I thought, if it was his own.

I said good-by to him, and toddled along rather pleased with myself. It seemed to me that I had handled his affairs in a pretty masterly manner for a chap whos supposed to be one of the biggest chumps in New York.

Well, of course, the thing was an absolute fliver, as I ought to have guessed it would be. Whatever could have induced me to think that a fellow like poor old Dug stood a dogs chance against a determined female like his sister Florence, I cant imagine. It was like expecting a rabbit to put up a show with a python. From the very start there was only one possible end to the thing. To a woman like Florence, who had trained herself as tough as whalebone by years of scrapping with her father and occasional by-battles with aunts, it was as easy as killing rats with a stick.

I was sorry for Mrs. Darrell. She was a really good sort and, as a matter of fact, just the kind of wife who would have done old Duggie a bit of good. And on her own ground I shouldnt wonder if she might not have made a fight for it. But now she hadnt a chance. Poor old Duggie was just like so much putty in Florences hands when he couldnt get away from her. You could see the sawdust trickling out of Loves Young Dream in a steady flow.

I took Mrs. Darrell for a walk one afternoon, to see if I couldnt cheer her up a bit, but it wasnt much good. She hardly spoke a word till we were on our way home. Then she said with a sort of jerk: Im going back to New York tomorrow, Mr. Pepper.

I suppose I ought to have pretended to be surprised, but I couldnt work it.

Im afraid youve had a bad time, I said. Im very sorry.

She laughed.

Thank you, she said. Its nice of you to be sympathetic instead of tactful. Youre rather a dear, Mr. Pepper.

I hadnt any remarks to make. I whacked at a nettle with my stick.

I shall break off my engagement after dinner, so that Douglas can have a good nights rest. Im afraid he has been brooding on the future a good deal. It will be a great relief to him.

Oh, no, I said.

Oh, yes. I know exactly how he feels. He thought he could carry me off, but he finds he overestimated his powers. He has remembered that he is a Craye. I imagine that the fact has been pointed out to him.

If you ask my opinion, I said — I was feeling pretty sore about it— that woman Florence is an absolute cat.

My dear Mr. Pepper, I wouldnt have dreamed of asking your opinion on such a delicate subject. But Im glad to have it. Thank you very much. Do I strike you as a vindictive woman, Mr. Pepper?

I dont think you do, I said.

By nature I dont think I am. But Im feeling a little vindictive just at present.

She stopped suddenly.

I dont know why Im boring you like this, Mr. Pepper, she said. For goodness sake lets be cheerful. Say something bright.

I was going to take a whirl at it, but she started in to talk, and talked all the rest of the way. She seemed to have cheered up a whole lot.

She left next day. I gather she fired Duggie as per schedule, for the old boy looked distinctly brighter, and Florence wore an off-duty expression and was quite decently civil. Mrs. Darrell bore up all right. She avoided Duggie, of course, and put in most of the time talking to Edwin. He evidently appreciated it, for I had never seen him look so nearly happy before.

I went back to New York directly afterward, and I hadnt been there much more than a week when a most remarkably queer thing happened. Turning in at Hammersteins for half an hour one evening, whom should I meet but brother Edwin, quite fairly festive, with a fat cigar in his mouth. Hello, Reggie, he said.

What are you doing here? I said.

I had to come up to New York to look up a life of Hilary de Craye at the library. I believe Mister Man was a sort of ancestor.

This isnt the library.

I was beginning to guess as much. The difference is subtle but well marked.

It struck me that there was another difference that was subtle but well marked, and that was the difference between the Edwin Id left messing about over his family history a week before and the jovial rounder who was blowing smoke in my face now.

As a matter of fact, he said, the library would be all the better for a little of this sort of thing. Its too conservative. Thats whats the trouble with the library. Whats the matter with having a cross-talk team and a few performing dogs there? It would brighten the place up and attract custom. Reggie, youre looking fatigued. Ive heard theres a place somewhere in this city, if you can only find it, expressly designed for supplying first-aid to the fatigued. Lets go and look for it.

Im not given to thinking much as a rule, but I couldnt help pondering over this meeting with Edwin. Its hard to make you see the remarkableness of the whole thing, for, of course, if you look at it, in one way, theres nothing so record-breaking in smoking a cigar and drinking a highball. But then you have never seen Edwin. There are degrees in everything, dont you know. For Edwin to behave as he did with me that night was simply nothing more nor less than a frightful outburst, and it disturbed me. Not that I cared what Edwin did, as a rule, but I couldnt help feeling a sort of what-dyou-call-it — a presentiment, that somehow, in some way I didnt understand, I was mixed up in it, or was soon going to be. I think the whole fearful family had got on my nerves to such an extent that the mere sight of any of them made me jumpy.

And, by George, I was perfectly right, dont you know. In a day or two along came the usual telegram from Florence, telling me to come to Madison Avenue.

The mere idea of Madison Avenue was beginning to give me that tired feeling, and I made up my mind I wouldnt go near the place. But of course I did. When it came to the point, I simply hadnt the common manly courage to keep away.

Florence was there as before.

Reginald, she said, I think I shall go raving mad.

This struck me as a mighty happy solution of everybodys troubles, but I felt it was too good to be true.

Over a week ago, she went on, my brother Edwin came up to New York to consult a book at the library. I anticipated that this would occupy perhaps an afternoon, and was expecting him back by an early train next day. He did not arrive. He sent an incoherent telegram. But even then I suspected nothing. She paused. Yesterday morning, she said, I had a letter from my aunt Augusta.

She paused again. She seemed to think I ought to be impressed.

Her eyes tied a bowknot in my spine.

Let me read you her letter. No, I will tell you its contents. Aunt Augusta had seen Edwin lunching at the Waldorf with a creature.

A what?

My aunt described her. Her hair was of a curious dull bronze tint.

Your aunts?

The womans. It was then that I began to suspect. How many women with dull bronze hair does Edwin know?

Great Scott! Why ask me?

I had got used to being treated as a sort of Hey, Bill! by Florence, but I was darned if I was going to be expected to be an encyclopedia as well.

One, she said. That appalling Darrell woman.

She drew a deep breath.

Yesterday evening, she said, I saw them together in a taximeter cab. They were obviously on their way to some theatre.

She fixed me with her eye.

Reginald, she said, you must go and see her the first thing to-morrow.

What! I cried. Me? Why? Why me?

Because you are responsible for the whole affair. You introduced Douglas to her. You suggested that he should bring her home. Go to her to-morrow and ascertain her intentions.

But — —

The very first thing.

But wouldnt it be better to have a talk with Edwin?

I have made every endeavour to see Edwin, but he deliberately avoids me. His answers to my telegrams are willfully evasive.

There was no doubt that Edwin had effected a thorough bolt. He was having quite a pleasant little vacation: Two Weeks in Sunny New York. And from what Id seen of him, he seemed to be thriving on it. I didnt wonder Florence had got rather anxious. Shed have been more anxious if she had seen him when I did. Hed got a sort of New-York-is-so-bracing look about him, which meant a whole heap of trouble before he trotted back to the fold.

Well, I started off to interview Mrs. Darrell, and, believe me, I didnt like the prospect. I think they ought to train A. D. T. messengers to do this sort of thing. I found her alone. The rush hour of clients hadnt begun.

How do you do, Mr. Pepper? she said. How nice of you to call.

Very friendly, and all that. It made the situation darned difficult for a fellow, if you see what I mean.

Say, I said. What about it, dont you know?

I certainly dont, she said. What ought I to know about what?

Well, about Edwin — Edwin Craye, I said.

She smiled.

Oh! So youre an ambassador, Mr. Pepper?

Well, as a matter of fact, I did come to see if I could find out how things were running. Whats going to happen?

Are you consulting me professionally? If so, you must show me your hand. Or perhaps you would rather I showed you mine?

It was subtle, but I got on to it after a bit.

Yes, I said, I wish you would.

Very well. Do you remember a conversation we had, Mr. Pepper, my last afternoon at the Crayes? We came to the conclusion that I was rather a vindictive woman.

By George! Youre stringing old Edwin so as to put one over on Florence?

She flushed a little.

How very direct you are, Mr. Pepper! How do you know Im not very fond of Mr. Craye? At any rate, Im very sorry for him.

Hes such a chump.

But hes improving every day. Have you seen him? You must notice the difference?

There is a difference.

He only wanted taking out of himself. I think he found his sister Florences influence a little oppressive sometimes.

No, but see here, I said, are you going to marry him?

Im only a palmist. I dont pretend to be a clairvoyant. A marriage may be indicated in Mr. Crayes hand, but I couldnt say without looking at it.

But I shall have to tell her something definite, or she wont give me a moments peace.

Tell her her brother is of age. Surely thats definite enough?

And I couldnt get any more out of her. I went back to Florence and reported. She got pretty excited about it.

Oh, if I were a man! she said.

I didnt see how that would have helped. I said so.

Id go straight to Edwin and drag him away. He is staying at his club. If I were a man I could go in and find him — —

Not if you werent a member, I said.

 — And tell him what I thought of his conduct. As Im only a woman, I have to wait in the hall while a deceitful small boy pretends to go and look for him.

It had never struck me before what a splendid institution a club was. Only a few days back Id been thinking that the subscription to mine was a bit steep. But now I saw that the place earned every cent of the money.

Have you no influence with him, Reginald?

I said I didnt think I had. She called me something. Invertebrate, or something. I didnt catch it.

Then theres only one thing to do. You must find my father and tell him all. Perhaps you may rouse him to a sense of what is right. You may make him remember that he has duties as a parent.

I thought it far more likely that I should make him remember that he had a foot. I hadnt a very vivid recollection of old man Craye. I was quite a kid when he made his great speech on the Egg Question and beat it for Europe — but what I did recollect didnt encourage me to go and chat with him about the duties of a parent.

As I remember him, he was a rather large man with elephantiasis of the temper. I distinctly recalled one occasion when I was spending a school vacation at his home, and he found me trying to shave old Duggie, then a kid of fourteen, with his razor.

I shouldnt be able to find him, I said.

You can get his address from his lawyers.

He may be at the North Pole.

Then you must go to the North Pole.

But say —— !

Reginald!

Oh, all right.

I knew just what would happen. Parbury and Stevens, the lawyers, simply looked at me as if I had been caught snatching bags. At least, Stevens did. And Parbury would have done it, too, only he had been dead a good time. Finally, after drinking me in for about a quarter of an hour, Stevens said that if I desired to address a communication to his client, care of this office, it would be duly forwarded. Good morning. Good morning. Anything further? No, thanks. Good morning. Good morning.

I handed the glad news on to Florence and left her to do what she liked about it. She went down and interviewed Stevens. I suppose hed had experience of her. At any rate, he didnt argue. He yielded up the address in level time. Old man Craye was living in Paris, but was to arrive in New York that night, and would doubtless be at his club.

It was the same club where Edwin was hiding from Florence. I pointed this out to her.

Theres no need for me to butt in after all, I said. Hell meet Edwin there, and they can fight it out in the smoking room. Youve only to drop him a line explaining the facts.

I shall certainly communicate with him in writing, but, nevertheless, you must see him. I cannot explain everything in a letter.

But doesnt it strike you that he may think it pretty bad gall — impertinence, dont you know, for a comparative stranger like me to be tackling a delicate family affair like this?

You will explain that you are acting for me.

It wouldnt be better if old Duggie went along instead?

I wish you to go, Reginald.

Well, of course, it was all right, dont you know, but I was losing several pounds a day over the business. I was getting so light that I felt that, when the old man kicked me, I should just soar up to the ceiling like an air balloon.

The club was one of those large clubs that look like prisons. I used to go there to lunch with my uncle, the one who left me his money, and I always hated the place. It was one of those clubs that are all red leather and hushed whispers.

Im bound to say, though, there wasnt much hushed whispering when I started my interview with old man Craye. His voice was one of my childhoods recollections.

He was most extraordinarily like Florence. He had just the same eyes. I felt boneless from the start.

Good morning, I said.

What? he said. Speak up. Dont mumble.

I hadnt known he was deaf. The last time wed had any conversation — on the subject of razors — he had done all the talking. This seemed to me to put the lid on it.

I only said Good morning, I shouted.

Good what? Speak up. I believe youre sucking candy. Oh, good morning? I remember you now. Youre the boy who spoiled my razor.

I didnt half like this reopening of old wounds. I hurried on.

I came about Edwin, I said.

Who?

Edwin. Your son.

What about him?

Florence told me to see you.

Who?

Florence. Your daughter.

What about her?

All this vaudeville team business, mind you, as if we were bellowing at each other across the street. All round the room you could see old gentlemen shooting out of their chairs like rockets and dashing off at a gallop to write to the governing board about it. Thousands of waiters had appeared from nowhere, and were hanging about, dusting table legs. If ever a business wanted to be discussed privately, this seemed to me to be it. And it was just about as private as a conversation through megaphones in Longacre Square.

Didnt she write to you?

I got a letter from her. I tore it up. I didnt read it.

Pleasant, was it not? It was not. I began to understand what a shipwrecked sailor must feel when he finds theres something gone wrong with the life belt.

I thought I might as well get to the point and get it over.

Edwins going to marry a palmist, I said.

Who the devils Harry?

Not Harry. Marry. Hes going to marry a palmist.

About four hundred waiters noticed a speck of dust on an ash tray at the table next to ours, and swooped down on it.

Edwin is going to marry a palmist?

Yes.

She must be mad. Hasnt she seen Edwin?

And just then who should stroll in but Edwin himself. I sighted him and gave him a hail.

He curveted up to us. It was amazing the way the fellow had altered. He looked like a two-year-old. Flower in his button-hole and a six-inch grin, and all that. The old man seemed surprised, too. I didnt wonder. The Edwin he remembered was a pretty different kind of a fellow.

Hullo, dad, he said. Fancy meeting you here. Have a cigarette?

He shoved out his case. Old man Craye helped himself in a sort of dazed way.

You are Edwin? he said slowly.

I began to sidle out. They didnt notice me. They had moved to a settee, and Edwin seemed to be telling his father a funny story.

At least, he was talking and grinning, and the old man was making a noise like distant thunder, which I supposed was his way of chuckling. I slid out and left them.

Some days later Duggie called on me. The old boy was looking scared.

Reggie, he said, what do doctors call it when you think you see things when you dont? Hal-something. Ive got it, whatever it is. Its sometimes caused by overwork. But it cant be that with me, because Ive not been doing any work. You dont think my brains going or anything like that, do you?

What do you mean? Whats been happening?

Its like being haunted. I read a story somewhere of a fellow who kept thinking he saw a battleship bearing down on him. Ive got it, too. Four times in the last three days I could have sworn I saw my father and Edwin. I saw them as plainly as I see you. And, of course, Edwins at home and fathers in Europe somewhere. Do you think its some sort of a warning? Do you think Im going to die?

Its all right, old top, I said. As a matter of fact, they are both in New York just now.

You dont mean that? Great Scot, what a relief! But, Reggie, old fox, it couldnt have been them really. The last time was at Louis Martins, and the fellow I mistook for Edwin was dancing all by himself in the middle of the floor.

I admitted it was pretty queer.

I was away for a few days after that in the country. When I got back I found a pile of telegrams waiting for me. They were all from Florence, and they all wanted me to go to Madison Avenue. The last of the batch, which had arrived that morning, was so peremptory that I felt as if something had bitten me when I read it.

For a moment I admit I hung back. Then I rallied. There are times in a mans life when he has got to show a flash of the old bulldog pluck, dont you know, if he wants to preserve his self-respect. I did then. My grip was still unpacked. I told my man to put it on a cab. And in about two ticks I was bowling off to the club. I left for England next day by the Lusitania.

About three weeks later I fetched up at Nice. You cant walk far at Nice without bumping into a casino. The one I hit my first evening was the Casino Municipale in the Place Massina. It looked more or less of a Home From Home, so I strolled in.

There was quite a crowd round the boule tables, and I squashed in. And when Id worked through into the front rank I happened to look down the table, and there was Edwin, with a green Tyrolese hat hanging over one ear, clutching out for a lot of five-franc pieces which the croupier was steering toward him at the end of a rake.

I was feeling lonesome, for I knew no one in the place, so I edged round in his direction.

Halfway there I heard my name called, and there was Mrs. Darrell.

I saw the whole thing in a flash. Old man Craye hadnt done a thing to prevent it — apart from being eccentric, he was probably glad that Edwin had had the sense to pick out anybody half as good a sort — and the marriage had taken place. And here they were on their honeymoon.

I wondered what Florence was thinking of it.

Well, well, well, here we all are, I said. Ive just seen Edwin. He seems to be winning.

Dear boy! she said. He does enjoy it so. I think he gets so much more out of life than he used to, dont you?

Sure thing. May I wish you happiness? Why didnt you let me know and collect the silver fish-slice?

Thank you so much, Mr. Pepper. I did write to you, but I suppose you never got the letter.

Mr. Craye didnt make any objections, then?

On the contrary. He was more in favor of the marriage than anyone.

And Ill tell you why, I said. Im rather a chump, you know, but I observe things. I bet he was most frightfully grateful to you for taking Edwin in hand and making him human.

Why, youre wonderful, Mr. Pepper. That is exactly what he said himself. It was that that first made us friends.

And — er — Florence?

She sighed.

Im afraid Florence has taken the thing a little badly. But I hope to win her over in time. I want all my children to love me.

All your what?

I think of them as my children, you see, Mr. Pepper. I adopted them as my own when I married their father. Did you think I had married Edwin? What a funny mistake. I am very fond of Edwin, but not in that way. No, I married Mr. Craye. We left him at our villa tonight, as he had some letters to get off. You must come and see us, Mr. Pepper. I always feel that it was you who brought us together, you know. I wonder if you will be seeing Florence when you get back? Will you give her my very best love?


DISENTANGLING OLD PERCY (1912)

First published in The Strand Magazine, August 1912
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DOESNT SOME POET or philosopher fellow say that its when our intentions are best that we always make the most poisonous bloomers? I cant put my hand on the passage, but youll find it in Shakespeare or somewhere, Im pretty certain.

Anyhow, its always that way with me. And the affair of Percy Craye is a case in point.

I had dined with Percy (a dear old pal of mine) one night at the Bank of England — hes in the Guards, and it was his turn to be on hand there and prevent any blighter trying to slide in and help himself — and as he was seeing me out he said, Reggie, old top (my names Reggie Pepper)— Reggie, old top, Im rather worried.

Are you, Percy, old pal? I said.

Yes, Reggie, old fellow, he said, I am. Its like this. The Booles have asked me down to their place for the week-end, and I dont know whether to go or not. You see, they have family prayers at half-past eight sharp, and besides that theres a frightful risk of music after dinner. On the other hand, young Roderick Boole thinks he can play piquet.

I should go, I said.

But Im not sure Rodericks going to be there this time.

It was a pretty tricky problem, and I didnt wonder poor old Percy had looked pale and fagged at dinner.

Then I had the idea which really started all the trouble.

Why dont you consult a palmist? I said.

Thats not a bad idea, said Percy.

Go and see Dorothea in Bond Street. Shes a wonder. Shell settle it for you in a second. Shell see from your lines that you are thinking of making a journey, and shell either tell you to fizz ahead, which will mean that Roderick will be there, or else to keep away because she sees disaster.

You seem well up in this sort of thing.

Ive been to a good many of them. Youll like Dorothea.

What did you say her name was — Dorothea? What do I do? Do I just walk in? Shant I feel a fearful ass? How much do I give her?

A guinea. Youd better write and make an appointment.

All right, said Percy. But I know I shall look a frightful fool.

You would hardly believe the trouble it took to bring him to the scratch. In the end I took him round myself and left him there, and about a week later I ran into him between the acts at the Gaiety. The old boy was beaming.

Reggie, he said, you did me the best turn anyones ever done me, sending me to Mrs. Darrell.

Mrs. Darrell?

[image: img343.jpg]You know — Dorothea. Her real names Darrell. Shes a widow. Her husband was in a line regiment, and left her without a penny. Its a frightfully pathetic story. Havent time to tell you now. My boy, shes a marvel. She had hardly looked at my hand when she said, You will prosper in any venture you undertake. And next day, by Jove, I popped down to the Booles and separated young Roderick from fourteen pounds seven and six. Shes a wonderful woman. Did you ever see just that shade of hair?

I didnt notice her hair.

He gaped at me in a sort of petrified astonishment.

You — didnt — notice — her — hair? he gasped.

Just then the bell rang, and I had to nip back to my stall.

I cant fix the dates exactly, but it must have been about three weeks after this that I got a telegram, Call Eaton Square immediately. — Florence Craye.

She neednt have signed her name. I should have known who it was from by the wording. Ever since I was a kid Percys sister Florence has oppressed me to the most fearful extent. Not that Im the only one. Her brothers live in terror of her, I know. Especially Lord Weeting. Hes never been able to get away from her, and its absolutely broken his spirit. Hes a mild, hopeless sort of ass, who spends all his time at Weeting and has never been known to come to London. Hes writing a history of the family or something, I believe.

[image: img344.jpg]You see, events have conspired, so to speak, to let Florence do pretty much as she likes with them. The family affairs have got themselves into a bit of a muddle. Originally there was Percys father, Lord Worplesdon; Percys elder brother Edwin, whos Lord Weeting; Florence, and Percy. Lady Worplesdon has been dead some years. Then came the smash. It happened through Lord Worplesdon. Most people, if you ask them, will tell you that he is bang off his rocker, and Im not sure theyre not right. At any rate, one morning he came down to breakfast, lifted the first cover on the sideboard, said, in a despairing sort of way, Eggs! Eggs! Eggs! Curse all eggs! and walked out of the room. Nobody thought much of it till about an hour afterwards, when they found that he had packed a portmanteau, left the house, and caught the train to London. Next day they got a letter from him, saying that he was off to the Continent, never to return, and that all communications were to be addressed to his solicitors.

And from that day none of them had seen him. He wrote occasionally, generally from Paris, and that was all.

Well, directly news of this got about down swooped a series of aunts to grab the helm. They didnt stay long. Florence had them out, one after the other, in no time. If any lingering doubt remained in their minds, dont you know, as to who was going to be boss at Weeting, it wasnt her fault. Since then she has run the show.

I went to Eaton Square. It was one of the aunts houses. There was no sign of the aunt when I called — she had probably climbed a tree and pulled it up after her — but Florence was in the drawing-room.

She is a tall woman with what, I believe, is called a presence. Her eyes are bright and black, and have a way of getting right inside you, dont you know, and running up and down your spine. She has a deep voice. She is about ten years older than Percys brother Edwin, who is six years older than Percy.

Good afternoon, she said. Sit down.

I poured myself into a chair.

Reginald, she said, what is this I hear about Percy?

I said I didnt know.

He says that you introduced him.

Eh?

To this woman — this Mrs. Darrell.

Mrs. Darrell?

My memorys pretty rocky, and the name conveyed nothing to me.

She pulled out a letter.

Yes, she said; Mrs. Dorothy Darrell.

Great Scot! Dorothea!

Her eyes resumed their spine-drill.

Who is she?

Only a palmist.

Only a palmist! Her voice absolutely boomed. Well, my brother Percy is engaged to be married to her.

Many happy returns of the day, I said.

I dont know why I said it. It wasnt what I meant to say. Im not sure I meant to say anything.

She glared at me. By this time I was pure jelly. I simply flowed about the chair.

You are facetious, Reginald, she said.

No, no, no! I shouted. It slipped out. I wouldnt be facetious for worlds.

I am glad. It is no laughing matter. Have you any suggestions?

Suggestions?

You dont imagine it can be allowed to go on? The engagement must be broken, of course. But how?

Why dont you tell him he mustnt?

I shall naturally express my strong disapproval, but it may not be effective. When out of the reach of my personal influence my wretched brother is self-willed to a degree.

I saw what she meant. Good old Percy wasnt going to have those eyes patrolling his spine if he knew it. He meant to keep away and conduct this business by letter. There was going to be no personal interview with sister, if he had to dodge about London like a snipe.

We sat for a long time without speaking. Then I became rather subtle. I had a brain-wave and saw my way to making things right for Percy and at the same time squaring myself with Florence. After all, I thought, the old boy couldnt keep away from the ancestral for the rest of his life. He would have to go to Weeting sooner or later. And my scheme made it pleasant and easy for him.

Ill tell you what I should do if I were you, I said. Im not sure I didnt read some book or see some play somewhere or other where they tried it on, and it worked all right. Chap got engaged to a girl and the family didnt like it, but, instead of cutting up rough, they pretended they didnt object, and had the chap and the girl down to stay with them. And then, after the chap had seen the girl with the home-circle as a background, dont you know, he came to the conclusion that the shot wasnt on the board, and broke off the engagement.

It seemed to strike her.

I hardly expected so sensible a suggestion from you, Reginald, she said. It is a very good plan. It shows that you really have a definite substratum of intelligence; and it is all the more deplorable that you should idle your way through the world as you do, when you might be performing some really useful work.

That was Florence all over. Even when she patted you on the head she did it with her knuckles.

I will invite them down next week, she went on. You had better come, too.

Its awfully kind of you, but the fact is — —

Next Wednesday. Take the three forty-seven.

I met Percy next day. He was looking happy but puzzled, like a man who has found a sixpence in the street and is wondering if theres a string tied to it. I congratulated him on his engagement.

Reggie, he said, a pretty rum thing has happened. I feel as if Id trodden on the last step when it wasnt there. Ive just had a letter from my sister Florence asking me to bring Dorothy to Weeting on Wednesday. Florence doesnt seem to mind the idea of the engagement a bit; and Id expected that Id have to put myself under police protection. I believe theres a catch somewhere.

I tapped him on the breast-bone.

There is, Percy, old lovely, I said, and Ill tell you what it is. I saw her yesterday, and I can give you the straight tip. She thinks that if you see Mrs. Darrell mingling with the home-circle, youll see flaws in her which you dont see when you dont see her mingling with the home-circle, dont you see. Do you see now?

He laughed — heroically, dont you know.

Im afraid shell be disappointed. Love like mine is not dependent on environment.

Which wasnt bad, I thought, if it was his own.

I said good-bye to him and toddled along, rather pleased with myself. It seemed to me that I had handled his affairs in a pretty masterly manner for a chap whos supposed to be one of the biggest chumps in London.



Well, of course, the thing was an absolute frost, as I ought to have guessed it would be. Whatever could have induced me to think that a fellow like poor old Percy stood a dogs chance against a determined female like his sister Florence I cant imagine. It was like expecting a rabbit to put up a show with a python. From the very start there was only one possible end to the thing. To a woman like Florence, who had trained herself as tough as whalebone by years of scrapping with her father and occasional by-battles with aunts, it was as easy as killing rats with a stick.

I was sorry for Mrs. Darrell. She was a really good sort, and, as a matter of fact, just the kind of wife who would have done old Percy a bit of good. And on her own ground I shouldnt wonder if she might not have made a fight for it. But at Weeting, with the family portraits glaring at her from every wall, and a general atmosphere of chilly disapproval which would have taken the heart out of anyone who hadnt been brought up to it from childhood, she hadnt an earthly. Especially as poor old Percy was just like so much putty in Florences hands when he couldnt get away from her. You could see the sawdust trickling out of Loves Young Dream in a steady flow.
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Im going back to London to-morrow, Mr. Pepper.

I suppose I ought to have pretended to be surprised, but I couldnt work it.

Im afraid youve had a rotten time, I said. Im awfully sorry.

She laughed.

Thank you, she said. Its nice of you to be sympathetic instead of tactful. Youre rather a dear, Mr. Pepper.

I hadnt any remarks to make. I whacked at a nettle with my stick.

I shall break off my engagement after dinner, so that Percy can have a good nights rest. Im afraid he has been brooding on the future a good deal. It will be a great relief to him.

Oh, no, I said.

Oh, yes. I know exactly how he feels. He thought he could carry me off, but he finds he overestimated his powers. He has remembered that he is a Weeting. I imagine that the fact has been pointed out to him.

If you ask my opinion, I said — I was feeling pretty sore about it— that blighted blighter Florence is an absolute blighter.

My dear Mr. Pepper, I wouldnt have dreamt of asking your opinion on such a delicate subject. But Im glad to have it. Thank you very much. Do I strike you as a vindictive woman, Mr. Pepper?

I dont think you do, I said.

By nature I dont think I am. But Im feeling a little vindictive just at present.

She stopped suddenly.

I dont know why Im boring you like this, Mr. Pepper, she said. For goodness sake, lets be cheerful. Say something bright.

I was going to have a dash at it, but she collared the conversation and talked all the rest of the way. She seemed to have cheered up a whole lot.

She left next day. I gather she pushed Percy as per schedule, for the old boy looked distinctly brighter, and Florence wore an off-duty expression and was quite decently civil. Mrs. Darrell bore up all right. She avoided Percy, of course, and put in most of the time talking to Edwin. He evidently appreciated it, for I had never seen him look so nearly happy before.



I popped back to London directly afterwards, and I hadnt been there much more than a week when a most remarkably rum thing happened. Turning in at the Empire for half an hour one evening, whom should I meet but brother Edwin, quite fairly festive, with a fat cigar in his mouth.

Halloa, Reggie! he said. What-ho, my lad!

What are you doing here? I said.

I had to come up to London to look up a life of Hilary de Whyttange at the British Museum. I believe the old buffer was a sort of connection.

This isnt the British Museum.

I was beginning to suspect as much. The difference is subtle, but well marked.

It struck me that there was another difference that was subtle but well marked, and that was the difference between the Edwin Id left messing about over his family history a week before and the jovial buck who was blowing smoke in my face now.

As a matter of fact, he said, the British Museum would be all the better for a little of this sort of thing. Its too conservative. Thats whats the trouble with the British Museum. Whats the matter with having a ballet and a few performing dogs in the reading-room? It would brighten the place up and attract custom. Reggie, youre looking fatigued. Theres a place at the end of that corridor expressly designed for supplying first-aid to the fatigued. Let me lead you to it.

Im not given to thinking much as a rule, but I couldnt help pondering a bit over this meeting with Edwin. Its hard to make you see the remarkableness of the whole thing, for, of course, if you look at it in one way, theres nothing so frightfully rackety in smoking a cigar and drinking a whisky and soda. But then you have never seen Edwin. There are degrees in everything, dont you know. For Edwin to behave as he did with me that night was simply nothing more nor less than a frightful outburst, and it disturbed me. Not that I cared what Edwin did, as a rule, but I couldnt help feeling a sort of what-dyou-call-it? — a presentiment — that somehow, in some way I didnt understand, I was mixed up in it, or was soon going to be. I think the whole fearful family had got on my nerves to such an extent that the mere sight of any of them made me jumpy.
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I was getting about full up with Eaton Square, and I made up my mind I wouldnt go near the place. But of course I did. When it came to the point I simply hadnt the common manly courage to keep away.

Florence was there in the drawing-room as before.

Reginald, she said, I think I shall go raving mad.

This struck me as a jolly happy solution of everybodys troubles, but I felt it was too good to be true.

Over a week ago, she went on, my brother Edwin came up to London to consult a book in the British Museum. I anticipated that this would occupy perhaps an afternoon, and was expecting him back by an early train next day. He did not arrive. He sent an incoherent telegram. But even then I suspected nothing. She paused. Yesterday morning, she said, I had a letter from my aunt Augusta.

She paused again. She seemed to think I ought to be impressed.

Very jolly, I said.

Her eyes tied a bow-knot in my spine.

Jolly! Let me read you her letter. No, I will tell you its contents. Aunt Augusta had seen Edwin lunching at the Savoy with a creature.

A what?

My aunt described her. Her hair was of a curious dull-bronze tint.

Your aunts?

The womans. It was then that I began to suspect. How many women with dull-bronze hair does Edwin know?

Great Scot! Why ask me?

I had got used to being treated as a sort of Hey, Bill! by Florence, but I was hanged if I was going to be expected to be an encyclopædia as well.

One, she said. That appalling Darrell woman.

She drew a deep breath.

Yesterday evening, she said, I saw them together in a taximeter cab. They were obviously on their way to some theatre.
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Reginald, she said, you must go and see her the first thing to-morrow.

What! I cried. Me? Why? Why me?

Because you are responsible for the whole affair. You introduced Percy to her. You suggested that she should come to Weeting. Go to her tomorrow and ascertain her intentions.

But — —

The very first thing.

But wouldnt it be better to collar Edwin and pump him?

I have made every endeavour to see Edwin, but he deliberately avoids me. His answers to my telegrams are wilfully evasive.

There was no doubt that Edwin had effected a thorough bolt. He was having quite the holiday. Two weeks in sunny London, what? And from what Id seen of him, he seemed to be thriving on it. I didnt wonder Florence had got rather anxious. Shed have been more anxious if she had seen him when I did. Hed got a sort of London is so bracing look about him which meant a whole lot of trouble before he trotted back to the fold.

Well, I started off to interview Mrs. Darrell, and, believe me, I didnt half like the prospect. I think they ought to train the District Messengers to do this sort of thing.

I found her alone. The rush-hour of clients hadnt begun.

How do you do, Mr. Pepper? she said. How nice of you to call.

Very friendly, and all that. It made the situation dashed difficult for a chap, if you see what I mean.

I say, you know, I said. What about it, dont you know?

I certainly dont, she said. What ought I to know about what?

Well, about Edwin — Lord Weeting, I said. How do we go?

She smiled.

Oh! So youre an ambassador, Mr. Pepper?

I feel more like a bally ass. But as a matter of fact I did come to see if I could find out how things were running. Whats going to happen?

Are you consulting me professionally? If so, you must show me your hand. Or perhaps you would rather I showed you mine?

It was rather subtle, but I got on to it after a bit.

Yes, I said, I wish you would.

Very well. Do you remember a conversation we had, Mr. Pepper, my last afternoon at Weeting? We came to the conclusion that I was rather a vindictive woman.

By Jove! Youre ragging old Edwin so as to score off Florence?

She flushed a little.

How very direct you are, Mr. Pepper! How do you know Im not very fond of Lord Weeting? At any rate, Im very sorry for him.

Hes such a chump.

But hes improving every day. Have you seen him? You must notice the difference?

There is a difference.

He only wanted taking out of himself. I think he found Lady Florences influence a little oppressive sometimes.

No. But, I say, I said, are you going to marry him?

Im only a palmist. I dont pretend to be a clairvoyante. A marriage may be indicated in Lord Weetings hand, but I couldnt say without looking at it.

But, look here, I shall have to tell Lady Florence something definite, or she wont give me a moments peace.

Tell her Lord Weeting is of age. Surely thats definite enough?

And I couldnt get any more out of her. I went back to Florence and reported. She got pretty excited about it.

Oh, if I were a man! she said.

I didnt see how that would have helped. I said so.

Id go straight to Edwin and drag him away. He is staying at his club. If I were a man I could go in and find him — —

Not if you werent a member, I said.

And tell him what I thought of his conduct. As Im only a woman, I have to wait in the hall while a deceitful small boy pretends to go and look for him.

It had never struck me before what a jolly sound institution a club was. Only a few days back Id been thinking that the subscription to mine was a bit steep. But now I saw that the place earned every penny of the money.

Have you no influence with him, Reginald?

I said I didnt think I had. She called me something. Invertebrate, or something. I didnt catch it.

Then theres only one thing to do. You must find my father and tell him all. Perhaps you may rouse him to a sense of what is right. You may make him remember that he has duties as a parent.

I thought it far more likely that I should make him remember that he had a foot. I hadnt a very vivid recollection of Lord Worplesdon. I was quite a kid when he made his great speech on the egg question and legged it for the Continent; but what I did recollect didnt encourage me to go and chat with him about the duties of a parent. As I remembered him, he was a rather large man with elephantiasis of the temper. I distinctly recalled one occasion when I was spending my summer holidays at Weeting and he found me trying to shave old Percy, then a kid of fourteen, with his razor.

I shouldnt be able to find him, I said.

You can get his address from his solicitors.

He may be at the North Pole.

Then you must go to the North Pole.

But, I say — —

Reginald!

Oh, all right.

I knew just what would happen. Parbury, Parbury, Parbury, and Stevens, the solicitors, simply looked at me as if I had been caught stealing milk-cans. At least, Stevens did. And the three Parburys would have done it, too, only they had been dead a good time. Finally, after drinking me in for about a quarter of an hour, Stevens said that if I desired to address a communication to his lordship care of this office, it would be duly forwarded. Good morning. Good morning. Anything further? No, thanks. Good morning. Good morning.

I handed the glad news on to Florence and left her to do what she liked about it. She went down and interviewed Stevens. I suppose hed had experience of her. At any rate, he didnt argue. He yielded up the address in level time. Lord Worplesdon was in Paris, but was to arrive in London that night, and would doubtless be at his club.

It was the same club where Edwin was hiding from Florence. I pointed this out to her.

Theres no need for me to butt in, after all, I said. Hell meet Edwin there, and they can fight it out in the smoking-room. Youve only to drop him a line explaining the facts.

I shall certainly communicate with him in writing, but nevertheless you must see him. I cannot explain everything in a letter.

But doesnt it strike you that he may think it pretty bad gall — impertinence, dont you know — for a comparative stranger like me to be tackling a delicate family affair like this?

You will explain that you are acting for me.

It wouldnt be better if old Percy sallied along instead?

I wish you to go, Reginald.

Well, of course, it was all right, dont you know, but I was losing a stone a day over the business. I was getting so light that I felt that, when Lord Worplesdon kicked me, I should just soar up to the ceiling like an air-balloon.



The club was one of those large clubs that look like prisons. I used to go there to lunch with my uncle, the one who left me his money, and I always hated the place. It was one of those clubs that are all red leather and hushed whispers.

Im bound to say, though, there wasnt much hushed whispering when I started my interview with Lord Worplesdon. His voice was one of my childhoods recollections.

He was most extraordinarily like Florence. He had just the same eyes. I felt boneless from the start.

Good morning, I said.

What? he said. Speak up. Dont mumble.

I hadnt known he was deaf. The last time wed had any conversation — on the subject of razors — he had done all the talking. This seemed to me to put the lid on it.

I only said Good morning,  I shouted.

Good what? Speak up. I believe youre sucking sweets. Oh, good morning? I remember you now. Youre the boy who spoiled my razor.

I didnt half like this re-opening of old wounds. I hurried on.

I came about Edwin, Lord Worplesdon, I said.

Who?

Edwin. Your son.

What about him?

Florence told me to see you.

Who?

Florence. Your daughter.

What about her?

All this comedy duo business, mind you, as if we were bellowing at each other across the street. All round the room you could see old gentlemen shooting out of their chairs like rockets and dashing off at a gallop to write to the committee about it. Thousands of waiters had appeared from nowhere, and were hanging about dusting table-legs. If ever a business wanted to be discussed privately, this seemed to me to be it. And it was just about as private as a conversation through megaphones in Piccadilly Circus.

Didnt she write to you?
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I got a letter from her. I tore it up. I didnt read it.

Jolly, what? I began to understand what a shipwrecked Johnny must feel when he finds theres something gone wrong with the life-belt.

I thought I might as well get to the point and get it over.

Edwins going to marry a palmist, I said.

Who the devils Harry?

Not Harry. Marry. Hes going to marry a palmist.

About four hundred waiters noticed a speck of dust on an ash-tray at the table next to ours, and swooped down on it.

Edwin is going to marry a palmist?

Yes.

She must be mad. Hasnt she seen Edwin?

And just then who should stroll in but Edwin himself. I sighted him and gave him a hail.

He curveted up to us. It was amazing, the way the fellow had altered. He looked like a two-year-old. Flower in his buttonhole, and a six-inch grin, and all that. Lord Worplesdon seemed surprised, too. I didnt wonder. The Edwin he remembered was a pretty different kind of a chap.

Halloa, dad! he said. Fancy meeting you here! Have a cigarette?

He shoved out his case. Lord Worplesdon helped himself in a sort of dazed way.

You are Edwin? he said, slowly.

I began to sidle out. They didnt notice me. They had moved to a settee, and Edwin seemed to be telling his father a funny story. At least, he was talking and grinning, and Lord Worplesdon was making a noise like distant thunder, which I supposed was his way of chuckling. I slid out and left them.

Some days later Percy called on me. The old boy was looking scared.

Reggie, he said, what do doctors call it when you think you see things when you dont? Hal-something. Ive got it, whatever it is. Its sometimes caused by overwork. But it cant be that with me, because Ive not been doing any work. You dont think my brains going or any bally rot like that, do you?

What do you mean? Whats been happening?

[image: img350.jpg]Its like being haunted. I read a story somewhere of a fellow who kept thinking he saw a battleship bearing down on him. Ive got it, too. Four times in the last three days I could have sworn I saw my father and Edwin. I saw them as plainly as I see you. And, of course, Edwins at Weeting and fathers on the Continent somewhere. Do you think its some sort of a warning? Do you think Im going to die?

Its all right, old man, I said. As a matter of fact, they are both in London just now.

You dont mean that? Great Scot, what a relief! But, Reggie, old top, it couldnt have been them really. The last time was at Covent Garden, and the chap I mistook for Edwin was wearing a false nose and dancing all by himself in the middle of the floor.

I admitted it was pretty queer.

I was away for a few days after that in the country. When I got back I found a pile of telegrams waiting for me. They were all from Florence, and they all wanted me to go to Eaton Square. The last of the batch, which had arrived that morning, was so jolly peremptory that I felt as if something had bitten me when I read it.

For a moment I admit I hung back. Then I rallied. There are times in a mans life when he has got to show a bit of the old bulldog British pluck, dont you know, if he wants to preserve his self-respect. I did then. My bag was still unpacked. I told my man to put it on a cab. And in about two ticks I was bowling off to Charing Cross. I left for France by the night boat.

[image: img351.jpg]About three weeks later I fetched up at Nice. You cant walk far at Nice without bumping into a Casino. The one I hit my first evening was the Casino Municipale, in the Place Massena. It looked more or less of a Home from Home, so I strolled in. There was quite a crowd round the boule-tables, and I squashed in. And when Id worked through into the front rank I happened to look down the table, and there was Edwin, with a green Tyrolese hat hanging over one ear, clutching out for a lot of five-franc pieces which the croupier was steering towards him at the end of a rake.

I was feeling lonely, for I knew no one in the place, so I edged round in his direction.

Half-way there I heard my name called, and there was Mrs. Darrell.

I saw the whole thing in a flash. Lord Worplesdon hadnt done a thing to prevent it, and the marriage had taken place. And here they were on their honeymoon. I wondered what Florence was thinking of it.

Well, well, here we all are, I said. Ive just seen Edwin. He seems to be winning.

Dear boy! she said. He does enjoy it so. I think he gets so much more out of life than he used to, dont you?

Rather! May I wish you happiness?

Thank you so much, Mr. Pepper. I sent you a piece of the cake, but I suppose you never got it.

Lord Worplesdon didnt make any objections, then?

On the contrary. He was more in favour of the marriage than anyone.

And Ill tell you why, I said. Im rather a chump, you know, but I observe things. I bet he was grateful to you for taking Edwin in hand and making him human.

Why, youre wonderful, Mr. Pepper. That is exactly what he said himself. It was that that first made us friends.

And — er — Florence?

She sighed.

Im afraid Florence has taken the thing a little badly. But I hope to win her over in time. I want all my children to love me.

All your what?

I think of them as my children, you see, Mr. Pepper. I adopted them as my own when I married their father. Did you think I had married Edwin? What a funny mistake! I am very fond of Edwin, but not in that way. No; I married Lord Worplesdon. We left him at our villa to-night, as he had some letters to get off. You must come and see us, Mr. Pepper. I always feel that it was you who brought us together, you know. I wonder if you will be seeing Florence when you get back? Will you give her my very best love?


A JOB OF WORK (1913)

First published in The Strand Magazine, January 1913
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I HAVE ALWAYS admired the Synopsis of Preceding Chapters which tops each instalment of a serial in a daily paper. It is so curt, so compelling. It takes you by the scruff of the neck and hurls you into the middle of the story before you have time to remember that what you were really intending to read was How to Make a Dainty Winter Coat for Baby Out of Fathers Motor-Goggles on the next page. I can hardly, I think, do better than adopt the same method in serving up the present narrative.

As follows: — 

BEGIN TO-DAY.

Lord Freddie Bowen, visiting New York, has met, fallen in love with, proposed to, and been accepted by

Margaret, daughter of

Franklyn Bivatt, an unpleasant little millionaire with a weak digestion, a taste for dogmatic speech, and a personal appearance rather like one of Conan Doyles pterodactyls. Lord Freddie has called on Mr. Bivatt, told him the news, and asked for his consent.

NOW GO ON WITH THE STORY.

Mr. Bivatt looked at Lord Freddie in silence. He belonged to the second and more offensive class of American millionaire. There are only two kinds. One has a mauve face and an eighteen-stone body, and grinds the face of the poor on a diet of champagne and lobster à la Newburg; the other — Mr. Bivatts type — is small and shrivelled, weighs seven stone four, and fortifies himself, before clubbing the stuffing out of the widow and the orphan, with a light repast of hot water, triturated biscuit, and pepsine tabloids.

Lord Freddie also looked at Mr. Bivatt in silence. It was hard to believe that this curious little being could be the father of a girl who did not look really repulsive even in a photograph in a New York Sunday paper.

Mr. Bivatt broke the silence by taking a pepsine tabloid. Before speaking he took another look at Freddie — a thoroughly nasty look. The fact was that Freddie had chosen an unfortunate moment for his visit. Not only had Mr. Bivatt a bad attack of indigestion, but he had received that very morning from Margarets elder sister, who some two years before had married the Earl of Datchet, a letter which would have prejudiced the editor of Debrett against the British Peerage. Lord Datchet was not an ideal husband. Among other things, he was practically a lunatic, which is always such a nuisance in the home. This letter was the latest of a number of despatches from the seat of war, and the series, taken as a whole, had done much to diminish Mr. Bivatts simple faith in Norman blood. One titled son-in-law struck him as sufficient. He was not bitten by a craze for becoming a collector.

Consequently he looked at Lord Freddie and said Hm!

Freddie was somewhat disturbed. In the circumstances Hm! was scarcely an encouraging remark.

You mean —— ? he said.

I mean just this. When Margaret marries shes going to marry a real person, not — his mind wandered to the absent Datchet— not a pop-eyed, spindle-shanked jack-rabbit, all nose and front teeth and eyeglass, with hair the colour of butter, and no chin or forehead. See?

Freddie started, and his eye moved hastily to the mirror over the mantelpiece. What he saw partly reassured him. True, he was no Apollo. He was square and bullet-headed, and his nose had never really been the same since he had ducked into instead of away from the Cambridge light-weights right swing in the inter-Varsity competition; but apart from that he attained a pretty fair standard. Chin? If anything, he had too much. Teeth? Not at all prominent. Hair? Light, certainly; at school he had been called Ginger. But what of that? No, the description puzzled him.

Am I a jack-rabbit? he inquired, curiously.

I dont know, said Mr. Bivatt. I dont know anything about you. Ive never heard your name before. Ive forgotten it now. What is your name? I only know its got a Lord tacked on to it.

By Nature. Not by me. It runs in the blood. Dont you like lords?

Mr. Bivatt eyed him fixedly and swallowed another tabloid. Do you know the Earl of Datchet? he asked.

Only by reputation.

Oh, you do know him by reputation? What have you heard about him?

Well, only in a general way that hes a pretty average sort of rotter. A bit off his chump, Ive heard. One of the filberts, dont you know, and all that sort of thing. Nothing more.

You didnt hear that he was my son-in-law? Well, he is. So now perhaps you understand why I didnt leap at you and fold you in my arms when you suggested marrying Margaret. I dont want another Datchet in the family.

Good Lord! I hope Im not like Datchet!

I hope youre not, for your sake, if you want to marry Margaret. Well, lets get down to it. Datchets speciality was aristocratic idleness. He had never done a days work in his life. No Datchet ever had, apparently. The last time any of the bunch had ever shown any signs of perspiring at the brow was when the first Earl carried William the Conquerors bag down the gangway. Is that your long suit, too — trembling when you see a job of work? How old are you? Twenty-seven? Well, keep it to the last six years, if you like. What have you done since you came of age?

Well, I suppose if you put it that way — —

I do put it just that way. Have you earned a cent in your life?

No. But — —

It isnt a case of but. I know exactly what youre trying to say, that there wasnt any need for you to work, and so on. I know all that. Thats not the point. The point is that the man who marries Margaret has got to be capable of work. Theres only one way of telling the difference between a man and a jack-rabbit till you get to know them, and that is that the man will work. Mr. Bivatt took another tabloid. You remember Jacob? he said.

Jacob? Ive met a man called Jacob at the National Sporting Club.

I mean the one in the Bible, the one who worked seven years for the girl, got the wrong one, and started in right away to do another seven years. He wasnt a jack-rabbit!

Wonderful Johnny, agreed Lord Freddie, admiringly.

They managed things mighty sensibly in those days. You didnt catch them getting stung by any pop-eyed Datchets. Its given me an idea, talking of Jacob. Thats the sort of man I want for Margaret. See? I dont ask him to wait seven years, let alone fourteen. But I will have him show that theres something in him. Now, Ill make a proposition to you. You go and hunt for a job and get it, and hold it long enough to make five hundred dollars, and you can marry Margaret as soon as you like afterwards. But youve got to make it by work. No going out and winning it at poker, or putting your months allowance on something to win and for a place. See?

It seems to me, said Freddie, that you bar every avenue of legitimate enterprise. But I shall romp home all the same. You mean earn five hundred, not save it?

Earn will do. But lets get this fixed right. When I say earn, I mean earn. I dont mean sit up and beg and have it fall into your mouth. Manual work or brain work its got to be — one of the two. I shall check your statement pretty sharply. And youll drop your title while youre at it. Youve got to get this job on your merits, if you have any. Is that plain?

Offensively.

You mean to try it? You wont like it.

I dont suppose Jacob liked it — what?

I suppose not. Good morning.

And Mr. Bivatt, swallowing another tabloid, turned his attention once more to harrying the widow and the orphan.



Freddie, when he set out on his pilgrimage, had his eyes open for something soft and easy. But there are no really easy jobs. Even the man who fastened a snake into a length of hose-pipe with a washer, and stood in the background working a police-rattle — the whole outfit being presented to the public in a dim light as the largest rattlesnake in captivity — had to run for his life when the washer worked loose and the snake escaped.

It amazed Freddie, the difficulty of getting work. Work had always seemed to him so peculiarly unpleasant that he had supposed that the supply must exceed the demand. The contrary appeared to be the case.

Eventually, after wearing a groove in the pavements, he found himself, through a combination of lucky chances, in charge of the news-stand at a large hotel. Twelve dollars a week was the stipend. Working it out on a slip of paper, he perceived that his ordeal was to be a mere few months canter of unexacting work in quite comfortable surroundings. Datchet himself could have done it on his butter-coloured head.

There is always a catch in these good things. For four days all went well. He found his duties pleasant. But on the fifth day came reaction. From the moment he began work a feeling of utter loathing for this particular form of money-making enveloped him as in a cloud. The customers irritated him. He was hopelessly bored.

The end was in sight. It came early on the afternoon of the sixth day, through the medium of one of the regular customers, a man who, even in happier moments, had always got on his nerves. He was a man with a rasping voice and a peremptory manner, who demanded a daily paper or a penny stamp with the air of one cursing an enemy.

Freddie had fallen into gloomy meditation, business being slack at the time, when this man appeared before him and shouted: — 

Stamp!

Freddie started, but made no reply.

Stamp!

Freddies gaze circled round the lobby and eventually rested on the object before him.

Stamp!

Freddie inspected him with frigid scorn.

Why should I? he asked, coldly.

The hotel in which Freddie had found employment was a sporting hotel in the heart of that section of New York known as the Tenderloin. Its patrons were mainly racing men, gamblers, and commercial travellers, men of action rather than words. This particular patron was essentially the man of action. Freddies question offending him, he hit him in the eye, and a minute later Freddie, breathing slaughter, had vaulted the barrier of newspapers, and the battle was raging all over the lobby, to the huge contentment of a mixed assortment of patrons, bell-boys, bar-keepers, pages, and waiters from the adjoining café. Six minutes later, when Freddie, panting a little and blinking to ease the pain of his injured eye, was waiting for his opponent to rise, which he did not do, the manager entered the arena. The manager was a man with sporting blood and a sense of the proprieties. The former had kept him an interested spectator during the late proceedings; the latter now made him step forward, tap Freddie on the shoulder, and inform him that his connection with the hotel was at an end.
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Freddie went out into the world with twelve dollars and a black eye. As he passed through the swing door a slight cheer was raised in his honour by the grateful audience.

I would enlarge on Freddies emotions at losing his situation, were it not for the fact that two days later he found another. There was a bell-boy at his late hotel to whom he had endeared himself by allowing him to read the baseball news free of charge; a red-headed, world-weary, prematurely aged boy, to whom New York was an open book. He met Freddie in the street.

Halloa, you! he said. I been huntin after you. Lookin fer a job? My cousin runs a café on Fourteenth Street. Hes wantin a new waiter. I seen the card in the window yesterday. You try there and say I sent you. Its a tough joint, though.

After what happened the day before yesterday, it seems to me that the tougher the joint the more likely I am to hold my job. I seem to lack polish.

The East Side Delmonicos is the name.

It sounds too refined for me.

It may sound that way, said the bell-boy, but it aint.

Nor was it. The East Side Delmonicos proved to be a dingy though sizable establishment at a spot where Fourteenth Street wore a more than usually tough and battered look. Fourteenth Street has that air of raffish melancholy which always marks a district visited for awhile and then deserted by fashion.

It appeared that the bell-boy, who had been clearly impressed by Freddies handling of the irritable news-stand customer, had given him an excellent character in advance; and he found, on arrival, that he was no stranger to Mr. Blinky Anderson, the proprietor. The bell-boys cousin welcomed him, if not with open arms, with quite marked satisfaction. He examined the injured eye, stamped it with the seal of his approval as some lamp, and, having informed him that his weekly envelope would contain five dollars and that his food was presented free by the management, requested him to slip out of his coat, grab an apron, and get busy.

Freddie was a young man who took life as it came. He was a sociable being, and could be happy anywhere so long as he was not bored. The solitude of the news-stand had bored him, but at the East Side Delmonicos life was too full of movement to permit of ennui. He soon perceived that there was more in this curious establishment than met the eye, and this by design rather than accident. The fact was that Blinkys, as its patrons tersely styled Andersons Parisian Café and Restaurant, the East Side Delmonicos, offered attractions to the cognoscenti other than the mere restoration of the inner man with meat and drink. On the first floor, for instance, provided that you could convince the management of the excellence of your motives, you could buck the tiger — a feat which sounds perilous but is not, except to the purse. On the floor above, again, if you were that kind of idiot, you might play roulette. And in the basement, in a large, cellar-like room, lit with countless electric lights, boxing contests were held on Saturday nights before audiences financially, if not morally, select.

In fact, the East Side Delmonicos was nothing more nor less than a den of iniquity. But nobody could call it dull, and Freddie revelled in his duties. He booked orders, served drinks, smashed plates, bullied the cook, chaffed the customers when they were merry, seized them by the neck and ran them into the street when they were too merry, and in every other way comported himself like one who has at last found his true vocation. And time rolled on.



We will leave time rolling for the moment and return to Mr. Bivatt, raising the curtain at the beginning of his tête-à-tête dinner with his fellow-plutocrat, T. Mortimer Dunlop. T. Mortimer was the other sort of millionaire. You could have told he was a millionaire just by looking at him. He bulged. Wherever a man can bulge, there did T. Mortimer Dunlop bulge. His head was bald, his face purple, his hands red. He was accustomed to refer to himself somewhat frequently as a dead game sport. He wheezed when he spoke.

I raise the curtain on Mr. Bivatt at the beginning of dinner because it was at the beginning of dinner that he allowed Mr. Dunlop to persuade him to drink a Dawn of Hope cocktail — so called because it cheers you up. It cheered Mr. Bivatt up.

Mr. Bivatt needed cheering up. That very afternoon his only son Twombley had struck him for a thousand dollars to pay a poker debt. A thousand dollars is not a large sum to a man of Mr. Bivatts wealth, but it is your really rich man who unbelts least joyously. Together with the cheque Twombley had received a parental lecture. He had appeared to be impressed by it; but it was the doubt as to its perfect efficacy which was depressing Mr. Bivatt. There was no doubt that Twombley was a trial. It was only the awe with which he regarded his father that kept him within bounds. Mr. Bivatt sighed and took a pepsine tabloid.

It was at this point that T. Mortimer Dunlop, summoning the waiter, ordered two Dawn of Hope cocktails.

Nonsense! he wheezed, in response to Mr. Bivatts protest. Be a sport! Im a dead game sport. Hurry up, waiter. Two Dawn of Hope.

Mr. Bivatt weakly surrendered. He was there entirely to please Mr. Dunlop, for there was a big deal in the air, to which Mr. Dunlops co-operation was essential. This was no time to think about ones digestion or the habits of a lifetime. If, to conciliate invaluable Mr. Dunlop, it was necessary to be a dead game sport and drink a cocktail, then a dead game sport he would be. He took the curious substance from the waiter and pecked at it like a nervous bird. He blinked, and pecked again — less nervously this time.

You, gentle reader, who simply wallow in alcoholic stimulants at every meal, will find it hard to understand the wave of emotion which surged through Mr. Bivatts soul as he reached the half-way point in the magic glass. But Mr. Bivatt for thirty years had confined his potions to hot water, and the effect on him was remarkable. He no longer felt depressed. Hope, so to speak, had dawned with a jerk. Life was a thing of wonderful joy and infinite possibilities.

We therefore find him, at the end of dinner, leaning across the table, thumping it with clenched fist, and addressing Mr. Dunlop through the smoke of the latters cigar thus: — 

Dunlop, old man, how would it be to go and see a show? Im ready for anything, old man, Dunlop. Im a dead game sport, Dunlop, old fellow! Thats what I am.
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One thing leads to another. The curtain falls on Mr. Bivatt smoking a Turkish cigarette in a manner that can only be described as absolutely reckless.



These things, I should mention, happened on a Saturday night. About an hour after Mr. Bivatt had lit his cigarette Freddie, in the café at the East Side Delmonicos, was aware of a thick-set, short-haired, tough-looking young man settling himself at one of the tables and hammering a glass with the blade of his knife. In the other hand he waved the bill of fare. He was also shouting, Hey! Taking him for all in all, Freddie set him down as a hungry young man. He moved towards him to minister to his needs.

Well, cully, he said, affably, and what will you wrap yourself around?

You were supposed to unbend and be chummy with the customers if you were a waiter at Blinkys. The customers expected it. If you called a patron of the East Side Delmonicos sir, he scented sarcasm, and was apt to throw things.

The young man had a grievance.

Say, can you beat it? Me signed up to fight a guy here at a hundred and thirty-three, ring-side, and starving meself for weeks to make the weight. Say, I aint had a square meal since Ponto was a pup — and gee! along comes word that hes sprained a foot and will we kindly not expect him. And all I get is the forfeit money.

He snorted.

Forfeit money! Keep it! It aint but a hundred plunks, and the losers end was three hundred. And there wouldnt have been any losers end in mine at that. Why say, Id have licked that guy with me eyes shut.

He kicked the table-leg morosely.

Your story moves me much, said Freddie. And now, what shall we shoot into you?

You attending to this table?

I am.

The young man scanned the bill of fare.

Noodle-soup-bit-o-weakfish-fried-chicken-Southern-style- corn-on-the-cob-bit-osteak-fried-potatoes-four-fried-eggs-done-on-both-sides-apple-dumpling-with-hard-sauce-and-a-cup-of-custard, he observed rapidly. Thatll do to start with. And, say, bring all the lager-beer you can find. Ive forgotten what it tastes like.

Thats right, said Freddie, sympathetically; keep your strength up.

Ill try, said the thick-set young man. Get a move on.

There was no doubt about the pugilists appetite. It gave Freddie quite a thrill of altruistic pleasure to watch him eat. He felt like a philanthropist entertaining a starving beggar. He fetched and carried assiduously for the diner, and when at length the latter called for coffee and a cigar and sank back in his chair with a happy sigh, he nearly cheered.

On his way to the kitchen he encountered his employer, Mr. Blinky Anderson, looking depressed. Freddie gathered the reason for his gloom. He liked Blinky, and thought respectful condolence would not be out of place.

Sorry to hear the news, sir.

Hey? said Mr. Anderson, moodily.

I hear the main event has fallen through.

Who told you?

I have been waiting on one of the fighters upstairs.

Mr. Anderson nodded.

That would be the Tennessee Bear-Cat.

Very possibly. He had that appearance.

Like the Bear-Cat, Mr. Anderson was rendered communicative by grief. Freddie had a sympathetic manner, and many men had confided in him.

It was One-Round Smith who backed down. Says hes hurt his foot. Huh! Mr. Anderson grunted satirically, but pathos succeeded satire again almost at once. I aint told them about it yet, he went on, jerking his head in the direction of the invisible audience. The preliminaries have just started, and what those guys will say when they find there aint going to be a main event I dont know. I guess theyll want to lynch somebody. I ought to tell em right away but I cant seem to sorter brace myself to it. Its the best audience, too, weve ever had. All the sports in town are there. Rich guys, too — none of your cheap skates. I just seen old man Dunlop blow in with a pal, and hes worth all sorts o money. And now there wont be no fight. Wouldnt that jar you?

Cant you find a substitute?

Substitute! This aint a preliminary between two dubs. It was the real thing for big money. And all the sports in town come to watch it. Substitute! Aint you ever heard of the Bear-Cat? Hes a wild Indian. Whos going to offer to step up and swap punches with a terror like him?

I am, said Freddie.

Mr. Anderson stared at him with open mouth.

You!

Me.

Youll fight the Tennessee Bear-Cat?

Id fight Jack Johnson if hed just finished the meal that fellow has been having, said Freddie, simply.

Mr. Anderson was not a swift thinker. He stood, blinking, and allowed the idea to soak through. It penetrated slowly, like water through a ceiling.

Hed eat you, he said, at last.

Well, Im the only thing in this place he hasnt eaten. Why stint him?

But, say, have you done any fighting?

As an amateur, a good deal.

Amateur! Say, can you see them sports down there standing a main event between the Tennessee Bear-Cat and an amateur?

Why tell them? Say Im the heavy-light-weight champion of England.

Whats a heavy-light-weight?

Its a new class, in between the lights and the welters.

By this time the idea had fairly worked its way through into Mr. Andersons mind, and its merits were beginning to appeal to him. It was certain that, if Freddie were not allowed to fill the gap, there would be no main event that night. And in the peculiar circumstances it was just possible that he might do well enough to satisfy the audience. The cloud passed from Mr. Andersons face, for all the world as if he had taken a Dawn of Hope cocktail.

Why, say, he said, theres something in this.

You bet there is, said Freddie. Theres the losers end, three hundred of the best.

Mr. Anderson clapped him on the shoulder.

And another hundred from me if you last five rounds, he said. I guess fivell satisfy them, if you make them fast ones. Ill go and tell the Bear-Cat.

And Ill go and get him his coffee and the strongest cigar you keep. Every little helps.



Freddie entered the ring in a costume borrowed from one of the fighters in the preliminaries, and, seating himself in his corner, had his first sight of Mr. Blinky Andersons celebrated basement. Most of the light in the place was concentrated over the roped platform of the ring, and all he got was a vague impression of space. There seemed to be a great many people present. The white shirt-fronts reminded him of the National Sporting Club.

His eye was caught by a face in the first row of ring-side seats. It seemed familiar. Where had he seen it before? And then he recognized Mr. Bivatt — a transformed Mr. Bivatt, happier-looking, excited, altogether more human. Their eyes met, but there was no recognition in the millionaires. Freddie had shaved his moustache as a preliminary to the life of toil, and Mr. Bivatt, beaming happily up at him from beside that dead game sport, T. Mortimer Dunlop, had no recollection of ever having seen him before.

Freddies attention was diverted from audience to ring by the arrival of the Tennessee Bear-Cat. There was a subdued murmur of applause — applause had to be merely murmured on these occasions — and for one moment, as he looked at him, Freddie regretted the contract he had undertaken. What Mr. Anderson had said about wild Indians came home to him. Certainly the Bear-Cat looked one. He was an extraordinarily-muscled young man. Freddie was mainly muscle himself, but the Bear-Cat appeared to be a kind of freak. Lumps and cords protruded from him in all directions. His face wore a look of placid content, and he had a general air of happy repletion, a fate-cannot-touch-me-I-have-dined-to-day expression. He was chewing gum.
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A shirt-sleeved gentleman of full habit climbed into the ring, puffing slightly.

Gents! Main event. Have an apology offer — behalf of the management. Was to have been ten-round between Sam Proctor, better known as th Tennessee Bear-Cat, and One-Round Smith, at one-thirty-three ring-side. But — seems to have been a — naccident. One-Round havin sustained severe injury to foot. Rendrin it — impossible — appear tnight before you. Deeply regret unavoidble dispointment.

The portly mans breath was going fast, but he still had sufficient for a brilliant flight of fancy, a vast improvement on Freddies humble effort.

Have honour, however, present tyou Jimmy Smith, brother of One-Round — stranger to this city — but — well known on Pacific Coast — where — winner of forty-seven battles. Claimant to welter-weight belt. Gents, Jimmy Smith, the Santa Barbara Whirlwind!

Freddie bowed. The speech, for some mysterious reason probably explainable by Christian Science, had had quite a tonic effect on him. The mere thought of those forty-seven victories gave him heart. After all, who was this Tennessee Bear-Cat? A mere walking repository of noodle soup, weakfish, fried chicken, eggs, corn, apple-dumplings, lager-beer, and cup-custards. A perambulating bill of fare. That was what he was. And, anyway, he was probably muscle-bound, and would be as slow as a top.

The introducer, however, presented him in another aspect. He had got his second wind now, and used it.

Gents! The Tennessee Bear-Cat! You all know Sam. The toughest, huskiest, wickedest little old slugger that ever came down the pike. The boy whos cleaned up all the light-weights around these parts, and is in a dead straight line — for — the champeenship of the world.

He waved his hand dramatically. The Bear-Cat, overwhelmed by these tributes, shifted his chewing-gum to the other cheek, and simpered coyly, as who should say, Stop your nonsense, Archibald! And the gong clanged.

Freddie started the fight with the advantage that his plan of campaign was perfectly clear in his mind. Rapid attack was his policy. When a stout gentleman in shirt-sleeves has been exhausting his scanty stock of breath calling you a whirlwind, decency forbids that you should behave like a zephyr. He shook hands, and, on the principle of beginning as you mean to go on, proceeded without delay to poke his left earnestly into the middle of the Bear-Cats face. He then brought his right round with a thud on to what the latter probably still called his ear — a strange, shapeless growth rather like a leather cauliflower — and sprang back. The Bear-Cat shifted his gum and smiled gratefully.

A heavy swing on the part of the Bear-Cat was the next event of note. Freddie avoided it with ease and slipped in a crisp left. As he had expected, his opponent was too slow to be dangerous. Dangerous! He was not even making the thing interesting, thought Freddie as he side-stepped another swing and brought his right up to the chin. He went to his corner at the end of the round, glowing with satisfaction. This was easy.

It was towards the middle of the second round that he received a shock. Till then the curious ease with which he had reached his opponents head had caused him to concentrate on it. It now occurred to him that by omitting to attack the body he was, as it were, wasting the gifts of Providence. Consequently, having worked his man into an angle of the ropes with his back against a post, he feinted with his left, drew a blow, and then, ducking quickly, put all his weight into a low, straight right.

The effect was remarkable. The Bear-Cat uttered a startled grunt; a look came into his face of mingled pain and reproach, as if his faith in human nature had been shaken, and he fell into a clinch. And as Freddie vainly struggled to free himself a voice murmured in his ear: — 

Say, cut that out!

The stout referee prised them apart. Freddie darted forward, missed with his left, and the Bear-Cat clinched again — more, it appeared, in order to resume the interrupted conversation than from motives of safety.

Leave me stummick be, you rummy, he hissed, rapidly. Aint you got no tact? Blinky promised me fifty if Id let you stay three rounds, but one more like that, and Ill forget meself and knock you through the ceiling.

Only when he reached his corner did the full meaning of the words strike Freddie. All the glow of victory left him. It was a put-up job! Blinky, to ensure his patrons something resembling a fight, had induced the Bear-Cat to fight false during the first three rounds.

The shock of it utterly disheartened him. So that was why he had been making such a showing! That was why his jabs and hooks had got home with such clockwork precision! Probably his opponent had been laughing at him all the time. The thought stung him. He had never been remarkable for an even temper, and now a cold fury seized him. He would show them, by George!

The third round was the most spectacular of the fight. Even the regular patrons of Blinkys Saturday night exhibitions threw aside their prudence and bellowed approval. Smiling wanly and clinching often, the Bear-Cat fixed his mind on his fifty dollars to buoy himself up, while Freddie, with a nasty gleam in his eyes, behaved every moment more like a Santa Barbara Whirlwind might reasonably be expected to behave. Seldom had the Bear-Cat heard sweeter music than the note of the gong terminating the round. He moved slowly to his corner, and handed his chewing-gum to his second to hold for him. It was strictly business now. He thought hard thoughts as he lay back in his chair.

In the other corner Freddie also was thinking. The exhilarating exercise of the last round had soothed him and cleared his brain; and he, too, as he left his corner for the fourth session, was resolved to attend strictly to business. And his business was to stay five rounds and earn that hundred dollars.

Connoisseurs in the ring-seats, who had been telling their friends during the previous interval that Freddie had got him going, changed their minds and gave it as their opinion that he had blown up. They were wrong. He was fighting solely on the defensive now from policy, not from fatigue.

The Bear-Cat came on with a rush, head down, swinging with left and right. The change from his former attitude was remarkable, and Freddie, if he had not been prepared for it, might have been destroyed offhand. There was no standing up against such an onslaught. He covered up and ducked and slipped and side-stepped, and slipped again, and, when the gong sounded, he was still intact.

Freddie came up for the fifth round brimming over with determination. He meant to do or die. Before the end of the first half-minute it was borne in upon him that he was far more likely to die than do. He was a good amateur boxer. He had been well taught, and he knew all the recognized stops for the recognized blows. But the Bear-Cat had either invented a number of blows not in the regular curriculum, or else it was his manner of delivering them that gave that impression. Reason told Freddie that his opponent was not swinging left and right simultaneously, but the hard fact remained that, just as he guarded one blow, another came from the opposite point of the compass and took him squarely on the side of the head. He had a disagreeable sensation as if an automobile had run into him, and then he was on the floor, with the stout referee sawing the air above him.

The thought of a hundred dollars is a reviving agent that makes oxygen look like a sleeping-draught. No sooner had it returned to his mind than his head cleared and he rose to his feet, as full of fight as ever. He perceived the Bear-Cat slithering towards him, and leaped to one side like a Russian dancer. The Bear-Cat collided with the ropes and grunted discontentedly.

Probably if Freddie had had a sizable plot of ground, such as Hyde Park or Dartmoor, to manœuvre in, he might have avoided his opponent for some considerable time. The ring being only twenty feet square, he was hampered. A few more wild leaps, interspersed with one or two harmless left jabs, and he found himself penned up in a corner, with the Bear-Cat, smiling pleasantly again now, making hypnotic passes before his eyes.

The Bear-Cat was not one of your reticent fighters. He was candour itself.

Here it comes, kid! he remarked, affably, and it came. Freddies world suddenly resolved itself into a confused jumble of pirouetting stars, chairs, shirt-fronts, and electric lights, and he fell forward in a boneless heap. There was a noise of rushing waters in his ears, and, mingled with it, the sound of voices. Some person or persons, he felt dimly, seemed to be making a good deal of an uproar. His brain was clouded, but the fighting instinct still worked within him; and, almost unconsciously, he groped for the lower rope, found it, and pulled himself to his feet. And then the lights went out.

How long it was before he realized that the lights actually had gone out, and that the abrupt darkness was not due to a repetition of it, he never knew. But it must have been some length of time, for when the room became suddenly light again his head was clear and, except for a conviction that his neck was broken, he felt tolerably well.

His eyes having grown accustomed to the light, he saw with astonishment that remarkable changes had taken place in the room. With the exception of some half-dozen persons, the audience had disappeared entirely, and each of those who remained was in the grasp of a massive policeman. Two more intelligent officers were beckoning to him to come down from the platform.

The New York police force is subject to periodical attacks of sensitiveness with regard to the purity of the city. In between these spasms a certain lethargy seems to grip it, but when it does act its energy is wonderful. The East Side Delmonicos had been raided.

It was obvious that the purity of the city demanded that Freddie should appear in court in a less exiguous costume than his present one. The two policemen accompanied him to the dressing-room.

On a chair in one corner sat the Tennessee Bear-Cat, lacing his shoes. On a chair in another corner sat Mr. Franklyn Bivatt, holding his head in his hands.

Fate, Mr. Bivatt considered, had not treated him well. Nor, he added mentally, had T. Mortimer Dunlop. For directly the person, to be found in every gathering, who mysteriously gets to know things in advance of his fellows had given the alarm, T. Mortimer, who knew every inch of Blinkys basement and, like other dead game sports who frequented it, had his exits and his entrances — particularly his exits — had skimmed away like a corpulent snipe and vanished, leaving Mr. Bivatt to look after himself. As Mr. Bivatt had failed to look after himself, the constabulary were looking after him.

Whos the squirt? asked the first policeman, indicating Mr. Bivatt.

I dont know, said the second. I caught him trying to hook it, and held him. Keep an eye on him. I think its Boston Willie, the safe-blower. Keep these three here till I get back. Im off upstairs.

The door closed behind them. Presently it creaked and was still. The remaining policeman was leaning against it.

The Tennessee Bear-Cat nodded amiably at Freddie.

Feeling better, kid? Why didnt you duck? I told you it was coming, didnt I?

Mr. Bivatt groaned hollowly. Life was very grey. He was in the hands of the police, and he had indigestion and no pepsine tabloids.

Say, it aint so bad as all that, said the Bear-Cat. Not if youve got any sugar, it aint.

My doctor expressly forbids me sugar, replied Mr. Bivatt.

The Bear-Cat gave a peculiar jerk of his head, indicative of the intelligent mans contempt for the slower-witted.

Not that sort of sugar, you rummy. Gee! Do you think this is a tea-party? Dough, you mutt.

Do you mean money, by any chance? asked Freddie.

The Bear-Cat said that he did mean money. He went further. Mr. Bivatt appearing to be in a sort of trance, he put a hand in his pocket and extracted a pocket-book.

I guess thesell do, he said, removing a couple of bills.

He rapped on the door.

Hey, Mike!

Quit that, answered a gruff voice without.

I want to speak to you. Got something to say.

The door opened.

Well?

Say, Mike, youve got a kind face. Going to let us go, aint you?

The policeman eyed the Bear-Cat stolidly. The Bear-Cats answering glance was more friendly.

See what the fairies have brought, Mike.

The policemans gaze shifted to the bills.

Say, he said, severely, as he held out his hand, you dont reckon Id take a bribe, I hope?
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Certainly not, said the Bear-Cat, indignantly.

There was a musical rustling.

Dont mind if we say good night now, do you? said the Bear-Cat. Theyll be getting anxious about us at home.



The policeman with the kind face met his colleague in the basement.

Say, you know those guys in the dressing-room, he said.

Uh-huh, said the colleague.

They overpowered me and got away.

Halves, said the colleague.



Having lost the Bear-Cat — no difficult task, for he dived into the first saloon — Mr. Bivatt and Freddie turned their steps towards Broadway. A certain dignity which had been lacking in the dressing-room had crept back into Mr. Bivatts manner.

Go away, he said. I will not have you following me.

I am not following you, said Freddie. We are walking arm in arm.

Mr. Bivatt wrenched himself free. Go away, or I will call a police — er — go away!

Have you forgotten me? I was afraid you had. I wont keep you long. I only wanted to tell you that I had nearly made that five hundred dollars.

Mr. Bivatt started and glared at Freddie in the light of a shop-window. He gurgled speechlessly.

I havent added it all up yet. I have been too busy making it. Let me see. Twelve dollars from the hotel. Two weeks as a waiter at five a week. Twenty-two. Tips, about another dollar. Three hundred for the losers end — I cant claim a draw, as I was practically out. And Blinky Anderson promised me another hundred if I stayed five rounds. Well I was on my feet when the police broke up the show, but maybe, after what has happened, he wont pay up. Anyway, Ive got three hundred and twenty-three — —

Will you kindly stop this foolery and allow me to speak? said Mr. Bivatt. When I made our agreement I naturally alluded to responsible, respectable work. I did not include low prize-fighting and — —

You said manual work or brain work. Wasnt mine about as manual as you could get?

I have nothing further to say.

Freddie sighed.

Oh, well, he said, I suppose I shall have to start all over again. I wish you had let me know sooner. I shall try brain work this time. I shall write my experiences and try and sell them to a paper. What happened to-night ought to please some editor. The way you got us out of that dressing-room! It was the smartest thing I ever saw. There ought to be money in that. Well, good night. May I come and report later?

He turned away, but stopped as he heard an odd choking sound behind him.

Is anything the matter?

Mr. Bivatt clutched him with one hand and patted his arm affectionately with the other.

Dont — er — dont go away, my boy, he said. Come with me to the drug-store while I get some pepsine tabloids, and then well go home and talk it over. I think we may be able to arrange something, after all.


THE STORYTELLER (1913)

First published in The Kangaroo Island Courier, April 1913
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ALICE SHUTE HAD waited three and a quarter minutes in the passage outside the door of her fathers private room, and the strain was becoming too much for her. There are stories of women who have held out as long as ten minutes before gratifying their curiosity; but they are not well authenticated. Five minutes is probably the record. Alice missed lowering this by fifty seconds. Exactly four minutes and ten seconds after the door closed behind Lord Freddie Bowen her self-restraint gave way. She turned the handle and went in.

Her father was seated in his favorite armchair facing the window. Opposite him was a tall young man with a pleasant face, its usual cheerfulness marred at the moment by a somewhat strained look.

This was Lord Freddie Bowen. Lord Freddie had been sent to New York to broaden his mind. Whether he had succeeded in doing this or not he had at any rate made one important discovery. The guide books had told him that New York had four million inhabitants. It had taken him only two weeks to find out that they were wrong, that New York had just one inhabitant — to wit, Alice, the daughter of James Anthony Shute, the mine owner. And now, at the end of the fifth week of his visit, he was on the point of communicating his discovery to her father, when the opening of the door interrupted him just as he was becoming coherent and intelligible.

Well? said Alice.

Lord Freddie sprang up and looked fondly at her. Mr Shute also looked at her, but less fondly. Time was money with him, and he did not wish to have interviews prolonged by interruptions.

I am busy just now, my dear, he said. Lord Frederick is talking to me about an important matter.

Important! said Alice. I should just say it was. Ive been waiting outside for an hour in perfect agonies of mind. Well?

As a matter of fact, said Lord Freddie, I havent, as it were, exactly come right to the point yet, if you know what I mean. What I mean to say is, I was just leading up to it, so to speak, when you came in.

Alices eyes expressed scorn at this fresh example of British slowness. She turned to her father.

Freddie and I want to get married. May we?

Thats it, said Lord Freddie gratefully. Thats the idea I was trying to convey.

Mr Shute looked at them.

You do, eh? he said rather blankly.

I do, said Lord Freddie positively.

So do I, said Alice, with conviction.

Mr Shute sat for a moment in silence.

Alice, he said, run away for a while, theres a good girl. I want to speak to Lord Frederick alone.

Alice looked doubtful.

Very well, she said. Only dont forget Im waiting.

Lord Freddie closed the door behind her and returned to his seat. Now that the news had been broken he was himself once more. His normal cheerfulness had resumed its sway.

So you want to marry my daughter? said Mr Shute. How long has it been settled between you?

I proposed to Miss Shute last Thursday.

And she accepted you? First time?

Yes.

She must be fond of you, then.

I think she is, said Lord Freddie.

Hm!

Lord Freddie looked somewhat disturbed. In the circumstances Hm! was scarcely an encouraging remark.

You mean —— ? he said.

Its this way. Im fond of Alice.

Of course.

Mighty fond. And what I want to know is — are you the right man?

Lord Freddie was beginning to supply first-hand information on that point, but Mr Shute stopped him and continued.

Ive nothing against you, he said. Dont think I mean that. But its like this. I want something real good for Alice. I want a man. Theres lots that look like men till you get to know them, and then youll find theyre imitations. See what I mean?

Lord Freddie maintained a discreet silence. He knew what was passing in the others mind. Six years ago Alices elder sister Margaret had married a French count, and the subsequent manoeuvres of the two had supplied the papers at irregular intervals with several columns of painful but interesting material. He understood Mr Shutes desire that his other daughter should marry a man. It would be a welcome change.

Now lets get down to it, said Mr Shute. You say youre the right man for Alice. What makes you think so? What have you ever done?

It was an appalling question for a man in Lord Freddies rank of life. What had he ever done? He tried to think.

How old are you?

Twenty-six.

Well, what have you done? Keep it to the last five years if you like. What have you done since you came of age?

Lord Freddie racked his brain. It was absurd. He must have done something; but for the life of him he could not remember what. He looked back over those five years. He had had a very good time, and on the whole a very harmless time. A series of seasons in London and hunting in Leicestershire and shooting in Scotland . . . but as for having done anything. . . . He shook his head.

Im afraid Ive rather loafed, he said.

Whats your income?

Three thousand a year. Fifteen thousand dollars.

How do you get it?

My father gives it to me. Its my allowance.

Ever done any work?

Well, no. I dont think I have.

Never earned a penny for yourself?

No.

Hm!

This time Lord Freddie could not help agreeing with him. Looking at the matter with a broad unbiased gaze, there was no doubt that Hm! about summed it up.

Ever heard of a man named Jacob? inquired Mr Shute.

Jacob? Theres a Jacob on the Stock Exchange in London. Ive met him once or twice at the National Sporting Club.

I wasnt alluding to him at the moment. The one I meant was before his time. I mean the Jacob in the Bible.

Oh, ah, yes.

You remember his case? Recollect what he did? He wanted a girl, so he went out and worked for seven years for her. And then he got the wrong one. Did he quit? No, sir. He started right in to do another seven years straight away. Didnt know what quitting meant. That mans second name was Grit, sir.

Wonderful Johnny, agreed Lord Frederick, admiringly.

And thats the sort of man I want for Alice. I dont ask him to wait seven years, let alone fourteen. Things are speedier in these days. But I will have him show that theres something to him. He must prove that hes got sand. See what I mean.

I see the idea.

Well, are you that sort of man?

I think so.

You think so. Yes, and perhaps youre right. But youve got to know before you marry Alice. Now see here; Ill make a proposition to you. Its this. You go out and hunt for a job and get it, and hold it down long enough to make five hundred dollars, and you can marry Alice as soon as you like after you have put down your statement in front of me on this table. How does that hit you?

Consider it done, said Lord Freddie joyfully. Five hundred dollars! Why thats only one hundred pounds.

Only a hundred pounds, echoed Mr Shute. Just about the sum it would take you a couple of minutes to get your father to give you, eh? But dont you make any mistake, young man. Its going to be a heap harder prising that money out of the world than it would be hooking it out of papas pocket-book.

But I say. Do you mean save five hundred dollars or just earn it?

I like your choice of words, young man. I guess it will do if you just earn only a hundred pounds. But see here; lets get this fixed up. When I say earn I mean earn. I dont mean sit up and beg and let it fall into your mouth. Youve got to see this through as a plain, ordinary man, not as the son of a hundred earls. See what I mean? You know as well as I do that theres a crowd of men in this city whod jump at the chance of hiring your name. It would look well on the painted sign: My partner, Lord Frederick Bowen. But thats not what I want. Youve got to get this job on your own merits.

You mean I must take another name for this business?

Thats just what I mean. Or keep your own if you wish, but cut out the Lord. 

Very well.

And now one or two more trifling conditions. Youve got to get that five hundred by work. Manual work or brain work, whichever you please. No going out and winning at bridge or putting your months allowance on Jumping Jack to win and a place.

It seems to me you are barring every avenue of legitimate enterprise, said Lord Freddie sadly.

Well, how do you feel about it?

Oh, Ill do it alright. Its a great thing having generations of ancestors whove never done a stroke. Ill get all the accumulated energy of the family. None of it has been dissipated.

I guess, said Mr Shute, thats about right, isnt it? I suppose the last time any of your family did a bit of work was when the first earl carried William the Conquerors grip across the gangway?

I believe so. If any of the others ever worked the family records are silent on the point.

And youre going to try your hand? I guess youll find it a tough row to hoe.

I dont suppose Jacob liked it, dont you know, said Lord Freddie, but he wanted the girl, you see.

Im coming to think, said Mr Shute, that youve got sand in you, young man.

Heaps, said Lord Freddie.

II.

A shabbily dressed young man presented himself at the palatial downtown office of Mr James Anthony Shute, and requested to see the great man. The janitor, when he had recovered from the shock, explained in terse language, free from that excess of courtesy which is sometimes so cloying, firstly that Mr Shute could only be seen by appointment, and secondly that the visitor would do well to make himself scarce as quickly as possible.

You couldnt take my name in to him, I suppose? said the young man. I think hell see me.

Think again, said the janitor. Gwan! At this moment Mr Shute himself passed through the door on his way to lunch, and the janitor received another shock. For after a momentary stare the millionaire linked his arm in that of the shabby young man and led him off. The young man as he went smiled pleasantly at the janitor.

Well? said Mr Shute, when they were seated in a corner of the most expensive restaurant in downtown New York.

He looked at Lord Freddie with interest. A fortnight had elapsed since the striking of their bargain, and since then he had neither heard nor seen anything of him. During that fortnight changes had taken place in the young man which were not wholly confined to his clothes. His face was thinner, and it also wore an expression subtly different from that which it had once worn. There was the same pleasant smile, but now there was something purposeful and determined behind the pleasantness.

I never thought, said Lord Freddie, attacking his plate, to meet a soft-shelled crab again.

Youve been cutting them out?

In the bright lexicon of hard-up youth, said Lord Freddie, rounding up the last morsel with his fork, there is no such word as soft-shelled crab.

Well? said Mr Shute, how are you making out? Getting tired?

Did you say tired? Thats not the word. Make it nauseated and I am with you. People who talk about the joys of honest toil are mostly poets, whove never tried it.

And youre about ready to turn it up, eh?

Not by a mile. Not by several miles, said Lord Freddie, firmly. Theres a matter of four hundred and eighty-two dollars to be settled first.

Four hundred and eighty-two?

I made eighteen last week, explained Lord Freddie, rather deprecatingly, as one who is loth to flaunt his wealth.

Eighteen? said Mr Shute, impressed. I call that pretty good for a British peer. Why, if youve got a job thats bringing you in eighteen a week youll be through in no time.

But, you see, I havent, said Lord Freddie sadly. My career has had a check. I soared like a rocket, but I have been fired like a gun.

Lost your job?

Lord Freddie nodded.

What was it?

I looked after the news stand at an hotel. All went well for five days. On the sixth, intoxicated with success I sassed an irritable old gentleman from the Middle West. Humor, the management decided, when the matter was referred to them, was out of place in the keeper of their news stand. They paid me my salary and politely requested me to see if I couldnt leave the premises in three jumps. I did, and am now looking about for another job.

Found one yet?

I have one in my eye. A bell boy at the hotel gave me a letter of introduction to a cousin of his who owns a restaurant. Who knows but what the failure of the news stand of yesterday may not blossom out as the star waiter of to-morrow? I have studied waiters and I fancy I have a grip on the job. Their principal duty seems to be the exchanging of badinage with the cook through the speaking tube. I could manage that I think.

Going to be a waiter, eh?

That remains for the bell boys cousin to decide.

And how about the pride of the Bowens? The noblesse oblige and blue blood and all that? Doesnt that register a kick against your becoming a waiter?

It kicks like a mule, admitted Lord Freddie. But its got to lump it. I want those four hundred and eighty-two dollars.

He bent over his plate as he spoke, concentrating his attention on a cold bird with the earnestness of one into whose life cold birds enter but seldom; or he might have seen an encouraging gleam of approval come into Mr Shutes eyes. Of all qualities the millionaire admired chiefly those which had brought success to himself, grit to wit, and a cheerful indifference to the jolts of life. The unexpected discovery of such qualities in Lord Freddie softened him. He was still resolved to exact from the latter the full sum agreed upon, but his attitude of mind was now akin to that of the second principal in a glove fight. It was for Lord Freddie to make good by his own unaided efforts but Mr Shute felt that he was with him in the struggle.

How is Miss Shute? inquired Lord Freddie looking up.

Quite well.

Good. I really called to inquire. I was not lunch hunting.

Come and lunch any time you please. Ill be only too glad to have you.

Its very kind of you, said Lord Freddie, but if all goes well, I fear my professional duties will not allow me. Instead of lunching myself I shall be helping others to lunch. It will be more altruistic, of course, but thats the only attractive part of the scheme.

Well, let me know when youve made that five hundred.

You can rely on me, said Lord Freddie.

III.

Into the story at this point comes one Thomas Franklin Cooke. Tom Cooke was the owner of ranches in the West, a rugged, grizzled person with the heart of a boy and a boys appetite for pleasures that were simple and uproarious. It was not often that he struck New York, but a week after Mr Shutes luncheon with Lord Freddie, business took him there, and he presented himself at the millionaires house, a human bomb charged with energy and waiting only for somebody to touch off the fuse. The Mr Shute that Tom Cooke knew was not the man as he appeared to the world. To Tom he was Jimmy Shute who, in the course of eight spirited rounds, had instilled a respect for law and order into Dutch Jake, an unruly heavyweight who had terrorised three camps; Jimmy Shute, who — who, in a word, was Jimmy Shute.

Mr Shute received him warmly, but was at some pains to point out that things had altered since those spacious days. Time in its passage had left Tom untouched. In person and in his outlook on life he was still the Tom Cooke of the mining camp. But with Mr Shute it was otherwise. He was now a reputable citizen, with a stake in the country, a position to maintain, and above all, a name to be kept out of the papers. Tom listened dismayed.

Gee! he said, when the bad news had sunk in, you mean to say, then, theres nothing doing? No fun to be had any way? Its a bit tough on a man, Jimmy.

Mr Shute hastened to correct this view. He would be delighted to show Tom the sights. There were the theatres. He seldom went to them, but he would go with Tom. There were restaurants. Tom would like the restaurants. There was the opera . . .

Opera! said Tom, firmly. Keep it! No opera for me.

He left for his hotel that night, after a supper at a restaurant where the music was soft and soulful and nobody danced on the tables, with a moody feeling that he had come to the wrong city.

Next day, however, he was down at Mr Shutes office with the dawn of hope in his eyes.

Jimmy, he said, do you want to see a scrap? A real-thing scrap, not a six-round bout between members of the club?

One might have detected a certain wistful expression on Mr Shutes face. It faded however, almost at once.

There arent any in New York, he said. The police dont allow them.

Tom Cooke tapped him impressively on the chest.

Thats where youre wrong, he said. Thats where you make your mistake. I can take you to one this very night, if youll come. Have you ever heard of Hookhams, near Canal Street?

Mr Shute had not.

It puts up a bluff of being just a restaurant, but Saturday nights they have these fights, and if you give the proprietor the grip he passes you in. Will you come?

Mr Shute hesitated. The hand that had dealt Dutch Jake so many salutary blows had lost its power, but the spirit that had urged it was still strong. It occurred to Mr Shute that, owing to one cause and another, he had not seen a glove fight worthy of the name in fifteen years. His eye gleamed with a light which the other saw and recognised.

Bully for you, Jimmy, he said, with deep relief. Ill see about fixing it right now.

But, one moment, I — er — —

Thatll be all right, said Mr Cooke, soothingly. You leave it to me.

IV.

It is never pleasant to be reminded of the passage of time; and Mr Shute, reviewing in his home the events of the night on the day following the visit to that shrine of earnest pugilism, Hookhams, came ruefully to the conclusion that he was not so young as he had been. There had been a time when the adventures of the previous night would have lent a spice to life. Now he was merely conscious of feeling physically rather tired and mentally a good deal disturbed lest his share in the proceedings might come out. For all had not gone well at Hookhams that Saturday night. The entertainment, spirited and exciting at first, had been marred at the end of twenty minutes by a sudden and very tactless incursion of the police. Mr Shute, who in his day had mocked policemen, and even, on occasion, fought them, had bolted like a rabbit, following Tom Cooke, who seemed to be mysteriously inspired with a knowledge of local geography. Some genius had switched off the lights, and Mr Shutes subsequent departure via back stairs, a window, a roof, and a fire escape had been in the nature of a triumphal progress. Ten minutes later he had been strolling up Broadway with an air of dignified reserve which a crumpled collar could not wholly destroy. And so home.

But he was not easy in his mind, and he had opened his Sunday paper half expecting his name to jump at him from the sheet. It had not done so, and he was now feeling somewhat relieved.

To him, brooding, there entered the butler with a card.

Show him in, said Mr Shute; and presently Lord Freddie Bowen appeared.

My Sunday off, explained Lord Freddie.

Come in, my boy, and sit down, said Mr Shute. He was genuinely glad to see him. Lord Freddie always amused him, and just now he felt in a need of amusement. So you got your job?

They sprang at me open armed.

And youre holding it down?

For a week my foot has been on its neck. At ten dollars a week.

Good for you! Where are you working?

Lord Freddie brushed a speck of dust from the sleeves of his coat.

At a place called Hookhams, he said. Near Canal Street.

Mr Shute looked at his visitor. The others face was pleasant, but otherwise expressionless.

Ah? said Mr Shute, at length. Not a very high-class place, I should say?

No, on the whole, perhaps not. We have distinguished company sometimes though.

Distinguished company?

Last night, for instance.

Last night?

The police, said Lord Freddie. We were raided.

Mr Shute was framing a remark, when the door opened and Tom Cooke appeared. He stopped on seeing Lord Freddie.

Oh! Thought you were alone.

This is — — began Mr Shute.

Mr Cooke was looking hard at Lord Freddie.

Gee! I guess theres no need for introductions. So this is your game, is it? I reckoned youd got something up your sleeve when you refused a tip for helping us out of that low-down place. Never knew a waiter to refuse a tip before. How much is he trying to hold you up for, Jimmy? Whatever it is see him in Hades before you unbelt. They havent an ounce of evidence.

Lord Freddie raised his eyebrows and looked appealingly at Mr Shute.

I think you had better introduce us, really, he said.

This is Lord Freddie Bowen, said Mr Shute.

Tom Cookes eyes bulged. He gasped and held out his hand.

Say! he stammered. Im the original bonehead, I guess. But talk about doubles! Why, say, it might be twins.

Who is my double?

A waiter at a place called Hookhams near Canal Street.

Not a very high-class place, I should say, said Lord Freddie, with a touch of disapproval.

No, said Mr Cooke. No, I guess not. Well, Jimmy, he went on, backing toward the door, I guess Ill be moving on. Just looked in as I passed by to see how you were. Glad to have met you, Lord Frederick.

The door closed behind him.

How is Miss Shute? asked Lord Freddie.

Quite well, quite well. By the way, Lord Frederick, have you ever done any — er — literary work? Do you think of doing any?

I did have an idea of trying my hand at it. My experiences in New York, you know, and that sort of thing. For one of the Sunday papers I thought. Of course they might not take them.

Just so. Literature is very precarious. I think your best plan would be to accept some good offer in advance. Now I — —

Yes?

What would be your terms for all rights in anything you might produce?

I was thinking of four hundred and seventy-two dollars, said Lord Freddie. Its a good bit of money of course.

Ill write a cheque for it now.

But you know, protested Lord Freddie, youre taking a risk. Im an awful lazy beggar, dont you know. I might never write a line.

Ill take the risk, said Mr Shute, pluckily. Heres the cheque. No need of a receipt, eh?

I dont think so. Thanks, awfully.

He placed the cheque carefully in his pocket.

Alice, said Mr Shute casually, is in the drawing-room, I believe.


THE EPISODE OF THE LANDLADYS DAUGHTER (1914)

First published in The Strand Magazine, April 1914
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WHEN A SEED-MERCHANT of cautious disposition and an eye to the main chance receives from an eminent firm of jam-manufacturers an extremely large order for clover-seed, his emotions are mixed. Joy may be said to predominate, but with the joy comes also uncertainty. Are these people, he asks himself, proposing to set up as farmers of a large scale, or do they merely want the seed to give verisimilitude to their otherwise bald and unconvincing raspberry jam? On the solution of this problem depends the important matter of price, for, obviously, you can charge a fraudulent jam-disseminator in a manner which an honest farmer would resent.

This was the problem which was furrowing the brow of Mr. Julian Fineberg, of Bury St. Edwards, one sunny morning when Roland Bleke knocked at his door; and such was its difficulty that only at the nineteenth knock did Mr. Fineberg raise his head.

Come in — that dashed woodpecker out there, he shouted, for it was his habit to express himself with a generous strength toward the junior members of his staff.

The young man who entered looked exactly like a second clerk in a provincial seed-merchants office — which, strangely enough, he chanced to be. His chief characteristic was an intense ordinariness. He was a young man; and when you had said that of him you had said everything. There was nothing which you would have noticed about him, except the fact that there was nothing to notice. His age was twenty-two and his name was Roland Bleke.

Please, sir, its about my salary.

Mr. Fineberg, at the word, drew himself together much as a British square at Waterloo must have drawn itself together at the sight of a squadron of cuirassiers.

Salary? he cried. What about it? Whats the matter with it? You get it, dont you?

Yes, sir, but — —

Well? Dont stand there like an idiot. What is it?

Its too much.

Mr. Finebergs brain reeled. It was improbable that the millennium could have arrived with a jerk; on the other hand, he had distinctly heard one of his clerks complain that his salary was too large. He pinched himself.

Say that again, he said.

If you could see your way to reduce it, sir—

It occurred to Mr. Fineberg for one instant that his subordinate was endeavoring to be humorous, but a glance at Rolands face dispelled that idea.

Why do you want it reduced?

Please, sir, Im going to be married.

What the deuce do you mean?

When my salary reaches a hundred and fifty, sir. And its a hundred and forty now, so if you could see your way to knocking off ten pounds — —

Mr. Fineberg saw light. He was a married man himself.

My boy, he said genially, I quite understand. But I can do you better than that. Its no use doing this sort of thing in a small way. From now on your salary is a hundred and ten. No, no, dont thank me. Youre an excellent clerk, and its a pleasure to me to reward merit when I find it. Close the door after you.

And Mr. Fineberg returned with a lighter heart to the great clover-seed problem.

The circumstances which had led Roland to approach his employer may be briefly recounted. Since joining the staff of Mr. Fineberg, he had lodged at the house of a Mr. Coppin, in honorable employment as porter at the local railway-station. The Coppin family, excluding domestic pets, consisted of Mr. Coppin, a kindly and garrulous gentleman of sixty, Mrs. Coppin, a somewhat negative personality, most of whose life was devoted to cooking and washing up in her underground lair, Brothers Frank and Percy, gentleman of leisure, popularly supposed to be engaged in the mysterious occupation known as lookin about for somethin, and, lastly, Muriel.

[image: img358.jpg]For some months after his arrival, Muriel had been to Roland Bleke a mere automaton, a something outside himself that was made only for neatly-laid breakfast tables and silent removal of plates at dinner. Gradually, however, when his natural shyness was soothed by use sufficiently to enable him to look at her when she came into the room, he discovered that she was a strikingly pretty girl, bounded to the North by a mass of auburn hair and to the South by small and shapely feet. She also possessed what, we are informed — we are children in these matters ourselves — is known as the R. S. V. P. eye. This eye had met Rolands one evening, as he chumped his chop, and before he knew what he was doing he had remarked that it had been a fine day.

From that wonderful moment matters had developed at an incredible speed. Roland had a nice sense of the social proprieties, and he could not bring himself to ignore a girl with whom he had once exchanged easy conversation about the weather. Whenever she came to lay his table, he felt bound to say something. Not being an experienced gagger, he found it more and more difficult each evening to hit on something bright, until finally, from sheer lack of inspiration, he kissed her.

If matters had progressed rapidly before, they went like lightning then. It was as if he had touched a spring or pressed a button, setting vast machinery in motion. Even as he reeled back stunned at his audacity, the room became suddenly full of Coppins of every variety known to science. Through a mist he was aware of Mrs. Coppin crying in a corner, of Mr. Coppin drinking his health in the remains of sparkling limado, of Brothers Frank and Percy, one on each side trying to borrow simultaneously half-crowns, and of Muriel, flushed but demure, making bread-pellets and throwing them in an abstracted way, one by one, at the Coppin cat, which had wandered in on the chance of fish.

Out of the chaos, as he stood looking at them with his mouth open, came the word bans, and smote him like a blast of East wind.

It is not necessary to trace in detail Rolands mental processes from that moment till the day when he applied to Mr. Fineberg for a reduction of salary. It is enough to say that for quite a month he was extraordinarily happy. To a man who has had nothing to do with women, to be engaged is an intoxicating experience, and at first life was one long golden glow to Roland. Secretly, like all mild men, he had always nourished a desire to be esteemed a nut by his fellow men; and his engagement satisfied that desire. It was pleasant to hear Brothers Frank and Percy cough knowingly when he came in. It was pleasant to walk abroad with a girl like Muriel in the capacity of the accepted wooer. Above all, it was pleasant to sit holding Muriels hand and watching the ill-concealed efforts of Mr. Albert Potter to hide his mortification. Albert was a mechanic in the motor-works round the corner, and hitherto Roland had always felt something of a worm in his presence. Albert was so infernally strong and silent and efficient. He could dissect a car and put it together again. He could drive through the thickest traffic. He could sit silent in company without having his silence attributed to shyness or imbecility. But — he could not get engaged to Muriel Coppin. That was reserved for Roland Bleke, the nut, the dasher, the young man of affairs. It was all very well being able to tell a spark-plug from a commutator at sight, but when it came to a contest in an affair of the heart with a man like Roland, Albert was in his proper place, third at the pole.

Probably, if he could have gone on merely being engaged, Roland would never have wearied of the experience. But the word marriage began to creep more and more into the family conversation, and suddenly panic descended upon Roland Bleke.

All his life he had had a horror of definite appointments. An invitation to tea a week ahead had been enough to poison life for him. He was one of those young men whose souls revolt at the thought of planning out any definite step. He could do things on the spur of the moment, but plans made him lose his nerve.

By the end of the month his whole being was crying out to him in agonized tones: Get me out of this. Do anything you like, but get me out of this frightful marriage business.

If anything had been needed to emphasize his desire for freedom, the attitude of Frank and Percy would have supplied it. Every day they made it clearer that the man who married Muriel would be no stranger to them. It would be his pleasing task to support them, too, in the style to which they had become accustomed. They conveyed the idea that they went with Muriel as a sort of bonus.



THE Coppin family were at high tea when Roland reached home. There was a general stir of interest as he entered the room, for it was known that he had left that morning with the intention of approaching Mr. Fineberg on the important matter of a rise in salary. Mr. Coppin removed his saucer of tea from his lips. Frank brushed the tail of a sardine from the corner of his mouth. Percy ate his haddock in an undertone. Albert Potter, who was present, glowered silently.

Roland shook his head with the nearest approach to gloom which his rejoicing heart would permit.

Im afraid Ive bad news.

Mrs. Coppin burst into tears, her invariable practise in any crisis. Albert Potters face relaxed into something resembling a smile.

He wont give you your raise?

Roland sighed.

Hes reduced me.

Reduced you!

Yes. Times are bad just at present, so he has had to lower me to a hundred and ten.

The collected jaws of the family fell as one jaw. Muriel herself seemed to be bearing the blow with fortitude, but the rest were stunned. Frank and Percy might have been posing for a picture of men who had lost their fountain pens.

Beneath the table the hand of Albert Potter found the hand of Muriel Coppin, and held it; and Muriel, we regret to add, turned and bestowed upon Albert a half-smile of tender understanding.

I suppose, said Roland, we couldnt get married on a hundred and ten?

No, said Percy.

No, said Frank.

No, said Albert Potter.

They all spoke decidedly, but Albert the most decidedly of the three.

Then, said Roland regretfully, Im afraid we must wait.

It seemed to be the general verdict that they must wait. Muriel said she thought they must wait. Albert Potter, whose opinion no one had asked, was quite certain that they must wait. Mrs. Coppin, between sobs, moaned that it would be best to wait. Frank and Percy, morosely devouring bread and jam, said they supposed they would have to wait. And, to end a painful scene, Roland drifted silently from the room, and went up-stairs to his own quarters.

There was a telegram on the mantel.

Some fellows, he soliloquized happily, as he opened it, wouldnt have been able to manage a little thing like that. They would have given themselves away. They would — —

The contents of the telegram demanded his attention.

For some time they conveyed nothing to him. The thing might have been written in Hindustani.

It would have been quite appropriate if it had been, for it was from the promoters of the Calcutta Sweep, and it informed him that, as the holder of ticket number 108,694, he had drawn Gelatine, and in recognition of this fact a check for five hundred pounds would be forwarded to him in due course.



ROLANDS first feeling was one of pure bewilderment. As far as he could recollect, he had never had any dealings whatsoever with these open-handed gentlemen. Then memory opened her flood-gates and swept him back to a morning ages ago, so it seemed to him, when Mr. Finebergs eldest son Ralph, passing through the office on his way to borrow money from his father, had offered him for ten shillings down a piece of cardboard, at the same time, saying something about a sweep. Partly from a vague desire to keep in with the Fineberg clan, but principally because it struck him as rather a doggish thing to do, Roland had passed over the ten shillings; and there, as far as he had known, the matter had ended.

And now, after all this time, that simple action had borne fruit in the shape of Gelatine and a check for five hundred pounds.

Rolands next emotion was triumph. The sudden entry of checks for five hundred pounds into a mans life is apt to produce this result.

For the space of some minutes he gloated; and then reaction set in. Five hundred pounds meant marriage with Muriel.

His brain worked quickly. He must conceal this thing. With trembling fingers he felt for his match-box, struck a match, and burnt the telegram to ashes. Then, feeling a little better, he sat down to think the whole matter over.

His meditations brought a certain amount of balm. After all, he felt, the thing could quite easily be kept a secret. He would receive the check in due course, as stated, and he would bicycle over to the neighboring town of Lexingham and start a bank-account with it. Nobody would know, and life would go on as before.

He went to bed, and slept peacefully.



IT WAS about a week after this that he was roused out of a deep sleep at eight oclock in the morning to find his room full of Coppins. Mr. Coppin was there in a nightshirt and his official trousers. Mrs. Coppin was there, weeping softly in a brown dressing-gown. Modesty had apparently kept Muriel from the gathering, but brothers Frank and Percy stood at his bedside, shaking him by the shoulders and shouting. Mr. Coppin thrust a newspaper at him, as he sat up blinking.

These epic moments are best related swiftly. Roland took the paper, and the first thing that met his sleepy eye and effectually drove the sleep from it was this head-line:

Romance of the Calcutta Sweepstakes

And beneath it another in type almost as large as the first:

Poor Clerk Wins £40,000

[image: img359.jpg]His own name leaped at him from the printed page, and with it that of the faithful Gelatine.

Flight! That was the master-word which rang in Rolands brain as day followed day. The wild desire of the trapped animal to be anywhere except just where he was had come upon him. He was past the stage when conscience could have kept him to his obligations. He had ceased to think of anything or any one but himself. All he asked of Fate was to remove him from Bury St. Edwards on any terms.

[image: img360.jpg]It may be that some inkling of his state of mind was wafted telepathically to Frank and Percy, for it can not be denied that their behavior at this juncture was more than a little reminiscent of the police force. Perhaps it was simply their natural anxiety to keep an eye on what they already considered their own private gold-mine that made them so adhesive. Certainly there was no hour of the day when one or the other was not in Rolands immediate neighborhood. Their vigilance even extended to the night hours, and once, when Roland, having tossed sleeplessly on his bed, got up at two in the morning, with the wild idea of stealing out of the house and walking to London, a door opened as he reached the top of the stairs, and a voice asked him what he thought he was doing. The statement that he was walking in his sleep was accepted, but coldly.

It was shortly after this that, having by dint of extraordinary strategy eluded the brothers and reached the railway-station, Roland, with his ticket to London in his pocket and the express already entering the station, was engaged in conversation by old Mr. Coppin, who appeared from nowhere to denounce the high cost of living in a speech that lasted until the tail-lights of the train had vanished and Brothers Frank and Percy arrived, panting.

A man has only a certain capacity for battling with Fate. After this last episode Roland gave in. Not even the exquisite agony of hearing himself described in church as a bachelor of this parish, with the grim addition that this was for the second time of asking, could stir him to a fresh dash for liberty.

Altho the shadow of the future occupied Rolands mind almost to the exclusion of everything else, he was still capable of suffering a certain amount of additional torment from the present; and one of the things which made the present a source of misery to him was the fact that he was expected to behave more like a mad millionaire than a sober young man with a knowledge of the value of money. His mind, trained from infancy to a decent respect for the pence, had not yet adjusted itself to the possession of large means; and the open-handed rôle forced upon him by the family appalled him.

When the Coppins wanted anything, they asked for it; and it seemed to Roland that they wanted pretty nearly everything. If Mr. Coppin had reached his present age without the assistance of a gold watch, he might surely have struggled along to the end on gun-metal. In any case, a man of his years should have been thinking of higher things than mere gauds and trinkets. A like criticism applied to Mrs. Coppins demand for a silk petticoat, which struck Roland as simply indecent. Frank and Percy took theirs mostly in specie. It was Muriel who struck the worst blow by insisting on a hired motor-car.

Roland hated motor-cars, especially when they were driven by Albert Potter, as this one was. Albert, that strong, silent man, had but one way of expressing his emotions, namely to open the throttle and shave the paint off trolley-cars. Disappointed love was giving Albert a good deal of discomfort at this time, and he found it made him feel better to go round corners on two wheels. As Muriel sat next to him on these expeditions, Roland squashing into the tonneau with Frank and Percy, his torments were subtle. He was not given a chance to forget, and the only way in which he could obtain a momentary diminution of the agony was to increase the speed to sixty miles an hour.

It was in this fashion that they journeyed to the neighboring town of Lexingham to see M. Etienne Feriaud perform his feat of looping the loop in his aeroplane.

It was Brother Franks idea that they should make up a party to go and see M. Feriaud. Franks was one of those generous, unspoiled natures which never grow blasé at the sight of a fellow human taking a sporting chance of hara-kiri. He was a well-known figure at every wild animal exhibition within a radius of fifty miles, and M. Feriaud drew him like a magnet.

The blighter goes up, he explained, as he conducted the party into the arena, and then he stands on his head and goes round in circles. Ive seen pictures of it.

It appeared that M. Feriaud did even more than this. Posters round the ground advertised the fact that, on receipt of five pounds, he would take up a passenger with him. To date, however, there appeared to have been no rush on the part of the canny inhabitants of Lexingham to avail themselves of this chance of a breath of fresh air. M. Feriaud, a small man with a chubby and amiable face, wandered about signing picture postcards and smoking an unlighted cigaret, looking a little disappointed.

Albert Potter was scornful.

Lot of rabbits, he said; wheres their pluck? And I suppose they call themselves Englishmen. Id go up precious quick if I had a five-pound note. Disgrace, I call it, letting a Frenchman have the laugh of us.

It was a long speech for Mr. Potter, and it drew a look of respectful tenderness from Muriel.

Youre so brave, Mr. Potter, she said.

Whether it was the slight emphasis which she put on the first word, or whether it was sheer generosity that impelled him, one can not say; but Roland produced the required sum even while she spoke. He offered it to his rival.

Mr. Potter started, turned a little pale, then drew himself up and waved the note aside.

I take no favors, he said with dignity.

There was a pause.

Why dont you do it? said Albert nastily. Five pounds is nothing to you.

Why should I?

Ah! Why should you?

It would be useless to assert that Mr. Potters tone was friendly. It stung Roland. It seemed to him that Muriel was looking at him in an unpleasantly contemptuous manner.

In some curious fashion, without doing anything to merit it, he had apparently become an object of contempt and derision to the party.

All right, then, I will, he said suddenly.

Easy enough to talk, said Albert.

Roland strode with a pale but determined face to the spot where M. Feriaud, beaming politely, was signing a picture post-card.

Some feeling of compunction appeared to come to Muriel at the eleventh hour.

Dont let him, she cried.

But Brother Frank was made of sterner stuff. This was precisely the sort of thing which, in his opinion, made for a jolly afternoon.

For years he had been waiting for something of this kind. He was experiencing that pleasant thrill which comes to a certain type of person when the victim of a murder in the morning paper is an acquaintance of theirs.

What are you talking about? he said. Theres no danger. At least, not much. He might easily come down all right. Besides, he wants to. What do you want to go interfering for?

Roland returned. The negotiations with the bird-man had lasted a little longer than one would have expected. But then, of course, M. Feriaud was a foreigner, and Rolands French was not fluent.

He took Muriels hand.

Good-by, he said.

He shook hands with the rest of the party, even with Albert Potter. It struck Frank that he was making too much fuss over a trifle — and, worse — delaying the start of the proceedings.

Whats it all about? he demanded. You go on as if we were never going to see you again.

You never know.

Its as safe as being in bed.

But still, in case we never meet again — —

Oh, well, said Brother Frank, and took the outstretched hand.



THE little party stood and watched as the aeroplane moved swiftly along the ground, rose, and soared into the air. Higher and higher it rose till the features of the two occupants were quite invisible.

Now, said Brother Frank. Now, watch. Now hes going to loop the loop.

But the wheels of the aeroplane still pointed to the ground. It grew smaller and smaller. It was a mere speck.

What the dickens?

Far away to the West something showed up against the blue of the sky — something that might have been a bird, a toy kite, or an aeroplane traveling rapidly into the sunset.

Four pairs of eyes followed it in rapt silence.


THE EPISODE OF THE FINANCIAL NAPOLEON (1914)

First published in The Strand Magazine, May 1914
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SEATED WITH HIS wife at breakfast on the veranda which overlooked the rolling lawns and leafy woods of his charming Sussex home, Geoffrey Windlebird, the great financier, was enjoying the morning sun to the full. His chubby features were relaxed in a smile of lazy contentment; and his wife, who liked to act sometimes as his secretary, found it difficult to get him to pay any attention to his mornings mail.

Theres a column in to-days Financial Argus, she said, of which you really must take notice. Its most abusive. Its about the Wildcat Reef. They assert that there never was any gold in the mine, and that you knew it when you floated the company.

They will have their little joke.

But you had the usual mining-experts report.

Of course we had. And a capital report it was. I remember thinking at the time what a neat turn of phrase the fellow had. I admit he depended rather on his fine optimism than on any examination of the mine. As a matter of fact, he never went near it. And why should he? Its down in South America somewhere. Awful climate — snakes, mosquitoes, revolutions, fever.

Mr. Windlebird spoke drowsily. His eyes closed.

Well, the Argus people say that they have sent a man of their own out there to make inquiries, a well-known expert, and the report will be in within the next fortnight. They say they will publish it in their next number but one. What are you going to do about it?

Mr. Windlebird yawned. Not to put too fine a point on it, dearest, the game is up. The Napoleon of Finance is about to meet his Waterloo. And all for twenty thousand pounds. That is the really bitter part of it. To-morrow we sail for the Argentine. Ive got the tickets.

Youre joking, Geoffrey. You must be able to raise twenty thousand. Its a flea-bite.

On paper — in the form of shares, script, bonds, promissory notes, it is a flea-bite. But when it has to be produced in the raw, in flat, hard lumps of gold or in crackling bank-notes, its more like a bite from a hippopotamus. I cant raise it, and thats all about it. So — St. Helena for Napoleon.

Altho Geoffrey Windlebird described himself as a Napoleon of Finance, a Cinquevalli or Chung Ling Soo of Finance would have been a more accurate title. As a juggler with other peoples money he was at the head of his class. And yet, when one came to examine it, his method was delightfully simple. Say, for instance, that the Home-grown Tobacco Trust, founded by Geoffrey in a moment of ennui, failed to yield those profits which the glowing prospectus had led the public to expect. Geoffrey would appease the excited shareholders by giving them Preference Shares (interest guaranteed) in the Sea-gold Extraction Company, hastily floated to meet the emergency. When the interest became due, it would, as likely as not, be paid out of the capital just subscribed for the King Solomons Mines Exploitation Association, the little deficiency in the latter being replaced in its turn, when absolutely necessary and not a moment before, by the transfer of some portion of the capital just raised for yet another company. And so on, ad infinitum. There were moments when it seemed to Mr. Windlebird that he had solved the problem of Perpetual Promotion.

The only thing that can stop a triumphal progress like Mr. Windlebirds is when some coarse person refuses to play to the rules, and demands ready money instead of shares in the next venture. This had happened now, and it had flattened Mr. Windlebird like an avalanche.

He was a philosopher, but he could not help feeling a little galled that the demand which had destroyed him had been so trivial. He had handled millions — on paper, it was true, but still millions — and here he was knocked out of time by a paltry twenty thousand pounds.

Are you absolutely sure that nothing can be done? persisted Mrs. Windlebird. Have you tried every one?
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Every one, dear moon-of-my-delight — the probables, the possibles, the highly unlikelies, and the impossibles. Never an echo to the minstrels wooing song. No, my dear, we have got to take to the boats this time. Unless, of course, some one possessed at one and the same time of twenty thousand pounds and a very confiding nature happens to drop from the clouds.

As he spoke, an aeroplane came sailing over the tops of the trees beyond the tennis-lawn. Gracefully as a bird it settled on the smooth turf, not twenty yards from where he was seated.



ROLAND BLEKE stepped stiffly out onto the tennis-lawn. His progress rather resembled that of a landsman getting out of an open boat in which he has spent a long and perilous night at sea. He was feeling more wretched than he had ever felt in his life. He had a severe cold. He had a splitting headache. His hands and feet were frozen. His eyes smarted. He was hungry. He was thirsty. He hated cheerful M. Feriaud, who had hopped out and was now busy tinkering the engine, a gay Provençal air upon his lips, as he had rarely hated any one, even Muriel Coppins brother Frank.

So absorbed was he in his troubles that he was not aware of Mr. Windlebirds approach until that pleasant, portly mans shadow fell on the turf before him.

Not had an accident, I hope, Mr. Bleke?

Roland was too far gone in misery to speculate as to how this genial stranger came to know his name. As a matter of fact, Mrs. Windlebird, keen student of the illustrated press, had recognized Roland by his photograph in the Daily Mirror. In the course of the twenty yards walk from house to tennis-lawn she had put her husband into possession of the more salient points in Rolands history. It was when Mr. Windlebird heard that Roland had forty thousand pounds in the bank that he sat up and took notice.

Lead me to him, he said simply.

Roland sneezed.

Doe accident, thag you, he replied miserably. Somethigs gone wrong with the worgs, but its nothing serious, worse luck.

M. Feriaud, having by this time adjusted the defect in his engine, rose to his feet, and bowed.

Excuse if we come down on your lawn. But not long do we trespass. See, mon ami, he said radiantly to Roland, all now O. K. We go on.

No, said Roland decidedly.

No? What you mean — no?

A shade of alarm fell on M. Feriauds weather-beaten features. The eminent bird-man did not wish to part from Roland. Toward Roland he felt like a brother, for Roland had notions about payment for little aeroplane rides which bordered upon the princely.

But you say — take me to France with you — —

I know. But its all off. Im not feeling well.

But its all wrong. M. Feriaud gesticulated to drive home his point. You give me one hundred pounds to take you away from Lexingham. Good. It is here. He slapped his breast pocket. But the other two hundred pounds which also you promise me to pay me when I place you safe in France, where is that, my friend?

I will give you two hundred and fifty, said Roland earnestly, to leave me here, and go right away, and never let me see your beastly machine again.



A SMILE of brotherly forgiveness lit up M. Feriauds face. The generous Gallic nature asserted itself. He held out his arms affectionately to Roland.

Ah, now you talk. Now you say something, he cried in his impetuous way. Embrace me. You are all right.

Roland heaved a sigh of relief when, five minutes later the aeroplane disappeared over the brow of the hill. Then he began to sneeze again.

Youre not well, you know, said Mr. Windlebird.

Ive caught cold. Weve been flying about all night — that French ass lost his bearings — and my suit is thin. Can you direct me to a hotel?

Hotel? Nonsense. Mr. Windlebird spoke in the bluff, breezy voice which at many a stricken board-meeting had calmed frantic shareholders as if by magic. Youre coming right into my house and up to bed this instant.

It was not till he was between the sheets with a hot-water bottle at his toes and a huge breakfast inside him that Roland learned the name of his good Samaritan. When he did, his first impulse was to struggle out of bed and make his escape. Geoffrey Windlebirds was a name which he had learned, in the course of his mercantile career, to hold in something approaching reverence as that of one of the mightiest business brains of the age.

To have to meet so eminent a man in the capacity of invalid, a nuisance about the house, was almost too much for Rolands shrinking nature. The kindness of the Windlebirds — and there seemed to be nothing that they were not ready to do for him — distressed him beyond measure. To have a really great man like Geoffrey Windlebird sprawling genially over his bed, chatting away as if he were an ordinary friend, was almost horrible. Such condescension was too much.

Gradually, as he became convalescent, Roland found this feeling replaced by something more comfortable. They were such a genuine, simple, kindly couple, these Windlebirds, that he lost awe and retained only gratitude. He loved them both. He opened his heart to them. It was not long before he had told them the history of his career, skipping the earlier years and beginning with the entry of wealth into his life.
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Mr. Windlebird smiled paternally.

The advice of an older man who has had, if I may say so, some little experience of finance, might be useful to you there. Perhaps if you would allow me to recommend some sound investment — —

Roland glowed with gratitude.

Theres just one thing Id like to do before I start putting my money into anything. Its like this.

He briefly related the story of his unfortunate affair with Muriel Coppin. Within an hour of his departure in the aeroplane, his conscience had begun to trouble him on this point. He felt that he had not acted well toward Muriel. True, he was practically certain that she didnt care a bit about him and was in love with Albert, the silent mechanic, but there was just the chance that she was mourning over his loss; and, anyhow, his conscience was sore.

Id like to give her something, he said. How much do you think?

Mr. Windlebird perpended.

Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill send my own lawyer to her with — say, a thousand pounds — not a check, you understand, but one thousand golden sovereigns that he can show her — roll about on the table in front of her eyes. Thatll console her. Its wonderful, the effect money in the raw has on people.

Id rather make it two thousand, said Roland. He had never really loved Muriel, and the idea of marrying her had been a nightmare to him, but he wanted to retreat with honor.

Very well, make it two thousand, if you like. Tho I dont quite know how old Harrison is going to carry all that money.

As a matter of fact, old Harrison never had to try. On thinking it over, after he had cashed Rolands check, Mr. Windlebird came to the conclusion that seven hundred pounds would be quite as much money as it would be good for Miss Coppin to have all at once.

Mr. Windlebirds knowledge of human nature was not at fault. Muriel jumped at the money, and a letter in her handwriting informed Roland next morning that his slate was clean. His gratitude to Mr. Windlebird redoubled.

And now, said Mr. Windlebird genially, we can talk about that money of yours, and the best way of investing it. What you want is something which, without being in any way what is called speculative, nevertheless returns a fair and reasonable amount of interest. What you want is something sound, something solid, yet something with a bit of a kick to it, something which cant go down and may go soaring like a rocket.

Roland quietly announced that was just what he did want, and lit another cigar.

Now, look here, Bleke, my boy, as a general rule I dont give tips — But Ive taken a great fancy to you, Bleke, and Im going to break my rule. Put your money— he sank his voice to a compelling whisper, put every penny you can afford into Wildcat Reefs.

He leaned back with the benign air of the Alchemist who has just imparted to a favorite disciple the recently discovered secret of the philosophers stone.

Thank you very much, Mr. Windlebird, said Roland gratefully. I will.

The Napoleonic features were lightened by that rare, indulgent smile.

Not so fast, young man, laughed Mr. Windlebird. Getting into Wildcat Reefs isnt quite so easy as you seem to think. Shall we say that you propose to invest thirty thousand pounds? Yes? Very well, then. Thirty thousand pounds! Why, if it got about that you were going to buy Wildcat Reefs on that scale the market would be convulsed.

Which was perfectly true. If it had got about that any one was going to invest thirty thousand pounds — or pence — in Wildcat Reefs, the market would certainly have been convulsed. The House would have rocked with laughter. Wildcat Reefs were a standing joke — except to the unfortunate few who still held any of the shares.

The thing will have to be done very cautiously. No one must know. But I think — I say I think — I can manage it for you.

Youre awfully kind, Mr. Windlebird.

Not at all, my dear boy, not at all. As a matter of fact, I shall be doing a very good turn to another pal of mine at the same time. He filled his glass. This— he paused to sip— this pal of mine has a large holding of Wildcats. He wants to realize in order to put the money into something else, in which he is more personally interested. Mr. Windlebird paused. His mind dwelt for a moment on his overdrawn current account at the bank. In which he is more personally interested, he repeated dreamily. But of course you couldnt unload thirty [thousand] pounds worth of Wildcats in the public market.

I quite see that, assented Roland.

It might, however, be done by private negotiation, he said. I must act very cautiously. Give me your check for the thirty thousand to-night, and I will run up to town to-morrow morning, and see what I can do.



HE DID it. What hidden strings he pulled, what levers he used, Roland did not know. All Roland knew was that somehow, by some subtle means, Mr. Windlebird brought it off. Two days later his host handed him twenty thousand one-pound shares in the Wildcat Reef Gold-mine.

There, my boy, he said.

Its awfully kind of you, Mr. Windlebird.

My dear boy, dont mention it. If youre satisfied, Im sure I am.

Mr. Windlebird always spoke the truth when he could. He spoke it now.

It seemed to Roland, as the days went by, that nothing could mar the pleasant, easy course of life at the Windlebirds. The fine weather, the beautiful garden, the pleasant company — all these things combined to make this sojourn an epoch in his life.

He discovered his mistake one lovely afternoon as he sat smoking idly on the terrace. Mrs. Windlebird came to him, and a glance was enough to show Roland that something was seriously wrong. Her face was drawn and tired.

A moment before, Roland had been thinking life perfect. The only crumpled rose-leaf had been the absence of an evening paper. Mr. Windlebird would bring one back with him when he returned from the city, but Roland wanted one now. He was a great follower of county cricket, and he wanted to know how Surrey was faring against Yorkshire. But even this crumpled rose-leaf had been smoothed out, for Johnson, the groom, who happened to be riding into the nearest town on an errand, had promised to bring one back with him. He might appear at any moment now.

The sight of his hostess drove all thoughts of sport out of his mind. She was looking terribly troubled.

It flashed across Roland that both his host and hostess had been unusually silent at dinner the night before; and later, passing Mr. Windlebirds room on his way to bed, he had heard their voices, low and agitated. Could they have had some bad news?

Mr. Bleke, I want to speak to you.

Roland moved like a sympathetic cow, and waited to hear more.

You were not up when my husband left for the city this morning, or he would have told you himself. Mr. Bleke, I hardly know how to break it to you.

Break it to me!

My husband advised you to put a very large sum of money in a mine called Wildcat Reefs.

Yes. Thirty thousand pounds.

As much as that! Oh, Mr. Bleke!

She began to cry softly. She pressed his hand. Roland gaped at her.

Mr. Bleke, there has been a terrible slump in Wildcat Reefs. To-day, they may be absolutely worthless.

Roland felt as if a cold hand had been laid on his spine.

Wor — worthless! he stammered.

Mrs. Windlebird looked at him with moist eyes.

You can imagine how my husband feels about this. It was on his advice that you invested your money. He holds himself directly responsible. He is in a terrible state of mind. He is frantic. He has grown so fond of you, Mr. Bleke, that he can hardly face the thought that he has been the innocent instrument of your trouble.



ROLAND felt that it was an admirable comparison. His sensations were precisely those of a leading actor in an earthquake. The solid earth seemed to melt under him.

We talked it over last night after you had gone to bed, and we came to the conclusion that there was only one honorable step to take. We must make good your losses. We must buy back those shares.

A ray of hope began to steal over Rolands horizon.

But— he began.

There are no buts, really, Mr. Bleke. We should neither of us know a minutes peace if we didnt do it. Now, you paid thirty thousand pounds for the shares, you said? Well — she held out a pink slip of paper to him— this will make everything all right.

Roland looked at the check.

But — but this is signed by you, he said.

Yes. You see, if Geoffrey had to sign a check for that amount, it would mean selling out some of his stock, and in his position, with every movement watched by enemies, he can not afford to do it. It might ruin the plans of years. But I have some money of my own. My selling out stock doesnt matter, you see. I have post-dated the check a week, to give me time to realize on the securities in which my money is invested.

Rolands whole nature rose in revolt at this sacrifice. If it had been his host who had made this offer, he would have accepted it. But chivalry forbade his taking this money from a woman. A glow of self-sacrifice warmed him. After all, what was this money of his? He had never had any fun out of it. He had had so little acquaintance with it that for all practical purposes it might never have been his.

With a gesture which had once impressed him very favorably when exhibited on the stage by the hero of the number two company of The Price of Honor, which had paid a six days visit to Bury St. Edwards a few months before, he tore the check into little pieces.

I couldnt accept it, Mrs. Windlebird, he said. I cant tell you how deeply I appreciate your wonderful kindness, but I really couldnt. I bought the shares with my eyes open. The whole thing is nobodys fault, and I cant let you suffer for it. After the way you have treated me here, it would be impossible. I cant take your money. Its noble and generous of you in the extreme, but I cant accept it. Ive still got a little money left, and Ive always been used to working for my living, anyway, so — so its all right.

Mr. Bleke, I implore you.

Roland was hideously embarrassed. He looked right and left for a way of escape. He could hardly take to his heels, and yet there seemed no other way of ending the interview. Then, with a start of relief, he perceived Johnson the groom coming toward him with the evening paper.

Johnson said he was going into the town, said Roland apologetically, so I asked him to get me an evening paper. I wanted to see the lunch scores.



IF HE had been looking at his hostess then, an action which he was strenuously avoiding, he might have seen a curious spasm pass over her face. Mrs. Windlebird turned very pale and sat down suddenly in the chair which Roland had vacated at the beginning of their conversation. She lay back in it with her eyes closed. She looked tired and defeated.

Roland took the paper mechanically. He wanted it as a diversion to the conversation merely, for his interest in the doings of Surrey and Yorkshire had waned to the point of complete indifference in competition with Mrs. Windlebirds news.

Equally mechanically he unfolded it and glanced at the front page: and, as he did do, a flaring explosion of headlines smote his eye.

Out of the explosion emerged the word Wild-cats.

[image: img364.jpg]

Why! he exclaimed. Theres columns about Wildcats on the front page here!

Yes? Mrs. Windlebirds voice sounded strangely dull and toneless. Her eyes were still closed.

Roland took in the headlines with starting eyes.

The Wild-cat Reef Gold-mine
Another Klondike
Frenzied Scenes on the Stock Exchange
Brokers Fight For Shares
Record Boom
Unprecedented rise in prices

Shorn of all superfluous adjectives and general journalistic exuberance, what the paper had to announce to its readers was this:

The special commissioner sent out by The Financial Argus to make an exhaustive examination of the Wildcat Reef Mine — with the amiable view, no doubt, of exploding Mr. Geoffrey Windlebird once and for all with the confiding British public — has found, to his unbounded astonishment, that there are vast quantities of gold in the mine.

The discovery of the new reef, the largest and richest, it is stated, since the famous Mount Morgan, occurred with dramatic appropriateness on the very day of his arrival. We need scarcely remind our readers that, until that moment, Wild-cat Reef shares had reached a very low figure, and only a few optimists retained their faith in the mine. As the largest holder, Mr. Windlebird is to be heartily congratulated on this new addition to his fortune.

The publication of the experts report in The Financial Argus has resulted in a boom in Wild-cats, the like of which can seldom have been seen on the Stock Exchange. From something like one shilling and sixpence per bundle the one pound shares have gone up to nearly ten pounds a share, and even at this latter figure people were literally fighting to secure them.

The world swam about Roland. He was stupefied and even terrified. The very atmosphere seemed foggy. So far as his reeling brain was capable of thought, he figured that he was now worth about two hundred thousand pounds.

Oh, Mrs. Windlebird, he cried, its all right after all.

Mrs. Windlebird lay back in her chair without answering.

Its all right for every one, screamed Roland joyfully. Why, if Ive made a couple of hundred thousand, what must Mr. Windlebird have netted. It says here that he is the largest holder. He must have pulled off the biggest thing of his life.

He thought for a moment.

The chap Im sorry for, he said meditatively, is Mr. Windlebirds pal. You know. The fellow whom Mr. Windlebird persuaded to sell all his shares to me.

A faint moan escaped from his hostesss pale lips. Roland did not hear it. He was reading the cricket news.


THE EPISODE OF THE THEATRICAL VENTURE (1914)

First published in The Strand Magazine, June 1914

[image: img365.jpg]

IT WAS ONE of those hard, nubbly rolls. The best restaurants charge you sixpence for having the good sense not to eat them. It hit Roland Bleke with considerable vehemence on the bridge of the nose. For the moment Roland fancied that the roof of the Regent Grill-room must have fallen in; and, as this would automatically put an end to the party, he was not altogether sorry. He had never been to a theatrical supper-party before, and within five minutes of his arrival at the present one he had become afflicted with an intense desire never to go to a theatrical supper-party again. To be a success at these gay gatherings one must possess dash; and Roland, whatever his other sterling qualities, was a little short of dash.

The young man on the other side of the table was quite nice about it. While not actually apologizing, he went so far as to explain that it was old Gerry whom he had had in his mind when he started the roll on its course. After a glance at old Gerry — a chinless child of about nineteen — Roland felt that it would be churlish to be angry with a young man whose intentions had been so wholly admirable. Old Gerry had one of those faces in which any alteration, even the comparatively limited one which a roll would be capable of producing, was bound to be for the better. He smiled a sickly smile and said that it didnt matter.

The charming creature who sat on his assailants left, however, took a more serious view of the situation.

Sidney, you make me tired, she said, severely. If I had thought you didnt know how to act like a gentleman I wouldnt have come here with you. Go away somewhere and throw bread at yourself; and ask Mr. Bleke to come and sit by me. I want to talk to him.

That was Rolands first introduction to Miss Billy Verepoint.

Ive been wanting to have a chat with you all the evening, Mr. Bleke, she said, as Roland blushingly sank into the empty chair. Ive heard such a lot about you.

What Miss Verepoint had heard about Roland was that he had two hundred thousand pounds and apparently did not know what to do with it.

In fact, if I hadnt been told that you would be here, I shouldnt have come to this party. Cant stand these gatherings of Nuts in May as a general rule. They bore me stiff.

Roland hastily revised his first estimate of the theatrical profession. Shallow, empty-headed creatures some of them might be, no doubt, but there were exceptions. Here was a girl of real discernment — a thoughtful student of character — a girl who understood that a man might sit at a supper-party without uttering a word and might still be a man of parts.

Im afraid youll think me very outspoken — but thats me all over. All my friends say, Billy Verepoints a funny girl: if she likes anyone she just tells them so straight out; and if she doesnt like anyone she tells them straight out, too. 

And a very admirable trait, said Roland, enthusiastically.

Miss Verepoint sighed. Praps it is, she said, pensively; but Im afraid its what has kept me back in my profession. Managers dont like it; they think girls should be seen and not heard.

Rolands blood boiled. Managers were plainly a dastardly crew.

But whats the good of worrying, went on Miss Verepoint, with a brave but hollow laugh. Of course, its wearing, having to wait when one has got as much ambition as I have; but they all tell me that my chance is bound to come some day.

The intense mournfulness of Miss Verepoints expression seemed to indicate that she anticipated the arrival of the desired day not less than sixty years hence. Roland was profoundly moved. His chivalrous nature was up in arms. He fell to wondering if he could do anything to help this victim of managerial unfairness.

You dont mind my going on about my troubles, do you? asked Miss Verepoint, solicitously. One so seldom meets anybody really sympathetic.

Roland babbled fervent assurances, and she pressed his hand gratefully.

I wonder if you would care to come to tea one afternoon? she said.

Oh, rather! said Roland. He would have liked to put it in a more polished way, but he was almost beyond speech.

Of course, I know what a busy man you are — —

No, no!

Well, I should be in to-morrow afternoon, if you cared to look in.

Roland bleated gratefully.

Ill write down the address for you, said Miss Verepoint, suddenly business-like.



Exactly when he committed himself to the purchase of the Windsor Theatre, Roland could never say. The idea seemed to come into existence fully grown, without preliminary discussion. One moment it was not — the next it was. His recollections of the afternoon which he spent drinking luke-warm tea and punctuating Miss Verepoints flow of speech with yess and nos were always so thoroughly confused that he never knew even whose suggestion it was. All he knew was that he left the flat the accredited champion of its owner, the Perseus who was to rescue this theatrical Andromeda from the rock of obscurity to which a series of monsters in the shape of managers had chained her. It was bewildering and, when he allowed his mind to dwell on the probable cost of the rescue, not unmixedly pleasant. But for the moment the romantic side of his character was so much in the ascendant that his native prudence was almost completely stifled. His exuberant fancy was playing lightly round the rosy vision of himself bearing away this divine creature from the competing bachelor peers of England, and the fact that in a single afternoon he had committed himself to an outlay of an indefinite number of thousands of pounds had not yet had time to take its proper place as a factor in the situation.

The purchase of a West-end theatre, when one has the necessary cash, is not nearly such a complicated business as the layman might imagine. Roland was staggered by the rapidity with which the transaction was carried through. The theatre was his before he had time to realize that he had never meant to buy the thing at all. He had gone into the offices of Mr. Montague with the intention of making an offer for the lease for, say, six months; and that wizard, in the space of less than an hour, had not only induced him to sign mysterious documents which made him sole proprietor of the house, but had left him with the feeling that he had done an extremely acute stroke of business. Mr. Montague had dabbled in many professions in his time, from street peddling upwards, but what he was really best at was hypnotism.

Although he felt, after the spell of Mr. Montagues magnetism was withdrawn, rather like a nervous man who has been given a large baby to hold by a strange woman who has promptly vanished round the corner, Roland was to some extent consoled by the praise bestowed upon him by Miss Verepoint. She said it was much better to buy a theatre than to rent it, because then you escaped the heavy rent. It was specious, but Roland had a dim feeling that there was a flaw somewhere in the reasoning; and it was from this point that a shadow may be said to have fallen upon the brightness of the venture.

He would have been even less self-congratulatory if he had known the Windsor Theatres reputation. Being a comparative stranger in the Metropolis, he was unaware that its nickname in theatrical circles was The Mugs Graveyard — a title which had been bestowed upon it not without reason. Built originally by a slightly insane old gentleman, whose principal delusion was that the public was pining for a constant supply of the higher drama, and more especially those specimens of the higher drama which flowed practically without cessation from the restless pen of the insane old gentleman himself, the Windsor Theatre had passed from hand to hand with the agility of a gold watch in a gathering of racecourse thieves. The one anxiety of the unhappy man who found himself, by some accident, in possession of the Windsor Theatre, was to pass it on to somebody else. The only really permanent tenant it ever had was the representative of the Official Receiver. The record run achieved there was one of ten nights, and four of these would never have happened if the company had discovered at an earlier date that the gentleman who was supposed to be responsible for their salaries had left by the Wednesday boat for America.

Various causes were assigned for the phenomenal ill-luck of the theatre, but undoubtedly the vital objection to it as a Temple of Drama lay in the fact that nobody could ever find the place where it was hidden. Cabmen shook their heads on the rare occasions when they were asked to take a fare there. Explorers to whom a stroll through the Australian bush was childs play had been known to spend an hour on its trail and finish up at the point where they had started.

It was precisely this quality of elusiveness which had first attracted Mr. Montague. He was a far-seeing man, and to him the topographical advantages of the theatre were enormous. It was farther from a fire-station than any other building of the same insurance value in London, even without having regard to the mystery which enveloped its whereabouts. Often after a good dinner he would lean comfortably back in his chair and see in the smoke of his cigar a vision of the Windsor Theatre blazing merrily, while distracted firemen galloped madly all over London, vainly endeavouring to get someone to direct them to the scene of the conflagration. So Mr. Montague bought the theatre for a mere song, and prepared to get busy. Unluckily for him, the representatives of the various fire-offices with which he had effected his policies got busy first. The generous fellows insisted upon taking off his shoulders the burden of maintaining the fireman whose permanent presence in a theatre is required by law. Nothing would satisfy them but to install firemen of their own and pay their salaries. This, to a man in whom the instincts of the phœnix were so strongly developed as they were in Mr. Montague, was distinctly disconcerting. He saw himself making no profit on the deal — a thing which had never happened to him before. And then Roland Bleke occurred, and Mr. Montagues belief that his race was really chosen was restored. He sold the Windsor Theatre to Roland for twenty-five thousand pounds. It was fifteen thousand pounds more than he himself had given for it, and this very satisfactory profit mitigated the slight regret which he felt when it came to transferring to Roland the insurance policies. To have effected policies amounting to rather more than seventy thousand pounds on a building so notoriously valueless as the Windsor Theatre had been an achievement of which Mr. Montague was justly proud; and it seemed sad to him that so much earnest endeavour should be thrown away.



Over the little lunch with which she kindly allowed Roland to entertain her, to celebrate the purchase of the theatre, Miss Verepoint outlined her policy.

What we must put up at that theatre, she announced, is a revue.

What they would be far better advised to put up, Roland felt, was a board with To be Let painted on it in the largest possible lettering.

A revue, went on Miss Verepoint, making as she spoke little calculations on the back of the menu, we could run for about fifteen hundred a week — or, say, two thousand.

Saying two thousand, thought Roland to himself, is not quite the same as paying two thousand, so why should she stint herself?

I know two boys who could write us a topping revue, said Miss Verepoint. Theyd spread themselves, too, if it was for me. Theyre in love with me — both of them. Wed better get in touch with them at once.

To Roland there seemed to be something just the least bit sinister about the sound of that word touch, but he said nothing.

Why, there they are — lunching over there! cried Miss Verepoint, pointing to a neighbouring table. Now, isnt that lucky?

To Roland the luck was not quite so apparent, but he made no demur to Miss Verepoints suggestion that they should be brought over to their table.

The two boys as to whose capabilities to write a topping revue Miss Verepoint had formed so optimistic an estimate proved to be well-grown lads of about forty-five and forty respectively. Of the two, Roland thought that perhaps R. P. de Parys was a shade the more obnoxious, but a closer inspection left him with the feeling that these fine distinctions were a little unfair with men of such equal talents. Bromham Rhodes ran his friend so close that it was practically a dead-heat. They were both very fat and somewhat bulgy-eyed. This was due to the fact that what revue-writing exacts from its exponents is the constant assimilation of food and drink. Bromham Rhodes had the largest appetite in London; but, on the other hand, R. P. de Parys was a better drinker.
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Well, dear old thing! said Bromham Rhodes.

Well, old child! said R. P. de Parys.

Both these remarks were addressed to Miss Verepoint. The talented pair appeared to be unaware of Rolands existence.

Miss Verepoint struck the business note.

Now you stop, boys, she said. Tie weights to yourselves and sink down into those chairs. I want you two lads to write a revue for me.

Delighted! said Bromham Rhodes. But — —

There is the trifling point to be raised first — — said R. P. de Parys.

Where is the money coming from? said Bromham Rhodes.

My friend, Mr. Bleke, is putting up the money, said Miss Verepoint, with dignity. He has taken the Windsor Theatre.

The interest of the two authors in their host, till then languid, increased with a jerk. They unbent quite a lot.

Has he? By Jove! they cried. We must get together and talk this over.

It was Rolands first experience of a theatrical talking-over, and he never forgot it. Two such talkers-over as Bromham Rhodes and R. P. de Parys were scarcely to be found in the length and breadth of theatrical London. Nothing, it seemed, could the gifted pair even begin to think of doing without first discussing the proposition in all its aspects. The amount of food which Roland found himself compelled to absorb during the course of these debates was appalling. Discussions which began at lunch would be continued until it was time to order dinner; and then, as likely as not, they would have to sit there till supper-time in order to thrash the question thoroughly out.

The collection of a cast was a matter even more complicated than the actual composition of the revue. There was the almost insuperable difficulty that Miss Verepoint firmly vetoed every name suggested. It seemed practically impossible to find any man or woman in all England or America whose peculiar gifts or lack of them would not interfere with Miss Verepoints giving a satisfactory performance of the principal rôle. It was all very perplexing to Roland; but as Miss Verepoint was an expert in theatrical matters, he scarcely felt entitled to question her views.



It was about this time that Roland proposed to Miss Verepoint. The passage of time and the strain of talking over the revue had to a certain extent moderated his original fervour. He had shaded off from a passionate devotion, through various diminishing tints of regard for her, into a sort of pale sunset glow of affection. His principal reason for proposing was that it seemed to him to be in the natural order of events. Her air towards him had become distinctly proprietorial. She now called him Roly-Poly in public, a proceeding which left him with mixed feelings. Also, she had taken to ordering him about, which, as everybody knows, is an unmistakable sign of affection among ladies of the theatrical profession. Finally, in his chivalrous way, Roland had begun to feel a little apprehensive lest he might be compromising Miss Verepoint. Everybody knew that he was putting up the money for the revue in which she was to appear. They were constantly seen together at restaurants. People looked arch when they spoke to him about her. He had to ask himself: Was he behaving like a perfect gentleman? The answer was in the negative. He took a cab to her flat and proposed before he could repent of his decision.

She accepted him. He was not certain for a moment whether he was glad or sorry.

But I dont want to get married, she went on, until I have justified my choice of a profession. You will have to wait until I have made a success in this revue.

Roland was shocked to find himself hugely relieved at this concession.



The revue took shape. There did apparently exist a handful of artistes to whom Miss Verepoint had no objection, and these — a scrubby but confident lot — were promptly engaged. Sallow Americans sprang from nowhere with songs, dances, and ideas for effects. Tousled-haired scenic artists wandered in with model scenes under their arms. A great crowd of chorus ladies settled upon the theatre like flies. Even Bromham Rhodes and R. P. de Parys — those human pythons — showed signs of activity. They cornered Roland one day near Swan and Edgars, steered him into the Piccadilly grill-room, and over a hearty lunch read him extracts from a brown paper-covered manuscript which, they informed him, was the first act.

It looked a battered sort of manuscript, and, indeed, it had every right to be. Under various titles and at various times, Bromham Rhodess and R. P. de Paryss first act had been refused by practically every responsible manager in London. As Oh! What a Life! it had failed to satisfy the directors of the Empire. Re-christened Wow-Wow, it had been rejected by the Alhambra. The Hippodrome had refused to consider it, even under the name of Hullo, Cellar-Flap! It was now called Pass Along, Please! and, according to its authors, was a real revue.

Roland was to learn, as the days went on, that in the world in which he was moving everything was Real Revue that was not a Stunt or a Corking Effect. He floundered in the sea of Real Revue, Stunts, and Corking Effects. As far as he could gather, the main difference between these things was that real revue was something which had been stolen from some previous English production, whereas a stunt or a corking effect was something which had been looted from New York. A judicious blend of these, he was given to understand, constituted the sort of thing the public wanted.

Rehearsals began before, in Rolands opinion, his little army was properly supplied with ammunition. True, they had the first act, but even the authors agreed that it wanted bringing up-to-date in parts. They explained that it was, in a manner of speaking, their life-work: that they had actually started it about ten years ago when they were careless lads. Inevitably, it was spotted here and there with smart topical hits of the early years of the century; but that, they said, would be all right. They could freshen it up in a couple of evenings; it was simply a matter of deleting allusions to pro-Boers and substituting lines about Marconi shares and mangel-wurzels.

Itll be all right, they assured Roland; this is Real Revue.

It was not only the ammunition that was lacking; the army itself was far from being at full strength. Unless each of the present corps of artistes played several parts simultaneously, he could not see how the work was to be staged at all. Pitying experts corrected his views on this point. This, they explained, was precisely where the stunts and corking effects were to come in.

Right here, said the American producer, I bring on the gurls. During this scene theyve been arkupying the back row of the orchestra chairs, dressed as young fellers about town — same what you call nuts. At the cue they come up the joy-way in a bunch, flashing searchlights at the audience and singing, You were here with another gurl last night. Its a corking effect. They did it in NYork last fall. That gives your comedian time to get off and change and come on again as Mrs. Pankhurst.

In times of trouble there is always a point at which one may say, Here is the beginning of the end. This point came with Roland with the commencement of the rehearsals. Till then he had not fully realized the terrible nature of the production for which he had made himself responsible. Moreover, it was rehearsals which gave him his first clear insight into the depths of the character of Miss Verepoint.

Miss Verepoint was not at her best at rehearsals. For the first time, as he watched her, Roland found himself feeling that there was a case to be made out for the managers who had so consistently kept her in the background. Miss Verepoint, to use the technical term, threw her weight about. There were not many good lines in the script of Act I. of Pass Along, Please! but such as there were she reached out for and grabbed away from their owners, who retired into corners, scowling and muttering, like dogs robbed of bones. She snubbed everybody, Roland included. The only gleam of brightness about her performance was that she must have reduced the weight of Bromham Rhodes and R. P. de Parys at the rate of quite a pound a day.

Roland sat in the cold darkness of the stalls and watched her, panic-stricken. Like an icy wave, it had swept over him what marriage with this girl would mean. He suddenly realized how essentially domestic his instincts really were. Life with Miss Verepoint would mean perpetual dinners at restaurants, bread-throwing suppers, motor-rides — everything that he hated most. Yet, as a man of honour, he was tied to her. If the revue was a success, she would marry him; and revues, he knew, were always successes. At that very moment there were six best revues in London running at various theatres. He shuddered at the thought that in a few weeks there would be seven.

He felt a longing for rural solitude. He wanted to be alone by himself for a day or two in a place where there were no papers with advertisements of revues, no grill-rooms, and, above all, no Miss Billy Verepoint. That night he stole away to a Norfolk village, where, in happier days, he had once spent a summer holiday — a peaceful, primitive place where the inhabitants believed in witchcraft, disbelieved in drainage systems, and could not have told real revue from a corking effect.

Here, for the space of a week, Roland lay in hiding, while his quivering nerves gradually recovered tone. He returned to London happier, but a little apprehensive. Beyond a brief telegram of farewell, he had not communicated with Miss Verepoint for seven days, and experience had made him aware that she was a lady who demanded an adequate amount of attention.

That his nervous system was not wholly restored to health was borne in upon him as he walked along Piccadilly on his way to his flat; for, when somebody suddenly slapped him hard between the shoulder-blades, he uttered a stifled yell and leaped into the air.
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Turning to face his assailant, he found himself meeting the genial gaze of Mr. Montague, his predecessor in the ownership of the Windsor Theatre.

Mr. Montague was effusively friendly, and, for some mysterious reason, congratulatory.

Youve done it, have you? You pulled it off, did you? And in the first month — by George! And I took you for the plain, ordinary mug of commerce! My boy, youre as deep as they make em. Whod have thought it to look at you? It was the greatest idea anyone ever had — and staring me in the face all the time and I never saw it! But I dont grudge it to you — you deserve it, my boy! Youre a nut!

I really dont know what you mean.

Quite right, my boy! chuckled Mr. Montague. Youre quite right to keep it up, even among friends. It dont do to risk anything, and the least said soonest mended.

He went on his way, leaving Roland completely mystified.

Voices from his sitting-room, among which he recognized the high note of Miss Verepoint, reminded him of the ordeal before him. He entered with what he hoped was a careless ease of manner, but his heart was beating fast. Since the opening of rehearsals he had acquired a wholesome respect for Miss Verepoints tongue. She was sitting in his favourite chair. There were also present Bromham Rhodes and R. P. de Parys, who had made themselves completely at home with a couple of his cigars and whisky from the oldest bin.

So here you are at last! said Miss Verepoint, querulously. The valet told us you were expected back this morning, so we waited. Where on earth have you been to, running away like this, without a word?

I only went — —

Well, it doesnt matter where you went. The main point is, what are you going to do about it?

We thought wed better come along and talk it over, said R. P. de Parys.

Its curry day at the Savoy, put in Bromham Rhodes, helpfully.

Talk what over? said Roland. The revue?

Oh, dont try and be funny, for goodness sake! snapped Miss Verepoint. It doesnt suit you. You havent the right shape of head. What do you suppose we want to talk over? The theatre, of course.

What about the theatre?

Miss Verepoint looked searchingly at him. You dont mean to say you really havent heard! Dont you ever read the papers?

I havent seen a paper since I went away.

There was an impressive silence. The three looked at one another.

Well, better have it quick and not waste time breaking it gently, said Miss Verepoint. The theatres been burnt down — thats whats happened!

Burnt down?

Drink this! said Bromham Rhodes, hospitably, extending his glass.

Bear up, said R. P. de Parys, relighting his cigar.

Burnt down! repeated Roland.

Thats what I said, didnt I? The Suffragettes did it. They left copies of Votes for Women about the place. The silly asses set fire to two other theatres as well, but they happened to be in main thoroughfares, and the fire-brigade got them under at once. I suppose they couldnt find the Windsor. Anyhow, its burnt to the ground, and what we want to know is what are you going to do about it?

Roland was much too busy blessing the good angels of Kingsway to reply at once. R. P. de Parys, sympathetic soul, placed a wrong construction on his silence.

Poor old Roly! he said. Its quite broken him up. The best thing we can do is all to go off and talk it over at the Savoy over a bit of lunch.

Its curry day, said Bromham Rhodes.

No, said Miss Verepoint. We can talk it over much more quietly here.

R. P. de Parys and Bromham Rhodes groaned hungrily. It was certainly true that they could talk it over more quietly without the accompaniment of neighbouring Germans crooning over their soup, but it was not their idea of a talking-over at all.

Well, said Miss Verepoint, what are you going to do — rebuild the Windsor or try and get another theatre?

The authors were all for rebuilding the Windsor. True, it would take time, but it would be more satisfactory in every way. Besides, at this time of the year it would be no easy matter to secure another theatre at a moments notice.

To R. P. de Parys and Bromham Rhodes the destruction of the Windsor Theatre had appeared less in the light of a disaster than as a direct intervention on the part of Providence. The completion of that tiresome second act, which had brooded over their lives like an ugly cloud, could now be postponed indefinitely.

Of course, said R. P. de Parys, thoughtfully, our contract with you makes it obligatory on you to produce our revue by a certain date; but I dare say, Bromham, we could meet Roly there, couldnt we?

Sure! said Rhodes. Something nominal — say a further five hundred on account of fees — would satisfy us. I certainly think it would be better to rebuild the Windsor, dont you, R. P.?

I do, agreed R. P. de Parys, cordially. You see, Roly, our revue has been written to fit the Windsor. It would be very difficult to alter it for production at another theatre. Yes, I feel sure that rebuilding the Windsor would be your best course.

There was a pause.

What do you think, Roly-Poly? asked Miss Verepoint, as Roland made no sign. Roland, though, had been putting in some very earnest thinking, and now his mind was made up.

Nothing would delight me more than to rebuild the Windsor, or to take another theatre, or do anything else to oblige, he said, cheerfully. Unfortunately, I have no more money to burn.

It was as if a bomb had suddenly exploded in the room. A dreadful silence fell upon his hearers. For the moment no one spoke. R. P. de Parys woke with a start out of a beautiful dream of prawn curry and Bromham Rhodes forgot that he had not tasted food for nearly two hours. Miss Verepoint was the first to break the silence.
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Do you mean to say, she gasped, that you didnt insure the place?

Roland shook his head. The particular form in which Miss Verepoint had put the question entitled him, he felt, to make this answer.

Why didnt you? Miss Verepoints tone was almost menacing.

Because it did not appear to me to be necessary.

Nor was it necessary, said Roland to his conscience; Mr. Montague had done all the insuring that was necessary — and a bit over.

Miss Verepoint fought with her growing indignation, and lost.

What about the salaries of the people who have been rehearsing all this time? she demanded.

Im sorry that they should be out of an engagement, but it is scarcely my fault. However, I propose to give each of them a months salary. I can manage that, I think.

Miss Verepoint rose. And what about me? What about me? Thats what I want to know. Where do I get off? If you think Im going to marry you without your getting a theatre and putting up this revue youre jolly well mistaken.

Roland made a gesture which was intended to convey regret and resignation. He even contrived to sigh.

Very well, then, said Miss Verepoint, rightly interpreting this behaviour as his final pronouncement on the situation. Then everythings jolly well off.

She swept out of the room, the two authors following in her wake like porpoises behind a liner. Roland went to his bureau, unlocked it, and took out a bundle of documents. He let his fingers stray lovingly among the fire insurance policies which energetic Mr. Montague had been at such pains to secure from so many companies.

And so, he said softly to himself, am I.


THE EPISODE OF THE LIVE WEEKLY (1914)

First published in The Strand Magazine, July 1914
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IT WAS WITH a start that Roland Bleke realized that the girl at the other end of the bench was crying. For the last few minutes, as far as his preoccupation allowed him to notice them at all, he had been attributing the subdued sniffs to a summer cold.

He was embarrassed. He blamed the fate that had led him to this particular bench, and also the economy which had caused him to select a bench instead of taking a pennyworth of green chair — an economy all the more ridiculous because his reason for sitting down at all was that he wished to give himself up to quiet deliberation on the question of what on earth he was to do with two hundred and fifty thousand pounds, to which figure his fortune had now risen.

It was an intermittent source of annoyance to him that he could not succeed entirely in shaking off his old prudent self. Here he was with wealth beyond the dreams of avarice — at any rate, of his own avarice — and yet he still kept catching himself in the act of approaching the world from the point of view of a provincial seed-merchants second clerk. He longed to live with a gay spaciousness, but habit was occasionally too strong for him. Sometimes he would ask himself despairingly if the rules of the new life were not too hard to learn; and for some days after one of these black moments he was apt to behave like a largesse-distributing monarch gone mad. Waiters, porters, cabmen, and others who came within reach of him at such times would dream of retiring with fortunes.

The sniffs continued. Rolands discomfort increased. Chivalry had always been his weakness. In the old days, on a hundred and forty pounds a year, he had had few opportunities of indulging himself in this direction; but now it seemed to him sometimes that the whole world was crying out for assistance. When the world gets within earshot of a chivalrous young man with plenty of spare cash, it is not apt to be reticent.

Should he speak to her? He wanted to; but only a few days ago his eye had been caught by the placard of a weekly paper bearing the title of Squibs, on which in large letters was the legend, Men Who Speak to Girls, and he had gathered that the accompanying article was a denunciation rather than a eulogy of these individuals. On the other hand, she was obviously in distress.

Another sniff decided him.

I say, you know, he said.

What he had meant to say was, Pardon me, but you appear to be in trouble. Is there anything I can do for you? But the difference between life and the stage is that in life ones lines never come out quite right at the first performance.

The girl looked at him. She was small, and at the present moment had that air of the floweret surprised while shrinking which adds a good thirty-three per cent. to a girls attractions. Her nose, he noted, was delicately tip-tilted. A certain pallor added to her beauty. Rolands heart executed the opening steps of a buck-and-wing dance.
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Pardon me, he went on, but you appear to be in trouble. Is there anything I can do for you?

She looked at him again — a keen look which seemed to get into Rolands soul and walk about it with a search-light. Then, as if satisfied by the inspection, she spoke.

No, I dont think there is, she said, unless you happen to be the proprietor of a weekly paper with a Womans Page, and need an editress for it.

I dont understand.

Well, thats all anyone could do for me: give me back my work or give me something else of the same sort.

Oh, have you lost your job?

I have. So would you mind going away, because I want to go on crying, and I do it better alone! You wont mind my turning you out, I hope, but I was here first, and there are heaps of other benches.

No, but wait a minute. I want to hear about this. I might be able — what I mean is — think of something. Tell me all about it.

There is no doubt that the possession of two hundred and fifty thousand pounds tones down a diffident mans diffidence. Roland began to feel almost masterful.

Why should I?

Why shouldnt you?

Theres something in that, said the girl, reflectively. After all, you might know somebody. Well, as you want to know, I have just been discharged from a paper called Squibs. I used to edit the Womans Page.

By Jove, did you write that article on Men Who Speak — —?

The hard manner in which she had wrapped herself as in a garment vanished instantly. Her eyes softened. She even blushed.

You dont mean to say you read it? I didnt think anyone read Squibs.

Read it! cried Roland, recklessly abandoning truth. I should jolly well think so. I know it by heart. Do you mean to say that, after an article like that, they sacked you?

Oh, they didnt send me away for incompetence. It was simply because they couldnt afford to keep me on. Mr. Petheram was very nice about it.

Whos Mr. Petheram?

A slight twinge — it would be exaggeration to call it jealousy — disturbed Rolands enjoyment of the conversation. Somehow he did not like the idea of this girl being on speaking terms with other men.

For the first time she smiled.

Mr. Petherams everything. He calls himself the editor, but hes really everything except office-boy, and I expect hell be that next week. When I started with the paper there was quite a large staff. But it got whittled down by degrees till there were only Mr. Petheram and myself. It was like the crew of the Nancy Bell. They got eaten one by one, till I was the only one left. And now Ive gone. Mr. Petheram is doing the whole paper now.

He must be clever.

Hes a genius.

How is it that he cant get anything better to do? he said.

He has done lots of better things. He used to be at Carmelite House, but they thought he was too old.

Roland felt relieved. If this Petheram was an old man he did not so much object to her enthusiasm. He conjured up a picture of a white-haired elder with a fatherly manner.

Oh, hes old, is he?

Twenty-four.

There was a brief silence. Something in the girls expression stung Roland. She wore a rapt look, as if she were dreaming of the absent Petheram — confound him! He would show her that Petheram was not the only man worth looking rapt about. He rose.

Would you mind giving me your address? he said.

Why?

So that I can communicate with you.

Why?

She spoke quietly, but there was an unpleasant sub-tinkle in her voice, as of one who had a short way with Men Who Communicated with Girls.

In order, said Roland, carefully, that I may offer you your former employment on Squibs. I am going to buy it.

After all, your man of dash and enterprise, your Napoleon, does have his moments. Without looking at her, he perceived that he had bowled her over completely. Something told him that she was staring at him open-mouthed.

Meanwhile, a voice within him was muttering anxiously, I wonder how much this is going to cost?

Youre going to buy Squibs!

Her voice had fallen away to an awe-struck whisper.

I am.

She gulped.

Well, I think youre wonderful.

So did Roland.

Where will a letter find you? he asked.

My name is March — Bessie March. Im living at twenty-seven, Guilford Street.

Twenty-seven. Thank you. Good morning. I will communicate with you in due course.

He raised his hat and walked away. He had only gone a few steps when there was a patter of feet behind him. He turned.

I — I just wanted to thank you, she said.

Not at all, said Roland. Not at all.

He went on his way tingling with just triumph. Petheram? Who was Petheram? Who, in the name of goodness, was Petheram? He had put Petheram in his proper place, he rather fancied. Petheram, forsooth. Laughable!



A copy of the current number of Squibs, purchased at a bookstall, informed him that the offices of the paper were in Fetter Lane. It was evidence of his exalted state of mind that he proceeded thither in a cab.

There might have been space to swing a cat in the editorial sanctum of Squibs, but it would have been a near thing. As for the outer office, in which a vacant-faced lad of fifteen received Roland and instructed him to wait while he took his card in to Mr. Petheram, it was a mere box. Roland was afraid to expand his chest for fear of bruising it.

The boy returned to say that Mr. Petheram would see him.

Mr. Petheram was a young man with a mop of hair, spectacles, and an air of almost painful restraint, as if it were only by willpower of a high order that he kept himself from bounding about like a Dervish. He was in his shirt-sleeves, and the table before him was heaped high with papers. Opposite him, evidently in the act of taking his leave, was a comfortable-looking man of middle age, with a red face and a short beard. He left as Roland entered, and Roland was surprised to see Mr. Petheram spring to his feet, shake his fist at the closing door, and kick the wall with a vehemence which brought down several inches of discoloured plaster.
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Take a seat, he said, when he had finished this performance. What can I do for you?

Roland had always imagined that editors in their private offices were less easily approached, and, when approached, more brusque. The fact was that Mr. Petheram, whose optimism nothing could quench, had mistaken him for a prospective advertiser.

I want to buy the paper, said Roland. He was aware that this was an abrupt way of approaching the subject, but, after all, he did want to buy the paper, so why not say so?

Mr. Petheram fizzed in his chair. He glowed with excitement.

Do you mean to tell me theres a single bookstall in London which has sold out? Great Scot! perhaps theyve all sold out! How many did you try?

I mean buy the whole paper. Become proprietor, you know.

Roland felt that he was blushing, and hated himself for it. He ought to be carrying this thing through with an air.

Mr. Petheram looked at him blankly.

Why? he asked.

Oh, I dont know, said Roland. He felt the interview was going all wrong. It lacked a stateliness which this kind of interview should have had.

Honestly? said Mr. Petheram. You arent pulling my leg?

Roland nodded. Mr. Petheram appeared to struggle with his conscience, and finally to be worsted by it, for his next remarks were limpidly honest.

Dont you be an ass, he said. You dont know what youre letting yourself in for. Did you see that blighter who went out just now? Did you ever see a man in such a beastly state of robust health? Do you know who he is? Thats the fellow weve got to pay five pounds a week to for life.

Why?

We cant get rid of him. When the paper started, the proprietors — not the present ones — thought it would give the thing a boom if they had a football competition with a first prize of a fiver a week for life. Well, thats the man who won it. Hes been handed down as a legacy from proprietor to proprietor, till now weve got him. Ages ago they tried to get him to compromise for a lump sum down, but he wouldnt. Said he would only spend it, and preferred to get it by the week. Well, by the time weve paid that vampire, there isnt much left out of our profits. Thats why we are at present a little understaffed.

A frown clouded Mr. Petherams brow. Roland wondered if he was thinking of Bessie March.

I know all about that, he said.

And you still want to buy the thing?

Yes.

But what on earth for? Mind you, I ought not to be crabbing my own paper, but you seem a good chap, and I dont want to see you landed. Why are you doing it?

Oh, just for fun.

Ah, now youre talking. If you can afford expensive amusements, go ahead.

He put his feet on the table and lit a short pipe. His gloomy views on the subject of Squibs gave way to a wave of optimism.

You know, he said, theres really a lot of life in the old rag yet, if it were properly run. What has hampered us has been lack of capital. We havent been able to advertise. Im bursting with ideas for booming the paper, only naturally you cant do it for nothing. As for editing, what I dont know about editing — but perhaps you had got somebody else in your mind?

No, no, said Roland, who would not have known an editor from an office-boy. The thought of interviewing prospective editors appalled him.

Very well, then, resumed Mr. Petheram, reassured, kicking over a heap of papers to give more room for his feet. Take it that I continue as editor. We can discuss terms later. Under the present régime I have been doing all the work in exchange for a happy home. I suppose you wont want to spoil the ship for a haporth of tar? In other words, you would sooner have a happy, well-fed editor running about the place than a broken-down wreck who might swoon from starvation?

But one moment, said Roland. Are you sure that the present proprietors will want to sell?

Want to sell! cried Mr. Petheram, enthusiastically. Why, if they know you want to buy youve as much chance of getting away from them without the paper as — as — well, I cant think of anything that has such a poor chance of anything. If you arent quick on your feet, theyll cry on your shoulder. Come along, and well round them up now.

He struggled into his coat and gave his hair an impatient brush with a notebook.

Theres just one other thing, said Roland. I have been a regular reader of Squibs for some time, and I particularly admire the way in which the Womans Page — —

You mean you want to re-engage the editress? Rather. You couldnt do better. I was going to suggest it myself. Now, come along quick before you change your mind or wake up.



Within a very few days of becoming sole proprietor of Squibs Roland began to feel much as a man might who, a novice at the art of steering cars, should find himself at the wheel of a runaway motor. Young Mr. Petheram had spoken nothing less than the truth when he had said that he was full of ideas for booming the paper. The infusion of capital into the business acted on him like a powerful stimulant. He exuded ideas at every pore.

Rolands first notion had been to engage a staff of contributors. He was under the impression that contributors were the lifeblood of a weekly journal. Mr. Petheram corrected this view. He consented to the purchase of a lurid serial story, but that was the last concession he made. Nobody could accuse Mr. Petheram of lack of energy. He was willing, even anxious, to write the whole paper himself, with the exception of the Womans Page, now brightly conducted once more by Miss March. What he wanted Roland to concentrate himself upon was the supplying of capital for ingenious advertising schemes.

How would it be, he asked one morning (he always began his remarks with How would it be?), if we paid a man to walk down Piccadilly in white skin-tights with the word Squibs painted in red letters across his chest?

Roland thought it would certainly not be.

Good, sound advertising stunt, urged Mr. Petheram. You dont like it? All right. Youre the boss. Well, how would it be to have a squad of men dressed as Zulus with white shields bearing the legend Squibs? See what I mean? Have them sprinting along the Strand shouting Wah, wah, wah! Buy it! Buy it! It would make people talk.
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Roland emerged from these interviews with his skin crawling with modest apprehension. His was a retiring nature, and the thought of Zulus sprinting down the Strand shouting Wah, wah, wah! Buy it! Buy it! with reference to his personal property appalled him.

He was beginning now heartily to regret having bought the paper, as he generally regretted every definite step which he took. The glow of romance which had sustained him during the preliminary negotiations had faded entirely. A girl has to be possessed of unusual charm to continue to captivate B. when she makes it plain daily that her heart is the exclusive property of A.; and Roland had long since ceased to cherish any delusion that Bessie March was ever likely to feel anything but a mild liking for him. Young Mr. Petheram had obviously staked out an indisputable claim. Her attitude towards him was that of an affectionate devotee towards a high priest. One morning, entering the office unexpectedly, Roland found her kissing the top of Mr. Petherams head; and from that moment his interest in the fortunes of Squibs sank to zero. It amazed him that he could ever have been idiot enough to have allowed himself to be entangled in this insane venture for the sake of an insignificant-looking bit of a girl with a snub nose and a poor complexion.

What particularly galled him was the fact that he was throwing away good cash for nothing. It was true that his capital was more than equal to the on-the-whole modest demands of the paper, but that did not alter the fact that he was wasting money. Mr. Petheram always talked buoyantly about turning the corner, but the corner always seemed just as far off.

The old idea of flight, to which he invariably had recourse in any crisis, came upon Roland with irresistible force. He packed a bag, and went to Paris. There, in the discomforts of life in a foreign country, he contrived for a month to forget his white elephant.

He returned by the evening train which deposits the traveller in London in time for dinner.

Strangely enough, nothing was farther from Rolands mind than his bright weekly paper, as he sat down to dine in a crowded grill-room near Piccadilly Circus. Four weeks of acute torment in a city where nobody seemed to understand the simplest English sentence had driven Squibs completely from his mind.

The fact that such a paper existed was brought home to him with the coffee. A note was placed upon his table by the attentive waiter.

Whats this? he asked.

The lady, sare, said the waiter, vaguely.

Roland looked round the room excitedly. The spirit of romance gripped him. There were many ladies present, for this particular restaurant was a favourite with artistes who were permitted to book in at their theatres as late as eight-thirty. None of them looked particularly self-conscious, yet one of them had sent him this quite unsolicited tribute. He tore open the envelope.

The message, written in a flowing feminine hand, was brief, and Mrs. Grundy herself could have taken no exception to it.

Squibs, one penny weekly, buy it, it ran.

All the mellowing effects of a good dinner passed away from Roland. He was feverishly irritated. He paid his bill, and left the place.

A visit to a neighbouring music-hall occurred to him as a suitable sedative. Hardly had his nerves ceased to quiver sufficiently to allow him to begin to enjoy the performance, when, in the interval between two of the turns, a man rose in one of the side boxes.

Is there a doctor in the house?

There was a hush in the audience. All eyes were directed towards the box. A man in the stalls rose, blushing, and cleared his throat.

My wife has fainted, continued the speaker. She has just discovered that she has lost her copy of Squibs.

The audience received the statement with the bovine stolidity of an English audience in the presence of the unusual. Not so Roland. Even as the purposeful-looking chuckers-out wended their leopard-like steps towards the box, he was rushing out into the street.

As he stood cooling his indignation in the pleasant breeze which had sprung up, he was aware of a dense crowd proceeding towards him. It was headed by an individual who shone out against the drab background like a good deed in a naughty world. Nature hath framed strange fellows in her time, and this was one of the strangest that Rolands bulging eyes had ever rested upon. He was a large, stout man, comfortably clad in a suit of white linen, relieved by a scarlet Squibs across the bosom. His top-hat, at least four sizes larger than any top-hat worn out of a pantomime, flaunted the same word in letters of flame. His umbrella, which, though the weather was fine, he carried open above his head, bore the device, One Penny Weekly.

The arrest of this person by a vigilant policeman and Rolands dive into a taxi-cab occurred simultaneously. Roland was blushing all over. His head was in a whirl. He took the evening paper handed in through the window of the cab quite mechanically, and it was only the strong exhortations of the vender which eventually induced him to pay for it. This he did with a sovereign, and the cab drove off.

He was just thinking of going to bed several hours later, when it occurred to him that he had not read his paper. He glanced at the first page. The middle column was devoted to a really capitally written account of the proceedings at Bow Street consequent upon the arrest of six men who, it was alleged, had caused a crowd to collect to the disturbance of the peace by parading the Strand in the undress of Zulu warriors, shouting in unison the words, Wah, wah, wah! Buy Squibs!



Young Mr. Petheram greeted Roland with a joyous enthusiasm which the hound Argus, on the return of Ulysses, might have equalled but could scarcely have surpassed. It seemed to be Mr. Petherams considered opinion that God was in His Heaven and all right with the world. Rolands attempts to correct this belief fell on deaf ears.

Have I seen the advertisements? he cried, echoing his editors first question. Ive seen nothing else.

There! said Mr. Petheram, proudly.

It cant go on.
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Yes, it can. Dont you worry. I know theyre arrested as fast as we send them out, but, bless you, the supplys endless. Ever since the revue boom started and actors were expected to do six different parts in seven minutes, there are platoons of music-hall pros hanging about the Strand, ready to take on any sort of job you offer them. I have a special staff flushing the Bodegas. These fellows love it. Its meat and drink to them to be right in the public eye like that. Makes them feel ten years younger. Its wonderful the talent kicking about. Those Zulus used to have a steady job as the Six Brothers Biff, Society Contortionists. The revue craze killed them professionally. They cried like children when we took them on. By the way, could you put through an expenses cheque before you go? The fines mount up a bit. But dont you worry about that, either. Were coining money. Ill show you the returns in a minute. I told you we should turn the corner. Turned it! Damme, weve whizzed round it on two wheels. Have you had time to see the paper since you got back? No? Then you havent seen our new Scandal Page— We Just Want to Know, You Know. Its a corker, and its sent the circulation up like a rocket. Everybody reads Squibs now. I was hoping you would come back soon. I wanted to ask you about taking new offices. Were a bit above this sort of thing now.

Roland, meanwhile, was reading with horrified eyes the alleged corking scandal page. It seemed to him, without exception, the most frightful production he had ever seen. It appalled him.

This is awful! he moaned. We shall have a hundred libel actions.

Oh, no, thats all right. Its all fake stuff, though the public doesnt know it. If you stuck to real scandals you wouldnt get a par a week. A more moral set of blameless wasters than the blighters who constitute modern society you never struck. But it reads all right, doesnt it? Of course, every now and then one does hear something genuine, and then it goes in. For instance, have you heard of Percy Pook, the bookie? I have got a real ripe thing in about Percy this week — the absolute limpid truth. It will make him sit up a bit. There, just under your thumb.

Roland removed his thumb, and, having read the paragraph in question, started as if he had removed it from a snake. But this is bound to mean a libel action! he cried.

Not a bit of it, said Mr. Petheram, comfortably. You dont know Percy. I wont bore you with his life-history, but take it from me he doesnt rush into a court of law from sheer love of it. Youre safe enough.



But it appeared that Mr. Pook, though coy in the matter of cleansing his scutcheon before a judge and jury, was not wholly without weapons of defence and offence. Arriving at the office next day, Roland found a scene of desolation, in the middle of which sat Jimmy, the vacant-faced office-boy.

Hes gorn, he observed, looking up as Roland entered.

What do you mean?

Mr. Petheram. A couple of fellers come in and went through, and there was a uproar inside there, and presently out they come running, and I went in, and there was Mr. Petheram on the floor knocked silly, and the furniture all broke, and now es gorn to orspital. Those fellers ad been putting im froo it proper, concluded Jimmy, with moody relish.

Roland sat down weakly. Silence reigned in the offices of Squibs.

It was broken by the arrival of Miss March. Her exclamation of astonishment at the sight of the wrecked room led to a repetition of Jimmys story.

She vanished on hearing the name of the hospital to which the stricken editor had been removed, and returned an hour later with flashing eyes and a set jaw.

Aubrey, she said — it was news to Roland that Mr. Petherams name was Aubrey— is very much knocked about, but he is conscious and sitting up and taking nourishment.

Thats good.

In a spoon only.

Ah! said Roland.

The doctor says he will not be out for a week. Aubrey is certain it was that horrible bookmakers men who did it, but of course he can prove nothing. But his last words to me were, Slip it into Percy again this week. He has given me one or two things to mention. I dont understand them, but Aubrey says they will make him wild.

Rolands flesh crept. The idea of making Mr. Pook any wilder than he appeared to be at present horrified him. Panic gave him strength, and he addressed Miss March, who was looking more like a modern Joan of Arc than anything else on earth, firmly.

Miss March, he said, I realize that this is a crisis, and that we must all do all that we can for the paper, and I am ready to do anything in reason — but I will not slip it into Percy. You have seen the effects of slipping it into Percy. What he or his minions will do if we repeat the process I do not care to think.

You are afraid?

Yes, said Roland, simply.

Miss March turned on her heel. It was plain that she regarded him as a worm. Roland did not like being regarded as a worm, but it was infinitely better than being regarded as an interesting case by the house-surgeon of a hospital. He belonged to the school of thought which holds that it is better that people should say of you, There he goes, than that they should say, How peaceful he looks.

Thanks to Mr. Petheram, there was a sufficient supply of material in hand to enable Squibs to run a fortnight on its own momentum. Roland, however, did not know this, and with a view to doing what little he could to help, he informed Miss March that he would write the Scandal Page. It must be added that the offer was due quite as much to prudence as to chivalry. Roland simply did not dare to trust her with the Scandal Page. In her present mood it was not safe. To slip it into Percy would, he felt, be with her the work of a moment.

Literary composition had never been Rolands forte. He stared at the white paper and chewed the pencil which should have been marring its whiteness with stinging paragraphs. No sort of idea came to him.

His brow grew damp. What sort of people — except bookmakers — did things you could write scandal about? As far as he could ascertain, nobody.

He picked up the morning paper. The name Windleband caught his eye. A kind of pleasant melancholy came over him as he read the paragraph. How long ago it seemed since he had met that genial financier. The paragraph was not particularly interesting. It gave a brief account of some large deal which Mr. Windleband was negotiating. Roland did not understand a word of it, but it gave him an idea.

Mr. Windlebands financial standing, he knew, was above suspicion. Mr. Windleband had made that clear to him during his visit. There could be no possibility of offending Mr. Windleband by a paragraph or two about the manners and customs of financiers. Phrases which his kindly host had used during his visit came back to him, and with them inspiration. Within five minutes he had compiled the following: — 

We Just Want to Know, you Know.

Who is the eminent financier at present engaged upon one of his biggest deals?

Whether the public would not be well advised to look a little closer into it before investing their money?

If it is not a fact that this gentleman has bought a first-class ticket to the Argentine in case of accidents?

Whether he may not have to use it at any moment?

After that it was easy. Ideas came with a rush. By the end of an hour he had completed a Scandal Page of which Mr. Petheram himself might have been proud, without a suggestion of slipping it into Percy. He felt that he could go to Mr. Pook and say, Percy, on your honour as a British bookmaker, have I slipped it into you in any way whatsoever? And Mr. Pook would be compelled to reply, You have not.

Miss March read the proofs of the page and sniffed. But Miss Marchs blood was up, and she would have sniffed at anything not directly hostile to Mr. Pook.



A week later Roland sat in the office of Squibs, reading a letter. It had been sent from No. 18A, Breams Buildings, E.C., but, from Rolands point of view, it might have come direct from Heaven; for its contents, signed by Harrison, Harrison, Harrison, and Harrison, solicitors, were to the effect that a client of theirs had instructed them to approach him with a view to purchasing the paper. He would not find their client disposed to haggle over terms, so, hoped Messrs. Harrison, Harrison, Harrison, and Harrison, in the event of Roland being willing to sell, they could speedily bring matters to a satisfactory conclusion.

Any conclusion which had left him free of Squibs without actual pecuniary loss would have been satisfactory to Roland. He had conceived a loathing for his property which not even its steadily-increasing sales could mitigate. He was round at Messrs. Harrisons offices as soon as a taxi could take him there.

The lawyers were for spinning the thing out with guarded remarks and cautious preambles, but Rolands methods of doing business were always rapid.

This chap, he said, this fellow who wants to buy Squibs, whatll he give?

That, began one of the Harrisons, ponderously, would, of course, largely depend — —

Ill take five thousand. Lock, stock, and barrel, including the present staff, an even five thousand. Hows that?

Five thousand is a large — —

Take it or leave it.

My dear sir, you hold a pistol to our heads. However, I think that our client might consent to the sum you mention.

Good. Well, directly I get his cheque the things his. By the way, who is your client?

Mr. Harrison coughed. His name, he said, will be familiar to you. He is the eminent financier, Mr. Dermot Windleband.


THE EPISODE OF THE EXILED MONARCH (1914)

First published in The Strand Magazine, August 1914
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THE CAOUT-CHOUC WAS drawing all London. Slightly more indecent than the Salome dance, a shade less reticent than Ragtime, it had driven the Tango out of existence. Nobody tangoed now. Nor, indeed, did anybody actually caout-chouc, for the national dance of Paranoya contained three hundred and fifteen recognized steps; but everybody tried to. Caout-Chouc teas were all the rage. At the night-clubs fair women and brave men reeled about the floor under the impression that they were caout-choucing. A new revue, Hullo, Caout-Chouc, had been produced with success. And the pioneer of the dance, the peerless Maraquita, a native Paranoyan, still performed it nightly at the music-hall where she had first broken loose.

The Caout-Chouc fascinated Roland Bleke. Maraquita fascinated him more. Of all the women to whom he had lost his heart at first sight, Maraquita had made the firmest impression upon him. She was what is sometimes called a fine woman. She had large, flashing eyes, the physique of a Rugby International forward, and the agility of a cat on hot bricks. There is a period of about fifty steps somewhere in the middle of the three hundred and fifteen where the patient, abandoning the comparative decorum of the earlier movements, whizzes about till she looks like a salmon-coloured whirlwind. That was the bit that hit Roland. Night after night he sat in his stage-box, goggling at Maraquita and applauding wildly.

That she was aware of his existence, that he should ever have the unspeakable happiness of getting to know her, never occurred to him. But one night an attendant came up to his box.

Excuse me, sir, but are you Mr. Roland Bleke? The Señorita Maraquita wishes to speak to you.

He held open the door of the box. The possibility of refusal did not appear to occur to him. Behind the scenes at that theatre it was generally recognized that when the Peerless One wanted a thing, she got it — quick.



They were alone.

With no protective footlights between himself and her, Roland came to the conclusion that he had made a mistake. It was not that she was any less beautiful at the very close quarters imposed by the limits of the dressing-room, but her personality at this close range had a quality which Roland could only define to himself as formidable.

For perhaps a minute and a half Maraquita fixed her compelling eyes on his without uttering a word. Then she broke a painful silence with this leading question: — 

You love me, hein?

Roland nodded feebly.

All men love me, said the Peerless One, blowing cigarette smoke. But I do not mind.

This attitude struck Roland as distinctly magnanimous.

When men make love to me, I send them away — so.

She waved her hand towards the door, and Roland began to feel almost cheerful again. He was to be dismissed with a caution, after all. The woman had a fine, forgiving nature.
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But not you.

Not me?

No, not you. You are the man I have been waiting for. I read about you in the paper, Señor Bleke. I see your picture in the paper, too! I say to myself, What a man! 

Those picture-paper photographs always make one look rather weird, mumbled Roland.

I see you night after night in your box. Poof! I love you.

Thanks awfully, bleated Roland.

You would do anything for my sake, hein?

Roland felt that he would like to know just what she meant by anything, but Maraquita was one of those orators who do not pause for a reply.

Ah! I knew it! she cried. I knew you were that kind of man directly I see you. No, she added, as Roland writhed uneasily in his chair, do not embrace me. Later, yes; but now, no. Not till the Great Day.

What the Great Day might be Roland could not even faintly conjecture. He could only hope that it would also be a remote one.

And now, said the señorita, throwing a cloak about her shoulders, you come away with me to my house. My friends are there awaiting us. They will be glad and proud to meet you.



After his first inspection of the house and the friends, Roland came to the conclusion that he preferred Maraquitas room to her company. The former was large and airy. The latter, with one exception, small and hairy. The exception Maraquita addressed as Bombito. He was a conspicuous figure. He was, as the railway-station posters say of Slopton-on-Sea — different. He was one of those out-size, hasty-looking men. One suspected him of carrying lethal weapons.

Maraquita presented Roland to the company. The native speech of Paranoya sounded like shorthand with a blend of Spanish. An expert could evidently squeeze a good deal of it into a minute. Its effect on the company was good. They were manifestly soothed. Even Bombito.

Introductions in detail then took place. This time, for Rolands benefit, Maraquita spoke in English, and he learned that most of those present were marquesses. One or two outsiders were only counts, but marquesses predominated. Before him, so he gathered from Maraquita, stood the very flower of Paranoyas aristocracy, driven from their native land by the Infamy of 05. Roland was too polite to inquire what on earth the Infamy of 05 might be, but its mention had a marked effect on the company.

Paranoya had, it appeared, existed fairly peacefully for centuries under the rule of the Alejandro dynasty. Then, in the reign of Alejandro XIII., disaffection had begun to spread, culminating in the Infamy of 05, which, Roland had at last discovered, was nothing less than the abolition of the monarchy and the installation of a republic.

These events had been received by the world at large with an equanimity bordering on contempt, but not by the old noblesse of Paranoya. Not for them the Republican yoke. Since 1905 the one thing for which they had lived, besides the Caout-Chouc, was to see the monarchy restored and their beloved Alejandro XIII. back on his throne. Their efforts towards this end had been untiring, and were at last showing signs of bearing fruit. Paranoya, Maraquita assured Roland, was honeycombed with intrigue. The army was disaffected, the people anxious for a return to the old order of things. A more propitious moment for striking the decisive blow was never likely to arrive. The question was purely one of funds.

At the mention of the word funds, Roland, who had become thoroughly bored with the lecture on Paranoyan history, sat up and took notice. He had an instinctive feeling that he was about to be called upon for a subscription to the cause of the distressful countrys freedom. Especially by Bombito.

He was right. A moment later Maraquita had begun to make a speech. She spoke in Paranoyan, and Roland could not follow her, but he gathered that it somehow had reference to himself. As, at the end of it, the entire company rose to their feet and extended their glasses towards him with a mighty shout, he assumed that Maraquita had been proposing his health.

They say To the Liberator of Paranoya,  kindly translated the Peerless One. Ah! Her fine eyes blazed, as a lugubrious chant succeeded the cheering. Now they sing our beloved anthem, the Royal anthem of Paranoya; it has not been heard on Paranoyan soil since the Infamy of 05.

To Roland it seemed an ample justification for the Infamy of 05.

You must excuse, said Maraquita, tolerantly, as a bevy of patriots surrounded Roland and kissed him on the cheek. They are so grateful to the saviour of our country. I myself would kiss you, were it not that I have sworn that no mans lips shall touch mine till the Royal Standard floats once more above the palace of Paranoya. But that will be soon. With you on our side we cannot fail.

What did the woman mean? Roland asked himself wildly. Did she labour under the distressing delusion that he proposed to shed his blood on behalf of a deposed monarch to whom he had never been introduced?

Maraquitas next remarks made the matter clear.

I have told them, she said, that you love me, that you are willing to risk everything for my sake. I have promised them that you, the rich Señor Bleke, will supply the funds for the revolution. Once more, comrades: To the Saviour of Paranoya! 

Roland tried his hardest to catch the infection of this patriotic enthusiasm, but somehow he could not do it. Base, sordid, mercenary speculations would intrude themselves. About how much was a good, well-furnished revolution likely to cost? As delicately as he could, he put the question to Maraquita.

She said, Poof! The cost? La, la!

Which was all very well, but hardly satisfactory as a business chat.

We will talk of that later, she went on. Now we will enjoy ourselves, isnt it?

And that was all Roland could get out of her.



The next few days passed for Roland in a sort of dream. It was the kind of dream which it is not easy to distinguish from a nightmare. It amazed him that he had ever wanted to know Maraquita. It is not easy to achieve happiness in this world, but Roland felt that a very fair basis for it could be had simply by not knowing Maraquita. How people who did not know Maraquita could go about the world grumbling was more than he could understand. They did not know their luck.

Her reticence at the supper-party on the subject of details connected with the financial side of revolutions entirely disappeared. She now talked nothing but figures, and from the confused mass which she presented to him Roland was able to gather that, in financing the restoration of Royalty in Paranoya, he would indeed be risking everything for her sake.

In the matter of revolutions Maraquita was no niggard. She knew how the thing should be done — well, or not at all. There would be so much for rifles, machine-guns, and what-not; and there would be so much for the expense of smuggling them into the country. Then there would be so much to be laid out in corrupting the Republican army. Roland brightened a little when they came to this item. As the standing army of Paranoya amounted to twenty thousand men, and as it seemed possible to corrupt it thoroughly at a cost of about thirty shillings a head, the obvious course, to Rolands way of thinking, was to concentrate on this side of the question, and thus avoid unnecessary bloodshed.

It appeared, however, that Maraquita did not want to avoid bloodshed — that she rather liked bloodshed, that the leaders of the revolution would be disappointed if there were no bloodshed. Especially Bombito. Unless, she pointed out, there was a certain amount of carnage, looting, and so on, the revolution would not achieve a popular success. True, the beloved Alejandro might be restored, but he would sit upon a throne that was insecure unless the coronation festivities took a bloodthirsty turn. By all means, said Maraquita, corrupt the army, but not at the risk of making the affair tame and unpopular. Paranoya was an emotional country, and liked its revolutions with a bit of zip to them.

It was about ten days after he had definitely cast in his lot with the revolutionary party that Roland was made aware that these things were a little more complex than he had imagined. He had reconciled himself to the financial outlay. It had been difficult, but he had done it. That his person as well as his purse would be placed in peril he had not foreseen.

The fact was borne in upon him at the end of the second week by the arrival of the deputation.

It blew in from the street just as he was enjoying his after-dinner cigar.

It consisted of three men, one long and suave, the other two short, stout, and silent. They all had the sallow complexion and undue hairiness which he had come by this time to associate with the native of Paranoya.

For a moment he mistook them for a drove of exiled noblemen whom he had not had the pleasure of meeting at the supper-party; and he waited resignedly for them to make night hideous with the Royal anthem. He poised himself on his toes, the more readily to spring aside if they should try to kiss him on the cheek.

Mr. Bleke? said the long man.

His companions drifted towards the cigar-box which stood open on the table, and looked at it wistfully.

Long live the monarchy, said Roland, wearily. He had gathered in the course of his dealings with the exiled ones that this remark generally went well.

On the present occasion it elicited no outburst of cheering. On the contrary, the long man frowned, and his two companions helped themselves to a handful of cigars apiece with a marked moodiness.

Death to the monarchy, corrected the long man, coldly. And, he added, with a wealth of meaning in his voice, to all who meddle in the affairs of our beloved country and seek to do it harm.

I dont know what you mean, said Roland.

Yes, Señor Bleke, you do know what I mean. I mean that you will be well advised to abandon the schemes which you are hatching with the malcontents who would do my beloved land an injury.

The conversation was growing awkward. Roland had got so into the habit of taking it for granted that every Paranoyan he met must of necessity be a devotee of the beloved Alejandro that it came as a shock to him to realize that there were those who objected to his restoration to the throne. Till now he had looked on the enemy as something in the abstract. It had not struck him that the people for whose correction he was buying all these rifles and machine-guns were individuals with a lively distaste for having their blood shed.
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Señor Bleke, resumed the speaker, frowning at one of his companions whose hand was hovering above the bottle of liqueur brandy, you are a man of sense. You know what is safe and what is not safe. Believe me, this scheme of yours is not safe. You have been led away, but there is still time to withdraw. Do so, and all is well. Do not so, and your blood be upon your own head.

My blood! gasped Roland.

The speaker bowed.

That is all, he said. We merely came to give the warning. Ah, Señor Bleke, do not be rash. You think that here, in this great London of yours, you are safe. You look at the policeman upon the corner of the road, and you say to yourself, I am safe. Believe me, not at all so is it, but much the opposite. We have ways by which it is of no account the policeman on the corner of the road. That is all, Señor Bleke. We wish you a good night.

The deputation withdrew.

Maraquita, informed of the incident, snapped her fingers and said Poof! It sometimes struck Roland that she would be more real help in a difficult situation if she could get out of the habit of saying Poof!

It is nothing, she said.

No? said Roland.

We easily out-trick them, isnt it? You make a will leaving your money to the Cause, and then where are they, hein?

It was one way of looking at it, but it brought little balm to Roland. He said so. Maraquita scanned his face keenly.

You are not weakening, Roland? she said. You would not betray us now?

Well, of course, I dont know about betraying, you know, but still —— What I mean is — —

Maraquitas eyes seemed to shoot forth two flames.

Take care! she cried. With me it is nothing, for I know that your heart is with Paranoya. But if the others once had cause to suspect that your resolve was failing — ah! If Bombito — —

Roland took her point. He had forgotten Bombito for the moment.

For goodness sake, he said, hastily, dont go saying anything to Bombito to give him the idea that Im trying to back out. Of course you can rely on me, and all that. Thats all right.

Maraquitas gaze softened. She raised her glass — they were lunching at the time — and put it to her lips.

To the Saviour of Paranoya! she said.

Beware! whispered a voice in Rolands ear.

He turned with a start. A waiter was standing behind him, a small, dark, hairy man. He was looking into the middle distance with the abstracted air which waiters cultivate. Roland stared at him, but he did not move.

That evening, returning to his flat, Roland was paralyzed by the sight of the word Beware! scrawled across the mirror in his bedroom. It had apparently been done with a diamond. He rang the bell.

Sir? said the competent valet. (Competent valets are in attendance at each of these flats. — Advt.)

Has anyone been in here since I left?

Yes, sir. A foreign-looking gentleman called. He said he knew you, sir. I showed him in, as he said he would wait.

The same night, well on in the small hours, the telephone-bell rang. Roland dragged himself out of bed.

Halloa?

Is that Señor Bleke?

Yes. What is it?

Beware!

Things were becoming intolerable. Roland had a certain amount of nerve, but not enough to enable him to bear up against this sinister persecution. Yet what could he do? Suppose he did beware, to the extent of withdrawing his support from the Royalist movement, what then? Bombito! If ever there was a toad under the harrow, he was that toad. And all because a perfectly respectful admiration for the Caout-Chouc had led him to occupy a stage-box several nights in succession at the theatre where the peerless Maraquita tied herself into knots at a salary of two hundred pounds a week. It was hard.

A few days later somebody shot a bullet through the window of his sitting-room. He was out at the time, but the incident had the effect of putting the final touch to his gloom.



There was an air of unusual excitement in Maraquitas manner at their next meeting.

We have been in communication with Him, she whispered. He will receive you. He will give an audience to the Saviour of Paranoya.

Eh? Who will?

Our beloved Alejandro. He wishes to see his faithful servant. We are to go to him at once.

Where?

At his own house. He will receive you in person.

Such was the quality of the emotions through which he had been passing of late that Roland felt but a faint interest at the prospect of meeting face to face a genuine — if exiled — monarch.

The cab drew up at a gloomy-looking house in a fashionable square. Roland rang the door-bell. There seemed a certain element of the prosaic in the action. He wondered what he should say to the butler. Is the King at home? was banal.

There was, however, no need for words. The door opened, and they were ushered in without parley. A butler and two footmen showed them into a luxuriously-furnished ante-room. Roland entered with two thoughts running in his mind. The first was that the beloved Alejandro had got an uncommonly snug crib; the second that this was exactly like going to see the dentist.

Presently the squad of retainers returned, the butler leading.

His Majesty will receive Mr. Bleke.

Roland followed him with tottering knees.

His Majesty King Alejandro XIII. on the retired list was a genial-looking man of middle age, comfortably stout about the middle and a little bald as to the forehead. He might have been a prosperous stockbroker. Roland felt more at his ease at the very sight of him.

Sit down, Mr. Bleke, said His Majesty, as the door closed. I have been wanting to see you for some time.

Roland had nothing to say. He was regaining his composure, but he had a long way to go yet before he could feel thoroughly at home.

King Alejandro produced a cigarette-case and offered it to Roland, who shook his head speechlessly. The King lit a cigarette, and smoked thoughtfully for a while.

You know, Mr. Bleke, he said at last, this must stop. It really must. I mean, your devoted efforts on my behalf.

Roland gaped at him.

You are a very young man. I had expected to see someone much older. Your youth gives me the impression that you have gone into this affair from a spirit of adventure. I can assure you that you have nothing to gain commercially by interfering with my late kingdom. I hope, before we part, that I can persuade you to abandon your idea of financing this movement to restore me to the throne.

I dont understand — er — your Majesty.

I will explain. Please treat what I shall say as strictly confidential. You must know, Mr. Bleke, that these attempts to re-establish me as a reigning monarch in Paranoya are, frankly, the curse of an otherwise very pleasant existence. You look surprised! My dear sir, do you know Paranoya? Have you ever been there? Have you the remotest idea what sort of life a King of Paranoya leads? I have tried it, and I can assure you that a coal-heaver is happy by comparison. In the first place, the climate of the country is abominable. I always had a cold in the head. Secondly, there is a small but energetic section of the populace whose sole recreation it seems to be to use their monarch as a target for bombs. They are not very good bombs, it is true — the science of chemistry is in its infancy in Paranoya — but one in, say, ten explodes, and even an occasional bomb is unpleasant if you are the target. Finally, I am much too fond of your delightful country to wish to leave it. I was educated in England — I am a Magdalen man — and I have the greatest horror of ever being compelled to leave it. My present life suits me exactly. There is no pomp, no ridiculous ceremony, nothing but quiet enjoyment. Can you wonder that I do not rejoice when well-meaning but officious persons try to drive me from London to a very depressing and unhealthy existence in my native country? That is all I wished to say, Mr. Bleke. For both our sakes, for the sake of my comfort and your purse, abandon this scheme of yours.



Roland walked home thoughtfully. Maraquita had left the Royal residence long before he had finished the whisky-and-soda which the genial monarch had pressed upon him. As he walked, the futility of his situation came home to him more and more. Whatever he did, he was bound to displease somebody; and these Paranoyans were so confoundedly impulsive when they were vexed.

For two days he avoided Maraquita. On the third, with something of the instinct which draws the murderer to the spot where he has buried the body, he called at her house.

She was not present, but otherwise there was a full gathering. There were the marquesses, the counts, and also Bombito.

He looked unhappily round the crowd.

Somebody gave him a glass of champagne. He raised it.

To the revolution, he said, mechanically.

There was a silence — it seemed to Roland an awkward silence. As if he had said something improper, the marquesses and counts began to drift from the room, till only Bombito was left. Roland regarded him with some apprehension. He was looking larger and more unusual than ever.

But to-night, apparently, Bombito was in genial mood. He came forward and slapped Roland on the shoulder. And then the remarkable fact came to light that Bombito spoke English, or a sort of English.

My old chap, he said. I would have a speech with you.

He slapped Roland again on the shoulder.

The others they say, Break it with Señor Bleke gently. Maraquita say, Break it with Señor Bleke gently. So I break it with you gently.

He dealt Roland a third stupendous punch. Whatever was to be broken gently, it was plain to Roland that it was not himself. And suddenly there came to him a sort of intuition that told him that Bombito was nervous.

After all you have done for us, Señor Bleke, we shall seem to you ver ungrateful bounders, but what is it? Yes? No? I shouldnt wonder, perhaps. The whole fact is that there has been political crisis in Paranoya. Upset. Apple-cart. Yes? You follow? No? The Ministry have been — what do you say? — put through it. Expelled. Broken up. No more Ministry. New Ministry wanted. To conciliate Royalist party, that is the cry. So deputation of leading persons, good chaps, prominent merchants and that sort of bounder, call upon us. They offer me to be President. See? No? Yes? Thats right. I am ambitious blighter, Señor Bleke. What about it, no? I accept. I am new President of Paranoya. So no need for your kind assistance. Royalist revolution up the spout. No more Royalist revolution.

The wave of relief which swept over Roland ebbed sufficiently after an interval to enable him to think of someone but himself. He was not fond of Maraquita, but he had a tender heart, and this, he felt, would kill the poor girl.

But Maraquita —— ?

Thats all right, splendid old chap. No need to worry about Maraquita, stout old boy. Where the husband goes, so does the wife go. As you say, whither thou goes will I follow, no?

But I dont understand. Maraquita is not your wife?

Why, certainly, old heart. What else?

Have you been married to her all the time?

Why, certainly, good dear boy.

The room swam before Rolands eyes. There was no place in his mind for meditations on the perfidy of woman. He groped forward and found Bombitos hand.

By Jove, he said, thickly, as he wrung it again and again, I knew you were a good sort the first time I saw you. Have a drink or something. Have a cigar or something. Have something, anyway, and sit down and tell me all about it.


THE EPISODE OF THE HIRED PAST (1914)

First published in The Strand Magazine, September 1914
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WHAT DO YOU mean — you cant marry him after all? After all what? Why cant you marry him? You are perfectly childish.

Lord Evenwoods gentle voice, which had in its time lulled the House of Peers to slumber more often than any voice ever heard in the Gilded Chamber, had in it a note of unwonted but quite justifiable irritation. If there was one thing more than another that Lord Evenwood disliked, it was any interference with arrangements already made.

The man, he continued, is not unsightly. The man is not conspicuously vulgar. The man does not eat peas with his knife. The man pronounces his aitches with meticulous care and accuracy. The man, moreover, is worth rather more than a quarter of a million pounds. I repeat, you are childish.

Yes, I know hes a very decent little chap, father, said Lady Eva. Its not that at all.

I should be gratified, then, to hear what, in your opinion, it is.

Well, do you think I could be happy with him?

Lady Kimbuck gave tongue. She was Lord Evenwoods sister. She spent a very happy widowhood interfering in the affairs of the various branches of her family.

Were not asking you to be happy. You have such odd ideas of happiness. Your idea of happiness is to be married to your cousin Gerry, whose only visible means of support, so far as I can gather, is the four hundred a year which he draws as a member for a constituency which has every intention of throwing him out at the next election.

Lady Eva blushed. Lady Kimbucks faculty for nosing out the secrets of her family had made her justly disliked from the Hebrides to Southern Cornwall.

Young ORion is not to be thought of, said Lord Evenwood, firmly. Not for an instant. Apart from anything else, his politics are all wrong. Moreover, you are engaged to this Mr. Bleke. It is a sacred responsibility not lightly to be evaded. You cannot pledge your word one day to enter upon the most solemn contract known to — ah — the civilized world, and break it the next. It is not fair to the man. It is not fair to me. You know that all I live for is to see you comfortably settled. If I could myself do anything for you, the matter would be different. But these abominable land taxes and Blowick — especially Blowick — no, no, its out of the question. You will be very sorry if you do anything foolish. I can assure you that Roland Blekes are not to be found — ah — on every bush. Men are extremely shy of marrying nowadays.

Especially, said Lady Kimbuck, into a family like ours. What with Blowicks scandal, and that shocking business of your grandfather and the circus-woman, to say nothing of your poor fathers trouble in eighty-five — —

Thank you, Sophia, interrupted Lord Evenwood, hurriedly. It is unnecessary to go into all that now. Suffice it that there are adequate reasons, apart from all moral obligations, why Eva should not break her word to Mr. Bleke.

Lady Kimbucks encyclopædic grip of the family annals was a source of the utmost discomfort to her relatives. It was known that more than one firm of publishers had made her tempting offers for her reminiscences, and the family looked on like nervous spectators at a battle while Cupidity fought its ceaseless fight with Laziness; for the Evenwood family had at various times and in various ways stimulated the circulation of the evening papers. Most of them were living down something, and it was Lady Kimbucks habit, when thwarted in her lightest whim, to retire to her boudoir and announce that she was not to be disturbed, as she was at last making a start on her book. Abject surrender followed on the instant.

At this point in the discussion she folded up her crochet-work and rose.

It is absolutely necessary for you, my dear, to make a good match, or you will all be ruined. I, of course, can always support my declining years with literary work, but — —

Lady Eva groaned. Against this last argument there was no appeal.

Lady Kimbuck patted her affectionately on the shoulder.

There, run along now, she said. I dare say youve got a headache or something that made you say a lot of foolish things you didnt mean. Go down to the drawing-room. I expect Mr. Bleke is waiting there to say good night to you. I am sure he must be getting quite impatient.

Down in the drawing-room Roland Bleke was hoping against hope that Lady Evas prolonged absence might be due to the fact that she had gone to bed with a headache, and that he might escape the nightly interview which he so dreaded.

Reviewing his career, as he sat there, Roland came to the conclusion that women had the knack of affecting him with a form of temporary insanity. They temporarily changed his whole nature. They made him feel for a brief while that he was a dashing young man, capable of the highest flights of love. It was only later that the reaction came and he realized that he was nothing of the sort. At heart he was afraid of women, and in the entire list of the women of whom he had been afraid he could not find one who had terrified him so much as Lady Eva Blyton.
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Other women — notably Maraquita, now happily helping to direct the destinies of Paranoya — had frightened him by their individuality. Lady Eva frightened him both by her individuality and the atmosphere of aristocratic exclusiveness which she conveyed. He had no idea whatever of what was the proper procedure for a man engaged to the daughter of an earl. Daughters of earls had been to him till now mere names in the society columns of the morning paper. The very rules of the game were beyond him. He felt like a confirmed Association footballer suddenly called upon to play in an international Rugby match.

All along, from the very moment when — to his unbounded astonishment — she had accepted him, he had known that he was making a mistake; but he never realized it with such painful clearness as he did this evening. He was filled with a sort of blind terror. He cursed the fate which had taken him to the charity bazaar at which he had first come under the notice of Lady Kimbuck. The fatuous snobbishness which had made him leap at her invitation to spend a few days at Evenwood Towers he regretted; but for that he blamed himself less. Further acquaintance with Lady Kimbuck had convinced him that if she had wanted him she would have got him somehow, whether he had accepted or refused.

What he really blamed himself for was his mad proposal. There had been no need for it. True, Lady Eva had created a riot of burning emotions in his breast from the moment when they met; but he should have had the sense to realize that she was not the right mate for him, even though he might have a quarter of a million tucked away in gilt-edged securities. Their lives could not possibly mix. He was a commonplace young man with a fondness for the pleasures of the people. He liked cheap papers, picture-palaces, and Association football. Merely to think of Association football in connection with her was enough to make the folly of his conduct clear. He ought to have been content to worship her from afar as some inaccessible goddess.

A light step outside the door made his heart stop beating.

Ive just looked in to say good night, Mr. — er — Roland, she said, holding out her hand. Do excuse me. Ive got such a headache.

Oh, yes; rather. Im awfully sorry.

If there was one person in the world Roland despised and hated at that moment, it was himself.

Are you going out with the guns tomorrow? asked Lady Eva, languidly.

Oh, yes; rather. I mean, no. Im afraid I dont shoot.

The back of his neck began to glow. He had no illusions about himself. He was the biggest ass in Christendom.

Perhaps youd like to play a round of golf, then?

Oh, yes; rather. I mean, no. There it was again, that awful phrase. He was certain he had not intended to utter it. She must be thinking him a perfect lunatic. I dont play golf.

They stood looking at each other for a moment. It seemed to Roland that her gaze was partly contemptuous, partly pitying. He longed to tell her that, though she had happened to pick on his weak points in the realm of sport, there were things he could do. An insane desire came upon him to babble about his school football team. Should he ask her to feel his quite respectable biceps? No.

Never mind, she said, kindly. I dare say we shall think of something to amuse you.

She held out her hand again. He took it in his for the briefest possible instant, painfully conscious the while that his own hand was clammy from the emotion through which he had been passing.

Good night.

Good night.

Thank Heaven she was gone. That let him out for another twelve hours at least.

A quarter of an hour later found Roland still sitting where she had left him, his head in his hands. The groan of an overwrought soul escaped him.

I cant do it!

He sprang to his feet.

I wont do it!

A smooth voice from behind him spoke.

I think you are quite right, sir — if I may make the remark.

Roland had hardly ever been so startled in his life. In the first place, he was not aware of having uttered his thoughts aloud; in the second, he had imagined that he was alone in the room. And so, a moment before, he had been. But the owner of the voice possessed, among other qualities, the cat-like faculty of entering a room perfectly noiselessly — a fact which had won for him, in the course of a long career in the service of the best families, the flattering position of star witness in a number of Englands raciest divorce cases.

Mr. Teal, the butler — for it was no less a celebrity who had broken in on Rolands reverie — was a long, thin man of a somewhat priestly cast of countenance. He lacked that air of reproving hauteur which many butlers possess, and it was for this reason that Roland had felt drawn to him during the black days of his stay at Evenwood Towers. Teal had been uncommonly nice to him on the whole. He had seemed to Roland, stricken by interviews with his host and Lady Kimbuck, the only human thing in the place.

He liked Teal. On the other hand, Teal was certainly taking a liberty. He could, if he so pleased, tell Teal to go to the devil. Technically he had the right to freeze Teal with a look.

He did neither of these things. He was feeling very lonely and very forlorn in a strange and depressing world, and Teals voice and manner were soothing.

Hearing you speak, and seeing nobody else in the room, went on the butler, I thought for a moment that you were addressing me.

This was not true, and Roland knew it was not true. Instinct told him that Teal knew that he knew it was not true; but he did not press the point.

What do you mean — you think I am quite right? he said. You dont know what I was thinking about.

Teal smiled indulgently.

On the contrary, sir. A child could have guessed it. You have just come to the decision — in my opinion a thoroughly sensible one — that your engagement to her ladyship cannot be allowed to go on. You are quite right, sir. It wont do.

Personal magnetism covers a multitude of sins. Roland was perfectly well aware that he ought not to be standing here chatting over his and Lady Evas intimate affairs with a butler; but such was Teals magnetism that he was quite unable to do the right thing and tell him to mind his own business. Teal, you forget yourself, would have covered the situation. Roland, however, was physically incapable of saying, Teal, you forget yourself. The bird knows all the time that he ought not to stand talking to the snake, but he is incapable of ending the conversation. Roland was conscious of a momentary wish that he was the sort of man who could tell butlers that they forgot themselves. But then that sort of man would never be in this sort of trouble. The Teal-you-forget-yourself type of man would be a first-class shot, a plus golfer, and would certainly consider himself extremely lucky to be engaged to Lady Eva.

The question is, went on Mr. Teal, how are we to break it off?

Roland felt that, as he had sinned against all the decencies in allowing the butler to discuss his affairs with him, he might just as well go the whole hog and allow the discussion to run its course. And it was an undeniable relief to talk about the infernal thing to someone.

He nodded gloomily and committed himself. Teal resumed his remarks with the gusto of a fellow-conspirator.

Its not an easy thing to do gracefully, sir; believe me, it isnt. And its got to be done gracefully, or not at all. You cant go to her ladyship and say, Its all off, and so am I, and catch the next train for London. The rupture must be of her ladyships making. If some fact, some disgraceful information, concerning you were to come to her ladyships ears, that would be a simple way out of the difficulty.

He eyed Roland meditatively.

If, for instance, you had ever been in jail, sir!

Well, I havent.

No offence intended, sir, Im sure. I merely remembered that you had made a great deal of money very quickly. My experience of gentlemen who have made a great deal of money very quickly is that they have generally done their bit of time. But, of course, if you —— Let me think. Do you drink, sir?

No.

Mr. Teal sighed. Roland could not help feeling that he was disappointing the old man a good deal.

You do not, I suppose, chance to have a past? asked Mr. Teal, not very hopefully. I use the word in its technical sense. A deserted wife? Some poor creature you have treated shamefully?

At the risk of sinking still farther in the butlers esteem, Roland was compelled to answer in the negative.

I was afraid not, said Mr. Teal, shaking his head. Thinking it all over yesterday, I said to myself, Im afraid he wouldnt have one. You dont look like the sort of gentleman who had done much with his time.

Thinking it over?

Not on your account, sir, explained Mr. Teal. On the familys. I disapproved of this match from the first. A man who has served a family as long as I have had the honour of serving his lordships comes to entertain a high regard for the family prestige. And, with no offence to yourself, sir, this would not have done.

Well, it looks as if it would have to do, said Roland, gloomily. I cant see any way out of it.

I can, sir. My niece at Aldershot.

Mr. Teal wagged his head at him with a kind of priestly archness.

You cannot have forgotten my niece at Aldershot?

Roland stared at him dumbly. It was like a line out of a melodrama. He feared, first for his own, then for the butlers sanity. The latter was smiling gently, as one who sees light in a difficult situation.

Ive never been at Aldershot in my life.

For our purposes you have, sir. But Im afraid I am puzzling you. Let me explain. Ive got a niece over at Aldershot. I am sure she would do it for a consideration.

Do what?

Be your past, sir. Dyed yellow hair, sir, he went on, with enthusiasm, done all frizzy. You couldnt find a better if you tried for a twelvemonth.

But, I say —— !

I suppose a hundred wouldnt hurt you?

Well, no, I suppose not; but — —

Then put the whole thing in my hands, sir. Ill ask leave off to-morrow and pop over and see her. Ill arrange for her to come here the day after to see you. Leave it all to me. To-night you must write the letters.

Letters?

Naturally there would be letters, sir. It is an inseparable feature of these cases.
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Do you mean that I have got to write to her? But I shouldnt know what to say. Ive never seen her.

That will be quite all right, sir, if you place yourself in my hands. I will come to your room after everybodys gone to bed and help you write those letters. You have some notepaper with your own address on it? Then it will all be perfectly simple.



When, some hours later, he read over the ten or twelve exceedingly passionate epistles which, with the butlers assistance, he had succeeded in writing to Miss Maud Chilvers, Roland came to the conclusion that there must have been a time when Mr. Teal was a good deal less respectable than he appeared to be at present. Byronic was the only adjective applicable to his collaborators style of amatory composition. In every letter there were passages against which Roland had felt compelled to make a modest protest.

 A thousand kisses on your lovely rosebud of a mouth. Dont you think that is a little too warmly coloured? And, I am languishing for the pressure of your ivory arms about my neck and the sweep of your silken hair against my cheek. What I mean is — well, what about it, you know?

The phrases, said Mr. Teal, not without a touch of displeasure, to which you take exception are taken bodily from correspondence (which I happened to have the advantage of perusing) addressed by the late Lord Evenwood to Animalcula, Queen of the High Wire at Astleys Circus. His lordship, I may add, was considered an authority in these matters.

Roland criticized no more. He handed over the letters, which, at Mr. Teals direction, he had headed with various dates, covering roughly a period of about two months antecedent to his arrival at the Towers.

That, Mr. Teal explained, will make your conduct definitely unpardonable. With this womans kisses hot upon your lips — Mr. Teal was still slightly aglow with the fire of inspiration— you have the effrontery to come here and offer yourself to her ladyship.

With Rolands timid suggestion that it was perhaps a mistake to overdo the atmosphere, the butler found himself unable to agree.

You cant make yourself out too bad. If you dont pitch it hot and strong, her ladyship might quite likely forgive you. Then where would you be?



Miss Maud Chilvers, of Aldershot, burst into Rolands life like one of the shells of her native heath two days later at about five in the afternoon.

It was an entrance which any stage-manager might have been proud of having arranged. The lighting, the grouping, the lead-up — all were perfect. The family had just finished tea in the long drawing-room. Lady Kimbuck was crocheting, Lord Evenwood dozing, Lady Eva reading, and Roland thinking. A peaceful scene.

A soft, rippling murmur, scarcely to be reckoned a snore, had just proceeded from Lord Evenwoods parted lips, when the door opened, and Teal announced: — 

Miss Chilvers.

Roland stiffened in his chair. Now that the ghastly moment had come, he felt too petrified with fear even to act the little part in which he had been diligently rehearsed by the obliging Mr. Teal. He simply sat and did nothing.

It was speedily made clear to him that Miss Chilvers would do all the actual doing that was necessary. The butler had drawn no false picture of her personal appearance. Dyed yellow hair done all frizzy was but one facet of her many-sided impossibilities. In the serene surroundings of the long drawing-room she looked more unspeakable than Roland had ever imagined her. With such a leading lady his drama could not fail of success. He should have been pleased; he was merely appalled. The thing might have a happy ending, but while it lasted it was going to be terrible.

She had a flatteringly attentive reception. Nobody failed to notice her. Lord Evenwood woke with a start, and stared at her as if she had been some ghost from his trouble of eighty-five. Lady Evas face expressed sheer amazement. Lady Kimbuck, laying down her crochet-work, took one look at the apparition, and instantly decided that one of her numerous erring relatives had been at it again. Of all the persons in the room she was possibly the only one completely cheerful. She was used to these situations and enjoyed them. Her mind, roaming into the past, recalled the night when her cousin Warminster had been pinked by a stiletto in his own drawing-room by a lady from South America. Happy days, happy days!

Lord Evenwood had by this time come to the conclusion that the festive Blowick must be responsible for this visitation. He rose with dignity.

To what are we —— ? he began.

Miss Chilvers, resolute young woman, had no intention of standing there while other people talked. She shook her gleaming head and burst into speech.

Oh, yes; I know Ive no right to be coming walking in here among a lot of perfect strangers at their teas, but what I say is, Rights right and wrongs wrong all the world over, and I may be poor, but I have my feelings. No, thank you, I wont sit down. Ive not come for the week-end, Ive come to say a few words, and when Ive said them Ill go, and not before. A lady friend of mine happened to be reading her Daily Sketch the other day, and she said, Halloa, halloa! and passed it onto me with her thumb on a picture which had under it that it was Lady Eva Blyton who was engaged to be married to Mr. Roland Bleke. And when I read that, I said Halloa, halloa! too, I give you my word. And not being able to travel at once, owing to being prostrated with the shock, I came along to-day, just to have a look at Mr. Roland Blooming Bleke, and ask him if hes forgotten that he happens to be engaged to me. Thats all. I know its the sort of little thing that might slip any gentlemans mind, but I thought it might be worth mentioning. So now!

Roland, perspiring in the shadows at the far end of the room, felt that Miss Chilvers was overdoing it. There was no earthly need for all this sort of thing. Just a simple announcement of the engagement would have been quite sufficient. It was too obvious to him that his ally was thoroughly enjoying herself. She had the centre of the stage, and did not intend lightly to relinquish it.

My good girl, said Lady Kimbuck, talk less and prove more. When did Mr. Bleke promise to marry you?

Oh, its all right. Im not expecting you to believe my word. Ive got all the proofs youll want. Heres his letters.

Lady Kimbucks eyes gleamed. She took the package eagerly. She never lost an opportunity of reading compromising letters. She enjoyed them as literature, and there was never any knowing when they might come in useful.

Roland, said Lady Eva, quietly, havent you anything to contribute to this conversation?

Miss Chilvers clutched at her bodice. Cinema palaces were a passion with her, and she was up in the correct business.

Is he here? In this room?
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Roland slunk from the shadows.

Mr. Bleke, said Lord Evenwood, sternly, who is this woman?

Roland uttered a kind of strangled cough.

Are these letters in your handwriting? asked Lady Kimbuck, almost cordially. She had seldom read better compromising letters in her life, and she was agreeably surprised that one whom she had always imagined a colourless stick should have been capable of them.

Roland nodded.

Well, its lucky youre rich, said Lady Kimbuck, philosophically. What are you asking for these? she inquired of Miss Chilvers.

Exactly, said Lord Evenwood, relieved.

Precisely. Your sterling common sense is admirable, Sophia. You place the whole matter at once on a business-like footing.

Do you imagine for a moment — — began Miss Chilvers, slowly.

Yes, said Lady Kimbuck. How much?

Miss Chilvers sobbed.

If I have lost him for ever — —

Lady Eva rose.

But you havent, she said, pleasantly. I wouldnt dream of standing in your way. She drew a ring from her finger, placed it on the table, and walked to the door.

I am not engaged to Mr. Bleke, she said, as she reached it.



Roland never knew quite how he had got away from the Towers. He had confused memories in which the principals of the drawing-room scene figured in various ways, all unpleasant. It was a portion of his life on which he did not care to dwell.

Safely back in his flat, however, he gradually recovered his normal spirits. Indeed, now that the tumult and the shouting had, so to speak, died, and he was free to take a broad view of his position, he felt distinctly happier than usual. That Lady Kimbuck had passed for ever from his life was enough in itself to make for gaiety.

He was humming blithely one morning as he opened his letters; outside the sky was blue and the sun shining. It was good to be alive.

He read the first letter. The sky was still blue, the sun still shining.

Dear Sir, it ran— We have been instructed by our client, Miss Maud Chilvers, of the Goat and Compasses, Aldershot, to institute proceedings against you for breach of promise of marriage. In the event of your being desirous to avoid the expense and publicity of litigation, we are instructed to say that Miss Chilvers would be prepared to accept the sum of ten thousand pounds in settlement of her claim against you. We would further add that in support of her case our client has in her possession a number of letters written by yourself to her, all of which bear strong prima facie evidence of the alleged promise to marry; and she will be able, in addition, to call as witnesses in support of her case the Earl of Evenwood, Lady Kimbuck, and Lady Eva Blyton, in whose presence, at a recent date, you acknowledged that you had promised to marry our client.

Trusting that we may hear from you in the course of post, we are, dear sir, yours faithfully, Harrison, Harrison, Harrison, and Harrison.


CREATURES OF IMPULSE (1914)

First published in The Strand Magazine, October 1914
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SIR GODFREY TANNER, K.C.M.G., was dining alone in his chambers at the Albany. Before him a plate of soup, so clear and serene that it seemed wrong to ruffle its surface, relieved the snowy whiteness of the tablecloth. Subdued lights shone on costly and tasteful furniture. Behind him Jevons, for the last fifteen years his faithful servant, wrestled decorously with a bottle of hock.

A peaceful scene.

The thought passed through Sir Godfreys mind as he allowed his spoon to volplane slowly down into the golden lake that life was very pleasant. He had ample means. As a Colonial governor he had just that taste of power and authority which is enough for the sensible man; more might have spoiled him for the simpler pleasures of life; less would have left him restless and unsatisfied. He had had exactly enough, and was now ready to dream away the rest of his life in this exceedingly comfortable hermits cell, supported by an excellent digestion, ministered to by the faithful Jevons.

A muffled pop behind him occurred here almost as if there had been a stage direction for it. The sound seemed to emphasize the faithfulness of Jevons, working unseen in his masters interests. It filled Sir Godfrey with a genial glow of kindliness. What a treasure Jevons was! What a model of what a gentlemans servant should be! Existence without Jevons would be unthinkable.

As he mused Jevons silently manifested himself, bottle in hand. He filled Sir Godfreys glass.

A little ice, Jevons.

Very good, Sir Godfrey.

Sir Godfrey addressed himself once more to his soup. He glowed with benevolence. What an admirable fellow Jevons was! How long was it that they had been together? Fifteen years! And in all that time —— 

Wow! shrieked Sir Godfrey, and leaped from his chair with an agility highly creditable in one who strained his tailors tact almost to breaking-point every time he had to submit himself to the tape-measure.

For one moment he doubted his senses. It was incredible that that should have happened which had happened. Jevons was Jevons. An archbishop might have done this thing, but not Jevons.

But the evidence was incontrovertible. It was — at present — solid, not to be brushed aside.

Facts were facts, even if they seemed to outrage the fundamental laws of Nature.
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Jevons, for fifteen years paragon of every possible virtue, had put a piece of ice down the back of his neck!

Sir Godfrey turned like a wounded lion. There was a terrible pause.

Jevons was certainly wonderful.

He met his employers gaze with grave solicitude.

I think it would be wise, Sir Godfrey, he said, if you were to change your upper garments. The night is mild, but it is unwise to risk a chill. I will go and lay out another shirt.

He disappeared silently into the bedroom, leaving Sir Godfrey staring at the spot where he had been.

Sir Godfrey received a clean shirt from his hands without a word. He had not intended the episode to proceed on these lines, but the practical sense of Jevons was too strong for him. Already the thaw had set in in earnest, and his back was both clammy and cold.

In fearful silence he changed his clothes. Then he wheeled round upon his companion of fifteen years.

Now, then! he snorted.

I am extremely sorry that this should have happened, Sir Godfrey. I regret it exceedingly.

You do, eh? Youll regret it more in a minute.

Just so, Sir Godfrey.

There was something in the mans imperturbability which ruined the speech which the ex-governor had intended to deliver. He had meant, when he once began, to go on for about ten minutes. But somehow Jevonss attitude made it impossible to begin.

He condensed the meaning of the proposed speech into a question.

What did you do it for? What — the — devil did you do it for?

I am extremely sorry, Sir Godfrey, but I just felt I had to. It sort of came over me. It is difficult to explain myself.

Difficult!

It was a kind of what I might describe as an impulse, sir. I was just coming from behind with the piece of ice in the tongs, thinking of nothing except to put it in the glass, when it suddenly crossed my mind that Id been doing the same thing night in and night out for fifteen years, and it came over me what a long time it was and all. And then you leaned forward to drink the soup. And somehow I just couldnt resist it. I now regret it exceedingly.

Sir Godfrey gulped.

Youll go to-morrow.

Jevons bowed.

Shall I serve the fish, Sir Godfrey?

He seemed to regard the incident as closed.

Dinner was resumed in silence. Sir Godfreys mind was still in a whirl. All he realized clearly was that the end of the world had come. He had dismissed Jevons, and without Jevons life was impossible. But he was not going to alter his decision. By Gad, no! not if he had to spend the rest of his existence in beastly hotels being maddened to distraction by a set of blanked incompetents who were probably foreign spies. And that seemed to him at the moment his only course, for the idea of engaging a successor to the victim of impulse was too bizarre to be grappled with yet. At whatever cost to himself, Jevons must go. That was settled and done with.

I mean it, he snapped, over his shoulder, as the other filled his liqueur-glass.

Sir?

I say I mean it. What I said. You must go.

Just so, Sir Godfrey.

He placed the cigars on the table. Sir Godfrey selected one, cracked the end of it, and placed it in the flame which his still faithful servant held for him. It was a magnificent cigar, and the first puff almost softened him to the extent of changing his mind. But dignity jerked at the reins.

Of course Ill give you a character.

Thank you, Sir Godfrey, but I do not feel as if I could take service with anybody but yourself. I have saved money. I shall retire.

Please yourself.

Just so, Sir Godfrey.

Leave me your address.

Sir?

Sir Godfrey scowled. He was feeling nervous. More, there was a suggestion of a death-bed parting about this interview which he found strangely weakening. Fifteen years! As Jevons had said, it was a long time.

Your address. You know perfectly well that I promised you a small — er — confound it! — the pension, man!

I had imagined that after what has occurred — —

Dont be a fool. That will be all. I am going to the club. I shall not want you any more to-night.

Very good, sir.

He closed the door softly. Sir Godfrey sat on, chewing the end of his cigar.



A week later Sir Godfrey sat in his private sitting-room at the Hotel Guelph and kicked moodily at a foot-stool.

This, he said to himself, is perfectly infernal.

He got up and began to pace the room.

If I stop any longer in this pot-house I shall go mad.

Of course he was doing the place an injustice. The Guelph is one of the three best hotels in London. The management pride themselves on making guests as comfortable as modern ingenuity will allow. There was every possible convenience in this suite to which Sir Godfrey had fled from an Albany which for him was now haunted.

And Sir Godfrey spoke of it as a pot-house. But then, the Hotel Guelph had one defect which outweighed all its merits. It could not supply him with a valet who had been with him for fifteen years. Losing Jevons was like losing a leg.

But he was not going to take him back. All his life he had been a victim to what his admirers called determination and his detractors pig-headedness, and he never reversed a decision.

Ill get out of here to-day, he said to himself.

A thought struck him. Ill go and spend a week or two with George.

He wondered why he had not thought of it before. He saw now where his initial mistake had lain: he had tried to carry on, without Jevons, the sort of life with which Jevons had been so closely associated. It was all very well to leave the Albany and move to the Guelph, but that was not enough. He was still in the groove in which he had been in the days before Jevons had left him. He still spent his evenings at his club, rode in the Row, and so on — actions irretrievably connected with Jevons. What he must do, he decided, was to get temporarily into some entirely different milieu. He must go to the country. And it was the thought of the country which had suggested George.

George Tanner kept a private school in Kent. What was more, he had started this school on money lent to him by Sir Godfrey. The money had since been returned, with interest, for Georges venture had proved a success; but Sir Godfrey considered that his nephew had cause to be grateful to him, and consequently saw no reason why he should not descend upon him in the middle of term demanding food and shelter. He did not even prepay the telegram in which he announced his visit, but arrived on the heels of it, sure of his welcome.

George received him with a rather worried geniality. He stood in awe of his uncle, as did most of those who knew him. Sir Godfrey in years gone by had spanked him with a hair-brush for breaking his bedroom-window with a tennis-ball, and this and similar episodes of the stormy past coloured Georges attitude towards him, even though he was now in the thirties and had begun to grow grey at the temples. Besides, in a school even the most genial visitor is not an unmixed blessing. And Georges school was peculiar in the respect that there was no sharp division between the boys part of the house and that of the proprietor. It was a rambling old mansion, in which the inhabitants lived like a large family. Sir Godfrey had not anticipated this.

There were boys everywhere, in the house and out of it; boys who yelled unexpectedly in a mans ear; boys who shot out of doorways at incredible rates of speed within a hairs breadth of a mans prominent and sensitive solar plexus; boys who, when once their shyness had worn off, asked a man endless questions on every subject under the sun. Nephew George seemed rather to enjoy this sort of thing, but in the first few days of his visit it nearly drove Sir Godfrey mad.

A hundred times he was on the point of leaving, but every time the thought of solitude in an hotel kept him where he was. And then, one morning as he lay in bed, he achieved an attitude of mind which he felt would enable him to bear his present mode of life with fortitude, if not with enjoyment.

This visit to Georges school, he told himself, must be regarded in the light of a sort of mental discipline. It was a kind of Purgatory. A man of his years could not change his habits smoothly, like a motor-car changing speeds. There must be an interval, the more unpleasant and unlike his old life the better, for thus would it stick the more firmly in his memory, and form the more admirable corrective to vain regret. For the rest of his life, as he sat in his solitary hotel sitting-room, instead of mourning the fact that he was not at the Albany with Jevons he would be thanking a kindly Providence that he was not at his Nephew Georges school.

It was the same process of thought which leads the philosopher suffering from a blend of toothache and earache to cheer himself up by reflecting how much worse it would be if he had a combination of rheumatism and St. Vituss dance.



He had found the solution. It was simply wonderful what a difference it made. His whole nervous system became miraculously soothed. Where when a sprinting boy whizzed past his waistcoat he had puffed and trembled for minutes afterwards in an ecstasy of fear and indignation, he now stood firm and calm, and sometimes even achieved an indulgent smile.

As the days passed the indulgent smile became more and more frequent. The process was so subtle that he could not have said when it had begun, but frequently now he could almost have declared that he was enjoying himself. He was beginning to revise his views upon the boys. These boys here, whom he had lumped together in his mind with all other existing small boys under the collective head of nuisances, began to develop individual characters. With something of the thrill of a scientific discovery, he awoke to the fact that boys were human beings, who did things for definite reasons and not purely from innate deviltry. The reason, for instance, why Thomas Billing, aged eleven, had eaten a slice of bread covered with brown boot-polish, thereby acquiring a severe bout of sickness and a heavy punishment, was that Rupert Atkinson, aged fourteen, and Alexander Jones, aged twelve, had betted him he wouldnt. He had done it, in short, not for the pleasure of making himself ill, but to keep his word and preserve his self-respect. Nations have gone to war for reasons less compelling.

Thomas Billing explained the ethics of this particular episode to Sir Godfrey in person; and it may be said that the latters rejuvenation really began from that conversation. For it led to what was practically a friendship between them, and in the constant society of Thomas Sir Godfrey renewed his youth.

It was so long since he had been a boy that the process of rejuvenation hung fire at the start; but, once started, it was rapid. In the third week of his uncles visit, Nephew George, with the feeling of one who sees miracles, gazed, fascinated, at the spectacle of his guest playing cricket in the stable-yard. He was playing unskilfully, but with extreme energy, and his face, when he joined George, was damp and scarlet.

A belated sense of his dignity awoke in Sir Godfrey. He felt that it behoved him to keep George in a state of respectful subjection.

I have been doing my best to amuse these little fellows, George.

I was watching you.

Sir Godfrey coughed a little self-consciously.

They seemed to wish me to join in their game. I did not like to disappoint them. I suppose, many years ago, one would have found a positive pleasure in ridiculous foolery of that sort. It seems hardly credible, but I imagine there was a time when I might really have enjoyed it.

Its a good game.

For children, possibly. Merely for children. However, it certainly appears to be capital exercise. My doctor strongly recommended me exercise. I — I have half a mind to play again to-morrow.

If you enjoy it — —

Enjoy is altogether too strong a word. If I decide to play, it will be entirely for the sake of exercise. A man of my build requires a certain amount of exercise. My doctor was emphatic.

Quite right.

By Gad, Ill do it every day! said Sir Godfrey.



One morning, towards the end of the fourth week of his visit, the ex-governor, sunning himself after breakfast, came upon his young friend, Thomas Billing, plainly depressed. The morning was so perfect, and he himself was feeling so entirely at peace with the world, that Sir Godfrey noted the depression as a remarkable phenomenon. That he should have noted it at all is proof of the alteration in his outlook. A week or so before he would simply have seen a small boy, with his hands in his pockets, kicking pebbles; and, if he had given the matter a second thought, would merely have felt relieved that the boy was not shouting or rushing about. The humanizing process had, however, sharpened his faculties, and he now perceived clearly that on Thomas Billings youthful mind there was a burden, that for some reason Black Care was perched upon Thomas Billings youthful back.

[image: img383.jpg]

Whats the matter, my boy? he inquired.

Its an air-gun, said Thomas, with a certain vagueness.

An air-gun?

My air-gun. Hes confiscated it.

The pronoun he, used without reference to a foregoing substantive, indicated Nephew George.

Sir Godfrey acted in a manner which would have amazed him if he could have foreseen it a few weeks back. Now there seemed nothing unusual about it at all. He took out a shilling. He was feeling quite surprisingly in sympathy with the boy.

Cheer up, my boy, he said. Buy yourself something with this, and forget about it.

He proceeded upon his way, leaving Thomas in a state of speechless gratitude.

Sir Godfrey went to his nephews study. He had not yet finished reading the morning paper, and it was usually to be found there. It was not immediately visible. He looked round the room. His eye was caught by a lethal weapon lying on the window-sill.

He picked it up.

There is probably no action possible to a man which so unfailingly restores his vanished youth as the handling of an air-gun. There is something in the feel of the wood and the gleam of the steel which rolls away the years as if by some magic spell. Toying with the confiscated gun of Thomas Billing, Sir Godfrey was a boy again. How long was it since he had handled one of these things? Years? Centuries? Not a bit of it. A few minutes, he was prepared to swear.

By Gad, he murmured, as he took imaginary aim, Ive killed sparrows with these things! By Gad I have! It all comes back to me, by Gad!

He ran his eye lovingly along the barrel.



Crime is the result, in nine cases out of ten, of impulse. It is the chemical outcome of opportunity reacting upon a mood. A man commits murder because, when in a certain mood, he finds a knife ready to his hand. Neither the mood nor the knife alone would produce the crime.

Sir Godfrey was in a dangerously-excited mood. He was not himself. He was, indeed, at that moment, a matter of fifty years younger than himself. And to him, in this state of mind, Fate presented, almost simultaneously, a box of ammunition and Herbert, the school gardener.

The box lay open on the window-sill. The broad back view of Herbert appeared beside a flower-bed not twenty yards away.

No boy could have resisted the temptation; and Sir Godfrey in the last five minutes had become a boy.

He took careful aim and fired.
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It was stupendous. Herbert, a good two hundred pounds of solid flesh, leaped like a young gazelle. From behind the curtain where he lurked Sir Godfrey, with gleaming eyes, saw him turn and turn again, scanning the world for the author of this outrage. For a full minute he looked accusingly at the house, while the house looked back at him with its empty windows. Then, his lips moving silently, he bent to his work again.

Sir Godfrey crept from his hiding-place and dipped his fingers into the box of bullets.



If it were not for the aftermath, crime would be the jolliest thing in the world. Sir Godfrey discovered this. His actual crime gave him the happiest five minutes he could recall in a long and not ill-spent life. The phut of the bullets on Herberts corduroys had been music to his ears. During the actual engagement he had been quite drunk with sinful pride at the accuracy of his aim and the Red Indian cunning with which he secreted his portly form behind the curtain at the exact moment when his victim faced wrathfully round.

And then his wild mood vanished as swiftly as it had come. One moment he was a happy child, pumping lead into the lower section of a gardener; the next, a man of age, position, and respectability, acutely conscious of having committed an unpardonable assault on a harmless fellow-citizen. He sank back into a convenient chair, his face a light mauve, the nearest approach Nature would permit to an ashen pallor.

Ghastly thoughts raced, jostling each other, through his brain. Discovery — action for assault and battery — vindictive prosecutor — heavy fine — query: imprisonment? — strong remarks from the Bench — ruined reputation — or, worse, verdict of insanity — evening of life spent in padded cell!

And he was the man who had dismissed Jevons, good, faithful, honest Jevons, after fifteen years of service, for a mere peccadillo.



At dinner that night Nephew George appeared amused.

Its nothing to laugh at, really, he said, but you cant help it. I was laughing when I licked him — Young Tom Billing. Apparently he spent a happy morning shooting at the gardener with an air-gun. With a confiscated air-gun, too! You never know what the little brutes — —

Sir Godfrey uttered a strangled gurgle.

George! George, my dear boy! What are you saying?

Your friend Tom — —

But how —— ?

The gardener came to me and made a complaint. I harangued the school and invited the criminal to confess. The Billing child stepped forward.

He said that he did it!

Yes. Why, whats the matter, uncle?

Sir Godfrey drew a deep breath.

Nothing, my boy; nothing at all, he said.



Sir Godfrey writhed in his bed, a chastened man. Relief, shame, and a stunned admiration for the quixotic generosity of the younger generation forbade sleep. He could understand the whole thing so clearly. This boy Billing must have seen the episode, realized the consequences if it were brought home to the real criminal, and, prompted by pure amiability — supplemented possibly by gratitude for that shilling — sacrificed himself to save his friend. Among the few pleasant thoughts which came to Sir Godfrey that night was the resolve to make Thomas Billing his sole heir, give him a pony, buy him everything he could suggest, and take him to the pantomime next Christmas.

He met the young hero next morning after breakfast. To his surprise, his benefactor seemed more than a little sheepish. He shuffled his feet. He even blushed.

Finally he spoke.

I hope you arent frightfully sick about it, sir. I know it was frightful cheek my pretending I had done it, after youd thought of it and all that; but I thought you wouldnt mind. It was awfully decent of you not to give me away. You dont know what a difference it makes to a chap if chaps think hes done a thing like that. It makes them look up to you frightfully. I only came here this term, and Im too small to be much good at games just yet, so of course they dont think much of me. But now, you see, its all right.

Sir Godfrey was silent.

You dont really mind my saying it was me, do you? said Thomas, anxiously. Of course, if you say I must, Ill tell them that it was really you. Itll make things rather rotten for me, but if you want me to — —

By no means. By no means. By — ah! — by no means.

Thanks awfully, sir, said Thomas, gratefully.

There was a pause.

I expect you really think it was frightful cheek, dont you, sir? I honestly didnt mean to do it, because Id seen the whole thing and I knew Id no right to pretend it was me. But when He asked who had done it, it — it sort of came over me.

Sir Godfrey uttered a startled cry.

The impulse of the moment!

Yes, sir.

Sir Godfrey had produced paper and was writing.

I want you to take a telegram for me at once to the village, my little man, he said. I will tell Mr. Tanner I sent you. It is most important. Here it is. Can you read it? My handwriting is shaky this morning. I am much disturbed, much disturbed.

Thomas scanned the message.

Jones, 193, Adelaide Street, Fulham Road, London.

Jevons, Jevons. Jevons, my boy; not Jones. J-e-v-o-n-s.

 Be prepared to rejoin me in — in — — 

 Instantly. Everything forgiven. Await letter. Godfrey Tanner. There, you have it now. Run with it at once. It is most — it is vitally important.


DEATH AT THE EXCELSIOR (1914)

First published in Pearsons, December 1914
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I

The room was the typical bedroom of the typical boarding-house, furnished, insofar as it could be said to be furnished at all, with a severe simplicity. It contained two beds, a pine chest of drawers, a strip of faded carpet, and a wash basin. But there was that on the floor which set this room apart from a thousand rooms of the same kind. Flat on his back, with his hands tightly clenched and one leg twisted oddly under him and with his teeth gleaming through his grey beard in a horrible grin, Captain John Gunner stared up at the ceiling with eyes that saw nothing.

Until a moment before, he had had the little room all to himself. But now two people were standing just inside the door, looking down at him. One was a large policeman, who twisted his helmet nervously in his hands. The other was a tall, gaunt old woman in a rusty black dress, who gazed with pale eyes at the dead man. Her face was quite expressionless.

The woman was Mrs. Pickett, owner of the Excelsior Boarding-House. The policemans name was Grogan. He was a genial giant, a terror to the riotous element of the waterfront, but obviously ill at ease in the presence of death. He drew in his breath, wiped his forehead, and whispered: Look at his eyes, maam!

Mrs. Pickett had not spoken a word since she had brought the policeman into the room, and she did not do so now. Constable Grogan looked at her quickly. He was afraid of Mother Pickett, as was everybody else along the waterfront. Her silence, her pale eyes, and the quiet decisiveness of her personality cowed even the tough old salts who patronized the Excelsior. She was a formidable influence in that little community of sailormen.

Thats just how I found him, said Mrs. Pickett. She did not speak loudly, but her voice made the policeman start.

He wiped his forehead again. It might have been apoplexy, he hazarded.

Mrs. Pickett said nothing. There was a sound of footsteps outside, and a young man entered, carrying a black bag.

Good morning, Mrs. Pickett. I was told that — Good Lord! The young doctor dropped to his knees beside the body and raised one of the arms. After a moment he lowered it gently to the floor, and shook his head in grim resignation.

Hes been dead for hours, he announced. When did you find him?

Twenty minutes back, replied the old woman. I guess he died last night. He never would be called in the morning. Said he liked to sleep on. Well, hes got his wish.

What did he die of, sir? asked the policeman.

Its impossible to say without an examination, the doctor answered. It looks like a stroke, but Im pretty sure it isnt. It might be a coronary attack, but I happen to know his blood pressure was normal, and his heart sound. He called in to see me only a week ago, and I examined him thoroughly. But sometimes you can be deceived. The inquest will tell us. He eyed the body almost resentfully. I cant understand it. The man had no right to drop dead like this. He was a tough old sailor who ought to have been good for another twenty years. If you want my honest opinion — though I cant possibly be certain until after the inquest — I should say he had been poisoned.

How would he be poisoned? asked Mrs. Pickett quietly.

Thats more than I can tell you. Theres no glass about that he could have drunk it from. He might have got it in capsule form. But why should he have done it? He was always a pretty cheerful sort of old man, wasnt he?

Yes, sir, said the Constable. He had the name of being a joker in these parts. Kind of sarcastic, they tell me, though he never tried it on me.

He must have died quite early last night, said the doctor. He turned to Mrs. Pickett. Whats become of Captain Muller? If he shares this room he ought to be able to tell us something about it.

Captain Muller spent the night with some friends at Portsmouth, said
Mrs. Pickett. He left right after supper, and hasnt returned.

The doctor stared thoughtfully about the room, frowning.

I dont like it. I cant understand it. If this had happened in India I should have said the man had died from some form of snakebite. I was out there two years, and Ive seen a hundred cases of it. The poor devils all looked just like this. But the things ridiculous. How could a man be bitten by a snake in a Southampton waterfront boarding-house? Was the door locked when you found him, Mrs. Pickett?

Mrs. Pickett nodded. I opened it with my own key. I had been calling to him and he didnt answer, so I guessed something was wrong.

The Constable spoke: You aint touched anything, maam? Theyre always very particular about that. If the doctors right, and theres been anything up, thats the first thing theyll ask.

Everythings just as I found it.

Whats that on the floor beside him? the doctor asked.

Only his harmonica. He liked to play it of an evening in his room. Ive had some complaints about it from some of the gentlemen, but I never saw any harm, so long as he didnt play it too late.

Seems as if he was playing it when — it happened, Constable Grogan said. That dont look much like suicide, sir.

I didnt say it was suicide.

Grogan whistled. You dont think — —

Im not thinking anything — until after the inquest. All I say is that its queer.

Another aspect of the matter seemed to strike the policeman. I guess this aint going to do the Excelsior any good, maam, he said sympathetically.

Mrs. Pickett shrugged her shoulders.

I suppose I had better go and notify the coroner, said the doctor.

He went out, and after a momentary pause the policeman followed him. Constable Grogan was not greatly troubled with nerves, but he felt a decided desire to be somewhere where he could not see the dead mans staring eyes.

Mrs. Pickett remained where she was, looking down at the still form on the floor. Her face was expressionless, but inwardly she was tormented and alarmed. It was the first time such a thing as this had happened at the Excelsior, and, as Constable Grogan had hinted, it was not likely to increase the attractiveness of the house in the eyes of possible boarders. It was not the threatened pecuniary loss which was troubling her. As far as money was concerned, she could have lived comfortably on her savings, for she was richer than most of her friends supposed. It was the blot on the escutcheon of the Excelsior — the stain on its reputation — which was tormenting her.

The Excelsior was her life. Starting many years before, beyond the memory of the oldest boarder, she had built up the model establishment, the fame of which had been carried to every corner of the world. Men spoke of it as a place where you were fed well, cleanly housed, and where petty robbery was unknown.

Such was the chorus of praise that it is not likely that much harm could come to the Excelsior from a single mysterious death but Mother Pickett was not consoling herself with such reflections.

She looked at the dead man with pale, grim eyes. Out in the hallway the doctors voice further increased her despair. He was talking to the police on the telephone, and she could distinctly hear his every word.

II

The offices of Mr. Paul Snyders Detective Agency in New Oxford Street had grown in the course of a dozen years from a single room to an impressive suite bright with polished wood, clicking typewriters, and other evidences of success. Where once Mr. Snyder had sat and waited for clients and attended to them himself, he now sat in his private office and directed eight assistants.

He had just accepted a case — a case that might be nothing at all or something exceedingly big. It was on the latter possibility that he had gambled. The fee offered was, judged by his present standards of prosperity, small. But the bizarre facts, coupled with something in the personality of the client, had won him over. He briskly touched the bell and requested that Mr. Oakes should be sent in to him.

Elliot Oakes was a young man who both amused and interested Mr. Snyder, for though he had only recently joined the staff, he made no secret of his intention of revolutionizing the methods of the agency. Mr. Snyder himself, in common with most of his assistants, relied for results on hard work and plenty of common sense. He had never been a detective of the showy type. Results had justified his methods, but he was perfectly aware that young Mr. Oakes looked on him as a dull old man who had been miraculously favored by luck.

Mr. Snyder had selected Oakes for the case in hand principally because it was one where inexperience could do no harm, and where the brilliant guesswork which Oakes preferred to call his inductive reasoning might achieve an unexpected success.

Another motive actuated Mr. Snyder in his choice. He had a strong suspicion that the conduct of this case was going to have the beneficial result of lowering Oakes self-esteem. If failure achieved this end, Mr. Snyder felt that failure, though it would not help the Agency, would not be an unmixed ill.

The door opened and Oakes entered tensely. He did everything tensely, partly from a natural nervous energy, and partly as a pose. He was a lean young man, with dark eyes and a thin-lipped mouth, and he looked quite as much like a typical detective as Mr. Snyder looked like a comfortable and prosperous stock broker.

Sit down, Oakes, said Mr. Snyder. Ive got a job for you.

Oakes sank into a chair like a crouching leopard, and placed the tips of his fingers together. He nodded curtly. It was part of his pose to be keen and silent.

I want you to go to this address — Mr. Snyder handed him an envelope— and look around. The address on that envelope is of a sailors boarding-house down in Southampton. You know the sort of place — retired sea captains and so on live there. All most respectable. In all its history nothing more sensational has ever happened than a case of suspected cheating at halfpenny nap. Well, a man had died there.

Murdered? Oakes asked.

I dont know. Thats for you to find out. The coroner left it open. Death by Misadventure was the verdict, and I dont blame him. I dont see how it could have been murder. The door was locked on the inside, so nobody could have got in.

The window?

The window was open, granted. But the room is on the second floor. Anyway, you may dismiss the window. I remember the old lady saying there was a bar across it, and that nobody could have squeezed through.

Oakes eyes glistened. He was interested. What was the cause of death? he asked.

Mr. Snyder coughed. Snake bite, he said.

Oakes careful calm deserted him. He uttered a cry of astonishment.
Why, thats incredible!

Its the literal truth. The medical examination proved that the fellow had been killed by snake poison — cobra, to be exact, which is found principally in India.

Cobra!

Just so. In a Southampton boarding-house, in a room with a locked door, this man was stung by a cobra. To add a little mystification to the limpid simplicity of the affair, when the door was opened there was no sign of any cobra. It couldnt have got out through the door, because the door was locked. It couldnt have got out of the window, because the window was too high up, and snakes cant jump. And it couldnt have gotten up the chimney, because there was no chimney. So there you have it.

He looked at Oakes with a certain quiet satisfaction. It had come to his ears that Oakes had been heard to complain of the infantile nature and unworthiness of the last two cases to which he had been assigned. He had even said that he hoped some day to be given a problem which should be beyond the reasoning powers of a child of six. It seemed to Mr. Snyder that Oakes was about to get his wish.

I should like further details, said Oakes, a little breathlessly.

You had better apply to Mrs. Pickett, who owns the boarding-house, Mr. Snyder said. It was she who put the case in my hands. She is convinced that it is murder. But, if we exclude ghosts, I dont see how any third party could have taken a hand in the thing at all. However, she wanted a man from this agency, and was prepared to pay for him, so I promised her I would send one. It is not our policy to turn business away.

He smiled wryly. In pursuance of that policy I want you to go and put up at Mrs. Picketts boarding house and do your best to enhance the reputation of our agency. I would suggest that you pose as a ships chandler or something of that sort. You will have to be something maritime or theyll be suspicious of you. And if your visit produces no other results, it will, at least, enable you to make the acquaintance of a very remarkable woman. I commend Mrs. Pickett to your notice. By the way, she says she will help you in your investigations.

Oakes laughed shortly. The idea amused him.

Its a mistake to scoff at amateur assistance, my boy, said Mr. Snyder in the benevolently paternal manner which had made a score of criminals refuse to believe him a detective until the moment when the handcuffs snapped on their wrists. Crime investigation isnt an exact science. Success or failure depends in a large measure on applied common sense, and the possession of a great deal of special information. Mrs. Pickett knows certain things which neither you nor I know, and its just possible that she may have some stray piece of information which will provide the key to the entire mystery.

Oakes laughed again. It is very kind of Mrs. Pickett, he said, but I prefer to trust to my own methods. Oakes rose, his face purposeful. Id better be starting at once, he said. Ill send you reports from time to time.

Good. The more detailed the better, said Mr. Snyder genially. I hope your visit to the Excelsior will be pleasant. And cultivate Mrs. Pickett. Shes worth while.

The door closed, and Mr. Snyder lighted a fresh cigar. Dashed young fool, he murmured, as he turned his mind to other matters.

III

A day later Mr. Snyder sat in his office reading a typewritten report. It appeared to be of a humorous nature, for, as he read, chuckles escaped him. Finishing the last sheet he threw his head back and laughed heartily. The manuscript had not been intended by its author for a humorous effort. What Mr. Snyder had been reading was the first of Elliott Oakes reports from the Excelsior. It read as follows:

I am sorry to be unable to report any real progress. I have formed several theories which I will put forward later, but at present I cannot say that I am hopeful.

Directly I arrived here I sought out Mrs. Pickett, explained who I was, and requested her to furnish me with any further information which might be of service to me. She is a strange, silent woman, who impressed me as having very little intelligence. Your suggestion that I should avail myself of her assistance seems more curious than ever, now that I have seen her.

The whole affair seems to me at the moment of writing quite inexplicable. Assuming that this Captain Gunner was murdered, there appears to have been no motive for the crime whatsoever. I have made careful inquiries about him, and find that he was a man of fifty-five; had spent nearly forty years of his life at sea, the last dozen in command of his own ship; was of a somewhat overbearing disposition, though with a fund of rough humour; had travelled all over the world, and had been an inmate of the Excelsior for about ten months. He had a small annuity, and no other money at all, which disposes of money as the motive for the crime.

In my character of James Burton, a retired ships chandler, I have mixed with the other boarders, and have heard all they have to say about the affair. I gather that the deceased was by no means popular. He appears to have had a bitter tongue, and I have not met one man who seems to regret his death. On the other hand, I have heard nothing which would suggest that he had any active and violent enemies. He was simply the unpopular boarder — there is always one in every boarding-house — but nothing more.

I have seen a good deal of the man who shared his room — another sea captain, named Muller. He is a big, silent person, and it is not easy to get him to talk. As regards the death of Captain Gunner he can tell me nothing. It seems that on the night of the tragedy he was away at Portsmouth with some friends. All I have got from him is some information as to Captain Gunners habits, which leads nowhere. The dead man seldom drank, except at night when he would take some whisky. His head was not strong, and a little of the spirit was enough to make him semi-intoxicated, when he would be hilarious and often insulting. I gather that Muller found him a difficult roommate, but he is one of those placid persons who can put up with anything. He and Gunner were in the habit of playing draughts together every night in their room, and Gunner had a harmonica which he played frequently. Apparently, he was playing it very soon before he died, which is significant, as seeming to dispose of the idea of suicide.

As I say, I have one or two theories, but they are in a very nebulous state. The most plausible is that on one of his visits to India — I have ascertained that he made several voyages there — Captain Gunner may in some way have fallen foul of the natives. The fact that he certainly died of the poison of an Indian snake supports this theory. I am making inquiries as to the movements of several Indian sailors who were here in their ships at the time of the tragedy.

I have another theory. Does Mrs. Pickett know more about this affair than she appears to? I may be wrong in my estimate of her mental qualities. Her apparent stupidity may be cunning. But here again, the absence of motive brings me up against a dead wall. I must confess that at present I do not see my way clearly. However, I will write again shortly.

Mr. Snyder derived the utmost enjoyment from the report. He liked the substance of it, and above all, he was tickled by the bitter tone of frustration which characterized it. Oakes was baffled, and his knowledge of Oakes told him that the sensation of being baffled was gall and wormwood to that high-spirited young man. Whatever might be the result of this investigation, it would teach him the virtue of patience.

He wrote his assistant a short note:

Dear Oakes,

Your report received. You certainly seem to have got the hard case which, I hear, you were pining for. Dont build too much on plausible motives in a case of this sort. Fauntleroy, the London murderer, killed a woman for no other reason than that she had thick ankles. Many years ago, I myself was on a case where a man murdered an intimate friend because of a dispute about a bet. My experience is that five murderers out of ten act on the whim of the moment, without anything which, properly speaking, you could call a motive at all.

Yours very cordially,
Paul Snyder

P. S. I dont think much of your Pickett theory. However, youre
in charge. I wish you luck.

IV

Young Mr. Oakes was not enjoying himself. For the first time in his life, the self-confidence which characterized all his actions seemed to be failing him. The change had taken place almost overnight. The fact that the case had the appearance of presenting the unusual had merely stimulated him at first. But then doubts had crept in and the problem had begun to appear insoluble.

True, he had only just taken it up, but something told him that, for all the progress he was likely to make, he might just as well have been working on it steadily for a month. He was completely baffled. And every moment which he spent in the Excelsior Boarding-House made it clearer to him that that infernal old woman with the pale eyes thought him an incompetent fool. It was that, more than anything, which made him acutely conscious of his lack of success. His nerves were being sorely troubled by the quiet scorn of Mrs. Picketts gaze. He began to think that perhaps he had been a shade too self-confident and abrupt in the short interview which he had had with her on his arrival.

As might have been expected, his first act, after his brief interview with Mrs. Pickett, was to examine the room where the tragedy had taken place. The body was gone, but otherwise nothing had been moved.

Oakes belonged to the magnifying-glass school of detection. The first thing he did on entering the room was to make a careful examination of the floor, the walls, the furniture, and the windowsill. He would have hotly denied the assertion that he did this because it looked well, but he would have been hard put to it to advance any other reason.

If he discovered anything, his discoveries were entirely negative, and served only to deepen the mystery of the case. As Mr. Snyder had said, there was no chimney, and nobody could have entered through the locked door.

There remained the window. It was small, and apprehensiveness, perhaps, of the possibility of burglars, had caused the proprietress to make it doubly secure with an iron bar. No human being could have squeezed his way through it.

It was late that night that he wrote and dispatched to headquarters the report which had amused Mr. Snyder.

V

Two days later Mr. Snyder sat at his desk, staring with wide, unbelieving eyes at a telegram he had just received. It read as follows:

HAVE SOLVED GUNNER MYSTERY. RETURNING.... OAKES.

Mr. Snyder narrowed his eyes and rang the bell. Send Mr. Oakes to me directly he arrives, he said.

He was pained to find that his chief emotion was one of bitter annoyance. The swift solution of such an apparently insoluble problem would reflect the highest credit on the Agency, and there were picturesque circumstances connected with the case which would make it popular with the newspapers and lead to its being given a great deal of publicity.

Yet, in spite of all this, Mr. Snyder was annoyed. He realized now how large a part the desire to reduce Oakes self-esteem had played with him. He further realized, looking at the thing honestly, that he had been firmly convinced that the young man would not come within a mile of a reasonable solution of the mystery. He had desired only that his failure would prove a valuable educational experience for him. For he believed that failure at this particular point in his career would make Oakes a more valuable asset to the Agency. But now here Oakes was, within a ridiculously short space of time, returning to the fold, not humble and defeated, but triumphant. Mr. Snyder looked forward with apprehension to the young mans probable demeanor under the intoxicating influence of victory.

His apprehensions were well grounded. He had barely finished the third of the series of cigars, which, like milestones, marked the progress of his afternoon, when the door opened and young Oakes entered. Mr. Snyder could not repress a faint moan at the sight of him. One glance was enough to tell him that his worst fears were realised.

I got your telegram, said Mr. Snyder.

Oakes nodded. It surprised you, eh? he asked.

Mr. Snyder resented the patronizing tone of the question, but he had resigned himself to be patronized, and keep his anger in check.

Yes, he replied, I must say it did surprise me. I didnt gather from your report that you had even found a clue. Was it the Indian theory that turned the trick?

Oakes laughed tolerantly. Oh, I never really believed that preposterous theory for one moment. I just put it in to round out my report. I hadnt begun to think about the case then — not really think.

Mr. Snyder, nearly exploding with wrath, extended his cigar-case.
Light up, and tell me all about it, he said, controlling his anger.

Well, I wont say I havent earned this, said Oakes, puffing away. He let the ash of his cigar fall delicately to the floor — another action which seemed significant to his employer. As a rule, his assistants, unless particularly pleased with themselves, used the ashtray.

My first act on arriving, Oakes said, was to have a talk with Mrs.
Pickett. A very dull old woman.

Curious. She struck me as rather intelligent.

Not on your life. She gave me no assistance whatever. I then examined the room where the death had taken place. It was exactly as you described it. There was no chimney, the door had been locked on the inside, and the one window was very high up. At first sight, it looked extremely unpromising. Then I had a chat with some of the other boarders. They had nothing of any importance to contribute. Most of them simply gibbered. I then gave up trying to get help from the outside, and resolved to rely on my own intelligence.

He smiled triumphantly. It is a theory of mine, Mr. Snyder, which I have found valuable that, in nine cases out of ten, remarkable things dont happen.

I dont quite follow you there, Mr. Snyder interrupted.

I will put it another way, if you like. What I mean is that the simplest explanation is nearly always the right one. Consider this case. It seemed impossible that there should have been any reasonable explanation of the mans death. Most men would have worn themselves out guessing at wild theories. If I had started to do that, I should have been guessing now. As it is — here I am. I trusted to my belief that nothing remarkable ever happens, and I won out.

Mr. Snyder sighed softly. Oakes was entitled to a certain amount of gloating, but there could be no doubt that his way of telling a story was downright infuriating.

I believe in the logical sequence of events. I refuse to accept effects unless they are preceded by causes. In other words, with all due respect to your possibly contrary opinions, Mr. Snyder, I simply decline to believe in a murder unless there was a motive for it. The first thing I set myself to ascertain was — what was the motive for the murder of Captain Gunner? And, after thinking it over and making every possible inquiry, I decided that there was no motive. Therefore, there was no murder.

Mr. Snyders mouth opened, and he obviously was about to protest. But he appeared to think better of it and Oakes proceeded: I then tested the suicide theory. What motive was there for suicide? There was no motive. Therefore, there was no suicide.

This time Mr. Snyder spoke. You havent been spending the last few days in the wrong house by any chance, have you? You will be telling me next that there wasnt any dead man.

Oakes smiled. Not at all. Captain John Gunner was dead, all right. As the medical evidence proved, he died of the bite of a cobra. It was a small cobra which came from Java.

Mr. Snyder stared at him. How do you know?

I do know, beyond any possibility of doubt.

Did you see the snake?

Oakes shook his head.

Then, how in heavens name — —

I have enough evidence to make a jury convict Mr. Snake without leaving the box.

Then suppose you tell me this. How did your cobra from Java get out of the room?

By the window, replied Oakes, impassively.

How can you possibly explain that? You say yourself that the window was high up.

Nevertheless, it got out by the window. The logical sequence of events is proof enough that it was in the room. It killed Captain Gunner there, and left traces of its presence outside. Therefore, as the window was the only exit, it must have escaped by that route. It may have climbed or it may have jumped, but somehow it got out of that window.

What do you mean — it left traces of its presence outside?

It killed a dog in the backyard behind the house, Oakes said. The window of Captain Gunners room projects out over it. It is full of boxes and litter and there are a few stunted shrubs scattered about. In fact, there is enough cover to hide any small object like the body of a dog. Thats why it was not discovered at first. The maid at the Excelsior came on it the morning after I sent you my report while she was emptying a box of ashes in the yard. It was just an ordinary stray dog without collar or license. The analyst examined the body, and found that the dog had died of the bite of a cobra.

But you didnt find the snake?

No. We cleaned out that yard till you could have eaten your breakfast there, but the snake had gone. It must have escaped through the door of the yard, which was standing ajar. That was a couple of days ago, and there has been no further tragedy. In all likelihood it is dead. The nights are pretty cold now, and it would probably have died of exposure.

But, I just dont understand how a cobra got to Southampton, said the amazed Mr. Snyder.

Cant you guess it? I told you it came from Java.

How did you know it did?

Captain Muller told me. Not directly, but I pieced it together from what he said. It seems that an old shipmate of Captain Gunners was living in Java. They corresponded, and occasionally this man would send the captain a present as a mark of his esteem. The last present he sent was a crate of bananas. Unfortunately, the snake must have got in unnoticed. Thats why I told you the cobra was a small one. Well, thats my case against Mr. Snake, and short of catching him with the goods, I dont see how I could have made out a stronger one. Dont you agree?

It went against the grain for Mr. Snyder to acknowledge defeat, but he was a fair-minded man, and he was forced to admit that Oakes did certainly seem to have solved the impossible.

I congratulate you, my boy, he said as heartily as he could. To be completely frank, when you started out, I didnt think you could do it. By the way, I suppose Mrs. Pickett was pleased?

If she was, she didnt show it. Im pretty well convinced she hasnt enough sense to be pleased at anything. However, she has invited me to dinner with her tonight. I imagine shell be as boring as usual, but she made such a point of it, I had to accept.

VI

For some time after Oakes had gone, Mr. Snyder sat smoking and thinking, in embittered meditation. Suddenly there was brought the card of Mrs. Pickett, who would be grateful if he could spare her a few moments. Mr. Snyder was glad to see Mrs. Pickett. He was a student of character, and she had interested him at their first meeting. There was something about her which had seemed to him unique, and he welcomed this second chance of studying her at close range.

She came in and sat down stiffly, balancing herself on the extreme edge of the chair in which a short while before young Oakes had lounged so luxuriously.

How are you, Mrs. Pickett? said Mr. Snyder genially. Im very glad that you could find time to pay me a visit. Well, so it wasnt murder after all.

Sir?

Ive just been talking to Mr. Oakes, whom you met as James Burton, said the detective. He has told me all about it.

He told me all about it, said Mrs. Pickett dryly.

Mr. Snyder looked at her inquiringly. Her manner seemed more suggestive than her words.

A conceited, headstrong young fool, said Mrs. Pickett.

It was no new picture of his assistant that she had drawn. Mr. Snyder had often drawn it himself, but at the present juncture it surprised him. Oakes, in his hour of triumph, surely did not deserve this sweeping condemnation.

Did not Mr. Oakes solution of the mystery satisfy you, Mrs. Pickett?

No!

It struck me as logical and convincing, Mr. Snyder said.

You may call it all the fancy names you please, Mr. Snyder. But Mr.
Oakes solution was not the right one.

Have you an alternative to offer?

Mrs. Pickett tightened her lips.

If you have, I should like to hear it.

You will — at the proper time.

What makes you so certain that Mr. Oakes is wrong?

He starts out with an impossible explanation, and rests his whole case on it. There couldnt have been a snake in that room because it couldnt have gotten out. The window was too high.

But surely the evidence of the dead dog?

Mrs. Pickett looked at him as if he had disappointed her. I had always heard you spoken of as a man with common sense, Mr. Snyder.

I have always tried to use common sense.

Then why are you trying now to make yourself believe that something happened which could not possibly have happened just because it fits in with something which isnt easy to explain?

You mean that there is another explanation of the dead dog? Mr.
Snyder asked.

Not another. What Mr. Oakes takes for granted is not an explanation. But there is a common sense explanation, and if he had not been so headstrong and conceited he might have found it.

You speak as if you had found it, chided Mr. Snyder.

I have. Mrs. Pickett leaned forward as she spoke, and stared at him defiantly.

Mr. Snyder started. You have?

Yes.

What is it?

You will know before tomorrow. In the meantime try and think it out for yourself. A successful and prosperous detective agency like yours, Mr. Snyder, ought to do something in return for a fee.

There was something in her manner so reminiscent of the school teacher reprimanding a recalcitrant pupil that Mr. Snyders sense of humor came to his rescue. We do our best, Mrs. Pickett, he said. But you mustnt forget that we are only human and cannot guarantee results.

Mrs. Pickett did not pursue the subject. Instead, she proceeded to astonish Mr. Snyder by asking him to swear out a warrant for the arrest of a man known to them both on a charge of murder.

Mr. Snyders breath was not often taken away in his own office. As a rule, he received his clients communications calmly, strange as they often were. But at her words he gasped. The thought crossed his mind that Mrs. Pickett might well be mentally unbalanced. The details of the case were fresh in his memory, and he distinctly recollected that the person she mentioned had been away from the boarding house on the night of Captain Gunners death, and could, he imagined, produce witnesses to prove it.

Mrs. Pickett was regarding him with an unfaltering stare. To all outward appearances, she was the opposite of unbalanced.

But you cant swear out a warrant without evidence, he told her.

I have evidence, she replied firmly.

Precisely what kind of evidence? he demanded.

If I told you now you would think that I was out of my mind.

But, Mrs. Pickett, do you realize what you are asking me to do? I cannot make this agency responsible for the arbitrary arrest of a man on the strength of a single individuals suspicions. It might ruin me. At the least it would make me a laughing stock.

Mr. Snyder, you may use your own judgment whether or not to make the arrest on that warrant. You will listen to what I have to say, and you will see for yourself how the crime was committed. If after that you feel that you cannot make the arrest I will accept your decision. I know who killed Captain Gunner, she said. I knew it from the beginning. It was like a vision. But I had no proof. Now things have come to light and everything is clear.

Against his judgment, Mr. Snyder was impressed. This woman had the magnetism which makes for persuasiveness.

It — it sounds incredible. Even as he spoke, he remembered that it had long been a professional maxim of his that nothing was incredible, and he weakened still further.

Mr. Snyder, I ask you to swear out that warrant.

The detective gave in. Very well, he said.

Mrs. Pickett rose. If you will come and dine at my house to-night I think I can prove to you that it will be needed. Will you come?

Ill come, promised Mr. Snyder.

VII

When Mr. Snyder arrived at the Excelsior and shortly after he was shown into the little private sitting room where he found Oakes, the third guest of the evening unexpectedly arrived.

Mr. Snyder looked curiously at the newcomer. Captain Muller had a peculiar fascination for him. It was not Mr. Snyders habit to trust overmuch to appearances. But he could not help admitting that there was something about this mans aspect which brought Mrs. Picketts charges out of the realm of the fantastic into that of the possible. There was something odd — an unnatural aspect of gloom — about the man. He bore himself like one carrying a heavy burden. His eyes were dull, his face haggard. The next moment the detective was reproaching himself with allowing his imagination to run away with his calmer judgment.

The door opened, and Mrs. Pickett came in. She made no apology for her lateness.

To Mr. Snyder one of the most remarkable points about the dinner was the peculiar metamorphosis of Mrs. Pickett from the brooding silent woman he had known to the gracious and considerate hostess.

Oakes appeared also to be overcome with surprise, so much so that he was unable to keep his astonishment to himself. He had come prepared to endure a dull evening absorbed in grim silence, and he found himself instead opposite a bottle of champagne of a brand and year which commanded his utmost respect. What was even more incredible, his hostess had transformed herself into a pleasant old lady whose only aim seemed to be to make him feel at home.

Beside each of the guests plates was a neat paper parcel. Oakes picked his up, and stared at it in wonderment. Why, this is more than a party souvenir, Mrs. Pickett, he said. Its the kind of mechanical marvel Ive always wanted to have on my desk.

Im glad you like it, Mr. Oakes, Mrs. Pickett said, smiling. You must not think of me simply as a tired old woman whom age has completely defeated. I am an ambitious hostess. When I give these little parties, I like to make them a success. I want each of you to remember this dinner.

Im sure I will.

Mrs. Pickett smiled again. I think you all will. You, Mr. Snyder. She paused. And you, Captain Muller.

To Mr. Snyder there was so much meaning in her voice as she said this that he was amazed that it conveyed no warning to Muller. Captain Muller, however, was already drinking heavily. He looked up when addressed and uttered a sound which might have been taken for an expression of polite acquiescence. Then he filled his glass again.

Mr. Snyders parcel revealed a watch-charm fashioned in the shape of a tiny, candid-eye camera. That, said Mrs. Pickett, is a compliment to your profession. She leaned toward the captain. Mr. Snyder is a detective, Captain Muller.

He looked up. It seemed to Mr. Snyder that a look of fear lit up his heavy eyes for an instant. It came and went, if indeed it came at all, so swiftly that he could not be certain.

So? said Captain Muller. He spoke quite evenly, with just the amount of interest which such an announcement would naturally produce.

Now for yours, Captain, said Oakes. I guess its something special.
Its twice the size of mine, anyway.

It may have been something in the old womans expression as she watched Captain Muller slowly tearing the paper that sent a thrill of excitement through Mr. Snyder. Something seemed to warn him of the approach of a psychological moment. He bent forward eagerly.

There was a strangled gasp, a thump, and onto the table from the captains hands there fell a little harmonica. There was no mistaking the look on Mullers face now. His cheeks were like wax, and his eyes, so dull till then, blazed with a panic and horror which he could not repress. The glasses on the table rocked as he clutched at the cloth.

Mrs. Pickett spoke. Why, Captain Muller, has it upset you? I thought that, as his best friend, the man who shared his room, you would value a memento of Captain Gunner. How fond you must have been of him for the sight of his harmonica to be such a shock.

The captain did not speak. He was staring fascinated at the thing on the table. Mrs. Pickett turned to Mr. Snyder. Her eyes, as they met his, held him entranced.

Mr. Snyder, as a detective, you will be interested in a curious and very tragic affair which happened in this house a few days ago. One of my boarders, Captain Gunner, was found dead in his room. It was the room which he shared with Captain Muller. I am very proud of the reputation of my house, Mr. Snyder, and it was a blow to me that this should have happened. I applied to an agency for a detective, and they sent me a stupid boy, with nothing to recommend him except his belief in himself. He said that Captain Gunner had died by accident, killed by a snake which had come out of a crate of bananas. I knew better. I knew that Captain Gunner had been murdered. Are you listening, Captain Muller? This will interest you, as you were such a friend of his.

The captain did not answer. He was staring straight before him, as if he saw something invisible in eyes forever closed in death.

Yesterday we found the body of a dog. It had been killed, as Captain Gunner had been, by the poison of a snake. The boy from the agency said that this was conclusive. He said that the snake had escaped from the room after killing Captain Gunner and had in turn killed the dog. I knew that to be impossible, for, if there had been a snake in that room it could not have made its escape.

Her eyes flashed, and became remorselessly accusing. It was not a snake that killed Captain Gunner. It was a cat. Captain Gunner had a friend who hated him. One day, in opening a crate of bananas, this friend found a snake. He killed it, and extracted the poison. He knew Captain Gunners habits. He knew that he played a harmonica. This man also had a cat. He knew that cats hated the sound of a harmonica. He had often seen this particular cat fly at Captain Gunner and scratch him when he played. He took the cat and covered its claws with the poison. And then he left it in the room with Captain Gunner. He knew what would happen.

Oakes and Mr. Snyder were on their feet. Captain Muller had not moved.
He sat there, his fingers gripping the cloth. Mrs. Pickett rose and
went to a closet. She unlocked the door. Kitty! she called. Kitty!
Kitty!

A black cat ran swiftly out into the room. With a clatter and a crash of crockery and a ringing of glass the table heaved, rocked and overturned as Muller staggered to his feet. He threw up his hands as if to ward something off. A choking cry came from his lips. Gott! Gott!

Mrs. Picketts voice rang through the room, cold and biting: Captain
Muller, you murdered Captain Gunner!

The captain shuddered. Then mechanically he replied: Gott! Yes, I killed him.

You heard, Mr. Snyder, said Mrs. Pickett. He has confessed before witnesses. Take him away.

Muller allowed himself to be moved toward the door. His arm in Mr. Snyders grip felt limp. Mrs. Pickett stopped and took something from the debris on the floor. She rose, holding the harmonica.

You are forgetting your souvenir, Captain Muller, she said.
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IF A FELLOW has lots of money and lots of time and lots of curiosity about other fellows business, it is astonishing, dont you know, what a lot of strange affairs he can get mixed up in. Now, I have money and curiosity and all the time there is. My names Pepper — Reggie Pepper. My uncle was the colliery-owner chappie, and he left me the dickens of a pile. And ever since the lawyer slipped the stuff into my hand, whispering Its yours! life seems to have been one thing after another.

For instance, the dashed rummy case of dear old Archie. I first ran into old Archie when he was studying in Paris, and when he came back to London he looked me up, and we celebrated. He always liked me because I didnt mind listening to his theories of Art. For Archie, you must know, was an artist. Not an ordinary artist either, but one of those fellows you read about who are several years ahead of the times, and paint the sort of thing that people will be educated up to by about 1999 or thereabouts.

Well, one day as I was sitting in the club watching the traffic coming up one way and going down the other, and thinking nothing in particular, in blew the old boy. He was looking rather worried.

Reggie, I want your advice.

You shall have it, I said. State your point, old top.

Its like this — Im engaged to be married.

My dear old scout, a million con — —

Yes, I know. Thanks very much, and all that, but listen.

Whats the trouble? Dont you like her?

A kind of rapt expression came over his face.

Like her! Why, shes the only — —

He gibbered for a spell. When he had calmed down, I said, Well then, whats your trouble?

Reggie, he said, do you think a man is bound to tell his wife all about his past life?

Oh, well, I said, of course, I suppose shes prepared to find that a man has — er — sowed his wild oats, dont you know, and all that sort of thing, and — —

He seemed quite irritated.

Dont be a chump. Its nothing like that. Listen. When I came back to London and started to try and make a living by painting, I found that people simply wouldnt buy the sort of work I did at any price. Do you know, Reggie, Ive been at it three years now, and I havent sold a single picture.

I whooped in a sort of amazed way, but I should have been far more startled if hed told me he had sold a picture. Ive seen his pictures, and they are like nothing on earth. So far as I can make out what he says, they arent supposed to be. Theres one in particular, called The Coming of Summer, which I sometimes dream about when Ive been hitting it up a shade too vigorously. Its all dots and splashes, with a great eye staring out of the middle of the mess. It looks as if summer, just as it was on the way, had stubbed its toe on a bomb. He tells me its his masterpiece, and that he will never do anything like it again. I should like to have that in writing.

Well, artists eat, just the same as other people, he went on, and personally I like mine often and well cooked. Besides which, my sojourn in Paris gave me a rather nice taste in light wines. The consequence was that I came to the conclusion, after I had been back a few months, that something had to be done. Reggie, do you by any remote chance read a paper called Funny Slices?

Every week.

He gazed at me with a kind of wistful admiration.

I envy you, Reggie. Fancy being able to make a statement like that openly and without fear. Then I take it you know the Doughnut family?

I should say I did.

His voice sank almost to a whisper, and he looked over his shoulder nervously.

Reggie, I do them.

You what?

I do them — draw them — paint them. I am the creator of the Doughnut family.

I stared at him, absolutely astounded. I was simply dumb. It was the biggest surprise of my life. Why, dash it, the Doughnut family was the best thing in its line in London. There is Pa Doughnut, Ma Doughnut, Aunt Bella, Cousin Joe, and Mabel, the daughter, and they have all sorts of slapstick adventures. Pa, Ma and Aunt Bella are pure gargoyles; Cousin Joe is a little more nearly semi-human, and Mabel is a perfect darling. I had often wondered who did them, for they were unsigned, and I had often thought what a deuced brainy fellow the chap must be. And all the time it was old Archie. I stammered as I tried to congratulate him.

He winced.

Dont gargle, Reggie, theres a good fellow, he said. My nerves are all on edge. Well, as I say, I do the Doughnuts. It was that or starvation. I got the idea one night when I had a toothache, and next day I took some specimens round to an editor. He rolled in his chair, and told me to start in and go on till further notice. Since then I have done them without a break. Well, theres the position. I must go on drawing these infernal things, or I shall be penniless. The question is, am I to tell her?

Tell her? Of course you must tell her.

Ah, but you dont know her, Reggie. Have you ever heard of Eunice
Nugent?

Not to my knowledge.

As she doesnt sprint up and down the joyway at the Hippodrome, I didnt suppose you would.

I thought this rather uncalled-for, seeing that, as a matter of fact, I scarcely know a dozen of the Hippodrome chorus, but I made allowances for his state of mind.

Shes a poetess, he went on, and her work has appeared in lots of good magazines. My idea is that she would be utterly horrified if she knew, and could never be quite the same to me again. But I want you to meet her and judge for yourself. Its just possible that I am taking too morbid a view of the matter, and I want an unprejudiced outside opinion. Come and lunch with us at the Piccadilly tomorrow, will you?

* * *

He was absolutely right. One glance at Miss Nugent told me that the poor old boy had got the correct idea. I hardly know how to describe the impression she made on me. On the way to the Pic, Archie had told me that what first attracted him to her was the fact that she was so utterly unlike Mabel Doughnut; but that had not prepared me for what she really was. She was kind of intense, if you know what I mean — kind of spiritual. She was perfectly pleasant, and drew me out about golf and all that sort of thing; but all the time I felt that she considered me an earthy worm whose loftier soul-essence had been carelessly left out of his composition at birth. She made me wish that I had never seen a musical comedy or danced on a supper table on New Years Eve. And if that was the impression she made on me, you can understand why poor old Archie jibbed at the idea of bringing her Funny Slices, and pointing at the Doughnuts and saying, Me — I did it! The notion was absolutely out of the question. The shot wasnt on the board. I told Archie so directly we were alone.

Old top, I said, you must keep it dark.

Im afraid so. But I hate the thought of deceiving her.

You must get used to that now youre going to be a married man, I said.

The trouble is, how am I going to account for the fact that I can do myself pretty well?

Why, tell her you have private means, of course. Whats your money invested in?

Practically all of it in B. and O. P. Rails. It is a devilish good thing. A pal of mine put me onto it.

Tell her that you have a pile of money in B. and O. P., then. Shell take it for granted its a legacy. A spiritual girl like Miss Nugent isnt likely to inquire further.

Reggie, I believe youre right. It cuts both ways, that spiritual gag.
Ill do it.

* * *

They were married quietly. I held the towel for Archie, and a spectacled girl with a mouth like a rat-trap, who was something to do with the Womans Movement, saw fair play for Eunice. And then they went off to Scotland for their honeymoon. I wondered how the Doughnuts were going to get on in old Archies absence, but it seemed that he had buckled down to it and turned out three months supply in advance. He told me that long practice had enabled him to Doughnut almost without conscious effort. When he came back to London he would give an hour a week to them and do them on his head. Pretty soft! It seemed to me that the marriage was going to be a success.

One gets out of touch with people when they marry. I am not much on the social-call game, and for nearly six months I dont suppose I saw Archie more than twice or three times. When I did, he appeared sound in wind and limb, and reported that married life was all to the velvet, and that he regarded bachelors like myself as so many excrescences on the social system. He compared me, if I remember rightly, to a wart, and advocated drastic treatment.

It was perhaps seven months after he had told Eunice that he endowed her with all his worldly goods — she not suspecting what the parcel contained — that he came to me unexpectedly one afternoon with a face so long and sick-looking that my finger was on the button and I was ordering brandy and soda before he had time to speak.

Reggie, he said, an awful thing has happened. Have you seen the paper today?

Yes. Why?

Did you read the Stock Exchange news? Did you see that some lunatic has been jumping around with a club and hammering the stuffing out of B. and O. P.? This afternoon they are worth practically nothing.

By jove! And all your money was in it. What rotten luck! Then I spotted the silver lining. But, after all, it doesnt matter so very much. What I mean is, bang go your little savings and all that sort of thing; but, after all, youre making quite a good income, so why worry?

I might have known you would miss the point, he said. Cant you understand the situation? This morning at breakfast Eunice got hold of the paper first. Archie, she said, didnt you tell me all your money was in B. and O. P.? Yes, I said. Why? Then were ruined. Now do you see? If I had had time to think, I could have said that I had another chunk in something else, but I had committed myself, I have either got to tell her about those infernal Doughnuts, or else conceal the fact that I had money coming in.

Great Scot! What on earth are you going to do?

I cant think. We can struggle along in a sort of way, for it appears that she has small private means of her own. The idea at present is that we shall live on them. Were selling the car, and trying to get out of the rest of our lease up at the flat, and then were going to look about for a cheaper place, probably down Chelsea way, so as to be near my studio. What was that stuff Ive been drinking? Ring for another of the same, theres a good fellow. In fact, I think you had better keep your finger permanently on the bell. I shall want all theyve got.

* * *

The spectacle of a fellow human being up to his neck in the consommé is painful, of course, but theres certainly what the advertisements at the top of magazine stories call a tense human interest about it, and Im bound to say that I saw as much as possible of poor old Archie from now on. His sad case fascinated me. It was rather thrilling to see him wrestling with New Zealand mutton-hash and draught beer down at his Chelsea flat, with all the suppressed anguish of a man who has let himself get accustomed to delicate food and vintage wines, and think that a word from him could send him whizzing back to the old life again whenever he wished. But at what a cost, as they say in the novels. That was the catch. He might hate this new order of things, but his lips were sealed.

I personally came in for a good deal of quiet esteem for the way in which I stuck to him in his adversity. I dont think Eunice had thought much of me before, but now she seemed to feel that I had formed a corner in golden hearts. I took advantage of this to try and pave the way for a confession on poor old Archies part.

I wonder, Archie, old top, I said one evening after we had dined on mutton-hash and were sitting round trying to forget it, I wonder you dont try another line in painting. Ive heard that some of these fellows who draw for the comic papers — —

Mrs. Archie nipped me in the bud.

How can you suggest such a thing, Mr. Pepper? A man with Archies genius! I know the public is not educated up to his work, but it is only a question of time. Archie suffers, like all pioneers, from being ahead of his generation. But, thank Heaven, he need not sully his genius by stooping — —

No, no, I said. Sorry. I only suggested it.

After that I gave more time than ever to trying to think of a solution. Sometimes I would lie awake at night, and my manner towards Wilberforce, my man, became so distrait that it almost caused a rift. He asked me one morning which suit I would wear that day, and, by Jove, I said, Oh, any of them. I dont mind. There was a most frightful silence, and I woke up to find him looking at me with such a dashed wounded expression in his eyes that I had to tip him a couple of quid to bring him round again.

Well, you cant go on straining your brain like that forever without something breaking loose, and one night, just after I had gone to bed, I got it. Yes, by gad, absolutely got it. And I was so excited that I hopped out from under the blankets there and then, and rang up old Archie on the phone.

Archie, old scout, I said, can the misses hear what Im saying? Well then, dont say anything to give the show away. Keep on saying, Yes? Halloa? so that you can tell her it was someone on the wrong wire. Ive got it, my boy. All youve got to do to solve the whole problem is to tell her youve sold one of your pictures. Make the price as big as you like. Come and lunch with me tomorrow at the club, and well settle the details.

There was a pause, and then Archies voice said, Halloa, halloa? It might have been a bit disappointing, only there was a tremble in it which made me understand how happy I had made the old boy. I went back to bed and slept like a king.

* * *

Next day we lunched together, and fixed the thing up. I have never seen anyone so supremely braced. We examined the scheme from every angle and there wasnt a flaw in it. The only difficulty was to hit on a plausible purchaser. Archie suggested me, but I couldnt see it. I said it would sound fishy. Eventually I had a brain wave, and suggested J. Bellingwood Brackett, the American millionaire. He lives in London, and you see his name in the papers everyday as having bought some painting or statue or something, so why shouldnt he buy Archies Coming of Summer? And Archie said, Exactly — why shouldnt he? And if he had had any sense in his fat head, he would have done it long ago, dash him! Which shows you that dear old Archie was bracing up, for Ive heard him use much the same language in happier days about a referee.

He went off, crammed to the eyebrows with good food and happiness, to tell Mrs. Archie that all was well, and that the old home was saved, and that Canterbury mutton might now be definitely considered as off the bill of fare.

He told me on the phone that night that he had made the price two thousand pounds, because he needed the money, and what was two thousand to a man who had been fleecing the widow and the orphan for forty odd years without a break? I thought the price was a bit high, but I agreed that J. Bellingwood could afford it. And happiness, you might say, reigned supreme.

I dont know when Ive had such a nasty jar as I got when Wilberforce brought me the paper in bed, and I languidly opened it and this jumped out and bit at me:

BELLINGWOOD BRACKETT DISCOVERS
ENGLISH GENIUS
—— 
PAYS STUPENDOUS PRICE FOR YOUNG ARTISTS PICTURE
—— 
HITHERTO UNKNOWN FUTURIST RECEIVED £2,000

Underneath there was a column, some of it about Archie, the rest about the picture; and scattered over the page were two photographs of old Archie, looking more like Pa Doughnut than anything human, and a smudged reproduction of The Coming of Summer; and, believe me, frightful as the original of that weird exhibit looked, the reproduction had it licked to a whisper. It was one of the ghastliest things I have ever seen.

Well, after the first shock I recovered a bit. After all, it was fame for dear old Archie. As soon as I had had lunch I went down to the flat to congratulate him.

He was sitting there with Mrs. Archie. He was looking a bit dazed, but she was simmering with joy. She welcomed me as the faithful friend.

Isnt it perfectly splendid, Mr. Pepper, to think that Archies genius has at last been recognized? How quiet he kept it. I had no idea that Mr. Brackett was even interested in his work. I wonder how he heard of it?

Oh, these things get about, I said. You cant keep a good man down.

Think of two thousand pounds for one picture — and the first he has ever sold!

What beats me, I said, is how the papers got hold of it.

Oh, I sent it to the papers, said Mrs. Archie, in an offhand way.

I wonder who did the writing up, I said.

They would do that in the office, wouldnt they? said Mrs. Archie.

I suppose they would, I said. They are wonders at that sort of thing.

I couldnt help wishing that Archie would enter into the spirit of the thing a little more and perk up, instead of sitting there looking like a codfish. The thing seemed to have stunned the poor chappie.

After this, Archie, I said, all you have to do is to sit in your studio, while the police see that the waiting line of millionaires doesnt straggle over the pavement. Theyll fight — —

Whats that? said Archie, starting as if someone had dug a red-hot needle into his calf.

It was only a ring at the bell, followed by a voice asking if Mr.
Ferguson was at home.

Probably an interviewer, said Mrs. Archie. I suppose we shall get no peace for a long time to come.

The door opened, and the cook came in with a card. Renshaw Liggett, said Mrs. Archie I dont know him. Do you, Archie? It must be an interviewer. Ask him to come in, Julia.

And in he came.

My knowledge of chappies in general, after a fairly wide experience, is that some chappies seem to kind of convey an atmosphere of unpleasantness the moment you come into contact with them. Renshaw Liggett gave me this feeling directly he came in; and when he fixed me with a sinister glance and said, Mr. Ferguson? I felt inclined to say Not guilty. I backed a step or two and jerked my head towards Archie, and Renshaw turned the searchlight off me and switched it onto him.

You are Mr. Archibald Ferguson, the artist?

Archie nodded pallidly, and Renshaw nodded, as much as to say that you couldnt deceive him. He produced a sheet of paper. It was the middle page of the Mail.

You authorized the publication of this?

Archie nodded again.

I represent Mr. Brackett. The publication of this most impudent fiction has caused Mr. Brackett extreme annoyance, and, as it might also lead to other and more serious consequences, I must insist that a full denial be published without a moments delay.

What do you mean? cried Mrs. Archie. Are you mad?

She had been standing, listening to the conversation in a sort of trance. Now she jumped into the fight with a vim that turned Renshaws attention to her in a second.

No, madam, I am not mad. Nor, despite the interested assertions of certain parties whom I need not specify by name, is Mr. Brackett. It may be news to you, Mrs. Ferguson, that an action is even now pending in New York, whereby certain parties are attempting to show that my client, Mr. Brackett, is non compos and should be legally restrained from exercising control over his property. Their case is extremely weak, for even if we admit their contention that our client did, on the eighteenth of June last, attempt to walk up Fifth Avenue in his pyjamas, we shall be able to show that his action was the result of an election bet. But as the parties to whom I have alluded will undoubtedly snatch at every straw in their efforts to prove that Mr. Brackett is mentally infirm, the prejudicial effect of this publication cannot be over-estimated. Unless Mr. Brackett can clear himself of the stigma of having given two thousand pounds for this extraordinary production of an absolutely unknown artist, the strength of his case must be seriously shaken. I may add that my clients lavish patronage of Art is already one of the main planks in the platform of the parties already referred to. They adduce his extremely generous expenditure in this direction as evidence that he is incapable of a proper handling of his money. I need scarcely point out with what sinister pleasure, therefore, they must have contemplated — this.

And he looked at The Coming of Summer as if it were a black beetle.

I must say, much as I disliked the blighter, I couldnt help feeling that he had right on his side. It hadnt occurred to me in quite that light before, but, considering it calmly now, I could see that a man who would disgorge two thousand of the best for Archies Futurist masterpiece might very well step straight into the nut factory, and no questions asked.

Mrs. Archie came right back at him, as game as you please.

I am sorry for Mr. Bracketts domestic troubles, but my husband can prove without difficulty that he did buy the picture. Cant you, dear?

Archie, extremely white about the gills, looked at the ceiling and at the floor and at me and Renshaw Liggett.

No, he said finally. I cant. Because he didnt.

Exactly, said Renshaw, and I must ask you to publish that statement in tomorrows papers without fail. He rose, and made for the door. My client has no objection to young artists advertising themselves, realizing that this is an age of strenuous competition, but he firmly refuses to permit them to do it at his expense. Good afternoon.

And he legged it, leaving behind him one of the most chunky silences I have ever been mixed up in. For the life of me, I couldnt see who was to make the next remark. I was jolly certain that it wasnt going to be me.

Eventually Mrs. Archie opened the proceedings.

What does it mean?

Archie turned to me with a sort of frozen calm.

Reggie, would you mind stepping into the kitchen and asking Julia for this weeks Funny Slices? I know she has it.

He was right. She unearthed it from a cupboard. I trotted back with it to the sitting room. Archie took the paper from me, and held it out to his wife, Doughnuts uppermost.

Look! he said.

She looked.

I do them. I have done them every week for three years. No, dont speak yet. Listen. This is where all my money came from, all the money I lost when B. and O. P. Rails went smash. And this is where the money came from to buy The Coming of Summer. It wasnt Brackett who bought it; it was myself.

Mrs. Archie was devouring the Doughnuts with wide-open eyes. I caught a glimpse of them myself, and only just managed not to laugh, for it was the set of pictures where Pa Doughnut tries to fix the electric light, one of the very finest things dear old Archie had ever done.

I dont understand, she said.

I draw these things. I have sold my soul.

Archie!

He winced, but stuck to it bravely.

Yes, I knew how you would feel about it, and that was why I didnt dare to tell you, and why we fixed up this story about old Brackett. I couldnt bear to live on you any longer, and to see you roughing it here, when we might be having all the money we wanted.

Suddenly, like a boiler exploding, she began to laugh.

Theyre the funniest things I ever saw in my life, she gurgled. Mr. Pepper, do look! Hes trying to cut the electric wire with the scissors, and everything blazes up. And youve been hiding this from me all that time!

Archie goggled dumbly. She dived at a table, and picked up a magazine, pointing to one of the advertisement pages.

Read! she cried. Read it aloud.

And in a shaking voice Archie read:

You think you are perfectly well, dont you? You wake up in the
morning and spring out of bed and say to yourself that you have
never been better in your life. Youre wrong! Unless you are
avoiding coffee as you would avoid the man who always tells you
the smart things his little boy said yesterday, and drinking
SAFETY FIRST MOLASSINE
for breakfast, you cannot be
Perfectly Well.

It is a physical impossibility. Coffee contains an appreciable
quantity of the deadly drug caffeine, and therefore —— 

I wrote that, she said. And I wrote the advertisement of the Spiller Baby Food on page ninety-four, and the one about the Preeminent Breakfast Sausage on page eighty-six. Oh, Archie, dear, the torments I have been through, fearing that you would some day find me out and despise me. I couldnt help it. I had no private means, and I didnt make enough out of my poetry to keep me in hats. I learned to write advertisements four years ago at a correspondence school, and Ive been doing them ever since. And now I dont mind your knowing, now that you have told me this perfectly splendid news. Archie!

She rushed into his arms like someone charging in for a bowl of soup at a railway station buffet. And I drifted out. It seemed to me that this was a scene in which I was not on. I sidled to the door, and slid forth. They didnt notice me. My experience is that nobody ever does — much.


A PRISONER OF WAR (1915)

First published in The Strand Magazine, March 1915
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MRS. LORA DELANE PORTER, that great woman, was condescending to argue with Herbert Nixon, a mere menial. The points under discussion were three: — 

(a) Why had Herbert been absent from duty between the hours of 3 p.m. and midnight on the previous day?

(b) Why had he returned singing?

(c) Why had he divested himself of his upper garments and stood for twenty minutes before the front door, daring the Kaiser to come out and have his head knocked off?

Those were the main counts in Mrs. Porters indictment, and she urged them with the skill of one who for many years had been in the forefront of Americas Feminist movement. A trained orator and logician, she made mincemeat of Mr. Nixon.

Herberts official position was that of odd-job man to the house which Mrs. Porter had taken for the summer in England. He had gone with the place as a sort of bonus.

You dont understand, maam, he said, pityingly. Being a female, you wouldnt understand. Its polerticks. This ere country as ad to go to war — —

And so you had to go and stupefy the few brains you possess at the village inn? I dont see the connection.

I cant argue with you, maam, said Mr. Nixon, patiently. My ead dont seem just right this morning. All I know is — —

All I know is that you can go right away now and look for another job.

 Ave it your own way, maam, ave it your own way. If you dont want me, theres others thatll be glad to ave me.

Dont let me keep you from them, said Mrs. Porter. Good morning.

Herbert vanished, and Mrs. Porter, dipping her pen in the ink, resumed the chapter of Woman in the New Era which his entry had interrupted.

Sybil Bannister came into the room. She was small and fluffy. Mrs. Porter greeted her with an indulgent smile. Ruthless towards the Herbert Nixons, she unbent with Sybil. Sybil was her disciple. She regarded her as a gardener regards some promising young plant.

Six months before Sybil had been what Mrs. Porter called undeveloped. That is to say, she had been content to live a peaceful life in her New York home, worshipping her husband, Mrs. Porters nephew Hailey. The spectacle of a woman worshipping any man annoyed Mrs. Porter. To see one worshipping Hailey, for whom she entertained the contempt which only strong-minded aunts can feel for their nephews, stirred her to her depths.

Hailey, it is true, had not been a perfect husband. He was a rather pompous young man, dictatorial, and inclined to consider that the machinery of the universe should run with his personal comfort as its guiding motive. But Sybil had not noticed these things till Mrs. Porter pointed them out to her. Until Mrs. Porter urged her to assert her rights, she had not thought the matter out sufficiently to understand that she had any.

That determined woman took the situation strongly in hand. Before Hailey knew what had struck him the home was a battlefield, and when the time arrived for Mrs. Porter to go to England things came to a head. She invited Sybil to accompany her. Hailey forbade her to go. Sybil went. That is the whole campaign in a nutshell.

I have just dismissed Nixon, said Mrs. Porter. I have no objection in England going to war, but I will not have my odd-job man singing patriotic songs in the garden at midnight.

From the beginning of hostilities Mrs. Porters attitude towards the European War had been clearly defined. It could continue, provided it did not bother her. If it bothered her it must stop.

Sybil looked uncomfortable.

Aunt Lora, dont you think — Ive been thinking — I believe I ought to go home.

Ridiculous! You are perfectly safe here.

I wasnt thinking so much about myself. I — I believe Hailey will be worried about me.

Mrs. Porter directed at her shrinking protégée one of the severe stares which had done so much to unman Mr. Nixon at their recent interview. This was backsliding, and must be checked.

So much the better. It is just what Hailey wants — to have to worry about somebody except himself. The trouble with Hailey has always been that things have been made too comfortable for him. He has never had proper discipline. When Hailey was a child I once spanked him with a clothes-brush. The effects, while they lasted, were extremely gratifying. Unfortunately, immediately after the incident I ceased to be on speaking terms with his father, so was not able to follow up the good work.

Sybil shifted uneasily. She looked mutinous.

Hes my husband, she said.

Its too late to worry about that.

He was always very kind to me.

Nonsense, child! He treated you like a door-mat. When he was in a bad temper he snarled at you; when he was in a good temper he patronized you.

Hes very fond of me.

Then why doesnt he try to get you back? Has he written you a single letter, asking you to go home, in the last two months?

You dont understand Hailey, Aunt Lora. Hes so proud.

Tchah!

When Mrs. Porter said Tchah! it was final. There was nothing ill- tempered or violent about the ejaculation: it was simply final. Sybil withdrew.



It was Mrs. Porters daily practice, when she had made her simple breakfast and given her household staff its instructions, to walk briskly out of her garden-gate, proceed for a mile down the high road, then, turning, to walk back and begin work on her current book. The procedure had two advantages. It cleared her brain, and it afforded mild exercise to Mike, her Irish terrier.

On the morning after the rout of Herbert Nixon, she had just emerged from the garden, when she was aware of a ragged figure coming towards her down the straight white road. She called to the dog, who was sniffing at an attractive-smelling dead bird which he had located under the hedge.

Mike!

Lora Delane Porter was not afraid of tramps; but it is no sign of fear to mobilize your forces; it is merely a sensible precaution in case of accidents. She mobilized Mike. He left the bird, on which he had intended to roll, with a back-glance of regret, and came trotting to her side.

To heel! said Mrs. Porter.

The tramp was a typical ruffian of his species. He was unkempt and grimy; he wore a soiled hat, a grey suit of clothes picked out with splashes of brown and green, and there was no collar round his neck. He walked as if he had been partially hamstrung by a bungling amateur who had made a bad job of it.

As she drew level with him he looked at her, stopped, and said: Aunt Lora!

Mrs. Porter made it a rule to pass the ordinary tramp without a glance; but tramps who addressed her as Aunt Lora merited inspection. She accorded this inspection to the man before her, and gave a little gasp. His face was obscured by dust and perspiration, and he had a scrubby beard; but she recognized him.

Hailey!

To preserve a perfect poise in the face of all of lifes untoward happenings was part of Mrs. Porters religion. Though, for all her stern force of character, she was now inwardly aflame with curiosity, she did not show it in her manner.

What are you doing here, Hailey? she inquired, calmly.

He passed the ruins of a silk handkerchief over his grimy face and groaned. He was a shocking spectacle.

Ive had an awful time!

You look it.

Ive walked every step of the way from Southampton.

Why?

Why! Because I had to. Do I look as if I were doing this for my health?

Its an excellent thing for your health. You always did shirk exercise.

Hailey drew himself up and fixed his aunt with a gaze which was a little too bloodshot to be really dignified.

Aunt Lora, do not misunderstand me. I have not come to you for sympathy. I have not come to you for assistance. I have not — —
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You look like a walking ploughed field.

I have merely come — —

Have you been sleeping in those clothes?

Haileys hauteur changed to a human irritation.

Yes, I have been sleeping in these clothes, and I wish you wouldnt look at me as if I were a kind of freak.

But you are.

Aunt Lora, I have not come to you for sym — —

Bless the boy, dont tell me all the things you have not come to me for. What have you come for? In the first place, why are you in England at all? Have you come to try and get Sybil to go home?

I have not. If Sybil is to return home, she must do so of her own free will. I shall not attempt to persuade her. I am here because, on the declaration of war, I was obliged to leave Paris, where I was spending a vacation. When I reached Southampton and tried to get a boat back to New York I found it impossible. My travellers cheques and my letter of credit were valueless, and I was without a penny. I had lost all my luggage. I set out to walk to you because you were the only person who could tell me where Professor Tupper-Smith lived.

Professor Tupper-Smith?

Certainly. Professor Tupper-Smith. The English bore you planted on me when he visited New York last year.

Hailey spoke bitterly. Over the unconscious head of this same Professor Tupper-Smith there had raged one of the most serious of the battles which had shattered his domestic peace. The professor was a well-known English writer on sociology, who had come to New York with a letter of introduction to Mrs. Porter. Mrs. Porter, wishing to house him more comfortably than he was being housed at his hotel, had taken him to Sybil. Hailey was out of town at the time, and the thing had been done in his absence. He and Sybil had had one of their first quarrels about it. In the end the professor had stayed on, and incidentally nearly driven Hailey mad.

Now, if a man had nearly driven you mad in New York, bursting with your meat the while, the least he can do, when you call on him, destitute, in England, is to honour your note-of-hand for a few hundred dollars.

That was how Hailey had argued, and that was what had driven him to his aunt. She knew the location of this human El Dorado; he did not.

Why do you want to see Professor Tupper-Smith?

Hailey kicked the hard road in his emotion.

I want to ask him for his photograph. Thats all. Of course, I entertain no idea of getting him to lend me money so that I can get back to New York. As he is the only man I know in England, naturally that had not occurred to me.

Mrs. Porter was a grim woman, sparing with her smiles, but at these words she laughed heartily.

Why, of course! Do you know, Hailey, I think I must be getting stupid. I never realized till now what a complete fix you were in.

Will you tell me that mans address?

No. At least, not for a long time. But Ill do something else. Ill give you a job.

What do you mean?

Hailey, you always were an undisciplined child. I often told your father so — when we were on speaking terms. Rich mens sons are always like that. I was saying to Sybil only yesterday that what you needed was discipline. Discipline and honest work! They may make something of you yet. My odd-job man left me yesterday — you shall take his place. You know what an odd-job man is, I presume? For instance — she looked past him— he washes the dog. I see that Mike is rolling again. He cannot understand that we dont like it. You had better catch him and wash him at once, Hailey. Take care he does not bite you. Irish terriers are quick-tempered.

Aunt Lora, do you imagine for a moment that I am going to — —

You wont find out where Professor Tupper-Smith lives if you dont.

Haileys unshaven jaw fell. There was a silence broken only by the pleased snortings of Mike.

Aunt Lora, if it is your wish to humiliate me — —

Dont be absurd, child. Humiliate you, indeed! You talk as if you were a prince of the blood. I am doing you a great kindness. This will be the making of you. You have been spoiled since you were a boy. You treated Sybil as if you were a Sultan. You were a mass of conceit. A month or two of this will — —

A month or two!

Or three, said Mrs. Porter. Well, make up your mind quickly. You have a perfectly free choice. If you prefer to go on tramping through England, by all means do so.

A minute later Mike, busy with his bird, felt his collar grasped. He gazed up into a set, scrubby-bearded face. It was the face of a man with a hidden sorrow.

Under the tap in the stable-yard is the best place, said Mrs. Porter.



Of the two principals in the ablutions of Mike, the bather and the bathed, it would have been hard for an impartial spectator to have said which looked the unhappier. Mikes views on total immersion were peculiar. To plunge into any river, pond, or other sheet of water was one of his chief pleasures. In a tub, with soap playing a part in the proceedings, he became a tortured martyr.

Nor did Hailey approach the operation in a more rollicking spirit. He had never washed a dog before. When his dog in New York required washing, some underling below-stairs did it. The thought crossed his mind, as he wrought upon Mike, that whatever that underlings wages were, they were not enough.

He was concentrating tensely upon his task when Sybil entered the yard.

Sybil was in the grip of a number of emotions. When Mrs. Porter had informed her of Haileys miraculous appearance, joy had predominated. When she learned of his misfortunes, it had been succeeded by pity. Then the curious fact came home to her that, though Hailey was apparently there, he had not yet appeared before her. And when this mystery was explained by the information that he was washing the dog in the stable-yard, her astonishment grew. Finally, when she had grasped the whole position of affairs a great dismay came upon her. She knew Hailey so well — his pride, his sensitive fastidiousness, his aloofness from all that was rough and undignified in the world. This was terrible. She pleaded with Mrs. Porter, but Mrs. Porter remained resolute.

Then she sped to the stable-yard, to witness the horror for herself.



Hailey looked up. Silence reigned in the stable-yard. Hailey looked at Sybil. Sybil stood there without a word. Mike shivered miserably, as one on the brink of the tomb.

Well? said Hailey, at length.

Oh, Hailey!

Well?
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Oh, Hailey, it is nice seeing you again!

Is it?

Sybils mouth quivered, and her eyes grew large and plaintive. Hailey did not soften. Sybil, he reminded himself, was in Mrs. Porters camp, and it was Mrs. Porter who had inflicted this beast of a dog on him.

He removed Mike from the tub and enveloped him in the towel.

Hailey, dear, dont be cross.

Cross?

It is difficult for a man conscious of a four days beard and perhaps a quarter of an inch of English soil on all the exposed parts of his person to raise his eyes with chilly dignity, but Hailey did it. He did it twice.

Cross?

I begged Aunt Lora not to — —

Not to what?

Not to — to make you do this. I begged her to ask you to — to stay with us.

I am staying with you.

I mean as a guest.

A third time Hailey raised those dusty eyebrows.

Do you imagine for a moment that I would accept my aunts hospitality?

There was a pause.

Hailey released Mike, who shot out of the yard like a torpedo.

Why did you come to England, Hailey?

I was on a vacation in France, and had to leave.

You didnt come to — to see me?

No.

Hailey, you dont seem very fond of me.

Hailey picked up the towel and folded it.

If Aunt Lora tells you where Mr. Tupper-Smith lives, I suppose you will go back to New York again?

If Mr. Tupper-Smith will lend me the money, I shall go by the first boat.

He lifted the tub with an air of finality, and emptied it down the drain. Sybil paused irresolutely for a moment, then walked slowly away.



The days which followed did nothing to relieve Haileys depression. Indeed, they deepened it. He had not imagined that he could ever feel sorrier for himself than he had felt by bedtime that first night, but he discovered that he had merely, so to speak, scratched the surface of gloom.

On the second day he sought audience of his aunt.

Aunt Lora, this cannot continue.

Why? Have you decided to become a tramp again?

You are taking an unjustifiable advantage of my misfortune in being helpless to resent it to — —

When you were a small boy, Hailey, you came to visit me once, and behaved like a perfect little devil. I took advantage of your misfortune in being helpless to resent it to spank you with a clothes-brush. My mistake was that I stopped the treatment before I had cured you. The treatment has now begun again, and will continue till you are out of danger.

Aunt Lora, you cannot realize the humiliation of my position.

Nonsense! Use your imagination. Try to think youre a pioneer out in the West.

I have no ambition to be a pioneer out in the West.

Your real trouble, Hailey, is that you think the society beneath you.

I am not accustomed to hob-nob with cooks.

It is exceedingly good of my cook to let you hob-nob with her. She knows you came here without reference, after having been a tramp. It shows she is not a snob.

Hailey returned to his hewing of wood and drawing of water.

For a rather excessively fastidious young man with an extremely high opinion of himself there are more congenial walks in life than that of odd-job man in a country house.

The duties of an odd-job man are extensive and peculiar. He is seldom idle. If the cook does not require him to chop wood, the gardener commandeers him for potato-digging. He cleans the knives; he cleans the shoes; he cleans the windows; he cleans the dog. In a way his is an altruistic life, for his primary mission is to scatter sweetness and light, and to bestow on others benefits in which he himself cannot share; but it is not an easy one.

Hailey did all these things and others besides. His work began at an hour which in happier days he had looked on as part of the night, and it ended when sheer mental fatigue made it impossible for those in command over him to think up anything else for him to do. When this happened, he would light his pipe and stroll moodily in the garden. It was one small count in his case against Fate that he, once known for his nice taste in cigars, should be reduced to a cheap wooden pipe and the sort of tobacco they sell in English villages.

His was not a nature that adapted itself readily to deviations from habit, particularly when such deviations involved manual labour. There were men of his acquaintance in New York who would have treated his predicament in a spirit of humorous adventure. But then they were men whose idea of enjoyment was to camp out in lonely woods with a guide and a fishing-rod. Newport was the wildest life that Hailey had ever known. He hated discomfort; he hated manual labour; he hated being under orders; and he hated the society of his social inferiors. To treat his present life in a whimsically adventurous spirit was beyond him.

Of all its disagreeable features, possibly that which he resented most was the sense of inferiority which it brought with it. In the real fundamentals of existence, he now perceived, such as reducing unwieldy blocks of wood to neat faggots and putting a polish on a shoe, he was useless. He, Hailey Bannister, respected in Wall Street as a coming man, was continually falling short of even the modest standard of efficiency set up by his predecessor, Mr. Nixon. The opinion below-stairs was that Herbert had been pretty bad, but that Hailey was unspeakable. They were nice about it — but impatient, distinctly impatient; and it wounded Hailey. He tried to tell himself that the good opinion of the masses was not worth having, but he could not bring himself to believe it. For the first time in his life he found himself humble, even apologetic. It was galling for a young mans self-esteem to be in Rome and fail through sheer incompetence to do as the Romans do. There were moments when a word of praise from the cook would have given Hailey more satisfaction than two successful deals in Wall Street.

It was by chance rather than design that Sybil chose the psychological moment for re-entering his life. His moods since his arrival had alternated between a wild yearning for her and positive dislike. But one night, as he stood smoking in the stable-yard, he was longing for her with a sentimental fervour of which in the days of his freedom he had never been capable. It had been a particularly hard day, and, as he stood poisoning the summer night with his tobacco, a great loneliness and remorse filled him. He had treated Sybil badly, he told himself. He went over in his mind episodes of their life together in New York, and shuddered at the picture he conjured up of himself. No wonder she shunned him.

And, as he stood there, she came to him.

Hailey!

She was nervous, and he did not wonder at it. A girl coming to speak to the sort of man he had just been contemplating might have been excused if she had called out the police reserves as an escort.

Yes?

He was horrified at the gruffness of his voice. He had meant to speak with tender softness. It was this bad tobacco.
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Hailey, dear, Ive brought you this.

Wonderful intuition of Woman! It was the one thing he desired — a fat cigar, and, as his trained senses told him, a cigar of quality. He took it in a silence too deep for words.

We were calling on some people. The mans study-door was open, and I saw the box — I hadnt time to take more than one — I thought you would like it.

Hailey could not speak. He was overcome. He kissed her.

He was conscious of a curious dizziness.

In the old days kissing Sybil had always been one of his daily acts. He had done it the first thing in the morning, last thing at night. It had not made him dizzy then. He had never even derived any particular pleasure from it, especially in the morning, when he was a little late, and the car was waiting to take him to business and the butler standing by with his hat and cane. Then it had sometimes been almost a nuisance, and only his rigid conscientiousness had made him do it. But now, in the scented dusk of this summer night — well, it was different. It was intensely different.

I must go back, she said, quickly. Aunt Lora is waiting for me.

Reluctantly he released her, and the night swallowed her up. It was a full minute before he moved.

He became aware of something in his right hand. It was the broken remnants of a crushed cigar.



They fell into the habit of meeting in the garden after dark. All day he looked forward to these moments. Somehow they seemed to supply something which had always been lacking in his life. He had wooed Sybil in the days before their marriage in ballrooms and drawing-rooms. It had seemed quite satisfactory to him at the time, but this — this stealthy coming together in the darkness, these whispered conversations under the stars — this was what he had always been starving for. He realized it now.

His outlook on life seemed to change. He saw things with different eyes. Quite suddenly it was borne in upon him how amazingly fit he felt. In New York he had been exacting in the matter of food, critical, and hard to please. Now, if supper was a trifle behind time, he had to exercise restraint to keep himself from raiding the larder. Hitherto unsuspected virtues in cold mutton were revealed to him. It might be humiliating for a young man highly respected in Wall Street and in the clubs of New York to chop wood, sweep leaves, and dig potatoes, but these things certainly made for health.
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Nor had his views on the society in which he moved remained unaltered. The cook — what a good, motherly soul, always ready with a glass of beer when the heat of the day made work oppressive. The gardener — what a sterling conversationalist! The parlour-maid — what a military expert! That night at supper, when the parlour-maid exposed Germanys entire plan of campaign, while the cook said that she never did hold with war, and the gardener told the story of his uncle who had lost a leg in the Indian Mutiny, was one of the most enjoyable that Hailey had ever spent.



One portion of Haileys varied duties was to walk a mile down the road and post letters at the village post-office. He generally was not required to do this till late in the evening, but occasionally there would be an important letter for the morning post, for Mrs. Porter was a voluminous correspondent.

One morning, as he was turning in at the gate on his way back from the village, a voice addressed him, and he was aware of a man in a black suit, seated upon a tricycle.

This in itself would have been enough to rivet his interest, for he had never in his life seen a man on a tricycle. But it was not only the tricycle that excited him. The voice seemed familiar. It aroused vaguely unpleasant memories.

My good man — why, Mr. Bannister! Bless my soul! I had no idea you were in England. I am delighted to see you. I never tire of telling my friends of your kindness to me in New York.

The landscape reeled before Haileys blinking eyes. Speech was wiped from his lips. It was Professor Tupper-Smith.

I must not offer to shake hands, Mr. Bannister. I have no doubt there is still risk of infection. How is the patient?

Eh? said Hailey.
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Mumps is a painful, distressing malady, but happily not dangerous.

Mumps?

Mrs. Porter told me that there was mumps in the house. I trust all is now well? That is what has kept me away. Mrs. Porter knows how apprehensive I am of all infectious ailments, and expressly forbade me to call. Previously I had been a daily visitor. It has been a great deprivation to me, I can assure you, Mr. Bannister. A woman of wonderful intelligence!

Do you meant to tell me — do you live near here?

That house you see through the trees is mine.

Hailey drew a deep breath.

Could I speak to you, he said, on a matter of importance?



In the stable-yard, which their meetings had hallowed for him, Hailey stood waiting that night. There had been rain earlier in the evening, and the air was soft and mild, and heavy with the scent of flowers. But Hailey was beyond the soothing influence of cool air and sweet scents. He felt bruised.

She had been amusing herself with him, playing with him. There could be no other explanation. She had known all the time that this man Tupper-Smith was living at their very gates, and she had kept it from him. She had known what it meant to him to find the man, and she had kept it from him. He waited grimly.

Hailey!

There was a glimmer of white against the shadows.

Here I am.

She came to him, her face raised, but he drew back.

Sybil, he said, I never asked you before. Can you tell me where this man Tupper-Smith lives?

She started. He could only see her dimly, but he sensed it.

N-no.

He smiled bitterly. She had the grace to hesitate. That, he supposed, must be put to her credit.

Strange, he said. He lives down the road. Curious your not knowing, when he used to come here so often.

When Sybil spoke her voice was a whisper.

I was afraid it would happen.

Yes, Im sorry I have not been able to amuse you longer. But it must have been delightful, while it lasted. You certainly fooled me. I didnt even think it worth while asking you if you knew his address. I took it for granted that, if you had known, you would have told me. And you were laughing the whole time! Well, I suppose I ought not to blame you. I can see now that I used to treat you badly in New York, and you cant be blamed for getting even. Well, Im afraid the jokes over now. I met him this morning.

Hailey, you dont understand.

Surely it couldnt be much plainer?

I couldnt tell you. I — I couldnt.

Of course not. It would have spoiled everything.

You know it was not that. It was because — do you remember the day you came here? You told me then that, directly you found him, you would go back to America.

Well?

Well, I didnt want you to go. And afterwards, when we began to meet like this, I — still more didnt want you to go.

A bird rustled in the trees behind them. The rustling ceased. In the distance a corncrake was calling monotonously. The sound came faintly over the meadows, emphasizing the stillness.

Dont you understand? You must understand. I was awfully sorry for you, but I was selfish. I wanted to keep you. It has all been so different here. Over in New York we never seemed to be together. We used to quarrel. Everything seemed to go wrong. But here it has been perfect. It was like being together on a desert island. I couldnt end it. I hated to see you unhappy, and I wanted it to go on for ever. So — —

Groping at a venture, he found her arm, and held it.

Sybil! Sybil, dear, Im going back to-morrow; going home. Will you come with me?

I though you had given me up. I thought you never wanted me back. You said — —

Forget what I said. When you left New York I was a fool. I was a brute. Im different now. Listen, Sybil. Tupper-Smith — I always liked that man — lent me fifty pounds this morning. In gold! He tricycled five miles to get it. Thats the sort of man he is. I hired a car, went to Southampton, and fixed things up with the skipper of an American tramp. She sails to-morrow night. Sybil, will you come? Theres acres of room, and youll like the skipper. He chews tobacco. A corking chap! Will you come?

He could hear her crying. He caught her to him in the darkness.

Will you?

Oh, my dear!

It isnt a floating palace, you know. Its just an old, rusty tramp-ship. We may make New York in three weeks, or we may not. There wont be much to eat except corned beef and crackers. And, Sybil — er — do you object to a slight smell of pigs? The last cargo was pigs, and you can still notice it a little.

I love the smell of pigs, Hailey, dear, said Sybil.



In the drawing-room Lora Delane Porter, that great woman, relaxed her powerful mind with a selected volume of Spinozas Ethics. She looked up as Sybil entered.

Youve been crying, child.

Ive been talking to Hailey.

Mrs. Porter dropped Spinoza and stiffened militantly in her chair.

If that boy Hailey has been bullying you, he shall wash Mike now.

Aunt Lora, I want to go home to-morrow, please.

What!

Hailey has met Mr. Tupper-Smith and he lent him fifty pounds, and he motored into Southampton — —

Mr. Tupper-Smith?

No; Hailey.

Thats where he was all the afternoon. No wonder they couldnt find him to dig the potatoes.

And he has bought accommodation for me and himself on a tramp-steamer which has been carrying pigs. We shall live on corned beef and crackers, and we may get to New York some time or we may not. And Hailey says the captain is such a nice man, who chews tobacco.

Mrs. Porter started.

Sybil, do you meant to tell me that Hailey proposes to sail to New York on a tramp-steamer that smells of pigs, and live on corned beef and crackers? And that he likes a man who chews tobacco?

He said he was a corking chap.

Mrs. Porter picked up her Spinoza.

Well, well, she said. I failed with the clothes-brush, but I seemed to have worked wonders with the simple-life treatment.
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First published in All-Story Cavalier Weekly, March 1915
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CHAPTER I. A STRANGE DEATH.
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THE ROOM WAS the typical bedroom of the typical better-class boarding-house, furnished, so far as it was furnished at all, with a severe simplicity. It contained two beds, a pine chest of drawers, a strip of faded carpet, and a wash-hand stand.

All these things might have been guessed at from the other side of the closed door. But there was that on the floor which set this room apart from a thousand rooms of the same kind.

Flat on his back, one leg twisted oddly over the other, his hands clenched and his teeth gleaming through his black beard in a horrible grin, Captain John Gunner stared at the ceiling with eyes that saw nothing.

Until a moment before he had had the little room to himself. But now two people were standing just inside the door, looking down at him.

One was a large policeman, who twisted his cap nervously in his hands. The other was a tall, gaunt old woman in a rusty black dress, who gazed with pale eyes at the dead man.

Her face was quite expressionless.

The woman was Mrs. Pickett, owner of the Excelsior Boarding-house. The policemans name was Grogan. He was a genial giant, a terror to the riotous element of the Long Island water-front, but obviously ill at ease in the presence of death.

He drew in his breath with a curious hissing sound, wiped his forehead, and whispered: Would you look at his eyes, maam!

Mrs. Pickett did not answer. She had not spoken since she had brought the policeman into the room.

Officer Grogan looked at her quickly from the corner of his eyes. He was afraid of Mother Pickett, as was everybody else along the water-front.

Her silence, her pale eyes, and the quiet formidableness of her personality cowed even the tough old salts who patronized the Excelsior. She was a queen in that little community of sailormen.

Youve phoned for the doctor, maam?

Mrs. Pickett nodded.

The breeze, blowing in through the open window, brought with it the sound of noisy laughter. A cheerful voice bellowed a popular song.

Thats just how I found him, said Mrs. Pickett. She did not speak loudly, but her voice made the policeman start.

He wiped his forehead again.

It might have been apoplexy, he hazarded.

Mrs. Pickett said nothing.

Some guys drop in their tracks on account of a bum heart, he went on. Theres no marks on him.

The old woman did not answer.

There was a sound of footsteps outside. A young man entered, carrying a black bag.

Good morning, Mrs. Pickett. Whats the — Good Heavens!

He dropped to his knees beside the body, and raised one of the arms. He lowered it gently to the floor and shook his head.

Been dead for hours. When did you find him?

Twenty minutes back, said the old woman. I guess he died last night. He never would be called in the morning. Said he liked to sleep on. Well, hes got his wish.

What did he die of, doc? asked the policeman.

Impossible to say without an examination. It looks like apoplexy, but it isnt. It might be heart-disease, but I happen to know the poor fellows heart was as sound as a bell. He called in to see me only a week ago, and I tested him thoroughly. Lord knows what it is! The coroners inquest will tell us.

He eyed the body almost resentfully.

It beats me, he said. The man had no right to drop dead like this. He was a tough old sailor, who ought to have been good for another twenty years. If you ask me, though I cant possibly be certain till after the inquest, I should say he had been poisoned.

For the love of Pete! exclaimed Officer Grogan.

How would he be poisoned? said Mrs. Pickett.

Thats more than I can tell you. Theres no glass about that he could have drunk it from. He might have got it in capsule form. But why should he have done it? He was always a pretty cheerful sort of old man, wasnt he?

Sure! said Officer Grogan. He had the name of being a champion josher in these parts. Ive had guys come to me all raw from being mixed up in arguments with him. He had a way with him. Kind of sarcastic, though he never tried it on me.

This man must have died quite early last night, said the doctor. Whats become of Captain Muller? If he shares this room he ought to be able to tell us something about it.

Captain Muller spent the night with some friends at Brooklyn, said Mrs. Pickett. He wasnt here from after supper.

The doctor looked round the room, frowning.

I dont like it. I cant understand it. If this had happened in India I should have said the man had died from some form of snake-bite. I was out there two years, and Ive seen a hundred cases of it. They all looked just like this. The things ridiculous. How could a man be bitten by a snake in a water-front boarding-house? The whole things mad. Was the door locked when you found him, Mrs. Pickett?

Mrs. Pickett nodded.

I opened it with my own key. I had been calling to him, and he didnt answer, so I guessed something was wrong.

The policeman spoke:

You aint touched anything, maam? Theyre always mighty particular about that. If docs right, and theres been any funny work here, thats the first thing theyll ask.

Everything is just as I found it.

Whats that on the floor beside him?

Thats his harmonica. He liked to play it of an evening in his room. Ive had complaints about it from some of the gentlemen; but I never saw any harm, so as he didnt play too late.

Seems as if he was playing it when — it happened. That dont look much like suicide, doc.

I didnt say it was suicide.

Officer Grogan whistled.

You dont think—

I dont think anything — till after the inquest. All I say is that its queer.

Another aspect of the matter seemed to strike the policeman.

I guess this aint going to help the Excelsior any, maam, he said sympathetically.

Mrs. Pickett shrugged her shoulders. Silence fell upon the room.

I suppose I had better telephone to the coroner, said the doctor.

He went out, and after a momentary pause the policeman followed him.

Officer Grogan was not greatly troubled with nerves, but he felt a decided desire to be somewhere where he could not see those staring eyes.

Mrs. Pickett remained where she was, looking down at the dead man. Her face was still expressionless, but inwardly she was in a ferment. This was the first time such a thing as this had happened at the Excelsior, and, as Officer Grogan had hinted, it was not likely to increase the attractiveness of the house in the eyes of possible boarders.

However well established the reputation of a house may be for comfort and the excellence of its cuisine, if it is a house of tragedy, people, for a time at any rate, will look askance at it.

It was not the possible pecuniary loss which was troubling Mrs. Pickett. As far as money was concerned, she could have retired from business years before and lived comfortably on her savings. She was richer than those who knew her supposed.

It was the blot on the escutcheon of the Excelsior — the stain on the Excelsiors reputation — which was tormenting her.

The Excelsior was her life. Starting many years before, beyond the memory of the oldest boarder, she had built up this model establishment, the fame of which had been carried to every corner of the world.

In saloons and places where sailormen gathered together from Liverpool to Yokohama, from Cape Town to Marseilles, the reputation of Picketts was of pure gold. Men spoke of it as a place where you were well fed, cleanly housed, and where petty robbery was unknown.

Such was the chorus of praise from end to end of the world that it is not likely that much harm could come to Picketts from a single mysterious death; but Mother Pickett was not consoling herself with such reflections.

She was wounded sore. Picketts had had a clean slate; now it had not. That was the sum of her thoughts.

She looked at the dead man with pale, grim eyes. From down the passage came the doctors voice as he spoke on the telephone.


CHAPTER II. DETECTIVE OAKES.
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THE OFFICES OF the Paul J. Snyder Detective Agency had grown in the course of half a dozen years from a single room to a palatial suite full of polished wood, clicking typewriters, and other evidences of success. Where once Mr. Snyder had sat and waited for clients and attended to those clients on the rare occasions when they arrived in person, he now sat in his private office and directed a corps of assistants.

His cap was no longer in his hand, and his time at the disposal of any who would pay a modest fee. He was an autocrat who accepted or refused cases at his pleasure.

He had just accepted a case. It seemed to him a case that might be nothing at all or something exceedingly big; and on the latter possibility he had gambled.

The fee offered was, judged by his present standards of prosperity, small; but the bizarre facts, coupled with something in the personality of the client, had won him over; and he touched the bell and desired that Mr. Oakes should be sent in to him.

Elliott Oakes was a young man who amused and interested Mr. Snyder. He was so intensely confident. He had only recently joined the staff, but he made very little secret of his intention of electrifying and revolutionizing the methods of the agency.

Mr. Snyder himself, in common with most of his assistants, relied for results on hard work and plenty of common sense. He had never been a detective of the showy type. Results had justified his methods, but he was perfectly aware that young Mr. Oakes looked on him as a dull old man who had been miraculously favored by luck.

Mr. Snyder had selected Oakes for the case in hand principally because it was one where inexperience could do no harm, and where the brilliant guesswork which the latter called his inductive reasoning might achieve an unexpected success.

It was one of those bizarre cases which call for the dashing amateur rather than the dogged rule-of-thumb professional.

Mr. Snyder had, moreover, a kind of superstitious faith in the luck of the beginner.

Another motive actuated Mr. Snyder in his choice. He had a strong suspicion that the conduct of this case was going to have the beneficial result of lowering Oakess self-esteem.

If failure achieved this end, Mr. Snyder felt that failure, though it would not help the agency, would not be an unmixed ill.

The door opened and Oakes entered tensely. He did everything tensely, partly from a natural nervous energy, and partly as a pose. He was a lean young man, with dark eyes and a thin-lipped mouth, and looked as like a typical detective as Mr. Snyder looked like a comfortably prosperous stock-broker.

Mr. Snyder had never bothered himself about the externals of his profession. One could imagine Mr. Snyder in his moments of leisure watching a ball-game or bowling. Oakes gave the impression of having no moments of leisure.

Sit down, Oakes, said Mr. Snyder. Ive a job for you.

Oakes sank into a chair like a crouching leopard and placed the tips of his fingers together. He nodded curtly. It was part of his pose to be keen and silent.

I want you to go to this address — he handed him an envelope— and look around. Whether you will find out anything, or whether theres anything to find out, is more than I can say. When the old lady was telling me the story I own I was carried away. She made it convincing. She thinks it was murder. I dont know what to think.

The facts? said Oakes briefly.

Mr. Snyder smiled quietly to himself.

The address on that envelope is of a boarding-house on the water-front, down in Long Island. You know the sort of place — retired sea-captains and so on.

All most respectable. Dont run away with the idea that Im sending you to some melodramatic hells-kitchen where the guests are drugged and shanghaied on the day of their arrival.

As far as I can gather, this place is a sort of male Martha Washington. In all its history nothing more sensational has happened than a case of suspected cheating at pinochle. Well, a man has died there.

Murdered?

I dont know. Thats for you to find out. The coroner left it open. I dont see how it could have been murder. The door was locked; nobody could have got in.

The window?

The window was open. But the room is on the first floor. And, anyway, you may dismiss the window. I remember the old lady saying there was a bar across it, and that nobody could have squeezed through.

Oakess eyes glistened. He was interested.

What was the cause of death?

Mr. Snyder coughed.

Snake-bite, he said.

Oakess careful calm deserted him. He uttered a cry of astonishment.

What!

Its the literal truth. The medical examination proved that the fellow had been killed by snake-poison. To be exact, the poison of a snake known as the krait. In this Long Island boarding-house, in a room with a locked door, this man was stung by a krait. Its a small snake, found principally in India.

To add a little mystification to the limpid simplicity of the affair, when the door was opened there was no sign of any snake.

It couldnt have got out through the door, because the door was locked. It couldnt have got up the chimney, because there was no chimney. And it couldnt have got out of the window, because the window was too high up, and snakes cant jump. So there you have it.

He looked at Oakes with a certain quiet satisfaction. It had come to his ears that Oakes had been heard to complain of the infantile simplicity, unworthy of a man of his attainments, of the last two cases to which he had been assigned, and had said that he hoped some day to be given a problem which would be beyond the reasoning powers of a child of six.

It seemed to Mr. Snyder that he had got what he wanted.

I should like further details, said Oakes a little breathlessly.

You had better apply to Mrs. Pickett, who owns the boarding-house. It was she who put the case in my hands. She is convinced that it is murder. But, excluding the ghosts, I dont see how any third party could have taken a hand in the thing at all. However, she wanted a man from this agency, and was prepared to pay for him, so I said I would send one. Its not for me to turn business away.

So, as I said, I want you to go and put up at Mrs. Picketts Excelsior Boarding-House and do your best to put things straight. I would suggest that you pose as a ships chandler or something of that sort. You will have to be something maritime or theyll get on to you.

And if your visit produces no other results, it will at least enable you to make the acquaintance of a very remarkable woman. I commend Mrs. Pickett to your notice. By the way, she says she will help you in your investigations.

Oakes laughed shortly. The idea amused him.

Dont you scoff at amateur assistance, my boy, said Mr. Snyder in the fatherly manner which had made a score of criminals refuse to believe him a detective until the moment when the handcuffs snapped on their wrists. Detection isnt an exact science. Its a question of using common sense and having a great deal of special information. Mrs. Pickett probably knows a great deal which neither you or I know, and its just possible that she may have some trivial piece of knowledge which will prove the key to this mystery.

Oakes laughed again.

It is very kind of Mrs. Pickett, but I think I prefer to trust to my own powers of deduction.

Do just what you please, but recollect that a detective is only a man, not an encyclopedia. He doesnt know everything, and it may be just some small thing which he does not know which turns out to be the missing letter in the combination.

Oakes rose. His face was keen and purposeful.

I had better be starting at once, he said. I will mail you reports from time to time.

I shall be interested to read them, said Mr. Snyder genially. I hope your visit to the Excelsior will be pleasant. If you run across a man with a broken nose, who used to rejoice in the name of Horse-Face Simmons, give him my best. I had the pleasure of sending him up the road some years ago for highway robbery, and I understand that he has settled in those parts. And cultivate Mrs. Pickett; shes worth while.

The door closed, and Mr. Snyder lighted a fresh cigar.

Damned young fool, he murmured, and turned his mind to other matters.


CHAPTER III. FLAT UP AGAINST IT.
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A DAY LATER Mr. Snyder sat in his office reading a typewritten manuscript. It appeared to be of a humorous nature, for as he read chuckles escaped him. Finishing the last sheet, he threw back his head and laughed heartily.

The manuscript had not been intended by its author for a humorous effort. What Mr. Snyder had been reading was the first of Elliott Oakess reports from the Excelsior. It was as follows:

I am sorry to be unable to report any real progress. I have formed several theories, which I will put forward later, but up to the present I cannot say that I am hopeful.

Directly I arrived here I sought out Mrs. Pickett, explained who I was, and requested her to furnish me with any further information which might be of service to me.

She is a strange, silent woman, who impressed me as having very little intelligence. Your suggestion that I should avail myself of her assistance in unraveling this mystery seems more curious than ever now that I have seen her.

She is a hard-working woman, who certainly conducts this boarding-house with remarkable efficiency, but I should not credit her with brains. She never speaks except when spoken to, and even then is curt to the point of unintelligibility.

However, I managed to extract from her a good deal of information, which may or may not prove useful.

The whole affair seems to me at the moment of writing quite inexplicable. Assuming that this Captain Gunner was murdered, there appears to have been no motive for the crime whatsoever.

I have made careful inquiries about him, and find that he was a man of fifty-five; had spent nearly forty years of his life at sea, the last dozen in command of his own ship; was of a somewhat overbearing and tyrannous disposition, though with a fund of rough humor; had traveled all over the world; and had been an inmate of the Excelsior for about ten months.

He had a small annuity, and no other money at all, which disposes of money as the motive of the crime.

In my character of James Burton, a retired ships chandler, I have mixed with the other boarders, and have heard all they have to say about the affair.

I gather that the deceased was by no means popular. He appears to have had a bitter tongue, and was not sparing in its use, and I have not met one man who seems to regret his death.

On the other hand, I have heard nothing which would suggest that he had any active and violent enemy. He was simply the unpopular boarder — there is always one in every boarding-house — but nothing more.

I have seen a good deal of the man who shared his room. He, too, is a sea-captain, by name Muller. He is a big, silent German, and it is not easy to get him to talk on any subject.

As regards the death of Captain Gunner, he can tell me nothing. It seems that on the night of the tragedy he was away at Brooklyn with some friends. All I have got from him is some information as to Captain Gunners habits, which leads nowhere. The dead man seldom drank except at night, when he would take some whisky. His head was not strong, and a little of the spirit was enough to make him semiintoxicated, when he would be hilarious and often insulting.

I gather that Muller found him a difficult roommate, but he is one of those placid Germans who can put up with anything. He and Gunner were in the habit of playing checkers together every night in their room, and Gunner had a harmonica which he played frequently.

Apparently, he was playing it very soon before he died, which is significant, as seeming to dispose of the idea of suicide.

But if Captain Gunner did not kill himself, I cannot at present imagine who did kill him, or why he was killed, or how.

As I say, I have one or two theories, but they are in a very nebulous state. The most plausible is that on one of his visits to India — I have ascertained that he made several voyages there — Captain Gunner may in some way have fallen foul of the natives.

Kiplings story The Mark of the Beast, is suggestive. Is it not possible that Captain Gunner, a rough, overbearing man, easily intoxicated, may in a drunken frolic have offered some insult to an Indian god?

The fact that he certainly died of the poison of the krait, an Indian snake, supports this theory.

I am making inquiries as to the movements of several Indian sailors who were here in their ships at the time of the tragedy.

I have another theory. Does Mrs. Pickett know more about this affair than she appears to?

I may be wrong in my estimate of her mental qualities. Her apparent stupidity may be cunning.

But here again the absence of motive brings me up against a dead wall. I must confess that at present I do not see my way clearly. However, I will write again shortly.

Mr. Snyder derived the utmost enjoyment from the report. He liked the matter of it, and he liked Oakess literary style.

Above all, he was tickled by the obvious querulousness of it. Oakes was baffled, and his knowledge of Oakes told him that the sensation of being baffled was gall and wormwood to that high-spirited young gentleman.

Whatever might be the result of this investigation, it would at least have the effect of showing Oakes that there was more in the art of detection than he had supposed. It would teach him the virtue of patience.

He wrote his assistant a short note:

Dear Oakes:

Your report received. You certainly seem to have got the hard case which, I hear, you were pining for. I wish you luck.

Dont build too much on plausible motives in a case of this sort. Fauntleroy, the London murderer, killed a woman for no other reason than that she had thick ankles. Many years ago I myself was on a case where a man murdered an intimate friend because of a dispute about a ball-game.

My experience is that five murderers out of ten act on the whim of the moment, without anything which, properly speaking, you could call a motive at all.

Yours, 

Paul Snyder.

P.S. — I dont think much of your Pickett theory. However, its up to you. Enjoy yourself.


CHAPTER IV. BAFFLING CLUES.
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YOUNG MR. OAKES, however, did not enjoy himself.

For the first time in his life he was beginning to be conscious of the possession of nerves. He had gone into this investigation with the self-confident alertness which characterized all his actions. He believed in himself thoroughly.

The fact that the case had the appearance of presenting unusual difficulties had merely stimulated him. He was tired of being assigned to investigations which offered no scope for the inductive genius which he considered that he possessed.

Hitherto he had been a razor cutting wood. Now, however, he told himself, he could really show Mr. Snyder the difference between modern methods and the stupid rule-of-thumb which seemed to be the agencys only form of mental expression.

This mood had lasted for some hours. Then doubts had begun to creep in. The problem began to appear insoluble.

True, he had only just taken it up, but something told him that, for all the progress he was likely to make, he might just as well have been working on it for a month. He was baffled.

And every moment which he spent in the Excelsior Boarding House made it clearer to him that that infernal old woman with the pale eyes thought him an incompetent fool.

It was this, more than anything, which had brought to Elliott Oakess notice the fact that he had nerves. Those nerves were being sorely troubled by the quiet scorn of Mrs. Picketts gaze.

He began to think that perhaps he had been a shade too self-confident and brusk in the short interview which he had had with her on his arrival.

She had struck him as a thoroughly stupid old woman, and his manner had shown it.

He had been keen and abrupt during that interview. He had cut in on her remarks. He had examined her with regard to the facts which he needed to supplement those which he had had from Mr. Snyder with a curt superciliousness which now he was beginning to regret.

Such an attitude as he had assumed could only be justified by results, and the fear was creeping over him that he could not produce those results. Failure was staring him in the face. Since his arrival he had not ceased to brood over this problem, but he could see no light.

Mrs. Picketts pale eyes somehow made him feel very young.

Elliott Oakess first act after his brief interview with the proprietress had been to examine the room where the tragedy had taken place. The body had gone, but, with that exception, nothing had been moved.

Oakes belonged to the magnifying-glass school of detection. The first thing he did on entering the room was to make a careful examination of the floor, the walls, the furniture, and the window-sill.

He would have hotly denied the assertion that he did this because it looked well, but he would have been hard put to it to advance any other reason.

He discovered what probably, in his heart, he had expected to discover — nothing. There were particles of dust on the floor, but they conveyed nothing to him. There were marks on the window-sill, but what they signified he had no notion.

However, he went through his performance conscientiously. It was his way of taking formal possession of the case.

He rose, a little flushed, and, abandoning the magnifying-glass, made a comprehensive survey of the room from a position near the door. If he discovered anything, his discoveries were entirely negative, and served only to deepen the mystery of the case.

As Mr. Snyder had said, there was no chimney, and nobody could have entered through the locked door.

There remained the window. It was small, and apprehensiveness possibly on the score of burglars had caused the proprietress to make it doubly secure with an iron bar. No human being could have squeezed his way through it.

After a quarter of an hour he left the room, locking the door behind him. No more unsatisfactory preliminary investigation could ever have been made.

It was late that night that he wrote and despatched to headquarters the report which had amused Mr. Snyder. The interval he filled up by making guarded inquiries among his fellow boarders.

He had no difficulty in making them talk. Nothing like the death of Captain Gunner had ever happened among them, and the difficulty would have been to start successfully any other topic of conversation.

Captain Muller, the big German, who, by virtue of being the dead mans roommate, might, if he had desired, have held the position of principal speaker and star-witness, was the only man who seemed to have nothing to say. He was plainly a man of silent habit, and not even his vicarious connection with the tragedy could shake him from it.

The theories of the others ranged from heart-disease — in spite of the doctors definite statement to the contrary — to the ingenious suggestion from one of the party that Captain Gunner had been bitten by a snake at some previous date, several years before, and that the poison had lain dormant in his system until this moment.

The theorist claimed to have known a man who had made a voyage with a man to whom a precisely similar experience had happened. The only weak spot in the story was the fact that the speakers informant had the reputation of being the most persevering liar in his native State of Massachusetts, and had twice claimed to have see the sea-serpent.

Young Mr. Oakes went to his room with the beginnings of a bad headache.

All the really reliable information which he had acquired from his companions he had embodied in his report, and, as he had admitted in that document, it did not lead to anything very definite.

It was in his room that he first snatched at the avenging Indian theory as a possible solution, and, if he had been honest with himself he would have admitted that there was a good deal of the emotions of the drowning man toward the straw in his attitude toward it.

Nothing supported the theory except his active imagination.

Captain Gunner had certainly visited India in the course of his wanderings, but there the trail stopped. He had never shown any of the signs which might be supposed to mark the man conscious of being ceaselessly pursued by the outraged servants of an Indian god.

In his rambles along the water-front he had frequently met Indians, but he had betrayed no nervousness. On the contrary, if they happened to get in his way, he had usually kicked them. This was not the attitude of a haunted man.

Oakes was bound to admit that his confidence in the Indian theory was not very robust. He had put it to Mr. Snyder in his report more as an evidence of good faith, as a proof that his busy brain was at work and that he was bringing a laudable nimbleness of imagination to the quest, than because he really believed it.

His innuendo against Mrs. Pickett was pure spite. The woman irritated him profoundly, and it soothed him to fancy himself even for a moment watching her like a hawk, and causing her uneasiness by his relentless pursuit.

He was a detective, but he was human.

Certainly Elliott Oakes was not enjoying himself. The man of all others whom he had admired and revered most intensely all his life — Elliott Oakes, to wit — was beginning to show signs of not being so tremendous as he had always pictured him.

He was being tried and found wanting.

He wished Mrs. Pickett would not look at him like that. It hurt his self-esteem.


CHAPTER V. THE MYSTERY SOLVED?
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TWO DAYS LATER Mr. Snyder sat in his office. There was a telegram before him.

It ran as follows:

Have solved Gunner mystery. Returning.

Oakes.

Mr. Snyder rang the bell.

Send Mr. Oakes to me directly he arrives, he said.

He put his feet up on the desk, tilted his chair back, and frowned at the ceiling.

He was pained to find that the chief emotion with which the telegram from Oakes had affected him was annoyance. The swift solution of such an apparently insoluble problem would reflect the highest credit on the agency, and there were picturesque circumstances connected with the case which would make it popular with the newspapermen and lead to its being accorded a great deal of publicity.

On the whole, no case of recent years promised to give the agency a bigger advertisement than this one.

Yet, in spite of all this, Mr. Snyder was annoyed. It was ridiculous and unprofessional of him to be annoyed, but human nature was too strong for him.

He realized now how large a part the desire to reduce Oakess self-esteem had played with him.

Looking at the thing honestly, he owned to himself that he had had no expectation that the young man would come within a mile of a reasonable solution of the mystery; and he had calculated that his failure would prove a valuable piece of education for him.

For the professional was mixed up with the unprofessional in Mr. Snyders attitude toward his assistant. It was not only as a private individual that he had hoped to see Oakes reduced to humility by failure: he also believed that failure in this particular point in his career would make Oakes a more valuable asset to the agency.

Oakes had intelligence. That he had never denied. Mr. Snyders grievance against him was that he had only about half the intelligence with which he credited himself.

His aggressive belief in himself impaired his utility as a detective. He needed breaking in, and Mr. Snyder had looked to this case to effect this end.

And here he was, within a ridiculously short space of time, returning to the fold, not humble and defeated, but with flying colors.

Mr. Snyder looked forward with apprehension to the young mans probable demeanor under the intoxicating influence of victory.

His apprehensions were well grounded. He had barely finished the second of the series of cigars which, like milestones, marked the progress of his afternoon, when the door opened and young Mr. Oakes entered, rampant.

Mr. Snyder could not repress a faint moan at the sight of him. One glance was enough to tell him that his worst fears were realized.

Few people in the history of New York can have been so pleased with themselves as Oakes obviously was at that moment. He diffused self-satisfaction like a scent. In some mysterious way he seemed to have grown bigger.

He was still tense, but his tenseness now was that of the leopard returning from some important kill, announcing his magnificence to the rest of the jungle.

He sat down before Mr. Snyder had time to invite him, and the older man looked with dismay at this significant sign of his increased importance.

I got your telegram, said Mr. Snyder.

Oakes nodded.

It surprised you, eh?

Mr. Snyder resented the patronizing tone of the question, but he had resigned himself to be patronized and gave no sign of resentment.

One of the old mans chief virtues, which had compensated him for a certain lack of genius in his make-up, was his level-headedness and his ability to refuse anything to disturb him seriously. His sense of humor had saved him in a hundred difficult situations, and it saved him now.

He realized that Oakes could no more help being patronizing at this moment than a dog could help barking after retrieving its masters walking-stick from a pond.

Yes, he replied. I must say it did surprise me. I didnt gather from your report that you had even found a clue. Was it the Indian theory that won out, or did you catch Mrs. Pickett with the goods?

Oakes laughed tolerantly.

Oh, that was all moonshine. I never really believed that truck. I put it in to fill up. I hadnt begun to think about the case then — not really think.

No?

No. I was just looking around it — giving it the once over.

And having given it the once over—

Why, I took my coat off and waded in.

You werent long about it.

Not so very.

Mr. Snyder extended his cigar-case.

Light up and tell me all about it.

Well, I wont say I havent earned this, said Oakes, puffing smoke. Shall I begin at the beginning?

Sure. But tell me first, who was it did it? Was it one of the boarders?

No.

Somebody from outside, then?

Oakes smiled quietly.

Yes, you might call it somebody from outside. But I had better trace my reasoning from the start.

Thats right. It spoils a story knowing the finish. Go to it.

Oakes let the ash of his cigar fall delicately to the floor, another action which seemed significant to his employer. As a rule, his assistants, unless particularly pleased with themselves, used the ash-tray.

My first act on arriving, he said, was to have a talk with Mrs. Pickett. A very dull old woman.

Curious. She struck me as rather intelligent.

Not on your life. She doesnt know beans from buttermilk. She gave me no assistance whatever.

I then examined the room where the death had taken place. It was much as you had described it. Locked door. Window high up. No chimney. Im bound to say that, at first sight, it looked fairly unpromising.

Then I had a chat with some of the other boarders. They had nothing to tell me that was of the least use. Most of them simply gibbered.

I then gave up trying to get help from outside, and resolved to rely on my own intelligence.

He smiled complacently.

It is a theory of mine, Mr. Snyder, which I have found valuable that, in nine cases out of ten, remarkable things dont happen.

I dont quite get that.

I mean exactly what I say. I will put it another way if you like. What I mean is that the simplest explanation is nearly always the right one.

Well, I dont—

I have tested and proved it. Consider this case. Was there ever a case which was more entitled by rights to a bizarre solution? One was almost inclined to believe in the supernatural. It seemed impossible that there should have been any reasonable explanation of the mans death. Most men would have worn themselves out guessing at wild theories. If I had started to do that, I should have been guessing now.

As it is — here I am. I trusted to my belief that nothing remarkable ever happens, and I won out.

Mr. Snyder sighed softly. Oakes was entitled to a certain amount of gloating, but there was no doubt that his way of telling a story was a little trying.

I believe in the logical sequence of events. I refuse to accept effects unless they are preceded by causes. In other words, with all due deference to you, Mr. Snyder, I simply decline to believe in a murder unless there is a motive for it.

The first thing I set myself to ascertain was — what was the motive for this murder of Captain Gunner? And, after thinking it over and making every possible inquiry, I decided that there was no motive. Therefore, there was no murder. It was like an elementary sum.

Mr. Snyders mouth opened, and he apparently intended to speak, but he changed his mind and Oakes proceeded:

I then tested the suicide theory. What motive was there for suicide? There was no motive. Therefore, there was no suicide.

This time Mr. Snyder spoke.

Say, my boy, you havent been spending the last few days in the wrong house by any chance, have you? You will be telling me next that there wasnt any dead man.

Oakes smiled.

Not at all. Captain John Gunner was dead as mutton, and, as the medical evidence proved, he died of the bite of a krait.

Mr. Snyder shrugged his shoulders.

Go on, he said. Its your story. Im listening.

Well, I wont keep you long. Captain Gunner died from snake-bite for the very excellent reason that he was bitten by a snake.

Bitten by a snake?

By a krait. If you want further details, by a krait which came from Java.

Mr. Snyder stared at him.

How do you know?

I do know.

Did you see the snake?

No.

Then how—

I have enough evidence to make a jury convict Mr. Snake without leaving the box.

How did the snake get out of the room?

By the window.

How do you make that out? You say yourself that the window was high up.

Nevertheless, it got out by the window. Its the logical sequence of events. Thats proof enough that it was in the room. It killed Captain Gunner there. And thats proof enough that it got out of the room, because it left traces of its presence outside. Therefore, as the window was the only exit, it must have gone out that way. It may have climbed or it may have jumped, but it got out of the window.

What do you mean — proofs of its presence outside?

It killed a dog.

Hello! This is new. You didnt mention that before.

No.

How do you know that it killed the dog?

Because analysis proved that it had died from snake-bite.

Where was it?

There is a sort of back-yard behind the house. The window of Captain Gunners room looks out onto it. It is full of boxes and litter of all sorts, and there are a few stunted shrubs scattered about. In fact, there is enough cover to hide any small object like the body of a dog, and thats why it was not discovered at first.

Katie, the maid-of-all-work at the Excelsior, came on it the morning after I had sent you my report while she was emptying a box of ashes in the yard. Nobody claimed the dog. It was just an ordinary mutt dog. I dont suppose it belonged to anybody. It had no collar.

It was fortunate you happened to think of having the analysis made.

Not at all. It was the obvious thing to do. It constituted a coincidence, and I was on the lookout for that sort of coincidence. It supported my theory.

Well, as I say, the analyst examined the body, and found that the dog had died of the bite of a krait.

But you didnt find the snake?

No. We cleaned out that yard till you could have eaten your breakfast there, but the snake had gone.

Good Heavens! Is it wandering at large along the water-front?

Well hope it has been killed. It is not a pleasant thing to have about the streets. It must have got out through the door of the yard, which was open. But it is a couple of days now since it escaped, and there has been no further tragedy, so I guess its dead. The nights are pretty cold now, and it would probably have died of exposure. Anyway, lets hope so.

But, for goodness sake, how did a krait get to Long Island, anyway?

There is a very simple explanation of that. Cant you guess it? I told you it came from Java.

How do you know that?

Captain Muller told me. Not directly I mean. I gathered it from what he said. It seems that Captain Muller had a friend, an old shipmate, living in Java. They corresponded, and occasionally this man sends the captain a present as a mark of his esteem. The last present he sent him was our friend, the snake.

What?

He didnt know he was sending it. He imagined he was sending a crate of bananas, without any extras. Unfortunately, the snake must have got in unnoticed. These unsuspected additions to crates of bananas are quite common. You must have read about them in the papers. It was only the other day that a man found a tarantula inside one.

Well, thats my case against Mr. Snake, and, short of catching him with the goods, I dont see how I could have made out a stronger one. Dont you agree with me?

It went against the grain for Mr. Snyder to play the rôle of admiring friend to his assistants Triumphant Detective, but he was a fair-minded man, and he was forced to admit that Oakes did certainly seem to have solved the insoluble.

I congratulate you, my boy, he said as heartily as he could. Im bound to say when you started out I didnt think you could do it. It looked to me like one of those cases we fail on, and keep mighty quiet about when we are printing our reminiscences. Youre a wonder.

Not at all. I merely used what wits God has given me, and refused to be led down blind alleys. And you must admit, Mr. Snyder, that I won through without the amateur assistance of Mrs. Pickett, which you recommended so strongly.

Mr. Snyder looked embarrassed.

That was just a little joke, my boy. How did you leave the old lady? I guess she was pleased?

She didnt show it. Shes only half alive, that woman. She hasnt sense enough to be pleased at anything. However, she has invited me to dine to-night in her private room, which, I suppose, is an honor. It certainly will be a bore. Still, I accepted. She made such a point of it.


CHAPTER VI. MRS. PICKETT TAKES A HAND.
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FOR SOME TIME after Oakes had gone, Mr. Snyder sat smoking and thinking. His meditations were not altogether pleasant. Oakes, he felt, after this would be unbearable as a man, and, what was worse from a professional view-point, of greatly diminished value as a servant of the agency.

To a temperament like Oakess, a spectacular success at such an early stage in his career would be disastrous.

Oakes as a detective — and, perhaps, as a man, too — was in the schoolboy stage. He was being educated. What he most needed at this point in his education was a failure which should keep his self-confidence in check.

That he should have succeeded so swiftly and brilliantly in this matter of the death of Captain Gunner was nothing less than a disaster.

To Mr. Snyder, meditating thus, there was brought the card of a caller. Mrs. Pickett would be glad if he could spare a few moments.

Mr. Snyder was glad to see Mrs. Pickett. He was a student of character, and she had interested him at their first meeting.

She fell into none of the groups into which he divided his fellow men and women. There was something about her which had seemed to him unique.

He welcomed this second chance of studying her at close range. She puzzled Mr. Snyder, and when any one or anything puzzled him, he liked to keep him, her, or it under observation.

She came in and sat down stiffly, balancing herself on the extreme edge of the chair in which a short while before young Mr. Oakes had lounged so luxuriously.

Her hands were folded on her lap, and her eyes had the penetrating stare which in the early periods of the investigation had disconcerted Elliott Oakes. She gave Mr. Snyder, an expert in the difficult art of weighing people up, an extraordinary impression of reserved force.

Sit down, Mrs. Pickett, said Mr. Snyder genially. Very glad you looked in. Well, so it wasnt murder, after all.

Sir?

Ive just been seeing Mr. Oakes, explained the detective. He has told me all about it.

He told me all about it, said Mrs. Pickett dryly.

Mr. Snyder looked at her inquiringly. Her manner seemed more suggestive than her words.

A conceited, headstrong young fool, said Mrs. Pickett.

It was no new picture of his assistant that she had drawn. Mr. Snyder had often drawn it himself, but at the present juncture it surprised him. Oakes, in his hour of triumph, surely did not deserve this sweeping condemnation.

Did not Mr. Oakess solution of the mystery satisfy you, Mrs. Pickett?

No.

It struck me as logical and convincing.

You may call it all the fancy names you please, Mr. Snyder; but it was not the right one.

Have you an alternative to offer?

Yes.

I should like to hear it.

At the proper time you shall.

What makes you so certain that Mr. Oakes is wrong?

He takes for granted what isnt possible, and makes his whole case stand on it. There couldnt have been a snake in that room, because it couldnt have got out. The window was too high.

But surely the evidence of the dead dog?

Mrs. Pickett looked at him as if he had disappointed her.

I had always heard you spoken of as a man with common sense, Mr. Snyder.

I have always tried to use common sense.

Then why are you trying now to make yourself believe that something happened which could not possibly have happened just because it fits in with something which isnt easy to explain?

You mean that there is another explanation of the dead dog?

Not another. Mr. Oakess is not an explanation. But there is an explanation, and if he had not been so headstrong and conceited he might have found it.

You speak as if you had found it.

I have.

Mr. Snyder started.

You have!

Yes.

What is it?

You shall hear when I am ready to tell you. In the mean time try and think it out for yourself. A great detective agency like yours, Mr. Snyder, ought to do something in return for a fee.

There was something so reminiscent of the school-teacher reprimanding a recalcitrant urchin that Mr. Snyders sense of humor came to his rescue.

Well, we do our best, Mrs. Pickett. We are only human. And, remember, we guarantee nothing. The public employs us at its own risk.

Mrs. Pickett did not pursue the subject. She waited grimly till he had finished speaking, and then proceeded to astonish Mr. Snyder still further by asking him to swear out a warrant for arrest on a charge of murder.

Mr. Snyders breath was not often taken away in his own office; as a rule, he received his clients communications, strange as they often were, calmly.

But at her words he gasped. The thought crossed his mind that Mrs. Pickett was not quite sane.

The details of the case were fresh in his memory, and he distinctly recollected that the person she mentioned had been away from the boarding-house on the night of Captain Gunners death, and, he imagined, could if necessary bring witnesses to prove as much.

Mrs. Pickett was regarding him with an unfaltering stare. To all outward appearances she was sane.

But you cant swear out warrants without evidence.

I have evidence.

What is it?

If I told you now you would think that I was out of my mind.

But, my dear madam, do you realize what you are asking me to do? I cannot make this agency responsible for the casual arrest of people in this way. It might ruin me. At the least it would make me a laughing-stock.

Mr. Snyder, listen to me. You shall use your own judgment whether or not to make the arrest on that warrant. You shall hear what I have to say, and you shall see for yourself how it is taken. If after that you feel that you cannot make the arrest you need do nothing.

Her voice rose. For the first time since they had met she began to throw off the stony calm which served to mask all her thoughts and emotions.

I know who killed Captain Gunner. I can prove it. I knew it from the beginning. It was like a vision. Something told me. But I had no proof. Now, things have come to light, and everything is clear.

Against his judgment Mr. Snyder was impressed. This woman had the magnetism which makes for persuasiveness. He wavered.

It — it sounds incredible.

Even as he spoke he remembered that it had long been a professional maxim of his that nothing was incredible, and he weakened still further.

Mr. Snyder, I ask you to swear out that warrant.

The detective gave in.

Very well.

Mrs. Pickett rose.

If you will come and dine at my house to-night I think I can prove to you that it will be needed. Will you come?

Ill come, said Mr. Snyder.


CHAPTER VII. THE SOLUTION.
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WHEN MR. SNYDER arrived at the Excelsior, and was shown into the little private sitting-room where the proprietress held her court on the rare occasions when she entertained, he found Oakes already there. Oakes was surprised.

What — are you invited, too? Mr. Snyder said. Say, I guess this is her idea of winding up the case formally. A sort of old-home-week celebration for all concerned.

Oakes laughed.

Well, all I can say is that I hope there wont be another case of poisoning at the Excelsior in the papers to-morrow. A woman like our hostess is certain to provide some special home-made wine for an occasion. We ought to have had the doctor wait outside with antidotes.

Mr. Snyder did not reply.

It struck Oakes that his employer was preoccupied and nervous. He would have inquired into this unusual frame of mind, but at that moment the third guest of the evening entered.

Mr. Snyder looked curiously at the newcomer. The big German had a morbid interest for him. Many years in the exercise of a profession which tends to rob its votaries of sentiment had toughened Mr. Snyder, but there was something macabre about the present circumstances which struck home to his imagination.

He was not used to this furtive work. Till now he had met his man in the open as an enemy, and it struck him as an unpleasantly gruesome touch that he must presently sit at meat with one whom it might be his task to send to the electric chair.

He wished Mrs. Pickett could have arranged things otherwise; but she was his employer, and when on duty in the service of an employer Mr. Snyder was wont to sink his personal feelings.

Captain Muller, the German, was an interesting study to one in the detectives peculiar position.

It was not Mr. Snyders habit to trust overmuch to appearances, but he could not help admitting that there was something about this mans aspect which brought Mrs. Picketts charges out of the realm of the fantastic into that of the possible.

Here, to a student of men like Mr. Snyder, was obviously a man with something on his mind. That that something need not necessarily be murder, or any crime whatsoever, the detective admitted.

But under the circumstances the fact that Captain Muller was in a highly nervous condition was worthy of notice if nothing more.

There was something odd — an unnatural gloom — about the man. He bore himself like one carrying a heavy burden. His eyes were dull, his face haggard.

The next moment the detective was reproaching himself with allowing his imagination to run away with his calmer judgment. It mortified him to think that he was permitting himself to be carried away by a train of thought precisely as Oakes would have been.

Nevertheless, whether it was a real oddness or whether Mrs. Picketts words had overstimulated his fancy, there certainly did seem something odd about the German.

Mr. Snyder disposed himself to watch events.

At this moment Oakes gave evidence that he, too, had been struck by the expression of the others face.

Youre not looking well, captain, he said.

The German raised his heavy eyes.

I do not sleep goot.

The door opened and Mrs. Pickett came in.



To Mr. Snyder one of the most remarkable points about a dinner, which for the rest of his life had a place of its own in his memory, was the peculiar metamorphosis of Mrs. Pickett from the brooding, silent woman he had known to the polished hostess.

Oakes, who had dealt with her in her official capacity of owner and manager of the boarding-house, was patently struck by the change. Mr. Snyder found himself speculating as to the early history of this curious old woman who was so very much at ease at the head of her own table.

Oakes, that buoyant soul, was unable to keep his surprise to himself. He had come prepared to steel his stomach against home-made wine, absorbed in grim silence, and he found himself opposite a bottle of champagne of a brand and year which commanded his utmost respect and a pleasant old lady whose only aim seemed to be to make him feel at home.

Beside each of the guests plates was a neat paper parcel. He picked his up.

Why, maam, this is princely! Souvenirs! I call this very handsome of you, Mrs. Pickett!

Yes, that is a souvenir, Mr. Burton. I am glad you are pleased.

Pleased? I am overwhelmed, maam!

You must not think of me simply as the keeper of a boarding-house, Mr. Burton. I am an ambitious hostess. I do not often give these little parties, but when I do I like to do my best to make them a success. I want each of you to remember this dinner of mine.

Im sure I shall.

Mrs. Pickett smiled.

I think you all will. You, Mr. Snyder. She paused. And you, Captain Muller.

To Mr. Snyder there was so much meaning in her voice as she said this that he was amazed that it conveyed no warning to the German.

Captain Muller, however, was already drinking heavily. He looked up when addressed and uttered a sound which might have been taken for an expression of polite acquiescence. Then he filled his glass again.

Mr. Snyder, eying his hostess with a tense watchfulness which told him that his nerves were strung to their utmost, fancied that her eyes gleamed for an instant with the sinister light.

It faded next moment, as she turned to speak to Oakes, who was still fingering his parcel with the restless curiosity of a boy.

Do we open these, maam?

Not yet, Mr. Burton.

Im wondering what mine is.

I hope it will not be a disappointment to you.

A sense of the strangeness of the situation came over Mr. Snyder with renewed force as the meal progressed. He looked round the table and wondered if an odder quartet had ever been assembled.

Oakes, his fears that the dulness of this dinner-party would eclipse the dulness of all other dinner-parties in his experience, miraculously relieved, was at peace with all men. He was in high spirits and waxed garrulous over his wine.

Mr. Snyder could read his mind easily enough. It was when he attempted to guess at the thoughts of his hostess and the German that he was baffled.

What was that heavy man with the dull eyes thinking of as he drained and refilled his glass? And the old woman?

She had slipped back, once the party had begun to progress smoothly, into something of her former grim manner, and conversation at table had practically developed into a monologue on the part of the unconscious Oakes.

As for Mr. Snyder himself, he felt mysteriously deprived of his usual healthy appetite and simultaneously of the easy geniality which distinguished him. He sat and crumbled bread, nervously watchful.

Oakes picked up his souvenir again. He had been fiddling with it at intervals for the past quarter of an hour.

Surely now, maam? he said plaintively.

I did not want them opened till after dinner, said Mrs. Pickett. But just as you please.

Oakes tore the wrapper eagerly. He produced a little silver match-box.

Thank you kindly, maam, he said. Just what I have always wanted.

Mr. Snyders parcel revealed a watch-charm fashioned in the shape of a dark-lantern.

That, said Mrs. Pickett, is a compliment to your profession. She leaned toward the German. Mr. Snyder is a detective, Captain Muller.

The German looked up.

It seemed to Mr. Snyder that a look of fear lit up his heavy eyes for an instant. It came and went, if indeed it came at all, so swiftly that he could not be certain.

So? said Captain Muller.

He spoke quite evenly, with just the amount of interest which such an announcement would naturally produce; but Mr. Snyder was conscious of a return of his old feeling of distrust for the man.

He had been fighting against this all the evening, for he had a professional horror of approaching any case in a biased frame of mind. He was trying his hardest not to prejudge this suspect, but he found himself wavering.

Now for yours, captain, said Oakes. I guess its something special. Its twice the size of mine, anyway.

It may have been something in the old womans expression as she watched the German slowly tearing the paper that sent a thrill of excitement through Mr. Snyder.

Something seemed to warn him of the approach of a psychological moment. He bent forward eagerly. Under the table his hands were clutching his knees in a bruising grip.

There was a strangled gasp, a clatter, and onto the table from the Germans hands there fell a little harmonica.

In the silence which followed all the suspicion which Mr. Snyder had been so sedulously keeping in check burst its bonds.

There was no mistaking the look on the Germans face now. His cheeks were like wax, and his eyes, so dull till then, blazed with a panic and horror which he could not repress. The glasses on the table rocked as he clutched at the cloth.

Mrs. Pickett spoke.

Why, Captain Muller, has it upset you? I thought that, as his best friend, the man who shared his room, you would value a memento of Captain Gunner. How fond you must have been of him for the sight of his harmonica to be such a shock.

The German did not speak. He was staring fascinated at the thing on the table.

Mrs. Pickett turned to Mr. Snyder. Her eyes, as they met his, were the eyes of a fanatic. They held him.

Mr. Snyder, as a detective, you will be interested in a curious affair which happened in this house a few days ago. One of my boarders, Captain Gunner, was found dead in his room — the room which he shared with Captain Muller.

I am very proud of the reputation of my house, Mr. Snyder, and it was a blow to me that this should have happened.

I applied to an agency for a detective, and they sent me a stupid boy, with nothing to recommend him except his belief in himself. He said that Captain Gunner had died by accident, killed by a snake which had come out of a crate of bananas. I knew better.

I knew that Captain Gunner had been murdered.

Are you listening, Captain Muller? This will interest you, as you were such a friend of his.

The German did not answer. He was staring straight before him, as if he saw something invisible to other eyes.

Yesterday we found the body of a dog. It had been killed, as Captain Gunner had been, by the poison of a snake.

The boy from the detective agency said that this was conclusive — that the snake had escaped from the room after killing Captain Gunner and killed the dog. I knew that was impossible, for, if there had been a snake in that room it could not have got out.

It was not a snake that killed Captain Gunner; it was a cat.

Captain Gunner had a friend. This man hated him. One day, in opening a crate of bananas, the friend found a snake and killed it. He took out the poison.

He knew Captain Gunners habits; he knew that he played a harmonica.

This man had a cat. He knew that cats hated the sound of the harmonica. He had often seen this particular cat fly at Captain Gunner and scratch him when he played.

He took the cat and covered its claws with the poison. And then he left it in the room with Captain Gunner. He knew what would happen.

Oakes and Mr. Snyder were on their feet. The German had not moved. He sat there, his fingers gripping the cloth.

Mrs. Pickett rose and went to a closet. She unlocked the door.

Kitty! she called. Kitty! Kitty!

A black cat ran swiftly out into the room.

With a clatter of crockery and a ringing of glass the table heaved, rocked, and overturned as the German staggered to his feet. He threw up his hands as if to ward something off. A choking cry came from his lips.

Gott! Gott!

Mrs. Picketts voice rang through the room, cold and biting:

Captain Muller, you murdered Captain Gunner!

The German shuddered. Then mechanically he replied:

Gott! Yes, I killed him.

You heard, Mr. Snyder, said Mrs. Pickett. He has confessed before witnesses. Take him away.

The German allowed himself to be moved toward the door. His arm in Mr. Snyders grip felt limp and lifeless.

Mrs. Pickett stooped and took something from the débris on the floor. She rose, holding the harmonica.

You are forgetting your souvenir, Captain Muller, she said.


THE TEST CASE (1915)

First published in Pearsons, December 1915
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WELL-MEANING CHAPPIES AT the club sometimes amble up to me and tap me on the wishbone, and say Reggie, old top, — my names Reggie Pepper— you ought to get married, old man. Well, what I mean to say is, its all very well, and I see their point and all that sort of thing; but it takes two to make a marriage, and to date I havent met a girl who didnt seem to think the contract was too big to be taken on.

Looking back, it seems to me that I came nearer to getting over the home-plate with Ann Selby than with most of the others. In fact, but for circumstances over which I had no dashed control, I am inclined to think that we should have brought it off. Im bound to say that, now that what the poet chappie calls the first fine frenzy has been on the ice for awhile and I am able to consider the thing calmly, I am deuced glad we didnt. She was one of those strong-minded girls, and I hate to think of what she would have done to me.

At the time, though, I was frightfully in love, and, for quite a while after she definitely gave me the mitten, I lost my stroke at golf so completely that a child could have given me a stroke a hole and got away with it. I was all broken up, and I contend to this day that I was dashed badly treated.

Let me give you what they call the data.

One day I was lunching with Ann, and was just proposing to her as usual, when, instead of simply refusing me, as she generally did, she fixed me with a thoughtful eye and kind of opened her heart.

Do you know, Reggie, I am in doubt.

Give me the benefit of it, I said. Which I maintain was pretty good on the spur of the moment, but didnt get a hand. She simply ignored it, and went on.

Sometimes, she said, you seem to me entirely vapid and brainless; at other times you say or do things which suggest that there are possibilities in you; that, properly stimulated and encouraged, you might overcome the handicap of large private means and do something worthwhile. I wonder if that is simply my imagination? She watched me very closely as she spoke.

Rather not. Youve absolutely summed me up. With you beside me, stimulating and all that sort of rot, dont you know, I should show a flash of speed which would astonish you.

I wish I could be certain.

Take a chance on it.

She shook her head.

I must be certain. Marriage is such a gamble. I have just been staying with my sister Hilda and her husband — —

Dear old Harold Bodkin. I know him well. In fact, Ive a standing invitation to go down there and stay as long as I like. Harold is one of my best pals. Harold is a corker. Good old Harold is — —

I would rather you didnt eulogize him, Reggie. I am extremely angry with Harold. He is making Hilda perfectly miserable.

What on earth do you mean? Harold wouldnt dream of hurting a fly.
Hes one of those dreamy, sentimental chumps who — —

It is precisely his sentimentality which is at the bottom of the whole trouble. You know, of course, that Hilda is not his first wife?

Thats right. His first wife died about five years ago.

He still cherishes her memory.

Very sporting of him.

Is it! If you were a girl, how would you like to be married to a man who was always making you bear in mind that you were only number two in his affections; a man whose idea of a pleasant conversation was a string of anecdotes illustrating what a dear woman his first wife was. A man who expected you to upset all your plans if they clashed with some anniversary connected with his other marriage?

That does sound pretty rotten. Does Harold do all that?

Thats only a small part of what he does. Why, if you will believe me, every evening at seven oclock he goes and shuts himself up in a little room at the top of the house, and meditates.

What on earth does he do that for?

Apparently his first wife died at seven in the evening. There is a portrait of her in the room. I believe he lays flowers in front of it. And Hilda is expected to greet him on his return with a happy smile.

Why doesnt she kick?

I have been trying to persuade her to, but she wont. She just pretends she doesnt mind. She has a nervous, sensitive temperament, and the thing is slowly crushing her. Dont talk to me of Harold.

Considering that she had started him as a topic, I thought this pretty unjust. I didnt want to talk of Harold. I wanted to talk about myself.

Well, what has all this got to do with your not wanting to marry me?
I said.

Nothing, except that it is an illustration of the risks a woman runs when she marries a man of a certain type.

Great Scott! You surely dont class me with Harold?

Yes, in a way you are very much alike. You have both always had large private means, and have never had the wholesome discipline of work.

But, dash it, Harold, on your showing, is an absolute nut. Why should you think that I would be anything like that?

Theres always the risk.

A hot idea came to me.

Look here, Ann, I said, Suppose I pull off some stunt which only a deuced brainy chappie could get away with? Would you marry me then?

Certainly. What do you propose to do?

Do! What do I propose to do! Well, er, to be absolutely frank, at the moment I dont quite know.

You never will know, Reggie. Youre one of the idle rich, and your brain, if you ever had one, has atrophied.

Well, that seemed to me to put the lid on it. I didnt mind a heart-to-heart talk, but this was mere abuse. I changed the subject.

What would you like after that fish? I said coldly.

You know how it is when you get an idea. For awhile it sort of simmers inside you, and then suddenly it sizzles up like a rocket, and there you are, right up against it. Thats what happened now. I went away from that luncheon, vaguely determined to pull off some stunt which would prove that I was right there with the gray matter, but without any clear notion of what I was going to do. Side by side with this in my mind was the case of dear old Harold. When I wasnt brooding on the stunt, I was brooding on Harold. I was fond of the good old lad, and I hated the idea of his slowly wrecking the home purely by being a chump. And all of a sudden the two things clicked together like a couple of chemicals, and there I was with a corking plan for killing two birds with one stone — putting one across that would startle and impress Ann, and at the same time healing the breach between Harold and Hilda.

My idea was that, in a case like this, its no good trying opposition. What you want is to work it so that the chappie quits of his own accord. You want to egg him on to overdoing the thing till he gets so that he says to himself, Enough! Never again! That was what was going to happen to Harold.

When youre going to do a thing, theres nothing like making a quick start. I wrote to Harold straight away, proposing myself for a visit. And Harold wrote back telling me to come right along.

Harold and Hilda lived alone in a large house. I believe they did a good deal of entertaining at times, but on this occasion I was the only guest. The only other person of note in the place was Ponsonby, the butler.

Of course, if Harold had been an ordinary sort of chappie, what I had come to do would have been a pretty big order. I dont mind many things, but I do hesitate to dig into my hosts intimate private affairs. But Harold was such a simple-minded Johnnie, so grateful for a little sympathy and advice, that my job wasnt so very difficult.

It wasnt as if he minded talking about Amelia, which was his first wifes name. The difficulty was to get him to talk of anything else. I began to understand what Ann meant by saying it was tough on Hilda.

Im bound to say the old boy was clay in my hands. People call me a chump, but Harold was a super-chump, and I did what I liked with him. The second morning of my visit, after breakfast, he grabbed me by the arm.

This way, Reggie. Im just going to show old Reggie Amelias portrait, dear.

There was a little room all by itself on the top floor. He explained to me that it had been his studio. At one time Harold used to do a bit of painting in an amateur way.

There! he said, pointing at the portrait. I did that myself, Reggie.
It was away being cleaned when you were here last. Its like dear
Amelia, isnt it?

I suppose it was, in a way. At any rate, you could recognize the likeness when you were told who it was supposed to be.

He sat down in front of it, and gave it the thoughtful once-over.

Do you know, Reggie, old top, sometimes when I sit here, I feel as if
Amelia were back again.

It would be a bit awkward for you if she was.

How do you mean?

Well, old lad, you happen to be married to someone else.

A look of childlike enthusiasm came over his face.

Reggie, I want to tell you how splendid Hilda is. Lots of other women might object to my still cherishing Amelias memory, but Hilda has been so nice about it from the beginning. She understands so thoroughly.

I hadnt much breath left after that, but I used what I had to say:
She doesnt object?

Not a bit, said Harold. It makes everything so pleasant.

When I had recovered a bit, I said, What do you mean by everything?

Well, he said, for instance, I come up here every evening at seven and — er — think for a few minutes.

A few minutes?!

What do you mean?

Well, a few minutes isnt long.

But I always have my cocktail at a quarter past.

You could postpone it.

And Ponsonby likes us to start dinner at seven-thirty.

What on earth has Ponsonby to do with it?

Well, he likes to get off by nine, you know. I think he goes off and plays bowls at the madhouse. You see, Reggie, old man, we have to study Ponsonby a little. Hes always on the verge of giving notice — in fact, it was only by coaxing him on one or two occasions that we got him to stay on — and hes such a treasure that I dont know what we should do if we lost him. But, if you think that I ought to stay longer —— ?

Certainly I do. You ought to do a thing like this properly, or not at all.

He sighed.

Its a frightful risk, but in future well dine at eight.

It seemed to me that there was a suspicion of a cloud on Ponsonbys shining morning face, when the news was broken to him that for the future he couldnt unleash himself on the local bowling talent as early as usual, but he made no kick, and the new order of things began.

My next offensive movement I attribute to a flash of absolute genius. I was glancing through a photograph album in the drawing-room before lunch, when I came upon a face which I vaguely remembered. It was one of those wide, flabby faces, with bulging eyes, and something about it struck me as familiar. I consulted Harold, who came in at that moment.

That? said Harold. Thats Percy. He gave a slight shudder. Amelias brother, you know. An awful fellow. I havent seen him for years.

Then I placed Percy. I had met him once or twice in the old days, and I had a brainwave. Percy was everything that poor old Harold disliked most. He was hearty at breakfast, a confirmed back-slapper, and a man who prodded you in the chest when he spoke to you.

You havent seen him for years! I said in a shocked voice.

Thank heaven! said Harold devoutly.

I put down the photograph album, and looked at him in a deuced serious way. Then its high time you asked him to come here.

Harold blanched. Reggie, old man, you dont know what you are saying. You cant remember Percy. I wish you wouldnt say these things, even in fun.

Im not saying it in fun. Of course, its none of my business, but you have paid me the compliment of confiding in me about Amelia, and I feel justified in speaking. All I can say is that, if you cherish her memory as you say you do, you show it in a very strange way. How you can square your neglect of Percy with your alleged devotion to Amelias memory, beats me. It seems to me that you have no choice. You must either drop the whole thing and admit that your love for her is dead, or else you must stop this infernal treatment of her favorite brother. You cant have it both ways.

He looked at me like a hunted stag. But, Reggie, old man! Percy! He asks riddles at breakfast.

I dont care.

Hilda cant stand him.

It doesnt matter. You must invite him. Its not a case of what you like or dont like. Its your duty.

He struggled with his feelings for a bit. Very well, he said in a crushed sort of voice.

At dinner that night he said to Hilda: Im going to ask Amelias brother down to spend a few days. It is so long since we have seen him.

Hilda didnt answer at once. She looked at him in rather a curious sort of way, I thought. Very well, dear, she said.

I was deuced sorry for the poor girl, but I felt like a surgeon. She would be glad later on, for I was convinced that in a very short while poor old Harold must crack under the strain, especially after I had put across the coup which I was meditating for the very next evening.

It was quite simple. Simple, that is to say, in its working, but a devilish brainy thing for a chappie to have thought out. If Ann had really meant what she had said at lunch that day, and was prepared to stick to her bargain and marry me as soon as I showed a burst of intelligence, she was mine.

What it came to was that, if dear old Harold enjoyed meditating in front of Amelias portrait, he was jolly well going to have all the meditating he wanted, and a bit over, for my simple scheme was to lurk outside till he had gone into the little room on the top floor, and then, with the aid of one of those jolly little wedges which you use to keep windows from rattling, see to it that the old boy remained there till they sent out search parties.

There wasnt a flaw in my reasoning. When Harold didnt roll in at the sound of the dinner gong, Hilda would take it for granted that he was doing an extra bit of meditating that night, and her pride would stop her sending out a hurry call for him. As for Harold, when he found that all was not well with the door, he would probably yell with considerable vim. But it was odds against anyone hearing him. As for me, you might think that I was going to suffer owing to the probable postponement of dinner. Not so, but far otherwise, for on the night I had selected for the coup I was dining out at the neighboring inn with my old college chum Freddie Meadowes. It is true that Freddie wasnt going to be within fifty miles of the place on that particular night, but they werent to know that.

Did I describe the peculiar isolation of that room on the top floor, where the portrait was? I dont think I did. It was, as a matter of fact, the only room in those parts, for, in the days when he did his amateur painting, old Harold was strong on the artistic seclusion business and hated noise, and his studio was the only room in use on that floor.

In short, to sum up, the thing was a cinch.

Punctually at ten minutes to seven, I was in readiness on the scene. There was a recess with a curtain in front of it a few yards from the door, and there I waited, fondling my little wedge, for Harold to walk up and allow the proceedings to start. It was almost pitch-dark, and that made the time of waiting seem longer. Presently — I seemed to have been there longer than ten minutes — I heard steps approaching. They came past where I stood, and went on into the room. The door closed, and I hopped out and sprinted up to it, and the next moment I had the good old wedge under the wood — as neat a job as you could imagine. And then I strolled downstairs, and toddled off to the inn.

I didnt hurry over my dinner, partly because the browsing and sluicing at the inn was really astonishingly good for a roadhouse and partly because I wanted to give Harold plenty of time for meditation. I suppose it must have been a couple of hours or more when I finally turned in at the front door. Somebody was playing the piano in the drawing room. It could only be Hilda who was playing, and I had doubts as to whether she wanted company just then — mine, at any rate.

Eventually I decided to risk it, for I wanted to hear the latest about dear old Harold, so in I went, and it wasnt Hilda at all; it was Ann Selby.

Hello, I said. I didnt know you were coming down here. It seemed so odd, dont you know, as it hadnt been more than ten days or so since her last visit.

Good evening, Reggie, she said.

Whats been happening? I asked.

How do you know anything has been happening?

I guessed it.

Well, youre quite right, as it happens, Reggie. A good deal has been happening. She went to the door, and looked out, listening. Then she shut it, and came back. Hilda has revolted!

Revolted?

Yes, put her foot down — made a stand — refused to go on meekly putting up with Harolds insane behavior.

I dont understand.

She gave me a look of pity. You always were so dense, Reggie. I will tell you the whole thing from the beginning. You remember what I spoke to you about, one day when we were lunching together? Well, I dont suppose you have noticed it — I know what you are — but things have been getting steadily worse. For one thing, Harold insisted on lengthening his visits to the top room, and naturally Ponsonby complained. Hilda tells me that she had to plead with him to induce him to stay on. Then the climax came. I dont know if you recollect Amelias brother Percy? You must have met him when she was alive — a perfectly unspeakable person with a loud voice and overpowering manners. Suddenly, out of a blue sky, Harold announced his intention of inviting him to stay. It was the last straw. This afternoon I received a telegram from poor Hilda, saying that she was leaving Harold and coming to stay with me, and a few hours later the poor child arrived at my apartment.

You mustnt suppose that I stood listening silently to this speech. Every time she seemed to be going to stop for breath I tried to horn in and tell her all these things which had been happening were not mere flukes, as she seemed to think, but parts of a deuced carefully planned scheme of my own. Every time Id try to interrupt, Ann would wave me down, and carry on without so much as a semi-colon.

But at this point I did manage a word in. I know, I know, I know! I did it all. It was I who suggested to Harold that he should lengthen the meditations, and insisted on his inviting Percy to stay.

I had hardly got the words out, when I saw that they were not making the hit I had anticipated. She looked at me with an expression of absolute scorn, dont you know.

Well, really, Reggie, she said at last, I never have had a very high opinion of your intelligence, as you know, but this is a revelation to me. What motive you can have had, unless you did it in a spirit of pure mischief — — She stopped, and there was a glare of undiluted repulsion in her eyes. Reggie! I cant believe it! Of all the things I loathe most, a practical joker is the worst. Do you mean to tell me you did all this as a practical joke?

Great Scott, no! It was like this — —

I paused for a bare second to collect my thoughts, so as to put the thing clearly to her. I might have known what would happen. She dashed right in and collared the conversation.

Well, never mind. As it happens, there is no harm done. Quite the reverse, in fact. Hilda left a note for Harold telling him what she had done and where she had gone and why she had gone, and Harold found it. The result was that, after Hilda had been with me for some time, in he came in a panic and absolutely grovelled before the dear child. It seems incredible but he had apparently had no notion that his absurd behavior had met with anything but approval from Hilda. He went on as if he were mad. He was beside himself. He clutched his hair and stamped about the room, and then he jumped at the telephone and called this house and got Ponsonby and told him to go straight to the little room on the top floor and take Amelias portrait down. I thought that a little unnecessary myself, but he was in such a whirl of remorse that it was useless to try and get him to be rational. So Hilda was consoled, and he calmed down, and we all came down here in the automobile. So you see — —

At this moment the door opened, and in came Harold.

I say — hello, Reggie, old man — I say, its a funny thing, but we cant find Ponsonby anywhere.

There are moments in a chappies life, dont you know, when Reason, so to speak, totters, as it were, on its bally throne. This was one of them. The situation seemed somehow to have got out of my grip. I suppose, strictly speaking, I ought, at this juncture, to have cleared my throat and said in an audible tone, Harold, old top, I know where Ponsonby is. But somehow I couldnt. Something seemed to keep the words back. I just stood there and said nothing.

Nobody seems to have seen anything of him, said Harold. I wonder where he can have got to.

Hilda came in, looking so happy I hardly recognized her. I remember feeling how strange it was that anybody could be happy just then.

I know, she said. Of course! Doesnt he always go off to the inn and play bowls at this time?

Why, of course, said Harold. So he does.

And he asked Ann to play something on the piano. And pretty soon we had settled down to a regular jolly musical evening. Ann must have played a matter of two or three thousand tunes, when Harold got up.

By the way, he said. I suppose he did what I told him about the picture before he went out. Lets go and see.

Oh, Harold, what does it matter? asked Hilda.

Dont be silly, Harold, said Ann.

I would have said the same thing, only I couldnt say anything.

Harold wasnt to be stopped. He led the way out of the room and upstairs, and we all trailed after him. We had just reached the top floor, when Hilda stopped, and said Hark!

It was a voice.

Hi! it said. Hi!

Harold legged it to the door of the studio. Ponsonby?

From within came the voice again, and I have never heard anything to touch the combined pathos, dignity and indignation it managed to condense into two words.

Yes, sir?

What on earth are you doing in there?

I came here, sir, in accordance with your instructions on the telephone, and — —

Harold rattled the door. The darned things stuck.

Yes, sir.

How on earth did that happen?

I could not say, sir.

How can the door have stuck like this? said Ann.

Somebody — I suppose it was me, though the voice didnt sound familiar — spoke. Perhaps theres a wedge under it, said this chappie.

A wedge? What do you mean?

One of those little wedges you use to keep windows from rattling, dont you know.

But why —— ? Youre absolutely right, Reggie, old man, there is!

He yanked it out, and flung the door open, and out came Ponsonby, looking like Lady Macbeth.

I wish to give notice, sir, he said, and I should esteem it a favor if I might go to the pantry and procure some food, as I am extremely hungry.

And he passed from our midst, with Hilda after him, saying: But,
Ponsonby! Be reasonable, Ponsonby!

Ann Selby turned on me with a swish. Reggie, she said, did you shut Ponsonby in there?

Well, yes, as a matter of fact, I did.

But why? asked Harold.

Well, to be absolutely frank, old top, I thought it was you.

You thought it was me? But why — what did you want to lock me in for?

I hesitated. It was a delicate business telling him the idea. And while
I was hesitating, Ann jumped in.

I can tell you why, Harold. It was because Reggie belongs to that sub-species of humanity known as practical jokers. This sort of thing is his idea of humor.

Humor! Losing us a priceless butler, said Harold. If thats your idea of — —

Hilda came back, pale and anxious. Harold, dear, do come and help me reason with Ponsonby. He is in the pantry gnawing a cold chicken, and he only stops to say I give notice.

Yes, said Ann. Go, both of you. I wish to speak to Reggie alone.

Thats how I came to lose Ann. At intervals during her remarks I tried to put my side of the case, but it was no good. She wouldnt listen. And presently something seemed to tell me that now was the time to go to my room and pack. Half an hour later I slid silently into the night.

Wasnt it Shakespeare or somebody who said that the road to Hell — or words to that effect — was paved with good intentions? If it was Shakespeare, it just goes to prove what they are always saying about him — that he knew a bit. Take it from one who knows, the old boy was absolutely right.


THE FATAL KINK IN ALGERNON (1916)

First published in Ladies Home Journal, January 1916
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WHEN THE LONDON society papers announced that No. 8 Grosvenor Square had been rented for the coming season by Mr. J. Macklin Ringwood, the New York millionaire, who was being accompanied on his pilgrimage by his wife Euphemia and his only daughter Marion, the family put it, in varying degrees of bluntness, to the Honorable Algernon Wynbrace that here was his chance. They fed Algernon raw meat and fumbled with his leash. They sicked him on with encouraging cries.

His uncle, Lord Wildersham (pronounced Wing, to rime with Chiddingfold), on whose grudging bounty Algernon was dependent, took him into the library and spoke serious, guarded words.
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This, said Lord Wildersham, is a great opportunity for you, Algernon, my boy. Heaven forbid that I should advocate any such thing as a mercenary marriage. Nothing could be farther from my intentions. I merely point out to you that this is an opportunity not rashly to be ignored. Miss Ringwood is a charming girl in every respect, and for that reason alone I recommend you to consider very earnestly the idea of endeavoring to win her esteem and affection. It is time that you settled down.

In this particular case you would start with every chance in your favor. Mr. Ringwood, a most estimable man, one of those captains of finance of whom America is so justly proud, is a personal friend of mine. He was my host during the fortnight which I spent in the States in the spring of 1907, and my book, America and its People, is dedicated to him. I am sure that he would be as delighted as myself if a union — er, just so. Think it over, my boy.

His aunt, Lady Wildersham, was franker.

I see the Ringwoods are in town, she said. Send Algernon round at once.

And his aged grandmother, the Dowager Duchess of Shropshire, who at the age of eighty-seven still retained unimpaired those keen faculties and that sterling instinct for business which had made her known affectionately to her wide circle of tenants as the horse-leech, telegraphed from Drexdale Castle, her country seat:

Ringwoods arrived Grosvenor Square. See Bradstreet. Query, Algernon: Why not?

Without, in short, a dissentient voice the whole family pointed out to Algernon his duty, and stood by to see that he did it.

The Honorable Algernon Wynbrace was at this time in his twenty-fifth year. Nature had bestowed upon him a pleasing countenance and one of those amiable temperaments which yield readily to influence from outside. Indeed, if he had a fault, it was that, when not influenced from outside, he was inclined to drift through life in a state of almost complete inertia. It was a saying with us at Eton that the only way to get Algie to do anything except to eat was to light a fire under him and leave the rest to nature. He was perhaps a trifle inclined to be negative. His only really positive quality was a fondness for musical comedy which at times amounted to an obsession.



HIS negative qualities, however, were numerous and varied. He did not like oysters. He could not stick his uncle, Lord Wildersham. He was frightfully fed by his aged grandmother, the Dowager Duchess of Shropshire. He was bored pallid by such widely differing things as Wagner, the future of woman, all literature except the sporting papers, breakfast, problem plays, Cubist painting, and lawn tennis, and the movement for the better housing of the workingman. And he hated cats.

His antipathy for cats, indeed, was so pronounced as to merit inclusion among his positive qualities. It was no mere passing distaste. He was not frightfully fed by cats, nor did they bore him pallid. They affected him with a genuine horror. In the presence of a cat he lost that repose which stamps the caste of Vere de Vere and became a sort of gesticulating semaphore. Such an aversion is inexplicable, but by no means rare. Napoleon and the late Lord Roberts, though differing from Algie in many important respects, resembled him in this one particular.

Cant stand them, old top, he confided to me once in a moment of expansion. Never could. Dont know why. They just give me the pip, thats all.

Algernon, once it had been made clear to him that his family proposed to nag at him without ceasing till he showed signs of being about to get action in the matter of Miss Ringwood, pulled himself together and began the campaign with not a little resolution. He started, as his uncle had predicted, with every chance in his favor. Mr. Ringwood, who was one of those spaciously hospitable men who do not mind what the wind blows in, made him feel at home from the outset. Mrs. Ringwood took to him at once. And Marion, to whom Algernon was something entirely new, welcomed him with that enthusiasm which she always showed toward anything novel. Hers was a vivid, restless mind, demanding constant stimulation: and Algernon, paradoxically, stimulated it simply by being unstimulating.



ALL her life Marion Ringwood had been accustomed to the society of bright, alert, able, ambitious, keen young men; and to meet a human jellyfish like Algernon gave her that then-felt-I-like-some-watcher-of-the-skies-when-a-new-planet-swims-into-his-ken feeling which one so rarely experiences in a prosaic world. To Marion, the Honorable Algie was the Great Mystery. He seemed too tired to breathe, yet he kept alive. It is not too much to say that in the first days of their acquaintance Algie fascinated her.

Theirs was a coming together of opposites. The girl was a good conversationalist, Algie an admirable listener. There is no surer foundation for the happy marriage.

Algies wooing proceeded on exactly opposite lines to that of the late Othello. The latter won the heart of Desdemona by speaking of most disastrous chances, of moving accidents by flood and field, of hairbreadth scapes i the imminent deadly breach, and similar events. Algernon produced almost equal results by sitting in a chair and letting his Desdemona relate her autobiography. When she paused for breath he said: No, really? When she seemed to expect some comment he said: Extraordinary, what? When she did not pause, but went straight on, he nodded. It was a simple method, and, as involving the minimum of trouble, peculiarly suited to Algie; and it was wonderfully effective.

The campaign was making excellent progress. Lord Wildersham began to lose his worried look. Lady Wildersham addressed her nephew as Algie dear twice in a single day. And the Dowager Duchess of Shropshire wrote him a letter which did not contain a single word of abuse — a record.



THE only person who was not pleased was Chester Bellington Bassett, first secretary to the American Embassy. He regarded Algie as a boob, an excrescence and a pest, and in the immediate circle of his friends he said so with considerable freedom. For Chester was jealous.

Chester Bellington Bassett was one of those bright, able, alert, ambitious, keen young men to whose society Marion Ringwood had been accustomed all her life. He had been in love with Marion since their first meeting, two years ago, at a ball in Washington. He had looked on her visit to London, whither his diplomatic career had sent him, as the one supreme bit of luck that had ever happened to him. Short of sleeping on the doorstep of No. 8 Grosvenor Square in order to be there when she arrived, he had neglected nothing which would enable him to be first in the field. And now, just when things had seemed to be going so well, along came Algernon.

What she could see in Algie baffled him. He examined Algie with the severely impartial eye of a rival, and dismissed him as a mere chunk of barely sentient matter cumbering the ground and poisoning the surrounding atmosphere. It astounded him that a sensible girl could entertain toward Lord Wildershams nephew any feeling warmer and more cordial than a desire to duck down a side street when she saw him coming. Yet there she was, prattling away to this scarcely animate blob of imbecility as if he were the only thing on earth. Chester felt embittered.



BUT he did not despair. There were times when he felt that it was useless to continue, that he was simply among those present and had no chance at all; but the dogged courage of the Boston Bassetts sustained him and he continued to do his best. His best took the form for the most part of sending Marion things by special messenger. As the Etiquette Book so well puts it, When a young mans fancy develops from mere liking for a charming girl into serious thoughts of matrimony, his first and most natural impulse is to bestow gifts upon the object of his admiration. That was Chester in a nutshell. At this period of his career he was probably the most prominent gift-bestower on the eastern side of the Atlantic Ocean. When he was not making his presence felt among the chancelleries, or whatever it is that first secretaries to embassies draw their weekly pay-envelopes for, he was sending Marion gifts. He showed no discrimination. He just gave her anything that came within his reach. By the end of the first month she was in receipt of possibly a ton of assorted flowers, a hundredweight or so of candy, two canaries, the complete works of Marie Corelli, a fan, a fountain pen, a parrot, eleven talking-machine records and a Japanese spaniel.

None of these things, however, affected the general situation. The first event of military importance occurred when he added a Persian cat to the long roll of junk which he had unloaded on No. 8 Grosvenor Square.

It was Algies fault that Chester ever came within five miles of the cat. If he could have conquered his fatal weakness to the extent of escorting Miss Ringwood to the Crystal Palace cat show, his rival would never have learned of Alexanders existence — for such was the name of the animal. But he absolutely declined to escort Miss Ringwood to the show, pleading several previous engagements, and she thereupon enrolled Chester Bassett as a substitute.



IT STRUCK Chester Bassett as one more instance of the unkindness of fate that the particular cat on which Marion had set her heart was not for sale. All the afternoon they cruised together through an ocean of cats — big cats, small cats, black cats, white cats, gray cats, yellow cats, brown cats, and particolored cats; but none appealed to Miss Ringwood except this Persian cat, Alexander, the property of a Miss Matilda Robinson. And Miss Robinson, who sat beside her pets couch like a guardian angel, firmly declined to negotiate. She looked on Alexander as a son.

Time passed. Algie continued to make progress. It seemed as if everything was over except the wedding announcements. Lord Wildersham had become positively radiant. Lady Wildershams beaming smile was now a byword in the best circles. The Dowager Duchess of Shropshire sent Algie a pot of homemade jam.

And then, one afternoon, as Algie sat in his favorite attitude in one of the drawing-room chairs at No. 8 Grosvenor Square, listening to Miss Ringwoods description of how she had lost a suitcase while traveling from Rome to Paris, a narrative of the deepest interest, the door opened and Chester Bassett was announced.

To Algie, resting on his spine in the drawing-room chair, it seemed that there was something in Chesters manner which he did not quite like, a sort of suppressed elation. There was something about Chester which made him feel uneasy. Right from the start, he confided to me later at the club, I had a kind of what-dyou-call-it. A sort of thingummy, dont you know, what?

Chester Bassett opened fire without delay. I have good news for you, Miss Ringwood. You remember that cat we saw at the Crystal Palace? I was out to dinner last night, and I sat next to Miss Robinson. You recollect Miss Robinson? She has changed her mind about Alexander.

Oh, Mr. Bassett, how splendid! Will she sell him?

She has sold him. I took the liberty of buying him as a present for you, as you took such a fancy to him.
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How perfectly divine! I cant tell you how grateful I am, Mr. Bassett. I fell in love with Alexander the moment I saw him. But how strange that she should have been willing to part with him! She was so very determined that afternoon. She said she looked on him as a son.



A SLIGHT embarrassment betrayed itself in Chester Bassetts manner. That, he explained, is what you might call the crux of the matter. She looked on him as a son, and he double-crossed her. It seems that the day before yesterday he had the misfortune to present to her six fine kittens, and there is now a certain coolness between them. However, out of evil cometh good, and I have been able to get him — her, I mean — for you. He — she — it is downstairs in a basket.

The next moment Marion had rung the bell, and shortly afterward the basket appeared, and before Algies revolted eyes the cat was decanted on the drawing-room floor.

If you have ever seen a pugilist, happily conscious that he has successfully outpointed his antagonist, come up for the last round of a fight, a soft smile playing about his lips as he dips into the future and sees himself spending the winners end of the purse, and suddenly receive a crushing blow just above the waistline, you will have a rough idea of Algies emotions as he watched Alexander emerge from his basket. It was not only the discomfort which the cats presence caused him at the moment, though that was considerable. What paralyzed him was the thought of what was to come.

From that moment Algernon, from being a hundred-to-one shot in the Ringwood stakes, receded to one to a hundred and no takers. It has been explained that his greatest charm in Marions eyes was his supreme restfulness, his air of almost entirely suspended animation. The arrival of Alexander robbed him of this. In Alexanders presence — and he was always present — Algie fidgeted, wriggled in his chair, forgot to say Extraordinary, what? when given his cue, and altogether behaved in a manner which caused Miss Ringwood to regard him first with surprise, then with resentment, and finally with indifference, and to direct the searchlight of her smile exclusively upon Chester Bellington Bassett.

Even to Algies limited intelligence it became apparent that something must be done. The home authorities were becoming restless. Lord Wildersham demanded action. Lady Wildersham quoted the proverb about faint heart and fair lady three times one evening at dinner between the soup and the savory. The Dowager Duchess of Shropshire threatened to come to London and give Algie a piece of her mind.

It was probably this last threat that spurred Algie to act. His imagination recoiled from the thought of his aged grandmothers going about the metropolis giving him pieces of her mind. She had done it on previous occasions, and it had made him feel quite faint.

So Algie acted.



THE intelligent reader will remember, though the vapid and irreflective reader (that worm) will have forgotten, that one of the gifts which Chester Bellington Bassett had bestowed upon Marion Ringwood was a parrot. He had bought it for her because, one afternoon when they were slumming or doing Dickens London or something — at any rate, they were wandering together through Soho — she had caught sight of it in a window and coveted it. It had cost Chester Bassett ten dollars, a long and maddening argument with an unintelligent alien who mistook him for a detective and denied everything that was said to him, and an inch of flesh out of his finger, to get the bird to No. 8 Grosvenor Square; but he had done it eventually, and the parrot now lived in the hall of that stately home of England, a great favorite with Miss Ringwood and her father.

One afternoon Algie found himself alone in the hall. He was spending a few days at No. 8 as the guest of Mr. Ringwood at the time, his uncle and aunt having left London for their annual visit to Drexdale Castle. Mr. Ringwood, always hospitable, and gathering after half an hour of the broadest hints from his old friend, Lord Wildersham, that the invitation would be acceptable, had invited Algie to move over. The arrangement had the advantage for the latter that he now saw more of Marion, and the counterbalancing disadvantage that he also saw more of Alexander.

He was brooding on Alexander as he entered the hall, when a low voice from the shadows urged him to get his hair cut. Turning, he perceived the parrot, affably regarding him with its head on one side, evidently ready for a heart-to-heart talk. Algie was approaching the cage when he perceived the cat Alexander in the hall.



HIS first impulse was to give his refined imitation of a semaphore, and he had just raised his arms when possibly the first idea he had ever had in his life flashed through what, in relating the affair subsequently, he described as his brain.

It was a corking good idea, old top, he told me, and I dont know how I ever came to get it. The bally cat, you understand, was advancing in close formation and looking up at the cage in a kind of eager way. Now I knew that Miss Ringwood thought a lot of that bird and would be frightfully fed if anything happened to it, so I just opened the cage door and out the old bird hopped. You get the idea? The program was that the bally cat would manhandle the bally bird, and when Miss Ringwood, who was out at the moment, came back and saw the remains, she wouldnt stick it and the cat would hit the pavement on one ear and never appear in the house again. What?

I am usually a sympathetic listener when Algie relates his troubles, but as he set forth this fiendish plot I suppose my manner must have lost some of its sympathy, for he eyed me disappointedly.

You dont think a lot of the idea, what? he said.

Its no business of mine, I replied; but dont you think yourself it was playing it rather low down? Wasnt it a trifle rough on the bird?

Yes, I thought of all that, but it was what they call a military necessity, dont you know? Besides, I didnt dictate the birds movements. He was a what-dyou-call-it? — a free agent. If he wanted to hop out just because I opened the cage door, that was his affair. Besides, as a matter of fact, he didnt get hurt. Let me tell you. And he related the incident.

Algie, it seems, wasted no time. Miss Ringwood, he knew, was out. So was Mr. Ringwood. Mrs. Ringwood was in her bedroom, nursing a headache. The chances were against interruption from any of the servants. The coast, in a word, was clear. Algie opened the door of the cage, and retired to the background to give the principals full play.

There was a moment of keen suspense, and then the parrot hopped out. He paused in thought for a while on the back of a chair and then fluttered to the floor. Alexander, the cat, was in immediate attendance. As far as one can judge, Alexander must have thought that he was on to a good thing. His extremely sketchy grasp of the principles of ornithology had long since caused him to classify the parrot as a chicken. It was true that there was a difference in color, and that this birds nose was a trifle more Roman than that of any chicken he had hitherto encountered; but these were small matters. Broadly speaking, this was a chicken, and dealing with chickens was one of the things which Alexander did best.

He began to get ready to throw himself into this affair with spirit. Flattening himself on the floor till his chin touched it, he rippled the muscles of his back and switched his tail softly to and fro. This was his way of limbering up. In another instant he would have sprung, but, just as he was about to do so, his intended victim, stepping forward, nodded patronizingly at him and asked him the time.



ALEXANDER executed a backward leap of seven feet and rose in the air like a rocketing pheasant. When the movement was concluded he was on top of the hatstand. From this elevation he surveyed the surprising fowl beneath him with pain and astonishment.

The parrot, dismissing the affair from his mind, began to patrol the floor. Once he looked up, gazed at Alexander with a mild curiosity, recommended to him that haircut which he seemed to regard as the panacea for all ills, human and feline, and resumed his rambles. From his aerie Alexander watched him with saucer eyes and moaned a little. His nervous system was still vibrating from the shock of being asked the time by one he had always looked on as a bird.

It was manifest to Algie, as he surveyed the proceedings, that the only scheme that he had ever thought out in his life had gone agley. He was, as he phrased it to me, stymied: Absolutely stymied, old top.

But the greatest general is he who can snatch victory from the jaws of apparent defeat, and it must be admitted that in this crisis Algie showed certain of the qualities which make for success on the stricken field — notably a resource of which no one would have suspected him capable, and a dash and agility which would have seemed incredible to those who knew him only as one who loved to nestle on his spine in deep armchairs.

Anyone who had chanced to pass through the hall of No. 8 Grosvenor Square at that moment would have seen a remarkable sight — the spectacle of Algie running upstairs. His usual mode of progression, when he could not secure a taxicab, was a languid walk. On this occasion, however, reckless of possible injury to the crease of his trousers, he raced up the stairs and bounded into his bedroom like a highly trained professional acrobat.

Arrived there, he snatched up a hatbox and bounded back to the hall.

The situation, when he reached the hall, was, as the newspapers say, unchanged. The parrot, meditatively crooning expletives, was trying to climb up the box in which the automobile rugs were kept. Alexander, invisible except for two eyes and the tip of his nose, was continuing his policy of watchful waiting.

Algie made for Alexander. He had thought the whole thing out, and had realized that this was the chance of a lifetime. In his normal state of mind Alexander was not so much a solid as a fluid; he could slip through hands, no matter how firmly they gripped. Eels were adhesive compared with Alexander when in full possession of his faculties. But now, as he watched the parrot, he was in a kind of trance.

He did not seem to be aware of Algies approach. All his attention was concentrated on the parrot. Before he could rally to cope with the new attack Algie had gripped him firmly, inserted him in the hatbox and slammed the lid.

Algie sped from the house and hailed a taxi-cab, directing the driver to stop at the nearest messenger-boy office.



COMMOTION reigned at No. 8 Grosvenor Square. When Algie returned he found himself in a whirl of people who wandered up and down stairs, making chirruping noises. The butler was poking beneath the furniture with an umbrella. All was confusion and agitation.

In the drawing-room Algie found Miss Ringwood. She was distressed. Oh, Mr. Wynbrace, she said, we cant find Alexander anywhere. He has disappeared. What can have become of him?

Algie adjusted his spine till it touched the softest spot of his favorite armchair. Extraordinary, what? he said. He had not spoken the words with such confidence and vim since that black day when Alexander had first entered the house.

Miss Ringwood talked to him about Alexander for three-quarters of an hour. She was charmed and soothed by Algies motionless attention. She wondered how she could ever have got the impression that he was fidgety.

Chester Bassett was announced. His stock slumped fifty-six points in ten minutes. He struck entirely the wrong note. Where Algie was silent, restful, soothing, Chester Bassett was bright, able, alert, keen. He exuded theories at every pore. He tramped about the room. He irritated Marion extremely. Leave it to me, Miss Ringwood, were his last words. I will manage this.

And he went off, fizzing with energy.

He didnt make one sensible suggestion, said Miss Ringwood fretfully.

Algie nodded peacefully. Extraordinary, he said. What?

Marion looked at him tenderly.

The following day found Algie in sole possession of the field. It was late afternoon, and Chester Bassett had not put in an appearance. Either it was a busy day at the chancelleries or, having failed utterly to trace the missing cat, he was ashamed to come back. Algie settled himself in an armchair and ate tea cake. Marion Ringwood talked about Alexander.



IT WAS Algies intention that afternoon to put his fortune to the test, to win or lose it all. He had thought of rather a neat way of opening the subject. He was going to wait till Miss Ringwood paused for breath, then he was going to say: I say, you know, Marion — may I call you Marion? — couldnt I be a sort of jolly old substitute? What I mean is, take Alexanders place in your heart, and all that sort of thing, dont you know, what? And after that it ought to be simple.

The only trouble was that Miss Ringwood did not pause for breath. She was one of those girls who talk quite independently of whether there is any air in their lungs — solely by will power. She was still going strong when Chester Bassett came in.

As on a previous occasion, there was something about Chester Bassetts manner which Algie did not like. This time, however, it was not suppressed elation which showed itself in Chesters deportment. He was openly triumphant. Its all right, Miss Ringwood, he cried. Ive got him!

Got him! exclaimed Marion.

Got him! muttered Algie, gaping.

Yes, got him, repeated Chester Bassett. Alexander, I mean, of course. At least, I havent absolutely got him here, but I know where he is.

Oh, Mr. Bassett! cried Marion. Youre wonderful!

Yes. I mean no, no, said Chester. Its this way. Ill tell you how I did it. I sat up all night thinking about it, and this afternoon it came to me. I asked myself where a lost cat would be most likely to be in London, and it struck me that the odds were that it was at the Cats House in Battersea. So I raced off to the Cats House, and theres a cat there thats either Alexander or his twin brother.

But where is he? Why didnt you bring him with you?

Thats the odd thing. There seems to be some hitch, some sort of red tape. I tried to buy this cat, and the man there said that he must have time to consider. But, of course, if you stop in there and claim him as your cat, they must give him up. I guess thats the trouble. They wouldnt sell him to me till the real owner had time to put in a claim.

Why, of course, said Miss Ringwood. That must be it. If the cat is really Alexander they must let me have him. Well all go to the Cats House. If we all three identify him, there wont be any difficulty.



THE manager of the Cats House was courteous and obliging. Of course, if you identify him as your cat, miss, he said, the matter is ended. My hesitation when you, sir, approached me this afternoon on the matter was due to the fact that this animal came to us in a curious way. A messenger boy came, asking us to destroy him at once.

Why did the messenger boy want to be destroyed? asked Chester Bassett. Was he tired of life? Unhappy love affair perhaps?

Not the messenger boy, corrected the manager. You misunderstood me. It was the cat which was to be destroyed, as per instructions of the anonymous sender. Our delay in carrying out the esteemed order was due to the fact that we make a small charge for destroying cats, and the gentleman had omitted to accompany his request with a remittance.

Miss Ringwoods eyes were blazing. She looked at her two companions indignantly, softening only momentarily on seeing that Algies sympathy had made him look quite haggard. Who could have played such a wicked trick? she cried.
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The manager produced a hatbox. This is what the animal came in. There was no accompanying letter.

Maybe theres a name on the box somewhere, suggested Chester Bassett. There usually is on hatboxes.

The manager turned the hatbox in his hands. Why, bless me! he said. Youre quite right, sir. So there is. Funny of me not to have thought of looking before. Name of Algernon Wynbrace, sir.



WHEN Algie, telling me the story, reached this point he stopped abruptly and passed a handkerchief over his forehead. Sorry, old top, he murmured, I cant go into details.

She chucked you? In moments of emotion the simplest language is the best.

He nodded.

And I suppose shes going to marry Chester Bassett?

Engagement was announced yesterday.

And how have the family taken it? I suppose your uncle was disappointed?

Algie winced. Disappointed isnt just the word, old top. Not strong enough. And my aunt was worse than he was. And my grandmother — — He was silent for a while. Theyve put their foot — feet down, old man. Ive got to go to work. My uncles got me a job as secretary to some blighter, a man called — whats his name? — got it down somewhere. He consulted the back of an envelope. Oh, yes; Wilberforce. Hes a professor or something. Does a lot of writing.

You dont mean Professor Snyder Wilberforce?

Thats the man. Hes writing a great work of some kind, so I gathered, and he wants a chap to go to the British Museum for him every day, and hunt up records, and get facts, and so on. All that sort of bally rot, you know. As far as I can gather, it ought to pan out a pretty steady job. Hes been working on this book two years, and expects to be another ten before its finished. Wish I knew what it was about. It must be hot stuff.

I know what its about, Algie. Professor Wilberforce is rather a celebrity.

Never heard of him in my life. What is it about?

Its a History of the Cat in Ancient Egypt,  I said.


THE DRAMATIC FIXER (1916)

First published in The Passing Show, New York, August 1916
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THE FIXER — we may write of him in the past tense — was a gentleman of uncertain age and habits with a bad complexion and a face either too little or too thoroughly shaved, but in whose unerring judgment as to what the public wanted, managers had a faith that was touching, based on the fact that back in the nineties he had once rewritten a failure and turned it into a success. He was the man who was called in, spoken to, or arranged with to fix the young authors play. He wore a soft hat and twisted between his lips a permanently unlighted cigar, and he always began his remarks, when he did not begin them with Say, lemme tell ya somethin! with the words Say, lizzun, Ive been twenty years in this business! It was his task, which he performed with the gusto of a child disembowelling a Teddy Bear, to take the young dramatists play and, having removed all that was fresh and original from it on the ground that They didnt want that sort of stuff, to insert material which was bound to go because it always had gone.

Few people know what trouble Mr. Galsworthy had with the Fixer, but here is a truthful account of it, published for the first time.

Entering the office of the manager, in response to a letter asking him to call, Mr. Galsworthy found him in conversation with a complacent-looking person with a shaven neck and an unlighted cigar, who was leaning back in a swivel-chair with his thumbs in the armholes of his waistcoat.

Shake hands with Mr. Whoosis, said the manager. I kinda like that little play you sent me, and Ive arranged with Mr. Whoosis to fix it.

Indeed? said Mr. Galsworthy blankly.

The Fixer shelled the spittoon with indirect fire and shifted his cigar from east to west.

Say, lizzun, he said, Ive been twenty years in this business, and I know what Im talking about. Youre a novelist, aint you? I thought so. Well, novelists cant write plays.

Why not? said Mr. Galsworthy.

Because they cant. Ive been twenty years in this business and I know. Now, see here, Ive been reading this thing of yours, this — whats it called?— Justice, and I can see where I can make something of it. But its all wrong as it stands. They dont want that sort of thing. The stuffs there, but it wants fixing. Now, lizzun. Take the first act. You make your hero a poor clerk who raises a cheque from nine to ninety pounds so as to be able to run away with a married woman. Thats no good. He dont get the sympathy of the audience. They aint interested in clerks, and hes got to be accused of something bigger than a piking thing like that. And youve got to have a straight love interest, else you wont get the matinee girls. Say, lemme tell ya somethin. Heres the way this first act ought to be. Youve got to make this William Falder the son of a millionaire whos lost all his money on Wall Street. Ill write in a prologue showing him doing it, and young Falder, whos just come back from Harvard, slaps him on the back and says Cheer up, dad, Ill restore the family fortunes. See? You get a punch that way, because nobody ever thought the boy had it in him. I introduce the girl in the prologue too. Her fathers a millionaire, and he wont let her marry young Falder now that his fathers lost his money. You get a story that way. Then we go on to whats now your first act. Young Falder is working in the offices of another millionaire. You get some love stuff when the girl comes to see him. Then Cokeson raises a cheque from a hundred to a hundred thousand and plants the job on the boy. Youve got to make Cokeson the villain, yunderstand. Theres nothin to him as youve got him. Hes just an old man. Well, theres a fuss of course. The boys arrested. In comes the girl. Oh, Harold, — youve got to change him to Harold. They aint interested in Williams.— Oh, Harold, she says, I know you are innocent of this frightful charge. Tell me you are innocent. The boy turns to her and folds her in his arms and says Hilda, as there is a God in Heaven, I am guiltless. Curtain, on a peppy situation!

But, says Mr. Galsworthy, doesnt that rather spoil the motive of the play?

Naw. It gives it a motive, said the Fixer.

He shifted his cigar from west to east. Now, then, lets take your trial scene. Say, anyone could see you were an amateur by the way youve handled that. Theres no drama in it. The way youve got it, the audience knows the fellows guilty, and that there isnt a chance on earth for him. Theres no dramatic suspense. And, gee! young Falder might be a forty-a-week part instead of the stars, the way youve kept him off the centre of the stage. Ive fixed all that. The way Ive laid it out, theres some sense in Cokesons appearance on the stand. The audience know hes a crook, and theyre waiting to see how hell make out. He tells his side of the thing, and then you get a big dramatic moment. He says that when he gave Falder the cheque to take to the bank it was only for a hundred pounds. Young Falder leans out of the dock and points his finger at him and shouts, You lying hound! As there is a God in Heaven, you know it was for a hundred thousand.

But would a bank hand a hundred thousand pounds across the counter without making any inquiries? said Mr. Galsworthy.

Say, the audience wont think of that. Well, now, where were we? Oh, yes. Now, lemme tell ya somethin. Youve got to put more of the girl into that act. Ive laid out a scene where she talks to the hero — shes on the stand, hes in the dock. Dramatic contrast, yunderstand. She says she still believes in his innocence. She denounces old Cokeson as the real crook, and then swoons, and the hero rushes from the dock, and catches her. See? Good Picture. Well, after youve kept the audience guessing all through the act, the jury find Falder guilty, and hes sentenced to prison for three years. I get some drama into this, because in the course of the trial Ive made the judge discover that Falder is really his son. Yes, I know you thought he was the millionaires son, but Ive fixed that in the prologue, where theres a line or two showing how the millionaire found him on his doorstep one night as a baby and adopted him. Ive got a dandy scene during the trial where Falder, on the stand, takes out a locket with the picture of his dead mother in it and kisses it and swears by it that he is innocent, and the judge asks to look at it and goes all up in the air because its the picture of the dead wife he deserted twenty-five years ago. It links the story up, ya see.
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I see, said Mr. Galsworthy faintly.

Now, we get to the prison scene. Say, lemme tell ya somethin. Youve just chucked away all the dramatic possibilities of that. Why, gee! you dont make anything happen.

Mr. Galsworthy said that he had thought that the scene of Falders solitary confinement would be rather impressive. The Fixer nearly swallowed his cigar in his disapproval. Nothing to it! he said. Who wants to see a gink walking up and down and saying nothing? No, Ive fixed that act fine. I make the convicts mutiny. I wonder you didnt think of that, seeing youve planted for it by having them kick on their doors. Well, there is a big scene, and Falder escapes. And then we get the last act where he comes back, and old Cokeson confesses, and Falder marries the girl. Gives her a chance to come on in another dress, ya see. Your ending kills the show. They wont stand for an unhappy ending. . . . Say, whats the matter with this guy, anyway? Whats he crumpled up like that for?

The manager was unloosening Mr. Galsworthys collar and calling the office-boy to bring smelling salts. Hes fainted, he said.

Mr. Galsworthy has never really recovered from the shock. Sometimes he still wakes up screaming in the night after a nightmare in which he is sitting watching the fixed version of his play. But he has the satisfaction of knowing that he has achieved a great reform.

For the Fixer has passed out of existence.


VIRTUES AND VICES OF ARTISTS (1916)

First published in The Lotus Magazine, December 1916
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NOTHING IS MORE interesting to the thoughtful mind than the manner in which Nature supplies even the humblest of her creatures with the ingenuity to achieve self-preservation against its enemies. We see this in the case of the opossum, which, when pursued by local sportsmen, instantly publishes obituary notices of itself, hangs its door with crape, and instructs its nearest relatives to stand around saying nice things about it, thus deceiving the hunter into believing that his quarry is no more. One could cite numerous other instances (if one could only think of them), but none more remarkable and instructive than that of the modern artist.

The invention of photography and the growing popularity of the stage hit artists hard. It began to look as if there would be no more need for them in the scheme of things. In the olden days they had had an established place in the community. They alone could perpetuate for us the features of our loved ones and preserve the scenes on which we desired to gaze. They had a monopoly. If you wanted to refresh yourself with a daily look at your rich uncle, or the home of your childhood, you had to hire an artist.

Then photography came along, and a shrewd public began to see that with its aid they could get the same thing much better done for a fraction of the cost. Instead of an expensive portrait in oils of our rich uncle, we could have a cabinet photograph of him holding a scroll and gazing imperiously into space for about half a crown a throw. Naturally people began to stop commissioning artists and to send them away when they called at the back door for orders.

And with photography came the popularity of the stage, which hit artists in another place. No sensible person was going to buy Child and Kitten, Woodland Memories, and the like, when for a mere nothing he could get photographs of Gladys Cooper, Phyllis Dare, Lee White, and a thousand others. It looked as if the artist were through and would have to go back to work.

And then Nature came to the rescue. With amazing resourcefulness, the resourcefulness of creatures in dire straits, the artists spread it about that photographs might look like the right thing to the untutored eye, but were really all wrong, and that a picture ought to look not only unlike its subject but like nothing on earth. They said to us in effect: Cover your walls with photographs of your rich uncle, if you like, but dont imagine that you are seeing him as he really was. If you want him as he really looked you must come to us, and we will demonstrate that he was cubic in shape, with no head and no arms or legs, and that his most striking feature was a single eye that looked out of the centre of his chest. There was nothing to be said. The camera could not turn out stuff like that, so we had to go on paying our good money as before to the artists, thereby enabling them to maintain expensive studios in Chelsea and St. Johns Wood, to wear long hair (or — if female — to bob it), to enjoy riotous meals at the Café Royal, and to spend their lives, when not eating or painting, in having those hectic adventures with deliriously beautiful women which are the main support of the vitalised fiction magazines which your wife tells you to be sure not to leave about.

Artists have their troubles, of course, even now. A furtive but exhaustive perusal of the type of magazine alluded to has shown us that, whenever an artist wants to begin his masterpiece — a bold striking thing in the nude — he is always in despair because he cannot find the right model. One would think he would have got used to it by this time. But no; every time it happens he writhes on a tiger-skin covered couch feeling that his career is at an end. Nothing cheers the man up, not even the priceless tapestries on the walls of his studio and the sort of furniture which only artists can afford these days. He is just going to commit suicide with a jewelled revolver when the heroine, a prominent society girl, comes in and volunteers to sit for him. It is a proof of the innate childish capacity for wonder so characteristic of the artist soul that he is just as surprised every time it happens as he was the first time. It all comes right in the end, of course, but he has a bad time while it lasts.

Then again, to anyone with an artists sensitiveness, it must be depressing to know that there are all sorts of total strangers sitting round like buzzards, waiting impatiently for him to die and send the value of his pictures up a bit. It is a gruesome experience to chat with a man who understands pictures and their values. It is like going round the fowl run with a farmer. He leads you from picture to picture. You pause before a representation of a storm at sea. You like it. You say so. Yes, replies your host, that ought to go up a lot when the chap dies. Ive got a couple more in the attic, waiting to be released. The trouble is that although he drinks like a fish and has only the southeastern corner of one lung left, he still hangs on, confound him!

The knowledge that this sort of thing is going on all around him all the time must be trying to a highly strung artist. He must suspect the bona-fides of everyone who inquires after his health. How are you, Percival? asks some friend of his boyhood, carelessly, as he whizzes by. The day is spoilt for the artist. He looks after the other suspiciously. I believe that chap meant something, he says to himself. I believe he must have picked up my Jocund Spring at some auction. Ill be dashed careful to see that he doesnt put something in my spaghetti next time he asks me to lunch. Of course, this is morbid. The friend has no intention of poisoning the artists spaghetti. Besides, whats the use of poisoning spaghetti? You cant make it any deadlier.

There is another side to this matter of killing artists. It has never actually been settled in law whether there is anything wrong in killing an artist who, for instance, had illustrated one of your stories in a magazine. It would be interesting if some public-spirited author, with the good of the community at heart, were to make a test case of it. The trouble with the artist, as illustrator, is that, in this devotion to his studies, he has never learned to read. It is useless for the author to write, Hildebrand faced the girl, wild and dishevelled. There was a gash on his forehead where the puma had bitten him, and his clothes were in rags. She, too, owing to the explosion of the bomb recorded in the last chapter, was in little better case. When the story is published he finds that the artist has depicted Hildebrand in faultless evening dress, with a wooden expression on his face, talking down the back of the heroines neck at the country club; she being dressed in the latest model and a diamond necklace. Murder cannot be a crime in these circumstances.

Much has been written about the morality of artists. Many hold that they are a maligned class, more that they ought to be ashamed of themselves. Fortunately it is possible nowadays to apply an acid test. The moving pictures have settled definitely the moral status of every existing section of the public. Thus, soldiers are good. The movie villain is never a soldier. Captains of industry are bad. Sailors are good. So are bank clerks, doctors and railroad engineers. But the artist is practically always a shocking bad lot. Directly he comes on to the screen and starts posing in front of that canvas which is always thoughtfully turned away from the view of the audience, the sixpenny seats sit up tensely and get ready for the entrance of the heroine and the commencement of those devilish wiles by means of which her girlish heart is to be ensnared.

By P. G. Wodehouse.

From London Opinion.


JEEVES AND THE CHUMP CYRIL (1918)

First published in Saturday Evening Post, New York, June 1918
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YOU KNOW, THE longer I live, the more clearly I see that half the trouble in this bally world is caused by the light-hearted and thoughtless way in which chappies dash off letters of introduction and hand them to other chappies to deliver to chappies of the third part. Its one of those things that make you wish you were living in the Stone Age. What I mean to say is, if a fellow in those days wanted to give anyone a letter of introduction, he had to spend a month or so carving it on a large-sized boulder, and the chances were that the other chappie got so sick of lugging the thing round in the hot sun that he dropped it after the first mile. But nowadays its so easy to write letters of introduction that everybody does it without a second thought, with the result that some perfectly harmless cove like myself gets in the soup.

Mark you, all the above is what you might call the result of my riper experience. I dont mind admitting that in the first flush of the thing, so to speak, when Jeeves told me — this would be about three weeks after Id landed in America — that a blighter called Cyril Bassington-Bassington had arrived and I found that he had brought a letter of introduction to me from Aunt Agatha ... where was I? Oh, yes ... I dont mind admitting, I was saying, that just at first I was rather bucked. You see, after the painful events which had resulted in my leaving England I hadnt expected to get any sort of letter from Aunt Agatha which would pass the censor, so to speak. And it was a pleasant surprise to open this one and find it almost civil. Chilly, perhaps, in parts, but on the whole quite tolerably polite. I looked on the thing as a hopeful sign. Sort of olive-branch, you know. Or do I mean orange blossom? What Im getting at is that the fact that Aunt Agatha was writing to me without calling me names seemed, more or less, like a step in the direction of peace.

And I was all for peace, and that right speedily. Im not saying a word against New York, mind you. I liked the place, and was having quite a ripe time there. But the fact remains that a fellow whos been used to London all his life does get a trifle homesick on a foreign strand, and I wanted to pop back to the cosy old flat in Berkeley Street — which could only be done when Aunt Agatha had simmered down and got over the Glossop episode. I know that London is a biggish city, but, believe me, it isnt half big enough for any fellow to live in with Aunt Agatha when shes after him with the old hatchet. And so Im bound to say I looked on this chump Bassington-Bassington, when he arrived, more or less as a Dove of Peace, and was all for him.

He would seem from contemporary accounts to have blown in one morning at seven-forty-five, that being the ghastly sort of hour they shoot you off the liner in New York. He was given the respectful raspberry by Jeeves, and told to try again about three hours later, when there would be a sporting chance of my having sprung from my bed with a glad cry to welcome another day and all that sort of thing. Which was rather decent of Jeeves, by the way, for it so happened that there was a slight estrangement, a touch of coldness, a bit of a row in other words, between us at the moment because of some rather priceless purple socks which I was wearing against his wishes: and a lesser man might easily have snatched at the chance of getting back at me a bit by loosing Cyril into my bedchamber at a moment when I couldnt have stood a two-minutes conversation with my dearest pal. For until I have had my early cup of tea and have brooded on life for a bit absolutely undisturbed, Im not much of a lad for the merry chit-chat.

So Jeeves very sportingly shot Cyril out into the crisp morning air, and didnt let me know of his existence till he brought his card in with the Bohea.

And what might all this be, Jeeves? I said, giving the thing the glassy gaze.

The gentleman has arrived from England, I understand, sir. He called to see you earlier in the day.

Good Lord, Jeeves! You dont mean to say the day starts earlier than this?

He desired me to say he would return later, sir.

Ive never heard of him. Have you ever heard of him, Jeeves?

I am familiar with the name Bassington-Bassington, sir. There are
three branches of the Bassington-Bassington family — the Shropshire
Bassington-Bassingtons, the Hampshire Bassington-Bassingtons, and the
Kent Bassington-Bassingtons.

England seems pretty well stocked up with Bassington-Bassingtons.

Tolerably so, sir.

No chance of a sudden shortage, I mean, what?

Presumably not, sir.

And what sort of a specimen is this one?

I could not say, sir, on such short acquaintance.

Will you give me a sporting two to one, Jeeves, judging from what you have seen of him, that this chappie is not a blighter or an excrescence?

No, sir. I should not care to venture such liberal odds.

I knew it. Well, the only thing that remains to be discovered is what kind of a blighter he is.

Time will tell, sir. The gentleman brought a letter for you, sir.

Oh, he did, did he? I said, and grasped the communication. And then I recognised the handwriting. I say, Jeeves, this is from my Aunt Agatha!

Indeed, sir?

Dont dismiss it in that light way. Dont you see what this means? She says she wants me to look after this excrescence while hes in New York. By Jove, Jeeves, if I only fawn on him a bit, so that he sends back a favourable report to head-quarters, I may yet be able to get back to England in time for Goodwood. Now is certainly the time for all good men to come to the aid of the party, Jeeves. We must rally round and cosset this cove in no uncertain manner.

Yes, sir.

He isnt going to stay in New York long, I said, taking another look at the letter. Hes headed for Washington. Going to give the nibs there the once-over, apparently, before taking a whirl at the Diplomatic Service. I should say that we can win this lads esteem and affection with a lunch and a couple of dinners, what?

I fancy that should be entirely adequate, sir.

This is the jolliest thing thats happened since we left England. It looks to me as if the sun were breaking through the clouds.

Very possibly, sir.

He started to put out my things, and there was an awkward sort of silence.

Not those socks, Jeeves, I said, gulping a bit but having a dash at the careless, off-hand tone. Give me the purple ones.

I beg your pardon, sir?

Those jolly purple ones.

Very good, sir.

He lugged them out of the drawer as if he were a vegetarian fishing a caterpillar out of the salad. You could see he was feeling deeply. Deuced painful and all that, this sort of thing, but a chappie has got to assert himself every now and then. Absolutely.

* * *

I was looking for Cyril to show up again any time after breakfast, but he didnt appear: so towards one oclock I trickled out to the Lambs Club, where I had an appointment to feed the Wooster face with a cove of the name of Caffyn Id got pally with since my arrival — George Caffyn, a fellow who wrote plays and what not. Id made a lot of friends during my stay in New York, the city being crammed with bonhomous lads who one and all extended a welcoming hand to the stranger in their midst.

Caffyn was a bit late, but bobbed up finally, saying that he had been kept at a rehearsal of his new musical comedy, Ask Dad; and we started in. We had just reached the coffee, when the waiter came up and said that Jeeves wanted to see me.

Jeeves was in the waiting-room. He gave the socks one pained look as I came in, then averted his eyes.

Mr. Bassington-Bassington has just telephoned, sir.

Oh?

Yes, sir.

Where is he?

In prison, sir.

I reeled against the wallpaper. A nice thing to happen to Aunt Agathas nominee on his first morning under my wing, I did not think!

In prison!

Yes, sir. He said on the telephone that he had been arrested and would be glad if you could step round and bail him out.

Arrested! What for?

He did not favour me with his confidence in that respect, sir.

This is a bit thick, Jeeves.

Precisely, sir.

I collected old George, who very decently volunteered to stagger along with me, and we hopped into a taxi. We sat around at the police-station for a bit on a wooden bench in a sort of ante-room, and presently a policeman appeared, leading in Cyril.

Halloa! Halloa! Halloa! I said. What?

My experience is that a fellow never really looks his best just after hes come out of a cell. When I was up at Oxford, I used to have a regular job bailing out a pal of mine who never failed to get pinched every Boat-Race night, and he always looked like something that had been dug up by the roots. Cyril was in pretty much the same sort of shape. He had a black eye and a torn collar, and altogether was nothing to write home about — especially if one was writing to Aunt Agatha. He was a thin, tall chappie with a lot of light hair and pale-blue goggly eyes which made him look like one of the rarer kinds of fish.

I got your message, I said.

Oh, are you Bertie Wooster?

Absolutely. And this is my pal George Caffyn. Writes plays and what not, dont you know.

We all shook hands, and the policeman, having retrieved a piece of chewing-gum from the underside of a chair, where he had parked it against a rainy day, went off into a corner and began to contemplate the infinite.

This is a rotten country, said Cyril.

Oh, I dont know, you know, dont you know! I said.

We do our best, said George.

Old George is an American, I explained. Writes plays, dont you know, and what not.

Of course, I didnt invent the country, said George. That was Columbus. But I shall be delighted to consider any improvements you may suggest and lay them before the proper authorities.

Well, why dont the policemen in New York dress properly?

George took a look at the chewing officer across the room.

I dont see anything missing, he said

I mean to say, why dont they wear helmets like they do in London? Why do they look like postmen? It isnt fair on a fellow. Makes it dashed confusing. I was simply standing on the pavement, looking at things, when a fellow who looked like a postman prodded me in the ribs with a club. I didnt see why I should have postmen prodding me. Why the dickens should a fellow come three thousand miles to be prodded by postmen?

The point is well taken, said George. What did you do?

I gave him a shove, you know. Ive got a frightfully hasty temper, you know. All the Bassington-Bassingtons have got frightfully hasty tempers, dont you know! And then he biffed me in the eye and lugged me off to this beastly place.

Ill fix it, old son, I said. And I hauled out the bank-roll and went off to open negotiations, leaving Cyril to talk to George. I dont mind admitting that I was a bit perturbed. There were furrows in the old brow, and I had a kind of foreboding feeling. As long as this chump stayed in New York, I was responsible for him: and he didnt give me the impression of being the species of cove a reasonable chappie would care to be responsible for for more than about three minutes.

I mused with a considerable amount of tensity over Cyril that night, when I had got home and Jeeves had brought me the final whisky. I couldnt help feeling that this visit of his to America was going to be one of those times that try mens souls and what not. I hauled out Aunt Agathas letter of introduction and re-read it, and there was no getting away from the fact that she undoubtedly appeared to be somewhat wrapped up in this blighter and to consider it my mission in life to shield him from harm while on the premises. I was deuced thankful that he had taken such a liking for George Caffyn, old George being a steady sort of cove. After I had got him out of his dungeon-cell, he and old George had gone off together, as chummy as brothers, to watch the afternoon rehearsal of Ask Dad. There was some talk, I gathered, of their dining together. I felt pretty easy in my mind while George had his eye on him.

I had got about as far as this in my meditations, when Jeeves came in with a telegram. At least, it wasnt a telegram: it was a cable — from Aunt Agatha — and this is what it said: —— 

Has Cyril Bassington-Bassington called yet? On no account introduce him into theatrical circles. Vitally important. Letter follows.

I read it a couple of times.

This is rummy, Jeeves!

Yes, sir.

Very rummy and dashed disturbing!

Will there be anything further to-night, sir?

Of course, if he was going to be as bally unsympathetic as that there was nothing to be done. My idea had been to show him the cable and ask his advice. But if he was letting those purple socks rankle to that extent, the good old noblesse oblige of the Woosters couldnt lower itself to the extent of pleading with the man. Absolutely not. So I gave it a miss.

Nothing more, thanks.

Good night, sir.

Good night.

He floated away, and I sat down to think the thing over. I had been directing the best efforts of the old bean to the problem for a matter of half an hour, when there was a ring at the bell. I went to the door, and there was Cyril, looking pretty festive.

Ill come in for a bit if I may, he said. Got something rather priceless to tell you.

He curveted past me into the sitting-room, and when I got there after shutting the front door I found him reading Aunt Agathas cable and giggling in a rummy sort of manner. Oughtnt to have looked at this, I suppose. Caught sight of my name and read it without thinking. I say, Wooster, old friend of my youth, this is rather funny. Do you mind if I have a drink? Thanks awfully and all that sort of rot. Yes, its rather funny, considering what I came to tell you. Jolly old Caffyn has given me a small part in that musical comedy of his, Ask Dad. Only a bit, you know, but quite tolerably ripe. Im feeling frightfully braced, dont you know!

He drank his drink, and went on. He didnt seem to notice that I wasnt jumping about the room, yapping with joy.

You know, Ive always wanted to go on the stage, you know, he said. But my jolly old guvnor wouldnt stick it at any price. Put the old Waukeesi down with a bang, and turned bright purple whenever the subject was mentioned. Thats the real reason why I came over here, if you want to know. I knew there wasnt a chance of my being able to work this stage wheeze in London without somebody getting on to it and tipping off the guvnor, so I rather brainily sprang the scheme of popping over to Washington to broaden my mind. Theres nobody to interfere on this side, you see, so I can go right ahead!

I tried to reason with the poor chump.

But your guvnor will have to know some time.

Thatll be all right. I shall be the jolly old star by then, and he wont have a leg to stand on.

It seems to me hell have one leg to stand on while he kicks me with the other.

Why, where do you come in? What have you got to do with it?

I introduced you to George Caffyn.

So you did, old top, so you did. Id quite forgotten. I ought to have thanked you before. Well, so long. Theres an early rehearsal of Ask Dad to-morrow morning, and I must be toddling. Rummy the thing should be called Ask Dad, when thats just what Im not going to do. See what I mean, what, what? Well, pip-pip!

Toodle-oo! I said sadly, and the blighter scudded off. I dived for the phone and called up George Caffyn.

I say, George, whats all this about Cyril Bassington-Bassington?

What about him?

He tells me youve given him a part in your show.

Oh, yes. Just a few lines.

But Ive just had fifty-seven cables from home telling me on no account to let him go on the stage.

Im sorry. But Cyril is just the type I need for that part. Hes simply got to be himself.

Its pretty tough on me, George, old man. My Aunt Agatha sent this blighter over with a letter of introduction to me, and she will hold me responsible.

Shell cut you out of her will?

It isnt a question of money. But — of course, youve never met my Aunt Agatha, so its rather hard to explain. But shes a sort of human vampire-bat, and shell make things most fearfully unpleasant for me when I go back to England. Shes the kind of woman who comes and rags you before breakfast, dont you know.

Well, dont go back to England, then. Stick here and become
President.

But, George, old top —— !

Good night!

But, I say, George, old man!

You didnt get my last remark. It was Good night! You Idle Rich may not need any sleep, but Ive got to be bright and fresh in the morning. God bless you!

I felt as if I hadnt a friend in the world. I was so jolly well worked up that I went and banged on Jeevess door. It wasnt a thing Id have cared to do as a rule, but it seemed to me that now was the time for all good men to come to the aid of the party, so to speak, and that it was up to Jeeves to rally round the young master, even if it broke up his beauty-sleep.

Jeeves emerged in a brown dressing-gown.

Sir?

Deuced sorry to wake you up, Jeeves, and what not, but all sorts of dashed disturbing things have been happening.

I was not asleep. It is my practice, on retiring, to read a few pages of some instructive book.

Thats good! What I mean to say is, if youve just finished exercising the old bean, its probably in mid-season form for tackling problems. Jeeves, Mr. Bassington-Bassington is going on the stage!

Indeed, sir?

Ah! The thing doesnt hit you! You dont get it properly! Heres the point. All his family are most fearfully dead against his going on the stage. Theres going to be no end of trouble if he isnt headed off. And, whats worse, my Aunt Agatha will blame me, you see.

I see, sir.

Well, cant you think of some way of stopping him?

Not, I confess, at the moment, sir.

Well, have a stab at it.

I will give the matter my best consideration, sir. Will there be anything further to-night?

I hope not! Ive had all I can stand already.

Very good, sir.

He popped off.

* * *

The part which old George had written for the chump Cyril took up about two pages of typescript; but it might have been Hamlet, the way that poor, misguided pinhead worked himself to the bone over it. I suppose, if I heard him his lines once, I did it a dozen times in the first couple of days. He seemed to think that my only feeling about the whole affair was one of enthusiastic admiration, and that he could rely on my support and sympathy. What with trying to imagine how Aunt Agatha was going to take this thing, and being woken up out of the dreamless in the small hours every other night to give my opinion of some new bit of business which Cyril had invented, I became more or less the good old shadow. And all the time Jeeves remained still pretty cold and distant about the purple socks. Its this sort of thing that ages a chappie, dont you know, and makes his youthful joie-de-vivre go a bit groggy at the knees.

In the middle of it Aunt Agathas letter arrived. It took her about six pages to do justice to Cyrils fathers feelings in regard to his going on the stage and about six more to give me a kind of sketch of what she would say, think, and do if I didnt keep him clear of injurious influences while he was in America. The letter came by the afternoon mail, and left me with a pretty firm conviction that it wasnt a thing I ought to keep to myself. I didnt even wait to ring the bell: I whizzed for the kitchen, bleating for Jeeves, and butted into the middle of a regular tea-party of sorts. Seated at the table were a depressed-looking cove who might have been a valet or something, and a boy in a Norfolk suit. The valet-chappie was drinking a whisky and soda, and the boy was being tolerably rough with some jam and cake.

Oh, I say, Jeeves! I said. Sorry to interrupt the feast of reason and flow of soul and so forth, but — —

At this juncture the small boys eye hit me like a bullet and stopped me in my tracks. It was one of those cold, clammy, accusing sort of eyes — the kind that makes you reach up to see if your tie is straight: and he looked at me as if I were some sort of unnecessary product which Cuthbert the Cat had brought in after a ramble among the local ash-cans. He was a stoutish infant with a lot of freckles and a good deal of jam on his face.

Hallo! Hallo! Hallo! I said. What? There didnt seem much else to say.

The stripling stared at me in a nasty sort of way through the jam. He may have loved me at first sight, but the impression he gave me was that he didnt think a lot of me and wasnt betting much that I would improve a great deal on acquaintance. I had a kind of feeling that I was about as popular with him as a cold Welsh rabbit.

Whats your name? he asked.

My name? Oh, Wooster, dont you know, and what not.

My pops richer than you are!

That seemed to be all about me. The child having said his say, started in on the jam again. I turned to Jeeves.

I say, Jeeves, can you spare a moment? I want to show you something.

Very good, sir. We toddled into the sitting-room.

Who is your little friend, Sidney the Sunbeam, Jeeves?

The young gentleman, sir?

Its a loose way of describing him, but I know what you mean.

I trust I was not taking a liberty in entertaining him, sir?

Not a bit. If thats your idea of a large afternoon, go ahead.

I happened to meet the young gentleman taking a walk with his fathers valet, sir, whom I used to know somewhat intimately in London, and I ventured to invite them both to join me here.

Well, never mind about him, Jeeves. Read this letter.

He gave it the up-and-down.

Very disturbing, sir! was all he could find to say.

What are we going to do about it?

Time may provide a solution, sir.

On the other hand, it maynt, what?

Extremely true, sir..

Wed got as far as this, when there was a ring at the door. Jeeves shimmered off, and Cyril blew in, full of good cheer and blitheringness.

I say, Wooster, old thing, he said, I want your advice. You know this jolly old part of mine. How ought I to dress it? What I mean is, the first act scene is laid in an hotel of sorts, at about three in the afternoon. What ought I to wear, do you think?

I wasnt feeling fit for a discussion of gents suitings.

Youd better consult Jeeves, I said.

A hot and by no means unripe idea! Where is he?

Gone back to the kitchen, I suppose.

Ill smite the good old bell, shall I? Yes? No?

Right-o!

Jeeves poured silently in.

Oh, I say, Jeeves, began Cyril, I just wanted to have a syllable or two with you. Its this way — Hallo, whos this?

I then perceived that the stout stripling had trickled into the room after Jeeves. He was standing near the door looking at Cyril as if his worst fears had been realised. There was a bit of a silence. The child remained there, drinking Cyril in for about half a minute; then he gave his verdict:

Fish-face!

Eh? What? said Cyril.

The child, who had evidently been taught at his mothers knee to speak the truth, made his meaning a trifle clearer.

Youve a face like a fish!

He spoke as if Cyril was more to be pitied than censured, which I am bound to say I thought rather decent and broad-minded of him. I dont mind admitting that, whenever I looked at Cyrils face, I always had a feeling that he couldnt have got that way without its being mostly his own fault. I found myself warming to this child. Absolutely, dont you know. I liked his conversation.

It seemed to take Cyril a moment or two really to grasp the thing, and then you could hear the blood of the Bassington-Bassingtons begin to sizzle.

Well, Im dashed! he said. Im dashed if Im not!

I wouldnt have a face like that, proceeded the child, with a good deal of earnestness, not if you gave me a million dollars. He thought for a moment, then corrected himself. Two million dollars! he added.

Just what occurred then I couldnt exactly say, but the next few minutes were a bit exciting. I take it that Cyril must have made a dive for the infant. Anyway, the air seemed pretty well congested with arms and legs and things. Something bumped into the Wooster waistcoat just around the third button, and I collapsed on to the settee and rather lost interest in things for the moment. When I had unscrambled myself, I found that Jeeves and the child had retired and Cyril was standing in the middle of the room snorting a bit.

Whos that frightful little brute, Wooster?

I dont know. I never saw him before to-day.

I gave him a couple of tolerably juicy buffets before he legged it. I say, Wooster, that kid said a dashed odd thing. He yelled out something about Jeeves promising him a dollar if he called me — er — what he said.

It sounded pretty unlikely to me.

What would Jeeves do that for?

It struck me as rummy, too.

Where would be the sense of it?

Thats what I cant see.

I mean to say, its nothing to Jeeves what sort of a face you have!

No! said Cyril. He spoke a little coldly, I fancied. I dont know why. Well, Ill be popping. Toodle-oo!

Pip-pip!

It must have been about a week after this rummy little episode that George Caffyn called me up and asked me if I would care to go and see a run-through of his show. Ask Dad, it seemed, was to open out of town in Schenectady on the following Monday, and this was to be a sort of preliminary dress-rehearsal. A preliminary dress-rehearsal, old George explained, was the same as a regular dress-rehearsal inasmuch as it was apt to look like nothing on earth and last into the small hours, but more exciting because they wouldnt be timing the piece and consequently all the blighters who on these occasions let their angry passions rise would have plenty of scope for interruptions, with the result that a pleasant time would be had by all.

The thing was billed to start at eight oclock, so I rolled up at ten-fifteen, so as not to have too long to wait before they began. The dress-parade was still going on. George was on the stage, talking to a cove in shirt-sleeves and an absolutely round chappie with big spectacles and a practically hairless dome. I had seen George with the latter merchant once or twice at the club, and I knew that he was Blumenfield, the manager. I waved to George, and slid into a seat at the back of the house, so as to be out of the way when the fighting started. Presently George hopped down off the stage and came and joined me, and fairly soon after that the curtain went down. The chappie at the piano whacked out a well-meant bar or two, and the curtain went up again.

I cant quite recall what the plot of Ask Dad was about, but I do know that it seemed able to jog along all right without much help from Cyril. I was rather puzzled at first. What I mean is, through brooding on Cyril and hearing him in his part and listening to his views on what ought and what ought not to be done, I suppose I had got a sort of impression rooted in the old bean that he was pretty well the backbone of the show, and that the rest of the company didnt do much except go on and fill in when he happened to be off the stage. I sat there for nearly half an hour, waiting for him to make his entrance, until I suddenly discovered he had been on from the start. He was, in fact, the rummy-looking plug-ugly who was now leaning against a potted palm a couple of feet from the O.P. side, trying to appear intelligent while the heroine sang a song about Love being like something which for the moment has slipped my memory. After the second refrain he began to dance in company with a dozen other equally weird birds. A painful spectacle for one who could see a vision of Aunt Agatha reaching for the hatchet and old Bassington-Bassington senior putting on his strongest pair of hob-nailed boots. Absolutely!

The dance had just finished, and Cyril and his pals had shuffled off into the wings when a voice spoke from the darkness on my right.

Pop!

Old Blumenfield clapped his hands, and the hero, who had just been about to get the next line off his diaphragm, cheesed it. I peered into the shadows. Who should it be but Jeevess little playmate with the freckles! He was now strolling down the aisle with his hands in his pockets as if the place belonged to him. An air of respectful attention seemed to pervade the building.

Pop, said the stripling, that numbers no good. Old Blumenfield beamed over his shoulder.

Dont you like it, darling?

It gives me a pain.

Youre dead right.

You want something zippy there. Something with a bit of jazz to it!

Quite right, my boy. Ill make a note of it. All right. Go on!

I turned to George, who was muttering to himself in rather an overwrought way.

I say, George, old man, who the dickens is that kid?

Old George groaned a bit hollowly, as if things were a trifle thick.

I didnt know he had crawled in! Its Blumenfields son. Now were going to have a Hades of a time!

Does he always run things like this?

Always!

But why does old Blumenfield listen to him?

Nobody seems to know. It may be pure fatherly love, or he may regard him as a mascot. My own idea is that he thinks the kid has exactly the amount of intelligence of the average member of the audience, and that what makes a hit with him will please the general public. While, conversely, what he doesnt like will be too rotten for anyone. The kid is a pest, a wart, and a pot of poison, and should be strangled!

The rehearsal went on. The hero got off his line. There was a slight outburst of frightfulness between the stage-manager and a Voice named Bill that came from somewhere near the roof, the subject under discussion being where the devil Bills ambers were at that particular juncture. Then things went on again until the moment arrived for Cyrils big scene.

I was still a trifle hazy about the plot, but I had got on to the fact that Cyril was some sort of an English peer who had come over to America doubtless for the best reasons. So far he had only had two lines to say. One was Oh, I say! and the other was Yes, by Jove!; but I seemed to recollect, from hearing him read his part, that pretty soon he was due rather to spread himself. I sat back in my chair and waited for him to bob up.

He bobbed up about five minutes later. Things had got a bit stormy by that time. The Voice and the stage-director had had another of their love-feasts — this time something to do with why Bills blues werent on the job or something. And, almost as soon as that was over, there was a bit of unpleasantness because a flower-pot fell off a window-ledge and nearly brained the hero. The atmosphere was consequently more or less hotted up when Cyril, who had been hanging about at the back of the stage, breezed down centre and toed the mark for his most substantial chunk of entertainment. The heroine had been saying something — I forget what — and all the chorus, with Cyril at their head, had begun to surge round her in the restless sort of way those chappies always do when theres a number coming along.

Cyrils first line was, Oh, I say, you know, you mustnt say that, really! and it seemed to me he passed it over the larynx with a goodish deal of vim and je-ne-sais-quoi. But, by Jove, before the heroine had time for the come-back, our little friend with the freckles had risen to lodge a protest.

Pop!

Yes, darling?

That ones no good!

Which one, darling?

The one with a face like a fish.

But they all have faces like fish, darling.

The child seemed to see the justice of this objection. He became more definite.

The ugly one.

Which ugly one? That one? said old Blumenfield, pointing to Cyril.

Yep! Hes rotten!

I thought so myself.

Hes a pill!

Youre dead right, my boy. Ive noticed it for some time.

Cyril had been gaping a bit while these few remarks were in progress. He now shot down to the footlights. Even from where I was sitting, I could see that these harsh words had hit the old Bassington-Bassington family pride a frightful wallop. He started to get pink in the ears, and then in the nose, and then in the cheeks, till in about a quarter of a minute he looked pretty much like an explosion in a tomato cannery on a sunset evening.

What the deuce do you mean?

What the deuce do you mean? shouted old Blumenfield. Dont yell at me across the footlights!

Ive a dashed good mind to come down and spank that little brute!

What!

A dashed good mind!

Old Blumenfield swelled like a pumped-up tyre. He got rounder than ever.

See here, mister — I dont know your darn name —— !

My names Bassington-Bassington, and the jolly old Bassington-Bassingtons — I mean the Bassington-Bassingtons arent accustomed — —

Old Blumenfield told him in a few brief words pretty much what he thought of the Bassington-Bassingtons and what they werent accustomed to. The whole strength of the company rallied round to enjoy his remarks. You could see them jutting out from the wings and protruding from behind trees.

You got to work good for my pop! said the stout child, waggling his head reprovingly at Cyril.

I dont want any bally cheek from you! said Cyril, gurgling a bit.

Whats that? barked old Blumenfield. Do you understand that this boy is my son?

Yes, I do, said Cyril. And you both have my sympathy!

Youre fired! bellowed old Blumenfield, swelling a good bit more.
Get out of my theatre!

* * *

About half-past ten next morning, just after I had finished lubricating the good old interior with a soothing cup of Oolong, Jeeves filtered into my bedroom, and said that Cyril was waiting to see me in the sitting-room.

How does he look, Jeeves?

Sir?

What does Mr. Bassington-Bassington look like?

It is hardly my place, sir, to criticise the facial peculiarities of your friends.

I dont mean that. I mean, does he appear peeved and what not?

Not noticeably, sir. His manner is tranquil.

Thats rum!

Sir?

Nothing. Show him in, will you?

Im bound to say I had expected to see Cyril showing a few more traces of last nights battle. I was looking for a bit of the overwrought soul and the quivering ganglions, if you know what I mean. He seemed pretty ordinary and quite fairly cheerful.

Hallo, Wooster, old thing!

Cheero!

I just looked in to say good-bye.

Good-bye?

Yes. Im off to Washington in an hour. He sat down on the bed. You know, Wooster, old top, he went on, Ive been thinking it all over, and really it doesnt seem quite fair to the jolly old guvnor, my going on the stage and so forth. What do you think?

I see what you mean.

I mean to say, he sent me over here to broaden my jolly old mind and words to that effect, dont you know, and I cant help thinking it would be a bit of a jar for the old boy if I gave him the bird and went on the stage instead. I dont know if you understand me, but what I mean to say is, its a sort of question of conscience.

Can you leave the show without upsetting everything?

Oh, thats all right. Ive explained everything to old Blumenfield, and he quite sees my position. Of course, hes sorry to lose me — said he didnt see how he could fill my place and all that sort of thing — but, after all, even if it does land him in a bit of a hole, I think Im right in resigning my part, dont you?

Oh, absolutely.

I thought youd agree with me. Well, I ought to be shifting. Awfully glad to have seen something of you, and all that sort of rot. Pip-pip!

Toodle-oo!

He sallied forth, having told all those bally lies with the clear, blue, pop-eyed gaze of a young child. I rang for Jeeves. You know, ever since last night I had been exercising the old bean to some extent, and a good deal of light had dawned upon me.

Jeeves!

Sir?

Did you put that pie-faced infant up to bally-ragging Mr.
Bassington-Bassington?

Sir?

Oh, you know what I mean. Did you tell him to get Mr.
Bassington-Bassington sacked from the Ask Dad company?

I would not take such a liberty, sir. He started to put out my clothes. It is possible that young Master Blumenfield may have gathered from casual remarks of mine that I did not consider the stage altogether a suitable sphere for Mr. Bassington-Bassington.

I say, Jeeves, you know, youre a bit of a marvel.

I endeavour to give satisfaction, sir.

And Im frightfully obliged, if you know what I mean. Aunt Agatha would have had sixteen or seventeen fits if you hadnt headed him off.

I fancy there might have been some little friction and unpleasantness, sir. I am laying out the blue suit with the thin red stripe, sir. I fancy the effect will be pleasing.

* * *

Its a rummy thing, but I had finished breakfast and gone out and got as far as the lift before I remembered what it was that I had meant to do to reward Jeeves for his really sporting behaviour in this matter of the chump Cyril. It cut me to the heart to do it, but I had decided to give him his way and let those purple socks pass out of my life. After all, there are times when a cove must make sacrifices. I was just going to nip back and break the glad news to him, when the lift came up, so I thought I would leave it till I got home.

The coloured chappie in charge of the lift looked at me, as I hopped in, with a good deal of quiet devotion and what not.

I wish to thank yo, suh, he said, for yo kindness.

Eh? What?

Misto Jeeves done give me them purple socks, as you told him. Thank yo very much, suh!

I looked down. The blighter was a blaze of mauve from the ankle-bone southward. I dont know when Ive seen anything so dressy.

Oh, ah! Not at all! Right-o! Glad you like them! I said.

Well, I mean to say, what? Absolutely!
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A NEW PARLOR GAME FOR THE FAMILY CIRCLE

AS I sit in my poverty-stricken home, looking at the place where the piano used to be before I had to sell it to pay my income-tax, I find myself in thoughtful mood. The first agony of the separation from my hard-earned, so to speak income, is over, and I can see that I was unjust in my original opinion of the United States Government. At first, I felt toward the U. S. G. as I would feel toward any perfect stranger who insinuated himself into my home and stood me on my head and went through my pockets. The only difference I could see between the U. S. G. and the ordinary practitioner in a black mask was that the latter occasionally left his victim carfare.

Gosh! I was bitter.

Now, however, after the lapse of weeks, I begin to see the other side. What the Government is going to do with it, I do not know — I can only hope that they will not spend it on foolishness and nut sundaes and the movies — but, apparently, they needed a few billion dollars, and you and I had to pay it. That part remains as unpleasant as ever. But what I, like so many others, have overlooked is the thoughtfulness of the authorities in having chosen March for the final filling-up of their printed forms.

THE NEW INDOOR SPORT

YOU know how it is in the long Winter evenings, if you have nothing to occupy you. You either play auction bridge, or you go in for one of those games played with coloured counters and a painted board (than which nothing is more sapping to the soul), or else you sit and scowl at each other and send the children early to bed. But, last March, with the arrival of Form 10536 X-G, dullness in the home became impossible. Our paternal government, always on the lookout for some way of brightening the lives of the Common People, had invented the greatest round-game in the world. Tiddleywinks has been completely superseded, and the Jig-Saw Puzzle people ought not to sell another jig.

In every home, during this past Winter, it was possible to see the delightful spectacle of a united family concentrated on the new game. There was Father with his spectacles on, with Mother leaning over his shoulder and pointing out that, by taking Sec. 6428 H and shoving it on top of Sub-Sec. 9730, he could claim immunity from the tax mentioned in Sec. 4587 M. Clustered around the table were the children, sucking pencils and working out ways of beating the sur tax.

See, papa, cries little Cyril, what I have found! You are exempt from paying tax on income derived from any public utility or the exercise of any essential governmental function accruing to any state or territory or any political subdivision thereof or to the District of Columbia, or income accruing to the government of any possession of the United States or any political subdivision thereof. That means you can knock off the price of the canarys bird-seed!

And, papa, chimes in little Wilbur, I note that Gifts (not made as a consideration for service rendered) and money and property acquired under a will or by inheritance (but the income derived from money or property received by gift, will, or inheritance) is taxable and must be reported. Therefore, by referring to Sub-Sec. 2864905, we find that you can skin the blighters for the price of the openwork socks you gave the janitor at Christmas.

And so the game went on, each helping the other, all working together in that perfect harmony which one so seldom sees in families nowadays.

Nor is this all. Think how differently the head of the family regards his nearest and dearest in these days of income-tax. Many a man who has spent years wondering why on earth he was such a chump as to link his lot with a woman he has disliked from the moment they stepped out of the Niagara Falls Hotel, and a gang of children whose existence has always seemed superfluous, gratefully revises his views as he starts to fill up the printed form.

His wife may be a nuisance about the home, but she comes out strong when it is a question of married mans exemption. And the children! As the father looks at their grubby faces, and reflects that he is entitled to knock off two hundred bones per child, the austerity of his demeanor softens, and he pats them on the head and talks vaguely about jam for tea at some future and unspecified date.

There is no doubt that the income-tax, whatever else it has done, has taught the family to value one another. It is the first practical step that has been taken against the evil of race-suicide.

One beauty of this income-tax game is that it is educational. It enlarges the vocabulary and teaches one to think. Take, for instance, the clause on Amortization.

In pre-income-tax days, if anyone had talked to me of amortization, I should, no doubt, have kept up my end of the conversation adroitly and given a reasonable display of intelligence, but all the while I should have been wondering whether amortization was a new religion or a form of disease which attacks parrots.

Now, however, I know all about it. I am, so to speak, the Amortization Kid, who wrote the words and music. You should have seen me last Winter, pen in hand, gaily knocking off whatever I thought wouldnt be missed for amortization of the kitchen sink.

You would hardly believe — though I trust the income-tax authorities will — what a frightful lot of amortization there was at my little place last year. The cat got amortized four times, once by a spark from the fire, the other three times by stray dogs: and it got so bad with the goldfish that they became practically permanent amorters. The amortization where I live was nearly as bad as the depletion, and that was worse than the Spanish Influenza.

HEAVEN HELP THE CORPORATIONS!

AS regards income-tax, I am, thank goodness, an individual. I pray that I may never become a corporation. It seems to me that some society for the prevention of cruelty to things ought to step in between the authorities and the corporations. I have never gone deeply into the matter, having enough troubles of my own, but a casual survey of the laws relating to the taxing of corporations convinces me that any corporation that gets away with its trousers and one collar-stud should offer up Hosannahs.

The general feeling about the income-tax appears to have been that it is all right this time, but it mustnt happen again. I was looking through a volume of Punch, for the year 1882, the other day, and I came across a picture of a gloomy-looking individual paying his tax.

I can just do it this time, he is saying, but I wish you would tell Her Majesty that she mustnt look on me as a source of income in the future.

No indoor game ever achieves popularity for two successive years, and the Government must think up something new for next Winter.


KEEPING UP WITH TERPSICHORE (1919)

First published in Vanity Fair, October 1919
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THE TROUBLE WITH TAKING DANCING SERIOUSLY

PRETTY soon the Society of Amalgamated Professors of the Dance or whatever they call themselves are due to meet again and take the joy out of my life. These are the people — I may not have got their name right — who come together periodically and decide which is to be the fashionable dance for the next few months or years or whatever it may be. How they exercise their influence, I do not know, but I am given to understand that they are primarily responsible for the changes in public taste. The blighters little know how they have soured my existence: and something seems to tell me that, if they did know, they wouldnt care. I cannot see why these persons are permitted to go about the place causing trouble.

No other walk of life is afflicted by a gang of thugs who are perpetually altering the rules of the game. When you learn to golf, the professional tells you in a perfectly frank and straightforward way that all you have to remember is to use the interlocking grip, and the open stance — or, if you prefer it, the old-fashioned grip and the square stance — and bring the club up slowly and keep the head steady and roll the fore-arms and bend the left knee and raise the left heel and be careful not to let the heel move outwards and keep your eye on the ball and let the club-head lead and follow through and not sway back and not look up after hitting the ball until you have counted two and a few more things like that: and, when you have so developed yourself as to be able to remember all these things simultaneously you are all right: your troubles are over: and there is nothing more to worry about.

But how would you feel if your mentor, after instilling the above knowledge into you, were to add: Of course, you understand that this is merely intended to see you through till about this time next year. After that the Supreme Grand Council of Consolidated Divot-Shifters will scrap these methods as old-fashioned and invent an entirely new set.

The Rubber Ball Glide

WHEN I was about five, I attended my first dancing-school. The old bean is a bit shaky on some of the incidents of those days when I was trailing clouds of glory, as Bartlett neatly puts it in his well-known passage, but I do remember that dancing-school. At great trouble and expense I was taught to throw up a rubber ball in my left hand and catch it with my right, keeping the small of the back rigid and generally behaving in a graceful and attractive manner. It doesnt sound like a dance, I admit, but I will swear they taught it to me at a dancing-school, so it must have been. Now, the point I am making is this. I learned that dance. I hate to seem to be throwing bouquets at myself, but on the level, I became darned good at it. I dont suppose I missed the rubber ball once in twenty goes. But what good does it do me now? Long before I got a chance of exhibiting my accomplishment in public the Society of Amalgamated Professors of the Dance decided that the Rubber-Ball Glide, or whatever they called it, was out of date. This sort of thing handicaps a chap. I am perfectly prepared at any moment to step out on the floor of the most fashionable ballroom and heave a rubber ball about, but it simply isnt being done nowadays. People wouldnt understand what you were driving at. It would be like ringing in an unexpected saraband or fandango on them. In other words, all the time and trouble that I spent in the mastering of the Rubber-Ball Shimmy is a dead loss.



LATER in life, I learned to waltz. That is putting it a little loosely, perhaps. What I mean to say is, that, after weeks of labor, I eventually contrived to reach a stage as a waltzer where the girl smiles in a sickly sort of way after you have revolved once or twice and suggests sitting the rest of this one out. Still, I was a waltzer in the technical sense of the word. I knew the steps and was prepared to fight it out on those lines, so to speak. What happened? Before I knew where I was, the waltz was a back number, and I was expected to learn a weird thing they called the Hesitation, or back to the bench for Pelham. The only other alternative was the one-step.

I managed to evolve something that was practically a one-step. At least, it fell under no other classification, so, by a process of elimination, one arrived at the conclusion that it must have been a one-step. And then the fox-trot came in. I am learning it, but with a sinking heart, because I know quite well that the Amalgamated Brothers are simply waiting till I have become reasonably proficient at it to start something else.

Dancing, says the Encyclopædia, corresponds to a universal primitive instinct in man, and is practised by the South Sea Islanders, the Forest Indians of Brazil, the Zulus, the negroes of Central Africa, and the native Australians, exactly as it was in the earlier stages of every civilized modern race. It dates back to the early Egyptians, who ascribed the invention of it to the god Thoth. The Phrygian Corybantes danced in honor of Cybele, and every time the festival of Rhea Silvia came around the ancient Roman hoofers were there with their hair in a braid. In other words, there never was a time when some well-meaning man like myself, with ambition at one end of him and two left feet at the other, was not getting it in the neck. In this very article, I am probably plagiarizing the exact words of some early Egyptian. I can see him in my minds eye, taking his chisel and chipping out in well-chosen phrases on the rock in the back-garden exactly what he thought of the fellows who told him he would have to learn the Rameses Wriggle just after he had spent a year and a half learning the Thoth Lame Duck.

If one could escape dancing altogether, it would be all right. In the old days, when I was slim and active, dancing came into ones life in only two ways. Either you received a card of invitation to some formal ball — in which case it was the work of a moment for our hero to reply that he was sorry, but an unfortunate previous engagement prevented him accepting — , or else, after dinner at some week-end visit, somebody began to shove back the furniture and somebody else sat down at the piano and dancing suddenly broke out. In the latter event, it was always possible to sneak out and smoke a pipe in the garden or at the worst to go to bed. But, now that dancing during meals has come in, it is almost impossible to side-step. One is faced with the necessity of dancing somehow, and, when your partner wants to fox-trot while you want to throw a rubber-ball from one hand to the other, perfect harmony is impossible.



THE Puritan ancestors, to quote from the Encyclopædia once more, saw deadly sin in promiscuous dancing. Father Mariana tells us that the famous saraband worked more mischief than the plague. Across the ages I exchange a silent handshake with Father Mariana. I know just how he felt. Ill bet that Father Mariana had worked like a dog at twenty-five pesasas the complete course of twelve lessons guaranteed to teach the fandango, and, just when his instructor had finally told him that he was fit to do it at the next hop, along came the Amalgamated Brothers with their new-fangled saraband, where you hopped twice instead of sliding once, and slid to the left instead of hopping to the right. We cannot blame the reverend Father for his roast. The only wonder is that he did not express himself even more forcibly.


ORDEAL BY GOLF (1919)

First published in Colliers Weekly, December 1919
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A PLEASANT BREEZE played among the trees on the terrace outside the Manhooset Golf and Country Club. It ruffled the leaves and cooled the forehead of the Oldest Member, who, as was his custom of a Saturday afternoon, sat in the shade on a rocking-chair, observing the younger generation as it hooked and sliced in the valley below. The eye of the Oldest Member was thoughtful and reflective. When it looked into yours, you saw in it that perfect peace, that peace beyond understanding which comes at its maximum only to the man who has given up golf. It is the same expression which, in a lesser degree, you see in the eyes of soldiers home from the wars. Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego had it after they emerged from the fiery furnace: and Daniel, when with a civil good-by he stepped from the lions den.

The Oldest Member has not played golf since the rubber-cored ball superseded the old, dignified gutty. Like Mr. Vardon, he holds that the rubber core has changed the game for the worse, made it too easy — turned it, in fact, from an aristocracy where talent reigned supreme to a republic in which everyone is as good as the next man. And, like some exiled nobleman of an old régime, rather than accommodate himself to new conditions, he withdrew.

But as a spectator and philosopher he still finds pleasure in the pastime. He is watching it now with keen interest. His gaze, passing from the fruit lemonade which he is sucking through a straw, rests upon the Saturday foursome which is struggling raggedly up the hill to the ninth green. Like all Saturday foursomes, it is in difficulties. One of the patients is zigzagging about the fairway like a liner pursued by submarines. Two others seem to be digging for buried treasure, unless — it is too far off to be certain — they are killing snakes. The remaining cripple, who has just foozled a mashie shot, is blaming the thing on his caddie. His voice, as he upbraids the innocent child for breathing during his upswing, comes clearly up the hill.

The Oldest Member sighs. His fruit lemonade gives a sympathetic gurgle. He puts it down on the table.

How few men, says the Oldest Member, possess the proper golfing temperament! How few, indeed, judging by the sights I see here on Saturday afternoons, possess any qualification at all for golf except a pair of baggy knickerbockers and enough money to enable them to sign the check at the end of the round! The ideal golfer never loses his temper. When I played, I never lost my temper. Sometimes, it is true, I may, after missing a shot, have broken my club across my knees: but I did it in a calm and judicial spirit, because the club was obviously no good and I was going to get another one anyway. To lose ones temper at golf is foolish. It gets you nothing, not even relief. Imitate the spirit of Marcus Aurelius. Whatever may befall thee, says that great man in his Meditations, it was preordained for thee from everlasting. Nothing happens to anybody which he is not fitted by nature to bear. I like to think that this noble thought came to him after he had sliced a couple of new balls into the woods and that he jotted it down on the back of his score card. For there can be no doubt that the man was a golfer, and a bad golfer at that. Nobody who had not had a short putt stop on the rim of the cup could possibly have written the words: That which makes the man no worse than he was makes life no worse. It has no power to harm, without or within. Yes, Marcus Aurelius undoubtedly played golf, and all the evidence seems to indicate that he rarely went round in under a hundred and twenty. The niblick was his club.

Speaking of Marcus Aurelius and the golfing temperament recalls to my mind the case of young Mitchell Holmes. Mitchell, when I knew him first, was a promising young man with a future before him in the Paterson Dyeing and Refining Corporation, of which my old friend Alexander Paterson was the president. He had many engaging qualities — among them an unquestioned ability to imitate a bulldog quarreling with a Pekinese, in a way which had to be heard to be believed. It was a gift which made him much in demand at social gatherings in the neighborhood, marking him off from other young men who could only almost play the mandolin or recite bits of Gunga Din; and no doubt it was this talent of his which first sowed the seeds of love in the heart of Millicent Boyd. Women are essentially hero worshipers, and when a warm-hearted girl like Millicent has heard a personable young man imitating a bulldog and a Pekinese to the applause of a crowded drawing room, and has been able to detect the exact point at which the Pekinese leaves off and the bulldog begins, she can never feel quite the same to other men. In short, Mitchell and Millicent were engaged, and were only waiting to be married till the former could bite the Dyeing and Refining Corporations ear for a bit of extra salary.



MITCHELL HOLMES had only one fault. He lost his temper when playing golf. He seldom played a round without becoming piqued, peeved, or — in many cases — chagrined. The caddies on our links, it was said, could always worst other small boys in verbal argument by calling them some of the things they had heard Mitchell call his ball on discovering it in a cuppy lie. He had a great gift of language, and he used it unsparingly. I will admit that there was some excuse for the man. He had the makings of a brilliant golfer, but a combination of bad luck and inconsistent play invariably robbed him of the fruits of his skill. He was the sort of player who shoots the first two holes in one below par, and then takes an eleven on the third. The least thing upset him on the links. He missed short putts because of the uproar of the butterflies in the adjoining meadows.



IT seemed hardly likely that this one kink in an otherwise admirable character would ever seriously affect his working or professional life, but it did.

One evening, as I was sitting on my porch, reading Taylor on the Push Shot, Alexander Paterson was announced. A glance at his face told me that he had come to ask my advice. Rightly or wrongly, he regarded me as one capable of giving advice. It was I who had changed the whole current of his life by counseling him to leave the wood in his bag and take a driving iron off the tee; and in one or two other matters like the choice of a putter (so much more important than the choice of a wife) I had been of assistance to him.

Alexander sat down and fanned himself with his hat, for the evening was warm. Perplexity was written upon his fine face.

I dont know what to do, he said.

Keep the head still — slow back — dont press — roll the forearms, I said gravely. There is no better rule for a happy and successful life.

He did not keep his head still. He shook it.

Its nothing to do with golf this time, he said. Its about the treasurership of my company. Old Smithers retires next week, and Ive got to find a man to fill his place.

That should be easy. You have simply to select the most deserving from among your other employees.

But which is the most deserving? Thats the point. There are two men who are capable of holding down the job quite adequately. But then I realize how little I know of their real characters. It is the treasurership, you understand, which has to be filled. Now, a man who was quite good at another job might easily get wrong ideas into his head when he became a treasurer. He would have the handling of large sums of money. . . . In other words, a man who in ordinary circumstances had never been conscious of any desire to visit the more distant portions of South America might feel the urge, so to speak, shortly after he became a treasurer. That is my difficulty. Of course, one always takes a sporting chance with any treasurer, but how am I to find out which of these two men would give me the more reasonable opportunity of keeping some of my money?

I did not hesitate a moment. I held strong views on the subject of character testing.

The only way, I said to Alexander, of really finding out a mans true character is to play golf with him. In no other walk of life does the cloven hoof so quickly display itself. I employed a lawyer for years, until one day I saw him kick his ball out of a heel mark. I removed my business from his charge next morning. He has not yet run off with any trust funds, but there is a nasty gleam in his eye, and I am convinced that it is only a question of time. Golf, my dear fellow, is the infallible test. The man who can go into a patch of rough alone, with the knowledge that only God is watching him, and play his ball where it lies is the man who will serve you faithfully and well. The man who can smile bravely when his putt is diverted by one of those beastly worm casts is pure gold right through. But the man who is hasty, unbalanced, and violent on the links will display the same qualities in the wider field of everyday life. You dont want an unbalanced treasurer, do you?

Not if his books are likely to catch the complaint.

They are sure to. Statisticians estimate that the average of crime among good golfers is lower than in any class of the community, except possibly bishops. Since Willie Park won the first championship at Prestwick in the year 1860, there has, I believe, been no instance of an open champion spending a day in the penitentiary. Whereas the bad golfers — and by bad I do not mean incompetent but black-souled: the men who fail to count a stroke when they miss the globe; the men who never replace a divot; the men who talk while their opponent is driving; and the men who let their angry passions rise — these are in and out of the cooler all the time. They find it hardly worth while to get their hair cut in their brief intervals of liberty.



ALEXANDER was visibly impressed. That sounds sensible, by George! he said.

It is sensible.

Ill do it! Honestly, I cant see any other way of deciding between Holmes and Dixon.

I started. Holmes? Not Mitchell Holmes?

Yes. Of course you must know him? He lives here, I believe.

And by Dixon do you mean Otis Dixon?

Thats the man. Another neighbor of yours.

I confess that my heart sank. It was as if my ball had fallen into the pit which my niblick had digged. I wished heartily that I had thought of waiting to ascertain the names of the two rivals before offering my scheme. I was extremely fond of Mitchell Holmes and of the girl to whom he was engaged to be married. Indeed, it was I who had sketched out a few rough notes for the lad to use when proposing — and results had shown that he had put my stuff across big. And I had listened many a time with a sympathetic ear to his hopes in the matter of securing a rise of salary which would enable him to get married. Somehow, when Alexander was talking, it had not occurred to me that young Holmes might be in the running for so important an office as the treasurership. Now, when it was too late, I perceived that I had been the unwitting means of laying him a stymie. I had ruined the boys chances. Ordeal by golf was the one test which he could not possibly undergo with success. Only a miracle could keep him from losing his temper, and I had expressly warned Alexander against such a man.

When I thought of his rival, my heart sank still more. Otis Dixon was rather an unpleasant young man, but the worst of his enemies could not accuse him of not possessing the golfing temperament. From the drive off the tee to the holing of the final putt he was uniformly suave.



WHEN Alexander had gone, I sat in thought for some time. I was faced with a problem. Strictly speaking, no doubt, I had no right to take sides; and, though secrecy had not been enjoined upon me in so many words, I was very well aware that Alexander was under the impression that I would keep the thing under my hat and not reveal to either party the test that awaited him. Each candidate was, of course, to remain ignorant that he was taking part in anything but a friendly game.

But, when I thought of the young couple whose future depended on this ordeal, I hesitated no longer. I put on my hat and went round to Miss Boyds house, where I knew that Mitchell was to be found at this hour.

The young couple were out on the porch, looking at the moon. They greeted me heartily, but their heartiness had rather a tinny sound, and I could see that on the whole they regarded me as one of those things which should not happen. But when I told my story, their attitude changed. They began to look on me in the pleasanter light of a guardian, philosopher, and friend.

Wherever did Mr. Paterson get such a silly idea? said Miss Boyd indignantly. I had — from the best motives — concealed the source of the scheme. Its ridiculous!

Oh, I dont know, said Mitchell. The old boys crazy about golf. Its just the sort of scheme he would cook up. Well, it dishes me!

Oh, come! I said.

Its no good saying Oh, come! You know perfectly well that Im a frank, outspoken golfer. When my darned ball goes off nor-noreast when I want it to go due west I cant help expressing an opinion about it. It is a curious phenomenon which calls for comment, and I give it. Similarly, when I top my drive, I have to go on record as saying that I did not do it intentionally. And its just these trifles, as far as I can make out, that are going to decide the thing.

Couldnt you learn to control yourself on the links, Mitchell, darling? asked Millicent. After all, golf is only a game!

Mitchells eyes met mine, and I have no doubt that mine showed just the same look of horror which I saw in his. Women say these things without thinking. It does not mean that there is any kink in their character. They simply dont realize what they are saying.

Hush! said Mitchell huskily, patting her hand and overcoming his emotion with a strong effort. Hush, dearest!

Two or three days later I met Millicent coming from the post office. There was a new light of happiness in her eyes, and her face was glowing.

Such a splendid thing has happened, she said. After Mitchell left that night, I happened to be glancing through a magazine, and I came across a wonderful advertisement. It began by saying that all the great men in history owed their success to being able to control themselves and that Napoleon wouldnt have amounted to anything if he had not curbed his fiery nature, and then it said that we can all be like Napoleon if we fill out the accompanying blank order form for Professor Dwight Z. Rollitts wonderful book Are You Your Own Master? absolutely free for five days and then three dollars and a half, but you must write at once because the demand is enormous and pretty soon it may be too late. I wrote at once, and luckily I was in time, because Professor Rollitt did have a copy left, and its just arrived. Ive been looking through it, and it seems splendid.

She held out a small volume. I glanced at it. There was a frontispiece showing a signed photograph of Professor Dwight Z. Rollitt controlling himself in spite of having long white whiskers, and then some reading matter, printed between wide margins. One look at the book told me the professors methods. To be brief, he had simply swiped Marcus Aureliuss best stuff, the copyright having expired some two thousand years ago, and was retailing it as his own. I did not mention this to Millicent. It was no affair of mine. Presumably, however obscure the necessity, Professor Rollitt had to live.

Im going to start Mitchell on it to-day. Dont you think this is good? Thou seest how few be the things which if a man has at his command his life flows gently on and is divine. I think it will be wonderful if Mitchells life flows gently on and is divine for three and a half dollars, dont you?



AT the clubhouse that evening I encountered Otis Dixon. He was emerging from a shower bath, and looked as pleased with himself as usual.

Just been going round with old Paterson, he said. He was asking after you. Hes gone back to New York in his car.

I was thrilled. So the test had begun!

How did you come out? I asked.

Otis Dixon smirked. A smirking man, wrapped in a bath towel with a wisp of wet hair over one eye, is a repellent sight.

Oh, pretty well. I brought him in six down. In spite of having poisonous luck.

I felt a gleam of hope at these last words.

Oh, you had bad luck?

The worst. I overshot the green at the third with the best brassy shot Ive ever made in my life — and thats saying a lot — and lost my ball in the rough beyond it.

And I suppose you let yourself go, eh?

Let myself go?

I take it that you made some sort of demonstration?

Oh, no. Losing your temper doesnt get you anywhere at golf. It only spoils your next shot.



I WENT away heavy-hearted. Dixon had plainly come through the ordeal as well as any man could have done. I expected to hear every day that the vacant treasurership had been filled, that Mitchell had not even been called upon to play his test round. I suppose, however, that Alexander Paterson felt that it would be unfair to the other competitor not to give him his chance, for the next I heard of the matter was when Mitchell Holmes called me up on the Friday and asked me if I would accompany him round the links next day in the match he was playing with Alexander, and give him my moral support.

I shall need it, he said. I dont mind telling you Im pretty nervous. I wish I had had longer to get the stranglehold on that Are You Your Own Master? stuff. I can see, of course, that it is the real tabasco from start to finish and absolutely as mother makes it, but the trouble is Ive only had a few days to soak it into my system. Its like trying to patch up an automobile with string. You never know when the thing will break down. Heaven knows what will happen if I sink a ball at the water hole. And something seems to tell me I am going to do it.

Have faith, Mitchell! I said earnestly. Have faith, my boy! Remember what the good book says!

What good book?

There is only one. Vardons Complete Golfer. Keep your head still. Do that, and nothing can harm you.

There was silence for a moment.

Do you believe in dreams? asked Mitchell.

Do I what?

Believe in dreams?

Believe in what?

Dreams.

What about them?

I said, Do you believe in dreams? Because last night I dreamed that I was playing in the final of the open championship, and I got into the rough, and there was a cow there, and suddenly — I never experienced anything so vivid — the cow looked at me in a sad sort of way and said: Why dont you use the two-V grip instead of the interlocking? At the time it seemed an odd sort of thing to happen, but Ive been thinking it over and I wonder if there isnt something in it. These things must be sent to us for a purpose.

You cant change your grip on the day of an important match.

I suppose not. The fact is, Im a bit jumpy, or I wouldnt have mentioned it. What sort of a game does old Paterson play? Ive never seen him.

A sound, deliberate game. Nothing to be afraid of.

Im not afraid of him. Im afraid of myself. I dont believe Ive given this control stuff time to take. It doesnt seem to have permeated my system. Oh, well! See you to-morrow at two.



THE day was bright and sunny, but a tricky cross wind was blowing when I reached the clubhouse. Alexander Paterson was there, practicing swings on the first tee; and almost immediately Mitchell Holmes arrived, accompanied by Millicent.

Perhaps, said Alexander, we had better be getting under way. Shall I take the honor?

Certainly, said Mitchell.

Alexander teed up his ball.

Alexander Paterson has always been a careful rather than a dashing player. It is his custom, a sort of ritual, to take two measured practice swings before addressing the ball, even on the putting green. When he does address the ball, he shuffles his feet for a moment or two, then pauses and scans the horizon in a suspicious sort of way, as if he had been expecting it to play some sort of a trick on him when he was not looking. A careful inspection seems to convince him of the horizons bona fides, and he turns his attention to the ball again. He shuffles his feet once more, then raises his club. He waggles the club smartly over the ball three times, then lays it behind the globule. At this point he suddenly peers at the horizon again, in the apparent hope of catching it off its guard. This done, he raises his club very slowly, brings it back very slowly till it almost touches the ball, raises it again, brings it down again, raises it once more, and brings it down for the third time. He then stands motionless, wrapped in thought, like some Indian fakir contemplating the infinite. Then he raises his club again and replaces it behind the ball. Finally he quivers all over, swings very slowly back, and drives the ball for about a hundred and fifty yards in a dead straight line.

It is a method of procedure which proves sometimes a little exasperating to the highly strung, and I watched Mitchells face anxiously to see how he was taking his first introduction to it. The unhappy lad had blenched visibly. He turned to me with the air of one in pain.

Does he always do that? he whispered.

Always, I replied.

Then Im done for! No human being could play golf against a one-ring circus like that without blowing up!

I said nothing. It was, I feared, only too true. Well-poised as I am, I had long since been compelled to give up playing with Alexander Paterson, much as I esteemed him. It was a choice between that and resigning from the Baptist Church.

At this moment Millicent spoke. There was an open book in her hand. I recognized it as the life work of Professor Rollitt.

Think on this doctrine, she said in her soft, modulated voice,  that to be patient is a branch of justice and that men sin without intending it. 

Mitchell nodded briefly, and walked to the tee with a firm step.
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Before you drive, darling, said Millicent, remember this. Let no act be done at haphazard, nor otherwise than according to the finished rules that govern its kind. 

The next moment Mitchells ball was shooting through the air, to come to rest two hundred yards down the course. It was a magnificent drive. He had followed the counsel of Marcus Aurelius to the letter. There was nothing haphazard about that drive, nor was it otherwise than according to the finished rules laid down to govern drives by James Braid in his Advanced Golf.

An admirable iron shot put him in reasonable proximity to the pin, and he holed out in one below par with one of the nicest putts I have ever beheld. And when at the next hole, the dangerous water hole, his ball soared over the pond and lay safe, giving him par for the hole, I began for the first time to breathe freely. Every golfer has his day, and this was plainly Mitchells. He was playing faultless golf. If he could continue in this vein, his unfortunate failing would have no chance to show itself.



THE third hole is long and tricky. You drive over a ravine — or possibly into it. In the latter event, you breathe a prayer and call for your niblick. But, once over the ravine, there is nothing to disturb your equanimity. Par is five, and a good drive, followed by a brassy shot, will put you within easy mashie distance of the green.

Mitchell cleared the ravine by a hundred and twenty yards. He strolled back to me, and watched Alexander go through his ritual with an indulgent smile. I knew just how he was feeling. Never does the world seem so sweet and fair and the foibles of our fellow human beings so little irritating as when we have just swatted the pill right on the spot where it does most good.

I cant see why he does it, said Mitchell, eying Alexander with a toleration that almost amounted to affection. If I did all those Swedish exercises before I drove, I should forget what I had come out for and go home. Alexander concluded the movements, and landed a bare three yards on the other side of the ravine. Hes what you would call a steady performer, isnt he! Never varies!

Mitchell won the hole comfortably. There was a jauntiness about his stance on the fourth tee which made me a little uneasy. Overconfidence at golf is almost as bad as timidity.

My apprehensions were justified. Mitchell topped his ball. It rolled twenty yards into the rough, and nestled under a dock leaf. His mouth opened, then closed with a snap. He came over to where Millicent and I were standing.

I didnt say it! he said. What on earth happened then?

 Search mens governing principles,  said Millicent,  and consider the wise, what they shun and what they cleave to. 

Exactly, I said. You swayed your body.

And now Ive got to go and look for that infernal ball.

Never mind, darling, said Millicent.  Nothing has such power to broaden the mind as the ability to investigate systematically and truly all that comes under thy observation in life. 

Besides, I said, youre three up.

I shant be after this hole.

He was right. Alexander won it in five, one above par, and regained the honor.

Mitchell was a trifle shaken. His play no longer had its first careless vigor. He lost the next hole, halved the sixth, lost the short seventh, and then, rallying, halved the eighth.



THE ninth hole, like so many on our links, can be a perfectly simple four, although the rolling nature of the green makes par always a somewhat doubtful feat; but, on the other hand, if you foozle your drive, you can easily achieve double figures. The tee is on the farther side of the pond, beyond the bridge, where the water narrows almost to the dimensions of a brook. You drive across this water and over a tangle of trees and undergrowth on the other bank. The distance to the fairway cannot be more than sixty yards, for the hazard is purely a mental one, and yet how many fair hopes have been wrecked there!

Alexander cleared the obstacles comfortably with his customary short, straight drive, and Mitchell advanced to the tee.

I think the loss of the honor had been preying on his mind. He seemed nervous. His upswing was shaky, and he swayed back perceptibly. He made a lunge at the ball, sliced it, and it struck a tree on the other side of the water and fell in the long grass. We crossed the bridge to look for it; and it was here that the effect of Professor Rollitt began definitely to wane.

Why on earth dont they mow this darned stuff? demanded Mitchell querulously as he beat about the grass with his niblick.

You have to have rough on a course, I ventured.

 Whatever happens at all,  said Millicent,  happens as it should. Thou wilt find this true if thou shouldst watch narrowly. 
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Thats all very well, said Mitchell, watching narrowly in a clump of weeds, but seeming unconvinced. I believe the Greens Committee run this darned club purely in the interests of the caddies. I believe they encourage lost balls and go halves with the little beasts when they find them and sell them!

Millicent and I exchanged glances. There were tears in her eyes.

Oh, Mitchell! Remember Napoleon!

Napoleon? Whats Napoleon got to do with it? Napoleon never was expected to drive through a primeval forest! Besides, what did Napoleon ever do? Where did Napoleon get off, swelling round as if he amounted to something? Poor fish! All he ever did was to get hammered at Waterloo!

Alexander rejoined us. He had walked on to where his ball lay.

Cant find it, eh? Nasty bit of rough, this!

No, I cant find it! But to-morrow some miserable chinless half-witted reptile of a caddie with popeyes and eight hundred and thirty-seven pimples will find it and will sell it to some one for a quarter! No, it was a brand- new ball. Hell probably get fifty cents for it. Thatll be twenty-five for himself and twenty-five for the Greens Committee! No wonder theyre buying automobiles quicker than the makers can supply them! No wonder you see their wives going about in mink coats and pearl necklaces! . . . Oh, darn it! Ill drop another!

In that case, Alexander pointed out, you will, of course, under the rules governing match play, lose the hole.

All right, then. Ill give up the hole.

Then that, I think, makes me one up on the first nine, said Alexander. Excellent! A very pleasant, even game!

Pleasant! On second thoughts I dont believe the Greens Committee let the wretched caddies get any of the loot. They hang around behind trees till the deals concluded, and then sneak out and choke it out of them!

I saw Alexander raise his eyebrows. He walked up the hill to the clubhouse with me.

Rather a quick-tempered young fellow, Holmes! he said thoughtfully. I should never have suspected it. It just shows how little one can know of a man, only meeting him in business hours.

I tried to defend the poor lad.

He has an excellent heart, Alexander. But the fact is — we are such old friends that I know you will forgive my mentioning it — your style of play gets, I fancy, a little on his nerves.

My style of play? Whats wrong with my style of play?

Nothing is actually wrong with it, but to a young and ardent spirit there is apt to be something a trifle upsetting in being compelled to watch a man play quite so slowly as you do. Come, now, Alexander, as one friend to another, is it necessary to take two practice swings before you putt?

Dear, dear! said Alexander. You really mean to say that that upsets him? Well, Im afraid I am too old to change my methods now.

I had nothing more to say.



AS we were leaving the clubhouse to begin the second nine, I was roused from my meditations by a hand on my arm. Millicent was standing beside me, dejection written on her face. Alexander and young Mitchell had gone on ahead of us.

Mitchell doesnt want me to come round the rest of the way with him, she said despondently. He says I make him nervous.

I shook my head. Thats bad! I was looking on you as a steadying influence.

I thought I was too. But Mitchell says no. He says my being there keeps him from concentrating.

Then perhaps it would be better for you to remain in the clubhouse till we return. There is, I fear, dirty work ahead.

A choking sob escaped the unhappy girl: Im afraid so. There is an apple tree near the thirteenth hole, and Mitchells caddie is sure to start eating apples. And what will be the effect on the poor darling?

Her humanity thrilled me.

Surely, I said, the effect cannot be injurious. Apples are quite ripe at this time of year, and the boy will be able to digest them without inconvenience. You have enough to worry you without troubling yourself about the digestive organs of caddies, who, after all, are merely a subspecies of humanity.

I am not thinking about the caddie. I am thinking of what Mitchell will do when he hears the crunching when he is addressing his ball.

That is true.

Our only hope, she said, holding out Professbr Rollitts book, is this. Will you please read him extracts when you see him getting nervous? We went through the book last night and marked all the passages in blue pencil which might prove helpful. You will see notes against them in the margin, showing when each is supposed to be used.

It was a small favor to ask. I took the book and gripped her hand silently. Then I joined Alexander and Mitchell on the tenth tee.

Mitchell was still continuing his speculations regarding the Greens Committee.

The hole after this one, he said, used to be a short hole. There was no chance of losing a ball. Then, one day, the wife of one of the Greens Committee happened to mention that the baby needed new shoes, so now theyve tacked on another hundred and fifty yards to it. You have to drive over the brow of a hill, and if you slice an eighth of an inch you get into a sort of No Mans Land, full of rocks and bushes and crevices and old pots and pans. The Greens Committee practically live there in summer. You see them prowling round in groups, encouraging each other with merry cries as they fill their sacks. Well, Im going to fool them to-day. Im going to drive an old ball which is just hanging together by a thread. Itll come to pieces when they pick it up!



GOLF, however, is a curious game, a game of fluctuations. One might have supposed that Mitchell, in such a frame of mind, would have continued to come to grief. But at the beginning of the second nine he once more found his form. A perfect drive put him in position to reach the tenth green with an iron shot, and, though the ball was several yards from the hole, he laid it dead with his approach putt and sank his second for a par four. Alexander could only achieve a five, so that they were all square again.

The eleventh, the subject of Mitchells recent criticism, is certainly a tricky hole, and it is true that a slice does land the player in grave difficulties. To-day, however, both men kept their drives straight, and found no difficulty in securing par fours.

A little more of this, said Mitchell, beaming, and the Greens Committee will have to give up piracy and go back to work. He replaced his putter in his bag. Give me my driver, he said to his caddie. He smiled almost lovingly at the boy. And whats your name, sonny? he said cheerily. Bill? A very good name too. Well, you be a good boy and some day you may be on the Greens Committee.

The twelfth is a long, dog-leg hole, par five. Professionals use a spoon for their second shot and put the ball boldly over the trees, cutting off the angle and saving a stroke. Neither Alexander nor Mitchell attempted to rise to these heights. Alexander plugged steadily round the bend, holing out in six, and Mitchell, whose second shot had landed him in some long grass, was obliged to use the niblick. He contrived, however, to halve the hole with a nicely judged mashie shot to the edge of the green.

Alexander won the thirteenth. It is a three-hundred-and-sixty-yard hole, free from bunkers. It took Alexander three strokes to reach the green, but his third laid the ball dead, while Mitchell, who was on in two, required three putts.

That reminds me, said Alexander chattily, of a story I heard. Friend calls out to a beginner: How are you getting on, old man? and the beginner says: Splendidly. I just made three perfect putts on the last green! 

Mitchell did not appear amused. I watched his face anxiously. He had made no remark, but the missed putt which would have saved the hole had been very short, and I feared the worst. There was a brooding look in his eye as we walked to the fourteenth tee.

There are few more picturesque spots in the whole of the countryside than the neighborhood of the fourteenth tee. Before you the ground slopes gently to a rugged ravine, set about with trees. Beyond the green turf rolls away, sloping sharply to the right. In the distance gleams the silver water of the bay, dotted with pleasure craft. It is a sight to charm the nature lovers heart.

But, if golf has a defect, it is that it prevents a man from being a wholehearted lover of nature. Where the layman sees waving grass and romantic tangles of undergrowth, your golfer beholds nothing but a nasty patch of rough from which he must divert his ball. The cry of the birds, wheeling against the sky, is to the golfer merely something that may put him off his putt. As a spectator, I am fond of the ravine at the bottom of the slope. It pleases the eye. But, as a golfer, I have frequently found it the very devil.

The last hole had given Alexander the honor again. He drove even more deliberately than before. For quite half a minute he stood over his ball, pawing at it with his driving iron like a cat investigating a tortoise. Finally he dispatched it to one of the few safe spots on the hillside. The drive from this tee has to be carefully calculated, for, if it be too straight, it will catch the slope and roll down into the ravine.



MITCHELL addressed his ball. He swung up, and then, just as he was beginning his down swing, from immediately behind him came a sudden, sharp, crunching sound. I looked quickly in the direction whence it came. Mitchells caddie, with a glassy look in his eyes, was gnawing a large apple. And even as I breathed a silent prayer, down came the driver, and the ball, with a terrible slice on it, hit the side of the hill, and bounded into the ravine.

There was a pause, a pause in which the world stood still. Mitchell dropped his club and turned. His face was working horribly.

Mitchell! I cried. My boy! Reflect! Be calm!

Calm! Whats the use of being calm when people are chewing apples in thousands all round you? What is this, anyway — a golf match or a pleasant days outing for the children of the poor? Apples! Go on, my boy, take another bite! Take several! Enjoy yourself! Never mind if it seems to cause me a fleeting annoyance! Go on with your lunch! You probably had a light breakfast, eh, and are feeling a little peckish, yes? If you will wait here, I will run to the clubhouse and get you a sandwich and a bottle of ginger ale. Make yourself quite at home, you lovable little fellow! Sit down and have a good time!

I turned the pages of Professor Rollitts book feverishly. I could not find a passage that had been marked in blue pencil to meet this emergency. I selected one at random.

Mitchell, I said. One moment! How much time he gains who does not look to see what his neighbor says or does, but only at what he does himself, to make it just and holy. 

Well, look what Ive done myself! Im somewhere down at the bottom of that darned ravine, and itll take me a dozen strokes to get out. Do you call that just and holy? Here, give me that book for a moment!



HE snatched the little volume out of my hands. For an instant he looked at it with a curious expression of loathing, then he placed it gently on the ground and jumped on it a few times. Then he hit it with his driver. Finally, as if feeling that the time for half measures had passed, he took a little run and kicked it strongly into the long grass.

He turned to Alexander, who had been an impassive spectator of the scene.

Im through! he said. I concede the match! Good-by! Youll find me in the bay!

Going swimming?

No! Drowning myself!

A gentle smile broke out over my old friends usually grave face. He patted Mitchells shoulder affectionately.

Dont do that, my boy! he said. I was hoping you would stick around the office a while as treasurer of the company!

Mitchell tottered. He grasped my arm for support. Everything was very quiet. Nothing broke the stillness but the humming of the bees, the murmur of the distant wavelets, and the sound of Mitchells caddie going on with his apple.

What! cried Mitchell.

The position, said Alexander, will be falling vacant very shortly, as no doubt you know. It is yours, if you care to accept it.

You mean — you mean — youre going to give me the job?

Certainly. You have interpreted me exactly!

Mitchell gulped. So did his caddie. One from a spiritual, the other from a physical cause.

If you dont mind excusing me, said Mitchell huskily, I think Ill be popping back to the clubhouse. Some one I want to see!



HE disappeared through the trees, running strongly. I turned to Alexander.

What does this mean? I asked. I am delighted, but what becomes of the Test?

My old friend smiled gently.

The Test, he replied, has been eminently satisfactory. Circumstances, perhaps, have compelled me to modify the original idea of it, but nevertheless it has been a completely successful test. Since we started out, I have been doing a good deal of thinking, and I have come to the conclusion that what the Paterson Dyeing and Refining Corporation really needs is a treasurer whom I can beat at golf. And I have discovered the ideal man. Why, he went on, a look of holy enthusiasm on his fine old face, do you realize that I can always lick the stuffing out of that boy, good player as he is, simply by taking a little trouble? I can get his goat every time, simply by taking one or two extra practice swings! That is the sort of man I need for a responsible post in my office!

But what about Otis Dixon? I asked.

He gave a gesture of distaste: I wouldnt trust that man! Why, when I played with him, everything went wrong and he just smiled and didnt say a word. A man who can do that is not the man to trust with the control of large sums of money. It wouldnt be safe. Why, the fellow isnt honest! He cant be! He paused for a moment. Besides, he added thoughtfully, he brought me in six down. Whats the good of a treasurer who brings the boss in six down?


THE COLOUR LINE (THE GOLDEN FLAW) (1920)

First published in The Grand Magazine, March 1920
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ON THE CHEEK of the stout man who reclined in the barbers chair there still lingered a small patch of unreclaimed jungle. Lancelot Purvis removed this with his gleaming razor, and stepping back, surveyed his handiwork with silent satisfaction; for he was a conscientious barber and took a pleasure in making a good job of it. He now produced a steaming towel from nowhere, dumped it on the stout mans face, kneaded it awhile, whisked it off, applied witch-hazel, and finally dabbed the face once or twice with a second towel.

Face massage, sir?

No!

Hair a little long at the ends. Trim it, sir?

No!

Anything on the head, sir?

No!

Singe the hair, sir?

No!

Lancelot had no more suggestions to make. The stout man heaved himself up from the chair, breathed a little stertorously, put on his collar, tipped Lancelot, and walked out. The episode was ended.

The advantage of being a really great writer, one of the big-browed lads who make every stroke tell and all that sort of thing, is that you save so much time. Take myself for instance. I dont want to boast about it, you understand: I quite realise that it is simply a gift, coming who shall say whence: I merely wish to point out as a matter of artistic interest that in this single short scene my wonderful skill in character-delineation has enabled you to visualize Lancelot Purvis as clearly as though you had known him for years. With a few subtle touches I have made you recognise his shrinking nature, his mildness, his sensitiveness, his diffidence. What? You didnt? You didnt gather the fact that Lancelot was a mild, diffident young man? Well then, all I can say is that something must have gone wrong with the works, and I suppose I shall have to approach the thing all over again from another angle. But, really, when I showed the customer snapping out No! to everything Lancelot suggested and Lancelot taking it quite meekly and not even having the nerve to try to sell him a hair-wash, I did think I could leave the rest to the intelligence of the reader.



There are some men who in the battle of life seem consistently to get the losers end, and this after a time tends to remove the steel from their character. Lancelot Purvis was one of these. All through his early boyhood he had had much to suffer from the juvenile population of his native town, on whose immature minds the name Lancelot had had the worst effects. When he was thirteen, he caught measles and shot up five or six inches, attaining a height which intimidated his peers into leaving him alone. But by that time the mischief was done, and Lancelot was a hopelessly mild boy. And, when he reached the early twenties and might shortly have become normal again, the War broke out and the Army got him. And that started the trouble all over again.

He never succeeded in getting to the Front. Chaperoned by a sergeant, he looked after horses in the rear of the lines: and several months of this undid Lancelot completely. There were, no doubt, in the American expeditionary force sergeants of the most winning amiability; but Lancelots was rather a violent and hasty sort of man, full of strange oaths and reluctant to make allowances. It was a physically tough but spiritually battered barber who, about a year later, returned to the Hotel Cosmopolis.

Safe back beside his chair in the Cosmopolis shaving-parlour, Lancelot was happy again. Barbering was in his blood. His father had been a barber. His earliest memories were of the clinging scent of hair-washes, and he had cut his teeth on an old shaving brush. There was, moreover, a marked artistic strain in him, which found expression in the exercise of his trade. After all, to the thoughtful man, being a barber is much the same as being a sculptor. The sculptor takes a shapeless block of marble and chips off all that is unnecessary and superfluous. What else does a barber do? There were times, after he had seen a customer come in with a scrub of beard and a mop of hair falling over his collar and, after chipping away all that was superfluous, had watched him walk out, dapper and trim and a pleasure to look at, when Lancelot felt the glow of the creator.



Such, then, was Lancelot Purvis on the morning of the seventh of April, the date on which for the first time in his life he set eyes on May Gleason.

Once or twice in the day of a New York barber there arrives the Star Customer, the man of comprehensive outlook and unbounded ambition, who wishes to make himself one hundred per cent. perfect not only as regards his hair and face but in all the outlying portions of him. One of this species came to Lancelots chair on the morning of the seventh of April and just lay back and said yes to everything. He wanted a haircut, a twice-over shave, face massage, a singe, a dry shampoo, and something for the scalp. He wanted his shoes shined and he wanted a manicure. It must have been his birthday or something.

It was at this point that May Gleason stepped daintily into Lancelots life.

The manicure girls at the Cosmopolis as a rule meant little to Lancelot. He hardly noticed them. They were just there. Yet somehow the very first glimpse of May Gleason set his heart jumping so quickly that he found it difficult to keep his mind on his job. Fortunately, by years of practice he had got his scissors so trained that they worked almost of their own volition. All he had to do was to loose them into the undergrowth, and they did the rest. Consequently, he was enabled to look a good deal at this remarkable girl, as she bent demurely over the customers fingers. He could only catch an occasional glimpse of her face. But that did not worry him, for what he wanted to look at was her hair.

If there was one thing in the world that had the power to stir Lancelot to the depths, it was beautiful hair. And this girls was the most beautiful he had ever seen. It was dark hair. Dark! The word is feeble. It was like a great rolling black wave. It was like a soft, brooding cloud. It was like a moonless night. It was like water under the stars. It appealed with terrific force not only to Lancelot, the expert in hair, but to Lancelot the artist.

He looked down at her. And as he did so, she happened to look up. She smiled. And the subjugation of Lancelot was complete.

Cupid gives quick service. That very evening Lancelot found an opportunity of speaking to her. It was raining when he came out into the world at the end of his days labours, and he was just opening his umbrella — it was typical of Lancelot that he had an umbrella — when out stepped this girl. Like the feather-brained little thing she was, she had omitted to provide herself with any protection whatsoever against the elements. She wore a thin dress and a fragile-looking hat, and she stood peering out at the downpour with some alarm.

Oh, hooray! she said, spying Lancelot, who was wavering between chivalry and shyness. Youve got an umbrella. Would you mind seeing me as far as the Subway?

Lancelot gulped. He would have liked to say Delighted! or Charmed! or one of the things that would have come to the heroes of the novels he read, whose quickness off the mark in their relations with the other sex had always been a source of envy to him. But he shoved the umbrella over her, and they set off.

I met you this morning, didnt I? said the girl. Did you notice that fellow slip me a fifty-cent tip? Some class to him! I wish there were more like that running around. My names May Gleason. Yours is Purvis, isnt it? The cashier told me it was.

A thrill ran through Lancelot. So she been sufficiently interested in him to inquire his name. He contrived speech.

Youre new, arent you? he said.

At the Cosmopolis? Yes. I was working in a hotel in Jersey City up to last month. Gee! I was glad to get out of there. I hate the Middle West. New Yorks the only place in the world, isnt it.

Lancelot considered the point.

Well, yes and no, he said weightily. He was amazed to find himself talking with increasing ease. There was a perky friendliness about this girl which melted his shyness. I like New York, but its kind of noisy, dont you think?

Noisy? Thats why I like it. They cant make too much noise for me. I lived all my life up to last year in a small town.

I like small towns.

Well, you can have em. I dont want em.

Lancelot was getting more at his ease every moment. Indeed, he felt so at home by now that he was able to reveal his hidden ambitions. And these were sacred. Never had he spoken of them to a living soul.

What I want to do, he said, is to put away a bit of money and go back and start a real up-to-date barber-shop in my home town.

Yes?

I was getting on fine for a while, but of course the War set me back quite a lot. You see, all the time I was in the army I didnt save a cent.

Were you in the Army? Her voice had taken on a respectful note, and she looked up at him with admiring eyes. I suppose you had an awful time?

Pretty tough, said Lancelot.

Ill bet you! I think you soldiers were simply great!

Oh, no, said Lancelot modestly.

Were you in Belleu Wood?

Belleu Wood? Well, no. Not actually in Belleu Wood.

But I suppose you were in all sorts of dangerous places?

Yes. Lancelot had not forgotten the day when one of the new horses nearly got him in the seat of the trousers as he stooped to recover a dropped curry-comb. Yes, pretty dangerous.

And now you want to go back to the old home-town! Gee, I should have thought youd have found it kinda slow. Still, I dont see where I get any licence to knock your home-town when I dont even know what it is. For all I know, it may be a live spot. I kinda judge all home-towns by the burg I came from.

Was it very quiet?

Quiet? It was unconscious! It was a little place out in Ohio, called Ostoria.

Lancelot started violently — so violently that the umbrella rocked in his grip, permitting several large drops to descend on his companion.

Have a heart! she begged. Cant you wait till you get home to start shimmying? This is a new lid Ive got on.

It made me jump, explained Lancelot apologetically. I come from Ostoria, too!

Yes? she seemed unimpressed by the coincidence. That so?

But dont you think, said Lancelot, rather damped, that its an extraordinary thing that we should both have come from Ostoria?

Oh, I dont know. I cant imagine anyone who was ever in Ostoria not coming from it. Its about the best little burg to get out of that I ever struck.

But — but — but— A belated spasm of shyness caused Lancelot to stammer. But — I mean — it makes a sort of bond between us.

Does it? All right. Have it your own way. She looked at him with frank surprise. Do you really want to go back there?

As soon as I can put by enough money. I havent been there for ten years. I suppose the place is quite changed now?

You bet! You know the Garfield House?

On Main Street, on the left as you go up from the station!

Yes. Well, it used to be red, and a couple of years ago they painted it green. Theres always something doing in Ostoria. Moving all the time! Well, here we are. They stopped at the entrance of the subway. Thanks for the umbrella.

Youre welcome, said Lancelot. I wonder — I wonder—

Yes?

Well, couldnt I — couldnt we —— ?

Ill bet we could. Couldnt we what?

May I come and see you some evening?

Sure! said the girl heartily. Come any old evening you like and take me to the movies. Well, good-bye. Be good, and dont take any wooden nickels.

She dived into the flood of humanity that poured through the subway entrance, and was swept away. Lancelot remained where he stood. People in a hurry buffeted him hither and thither, but he paid no attention to them. His body was blocking the pavement, but his spirit was soaring aloft on a rosy cloud.



On the following Sunday, dressed in his most telling clothes, Lancelot called at the little flat where she lived with the blonde lady-cashier of the Cosmopolis barber-shop. Lancelot was not aware, until he climbed up four flights of stairs and was admitted into the pill-box sitting-room of the flat, that this partnership had been formed: and he surveyed the cashier, as she rose hospitably from her chair to greet him, with mixed feelings. In a way, her presence was embarrassing. There had been a time, when he had the chair next to the cashiers desk, when they had become rather intimate. Indeed, at the crisis of this period he had been on the verge of a warmer feeling than mere friendship, and had only been deterred from going further into the matter by the fact that the cashiers hair was so manifestly peroxided. And Lancelot loathed peroxide. For many reasons he would have preferred her absence on this occasion to her company. But there was one reason why he was distinctly glad that she was there. After a promising start, he had begun to feel abominably shy once more, and he welcomed anything at this juncture that would prevent a tête-à-tête with May. What Lancelot felt, as regarded May, was that for the moment he would like just to be with her and to look at her, without the necessity of talking too much: and the cashier, who was a great conversationalist, was a useful person to have along with you when you felt like that. He took them both to the movies, and sat between them.

Taking them to the movies and sitting between them became a habit. At first he did it every Sunday; then, growing bolder, he did it once in the middle of the week. After a while he was always dropping in and taking them to the movies.

Whatever may be said against the motion-pictures from an artistic point of view — and candour compels one to admit that in the main they are pretty fierce — there is one thing in their favour as far as the shy and diffident man is concerned. They are a great aid to courtship. In the dim light, with soft music going all the time, Lancelot found that he could let himself go in a manner quite beyond him under other conditions. At the end of the second week, taking advantage of a peculiarly glutinous moment in the affairs of a female star and her support, who, after a whole lot of misunderstanding, were coming together through the healing influence of a little child — (Spoken Title: Mummie, wont oo kiss dadda?) — he ventured to clasp Mays hand in his, and was electrified to find that she showed no resentment. He squeezed her hand through two entire reels.

This was the evening when he felt for the first time that the lady cashier was superfluous.

Two days later, having climbed the stairs, he found May alone in the sitting-room. He was conscious of a flutter of hope, but he did not allow it to flutter too much. Probably, he felt, the cashier was merely in the bedroom, dressing up for the evenings outing.

Wheres Miss Bagster? he asked.

The girl looked at him in what seemed to be a rather odd way. He was a sensitive young man, and he fancied that there was a certain chill in the atmosphere. He could not account for this.

Shes gone out. She had an appointment.

Oh! said Lancelot.

In the effort to keep the joy out of his voice, he did perhaps affect a regret which was a trifle exaggerated. Indeed, as a matter of fact, he spoke rather as if he had just heard the news of the death of a dear friend. A faint pink flush came into Mays face, and she bit her lip.

Yes, I suppose you are disappointed, she said frostily.

This monstrous accusation completely deprived Lancelot of speech, and May went on with her remarks.

Its too bad, isnt it? I told her you would be all broken up, but she would go.

But— Lancelot tried to find words to refute the charge. But — —

He could get no further. The girls manner chilled him. There was an awkward silence. May fiddled with a magazine.

Then, said Lancelot, then shall we go out?

No. I dont want to go out.

Theres a good picture at the Bijou Dream, persevered the poor fish. Cuthbert Erickson in Why Men Go Wrong!  There was more silence. Wouldnt you like to see it? he asked.

No! The magazine fell to the floor. May was looking away from him and speaking rapidly. I dont ever want to go to the movies with you again! Im sick of being the third party! If you want to take Ellabelle — this was the lady cashiers revolting name— take her. I dont care! But dont keep up all this silly nonsense of wanting me along. Im sick of it! Lifes too short!

What — what — what do you mean?

You know what I mean! Ellabelle told me you were her beau.

What!

She said youve always been crazy about her.

Lancelot rallied himself. There are moments in the life of even the most diffident man when circumstances force him into a display of vigour and decision. For an instant he felt strong and commanding. He grabbed at Mays hand. She shook him off. He seized her by the shoulders.

I wasnt! Im not! I love you!

You dont!

Yes, I do!

No, you dont!

Yes, I do!

You dont, either!

I do! I do!

Suppose Ellabelle came in now and heard you?

I wouldnt care!

Ellabelle — —

Oh, darn Ellabelle!

You dont really love me.

Yes, I do!

No, you dont!

Yes, I do!

You dont!

I do!

You dont, either!

Yes, I do! I do! I do!

Honest?

Honest!

I dont believe you do!

Yes, I do!

You dont, either!

Yes, I do!

It is all very well to expect story-writers to be realistic, but with white paper at its present price one simply must abbreviate the modern love scene. Suffice it to say that, by the time the scorecard showed May with twenty-four No, you donts while crediting Lancelot with twenty-five Yes, I dos, they were sitting side by side on the sofa, and Lancelot was stroking her wonderful hair, an engaged man.

The first jarring note was struck by May.

Darling!

Yes, darling?

I wont live in Ostoria.

Oh, precious!

Well, I wont! Sitting all day on the porch watching the farmers whizz by in their hay-wagons, isnt my idea of a large existence. Im going to live in New York.

But, honey! Ive been saving up for years — —

I dont care! If you want me, youll have to stay in New York.

But, precious!

If you really loved me, you would do as I ask you.

Of course, but — —

But I dont believe you really do love me.

I do.

No, you dont!

Yes, I do!

You dont, either!

I do!

Well, if you did, you would do as I asked you.

Lancelot yielded. He gave in. Her glorious hair was tickling the tip of his nose and he succumbed. He abandoned the dream of ten years. He had a momentary vision of that little up-to-date barber-shop, and it seemed to gaze reproachfully at him. Then it was shut out by the spectacle of that wonderful cloud of dusky hair.

All right! he said.

Youll live in New York?

Yes.

Youre a darling, said May, and kissed him.

There are all kinds of kisses. Mays was like the one she might have given a pet dog for doing its trick nicely. Lancelot was too happy to notice it, but in a corner of the room the spectre of Trouble stood, grinning maliciously.



One result of their new relationship was that Lancelot now found himself regarding with jealousy the customers who came to Mays table to have their nails manicured. It was useless for him to argue with himself that business was business, and that, when May smiled, chaffed, and chatted with these persons, she did so in a purely professional capacity. Lancelot knew this perfectly well, but the knowledge brought no balm. He hated these blighters. The younger and the more presentable they were, the more he feared and loathed them. It may have been the sub-conscious realisation that Mays smiles and badinage were not after all so purely professional that disturbed his soul. They had been engaged now for some weeks, and intimacy had revealed her character to him. May was as good as gold, but she did like attention, she did like flattery, she did enjoy the companionship of others beside her mate.

Gradually, Lancelot began to classify these customers of Mays in a sort of Dante-esque series of hells. In the lowest and innermost hell of all he placed all by himself an aggressive young man with an impudent, good-looking face and a taste for fancy waistcoats who was the most regular of all the attendants at Mays table. This excrescence came in every other day, and Lancelot had a curious feeling, sort of instinctive fear, that sooner or later his happiness was to be affected by him. Who the man was, and what he might he expected to do, Lancelot could not have said. He was merely vaguely apprehensive.

It is a truism that the things we worry about seldom happen: but they sometimes do, and they did in this case. Walking home after the movies one night, Lancelot perceived that there was something on Mays mind. She had been strangely silent all the evening. When she reached her door, she spoke.

Larry.

At an early stage in their engagement she had declined emphatically and once and for all to call him Lancelot. The more attractive substitute had been her own invention.

Yes? said Lancelot.

He was conscious of a foreboding.

Larry, said May again, looking down the street and avoiding his eye.

Yes, honey?

Theres a fellow who comes to my table pretty often. I dont know if youve noticed him. He dresses kind of bright.

Ive noticed him, said Lancelot grimly.

Hes the press-agent for one of the new shows. He wants me to go on the stage.

What!

Well, why shouldnt I? said May, flaring up. She felt more at her ease now that it was possible to carry the thing through with spirit and fire. Dont you think I get sick of sitting all day in a stuffy shaving parlour, fooling about with mens fingers? Ive gotta right to have a little pleasure, havent I? I think youre awful mean!

Then, swiftly abandoning the attitude militant, she melted into sobs. Intimacy had revealed Lancelots character to her, as it had revealed hers to Lancelot.

She had gauged him correctly. His rigidity softened in a flash. He put his arms around her and petted her. Presently the sobs stopped. She dabbed her eyes with a tiny handkerchief.

If Id known you would be horrid and bully me, Id never have told you, she moaned brokenly.

Honey! protested Lancelot.

Well, you were horrid!

I didnt mean to be.

Well, you were!

I didnt mean to be!

But you were!

I didnt mean to be. But, girlie! The stage!

Well, whats wrong with the stage?

Nothing, but — —

I see what it is! You dont love me!

Yes, I do!

No, you dont!

Yes, I do!

No, you dont! If you did, you wouldnt mind my having a little fun.

A policeman passed slowly, casting an appraising glance at them as he went by. The policeman was a man of the world, a man of experience.

Shes working the poor chap for something, said the policeman to himself. And shes got him going! Girls! said the policeman with a large, tolerant amusement. And passed on.

He was perfectly right. In another minute Lancelot had capitulated.

I only want you to be happy, darling, he said weakly.

You are a dear! said May.

She kissed him.

The rehearsals are starting right away, said May, speaking rapidly. This fellow says hes sure he can get me a job in the chorus. Only it isnt really the chorus, you know, because theyre going to have eight special girls, and this fellow says he can fix it so that Im one of them. Its going to be a dandy show, this fellow says. Its called Oh, Mabel! or something. He says its going to be a dandy show. Goodnight, dear!

She vanished abruptly, leaving Lancelot with a dim feeling that he had been outwitted. He was three streets away before he had detected the exact point in the conversation at which he should have put his foot down, asserted himself, and generally behaved like a cave-man.



In the days before he had met May, Lancelot had frequently been lonely: but it had been a vague loneliness, hardly to be recognised for what it was. It had never brought with it that aching sense of loss and desolation which haunted him during the working day after she had left the Cosmopolis and her table was occupied by an inferior girl with henna-red hair and a giggle. And presently even the consolation of seeing her in the evenings was taken from him, for the chorus of her musical comedy began to rehearse at night.

Sometimes he was able to meet her after these night rehearsals: and, when he did, he noticed that already a subtle change had begun in her. She had not precisely toughened, but she had certainly taken on some of the distinguishing marks of her new profession. She spoke — familiarly, as one who had seen them close to — of prominent performers whom Lancelot had only encountered through the medium of the upper balcony. She was full of stories of the other girls. Somebody had given Tot a sunburst: Pickles had had an awful call-down from the stage director; Babe was having the nerve to say that she had been mistaken on the street for Peggy Hopkins. The net result of all of which was to give Lancelot the sensation of being out of it, of having lost touch with her. A sullen resentment began to grow in him against the press-agent — his name was Harry Fletcher — who had come butting in and started all this.

When the show opened on the road and she left town altogether, Lancelot plumbed the depths. His faithful scissors still worked on automatically, but his thoughts were far away. Once a customer tipped him a cent by mistake, and he never even noticed it.

Shes All Right — for that was now the title of the piece, vice Oh, Mabel! and six other titles superseded — had opened in Detroit and was working its way east in one-week jumps. Lancelot ticked off the days on a special route-sheet of his own which he had pinned up over his bed. Toronto — Cleveland — Buffalo — Washington — New York. He held out up to the Washington week, and then he obtained special leave of absence to attend the funeral of a relative and rushed to the Pennsylvania Station. All the way down in the train his heart was singing within him at the prospect of meeting her.

The trouble about hearts is that they sing too soon. They take too much for granted. It is painful to have to record it, but — from Lancelots point of view — the meeting was an even worse frost than Shes All Right was when, a week later, it opened in New York.

He met her at the stage-door: and one may charitably attribute his subsequent weakness, if one wishes to find excuses for him, to the fact that she was one of the last of the company to come out. For an appreciable space of time Lancelot stood in a narrow alley-way while girls of all sizes brushed past him. They all stared at him and they all giggled. It was Lancelots first experience of this sort of thing, and it reduced his sensibilities to a frazzle. By the time May finally emerged, looking trim and neat in blue serge with a small hat on top of her beautiful hair, he was perfectly limp.

She was humming a tune as she came out, and when she saw him she stopped dead.

Larry!

Lancelot was too far gone by this time to appreciate subtle voice-inflections, or he would have noted that she spoke more with surprise than pleasure. He might even have detected annoyance mingled with the surprise.

Whatever are you doing here?

I came to see you, said Lancelot.

But — Well, why didnt you send me a wire? Then I wouldnt have made an appointment.

Lancelots heart, the same heart that had done all that singing on the train, grew leaden.

Have you got an appointment? he said dully. The disappointment was numbing. Washington is an attractive city, but he had not made a four-hour journey just to inspect its interesting public buildings.

Well, you ought to have wired, said May defensively. How was I to know? Mr. Fletcher asked me to go out to supper, so of course I said I would.

Fletcher!

May seemed to find something critical and disapproving in his repetition of the name.

Why not? she said a little shrilly. Why shouldnt I go out to supper with Mr. Fletcher? Hes the press-agent of the show, and he can do me a lot of good. I want to get on, dont I? Something in the blank unhappiness of Lancelots face made her change her tone. You mustnt be silly, Larry dear, she said more gently. It doesnt amount to anything. Mr. Fletchers a perfect gentleman. But I must go out with him when he asks me, mustnt I, if he can do me a lot of good?

There was a silence.

Well, I mustnt be late, said May at length.

No, said Lancelot.

Im very sorry.

Its all right.

Well, good night.

Good-night.

Their ways parted at the entrance of the alley. Lancelot walked listlessly off. There was an accusing voice within him which told him that once again he had failed to play a heroic part. It pointed out, what dimly he knew already, that May was not the sort of girl a man could hold by tactics like his. She needed a firm and resolute hand. In a moment of clear vision he saw that sooner or later, behaving in this limp way, he must lose her. She would grow to despise him. What girl, demanded the inner voice, could help despising a man who let another man walk off with her under his very nose and did not even utter a protest? Girls liked a strong man. For an instant a flicker of the right spirit burned in Lancelots mild soul. He stopped. He would follow her and find her and snatch her from the society of this darned press-agent and —— The flicker died away. How could he find her? This was his first visit to Washington. He did not know where she was supping. He couldnt go round dragging all the restaurants in the city.

He ended his evening by taking a solitary coffee and wheat-cakes at an all-night lunch-counter. Then he went back to the station and had to wait two hours for a train.



The week dragged its weary length along. Saturday came at last, and Lancelot went to bed with the first gleam of happiness that had illuminated his grey existence since the Monday. About now — such was his last waking thought — the Shes All Right company would he getting on the train to New York, and to-morrow he would see May once more in her own little flat where he had never felt anything but at home.



Voices came to him through the front door, as he stood there next day, breathing quickly with anticipation mingled with the effort of running up four flights of stairs. They had the effect of causing an immediate depression of his exalted mood. He had counted on May being alone. His mood changed to an unwonted irritation. Were these meetings always to go wrong?

And then the door opened. It was opened by Mr. Fletcher.

Hullo! said Mr. Fletcher.

The press-agent was a man of commanding appearance. He was broad and heavily built and he stood four inches above Lancelot. But what dominated Lancelot was the mans self-satisfaction, his air of being entirely certain of himself. It seemed to expand him. Lancelot, as he gazed upon him, felt obscure and insignificant.

Is — Is Miss Gleason in? he asked.

Yes. Want to see her?

What Lancelot would have liked to reply was Of course I want to see her, damn your eyes, and what the devil are you doing here anyway? But the magnetism of the other was upon him like a spell.

Yes, he said.

Come in.

Lancelot followed him humbly into the sitting-room.

Someone to see you, May, said the press-agent.

Beyond his intervening bulk Lancelot could perceive a blue serge dress. His heart was beating wildly. He squeezed past Mr. Fletcher.

And then he stopped dead.

Hello, Larry!

Lancelot did not speak. A helpless, nightmare feeling had overcome him. The voice was the voice of May. The face was Mays face. But the hair —— 

Gone was the great rolling black wave. Gone was the soft brooding cloud. Gone was the moonless night, the water under the stars. Piled in an affected mass upon her head, gleaming and bright and golden, her hair smote upon his vision and froze him in his tracks. She had dyed it yellow.

May smiled a little nervously.

How do you like it? she said.

Lancelot found no words.

It was Mr. Fletchers idea, went on May. He said managers would always rather engage blonde girls.

Mr. Fletcher surveyed his handiwork with complacency.

Sure, he said. Black hair dont get you anywhere. Blondes are all the thing these days. He stepped back abruptly. Say! What the hell!

Lancelot had cracked. Push a rabbit too far and he will turn on a bull-dog. Persecute a sheep beyond the limit to which nature has set for its endurance and it will attack a lion. All his life Lancelot had bowed meekly before the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune; all his life he had accepted affronts as his birthright, the birthright of a mild man. But now the breaking-point had been reached. He was looking on the world, and particularly Mr. Fletcher — through a mist of red. That wonderful hair of Mays had held him a slave to her every whim. But now — He uttered a sound that was half sob, half snarl, and flung himself on the press-agent.

What the hell! said Mr. Fletcher. Not without reason.

Mr. Fletcher was no poltroon. He was a man who kept up his end in the world. But hitherto he had never been called upon to do it physically, and he had permitted himself to become a trifle soft. He reeled before Lancelots onslaught, tripped over a stool, and collapsed on the sofa.

Get up! said Lancelot through his teeth, and stood breathing heavily.

The press-agent got up. The first shock of surprise over, he was prepared to enter more fully into this matter. The unexpectedness of Lancelots attack had put him at a disadvantage in the opening stages of the campaign, but he had now adjusted his mind to the business in hand. His blood was up. He had no notion why he was being assaulted by a perfect stranger, but his forehead was tingling where Lancelot had struck it and his favourite tie, torn from its moorings by Lancelots clutching hand, was practically a total loss, and he was in the mood to seek reparation for these outrages.

May stood rigid, a paralysed spectator of the proceedings. At the beginning she had started forward and laid a hand on Lancelots arm, but he had shaken it off with an energy so savage and unexpected in one of his established placidity that she had shrunk back, terrified, against the wall; and she remained there now because it seemed the only place in the room which was not in the track of the storm.

Meanwhile Lancelot and Mr. Fletcher fought spaciously all over the place.

There are few things which your red-blooded writer enjoys describing more than a fight. But it has to be the right sort of fight, with seconds and rounds and may-the-best-man-win and all that sort of thing. An untidy brawl like this gives him no chance. There is no finesse about it. As far as Lancelot and Mr. Fletcher were concerned, the Queensberry Rules might never have been written. Mr. Fletcher tore Lancelots collar off, and Lancelot hit Mr. Fletcher with a volume of love poetry which was lying convenient to his hand on a small table. Mr. Fletcher knocked Lancelot against the small table, and Lancelot grabbed the small table and hit Mr. Fletcher with that. In fact, to avoid going into wearisome detail, he hit Mr. Fletcher with practically everything in the room except May, who dodged, the sofa, which was too heavy to lift, the book-case, which was fastened to the wall, and the picture of September Morn, which hung too high to be reached. It was a well-directed blow with a bronze flower-bowl containing a wilted geranium which settled the issue. It took Mr. Fletcher squarely on the head, and he subsided on the floor.

Have you had enough? demanded Lancelot fiercely.

Mr. Fletcher did not reply, for his interest in the proceedings had evaporated entirely. He sat on the floor and panted.

Lancelot surveyed May grimly. He was a repellent object. One of his eyes was closed, the other stared horribly. His lip was cut and the blood dripped slowly down his chin. He had the foundations of a cauliflower ear. Yet, awful as was his aspect, May gazed upon him with a devotion which his normal appearance had never aroused in her. The centuries had slipped away from these simple people, and they were back in the Stone Age. Emotions which civilisation had done its best to crush out of them were alive again, raw and tingling.

Larry! cried May.

So might a proud young wife have spoken to her mate as he emerged triumphant from a brisk three rounds with a sabre-toothed tiger or a lively turn-up with the local mammoth.

Larry!

Lancelot spoke no word. His thoughts at the moment were vague and chaotic, but he realised dimly that she had passed from his life. He licked his lip. He felt tenderly the shapeless swelling which in some way or other had contrived to attach itself to the side of his head, where his left ear had been. He massaged his closed eye. Then he walked quickly out of the room.

Larry!

Mr. Fletcher looked up from the floor. The mists were beginning to clear. His thoughts, also, were chaotic, but he had collected them sufficiently to enable him to remember that he had been attacked by a mob of assassins and had put up a great battle.

Did I win? he inquired.

He found himself addressing emptiness. May had gone. She had caught Lancelot up on the first landing, and was babbling in his arms.



If you go up the main street of Ostoria, Ohio, you will see on the left a smart, new building — it is not new really, but an old and decayed one renovated and painted — which bears over its door a gold sign

BARBER SHOP

And underneath,

L. Purvis, Propr.

As you have probably just come from the station after a gritty train-journey, you are sure to need a shave and a general brush-up, so you will enter. But you will have to wait a moment for your turn, for the proprietor is occupied with another customer. The young woman at the cashiers desk soothes you by telling you that Mr. Purvis will be through in a moment. She is small and pretty, but the thing about her which you are sure to notice particularly is her hair. It is dark hair. And yet dark is such a feeble word. It is like a great rolling black wave. It is like a soft brooding cloud. If you are poetical you will probably compare it in your mind to a moonless night or water under the stars. It was cut quite short, like a boys, when the Purvises arrived here after the honeymoon, for, as everybody knows, Mrs. Purvis had a fever or something of that sort and had to have it clipped. But it has regained all its old length and luxuriance now.

L. Purvis, Propr., is finishing with his customer. With his gleaming razor he removes a patch of unreclaimed jungle which still lingers on his left cheek, and, stepping back, surveys his handiwork with silent satisfaction. He now produces a steaming towel from nowhere and dumps it on the customers face, kneads it for awhile, whisks it off, applies witch-hazel, and finally jabs the face with a second towel.

Face massage, sir?

No!

Better have a face massage, sir?

No!

Very good for the skin. Prevents it getting wrinkled.

That so?

When I was at the Hotel Cosmopolis in New York, all the gentlemen used to take a face massage.

That so?

Very restful and soothing, sir.

Yes? Well, all right. Gimme a face massage.

The woman with the wonderful hair turns to you apologetically.

Im afraid you will have to wait just a little longer, sir. Both the assistants are out at their lunch.

You settle down to your newspaper. It is not unpleasant to wait, for there is an atmosphere of homely contentment about this barber-shop. Moreover, the proprietor has impressed you. He knows his job, and he is so obviously a man of determination and character.


JEEVES IN THE SPRINGTIME (1921)

First published in The Strand Magazine, December 1921

[image: img400.jpg]

MORNING, JEEVES, I said.

Good morning, sir, said Jeeves.

He put the good old cup of tea softly on the table by my bed, and I took a refreshing sip. Just right, as usual. Not too hot, not too sweet, not too weak, not too strong, not too much milk, and not a drop spilled in the saucer. A most amazing cove, Jeeves. So dashed competent in every respect. Ive said it before, and Ill say it again. I mean to say, take just one small instance. Every other valet Ive ever had used to barge into my room in the morning while I was still asleep, causing much misery; but Jeeves seems to know when Im awake by a sort of telepathy. He always floats in with the cup exactly two minutes after I come to life. Makes a deuce of a lot of difference to a fellows day.

Hows the weather, Jeeves?

Exceptionally clement, sir.

Anything in the papers?

Some slight friction threatening in the Balkans, sir. Otherwise, nothing.

I say, Jeeves, a man I met at the club last night told me to put my shirt on Privateer for the two oclock race this afternoon. How about it?

I should not advocate it, sir. The stable is not sanguine.

That was enough for me. Jeeves knows. How, I couldnt say, but he knows. There was a time when I would laugh lightly, and go ahead, and lose my little all against his advice, but not now.

Talking of shirts, I said, have those mauve ones I ordered arrived yet?

Yes, sir. I sent them back.

Sent them back?

Yes, sir. They would not have become you.

Well, I must say Id thought fairly highly of those shirtings, but I bowed to superior knowledge. Weak? I dont know. Most fellows, no doubt, are all for having their valets confine their activities to creasing trousers and what not without trying to run the home; but its different with Jeeves. Right from the first day he came to me, I have looked on him as a sort of guide, philosopher, and friend.

Mr. Little rang up on the telephone a few moments ago, sir. I informed him that you were not yet awake.

Did he leave a message?

No, sir. He mentioned that he had a matter of importance to discuss with you, but confided no details.

Oh, well, I expect I shall be seeing him at the club.

No doubt, sir.

I wasnt what you might call in a fever of impatience. Bingo Little is a chap I was at school with, and we see a lot of each other still. Hes the nephew of old Mortimer Little, who retired from business recently with a goodish pile. (Youve probably heard of Littles Liniment — It Limbers Up the Legs.) Bingo biffs about London on a pretty comfortable allowance given him by his uncle, and leads on the whole a fairly unclouded life. It wasnt likely that anything which he described as a matter of importance would turn out to be really so frightfully important. I took it that he had discovered some new brand of cigarette which he wanted me to try, or something like that, and didnt spoil my breakfast by worrying.

After breakfast I lit a cigarette and went to the open window to inspect the day. It certainly was one of the best and brightest.

Jeeves, I said.

Sir? said Jeeves. He had been clearing away the breakfast things, but at the sound of the young masters voice cheesed it courteously.

You were absolutely right about the weather. It is a juicy morning.

Decidedly, sir.

Spring and all that.

Yes, sir.

In the spring, Jeeves, a livelier iris gleams upon the burnished dove.

So I have been informed, sir.

Right ho! Then bring me my whangee, my yellowest shoes, and the old green Homburg. Im going into the Park to do pastoral dances.

I dont know if you know that sort of feeling you get on these days round about the end of April and the beginning of May, when the skys a light blue, with cotton-wool clouds, and theres a bit of a breeze blowing from the west? Kind of uplifted feeling. Romantic, if you know what I mean. Im not much of a ladies man, but on this particular morning it seemed to me that what I really wanted was some charming girl to buzz up and ask me to save her from assassins or something. So that it was a bit of an anti-climax when I merely ran into young Bingo Little, looking perfectly foul in a crimson satin tie decorated with horseshoes.

Hallo, Bertie, said Bingo.

My God, man! I gargled. The cravat! The gents neckwear! Why? For what reason?

Oh, the tie? He blushed. I — er — I was given it.

He seemed embarrassed, so I dropped the subject. We toddled along a bit, and sat down on a couple of chairs by the Serpentine.

Jeeves tells me you want to talk to me about something, I said.

Eh? said Bingo, with a start. Oh yes, yes. Yes.

I waited for him to unleash the topic of the day, but he didnt seem to want to get going. Conversation languished. He stared straight ahead of him in a glassy sort of manner.

I say, Bertie, he said, after a pause of about an hour and a quarter.

Hallo!

Do you like the name Mabel?

No.

No?

No.

You dont think theres a kind of music in the word, like the wind rustling gently through the tree-tops?

No.

He seemed disappointed for a moment; then cheered up.

Of course, you wouldnt. You always were a fatheaded worm without any soul, werent you?

Just as you say. Who is she? Tell me all.

For I realised now that poor old Bingo was going through it once again. Ever since I have known him — and we were at school together — he has been perpetually falling in love with someone, generally in the spring, which seems to act on him like magic. At school he had the finest collection of actresses photographs of anyone of his time; and at Oxford his romantic nature was a byword.

Youd better come along and meet her at lunch, he said, looking at his watch.

A ripe suggestion, I said. Where are you meeting her? At the Ritz?

Near the Ritz.

He was geographically accurate. About fifty yards east of the Ritz there is one of those blighted tea-and-bun shops you see dotted about all over London, and into this, if youll believe me, young Bingo dived like a homing rabbit; and before I had time to say a word we were wedged in at a table, on the brink of a silent pool of coffee left there by an early luncher.

Im bound to say I couldnt quite follow the development of the scenario. Bingo, while not absolutely rolling in the stuff, has always had a fair amount of the ready. Apart from what he got from his uncle, I knew that he had finished up the jumping season well on the right side of the ledger. Why, then, was he lunching the girl at this God-forsaken eatery? It couldnt be because he was hard up.

Just then the waitress arrived. Rather a pretty girl.

Arent we going to wait —— ? I started to say to Bingo, thinking it somewhat thick that, in addition to asking a girl to lunch with him in a place like this, he should fling himself on the foodstuffs before she turned up, when I caught sight of his face, and stopped.

The man was goggling. His entire map was suffused with a rich blush. He looked like the Souls Awakening done in pink.

Hallo, Mabel! he said, with a sort of gulp.

Hallo! said the girl.

Mabel, said Bingo, this is Bertie Wooster, a pal of mine.

Pleased to meet you, she said. Nice morning.

Fine, I said.

You see Im wearing the tie, said Bingo.

It suits you beautiful, said the girl.

Personally, if anyone had told me that a tie like that suited me, I should have risen and struck them on the mazzard, regardless of their age and sex; but poor old Bingo simply got all flustered with gratification, and smirked in the most gruesome manner.

Well, whats it going to be to-day? asked the girl, introducing the business touch into the conversation.

Bingo studied the menu devoutly.

Ill have a cup of cocoa, cold veal and ham pie, slice of fruit cake, and a macaroon. Same for you, Bertie?

I gazed at the man, revolted. That he could have been a pal of mine all these years and think me capable of insulting the old turn with this sort of stuff cut me to the quick.

Or how about a bit of hot steak-pudding, with a sparkling limado to wash it down? said Bingo.

You know, the way love can change a fellow is really frightful to contemplate. This chappie before me, who spoke in that absolutely careless way of macaroons and limado, was the man I had seen in happier days telling the head-waiter at Claridges exactly how he wanted the chef to prepare the sole frite au gourmet aux champignons, and saying he would jolly well sling it back if it wasnt just right. Ghastly! Ghastly!

A roll and butter and a small coffee seemed the only things on the list that hadnt been specially prepared by the nastier-minded members of the Borgia family for people they had a particular grudge against, so I chose them, and Mabel hopped it.

Well? said Bingo rapturously.

I took it that he wanted my opinion of the female poisoner who had just left us.

Very nice, I said.

He seemed dissatisfied.

You dont think shes the most wonderful girl you ever saw? he said wistfully.

Oh, absolutely! I said, to appease the blighter. Where did you meet her?

At a subscription dance at Camberwell.

What on earth were you doing at a subscription dance at Camberwell?

Your man Jeeves asked me if I would buy a couple of tickets. It was in aid of some charity or other.

Jeeves? I didnt know he went in for that sort of thing.

Well, I suppose he has to relax a bit every now and then. Anyway, he was there, swinging a dashed efficient shoe. I hadnt meant to go at first, but I turned up for a lark. Oh, Bertie, think what I might have missed!

What might you have missed? I asked, the old lemon being slightly clouded.

Mabel, you chump. If I hadnt gone I shouldnt have met Mabel.

Oh, ah!

At this point Bingo fell into a species of trance, and only came out of it to wrap himself round the pie and macaroon.

Bertie, he said, I want your advice.

Carry on.

At least, not your advice, because that wouldnt be much good to anybody. I mean, youre a pretty consummate old ass, arent you? Not that I want to hurt your feelings, of course.

No, no, I see that.

What I wish you would do is to put the whole thing to that fellow Jeeves of yours, and see what he suggests. Youve often told me that he has helped other pals of yours out of messes. From what you tell me, hes by way of being the brains of the family.

Hes never let me down yet.

Then put my case to him.

What case?

My problem.

What problem?

Why, you poor fish, my uncle, of course. What do you think my uncles going to say to all this? If I sprang it on him cold, hed tie himself in knots on the hearthrug.

One of these emotional Johnnies, eh?

Somehow or other his mind has got to be prepared to receive the news.
But how?

Ah!

Thats a lot of help, that ah! You see, Im pretty well dependent on the old boy. If he cut off my allowance, I should be very much in the soup. So you put the whole binge to Jeeves and see if he cant scare up a happy ending somehow. Tell him my future is in his hands, and that, if the wedding bells ring out, he can rely on me, even unto half my kingdom. Well, call it ten quid. Jeeves would exert himself with ten quid on the horizon, what?

Undoubtedly, I said.

I wasnt in the least surprised at Bingo wanting to lug Jeeves into his private affairs like this. It was the first thing I would have thought of doing myself if I had been in any hole of any description. As I have frequently had occasion to observe, he is a bird of the ripest intellect, full of bright ideas. If anybody could fix things for poor old Bingo, he could.

I stated the case to him that night after dinner.

Jeeves.

Sir?

Are you busy just now?

No, sir.

I mean, not doing anything in particular?

No, sir. It is my practice at this hour to read some improving book; but, if you desire my services, this can easily be postponed, or, indeed, abandoned altogether.

Well, I want your advice. Its about Mr. Little.

Young Mr. Little, sir, or the elder Mr. Little, his uncle, who lives in Pounceby Gardens?

Jeeves seemed to know everything. Most amazing thing. Id been pally with Bingo practically all my life, and yet I didnt remember ever having heard that his uncle lived anywhere in particular.

How did you know he lived in Pounceby Gardens? I said.

I am on terms of some intimacy with the elder Mr. Littles cook, sir.
In fact, there is an understanding.

Im bound to say that this gave me a bit of a start. Somehow Id never thought of Jeeves going in for that sort of thing.

Do you mean youre engaged?

It may be said to amount to that, sir.

Well, well!

She is a remarkably excellent cook, sir, said Jeeves, as though he felt called on to give some explanation. What was it you wished to ask me about Mr. Little?

I sprang the details on him.

And thats how the matter stands, Jeeves, I said. I think we ought to rally round a trifle and help poor old Bingo put the thing through. Tell me about old Mr. Little. What sort of a chap is he?

A somewhat curious character, sir. Since retiring from business he has become a great recluse, and now devotes himself almost entirely to the pleasures of the table.

Greedy hog, you mean?

I would not, perhaps, take the liberty of describing him in precisely those terms, sir. He is what is usually called a gourmet. Very particular about what he eats, and for that reason sets a high value on Miss Watsons services.

The cook?

Yes, sir.

Well, it looks to me as though our best plan would be to shoot young Bingo in on him after dinner one night. Melting mood, I mean to say, and all that.

The difficulty is, sir, that at the moment Mr. Little is on a diet, owing to an attack of gout.

Things begin to look wobbly.

No, sir, I fancy that the elder Mr. Littles misfortune may be turned to the younger Mr. Littles advantage. I was speaking only the other day to Mr. Littles valet, and he was telling me that it has become his principal duty to read to Mr. Little in the evenings. If I were in your place, sir, I should send young Mr. Little to read to his uncle.

Nephews devotion, you mean? Old man touched by kindly action, what?

Partly that, sir. But I would rely more on young Mr. Littles choice of literature.

Thats no good. Jolly old Bingo has a kind face, but when it comes to literature he stops at the Sporting Times.

That difficulty may be overcome. I would be happy to select books for
Mr. Little to read. Perhaps I might explain my idea further?

I cant say I quite grasp it yet.

The method which I advocate is what, I believe, the advertisers call Direct Suggestion, sir, consisting as it does of driving an idea home by constant repetition. You may have had experience of the system?

You mean they keep on telling you that some soap or other is the best, and after a bit you come under the influence and charge round the corner and buy a cake?

Exactly, sir. The same method was the basis of all the most valuable propaganda during the recent war. I see no reason why it should not be adopted to bring about the desired result with regard to the subjects views on class distinctions. If young Mr. Little were to read day after day to his uncle a series of narratives in which marriage with young persons of an inferior social status was held up as both feasible and admirable, I fancy it would prepare the elder Mr. Littles mind for the reception of the information that his nephew wishes to marry a waitress in a tea-shop.

Are there any books of that sort nowadays? The only ones I ever see mentioned in the papers are about married couples who find life grey, and cant stick each other at any price.

Yes, sir, there are a great many, neglected by the reviewers but widely read. You have never encountered All for Love, by Rosie M. Banks?

No.

Nor A Red, Red Summer Rose, by the same author?

No.

I have an aunt, sir, who owns an almost complete set of Rosie M. Banks. I could easily borrow as many volumes as young Mr. Little might require. They make very light, attractive reading.

Well, its worth trying.

I should certainly recommend the scheme, sir.

All right, then. Toddle round to your aunts to-morrow and grab a couple of the fruitiest. We can but have a dash at it.

Precisely, sir.

* * *

Bingo reported three days later that Rosie M. Banks was the goods and beyond a question the stuff to give the troops. Old Little had jibbed somewhat at first at the proposed change of literary diet, he not being much of a lad for fiction and having stuck hitherto exclusively to the heavier monthly reviews; but Bingo had got chapter one of All for Love past his guard before he knew what was happening, and after that there was nothing to it. Since then they had finished A Red, Red Summer Rose, Madcap Myrtle and Only a Factory Girl, and were halfway through The Courtship of Lord Strathmorlick.

Bingo told me all this in a husky voice over an egg beaten up in sherry. The only blot on the thing from his point of view was that it wasnt doing a bit of good to the old vocal cords, which were beginning to show signs of cracking under the strain. He had been looking his symptoms up in a medical dictionary, and he thought he had got clergymans throat. But against this you had to set the fact that he was making an undoubted hit in the right quarter, and also that after the evenings reading he always stayed on to dinner; and, from what he told me, the dinners turned out by old Littles cook had to be tasted to be believed. There were tears in the old blighters eyes as he got on the subject of the clear soup. I suppose to a fellow who for weeks had been tackling macaroons and limado it must have been like Heaven.

Old Little wasnt able to give any practical assistance at these banquets, but Bingo said that he came to the table and had his whack of arrowroot, and sniffed the dishes, and told stories of entrées he had had in the past, and sketched out scenarios of what he was going to do to the bill of fare in the future, when the doctor put him in shape; so I suppose he enjoyed himself, too, in a way. Anyhow, things seemed to be buzzing along quite satisfactorily, and Bingo said he had got an idea which, he thought, was going to clinch the thing. He wouldnt tell me what it was, but he said it was a pippin.

We make progress, Jeeves, I said.

That is very satisfactory, sir.

Mr. Little tells me that when he came to the big scene in Only a
Factory Girl, his uncle gulped like a stricken bull-pup.

Indeed, sir?

Where Lord Claude takes the girl in his arms, you know, and says — —

I am familiar with the passage, sir. It is distinctly moving. It was a great favourite of my aunts.

I think were on the right track.

It would seem so, sir.

In fact, this looks like being another of your successes. Ive always said, and I always shall say, that for sheer brain, Jeeves, you stand alone. All the other great thinkers of the age are simply in the crowd, watching you go by.

Thank you very much, sir. I endeavour to give satisfaction.

About a week after this, Bingo blew in with the news that his uncles gout had ceased to trouble him, and that on the morrow he would be back at the old stand working away with knife and fork as before.

And, by the way, said Bingo, he wants you to lunch with him tomorrow.

Me? Why me? He doesnt know I exist.

Oh, yes, he does. Ive told him about you.

What have you told him?

Oh, various things. Anyhow, he wants to meet you. And take my tip, laddie — you go! I should think lunch to-morrow would be something special.

I dont know why it was, but even then it struck me that there was something dashed odd — almost sinister, if you know what I mean — about young Bingos manner. The old egg had the air of one who has something up his sleeve.

There is more in this than meets the eye, I said. Why should your uncle ask a fellow to lunch whom hes never seen?

My dear old fathead, havent I just said that Ive been telling him all about you — that youre my best pal — at school together, and all that sort of thing?

But even then — and another thing. Why are you so dashed keen on my going?

Bingo hesitated for a moment.

Well, I told you Id got an idea. This is it. I want you to spring the news on him. I havent the nerve myself.

What! Im hanged if I do!

And you call yourself a pal of mine!

Yes, I know; but there are limits.

Bertie, said Bingo reproachfully, I saved your life once.

When?

Didnt I? It must have been some other fellow, then. Well, anyway, we were boys together and all that. You cant let me down.

Oh, all right, I said. But, when you say you havent nerve enough for any dashed thing in the world, you misjudge yourself. A fellow who — —

Cheerio! said young Bingo. One-thirty to-morrow. Dont be late.

* * *

Im bound to say that the more I contemplated the binge, the less I liked it. It was all very well for Bingo to say that I was slated for a magnificent lunch; but what good is the best possible lunch to a fellow if he is slung out into the street on his ear during the soup course? However, the word of a Wooster is his bond and all that sort of rot, so at one-thirty next day I tottered up the steps of No. 16, Pounceby Gardens, and punched the bell. And half a minute later I was up in the drawing-room, shaking hands with the fattest man I have ever seen in my life.

The motto of the Little family was evidently variety. Young Bingo is long and thin and hasnt had a superfluous ounce on him since we first met; but the uncle restored the average and a bit over. The hand which grasped mine wrapped it round and enfolded it till I began to wonder if Id ever get it out without excavating machinery.

Mr. Wooster, I am gratified — I am proud — I am honoured.

It seemed to me that young Bingo must have boosted me to some purpose.

Oh, ah! I said.

He stepped back a bit, still hanging on to the good right hand.

You are very young to have accomplished so much!

I couldnt follow the train of thought. The family, especially my Aunt Agatha, who has savaged me incessantly from childhood up, have always rather made a point of the fact that mine is a wasted life, and that, since I won the prize at my first school for the best collection of wild flowers made during the summer holidays, I havent done a dam thing to land me on the nations scroll of fame. I was wondering if he couldnt have got me mixed up with someone else, when the telephone-bell rang outside in the hall, and the maid came in to say that I was wanted. I buzzed down, and found it was young Bingo.

Hallo! said young Bingo. So youve got there? Good man! I knew I could rely on you. I say, old crumpet, did my uncle seem pleased to see you?

Absolutely all over me. I cant make it out.

Oh, thats all right. I just rang up to explain. The fact is, old man, I know you wont mind, but I told him that you were the author of those books Ive been reading to him.

What!

Yes, I said that Rosie M. Banks was your pen-name, and you didnt want it generally known, because you were a modest, retiring sort of chap. Hell listen to you now. Absolutely hang on your words. A brightish idea, what? I doubt if Jeeves in person could have thought up a better one than that. Well, pitch it strong, old lad, and keep steadily before you the fact that I must have my allowance raised. I cant possibly marry on what Ive got now. If this film is to end with the slow fade-out on the embrace, at least double is indicated. Well, thats that. Cheerio!

And he rang off. At that moment the gong sounded, and the genial host came tumbling downstairs like the delivery of a ton of coals.

* * *

I always look back to that lunch with a sort of aching regret. It was the lunch of a lifetime, and I wasnt in a fit state to appreciate it. Subconsciously, if you know what I mean, I could see it was pretty special, but I had got the wind up to such a frightful extent over the ghastly situation in which young Bingo had landed me that its deeper meaning never really penetrated. Most of the time I might have been eating sawdust for all the good it did me.

Old Little struck the literary note right from the start.

My nephew has probably told you that I have been making a close study of your books of late? he began.

Yes. He did mention it. How — er — how did you like the bally things?

He gazed reverently at me.

Mr. Wooster, I am not ashamed to say that the tears came into my eyes as I listened to them. It amazes me that a man as young as you can have been able to plumb human nature so surely to its depths; to play with so unerring a hand on the quivering heart-strings of your reader; to write novels so true, so human, so moving, so vital!

Oh, its just a knack, I said.

The good old persp. was bedewing my forehead by this time in a pretty lavish manner. I dont know when Ive been so rattled.

Do you find the room a trifle warm?

Oh, no, no, rather not. Just right.

Then its the pepper. If my cook has a fault — which I am not prepared to admit — it is that she is inclined to stress the pepper a trifle in her made dishes. By the way, do you like her cooking?

I was so relieved that we had got off the subject of my literary output that I shouted approval in a ringing baritone.

I am delighted to hear it, Mr. Wooster. I may be prejudiced, but to my mind that woman is a genius.

Absolutely! I said.

She has been with me seven years, and in all that time I have not known her guilty of a single lapse from the highest standard. Except once, in the winter of 1917, when a purist might have condemned a certain mayonnaise of hers as lacking in creaminess. But one must make allowances. There had been several air-raids about that time, and no doubt the poor woman was shaken. But nothing is perfect in this world, Mr. Wooster, and I have had my cross to bear. For seven years I have lived in constant apprehension lest some evilly-disposed person might lure her from my employment. To my certain knowledge she has received offers, lucrative offers, to accept service elsewhere. You may judge of my dismay, Mr. Wooster, when only this morning the bolt fell. She gave notice!

Good Lord!

Your consternation does credit, if I may say so, to the heart of the author of A Red, Red Summer Rose. But I am thankful to say the worst has not happened. The matter has been adjusted. Jane is not leaving me.

Good egg!

Good egg, indeed — though the expression is not familiar to me. I do not remember having come across it in your books. And, speaking of your books, may I say that what has impressed me about them even more than the moving poignancy of the actual narrative, is your philosophy of life. If there were more men like you, Mr. Wooster, London would be a better place.

This was dead opposite to my Aunt Agathas philosophy of life, she having always rather given me to understand that it is the presence in it of chappies like me that makes London more or less of a plague spot; but I let it go.

Let me tell you, Mr. Wooster, that I appreciate your splendid defiance of the outworn fetishes of a purblind social system. I appreciate it! You are big enough to see that rank is but the guinea stamp and that, in the magnificent words of Lord Bletchmore in Only a Factory Girl, Be her origin neer so humble, a good woman is the equal of the finest lady on earth!

I sat up.

I say! Do you think that?

I do, Mr. Wooster. I am ashamed to say that there was a time when I was like other men, a slave to the idiotic convention which we call Class Distinction. But, since I read your books — —

I might have known it. Jeeves had done it again.

You think its all right for a chappie in what you might call a certain social position to marry a girl of what you might describe as the lower classes?

Most assuredly I do, Mr. Wooster.

I took a deep breath, and slipped him the good news.

Young Bingo — your nephew, you know — wants to marry a waitress, I said.

I honour him for it, said old Little.

You dont object?

On the contrary.

I took another deep breath and shifted to the sordid side of the business.

I hope you wont think Im butting in, dont you know, I said, but — er — well, how about it?

I fear I do not quite follow you.

Well, I mean to say, his allowance and all that. The money youre good enough to give him. He was rather hoping that you might see your way to jerking up the total a bit.

Old Little shook his head regretfully.

I fear that can hardly be managed. You see, a man in my position is compelled to save every penny. I will gladly continue my nephews existing allowance, but beyond that I cannot go. It would not be fair to my wife.

What! But youre not married?

Not yet. But I propose to enter upon that holy state almost immediately. The lady who for years has cooked so well for me honoured me by accepting my hand this very morning. A cold gleam of triumph came into his eye. Now let em try to get her away from me! he muttered, defiantly.

* * *

Young Mr. Little has been trying frequently during the afternoon to reach you on the telephone, sir, said Jeeves that night, when I got home.

Ill bet he has, I said. I had sent poor old Bingo an outline of the situation by messenger-boy shortly after lunch.

He seemed a trifle agitated.

I dont wonder. Jeeves, I said, so brace up and bite the bullet. Im afraid Ive bad news for you.

That scheme of yours — reading those books to old Mr. Little and all that — has blown out a fuse.

They did not soften him?

They did. Thats the whole bally trouble. Jeeves, Im sorry to say that fiancée of yours — Miss Watson, you know — the cook, you know — well, the long and the short of it is that shes chosen riches instead of honest worth, if you know what I mean.

Sir?

Shes handed you the mitten and gone and got engaged to old Mr.
Little!

Indeed, sir?

You dont seem much upset.

That fact is, sir, I had anticipated some such outcome.

I stared at him. Then what on earth did you suggest the scheme for?

To tell you the truth, sir, I was not wholly averse from a severance of my relations with Miss Watson. In fact, I greatly desired it. I respect Miss Watson exceedingly, but I have seen for a long time that we were not suited. Now, the other young person with whom I have an understanding — —

Great Scott, Jeeves! There isnt another?

Yes, sir.

How long has this been going on?

For some weeks, sir. I was greatly attracted by her when I first met her at a subscription dance at Camberwell.

My sainted aunt! Not — —

Jeeves inclined his head gravely.

Yes, sir. By an odd coincidence it is the same young person that young Mr. Little — I have placed the cigarettes on the small table. Good night, sir.
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AFTER all, said the young man, golf is only a game.

He spoke bitterly and with the air of one who has been following a train of thought. He had come into the smoking-room of the club-house in low spirits at the dusky close of a November evening, and for some minutes had been sitting, silent and moody, staring at the log fire.

Merely a pastime, said the young man.

The Oldest Member, nodding in his armchair, stiffened with horror, and glanced quickly over his shoulder to make sure that none of the waiters had heard these terrible words.

Can this be George William Pennefather speaking! he said, reproachfully. My boy, you are not yourself.

The young man flushed a little beneath his tan: for he had had a good upbringing and was not bad at heart.

Perhaps I ought not to have gone quite so far as that, he admitted. I was only thinking that a fellows got no right, just because he happens to have come on a bit in his form lately, to treat a fellow as if a fellow was a leper or something.

The Oldest Members face cleared, and he breathed a relieved sigh.

Ah! I see, he said. You spoke hastily and in a sudden fit of pique because something upset you out on the links to-day. Tell me all. Let me see, you were playing with Nathaniel Frisby this afternoon, were you not? I gather that he beat you.

Yes, he did. Giving me a third. But it isnt being beaten that I mind. What I object to is having the blighter behave as if he were a sort of champion condescending to a mere mortal. Dash it, it seemed to bore him playing with me. Every time I sliced off the tee he looked at me as if I were a painful ordeal. Twice when I was having a bit of trouble in the bushes I caught him yawning. And after we had finished he started talking about what a good game croquet was, and he wondered more people didnt take it up. And its only a month or so ago that I could play the man level!

The Oldest Member shook his snowy head sadly.

There is nothing to be done about it, he said. We can only hope that the poison will in time work its way out of the mans system. Sudden success at golf is like the sudden acquisition of wealth. It is apt to unsettle and deteriorate the character. And, as it comes almost miraculously, so only a miracle can effect a cure. The best advice I can give you is to refrain from playing with Nathaniel Frisby till you can keep your tee-shots straight.

Oh, but dont run away with the idea that I wasnt pretty good off the tee this afternoon! said the young man. I should like to describe to you the shot I did on the — —

Meanwhile, proceeded the Oldest Member, I will relate to you a little story which bears on what I have been saying.

From the very moment I addressed the ball — —

It is the story of two loving hearts temporarily estranged owing to the sudden and unforeseen proficiency of one of the couple — —

I waggled quickly and strongly, like Duncan. Then, swinging smoothly back, rather in the Vardon manner — —

But as I see, said the Oldest Member, that you are all impatience for me to begin, I will do so without further preamble.



TO the philosophical student of golf like myself (said the Oldest Member) perhaps the most outstanding virtue of this noble pursuit is the fact that it is a medicine for the soul. Its great service to humanity is that it teaches human beings that, whatever petty triumphs they may have achieved in other walks of life, they are after all merely human. It acts as a corrective against sinful pride. I attribute the insane arrogance of the later Roman emperors almost entirely to the fact that, never having played golf, they never knew that strange, chastening humility which is engendered by a topped chip-shot. If Cleopatra had been outed in the first round of the Ladies Singles, we should have heard a lot less of her proud imperiousness. And, coming down to modern times, it was undoubtedly his rotten golf that kept Wallace Chesney the nice unspoiled fellow he was. For in every other respect he had everything in the world calculated to make a man conceited and arrogant. He was the best-looking man for miles around; his health was perfect; and in addition to this he was rich; danced, rode, played bridge and polo with equal skill; and was engaged to be married to Charlotte Dix. And when you saw Charlotte Dix you realized that being engaged to her would by itself have been quite enough luck for any one man.

But Wallace, as I say, despite all his advantages, was a thoroughly nice, modest young fellow. And I attribute this to the fact that, while one of the keenest golfers in the club, he was also one of the worst players. Indeed, Charlotte Dix used to say to me in his presence that she could not understand why people paid money to go to the circus when by merely walking over the brow of a hill they could watch Wallace Chesney trying to get out of the bunker by the eleventh green. And Wallace took the gibe with perfect good humour, for there was a delightful camaraderie between them which robbed it of any sting. Often at lunch in the club-house I used to hear him and Charlotte planning the handicapping details of a proposed match between Wallace and a non-existent cripple whom Charlotte claimed to have discovered in the village — it being agreed finally that he should accept seven bisques from the cripple, but that, if the latter ever recovered the use of his arms, Wallace should get a stroke a hole.

In short, a thoroughly happy and united young couple. Two hearts, if I may coin an expression, that beat as one.

I would not have you misjudge Wallace Chesney. I may have given you the impression that his attitude towards golf was light and frivolous, but such was not the case. As I have said, he was one of the keenest members of the club. Love made him receive the joshing of his fiancée in the kindly spirit in which it was meant, but at heart he was as earnest as you could wish. He practised early and late; he bought golf books; and the mere sight of a patent club of any description acted on him like catnip on a cat. I remember remonstrating with him on the occasion of his purchasing a wooden-faced driving-mashie which weighed about two pounds, and was, taking it for all in all, as foul an instrument as ever came out of the workshop of a clubmaker who had been dropped on the head by his nurse when a baby.

I know, I know, he said, when I had finished indicating some of the weapons more obvious defects. But the point is, I believe in it. It gives me confidence. I dont believe you could slice with a thing like that if you tried.

Confidence! That was what Wallace Chesney lacked, and that, as he saw it, was the prime grand secret of golf. Like an alchemist on the track of the Philosophers Stone, he was for ever seeking for something which would really give him confidence. I recollect that he even tried repeating to himself fifty times every morning the words, Every day in every way I grow better and better. This, however, proved such a black lie that he gave it up. The fact is, the man was a visionary, and it is to auto-hypnosis of some kind that I attribute the extraordinary change that came over him at the beginning of his third season.

You may have noticed in your perambulations about the City a shop bearing above its door and upon its windows the legend: — 

COHEN BROS.,

Second-hand Clothiers,

a statement which is borne out by endless vistas seen through the door of every variety of what is technically known as Gents Wear. But the Brothers Cohen, though their main stock-in-trade is garments which have been rejected by their owners for one reason or another, do not confine their dealings to Gents Wear. The place is a museum of derelict goods of every description. You can get a second-hand revolver there, or a second-hand sword, or a second-hand umbrella. You can do a cheap deal in field-glasses, trunks, dog collars, canes, photograph frames, attaché cases, and bowls for goldfish. And on the bright spring morning when Wallace Chesney happened to pass by there was exhibited in the window a putter of such pre-eminently lunatic design that he stopped dead as if he had run into an invisible wall, and then, panting like an overwrought fish, charged in through the door.



THE shop was full of the Cohen family, sombre-eyed, smileless men with purposeful expressions; and two of these, instantly descending upon Wallace Chesney like leopards, began in swift silence to thrust him into a suit of yellow tweed. Having worked the coat over his shoulders with a shoe-horn, they stood back to watch the effect.

A beautiful fit, announced Isidore Cohen.

A little snug under the arms, said his brother Irving. But thatll give.

The warmth of the body will make it give, said Isidore.

Or maybe youll lose weight in the summer, said Irving.

Wallace, when he had struggled out of the coat and was able to breathe, said that he had come in to buy a putter. Isidore thereupon sold him the putter, a dog collar, and a set of studs, and Irving sold him a firemans helmet: and he was about to leave when their elder brother Lou, who had just finished fitting out another customer, who had come in to buy a cap, with two pairs of trousers and a miniature aquarium for keeping newts in, saw that business was in progress and strolled up. His fathomless eye rested on Wallace, who was toying feebly with the putter.

You play golf? asked Lou. Then looka here!

He dived into an alleyway of dead clothing, dug for a moment, and emerged with something at the sight of which Wallace Chesney, hardened golfer that he was, blenched and threw up an arm defensively.

No, no! he cried.

The object which Lou Cohen was waving insinuatingly before his eyes was a pair of those golfing breeches which are technically known as Plus Fours. A player of two years standing, Wallace Chesney was not unfamiliar with Plus Fours — all the club cracks wore them — but he had never seen Plus Fours like these. What might be termed the main motif of the fabric was a curious vivid pink, and with this to work on the architect had let his imagination run free, and had produced so much variety in the way of chessboard squares of white, yellow, violet, and green that the eye swam as it looked upon them.

These were made to measure for Sandy McHoots, the Open Champion, said Lou, stroking the left leg lovingly. But he sent em back for some reason or other.

Perhaps they frightened the children, said Wallace, recollecting having heard that Mr. McHoots was a married man.

Theyll fit you nice, said Lou.

Sure theyll fit him nice, said Isidore, warmly.

Why, just take a look at yourself in the glass, said Irving, and see if they dont fit you nice.

And, as one who wakes from a trance, Wallace discovered that his lower limbs were now encased in the prismatic garment. At what point in the proceedings the brethren had slipped them on him, he could not have said. But he was undeniably in.

Wallace looked in the glass. For a moment, as he eyed his reflection, sheer horror gripped him. Then suddenly, as he gazed, he became aware that his first feelings were changing. The initial shock over, he was becoming calmer. He waggled his right leg with a certain sang-froid.

There is a certain passage in the works of the poet Pope with which you may be familiar. It runs as follows: — 

Vice is a monster of so frightful mien
As to be hated needs but to be seen;
Yet seen too oft, familiar with her face,
We first endure, then pity, then embrace.

Even so was it with Wallace Chesney and these Plus Fours. At first he had recoiled from them as any decent-minded man would have done. Then, after a while, almost abruptly he found himself in the grip of a new emotion. After an unsuccessful attempt to analyse this, he suddenly got it. Amazing as it may seem, it was pleasure that he felt. He caught his eye in the mirror, and it was smirking. Now that the things were actually on, by Hutchinson, they didnt look half bad. By Braid, they didnt. There was a sort of something about them. Take away that expanse of bare leg with its unsightly sock-suspender and substitute a woolly stocking, and you would have the lower section of a golfer. For the first time in his life, he thought, he looked like a man who could play golf.
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There came to him an odd sensation of masterfulness. He was still holding the putter, and now he swung it up above his shoulder. A fine swing, all lissomeness and supple grace, quite different from any swing he had ever done before.

Wallace Chesney gasped. He knew that at last he had discovered that prime grand secret of golf for which he had searched so long. It was the costume that did it. All you had to do was wear Plus Fours. He had always hitherto played in grey flannel trousers. Naturally he had not been able to do himself justice. Golf required an easy dash, and how could you be easily dashing in concertina-shaped trousers with a patch on the knee? He saw now — what he had never seen before — that it was not because they were crack players that crack players wore Plus Fours: it was because they wore Plus Fours that they were crack players. And these Plus Fours had been the property of an Open Champion. Wallace Chesneys bosom swelled, and he was filled, as by some strange gas, with joy — with excitement — with confidence. Yes, for the first time in his golfing life, he felt really confident.

True, the things might have been a shade less gaudy: they might perhaps have hit the eye with a slightly less violent punch: but what of that? True, again, he could scarcely hope to avoid the censure of his club-mates when he appeared like this on the links: but what of that? His club-mates must set their teeth and learn to bear these Plus Fours like men. That was what Wallace Chesney thought about it. If they did not like his Plus Fours, let them go and play golf somewhere else.

How much? he muttered, thickly. And the Brothers Cohen clustered grimly round with note-books and pencils.



IN predicting a stormy reception for his new apparel, Wallace Chesney had not been unduly pessimistic. The moment he entered the club-house Disaffection reared its ugly head. Friends of years standing called loudly for the committee, and there was a small and vehement party of the left wing, headed by Raymond Gandle, who was an artist by profession, and consequently had a sensitive eye, which advocated the tearing off and public burial of the obnoxious garment. But, prepared as he had been for some such demonstration on the part of the coarser-minded, Wallace had hoped for better things when he should meet Charlotte Dix, the girl who loved him. Charlotte, he had supposed, would understand and sympathize.

Instead of which, she uttered a piercing cry and staggered to a bench, whence a moment later she delivered her ultimatum.

Quick! she said. Before I have to look again.

What do you mean?

Pop straight back into the changing-room while Ive got my eyes shut, and remove the fancy-dress.

Whats wrong with them?

Darling, said Charlotte, I think its sweet and patriotic of you to be proud of your cycling club colours or whatever they are, but you mustnt wear them on the links. It will unsettle the caddies.

They are a trifle on the bright side, admitted Wallace. But it helps my game, wearing them. I was trying a few practice-shots just now, and I couldnt go wrong. Slammed the ball on the meat every time. They inspire me, if you know what I mean. Come on, lets be starting.

Charlotte opened her eyes incredulously.

You cant seriously mean that youre really going to play in — those? Its against the rules. There must be a rule somewhere in the book against coming out looking like a sunset. Wont you go and burn them for my sake?

But I tell you they give me confidence. I sort of squint down at them when Im addressing the ball, and I feel like a pro.

Then the only thing to do is for me to play you for them. Come on, Wally, be a sportsman. Ill give you a half and play you for the whole outfit — the breeches, the red jacket, the little cap, and the belt with the snakes-head buckle. Im sure all those things must have gone with the breeches. Is it a bargain?

STROLLING on the club-house terrace some two hours later, Raymond Gandle encountered Charlotte and Wallace coming up from the eighteenth green.

Just the girl I wanted to see, said Raymond. Miss Dix, I represent a select committee of my fellow-members, and I have come to ask you on their behalf to use the influence of a good woman to induce Wally to destroy those Plus Fours of his, which we all consider nothing short of Bolshevik propaganda and a menace to the public weal. May I rely on you?

You may not, retorted Charlotte. They are the poor boys mascot. Youve no idea how they have improved his game. He has just beaten me hollow. I am going to try to learn to bear them, so you must. Really, youve no notion how he has come on. My cripple wont be able to give him more than a couple of bisques if he keeps up this form.

Its something about the things, said Wallace. They give me confidence.

They give me a pain in the neck, said Raymond Gandle.

TO the thinking man nothing is more remarkable in this life than the way in which Humanity adjusts itself to conditions which at their outset might well have appeared intolerable. Some great cataclysm occurs, some storm or earthquake, shaking the community to its foundations; and after the first pardonable consternation one finds the sufferers resuming their ordinary pursuits as if nothing had happened. There have been few more striking examples of this adaptability than the behaviour of the members of our golf-club under the impact of Wallace Chesneys Plus Fours. For the first few days it is not too much to say that they were stunned. Nervous players sent their caddies on in front of them at blind holes, so that they might be warned in time of Wallaces presence ahead and not have him happening to them all of a sudden. And even the pro was not unaffected. Brought up in Scotland in an atmosphere of tartan kilts, he nevertheless winced, and a startled Hoots! was forced from his lips when Wallace Chesney suddenly appeared in the valley as he was about to drive from the fifth tee.

But in about a week conditions were back to normalcy. Within ten days the Plus Fours became a familiar feature of the landscape, and were accepted as such without comment. They were pointed out to strangers together with the waterfall, the Lovers Leap, and the view from the eighth green as things you ought not to miss when visiting the course; but apart from that one might almost say they were ignored. And meanwhile Wallace Chesney continued day by day to make the most extraordinary progress in his play.

As I said before, and I think you will agree with me when I have told you what happened subsequently, it was probably a case of auto-hypnosis. There is no other sphere in which a belief in oneself has such immediate effects as it has in golf. And Wallace, having acquired self-confidence, went on from strength to strength. In under a week he had ploughed his way through the Unfortunate Incidents — of which class Peter Willard was the best example — and was challenging the fellows who kept three shots in five somewhere on the fairway. A month later he was holding his own with ten-handicap men. And by the middle of the summer he was so far advanced that his name occasionally cropped up in speculative talks on the subject of the July medal. One might have been excused for supposing that, as far as Wallace Chesney was concerned, all was for the best in the best of all possible worlds.

And yet —— 

THE first inkling I received that anything was wrong came through a chance meeting with Raymond Gandle, who happened to pass my gate on his way back from the links just as I drove up in my taxi: for I had been away from home for many weeks on a protracted business tour. I welcomed Gandles advent and invited him in to smoke a pipe and put me abreast of local gossip. He came readily enough — and seemed, indeed, to have something on his mind and to be glad of the opportunity of revealing it to a sympathetic auditor.

And how, I asked him, when we were comfortably settled, did your game this afternoon come out?

Oh, he beat me, said Gandle, and it seemed to me that there was a note of bitterness in his voice.

Then He, whoever he was, must have been an extremely competent performer? I replied, courteously, for Gandle was one of the finest players in the club. Unless, of course, you were giving him some impossible handicap.

No; we played level.

Indeed! Who was your opponent?

Chesney.

Wallace Chesney! And he beat you, playing level! This is the most amazing thing I have ever heard.

Hes improved out of all knowledge.

He must have done. Do you think he would ever beat you again?

No. Because he wont have the chance.

You surely do not mean that you will not play him because you are afraid of being beaten?

It isnt being beaten I mind — —

And if I omit to report the remainder of his speech it is not merely because it contained expressions with which I am reluctant to sully my lips, but because, omitting these expletives, what he said was almost word for word what you were saying to me just now about Nathaniel Frisby. It was, it seemed, Wallace Chesneys manner, his arrogance, his attitude of belonging to some superior order of being that had so wounded Raymond Gandle. Wallace Chesney had, it appeared, criticized Gandles mashie-play in no friendly spirit; had hung up the game on the fourteenth tee in order to show him how to place his feet; and on the way back to the club-house had said that the beauty of golf was that the best player could enjoy a round even with a dud, because, though there might be no interest in the match, he could always amuse himself by playing for his medal score.

I was profoundly shaken.

Wallace Chesney! I exclaimed. Was it really Wallace Chesney who behaved in the manner you describe?

Unless hes got a twin brother of the same name, it was.

Wallace Chesney a victim to swelled head! I can hardly credit it.

Well, you neednt take my word for it unless you want to. Ask anybody. It isnt often he can get anyone to play with him now.

You horrify me!

Raymond Gandle smoked awhile in brooding silence.

Youve heard about his engagement? he said at length.

I have heard nothing, nothing. What about his engagement?

Charlotte Dix has broken it off.

No!

Yes. Couldnt stand him any longer.

I got rid of Gandle as soon as I could. I made my way as quickly as possible to the house where Charlotte lived with her aunt. I was determined to sift this matter to the bottom and to do all that lay in my power to heal the breach between two young people for whom I had a great affection.

I have just heard the news, I said, when the aunt had retired to some secret lair, as aunts do, and Charlotte and I were alone.

What news? said Charlotte, dully. I thought she looked pale and ill, and she had certainly grown thinner.

This dreadful news about your engagement to Wallace Chesney. Tell me, why did you do this thing? Is there no hope of a reconciliation?

Not unless Wally becomes his old self again.

But I had always regarded you two as ideally suited to one another.

Wally has changed completely in the last few weeks. Havent you heard?

Only sketchily, from Raymond Gandle.

I refuse, said Charlotte, proudly, all the woman in her leaping to her eyes, to marry a man who treats me as if I were a kronen at the present rate of exchange, merely because I slice an occasional tee-shot. The afternoon I broke off the engagement — her voice shook, and I could see that her indifference was but a mask— the afternoon I broke off the en-gug-gug-gagement, he t-told me I ought to use an iron off the tee instead of a dud-dud-driver.
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And the stricken girl burst into an uncontrollable fit of sobbing. And realizing that, if matters had gone as far as that, there was little I could do, I pressed her hand silently and left her.

BUT though it seemed hopeless I decided to persevere. I turned my steps towards Wallace Chesneys bungalow, resolved to make one appeal to the mans better feelings. He was in his sitting-room when I arrived, polishing a putter: and it seemed significant to me even in that tense moment that the putter was quite an ordinary one, such as any capable player might use. In the brave old happy days of his dudhood, the only putters you ever found in the society of Wallace Chesney were patent self-adjusting things that looked like croquet mallets that had taken the wrong turning in childhood.

Well, Wallace, my boy, I said.

Hallo! said Wallace Chesney. So youre back?

We fell into conversation, and I had not been in the room two minutes before I realized that what I had been told about the change in him was nothing more than the truth. The mans bearing and his every remark were insufferably bumptious. He spoke of his prospects in the July medal competition as if the issue were already settled. He scoffed at his rivals.

I had some little difficulty in bringing the talk round to the matter which I had come to discuss.

My boy, I said at length, I have just heard the sad news.

What sad news?

I have been talking to Charlotte — —

Oh, that! said Wallace Chesney.

She was telling me — —

Perhaps its all for the best.

All for the best? What do you mean?

Well, said Wallace, one doesnt wish, of course, to say anything ungallant, but, after all, poor Charlottes handicap is fourteen and wouldnt appear to have much chance of getting any lower. I mean, theres such a thing as a fellow throwing himself away.

Was I revolted at these callous words? For a moment, yes. Then it struck me that, though he had uttered them with a light laugh, that laugh had had in it more than a touch of bravado. I looked at him keenly. There was a bored, discontented expression in his eyes, a line of pain about his mouth.

My boy, I said, gravely, you are not happy.

For an instant I think he would have denied the imputation. But my visit had coincided with one of those twilight moods in which a man requires above all else sympathy. He uttered a weary sigh.

Im fed up, he admitted. Its a funny thing. When I was a dud, I used to think how perfect it must be to be scratch. I used to watch the cracks buzzing round the course and envy them. Its all a fraud. The only time when you enjoy golf is when an occasional decent shot is enough to make you happy for the day. Im plus two, and Im bored to death. Im too good. And whats the result? Everybodys jealous of me. Everybodys got it in for me. Nobody loves me.

His voice rose in a note of anguish, and at the sound his terrier, which had been sleeping on the rug, crept forward and licked his hand.

The dog loves you, I said, gently, for I was touched.

Yes, but I dont love the dog, said Wallace Chesney.

Now come, Wallace, I said. Be reasonable, my boy. It is only your unfortunate manner on the links which has made you perhaps a little unpopular at the moment. Why not pull yourself up? Why ruin your whole life with this arrogance? All that you need is a little tact, a little forbearance. Charlotte, I am sure, is just as fond of you as ever, but you have wounded her pride. Why must you be unkind about her tee-shots?

Wallace Chesney shook his head despondently.

I cant help it, he said. It exasperates me to see anyone foozling, and I have to say so.

Then there is nothing to be done, I said, sadly.

ALL the medal competitions at our club are, as you know, important events; but, as you are also aware, none of them is looked forward to so keenly or contested so hotly as the one in July. At the beginning of the year of which I am speaking, Raymond Gandle had been considered the probable winner of the fixture; but as the season progressed and Wallace Chesneys skill developed to such a remarkable extent most of us were reluctantly inclined to put our money on the latter. Reluctantly, because Wallaces unpopularity was now so general that the thought of his winning was distasteful to all. It grieved me to see how cold his fellow-members were towards him. He drove off from the first tee without a preliminary hand-clap; and, though the drive was of admirable quality and nearly carried the green, there was not a single cheer. I noticed Charlotte Dix among the spectators. The poor girl was looking sad and wan.

In the draw for partners Wallace had had Peter Willard allotted to him; and he muttered to me in a quite audible voice that it was as bad as handicapping him half-a-dozen strokes to make him play with such a hopeless performer. I do not think Peter heard, but it would not have made much difference to him if he had, for I doubt if anything could have had much effect for the worse on his game. Peter Willard always entered for the medal competition, because he said that competition-play was good for the nerves.

On this occasion he topped his ball badly, and Wallace lit his pipe with the exaggeratedly patient air of an irritated man. When Peter topped his second also, Wallace was moved to speech.

For goodness sake, he snapped, whats the good of playing at all if you insist on lifting your head? Keep it down, man, keep it down. You dont need to watch to see where the ball is going. It isnt likely to go as far as all that. Make up your mind to count three before you look up.

Thanks, said Peter, meekly. There was no pride in Peter to be wounded. He knew the sort of player he was.

The couples were now moving off with smooth rapidity, and the course was dotted with the figures of players and their accompanying spectators. A fair proportion of these latter had decided to follow the fortunes of Raymond Gandle, but by far the larger number were sticking to Wallace, who right from the start showed that Gandle or anyone else would have to return a very fine card to beat him. He was out in forty-one, two above bogey, and with the assistance of a superb second, which landed the ball within a foot of the pin, got a three on the tenth, where a four is considered good. I mention this to show that by the time he arrived at the short lake-hole Wallace Chesney was at the top of his form. Not even the fact that he had been obliged to let the next couple through owing to Peter Willard losing his ball had been enough to upset him.



THE course has been rearranged since, but at that time the lake-hole, which is now the second, was the eleventh, and was generally looked on as the crucial hole in a medal round. Wallace no doubt realized this, but the knowledge did not seem to affect him. He lit his pipe with the utmost coolness; and, having replaced the match-box in his hip-pocket, stood smoking nonchalantly as he waited for the couple in front to get off the green.

They holed out eventually, and Wallace walked to the tee. As he did so, he was startled to receive a resounding smack.

Sorry, said Peter Willard, apologetically. Hope I didnt hurt you. A wasp.

And he pointed to the corpse, which was lying in a used-up attitude on the ground.

Afraid it would sting you, said Peter.

Oh, thanks, said Wallace.

He spoke a little stiffly, for Peter Willard had a large, hard, flat hand, the impact of which had shaken him up considerably. Also, there had been laughter in the crowd. He was fuming as he bent to address his ball, and his annoyance became acute when, just as he reached the top of his swing, Peter Willard suddenly spoke.

Just a second, old man, said Peter.

Wallace spun round, outraged.

What is it? I do wish you would wait till Ive made my shot.

Just as you like, said Peter, humbly.

There is no greater crime that a man can commit on the links than to speak to a fellow when hes making his stroke.

Of course, of course, acquiesced Peter, crushed.

Wallace turned to his ball once more. He was vaguely conscious of a discomfort to which he could not at the moment give a name. At first he thought that he was having a spasm of lumbago, and this surprised him, for he had never in his life been subject to even a suspicion of that malady. A moment later he realized that this diagnosis had been wrong.

Good heavens! he cried, leaping nimbly some two feet into the air. Im on fire!
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Yes, said Peter, delighted at his ready grasp of the situation. Thats what I wanted to mention just now.

Wallace slapped vigorously at the seat of his Plus Fours.

It must have been when I killed that wasp, said Peter, beginning to see clearly into the matter. You had a match-box in your pocket.

Wallace was in no mood to stop and discuss first causes. He was springing up and down on his pyre, beating at the flames.

Do you know what I should do if I were you? said Peter Willard. I should jump into the lake.

One of the cardinal rules of golf is that a player shall accept no advice from anyone but his own caddie; but the warmth about his lower limbs had now become so generous that Wallace was prepared to stretch a point. He took three rapid strides and entered the water with a splash.

The lake, though muddy, is not deep, and presently Wallace was to be observed standing up to his waist some few feet from the shore.

That ought to have put it out, said Peter Willard. It was a bit of luck that it happened at this hole. He stretched out a hand to the bather. Catch hold, old man, and Ill pull you out.

No! said Wallace Chesney.

Why not?

Never mind! said Wallace, austerely. He bent as near to Peter as he was able. Send a caddie up to the club-house to fetch my grey flannel trousers from my locker, he whispered, tensely.

Oh, ah! said Peter.

It was some little time before Wallace, encircled by a group of male spectators, was enabled to change his costume; and during the interval he continued to stand waist-deep in the water, to the chagrin of various couples who came to the tee in the course of their round and complained with not a little bitterness that his presence there added a mental hazard to an already difficult hole. Eventually, however, he found himself back ashore, his ball before him, his mashie in his hand.

Carry on, said Peter Willard, as the couple in front left the green. All clear now.

Wallace Chesney addressed his ball. And, even as he did so, he was suddenly aware that an odd psychological change had taken place in himself. He was aware of a strange weakness. The charred remains of the Plus Fours were lying under an adjacent bush; and, clad in the old grey flannels of his early golfing days, Wallace felt diffident, feeble, uncertain of himself. It was as though virtue had gone out of him, as if some indispensable adjunct to good play had been removed. His corrugated trouser-leg caught his eye as he waggled, and all at once he became acutely alive to the fact that many eyes were watching him. The audience seemed to press on him like a blanket. He felt as he had been wont to feel in the old days when he had had to drive off the first tee in front of a terrace-full of scoffing critics.

The next moment his ball had bounded weakly over the intervening patch of turf and was in the water.

Hard luck! said Peter Willard, ever a generous foe. And the words seemed to touch some almost atrophied chord in Wallaces breast. A sudden love for his species flooded over him. Dashed decent of Peter, he thought, to sympathize. Peter was a good chap. So were the spectators good chaps. So was everybody, even his caddie.

Peter Willard, as if resolved to make his sympathy practical, also rolled his ball into the lake.

Hard luck! said Wallace Chesney, and started as he said it; for many weeks had passed since he had commiserated with an opponent. He felt a changed man. A better, sweeter, kindlier man. It was as if a curse had fallen from him.

He teed up another ball, and swung.

Hard luck! said Peter.

Hard luck! said Wallace, a moment later.

Hard luck! said Peter, a moment after that.

Wallace Chesney stood on the tee watching the spot in the water where his third ball had fallen. The crowd was now openly amused, and, as he listened to their happy laughter, it was borne in upon Wallace that he, too, was amused and happy. A weird, almost effervescent exhilaration filled him. He turned and beamed upon the spectators. He waved his mashie cheerily at them. This, he felt, was something like golf. This was golf as it should be — not the dull, mechanical thing which had bored him during all these past weeks of his perfection, but a gay, rollicking adventure. That was the soul of golf, the thing that made it the wonderful pursuit it was — that speculativeness, that not knowing where the dickens your ball was going when you hit it, that eternal hoping for the best, that never-failing chanciness. It is better to struggle hopefully than to arrive, and at last this great truth had come home to Wallace Chesney. He realized now why pros were all grave, silent men who seemed to struggle manfully against some secret sorrow. It was because they were too darned good. Golf had no surprises for them, no gallant spirit of adventure.

Im going to get a ball over if I stay here all night, cried Wallace Chesney, gaily, and the crowd echoed his mirth. On the face of Charlotte Dix was the look of a mother whose prodigal son has rolled into the old home once more. She caught Wallaces eyes and gesticulated to him blithely.

The cripple says hell give you a stroke a hole, Wally! she shouted.

Im ready for him! bellowed Wallace.

Hard luck! said Peter Willard.

UNDER their bush the Plus Fours, charred and dripping, lurked unnoticed. But Wallace Chesney saw them. They caught his eye as he sliced his eleventh into the marshes on the right. It seemed to him that they looked sullen. Disappointed. Baffled.

Wallace Chesney was himself again.


CHESTER FORGETS HIMSELF (1923)

First published in Saturday Evening Post, July 1923
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HE SUMMER AFTERNOON was warm and heavy. Butterflies loafed languidly in the sunshine, birds panted in the shady recesses of the trees. With the exception of an occasional perspiring bee that buzzed past intent on some mysterious duty, the only creatures exhibiting any activity were the members of a four-ball foursome working its way up the hill from the eighth tee. The Oldest Member of the club, snug in his favorite chair on the terrace overlooking the ninth green, had long since succumbed to the drowsy influence of the weather. His eyes were closed, his chin sunk upon his breast. The pipe which he had been smoking lay beside him on the turf, and ever and anon there proceeded from him a muffled snore. Two young men, wandering towards the tennis courts, stepped lightly as they passed him. This was partly because they thought the nap would be good for their venerable friend; partly because it was his habit, when awake, to buttonhole the nearest person and relate to him one of the innumerable reminiscences of his golfing past. The Oldest Member, though he had not played since the days of the gutty ball, still kept in touch with the game through the medium of speech.

Suddenly the stillness was broken. There was a sharp, cracking sound as of splitting wood. It rang out like the report of a rifle, and the Oldest Member sat up, blinking. As soon as his eyes had become accustomed to the glare he perceived that the foursome had holed out on the ninth and was disintegrating. Two of the players were moving with quick, purposeful steps in the direction of the side door which gave entrance to the bar; a third was making for the road that led to the village, bearing himself as one in profound dejection; the fourth came onto the terrace.

Finished? said the Oldest Member, accosting this individual.

The other stopped, wiping a heated brow. He lowered himself into the adjoining chair.

Yes; we started on the tenth. Golly, Im tired. No joke playing in this weather.

How did you come out?

We won on the last green. Jimmy Fothergill and I were playing the rector and Rupert Blake.

What was that sharp, cracking sound I heard? asked the Oldest Member.

His companion laughed, the carefree laugh of the man to whom the gods of golf have granted a happy ending.

That was the rector smashing his putter. He had a two-foot putt to halve the hole and match, and he missed it. Poor old chap, he had rotten luck all the way round, and it didnt seem to make it any better for him that he wasnt able to relieve his feelings in the ordinary way. . . . Golly, Im tired, he said once more; and, wriggling himself into a more comfortable position, he closed his eyes.

I suspected some such thing, said the Oldest Member, from the look of his back as he was leaving the green. His walk was the walk of an overwrought soul.

His companion did not reply. He was breathing deeply and regularly.

It is a moot question, proceeded the Oldest Member thoughtfully, whether the clergy, considering their peculiar position, should not be more liberally handicapped at golf than the laymen with whom they compete. I have made a close study of the game since the days of the feather ball, and I am firmly convinced that to refrain entirely from oaths during a round is almost equivalent to giving away three bisques. There are certain occasions when an oath seems to be so imperatively demanded that the strain of keeping it in must inevitably affect the ganglions, or nerve centers, in such a manner as to diminish the steadiness of the swing.

The man beside him slipped lower down in his chair. His mouth had opened slightly.

I am reminded in this connection, said the Oldest Member, of the story of young Chester Meredith, a friend of mine whom you have not, I think, met. He moved from this neighborhood shortly before you came. There was a case where a mans whole happiness was very nearly wrecked purely because he tried to curb his instincts and thwart Nature in this very respect. Perhaps you would care to hear the story?

A snore proceeded from the next chair.

Very well, then, said the Oldest Member, I will relate it.



Chester Meredith — said the Oldest Member — was one of the nicest young fellows of my acquaintance. We had been friends ever since he had come to live here as a small boy.

I had watched him with a fatherly eye through all the more important crises of a young mans life. It was I who taught him to drive, and when he had all that trouble in his twenty-first year with shanking his short approaches it was to me that he came for sympathy and advice. It was an odd coincidence, therefore, that I should have been present when he fell in love.

I was smoking my evening cigar out here and watching the last couples finishing their rounds, when Chester came out of the clubhouse and sat by me. I could see the boy was perturbed about something, and wondered why, for I knew he had won his match.

What, I inquired, is on your mind?

Oh, nothing, said Chester. I was only thinking that there are some human misfits who ought not to be allowed on any decent links.

You mean — —

The Wrecking Crew, said Chester bitterly. They held us up all the way round, blast them! Wouldnt let us through. What can you do with people who dont know enough of the etiquette of the game to understand that a twosome has right of way over a four-ball foursome? We had to loaf about for hours on end while they scratched at the turf like a lot of crimson hens. Eventually all four of them lost their balls simultaneously at the eleventh and we managed to get by. I hope they choke!

I was not altogether surprised at his warmth. This Wrecking Crew consisted of four retired business men who had taken up the noble game late in life because their doctors had ordered them air and exercise. Every club, I suppose, has a cross of this kind to bear, and it was not often that our members rebelled; but there was undoubtedly something particularly irritating in the methods of the Wrecking Crew. They tried so hard that it seemed almost inconceivable that they should be so slow.

They are all respectable men, I said, and were, I believe, highly thought of in their respective businesses. But on the links I admit that they are a trial.

They are the direct lineal descendants of the Gadarene swine, said Chester firmly. Every time they come out I expect to see them rush down the hill from the first tee and hurl themselves into the lake at the second. Of all the infernal — —

Hush! I said.

Out of the corner of my eye I had seen a girl approaching, and I was afraid lest Chester in his annoyance might use strong language. For he was one of those golfers who are apt to express themselves in moments of emotion with a good deal of generous warmth.

Eh? said Chester.

I jerked my head and he looked round. And as he did so there came into his face an expression which I had seen there only once before, on the occasion when he won the Presidents Cup on the last green by holing a thirty-yard chip with his mashie. It was a look of ecstasy and awe. His mouth was open, his eyebrows raised, and he was breathing heavily through his nose.

Golly! I heard him mutter.

The girl passed by. I could not blame Chester for staring at her. She was a beautiful young thing, with a lissom figure and a perfect face. Her hair was a deep chestnut, her eyes blue, her nose small and laid back with about as much loft as a light iron. She disappeared, and Chester, after nearly dislocating his neck trying to see her round the corner of the clubhouse, emitted a deep, explosive sigh.

Who is she? he whispered.

I could tell him that. In one way and another I get to know most things around this locality.

She is a Miss Blakeney — Felicia Blakeney. She has come to stay for a month with the Waterfields. I understand she was at school with Jane Waterfield. She is twenty-three, has a dog named Joseph, dances well and dislikes parsnips. Her father is a distinguished writer on sociological subjects; her mother is Wilmot Royce, the well-known novelist, whose last work, Sewers of the Soul, was, you may recall, jerked before a tribunal by the Purity League. She has a brother, Crispin Blakeney, an eminent young reviewer and essayist, who is now in India studying local conditions with a view to a series of lectures. She only arrived here yesterday, so this is all I have been able to find out about her as yet.

Chesters mouth was still open when I began speaking. By the time I had finished it was open still wider. The ecstatic look in his eyes had changed to one of dull despair.

If her family is like that, he muttered, what chance is there for a roughneck like me?

You admire her?

She is the alligators Adams apple, said Chester.

I patted his shoulder.

Have courage, my boy, I said. Always remember that the love of a good man to whom the pro can only give a couple of strokes on eighteen holes is not to be despised.

Yes, thats all very well. But this girl is probably one solid mass of brain. She will look on me as an uneducated wart hog.

Well, I will introduce you, and we will see. She looked a nice girl.

Youre a great describer, arent you! said Chester. A wonderful flow of language youve got, I dont think! Nice girl! Why, shes the only girl in the world! Shes a pearl among women. Shes the most marvelous, astounding, beautiful, heavenly thing that ever drew perfumed breath. He paused, as if his train of thought had been interrupted by an idea. Did you say that her brothers name was Crispin?

I did. Why?

Chester gave vent to a few manly oaths.

Doesnt that just show you how things go in this rotten world?

What do you mean?

I was at school with him.

Surely that should form a solid basis for friendship!

Should it? Should it, by gad? Well, let me tell you that I probably kicked that blighted worm Crispin Blakeney a matter of seven hundred and forty-six times in the few years I knew him. He was the worlds worst. He could have walked straight into the Wrecking Crew and no questions asked. Wouldnt it jar you? I have the luck to know her brother, and we couldnt stand the sight of each other.

Well, there is no need to tell her that.

Do you mean — — He gazed at me wildly. Do you mean I might pretend we were pals?

Why not? Seeing that he is in India, he can hardly contradict you.

My gosh! He mused for a moment. I could see that the idea was beginning to sink in. It was always thus with Chester. You had to give him time. By Jove, it mightnt be a bad scheme at that! I mean, it would start me off with a rush, like being one up on bogey on the first two. And theres nothing like a good start. By gad, Ill do it!

I should.

Reminiscences of the dear old days when we were lads together and all that sort of thing.

Precisely!

It isnt going to be easy, mind you, said Chester meditatively. Ill do it because I love her, but nothing else in this world would make me say a civil word about the blister. Well, then, thats settled. Get on with the introduction stuff, will you? Im in a hurry.

One of the privileges of age is that it enables a man to thrust his society on a beautiful girl without causing her to draw herself up and say, Sir! It was not difficult for me to make the acquaintance of Miss Blakeney; and, this done, my first act was to unleash Chester on her.

Chester, I said, summoning him as he loafed with an overdone carelessness on the horizon, one leg almost inextricably entwined about the other, I want you to meet Miss Blakeney. Miss Blakeney, this is my young friend, Chester Meredith. He was at school with your brother Crispin. You were great friends, were you not?

Bosom, said Chester after a pause.

Oh, really? said the girl. There was a pause. He is in India now.

Yes, said Chester.

There was another pause.

Great chap, said Chester gruffly.

Crispin is very popular, said she, with some people.

Always been my best pal, said Chester.

Yes?

I was not altogether satisfied with the way matters were developing. The girl seemed cold and unfriendly, and I was afraid that this was due to Chesters repellent manner. Shyness, especially when complicated by love at first sight, is apt to have strange effects on a man, and the way it had taken Chester was to make him abnormally stiff and dignified. One of the most charming things about him was his delightful, boyish smile. Shyness had caused him to iron this out of his countenance till no trace of it remained. Not only did he not smile; he looked like a man who never had smiled and never would. His mouth was a thin, rigid line. His back was stiff with what appeared to be contemptuous aversion. He looked down his nose at Miss Blakeney as if she were less than the dust beneath his chariot wheels.

I thought the best thing to do was to leave them alone together to get acquainted. Perhaps, I thought, it was my presence that was cramping Chesters style. I excused myself and receded.

It was some days before I saw Chester again. He came round to my cottage one night after dinner, and sank into a chair, where he remained silent for several minutes.

Well? I said at last.

Eh? said Chester, starting violently.

Have you been seeing anything of Miss Blakeney lately?

You bet I have!

And how do you feel about her on further acquaintance?

Eh? said Chester absently.

Do you still love her?

Chester came out of his trance.

Love her? he cried, his voice vibrating with emotion. Of course I love her! Who wouldnt love her? Id be a silly chump not loving her. Do you know, the boy went on, a look in his eyes like that of some young knight seeing the Holy Grail in a vision— do you know, she is the only woman I ever met who didnt overswing? Just a nice, crisp, snappy half slosh, with a good full follow through. And another thing. Youll hardly believe me, but she waggles almost as little as George Duncan. You know how women waggle as a rule, fiddling about for a minute and a half like kittens playing with a ball of wool. Well, she just makes one firm pass with the club and then — bing! There is none like her — none.

Then you have been playing golf with her?

Nearly every day.

How is your game?

Rather spotty. I seem to be mistiming them.

I was concerned.

I do hope, my dear boy, I said earnestly, that you are taking care to control your feelings when out on the links with Miss Blakeney. You know what you are like. I trust you have not been using the sort of language you generally employ on occasions when you are not timing them right.

Me? said Chester, horrified. Who, me? You dont imagine for a moment that I would dream of saying a thing that would bring a blush to her dear cheek, do you? Why, a bishop could have gone round with me and learned nothing new!

I was relieved.

How do you find you manage the dialogue these days? I asked. When I introduced you, you behaved — you will forgive an old friend for criticizing — you behaved a little like a stuffed frog with laryngitis. Have things got easier in that respect?

Oh, yes; Im quite the prattler now. I talk about her brother mostly. I put in the greater part of my time boosting the tick. It seems to be coming easier. Will power, I suppose. And then, of course, I talk a good deal about her mothers novels.

Have you read them?

Every damned one of them — for her sake. And if theres a greater proof of love than that, show me! My gosh, what muck that woman writes! That reminds me, Ive got to send to the bookshop for her latest — out yesterday. Its called The Stench of Life. A sequel, I understand, to Gray Mildew.

Brave lad! I said, pressing his hand. Brave, devoted lad!

Oh, Id do more than that for her. He smoked for a while in silence. By the way, Im going to propose to her tomorrow.

Already?

Cant put it off a minute longer. Its been as much as I could manage, bottling it up till now. Where do you think would be the best place? I mean, its not the sort of thing you can do while youre walking down the street or having a cup of tea. I thought of asking her to have a round with me and taking a stab at it on the links.

You could not do better. The links — Natures cathedral.

Right-ho, then! Ill let you know how I come out.

I wish you luck, my boy, I said.

And what of Felicia meanwhile? She was, alas, far from returning the devotion which scorched Chesters vital organs. He seemed to her precisely the sort of man she most disliked. From childhood up Felicia Blakeney had lived in an atmosphere of highbrowism, and the type of husband she had always seen in her daydreams was the man who was simple and straightforward and earthy and did not know whether Artbashiekeff was a suburb of Moscow or a new kind of Russian drink. A man like Chester, who on his own statement would rather read one of her mothers novels than eat, revolted her. And his warm affection for her brother Crispin set the seal on her distaste.

Felicia was a dutiful child, and she loved her parents. It took a bit of doing, but she did it. But at her brother Crispin she drew the line. He wouldnt do, and his friends were worse than he was. They were high-voiced, supercilious, pince-nezed young men who talked patronizingly of life and art, and Chesters unblushing confession that he was one of them had put him ten down and nine to play right away.

You may wonder why the boys undeniable skill on the links had no power to soften the girl. The unfortunate fact was that all the good effects of his prowess were neutralized by his behavior while playing.

All her life she had treated golf with a proper reverence and awe, and in Chesters attitude towards the game she seemed to detect a horrible shallowness. The fact is, Chester, in his efforts to keep himself from using strong language, had found a sort of relief in a girlish giggle, and it made her shudder every time she heard it.

His deportment, therefore, in the space of time leading up to the proposal could not have been more injurious to his cause. They started out quite happily, Chester doing a nice two-hundred-yarder off the first tee, which for a moment awoke the girls respect. But at the fourth, after a lovely brassy shot, he found his ball deeply embedded in the print of a womans high heel. It was just one of those rubs of the green which normally would have caused him to ease his bosom with a flood of sturdy protest, but now he was on his guard.

Tee-hee! simpered Chester, reaching for his niblick. Too bad, too bad! and the girl shuddered to the depths of her soul.

Having holed out, he proceeded to enliven the walk to the next tee with a few remarks on her mothers literary style, and it was while they were walking after their drives that he proposed.

His proposal, considering the circumstances, could hardly have been less happily worded. Little knowing that he was rushing upon his doom, Chester stressed the Crispin note. He gave Felicia the impression that he was suggesting this marriage more for Crispins sake than anything else. He conveyed the idea that he thought how nice it would be for brother Crispin to have his old chum in the family. He drew a picture of their little home, with Crispin forever popping in and out like a rabbit. It is not to be wondered at that, when at length he had finished and she had time to speak, the horrified girl turned him down with a thud.



It is at moments such as these that a man reaps the reward of a good upbringing. In similar circumstances those who have not had the benefit of a sound training in golf are too apt to go wrong. Goaded by the sudden anguish, they take to drink, plunge into dissipation and write vers libre. Chester was mercifully saved from this. I saw him the day after he had been handed the mitten and was struck by the look of grim determination in his face. Deeply wounded though he was, I could see that he was the master of his fate and the captain of his soul.

I am sorry, my boy, I said sympathetically when he had told me the painful news.

It cant be helped, he replied bravely.

Her decision was final?

Quite.

You do not contemplate having another pop at her?

No good. I know when Im licked.

I patted him on the shoulder and said the only thing it seemed possible to say:

After all, there is always golf.

He nodded.

Yes; my game needs a lot of tuning up. Now is the time to do it. From now on I go at this pastime seriously. I make it my life work. Who knows? he murmured with a sudden gleam in his eyes. The Amateur Championship — —

The Open! I cried, falling gladly into his mood.

The British Amateur, said Chester, flushing.

The British Open! I chorused.

No one has ever copped all four.

No one.

Watch me! said Chester Meredith simply.

It was about two weeks after this that I happened to look in on Chester at his house one morning. I found him about to start for the links. As he had foreshadowed in the conversation which I have just related, he now spent most of the daylight hours on the course. In these two weeks he had gone about his task of achieving perfection with a furious energy which made him the talk of the club. Always one of the best players in the place, he had developed an astounding brilliance. Men who had played him level were now obliged to receive two and even three strokes. The pro himself, conceding one, had only succeeded in halving their match. The struggle for the Presidents Cup came round once more, and Chester won it for the second time with ridiculous ease.

When I arrived he was practicing chip shots in his sitting room. I noticed that he seemed to be laboring under some strong emotion, and his first words gave me the clew.

Shes going away tomorrow, he said abruptly, lofting a ball over the whatnot onto the Chesterfield.

I was not sure whether I was sorry or relieved. Her absence would leave a terrible blank, of course; but it might be that it would help him to get over his infatuation.

Ah! I said noncommittally.

Chester addressed his ball with a well-assumed phlegm, but I could see by the way his ears wiggled that he was feeling deeply. I was not surprised when he topped his shot into the coal scuttle.

She has promised to play a last round with me this morning, he said.

Again I was doubtful what view to take. It was a pretty, poetic idea, not unlike Brownings Last Ride Together, but I was not sure if it was altogether wise. However, it was none of my business, so I merely patted him on the shoulder and he gathered up his clubs and went off.

Owing to motives of delicacy, I had not offered to accompany him on his round, and it was not till later that I learned the actual details of what occurred. At the start, it seems, the spiritual anguish which he was suffering had a depressing effect on his game. He hooked his drive off the first tee and was only enabled to take a five by means of a strong niblick shot out of the rough. On the second, the lake hole, he lost a ball in the water and got another five. It was only on the third that he began to pull himself together.

The test of a great golfer is his ability to recover from a bad start. Chester had this quality to a preëminent degree. A lesser man, conscious of being three over par on the first two holes, might have looked on his round as ruined. To Chester it simply meant that he had to get a couple of birdies right speedily, and he set about it at once. Always a long driver, he excelled himself at the third. It is, as you know, an uphill hole all the way; but his drive could not have come far short of two hundred and fifty yards. A brassy shot of equal strength and unerring direction put him on the edge of the green, and he holed out with a long putt two under par. He had hoped for a birdie and he had achieved an eagle.

I think that this splendid feat must have softened Felicias heart, had it not been for the fact that misery had by this time entirely robbed Chester of the ability to smile. Instead, therefore, of behaving in the wholesome, natural way of men who get threes at par-five holes, he preserved a drawn, impassive countenance; and as she watched him tee up her ball, stiff, correct, polite, but to all outward appearance absolutely inhuman, the girl found herself stifling that thrill of what for a moment had been almost adoration. It was, she felt, exactly how her brother Crispin would have comported himself if he had done a hole in two under par.

And yet she could not altogether check a wistful sigh when, after a couple of fours on the next two holes, he picked up another stroke on the sixth and with an inspired spoon shot brought his medal score down to one better than par by getting a two on the hundred-and-seventy-yard seventh. But the brief spasm of tenderness passed, and when he finished the first nine with two more fours she refrained from anything warmer than a mere word of stereotyped congratulation.

One under par for the first nine, she said. Splendid!

One under par, said Chester woodenly.

Out in thirty-four. What is the record for the course?

Chester started. So great had been his preoccupation that he had not given a thought to the course record. He suddenly realized now that the pro, who had done the lowest medal score to date — the other course record was held by Peter Willard with a hundred and sixty-one, achieved in his first season — had gone out in only one better than his own figures that day.

Sixty-eight, he said.

What a pity you lost those strokes at the beginning!

Yes, said Chester.

He spoke absently — and, as it seemed to her, primly and without enthusiasm — for the flaming idea of having a go at the course record had only just occurred to him. Once before he had done the first nine in thirty-four, but on that occasion he had not felt that curious feeling of irresistible force which comes to a golfer at the very top of his form. Then he had been aware all the time that he had been putting chancily. They had gone in, yes, but he had uttered a prayer per putt. Today he was superior to any weak doubtings. When he tapped the ball on the green he knew it was going to sink. The course record? Why not? What a last offering to lay at her feet! She would go away, out of his life forever; she would marry some other bird; but the memory of that supreme round would remain with her as long as she breathed. When he won the British Open and Amateur for the second — the third — the fourth time, she would say to herself, I was with him when he dented the record for his home course! And he had only to pick up a couple of strokes on the last nine, to do threes at holes where he was wont to be satisfied with fours. Yes, by Vardon, he would take a whirl at it!

You who are acquainted with these links will no doubt say that the task which Chester Meredith had sketched out for himself — cutting two strokes off thirty-five for the second nine — was one at which humanity might well shudder. The pro himself, who had finished sixth in the last Open Championship, had never done better than a thirty-five, playing perfect golf and being one under par. But such was Chesters mood that as he teed up on the tenth he did not even consider the possibility of failure. Every muscle in his body was working in perfect coördination with its fellows; his wrists felt as if they were made of tempered steel, and his eyes had just that hawklike quality which enables a man to judge his short approaches to the inch. He swung forcefully, and the ball sailed so close to the direction post that for a moment it seemed as if it had hit it.

Oo! cried Felicia.

Chester did not speak. He was following the flight of the ball. It sailed over the brow of the hill, and with his knowledge of the course, he could tell almost the exact patch of turf on which it must have come to rest. An iron would do the business from there, and a single putt would give him the first of the birdies he required. Two minutes later he had holed out a six-foot putt for a three.

Oo! said Felicia again.

Chester walked to the eleventh tee in silence.

No, never mind, she said as he stooped to put her ball on the sand. I dont think Ill play any more. Id much rather just watch you.

Oh, that you could watch me through life! said Chester, but he said it to himself. His actual words were Very well, and he spoke them with a stiff coldness which chilled the girl.

The eleventh is one of the trickiest holes on the course, as no doubt you have found out for yourself. It looks absurdly simple, but that little patch of wood on the right that seems so harmless is placed just in the deadliest position to catch even the most slightly sliced drive. Chesters lacked the austere precision of his last. A hundred yards from the tee it swerved almost imperceptibly, and striking a branch, fell in the tangled undergrowth.

It took him two strokes to hack it out and put it on the green, and then his long putt, after quivering on the edge of the hole, stayed there. For a swift instant red-hot words rose to his lips, but he caught them just as they were coming out and crushed them back. He looked at his ball and he looked at the hole.

Tut! said Chester.

Felicia uttered a deep sigh. That niblick shot out of the rough had impressed her profoundly. If only, she felt, this superb golfer had been more human! Already, after watching him play the last nine holes, she had picked up more pointers about the game than the pro of her home club had been able to teach her in six months. If only she were able to be constantly in this mans society, to see exactly what it was that he did with his left wrist that gave that terrific snap to his drives, she might acquire the knack herself one of these days. For she was a clear-thinking, honest girl and thoroughly realized that she did not get the distance she ought to with her wood. With a husband like Chester beside her to stimulate and advise, of what might she not be capable?

If she got wrong in her stance he could put her right with a word. If she had a bout of slicing how quickly he would tell her what caused it. And she knew that she had only to speak a word to wipe out the effects of her refusal, to bring him to her side forever.

But could a girl pay such a price? When he had got that eagle on the third he had looked bored. When he had missed this last putt he had not seemed to care. Tut! What a word to use at such a moment. No, she felt sadly, it could not be done. To marry Chester Meredith, she told herself, would be like marrying a composite of Soames Forsyte, Sir Willoughby Patterne and all her brother Crispins friends. She sighed and was silent.

Chester, standing on the twelfth tee, reviewed the situation swiftly, like a general before a battle. There were seven holes to play, and he had to do these in two better than par. The one that faced him now offered few opportunities. It was a long, slogging, dog-leg hole, and even Ray and Taylor, when they had played their exhibition game on the course, had taken fives. No opening there.

The thirteenth — up a steep hill, with a long iron shot for ones second and a blind hole fringed with sand traps? Scarcely practicable to hope for better than a four. The fourteenth — into the valley, with the ground sloping sharply down to the ravine? He had once done it in three, but it had been a fluke. No, on these three holes he must be content to play for a steady par and trust to picking up a stroke on the fifteenth.

The fifteenth, straightforward up to the plateau green with its circle of bunkers, presents few difficulties to the finished golfer who is on his game. A bunker meant nothing to Chester in his present conquering vein. His mashie-shot second soared almost contemptuously over the chasm and rolled to within a foot of the pin. He came to the sixteenth with the clear-cut problem before him of snipping two strokes off par on the last three holes.

To the unthinking man, not acquainted with the layout of our links, this would no doubt appear a tremendous feat. But the fact is, the greens committee, with perhaps an unduly sentimental bias towards the happy ending, have arranged a comparatively easy finish to the course. The sixteenth is a perfectly plain hole, with broad fairway and a downhill run; the seventeenth, a one-shot affair with no difficulties for the man who keeps them straight; and the eighteenth, though its uphill run makes it deceptive to the stranger and leads the unwary to take a mashie instead of a light iron for his second, has no real venom in it. Even Peter Willard has occasionally come home in a canter with a six, five and seven, conceding himself only two eight-foot putts. It is, I think, this mild conclusion to a tough course that makes the refreshment room of our club so noticeable for its sea of happy faces. The bar every day is crowded with rejoicing men who, forgetting the agonies of the first fifteen, are babbling of what they did on the last three. The seventeenth, with its possibilities of holing out a topped second, is particularly soothing.

Chester Meredith was not the man to top his second on any hole, so this supreme bliss did not come his way; but he laid a beautiful mashie shot dead and got a three; and when with his iron he put his first well on the green at the seventeenth and holed out for a two, life, for all his broken heart, seemed pretty tolerable. He now had the situation well in hand. He had only to play his usual game to get a four on the last and lower the course record by one stroke.

It was at this supreme moment of his life that he ran into the Wrecking Crew.

You doubtless find it difficult to understand how it came about that if the Wrecking Crew were on the course at all he had not run into them long before. The explanation is that, with a regard for the etiquette of the game unusual in these miserable men, they had for once obeyed the law that enacts that foursomes shall start at the tenth. They had begun their dark work on the second nine, accordingly, at almost the exact moment when Chester Meredith was driving off at the first, and this had enabled them to keep ahead until now. When Chester came to the eighteenth tee they were just leaving it, moving up the fairway with their caddies in mass formation and looking to his exasperated eye like one of those great race migrations of the Middle Ages. Wherever Chester looked he seemed to see human, so to speak, figures. One was doddering about in the long grass fifty yards from the tee, others debouched to left and right. The course was crawling with them.

Chester sat down on the bench with a weary sigh. He knew these men. Self-centered, remorseless, deaf to all the promptings of their better nature, they never let anyone through. There was nothing to do but wait.

The Wrecking Crew scratched on. The man near the tee rolled his ball ten yards, then twenty, then thirty — he was improving. Ere long he would be out of range. Chester rose and swished his driver.

But the end was not yet. The individual operating in the rough on the left had been advancing in slow stages, and now, finding his ball teed up on a tuft of grass, he opened his shoulders and let himself go. There was a loud report, and the ball, hitting a tree squarely, bounded back almost to the tee, and all the weary work was to do again. By the time Chester was able to drive he was reduced by impatience and the necessity of refraining from commenting on the state of affairs as he would have wished to comment, to a frame of mind in which no man could have kept himself from pressing. He pressed and topped. The ball skidded over the turf for a meager hundred yards.

D-d-d-dear me! said Chester.

The next moment he uttered a bitter laugh. Too late, a miracle had happened. One of the foul figures in front was waving its club. Other ghastly creatures were withdrawing to the side of the fairway. Now, when the harm had been done, these outcasts were signaling to him to go through. The hollow mockery of the thing swept over Chester like a wave. What was the use of going through now? He was a good three hundred yards from the green, and he needed par on this hole to break the record. Almost absently he drew his brassy from his bag; then, as the full sense of his wrongs bit into his soul, he swung viciously.

Golf is a strange game. Chester had pressed on the tee and foozled. He pressed now, and achieved the most perfect shot of his life. The ball shot from its place as if a charge of powerful explosive were behind it. Never deviating from a straight line, never rising more than six feet, it sailed up the hill, crossed the bunker, eluded the mounds beyond, struck the turf, rolled, and stopped fifty feet from the hole. It was the brassy shot of a lifetime, and shrill, senile yippings of excitement and congratulation floated down from the Wrecking Crew. For, degraded though they were, these men were not wholly devoid of human instincts.

Chester drew a deep breath. His ordeal was over. That third shot, which would lay the ball right up to the pin, was precisely the sort of thing he did best. Almost from boyhood he had been a wizard at the short approach. He could hole out in two now on his left ear. He strode up the hill to his ball. It could not have been lying better. Two inches away there was a nasty cup in the turf; but it had avoided this and was sitting nicely perched up, smiling an invitation to the mashie-niblick. Chester shuffled his feet and eyed the flag keenly. Then he stooped to play, and Felicia watched him breathlessly. Her whole being seemed to be concentrated on him. She had forgotten everything save that she was seeing a course record get broken. She could not have been more wrapped up in his success if she had had large sums of money on it.

The Wrecking Crew, meanwhile, had come to life again. They had stopped twittering about Chesters brassy shot and were thinking of resuming their own game. Even in foursomes where fifty yards is reckoned a good shot, somebody must be away, and the man whose turn it was to play was the one who had acquired from his brother members of the club the nickname of the First Grave Digger.

A word about this human wen. He was — if there can be said to be grades in such a subspecies — the star performer of the Wrecking Crew. The lunches of fifty-seven years had caused his chest to slip down into the mezzanine floor, but he was still a powerful man, and had in his youth been a hammer thrower of some repute. He differed from his colleagues — The Man with the Hoe, Old Father Time, and Consul The Almost Human — in that, though they were content to peck cautiously at the ball, he never spared himself in his efforts to do it a violent injury. Frequently he had cut a Blue Dot almost in half with his niblick. He was completely muscle-bound, so that he seldom achieved anything beyond a series of chasms in the turf; but he was always trying, and it was his secret belief that, given two or three miracles happening simultaneously, he would one of these days bring off a snifter. Years of disappointment had, however, reduced the flood of hope to a mere trickle, and when he took his brassy now and addressed the ball he had no immediate plans beyond a vague intention of rolling the thing a few yards farther up the hill.

The fact that he had no business to play at all till Chester had holed out did not occur to him; and even if it had occurred he would have dismissed the objection as finicking. Chester, bending over his ball, was nearly two hundred yards away — or the distance of three full brassy shots. The First Grave Digger did not hesitate. He whirled up his club as in distant days he had been wont to swing the hammer, and with the grunt which this performance always wrung from him brought it down.

Golfers — and I stretch this term to include the Wrecking Crew — are a highly imitative race. The spectacle of a flubber flubbing ahead of us on the fairway inclines to make us flub as well; and, conversely, it is immediately after we have seen a magnificent shot that we are apt to eclipse ourselves. Consciously, the Grave Digger had no notion how Chester had made that superb brassy biff of his; but all the while, I suppose, his subconscious self had been taking notes. At any rate, on this one occasion he, too, did the shot of a lifetime. As he opened his eyes, which he always shut tightly at the moment of impact, and started to unravel himself from the complicated tangle in which his follow through had left him, he perceived the ball breasting the hill like some untamed jack rabbit of the Californian prairie.

For a moment his only emotion was one of dreamlike amazement. He stood looking at the ball with a wholly impersonal wonder, like a man suddenly confronted with some terrific work of Nature. Then, as a sleepwalker awakens, he came to himself with a start. Directly in front of the flying pilule was a man bending to make an approach shot.
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Chester, always a concentrated golfer when there was mans work to do, had scarcely heard the crack of the brassy behind him. Certainly he had paid no attention to it. His whole mind was fixed on his stroke. He measured with his eye the distance to the pin, noted the down slope of the green and shifted his stance a little to allow for it. Then, with a final swift waggle, he laid his clubhead behind the ball and slowly raised it. It was just coming down when the world became full of shouts of Fore! and something hard smote him violently on the seat of his plus-fours.
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The supreme tragedies of life leave us momentarily stunned. For an instant which seemed an age Chester could not understand what had happened. True, he realized that there had been an earthquake, a cloudburst and a railway accident, and that a high building had fallen on him at the exact moment when somebody had shot him with a gun; but these happenings would account for only a small part of his sensations. He blinked several times and rolled his eyes wildly. And it was while rolling them that he caught sight of the gesticulating Wrecking Crew on the lower slopes and found enlightenment. Simultaneously he observed his ball only a yard and a half from where it had been when he addressed it.

Chester Meredith gave one look at his ball, one look at the flag, one look at the Wrecking Crew, one look at the sky. His lips writhed, his forehead turned vermilion. Beads of perspiration started out on his forehead. And then, with his whole soul seething like a cistern struck by a thunderbolt, he spoke.

Hell! cried Chester.

Dimly he was aware of a wordless exclamation from the girl beside him, but he was too distraught to think of her now. It was as if all the oaths pent up within his bosom for so many weary days were struggling and jostling to see which could get out first. They cannoned into each other, they linked hands and formed parties, they got themselves all mixed up in weird vowel sounds, the second syllable of some red-hot verb forming a temporary union with the first syllable of some blistering noun.

 —— ! —— !! —— !!! —— !!!! —— !!!!! cried Chester.
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Felicia stood staring at him. In her eyes was the look of one who sees visions.

@§  * * *!& %#!!/42?$@#)*§!!!!  roared Chester, in part.

A great wave of emotion flooded over the girl. How she had misjudged this silver-tongued man! She shivered as she thought that, had this not happened, in another five minutes they would have parted forever, sundered by seas of misunderstanding, she cold and scornful, he with all his music still within him.

Oh, Mr. Meredith! she cried faintly.

With a sickening abruptness Chester came to himself. It was as if somebody had poured a pint of ice-cold water down his back. He blushed vividly. He realized with horror and shame how grossly he had offended against all the canons of decency and good taste. He felt like the man in one of those What Is Wrong With This Picture? things in the advertisements of the etiquette books.

I beg — I beg your pardon! he mumbled humbly. Please, please forgive me. I should not have spoken like that.

You should! You should! cried the girl passionately. You should have said all that and a lot more! That awful man ruining your record round like that! Oh, why am I a poor weak woman with practically no vocabulary thats any use for anything?

Quite suddenly, without knowing that she had moved, she found herself at his side, holding his hand.

Oh, to think how I misjudged you! she wailed. I thought you cold, stiff, formal, precise. I hated the way you sniggered when you foozled a shot. I see it all now! You were keeping it in for my sake. Can you ever forgive me?

Chester, as I have said, was not a very quick-minded young man; but it would have taken a duller youth than he to fail to read the message in the girls eyes, to miss the meaning of the pressure of her hand on his.

My gosh! he exclaimed wildly. Do you mean — do you think — do you really — honestly, has this made a difference? Is there any chance for a fellow, I mean?

Her eyes helped him on. He felt suddenly confident and masterful.

Look here, no kidding, will you marry me? he said.

I will! I will!

Darling! cried Chester.

He would have said more, but at this point he was interrupted by the arrival of the Wrecking Crew, who panted up full of apologies; and Chester, as he eyed them, thought that he had never seen a nicer, cheerier, pleasanter lot of fellows in his life. His heart warmed to them. He made a mental resolve to hunt them up some time and have a good long talk. He waved the Grave Diggers remorse airily aside.
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Dont mention it, he said. Not at all. Faults on both sides. By the way, my fiancée, Miss Blakeney.

The Wrecking Crew puffed acknowledgment.

But, my dear fellow, said the Grave Digger, it was — really it was — unforgivable. Spoiling your shot! Never dreamed I would send the ball that distance. Lucky you werent playing an important match.

But he was, moaned Felicia. He was trying for the course record, and now he cant break it.

The Wrecking Crew paled behind their whiskers, aghast at this tragedy; but Chester, glowing with the yeasty intoxication of love, laughed lightly.

What do you mean, cant break it? he cried cheerily. Ive one more shot.

And, carelessly addressing the ball, he holed out with a light flick of his mashie-niblick.



Chester, darling! said Felicia.

They were walking slowly through a secluded glade in the quiet evenfall.

Yes, precious?

Felicia hesitated. What she was going to say would hurt him, she knew, and her love was so great that to hurt him was agony.

Do you think — — she began. I wonder whether —— Its about Crispin.

Good old Crispin!

Felicia sighed, but the matter was too vital to be shirked. Cost what it might she must speak her mind.

Chester darling, when we are married, would you mind very, very much if we didnt have Crispin with us all the time?

Chester started.

Good Lord! he exclaimed. Dont you like him?

Not very much, confessed Felicia. I dont think Im clever enough for him. Ive rather disliked him ever since we were children. But I know what a friend he is of yours.

Chester uttered a joyous laugh.

Friend of mine! Why, I cant stand the blighter! I loathe the worm! I abominate the excrescence! I only pretended we were friends because I thought it would put me in solid with you. The man is a pest and should have been strangled at birth. At school I used to kick him every time I saw him. If your brother Crispin tries so much as to set foot across the threshold of our little home Ill set the dog on him!

My hero! whispered Felicia. We shall be very, very happy. She drew her arm through his. Tell me, dearest, she murmured, all about how you used to kick Crispin at school.

And together they wandered off into the sunset.


THE AWAKENING OF ROLLO PODMARSH (1923)

First published in The Strand Magazine, January 1923
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DOWN ON THE new bowling-green behind the club-house some sort of competition was in progress. The seats about the smooth strip of turf were crowded, and the weak-minded yapping of the patients made itself plainly audible to the Oldest Member as he sat in his favourite chair in the smoking-room. He shifted restlessly, and a frown marred the placidity of his venerable brow. To the Oldest Member a golf-club was a golf-club, and he resented the introduction of any alien element. He had opposed the institution of tennis-courts; and the suggestion of a bowling-green had stirred him to his depths.

A young man in spectacles came into the smoking-room. His high forehead was aglow, and he lapped up a ginger-ale with the air of one who considers that he had earned it.

Capital exercise! he said, beaming upon the Oldest Member.

The Oldest Member laid down his Vardon On Casual Water, and peered suspiciously at his companion.

What did you go round in? he asked.

Oh, I wasnt playing golf, said the young man. Bowls.

A nauseous pursuit! said the Oldest Member, coldly, and resumed his reading.

The young man seemed nettled.

I dont know why you should say that, he retorted. Its a splendid game.

I rank it, said the Oldest Member, with the juvenile pastime of marbles.

The young man pondered for some moments.

Well, anyway, he said at length, it was good enough for Drake.

As I have not the pleasure of the acquaintance of your friend Drake, I am unable to estimate the value of his endorsement.

The Drake. The Spanish Armada Drake. He was playing bowls on Plymouth Hoe when they told him that the Armada was in sight. There is time to finish the game, he replied. Thats what Drake thought of bowls.

If he had been a golfer, he would have ignored the Armada altogether.

Its easy enough to say that, said the young man, with spirit, but can the history of golf show a parallel case?

A million, I should imagine.

But youve forgotten them, eh? said the young man, satirically.

On the contrary, said the Oldest Member. As a typical instance, neither more nor less remarkable than a hundred others, I will select the story of Rollo Podmarsh. He settled himself comfortably in his chair, and placed the tips of his fingers together. This Rollo Podmarsh — —

No, I say! protested the young man, looking at his watch.

This Rollo Podmarsh — —

Yes, but — —

This Rollo Podmarsh (said the Oldest Member) was the only son of his mother, and she was a widow; and like other young men in that position he had rather allowed a mothers tender care to take the edge off what you might call his rugged manliness. Not to put too fine a point on it, he had permitted his parent to coddle him ever since he had been in the nursery; and now, in his twenty-eighth year, he invariably wore flannel next his skin, changed his shoes the moment they got wet, and — from September to May, inclusive — never went to bed without partaking of a bowl of hot arrowroot. Not, you would say, the stuff of which heroes are made. But you would be wrong. Rollo Podmarsh was a golfer, and consequently pure gold at heart; and in his hour of crisis all the good in him came to the surface.

In giving you this character-sketch of Rollo, I have been at pains to make it crisp, for I observe that you are wriggling in a restless manner and you persist in pulling out that watch of yours and gazing at it. Let me tell you that, if a mere skeleton outline of the man has this effect upon you, I am glad for your sake that you never met his mother. Mrs. Podmarsh could talk with enjoyment for hours on end about her sons character and habits. And, on the September evening on which I introduce her to you, though she had, as a fact, been speaking only for some ten minutes, it had seemed like hours to the girl Mary Kent, who was the party of the second part to the conversation.

Mary Kent was the daughter of an old school-friend of Mrs. Podmarsh, and she had come to spend the autumn and winter with her while her parents were abroad. The scheme had never looked particularly good to Mary, and after ten minutes of her hostess on the subject of Rollo she was beginning to weave dreams of knotted sheets and a swift getaway through the bedroom window in the dark of the night.

He is a strict teetotaller, said Mrs. Podmarsh.

Really?

And has never smoked in his life.

Fancy that!

But here is the dear boy now, said Mrs. Podmarsh, fondly.



DOWN the road towards them was coming a tall, well-knit figure in a Norfolk coat and grey flannel trousers. Over his broad shoulders was suspended a bag of golf-clubs.

Is that Mr. Podmarsh? exclaimed Mary.

She was surprised. After all she had been listening to about the arrowroot and the flannel next the skin and the rest of it, she had pictured the son of the house as a far weedier specimen. She had been expecting to meet a small, slender young man with an eyebrow moustache and pince-nez; and this person approaching might have stepped straight out of Jack Dempseys training-camp.

Does he play golf? asked Mary, herself an enthusiast.

Oh, yes, said Mrs. Podmarsh. He makes a point of going out on the links once a day. He says the fresh air gives him such an appetite.

Mary, who had taken a violent dislike to Rollo on the evidence of his mothers description of his habits, had softened towards him on discovering that he was a golfer. She now reverted to her previous opinion. A man who could play the noble game from such ignoble motives was beyond the pale.

Rollo is exceedingly good at golf, proceeded Mrs. Podmarsh. He scores more than a hundred and twenty every time, while Mr. Jenkinson, who is supposed to be one of the best players in the club, seldom manages to reach eighty. But Rollo is very modest — modesty is one of his best qualities — and you would never guess he was so skilful unless you were told.

Well, Rollo darling, did you have a nice game? You didnt get your feet wet, I hope? This is Mary Kent, dear.

Rollo Podmarsh shook hands with Mary. And at her touch the strange dizzy feeling which had come over him at the sight of her suddenly became increased a thousand-fold. As I see that you are consulting your watch once more, I will not describe his emotions as exhaustively as I might. I will merely say that he had never felt anything resembling this sensation of dazed ecstasy since the occasion when a twenty-foot putt of his, which had been going well off the line, as his putts generally did, had hit a worm-cast sou-sou-east of the hole and popped in, giving him a snappy six. Rollo Podmarsh, as you will have divined, was in love at first sight. Which makes it all the sadder to think Mary at the moment was regarding him as an outcast and a blister.

Mrs. Podmarsh, having enfolded her son in a vehement embrace, drew back with a startled exclamation, sniffing.

Rollo! she cried. You smell of tobacco-smoke.

Rollo looked embarrassed.

Well, the fact is, mother — —

A hard protuberance in his coat-pocket attracted Mrs. Podmarshs notice. She swooped and drew out a big-bowled pipe.

Rollo! she exclaimed, aghast.

Well, the fact is, mother — —

Dont you know, cried Mrs. Podmarsh, that smoking is poisonous, and injurious to health?

Yes. But the fact is, mother — —
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It causes nervous dyspepsia, sleeplessness, gnawing of the stomach, headache, weak eyes, red spots on the skin, throat irritation, asthma, bronchitis, heart failure, lung trouble, catarrh, melancholy, neurasthenia, loss of memory, impaired will-power, rheumatism, lumbago, sciatica, neuritis, heartburn, torpid liver, loss of appetite, enervation, lassitude, lack of ambition, and falling out of hair.

Yes, I know, mother. But the fact is, Ted Ray smokes all the time hes playing, and I thought it might improve my game.

And it was at these splendid words that Mary Kent felt for the first time that something might be made of Rollo Podmarsh. That she experienced one-millionth of the fervour which was gnawing at his vitals I will not say. A woman does not fall in love in a flash like a man. But at least she no longer regarded him with loathing. On the contrary, she found herself liking him. There was, she considered, the right stuff in Rollo. And if, as seemed probable from his mothers conversation, it would take a bit of digging to bring it up, well — she liked rescue-work and had plenty of time.

Mr. Arnold Bennett, in a recent essay, advises young bachelors to proceed with a certain caution in matters of the heart. They should, he asserts, first decide whether or not they are ready for love; then, whether it is better to marry earlier or later; thirdly, whether their ambitions are such that a wife will prove a hindrance to their career. These romantic preliminaries concluded, they may grab a girl and go to it. Rollo Podmarsh would have made a tough audience for these precepts. Since the days of Antony and Cleopatra probably no one had ever got more swiftly off the mark. One may say that he was in love before he had come within two yards of the girl. And each day that passed found him more nearly up to his eyebrows in the tender emotion.

He thought of Mary when he was changing his wet shoes; he dreamed of her while putting flannel next his skin; he yearned for her over the evening arrowroot. Why, the man was such a slave to his devotion that he actually went to the length of purloining small articles belonging to her. Two days after Marys arrival Rollo Podmarsh was driving off the first tee with one of her handkerchiefs, a powder-puff, and a dozen hairpins secreted in his left breast-pocket. When dressing for dinner he used to take them out and look at them, and at night he slept with them under his pillow. Heavens, how he loved that girl!

One evening, when they had gone out into the garden together to look at the new moon — Rollo, by his mothers advice, wearing a woollen scarf to protect his throat — he endeavoured to bring the conversation round to the important subject. Marys last remark had been about earwigs. Considered as a cue, it lacked a subtle something; but Rollo was not the man to be discouraged by that.

Talking of earwigs, Miss Kent, he said, in a low, musical voice, have you ever been in love?

Mary was silent for a moment before replying.

Yes, once. When I was eleven. With a conjurer who came to perform at my birthday-party. He took a rabbit and two eggs out of my hair, and life seemed one grand sweet song.

Never since then?

Never.

Suppose — just for the sake of argument — suppose you ever did love anyone — er — what sort of man would it be?

A hero, said Mary, promptly.

A hero? said Rollo, somewhat taken aback. What sort of hero?

Any sort. I could only love a really brave man — a man who had done some wonderful heroic action.

Shall we go in? said Rollo, hoarsely. The air is a little chilly.

We have now, therefore, arrived at a period in Rollo Podmarshs career which might have inspired those lines of Henleys about the night that covers me, black as the pit from pole to pole. What with one thing and another, he was in an almost Job-like condition of despondency. I say one thing and another, for it was not only hopeless love that weighed him down. In addition to being hopelessly in love, he was greatly depressed about his golf.



ON Rollo in his capacity of golfer I have so far not dwelt. You have probably allowed yourself, in spite of the significant episode of the pipe, to dismiss him as one of those placid, contented — shall I say dilettante? — golfers who are so frequent in these degenerate days. Such was not the case. Outwardly placid, Rollo was consumed inwardly by an ever-burning fever of ambition. His aims were not extravagant. He did not want to become amateur champion, nor even to win a monthly medal; but he did, with his whole soul, desire one of these days to go round the course in under a hundred. This feat accomplished, it was his intention to set the seal on his golfing career by playing a real money-match; and already he had selected his opponent, a certain Colonel Bodger, a tottery performer of advanced years who for the last decade had been a martyr to lumbago.

But it began to look as if even the modest goal he had marked out for himself were beyond his powers. Day after day he would step on to the first tee, glowing with zeal and hope, only to crawl home in the quiet evenfall with another hundred and twenty on his card. Little wonder, then, that he began to lose his appetite and would moan feebly at the sight of a poached egg.

With Mrs. Podmarsh sedulously watching over her sons health, you might have supposed that this inability on his part to teach the foodstuffs to take a joke would have caused consternation in the home. But it so happened that Rollos mother had recently been reading a medical treatise in which an eminent physician stated that we all eat too much nowadays, and that the secret of a happy life is to lay off the carbohydrates to some extent. She was, therefore, delighted to observe the young mans moderation in the matter of food, and frequently held him up as an example to be noted and followed by little Lettice Willoughby, her granddaughter, who was a good and consistent trencherwoman, particularly rough on the puddings. Little Lettice, I should mention, was the daughter of Rollos sister Enid, who lived in the neighbourhood. Mrs. Willoughby had been compelled to go away on a visit a few days before and had left her child with Mrs. Podmarsh during her absence.

You can fool some of the people all the time, but Lettice Willoughby was not of the type that is easily deceived. A nice, old-fashioned child would no doubt have accepted without questioning her grandmothers dictum that roly-poly pudding could not fail to hand a devastating wallop to the blood-pressure, and that to take two helpings of it was practically equivalent to walking right into the family vault. A child with less decided opinions of her own would have been impressed by the spectacle of her uncle refusing sustenance, and would have received without demur the statement that he did it because he felt that abstinence was good for his health. Lettice was a modern child and knew better. She had had experience of this loss of appetite and its significance. The first symptom which had preceded the demise of poor old Ponto, who had recently handed in his portfolio after holding office for ten years as the Willoughby family dog, had been this same disinclination to absorb nourishment. Besides, she was an observant child, and had not failed to note the haggard misery in her uncles eyes. She tackled him squarely on the subject one morning after breakfast. Rollo had retired into the more distant parts of the garden, and was leaning forward, when she found him, with his head buried in his hands.

Hallo, uncle, said Lettice.

Rollo looked up wanly.

Ah, child! he said. He was fond of his niece.

Arent you feeling well, uncle?

Far, far from well.

Its old age, I expect, said Lettice.

I feel old, admitted Rollo. Old and battered. Ah, Lettice, laugh and be gay while you can.

All right, uncle.

Make the most of your happy, careless, smiling, halcyon childhood.

Right-o, uncle.

When you get to my age, dear, you will realize that it is a sad, hopeless world. A world where, if you keep your head down, you forget to let the club-head lead: where, even if you do happen by a miracle to keep em straight with your brassie, you blow up on the green and foozle a six-inch putt.

Lettice could not quite understand what Uncle Rollo was talking about, but she gathered broadly that she had been correct in supposing him to be in a bad state, and her warm, childish heart was filled with pity for him. She walked thoughtfully away, and Rollo resumed his reverie.

Into each life, as the poet says, some rain must fall. So much had recently been falling into Rollos that, when Fortune at last sent along a belated sunbeam, it exercised a cheering effect out of all proportion to its size. By this I mean that when, some four days after his conversation with Lettice, Mary Kent asked him to play golf with her, he read into the invitation a significance which only a lover could have seen in it. I will not go so far as to say that Rollo Podmarsh looked on Mary Kents suggestion that they should have a round together as actually tantamount to a revelation of undying love; but he certainly regarded it as a most encouraging sign. It seemed to him that things were beginning to move, that Rollo Preferred were on a rising market. Gone was the gloom of the past days. He forgot those sad, solitary wanderings of his in the bushes at the bottom of the garden; he forgot that his mother had bought him a new set of winter woollies which felt like horsehair; he forgot that for the last few evenings his arrowroot had tasted rummy. His whole mind was occupied with the astounding fact that she had voluntarily offered to play golf with him, and he walked out on to the first tee filled with a yeasty exhilaration which nearly caused him to burst into song.
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How shall we play? asked Mary. I am a twelve. What is your handicap?

Rollo was under the disadvantage of not actually possessing a handicap. He had a sort of private system of book-keeping of his own by which he took strokes over if they did not seem to him to be up to sample, and allowed himself five-foot putts at discretion. So he had never actually handed in the three cards necessary for handicapping purposes.

I dont exactly know, he said. Its my ambition to get round in under a hundred, but Ive never managed it yet.

Never?

Never! Its strange, but something always seems to go wrong.

Perhaps youll manage it to-day, said Mary, encouragingly, so encouragingly that it was all that Rollo could do to refrain from flinging himself at her feet and barking like a dog. Well, Ill start you two holes up, and well see how we get on. Shall I take the honour?

She drove off one of those fair-to-medium balls which go with a twelve handicap. Not a great length, but nice and straight.

Splendid! cried Rollo, devoutly.

Oh, I dont know, said Mary. I wouldnt call it anything special.

Titanic emotions were surging in Rollos bosom as he addressed his ball. He had never felt like this before, especially on the first tee — where as a rule he found himself overcome with a nervous humility.

Oh, Mary! Mary! he breathed to himself as he swung.



YOU who squander your golden youth fooling about on a bowling-green will not understand the magic of those three words. But if you were a golfer, you would realize that in selecting just that invocation to breathe to himself Rollo Podmarsh had hit, by sheer accident, on the ideal method of achieving a fine drive. Let me explain. The first two words, tensely breathed, are just sufficient to take a man with the proper slowness to the top of his swing; the first syllable of the second Mary exactly coincides with the striking of the ball; and the final ry! takes care of the follow-through. The consequence was that Rollos ball, instead of hopping down the hill like an embarrassed duck, as was its usual practice, sang off the tee with a scream like a shell, nodded in passing to Marys ball, where it lay some hundred and fifty yards down the course, and, carrying on from there, came to rest within easy distance of the green. For the first time in his golfing life Rollo Podmarsh had hit a nifty.

Mary followed the balls flight with astonished eyes.

But this will never do! she exclaimed. I cant possibly start you two up if youre going to do this sort of thing.

Rollo blushed.

I shouldnt think it would happen again, he said. Ive never done a drive like that before.

But it must happen again, said Mary, firmly. This is evidently your day. If you dont get round in under a hundred to-day, I shall never forgive you.

Rollo shut his eyes, and his lips moved feverishly. He was registering a vow that, come what might, he would not fail her. A minute later he was holing out in three, one under bogey.

The second hole is the short lake-hole. Bogey is three, and Rollo generally did it in four; for it was his custom not to count any balls he might sink in the water, but to start afresh with the one which happened to get over, and then take three putts. But to-day something seemed to tell him that he would not require the aid of this ingenious system. As he took his mashie from the bag, he knew that his first shot would soar successfully on to the green.

Ah, Mary! he breathed as he swung.

These subtleties are wasted on a worm, if you will pardon the expression, like yourself, who, possibly owing to a defective education, is content to spend lifes spring-time rolling wooden balls across a lawn; but I will explain that in altering and shortening his soliloquy at this juncture Rollo had done the very thing any good pro. would have recommended. If he had murmured, Oh, Mary! Mary! as before he would have over-swung. Ah, Mary! was exactly right for a half-swing with the mashie. His ball shot up in a beautiful arc, and trickled to within six inches of the hole.

Mary was delighted. There was something about this big, diffident man which had appealed from the first to everything in her that was motherly.

Marvellous! she said. Youll get a two. Five for the first two holes! Why, you simply must get round in under a hundred now. She swung, but too lightly; and her ball fell in the water. Ill give you this, she said, without the slightest chagrin, for this girl had a beautiful nature. Lets get on to the third. Four up! Why, youre wonderful!

And not to weary you with too much detail, I will simply remark that, stimulated by her gentle encouragement, Rollo Podmarsh actually came off the ninth green with a medal score of forty-six for the half-round. A ten on the seventh had spoiled his card to some extent, and a nine on the eighth had not helped, but nevertheless here he was in forty-six, with the easier half of the course before him. He tingled all over — partly because he was wearing the new winter woollies to which I have alluded previously, but principally owing to triumph, elation, and love. He gazed at Mary as Dante might have gazed at Beatrice on one of his particularly sentimental mornings.

Mary uttered an exclamation.

Oh, Ive just remembered, she exclaimed. I promised to write last night to Jane Simpson and give her that new formula for knitting jumpers. I think Ill phone her now from the club-house and then itll be off my mind. You go on to the tenth, and Ill join you there.

ROLLO proceeded over the brow of the hill to the tenth tee, and was filling in the time with practice-swings when he heard his name spoken.

Good gracious, Rollo! I couldnt believe it was you at first.

He turned, to see his sister, Mrs. Willoughby, the mother of the child Lettice.

Hallo! he said. When did you get back?

Late last night. Why, its extraordinary!

Hope you had a good time. Whats extraordinary? Listen, Enid. Do you know what Ive done? Forty-six for the first nine! Forty-six! And holing out every putt.

Oh, then that accounts for it.

Accounts for what?

Why, your looking so pleased with life. I got an idea from Letty, when she wrote to me, that you were at deaths door. Your gloom seems to have made a deep impression on the child. Her letter was full of it.

Rollo was moved.

Dear little Letty! She is wonderfully sympathetic.

Well, I must be off now, said Enid Willoughby. Im late. Oh, talking of Letty. Dont children say the funniest things! She wrote in her letter that you were very old and wretched and that she was going to put you out of your misery.

Ha ha ha! laughed Rollo.

We had to poison poor old Ponto the other day, you know, and poor little Letty was inconsolable till we explained to her that it was really the kindest thing to do, because he was so old and ill. But just imagine her thinking of wanting to end your sufferings!

Ha ha! laughed Rollo. Ha ha h —— !

His voice trailed off into a broken gurgle. Quite suddenly a sinister thought had come to him.

The arrowroot had tasted rummy!

Why, what on earth is the matter? asked Mrs. Willoughby, regarding his ashen face.

Rollo could find no words. He yammered speechlessly. Yes, for several nights the arrowroot had tasted very rummy. Rummy! There was no other adjective. Even as he plied the spoon he had said to himself: This arrowroot tastes rummy! And — he uttered a sharp yelp as he remembered — it had been little Lettice who had brought it to him. He recollected being touched at the time by the kindly act.

What is the matter, Rollo? demanded Mrs. Willoughby, sharply. Dont stand there looking like a dying duck.

I am a dying duck, responded Rollo, hoarsely. A dying man, I mean. Enid, that infernal child has poisoned me!

Dont be ridiculous! And kindly dont speak of her like that!

Im sorry. I shouldnt blame her, I suppose. No doubt her motives were good. But the fact remains.

Rollo, youre too absurd.

But the arrowroot tasted rummy.

I never knew you could be such an idiot, said his exasperated sister with sisterly outspokenness. I thought you would think it quaint. I thought you would roar with laughter.

I did — till I remembered about the rumminess of the arrowroot.

Mrs. Willoughby uttered an impatient exclamation and walked away.

Rollo Podmarsh stood on the tenth tee, a volcano of mixed emotions. Mechanically he pulled out his pipe and lit it. But he found that he could not smoke. In this supreme crisis of his life tobacco seemed to have lost its magic. He put the pipe back in his pocket and gave himself up to his thoughts. Now terror gripped him: anon a sort of gentle melancholy. It was so hard that he should be compelled to leave the world just as he had begun to hit em right.

And then in the welter of his thoughts there came one of practical value. To wit, that by hurrying to the doctors without delay he might yet be saved. There might be antidotes.

He turned to go, and there was Mary Kent standing beside him with her bright, encouraging smile.

Im sorry I kept you so long, she said. Its your honour. Fire away, and remember that youve got to do this nine in fifty-three at the outside.

Rollos thoughts flitted wistfully to the snug surgery where Dr. Brown was probably sitting at this moment surrounded by the finest antidotes.

Do you know, I think I ought to — —

Of course you ought to, said Mary. If you did the first nine in forty-six, you cant possibly take fifty-three coming in.

For one long moment Rollo continued to hesitate — a moment during which the instinct of self-preservation seemed as if it must win the day. All his life he had been brought up to be nervous about his health, and panic gripped him. But there is a deeper, nobler instinct than that of self-preservation — the instinctive desire of a golfer who is at the top of his form to go on and beat his medal-score record. And little by little this grand impulse began to dominate Rollo. If, he felt, he went off now to take antidotes, the doctor might possibly save his life; but reason told him that never again would he be likely to do the first nine in forty-six. He would have to start all over afresh.

Rollo Podmarsh hesitated no longer. With a pale, set face he teed up his ball and drove.



IF I were telling this story to a golfer instead of to an excrescence — I use the word in the kindliest spirit — who spends his time messing about on a bowling-green, nothing would please me better than to describe shot by shot Rollos progress over the remaining nine holes. Epics have been written with less material. But these details would, I am aware, be wasted on you. Let it suffice that by the time his last approach trickled on to the eighteenth green he had taken exactly fifty shots.

Three for it! said Mary Kent. Steady now! Take it quite easy and be sure to lay your second dead.

It was prudent counsel, but Rollo was now thoroughly above himself. He had got his feet wet in a puddle on the sixteenth, but he did not care. His winter woollies seemed to be lined with ants, but he ignored them. All he knew was that he was on the last green in ninety-six, and he meant to finish in style. No tame three putts for him! His ball was five yards away, but he aimed for the back of the hole and brought his putter down with a whack. Straight and true the ball sped, hit the tin, jumped high in the air, and fell into the hole with a rattle.

Oo! cried Mary.

Rollo Podmarsh wiped his forehead and leaned dizzily on his putter. For a moment, so intense is the fervour induced by the game of games, all he could think of was that he had gone round in ninety-seven. Then, as one waking from a trance, he began to appreciate his position. The fever passed, and a clammy dismay took possession of him. He had achieved his lifes ambition; but what now? Already he was conscious of a curious discomfort within him. He felt as he supposed Italians of the Middle Ages must have felt after dropping in to take pot-luck with the Borgias. It was hard. He had gone round in ninety-seven, but he could never take the next step in the career which he had mapped out in his dreams — the money-match with the lumbago-stricken Colonel Bodger.
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Mary Kent was fluttering round him, bubbling congratulations, but Rollo sighed.

Thanks, he said. Thanks very much. But the trouble is, Im afraid Im going to die almost immediately. Ive been poisoned!

Poisoned!

Yes. Nobody is to blame. Everything was done with the best intentions. But the fact remains.

But I dont understand.

Rollo explained. Mary listened pallidly.

Are you sure? she gasped.

Quite sure, said Rollo, gravely. The arrowroot tasted rummy.

But arrowroot always does.

Rollo shook his head.

No, he said. It tastes like warm blotting-paper, but not rummy.

Mary was sniffing.

Dont cry, urged Rollo, tenderly. Dont cry.

But I must. And Ive come out without a handkerchief.

Permit me, said Rollo, producing one of her best from his left breast-pocket.

I wish I had a powder-puff, said Mary.

Allow me, said Rollo. And your hair has become a little disordered. If I may — — And from the same reservoir he drew a handful of hairpins.

Mary gazed at these exhibits with astonishment.

But these are mine, she said.

Yes. I sneaked them from time to time.

But why?

Because I loved you, said Rollo. And in a few moving sentences which I will not trouble you with he went on to elaborate this theme.

Mary listened with her heart full of surging emotions, which I cannot possibly go into if you persist in looking at that damned watch of yours. The scales had fallen from her eyes. She had thought slightingly of this man because he had been a little over-careful of his health, and all the time he had had within him the potentiality of heroism. Something seemed to snap inside her.

Rollo! she cried, and flung herself into his arms.

Mary! muttered Rollo, gathering her up.

I told you it was all nonsense, said Mrs. Willoughby, coming up at this tense moment and going on with the conversation where she had left off. Ive just seen Letty, and she said she meant to put you out of your misery but the chemist wouldnt sell her any poison, so she let it go.

Rollo disentangled himself from Mary.

What? he cried.

Mrs. Willoughby repeated her remarks.

Youre sure? he said.

Of course Im sure.

Then why did the arrowroot taste rummy?

I made inquiries about that. It seems that mother was worried about your taking to smoking, and she found an advertisement in one of the magazines about the Tobacco Habit Cured in Three Days by a secret method without the victims knowledge. It was a gentle, safe, agreeable method of eliminating the nicotine poison from the system, strengthening the weakened membranes, and overcoming the craving; so she put some in your arrowroot every night.

There was a long silence. To Rollo Podmarsh it seemed as though the sun had suddenly begun to shine, the birds to sing, and the grasshoppers to toot. All Nature was one vast substantial smile. Down in the valley by the second hole he caught sight of Wallace Chesneys Plus Fours gleaming as their owner stooped to play his shot, and it seemed to him that he had never in his life seen anything so lovely.

Mary, he said, in a low, vibrant voice, will you wait here for me? I want to go into the club-house for a moment.

To change your wet shoes?

No! thundered Rollo. Im never going to change my wet shoes again in my life. He felt in his pocket, and hurled a box of patent pills far into the undergrowth. But I am going to change my winter woollies. And when Ive put those dashed barbed-wire entanglements into the club-house furnace, Im going to phone to old Colonel Bodger. I hear his lumbagos worse than ever. Im going to fix up a match with him for a shilling a hole. And if I dont lick the boots off him you can break the engagement!

My hero! murmured Mary.

Rollo kissed her, and with long, resolute steps strode to the club-house.


THE CUSTODY OF THE PUMPKIN (1924)

A BLANDINGS CASTLE STORY
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First published in The Strand Magazine, December 1924

THE pleasant morning sunshine descended like an amber shower-bath on Blandings Castle, that stately home of England which so adorns the county of Shropshire, lighting up with a heartening glow its ivied walls, its rolling parks, its gardens, outhouses, and messuages, and such of its inhabitants as chanced at the moment to be taking the air. It fell on green lawns and wide terraces, on noble trees and bright flower-beds. It fell on the baggy trousers-seat of Angus McAllister, head-gardener to the Earl of Emsworth, as he bent with dour Scottish determination to pluck a coy snail from its reverie beneath the leaf of a lettuce. It fell on the white flannels of the Hon. Freddie Threepwood, Lord Emsworths second son, hurrying across the water-meadows. It also fell on Lord Emsworth himself, for the proprietor of this fair domain was standing on the turret above the west wing, placidly surveying his possessions through a powerful telescope.

The Earl of Emsworth was a fluffy-minded and amiable old gentleman with a fondness for new toys. Although the main interest of his life was his garden, he was always ready to try a side-line; and the latest of these side-lines was this telescope of his — the outcome of a passion for astronomy which had lasted some two weeks.

For some minutes Lord Emsworth remained gazing with a pleased eye at a cow down in the meadows. It was a fine cow as cows go, but, like so many cows, it lacked sustained dramatic interest; and his lordship, surfeited after awhile by the spectacle of it chewing the cud and staring glassily at nothing, was about to swivel the apparatus round in the hope of picking up something a trifle more sensational, when into the range of his vision there came the Hon. Freddie. White and shining, he tripped along over the turf like a Theocritan shepherd hastening to keep an appointment with a nymph; and for the first time that morning a frown came to mar the serenity of Lord Emsworths brow. He generally frowned when he saw Freddie, for with the passage of the years that youth had become more and more of a problem to an anxious father.

The Earl of Emsworth, like so many of Britains aristocracy, had but little use for the younger son. And Freddie Threepwood was a particularly trying younger son. There seemed, in the opinion of his nearest and dearest, to be no way of coping with the boy. If he was allowed to live in London, he piled up debts and got into mischief; and when hauled back home to Blandings, he moped broodingly. It was possibly the fact that his demeanour at this moment was so mysteriously jaunty, his bearing so inexplicably free from the crushed misery with which he usually mooned about the place, that induced Lord Emsworth to keep a telescopic eye on him. Some inner voice whispered to him that Freddie was up to no good and would bear watching.

The inner voice was absolutely correct. Within thirty seconds its case had been proved up to the hilt. Scarcely had his lordship had time to wish, as he invariably wished on seeing his offspring, that Freddie had been something entirely different in manners, morals, and appearance, and had been the son of somebody else living a considerable distance away, when out of a small spinney near the end of the meadow there bounded a girl. And Freddie, after a cautious glance over his shoulder, immediately proceeded to fold this female in a warm embrace.



LORD EMSWORTH had seen enough. He tottered away from the telescope, a shattered man. One of his favourite dreams was of some nice, eligible girl, belonging to a good family and possessing a bit of money of her own, coming along some day and taking Freddie off his hands; but that inner voice, more confident now than ever, told him that this was not she. Freddie would not sneak off in this furtive fashion to meet eligible girls, nor could he imagine any eligible girl, in her right senses, rushing into Freddies arms in that enthusiastic way. No, there was only one explanation. In the cloistral seclusion of Blandings, far from the Metropolis with all its conveniences for that sort of thing, Freddie had managed to get himself entangled. Seething with anguish and fury, Lord Emsworth hurried down the stairs and out on to the terrace. Here he prowled like an elderly leopard waiting for feeding-time, until in due season there was a flicker of white among the trees that flanked the drive and a cheerful whistling announced the culprits approach.

It was with a sour and hostile eye that Lord Emsworth watched his son draw near. He adjusted his pince-nez, and with their assistance was able to perceive that a fatuous smile of self-satisfaction illumined the young mans face, giving him the appearance of a beaming sheep. In the young mans buttonhole there shone a nosegay of simple meadow-flowers, which, as he walked, he patted from time to time with a loving hand.

Frederick! bellowed his lordship.

The villain of the piece halted abruptly. Sunk in a roseate trance, he had not observed his father. But such was the sunniness of his mood that even this encounter could not damp him. He gambolled happily up.

Hullo, guvnor! he carolled. He searched in his mind for a pleasant topic of conversation — always a matter of some little difficulty on these occasions. Lovely day, what?

His lordship was not to be diverted into a discussion of the weather. He drew a step nearer, looking like the man who smothered the young princes in the Tower.

Frederick, he demanded, who was that girl?
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The Hon. Freddie started convulsively. He appeared to be swallowing with difficulty something large and jagged.

Girl? he quavered. Girl? Girl, guvnor?

That girl I saw you kissing ten minutes ago down in the water-meadows.

Oh! said the Hon. Freddie. He paused. Oh, ah! He paused again. Oh, ah, yes! Ive been meaning to tell you about that, guvnor.

You have, have you?

All perfectly correct, you know. Oh, yes, indeed! All most absolutely correct-o! Nothing fishy, I mean to say, or anything like that. Shes my fiancée.

A sharp howl escaped Lord Emsworth, as if one of the bees humming in the lavender-beds had taken time off to sting him in the neck.

Who is she? he boomed. Who is this woman?

Her names Donaldson.

Who is she?

Aggie Donaldson. Aggies short for Niagara. Her people spent their honeymoon at the Falls, she tells me. Shes American and all that. Rummy names they give kids in America, proceeded Freddie, with hollow chattiness. I mean to say! Niagara! I ask you!

Who is she?

Shes most awfully bright, you know. Full of beans. Youll love her.

Who is she?

And can play the saxophone.

Who, demanded Lord Emsworth for the sixth time, is she? And where did you meet her?

Freddie coughed. The information, he perceived, could no longer be withheld, and he was keenly alive to the fact that it scarcely fell into the class of tidings of great joy.

Well, as a matter of fact, guvnor, shes a sort of cousin of Angus McAllisters. Shes come over to England for a visit, dont you know, and is staying with the old boy. Thats how I happened to run across her.

Lord Emsworths eyes bulged and he gargled faintly. He had had many unpleasant visions of his sons future, but they had never included one of him walking down the aisle with a sort of cousin of his head-gardener.

Oh! he said. Oh, indeed?

Thats the strength of it, guvnor.

Lord Emsworth threw his arms up, as if calling on Heaven to witness a good mans persecution, and shot off along the terrace at a rapid trot. Having ranged the grounds for some minutes, he ran his quarry to earth at the entrance to the yew alley.

The head-gardener turned at the sound of his footsteps. He was a sturdy man of medium height, with eyebrows that would have fitted better a bigger forehead. These, added to a red and wiry beard, gave him a formidable and uncompromising expression. Honesty Angus McAllisters face had in full measure, and also intelligence; but it was a bit short on sweetness and light.

McAllister, said his lordship, plunging without preamble into the matter of his discourse. That girl. You must send her away.

A look of bewilderment clouded such of Mr. McAllisters features as were not concealed behind his beard and eyebrows.

Gurrul?

That girl who is staying with you. She must go!

Gae where?

Lord Emsworth was not in the mood to be finicky about details.

Anywhere, he said. I wont have her here a day longer.

Why? inquired Mr. McAllister, who liked to thresh these things out.

Never mind why. You must send her away immediately.

Mr. McAllister mentioned an insuperable objection.

Shes payin me twa poon a week, he said, simply.

Lord Emsworth did not grind his teeth, for he was not given to that form of displaying emotion; but he leaped some ten inches into the air and dropped his pince-nez. And, though normally a fair-minded and reasonable man, well aware that modern earls must think twice before pulling the feudal stuff on their employés, he took on the forthright truculence of a large landowner of the early Norman period ticking off a serf.

Listen, McAllister! Listen to me! Either you send that girl away to-day or you can go yourself. I mean it!

A curious expression came into Angus McAllisters face — always excepting the occupied territories. It was the look of a man who has not forgotten Bannockburn, a man conscious of belonging to the country of William Wallace and Robert the Bruce. He made Scotch noises at the back of his throat.

Yr lorrudsheep will accept ma notis, he said, with formal dignity.

Ill pay you a months wages in lieu of notice and you will leave this afternoon, retorted Lord Emsworth with spirit.

Mphm! said Mr. McAllister.

Lord Emsworth left the battlefield with a feeling of pure exhilaration, still in the grip of the animal fury of conflict. No twinge of remorse did he feel at the thought that Angus McAllister had served him faithfully for ten years. Nor did it cross his mind that he might miss McAllister.

But that night, as he sat smoking his after-dinner cigarette, Reason, so violently expelled, came stealing timidly back to her throne, and a cold hand seemed suddenly placed upon his heart.

With Angus McAllister gone, how would the pumpkin fare?



THE importance of this pumpkin in the Earl of Emsworths life requires, perhaps, a word of explanation. Every ancient family in England has some little gap in its scroll of honour, and that of Lord Emsworth was no exception. For generations back his ancestors had been doing notable deeds: they had sent out from Blandings Castle statesmen and warriors, governors and leaders of the people: but they had not — in the opinion of the present holder of the title — achieved a full hand. However splendid the family record might appear at first sight, the fact remained that no Earl of Emsworth had ever won a first prize for pumpkins at the Shrewsbury Flower and Vegetable Show. For roses, yes. For tulips, true. For spring onions, granted. But not for pumpkins; and Lord Emsworth felt it deeply.

For many a summer past he had been striving indefatigably to remove this blot on the family escutcheon, only to see his hopes go tumbling down. But this year at last victory had seemed in sight, for there had been vouchsafed to Blandings a competitor of such amazing parts that his lordship, who had watched it grow practically from a pip, could not envisage failure. Surely, he told himself as he gazed on its golden roundness, even Sir Gregory Parsloe-Parsloe, of Badgwick Hall, winner for three successive years, would never be able to produce anything to challenge this superb vegetable.

And it was this supreme pumpkin whose welfare he feared he had jeopardized by dismissing Angus McAllister. For Angus was its official trainer. He understood the pumpkin. Indeed, in his reserved Scottish way, he even seemed to love it. With Angus gone, what would the harvest be?



SUCH were the meditations of Lord Emsworth as he reviewed the position of affairs. And though, as the days went by, he tried to tell himself that Angus McAllister was not the only man in the world who understood pumpkins, and that he had every confidence, the most complete and unswerving confidence, in Robert Barker, recently Anguss second-in-command, now promoted to the post of head-gardener and custodian of the Blandings Hope, he knew that this was but shallow bravado. When you are a pumpkin-owner with a big winner in your stable, you judge men by hard standards, and every day it became plainer that Robert Barker was only a makeshift. Within a week Lord Emsworth was pining for Angus McAllister.

It might be purely imagination, but to his excited fancy the pumpkin seemed to be pining for Angus too. It appeared to be drooping and losing weight. Lord Emsworth could not rid himself of the horrible idea that it was shrinking. And on the tenth night after McAllisters departure he dreamed a strange dream. He had gone with King George to show his Gracious Majesty the pumpkin, promising him the treat of a lifetime; and, when they arrived, there in the corner of the frame was a shrivelled thing the size of a pea. He woke, sweating, with his sovereigns disappointed screams ringing in his ears; and Pride gave its last quiver and collapsed. To reinstate Angus would be a surrender, but it must be done.

Beach, he said that morning at breakfast, do you happen to — er — to have McAllisters address?

Yes, your lordship, replied the butler. He is in London, residing at number eleven Buxton Crescent.

Buxton Crescent? Never heard of it.

It is, I fancy, your lordship, a boarding-house or some such establishment off the Cromwell Road. McAllister was accustomed to make it his head-quarters whenever he visited the Metropolis on account of its handiness for Kensington Gardens. He liked, said Beach with respectful reproach, for Angus had been a friend of his for nine years, to be near the flowers, your lordship.



TWO telegrams, passing through it in the course of the next twelve hours, caused some gossip at the post-office of the little town of Market Blandings.

The first ran: — 

McAllister,
11, Buxton Crescent,
Cromwell Road,
London.

Return immediately. — Emsworth.

The second: — 

Lord Emsworth,
Blandings Castle,
Shropshire.

I will not. — McAllister.

Lord Emsworth had one of those minds capable of accommodating but one thought at a time — if that; and the possibility that Angus McAllister might decline to return had not occurred to him. It was difficult to adjust himself to this new problem, but he managed it at last. Before nightfall he had made up his mind. Robert Barker, that broken reed, could remain in charge for another day or so, and meanwhile he would go up to London and engage a real head-gardener, the finest head-gardener that money could buy.



IT was the opinion of Dr. Johnson that there is in London all that life can afford. A man, he held, who is tired of London is tired of life itself. Lord Emsworth, had he been aware of this statement, would have contested it warmly. He hated London. He loathed its crowds, its smells, its noises; its omnibuses, its taxis, and its hard pavements. And, in addition to all its other defects, the miserable town did not seem able to produce a single decent head-gardener. He went from agency to agency, interviewing candidates, and not one of them came within a mile of meeting his requirements. He disliked their faces, he distrusted their references. It was a harsh thing to say of any man, but he was dashed if the best of them was even as good as Robert Barker.

It was, therefore, in a black and soured mood that his lordship, having lunched frugally at the Senior Conservative Club on the third day of his visit, stood on the steps in the sunshine, wondering how on earth he was to get through the afternoon. He had spent the morning rejecting head-gardeners, and the next batch was not due until the morrow. And what — besides rejecting head-gardeners — was there for a man of reasonable tastes to do with his time in this hopeless town?

And then there came into his mind a remark which Beach the butler had made at the breakfast-table about flowers in Kensington Gardens. He could go to Kensington Gardens and look at the flowers.

He was about to hail a taxi-cab from the rank down the street when there suddenly emerged from the Hotel Magnificent over the way a young man. This young man proceeded to cross the road, and, as he drew near, it seemed to Lord Emsworth that there was about his appearance something oddly familiar. He stared for a long instant before he could believe his eyes, then with a wordless cry bounded down the steps just as the other started to mount them.

Oh, hullo, guvnor! ejaculated the Hon. Freddie, plainly startled.

What — what are you doing here? demanded Lord Emsworth.

He spoke with heat, and justly so. London, as the result of several spirited escapades which still rankled in the mind of a father who had had to foot the bills, was forbidden ground to Freddie.

The young man was plainly not at his ease. He had the air of one who is being pushed towards dangerous machinery in which he is loath to become entangled. He shuffled his feet for a moment, then raised his left shoe and rubbed the back of his right calf with it.

The fact is, guvnor — —

You know you are forbidden to come to London.

Absolutely, guvnor, but the fact is — —

And why anybody but an imbecile should want to come to London when he could be at Blandings — —

I know, guvnor, but the fact is — — Here Freddie, having replaced his wandering foot on the pavement, raised the other, and rubbed the back of his left calf. I wanted to see you, he said. Yes. Particularly wanted to see you.

This was not strictly accurate. The last thing in the world which the Hon. Freddie wanted was to see his parent. He had come to the Senior Conservative Club to leave a carefully written note. Having delivered which, it had been his intention to bolt like a rabbit. This unforeseen meeting had upset his plans.

To see me? said Lord Emsworth. Why?

Got — er — something to tell you. Bit of news.

I trust it is of sufficient importance to justify your coming to London against my express wishes.

Oh, yes. Oh, yes, yes-yes. Oh, rather. Its dashed important. Yes — not to put too fine a point upon it — most dashed important. I say, guvnor, are you in fairly good form to stand a bit of a shock?

A ghastly thought rushed into Lord Emsworths mind. Freddies mysterious arrival — his strange manner — his odd hesitation and uneasiness — could it mean —— ? He clutched the young mans arm feverishly.

Frederick! Speak! Tell me! Have the cats got at it?



[image: img415.jpg]



It was a fixed idea of Lord Emsworth, which no argument would have induced him to abandon, that cats had the power to work some dreadful mischief on his pumpkin and were continually lying in wait for the opportunity of doing so; and his behaviour on the occasion when one of the fast sporting set from the stables, wandering into the kitchen-garden and finding him gazing at the Blandings Hope, had rubbed itself sociably against his leg, lingered long in that animals memory.

Freddie stared.

Cats? Why? Where? Which? What cats?

Frederick! Is anything wrong with the pumpkin?

In a crass and materialistic world there must inevitably be a scattered few here and there in whom pumpkins touch no chord. The Hon. Freddie Threepwood was one of these. He was accustomed to speak in mockery of all pumpkins, and had even gone so far as to allude to the Hope of Blandings as Percy. His fathers anxiety, therefore, merely caused him to giggle.

Not that I know of, he said.

Then what do you mean? thundered Lord Emsworth, stung by the giggle. What do you mean, sir, by coming here and alarming me — scaring me out of my wits, by Gad! — with your nonsense about giving me shocks?

The Hon. Freddie looked carefully at his fermenting parent. His fingers, sliding into his pocket, closed on the note which nestled there. He drew it forth.

Look here, guvnor, he said, nervously. I think the best thing would be for you to read this. Meant to leave it for you with the hall-porter. Its — well, you just cast your eyes over it. Good-bye, guvnor. Got to see a man.

And, thrusting the note into his fathers hand, the Hon. Freddie turned and was gone. Lord Emsworth, perplexed and annoyed, watched him skim up the road and leap into a cab. He seethed impotently. Practically any behaviour on the part of his son Frederick had the power to irritate him, but it was when he was vague and mysterious and incoherent that the young man irritated him most.

He looked at the letter in his hand, turned it over, felt it, and even smelt it. Then — for it had suddenly occurred to him that if he wished to ascertain its contents he had better read it — he tore open the envelope.

The note was brief, but full of good reading matter.

Dear Guvnor,

Awfully sorry and all that, but couldnt hold out any longer. Ive popped up to London in the two-seater and Aggie and I were spliced this morning. There looked like being a bit of a hitch at one time, but Aggies guvnor, who has come over from America, managed to wangle it all right by getting a special licence or something of that order. A most capable Johnny. Hes coming to see you. He wants to have a good long talk with you about the whole binge. Lush him up hospitably and all that, would you mind, because hes a really sound egg, and youll like him.

Well, cheerio!

Your affectionate son,

Freddie.

P.S. — You wont mind if I freeze on to the two-seater for the nonce, what? It may come in useful for the honeymoon.

The Senior Conservative Club is a solid and massive building, but, as Lord Emsworth raised his eyes dumbly from the perusal of this letter, it seemed to him that it was performing a kind of whirling dance. The whole of the immediate neighbourhood, indeed, appeared to be shimmying in the middle of a thick mist. He was profoundly stirred. It is not too much to say that he was shaken to the core of his being. No father enjoys being flouted and defied by his own son; nor is it reasonable to expect a man to take a cheery view of life who is faced with the prospect of supporting for the remainder of his years a younger son, a younger sons wife, and possible younger grandchildren.

For an appreciable space of time he stood in the middle of the pavement, rooted to the spot. Passers-by bumped into him or grumblingly made détours to avoid a collision. Dogs sniffed at his ankles. Seedy-looking individuals tried to arrest his attention in order to speak of their financial affairs. Lord Emsworth heeded none of them. He remained where he was, gaping like a fish, until suddenly his faculties seemed to return to him.

An imperative need for flowers and green trees swept upon Lord Emsworth. The noise of the traffic and the heat of the sun on the stone pavement were afflicting him like a nightmare. He signalled energetically to a passing cab.

Kensington Gardens, he said, and sank back on the cushioned seat.



SOMETHING dimly resembling peace crept into his lordships soul as he paid off his cab and entered the cool shade of the gardens. Even from the road he had caught a glimpse of stimulating reds and yellows; and as he ambled up the asphalt path and plunged round the corner the flower-beds burst upon his sight in all their consoling glory.

Ah! breathed Lord Emsworth, rapturously, and came to a halt before a glowing carpet of tulips. A man of official aspect, wearing a peaked cap and a uniform, stopped as he heard the exclamation and looked at him with approval and even affection.

Nice weather were avin, he observed.

Lord Emsworth did not reply. He had not heard. There is that about a well-set-out bed of flowers which acts on men who love their gardens like a drug, and he was in a sort of trance. Already he had completely forgotten where he was, and seemed to himself to be back in his paradise of Blandings. He drew a step nearer to the flower-bed, pointing like a setter.

The official-looking mans approval deepened. This man with the peaked cap was the park-keeper, who held the rights of the high, the low, and the middle justice over that section of the gardens. He, too, loved these flower-beds, and he seemed to see in Lord Emsworth a kindred soul. The general public was too apt to pass by, engrossed in its own affairs, and this often wounded the park-keeper. In Lord Emsworth he thought that he recognized one of the right sort.

Nice — — he began.

He broke off with a sharp cry. If he had not seen it with his own eyes, he would not have believed it. But, alas, there was no possibility of a mistake. With a ghastly shock he realized that he had been deceived in this attractive stranger. Decently, if untidily, dressed; clean; respectable to the outward eye; the stranger was in reality a dangerous criminal, the blackest type of evil-doer on the park-keepers index. He was a Kensington Gardens flower-picker.

For, even as he uttered the word Nice, the man had stepped lightly over the low railing, had shambled across the strip of turf, and before you could say knife was busy on his dark work. In the brief instant in which the park-keepers vocal chords refused to obey him, he was two tulips ahead of the game and reaching out to scoop in a third.

Hi!!! roared the park-keeper, suddenly finding speech.  I there!!!

Lord Emsworth turned with a start.

Bless my soul! he murmured, reproachfully.

He was in full possession of his senses now, such as they were, and understood the enormity of his conduct. He shuffled back on to the asphalt, contrite.

My dear fellow — — he began, remorsefully.

The park-keeper began to speak rapidly and at length. From time to time Lord Emsworth moved his lips and made deprecating gestures, but he could not stem the flood. Louder and more rhetorical grew the park-keeper and denser and more interested the rapidly assembling crowd of spectators. And then through the stream of words another voice spoke.

Wots all this?

The Force had materialized in the shape of a large, solid constable.

The park-keeper seemed to understand that he had been superseded. He still spoke, but no longer like a father rebuking an erring son. His attitude now was more that of an elder brother appealing for justice against a delinquent junior. In a moving passage he stated his case.

 E Says, observed the constable, judicially, speaking slowly and in capitals, as if addressing an untutored foreigner,  E Says You Was Pickin The Flowers.

I saw im. I was standin as close as I am to you.

 E Saw You, interpreted the constable.  E Was Standing At Your Side.

Lord Emsworth was feeling weak and bewildered. Without a thought of annoying or doing harm to anybody, he seemed to have unchained the fearful passions of a French Revolution; and there came over him a sense of how unjust it was that this sort of thing should be happening to him, of all people — a man already staggering beneath the troubles of a Job.

Ill ave to ask you for your name and address, said the constable, more briskly. A stubby pencil popped for an instant into his stern mouth and hovered, well and truly moistened, over the virgin page of his notebook — that dreadful notebook before which taxi-drivers shrink and hardened bus-conductors quail.

I — I — why, my dear fellow — I mean, officer — I am the Earl of Emsworth.

Much has been written of the psychology of crowds, designed to show how extraordinary and inexplicable it is, but most of such writing is exaggeration. A crowd generally behaves in a perfectly natural and intelligible fashion. When, for instance, it sees a man in a badly-fitting tweed suit and a hat he ought to be ashamed of getting put through it for pinching flowers in the Park, and the man says he is an earl, it laughs. This crowd laughed.
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Ho? The constable did not stoop to join in the merriment of the rabble, but his lip twitched sardonically. Have you a card, your lordship?

Nobody intimate with Lord Emsworth would have asked such a foolish question. His card-case was the thing he always lost second when visiting London — immediately after losing his umbrella.

I — er — Im afraid — —

R! said the constable. And the crowd uttered another happy, hyena-like laugh, so intensely galling that his lordship raised his bowed head and found enough spirit to cast an indignant glance. And, as he did so, the hunted look faded from his eyes.

McAllister! he cried.

Two new arrivals had just joined the throng, and, being of rugged and nobbly physique, had already shoved themselves through to the ringside seats. One was a tall, handsome, smooth-faced gentleman of authoritative appearance, who, if he had not worn rimless glasses, would have looked like a Roman emperor. The other was a shorter, sturdier man with a bristly red beard.

McAllister! moaned his lordship, piteously. McAllister, my dear fellow, do please tell this man who I am.

After what had passed between himself and his late employer, a lesser man than Angus McAllister might have seen in Lord Emsworths predicament merely a judgment. A man of little magnanimity would have felt that here was where he got a bit of his own back.

Not so this splendid Glaswegian.

Aye, he said. Yons Lorrud Emsworruth.

Who are you? inquired the constable, searchingly.

I used to be head-gardener at the cassel.

Exactly, bleated Lord Emsworth. Precisely. My head-gardener.

The constable was shaken. Lord Emsworth might not look like an earl, but there was no getting away from the fact that Angus McAllister was supremely head-gardeneresque. A staunch admirer of the aristocracy, the constable perceived that zeal had caused him to make a bit of a bloomer. Yes, he had dropped a brick.

In this crisis, however, he comported himself with a masterly tact. He scowled blackly upon the interested throng.

Pass along there, please. Pass along, he commanded, austerely. Ought to know better than block up a public thoroughfare like this. Pass along!

He moved off, shepherding the crowd before him. The Roman emperor with the rimless glasses advanced upon Lord Emsworth, extending a large hand.

Pleased to meet you at last, he said. My name is Donaldson, Lord Emsworth.

For a moment the name conveyed nothing to his lordship. Then its significance hit him, and he drew himself up with hauteur.

Youll excuse us, Angus, said Mr. Donaldson. High time you and I had a little chat, Lord Emsworth.



LORD EMSWORTH was about to speak, when he caught the others eye. It was a strong, keen, level grey eye, with a curious forcefulness about it that made him feel strangely inferior. There is every reason to suppose that Mr. Donaldson had subscribed for years to those personality courses advertised in the magazines which guarantee to impart to the pupil who takes ten correspondence lessons the ability to look the boss in the eye and make him wilt. Mr. Donaldson looked Lord Emsworth in the eye, and Lord Emsworth wilted.

How do you do? he said, weakly,

Now listen, Lord Emsworth, proceeded Mr. Donaldson. No sense in having hard feelings between members of a family. I take it youve heard by this that your boy and my girl have gone ahead and fixed it up? Personally, Im delighted. That boy is a fine young fellow.

Lord Emsworth blinked.

You are speaking of my son Frederick? he said, incredulously.

Of your son Frederick. Now, at the moment, no doubt, you are feeling a trifle sore. I dont blame you. You have every right to be sorer than a gumboil. But you must remember — young blood, eh? It will, I am convinced, be a lasting grief to that splendid young man — —

You are still speaking of my son Frederick?

Of Frederick, yes. It will, I say, be a lasting grief to him if he feels he has incurred your resentment. You must forgive him, Lord Emsworth. He must have your support.

I suppose hell have to have it, dash it! said his lordship, unhappily. Cant let the boy starve.

Mr. Donaldsons hand swept round in a wide, grand gesture.

Dont you worry about that. Ill look after that end of it. I am not a rich man — —

Ah! said his lordship, resignedly. A faint hope, inspired by the largeness of the others manner, had been flickering in his bosom.

I doubt, continued Mr. Donaldson, frankly, if, all told, I have as much as ten million dollars in the world.

Lord Emsworth swayed like a sapling in the breeze.

Ten million? Ten million? Did you say you had ten million dollars?

Between nine and ten, I suppose. Not more. But you must bear in mind that the business is growing all the time. I am Donaldsons Dog-Biscuits.

Donaldsons Dog-Biscuits! Indeed! Really! Fancy that!

You have heard of them? asked Mr. Donaldson, eagerly.

Never, said Lord Emsworth, cordially.

Oh! Well, thats who I am. And, with your approval, I intend to send Frederick over to Long Island City to start learning the business. I have no doubt that he will in time prove a most valuable asset to the firm.

Lord Emsworth could conceive of no way in which Freddie could be of value to a dog-biscuit firm, except possibly as a taster; but he refrained from damping the others enthusiasm by saying so.

He seems full of keenness. But he must feel that he has your moral support, Lord Emsworth — his fathers moral support.

Yes, yes, yes! said Lord Emsworth, heartily. A feeling of positive adoration for Mr. Donaldson was thrilling him. The getting rid of Freddie, which he himself had been unable to achieve in twenty-six years, this godlike dog-biscuit manufacturer had accomplished in less than a week. Oh, yes, yes, yes! Yes, indeed! Most decidedly!

They sail on Wednesday.

Splendid!

Early in the morning.

Capital!

I may give them a friendly message from you?

Certainly! Certainly, certainly, certainly! Inform Frederick that he has my best wishes.

I will.

Mention that I shall watch his future progress with considerable interest.

Exactly.

Say that I hope he will work hard and make a name for himself.

Just so.

And, concluded Lord Emsworth, speaking with a fatherly earnestness well in keeping with this solemn moment, tell him — er — not to hurry home.

He pressed Mr. Donaldsons hand with feelings too deep for further speech. Then he galloped swiftly to where Angus McAllister stood brooding over the tulip-bed.

McAllister!

The others beard waggled grimly. He looked at his late employer with cold eyes.

McAllister, faltered Lord Emsworth, humbly, I wish — I wonder —— What I want to say is, have you accepted another situation yet? 

I am conseederin twa.

Come back to me! pleaded his lordship, his voice breaking. Robert Barker is worse than useless. Come back to me!
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Angus McAllister gazed woodenly at the tulips.

A weel — — he said at length.

You will? cried Lord Emsworth, joyfully. Splendid! Capital! Excellent!

A didna say I wud.

I thought you said I will,  said his lordship, dashed.

I didna say A weel, I said A weel,  said Mr. McAllister, stiffly. Meanin mebbe I might, mebbe not.

Lord Emsworth laid a trembling hand upon his arm.

McAllister, I will raise your salary.

The beard twitched.

Dash it, Ill double it!

The eyebrows flickered.

McAllister — Angus, said Lord Emsworth, in a low voice. Come back! The pumpkin needs you.



IN an age of rush and hurry like that of to-day, an age in which there are innumerable calls on the leisure-time of everyone, it is possible that here and there throughout the ranks of the public who have read this chronicle there may be one or two who for various reasons found themselves unable to attend the annual Flower and Vegetable Show at Shrewsbury. Sir Gregory Parsloe-Parsloe, of Badgwick Hall, was there, of course, but it would not have escaped the notice of a close observer that his mien lacked something of the haughty arrogance which had characterized it in other years. From time to time, as he paced the tent devoted to the exhibition of vegetables, he might have been seen to bite his lip, and his eye had something of that brooding look which Napoleons must have worn after Waterloo.

But there is the right stuff in Sir Gregory. He is a gentleman and a sportsman. In the Parsloe-Parsloe tradition there is nothing small or mean. Half-way down the tent he stopped, and with a quick, manly gesture thrust out his hand.

Congratulate you, Emsworth, he said, huskily.

Lord Emsworth looked up with a start. He had been deep in his thoughts.

Thanks, my dear fellow. Thanks. Thanks. Thank you very much. He hesitated. Er — cant both win, if you understand me.

Sir Gregory puzzled it out.

No, he said. No. See what you mean. Cant both win. He nodded and walked on, with who knows what vultures gnawing at his broad bosom. And Lord Emsworth — with Angus McAllister, who had been a silent witness of the scene, at his side — turned once more to stare reverently at that which lay on the strawy bottom of one of the largest packing-cases ever seen in Shrewsbury town.

Inside it something vast and golden beamed up at him.

A card had been attached to the exterior of the packing-case. It bore the simple legend: — 

PUMPKINS. FIRST PRIZE.


RODNEY FAILS TO QUALIFY (1924)

First published in Saturday Evening Post, February 1924
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THERE WAS A sound of revelry by night, for the first Saturday in June had arrived and the golf club was holding its monthly dance. Fairy lanterns festooned the branches of the chestnut trees on the terrace above the ninth green, and from the big dining room, cleared now of its tables and chairs, came a muffled slithering of feet and the plaintive sound of saxophones moaning softly like a man who has just missed a short putt. In a basket chair in the shadows the Oldest Member puffed a cigar and listened, well content. His was the peace of the man who has reached the age when he is no longer expected to dance.

A door opened and a young man came out of the clubhouse. He stood on the steps with folded arms, gazing to left and right. The Oldest Member, watching him from the darkness, noted that he wore an air of gloom. His brow was furrowed and he had the indefinable look of one who has been smitten in the spiritual solar plexus.

Yes, where all around him was joy, jollity and song, this young man brooded.

The sound of a high tenor voice, talking rapidly and entertainingly on the subject of modern Russian thought, now obtruded itself on the peace of the night. From the further end of the terrace a girl came into the light of the lanterns, her arm in that of a second young man. She was small and pretty, he tall and intellectual. The light shone on his high forehead and glittered on his tortoise-shell-rimmed spectacles. The girl was gazing up at him with reverence and adoration, and at the sight of these twain the youth on the steps appeared to undergo some sort of spasm. His face became contorted and he wabbled. Then, with a gesture of sublime despair, he tripped over the mat and stumbled back into the clubhouse.

The couple passed on and disappeared, and the Oldest Member had the night to himself, until the door opened once more and the clubs courteous and efficient secretary trotted down the steps. The scent of the cigar drew him to where the Oldest Member sat, and he dropped into the chair beside him.

Seen young Ramage tonight? asked the secretary.

He was standing on those steps only a moment ago, replied the Oldest Member. Why do you ask?

I thought perhaps you might have had a talk with him and found out whats the matter. Cant think whats come to him tonight. Nice, civil boy as a rule, but just now when I was trying to tell him about my short approach on the fifth this afternoon he was positively abrupt. Gave a sort of hollow gasp and dashed away in the middle of a sentence.

The Oldest Member sighed.

You must overlook his brusqueness, he said. The poor lad is passing through a trying time. A short while back I was the spectator of a little drama that explains everything. Mabel Patmore is flirting disgracefully with that young fellow Purvis.

Purvis? Oh, you mean the man who won the club bowls championship last week?

I can quite believe that he may have disgraced himself in the manner you describe, said the Sage coldly. I know he plays that noxious game. And it is for that reason that I hate to see a nice girl like Mabel Patmore, who only needs a little more steadiness off the tee to become a very fair golfer, wasting her time on him. I suppose his attraction lies in the fact that he has a great flow of conversation, while poor Ramage is, one must admit, more or less of a dumb Isaac. Girls are too often snared by a glib tongue. Still, it is a pity, a great pity. The whole affair recalls irresistibly to my mind the story — —

The secretary rose with a whir like a rocketing pheasant.

 —— the story, continued the Sage, of Jane Packard, William Bates and Rodney Spelvin, which, as you have never heard it, I will now proceed to relate.

Cant stop now, much as I should like — —

It is a theory of mine, proceeded the Oldest Member, attaching himself to the others coat tails and pulling him gently back into his seat, that nothing but misery can come of the union between a golfer and an outcast whose soul has not been purified by the noblest of games. This is well exemplified by the story of Jane Packard, William Bates and Rodney Spelvin.

All sorts of things to look after — —

That is why I am hoping so sincerely that there is nothing more serious than a temporary flirtation in this business of Mabel Patmore and bowls-playing Purvis. A girl in whose life golf has become a factor would be mad to trust her happiness to a blister whose idea of enjoyment is trundling wooden balls across a lawn. Sooner or later he is certain to fail her in some crisis.

Lucky for her if this failure occurs before the marriage knot has been inextricably tied and so opens her eyes to his inadequacy — as was the case in the matter of Jane Packard, William Bates and Rodney Spelvin. I will now, said the Oldest Member, tell you all about Jane Packard, William Bates and Rodney Spelvin.

The secretary uttered a choking groan.

I shall miss the next dance, he pleaded.

A bit of luck for some nice girl, said the Sage equably.

He tightened his grip on the others arm.



Jane Packard and William Bates — said the Oldest Member — were not, you must understand, officially engaged. They had grown up together from childhood, and there existed between them a sort of understanding — the understanding being that, if ever William could speed himself up enough to propose, Jane would accept him and they would settle down and live stodgily and happily ever after. For William was not one of your rapid wooers. In his affair of the heart he moved slowly and ponderously, like a motor truck, an object which both in physique and temperament he greatly resembled. He was an extraordinarily large, powerful, oxlike young man, who required plenty of time to make up his mind about any given problem. I have seen him in the club dining room musing with a thoughtful frown for fifteen minutes on end while endeavoring to weigh the rival merits of a chump chop and a sirloin steak as a luncheon dish. A placid, leisurely man. I might almost call him lymphatic. I will call him lymphatic. He was lymphatic.

The first glimmering of an idea that Jane might possibly be a suitable wife for him had come to William some three years before this story opens. Having brooded on the matter tensely for six months, he then sent her a bunch of roses. In the October of the following year, nothing having occurred to alter his growing conviction that she was an attractive girl, he presented her with a two-pound box of assorted chocolates. And from then on his progress, though not rapid, was continuous; and there seemed little reason to doubt that, should nothing come about to weaken Janes regard for him, another five years or so would see the matter settled.

And it did not appear likely that anything would weaken Janes regard. They had much in common, for she was a calm, slow-moving person too. They had a mutual devotion to golf, and played together every day; and the fact that their handicaps were practically level formed a strong bond. Most divorces, as you know, spring from the fact that the husband is too markedly superior to his wife at golf; this leading him, when she starts criticizing his relations, to say bitter and unforgivable things about her mashie shots. Nothing of this kind could happen with William and Jane. They would build their life on a solid foundation of sympathy and understanding. The years would find them consoling and encouraging each other, happy married lovers — if, that is to say, William ever got round to proposing.

It was not until the fourth year of this romance that I detected the first sign of any alteration in the schedule. I had happened to call on the Packards one afternoon and found them all out except Jane. She gave me tea and conversed for a while, but she seemed distrait. I had known her since she wore rompers, so felt entitled to ask if there was anything wrong.

Not exactly wrong, said Jane, and she heaved a sigh.

Tell me, I said.

She heaved another sigh.

Have you ever read The Love That Scorches, by Luella Periton Phipps? she asked.

I said I had not.

I got it out of the library yesterday, said Jane dreamily, and finished it at three this morning in bed. It is a very, very beautiful book. It is all about the desert and people riding on camels and a wonderful Arab chief with stern yet tender eyes, and a girl called Angela and oases and dates and mirages and all like that. There is a chapter where the Arab chief seizes the girl and clasps her in his arms and she feels his hot breath searing her face, and he flings her on his horse and they ride off, and all around was sand and night and the mysterious stars. And somehow — oh, I dont know — —

She gazed yearningly at the chandelier.
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I went away, frankly uneasy. These novelists, I felt, ought to be more careful. They put ideas into girls heads and made them dissatisfied. I determined to look William up and give him a kindly word of advice. It was no business of mine, you may say, but they were so ideally suited to each other that it seemed a tragedy that anything should come between them. And Jane was in a strange mood. At any moment, I felt, she might take a good, square look at William and wonder what she could ever have seen in him. I hurried to the boys cottage.

William, I said, as one who dandled you on his knee when you were a baby, I wish to ask you a personal question. Answer me this, and make it snappy. Do you love Jane Packard?

A look of surprise came into his face, followed by one of intense thought. He was silent for a space.

Who, me? he said at length.

Yes, you.

Jane Packard?

Yes, Jane Packard.

Do I love Jane Packard? said William, assembling the material and arranging it neatly in his mind. He pondered for five minutes. Why, of course I do, he said.

Splendid!

Devotedly, dash it!

Capital!

You might say madly.

I tapped him on his barrel-like chest.

Then my advice to you, William Bates, is to tell her so.

Now thats rather a brainy scheme, said William, looking at me admiringly. I see exactly what youre driving at. You mean it would kind of settle things and all that?

Precisely.

Well, Ive got to go away for a couple of days tomorrow — its the Invitation Tournament at Squashy Hollow — but Ill be back on Wednesday. Suppose I take her out on the links on Wednesday and propose?

A very good idea.

At the sixth hole, say?

At the sixth hole would do excellently.

Or the seventh?

The sixth would be better. The ground slopes from the tee and you would be hidden from view by the dog-leg turn.

Something in that.

My own suggestion would be that you somehow contrive to lead her into that large bunker to the left of the seventh fairway.

Why?

I have reason to believe that Jane would respond more readily to your wooing were it conducted in some vast sandy waste. And there is another thing, I proceeded earnestly, which I must impress upon you. See that there is nothing tame or tepid about your behavior when you propose. You must show zip and romance. In fact, I strongly recommend you, before you even say a word to her, to seize her and clasp her in your arms and let your hot breath sear her face.

Who, me? said William.

Believe me, it is what will appeal to her most.

But, I say! Hot breath, I mean! Dash it all, you know, what!

I assure you it is indispensable.

Seize her? said William blankly.

Precisely.

Clasp her in my arms?

Just so.

William plunged into silent thought once more.

Well, you know, I suppose, he said at length. Youve had experience, I take it. Still —— Oh, all right, Ill have a stab at it. 

There spoke the true William Bates! I said. Go to it, lad, and heaven speed your wooing!

In all human schemes — and it is this that so often brings failure to the subtlest strategists — there is always the chance of the unknown factor popping up, that unforeseen x for which we have made no allowance and which throws our whole plan of campaign out of gear. I had not anticipated anything of the kind coming along to mar the arrangements on the present occasion; but when I reached the first tee on the Wednesday afternoon to give William Bates that last word of encouragement which means so much, I saw that I had been too sanguine. William had not yet arrived, but Jane was there, and with her a tall, slim, dark-haired, sickeningly romantic-looking youth in faultlessly fitting serge. A stranger to me. He was talking to her in a musical undertone, and she seemed to be hanging on his words. Her beautiful eyes were fixed on his face and her lips slightly parted. So absorbed was she that it was not until I spoke that she became aware of my presence.

William not arrived yet?

She turned with a start.

William? Hasnt he? Oh! No, not yet. I want to introduce you to Mr. Spelvin. He has come to stay with the Wyndhams for a few weeks. He is going to walk round with us.

Naturally this information came as a shock to me, but I masked my feelings and greeted the young man with a well-assumed cordiality.

Mr. George Spelvin, the actor? I asked, shaking hands.

My cousin, he said. My name is Rodney Spelvin. I do not share Georges histrionic ambitions. If I have any claim to — may I say renown? — it is as a maker of harmonies.

A composer, eh?

Verbal harmonies, explained Mr. Spelvin. I am, in my humble fashion, a poet.

He writes the most beautiful poetry, said Jane. He has just been reciting some of it to me.

Oh, that little thing? said Mr. Spelvin deprecatingly. A mere morceau. One of my juvenilia.

It was too cute for words, persisted Jane.

Oh, you, said Mr. Spelvin, have the soul to appreciate it. I could wish that there were more like you, Miss Packard. We singers have much to put up with in a crass and materialistic world. Only last week a man, a coarse editor, asked me what my sonnet, Wine of Desire, meant. He laughed indulgently. I gave him answer, twas a sonnet, not a mining prospectus.

It would have served him right, said Jane warmly, if you had pasted him one on the snoot!

At this point a low whistle behind me attracted my attention, and I turned to perceive William Bates towering against the sky line.

Hoy! said William.

I walked to where he stood, leaving Jane and Mr. Spelvin in earnest conversation, with their heads close together.

I say, said William in a rumbling undertone, whos the bird with Jane?

A man named Spelvin. He is visiting the Wyndhams. I suppose Mrs. Wyndham made them acquainted.

Looks a bit of a Gawd-help-us, said William critically.

He is going to walk round with you.

It was impossible for a man of William Bates temperament to start, but his face took on a look of faint concern.

Walk round with us?

So Jane said.

But look here, said William, I cant possibly seize her and clasp her in my arms and do all that hot-breath stuff with this pie-faced exhibit hanging round on the outskirts.

No, I fear not.

Postpone it, then, what? said William with unmistakable relief. Well, as a matter of fact, its probably a good thing. There was a most extraordinarily fine steak-and-kidney pudding at lunch, and, between ourselves, Im not feeling what you might call keyed up to anything in the nature of a romantic scene. Some other time, eh?

I looked at Jane and the Spelvin youth, and a nameless apprehension swept over me. There was something in their attitude which I found alarming. I was just about to whisper a warning to William not to treat this new arrival too lightly, when Jane caught sight of him and called him over, and a moment later they set out on their round.

I walked away pensively. This Spelvins advent, coming immediately on top of that book of desert love, was undeniably sinister. My heart sank for William, and I waited at the clubhouse to have a word with him after his match. He came in two hours later, flushed and jubilant.

Played the game of my life, he said. We didnt hole out all the putts; but making allowance for everything, you can chalk me up an eighty-three. Not so bad, eh? You know the eighth hole? Well, I was a bit short with my drive and found my ball lying badly for the brassy, so I took my driving iron and with a nice easy swing let the pill have it so squarely on the seat of the pants that it flew — —

Where is Jane? I interrupted.

Jane? Oh, the bloke Spelvin has taken her home.

Beware of him, William, I whispered tensely. Have a care, young Bates! If you dont look out youll have him stealing Jane from you. Dont laugh! Remember that I saw them together before you arrived. She was gazing into his eyes as a desert maiden might gaze into the eyes of a sheik. You dont seem to realize, wretched William Bates, that Jane is an extremely romantic girl. A fascinating stranger like this, coming suddenly into her life, may well snatch her away from you before you know where you are.

Thats all right, said William lightly. I dont mind admitting that the same idea occurred to me. But I made judicious inquiries on the way round and found out that the fellows a poet. You dont seriously expect me to believe that theres any chance of Jane falling in love with a poet?

He spoke incredulously, for there were three things in the world that he held in the smallest esteem — slugs, poets and caddies with hiccups.

I think it extremely possible, if not probable, I replied.

Nonsense! said William. And besides, the man doesnt play golf. Never had a club in his hand and says he never wants to. Thats the sort of fellow he is.

At this, I confess, I did experience a distinct feeling of relief. I could imagine Jane Packard, stimulated by exotic literature, committing many follies; but I was compelled to own that I could not conceive of her giving her heart to one who not only did not play golf but had no desire to play it. Such a man, to a girl of her fine nature and correct upbringing, would be beyond the pale. I walked home with William in a calm and happy frame of mind.

I was to learn but one short week later that woman is the unfathomable, incalculable mystery, the problem we men can never hope to solve.



The week that followed was one of much festivity in our village. There were dances, picnics, bathing parties and all the other adjuncts of high summer. In these William Bates played but a minor part. Dancing was not one of his gifts. He swung, if called upon, an amiable shoe; but the disposition in the neighborhood was to refrain from calling upon him, for he had an incurable habit of coming down with his full weight upon his partners toes, and many a fair girl had had to lie up for a couple of days after collaborating with him in a fox trot.

Picnics, again, bored him, and he always preferred a round on the links to the merriest bathing party. The consequence was that he kept practically aloof from the revels, and all through the week Jane Packard was squired by Rodney Spelvin. With Spelvin she swayed over the waxed floor; with Spelvin she dived and swam; and it was Spelvin who with zealous hand brushed ants off her mayonnaise and squashed wasps with a chivalrous teaspoon. The end was inevitable. Apart from anything else, the moon was at its full and many of these picnics were held at night. And you know what that means. It was about ten days later that William Bates came to me in my little garden with an expression on his face like a man who didnt know it was loaded.

I say, said William, you busy?

I emptied the remainder of the water can on the lobelias and was at his disposal.

I say, said William, rather a rotten thing has happened. You know Jane?

I said I knew Jane.

You know Spelvin?

I said I knew Spelvin.

Well, Janes gone and got engaged to him, said William, aggrieved.

What?

Its a fact.

Already?

Absolutely! She told me this morning. And what I want to know, said the stricken boy, sitting down, thoroughly unnerved, on a basket of strawberries, is, where do I get off?

My heart bled for him, but I could not help reminding him that I had anticipated this.

You should not have left them so much alone together, I said. You must have known that there is nothing more conducive to love than the moon in June. Why, songs have been written about it! In fact I cannot at the moment recall a song that has not been written about it.

Yes, but how was I to guess that anything like this would happen? cried William, rising and scraping strawberries off his person. Who would ever have supposed Jane Packard would leap off the dock with a fellow who doesnt play golf?

Certainly, as you say, it seems almost incredible. You are sure you heard her correctly? When she told you about the engagement, I mean. There was no chance that you could have misunderstood?

Not a bit of it. As a matter of fact, what led up to the thing, if you know what I mean, was me proposing to her myself. Id been thinking a lot during the last ten days over what you said to me about that, and the more I thought of it the more of a sound egg the notion seemed. So I got her alone up at the clubhouse and said I say, old girl, what about it? and she said What about what? and I said What about marrying me? Dont if you dont want to, of course, I said, but Im bound to say it looks pretty good to me. And then she said she loved another — this bloke Spelvin, to wit. A nasty jar, I can tell you it was. I was just starting off on a round and it made me hook my putts on every green.

But did she say specifically that she was engaged to Spelvin?

She said she loved him.

There may be hope. If she is not irrevocably engaged the fancy may pass. I think I will go and see Jane and make tactful inquiries.

I wish you would, said William. And, I say, you havent any stuff thatll take strawberry juice off a fellows trousers, have you?

My interview with Jane that evening served only to confirm the bad news. Yes, she was definitely engaged to the man Spelvin. In a burst of girlish confidence she told me some of the details of the affair.

The moon was shining and a soft breeze played in the trees, she said. And suddenly he took me in his arms, gazed deep into my eyes and cried, I love you! I worship you! I adore you! You are the tree on which the fruit of my life hangs; my mate; my woman; predestined to me since the first star shone up in yonder sky! 

Nothing, I agreed, could be fairer than that. And then? I said, thinking how different it all must have been from William Bates miserable, limping proposal.

Then we fixed it up that we would get married in September.

You are sure you are doing wisely? I ventured.

Her eyes opened.

Why do you say that?

Well, you know, whatever his other merits — and no doubt they are numerous — Rodney Spelvin does not play golf.

No, but hes very broad-minded about it.

I shuddered. Women say these things so lightly.

Broad-minded?

Yes; he has no objection to me going on playing. He says he likes my pretty enthusiasms.

There seemed nothing more to say on that subject.

Well, I said, I am sure I wish you every happiness. I had hoped, of course — but never mind that.

What?

I had hoped, as you insist on my saying it, that you and William Bates — —

A shadow passed over her face. Her eyes grew sad.

Poor William! Im awfully sorry about that. Hes a dear.

A splendid fellow, I agreed.

He has been so wonderful about the whole thing. So many men would have gone off and shot grizzly bears or something. But William just said Right-ho! in a quiet voice, and hes going to caddie for me at Mossy Heath next week.

There is good stuff in the boy.

Yes, she sighed. If it wasnt for Rodney —— Oh, well  — —

I thought it would be tactful to change the subject.

So you have decided to go to Mossy Heath again?

Yes; and Im really going to qualify this year.

The annual Invitation Tournament at Mossy Heath was one of the most important fixtures of our local female golfing year. As is usual with these affairs, it began with a medal-play qualifying round, the thirty-two players with the lowest net scores then proceeding to fight it out during the remainder of the week by match play. It gratified me to hear Jane speak so confidently of her chances, for this was the fourth year she had entered, and each time, though she had started out with the brightest prospects, she had failed to survive the qualifying round. Like so many golfers, she was 50 per cent better at match play than at medal play. Mossy Heath, being a championship course, is full of nasty pitfalls, and on each of the three occasions on which she had tackled it one very bad hole had undone all her steady work on the other seventeen and ruined her card. I was delighted to find her so undismayed by failure.

I am sure you will, I said. Just play your usual careful game.

It doesnt matter what sort of a game I play this time, said Jane jubilantly. Ive just heard that there are only thirty-two entries this year, so that everybody who finishes is bound to qualify. I have simply got to get round somehow, and there I am.

It would seem somewhat superfluous in these circumstances to play a qualifying round at all.

Oh, but they must. You see, there are prizes for the best three scores, so they have to play it. But isnt it a relief to know that even if I come to grief on that beastly seventh, as I did last year, I shall still be all right?

It is, indeed. I have a feeling that once it becomes a matter of match play you will be irresistible.

I do hope so. It would be lovely to win with Rodney looking on.

Will he be looking on?

Yes; hes going to walk round with me. Isnt it sweet of him?

Her fiancés name having slid into the conversation again, she seemed inclined to become eloquent about him. I left her, however, before she could begin. To one so strongly pro-William as myself, eulogistic prattle about Rodney Spelvin was repugnant. I disapproved entirely of this infatuation of hers. I am not a narrow-minded man; I quite appreciate the fact that nongolfers are entitled to marry; but I could not countenance their marrying potential winners of the Ladies Invitation Tournament at Mossy Heath.

The greens committee, as greens committees are so apt to do in order to justify their existence, have altered the Mossy Heath course considerably since the time of which I am speaking, but they have left the three most poisonous holes untouched. I refer to the fourth, the seventh and the fifteenth. Even a soulless greens committee seems to have realized that golfers, long-suffering though they are, can be pushed too far and that the addition of even a single extra trap to any of these dreadful places would probably lead to armed riots in the clubhouse.

Jane Packard had done well on the first three holes, but as she stood on the fourth tee she was conscious, despite the fact that this seemed to be one of her good days, of a certain nervousness; and oddly enough, great as was her love for Rodney Spelvin, it was not his presence that gave her courage, but the sight of William Bates large, friendly face and the sound of his pleasant voice urging her to keep her bean down and refrain from pressing.

As a matter of fact, to be perfectly truthful, there was beginning already to germinate within her by this time a faint but definite regret that Rodney Spelvin had decided to accompany her on this qualifying round. It was sweet of him to bother to come, no doubt; but still there was something about Rodney that did not seem to blend with the holy atmosphere of a championship course. He was the one romance of her life and their souls were bound together for all eternity; but the fact remained that he did not appear to be able to keep still while she was making her shots, and his light humming, musical though it was, militated against accuracy on the green. He was humming now as she addressed her ball, and for an instant a spasm of irritation shot through her. She fought it down bravely and concentrated on her drive, and when the ball soared over the cross bunker she forgot her annoyance. There is nothing so mellowing, so conducive to sweet and genial thoughts, as a real juicy one straight down the middle, and this was a pipterino.

Nice work, said William Bates approvingly.

Jane gave him a grateful smile and turned to Rodney. It was his appreciation that she wanted. He was not a golfer, but even he must be able to see that her drive had been something out of the common.

Rodney Spelvin was standing with his back turned, gazing out over the rolling prospect, one hand shading his eyes.

That vista there, said Rodney, that calm, wooded hollow bathed in the golden sunshine. It reminds me of the island valley of Avilion — —

Did you see my drive, Rodney?

 —— where falls not rain nor hail nor any snow, nor ever wind blows loudly. . . . Eh? Your drive? No, I didnt.

Again Jane Packard was aware of that faint, wistful regret. But this was swept away a few moments later in the ecstasy of a perfect iron shot which plunked her ball nicely onto the green. The last time she had played this hole she had taken seven, for all round the plateau green are sinister sand traps, each beckoning the ball into its hideous depths; and now she was on in two and life was very sweet. Putting was her strong point, so that there was no reason why she should not get a snappy four on one of the nastiest holes on the course. She glowed with a strange emotion as she took her putter, and as she bent over her ball the air seemed filled with soft music.

It was only when she started to concentrate on the line of her putt that this soft music began to bother her. Then, listening, she became aware that it proceeded from Rodney Spelvin. He was standing immediately behind her, humming an old French love song. It was the sort of old French love song to which she could have listened for hours in some scented garden under the young May moon, but on the green of the fourth at Mossy Heath it got right in amongst her nerve centers.

Rodney, please!

Eh?

Jane found herself wishing that Rodney Spelvin would not say Eh? whenever she spoke to him.

Do you mind not humming? said Jane. I want to putt.

Putt on, child, putt on, said Rodney Spelvin indulgently. I dont know what you mean, but if it makes you happy to putt, putt to your hearts content.

Jane bent over her ball again. She had got the line now. She brought back her putter with infinite care.

My God! exclaimed Rodney Spelvin, going off like a bomb.
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What a bit of color! he cried. Did you ever see such a bit of color?

Oh, Rodney! moaned Jane.

Eh?

Jane gulped and walked to her ball. Her fourth putt trickled into the tin.

Did you win? said Rodney Spelvin amiably.

Jane walked to the fifth tee in silence.

The fifth and sixth holes at Mossy Heath are long, but they offer little trouble to those who are able to keep straight. It is as if the architect of the course had relaxed over these two in order to insure that his malignant mind should be at its freshest and keenest when he came to design the pestilential seventh. This seventh, as you may remember, is the hole at which Sandy McHoots, then open champion, took an eleven on an important occasion. It is a short hole, and a full mashie will take you nicely onto the green, provided you can carry the river that frolics just beyond the tee and seems to plead with you to throw it a ball to play with. Once on the green, however, the problem is to stay there. The green itself is about the size of a drawing-room carpet, and in the summer when the ground is hard a ball that has not the maximum of back spin is apt to touch lightly and bound off into the river beyond, for this is an island green, where the stream bends like a serpent. I refresh your memory with these facts in order that you may appreciate what Jane Packard was up against.

The woman with whom Jane was partnered had the honor, and drove a nice high ball, which fell into one of the traps to the left. She was a silent, patient-looking woman, and she seemed to regard this as perfectly satisfactory. She withdrew from the tee and made way for Jane.

Nice work! said William Bates, a moment later. For Janes ball, soaring in a perfect arc, was dropping, it seemed, on the very pin.

Oh, Rodney, look! cried Jane.

Eh? said Rodney Spelvin.

His remark was drowned in a passionate squeal of agony from his betrothed. The most poignant of all tragedies had occurred. The ball, touching the green, leaped like a young lamb, scuttled past the pin and took a running dive over the cliff.

There was a silence. Janes partner, who was seated on the bench by the sand box reading a pocket edition in limp leather of Vardons What Every Young Golfer Should Know, with which she had been refreshing herself at odd moments all through the round, had not observed the incident. William Bates, with the tact of a true golfer, refrained from comment. Jane herself was swallowing painfully. It was left to Rodney Spelvin to break the silence.

Good! he said.

Jane Packard turned like a stepped-on worm.

What do you mean, good?

You hit your ball further than she did.

I sent it into the river, said Jane in a low, toneless voice.

Capital! said Rodney Spelvin, delicately masking a yawn with two fingers of his shapely right hand. Capital! Capital!

Her face contorted with pain, Jane put down another ball.

Playing three, she said.

The student of Vardon marked the place in her book with her thumb, looked up, nodded and resumed her reading.

Nice w — — began William Bates as the ball soared off the tee, and checked himself abruptly. Already he could see that the unfortunate girl had put too little beef into it. The ball was falling, falling. It fell. A crystal fountain flashed up towards the sun. The ball lay floating on the bosom of the stream, only some few feet short of the island. But, as has been well pointed out, that little less and how far away!

Playing five! said Jane between her teeth.

What, inquired Rodney Spelvin chattily, lighting a cigarette, is the record break?

Playing five, said Jane with a dreadful calm, and gripped her mashie.

Half a second, said William Bates suddenly. I say, I believe you could play that last one from where it floats. A good crisp slosh with a niblick would put you on and youd be there in four, with a chance for a five. Worth trying, what?

Janes eyes were gleaming. She threw William a look of infinite gratitude.

Why, I believe I could!

Worth having a dash.

Theres a boat down there!

I could row, said William.

I could stand in the middle and slosh! cried Jane.

And whats-his-name — that, said William, jerking his head in the direction of Rodney Spelvin, who was strolling up and down behind the tee, humming a gay Venetian barcarole, could steer.

William, said Jane fervently, youre a darling!

Oh, I dont know, said William modestly.

Theres no one like you in the world. . . . Rodney!

Eh? said Rodney Spelvin.

Were going out in that boat. I want you to steer.

Capital! he said. Capital! Capital!

There was a dreamy look in Rodney Spelvins eyes as he leaned back with the tiller ropes in his hands. This was just his idea of the proper way of passing a summer afternoon; drifting lazily over the silver surface of the stream. His eyes closed. He began to murmur softly:

All today the slow sleek ripples hardly bear up shoreward, charged with sighs more light than laughter, faint and fair, like a woodland lakes weak wavelets lightly lingering forward, soft and listless as the —— Here! Hi!

For at this moment the silver surface of the stream was violently split by a vigorously wielded niblick, the boat lurched drunkenly, and over his panama-hatted head and down his gray-flanneled torso there descended a cascade of water.

Here! Hi! cried Rodney Spelvin.

He cleared his eyes and gazed reproachfully. Jane and William Bates were peering into the depths.

I missed it, said Jane.

There she spouts! said William, pointing. Ready?

Jane raised her niblick.

Here! Hi! bleated Rodney Spelvin as a second cascade poured damply over him.

He shook the drops off his face and perceived that Jane was regarding him with hostility.

I do wish you wouldnt talk just as I am swinging, she said pettishly. Now youve made me miss it again! If you cant keep quiet I wish you wouldnt insist on coming round with one. Can you see it, William?

There she blows, said William Bates.

Here! You arent going to do it again, are you? cried Rodney Spelvin.

Jane bared her teeth.

Im going to get that ball onto the green if I have to stay here all night, she said.

Rodney Spelvin looked at her and shuddered. Was this the quiet, dreamy girl he had loved — this mænad? Her hair was lying in damp wisps about her face, her eyes were shining with an unearthly light.

No, but really — — he faltered.

Jane stamped her foot.

What are you making all this fuss about, Rodney? she snapped. Where is it, William?

There she dips, said William. Playing six.

Playing six.

Let her go! said William.

Let her go it is! said Jane.

Splash!

The woman on the bank looked up from her Vardon as Rodney Spelvins agonized scream rent the air. She saw a boat upon the water, a man rowing the boat, another man, hatless, gesticulating in the stern, a girl beating the water with a niblick. She nodded placidly and understandingly. A niblick was the club she would have used herself in such circumstances. Everything appeared to her entirely regular and orthodox. She resumed her book.

Splash!

Playing fifteen, said Jane.

Fifteen is right, said William Bates.

Splash! Splash! Splash!

Playing forty-four.

Forty-four is correct.

Splash! Splash! Splash! Splash!

Eighty-three? said Jane, brushing the hair out of her eyes.

No, only eighty-two, said William Bates.

Where is it?

There she drifts.

A dripping figure rose violently in the stern of the boat, spouting water like a public fountain. For what seemed to him like an eternity Rodney Spelvin had ducked and spluttered and writhed, and now it came to him abruptly that he was through. He bounded from his seat, and at the same time Jane swung with all the force of her supple body. There was a splash besides which all the other splashes had been as nothing. The boat overturned and went drifting away. Three bodies plunged into the stream. Three heads emerged from the water.

The woman on the bank looked absently in their direction. Then she resumed her book.

Its all right, said William Bates contentedly. Were in our depth.

My bag! cried Jane. My bag of clubs!

Must have sunk, said William.

Rodney, said Jane, my bag of clubs is at the bottom somewhere. Dive under and swim about and try to find it.

Its bound to be around somewhere, said William Bates encouragingly.

Rodney Spelvin drew himself up to his full height. It was not an easy thing to do, for it was muddy where he stood, but he did it.

Damn your bag of clubs! he bellowed, lost to all shame. Im going home!

With painful steps, tripping from time to time and vanishing beneath the surface, he sloshed to the shore. For a moment he paused on the bank, silhouetted against the summer sky, then he was gone.
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Jane Packard and William Bates watched him go with amazed eyes.

I never would have dreamed, said Jane dazedly, that he was that sort of man.

A bad lot, said William Bates.

The sort of man to be upset by the merest trifle!

Must have a naturally bad disposition, said William Bates.

Why, if a little thing like this could make him so rude and brutal and horrid, it wouldnt be safe to marry him!

Taking a big chance, agreed William Bates. Sort of fellow who would water the cats milk and kick the baby in the face. He took a deep breath and disappeared. Here are your clubs, old girl, he said, coming to the surface again. Only wanted a bit of looking for.

Oh, William, said Jane, you are the most wonderful man on earth!

Would you go so far as that? said William doubtfully.

I was mad, mad ever to get engaged to that brute!

Now there, said William Bates, removing an eel from his left breast pocket, Im absolutely with you. Thought so all along, but didnt like to say so. What I mean is, a girl like you — keen on golf and all that sort of thing — ought to marry a chap like me — keen on golf and everything of that description.

William, cried Jane passionately, detaching a newt from her right ear, I will!

Silly nonsense, when you come right down to it, your marrying a fellow who doesnt play golf. Nothing in it!

Ill break off the engagement the moment I get home.

You couldnt make a sounder move, old girl.

William!

Jane!

The woman on the bank, glancing up as she turned a page, saw a man and a girl embracing, up to their waists in water. It seemed to have nothing to do with her. She resumed her book. Jane looked lovingly into Williams eyes.

William, she said. I think I have loved you all my life.

Jane, said William, Im dashed sure Ive loved you all my life. Meant to tell you so a dozen times, but something always seemed to come up.

William, said Jane, youre an angel and a darling. . . . Wheres the ball?

There she pops.

Playing eighty-four?

Eighty-four it is, said William. Slow back, keep your eye on the ball, and dont press.

The woman on the bank began Chapter Twenty-five.


THE HEART OF A GOOF (1924)

First published in The Strand Magazine, April 1924
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IT WAS A morning when all Nature shouted Fore! The breeze, as it blew gently up from the valley, seemed to bring a message of hope and cheer, whispering of chip-shots holed and brassies landing squarely on the meat. The fairway, as yet unscarred by the irons of a hundred dubs, smiled greenly up at the azure sky; and the sun, peeping above the trees, looked like a giant golf-ball perfectly lofted by the mashie of some unseen god and about to drop dead by the pin of the eighteenth. It was the day of the opening of the course after the long winter, and a crowd of considerable dimensions had collected at the first tee. Plus fours gleamed in the sunshine, and the air was charged with happy anticipation.

In all that gay throng there was but one sad face. It belonged to the man who was waggling his driver over the new ball perched on its little hill of sand. This man seemed careworn, hopeless. He had the aspect of one who knows that he is shortly about to receive it in the gizzard from a remorseless Fate. He gazed down the fairway, shifted his feet, waggled, gazed down the fairway again, shifted the dogs once more, and waggled afresh. He waggled as Hamlet might have waggled, moodily, irresolutely. Then, at last, he swung, and, taking from his caddie the niblick which the intelligent lad had been holding in readiness from the moment when he had walked on to the tee, trudged wearily off to play his second.

The Oldest Member, who had been observing the scene with a benevolent eye from his favourite chair on the terrace, sighed.

Poor Jenkinson, he said, does not improve.

No, agreed his companion, a young man with open features and a handicap of six. And yet I happen to know that he has been taking lessons all the winter at one of those indoor places.

Futile, quite futile, said the Sage, with a shake of his snowy head. There is no wizard living who could make that man go round in an average of sevens. I keep advising him to give up the game.

You! cried the young man, raising a shocked and startled face from the driver with which he was toying. You told him to give up golf! Why, I thought — —

I understand and approve of your horror, said the Oldest Member, gently. But you must bear in mind that Jenkinsons is not an ordinary case. You know and I know scores of men who have never broken a hundred and twenty in their lives and yet contrive to be happy, useful members of society. However badly they may play, they are able to forget. But with Jenkinson it is different. He is not one of those who can take it or leave it alone. His only chance of happiness lies in complete abstinence. Jenkinson is a goof.

A what?

A goof, repeated the Sage. One of those unfortunate beings who have allowed this noblest of sports to get too great a grip upon them, who have permitted it to eat into their souls like some malignant growth. The goof, you must understand, is not like you and me. He broods. He becomes morbid. His goofery unfits him for the battles of life. Jenkinson, for example, was once a man with a glowing future in the hay, corn, and feed business; but a constant stream of hooks, tops, and slices gradually made him so diffident and mistrustful of himself that he let opportunity after opportunity slip, with the result that other, sterner hay, corn, and feed merchants passed him in the race. Every time he had the chance to carry through some big deal in hay, or to execute some flashing coup in corn and feed, the fatal diffidence generated by a hundred rotten rounds would undo him. I understand his bankruptcy may be expected at any moment.

My golly! said the young man, deeply impressed. I hope I never become a goof. Do you mean to say there is really no cure except giving up the game?

The Oldest Member was silent for a while.

It is curious that you should have asked that question, he said at last, for only this morning I was thinking of the one case in my experience where a goof was enabled to overcome his deplorable malady. It was owing to a girl, of course. The longer I live, the more I come to see that most things are. But as you will no doubt wish to hear the story from the beginning — —

The young man rose with the startled haste of some wild creature which, wandering through the undergrowth, perceives the trap in his path.

I should love to, he mumbled, only I shall be losing my place at the tee.

The goof in question, said the Sage, attaching himself with quiet firmness to the youths coat-button, was a man of about your age, by name Ferdinand Dibble. I knew him well. In fact, it was to me — —

Some other time, eh?

It was to me, proceeded the Sage, placidly, that he came for sympathy in the great crisis of his life, and I am not ashamed to say that when he had finished laying bare his soul to me there were tears in my eyes. My heart bled for the boy.

I bet it did. But — —

The Oldest Member pushed him gently back into his seat.

Golf, he said, is the Great Mystery. Like some capricious goddess — —

The young man, who had been exhibiting symptoms of feverishness, appeared to become resigned. He sighed softly.

Did you ever read The Ancient Mariner? he said.

Many years ago, said the Oldest Member. Why do you ask?

Oh, I dont know, said the young man. It just occurred to me.



GOLF (resumed the Oldest Member) is the Great Mystery. Like some capricious goddess, it bestows its favours with what would appear an almost fatheaded lack of method and discrimination. On every side we see big two-fisted he-men floundering round in three figures, stopping every few minutes to let through little shrimps with knock knees and hollow cheeks who are tearing off snappy seventy-fours. Giants of finance have to accept a stroke per from their junior clerks. Men capable of governing empires fail to control a small white ball which presents no difficulties whatever to others with one ounce more brain than a cuckoo-clock. Mysterious, but there it is. There was no apparent reason why Ferdinand Dibble should not have been a competent golfer. He had strong wrists and a good eye. Nevertheless, the fact remains that he was a dub. And on a certain evening in June I realized that he was also a goof. I found it out quite suddenly as the result of a conversation which we had on this very terrace.

I was sitting here that evening, thinking of this and that, when by the corner of the club-house I observed young Dibble in conversation with a girl in white. I could not see who she was, for her back was turned. Presently they parted, and Ferdinand came slowly across to where I sat. His air was dejected. He had had the boots licked off him earlier in the afternoon by Jimmy Fothergill, and it was to this that I attributed his gloom. I was to find out in a few moments that I was partly but not entirely correct in this surmise. He took the next chair to mine and for several minutes sat staring moodily down into the valley.

Ive just been talking to Barbara Medway, he said, suddenly breaking the silence.

Indeed? I said. A delightful girl.

Shes going away for the summer to Marvis Bay.

She will take the sunshine with her.

You bet she will! said Ferdinand Dibble, with extraordinary warmth, and there was another long silence.

Presently Ferdinand uttered a hollow groan.

I love her, dammit! he muttered, brokenly. Oh, golly, how I love her!

I was not surprised at his making me the recipient of his confidences like this. Most of the young folk in the place brought their troubles to me sooner or later.

And does she return your love?

I dont know. I havent asked her.

Why not? I should have thought the point not without its interest for you.

Ferdinand gnawed the handle of his putter distractedly.

I havent the nerve, he burst out at length. I simply cant summon up the cold gall to ask a girl, least of all an angel like her, to marry me. You see, its like this. Every time I work myself up to the point of having a dash at it, I go out and get trimmed by someone giving me a stroke a hole. Every time I feel Ive mustered up enough pep to propose, I take a ten on a bogey three. Every time I think Im in good mid-season form for putting my fate to the test, to win or lose it all, something goes all blooey with my swing and I slice into the rough at every tee. And then my self-confidence leaves me. I become nervous, tongue-tied, diffident. I wish to goodness I knew the man who invented this infernal game. Id strangle him. But I suppose hes been dead for ages. Still, I could go and jump on his grave.

It was at this point that I understood all, and the heart within me sank like lead. The truth was out. Ferdinand Dibble was a goof.

Come, come, my boy, I said, though feeling the uselessness of any words. Master this weakness.

I cant.

Try!

I have tried.

He gnawed his putter again.

She was asking me just now if I couldnt manage to come to Marvis Bay, too, he said.

That surely is encouraging? It suggests that she is not entirely indifferent to your society.

Yes, but whats the use? Do you know, he said, a gleam coming into his eyes for a moment, I have a feeling that if I could ever beat some really fairly good player — just once — I could bring the thing off. The gleam faded. But what chance is there of that?

It was a question which I did not care to answer. I merely patted his shoulder sympathetically, and after a little while he left me and walked away. I was still sitting there, thinking over his hard case, when Barbara Medway came out of the club-house.

She, too, seemed grave and preoccupied, as if there was something on her mind. She took the chair which Ferdinand had vacated and sighed wearily.

Have you ever felt, she asked, that you would like to bang a man on the head with something hard and heavy? With knobs on?

I said I had sometimes experienced such a desire, and asked if she had any particular man in mind. She seemed to hesitate for a moment before replying, then apparently made up her mind to confide in me. My advanced years carry with them certain pleasant compensations, one of which is that nice girls often confide in me. I frequently find myself enrolled as a father confessor on the most intimate matters by beautiful creatures from whom many a younger man would give his eye-teeth to get a friendly word. Besides, I had known Barbara since she was a child. Frequently — though not recently — I had given her her evening bath. These things form a bond.

Why are men such chumps? she exclaimed.
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You still have not told me who it is that has caused these harsh words. Do I know him?

Of course you do. Youve just been talking to him.

Ferdinand Dibble? But why should you wish to bang Ferdinand Dibble on the head with something hard and heavy with knobs on?

Because hes such a goop.

You mean a goof? I queried, wondering how she could have penetrated the unhappy mans secret.

No, a goop. A goop is a man whos in love with a girl and wont tell her so. I am as certain as I am of anything that Ferdinand is fond of me.

Your instinct is unerring. He has just been confiding in me on that very point.

Well, why doesnt he confide in me, the poor fish? cried the high-spirited girl, petulantly flicking a pebble at a passing grasshopper. I cant be expected to fling myself into his arms unless he gives some sort of a hint that hes ready to catch me.

Would it help if I were to repeat to him the substance of this conversation of ours?

If you breathe a word of it, Ill never speak to you again, she cried. Id rather die an awful death than have any man think I wanted him so badly that I had to send relays of messengers begging him to marry me.

I saw her point.

Then I fear, I said, gravely, that there is nothing to be done. One can only wait and hope. It may be that in the years to come Ferdinand Dibble will acquire a nice lissom wristy swing with the head kept rigid and the right leg firmly braced and — —

What are you talking about?

I was toying with the hope that some sunny day Ferdinand Dibble would cease to be a goof.

You mean a goop?

No, a goof. A goof is a man who — — And I went on to explain the peculiar psychological difficulties which lay in the way of any declaration of affection on Ferdinands part.

But I never heard of anything so ridiculous in my life, she ejaculated. Do you mean to say that he is waiting till he is good at golf before he asks me to marry him?

It is not quite so simple as that, I said, sadly. Many bad golfers marry, feeling that a wifes loving solicitude may improve their game. But they are rugged, thick-skinned men, not sensitive and introspective like Ferdinand. Ferdinand has allowed himself to become morbid. It is one of the chief merits of golf that non-success at the game induces a certain decent humility which keeps a man from pluming himself too much on any petty triumphs he may achieve in other walks of life; but in all things there is a happy mean, and with Ferdinand this humility has gone too far. It has taken all the spirit out of him. He feels crushed and worthless. He is grateful to caddies when they accept a tip instead of drawing themselves up to their full height and flinging the money in his face.

Then do you mean that things have got to go on like this for ever?

I thought for a moment.

It is a pity, I said, that you could not have induced Ferdinand to go to Marvis Bay for a month or two.

Why?

Because it seems to me, thinking the thing over, that it is just possible that Marvis Bay might cure him. At the hotel there he would find collected a mob of golfers — I use the term in its broadest sense, to embrace the paralytics and the men who play left-handed — whom even he would be able to beat. When I was last at Marvis Bay, the hotel links were a sort of Sargasso Sea into which had drifted all the pitiful flotsam and jetsam of golf. I have seen things done on that course at which I shuddered and averted my eyes — and I am not a weak man. If Ferdinand can polish up his game so as to go round in a fairly steady hundred and five, I fancy there is hope. But I understand he is not going to Marvis Bay.

Oh, yes, he is, said the girl.

Indeed! He did not tell me that when we were talking just now.

He didnt know it then. He will when I have had a few words with him.

And she walked with firm steps back into the club-house.



IT has been well said that there are many kinds of golf, beginning at the top with the golf of professionals and the best amateurs and working down through the golf of ossified men to that of Scotch University professors. Until recently this last was looked upon as the lowest possible depth; but nowadays, with the growing popularity of summer hotels, we are able to add a brand still lower, the golf you find at places like Marvis Bay.

To Ferdinand Dibble, coming from a club where the standard of play was rather unusually high, Marvis Bay was a revelation, and for some days after his arrival there he went about dazed, like a man who cannot believe it is really true. To go out on the links at this summer resort was like entering a new world. The hotel was full of stout, middle-aged men who, after a mis-spent youth devoted to making money, had taken to a game at which real proficiency can only be acquired by those who start playing in their cradles and keep their weight down. Out on the course each morning you could see representatives of every nightmare style that was ever invented. There was the man who seemed to be attempting to deceive his ball and lull it into a false security by looking away from it and then making a lightning slash in the apparent hope of catching it off its guard. There was the man who wielded his mid-iron like one killing snakes. There was the man who addressed his ball as if he were stroking a cat, the man who drove as if he were cracking a whip, the man who brooded over each shot like one whose heart is bowed down by bad news from home, and the man who scooped with his mashie as if he were ladling soup. By the end of the first week Ferdinand Dibble was the acknowledged champion of the place. He had gone through the entire menagerie like a bullet through a cream puff.

First, scarcely daring to consider the possibility of success, he had taken on the man who tried to catch his ball off its guard and had beaten him five up and four to play. Then, with gradually growing confidence, he tackled in turn the Cat-Stroker, the Whip-Cracker, the Heart Bowed Down, and the Soup-Scooper, and walked all over their faces with spiked shoes. And as these were the leading local amateurs, whose prowess the octogenarians and the men who went round in bath-chairs vainly strove to emulate, Ferdinand Dibble was faced on the eighth morning of his visit by the startling fact that he had no more worlds to conquer. He was monarch of all he surveyed, and, what is more, had won his first trophy, the prize in the great medal-play handicap tournament, in which he had nosed in ahead of the field by two strokes, edging out his nearest rival, a venerable old gentleman, by means of a brilliant and unexpected four on the last hole. The prize was a handsome pewter mug about the size of the old oaken bucket, and Ferdinand used to go to his room immediately after dinner to croon over it like a mother over her child.

You are wondering, no doubt, why, in these circumstances, he did not take advantage of the new spirit of exhilarated pride which had replaced his old humility and instantly propose to Barbara Medway. I will tell you. He did not propose to Barbara because Barbara was not there. At the last moment she had been detained at home to nurse a sick parent and had been compelled to postpone her visit for a couple of weeks. He could, no doubt, have proposed in one of the daily letters which he wrote to her, but somehow, once he started writing, he found that he used up so much space describing his best shots on the links that day that it was difficult to squeeze in a declaration of undying passion. After all, you can hardly cram that sort of thing into a postscript.

He decided, therefore, to wait till she arrived, and meanwhile pursued his conquering course. The longer he waited the better, in one way, for every morning and afternoon that passed was adding new layers to his self-esteem. Day by day in every way he grew chestier and chestier.



MEANWHILE, however, dark clouds were gathering. Sullen mutterings were to be heard in corners of the hotel lounge and the spirit of revolt was abroad. For Ferdinands chestiness had not escaped the notice of his defeated rivals. There is nobody so chesty as a normally unchesty man who suddenly becomes chesty, and I am sorry to say that the chestiness which had come to Ferdinand was the aggressive type of chestiness which breeds enemies. He had developed a habit of holding the game up in order to give his opponent advice. The Whip-Cracker had not forgiven, and never would forgive, his well-meant but galling criticism of his back-swing. The Scooper, who had always scooped since the day when, at the age of sixty-four, he subscribed to the Correspondence Course which was to teach him golf in twelve lessons by mail, resented being told by a snip of a boy that the mashie-stroke should be a smooth, unhurried swing. The Snake-Killer —— But I need not weary you with a detailed recital of these mens grievances; it is enough to say that they all had it in for Ferdinand, and one night after dinner they met in the lounge to decide what was to be done about it.

A nasty spirit was displayed by all.

A mere lad telling me how to use my mashie! growled the Scooper. Smooth and unhurried my left eyeball! I get it up, dont I? Well, what more do you want?

I keep telling him that mine is the old full St. Andrews swing, muttered the Whip-Cracker, between set teeth, but he wont listen to me.

He ought to be taken down a peg or two, hissed the Snake-Killer. It is not easy to hiss a sentence without a single s in it, and the fact that he succeeded in doing so shows to what a pitch of emotion the man had been goaded by Ferdinands maddening air of superiority.

Yes, but what can we do? queried an octogenarian, when this last remark had been passed on to him down his ear-trumpet.

Thats the trouble, sighed the Scooper. What can we do? And there was a sorrowful shaking of heads.

I know! exclaimed the Cat-Stroker, who had not hitherto spoken. He was a lawyer, and a man of subtle and sinister mind. I have it! Theres a boy in my office — young Parsloe — who could beat this man Dibble hollow. Ill wire him to come down here and well spring him on this fellow and knock some of the conceit out of him.

There was a chorus of approval.

But are you sure he can beat him? asked the Snake-Killer, anxiously. It would never do to make a mistake.

Of course Im sure, said the Cat-Stroker. George Parsloe once went round in ninety-four.

Many changes there have been since ninety-four, said the octogenarian, nodding sagely. Ah, many, many changes. None of these motor-cars then, tearing about and killing — —
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Kindly hands led him off to have an egg-and-milk, and the remaining conspirators returned to the point at issue with bent brows.

Ninety-four? said the Scooper, incredulously. Do you mean counting every stroke?

Counting every stroke.

Not conceding himself any putts?

Not one.

Wire him to come at once, said the meeting with one voice.

That night the Cat-Stroker approached Ferdinand, smooth, subtle, lawyer-like.

Oh, Dibble, he said, just the man I wanted to see. Dibble, theres a young friend of mine coming down here who goes in for golf a little. George Parsloe is his name. I was wondering if you could spare time to give him a game. He is just a novice, you know.

I shall be delighted to play a round with him, said Ferdinand, kindly.

He might pick up a pointer or two from watching you, said the Cat-Stroker.

True, true, said Ferdinand.

Then Ill introduce you when he shows up.

Delighted, said Ferdinand.

He was in excellent humour that night, for he had had a letter from Barbara saying that she was arriving on the next day but one.



IT was Ferdinands healthy custom of a morning to get up in good time and take a dip in the sea before breakfast. On the morning of the day of Barbaras arrival, he arose as usual, donned his flannels, took a good look at the cup, and started out. It was a fine, fresh morning, and he glowed both externally and internally. As he crossed the links, for the nearest route to the water was through the fairway of the seventh, he was whistling happily and rehearsing in his mind the opening sentences of his proposal. For it was his firm resolve that night after dinner to ask Barbara to marry him. He was proceeding over the smooth turf without a care in the world when there was a sudden cry of Fore! and the next moment a golf ball, missing him by inches, sailed up the fairway and came to rest fifty yards from where he stood. He looked round and observed a figure coming towards him from the tee.

The distance from the tee was fully a hundred and thirty yards. Add fifty to that, and you have a hundred and eighty yards. No such drive had been made on the Marvis Bay links since their foundation, and such is the generous spirit of the true golfer that Ferdinands first emotion, after the not inexcusable spasm of panic caused by the hum of the globule past his ear, was one of cordial admiration. By some kindly miracle, he supposed, one of his hotel acquaintances had been permitted for once in his life to time a drive right. It was only when the other man came up that there began to steal over him a sickening apprehension. The faces of all those who hewed divots on the hotel course were familiar to him, and the fact that this fellow was a stranger seemed to point with dreadful certainty to his being the man he had agreed to play.

Sorry, said the man. He was a tall, strikingly handsome youth with brown eyes and a dark moustache.

Oh, thats all right, said Ferdinand. Er — do you always drive like that?

Well, I generally get a bit longer ball, but Im off my drive this morning. Its lucky I came out and got this practice. Im playing a match to-morrow with a fellow named Dibble, whos a local champion or something,

Me, said Ferdinand, humbly.

Eh? Oh, you? Mr. Parsloe eyed him appraisingly. Well, may the best man win.

As this was precisely what Ferdinand was afraid was going to happen, he nodded in a sickly manner and tottered off to his bathe. The magic had gone out of the morning. The sun still shone, but in a silly, feeble way; and a cold and depressing wind had sprung up. For Ferdinands inferiority complex, which had seemed cured for ever, was back again, doing business at the old stand.



HOW sad it is in this life that the moments to which we have looked forward with the most glowing anticipation so often turn out on arrival flat, cold, and disappointing! For ten days Barbara Medway had been living for that meeting with Ferdinand, when getting out of the train she would see him popping about on the horizon with the love-light sparkling in his eyes and words of devotion trembling on his lips. The poor girl never doubted for an instant that he would unleash his pent-up emotions inside the first five minutes, and her only worry was lest he should give an embarrassing publicity to the sacred scene by falling on his knees on the station platform.

Well, here I am at last! she cried, gaily.

Hullo! said Ferdinand, with a twisted smile.

The girl looked at him, chilled. How could she know that his peculiar manner was due entirely to the severe attack of cold feet resultant upon his meeting with George Parsloe that morning? The interpretation which she placed upon it was that he was not glad to see her. If he had behaved like this before, she would of course have put it down to in-growing goofery, but now she had his written statements to prove that for the last ten days his golf had been one long series of triumphs.

I got your letters, she said, persevering bravely.

I thought you would, said Ferdinand, absently.

You seem to have been doing wonders.

Yes.

There was a silence.

Have a nice journey? said Ferdinand.

Very, said Barbara.

She spoke coldly, for she was madder than a wet hen. She saw it all now. In the ten days since they had parted, his love, she realized, had waned. Some other girl, met in the romantic surroundings of this picturesque resort, had supplanted her in his affections. She knew how quickly Cupid gets off the mark at a summer hotel, and for an instant she blamed herself for ever having been so ivory-skulled as to let him come to this place alone. Then regret was swallowed up in wrath, and she became so glacial that Ferdinand, who had been on the point of telling her the secret of his gloom, retired into his shell and conversation during the drive to the hotel never soared above a certain level. Ferdinand said the sunshine was nice and Barbara said yes it was nice, and Ferdinand said it looked pretty on the water and Barbara said yes it did look pretty on the water, and Ferdinand said he hoped it was not going to rain and Barbara said yes it would be a pity if it rained. And then there was another lengthy silence.

How is my uncle? asked Barbara at last.

I omitted to mention that the individual to whom I have referred as the Cat-Stroker was Barbaras mothers brother and her host at Marvis Bay.

Your uncle?

His name is Tuttle. Have you met him?

Oh, yes. Ive seen a good deal of him. He has got a friend staying with him, said Ferdinand, his mind returning to the matter nearest his heart. A fellow named Parsloe.

Oh, is George Parsloe here? How jolly!

Do you know him? barked Ferdinand, hollowly. He would not have supposed that anything could have added to his existing depression, but he was conscious now of having slipped a few rungs farther down the ladder of gloom. There had been a horribly joyful ring in her voice. Ah, well, he reflected morosely, how like Life it all was! We never know what the morrow may bring forth. We strike a good patch and are beginning to think pretty well of ourselves, and along comes a George Parsloe.

Of course I do, said Barbara. Why, there he is.

The cab had drawn up at the door of the hotel, and on the porch George Parsloe was airing his graceful person. To Ferdinands fevered eye he looked like a Greek god, and his inferiority complex began to exhibit symptoms of elephantiasis. How could he compete at love or golf with a fellow who looked as if he had stepped out of the movies and considered himself off his drive when he did a hundred and eighty yards?

Geor-gee! cried Barbara, blithely. Hullo, George!

Why, hullo, Barbara!

They fell into pleasant conversation, while Ferdinand hung miserably about in the offing. And presently, feeling that his society was not essential to their happiness, he slunk away.



GEORGE PARSLOE dined at the Cat-Strokers table that night, and it was with George Parsloe that Barbara roamed in the moonlight after dinner. Ferdinand, after a profitless hour at the billiard-table, went early to his room. But not even the rays of the moon, glinting on his cup, could soothe the fever in his soul. He practised putting sombrely into his tooth-glass for a while; then, going to bed, fell at last into a troubled sleep.



BARBARA slept late the next morning and breakfasted in her room. Coming down towards noon, she found a strange emptiness in the hotel. It was her experience of summer hotels that a really fine day like this one was the cue for half the inhabitants to collect in the lounge, shut all the windows, and talk about conditions in the jute industry. To her surprise, though the sun was streaming down from a cloudless sky, the only occupant of the lounge was the octogenarian with the ear-trumpet. She observed that he was chuckling to himself in a senile manner.

Good morning, she said, politely, for she had made his acquaintance on the previous evening.

Hey? said the octogenarian, suspending his chuckling and getting his trumpet into position.

I said Good morning!  roared Barbara into the receiver.
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Hey?

Good morning!

Ah! Yes, its a very fine morning, a very fine morning. If it wasnt for missing my bun and glass of milk at twelve sharp, said the octogenarian, Id be down on the links. Thats where Id be, down on the links. If it wasnt for missing my bun and glass of milk.

This refreshment arriving at this moment, he dismantled the radio outfit and began to restore his tissues.

Watching the match, he explained, pausing for a moment in his bun-mangling.

What match?

The octogenarian sipped his milk.

What match? repeated Barbara.

Hey?

What match?

The octogenarian began to chuckle again and nearly swallowed a crumb the wrong way.

Take some of the conceit out of him, he gurgled.

Out of who? asked Barbara, knowing perfectly well that she should have said whom.

Yes, said the octogenarian.

Who is conceited?

Ah! This young fellow, Dibble. Very conceited. I saw it in his eye from the first, but nobody would listen to me. Mark my words, I said, that boy needs taking down a peg or two. Well, hes going to be this morning. Your uncle wired to young Parsloe to come down, and hes arranged a match between them. Dibble — — — here the octogenarian choked again and had to rinse himself out with milk— Dibble doesnt know that Parsloe once went round in ninety-four!

What?

Everything seemed to go black to Barbara. Through a murky mist she appeared to be looking at a negro octogenarian sipping ink. Then her eyes cleared, and she found herself clutching for support at the back of a chair. She understood now. She realized why Ferdinand had been so distrait, and her whole heart went out to him in a spasm of maternal pity. How she had wronged him!

Take some of the conceit out of him, the octogenarian was mumbling, and Barbara felt a sudden sharp loathing for the old man. For two pins she could have dropped a beetle in his milk. Then the need for action roused her. What action? She did not know. All she knew was that she must act.

Oh! she cried.

Hey? said the octogenarian, bringing his trumpet to the ready.

But Barbara had gone.



IT was not far to the links, and Barbara covered the distance on flying feet. She reached the club-house, but the course was empty except for the Scooper, who was preparing to drive off the first tee. In spite of the fact that something seemed to tell her subconsciously that this was one of the sights she ought not to miss, the girl did not wait to watch. Assuming that the match had started soon after breakfast, it must by now have reached one of the holes on the second nine. She ran down the hill, looking to left and right, and was presently aware of a group of spectators clustered about a green in the distance. As she hurried towards them they moved away, and now she could see Ferdinand advancing to the next tee. With a thrill that shook her whole body she realized that he had the honour. So he must have won one hole, at any rate. Then she saw her uncle.

How are they? she gasped.

Mr. Tuttle seemed moody. It was apparent that things were not going altogether to his liking.

All square at the fifteenth, he replied, gloomily.

All square!

Yes. Young Parsloe, said Mr. Tuttle, with a sour look in the direction of that lissom athlete, doesnt seem to be able to do a thing right on the greens. He has been putting like a sheep with the botts.



FROM the foregoing remark of Mr. Tuttle you will no doubt have gleaned at least a clue to the mystery of how Ferdinand Dibble had managed to hold his long-driving adversary up to the fifteenth green, but for all that you will probably consider that some further explanation of this amazing state of affairs is required. Mere bad putting on the part of George Parsloe is not, you feel, sufficient to cover the matter entirely. You are right. There was another very important factor in the situation — to wit, that by some extraordinary chance Ferdinand Dibble had started right off from the first tee playing the game of a lifetime. Never had he made such drives, never chipped his chips so shrewdly.

About Ferdinands driving there was as a general thing a fatal stiffness and over-caution which prevented success. And with his chip-shots he rarely achieved accuracy owing to his habit of rearing his head like the lion of the jungle just before the club struck the ball. But to-day he had been swinging with a careless freedom and his chips had been true and clean. The thing had puzzled him all the way round. It had not elated him, for, owing to Barbaras aloofness and the way in which she had gambolled about George Parsloe like a young lamb in the springtime, he was in too deep a state of dejection to be elated by anything. And now, suddenly, in a flash of clear vision, he perceived the reason why he had been playing so well to-day. It was just because he was not elated. It was simply because he was so profoundly miserable.

That was what Ferdinand told himself as he stepped off the sixteenth after hitting a screamer down the centre of the fairway, and I am convinced that he was right. Like so many indifferent golfers, Ferdinand Dibble had always made the game hard for himself by thinking too much. He was a deep student of the works of the masters, and whenever he prepared to play a stroke he had a complete mental list of all the mistakes which it was possible to make. He would remember how Taylor had warned against dipping the right shoulder, how Vardon had inveighed against any movement of the head; he would recall how Ray had mentioned the tendency to snatch back the club, how Braid had spoken sadly of those who sin against their better selves by stiffening the muscles and heaving.

The consequence was that when, after waggling in a frozen manner till mere shame urged him to take some definite course of action, he eventually swung, he invariably proceeded to dip his right shoulder, stiffen his muscles, heave, and snatch back the club, at the same time raising his head sharply as in the illustrated plate (Some Frequent Faults of Beginners — No. 3, Lifting the Bean) facing page thirty-four of James Braids Golf Without Tears. To-day he had been so preoccupied with his broken heart that he had made his shots absently, almost carelessly, with the result that at least one in every three had been a lallapaloosa.

Meanwhile, George Parsloe had driven off and the match was progressing. George was feeling a little flustered by now. He had been given to understand that this bird Dibble was a hundred-at-his-best man, and all the way round the fellow had been reeling off fives in great profusion and had once actually got a four. True, there had been an occasional six, and even a seven, but that did not alter the main fact that the man was making the dickens of a game of it. With the haughty spirit of one who had once done a ninety-four, George Parsloe had anticipated being at least three up at the turn. Instead of which he had been two down and had had to fight strenuously to draw level.

Nevertheless, he drove steadily and well, and would certainly have won the hole had it not been for his weak and sinful putting. The same defect caused him to halve the seventeenth after being on in two, with Ferdinand wandering in the desert and only reaching the green with his fourth. Then, however, Ferdinand holed out from a distance of seven yards, getting a five, which Georges three putts just enabled him to equal.



BARBARA had watched the proceedings with a beating heart. At first she had looked on from afar; but now, drawn as by a magnet, she approached the tee. Ferdinand was driving off. She held her breath. Ferdinand held his breath. And all around one could see their respective breaths being held by George Parsloe, Mr. Tuttle, and the enthralled crowd of spectators. It was a moment of the acutest tension, and it was broken by the crack of Ferdinands driver as it met the ball and sent it hopping along the ground for a mere thirty yards. At this supreme crisis in the match Ferdinand Dibble bad topped.

George Parsloe teed up his ball. There was a smile of quiet satisfaction on his face. He snuggled the driver in his hands and gave it a preliminary swish. This, felt George Parsloe, was where the happy ending came. He would drive as he had never driven before. He would so drive that it would take his opponent at least three shots to catch up with him. He drew back his club with infinite caution, poised it at the top of the swing —— 

I always wonder — — said a clear girlish voice, ripping the silence like the explosion of a bomb.

George Parsloe started. His club wobbled. It descended. The ball trickled into the long grass in front of the tee. There was a grim pause.

You were saying, Miss Medway — — said George Parsloe, in a small, flat voice.

Oh, Im so sorry, said Barbara. Im afraid I put you off.

A little, perhaps. Possibly the merest trifle. But you were saying you wondered about something. Can I be of any assistance?

I was only saying, said Barbara, that I always wonder why tees are called tees.
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George Parsloe swallowed once or twice. He also blinked a little feverishly. His eyes had a dazed, staring expression.

I am afraid I cannot tell you off-hand, he said. But I will make a point of consulting some good encyclopædia at the earliest opportunity.

Thank you so much.

Not at all. It will be a pleasure. In case you were thinking of inquiring at the moment when I am putting why greens are called greens, may I venture the suggestion now that it is because they are green?

And, so saying, George Parsloe stalked to his ball and found it nestling in the heart of some shrub of which, not being a botanist, I cannot give you the name. It was a close-knit, adhesive shrub, and it twined its tentacles so lovingly around George Parsloes niblick that he missed his first shot altogether. His second made the ball rock, and his third dislodged it. Playing a full swing with his brassie and being by now a mere cauldron of seething emotions, he missed his fourth. His fifth came to within a few inches of Ferdinands drive, and he picked it up and hurled it from him into the rough as if it had been something venomous.

Your hole and match, said George Parsloe, thinly.



FERDINAND DIBBLE sat beside the glittering ocean. He had hurried off the course with swift strides the moment George Parsloe had spoken those bitter words. He wanted to be alone with his thoughts.

They were mixed thoughts. For a moment joy at the reflection that he had won a tough match came irresistibly to the surface, only to sink again as he remembered that life, whatever its triumphs, could hold nothing for him now that Barbara Medway loved another.

Mr. Dibble!

He looked up. She was standing at his side. He gulped and rose to his feet.

Yes?

There was a silence.

Doesnt the sun look pretty on the water? said Barbara.

Ferdinand groaned. This was too much.

Leave me, he said, hollowly. Go back to your Parsloe, the man with whom you walked in the moonlight beside this same water.

Well, why shouldnt I walk with Mr. Parsloe in the moonlight beside this same water? demanded Barbara, with spirit.

I never said, replied Ferdinand, for he was a fair man at heart, that you shouldnt walk with Mr. Parsloe beside this same water. I simply said you did walk with Mr. Parsloe beside this same water. And what I mean is, go back to him.

Ive a perfect right to walk with Mr. Parsloe beside this same water, persisted Barbara. He and I are old friends.

Ferdinand groaned again.

Exactly! There you are! As I suspected. Old friends! Played together as children and what not, I shouldnt wonder.

No, we didnt. Ive only known him five years. But he is engaged to be married to my greatest chum, so that draws us together.

Ferdinand uttered a strangled cry.

Parsloe engaged to be married!

Yes. The wedding takes place next month.

But look here. Ferdinands forehead was wrinkled. He was thinking tensely. Look here, said Ferdinand, a close reasoner; if Parsloes engaged to your greatest chum, he cant be in love with you.

No.

And you arent in love with him?

No.

Then, by gad, said Ferdinand, how about it?

What do you mean?

Will you marry me? bellowed Ferdinand.

Yes.

You will?

Of course I will.

Darling! cried Ferdinand.



 THERE is only one thing that bothers me a bit, said Ferdinand, thoughtfully, as they strolled together over the scented meadows, while in the trees above them a thousand birds trilled Mendelssohns Wedding March.

What is that?

Well, Ill tell you, said Ferdinand. The fact is, Ive just discovered the great secret of golf. You cant play a really hot game unless youre so miserable that you dont worry over your shots. Take the case of a chip-shot, for instance. If youre really wretched, you dont care where the ball is going and so you dont raise your head to see. Grief automatically prevents pressing and over-swinging. Look at the top-notchers. Have you ever seen a happy pro?

No. I dont think I have.

Well, then!

But pros are all Scotsmen, argued Barbara.

It doesnt matter. Im sure Im right. And the darned thing is that Im going to be so infernally happy all the rest of my life that I suppose my handicap will go up to thirty or something.

Barbara squeezed his hand lovingly.

Dont worry, precious, she said, soothingly. It will be all right. I am a woman, and, once we are married, I shall be able to think of at least a hundred ways of snootering you to such an extent that youll be fit to win the Amateur Championship.

You will? said Ferdinand, anxiously. Youre sure?

Quite, quite sure, dearest, said Barbara.

My angel! said Ferdinand.

He folded her in his arms, using the interlocking grip.


JANE GETS OFF THE FAIRWAY (1924)

First published in Saturday Evening Post, October 1924
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THE SIDE DOOR leading into the smoking room opened and the golf clubs popular and energetic secretary came trotting down the steps onto the terrace above the ninth green. As he reached the gravel a wandering puff of wind blew the door to with a sharp report, and the oldest member, who had been dozing in a chair over his Wodehouse on the Niblick, unclosed his eyes, blinking in the strong light. He perceived the secretary skimming to and fro like a questing dog.

You have lost something? he inquired courteously.

Yes, a book. I wish, said the secretary, annoyed, that people would leave things alone. You havent seen a novel called The Man with the Missing Eyeball anywhere about, have you? Ill swear I left it on one of these seats when I went in to lunch.

You are better without it, said the sage with a touch of austerity. I do not approve of these trashy works of fiction. How much more profitably would your time be spent in mastering the contents of such a volume as I hold in my hand. This is the real literature.

The secretary drew nearer, peering discontentedly about him; and, as he approached, the oldest member sniffed inquiringly.

What, he said, is that odor of —— Ah, I see that you are wearing them in your buttonhole. White violets, he murmured. White violets. Dear me! 

The secretary smirked.

A girl gave them to me, he said coyly. Nice, arent they?

He squinted down complacently at the flowers, thus missing a sudden sinister gleam in the oldest members eye — a gleam which, had he been on his guard, would have sent him scudding over the horizon, for it was the gleam which told that the sage had been reminded of a story.

White violets, said the oldest member in a meditative voice. A curious coincidence that you should be wearing white violets and looking for a work of fiction. The combination brings irresistibly to my mind — —

Realizing his peril too late, the secretary started violently. A gentle hand urged him into the adjoining chair.

 —— the story, proceeded the oldest member, of William Bates, Jane Packard and Rodney Spelvin.

The secretary drew a deep breath of relief and the careworn look left his face.

Its all right, he said briskly. You told me that one only the other day. I remember every word of it. Jane Packard got engaged to Rodney Spelvin, the poet, but her better feelings prevailed in time and she broke it off and married Bates, who was a golfer. I recall the whole thing distinctly. This man Bates was an unromantic sort of chap, but he loved Jane Packard devotedly. Bless my soul, how it all comes back to me! No need to tell it to me at all.

What I am about to relate now, said the sage, tightening his grip on the others coat sleeve, is another story about William Bates, Jane Packard and Rodney Spelvin.



In as much, said the oldest member, as you have not forgotten the events leading up to the marriage of William Bates and Jane Packard, I will not repeat them. All I need say is that that curious spasm of romantic sentiment which had caused Jane to fall temporarily under the spell of a man who was not only a poet but actually a nongolfer appeared to have passed completely away, leaving no trace behind. From the day she broke off her engagement to Spelvin and plighted her troth to young Bates, nothing could have been more eminently sane and satisfactory than her behavior. She seemed entirely her old self once more. Two hours after William had led her down the aisle she and he were out on the links, playing off the final of the Mixed Foursomes, which — and we all thought it the best of omens for their married happiness — they won hands down. A deputation of all that was best and fairest in the village then escorted them to the station to see them off on their honeymoon, which was to be spent in a series of visits to well-known courses throughout the country.

Before the train left, I took William aside for a moment. I had known both him and Jane since childhood, and the success of their union was very near my heart.
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William, I said, a word with you.

Make it snappy, said William.

You have learned by this time, I said, that there is a strong romantic streak in Jane. It may not appear on the surface, but it is there. And this romantic streak will cause her, like so many wives, to attach an exaggerated importance to what may seem to you trivial things. She will expect from her husband not only love and a constant tender solicitude — —

Speed it up, urged William.

What I am trying to say is that, after the habit of wives, she will expect you to remember each year the anniversary of your wedding day, and will be madder than a wet hen if you forget it.

Thats all right. I thought of that myself.

It is not all right, I insisted. Unless you take the most earnest precautions, you are absolutely certain to forget. A year from now you will come down to breakfast, and Jane will say to you Do you know what day it is today? and you will answer Tuesday, and reach for the ham and eggs, thus inflicting on her gentle heart a wound from which it will not readily recover.

Nothing like it, said William with extraordinary confidence. Ive got a system calculated to beat the game every time. You know how fond Jane is of white violets?

Is she?

She loves em. The bloke Spelvin used to give her a bunch every day. Thats how I got the idea. Nothing like learning the shots from your opponent. Ive arranged with a florist that a bunch of white violets is to be shipped to Jane every year on this day. I paid five years in advance. I am, therefore, speaking in the most conservative spirit, on velvet. Even if I forget the day, the violets will be there to remind me. Ive looked at it from every angle and I dont see how it can fail. Tell me frankly, is the scheme a wam or is it not?

A most excellent plan, I said, relieved. And the next moment the train came in. I left the station with my mind at rest. It seemed to me that the only possible obstacle to the complete felicity of the young couple had been removed.

Jane and William returned in due season from their honeymoon and settled down to the normal life of a healthy young couple. Each day they did their round in the morning and their two rounds in the afternoon, and after dinner they would sit hand in hand in the peaceful dusk, reminding each other of the best shots they had brought off at the various holes. Jane would describe to William how she got out of the bunker on the fifth, and William would describe to Jane the low raking wind cheater he did on the seventh; and then for a moment they would fall into that blissful silence which only true lovers know, until William, illustrating his remarks with a walking stick, would show Jane how he did that pin splitter with the mashie on the sixteenth. An ideally happy union, one would have said.

But all the while a little cloud was gathering. As the anniversary of their wedding day approached, a fear began to creep into Janes heart that William was going to forget it. The perfect husband does not wait till the dawning of the actual day to introduce the anniversary motif into his conversation. As long as a week in advance he is apt to say dreamily About this time a year ago I was getting the old silk hat polished up for the wedding, or Just about now, a year ago, they sent home the sponge-bag trousers, as worn, and I tried them on in front of the looking-glass.

But William said none of these things. Not even on the night before the all-important date did he make any allusion to it, and it was with a dull feeling of foreboding that Jane came down to breakfast next morning.

She was first at the table and was pouring out the coffee when William entered.

He opened the morning paper and started to peruse its contents in silence. Not a yip did he let out of him to the effect that this was the maddest, merriest day of all the glad new year.

William, said Jane.

Hullo?

William, said Jane, and her voice trembled a little, what day is it today?

William looked at her over the paper, surprised.

Wednesday, old girl, he replied. Dont you remember that yesterday was Tuesday? Shocking memory youve got.

He then reached out for the sausages and bacon and resumed his reading.

Jane, he said suddenly— Jane, old girl, theres something I want to tell you.

Yes? said Jane, her heart beginning to flutter.

Something important.

Yes?

Its about these sausages. They are the very best, said William earnestly, that I have ever bitten. Where did you get them?

From Brownlow.

Stick to him, said William.

Jane rose from the table and wandered out into the garden. The sun shone gayly, but for her the day was bleak and cold. That William loved her she did not doubt. But that streak of romance in her demanded something more than mere placid love.

And when she realized that the poor mutt with whom she had linked her lot had forgotten the anniversary of their wedding day first crack out of the box, her womans heart was so wounded that for two pins she could have beaned him with a brick.

It was while she was still brooding in this hostile fashion that she perceived the postman coming up the garden. She went to meet him and was handed a couple of circulars and a mysterious parcel.

She broke the string, and behold, a cardboard box containing white violets!

Jane was surprised. Who could be sending her white violets? No message accompanied them. There was no clew whatever to their origin. Even the name of the florist had been omitted.

Now who — — mused Jane, and suddenly started as if she had received a blow. Rodney Spelvin! Yes, it must be he. How many a bunch of white violets had he given her in the brief course of their engagement! This was his poetic way of showing her that he had not forgotten. All was over between them, she had handed him his hat and given him the air, but he still remembered.

Jane was a good and dutiful wife. She loved her William and no others need apply. Nevertheless, she was a woman. She looked about her cautiously. There was nobody in sight. She streaked up to her room and put the violets in water. And that night, before she went to bed, she gazed at them for several minutes with eyes that were a little moist. Poor Rodney! He could be nothing to her now, of course, but a dear lost friend; but he had been a good old scout in his day.

It is not my purpose to weary you with repetitious detail in this narrative. I will, therefore, merely state that the next year and the next year and the year after that precisely the same thing took place in the Bates home. Punctually every September the seventh William placidly forgot, and punctually every September the seventh the sender of the violets remembered. It was about a month after the fifth anniversary, when William had got his handicap down to nine and little Braid Vardon Bates, their only child, had celebrated his fourth birthday, that Rodney Spelvin, who had hitherto confined himself to poetry, broke out in a new place and inflicted upon the citizenry a novel entitled The Purple Fan.

I saw the announcement of the publication in the papers; but beyond a passing resolve that nothing would induce me to read the thing, I thought no more of the matter. It is always thus with lifes really significant happenings. Fate sneaks its deadliest wallops in on us with such seeming nonchalance. How could I guess what that book was to do to the married happiness of Jane and William Bates?

In deciding not to read The Purple Fan I had, I was to discover, overestimated my powers of resistance. Rodney Spelvins novel turned out to be one of those things which it is impossible not to read. Within a week of its appearance it had begun to go through the country like Spanish influenza; and, much as I desired to avoid it, a perusal was forced on me by sheer weight of mass thinking. Every paper that I picked up contained reviews of the book, references to it, letters from the clergy denouncing it; and, when I read that three hundred and sixteen mothers had signed a petition to the authorities to have it suppressed, I was reluctantly compelled to spring the necessary cash and purchase a copy.

I had not expected to enjoy it, and I did not. Written in the neodecadent style which is so popular nowadays, its precocity offended me; and I particularly objected to its heroine, a young woman of a type which, if met in real life, only ingrained chivalry could have prevented a normal man from kicking extremely hard. Having skimmed through it, I gave my copy to the man who came to inspect the drains. If I had any feeling about the thing it was a reflection that, if Rodney Spelvin had had to get a novel out of his system, this was just the sort of novel he was bound to write. I remember experiencing a thankfulness that he had gone so entirely out of Janes life. How little I knew!

Jane, like every other woman in the village, had bought her copy of The Purple Fan. She read it surreptitiously, keeping it concealed, when not in use, beneath a cushion on the chesterfield. It was not its general tone that caused her to do this, but rather the subconscious feeling that she, a good wife, ought not to be deriving quite so much enjoyment from the work of a man who had occupied for a time such a romantic place in her life. For Jane, unlike myself, adored the book. Eulalie French, its heroine, whose appeal I had so missed, seemed to her the most fascinating creature she had ever encountered.

She had read the thing through six times when, going up to town one day to do some shopping, she ran into Rodney Spelvin. They found themselves standing side by side on the pavement, waiting for the traffic to pass.

Rodney! gasped Jane.

It was a difficult moment for Rodney Spelvin. Five years had passed since he had last seen Jane, and in those five years so many delightful creatures had made a fuss over him that the memory of the girl to whom he had once been engaged for a few weeks had become a little blurred. In fact, not to put too fine a point on it, he had forgotten Jane altogether. The fact that she had addressed him by his first name seemed to argue that they must have met at some time somewhere; but, though he strained his brain, absolutely nothing stirred.

The situation was one that might have embarrassed another man, but Rodney Spelvin was a quick thinker. He saw at a glance that Jane was an extremely pretty girl, and it was his guiding rule in life never to let anything like that get past him. So he clasped her hand warmly, allowed an expression of amazed delight to sweep over his face and gazed tensely into her eyes.

You! he murmured, playing it safe. You, little one!

Jane stood five feet seven in her stockings and had a forearm like the village blacksmiths, but she liked being called little one.

How strange that we should meet like this! she said, blushing brightly.

After all these years, said Rodney Spelvin, taking a chance.

It would be a nuisance if it turned out that they had met at a studio party the day before yesterday, but something seemed to tell him that she dated back a goodish way. Besides, even if they had met the day before yesterday, he could get out of it by saying that the hours had seemed like years. For you cannot stymie these modern poets. The boys are there.

More than five, murmured Jane.

Now where the deuce was I five years ago? Rodney Spelvin asked himself.

Jane looked down at the pavement and shuffled her left shoe nervously.

I got the violets, Rodney, she said.

Rodney Spelvin was considerably fogged, but he came back strongly.

Thats good! he said. You got the violets? Thats capital. I was wondering if you would get the violets, little one.

It was like you to send them.

Rodney blinked, but recovered himself immediately. He waved his hand with a careless gesture, indicative of restrained nobility.

Oh, as to that — —

Especially as Im afraid I treated you rather badly. But it really was for the happiness of both of us that I broke off the engagement. You do understand that, dont you?

A light broke upon Rodney Spelvin. He had been confident that it would if he only stalled along for a while. Now he placed this girl. She was Jane Something, the girl he had been engaged to. By Jove, yes! He knew where he was now.

Do not let us speak of it, he said, registering pain.

It was quite easy for him to do this. All there was to it was tightening the lips and drawing up the left brow. He had practiced it in front of his mirror, for a fellow never knew when it might not come in useful.

So you didnt forget me, Rodney?

Forget you!

There was a short pause.

I read your novel, said Jane. I loved it.

She blushed again, and the color in her cheeks made her look so remarkably pretty that Rodney began to feel some of the emotions which had stirred him five years before. He decided that this was a good thing and wanted pushing along.

I hoped that you might, he said in a low voice, massaging her hand. He broke off and directed into her eyes a look of such squashy sentimentality that Jane reeled where she stood. I wrote it for you, he added simply.

Jane gasped.

For me?

I supposed you would have guessed, said Rodney. Surely you saw the dedication?

The Purple Fan had been dedicated, after Rodney Spelvins eminently prudent fashion, to One Who Will Understand. He had frequently been grateful for the happy inspiration.

The dedication?

 To One Who Will Understand,  said Rodney softly. Who would that be but you?

Oh, Rodney!

And didnt you recognize Eulalie, Jane? Surely you cannot have failed to recognize Eulalie?

Recognize her?

I drew her from you, said Rodney Spelvin.

Janes mind was in a whirl as she went home in the train. To have met Rodney Spelvin again was enough in itself to stimulate into activity that hidden pulse of romance in her. To discover that she had been in his thoughts so continuously all these years, and that she still held such sway over his faithful heart that he had drawn the heroine of his novel from her, was simply devastating. Mechanically she got out at the right station and mechanically made her way to the cottage. She was relieved to find that William was still out on the links. She loved William devotedly, of course, but just at the moment he would have been in the way, for she wanted a quiet hour with The Purple Fan. It was necessary for her to reread in the light of this new knowledge the more important of the scenes in which Eulalie French figured. She knew them practically by heart already, but nevertheless she wished to read them again. When William returned, warm and jubilant, she was so absorbed that she only just had time to slide the book under the sofa cushion before the door opened.

Some guardian angel ought to have warned William Bates that he was selecting a bad moment for his reëntry into the home, or at least to have hinted that a preliminary wash and brush up would be no bad thing. There had been rain in the night, causing the links to become a trifle soggy in spots, and William was one of those energetic golfers who do not spare themselves. The result was that his pleasant features were a good deal obscured by mud. An explosion shot out of the bunker on the fourteenth had filled his hair with damp sand, and his shoes were a disgrace to any refined home. No, take him for all in all, William did not look his best. He was fine if the sort of man you admired was the brawny athlete straight from the dust of the arena; but on a woman who was picturing herself the heroine of The Purple Fan he was bound to jar. Most of the scenes in which Eulalie French played anything like a fat part took place either on moonlit terraces or in beautifully furnished studios beneath the light of Oriental lamps with pink silk shades, and all the men who came in contact with her — except her husband, a clodhopping brute who spent most of his time in riding kit — were perfectly dressed and had dark, clean-cut, sensitive faces. William accordingly induced in Jane something closely approximating the heeby-jeebies.

Hullo, old girl, said William affectionately. You back? What have you been doing with yourself?

Oh, shopping, said Jane listlessly.

See anyone you knew?

For a moment Jane hesitated.

Yes, she said. I met Rodney Spelvin.

Jealousy and suspicion had been left entirely out of William Bates make-up. He did not start and frown; he did not clutch the arm of his chair; he merely threw back his head and laughed like a hyena. And that laugh wounded Jane more than the most violent exhibition of mistrust could have done. Good Lord! gurgled William jovially. You dont mean to say that bird is still going around loose? I should have thought he would have been lynched years ago. Looks like negligence somewhere.

There comes a moment in married life when every wife gazes squarely at her husband and the scales seem to fall from her eyes and she sees him as he is — one of Natures Class-A fatheads. Fortunately for married men, these times of clear vision do not last long or there would be few homes left unbroken. It was so that Jane gazed at William now, but unhappily her conviction that he was an outsize in roughneck chumps did not pass. Indeed, all through that evening it deepened.

That night she went to bed feeling for the first time that, when the clergyman had said Wilt thou, Jane? and she had replied in the affirmative, a mean trick had been played on an inexperienced girl.

And so began that black period in the married life of Jane and William Bates, the mere recollection of which in after years was sufficient to put them right off their short game and even to affect their driving from the tee. To William, having no clew to the cause of the mysterious change in his wife, her behavior was inexplicable. Had not her perfect robustness made such a theory absurd, he would have supposed that she was sickening for something. She golfed now intermittently and often with positive reluctance. She was frequently listless and distrait; and there were other things about her of which he disapproved.

I say, old girl, he said one evening, I know you wont mind my mentioning it, and I dont suppose youre aware of it yourself, but recently youve developed a sort of silvery laugh. A nasty thing to have about the home. Try to switch it off, old bird, would you mind?

Jane said nothing. The man was not worth answering. All through the pages of The Purple Fan, Eulalie Frenchs silvery laugh had been highly spoken of and greatly appreciated by one and all. It was the thing about her that the dark, clean-cut, sensitive-faced men most admired. And the view Jane took of the matter was that if William did not like it, the poor fish could do the other thing. But this brutal attack decided her to come out into the open with the grievance which had been vexing her soul for weeks past.

William, she said, I want to say something. William, I am feeling stifled.

Ill open the window.

Stifled in this beastly little village, I mean, said Jane impatiently. Nobody ever does anything here except play golf and bridge, and you never meet an artistic soul from one years end to the other. How can I express myself? How can I be myself? How can I fulfill myself?

Do you want to? asked William, somewhat out of his depth.

Of course I want to. And I shant be happy unless we leave this ghastly place and go to live in a studio in town.

William sucked thoughtfully at his pipe. It was a tense moment for a man who hated metropolitan life as much as he did. Nevertheless, if the solution of Janes recent weirdness was simply that she had got tired of the country and wanted to live in town, to the town they must go. After a first involuntary recoil, he nerved himself to the martyrdom like the fine fellow he was.

Well pop off as soon as I can sell the house, he said.

I cant wait as long as that. I want to go now.

All right, said William amiably, well go next week.

Williams forebodings were quickly fulfilled. Before he had been in the metropolis ten days he realized that he was up against it as he had never been up against it before. He and Jane and little Braid Vardon had established themselves in what the house agent described as an attractive bijou studio apartment in the heart of the artistic quarter. There was a nice bedroom for Jane, a delightful cupboard for Braid Vardon and a cozy corner behind a Japanese screen for William. Most compact. The rest of the place consisted of a room with a large skylight, handsomely furnished with cushions and samovars, where Jane gave parties to the intelligentzia.

It was these parties that afflicted William as much as anything else. He had not realized that Jane intended to run a salon. His idea of a pleasant social evening was to have a couple of old friends in for a rubber of bridge, and the almost nightly incursion of a horde of extraordinary birds in floppy ties stunned him. He was unequal to the situation from the first. While Jane sat enthroned on her cushion, exchanging gay badinage with rising young poets and laughing that silvery laugh of hers, William would have to stand squashed in a corner, trying to hold off some bobbed-haired female who wanted his opinion of Augustus John.

The strain was frightful, and, apart from the sheer discomfort of it, he found to his consternation that it was beginning to affect his golf. Whenever he struggled out from the artistic zone now to one of the suburban courses, his jangled nerves unfitted him for decent play. Bit by bit his game left him. First he found that he could not express himself with the putter. Then he began to fail to be himself with the mashie niblick. And when at length he discovered that he was only fulfilling himself about every fifth shot off the tee he felt that this thing must stop.

The conscientious historian will always distinguish carefully between the events leading up to a war and the actual occurrence resulting in the outbreak of hostilities. The latter may be, and generally is, some almost trivial matter whose only importance is that it fulfills the function of the last straw. In the case of Jane and William what caused the definite rift was Janes refusal to tie a can to Rodney Spelvin.

The author of The Purple Fan had been from the first a leading figure in Janes salon. Most of those who attended these functions were friends of his, introduced by him, and he had assumed almost from the beginning the demeanor of a master of the revels. William, squashed into his corner, had long gazed at the man with sullen dislike, yearning to gather him up by the slack of his trousers and heave him into outer darkness; but it is improbable that he would have overcome his native amiability sufficiently to make any active move had it not been for the black mood caused by his rotten golf. But one evening when, coming home after doing the Mossy Heath course in five strokes over the hundred, he found the studio congested with Rodney Spelvin and his friends, many of them playing ukuleles, he decided that flesh and blood could bear the strain no longer. As soon as the last guest had gone he delivered his ultimatum.
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Listen, Jane, he said. Touching on this Spelvin bloke — —

Well? said Jane coldly. She scented battle from afar.

He gives me a pain in the neck.

Really? said Jane, and laughed a silvery laugh.

Dont do it, old girl, pleaded William, wincing.

I wish you wouldnt call me old girl. 

Why not?

Because I dont like it.

You used to like it.

Well, I dont now.

Oh! said William, and ruminated a while. Well, be that as it may, he went on, I want to tell you just one thing: Either you throw the bloke Spelvin out on his left ear and send for the police if he tries to get in again, or I push off. I mean it! I absolutely push off!

There was a tense silence.

Indeed? said Jane at last.

Positively push off, repeated William firmly. I can stand a lot, but pie-faced Spelvin tries human endurance too high.

He is not pie-faced, said Jane warmly.

He is pie-faced, insisted William. Come round to the Vienna Bon-Ton Bakery tomorrow and I will show you an individual custard pie that might be his brother.

Well, I am certainly not going to be bullied into giving up an old friend just because — —

William stared.

You mean you wont hand him the mitten?

I will not.

Think what you are saying, Jane. You positively decline to give this false alarm the bums rush?

I do.

Then, said William, all is over. I pop off.

Jane stalked without a word into her bedroom. With a mist before his eyes, William began to pack. After a few moments he tapped at her door.

Jane!

Well?

Im packing.

Indeed?

But I cant find my spare mashie.

I dont care.

William returned to his packing. When it was finished he stole to her door again. Already a faint stab of remorse was becoming blended with his just indignation.

Jane!

Well?

Ive packed.

Really?

And now Im popping. There was silence behind the door. Im popping, Jane, said William; and in his voice, though he tried to make it cold and crisp, there was a note of wistfulness.

Through the door there came a sound. It was the sound of a silvery laugh, and, as he heard it Williams face hardened. Without another word he picked up his suitcase and golf bag, and with set jaw strode out into the night.



One of the things that tend to keep the home together in these days of modern unrest is the fact that exalted moods of indignation do not last. William, released from the uncongenial atmosphere of the studio, proceeded at once to plunge into an orgy of golf that for a while precluded regret. Each day he indulged his starved soul with fifty-four holes, and each night he sat smoking in bed, pleasantly fatigued, reviewing the events of the past twelve hours with complete satisfaction. It seemed to him that he had done the good and sensible thing.

And then, slowly at first, but day by day more rapidly, his mood began to change. That delightful feeling of jolly freedom ebbed away.

It was on the morning of the tenth day that he first became definitely aware that all was not well. He had strolled out on the links after breakfast with a brassy and a dozen balls for a bit of practice; and, putting every ounce of weight and muscle into the stroke, brought off a snifter with his very first shot. Straight and true the ball sped for the distant green, and William, forgetting everything in the ecstasy of the moment, uttered a gladsome cry.

How about that one, old girl? he exclaimed.

And then, with a sudden sinking of the heart, he realized that he was alone.

An acute spasm of regret shot through Williams massive bosom. In that instant of clear thinking he understood that golf is not all. What shall it profit a man that he do the long hole in four if there is no loving wife at his elbow to squeak congratulations? A dull sensation of forlorn emptiness afflicted William Bates. It passed, but it had been; and he knew it would come again.

It did. It came that same afternoon. It came next morning. Gradually it settled like a cloud on his happiness. He did his best to fight it down. He increased his days output to sixty-three holes, but found no relief. When he reflected that he had had the stupendous luck to be married to a girl like Jane and had chucked the thing up, he could have kicked himself round the house. He was in exactly the position of the hero of the movie when the subtitle is flashed on the screen, Came a Day When Remorse Bit Like an Adder Into Roland Spenlows Soul! Of all the chumps who had ever tripped over themselves and lost a good thing, from Adam downward, he, he told himself, was the woolen-headedest.

On the fifteenth morning it began to rain.

Now William Bates was not one of your fair-weather golfers. It took more than a shower to discourage him. But this was real rain, with which not even the stoutest enthusiast could cope. It poured down all day in a solid sheet and set the seal on his melancholy. He pottered about the house, sinking deeper and deeper into the slough of despond, and was trying to derive a little distraction practicing putts into a tooth glass when the afternoon post arrived.

There was only one letter. He opened it listlessly. It was from Jukes, Enderby & Miller, Florists, and what the firm wished to ascertain was whether, his deposit on white violets to be dispatched annually to Mrs. William Bates being now exhausted, he desired to renew his esteemed order. If so, on receipt of the money, they would spring to the task of sending same.

William stared at the letter dully. His first impression was that Jukes, Enderby & Miller were talking through their collective hats. White violets? What was all this drivel about white violets? Jukes was an ass. He knew nothing about white violets. Enderby was a fool. What had he got to do with white violets? Miller was a pinhead. He had never deposited any money to have white violets dispatched —— 

William gasped. Yes, by George, he had, though, he remembered with a sudden start. So he had, by golly! Good gosh, it all came back to him! He recalled the whole thing, by Jove! Crikey, yes!

The letter swam before Williams eyes. A wave of tenderness engulfed him. All that had passed recently between Jane and himself was forgotten — her weirdness, her wish to live in the metropolis, her silvery laugh, everything. With one long, loving gulp, William Bates dashed a not unmanly tear from his eye, and grabbing a hat and raincoat, rushed out of the house and sprinted for the station.

At about the hour when William flung himself into the train, Jane was sitting in her studio apartment pensively watching little Braid Vardon as he sported on the floor. An odd melancholy had gripped her. At first she had supposed that this was due to the rain, but now she was beginning to realize that the thing went much deeper than that. Reluctant though she was to confess it, she had to admit that what she was suffering from was a genuine soul sadness due entirely to the fact that she wanted William.

It was strange what a difference his going had made. William was the sort of fellow you shoved into a corner and forgot about, but when he was not there the whole scheme of things seemed to go blooey. Little by little, since his departure, she had found the fascination of her surroundings tending to wane; and the glamour of her new friends had dwindled noticeably. Unless you were in the right vein for them, Jane felt, they could be an irritating crowd. They smoked too many cigarettes and talked too much. And not far from being the worst of them, she decided, was Rodney Spelvin. It was with a sudden feeling of despair that she remembered she had invited him to tea this afternoon and had got in a special seedcake for the occasion. The last thing in the world that she wanted to do was to watch Rodney Spelvin eating cake.

It is a curious thing about men of the Spelvin type, how seldom they really last. They get off to a flashy start and for a while convince impressionable girls that the search for a soul mate may be considered formally over; but in a very short while reaction always sets in. There had been a time when Jane could have sat and listened to Rodney Spelvin for hours on end. Then she began to feel that from fifteen to twenty minutes was about sufficient. And now the mere thought of having to listen to him at all was crushing her like a heavy burden.

She had got thus far in her meditations when her attention was attracted to little Braid Vardon, who was playing energetically in a corner with some object which Jane could not distinguish in the dim light.

What have you got there, dear? she asked.

Wah, said little Braid, a child of few words, proceeding with his activities.

Jane rose and walked across the room. A sudden feeling had come to her, the remorseful feeling that for some time now she had been neglecting the child. How seldom nowadays did she trouble to join in his pastimes.

Let mother play, too, she said gently. What are you playing? Trains?

Golf.

Jane uttered a sharp exclamation. With a sharp pang she saw that what the child had got hold of was Williams spare mashie. So he had left it behind after all! Since the night of his departure it must have been lying unnoticed behind some chair or sofa.

For a moment the only sensation Jane felt was an accentuation of that desolate feeling which had been with her all day. How many a time had she stood by William and watched him foozle with this club! Inextricably associated with him it was, and her eyes filled with sudden tears. And then she was abruptly conscious of a new, a more violent emotion, something akin to panic fear. She blinked, hoping against hope that she had been mistaken. But no; when she opened her eyes and looked again she saw what she had seen before.

The child was holding the mashie all wrong!

Braid! gasped Jane in an agony.

All the mother love in her was shrieking at her, reproaching her. She realized now how paltry, how greedily self-centered she had been. Thinking only of her own pleasures, how sorely she had neglected her duty as a mother. Long ere this, had she been worthy of that sacred relation, she would have been brooding over her child, teaching him at her knee the correct Vardon grip, shielding him from bad habits, seeing to it that he did not get his hands in front of the ball, putting him on the right path as regarded the slow backswing. But, absorbed in herself, she had sacrificed him to her shallow ambitions. And now there he was, grasping the club as if it had been a spade and scooping with it like one of those thirty-five-handicap men whom the hot weather brings out on seaside links.

She shuddered to the very depths of her soul. Before her eyes there rose a vision of her son, grown to manhood, reproaching her.

If you had but taught me the facts of life when I was a child, mother, she seemed to hear him say, I would not now be going round in a hundred and twenty, rising to a hundred and forty in anything like a high wind.

She snatched the club from his hands with a passionate cry. And at this precise moment in came Rodney Spelvin, all ready for tea.

Ah, little one! said Rodney Spelvin gayly.

Something in her appearance must have startled him, for he stopped and looked at her with concern.

Are you ill? he asked.

Jane pulled herself together with an effort.

No, quite well, ha-ha, she replied hysterically.

She stared at him wildly, as she might have stared at a caterpillar in her salad. If it had not been for this man, she felt, she would have been with William in their snug little cottage, a happy wife. If it had not been for this man her only child would have been laying the foundations of a correct swing under the eyes of a conscientious pro. If it had not been for this man —— She waved him distractedly to the door. 

Good-by, she said. Thank you so much for calling.

Rodney Spelvin gaped. This had been the quickest and most tealess tea party he had ever assisted at.

You want me to go? he said incredulously.

Yes, go, go!

Rodney Spelvin cast a wistful glance at the gate-leg table. He had had a light lunch and the sight of the seedcake affected him deeply. But there seemed nothing to be done. He moved reluctantly to the door.

Well, good-by, he said. Thanks for a very pleasant afternoon.

So glad to have seen you, said Jane mechanically.

The door closed. Jane returned to her thoughts. But she was not alone for long. A few moments later there entered the female cubist painter from downstairs, a manly young woman with whom she had become fairly intimate.

Oh, Bates, old chap, said the cubist painter.

Jane looked up.

Yes, Osbaldistone?

Just came in to borrow a cigarette. Used up all mine.

So have I, Im afraid.

Too bad. Oh, well, said Miss Osbaldistone resignedly, I suppose Ill have to go out and get wet. I wish I had had the sense to stop Rodney Spelvin and send him. I met him on the stairs.

Yes, he was in here just now, said Jane.

Miss Osbaldistone laughed in her hearty, manly way.

Good boy, Rodney, she said, but too smooth for my taste. A little too ready with the salve.

Yes? said Jane absently.

Has he pulled that one on you yet about your being the original of the heroine of The Purple Fan?

Why, yes, said Jane, surprised. He did tell me that he had drawn Eulalie from me.

Her visitor emitted another laugh that shook the samovars.

He tells every girl he meets the same thing.

What?

Oh, yes; its his first move. He actually had the nerve to try to spring it on me. Mind you, Im not saying its a bad stunt. Most girls like it. . . . Youre sure youve no cigarettes? No? Well, how about a shot of cocaine? Out of that too? Oh, well, Ill be going then. Pip-pip, Bates.

Toodle-oo, Osbaldistone, said Jane dizzily. Her brain was reeling. She groped her way to the table and in a sort of trance cut herself a slice of cake.

Wah! said little Braid Vardon.

Jane gave him some cake. Having ruined his life, it was, she felt, the least she could do. In a spasm of belated maternal love she also slipped him a jam sandwich. But how trivial and useless these things seemed now.

Braid! she cried suddenly. Let mother show you how to hold that mashie.
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Whats a mashie?

A new gash opened in Janes heart. Four years old, and he didnt know what a mashie was! And at only a slightly more advanced age Bobby Jones had been playing in the Open Championship.

This is a mashie, she said, controlling her voice with difficulty.

Why?

It is called a mashie.

What is?

This club.

Why?

The conversation was becoming too metaphysical for Jane. She took the club from him and closed her hands over it.

Now look, dear, she said tenderly. Watch how mother does it. She — —

A voice spoke, a voice that had been absent all too long from Janes life.

Youll pardon me, old girl, but youve got the right hand much too far over. Youll hook for a certainty.

In the doorway, large and dripping, stood William. Jane stared at him dumbly.

William! she gasped at length.

Hullo, Jane, said William. Hullo, Braid. Thought Id look in.

There was a long silence.

Beastly weather, said William.

Yes, said Jane.

Wet and all that, said William.

Yes, said Jane.

There was another silence.

Oh, by the way, Jane, said William, knew there was something I wanted to say. You know those violets?

Violets?

White violets. You remember those white violets Ive been sending you every year on our wedding anniversary? Well, what I mean to say, our lives are parted and all that sort of thing, but you wont mind if I go on sending them, what? Wont hurt you, what Im driving at, and ll please me, see what I mean? So — well, to put the thing in a nutshell, if you havent any objection, thats that.

Jane reeled against the gate-leg table.

William! Was it you who sent those violets?

Absolutely! Who did you think it was?

William! cried Jane, and flung herself into his arms.

William scooped her up gratefully. This was the sort of thing he had been wanting for weeks past. He could do with a lot of this. He wouldnt have suggested it himself, but, seeing that she felt that way, he was all for it.

William, said Jane, can you ever forgive me?

Oh, rather, said William. Like a shot. Though, I mean to say, nothing to forgive and all that sort of thing.

Well go back right away to our dear little cottage.

Fine!

Well never leave it again.

Topping!

I love you, said Jane, more than life itself.

Good egg! said William.

Jane turned to little Braid Vardon. Braid, were going home with daddy!

Where?

Home — to our little cottage.

Whats a cottage?

The house where we used to be before we came here.

Whats here?

This is.

Which?

Where we are now.

Why?

Ill tell you what, old girl, said William. Just shove a green baize cloth over that kid, and then start in and brew me about five pints of tea as strong and hot as you can jolly well make it. Otherwise Im going to get the cold of a lifetime.


SOMETHING SQUISHY (1924)

First published in Saturday Evening Post, December 1924
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IN THE DEMEANOR of Roland Moresby Attwater, that rising young essayist and literary critic, there appeared, as he stood holding the door open to allow the ladies to leave his Uncle Josephs dining room, no outward and visible sign of the irritation that seethed beneath his mud-stained shirt front. Well bred and highly civilized, he knew how to wear the mask. The lofty forehead that shone above his rimless pince-nez was smooth and unruffled; and if he bared his teeth, it was only in a polite smile. Nevertheless, Roland Attwater was fed to the eyebrows. In the first place, he hated these family dinners. In the second place, he had been longing all the evening for a chance to explain that muddy shirt, and everybody had treated it with a silent tact which was simply maddening. In the third place, he knew that his Uncle Joseph was only waiting for the women to go to bring up once again the infuriating topic of Lucy.

After a preliminary fluttering, not unlike that of hens disturbed in a barnyard, the female members of the party rustled past him in single file — his Aunt Emily; his Aunt Emilys friend, Mrs. Hughes-Higham; his Aunt Emilys companion and secretary, Miss Partlett; and his Aunt Emilys adopted daughter, Lucy. The last-named brought up the rear of the procession. She was a gentle-looking girl with spaniel eyes and freckles; and as she passed, she gave Roland a swift, shy glance of admiration and gratitude. It was the sort of look Ariadne might have given Theseus immediately after his turn-up with the Minotaur; and a casual observer, not knowing the facts, would have supposed that instead of merely opening a door for her Roland had rescued her at considerable bodily risk from some frightful doom.

Roland closed the door and returned to the table. His uncle, having pushed port toward him, coughed significantly and opened fire.

How did you think Lucy was looking tonight, Roland?

The young man winced, but the fine courtly spirit which is such a characteristic of the younger members of the intelligentzia did not fail him. Instead of banging the speaker over the head with the decanter, he replied with quiet civility.

Splendid, he said.

Nice girl.

Very.

Wonderful disposition.

Quite.

And so sensible.

Precisely.

Very different from these shingled, cigarette-smoking young women who infest the place nowadays.

Decidedly.

Had one of em up before me this morning, said Uncle Joseph, frowning austerely over his port. Sir Joseph Moresby was by profession a metropolitan magistrate. Charged with speeding. Thats their idea of life.

Girls, argued Roland, will be girls.

Not while Im sitting at Bosher Street police court, they wont, said his uncle with decision. Unless they want to pay five-pound fines and have their licenses indorsed. He sipped thoughtfully. Look here, Roland, he said, as one struck by a novel idea, why the devil dont you marry Lucy?

Well, uncle — —

Youve got a bit of money, shes got a bit of money. Ideal. Besides, you want somebody to look after you.

Do you suggest, inquired Roland, his eyebrows rising coldly, that I am incapable of looking after myself?

Yes, I do. Why, dammit, you cant even dress for dinner without getting mud all over your shirt front!

Rolands cue had been long in coming, but it had arrived at a very acceptable moment.

If you really want to know how that mud came to be on my shirt front, Uncle Joseph, he said with quiet dignity, I got it saving a mans life.

Eh? What? How?

A man slipped on the pavement as I was passing through Grosvenor Square on my way here. It was raining, you know. And I — —

You walked here?

Yes. And just as I reached the corner of Duke Street — —

Walked here in the rain? There you are! Lucy would never let you do a foolish thing like that.

It began to rain after I had started.

Lucy would never have let you start.

Are you interested in my story, uncle, said Roland stiffly, or shall we go upstairs?

Eh? My dear boy, of course, of course. Most interested. Want to hear the whole thing from beginning to end. You say it was raining and this fellow slipped off the pavement. And then I suppose a car or a taxi or something came along suddenly and you pulled him out of danger. Yes, go on, my boy.

How do you mean, go on? said Roland morosely. He felt like a public speaker whose chairman has appropriated the cream of his speech and inserted it in his own introductory remarks. Thats all there is.

Well, who was the man? Did he ask you for your name and address?

He did.

Good! A young fellow once did something very similar to what you did, and the man turned out to be a millionaire and left him his entire fortune. I remember reading about it.

In the Family Herald, no doubt.

Did your man look like a millionaire?

He did not. He looked like what he actually was — the proprietor of a small bird-and-snake shop in Seven Dials.

Oh? said Sir Joseph, a trifle dashed. Well, I must tell Lucy about this, he said, brightening. She will be tremendously excited. Just the sort of thing to appeal to a warm-hearted girl like her. Look here, Roland, why dont you marry Lucy?

Roland came to a swift decision. It had not been his intention to lay bare his secret dreams to this pertinacious old blighter, but there seemed no other way of stopping him. He drained a glass of port.

Dont gulp it, my boy! Dont gulp it like that! cried his uncle, shocked, and spoke crisply.

Uncle Joseph, I love somebody else.

Eh? Whats that? Who?

This is, of course, strictly between ourselves.

Of course.

Her name is Wickham. I expect you know the family. The Hertfordshire Wickhams.

Hertfordshire Wickhams! Sir Joseph snorted with extraordinary violence. Bosher Street Wickhams, you mean. If its Roberta Wickham, a red-headed hussy who ought to be smacked and sent to bed without her supper, thats the girl I fined this morning.

You fined her! gasped Roland.

Five pounds, said his uncle complacently. Wish I could have given her five years. Menace to the public safety. How on earth did you get to know a girl like that?

I met her at a dance. I happened to mention that I was a critic of some small standing, and she told me that her mother wrote novels. I chanced to receive one of Lady Wickhams books for review shortly afterward, and the — er — favorable tone of my notice apparently gave her some pleasure. Rolands voice trembled slightly and he blushed. Only he knew what it had cost him to write eulogistically of that terrible book. She has invited me down to Skeldings, their place in Hertfordshire, for the week-end tomorrow.

Send her a telegram.

Saying what?

That you cant go.

But I am going. It is a pretty tough thing if a man of letters who has sold his critical soul is not to receive the reward of his crime. I wouldnt miss it for anything.

Dont you be a fool, my boy, said Sir Joseph. Ive known you all your life — know you better than you know yourself — and I tell you its sheer insanity for a man like you to dream of marrying a girl like that. Forty miles she was going, right down the middle of Piccadilly. The constable proved it up to the hilt. Youre a quiet, sensible fellow, and you ought to marry a quiet, sensible girl. Youre what I call a rabbit.

A rabbit! cried Roland, stung.

There is no stigma attached to being a rabbit, said Sir Joseph pacifically. Every man with a grain of sense is one. It simply means that you prefer a normal, wholesome life to gadding about like a — like a nonrabbit. Youre going out of your class, my boy. Youre trying to change your zoölogical species, and it cant be done. Half the divorces today are due to the fact that rabbits wont believe theyre rabbits till its too late. It is the peculiar nature of the rabbit.

I think we had better join the ladies, Uncle Joseph, said Roland frostily. Aunt Emily will be wondering what has become of us.



In spite of the innate modesty of all heroes, it was with something closely resembling chagrin that Roland discovered, on going to his club in the morning, that the press of London was unanimously silent on the subject of his last nights exploit. Not that one expected anything in the nature of publicity, of course, or even desired it. Still, if there had happened to be some small paragraph under some such title as Gallant Behavior of an Author or Critical Moment for a Critic, it would have done no harm to the sale of that little book of thoughtful essays which Blenkinsops had just put on the market.

And the fellow had seemed so touchingly grateful at the time. Pawing at Rolands chest with muddy hands, he had told him that he would never forget this blinking moment as long as he lived. And he had not bothered even to go and call at a newspaper office.

Well, well! It was hardly for one of Rolands mentality to waste his time in callow wonderment at the fleeting nature of mans gratitude. He swallowed his disappointment and a light lunch, and returned to his flat, where he found Bryce, his manservant, completing the packing of his suitcase.

Packing? said Roland. Thats right. Did those socks arrive?

Yes, sir.

Good! said Roland. They were some rather special gents half hose from the Burlington Arcade, subtly passionate, and he was hoping much from them. He wandered to the table and became aware that on it lay a large cardboard box. Hullo, whats this?

Bryce regarded the box with a disapproving tightening of the lips. It seemed to give him little pleasure.

A man left it a short while ago, sir; a somewhat shabbily dressed person. The note accompanying it is on the mantelpiece, sir.

Roland went to the mantelpiece, and, having inspected the dirty envelope for a moment with fastidious distaste, opened it in a gingerly manner.

The box appears to me, sir, continued Bryce with a slight shiver, to contain something alive. It seemed to me that I received the impression of something squirming.

Good Lord! exclaimed Roland, staring at the letter.

Sir?

Its a snake. That fool has sent me a snake. Of all the — — A hearty ringing at the front-door bell interrupted him. Bryce, rising from the suitcase, vanished silently. Roland continued to regard the unwelcome gift with a peevish frown.

Miss Wickham, sir, said Bryce at the door.

The visitor, who walked springily into the room, was a girl of remarkable and rather impish beauty. She resembled a particularly good-looking schoolboy who had dressed up in his sisters clothes. She appeared, from the way she moved, to be built of whalebone and India rubber, and there was a vitality in her bright hazel eyes which for years had caused nervous relatives to wonder apprehensively what she was going to be up to next. Under her small and becoming hat lay a crop of that brilliantly auburn hair which had caused Sir Joseph Moresby to bestow upon her the sour description of red-headed hussy.

Ah, she said, cocking a bright eye at the suitcase, Im glad youre bustling about. We ought to be starting soon. Im going to drive you down in the two-seater. She began a restless tour of the room. Hullo! she said, arriving at the box. What might this be? She shook it experimentally. I say, theres something squishy inside!
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Yes, its — —

Roland, said Miss Wickham, having conducted further experiments, immediate investigation is called for. Inside this box, old dear, there is most certainly some living organism. When you shake it, it distinctly squishes.

Its all right. Its only a snake.

Snake!

Perfectly harmless, he hastened to assure her. The fool expressly states that. Not that it matters, because Im going to send it straight back, unopened.

Miss Wickham squeaked with pleased excitement.

Whos been sending you snakes?

Roland coughed diffidently.

I happened to — er — save a mans life last night. I was coming along at the corner of Duke Street — —

Now, isnt that an extraordinary thing! said Miss Wickham meditatively. Here have I lived all these years and never thought of getting a snake!

 —— when a man — —

The one thing every young girl should have.

 —— slipped off the pavement — —

There are the most tremendous possibilities in a snake. The diner-outs best friend. Pop it onto the table after the soup and be societys pet.

Roland, though nothing, of course, could shake his great love, was conscious of a passing feeling of annoyance.

Ill tell Bryce to take the thing back to the man, he said, abandoning his story as a total loss.

Take it back? said Miss Wickham, amazed. But, Roland, what frightful waste! Why, there are moments in life when knowing where to lay your hand on a snake means more than words can tell! She started. Golly! Didnt you once say that old Sir Joseph Whats-His-Name — the beak, you know — was your uncle? He fined me five of the best yesterday for absolutely crawling along Piccadilly. He needs a sharp lesson. He must be taught that he cant go about the place persecuting the innocent like that. Ill tell you what. Ask him to lunch here and hide the thing in his napkin. Thatll make him think a bit!

No, no! cried Roland, shuddering strongly.

Roland! For my sake!

No, no, really!

And youve said dozens of times that you would do anything in the world for me! She mused. Well, at least let me tie a string to it and dangle it out of window in front of the next old lady that comes along.

No, no, please! I must send it back to the man.

Miss Wickhams discontent was plain, but she seemed to accept defeat.

Oh, all right, if youre going to refuse me every little thing. But let me tell you, my lad, that youre throwing away the laugh of a lifetime; wantonly and callously chucking it away. Where is Bryce? Gone to earth in the kitchen, I suppose. Ill go and give him the thing while you strap the suitcase. We ought to be starting or we shant get there by tea time.

Let me do it.

No, Ill do it.

You mustnt trouble.

No trouble, said Miss Wickham amiably.



In this world, as has been pointed out in various ways by a great many sages and philosophers, it is wiser for the man who shrinks from being disappointed not to look forward too keenly to moments that promise pleasure. Roland Attwater, who had anticipated considerable enjoyment from his drive down to Skeldings Hall, soon discovered, when the car had threaded its way through the London traffic and was out in the open country, that the conditions were not right for enjoyment. Miss Wickham did not appear to share the modern girls distaste for her home. She plainly wanted to get there as quickly as possible. It seemed to Roland that from the time they left High Barnet to the moment when with a grinding of brakes they drew up at the door of Skeldings Hall, the two-seater had only touched Hertfordshire at odd spots.

Yet, as they alighted, Roberta Wickham voiced a certain dissatisfaction with her work.

Forty-three minutes, she said, frowning at her watch. I can do better than that.

Can you? gulped Roland. Can you, indeed?

Well, were in time for tea, anyhow. Come in and meet the mater. Forgotten Sports of the Past — Number Three, Meeting the Mater.

Roland met the mater. The phrase, however, is too mild and inexpressive and does not give a true picture of the facts. He not merely met the mater; he was engulfed and swallowed up by the mater. Lady Wickham, that popular novelist— Strikes a singularly fresh note. R. Moresby Attwater in the New Examiner — was delighted to see her guest. Welcoming Roland to her side, she proceeded to strike so many singularly fresh notes that he was unable to tear himself away till it was time to dress for dinner. She was a large, placid woman with a voice that never stopped, and she was still talking with unimpaired volubility on the subject of her books, of which Roland had been kind enough to write so appreciatively, when the gong sounded.

Is it as late as that? she said, surprised, releasing Roland, who had thought it later. We shall have to go on with our little talk after dinner. You know your room? No? Oh, well, Claude will show you. Claude, will you take Mr. Attwater up with you? His room is at the end of your corridor. By the way, you dont know each other, do you? Sir Claude Lynn, Mr. Attwater.

The two men bowed; but in Rolands bow there was not that heartiness which we like to see in our friends when we introduce them to fellow guests. A considerable part of the agony which he had been enduring for the last two hours had been caused not so much by Lady Wickhams eloquence, though that had afflicted him sorely, as by the spectacle of this man Lynn, whoever he might be, monopolizing the society of Bobbie Wickham in a distant corner. There had been to him something intolerably possessive about the back of Sir Claudes neck as he bent toward Miss Wickham. It was the neck of a man who is being much more intimate and devotional than a jealous rival cares about.

The close-up which he now received of this person did nothing to allay Rolands apprehension. The man was handsome, sickeningly handsome, with just that dark, dignified, clean-cut handsomeness which attracts impressionable girls. It was, indeed, his dignity that so oppressed Roland now. There was that about Sir Claude Lynns calm and supercilious eye that made a fellow feel that he belonged to entirely the wrong set in London and that his trousers were bagging at the knees.

A most delightful man, whispered Lady Wickham, as Sir Claude moved away to open the door for Bobbie. Between ourselves, the original of Captain Mauleverer, D.S.O., in my Blood Will Tell. Very old family, ever so much money. Plays polo splendidly, and tennis and golf. A superb shot. Member for East Bittlesham, and I hear on all sides that he may be in the cabinet any day.

Indeed? said Roland coldly.



It seemed to Lady Wickham, as she sat with him in her study after dinner — she had stated authoritatively that he would much prefer a quiet chat in that shrine of literature to any shallow revelry that might be going on elsewhere — that Roland was a trifle distrait. Nobody could have worked harder to entertain him than she. She read him the first seven chapters of the new novel on which she was engaged, and told him in gratifying detail the plot of the rest of it; but somehow all did not seem well. The young man, she noticed, had developed a habit of plucking at his hair; and once he gave a sharp gulping cry which startled her.
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Lady Wickham began to feel disappointed in Roland and was not sorry when he excused himself.

I wonder, he said in a rather overwrought sort of way, if you would mind if I just went and had a word with Miss Wickham. I — I — theres something I wanted to ask her.

Certainly, said Lady Wickham, without warmth. You will probably find her in the billiard room. She said something about having a game with Claude. Sir Claude is wonderful at billiards; almost like a professional.

Bobbie was not in the billiard room, but Sir Claude was, practicing dignified cannons which never failed to come off. At Rolands entrance, he looked up like an inquiring statue.

Miss Wickham? he said. She left half an hour ago. I think she went to bed.

He surveyed Rolands flushed dishevelment for a moment with a touch of disapproval, then resumed his cannons. Roland, though he had that on his mind concerning which he desired Miss Wickhams counsel and sympathy, felt that it would have to stand over till the morning. Meanwhile, lest his hostess should pop out of the study and recapture him, he decided to go to bed himself.

He had just reached the passage where his haven lay when a door which had apparently been standing ajar opened and Bobbie appeared, draped in a sea-green negligée of such a caliber that Rolands heart leaped convulsively and he clutched at the wall for support.

Oh, there you are, she said a little petulantly. What a time youve been!

Your mother was — —

Yes, I suppose she would be, said Miss Wickham understandingly. Well, I only wanted to tell you about Sidney.

Sidney? Do you mean Claude?

No, Sidney — the snake. I was in your room just after dinner to see if you had everything you wanted, and I noticed the box on your dressing table.

Ive been trying to get hold of you all the evening to ask you what to do about that, said Roland feverishly. I was most awfully upset when I saw the beastly thing. How Bryce came to be such an idiot as to put it in the car — —

He must have misunderstood me, said Bobbie with a clear and childlike light shining in her hazel eyes. I suppose he thought I said, Put this in the back, instead of, Take this back. But what I wanted to say was that its all right.

All right?

Yes. Thats why Ive been waiting up to see you. I thought that when you went to your room and found the box open you might be a bit worried.

The box open!

Yes. But its all right. It was I who opened it.

Oh, but I say, you — you oughtnt to have done that. The snake may be roaming about all over the house.

Oh, no, its all right. I know where it is.

Thats good.

Yes, its all right. I put him in Claudes bed.

Roland Attwater clutched at his hair as violently as if he had been listening to Chapter VI of Lady Wickhams new novel.

You — you — you — what?

I put him in Claudes bed.

Roland uttered a little whinnying sound, like a very old horse a very long way away.

Put him in Claudes bed!

Put him in Claudes bed.

But — but — but why?

Why not? asked Miss Wickham reasonably.

But —— Oh, my heavens! 

Something on your mind? inquired Miss Wickham solicitously.

It will give him an awful fright.

Jolly good for him. I was reading an article in the evening paper about it. Did you know that fear increases the secretory activity of the thyroid, suprarenal and pituitary glands? Well, it does. Bucks you up, you know. Regular tonic. Itll be like a day at the seaside for old Claudie when he puts his bare foot on Sidney. . . . Well, I must be turning in. Got that schoolgirl complexion to think about. Good night.

For some minutes after he had tottered to his room, Roland sat on the edge of the bed in deep meditation. At one time it seemed as if his reverie was going to take a pleasant turn. This was when the thought presented itself to him that he must have overestimated the power of Sir Claudes fascination. A girl could not, he felt, have fallen very deeply under a mans spell if she started filling his bed with snakes the moment she left him.

For an instant, as he toyed with this heartening reflection, something remotely resembling a smile played about Rolands sensitive mouth. Then another thought came to wipe the smile away — the realization that, though the broad general principle of putting snakes in Sir Claudes bed was entirely admirable, the flaw in the present situation lay in the fact that this particular snake could be so easily traced to its source. The butler, or whoever had taken his luggage upstairs, would be sure to remember carrying up a mysterious box. Probably it had squished as he carried it and was already the subject of comment in the servants hall. Discovery was practically certain.

Roland rose jerkily from his bed. There was only one thing to be done and he must do it immediately. He must go to Sir Claudes room and retrieve his lost pet. He crept to the door and listened carefully. No sound came to disturb the stillness of the house. He stole out into the corridor.

It was at this precise moment that Sir Claude Lynn, surfeited with cannons, put on his coat, replaced his cue in the rack and came out of the billiard room.



If there is one thing in this world that should be done quickly or not at all, it is the removal of ones personal snake from the bed of a comparative stranger. Yet Roland, brooding over the snowy coverlet, hesitated. All his life he had had a horror of crawling and slippery things. At his private school though other boys had fondled frogs and achieved terms of intimacy with slowworms, he had not been able to bring himself even to keep white mice. The thought of plunging his hand between those sheets and groping for an object of such recognized squishiness as Sidney appalled him. And even as he hesitated there came from the corridor outside the sound of advancing footsteps.

Roland was not by nature a resourceful young man, but even a child would have known what to do in this crisis. There was a large cupboard on the other side of the room and its door had been left invitingly open. In the rapidity with which he bolted into this his Uncle Joseph would no doubt have seen further convincing evidence of his rabbithood. He reached it and burrowed behind a mass of hanging clothes just as Sir Claude entered the room.

It was some small comfort to Roland — and at the moment he needed what comfort he could get, however small — to find that there was plenty of space in the cupboard. And what was even better, seeing that he had had no time to close the door, it was generously filled with coats, overcoats, raincoats and trousers. Sir Claude Lynn was evidently a man who believed in taking an extensive wardrobe with him on country-house visits; and though he deplored the dandyism which this implied, Roland would not have had it otherwise. Nestling in the undergrowth, he peered out between a raincoat and a pair of golfing knickerbockers. A strange silence had fallen, and he was curious to know what his host was doing with himself.

At first he could not sight him; but shifting slightly to the left, he brought him into focus, and discovered that in the interval that had passed Sir Claude had removed nearly all his clothes and was now standing before the open window, doing exercises.

It was not prudery that caused this spectacle to give Roland a sharp shock. What made him start so convulsively was the mans horrifying aspect as revealed in the nude. Downstairs, in the conventional dinner costume of the well-dressed man, Sir Claude Lynn had seemed robust and soldierly; but nothing in his appearance then had prepared Roland for the ghastly physique which he exhibited now. He seemed twice his previous size, as if the removal of constricting garments had caused him to bulge in every direction. When he inflated his chest it looked like a barrel. And though Roland in the circumstances would have preferred any other simile, there was only one thing to which his rippling muscles could be compared. They were like snakes, and nothing but snakes. They heaved and twisted beneath his skin just as Sidney was presumably even now heaving and twisting beneath the sheets.

If ever there was a man, in short, in whose bedroom one would rather not have been concealed in circumstances which might only too easily lead to a physical encounter, that man was Sir Claude Lynn; and Roland, seeing him, winced away with a shudder so violent that a coat hanger which had been trembling on the edge of its peg fell with a disintegrating clatter.

There was a moment of complete silence; then the trousers behind which he cowered were snatched away and a huge hand, groping like the tentacle of some dreadful marine monster, seized him painfully by the hair and started pulling.

Ouch! said Roland, and came out like a winkle at the end of a pin.

A modesty which Roland, who was modest himself, should have been the first to applaud had led the other to clothe himself hastily for this interview in a suit of pajamas of a stupefying mauve. In all his life Roland had never seen such a color scheme, and in some curious way the brilliance of them seemed to complete his confusion. The result was that, instead of plunging at once into apologies and explanations, he remained staring with fallen jaw; and his expression, taken in conjunction with the fact that his hair, rumpled by the coats, appeared to be standing on end, supplied Sir Claude with a theory which seemed to cover the case. He remembered that Roland had had much the same cockeyed look when he had come into the billiard room. He recalled that immediately after dinner Roland had disappeared and had not joined the rest of the party in the drawing-room. Obviously the fellow must have been drinking like a fish in some secret part of the house for hours.

Get out! he said curtly, taking Roland by the arm with a look of disgust and leading him sternly to the door. An abstemious man himself, Sir Claude Lynn had a correct horror of excess in others. Go and sleep it off. I suppose you can find your way to your room. Its the one at the end of the corridor, as you seem to have forgotten where it is.

But listen — —

I cannot understand how a man of any decent upbringing can make such a beast of himself.

Do listen!

Dont shout like that, snapped Sir Claude severely. Good heavens, man, do you want to wake the whole house? If you dare to open your mouth again Ill break you into little bits.

Roland found himself out in the passage, staring at a closed door. Even as he stared, it opened sharply and the upper half of the mauve-clad Sir Claude popped out.

No drunken singing in the corridor, mind! said Sir Claude sternly, and disappeared.

It was a little difficult to know what to do. Sir Claude had counseled slumber, but the suggestion was scarcely a practical one. On the other hand, there seemed nothing to be gained by hanging about in the passage. With slow and lingering steps, Roland moved toward his room, and had just reached it when the silence of the night was rent by a shattering scream; and the next moment there shot through the door he had left a large body. And as Roland gazed dumbly, a voice was raised in deafening appeal.

Shotgun! vociferated Sir Claude. Help! Shotgun! Bring a shotgun, somebody!

There was not the smallest room for doubt that the secretory activity of his thyroid, suprarenal and pituitary glands had been increased to an almost painful extent.

It is only in the most modern and lively country houses that this sort of thing can happen without attracting attention. So quickly did the corridor fill that it seemed to Roland as if dressing-gowned figures had shot up through the carpet. Among those present he noticed Lady Wickham in blue, her daughter Roberta in green, three male guests in bath robes, the under-housemaid in curl papers and Simmons the butler completely and correctly clad in full afternoon costume.

They were all asking what was the matter, but as Lady Wickhams penetrating voice oertopped the rest, it was to her that Sir Claude turned to tell his story.

A snake? said Lady Wickham, interested.

A snake.

In your bed?

In my bed.

Most unusual, said Lady Wickham with a touch of displeasure.

Sir Claudes rolling eye, wandering along the corridor, picked out Roland as he shrank among the shadows. He pointed at him with such swift suddenness that his hostess only saved herself from a nasty blow by means of some shifty footwork.

Thats the man! he cried.

Lady Wickham, already ruffled, showed signs of peevishness.

My dear Claude, she said with a certain asperity, do come to some definite decision. A moment ago you said there was a snake in your room; now you say it was a man. Besides, cant you see that that is Mr. Attwater? What would he be doing in your room?

Ill tell you what he was doing. He was putting that infernal snake in my bed. I found him there.

Found him there? In your bed?

In my cupboard. Hiding. I hauled him out.

All eyes were turned upon Roland. His own he turned with a look of wistful entreaty upon Roberta Wickham. A cavalier of the nicest gallantry, nothing, of course, would induce him to betray the girl; but surely she would appreciate that the moment had come for her to step forward and clear a good mans name with a full explanation.

He had been too sanguine. A pretty astonishment lit up Miss Wickhams lovely eyes. But her equally lovely mouth did not open.

But Mr. Attwater has no snake, argued Lady Wickham. He is a well-known man of letters. Well-known men of letters, she said, stating a pretty generally recognized fact, do not take snakes with them when they go on visits.

A new voice joined in the discussion.

Begging your pardon, your ladyship. It was the voice of Simmons, grave and respectful. Begging your pardon, your ladyship, it is my belief that Mr. Attwater did have a serpent in his possession. Thomas, who conveyed his baggage to his room, mentioned a cardboard box that seemed to contain something alive.

From the expression of the eyes that once more raked him in his retirement it was plain that the assembled company were of the opinion that it was Rolands turn to speak. But speech was beyond him. He had been backing slowly for some little time; and now, as he backed another step, the handle of his bedroom door insinuated itself into the small of his back. It was almost as if the thing were hinting to him that refuge that lay beyond.

He did not resist the kindly suggestion. With one quick, emotional movement he turned, plunged into his room and slammed the door behind him.

From the corridor without came the sound of voices in debate. He was unable to distinguish words, but the general trend of them was clear. Then silence fell.

Roland sat on his bed, staring before him. He was roused from his trance by a tap on the door.

Whos that? he cried, bounding up. His eye was wild. He was prepared to sell his life dearly.

It is I, sir — Simmons.

What do you want?

The door opened a few inches. Through the gap there came a hand. In the hand was a silver salver. On the salver lay something squishy that writhed and wriggled.

Your serpent, sir, said the voice of Simmons.

It was the opinion of Roland Attwater that he was now entitled to the remainder of the night in peace. The hostile forces outside must now, he felt, have fired their last shot. He sat on his bed, thinking deeply, if incoherently. From time to time the clock on the stables struck the quarters, but he did not move. And then into the silence it seemed to him that some sound intruded — a small, tapping sound that might have been the first tentative efforts of a very young woodpecker just starting out in business for itself. It was only after this small noise had continued for some moments that he recognized it for what it was.

Somebody was knocking softly on his door.

There are moods in which even the mildest man will turn to bay, and there gleamed in Roland Attwaters eyes as he strode to the door and flung it open a baleful light. And such was his militant condition that, even when he glared out and beheld Roberta Wickham, still in that green negligée, the light did not fade away. He regarded her malevolently.

I thought Id better come and have a word with you, whispered Miss Wickham.

Indeed? said Roland.

I wanted to explain.

Explain!

Well, said Miss Wickham, you may not think theres any explanation due to you, but I really feel there is. Oh, yes, I do. You see, it was this way: Claude had asked me to marry him.

And so you put a snake in his bed? Of course! Quite natural!

Well, you see, he was so frightfully perfect and immaculate and dignified and — oh, well, youve seen him for yourself, so you know what I mean. He was too darned overpowering — thats what Im driving at — and it seemed to me that if I could only see him really human and undignified just once, I might — well, you see what I mean?

And the experiment, I take it, was successful?

Miss Wickham wriggled her small toes inside her slippers.

It depends which way you look at it. Im not going to marry him, if thats what you mean.

I should have thought, said Roland coldly, that Sir Claude behaved in a manner sufficiently — shall I say human? — to satisfy even you.

Miss Wickham giggled reminiscently. He did leap, didnt he? He reminded me of those hills in the Bible. Why leap ye, ye high hills? Do you remember? But its all off, just the same.

Might I ask why?

Those pajamas, old dear, said Miss Wickham firmly. The moment I caught a glimpse of them, I said to myself, No wedding bells for me! No! Ive seen too much of life, old thing, to be optimistic about a man who wears mauve pajamas. She plunged for a space into maiden meditation. When she spoke again, it was on another aspect of the affair. Im afraid mother is rather cross with you, Roland.

You surprise me!

Never mind; you can slate her next novel.

I intend to, said Roland grimly, remembering what he had suffered in the study from Chapters I and VII of it.

But meanwhile I dont think you had better meet her again just yet. Do you know, I really think the best plan would be for you to go away tonight without saying good-by? There is a very good milk train which gets you into London at 6:45.

When does it start?

At 3:15.

Ill take it, said Roland.

There was a pause. Roberta Wickham drew a step closer.

Roland, she said softly, you were a dear not to give me away. I do appreciate it so much.

Not at all!

There would have been an awful row. I expect mother would have taken away my car.

Ghastly!

I want to see you again quite soon, Roland. Im coming up to London next week. Will you give me lunch? And then we might go and sit in Kensington Gardens or somewhere where its quiet.

Roland eyed her fixedly.

Ill drop you a line, he said.



Sir Joseph Moresby was an early breakfaster. The hands of the clock pointed to five minutes past eight as he entered his dining room with a jaunty and hopeful step. There were, his senses told him, kidneys and bacon beyond that door. To his surprise he found that there was also his nephew Roland. The young man was pacing the carpet restlessly. He had a rumpled look, as if he had slept poorly, and his eyes were pink about the rims.

Roland! exclaimed Sir Joseph. Good gracious! What are you doing here? Didnt you go to Skeldings after all?

Yes, I went, said Roland in a strange, toneless voice.

Then what — —

Uncle Joseph, said Roland, you remember what we were talking about at dinner? Do you really think Lucy would have me if I asked her to marry me?

What? My dear boy, shes been in love with you for years.

Is she up yet?

No, she doesnt breakfast till nine.

Ill wait.

Sir Joseph grasped his hand.

Roland, my boy — — he began.

But there was that on Rolands mind that made him unwilling to listen to set speeches.

Uncle Joseph, he said, do you mind if I join you for a bite of breakfast? Ive been up all night.

My dear boy, of course!

Then I wish you would ask them to be frying two or three eggs and another rasher or so. While Im waiting Ill be starting on a few kidneys.



It was ten minutes past nine when Sir Joseph happened to go into the morning room. He had supposed it empty, but he perceived that the large armchair by the window was occupied by his nephew Roland. He was leaning back with the air of one whom the world is treating well. On the floor beside him sat Lucy, her eyes fixed adoringly on the young mans face.

Yes, yes, she was saying. How wonderful! Do go on, darling.

Sir Joseph tiptoed out, unnoticed. Roland was speaking as he softly closed the door.

Well, Sir Joseph heard him say, it was raining, you know, and just as I reached the corner of Duke Street — —


HONEYSUCKLE COTTAGE (1925)

First published in Saturday Evening Post, January 1925
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JAMES RODMAN BENT forward and knocked the ashes out of his pipe. For a while he sat, silent and pensive, staring into the fire. Then with a little sudden movement he stooped and patted his dog, William, asleep on the rug, and, leaning back, refilled his pipe and lit it. The flame of the match shone for a moment on his strong, capable face. Outside, the storm raged against the window, for it was an eerie night of howling wind and driving rain.

Do you believe in ghosts? he asked abruptly.

I weighed the question thoughtfully. I was a little surprised, for nothing in our previous conversation had suggested the topic.

Well, I dont like them, if thats what you mean. I was butted by one as a child.

Ghosts, said James with some brusqueness; not goats.

Oh! Do I believe in ghosts?

Exactly.

Well, yes — and no.

That, said James, is a fat lot of help. Ill put it another way. Do you believe in haunted houses? Do you believe that it is possible for a malign influence to envelop a place and work a spell on all who come within its radius?

Well — I hesitated— well, no — and yes.

James looked at me with dislike.

Are you always as bright as this? he asked sourly.

Of course, I went on, one has read stories. Henry James Turn of the Screw, for example. And Dunsany, I think, has one.

Im not talking about fiction, fool. Of course there are thousands of haunted houses in fiction.

Well, in real life —— Well, look here, I once, as a matter of fact, did meet a man who knew a fellow — —

I once lived in a haunted house, he said. If James Rodman has a fault it is his tendency to be a bad listener. I think it must be the result of always writing those mystery stories of his. You know how the detective in those tales always jumps on his friend and shushes him down if he tries to get a word in edgeways. James has become rather like that. It cost me five thousand pounds. That is to say, that is the sum I sacrificed by not remaining there. I have spoken to you about my Aunt Leila, the one who wrote sentimental novels.

James! I cried. I beg of you! De mortuis, you know. Remember she is dead.

I know shes dead, fathead. Thats the whole point of the story. I wasnt going to say anything against her.

I was relieved. In past years, you see, I had frequently heard James Rodman speak his mind on the subject of his Aunt Leila and her books, and I was fearing another outburst. For James, I regret to say, was ashamed of his gifted relative.

The lush sentimentalism of Leila May Pinckney, which was so dear to her enormous public, revolted him. He had always held rigid views on the art of the novel and maintained that the artist should not descend to sloppy love stories, but should stick austerely to revolvers, cries in the night, missing papers, mysterious Chinamen and dead bodies — with or without gash in throat.

I had never myself read anything by the late Miss Pinckney, but I knew that by those entitled to judge she had been regarded as preëminent in her particular form of literature. The critics usually headed their reviews of her books with the words:

Another Pinckney

Or, sometimes, more offensively:

Another Pinckney!!!

And once, dealing with, I think, The Love Which Prevails, the literary expert of the Scrutinizer had compressed his entire critique into the single phrase, Oh, God!

What I was going to say when you interrupted me, resumed James, was that when my Aunt Leila died I found she had left me five thousand pounds and the house in the country where she had lived for the last twenty years of her life. He paused.

Fancy that! I said.

Twenty years, repeated James. Grasp that, for it has a vital bearing on what follows. Twenty years, mind you, and she turned out two novels and twelve short stories regularly every year, besides a monthly page of Advice to Young Girls in one of the magazines. That is to say, forty of my Aunt Leilas novels and no fewer than two hundred and forty of her short stories were written under the roof of Honeysuckle Cottage.

A pretty name, I said.

It was a condition of the will that I should reside there for the whole of the first year and for six months in every year that followed. Failing to do this, I was to forfeit the five thousand pounds.

It must be great fun making a freak will, I mused. I often wish I was rich enough to do it.

This wasnt a freak will. The condition was perfectly intelligible. Aunt Leila was a firm believer in the influence of environment. She inserted this clause in order to compel me to move from London to the country. She had always objected to my living in London, maintaining that it hardened me and made my outlook on life sordid. She never liked my stuff, poor soul.

I see.

So I went down to Honeysuckle Cottage and —— Well, Ill tell you the whole story.

James first impressions of Honeysuckle Cottage were, he tells me, wholly favorable. He was delighted with the place. It was a low, rambling, picturesque old house with funny little chimneys and a red roof, placed in the middle of the most charming country. With its oak beams, its trim garden, its trilling birds and its rose-hung porch, it was the ideal spot for a writer. It was just the sort of place, he reflected whimsically, which his aunt had loved to write about in her books. Even the apple-cheeked old housekeeper who attended to his needs might have stepped straight out of one of them.

It seemed to James that his lot had been cast in pleasant places. He had brought down his books, his pipes and his golf clubs, and was hard at work finishing the best thing he had ever done. The Secret Nine was the title of it; and on the beautiful summer afternoon on which this story opens he was in the study, hammering away at his typewriter, at peace with the world. The machine was running sweetly, the new tobacco he had bought the day before was proving admirable, and he was moving on all six cylinders to the end of a chapter.

He shoved in a fresh sheet of paper, chewed his pipe thoughtfully for a moment, then wrote rapidly:

For an instant Lester Gage thought that he must have been mistaken. Then the noise came again, faint but unmistakable — a soft scratching on the outer panel.

His mouth set in a grim line. Silently, like a panther, he made one quick step to the desk, noiselessly opened a drawer, drew out his automatic. After that affair of the poisoned needle, he was taking no chances. Still in dead silence, he tiptoed to the door; then, flinging it suddenly open, he stood there, his weapon poised.

On the mat stood the most beautiful girl he had ever beheld. A veritable child of Faërie. She eyed him for a moment with a saucy smile; then with a pretty, roguish look of reproof she shook a dainty forefinger at him.

 I believe youve forgotten me, Mr. Gage! she fluted with a mock severity which her eyes belied.

James stared at the paper dumbly. He was utterly perplexed. He had not had the slightest intention of writing anything like this. To begin with, it was his unbroken rule never to permit girls to enter his stories. He held that a detective story should have no heroine. Heroines only held up the action and tried to flirt with the hero when he should have been busy looking for clews, and then went and let the villain kidnap them by some childishly simple trick. No, no girls for James.

And yet here was this creature with her saucy smile and her dainty forefinger horning in at the most important point in the story. It was uncanny.

He looked once more at his scenario. No, the scenario was all right.

In perfectly plain words it stated that what happened when the door opened was that a dying man fell in and after gasping, The beetle! Tell Scotland Yard that the blue beetle is — — expired on the hearth rug, leaving Lester Gage not unnaturally somewhat mystified. Nothing whatever about any beautiful girls.

In a curious mood of irritation, James scratched out the offending passage, wrote in the necessary corrections and put the cover on the machine. It was at this point that he heard William whining.

The only blot on this paradise which James had so far been able to discover was the infernal dog, William. Belonging nominally to the gardener, on the very first morning he had adopted James by acclamation, and he maddened and infuriated James. He had a habit of coming and whining under the window when James was at work. The latter would ignore this as long as he could; then, when the thing became insupportable, would bound out of his chair, to see the animal standing on the gravel, gazing expectantly up at him with a stone in his mouth. William had a weak-minded passion for chasing stones; and on the first day James, in a rash spirit of camaraderie, had flung one for him. Since then James had thrown no more stones; but he had thrown any number of other solids, and the garden was littered with objects ranging from match boxes to a plaster statuette of the young Joseph prophesying before Pharaoh. And still William came and whined, an optimist to the last.

The whining, coming now at a moment when he felt irritable and unsettled, acted on James much as the scratching on the door had acted on Lester Gage. Silently, like a panther, he made one quick step to the mantelpiece, removed from it a china mug bearing the legend A Present From Clacton-on-Sea, and crept to the window.

And as he did so a voice outside said, Go away, sir, go away! and there followed a short, high-pitched bark which was certainly not Williams. William was a mixture of Airedale, setter, bull terrier and mastiff; and when in vocal mood, favored the mastiff side of his family.

James peered out. There on the porch stood a girl in blue. She held in her arms a small fluffy white dog, and she was endeavoring to foil the upward movement toward this of the blackguard William. Williams mentality had been arrested some years before at the point where he imagined that everything in the world had been created for him to eat. A bone, a boot, a steak, the back wheel of a bicycle — it was all one to William. If it was there he tried to eat it. He had even made a plucky attempt to devour the remains of the young Joseph prophesying before Pharaoh. And it was perfectly plain now that he regarded the curious wriggling object in the girls arms purely in the light of a snack to keep body and soul together till dinnertime.

William! bellowed James.

William looked courteously over his shoulder with eyes that beamed with the pure light of a lifes devotion, wagged the whiplike tail which he had inherited from his bull-terrier ancestor and resumed his intent scrutiny of the fluffy dog.

Oh, please! cried the girl. This great rough dog is frightening poor Toto.

The man of letters and the man of action do not always go hand in hand, but practice had made James perfect in handling with a swift efficiency any situation that involved William. A moment later that canine moron, having received the present from Clacton in the short ribs, was scuttling round the corner of the house, and James had jumped through the window and was facing the girl.

She was an extraordinarily pretty girl. Very sweet and fragile she looked as she stood there under the honeysuckle with the breeze ruffling a tendril of golden hair that strayed from beneath her coquettish little hat. Her eyes were very big and very blue, her rose-tinted face becomingly flushed. All wasted on James, though. He disliked all girls, and particularly the sweet, droopy type.
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Did you want to see somebody? he asked stiffly.

Just the house, said the girl, if it wouldnt be giving any trouble. I do so want to see the room where Miss Pinckney wrote her books. This is where Leila May Pinckney used to live, isnt it?

Yes; I am her nephew. My name is James Rodman.

Mine is Rose Maynard.

James led the way into the house, and she stopped with a cry of delight on the threshold of the morning room.

Oh, how too perfect! she cried. So this was her study?

Yes.

What a wonderful place it would be for you to think in if you were a writer too.

James held no high opinion of womens literary taste, but nevertheless he was conscious of an unpleasant shock.

I am a writer, he said coldly. I write detective stories.

I — Im afraid — she blushed— Im afraid I dont often read detective stories.

You no doubt prefer, said James, still more coldly, the sort of thing my aunt used to write.

Oh, I love her stories! cried the girl, clasping her hands ecstatically. Dont you?

I cannot say that I do.

What?

They are pure apple sauce, said James sternly; just nasty blobs of sentimentality, thoroughly untrue to life.

The girl stared.

Why, thats just whats so wonderful about them, their trueness to life! You feel they might all have happened. I dont understand what you mean.

They were walking down the garden now. James held the gate open for her and she passed through into the road.

Well, for one thing, he said, I decline to believe that a marriage between two young people is invariably preceded by some violent and sensational experience in which they both share.

Are you thinking of Scent o the Blossom, where Edgar saves Maud from drowning?

I am thinking of every single one of my aunts books. He looked at her curiously. He had just got the solution of a mystery which had been puzzling him for some time. Almost from the moment he had set eyes on her she had seemed somehow strangely familiar. It now suddenly came to him why it was that he disliked her so much. Do you know, he said, you might be one of my aunts heroines yourself? Youre just the sort of girl she used to love to write about. Her face lit up.

Oh, do you really think so? She hesitated. Do you know what I have been feeling ever since I came here? Ive been feeling that you are exactly like one of Miss Pinckneys heroes.

No, I say, really! said James, revolted.

Oh, but you are! When you jumped through that window it gave me quite a start. You were so exactly like Claude Masterson in Heather o the Hills.

I have not read Heather o the Hills, said James with a shudder.

He was very strong and quiet, with deep, dark, sad eyes.

James did not explain that his eyes were sad because her society gave him a pain in the neck. He merely laughed scornfully.

So now, I suppose, he said, a car will come and knock you down and I shall carry you gently into the house and lay you —— Look out! he cried.

It was too late. She was lying in a little huddled heap at his feet. Round the corner a large automobile had come bowling, keeping with an almost affected precision to the wrong side of the road. It was now receding into the distance, the occupant of the tonneau, a stout red-faced gentleman in a fur coat, leaning out over the back. He had bared his head — not, one fears, as a pretty gesture of respect and regret, but because he was using his hat to hide the number plate.

The dog Toto was unfortunately uninjured.

James carried the girl gently into the house and laid her on the sofa in the morning room. He rang the bell and the apple-cheeked housekeeper appeared.

Send for the doctor, said James. There has been an accident.

The housekeeper bent over the girl.

Eh, dearie, dearie! she said. Bless her sweet pretty face!

The gardener, he who technically owned William, was routed out from among the young lettuces and told to fetch Doctor Brady. He separated his bicycle from William, who was making a light meal off the left pedal, and departed on his mission. Doctor Brady arrived and in due course he made his report.

No bones broken, but a number of nasty bruises. And, of course, the shock. She will have to stay here for some time, Rodman. Cant be moved.

Stay here! But she cant! It isnt proper.

Your housekeeper will act as a chaperon.

The doctor sighed. He was a stolid-looking man of middle age with side whiskers.

A beautiful girl, that, Rodman, he said.

I suppose so, said James.

A sweet, beautiful girl. An elfin child.

A what? cried James, starting.

This imagery was very foreign to Doctor Brady as he knew him. On the only previous occasion on which they had had any extended conversation, the doctor had talked exclusively about the effect of too much protein on the gastric juices.

An elfin child; a tender, fairy creature. When I was looking at her just now, Rodman, I nearly broke down. Her little hand lay on the coverlet like some white lily floating on the surface of a still pool, and her dear, trusting eyes gazed up at me.

He pottered off down the garden, still babbling, and James stood staring after him blankly. And slowly, like some cloud athwart a summer sky, there crept over James heart the chill shadow of a nameless fear.

It was about a week later that Mr. Andrew McKinnon, the senior partner in the well-known firm of literary agents, McKinnon & Gooch, sat in his office in Chancery Lane, frowning thoughtfully over a telegram. He rang the bell.

Ask Mr. Gooch to step in here. He resumed his study of the telegram. Oh, Gooch, he said when his partner appeared, Ive just had a curious wire from young Rodman. He seems to want to see me very urgently.

Mr. Gooch read the telegram.

Written under the influence of some strong mental excitement, he agreed. I wonder why he doesnt come to the office if he wants to see you so badly.

Hes working very hard, finishing that novel for Prodder & Wiggs. Cant leave it, I suppose. Well, its a nice day. If you will look after things here I think Ill motor down and let him give me lunch.

As Mr. McKinnons car reached the crossroads a mile from Honeysuckle Cottage, he was aware of a gesticulating figure by the hedge. He stopped the car.

 Morning, Rodman.

Thank God, youve come! said James. It seemed to Mr. McKinnon that the young man looked paler and thinner. Would you mind walking the rest of the way? Theres something I want to speak to you about.

Mr. McKinnon alighted; and James, as he glanced at him, felt cheered and encouraged by the very sight of the man. The literary agent was a grim, hard-bitten person, to whom, when he called at their offices to arrange terms, editors kept their faces turned so that they might at least retain their back collar studs. There was no sentiment in Andrew McKinnon. Editresses of society papers practiced their blandishments on him in vain, and many a publisher had waked screaming in the night, dreaming that he was signing a McKinnon contract.

Well, Rodman, he said, Prodder & Wiggs have agreed to our terms. I was writing to tell you so when your wire arrived. I had a lot of trouble with them, but its fixed at 20 per cent, rising to 25, and two hundred pounds advance royalties on day of publication.

Good! said James absently. Good! McKinnon, do you remember my aunt, Leila May Pinckney?

Remember her? Why, I was her agent all her life.

Of course. Then you know the sort of tripe she wrote.

No author, said Mr. McKinnon reprovingly, who pulls down a steady twenty thousand pounds a year writes tripe.

Well, anyway, you know her stuff.

Who better?

When she died she left me five thousand pounds and her house, Honeysuckle Cottage. Im living there now. McKinnon, do you believe in haunted houses?

No.

Yet I tell you solemnly that Honeysuckle Cottage is haunted!

By your aunt? said Mr. McKinnon, surprised.

By her influence. Theres a malignant spell over the place; a sort of miasma of sentimentalism. Everybody who enters it succumbs.

Tut-tut! You mustnt have these fancies.

They arent fancies.

You arent seriously meaning to tell me — —

Well, how do you account for this? That book you were speaking about, which Prodder & Wiggs are to publish — The Secret Nine. Every time I sit down to write it a girl keeps trying to sneak in.

Into the room?

Into the story.

You dont want a love interest in your sort of book, said Mr. McKinnon, shaking his head. It delays the action.

I know it does. And every day I have to keep shooing this infernal female out. An awful girl, McKinnon. A soppy, soupy, treacly, drooping girl with a roguish smile. This morning she tried to butt in on the scene where Lester Gage is trapped in the den of the mysterious leper.

No!

She did, I assure you. I had to rewrite three pages before I could get her out of it. And thats not the worst. Do you know, McKinnon, that at this moment I am actually living the plot of a typical Leila May Pinckney novel in just the setting she always used! And I can see the happy ending coming nearer every day! A week ago a girl was knocked down by a car at my door and Ive had to put her up, and every day I realize more clearly that sooner or later I shall ask her to marry me.

Dont do it, said Mr. McKinnon, a stout bachelor. Youre too young to marry.

So was Methuselah, said James, a stouter. But all the same I know Im going to do it. Its the influence of this awful house weighing upon me. I feel like an eggshell in a maelstrom. I am being sucked on by a force too strong for me to resist. This morning I found myself kissing her dog!

No!

I did! And I loathe the little beast. Yesterday I got up at dawn and plucked a nosegay of flowers for her, wet with the dew.

Rodman!

Its a fact. I laid them at her door and went downstairs kicking myself all the way. And there in the hall was the apple-cheeked housekeeper regarding me archly. If she didnt murmur Bless their sweet young hearts! my ears deceived me.

Why dont you pack up and leave?

If I do I lose the five thousand pounds.

Ah! said Mr. McKinnon.

I can understand what has happened. Its the same with all haunted houses. My aunts subliminal ether vibrations have woven themselves into the texture of the place, creating an atmosphere which forces the ego of all who come in contact with it to attune themselves to it. Its either that or something to do with the fourth dimension.

Mr. McKinnon laughed scornfully.

Tut-tut! he said again. This is pure imagination. What has happened is that youve been working too hard. Youll see this precious atmosphere of yours will have no effect on me.

Thats exactly why I asked you to come down. I hoped you might break the spell.

I will that, said Mr. McKinnon jovially.

The fact that the literary agent spoke little at lunch caused James no apprehension. Mr. McKinnon was ever a silent trencherman. From time to time James caught him stealing a glance at the girl, who was well enough to come down to meals now, limping pathetically; but he could read nothing in his face. And yet the mere look of his face was a consolation. It was so solid, so matter of fact, so exactly like an unemotional coconut.

Youve done me good, said James with a sigh of relief as he escorted the agent down the garden to his car after lunch. I felt all along that I could rely on your rugged common sense. The whole atmosphere of the place seems different now.

Mr. McKinnon did not speak for a moment. He seemed to be plunged in thought.

Rodman, he said, as he got into his car, Ive been thinking over that suggestion of yours of putting a love interest into The Secret Nine. I think youre wise. The story needs it. After all, what is there greater in the world than love? Love — love — aye, its the sweetest word in the language. Put in a heroine and let her marry Lester Gage.

If, said James grimly, she does succeed in worming her way in shell jolly well marry the mysterious leper. But look here, I dont understand — —

It was seeing that girl that changed me, proceeded Mr. McKinnon. And as James stared at him aghast, tears suddenly filled his hard-boiled eyes. He openly snuffled. Aye, seeing her sitting there under the roses, with all that smell of honeysuckle and all. And the birdies singing so sweet in the garden and the sun lighting up her bonny face. The puir wee lass! he muttered, dabbing at his eyes. The puir bonny wee lass! Rodman, he said, his voice quivering, Ive decided that were being hard on Prodder & Wiggs. Wiggs has had sickness in his home lately. We mustnt be hard on a man whos had sickness in his home, hey, laddie? No, no! Im going to take back that contract and alter it to a flat 12 per cent and no advance royalties.

What?

But you shant lose by it, Rodman. No, no, you shant lose by it, my manny. I am going to waive my commission. The puir bonny wee lass!

The car rolled off down the road. Mr. McKinnon, seated in the back, was blowing his nose violently.

This is the end! said James.

I want you to appreciate James position. You who read this are probably a happy married man, constitutionally unable to realize the intensity of the instinct for self-preservation which animates Natures bachelors in time of peril. James, you feel, was making a lot of fuss about nothing. Charming girl — pretty as a picture — big blue eyes. A lucky dog, you consider.

But James was so constructed as to be unable to look at the matter in this way. He had a congenital horror of matrimony. Though a young man, he had allowed himself to develop a great many habits which were as the breath of life to him; and these habits, he knew instinctively, a wife would shoot to pieces within a week of the end of the honeymoon.

James liked to breakfast in bed; and, having breakfasted, to smoke in bed and knock the ashes out on the carpet. What wife would tolerate this practice?

James liked to pass his days in a tennis shirt, gray flannel trousers and slippers. What wife ever rests until she has inclosed her husband in a stiff collar, tight boots and a morning suit and taken him with her to thés musicales?

These and a thousand other thoughts of the same kind flashed through the unfortunate young mans mind as the days went by, and every day that passed seemed to draw him nearer to the brink of the chasm. Fate appeared to be taking a malicious pleasure in making things as difficult for him as possible. Now that the girl was well enough to leave her bed, she spent her time sitting in a chair on the sun-sprinkled porch, and James had to read to her — and poetry, at that; and not the jolly, wholesome sort of poetry the boys are turning out nowadays, either — good, honest stuff about sin and gas works and decaying corpses — but the old-fashioned kind with rimes in it, dealing almost exclusively with love. The weather, moreover, continued superb. The honeysuckle cast its sweet scent on the gentle breeze; the roses over the porch stirred and nodded; the flowers in the garden were lovelier than ever; the birds sang their little throats sore. And every evening there was a magnificent sunset. It was almost as if Nature were doing it on purpose.

At last James intercepted Doctor Brady as he was leaving after one of his visits and put the thing to him squarely:

When is that girl going?

The doctor patted him on the arm.

Not yet, Rodman, he said in a low, understanding voice. No need to worry yourself about that. Mustnt be moved for days and days and days — I might almost say weeks and weeks and weeks.

Weeks and weeks! cried James.

And weeks, said Doctor Brady. He prodded James roguishly in the abdomen. Good luck to you, my boy, good luck to you, he said.

It was some small consolation to James that the mushy physician immediately afterward tripped over William on his way down the path and broke his stethoscope. When a man is up against it like James every little helps.

He was walking dismally back to the house after this conversation when he was met by the apple-cheeked housekeeper.

The little lady would like to speak to you, sir, said the apple-cheeked exhibit, rubbing her hands.

Would she? said James hollowly.

So sweet and pretty she looks, sir — oh, sir, you wouldnt believe! Like a blessed angel sitting there with her dear eyes all a-shining.

Dont do it! cried James with extraordinary vehemence. Dont do it!

He found the girl propped up on the cushions and thought once again how singularly he disliked her. And yet, even as he thought this, some force against which he had to fight madly was whispering to him, Go to her and take that little hand! Breathe into that little ear the burning words that will make that little face turn away crimsoned with blushes! He wiped a bead of perspiration from his forehead and sat down.

Mrs. Stick-in-the-Mud — whats her name? — says you want to see me.

The girl nodded.

Ive had a letter from Uncle Henry. I wrote to him as soon as I was better and told him what had happened, and he is coming here tomorrow morning.

Uncle Henry?

Thats what I call him, but hes really no relation. He is my guardian. He and daddy were officers in the same regiment, and when daddy was killed, fighting on the Afghan frontier, he died in Uncle Henrys arms and with his last breath begged him to take care of me.

James started. A sudden wild hope had waked in his heart. Years ago, he remembered, he had read a book of his aunts entitled Ruperts Legacy, and in that book —— 

Im engaged to marry him, said the girl quietly.

Wow! shouted James.

What? asked the girl, startled.

Touch of cramp, said James. He was thrilling all over. That wild hope had been realized.

It was daddys dying wish that we should marry, said the girl.

And dashed sensible of him, too; dashed sensible, said James warmly.

And yet, she went on, a little wistfully, I sometimes wonder — —

Dont! said James. Dont! You must respect daddys dying wish. Theres nothing like daddys dying wish; you cant beat it. So hes coming here tomorrow, is he? Capital, capital! To lunch, I suppose? Excellent! Ill run down and tell Mrs. Who-Is-It to lay in another chop.

It was with a gay and uplifted heart that James strolled the garden and smoked his pipe next morning. A great cloud seemed to have rolled itself away from him. Everything was for the best in the best of all possible worlds. He had finished The Secret Nine and shipped it off to Mr. McKinnon, and now as he strolled there was shaping itself in his mind a corking plot about a man with only half a face who lived in a secret den and terrorized London with a series of shocking murders. And what made them so shocking was the fact that each of the victims, when discovered, was found to have only half a face too. The rest had been chipped off, presumably by some blunt instrument.

The thing was coming out magnificently, when suddenly his attention was diverted by a piercing scream. Out of the bushes fringing the river that ran beside the garden burst the apple-cheeked housekeeper.

Oh, sir! Oh, sir! Oh, sir!

What is it? demanded James irritably.

Oh, sir! Oh, sir! Oh, sir!

Yes, and then what?

The little dog, sir! Hes in the river!

Well, whistle him to come out.

Oh, sir, do come quick! Hell be drowned!

James followed her through the bushes, taking off his coat as he went. He was saying to himself, I will not rescue this dog. I do not like the dog. It is high time he had a bath, and in any case it would be much simpler to stand on the bank and fish for him with a rake. Only an ass out of a Leila May Pinckney book would dive into a beastly river to save — —

At this point he dived. Toto, alarmed by the splash, swam rapidly for the bank, but James was too quick for him. Grasping him firmly by the neck, he scrambled ashore and ran for the house, followed by the housekeeper.

The girl was seated on the porch. Over her there bent the tall soldierly figure of a man with keen eyes and graying hair. The housekeeper raced up.

Oh, miss! Toto! In the river! He saved him! He plunged in and saved him!

The girl drew a quick breath.

Gallant, damme! By Jove! By gad! Yes, gallant, by George! exclaimed the soldierly man.
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The girl seemed to wake from a reverie.

Uncle Henry, this is Mr. Rodman. Mr. Rodman, my guardian, Colonel Carteret.

Proud to meet you, sir, said the colonel, his honest blue eyes glowing as he fingered his short crisp mustache. As fine a thing as I ever heard of, damme!

Yes, you are brave — brave, the girl whispered.

I am wet — wet, said James, and went upstairs to change his clothes.

The girl did not appear at lunch, and Colonel Carteret appeared silent and preoccupied.

The meal concluded, James produced cigarettes, and for a while the silence remained unbroken. Then Colonel Carteret bent forward, his clean-cut face grave.

Rodman, he said, I should like to speak to you.

Yes? said James, thinking it was about time.

Rodman, said Colonel Carteret, or, rather, George — I may call you George? he added, with a sort of wistful diffidence that had a singular charm.

Certainly, if you wish it, replied James civilly. Though my name is James.

James, eh? Well, well, it amounts to the same thing, eh what, damme, by gad? said the colonel with a momentary return of his bluff soldierly manner. Well, then, James, I have something that I wish to say to you. Did Miss Maynard — did Rose happen to tell you anything about myself in — er — in connection with herself?

She mentioned that you and she were engaged to be married.

The colonels tightly drawn lips quivered.

No longer, he said.

What?

No, John, my boy.

James.

No, James, my boy, no longer. While you were upstairs changing your clothes she told me — breaking down, poor child, as she spoke — that she wished our engagement to be at an end.

James half rose from the table, his cheeks blanched.

You dont mean that! he gasped.

Colonel Carteret nodded. He was staring out of the window, his fine eyes set in a look of pain.

But this is nonsense! cried James. This is absurd! She — she mustnt be allowed to chop and change like this. I mean to say, it — it isnt fair — —

Dont think of me, my boy.

Im not — I mean, did she give any reason?

Her eyes did.

Her eyes did?

Her eyes, when she looked at you on the porch, as you stood there — young, heroic — having just saved the life of the dog she loves. It is you who have won that tender heart, my boy.

Now listen, protested James, you arent going to sit there and tell me that a girl falls in love with a man just because he saves her dog from drowning?

Why, surely, said Colonel Carteret, surprised. What better reason could she have? He sighed. It is the old, old story, my boy. Youth to youth. I am an old man. I should have known — I should have foreseen — yes, youth to youth.

You arent a bit old.

Yes, yes.

No, no.

Yes, yes.

Dont keep on saying yes, yes! cried James, clutching at his hair. Besides, she wants a steady old buffer — a steady, sensible man of medium age — to look after her.

Colonel Carteret shook his head with a gentle smile.

This is mere quixotry, my boy. It is splendid of you to take this attitude; but no, no.

Yes, yes.

No, no. He gripped James hand for an instant, then rose and walked to the door. That is all I wished to say, Tom.

James.

James. I just thought that you ought to know how matters stood. Go to her, my boy, go to her, and dont let any thought of an old mans broken dream keep you from pouring out what is in your heart. I am an old soldier, lad, an old soldier. I have learned to take the rough with the smooth. But I think — I think I will leave you now. I — I should — should like to be alone for a while. If you need me you will find me in the raspberry bushes.

He had scarcely gone when James also left the room. He took his hat and stick and walked blindly out of the garden, he knew not whither. His brain was numbed. Then, as his powers of reasoning returned, he told himself that he should have foreseen this ghastly thing. If there was one type of character over which Leila May Pinckney had been wont to spread herself, it was the pathetic guardian who loves his ward but relinquishes her to the younger man. No wonder the girl had broken off the engagement. Any elderly guardian who allowed himself to come within a mile of Honeysuckle Cottage was simply asking for it. And then, as he turned to walk back, a sort of dull defiance gripped James. Why, he asked, should he be put upon in this manner? If the girl liked to throw over this man, why should he be the goat?

He saw his way clearly now. He just wouldnt do it, that was all. And if they didnt like it they could lump it.

Full of a new fortitude, he strode in at the gate. A tall, soldierly figure emerged from the raspberry bushes and came to meet him.

Well? said Colonel Carteret.

Well? said James defiantly.

Am I to congratulate you?

James caught his keen blue eye and hesitated. It was not going to be so simple as he had supposed.

Well — er — — he said.

Into the keen blue eyes there came a look that James had not seen there before. It was the stern, hard look which — probably — had caused men to bestow upon this old soldier the name of Cold-Steel Carteret.

You have not asked Rose to marry you?

Er — no; not yet.

The keen blue eyes grew keener and bluer.

Rodman, said Colonel Carteret in a strange, quiet voice, I have known that little girl since she was a tiny child. For years she has been all in all to me. Her father died in my arms and with his last breath bade me see that no harm came to his darling. I have nursed her through mumps, measles — aye, and chicken pox — and I live but for her happiness. He paused, with a significance that made James toes curl. Rodman, he said, do you know what I would do to any man who trifled with that little girls affections? He reached in his hip pocket and an ugly-looking revolver glittered in the sunlight. I would shoot him like a dog.

Like a dog? faltered James.

Like a dog, said Colonel Carteret. He took James arm and turned him toward the house. She is on the porch. Go to her. And if — — He broke off. But tut! he said in a kindlier tone. I am doing you an injustice, my boy. I know it.

Oh, you are, said James fervently.

Your heart is in the right place.

Oh, absolutely, said James.

Then go to her, my boy. Later on you may have something to tell me. If so you will find me in the strawberry beds.

It was very cool and fragrant on the porch. Overhead, little breezes played and laughed among the roses. Somewhere in the distance sheep bells tinkled, and in the shrubbery a thrush was singing its evensong.

Seated in her chair behind a wicker table laden with tea things, Rose Maynard watched James as he shambled up the path.

Teas ready, she called gayly. Where is Uncle Henry? A look of pity and distress flitted for a moment over her flower-like face. Oh, I — I forgot, she whispered.

He is in the strawberry beds, said James in a low voice.

She nodded unhappily.

Of course, of course. Oh, why is life like this? James heard her whisper.

He sat down. He looked at the girl. She was leaning back with closed eyes, and he thought he had never seen such a little squirt in his life. The idea of passing his remaining days in her society revolted him. He was stoutly opposed to the idea of marrying anyone; but if, as happens to the best of us, he ever was compelled to perform the wedding glide, he had always hoped it would be with some lady golf champion who would help him with his putting, and thus, by bringing his handicap down a notch or two, enable him to save something from the wreck, so to speak. But to link his lot with a girl who read his aunts books and liked them; a girl who could tolerate the presence of the dog Toto; a girl who clasped her hands in pretty, childish joy when she saw a nasturtium in bloom — it was too much. Nevertheless, he took her hand and began to speak.

Miss Maynard — Rose — —

She opened her eyes and cast them down. A flush had come into her cheeks. The dog Toto at her side sat up and begged for cake, disregarded.

Let me tell you a story. Once upon a time there was a lonely man who lived in a cottage all by himself — —

He stopped. Was it James Rodman who was talking this bilge?

Yes? whispered the girl.

 —— but one day there came to him out of nowhere a little fairy princess. She — —

He stopped again, but this time not because of the sheer shame of listening to his own voice. What caused him to interrupt his tale was the fact that at this moment the tea table suddenly began to rise slowly in the air, tilting as it did so a considerable quantity of hot tea onto the knees of his trousers.

Ouch! cried James, leaping.

The table continued to rise, and then fell sideways, revealing the homely countenance of William, who, concealed by the cloth, had been taking a nap beneath it. He moved slowly forward, his eyes on Toto. For many a long day William had been desirous of putting to the test, once and for all, the problem of whether Toto was edible or not. Sometimes he thought yes, at other times no. Now seemed an admirable opportunity for a definite decision. He advanced on the object of his experiment, making a low whistling noise through his nostrils, not unlike a boiling kettle. And Toto, after one long look of incredulous horror, tucked his shapely tail between his legs and, turning, raced for safety. He had laid a course in a bee line for the open garden gate, and William, shaking a dish of marmalade off his head a little petulantly, galloped ponderously after him. Rose Maynard staggered to her feet.

Oh, save him! she cried.

Without a word James added himself to the procession. His interest in Toto was but tepid. What he wanted was to get near enough to William to discuss with him that matter of the tea on his trousers. He reached the road and found that the order of the runners had not changed. For so small a dog, Toto was moving magnificently. A cloud of dust rose as he skidded round the corner. William followed. James followed William.

And so they passed Farmer Birketts barn, Farmer Giles cow shed, the place where Farmer Willetts pigsty used to be before the big fire, and the Bunch of Grapes public house, Jno. Biggs propr, licensed to sell tobacco, wines and spirits. And it was as they were turning down the lane that leads past Farmer Robinsons chicken run that Toto, thinking swiftly, bolted abruptly into a small drain pipe.

William! roared James, coming up at a canter. He stopped to pluck a branch from the hedge and swooped darkly on.

William had been crouching before the pipe, making a noise like a bassoon into its interior; but now he rose and came beamingly to James. His eyes were aglow with chumminess and affection; and placing his forefeet on James chest, he licked him three times on the face in rapid succession. And as he did so, something seemed to snap in James. The scales seemed to fall from James eyes. For the first time he saw William as he really was, the authentic type of dog that saves his master from a frightful peril. A wave of emotion swept over him.

William! he muttered. William!

William was making an early supper off a half brick he had found in the road. James stooped and patted him fondly.

William, he whispered, you knew when the time had come to change the conversation, didnt you, old boy! He straightened himself. Come, William, he said. Another four miles and we reach East Wobsley Junction. Make it snappy and we shall just catch the up express, first stop London.

William looked up into his face and it seemed to James that he gave a brief nod of comprehension and approval. James turned. Through the trees to the east he could see the red roof of Honeysuckle Cottage, lurking like some evil dragon in ambush.

Then, together, man and dog passed silently into the sunset.

That is the story James Rodman told to me as the rain beat and rattled against the windowpane. As to whether it is true, that, of course, is an open question. I, personally, am of opinion that it is. There is no doubt that James did go to live at Honeysuckle Cottage three or four years ago and, while there, he underwent some experience which has left an ineradicable mark upon him. His eyes today have that unmistakable look which comes only to confirmed bachelors whose feet have been led to the very brink of the pit and who have gazed at close range into the naked face of matrimony.

And if further proof is needed, there is William. He is now James inseparable companion. Would any man be habitually seen in public with a dog like William unless he had some solid cause to be grateful to him? I think not. Myself, when I observe William coming along the street, I cross the road and look into a shop window till he has passed. I am not a snob, but I dare not risk my social prestige by being seen talking to him.

Nor is the precaution an unnecessary one. There is a shameless absence of all appreciation of class distinctions about William which recalls the worst excesses of the French Revolution. I have seen him with my own eyes chevy a Pomeranian belonging to a duchess from near the Achilles Statue to within a few yards of Queens Gate.

And yet James walks daily with him in Piccadilly. It is surely significant.


AWFUL GLADNESS OF THE MATER (1925)

First published in Saturday Evening Post, March 1925
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DUDLEY FINCH HEAVED a plaintive sigh. With the glazing eye of a starving man, he looked once more at his watch. Five minutes past two was the time it registered, and Roberta Wickham had promised to meet him for lunch in the lobby of Claridges at 1:30 sharp. A faint sense of grievance began to steal over Dudley. Impious though it was to feel that that angelic girl had any faults, there was no denying that this tendency of hers to keep a fellow waiting for his grub amounted to something very like a flaw in an otherwise perfect nature. He rose, and having dragged his emaciated form to the door, tottered out into Brook Street and stood gazing up and down it like a male Lady of Shalott.

He made a singularly impressive picture in the weak sunlight. He was — sartorially — so absolutely right in every respect. From his brilliantined hair to his gleaming shoes, from his fawn-colored spats to his Old Etonian tie, he left no loophole to the sternest critic. You felt as you saw him that if this was the sort of chap who lunched at Claridges, old man Claridge was in luck.

It was not admiration, however, that caused the earnest-looking young man in the soft hat to stop as he hurried by. It was surprise. He stared wide-eyed at Dudley.

Good heavens! he exclaimed. I thought you were on your way to Australia.

No, said Dudley Finch, not on my way to Australia. His smooth forehead wrinkled in a frown. Rolie, old thing, he said with gentle reproach, you oughtnt to go about London in a hat like that. Roland Attwater was his cousin, and a man does not like to see his relatives careering all over the metropolis looking like tramp cyclists. And your tie doesnt match your socks.

He shook his head sorrowfully. Roland was a literary man, and, worse, had been educated at an inferior school — Harrow, or some such name, Dudley understood that it was called; but even so, he ought to have more proper feeling about the vital things of life.

Never mind my hat, said Roland. Why arent you on your way to Australia?

Oh, thats all right. Broadhurst had a cable and isnt sailing till the fifteenth.

Roland Attwater looked relieved. Like all the more serious-minded members of the family, he was deeply concerned about his cousins future. With regard to this, there had been for some time past a little friction, a little difficulty in reconciling two sharply conflicting points of view. The family had wanted Dudley to go into his Uncle Johns business in the City; whereas what Dudley desired was that some broad-minded sportsman should slip him a few hundred quid and enable him to start a new dance club. A compromise had been effected when his godfather, Mr. Sampson Broadhurst, arriving suddenly from Australia, had offered to take the young man back with him and teach him sheep farming. It fortunately happening that he was a great reader of the type of novel in which everyone who goes to Australia automatically amasses a large fortune and leaves it to the hero, Dudley had formally announced at a family council that, taking it by and large, Australia seemed to him a pretty good egg and that he had no objection to having a pop at it.

Thank goodness, said Roland. I thought you might have backed out of going at the last moment.

Dudley smiled.

Funny you should have said that, old man. A coincidence, I mean. Because thats just exactly what Ive half made up my mind to do.

What?

Absolutely. The fact is, Rolie, said Dudley confidentially, Ive just met the most topping girl. And sometimes when I think of buzzing off on the fifteenth and being separated from her by all those leagues of water I could howl like a dog. Ive a jolly good mind to let the old man sail by himself and stick here on my native heath.

This is appalling! You mustnt dream — —

Shes the most wonderful girl. Knows you too. Roberta Wickhams her name. She lets me call her Bobbie. She — —

He broke off abruptly. His eyes, gazing past Roland, were shining with a holy light of devotion. His lips had parted in a brilliant smile.

Yo-ho! he cried.

Roland turned.

A girl was crossing the road; a slim, boyish-looking girl with shingled hair of a glorious red. She came tripping along with all the gay abandon of a woman who is forty minutes late for lunch and doesnt give a hoot.

Yo-ho! yowled young Mr. Finch. Yo frightfully ho!

The girl came up, smiling and debonair.

Im not late, am I? she said.

Rather not, cooed the lovesick Dudley. Not a bit. Only just got here myself.

Thats good, said Miss Wickham. How are you, Roland?

Very well, thanks, replied Roland Attwater stiffly.

I must congratulate you, mustnt I?

What on? asked Dudley, puzzled.

His engagement, of course.

Oh, that! said Dudley.

He knew that his cousin had recently become engaged to Lucy Moresby, and he had frequently marveled at the lack of soul which could have led one acquainted with the divine Roberta to go and tack himself onto any inferior female. He put it down to Roland having been at Harrow.

I hope you will be very happy.

Thank you, said Roland sedately. Well, I must be going. Good-by. Glad to have seen you.

He stalked off toward Grosvenor Square. It seemed to Dudley that his manner was peculiar.

Not a very cordial bird, old Rolie, he said, returning to the point at the table. Biffed off a trifle abruptly, didnt it strike you?

Miss Wickham sighed. Im afraid Roland doesnt like me.

Not like you! Dudley swallowed a potato which in a calmer moment he would have realized was some eighty degrees Fahrenheit too warm for mastication. Not like you! he repeated, with watering eyes. The man must be an ass.

We were great friends at one time, said Roberta sadly. But ever since that snake business — —

Snake business?

Roland had a snake, and I took it with me when he came down to Hertfordshire for the week-end. And I put it in a mans bed, and the mater got the impression that Roland had done it, and he had to sneak away on a milk train. Hes never quite forgiven me, Im afraid.

But what else could you have done? demanded Dudley warmly. I mean to say, if a fellows got a snake, naturally you put it in some other fellows bed.

Thats just what I felt.

Only once in a blue moon, I mean, you get hold of a snake. When you do, you cant be expected to waste it.

Exactly. Roland couldnt see that, though. Nor, for the matter of that, continued Miss Wickham dreamily, could mother.

I say, said Dudley, that reminds me. Id like to meet your mother.

Well, Im going down there this evening. Why dont you come too?

No, I say, really? May I?

Of course.

Rather short notice, though, isnt it?

Oh, thats all right. Ill send the mater a wire. Shell be awfully glad to see you.

Youre sure?

Oh, rather! Awfully glad.

Well, thats fine. Thanks ever so much.

Ill motor you down.

Dudley hesitated. Something of the brightness died out of his fair young face. He had had experience of Miss Wickham as a chauffeuse and had died half a dozen deaths in the extremely brief space of time which it had taken her to thread her way through half a mile of traffic.

If its all the same, he said nervously, I think Ill pop down by train.

Just as you like. The best ones the 6:15. Gets you there in time for dinner.

Six-fifteen? Right. Liverpool Street, of course? Just bring a suitcase, I suppose? Fine! I say, youre really sure your mother wont think Im butting in?

Of course not. Shell be awfully glad to see you.

Splendid! said Dudley.



The 6:15 train was just about to draw out of Liverpool Street station when Dudley flung himself and suitcase into it that evening. He had rather imprudently st0pped in at the Drones Club on his way, and while having a brief refresher at the bar had got into an interesting argument with a couple of the lads. There had only just been time for him to race to the cloakroom, retrieve his suitcase and make a dash for the train. Fortunately, he had chanced upon an excellent taxi, and here he was, a little out of breath from the final sprint down the platform, but in every other respect absolutely all righto. He leaned back against the cushions and gave himself up to thought.

From thinking of Bobbie, he drifted shortly into meditation on her mother. If all went well, he felt, this up-to-the-present unmet mater was destined to be an important figure in his life. It was to her that he would have to go, after Bobbie, hiding her face shyly on his waistcoat, had whispered that she had loved him from the moment they had met.

Lady Wickham, he would say. No, not Lady Wickham — mother!

Yes, that was undoubtedly the way to start. After that it would be easy. Providing, of course, that the mater turned out to be one of the better class of maters and took to him from the beginning. He tried to picture Lady Wickham, and had evolved a mental portrait of a gentle sweet-faced woman of latish middle age, when the train pulled up at a station and a lucky glimpse of a name on one of the lamps told Dudley that this was where he alighted.

Some twenty minutes later he was being relieved of his suitcase and shown into a room that looked like a study.

The gentleman, mlady, boomed the butler.

It was rather a rummy way of announcing the handsome guest, felt Dudley; but he was not able to give much thought to the matter, for from a chair behind the desk at which she had been writing there now rose a most formidable person, at the sight of whom his heart missed a beat. So vivid had been that image of sweet-faced womanhood which he had fashioned that his hostess in the flesh had the effect of being a changeling.

In those amiable, gossipy memoirs of the late Bingley Fox, Esq., Sixty Years of Society: Cook & Butterfield, 18 — , you will find it recorded that the widow of the eminent politician and master of hounds, Sir Apsley Wickham, was one of three beautiful Miss Debenhams. But beauty, as it has been well said, is largely in the eye of the beholder; and it may be stated at once that Lady Wickhams particular type did not appeal to Dudley. He preferred the female eye to be a good deal less like a combination of gimlet and X-ray, and his taste in chins was something a little softer and not quite so reminiscent of a battleship going into action. Bobbies mater might, as Bobbie had predicted, be awfully glad to see him; but she did not look it. And suddenly there came over him like a wave the realization that the check suit which he had selected so carefully was much too bright.

At the tailors, and subsequently at the Drones Club, it had had a decidedly pleasing and cheery effect; but here in this grim study he felt that it made him look like an absconding bookmaker.

You are very late, said Lady Wickham.

Late? quavered Dudley. The train had seemed to him to be making more or less good going.

I supposed you would be here early in the afternoon. But perhaps you have brought a flashlight apparatus?

Flashlight apparatus?

Have you not brought a flashlight apparatus?

Dudley shook his head. He prided himself on being something of an authority on what the young visitor should take with him on country-house visits, but this was a new one.

No, he said, no flashlight apparatus.

Then how, demanded Lady Wickham with some heat, do you imagine that you can take photographs at this time of night?

Ah! said Dudley vaguely. See what you mean, of course. Take a bit of doing, what?

Lady Wickham seemed to become moderately resigned.

Oh, well, I suppose they can send someone down tomorrow.

Thats right, said Dudley, brightening.

In the meantime —— This is where I work.

No, really? said Dudley.

Yes. All my books have been written at this desk.

Fancy that! said Dudley.

He remembered having heard Bobbie mention that Lady Wickham wrote novels.

I get my inspirations, however, in the garden for the most part; generally the rose garden. I like to sit there in the mornings and think.

And what, agreed Dudley, could be sweeter?

His hostess regarded him curiously. A sense of something wrong seemed to come upon her.

You are from Miladys Boudoir? she asked suddenly.

From what was that once again? asked Dudley.

Are you the man the editor of Miladys Boudoir was sending down to interview me?

Dudley could answer this one.

No, he said.

No? echoed Lady Wickham.

Most absolutely not-o, said Dudley firmly.

Then who, demanded Lady Wickham, are you?

My names Dudley Finch.

And to what, asked his hostess in a manner so extraordinarily like that of his late grandmother that Dudleys toes curled in their shoes, am I to attribute the honor of this visit? Dudley blinked.

Why, I thought you knew all about it!

I know nothing whatever about it.

Didnt Bobbie send you a wire?

He did not. Nor do I know who Bobbie may be.

Miss Wickham, I mean; your daughter Roberta. She told me to buzz down here for the night and said she would send you a wire paving the way, so to speak. Oh, I say, this is a bit thick! Fancy her forgetting!

For the second time that day a disagreeable feeling that his idol was after all not entirely perfect stole upon Dudley. A girl, he meant, oughtnt to lure a bloke down to her maters house and then forget to send a wire tipping the old girl off. No, he meant to say! Pretty dashed casual, he meant!

Oh, said Lady Wickham, you are a friend of my daughter?

Absolutely.

I see. And where is Roberta?

Shes tooling down in the car.

Lady Wickham clicked her tongue. Roberta is becoming too erratic for endurance, she said.

I say, you know, said Dudley awkwardly, if Im in the way, you know, just speak the word and Ill race off to the local pub. I mean to say, dont want to butt in, I mean.

Not at all, Mr. — —

 —— Finch.

Not at all, Mr. Finch. I am only too delighted, said Lady Wickham, looking at him as if he were a particularly loathsome slug which had interrupted some beautiful reverie of hers in the rose garden, that you were able to come. She touched the bell. Oh, Simmons, she said as the butler appeared, in which room did you put Mr. Finchs luggage?

In the Blue Room, mlady.

Then perhaps you will show him the way there. He will wish to dress. Dinner, she added to Dudley, will be at eight oclock.

Right-ho! said Dudley.

He was feeling a little happier now. Formidable old bird as this old bird undoubtedly was, he was pretty confident that she would melt a bit when once he had got the good old dress clothes draped about his person. He was prepared to stand or fall by his dress clothes. There are a number of tailors in London who can hack up a bit of broadcloth and sew it together in some sort of shape; but there is only one who can construct a dress suit so that it blends with the figure and seems as beautiful as a summers dawn. It was this tailor who enjoyed the benefit of Dudleys patronage. Yes, Dudley felt, as he entered the Blue Room, in about twenty minutes old Madame Defarge was due to get her eye knocked out.

In the brief instant before he turned on the light he could dimly see that perfect suit laid out upon the bed, and it was with something of the feeling of a wanderer returning home that he pressed the switch.

Light flooded the room and Dudley stood there blinking. But no matter how much he blinked, the awful sight which had met his eyes refused to change itself in the slightest detail. What was laid out on the bed was not his dress clothes, but the most ghastly collection of raiment he had ever beheld. He blinked once again as a forlorn hope, and then tottered forward.

He stood looking down at the foul things, his heart ice within him. Reading from left to right, the objects on the bed were as follows: A pair of short white woolen socks; a crimson made-up bow-tie of enormous size; a sort of middy-blouse arrangement; a pair of blue velvet knickerbockers; and finally — and it was this that seemed to Dudley to make it all so sad and hopeless — a very small sailor hat with a broad blue ribbon, across which in large white letters ran the legend H. M. S. Indefatigable.

On the floor was a pair of brown shoes with strap-and-buckle attachment. They seemed to be roomy Number Twelves.

Dudley sprang to the bell. A footman presented himself.

Sir? said the footman.

What, demanded Dudley wildly— what is all this?

I found them in your suitcase, sir.

But where are my dress clothes?

No dress clothes in the suitcase, sir.

A bright light shone upon Dudley. That argument with those two birds at the Drones had, he now recalled, been on the subject of fancy dress. Both birds were dashing off to a fancy-dress ball that night, and one bird had appealed to Dudley to support him against the other bird in his contention that at these affairs the prudent man played for safety and went as a Pierrot. The second bird had said that he would sooner be dead in a ditch than don any such unimaginative costume. He was going as a small boy, he said, and with a pang Dudley remembered having laughed mockingly and prophesied that he would look the most priceless ass. And then he had sprinted off and collared the mans bag in mistake for his own.

Look here, he said, I cant possibly come down to dinner in those!

No, sir? said the footman respectfully, but with a really inhuman lack of interest and sympathy.

Youd better leg it to the old girls room —— I mean, said Dudley, recollecting himself, you had better go to Lady Wickham and inform her that Mr. Finch presents his compliments and Im awfully sorry, but he has mislaid his dress clothes, so he will have to come down to dinner in what Ive got on at present.

Very good, sir.

I say! A horrid thought struck Dudley. I say, we shall be alone, what? I mean to say, nobody else is coming to dinner?

Yes, sir, said the footman brightly. A number of guests are expected, sir.

It was a sagging and demoralized Dudley who crawled into the dining room a quarter of an hour later.

In spite of what moralists say, a good conscience is not enough in itself to enable a man to bear himself jauntily in every crisis of life. Dudley had had a good upbringing, and the fact that he was dining at a strange house in a bright check suit gave him a consciousness of sin which he strove vainly to overcome.

The irony of it was that in a normal frame of mind he would have sneered loftily at the inferior garments which clothed the other male members of the party. On the left sleeve of the man opposite him was a disgraceful wrinkle. The fellow next to the girl in pink might have a good heart, but the waistcoat which covered it did not fit by a mile. And as for the tie of that other bloke down by Lady Wickham, it was not a tie at all in the deeper meaning of the word; it was just a deplorable occurrence. Yet situated as he was, his heart ached with envy of all these tramps.

He ate but little. As a rule his appetite was of the heartiest, and many a novel had he condemned as untrue to life on the ground that its hero was stated to have pushed his food away untasted. Until tonight he had never supposed that such a feat was possible. But as course succeeded course he found himself taking almost no practical interest in the meal. All he asked was to get it over so that he could edge away and be alone with his grief. There would doubtless be some sort of binge in the drawing-room after dinner, but it would not have the support of Dudley Finch. For Dudley Finch the quiet seclusion of the Blue Room.

It was as he was sitting there some two hours later that there drifted into his mind something Roberta had said about Roland Attwater leaving on the milk train. At the time he had paid little attention to the remark, but now it began to be borne in upon him more and more strongly that this milk train was going to be of great strategic importance in his life. This ghastly house was just the sort of house that fellows did naturally go away from on milk trains, and it behooved him to be prepared. He rang the bell once more.

Sir? said the footman.

I say, said Dudley, what time does the milk train leave?

Milk train, sir?

Yes; train that takes the milk, you know.

Do you wish for milk, sir?

No! Dudley fought down a desire to stun this man with one of the Number Twelve shoes. I just want to know what time the milk train goes in the morning, in case — in — er — case I am called away unexpectedly, I mean to say.

I will inquire, sir.

The footman made his way to the servants hall, the bearer of great news.

Guess what, said the footman.

Well, Thomas? asked Simmons, the butler, indulgently.

That bloke — the Great What-Is-It, said Thomas, for it was by this affectionate sobriquet that Dudley was now known below stairs, is planning to go away on the milk train!

What? Simmons heaved his stout form out of his chair. His face did not reflect the gay mirth of his subordinate. I must inform her ladyship. I must inform her ladyship at once.

The last guest had taken his departure, and Lady Wickham was preparing to go to a well-earned bed, when there entered to her Simmons, grave and concerned.

Might I speak to your ladyship?

Well, Simmons?

Might I first take the liberty of inquiring, mlady, if the — er — the young gentleman in the tweed suit is a personal friend of your ladyships?

Lady Wickham was surprised. It was not like Simmons to stroll in and start chatting about her guests, and for a moment she was inclined to say as much; then something told her that by doing so she would miss information of interest.

He says he is a friend of Miss Roberta, Simmons, she said graciously.

Says! said the butler, and there was no eluding the sinister meaning in his voice.

What do you mean, Simmons?

Begging your pardon, mlady, I am convinced that this person is here with some criminal intention. Thomas reports that his suitcase contained a complete disguise.

Disguise! What sort of disguise?

Thomas did not convey that very clearly, your ladyship, but I understand that it was of a juvenile nature. And just now, mlady, the man has been making inquiries as to the time of departure of the milk train.

Milk train!

Thomas also states, mlady, that the man was visibly took aback when he learned that there were guests expected here tonight. If you ask me, your ladyship, it was the mans intention to make what I might term a quick clean-up immediately after dinner and escape on the 9:57. Foiled in that by the presence of the guests, he is going to endeavor to collect the swag in the small hours and get away on the milk train.

Simmons!

That is my opinion, your ladyship.

Good gracious! He told me that Miss Roberta had said to him that she was coming down here tonight. She has not come!

A ruse, mlady, to inspire confidence.

Simmons, said Lady Wickham, rising to the crisis like the strong woman she was, you must sit up tonight.

With a gun, mlady, cried the butler with a sportsmans enthusiasm.

Yes, with a gun. And if you hear him prowling about you must come and wake me instantly.

Very good, your ladyship.

You must be very quiet, of course.

Like a mouse, your ladyship, said Simmons.

Dudley, meanwhile, in his refuge in the Blue Room, had for some time past been regretting — every moment more keenly — that preoccupation with his troubles had led him to deal so sparingly with his food down there in the dining room. The peace of the Blue Room had soothed his nervous system, and with calm had come the realization that he was most confoundedly hungry. There was something uncanny in the way fate had worked to do him out of his proper supply of proteins and carbohydrates today. Hungry as he had been when waiting at Claridges for Bobbie, the moment she appeared love had taken his mind off the menu, and he had made a singularly light lunch. Since then he had had nothing but the few scattered mouthfuls which he had forced himself to swallow at the dinner table.

He consulted his watch. It was later than he had supposed. Much too late to ring the bell and ask for sandwiches, even supposing that his standing in this poisonous house had been such as to justify the demand.

He flung himself back on the bed and tried to doze off. That footman fellow had said that the milk train left at 3:15 and he was firmly resolved to catch it. The sooner he was out of this place the better. Meanwhile, he craved food, any sort of food. His entire interior organism was up on its feet, shouting wildly for sustenance.

A few minutes later, Lady Wickham, waiting tensely in her room, was informed by a knock on the door that the hour had arrived.

Yes? she whispered, turning the handle noiselessly and putting her head out.

The man, mlady, breathed the voice of Simmons in the darkness.

Prowling?

Yes, mlady.

Dudley Finchs unwilling hostess was a woman of character and decision. From girlhood up she had been accustomed to hunting and the other hardy sports of the aristocracy of the countryside. And though the pursuit of burglars had formed up to the present no part of her experience, she approached it without a qualm. Motioning the butler to follow, she wrapped her dressing gown more closely about her and strode down the corridor.

There was plenty of noise to guide her to her goal. Dudleys progress from his bedroom to the dining room, the fruit and biscuits on the sideboard of which formed his objective, had been far from quiet. Once he had tripped over a chair; and now, as his hostess and her attendant began to descend the stairs, he collided with and upset a large screen. He was endeavoring to remove the foot which he had inadvertently put through this when a quiet voice spoke from above.

Can you see him, Simmons?

Yes, mlady; dimly but adequately.

Then shoot if he moves a step.

Very good, mlady.

Dudley wrenched his foot free and peered upward, appalled.

I say! he quavered. Its only me, you know! Light flooded the hall. Only me! repeated Dudley feverishly.

The sight of the enormous gun in the butlers hands had raised his temperature to a painful degree.

What, demanded Lady Wickham coldly, are you doing here, Mr. Finch?

An increased sense of the delicacy of his position flooded over Dudley. He was a young man with the nicest respect for the conventions, and he perceived that the situation required careful handling. It is not tactful, he realized, for a guest for whose benefit a hostess has only a few hours earlier provided a lavish banquet to announce to the said hostess that he has been compelled by hunger to rove the house in search of food. For a moment he stood there licking his lips; then something like an inspiration came to him.

The fact is, he said, I couldnt sleep, you know.

Possibly, said Lady Wickham, you would have a better chance of doing so if you were to go to bed. Is it your intention to walk about the house all night?

No, no, absolutely not. I couldnt sleep, so I — er — I thought I would pop down and see if I could find something to read, dont you know.

Oh, you want a book?

Thats right. Thats absolutely it — a book. Youve put it in a nutshell.

I will show you to the library.

In spite of her stern disapproval of this scoundrel who wormed his way into peoples houses in quest of loot, a slight diminution of austerity came to Lady Wickham as the result of this introduction of the literary note. She was an indefatigable novelist, and it pleased her to place her works in the hands of even the vilest. Ushering Dudley into the library, she switched on the light and made her way without hesitation to the third shelf from the top nearest the fireplace. Selecting one from a row of brightly covered volumes, she offered it to him.

Perhaps this will interest you, she said.

Dudley eyed it dubiously.

Oh, I say, he protested, I dont know, you know. This is one of that chap George Mastermans.

Well? said Lady Wickham frostily.

He writes the most frightful bilge, I mean. Dont you think so?

I cannot say that I do. I am possibly biased, however, by the fact that George Masterman is the name I write under.
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Dudley blinked.

Oh, do you? he babbled. Do you? You do, eh? Well, I mean — — An imperative desire to be elsewhere swept over him. Thisll do me, he said, grabbing wildly at the nearest shelf. This will do me fine. Thanks awfully. Good night. I mean, thanks, thanks. I mean good night, good night.

Two pairs of eyes followed him as he shot up the stairs. Lady Wickhams were cold and hard; the expression in those of Simmons was wistful. It was seldom that the butlers professional duties allowed him the opportunity of indulging the passion for sport which had been his since boyhood. A very occasional pop at a rabbit was about all the shooting he got nowadays, and the receding Dudley made his mouth water. He fought the craving down with a sigh.

A nasty fellow, mlady, he said.

Quick-witted, Lady Wickham was forced to concede.

Full of low cunning, mlady, emended the butler. All that about wanting a book — a ruse.

You had better continue watching, Simmons.

Most decidedly, your ladyship.

Dudley sat on his bed, panting. Nothing like this had ever happened to him before, and for a while the desire for food left him, overcome by a more spiritual misery. If there was one thing in the world that gave him the pip, it was looking like a silly idiot; and every nerve in his body told him that during the recent interview he must have looked the most perfect silly idiot. Staring bleakly before him, he relived every moment of the blighted scene, and the more he examined his own share in it the worse it looked. He quivered in an agony of shame. He seemed to be bathed from head to foot in a sort of prickly heat.

And then, faintly at first, but growing stronger every moment, hunger began to clamor once again.

Dudley clenched his teeth. Something must be done to combat this. Mind must somehow be enabled to triumph over matter. He glanced at the book which he had snatched from the shelf, and for the first time that night began to feel that fate was with him. Out of a library which was probably congested with the most awful tosh, he had stumbled first pop upon Mark Twains Tramp Abroad, a book which he had not read since he was a kid, but had always been meaning to read again; just the sort of book in fact which would enable a fellow to forget the anguish of starvation until that milk train went. He opened it at random, and found with a shock that fate had but been playing with him.

It has now been many months, at the present writing, read Dudley, since I have had a nourishing meal, but I shall soon have one — a modest, private affair, all to myself. I have selected a few dishes and made out a little bill of fare, which will go home in the steamer that precedes me and be hot when I arrive, as follows — —

Dudley quailed. Memories of his boyhood came to him, of the time when he had first read what came after those last two words. The passage had stamped itself on his mind, for he had happened upon it at school at a time when he was permanently obsessed by a wolfish hunger and too impecunious to purchase anything at the school shop to keep him going till the next meal. It had tortured him then, and it would, he knew, torture him even more keenly now.

Nothing, he resolved, should induce him to go on reading. So he at once went on:

Radishes; baked apples, with cream; fried oysters; stewed oysters; frogs; American coffee, with real cream; American butter; fried chicken, Southern style; porterhouse steak; Saratoga potatoes; broiled chicken, American style — —

A feeble moan escaped Dudley. He endeavored to close the book, but it would not close. He tried to remove his eyes from the page, but they wandered back like homing pigeons.

 —— brook trout, from Sierra Nevadas; lake trout, from Tahoe; sheepshead and croakers, from New Orleans; black bass, from the Mississippi; American roast beef; roast turkey, Thanksgiving style; cranberry sauce; celery; roast wild turkey; woodcock; canvasback duck, from Baltimore; prairie hens, from Illinois; Missouri partridges, broiled; possum; coon; Boston baked beans; bacon and greens, Southern style.

Dudley rose from the bed. He could endure no more. His previous experience as a prospector after food had not been such as to encourage further efforts in that direction, but there comes a time when a man recks not of possible discomfort. He removed his shoes, and tiptoed out of the room. A familiar form advanced to meet him along the now brightly lit corridor.

Well? said Simmons the butler, shifting his gun to the ready and massaging the trigger with a loving forefinger.

Dudley gazed upon him with a sinking heart.

Oh, hullo! he said.

What do you want?

Oh — er — oh, nothing.

You get back into that room.

I say, listen, laddy, said Dudley, in desperation, flinging reticence to the winds. Im starving, absolutely starving. I wish, like a good old bird, you would just scud down to your pantry or somewhere and get me a sandwich or two.

You get back into that room, you hound! growled Simmons, with such intensity that sheer astonishment sent Dudley tottering back through the door. He had never heard a butler talk like that. He had not supposed that butlers could talk like that.

He put on his shoes again, and, lacing them up, brooded tensely on this matter. What, he asked himself, was the idea? What was the big thought that lay behind all this? That his hostess, alarmed by noises in the night, should have summoned the butler to bring firearms to her assistance was intelligible. But what was the blighter doing, camping outside his door? After all, they knew he was a friend of the daughter of the house.

He was still wrestling with this problem when a curious, sharp tapping noise attracted his attention. It came at irregular intervals and seemed to proceed from the direction of the window. He sat up, listening. It came again. He crept to the window and looked out. As he did so, something with hard edges smote him painfully in the face.

Oh, sorry! said a voice.

Dudley started violently. Looking in the direction from which the voice had proceeded, he perceived that there ran out from the wall immediately to the left of his window a small balcony. On this balcony, bathed in silver moonlight, Roberta Wickham was standing. She was hauling in the slack of a length of string, to the end of which was attached a buttonhook.

Awfully sorry, she said. I was trying to attract your attention.

You did, said Dudley.

I thought you might be asleep.

Asleep! Dudleys face contorted itself in a dreadful sneer. Does anyone ever get any sleep in this house? He leaned forward and lowered his voice: I say, your bally butler has gone off his onion.

What?

Hes doing sentinel duty outside my door with a whacking great cannon. And when I put my head out just now he simply barked at me.

Im afraid, said Bobbie, gathering in the buttonhook, he thinks youre a burglar.

A burglar? But I told your mother distinctly that I was a friend of yours.

Something akin to embarrassment seemed to come upon the not easily embarrassed Miss Wickham.

Yes, I want to talk to you about that, she said. It was like this — —

I say, when did you arrive, by the way? asked Dudley, the question suddenly presenting itself to his disordered mind.

About half an hour ago.

What?

Yes; I sneaked in through the scullery window, and the first thing I met was mother in her dressing gown. Miss Wickham shivered a little, as at some unpleasing memory. Youve never seen mother in her dressing gown, she said in a small voice.

Yes, I have! retorted Dudley. And though it may be an experience which every chappie ought to have, let me tell you that once is sufficient.

I had an accident coming down here, proceeded Miss Wickham, absorbed in her own story and paying small attention to his. An idiot of a man driving a dray let me run into him. My car was all smashed up. I couldnt get away for hours, and then I had to come down on a train that stopped at every station.

It is proof, if such were needed, of the strain to which Dudley Finch had been subjected that night, that the information that this girl had been in a motor smash did not cause him that anguished concern which he would undoubtedly have felt twenty-four hours earlier.

It left him almost cold.

Well, when you saw your mother, he said, didnt you tell her that I was a friend of yours?

Miss Wickham hesitated.

Thats the part I want to explain, she said. You see, it was like this: First, I had to break it as gently as I could to her that the car wasnt insured. She wasnt frightfully pleased. And then she told me about you and —— Dudley, old thing, whatever have you been doing since you got here? The mater seemed to think you had been behaving in the weirdest way.

Ill admit that I brought the wrong bag and couldnt dress for dinner, but apart from that Im dashed if I can see what I did that was weird.

Well, she seems to have become frightfully suspicious of you almost from the start.

If you had sent that wire, telling her I was coming — —

Miss Wickham clicked her tongue regretfully.

I knew there was something I had forgotten. Oh, Dudley, Im awfully sorry.

Dont mention it, said Dudley bitterly. Its probably going to lead to my having my head blown off by a loony butler, but dont give it another thought. You were saying — —

Oh, yes, when I met mother. You do see, Dudley, dear, how terribly difficult it was for me, dont you? I mean, I had just broken it to her that the car was all smashed up and not insured, and then she suddenly asked me if it was true that I had invited you down here. I was just going to say I had, when she began to talk about you in such a bitter spirit that somehow the time didnt seem ripe. So when she asked me if you were a friend of mine, I — —

You said I was?

Well, not in so many words.

How do you mean?

I had to be awfully tactful, you see.

Well?

So I told her I had never seen you in my life. Dudley uttered a sound like the breeze sighing in the tree tops. But its all right, went on Miss Wickham reassuringly.

Yes, isnt it? said Dudley. I noticed that.

Im going to go and have a talk with Simmons and tell him he must let you escape. Then everything will be splendid. Theres an excellent milk train — —

I know all about the milk train, thanks.

Ill go and see him now. So dont you worry, old thing.

Worry? said Dudley. Me? What have I got to worry about?

Bobbie disappeared. Dudley turned away from the window. Faint whispering made itself heard from the passage. Somebody tapped softly on the door. Dudley opened it and found the ambassadress standing on the mat. Farther down the corridor, tactfully withdrawn into the background, Simmons the butler stood, grounding arms.

Dudley, whispered Miss Wickham, have you got any money on you?

Yes, a certain amount.

Five pounds? Its for Simmons.
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Dudley felt the militant spirit of the Finches surging within him. His blood boiled.

You dont mean to say that, after what has happened, the blighter has the crust to expect me to tip him!

He glared past her at the man behind the gun, who simpered respectfully. Evidently Bobbies explanations had convinced him that he had wronged Dudley, for the hostility which had been so marked a short while back had now gone out of his manner.

Well, its like this, you see, said Bobbie; Poor Simmons is worried.

Im glad, said Dudley vindictively. I wish he would worry himself into a decline.

Simmons is afraid that mother may be angry with him when she finds that you have gone. He doesnt want to lose his place.

A man who doesnt want to get out of a place like this must be an ass.

And so, in case mother does cut up rough and dismiss him for not keeping a better watch over you, he wants to feel that he has something in hand. He started by asking for a tenner, but I got him down to five. So hand it over, Dudley dear, and then we can get action.

Dudley produced a five-pound note and gazed at it with a long, lingering look of affection and regret.

Here you are, he said. I hope the man spends it on drink, gets tight, trips over his feet and breaks his neck.

Thanks, said Bobbie. Theres just one other trifling condition he made, but you neednt worry about that.

What was it?

Oh, just something very trifling. Nothing that you have to do. No need for you to worry at all. You had better start now tying knots in the sheets.

Dudley stared.

Knots? he said. In the sheets?

To climb down by.

It was Dudleys guiding rule in life never, when once he had got it brushed and brilliantined and properly arranged in the fashionable back sweep, to touch his hair; but on this fearful night all the rules of civilized life were going by the board. He clutched upward, collected a handful and churned it about. No lesser gesture could have expressed his consternation.

You arent seriously suggesting that I climb out of window and shin down a knotted sheet? he gasped.

You must, Im afraid. Simmons insists on it.

Why?

Well — —

Dudley groaned.

I know why, he said bitterly. Hes been going to the movies. Its always the way. You give a butler an evening off and he sneaks out to a picture house and comes back with a diseased mind, thinking hes playing a star part in the Clutching Hand or something. Knotted sheets, indeed!

Such was his emotion that Dudley very nearly said Forsooth!

The man is simply a driveling imbecile. Will you kindly inform me why in the name of everything infernal the poor, silly, dashed fish cant just let me out of the front door like an ordinary human being?

Why, dont you see? reasoned Miss Wickham. How could he explain to mother? She must be made to think that you escaped in spite of his vigilance.

Disordered though his faculties were, Dudley could dimly see that there was something in this. He made no further objections. Bobbie beckoned to the waiting Simmons. Money changed hands. The butler passed amiably into the room to lend assistance to the preparations.

A little tighter, perhaps, sir, he suggested obsequiously, casting a critical eye upon Dudleys knots. It would never do for you to fall and kill yourself, sir — ha-ha!

Did you say ha-ha? said Dudley in a pale voice.

I did venture — —

Dont do it again!

Very good, sir. The butler ambled to the window and looked out. I fear the sheets will not reach quite to the ground, sir. You will have a drop of a few feet.

But, added Bobbie hastily, youve got the most lovely, soft, squashy flower bed to fall into.

It was not till some minutes later, when he had come to the end of the sheet and had at last nerved himself to let go and complete the journey after the fashion of a parachutist whose parachute has refused to open, that Dudley discovered that there was an error in Miss Wickhams description of the terrain. The lovely soft flower bed of which she had spoken with such pretty girlish enthusiasm was certainly there, but what she had omitted to mention was that along it at regular intervals were planted large bushes of a hard and spiky nature. It was in one of these that Dudley, descending like a shooting star, found himself entangled, and he had never supposed that anything that was not actually a cactus plant could possibly have so many and such sharp thorns.

He scrambled out and stood in the moonlight, soliloquizing softly. A head protruded from the window above.

Are you all right, sir? inquired the voice of Simmons.

Dudley did not reply. With as much dignity as a man punctured in several hundred places could muster, he strode off.

He had reached the drive and was limping up it toward the gate which led to the road which led to the station which led to the milk train which led to London, when the quiet of the night was suddenly shattered by the roar of a gun. Something infinitely more painful than all the thorns which had recently pierced him smote the fleshy part of his left leg. It seemed to be red-hot, and its effect on Dudley was almost miraculous. A moment before, he had been slouching slowly along, a beaten and jaded man. He now appeared to become electrified. With one sharp yell he lowered the amateur record for the standing broad jump; and then, starting smartly off the mark, proceeded to try to beat the best professional time for the hundred-yard dash.



The telephone at the side of Dudleys bed had been ringing for some time before its noise woke him. Returning to his rooms in Jermyn Street shortly before seven a.m., he had quelled his great hunger with breakfast and then slipped with a groan between the sheets.

It was now, he saw from a glance at his watch, nearly five in the afternoon.

Hullo! he croaked.

Dudley?

It was a voice which twenty-four hours ago would have sent sharp thrills down the young mans spine. Twenty-four hours ago, if he had heard this voice on his telephone, he would have squealed with rapture. Hearing it now, he merely frowned. The heart beneath that rose-pink pajama jacket was dead.

Yes? he said coldly.

Oh, Dudley, purred Miss Wickham, are you all right?

As far, replied Mr. Finch frigidly, as a bloke can be said to be all right whose hair has turned white to the roots and who has been starved and chucked out of windows into bushes with six-inch thorns and chevied and snootered and shot in the fleshy part of the leg — —

An exclamation of concern broke in upon his eloquence.

Oh, Dudley, he didnt hit you!

He did hit me.

But he promised that he wouldnt aim at you.

Well, next time he goes shooting visitors tell him to aim as carefully as he can. Then they may have a sporting chance.

Is there anything I can do?

Outside of bringing me the blighters head on a charger, nothing, thanks.

He insisted on letting off the gun. That was the condition I said he had made. You remember?

I remember. The trifling condition I wasnt to worry about.

It was to make the thing seem all right to mother.

I hope your mother was pleased, said Dudley politely.

Dudley, I do wish there was something I could do for you. Id like to come up and nurse you. But Im in disgrace about the car and Im not allowed to come to London just yet. Im phoning from the Wickham Arms. I believe I shall be able to get up, though, by Saturday week. Shall I come then?

Do, said Dudley cordially.

Thats splendid. Its the seventeenth. All right, Ill try to get to London latish in the morning. Where shall we meet?

We shant meet, said Dudley. At lunch time on the seventeenth I shall be tooling off to Australia. Good-by!

He hung up the receiver and crawled back into bed, thinking imperially.


THE PURIFICATION OF RODNEY SPELVIN (1925)

First published in Saturday Evening Post, August 1925
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IT WAS AN afternoon on which one would have said that all Nature smiled. The air was soft and balmy; the links, fresh from the rains of spring, glistened in the pleasant sunshine; and down on the second tee young Clifford Wimple, in a new suit of plus-fours, had just sunk two balls in the lake and was about to sink a third. No element, in short, was lacking that might be supposed to make for quiet happiness.

And yet on the forehead of the Oldest Member, as he sat beneath the chestnut tree on the terrace overlooking the ninth green, there was a peevish frown; and his eye, gazing down at the rolling expanse of turf, lacked its customary genial benevolence. His favorite chair, consecrated to his private and personal use by unwritten law, had been occupied by another. That is the worst of a free country — liberty so often degenerates into license.

The Oldest Member coughed.

I trust, he said, you find that chair comfortable?

The intruder, who was the clubs hitherto spotless secretary, glanced up in a goofy manner.

Eh?

That chair — you find it fits snugly to the figure?

Chair? Figure? Oh, you mean this chair? Oh, yes.

I am gratified and relieved, said the Oldest Member. There was a silence.

Look here, said the secretary, what would you do in a case like this? You know Im engaged?

I do. And no doubt your fiancée is missing you. Why not go in search of her?

Shes the sweetest girl on earth.

I should lose no time.

But jealous. And just now I was in my office, and that Mrs. Pettigrew came in to ask if there was any news of the purse which she lost a couple of days ago. It had just been brought to my office, so I produced it; whereupon the infernal woman, in a most unsuitably girlish manner, flung her arms round my neck and kissed me on my bald spot — and at that moment Adela came in. Death, said the secretary, where is thy sting?

The Oldest Members pique melted. He had a feeling heart.

Most unfortunate. What did you say?

I hadnt time to say anything. She shot out too quick.

The Oldest Member clicked his tongue sympathetically.

These misunderstandings between young and ardent hearts are very frequent, he said. I could tell you at least fifty cases of the same kind. The one which I will select is the story of Jane Packard, William Bates and Rodney Spelvin.

You told me that the other day. Jane Packard got engaged to Rodney Spelvin, the poet; but the madness passed and she eventually married William Bates, who was a golfer.

This is another story of the trio.

You told me that one too. After Jane Packard married William Bates, she fell once more under the spell of Spelvin, but repented in time.

This is still another story, making three in all.

The secretary buried his face in his hands.

Oh, well, he said, go ahead. What does anything matter now?

First, said the Oldest Member, let us make ourselves comfortable. Take this chair. It is easier than the one in which you are sitting.

No, thanks.

I insist.

Oh, all right.

Woof! said the Oldest Member, settling himself luxuriously.

With an eye now full of kindly good will, he watched young Clifford Wimple play his fourth. Then, as the silver drops flashed up into the sun, he nodded approvingly and began.



The story which I am about to relate, said the Oldest Member, begins at a time when Jane and William had been married some seven years. Janes handicap was eleven, Williams twelve, and their little son, Braid Vardon, had just celebrated his sixth birthday.

Ever since that dreadful time, two years before, when, lured by the glamour of Rodney Spelvin, she had taken a studio in the artistic quarter, dropped her golf and practically learned to play the ukulele, Jane had been unremitting in her efforts to be a good mother and to bring up her son on the strictest principles.

And in order that his growing mind might have every chance, she had invited Williams younger sister, Anastasia, to spend a week or two with them and put the child right on the true functions of the mashie. For Anastasia had reached the semifinals of the last Ladies Open Championship, and unlike many excellent players, had the knack of teaching.

On the evening on which this story opens, the two women were sitting in the drawing-room, chatting. They had finished tea; and Anastasia, with the aid of a lump of sugar, a spoon and some crumbled cake, was illustrating the method by which she had got out of the rough on the fifth at Squashy Hollow.

Youre wonderful, said Jane admiringly; and such a good influence for Braid. Youll give him his lesson tomorrow afternoon as usual?

I shall have to make it the morning, said Anastasia. Ive promised to meet a man in The City in the afternoon.

As she spoke, there came into her face a look so soft and dreamy that it roused Jane as if a bradawl had been driven into her leg. As her history has already shown, there was a strong streak of romance in Jane Bates.

Who is he? she asked excitedly.

A man I met last summer, said Anastasia; and she sighed with such abandon that Jane could no longer hold in check her womanly nosiness.

Do you love him? she cried.

Like bricks, whispered Anastasia.

Does he love you?

Sometimes I think so.

Whats his name?

Rodney Spelvin.

What?

Oh, I know he writes the most awful bilge, said Anastasia defensively, misinterpreting the yowl of horror from Jane. All the same, hes a darling.

Jane could not speak. She stared at her sister-in-law, aghast. Although she knew that if you put a driver in her hands she could paste the ball into the next county, there always seemed to her something fragile and helpless about Anastasia. Williams sister was one of those small rose-leaf girls with big blue eyes to whom good men instinctively want to give a stroke a hole and on whom bad men automatically prey. And when Jane reflected that Rodney Spelvin had to all intents and purposes preyed upon herself, who stood five feet seven in her shoes and — but for an innate love of animals — could have felled an ox with a blow, she shuddered at the thought of how he would prey on this innocent half portion.

You really love him? she quavered.

If he beckoned to me in the middle of a medal round, I would come to him, said Anastasia.
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Jane realized that further words were useless. A sickening sense of helplessness obsessed her. Something ought to be done about this terrible thing, but what could she do?

She was so ashamed of her past madness that not even to warn this girl could she reveal that she had once been engaged to Rodney Spelvin herself; that he had recited poetry on the green while she was putting; and that, later, he had hypnotized her into taking William and little Braid to live in a studio full of samovars. These revelations would no doubt open Anastasias eyes, but she could not make them.

And then, suddenly, Fate pointed out a way.

It was Janes practice to go twice a week to the motion-picture palace in the village; and two nights later she set forth as usual and took her place just as the entertainment was about to begin.

At first she was only mildly interested. The title of the picture, Tried in the Furnace, had suggested nothing to her. Being a regular patron of the silver screen, she knew that it might quite easily turn out to be an educational film on the subject of clinker coal. But as the action began to develop she found herself leaning forward in her seat, blindly crushing a caramel between her fingers. For scarcely had the operator started to turn the crank when inspiration came to her.

Of the main plot of Tried in the Furnace she retained, when finally she reeled out into the open air, only a confused recollection. It had something to do with money not bringing happiness or happiness not bringing money, she could not remember which. But the part which remained graven upon her mind was the bit where Gloria Gooch goes by night to the apartments of the libertine to beg him to spare her sister, whom he has entangled in his toils.

Jane saw her duty clearly. She must go to Rodney Spelvin and conjure him by the memory of their ancient love to spare Anastasia.

It was not the easiest of tasks to put this scheme into operation. Gloria Gooch, being married to a scholarly man who spent nearly all his time in a library a hundred yards long, had been fortunately situated in the matter of paying visits to libertines; but for Jane the job was more difficult. William expected her to play a couple of rounds with him in the morning and another in the afternoon, which rather cut into her time. However, Fate was still on her side, for one morning at breakfast William announced that business called him into The City.

Why dont you come too? he said.

Jane started.

No; no, I dont think I will, thanks.

Give you lunch somewhere.

No; I want to stay here and do some practice putting.

All right. Ill try to get back in time for a round in the evening.

Remorse gnawed at Janes vitals. She had never deceived William before. She kissed him with even more than her usual fondness when he left to catch the 10:45. She waved to him till he was out of sight. Then bounding back into the house, leaped at the telephone, and after a series of conversations with the Marks-Morris Glue Factory, the Poor Pussy Home for Indigent Cats, and Messrs. Oakes, Oakes & Parbury, dealers in fancy goods, at last found herself in communication with Rodney Spelvin.

Rodney? she said, and held her breath, fearful at this breaking of a two years silence and yet loath to hear another strange voice say, Wadnumjerwant? Is that you, Rodney?

Yes. Who is that?

Mrs. Bates. Rodney, can you give me lunch at the Alcazar today at one?

Can I? Not even the fact that some unknown basso had got on the wire and was asking if that was Mr. Bootle could blur the enthusiasm in his voice. I should say so!

One oclock then, said Jane.

His enthusiastic response had relieved her. If by merely speaking she could stir him so, to bend him to her will when they met face to face would be pie.

One oclock, said Rodney.

Jane hung up the receiver and went to her room to try on hats.



The impression came to Jane, when she entered the lobby of the restaurant and saw him waiting, that Rodney Spelvin looked somehow different from the Rodney she remembered. His handsome face had a deeper and more thoughtful expression, as if he had been through some ennobling experience.

Well, here I am, she said, going to him and affecting a jauntiness which she did not feel.

He looked at her, and there was in his eyes that unmistakable goggle which comes to men suddenly addressed in a public spot by women whom, to the best of their recollection, they do not know from Eve.

How are you? he said. He seemed to pull himself together. Youre looking splendid.

Youre looking fine, said Jane.

Youre looking awfully well, said Rodney.

Youre looking awfully well, said Jane.

Youre looking fine, said Rodney.

There was a pause.

Youll excuse me glancing at my watch, said Rodney. I have an appointment to lunch with — er — somebody here, and its past the time.

But youre lunching with me, said Jane, puzzled.

With you?

Yes; I rang you up this morning.

Rodney gaped.

Was it you who phoned? I thought you said Miss Bates.

No, Mrs. Bates.

Mrs. Bates?

Mrs. Bates.

Of course! Youre Mrs. Bates.

Had you forgotten me? said Jane, in spite of herself a little piqued.

Forgotten you, dear lady! As if I could! said Rodney, with a return of his old manner. Well, shall we go in and have lunch?

All right, said Jane.

She felt embarrassed and ill at ease. The fact that Rodney had obviously succeeded in remembering her only after the effort of a lifetime seemed to her to fling a spanner into the machinery of her plans at the very outset. It was going to be difficult, she realized, to conjure him by the memory of their ancient love to spare Anastasia; for the whole essence of the idea of conjuring anyone by the memory of their ancient love is that the party of the second part should be aware that there ever was such a thing.

At the luncheon table conversation proceeded fitfully. Rodney said that this morning he could have sworn it was going to rain and Jane said she had thought so too; and Rodney said that now it looked as if the weather might hold up, and Jane said yes, didnt it; and Rodney said he hoped the weather would hold up, because rain was such a nuisance, and Jane said yes, wasnt it. Rodney said yesterday had been a nice day, and Jane said yes; and Rodney said that it seemed to be getting a little warmer now, and Jane said yes; and Rodney said that summer would be here any moment now, and Jane said yes, wouldnt it; and Rodney said he hoped it would not be too hot this summer, but that, as a matter of fact, when you came right down to it, what one minded was not so much the heat as the humidity, and Jane said yes, didnt one.

In short, by the time they rose and left the restaurant, not a word had been spoken that could have provoked the censure of the sternest critic. Yet William Bates, catching sight of them as they passed down the aisle, started as if he had been struck by lightning. He had happened to find himself near the Alcazar at lunch time and had dropped in for a chop; and peering round the pillar which had hidden his table from theirs, he stared after them with saucerlike eyes.

Oh, darn it! said William.

This William Bates, as I have indicated in my previous references to him, was not an abnormally emotional or temperamental man. Built physically on the lines of a motortruck, he had much of that vehicles placid and even phlegmatic outlook on life. Few things had the power to ruffle William, but unfortunately it so happened that one of these things was Rodney Spelvin. He had never been able entirely to overcome his jealousy of this man. It had been Rodney who had come within an ace of scooping Jane from him in the days when she had been Miss Packard. It had been Rodney who had temporarily broken up his home some years later by persuading Jane to become a member of the artistic set. And now, unless his eyes jolly well deceived him, this human gumboil was once more busy on his dastardly work. Too dashed thick, was Williams view of the matter; and he gnashed his teeth in such a spasm of resentful fury that a man lunching at the next table told the waiter to switch off the electric fan, as it had begun to creak unendurably.

Jane was reading in the drawing-room when William reached home that night.

Had a nice day? asked William.

Quite nice, said Jane.

Play golf? asked William.

Just practiced, said Jane.

Lunch at the club?

Yes.

I thought I saw that bloke Spelvin in town, said William. Jane wrinkled her forehead.

Spelvin? Oh, you mean Rodney Spelvin? Did you? I see hes got a new book coming out.

You never run into him these days, do you?

Oh, no; it must be two years since I saw him.

Oh? said William. Well, Ill be going upstairs and dressing.

It seemed to Jane, as the door closed, that she heard a curious clicking noise, and she wondered for a moment if little Braid had got out of bed and was playing with the mah-jongg counters. But it was only William gnashing his teeth.



There is nothing sadder in this life than the spectacle of a husband and wife with practically identical handicaps drifting apart; and to dwell unnecessarily on such a spectacle is, to my mind, ghoulish. It is not my purpose, therefore, to weary you with a detailed description of the hourly widening of the breach between this once ideally united pair. Suffice it to say that within a few days of the conversation just related the entire atmosphere of this happy home had completely altered. On the Tuesday, William excused himself from the morning round on the plea that he had promised Peter Willard a match, and Jane said what a pity. On Tuesday afternoon, William said that his head ached, and Jane said isnt that too bad. On Wednesday morning, William said he had lumbago, and Jane, her sensitive feelings now deeply wounded, said oh, had he? After that, it came to be agreed between them by silent compact that they should play together no more.

Also, they began to avoid each other in the house. Jane would sit in the drawing-room, while William retired down the passage to his den. In short, if you had added a couple of icons and a photograph of Trotzky, you would have had a mise en scène which would have fitted a Russian novel like the paper on the wall.

One evening, about a week after the beginning of this tragic state of affairs, Jane was sitting in the drawing-room, trying to read Hagen on Casual Water; but the print seemed blurred and the philosophy too metaphysical to be grasped. She laid the book down and stared sadly before her.

Every moment of these black days had affected Jane like a stymie on the last green. She could not understand how it was that William should have come to suspect; but that he did suspect was plain, and she writhed on the horns of a dilemma. All she had to do, to win him back again, was to go to him and tell him of Anastasias fatal entanglement. But what would happen then?

Undoubtedly he would feel it his duty as a brother to warn the girl against Rodney Spelvin; and Jane instinctively knew that William warning anyone against Rodney Spelvin would sound like a private of the line giving his candid opinion of the sergeant major.

Inevitably, in this case, Anastasia, a spirited girl and deeply in love, would take offense at his words and leave the house. And if she left the house, what would be the effect on little Braids mashie play? Already, in less than a fortnight, the gifted girl had taught him more about the chip shot from ten to fifteen yards off the green than the local pro had been able to do in two years. Her departure would be absolutely disastrous.

What it amounted to was that she must sacrifice her husbands happiness or her childs future; and the problem of which was to get the losers end was becoming daily more insoluble.

She was still brooding on it when the postman arrived with the evening mail and the maid brought the letters into the drawing-room. Jane sorted them out. There were three for William, which she gave to the maid to take to him in his den. There were two for herself, both bills. And there was one for Anastasia, in the well-remembered handwriting of Rodney Spelvin.

Jane placed this letter on the mantelpiece and stood looking at it like a cat at a canary. Anastasia was away for the day, visiting friends who lived a few stations down the line; and every womanly instinct in Jane urged her to get hold of a kettle and steam the gum off the envelope. She had almost made up her mind to disembowel the thing and write Opened in Error on it, when the telephone suddenly went off like a bomb and nearly startled her into a decline. Coming at that moment, it sounded like the voice of conscience.

Hullo! said Jane.

Hullo, replied a voice.

Jane clucked like a hen with uncontrollable emotion. It was Rodney.

Is that you? asked Rodney.

Yes, said Jane; and so it was, she told herself.

Your voice is like music, said Rodney.

This may or may not have been the case, but at any rate it was exactly like every other female voice when heard on the telephone. Rodney prattled on without a suspicion.

Have you got my letter yet?

No, said Jane. She hesitated. What was in it? she asked tremulously.

It was to ask you to come to my house tomorrow at four.

To your house! faltered Jane.

Yes; everything is ready. I will send the servants out, so that we shall be quite alone. You will come, wont you?

The room was shimmering before Janes eyes, but she regained command of herself with a strong effort.

Yes, she said, I will be there.

She spoke softly, but there was a note of menace in her voice. Yes, she would, indeed, be there. From the very moment when this man had made his monstrous proposal, she had been asking herself what Gloria Gooch would have done in a crisis like this, and the answer was plain. Gloria Gooch, if her sister-in-law was intending to visit the apartments of a libertine, would have gone there herself to save the poor child from the consequences of her infatuated folly.

Yes, said Jane, I will be there.

You have made me the happiest man in the world, said Rodney. I will meet you at the corner of the street at four then. He paused. What is that curious clicking noise? he asked.

I dont know, said Jane. I noticed it myself. Something wrong with the wire, I suppose.

I thought it was somebody playing the castanets. Until tomorrow then, good-by.

Good-by.

Jane replaced the receiver; and William, who had been listening to every word of the conversation on the extension in his den, replaced his receiver too.

Anastasia came back from her visit late that night. She took her letter and read it without comment. At breakfast next morning she said that she would be compelled to go into the City that day.

I want to see my dressmaker, she said.

Ill come too, said Jane. I want to see my dentist.

So will I, said William. I want to see my lawyer.

That will be nice, said Anastasia, after a pause.

Very nice, said Jane, after another pause.

We might all lunch together, said Anastasia. My appointment is not till four.

I should love it, said Jane. My appointment is at four too.

So is mine, said William.

What a coincidence! said Jane, trying to speak brightly.

Yes, said William.

He may have been trying to speak brightly too: but, if so, he failed. Jane was too young to have seen Salvini in Othello; but had she witnessed that great tragedians performance, she could not have failed to be struck by the resemblance between his manner in the pillow scene and Williams now.

Then shall we all lunch together? said Anastasia.

I shall lunch at my club, said William.

William seems to have a grouch, said Anastasia.

Ha! said William.

He raised his fork and drove it with sickening violence at his sausage.



So Jane had a quiet little womans lunch at a confectioners, alone with Anastasia. Jane ordered a tongue-and-lettuce sandwich, two macaroons, marshmallows, ginger ale and cocoa; and Anastasia ordered pineapple chunks with whipped cream, tomatoes stuffed with beetroot, three dill pickles, a raspberry nut sundae and hot chocolate. And while getting outside this garbage, they talked merrily, as women will, of every subject but the one that really occupied their minds. When Anastasia got up and said good-by, with a final reference to her dressmaker, Jane shuddered at the depths of deceit to which the modern girl can sink.

It was now about a quarter to three, so Jane had about an hour to kill before going to the rendezvous. She wandered about the streets, and never had time appeared to her to pass so slowly, never had a city been so congested with hard-eyed and suspicious citizens. Every second person she met seemed to glare at her as if he or she had guessed her secret.

The very elements joined in the general disapproval. The sky had turned a sullen gray, and far-away thunder muttered faintly, like an impatient golfer held up on the tee by a slow foursome. It was a relief when at length she found herself at the back of Rodney Spelvins house, standing before the scullery window, which it was her intention to force with the pocketknife won in happier days as second prize in a competition at a summer hotel for those with handicaps above eighteen.

But the relief did not last long. Despite the fact that she was about to enter this evil house with the best motives, a sense of almost intolerable guilt oppressed her. If William should ever get to know of this! Wow! felt Jane.

How long she would have hesitated before the window, one cannot say. But at this moment, glancing guiltily round, she happened to catch the eye of a cat which was sitting on a near-by wall, and she read in this cats eye such cynical derision that the urge came upon her to get out of its range as quickly as possible. It was a cat that had manifestly seen a lot of life, and it was plainly putting an entirely wrong construction on her behavior. Jane shivered, and with a quick jerk prized the window open and climbed in.

It was two years since she had entered this house; but once she had reached the hall, she remembered its topography perfectly. She mounted the stairs to the large studio sitting room on the first floor, the scene of so many bohemian parties in that dark period of her artistic life. It was here, she knew, that Rodney would bring his victim.

The studio was one of those dim, over-ornamented rooms which appeal to men like Rodney Spelvin. Heavy curtains hung in front of the windows. One corner was cut off by a high-backed Chesterfield. At the far end was an alcove, curtained like the windows. Once Jane had admired this studio, but now it made her shiver. It seemed to her one of those nests in which, as the subtitle of Tried in the Furnace had said, only eggs of evil are hatched. She paced the thick carpet restlessly, and suddenly there came to her the sound of footsteps on the stairs.

Jane stopped, every muscle tense. The moment had arrived. She faced the door, tight-lipped. It comforted her a little in this crisis to reflect that Rodney was not one of those massive Ethel M. Dell libertines who might make things unpleasant for an intruder. He was only a welterweight egg of evil; and if he tried to start anything, a girl of her physique would have little or no difficulty in knocking him for a row of Portuguese ash cans.

The footsteps reached the door. The handle turned. The door opened — and in strode William Bates, followed by two men in derby hats.
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Ha! said William.

Janes lips parted, but no sound came from them. She staggered back a pace or two.

William, advancing into the center of the room, folded his arms and gazed at her with burning eyes.

So, said William, and the words seemed forced like drops of vitriol from between his clenched teeth, I find you here, dash it!

Jane choked convulsively. Years ago, when an innocent child, she had seen a conjurer produce a rabbit out of a top hat which an instant before had been conclusively proved to be empty. The sudden apparition of William affected her with much the same sensations as she had experienced then.

How-ow-ow — — she said.

I beg your pardon? said William coldly.

How-ow-ow — —

Explain yourself, said William.

How-ow-ow did you get here? And who-oo-oo are these men?

William seemed to become aware for the first time of the presence of his two companions. He moved a hand in a hasty gesture of introduction.

Mr. Reginald Brown and Mr. Cyril Delancey — my wife, he said curtly.

The two men bowed slightly and raised their derby hats.

Pleased to meet you, said one.

Most awfully charmed, said the other.

They are detectives, said William.

Detectives!

From the Quick Results Agency.

Limited, added Mr. Delancey.

Limited, said William. When I became aware of your clandestine intrigues, I went to the agency and they gave me their two best men.

Oh, well — — said Mr. Brown, blushing a little.

Most frightfully decent of you to put it that way, said Mr. Delancey. Eh, Reggie?

Decidedly, Cyril, said Mr. Brown.

William regarded Jane sternly.

I knew you were going to be here at four oclock, he said. I overheard you arranging the meeting on the telephone.

Oh, William!

Woman, said William, where is your paramour?

Really, really! said Mr. Delancey deprecatingly.

Keep it clean, urged Mr. Brown.

Your partner in sin — where is he? I am going to take him and tear him into little bits and stuff him down his throat and make him swallow himself.

Fair enough, said Mr. Brown.

Perfectly in order, said Mr. Delancey.

Jane uttered a stricken cry.

William, she screamed, I can explain all!

All? said Mr. Delancey.

All? said Mr. Brown.

All, said Jane.

All? said William.

All, said Jane.

William sneered bitterly.

Ill bet you cant, he said.

Ill bet I can, said Jane.

Well?

I came here to save Anastasia.

Anastasia!

Anastasia.

My sister?

Your sister.

His sister Anastasia, explained Mr. Brown to Mr. Delancey in an undertone.

What from? asked William.

From Rodney Spelvin. Oh, William, cant you understand?

No, Im dashed if I can.

I, too, said Mr. Delancey, must confess myself a little fogged. And you, Reggie?

Completely, Cyrll, said Mr. Brown, removing his derby hat with a puzzled frown, examining the makers name and putting it on again.

The poor child is infatuated with this man.

With the bloke Spelvin?

Yes. She is coming here with him at four oclock.

Important, said Mr. Brown, producing a notebook and making an entry.

Important, if true, agreed Mr. Delancey.

But I heard you making the appointment with the bloke Spelvin over the phone, said William.

He thought I was Anastasia, and I came here to save her.

William was silent and thoughtful for a few moments.

It all sounds very nice and plausible, he said, but theres just one thing wrong. Im not a very clever sort of bird, but I can see where your story slips up. If what you say is true, where is Anastasia?

Just coming in now, whispered Jane. Hist!

Hist, Reggie! whispered Mr. Delancey.

They listened. Yes, the front door had banged and feet were ascending the staircase.

Hide! said Jane urgently.

Why? said William.

So that you can overhear what they say and jump out and confront them.

Sound, said Mr. Delancey.

Very sound, said Mr. Brown.

The two detectives concealed themselves in the alcove. William retired behind the curtains in front of the window. Jane dived behind the Chesterfield. A moment later the door opened.

Crouching in her corner, Jane could see nothing; but every word that was spoken came to her ears, and with every syllable her horror deepened.

Give me your things, she heard Rodney say, and then we will go upstairs.

Jane shivered. The curtains by the window shook. From the direction of the alcove there came a soft scratching sound, as the two detectives made an entry in their notebooks.

For a moment after this there was silence. Then Anastasia uttered a sharp, protesting cry.

Ah, no, no! Please, please!

But why not? came Rodneys voice.

It is wrong — wrong.

I cant see why.

It is, it is! You must not do that. Oh, please, please dont hold so tight.

There was a swishing sound, and through the curtains before the window a large form burst. Jane raised her head above the Chesterfield.

William was standing there, a menacing figure. The two detectives had left the alcove and were moistening their pencils. And in the middle of the room stood Rodney Spelvin, stooping slightly and grasping Anastasias parasol in his hands.

I dont get it, he said. Why is it wrong to hold the damn thing tight? He looked up and perceived his visitors. Ah, Bates, he said absently. He turned to Anastasia again. I should have thought that the tighter you held it, the more force you would get into the shot.

But dont you see, you poor simp, replied Anastasia, that youve got to keep the ball straight? If you grip the shaft as if you were a drowning man clutching at a straw, and keep your fingers under like that, youll pull like the dickens and probably land out of bounds or in the rough. Whats the good of getting force into the shot if the ball goes in the wrong direction, you cloth-headed goof?

I see now, said Rodney humbly. How right you always are!

Look here, interrupted William, folding his arms, what is the meaning of this?

You want to grip firmly but lightly, said Anastasia.

Firmly but lightly, echoed Rodney.

What is the meaning of this?

And with the fingers, not with the palms.

What is the meaning of this? thundered William. Anastasia, what are you doing in this mans rooms?

Giving him a golf lesson, of course; and I wish you wouldnt interrupt.

Yes, yes, said Rodney testily. Dont interrupt, Bates, theres a good fellow. Surely you have things to occupy you elsewhere?

Well go upstairs, said Anastasia, where we can be alone.

You will not go upstairs! barked William.

We shall get on much better there, explained Anastasia. Rodney has fitted up the top floor back as an indoor practicing room.

Jane darted forward with a maternal cry.

My poor child, has this scoundrel dared to delude you by pretending to be a golfer? Darling, he is nothing of the kind.

Mr. Reginald Brown coughed. For some moments he had been twitching restlessly.

Talking of golf, he said, it might interest you to hear of a little experience I had the other day at Marshy Moor. I had got a nice drive off the tee, nothing record-breaking, you understand, but straight and sweet. And what was my astonishment on walking up to play my second to find — —

A rather similar thing happened to me at Windy Waste last Tuesday, interrupted Mr. Delancey. I had hooked my drive the merest trifle, and my caddie said to me, Youre out of bounds. I am not out of bounds, I replied, perhaps a little tersely, for the lad had annoyed me by a persistent habit of sniffing. Yes, you are out of bounds, he said. No, I am not out of bounds, I retorted. Well, believe me or believe me not, when I got up to my ball — —

Shut up! said William.

Just as you say, sir, replied Mr. Delancey courteously.

Rodney Spelvin drew himself up, and in spite of her loathing for his villainy, Jane could not help feeling what a noble and romantic figure he made. His face was pale, but his voice did not falter.

You are right, he said. I am not a golfer. But with the help of this splendid girl here, I hope humbly to be one some day. Ah, I know what you are going to say, he went on, raising a hand. You are about to ask how a man who has wasted his life as I have done can dare to entertain the mad dream of ever acquiring a decent handicap. But never forget, proceeded Rodney, in a low, quivering voice, that Walter J. Travis was nearly forty before he touched a club, and a few years later he won the British Amateur.

True, murmured William.

True, true, said Mr. Delancey and Mr. Brown. They lifted their derby hats reverently.

I am thirty-three years old, continued Rodney, and for fourteen of those thirty-three years I have been writing poetry — aye, and novels with a poignant sex appeal; and if ever I gave a thought to this divine game, it was but to sneer at it. But last summer I saw the light.

Glory! Glory! cried Mr. Brown.

One afternoon I was persuaded to try a drive. I took the club with a mocking, contemptuous laugh.

He paused, and a wild light came into his eyes. I brought off a perfect snifter, he said emotionally. Two hundred yards and as straight as a whistle! And as I stood there gazing after the ball, something seemed to run up my spine and bite me in the neck. It was the golf germ.

Always the way, said Mr. Brown. I remember the first drive I ever made. I took a nice easy stance — —

The first drive I made, said Mr. Delancey— you wont believe this, but its a fact — was a full — —

From that moment, continued Rodney Spelvin, I have had but one ambition — to somehow or other, cost what it might, get down into single figures. He laughed bitterly. You see, he said, I cannot even speak of this thing without splitting my infinitives. And even as I split my infinitives, so did I split my drivers. After that first heavenly slosh, I didnt seem able to do anything right.

He broke off, his face working. William cleared his throat awkwardly.

Yes, but dash it, he said, all this doesnt explain why I find you alone with my sister in what I might call your lair.

The explanation is simple, said Rodney Spelvin. This sweet girl is the only person in the world who seems able simply and intelligently and in a few easily understood words to make clear the knack of the thing. There is none like her, none. I have been to pro after pro, but not one has been any good to me. I am a temperamental man, and there is a lack of sympathy and human understanding about these professionals which jars on my artist soul. They look at you as if you were a half-witted child. They click their tongues. They make odd Scotch noises. I could not endure the strain. And then this wonderful girl, to whom in a burst of emotion I had confided my unhappy case, offered to give me private lessons. So I went with her to some of those indoor practicing places. But here, too, my sensibilities were racked by the fact that unsympathetic eyes observed me. So I fixed up a room here where we could be alone.

And instead of going there, said Anastasia, we are wasting half the afternoon talking.

William brooded for a while. He was not a quick thinker.

Well, look here, he said at length, this is the point; this is the nub of the thing; this is where I want you to follow me very closely: Have you asked Anastasia to marry you?

Marry me? Rodney gazed at him, shocked. Have I asked her to marry me? I, who am not worthy to polish the blade of her niblick! I, who have not even a thirty handicap, ask a girl to marry me who was in the semifinal of last years Ladies Open! No, no, Bates, I may be a vers-libre poet, but I have some sense of what is fitting. I love her, yes; I love her with a fervor which causes me frequently and for hours at a time to lie tossing sleeplessly upon my pillow. But I would not dare to ask her to marry me.

Anastasia burst into a peal of girlish laughter.

You poor chump! she cried. Is that what has been the matter all this time? I couldnt make out what the trouble was. Why, Im crazy about you! Ill marry you any time you give the word.

Rodney reeled.

What?

Of course I will!

Anastasia!

Rodney!

He folded her in his arms.

Well, Im dashed! said William. It looks to me as if I had been making rather a lot of silly fuss about nothing. Jane, I wronged you.

It was my fault.

No, no!

Yes, yes!

Jane!

William!

He folded her in his arms. The two detectives, having entered the circumstances in their notebooks, looked at each other with moist eyes.

Cyril! said Mr. Brown.

Reggie! said Mr. Delancey.

Their hands met in a brotherly clasp.



And so, concluded the Oldest Member, all ended happily. The storm-tossed lives of William Bates, Jane Packard and Rodney Spelvin came safely at long last into harbor. At the subsequent wedding, William and Janes present of a complete golfing outfit, including eight dozen new balls, a cloth cap and a pair of spiked shoes, was generally admired by all who inspected the gifts during the reception.

From that time forward the four of them have been inseparable. Rodney and Anastasia took a little cottage close to that of William and Jane, and rarely does a day pass without a close foursome between the two couples. William and Jane being steady tens and Anastasia scratch and Rodney a persevering eighteen, it makes an ideal match.

What does? asked the secretary, waking from his reverie.

This one.

Which?

I see, said the Oldest Member sympathetically, that your troubles, weighing on your mind, have caused you to follow my little narrative less closely than you might have done. Never mind, I will tell it again.



The story — said the Oldest Member — which I am about to relate begins at a time when —— 


HIGH STAKES (1925)

First published in Saturday Evening Post, September 1925
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THE SUMMER DAY was drawing to a close. Over the terrace outside the clubhouse the chestnut trees threw long shadows, and such bees as still lingered in the flower beds had the air of tired business men who are about ready to shut up the office and go out to dinner and a musical comedy. The Oldest Member, stirring in his favorite chair, glanced at his watch and yawned.

As he did so, from the neighborhood of the eighteenth green, hidden from his view by the slope of the ground, there came suddenly a medley of shrill animal cries, and he deduced that some belated match must just have reached a finish. His surmise was correct.

The babble of voices drew nearer, and over the brow of the hill came a little group of men. Two, who appeared to be the ringleaders in the affair, were short and stout. One was cheerful, the other dejected. The rest of the company consisted of friends and adherents; and one of these, a young man who seemed to be amused, strolled to where the Oldest Member sat.

What, inquired the sage, was all the shouting for?

The young man sank into a chair and lighted a cigarette.

Perkins and Broster, he said, were all square at the seventeenth, and they raised the stakes to five hundred dollars. They were both on the green in seven, and Perkins had a two-foot putt to halve the match. He missed it by six inches. They play pretty high, those two.

It is a curious thing, said the Oldest Member, that men whose golf is of a kind that makes hardened caddies wince always do. The more competent a player, the smaller the stake that contents him. It is only when you get down into the submerged tenth of the golfing world that you find the big gambling. However, I would not call five hundred dollars anything sensational in the case of two men like Perkins and Broster. They are both well provided with the worlds goods. If you would care to hear the story — —

The young mans jaw fell a couple of notches.

I had no idea it was so late, he bleated. I ought to be — —

 —— of a man who played for really high stakes — —

 —— I promised to — —

 —— I will tell it to you, said the sage, affectionately attaching himself to the others buttonhole.

Look here, said the young man sullenly, it isnt one of those stories about two men who fall in love with the same girl and play a match to decide which is to marry her, is it? Because, if so — —

The stake to which I allude, said the Oldest Member, was something far higher and bigger than a womans love. Shall I proceed?

All right, said the young man resignedly. Snap into it.



It has been well said — I think by the man who wrote the subtitles for Cage Birds of Society — began the Oldest Member — that wealth does not always bring happiness. It was so with Bradbury Fisher, the hero of the story which I am about to relate. One of Americas most prominent tainted millionaires, he had two sorrows in life — his handicap refused to stir from twenty-four and his wife disapproved of his collection of famous golf relics. Once, finding him crooning over the trousers in which Ouimet had won his historic replay against Vardon and Ray in the American Open, she had asked him why he did not collect something worth while, like old masters or first editions.

Worth while! Bradbury had forgiven, for he loved the woman, but he could not forget. For Bradbury Fisher, like so many men who have taken to the game in middle age after a youth misspent in the pursuits of commerce, was no half-hearted enthusiast. Although he still occasionally descended on Wall Street in order to pry the small investor loose from another couple of million, what he really lived for now was golf and his collection. He had begun the collection in his first year as a golfer, and he prized it dearly. And when he reflected that his wife had stopped him from purchasing J. H. Taylors shirt stud, which he could have had for a few hundred pounds, the iron seemed to enter into his soul.

The distressing episode had occurred in London, and he was now on his way back to New York, having left his wife to continue her holiday in England. All through the voyage he remained moody and distrait; and at the ships concert, at which he was forced to take the chair, he was heard to observe to the purser that if the alleged soprano, who had just sung My Little Gray Home in the West, had the immortal gall to take a second encore he hoped that she would trip over a high note and dislocate her neck.

Such was Bradbury Fishers mood throughout the ocean journey, and it remained constant until he arrived at his palatial home at Goldenville, Long Island, where, as he sat smoking a moody after-dinner cigar in the Versailles drawing-room, Blizzard, his English butler, informed him that Mr. Gladstone Bott desired to speak to him on the telephone.

Tell him to go and boil himself, said Bradbury.

Very good, sir.

No, Ill tell him myself, said Bradbury. He strode to the telephone. Hello, he said curtly.

He was not fond of this Bott. There are certain men who seem fated to go through life as rivals. It was so with Bradbury Fisher and J. Gladstone Bott. Born in the same town within a few days of each other, they had come to New York in the same week; and from that moment their careers had run side by side. Fisher had made his first million two days before Bott, but Botts first divorce had got half a column and two sticks more publicity than Fishers.

At Sing Sing, where each had spent several happy years of early manhood, they had run neck and neck for the prizes which that institution has to offer. Fisher secured the position of catcher on the baseball nine in preference to Bott, but Bott just nosed Fisher out when it came to the choice of a tenor for the glee club. Bott was selected for the debating contest against Auburn, but Fisher got the last place on the cross-word puzzle team, with Bott merely first reserve.

They had taken up golf simultaneously, and their handicaps had remained level ever since. Between such men it is not surprising that there was little love lost.

Hello, said Gladstone Bott. So youre back? Say, listen, Fisher, I think Ive got something thatll interest you; something youll be glad to have in your golf collection.

Bradbury Fishers mood softened. He disliked Bott, but that was no reason for not doing business with him. And though he had little faith in the mans judgment, it might be that he had stumbled upon some valuable antique. There crossed his mind the comforting thought that his wife was three thousand miles away and that he was no longer under her penetrating eye — that eye which, so to speak, was always about his bath and about his bed and spying out all his ways.

Ive just returned from a trip down South, proceeded Bott, and I have secured the authentic baffy used by Bobbie Jones in his first important contest — the Infants All-In Championship of Atlanta, Georgia, open to those of both sexes not yet having finished teething.

Bradbury gasped. He had heard rumors that this treasure was in existence, but he had never credited them.

Youre sure? he cried. Youre positive its genuine?

I have a written guaranty from Mr. Jones, Mrs. Jones and the nurse.

How much, Bott, old man? stammered Bradbury. How much do you want for it, Gladstone, old top? Ill give you a hundred thousand dollars.

Ha!

Five hundred thousand.

Ha-ha!

A million.

Ha-ha-ha!

Two million.

Ha-ha-ha-ha!

Bradbury Fishers strong face twisted like that of a tortured fiend. He registered in quick succession rage, despair, hate, fury, anguish, pique and resentment. But when he spoke again his voice was soft and gentle.

Gladdy, he said, we have been friends for years.

No, we havent, said Gladstone Bott.

Yes, we have.

No, we havent.

Well, anyway, what about two million five hundred?

Nothing doing. Say, do you really want that baffy?

I do, Botty, old egg; I do, indeed.

Then listen. Ill exchange it for Blizzard.

For Blizzard? quavered Fisher.

For Blizzard.

It occurs to me that, when describing the closeness of the rivalry between these two men, I may have conveyed the impression that in no department of life could either claim a definite advantage over the other. If that is so, I erred. It is true that, in a general way, whatever one had, the other had something equally good to counterbalance it; but in just one matter Bradbury Fisher had triumphed completely over Gladstone Bott. Bradbury Fisher had the finest English butler on Long Island.

Blizzard stood alone. There is a regrettable tendency on the part of English butlers today to deviate more and more from the type which made their species famous. The modern butler has a nasty knack of being a lissom young man in perfect condition who looks like the son of the house. But Blizzard was of the fine old school. Before coming to the Fisher home he had been for fifteen years in the service of an earl, and his appearance suggested that throughout those fifteen years he had not let a day pass without its pint of port. He radiated port and pop-eyed dignity. He had splay feet and three chins, and when he walked his curving waistcoat preceded him like the advance guard of some royal procession.

From the first, Bradbury had been perfectly aware that Bott coveted Blizzard, and the knowledge had sweetened his life. But this was the first time he had come out into the open and admitted it.

Blizzard? whispered Fisher.

Blizzard, said Bott firmly. Its my wifes birthday next week, and Ive been wondering what to give her.

Bradbury Fisher shuddered from head to foot, and his legs wabbled like asparagus stalks. Beads of perspiration stood out on his forehead. The serpent was tempting him — tempting him grievously.

Youre sure you wont take three million — or four — or something like that?

No; I want Blizzard.

Bradbury Fisher passed his handkerchief over his streaming brow.

So be it, he said in a low voice.

The Jones baffy arrived that night, and for some hours Bradbury Fisher gloated over it with the unmixed joy of a collector who has secured the prize of a lifetime. Then, stealing gradually over him, came the realization of what he had done.

He was thinking of his wife and what she would say when she heard of this. Blizzard was Mrs. Fishers pride and joy. She had never, like the poet, nursed a dear gazelle; but had she done so, her attitude toward it would have been identical with her attitude toward Blizzard. Although so far away, it was plain that her thoughts still lingered with the treasure she had left at home, for on his arrival Bradbury had found three cables awaiting him. The first ran:



How is Blizzard? Reply.



The second:



How is Blizzards sciatica? Reply.



The third:



Blizzards hiccups. How are they? Suggest Doctor Murphys Tonic Swamp Juice. Highly spoken of. Try for week and cable result.



It did not require a clairvoyant to tell Bradbury that if on her return she found that he had disposed of Blizzard in exchange for a childs cut-down baffy, she would certainly sue him for divorce. And there was not a jury in America that would not give their verdict in her favor without a dissentient voice. His first wife, he recalled, had divorced him on far flimsier grounds. So had his second, third and fourth. And Bradbury loved his wife. There had been a time in his life when, if he lost a wife, he had felt philosophically that there would be another along in a minute; but as a man grows older he tends to become set in his habits, and he could not contemplate existence without the company of the present incumbent.

What, therefore, to do? What, when you came right down to it, to do?

There seemed no way out of the dilemma. If he kept the Jones baffy, no other price would satisfy Botts jealous greed. And to part with the baffy, now that it was actually in his possession, was unthinkable. And then, in the small hours of the morning, as he tossed sleeplessly on his Louis Quinze bed, his giant brain conceived a plan.

On the following afternoon he made his way to the clubhouse and was informed that Bott was out playing a round with another millionaire of his acquaintance. Bradbury waited, and presently his rival appeared.

Hey! said Gladstone Bott, in his abrupt, uncouth way. When are you going to deliver that butler?

I will make the shipment at the earliest date.

I was expecting him last night.

You shall have him shortly.

What do you feed him on? asked Gladstone Bott.

Oh, anything you have yourselves. Put sulphur in his port in the hot weather. . . . Tell me, how did your match go?

He beat me. I had rotten luck.

Bradbury Fishers eyes gleamed. His moment had come.

Luck? he said. What do you mean — luck? Luck has nothing to do with it. Youre always beefing about your luck. The trouble with you is that you play rottenly.

What?

It is no use trying to play golf unless you learn the first principles and do it properly. Look at the way you drive.

Whats wrong with my driving?

Nothing, except that you dont do anything right. In driving, as the club comes back in the swing, the weight should be shifted by degrees, quietly and gradually, until, when the club has reached its topmost point, the whole weight of the body is supported by the right leg, the left foot being turned at the time and the left knee bent in toward the right leg. But regardless of how much you perfect your style, you cannot develop any method which will not require you to keep your head still so that you can see your ball clearly.

Hey?

It is obvious that it is impossible to introduce a jerk or a sudden violent effort into any part of the swing without disturbing the balance or moving the head. I want to drive home the fact that it is absolutely essential to — —

Hey! cried Gladstone Bott.

The man was shaken to the core. From the local pro, and from scratch men of his acquaintance, he would gladly have listened to this sort of thing by the hour; but to hear these words from Bradbury Fisher, whose handicap was the same as his own and out of whom it was his unperishable conviction that he could hammer the tar any time he got out on the links, was too much.

Where do you get off, he demanded heatedly, trying to teach me golf?
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Bradbury Fisher chuckled to himself. Everything was working out as his subtle mind had foreseen.

My dear fellow, he said, I was only speaking for your good.

I like your nerve! I can lick you any time we start.

Its easy enough to talk.

I trimmed you twice the week before you sailed to England.

Naturally, said Bradbury Fisher, in a friendly round, with only a few thousand dollars on the match, a man does not extend himself. You wouldnt dare to play me for anything that really mattered.

Ill play you when you like for anything you like.

Very well, Ill play you for Blizzard.

Against what?

Oh, anything you please. How about a couple of railroads?

Make it three.

Very well.

Next Friday suit you?

Sure, said Bradbury Fisher.

It seemed to him that his troubles were over. Like all twenty-four-handicap men, he had the most perfect confidence in his ability to beat all other twenty-four-handicap men. As for Gladstone Bott, he knew that he could disembowel him any time he was able to lure him out of the clubhouse.

Nevertheless, as he breakfasted on the morning of the fateful match, Bradbury Fisher was conscious of an unwonted nervousness. He was no weakling. In Wall Street his phlegm in moments of stress was a byword. On the famous occasion when the B. & G. crowd had attacked C. & D., and in order to keep control of L. & M. he had been compelled to buy so largely of S. & T., he had not turned a hair. And yet this morning, in endeavoring to prong up segments of bacon, he twice missed the plate altogether and on a third occasion speared himself in the cheek with his fork. The spectacle of Blizzard, so calm, so competent, so supremely the perfect butler, unnerved him.

I am jumpy today, Blizzard, he said, forcing a laugh.

Yes, sir. You do, indeed, appear to have the willies.

Yes; I am playing a very important golf match this morning.

Indeed, sir?

I must pull myself together, Blizzard.

Yes, sir. And if I may respectfully make the suggestion, you should endeavor, when in action, to keep the head down and the eye rigidly upon the ball.

I will, Blizzard, I will, said Bradbury Fisher, his keen eyes clouding under a sudden mist of tears. Thank you, Blizzard, for the advice.

Not at all, sir.

How is your sciatica, Blizzard?

A trifle improved, I thank you, sir.

And your hiccups?

I am conscious of a slight though possibly only a temporary relief, sir.

Good! said Bradbury Fisher.

He left the room with a firm step; and proceeding to his library, read for a while portions of that grand chapter in James Braids Advanced Golf which deals with driving into the wind. It was a fair and cloudless morning, but it was as well to be prepared for emergencies. Then, feeling that he had done all that could be done, he ordered the car and was taken to the links.

Gladstone Bott was awaiting him on the first tee, in company with two caddies. A curt greeting, a spin of the coin, and Gladstone Bott, securing the honor, stepped out to begin the contest.

Although there are, of course, endless subspecies in their ranks, not all of which have yet been classified by science, twenty-four-handicap golfers may be stated broadly to fall into two classes — the dashing and the cautious; those, that is to say, who endeavor to do every hole in a brilliant one and those who are content to win with a steady nine. Gladstone Bott was one of the cautious brigade. He fussed about for a few moments like a hen scratching gravel, then with a stiff quarter swing sent his ball straight down the fairway for a matter of seventy yards, and it was Bradbury Fishers turn to drive.

Now, normally, Bradbury Fisher was essentially a dasher. It was his habit, as a rule, to raise his left foot some six inches from the ground, and having swayed forcefully back onto his right leg, to sway sharply forward again and lash out with sickening violence in the general direction of the ball. It was a method which at times produced excellent results, though it had the flaw that it was somewhat uncertain. Bradbury Fisher was the only member of the club, with the exception of the club champion, who had ever carried the second green with his drive; but, on the other hand, he was also the only member who had ever laid his drive on the eleventh dead to the pin of the sixteenth.

But today the magnitude of the issues at stake had wrought a change in him. Planted firmly on both feet, he fiddled at the ball in the manner of one playing spilikins. When he swung, it was with a swing resembling that of Gladstone Bott; and, like Bott, he achieved a nice, steady, rainbow-shaped drive of some seventy yards straight down the middle. Bott replied with an eighty-yard brassy shot. Bradbury held him with another. And so, working their way cautiously across the prairie, they came to the green, where Bradbury, laying his third putt dead, halved the hole.

The second was a repetition of the first, the third and fourth repetitions of the second. But on the fifth green the fortunes of the match began to change. Here, Gladstone Bott, faced with a fifteen-foot putt to win, smote his ball firmly off the line, as had been his practice at each of the preceding holes, and the ball, hitting a worm cast and bounding off to the left, ran on a couple of yards, hit another worm cast, bounded to the right, and finally, bumping into a twig, leaped to the left again and clattered into the tin.

One up, said Gladstone Bott. Tricky, some of these greens are. You have to gauge the angles to a nicety.

At the sixth a donkey in an adjoining field uttered a raucous bray just as Bott was addressing his ball with a mashie niblick on the edge of the green. He started violently and, jerking his club with a spasmodic reflex action of the forearm, holed out.

Nice work, said Gladstone Bott.

The seventh was a short hole, guarded by two large bunkers between which ran a narrow footpath of turf. Gladstone Botts mashie shot, falling short, ran over the rough, peered for a moment into the depths to the left, then, winding up the path, trickled onto the green, struck a fortunate slope, acquired momentum, ran on and dropped into the hole.

Nearly missed it, said Gladstone Bott, drawing a deep breath.

Bradbury Fisher looked out upon a world that swam and danced before his eyes. He had not been prepared for this sort of thing. The way things were shaping, he felt that it would hardly surprise him now if the cups were to start jumping up and snapping at Botts ball like starving dogs.

Three up, said Gladstone Bott.

With a strong effort Bradbury Fisher mastered his feelings. His mouth set grimly. Matters, he perceived, had reached a crisis. He saw now that he had made a mistake in allowing himself to be intimidated by the importance of the occasion into being scientific. Nature had never intended him for a scientific golfer, and up till now he had been behaving like an animated illustration out of a book by Vardon. He had taken his club back along and near the turf, allowing it to trend around the legs as far as was permitted by the movement of the arms. He had kept his right elbow close to the side, this action coming into operation before the club was allowed to describe a section of a circle in an upward direction, whence it was carried by means of a slow, steady, swinging movement. He had pivoted, he had pronated the wrists, and he had been careful about the lateral hip shift.

And it had all been wrong. That sort of stuff might suit some people, but not him. He was a biffer, a swatter and a slosher; and it flashed upon him now that only by biffing, swatting and sloshing as he had never biffed, swatted and sloshed before could he hope to recover the ground he had lost.

Gladstone Bott was not one of those players who grow careless with success. His drive at the eighth was just as steady and short as ever. But this time Bradbury Fisher made no attempt to imitate him. For seven holes he had been checking his natural instincts, and now he drove with all the banked-up fury that comes with release from long suppression.

For an instant he remained poised on one leg like a stork; then there was a whistle and a crack, and the ball, smitten squarely in the midriff, flew down the course, and soaring over the bunkers, hit the turf and gamboled to within twenty yards of the green.

He straightened out the kinks in his spine with a grim smile. Allowing himself the regulation three putts, he would be down in five, and only a miracle could give Gladstone Bott anything better than a seven.

Two down, he said some minutes later, and Gladstone Bott nodded sullenly.

It was not often that Bradbury Fisher kept on the fairway with two consecutive drives, but strange things were happening today. Not only was his drive at the ninth a full two hundred and forty yards but it was also perfectly straight.

One down, said Bradbury Fisher, and Bott nodded even more sullenly than before.

There are few things more demoralizing than to be consistently outdriven; and when he is outdriven by a hundred and seventy yards at two consecutive holes, the bravest man is apt to be shaken. Gladstone Bott was only human. It was with a sinking heart that he watched his opponent heave and sway on the tenth tee; and when the ball once more flew straight and far down the course a strange weakness seemed to come over him. For the first time he lost his morale and topped. The ball trickled into the long grass, and after three fruitless stabs at it with a niblick he picked up and the match was squared.

At the eleventh Bradbury Fisher also topped, and his tee shot, though nice and straight, traveled only a couple of feet. He had to scramble to halve in eight.

The twelfth was another short hole; and Bradbury, unable to curb the fine, careless rapture which had crept into his game, had the misfortune to overshoot the green by some sixty yards, thus enabling his opponent to take the lead once more.

The thirteenth and fourteenth were halved; but Bradbury, driving another long ball, won the fifteenth, squaring the match.

It seemed to Bradbury Fisher as he took his stand on the sixteenth tee that he now had the situation well in hand. At the thirteenth and fourteenth his drive had flickered, but on the fifteenth it had come back in all its glorious vigor and there appeared to be no reason to suppose that it had not come to stay. He recollected exactly how he had done that last colossal slosh, and he now prepared to reproduce the movements precisely as before. The great thing to remember was to hold the breath on the back swing and not to release it before the moment of impact. Also the eyes should not be closed until late in the down swing. All great golfers have their little secrets, and that was Bradburys.

With these aids to success firmly fixed in his mind, Bradbury Fisher prepared to give the ball the nastiest bang that a golf ball had ever had since Edward Blackwell was in his prime. He drew in his breath, and with lungs expanded to their fullest capacity heaved back onto his large flat right foot. Then, clenching his teeth, he lashed out. When he opened his eyes they fell upon a horrid spectacle. Either he had closed those eyes too soon or else he had breathed too precipitately. Whatever the cause, the ball, which should have gone due south, was traveling with great speed sou-sou-east. And even as he gazed it curved to earth and fell into as uninviting a bit of rough as he had ever penetrated, and he was a man who had spent much time in many roughs.

Leaving Gladstone Bott to continue his imitation of a spavined octogenarian rolling peanuts with a toothpick, Bradbury Fisher, followed by his caddie, set out on the long trail into the jungle.

Hope did not altogether desert him as he walked. In spite of its erratic direction, the ball had been so shrewdly smitten that it was not far from the green. Provided luck was with him and the lie not too desperate, a mashie would put him on the carpet. It was only when he reached the rough and saw what had happened that his heart sank. There the ball lay, half hidden in the grass, while above it waved the straggling tentacle of some tough-looking shrub. Behind it was a stone, and behind the stone, at just the elevation required to catch the back swing of the club, was a tree. And by an ironical stroke of fate which drew from Bradbury a hollow, bitter laugh, only a few feet to the right was a beautiful smooth piece of turf from which it would have been a pleasure to play ones second.

Dully, Bradbury looked round to see how Bott was getting on. And then suddenly, as he found that Bott was completely invisible behind the belt of bushes through which he had just passed, a voice seemed to whisper to him, Why not?
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Bradbury Fisher, remember, had spent thirty years in Wall Street.

It was at this moment that he realized that he was not alone. His caddie was standing at his side.

Bradbury Fisher gazed upon the caddie, whom until now he had not had any occasion to observe with any closeness. The caddie was not a boy. He was a man, apparently in the middle forties, with bushy eyebrows and a walrus mustache; and there was something about his appearance which suggested to Bradbury that here was a kindred spirit. He reminded Bradbury a little of Spike Huggins, the safe blower, who had been a fresher with him at Sing Sing. It seemed to him that this caddie could be trusted in a delicate matter involving secrecy and silence. Had he been some babbling urchin the risk might have been too great.

Caddie! said Bradbury.

Sir? said the caddie.

Yours is an ill-paid job, said Bradbury.

It is, indeed, sir, said the caddie.

Would you like to earn fifty dollars?

I would prefer to earn a hundred.

I meant a hundred, said Bradbury.

He produced a roll of bills from his pocket and peeled off one of that value. Then, stooping, he picked up his ball and placed it on the little oasis of turf. The caddie bowed intelligently.

You mean to say, cried Gladstone Bott, a few moments later, that you were out with your second? With your second!

I had a stroke of luck.

Youre sure it wasnt about six strokes of luck?

My ball was right out in the open in an excellent lie.

Oh! said Gladstone Bott shortly.

I have four for it, I think.

One down, said Gladstone Bott.

And two to play, trilled Bradbury.

It was with a light heart that Bradbury Fisher teed up on the seventeenth. The match, he felt, was as good as over. The whole essence of golf is to discover a way of getting out of the rough without losing strokes: and with this sensible, broad-minded man of the world caddying for him, he seemed to have discovered the ideal way.

It cost him scarcely a pang when he saw his drive slice away into a tangle of long grass, but for the sake of appearances he affected a little chagrin.

Tut-tut! he said.

I shouldnt worry, said Gladstone Bott. You will probably find it sitting up on an India-rubber tee which someone has dropped there.

He spoke sardonically, and Bradbury did not like his manner. But then, he never had liked Gladstone Botts manner, so what of that? He made his way to where the ball had fallen. It was lying under a bush.

Caddie! said Bradbury.

Sir? said the caddie.

A hundred?

And fifty.

And fifty, said Bradbury Fisher.

Gladstone Bott was still toiling along the fairway when Bradbury reached the green.

How many? he asked, eventually winning to the goal.

On in two, said Bradbury. And you?

Playing seven.

Then let me see. If you take two putts which is most unlikely, I shall have six for the hole and match.

A minute later Bradbury had picked his ball out of the cup. He stood there, basking in the sunshine, his heart glowing with quiet happiness. It seemed to him that he had never seen the countryside looking so beautiful. The birds appeared to be singing as they had never sung before. The trees and the rolling turf had taken on a charm beyond anything he had ever encountered. Even Gladstone Bott looked almost bearable.

A very pleasant match, he said cordially, conducted throughout in the most sporting spirit. At one time I thought you were going to pull it off, old man, but there — class will tell.

I will now make my report, said the caddie with the walrus mustache.

Do so, said Gladstone Bott briefly.

Bradbury Fisher stared at the man with blanched cheeks. The sun had ceased to shine, the birds had stopped singing. The trees and the rolling turf looked pretty rotten, and Gladstone Bott perfectly foul. His heart was leaden with a hideous dread.

Your report? Your — your report? What do you mean?

You dont suppose, said Gladstone Bott, that I would play you an important match unless I had detectives watching you, do you? This gentleman is from the Quick Results Agency. What have you to report? he said, turning to the caddie.

The caddie removed his bushy eyebrows, and with a quick gesture swept off his mustache.

On the twelfth inst., he began in a monotonous, singsong voice, acting upon instructions received, I made my way to the Goldenville Golf Links in order to observe the movements of the man Fisher. I had adopted for the occasion the Number Three Disguise and — —

All right, all right, said Gladstone Bott impatiently; you can skip all that. Come down to what happened at the sixteenth.

The caddie looked wounded, but he bowed deferentially.

At the sixteenth hole the man Fisher moved his ball into what — from his actions and furtive manner — I deduced to be a more favorable position.

Ah! said Gladstone Bott.

On the seventeenth, the man Fisher picked up his ball and threw it with a movement of the wrist onto the green.

Its a lie — a foul and contemptible lie! shouted Bradbury Fisher.

Realizing that the man Fisher might adopt this attitude, sir, said the caddie, I took the precaution of snapshotting him in the act with my miniature wrist-watch camera, the detectives best friend.

Bradbury Fisher covered his face with his hands and uttered a hollow groan.

My match, said Gladstone Bott with vindictive triumph. Ill trouble you to deliver that butler to me f. o. b. at my residence not later than noon tomorrow. Oh, yes, and I was forgetting. You owe me three railroads.

Blizzard, dignified but kindly, met Bradbury in the Byzantine hall on his return home.

I trust your golf match terminated satisfactorily, sir, said the butler.

A pang, almost too poignant to be borne, shot through Bradbury.

No, Blizzard, he said; no. Thank you for your kind inquiry, but I was not in luck.

Too bad, sir, said Blizzard sympathetically. I trust the prize at stake was not excessive.

Well — er — well, it was rather big. I should like to speak to you about that a little later, Blizzard.

At any time that is suitable to you, sir. If you will ring for one of the assistant underfootmen when you desire to see me, sir, he will find me in my pantry. Meanwhile, sir, this cable arrived for you a short while back.

Bradbury took the envelope listlessly. He had been expecting a communication from his London agents announcing that they had bought Kent and Sussex, for which he had instructed them to make a firm offer just before he left England. No doubt this was their cable.

He opened the envelope and started as if it had contained a scorpion. It was from his wife. It ran:



Returning immediately Aquitania. Docking Friday night. Meet without fail.



Bradbury stared at the words, frozen to the marrow. Although he had been in a sort of trance ever since that dreadful moment on the seventeenth green, his great brain had not altogether ceased to function; and while driving home in the car, he had sketched out roughly a plan of action which, he felt, might meet the crisis. Assuming that Mrs. Fisher was to remain abroad for another month, he had practically decided to buy a daily paper, insert in it a front-page story announcing the death of Blizzard, forward the clipping to his wife and then sell his house and move to another neighborhood. In this way it might be that she would never learn of what had occurred. But if she was due back next Friday, the scheme fell through and exposure was inevitable.

He wondered dully what had caused her change of plans, and came to the conclusion that some feminine sixth sense must have warned her of peril threatening Blizzard. With a good deal of peevishness, he wished that Providence had never endowed women with this sixth sense. A woman with merely five took quite enough handling.

Sweet suffering soup spoons! groaned Bradbury.

Sir? said Blizzard.

Nothing, said Bradbury.

Very good, sir, said Blizzard.

For a man with anything on his mind, any little trouble calculated to affect the joie de vivre, there are few spots less cheering than the customs sheds of New York. Drafts whistle dismally there, now to, now fro. Strange noises are heard. Customs officials chew gum and lurk grimly in the shadows like tigers awaiting the luncheon gong. It is not surprising that Bradburys spirits, low when he reached the place, should have sunk to zero long before the gangplank was lowered and the passengers began to stream down it.

His wife was among the first to land. How beautiful she looked, thought Bradbury, as he watched her. And, alas, how intimidating! His tastes had always lain in the direction of spirited women. His first wife had been spirited. So had his second, third and fourth. And the one at the moment holding office was perhaps the most spirited of the whole platoon. For one long instant, as he went to meet her, Bradbury Fisher was conscious of a regret that he had not married one of those meek, mild girls who suffer uncomplainingly at their husbands hands in the more hectic type of feminine novel. What he felt he could have done with at the moment was the sort of wife who thinks herself dashed lucky if the other half of the sketch does not drag her round the billiard room by her hair, kicking her the while with spiked shoes.

Three conversational openings presented themselves to him as he approached her.

Darling, there is something I want to tell you — —

Dearest, I have a small confession to make — —

Sweetheart, I dont know if by any chance you remember Blizzard, our butler. Well, its like this — —

But, in the event, it was she who spoke first.

Oh, Bradbury, she cried, rushing into his arms, Ive done the most awful thing and you must try to forgive me!

Bradbury blinked. He had never seen her in this strange mood before. As she clung to him she seemed timid, fluttering and — although a woman who weighed a full hundred and fifty-seven pounds — almost fragile.

What is it? he inquired tenderly. Has somebody stolen your jewels?

No, no.

Have you been losing money at bridge?

No, no; worse than that.

Bradbury started.

You didnt sing My Little Gray Home in the West at the ships concert? he demanded, eying her closely.

No no! Ah, how can I tell you? Bradbury, look! You see that man over there?

Bradbury followed her pointing finger. Standing in an attitude of negligent dignity beside a pile of trunks under the letter V was a tall, stout, ambassadorial man, at the very sight of whom, even at this distance, Bradbury Fisher felt an odd sense of inferiority. His pendulous cheeks, his curving waistcoat, his protruding eyes and the sequence of rolling chins combined to produce in Bradbury that instinctive feeling of being in the presence of a superior which we experience when meeting scratch golfers, head waiters of fashionable restaurants and traffic policemen. A sudden pang of suspicion pierced him.

Well, he said hoarsely, what of him?

Bradbury, you must not judge me too harshly. We were thrown together and I was tempted.

Woman, thundered Bradbury Fisher, who is this man?

His name is Vosper.

And what is there between you and him, and when did it start, and why and how and where?

Mrs. Fisher dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief.

It was at the Duke of Bootles, Bradbury. I was invited there for the weekend.

And this man was there?

Yes.

Ha! Proceed!

The moment I set eyes on him, something seemed to go all over me.

Indeed!

At first it was his mere appearance. I felt that I had dreamed of such a man all my life and that for all these wasted years I had been putting up with the second best.

Oh, you did, eh? Really? Is that so? You did, did you? snorted Bradbury Fisher.

I couldnt help it, Bradbury. I know I have always seemed so devoted to Blizzard, and so I was. But honestly, there is no comparison between them — really there isnt. You should see the way Vosper stood behind the dukes chair. Like a high priest presiding over some mystic religious ceremony. And his voice when he asks you if you will have sherry or hock! Like the music of some wonderful organ. I couldnt resist him. I approached him delicately and found that he was willing to come to America. He had been eighteen years with the duke and he told me he couldnt stand the sight of the back of his head any longer. So — —

Bradbury Fisher reeled.

This man — this Vosper — who is he?

Why, Im telling you, honey. He was the dukes butler, and now hes ours. Oh, you know how impulsive I am! Honestly, it wasnt till we were halfway across the Atlantic that I suddenly said to myself, What about Blizzard? What am I to do, Bradbury? I simply havent the nerve to fire Blizzard. And yet what will happen when he walks into his pantry and finds Vosper there? Oh, think, Bradbury, think!

Bradbury Fisher was thinking — and for the first time in a week without agony.

Evangeline, he said gravely, this is awkward.

I know.

Extremely awkward.

I know, I know. But surely you can think of some way out of the muddle.

I may. I cannot promise, but I may. He pondered deeply. Ha! I have it! It is just possible that I may be able to induce Gladstone Bott to take on Blizzard.

Do you really think he would?

He may — if I play my cards carefully. At any rate, I will try to persuade him. For the moment, you and Vosper had better remain in New York, while I go home and put the negotiations in train. If I am successful, I will let you know.

Do try your very hardest.

I think I shall be able to manage it. Gladstone and I are old friends, and he would stretch a point to oblige me. But let this be a lesson to you, Evangeline.

Oh, I will!

By the way, said Bradbury Fisher, I am cabling my London agents today to instruct them to buy J. H. Taylors shirt stud for my collection.

Quite right, Bradbury darling. And anything else you want in that way you will get, wont you?

I will, said Bradbury Fisher.


BUTTERCUP DAY (1925)

First published in Saturday Evening Post, November 1925

AN UKRIDGE SHORT STORY
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 LADDIE, said Ukridge, I need capital, old horse — need it sorely.

He removed his glistening silk hat, looked at it in a puzzled way and replaced it on his head. We had met by chance near the eastern end of Piccadilly, and the breathtaking gorgeousness of his costume told me that since I had seen him last there must have occurred between him and his Aunt Julia one of those periodical reconciliations which were wont to punctuate his hectic and disreputable career. For those who know Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge, that much-enduring man, are aware that he is the nephew of Miss Julia Ukridge, the wealthy and popular novelist; and that from time to time, when she can bring herself to forgive and let bygones be bygones, he goes to dwell for a while in gilded servitude at her house in Wimbledon.

Yes, Corky, my boy, I want a bit of capital.

Oh?

And want it quick. The truest saying in this world is that you cant accumulate if you dont speculate. But how the deuce are you to start speculating unless you accumulate a few quid to begin with?

Ah, I said, noncommittally.

Take my case, proceeded Ukridge, running a large, beautifully gloved finger round the inside of a spotless collar which appeared to fit a trifle too snugly to the neck. I have an absolutely safe double for Kempton Park on the fifteenth, and even a modest investment would bring me in several hundred pounds. But bookies, blast them, require cash down in advance, so where am I? Without capital, enterprise is strangled at birth.

Cant you get some from your Aunt Julia? I asked him.

Not a cent. She is one of those women who simply do not disgorge. All her surplus cash is devoted to adding to her collection of moldy snuffboxes. When I look at those snuffboxes and reflect that any single one of them, judiciously put up the spout, would set my feet on the road to fortune, only my innate sense of honesty keeps me from pinching them.

You mean theyre locked up.

Its hard, laddie; very hard and bitter and ironical. She buys me suits, she buys me hats, she buys me boots, she buys me spats; and, what is more, insists on my wearing the damned things. With what result? Not only am I infernally uncomfortable but my exterior creates a totally false impression in the minds of any blokes I meet to whom I may happen to owe a bit of money. When I go about looking as if I owned the mint, it becomes difficult to convince them that I am not in a position to pay them their beastly one pound fourteen and eleven or whatever it is. I tell you, laddie, the strain has begun to weigh upon me to such an extent that the breaking point may arrive at any moment. Every day it is becoming more imperative that I clear out and start life again upon my own. But this cannot be done without cash. And that is why I look around me and say to myself, How am I to acquire a bit of capital? 

I thought it best to observe at this point that my own circumstances were extremely straitened. Ukridge received the information with a sad, indulgent smile.

I was not dreaming of biting your ear, old horse, he said. What I require is something far beyond your power to supply. Five pounds at least — or three, anyway. Of course, if, before we part, you think fit to hand over a couple of bob or half a crown as a small temporary — —

He broke off with a start, and there came into his face the look of one who has perceived snakes in his path. He gazed along the street; then, wheeling round, hurried abruptly down Church Place.

One of your creditors? I asked.

Girl with flags, said Ukridge briefly. A peevish note crept into his voice. This modern practice, laddie, of allowing females with trays of flags and collecting boxes to flood the metropolis is developing into a scourge. If it isnt Rose Day its Daisy Day, and if it isnt Daisy Day its Pansy Day. And though now, thanks to a bit of quick thinking, we have managed to escape without — —

At this moment a second flag girl, emerging from Jermyn Street, held us up with a brilliant smile, and we gave till it hurt — which, in Ukridges case, was almost immediately.

And so it goes on, he said bitterly. Sixpence here, a shilling there. Only last Friday I was touched for twopence at my very door. How can a man amass a huge fortune if there is this constant drain on his resources? What was that girl collecting for?

I didnt notice.

Nor did I. One never does. For all we know, we may have contributed to some cause of which we heartily disapprove. And that reminds me, Corky, my aunt is lending her grounds on Tuesday for a bazaar in aid of the local temperance league. I particularly wish you to put aside all other engagements and roll up.

No, thanks; I dont want to meet your aunt again.

You wont meet her. She will be away. Shes going north on a lecturing tour.

Well, I dont want to come to any bazaar. I cant afford it.

Have no fear, laddie. There will be no expense involved. You will pass the entire afternoon in the house with me. My aunt, though she couldnt get out of lending these people her grounds, is scared that, with so many strangers prowling about, somebody might edge in and sneak her snuffboxes. So I am left on guard, with instructions not to stir out till theyve all gone — and a very wise precaution too. There is absolutely nothing which blokes whose passions have been inflamed by constant ginger beer will stick at. You will share my vigil. We will smoke a pipe or two in the study, talk of this and that; and it may be that, if we put our heads together, we shall be able to think up some sort of scheme for collecting a bit of capital.

Oh, well, in that case — —

I shall rely on you. And now, if I dont want to be late Id better be getting along. Im lunching with my aunt at Princes.

He gazed malevolently at the flag girl, who had just stopped another pedestrian, and strode off.



Heath House, Wimbledon, the residence of Miss Julia Ukridge, was one of that row of large mansions which face the common, standing back from the road in the seclusion of spacious grounds. On any normal day the prevailing note of the place would have been a dignified calm; but when I arrived on the Tuesday afternoon a vast unusual activity was in progress. Over the gates there hung large banners advertising the bazaar, and through these gates crowds of people were passing. From somewhere in the interior of the garden came the brassy music of a merry-go-round.

I added myself to the throng, and was making for the front door when a silvery voice spoke in my ear, and I was aware of a very pretty girl at my elbow.

Buy a buttercup?

I beg your pardon?

Buy a buttercup?

I then perceived that, attached to her person with a strap, she carried a tray containing a mass of yellow paper objects.

Whats all this? I inquired, automatically feeling in my pocket.

She beamed upon me like a high priestess initiating some favorite novice into a rite.

Buttercup Day, she said winningly.
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A man of greater strength of mind would no doubt have asked what Buttercup Day was, but I have a spine of wax. I produced the first decent-sized coin on which my fumbling fingers rested and slipped it into her money box. She thanked me with a good deal of fervor and pinned one of the yellow objects in my buttonhole.

The interview then terminated. The girl flitted off like a sunbeam in the direction of a prosperous-looking man who had just gone by, and I went on to the house, where I found Ukridge in the study, gazing earnestly through the French windows which commanded a view of the grounds. He turned as I entered; and as his eye fell upon the saffron ornament in my coat a soft smile of pleasure played about his mouth.

I see youve got one, he said.

Got what?

One of those thingummies.

Oh, these? Yes; there was a girl with a tray of them in the front garden. Its Buttercup Day. In aid of something or other, I suppose.

Its in aid of me, said Ukridge, the soft smile developing into a face-splitting grin.

What do you mean?

Corky, old horse, said Ukridge, motioning me to a chair, the great thing in this world is to have a good level business head. Many men in my position, wanting capital, and not seeing where they were going to get it, would have given up the struggle as a bad job. Why? Because they lacked vision and the big, broad, flexible outlook. But what did I do? I sat down and thought. And after many hours of concentrated meditation I was rewarded with an idea. You remember that painful affair in Jermyn Street the other day, when that female bandit got into our ribs? You recall that neither of us knew what we had coughed up our good money for?

Well?

Well, laddie, it suddenly flashed upon me like an inspiration from above that nobody ever does know what they are coughing up for when they meet a girl with a tray of flags. I hit upon the great truth, old horse — one of the profoundest truths in this modern civilization of ours — that any given man, confronted by a pretty girl with a tray of flags, will automatically and without inquiry shove a coin into her money box. So I got hold of a girl I know — a dear little soul, full of beans — and arranged for her to come here this afternoon. I confidently anticipate a clean-up on an impressive scale. The outlay on the pins and bits of paper was practically nil, so there is no overhead and all that comes in will be pure velvet.

A strong pang shot through me.

Do you mean to say, I demanded with feeling, that that half crown of mine goes into your beastly pocket?

Half of it. Naturally, my colleague and partner is in on the division. Did you really give half a crown? said Ukridge, pleased. It was like you, laddie. Generous to a fault. If everyone had your lavish disposition, this world would be a better, sweeter place.

I suppose you realize, I said, that in about ten minutes at the outside your colleague and partner, as you call her, will be arrested for obtaining money under false pretenses?

Not a chance.

After which, they will — thank God! — proceed to pinch you.

Quite impossible, laddie. I rely on my knowledge of psychology. What did she say when she stung you?

I forget. Buy a buttercup or something.

And then?

Then I asked what it was all about, and she said Buttercup Day. 

Exactly. And thats all she will need to say to anyone. Is it likely, is it reasonable to suppose that even in these materialistic days chivalry has sunk so low that any man will require to be told more by a girl as pretty as that than that it is Buttercup Day? He walked to the window and looked out. Ah! Shes come round into the back garden, he said with satisfaction. She seems to be doing a roaring trade. Every second man is wearing a buttercup. She is now putting it across a curate, bless her heart.

And in a couple of minutes she will probably try to put it across a plain-clothes detective, and that will be the end.

Ukridge eyed me reproachfully.

You persist in looking on the gloomy side, Corky. A little more of the congratulatory attitude is what I could wish to see in you, laddie. You do not appear to realize that your old friends foot is at last on the ladder that leads to wealth. Suppose — putting it at the lowest figure — I net four pounds out of this buttercup business. It goes on Caterpillar in the two oclock selling race at Kempton. Caterpillar wins, the odds being, let us say, ten to one. Stake and winnings go on Bismuth for the Jubilee Cup, again at ten to one. There you have a nice, clean four hundred-odd pounds of capital, ample for a man of keen business sense to build a fortune on. For, between ourselves, Corky, I have my eye on the investment of a lifetime.

Yes?

Yes; I was reading about it the other day. A cat ranch out in America.

A cat ranch?

Thats it. You collect a hundred thousand cats. Each cat has twelve kittens a year. The skins range from ten cents each for the white ones to seventy-five for the pure black. That gives you a million two hundred thousand skins a year to sell at an average price of thirty cents a skin, making your annual revenue at a conservative estimate three hundred and sixty thousand dollars. But, you will say, what about overhead?

Will I?

That has all been allowed for. To feed the cats you start a rat ranch next door. The rats multiply four times as fast as the cats; so if you begin with a million rats it gives you four rats per day per cat, which is plenty. You feed the rats on what is left over of the cats after removing the skins, allowing one-quarter of a cat per rat, the business thus becoming automatically self-supporting. The cats will eat the rats, the rats will eat the cats.

There was a knock upon the door.

Come in, bellowed Ukridge irritably. These captains of industry hate to be interrupted when in conference.

It was the butler who had broken in upon his statistics.

A gentleman to see you, sir, said he.

Who is he?

He did not give his name, sir. He is in holy orders.

Not the vicar? cried Ukridge in alarm.

No, sir; the gentleman is a curate. He inquired for Miss Ukridge. I informed him that Miss Ukridge was absent, but that you were on the premises, and he then desired to see you, sir.

Oh, all right, said Ukridge resignedly. Show him in. Though we are running grave risks, Corky, he added, as the door closed. These curates frequently have subscription lists up their sleeves and are extremely apt, unless you are very firm, to soak you for a donation to the church-organ fund or something. Still, let us hope — —

The door opened and our visitor entered. He was rather a small size in curates, with an engaging, ingenuous face, adorned with a pair of pince-nez. He wore a paper buttercup in his coat; and directly he began to speak, revealed himself as the possessor of a peculiar stammer.

Pup-pup-pup — — he said.

Eh? said Ukridge.

Mr. pup-pup-pup-Ukridge?

Yes. This is my friend, Mr. Corcoran, I bowed. The curate bowed. Take a seat, urged Ukridge hospitably. Youll have a drink?

The visitor raised a deprecatory hand.

No, thank you, he replied. I find it more beneficial to my health to abstain entirely from alcoholic liquids. At the university I was a moderate drinker, but since I came down I have found it better to pup-pup-pup completely. But pray do not let me stop you. I am no bigot.

He beamed for an instant in friendly fashion; then there came into his face a look of gravity. Here was a man, one perceived, who had something on his mind.

I came here, Mr, Ukridge, he said, on a pup-pup-pup-pup-pup — —

Parish matter? I hazarded, to help him out.

He shook his head.

No, a pup-pup-pup — —

Pleasure trip? suggested Ukridge.

He shook his head again.

No, a pup-pup-pup uncongenial errand. I understand that Miss Ukridge is absent and that you, as her nephew, are therefore the presiding genius, if I may use the expression, of these pup-pup-pup festivities.

Eh? said Ukridge, fogged.

I mean that it is to you that complaints should be made.

Complaints?

Of what is going on in Miss Ukridges garden — one might say under her imprimatur.

Ukridges classical education had been cut short by the fact that at an early age he had unfortunately been expelled from the school of which in boyhoods days we had been fellow members, and Latin small talk was not his forte. This one passed well over his head. He looked at me plaintively, and I translated.

He means, I said, that your aunt lent her grounds for this binge and so has a right to early information about any rough stuff that is being pulled on the premises.

Exactly, said the curate.

But dash it, laddie, protested Ukridge, now abreast of the situation, its no good complaining of anything that happens at a charity bazaar. You know as well as I do that when the members of a charitable league get together and start selling things at stalls, anything goes except gouging and biting. The only thing to do is to be light on your feet and keep away.

The curate shook his head sadly.

I have no complaint to make concerning the manner in which the stalls are being conducted, Mr.-pup-pup-pup. It is only to be expected that at a bazaar in aid of a deserving cause the prices of the various articles on sale will be in excess of those charged in the ordinary marts of trade. But deliberate and calculated swindling is another matter.

Swindling?

There is a young woman in the grounds extorting money from the public on the plea that it is Buttercup Day. And here is the point, Mr. Ukridge: There is no such thing as Buttercup Day. This young person is deliberately cheating the public.

Ukridge licked his lips with a hunted expression.

Probably a local institution, I suggested.

Thats it, said Ukridge gratefully. Just what I was going to say myself. Probably a local institution. Fresh-air fund for the poor of the neighborhood, I shouldnt wonder. I believe Ive heard them talk about it, now I come to think.

The curate refused to consider the theory.

No, he said. If that had been so the young woman would have informed me. In answer to my questions, her manner was evasive and I could elicit no satisfactory reply. She merely smiled and repeated the words Buttercup Day. I feel that the police should be called in.

The police! gurgled Ukridge pallidly.

It is our pup-pup-duty, said the curate, looking like a man who writes letters to the press signed Pro Bono Publico.

Ukridge shot out of his chair with a convulsive bound. He led me to the door.

Excuse me, he said. Corky, he whispered tensely, dragging me out into the passage, go and tell her to leg it — quick!

Right! I said.

You will no doubt find a constable in the road, roared Ukridge.

I bet I will, I replied in a clear, carrying voice.

We cant have this sort of thing going on here, bellowed Ukridge.

Certainly not! I shouted with enthusiasm.

He returned to the study and I went forth upon my errand of mercy. I had reached the front door and was about to open it, when it suddenly opened itself, and the next moment I was gazing into the clear blue eyes of Ukridges Aunt Julia.

Oh — ah — er! I said.

There are certain people in this world in whose presence certain other people can never feel completely at their ease. Notable among the persons beneath whose gaze I myself experience a sensation of extreme discomfort and guilt is Miss Julia Ukridge, author of so many widely read novels, and popular after-dinner speaker at the better class of literary reunions. This was the fourth time we had met, and on each of the previous occasions I had felt the same curious illusion of having just committed some particularly unsavory crime and — what is more — of having done it with swollen hands, enlarged feet and trousers bagging at the knee on a morning when I had omitted to shave.

I stood and gaped. Although she had no doubt made her entry by the simple process of inserting a latchkey in the front door and turning it, her abrupt appearance had on me the effect of a miracle.

Mr. Corcoran! she observed, without pleasure.

Er — —

What are you doing here?

An inhospitable remark; but justified, perhaps, by the circumstances of our previous relations, which had not been of the most agreeable.

I came to see — er — Stanley.

Oh!

He wanted me with him this afternoon.

Indeed! she said; and her manner suggested surprise at what she evidently considered a strange and even morbid taste on her nephews part.

I thought — we thought — we both thought you were lecturing up north.

When I arrived at my club for luncheon I found a telegram postponing my visit, she condescended to explain. Where is Stanley?

In your study.

I will go there. I wish to see him.

I began to feel like Horatius at the bridge. It seemed to me that, foe of the human race though Ukridge was in so many respects, it was my duty as a lifelong friend to prevent this woman winning through to him until that curate was well out of the way. I have a great belief in womans intuition, and I was convinced that, should Miss Julia Ukridge learn that there was a girl in her grounds selling paper buttercups for a nonexistent charity, her keen intelligence would leap without the slightest hesitation to the fact of her nephews complicity in the disgraceful affair. She had had previous experience of Ukridges financial methods. In this crisis I thought rapidly.

Oh, by the way, I said, it nearly slipped my mind. The — er — the man in charge of all this business told me he particularly wanted to see you directly you came back.

What do you mean by the man in charge of all this business?

The fellow who got up the bazaar, you know.

Do you mean Mr. Prosser, the president of the charitable league?

Thats right. He told me he wanted to see you.

How could he possibly know that I should be coming back?

Oh, in case you did, I mean. I had what Ukridge would have called an inspiration from above. I think he wants you to say a few words.

I doubt if anything else would have shifted her. There came into her eyes, softening their steely glitter for a moment, that strange light which is seen only in the eyes of confirmed public speakers who are asked to say a few words.

Well, I will go and see him.

She turned away, and I bounded back to the study. The advent of the mistress of the house had materially altered my plans for the afternoon. What I proposed to do now was to inform Ukridge of her arrival, advise him to eject the curate with all possible speed, give him my blessing and then slide quietly and unostentatiously away, without any further formalities of farewell. I am not unduly sensitive, but there had been that in Miss Ukridges manner at our recent meeting which told me that I was not her ideal guest.

I entered the study. The curate was gone, and Ukridge, breathing heavily, was fast asleep in an armchair.

The disappearance of the curate puzzled me for a moment. He was rather an insignificant little man, but not so insignificant that I would not have noticed him if he had passed me while I was standing at the front door. And then I saw that the French windows were open.

It seemed to me that there was nothing to keep me. The strong distaste for this house which I had never lost since my first entry into it had been growing, and now the great open spaces called to me with an imperious voice. I turned softly — and found my hostess standing in the doorway.

Oh — ah! I said; and once more was afflicted by that curious sensation of having swelled in a very loathsome manner about the hands and feet. I have observed my hands from time to time during my life, and have never been struck by anything particularly hideous about them; but whenever I encounter Miss Julia Ukridge they invariably take on the appearance and proportions of uncooked hams.

Did you tell me, Mr. Corcoran, said the woman in that quiet, purring voice which must lose her so many friends, not only in Wimbledon but in the larger world outside, that you saw Mr. Prosser and he said that he wished to speak to me?

Thats right.

Curious, said Miss Ukridge. I find that Mr. Prosser is confined to his bed with a chill and has not been here today.

I could sympathize with Mr. Prossers chill. I felt as if I had caught one myself. I would — possibly — have made some reply, but at this moment an enormous snore proceeded from the armchair behind me, and such was my overwrought condition that I leaped like a young ram.

Stanley! cried Miss Ukridge, sighting the chair.

Another snore rumbled through the air, competing with the music of the merry-go-round. Miss Ukridge advanced and shook her nephews arm.

I think, I said, being in the frame of mind when one does say silly things of that sort— I think hes asleep.

Asleep! said Miss Ukridge briefly.

Her eye fell on the half-empty glass on the table, and she shuddered austerely. The interpretation which she obviously placed on the matter seemed incredible to me. On the stage and in motion pictures one frequently sees victims of drink keel over in a state of complete unconsciousness after a single glass, but Ukridge was surely of sterner stuff.

I cant understand it, I said.

Indeed! said Miss Ukridge.

Why, I have only been out of the room half a minute, and when I left him, he was talking to a curate.

A curate?

Absolutely a curate! Its hardly likely, is it, that when he was talking to a curate he would — —

My speech for the defense was cut short by a sudden sharp noise which, proceeding from immediately behind me, caused me once more to quiver convulsively.

Well, sir? said Miss Ukridge.

She was looking past me; and turning, I perceived that a stranger had joined us. He was standing in the French windows, and the noise which had startled me had apparently been caused by him rapping on the glass with the knob of a stick.

Miss Ukridge? said the newcomer.

He was one of those hard-faced, keen-eyed men. There clung about him as he advanced into the room a subtle air of authority. That he was a man of character and resolution was proved by the fact that he met Miss Ukridges eye without a tremor.

I am Miss Ukridge. Might I inquire — —

The visitor looked harder-faced and more keen-eyed than ever.

My name is Dawson. From the Yard.

What yard? asked the lady of the house, who, it seemed, did not read detective stories.

Scotland Yard.

Oh!

I have come to warn you, Miss Ukridge, said Mr. Dawson, looking at me as if I were a bloodstain, to be on your guard. One of the greatest rascals in the profession is hanging about your grounds.
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Then why dont you arrest him? demanded Miss Ukridge. The visitor smiled faintly.

Because I want to get him good, he said.

Get him good? Do you mean reform him?

I do not mean reform him, said Mr. Dawson grimly. I mean that I want to catch him trying on something worth pulling him in for. Theres no sense in taking a man like Stuttering Sam for being a suspected person.

Stuttering Sam! I cried, and Mr. Dawson eyed me keenly once more, this time almost as intently as if I had been the blunt instrument with which the murder was committed.

Eh? he said.

Oh, nothing. Only its curious — —

Whats curious?

Oh, no, it couldnt be. This fellow was a curate, a most respectable man.

Have you seen a curate who stuttered? exclaimed Mr. Dawson.

Why, yes. He — —

Hullo! said Mr. Dawson. Whos this?

That, replied Miss Ukridge, eying the armchair with loathing, is my nephew, Stanley.

Sound sleeper.

I prefer not to talk about him.

Tell me about this curate, said Mr. Dawson brusquely.

Well, he came in — —

Came in? In here?

Yes.

Why?

Well — —

He must have had some story. What was it?

I thought it judicious, in the interests of my sleeping friend, to depart somewhat from the precise truth.

He — er — I think he said something about being interested in Miss Ukridges collection of snuffboxes.

Have you a collection of snuffboxes, Miss Ukridge?

Yes.

Where do you keep them?

In the drawing-room.

Take me there, if you please.

But I dont understand.

Mr. Dawson clicked his tongue in an annoyed manner. He seemed to be an irritable sleuthhound.

I should have thought the thing was clear enough by this time. This man worms his way into your house with a plausible story, gets rid of this gentleman here —— How did he get rid of you?

Oh, I just went, you know. I thought I would like a stroll.

Oh? Well, having contrived to be alone with your nephew, Miss Ukridge, he slips knock-out drops in his drink.

Knock-out drops?

A drug of some kind, explained Mr. Dawson, chafing at her slowness of intelligence.

But the man was a curate!

Mr. Dawson barked shortly.

Posing as a curate is the thing Stuttering Sam does best. He works the races in that character. Is this the drawing-room?

It was. And it did not need the sharp agonized cry which proceeded from its owners lips to tell us that the worst had happened. The floor was covered with splintered wood and broken glass.

Theyre gone! cried Miss Ukridge.

It is curious how differently the same phenomenon can strike different people. Miss Ukridge was a frozen statue of grief. Mr. Dawson, on the other hand, seemed pleased. He stroked his short mustache with an air of indulgent complacency and spoke of neat jobs. He described Stuttering Sam as a tough baby and gave it as his opinion that the absent one might justly be considered one of the lads, and not the worst of them.

What shall I do? wailed Miss Ukridge.

I was sorry for the woman. I did not like her, but she was suffering.

The first thing to do, said Mr. Dawson briskly, is to find out how much the fellow has got away with. Have you any other valuables in the house?

My jewels are in my bedroom.

Where?

I keep them in a box in the dress cupboard.

Well, its hardly likely that he would find them there, but Id better go and see. You be taking a look round in here and make a complete list of what has been stolen.

All my snuffboxes are gone.

Well, see if there is anything else missing. Where is your bedroom?

On the first floor, facing the front.

Right!

Mr. Dawson, all briskness and efficiency, left us. I was sorry to see him go. I had an idea that it would not be pleasant being left alone with this bereaved woman. Nor was it.

Why on earth, said Miss Ukridge, rounding on me as if I had been a relation, did you not suspect this man when he came in?

Why, I — he — —

A child ought to have been able to tell that he was not a real curate.

He seemed — —

Seemed! She wandered restlessly about the room, and suddenly a sharp cry proceeded from her— My jade Buddha!

I beg your pardon?

That scoundrel has stolen my jade Buddha. Go and tell the detective.

Certainly.

Go on! What are you waiting for?

I fumbled at the handle.

I dont seem able to get the door open, I explained meekly.

Tchah! said Miss Ukridge, swooping down.

One of the rooted convictions of each member of the human race is that he or she is able without difficulty to open a door which has baffled their fellows. She took the handle and gave it a vigorous tug. The door creaked, but remained unresponsive.

Whats the matter with the thing? exclaimed Miss Ukridge petulantly.

Its stuck.

I know it has stuck. Please do something at once. Good gracious, Mr. Corcoran, surely you are at least able to open a drawing-room door!

It seemed, put in that tone of voice, a feat sufficiently modest for a man of good physique and fair general education; but I was reluctantly compelled to confess, after a few more experiments, that it was beyond my powers. This appeared to confirm my hostess in the opinion, long held by her, that I was about the most miserable worm that an inscrutable Providence had ever permitted to enter the world. She did not actually say as much, but she sniffed and I interpreted her meaning exactly.

Ring the bell!

I rang the bell.

Ring it again!

I rang it again.

Shout!

I shouted.

Go on shouting!

I went on shouting. I was in good voice that day. I shouted Hi! I shouted Here! I shouted Help! I also shouted in a broad, general way. It was a performance which should have received more than a word of grateful thanks. But all Miss Ukridge said, when I paused for breath, was, Dont whisper!

I nursed my aching vocal cords in a wounded silence.

Help! cried Miss Ukridge.

Considered as a shout, it was not in the same class as mine. It lacked body, vim, and even timbre. But by that curious irony which governs human affairs, it produced results. Outside the door a thick voice spoke in answer.

Whats up?

Open this door!

The handle rattled.

Its stuck, said the voice, which I now recognized as that of my old friend Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge.

I know it has stuck. Is that you, Stanley? See what is causing it to stick.

A moment of silence followed. Investigations were apparently in progress without.

Theres a wedge jammed under it.

Well, take it out at once.

Ill have to get a knife or something.

Another interval for rest and meditation succeeded. Miss Ukridge paced the floor with knit brows; while I sidled into a corner and stood there, feeling a little like an inexperienced young animal trainer who has managed to get himself locked in the lions den and is trying to remember what Lesson Three of his correspondence course said he ought to do in such circumstances.

Footsteps sounded outside, and then a wrenching and scratching. The door opened, and we beheld on the mat Ukridge, with a carving knife in his hand, looking headachy and disheveled, and the butler, his professional poise rudely disturbed and his face stained with coal dust.

It was characteristic of Miss Ukridge that it was to the erring domestic rather than the rescuing nephew that she turned first.

Baxter, she hissed — as far as a woman, even of her intellectual gifts, is capable of hissing the word Baxter— why didnt you come when I rang?

I did not hear the bell, madam. I was — —

You must have heard the bell.

No, madam.

Why not?

Because I was in the coal cellar, madam.

What on earth were you doing in the coal cellar?

I was induced to go there, madam, by a man. He intimidated me with a pistol. He then locked me in.

What? What man?

A person with a short mustache and penetrating eyes. He — —

A raconteur with a story as interesting as his to tell might reasonably have expected to be allowed to finish it, but Butler Baxter at this point ceased to grip his audience. With a gasping moan his employer leaped past him, and we heard her running up the stairs. Ukridge turned to me plaintively.

What is all this, laddie? Gosh, Ive got a headache! What has been happening?

The curate put knock-out drops in your drink, and then — —

I have seldom seen anyone display such poignant emotion as Ukridge did then.

The curate! Its a little hard. Upon my Sam, its a trifle thick. Corky, old horse, I have traveled all over the world in tramp steamers and what not. I have drunk in water-front saloons from Montevideo to Cardiff. And the only time anyone has ever succeeded in doctoring the stuff on me it was done in Wimbledon — and by a curate. Tell me, laddie, are all curates like that? Because, if so — —

He has also pinched your aunts collection of snuffboxes.

The curate?

Yes.

Golly! said Ukridge in a low, reverent voice, and I could see a new respect for the cloth dawning within him.

And then this other fellow came along — his accomplice, pretending to be a detective — and locked us in and shut the butler in the coal cellar. And I rather fancy he has got away with your aunts jewels.

A piercing scream from above rent the air.

He has, I said briefly. Well, old man, I think Ill be going.

Corky, said Ukridge, stand by me!

I shook my head.

In any reasonable circumstances, yes. But I will not meet your aunt again just now. In a year or so, perhaps, but not now.

Hurrying footsteps sounded on the staircase.

Good-by, I said, pushing past and heading for the open. I must be off. Thanks for a very pleasant afternoon.



Money was tight in those days, but it seemed to me next morning that an outlay of twopence on a telephone call to Heath House could not be considered an unjustifiable extravagance.

I was conscious of a certain curiosity to learn at long range what had happened after I had removed myself on the previous afternoon.

Are you there? said a grave voice in answer to my ring.

Is that Baxter?

Yes, sir.

This is Mr. Corcoran. I want to speak to Mr. Ukridge.

Mr. Ukridge is no longer here, sir. He left perhaps an hour ago.

Oh? Do you mean left — er — forever?

Yes, sir.

Oh! Thanks.

I rang off; and pondering deeply, returned to my rooms.

I was not surprised to be informed by Bowles, my landlord, that Ukridge was in my sitting room. It was this storm-tossed mans practice in times of stress to seek refuge with me.

Hullo, laddie, said Ukridge in a graveyard voice.

So here you are.

Here I am.

She kicked you out?

Ukridge winced slightly, as at some painful recollection.

Words passed, old horse, and in the end we decided that we were better apart.

I dont see why she should blame you for what happened.

A woman like my aunt, Corky, is capable of blaming anybody for anything. And so I start life again, laddie, a penniless man, with no weapons against the great world but my vision and my brain.

I endeavored to attract his attention to the silver lining.

Youre all right, I said. Youre just where you wanted to be. You have the money which your buttercup girl collected.

A strong spasm shook my poor friend, causing, as always happened with him in moments of mental agony, his collar to shoot off its stud and his glasses to fall from his nose.

The money that girl collected, he replied, is not available. It has passed away. I saw her this morning and she told me.

Told you what?

That a curate came up to her in the garden while she was selling those buttercups and — in spite of a strong stammer — put it to her so eloquently that she was obtaining money under false pretenses that she gave him the entire takings for his church-expenses fund and went home, resolved to lead a better life. Women are an unstable, emotional sex, laddie. Have as little to do with them as possible. And for the moment, give me a drink, old horse, and mix it fairly strong. These are the times that try mens souls.


BIT OF LUCK FOR MABEL (1925)

First published in Saturday Evening Post, December 1925

AN UKRIDGE SHORT STORY
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 LIFE, LADDIE, said Ukridge, is very rum. He had been lying for some time silent on the sofa, his face toward the ceiling; and I had supposed that he was asleep. But now it appeared that it was thought that had caused his unwonted quietude.

Very, very rum, said Ukridge. He heaved himself up and stared out of the window. The sitting-room window of the cottage which I had taken in the country looked upon a stretch of lawn, backed by a little spinney; and now there stole in through it from the waking world outside that first cool breeze which heralds the dawning of a summer day.

Great Scott! I said, looking at my watch. Do you realize youve kept me up talking all night?

Ukridge did not answer. There was a curious, far-away look on his face, and he uttered a sound like the last gurgle of an expiring soda-water siphon, which I took to be his idea of a sigh.

I saw what had happened. There is a certain hour at the days beginning which brings with it a strange magic, tapping wells of sentiment in the most hard-boiled. In this hour, with the sun pinking the eastern sky and the early bird chirping over its worm, Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge, that battered man of wrath, had become maudlin; and, instead of being allowed to go to bed, I was in for some story of his murky past.

Extraordinarily rum, said Ukridge. So is fate. Its curious to think, Corky, old horse, that if things had not happened as they did I might now be a man of tremendous importance, looked up to and respected by all in Singapore.

Why should anyone respect you in Singapore?

Rolling in money, proceeded Ukridge wistfully.

You?

Yes, me. Did you ever hear of one of those blokes out East who didnt amass a huge fortune? Of course you didnt. Well, think what I should have done, with my brain and vision. Mabels father made a perfect pot of money in Singapore and I dont suppose he had any vision whatsoever.

Who was Mabel?

Havent I ever spoken to you of Mabel?

No. Mabel who?

I wont mention names.

I hate stories without names.

Youll have this story without names — and like it, said Ukridge with spirit. He sighed again. A most unpleasant sound. Corky, my boy, he said, do you realize on what slender threads our lives hang? Do you realize how trifling can be the snags on which we stub our toes as we go through this world? Do you realize — —

Get on with it.

In my case it was a top hat.

What was a top hat?

The snag.

You stubbed your toe on a top hat?

Figuratively, yes. It was a top hat which altered the whole course of my life.

You never had a top hat.

Yes, I did have a top hat. Its absurd for you to pretend that I never had a top hat. You know perfectly well that when I go to live with my Aunt Julia in Wimbledon I roll in top hats — literally roll.

Oh, yes, when you go to live with your aunt.

Well, it was when I was living with her that I met Mabel. The affair of the top hat happened — —

I looked at my watch again.

I can give you half an hour, I said. After that Im going to bed. If you can condense Mabel into a thirty-minute sketch, carry on.

This is not quite the sympathetic attitude I would like to see in an old friend, Corky.

Its the only attitude Im capable of at half past three in the morning. Snap into it.

Ukridge pondered.

Its difficult to know where to begin.

Well, to start with, who was she?

She was the daughter of a bloke who ran some sort of immensely wealthy business in Singapore.

Where did she live?

In Onslow Square.

Where were you living?

With my aunt in Wimbledon.

Where did you meet her?

At a dinner party at my aunts.

You fell in love with her at first sight?

Yes.

For a while it seemed she might return your love?

Exactly.

And then one day she saw you in a top hat and the whole thing was off. There you are. The entire story in two minutes, fifteen seconds. Now lets go to bed.

Ukridge shook his head.

Youve got it wrong, old horse. Nothing like that at all. Youd better let me tell the whole thing from the beginning.



The first thing I did after that dinner — said Ukridge — was to go and call at Onslow Square. As a matter of fact, I called about three times in the first week; and it seemed to me that everything was going like a breeze. You know what Im like when Im staying with my Aunt Julia, Corky. Dapper is the word. Debonair. Perfectly groomed. Mind you, I dont say I enjoy dressing the way she makes me dress when Im with her, but theres no getting away from it that it gives me an air. Seeing me strolling along the street with the gloves, the cane, the spats, the shoes and the old top hat, you might wonder if I was a marquis or a duke, but you would be pretty sure I was one of the two.

These things count with a girl. They count still more with her mother. By the end of the second week you wouldnt be far wrong in saying that I was the popular pet at Onslow Square. And then, rolling in one afternoon for a dish of tea, I was shocked to perceive nestling in my favorite chair, with all the appearance of a cove who is absolutely at home, another bloke. Mabels mother was fussing over him as if he were the long-lost son. Mabel seemed to like him a good deal. And the nastiest shock of all came when I discovered that the fellow was a baronet.

Now, you know as well as I do, Corky, that for the ordinary workaday bloke barts are tough birds to go up against. There is something about barts that appeals to the most soulful girl. And, as for the average mother, she eats them alive. Even an elderly bart with two chins and a bald head is bad enough, and this was a young and juicy specimen. He had a clean-cut, slightly pimply, patrician face; and, what was worse, he was in the Coldstream Guards. And you will bear me out, Corky, when I say that, while an ordinary civilian bart is bad enough, a bart who is also a guardee is a rival the stoutest-hearted cove might well shudder at.

And when you consider that practically all I had to put up against this serious menace was honest worth and a happy disposition, you will understand why the brow was a good deal wrinkled as I sat sipping my tea and listening to the rest of the company talking about people Id never heard of and entertainments where I hadnt been among those we also noticed.

After a while the conversation turned to Ascot.

Are you going to Ascot, Mr. Ukridge? said Mabels mother, apparently feeling that it was time to include me in the chitchat.

Wouldnt miss it for worlds, I said.

Though, as a matter of fact, until that moment I had rather intended to give it the go-by. Fond as I am of the sport of kings, to my mind a race meeting where youve got to go in a morning coat and a top hat — with the thermometer probably in the nineties — lacks fascination. Im all for being the young duke when occasion requires, but races and toppers dont seem to me to go together.

Thats splendid, said Mabel, and Im bound to say these kind words cheered me up a good deal. We shall meet there.

Sir Aubrey, said Mabels mother, has invited us to his house party.

Taken a place for the week down there, explained the bart.

Ah! I said. And, mark you, that was about all there was to say. For the sickening realization that this guardee bart, in addition to being a bart and a guardee, also possessed enough cash to take country houses for Ascot Week in that careless, offhand manner, seemed to go all over me like nettle rash. I was rattled, Corky. Your old friend was rattled. I did some pretty tense thinking on my way back to Wimbledon.

When I got there, I found my aunt in the drawing-room. And suddenly something in her attitude seemed to smite me like a blow. I dont know if you have ever had that rummy feeling which seems to whisper in your ear that hells foundations are about to quiver. but I got it the moment I caught sight of her. She was sitting bolt upright in a chair, and as I came in she looked at me. You know her, Corky, and you know just how she shoots her eyes at you without turning her head, as if she were a basilisk with a stiff neck. Well, thats how she looked at me now.

Good evening, she said.

Good evening, I said.

So youve come in, she said.

Yes, I said.

Well, then, you can go straight out again, she said.

Eh? I said.

And never come back, she said.

I goggled at her. Mark you, I had been heaved out of the old home by my Aunt Julia many a time before, so it wasnt as if I wasnt used to it; but I had never got the boot quite so suddenly before and so completely out of a blue sky. Usually, when Aunt Julia bungs me out on my ear, it is possible to see it coming days ahead.

I might have guessed that something like this would happen, she said.

And then all things were made plain. She had found out about the clock. And it shows what love can do to a fellow, Corky, when I tell you that I had clean forgotten all about it.

You know the position of affairs when I go to live with my Aunt Julia. She feeds me and buys me clothes, but for some reason best known to her own distorted mind it is impossible to induce her to part with a little ready cash. The consequence was that, falling in love with Mabel as I had done and needing a quid or two for current expenses, I had had to rely on my native ingenuity and resources. It was absolutely imperative that I should give the girl a few flowers and chocolates from time to time, and this runs into money. So, seeing a rather juicy clock doing nothing on the mantelpiece of the spare bedroom, I had sneaked it off under my coat and put it up the spout at the local pawnbrokers. And now, apparently, in some devious and underhand manner she had discovered this.

Well, it was no good arguing. When my Aunt Julia is standing over you with her sleeves rolled up preparatory to getting a grip on the scruff of your neck and the seat of your trousers, it has always been my experience that words are useless. The only thing to do is to drift away and trust to time, the great healer. Some forty minutes later, therefore, a solitary figure might have been observed legging it to the station with a suitcase. I was out in the great world once more.

However, you know me, Corky. The old campaigner. It takes more than a knock like that to crush your old friend. I took a bed-sitting room in Arundel Street and sat down to envisage the situation.

Undeniably things had taken a nasty twist, and many a man lacking my vision and enterprise might have turned his face to the wall and said, This is the end. But I am made of sterner stuff. It seemed to me that all was not yet over. I had packed the morning coat, the waistcoat, the trousers, the shoes, the spats and the gloves, and had gone away wearing the old top hat; so, from a purely ornamental point of view, I was in precisely the position I had been before. That is to say, I could still continue to call at Onslow Square; and, what is more, if I could touch George Tupper for a fiver — which I intended to do without delay — should have the funds to go to Ascot.

The sun, it appeared to me, therefore, was still shining. How true it is, Corky, that no matter how the tempests lower there is always sunshine somewhere. How true it is — oh, all right. I was only mentioning it.

Well, George Tupper, splendid fellow, parted without a murmur. Well, no, not — to be absolutely accurate — without a murmur. Still, he parted. And the position of affairs was now as follows: Cash in hand, five pounds. Price of admission to grand stand and paddock at Ascot for first day of meeting, two pounds. Time to elapse before Ascot, ten days. Net result — three quid in my kick to keep me going till then and pay my fare down and buy flowers and so on. It all looked very rosy.

But note, Corky, how Fate plays with us. Two days before Ascot, as I was coming back from having tea at Onslow Square — not a little preoccupied, for the bart had been very strong on the wing that afternoon — there happened what seemed at first sight an irremediable disaster.

The weather, which had been fair and warm until that evening, had suddenly broken, and a rather nippy wind had sprung up from the east. Now, if I had not been so tensely occupied with my thoughts, brooding on the bart, I should, of course, have exercised reasonable precautions; but, as it was, I turned the corner into the Fulham Road in what you might call a brown study; and the first thing I knew my top hat had been whisked off my head and was tooling along briskly in the direction of Putney.

Well, you know what the Fulham Roads like. A top hat has about as much chance in it as a rabbit at a dog show. I dashed after the thing with all possible speed, but what was the use? A taxicab knocked it sideways toward a bus, and the bus, curse it, did the rest. By the time the traffic had cleared a bit, I caught sight of the ruins and turned away with a silent groan. The thing wasnt worth picking up.
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So there I was, dished.

Or, rather, what the casual observer who didnt know my enterprise and resource would have called dished. For a man like me, Corky, may be down, but he is never out. So swift were my mental processes that the time that elapsed between the sight of that ruined hat and my decision to pop round to the Foreign Office and touch George Tupper for another fiver was not more than fifty seconds. It is in the crises of life that brains really tell.

You cant accumulate if you dont speculate. So, though funds were running a bit low by this time, I invested a couple of bob in a cab. It was better to be two shillings out than to risk getting to the Foreign Office and finding that Tuppy had left.

Well, late though it was, he was still there. Thats one of the things I like about George Tupper, one of the reasons why I always maintain that he will rise to impressive heights in his countrys service — he does not shirk; he is not a clock watcher. Many civil servants are apt to call it a day at five oclock, but not George Tupper. That is why one of these days, Corky, when you are still struggling along turning out articles for Interesting Bits and writing footling short stories about girls who want to be loved for themselves alone, Tuppy will be Sir George Tupper, K. C. M. G., and a devil of a fellow among the chancelleries.

I found him up to his eyes in official-looking papers, and I came to the point with all speed. I knew that he was probably busy declaring war on Montenegro or somewhere and wouldnt want a lot of idle chatter.

Tuppy, old horse, I said, it is imperative that I have a fiver immediately.

A what? said Tuppy.

A tenner, I said.

It was at this point that I was horrified to observe in the mans eye that rather cold, forbidding look which you sometimes see in blokes eyes on these occasions.

I lent you five pounds only a week ago, he said.

And may heaven reward you, old horse, I replied courteously.

What do you want any more for?

I was just about to tell him the whole circumstances when it was as if a voice whispered to me, Dont do it! Something told me that Tuppy was in a nasty frame of mind and was going to turn me down — yes, me, an old schoolfellow, who had known him since he was in Eton collars. And at the same time I suddenly perceived, lying on a chair by the door, Tuppys topper. For Tuppy is not one of those civil servants who lounge into Whitehall in flannels and a straw hat. He is a correct dresser, and I honor him for it.

What on earth, said Tuppy, do you need money for?

Personal expenses, laddie, I replied. The cost of living is very high these days.

What you want, said Tuppy, is work.

What I want, I reminded him — if old Tuppy has a fault, it is that he will not stick to the point— is a fiver.

He shook his head in a way I did not like to see.

Its very bad for you, all this messing about on borrowed money. Its not that I grudge it to you, said Tuppy; and I knew, when I heard him talk in that pompous, foreign-official way, that something had gone wrong that day in the countrys service. Probably the draft treaty with Switzerland had been pinched by a foreign adventuress. That sort of thing is happening all the time in the Foreign Office. Mysterious veiled women blow in on old Tuppy and engage him in conversation, and when he turns round he finds the long blue envelope with the important papers in it gone.

Its not that I grudge you the money, said Tuppy, but you really ought to be in some regular job. I must think, said Tuppy. I must think. I must have a look round.

And meanwhile, I said, the fiver?

No. Im not going to give it to you.

Only five pounds, I urged. Five little pounds, Tuppy, old horse.

No.

You can chalk it up in the books to office expenses and throw the burden on the taxpayer.

No.

Will nothing move you?

No. And Im awfully sorry, old man, but I must ask you to clear out now. Im terribly busy.

Oh, right-o, I said.

He burrowed down into the documents again; and I moved to the door, scooped up the top hat from the chair, and passed out.

Next morning, when I was having a bit of breakfast, in rolled old Tuppy.

I say, said Tuppy.

Say on, laddie.

You know when you came to see me yesterday?

Yes. Youve come to tell me youve changed your mind about that fiver?

No, I havent come to tell you Ive changed my mind about that fiver. I was going to say that, when I started to leave the office, I found my top hat had gone.

Too bad, I said.

Tuppy gave me a piercing glance.

You didnt take it, I suppose.

Who, me? What would I want with a top hat?

Well, its very mysterious.

I expect youll find it was pinched by an international spy or something.

Tuppy brooded for some moments.

Its all very odd, he said. Ive never had it happen to me before.

One gets new experiences.

Well, never mind about that. What I really came about was to tell you that I think I have got you a job.

You dont mean that!

I met a man at the club last night who wants a secretary. Its more a matter with him of having somebody to keep his papers in order and all that sort of thing, so typing and shorthand are not essential. You cant do shorthand, I suppose.

I dont know. Ive never tried.

Well, youre to go and see him tomorrow morning at ten. His names Bulstrode, and youll find him at my club. Its a good chance, so for heavens sake dont be lounging in bed at ten.

I wont. Ill be up and ready, with a heart for any fate.

Well, mind you are.

And I am deeply grateful, Tuppy, old horse, for these esteemed favors.

Thats all right, said Tuppy. He paused at the door. Its a mystery about that hat.

Insoluble, I should say. I shouldnt worry any more about it.

One moment it was there, and the next it had gone.

How like life! I said. Makes one think a bit, that sort of thing.

He pushed off, and I was just finishing my breakfast when Mrs. Beale, my landlady, came in with a letter.

It was from Mabel, reminding me to be sure to come to Ascot. I read it three times while I was consuming a fried egg; and I am not ashamed to say, Corky, that tears filled my eyes. To think of her caring so much that she should send special letters urging me to be there made me tremble like a leaf. It looked to me as though the barts number was up. Yes, at that moment, Corky, I felt positively sorry for the bart, who was in his way quite a good chap, though pimply.

That night I made my final preparations. I counted the cash in hand. I had just enough to pay my fare to Ascot and back, my entrance fee to the grand stand and paddock, with a matter of fifteen bob over for lunch and general expenses and a thoughtful ten bob to do a bit of betting with. Financially, I was on velvet.

Nor was there much wrong with the costume department. I dug out the trousers, the morning coat, the waistcoat, the shoes and the spats, and I tried on Tuppys topper again. And for the twentieth time I wished that old Tuppy, a man of sterling qualities in every other respect, had had a slightly bigger head. Its a curious thing about old George Tupper. Theres a man who you might say is practically directing the destinies of a great nation — at any rate, hes in the Foreign Office and extremely well thought of by the nibs; and yet his size in hats is a small seven. I dont know if youve ever noticed that Tuppys head goes up to a sort of point. Mine, on the other hand, is shaped more like a mangel-wurzel, and this made the whole thing rather complex and unpleasant.

As I stood at the glass, giving myself a final inspection, I couldnt help feeling what a difference a hat makes to a man. Bare-headed, I was perfect in every detail, but with the hat on I looked a good deal like a bloke about to go on and do a comic song at one of the halls. Still, there it was, and it was no good worrying about it. I put the trousers under the mattress to insure an adequate crease, and I rang the bell for Mrs. Beale and gave her the coat to press with a hot iron. I also gave her the hat and instructed her to rub stout on it. This, as you doubtless know, gives a topper the deuce of a gloss, and when a fellow is up against a bart he cant afford to neglect the smallest detail.

And so to bed.

I didnt sleep very well. At about one in the morning it started to rain in buckets, and the thought suddenly struck me: What the deuce was I going to do if it rained during the day? To buy an umbrella would simply dislocate the budget beyond repair. The consequence was that I tossed pretty restlessly on my pillow.

But all was well. When I woke at eight oclock, the sun was pouring into the room and the last snag seemed to have been removed from my path. I had breakfast, and then I dug the trouserings out from under the mattress, slipped into them, put on the shoes, buckled the spats, and rang the bell for Mrs. Beale. I was feeling debonair to a degree. The crease in the trousers was perfect.

Oh, Mrs. Beale, I said. The coat and the hat, please. What a lovely morning!

Now, this Beale woman, I must tell you, was a slightly sinister sort of female, with eyes that reminded me a good deal of my Aunt Julias. And I was now somewhat rattled to perceive that she was looking at me in a rather meaning kind of manner. I also perceived that she held in her hand a paper or document. And there shot through me, Corky, a nameless fear. Its a kind of instinct, I suppose. A man who has been up against it as frequently as I have comes to shudder automatically when he sees a landlady holding a sheet of paper and looking at him in a meaning manner. A moment later it was plain that my sixth sense had not deceived me.

Ive brought your little account, Mr. Ukridge, said this fearful female.

Right! I said heartily. Just shove it on the table, will you. And bring the coat and hat.

She looked more like my Aunt Julia than ever.

I must ask you for the money now, she said. Being a week overdue.

All this was taking the sunshine out of the morning, but I remained debonair.

Yes, yes, I said. I quite understand. Well have a good long talk about that later. The hat and coat, please, Mrs. Beale.

I must ask you — she was beginning again, but I checked her with one of my looks. If theres one thing I bar in this world, Corky, its sordidness.

Yes, yes, I said testily. Some other time. I want the hat and coat, please.

At this moment, by the greatest bad luck, her vampire gaze fell on the mantelpiece. You know how it is when you are dressing with unusual care — you fill your pockets last thing. And I had most unfortunately placed my little capital on the mantelpiece. Too late I saw that she had spotted it. Take the advice of a man who has seen something of life, Corky, and never leave your money lying about. Its bound to start a disagreeable train of thought in the mind of anyone who sees it.

Youve got the money there, said Mrs. Beale.

I leaped for the mantelpiece and trousered the cash.

No, no, I said hastily. You cant have that. I need that.

Ho? she said. So do I.

Now listen, Mrs. Beale, I said. You know as well as I do — —

I know as well as you do that you owe me two pounds three and sixpence hapenny.

And in good time, I said, you shall have it. But just for the moment you must be patient. Why, dash it, Mrs. Beale, I said warmly, you know as well as I do that in all financial transactions a certain amount of credit is an understood thing. Credit is the lifeblood of commerce. Without credit commerce has no elasticity. So bring the hat and coat, and later on we will thresh this matter out thoroughly.

And then this woman showed a baseness of soul, a horrible low cunning which, I like to think, is rarely seen in the female sex.

Ill either have the money, she said, or Ill keep the coat and hat. And words cannot express, Corky, the hideous malignity in her voice. They ought to fetch a bit.

I stared at her, appalled.

But I cant go to Ascot without a top hat.

Then youd better not go to Ascot.

Be reasonable! I begged. Reflect!

It was no good. She stood firm on her demand for two pounds three and sixpence hapenny.

It is only when you are in a situation like that, Corky, that you really begin to be able to appreciate the true hollowness of the world. This Ascot business, for instance. Why should it be necessary to wear a top hat at Ascot, when you can go to all the other races in anything you like?

Here was I, perfectly equipped for Hurst Park, Sandown, Gatwick, Ally Pally, Lingfield or any other meeting you care to name; and, simply because a ghoul of a landlady had pinched my topper, I was utterly debarred from going to Ascot, though the price of admission was bulging in my pocket. Its just that sort of thing that makes a fellow chafe at our modern civilization and wonder if after all man can be Natures last word.

Such, Corky, were my meditations as I stood at the window and gazed bleakly out at the sunshine. And then, suddenly, as I gazed, I observed a bloke approaching up the street.

I eyed him with interest. He was an elderly, prosperous bloke with a yellowish face and a white mustache, and he was looking at the numbers on the doors as if he was trying to spot a destination. And at this moment he halted outside the front door of my house, squinted up at the number, and then trotted up the steps and rang the bell. And I realized at once that this must be Tuppys secretary man, the fellow I was due to go and see at the club in another half hour. For a moment it seemed odd that he should have come to call on me instead of waiting for me to call on him; and then I reflected that this was just the sort of thing that the energetic, worlds-worker type of man that Tuppy chummed up with at his club would be likely to do. Time is money with these coves, and no doubt he had remembered some other appointment which he couldnt make if he waited at his club till ten.

Anyway, here he was, and I peered down at him with a beating heart. For what sent a thrill through me, Corky, was the fact that he was much about my build and was brightly clad in correct morning costume, with top hat complete. And though it was hard to tell exactly at such a distance and elevation, the thought flashed across me like an inspiration from above that that top hat would fit me a dashed sight better than Tuppys had done. In another minute there was a knock on the door, and he came in. Seeing him at close range, I perceived that I had not misjudged this man. He was shortish, but his shoulders were just about the same size as mine, and his head was large and round. If ever, in a word, a bloke might have been designed by Providence to wear a coat and hat that would fit me, this bloke was that bloke. I gazed at him with a gleaming eye.

Mr. Ukridge?

Yes, I said. Come in. Awfully good of you to call.

Not at all.

And now, Corky, as you will no doubt have divined, I was, so to speak, at the crossroads. The finger post of prudence pointed one way, that of love another. Prudence whispered to me to conciliate this bloke, to speak him fair, to comport myself toward him as toward one who held my destinies in his hand and who could, if well disposed, give me a job which would keep the wolf from the door while I was looking round for something bigger and more attuned to my vision and abilities.

Love, on the other hand, was shouting to me to pinch his coat and hat and leg it for the open spaces.

It was the deuce of a dilemma.

I have called — — began the bloke.

I made up my mind. Love got the decision.

I say, I said, I think youve got something on the back of your coat.

Eh? said the bloke, trying to squint round and look between his shoulder blades — silly ass.

Its a squashed tomato or something.

A squashed tomato?

Or something.

How would I get a squashed tomato on my coat?

Ah! I said, giving him to understand with a wave of the hand that these were deep matters.

Very curious, said the bloke.

Very, I said. Slip off your coat and lets have a look at it.

He slid out of the coat and I was on it like a knife. You have to move quick on these occasions, and I moved quick. I had the coat out of his hand and the top hat off the table where he had put it, and was out of the door and dashing down the stairs before he could utter a yip. I put on the coat and it fitted like a glove. I slapped the top hat onto my head, and it might have been made for me. And then I went out into the sunshine, as natty a specimen as ever paced down Piccadilly.
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I was passing down the front steps when I heard a sort of bellow from above. There was the bloke, protruding from the window; and, strong man though I am, Corky, I admit that for an instant I quailed at the sight of the hideous fury that distorted his countenance.

Come back! shouted the bloke.

Well, it wasnt a time for standing and making explanations and generally exchanging idle chatter. When a man is leaning out of window in his shirt sleeves making the amount of noise that this cove was making, it doesnt take long for a crowd to gather. And my experience has been that when a crowd gathers, it isnt much longer before some infernal, officious policeman rolls round as well. Nothing was further from my wishes than to have this little purely private affair between the bloke and myself sifted by a policeman in front of a large crowd. So I didnt linger. I waved my hand as much as to say that all would come right in the future, and then I nipped at a fairly high rate of speed round the corner and hailed a taxi. It had been no part of my plans to incur the expense of a taxi, I having earmarked twopence for a ride on the Tube to Waterloo; but there are times when economy is false prudence.

Once in the cab, whizzing along and putting more distance between the bloke and myself with every revolution of the wheels, I perked up amazingly. I had been, I confess, a trifle apprehensive until now; but from this moment everything seemed splendid. I forgot to mention it before, but this final top hat which now nestled so snugly on the brow was a gray top hat; and, if there is one thing that really lends a zip and a sort of devilish fascination to a fellows appearance, it is one of those gray toppers. As I looked at myself in the glass and then gazed out of the window at the gay sunshine, it seemed to me that God was in his heaven and all right with the world.

The general excellence of things continued. I had a pleasant journey; and, when I got to Ascot, I planked my ten bob on a horse I had heard some fellows talking about in the train, and, by Jove, it ambled home at a crisp ten to one. So there I was, five quid ahead of the game almost, you might say, before I had got there. It was with an uplifted heart, Corky, that I strolled off to the paddock to have a look at the multitude and try to find Mabel. And I had hardly emerged from that tunnel thing that you have to walk through to get from the stand, to the paddock when I ran into old Tuppy.

My first feeling on observing the dear old chap was one of relief that I wasnt wearing his hat. Old Tuppy is one of the best, but little things are apt to upset him and I was in no mood for a painful scene.

Ah, Tuppy, I said genially.

George Tupper is a man with a heart of gold, but he is deficient in tact.

How the deuce did you get here? he asked.

In the ordinary way, laddie, I said.

I meant what are you doing here dressed up to the nines like this?

Naturally, I replied with a touch of stiffness, when I come to Ascot, I wear the accepted morning costume of the well-dressed Englishman.

You look as if you had come into a fortune.

Yes? I said, rather wishing he would change the subject. In spite of what you might call the perfect alibi of the gray topper, I did not want to discuss hats and clothes with Tuppy so soon after his recent bereavement. I could see that the hat he had on was a brand new one and must have set him back at least a couple of quid.

I suppose youve gone back to your aunt? said Tuppy, jumping at a plausible solution. Well, Im awfully glad, old man, because Im afraid that secretary job is off. I was going to write to you tonight.

Off? I said. Having had the advantage of seeing the blokes face as he hung out of the window at the moment of our parting, I knew it was off, but I couldnt see how Tuppy could know.

He rang me up last night to tell me that he was afraid you wouldnt do, as he had decided that he must have a secretary who knew shorthand.

Oh! I said. Oh, did he? Then Im dashed glad, I said warmly, that I pinched his hat. It will be a sharp lesson to him not to raise peoples hopes and shilly-shally in this manner.

Pinched his hat? What do you mean?

I perceived that there was need for caution. Tuppy was looking at me in an odd manner, and I could see that the turn the conversation had taken was once more wakening in him suspicions that he ought to have known better than to entertain of an old school friend.

It was like this, Tuppy, I said. When you came to me and told me about that international spy sneaking your hat from the Foreign Office, it gave me an idea. I had been wanting to come to Ascot, but I had no topper. Of course, if I had pinched yours, as you imagined for a moment I had done, I should have had one; but, not having pinched yours, of course I hadnt one. So when your friend Bulstrode called on me this morning I collared his. And now that you have revealed to me what a fickle, changeable character he is, Im very glad I did.

Tuppy gaped slightly.

Bulstrode called on you this morning, did you say?

This morning at about half-past nine.

He couldnt have done.

Then how do you account for my having his hat? Pull yourself together, Tuppy, old horse.

The man who came to see you couldnt have been Bulstrode.

Why not?

He left for Paris last night.

What!

He phoned me from the station just before his train started. He had had to change his plans.

Then who was the bloke? I said. The thing seemed to me to have the makings of one of those great historic mysteries you read about. I saw no reason why posterity should not discuss forever the problem of the Bloke in the Gray Topper as keenly as they do the Man in the Iron Mask. The facts, I said, are precisely as I have stated. At nine-thirty this morning a bird, gayly appareled in morning coat, sponge-bag trousers and gray top hat presented himself at my rooms and — —

At this moment a voice spoke behind me.

Oh, hullo!

I turned, and observed the bart.

Hullo! I said.

I introduced Tuppy. The bart nodded courteously.

I say, said the bart. Wheres the old man?

What old man?

Mabels father. Didnt he catch you?

I stared at the man. He appeared to me to be gibbering. And a gibbering bart is a nasty thing to have hanging about you before you have strengthened yourself with a bit of lunch.

Mabels fathers in Singapore, I said.

No, he isnt, said the bart. He got home yesterday, and Mabel sent him round to your place to pick you up and bring you down here in the car. Had you left before he arrived?

Well, thats where the story ends, Corky. From the moment that pimply baronet uttered those words, you might say that I faded out of the picture. I never went near Onslow Square again. Nobody can say that I lack nerve, but I hadnt nerve enough to creep into the family circle and resume acquaintance with that fearsome bloke. There are some men, no doubt, with whom I might have been able to pass the whole thing off with a light laugh, but that glimpse I had had of him as he bellowed out of the window told me that he was not one of them. I faded away, Corky, old horse, just faded away. And about a couple of months later I read in the paper that Mabel had married the bart.



Ukridge sighed another sigh and heaved himself up from the sofa. Outside, the world was blue-gray with the growing dawn, and even the later birds were busy among the worms.

You might make a story out of that, Corky, said Ukridge.

I might, I said.

All profits to be shared on a strict fifty-fifty basis, of course.

Of course.

Ukridge brooded.

Though it really wants a bigger man to do it justice and tell it properly, bringing out all the fine shades of the tragedy. It wants somebody like Thomas Hardy or Kipling or somebody.

Better let me have a shot at it.

All right, said Ukridge. And, as regards a title, I should call it His Lost Romance or something like that. Or would you suggest simply something terse and telling like Fate or Destiny?

Ill think of a title, I said.





The Short Stories
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Dulwich College, a boarding school in south London — at the age of twelve in 1894, Wodehouse attended Dulwich College. He loved the camaraderie, distinguished himself at cricket, rugby and boxing, and was a good, if not consistently diligent, student. The headmaster at the time was A. H. Gilkes, a respected classicist, who was a strong influence on Wodehouse.
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The college today — Wodehouses six years at Dulwich were among the happiest of his life: To me the years between 1894 and 1900 were like heaven.


List of Short Stories in Chronological Order

[image: img27.jpg]

DISTRESSING SCENE

A SHOCK FOR MR. BREWSTER

MR. BREWSTER DELIVERS SENTENCE

WORK WANTED

STRANGE EXPERIENCES OF AN ARTISTS MODEL

THE BOMB

MR. ROSCOE SHERRIFF HAS AN IDEA

A DISTURBED NIGHT FOR DEAR OLD SQUIFFY

A LETTER FROM PARKER

DOING FATHER A BIT OF GOOD

SALVATORE CHOOSES THE WRONG MOMENT

BRIGHT EYES — AND A FLY

RALLYING ROUND PERCY

THE SAD CASE OF LOONEY BIDDLE

SUMMER STORMS

ARCHIE ACCEPTS A SITUATION

BROTHER BILLS ROMANCE

THE SAUSAGE CHAPPIE

REGGIE COMES TO LIFE

THE-SAUSAGE-CHAPPIE-CLICKS

THE GROWING BOY

WASHY STEPS INTO THE HALL OF FAME

MOTHERS KNEE

THE MELTING OF MR. CONNOLLY

THE WIGMORE VENUS

A TALE OF A GRANDFATHER

JEEVES EXERTS THE OLD CEREBELLUM

NO WEDDING BELLS FOR BINGO

AUNT AGATHA SPEAKS HER MIND

PEARLS MEAN TEARS

THE PRIDE OF THE WOOSTERS IS WOUNDED

THE HEROS REWARD

INTRODUCING CLAUDE AND EUSTACE

SIR RODERICK COMES TO LUNCH

A LETTER OF INTRODUCTION

STARTLING DRESSINESS OF A LIFT-ATTENDANT

COMRADE BINGO

BINGO HAS A BAD GOODWOOD

THE GREAT SERMON HANDICAP

THE PURITY OF THE TURF

THE METROPOLITAN TOUCH

THE DELAYED EXIT OF CLAUDE AND EUSTACE

BINGO AND THE LITTLE WOMAN

ALLS WELL

HOW PILLINGSHOT SCORED

THE ODD TRICK

LAFFAIRE UNCLE JOHN

HARRISONS SLIGHT ERROR

BRADSHAWS LITTLE STORY

A SHOCKING AFFAIR

THE BABE AND THE DRAGON

THE MANOEUVRES OF CHARTERIS

HOW PAYNE BUCKED UP

AUTHOR!

THE TABBY TERROR

THE PRIZE POEM

WORK

NOTES

NOW, TALKING ABOUT CRICKET

THE TOM BROWN QUESTION

THE MAN UPSTAIRS

SOMETHING TO WORRY ABOUT

DEEP WATERS

WHEN DOCTORS DISAGREE

BY ADVICE OF COUNSEL

ROUGH-HEW THEM HOW WE WILL

THE MAN WHO DISLIKED CATS

RUTH IN EXILE

ARCHIBALDS BENEFIT

THE MAN, THE MAID, AND THE MIASMA

THE GOOD ANGEL

POTS OMONEY

OUT OF SCHOOL

THREE FROM DUNSTERVILLE

THE TUPPENNY MILLIONAIRE

AHEAD OF SCHEDULE

SIR AGRAVAINE

A TALE OF KING ARTHURS ROUND TABLE

THE GOAL-KEEPER AND THE PLUTOCRAT

IN ALCALA

BILL THE BLOODHOUND

EXTRICATING YOUNG GUSSIE

WILTONS HOLIDAY

THE MIXER

CROWNED HEADS

AT GEISENHEIMERS

THE MAKING OF MACS

ONE TOUCH OF NATURE

BLACK FOR LUCK

THE ROMANCE OF AN UGLY POLICEMAN

A SEA OF TROUBLES

THE MAN WITH TWO LEFT FEET

LEAVE IT TO JEEVES

JEEVES AND THE UNBIDDEN GUEST

JEEVES AND THE HARD-BOILED EGG

ABSENT TREATMENT

HELPING FREDDIE

RALLYING ROUND OLD GEORGE

DOING CLARENCE A BIT OF GOOD

THE AUNT AND THE SLUGGARD

The Clicking of Cuthbert

A Woman is only a Woman

A Mixed Threesome

Sundered Hearts

The Salvation of George Mackintosh

Ordeal By Golf

The Long Hole

The Heel of Achilles

The Rough Stuff

The Coming of Gowf

UKRIDGES DOG COLLEGE

UKRIDGES ACCIDENT SYNDICATE

THE DÉBUT OF BATTLING BILLSON

FIRST AID FOR DORA

THE RETURN OF BATTLING BILLSON

UKRIDGE SEES HER THROUGH

NO WEDDING BELLS FOR HIM

THE LONG ARM OF LOONEY COOTE

THE EXIT OF BATTLING BILLSON

UKRIDGE ROUNDS A NASTY CORNER

JEEVES TAKES CHARGE

THE ARTISTIC CAREER OF CORKY

JEEVES AND THE UNBIDDEN GUEST

JEEVES AND THE HARD-BOILED EGG

THE AUNT AND THE SLUGGARD

THE RUMMY AFFAIR OF OLD BIFFY

WITHOUT THE OPTION

FIXING IT FOR FREDDIE

CLUSTERING ROUND YOUNG BINGO

BERTIE CHANGES HIS MIND

ABSENT MINDED BRIDEGROOMS (1900)

A FAMILY DOCTOR TELLS THIS STORY (1901)

WHEN PAPA SWORE IN HINDUSTANI (1901)

THE LANGUAGE OF FLOWERS (1901)

THE STRANGE DISAPPEARANCE OF MR BUXTON-SMYTHE (1901)

MR. HALKETTS ROMANCE (1902)

THE ADVENTURE OF THE SPLIT INFINITIVE (1902)

WELCHS MILE RECORD (1902)

THE PUGILIST IN FICTION (1903)

THE IDLE KING (1903)

JACKSONS EXTRA (1904)

HOMŒOPATHIC TREATMENT (1904)

BLENKINSOPS BENEFIT (1904)

AN AFTERNOON DIP (1904)

THE REFORMATION OF STUDY SIXTEEN (1904)

THE CRICKETER IN WINTER (1904)

THE AUTOGRAPH HUNTER (1905)

A CORNER IN LINES (1905)

RUTHLESS REGINALD (1905)

TOM, DICK, AND HARRY (1905)

BETWEEN THE INNINGS (1905)

THE POLITENESS OF PRINCES (1905)

SHIELDS AND THE CRICKET CUP (1905)

AN AFFAIR OF BOATS (1905)

THE WIRE-PULLERS (1905)

THE LAST PLACE (1905)

AN INTERNATIONAL AFFAIR (1905)

THE DESERTER (1905)

KID BRADY, LIGHT-WEIGHT (1905)

HOW KID BRADY BROKE TRAINING (1905)

HOW KID BRADY WON THE CHAMPIONSHIP (1906)

HOW KID BRADY ASSISTED A DAMSEL IN DISTRESS (1906)

SIGNS AND PORTENTS (1906)

HOW KID BRADY JOINED THE PRESS (1906)

PLAYING THE GAME (1906)

HOW KID BRADY FOUGHT FOR HIS EYES (1906)

THE PRO (1906)

A DIVISION OF SPOIL (1906)

HOW KID BRADY TOOK A SEA VOYAGE (1907)

PERSONALLY CONDUCTED (1907)

LIVING AMONG GHOSTS (1908)

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN V. PLAYERS (1908)

THE GUARDIAN (1908)

THE KIND-HEARTED EDITOR (1908)

WHAT DO THEY ALL DO? (1909)

IN ALCALA (1909)

STONE AND THE WEED (1910)

THE MATRIMONIAL SWEEPSTAKES (1910)

MISUNDERSTOOD (1910)

LOVE ME, LOVE MY DOG (THE WATCH DOG) (1910)

PILLINGSHOT, DETECTIVE (1910)

PILLINGSHOTS PAPER (1911)

EDUCATING AUBREY (1911)

THE BEST SAUCE (1911)

DISENTANGLING OLD DUGGIE (1912)

DISENTANGLING OLD PERCY (1912)

A JOB OF WORK (1913)

THE STORYTELLER (1913)

THE EPISODE OF THE LANDLADYS DAUGHTER (1914)

THE EPISODE OF THE FINANCIAL NAPOLEON (1914)

THE EPISODE OF THE THEATRICAL VENTURE (1914)

THE EPISODE OF THE LIVE WEEKLY (1914)

THE EPISODE OF THE EXILED MONARCH (1914)

THE EPISODE OF THE HIRED PAST (1914)

CREATURES OF IMPULSE (1914)

DEATH AT THE EXCELSIOR (1914)

CONCEALED ART (1915)

A PRISONER OF WAR (1915)

THE HARMONICA MYSTERY (1915)

THE TEST CASE (1915)

THE FATAL KINK IN ALGERNON (1916)

THE DRAMATIC FIXER (1916)

VIRTUES AND VICES OF ARTISTS (1916)

JEEVES AND THE CHUMP CYRIL (1918)

ALL ABOUT THE INCOME-TAX (1919)

KEEPING UP WITH TERPSICHORE (1919)

ORDEAL BY GOLF (1919)

THE COLOUR LINE (THE GOLDEN FLAW) (1920)

JEEVES IN THE SPRINGTIME (1921)

MAGIC PLUS FOURS (1922)

CHESTER FORGETS HIMSELF (1923)

THE AWAKENING OF ROLLO PODMARSH (1923)

THE CUSTODY OF THE PUMPKIN (1924)

RODNEY FAILS TO QUALIFY (1924)

THE HEART OF A GOOF (1924)

JANE GETS OFF THE FAIRWAY (1924)

SOMETHING SQUISHY (1924)

HONEYSUCKLE COTTAGE (1925)

AWFUL GLADNESS OF THE MATER (1925)

THE PURIFICATION OF RODNEY SPELVIN (1925)

HIGH STAKES (1925)

BUTTERCUP DAY (1925)

BIT OF LUCK FOR MABEL (1925)




List of Short Stories in Alphabetical Order

[image: img27.jpg]

A CORNER IN LINES (1905)

A DISTURBED NIGHT FOR DEAR OLD SQUIFFY

A DIVISION OF SPOIL (1906)

A FAMILY DOCTOR TELLS THIS STORY (1901)

A JOB OF WORK (1913)

A LETTER FROM PARKER

A LETTER OF INTRODUCTION

A Mixed Threesome

A PRISONER OF WAR (1915)

A SEA OF TROUBLES

A SHOCK FOR MR. BREWSTER

A SHOCKING AFFAIR

A TALE OF A GRANDFATHER

A TALE OF KING ARTHURS ROUND TABLE

A Woman is only a Woman

ABSENT MINDED BRIDEGROOMS (1900)

ABSENT TREATMENT

AHEAD OF SCHEDULE

ALL ABOUT THE INCOME-TAX (1919)

ALLS WELL

AN AFFAIR OF BOATS (1905)

AN AFTERNOON DIP (1904)

AN INTERNATIONAL AFFAIR (1905)

ARCHIBALDS BENEFIT

ARCHIE ACCEPTS A SITUATION

AT GEISENHEIMERS

AUNT AGATHA SPEAKS HER MIND

AUTHOR!

AWFUL GLADNESS OF THE MATER (1925)

BERTIE CHANGES HIS MIND

BETWEEN THE INNINGS (1905)

BILL THE BLOODHOUND

BINGO AND THE LITTLE WOMAN

BINGO HAS A BAD GOODWOOD

BIT OF LUCK FOR MABEL (1925)

BLACK FOR LUCK

BLENKINSOPS BENEFIT (1904)

BRADSHAWS LITTLE STORY

BRIGHT EYES — AND A FLY

BROTHER BILLS ROMANCE

BUTTERCUP DAY (1925)

BY ADVICE OF COUNSEL

CHESTER FORGETS HIMSELF (1923)

CLUSTERING ROUND YOUNG BINGO

COMRADE BINGO

CONCEALED ART (1915)

CREATURES OF IMPULSE (1914)

CROWNED HEADS

DEATH AT THE EXCELSIOR (1914)

DEEP WATERS

DISENTANGLING OLD DUGGIE (1912)

DISENTANGLING OLD PERCY (1912)

DISTRESSING SCENE

DOING CLARENCE A BIT OF GOOD

DOING FATHER A BIT OF GOOD

EDUCATING AUBREY (1911)

EXTRICATING YOUNG GUSSIE

FIRST AID FOR DORA

FIXING IT FOR FREDDIE

HARRISONS SLIGHT ERROR

HELPING FREDDIE

HIGH STAKES (1925)

HOMŒOPATHIC TREATMENT (1904)

HONEYSUCKLE COTTAGE (1925)

HOW KID BRADY ASSISTED A DAMSEL IN DISTRESS (1906)

HOW KID BRADY BROKE TRAINING (1905)

HOW KID BRADY FOUGHT FOR HIS EYES (1906)

HOW KID BRADY JOINED THE PRESS (1906)

HOW KID BRADY TOOK A SEA VOYAGE (1907)

HOW KID BRADY WON THE CHAMPIONSHIP (1906)

HOW PAYNE BUCKED UP

HOW PILLINGSHOT SCORED

IN ALCALA

IN ALCALA (1909)

INTRODUCING CLAUDE AND EUSTACE

JACKSONS EXTRA (1904)

JANE GETS OFF THE FAIRWAY (1924)

JEEVES AND THE CHUMP CYRIL (1918)

JEEVES AND THE HARD-BOILED EGG

JEEVES AND THE HARD-BOILED EGG

JEEVES AND THE UNBIDDEN GUEST

JEEVES AND THE UNBIDDEN GUEST

JEEVES EXERTS THE OLD CEREBELLUM

JEEVES IN THE SPRINGTIME (1921)

JEEVES TAKES CHARGE

KEEPING UP WITH TERPSICHORE (1919)

KID BRADY, LIGHT-WEIGHT (1905)

LAFFAIRE UNCLE JOHN

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN V. PLAYERS (1908)

LEAVE IT TO JEEVES

LIVING AMONG GHOSTS (1908)

LOVE ME, LOVE MY DOG (THE WATCH DOG) (1910)

MAGIC PLUS FOURS (1922)

MISUNDERSTOOD (1910)

MOTHERS KNEE

MR. BREWSTER DELIVERS SENTENCE

MR. HALKETTS ROMANCE (1902)

MR. ROSCOE SHERRIFF HAS AN IDEA

NO WEDDING BELLS FOR BINGO

NO WEDDING BELLS FOR HIM

NOTES

NOW, TALKING ABOUT CRICKET

ONE TOUCH OF NATURE

Ordeal By Golf

ORDEAL BY GOLF (1919)

OUT OF SCHOOL

PEARLS MEAN TEARS

PERSONALLY CONDUCTED (1907)

PILLINGSHOT, DETECTIVE (1910)

PILLINGSHOTS PAPER (1911)

PLAYING THE GAME (1906)

POTS OMONEY

RALLYING ROUND OLD GEORGE

RALLYING ROUND PERCY

REGGIE COMES TO LIFE

RODNEY FAILS TO QUALIFY (1924)

ROUGH-HEW THEM HOW WE WILL

RUTH IN EXILE

RUTHLESS REGINALD (1905)

SALVATORE CHOOSES THE WRONG MOMENT

SHIELDS AND THE CRICKET CUP (1905)

SIGNS AND PORTENTS (1906)

SIR AGRAVAINE

SIR RODERICK COMES TO LUNCH

SOMETHING SQUISHY (1924)

SOMETHING TO WORRY ABOUT

STARTLING DRESSINESS OF A LIFT-ATTENDANT

STONE AND THE WEED (1910)

STRANGE EXPERIENCES OF AN ARTISTS MODEL

SUMMER STORMS

Sundered Hearts

THE ADVENTURE OF THE SPLIT INFINITIVE (1902)

THE ARTISTIC CAREER OF CORKY

THE AUNT AND THE SLUGGARD

THE AUNT AND THE SLUGGARD

THE AUTOGRAPH HUNTER (1905)

THE AWAKENING OF ROLLO PODMARSH (1923)

THE BABE AND THE DRAGON

THE BEST SAUCE (1911)

THE BOMB

The Clicking of Cuthbert

THE COLOUR LINE (THE GOLDEN FLAW) (1920)

The Coming of Gowf

THE CRICKETER IN WINTER (1904)

THE CUSTODY OF THE PUMPKIN (1924)

THE DÉBUT OF BATTLING BILLSON

THE DELAYED EXIT OF CLAUDE AND EUSTACE

THE DESERTER (1905)

THE DRAMATIC FIXER (1916)

THE EPISODE OF THE EXILED MONARCH (1914)

THE EPISODE OF THE FINANCIAL NAPOLEON (1914)

THE EPISODE OF THE HIRED PAST (1914)

THE EPISODE OF THE LANDLADYS DAUGHTER (1914)

THE EPISODE OF THE LIVE WEEKLY (1914)

THE EPISODE OF THE THEATRICAL VENTURE (1914)

THE EXIT OF BATTLING BILLSON

THE FATAL KINK IN ALGERNON (1916)

THE GOAL-KEEPER AND THE PLUTOCRAT

THE GOOD ANGEL

THE GREAT SERMON HANDICAP

THE GROWING BOY

THE GUARDIAN (1908)

THE HARMONICA MYSTERY (1915)

THE HEART OF A GOOF (1924)

The Heel of Achilles

THE HEROS REWARD

THE IDLE KING (1903)

THE KIND-HEARTED EDITOR (1908)

THE LANGUAGE OF FLOWERS (1901)

THE LAST PLACE (1905)

THE LONG ARM OF LOONEY COOTE

The Long Hole

THE MAKING OF MACS

THE MAN UPSTAIRS

THE MAN WHO DISLIKED CATS

THE MAN WITH TWO LEFT FEET

THE MAN, THE MAID, AND THE MIASMA

THE MANOEUVRES OF CHARTERIS

THE MATRIMONIAL SWEEPSTAKES (1910)

THE MELTING OF MR. CONNOLLY

THE METROPOLITAN TOUCH

THE MIXER

THE ODD TRICK

THE POLITENESS OF PRINCES (1905)

THE PRIDE OF THE WOOSTERS IS WOUNDED

THE PRIZE POEM

THE PRO (1906)

THE PUGILIST IN FICTION (1903)

THE PURIFICATION OF RODNEY SPELVIN (1925)

THE PURITY OF THE TURF

THE REFORMATION OF STUDY SIXTEEN (1904)

THE RETURN OF BATTLING BILLSON

THE ROMANCE OF AN UGLY POLICEMAN

The Rough Stuff

THE RUMMY AFFAIR OF OLD BIFFY

THE SAD CASE OF LOONEY BIDDLE

The Salvation of George Mackintosh

THE SAUSAGE CHAPPIE

THE STORYTELLER (1913)

THE STRANGE DISAPPEARANCE OF MR BUXTON-SMYTHE (1901)

THE TABBY TERROR

THE TEST CASE (1915)

THE TOM BROWN QUESTION

THE TUPPENNY MILLIONAIRE

THE WIGMORE VENUS

THE WIRE-PULLERS (1905)

THE-SAUSAGE-CHAPPIE-CLICKS

THREE FROM DUNSTERVILLE

TOM, DICK, AND HARRY (1905)

UKRIDGE ROUNDS A NASTY CORNER

UKRIDGE SEES HER THROUGH

UKRIDGES ACCIDENT SYNDICATE

UKRIDGES DOG COLLEGE

VIRTUES AND VICES OF ARTISTS (1916)

WASHY STEPS INTO THE HALL OF FAME

WELCHS MILE RECORD (1902)

WHAT DO THEY ALL DO? (1909)

WHEN DOCTORS DISAGREE

WHEN PAPA SWORE IN HINDUSTANI (1901)

WILTONS HOLIDAY

WITHOUT THE OPTION

WORK

WORK WANTED




The Musicals
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17 Dunraven (formerly Norfolk) Street, London — Wodehouses Mayfair mansion, where he lived between 1927 and 1934, at the height of his success.


Have a Heart (1913)
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Wodehouses early career as a lyricist and playwright was profitable and his work with the playwright Guy Bolton is now recognised as one of the most successful in the history of musical comedy. Have a Heart was the first stage collaboration between Wodehouse and Bolton, who together wrote the book and the lyrics, while the American composer Jerome Kern provided the music. It opened at the Liberty Theatre in New York and had a limited run on Broadway (opening 11 January 1917 and closing 17 March), but it remained popular off Broadway, with two companies touring a production by July that year and, in spite of changes to those companies, the tours would last well into 1919.

The show deals with the marital troubles of the Schoonmakers, who at the beginning of the play are living apart, with the wife considering a divorce. An adventurous woman has caused the separation, but the young couple accidentally meet in the lingerie department of the husbands big shop and are soon reconciled, determined to rectify their mistake as soon as possible. They do this by stealthily going back to the seaside hotel in which they spent their honeymoon, determined to forget their differences and be happy again. Of course, friends and relatives unexpectedly appear — as well as the woman that caused all of their troubles — and many complications arise.

In July 1917 Wodehouse, Bolton, Kern and producer Henry Savage were sued by Edgar Selwyn, author of the three act comedy Nearly Married. He alleged that ideas, language, scenes, situations and details were taken complete from his aforementioned play. He demanded that the production should cease immediately and claimed damages. He went on to describe Have a Heart as a cheap and tawdry production of low order and without dramatic or literary merit. Interestingly, at the time Have a Heart debuted one or two critics suggested that the authors...may owe something to Edgar Selwyn... However since no further evidence can be found of court proceedings and the play continued to tour, it would suggest that either an agreement was reached out of court or Edgar Selwyn dropped his claims.

The New York Clipper, calling the show one of the successes of the season, noted that it has a book of genuine humor, lyrics which fairly bubble with wit and a musical setting which easily surpasses anything which Jerome Kern has previously written.
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Morris Gest, P. G. Wodehouse, Guy Bolton, Ray Comstock and Jerome Kern, c. 1917
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The composer Jerome Kern in 1934
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The first edition's title page


CHARACTERS

(In the order of their appearance)
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HENRY, THE ELEVATOR boy at Schoonmakers...Billy B. Van

TED SHELDON...Donald Macdonald

LIZZIE OBRIEN......Marie Hollywell

DETECTIVE BAKER, of the Blueport Police... Eugene Keith

RUTHERFORD SCHOONMAKER, proprietor of the Schoonmaker Department Store...Thurston Hall

CAPTAIN CHARLES OWEN...Roy Gordon

PEGGY SCHOONMAKER ......Margaret Romaine

MRS. PYNE, Peggys aunt...Flavia Arcaro

MATTHEW PYNE...James Bradbury

DOLLY BRABAZON......Louise Dresser

YUSSUF, the entertainer...Josepn del Puente

MAITRE DHOTEL...Eugene Revere

Shoppers Misses Rosalie Mellette, Helyn Eby, Charmion Furlong, Dazie Burton,...Anne Sands, Grace Du Bois, Annette Besuden, Margaret Fritts.

Salesgirls — Misses Doris Predo, Martha Parsons, Alice Maurice, Mabel Guilford, Marie Hollywell, Helen Lane, Belle Bowman, Helen Donohue.

Men — Messrs. William Deacon, Will Smith, Paul Mountaney, Bert Pullaney, Roy Wells, Will Cobb, Earl Jordon, Walter Burke, Jules Rigoni, Arthur Eley.
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ACT I.

Lingerie Room at Schoonmakers.

ACT II.

SCENE 1 — Lounge of the Ocean View Hotel. Night.

Curtain will remain down half a minute to denote lapse of time.

SCENE 2 — The Same. Next morning.

Place — Blueport, R. I. Time — The Present.
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The Road That Lies Before.
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Finale Act I.
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The Road That Lies Before.
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Napoleon.
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Oh Lady! Lady! (1918)

[image: img557.jpg]

CONTENTS

CAST OF CHARACTERS

SYNOPSIS OF SCENES

ACT I.

Oh Lady! Lady!

Opening Chorus. Act I.

Not Yet.

Do It Now.

Our Little Nest.

Do Look At Him.

Oh Lady! Lady!

You Found Me and I Found You.

Finale. Act I.

ACT II.

Opening to Act II.

Waiting around the Corner.

When the Ships Come Home.

Melodrama.

Before I Met You.

Greenwich Vilage.

Wheatless Day.

Its a Hard, Hard World.

Finale Ultimo.




[image: img558.jpg]

The original frontispiece
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The first editions title page
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PARKER ... CONSTANCE Binney

MOLLIE FARRINGDON ... Vivienne Segal

MRS. FARRINGDON...Margaret Dale

WILLOUGHBY FINCH...Carl Randall

HALE UNDERWOOD ... Harry C Browne

SPIKE HUDGINS (Willoughby Finchs valet)... Edward Abeles

FANNY WELCH ...Florence Shirley

MAY BARBER ... Carroll McComas

CYRIL TWOMBLY ...Reginald Mason

WILLIAM WATTY ...Harry Fisher

MISS LETTICE ROMAYNE Lois Whitney

MISS LOTTA POMMERY ...Bobby Brewster

MISS DELLA CATESSEN ...May Elsie

MISS HALLIE BUTT...Elsie Lewis

MISS SAL MUNN ...Dorothy Allan

MISS MARIE SCHINO ...Billie Booker

MISS MOLLIE GATAWNEY ... Mildred Fisher
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MISS BARBARA ORHUM ...Mildred Roland

MISS CLARETTE CUP...Jeanne Sparry

MISS MAY ANNE AYES ...Mabel Stanford

MISS CASSIE ROLL ...Janet Velie
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MR. ARTIE C. HOKE ...Wm Walsh
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MR. C. OLLIE FLOWER...Charles Columbus

MR. H. ASH-BROWN ...J. Randall Phelan

MR. STEWART PRUNE... Jack Vincent

MR. CON KEARNY ... Irving Jackson
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ACT. I. — Living Room of the Farringdon Place at Hempstead, L. 1.

ACT. II. — Roof Garden of Willoughby Finch s Studio in Waverly Mews


ACT I.


Oh Lady! Lady!
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Opening Chorus. Act I.
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Not Yet.
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Do It Now.
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Oh Lady! Lady!
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You Found Me and I Found You.
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Finale. Act I.
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ACT II.


Opening to Act II.
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Waiting around the Corner.

[image: img621.jpg]

[image: img622.jpg]

[image: img623.jpg]


When the Ships Come Home.

[image: img624.jpg]

[image: img625.jpg]

[image: img626.jpg]


Melodrama.
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Before I Met You.
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Greenwich Vilage.
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Wheatless Day.
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Its a Hard, Hard World.
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Finale Ultimo.
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The Non-Fiction
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Wodehouses last home, located in Remsenburg, a hamlet on Long Island, New York. — Wodehouse and his wife bought this house in 1952.
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Wodehouse at work in his Long Island home


Louder and Funnier (1932)
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The first edition


To George Blake

A Splendid Fellow and Very Sound on Pekes*

*But he should guard against the tendency to claim that his Peke fights Alsatians. Mine is the only one that does this.


ABOUT THIS BOOK
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I HAVE BORROWED the title of this little volume of meditations from the old story (which, as they say, may be new to some of you present here tonight) of the nervous after-dinner speaker. Like so many of his species, he had begun his remarks in a faltering undertone, and he had not been in action long when the usual austere Voice said, Louder, please. A few minutes later, another Voice went deeper into the matter.

Louder, please, it observed, and funnier.

There the story ends. One is left to suppose that the speaker did his best to oblige, as I have done.

Most of these essays were written originally more than a dozen years ago for the American magazine, Vanity Fair, at a time when the wolf at the door left little leisure for careful thought and the patient search for the mot juste. I had a wife, two cats, and a puppy to support, and my policy, in consequence, was to bung something down quick and cash in. You will all be glad to hear that I made quite a good thing out of it and was able to pay my bills with a promptitude which earned for me in the Long Island village where I was then living the nickname of Honest John.

But if you are writing for Posterity, as I am now, you cannot breeze along in this airy, slapdash way. When Faber and Faber, the Russell Square twins, wanted a book of light essays and asked me if I had anything of the kind in my cellars, my immediate reply was Boys, Ive got a trunkful. I thought it would be simply a case of digging out the stuff, blowing the dust off it, and collecting the advance royalties. It was only when I came to examine the things that I realized my mistake.

To be fit reading for a cultivated British public, they had got to be louder and funnier. Not just a little louder and a little funnier, but much louder and much funnier. And to this end I have worked upon them like a beaver.

Always remember, therefore, that, much as you may dislike this book, it could have been considerably worse.

There are two drawbacks to writing a volume of this kind. One is that you can think, offhand, of so many people who could have done it better. The other is that the essay form is a tricky one to handle. It is not as if you had a story to tell. Any one will listen to a story. What you are doing is just grabbing the reader by the slack of his coat and babbling to him, and all the time he is probably dying to get away and go about his business. How long? he is saying to himself, as he looks at his watch. How long? And when he does escape you can picture him telling everybody to be careful how they let you get hold of them, because the first thing they know you will be drooling. Not a bad chap, he may say, if particularly charitable, but I do wish he wouldnt try to be funny.

What I would really like would be to have this book judged in the indulgent spirit accorded to after-dinner speeches. I should like you all to use your imagination. Try to fancy that you are full to the brim with the petite marmite, the poulet roti, the sel dagneau, and that curious hair-oil ice-cream they serve at banquets; that you are flushed with heady wines; that you have undone the buttons of your waistcoat; and that your cigar is drawing well. Then all this will seem quite different.

As a matter of fact, it would be rather a good idea if you actually had a good, square meal before starting to tackle this book. Dont attempt to read it after breakfast or in the grey hours of the late afternoon. Hold back till you have dined. Then, with the coffee and old brandy at your side and within your soul that cosy feeling of being able to endure anything now, pitch in. You will be surprised what a difference it will make.

My publishers will support me in this. Faber major (with whom I do most of my business) tells me that they received the manuscript by an early post and that he and Faber mi could do literally nothing with it. They spent the day shoving it from one to the other, each trying to avoid the task of reading it. A clerk named Simmons was called in and ordered to have a go, but he resigned and is now coffee-planting in Kenya. The situation began to look like a deadlock, and then suddenly they got the idea that things might brighten after a good dinner.

What ensued? They dined as follows:

LE DÎNER

Hors doeuvres varies

Consomme Julienne

Fried Smelts

Faisan Roti

Souffle au Maitre dhotel

Scotch Woodcock 

washing it down with a brut champagne of a vintage year, and the next thing that happened was an ugly row because Faber mi got hold of the manuscript and refused to give it up, and Faber ma was so annoyed by his snorts and chuckles that he hit him over the head with a croisson or small French roll.

So, if you are hesitating about reading further, say to yourself It can be done. The Fabers did it, and stoke up and go to it.


THE HOLLYWOOD SCANDAL
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EVERY ONE WHO is fond of authors - and, except for Pekingese, there are no domestic pets more affectionate and lovable - must have noticed how alarmingly scarce these little creatures have been getting of late. At one time London was full of them - too full, some people used to think. You would see them frisking in perfect masses in any editorial office you happened to enter. Their sharp, excited yapping was one of the features of the first or second-act intermission of every new play that was produced. And in places like Chelsea and Bloomsbury you had to watch your step very carefully to avoid treading on them.

And now what do we see? Just an occasional isolated one being shooed out of a publishers sanctum or sniffing at his press-clippings in a studio, and nothing more.

Run through the list for yourself. William Shakespeare... has any one seen Shakespeare lately? Percy (Skylark) Shelley... what has become of Percy? And Dickens, Thackeray, Trollope, Martin Tupper, the poet Bunn... where are they? They have simply disappeared.

Time after time I have had fanciers come up to me with hard-luck stories.

You know that novelist of mine with the flapping ears and the spots on his coat? says one. Well, hes gone.

Gone?

Absolutely vanished. I left him on the steps of the club, and when I came out there were no signs of him.

Same here, says another. I had a brace of playwrights to whom I was greatly attached, and theyve disappeared without a word.

Well, of course, we took it for granted that they had strayed and had got run over, for authors are notoriously dreamy in traffic and, however carefully you train them, will persist in stopping in the middle of the street to jot down strong bits of dialogue. It is only very recently that the truth has come out.

They are all in Hollywood, making Talking Pictures.

With the advent of the Talkies, as might have been expected, radical changes have taken place in Hollywood. The manufacture of motion pictures has become an infinitely more complex affair. You know how it was in the old days. Informal. Casual. Just a lot of great big happy schoolboys getting together for a bit of fun. Ike would have a strip of celluloid, Spike a camera that his uncle had given him for Christmas, Mike would know a friend or two who liked dressing up and having their photographs taken, and with these modest assets they would club together their pocket-money and start the Finer and Supremer Films Corporation. And, as for bothering about any one to write them a story, it simply never occurred to them. They just made it up among themselves as they went along.

That old, simple era has passed. Nowadays you cant just put on a toga, press a button, and call the result The Grandeur That Was Rome or In The Days Of Nero. A whole elaborate new organization is required. You have to have a Chief Executive to superintend the Producer, a Producer to superintend the Supervisor, a Supervisor to supervise the sub-Supervisor, a sub-Supervisor to sub-supervise the Director, a Director to direct the Cameraman, and an Assistant Director to assist the Director. You have to surround yourself with highly trained specialists, - one to put in the lisps, another to get the adenoid effects, a third to arrange the catarrh. And, above all, you must get hold of authors to supply the words.

The result has been one of the gravest scandals that have ever afflicted the body politic. And, to correct this scandal, it is time that some fearless square-shooter stepped forward and spoke in no uncertain voice.

Please do not minimize the gravity of the situation. Do not shrug it away in a spirit of easy philosophy with some such remark as Oh, there are always bound to be plenty of authors or If one is missing therell be another along in a minute. I warn England that, unless steps are taken, there will soon be a very serious shortage. And then who will write you your Sunday-paper articles on The Modern Girl or The Decay of Home-Life? Suppose you reached out for Dean Inge one morning and he wasnt there? That makes you think, doesnt it?

Absurd, you say? Only dynamite could get Dean Inge away from the Evening Standard? Dont be too sure. Matters have reached such a pitch that you cannot be certain of anybody nowadays. Do you realize that all that year I was away from London, when everybody supposed that I was doing a short stretch at Dartmoor, I was actually in Hollywood? And that if I had not bribed the gaolers daughter to smuggle in a file in a meat-pie, I should be there still? Very well, then.

Hollywood is a terribly demoralizing place. The whole atmosphere there is one of insidious deceit and subterfuge. Nothing is what it affects to be. What looks like a tree is really a slab of wood backed with barrels. What appears on the screen as the towering palace of Haroun-al-Raschid is actually a cardboard model occupying four feet by three of space. The languorous lagoon is simply a smelly tank with a stagehand named Ed wading about in it in a bathing-suit.

Imagine the effect of all this on a sensitive-minded author. Taught at his mothers knee to love the truth, he finds himself surrounded by people making fortunes by what can only be called chicanery. He begins to wonder whether mother had the right idea. After a month or two in such an environment could you trust that author to count his golf shots correctly or to give his right circulation figures?

And then there is the inevitable sapping of his self-respect. Authors in Hollywood are kept in little hutches. In every studio there are rows and rows of these, each containing an author on a long contract at a weekly salary. You see their anxious little faces peering out through the bars. You hear them whining piteously to be taken for a walk. And does the heart bleed? You bet it bleeds. One has to be very callous not to be touched by such a spectacle.

After all, authors are people. They are entitled to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. It cannot be right to keep them on the chain. Surely some sort of an honour system would be possible.

I do not say that all these authors, or, indeed, a majority of them, are actually badly treated. Indeed, in the best studios kindness is the rule. Often you will see Mr Warner or Mr Lasky stop and give one of them a lettuce. And the same may be said of the humaner type of director.

In fact, between the directors and these authors there frequently exists a rather touching friendship. I remember Mr King Vidor telling me a story that illustrates this. One morning, it seems, he was on his way to his office, preoccupied, as is his habit when planning out the days work, when he felt a sudden tug at his coat-tails. He looked down and there was his pet author, William Edgar (Strikes a New Note) Delamere. The little fellow had got him in a firm grip and was gazing up at him, in his eyes an expression of dumb warning.

Well, Mr Vidor, not unnaturally, mistook this at first for mere playfulness, for he had often romped with his little charges. Then - he does not know why - something seemed to whisper to him that he was being withheld from some great peril. He remembered stories he had read as a boy - one of which he was even then directing for Rin-Tin-Tin - where faithful dogs dragged their masters back from the brink of precipices on dark nights.

Scarcely knowing why, he turned and went off to the cafeteria and had a small malted milk. And it was as well that he did. In his office, waiting to spring, there was lurking a foreign star with a bad case of temperament, whose bite might have been fatal. You may be sure that William Edgar had a good meal that night.

But that is an isolated case. Not all directors are like Mr Vidor. Too many of them crush the spirit of the captive by incessant blue-pencilling of their dialogue so that they become listless and lose ambition and appetite. Neglect is what kills an author. Cut his stuff too much, make him feel that he is not a Voice, give him the impression that you think his big scene all wet, and you will soon see the roses fade from his cheeks.

They tell me there are authors who have been on salary for years at Hollywood without ever having a line of their work used. All they do is attend story conferences. There are other authors on some of the lots whom nobody has seen for years. It is like the Bastille. They just sit in some hutch away in a corner somewhere and grow grey beards and languish. From time to time somebody renews their contract, and then they are forgotten again.

Conditions being as I have described, it may be asked: Why do authors go to Hollywood? The answer can be given in a single word - Coercion.

In fairness to the motion-picture magnates, I must admit that they very seldom employ actual physical violence. Occasionally a more than ordinarily obdurate author will be sandbagged in a dark alley and shipped across the Mojave Desert in an unconscious condition, but as a general rule the system is more subtle.

What generally happens is this. A couple of great film barons - say, Mr Lasky and Mr Zukor - will sight their quarry in the street and track him down to some Bohemian eating resort. Having watched him settle, they seat themselves at a table immediately behind him.

For a few moments there is silence, broken only by the sound of the author eating celery. Then Mr Lasky addresses Mr Zukor, raising his voice slightly.

Whatever was the name of that girl? he says, meditatively.

What girl? asks Mr Zukor, taking his cue.

That tall, blonde girl.

What tall, blonde girl?

The one in the pink bathing-suit at that Beach Club party.

You mean the one with the freckle in the small of the back?

A freckle? A mole, I always understood.

No, a freckle. Just over the base of the spinal cord.

Well, be that as it may, what was her name?

I forget. Ill ask her when we get back. I know her intimately. Here they pause, but not for long. There is a sound of quick, emotional breathing. The author is standing beside them, a rapt expression on his face.

Pardon me, gentlemen, he says, for interrupting what was intended to be a private conversation, but I fancy I overheard you saying that you were intimately acquainted with a tall, blonde girl in the habit of wearing bathing-suits of just the type I like best. It is for a girl of that description, oddly enough, that I have been scouring the country for years. Where may she be found?

In Gods Back-Garden - Hollywood, says Mr Lasky.

Pity you cant meet her, says Mr Zukor.

If you were by any chance an author, says Mr Lasky, we could take you back with us tomorrow.

Prepare yourselves for a surprise, gentlemen, says the victim. I am an author. J. Montague Breamworthy. His powerfully devised situations - N.Y. Times. Sheer, stark realism - Herald-Tribune. Not a dull page - Womens Wear!

In that case, says Mr Lasky, producing a contract, sign here.

Where my thumb is, says Mr Zukor.

The trap has snapped.



When this plan fails, sterner methods are employed. The demand for authors at Hollywood has led to the revival of the old press-gang. Competition between the studios has become so keen that nowadays no one is safe even if he merely looks like an author.

I heard of one very interesting case. It appears that there was a man who had gone out West hoping to locate oil. He was, indeed, one of those men without a thought in the world outside of oil. The last thing he had ever dreamed of doing was to be an author. With the exception of letters and an occasional telegram of greeting to some relative at Christmas he had never written anything in his life.

But, by some curious chance, it happened that his appearance was that of one capable of the highest feats in the way of dialogue. He had a dome-like head, piercing eyes, and that rather cynical twist of the upper lip which generally means an epigram on the way.

Still, as I say, he was not a writer, and no one was more surprised than himself when, walking along a deserted street in Los Angeles, thinking of oil, he was suddenly set upon by masked men, chloroformed, and whisked away in a closed car. When he came to himself he was in a hutch on the Fox lot with a pad and a sharpened pencil before him, and stern-featured men were telling him to get busy and turn out something with lots of sex in it, but not too much, because of Will Hays.



The story has a curious sequel. A philosopher at heart, he accepted the situation. He wrenched his mind away from oil and scribbled a few sentences that happened to come into his mind. He found, as so many have found, that an authors is the easiest job in existence, and soon he was scratching away as merrily as the oldest and highest-browed inhabitant. And that is how Noel Coward got his start.



But not every kidnapped author accepts his fate so equably. The majority endeavour to escape. But it is useless. Even if the rigours of the pitiless California climate do not drive them back to shelter, capture is certain, for the motion-picture magnates stick at nothing.

When I was in Hollywood there was much indignation among the better element of the community over the pursuit of one unfortunate whom the harshness of his director, a man of the name of Legree, had driven to desperation. He ran away, and, if I got the story correctly, they chased him across the ice with bloodhounds.

The whole affair was very unpleasant and has shocked the soft-hearted greatly. So much so that a Mrs Harriet B. Stowe, of 3410, Sunset-avenue and Beverly, told me that if she could fix up the movie end with Metro-Goldwyn she intended to write a book about it which would stir the world.

Boy, she said to me, it will be a scorcher!

And there the matter rests.



Such are the facts. As to what is to be done about it I confess I am a little vague. I can only recommend author-fanciers to exercise from now on incessant vigilance. When you take your pet for a walk, keep an eye on him. If he goes sniffing after strange men, whistle him back.

And remember that the spring is the dangerous time. In the spring authors get restless and start dreaming about bathing-parties. It is easy to detect the symptoms. The moment yours begins muttering about the Golden West and Gods Sunshine and Out There Beyond the Stifling City put sulphur in his absinthe and lock him up in the kitchenette.


LITERATURE AND THE ARTS


1. TO THE EDITOR — SIR...
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SUCCESS COMES TO a writer, as a rule, so gradually that it is always something of a shock to him to look back and realize the heights to which he has climbed. I know this was so in my own case. Editors today jump at my work and people have been saying nice things about it for years, but it never occurred to me that I was anywhere near the head of my profession till the other morning when Mother Of Five (Peckham) met me in the club and, pointing to a letter of mine in the Daily Mirror on Friendship And The Modern Girl, said there wasnt another man in England who could have done it. He exaggerated, of course, but it did bring home to me how far I had climbed since that distant summer when, an eager lad in my teens, I first came to London and started trying to contribute to the Correspondence Columns of the daily papers.

It gives me a curious feeling, half proud, half wistful, to think of those days of struggle, when it seemed so impossible that I should ever find an editor who believed in me. How I used to envy the men who had arrived - Paterfamilias, Disgusted Liberal, and the rest of them. Giants they seemed to me then. I can still recall the thrill that choked me when dear old Two Working-Girls (Brondesbury) gave me my first word of encouragement.

Stick to it! he said, wagging his grey beard. (I had been showing him some of my rejected work.) You have the fire, the enthusiasm. All you need is to persevere. For never forget, my boy, that there is no royal road to success. I was six years getting my first letter printed, and even then they cut it down to three lines.

And he drained his mug of beer and went on with what he was writing. It was, I recollect, that noble passage which begins:

To the Editor, Daily Express.

Sir, -

A curious fact which few have realized in connexion with the Albert Hall...

You know it, of course. It is in the collected edition of his works. Many good critics consider that he never did anything finer.

We are a proud guild, we writers of letters to the papers. We hold our heads high and are a little apt to look down on other forms of authorship. Nor, I think, without reason. I always remember Indignant Householder uttering a dictum which crystallizes our attitude. Novelists, he said, are merely those who have failed as contributors to the Correspondence Column. What he meant was that every author really wants to have letters printed in the papers. Unable to make the grade, he drops down a rung of the ladder and writes novels.

To test the truth of this, ask the man who has done both. Ask Galsworthy, for instance, what it felt like to see the Forsyte Saga in print. He yawns. But just mention that you were reading that letter of his in the Sussex Farmers Intelligencer (with which is incorporated The Wheat-Growers Gazette and East Grinstead Mangold-wurzef) about the disgraceful condition of the footpath leading to the Baptist Chapel, and watch his face light up. The truth is that a novel, after all, is rather a commercial sort of affair. A letter to the papers is Art for Arts sake.

If I were giving advice to a youngster trying to make good in this most exacting of all branches of literature, I would say: Write plainly on one side of the paper only. Condense your ideas. Be prepared for rebuffs. And, finally, do not try to run before you can walk. In other words, start - as we all have started - with the cuckoo.

Nobody knows why, but editors have a weak spot for cuckoos, and any one who hears the first one is pretty sure of an entree to their columns. The only trouble is that what is known in my profession as cuckoo-work is not so simple as it looks. It calls for the most precise timing. If you dont get your letter in early enough, some rival forestalls you, and there is, oddly enough, no market whatever for the second man who hears the cuckoo. On the other hand, if you get it in too early, it becomes merely silly. I mean, it is no use writing to the Daily Mail on January the First and saying Sir, - A very happy and prosperous New Year to you and all your readers. In this connexion, it may be of interest that at 11.45 last night I distinctly heard the cuckoo... The editor simply laughs, and not a nice laugh, either.

Still, the only thing is to keep trying, and I say once more, Start with the cuckoo. And be careful that it is a cuckoo. D. B. Wyndham Lewis has told us that he once wrote to his daily paper saying that he had heard the first chaffinch, and the letter was suppressed because it clashed with certain powerful vested interests.

Another piece of advice I would give is this. Watch yourself closely. Take care that the letter-writing urge does not grow upon you till it becomes a vice. You may say you can take it or leave it alone, but can you? Be very sure that you are not like the tiger-cub who, in its infancy satisfied with bananas, is a changed animal the moment it has tasted blood and swallowed its first coolie. In my own case, I am sorry to say, my character has deteriorated very noticeably as the result of my life work. As a young man, I was mild and unassuming. Today, I want to spend the whole of my time putting everybody right. I cannot see the simplest statement in print without seizing pen and paper and contradicting it - often with the greatest acerbity - in a letter beginning Sir, - In your yesterdays issue you made the astounding assertion that...

And in saying that I have given myself away. I have revealed that I am one of those letter-writers who require a peg on which to hang their efforts. In other words, successful though I am, I am not really one of the big men. I have never got quite to the top. The noblest writers of letters to the daily papers are those who burst forth spontaneously, like a lark breaking into song.



Sir, -

I wonder how many of your readers are aware that an excellent lotion for the hair may be made of crushed prunes and salad-oil...

or 

Sir, -

My mother, who was the seventh daughter of a seventh daughter, married my father, who was the seventh son of a seventh son, in 1877. I am their seventh child, and was born on the seventh of July at seven in the morning. I am forty-seven round the waist and have seven Siamese cats...

Practically all a lesser man can do when he comes across this sort of thing is to bow his head and say Hail to thee, blithe spirit! and let it go at that.

Another proof that I am not one of the real top-notchers, like Amazed and Old-Fashioned (to name but two), is that I have written this - out of lust for gold - as an article. As it is an article, I shall get paid for it. But Amazed would not have been swayed by a consideration like that. Nor would Old-Fashioned, nor Late Colonel, R.E. They would have put a Sir in front of it, and sent it to one of the daily papers as a letter.


2. MY GENTLE READERS
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I HAVE OFTEN felt a little sorry for writers like Cicero or Diogenes Laertius, or, for the matter of that, Pliny the Elder, who operated in the days before the post office came into existence. They could never tell for certain when they had pushed their stuff across and made a solid hit with the great public. For, as everybody knows, an authors success can be estimated by the number of letters he receives from readers. It is the acid test.

Pliny, of course, had a few old school friends who thought he was a wonder - or, at any rate, told him so when they had made quite sure that he was going to pay for the last round of Falernian wine; and sometimes a kindly Senator would pat Cicero on the shoulder in the Campus Martius and say, Stick at it, boy. Youre doing fine! But, looking at the thing in a broad way, they were simply working in the dark, and it must have been discouraging for them.

There is no point on which your modern author is more touchy than this business of testimonials from the public. You will see Galsworthy stroll up to Kipling in the club and yawn with an ill-assumed carelessness.

You dont happen to know of a good secretary, do you, Rud? he says. I have been caught short, confound it. Mine has just got typists cramp, answering letters from admirers of my books, and more pouring in by every post.

John, says Kipling, you know me. If I could help you, I would do it like a shot. But Im in just the same fix myself. Both my secretaries collapsed this morning and are in hospital with icepacks on their heads. Ive never known the fan-mail heavier.

Look here, says Galsworthy, abruptly, how many fan-letters did you get last week?

How many did you? says Kipling.

I asked you first, says Galsworthy, and they parted on bad terms.

And, over in a corner, Hugh Walpole rising and walking away in a marked manner from H. G. Wells.

As far as I, personally, am concerned, if I am to submit to this test, I should describe myself as a sort of fair-to-medium - not, on the one hand, a definite wham, and yet not, on the other, a total bust. Something about halfway in between. The books which I write seem to appeal to a rather specialized public. Invalids like me. So do convicts. And I am all right with the dog-stealers. As regards Obuasie, I am not so sure.

From Obuasie (wherever that is) there arrived a short while ago the following letter, rather flatteringly addressed to P. G. Wodehouse, England:



Dear Sir, -

I have heard your name and address highly have been recommended to me by a certain friend of mine that you are the best merchant in your city London. So I want you to send me one of your best catalogue and I am ready to deal with you until I shall go into the grave.

Soon as possible send me early.

I remain, 

Yours very good trully.



Now, it is difficult to know just what to make of a letter like that. At first glance, of course, it would seem as if the old boy had clicked in Obuasie on rather an impressive scale. But there is also the possibility that some mistake or confusion has arisen. If I get my publishers to flood Obuasie with my books, will they command a ready sale, or is Obuasie under the impression that I deal in something quite different from veritable masterpieces of absorbing fiction? Misunderstandings so easily occur at a distance. You remember the story of the traveller in cement docks, who would often rush halfway across the world on hearing that there was a demand for his wares in Pernambuco or Spitzbergen, only to discover, after he had dragged his bag of samples all that weary way, that what the natives really wanted was not docks but socks.

Better, perhaps, then, for the moment, to give Obuasie a miss and stick to the invalids and convicts who, with the dog-stealers, surely make up a public quite large enough for any author who is not utterly obsessed by the lust for gold.

My popularity with invalids puts me in something of a quandary. Naturally, I like my stories to be read as widely as possible; but, kind-hearted by nature, I do not feel altogether happy when I think that some form of wasting sickness is an essential preliminary to their perusal. And such seems to be the case.

I can understand it, of course. You know how it is. When you are fit and strong and full of yeast and all that sort of thing, you go about with your chin up and your chest out, without a single morbid tendency. I feel great, you say, so why should I deliberately take the sunshine out of life by reading Wodehouse? And you dont.

So far, so good. But comes a day when the temperature begins to mount, the tonsils to ache, and dark spots to float before the eyes. Then, somehow or other, you find one of my books by your bedside, and a week later you are writing me to the following effect:



Dear Sir, -

I have never read anything of yours before, as I have always enjoyed robust health from a boy. But recently, owing to drinking unfiltered water, I became covered with pink spots and my brain-power was temporarily affected. A friend lent me your latest story, and I read it with great enjoyment. Kindly send me your photograph and autographed copies of all your other books.

Thanking you in anticipation, I remain, 

Yours truly.



You see the dilemma this places me in? On the one hand, I am rejoiced that the sufferer is now convalescent. On the other, I feel that until he contracts some other ailment I have lost a reader. If you want to see a mind in a ferment of doubt and indecision, take a look at mine when the papers announce that another epidemic has broken out and hundreds collapsing daily.

But, you will say, why bother about the invalids if the heart of the dog-stealers remains sound? And here I am faced by a somewhat embarrassing confession. When I said I was read by dog-stealers I was swanking. It is not dog-stealers who enjoy my work, but a (one) solitary dog-stealer, and - a galling thought - a rotten dog-stealer, at that, for he specifically admits to having been arrested. And, further, his motives in writing to me are mixed. It was not simply a clean, flame-like admiration for a great artist that caused him to take pen in hand, but also a desire to know whether I would give him a sum of money sufficient to enable him to start a street bookmakers business. In fact, the more I think over this letter, the less confident do I feel that the man is going to be anything in the nature of a steady income to me down the long years.

One has got to face facts. The way I figure it out is that in order to buy my books he is obliged to steal dogs, and in order to steal dogs in anything like the necessary quantity he will have to develop considerably more skill than he possesses at present. As a commercial proposition, therefore, I can only write him down as shaky. He might have a good year, when the dogs came briskly in and he felt himself in a position not only to buy his own copy but to send others as birthday presents to his friends. But the chances are far greater that his bungling methods will lead to another arrest, and what use will he be to me, shut off from the book-stores just at the moment when my new novel needs support to make it go?

For he is a London dog-stealer, and in English prisons they tend to give the inmate nothing to read but things like the first volume of Waverley and Marvels of Pond Life. My convict public is entirely American. I have had so many letters recently from American penitentiaries that I am beginning to think that the American criminal must look on one or more of my works as an essential part of his kit.

I seem to see the burglars mother sending him off for the night shift.

Another cup of cocoa, Clarence?

No, thank you, mother. I must be off.

Yes, it is getting late. Are you well wrapped up?

Yes, mother.

Wearing your warm underclothing?

Yes, mother.

Have you everything you need? Revolver? Brass knucks? Oxy-acetylene blow-pipe? Wodehouse novel? Black jack? Skeleton keys? Mask?

Yes, mother.

Then Heaven speed you, boy, and always remember what your dear father used to say: Tread lightly, read your Wodehouse, and dont fire till you see the whites of their eyes.

There was a gunman in Chicago last year who, in a fit of preoccupation caused by business worries, imprudently took with him by mistake a copy of Harold Bell Wright. The shock of discovering his blunder, when he opened the volume to go on with Chapter Eleven, so unnerved him that he missed the policeman at three yards and was expelled from his gang in disgrace. He was formally stripped of his machine-gun at the next general meeting, and is now a soda-jerker in a small town in Kansas.

You cannot be too careful if you wish to succeed in a difficult and overcrowded profession.

Yes, I go like a breeze in the prisons of America: and, as I say, I am much read by those whose minds have been temporarily unhinged by physical suffering. And yet, at the risk of seeming ungracious, I must own that I am not entirely satisfied. Apart from the uncomfortable thought that the study of my books may be a part of an American prison-sentence, I cannot restrain a wistful yearning for a few readers of sound health who do not belong to the criminal classes. It is nice, of course, to be looked on as a valuable counter-irritant in cases of mumps, measles, or tertiary fever. And it is pleasant to feel that the tedium of drilling a safe has been mitigated for many a conscientious workman by an occasional glance at a story of mine.

Nevertheless, I do have this yearning: and it would be a great pleasure to me if I could somehow manage to interest a few blameless and robust persons in my books.

I thought I had found one the other day. She sat next to me at dinner, one of those delightful, intelligent old ladies from whom the years have not taken their keenness of mind and their ability to spot a good man when they see one.

This is a great moment for me, she said. I cant tell you how proud I am. I think I have read everything you have ever written. I looked at her closely. Her features were not worn with suffering. If there had been an Old Ladies Marathon event at the Olympic Games, I would have expected to see her win it in a canter.

Had much sickness in your family lately? I asked, to make sure.

None, she said. We are an extraordinarily healthy family. We all love your books. My eldest son reads nothing else. He is in America now.

This sounded suspicious.

Joliet? I said. Or Sing-Sing?

He is at the Embassy in Washington.

Has he been pretty fit lately?

He is never ill.

And he reads my books?

Every one of them. And so do my grandsons. The table in their room is piled with them. And when I go home tonight, she added, and tell them that I have actually been sitting at dinner next to Edgar Wallace, I dont know what they will say!


3. THRILLERS
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IT IS AN odd fact, frequently commented upon by thoughtful observers, that most of the great plagues in history have crept upon the world insidiously and without warning. Nobody notices that anything in particular is happening until one day the populace wakes up to find the trouble full-blown in its midst.

In the Middle Ages, for instance, everything was perfectly peaceful and normal - knights jousting, swineherds herding swine, landowners busy with soc and seisin and all that sort of thing - when one morning - on a Tuesday it was, six weeks come Lammas Eve - a varlet, strolling along the road between Southampton and Winchester (where the filling-station is now), encountered a malapert knave and fell into conversation with him after the sociable habit of those days.

How now? quoth the varlet.

Ye same to you, said the knave, courteously.

After which, as usually happens when two sons of the soil get together for a chat, there was a pause of about twenty minutes. At the end of this period the varlet spoke.

In my village there has chanced a happening, he said, which hath caused much marvel. Rummy, is ye general verdict. Old Bill of ye Mill suddenly turned black yesterday.

Black? said the knave, wondering.

Black is right.

Well, by St James of Compostella, if that doth not beat ye band! exclaimed the knave. Down where I live, George ye Cowherd hath turned black, too.

Thou dost not say!

Of a verity I do say.

What can have caused this? cried the varlet.

I could not tell thee, said the knave. I am a stranger in these parts myself.

And a week later the Black Death was all over the country, and a man who did not look like Al Jolson singing Sonny Boy could scarcely be found anywhere.

In much the same way, quietly and, as it were, surreptitiously, the present flood of Mystery Thrillers has engulfed the British Isles. Only a short while ago the evil appeared merely sporadic. Now we are up to our necks in the things, and more coming all the time. There seems to be some virus in the human system just now which causes the best of writers to turn out thrillers. This would not matter so much, only, unfortunately, it causes the worst of writers to turn them out, too.

The result is that this royal throne of kings, this sceptred isle, this earth of majesty, this seat of Mars, this other Eden, demi-Paradise, this fortress built by Nature for herself against infection and the hand of war, this happy breed of men, this little world, this precious stone set in the silver sea, which serves it in the office of a wall or as the moat defensive of a house... well, to cut a long story short, England... has degenerated into an asylum full of patients reading each others mystery stories. And ninety-nine out of every hundred a dud.

A disquieting thought.

And the worst of it is that ninety-six out of every hundred contain a heroine and a love-story.

* * *

Who ever first got the idea that any one wants a beastly girl messing about and getting in the way when the automatics are popping I am at a loss to imagine. Nobody has a greater respect than myself for girls in their proper place - in the paddock at Ascot, fine: at Lords during the luncheon interval of the Eton and Harrow match, capital: if I went to a night-club and found no girls there, I should be the first to complain: but what I do say is that they have no business in Lascar Joes Underground Den at Limehouse on a busy evening. Apart from anything else, Woman seems to me to lose her queenly dignity when she is being shoved into cupboards with a bag over her head. And, if there is one thing certain, it is that sooner or later something of that sort will be happening to the heroine of a thriller.

For, though beautiful, with large grey eyes and hair the colour of ripe corn, the heroine of the thriller is almost never a very intelligent girl. Indeed, it would scarcely be overstating it to say that her mentality is that of a cockroach - and not an ordinary cockroach, at that, but one which has been dropped on its head as a baby. She may have escaped death a dozen times. She may know perfectly well that the notorious Blackbird Gang is after her to secure the papers. The police may have warned her on no account to stir outside her house. But when a messenger calls at half-past two in the morning with an unsigned note saying Come at once, she just snatches at her hat and goes. The messenger is a one-eyed Chinaman with a pock-marked face and an evil grin, so she trusts him immediately and, having accompanied him to the closed car with steel shutters over the windows, bowls off in it to the ruined cottage in the swamp. And when the hero, at great risk and inconvenience to himself, comes to rescue her, she will have nothing to do with him because she has been told by a mulatto with half a nose that it was he who murdered her brother Jim.

This girl must go. We readers demand it. We know the publishers want a female in the story so that they can put her on the jacket with her hands clasped and a wild look of agony in her eyes, but nevertheless we stick to it that she must go. Better a jacket with only a masked man pushing a paper-knife into a millionaire in his library than this continued poisoning of sensational fiction with imbeciles like Myrtle or Gladys or Elaine or whatever her name may be.

What we all liked so much about Sherlock Holmes was his correct attitude in this matter of girls in mystery stories. True, he would sometimes permit them to call at Baker Street and tell him about the odd behaviour of their uncles or step-fathers... in a pinch he might even allow them to marry Watson... but once the story was under way they had to retire into the background and stay there. That was the spirit, and we want a little more of it nowadays.

The obvious person, of course, to rid us of these pests is the villain, and in fairness to a willing worker it cannot be denied that he does his best. He has the zeal, the enthusiasm - every quality, you would say, which is required for the task. And yet, for one reason or another, he always fails. Even when he has got the girl chained up in the cellar under the wharf with the water pouring through the grating we never in our hearts really expect the happy ending. Experience has taught us that we cannot rely on this man. He has let us down too often, and forfeited our confidence. We know him for what he is, a broken reed.

Broadly speaking, the trouble with every villain of a thriller is that he suffers from a fatal excess of ingenuity. When he was a boy, his parents must thoughtlessly have told him that he was clever, and it has absolutely spoiled him for effective work.

The ordinary man, when circumstances compel him to murder a female acquaintance, borrows a revolver and a few cartridges and does the thing in some odd five minutes of the day when he is not at the office or the pictures. He does not bother about art or technique or scientific methods. He just goes and does it.

But the villain cannot understand simplicity. A hundred times he manoeuvres the girl into a position where one good dig with a knife or a carefully directed pistol-shot would produce the happiest results, and then, poor ass, he goes and ruins it all by being too clever. It never occurs to him just to point a pistol at the heroine and fire it. If you told him the thing could be done that way, he would suspect you of pulling his leg. The only method he can imagine is to tie her in a chair, erect a tripod, place the revolver on it, tie a string to the trigger, pass the string along the walls till it rests on a hook, attach another string to it, pass this over a hook, tie a brick to the end of the second string and light a candle under it. He has got the thing reasoned out. The candle will burn the second string, the brick will fall, the weight will tighten the first string, thus pulling the trigger, and there you are.

Then somebody comes along and blows the candle out, and all the weary work to do over again.

Still, I suppose it is no use being angry with the poor fellows. They are doing their best according to their lights. It is simply that they are trying to tackle a highly specialized job without the requisite training. What the villain needs is to forget all he thinks he knows and go right back to the beginning and start learning the business from the bottom up. He requires careful schooling. And this is what he ought to be given at once if thrillers are to be purged of heroines.

The keynote of the curriculum of this School for Villains would be the inculcation of simplicity and directness. The pupil would receive at first what one might call a kindergarten education. For the greater part of his opening term he would confine himself to swatting flies. From this he would work up through the animal kingdom in easy stages till eventually he arrived at heroines. By the time he had taken his degree, the Myrtles and Gladyses would be climbing trees and pulling them up after them to avoid the man, for by then he would be really dangerous.

The great difficulty, of course, would be to restrain and hold in check that infernal ingenuity of his. The average villains natural impulse, if called upon to kill a fly, would be to saw away the supports of the floor, tie a string across the doorway, and then send the fly an anonymous letter urging it to come at once in order to hear of something to its advantage. The idea being that it would hurry to the room, trip over the string, fall on the floor, tumble into the depths, and break its neck.

That, to the villains mind, is not merely the simplest, it is the only way of killing flies. And the hardest task facing his form-master would be to persuade him that excellent results may be obtained through the medium of a rolled-up Daily Mail gripped by the Football Coupon.

The maddening thing is that it is only when dealing with the heroine that he is so beastly clever. With anybody of his own sex he can be as straightforward as a medieval headsman. Give him a baronet and he will stick a knife in his back without a second thought. But the moment he finds himself up against a heroine he seems to go all to pieces, and we get all this stuff of suspending snakes from the chandelier and fooling about with bombs which can only be exploded by means of a gramophone record with an A in alt on it.

I have known a villain to sit the heroine on a keg of gunpowder and expect it to be struck by lightning. You cant run a business that way.

What these men have got to learn is that the best way of disposing of a girl with hair the colour of ripe corn is to hit that hair as hard as possible with a bit of gas-pipe. Buying tarantulas to put in her vanity-bag or little-known Asiatic poisons with which to smear her lipstick do no good whatever and only add to the overhead.

Let them master this fundamental truth, and then we shall see what we shall see.



But even supposing that one day we succeed in ridding mystery fiction of the heroine, can we say sincerely that the Millennium will have arrived? I think not. Even without a feminine interest your average thriller-writer can turn out a pretty painful product.

Of course, there are exceptions. Dorothy Sayers is good. So is Anthony Berkeley. So is Philip Macdonald. So are H. C. Bailey and Agatha Christie. Oppenheim is still the Old Reliable. And nine hundred of every thousand of Edgar Wallaces are worth the seven-and-sixpence every time. But the others...

It does not seem to occur to the ordinary man how hard it is to do this sort of thing well, nor does he appear to realize that unless it is done well the result is ghastly. If I had a son who was thinking of writing thrillers - and if I had a son of penholding age that is certainly what he would be doing nowadays - I should take him aside and try to point out some of the drawbacks to this form of authorship.

James (or John), I should say, think well! There is still time to turn aside and write about unhappy marriages and the promiscuous amours of the Intelligentsia. But you have thought it all out, you say? You are resolved to try a mystery story? Then, Edward, the moment has come when you must learn the facts of life. I must tell you that there is a snag in this mystery-story business, and a bad snag. Over every mystery story there broods the shadow of a yawning reader saying What of it?. You inform this reader that Sir Gregory Bulstrode has been murdered in his library. Oh, yes? is his reply, and his manner is indifferent and even bored. He has known so many libraries, you see - such hundreds and hundreds of libraries, and all with corpses in them... thin corpses, stout corpses, medium-sized corpses. He has grown to expect corpses in libraries.

A little discouraged, you add that all the doors and windows were locked.

They always are, he says.

And suspicion points to at least half a dozen people.

Oh, well, he mumbles, dozing off, it turns out in the end that one of them did it, I suppose?

That is the trouble. For the mystery-novel Suspicion Handicap, the field is so limited. The reader knows it wasnt the hero or heroine who did the murder. He is practically sure it couldnt have been Reggie Banks, because he is a comic character and any vestige of humour in any character in a mystery story automatically rules him out as a potential criminal. It cant have been Uncle Joe, because he is explicitly stated to be kind to dogs. And he naturally rules out all hysterical governesses and brooding butlers, because their behaviour throughout has been so suspicious as to clear them from the start.

So he assumes it must have been some totally uninteresting minor character who hardly ever appears and who is disclosed in the last chapter as the son of the inventor whom the murdered man swindled forty years ago. At any rate, he knows quite well its one of them.

If I were writing a mystery story, I would go boldly out for the big sensation. I would not have the crime committed by anybody in the book at all. Here are the last few paragraphs of a little thing I have been turning over in my mind against the time when I myself fall a victim to the epidemic.

You say, Jerningham, I gasped, that you have solved this inscrutable problem? You really know who it was that put the puncture in Sir Ralph?

Travers Jerningham nodded curtly. I was astonished to see that he displayed none of the satisfaction which one would naturally have expected. There was a cloud on his forehead and his thin mouth had drawn itself into a tight line.

I do, he said.

But you seem gloomy, Jerningham - moody, why is this?

Because it is impossible to bring the criminals to justice.

Criminals? Was there, then, more than one?

There were two. Two of the blackest-hearted menaces to Society that ever clutched a knife-handle. One held Sir Ralph down, the other did the stabbing.

But if you are so sure of this, how is it that you cannot give the scoundrels their just deserts?

Travers Jerningham laughed a bitter laugh.

Because, my dear fellow, they arent in the book at all. The fiends were too cunning to let themselves get beyond the title page. The murderers of Sir Ralph Rackstraw were Messrs Hodder and Stoughton.

THE END

That would be something like a punch. But the next thing that would happen would be the usual flood of imitations. Somebody would write a thriller in which the crime was traced to Otis and Googe, Bespoke Printers, London, Harringay and Glasgow: and then somebody else would hit on the authors best friend, J. B. Stokes, without whose never-failing sympathy and encouragement this book would not have been written: and so on and so on. You cannot copyright an idea, and times have become so hard for thriller-writers that they are after any possible new murderer like a pack of wolves.

You see, the supply of murderers is giving out. They have all been used so often. You cannot even be sure of the detectives friend flow. Ever since Agatha Christies Roger Ackroyd we keep a very sharp eye on that friend. It is very lucky for Doctor Watson that he belonged to the pre-Christie era.

It will be noted that in the above I have stuck to what I might call the Gents Ordinary or Stock-size detective. Travers Jerningham will be just one more of those curt, hawk-faced amateur investigators. It is not merely that I cannot be bothered to vary the type; I feel that, if you are going to have an amateur investigator, this even now is still the best sort to employ. Try to deviate from the type, and you only find yourself in trouble.

There are three alternatives:

(a) The Dry; (b) The Dull; (c) The Effervescent; and I am not very fond of any of them.

The Dry detective is elderly. He wears pince-nez and a funny hat and is apt to cough primly. He is fussy and old-maidish. Of course, get him in a corner and he suddenly produces a punch like a prize-fighter; but out of his corner he is rather a bore.

Not such a bore, of course, as the Dull detective. This is the one who unmasks the criminals by means of his special knowledge of toxics and things and gets on the villains track owing to the discovery that the latter is definitely brachiocephalic. Avoid this man.

The Effervescent detective is rather a new invention. He is a bright young fellow of independent means whose hobby is the solution of problems. They like him at Scotland Yard, and he chaffs them. Sometimes Inspector Faraday is a little inclined to shake his head at the young mans suggestions, but he is the first to admit that Tony Dalrymple has an uncanny knack of being right.

And the dear chap is so flippant with it all. None of that Holmes, who has done this fearful thing? stuff about him. Violence to the person cannot damp Tonys spirits, provided it is to some other person. Viewing the body brings out all that is gayest and sprightliest in him.

So this is the jolly old corpse, is it, Inspector? Well, well, well! Bean bashed in and a bit of no-good done to the merry old jugular, what? Tut, tut, mother wont like this at all. Youre on to the fact that the merchant who messed this cove up was left-handed and parted his hair in the middle, of course? And a good job he made of it, didnt he?

Not a frightfully attractive young man. But spreading, I regret to say. You meet him everywhere nowadays.

The best detectives - Edgar Wallaces - are always Scotland Yard men. To a public surfeited with brilliant amateurs there is something very restful about the man from Scotland Yard. He has a background. You can believe in him. If I found it impossible to head my son off from writing mystery stories, I should certainly advise him to give his heroes an official standing. Then he would have the Record and Finger-Print Department at his back, and if he wanted to stop the villain leaving London could tell off three thousand policemen to watch the roads.

It is true that the villain would get through just the same, but you cant say it isnt nice to have the sympathy and moral support of three thousand policemen.

I have got James - or John, as the case may be - pretty clear, then, on the detective end of the job. He has now to face a far more serious problem. What of the villain?

Villains in mystery stories may be divided broadly into three classes - all silly:

(a) Sinister men from China or Assam or Java or India or Tibet (or practically anywhere except Ponders End and Peebles), who are on the track of the jewel stolen from the temple.

(b) Men with a grudge which has lasted as fresh as ever for thirty years.

(c) Master Criminals.

With regard to (a), I should advise James to try almost anything else first. I rather fancy that sinister jewel-trackers have about reached saturation-point. Besides, what I might call the villain-supplying nationalities have grown so absurdly touchy these days. Make your murderer a Chinaman now, and within a week of your storys appearance letters are pouring into the publishers office, signed Disgusted Coolie and Mother of Five (Hankow), protesting against the unfair libel. Go elsewhere and you run up against Paterfamilias (Java) and Fair-Play (Tibet). It is not worth it.

And yet the idea of falling back on (b) is not agreeable. The age in which we live is so practical, so matter-of-fact. We are no longer able to believe as readily as our fathers did in the man who cherishes a grudge for a quarter of a century. It was all very well in the old days, when there were fewer distractions, but what with Golf and Tennis and Cross-word Puzzles and the Flat-Race Season and the Jumping Season, and looking after the car and airing the dog and having to learn how to score at Contract Bridge, it seems simply incredible that a man should be able to keep his mind on some unpleasantness which happened in the early spring of 1904.

Which brings us to the last class, Master Criminals.

The psychology of the Master Criminal is a thing I have never been able to understand. I can follow the reasoning of the man who, wishing to put by something for a rainy day, poisons an uncle, shoots a couple of cousins, and forges a will. That is business. It is based on sound commercial principles. But the Master Criminal is simply a ditherer. He does not need money. He has got the stuff. What with the Delaney Emeralds and the Stuyvesant Pearls and the Montresor Holbein and the bearer bonds he stole from the Bank, he must have salted away well over a million. Then what on earth does he want to go on for? Why not retire?

But do you think you could drive that into a Master Criminals head? Not in a million years. I have just been reading the latest story about one of these poor half-wits. This one, in order to go on being a Master Criminal, was obliged to live in a broken-down cellar on a smelly wharf on the river, posing as a lodging-house keeper. All he did with his time was chop wood in the backyard. And at a conservative estimate, after paying salaries to his staff of one-eyed Chinamen, pock-marked Mexicans, and knife-throwing deaf-mutes, he must have been worth between two and three million pounds.

He could have had a yacht, a fleet of motor-cars, a house in Grosvenor Square, a nice place in the country, a bit of shooting in Scotland, a few miles of fishing on some good river, a villa on the Riviera, and a racing-stable. He could have run a paper, revived British opera, and put on Shakespeare at popular prices. But no, he preferred to go on living in his riverside cellar, which was flooded every time there was a high tide, simply because he wanted to be a Master Criminal.

One scarcely knows whether to laugh or weep.

I remember one Master Criminal, just as rich as this man, who set his whole organization at work for weeks digging a tunnel into a bank. And what do you think he got out of it? Twelve thousand pounds. Not guineas. Pounds.

Twelve thousand pounds! Can you beat it? Just about what I am paid for writing this article.

Perhaps, on the whole, then, James, you had better avoid all three of the types of villain which I have mentioned and stick to the Fiend in Human Shape. This variety has the enormous advantage that he has not got to be made plausible. He is a homicidal lunatic, and as such can get away with anything. To the man with the thirty-year-old grudge we say, But, my dear fellow, consider. If you stick that knife into Sir George, what of the future? What will you do in the long winter evenings with no dream of vengeance to nurse? To the Master Criminal we point out that he is giving himself a lot of trouble to add to an income which is already absurdly large. He cannot like having to put on false whiskers and stand outside the heros bedroom on a chilly night, pumping poison-gas through it, or enjoy climbing up a slippery roof to drop cobras down the chimney. But the Fiend in Human Shape we merely pat encouragingly on the back and speed on his way with a cheery Good luck, Fiend, old man! Go as far as you like!

And he gnashes his teeth amiably and snaps into it with an animal snarl.


ROUND AND ABOUT THE THEATRE


1. FAIR PLAY FOR AUDIENCES
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IN AN AGE full, like the present, of Moot Questions - some mooter than others, others possibly a shade less moot than some - perhaps the mootest question of any is: Why has nobody ever taken steps to secure Justice and Fair Play for Theatre Audiences? We have societies for the prevention of cruelty to children, to animals, to everything else you can think of, but none for the prevention of cruelty to the people who pay money to see plays.

And it is no use, Mr Everyman, trying to dodge the question by saying that people who are foolish enough to pay money to see the sort of plays that are put on nowadays deserve to suffer. That is not the point. Theatre audiences may not be the brightest people in the world, but they are people. They are human. They are - practically - Gods creatures. And something has got to be done about them.

I have been reading an article by an actress which puts the case for this downtrodden class excellently.

To an unjaundiced eye, she says, an audience is a nightly miracle. Amiability is a matter of health, and think what an unhealthy life an audience leads. Always indoors, always with indigestion after a hurried meal, and always suffering from cold feet. Cooped up in a chair, and forbidden to argue or snore or groan or cry for help. And all it has to look forward to, besides the end of the play, is walking home. Yet there it sits, night after night, watching politely, even bending forward sometimes with a look of eager interest. And never answering back.

There you have the thing in a nutshell. It leaves out all the minor tribulations of these poor peons, such as the hurrying from the dinner-table to the theatre at the advertised time for the rise of the curtain and the long, restful wait of twenty-five minutes till the curtain actually rises. It does not touch on the odd fact that theatre-architects seem to imagine that the human race is a race of midgets without legs, and construct their seats accordingly. But it does speak a much-needed word for a persecuted and suffering class of the community, and one hopes that in future critics who are contemplating attacks on the audience will restrain themselves.

Attacks? Oh yes, there have been attacks. Only the other day the vaudeville critic of an American theatrical paper was saying all sorts of nasty things.

Usually, where the critics are concerned, the audience gets off pretty lightly. Critics as a class confine themselves to rending the play and the performers. Occasionally one of them, after savaging a piece and jumping on it with both feet and generally proclaiming its unfitness to be considered part of the scheme of things, will add a scornfully pitying fine to the effect that The audience, however, seemed to be pleased. He may feel tempted to add poor fools, but he resists the temptation.

This particular vaudeville critic, however, was made of sterner stuff.

Business, he begins, on Wednesday evening was big, and an audience which was mentally unequal to the quality of vaudeville which it had paid to see was as satisfied as that kind of an audience knows how to be.

He then proceeds to details.

Beulah Bellamy was never better in her life. Her songs went right over the heads of the flat-heads out in front, but even a deaf-and-dumb bricklayer with one good eye couldnt help liking her. And, later in the outburst, in connexion with a cross-talk turn: The dialogue was witty, but just because these men did not hand it out to the bone-heads in front with a thick syrup of low comedy, the sad-eyed kitchen-mechanics failed to rise to the bait. After that, he does not say a single derogatory thing about the audience. He seems to consider that he has spoken his mind.

It is to be hoped that other critics will not follow his lead and make this method of writing the fashion. Apart from the inhumanity of it, it is so easily capable of development, and the step from attacking audiences in the mass to singling out individuals for censure is so short.

I should hate to read in my morning paper, after visiting a theatre, that James Gaggers new number is a winner and took three encores, failing, however, to get a murmur out of a bald-headed, spectacled plug-ugly who sat on our left and badly needed a shave and brush-up. We were sufficiently interested to make inquiries and ascertained the identity of this goggle-eyed misfit. The name is Wodehouse, initials P. G., and, as he is well known to the police, any constable will direct you to his residence, should you wish to burn it down. If you meet him in the street, kick him. He ought not to be at large.

Going to the theatre would become in these circumstances even more of a risk than it is at present.

For it is a risk, and of the deadliest kind. And that is why it is wrong to say unkind things about audiences. The man who goes to see a play may be half-witted, but he is a sportsman and should be entitled to consideration as such.

What it amounts to is that he has betted - blindly - good money that he will not be bored. If he loses his bet, as he generally does, it is very decent of him merely to sit still and say nothing. If he were not a very fine fellow, he would make a demonstration of some kind. He would ring up the manager late at night and tell him the show was awful and that his money had been obtained under false pretences. Or he would tear up the seats or something. But being a sportsman, he just pockets his loss in silence.

When you consider what audiences are called upon to go through, their sunny patience is marvellous. They are tricked and bullied into the theatre. Day after day they are shouted at in the advertisement columns of the Press and assured that they are taking no risk in putting down their money. It is implied that if they hold back they ought to be ashamed of themselves and will spend a lifetime of regret when it is too late. And finally they give in, only to discover that they have been fooled again.

Yes, these things are going on in our very midst unchecked, without protest. It is the sort of evil John Galsworthy ought to write a scorcher about, and the extraordinary thing is that he has not yet done so.

What is at the root of the audiences unfortunate position is the old business of Taxation Without Representation. That is to say, the management of the theatre takes the audiences money but wont allow it a voice in the subsequent proceedings.

This is particularly noticeable in musical comedy. In every musical comedy nowadays there is a Big Number. It is big purely because the management has decided that it is big. Well scrape along somehow to the middle of Act Two, says the management - I have not tried to convey the actual sound of the managements words, because I am not good at dialect, but the Well should of course be Vell... Very well then, where was I? Ah yes.

Vell thscrape along somehow to the middle of Act Two, says the management, and then vell knock em cold vit our big number, Vill you vait for me in the moonlight?

The thing is a deliberate plot. The dance-director is instructed to think up a lot of different business for first encore, second encore, third encore, and so on. The chorus is drilled to the last smile. Old Bill in the flies is told just when to switch on ambers and blues. And then the number comes on.

Well, the audience listens, sniffs at it, turns it over with its paws, and then leans back so as to intimate that that in its opinion is that, and now lets get on with the story and see what happens when the hero meets the adventuress again.

But does the management let it go at that and permit bygones to be bygones? Not by any means. This is the big number, and its going to be the big number, even if everybody out in front dies where he sits. What does the audience think they brought the dance-director over from America for and are paying him a vast salary for? Fun? Amusement? The mere pleasure of seeing him about the place? In the midst of the pained hush that pervades the auditorium like a fog the conductor taps with his baton, the orchestra strikes up the refrain, and out come the chorus for encore number one.

At the conclusion of this there is a little sporadic applause. The audience, having the souls of gentlemen, are willing to show the performers that they bear no ill will and that, now that the awful thing is really over, they are prepared to bury the past and, so to speak, start a new life together.

At this moment, the conductor taps with his baton again, that beastly glutinous refrain begins once more, and out come the chorus again. From this point on, the audience is licked. It just sits there and hopes for the end. It knows that nothing it can do, short of the only sensible thing - viz. pulling the theatre down and murdering the management - can stop that song until the last encore has been repeated twice; so it makes the best of it, chats in a low voice about the weather, reads What The Smart Man Will Wear page in the programme, and thinks of its boyhood. And presently, when the managements passion for encores is glutted, the play goes on.

This is not an isolated arbitrary act. The theatre is run all the time on the principle that the audience has no say in anything. Suppose a small-part actor pleases the customers and they want to see more of him? What can they do? The management ignores their preferences and plugs along with the star. Revolutions have come about for smaller reasons, and against tyranny slighter than this whole populations have arisen in rebellion.

Which brings me to my real point, which is that audiences have been tolerant too long and the time has come to take a strong line. Actors have a Union now. So have playwrights. So have stage-hands. And so have electricians. Annoy Old Bill up in the flies, and he will leave his blues and ambers flat and walk out till his conditions are bettered. Why, then, should not playgoers follow the example of all the other sections of the theatrical community which are rallying together for mutual protection, and announce formally that, if managers, actors and dramatists do not mend their ways, they will take steps?

In the past, as I have pointed out, audiences lamentable lack of organization has resulted in serious abuses. But even audiences can be pushed too far, and the moment has arrived for them to assert themselves. As they are numerous, so let them be resolute. Let them show that they mean business. Let them say to their persecutors, If you managers, actors and dramatists accede to our reasonable demands, we will continue to buy tickets for your performances on such occasions as it shall prove impossible for us to get free seats. If, underestimating our power, you are so reckless as to defy us, we shall simply abstain from theatregoing till you come to your senses. When eight oclock arrives, instead of bolting the last mouthful and rushing out, we shall stay at home, put on the old slippers, light the good old pipe, and tune in on the BBCs lecture on the private life of the newt. You need have no hope that you can bring us to heel. Believe us or believe us not, if we really put our minds to it, we can stay away from the theatre indefinitely.

The downtreading of the playgoer has been going on so long that the demands of the Amalgamated Brotherhood of Ticket Buyers will of necessity be extremely numerous. If the reforms demanded seem at first sight excessive, it must be remembered that the onus of blame lies with the managers, actors and dramatists. It is their fault that there is any need for these reforms.

I will now proceed to sketch out a few of the demands which the new Brotherhood will make.

First, as concerns the Managers.

It has been the playful custom of managers in the past to announce an entertainment to begin at eight-twenty and, having caused the playgoer to raise his blood-pressure to dangerous heights in the effort to get to the theatre in time, to start the performance at a quarter to nine. This must stop. The Brotherhood will allow two minutes grace. At eight-twenty-two the audience will file out of the building, tearing up the seats as it goes, and, after raiding the box-office and recovering its money, will depart, never to return. There will be no exception to this rule.

Secondly, if any Brother pays twelve shillings for a stall and finds himself placed behind a pillar at the junction-point of two (2) draughts, the Brotherhood will strike. If the management tries to economize by doing without an orchestra, on the flimsy pretext that the audiences musical ear will be equally entertained by hearing a stage-hand bang three times on the floor with a chunk of wood, the Brotherhood will strike. If any interval is longer than any act, the Brotherhood will strike.

Now, as regards the Dramatists.

The Amalgamated Brotherhood of Ticket Buyers will hold to strict accountability any dramatist who writes a play in which the poor workman marries the daughter of his employer, in which a bank cashier has an extravagant wife, in which there is a court scene, in which a dead body falls out of, (a) The fireplace, (b) The bookcase, (c) The chest of drawers, or in which more than one (1) American detective in a bowler hat appears.

Farce-writers will be required to disavow farces in which use is made of more than two (2) doors, in which the motive for the leading performers actions is a desire to deceive his wife, or in which any character or characters hides or hide behind a screen or screens.

Diplomatic negotiations will be broken off with all manufacturers of sentimental plays in which elderly guardians marry - or fail to marry through voluntary self-sacrifice - their wards; in which any scene is accomplished by music off-stage; or in which any character or characters looks or look at a locket or lockets containing the photograph or photographs of his or their mother or mothers.

As to musical pieces, the plugging of any number beyond the point which medical science has established as dangerous to human life will be regarded as a deliberately unfriendly act.

Thirdly, and lastly, let us address the Actors.

The Amalgamated Brotherhood of Ticket Buyers will omit no word or act to restrain performers:

(1) If male: from (a) Proposing to the heroine down the back of her neck, (b) Lighting more than six (6) cigarettes in the course of an evening, (c) Using the telephone more than five (5) times in an act, and (2) If female: from (a) Laughing mockingly, hysterically or defiantly, (b) Sniffing emotionally and letting her shoulders heave, (c) Expressing her inability to stand something which is torturing her, (d) Uttering epigrams about Life.

Those will be the Brotherhoods preliminary demands. Others will, no doubt, be added from time to time. Suffering will undoubtedly be caused and many dramatists will have to give up their trade and go back to work; but we must not allow this to deter us. Think what would have happened to Magna Charta if the Barons had gone about saying This is rather rough on poor old John. You cannot, if I may coin a phrase, make an omelette without breaking eggs. We must be firm. For years playgoers have been ground beneath the iron heel. Let them now get together and do a bit of grinding themselves.


2. LOOKING BACK AT THE HALLS
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I SUPPOSE THE music-hall as an institution must now be written down as definitely a thing of the past. The Oxford is no more. The Empire and the Tivoli are motion-picture houses. The London Pavilion wavers between films and revues. And the Alhambra has gone in for musical spectacles on the grand scale.

I am sorry for this, as I have always had just the sort of mentality which the music-hall satisfied. It took strong men to drag me to see Tree in Julius Caesar, but if Harry Tates Motoring was on in Islington I was there in two jumps. Sentimentalizing about the halls is the one sure sign of senile decay, and I do it all the time. Surprise me nodding over my coffee at the club, and you will be very lucky if you escape without a word or two about Dan Leno or Lottie Collins. Those, if I may say so, were the days.

As a matter of fact, I dont think I ever saw Lottie Collins. But many is the morning when you could have heard me rendering her best-known number in a shrill treble in my bath. I suppose it is forgotten now, but here is how the refrain went. You start at the top and read straight down.

Ta-ra-ra-boom-de-ay!
Ta-ra-ra-boom-de-ay!
Ta-ra-ra-boom-de-ay!
Ta-ra-ra-boom-de-ay!
Ta-ra-ra-boom-de-ay!
Ta-ra-ra-boom-de-ay!
Ta-ra-ra-boom-de-ay!
Ta-ra-ra-boom-de-ay!

The author always considered that a pretty good lyric, and its popularity showed that the public endorsed his view. He was one of those slow, careful workers who chisel and polish every line of a song before letting it out of their hands. He wrote the last line first and worked up to it. He always used a blunt pen, and could not write unless there were roses in the flower-bowl on his desk. His favourite poet was Shelley, to whom, he frankly admitted, he owed much.

It was at about this period that the Patriotic Song really flourished. In those days, when you went to a music-hall, you were certain to be confronted, at about ten oclock, by a stout man in baggy evening-dress with a diamond solitaire in his shirt-front, who walked on the stage in a resolute way and stood glaring at you with one hand in the arm-hole of his waistcoat.

You knew he wasnt a juggler or a conjurer, because he had no props and no female assistant in pink tights. And you knew he wasnt a dramatic twenty-minute sketch, because he would have had a gang along with him. And presently your worst fears were confirmed, when he began to sing a patriotic song with some such refrain as:

For Englands England still
It is and always will.
Though foreign foes may brag,
We love our dear old flag,
And old England is En-ger-land still.

Then he was got off somehow and a comedian came on.

It has always seemed to me a remarkable proof that even as a boy my judgment was sound and good that, while I have never experienced the slightest desire to go on the legitimate stage, it was my earliest ambition to become a comedian on the halls.

Even at the tender age of twelve, the music-hall appealed to the artist in me, and, though still a child, I could perceive that to succeed in it one must possess many of the nobler qualities. I gave up my boyhood dreams reluctantly, but my admiration for the men who had got there remained, and I have never been able to dismiss the music-hall comedian with a contemptuous gesture, as many people do, on the ground that he was a member of an ignoble profession and not fit to be classed among the worlds uplifters.

To succeed on the halls, you had to have special gifts. You could not get by through influence or mere amiability of disposition. You could not go into vaudeville, as you can go on the legitimate stage, to amuse yourself or to tide over a lean period when your allowance has been cut off. In no other walk of life was the individual so straitly tested. It was because a music-hall comedian required vim, pep, espièglerie, a good singing voice, and a sort of indefinable je-ne-sais-quoi - none of which qualities I appeared to possess - that I abandoned my ambitions and became a writer.

It was the loneliness of the job that made it so hard. The music-hall artist was right out in the open, with no support. You remember how you used to feel when they dragged you down to the drawing-room and made you recite The Wreck of the Hesperus. Well, that was how music-hall artists must have felt all the time. The heroine of a musical comedy has the support and approval of a chorus of seventy-five. They follow her about.

They bound in the background during her songs. They make her feel that they, at least, are strong for her.

It was different for the music-hall performer. He started his turn on an empty stage, all alone in a hard world. If there was to be any support and approval, it must come from the audience - that sullen, glowering, set-jawed throng: and he had got to do something immediately to galvanize them into life with a jerk. And yet people who feel sorry for David when he sang before Saul and found himself in such a tough spot will tell you that music-hall artists earned their money easily.

Nor was loneliness the only drawback to the lives of these intrepid men. The fierceness of the competition was another, though it did not affect singers so much as other performers. There was something miraculous in the ability of the denizens of the vaudeville world to reproduce any successful turn with practically no delay whatever.

Let us suppose that, after much tense thought and studious practice, you had perfected some unusual act. Let us say that you burst on an astonished public as Dare-Devil Desmond, the only man in the world who could ride a motorbicycle head-down-wards across the ceiling. Do not imagine for an instant that you would have been allowed to enjoy the fruits of your enterprise unchallenged. In about two weeks, a horde of rivals, doing the same turn just as well, would appear on every circuit, and by the end of the season your speciality would have become stale, and in order to get bookings you would have to invent something else with a little more punch in it.

Furthermore, there were no limits to the amount the public demanded for its money. On the legitimate stage, if an actor wears a decent suit of clothes and speaks his lines satisfactorily, his audience is satisfied. He is not expected to fill out with a bit of trick juggling or a ballroom dance. But on the halls it was quite another matter. Take, for example, the case of the music-hall juggler. To the ordinary man who cannot carry a teacup across a room without spilling its contents and nearly dropping it twice, it would seem, no doubt, that any one who could balance a chair, two vases, three billiard-balls, a cue, and a female assistant on the tip of his nose was doing enough to earn his salary, and should not have been called upon to elaborate his performance.

But on the halls a trifling feat like this was but a beginning. A juggler was looked askance at if he loafed. While doing this balancing-act, the least his audience would permit him to supplement it with was a little rapid work with some plates in his left hand, while with his right he would be expected to throw up and catch in brisk succession a few dozen rubber balls. And even then people were inclined to ask themselves if the fellow couldnt find something to do with his feet.

In addition to this, the poor man had to be a finished comedian and keep up a rapid fire of humorous observations on this and that. There used to be an excellent violinist who could only secure bookings by playing with the instrument behind his back. And, at that, he had to sing a couple of comic songs as well. And unthinking people grudged these men their money.

I often used to wonder how music-hall performers first got the idea of becoming music-hall performers. My own case, of course, was rather different. I just wanted to sing. And everybody wants to sing. But how did the man who dived through a hole in the roof into a small tank first get the impulse?

One pictures him studying peacefully for the Church, without a thought of any other walk in life, when suddenly, one evening as he sits among his theological books, a thought flashes upon him. This is all very well, whispers some inward voice, but what you were really intended to do was to dive through roofs into tanks. Do not stifle your individuality. Remember the parable of the talents. So he throws away his books and goes off to see somebody in Maiden Lane about a try-out at Wigan.

But where and how did he practise? There was a man at the old Madison Square Garden in New York years ago who used to stand on one of the girders which supported the roof and dive head-foremost on to a sloping chute. Down this he would slide on his stomach, finally turning a somersault in mid-air and alighting on his feet with a simper of modest pride, as who should say, You thought I was a chump when I started that dive - didnt you, now? The mind pauses baffled at the contemplation of the steps that led up to that perfected feat. The early rehearsals must have been worth seeing.


3. AN OUTLINE OF SHAKESPEARE
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THE FACT THAT the anniversary of Shakespeares birth occurs this year leads me to feel that a brief paper on this great writer - or as some say, this famous literary syndicate - will not be amiss. And when I say Shakespeare, do not run away with the idea that I am not perfectly aware that it may have been Shakspere or even Shikspur. I have the situation well in hand.

As I have hinted above, there are two sharply divided schools of thought regarding Shakespeare. The larger of these two schools reverences him as the author of the plays that bear his name and sums the thing up rather neatly by saying that others may abide our question but that he is free. And it will, I think, be admitted that nothing could be fairer than that.

But, just as there will always be at every conjuring entertainment a small part of the Left muttering to one another, Its up his sleeve! so in this matter of Shakespeares plays is there a carping minority who hold that he did not write them at all but simply lent his name to a limited company consisting of Sir Francis Bacon, Sir Walter Raleigh, the Earl of Oxford, the Earl of Essex, Queen Elizabeth, Mr Gordon Selfridge, and the second girl from the end in the front row of the chorus of the Merry Widow No. 1 Touring Company.

All the work that Shakespeare did, they maintain, was to practise spelling his signature on the covers of the typed scripts.

At the most, they say, he was merely what is now known as a dramatic fixer: and in support of this contention a Baconian of my acquaintance tells a story which he claims to be thoroughly documented - only, unfortunately, in a cipher which nobody but he can read.

It seems, according to this man, that Bacon, best known to the reading public of his day as the author of two bright little works entitled The Novum Organum and De Interpretatione Naturae, had always had the firm conviction that he could write a corking play. He was, in short, a dreamer. Arent we all? So in the intervals of looking after the Exchequer (of which, it will be remembered, he was the genial and popular Chancellor) he sat down with the old quill and ink-horn and dashed off a tragedy called Hamlet.

He then began sending it round to the managers.

The first manager kept it six months, and when Bacon wrote inquiring after it sent him back a farcical comedy by some other gentleman, regretting that it was not in his power, much as he admired it personally, to produce the same.

Bacon sighed and sent another copy to another manager.

When a year had elapsed, he wrote, apologizing for what might seem impatience on his part, but asking if any decision on his drama Hamlet had been arrived at. A few days later, he received by the same post his manuscript and a letter from the managers secretary saying that there was evidently some mistake, for no such manuscript had been received at the office.

By this time Bacon had begun to realize, as so many have realized since, that things theatrical are inseparable from a sort of brisk delirium associated only with the interiors of homes for the feeble-minded. And he had just resolved to give the thing up and start on another book of essays when quite unexpectedly a manager who had had the script three years and had quite gone out of his mind (Bacons mind) wrote asking him to call. And after waiting four hours in the outer office with a crowd of blue-chinned men who were telling one another how they had jumped in and saved the show when they were with the Earl of Worcesters Company, he was shown in.

Now, this whats-its-name of yours, said the manager, this Hamlet - of course, well have to alter the title — I think its got a chance. Theres some good stuff in it. But it needs fixing.

Fixing?

Couldnt put it on as it stands. The public wouldnt look at it. Youre new at this game, I suppose?

B aeon muttered something about having done a bit of writing. Not plays?

Essays.

Essays! said the manager, with a short laugh. Well, as I was saying, well have to get this thing fixed. And the man to do it is young Shakespeare. Clever boy. In my company. Hell soon put it right. Now about terms. You get one per cent of the gross. Bacon, who as Chancellor of the Exchequer was pretty good at figures, protested that one per cent of the gross was not much.

Sweetheart, said the manager, dont you begin opening your mouth too wide, like the rest of them. When you came into this office, I said to myself, Theres a sensible, level-headed young chap, I said to myself. You wont find him wanting the earth. You arent going to make me alter my opinion? Of course you arent. Why, you might make a pile out of one per cent. Sign here. A shrewd man, Bacon realized that there was nothing else for him to do. The superstition current in theatrical circles that there was a kind of magic in play-writing, and that nobody could fathom the mysteries of the craft unless he was one of the small coterie who spent their time in the Mermaid Tavern buying sack for managers, was too strong for him. He knew his Hamlet was good, but he had gathered by this time that he would never get it produced unless he consented to hand it over to the men who had been twenty years in the business to pull to pieces. So he signed the contract, and the manager sent round to the Mermaid for Shakespeare.

Two days later they all lunched together at that hostelry. Shakespeare had the script with him, and directly the meal was over he produced a fat sheaf of notes.

Well, laddie, said Shakespeare, Ive read your little thing, and I think I can do something with it. But it wants a lot of working on. For one thing, your finish is weak. What you want at the final curtain is to have the whole crowd jump on one another and everybody kill everybody else. Well have the King poison the wine and Laertes poison the sword and then Laertes plugs Hamlet with the sword and drops it and Hamlet picks it up in mistake for his own and plugs Laertes, and then the Queen drinks the wine and Hamlet sticks the King with the poisoned sword. Then youll have got something.

Swell! said the manager.

But surely, argued Bacon, isnt all that a little improbable?

Its what the public wants, said Shakespeare coldly. Or maybe you think I dont know?

Sure he knows you know, Bill, interposed the manager soothingly. Dont get your shirt out. Were all working for the good of the show. Anything else?

Is there anything else! cried Shakespeare. Why, theres nothing else but something else. For one thing, hes made his hero a loony.

His sufferings drove him mad, said Bacon.

Not in any play Im going to have anything to do with his sufferings didnt, retorted Shakespeare. Listen! Ive been in this business...

 S all right, Bills all right, said the manager, patting his arm. Mr Bacons not arguing. You see, Mr Bacon, he went on soothingly, weve got to think of the matinée girl. The matinée girl doesnt like loonies. Youve got to consider every angle in this game. So youll make him not crazy, Bill?

Ill do better than that, said Shakespeare. Ill make him pretend to be crazy. See? Everybodys fooled but the audience.

I told you this boy was clever, murmured the manager to Bacon, who had turned rather pale and was beginning to mutter a little to himself.

Gives a chance for comedy, said Shakespeare.

So it does, said the manager. But Ill tell you what Im sure Bill here will do to meet you. Hell make the girl, Ophelia, loony. Thatll be all right. An audience doesnt mind a crazy girl.

All girls are crazy, anyway, said Shakespeare, speaking in rather a peevish tone, as if he had been reminded of some private grievance. But, coming back to this comedy angle, Ill write in a scene where Hamlet kids the two Varsity boys.

Thatll be fine, said the manager. Itll go well on Boat Race night.

Shakespeare was frowning thoughtfully as he turned his notes. To be or not to be.. he murmured. Im wondering about that To be or not to be speech. The public dont like soliloquies. Bacon was now thoroughly roused.

Yeah? he said.

Yeah, said Shakespeare.

Says you! said Bacon.

Yes, says me! retorted Shakespeare.

How about Eugene ONeill? said Bacon.

Thats all right about Eugene ONeill, said Shakespeare. Those Yanksll do anything.

Now, now, boys, pleaded the manager pacifically. Dont lets get worked up about this. I was looking at that speech myself, Bill. It gives the stage-hands time to set the scene behind the front cloth. Id keep it in, I think.

All right, said Shakespeare. But if its to stay in its got to be longer. Ill write in a line or two. Hows this for one? Or to take arms against a sea of troubles? I thought of that this minute. Just like a flash.

You cant take arms against a sea, said Bacon. Its a mixed metaphor.

Who says its a mixed metaphor?

I say its a mixed metaphor.

Boys! said the manager.

Oh, put it in, put it in, said Bacon, rising.

You going, Mr Bacon? said the manager.

Yes, said Bacon. To take a couple of aspirins and try to forget.

He did not attend the opening of Hamlet or any subsequent performance.

That is the story my Baconian acquaintance tells. And when I asked him how it came about that no mention of Bacons share in the authorship of this great drama has come down to us, he had his answer for that.

Shakespeare, he says, did offer to have the bills read as follows:



HAMLET

by 



WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

and 



FRANCIS BACON

but Bacon, after attending the first rehearsal and reading the revised script, absolutely refused to have his name connected with the production in any way.

That, as I say, is the attitude of a good many people towards Shakespeare and his claims to be ranked as the worlds greatest author, but I, personally, do not take much stock in it. I prefer to believe the more generally accepted story, of which this is a brief outline.

Born in the year 1564, and baptized on April the twenty-sixth, it was not immediately that the Bard of Avon turned his attention to the drama. In his early youth he seems to have had the idea that there was a good living to be made out of stealing rabbits from the preserves of the local squires, and it was only when approaching years of discretion that it suddenly occurred to him that a man could do much better for himself by stealing plots. In the year 1591 he began to write plays, and from then onward anybody who had a good plot put it in a steel-bound box and sat on the lid when he saw Shakespeare coming.

There was, of course, some excuse for the young fellow. He was the official playwright to a company of actors, and they worked him so hard that there was simply no time for him to think out his own plots. In those days a good run for a play was two nights. Anything over this was sensational.

Shakespeare, therefore, would dash off Macbeth on Sunday night for production on Monday, and on Tuesday morning at six oclock round would come Burbage in a great state of excitement.

Good heavens, William, why arent you up and working? Dont you know weve got to give em something tonight?

What about Macbeth? Shakespeare would ask sleepily.

Macbeth finished its long and successful run last night, and if you havent got something to follow well have to close the theatre.

So Shakespeare would heave himself out of bed, dig down into the box where he kept other peoples plots, and by lunchtime he would hand Burbage the script of Othello. And Burbage would skim through it and say it was rotten but it would have to do.

A playwright cannot give of his best under these conditions, and this, to my mind, accounts for a peculiarity in Shakespeares work which has, I believe, escaped the notice of critics - to wit, the fact that, while his stuff sounds all right, it generally doesnt mean anything. It cannot be doubted that, when he was pushed for time, William Shakespeare just shoved down anything and trusted to the charity of the audience to pull him through. Burbage was popping in and out every two minutes, asking him when the deuce he was going to get that script finished, so down went the first thing that came into his head.

What on earth does abroach mean? Burbage would ask, puzzled, halting the rehearsal of Romeo and Juliet.

Its something girls wear, Shakespeare would say. You know. Made of diamonds and fastened with a pin.

But you say, Who set this ancient quarrel new abroach? and it doesnt seem to me to make sense.

Oh, its all in the acting, Shakespeare would say. You just speak the line quick and nobodyll notice anything.

And that would be that, till they were rehearsing Pericles, Prince of Tyre, and somebody had to say to somebody else, Ill fetch thee with a wanion. Shakespeare would get round that by pretending that a wanion was a sort of cab, but this gave him only a brief respite, because the next moment they would be asking him what a geek was, or a loggat, or a cullion, or an egma, or a punto or a span-counter, and wanting to know what he meant by saying a character had become frampold because he was so rawly. It was a wearing life, and though Shakespeare would try to pass it off jocularly by telling the boys at the Mermaid that it was all in a lifetime and the first hundred years were the hardest and all that sort of thing, there can be little doubt that he felt the strain.

So if he wanted to steal plots, good luck to him, say I for one.

There seems to be no question that Shakespeare had all the usual struggles of the beginner who tries to break into the playwriting game. Tradition says that he started in a modest way by holding horses at the theatre doors, and a moving historical picture might be painted of the future king of the English stage, trying to read Burbage the opening scene of a comedy while the latter flitted past on his way to the Mermaid, and at the same time endeavouring to elude the attentions of a peevish destrier or charger who was trying to bite him in the back of the neck.

Eventually, however, merit found its way to the top, and our hero became a member of a London company. It was shortly after this that he began to get his plays accepted.

Things were not made easy for him at any period of his career. Just as he had succeeded in getting a footing and was beginning to tot up how much his royalties would amount to if they played to fifteen ducats, four pieces of eight, and a rose noble on the Saturday night, the Plague broke out, and from the beginning of February 1593 the theatres were closed. He wrote Titus Andronicus, and got it produced in 1594, and then back came the Plague and closed the theatres again.

But you cannot keep a good man down, and by this time Shakespeare had started to steal his plots, so that he could now produce dramas almost without conscious effort. The result was that when the theatre opened again he was ready for it. He had The Taming of the Shrew, Loves Labours Lost, and Romeo and Juliet put on before the year was over. After that, they saw that it was no good closing the theatres.

Of his first piece little is known, but the fact that it is said to have been written in collaboration with Marlowe, Greene, and Peele makes it seem probable that it was a musical comedy. No doubt Shakespeare wrote the original book, Marlowe added extra scenes, Greene contributed additional lines, and Peele inserted supplementary material. It does not appear to have been a great success, thus emphasizing the hopelessness of trying to do a piece of this kind without Leslie Henson and Heather Thatcher.

A good deal of mystery surrounds both the private life and the artistic career of William Shakespeare. Nobody seems to know what he did with his time, where he lived, whom he married, and what he looked like. He is generally supposed to have married Anne Hathaway, but there is an entry in an existing register relating to the wedding of William Shakespeare and Annam Whately de Temple Grafton. One can only suppose that the clerk was a weaker speller than the bridegroom himself and that this was his plucky, though scarcely successful, attempt at writing Anne Hathaway. At that, it would not have been at all a bad shot for those times.

As regards his appearance, there are sixteen portraits of him in the book of reference to which I owe so grateful a debt, and except that they are all solid on the fact that he never shaved, each is absolutely different from the others. Of course, it must have been difficult to paint Shakespeares portrait. He was always either rushing on to the stage to play a part, or else seated at Burbages desk in the room marked No admittance toiling away at a new drama: and you had to get the best view of him you could through the keyhole.

It is, of course, possible that, absorbed as he was by his work, he had to have himself painted by the correspondence method. He may have been compelled to confine himself to describing by letter what he thought he looked like and leaving the rest to the ingenuity of the artist.


SPORTS AND PASTIMES


1. THE DECAY OF FALCONRY
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THERE WAS A paragraph in the papers the other day to the effect that an Eton boy was advertising a reward for his lost falcon: and it came as something of a surprise to me to learn that in this present year of grace somebody possessed one of these birds. Is there an Eton and Harrow match for falcons? Do Bishops and Generals smash each others hats at Lords when the long, nerve-racking game is over and the old school has won by two herons? Apparently, yes. But this must be the very last stand of that once popular sport.

For it would be idle to deny that of recent years Hawking as a pastime has lost its hold on the British public almost completely. A man going about the countryside today with a bird attached to his wrist would excite remark: and if he were overheard addressing it as his tassel gentle, serious trouble might ensue with the Lunacy Commissioners. The motto of the present century is: Golf and the world golfs with you; hawk and you hawk alone.

According to the Encyclopaedia Britannica, to which I occasionally turn to polish up my information on the few things I do not already know all about, this state of affairs was brought about by the enclosure of waste lands, agricultural improvements, and the introduction of fire-arms into the sporting field.

With all deference to the writer, I cannot see what the second of these items had to do with it. A hawker does not hawk less eagerly because he has just bought an up-to-date brand of guano or a self-propelling plough. Nor would a really enthusiastic falconer be stopped by the mere fact that waste lands had been enclosed. He would simply hop over the fence. What really dealt the pastime its death-blow was that introduction of fire-arms into the sporting field. Once guns came in, it was simply a question of time before falcons were handed their hats.

Right from the beginning there had been a flaw in Falconry, a drawback to the sport, and thinking men saw it in a flash. It was this - that the hawk got all the fun and applause, while the human being who was paying its board and lodging was merely a super, supporting the star. Faced with the alternative of watching a bird amuse itself and of having the time of their lives peppering game-keepers with small shot, British sportsmen did not hesitate. Tired of playing second fiddle to a mere bird, they grabbed eagerly for their guns: and from that moment Falconry was doomed.

Another reason why the sport waned in favour was that it was essentially undemocratic. It failed to cater for the man of small means who is the backbone of every national game. Falcons and hawks, says one writer, were allotted to degrees and orders of men according to rank and station - for instance, to the Emperor the eagle or vulture, to royalty the jer-falcon, to an earl the peregrine, to a yeoman the goshawk, to a priest the sparrow-hawk, and to a knave or servant the useless kestrel.

Anybody could have told them that that sort of thing would not do in a progressive age. One can readily imagine the chagrin of the knave or servant when compelled to listen to the earl boasting of how Percy, his peregrine, had gone round that morning in two over bogey, conscious the while that the handicap of Kenneth, his own kestrel, still stuck steadily in the late twenties, its game, in spite of tuition from the local pro., showing absolutely no signs of improvement.

You could not have Falconry nowadays on anything like its former scale. For one thing, modern civilization has grown too complex. True, the curate could still be allotted his sparrow-hawk (which would probably bite him and tend to embitter the tone of his sermons), but how could the committee who looked after these matters possibly satisfy everybody in these times? There would not be enough species to go round.

What sort of a bird would you assign, for instance, to a walking delegate of the Bricklayers Union, to a manufacturer of poppet valves, to a trainer of performing seals, to the second camera man of a Film company, to the shop-walker in the hosiery department of Harrods, to an aviator who has made the first non-stop flight round G. K. Chesterton, or - for the matter of that, to a man who writes essays on the Decay of Falconry?

It is no use deceiving ourselves. There would be a lot of talk and useless discussion... a few indignation-meetings... possibly one or two letters to the papers... but, when the smoke had all cleared away, you, gentle reader, would find yourself saddled with a futile ass of a kestrel that did nothing but eat and sleep, and so should I. I know these committees. They would lump us all together under the heading of Knaves, and there would be nothing to be done about it.

And even if you drew a goshawk, what would you do with it? Where would you keep it? In your flat? Certainly not in the kitchen, for the cook would soon be complaining that she had all her work cut out looking after her kestrel. Scarcely in the sitting-room, with wives as fussy as they are today. The bathroom would seem the only place, and anybody who has dragged himself wearily into the bathroom after a latish night and found a goshawk in it will tell you that there are some things you can do and some that you cannot.

And how about the birds training? For do not run away with the idea that Falconry consisted simply of inciting a hawk to maltreat birds of other species and just standing by in a negligent attitude while it did it. The matter went far deeper than that. In order to prepare the party of the first part for its assaults on the parties of the second part a careful system of training was required.

The following, says a learned authority, is an outline of the process of training hawks.

An outline, mind you. He then proceeds to fill a dozen closely printed pages, a perusal of which has left me with the impression that the only thing you did not have to do was to teach the bird Sanscrit and the use of the trap-drums.

Everything else appears to have been provided for. A good preparatory-school, followed by Eton or Harrow, left the hawk in a condition where four years at the Varsity and a final polishing-up at a crammers would probably render it equipped with a fair education. Though in some cases, where the bird was particularly backward, a private tutor in the holidays was considered advisable.

You can see the trouble this would cause in the home. Yes, I know our sons are being educated at the Board School, the father of the family would say despairingly to his weeping wife, but Im not making a lot of money and you cant have everything. You would insist on sending the goshawk to Winchester. And look at his report, just in this morning. Progress only fair. Inclined to be idle. Needs to apply himself more. Has not been a success as a school-prefect.

And on top of that there is the matter of diet. The hawk, says our author, will easily be induced to feed by drawing a beef-steak over her feet, brushing her legs at the same time with a wing and now and then, as she snaps, slipping a morsel into her mouth. To my mind, this is asking too much of a man. I am of the opinion that a bird which is so finicky about its meals does not deserve them. If ever I am allotted a kestrel, I shall take a strong line. After all, we Wodehouses have our self-respect. I shall be perfectly willing to bring it its beef-steak on a plate with a little watercress and a few fried potatoes: I am even prepared to take it to Claridges or the Ritz on its birthday: but, having conceded this, I submit that I have done my part. I may be foolishly proud and independent, but I will not brush its legs with raw meat.

But it is unlikely that I shall be called upon to perform this degrading task. Falconry is dead. Apart from all the other causes, the vocabulary of the sport must have destroyed it in time. Your enthusiast can put up with a certain amount of slang in connexion with his favourite game, but there are limits. A pastime inextricably mixed up with words like cere, brail, bewits, creance, frounce, jonk, imping, mew, pannel, ramage, seeling, tiercel, varvels, and yarak could never hope to live. Sporting writers got sick of the thing and refused to report the big meetings. They pointed out to their editors that poor old Nigel ye Scribe had had his head cut off only last Wednesday for saying that the Earl of Balhams peregrine had mantled instead of raking out, and claimed that for family men like themselves the job simply wasnt worth the risk.

So, lacking the support of the Press, Falconry drooped and died. And I, for one, do not care a hoot.


2. A DAY WITH THE SWATTESMORE
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WHIT-MONDAY, WHICH TO so many means merely one more opportunity of strewing Beauty Spots with paper bags, has a deeper significance for the hunting man. For, if you look in your diary, you will find the following entry:

May 20 (Whit-Monday) - Fly Swatting Begins.

Simple words, but how much they imply. What magic memories of past delights they conjure up, what roseate visions of happy days to come.

English poetry is rich in allusions to this king of sports. Every schoolboy is familiar with those lines of Coleridge:

It is the Ancient Mariner,
He swatteth one in three.

These have been taken by some to suggest a slur on the efficiency of the British Merchant Service, but I do not think that Coleridge had any such interpretation in mind.

Mark the word ancient. It is the ancient Mariner. That is to say, he was past his prime, possibly even of an age when he might have been expected to abandon the sport altogether. Yet, such was the accuracy of eye and suppleness of limb resulting from the clean, fresh life of the open sea that he was still bagging one out of every three - a record which many a younger man would be glad to achieve.

It is Chaucer who is responsible for the old saw:

When noone is highe,
Then swatte ye flye,

which has led some to hold that the proper time for a meet is after lunch. Others, of whom I am one, prefer the after-breakfast theory. It seems to me that a fly which has just risen from its bed and taken a cold plunge in the milk-jug is in far better fettle for a sporting run than one which has spent the morning gorging jam and bacon and wants nothing more than a quiet nap on the ceiling.

The Swattesmore, the hunt to which I belong, always meets directly after breakfast. And a jovial gathering it is. Tough old Admiral Bludyer has his rolled-up copy of Country Life, while young Reggie Bootle carries the lighter and more easily wielded Daily Mail.

There is a good deal of genial chaff and laughter because some youngster who is new to the game has armed himself with a patent steel-wire swatter, for it is contrary to all the etiquette of the chase to use these things. Your true sportsman would as soon shoot a sitting bird.

Meanwhile Sigsbee, our hosts butler - specially engaged for his round and shiny head, which no fly has ever been known to resist - has opened the window. There is a hush of anticipation, and the talk and laughter are stilled. Presently you hear a little gasp of excitement from some newly joined member, who has not been at the sport long enough to acquire the iron self-control on which we of the Swattesmore pride ourselves. A fine fly is peering in.

This is the crucial moment. Will he be lured in by Sigsbees bald head, or will he pursue his original intention of going down to the potting-shed to breakfast on the dead rat? Another moment, and he has made his decision. He hurries in and seats himself on the butlers glistening cupola. Instantaneously, Francis, the footman, slams the window. The fly rockets to the ceiling. Gone away, sir, thank you, sir, says Sigsbee respectfully, and with a crashing Yoicks! and Tally-ho! the hunt is up.

Ah me! How many wonderful runs that old library has seen. I remember once a tough old dog fly leading us without a check from ten in the morning till five minutes before lunch.

We found on Sigsbees head, and a moment later he had made a line across country for the south window. From there he worked round to the bookshelves. Bertie Whistler took a fearful toss over a whatnot, and poor old General Griggs, who is not so keen-sighted as he used to be, came to grief on a sunken art nouveau footstool.

By the end of a couple of hours only Binks Bodger and myself were on the active list. All the rest were nursing bruised shins in the background. At a quarter to one the fly doubled back from the portrait of our hosts grandmother, and in trying to intercept him poor Binks fell foul of the head of a bearskin rug and had to retire.

A few minutes later I had the good luck to come up with the brute as he rested on a magnificent Corot near the fireplace. I was using a bedroom slipper that day, and it unfortunately damaged the Corot beyond recognition. But I have my consolation in the superb brush which hangs over my mantlepiece, and the memory of one of the finest runs a swatter ever had.

There are some who claim that fly-swatting is inferior as a sport to the wasping of the English countryside. As one who has had a wide experience of both, I most emphatically deny this.

Wasping is all very well in its way, but to try to compare the two is foolish.

Waspers point to the element of danger in their favourite pursuit, some going so far as to say that it really ought to come under the head of big-game hunting.

But I have always maintained that this danger is more imaginary than real. Wasps are not swift thinkers. They do not connect cause and effect. A wasp rarely has the intelligence to discover that the man in the room is responsible for his troubles, and almost never attacks him. And, even admitting that a wasp has a sting, which gives the novice a thrill, who has ever heard of any one barking his shin on a chair during a wasp hunt?

Wasping is too sedentary for me. You wait till the creature is sitting waist-high in the jam and then shove him under with a teaspoon. Is this sport in the sense that fly-swatting is sport? I do not think so. The excitement of the chase is simply non-existent. Give me a cracking two-hours run with a fly, with plenty of jumps to take, including a grand piano and a few stiff gate-leg tables. That is the life.


3. PROSPECTS FOR WAMBLEDON
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WHEN I RECEIVED a letter from a prominent editor asking me to write a crisp, chatty article on the form of the more generally fancied contestants for the forthcoming Lawn Tennis Championships at Wambledon, I confess I was a little surprised. As one who goes to that bracing seaside resort every summer to recuperate from the fatigues of the London Season, I naturally felt a patriotic thrill; but at the same time I was, as I say, somewhat puzzled. We who love Wambledon-on-Sea yield to none in our appreciation of its ozone-filled breezes, its water-supply, its Esplanade, and the inspiring architecture of its new Assembly Hall, but I should have thought myself that its tennis was scarcely of a calibre to excite nationwide interest.

However, editors know what they are doing. If the public wishes to hear all about Wambledon tennis, it simply shows - well, I cannot at the moment think just what it does show, but it obviously has a significance of some sort.

Tennis at Wambledon is confined mostly to the residents. Owing to the fact that the words On Sea are really justified only twice a day, and that at other times all that meets the pleasure-seekers eye is a waste of grey mud picked out with broken bottles and dead starfish, we get few visitors. And our isolation is increased by the supine policy of the railway company, which refuses to bring the branch line any nearer than Gluebury Mortimer. It is among the native sons and daughters, then, that we must seek for the winners of the handsome pewter cups so generously presented by Squire Bloomenstein of Wambledon Hall.

Of the Ladies Singles there is little that one can say. It is always an open event. Matilda Jervis has out-generalled her rivals by securing a Helen Wills eyeshade. Jane Willoughby, on the other hand, has a larger collection of autographs of tennis celebrities. Muriel Debenhams aunt met Borotra last winter in the South of France. In these circumstances, form is hard to estimate, and I should prefer not to commit myself, but to hasten on to the bonne-bouche of the day, 

THE MENS SINGLES, which, in the general consensus of Wambledon opinion, lies this year between four men. I allude to George Murgatroyd, Arthur (Grandpop) Binns, Archibald Twirling, and John Jasper Jones - the last-named our courteous and popular undertaker.

In every event of a sporting nature there is, of course, always the possibility of a dark horse coming along at the last moment to upset the form-book; but to me - and I am supported in the view by the knowledgeable editor of The Wambledon and West Worsley Intelligencer and Farmers Gazette - it seems that when, as Kipling finely says, the tumult and the shouting have died - and I hope those boys will try to be a little quieter this year, especially during the rallies, and, more particularly will refrain from throwing portions of fish at the players - when, I say, the tumult and the shouting have died and the captains and the kings have departed, the handsome pewter cup will be found on one of these four mantelpieces.

Let us, then, concentrate upon this quartette and endeavour, by a minute examination of their methods when in action, to find the answer to the question, 

WHO WILL THE VICTOR BE?

A few weeks ago, had I been asked to prognosticate, I should doubtless have confined my observations entirely to the first-named. And this though I am fully alive to the many merits of the other three. Like everybody else in Wambledon, I was dazzled, and I am man enough to admit it. It was early in June that 

GEORGE WINSTANLEY MURGATROYD

made his initial appearance on our tennis-court. A graduate of Cambridge University, he had been engaged by Squire Bloomenstein to act as tutor to his son Oscar, a charming but somewhat backward boy; and it is not too much to say that he caused a veritable sensation. I was standing chatting when he arrived, I remember, with little Euphrosyne Burwash, daughter of the well-known contractor and surveyor, and I can testify that she shook like a jelly. At the moment she had been speaking with a good deal of enthusiasm of Ronald Colman; but at the sight of George Murgatroyd the words died on her lips, a strange light came into her eyes, and a bag of pear-drops fell from her nerveless fingers. She was discovered at a late hour that night, seated on the breakwater, reading Elinor Glyn and at intervals uttering little moans.

And I, for one, cannot blame her. No such magnificent vision had ever been seen before in the Wambledon arena. About Georges well-modelled shoulders there hung the prismatic scarf of his old college, loosely draped over the throat and blending subtly with the green, orange, and purple blazer of a dining-club to which he had belonged when at the University. He had a lovely tan, and on his snowy trousers and gleaming shoes there was no spot or blemish. Add to this the fact that he carried his racket in a case, and it will readily be seen that here was no ordinary man.

But now, as far as his actual tennis is concerned, the impression created by George Murgatroyds advent has to a certain extent been blunted by familiarity and the passage of time. That was June. This is July. And in the intervening weeks we have seen George do his stuff, and the scales have fallen from our eyes.

For some days it seemed as though no opposition could live against George Murgatroyd. Nothing like his first serve, the fast one, had ever been seen at Wambledon. It astounded all beholders, dismayed all adversaries. And then, little by little, critics arose to point out that this serve, superb though it was in conception and magnificent as a mere spectacle, had never yet succeeded in getting over the net.

It was a serve that relied entirely on moral suasion. It was a sort of frightfulness. Leaping some feet into the air, George would hurl the ball to the clouds, strike it with hideous violence, and return to earth with a loud grunt. And his pallid opponent, cowering on the other side of the net, was invariably so unnerved by these phenomena that he nearly always failed to return the second serve, which was of a milder nature and more semicircular, reminiscent rather of the gentle rain after a thunderstorm.

But now, as I say, criticism has done its deadly work. His antagonists of late have been plucking up heart. They cower as before, but rally more swiftly, and recently the second serve has generally been killed. Nevertheless, there always remains the possibility of something practical developing from that first terrific slosh, and it is still felt that George Murgatroyd is a man to be reckoned with. He has the Law of Averages on his side. In the ten years that have passed since he first took up the game he has never yet got that first serve over the net. It may - nay, must - happen soon, and who knows but that it will happen during our annual tournament? Certainly, therefore, we must include George Murgatroyd in our list of Possibles.

We come next to 

J. ARTHUR BINNS.

In Arthur Binns we find a player of a very different order. Grandpop, as he is called - affectionately and at a safe distance - by Wambledons younger set, is a man of maturer years. Nobody, in fact, knows exactly how old he is. George Murgatroyds statement that when Julius Caesar landed in England the first thing he saw was Grandpop Binns dancing about on the foreshore, painted bright blue and dressed in a wolf-skin, is, of course, pure persiflage. Personally, I should put Arthur Binns in the early seventies.

His years tell both for and against him. They have of necessity diminished the boyish sprightliness of his nonage, but on the other hand they have given him a wonderful steadiness and poise. He is not a remorseless machine like Archibald Twirling (with whom I shall deal presently), but nothing upsets him. He serves underhand, and has only once been known to volley - in June of the year 1910. His principal asset is his extraordinary knowledge of the ground. And in Wambledon tournaments to have a familiarity with the terrain is half the battle.

The tennis-court at Wambledon adjoins the Sea-View Hotel, and in his capacity of proprietor of that establishment it falls to Grandpop Binns to look after it and prepare it for the annual Championships. No one, therefore, knows better than he the exact position of the many bumps and hollows which punctuate the smoothness of its surface. Try as we may to prevent them, the village children will play rowdy games all over the court, and it is consequently full of heel-marks. These are thinly filled with loose sand, and a ball which strikes one of them sometimes stops dead and tries to bury itself, sometimes trickles off at a sharp angle. A man who knows the topography of the arena as well as does Arthur Binns must have more than a sporting chance of victory. Local opinion, it is true, is to some extent prejudiced against Grandpop, because he plays in his Sunday trousers and a stiff shirt, and rarely removes the top-hat which is his inseparable companion in his walks abroad: but looks are not everything in tennis, or who could compete with George Murgatroyd?

Let us not, then, dismiss Arthur Binns hastily. He is a distinct possibility. Indeed I, personally, would rank him a shade higher than the third player on my list, his friendly rival, 

ARCHIBALD TWIRLING.

Archibald Twirling is a man of method. I have called him a remorseless machine, and that is what he is. In this restless age it is rarely that we find a man who takes one definite line and sticks to it. Archibald Twirling is one of the exceptions. A builder by profession, he builds nothing but bungalows, and each Twirling bungalow is precisely the same as every other Twirling bungalow, even down to the horse-shoe nailed over the front door. He rises at the same hour every day, retires to rest at the same hour every night. He eats one lightly boiled egg every morning for breakfast, and winds the clock up every evening at precisely ten. And so with his tennis. Right from the beginning, Archibald Twirling made up his mind how he proposed to play tennis, and he has never deviated from his chosen course. Whether his opponent be a George Murgatroyd or a Grandpop Binns, his method never varies.

It is Archibalds custom to stand at the back of the court and lob. If his adversary smashes, Archibald lobs. If he tries placing, Archibald still lobs. The longer the game goes on, the higher he lobs, until his antagonist, losing patience or, it may be, forgetting during the long wait for the ball to descend that he is engaged in a game of tennis, omits to return the stroke. Then Archibald shifts his chewing-gum from left to right, or vice versa, calls out the score in a rather melancholy voice, and goes on lobbing.

But Achilles had his heel, and so has Archibald Twirling. For a while, Archibalds progress was one of unalloyed triumph. All Wambledons best and bravest fell before him. And then one day some shrewd student of the game discovered that he was physically and mentally unable to deal with a back-hand stroke, and now his rivals play sedulously on that fatal weakness.

It is an interesting and a pitiful sight to see Archibald Twirling when a crisis arrives which can only be met by a judicious application of the back-hand. There was a time when he would dive at the ball and try to lob it in the constrained attitude which had been forced upon him. But after lobbing perhaps a hundred balls into the sea, directly at right-angles to the spot where they should have gone, a frozen calm, a sort of dull resignation, seemed to descend on the unhappy man. He has now decided to treat such crises as Acts of God. There is something of the defeatist Russian philosophy in his attitude, a kind of crushed refusal to battle with Fate. Today, when a ball comes at his backhand, Archibald just stands and looks at it sadly, in his eye something of that mild reproach which a hat-check boy bestows on a client who tips him with an aspirin tablet.

This vital flaw in his game of necessity diminishes his chances for the Championship, and if it were not for the peculiarly maddening nature of his methods one might rule him out of the race. Persistent lobbing, however, has worn down many a fine player, and we must accord Archibald Twirling at least an outside chance.

We now come to the last name on the list, and it is the name of a dangerous man. There is, indeed, a strong school of thought in the village whose members refuse to hear of anybody but 

JOHN JASPER JONES

as the next Wambledon champion. I happen to know that down at the Fisherman and Mackerel odds are being offered on his success which would stun the public.

This Jones has practically everything. As regards service, he is undoubtedly the superior of any of the other entrants. True, he lacks George Murgatroyds cavalier-like dash and fire, but on the other hand he has frequently been known to get his first serve over the net and on several occasions to place the ball in the right section of his opponents territory. He does not slash at the ball like George, preferring to throw it a few inches in front of him and then give a sort of stabbing lunge at it. No one who has not played at Wambledon can understand the moral effect of a first serve that gets over the net. One might almost say that it is etiquette not to return it. And, while Jones does not intentionally put any spin on the ball, the irregularities of the ground frequently co-operate with him so happily that he becomes unplayable.

In addition to this, he is, if given plenty of time, a master of the back-hand. I speak a little loosely, perhaps. To be perfectly accurate, John Jasper Jones has never brought off a back-hand shot in his life, and never expects to. But Nature having made him ambidextrous, he has found a way of meeting the situation.

Where Archibald Twirling merely stands and sighs, John Jasper Jones acts. If the ball comes to his left, he rapidly shifts the racket to the other hand, and before his startled adversary can brace himself to cope with this new development the sphere is on its way back over the net. I have seen strong men positively paralysed by the manœuvre.

The only flaw in Joness game is that he serves nothing but foot-faults. This might at first sight seem to reduce his chances of the handsome pewter cup to nil; but the resourceful man has found a way of overcoming this difficulty, too. Only a week ago he became engaged to the elderly sister of Bernard Thistleby, our sexton, who is to act as umpire in the tournament: and few of the cognoscenti doubt that, when it comes to the acid test, blood will prove thicker than water. Let me, therefore, come boldly out and state that, after weighing all the pros and cons, my money is on 

JOHN JASPER JONES

for the big event.



There is just one other small point to be considered. Old Colonel Warburton will be a spectator, as usual, and something must undoubtedly depend on whether his vocal cords are in shape again or not. At the moment of writing, he is suffering from Clergymans Sore Throat, induced by a lengthy argument with the driver of a lorry who backed into the left mud-guard of his car last Tuesday, and, when last seen, was virtually speechless. If he is still in this condition when the tournament opens, his influence on the fortunes of the contestants will, of course, be neutralized. If, on the other hand, he is in good voice, one cannot say what will happen. It is the Colonels practice, when watching tennis, to throw his head back from time to time and emit sudden, sharp, hunting noises by way of encouraging the players. You never know when these will occur, and the effect of the suspense on a highly strung performer is frequently to put him right off his stroke. George Murgatroyd is peculiarly susceptible to them, and has been known in the hour of defeat to draw comparisons between the Colonel and the laughing hyena of the Indian jungle. They also affect John Jasper Jones and Archibald Twirling. Should the Colonel have recovered his full voltage by the great day, I should be inclined to transfer my support to Grandpop Binns, whom nothing can disturb. It was Grandpop Binns who, on the famous occasion in 1923 when the soap-boxes which form the foundation of the Grand Stand collapsed, injuring dozens of Wambledons smartest residents, merely looked over his shoulder with a lack-lustre eye and, observing Forty-fifteen, proceeded to serve one right over the net into a hole left by Farmer Wilberforces cow when that animal was pasturing on the court. One cannot afford to ignore nerve like that, for it is nerve that wins championships.

To sum up, let me conclude with those splendid words which are the bed-rock of that love of sport which makes us Englishmen what we are - May the best man win. That the contests will be conducted in the true spirit of British sportsmanship goes without saying. Tea will be provided on the ground and will be followed by a short address from the Vicar in aid of the Church Organ Fund. Should it rain, the Championship will be postponed until next August and a Shove-Hapenny Tournament in the saloon bar of the Fisherman and Mackerel substituted. As this scarcely comes within the scope of my present article, I will not deal with the prospects for this event, merely contenting myself with recommending as a Safety Bet William Anstruther Simpson, the son and heir of Simpsons Bon Ton Drapery Stores, who, I am told, shoves a superb hapenny.

NOTE - I find, on re-reading the Editors letter, that it was the Wimbledon, not the Wambledon, Lawn Tennis Championships with which he wished me to deal; and, strictly speaking, I suppose, I ought to write this article all over again. I am informed, however, that by the time these lines are in print this other meeting will have been concluded; so I will leave things as they stand, merely mentioning that the date of the Wambledon Tournament is August the First and that any of my readers who care to be present will be assured of a warm welcome and hearty English fare. The station bus meets all trains at Gluebury Mortimer, unless it happens to slip the drivers mind, in which case there is a five-miles walk through delightful scenery. Come one, come all.


FASHIONABLE WEDDINGS AND SMART DIVORCES
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YOU COULD HAVE knocked me down with a feather the other day when I read in somebodys Etiquette column in one of the papers that the quaint and pretty old custom of having detectives at wedding receptions was dying out. The news broke me all up. Somehow it wont seem like a reception without a detective. But when I had had the thing explained to me, I understood why it was that the man in the flowered waistcoat and large boots has got to go. The growing hideousness of wedding presents has made his passing inevitable. No sane bride or bridegroom will deliberately put obstacles in the way of their removal.

Indeed, the tendency today is to encourage in every way the looting of the present-room, and many kleptomaniacs have, as a consequence, at last emerged from the cloud under which their unfortunate failing had placed them. They are now invited everywhere, with the tacit understanding that they do not shirk their merciful work: and I am told that there is no more charming spectacle than that of a young bride smiling encouragement on one of these benefactors as he staggers from the room beneath the weight of a pair of massive ormolu vases, or of a young bridegroom thoughtfully helping some furtive-eyed guest to wedge a silver loving-cup into his overcoat pocket.

Some of the smartest people go even farther and enlist professional aid - a custom that has led to a considerable uplift throughout the Underworld, the members of which are rapidly acquiring tone as the result of being invited to so many fashionable weddings in order to steal the presents. This growing familiarity with our best families is, I believe, the explanation of that epidemic of the Oxford accent among the larger race-gangs which has recently been something of a puzzle in Scotland Yard.

I am also informed that the rejected suitor has ceased to be a feature of the Society wedding. A few years ago, a bride thought very poorly of herself if she could not muster among her guests half a dozen or more of these: and occasionally this would lead to a pretty and spontaneous effect, as when young Clarence Perkins blew his brains out with one hand while shaking the brides hand with the other at the Bootle-Bartholomew reception. The incident was the talk of the town for quite a time, and undoubtedly did much to establish the newly married pair in the secure social position they now enjoy.

But too few rejected suitors are like poor Perkins, and the fact is one that we must deplore. It is, perhaps, asking too much of a young man to expect him to commit suicide simply in order to make a wedding reception go off well, but one may at least demand a certain flattering gloom of demeanour. It is the failure of the modern rejected suitor to exhibit this that has led to his exclusion from most weddings nowadays. Not infrequently, indeed, these young fellows would go to the opposite extreme, creating a situation of no little embarrassment. Everybody will remember the painful scene at the Mumbleby-Packsmith ceremony when, just as George Packsmith, of the Leicestershire Packsmiths, was about to reply to the clergyman who had just asked if he had anything to say before sentence was passed on him, a voice from the back of the church was heard to cry in tones of sincere self-congratulation: There, but for the grace of God, goes Henry Polwhistle Phipps!

All this goes to show that Fashion does not stand still, even in the matter of weddings. If the book of etiquette on which you rely to steer you through the difficult waters of social life was published more than two or three years back, you would be wise to secure a more up-to-date edition. Otherwise, some gaffe is inevitable.

This is particularly so in the United States of America, where it applies not only to the ordinary wedding-guest but even to the officiating minister. Owing to the ever-growing popularity of divorce and the fact that American divorce laws differ in the various states - so that the dissolution of a marriage is recognized in one but not in another, the canny clergyman now provides himself with a sort of chart or war-map, which he consults at critical moments of the ceremony.

A friend of mine who was an usher at a smart wedding in New York recently, both the parties to which had previously made several false starts in the matrimonial handicap, tells me that when the officiating Bishop addressed the groom with the words Wilt thou, Rockmetteller, take this Genevieve to be thy wedded wife; in sickness and in health, in Pennsylvania and in Massachusetts, in Rhode Island and in Arkansas, in Nevada, Utah, Colorado, Texas and all points west? there was not a dry eye in the church.

The practice of holding rehearsals of the actual wedding ceremony is one that is finding increased favour in these days. Originated in America, the custom has many obvious advantages, notably the fact that it enables the bride to lessen the shock to her betrothed by administering her relations to him in small doses instead of in one solid lump. It will generally be found that by the time he has become inured to her various aunts and cousins he is in better shape for bearing up against her Uncle Joe from the Straits Settlements.

But I could write for ever about Weddings. Whether it be the first wedding of a this years debutante or the latest of Peggy Joyce, the subject is one that never fails to stir the emotions. What pictures the word conjures up! The bride with her set, determined face... The groom pinching himself in the hope that all this may prove to be merely a fevered dream... The ushers, vainly endeavouring to persuade the distant connexion with the ticket marked Upper Circle, Z. 19 that she is not entitled to a ring-side seat...

As I say, I could go on writing for ever. And I would, too, were it not that my space is limited and I have not yet, as I promised to do in my title, touched upon the almost equally fascinating subject of Divorce.



Divorce, which maybe either an occasional experiment, as in the case of the ordinary citizen, or a hobby, as with Hollywood film stars, is best described as an ingenious device whereby a resolute man with lots of time on his hands may enjoy all the advantages of being a Mormon elder without having to grow a beard and live in Salt Lake City. It is particularly prevalent in America, the land of the Free (or those who intend to be as soon as they have saved up enough to pay the lawyers bills), where, it has been finely said, every female child grows to womanhood in the assurance that, no matter how humble her station may be, she has a good sporting chance of some day marrying Charlie Chaplin or the Marquis de Falaise de la Foudraye.

In the year 1927 there were 192,037 divorces in the United States of America. In 1929, a bumper year, there were 201,468. But that, it will be remembered, was the year of the great Stock Exchange Panic, and in the following twelve months there was rather a disheartening drop - to 191,591. This was due to the money shortage. Husbands had to be content with giving the old wife a new coat of paint, while wives were forced to make last seasons model do for another year. It is confidently predicted that matters will shortly right themselves and Divorce flourish once more at full blast. This is known as the Return of Prosperity.

Divorce in America would appear to vary according to the climate. In the Eastern States the ratio is 147 to every 100,000 persons. As you get into the Mountains and the air becomes more bracing, this rises to 543 in every 100,000. While on the Pacific Coast it goes as high as 656. These figures, however, include the returns from Hollywood, which is scarcely fair.

Impressed by these statistics, we in England have fallen into the error of assuming that America leads the world in the matter of Divorce. This is not the case. Even at the risk of inflaming the Film colony to renewed efforts, we must state the truth - that Japan makes America look like a timid novice in this particular branch of industry. In Japan there are thirty-four divorces per thousand inhabitants, while in the United States there are a mere thirteen. It is but a melancholy consolation to Americas patriots that the next competitor in order, Switzerland, only scores three.

This is the sort of revelation which takes all the heart out of an energetic and persevering people. The reason is not far to seek. It lies in the fact that, while certain of the American states are doing all that can be expected of them - we take off our hat to Washington, where there are eleven separate and distinct grounds for divorce - others are simply loafing. In South Carolina, for instance, divorce is actually not permitted, and in many states it cannot be obtained for such perfectly adequate causes as failing to lead back the partners suit at Bridge, saying Oh, yeah?, telling last nights dreams at the breakfast-table, and squeezing the toothpaste tube at the wrong end. Naturally, the Japanese, a race which pulls together as one man in every patriotic movement, have little difficulty in keeping ahead.

In England, the outlook is distinctly encouraging. There was a time within the memory of some of us who are elderly but still well preserved when divorce was mostly confined to the theatre. Except in plays, it was quite a rarity. Then came the Kings famous Wake up, England! speech, and the old country was stirred from its lethargy. In 1918 the 1917 figures were nearly doubled, yet even that total is less than one-third of the number today. We are now doing most creditably, all things considered, with one divorce to every eighty-eight marriages, as compared with one to every ninety-two in the previous year and one in five hundred before the War.

But, even granted that there has been a vast improvement, it is astonishing that Japans figures should still seem to us a mark to reverence but not to shoot at. When we look about us and see how uniformly repulsive our fellow human beings are, it seems extraordinary that only a mere handful each year take the sensible course of severing relations with them.

The reason, one presumes, is that the expense of divorce is so great. Judges, as a class, display, in the matter of arranging alimony, that reckless generosity which is found only in men who are giving away somebody elses cash. What this country needs is a good medium-priced divorce.

Here again Japan scores. Alimony in Japan is a mere matter of yen - a yen being, if I remember rightly, about one-three-thousandth of a pound. What it all boils down to is that with a reasonable amount of luck your Japanese can get divorced half a dozen times a year for about what it would cost him in London to tip the head waiter of a night-club for giving him a table twenty-seven feet from the dancing-floor and directly behind a pillar.

And we have not yet got Americas facilities. There was a negress in Kentucky who secured her divorce by the simple process of going to the judge and saying, Ah done lost ma taste for Ephraim. That is the spirit that wins to success.


HAPPY CHRISTMAS AND MERRY NEW YEAR
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WITH THE ADVENT of each Christmas a new spirit seems to steal over the community, a spirit of cheerfulness and goodwill. Minor employees of hotels, restaurants, and the like smile at our approach. Our relatives in the country write us long, newsy letters and speculate round the fireside on how much we are good for. Our friends greet us with a merry Well, Christmas will soon be here!, registering the while a mental vow that, until they know what sort of a present we are going to give them, they are going to be pretty careful.

Everywhere you see it, this genial, Dickensy, peace-and-goodwill spirit.

In these circumstances, it behoves us to be prepared. It is useless to imagine, as every one has done in his more optimistic moments, that people will accept regrets and stories of parcels gone wrong in the post. You worked that, if you remember, in 1925, and it is not a thing that goes well twice.

No, presents must be bought, and the only thing is to try to get off as lightly as possible.



The first rule in buying Christmas presents is to select something shiny. If the chosen object is of leather, the leather must look as if it had been well greased; if of silver, it must gleam with the light that never was on sea or land. This is because the wariest person will often mistake shininess for expensiveness. A shiny pocket-book will often get by where a duller gift of twice its value would have been received with sneers.

Books are very popular for this reason. There are very few things which can look so shiny as a Collected Works of Longfellow, Tennyson, or Wordsworth. Longfellow particularly. I have seen a common house-fly alight on the back of a Christmas Longfellow and slide the whole length of the volume, eventually shooting off with extraordinary velocity and stunning itself against the wall. For this reason a Collected Works will always be a welcome gift. They can be left about the drawing-room in lieu of fly-paper.

They may also be used as mirrors.

Intelligence should be the sheet anchor of the Christmas-present buyer. This and a consideration for others. He should always bear in mind the fact that the recipient will be wanting to pass it on later to somebody as a wedding present. Much misery has been caused in a great number of homes by a want of thought in this matter.

I, myself, am not blameless. I recollect giving as a Christmas present to a friend a rather repellent claret-jug which had been given to me on my birthday by my aunt Charlotte, and which, unknown to me, bore the inscription With fondest love from C. B. H.. Naturally, this friend gave it to another friend as a wedding present, and the discovery of it among the gifts and the bridegrooms total inability to explain who the fondly-loving C. B. H. was gave the bride an advantage from which he never recovered, and it was only when, a year later, the courts separated the happy pair that he found himself once more in possession of a latch-key.

* * *

How different a present was that Smokers Ideal Comrade which I received on Christmas Day, 192a. It was given me by one of my uncles, and it had everything, including a brass cigar-cutter, which makes smoking distasteful to the right-thinking man. I hesitate, for I am not quite sure of my facts, to make such an accusation, but I rather think the thing included a velvet smoking-cap.

I gave it away in the autumn of 1923 to an old school friend as a wedding present, and thought no more of it. What was my surprise, on Christmas morning, 1924, to receive it back from a distant cousin. I gave it away once again, Christmas, 1925, only to unpack it in my home on the twenty-fourth of December, 1930 - this time as the gift of the very uncle who had first given it to me in 1922. The thing had completed full circle, and looked as good as new, though it contained no smoking-cap. It may be that it never had contained a smoking-cap, or possibly the passage of time had wrought more heavily on the velvet than on the brass.

I confess to a not unmanly wave of sentiment when I beheld it once more and thought of all the good men whom it had enabled to give a handsome Christmas present without expense. In a month from now it will be starting out on its travels again, but on a different route, for I am sending it to a friend in Australia, whither, I feel sure, it has never yet penetrated.



In this instance we have watched the career of a Christmas present from start to - I hope - finish. But this is but one of millions. The question of what becomes of Christmas presents must still continue to vex thinking men. Every year a tidal wave of incredibly useless matter bursts upon the country, yet somehow or other it is disposed of long before the first mosquito steps from the West Indian pier into the crate of bananas which is to take it to the Old Country. A proportion of this, no doubt, is kept working after the manner of my Smokers Ideal Comrade: but the vast majority of Christmas presents simply disappear. My own theory is that they are sold back to the shops, whence they emerge next year in another incarnation.

It is probably true, as I have heard said, that every large London shop retains a special staff of skilled workmen whose duty it is to transform old Christmas presents into new Christmas presents of a different nature. They receive the combined pocket-book, cigar-case, and handy manicure set and with a few deft touches transform it into Miladys vanity-case. They take the slightly soiled Longfellow and give it a new coat of varnish. The too bright scarf of yesteryear becomes a sweater for the Pekingese.

If I had only known in time of the existence of these men, I could, no doubt, for a small consideration, have got them to make over my aunts claret-jug into a pair of slippers or a presentation set of the works of Robert Browning.

For that they do exist, I am now convinced. On no other theory is the total disappearance of last years Christmas presents to be explained. Matter cannot be destroyed. It can only be transformed.

The burden of Christmas-present giving has of late years been sadly increased by the growing sophistication of the modern child. In the brave old days it was possible to give a child almost anything, and to receive in return a very warm gratitude. I can still recall thanking with genuine sincerity a relative whose annual Christmas gift to me consisted of an orange.

In fact, the thought of what the average child expects from you nowadays at Christmas is so saddening that I hurry to skip a week and get into the new year.

* * *

It was when I took down my Encyclopaedia Britannica in order to obtain material for a few thoughtful pages on New Years Day and its customs that I noticed, not for the first time, a very annoying habit of that great work of reference. I allude to its habit of leaving off just at the point where it has got the reader all agog and excited.

Take, for example, its description of New Years Day in medieval England.

In those times, it says, it was the practice for the King to extort gifts from his subjects, adding that in the year 1533 Henry the Eighth collected many thousands of pounds in this manner - being laid a stymie in only one instance, when Bishop Latimer, a man with a good business head, handed him in lieu of cash a copy of the Old Testament with the leaf turned down at Hebrews xiii. 4.

So far, so good. Most interesting. But then, having mentioned that on another occasion the bluff monarch got into the ribs of Cardinal Wolsey to the tune of one hundred and seventeen pounds, seventeen shillings and sixpence, it signs off without a word of explanation, leaving the reader completely mystified. Why one-one-seven, seventeen and six? Why the seventeen bob? Why the sixpence?

I have heard two theories advanced. The first, that the King met the Cardinal in a dark alley on his way back from the bank and stood him on his head and lifted the contents of his pockets, does not satisfy me. If Cardinal Wolsey drew a cheque to Self, it would have been for some less eccentric figure, and, knowing that it was New Years Day and Henry was about, he would certainly not have gone to the bank without an armed escort. It is far more likely that the money changed hands at the conclusion of a merry party in the small hours of the morning. The waiter came round with the bill, and King Henry, after the usual unconvincing fumbling, told him to take it on to the clerical gentleman in the paper cap.

This would explain everything. The bill came to exactly a hundred and seventeen pounds, fifteen shillings. Two bob for the waiter and sixpence for the hat-check girl, and there you are. One can always reason these things out if one tries, but my point is that the Encyclopædia Britannica ought not to throw the burden of the brainwork on its readers. Making these silly mysteries is mere verbal horseplay, unworthy of its great reputation.

Another result of consulting the Encyclopædia is that my opinion of the ancient Persians has been considerably lowered. I had always looked on them as a sober, responsible people, by no means the kind you would suspect of a distorted sense of humour. And yet, we read, it was their custom to go round on New Years morning making presents of eggs to their friends - the one day when one simply cant look at an egg. I shall never feel quite the same about the ancient Persians again.

How much more fitting was the attitude of the early Christians. Christians, in the early days of the Church, were, we are told, expected to spend New Years Day in quiet meditation. It is a custom which after nearly two thousand years still persists. Visit any of your friends on the morning of January the First, if you are in a condition to do so, and see for yourself. The odds are a hundred to one that you will find him in bed with a vinegar-soaked bandage round his head and the bromo-seltzer bottle by his side, quietly meditating.

Oddly enough, there has always been a great deal of confusion in the public mind as to when exactly New Years Day really is. What reason have we to suppose that the year begins on January the First? One only, that the ancient Romans said it did. Yes, but what ancient Romans? Probably Horace or somebody at a moment when he was well into his second bottle of Falernian. One can picture the scene...

HORACE. Well, boys, Happy New Year, boys.

LUCULLUS (looking up from the grape which he is cracking with the nutcrackers). How do you mean, Happy New Year?

HORACE. Its New Years Day tomorrow. We celebrate it with masquerades, the making of sacrifices to Janus, and feasting. Yessir!

MAECENAS. Feasting?

HORACE. Feasting was what I said.

MAECENAS (thoughtfully). I believe hes right.

LUCULLUS. Im sure hes right. Happy New Year.

MAECENAS. Happy New Year.

HORACE. Happy New Year.

VIRGIL. All the same, I could have sworn it came at the time of the autumnal equinox, on September the twenty-first.

That was because Virgil had been brought up in the school of thought of the ancient Egyptians, Phoenicians, and Persians. In Egypt, Phoenicia and Persia the sale of squeakers and rattles and paper caps was brisk all through September, culminating on the twenty-first. The medieval Christians, on the other hand, held their celebrations on the twenty-fifth of March. The Greeks were broad-minded. Some of them thought New Years Day came on December the twenty-first, while others voted for the twenty-first of June. This was good for the restaurateurs, who could count on two big nights in the year, but confusing for the Income Tax authorities, who never knew when to send in their demands.

One can readily see that this sort of conflict of ideas is not only bewildering but decidedly inconvenient. It makes it difficult for a conscientious man to do the right thing. He starts out simply and straightforwardly enough by taking a reserved table for the last night in December, prepared to dance on it should the occasion arise, and there, one would suppose, the matter would rest.

But mark the sequel. As March approaches, doubts begin to assail him. Was I right? he begins to ask himself. Those medieval Christians were shrewd fellows. Who knows whether they may not have had the correct idea? The only way he can square his conscience is by going out and lowering himself to the level of the beasts of the field on the night of March the twenty-fourth. And scarcely has the doctor left his bedside next morning with the statement that all he needs is a diet of arrowroot for a week or two, when he starts to brood on the fact that the ancient Phoenicians, who were no fools, were convinced that September the twenty-first was New Years Day.

By this time he is so uncertain that he feels the only safe course is to hunt up all the data and celebrate every New Year that any nation or collection of people ever invented, with the result that he has only just time to get discharged from the nursing-home by December the thirty-first, the now fashionable date, and join his unthinking friends in their revels. Many a young man, in the springime of life, has developed cyrrhosis of the liver simply through reading the New Year article in the Encyclopaedia. My own perusal of it has left me with grave doubts, and I had better be closely watched on the eve of June the twenty-first, as I am beginning to come round to the Greek view.

I have little more to add. If any word of mine enables my readers to approach New Years Eve in a more thoughtful frame of mind, I shall be amply repaid. If, when throwing celluloid balls at some perfect stranger while endeavouring to sing Auld Lang Syne, you pause for a moment to say to yourself Even so did the ancient Egyptians do! or I bet Henry the Eighth was a whale at this sort of thing! and, as you break the last remains of the crockery and glassware, you feel a passing pang for the days that are no more, my labours will not have been in vain. I thank you.


THOUGHTS ON THE INCOME TAX
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AS I SIT in my poverty-stricken home wishing that I could afford the price of a ham-sandwich and looking wistfully at the place where the canarys cage used to be before I had to sell it to pay the last instalment on my income tax, I find myself in thoughtful mood. Neighbours pop their heads in through the door and, withdrawing them softly, whisper to one another, Dont go in. I think he is sickening for something. But really it is simply that I am in thoughtful mood. A dark suspicion is stealing over me that I have been the victim of sharp practice.

The artist temperament has its advantages and its drawbacks. When the necessity arises for weaving plots and putting ones dreams on paper, such a temperament is obviously so much pure velvet. One could not get on without it. The drawbacks come in when matters of Finance are to the fore. That is when we authors suffer.

It is, for instance, the peculiar characteristic of the artist temperament that it will always disgorge automatically when asked to pay any sum ending with nr. 3d., 13s. 4d., or 0s. 7½d., provided the demand is made on an official form.

Looking back over the past year, it seems to me that I have received and yielded to far more of these demands than I should have done. I name no names, but I am now convinced that there is somebody in the Inland Revenue Office who knows this weak spot of mine and plays upon it.

Yes, I will name names, too, and let the law of libel do its worst. What happens is this. Mr Snowden looks in at Somerset House one morning to fetch a hat he left and finds Mr Neville Chamberlain sitting with his head between his hands.

Well, Nev., hows it coming? asks Mr Snowden.

Not so good, replies Mr Chamberlain. I feel were going to be short at the end of the Fiscal Year.

Dont I know that feeling! says Mr Snowden sympathetically. Hot dog! I suppose youve worked the old Wodehouse gag?

Whats that?

Why, whenever I needed a bit more of the stuff, says Mr Snowden, I would just send Wodehouse another demand for £238 13s. 4d.

Mr Chamberlain starts, and his face brightens.

Did it work? he cries eagerly.

Did it work! says Mr Snowden. It never failed. The mans a perfect ass. You can put the bite on him over and over again.

And so, little by little, and bit by bit, the thing goes on, until one day you see it announced in the papers that Mr Chamberlain is £2,375,694 9s. 10d. in hand. And practically all of it out of my pocket.

Scarcely British, I think.

Not that I should grudge the money if only I had not the feeling that I was simply chucking it away. Where does it go? What do they do with it? One gets the feeling sometimes that the whole thing is purely malevolent, done in a sort of You would have an income, would you? All right! spirit. It would surely be a very simple thing to give the tax-payer some inkling of the use to which his money was put.

I should like to read in the paper some such item as this:

At Bow Street Police Court yesterday, James Brown (36) was sentenced to three months hard labour for breaking and entering. The magistrate, in congratulating PC. X.42 on his smart capture, said that he was a credit to Mr P. G. Wodehouse, who was paying his salary. Mr Wodehouse, it will be remembered, is the man behind Officer Y.18, who arrested the Bermondsey burglar last week. Mr Wodehouse is also partly responsible for the upkeep of both His Majestys land and naval services, and paid for three bricks of the new County Council building. This public-spirited citizen has promised that, if he has a good year next year, he will chip in on the blotting-paper overhead at the Colonial Office.

That would be gratifying. Still more gratifying would it be if the authorities could see their way to some easily recognizable form of reward. Why not something on the lines of the colours system at public schools? It would help one in ones business.

Wodehouse must be doing pretty well, people would say. I see hes been given his super-tax scarf. If his books are as good as all that, Ill have to buy one of them.

This would appeal to the deepest-rooted of human tendencies, the desire to swank. You would find men with small incomes deliberately falsifying their returns in order to get into the supertax class. Not much talk about non-balancing budgets then.

And while we are suggesting improvements, why cannot something be done about the method of collection? Why these impersonal forms, these cold documents with all their tactless remarks about Penalties? Why not that direct contact which appeals to all that is warm-hearted in a man? If the Waits can go round singing carols, why cannot the Inland Revenue authorities go round singing Income Tax Demands?

I can see the thing rising to rather ambitious heights of part-singing. Thus:



Scene: The steps leading to the tax-payers front door.

Enter the Somerset House Glee Party.

Trebles: God rest you, merry gentlemen,

Altos: God rest you, merry gentlemen,

Tenors: Merry gentlemen, — merry gentlemen,

Basses: Merry gentlemen,
Tenors: God rest you,

Altos: Merry gentlemen,

Basses: Merry, merry, merry, merry, merry gentlemen,

All: Let nothing you dismay.

Basses: Dismay.

Trebles: Were needing stacks

Altos: Of Income Tax,

Tenors: Of Income Tax,

Basses: Stacks, Tax, Tax, Stacks, Stacks, Tax, etc. [see note below]

Trebles: God rest you, merry gentlemen,

Let nothing you dismay:

(Note: Basses always get perfectly drivelling at about this stage of partsinging. You just have to bear with them. In the present instance they will go on chanting as above for several minutes. Meanwhile, the Trebles have gone back to God rest you, merry gentlemen, in case you did not hear them the first time, and one of the Tenors, who has not quite recovered from the big Christmas lunch at Somerset House, has switched off into Love me and the world is mine. Oh, I forgot the Altos. They are just singing Merry, merry, merry over and over again. All this sort of thing is unavoidable on these occasions.) 
All: Were needing stacks of Income Tax, From Trade (including Mines, Quarries and other concerns formerly assessed under Schedule A),
Profession, or Vocation,
Basses: (Or Vocation, Or Vocation)
All: From Untaxed Interest, Annuities, Annual Payments,
Or Dividends,
Tenors: (Or Dividends)

All: Or Discounts,
Altos: (Or Discounts)

Trebles: (God rest you, merry, merry, merry,)

All: Or From Manorial Dues, Or Ecclesiastical Payments, etc., formerly assessed under the Rules of No. II of Schedule A.

Tenors: (Schedule A, Schedule A.)

Basses: (Its a bear! Its a bear! Its a bear!)

All: From Dominion and Foreign Securities and Possessions,
From Untaxed Profits or Income Not Falling Under Any of the Foregoing Heads and not Charged Under Any Schedule,

Basses: (Oh, take me back to that old Kentucky shack — I said
Take me back, for the choo-choos off to Alabammy.)

Tenors: (Mammy! Mammy!)

All: Not forgetting Wifes Untaxed Income Under Any of the
Foregoing Heads, If Not Included Above...

Basses: (I wanna go! I wanna go!)

Treble We have heard it hinted darkly

Solo: That your leisure you employ

Drinking cocktails at the Berkeley,
Having lunch at the Savoy:
So if you will tell us clearly
Whats your total income yearly,
We will thank you most sincerely:
At-a-boy!

All: God rest you, merry gentlemen,
Let nothing you dismay:

Were needing stacks of income tax,
So pay — pay -pay!

That would bring us out with our cheque-books. If it happened to be snowing at the time, so much the better for the Inland Revenue. It would be a pretty hard-hearted man who would not add on another shilling or two with Mr Chamberlain stamping his feet and blowing on his fingers outside the front door.

But these are Utopian dreams. What we are dealing with now is the fact that the Government have got £2,375,694 9s. 10d. of mine, and I want to know what they propose to do about it.

In America, of course, the thing would be simple. I should just write and ask for it back. I knew a man in New York who found, on going over his Income Tax return, that he had overpaid the Federal Government the sum of $1.50. He wrote a civil letter, informing them of this, and received an equally civil reply, in which the Authorities regretted the error and begged to enclose, as requested, cheque for $15.00.

My friend returned the cheque, saying that there had been a mistake, and the Authorities, more apologetic than ever, sent him another for $150.00. When he returned this cheque they almost grovelled and enclosed one for $1,500.00.

My friend was content at this point to take his profit and retire from the game, but I still think that if he had had the vision and enterprise to carry on he could have cleaned them out.

A little more of this generous and impulsive spirit is what we need in this country. Over here the Authorities would merely have written a curt reply to the first letter, noting that my friend acknowledged a debt of the sum mentioned and requesting him to remit cheque by early post. For of all the hard-boiled, stony-eyed, protruding-chinned descendants of Captain Kidd who ever took the orphan by the scruff of the neck and rubbed his nose in the mud, these Inland Revenue thugs are the...

But I must not allow myself to become bitter. Let me rather control myself with a visible effort and turn to the bright side of the Income Tax.



For it has a bright side. Say what you will against it, the filling up of Schedule D has given us all a delightful indoor game in which old and young can join with equal enjoyment.

See the family clustered round the table. There is Father, with his spectacles on, jotting down some notes on Amortization. There is Mother, leaning over his shoulder and pointing out that by taking Sec. 6248 II and putting it on top of Sub-Sec. 9730 G he can claim immunity from the tax mentioned in Sec. 4587 M. And gathered about them are the children, sucking pencils and working out ways of doing down the super-tax.

See, papa! cries little Cyril gleefully. I note that Gifts (not made as a consideration for service rendered) and money and property acquired under a will or inheritance (but not the income derived from money or property received by gift, will, or inheritance) are, according to Sub-Sec 2439, not subject to tax, and the way it looks to me is that you can knock off the price of the bullfinchs birdseed.

And so it goes on, each helping the other, all working together in that perfect harmony which, one had begun to think, would never again be seen in the home.

Nor is this all. Filling in the Income Tax forms has kindled again all the old spirit of love and family affection. How differently nowadays the head of the house regards his wife and children. Many a man who has spent years wondering why on earth he ever linked his lot with a woman whom he has disliked from the moment they stepped out of the Lord Warden Hotel at Dover and a gang of boys and girls who seemed to grow more repulsive every day gratefully revises his views as he scans Schedule D.

His wife may be a nuisance about the home, but she comes out strong when it is a question of Married Maris Exemption. And the children! As the father looks at their hideous faces and reflects that he is entitled to knock off a nice little sum per gargoyle, the austerity of his demeanour softens, and he pats them on the head and talks vaguely about jam for tea.

There is no doubt that the Income Tax, whatever else it has done, has taught the British Father to value his nearest and, so to speak, dearest. It is the first practical step that has been taken against the evil of race-suicide.

Of course, the system is by no means perfect yet. To lump all children together under a single head and have an iron-clad tariff is crude.

It is obviously unfair that the father of a son at whom he can look without wincing and who shows promise of developing into a slow left-hand bowler who can flight the ball and make it dip should be allowed the same compensation as the suffering parent of one of those spectacled boys with rabbit teeth and chronic colds who ask questions all the time in a squeaky, adenoidy voice. Photographs should be submitted and large bonuses granted.

I have seen photographs of myself in my youth which would infallibly have eased the situation for my father, had such a system been in operation forty-odd years ago. Send this bird a cheque for £115 8s. 11d., the Authorities would have said, glancing at that one of me in the sailor suit and putting it back hastily in its envelope. He needs it sorely.

And a week later, after they had had time to think it over properly, my father would have received an additional £63 0s. 4½d. Conscience Money.


BUTLERS AND THE BUTTLED
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IF I HAVE a fault as a writer, which is very doubtful, I should say that it was a tendency to devote myself a little too closely to the subject of butlers. Critics have noticed this complex of mine.

Why is it, they ask, that Wodehouse writes so much about butlers? There must be some explanation. This great, good man would not do it without some excellent reason.

Well, the fact is, butlers have always fascinated me. As a child, I was brought up on the fringe of the butler belt: as a young man I was a prominent pest at houses where butlers were maintained: today I employ butlers: so it might be said that I have never really gone off the butler-standard: and all through the years these men have piqued my imagination. Mystery hangs about them like a nimbus. How do they get that way? What do they really think about? Where do they go on their evenings off? And, if you come right down to it, why are they called butlers? If the word is a corruption of bottlers, it is surely a misnomer. A butler does not bottle. He unbottles.

In these few remarks I shall deal with the best-known representative of the species, the English butler: but scattered about the world there are many other types. In Hollywood, for instance, a butler may be almost anything. The acid test is whether he knows how to look after the swimming-pool. The first one we had was a Japanese, and so magical was his touch with the pool that he was kept on for six months in spite of his habit of addressing my wife as Dear old pal. This was all the English he knew, and it seemed a shame to say anything to hurt the feelings of one who so plainly prided himself on being a bit of a linguist.

He was succeeded by a Filipino, who left us to become a prizefighter. This is the only failing of the Filipino butler. You take your eye off him for a second, and he is out with his manager arranging dates for four-round bouts.

There was one genuine English butler in Hollywood. He worked as a free-lance, hiring himself out for large parties, and this habit of his led to the sudden reform of a visiting New Yorker whose dissipated ways had been occasioning his family no little concern. Going to a party on the night of his arrival, this young man merely felt as he was ushered into the house that his hostess had had the luck to secure a really first-class butler. He liked the fellows quiet, deferential manner: and thought no more about the matter till he went to another party two nights later and was again shown in by what looked extraordinarily like the same chap. It was noticed during the subsequent festivities that the young guest, usually the life and soul of such gatherings, was strangely silent. He was to be observed standing in a corner, casting thoughtful glances at the man with the cocktail-tray.

On the following evening, invited to a third party, he got no further than the door. One startled look at the servitor who was holding it open for him, and he was off to book railroad accommodation for Battle Creek, where he took a six-weeks cure before feeling himself justified in leaving. He is now regarded as the chief ornament of a family noted for its rigid views, and in his eyes you will sometimes see the unmistakable look of a man who has passed through some soul-testing experience.

It has always seemed to me one of the most poignant ironies of life that the intellectual poor, who are endowed with the sensibility necessary for the proper appreciation of butlers and the imagination to enjoy them to the full, should be unable to afford them; while the dull and stupid rich, to whom there is no romance in a butler, are never without them. I know a man who has two, one for day, one for night duty; so that at whatever hour you enter his house there is buttling going on at full blast.

This is all wrong. For, hard as it is to be a good butler, it is still harder to be a good butler. It is not easy to buttle, but it is still more difficult to be buttled to.

As an instance of what I mean, take the case of some acquaintances of mine in Chicago who, after cleaning up rather largely in Wheat, awoke one morning in the midst of the enjoyment of their novel wealth, to find that an English butler had imperceptibly insinuated himself into the home. The discovery left them aghast. Some are born to butlers, others achieve butlers, and others have butlers thrust upon them. My friends belonged to the last class. In the daily recriminations which followed Merglesons arrival, each of the family denied hotly that he or she had been responsible for his engagement. They came to the conclusion in the end that nobody had engaged him, but that he had just materialized like some noxious vapour given out by their wealth.

At any rate, from the moment of his arrival, happiness took to itself wings. If they had been American song-writers, they would have said that skies were grey and that they had lost the blue bird. Mergleson had been with a Duke, and on the occasions when I dined with these unfortunate people it would have touched a far harder heart than mine to observe the way they cringed before the man. They congealed beneath his cold eye. They quailed at the proximity of his bulging waistcoat. If conversation became for an instant free and unself-conscious, it collapsed at the sound of Merglesons quiet disapproving Sherry or Hock, sir? Sometimes, out of sheer bravado, one of the sons, in the devil-may-care way of youth, would begin a funny story, only to subside halfway through as he heard that short, soft cough behind him - the cough which seemed to say: Pardon me, but this sort of thing would hardly have done for His Grace.

I forget how it all ended. They could not have shot the man, or I should have seen it in the papers. They could not have given him notice, for they had not the courage. I imagine they talked the thing over, and one night, having made sure that he was asleep, they all packed their suitcases and sneaked away somewhere out West.

I merely mention the affair to prove my point that it is not every man who is capable of being buttled to, and that mere wealth ought not to be permitted to corner the butler market, as it is under the present slipshod conditions of our social life. Over in England, a mere five days journey from the house of these wretched creatures, there must have been dozens of men to whom Mergleson would have been a comfort and a boon, but who were barred from employing him by their impecuniosity. Some day, no doubt, there will be a sort of Fund or Institution for supplying the deserving poor with butlers. Public examinations will be held periodically, and those who pass them will receive these prizes quite independently of their means.

One can foreshadow without much difficulty some of the questions which would be put to the candidates.

For instance:



(1) What would you do if you were a guest in a big house and you met the butler unexpectedly on the stairs?

Answer (adjudged correct by the examiners):

I should either (a) stare haughtily at the man or (b) say, Ah, Stimson! I am looking for His Grace, Her Grace, His Lordship, Her Ladyship, and Colonel Maltravers-Morgan. Have you seen them anywhere?

(Adjudged incorrect):

I should (a) shuffle my feet; (b) faint; (c) hurl myself over the banisters.

(2) Is familiarity with a butler ever permissible?

Answer (adjudged correct by the examiners):

Certainly. All butlers are interested in racing and the Stock Market. It is perfectly in order to say to a butler: (a) Oh Spink, before I forget. Put your dickey on Buttercup for the two oclock at Ally Pally next Saturday, or (b) Very unsettled, the market, this afternoon, Spink - very unsettled.

(Adjudged incorrect):

Only in an assumed voice, over the telephone.

(3) What services may a man legitimately demand of a butler?

(Adjudged correct):

(a) The supplying of light for a cigar; (b) a jerk at the collar of ones overcoat just as one has got it on; (c) a corroboration of ones suspicion that the weather is threatening.

(Adjudged incorrect):

None.



It is one of the compensations of increasing age that fear of butlers (that butler-phobia of which Herbert Spencer and other philosophers have written so searchingly) decreases with the passage of the years and eventually, as the hair grows sparser and the figure more abundant, vanishes altogether. But it may be taken as an axiom that a man under the age of twenty-five who says he is not afraid of butlers is lying. In my own case I was well over thirty before I could convince myself, when paying a social call, that the reason the butler looked at me in that cold and distant way was that it was his normal expression when on duty, and that he did not do it because he suspected that I was overdrawn at the bank, had pressed my trousers under the mattress, and was trying to make last years hat do for another season.

The sting has passed now, but I freely admit that my nonage, that period of life which should be all joy and optimism, was almost completely soured by the feeling that, while we lunched, the butler was registering silent disapproval of the peculiar shape of the back of my head.

But then, those were the days when butlers were butlers. You never met one under sixteen stone, and they all had pale, bulging eyes and tight-lipped mouths. They had never done anything but be butlers, if we except the years when they were training on as second footmen. Since then there has been a war, and it has changed the whole situation. The door is now opened to you by a lissom man in the early thirties. He has sparkling, friendly eyes and an athletes waist, and when not opening doors he is off playing tennis somewhere. The old majesty which we used to find so oppressive between 1900 and 1910 has given place to a sort of cheery briskness. Formality has disappeared. I know a man whose butler is his old soldier-servant, and his method of receiving the caller is to open the front door about eleven inches, poke his head through and, after surveying the visitor with some suspicion, say in broad Scotch, Whit dye want? It takes away all that sense of chill and discomfort which one used to feel in ones early twenties when, in a frock-coat which had not been properly pressed, one encountered the Spinks and Merglesons.

It amuses me, when, as sometimes happens, I hear thoughtless people criticizing butlers on the absurd ground that they are useless encumbrances for whose existence there is, in these enlightened days, no excuse. There is one unanswerable retort to these carpers - to wit, abolish butlers, and what would become of the drama? You might just as well expect playwrights to get along without stage telephones. To the dramatist, a butler is indispensable. Eliminate him, and who is to enter rooms at critical moments when, if another word were spoken, the play would end immediately? Who is to fill gaps by coming in with the tea-things, telegrams, the evening paper, and cocktails? Who is to explain the plot of the farce at the rise of the curtain?

Dramatists realize this, and of late years it has been rare to find a butler-less play. In a way, this is a pity. In the old days butlers were confined mostly to Society comedies and farces adapted from the French, which made it very convenient for, directly you saw one come on the stage, you were able to say to yourself, Ah, so this is a Society comedy or a farce adapted from the French, is it? and steal away to a musical comedy while there was still time to escape.

Butlers are popular in the motion-picture world, but the writers of scenarios appear to have a sketchy idea of what their actual duties are or how they are dressed. Outside a film drama it is rarely that one sees a butler - in Dundreary whiskers and a zebra-striped waistcoat - announce a visitor and stand listening to the ensuing conversation with his elbows at right-angles to his body and his chin held rigidly on a level with his forehead.

But, after all, the stage has made equally bad mistakes in its time. It used to be a stage tradition that, if ever misfortune hit the home, the butler came forward and offered his employers his savings to help them over the crisis. In real life butlers are almost unbelievably slow to take their cue on such occasions. A friend of mine was telling me of what happened when he was unlucky in some speculations on the Stock Exchange and found himself in the unpleasant position of having to cover by Monday, and nothing to cover with.

A regular theatregoer, his first act was to ring the bell for his butler.

Meadowes, he said, I have had very serious losses in the market.

Indeed, sir? said the worthy fellow.

I hardly know where to turn for the stuff, indeed.

No, sir?

In fact, Meadowes, I am absolutely ruined.

Very good, sir.

My friend saw that delicate innuendo was useless.

Meadowes, he said, if you could see your way to letting me have those savings of yours...

Something like emotion for the first time animated the mans mask-like face.

No sir, thank you, sir, he said in a quiet, respectful voice. Not if I know it, sir. And I should like to give a weeks notice.

You cannot rely on the drama as a guide when dealing with butlers.


A WORD ABOUT AMUSEMENT PARKS
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TO THE STUDENT of history as he turns the pages of musty chronicles, there is always something very sad and poignant, not to say stark, in the thought that ideas worth millions have so often come to men at a time when the world was not ripe for them, thus preventing them from cashing in and cleaning up on a big scale. One pities these pioneers who with just a spot of luck might so easily have clicked.

In the days of the Spanish Inquisition, for instance, Torquemada, strolling through the dungeons during a matinée performance, came upon one of the humbler members of the executive staff sitting hunched up in a corner. It was plain to him that the fellow was not his usual sunny self and, being a kindly soul who liked to have smiling faces about him, he inquired the reason.

You look pretty mouldy, Sebastian, said Torquemada. Why the grouch?

Its the business.

Whats wrong with the business?

Ill tell you whats wrong with the business, replied the other, as he listlessly heated his pincers at a nearby brazier. Its going to pot. Im not kept busy at all nowadays - not what I call busy.

Torquemada said something about the competition of talking films.

It isnt that, sighed the man.

Perhaps the supply of heretics is giving out.

It isnt that, either. The trouble is that our methods are all wrong. What happens, for instance, if we want to put a fellow on the rack? Why, we go out and chase him and arrest him and try him and send him to prison and all that, which all means swelling the overhead, whereas what we ought to do is change the name of the rack to Stretching the Stretch or something snappy like that with a sales-appeal in it and charge a small admission fee, and before you knew where you were we should be turning them away in hundreds. Theyd stand in queues and fight to come in.

Well, you know what Torquemada was like. Cautious. Ultraconservative. What was good enough for his grandfather, he used to say, was good enough for him. He laughed at the suggestion, and look at the result. Who ever hears of the Spanish Inquisition nowadays? What dividends does it pay? It has failed, ruining the shareholders, simply because it was run without any understanding of the first principles of human nature.

And, centuries later, along come Blackpool and Margate and Douglas, Isle of Man, with their Amusement Parks, and do better business every year.

The men who run these places are students of humanity. They know - what Torquemadas assistant knew - that what, if administered gratis, would be a brutal assault becomes, when you have to pay for it, a source of rollicking enjoyment.

Suppose somebody laid hands on you and put you in a large round tub. Suppose he then proceeded to send the tub spinning down an incline so arranged that at intervals of a few feet it spun round and bumped violently into something, causing your heart to get all scrambled up with your uvula and your brain-cells to come unstuck.

What would happen? Next day he would hear from your solicitor. But at Blackpool you simply love it. Released from the tub, you run round to the starting-place and jump into another. And why? Because it costs sixpence a go.

It makes one think when one reads that Blackpool and its sister resorts expect to be fuller than ever this year, and that the proprietors of the Amusement Parks are looking forward to doing record business.

One realizes how sound the heart of the nation must be and how little it will affect this countrys potentiality for combat if disarmament schemes reduce the numbers of the regular army. It was Shakespeares opinion that England would never lie at the proud foot of a conqueror, and if he were alive today and spent Bank Holiday at Blackpool he would say the same again. It would be a rash Power that would dare set foot on the soil of a country whose inhabitants can consume hot dogs and iced lemonade, follow them with a few whelks and a jellied eel or two, and then go off and submit smilingly to the Aerial Slide and the Barrel of Bonhomie.

Apart from the sausages, the whelks and the jellied eels, such men have the right stuff in them.

To one who, like myself, has never invented anything, unless you count using a brass paper-fastener to take the place of a missing collar-stud, the most amazing thing about these Amusement Parks is the unfailing way in which those in charge think up new attractions every year.

I picture them as grim, melancholy men with very large heads that stick out at the back. In early life they have had some great disappointment or sorrow, and this has soured them. They hate their fellow men, and as the law prevents them revenging themselves on mankind in any other way they have to invent attractions. When they devise something that looks as if it were bound to turn the customers into nervous wrecks, they smile twisted smiles and for a moment are happy.

The trustees got away with all my money during my minority, says one, but I have invented an attraction which jerks you up and sideways at the same time and squirts water in your face.

My wife eloped with the chauffeur in the summer of24, says another, but look at the one Ive just thought out. You pay sixpence and drop through a trap-door on to a lot of spikes.

Hot spikes?

The second speaker is impressed. He realizes now why his companion is known at the club as Big-Brained Benjamin. Thats an idea. I hadnt thought of that.

Listen, says the first speaker, his eyes gleaming with a strange, soft light. Lets amalgamate. Lets jerk them up and sideways and squirt water in their faces, and then drop em through a trapdoor on to red-hot spikes. Then well be able to charge a shilling. And they go off arm-in-arm and wet the bargain with a vitriol and seltzer.



Before I forget, it seems that the explosion from the neighbourhood of the kitchen which I heard as I was writing my last paragraph was caused by the cook having trouble with the oven.

Apparently the thing exploded, setting her dress on fire, shooting her to the ceiling, and sending her into hysterics.

I cannot conclude this article on a pleasanter note than by offering this idea to the promoters. I look forward to seeing, on my next visit to Blackpool, the great new attraction, The Oven of Joy. It contains all the elements of a genuine Amusement Park success. It makes a lot of noise, it hurls you in the air, and it nearly kills you. I shall be satisfied with a small royalty.


THE SMALL GAMBLER


1. ROULETTE
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A CLOUDLESS SKY, a sea like satin. Air that breathes the fragrance of eternal spring. White walls gleaming in the sunshine; green hills towering to heaven. A Paradise, where falls not hail nor any snow, nor ever wind blows loudly.

And, right in the middle of it all, a wretched little creature in a Homburg hat legging it back to his hotel for more money to spend at the Casino.

It is Natures comic relief, the SMALL GAMBLER.

If there is one spectacle more than another before which the gods, looking down on the follies of mankind, hesitate, uncertain whether to laugh or to weep, it is the spectacle of the Small Gambler at Monte Carlo trying to make his holiday expenses.

Gambling is so foreign to his nature. Home in England, he is so steady, so level-headed. He lives on a salary which he earns by honest work. Get-rich-quick schemes do not tempt him. He does not dabble in stocks. He does not even follow the races. But, once at Monte Carlo, he is another man.

Curiosity has brought him to Monte Carlo - that and the need for a change. He has not come to gamble. He knows better than that. All he means to do is to stroll into the Casino now and then after dinner, and see if he cant make his expenses. But, if he loses, he will come straight out again. His attitude towards the Tables is going to be one of mild and detached amusement.

The poor fish!

Observe him now. He has got that money, and is back again in the Casino. In company with some hundred other human sardines he is straining to keep a position near enough to a roulette-table to enable him to spend the twenty louis for which he went to his hotel just now. His face is flushed. His head is splitting. He has Shop-Assistants Ankle through standing too long. He has Graeco-Roman Wrestlers Backache through wriggling about depositing his stake. He has Goal-keepers Squint through trying to watch his five-franc piece on red and the whirling ball simultaneously. He is a wreck.

The truth is that to preserve a detached attitude towards the gaming-table at Monte Carlo is impossible. Nobody has ever done it, and nobody ever will.

All that was settled years ago when M. Blanc selected Monte Carlo as the site for his Casino. If you put a Casino where that Casino is, then automatically the place, from the point of view of the ordinary man, becomes all Casino. Only by leaving the neighbourhood can he escape it. It is a case of Get In or Get Out.

Let me explain. At the back of Monte Carlo tower the eternal hills. Now, whatever else you may say about the eternal hills, however you may extol their grandeur and their impressiveness, the basic fact remains that they are hilly; and one of the most deeply rooted instincts of man, if we except a handful of freaks who annually boost themselves over the Alps with sharpened hockey-sticks, is a dislike for walking uphill.

The visitor comes out of his hotel at Monte Carlo of a morning, merry and bright. He takes one look at the eternal hills, and his soul heaves. He turns quickly and goes the other way. This takes him direct to the Casino. That is why it is there.

He has now one last chance. By swerving to the right he can elude the Casino and reach the terrace. But the authorities have allowed for this. Just beyond the terrace they have placed the pigeon-traps, and the visitor, being a pretty decent fellow, is not entertained by the sight of people shooting pigeons. He recoils. A minute later he is up the steps and in front of the Casino again. He hesitates. Then he takes a look over his shoulder at those eternal hills, shudders, and walks in.

Inside the building the authorities display a good deal of sardonic humour. A simulated coyness is their first joke. They know that they want the visitors money, and they know that they mean to get it, but they make as much fuss about starting in on him as a train does about entering a terminus. Their whole demeanour seems to indicate an agonized uncertainty. It is as if a brigand should pause and ask for guidance from above before going through his victims pockets.

The visitor goes to a counter on the left, answers questions, is scrutinized, signs his name: goes to a counter on the right, is scrutinized, signs his name again. Then, with the air of men embarking on a great adventure against their better judgment, the authorities give him a card of admission.

But, even now they have not entirely flung away caution. The same solemn farce has to be gone through next day, and the day after that. On the fourth day, wearying of the fun, they let him have an entrance ticket for a month. The wags! They know a week will be his limit.

* * *

Ladies and Gentlemen, the Tables! The Temple of Chance. The Plague Spot of Europe.

Here we are, all in amongst the ex-grand dukes and gorgeously dressed adventuresses, and - and well, anyhow, we ought to be. This is certainly the Casino. No doubt about that. But if there are grand-dukes about, they dont look the part; and, if adventuresses are present, the gorgeous dresses must be at the cleaners today.

To be absolutely frank, this is about the seediest collection of dead-beats into which we have ever been introduced. For the last time, if there is a grand-duke here, let him stand forth.

No answer.

Adventuresses will oblige by identifying themselves in a clear voice.

Dead silence.

Then either we have been shamefully deceived by Monte Carlo novelists, or else these glittering personages must have gone on into the inner rooms. We cannot follow, to make certain, for the entrance fee is two louis, and we are the Small Gambler, to whom two louis means eight stakes. Let us make the best of it, and take a look at the room in which we find ourselves.

There was a music-hall song some years ago, the refrain of which began, Im leaving Monte Carlo. I can no longer stay. (Todays heart-cry!) The first line of the first verse was -



Outside the gay Casino...

The gay Casino! It is all the fault of those novelists. They misled the poor fellow, as they have misled thousands more. Their stories conjured up the Casino as a home of jovial revelry - tempered, true, by an occasional suicide, but on the whole distinctly jovial revelry. One pictured the merry cries, the babel of talk, the ring ing laughs, and all that, a sort of blend of some gay French salon and the Cottars Saturday Night.

Well, it is not like that. Imagine the reading-room at the British Museum, deadly quiet, heated up to about the temperature of the second room in a Turkish bath, and peopled with the inmates of the Chamber of Horrors at Madame Tussauds come to life. Thats the gaming-room at Monte Carlo.

It is a large room, with a parquet floor and some pretty pictures. Against the walls are the settees. In this room, you must understand, except for one or two brief intervals during the day, when the Small Gambler drops off like an exhausted limpet and goes and feeds himself, there are never fewer than a thousand people.

At each of the tables there is seating accommodation for about twenty. For the remainder, the wretched persons with Shop-Assistants Ankle and Graeco-Roman Wrestlers Backache, there are these settees. On each settee two are comfortable, three a squash. For the tired multitude the management provides four settees.

It is all part of the system which started with those eternal hills. Outside the Casino everything forces you inside. Inside everything forces you to the tables. And, once you are at the tables, human nature does the rest.

This is the reason for the shortage of seats. The idea is to make the Small Gambler so uncomfortable that he loses all that calm detachment of his, and has to gamble in order to make himself endure his surroundings - just as in a smoky railway-carriage he would light a cigar to keep himself from suffocating.

The sight of his companions does nothing to alleviate his discomfort. I do not wish to give offence or to seem even for a moment to appear to be in danger of saying anything remotely personal, but why is it that five out of ten of the denizens of the Monte Carlo Casino are so totally unlike anything on earth?

I know the authorities are capable of going to infinite trouble to harass the Small Gambler, but I cannot believe that they hire these extraordinary people to sit there, just to worry him. And yet it may be so.

The fact remains that the sight of them puts the last touch to the Small Gamblers demoralization. Two minutes later, with set teeth and a damp brow, he is watching the wheel rotate. He is no longer calm and detached. No more does he look on with mild amusement. His five-franc piece is on the red, and his soul is a sort of seething cauldron in which dance the following thoughts:



(a) Shall I win?

(b) Black turned up last spin, so red ought to this. On the other hand, black may be in for a run.

(c) Suppose I win, and the croupier collars my doubloon!

(d) Suppose I win, and the croupier pays up like a man, and then that freak in front of me with a face like a walnut and a mouth like a scar pinches my winnings!

(e) How shall I prove theyre mine?

(f) Hes much nearer the table than I am. He could grab them in a second.

(g) Ive heard of that sort of thing. Its always being done.

(h) I wish I hadnt come.



By this time he has worked himself up into such a state of mind with respect to the walnut-faced man that it is almost a relief when black turns up and he loses.

As a matter of fact, his suspicions were quite unjust - a face like a walnut may cover an honest heart. Stake-grabbing does happen occasionally at Monte Carlo, but it is so rare that the Small Gambler need not worry himself about it. He will find plenty else to worry about. The management will not stint him in this respect.

Another thing that is singularly rare at the Casino is Trouble. Frequently one sees men snarling and gabbling at each other for a few seconds, and then subsiding into grunt-punctuated silence, but a genuine fracas is almost unknown.

When it does happen, the authorities handle it in masterly fashion. Plain-clothes detectives spring up from nowhere, surround the offender, edge him away down the room, and bring him to anchor in a small apartment off the main entrance. Here everybody talks at once, and finally the trouble-merchant is persuaded to leave the Casino. He is never allowed in again. Lucky fellow! That sort of thing never happens to the Small Gambler.



It is a curious existence, the Small Gamblers, unintelligible to the regular habitué of Monte Carlo. He who might be expected to haunt the tables incessantly seldom goes near them. At one time he too may have been a Small Gambler, but he has got over it now, and to him Monte Carlo is simply a place where there is always sunshine and always plenty to do. He is there for the winter, and he settles down to a regular life. He golfs, motors, yachts, and would be horrified at the idea of stifling himself in the Casino in the daytime.

But the Small Gambler is differently situated. He is not there for the winter. A fortnight is the limit he has fixed for his stay, and it is improbable that, once back in England, he will return for years, if at all.

It is now or never with him. Once he has taken the plunge, he eats, drinks and sleeps small gambling. He collects mascots.

He talks Casino at meals to other Small Gamblers. He avoids the Café de Paris, the Canton and the Austria, for these things would keep him up late, and militate against an early entrance next morning at the Casino.

A curious existence. One pictures him as a sort of fakir, one of those Indians who, doubtless from the best motives, spend their time hanging from a beam over a smouldering fire. While the fever lasts, he is just as effectually cut off from real life, and almost as uncomfortable.



My heart bleeds for the Small Gambler. We left him, if you recollect, wedged into the crowd, five francs to the bad, flushed and feverish. Nothing can save him now. He has lost money. He has a deficit to make up. From now on he will spend all day and every day at the tables, trailing that deficit like a bloodhound.

There will be moments when he will have it almost within his grasp. Then it will elude him again. And the longer it eludes him, the larger it will grow, until in the end he will have abandoned altogether his first happy dream of making his expenses, and will consider himself lucky if he can get all square again before the end of his visit.

But he will not. He cannot. That is the tragedy of the Small Gambler. To win at the tables needs dash, and the Small Gambler has no dash. He is trying to do the whole trip, fare included, on a fixed sum, and he becomes of necessity a piker, or, if you prefer it, a tin-horn sport, or one subject to cold feet. In other words, he is crippled by the necessity of having to economize. He cannot take risks.

He tries to gamble prudently.

He tries to treat a lunatic ball as a reasonable human being.

His attitude towards it is that of one arguing with a friend.

Youve turned up black six times running, he seems to say. You must be sick of it now, surely. The sheer monotony will make you want a change. And the ball fetches up at black for the seventh time.

The Small Gambler cannot rid himself of this feeling that what is monotonous to him must be monotonous to the ball. In theory he knows all about runs, but he cannot adjust his mind to the possibility of them in practice. To leave his stake on red or black when he has won, on the chance of its doubling and doubling, is physically beyond him.

The even chances are the Small Gamblers hunting-ground. Red and black: odd and even: over eighteen and under: he keeps to these; and his ineradicable fear of having his winnings stolen makes him confine his operations to the side of the table nearest which he happens to be standing.

To stand in the second row of humanity on the rouge-impair-manque side, and fling a coin across the table on to even or black is not for him. It is too like casting his bread upon the waters. It may return to him, but he cannot help feeling that those appalling-looking cut-throats over the way will scoop it up before he can utter a cry of remonstrance.

And even if they refrain, he will have to stretch forward to get his money, which means knocking the hat of the woman in front of him - a feat which after her last snarl of disapproval he simply has not the nerve to attempt. And this is a man who, home in England, knew no fear: who conducted himself in business crises more like a level-headed lion of the jungle than anything else.

Sometimes he will play on the two-to-one chances, the three columns and the first, second and third dozens. But how shall the Ethiopian change his skin, the leopard his spots, or the Small Gambler his timidity? He does not intend to plunge wildly on a two-to-one chance. He hedges. He places a coin on the first dozen, and another on the third, thus giving himself two chances out of three. If the first dozen turns up, he loses one coin and wins two. If the third dozen turns up, he wins two and loses one. If the second dozen turns up, the world grows suddenly cold and black. And if the ball, which can do everything except laugh, pops into zero, he feels as if he had been kicked in the face. This last tragedy generally drives him back to the colours again, where zero can do him no more harm than to put his stakes temporarily in prison.

And so he goes on, losing, winning, losing again, drawing level again, then falling definitely behind once more and staying there. He has no chance. All the time he plays with one eye on failure, with searchings of the heart, knowing that it is idiotic of him to gamble at all, and knowing also that it is still more idiotic if he does gamble not to give himself a chance of doing the thing thoroughly.

There is no hope for him. The Goddess of Luck may treat Reckless Rupert shamefully, but she does occasionally smile on him. Cautious Cuthbert simply disgusts her, and she scratches him off her visiting-list from the start.

He is beaten before he begins. His friends ought never to have allowed him to go to Monte Carlo at all.

But then, Monte Carlo is a place to which everybody goes once in his life. It is the one spot in the world where a man may get something for nothing. You are bound to catch its fascination like measles, and also like measles, you are not likely to catch it more than once.

The place is a sort of Purgatory, where the prudent man is purged of that minimum of foolishness of which he has not been able to rid himself in any other way. Until he has actually been to Monte Carlo, he retains, in spite of himself, a secret belief that, if some day he did happen to go, he would make money, that he would bring to the tables the same strong intelligence and self-restraint which have made him so universally respected in - well, wherever he happens to be universally respected.



And then comes the last phase.

The patients recovery is curiously sudden.

One moment he is losing his money as if it were his settled job in life, his brain whirling with the visions of wiring to his bank for vast overdrafts and winning huge sums at the eleventh hour; the next, the fever has left him, suddenly in a flash he realizes that he has worked harder at this imbecile game than he ever worked in his London office - that he has been paying good money simply to stand at a crowded table and get a shocking headache.

A restful calm steals over him. He is cured. And the convalescent, paying his hotel bill with the broken remnants of his little capital, grasps his return ticket and climbs happily into the Calais express. The great company of Small Gamblers has lost a member.


2. CHEMIN DE FER
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I AM WRITING these words in my hotel bedroom at the delightful French seaside resort, Le Touquet. The hour is two of a fine summer morning, and the man in the next room is hammering peevishly on the wall. The noise of my typewriter apparently keeps him awake. Serve him right. He ought to be down at the Casino, whence I have just returned, losing his money like an officer and a gentleman. He ought to be ashamed of wanting to waste in hoggish slumber the hours that might be devoted to disciplining his soul and forming his character in the Salle de Baccarat.

For there is no doubt about it, the game of Chemin de Fer acts on the soul like catnip on a cat. Whether you win or lose, it takes the soul and makes it jump through hoops, purging it of its dross and giving a new meaning to life.

Take my own case, for example. I have just come home on the Casino bus (on which I set out so bravely a few hours back like some aristocrat of the old regime on his tumbril) a loser, after feverish fluctuations of fortune, of the equivalent of five pounds: and upon me there has descended a great solemnity - not exactly a divine despair, but rather a consciousness that life is stern and earnest. I have given up the game, of course, for ever, just as I gave up golf this afternoon after missing that putt on the eighteenth green: but I am a better, finer man for having played it. I feel now that I have definitely put my careless youth behind me, and tomorrow I start shaping out a new life and trying to make a mark in the world.

Losing at Roulette never makes me feel like this. In my preceding article I have, I think, shown up Losing at Roulette for what it is - a mugs game. I flatter myself that I have exposed pretty thoroughly its lack of attractiveness as an indoor sport. But losing at Chemin de Fer is somehow different. It may be that your neighbours at the Le Touquet tables have a winsomeness lacking in those who congest the kitchen at Monte Carlo. All I know is that my motto is Millions for Le Touquet, but not a cent for M. Blanc. If I am to be parted from my little bit of stuff, let it be by the man in faultless evening dress.

But to get back to what I was saying about my soul. Where was I? Oh, yes. My soul is in absolutely mid-season form - right in high and doing its fifty m.p..h. I am now a man with a serious purpose. I have done with frivolities. Tomorrow I begin reading good books and being kind to the poor. That is how losing at chemmy inevitably takes the man of sensibility, and that is why I would say to every young man starting out in life: Young man, do not hesitate. The Casino is half a mile down the road, to the right as you leave the hotel. Grab all the loose change you can lay your hands on, hop on to the bus, and go and have a pop at it. And keep on popping till you are down to your last five-franc counter. Then, if you cannot persuade the management to cash a cheque and there is no one about who looks good for a touch, come home, my boy, and may an older mans blessing help you to shape that new career which will automatically open before you. If I had my way, there should not be a youth in our fair country who had not been skinned to the bone at this game of games.

It is a debatable point, however, whether the soul does not expand even more gloriously under the stimulus of winning at Chemin de Fer. There is an almost holy satisfaction in changing your counters at five in the morning and coming back to the hotel laden down with wealth for which you have not had to work. Moralists may talk of the joys of receiving an honest wage for honest labour, but these cannot be compared with those which come from repeatedly standing pat on a five and seeing the banker floundering miserably with three wretched court cards. A general winning a great battle may feel a faint shadow of this emotion, and a sort of suggestion of it possibly came to Milton when he wrote Finis at the end of Paradise Lost, but I can think of no other parallels.

At such a moment you feel not only clever but curiously good, as if you had done some noble work for humanity and were about to receive the thanks of a grateful nation. You thrill with a universal benevolence. You give the croupier twenty francs for himself with a sunny smile and, if you knew the French for lumbago, would ask him how his was. Also, if they were all well at home and how are his little daughters teeth straightening out. You feel, in fact, rather like St Francis of Assisi on one of his best days and rather like Napoleon reaching for the crown at his coronation.

Unfortunately, by one of those curious natural laws which operate we know not why, the drawback is that you only win the first time you try your hand at the game, knowing nothing about it. How well I remember my own initiation, that evening when a kindly friend led me to the table and I sat blushfully at his side wondering what it was all about.

The ritual seemed meaningless to me. Fair women and brave men clustered round the board. A stern-faced man of military aspect was pushing a sort of large shoe-shaped arrangement to the fellow on my left.

What do I do now? I whispered timidly to my friend.

He gives you two cards, he replied.

I received the two cards.

What do I do next? I inquired.

You ask for another, said my friend, having examined the catch.

I rather questioned the advisability of this. My two cards were a king and a queen, which seemed to me a pretty good bag. Would it not be better to leave well alone?

However, I demanded and received a third card. It was a nine.

What do I do now? I asked.

You win, said my friend.

And, sure enough, the military person snatched up a big, flat sword and a shower of pink counters shot off the blade in my direction. What I had done to deserve this, I could not understand, but it seemed all right as far as the company were concerned, so I decided to let the thing go on, with the result that in twenty minutes I was almost snowed under with counters of all colours.

What do I do now? I asked.

You go home, said my friend.

Which I did.

How different it all is today. I know all about it now. I am the man you see on the croupiers left, watching the board with eyes like gimlets, waving aside some upstart further down the table with a curt Banco prime!and snapping a chilly Carte! out of the corner of my mouth. When the bank has swelled to imposing proportions and the fainthearts are running to cover with bad attacks of cold feet (le poid froid), whose is that rich voice calling Banco!? Mine. It is now some years since the sobriquet of The Wolf of Le Touquet was first conferred upon me. Bet-You-A-Franc-Wodehouse is a pretty well-known figure along the French coast these days.

And yet - why, I cannot say - nothing ever goes right with me now. I have tried all the best-known stratagems - sometimes smoking while playing, sometimes sitting with a dead cigar in my mouth; wearing my new evening shoes, wearing my old evening shoes; brushing my hair, such as it is, from left to right, brushing it from right to left, not brushing it at all; crossing my fingers; keeping in my waistcoat pocket the foot of a rabbit shot by moonlight in a churchyard; buying cats made of black wool; and having my horoscope read before leaving England: but nothing seems to work. All round me are callow novices whispering to friends What do I do now? and scooping in wealth beyond the dreams of avarice, but I, the expert, get cleaned out every time. It is one of those things you cannot explain, you just have to accept it.

And yet, as I say, I am not grumbling. After all, money is not everything. There are things money cannot buy, and one of them is that wonderful sensation of having passed through the furnace which comes from losing thirty shillings at Chemin de Fer.

How futile and contemptible they seem to you as you rise from the table - all these fools grinning over their petty gains. You feel purified and apart, dignified, above all this silliness. Clear vision descends upon you. You get a true sense of values.

These wretched gamesters with their winnings... What does it amount to, after all? At the most a few hundred francs which will go in tips to hotel waiters. That is what they will get out of their evening. Whereas you... Well, you have got it all mapped out what you are going to do. You are going to start tomorrow studying that Efficiency Course you saw advertised in the magazine. You are going to train yourself so that you will be able to look the Boss in the eye and make him wilt. A year from now, people will be asking your opinion, as an established authority, of the works of Artbashiekeff — or, it may be, Scientific Chicken Farming.

Most probably you will become Prime Minister, and that grinning chump who has just let his bank run on six times will be getting trampled on in the crowd which has collected in Downing Street to cheer beneath the window of No. 10 after your great speech in support of the Anti-Gambling Bill.

At this point in your meditations you suddenly find yourself drifting, as if impelled by some mysterious power, towards the desk in the corner where sits the genial soul who will be delighted to cash a cheque for you...

Ah well! No sense in leaving as early as this. Only half-past four? The shank of the evening, you might say. You can become Prime Minister just as easily if you draw another mille and strike a winning streak. A moment later, you are striding back to the tables like a leopard stalking its prey.

Donnez-moi douze plaques, sil vous plaît, you say in your musical patois to the Changer.

Now, then! Come along! How much in the bank? Fifty louis? It would take more than that to scare you.

Banco!

You cant keep a good man down.


ON OCEAN LINERS
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IT WAS AS far back as the year 1904, I recall (giving my tarry trousers a hitch and shifting my quid to the other cheek), that I made my first trip to America. Since then I have crossed the Atlantic Ocean so many times that the exact total of my voyages has escaped me. (It must be an even number, or I should not be here, and I have witnesses to prove that I am, but over there.) And the reason I have brought this subject up is that every time I have taken the journey I have been struck by the same thing. The boat is splendid. The food is fine. The air is bracing. The beds are comfortable. And the stewards, whether they be of the White Star or the Cunard, never fall from that amazingly high standard of helpfulness and civility which makes an English liner-steward one of the noblest of created things. There is just one drawback to ocean travel, and that is the extraordinary hideousness of ones fellow passengers.

When the Cunard Company decided so abruptly the other day to abandon work on their new 73,000 tonner, the reason given out was that their money had also given out. In my opinion, this was a mere tactful evasion. What really happened was that they had a sudden vision of the sort of people who would be travelling on her, and it just took all the heart out of them.

It seems incredible that in this age of progress steps have not been taken to improve the standard of looks among ocean-travellers. Time after time I have stepped on board, full of optimism and feeling that this trip my fellow voyagers will be - I do not say human, but at least semi-human. And every time I have staggered back with a hand over my eyes, moaning No, no!.

You may argue that it is not their fault that they look like that. I say it is. When you see a fat man in a yachting-cap, hornrimmed spectacles, plus fours, and black and white buckskin shoes, I maintain that there is convincing evidence of premeditation and that the matter should be firmly dealt with by the proper authorities.

Either these people should not be allowed on board at all, or - if it is really necessary to get them out of the country - they should be hurried up the gang-plank under cover of darkness and kept in irons till the end of the voyage. It is no good calling a vessel the Worlds Wonder-Ship and having Edmond Dulac and Maurice Greiffenhagen do the decorating if you are going to permit these eyesores to wander at large about the decks.

It is not as if you could avoid them. If the weather is rough, they stay below, it is true: but anything like a fine day brings them out in shoals. You would hardly credit the spectacle presented by the A deck of a fashionable liner on a sunny afternoon half-way through the voyage. The B deck is just as bad. And the Boat Deck is, if anything, worse, because you find them up there playing shuffleboard. And if you hide in your stateroom you have got to meet them at meals.

The question of meals on board ship is a very vital one. At the beginning of the trip you go to a steward on the D deck, and he assigns you to a table. And at that table you have got to remain till the finish. And even if you have the good fortune to be herded in with a moderately attractive group, what charm they have is bound to wane after you have lunched and dined with them six successive days.

Take the case of the poor devils who have me at their table. What happens? On the first day of the voyage I imagine that they look me over in a not unkindly spirit and say to themselves, Ah! Jolly old Wodehouse, eh? Capital! The second day, they begin to feel that they have seen me before somewhere and that I am not nearly such an eyeful as they had imagined at first glance. The third day, a sort of nervous irritation floods over them as I sink into my seat and reach for the menu.

By dinner-time on the fourth day they feel that this has been going on for ever, that there never was a time when they were not sitting at a table looking at my beastly face. My bald head gleams in the fight of the electric bulbs, and they wish they could hurl something at it. More and more do they resent the vacant stare of my infernal eyes behind their spectacles. The way I eat seems to them proof of a diseased soul.

And all the time I am glowering at them, astounded that even mother-love could have saved them from being drowned in buckets during infancy.

It is the sort of thing that cannot but stand in the way of the Brotherhood of Man.

Something has been done to alleviate this evil by the establishment of Ritz cafés on the larger boats. But this has merely scratched the surface. Even if you do not have to feed with your fellow passengers, you still see them on deck.

In order that nobody shall be able to say of me that I am merely one of those destructive critics who expose the sore but do not suggest the remedy, I have formulated a scheme which would, I think, go far towards improving conditions on ocean liners.

Already the authorities have seemed to be groping in the right direction. Before you can sail, they insist that you get a passport. And before you can get a passport you have to forward a photograph to the Embassy. But the obvious next step they have not taken. The solution of a crying evil was staring them in the face, but they did not see it. What they should do from now on is to take a firm line and refuse passports to all whose photographs fail to satisfy a Board of Censors specially created to deal with this matter.

This is an age of censorship. When I write my daring sex-play, I have to submit it to Lord Cromer, who starts licking his blue pencil the moment he has opened the envelope. When my motion-picture, Scarlet Lips, has been shot, there is Will Hays waiting to blow the whistle if necessary. Why, then, should there not be a censor for ocean travellers?

He would, of course, have to be chosen with a good deal of care. You could not select a man for a post like that haphazard. As regards the female passengers, they could safely be left to Mr C. B. Cochran. But for male travellers the business of sifting would be more difficult. You would have to have some one with intelligence enough to see that it is possible for the masculine face to possess a certain elusive charm which amply compensates for an absence of more conventional good looks.

I myself, for instance, am - strictly speaking - no Ronald Colman. At first sight you might say to yourself that I am just the sort of man the censors would have to take a strong line about right away. But do not be too hasty. Wait a bit. See me first in my new autumn suit with the invisible blue stripe. Suspend judgment till my last lot of collars come from the makers. Ah! you hesitate. Exactly. Mine is a style of beauty that grows on you. It has to have time to get its effect. And there are many more like me. It would be fatal if the Board of Censors were composed of men of hasty and impulsive mind. They would need to be cool, canny persons with educated eyes.

But in the main their work would be simple enough. A rough, working code could be drawn up without much difficulty. Two chins or more, for instance, would automatically disqualify the entrant. Horn-rimmed spectacles would be allowed only if the face were thin. Ears sticking out at right-angles would get a black mark, and would have to be compensated for by singular beauty in the nose or mouth. There would be a standard measurement for foreheads, and it would be easier for a rich man to pass through the eye of a camel than for a gold tooth to win its way across the gang-plank of the Aquitania.

It may be that there are objections to such a scheme, of which I know nothing. I merely throw out the suggestion and leave it to the authorities to adopt it or let it go, as they please. But I do say this, that it is either a question of creating some such Board of Censors or abolishing ocean liners altogether. If things are allowed to go on as at present; if small men with thin legs are permitted to roam the decks at will in knickerbockers and stockings; if there is to be no bar to a man with a face like Epsteins Genesis sitting opposite you in the smoking-room; then - and I say it with all the impressiveness at my command - something will snap. Human nature can be pushed just so far.

One of these days, unless something is done, when the Berengaria ties up at her slip, those on shore will notice that the scuppers are red and dripping. Headless corpses will dot the settees in the lounge. Mangled remains will be among the features of interest in the saloon. And a few hundred gargoyles will have made their last trip across the Atlantic.

Let the authorities act while there is yet time.


PHOTOGRAPHS AND PHOTOGRAPHERS
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ONE OF THE things which most acutely exasperate lovers of justice in this world is the difficulty of fixing responsibility. Too often it happens that, wishing to execrate the originator of some particularly noxious evil, we are baffled for want of evidence. Nobody, for instance, knows who introduced the rabbit into Australia, jazz music into London, or the expression Sorry you were tr-r-r-r-oubled into our telephone exchanges. And, similarly, it is impossible to say with any real certainty who it was who discovered photography.

The Encyclopædia is guarded on the subject - cautious, evasive. It obviously has a wary eye open for libel actions. K. W. Sheele it says was the first to investigate the darkening action of sunlight on silver chloride. As if we didnt know that! Why, we can remember as if it were yesterday sitting on our nurses knee and listening with delicious shivers of excitement (and a bit scared, too, if we must confess it) to the story of how K. W. Sheele - Bill, his friends called him - found that when silver chloride was exposed to the action of light beneath water there was dissolved in the fluid a substance which, on the addition of lunar caustic, caused the precipitation of the silver chloride.

And on applying a solution of ammonia to the blackened chloride, Master George, what do you think was left behind? An insoluble residue of metallic silver!

Oo, Nanny! we used to pipe in our shrill, childish treble. Now tell us about Jack and the Beanstalk.

All very good as far as it goes. But you cannot possibly start burning a man in effigy on rambling evidence like that. Granted that K. W. Sheele did fool about with blackened chloride. Admitted that his experiments with the residue of metallic silver won for him the affectionate nickname of The Pest of Ponders End. How can we say, even then, that it was due to him that a train of events started which culminated last week in our facing a forty-two-centimetre camera with a frozen smile on our lips and rendering ourselves liable to a bill from Captain Kidds grandson for ten pounds eleven and sixpence?

No. We must be fair. We shall investigate K. W. Sheeles movements and antecedents, but until the report is in we must suspend judgment. All we will say at this point is that, if K. W. Sheele does prove guilty, he will be the object of the concentrated dislike of virtually every civilized man.

Man, we say. Not woman. It is not women on whom the hardships of photography weigh. Women as a sex enjoy being photographed. It is second nature for them, on catching sight of a long-haired man in spectacles diving into a velvet nose-bag, to assume without an instants hesitation an expression in which sweetness, dignity, kittenishness, soulfulness and spontaneity are so nicely blended that broken sentences of admiration and esteem filter through the velvet in an excited torrent.

Debutantes who have not undergone the ordeal since they were taken in the nude sitting on a cushion at the age of two, need as little encouragement as actresses who have played in every failure in the last sixteen seasons. And these devoted women, as everybody knows, will rise at six a.m. and reduce their midday meal to a mere snack in order to crowd their daily dealing with the camera into the twenty-four hours. One eminent member of the profession, indeed, on learning that there was some danger of a shortage of her photographs owing to the growing demand, is said to have sat before the lens without a pause for a period of two days and a night, sustained only by indomitable courage and hourly injections of clear soup from a hypodermic syringe.

How different with Man! For some reason, due probably to his nobler and more spiritual nature, the average man is overcome in the presence of a camera with an embarrassment which would be excessive if he were being arrested for forgery while eloping with somebody elses wife. He tries to cover this with a look of brooding gloom, which the photographer (who, owing to the fact that he makes a lot of money without doing any work for it, is an optimist) will not permit for an instant. The photographer is all for more sweetness and light, and, as a means towards obtaining these, suggests the moistening of the lips with the tip of the tongue.

To a thoughtful man like myself, it is one of the most inexplicable things in our daily life, this pathetic faith which all photographers have in this curious operation. They seem to regard the moistening of the lips with the tip of the tongue as a panacea for all human ills. No mundane sorrow, they appear to think, can stand up against it. I often wonder if they carry the hallucination into their private lives.

It would make a good curtain for an instalment in a romantic serial. The hero is sitting alone in his deserted flat, his head buried in his hands. Life seems ended for him. The future - if there is a future - is black. But, unseen by him, the door has opened, and there has stolen softly in a kind-faced man with a velvet nose-bag tucked under his arm. It is his old school chum, Tom, who runs the fashionable photograph-studio in Bond Street.

Tom places a hand gently on the stricken mans shoulder.

Cheer up, Ralph, he whispers. You have had a hard knock, lad, I know. Your wife has run away from you and, what is worse, has done it in the car on which you are still paying monthly instalments. But what of it? The sun is still shining. There are still blue-birds in the world. Moisten the lips with the tip of the tongue, boy, and be your old merry self once more.

No photographer will ever admit that Hamlet and King Lear are to be pitied for their misfortunes. They wilfully omitted to moisten the lips with the tip of the tongue.

I say that it would make a great situation in a story, but it will never be written. Authors will not write about photographers. Search through literature, and where will you find a photographer hero? Butchers have been heroes of novels. So have drapers. So have policemen, prize-fighters, footballers, engineers, cowboys, bespoke tailors and Italian oil-and-colour men, but never a photographer. There is a reason for this.

I look in my glass, dear reader, and what do I see? Nothing so frightfully hot, believe me. The face is slablike, the ears are large and fastened on at right-angles. Above the eyebrows comes a stagnant sea of bald forehead, stretching away into the distance with nothing to relieve it but a few wisps of lonely hair. The nose is blobby, the eyes dull, like those of a fish not in the best of health. A face, in short, taking it for all in all, which should be reserved for the gaze of my nearest and dearest who, through long habit, have got used to it and can see through to the pure white soul beneath. At any rate, a face not to be scattered about at random and come upon suddenly by nervous people and invalids.

And yet, just because I am an author, I have to keep on being photographed. It is the fault of publishers and editors, of course, really, but it is the photographer who comes in for the authors hate.

Something has got to be done about this practice of publishing authors photographs. We have to submit to it, because editors and publishers insist. They have an extraordinary superstition that it helps an authors sales. The idea is that the public sees the photograph, pauses spell-bound for an instant, and then with a cry of ecstasy rushes off to the book-shop and buys copy after copy of the gargoyles latest novel.

Of course, in practice, it works out just the other way. People read a review of an authors book and are told that it throbs with a passion so intense as almost to be painful, and are on the point of digging seven-and-sixpence out of their childs money-box to secure a copy, when their eyes fall on the mans photograph at the side of the review, and they find that he has a face like a rabbit and wears spectacles and a low collar. And this man is the man who is said to have laid bare the soul of a woman as with a scalpel.

Naturally their faith is shaken. They feel that a man like that cannot possibly know anything about Woman or any other subject except where to go for a vegetarian lunch, and the next moment they have put down the hair-pin and the child is seven-and-six in hand and the author his ten per cent or whatever it is to the bad. And all because of a photograph. In virtually every case where a photographer is found mysteriously murdered, the first thing the Big Four at Scotland Yard do is to hold a roundup of the novelists and short-story writers in the neighbourhood.

For the ordinary man, the recent introduction of high-art methods into photography has done much to diminish the unpleasantness of the operation. In the old days of crude and direct posing, there was no escape for the sitter. He had to stand up, backed by a rustic stile and a flabby canvas sheet covered with exotic trees, glaring straight into the camera. To prevent any eleventh-hour retreat, a sort of spiky thing was shoved firmly into the back of his head leaving him with the choice of being taken as he stood or having an inch of steel jabbed into his skull. Modern methods have changed all that.

There are no photographs nowadays. Only camera portraits and lens impressions. The full face has been abolished. The ideal of the present-day photographer is to eliminate the sitter as far as possible and concentrate on a general cloudy effect. I have in my possession two studies of my Uncle Theodore - one taken in the early nineties, the other in the present year. The first shows him, evidently in pain, staring before him with a fixed expression. In his right hand he grasps a scroll. His left rests on a moss-covered wall. Two sea-gulls are flying against a stormy sky.

As a likeness, it is almost brutally exact. My uncle stands for ever condemned as the wearer of a made-up tie.

The second is different in every respect. Not only has the sitter been taken in the popular modern one-twentieth face, showing only the back of the head, the left ear and what is either a pimple or a flaw in the print, but the whole thing is plunged in the deepest shadow. It is as if my uncle had been surprised by the camera while chasing a black cat in his coal-cellar on a moonlight night. There is no question as to which of the two makes the more attractive picture. My family resemble me in that respect. The less you see of us, the better we look.

Little more remains to be said on this absorbing subject. If I have seemed to write in a jaundiced and condemnatory spirit of photographers, let me end on a note of kindly approval. Say what we may against photographs, they remain - I speak now of the stiff, cabinet size - the best paper-cutters in existence. The big, limp, artistic ones, if torn and properly doubled up, make admirable wedges for stopping windows from rattling. And let us never forget that if there were no photographs there would be no photograph-frames: and where would we turn then for an adequate yet inexpensive birthday, wedding, or Yule-tide gift for our wide circle of friends?
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Remsenburg Presbyterian Church, Long Island, New York — Wodehouses final resting place


[image: img672.jpg]

Wodehouses grave
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